
3 The Construction of Codex I: Scribal Errors
as Clues to Context

On the basis that material aspects of texts offer insights into
the identity of the people behind them, this chapter surveys the
binding and copying style of Codex I, which stands out in the
Nag Hammadi collection as the only multi-quire codex.1 As
argued below, much of the evidence to be drawn from its
materiality points to its production within a monastic setting,
the work of a monk inexperienced in copying texts or one who
placed other principals before meticulous production of the
codex. In this particular case, the scribe’s disordered work and
the difficulties he encountered while engaged in it were partly
solved by turning the manuscript from a single into a multi-
quire codex.

The Material Features of Codex I

Codex I consists of five texts: The Prayer of the Apostle Paul, The
Apocryphon of James, The Gospel of Truth, The Treatise on the

1 This chapter consists of rewritten sections of two previous studies. See
Paul Linjamaa, ‘Why Monks Read the Tripartite Tractate: A New Look at the
Codicology of Nag Hammadi Codex I’, in The Nag Hammadi Codices as Monastic
Books, ed. Hugo Lundhaug and Christian Bull (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2023),
223–253; Paul Linjamaa, ‘Nag Hammadi Codex I as a Protective Artifact and an
Accidental Multi-Quire Codex’, in The Scriptural Universe of Late Antiquity, ed.
E. Grypeou (Madrid and Salamanca: Editorial Sindéresis/Universidad Pontificia de
Salamanca, 2021), 105–126.
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Resurrection, and The Tripartite Tractate.2 Evidence from the
cartonnage of Codex VII, copied by the same scribal team, usu-
ally dates it to around the last half of the fourth century. Three
letters have been found inside the cover of Codex VII, dated to
the years 341, 346 and 348, leaving us with a terminus post quem of
348. The cover of Codex VII could, of course, have been made
later than the cartonnage papyrus, but not before. As for the
leather cover of Codex I, recent radiocarbon dating indicates
that it likely predates Codex VII.3 Thus, a date in the middle of
the fourth century seems plausible for Codex I, considering the
available evidence.

2 It has been suggested by Jean-Daniel Dubois that the lack of titles in Codex I (except
for The Prayer of the Apostle Paul and The Treatise on the Resurrection) was
intentional because the Valentinians who owned them wanted to disseminate their
work but thought it better to remove the titles so as not to impede potential readers.
Jean-Daniel Dubois, ‘Les titres du codex I (Jung) de Nag Hammadi’, in La formation
des canons scripturaires, ed. Michel Tardieu (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1993), 219–235.
However, the untitled Valentinian tractates are also compatible with a monastic
setting, where texts would most likely have been deemed inappropriate reading
material if connected to groups associated with those opposed by Irenaeus, Clement
and Origen. However, we find the title ‘apocryphon; in NHC II,1 (The Apocryphon
of John), which could mean that the text was written and circulated before the
command to get rid of apocryphal writings really took hold. The monastic context is
in my opinion a less speculative suggestion than that of hypothesising
a proselytising Valentinian group for which we have no evidence in fourth-century
Egypt. The Treatise on the Resurrectionmight have been a letter at some point whose
content was so fascinating that someone interested in the technicalities of
resurrection added the title (ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲥ) after the fact. The letter
style of writing was, however, a distinctive genre and not all texts formed as letters
were actually used as such. For more, see Gregory Given, ‘Four Texts from Nag
Hammadi amid the Textual and Generic Fluidity of the “Letter” in Late Antique
Egypt’, in Snapshots of Evolving Traditions: Jewish and Christian Manuscript
Culture, Textual Fluidity, and New Philology, ed. Liv Ingeborg Lied and
Hugo Lundhaug (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017), 201–220.

3 Lundhaug and Jenott, Monastic Origins, 9–11; Lundhaug, ‘Dating and Contextualising
the Nag Hammadi Codices and Their Texts’.
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Codex I was put together by using three quires (see Fig. 3.1).4 The
first, by far the largest, consists of twenty-two sheets made from two
rolls of papyrus; the second consists of eight sheets made from one
roll and the third of six sheets, also made from a single roll. Thus,
the first 86 pages together with the front flyleaf make up the first
quire; pages 87–118 make up the second, and the third quire starts
with page 119 and ends with 142. The last four pages of the codex are
not preserved, which leaves open the possibility of a sixth text. As
Stephen Emmel has pointed out, there are ink marks at the pre-
sumed end of The Tripartite Tractate indicating that something
most likely followed it.5

As noted, Codex I is the only multi-quire codex in the Nag
Hammadi collection, but it does not follow regular multi-quire
patterns.6 It is unclear why the scribal team, or those who bound
the codex, did not simply make one large quire, as is the case with
the other Nag Hammadi codices, or one additional quire with
fourteen sheets instead of two unusually small quires in the end.
As has previously been suggested, these facts indicate that the
construction of the codex was unplanned, and that the two last
quires were impulsively prepared.7 As it happens, this is not the
only irregularity attached to the production of Codex I. In the two

4 Emmel made an important observation about the flyleaf, A–B. The Prayer of the Apostle
Paul. It had previously been thought to have been located at the very back of the codex
and was thus numbered 143–144 by the initial editors, led by Rodolphe Kasser, and
thought to form the beginning of a fourth quire (Rodolphe Kasser, Tractatus Tripartitus,
Pars I (Bern: Fracke Verlag, 1973), 11–13). However, Emmel discovered that the horizontal
fibres on the leaf matched those of the stump found glued to the inner margin of page 85.
Leaves 85–86 and A–B thus formed an artificially constructed sheet. Emmel also found
the same sort of erosion onThe Prayer of the Apostle Paul as on the first part of the codex,
which indicates that this leaf was actually the opening page (‘Announcement’, The
Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 14 (1977): 56–57).

5 Emmel, ‘Announcement’, 56.
6 Turner, The Typology of the Early Codex, chapter 5; James M. Robinson, ed., The
Facsimile Edition of the Nag Hammadi Codices: Introduction (Leiden: Brill, 1984),
39–40. Codex XII and XIII are too damaged to judge how many quires they contained.

7 Kasser, Tractatus Tripartitus, 12 n. 4.
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Roll 1

Roll 2

Roll 1

Roll 3

Roll 4

A–B –––––– The Prayer of the Apostle Paul A–B
1–2 –––––– The Apocryphon of James 1–16
3–4
5–6
7–8
9–10
11–12
13–14

15–16 –––––– The Gospel of Truth 16–43
17–18
19–20
21–22
23–24
25–26
27–28
29–30
31–32
33–34
35–36
37–38
39–40
41–42

43–44 –––––– The Treatise on the
45–46
47–48
49–50
51–52 –––––– The Tripartite Tractate 51–138
53–54 Part I 51–104
55–56
57–58
59–60
61–62
63–64
65–66
67–68
69–70

71–72
73–74
75–76
77–78
79–80

81–82

83–84
85–86

87–88

89–90
91–92
93–94
95–96
97–98
99–100
101–102

103–104 –––––– Part II  104–108

105–106

107–108 –––––– Part III 108–138

109–110
111–112

113–114
115–116

117–118

119–120
121–122
123–124
125–126
127–128
129–130

131–132

133–134

135–136
137–138

C–D –––––– A lost sixth text? (138/) C–F
E–F

Resurrection 43–50

Figure 3.1 The quire structure of Nag Hammadi Codex I, illustrated as
described in Robinson, Facsimile: Codex I, vi–xxxi. Adapted from an image
previously published in Paul Linjamaa, ‘Nag Hammadi Codex I as a Protective
Artifact and an Accidental Multi-Quire Codex’, in The Scriptural Universe of
Late Antiquity, ed. Emmanuel Grypeou (Madrid and Salamanca: Editorial
Sindéresis/Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca, 2021), 105–126.
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rolls that made up the first quire, the kollemata on the left overlap
those on the right. This is typical, since the roll from which the
sheets were cut would most likely have been constructed so that
a scribe, writing from left to right, could comfortably do the job
without getting stuck on the joints.8 In the two smaller quires the
kollemata on the right overlap those on the left, suggesting that
either the rolls used were rolled up from left to right (contrary to
custom) or, and perhaps more likely, that the sheets were acciden-
tally turned the ‘wrong way’ after being cut; maybe a period of time
had elapsed between cutting and commencing the work on the
codex.9 Either way, this is another detail that makes the two last
quires different from what one would expect.10 As it happens, other
irregularities found in the codex production can be attached to one
of the scribes in particular.

The codex was copied by two scribes. Scribe A copied all the texts
except The Treatise on the Resurrection, which is in the hand of
a second scribe, the same who copied the first half of Codex XI.
Contrary to Scribe B – whose hand is legible and regular – Scribe
A has copied with significant variation in quality, as well as word
and line count per page. As just one example, we can compare page
41 (The Gospel of Truth) with page 94 (The Tripartite Tractate), both
copied by Scribe A. Page 41 has 35 lines, each with between 14 and 21
letters, just over 600 letters in total. Page 94 has 40 lines and each
line has between 20 and 26 letters, a total of over 900 letters. This

8 James M. Robinson, ‘On the Codicology of the Nag Hammadi Codices’, in Les textes
des Nag Hammadi (Colloque du Centre d´Historie des Religions, Strasbourg 23–
25October 1974), ed. J.-É. Ménard andM. Krause (Leiden: Brill, 1975), 15–31; Robinson,
Facsimile: Introduction, 39–40.

9 An experienced scribe would probably not buy a roll which had the joints
unfavourably placed if there were other rolls available, at least if one were to produce
a scroll. So, the producers of the rolls would most likely be careful not to roll the
papyrus the wrong way so as not to lose business. Robinson, ‘On the Codicology of the
Nag Hammadi Codices’.

10 For details on how a codex was usually constructed, see Turner, The Typology of the
Early Codex, chapter 4.
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means that Scribe A’s word count fluctuates with a difference of up to
30 per cent (see Fig. 3.2 for another example).11 Could there be an
explanation for this, other than just viewing it as the work of a careless
or novice scribe? A closer look at where in the codex we find the
cluttered pages with a relatively high word count and where we find
most of the pages with a low word count and an airy scribal style
reveals a possible pattern. Many of the pages with a relatively low

Figure 3.2 There is a word count difference of approximately 30% and line
length difference of about 15% between the right page and the left page. Left
page 118 in Quire II; right page 134 in Quire III. Notice the airy style on page 134,
the end of Quire III. Photo by Jean Doresse. Images courtesy of the Institute for
Antiquity and Christianity Records, Special Collections, Claremont Colleges
Library, Claremont, California.

11 The difference in word count is sometimes due to poor papyrus quality (e.g., pages 9–
10, 25–26, 27–28, 39–40, 101–102), which makes it difficult to utilise all the space.
However, many pages have a low word count without there being any obvious papyrus
corrosion (at least as far as one can tell from the facsimile editions), for example, pages
29 and 35, and most of the final pages of Quire III.
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word count are at the very end of the codex, while the cluttered pages,
often with a high word count, are mostly found in the second quire.12

Especially cluttered (and with many mistakes13), compared with the
other parts of the codex, are pages 113–118, the last pages of the second
quire. From the second half of the third quire until the end of the
codex (pages 130–137), the word count drops considerably to around
650 per page, from an average of around 800 up to 900 in the second
quire.14 Furthermore, there is a noticeable difference between the
length of the lines in the first quire compared to the second. In the
first quire, the lines average between 8 and 10.5 cm, while the lines in
the second quire average between 10.5 and 12 cm, a difference of over
18 per cent (see Fig. 3.2).15 In most parts of the third quire, the long
lines have been kept, but in the last eight pages (those that are intact
enough for us to see a whole line) there is a considerable drop in line
length (to about 9.5–10.5 cm), as well as word count, resulting in larger
letters and the appearance of an airier style.16

12 There are also exceptions, with a more normal word count in Quire II: for example,
leaves 99–100, 101–102, 103–104, 109–110. However, most of these papyrus leaves seem
to have been of poor quality and have thus been difficult to write on.

13 The scribe made emendations and added a letter or a word over the line in the
following places: 114:13, 116:7, 116:29, 117:15, 117:25, 118:2, 118:19. In several places the
scribe has mistakenly copied a word or letters twice: at 113:38, 115:3, 117:3, 117:12, 119:2.

14 The first text, The Apocryphon of James, is also written with a relatively high word
count, but these pages are in a clean and controlled hand compared to the work in
Quire II. There are few scribal emendations or mistakes in The Apocryphon of James;
as far as I can tell, there are only two in the whole text, at 13:20 and 14:22, where a letter
has been added above the line.

15 The lines in Quire I are usually between 8.5 and 10.5 cm, an average of 9.5cm. The lines
in Quire II (counting from page 85) are considerably longer: 10.5–12 cm, an average of
11.25cm. This is a difference of 18.4 per cent. In the last eight pages in Quire III, the
length drops off again, averaging between 9.5 and 10.5 cm. The measurements are
made on the basis of the manuscripts as they appear in the facsimile editions, which
are not exactly to scale; they are somewhat smaller than the actual manuscripts.
However, the percentage result would be the same.

16 A comparison of themargins could also have been fruitful, but unfortunately the outer
and innermargins in Quires II and III are damaged to such a degree that a comparison
is hard to make.
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These observations give us further clues concerning the produc-
tion of this somewhat awkward multi-quire codex. The Tripartite
Tractate is divided by decorative markings into three separate parts,
which raises some interesting points. James Robinson has suggested
that only Part I (51–104) was originally meant to be included in the
codex and that the second quire had to be added to finish this part.17

The scribe then decided to include Part II (104–108) of The
Tripartite Tractate in order not to waste papyrus and then con-
tinued with Part III (108–138), which required yet a third quire.18 If
this were the case, one would have expected to find the pages with
cramped style, high word count and long lines in the first quire, or
at least in the second half of it. Instead, these are found in the second
quire, particularly towards the end. Thus, I would argue that Parts II
and III of The Tripartite Tractate were most likely meant to be
included from the beginning. Why else would the scribe have felt
pressured for space after the second quire was added, which would
have provided ample room for finishing Part I if that were all that
was intended? If only Part I was the original plan, the scribe could
simply have ended the second quire in an airy and relaxed style,
which he used, instead, in the third quire.19

The airy scribal hand towards the end of the third quire indicates
that The Tripartite Tractate was meant to be the last text of Codex
I (Fig. 3.2). Yet it is still possible, even likely, that some ad hoc
writing was inscribed on the last four pages, similar to the seemingly
improvised inclusion of The Prayer of the Apostle Paul which was
placed in the front by adding a flyleaf (Fig. 3.1). Furthermore, as
already noted, the ink marks following The Tripartite Tractate

17 Robinson, The Facsimile: Introduction, 40; See also Kasser, Tractatus Tripartitus,
12 n. 4.

18 Robinson, The Facsimile: Introduction, 40.
19 This phenomenon of changes in the scribal style and word count during inscribing is

not uncommon and, according to Turner, is sometimes due to the difficulty of
calculating the space needed for copying a text (Turner, The Typology of the Early
Codex, 73–74). For statistics see Turner, The Typology of the Early Codex, 86.
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suggest a sixth text and, considering the drastic drop in word count
in the third quire, it would indicate that the scribe miscalculated the
number of leaves needed to finish the section. This left whole pages
empty, allowing a sixth text to be inscribed, presumably one not
considered the most urgent. There are a number of reasons why it
would have been difficult to calculate the exact number of pages
needed to copy The Tripartite Tractate. If the Vorlage of The
Tripartite Tractate, a very long text, did not have the same dimen-
sions as Codex I – if it were contained in a different medium such as
a scroll or a smaller or larger codex, for example – it would have
made the calculations harder.20

Approaching the Owners and Creators of the Codex

Palaeographic investigations have shown scribal overlap between
Codices I, VII and XI (and there are other groupings as well, based
on palaeographical similarity).21 The sequence of the texts in Codex
I also seems to have been of some importance. The pages of the
fourth text, The Treatise on the Resurrection, are unpaginated and the
bottom half of the last page is empty, indicating that Scribe A left
these pages empty after copying the preceding texts, The Apocryphon
of James and The Gospel of Truth, and before proceeding to copy the
last text of the codex, The Tripartite Tractate.22Theremust have been

20 For discussion of the various dimensions of early codices, see Turner, The Typology of
the Early Codex, 14–22.

21 Scribe B of Codex I copied one text in Codex I, The Treatise on the Resurrection, and
the first half of Codex XI. The second scribe of Codex XI, who copied the second part
of Codex XI, also inscribed the whole of Codex VII. For more, see Michael
A. Williams, ‘Interpreting the Nag Hammadi Collection(s) in the History of
“Gnosticism(s)”’, in Les textes de Nag Hammadi et le problème de leur classification, ed.
L. Painchaud and A. Pasquier (Québec and Paris: Peeters, 1995), 11–20.

22 It is most likely that The Prayer of the Apostle Paulwas added later on the flyleaf, which
was probably also unpaginated; the tenth page of the codex is numbered nine,
indicating that the first page was an unpaginated flyleaf.
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a reason not to copy The Tripartite Tractate directly after The Gospel
of Truth and a reason why The Treatise on the Resurrection should
follow The Gospel of Truth and not The Tripartite Tractate. Some
attempts have been made to read Codex I as a collection with
a particular purpose, and most have viewed the placement and
topic of The Tripartite Tractate as designed to give the preceding
texts contextualisation, placing the ‘message’ of Codex I in a bigger
picture.23 However, no single view has received wide scholarly
acceptance.24 If we can get closer to answering the question of how

23 The various suggestions as to the order of texts in Codex I seem to have in common
the view that the placement and role of The Tripartite Tractate in the collection offers
contextualisation (for what exactly, scholars disagree). It takes up more than half of
the codex and seems to attempt a systematic theological overview, thus putting the
previous texts in the codex in perspective in relation to a larger whole. However, these
observations do not seem to answer the question of why The Tripartite Tractate was
placed last. Among the Nag Hammadi codices (apart from Codex I), it is only Codex
IX that has its longest text at the end (The Testimony of Truth). The longest text is
more often placed at the beginning, especially if it is a systematic overview, from
creation to salvation, as The Tripartite Tractate is often portrayed as being. For
example, Codex III and Codex IV where The Apocryphon of James is the first and
longest text, and Codex VII, Paraphrase of Shem and Codex VIII, Zostrianos. In the
case of Codex II, we have three texts that are almost the same length: The Apocryphon
of James, The Gospel of Philip and The Origin of the World, but as Williams argues, it
makes sense to place the text that is most like an overview at the beginning (Williams,
‘Interpreting’, 20–32).

24 Michael Williams reads Codex I as a collection like the New Testament, beginning
with the words of Jesus and ending with commentary and elaboration. According to
Williams, it makes sense to end the codex with an exposition on ‘systematic theology’,
as he interprets The Tripartite Tractate to be. Previously in the codex we have read an
introductory prayer (The Prayer of the Apostle Paul), a dialogue between Christ and
the apostles (The Apocryphon of James), a homily (The Gospel of Truth) and an
eschatological treatise (The Treatise on the Resurrection). Ending with The Tripartite
Tractate, according to Williams, puts what has previously been discussed in Codex
I into perspective. For this reason, Williams writes, The Tripartite Tractate would fit
just as well in the beginning. However, then the likeness to the New Testament would
disappear, as it contains no sayings of Jesus or much elaboration on Jesus’ life
(Williams, ‘Interpreting’, 14–15). Louis Painchaud and Michael Kaler have gone
further to argue that the whole collection of the texts had a purpose connected to this
scribal group. They suggest that Codices I, XI and VII (read in this order) introduce
the reader to ‘heterodox doctrine’, which would have induced sympathy for aminority
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the codex was produced, how it was read and by whom, it would give
much-needed contextualisation for further investigation into the
meaning and purpose of Codex I as a whole.

As mentioned above, it has been suggested that the order of the
texts in Codex I must have been important, since the scribe left
eight pages blank after The Gospel of Truth instead of just copying
The Tripartite Tractate directly after it and leaving The Treatise
on the Resurrection for the end. Considering the uncertainty that
seems to have surrounded the construction of Codex I as a whole,
it might have been thought safer to leave eight pages empty in the
first quire instead of copying the very long The Tripartite
Tractate and risking running out of space. It has been assumed
that the order was important, but it could just as well have been
a question of priority, that the copying of The Treatise on the
Resurrection took precedence over copying the whole of The
Tripartite Tractate. Leaving eight pages empty, the scribe made
certain that The Treatise on the Resurrection would fit. It is also
possible that Codex I was copied on several different occasions,
which could explain the fluctuation in style, word count and size,
as well as the multiple quires. Some have suggested that the
owners of the Vorlagen of the different texts in Codex I might
have been travellers who passed by only occasionally,25 or

Christian group calling themselves the ‘lineage of the Father’. Codices I and XI portray
a context of conflict between different Christians and prepare the reader for what
comes in Codex VII: expositions on revelation. See Louis Painchaud and
Michael Kaler, ‘From the Prayer of the Apostle Paul to the Three Steles of Seth: Codices
I, XI and VII from Nag Hammadi Viewed as Collection’, Vigiliae Christianae 61:4
(2007): 445–469. Elaine Pagels and Lance Jenott have also presented a hypothesis on
the purpose of Codex I as a whole, reading it as a curriculum for a fourth-century
Christian seeking divine revelation, with the first two tractates inviting the reader to
do so and the last three giving more detailed advice and information on how to find it.
See Lance Jenott and Elaine Pagels, ‘Antony’s Letters and Nag Hammadi Codex I:
Sources of Religious Conflict in Fourth-Century Egypt’, Journal of Early Christian
Studies 18:4 (2010): 557–589.

25 Wolf-Peter Funk has suggested that the Nag Hammadi codices, or at least some of
them, were copied and recopied by migrating people who tried to make the texts
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perhaps Codex I was the result of a number of separate visits by
the scribes to the place where the different Vorlagen were kept.
After Scribe A finished copying texts 1–3 and 5, he could have
given/sent the codex to Scribe B who had access to The Treatise
on the Resurrection. There are multiple possible scenarios, and we
will probably never get to the bottom of the precise circum-
stances behind the production of Codex I.

What conclusions can be drawn from the above findings, in
regard to the context in which the Nag Hammadi codices were
actually produced? The indications of carelessness by Scribe A, the
fluctuating word count and page lines and the sometimes erratic
style, do not seem to support the hypothesis that this was work done
by a professional scribal team working on commission, as suggested
by some,26 because if the codex had been a commercial product, its
cost would have depended on the quality of the material and the
quality of the writing. Roger Bagnall categorises print quality along
a range from calligraphy quality (the best) to documentary quality
(the poorest).27 The cost of a commercially produced book was
dependent on the number of lines the scribe needed to copy,
with a sum being agreed upon per copied line. Considering the
line-length fluctuations of up to 18 per cent throughout the work
done by Scribe A, who also produced a very mixed quality of

conform to their own dialects (Wolf-Peter Funk, ‘The Linguistic Aspect of
Classifying the Nag Hammadi Codices’, in Les textes de Nag Hammadi et le
problème de leur classification, ed. L. Painchaud and A. Pasquier (Québec: Les
Presses de Université Laval, 1995, 107–147). This is because the codices include
a mixture of Coptic dialects. However, as Lundhaug and Jenott argue, the
Pachomian monasteries could also have been a place where different peoples/
dialects came together, and they present evidence that monks did in fact acquire
new reading material from people passing through (Lundhaug and Jenott,
Monastic Origins, 216).

26 As suggested by, for example, Römer, ‘Manichaeism and Gnosticism in the Papyri’,
and Montserrat-Torrents, ‘The Social and Cultural Setting of the Coptic Gnostic
Library’, 477–478.

27 See Bagnall, Early Christian Books in Egypt, 56–58. He bases his estimate on the Edict
on Maximum Prices by Diocletian, issued in 301.
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writing, if Codex I had been a commercial product it would have
been very difficult to calculate the price for such an asymmetrical
work.28 The observation that it was produced carelessly or with
other intent than manufacturing a commercial product with the
purpose of bringing in as much profit as possible fits better with the
hypothesis that it was produced by the people who planned to use
it.29 As described in the introductory chapter, the latest suggestion
about the texts’ background – advanced by Lundhaug and Jenott –
is that they were part of a monastic book exchange network. As
Lundhaug and Jenott have demonstrated, some of the codices were
copied at the request of monks who wished to read texts to which
they did not have access in their own library. It was not unusual for
texts to be copied and sent to friends at their request, or for texts to
be lent out to be copied by those who borrowed them;30 however,
Codex I was most probably not a book produced at the request of

28 Compare, for example, pages 111–118 (with cramped style and long lines) with
1–16 (where lines are shorter, straighter and written with a seemingly controlled
hand).

29 As Lundhaug and Jenott point out, the scenario that the codices were copied by
a professional, ‘non-religious’, scribal team does not fit well with the scribal notes
and colophons. In Codex II, the colophon asks the recipients, his ‘brothers’, to
pray for him (the scribe), and in Codex VII the scribe, who calls himself ‘the Son’,
asks for his ‘Father’s’ blessing and in turn sends blessings to the ‘Father’
(Lundhaug and Jenott, Monastic Origins, 207). See also Hugo Lundhaug and
Lance Jenott, ‘Production, Distribution and Ownership of Books in the
Monasteries of Upper Egypt: The Evidence of the Nag Hammadi Colophons’, in
Monastic Education in Late Antiquity: The Transformation of Classical Paideia,
ed. Lillian I. Larsen and Samuel Rubenson (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2018), 306–335.

30 We know, for example, by way of the scribal note in Codex VI (page 65) that
some codices were copied at the request of people who seem to have belonged to
networks in which books were exchanged. These would have been similar to that
which can be discerned in a letter from Jerome (ca. AD 375) to his friend
Florentinus (Jerome, Epistle 5:2). Texts were sent between friends and
acquaintances and requests could be made to copy particular texts which one
did not possess but knew or hoped were part of the other party’s library. For
more on book exchange networks, see Lundhaug and Jenott, Monastic Origins,
197–206
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outsiders. Let us now turn finally to the reasons why the context of
a book exchange network is not reflected in Codex I and why the
likeliest scenario is that of a monastic setting.

Inexperience or Carelessness in Copying Codex I

The many untoward features of the codicology of Codex I suggest
that it was produced by a scribe who did not place the production of
a legible text to the fore. Inexperience or simple carelessness would
explain the fluctuation of style and quality, fluctuating word count
and line length, as well as the awkward codex construction. Yet we
know that the setting in which the Nag Hammadi codices were
generated had the experience to produce legible and well-structured
texts, as evidenced by most of the other codices. The ample
examples of homoioteleuton31 throughout the Nag Hammadi codi-
ces point to the fact that the scribes did not necessarily read the text,
at least in a cognisant way, while copying; the main purpose was
most likely to produce as close to a flawless product as possible. The
scribe did not need to be cognisant of the content while copying, as
Paul Saenger has argued. Scriptura continua was not a copying style
that demanded a high level of comprehension by the scribe,32 as text
devoid of punctuation and spaces between words is easier to copy,
although more demanding to read. Transposition and other com-
mon scribal errors in texts copied after the textual revolution
introduced spaces, and punctuation does not appear as often in
texts composed in scriptura continua.33 Meanwhile, both reading

31 The term means ‘same ending’ and refers to a particular scribal error that occurred
when a scribe was copying a sentence or a number of words at a time into the new book
being produced and accidentally omitted a section of text, picking up from an
incorrect place in the original because the word which ended the previous sentence
reappeared nearby.

32 Paul Saenger, Space between Words: The Origins of Silent Reading (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1997), 49.

33 Saenger, Space between Words, 48.

inexperience or carelessness in copying codex i

81

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009441483.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009441483.004


and copying scriptura continua was aided by introducing more
spaces between each letter, rather than between words. Medieval
manuscripts contain much less space between letters.34 So, it is
likely that most of the Nag Hammadi texts were chiefly copied by
scribes who put their effort into manufacturing a text as close to
flawless as possible.

Codex I is an exception. Scribe A did not place prime import-
ance on the legibility of the texts, at least as far as The Tripartite
Tractate is concerned, as indicated by the crowded pages in
Quires II and III.35 As it turns out, there are other indications
in addition to the many errors in Codex I which indicate that it
was not produced by a person focused on the copying task. As
will be discussed in detail in the following chapter, there are
scribal markings in the left margin of The Tripartite Tractate
which highlight passages of interest. As these markings are
parallel to the left margin, it appears that they can only have
been made by the scribe himself while copying. A private person
wealthy enough to produce a text of this magnitude would
undoubtably have had a slave or professional scribe make the
copy, expounding on the text only after its production. A monk,
however, who was deemed spiritually mature enough, could
have taken it upon himself to produce the text, even allowing
himself the liberty to read, ponder and make notes in the text
while copying. The Tripartite Tractate obviously piqued the
interest of the scribe enough to distract him from meticulous
copying to reflect on the text and insert notes. No other texts
produced by the scribal team indicate that they were read and
contemplated as they were copied, as Codex I seems to have
been. In a monastic setting the production was left to those
who wished to read and use the texts being copied, or their

34 Saenger, Space between Words, 8–10.
35 Although Scribe A, contrary to the more experienced copier of the fourth text, added

reading aids in the form of punctuation and at times more generous spacing. See more
in the next chapter.
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immediate superiors. Copying a book which contained poten-
tially compromising material – like the extracanonical texts that
Codex I could be viewed as containing – was laden with dangers
to the spiritual integrity of the copyist.36 However, as Palladius’
Lausiac History tells us, the ‘perfect’ monks who had reached
sufficient spiritual maturity to keep them on the right path were
permitted to read, write and copy whatever they saw fit.37

Thus, it seems that Codex I was produced by a scribe without
much scribal experience or one who did not see his main task as
being that of producing a highly legible text; alternatively, he was
carried away by what he read in The Tripartite Tractate. At the same
time, the scribe obviously possessed enough theological and philo-
sophical knowledge to be able to read and understand the text being
copied to the point of making notes in it, and held a position within
the scribal community which would allow him to read and com-
ment upon potentially compromising material. These possibilities,
therefore, suggest that this is a monk who was considered advanced
in spiritual pursuits but without much experience in codex produc-
tion who took it upon himself to copy a text of particular interest,
rather than delegating the task to more conscientious scribes in the
team, perhaps to protect their spiritual integrity.

Conclusion

The codicological facts surrounding the production of Codex I do
not support the view that it was a commercial product, although it is

36 See, for example, the Apophthegmata Patrum wherein a monk is described as keeping
certain parts of an advanced text from a scribe because he lacks proper training. Trans.
Benedicta Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Kalamazoo: Cistercian
Publications, 1984), 34. The Greek text on which Ward’s translation is based is from
Patrologia Graeca, ed. J. P. Migne, vol. LXV (Paris, 1865), 132.

37 Palladius, Lausiac History I, 33. In The Book of Paradise, Being the Histories and
Sayings of the Monks and Ascetics of the Egyptian Desert by Palladius, Hieronymous
and Others, trans. E. A. Wallis Budge, 2 vols. (London, 1904), vol. I, 216.
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hard to evaluate such an erratic work. If it were not a commercial
product, nor one commissioned by a wealthy individual who kept
scribes in his employment (which the notes in the margin in The
Tripartite Tractate speak against), a monastic setting is the most
convincing scenario in which texts with such intricate content
might have been copied and commented upon at the same time.
A monk without much scribal practice but with theological know-
ledge, who, rather than labouring mechanically, interacted with
what was being copied, would explain the many unusual features
of the final product. Meanwhile, it also safeguarded more experi-
enced scribes without sufficient theological and philosophical train-
ing against being led astray.

All the Nag Hammadi codices except Codex I, produced by
a scribe with little proficiency, followed the practice of codex pro-
duction where the required number of sheets were measured and
placed in a stack and folded in the middle. Thus, it is tempting to
imagine that the advantages of using a multi-quire codex came to
the knowledge of a group of experienced monastic scribes by way of
sheer coincidence, by way of an inexperienced or neglectful monk
(possibly due to distraction), who nevertheless managed to strike
codicological gold. If it truly was distraction causing the inconsist-
encies, and not sheer inexperience or incompetence, what spiritual
insights and theological topics could have been spellbinding enough
to have caused the codicological neglect which we witness in Codex
I? This is the topic of the next chapter.
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