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Foreword

In 1961 Birger Gerhardsson published his standard work Memory and
Manuscript on how the Torah was handed down in its written and, above
all, its oral form in pharisaic-rabbinic Judaism, and the consequences of
this for the transmission of the gospel tradition in early Christianity. This
work criticized the form criticism that had originated in Germany at the
end of the first world war and which was rooted in the older folkloristic
research influenced by romanticism. In his book Gerhardsson contests the
view that had prevailed for decades: an anonymous, collective and at the
same time uninhibitedly “creative” transmission of the Jesus tradition,
most of which emerged as later creations of the communities. This in my
opinion revolutionary work did not at that time receive the attention it
deserved. It was reprinted in 1964, and in the same year Gerhardsson
published a small study, Tradition and Transmission in Early Christiani-
ty. This important study was out of print for almost 35 years, until W. B.
Eerdmans and Dove Booksellers published a reprint of both studies a
little over a year ago, in 1998. The scholarship can still learn much from
this superb work.

Having received a Humboldt research fellowship in Tiibingen, a highly
talented Gerhardsson student, Samuel Byrskog, who has already written
an excellent monograph on Matthew (Jesus the Only Teacher. Didactic
Authority and Transmission in Ancient Israel, Ancient Judaism and the
Matthean Community [Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International,
1994]), has now taken on his teacher’s major subject, working from a
completely different angle and at the same time in another area. He exa-
mines very thoroughly the question of the significance of eyewitness
accounts and oral tradition in the ancient literature, a subject which has
been severely neglected in New Testament research up to now. Byrskog
deals in particular with this subject as it relates to Greek and Roman his-
torians, studying it against the background of “oral history”, which has
become an independent branch of research in the last decades, and, linked
closely to this, against the background of narrative research, which is not
confined strictly to narrative fiction, as many people believe. In this un-
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usual work the author carries on with and often confirms his teacher’s
approaches in a different field and in a completely new manner. Current
research, today often appearing to be worn out and sometimes tending
only to repeat old theories, will be provided with new stimuli. It could
even stimulate research on the early church, which, as far as I can see,
has dealt very inadequately with the ubiquitous subject of “oral history”,
eyewitness testimony and oral transmission. Oral transmission among the
rabbis is only a conspicuous exception, on which the sources have given
us particularly detailed information and which is close in time to the early
church.

Basing his study on a very wide spectrum of sources, the author de-
monstrates with great clarity that oral tradition and eyewitness testimony
imply not simply faithful transmission, but rather that faithful transmis-
sion and theological interpretation, that is, history and faith, must not ne-
cessarily conflict. Their connection to one another is, on the contrary, of
a positive nature in the entire early Christian literature, not only in the
gospels, but also in the Acts of the Apostles and in most of the letters.

In the introductory sentence of Plato’s dialogue “Phaedo”, rendering
both Socrates’ farewell speeches and his “passion story”, Echecrates’
question to his friend Phaedo also points to a problem in New Testament
transmission:

"Adtég, & Paidwv, Topeyévonr Twxpdtel Exeivy T Nuépe 1) 1O @dpuaxov Emev gv
1@ deopatnpie, | dAlov Tov ffxovooc;

"Abdtée, & ‘Exéxportec,

“Were you, Phaidon, there yourself with Socrates, on the day when he drank the poison

in the prison, or did you hear about it from someone else?”
“1 was there myself, Echecrates!”

Martin Hengel



Preface

The present book constitutes, to a significant extent, a convergence of
personal and academic interests and experiences. It seeks to explicate
some of the dynamics involved as people of antiquity sought ways to com-
memorate and conceptualize the past within their various modes of exis-
tence. As I have repeatedly realized during the course of this study, my
early experience of hearing the texts of Scripture being read aloud and
interpreted anew in the peculiar context of the tight communities on the
country-side of northern Sweden, has left a deep and lasting impression
on me. The worship of these groups never allowed the texts of Scripture
to remain texts unto themselves, but fostered a sense of ongoing dialogue
across the centuries, a dialogue between the reality of the past and the rea-
lity of the present. The texts were living texts, one believed, carrying the
voices and experiences of ancient people and challenging the believers to
interpretation and application. It has been strange but rewarding to dis-
cover what seems to be the basic human need to locate our own different
stories within some broader perceptions of the past.

The academic setting moulded these experiences into various forms of
questioning and analytic models. The theological seminaries of Orebro
(Sweden) and Riischlikon (Switzerland) gave me invaluable tools for how
to work with ancient texts in a disciplined fashion without losing myself
in complicated strategies of literary models. During my early years as a
student at Lund university, I was introduced to the vast field of oral tradi-
tion and transmission. These years determined in large measure my aca-
demic interests and mode of inquiry. The present work employs and de-
velops insights of my dissertation Jesus the Only Teacher, which was re-
searched, written and defended in Lund. The memories from the tight
communities in northern Sweden have remained with me through the
years; and I do not wish for a moment to deny their influence on what I
have done and what I am doing in this book. The scientific work with
Scripture will always, it seems, be inextricably intertwined with our own
different life stories!
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I am grateful to the different institutions and people that have helped
me and stimulated the present work. The Humboldt foundation sponsored
a year of research at the Evangelical Faculty of Tiibingen university. Its
understanding for the conditions of scientific work is a rare asset to the
international scholarly community. The staff and colleagues in Tiibingen
facilitated my stay and work there in every way they could. In addition,
the Department of Religion and the Faculty of Arts of Goteborg univer-
sity offered me the ideal conditions of research and writing. Rarely is a
scholar employed at a state university given such freedom! A generous
grant from the Swedish Council for Research in the Humanities and Social
Sciences financed the final preparations of the manuscript for publication.

Much of this work has been developed and written in the wonderful
setting of a small village outside of Lund. I have enjoyed the company of
friends and colleagues at Lund university. In particular, it has been a true
privilege to share my thoughts and feelings about this work - and many
other things — with professor Birger Gerhardsson. I have learned much
from him through the years.

It was professor Martin Hengel who invited me to Tiibingen and en-
couraged me to work in the field of oral history and ancient historio-
graphy. I have benefited immensely from his broad knowledge of the an-
cient sources. He and his wife Marianne Hengel were always ready to
open their home for enjoyable seminars and conversations. His keen in-
terest in the topic of the present investigation gave me the courage to car-
ry on. I feel especially honoured by his recommendation of this study for
publication and by his willingness to contribute a foreword.

I am also grateful to Mr. Georg Siebeck for his invitation to publish the
present volume in the series of WUNT and for his kind arrangements in
Tiibingen. Ms. Ilse Konig has, in addition, patiently shared her professio-
nal advice during the course of preparing the manuscript for publication.

My deepest thanks go to my family. Angela, my wife, is a true com-
panion in life. She has given us two children, Michael and Jessica. I have
seen them grow and develop, being reminded again of how history be-
comes story and how our stories will be filled with the memories of the
past. To them I dedicate this book.

Revingeby, December 1999 Samuel Byrskog
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Introduction

A. Defining the Problem

1. Story as History — History as Story

“Story as history — history as story”, a seemingly strange pair of phrases.
Story is story and history is history, one is accustomed to think today.
The two should not be mingled, lest one fuses the narrative and fictional
world with the extratextual and real world.

The initial impulse of the present study arose from a somewhat confu-
sing frustration with the methodological paradigms that force a sharp
distinction between the two. To read narrative texts both as “mirrors” re-
flecting self-contained worlds and as “windows” opening up to extrafic-
tional and diachronic levels of history is often considered to be a violation
of proper hermeneutical conduct. Methods or perspectives easily become
power structures, I realized, oppositional and eclectic, enslaving the scho-
lars in labels which disqualify the attempts toward more comprehensive
approaches. Ancient texts, some people say, are to be seen merely from
one conceptual viewpoint at a time; other conceptual perspectives are to
be left aside for the moment or, at the best, permitted to figure as obscure
and remote shades, all in the name of scientific objectivity. How easily we
become the victims of our own methodological vigour!

It is a matter of course that the gospel narratives present stories with
inherent dynamics representing the “inner texture” of the fiction.! Narra-
tive and rhetorical criticism has provided valuable and lasting results in
this direction, which are to be fully affirmed. But by the same token, the
gospels are historical documents reflecting the socio-cultural matrix of

'] am using the term “narrative” in a broad, untechnical sense, for any oral or written
text that explicitly or implicitly mediates some kind of plot. I do not distinquish it sharply
from the term “story”, though the latter often carries more of an aspect of what is signi-
fied — the content — while the former stands for the signifier.
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the time. The traditional methods, such as form- and redaction criticism,
coupled with more recent attention to sociology and cultural anthropo-
logy, have provided ample evidence of the “intertexture” as well as the
“social and cultural texture” of the gospels.?

Precisely this double character of the gospel narratives calls for a more
comprehensive approach. They are, as stories, filled with diachronic di-
mensions. History is intrinsic to them precisely as stories. It was partly
this insight that caused Hans W. Frei, as a development of Erich Auer-
bach’s suggestions, to employ the famous and influential label “realistic
narrative”.? The gospel narratives are not like fictions telling a story in
such a way that the narrative setting in place and time can be replaced by
another place and another time without effecting a significant loss as to
the characteristic plot of the story; no, they are, as stories, uniquely
bound to the past as a once and for all event. Without that decisive, dia-
chronic dimension they might be good stories, but not Gospel stories. In
addition, they are, despite Frei’s influential hermeneutical program, more
than inherently “realistic narratives”. Already Justin Martyr, as we all
know, conceived of the gospels as “reminiscences”,* memoirs of the past;
the theme of “remembrance” was central to them. And as we realize to-
day, they are — when we, as modern hearers/readers, approach them from
the horizon of the authors — the outcome of the redactional composition
of traditions which had been transmitted over a period of time. The
Lukan prologue even encodes this extrafictional dimension of pastness in-
to the narrative, thus focalizing at the very beginning around the author’s
work with the traditions from history.> We have a story, but it is story as
history.

2 The expressions “inner texture”, “intertexture” and “social and cultural texture” are
taken from Vernon K. Robbins’ version of socio-rhetorical criticism. He explains them
most fully in his books Exploring the Texture of Texts, pp. 7-94, and The Tapestry of
Early Christian Discourse, pp. 44—191. See further below Introd., B:2.

3 Frei defines this label as concisely as possible: “Realistic narrative is that kind in
which subject and social setting belong together, and characters and external circumstan-
ces fitly render each other” (The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, p. 13).

4 For texts and discussion, see Abramowski, “Die ‘Erinnerungen der Apostel’ bei Jus-
tinus”, pp. 341-353; Hengel, Earliest Christianity, pp. 27-29.

5 Coleridge omits Luke 1:1—4 in his attempt to account for the beginning of the Lukan
narrative. “Lk. 1.5-25 is the beginning of the beginning”, he asserts (The Birth of the
Lukan Narrative, p. 28). As it seems, in Coleridge’s notion of narrative criticism, the fo-
calization around the reception of extrafictional material from the past is external to the
story — Coleridge employs the term “narrative” — proper (cf. ibid., pp. 215-216, 232-
233).
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Likewise, the history that is reported in the gospel narratives, as histo-
ries, is put within the framework of synchronic relations emerging as a
coherent story. The time is over when the gospels were regarded as mere
collections of formal units, as “Perikopenbiicher”, like beautiful pearls
held together only by the thread of the necklace. Today we see the neck-
lace as a piece of art in itself; and the individual pearls, no matter how
beautifully designed each of them appears to be, are closely related to
make up a compositional and semantic whole. There are historical items;
there is history, but history has become story; it has become present.

2. Kerygma as History — History as Kerygma

This problem of story versus history has to do with the problem of the
present versus the past and is as such somewhat reminiscent of the theo-
logical discussion of an earlier, German generation of scholars. History
has always been an allusive object of study! As against the early form-
critical school represented by Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann, we
can also speak of “kerygma as history — history as kerygma”.

Of course, we detect a substantial difference here from today’s con-
cern, which arose primarily from modern literary considerations.b There
was, to be sure, certain literary aspects involved in the old form-critical
approach as well, especially in its sustained insistence on “Gattung” and
“Sitz im Leben”. This provided a means to move from the text to the
extratextual world of the communities.” But the old debate was primarily
a theological one, where the role of the past in the early church was felt
to be problematic; scholars of the form-critical school ignored or rejected
it altogether. And the early form-critics certainly worked diachronically
with the texts, because their object was ultimately not a literary item in it-
self, but the theology of a community.

Nevertheless, there are interesting similarities. It is vital to realize that
both approaches represent perspectives with related inherent presupposi-
tions.® No method, no approach, is ideologically neutral! Both are in es-

6 Cf. Vorster, “Kerygma/History and the Gospel Genre”, pp. 87-95. However, as I
have already indicated, and as will be evident throughout the course of the present study,
I do not agree with Vorster’s strict distinction between “real world” and “narrated world”
as far as ancient “realistic narratives” are concerned.

7 That move was usually rather one-dimensional — one “Gattung” correlated to one
“Sitz im Leben” — and has as such been revised. Cf. Sellin, “‘Gattung’ und ‘Sitz im Le-
ben’”, pp. 311-331.

8 This is rarely realized in the modern debate on literary methods. But cf. the recent
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sence to be seen as perspectives that diminish the role played by past his-
tory, either in a literary work or in a community. The discourse is the
story of a gospel narrative; the kerygma was the story of the early
church. The discourse of the story and the kerygma of the church lack
inherent relations to history in its pastness. The present time of the story,
or the present time of the community, is the all-determining factor. As
Dibelius acclaimed: “das Kommende, dessen sie gewifl waren und das sie
in nachster Zukunft erwarteten, war doch viel herrlicher als alles Ver-
gangene!™ Yes, “history is swallowed up in eschatology”, even, “history
is identical with eschatology”, the retired Bultmann lectured.!® What re-
mained for Bultmann was “die Geschichtlichkeit” of the individual, which
means, as he said a few years later, “nicht seine Abhingigkeit von der Ge-
schichte, sondern die Tatsache, daB3 der Mensch je seine eigene Geschichte
hat, in der er sein wahres Wesen zu verwirklichen hat”.!! History in its
pastness is absorbed by the present existence and vanishes as an extra-
existential reality. As we shall see in the next chapter, Dibelius was more
nuanced than Bultmann when it came to the gospel tradition. But gene-
rally speaking, whatever was before the discourse, whatever was before
the eschatological belief of the community, was of little or no impor-
tance.!2

Not many scholars of today maintain the same view as the early form-
critics did. It was perhaps not by accident that Germany was the home of
the form-critical approach. Germany was also the country of the pure
“historicism” of the eighteenth century;!? and it was here that the reaction
against that kind of “historicism” was most intense. British scholarship,
generally speaking, never quite committed itself to this reaction, as C. H.
Dodd pointed out already in 1937.'4 It is significant that as late as in

comments of Morgan, “The Bible and Christian theology”, pp. 124125 (on Barth and
Bultmann vis-a-vis reader-response approaches and speech-act theory).

9 Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, p. 10.

10 Bultmann, History and Eschatology, pp. 37, 136.

11 Bultmann, “Das Verstindnis der Geschichte”, p. 68.

12 1t is another matter that both these perspectives deal with something that occurred
within what is past history from the viewpoint of the modern researcher, either with a
story embedded in a certain cultural matrix or with a community influenced by the reli-
gious ideas of the time. Here the interaction of past and present — with its “Vorverstind-
nis” — in creating meaning is also indeed an intriguing challenge to scholarship; but it is
beyond the scope of the present inquiry.

13 See below Chap. 1, A:1.

14 Dodd, “The Gospels as History”, pp. 122-123. Dodd elaborated the broader impli-
cations of his article a year later, in History and the Gospel.
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1985, C. F. D. Moule, in a Festschrift to Werner Georg Kiimmel, Bult-
mann’s student and successor in Marburg, finds it necessary to insist that
the synoptic gospels were intended to be ancillary to, and only part of, the
full Christian kerygma. There was a sincere historical interest in Jesus,
and the material emerging from that interest was essential and integral to
the kerygma, but not the whole of it, according to Moule.!3 Even in Ger-
many the situation was to change. Hans Conzelmann was one of the few
among Bultmann’s followers who held on to the kerygma as the decisive
element of theology,!¢ but at the same university in Gottingen Joachim Je-
remias insisted strongly on the historical Jesus as the all-important mat-
ter.!” As is well-known, there was an early return to past history among
Bultmann’s own students.!® In his famous lecture delivered on 20 October
1953 to a group of former Bultmann students, Ernst Kdsemann, at the
time professor at the university of Gottingen, became known for initia-
ting a new quest back to history, back to the historical Jesus.!® The early
Christians, he argued, were engaged in a warfare on two fronts. “Das
Evangelium steht immer in einem Zweifrontenkrieg”, he insisted.2® They
contended, on the one hand, against an enthusiastic docetism and, on the
other hand, against an historicizing doctrine of kenosis. From that per-
spective he deemed it strange that we in the New Testament find any wri-
tings like the gospels, explaining it by the need to maintain the tension and
connection between the “once upon a time” of history and the “once for
all” of eschatological reality. Only the Lukan author, with his historici-
zing tendency, falls out of this pattern.

More recent scholarly work around the world has now been labelled a
“third quest”.2! This label implies that Albert Schweitzer initiated a first
quest already before the early form-critics made their impact, and that
Kidsemann initiated a second quest as a reaction against the dominating
view of the early 1950s. “And the pursuit of truth — historical truth — is

15 Moule, “The Function of the Synoptic Gospels”, pp. 199-208.

16 Conzelmann's emphatic statement is famous: “Ich glaube ... dennoch darauf beste-
hen zu miissen, daf} der ‘historische Jesus’ kein Thema der neutestamentlichen Theologie
ist” (Grundriss der Theologie, p. 16).

17 This is perhaps most evident in his Neutestamentliche Theologie.

18 T am speaking here of history as a past matter to be distinguished from history as
receiving its meaning from the present existential circumstances of the individual person.
In that latter regard, as we just noticed, history was indeed important to Bultmann.

19 Kidsemann, “Das Problem des historischen Jesus”, pp. 125~153.

20 K#semann, “Das Problem des historischen Jesus”, p. 134.

21 Neill/Wright, Interpretation of the New Testament, pp. 379-403; Wright, Christian
Origins, pp. 83-124.
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what the Third Quest is all about”, Thomas N. Wright says in a sense
which goes far beyond what Kidsemann ever intended.?? Yet, despite the
various differences, scholars cannot avoid the impression, it seems, that
the kerygma, the story of the present Lord, remains, after all, intrinsical-
ly linked with the Jesus of the past.?

3. The General Problem at Hand

This book is not another attempt to defend the reliability of the gospel
tradition.2* It has rather been triggered and challenged by the lack of nu-
anced reasoning concerning concepts such as “past and present”, “tradi-
tion”, “transmission”, “history”, “historicity”, “reliability”, “objectivity”,
“subjectivity”, etc.2’> Even the “third quest”, in all its emphasis on history,
has its own agenda and master narrative.?¢ The present study has emerged
within the framework of the scholarly discussion of recent as well as for-
mer times as sketched above;?’ and it has been much informed by various
attempts to overcome the inherent dichotomy of the literary and theolo-
gical spectrum concerning story versus history. It has the general purpose
of better understanding the dynamics involved behind the past in the pre-
sent and the present in the past as the gospel tradition evolved.

22 Wright, Christian Origins, p. 87.

23 The book of Johnson, The Real Jesus, which rejects the theological value of the Je-
sus of the past, is surprising in its almost total neglect of European scholarship. Johnson
is not alone in his neglect, to be sure, but one wonders how it is possible to write chap-
ters on topics such as “history challenging faith”, “the limitations of history”, “what’s
historical about Jesus?”, etc., without informing the readers that these matters were inten-
sely debated by leading European philosophers and theologians already about half a cen-
tury ago. I understand Johnson’s arguments and thesis as an American reaction against
the American Jesus seminar aimed for a broad American audience, but I fail to see that
they bring a new dimension to the international scholarly debate of this century.

24 Cf,, e.g., the comprehensive survey by Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the
Gospels.

25 A laudible exception is Meyer, “Objectivity and Subjectivity”, pp. 546-560, 564—
565. Cf. also Hemer, The Book of Acts, pp. 43—49.

26 Cf. Moxnes, “The Historical Jesus”, pp. 135-149.

27 Qur Old Testament colleagues have been struggling with similar issues. It suffices
to mention Barr, “Story and History”, pp. 1-17; Roberts, “Myth versus History”, pp. 1-
13. The more recent turn of the debate concerning Israelite historiography is seen in the
work of Van Seters, In Search of History. Further literature is surveyed in the volume
edited by Millard, Hoffmeier and Baker, Faith, Tradition, and History, and in the study
of Nielsen, The Tragedy of History, pp. 13-18.
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In a previous study dealing with the transmission of the Jesus tradition
in the Matthean community, I tried — somewhat boldly — to combine in-
sights of recent literary theories with models of sociology and cultural
anthropology, stressing the need to see the transmission of traditions
about the past within the social and existential situation of the transmit-
ters.?® But I did not, as yet, find a comprehensive way of integrating these
matters into a conceptual and methodological whole. This study does not
aim at that grand task, but it looks for a more comprehensive approach
than the mere accumulation and combination of a number of variegating
approaches and perspectives taken from literary and historical disciplines.

B. Towards a Synthesis

There have been several attempts, of course, to overcome the alleged
dichotomy between story and history, the present and the past. I have se-
lected three of them as they relate to recent scholarly research of exegeti-
cal character and have stimulated my own thinking significantly: those by
Ulrich Luz, Vernon K. Robbins and Francis Watson.

1. Ulrich Luz

As for the use of narrative criticism, with its potential links to the dia-
chronic dimensions of a story, I was already at the time of preparation
for my previous study much influenced by the various publications of
Ulrich Luz.?° The extreme forms of reader-oriented literary studies ne-
ver gained full acceptance in the scholarly world of German-speaking
Europe, and Luz, in his work on the Matthean narrative, consistently
clinged to the author as an historical figure with certain literary and theo-
logical ambitions.*°

28 See especially the brief methodological discussion in Byrskog, Jesus the Only Tea-
cher, pp. 27-31. Cf also Byrskog, “Matthew 5:17-18”, pp. 557-571; Byrskog, “Slutet
gott, allting gott”, pp. 85-98.

29 The major study is, of course, Luz’s commentary on Matthew, three volumes of
which have been published to date. See, e.g., Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 11,
pp- 64—68. The discussion of interest here is also put to use also in several other publica-
tions, e.g., “Geschichte”, pp. 595-604; “Die Wundergeschichten”, pp. 149-165; “Eine
thetische Skizze der matthiischen Christologie”, pp. 221-222; The theology of the
Gospel of Matthew, p. 143.

30 Cf. his review of Howell’s study in TLZ 117 (1992), cols. 189-191.
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While the author perceived by Luz indeed wished to create a compre-
hensive narrative, that narrative is made up of written and oral traditions
— Matthew is an exponent of his community and a close follower of Mark
and Q, according to Luz — and its story contains intrinsically a historical
dimension that is directly and indirectly transparent for the present time
of the community. History is history in its pastness, but as such it is trans-
parent for the present. Methodologically Luz thus combines a narratolo-
gical approach with the more traditional work of form- and redaction
criticism. Yet one needs, it seems, to distinguish between the intrinsic past
historical dimension of the story and the author’s sensitivity to past his-
tory as he actually composed his story. In that latter work, Luz’s author,
while being faithful to tradition, betrays little or no awareness of the
problem inherent in the addition of fictional elements, the reason being,
Luz explains, that they had already been fused with reality in the living,
oral transmission of the community.?! The collective oral synthesis of the
present, one might say, thus absorbed the “otherness” and pastness of
history within the present time of the community. So in a sense, story is
history, while history is story only at the cost of its objectifying pastness.

The admirable contribution of Luz lies, in my view, partly in the con-
sistent attempt to relate story and history. In the German speaking part of
Europe, he was among the pioneers in his use of the insights from lite-
rary theories, especially narratology; and by the same token, his insist-
ence on relating narrative criticism to the extrafictional aspects of a story,
taking seriously the role of the real author and the real hearers/readers,
makes him a pioneer within the paradigm of the narrative practitioners
themselves.?? His studies also teach us that one cannot speak of story and
history without distinguishing between the historical dimension inherent
within the story, the gospels as “realistic narratives”, on the one hand, and
the role of past history in the process of composing the story, on the
other hand, that is, between the intratextual and the extratextual function
of past history. Moreover, as to the dynamics behind the past in the pre-
sent and the present in the past as the gospel tradition evolved, Luz’s refe-
rence to some kind of oral modes of transmission promises a context
where the two may somehow concur.

These important insights also raise issues for debate. One wonders, to
begin with, how an author who evidently regarded the past history as a

31 Luz, “Fiktivitdt und Traditionstreue”, pp. 153-177.

32 The extreme forms of reader-oriented versions of narrative criticism are now, it
seems, being abandoned more and more, even by biblical scholars. Cf. already Howell,
Matthew’s Inclusive Story.
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vital ingredient of the story itself and adhered faithfully to tradition could
ignore the pastness of the traditions in his own creative enterprise of
composing that same story, in Luz’s view adding freely, as an exponent of
a larger community’s collective memory, various fictional elements with
no roots in factual history. Does this not imply, after all, a strange rift
between the intratextual and the extratextual function of past history in
the conception of the author, between a “realistic narrative”, in the terms
of Hans W. Frei, and a “historical narrative”?3? And is there not an unre-
solvable tension even within the extratextual function of past history in
the author’s apparent faithfulness to tradition, on the one hand, and his
allegedly unreflective use and addition of fictional elements, on the other?

A second point of debate is Luz’s use of orality. What are the dynamics
within an oral mode of transmission that legitimize Luz’s explanation as
he refers to a complete fusion of past and present, history and fiction,
within the community? Are there any at all? Luz accepts the notion of
Wolfgang Rosler,34 that the consciousness of fictivity is conditioned by
the existence of a culture of literacy, because oral cultures have no notion
of private reading and no notion of genre, and thus no notion of fiction.?>

This position, as presented by Luz, is questionable for several reasons.
To begin with, its simplified attitude to the concepts of truth and fiction
in oral cultures should be clear already from the utterances of some early
Greek singers. “You sing of the fate of the Achaeans excellently well,
how much the Achaeans did and suffered and how much they toiled, as if
you had been present yourself or heard it from someone else”,3 Odysseus
says to the bard Demodocus (Od. 8:489-491);37 and “we know how to
speak many false things like real things, and we know, when we wish, to

33 Luz’ view is very similar to Hans Frei’s “realistic narrative”. Also Frei distingui-
shes a “realistic narrative” from what we normally call a historical account. Something
might be “realistic or history-like” within the narrative without being historical according
to the criteria of almost universal modern consent. Cf. e.g., Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical
Narrative, p. 14.

34 Résler, “Die Entdeckung der Fiktionalitdt”, pp. 283-319.

35 Luz, “Fiktivitdt und Traditionstreue”, pp. 162—164, 174-175.

36 Ainv yap xotd xdopov ' Axoudv oitov Geldelg, 86a’ EpEov T EnabdV Te Kol oo’
gudynoav  Ayonoi, dg ¢ Tov | adtdg Tapeav f GAAov dxovoag.

37 Latacz, professor of Greek philology, comments: “Die Reputation des oral poet
bemiflt sich also nach dem Autentizitdtsgrad seiner Darstellung. Unter Autentizititsgrad
ist dabei nicht nur objektive Faktenwiedergabe verstanden, sondern dariiber hinaus auch
‘stimmige’ Wiedergabe der Faktenwirkung” (“Zu Umfang und Art der Vergangenheits-
bewahrung”, p. 168).
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utter true things”,3® the Muses of the “prehistoric” Olympus sing for the
shepherding Hesiod (Theog. 27-28).3° While the ancient fiction as a genre
must be measured by categories that are beyond our modern notions of
true and untrue, as Rosler does teach us, one cannot escape the impression
that the singers were aware of certain boundaries concerning to what ex-
tent the poetry represents what they perceived of as the true reality.4? Not
everything that was sung was considered true, as one would have expected
if there was no notion of fictional elements at all; and yet, not everything
was considered false, as one would have expected if poetry was measured
solely in its function of representing reality. Even in oral cultures there
might indeed occur a subtle awareness of questions concerning what is
true and what is false, and this awareness lends itself to some non-generic
notions of fictionality.

Moreover, with Luz’s view it is unclear if there existed any notion of
fiction at all in antiquity, because private reading was a rare thing even in
ancient settings of literacy. It is impossible to verify an extensive practice
of private reading in Greek antiquity, as Rosler acknowledges.*! The nor-
mal procedure was reading aloud to others.*? Although he exaggerates the
implication of his insight, A. K. Gavrilov has quite recently pointed out
that the well-known silent reading of Bishop Ambrose was considered an
obstacle precisely because he read privately in the presence of others
(Aug., Conf. 6:3).4 Reading was not to be done in privacy. Most people
would thus hear rather than see the text, also in cases where a certain
amount of literacy can be assumed.

And thirdly, we do have ample evidence from cultural anthropology
that oral cultures possess a rich awareness of genres. Although that awa-
reness is sometimes difficult to estimate due to the culture bound charac-
ter of the genres, it is noteworthy that the genre definition of a certain

38 {Suev wevdo moAAG Aéyewy Ervporotv dpoia, idpev &, edT £BEAwpev, GAnBéa
Ynpvcacoo.

39 Kullmann comments: “Auch wenn es den Begriff Fiktion nicht gibt, ist doch klar,
daB von Hesiod nicht alles so geglaubt wird, wie es im Epos erzhlt wird” (“Der Uber-
gang von der Miindlichkeit zur Schriftlichkeit”, p. 73). For a different understanding of
this passage, cf. Rosler, “Die Entdeckung der Fiktionalitét”, pp. 296-297.

40 There were of course various notions of truth, as especially Theog. 27-28 shows,
with its interplay between &rupa (corresponding to reality) and dAn@éo (correponding to
what is revealed). For this distinction, see Simondon, La mémoire, pp. 112-115.

41 Résler, “Die Entdeckung der Fiktionalitit”, p. 316 n. 92. At this point Résler aban-
dons his reliance on ancient texts and adduces modern theories of reading in support.

42 See Balogh, “‘Voces Paginarum’”, pp. 84-109, 202-240.

43 Gavrilov, “Techniques of reading in classical antiquity”, pp. 56-73.
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culture can itself depend on the issue of “fact or fiction”. Jan Vansina, for
instance, tells of genres in Rwanda where ibitéekerezo differs from the
narrative umugani in that the one is supposed to be ancient “fact” and the
other is “fiction”.#* Elsewhere he goes so far as to claim that “for every
functional type of written source in Europe one can find an equivalent
oral source in Africa”.* Luz could, with Rosler,* have referred to Jack
Goody’s and Ian Watt’s theory of homeostasis, according to which there
exists a complete congruence between an oral society or group and its
traditions.#’ But again, other experts in cultural anthropology, most sig-
nificantly Ruth Finnegan in her numerous publications,*® stress today the
culture-specific character of each occurrence of orality, implying that
while the preservative consciousness of transmission might be missing in
one culture, it might be very strong in another.*® One wishes then also, of
course, a more subtle use of labels such as “oral culture” in locating the
Matthean community, because granted Matthew was an exponent of his
community, one suspects a significant “feedback” into the oral currency
of that community from the kind of literacy which the author himself in-
deed betrays.

Finally, what is the conceptual whole that brings together into one
comprehensive perspective the modified use of narrative criticism, on the
one hand, and the traditional use of form- and redaction criticism, on the
other? Is Luz not, after all, merely adding cumulatively various approa-
ches from literary and historical disciplines without integrating them into
one perspective? One receives the impression that for Luz it is his con-
ception of the author as a real figure with literary and theological ambi-
tions that holds together the various analytical measures; but when, at the
same time, the author is regarded as an exponent of a larger group of
people, the issue of authorial intentionality becomes confused and one lin-

44 Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 83.

45 Vansina, “Once Upon a Time”, p. 443.

46 Rosler, “Die Entdeckung der Fiktionalitit”, pp. 304-306.

47 Goody/Watt, “The Consequences of Literacy”, pp. 27-68.

48 Most of her experiences and insights are represented in her recent guide to research
practices, Oral traditions and the verbal arts. Her statement on p. 26 is significant:
“Complementing the long tradition of classification and generalisation there is now a
counter-trend towards exploring people’s own views and artistry rather than analysing
through outsiders’ categories”.

49 Even Goody admits this: “I do not wish for a moment to deny that in non-literate
cultures some standardized oral forms are memorized in exact form” (The interface bet-
ween the written and the oral, p. 176). But he considers this practice to be a rare pheno-
menon. See further below Chap. 3, B:4c.
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gers between the author as a person with specific objectives and a person
sharing the broader currencies of his community and socio-cultural con-
text. It is perhaps significant that Luz now, in the third volume of his
commentary on Matthew, seems to move away from the author, focusing
more on the hearers/readers in the process of determining the meaning(s)
of the text.’0

2. Vernon K. Robbins

A more consistent attempt towards bringing together practices of inter-
pretation that are often separated from one another has been developed by
Vernon K. Robbins in a rather recent interdisciplinary agenda of analysis
and interpretation called socio-rhetorical criticism.’! Informed by new
literary studies as well as sociology and cultural anthropology, Robbins
seeks to establish an environment that cherishes a learned dialogue bet-
ween the narratorial and social dimensions of language in texts.

Neither the author nor the hearer/reader of the text stands at the center
of this approach, but the text itself and its rhetoric. A fundamental aspect
of socio-rhetorical criticism is therefore the notion that a text has tex-
tures. These textures are not limited to the inner dynamics of the story,
because a text is never only a language object unto itself, a mirror of its
own world. Nor is it merely a window through which one looks at the
outside world. It is both, a discourse with both mind and body, exposing
the language border of its internal fiction as well as being a social pro-
duct, possession and tool.5? A text thus exhibits “webs” (cf. lat. texere, “to
weave”) of signification or meaning and meaning effects, which com-
municate differently according to the different angles from which one
approaches the text. The words of a text work in a complex way to
convey meaning and meaning effects, because they are created as one re-
lates them to other meanings, which is possible only partially. Socio-rhe-
torical criticism employs five different angles to explore multiple textures
within texts: inner texture, intertexture, social and cultural texture, ideo-

50 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 111, p. viii. Cf. also his SNTS presidential
address “Kann die Bibel heute noch Grundlage fiir die Kirche sein?”, pp. 317-339,
especially pp. 329-331.

51 The approach has developed from Robbins’ intuitive use of it in Jesus the Teacher,
originally published in 1984, to his more recent elaborations in Exploring the Texture of
Texts and The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse. Robbins has put it to use also in a
number of lectures and articles.

52 See especially Robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, p. 19.
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logical texture and — added by Robbins most recently — sacred texture.
Rhetoric is thus essentially socio-rhetoric, that is, it “provides a socially
and culturally oriented approach to texts, forming a bridge between the
disciplines of social-scientific and literary criticism”.53

Robbins’ interdisciplinary approach is certainly a welcome attempt at
establishing a coherent methodological framework for an integrated in-
terchange between studies with the focus on story or on history. Although
one might be less optimistic than Robbins as to the genuine interdiscipli-
nary openness inherent in the powerful paradigms of scholars, each scho-
larly work has nevertheless been given a conceptual forum for how to
relate to a broader spectrum of analysis and interpretation. The prime
attention to the text takes seriously that the text is the “place” where both
author and hearer/reader meet, where implied author and implied hea-
rer/reader are present, and where modern critics of various paradigms
are on common ground.

The present study locates itself within this spectrum as an attempt to
integrate the inner texture and the intertexture during the development of
the gospel tradition. It assumes that each gospel narrative has an inner
texture which stands in some kind of relation to a diachronic dimension
of its intertexture, and thus relates primarily to that which Robbins calls
historical intertexture. As for the location within the paradigms of mo-
dern scholars, this study has emerged, as indicated already, within the
context of the tacit dichotomy existing, as it seems, between the acute at-
tention to literary features in some recent Swedish research and the insist-
ence on the importance of history in the rich exegetical tradition of the
German speaking part of Europe. I have lived in both worlds. Also Eu-
rope is in need of the dialogue envisioned by Robbins!

While Luz pays some attention to orality as a matrix for conceptuali-
zing the interaction between story and history, present and past, Robbins
speaks of an oral-scribal intertexture, by which is meant the recitation,
recontextualization, reconfiguration, narrative amplification and thematic
elaboration of specific traditions that are handed on by word of mouth or
written text. In reviewing Robbins’ interpretive analytics, Margaret E.
Dean asks for closer attention to the oral and aural dimension of a written
text.>* One might indeed also reflect more on the possible differences and
the subtle interchange between an oral and a scribal intertexture and the
affects of the medium of the intertext on its integration in the text,’ in

53 Robbins, “Social-scientific criticism and literary studies”, p. 277.
54 Dean, “Textured Criticism”, pp. 79-91.
55 Robbins is of course much aware of these spectra of problems. Cf., e.g., his artic-
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other words, on how an oral or a written tradition of past history affects
the present story. There may be links between the oral-scribal intertex-
ture and the historical intertexture, because history is perceived and ac-
counted for differently depending on its medium. “Story as history —
history as story”, the interaction of the two has, it appears, to do with the
information technologies of ancient times.

3. Francis Watson

A third attempt to deal with the alleged distinction between story and
history has been advanced by Francis Watson.’¢ His primary concern is
theological: he wishes to challenge and relativize the modern demarcation
dividing biblical scholars from theologians and the Old Testament from
the New Testament, thus redefining biblical theology.

The former line of demarcation involves, according to Watson, the
dichotomy between historical-critical and narrative approaches to. the
gospels. In Watson’s theological program this dichotomy is disastrous,
because theological interpretation must be oriented towards the extratex-
tual truth which is textually mediated. Watson’s Christian understanding
of the gospel stands at the center of this approach. The gospel narratives
cannot be Gospel “if they merely preserve scattered traces of a historical
reality qualitatively different from its narrative rendering”, and by the
same token, “if they merely render an intratextual character whose extra-
textual existence is a matter of indifference”.’’ He classifies the gospel
narratives instead as “narrated history”, using recent historiographical
(Albert Cook) and hermeneutical (Hans-Georg Gadamer; Paul Ricoeur)
theory to illuminate possibilities that could liberate gospel scholarship
from its positivistic project of distinguishing history from story. History
even takes priority over story. The very character of the gospel narra-
tives betrays their intended backward reference; authentic narration about
Jesus is a retelling of that which has taken place prior to the act of narra-
tion, so that the fictionalizing tendency of the story is subordinate to its
historiographical function. That function is not to be understood in line
with a naive view of history writing as pure description of “how it actual-
ly happened”. Some ancient historians used even the fictional for historio-

les “Writing as a Rhetorical Act”, pp. 142-168; “Oral, Rhetorical, and Literary Cultures”,
pp. 75-91.

56 Watson, Text and Truth, pp. 9-12, 33-126.

57 Watson, Text and Truth, p. 9.
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graphical purposes; and just as fictional narratives are emplotted, so are
historiographical ones; and just as fictional narratives may seek explana-
tion in terms of transcendence, so do some historiographical ones. From
this perspective, the past and the present in the gospel narratives are in-
extricably intertwined. As writings of history they are books about the
past; as writings of that which is foundationally historic, “they are books
about their own present and future, which are the present and future of
this past”.5® Closely linked to this discussion is Watson’s critique of those
readings of the gospels that reject the concept of determinate meaning in
texts either by deconstructing and converting any single meaning to a
multiplicity of voices or by locating the meaning within the particular in-
terests of the reading community. It remains possible to argue, says Wat-
son, that texts have a “literal sense” dependent on “authorial intention”,
because the speech-act theory of writing teaches us that a determinate
communicative intention is always embedded in the text.

Watson’s theological thrust is his strength as well as his weakness.
While it generates fruitful avenues of thinking for those biblical scholars
who identify themselves as Christian theologians, it brings, in distinction
to Robbins’ approach, little help to create an environment of debate with
those who fail to accept the gospel narratives as Gospel. Watson chooses
consistently one perspective — a Christian one — and that inevitably limits
the relevance of his arguments for those cherishing a different kind of
perspective. It is not without reason that “non-believing” biblical scholars
have felt excluded by Watson’s previous publication.*?

Nevertheless, Watson argues his case with much insight and sophistica-
tion, producing far more than a mere apology for Christian theology. It
is of prime importance, for the purposes of the present study, that he pays
attention to historiographical theory as based on ancient history writing.
Coupled with recent hermeneutical theory, it marks a most welcome am-
bition to locate any attempt to conceptualize the dynamics between story
and history in the practices of the ancient historians. Luz, to be sure,
emphatically insists that the Matthean story is miles away from the ancient
history writings;%° but, as Luz himself is aware of, it should cause more
reflection that the Lukan author could easily relate a gospel narrative to
some kind of history writing; and moreover, Luz’s conclusion is conceiv-
able only if we accept his view that for the ancient historians truth con-

58 Watson, Text and Truth, p. 53.

59 Cf. also the evaluation of Watson’s present book by Houlden, “Review”, pp. 211—
213.

60 Luz, “Fiktivitit und Traditionstreue”, p. 175.
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sisted in nothing else but the exact correspondence between what is nar-
rated and what had happened.®! Watson, as we have seen, works with a
more dynamic concept, where historical truth might include elements of
fiction. Although one might wish not to confuse this discussion with that
of literary genre, Watson’s view of historiography indeed brings out in-
teresting phenomenological parallels to the gospel narratives worthy of
further exploration.

Discussing writing as a communicative speech-act, Watson also brings
into play the oral dynamics inherent in writing, regarding writing essen-
tially as a way to superimpose a secondary code upon the primary one of
speech. In this context, however, he pays little attention to the oral featu-
res appearing before the writing itself, between the historic(al) event and
the writing. The secondary code of writing seems to be superior to
speech, according to Watson, because it stabilizes and preserves, securing
the stability which is required by historic status.’> Where oral modes of
communication prevail, the initiative lies entirely with the speaker,
Watson argues, while in a writing the initiative is more evenly distributed
between author and reader.%® Yet, in antiquity people generally — early
Christian authors included — preferred an oral mode of communication;
and an oral performance and composition certainly did not locate the ini-
tiative of communication with the speaker only, but often included and
interacted with the present audience — its comments and reactions. It is
therefore hardly appropriate to focus too much on the writing itself as
superimposing a secondary code on the oral medium of communication.
Events of the past were already narrativized into present concerns in oral
transmission and performance. And once they had been codified in a
written text, that writing was not the end of orality as a decisive stabili-
zing imprint of the past; it was constantly re-oralized to serve again as an
authoritative kind of text.%* William A. Graham illustrates well the cent-
ral importance of the oral and aural experience of religious texts in the
life of religious communities of both Eastern and Western cultures. The
spoken word of scripture is, according to Graham’s conclusion, “the most
important medium through which religious persons and groups through-

61 “Wahrheit ist also fiir einen Historiker nichts anderes als exakte Ubereinstimmung
des Berichteten mit dem Geschehenen” (Luz, “Fiktivitit und Traditionstreue”, p. 165).

62 Watson, Text and Truth, p. 54.

63 Watson, Text and Truth, p. 100.

64 For the concept of the re-oralization of a text, see Mills, “Domains of Folkloristic
Concern”, pp. 231-241. See further below Chap. 3, B:5.
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out history have known and interacted with scriptural texts”.%> The oral
medium, it thus seems, provides a more decisive context. Here past and
present, history and story, interact in a way which is at least as dynamic
as within the written discourse itself.

65 Graham, Beyond the Written Word, p. 155.



Chapter 1

Oral History:
A New Approach

The studies by biblical scholars such as Luz, Robbins and Watson discus-
sed in the previous chapter bring to attention significant factors involved
in any attempt to overcome the dichotomy between story versus history,
the present versus the past, in the study of the gospel tradition. Two items
of special importance have emerged, namely orality and historiography.
As indicated above, I fully endorse several aspects of the previous discus-
sion of these items, while I remain critical of other points. These matters
are now to be elaborated. How are the two items to be defined and how
are they to be merged into a conceptual whole? Can we find a modern
approach which avoids the pitfalls of anachronism inherent in many re-
cent theories of orality and history, exhibiting instead a cultural sensiti-
vity to the ancient way of relating the two?

The discipline labelled “oral history” provides such a framework, in-
corporating both orality and historiography. Its oral focus has to do first
and foremost with a consistent attempt to listen to the living voices of
those who were involved in and/or witnessed the events of interest. Its
attention to historiography has to do with its insistence that one cannot
limit the creation of history to the distanced and alleged objective work of
professional historians, but must take seriously the historical character of
the oral stories which the participants and/or eyewitnesses of historical
events tell in all their subjectivity. Story and history are linked in a way
which, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, is thoroughly reminiscent
of what can be seen in several writings of the ancient Greek and Roman
historians.
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A. The Decline and Revival of Oral History

The oral history approach constitutes an ancient art which became much
neglected with the emergence of new concepts of historical truth and the
attention to documentary evidence.! Hermann Strasburger, in his classical
article “Die Wesensbestimmung der Geschichte durch die antike Ge-
schichtsschreibung” from 1966,2 rightly noticed the striking difference
between the ancient and the modern historian. The latter deals mainly
with “der Sekunddrarbeit nach schriftlichen Quellen”, while the former
“waren Meister in der durch den modernen Nachrichtenbetrieb verkiim-
mernden Kunst der Primdrforschung”.? Strasburger himself, and we as
biblical scholars, are by the necessity of our profession and ancient object
of study caught in the paradigm of searching mainly written documents in
our attempts to understand the distant past. Indeed, we cannot change our
own modes of thinking very much, but we can certainly become aware of
its culture-specific limits, especially as we try to comprehend patterns of
existence far away from our own time and cultural context. The ancient
people evidently explored the past quite differently than we do ourselves;
and they therefore related to it in a way which has very little to do with
the modern, Western tendency of distant understanding and cognitive
control.

1. The Professionalization of History

a. Leopold von Ranke

A significant factor in this decline of oral history was the professionali-
zation of history during the late nineteenth century. The early impetus of
this development came from the extremely influential Leopold von Ranke
(1795-1886). Not even his most ardent critics have viewed him as any-
thing less than one of the major figures in the creation of the professio-
nal, academic discipline of history, the father of modern European histo-
riography.*

1 Henige illustrates the ancient roots of oral historical research generally by selectively
surveying its use during almost three millennia, from Homer and onwards (Oral Histo-
riography, pp. 1-22).

2 Now included in Strasburger, Studien zur Alten Geschichte, 11, pp. 965-1014.

3 Strasburger, Studien zur Alten Geschichte, 11, p. 968.

4 For the German discussion and the Rankean revival in Germany, see Mommsen,
“Ranke and the Neo-Rankean School”, pp. 124-140.
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Ranke was indeed familiar with ancient history writing, having devoted
his now lost doctoral dissertation to Thucydides,® but he insisted, at least
in theory,® on the modern ideal of objectivity, which meant the sustained
attempt to impartially detect the past as it actually, or essentially, happe-
ned (“wie es eigentlich gewesen”) by placing it on a firm documentary
and text-critical basis.” Oral history was thus of no fundamental relevance
to Ranke.® Donald R. Kelley, a professor of history, brings attention to
Ranke’s refusal to discuss the origin of society as an outcome of his con-
viction that the art of writing, which for Ranke was the basis of historical
knowledge, is a comparatively late invention;’ and Peter Burke, whose
concern is cultural history, points out how Ranke’s programmatic ideal
cut off a broad segment of historical reality. “At a time when historians
were aspiring to become professionals, social and cultural history was
excluded from the discipline, as defined by academics”.!°

b. Johann Gustav Droysen

Ranke never wrote any treatise on method as such, probably because he
treated these issues in his seminars. But other historians of his time did.
Johann Gustav Droysen (1808-1884) was one of them. His Historik,
which was first presented as university lectures in Jena and Berlin bet-
ween 1857 and 1883, though initially received with much scepticism and
even rejected altogether, came to influence European historiography quite
strongly. His relationship to Ranke was formal — they were university
colleagues in Berlin — and essentially critical.!! He rejected Ranke’s nar-

5 Was Ranke influenced by Thucydides when he coined his expression “wie es ei-
gentlich gewesen”? Cf. £yd & otov te éyiyveto AéEw in Thuc. IT 48:3.

6 Ranke combined the scientific attitude with a devotion to universal values. For an
attempt to explain Ranke’s division of objectivity and subjectivity, see Krieger, Ranke.

7 The famous old German expression “wie es eigentlich gewesen” appears in passing
already in the “Vorrede” of the first edition of Ranke’s first work, which he completed
while a teacher in Prankfurt an der Oder in 1824 and which led to his appointment to the
university of Berlin: “Man hat der Historie das Amt, die Vergangenheit zu richten, die
Mitwelt zum Nutzen zukiinftiger Jahre zu belehren, beigemessen: so hoher Aemter un-
terwindet sich gegenwirtiger Versuch nicht: er will blos zeigen, wie es eigentlich gewe-
sen” (Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Volker, p. vii).

8 Baum rightly notices that Ranke sometimes speaks positively of eyewitness testimo-
ny (Lukas als Historiker, pp. 98-100), but he neglects to see that the professionalization
of history in fact made such statements peripheral to the historian’s task.

9 Kelley, “Mythistory”, p. 6.

10 Burke, “Ranke the Reactionary”, p. 42.

Il Schleier, “Ranke in the Manuals on Historical Methods”, pp. 112-116.
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row concentration on documentary sources and textual criticism and,
most notably, developed a theory of cognition (“Verstehen”) which was
lacking in Ranke’s works.

As historical material (“historische Materialen” or “geschichtliche Ma-
terialen”) Droysen distinguished between “Uberreste”, “Quellen” and
“Denkmaler”.!? Yet his theory of cognition led also him to depreciate the
historiographic value of the personal observation and/or participation. He
criticizes Lessing’s opinion, for instance, that a historian can know with
certainty only what he experienced himself: “Lessing erinnerte sich nicht,
wie unendlich wenig man personlich als einzelner sieht und hért und dal3
dies wenige noch obendrein hochst einseitig ist”.!> Droysen is, on another
occasion, eager to “save” Herodotus, the father of history, from being an
eyewitness. He is a primary source (“erste Quelle”) of the Persian wars,
because he was able to interpret them as an expression of the national
freedom of Greece, not because he was a direct observer of them; “er
selbst steht ihnen so fern wie wir heut den Freiheitskriegen”.!¥ To sum up
with Droysen’s own words:

“Denn die Geschichte ist nicht das erste beste Auffassen des Geschehenen, noch das
Auffassen und Feststellen von beliebigen Einzelheiten, sondern ein geistiges Gegenbild

des Geschehenen nach seiner Bedeutung, seinem Zusammenhang, seiner Wahrheit,
wenn ich so sagen darf, daserste Verstindnis derselben”.!s

c. Ernst Bernheim

Another manual on method was published a few years later by Ernst
Bernheim (1850-1942), professor of history in Greifswald. His interna-
tionally reputed and initially much used Lehrbuch der Historischen Me-
thode was first published in 1889, with further expanded editions, which
from 1903 included the title und der Geschichtsphilosopie.!

He held Ranke in very high esteem,!” much higher than he held Droy-
sen,'8 and essentially transformed the working methods of the Rankean
school into a systematic methodology. Despite the emerging scepticism
against the scientific optimism of the nineteenth century, he affirmed

12 For comments, see Spieler, Untersuchungen zu Johann Gustav Droysens “Histo-
rik”, pp. 55-62.

13 Droysen, Historik, p. 94.

14 Droysen, Historik, p. 148.

15 Droysen, Historik, p. 148.

16 T have used the final Sth and 6th editions from 1908.

17 Schleier, “Ranke in the Manuals on Historical Methods”, pp. 119-123.

18 Cf. the comments in his Lehrbuch, pp. 237, 245-246.
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Ranke’s objective idealism to be realized by strict attention to methods of
source criticism.!® He went beyond Ranke, as he says,? only in the sense
that he included a sociological approach to historical interpretation. The
stories (“Berichte”) of the participants of history and/or eyewitnesses are
not rejected by Bernheim, but their partiality and subjectivity must be
controlled by a correlation of several witnesses.?! They are thus to be
stripped of their narrative characteristics, “weil sie selbst nur einen Teil
der Ereignisse aus eigenster Anschauung kennen lernen”,?? because the
historian strives for analysis and genetic explanation.

d. Some Implications

The professionalization of history strongly affected the historian’s under-
standing of his or her task. It segregated the historian in libraries and
brought with it a tendency to reject other historians who participated in
the events which they described, assuming that experience and involve-
ment in the public world were incompatible with the ideal of strict objec-
tivity.

Other historians could be referred to, and other manuals could be men-
tioned. It is true that the nineteenth century reflects a vast pluralism of
historical approaches. The situation at the turn of the century was by no
means uniform. George G. Iggers, an acknowledged expert on European
historiography, illustrates well the criticism levelled against the Rankean
conception of historical science by a new generation of historians who
sought to include the methods of the various social sciences in historical
study.?3 Nonetheless, the cumulative influence of Ranke, Droysen and
Bernheim never vanished entirely and might have effected the surpri-
singly slow recognition of oral history as a discipline in its own right.
Oral history still finds a somewhat sporadic appreciation in the agenda of
some modern, professional historians. Certain hand-books fail to discuss
it seriously.?* Or the old view is repeated: “History is not a science of di-
rect observation”. Historical method proper is “a process supplementary

15 Bernheim, Lehrbuch, pp. 189-206.

20 Bernheim, Lehrbuch, p. 238: “In wesentlichen Stiicken sind wir allerdings tiber
Ranke hinausgekommen”.

21 Bernheim, Lehrbuch, pp. 195-196, 413, 480-481.

22 Bernheim, Lehrbuch, p. 413.

23 Jggers, “The Crisis of the Rankean Paradigm”, pp. 170-179. Iggers develops this
discussion more fully in his most recent book Historiography in the Twentieth Century,
pp- 23-94.

24 Cf., e.g., Torstendahl/Nybom, Historievetenskap som teori, praktik, ideologi.
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to observation, a process by which the historian attempts to test the truth-
fulness of the reports of observations made by others”.2’

The possible influence of the previous generations of historians on this
persistent view gained strength through other factors. The historians
were, of course, affected by their own cultural setting. One finds a prefe-
rence among them to investigate distant matters long past. The ancient
historians tended, by contrast, to concentrate on events that were more or
less contemporaneous. One also faces today the enormous increase of
written material. The spread of literacy and the refined technologies of
printing have created circumstances where a large amount of written
sources are available. The situation in antiquity was totally different. An-
cient historians were often forced to rely on other kinds of sources.
Written material was neither widely produced nor easily at hand. More-
over, in modern times there has been an increasing appreciation of the
written word generally. Although the effect of literacy and printed texts
on the human mind is extremely complex and far from regular, Milman
Parry and Albert B. Lord issued a debate which reveals the modern,
Western tendency to rank the written medium above other information
technologies.?¢ As it seems, it is the recording, the systematic writing
down of the observation, that is of most value to the modern historian;
the written word is often superimposed on the oral stories of eyewitnesses
and informers.

2. Back to Reality: the Impact of the World Wars

It took two world wars to rediscover the historian as a participant in his-
torical events, if I may generalize somewhat. Historians no longer re-
mained in the universities; they now became directly involved, as his-
torians, in the reality outside of the universities.?’

25 Hockett, The Critical Method, pp. 7-8.

26 Parry and Lord initiated the debate with their influential study of Jugoslavian bards.
The results were put together by Lord, in his famous book The Singer of Tales, which
issued what is now called “the Oral-Formulaic theory”. For a concise survey of this theo-
ry, see Foley, The Theory of Oral Composition. Foley gives his own modified view of
the theory in the recent article “What'’s in a Sign?”, pp. 1-27. Cf. also Boedeker, “Ameri-
kanische Oral-Tradition-Forschung”, pp. 34-53. Thomas provides a recent, balanced
discussion of the influence of literacy, with some valid criticism of the “Parry-Lord
thesis” (Literacy and Orality, pp. 15-51).

27 Cf. Schlesinger Jr., “The Historian as Participant”, pp. 339-358.
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Moving the attention beyond the European continent,?® one notices a
striking involvement in the wars among American historians.?® Without
the recognition of an official status, for instance, during the first world
war historians volunteered to serve for thirty-two months on the National
Board for Historical Service to assist the official Committee on Public In-
formation. As peace came there appeared, significantly enough, an in-
creasing emphasis on the theory that the important part of the past was
that which could be explained in terms of the present. During the second
war the historians’ involvement was officially sanctioned. Arthur M.
Schlesinger proposed in 1941 that a historian or archivist be attached to
every wartime agency, and step by step his suggestion was carried out. It
has been estimated that about half of the professional historians in the
country between the ages of twenty-five and forty were eventually drawn
into the project of recording and interpreting events of the war “without
the usual perspective”.3

The wars narrowed the scope of research to immediate objectives and
alerted the historians to the complex nature of sources and interpretation.
We are far removed from the peaceful libraries of Ranke; the wars had
relativized the objective, impartial ideal of the segregated professional.

It was at this time, and in this American context, that the ancient art of
oral history was revived and given a disciplinary status of its own. Paul
Thompson, whose work we shall discuss more fully below, quotes the
(American) Oral History Association declaration which traces the origin
of oral history as a method of historical documentation back to 1948. In
that year the Columbia university historian Allan Nevins began recording
the memoirs of significant American persons.?! His project was a project
of political history, though its anticipations were of a different kind. As
such the Columbian approach was attractive to both national foundations
and local fund-givers, and from now on its status as a historical discipline
was increasingly affirmed.

In different ways the second war caused a wider use of oral history in
other countries as well. In Israel, of course, the systematic destruction of
Jewish communities under the Nazis made the oral evidence from eyewit-
nesses vital. And Europe was not untouched by this tendency. “World
War II appears to have been followed by a clearer caesura in European

28 For discussion of German historiography as related to the second world war, see
Low, The Third Reich.

29 The following section relies on Hockett, The Critical Method, pp. 248-254.

30 Hockett, The Critical Method, p. 251.

31 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 59.
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historiography than World War I”, Iggers argues.?? He is thinking of the
new interest in empirical social sciences among the historians. In Ger-
many the oral history movement had a late start. Nazism, it seems, had
left a generation anxious to forget its past rather than to investigate it. But
in Italy the study of the anti-Fascist wartime partisans initiated a focus on
oral history. Documenting Fascism was also important for the develop-
ment in the Netherlands. And with the ending of Franco’s regime, oral
history found footing also in Spain.?3

Despite the sharp critique and objection of some professional histori-
ans,3* the development of the last few years has shown that oral history
now belongs firmly within the domain of historiography,3S with natural
interdisciplinary connections to sociology and cultural anthropology.
From the 1970s this method of historical documentation has been exten-
ded into new fields: Indian history, black history, women’s history, im-
migrant history, working-class history, family history, etc. It now has its
own associations, journals and conferences, all over the world.36

It also has its own ideology, understanding the historian’s task diffe-
rently from Ranke, Droysen and Bernheim; it gives history back to the
people in their own words. The oral historian, somewhat like Herodo-
tus,37 is not so much concerned with her or his own conception of how
things actually have been as with hearing and documenting the living voi-
ce of the people themselves; s/he does not approach history so much as
someone who holds a monopoly over interpretation as, with the words of
Ronald J. Grele, “someone who cares about the pastness of the past” and
“involves members of the public in the creation of their own history”.38
The professional historian, working at some distance, can provide no

32 1ggers, New Directions in European Historiography, p. 31.

33 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, pp. 61-62.

34 For some Swedish comments, cf. the critical remarks in Torstendahl/Nybom,
Historievetenskap som teori, praktik, ideologi, pp. 131, 199. Dahlgren seems more posi-
tively inclined, but refuses to see oral history as a historical discipline of its own, neg-
lecting its inherent ideology (Dahlgren/Florén, Frdga det forflutna, pp. 205-209). Cf.
also the comments of Agren in Florén/Agren, Historiska undersokningar, p. 69.

35 Martin Schaffner, professor of history in Basel, thus concludes: “Innerhalb der Ge-
schichtswissenschaft 148t sich somit ein ganzes Spektrum von Arbeitsmdglichkeiten mit
Oral History ausmachen” (“Plidoyer fiir Oral History”, p. 348).

36 Excerpts of the most influential writings by practioners in the field have been collec-
ted and edited by Perks and Thomson in The oral history reader.

37 Cf. Lang, “Herodotus: Oral History with a Difference”, pp. 93—103; Murray, “He-
rodotus and Oral History”, pp. 93—115; Stahl, Aristokraten und Tyrannen im archaischen
Athen, p. 41 n. 71.

38 Grele, “Preface”, pp. vii, viii.
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more no less but a context of possible patterns that may explain what is
being told. In this sense, there is today a move across the centuries, a
return to the ancient historians, with an openness to take seriously the
personal observation and/or experience as valuable history in itself.

B. The Theoretical Framework

The basic ideology of oral history is thus a “move from below”, a funda-
mental concern to liberate the oral evidence of witnesses of every variety
from the powerful structures of professional paradigms that focus largely
on the study of written documents. This ideology is amended with a theo-
retical framework which explains and legitimizes its manifold practice.
For the purposes of the present study, that framework is of vital impor-
tance, because it brings into sharp focus values and conceptions about the
past which have deep roots in the ancient, more or less intuitive, synthesis
of story and history, present and past, and provides therefore a suitable
theory for comprehending better that ancient synthesis.

While several contemporary scholars discuss the oral history approach,
only Paul Thompson, one of its leading representatives, is to be presented
here, because his views constitute the major guide-line of most oral his-
torians. In the following chapters, we shall repeatedly refer back to his
approach, occasionally supplementing it by referring to the discussion of
other oral historians and asking ourselves how the oral history approach
helps us to understand the ancient way of relating to the past. Since oral
history and oral tradition are closely connected, we shall, in addition, dis-
cuss the relationship between the two by reference to the main handbook
on oral tradition.

1. Oral History: Paul Thompson

With the publication of his book The Voice of the Past in 1978, Paul
Thompson, research professor in social history at the university of Essex,
made a pioneering contribution in presenting the first comprehensive in-
troduction to oral history. The thoroughly revised edition from 1988 still
constitutes the leading and most influential discussion of the theory as
well as the practice of the discipline.

Oral history is not merely a method for how to collect information.
Thompson sees much more:
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“If the full potential of oral history is realized, it will result not so much in a specific list
of titles to be found listed in a section of historical bibliographies, as in an underlying

change in the way in which history is written and learnt, in its questions and its judge-

ments, and its texture”.3?

As with most methods, it carries within itself an ideological force; and
this is a force which is totally different from the objective idealism of the .
nineteenth century and revitalizes ancient notions of how to search out
and relate to the past.

A central feature is, as we saw, the “move from below”. Iggers, in his
most recent book on historiography, speaks of and argues for a move
from macro- to microhistory, where the subject matter of historical stu-
dies concerns the stories of individual people rather that the grand pro-
cesses of the anonymous many.*® This feature is evident throughout
Thompson’s book and forms one of its central theses. He writes his book
partly from a socialist perspective, because “the richest possibilities of
oral history”, he insists already in the preface, “lie within the develop-
ment of a more socially conscious and democratic history”.4! It introdu-
ces “new evidence from the underside”, it brings “recognition to substan-
tial groups of people who had been ignored”, thus enlarging and en-
riching the scope of historical writing and breaking through the barriers
between the educational institution and the outside world, he later elabo-
rates.*?

“Oral evidence”, he says “by transforming the ‘objects’ of study into
‘subjects’, makes for a history which is not just richer, more vivid and
heart-rending, but zruer”.*3 Oral history thus brings new insights into
what we may perceive as true or false, fact or fiction in history. Its social
dimension is central to Thompson. He develops this discussion primarily
in the chapter entitled “Evidence”,* which is the most important one for
our purposes. To treat oral sources simply as documents ignores the spe-
cial value which they have as subjective, spoken testimony. What we have
in these sources namely — as well as in social statistics, newspaper reports,
private letters, published biographies — are not the facts, but the social
perception of facts; and what we receive through these sources therefore
is social meaning. This is the kind of evidence which must be evaluated.

39 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 72.

40 Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, pp. 101-117.

41 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. viii. He repeats this emphasis towards the end
of the book, pp. 264-265.

42 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, pp. 7-8.

43 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 99.

44 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, pp. 101-149.
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The distinctiveness of oral evidence, with its social implication for con-
cepts such as true or false, fact or fiction, comes from different reasons.
The most obvious one, of course, is that it presents itself in an oral form.
To a certain extent, this makes it more reliable than written documents.
The historian senses the social clues of the speaker, the nuances of uncer-
tainty, the humour or pretence, the dialect; s/he can, if necessary, chal-
lenge the speaker immediately. In general, however, neither oral nor
written evidence can be said to be superior, according to Thompson; the
specific context is decisive.

There is a further reason, however. The evidence of oral history is
distinctive also because it is normally retrospective over a longer span of
time. That characteristic brings the role of memory into focus. Remem-
bering the past is a complex process of selection and discarding along du-
rable traces established by a chemical process. Yet, what is essential in
oral history is not the bio-chemical knowledge of the brain, but the re-
cognition that the memory process depends largely upon individual com-
prehension and, most important, interest. Accurate memory is more like-
ly when it meets social interest and need. A person involved remembers
better than a disinterested observer. The recognition of this memory pro-
cess implies that the “memorizer”, the informant, is of vital importance as
a social and psychological being, because, as Thompson develops in a sub-
sequent chapter entitled “Memory and the Self”,*> memory is always
subjective. We see the hidden truth behind the oral story only by taking
seriously the informant’s own feelings about the past. Such attention to
the uniqueness of each account of an eyewitness presents of course a
problem for the historian and needs therefore to be coupled with a sense
of its representativeness by a careful method of strategic sampling. It is
precisely the uniqueness as well as the representativeness of each life
story that is one of the deepest lessons of oral history.

In what sense then, according to Thompson, can we speak of true or
false, reliable or unreliable, in regard to oral history sources? The query
might itself be an improper one, because it gives wrong alternatives.
Thompson urges the historian “to appreciate the complexity with which
reality and myth, ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, are inextricably mixed in all
human perception of the world, both individual and collective”.46 The
historian always needs to sense how a question is answered from another
person’s perspective. The misunderstanding often comes because s/he at-
tempts instead to see patterns from another angle, from the long-range

45 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, pp. 150-165.
46 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 135.
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experience of several generations rather than from that of a single life
cycle. Thompson quotes from Alessandro Portelli’s article on the peculi-
arities of oral history, arguing that these so-called “false” and “untrue”
statements, these “errors”, sometimes reveal more than factually accurate
accounts; the credibility of oral sources is a different credibility that takes
into account not only facts, but imagination and symbolism.4” They are
indeed evidence, but evidence that moves beyond the purely factual. What
people imagined happened may be as crucial to history as what did hap-
pen. Oral history is concerned with both, because the oral story and the
oral history behind that story are inseparably linked.

Are we then at the end left with an inextricable mixture of story and
history with no means to reach behind the subjective, imaginary and sym-
bolic perceptions of the world? Not necessarily. Dominick LaCapra has
brought out several arguments to show that the extreme documentary
objectivism and the relativistic subjectivism do not constitute genuine al-
ternatives in the historical craft.*8 And the discipline of oral history is not
to be confused with an array of extreme literary and social theories which
deny that truth and knowledge about the past are possible.*® Keith Wind-
schuttle, for instance, levels an engaged critique of the excesses within
such a development;* and Richard J. Evans, even more recently, reveals
well the inherent problems and contradictions of the disintegrative, post-
modern theories.>!

Thompson, it seems, belongs to a different scholarly paradigm. Oral
history becomes oral tradition as the accounts are handed down by word
of mouth to later generations; and the transmission betrays that this tradi-
tion, while indeed being subject to changes and suppression due to certain
social pressures, cannot merely be seen as evidence of the present. Jack
Goody’s and Ian Watt’s functional theory of dynamic homeostasis is ex-
aggerated as a general dogma of the relationship between society and
tradition, Thompson argues by reference to Jan Vansina, because social
changes do often leave older variations and archaisms intact and suppres-
sed items usually leave traces.’? The story, one might say, is not merely a

47 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 139.

48 LaCapra, History & Criticism.

45 The emerging interest in the New Historicism among New Testament scholars
might, according to Moore, carry us into the the liminal zone between positivist historio-
graphy and postpositivist theory (“History After Theory?”, pp. 289-299). Are we to lo-
cate the oral history approach within this “liminal zone”?

50 Windschuttle, The Killing of History.

51 Evans, In Defence of History.

52 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 147.
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mirror of the present time of the narrative or a window to the author’s
time and situation, but also a flickering reflection of what happened be-
fore history became story.

Nor are we left with a mere reproduction of the oral sources, accor-
ding to Thompson. A complete absence of the wider historical perspecti-
ves of an experienced historian “will lead to the creation of one-dimen-
sional historical myths rather than to a deeper social understanding”.53
What is needed is an interpretation that emerges from a dynamic relation-
ship and mutual discussion. In the chapter entitled “Interpretation: The
Making of History”, Thompson sets out to explain more fully how “to
make history” from oral sources.’* This endeavour can be approached
either through biography or through a wider social analysis. The histo-
rian is faced with the painful choice of putting together oral history either
through the single life story narrative, which as such might indeed be full
of significant memories, or through a collection of eyewitness accounts
around a theme, or through cross-analysis with ensuing arguments; some—
times a combination of all three is necessary. A tension will always re—
main, because the elegance of historical generalization flies high above
the ordinary life experience in which oral history is rooted. In addition,
the sources have to be evaluated in view of their subjective bias. This is
done in basically three steps: by assessing the internal consistency of the
interview, by cross-checking with other sources and by placing the evi-
dence in a wider social context. One may push even further, interpreting
the material through a certain kind of literary analysis. The historian
seeks here to interpret the (half-conscious) meaning intended by the au-
thor from all the confused and contradictory clues of the oral account;
and s/he examines the interview as a literary “genre” that imposes its own
conventions and constraints on the speakers, looking at the interview both
as a form of discourse as well as a testimony, both, we might say, as story
and history.

2. Oral History and Oral Tradition: Jan Vansina

We have already referred to the Belgian scholar Jan Vansina; and it is at
this point, as we seek to understand the story as history, that his extreme-
ly influential work is of interest. Building primarily on field work in
African societies, he wrote already in 1959 his “historical methodology”

53 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 186.
54 Thompson, The Voice of the Past, pp. 234-265.
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De la tradition orale. His most recent, major contribution to the issue
from 1985, Oral Tradition as History, is indeed more than a mere revi-
sion of his earlier study, being a new book in itself. His goal remains
however the same, “to introduce the reader to the usual set of rules of
historical evidence as they apply to oral traditions”.>> These rules form a
single whole and constitute for Vansina the method of history.

We shall not display here the variety of rules laid out by Vansina, be-
cause many of them are similar to the ones presented by Thompson, but
discuss his views only as they relate to our primary concern of the oral
history approach. Pertinent to our interest is his sharp distinction between
oral history and oral tradition. The former includes “reminiscences, hear-
say, or eyewitness accounts about events and situations which are contem-
porary, that is, which occurred during the lifetime of the informants”;3¢
the latter consists of “verbal messages which are reported statements from
the past beyond the present generation”,’” such as memorized speech, va-
rious forms of accounts of events, epic, tales, proverbs and sayings. “The
two situations typically are very different”, says Vansina, “with regard to
the collection of sources as well as with regard to their analysis”.® Van-
sina’s own set of rules relate to the analysis of oral tradition, not oral
history.??

Although the distinction is heuristically helpful and has been used in the
study of the ancient historians,®® one must indeed remember that an oral
tradition is also a testimony about the past. For Vansina it is essential that
an oral tradition has a double aspect of being of the present as well as of
the past. He formulates his conviction programatically in the preface:

“‘Ancient things are today’. Yes, oral traditions are documents of the present, because
they are told in the present. Yet they also embody a message from the past, so they are

55 Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. xiii.

56 Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 12.

57 Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 27.

58 Vansina, Oral Tradtion, p. 13.

59 It is thus surprising that even Lord, one of the pioneers on issues of orality and lite-
racy, refers to the English translation of Vansina’s first book as the “classic work on oral
history” (“The Gospels as Oral Traditional Literature”, p. 33 n. 1).

60 Cobet thus, in his study of Herodotus, proceeds on the following assumption:
“Oral tradition findet der Forscher als formbewuBte Erzihlungen in schriftlosen Gesell-
schaften vor, oral history betreibt er mit Interviews in schriftgeprigten Gesellschaften,
um eine sprachlose Tradition, individuelle Erinnerung, erst an den Tag zu bringen und
um das Abstraktionsniveau der Literalitdt zu durchdringen mit der Absicht, an die Modi
historische gepriigter kultureller Orientierung einzelner wie breiterer Schichten zu gelan-
gen” (“Herodot und miindliche Uberlieferung”, p. 227).
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expressions of the past at the same time. They are representations of the past in the
present. One cannot deny either the past or the present in them”.

The same could certainly be said of an eyewitness account. Vansina fails
to mention that both are essentially representations of the past in the pre-
sent. Elisabeth Tonkin, another oral historian, thus criticizes Vansina for
distinguishing two types of data, each of which have different rules of
evaluation, “whereas it can be argued that his terms of distinction do not
hold good”.¢!

In this context she also brings attention to the fact that a tradition can-
not be defined in relation to the lapse of time of only one generation, but
due attention must be given to the number of transmitters within one and
the same generation. An experience is not always transmitted from one
generation to the next. The rise and dissemination of tradition can be al-
most simultaneous. This synchrony of eyewitness report and oral trans-
mission might cause a certain fusion of oral history and oral tradition al-
ready during a period of time that is nearly contemporaneous with the
event or situation of interest.

The overlapping between the two becomes clear when Vansina speaks
of oral tradition as evidence.5? The relation between the event or the si-
tuation observed and the final recording made of it may be described in
different ways, but whatever the model used, Vansina insists, there must
be a link between the record and the observation. “If there is none”, he
says, “there is no historical evidence”.6? Is this not another way of postu-
lating a close relationship between oral history and oral tradition as far as
the pastness of a tradition is concerned?

Despite Vansina’s strict distinction between the two, it becomes evident
that an oral tradition must through some way of transmission relate to
oral history, that is, to the initial experience and formulation of an event
or a situation, in order to be of value as a representation of the past.

This discussion of oral history and oral tradition is reminiscent of the
two folkloristic categories “memorate” and “fabulate”. Linda Dégh and
Andrew Vdazsonyi have strongly objected to Carl Wilhelm von Sydow’s
influential distinction between the memorate as a distinct kind of material
that reproduces people’s own, purely personal experiences and the later
retelling of that memorate.® Granted that many memorates subsequently
turn into third-person fabulates, it is also a rule, according to Dégh and

61 Tonkin, Narrating Our Pasts, p. 87.

62 Vansina, Oral Tradition, pp. 29-32.

63 Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 29.

64 Dégh/Vézsonyi, “The Memorate and the Proto-Memorate”, pp. 225-239.
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Vézsonyi, that each fabulate or other narrative that requires credence is
based on either a truly existing or an assumed memorate, that is, on a
proto-memorate. They stress thus that “each fabulate necessarily presup-
poses a memorate — a real one (as in so many cases) or an inferential
one”.65 This folkloristic insight, though not being concerned with the
historicity of a narrative, lends support to our insistence on the interplay
between oral history and oral tradition.

If there is no sharp break, one might do better to avoid too strict a dis-
tinction between the two, granting that an oral historian may seek infor-
mation by interviewing eyewitnesses and by interrogating tradition carri-
ers. We shall therefore have occasion to return to Vansina’s discussion as
it relates to individual parts of the oral history approach.

C. Oral History and New Testament Scholarship

Oral history has, to my knowledge, never been employed as a compre-
hensive approach in a New Testament study. The recent interest in orality
moves within a different, though related, conceptual paradigm. Werner
H. Kelber’s influential book The Oral and the Written Gospel from 1983,
with a reprint from 1997 including a new introduction by the author, fo-
cuses mainly on the abrupt discontinuity between the oral and the written
word and the hermeneutical shift embodied in that process. The debate
and critique that followed have been, accordingly, more concerned with
that alleged polarity than with the role of oral informants during the de-
velopment of the gospel tradition.%6 That role is, as we have seen, the
central issue of oral history, but it is usually neglected or excluded in the
various discussions of the intricate interaction between orality and lite-
racy (textuality) in early Christianity.6” The two volumes of Semeia from
1987 and 1994 dealing with orality and literacy — the first volume discus-
ses Kelber’s approach — fail to mention it altogether. Similarly, the inter-

65 Dégh/Viazsonyi, “The Memorate and the Proto-Memorate”, p. 239.

66 For critique of Kelber, see Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 24, 319-320,
323-324, 331-349, with literature. Cf. also, e.g., Halverson, “Oral and Written Gos-
pel”, pp. 180-195; Gamble, Books and Readers, pp. 28-30; Schroter, Erinnerung an Je-
su Worte, pp. 43-57. The most recent Biblical studies of orality also neglect the oral his-
tory approach. Cf. Harvey, Listening to the Text; Davis, Oral Biblical Criticism.

67 We shall, nevertheless, have reason to discuss Kelber’s contribution at some length
as he has certain opinions concerning the possibility of speaking about a sense of past-
ness in oral contexts and the influence of a person within a group on the transmission
process. See below Chap. 3, B:4, Chap. 4, A:6a and Chap. 6, B:10.
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disciplinary Hamburg-Rissen conference of 1995 on “Miindlichkeit und
Schriftlichkeit im Judentum und Christentum der Spitantike”, the contri-
butions of which were edited and published by Gerhard Sellin and Fran-
¢ois Vouga in 1997 as Logos und Buchstabe, pays no attention to the oral
history approach. While some of the contributions present significant
additions to the discussion of orality and literacy in various parts of anti-
quity, the editors’ preface shows that the general focus of the conference
proceeded along the same lines as Kelber did, supplemented by certain
philosophical, theological and hermeneutical considerations pertinent to
the Christian-Jewish dialogue.

Other scholars have indeed touched on the issue of the role of oral in-
formants, yet without approaching it from the interdisciplinary perspec-
tive of oral history.%® The early form-critics sensed the importance of the
entire question of how the eyewitnesses influenced the gospel tradition,
and the debate with them centered partly on that issue.

1. Martin Dibelius

It is the unfortunate fate of many scholarly discussions to become simpli-
fied and categorical. The early form-critics are often lumped together
and characterized as one school with inner coherency and agreement.
Such was, however, not the case. Martin Dibelius’ view of the form-criti-
cal approach was somewhat different from the one of Rudolf Bultmann.
To be sure, they agreed on basic matters, such as the notion of the exist-
ence of small, separate items of tradition units, the importance of relating
the form and its development to the life situation (“Sitz im Leben”) of the
early communities, the low estimation of the literary capabilities of the
early Christians, etc. But while Bultmann held on to the view that we can
know practically nothing concerning the life and the person of Jesus,5?
Dibelius was more positively inclined towards the reliability and impor-

68 This is especially the case in some studies of Luke. Thus Baum discusses the role
of eyewitnesses. But instead of relating it to the oral history approach, he explicitly un-
derstands the ancient historians very much in line with the theoretical ideals of Ranke
(Lukas als Historiker, pp. 87-102).

69 This is apparent even in Bultmann’s book about Jesus: “Denn freilich bin ich der
Meinung, dal wir vom Leben und von der Personlichkeit Jesu so gut wie nichts mehr
wissen k6nnen, da die christlichen Quellen sich dafiir nicht interessiert haben, auBerdem
sehr fragmentarisch und von der Legende iiberwuchert sind, und da andere Quellen iiber
Jesus nicht existieren” (Jesus, p. 12). He focuses instead on what Jesus intended, on his
preaching, thus bringing the modern Christian into dialogue with history.
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tance of the pre-synoptic gospel tradition.”® The sermon was indeed the
life setting of tradition and transmission in the early communities, in his
view, and the present and the future were of most importance to the early
Christians, as we saw in the previous chapter. But the sermon, in its
broadest sense, with its teaching and proclamation of salvation,”! consti-
tuted according to Dibelius a mysterious synthesis between the historical
foundation of the church in the life and teaching of Jesus, on the one
hand, and the present expectation of the future coloured by christology,
on the other.”? While the followers of Jesus were not interested in history
for its own sake, their hopes were still nourished by it.

It should come as no surprise, therefore, that Dibelius, contrary to
Bultmann, spoke quite often and explicit of eyewitnesses as playing an
important role during the initial stages of the emerging traditions about
Jesus. For Bultmann the tradition gained increasing importance only
when the eyewitnesses of Jesus had died out.”® Dibelius expresses a diffe-
rent attitude, both in his major book Die Formgeschichte des Evangeli-
ums and elsewhere. To be sure, there appears a certain inconsistency. He
occasionally adheres strictly to the collective understanding of literature
and authorship and rejects therefore the attempt to link the historicity of
the gospels to the issue concerning the authors’ relationship to eyewitnes-
ses. The view behind such an attempt is too “individualistisch”, he says.?*
Yet, on other occasions one finds a different way of thinking. Here he
does speak of eyewitnesses.

One distinguishes three contexts in which such a discussion appears. On
a general level, Dibelius attaches importance to the linking of eyewitnes-

70 Cf., e.g., Dibelius’ famous statement: “Wie sich im Urchristentum von Anfang an
neben enthusiastischen auch nomistische Gedanken gezeigt haben, so steht neben dem
pneumatischen Interesse, fiir das alle christliche Paréinese den einen gottlichen Ursprung
hat, die Wertschidtzung der Tradition,der Authentie undder Autoritdt”
(Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, p. 243).

71 Dibelius has been criticized for using the category of preaching ambiguously and
without precision (e.g., Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew, pp. 13—15). But in an es-
say from 1935 he defines it quite concisely: “Predigt meint in diesem Zusammenhang a)
missionarische Predigt an die Unbekehrten, b) Erbauung der Gldubigen und c) die Un-
terweisung der Katechumenen” (Botschaft und Geschichte, 1, p. 307).

72 See especially Dibelius’ essay “Gospel Criticism and Christology” from 1935, Ger-
man translation in Botschaft und Geschichte, 1, pp. 293-358.

73 Bultmann, History and Eschatology, p. 39.

74 Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, pp. 56-57. He is here discussing
the historicity of the paradigms, but broadens the issue in this paragraph to concern the
historicity of the gospels.
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ses and ministers of the word in Luke 1:2.7° The Lukan prologue is in-
deed schematic and conventional, according to Dibelius, but it breaks the
conventional pattern precisely in juxtaposing the eyewitnesses with un-
known ministers of the word. Evidently the author did not wish to sepa-
rate the two groups strictly, while at the same time there must have been
ministers of the word — Dibelius calls them “preachers” — who were not
eyewitnesses. What is of importance to Dibelius is that some eyewitnesses
became preachers, who were followed by other preachers that were not
eyewitnesses. This shows that the gospel tradition was not carried by
preachers only, but by preachers who had themselves been eyewitnesses.

Dibelius employs this observation and brings it a step further in dis-
cussing the paradigms.” He regards them as very old, because they show
no trace of having been embellished with Hellenistic legends and anec-
dotes or influenced by current events in the contemporaneous world, and
because Paul must have become familiar with them already at the time of
his conversion or call.”” At this early time, Dibelius points out, the eye-
witnesses could control and correct the paradigms. They may also have
performed a similar censoring function when the paradigms were trans-
lated from Aramaic into Greek. The eyewitnesses, who had been students
of Jesus,” would have been able to correct an entirely erroneous transla-
tion.

Dibelius becomes most concrete when he deals with the initial forma-
tion and transmission of the passion narrative.” He considers it to be the
only account in the gospel tradition that already very early formed a
long, coherent narrative. At two points the tradition has maintained its
roots in the account of eyewitnesses. Mark 14:51 mentions an anonymous
young man following Jesus after the disciples had deserted him at the
arrest. The brief reference to him and his flight without clothes serves,
according to Dibelius, no specific purpose in the passion narrative itself.

75 Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, pp. 10-12, 59. Cf. also, e.g., Di-
belius, Botschaft und Geschichte, 1, pp. 308-309.

76 Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, p. 59. Cf. also, e.g., Dibelius, Je-
sus, pp. 25-26.

71 Cf. Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, pp. 294-295; Dibelius, Ge-
schichte der urchristlichen Literatur, pp. 29-30.

78-S0 Dibelius, Jesus, p. 26.

79 Dibelius, Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, pp. 183-184, 205-206, 217-218.
Dibelius devoted a separate article to the passion story, which is reproduced in his Bot-
schaft und Geschichte, 1, pp. 248257, cf. especially pp. 252-253. Cf. also, e.g., Dibe-
lius, Jesus, pp. 27-28, 85, 118-119; Dibelius, Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur,
pp. 36-37.
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Matthew and Luke omit it accordingly. It would not have been included
in Mark had the young man not himself narrated what he observed and
had not the early Christians known him. Likewise Mark 15:21 mentions,
seemingly unnecessarily, that Simon of Cyrene was the father of Alexan-
der and Rufus. Again the reference serves no specific purpose in the
passion narrative, and again Matthew and Luke omit it. It is understand-
able, according to Dibelius, only if we assume that Alexander and Rufus
were known to the Christians, so that in this way they were reminded of
the origin of the tradition from an eyewitness. Somewhat less concretely
Dibelius also mentions the disciples and the women, who according to
Mark 15:40 were present at the crucifixion. Peter, in addition, might
himself have told others about his denial of Jesus, information which per-
haps was confirmed by the anonymous disciple — to be identified with the
Jerusalem priest John the elder, according to Dibelius?? — mentioned in
John 18:15, 16.

2. Vincent Taylor

Vincent Taylor published his eight lectures entitled The Formation of the
Gospel Tradition in 1933, before having seen the second, extended edition
of Dibelius’ Formgeschichte 3! His major discussion — and quarrel — was
thus with Bultmann,8? who at this time was the most detailed and com-
plete of the German form-critics.8?

Taking his cue from Bultmann’s version of form criticism, Taylor de-
tects a vulnerable front in that it neglects entirely the role of eyewitnes-
ses.3 “If the Form-Critics are right, the disciples must have been trans-
lated to heaven immediately after the Resurrection”, Taylor remarks.85
The reason for this neglect, according to Taylor, is two-fold. Firstly, the
form-critics are by the nature of their studies interested in oral forms
shaped by nameless individuals according to certain laws of tradition, not

80 Cf. Dibelius, Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur, pp. 72-76.

81 He studied it of course later. Cf., e.g., Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark,
pp. 18-19.

82 Taylor seems, as a matter of fact, to have been quite appreciative of Dibelius’ pio-
neering book. Cf. the comments in Taylor, The Formation of the Gospel Tradition, pp.
11-12, 17.

83 At this time Bultmann had already published the second, revised and expanded edi-
tion of his Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition.

84 Taylor, The Formation of the Gospel Tradition, pp. 4143, 106.

85 Taylor, The Formation of the Gospel Tradition, p. 41.



38 Chap. 1. Oral History: A New Approach

in persons who could enrich the tradition by their recollections. Secondly,
the form-critics realize how greatly the influence of eyewitnesses has
been exaggerated. Papias’ statement concerning Mark as Peter’s attendant
has caused a one-sided tendency not to allow for the influence of current
tradition on Mark. With the form-critics the pendulum has swung from
one extreme to the other, according to Taylor.

3. Dennis Nineham

It was not until almost three decades later that the whole issue was taken
up for separate treatment. Dennis Nineham published in 1958 and 1960
his three articles entitled “Eye-Witness Testimony and the Gospel Tradi-
tion”. He is concerned primarily with the questions of how, when and to
what extent eyewitness testimony continued to control the tradition in the
later stages of its development. The origin of the tradition in such testi-
mony is more or less assumed.

Nineham starts with the form-critics. While form criticism acknowled-
ges the influence of eyewitness testimony during the initial phase of the
gospel tradition,? the essence of that approach is, according to Nineham,
incompatible with any theory that postulates a significant and direct influ-
ence of eyewitnesses after the initial stage. The development was control-
led entirely by the impersonal needs and forces of the community. The
very minor part played by eyewitnesses in the development of the gospel
tradition is, in Nineham’s view, central to the form-critical position.

Nineham’s conclusion is mainly negative. The phenomena in the texts
are ambiguous and at best inconclusive when it comes to deciding the di-
rect impact of the eyewitnesses at the stage at which the canonical gospels
were in process of composition. The same is to be said for the time be-
fore the composition of Mark. Nineham does not deny entirely the pos-
sibility that eyewitness testimonies were of some importance, but he still
ends up in a rather agnostic tone:

“If the thesis put forward in these articles is sound, the conclusion must be that, though
certain passages in our gospels may still be formulated exactly as they were by eye-
witnesses of the events concerned, we have no compelling a priori reasons for thinking

that it is so, and, even if it is, no absolutely watertight criteria for establishing where it is
» 87
s0”.

Drawing out the implications of his result, Nineham holds the view, as

86 As we have seen, this is true primarily for Dibelius.
87 Nineham, “Eye-Witness Testimony and the Gospel Tradition. III”, pp. 254-255.
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it seems, that we can dispense with the notion of autopsy in the gospel
tradition. While hellenistic historians, according to Nineham, regarded
eyewitness evidence as some kind of bed-rock truth and produced history
largely by discovering and stringing together such testimony, the modern
historian has emancipated himself from such a naive trust in reports from
eyewitnesses. So even if the gospels consisted exclusively of eyewitness
testimony, they would still have to abide the historian’s question. This is
precisely the differentiae of “scientific history”, Nineham argues.

4. Bo Reicke

Nineham’s articles never issued the further investigation and discussion he
hoped for. Among more recent scholars, Bo Reicke was the one who
reckoned most explicitly with the role of personal contacts between eye-
witnesses and others during the formation of the gospel tradition, though
without entering into debate with Nineham at this point. His position is
argued most concisely in his last book, The Roots of the Synoptic Gospels
from 1986.

The roots of the synoptic gospels are living roots. The eyewitnesses
were, according to Reicke, important during the initial stage of the gospel
tradition as well as at the time of the composition of the synoptic gospels.
The oldest apostolic circle and other Christian groups in Jerusalem, which
remembered the last supper and the crucifixion, developed the passion
narrative in substantially identical forms. The meal celebrated in the
house churches constituted the life setting of that development. Most of
the remaining parts of the gospel tradition were formed in retrospect as
the early house circles needed to be strengthened concerning the Christian
faith and the mission of the church. But also in this context eyewitnesses
such as Galilean disciples like Peter and other apostles, and women like
Mary Magdalene, and pilgrims from Galilee as well as Transjordan,
played decisive roles and coloured to some extent the tradition by adding
episodes and quotations connected with their home regions.

The synoptic gospels have direct roots in the testimonies of eyewitnes-
ses. The gospel of Matthew is to be understood as the fruit of a conscious
translation and edition of Aramaic or Hebrew material from Matthew the
tax collector and material going back to Peter. Some of that material al-
ready circulated in Greek. The second evangelist was identical with John
Mark of Jerusalem, who in the house of his mother became acquainted
with the teaching and preaching of Peter. He composed the gospel in Cae-
sarea while Peter was still alive. The third evangelist was the collaborator
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of Paul named Luke. He composed the gospel on the basis of information
received in Caesarea from John Mark (cf. Phlm 24) and Philip, with his
four daughters, and from the Hellenists in Jerusalem.

The evangelists are related to each other not by literary dependence,
but through traditions going back to eyewitnesses or through personal
contacts. The similarities between Matthew and Mark have to do with a
common dependence upon Petrine traditions. The similarities between
Mark and Luke are explained by reference to a personal encounter bet-
ween the two evangelists in Caesarea. The similarities between Matthew
and Luke (the Q material) are paradoxically characterized by a lack of
contextual parallelism and go therefore back to two separate but adjacent
backgrounds of the Q material: the one of Matthew to the Petrine group
in Jerusalem and the one of Luke to the Hellenistic group of disciples in
Jerusalem and to Philip in Caesarea.

D. The Present Study

1. Narrowing the Problem

Nineham and Reicke represent two extremes. If Nineham is correct, oral
history has little to contribute to the study of the emerging gospel tradi-
tion. His arguments will therefore have to be carefully considered as we
move along. If Reicke is correct, oral history and oral tradition has much
to contribute, but his view is hampered by the indirect character of the
evidence. It will have to be concretized, supplemented and, as a result,
perhaps altered. Nineham and Reicke will be discussed in the following
chapters. What both imply, however, as do Dibelius and Taylor, is that
autopsy, if practised, is the axis around which much that has to do with
oral history in early Christianity evolves. From here other related issues
of importance become possible to handle.

It is therefore appropriate to enter into the vast domain of ancient oral
history by concentrating on the possible influence of autopsy in the origin
and development of the gospel tradition. Focusing on references to eye-
witnesses, we are not, however, studying merely an ancient way of col-
lecting information. These references are only the tip of the iceberg, sug-
gestive of deeper insights. They constitute the angle from which other,
related issues of interest can be approached. Autopsy is a manifold phe-
nomenon, as we shall see, carrying numerous different implications that
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touch significantly on the complex issue of this study: “story as history -
history as story”.

Several question come to mind. Who are the eyewitnesses, how are
they to be classified, how are they related to the use of other sources, oral
and written? Are there different ways of using eyewitness testimony, and
what do they imply, in that case? What do they say about a person’s rela-
tionship to the past? Are the eyewitnesses reliable? What is the role of
memory? Is the reference to eyewitness testimony only a part of the apo-
logetic repertoire of the story or is it an actual reflection of the extrafic-
tional reality, or is it both? Is it merely a way of securing the objective
character of sources and historical research or is it coupled with a sense
of subjectivity and active interpretation? Questions such as these will
guide our inquiry; they could be multiplied. All in all, how are story and
history, present and past, related in the ancient phenomenon of autopsy?

2. Perspectives and Methods

The oral history approach as presented by Paul Thompson alerts us to the
various dimensions involved as soon as we speak of eyewitness testimony.
Thompson has given a theoretical framework which helps us in asking the
right questions and finding the appropriate answers. I would not, how-
ever, call it a method, if we with that — much misused — term mean the
techniques by which we carry out the inquiry. For the purposes of this
study, it constitutes more the perspective from which we look at an anci-
ent phenomenon, the approach. Like sociology or psychology, it does not
so much guide the concrete exegetical work with the text itself as it pro-
vides a helpful interpretative model.

It is different, however, from some other interpretative models in that
it presents a theory which, as I hope to show, formulates structures of
thinking and acting that were deeply inherent in the ancient way of rela-
ting to the past. Modern science shapes our thinking in many impercep-
tible ways, influencing strongly how we see the ancient world. And our
scientific notions are mostly entirely alien to the ancient world. Some ef-
fort is therefore necessary in order to identify and strip away the irrele-
vant aspects of modernism if we are ever going to deepen our understan-
ding of the ancients. The fundamental method of the present study is thus
very much reminiscent of the basic tenets of cultural anthropology.8 In
essence, it is carried by the conviction that the matters of history can be

88 For a fuller account, see Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 27-31.
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grasped without the most serious fallacies of modern anachronism only
when placed firmly within their adequate socio-cultural setting.’? A se-
rious problem with our New Testament discipline is that detailed studies
of individual pericopes often lead to a kind of circular reasoning deter-
mined by the parameters of modern paradigms, with meagre and hypo-
thetical results that are more or less unrelated to broader currencies of
the ancient times. One might indeed wonder if such procedures do not
reflect our modern, Western desire to “control” history and textual phe-
nomena rather than to comprehend them! Just as cultures of today need to
be studied within their own, specific ethnographic patterns in order to be
properly perceived, as most would agree on, so do the old ones. Ake
Hultkrantz, a Swedish professor of religion, showed clearly that current
ideas and practices attain their primary meaning and significance within
the context of their own configurational whole;*° and Bruce J. Malina,
defining language in line with the influential socio-linguistic approach of
M. A. K. Halliday,’! has repeatedly warned New Testament scholars
against reading texts in a fashion that derives meaning from our own
cultural story instead of from the cultural story of the people who produ-
ced the ancient texts.’? Oral history, as a modern discipline, is of help
precisely because its theories do not fly high above the reality of ancient
times but revive and refine old values and conceptions about how to relate
to the past. Instead of imposing an entirely foreign theory on the mate-
rial, one may thus hope for a fair dialogue between the material and the
theory. ' '

A certain kind of comparative model is essential in order to construct
an adequate socio-cultural setting. It is, however, a matter of dispute what

89 For a discussion of certain methodological fallacies in the study of ancient pheno-
mena of socio-religious character, see Judge, “The Social Identity of the First Christi-
ans”, pp. 201-217. Judge concludes: “A ‘religious’ history that settles for a predetermi-
ned pattern of explanation, be it ecclesiastical or sociological, disqualifies itself from dis-
covering how things were” (ibid., p. 217). I believe that is true for studies of history ge-
nerally.

90 Hultkrantz, Metodvégar, pp. 112-118.

91 See the collection of essays in Halliday, Language as social semiotic. Language is,
according to Halliday, a three-level phenomenon, consisting of (1) sounding/speli-
ing/writing that realize (2) wording that realizes (3) meaning which comes from and
constitutes the social system and the “reality” of the culture (cf. ibid., pp. 21, 122-124,
207-208).

92 See, e.g., Malina, The New Testament Word, pp. 1-24;, Malina, Christian Origins,
pp. 5-12; Malina/Rohrbaugh, Social Science Commentary, 1-14; Malina, The Social
World, pp. 5-31.
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comparative material is most useful for the study of a particular pheno-
menon. I continue to resist the one-sided synchronous paradigm which
suggests that only the contemporary material is of any significance. Each
culture is part of its own history, and can be explained fully only through
a study of that history.?> In a previous study, I learned much from the
American anthropologist Walter Goldschmidt, who stresses, among other
things, that each society has a temporal dimension, operating within the
field of “cultural continuity”.?* It has a past and is directed to the future.
Men and women live in a time continuum, and it is therefore impossible
to understand any social system without taking into account the “cultural
heritage” of each society, Goldschmidt insists. A one-sided synchronous,
functional approach seems to think of the society as frozen at a specific
moment in its development, with no cultural heritage or continuity, re-
lated only to what is contemporaneous. One could also refer to the dis-
cussion of Edward Shils, who is one of the few sociologists that has dealt
extensively with the role of tradition. He complains over the blindness of
the social sciences to tradition, arguing that it is a dimension of social
structure which is lost or hidden by atemporal conceptions of these dis-
ciplines.?s “The more theoretically sophisticated the branch of social sci-
ence, the less attentive it is to the traditional element in society”, he ex-
claims.?® Shils’ own book constitutes a decisive argument against such an
extreme approach. The branch of Biblical studies has much to learn from
his wise comment on his own scientific field of expertise!

The ancient Greek and — to some extent — Roman historians.will consti-
tute the basic comparative material of the present investigation, from He-
rodotus and onwards.%” Greek history writing always included a broad
field of knowledge and observation, focusing not merely on political and

93 Hultkrantz realized this clearly in his criticism of Malinowski’s functional approach:
“Funktionalismen maste alltsd kompletteras med historiska utredningar”, he concluded
(Metodvdgar, p. 110).

94 Goldschmidt, Comparative Functionalism, pp. 53-56. Cf. the comments in Byr-
skog, Jesus the Only Teacher, p. 28. Unfortunately this insight, which I regard as going
beyond the old search for genetic historical explanations, was not noticed by some critics
of my previous book.

95 Shils, Tradition, pp. 7-10.

96 Shils, Tradition, pp. 7-8.

97 Although there might have existed a specific branch of (national) Jewish-Hellenistic
historiography (Sterling, Historiography and Self-Definition, pp. 135-225), with a spe-
cial sense of the past (Rajak, “The Sense of History in Jewish Intertestamental Writing”,
pp- 124-145), it brings, with the exception of Josephus, almost no explicit discussion of
historiographical conventions.
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military events in themselves, but on culture, including religion.’® Most
of us, I believe, have a general idea of what texts belong to this kind of
writing, and narrow definitions of history should not lead us to an ex-
treme, exclusivistic position. For the present purposes, we regard history
as an account of what people have done and said in the past, which means
that various kinds of biased, pragmatic and didactic features can be part
of the writing of history. A “sense of history” is to be defined as an in-
terest in the past, seen as some sort of continuity, within a context of
time.

We are not interested in the historians merely as historians, nor in their
works merely as history writings. They were more than historians; they
were living persons who struggled to understand past matters in a more
or less systematic fashion. On occasion, therefore, we will supplement the
comparative focus with some attention to other people, be it philosophers,
physicians or rhetoricians. The reason for choosing the historians and
their texts as the basic comparative angle is very simple: the historians
were, as far as we can tell, the ones who attempted most consistently to
think of and search out what people had done and said and thought in the
past. The reason is not that they were the only ones interested in autopsy;
the physicians had a similar concern, though they did not, as physicians,
relate it to an interest in the past. Nor is the reason based on generic as-
sumptions that the New Testament gospel writers are to be regarded as
historians; their works have certain generic resemblances with the bioi,
though the bioi, being part of a very flexible encomiastic genre,’® usually
lack any serious sensitivity to the factual pastness of history and testify to
the existence of an anecdotal interest in personality;!% and it is another

98 Cancik, in his article on Acts as an institutional history, stresses this aspect of
Greek history writing (“The History of Culture, Religion, and Institutions”, pp. 673—
695, especially pp. 680-687, 693-694).

99 Burridge concludes: “The genre of Biog is flexible and diverse, with variation in the
pattern of features from one Biog to another”. The gospels, he continues, “have at least as
much in common with Graeco-Roman Bior as the Biov with each other” (What are the
Gospels?, p. 258).

100 One might, for instance, look at the tales which began to circulate around Alexan-
der the Great, despite the fact that several writers travelled with him and recorded what
they saw. For discussion, see Stoneman, “The Alexander Romance”, pp. 117-129. Rei-
ser detects here a significant difference to the gospels: “Den Evangelien ist diese typisch
romanhafte Art der Fiktionalitit jedoch fremd ... Was die Evangelien von den Romanen
unterscheidet, ist also ziemlich genau das, was Xenophons Anabasis von seiner Kyru-
pidie unterscheidet: die historische Zuverlissigkeit der Darstellung” (“Die Stellung der
Evangelien in der antiken Literaturgeschichte”, p. 16).
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matter that the gospel narratives might have furthered such an interest.!0!
The historians are of interest to us not as a special group of people with a
special kind of writings, but as persons who consistently tried to search
out the past. They are the prime representatives of ancient people who
related in a more or less conscious way to past events.!%2 Their writings
are most clearly reflective of the dynamics of story and history, present
and past, in the socio-cultural setting of the gospel tradition. And as
Hubert Cancik has pointed out, the gospels, while probably often
heard/read from the horizon of the ancient bioi, contain, after all, several
aspects that link them closely to the historiographical genre.!0?

The comparison with that material may reveal contrasts and similarities
indeed; both are of equal importance. The basic intention of the compari-
son is to unravel the essential and culture-specific patterns of oral history
in the Greek and Roman antiquity as a means to conceptualize some im-
portant aspects of the origin and development of the gospel tradition. The
fundamental reason for this approach is that the New Testament came into
being in a “high-context” society, as Malina puts it.!% While “low-con-
text” societies produce texts that spell out as much as possible, the “high-
context” societies, such as we find in the ancient Mediterranean world,
leave much to the imagination of the hearer or reader. Malina challenges
New Testament scholarship to take this “high-context” characteristic of
ancient societies and texts seriously.!%> The comparative perspective of
the present study, informed by the oral history approach, constitutes es-
sentially an attempt towards such a contextualized reading, aiming to
understand some particular ancient phenomena with a culturally sensitive
frame of mind.

101 Bowersock challenges New Testament scholars to consider more carefully the im-
pact which the gospel stories had on the emergence of fictional genres in the Roman em-
pire (Fiction as History, pp. 121-143).

102 Mosley makes use of the historians in a similar way to find out how people living
in Palestine, Asia Minor, Greece and Rome in the first century CE conceived the histo-
ricity of past events (“Historical Reporting”, 'pp. 10-26). '

103 Cancik, “Die Gattung Evangelium”, pp. 85-113. Cf. also recently Reiser, “Die
Stellung der Evangelien in der antiken Literaturgeschichte”, pp. 1-27.

104 Malina, The Social World, pp. 24-25. Cf. also Malina/Rohrbaugh, Social Science
Commentary, pp. 11-13.

105 T must admit, however, that the following statement of Malina is perplexing to me:
“It is the purpose of historical biblical interpretation to fill in the assumptions of the low-
context documents that form the New Testament, assumptions which the authors of those
documents shared with low-context readers of their Mediterranean world” (The Social
World, p. 25). In my understanding, Malina here, by accident, confuses low-context
with high-context.
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A final word on the use of ancient texts. Discussions on textual methods
often range over extensive fields, covering numerous pages and books.
Scholars of history, working intensively with various kinds of texts, are
usually more modest — some would call it pragmatic — in their comments.
I shall approach the different kinds of texts in line with one of the essen-
tial tenets of this study, namely that intratextual and extratextual aspects
cannot be strictly separated as we seek to clarify ancient cultural pheno-
mena. For the purposes of the present study, it is evident that we cannot,
as modern exegetes, listen any more to the living voices of the sources of
the ancient historians or the early Christian authors. But we can seek for
the textualized traces of those voices, if by no other means than by rea-
ding the texts aloud to ourselves and to each other.!% We are not the oral
historians; the ancient historians and the early Christians were, or might
have been. Our- inquiry will therefore be one of searching in the ancient
texts for encoded clues as to if and how they expressed and conceived the
oral history behind their textualized works. Some items in a text may be
purely fictional, to be sure, mirroring only the self-contained world of
the story; other texts, by the same token, may serve as transparent win-
dows for what is “out there”. Yet, the world of the story, emerging as the
textualized narrativization of the real world, remains an index to the
socio-cultural situation of its authors, because both essentially depend on
the language embedded in a common social system.!0?

3. Procedure

We shall conduct our study as if we were travelling from the present to
the past, and back to the present, taking seriously the various factors
which we encounter on the way. Our vehicle is the modern oral history
approach. The factors which we come across have been brought to our
attention by that approach, and we shall therefore, as we subsequently in-
troduce each chapter respectively, explain how the present study follows
the issues inherent to it.

As a first step, it will be necessary to move back to the eyewitnesses
themselves. It would be futile indeed to conduct the present study if the
importance of eyewitness testimony in the Greek and Roman antiquity
could not be amply demonstrated. We shall therefore, to begin with, seek

106 For the interpretative ramifications of audible reading, see Armstrong/Brandes,
The Oral Interpretation of Literature.
107 Cf. Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 29-30, with literature.
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to clarify its significance as a source of the past and identify the persons
who were likely to serve as informants when the gospel tradition emerged
and developed.

The eyewitnesses did not live and act in a vacuum. As we start our
journey back to the present time of the ancient historians and evangelists,
we shall take due notice to the simple fact that the eyewitnesses needed to
verbalize their observations and experiences in order to communicate
them to others. There follows, accordingly, a chapter which discusses the
use and interaction of various media of information and communication
in the ancient Mediterranean world.

A further corollary of taking seriously the various stages between the
past and the present is the interpretative dimension and involvement en-
tering into the ancient conceptions of history. Chapter four discusses that
dimension on two levels: as a part of the phenomenon of autopsy itself
and as an intrinsic ingredient of the inquiring and interrogating activity
on part of the persons who were eager to find out things concerning the
past.

We shall at this point be approaching the time of the story. Various li-
terary and argumentative techniques now confront us. They are elements
of the ancient endeavour to communicate history in some kind of narra-
tive form. Chapter five seeks to clarify these narrativizing features, fo-
cusing on how the notion of autopsy became a literary signal as to how
history entered into the narrative world of the story.

The narrativizing procedures concern much more than literary and ar-
gumentative techniques, because a story, at the end, exhibits also the
author’s own conceptual framework. In chapter six, as we have arrived at
the gospel story, we shall therefore focus on the present time of the story,
but without neglecting its retrospective dimension. Applying the insights
of the previous chapters, we shall study how history and story interacted
as the author of the Markan narrative, and to some extent of the Matthean
one, narrativized and interpreted his own existence by means of the ext-
rafictional history.



Chapter 2

Story as History:
Autopsy as a Means of Inquiry

According to the discipline of oral history, the informants serve, as we
have seen, as living sources of the past. Their oral accounts, while being
important indications of their own feelings concerning history, are inves-
tigated in view of their retrospective character. Our first task must be,
therefore, to clarify the use of autopsy as a means of inquiry into the past.

Autopsy is essentially to be defined as a visual means to gather infor-
mation concerning a certain object, a means of inquiry, and thus also a
way of relating to that object. The object itself may of course be of va-
rious kinds: a place, an event, a concrete epigraphical or archaeological
item. The visual act may also vary, from passive observation to more ac-
tive participation. In this chapter we are interested mainly in the pheno-
menon of autopsy itself. Subsequently we shall bring in considerations
about the precise character of that visual act.

Is it legitimate to speak of autopsy as we study the origin and develop-
ment of the gospel tradition in early Christianity? What evidence do the
New Testament texts present? Was it ever practised “out there” as the
gospel tradition emerged? Who are the likely eyewitnesses and infor-
mants? Is it possible to substantiate the New Testament evidence by loca-
ting it within the broader socio-cultural setting of ancient historiography?
We begin with the latter issue.

A. The Major Historians

Loveday C. A. Alexander has provided one of the most recent discussions
of autopsy in antiquity.! She concentrates on the term avtoyoio and its

1 Alexander, The preface to Luke’s Gospel, pp. 3441, 120-123.
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cognates, limiting the material to passages where the word-group otvtom-
g, 0DTOYG 10, AVTONTIKOG, A¥TONTOS, AvTonTELY is represented. Her
conclusion is rather negative as far as the historians are concerned. While
autopsy plays an extremely important role in the medical literature,
Alexander argues, it is not as prominent in the writings of history.

One hesitates, however, to agree entirely with Alexander’s estimation
of the historians. Other scholars have dealt with the subject at length, ta-
king further passages into consideration. While Alexander displays an ad-
mirable familiarity with the ancient sources, she is amazingly restrictive
in her interchange with these scholars. Only Giuseppe Nenci’s pioneering
article from 1955, “Il motivo dell’ autopsia nella storiografia greca”, is
mentioned,? but Alexander fails to discuss his arguments and basic thesis.
Today’s leading expert on autopsy among ancient historians is Guido
Schepens. But one searches in vain for a discussion of, or at least a refe-
rence to, his major work on the topic, L’ ‘autopsie’ dans la méthode des
historiens grecs du Ve siécle avant J.-C. from 1980. Take Thucydides, for
instance. Although Alexander is very much aware of his stress “on his
own opportunities for direct observation”,® she minimizes its importance
in favour of the medical tradition, because Thucydides never uses the ac-
tual terms for autopsy. Shepens study, on the other hand, illustrates that
while Thucydides does not employ the word-group as such, autopsy was
indeed at the heart of his methodological convictions and practice.*

As it seems, there existed no technical terminology for autopsy. A con-
sistent focus only on certain expressions tends to narrow the evidence,
causing a neglect of passages where the phenomenon is expressed by other
means. Insofar as we are interested in autopsy not merely as a textual
code but as a historical phenomenon, we need to take a broader view.

1. The Heritage of Heraclitus

“Eyes are surer witnesses than ears”,’ thus the old dictum of Heraclitus,
the well-known pre-Socratic philosopher (Diels/Kranz, 22B frg. 101a).6

2 Alexander, The preface to Luke’s Gospel, p. 34 n. 21.

3 Alexander, The preface to Luke’s Gospel, p. 33.

4 Shepens concludes: “Chez Thucydide, I’autopsie est pour la premiere fois intégrée
dans une déclaration théorique décrivant la méthode historique qui trouve son application
dans toute I’ceuvre” (L’ ‘autopsie’, p. 197).

5 dpBoALOL YO TRV BTV AKPBESTEPOL LOPTVPEG.

6 Also in Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus, frg. 15. A similar view is expres-
sed by Heraclitus in Diels/Kranz, 22B frg. 55 (Kahn, ibid., frg. 14): “Whatever [comes
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His utterance, in all its fragmentary briefness, represents an early indica-
tion of the essential importance attached to one’s own sight, to autopsy.

The notion expressed in this saying was part of a larger framework and
mindset. In his article, Nenci traces the history of autopsy from its occur-
rence in writings attributed to Homer, especially in the repeated expres-
sion 0@BaAloicty Opdv, via its presence in early philosophers such as
Thales, Parmenides and Heraclitus, to the similar notions found in the
Attic dramatists Aeschylus (c. 525-426), Sophocles (c. 496—406) and Eu-
ripides (c. 480-406), and in the Attic comedy of Aristophanes (c. 446—
385), paying attention also to the medical schools issuing from Hippocra-
tes.” The ancient Greeks were ‘“Augenmenschen”, as Bruno Snell and
others have labelled them.? In a subsequent chapter we shall discuss the
cognitive implications of the emphasis on sight.? But it is important alrea-
dy at this point to give an indication of how the notion of autopsy emer-
ges in the non-historical writings, because they show that in ancient Gree-
ce sight was generally considered a most vital means to perceive the core
of reality.10

As Alexander indeed points out, the physicians, in particular, brought
attention to the value of autopsy as a professional method of inquiry. It is
perhaps significant that Galen’s numerous writings from the second cen-
tury CE contain the highest amount of terms associated with autopsy.!! As
a physician Galen was of course familiar with the importance of the
eye.!? His studies of the ox, for instance, conveyed detailed information
of the anatomical structures of the eye, to the extent that he thought of it
as an instrument of such perfection that it only could have been invented

from] sight, hearing, learning from experience: this I prefer” (cwv Syig axon padn o,
To0T0 EYD TPOTWE®).

7 Nenci, “Il motivo dell’ autopsia”, pp. 14-29.

8 Snell, Die Ausdriicke fiir den Begriff des Wissens, p. 69. Cf. also Rudberg, “Helle-
nisches Schauen”, p. 162 (“‘ein Volk des Auges”); Pohlenz, Der hellenische Mensch, p.
166 (“Augenmenschen”); Malten, Die Sprache des menschlichen Antlitzes, p. 10 (*“Au-
genmenschen”, “Augendenker”); Boman, “Hebraic and Greek Thought-Forms”, p. 1
(“men of sight”); Boman, Das hebrdische Denken, pp. 176-177.

9 See below Chap. 4, A:1.

10 For further discussion, cf. also, e.g., Skard, “Auge und Ohr”, pp. 128-129; Mette,
“‘Schauen’ und ‘Staunen’”, pp. 49-71 (with a discussion also of Herodotus and Thucy-
dides on pp. 65-68). A cautious assessment of the senses in Aristotle’s writings is given
by Stigen, “On the Alleged Primacy of Sight”, pp. 15—44.

11 Alexander, The preface to Luke’s Gospel, pp. 35, 121. Of course, Galen’s writ-
ings are so abundant that it is virtually impossible to analyze each item.

12 To be sure, Galen was much more than merely a physician. Sarton rightly labels
him also a philosopher, a historian and a philologist (Galen of Pergamon, pp. 70-17).
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by a superior mind.!* Autopsy was to him the primary means of inquiry
(cf. e.g., Hipp. victu acut. 3:39).14

Turning back to more ancient times, it is significant that autopsy recei-
ved a prominent function as soon as a physician set out to write some kind
of history or historical romance. Ctesias of Cnidus spent a considerable
time in the east as the personal physician of the Persian emperor,'S com-
bining his professional activity with literary pursuits. The most important
of his literary works was the so-called Persica, a twenty-three-volume
treatment of the entire history of the Near East, from its legendary be-
ginnings up to 398 BCE. In the text available from the excerpts of Pho-
tius the Patriarch (9th cent. CE), Ctesias emphasizes the importance of
autopsy and of direct information from other eyewitnesses. Photius states
concerning Ctesias: “He says that having been an eyewitness himself of
most of what he recounts, or having heard from the Persians themselves
that which he could not see, he thus composed the history” (Persica 1
[Konig’s edition]).!¢ Ctesias makes a similar claim in Photius’ excerpts of
the Indica.!” He professes that his narrative is all perfect truth, “bringing
out”, says Photius, “how he writes what he either saw himself or learned
from those who had seen” (Indica 31 [Henry’s edition]).!® Autopsy was
for Ctesias evidently not limited to the practice of medicine. The physi-
cian incorporated his professional methods of inquiry into a broader per-
spective concerning how to attain true knowledge about matters of his-
tory. Although Ctesias’ statements are not to be taken at face value,!® they
are important as reflections of the physician’s deeply rooted conviction
that true knowledge — whether of medicine or history — should be obtain-
ed by means of direct, personal observation.20

13 Siegel, Galen on Sense Perception, p. 42.

14 CMG V 9:1, p. 251 lines 27-28. Further references are listed by Alexander, The
preface to Luke's Gospel, pp. 36, 121-122.

15 See further Jacoby, “Ktesias”, col. 2033.

16 g0t 8¢ adtOV T@V TAEWGV@Y 6 16TopEl adTémTNV YEVOUEVOY, | T  ADTRV
Tepo®v, EvBa T Opav py Evexdper, adTKooV KATAOTAVIC, 00TOG TV ioTopioy
CVYYPOYGOL.

17 Other titles besides the Persica that are attributed to Ctesias include geographical
works describing continental coastlines, so-called Periploi, but it is uncertain whether
these titles and the Indica represent independent works or excurses which originally were
part of the Persica. Cf. Wirth, “Ktesias”, col. 366.

18 trdyov dg 10 pEV 0dTOG WOV YPOgEL, To 88 T adTOV HOBDY TAV IOVTOV.

19 See below Chap. 5, A:3c.

20 One may also mention Dioscurides of Anazarbos in Cilicia, a first century CE phar-
macologist. His claim to autopsy is linked with his opportunities for travel and ques-
tioning of the local people (Mat. Med., 1, pref. 5).
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It is not surprising that autopsy became very closely linked with the
writing of history. The Greeks actually formed the term ictopict or
iotopin (lonic) on the basis of i6twp, which recurs in i13€iv/eidévan.?!
Thus, “ictopio bedeutet die ‘Forschung’, die auf ein Sehen zuriickgeht”,
Rudolf Bultmann once acclaimed.?? The ancient Roman grammaticians
regarded autopsy as inherent in the etymology of the very term ictopic.
Aulus Gellius of the second century CE, to take one example, discussing
the difference between history and annals, refers to people who think that
“while each is a narrative of events, yet history is properly of those
events in which he who narrates has taken part” (V 18:1).22 Such a view
is reasonable, Gellius continues, “since i6topic in Greek means a know-
ledge of current events” (V 18:2).24

These scattered references indicate the importance of one’s own sight
in various corners of ancient Greece. Heraclitus was not alone in his
emphasis. Did the major historians themselves live up to his famous dic-
tum? They were clearly aware of it. Herodotus, Thucydides, Polybius —
to mention only a few historians — were heirs of the very ancient, deeply
rooted respect for the human sight. The dictum soon entered into their
conceptions. Heraclitus’ statement is actually known to us primarily from
Polybius. Criticizing Timaeus for neglecting to practise autopsy, he quo-
tes it explicitly under Heraclitus’ name (XII 27:1). More remote remi-
niscences of the saying are to be seen also much earlier, already in the
writings of Herodotus and Thucydides. “Ears happen to be less reliable
for men than eyes”,? Herodotus’ Candaules remarks as he asks his fa-
vourite guard Gyges to see for himself the naked beauty of his wife
(1:8);26 and Thucydides tells of the Athenians’ reluctance to speak about
matters quite remote, “whose witnesses are the words one hears rather
than the eyes of those who will hear” (I 73:2).27 The saying lived on in

21 For discussion of texts, see Snell, Die Ausdriicke fiir den Begriff des Wissens, pp.
59-71. For the etymology, cf. Frisk, Worterbuch, I, pp. 740-741 (with bibliography;
further bibliography in ibid., 111, p. 113).

22 Bultmann, “Zur Geschichte der Lichtsymbolik im Altertum”, p. 19.

23 cum utrumque sit rerum gestarum narratio, earum tamen proprie rerum sit historia,
quibus rebus gerendis interfuerit is qui narret.

2 quod \aropio. Graece significet rerum cognitionem praesentium.

25 Bt YOp TUYYGVEL GVBPATOLoL E6VTQL AmLeTOTEPO. OPOOALDV.

26 Barth overinterprets, with many others, the philosophical implication of this pas-
sage (“Erkenntnistheoretische Probleme der Vorsokratik bei Herodot”, p. 584). For cri-
tique of Barth, see Werner, ‘“Qta dmotdrepa 0@8ohudv ™, p. 577; Schepens, “Ephore
sur la valeur de I’autopsie”, pp. 167-168; Schepens, L’ ‘autopsie’, p. 21.

27 @v dixocit pEALOV AdY®V LOPTUPEG 1) BWIC TAV GKOVCOUEVOV.
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various forms,?® eventually entering into Lucian’s handbook on history-
writing composed around 165 CE.? Although, as far as we know, not an
historian himself, Lucian denounces the caricature of a historian who be-
gins his account by stating, “Ears are less reliable than eyes. I write then
what I have seen, not what I have heard” (Hist. Conscr. 29).3° Such a per-
son, evidently not being able to live up to his high ideals, uses the valu-
able historiographical rule in absurdum, Lucian implies.

So, being aware of, or at least influenced by, Heraclitus’ dictum, to
what extent did the historians actually practice autopsy and/or use eyewit-
nesses as informants concerning the past? To what extent did they com-
pose 1otopia in the actual sense of the term? To what extent are their
stories in fact based on oral history?

2. Herodotus

Herodotus, the father of history,?' is the first known Greek historian to
refer explicitly to autopsy. He completed the present version of his His-
tories shortly after 430 BCE, having probably already lectured on the

28 Cf. Dio Chrys. 12:71, referring to the saying “eyes are more trustworthy than hear-
ing” (dxofic miotétepa Supoto ). For him personal experience was of more value than
hearsay. Cf. also 7:1. There may of course also occur statements which, while not speak-
ing of the expression as a saying, allude to it. Cf., e.g., Philo, Conf. Ling. 57 (Syoet
npd GKOTig COPESTEPW XpNoapévols paptopt); Sen., Ep. Mor. 6:5 (primum, quia
homines amplius oculis quam auribus credunt).

29 There may have existed other hand-books. The lost [Tept iotopiog by Theophrastus
(c. 372-287 BCE), mentioned in Diog. L. 5:47 and perhaps referred to in Cic., Orator
12:39, and the lost work with the same title by Praxiphanes (4th-3rd cent. BCE), men-
tioned in Marcellin., Vit. Thuc. 29, probably dealt with historical methodology. So Wal-
bank, Polybius, p. 36 n. 20. Cf. also references to works with a similar title in FGrHist
183 F 2 (Caecilius of Calacre; 1st cent. BCE); FGrHist 850 T 1 (Theodorus of Gadara;
1st cent. BCE). Possibly Dionysius’ Letter to Pompeius is a kind of historiography as
well (so Sacks, “Historiography”, pp. 65-87). Moreover, in one sense Josephus’ apo-
logia in Contra Apionem belongs to the same genre (cf. Cohen, “History and Historio-
graphy”, pp. 1-11).

30 Bt OPOOAMLDY GTIETOTEPC YPOP® TOlvov & €1dov, ovy & Tfixovso. Cf. also
Luc., Salt. 78, where he attributes the saying to Herodotus.

31 This label was originally ambiguous when applied to Herodotus. Cf. Cic., De Leg.
I 1:5. For Herodotus’ ambivalent reputation in antiquity generally, see Evans, “Father of
History or Father of Lies”, pp. 11-17; Momigliano, Studies in Historiography, pp. 127-
142.
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subject in Athens and elsewhere.*? His work deals with the conflicts bet-
ween the Persians and the Greeks, from the Ionian revolt in 499 to the
Athenians’ conquest of Sesthos in 478, events occurring before and just
after his own birth. He needed therefore to collect material by other
means than direct involvement in the events themselves.

There have been sustained attempts to deny that Herodotus was interes-
ted in collecting and using any kind of sources at all. In the early 1960s,
the great historian Arnaldo Momigliano stated: “The study of the tech-
nique whereby Herodotus collected and organised his evidence during his
travels is still in its infancy”.33 This scholarly situation was soon to
change.** Detlev Fehling, in his monograph Die Quellenangaben bei He-
rodot from 1971,3° made a provocative and radical attempt to deny that
Herodotus used sources to any significant extent at all. Herodotus was a
gifted writer who intended to amuse his audience,* according to Fehling.
He was not a compiler of various sources; he did not collect and organize
evidence during his travels.

Fehling’s study has, by and large,*” not won the approval of the experts
on Herodotus.?8 In the same year, Herman Verdin published his book De
historisch-kritische methode van Herodotus as part of a larger project
initiated by W. Pereman on the methods used by ancient Greek and Ro-
man historians.*® Verdin is of the opinion that Herodotus did use sources

32 Bvans claims to find “extensive evidence that ... he gave oral performances of his
‘researches’” (Herodotus, p. 94). But the evidence for this activity is indirect and later
than Herodotus. Herodotus himself never refers to it explicitly. See the cautious discus-
sion of Jacoby, “Herodotus”, col. 242; Momigliano, “The Historians of the Classical
World”, pp. 64—66; Flory, “Who Read Herodotus’ Histories?”", pp. 12-28.

33 Momigliano, The Classical Foundation of Modern Historiography, p. 39. This
book is based on the 1961-62 Sather Classical Lectures delivered by Momigliano at the
University of California at Berkeley.

34 More recent studies of Herodotus and his work are listed by Bubel, Herodot-Bib-
liographie 1980~1988.

35 Fehling’s book is available in an English translation by J. G. Howie: Herodotus
and His “Sources”. Citation, Invention and Narrative Art (Arca, 21; Leeds: Francis
Cairns, 1989). This translation is based on a new German manuscript, but Fehling has
changed his opinion only on a very few points.

36 Cf. the subtitle of Fehling’s monograph: “Studien zur Erzéhlkunst Herodots”.

37 For a positive use of Fehling’s study, cf. Bichler, “Die ‘Reichstriume’ bei Hero-
dot”, pp. 125-147. Bichler does not reject the notion that Herodotus used sources.

38 Moles lists some amplifications of Fehling’s study (“Truth and Untruth”, p. 91 n.
5). But for critical reactions, see especially Cobet, “Review”, pp. 737-746.

39 For the aims and possibilities of this project, see Verdin, “L’importance des recher-
ces sur la méthode critique des historiens grecs et latins”, pp. 289-308.
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to a significant extent, though without denying that he eventually produ-
ced a coherent product moulded by his own philosophical and religious
beliefs. Verdin does justice to his explicit claims to use sources and, most
significantly, refuses to see a contradiction in Herodotus being both a
compiler of various pieces of information as well as a gifted author. In a
subsequent article he criticizes Fehling precisely on this point:

“En plus, on a souvent I’impression que D. Fehling a érigé und barrire infranchissable
entre la littérature narrative et I’historiographie, en négligeant le caractére un peu ambigu
de la derniere. Une ceuvre historiographique est, aprés tout, une ceuvre narrative, dans la-
quelle I’élément rédactionnel peut atteindre des dimensions respectables, sans pour au-
tant, éliminer I’intention premiére de I’historien, qui est celle de rapporter des événements
réels” 40

Herodotus clearly declares his intention to give an account concerning
the events about which he has collected information. The entire work
starts with a typically programmatic description: “Publication of the in-
quiry of Herodotus the Halicarnassian” (1:1).#! This publication has the
stated aim, Herodotus immediately continues, to prevent the memory of
the past to be blotted out from among men by time. Whether or not the
present version constitutes the final publication that Herodotus was actual-
ly aiming for,%2 he evidently regarded the Histories as a public presen-
tation of his own previous investigations concerning the past. The term
“inquiry”, votopin, implies that he was not writing ad hoc. The whole
composition, he seems to suggest, is based on a process of collecting in-
formation.

One notices, to begin with, the numerous references to his journeys. He
claims to have travelled broadly in Greece, Egypt, Babylonia and the area
around the Black Sea.*?* Three times, at least, he says quite clearly that he
undertook a voyage for the specific purpose of gathering information.
According to 2:29 he travelled as far as to the city of Elephantine to see

40 Verdin, “Hérodote historien?”, p. 684. For a similar attempt to see Herodotus’
work as both history and literature, see Moles, “Truth and Untruth”, pp. 92-98, focusing
on Herodotus’ prefatory discussions. It is unfortunate, however, that Moles seems to
equate literature merely with certain interpretative preferences of the historian. A recent
review of the (English-speaking) debate, with a detailed critique of Fehling on the basis
of Herodotus' way of citing sources, is given by Shrimpton and K. M. Gillis in appendix
one of Shrimpton, History and Memory, pp. 229-265.

41" Hpoddtov ' AMkopvnaotog otoping anddetic.

42 Cf. Jacoby, “Herodotus”, cols. 372-379.

43 See Casson, Travel in the Ancient World, pp. 95-111. For a detailed analysis of
Herodotus’ journey in Egypt, see Lloyd, Herodotus, 1, pp. 61-76.
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the sources of the Nile; here he uses the term avténTng of himself.44
According to 2:44 he went to Tyre in Phoenice to inquire about Hercles.
“I saw” (¢1dov), he says, the temple of the god. According to 2:75 he
made a journey to Arabia to investigate the winged serpents. “I saw” (gi-
dov), he says again, innumerable bones and backbones of serpents. Al-
though he does not always state that he travelled specifically in order to
collect information, these three passages indicate that the frequent travels
provided him with the opportunity to see certain places with his own
eyes. Not being able to claim autopsy in the sense of active participation,
he evidently travelled quite broadly in order to observe various places of
interest.

Herodotus is quite programmatic concerning his autopsy. It receives a
prominent place in the important statement of 2:99:

“Thus far my sight and judgement and inquiry are saying these things. Henceforth I will

relate Egyptian accounts according to that which I have heard. Thereto will be added also

something of what I myself have seen”.4

The first part of the statement concerns what he has written up to this
point in regard to the ethno-geographical situation of Egypt. From the
three “sources” referred to — sight (6y1g), judgement (yvaéun) and in-
quiry (1oTopin) —, the personal observation is mentioned first. The three
are closely interrelated, to the extent that they probably served as the one
comprehensive basis of Herodotus’ means to gather information.*¢ The
second half of the passage indicates that sight also functioned as a way to
gain certain historical information. It appears as a means to confirm in-
formation received from various oral testimonies, from hearsay. This
function of sight is evident in 2:147, where Herodotus states — in words
almost identical with those used in 2:99 — that something of what he had
himself seen will be added (npocécton 8¢ 1 avtoict kol Tfig Eufig
dyiog) to that which the Egyptians and other people had said together.4?
Elsewhere he accordingly invokes his own judgement, obviously based
on his own observations, to confirm or refute other sources.#® He has

44 For the terminological evidence, cf. also 3:115; 4:16.

43 péxpt pev 10010V Syig TE M KoL yvedun xall io1opin TodTo Aéyovod £oti, TO
8k amo Todde Avyvrtiong Epyopon Adyoug Epfev KOTh T& fiKovoV TPOoGESTOL SE O -
Toici Tu Kol Tfig Eufig dyiog.

46 For Herodotus’ use of his own yvéun as a source, see below Chap. 4, B:4.

47 See further Verdin, De historisch-kritische methode van Herodotus, pp. 3-8; Sche-
pens, L’ ‘autopsie’, pp. 54-56.

48 E.g., 1:51; 2:5, 10, 12, 131, 148, 156; 3:12; 4:195; 7:129.
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seen with his own eyes (€18ov 8¢ ko avtdg).*® If he had not had the op-
portunity of personal observation, he is eager to point that out.’°, He also
assigns a special value to inscriptions and archaeological remains. Such an
appreciation has to do with his wish occasionally to confirm information
from oral tradition by appealing to epigraphical and archaeological evi-
dence which he himself had encountered.>!

The old philosophical wisdom, “eyes are surer witnesses than ears”,
was hence transposed not only to Candaules’ passing remarks concerning
the beauty of his naked wife (1:8), but also to Herodotus’ very task as a
historian. He had himself no personal experience of the wars which he
describes. He was never an eyewitness in the sense that he was involved in
the events themselves. But that did not, in his own opinion, disqualify him
as a historian. Autopsy meant for him primarily observation of places and
items of interest to his subject. Direct involvement was not necessary. It is
indeed difficult to ascertain that he had always observed the matters he
claims to have seen. Fehling has at least pointed to the problems inherent
in some of Herodotus’ episodes.’? Certain things are indeed fanciful, at
least to the modern mind. Nevertheless, his writing clearly shows that
personal observation was a vital ingredient in the historian’s conception
of how to gather information concerning ethno-geographical as well as
historical matters. It is reasonable to assume that he actually tried to live
up to his claims. The references are thoroughly integrated into his ac-
count, to the extent that they appear not to constitute merely an apologetic
feature aimed to win the favour of the audience, but a methodological
conviction of fundamental importance for the research behind the written
product.

49 5:59; 6:47.

50 E.g., 1:140, 183; 2:73, 156.

51 E.g., 1:51, 66, 183; 2:44, 102, 106, 131, 143-144, 148, 155-156; 3:12, 59;
4:11-12, 166; 5:59-61; 8:121.

52 Fehling expresses however his scepticism in a somewhat exaggerated fashion: “Wir
sehen, daB es einfach nicht Herodots Gewohnbheit ist, Dinge, die man tatsichlich sehen
konnte, durch die Versicherung der Autopsie zu beglaubigen” (Die Quellenangaben bei
Herodot, p. 168). But how are we to ascertain any of Herodotus’ “Gewohnheiten” from
a text which is mostly fictious, according to Fehling? The logical consequence of Feh-
ling’s approach would be that we know practically nothing about the real author; we
know only his “Erzihlkunst”.
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3. Thucydides

Thucydides found himself in a somewhat different situation. He was ini-
tially involved in the Peloponnesian war and made commander in 425/24
(IV 104:4), soon to be deprived of his office and exiled from Athens, to
which he could return, if he so wished, only after the peace of 404. Star-
ting his inquiries already at the outbreak of the war in 431 (I 1:1), he
probably worked on his History of the Peloponnesian War in stages du-
ring the twenty-seven years of battle between Sparta and Athens (V 26:4—
5), and perhaps afterwards as well.?

“Thucydides, an Athenian, composed the history of the war of the Pe-
loponnesians and the Athenians, how they fought against one another”,54
thus the beginning of the composition. Thucydides was concerned to write
about current events of which he was himself a part. This interest in con-
temporary events has a methodological motivation. “As to the matters
preceding these, and those of a still earlier date, it was impossible to find
clear information on account of lapse of time”,> he immediately conti-
nues (I 1:3). Later on in book one, he provides an-extensive theoretical
discussion concerning the difficulty of remembering Ta wodond (I 20:1-
3). In I 73:2 the Athenians express the same view, probably, as we saw,
reflecting the old saying of Heraclitus. Thucydides takes the lack of clear
evidence as the reason for dealing mainly with the present. He evidently
wished to confine himself to things he could control adequately.

Even the writing of contemporary history involves a process of collec-
ting information. The opening statement describes Thucydides’ activity as
ovyypagewv, “to collect and write things down”.3¢ He was a cvyypo-
©€1¢6.7 He must have had plenty of opportunity to observe the matters he

53 The possible stages of composition of the History constitutes the “Thucydidean
question”. The most extreme minority view claims that Thucydides wrote the History at
one time after 404. I follow the majority view. Thucydides indicates that he began his
work as soon as the war broke out (I 1:1) and lived to see the end of the conflict (V 26:5;
cf. VI 15:34). For overview of the discussion, see, e.g., Luschnat, “Thukydides”, cols.
1183-1229; Proctor, The Experience of Thucydides, pp. 8-14; Hornblower, Thucydi-
des, pp. 136-154.

54 @ovkvdidng 'Adnvoiog Evvéypaye tOV molepov tdv Iedhorovvnoiov kol
"Abnvainv o éroléuncoy tpdg GAAAovg.

55 ¢d yoip wpd 0HT@V KAl TO T TOACITEPO GOPAG RHEV EVPELY Stk xpdvov TATBOg
&dtvvartov fv.

56 Hornblower, Commentary, 1, p. 5.

57 LSJ translates the term cvyypoupevg with “one who collects and writes down his-
toric facts, historian” (p. 1661). ‘
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describes, yet he is rarely explicit about it. The two most important, ge-
neral statements concerning the actual means of acquiring information are
the ones in I 22:1-2 and V 26:5.8 The former passage deals with the
accurate way to recall and report speeches and deeds. As to the speeches,
Thucydides discusses in I 22:1 the difficulty of recalling with strict accu-
racy the words actually spoken, “both for me as regards that which I my-
self heard, and for those who from various other sources bring me re-
ports”.5® As to the deeds, he stresses in I 22:2 his own detailed research,
aiming at as much accuracy as possible in each case, “both those where I
was present myself and [when I rely on information] from others”.6°
Chapter V 26 forms a kind of second introduction. In V 26:5 he stresses
that he lived through the whole war and followed it with close attention,
so as to acquire accurate information. His banishment, Thucydides conti-
nues, even had the advantage of making him conversant with both sides of
the war.

The texts suggest that Thucydides collected information by means of
autopsy. Both passages give general importance to what he was able to
hear and observe as he was himself present. This is in accordance with his
emphasis on dealing mainly with contemporary matters. Things of the
ancient past could no longer be heard or observed directly. Their truth
was difficult to verify. The matters that he had himself heard or seen
were at least open to careful investigation.

4. Polybius

Polybius is the major Hellenistic historian whose work has partially sur-
vived.8! As an Achaean statesman until 168/167, as an influential internee
in Rome up to 150, with several important Roman friends, and as a tra-
veller in Africa, Spain, Gaul and “on the sea that lies beyond these re-
gions” (III 59:7), he had plenty of opportunity to collect information for
his Histories through personal observation and participation as well as
through the interrogation of important eyewitnesses.®? His original inten-

58 For extensive discussion and literature, see Schepens, L’ ‘autopsie’, pp. 113-151.

59 ¢not te dv adtog fixovoe Kol 1ol GAL0BEV TToBeY EpOL AmoyYEALOVOLY.

60 g1c Te adTOG Topfv Kol mapd T@dV dAAmv. I take the following éme&elOdv with
both parts of the sentence, not only with the latter. See Gomme, Commentary, I, pp.
142143,

61 Books 1-5 have survived intact; books 6-39 survive only in fragments as excerpts
and quotations. See further Ziegler, “Polybios”, cols. 1478-1482, 1572-1578.

62 For a survey of Polybius’ life and journeys, see Eckstein, Moral Vision, pp. 1-16.
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tion was to record the rise of Rome to supremacy over the Mediterranean
states, from the beginning of the second Punic war in 220 BCE to the end
of the third Macedonian war in 168, with an introductory section rea-
ching back to the first expedition of the Romans outside Italy, that is, the
beginning of the first Punic war in 264 BCE. At some subsequent time
(cf. III 4-5), he extended his plan in order to include an account of events
down to the destruction of Carthage and Corinth in 146.53

Polybius shows himself to be very much aware of how a historian
should go about his work. Like Thucydides, he has a deliberate methodo-
logical motive for limiting the range of his writing. In book four he ex-
plains that one of the reasons for choosing the period 220-168 for his
Histories was precisely that he had either been present himself at the
events or had the testimony of eyewitnesses (IV 2:1-2). Direct or indirect
autopsy was the decisive factor.

The critique which he labels against other historians reveals very clear-
ly his own methodological preferences.®* His systematic exposition of
what kind of sources to use is most evident in book twelve,% especially in
his extensive criticism of Timaeus’ (4th-3rd cent. BCE) historical method
of inquiry (XII 23-28).56 In the polemical context of chapter twenty-five,
he gives his own basic view of the qualifications of the historian. He
draws a comparison — somewhat forced — between medicine and history.
Just as medicine has three parts, first the theory of disease, next dietetics,
and thirdly surgery and pharmaceutics (XII 254:3), so does history (XII
25¢:1-2):

“In the same fashion, Tpaypatikt iotopic too consists of three parts, the first of its parts
being the close inquiry into the written sources and the comparison of their contents, and

63 For the date, purpose and content of the extension, see Walbank, Selected Papers,
pp. 325-343.

64 In his unpublished dissertation (cf. the summary in Koerner, “Polybius als Kritiker
frilherer Historiker”, pp. 327-331), Koerner argued against the methodological cohe-
rence and seriousness of Polybius’ criticism. But see Meister, Historische Kritik bei Po-
lybios, who detects a methodological, though not always factual, justification in Poly-
bius’ criticism.

65 Sacks regards book twelve as “a general hand-book for the writing of history” (Po-
lybius on the Writing of History, p. 22), ““a manual on certain aspects of history writing”
(ibid., p. 188). But for a proper assessment of the polemical setting of Polybius’ metho-
dology, see Schepens, “Polemic and Methodology”, pp. 39-61. Cf. also Lehmann, “Po-
lybios und die dltere und zeitgendssische griechische Geschichtsschreibung”, pp. 147-
200; Meister, Historische Kritik bei Polybius, pp. 3-55; Walbank, Selected Papers, pp.
262-279.

66 Cf. Levi, “Die Kritik des Polybios an Timaios”, pp. 405-414.
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the second the survey of cities and places, of rivers and lakes and in general all the pecu-
liarities and distances of land and sea, and the third the review of political events”.6?

These parts — the study and collation of written sources, the autopsy and
the political experience — are fundamental in the writing of history, ac-
cording to Polybius.

The three are not of equal importance, however. The autopsy and the
personal experience of events, at least the most important and commonest
ones (cf. XII 25":6), are essential, Polybius continues. Timaeus had no
real, immediate experience of the matters of history and could not, there-
fore, write properly about it. His inability was due to the lack of autopsy,
dwa Trv copaciav (XII 258:4).

Somewhat later in book twelve, as we noticed above, Polybius quotes
Heraclitus explicitly. He is still criticizing Timaeus, now focusing on his
lack of experience and accuracy (XII 27:1-3):

“For according to nature, as it were, there are two organs for us, by the aid of which we
inform ourselves and inquire closely about everything: hearing and sight, sight being
much more veracious according to Heraclitus, ‘eyes are surer witnesses than ears’. [...]
Now this one [viz., the knowledge derived from hearing] being of two sorts, [Timaeus
acquired knowledge] through the one of written sources, but conducted himself care-
lessly in regard to the interrogations [of eyewitnesses]”.%8

Other aspects of writing history here enter into the picture. In addition to
speaking again of the primary importance of personal observation,
knowledge derived dwa 11i¢ Opooewg, Polybius introduces a two-fold
distinction in the use of the ear, knowledge derived 8w 11 axofic. To
understand his point, one must remember that the reading of written do-
cuments was usually an oral and aural event registered through the ears
and not through the eyes. This kind of hearing is decisively inferior to
autopsy, according to Polybius. The other aspect of hearing is the inter-
rogation of eyewitnesses. This kind of hearing is extremely important,
because it is a hearing which is concerned with the oral history of eyewit-

67 1dov adToOv 81 Tpdmov ko Thig mPaYLUTIKTG 16Topiag VToapyoveng tpLLepoc,
TOV 8E pep®dv aOTHig EVOG MEV GVTOg TOD TeEPL THV £V 101G VIOUVI LG TOALTPOLY -
pocVVNV Kol THV Tapadesty Tig Ex ToVTwV VANG, £Tépov 8E 10D Tept TNV Béov TdV
TOALEL®V KL TAV TOTOV TEPL TE TOTOUBY KoL Apévov Kol KaBoAoL T@V KOTo YHv
Kol kotd OdAottay Wiopdtev kol Siotnudtey, tpitov 88 100 TepL 10 TpdEelg
TG TOALTIKOG -

68 Sugiv yop SvImv katd @Uoy id¢ dv el Tivav 0pydvey MUy, 0lg TavTe TLVOaV-
6pedo kol TOAVTTPOYLOVODREY, GKOTiG KOl Opaoems, GANBvwTépag & ovomng ov pix-
pd Thg Opaocewg xotd ToOv ‘HpdkAeitov — 09Balpol yop tdv dtov dxpiéotepor
ROaPTVPEG — [...] Ko TordTNg [SilpeploBg] ovong Tvdg, 10D pEv Suk TAV VTOUVILGTOV
... T0 8E mepL 1O AvaKpIoELS PEBVLOG GvESTPOYT .
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nesses.%” Direct and indirect autopsy is of fundamental value to the se-
rious historian, Polybius thus asserts.

5. Josephus

As is well-known, Josephus’ life story included the participation in the
Jewish war which he describes in the Bellum Judaicum. During different
parts of his life, he was a politician, a soldier as well as a writer.”? He
knew of the war from both sides, first as the commander responsible for
the defence of Galilee (Bell. 2:569; Vit. 28-29), then, after the fall of Jo-
tapata in the summer of 67 CE (Bell. 3:141-339; Vit. 412), as a Roman
prisoner,’! from 69 as a free man able to observe the situation in Jerusa-
lem (Ap. 1:47-50; Vit. 416) and from 70 onwards as a Roman citizen
enjoying favourable relations with Vespasian, Titus and Domitian (Vit.
422-423; 428-429).72

For Josephus, as for Thucydides and Polybius, contemporary history
has a methodological basis in the possibility of personal experience. He
wishes for that reason to write in detail only about contemporaneous
matters (Bell. 1:18).

Throughout his life he continuously asserted his qualification as a his-
torian. And he did so very much by speaking of his own direct autopsy of
certain matters.”> When he in retrospect, for instance, towards the end of
the first century, defends himself against Apion by means of some his-
toriographical reflections,’ he immediately refers to his credentials for
writing about the Jewish war, emphasizing his own presence in every re-
gard: “I have made the veracious record of the whole war and in detail of
the things that happened during it, having been present myself at all the

69 For Polybius’ further comments on the interrogation, see below Chap. 4, B:4.

70 For Josephus’ family, education and career, cf., e.g., Thackeray, Josephus, pp. 3-
22; Shutt, Studies in Josephus, pp. 1-7; Rajak, Josephus, pp. 11-45; Bartlett, Jews in
the Hellenistic World, pp. 72-76; Bilde, Flavius Josephus, pp. 27-60; Mason, Josephus
and the New Testament, pp. 35-52.

71 For the events in Galilee and Jerusalem during 66-67 CE, see Cohen, Josephus in
Galilee and Rome, pp. 181-231.

72 For Josephus’ activities in Rome, which perhaps were primarily literary, see Co-
hen, Josephus in Galilee and Rome, pp. 232-242.

73 Varneda mentions rightly autopsy as being extremely important for Josephus, but
he neglects to discuss the evidence at hand (The Historical Method of Josephus, pp. 275-
276).

74 Cohen, “History and Historiography”, pp. 1-11.
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events” (Ap. 1:47).75 Other Greek historians, he claims, have merely put
together a few hearsay reports without taking the trouble to seek in-
formation from those who know the facts, without having visited the sites
or been near the actions they describe (Ap. 1:45-46).7¢ They ought to
realize that it is their duty to obtain exact knowledge either by entering
into close contact with the events or by inquiring those who know them
(Ap. 1:53).77 He himself kept careful record of all that went on under his
eyes in the Roman camp; and he was the only one to understand the
information brought by deserters (Ap. 1:49).78

6. Tacitus

The Greek historians set the pattern to be continued by the Romans. With
the exception of Livy, the latter group employed autopsy in a manner
similar to the one of the Greeks. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for what it is
worth,” praises Fabius Pictor and Cincius Alimentus, two third century
Roman historians writing in Greek, for relating with great exactness only
the events at which they themselves had been present and thus were well
acquainted with (Ant. Roma. I 6:2).

Tacitus is the most prominent representative of the Roman historians
writing in Latin. Although he never tells us to what extent he was himself
an eyewitness,?0 it is evident that he spent considerable effort to seek out
others who had observed certain matters of interest to him. Most well-
known is perhaps his request to Pliny the Younger for an eyewitness re-
port of the death of Pliny’s uncle in the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE. In
letters sixteen and twenty of book six, Pliny gives an account of the event,
assuring Tacitus that he has described every incident in detail as he either
witnessed them himself or heard about them immediately afterwards,
when reports were most likely to be accurate (VI 16:22).3! Evidently

75 Eyod Bt woll wepL 10D MOAEROV TOVTOG KOL TTEPL TV Ev 0OTH KOTd pépog YEVO-
LEVOV GANGT THY GVaYPOETV EXONOOUNY TOIG TPAYLOOLY CDTOS GIOCL TOPATUXWY.

76 Cf. his critique of Justus in Vit. 357.

77 Cf. his critique of Greek historians in Ap. 1:15.

78 For other relevant texts in Josephus® writings, see below Chap. 4, A:3.

79 For discussion, cf. Timpe, “Miindlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit”, pp. 266-286; Un-
gern-Sternberg, “Uberlegungen zur frithen romischen Uberlieferung”, pp. 237-265.

80 Chilver, Commentary, p. 35.

81 For an account of these letters within the context of Tacitus’ compositional activity,
see Syme, Tacitus, 1, p. 118. Cf. also, e.g., Martin, Tacitus, p. 30; Mellor, Tacitus, pp.
19-20, 32.
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Tacitus had asked specifically for the information; he wished to be accu-
rately informed by a person who had observed the event itself.

Tacitus’ request is a prime example of the vital importance of direct
and indirect autopsy among the Roman historians. Although Pliny’s
lengthy report probably was included in the lost portion of the Historiae,
one can notice the importance which Tacitus attaches to autopsy as he as-
serts, for instance, that the facts of the miracles of Vespasian at Alexand-
ria go back to eyewitnesses (Hist. 4:81),82 or, to take an example from the
Annales, as he remembers to have heard from some aged senators about
documents seen in the hands of Cn. Piso which would dispel all guilt in
matters of Germanicus and incriminate Tiberius (Ann. 3:16). “When Ta-
citus was composing the Annales”, says Ronald Syme, the nestor among
experts on Tacitus, “it was not too late to question witnesses surviving
from the last years of Nero”.®3 The pattern is thus the same as with the
Greeks; historians seek out eyewitnesses.

7. Conclusion: A Visual Relationship to the Past

These texts suffice for the present purpose. In the following chapters we
shall discuss other texts, pointing to some complicating factors and draw-
ing out further implications. Here we posed a simple question, and we re-
ceived a simple answer: the major Greek and Roman historians who com-
ment on their own and/or others’ practice of inquiry and sources adhered
to Heraclitus’ old dictum. Eyes were surer witnesses than ears. The an-
cient historians exercised autopsy directly and/or indirectly, by being pre-
sent themselves and/or by seeking out and interrogating other eyewit-
nesses; they related to the past visually. Autopsy was the essential means
to reach back to the past. They acted very much like oral historians, aim-
ing to hear the living voices of those who were present.

They also permitted the accounts of the eyewitnesses to become a vital
part of their own writings, of their own written stories. The accounts of
the eyewitnesses, whether they were the accounts of the historians them-
selves or of other persons, were heard and recorded in view of their re-
trospective character. In this way, by including these accounts in their
written works, the historians gave the writings a fundamental diachronic
dimension; they created story as history.

82 Chilver and Townend think of witnesses who were perhaps present in the imperial
household thirty years after the event (Commentary, p. 84).
83 Syme, Tacitus, 1, p. 300.
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It is important to realize that the notion of the primacy of sight was not
restricted to the historians only, but, as we saw, part of the ancient Greek
theory of cognition. It was deeply embedded in the socio-cultural setting
of the New Testament. What the historians show with clarity is that sight
became an essential methodological repertoire and practice for reaching
back to the past, especially that past which was not too far removed from
the present. They epitomize the need of autopsy for any person who was
seriously interested in finding out and recording what had happened at an
earlier time. As such, they reflect most clearly the visual aspect of the
ancient Greek and Roman way of relating to the past.

B. The Early Christians

So what about the early Christians as the gospel tradition emerged and
developed? In view of the extreme importance attached to sight in the
Greek and Roman environment, it is indeed likely that eyewitness testi-
mony played an essential role during that development. But what actual
evidence do we have? Some texts claim it existed, to be sure, Luke 1:1-2
most explicitly so. But these texts reflect primarily the author’s view of
the matter, and as such, they are first and foremost reflective of how the
notion of autopsy was encoded into a story, and only on a secondary level
of the actual practice of inquiry. I shall therefore deal with these texts as
part of a discussion of how history enters into the world of the story.84
Here we need to work with more circumstantial evidence, it seems. Is it
probable that eyewitnesses existed and, equally important, that they func-
tioned as informants during the emergence and development of the gospel
tradition? Who are the likely candidates?

1. Eyewitness but not Informant

Not all the people who saw Jesus were informants; not all of them told
other persons in touch with larger portions of the Jesus tradition about
what they had seen. Even if one accepts the notion that various small units
existed at an early stage of the gospel tradition, it is evident that at a cer-
tain point some people must have received sufficient information to
mould the various units into a more or less coherent and chronological
outline. Many inhabitants of different places must have seen him - he att-

84 Chap. 5, B:1-5.
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racted the masses — and discussed him, without ever having conveyed that
experience beyond the limited circle of family and close friends. Several
people hearing and observing Jesus appear merely as shadows in the
gospels. One cannot without further ado speak of them as eyewitnesses
and informants.

For that reason, Martin Dibelius’ bold attempt to identify the anony-
mous young man in Mark 14:51 or Simon of Cyrene, the father of Alex-
ander and Rufus, in Mark 15:21 as original eyewitnesses and informants
of Jesus’ passion is no more than pure conjecture;3 it can be neither pro-
ved nor disproved. The strange episode concerning the flight of a naked
young man is probably not, as Dibelius thought, without significance in
the Markan story itself.8 His anonymity might perhaps have been inten-
tional even from the time of the early formation of the passion story.?7
The reference to the two sons of Simon of Cyrene is more to the point as
a way to identify an eyewitness; but again, Simon’s function as an eyewit-
ness is not pointed out. The listing of his sons may simply have served to
distinguish him from other men of the same name.

Likewise, Bo Reicke’s reference to various persons as eyewitnesses and
informants, though certainly focusing on important individuals, is some-
times more plausible within the range of his own over-all hypothesis than
within the picture emerging from the fragmentary information of the
New Testament texts themselves.88 The only substantial reason, for in-
stance, to place Philip and his daughters in the position of informants of
Luke is that the author of Acts refers to them in a “we-section” (Acts
21:8-9). On no occasion are they presented as eyewitnesses and infor-
mants. Other scholars sometimes relate also the notice of Papias, that he
received a wonderful story from Philip’s daughters (Eus., Hist. Eccl. III

85 Cf. above Chap. 1, C:1. Dibelius was not alone. Cf., e.g., Taylor, The Gospel Ac-
cording to St. Mark, p. 562; Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus, p. 324.

86 Cf., e.g., Fleddermann, “The Flight of a Naked Young Man”, pp. 412—418; Jack-
son, “Why the Youth Shed his Cloak and Fled Naked”, pp. 273-289, both with surveys
of various proposals. Haren brings out a new suggestion for the identity of the young
man, proposing Lazarus, but he does not deny the significance of the episode in the Mar-
kan story (“The Naked Young Man”, pp. 525-531).

87 Cf. Theien, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte, pp. 196-200. TheiBen argues that
the anonymity of the person who cut off the ear of the high-priest’s slave (Mark 14:47)
and of the naked young man was actually due to the traditionists attempt to protect them
by hiding their identity from the authorities in Jerusalem. “Ihre Anonymitit ist Schutz-
anonymitit, die Verdunkelung ihrer positiven Beziehung zu Jesus Vorsichtsstrategie”
(ibid., p. 198).

88 For his view, see above Chap. 1, C:4.
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39:9),%9 but that story has evidently nothing to do with the Jesus tradition.
All we can say is that such a view of Philip and his daughters is indeed
possible; but it is impossible to verify — or, for that reason, to refute —
with scholarly evidence.

It is true that certain reconstructions will be necessary to make sense of
the fragmentary character of the material. Yet, if we are not to end up.in
complete guess work, we will have to abide by the texts themselves and
see to what extent they provide a portrayal which identifies certain per-
sons as capable of being eyewitnesses and informants in the line of the
emerging gospel tradition.

2. The Local People

This is not to deny that some anonymous people must have played a cer-
tain role. In many societies untouched by the advanced information tech-
nologies that have been made possible through the extensive spread of
writing and printing, the local people plays an important role in preser-
ving and conveying anecdotes attached to a certain village or region. Nu-
merous anthropological studies show this to be the case even today. Oral
historians always try to take seriously the accounts and the experiences of
seemingly unimportant people, the perspective of the inhabitants of a par-
ticular place. The oral history approach is essentially, as we said in the
previous chapter, a “move from below”.

As Herman Verdin points out,”° this interest in the local people was
prevalent also among the ancient Greek historians. Herodotus often speaks
of the émiywpiror as his informants; Thucydides and Polybius employed,
with even more sophistication, material of a similar, local character. Lo-
cal historians, says Dionysius as he strangely criticizes Thucydides, are
obliged to reproduce local legends in the form in which they are passed
on from parents to children (Th. 7). Local history — horography — emer-
ged even as a genre of its own,®" as one may infer from the histories of
the native cities of the fourth century historians Phaeneas of Eresos (wpv-
tovelg 'Epecinv), Ephorus of Cyme (FrGrHist 70 F 1) and Theopompus

89 Cf. Baum, Lukas als Historiker, pp. 332-334, who repeats Harnack’s old view.

90 Verdin, “Notes sur I’ attitude des historiens Grecs”, pp. 183-200. For more detailed
documentation, see below Chap. 4, A:2.

91 Dionysius dates the origin of horography in the period before Thucydides and He-
rodotus (Th. 5). But the actual date is probably later. See Fornara, The Nature of His-
tory, pp. 17-23.
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of Chios (FrGrHist 115 F 305), and from the Roman popularization of
the official annales maximi mentioned in, for instance, Antonius’ reply to
Catulus (Cic., De Orat. 11 12:52-53).92

No doubt, many people in the villages must have seen and heard Jesus.
This peculiar man had visited their very own region and village; he had
spoken there and performed mighty acts right where they lived and
worked. It is quite likely therefore, on a general level, that hearsay and
rumours soon existed. They had originated with various persons who had
heard him speaking and/or observed his actions at a specific location. He
was being “proclaimed” from early on. “For his name had become
known”, Mark comments as he is to tell of some people’s estimate of Jesus
(6:14).

We detect this phenomenon of rumour most clearly in the fact that sick
persons come up to Jesus or are being brought to him. People have heard
of him and expect miraculous healings to take place. The woman suffer-
ing from irregular bleedings, for instance, approaches Jesus because “she
had heard” of him; she had heard people’s talk of his mighty deeds (Mark
5:27).%3 Or take the blind Bartimaeus, who calls out for mercy “when he
heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth” walking along the road (Mark 10:47).
The Markan comments and reports harmonize with how rumours usually
arise around peculiar and fascinating persons.?* They existed apparently
very early and were already being spread around in the villages and bey-
ond.

Gerd Theien has shown convincingly that some local traits did even-
tually enter into the gospel tradition.’> Notice, for instance, the peculiar
fact that the three miracles connected with the lake of Gennesaret (Mark
4:35-41; 5:1-20; 6:45-52) use the term OoAacoo, “sea”, instead of the
normal Aipvm, “lake”. Such a practice is explainable from both the Semi-
tic background reflected in the LXX as well as the language of the local
people at the shores of Gennesaret. For them a small “lake” could easily
become a “sea”. It reflects an epichoric perspective, the limited world-

92 Fornara, The Nature of History, pp. 16-28.
93 The MSS vary between dxodooca mepy T0d " Incod and dxodooca T& wepr T0d
"Incod.
94 Cf. Abel, “The Psychology of Memory and Rumor Transmission”, pp. 270-281.
In addition to entertaining a simplistic view of the role of eyewitnesses in early Christiani-
ty, Abel fails, however, to distinguish sufficiently between different settings of memori-
zation and transmission. What might be spread as a rumour in certain popular contexts
might in other, more organized settings be preserved and elaborated systematically.
95 TheiBen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte.
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view of the “small” people living and working in the region.’® As it
seems, local people’s talk about Jesus did have some affect on the material
later to be recorded in the synoptic gospels. It was spread beyond their
own, immediate surroundings. The persons preserving and working on
the gospel tradition and the evangelists editing the material into coherent
narratives did not abolish entirely the simple and local character of the
material.

In all its fragmentary fashion, the evidence indicates the importance of
some local eyewitness-accounts as the gospel tradition emerged and deve-
loped. The inhabitants of the villages are not portrayed directly as infor-
mants in the texts, but apparently they somehow functioned as such. What
the local people had seen and experienced was maintained and presented —
at least in part — from their very own perspective.

3. The Disciples: the Group versus the Individual

As we noted in the previous chapter,®’ oral historians of today often at-
tempt to control the uniqueness of each eyewitness account with a sense of
its representativeness and a careful method of strategic sampling. In order
to do this, one needs to single out persons who are representative of a lar-
ger group, and compare their versions with each other. Groups are im-
portant, but one needs to focus on the individuals within each group, be-
cause the collective version might be entirely different from the version
of the individual. The uniqueness as well as the representativeness of each
life story is at the center of the oral history approach.

The disciples constitute, of course, the most evident group of eyewit-
nesses of Jesus’ active ministry.?® They had followed Jesus during an ex-
tended part of his career; they had listened to his teaching and preaching
in public as well as in private; they had observed his mighty acts, etc.
They must have had common memories and common experiences. The
group had its central identity in Jesus, in what he said and did, in what he
was to its members. It is thus but a short step to assume that they actually
formed a decisive body of eyewitnesses and informants, to be questioned
and interrogated as the gospel tradition eventually took shape and deve-
loped.

96 See further TheiBen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte, pp. 111-115.

97 See above Chap. 1, B:1.

98 For the question of the historical Jesus and his twelve disciples, see Meier, “The
Circle of the Twelve”, pp. 635-672.
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This apparently never happened. Just as the old form-critics have been
criticized for assuming that the transmission of the Jesus tradition was
merely a collective enterprise integrated within the various activities of
the entire communities of believers, so one may also question the possi-
bility of a collective oral history within the group of disciples. The dis-
ciples never formed such a coherent group of persons, even less were
they trained in the techniques of memory and transmission.

The material at hand indicates instead a certain focus on a few leading
individuals within the group of disciples — a sampling of the prominent
representatives. Here the synoptic gospel narratives are in basic agree-
ment. Most of the disciples remain inconspicuous, being included in the
larger group without carrying any individual traits. Only Peter — or Si-
mon — and the sons of Zebedee — and of course, in his own way, Judas
Iscariot — are characters of whom we hear more specifically.”® The situa-
tion portrayed outside of the gospel narratives, depicting the post-Easter
perspective, is very much the same. The Twelve are presented as a lead-
ing group (Acts 6:2), but Peter and John are the only ones concerning
whom any details are given.!% Of James, John’s brother, we learn merely
that he was killed by Herod (Acts 12:2).10! Galatians 2:9 also implies that
Peter — or Cephas — and John attained a position of leadership together
with James, the Lord’s brother. Although we have no reason here to dis-
cuss in detail the historicity of the Twelve as a group and their historical
position as apostles, we take notice that most of them are presented as
being nothing else but members of a group, lacking all individuality,
while only a few are portrayed in more specific terms. Not the group but
certain individuals within the group are given historical specificity.

99 In Mark 1:29 Andrew, Peter’s brother, is mentioned together with Simon as the
owner of a house, but the parallels in Matt 8:14 and Luke 4:38 mention only Peter/Si-
mon. According to Mark 13:3 he is also present with the other three on the Mount of
Olives, but the parallels in Matt 24:3 and Luke 21:7 omit any specificity regarding which
disciples that were present. — Levi’s, or Matthew’s, call is mentioned together with an
event taking place in his (probably implied also in Matt 9:10) house (Mark 2:13-17
parr.).

100 Philip, who is mentioned in Acts 8:5—40, is probably not to be identified with one
of the Twelve carrying the same name (Luke 6:14; Acts 1:13), because in Acts 8:1 all the
apostles are said to remain in Jerusalem. Rather, Philip, one of the seven, is implied. Cf.
Acts 6:5; 21:8.

101 “James” is mentioned again later in the same chapter (12:17), but this must be Ja-
mes the Lord’s brother.
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4. Peter

Peter appears as the most significant sample. The New Testament provi-
des images of him that strongly point to his important position as an
eyewitness and informant concerning Jesus. The prominent role he plays
in the group of disciples is evident in all three synoptic gospels. His func-
tion as some kind of representative is linked to the peculiar characteriza-
tion of him with both positive and negative traits. The most evident ex-
ample is the account of his so-called confession coupled with Jesus’ pre-
diction of his own death and resurrection. In Mark Peter represents first
the confessing and then the “satanic” disciples (Mark 8:27-33). On both
occasions he is singled out as their spokesman.!?? The same image is
maintained in Matthew and Luke, which even enhance his representative
role. The latter expresses also a more favourable attitude towards him.

As the most prominent disciple, he is of course also the most prominent
eyewitness. Whenever there are moments where only some of the dis-
ciples are present, one is sure to find Peter among them, always mentio-
ned first. Together with James and John he is with Jesus as he restores a
girl to life (Mark 5:37/Luke 8:51), at the transfiguration (Mark 9:2
parr.), where only Peter speaks to Jesus (Mark 9:5 parr.), and in Gethse-
mane (Mark 14:33/Matt 26:37), where the address is directed only to Pe-
ter (Mark 14:37/Matt 26:40).19% The Markan author pictures him as pre-
sent at the Mount of Olives together with James, John and Andrew (Mark
13:3). Sometimes he is the only disciple present. Only Peter follows Jesus
into the courtyard of the high priest (Mark 14:54 parr.; Mark 14:66—72
parr.). Like Paul, Luke also maintains the conviction, it seems, that Peter
was the first of the disciples to see the risen Lord (1 Cor 15:5; Luke
24:34).'%4 Alone or together with some of the other disciples, he is the
primary eyewitness of them all.

Peter’s function is not merely that of an observer. At some points his
role as an eyewitness has to do with remembering and conveying infor-

102 Peter’s representative role is quite evident in 8:29, because his declaration is placed
within an address to all the disciples. I take the remark in 8:33, that Jesus turned and
looked at his disciples, as well as the following teaching to the crowd with his disiples,
as indication of Peter’s representative function as a “satanic” disciple. This is of course
not to say that his individuality is entirely absent (cf. Wiarda, “Peter as Peter”, pp. 28—
30). It is precisely as an individual that Peter represents the disciples. See further below
Chap. 6, B:6 and B:8.

103 Luke 22:46 has Jesus speak to all the disciples.

104 The Lukan author seems to employ already formulated material at this point. See
Dietrich, Das Petrusbild, pp. 158-163.
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mation concerning Jesus. Who else would be more suitable to such a
function than the primary eyewitness? Already in the earliest gospel nar-
rative, it is Peter who twice remembers what has happened or what Jesus
has said (Mark 11:21; 14:72).195 In Matthew’s special material concerning
the temple tax, which breathes a setting of when the temple was still in
function, it is to Peter that those who want to know something about Jesus
the teacher turn (Matt 17:24). This image of Peter is re-enforced in the
early post-Easter situation. Acts clearly portrays him as the one who
cares for the proper transmission of the items concerned with Jesus; he is
the one who recollects his words and deeds. He takes responsibility for
ascertaining that someone acquainted with the active ministry of Jesus
from personal experience is added to the group of the eleven apostles
(Acts 1:21-22); he is emphatic about his own and the other apostles’ mi-
nistry of being reliable witnesses not only to the resurrection (1:22; 2:32;
3:15),196 but to that which they have seen and heard (4:20), to all that Je-
sus did both in Judea and in Jerusalem (10:39), to Jesus being the one or-
dained by God as judge of the living and the dead (10:42); he tells his
version about Jesus in such a bold way as was unusual for uneducated and
ordinary men, but perfectly possible for companions of Jesus (4:13); and
he is the one to remember and quote what the Lord had said (11:16; cf.
1:5). If Acts is only roughly correct in this picture, it implies Peter’s emi-
nent role as an eyewitness and informant, deeply concerned to secure the
Jesus tradition.

This depiction of Peter as an eyewitness who remembers and conveys
information concerning Jesus cannot be entirely fictitious. It is impossible
to find any reasonable historical explanation to this characterization had
he not in fact been an important eyewitness and transmitter of Jesus’
words and deeds. A radical retrojection of a late, post-Easter image of
Peter would probably have looked quite different,!®” more elevated and
less contradictory. In Galatians 1:18, moreover, Paul implies that Peter
was the most important of the apostles in Jerusalem. It was him only
whom Paul was eager to learn to know during his two weeks in Jerusa-
lem, '8 perhaps in order to receive first-hand information about Jesus’

105 Lane’s comment on Mark 11:21 is noteworthy: “The remark that Peter remembe-
red (cf. Ch. 14:72) suggests that the entire incident was associated with the Petrine me-
moirs in the tradition” (The Gospel according to Mark, p. 409).

106 Tn Acts 5:32 Peter and the apostles speak together of being witnesses.

107 Feldmeier, “The Portrayal of Peter”, pp. 59-60.

108 Hofius shows that the expression 16t0opelv Tivo. means primarily “to learn to know
someone” (“Gal 1 18”, pp. 73-85).
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life and teaching.!® Already in the early 30s Peter,!!° the simple Galilean
fisherman, was apparently a person whom even a newly converted proto-
rabbi, who was probably trained in advanced techniques of torah trans-
mission, took effort to become acquainted with. The simple fisherman
must have had important things to tell his learned friend.!!!

5. The Women at the Cross and the Tomb

a. “An Exegesis of the Silence”

Throughout the centuries, the memories and experiences of women have
frequently been ignored and silenced. It happens in modern times, as the
development of the oral history discipline has brought to light,!!2 and it
happened in antiquity. Ancient Jewish writings reveal, generally speaking,
a low estimation of women as reliable witnesses.!!3 “From women let no

109 This is the thesis of Kilpatrick (“Galatians 1:18”, pp. 144—149) and Dunn (“The
Relationship between Paul and Jerusalem”, pp. 463—466). Hofius has pointed to the
shaky philological basis of Kilpatrick’s and, in particular, Dunn’s argumentation (cf. the
response by Dunn, “Once more — Gal 1 18”7, pp. 138-139, and the restatement in his The
Theology of Paul, p. 188), but leaves a possibility open: “Natiirlich ist es denkbar (wenn
auch nicht beweisbar), daB3 Paulus sich bei seinem zweiwdchigen Aufenthalt im Hause
des Petrus unter anderem auch tiber Jesu Erdenwirken und seine Verkiindigung hat be-
richten lassen” (“Gal 1 18”, p. 85). Wehr insists that Paul did nothing of the sort but tried
only to learn to know Peter (Petrus und Paulus, p. 41 n. 52), building on Hofius without
noticing that this scholar actually recognizes that the philological data do not exclude the
possibility that the two discussed certain matters with each other.

110 For chronology I follow Riesner, who dates Jesus’ crucifixion to 14 Nissan (7
April) in the year 30 (Die Friihzeit des Apostels Paulus, pp. 51-52). So also Stuhlma-
cher, Biblische Theologie, 1, p. 55.

111 For a full appreciation of this visit, see Hengel/Schwemer, Paulus zwischen Da-
maskus und Antiochien, pp. 229-236.

112 The literature is growing. See, e.g., Roberts’ account of the oral history of wor-
king-class women in three towns of north Lancashire in the period 1890-1940, A Wo-
man’s Place, and its sequel Women and Families (with further bibliography). It has also
been felt that the oral history methodology does not always serve the interests of wo-
men’s oral history. See the collection of essays edited by Gluck and Patai, Women's
Words. For discussion and further literature, see also Sangster, “Telling our stories”, pp.
87-100.

113 For a survey of previous research, see Ilan, Jewish Women, pp. 2-21. In the sub-
sequent volume Mine and Yours are Hers, llan establishes specific criteria in order to
open up the corpus of rabbinic literature for the feminist scholar. Cf. also her most recent
study Integrating Women into Second Temple History.
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evidence be accepted, because of the levity and insolence of their sex”,!14
Josephus comments on Deuteronomy 19:15 (Ant. 4:219). He represents
the dominating ancient Jewish view. The rabbis made the same determi-
nation.!!’ Yes, the Jew was, according to Rabbi Judah, to praise God daily
that he was not created a woman (t. Ber. 7:18).116 There were exceptions
to this rule, to be sure, and it had its special relevance in legal contexts.!!”
Josephus himself knows to report, for instance, that Salome, Herod’s sis-
ter, was among the persons presiding in the trial of his two sons with
Mariamne (Bell. 1:538) and that she was brought in to testify against An-
tipater (Ant. 17:93).118 Women’s testimony could sometimes, it seems, be
accepted.!!® And as Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza reminds us, the Jesus
movement, with its women, was essentially a Jewish movement.!20 But
these occasions do not reflect the general rule, and there must have been a
reason why women were mostly excluded as witnesses in legal procee-
dings. Their situation might have been somewhat better according to Ro-
man law, but again, only in exceptional circumstances.!2!

The four gospel narratives of the New Testament speak indeed of fe-
male characters, but these characters are for the most part not given a
prominent position in the plots. The important characters are men. The
women are minor characters. In the synoptics an androcentric perspective
takes over indeed; the voices of women are no more to be heard in their

114 yyvonk@dv 8t ui €otm poptopic dud xovedTnTo Kol Bpccog T0D YEvoug ad-
TAV.

115 Cf,, e.g., m. Rosh HaSh. 1:8; m. Ket. 2:5-6; m. Sot. 3:4 (the statement of R.
Eliezer); m. Abot 1:5; y. Rosh HaSh. 57¢ (cf. b. Sanh. 27b); b. Rosh HaSh. 22a; b. Sot.
47b; b. Shebu. 29b.

116 Cf. also y. Ber. 13b; b. Men. 43b.

117 The legal setting is stressed by Vahrenhorst, “‘Se non & vero, & ben trovato’”, pp.
282-288.

118 Most likely 1QSa 1:11 does not contain a reference to a female witness. See
Baumgarten, “On the Testimony of Women in 1QSa”, pp. 266-269.

119 See further Wegner, Chattel or Person?, pp. 120-123; Ilan, Jewish Women, pp.
163-166; Maccini, Her Testimony is True, pp. 63-97. Cf. also Swidler, Biblical Affir-
mations of Women, pp. 99-110; Wegner, “The Image and Status of Women”, pp. 68—
93.

120 Schiissler Fiorenza puts it in her own terms: “The discipleship of equals called
forth by Jesus was a Jewish discipleship” (In Memory of Her, p. 107).

121 Gardner, Women in Roman Law & Society, Arlandson, Women, Class, and So-
ciety, pp. 14-119. The most important literary and visual sources for the lives of ancient
women are collected and discussed in Fantham/Foley/Kampen/Pomeroy/Shapiro, Wo-
men in the Classical World.
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own right.!22 The Lukan story, for instance, tends to pair women with
men, enhancing and legitimizing the female characters, as it appears, by
reference to the existence and action of males.!?*> What women have to
say and what women do is of less importance. Their words are like “idle
talk” (Luke 24:11). Paul, moreover, is in 1 Corinthians 15:5-7 entirely
silent about the women’s role as witnesses of the resurrection. No one
could believe “a hysterical female”, such was later the view of the Jews
according to Celsus (Orig., Cels. 2:55), and such was evidently the view
behind the curious reserve about the witness of women in earlier works
as well.!?4 It is thus not implausible that the role of women as eyewitnes-
ses and informants concerning Jesus was suppressed during the course of
transmission and redaction. To study the role of women during the for-
mation of the gospel tradition requires therefore, with the words of Carla
Ricci, “an exegesis of the silence”.!?

b. Mark 15:40—41, 47; 16:1, 4-5

Yet, we do have some explicit comments. Perhaps the women were not
actually that far removed from the more limited circle of disciples. The
Markan story seems to indicate such a view on at least one occasion,!?¢ in
15:4041:

“There were also women looking on from a distance, among whom were also Mary

122 Dewey, “Women in the Synoptic Gospels”, pp. 53-60.

123 [ am aware of simplifying a complex picture. The most important contributions to
the discussion of the role of women in Luke-Acts have recently been discussed by Col-
lins, “Did Luke Intend a Disservice to Women in the Martha and Mary Story?”, pp. 104—
111. Cf. also Corley, Private Women, pp. 108-146; Arlandson, Women, Class, and So-
ciety, pp. 120-193; Bieberstein, Verschwiegene Jiingerinnen; Thurston, Women in the
New Testament, pp. 96-128. The dissertation of W. V. Whitney, “Women in Luke. An
Application of a Reader-Response Hermeneutic” (Southern Baptist Theological Semina—
ry, Louiville KY, 1990), was not available to me.

124 So Setzer, “Excellent Women”, pp. 270-271. The ramifications of Celsus’ criti-
que is discussed in a most informative manner by Bowersock, Fiction as History.

125 Ricci, Mary Magdalene, pp. 19-28. In order to fill out this “silence”, Ricci is,
however, often rather bold and speculative, in my opinion, thus failing to explain con-
vincingly precisely why the texts are silent. To refer to the androcentric dominance of the
culture is not sufficient as long as we cannot show how that dominance influenced the
transmission of the Jesus tradition. I shall attempt to give a partial explanation below,
Chap. 4, B:5.

126 The author might indicate a positive view of women also in other ways. It is per-
haps significant that female characters play important roles in 5:24-34; 7:25-30; 12:41-
44; 14:3-9. See Beavis, “Women as Models of Faith”, pp. 3-9.
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Magdalene and Mary the mother of James the younger and [Mary the mother] of Joses

and Salome, who used to follow him and serve him when he was in Galilee, and many

other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem”.!?’

Labels of discipleship are here employed to describe the women’s action.
They “followed” Jesus and “served” him in Galilee.'?® Both verbs occur
in the imperfect,'?® suggesting a customary past action. They used to
follow him; they used to serve him during an extended part of his Gali-
lean ministry.!3? Although it may be most accurate not to call them
“disciples”, because they are, after all, never explicitly identified as po-
ontpwo in the gospels,!?! they were, it seems, habitual followers of Je-
sus. 132

The text is part of the passion narrative, and one detects indication of
the women’s importance especially in passages dealing with the passion
and resurrection of Jesus. The women are observers, eyewitnesses, of
these events. Mark 15:40 has precisely this aspect in focus. Although at
some distance, the women observe the death of Jesus. The verb used is

127 ficav 8t xal yvvaikeg Gmd paxpéfev Bewpodoar, év aig xai Mapio 1 Maydo-
Anvil kol Mopio 1) Tokdpov 100 pikpod xat Toofitog pitnp kol Taddun, of te fv
év 1§] FoMdaio koAov80VV 0dTd KoL Sincdévoy avTd, kol GAAGL TOAAOL ¢l cuv-
oavofocon avtd eig Tepoodrvuo.

128 The two expressions often function as labels of discipleship in rabbinic literature.
See Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 90, 97. Davies states correctly: “The fact that
in Mark xv. 41 those who serve are women does not make the terminology less signifi-
cant” (The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount, p. 423). Already 1 Kgs 19:20-21 em-
ploys both *=nk 757, “to walk after”, and N, “to serve”, for the relationship between
Elijah and Elisha.

129 Corley detects an undercurrent of a scandal in the two verbs, because the women
could easily be categorized as sexually available slaves (Private Women, pp. 85-86).
Undercurrents among a “Hellenistic audience” are always possible, but the two verbs in
Mark need to be seen in conjunction; and the parallel from Philostratus’ Life of Apollo-
nius, which Corley cites in support of her thesis, does not use that pair of verbs at all.

130 Schiissler Fiorenza takes note also of the verb cvvovofoivelv as a way to cha-
racterize discipleship and relates it to Acts 13:31, where the same term is used (Jn Memo-
ry of Her, p. 321). But Acts is hardly relevant for interpreting Mark; and the term is not,
after all, a specific expression of discipleship.

131 This term is used only in Acts 9:36. — Witherington correctly points out that Mark
reserves the term padntiig for the Twelve, yet he calls the women in Mark “disciples of
long standing” (Women in the Ministry of Jesus, p. 122). More cautious, however,
Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 11, pp. 1155-1157.

132 Munro, “Women Disciples in Mark?”, pp. 225-241; Schiissler Fiorenza, In Me-
mory of Her, pp. 316-323. Munro and Schiissler Fiorenza agree, though with different
emphases, to call the women in Mark disciples, despite the question-mark in the title of
Munro’s article.
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fewpeiv, “to look at, observe, perceive”. It implies more than the casual
registration of an item; they are there to observe. Their function as eye-
witnesses is further accentuated as three or four of them are singled out
by name.!33 There was evidently the need to be specific at this point,
perhaps because as female eyewitnesses they were already from the outset
somewhat suspect.!34

Next time the women are mentioned is in Mark 15:47. Their role as
observers is again at the fore: “Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of
Joses saw where it [viz., the body] was laid”.!3% This time two witnesses
are sufficient (cf. Deut 19:15), but again 6ewpeiv is used, and again the
women are mentioned by name. The previous verse refers to the place of
the grave somewhat obscurely, which makes the women’s observation all
the more necessary.!3¢ They were not there to secure the proper burial,
as is sometimes claimed, but — so the text says — to see for themselves
where Jesus’ body was actually placed.!?” Specifically named women are
thus eyewitnesses of Jesus’ death as well as of the location of his tomb.

The text immediately continues in 16:1, 4-5 with a further reference to
their role as important eyewitnesses:

“When the sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salo-
me bought spices in order to go and anoint him. [...] When they looked up, they saw that
the stone was rolled back. For it was very large. As they entered the tomb, they saw a

young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side”.!*8

This time the mother of James is said to accompany Mary Magdalene.
Nonetheless, their function is again partly the same. For the third time in
the passion narrative women are present, and for the third time they are

133 Perhaps we should distinguish between Mary the mother of James and Mary the
mother of Joses. So Pesch, Das Markusevangelium, 11, pp. 505-508. In 15:47 only
Mary the mother of Joses is mentioned, and in 16:1 only Mary the mother of James. It is
not necessary for our purposes to take a definite stand on this issue.

134 Cf. Gerhardsson, “Kvinnorna som vittnen”, p. 51; Gerhardsson, “Mark and the
Female Witnesses”, p. 219.

135 1y 3¢ Mapia 1 MoydoAnv) xoi Mapic 1 Tecfitog €6edpovv mod Téberton

136 Cf. Pesch, Das Markusevangelium, 11, p. 516.

137 Matthew and Luke agree essentially concerning the main point, though they wea-
ken somewhat the aspect of witnessing — the former by not using 8ewpeiv (Matt 27:61)
and the latter by not identifying the women at this point (Luke 23:55; but cf. 24:10).

138 xoi Sraryevougvov 100 coffdrov Mapia 1 Moydainvi xai Mepia 1 [tod]
ToxdBov xoi Toidun fydpacav dpdpata iva EAbodoon dlelywoiv odtov. [...] xai
avopréyacar Bewpodov 8TL dmokexditotar O AiBog fv yap péyag ceddpo. koi
eloerodoon €ig TO pvnueiov eidov veaviokov kabiuevov év toig de&oig mepifefin -
pévov GTorllv Aevknv.
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portrayed as observers and mentioned by name. The verbs used are 6ew-
pEiv — again — and 0pdv.13® They see a young man in a white robe instead
of finding Jesus’ body. The young man points out to them that the tomb
was empty, urging them to see for themselves the place where they laid
him (16:6). Specifically named women are thus eyewitnesses of Jesus’
death and of the location of his tomb, as well as of the empty tomb itself.

It is unlikely that this picture of the women is merely a part of the
Markan fiction. All three passages are surely pre-Markan.!4® Mark pro-
bably depends here on a pre-synoptic source with colours suggesting an
early origin in Jerusalem.!4! Whatever the Easter experience of the wo-
men actually involved, and there is reason to expect some legendary em-
bellishment, as we shall see in a subsequent chapter,!4? it is indeed plau-
sible that their role as eyewitnesses of the passion and the empty tomb
from early on was a firm part of the tradition. Soon after the death of Je-
sus, it seems, members of the community in Jerusalem realized that cer-
tain women had, in fact, observed Jesus dying, that they had seen the lo-
cation of his tomb and experienced something which convinced them that
it was empty.

¢. Mary Magdalene

Just as Peter is accorded a leading role among the disciples, Mary Mag-
dalene stands out as of special importance in the group of women. The
gnostics, we know, came to love her.? They attributed a significant role
to her, perhaps as a reaction against the patriarchal structures of the lead-
ing ecclesiological institutions at the time.'#* Although the view of these

139 Matthew maintains the aspect of observing, and even enhances it. Although the
stone is not an issue for the women in Matthew, they come to the tomb in order to ob-
serve (Bewpijoan) it (28:1), implicitly thus to confirm that Jesus is dead (Longstaff, “The
Women at the Tomb”, pp. 277-282); and they are subsequently commanded by the angel
to see (1dete) the actual place where Jesus lay (28:6). Luke diminishes this aspect. The
women found (edpov) the stone rolled away (24:2); and they did not find (00y edpov) the
body (24:3). He reports the identity of the women only subsequently (24:10), but it is’
eventually Peter who sees (BAémer) the linen cloths (24:12).

140 So also, e.g., Hengel, “Maria Magdalena”, p. 246.

141 See below Chap. 6, B:3.

142 See below Chap. 4, B:5.

143 See Marjanen, The Woman Jesus Loved, with a survey of earlier research (pp. 1-
21). Cf., in addition to the literature mentioned there, Boer, Mary Magdalene, pp. 58—
117. For a broader survey of research on Mary Magdalene, see Thimmes, “Memory and
Re-Vision”, pp. 193-226.

144 S0 Heine, “Eine Person von Rang und Namen”, pp. 188-190, 194.
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circles was repeatedly marginalized, it is not certain that the prominence
attached to her was entirely out of line with the situation of the first cen-
tury.'4> Her importance is indicated already in the synoptic gospel stories.
A peculiar feature is that she is not identified in relation to her family, as
the other women are, but in relation to her place of living. In particular,
one notices, with Martin Hengel,'4¢ that whenever the authors of the
gospel narratives list her together with other women, they always men-
tion her first. John 19:25 is an exception, evidently using the women’s re-
lation to Jesus as a criterion for the order in which the women, probably
four,'47 are listed; but Mary Magdalene is still given prominence by being
included among Jesus’ relatives.

Why was she accorded such an importance? Hengel suggests that her
reputation of being the first one to see the risen Lord was the decisive
factor. Schiissler Fiorenza agrees.!4 And Esther de Boer, though without
a detailed analysis of texts, also speaks of her as a “key witness” to Jesus
death, his burial and the empty tomb with the revelation that goes with
it.!4% Truly, other plausible explanations are hard to find.!3 An appea-
rance of Jesus to her is reported in Matthew 28:9-10; John 20:14-18 and
the appendix in Mark 16:9-11. The three texts differ indeed from each
other to a significant extent. Raymond E. Brown points out, accordingly,
the difficulties involved in assuming that the three versions depend on
each other and argues for the existence of independent traditions of a
christophany to Mary Magdalene.!’! The differences between the Matt-
hean and the Johannine texts are surely significant enough to make it dif-

145 Bovon states; “Seul le recours 2 une ou des traditions paléo-chrétiennes, discréte-
ment écartées par la Grande Eglise, explique cette survie. Le poids culturel, historique,
sociologique et méme mythologique de 1’époque a amplifié, modifi€ ou méme tordu ce
vieil héritage ... Mais il n’a pas donné naissance a ces vieilles traditions” (“Le privilege
pascal de Marie-Madeleine”, pp. 56-57).

146 Hengel, “Maria Magdalena”, pp. 248-251.

147 Maccini, Her Testimony is True, pp. 185-187.

148 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, p. 139.

149 Boer, Mary Magdalene, pp. 45-55.

150 Walker, in his strained attempt to show that the postcrucifixion appearances of Je-
sus have nothing to do with the resurrection faith, thinks that the account of the appea-
rance to Mary Magdalene is a late attempt to legitimize her place of prominence (“Post-
crucifixion Appearances”, p. 165). But he gives no reason why she was accorded such a
prominence in the first place.

151 Brown, The Gospel according to John, 11, pp. 1002-1003. His arguments are va-
lid in spite of his questionable hypothesis that Matt 28:9—10 is a later insertion. The chris-
tophany serves Matthew quite well as an authoritative enforcement of the angel’s com-
mission in 28:7.
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ficult to envision any direct dependence.!’? Already Pierre Benoit, in a
separate article, while recognizing some similarities between Matthew
28:9-10 and John 20:11a, 14b-18, thus advocated the view that the author
of John made use of an old tradition which the Matthean author resumed
and elaborated.!’3 The Markan version reflects a tradition independent of
the gospel narratives, according to Benoit.!5* Schiissler Fiorenza thus also
speaks of “two independent streams of the Gospel tradition”.}5> Various
solutions to the history of John 20 have indeed been proposed,!¢ but
granted the independent attestation of the christophany and the priority
which all the gospels give to Mary Magdalene among the women who
followed Jesus, the existence of some early roots of the conviction that Je-
sus appeared first to her alone is not implausible.!3” The first evangelist,
in that case, by fusing the christophany with the angel’s commission and
the tradition of the empty tomb, included another Mary into the account,
while the Johannine author, in line with the tradition of a protophany to
Mary Magdalene, elaborated the tradition of the empty tomb in 20:1-10
by focusing also at this point on her alone.!38

152 S0 Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 111, p. 380. Neirynck's attempt to
minimize the significance of these differences is not convincing (“John and the Synop-
tics. The Empty Tomb Stories”, pp. 166—171; cf. also his defence in “John and the Sy-
noptics: 1975-1990”, pp. 34-35). The only real similarity is, after all, the use of the ex-
pression 01 adehot pov in Matt 28:10 and John 20:17, though also this expression is put
in two different grammatical forms in each gospel respectively. Even if the Johannine
author “depended” upon the synoptics at this point, these texts must have been re-oralized
and supplemented to the extent that it becomes somewhat simplistic to speak of his “de-
pendence” upon the synoptics as sources. Neirynck admits the supplementary infor-
mation provided by oral tradition (“John and the Synoptics: 1975-1990”, pp. 14, 59).

153 Benoit, “Marie-Madeleine”, pp. 144—145, 150-152. For some critique of Benoit,
however, cf. Bode, The First Easter Morning, pp. 85-86. Bode does not consider the
priority of Mary Magdalene in the synoptics.

154 Benoit, “Marie-Madeleine”, p. 150 n. 32.

155 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, p. 332.

156 The main options are listed by Neirynck, “John and the Synoptics. The Empty
Tomb Stories”, pp. 162-164, and Zeller, “Der Ostermorgen”, pp. 149—151. The older
contributions are listed by Fortna, The Gospel of Signs, p. 134 n. 1. Also Perkins, in her
rather speculative discussion of the women’s role in the process of community founding,
holds Joh 20:11-18 to be based on earlier tradition (‘I Have Seen the Lord*”, p. 40).

157 The question whether she was actually seeing rather than visualizing the risen One
poses false alternatives. Davis’ insistence that she saw him, that “a camera could have
taken a picture of him” (“‘Seeing’ the Risen Jesus”, p. 147), neglects the notion of faith
and forces an apologetic tendency on the experience itself. “The eye of faith is not a
camera’s eye”, Wilkins summarizes the objection (“A Summit Observed”, p. 2).

158 Neirynck and Zeller, among others, envision a development from a christophany
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Perhaps, therefore, the female eyewitnesses and informants did not, at
first, consist merely of a collective body of women. The members of the
early Jerusalem community might have realized that one woman in parti-
cular carried memories worthwhile telling and preserving. They knew to
whom to turn for information. :

d. “The Double Message”

The oral history of the female eyewitnesses and informants comes
through only vaguely in the texts and has, it seems, been the object of
subtle, legitimizing elaborations during the course of transmission.!> For
that reason, it is impossible to isolate transmission processes which clearly
betray a female influence and perspective. Thorleif Boman’s attempt, for
instance, to trace the Lukan special material back to a group of women is
too speculative in order to carry any significant analytical force.!%® Ne-
vertheless, one should not forget that it is Luke who assigns a role to the
women as “memorizers”.!6! They are to remember that Jesus told them of
his sufferings and resurrection while he was still in Galilee; and they do
remember his words (Luke 24:6-8), suggesting that somehow they are
thought to have been present at his teaching to the disciples in 9:18-22,
43b-44.162 Tt is noteworthy that the pericope which authorizes the idle
talk of women with the witness of men assigns such an important function
to female characters. And it is the Lukan author who reports of women
suffering at the persecution of Saul (Acts 8:3; 9:2; 22:4-5); and it is the
Lukan author who calls the woman Tabitha in Joppa a disciple, using the
feminine gender po@rpio (Acts 9:36). There is a “double message”.!63
The question is therefore reasonable, how else but through the initial in-
fluence of women would the items relating to their activity during Jesus’
passion have entered the tradition at all. Moreover, how else but through
their influence in the early community would the account of their pre-
sence have endured the androcentric force of transmission and redaction?

to many women towards a christophany to Mary Magdalene alone (Neirynck, “John and
the Synoptics. The Empty Tomb Stories”, p. 167; Zeller, “Der Ostermorgen”, pp. 152—
153). Cf. also Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 111, pp. 379-380. But this lea-
ves unexplained the extraordinary position of Mary Magdalene in the synoptic gospels.
See correctly, in my view, already Benoit, “Marie-Madeleine”, p. 151.

159 See below Chap. 4, B:S.

160 Boman, Die Jesus-Uberlieferung, pp. 129-137, 143-144.

161 Cf, Ricci, Mary Magdalene, pp. 182-187.

162 Cf, Karris, “Women and Discipleship”, pp. 10, 14—15. The third prediction, in
18:31-34, is addressed to the Twelve on the way to Jerusalem.

163 Cf. D’ Angelo, “Women in Luke-Acts”, p. 443; Seim, The Double Message.
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We hold on to the vague contours of their vital importance as eyewit-
nesses and channels of information during the early stages of the Jesus
tradition. The men fled, and the women, for all we know, were alone
among Jesus’ close followers to observe significant points related to his
death. Moreover, they were not merely the primary eyewitnesses, but the
tradition, despite its corrective and elaborating features, ascribed to them
a specific mission of being informants. That mission was not the kind of
apostolic and proclamative activity that was given to men directly by the
risen Lord, according to Matthew and Luke (Matt 28:16-20; Luke 24:36—
49; Acts 1:8),'% but rather the subtle one of informing the male disciples
of things related to the empty tomb. The voice of the women was not per-
mitted to be heard in its own right, but it was never entirely ignored or
silenced. Mary Magdalene was evidently accorded a particular respect. In
spite of the Markan remark concerning their silénce, they must at some
point have communicated their experiences to others, and in the early
post-Easter situation they were there to be interrogated by anyone
wishing to have further information and verification.!$S Among the
people who heard their oral history were, in all likelihood, Peter and
other men, those who would decisively form and develop the gospel
tradition. -

6. The Family of Jesus

a. Family Traditions among the Historians

People interested in past events that have to do with a family usually re-
cognize the importance of the information provided by the various family
members themselves. They have been closest to the persons of interest;
they have seen and heard what others have not seen and heard; they have
inside information.

164 Thurston erroneously refers to Acts 1:14 as evidence that women are included in
Luke 24:36—49, and thus authorized as witnesses in 24:48 (Women in the New Testa-
ment, pp. 113-114). But Acts 1:14 refers to a subsequent gathering. Acts 1:1-5 speaks
of the apostles being together ‘with the risen One, implying that women are not of any
particular interest to the author of Luke 24:36—49.

165 Gerhardsson states: “Obviously they were mentioned originally as witnesses to
whom the curious listener might turn and interrogate” (“Mark and the Female Witnesses”,
p- 217). This must have been particularly true during the early post-Easter period in Jeru-
salem. For Mark and his listeners, however, their presence seems to have been part of the
traditional material of the passion narrative.
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To take the historians again, already Herodotus, while mostly rather
ignorant concerning the identity of his informants; occasionally makes a
point of seeking out facts from certain family members. These items are
of special importance. With that purpose in mind, he speaks, for instance,
in 3:55 of his encounter with the Spartian Archias. In order to show the
reliability of his spokesman, he is anxious to list his ancestry. He even
specifies the place where they met, in Archias’ home village of Pitane at
Sparta. This Archias probably provided Herodotus with valuable infor-
mation concerning the exploits of Archias’ grandfather — also called Ar-
chias — recounted in 3:54-56.

Or take Thucydides. In I 138:6 the phrase “his relations say that his
bones were carried home” has Themistocles’ own family as the speaking
subject. Or take another passage, the digression about Harmodius and
Aristogeiton (VI 54-59), who killed the Peisistratid Hipparchus in 514
BCE. Here Thucydides wishes to show that Hippias, not Hipparchos, was
the reigning tyrant at this time,!% accordingly affirming that it was Hip-
pias who, as the eldest son of the family, succeeded to the sovereignty,
“because I know even through hearsay more accurately than others” (VI
55:1). Simon Hornblower, a leading expert on Thucydides, regards it li-
kely that Thucydides met descendants of Peisistratus in Chios and spoke to
them there.!67

These scattered examples suffice to show how important it was to seek
out family members in order to gain exact information concerning cer-
tain matters of the past. It was, more or less, a matter of course.

b. Jesus’ Family Before Easter

What about Jesus’ own family as informants? To what extent were the
early Christians eager to hear their accounts concerning their peculiar
family member?

We are entering into a field of old controversy. The discussion con-
cerning the existence of Jesus’ physical brothers (and sisters) has suffered
much from the various confessional preferences of the exegetes. Theodor
Zahn’s argument that such brothers did exist (the so-called Helvidian
view) was countered a number of decades later by Josef Blinzler’s and
John McHugh’s insistence that they were, in fact, Jesus’ cousins (the so-
called Hieronymian view).!®® Or were they actually the sons of Joseph by

166 Gomme/Andrewes/Dover, Commentary, IV, p. 317; Hornblower, Thucydides, p.
84.

167 Hornblower, Thucydides, pp. 77 n. 19, 84.

168 Zahn, “Briider und Vettern Jesu”, pp. 225-363; Blinzler, Die Briider und Schwes-
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a former marriage (the so-called Epiphanian view), as J. B. Lightfoot ar-
gued?16? Opinions differ markedly. Lorenz Oberlinner has tried to over-
come the scholarly impasse by focusing on the redactional work of Mark.
Yet he recognizes indeed — as a catholic scholar publishing his dissertation
with a catholic publisher — that Mark 3:21 testifies to the notion of Jesus’
physical brothers: “Die Tatsache der Existenz leiblicher Briider Jesu war
offenbar in der urchristlichen Uberlieferung fest verankert und wurde
ohne Bedenken tradiert”.!’® He is followed by another prominent German
catholic exegete, Rudolf Pesch, in his massive commentary on Mark;!7!
and John P. Meier at the Catholic University of America, to take another
example, concludes similarly that “from a purely philological and histori-
cal point of view, the most probable opinion is that the brothers and sis-
ters of Jesus were his siblings”.!72

I will not enter into that debate further here but take Oberlinner’s,
Pesch’s and Meier’s position as a welcome move towards the avoidance of
the undue influence of theological dogmas,!”® granting historical proba-
bilities their legitimate role.!’* A rehearsal of the evidence, according to
Richard Bauckham,!?5 seems to leave us with the possibility that Jesus had
either real brothers or step-brothers. At any rate, he had close relatives
besides his parents. That is sufficient to know for the present purposes.!76

These relatives play a rather timid role as informants in the gospel nar-
ratives. As is well-known, Jesus’ family shows a consistent reserve to-
wards the words and deeds of their peculiar relative — regardless of whe-
ther we should speak of an “extended” family or not. All the gospel nar-

tern Jesu; McHugh, The Mother of Jesus, pp. 234-254 (a strongly modified version of
Jerome’s theory). Blinzler also published a number of articles on the subject.

169 L ightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistle to Galatians, pp. 252-291.

170 Oberlinner, Historische Uberlieferung, p. 355. Oberlinner states this in a context
reflecting also his extreme caution and reserve towards simplistic reconstructions of Je-
sus’ family ties.

171 Pesch, Das Markusevangelium, 1, pp. 322-324.

172 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 1, p. 332.

173 Hartin’s blunt statement, in his otherwise intriguing dissertation, is characteristic
of this attitude: “As a Roman Catholic, I understand these terms [ ‘brother of the Lord’
and ‘family of the Lord’] in their widest possible designation, as referring to the relations
of the extended family” (James and the Q Sayings of Jesus, p. 237 n. 2).

174 Some critics would of course claim that this is a veiled defence of other confessio-
nal preferences. I can only affirm that the question carries no vital significance in my own
theological and confessional conception.

175 Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus, pp. 19-32. Bauckham provides a
helpful critique of the influential Hieronymian view.

176 Since the New Testament speaks of them as “brothers”, I will use that term.
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ratives agree that he did not receive much support from any of them du-
ring his active ministry. They were his close relatives, but not his close
followers. The Johannine author, it is true, once pictures his mother and
brothers as travelling together with him and his disciples (2:12), but later
on, as his brothers urge him to act more openly, the author remarks that
“not even his brothers believed in him” (7:5).!77 The synoptic gospel nar-
ratives, especially the Markan one, are even more reserved. The Markan
author inserts the curious note that Jesus’ kinsmen went out to restrain
him (3:21),'78 thus placing his family in close connection to the harsh ac-
cusation of the scribes in the verse that follows. He was out of his mind,
they believed. Jesus, on his part, distanced himself from them. The three
synoptics report, with some variations, his indifference towards his fa-
mily (Mark 3:31-35 parr.). The Markan narrative is most radical. Those
who do the will of God are his true family. It is significant that Jesus
chooses the image of the family to bring out his message. Although the
point of the saying goes beyond its specific setting, the presence of Jesus’
mother and brothers (and sisters) makes it into an implicit critique of his
physical relatives. The Markan Jesus labels further critique against his
family when he, after that the inhabitants of Nazareth had identified him
in relation to his relatives, speaks of how his own kin failed to honour a
prophet (6:1-6a). They wished to protect him from what they believed
was wrong and insane, according to Mark; he responded by rejecting
them as his real family and accusing them of not honouring him.

This view must have been fostered by tradition. Details which accen-
tuated the negative portrayal of Jesus’ relations with his family might
have been added in the course of transmission and redaction.!” But it is

1771 find no reason, as indicated above, to reject the normal sense of Gdehgoi as de-
noting the brothers of Jesus, the sons of Joseph and Mary. They are mentioned together
with Mary in a way that distinguishes them from the disciples, the reference to whom is
certainly original. It is also highly questionable if John 19:25 indicates that they are to be
seen as Jesus’ cousins. The normal Greek word for cousin, aveyidg, was in use in New
Testament times (Col 4:10); but it is not employed by John. Matt 1:18, 25 and Luke 2:7
might be taken to imply that Joseph and Mary had children after the birth of Jesus, but
not necessarily so (cf. Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus, p. 25). It is uncertain,
however, if these physical brothers are included in John 20:17. The author might here
use the same traditional language as the one reflected in Matt 28:10.

178 The expression ot ap' adtob does not refer to those who were with Jesus in the
house, who heard the crowd and went out to calm it. For arguments against this view,
see Lambrecht, “The Relatives of Jesus”, pp. 244-245 n. 6; Oberlinner, Historische
Uberlieferung, pp. 165-166; Best, “Mark III. 20, 21, 31-35”, pp. 311-312.

179 So Barton, Discipleship and Family Ties, pp. 67-96.
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difficult to envision a devoted follower of Jesus like the Markan author
inventing the idea of the problematic relationship between Jesus and his
family at a later time, when the relatives were of a different, more posi-
tive attitude. Someone could possibly have heard/read Mark 3:35 as a po-
lemic against the dominating position of Jesus’ relatives in the early
church.!8 Yet, the evidence that the tradition was deliberately shaped and
developed to counter such tendencies is extremely weak.!8! Both the Matt-
hean and the Lukan author, two early interpreters of Mark, understood it
differently. They, it seems, felt somewhat uncomfortable with the harsh
features of the Markan narrative and for that reason left out Mark 3:21
entirely and omitted Jesus’ reference to the negative attitude of his own
kin in their account of his teaching in Nazareth (Matt 13:57/Luke
4:24);'82 Luke also diminished the opposition between Jesus and his fa-
mily reflected in Mark 3:31-35 (Luke 8:19-21).!83 There is even less to
suggest that the Markan view actually originated for that polemical pur-
pose. Quite evidently, Jesus’ own mother and brothers (and sisters) were
not among his closest followers and, we may thus assume, did not enter-
tain any particular interest before Easter to observe him and inform
others of his words and deeds.

c. James, the Brother of Jesus

This situation was soon to change. The post-Easter situation reveals a dif-
ferent attitude. Now Mary and Jesus’ brothers appear as members of the
early community in Jerusalem (Acts 1:14). Paul also knows of the bro-

180 For a possible polemic against James, cf. Pratscher, Der Herrenbruder Jakobus,
p- 17. To be noted, however, is that James is not mentioned by name in Mark 3:31-35
(parr.). Later texts assert indeed that other relatives of Jesus held places of leadership in
the Jerusalem church, but to speak of “a polemic against a kind of caliphate” (Schweizer,
The Good News According to Mark, p. 87) in Mark 3:35 clearly goes beyond what evi-
dence can prove, whatever we might think of this old (Harnack) notion at large (cf. the
negative assessment by Campenhausen, “Die Nachfolge des Jacobus”, pp. 133-144, and
the response by Stauffer, “Zum Kalifat des Jacobus”, pp. 193-214). For a balanced ac-
count of the evidence, see Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus, pp. 125-130.

181 Pesch lists as arguments that a.deA@dg is, in distinction to previous references,
mentioned first in 3:35b, that d:dedpot is used in an absolute sense in 3:33b and that the
sisters are introduced only in 3:32 (Das Markusevangelium, 1, p. 224). Pratscher reali-
zes, at least, that these arguments are not mandatory (Der Herrenbruder Jakobus, p- 17).
For critique, see Barton, Discipleship and Family Ties, pp. 82-85.

182 The Matthean author still maintains a distance between Jesus and his relatives, be-
cause he does not omit &v 1{j oixio aT0D.

183 See further Barton, Discipleship and Family Ties, pp. 78-79, 178-191.
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thers. He speaks of them as travelling preachers in line with the apostles
and Cephas (1 Cor 9:5).

James, as we all know, soon became the leader of the Jerusalem
church.8 Ananus’ choice of him as an object of accusation before the
Sanhedrin (Jos., Ant. 20:199-203) certainly had to do with his important
position in the early church. His death around 62 brought, accordingly, a
devastating blow to the Jerusalem community, from which it would never
recover. Later texts elaborated much on the position of James,!85 putting
also other relatives in places of leadership.!8¢ Eusebius quotes Hegesippus
(c. 170 CE), who asserts not only that Symeon, a cousin of Jesus, acted as
bishop after James (Hist. Eccl. IV 22:4), but even that grandsons of the
Lord’s brother Jude became leaders of the churches during the reign of
Domitian (Hist. Eccl. III 20:1-6).'87 At some point, we must thus assume,
the relatives had realized the extraordinary importance of Jesus’ words
and deeds; they had changed their minds concerning their unusual rela-
tive.

One may speculate as to the factors involved in this change. The texts
are silent. The reason is never stated any clearer than in Paul’s statement
that the risen Christ had appeared to James (1 Cor 15:7).188 Paul, it is
true, is here not so much concerned about James as the brother of Jesus as
with his prominent position together with Peter during early post-Easter
times. Nevertheless, by means of a sophisticated stylistic parallelism bet-
ween 15:5 and 15:7 (@961 Kneé cita tolg dddexa — deon ToxodPe
elta 10i¢ dmootolowg mhowv), Peter is portrayed in relation to the Twel-

184 Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal 1:19; 2:9, 12. The reason why Paul refers to him in
1 Cor 15:7 might indeed also be due to his leading position in Jerusalem.

185 See Hengel, “Jakobus der Herrenbruder”, pp. 71-104; Pratscher, Der Herrenbru-
der Jakobus, pp. 102-228.

186 For discussion concerning Jesus’ brothers in later tradition, cf. Zahn, “Briider und
Vettern Jesu”, pp. 306-325; Blinzler, Die Briider und Schwestern Jesu, pp. 130—144.

187 A comprehensive treatment of Eusebius’ treatment of James is provided by Pain-
ter, Just James, pp. 105-158.

188 The notion expressed in Gos. Heb. frg. 7, that James was among the disciples and
the first to see the risen One, is an interesting attempt to legitimize him, but it is strongly
legendary in character. Bernheim’s attempt to employ this text (and Gos. Thom. 12) as
evidence of James being a disciple of Jesus (James, pp. 97-100) rests almost entirely on
the work of, as he puts it, “prestigious exegets like Helmut Koester and John Dominic
Crossan” (ibid., p. 98). Eisenman’s notion, that James was actually the first to see Jesus
(James, 1, pp. 689-724), is, like much of the rest of his book, based on a strained and
capricious use of sources, to the extent that any scholarly discussion with him becomes
impossible. Cf. the review by Painter, Just James, pp. 277-288.
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ve and James is seen in relation to all the apostles.!8® The appearance to
James was, like the one to Peter, quite early,'?® taking place before Paul
himself experienced the christophany at the Damascus road.!?’ But there
was an essential difference between Peter and James, not mentioned by
Paul. Peter had been a follower of Jesus. For Peter the experience of the
risen Christ must eventually have meant the renewal — and the correction
— of the messianic dreams that Jesus once aroused in him. For James, in
all likelihood, as for Paul himself, it led to a more radical change. No
matter his close physical relationship to Jesus, it was at this point that he
was converted and called to a ministry.!2 We have reason, therefore, to
suppose that at least one of Jesus’ family members quite early became
convinced that their peculiar relative actually was risen from the dead;
and he was, accordingly, compelled to actively re-consider the previous,
sceptical attitude towards the earthly ministry of his brother.

James, his mother and brothers (and sisters) truly had some fascinating
oral histories worth-while telling during the early post-Easter time. They
were the primary eyewitnesses of those parts of Jesus’ life that took place
before he appeared in public and called some devoted followers to be
with him. Yet, for all we know, the texts rarely portray them as infor-
mants, and the gospel tradition is comparatively reserved concerning
matters that could have been remembered only by these relatives. We
shall have to discuss that peculiar feature later, as we consider the actual
influence of the eyewitnesses on the gospel tradition. Here we must be
content with a general conclusion: the family of Jesus had their own me-
mories, and soon after Easter they joined the company of early Chris-
tians; they were there, to be interrogated.

189 Paul probably regarded James as an apostle. Cf. Gal 1:19 (on étepov, see Ho-
ward, “Was James an Apostle?”, pp. 63—64). He also elsewhere extends the reference of
the term awdotorog beyond himself and the Twelve (Rom 16:7; 1 Cor 4:9(?); Phil 2:25;
1 Thess 2:7). See Byrskog, “Co-Senders, Co-Authors and Paul’s Use of the First Per-
son Plural”, pp. 238 n. 39, 242 n. 61.

190 Pratscher argues the old (Harnack) thesis that 15:7 is “eine rivalisierende Formel”
which was developed to legitimize James’ position in relation to the one of Peter (Der
Herrenbruder Jakobus, pp. 35-46). It assumes that 15:7 is pre-Pauline.

191 Cf. oyotov 8¢ mévtov in 1 Cor 15:8.

192 Campenhausen rightly stressed the importance of the christophany to James vis-a-
vis his physical relation to Jesus: “Jesus selbst war nach seiner Auferstehung dem Jako-
bus erschienen (I. Kor. 15,7), und diese Erscheinung muf fiir Jakobus nicht nur die Be-
kehrung, sondern auch so etwas wie eine ‘Berufung’ bedeutet haben” (“Die Nachfolge
des Jakobus”, pp. 136-137).
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d. Mary, the Mother of Jesus

One person, Jesus’ mother, is on occasion singled out as informant. Luke
indicates twice how she “kept treasuring” (cvvetrper/dietriper) all the
things concerning Jesus’ birth (2:19, 51b). She stored it in her memory.
The expression “pondering in her heart” (cvppdAilovoo €v Tff kapdic
avtiig) in 2:19 is circumstantial to the main verb, indicating that Mary’s
constant attempt to remember has to do with her sustained effort to pene-
trate the right meaning.'?® In 2:51b the statement about Mary is preceded
by a reference to her and Joseph’s lack of understanding and there is, ac-
cordingly, no indication that she tried to penetrate the right meaning.'%4
Here the heart is the place where she simply stores the memories.
Scholars of older date often assumed that the Lukan author in this way
intentionally pointed to Mary as the source and informant of the epi-
sodes.!?5 Other scholars, of more recent date, deny such a purpose.!96
And to be sure, the author truly had his own interest in Mary. She was to
1:66 shows, moreover, that the act of remembering in one’s heart was
meant to point beyond itself, to the new-born child.'® Yet, Réisdnen also
recognizes, in regard to the two texts of interest here, how the author
portrayed Mary as the one who was able to preserve and tell others of the

193 So correctly, in my view, Riisdnen, Die Mutter Jesu, pp. 121-122 n. 6; Nolland,
Luke 1-9:20, p. 110.

194 So also Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, p. 162 n. 54. Differently Coleridge,
The Birth of the Lukan Narrative, pp. 209-210. Coleridge claims that Mary in 2:51b
keeps pondering the meaning of the events witnessed; but the text does not say so at this
point.

195 Riisidnen lists several scholars: Eduard Meyer, Karl Bornhiuser, Theodor Zahn,
René Laurentin and Josef Schmid (Die Mutter Jesu, p. 124 n. 2). To these could be ad-
ded Easton, The Gospel According to St. Luke, pp. 25, 33.

196 So, e.g., Meyer, “‘But Mary Kept All These Things ...””, pp. 47-49; Schiirmann,
Das Lukasevangelium, 1, p. 117 n. 158; Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, p. 430; Cole-
ridge, The Birth of the Lukan Narrative, p. 149 n. 2. But there are exceptions. Cf, Mar-
shall, The Gospel of Luke, pp. 114, 130; Riesner, “Luke’s Special Tradition”, p. 48.

197 Riisdnen states his conclusion concisely: “Das Marienbild des Lukas kann also mit
einem Wort als paradigmatisch bezeichnet werden. Maria ist Vorbild und Typus der
Glaubigen” (Die Mutter Jesu, p. 154). For a development of the paradigmatic function of
Luke-Acts, see Syreeni, “The Gospel in Paradigms”, pp. 36-57.

198 Schiirmann comments on 2:19: “Die Sinnrichtung der Notizen ist ohne Zweifel
christologisch, aber es ist eben charakteristisch fiir die luk Erzdhtung, daB dieser Chris-
tushinweis ‘marianisch’ formuliert ist” (Das Lukasevangelium, I, p. 117). Similarly
Meyer, “‘But Mary Kept All These Things ...””, pp. 4547, 49.
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episodes, as his ultimate source.!®® This is not implausible, because the
common element of 2:19 and 2:51b is not the act of penetrating the right
meaning, which would be natural if Mary’s function was solely paradig-
matic or christological, but the act of remembering itself. Perhaps partly
for that reason, the author also diminished the problematic relationship
between Jesus and his family depicted, as we have seen, in the Markan
story. Mary was his informant concerning certain episodes of Jesus’ birth,
so the hearers/readers are at this point to believe.

We should probably reckon with some kind of basis for this view in the
available tradition. It is difficult, to be sure, to decide with certainty
whether the reference in 2:19 or the one in 2:51b was part of the tradi-
tion. Most scholars, it seems, tend to think that the Lukan author added
2:19 on the basis of 2:51b, which was formed originally on the basis of
Genesis 37:11 (cf. Dan 7:28).20° Either way,2%! the notion of Mary’s aim
to remember what happened at the birth of Jesus was evidently part of the
tradition available to the author.

It is entirely plausible that the Jerusalem community entertained a cer-
tain interest in Mary’s intimate memories concerning the birth of the ri-
sen Lord. Acts 1:14 refers to her as constantly devoting herself to prayer
together with the apostles, some other women and Jesus’ brothers. The
mention of her at this point is somewhat surprising, because Mary and Je-
sus’ brothers were not among those who followed Jesus to Jerusalem ac-
cording to Luke. It is therefore hardly to be seen as a purely redactional
addition.202 Evidently there existed a tradition concerning her presence
among the first believers in Jerusalem. It is noteworthy, moreover, that
immediately afterwards, the author of Acts speaks, with the voice of Pe-
ter, of the fundamental qualification for being included in the group of
apostles: to have accompanied Jesus during his whole itinerant ministry
(1:21-22). Jiirgen Roloff exaggerates, to be sure, when he claims that
Mary in fact fulfilled this criterion,2? failing to notice that she did not
actually travel with Jesus according to Luke. Yet she was, it seems, close-
ly related to the men who did fulfil that criterion. She was an eyewitness
among eyewitnesses, all with their stories to tell.

199 Riisinen, Die Mutter Jesu, p. 124.

200 So, e.g., Dibelius, Botschaft und Geschichte, I, p. 54 n. 90; Réisdnen, Die Mutter
Jesu, p. 119.

201 Schilrmann reverses the order, arguing that the Lukan author added merely some
redactional features in 2:19 and created himself 2:51b (Das Lukasevangelium, 1, pp. 117~
118, 138). Cf. also Meyer, “‘But Mary Kept All These Things ..."”, pp. 36, 49.

202 So Pesch, Die Apostelgeschichte, 1, p. 80 n. 13.

203 Roloff, Die Apostelgeschichte, p. 28.



B. The Early Christians 91
7. Conclusion: Eyewitnesses, Informants and Stories

Eyewitnesses who could also serve as informants during the emergence
and development of the gospel tradition truly existed in early Christia-
nity. There were, to be sure, eyewitnesses who never became informants,
but by the same token, we find the local people, Peter as the most promi-
nent representative of the group of disciples, the women with Mary Mag-
dalene, and the family of Jesus with James and Mary, Jesus’ mother — all
presented partly as eyewitnesses and informants. We are still far from
knowing anything more precise concerning their function during the
formation and development of the gospel tradition. We have merely
pointed to their existence “out there”, in history; we have noted that they
did observe certain things concerning Jesus and that they did communi-
cate their experiences to others.

Whatever one thinks of the role of these people, it is evident that the
gospel tradition never silenced them entirely, not even the women. On the
contrary, in various sources we encounter them as figures of the past; and
the gospel narratives use these figures as characters of a story, implying
that what is told was, for the ancient authors, history rooted in the life
experiences of these persons — story as history. The stories, embodied in
gospel narratives, may still be fictions, or they may not, or they may be
fiction to a certain extent, some kind of “realistic narratives” — real
people can of course be fictionalized to various degrees. But one must
admit that the synchronous structures of these fictions are regularly inter-
sected with a profound diachronic dimension, making a sharp and one-
eyed distinction between story and history anachronistic and, at the end,
untenable. It is time to explore that interplay between story and history
more fully.



Chapter 3

Between the Past and the Present:
Autopsy as Orality

In the previous chapter we travelled back to the history before the story,
trying to ascertain that the gospel tradition has roots within the experien-
ces of living people and contains indication of a visual means to relate to
the past. We did that quite simply by identifying the persons who are like-
ly, according to the texts, to have served as eyewitnesses and informants.
It is time to problemize further, to diversify and become more nuanced.
We shall now start our journey back to the present, taking into account
the various factors involved.

As soon as an observation is verbalized, it leaves in part the domain of
past history and relates to the present time of the eyewitness. It still has a
retrospective dimension making it into oral history, but it now uses the
language and the thoughts of the present currencies of orality. Granted
there were people “out there” who did see certain things which they com-
municated, one needs to distinguish between different ways of practising
autopsy depending on how the ancient person related to what happened.
We spoke in the previous chapter of direct and indirect autopsy. The
former is the kind of autopsy where one can see for oneself, one is one’s
own informant, producing one’s own oral history; in the latter case, the
historian has to rely on the oral accounts of other eyewitnesses, that is, on
oral history as oral testimony or oral tradition. Direct autopsy involves a
close connection between the event and its verbalization as oral history;
indirect autopsy means that intermediary procedures enter into the pro-
cess, adding other forms of receiving information to the phenomenon of
autopsy.

Is it possible to concretize these different ways of verbalizing the ob-
servation? We shall in this chapter leave the eyewitnesses for a moment,
discussing instead the media of research and communication that were
available to the ancient people, and how they interacted. What is the rela-
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tionship between autopsy and orality? How are we to estimate the literary
— not only oral — verbalization of past events? What is the relationship
between an oral source and a written source? Questions such as these be-
come important.

A. Autopsy and Orality: Distinctions and Overlapping

1. The Primacy of Sight

“Eyes are surer witnesses than ears”, Heraclitus said; and the ancient
Greeks and Romans agreed, as we saw. Numerous other texts could be
mentioned. On most of the occasions where the five senses are listed, or
where sight and hearing are mentioned together, the eyes are mentioned
first.! One realized the inferiority of hearing to sight, relating therefore
to the outside world and the past primarily by visual means.

Some people were explicit about the primacy of sight. The medical
schools, for instance, which insisted on the importance of personal obser-
vation, were quite aware of the distinction between seeing and hearing
and gave it a very practical reason. The author of De Arte tries to prove
the art of medicine and reflects on the need to verify the insufficient indi-
cations of internal sickness: “For more toil and no less time is required
for it to be known as if it had been seen with the eyes” (De Arte 11:7-
10).2 The basic principle for healing the body is quite simple: “That
[physical being] which admits of being seen will also admit of being heal-
ed” (De Arte 11:31-32).3 Hearsay, no matter how reliable, is always in-
sufficient, because it is indirect; autopsy is direct.

Among the historians, Polybius expresses most clearly a certain frust-
ration concerning the oral medium. We have noticed his reliance on He-
raclitus in XII 27:1-3.4 In that connection he criticizes Timaeus for enter-
ing into his inquiries by the more pleasant but less efficient of the two
roads of research. “For he entirely avoided those [roads that give know-
ledge] through sight and preferred those [that give knowledge] through

! For text references, cf. Blum, Die antike Mnemotechnik, p. 166 n. 121.

2 netd TAEIOVOG LEV YO TOVOD KoL 0D HET EAG.GGOVOG Xpdvou i €L ToioLY OQOOA-
HOIGLY EBPOITO YIVEOGKETOL.

34 & fiv uev diekopréon & 10 6p6Tivon, EEaprécel kol £ TO Dywvefivar.

4 Chap. 2, A:1.
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hearing”,> he remarks polemically (XII 27:3). He is here, as we have
seen, thinking of the audible reading of a text. A written source thus be-
comes a deplorable oral source. On another occasion, he also reveals a
certain uneasiness concerning oral transmission in general, voicing his
reluctance to write about things that have been handed down by word of
mouth; he wishes not to write axonv &€ axofic (IV 2:3). An oral hearsay
going back to the distant past may have been severely blurred, he argues.
One is reminded of how Thucydides has the Athenians echo Heraclitus’
saying in their reluctance to speak about matters quite remote (I 73:2).6
Essentially direct autopsy was much better than oral sources acquired by
hearing.

2. The Need for Oral Sources

It was, of course, inconceivable for any historian to be everywhere pre-
sent. Even Polybius recognized, after all, that “it is impossible for one
man to be in several places at one time, and likewise it is not possible for
one man to have been an eyewitness of every place in the world and of all
the peculiarities of the places” (XII 4°:4).7 Sometimes one cannot see but
the mental picture which has been formed by listening attentively to the
eyewitness reports of others. Oral sources are here necessary as a supp-
lement to direct autopsy.

a. Herodotus, Thucydides and Xenophon

Herodotus is the prime example, not having been involved himself in the
war which he describes. He relied, among other things, on what he had
heard, on hearsay.® Scholars agree that he did so to a very a large extent.®

5 1®v piv yop Sk tiig dpdoemg €ig TéAog Gméatn, T@v Ot ik Tiig dxofig Gvte-
TOU|GOTO. :

6 See above Chap. 2, A:1.

7 mapeivor 8t 1OV adTov Ev mAeioot TOTOLG KaTdl TOV ardTOV KapdV advvortov, Op-
olmg Ye WiV 008" cdTOTTNY YEVESOOL TAVTOV TAV KOTE TV OLKOVREVIV TOT®V KOl
TOV EV T0ig ToToLG Wimpdtav Tov Eva Suvatov.

8 For a survey of Herodotus’ oral and written sources, see Verdin, De historisch-kri-
tische methode van Herodotus, pp. 2-35.

9 In the first sentence of his article concerning Herodotus as an oral historian, Murray
states: “It is generally agreed that Herodotus gathered most of his information from oral
traditions” (“Herodotus”, p. 93). I would use the expression “oral sources” instead of
“oral traditions” here. Cf. also, e.g., Immerwahr, Form and Thought in Herodotus, pp.
6-7; Raaflaub, “Athenische Geschichte und miindliche Uberlieferung", p- 219.
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It has been estimated that approximately eighty per cent of his informa-
tion came from some kind of orally formulated material.!® Herodotus’
very technique of investigation was therefore primarily oral/aural.

He often indicates the aural reception of information. Occasionally he
refers explicitly to hearsay by using the term dxor.!! More frequently,
like in 2:99,!2 he uses the verb axovewv.!3 Very often he employs forms
of Aéyew, or @a.va, to denote how the information was conveyed to
him.!4 The use of such terms can, of course, relate also to written sour-
ces.!’ The term Aéyev, for instance, denotes occasionally the testimony of
inscriptions (e.g., 2:106, 141). But often the subject of the verb of saying
is stated as a group of people, “the learned men of the Persians say” (1:1),
“this say the Persians, but not the Greeks” (1:2), “this say the Persians”
(1:5), “this say the Persians and the Phoenicians” (1:5), etc. Such state-
ments are very common in the Histories. Similarly, the source of hearing
can also be stated as a group of people, for instance, “having heard from
the Delphians” (1:20), “I heard this from the priests” (2:13), “I heard this
from men of Cyrene” (2:32), or, though more rarely, as a single person,
for instance, “I heard from Tymnes” (4:76) or “I heard from Thersand-
rus of Orchomenus” (9:16). The evidence could be multiplied. The im-
pression one receives is clearly that Herodotus had collected information
by listening carefully to various kinds of orally circulating reports about
past events. It is not unlikely that he occasionally asked specifically for in-
formation, interviewing certain important informants.'¢ His very means
of making o topin was oral/aural.

We could continue down the history to illustrate the same need for oral
sources. It might suffice only to mention Thucydides and Xenophon. It is
likely that Thucydides’ use of oral sources was quite extensive.!” We have
seen, and will see,'8 that on the few occasions when he names his sources,
he seems to be referring to oral informants. Here we shall merely bring

10 Waters, Herodotus, p. 76; Balcer, Herodotus & Bisitun, p. 26; Aune, “Prolegome-
na to the Study of Oral Tradition”, p. 77.

11 1:171; 2:29, 123, 148; 4:16.

12 See the quotation above Chap. 2, A:2.

13 Cf. also 1:20; 2:13, 32, 43 52, 112; 3:117; 4:14, 76, 81, 6:117; 7:35, 55; 9:16.

14 1:1, 2, 3, 5, etc.

15 How/Wells, Commentary, 1, p. 28.

16 Gould, Herodotus, p. 21.

17 So, e.g., Momigliano, Studies in Historiography, p. 214; Hornblower, Thucydi-
des, pp. 77-81; Raaflaub, “Athenische Geschichte und miindliche Uberlieferung”, pp.
204-205; Momigliano, The Classical Foundation of Modern Historiography, p. 43.

18 See above Chap. 2, B:6a, and below Chap. 4, A:2.
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attention to H. D. Westlake’s investigation of Thucydides’ use of Aéyeton
to introduce various kinds of information about which he is aware.!®
Some instances discussed by Westlake reflect oral sources. Where Thu-
cydides uses the past tense, such as éAéx0m or ®¢ éAéyeto, his sources
were, according to Westlake, “undoubtedly oral”.20 The relevant texts are
IT 48:2; II 57:1; V 74:3 (LCL V 74:2); VII 86:4; and VIII 50:3. Where
Thucydides uses a “legetai-phrase” in the present tense, the information
was presumably in circulation at the time when he was collecting mate-
rial. The sources of passages such as I 118:3; II 48:1; II 98:3; III 94:5; Il
113:6; and VIII 87:2 were, according to Westlake, “probably oral”.2!

As for Xenophon, who indeed writes about events in which he was
himself involved,?? Albert Banderet argued long ago, drawing conclu-
sions about the provenience of the sources on the basis of the content of
certain passages, that the last three books of the Historia Graeca — or
Hellenica — are based on information that he received orally from a num-
ber of eyewitnesses.2> Xenophon’s role is merely that of a compiler and
recorder of information,?* the finished work being mainly a conglome-
rate of the most significant pieces of orally received stories from eyewit-
nesses. Banderet’s method and conclusions have been rightly criticized.?s
Yet, although the Historia Graeca gives little or no evidence of a person
searching for someone to interview,26 hardly testifying to the systematic
research of a historian,?’ Banderet showed that Xenophon, in composing
a work of history,?® did after all consult oral sources where such were

19 Westlake, “Aéyeton in Thucydides”, pp. 345-362.

20 Westlake, “Aéyetar in Thucydides”, p. 347.

21 Westlake, “Aéyetror in Thucydides”, p. 349.

22 Cf. below Chap. 4, A:3.

23 Banderet, Untersuchungen zu Xenophons Hellenika.

24 Banderet states: “Xenophon stand in der groflen Zeit zu Passivitit verdammt, da
schrieb er nieder, was er sah und von andern horte” (Untersuchungen zu Xenophons
Hellenika, p. 8).

25 Henry, Greek Historical Writing, pp. 143-144.

26 Cf. Breitenbach, Historiographische Anschauungsformen Xenophons, pp. 143—
144.

27 Delebecque states: “La ou il n’était pas renseigné par des souvenirs personnels il a
souvent procédé a des recherches” (Essai sur la vie de Xénophon, p. 262). But the texts
referred to by Delebecque (Hist. Graec. 111 5:25; IV 2:9-23; III 2:21-23) suggest merely
that Xenophon knew of matters in which he had not been directly involved.

* 28 Grayson denies that Xenophon’s work was written as history or with historical in-
tent and regards it as a didactic composition (*Did Xenophon Intend to Write History?”,
pp. 31-43). For critique of Grayson on this point, see Tuplin, The Failings of the Em-
pire, pp. 15-16. Nickel also, at first, seems to question that it should be counted among
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available. Except for Historia Graeca I 1:1-1I 3:10, which might be a se-
parate unit,?? Xenophon, like Herodotus, often refers to a source with the
use of various forms of Aéyewv and @ovon. Most frequent is (00¢g) €po-
oov.30 It is usually impersonal,3! as one also observes in the use of other
forms of the verbs.32 Sometimes one finds expressions such as ot ... Aé-
yovow (V 4:7), twveg Aéyovorv (VI 4:7) and Aéyetan ... V0 pév Tivov
(VI 4:37), etc. On one occasion he even implies the importance of an
eyewitness. Iphicrates suspected that he was told of Mnasippus’ death in
order to be deceived, “because he had not heard of the things concerning
Mnasippus from any eyewitness” (VI 2:31).33 More recent scholars thus
speak of Xenophon’s informants. J. K. Anderson finds it likely that Xeno-
phon relied on Spartan informants;** Rainer Nickel believes that Xeno-
phon combined his own notes and written sources from the atthido-
graphers with oral stories from eyewitnesses;3* Steven W. Hirsch postula-
tes barbarian oral tradition as one category of source material for Xeno-
phon’s account of Cyrus and Persia;*¢ and Vivienne Gray speaks of Xeno-
phon’s patterning and consequent distortion of his informants,3” etc. The

the historical writings (Xenophon, p. 52), but he later asserts that it belongs to “die his-
torische Gattung” (ibid., p. 117). Cf. also Breitenbach, “Xenophon”, col. 1699, who ar-
gues against Eduard Schwartz’ attempt to diminish Xenophon as a historian.

29 While scholars in line with Baden, Untersuchungen zur Einheit der Hellenika Xe-
nophons, believe the work to have been composed as a unity, others claim that it consists
of two (I-II [II 3:10] and I [II 3:11]-VII or I-V 1 and V 2-VII) or three (I-1I 3:10 and
113:11-V I and V 2-VII) parts composed by Xenophon during different periods. Gray
states that “a consensus is now emerging that the arguments against the unity of the work
are unconvincing” (The Character of Xenophon's Hellenica, p. ix), while Tuplin consi-
ders it “firmly established” that it “consists of two linguistically distinct sections” (The
Failings of the Empire, p. 11).

30 11 3:56; 111 5:21; V 2:2; V 4:57; VI 2:6; VI 47, 12, 29, 30; VI 5:26, 29, 49; VII
1:30, 32; VII 4:40.

31 Xenophon also uses it in other writings. Cf. An. 1 9:23; I1 6:11; Cyr. 13:4; 1 4:25
(Aéyeton). For Cyropaedia, see Due, Cyropaedia, p. 31. Here Due also discusses other
ways in which Xenophon refers loosely to his sources in order to assimilate the Cyro-
paedia to historical writings.

32 Aéyovow (VII 1:31); Aéyeton (II 3:56; 111 1:14; IV 2:22; IV 4:10; VI 4:30, 37);
éleyov (VI 4:8); eLéyovto (IV 2:17; V 2:2); éréyeto (11 3:8; V 3:2) ddg (uev) EAéyeto
(IV 8:36; VI 2:16); donep eréyero (LI 2:10); pociv (VII 1:31).

33 yaip & mepr Tod Mvacsinmov adténTon pev 0DSEVOC TrNKOEL.

34 Anderson, Xenophon, pp. 65-72.

35 Nickel, Xenophon, p. 87.

36 Hirsch, Friendship of the Barbarians, p. 68. Cf. also Gera, Xenophon's Cyropae-
dia, p. 15.

37 Gray, The Character of Xenophon’s Hellenica, p. 73.
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evidence adduced in these cases is not direct and explicit, but cumulatively
it strengthens the probability that Xenophon received oral information.

b. Isocrates and Strabo

The conviction that oral sources are necessary after all was occasionally
felt very keenly and taken somewhat to its extreme. There are some scat-
tered, strained attempts to defend the oral medium as being of even more
importance than sight. Isocrates, the influential sophist and teacher in
fourth century Athens, defended himself for speaking with exactness con-
cerning events at which he was not present. He goes as far as to claim that
direct autopsy is of less value than oral reports (Panathen. 150):

“I could show that all men have more knowledge gained through hearing than through

seeing, and that they know of greater and nobler deeds which they have heard from

others than those which they have happened to witness themselves” 38

Towards the turn of the eras, Strabo, the historian and geographer, in-
sists that most geographers receive information by hearsay and form their
ideas of shape, size and other characteristics very much as the mind forms
its ideas from sense impression. This way of proceeding, Strabo conclu-
des, is quite appropriate, because hearing is, after all,>® more important
than sight. “And he who values to know only the ones who have seen
abolishes the criterion of hearing, which is much more important than
sight for the purpose of gaining knowledge” (II 5:11).40

c. Oral Sources as Supplementary to Autopsy

Isocrates and Strabo imply, each in his own way, the need to combine di-
rect autopsy with the use of oral sources. Their insistence on the priority
of hearing to sight is quite exceptional within Greek antiquity, and they
both had their own - in a way opposite — reasons. Isocrates was a keen
and influential advocate of the rhetorical branch of history writing,
where autopsy found little room; and Strabo lived during a time when the
insistence on rhetoric had resulted in what some people felt to be a se-
rious misuse of references to autopsy among the historians.4!

38 3uwnBeinv Gv EmBEiton TavTog GvBpdTovg TALiovg EmoTinag Exovrog S tfig
axofic §j TAg Syewe, kol peilovg Tpakes kol koddiovg ewdétag Og map® Etépmv dxn -
xéaow A "Keivag ol oToL ToPoYEYEVIHEVOL TUYYEVOVGLY.

39 Strabo also realized the importance of direct autopsy. Cf. below Chap. 5, A:3b.

406 & dtidv pévoug eidévon tolg 18ovrag dvaipel T Tfig axofig kprthiplov, 1iTig
pog Emothuny 6@OoAnod Todd xpeittwv 0Tl

41 See below Chap. 5, A:2-3.
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Viewing them in the context of other pieces of information, with the
persistent ideal of the primacy of sight, one detects in their strong state-
ments a need not to replace but to supplement the information gained
through the eyes with what could be heard through the ears. We discover
that basic attitude clearly in Herodotus’ writing. Despite his extensive use
of oral sources, he tried, whenever possible, to confirm and supplement
what he had heard with what he had himself seen (2:99, 147). Also for
Thucydides direct autopsy was of basic importance. Sight was essentially
the primary means of acquiring information, but the hearing of an oral
testimony was not to be rejected. The direct and the indirect means of
practising autopsy were supplementary.

The basic reason for that supplementary relationship is not only that it
was impossible to be everywhere present, as Polybius admitted, but also
the double character of the material. It could consist of words and more
comprehensive events or deeds. Thucydides is in I 22:1-2 quite aware
that all historical material is not of the same kind. There are words that
were spoken, & Aex6évia, and there are deeds that occurred, ta €pyo,
and he makes a distinction between the two. The former can only be re-
gistered through the ear, either by Thucydides himself or by others; the
latter can be registered through sight, either by Thucydides himself or by
others. On both occasions, the verbalization of the aural or visual experi-
ence takes place at some point, by Thucydides himself or by others.#? But
when the objects of that experience are spoken words, the verbalization
has of course already taken place as an oral event, which the observer at
some point receives aurally. Orality is in this case inherent in the histori-
cal happening itself.

Autopsy therefore needs the ear to register what is being said. The two
are closely intertwined as information technologies. Hearing is a vital
means of gaining information not only when autopsy is impossible, but
also when the historical material carries oral characteristics requiring the
ear as an immediate aid to the eye.

42 1t is unlikely that Thucydides is here thinking of literary sources at his disposal. I
22:1 uses the verb amoryyéAlAewv; and I 22:2 places the sources which Thucydides in-
vestigates against the information from persons who happened by chance to be present
(&x 10D mopatvxévrog ), implying that the material “from others™ probably came from
more reliable oral informants.
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3. Hearing and Seeing in Jewish material

These two supplementary ways of receiving information are not to be
played out against each other as one confronts material from a primarily
Jewish environment. Rudolf Bultmann made comments in this direction
already long ago as he discussed the ancient symbol of light.43 More ex-
tensively, but in a completely different way, Thorleif Boman compares
what he calls “das hebrdische Denken” with the nature of Greek thought
and concludes that all the differences boil down to the fact that for the
former the sense of hearing was the most important, while for the latter it
was sight.44

One might question this clear-cut distinction.*> Hearing was indeed es-
sential to the ancient Jewish way of approaching the past and gaining in-
formation. Not only was it a vital part of the teacher’s call for the atten-
tion of his students,*¢ but the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4-5, with its call
to hear, was embellished several times — most notably in the Berakhot of
the Mishnah — and made a profound impression in various circles of an-
cient Jewish piety.4” To hear was a religious attitude of faith and obedi-
ence. The people should hear the word of Yahweh. However, that insist-
ence on hearing did not necessarily imply a specifically Hebrew mode of
thinking. Rather, it had very much to do with the character of the ma-
terial. The rabbis possessed and developed a tradition of words, of say-
ings attributed to various prominent teachers; there was a process of
transmission, they believed, of halakhah given to Moses from Sinai.48

43 “Und es gibt Volker, bei denen das Gehor den Vorrang hat, und wo deshalb eine
ganz andere Lichtsymbolik erwichst; das den Menschen erleuchtende Licht ist das Wort,
das weisend und fordernd ihm begegnet und ihn so seinen Weg finden lehrt” (Bultmann,
“Zur Geschichte der Lichtsymbolik im Altertum”, p. 16). A foot-note refers to Ps
119:105.

44 Boman, Das hebrdische Denken. He states his conclusion concisely: “Aus obigen
Ausfithrungen kénnen wir schlieen, daB der fiir das Erleben der Wirklichkeit wichtigste
Sinn fiir die Hebrder das Gehor (und die verschiedenen Arten von Empfindungen), fiir
die Griechen das Gesicht werden muBte” (ibid., p. 181). Cf. also Boman, “Hebraic and
Greek Thought-Forms”, pp. 1-22.

45 For some critique of Boman, cf. Stigen, “On the Alleged Primacy of Sight”, pp.
15-20.

46 Riesner, Jesus als Lehrer, pp. 120, 376. In addition to the texts listed there, cf. CD
1:1; 2:2, 14; 4Q298 frgs. 1-2i, 34ii (DJD 20, pp. 20, 25).

47 Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 67, 164, 300-302, 321-324, 326, 330,
361-364; Gerhardsson, The Shema.

48 Cf. the expression "ron mwn? n357 in m. Peah 2:6; m. Eduy. 8:7; m. Yad. 4:3.
There are numerous examples also in the Tosefta, the Talmudim and the Sifra. For dis-
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Such were the matters of central importance, and sight was of course of
little relevance for its reception.

Yet, the rabbis were not, as a matter of fact, all that averse to autopsy.
Being painfully aware that the oral medium was a problematic means of
accurate transmission, they “waged a conscious and energetic war against
forgetfulness”.*® And sight was a useful weapon in this war. While repe-
tition was the primary technique to strengthen the memory, one also finds
an emphasis on the inner visual act. A curious passage in y. Sheqalim 47a,
for instance, advises the scholar to draw a mental picture of the person
who authored a specific teaching. That person, so the scholar is to envi-
sion, stands besides him as he himself utters the teaching. It is easier to
remember the oral torah, it is implied, when hearing is combined with a
certain kind of inner seeing. There is thus no question of an either or, of
Hebrew versus Greek, as Bultmann and Boman, both in their own way,
seem to suggest. Ideally the two should be combined, for the Jew as well
as for the Greek.

To some extent, one may even claim that seeing was as important as
hearing in order to learn torah. An ideal teacher should teach with both
words and deeds, and the latter, by a matter of course, had to be observed
and imitated by the students. The rabbis drew this ideal to its extreme in
the important duty of the student to minister (2'nw) to the teacher. Those
who did not practise that duty were like uneducated people, the ywm np
(b. Ber. 47b; b. Sot. 22a), because it was an integral part of learning to-
rah. The teacher’s actions were torah, they were normative teaching, no
matter how private, how idiosyncratic and exceptional they might have
appeared.’® The student did not learn merely by listening to his teacher’s
words, but also by observing and witnessing his actions. He was to see as
well as to hear.

4. Autopsy and Orality in the Gospel Tradition

a. The Form-Critical Division of the Gospel Tradition

The early form-critics noticed, as is well-known, that the gospel narrati-
ves, and thus the gospel tradition, had a double character: there were the
words of Jesus and there were the deeds and the narration. Rudolf Bult-

cussion, see Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 174175, with references to further
literature.

49 Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript, p. 168.

50 Kirschner, “Imitatio Rabbini”, pp. 70-79.
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mann divided his entire analysis of the history of the synoptic tradition
along these lines.’!

The way was prepared by William Wrede’s theory that the framework
of the Markan story was the author’s own creation in the interest of the
so-called Messianic secret.’? The author had imposed his own pattern on
what were previously independently circulating units. Julius Wellhausen
advocated a similar view, assuming that the primitive material was over-
laid with editorial ambitions.>3 Karl Ludwig Schmidt examined the Mar-
kan framework more thoroughly and came to the conclusion that the
gospel narrative is chronologically and geographically unreliable.5* No
biographical reconstruction of Jesus’ life is possible on this theory, be-
cause the episodal framework of the sayings betrays no such information.

b. The Form-Critical Neglect of Orality as Aurality

We are not yet at the point where we can discuss the various implications
of that theory in regard to historicity. Peter, the women and other eye-
witnesses had nothing to say which was of value to the gospel tradition,
according to this view. What they had seen was of no importance. It was
perhaps for this reason that the form-critics — especially Bultmann — paid
more attention to the oral characteristics of the gospel ‘tradition than to
the informants themselves. Jesus’ words were orally communicated, not
“seen”, and his deeds were also spoken of by word of mouth, not seen; or
they were merely a direct reflection of the evangelists’ redactional work.
This sensitivity to the oral features of the tradition was insufficient,
lacking any serious attempt to connect them to aurality more specifically.
An oral medium has to be heard by someone, one assumes, or it is not a
medium of communication at all; a tradition is not an oral tradition, one
assumes, if no one hears what is being transmitted. Things were told by
word of mouth, Bultmann realized, but it was irrelevant by whom it was
told or by whom it was heard, because the individuality of each informer
and listener was entirely swallowed up by the collective identity and the

51 Bultmann, Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition.

52 Wrede, Das Messiasgeheimnis.

53 Wellhausen employed this approach in his commentary on Mark. He does not dis-
cuss it as such, but certain statements are revealing. Thus he says, for instance, before
commenting on Mark 1:16-20: “Mc gibt keine Geschichte Jesu, es fehlt die Chronologie
und der pragmatische Faden, auch die Ortsangaben lassen viel zu wiinschen tibrig. Er
sammelt nur lose Stiicke, Erzihlungen und Ausspriiche, ordnet sie und bringt sie in drei
Perioden unter” (Das Evangelium Marci, p. 9).

54 Schmidt, Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu.
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common hearing of the larger community. The challenge of oral history
to take seriously the uniqueness as well as the representativeness of each
narration is nowhere to be found in Bultmann’s approach.

c. The Form-Critical Neglect of Orality as Autopsy

Even more problematic was the neglect of any serious consideration of
how orality relates to autopsy in the gospel tradition. What is quite evi-
dent already here is that the sharp distinction between the words of Jesus
and the narrative material is too simple; and that for several reasons. For
all we know, the actions of Jesus were as important as his words in his
total proclamation of the kingdom. The Q material, despite its character
of a sayings collection, knows to report that when the messengers of John
the Baptist are to ask Jesus about his identity, the Baptist responds by re-
ferring them back to what they see and hear (Matt 11:4/Luke 7:22);3% and
what follows is a rehearsal not of what Jesus had said, but of what he had
done. The emphasis is here on seeing,’® because when Jesus continues by
speaking to the crowds about John the Baptist, he thrice asks them what
they expected to see — not hear — in the wilderness.” Jesus and John, it
seems, were part of an event, something that happened; and to convey the
message of their identity required therefore visual as well as aural means.

The double character of that event comes to the fore also in another
passage from the Q material. Jesus blesses the eyes of the disciples on ac-
count of what they see and compares that to what prophets and others
longed to see and hear (Matt 13:16-17/Luke 10:23-24).58 Only the dis-
ciples’ eyes are mentioned in this ancient saying,*® while the expectation
of the people of previous generations is expressed as including both
seeing and hearing. Seeing is here evidently a comprehensive idiom for
experiencing a decisive eschatological moment which holds together
words and deeds in one grand event. As it seems, sight has a basic prima-
cy, as in ancient Greece, but it includes in itself the act of hearing.

55 The order of the two verbs differs. Matt 11:4 has dxovete xoi BAérete ; Luke 7:22
has eidete xal fxovcore.

56 The Matthean author perhaps placed hearing first because for him that aspect of ac-
quiring Jesus’ teaching was of special importance. He uses the verb dxodew in reference
to the words of Jesus at least 28 times. See Byrskog, Jesus the Only Teacher, pp. 321-
324, for further documentation.

57 Matt 11:7/Luke 7:24; Matt 11:8/Luke 7:25; Matt 11:9/Luke 7:26.

58 In Matt 13:16 Jesus blesses also the ears of the disciples on account of what they
hear. This is probably a Matthean addition to the tradition.

59 Not even Bultmann denied that this saying goes back to Jesus. See his Geschichte
der synoptischen Tradition, p. 135.
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These are texts which betray a very early way to conceptualize the to-
tality of Jesus’ ministry. Individual aspects of that ministry required also,
of course, both hearing and seeing. It takes no further proof to say that
Jesus’ words must have been appropriated by hearing and his mighty acts
by seeing. Yet, we find no clear-cut distinction between the two. The
Matthean author made the clearest division, to be sure, but as he collected
the mighty deeds of Jesus in chapters 8-9, he not only included other
kinds of material as well, but implied that just as the Sermon on the
Mount consists of Adyot (7:24, 26, 28), so are some of the miracles made
effective through a decisive Adyog (8:8, 16). Teaching in Matthew is a
matter of what Jesus says and does, so that when his authority is questio-
ned as he teaches in the temple, it becomes not merely an issue of what he
is saying, but of what he is doing (21:23, 24, 27). Not even Matthew,
then, maintained any strict distinction between the words and the deeds of
Jesus. Even less did the earlier tradition as represented in Q.

d. Discipleship as the Matrix of Hearing and Seeing

The group of disciples has been identified as the decisive pre-Easter set-
ting for an early transmission of the Jesus sayings. Heinz Schiirmann, in
his influential article “Die vordsterlichen Anfinge der Logientradition”,%0
brought attention to that group as a possible “Sitz im Leben” for the for-
mation and transmission of the logia tradition, and he paid special atten-
tion to the need of the disciples as they were themselves commissioned by
Jesus to preach. Alt<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>