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Alberto Camplani 
Setting a Bishopric / Arranging an Archive: 
Traces of Archival Activity in the Bishopric 
of Alexandria and Antioch 
Abstract: Early Christianity was heir to the archival practice and discourse of 
Greek and Roman societies, in which public and private archives enjoyed a great 
deal of consideration. Even before creating their own archives, Christian congre-
gations, when becoming a structured society, adhered to the archival discourse 
of their times, and the mention of archives in their writings served apologetic and 
theological aims. The article argues that the main impulse to undertake archival 
activity came from the new form of leadership, the bishop: alone, or in connec-
tions with other colleagues, in particular within the meetings (synods), the 
bishop produced a huge number of written records, which was to be arranged in 
archival form. After a brief presentation of the papyrological evidence, the article 
discusses the traces of ancient episcopal archives detectable in the historiograph-
ical and apologetic writings compiled in the main episcopal sees, such as Rome, 
Alexandria, and Antioch. 

1 Historical introduction and methodological 
issues 

Early Christianity was heir to the archival practice and discourse of Greek and 
Roman societies. The high amount of consideration achieved by public and pri-
vate archives,1 regarded as authoritative repositories of memoirs and legal docu-

|| 
1 I will begin with a working definition of ‘archive’ offered by Vandorpe 2009, 217–218 in a re-
cent handbook of papyrology, notoriously a discipline which pays great attention to the study of 
dossiers and archives: ‘[an] archive is a deliberate collection of papers in antiquity by a single 
person, family, community, or around an office’. Obviously, in the course of the work, I will also 
make use of Schenk’s and Friedrich’s papers and take into account the sophisticated conceptual 
framework they proposed at our conference: I am thinking in particular of Schenk’s distinction 
between archival records, archives and archival thinking, and Friedrich’s reconstruction of the 
dialectics between archival practices and archival discourse, both of which are very useful for 
approaching the scant clues we have about Late Antique archives. See also their books: Friedrich 
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ments owned by a family, a city or a state, affected Jesus’ followers from the be-
ginning of the second century CE. This was particularly true when Christianity 
began to conceive of itself as a structured system of congregations and as a com-
plex society even before the birth of the monarchical episcopate.2 However, the 
main impulse to undertake archival activity came from the bishops themselves: 
from their actions within their dioceses, their relationship with the congregations 
and the colleagues of other cities and countries, and their official meetings (the 
synods), all of which produced a huge number of written records. Bishoprics and 
synods were an original product of the expansion and growth of the new religion, 
but also received and reworked models and attitudes coming from the bureau-
cratic offices of the Greco-Roman society, including the latter’s attention to writ-
ten records of collective decisions.3 

For that reason, I will surmise that the evolution of the monarchical episcopate 
is responsible for the growth of the first Christian archives.4 My argument will be 
illustrated by studying some cases in which the documentation allows us to follow 
the development of archival activity. Despite the enormous loss of ancient Christian 
archives (with few exceptions, unfortunately), we know about the multiplicity of 
activities which could be committed to written records through other clues, such as 
a list of members of the clergy, a list of widows, a list of the succession of bishops, 
and—in dioceses owning the right to intervene in the congregations of cities and 
villages in the same province—a list of the subordinate bishops, which also had 
the ideological function of marking the communion. Another activity which 
could be recorded in writing was the recruitment of deacons and presbyters: the 
system used since the end of the third century consisted in writing a contract ac-
cording to a model drawn from civil society.5 Finally, there was the transmission 
of letters and short messages both inside and outside the diocese, which were 

|| 
2013; Schenk 2014. Interesting insights have been provided by Francia 2015 within a contribution 
devoted to the archives/libraries of Ninive. 
2 On this process, see Gaudemet 1958, 1994. 
3 Adler 2012, 919–925; Camplani 2006b. 
4 I am aware of the fact that the label ‘monarchical episcopate’ is debated nowadays. See the 
documentation presented, in the framework of a new hypothesis, by Stewart 2014, who, against 
the general consensus on the emergence of bishops from the presbyterium responsible of a city 
congregation, outlines a complex evolution from original episcopoi/householders, which consti-
tuted the presbyterium of the city, and later monoepiscopoi emerging from the presbyterium. 
While the writing of letters between congregations is both the result of a necessity for congrega-
tions living at a certain distance and the sign of commitment to the written word per se, the ar-
chival practice takes place more easily when religious power is concentrated in one person. 
5 Wipszycka 1996. 
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addressed to other congregations and bishops, as well as the activity of the syn-
ods, whose development is strictly tied to the growing power of the monarchical 
bishop: the meetings organised in major cities to discuss important issues in-
volved the tachygraphic transcription of debates, recording what the participants 
said, redacting synodical letters and providing a synthesis of the decisions made; 
in some cases, this even took the form of canons.6 

All this documentation can only be classified as archival records if we are cer-
tain of the existence of archives. Since these are mentioned in the sources, but are 
lost for the most part, our first task is that of collecting evidence about the concrete 
situations in which it was felt necessary to record something in writing, while our 
second task is that of comparing the data with the information given by the sources 
about either archives or the persons working in them.7 This is not exactly the same 
as studying literacy in relation to the history of the book in Christian congregations, 
as proposed by Gamble.8 The kind of documentation preserved in episcopal ar-
chives is normally more practical and more linked to the necessities of communal 
life, although it is impossible to draw a clear line between a literary document and 
a document with a more practical function—a letter of recommendation can be clas-
sified as both a literary text and an archival record, for example. Much depends on 
the function it plays in the context in which it is preserved and used. 

Of course, we should prioritise the issue of literacy in Christian congregations, 
which have been at the centre of current research and led to some interesting but 
questionable results. Gamble, Norelli and Bagnall are only a few of the members of 
a large group of scholars who have been devoting their time and energy to studying 
ancient information about books, libraries and archives.9 I am aware of the fact 

|| 
6 Hess 2002, 5–88; Bernardini 2009, 34–58. 
7 It often happens that literary, epigraphic or papyrological sources, witnesses to diverse his-
torical situations, give us information about the personnel working in an archive without clearly 
referring to the existence of the latter. This kind of information is also to be taken into account 
for the history of Christian archives. 
8 See Gamble 1995, whose first chapter (pp. 1–41) has the title ‘Literacy and literary culture in 
early Christianity’. Of course, things are very complicated, since early Christian documents all 
had a more or less pronounced practical function. ‘Early Christian letters, however, have often 
been described as nonliterary, either by denying that letters were a form of literature proper 
(Overbeck) or by locating the analogues of Christian letters in the ordinary private letters of the 
papyri (Deissmann)’ (36). The conclusion by Gamble is that ‘the letters found in the New Testa-
ment and among the Apostolic Fathers do not, as a group, closely resemble either the private 
letters among the papyri or the literary letters of the elite but fall between these extremes of epis-
tolary practice’ (37). 
9 Gamble 1995, 28–40 (orality and literary culture), 144–161 (early Christian libraries); Norelli 
2006, 8–13 (‘Comunicazione scritta e comunicazione orale’); Bagnall 2009. 
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that, on the one hand, the relationship between Jesus and books, or rather scrolls, 
and more generally between Jesus and the written word—what we would call ‘liter-
acy’―is a problematic one, which cannot be answered positively or negatively, but 
it deserves a complex approach in which his attitude to the written heritage of Ju-
daism and the Bible should be taken into account and put in relation to his strong 
tendency to transmit his message orally. On the other hand, this tension―this prob-
lematic attitude to the written word―should be considered in terms of its influence 
on the future development of the diverse congregations which were formed after 
his death: just a few years later, we find Paul of Tarsus elaborating on a different 
mentality regarding the written word, but the very diverse streams of Jesus’ follow-
ers were not all ready to agree with him. How relevant is this question to the history 
of Christian archives? 

The purpose of my paper is both to define some of the methodological prob-
lems involved in the reconstruction of the episcopal archives of Late Antiquity and 
to explore the possible correlation between the birth and subsequent evolution of 
the bishoprics in the traditional sense of the term and the constitution of archives. I 
think that an indirect correlation may be established in the sense that an archive 
could be arranged more easily in a unitary congregation led by a monarchical bishop 
at the end of the second century or beginning of the third than in a presbyteral feder-
ation of diverse congregations typical of the first two centuries. The documentation 
at our disposal supports the former hypothesis.10 My perspective is obviously that of 
a historian of Christianity, as may be inferred from the following questions: How did 
the evolution of Christianity in the eastern Mediterranean involve the formation of 
a particular type of archive that connected with the practical, cultural and liturgical 
activities carried out by congregations of believers? When did the transition take 
place from one form of religion in which orality played a relevant role and on which 
communal life was based, only to a lesser extent on the writing, reading and editing 
of texts and documents, to a set of congregations that not only gave significant 
weight to the written word and the book, but also relied on writing for a good part 
of their practical activities? In sum, on the one hand there is a problem of method-
ology and analysis of the sources concerning the recovery of archives, and on the 
other there is an issue of a historical type.11 

Marginally we have to note that our quest for archives and archival culture in 
the past is largely dependent on the fact that we are heirs to the archival discourse 
and archival practices of the Mediterranean world of Late Antiquity, medieval and 
modern times as well as of other regions which eventually came into contact with 

|| 
10 See Bagnall 2009, chapter I. 
11 On this transformation, see Norelli 2012. 
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it. Is there a clear case of continuity of archival activity in bishoprics from Late An-
tiquity up to the present day? Given what I have said about the loss of archives, the 
answer should be negative. An exception has been indicated by Gianfranco Fiacca-
dori on many occasions, however: the archiepiscopal archives of Ravenna,12 which 
should be studied from this perspective. 

Since this paper will not only touch on early dioceses of a small size, but also 
on the ones situated in the largest cities in the eastern Mediterranean world in 
Late Antiquity, it seems appropriate to me to offer a further methodological ob-
servation here: from the theoretical point of view, we can distinguish in the ac-
tivities of a large diocese, such as that of Rome or Alexandria or Antioch, three 
entities having a strict relationship with written records of all kinds: the chancery 
of the bishopric, the archive and the library. In fact, none of the information we 
have at our disposal corresponds to this distinction or corroborates it in a clear 
fashion. Perhaps there was only one place, or a system of private places, in which 
the written materials were prepared, and then the staff employed the single items 
for the different functions corresponding to our distinction of chancery, archive 
and library. This applies to Alexandria and Antioch as well as to Rome.13 

1.1 The myth: the archives of Rome and Edessa between 
bureaucratic reality and religious idealisation 

Before facing the question of the extant papyrological archives and the issue of 
the recovery of lost ones, I would like to highlight how the image of efficient ar-
chives affected Christian intellectuals of the first centuries on the basis of a recent 
and intelligent recognition by Adler: 

But whether figurative or real, the terminology of Josephus and early Christian authors 
shows in any case how the ancient idealization of the archive has seeped into Jewish and 
Christian discourse about the authority of their sacred texts.14 

Here we are facing the question of the archival discourse, which feeds on archival 
practice: the role of archives was so important in the society in which Christianity 

|| 
12 Fiaccadori 2014, 244; Montanari 1992, 274–275, 281. Gianfranco Fiaccadori, who has passed 
away in the meantime, stressed this fact during the debates at our conference. 
13 Also from a papyrological point of view, ‘the term archive is clearly reserved for documentary 
groups of texts, whereas a public or personal library is a collection of literary texts. Works of 
literature may, however, be included among documentary papers’: Vandorpe 2009, 218. 
14 Adler 2012, 928; see also Adler 2013, 48–52. 
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was spreading that some intellectuals used the reference to them as an argument 
in their apologetic or theological discourse. Tertullian, for instance, claims that 
Rome’s public archives (instrumenta) confirmed the Gospel account about the tre-
mendous events that accompanied the crucifixion of Christ; and against Marcion, 
he maintains that Jesus’ enrolment in the Roman census was certified in these 
same archives.15 One of the most famous and metaphorical occurrences of the 
term is preserved in Ignatius’ Letter to the Philadelphians:16 

Ἐπεὶ ἤκουσά τινων λεγόντων ὅτι, ἐὰν μὴ ἐν τοῖς ἀρχείοις εὕρω, ἐν τῷ εὐαγγελίῳ οὐ 
πιστεύω· καὶ λέγοντός μου αὐτοῖς ὅτι γέγραπται, ἀπεκρίθησάν μοι ὅτι πρόκειται. Ἐμοὶ δὲ 
ἀρχεῖά ἐστιν Ἰησοῦς Χριστός, τὰ ἄθικτα ἀρχεῖα ὁ σταυρὸς αὐτοῦ καὶ ὁ θάνατος καὶ ἡ 
ἀνάστασις αὐτοῦ καὶ ἡ πίστις ἡ δι΄ αὐτοῦ ἐν οἷς θέλω ἐν τῇ προσευχῇ ὑμῶν δικαιωθῆναι. 

I heard someone saying: ‘If I can’t find it in the archives, then I won’t believe [it if it’s] in the 
Gospel’. Since I said to them: ‘It is written’, they replied ‘This is the question’. For me, the 
archives are Jesus Christ, undefiled archives are his cross, and death, and resurrection, and 
the faith which is by him; through this I want to be justified in your prayers. 

To Ignatius’ adversaries, archives were the certification of theological and Chris-
tological truth. By ‘archives’ they meant the Old Testament, without which, ac-
cording to them, nothing could be said about Christ. In his response, Ignatius 
seems to stress the sufficiency of Christian archives, which are not the written 
Gospel here, but the person of Jesus Christ.17 So, we have a double metaphoric 
process in this case: archives are a metaphor for the Jewish Scriptures, and, at a 
higher level, for the incarnate humanity of Christ, which in turn is both in conti-
nuity with the Jewish Scriptures and their fulfilment / overcoming.18 

When exploring the impact of the archival ideology in the Mediterranean 
world and the metaphoric use of the word ‘archives’, Edessa comes to our atten-
tion mainly thanks to the centrality that the city achieves in Eusebius’s account 
of the evangelisation of Osrhoene. A brief review of this account, which is shared 
by all its basic witnesses (Eusebius’s account, a later Syriac reworking and other 
texts), is in order now. Abgar V, king of Edessa, is said to have sent some envoys 
to Palestine with a letter addressed to Jesus at the very moment of the Passion, 
asking him to come to Edessa in order to heal him from a serious illness. Jesus 
responded with a message in which he declared that it was impossible for him to 
make a personal visit to the king, while promising to send a disciple to Edessa 

|| 
15 Apologeticum 21,19; Contra Marcionem 4,7,7. 
16 Ign. Ad Philadelphos, 8,2, ed. Simonetti 2010, 402–403. 
17 See Norelli 2001, 237–243. 
18 Simonetti 2010, 603–605 (commentary). 
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after his ascent into heaven, who would heal Abgar and preach the Gospel in his 
city. This promise was subsequently kept. The story relates the presence of a dis-
ciple of Jesus at Edessa, his working miracles and his dealings with Abgar. Such 
is the sequence of events related by both the Syriac source, whose Greek transla-
tion Eusebius inserted in Historia ecclesiatica (h.e.) and a later reworking of it en-
titled Teaching of Addai (which claims to have been written by the scribe La-
bubna),19 as well as implied by the Itinerarium Egeriae (17,2 and 19,2–19) and 
other later texts. In Eusebius h.e. I 13 we find the following statement: 

There is also documentary evidence of these things taken from the archives at Edessa which 
was at that time a capital city. At least, in the public documents there, which contain the 
things done in antiquity and at the time of Abgar, these things too are found preserved from 
that time to this; but there is nothing equal to hearing the letters themselves, which we have 
extracted from the archives, and when translated from the Syriac they are verbally as fol-
lows.20 

As the reader can understand, the case of Edessa is extremely important for our 
enquiry, because it shows at once the historical reality of an archival culture since 
the establishment of an independent kingdom and above all during the Roman 
domination, and its mythical reworking by a Christian congregation which feels 
the need to connect itself to an idealised past of the kingdom with its glorious 
bureaucracy. The reference to the archives has been reworked in the later Teach-
ing of Addai: 

As is the custom in the kingdom of King Abgar and in all kingdoms, everything which is 
said before him is written and placed among the records (bēt ʻūhdānā). Labubna the son of 
Senaq the son of Abshadar, the scribe of the king, therefore, wrote the things concerning 
the Apostle Addai from the beginning to the end, while Hanan, the faithful archivist 
(ṭabūlārā) of the king, set the hand of witness and placed it among the records (bēt ̒ ūhdānā) 
of the royal books, where the statutes and ordinances are placed. The matters belonging to 
those who buy and sell are also kept there with care and concern.21 

Here we have a realistic description of Edessa’s civil archives, written by a person 
who was familiar with them. We meet this same phenomenon in the Acts of Shar-
bil: in this fictional account, it is said that the archives were in front of the great 
altar of the city and that the exceptors wrote these acts (hypomnemata) on parch-

|| 
19 The text was first published by Phillips in 1876 and is now available with a new English trans-
lation in Howard 1981. See Desreumeaux 1993, Brock 1992–1999. 
20 Eus., h.e. I 13. Edition in Schwartz and Mommsen 1999 (1903), translation in Lake 1926, 87. 
21 Howard 1981, 104–107. 
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ment (qarṭisē) and put them in the archives (bēt arkē), where the royal parch-
ments (qarṭisē d-malkē) were preserved. According to Debié, ‘le texte littéraire des 
Actes se présente un peu comme un document double, le texte étant le document 
(la scriptura interior scellée) tandis que la signature et l’attestation par le scribe 
et les témoins constituent la “couverture” (la partie supérieure avec la scriptura 
exterior, que l’on trouvait normalement sur le dessus des parchemins ou papyri) 
qui assure l’authentification’.22 There are important witnesses to these archives 
and to the presence of personnel taking care of them: according to Debié, the staff 
were trained in different writing systems of Aramaic / Syriac, which were adapted 
to the diverse contexts and functions the documents were intended for.23 

A document has been published that was explicitly meant for depositing in 
the archive (ʾarkîwn, transcription of ἀρχεῖον) of the ‘renowned city of Edessa’, 
viz. a contract for the sale of a slave girl (P.Dura 28), dating to 243 CE. At the head 
of the text there is a memorandum describing the delivery of the document to the 
master of taxes ‘by courier’.24 

In Chronicon edessenum we find another allusion to Edessene archives, from 
which an account was drawn about the famous flood of 201:25 ‘In the year 513 in 
the reign of [Septimius] Severus and the reign of King Abgar, son of King Maʿnu, 
in the month of the latter Teshrin, the spring of water that comes forth from the 
great palace of King Abgar the Great became abundant’. This incipit is followed 
by the description of the flood and the reaction of the public authorities and pop-
ulation. At the end we read: 

Maryahb son of Shemesh and Qayoma son of Magratat – these scribes (sāprē) of Edessa 
wrote down this event at the order of King Abgar, and Bardin and Bulid who were in charge 
of the archives (ʾarkîwn = ἀρχεῖον) of Edessa received it and placed it inside them as šarrīrē 
of the city. 

From the narrative, it becomes evident that one of the motives for including the 
whole story in the archives is exemption from taxes for a period of time that the 
king granted to those whose property had been damaged by flooding. This was 
one of the main functions of a civil archive: to preserve official decisions concern-
ing taxes, military movements and the reorganisation of civil administration.26 

|| 
22 Debié 2015, 171. 
23 Debié 2015, 167. 
24 Adler 2012, 930–931; Debié 2015, 168–169. 
25 Ross 2001, 104–107, with a translation by Segal 1970, 24–25. Edition in Guidi 1903, 1–3. 
26 Debié 2015, 359–360. 
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Debié has ably demonstrated how much the use of archives and ephemerides in-
fluenced historical writing in the Syriac language.27 

It must be observed that while there is a real reference to public archives in 
the examples presented here, in Eusebius’s translation of the old Syriac text and 
in the Teaching of Addai the reference should be considered fictional. As I wrote 
some years ago, there is no serious witness to the obsessively repeated claim that 
the Doctrina Addai derives from the archives of Edessa rather than from those of 
the church there. The legend’s absence from both the city’s first documentary his-
tories written by Christian authors as of the sixth century, with the exception of 
Joshua the Stylite, and from the works by Jacob of Edessa is worthy of note.28 This 
sheds light upon the ideological character of both the Eusebian narrative and the 
Teaching, calling into question the historical reality of a connection between the 
legend and the Edessene archives. We are dealing here with a propagandistic leit-
motiv: already present within the Syriac text known to Eusebius, this would then 
have been further emphasised by the Teaching in order to confer greater authority 
upon the story. This leitmotiv was reproduced by Eusebius for reasons that are 
patently apologetic in nature.29 

According to Adler, the English translation of Eusebius’s passage like the one 
proposed above has done great harm to the historian’s credibility: ‘accepting it 
would mean that Eusebius expects us to believe that he: (1) travelled to Edessa; 
(2) retrieved the relevant Syriac documents from the archives; and (3) either trans-
lated them into Greek himself or had them translated into Greek for him’.30 The 
confusion originates in the meaning of the phrase ἀπὸ τῶν ἀρχείων, which he 
proposes to translate as ‘ancient records’ instead of ‘archives’: in this particular 
expression, Eusebius is not referring to Edessa’s archives as in the above sen-
tence, but rather to a longer text, the old Syriac version from which he has ex-
tracted Jesus’ and Abgar’s correspondence.31 This could be written on the model 

|| 
27 Debié 2015, 358–367: ‘Les chroniques d’Édesse ont conservé l’enregistrement des construc-
tions et des dons aux églises de la ville’ (364); ‘Les chancelleries des métropoles et des pa-
triarches produisaient ou recevaient aussi des documents qui étaient classés et enregistrés: cor-
respondances, actes des synodes, listes des ordinations, entrée en fonction et décès au moins 
des patriarches et des évêques. Les chroniques ont conservés les listes de succession des évêques 
des villes dont elles écrivaient l’histoire’ (365). On Moses of Khorene’s mention of the archives of 
Nisibis and Edessa, see Traina 1996. 
28 Van Rompay 1999. 
29 Camplani 2009b. 
30 Adler 2012, 936. 
31 Adler 2012, 937. Adler proposes to tie the mention of the act of extracting the account from 
the archives (τὴν μαρτυρίαν, ἐκ τῶν κατὰ Ἔδεσσαν […] γραμματοφυλακείων ληφθεῖσαν) to the 
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of the day book or register, in use since the time of Alexander the Great (who in 
turn inherited a Persian custom), composed of royal decrees, correspondence and 
acts; in Edessa it was called the ktābā d-bēt arkē.32 

In conclusion, Edessa’s elite was proud of the state archival practices, thanks 
to a well-trained bureaucracy, and was able to build an archival discourse to the 
point that the reference to public archives was used to build fictional pieces of 
literature outlining the origins of the Christian congregation. We have no way of 
knowing if the documents produced in the everyday life of the Edessene congre-
gation were preserved in public archives or in those of the bishopric, which seems 
more likely, and if the two, after the ‘peace’ of the Church, were merged into a 
single archive or remained independent of each other. What we do know is that 
the Edessene elite was legitimising its Christian history with the mention of state 
archives that past generations had helped to create. 

1.2 Early archival activity and the bishops 

We have no archive arranged by the leading figures of early Christianity, such as 
prophets, apostles, preachers or didaskaloi, nor are we informed about their ar-
chival activity.33 This is not to say that written communications were lacking in 
Christian congregations, however―Clement of Rome’s first epistle to the Corinthi-
ans is a clear indication of the contrary.34 Both here and in other early Christian 
writings, we find clues about gatherings of leaders for the purpose of sending and 
receiving texts and letters. These communications are not evidence of an archival 
practice, though. 

On the other hand, we may follow the slow affirmation during the second cen-
tury of more structured congregations led by groups of presbyters, among which 
one individual emerges, the bishop, according to a very controversial process 

|| 
allusion to the period in which Edessa was independent (τὸ τηνικάδε βασιλευομένην): this ex-
pression would be a reference not to the time of Abgar V, but to a later period, and consequently 
the act of extracting was done by someone in the third century, before Edessa’s transformation 
into a Roman colony. However, I do not find it necessary to interpret the expression τὸ τηνικάδε 
βασιλευομένην in connection with the act of extracting the story; it is preferable to refer it directly 
to Abgar V, who is the protagonist of the account; this same expression is used by Eusebius 
when, after narrating the vicissitude of Paul of Samosata, he alludes to Aurelian’s attitude to-
wards the Christians in that period (h.e. VΙΙ 30,20: τοιοῦτος μέν γέ τις ἦν τὸ τηνικάδε περὶ ἡμᾶς 
ὁ Αὐρηλιανός). 
32 Adler 2012, 936; Debié 2015, 171–172. 
33 This also applies to Montanism; see Eus. h.e. V 16‒19. 
34 See the detailed discussion in Prinzivalli 2010. 
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which has been discussed in a recent book by Alastair Stewart.35 It is in relation to 
this process that some clues begin to appear in our sources pointing to an archival 
practice. 

However, it is only with (1) Eusebius’s repeated allusion to the preservation of 
documentation stemming from gatherings of presbyters and bishops since the sec-
ond half of the second century (synods),36 (2) the clues about the chancery’s activity 
in Carthage that are detectable in Tertullian’s works and Cyprian’s correspond-
ence,37 and (3) the tachygraphic transcription of sentences uttered by the bishops 
at the synod in 256,38 that we have the possibility to assume the existence of ar-
chives, although we do not possess a clear statement to that effect. In particular, 
the huge amounts of documentation produced by the synods, the diverse typology 
of their written statements (the tachygraphic transcription of the sententiae of the 
participants, which were edited by the process of emendatio so as to achieve the 
form of gesta ecclesiastica), synodical letters expressing the synthesis of such de-
bates, libelli recording all the decisions taken (which would eventually lead to the 
canons), and the cross-references detectable among them are all clear signs of the 
fact that the correlation between the new leadership of the monarchical bishop and 
the spreading of synodical activity is the historical factor that gave impetus to the 
growth of Christian archives. 

We get indirect confirmation about the importance of bishops for the growth of 
the archival practice in Christian congregations from Bagnall’s suggestion that 
most of the early literary papyri from Egypt, which is normally dated to the second 
century, is connected to the existence of bishops along the Nile, who are not, in 
fact, attested before the end of the second century or the beginning of the third.39 
Documentary papyri relating to the Christian congregations are even later.40 That 
means that libraries and archives, which were not clearly distinguished, especially 
in small or medium-size dioceses, were established when the leadership of the local 
congregation was put in the hands of a bishop. In a sense, the new archives were a 
reflection of a structure that was becoming more and more complex, but at the same 
time dominated by increasingly autocratic leaders. 

|| 
35 Stewart 2014. 
36 Camplani 2006b and Hess 2002. See in particular Eusebius, h.e. V 16,23–28 (synods against 
the Montanists and the Quartodecimans) and VII 27,1–30,17 (synods against Berillus and Paul of 
Samosata). 
37 Duval 2000. 
38 See in particular Bernardini 2009, 191–201, one of the finest studies on early Christian synods 
and their documentation, and Munier 1974, V–VI. 
39 Bagnall 2009, 1–24, discussed in Wipszycka 2015, 64–66. 
40 Luijendijk 2008. 
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1.3 The papyrological evidence 

Some ecclesiastical archives have been preserved in papyri, recovered through 
systematic excavation or through chance discovery. In the latter case, archives 
were often divided into lots by the finders and then acquired by different institu-
tions, so one of the tasks of the papyrologists is to ascertain whether the docu-
ments belonged to a specific archive or not. However, apart from the question of 
recovering the archives, it is important to observe that documentary papyri are of 
the highest importance if we want to understand the Church’s attitude to written 
records of any kind. On the basis of the papyrological discoveries it is becoming 
evident, as has been stressed by Ewa Wipszycka, that in the process of forming 
its institutions, 

the church imitated both the Roman state administration and that of the large estates. It 
took over from them the habit of putting all sorts of matters into writing. The chancellery of 
the bishop produced Greek and Coptic documents accompanying and documenting the var-
ious activities of the church. When the bishop ordained presbyters or deacons, they gave 
him written declarations by which they pledged themselves not to leave their diocese, to 
take care of the church which had been entrusted to them, to fast on the prescribed days, to 
learn by heart some biblical texts (the Gospels, Paul’s Epistles, the Psalms), and so on. In 
some cases the newly ordained presbyters or deacons handed to the bishop written decla-
rations signed by local notables who vouched for their future good behaviour. When charg-
ing one of his subordinates with visiting a church, the bishop gave him a warrant. Examples 
could be easily multiplied. The earliest piece of evidence we have concerning the ecclesias-
tical habit of committing all sorts of things to writing is the papyrus CPR V 1141 of the begin-
ning of the fourth century: here a newly ordained deacon binds himself not to leave the 
bishop. Functioning in this way, church institutions both implied and favoured literacy 
among the clergy,42 

and, we could add, supported the formation of archives. 
Two books, by Luijendijk and Blummel, will help us in our approach to the 

first letters preserved on papyrus.43 Some of them are connected to Sotas, a per-
son whom Luijendijk has proposed to identify with the bishop of Oxyrhynchus in 
the second half of the third century. This hypothesis has been confirmed by the 
historiographical text preserved in an Ethiopic manuscript which is being edited 
by Alessandro Bausi and commented by myself.44 I do not know if it is possible to 

|| 
41 Edition, Italian translation and commentary in Wipszycka 1996. 
42 Wipszycka 2015, 121–122, reproducing Wipszycka 2007, 343. 
43 Luijendijk 2008, 81–151; Blumell/Wayment 2015, 463–487. 
44 See Bausi/Camplani 2013, 247 and the editio minor in 2016, 249–302. In Blumell/Wayment 
2015, 479, the statement that the new Ethiopic text is contained in an ‘Ethiopic ms that dates to 
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surmise that the letters connected with Sotas of Oxyrhynchus were part of an ar-
chive—Luijendijk maintains a degree of caution about this question.45 What is 
particularly interesting is the exceptional fact that two of them are preserved on 
parchment, which was normally reserved for literary manuscripts and rarely used 
for documents: ‘Behind a material detail—these two seemingly insignificant 
parchment scraps—I behold the contours of a Christian scriptorium at Oxyrhyn-
chus’, she says.46 This high level of literacy is the first condition for the formation 
of an episcopal archive. 

The largest group of archives comes from monastic groups, the oldest of 
which are dated to the fourth century.47 The study of ecclesiastical archives is 
mainly linked with two names: Abraham, bishop of Hermonthis, and Pisenthius, 
bishop of Keft, who lived between the sixth and the seventh centuries.48 They are 
currently at the centre of scholarly attention, because their rich archives need to 
be edited or partially re-edited.49 

Abraham’s archive was discovered in the monastery of Phoibammon built 
into the temple of Hatshepsut at Dayr al-Bahari, where he resided for a time 
around 600, acting as both bishop of Hermonthis and abbot of this monastery. 
From the archive, a provisional edition of which has been provided in Martin 
Krause’s dissertation, we infer that he exchanged extensive correspondence with 
the believers in his diocese, both clerical and secular. According to Crum:50 

We see the bishop ordaining readers, deacons and priests to particular cures and formally 
entrusting them with their duties; arranging for the performance of service[s] in various 
churches, sometimes at the application of the local authorities; issuing charges on liturgical 

|| 
the Aksumite age (IV–VII)’ needs to be corrected to ‘Ethiopic ms that dates to at least the thir-
teenth century, if not earlier’. In fact, the Aksumite age is the period in which the historiograph-
ical text was translated from Greek to Ge’ez and not the date of the manuscript itself. As for the 
Alexandrian bishop who appointed Sotas, this was not ‘Theonas’, as indicated, but ‘Maximos’. 
45 Luijendijk 2008, 89–90: ‘If these papyri indeed refer to one and the same man, how do they 
fit together? Did they form part of an archive or is it sheer serendipity that several letters from 
the same person have been preserved? […] Did Sotas store these letters in such an archive? […] 
Based on the archaeology alone, we cannot determine whether these texts constitute the remains 
of Sota’s deliberately organised documents in the strict sense of the word “archive”’. 
46 Luijendijk 2008, 150–151; a discussion of the problem is on pp. 144–151. 
47 For a list, see Giorda 2007, and Schmelz 2002, 6–14. 
48 For a first approach, see the updated introduction by Wipszycka 2015, 34–41, which presents 
the significant advantage of looking at the two archives with the eyes of a historian. 
49 For more on Abraham, it is necessary to consult Crum 1902 and Krause 1956, 1991a, 1991b; 
for Pisenthius, apart from the old edition by Revillout 1900–1914, see Van der Vliet 2002, 2013, 
2015, and Dekker 2011. 
50 Crum 1902, xvii. 
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questions and edicts of interdict and excommunication against individuals and villages; 
dealing with vagrant priests; hearing depositions and giving judgment in local suits and 
communicating with the magistracy; dispensing or recommending charity. In certain func-
tions the bishop could be replaced by the archpriest who had, for instance, powers of ex-
communication or interdict. The bishop’s decisions might be promulgated through him; he 
transmits the patriarchal Festal Epistle to the clergy. The archpriest sometimes appears as 
attached to a particular church. 

Both in Abraham’s and in Pisenthius’ archives we find a rich typology of docu-
ments, as can be inferred from the following select list: 
– documents concerning the ordination of deacons and priests;
– documents relating to appointments to offices, including a form through

which deacons were named as titular heads of churches;
–  exclusion from communion of secular and clerical believers until they came

to the bishop;
–  requests for pardons addressed to the bishop;
– circular letters about public worship and the celebration of communion (for

instance, the mention of the wafers necessary for the celebration inspected
and blessed by the bishop, or of the mixing of water and wine for the chalice
in the correct proportions, according to the canons; the order to other mem-
bers of the clergy to administer communion temporarily in the absence of the 
usual clergymen, etc.); provisions for baptism and marriage;

– circular letters about sexual morality and philanthropy towards the poor;
–  documents in which the bishop appears as a mediator between two parties;
– (especially in Pisenthius’ archive) letters addressed to other bishops in the

country;
– contracts (leases, purchase contracts, employment contracts, etc.);
– receipts;
– lists of objects;
– guarantees;
– donations;
– wills.

In these archives, we rarely find documents concerning international Church af-
fairs and ecclesiological and theological issues or allusions to them.51 These are 
matters reserved for large archives located in major cities, to which we will now 
turn our attention. 

|| 
51 One exception is the document concerning the Eucharist published in Camplani 2012, whose 
provenance from an archive is doubtful. 
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2 The lost archives of Alexandria and Antioch 

We have to face the problem of recovering lost church archives kept in important cit-
ies, preserving information about the clergy, buildings, the economy and, above all, 
major inter-diocesan affairs and the Church’s relationship with the political sphere. 

How can we establish whether documents in Christian writings or narratives may 
be attributed to church archives? It is not very easy to infer this, and a high degree of 
subjectivity is involved in this kind of research. First of all, we should mention the 
claims made by authors, redactors and scribes that a certain document or narrative is 
from an archivium. Not all of these claims are to be trusted, because they are often 
formulated to lend authority to a certain vision of things, as we have seen in the case 
of Edessa. However, we are often in a position to assess their credibility by way of 
analysis of style and comparison of documents: there are chronicles exhibiting clear 
signs of having been drawn from commentaria, or lists of various sorts, which could 
be preserved in private or congregational archives; if a sequence of documents, or the 
reference to a sequence of documents, occurs in a similar way in more than one his-
toriographical writing or canonical collection, then there is a high degree of probabil-
ity it is connected to official or private Christian archives.52 

Although the eastern Mediterranean world is the focus of my attention here, a 
brief mention of Rome’s church chancery and archives is unavoidable for the sim-
ple reason that I do not rule out the fact that they could have influenced Alexan-
drian and Antiochene church archives. These archives have raised long debates 
among scholars concerning their antiquity and their concrete way of functioning. 
In sum, looking at the issues concerning Roman archives means achieving greater 
awareness of the methodological problems involved in the reconstruction of the 
archives of other cities.53 

The sources concerning Rome are not rich in information about archives and 
the personnel working in them for the fourth century. We know of the existence of 
a chartarium (also called a scrinium),54 but it is unclear whether this was an archive 

|| 
52 On the relationship between archives and historiographical production, see Van Nuffelen 
2004 and Burgess 2013. 
53 The bibliography on the subject is very extensive: a good discussion is in Moreau 2012a, 177–
242; Martello 2012, 33–104; and Dalmon 2015, 109–168. The latter criticises reconstructions of 
church archives excessively influenced by the image we have of the imperial chancery and ar-
chives. 
54 See Jerome, Adv. Rufin. 20; Leo, Epist. 69,1 (scrinia); Simplicius, Epist. 58 (scriniis). See the 
discussion of these passages in Dalmon 2015, 145–146. 
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or a private collection. For the period of Pope Damasus, scholars are generally con-
fident that forms of archival storage were practised, although there is no consensus 
about the modalities and the places involved, as has been illustrated by Dominic 
Moreau.55 In a first phase, there may not have been an official archive of the bish-
opric as such, but private places and libraries were used whose items could be con-
nected by individuals who were familiar with their contents. What is important 
from our point of view is that this network of minor repositories was thought to 
serve an archival purpose in the fourth century. 

A source like the famous Liber pontificalis (beginning of the sixth century) gives 
us a number of details about the personnel involved, but this information needs to 
be evaluated critically: organised as a series of biographies of Roman bishops from 
the apostle Peter onwards, the Liber is interested in documenting the history of the 
bureaucratic traditions of its milieu, giving them great antiquity.56 

We know from the Liber and other earlier writings (of the late fourth century) 
of the existence of notarii,57 a term which originally denoted both the scribes de-
voted to the reproduction of documents and experts on juridical matters; in a sec-
ond moment, the first charge is often but not always expressed by the word excep-
tor. In the course of time, the organisation of notarii became a complex hierarchy, 
so that through the sources we see other leading figures emerging in the bureau-
cratic organisation: exceptor, primicerius, secundicerius and notarius regionarius.58 
In later redactions of the Liber pontificalis, we observe the tendency to stress the 
antiquity of the notarii, as in the famous passage in which their juridical role is 
anachronistically attributed to the era of Pope Julius II: 

Fuit autem temporibus Constantini filii Constantini heretici a consulatu Feliciani et Maximini. 
[…] Hic constitutum fecit ut nullus clericus causam quamlibet in publico ageret, nisi in eccle-
sia, et notitia quae omnibus pro fide ecclesiastica est per notarios colligeretur, et omnia mo-
numenta in ecclesia per primicerium notariorum confectio celebraretur, sive cautiones vel ex-
trumenta aut donationes vel conmutationes vel traditiones aut testamenta vel allegationes aut 
manumissiones, clerici in ecclesia per scrinium sanctum celebrarentur (I 36).59 

|| 
55 Moreau 2010 and 2012b. On the relationship between historiography and epistolography, see 
Moreau 2015. 
56 See Verardi 2016, 31–80 for a full discussion of the redactional problems of the work. 
57 One of the first occurrences of the term is connected to the Council of Ephesus held in 431: 
νοτάριος τῆς ἁγίας καθολικῆς ἐκκλησίας πόλεως Ρωμαίων (Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum I 
1,3.54.19). 
58 Martello 2012, 33–103. 
59 Duchesne 1886–1892, 205 ll. 1–2, 5–9. 
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Having checked not only the sources of this passage (the so-called Liberian Cata-
logue) but also the parallel epitomes, which are based on more ancient editions 
of Liber Pontificalis, we can conclude that the development on notarii is an inter-
polation.60 Who was responsible for this addition? Actually, it is likely it was the 
notarii themselves, who, probably acting after 530, wanted their presence and 
activity to be reported to ancient times, up to the the era of Julius II, in order to 
promote the idea that they had not only been important in the development of 
the Papal See recently, but also in its glorious past, during the Constantinian era. 
It is a way to connect oneself to the memory of the past. 

To conclude, archives, whatever their form and modality of operation, were 
in use in the fourth century and received a strong impulse from Damasus from 
366 onwards: ‘la notion de scrinium-chartarium ecclesiasticum, ainsi que celle de 
notarius, présentaient à l’époque tardo-antique des contours bien indécis. Nous 
savons qu’un certain nombre de tâches documentaires devaient être effectuées: 
réception, tri, rédaction, compilation, classement; mais les rares indices ne per-
mettent aucune affirmation catégorique ni quant aux effectifs et à la qualité des 
exécutants’, as Dalmon says.61 

Historiographical writings such as the Chronographer of 354,62 with the Libe-
rian Catalogue, or the author(s) of Liber pontificalis drew their information from 
these archives, although we have no idea how they actually worked. 

Some very interesting annotations about archival practices also occur in the 
synodical reports of the Church of Africa. The function of episcopal archives in 
preserving synodical records is reported more than once, and the merging of dif-
ferent ecclesiastical regional archives is recommended in order to standardise the 
canonical legislation of the centre (Carthage) with that of the periphery.63 

|| 
60 Martello 2012, 86–88. 
61 Dalmon 2015, 150. 
62 See Burgess 2013. 
63 See the documentation of the Synod of Carthage in the year 525, for example: ed. Munier 
1975, 259, ll. 173–179, specifically mention of the matricula (list of contents of the acts) and the 
archives by the chief bishop of Numidia. See also Munier 1975, 275, ll. 120–123: Bonifatius episco-
pus dixit: Fiat quod haec congregatio sacerdotum iustissime flagitat. Proferantur ex archiuo 
huius ecclesiae scripta quae direximus et rescripta quae sumpsimus uel quaecumque ad prae-
sentis negotii pertinent firmitatem. Redemptiolus notarius ex uolumine chartarum recitauit. And 
concerning a synod held in 402, see Munier 1975, 207, ll. 845–848: De archiuo et matricula Nu-
midiae. Deinde placuit omnibus episcopis, qui in hoc concilio subscripserunt ut matricula et 
archiuus Numidiae et apud primam sedem sit et in metropoli, idest Constantina. 
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2.1 Alexandria 

Some ancient information about the staff of the bishopric of Alexandria has been 
collected by Ewa Wipszycka.64 It was concerned in particular with economic mat-
ters, but a group of ecclesiastics was tied to the chancery, both as scribes (kankel-
larios) and as specialists in legal matters (nomikos, a sort of notary, the specialist 
authorised to write legally binding deeds). In the Life of Severus (sixth century), 
Bishop Peter Mongus, whose aim was to support the philoponoi’s legal action 
against pagan students, gives them his archidiakonos and primicerius (who is 
clearly the chief of the notarii).65 

It is obvious that this activity on the part of the bishop’s chancery was re-
flected in the growth of Alexandrian church archives. Members of the bishop’s 
staff looked after the documents, and it is likely that the bibliophylax attested by 
Anastasius the Sinaite for the end of the seventh century was in charge of them.66 
Beyond the documents in the literal sense, the archives preserved texts of a theo-
logical nature as well as the acts of synods and canonical literature. We may add 
to this any documentation of an ecclesiological and political nature, i.e. the cor-
respondence of the bishops with the other colleagues of the Church, with various 
emperors and state bureaucrats.67 In the Coptic History of the Church, notarii are 
engaged to transcribe Cyril’s orations.68 Festal letters sent to all the bishoprics of 
Egypt by clerics were considered important, not only for their religious content 
and the information they provided on the bishop of Alexandria and the contro-
versies in which he was involved, but also because an appendix to the annual 
letter contained a list of the new bishops with whom each diocese had to establish 
communion of faith.69 What’s more, the documentation connected to the election 
of each bishop, including the patriarchal letter with which the new bishop came 
back to his diocese after the consecration in Alexandria, was preserved both in 
Alexandrian archives and in those of the diocese concerned.70 It is from these 

|| 
64 Wipszycka 2015, 237–270, reproducing Wipszycka 2008 with additions. 
65 Camplani 2013b, 134. 
66 Uthemann (ed.) 1981, 189. 
67 See also Cyril of Alexandria’s rescript to the Church of Carthago, in Munier 1975, 162, ll. 16–
20: ut de scrinio nostrae ecclesiae uerissima exemplaria ex authentico synodo apud Nicaeam 
ciuitatem metropolim Bythiniae a sanctis patris constituta atque firmata sub nostrae fidei pro-
fessione uestrae dilectioni porrigamus. See also the contents of the Codex veronensis LX. 
68 Camplani 2013b, 139. 
69 The presence of festal letters among the preserved texts in the archives is mentioned in the 
Life of Aphou, mentioned in Wipszycka 2015, 251 n. 34. See also Camplani 2003, 95–111. 
70 Camplani 2003, 53–60; Wipszycka 1996b, 145–50. 
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kinds of documents that lists of bishops in communion with Alexandria were 
compiled,71 giving the information to be used in chronicles and other historio-
graphical writings. 

From the style of the Alexandrian chronicles and the documents they men-
tion, we can infer the existence of very rich archives. For example, there are pas-
sages in two chronicles composed in Alexandria, the Index to the Festal Letters of 
Athanasius and the Historia acephala, where it is clear that the compiler or a later 
scribe had a number of documents at his disposal which he decided to quote or 
to neglect, whose existence is pointed out to the reader, and is otherwise demon-
strated not only by their preservation in manuscripts attesting the works of Ath-
anasius, but also by their being referred to in the Church History of Sozomen and 
in Coptic fragments of lost works.72 

Among the documents preserved by the Codex veronensis LX, we find letters 
that Constantine sent to the Council of Nicaea, his letter against Arius, and docu-
mentation concerning the Councils of Nicaea and Serdica: a set of texts which 
served to promote the Alexandrian see in the Mediterranean world, exalting Al-
exandria’s close relationship with the imperial power and supporting its struggle 
for primacy vis-à-vis Constantinople.73 

In other passages we find a detailed account of the movements of presbyters 
and bishops hour by hour as well as information about new consuls and prefects, 
which reminds us of the way in which provincial officials reported their own daily 
activity (commentaria). The attention to buildings, the dedication of churches 
and natural events, such as the catastrophe of 362/363 mentioned by Ammianus 
Marcellinus, and other local information which is not found in the standard his-
toriographical works is easily explained by the dependence on ephemerides,74 as 
demonstrated by the following examples extracted from both chronicles: 

Historia acephala 18. Now in the aforesaid consulship of Lupicinus and Jovinus, Lucius, 
being specially desirous to claim for himself the episcopate of the Arians a long time after 
he had left Alexandria, arrived in the aforesaid consulship and entered the town secretly by 
night on the xxvi day of the month Thoth (24 Sept 367): and as it is said, abode in a certain 
small house, keeping in hiding for that day. But next day he went to a house where his 
mother was staying; and his arrival being known at once all over the town, the whole people 

|| 
71 See the lists of bishops preserved in the new Ethiopic historiographical text discussed in 
Bausi/Camplani 2013 and 2016. For more on Edessa and other dioceses connected to the Syriac 
Christianity, see Muriel 2015, 365. 
72 The existence of the archives of Alexandria is discussed in Martin 1985, 20–21 and 69–73; 
Camplani 2003, 97–111. 
73 Bausi/Camplani 2013, 239–240. 
74 Camplani 2003, 87–108. 

Unauthenticated
Download Date | 2/19/18 10:38 AM



250 | Alberto Camplani 

assembled and blamed his entry. And Duke Trajanus and the Prefect were extremely dis-
pleased at his irrational and bold arrival, and sent officials to cast him out of the town.75 

Index 39. In this year, when Lucius had attempted an entrance on the twenty-sixth of Thoth 
and lay concealed by night in a house beside the church where there is the memory of 
Pieirios; and when Tatianus the Præfect and Trajanus Dux brought him out, he left the city 
and was rescued in a wonderful manner, while the multitude sought to kill him.76 

Here we have a detailed narrative, independently drawn by two redactors from 
the archives of the episcopate, about Lucius and his attempt to conquer the epis-
copal see of Alexandria. The Alexandrian control devices are so sophisticated 
that his movements are followed from hour to hour and registered in the ephe-
merides in the same way in which provincial officers were accustomed in their 
daily activities. 

It is likely that the ephemerides and archival documents were also used by 
Liberatus of Carthage later, but in an updated form, which probably contained 
narratives concerning the period after Theophilus as well (d. 412).77 

2.2 Antioch 

While the information about the staff of the bishopric of Antioch for the 
fourth/fifth centuries is less detailed in comparison with that of Alexandria, An-
nick Martin’s analysis of Theodoret’s Historia ecclesiastica has suggested the ex-
istence of a rich documentation preserved in the archives of the congregations 
established in Antioch: 

La sélection des documents opérée par l’évêque de Cyr pour fonder son point de vue montre 
qu’il les puise en grande partie dans les archives de l’Église d’Antioche. C’est là en effet qu’il 
trouve les collections de lettres très tôt regroupées qui ont alimenté la polémique théolo-
gique au commencement de la crise ariene, les recueils synodaux constitués à partir d’Eu-
zoios (361–376) et continués sous Mélèce (360–381), contenant Actes et lettres impériales et 
épiscopales, parfois liés par des parties narratives, à la manière de la Synagôgê de Sabinos 
utilisée par Philostorge, Socrate et Sozomène – mais non par Théodoret – ou encore de la 
Collection du diacre Théodose.78 

|| 
75 Martin/Albert 1985, 166–167. 
76 Martin/Albert 1985, 200. 
77 Ed. Schwartz 1936b. See Blaudeau 2010 on Liberatus. On the relationship between historio-
graphy and documents, see Camplani 2015. 
78 Martin/Canivet/Bouffartigue/Pietri/Thelamon 2006, 68–69. 
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The reconstruction of the contents of the archive has led to some interesting re-
sults, which include the following items: 

Epistle by Alexander of Alexandria to Philogonios of 
Antioch (324) 

h.e. I 4,26 

Documents and information on the Council of Ni-
caea, with a peculiar version of Constantine’s speech 
(325) 

h.e. II 7,3–16 

Condemnation and exile of Eustathius (327?)  h.e. I 8,9–22 
Synodical letter of the ‘Western’ Council of Serdica, 
with the ‘Eusthatian’ definition of faith (343) 

h.e. II 7,1–3–8,1–53 

Synodical letter by Pope Damasus h.e. II 22
Documents of the late ‘Arian’ councils (350–370)  h.e. II 24–30
The synodical acts collected by Euzoius and Me-
letius; acts of councils with short narratives in-
serted: see h.e. 2,7,1 (τὰ παλαιὰ διηγήματα) 79 

These were some of the archival documents and information used to write an 
apologetic history of Antioch, such as the one written by Theodoret. The episto-
lary by Severus of Antioch (512–518), which was penned a hundred years later 
and has been analysed in a recent book by Frédéric Alpi, 80 is a good source for 
reconstructing the situation of both the contents of the Antiochene archives and 
the activity of their staff. The archeia (bēt-arkē) are explicitly mentioned as well 
as their personnel: 
– the scrinarii (sqrnʾ) for the archives;
– the group of notarii presided over by the scholastikoi; Severus refers to them

in his letter to Theotecnus: ‘We have […] sent an ison or copy of the form of
satisfaction (plerophoria) which our notaries have drawn up, or having com-
piled it from other forms (plerophorias) that were previously composed by me
in the cases of various persons’;

– the few copyists who had the task of producing the copies (ἴσον / isūn) of docu-
ments, or checking the style of signatures in the synodical documents to avoid
falsified signatures. For instance, in the Letter 1,19 to Solon, bishop of Seleucia
in Isauria, Severus discusses the crimes of one Callistus, who was charged with 
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79 Martin/Canivet/Bouffartigue/Pietri/Thelamon 2006, 57–70. 
80 Alpi 2009, I, 83–85. For an edition of Severus’ letters, see Brooks 1903–1904 and Brooks 1916–
1920.  
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forging a letter that Bishop Hilarian supposedly wrote to Severus. The decep-
tion was exposed when ‘on comparing the signature of the letter that was pro-
duced with the other signatures of the aforesaid God-loving bishop Hilarian 
that are preserved here in synodal documents, we found them to be as far re-
moved and as different from one another as sheep differ in their appearance 
from elephants’. Severus continued: ‘[…] it is clear to everyone that the laws 
of the Romans, which contain many excellent enactments upon these mat-
ters, also fix beheading as the punishment; and this is an offence against pub-
lic law’. 

According to Alpi, Severus’ letters attest the richness and varied typology of the 
texts preserved in the Antiochene archives: synodical epistles (coming from both 
general and local synods), individual or collective acts of repentance, judgements, 
books of the Fathers and canon law. Following a suggestion by Honigmann, he as-
sumes that Severus and his staff compiled an anthology of canon law or a Canoni-
con to support their activity on the basis of the collectio antiochena, which was pre-
served in the archives and the writings of the Church Fathers.81 

3 A case study: Codex veronensis LX as a witness 
to Alexandrian and Antiochene episcopal 
archives 

As announced above, in the third part of my contribution to this volume, I intend 
to offer a number of examples of the method used for recovering lost church ar-
chives from two important cities. Such a method consists in (1) looking for claims 
made by authors, redactors and scribes about their archivia, (2) exploring records 
of church activities, such as chronicles and histories, which exhibit clear signs of 
having been drawn from commentaria or collections of documents, and (3) ana-
lysing collections presenting similar series of documents (or referring to similar 
series) and lists of clergy. 

The Latin Codex veronensis LX (= Verona Codex) is both an interesting arte-
fact and a collection of documents and narratives preserving traces of a plurality 
of archives of Late Antique patriarchates. There are clues in the manuscript that 
allow us to recognise a variety of collections from which it drew its materials, 
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81 Alpi 2009, 84. 
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which in turn come from three different archives: Carthage, Alexandria and An-
tioch. I have shown elsewhere that in its final appearance it looked like a kind of 
history of canonical law of the Mediterranean Christian communities, composed 
with the aim of demonstrating the universality of certain ecclesiastical norms.82 

Attributed to the seventh to eighth century, the Verona Codex appears to be a 
composite manuscript. The first 35 leaves are different to the other 90 leaves in 
terms of their format and page-numbering system. Using Gumbert’s terminology,83 
we can define it as a composite manuscript containing two independent codicolog-
ical units, which, being written by the same hand, are to be considered ‘monoge-
netic’. 

The general content is the canonical legislation of the fourth-century Mediter-
ranean Church, but there are a considerable number of documents concerning 
events in the fourth and fifth centuries which must be briefly clarified in order to 
understand the prehistory of some sets of texts: the Arian crisis; the activities of 
Athanasius of Alexandria, head of the Egyptian Church from 328 to 373; the Council 
of Serdica (343 CE); the conflicting views of the episcopal sees of Carthage and 
Rome about the question of the African priest Apiarius, which resulted in a canon-
ical confrontation between the two sees in the years 418–425; the Vandal invasion 
of Africa in 430 and Vandalic rule until Justinian’s reconquest. 

– The Arian controversy, which originated in Alexandria around 318/320, soon 
became a general crisis of the eastern Christian world, also affecting the western 
part of the empire as well later, in which a long confrontation took place between 
different episcopal parties, with their own theological traditions and their political 
ambitions within a Christian state. The Council of Nicaea in 325 failed to result in 
any solution to the various issues, and the debate went on for decades until the end 
of the fourth century.84 

– The figure of Athanasius dominates the fourth-century Church in the Medi-
terranean world: his anti-Arian positions, his fight against a local schism (origi-
nated by Melitius of Lycopolis) and his problematic attitude to the political power, 
which led him to be exiled five times by Christian emperors, all put him in the centre 
of eastern Mediterranean Christianity and ecclesiastical documentation from 328 
onwards, the year of his election.85 
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82 Camplani 2006a, with a bibliography. 
83 Gumbert 2004. 
84 See Simonetti 1975, Barnes 1993 and Ayres 2004. 
85 See Martin 1996 and Camplani 2003. 
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– With the name of the Council of Serdica86 we mean an attempt by two em-
perors, Constant and Constantius, to convene a synod of bishops from the west-
ern and eastern part of the empire in 343. The differences in theological and ec-
clesiastical positions coupled with personal enmity between the attendants 
caused the failure of this huge meeting of bishops, with the effect that two coun-
cils met (the Western and the Eastern), one opposing the other. The synodical 
acts resulted in two definitions of faith, two sets of conciliar decrees and two sets 
of reciprocal excommunications. It must be added that while the Eastern Council 
adopted Greek as the language for its synodical activity, a number of documents 
issued by the Western bishops were written in Latin and later translated into 
Greek, so we actually have a double manuscript tradition here as far as Western 
documentation is concerned. 

– As the first part of the codex is connected with the African Church at the
beginning of the fifth century, we must refer to a question which is central in the 
documentation, viz. the ‘affair’ of Apiarius, a priest of the North African Church, 
who, condemned by the bishop of his diocese, had appealed to Rome for help. He 
was consequently reinstated in his post by Pope Zosimus. This intervention was 
not appreciated in Carthage, but Rome justified it by reference to the canons, 
which, according to the papal legates, were promulgated by the Council of Ni-
caea. At this point, Carthage asked other churches to provide the documentation 
on the Council of Nicaea in order to verify the existence of canons on which Rome 
based its right to intervene. On the basis of the documentation sent by Alexandria 
and Constantinople, and perhaps Antioch as well, the African bishops were able 
to establish and declare that the two canons on which Rome founded its right to 
intervene in other countries did not actually exist.87 Now, we know that although 
these canons were absent from the Nicene acts, they were not a pure forgery as 
they are found among the canons of the Western Council of Serdica, a fact of 
which neither the see of Carthage nor the Eastern patriarchates were aware – or 
would be aware of after the affair had been concluded either. Were the Roman 
popes only poor liars? What we know for sure now is that the earliest Roman col-
lection of canons was apparently a document containing the canons of Nicaea 
and the canons of Serdica as a single combined series under the name of ‘Nicaea’. 
The circumstances of the arrival of these two sets of canons in Rome, as well as 
of their combination, while generally thought to have been in the mid-fourth cen-
tury, are unknown.88 
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86 On the synod of Serdica, see Barnard 1983. 
87 Pietri 1976, II, 1288–1338. 
88 Hess 2002, 56. 
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– The Vandalic rule in Africa, which lasted for a century, is only mentioned
here to stress the fact that circulation of writings during this period was more dif-
ficult than in the preceding and following ones, yet not impossible. 

Now we have all the elements we need to come back to the contents of our 
codex. The first codicological unit contains the proceedings of the Council of Car-
thage, which, in 419, collected the legislation of the African Church against the 
claim of Popes Zosimus and Boniface to intervene in cases of ecclesiastical disci-
pline initiated in Africa. The collection also contains the synodical letters sent to 
Boniface and Celestine later in the name of the African Church. The text of the 
second letter comes to an abrupt end at the top of the last page, which is blank. 
It is likely that a page of the exemplar is missing. 

In the second codicological unit, in addition to the synodical canons, we find 
the symbol and canons of the Council of Nicaea, Egyptian and Oriental docu-
ments related to the double Council of Serdica of 343, narratives about Athana-
sius and the Melitian schism, preceding the former’s episcopate, accompanied by 
epistles and other documents. 

The hypothesis which can at least partly explain the contents of the two co-
dicological units is that the codex contains documentation on Alexandria and 
Antioch’s responses to the request of the Church of Carthage in 418–419: the two 
sees sent not only the authentic canons of the Council of Nicaea, but also docu-
ments belonging to their archives and proving their authority and importance in 
the context of Mediterranean Christianity. 

Here is a list of the texts according to the traditional numbering: 

1 The creed and canons of Nicaea (the so-called Caecilian’s version), with a narrative intro-
duction (fols 37r–42v). 

2 The canons of Neocaesarea, in a form of the Isidorian Vulgate (fols 42v–43v). 
3 A letter addressed by a Roman synod under Damasus in 372 CE to the Eastern bishops, 

followed by three dogmatic passages by Damasus, followed in turn by a notice of adhe-
sion by Meletius and his synod at Antioch in 379. The original is stated as being in the 
Roman archives (fols 43v–47r). 

4 The canons of Gangra, in a form of the Isidorian Vulgate (fols 47r–50v). 
5 The canons of Laodicea in the Isidorian version (fols 50v–54v). 
6 The canons of Constantinople in the Isidorian version (fols 54v–55v).  
7 The canons of Ancyra in a form of the Isidorian Vulgate (fols 55v–59r). 
8 Part of the Chalcedonian Definitio fidei, with the final allocution of Marcian at the close 

of the Sixth Session, and the canons (fols 59r–64v). 
8a The epitome of the canons of Hippo, held in 393 CE (fols 64v–68v).  
8b Ten canons passed by a council of Hippo in 427 CE (fols 68v–70r).  
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9 A unique Latin version of the synodical letter of the Council of Nicaea to the churches of 
Egypt, without the paschal section (fols 70r–71v). 

10 Short information about the convocation of the Council of Serdica. 
11 The Apostolic canons in the second version of Dionysius Exiguus. 
12 The canons of Antioch in the second version of Dionysius Exiguus (fol. 71v + additional 

leaves). 
13 The creed and anathemas of the Eastern bishops at Serdica in a Latin version (fols 78v–

79v). 
14 Another part of the same encyclical, otherwise unknown, proposing a paschal cycle or 

Easter calendar (fols 79v–80v). 
15 The letter from Hosius and Protogenes to Pope Julius retranslated from a Greek version, 

under the heading Definitiones aput Sardicam (fols 80v–81r). 
16 The synodical letter of Western Serdica retranslated from a Greek version, containing 

the definition of faith known only to Theodoret, h.e. II 8 (fols 81r–88r). 
17 The canons of Western Serdica, retranslated from a Greek version (fols 88r–94v). 
18 The canons of Western Serdica in the version of Dionysius Exiguus (in a later hand, writ-

ten on palimpsest leaves and on two new leaves, fols 97, 98, sewn into the codex for 
this purpose: fols 94v–98v). 

19 The unique text of an epistle written by Athanasius written from Serdica to the Church of 
Alexandria (fols 99v–102r). 

20 The unique text of an epistle from some bishops at Western Serdica to the Church of the 
Mareotis (fols 102r–103r). 

21 The unique text of a letter written by Athanasius after the synod of Serdica, addressed to 
the churches of the Mareotis (fols 103r–105r). 

22 Vita Athanasii from 345 CE (fols 105r–112r). 
23 Under the heading Symbolus sanctae synodi Sardici, a form of baptismal renunciation 

followed by a Latin confession of faith similar to that of the Council of Constantinople 
(fol. 112v). 

24 A unique Latin version of Constantine’s epistle from Nicaea to the Church of Alexandria 
(fols 112v–113v). 

25 A unique Latin version of Constantine’s ‘Porphyrian decree’ about Arianism (fol. 113v).89 
26 Documents connected with the Melitian schism: letter from the four martyrs to Melitius; 

letter from Peter to the community of Alexandria; short intermediate narrative  
(fols 113v–116r). 

While some portions of the codex appear to retain traces of an archive serving the 
needs of the episcopate of Alexandria, other sections are connected to Antioch, 
and in particular to two different and conflicting Christian communities within 

|| 
89 Note that nos 24–25 have an exclusive parallel in Ethiopic; see Bausi 2006, 62–63 (nos 14–15). 
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the city (fourth–fifth centuries). A consideration of the Church History by Theo-
doret of Cyrrhus and of the documents quoted therein can help us understand the 
arrangement and precise meaning of some of the sections in the codex. 

3.1 The Alexandrian section 

Some of the historical fragments concerning Alexandria may be identified as be-
longing to a lost Greek History of the Alexandrian Episcopate (= HEpA, not to be 
confused with the later Copto-Arabic History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria or the 
Coptic History of the Church). This work was most likely to have been composed 
in the last quarter of the fourth century, during the episcopate of Theophilus, but 
certainly before the activity of Sozomenus the historian, who quoted some pas-
sages from it. A section / book of this work is known as Historia Athanasii, which, 
as we have seen, is a detailed narrative of Athanasius’ episcopate;90 other sec-
tions of the codex which we may attribute to this history are related to the birth 
and initial development of the Melitian schism under the episcopate of Peter I, to 
the Nicaean acts and to the Council of Serdica.91 

Other paraphrases are to be added to the witness of the Verona Codex which 
have been recognised by scholars in later historiographical and hagiographical 
sources; the most important witness is now the historical text that Alessandro 
Bausi has identified in an Ethiopic collection.92 

On the one hand, the Verona Codex is one of the hundreds of late antique 
codices preserving canonical writings, such as conciliar decrees and canons, li-
turgical writings, official letters, from the East and the West: the codex and the 
compilations upon which it is based responded, as many other codices did, to the 
‘constantly evolving need of the Church to collect and transmit authoritative 
precedents by which it could govern its own affairs’.93 On the other hand, the Ve-
rona Codex is marked by some codicological peculiarities and characterised by 
rare texts—features that require a correct methodology of investigation. 

The fact that it contains rare texts also preserved in the Ethiopic manuscript 
described by Alessandro Bausi gives us reason to insist on the notion and histor-
ical reality of episcopal archives. We have to take a fact into consideration which 
could be useful for our investigation, whose aim is to reconstruct lost archives 
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90 Martin/Albert 1985, 138–213. 
91 For editions of the texts, see inter alia Turner 1939, Brennecke/Heil/von Stockhausen/ 
Wintjes 2007; Field 2004; Martin 1985. 
92 See Bausi 2002; Bausi 2006; Bausi/Camplani 2013. 
93 Field 2004, 115. 
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through the traces they have left in canonical and historical compilations: an ar-
chive is something that evolves over the course of time, so documents could have 
been added to it as soon as they were written or as soon as they were received 
from other sees; in other words, an archive can assume different states according 
to the chronology and the historical context. It is important for us to understand 
which state of an archive a single codex or a single set of texts is a selection of. 

The authors of the HEpA selected all the items in the bishopric’s archives 
which could support the ecclesiological and political primacy of the See of Alex-
andria in the eastern Mediterranean and its jurisdiction over Egypt and Libya: 
letters from the emperors, synodical acts, documents from the bishop-martyrs at-
tempting to prevent ecclesiastical schisms, list of bishops appointed by the patri-
archs, and suchlike.94 

3.2 The Antiochene section 

While some portions of the Verona Codex, as we have seen, retain items of an 
archive serving the needs of the episcopate of Alexandria, other sections should 
be connected not only to Antioch, but also to a specific phase of the Antiochene 
episcopate, from the last quarter of the fourth century to the first quarter of the 
fifth.95 This sub-collection of texts,96 partially attested by a group of Syriac codices 
as well—Paris Bibliothèque nationale de France syr. 6297 and others98—and, above 
all, alluded to by Theodoret of Cyrrhus, h.e. II, preserves documents with differ-
ent ideological orientations side by side, which were produced on the occasion of 
the synod of Serdica (343) by two different groups of bishops who, in all likeli-
hood, put them in two different archives immediately after the dramatic end of 
the Council’s meeting. However, the fact that these contradictory documents are 
witnessed together by such different witnesses (a Latin collection, some Syriac 
canonical codices and a historian) can only be explained by arguing that they 
were put together in a single Greek archive at some point in history, from which 
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94 See Camplani 2004, 2006a, 2009a, 2011, 2013b, 2015. 
95 On the Antiochene canonical collections, see Mardirossian 2010; regarding their origin, see 
Schwartz 1936c. 
96 See Schwartz 1936a, Telfer 1943, Field 2004. A complete edition of the texts discussed in the 
present paper is in Turner 1939. 
97 The documents which are discussed here were published on the basis of Paris syr. 62 by 
Schulthess 1908. 
98 These are Mardin, Library of the Residence of the Archbishopric 309, 310, 320 (modern copy), 
Vat. Borg. syr. 148 (1576 CE). See Camplani 2013a. 
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they were then drawn and subsequently translated into different languages. 
What are the historical circumstances that produced this strange juxtaposition of 
documents?  

As anticipated, we should pay attention to the following items: 
 

10 Short notice about the convocation of the Council of Serdica. 
13 The creed and anathemas of the Eastern bishops at Serdica. 
14 A paschal cycle or Easter calendar. 
15 The letter from Hosius and Protogenes to Pope Julius retranslated from a Greek version. 
16 The synodical letter of Western Serdica retranslated from a Greek version, containing the 

definition of faith known only to Theodoret (h.e. II 7,1–3–8,1–53). 
17 The canons of Western Serdica, retranslated from a Greek version. 
19 The unique text of an epistle written by Athanasius from Serdica to the Church of Alexan-

dria. 
20 The unique text of an epistle from some bishops at Western Serdica to the Churches of 

the Mareotis. 
21 The unique text of a letter written by Athanasius after the synod of Serdica, addressed to 

the Churches of the Mareotis. 

 
What needs a more critical appreciation is the fact that the symbol of the Eastern 
Council, accompanied by the paschal cycle (nos 13–14), whose provenance from 
Antioch should not be doubted, as demonstrated by Telfer,99 presents some inter-
polations transforming its theological language in agreement with that of the 
Council of Nicaea. It is as if someone, noticing some oddities in the Trinitarian 
orientation of the document, adapted it as closely as possible to the terminology 
which he regarded as ‘orthodox’. This could only happen with the decline of the 
Arian community of Antioch around 378. This phenomenon is not unique in Co-
dex Veronensis LX (58). The Syriac translation of the same document preserved 
in the codex Paris. syr. 62, fols 182–183, also shows the same interpolations.100 It 
is possible to argue that the text of the council of the Eastern section of the Coun-
cil of Serdica has been intentionally interpolated by those who were organising 
the archives of Antioch when the acute phase of the Arian controversy was draw-
ing to an end (and therefore under the bishopric of Meletius, 360–381 CE), and 
when the need was felt to adapt the language to that of the pro-Nicene bishops of 
the Western part of the empire. 

|| 
99 Telfer 1943. 
100 Schulthess 1908, 167–168; Camplani 2013a. 
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Moreover, while the texts concerning Egypt and Athanasius may have been 
drawn from Alexandrian archives (nos 19–21), as evidenced by their local charac-
ter, the three most important documents of the council, namely Julius’ letter to 
Protogenes, the synodical letter of the Western section of the Synod and the fa-
mous conservative definition of faith (nos 15–17), all translated into Latin from 
an unknown Greek version, are unlikely to have come from this city. The synodi-
cal letter is apparently a Latin version of a Greek model that is different from the 
one recorded in the works of Athanasius of Alexandria (Apologia secunda contra 
arianos, 37–41). The definition of faith that follows is exactly the same one that 
Athanasius, from 362 onwards (Tomus ad Antiochenos), tried to obliterate, be-
cause its radical pro-Nicene tendency was an obstacle to his attempts to approach 
the party of Meletius of Antioch. More caution is required regarding the two other 
documents in this small series (15 and 17), but the very fact that the set constitutes 
a series in itself makes their Alexandrian origin unlikely. 

We are therefore in search of another place of production and preservation 
for this little collection. Several scenarios have already been proposed. According 
to the first reconstruction, these documents were transmitted to Alexandria di-
rectly from Serdica and then from there to Carthage (this also happened before 
the beginning of the Apiarian affair). However, as I have noted, it seems unlikely 
that they passed through Alexandria. According to a second scenario, they were 
taken to Africa and Rome at the end of the Vandal domination and in connection 
with the circulation of the eastern canonical collections, that is to say, in the sec-
ond half of the sixth century. Thessalonica and other cities have been proposed 
in addition as places from which these documents moved to Carthage.101 

Since there are serious objections to each of these reconstructions, a new hy-
pothesis is called for. In my view, following Annick Martin’s analysis of Theo-
doret’s history, there is only one community in which the definition of faith (no. 
16) could be preserved together with the West Serdican documentation: the com-
munity of the Eustathians of Antioch, i.e. the congregation directed by Pauline, 
leader of the conservative Nicene group.102 

Theodoret, as we know, drew his documentation from the archives in Anti-
och. From an ideological and ecclesiological point of view, he belonged to the 
group that was heir to Meletius, Diodorus of Tarsus and John Chrysostom, i.e. the 
rival group to the Eustathian Paulinus. However, in his historiographical activity, 
he oddly put two figures side by side that he considered the foundations of Anti-
ochene orthodoxy, viz. Eustathius, exiled by the Arians, and Meletius, himself 
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101 See Telfer 1943. 
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persecuted by the emperors for his moderately anti-Arian position, but originally 
appointed by groups of bishops close to the Arian movement, at least according 
to his opponents.103 We know that the historical reality is different from Theo-
doret’s harmonising representation: gathered around the two figures there were 
two different and opposing communities, viz. the group heir to Eustathius, led by 
Paulinus, a bishop of Antioch irregulary ordained by Lucifer of Calaris around 
360, and recognised as bishop by the West (Damasus, Ambrose), and Meletius, 
on the other side, who was not only followed by a group of believers who were 
moderately anti-Arian and pro-Nicene (neo-Nicene), but also attracted most of 
the bishops of Syria to his side. For a long time, despite the ideological proximity, 
there were many obstacles to the dialogue between the two communities living 
in the same city. 

What is most striking in Theodoret’s history is his quotation of the documen-
tation related to the Eustathians led by Paulinus, who were distant from his line 
of thought. In fact, this group was in possession of documents issued by the West-
ern bishops who had met in Serdica, including the definition of faith that Atha-
nasius dismissed because its strict Nicene language was too radical. 

If Theodoret speaks about Meletians and Eustathians as orthodox groups, 
and if he quotes documents coming from the Western section of the Council of 
Serdica, notoriously far from his party, it is not surprising to find the Eastern (in-
terpolated) and Western definitions of faith next to each other in the Verona Co-
dex. Both Theodoret and the editors of the collections copied in the Verona Codex 
thus drew their material from a new archive created by merging two older ar-
chives owned by two rival groups. In what historical circumstances did this hap-
pen? In the early fifth century, some attempts were made to bring about peace 
between the two opposing congregations. Under Bishop Alexander they came 
into communion, as attested by Theodoret, h.e. V 37: 

By his [i.e. Bishop Alexander’s] advice and exhortation, the following of the great Eu-
stathius which Paulinus, and after him Evagrius, had not permitted to be restored, was 
united to the rest of the body, and a festival was celebrated, the like of which none had ever 
seen before. The bishop gathered all the faithful together, both clergy and laity, and 
marched to the assembly with them. The procession was accompanied by musicians; one 
hymn was sung by all in harmony, and thus he and his company went in procession from 
the western postern to the great church, filling the whole forum with people and constitut-
ing a stream of thinking living beings like the Orontes in its course. 

|| 
103 Martin 2009, 281–287. 
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In other words, Theodoret and the Verona Codex attest to the same historical cli-
mate, which, in the early fifth century, bringing peace between the communities 
of Antioch, resulted in the merging of their archives. 

At this point, we can say we have solved the mystery of the origin of texts 13–
14 and 15–17 of the Verona Codex: these texts are ultimately attributable to the 
Antiochene archive gathering the textual heritage of both Eustathius and Me-
letius after the beginning of the fifth century. That means giving an answer to the 
question about the fate of the material required by Carthage from the Antiochene 
church in the context of the question of Apiarius, which some scholars consid-
ered definitively lost. 

3.3 Between Antioch’s and Rome’s episcopal archives: the 
Exemplum synodi 

Another peculiar document in the Verona Codex (text no. 3: fols 43v–47r) comes 
from the same context.104 It is worth mentioning because of its complicated pre-
history, which left textual traces in the codex. It is introduced by the rubric ‘Ex-
emplar of the Synod of 93 Bishops Held in Rome: From the Imperial Rescript’,105 
which connects the contents of the composite document issued by a synod to an 
imperial decree. The document consists of a letter addressed by a Roman synod 
under Damasus (in 371?) to the Catholic bishops of the Orient (also known to Theo-
doret, h.e. II 22), authenticated by a deacon from Milan called Sabinus, who was 
renowned for his diplomatic activity in the East around 372 (‘I, Sabinus, deacon of 
Milan, have authenticated (this) (de authentico dedi) as legate’106), followed by 
three dogmatic passages culled from letters written on the Roman side of the con-
troversy with the Orientals presented as a decree (the formula item ex parte de-
creti, ‘also from part of the decree’, occurs three times before each quotation), 
followed again by a note which declares that Meletius and his synod, convened 
at Antioch in 379, adhered to these excerpts: 
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104 See the edition and rich commentary in Field 2004. 
105 Exemplum synodi habitae Romae episcoporum XCIII ex rescripto imperiali. 
106 Ego Sabinus diaconus mediolanensis legatus de authentico dedi. 
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This exposition or letter from the Roman synod held under Pope Damasus was also trans-
mitted to the East, in which a synod was made at Antioch with every Eastern church in har-
mony with the faith. That all believe, and thus consent to, the same faith expounded above, 
each individual confirmed by his own signature.107 

After a certain number of signatures, we read the following information: 

Similarly, the other 146 Eastern bishops all signed their names under it. Their signatures 
are [still visible] on the original document, which is kept in the archives of the Roman 
Church.108 

Thus, we have a composite document at our disposal which is connected to more 
than one archive, has been subject to authentication in an ecclesiastical chancery 
and became part of an imperial decree enforcing it—a very rare kind of document 
indeed. The form in which it appears in the codex is the result of a series of inter-
ventions and transformations which the paratextual elements already mentioned 
above help us detect: 
– the letter Confidimus quidem, which is the synodical letter of a Roman synod 

(under Damasus); 
– the authentication of it by Sabinus the legate, which occurred in a chancery 

or archive that probably differed from the Roman one (see below); 
– the word decretum, which refers to each of the three following Roman pieces, 

as if the whole thing should be considered the act of another (Roman?) 
synod, convened later than that of Confidimus quidem; 

– the notice of adhesion by Meletius and his synod; 
– the fact that the whole document is taken ex rescripto imperiali; 
– finally, the location of the authentic copy of the whole document. 

This text has been studied by Schwartz, but it is the recent penetrating analysis 
by Field which allows us to understand the whole document and its elements 
now, including the paratextual sentences it contains. 

From Thedoret (h.e. II 22) and from other historians,109 we know that around 
371 a Roman synod sent a letter to the Illyrian bishops, whose Greek text is paral-
lel to Confidimus quidem. In Codex veronensis LX, the latter is said to have been 

|| 
107 Haec expositio uel epistola synodi romanae habitae sub Damaso Papa et transmissa ad 
Orientem in qua omnis Orientalis ecclesia facta synodo aput Antiochiam consona fide credentes 
et omnes ita consentientes eidem super expositae fidei singuli sua subscriptione confirmant. 
108 Similiter et alii CXLVI Orientales episcopi subscripserunt, quorum subscriptio in authenti-
cum hodie in archiuis romanae ecclesiae tenetur. 
109 Field 2004, 117. 
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addressed to Eastern bishops—two pieces of information that are not necessarily 
contradictory, since the same synod could write the same letter, or two similar 
letters, to different groups of bishops. As for the exact date of this first historical 
event, we have to consider the mention of the condemnation of Auxentius, the 
bishop of Milan, who is presented as still alive: his death must have been before 
374, so the synod could be dated between 368 and 374. In the second of the three 
subsequent excerpts, a presbyter called Dorotheus is mentioned, one of Meletius 
of Antioch’s assistants in his difficult relationship with Western Christianity and 
with Athanasius; he became a presbyter between 372 and 376.110 From other 
sources, we know that Meletius called a synod in 372 stressing the orthodoxy 
shared with the Nicene West; then, a persecution of the Nicene bishops in the 
East lasted from 373 to 378, limiting the opportunities to convene synods. After 
that date, things got easier and Meletius was able to convene a synod to assent to 
the Roman synodical letters. 

Given this historical context, we need to take the following facts into consid-
eration: 

1) the authentication made by Sabinus in relation to the first part of the text,
the synodical letter of the council under Damasus (Confidimus quidem, 372?), 
makes no sense if referred to the Roman archives, explicitly mentioned in the fi-
nal note: this authentication was probably a way of identifying Confidimus 
quidem in the Antiochene archives after it was received from Rome, at a time 
when Antioch was being visited by Sabinus the deacon;111  

2) the last part of the document was the result of an Antiochene synod held
in 379 by Meletius and other Eastern bishops;  

3) the other items of Roman provenance could have been added to Confidimus
quidem or in Rome, or in Antioch, or by the author of the imperial decree;  

4) the imperial rescript carrying the synodical letter, which could only be sent 
out after Auxentius’ death in 374 (an ‘Arian’ bishop who was recognised by the 
emperor) and before 381, marks the imperial involvement in the pacification of 
the Eastern churches and in the Antiochene controversy; this imperial decree was 
probably composed on the base of pieces coming from the Antiochene archives, 
rather than the Roman ones;  

5) the mention of the Roman archives is interesting, but difficult to date. Is it
the work of a first Antiochene redactor collecting the Antiochene and Roman mate-
rial before it was sent to Carthage, together with other pieces of Antiochene history, 

|| 
110 Field 2004, 119, n. 7. 
111 Field 2004, 133. 
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as a contribution to the Apiarian case (419)? Is it a note by a later redactor who as-
sembled Alexandrian and Antiochene materials in Carthage or other places, pre-
cisely the one who is responsible for eliminating things he considered superfluous 
here and there (fifth–sixth century)? Or is it a declaration made by the scribe who 
wrote down the codex (in the seventh–eighth century)? 

If the first hypothesis could be argued in some way, this mention would be one 
of the very first attestations to the existence of a papal archive and its way of work-
ing around 370–380 CE. 

4 Provisional conclusions 

The partial preservation of a limited number of Christian episcopal archives from 
Late Antiquity has directed our research towards other kinds of sources, which 
give us the opportunity to reveal archival activity and archival discourse in Chris-
tian congregations. These were ecclesiastical histories, in particular those by Eu-
sebius, Theodoret and Sozomenus, as well as the episcopal histories which we 
can recover from miscellaneous manuscripts preserving canonical literature. The 
results of our enquiry may be summarised with the following statements: 

a) Christianity was born and grew in a society in which archives not only were
a reality of everyday life, but had very high recognition in the public eye. Before 
creating their own archives, Christian congregations adhered to the archival dis-
course of their times, and the mention of archives in the writings of their intellec-
tuals served apologetic and theological aims; 

b) it was with the birth of the bishop as a leading figure in Christian congre-
gations that the necessity of archives was felt. Not only did the diverse activities 
of a leader on whom religious, educational, cultic and practical functions con-
verged need archival activities, but the meetings of bishops (synods) also pro-
duced a very large amount of documentation and were based on just as much 
documentation of the past, for the consultation of which archives were essential. 
The new archives were a reflection of a congregational structure that was becom-
ing more and more articulated and complex and, at the same time, dominated by 
an increasingly autocratic leadership. The arrangement of these archives imi-
tated the functioning of public or private archives while adapting their features 
to the specific purposes of social and religious character typical of Christian con-
gregations. 
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