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The Christian Codex Fetish: Materialist Feminist Encounters in 

Ancient Christian Codicology 
 

Abstract 
 

My dissertation examines the material-discursive becoming of the Christian codex. With Karen 

Barad’s agential realist framework, I analyze the material arrangements that constitute determinate, 

bounded, and measurable things. In this way, I do not understand the Christian codex as realia or bare 

fact in a realist sense. Rather, I understand the Christian codex as a material-discursive apparatus that 

produces agential cuts and secures boundaries. I venture into the material-discursive apparatus to 

understand and to take responsibility for the agential cuts that enact and determine the Christian 

codex. I read the material-discursive apparatus constructed to measure the Christian codex as 

entangled practices of boundary making: the apparatus, through the dynamics of intra-activity, 

imposes determinate borders and corporeal boundaries. That is, material-discursive practices 

construct certain realities and build certain worlds but not others. I ask what possibilities of existence 

and being are closed off and cut away from and through our material-discursive practices of the 

Christian codex. In doing so, I focus on the tropical dimensions of the codex—the virtual and un/real 

tethers and threads that materialize the idea or figure of the codex within the disciplinary confines of 

early Christian studies. 

  I center my attention on three sites of excision or cutting.  I begin with the cut away from 

Egypt and the networks of labor and production that constitute the codex as a scientific object. I then 

turn to questions about the determination of the codex within normative canonical imaginaries that 

structure the evidence and determinations of what counts as a Christian codex and “cuts away” from 

diversity. Lastly, I examine the codex as an object of differentiation and the material-discourse about 

the codex as a symbolic representative of the severance from Jews. I suggest that all three of these 
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cuts represent contingent materializations of the Christian codex and therefore stand as examples of 

built worlds of exclusion.   
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Introduction  
  

“[F]etishes—themselves ‘substitutes,’ that is, tropes of a special kind— 
produce a particular “mistake”; fetishes obscure the constitutive tropic nature 
of themselves and of worlds. Fetishes literalize…. Fetishes make things seem 
clear and under control.”  

-Donna Haraway, 
Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium.FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä1 

SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen territory of the Awaswas-speaking Uypi  
Tribe, 1997   

  
Determining the Christian Codex  
 
Let me begin with three figural descriptions of the Christian codex: an addiction, a characteristic, and 

a scar. 

In his 1933 introductory volume to the critical editions of the Chester Beatty codex collection 

Frederic G. Kenyon offers a technical overview of the codicological assemblage. After his description 

of the twelve individual codices, Kenyon posits that the Beatty codices allow for more solid knowledge 

about ancient bibliographic practices—of particular importance to Kenyon is the confirmation of the 

association between Christianity and the codex. He claims, “It has also become increasingly evident  

that the papyrus codex was used far more commonly, and at an earlier date, for Christian writings than 

for pagan.”2 Kenyon adds that the twelve Beatty codices “(n)ot only…confirm the belief that the 

Christian community was addicted to the codex rather than the roll, but they carry back the use of the 

codex to an earlier date than there has hitherto been any good ground to assign to it.”3 Addiction 

 
1  Donna J. Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium. FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä (New York; London: 

Routledge, 1997), 68.  
 

2 Frederic G. Kenyon, “General Introduction,” The Chester Beatty Biblical Papyri Descriptions and Texts of Twelve 
Manuscripts on Papyrus of the Greek Bible. Fasciculus I. (London: Emery Walker Limited, 1933), 10.  

  
3 Kenyon, “General Introduction,” 12, emphasis added; the language of addiction has legs: The language of 

addiction is later taken up by Colin Roberts who describes the “odd addiction” of the Christians to the codex (see: “Books 
in the Graeco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” in The Cambridge History of the Bible. Volume 1: From the Beginnings 
to Jerome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 58). More recently, New Testament scholar Graham Stanton titled 
a chapter of his Jesus and Gospel volume “Why were Christians addicted to the codex?” (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004).  
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stories a dependence on the codex and relationship of reliance and or obsession between the codex 

and early Christian communities. Moreover, this addiction—witnessed by the Beatty codices— offers 

“good ground” to travel back in time and document the earliest stages of this developing association 

of dependency.  

Two years later, in their 1935 introduction to the Egerton gospel codex fragments4 Harold 

Idris Bell and Theodore Cressy Skeat describe the preference for the codex as a practical attribute of 

early Christian groups. They write, “It is in fact becoming increasingly probable that the preference for 

the codex over the roll was characteristic of the Christian community from quite early in its history, 

and it may well be that it was to Christianity that the eventual triumph of the former was mainly due.”5 

Like the language of addiction, the use of “characteristic” to mean attribute, feature, or trait of a group 

functions to mark a close (and early) connection between the codex and Christians. It implies a unity 

of community and practice. Further, according to Bell and Skeat, this dense association might suggest 

that early Christians induced or persuaded—at the very least they anticipated—the larger cultural shift 

and transformation of technology.   

Forty years later in Colin H. Roberts’s 1977 Schweich Lectures, the connection between early 

Christians and the codex takes on another figuration. Roberts argues that the “early and consistent use 

of the codex and the nomina sacra” are “two stigmata of Christian texts.”6 He suggests that these are the 

“most conspicuous and the most important” features of identified Christian inscribed artifacts. Roberts 

 
4 Otherwise known as P.Egerton 2 (inv. 1). For a recent discussion of provenance of the fragments and critical 

re-edition of the fragments see Lorne Zelyck, The Egerton Gospel (Egerton Papyrus 2 + Papyrus Köln VI 255): Introduction, Critical 
Edition, and Commentary. Texts and Editions for New Testament Study 13 (Boston; Leiden: Brill, 2019).  

  
5 Harold Idris Bell and Theodore Cressy Skeat, Fragments of an Unknown Gospel and other Early Christian Papyri 

(London: Published by the Trustees of the British Museum by Oxford University Press, 1935), 2.   
  

6 Colin H. Roberts, Manuscript, Society and Belief in Early Christian Egypt. The Schweich Lectures of the British 
Academy 1977. (London: Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1979), 19. 
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figures the association of Christianity and the codex as scar tissue—a visible external mark—in the 

corporeal identification and determination of the Christian codex as body of evidence. 

Roger Chartier repeats the connection between Christianity and the codex in his 1995 

monograph Forms and Meanings: Texts, Performances, and Audiences from Codex to Computer.7 He argues that 

the available archaeological evidence from Egypt documents that “the roll was earliest and most 

effectively replaced by the codex in Christian communities.”8 Chartier follows Kenyon, Bell and Skeat, 

and Roberts, and claims that the comparative early adoption of the codex, based upon the second-

century paleographic date range assigned to several papyrus codices categorized as Christian witnesses 

the connection between Christianity and the codex.9 He concedes that “Even if the dating of biblical 

 
7 Roger Chartier, Forms and Meanings: Texts, Performances, and Audiences from Codex to Computer, translated by Laura 

Mason, Daniel Thorburn, Lydia G. Cochrane, Milad Doueihi, and David D. Hall. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1995). I bring in Chartier here because he is a prominent voice in the larger discussion of book history. For a 
discussion of the relevance of Chartier’s work in relation to early Christian studies see Elizabeth Clark, History, Theory, Text: 
Historians and the Linguistic Turn (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 124-126 and 151-154. 

 
8 Chartier, 18; Chartier cites percentages of identified early Christian codices and percentages of Greek “literary 

and scientific texts” (18). In 1938, H. Sanders offers slightly revised and updated calculations in “Beginnings of the Modern 
Book,” in the Michigan Alumnus Quarterly Review 44 (February 1938): 95-11. Colin H. Roberts updates their tabulations in 
his 1949 article “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri,” published in the Journal of Theological Studies. More recently, 
Roger Bagnall and Brent Nongbri individually acknowledge the problems with these tabulations but nonetheless reproduce 
their own charts and datasets based upon information available via Leuven Database of Ancient Books (LDAB). See: Roger 
Bagnall, Early Christian Books in Egypt (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), 1-24 and Brent Nongbri, God’s 
Library: The Archaeology of the Earliest Christian Manuscripts (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018), 21-46. One major 
problem: a chart imposes a sharp distinction between what qualifies as “Christian” (not an easily determined category) and 
not. Charts tend to reify the boundaries and foreclose thinking about the porosity between modern generic or “religious” 
categories. These problems of categorization are translated into the online databases such as LDAB which presents 
“religion” and “genre” as searchable and tagged items. Our technoscientific tools do not offer a more “neutral” access 
point to the study and categorization of evidence.  

 
9 Dating codices presents some challenges because they are, by definition, written on both the recto and verso of 

the document. Thus, dating relies on paleographic analysis alone unless there are other external elements that might suggest 
a date before which a papyrus must be dated or a date after which a papyrus must be dated. Paleographic analysis is the 
comparison of handwriting and matching styles of writing to other securely dated papyri and thereby working to locate a 
rough temporal window for the inscribed specimen. Recently, the subject of the dating codices and the subjective processes 
involved in the process have been discussed by Brent Nongbri. Nongbri argues that many important papyrus witnesses of 
the New Testament have been dated too early. His work has important implications for all codices because often one early 
dated witness secures an early date for another, as Nongbri demonstrates with the connection between the Egerton gospel 
fragments and P52. See, for example, Brent Nongbri, “The Use and Abuse of P52: Papyrological Pitfalls in the Dating of 
the Fourth Gospel.” Harvard Theological Review 98 (2005): 23-48 and “The Limits of Palaeographic Dating of Literary Papyri: 
Some Observations on the Date and Provenance of P.Bodmer II (P66).” Museum Helveticum 71 (2014): 1-35.   
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texts on papyrus is debatable,10 sometimes moved up to the third century, preference for the codex remains 

powerfully associated with Christianity.”11  

I cite Chartier here as an authority on the history of books and bibliography and as a historian 

positioned outside of the technical fields of study of ancient Christian and ancient Greek and Roman 

inscribed codex artifacts. I agree with Chartier—though not in the way he may have originally 

intended—that the association between Christianity and the codex is powerful and relies not only on 

the “factual” data that arises but also the stories that get attached to them. He demonstrates how the 

strong association of Christianity and the codex, and the powerful tropic imaginaries transcend the 

disciplinary confines of early Christian studies.  

In contrast to the “solidness” of association witnessed in the figural representations of the 

Christian codex as addiction, characteristic, and/or scar, Roger Bagnall argues in his 2009 monograph 

Early Christian Books in Egypt that the definitive association between Christians and the codex book 

form relies on a sequence of unsteady hypotheses.12 He works to “de-emphasiz(e) any specifically 

Christian character of the codex.”13 Bagnall questions the presumptions of cohesive identity and proto-

canonicity the arguments belie. For example, Bagnall discusses the argument that Christians adopted 

the codex owing to the archival potential of the codex form to hold either the full collection of Paul’s 

 
10 It is. See note 12 above.   
 
11 Chartier, 18, emphasis added; Chartier is interested in origins of modern book practices and plots Christians at 

the inception. Interested in how later Christians developed the codex technology to support different habits and way of 
using and reading. As Chartier claims, “The reader was liberated by the codex. Resting on a table or lectern, the book in 
quires no longer required participation of so much of the body. One might thus distance oneself, reading and writing at 
the same time, moving at one’s own pace from page to page, from book to book. With the codex as well came the invention 
of a formal typology that associated formats and genres, types of books and categories of discourse, so initiating a grid for 
identifying and categorizing books that the printing press would inherit and that we still posses today” (20).  

 
12 Roger Bagnall, Early Christian Books in Egypt (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009).  
 
13 Bagnall, 80 
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letters or the four later-determined-canonical gospels.14 He suggests that the arguments are  “very odd, 

an extreme kind of pleading”15 and questions, “Would such an argument be used if anything other than 

Christianity was at stake?”16 My dissertation takes up Bagnall’s rhetorical question and asks in response: 

how does Christianity become at stake in the material-discourse of the codex? Pushing further, I 

question what is risked in our entangled relationships with our codicological objects of study when/if 

the ontology of Christianity is at stake? My contention is that the descriptive language deployed to 

story the relationship between ancient Christians and the codex—through language of addiction, 

characteristic, and stigmata—works to imagine a social identity tied together, unified through its formal 

textual entanglements. In other words, the fragmentary realia—understood as “real” things and 

“actual” facts—are deployed to secure and stabilize the boundaries of early Christian identity.  

With Karen Barad’s agential realist framework, I work to understand the material arrangements 

that constitute determinate, bounded, and measurable things. In this way, I do not understand the 

Christian codex as realia or bare fact in a realist sense.17 Rather, I understand the Christian codex as a 

material-discursive apparatus that produces agential cuts and secures boundaries.18 I venture into the 

material-discursive apparatus to understand and to take responsibility for the agential cuts that enact 

and determine the Christian codex. I read the material-discursive apparatus constructed to measure the 

 
14 I take up this question and the figure of the four-fold gospel codex in Chapter 2 “The Spectral Codex.”  
 
15 Bagnall, 81 
 
16 Bagnall, 81 
 
17 My understanding of realism derives from my engagement with Karen Barad and Donna Haraway. See Barad’s 

discussion in Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2007), 37-57.  

 
18 “The material-discourse of the Christian codex” or the  “material-discursive apparatus” works as a technical 

term in my dissertation. By “Christian codex” I mean to signal both the material codex artifacts that scholars categorize as 
Christian and the discourse about these artifacts. From my agential realist and Baradian standpoint, I do not see matter and 
discourse as separable categories. Rather, matter and meaning are co-constituted. I signal this inseparability with the 
hyphenated term material-discourse.  
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Christian codex as entangled practices of boundary making: the apparatus, through the dynamics of 

intra-activity, imposes determinate borders and corporeal boundaries.19 That is, material-discursive 

practices construct certain realities and build certain worlds but not others. I ask what possibilities of 

existence and being are closed off and cut away from and through our material-discursive practices of 

the Christian codex. In doing so, I focus on the tropical dimensions of the codex—the virtual and 

un/real tethers and threads that materialize the idea or figure of the codex within the disciplinary 

confines of early Christian studies. 

 I center my attention on three sites of excision or cutting.  I begin with the cut away from 

Egypt and the networks of labor and production that constitute the codex as a scientific object. I then 

turn to questions about the determination of the codex within normative canonical imaginaries that 

structure the evidence and determinations of what counts as a Christian codex and “cuts away” from 

diversity. Lastly, I examine the codex as an object of differentiation and the material-discourse about 

the codex as a symbolic representative of the severance from Jews. I suggest that all three of these cuts 

represent contingent materializations of the Christian codex and therefore stand as examples of built 

worlds of exclusion. Before I move to a more thorough description of my individual chapters, I offer 

a more fulsome explanation of my Baradian methodology and then introduce my theoretical framing 

of the fetish. 

Methodology: Barad and Agential Realism   
 

In this section I outline how Karen Barad’s “ethicontoepistemological framework,”20 agential 

realism informs the methodology of my project. Agential realism theorizes the production and 

constitution of things and materiality as part of an intra-active phenomenon. Barad theorizes the 

 
19 As Barad writes in Meeting the Universe Halfway, “specific materializations in their differential mattering” (178, emphasis 

original). 
 
20 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 44  
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dynamic and contingent materialization of things, objects, and scientific observers and offers agential 

realism as a framework to understand the inseparability of matter and meaning, the material and the 

discursive. 21  Agential realism derives from Barad’s reading and engagement with 20th century 

philosopher-physicist Niels Bohr. Bohr, Barad argues, offers an instructive starting point for 

understanding the entanglement of the social and natural worlds and how to theorize their inter-

relation.  

Bohr offers a meta-critical examination of measurement practices within scientific study. He 

posited that measurement “is the meeting of the ‘natural’ and the ‘social’… it is an instance where 

matter and meaning meet in a very literal sense.”22 Bohr argues that quantum physics requires a new 

framework to understand the constitutive role measurement practices play within the construction of 

scientific knowledge. He theorizes that the behavior of atomic and subatomic objects cannot be 

separated from the measuring instruments that create the context in which the measured objects are 

acting. The arrangement of the apparatus enacts a cut or disambiguation between object and agencies 

of observation. As Barad writes, “The specification of the conditions necessary for an unambiguous 

account of quantum phenomena is tantamount to the introduction of a constructed, agentially enacted, materially 

conditioned and embodied, contingent Bohrian cut between an object and the agencies of observation.”23 That is, there 

is not an inherent distinction or bounded object that is said to “exist.” Measurement involves the 

configuring of an apparatus to produce the specific conditions to allow for determination.24  

 
21 As Barad writes in Meeting the Universe Halfway: “I seek some way of trying to understand the nature of nature 
and the interplay of the material and the discursive, the natural and the cultural, in scientific and other social 
practices” (42).  

  
22 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 67  
  
23 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 115 (emphasis original)   
  
24 Barad, 114 (emphasis original); for example, in the case of measuring the position of a photon, an apparatus 

involving a photographic plate supported by a fixed platform in addition to a tripod and flash camera can be constructed, 
in which the light of flash is emitted, interferes with the particle and then measures/marks the position of the photon on 
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  The quantum indeterminacy Bohr theorizes involves a radical rethinking of the possibility and 

conditions of individualism and separability of subject and object. The apparatus does not represent a 

static prefab laboratory setup. Rather they are open-ended, ongoing material-discursive practices 

through which boundaries are created and materially constituted. Apparatuses are the practices by 

which division is constituted through the enactment of an agential cut. Agential cuts are never final. 

The dynamics of the apparatus always instantiate possibilities for reconfiguration and change. They are 

“practices of mattering through which intelligibility and materiality are constituted (along with an 

excluded realm of what doesn’t matter).”25  

I take up Barad’s ethicontoepistemological approach and work to understand and take 

responsibility for the ongoing legacy of agential cuts enacted within the material-discourse of the codex.  

Barad’s rejection of the idea of agential separability necessarily demands one to understand that ethics 

are part of our material becoming and knowing always and already. “Ethics,” they argue, “is not a 

geometrical calculation; ‘others’ are never very far from ‘u;’ ‘they’ and ‘we’ are co-constituted and 

entangled through the very cuts ‘we’ help to enact.”26 So, too, I believe that the past is not something 

that is calculably separable. I (and we) are co-constituted and continually remade in our understanding 

and imagining the past. Thus, I argue that attention and responsibility to and for agential cuts enacted 

as part of our material-discursive knowledge practices need to be understood as part of our historical 

 
the photographic plate. In this case, the light is constitutive of the agencies of observation. Whereas, if one were to want 
to measure the momentum of the particle, one would need to alter the apparatus and include a spring underneath the 
platform to allow for an unfixed base. In this arrangement, the addition of the spring allows one to measure momentum 
of the light from the camera as it interacts with the moveable base, in which case the light (photon) in question is part of 
the object being examined/measured. In this case, then, there is not a fixed object of measurement. As such, “the boundary 
between the “object of observation” and the “agencies of observation” is indeterminate in the absence of a specific physical arrangement of the 
apparatus…the apparatus enacts a cut delineating the object from the agencies of observation” (Barad, 114). 

  
25 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 170 

 
26 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 178.  
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world-building. This dissertation makes ethical re-orientations of the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex central.  

My research questions center around how the codex came to be a scientific object of study 

within the technoscientific discourse of New Testament and early Christian studies. Learning from 

Donna Haraway and Barad, I work to understand how the production occurs within dense webs of 

non/human actors that produce material-discursive boundaries of determination.  Thinking and 

diffracting with materialist feminist theorists Barad and Haraway, I understand the codex as an open-

ended process—an image in contrast to the presumed determinate boundedness of the book form. In 

this way, I take the object of the Christian Codex not as one that “exists” but rather as one that emerges 

through a set of open-ended material-discursive practices which enact boundaries or specific material 

reconfigurings of the world. The codex apparatus enacts boundaries and borders and in so doing 

produces differences and “marks on bodies.” I work to understand the marks of determination in the 

coming into being as a body of evidence. I ask: What are the specific material-arrangements? What 

worlds do they produce and allow? What are the possibilities for other worlds and figurations that are 

cut away as part of the determination? As Barad writes, the conditions for intelligibility are at stake in 

the iterative performances of intra-action but there is always a possibility for re/making in the 

successive enfoldings—“boundaries do not sit still,” they remind.27 In other words, the very work of 

exclusion allows for the possibility of openness and indeterminacy. I take this as a call to reimagine, to 

reconfigure the codex and work to attend and respond to the constitutive effect of exclusions, or 

material process of differencing—intra-action— in producing/performing/practicing the codex.   

Fetishizing the Christian Codex 
 

According to Donna Haraway in Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium.  

 
27 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 171 
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FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä, tropes mark the nonliteral quality of being and language.28 Haraway 

focuses on figuration “to make explicit and inescapable the tropic quality of all material-semiotic 

processes.” 29  She argues that the practices of techno-science are saturated with tropic entangled 

elements that materialize as part of situated knowledge practices. She suggests that figures are therefore 

helpful tools to analyze and understand the material-discursive (or material-semiotic in Haraway’s 

language) effects of science-making practices. As Haraway argues “any interesting being in 

technoscience, such as textbook, molecule, equation, mouse, pipette, bomb, fungus, technician, 

agitator, or scientist, can—and often should—be teased open to show the sticky economic, technical, 

political, organic, historical, mythic, and textual threads that make up its tissues.”30 Teasing open these 

beings works to understand the material effects of the tropical. I suggest that the Christian codex exists 

as a useful figure—an “interesting being in technoscience”—and I work to tease the sticky threads of 

its material-discursive being. Like a textbook, equation, or pipette (or any other technoscientific tool), 

the Christian codex names a scholarly resource and scientific object of study. The tropic language of 

addiction, characteristic, and scar reveal the lively material-discourse that makes up its threads.  

For Haraway, the fetish stands as a particular kind of trope that mistakes and reifies the non-

literal. Fetishes, according to Haraway, are tropes that lose sight of their constructed material-semiotic 

nature and the way in which the sedimented stories, desires, and mythologies that produce them in 

such a way that the sticky entangled threads of the economic, technical, political, and historical become 

masked. As Haraway articulates: 

Curiously, fetishes—themselves ‘substitutes,’ that is, tropes of a special kind—produce a 
particular “mistake”; fetishes obscure the constitutive tropic nature of themselves and of 

 
28 Also see Hayden White’s discussion of the tropical nature of language and consciousness in Tropics of Discourse: 

Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985). 
 
29 Haraway, Modest_Witness, 11  
  
30 Haraway, Modest_Witness, 68  
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worlds. Fetishes literalize and so induce an elementary material and cognitive error. Fetishes 
make things seem clear and under control.31  
 

Diffracting Marx’s theorization of commodity fetishism32 through the technoscientific culture of gene 

mapping, Haraway outlines the corporeal fetish and questions how bodies appear to become bounded 

objects against a background of invisible non-bodies. In corporeal fetishism the visible world of bodies 

ruled by the gene obscures the tangle of both human and nonhuman processes that produces the 

category of life-itself.33 In this way, the gene becomes a source of value as thing-itself so that the 

“fetishist sees the gene itself in all the gels, blots, and printouts in the lab, and ‘forgets’ the natural-

technical processes that produce the gene and genome as consensus objects in the real world.”34  

Corporeal fetishism “denies the ongoing action and work that it takes to sustain technoscientific 

material-semiotic bodies in the world.” 35 In this denial, the object itself becomes “thing-itself”—

divorced from the techno-scientific environment that produced it. In this way, the fetish-object, the 

gene, functions as “a phantom object, like and unlike the commodity. Gene fetishism involves 

“forgetting” that bodies are nodes in webs of integrations, forgetting the tropic quality of all knowledge 

claims.”36  

I find Haraway’s assessment of the tropic fetish object to be useful to think about the 

technoscientific being of the Christian codex. As discussed above, the codex fragments are wielded to 

 
31 Haraway, Modest_Witness, 136 
 
32 For Marx’s theory see: Karl Marx, “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof,” Capital, volume 1 

in Marx and Engels Collected Works volume 35 (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1996).  
 
33 Whereas in commodity fetishism, the observable world of things governed by exchange value obscures social 

relations among humans in the production of the sale-able object.    
 
34 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness, 146  
  
35 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness, 142  

  
36 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness, 142  
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materialize the boundaries of Christianity. In this way, the material-discourse of the Christian codex 

material-discourse exists as a “substitute” of a particular kind and produces a specific “mistake.” The 

apparatus of Christian codex material-discourse, through recourse to tropic figural language creates an 

image of unity and cohesion. In doing so, the material-discourse of the Christian codex works to secure 

the codex placement at the edge and border to mark out “real” and “true” and “proper” practice. The 

material-discourse of the Christian codex “literalize(s)” and mistakes the tropic or figural as real in such 

a way as to “make things seem clear and under control.” As Haraway reminds, “Fetishism is about 

interesting ‘mistakes’—really denials—where a fixed thing substitutes for the doings of power-

differentiated lively beings on which and on whom, in my view, everything actually depends.”37 She 

suggests that the work of the fetish denies and obscures the networks of non/human production. 

Thus, as a genre of corporeal fetishism, codex fetishism—the apparent world of the codex object—

governed by the code of Christian orthodoxy, obscures the tangle of non/human processes that 

produces the Christian codex as a body of evidence. The codex becomes an object of value and thing-

itself such that the material-discursive processes that produced the codex as a Christian object are 

forgotten. The literalized tropic language of addiction and characteristic become self-evident truths 

without connection to the material-discursive claims and practices that uphold boundaries and enclose 

the codex.  

The fetish provides a useful organizing node for my ethical project as a means to acknowledge 

the processes of reification, displacement, and denial within the material-discourse of the codex. 

Moreover, corporeal fetishism involves the intimate relationship of the subject to an object. The 

emergence of the subject cannot be considered independently of objects, or matter. In this way, the 

fetish acknowledges the potency of matter and materiality and endows it with agential potential. As 

 
37 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness, 135 
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such the fetish helps to pose questions about the spaces between matter and consciousness. I draw 

insights from Donna Haraway and the fetish and read them through my methodological agential realist 

framework. I suggest that we can understand Haraway’s corporeal fetishism in agential realist terms as 

the reification of the agential cuts in ways that work to invisibilize the apparatus and the intra-active 

forces of bodily production: the object of study considered as “thing-itself” rather than as dynamic 

processes participating in its ongoing and contingent materialization.  

Chapter Overview and Outline  
 
  Within codex fetishism, I argue that there are three reified agential cuts—literalized borders 

and boundaries—which require attention and responsibility within the material-discursive becoming 

of the Christian codex. My dissertation works to understand the specific material arrangements of the 

apparatus that produce cuts of determination. I attend to three sites of corporeal fetishism and the 

reification of agential cuts. The first cut concerns the production of the codex as a scientific artifact in 

the context of late-19th-century archaeological extraction. The second agential cut considered speaks 

to the structuring force of canonical desires within the material-discursive production of the Christian 

codex. And the third speaks to the material-discursive production of the codex cut from Jewish 

practice.  

In my first chapter, I visit the extraction site of Oxyrhynchus or contemporary al-Bahnasā and 

engage the work of Frantz Fanon and Barad to understand how laboring bodies are cut away from the 

material-discourse of the codex. I center my discussion on the ancient site of Oxyrhynchus—one 

exemplary locus of a larger practice and industry of material extraction of papyrus resource for 

European scholarly consumption. Oxyrhynchus offers a useful site to explore the dynamics of 

extraction of papyrus resource materials at the “shop floor” (to use Barad’s terminology) of the dig 

site. Thinking with Barad, I suggest that Oxyrhynchus becomes a locus of the contingent 

materialization of scientific observer, laborer, and material artifact. I refuse to understand the object 
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as existing apart from the networks of non/human actors in the trash mounds turned extraction floor 

and question how the cut away from labor becomes reified so that the material papyrus objects come 

from Egypt as things-themselves. 

In my second chapter, I argue that the material-discourse of the Christian codex is haunted  

by the specter of hegemonic normativity. This chapter works to understand how the force of 

orthodoxy materializes within the discussion of what counts (and what does not) as a Christian book. I 

think with Barad and Derrida on the force of the imaginary and spectral to develop a concept of 

hauntology of the codex that works to understand the force of non/human others in the apparatic 

constitution of things. In doing so, I question how normative assumptions materialize exclude the 

possibility of difference and diversity within the material-discursive apparatus—the way in which 

certain orthodox worlds are built and imagined and not others. 

In my final body chapter, I question how the codex came to symbolize the severance between 

Christians and Jews. As Colin H. Roberts writes in “The Codex,” the fact that Christians inscribed the 

Septuagint on codices materializes the division between Christians and Jews. He argues that the 

Christian adoption of the codex form demonstrates the finality of the severance between ancient Jews 

and Christians. I argue that this argument derives from theological-historical projects of the late-19th 

and early 20th centuries that sought to define the essence and nature of Christianity as essentially other 

and ontologically and epistemologically distinct from Judaism. The material-discursive production of 

the Christian codex served as one site among many where the historical “truth” of supersessionism 

reified and (over)determined the materiality of the defining boundary—the cut—between Christians 

and Jews in late antiquity. Thinking with Barad I ask how this cut was produced, naturalized, and 

maintained. Again, ethical concerns arise: Why was this world constructed? What other worlds and 

possibilities are denied through this material-discursive arrangement of things?  

 
 



 

    

Cut from Egypt: Labor, Extraction, and the Production of the Codex as 
Scientific Object  

  
“[T]he European nations wallow in the most ostentatious opulence. 
This European opulence is literally a scandal for it was built on the backs 
of slaves, it fed on the blood of slaves, and owes its very existence to the 
soil and subsoil of the underdeveloped world. Europe’s well-being and 
progress were built with the sweat and corpses of blacks, Arabs,  
Indians and Asians. This we are determined never to forget.”  

-Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth1  
SpaceTime Coordinates: Tunis, 1960/1  

  
“The very nature of production is refigured as iterative intra-
activity….this means that production is a process not merely of making 
commodities but also of making subjects, and remaking structures.”  

-Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway2   
SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen territory of the Awaswas-speaking  

Uypi Tribe, 2007  
  

Introduction   
 

 In this chapter I position my discussion at the source of extraction of most inscribed ancient 

codex artifacts—Egypt in the late 19th century. I explore the intra-active dynamics of production of 

the papyrus codex resource material at Oxyrhynchus or al-Bahnasā. I think about the resources at 

Oxyrhynchus as the production of a source of wealth and value for scholars of ancient book history.3 

I center the entanglements of labor and extraction of the codex as material artifact and analyze the 

apparatic cuts that materialize the codex as a resource of study or object of analysis. In doing so, I trace 

 
1 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth. Translated by Richard Philcox. (New York: Grove Press, 2004), 53. 

Originally published in French as Les damnés de la terre (Paris: F. Maspero, 1961).   
  
2 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham; 

London: Duke University Press, 2007), 238.  
 

3 For both Classics and early Christian studies the trash pits at Oxyrhynchus serve as a rich source of evidence 
and locus of meaning-making for book history. See, for example, William Johnson’s Bookrolls and Scribes at Oxyrhynchus 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016). Within early Christian studies see the work of AnneMarie Luijendijk, both 
Greetings in the Lord: early Christians and the Oxyrhynchus Papyri (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press for Harvard 
Theological Studies, 2008) and her more recent garbological approach to the study of Christian materials preserved in the 
Oxyrhynchan trash pits “Sacred Scriptures as Trash: Biblical Papyri from Oxyrhynchus,” Vigilae Christianae 64 (2010): 217-
254. Also see Lincoln Blumell Lettered Christians: Christians, Letters, and Late Antique Oxyrhynchus (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012).  
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the processes of forgetting the blood and sweat of extraction that is part of the contingent resource-

building of European nations. Thinking with Karen Barad and Frantz Fanon, I argue we need to 

understand how the objects have been cut away from Egypt and cut away from the materiality and 

materialization of labor. Contextualizing the processes of extraction and European wealth-building 

necessitates grappling with the entangled apparatuses of colonialism, imperialism, and whiteness that 

produce and materialize the codex as a scientific object of study.  

The (im)materiality of labor is a central concern of the fetish.4 As Donna Haraway surmises 

with regard to gene fetishism, corporeal fetishism involves forgetting (or overlooking) the networks of 

production that create and maintain material-discursive bodies. She writes, “[T]he fetishist sees the 

gene itself in all the gels, blots, and printouts in the lab and ‘forgets’ the natural-technical processes 

that produce the gene and genome as consensus object in the real world.”5 I submit that it is equally 

as easy to see the image of a codex fragment—either between glass in an institutional context or a high 

resolution photograph accessed on the internet—and forget the webs of production and extraction 

that produced the artifact as a scholarly object. Barad and Fanon help me see and not forget the wide 

networks of non/humans that conserved, excavated, sorted, stored, and transported the artifact that 

produce the codex as a “consensus object in the real world.” I submit that understanding the broader 

networks of actors and expertise that produce the codex helps to resist the temptation to divorce the 

constitutive ideological forces in the production of matter and material objects.  

 
4 That is, commodity fetishism in the traditional Marxist sense. Marx defined commodity fetishism as “the 

objective appearance of the social characteristics of labor” in Capital (translated by Ben Fowkes, vol. 1 (New York: Random 
House, 1976), 176). Hungarian Marxist philosopher Georg Lukács defined this fetishistic reification as follows: “Its basis 
is that a relation between people takes on the character of a thing and thus acquires a ‘phantom objectivity,’ an autonomy 
that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing as to conceal every trace of its fundamental nature: the relation between 
people” (Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, translated by Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press), 83). 

 
5  Donna J. Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium. FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä (New York; London: 

Routledge, 1997), 146. 
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Theoretical Framework 

In Frantz Fanon’s opening chapter “On Violence” in The Wretched of  the Earth,6 Fanon describes 

the colonial world as “Manichaean,”7 essentially or ontologically split—cut. “The colonial world is a 

world divided in two,” Fanon writes.8 There are the colonist’s sector and the colonized’s sector. As 

Fanon describes, “The colonist’s sector is a sector built to last, all stone and steel. It’s a sector of  lights 

and paved roads, where the trash cans constantly overflow with strange and wonderful garbage, 

undreamed-of  leftovers.”9  The permanence and materiality—stone and steel—stand in contrast to 

the matter of  “wonderful garbage.” By contrast: “[t]he colonized’s sector, or at least the “native” 

quarters, the shanty town, the Medina, the reservation,” is denied this solid-ness or attention to 

anything other than lack. It is “a disreputable place inhabited by disreputable people.”10 The colonized 

sector denied materiality beyond dis-reputation, which is enough to fill and feel (materialize) aversion, 

an invisible aligning with “bad” matter—or matter out of  time and place.  

Fanon’s description of  the ontological Manichaean bifurcation of  the colonial world 

demonstrates how deeply and violently imperialism and colonialism divides the world, re-structuring 

 
6 Fanon, 3 “The colonized world is a world divided in two” (3); The first appearance of Manichaean occurs on 

pg. 6: “The colonial world is a Manichaean world” (6). I am indebted to my friend Armin Fardis, the leader of  my 
Dissertation Writing Group in 2021, for my thinking with Fanon. Armin is a gracious and insightful conversation partner 
and I am grateful for his guidance and kindness while thinking about what Fanon has to say about extraction and labor in 
relation to my project and Barad. Our conversations together strengthened my engagement and thinking at crucial moments 
of  conceptualizing this chapter.  
 

7 Manichaean serves as a technical term for Fanon to describe the bifurcated structural nature of the colonial 
world. Manichaean in this instance is not a reference to the historical group of followers of Mani (of which there are texts 
and other material traces found in Upper Egypt, particularly Madīnat Māḍī in the 1920’s and more recently Kellis. For the 
Kellis materials see Brent Nongbri, God’s Library: The Archaeology of the earliest Christian Manuscripts (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2018), especially chapter titled “Finding Early Christian Books in Egypt.” For a background on 
Manichaeism, including the earlier finds see Michel Tardieu, Manichaeism, translated by M.B. DeBevoise (Urbana; Chicago, 
IL: University of Illinois Press, 1997).  

 
8 Fanon, 4  
 
9 Fanon, 4 
 
10 Fanon, 4 
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through the enforcement of  colonial world order. Fanon crucially attends to the materiality of  the 

violence of  this colonial (re)structuring. He addresses the real and material ways—the creation of  new 

realities—in which the rhetorics and regimes of  empire destroyed, categorized, and classified life 

according to Manichean principles. Moreover, as Fanon recounts the creation of  Manichaean reality 

relies on labor and material extraction. As Fanon begins his chapter, “It is the colonist who fabricated 

and continues to fabricate the colonized subject. The colonist derives his validity, i.e., his wealth, from the 

colonial system.”11  In other words, the production of the Manichaean world requires a material 

dependency on the colonized sector and subject.  

Fanon argues that European wealth (material) has been cut away from the blood and sweat—

the labor/ers of  extraction that produce the wealth and material (the spacetime of  “wonderful 

garbage”). As Fanon reminds us in the quote at the start of the chapter, the colonial structure of bodily 

production relies on the production of colonized subjectivities and materialities to split the world into 

the sectors of material opulence and immaterial non-human others. The category of human is dissected 

into categories of non or sub/humans. The category of  European life depends on the material-discursive 

excision—through extraction and hierarchical labor structures—of  the life of  the colonized. The 

matter of  Europe relies on the constitutive exclusion of—on the cut away from—the matter of  the 

colonized: “the soil and subsoil.” In this way, Fanon recasts the material solidity of the colonial sector 

as an “ostentatious opulence” that exists through the being and material practices of “the soil and 

subsoil of the underdeveloped world.”  

Fanon speaks to the contingency and inter-relation of subject and identity formations that 

Karen Barad’s agential realism outlines. However, Barad provides a new materialist amendment and 

argues that non-human actors should also be considered as part of the contingent materialization of 

 
11 Fanon, 2 
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subjects and objects within phenomena. Agential realism offers a way to understand the processes of 

colonial extraction as a phenomenon that involves the specific material arrangement—topology—that 

is not given but is continually re/produced. Recognizing the dynamics of colonial history production 

through the framework of Barad and Fanon demonstrates how the material-discursive apparatus works 

to produce science and science-makers at Oxyrhynchus. Reading Fanon and Barad together allows me 

to read against the erasure of the networks of production and invisibilization of the materiality of  labor 

and laboring, “the blood and sweat” that makes extraction possible. 

In their chapter titled “Spacetime Re(con)figurings: Naturalcultural Forces and Changing 

Topologies of Power” Barad reads Leela Fernandes’s Producing Workers12 with agential realism and 

refigures production as a material-discursive phenomenon. Fernandes analyzes the dynamics of 

production on the shop floor of a Jute mill in South Asia in which production does not only include 

commodities but also subjects. Barad argues that “Much more is at stake on the shop floor than the 

production of salable products. The material conditions of the shop floor performatively produce 

relations of class and other forms of cultural identity in the intra-action of humans and machines.”13 

The spatiality of capitalism is (re)produced through the ongoing intra-action of the material-discursive 

apparatus. The category of the class of worker and manager along with other entangled relations with 

machines and other non-human forces are iteratively performed within the intersecting apparatuses of 

capitalist production.  

Thinking with Barad and Fanon, I understand Oxyrhynchus to be a site of entangled intra-

active becoming of many laboring bodies—human and otherwise. The trash mounds contain the rich 

resource material of ancient writing materials. The extraction of the material wealth at Oxyrhynchus 

 
12 Leela Fernandes, Producing Workers: The Politics of Gender, Class, and Culture in the Calcutta Jute Mills (Philadelphia, 

PA? University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997).  
 
13 Barad, 227 
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produces not just the scholarly objects. The apparatus itself performs the Manichaean cut and produces 

the colonizer—the overseer—and the colonial subject—the laborer/s. This means that the categories 

of scientist or expert and laborer, understood similarly to Leela Fernandes’s shop floor and the 

production of workers in addition to commodities, are produced in the shifting topologies of the 

extraction floor. Barad and Fanon allow me to counter the erasure of  the materiality of  labor within 

the intra-active production of  the codex body of  evidence at Oxyrhynchus—the blood and sweat of 

the workers materializes the resource material the European colonizer uses to enrich and validate 

European as Christian and to make the codex as the heritage of the colonizer. 

 
The Laboring Apparatus at Oxyrhynchus 
 

This section focuses on extraction and labor. Here I read published field notes, letters, and 

reports from Bernard P. Grenfell and Arthur S. Hunt that document their deepening entanglement 

and dependency on the matter and labor at Oxyrhynchus.14 Against the practices of solitary citation of 

Grenfell and Hunt’s scientific expertise at the dig-site, I trace the distributed networks of agency that 

materialize and extract the papyrus resources materials. With my Baradian and Fanonian frames, I 

understand that the labor and labor force—both human and non—at Oxyrhynchus are constitutive of 

the production and materialization of the Christian codex as body of evidence. 

 
14 Our questions are somewhat limited by the archive left by Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt. As Dominic 

Montserrat argues Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt leave sparse details about the working dynamics of production at 
Oxyrhynchus. He reads the notebooks of David Hograth and finds them to be a much richer resource for reconstruction 
the site dynamics. See: Dominic Montserrat, “‘No Papyrus and No Portraits’: Hogarth, Grenfell, and the First Season in 
the Fayum 1895-6,” Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 33.1 (1996): 133-176. For history of the labor forces of 
Flinders Petrie also run by the EEF see Stephen Quirke, Hidden Hands: Egyptian Workforces in Petrie Excavation Archives 1880-
1924 (London: Duckworth, 2010). Also see Allison Mickel, Why Those who Shovel are Silent: A History of Local Archaeological 
Knowledge and Labor (Louisville, CO: University Press Colorado, 2021). Mickel employs archival and ethnographic research 
methods to study and contextualize the larger dynamics of colonial-capitalist archaeological extraction in the 19th-20th 
centuries. They provide valuable resources to understand the deeper contexts of labor and excavation within colonial Egypt 
in the modern period.  
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Cutting away Labor 

In his 2007 introduction to the ancient site of Oxyrhynchus and the papyrological archive 

extracted there, Oxford papyrologist Revel A. Coles offers only two sentences that document the labor 

force Grenfell and Hunt employed to do the penetrative digging work on the site. He describes, “Then 

they (Grenfell and Hunt)—or rather their native diggers—stuck their spades in the rubbish mound, 

and they opened a papyrological floodgate.”15 In the next paragraph, he briefly mentions that “Grenfell 

and Hunt worked with 100-200 local diggers…”16 Coles offers only glimmers of the broader networks 

of agency that made the extraction efforts at the site possible.17 Work and workers appear at the 

margins of Coles’ narrative. 

Alongside these linguistic recognitions of the labor forces at Oxyrhynchus, Coles provides a 

visual sense of their presence at the dig sites with two reprinted photographs from the Egypt 

Exploration Fund (EEF) archive. The first photograph on the left-hand page, Figure 1.6 in Coles’ 

work, depicts a group of laborers. Altogether a scene of twelve or fourteen individuals—some are 

obscured by a hazy background or other workers—who excavate papyrus is shown. Seven humans, 

some with baskets stand at the top of the frame of the picture. Below them, another group of workers, 

some crouching, and some standing, excavate one of the trash mounds. Some of the laborers look 

directly at the camera, others gaze at the scene of work—the dust, the baskets, the spades digging 

through the mound site. The caption Coles provides reads simply: “Deep-level excavation, probably 

 
15 Coles, 7  

 
16 Coles, 7  

 
17 Revel A. Coles, “Oxyrhynchus: A City and its Texts,” in Oxyrhynchus: A City and Its Texts. Graeco-Roman 

Memoirs 93, edited by Alan K. Bowman, R.A. Coles, N. Gonis, Dirk Obbink, P.J. Parsons, Arts & Humanities Research 
Council, and Egypt Exploration Society (London: Published for the Arts and Humanities Research Council by the Egypt  
Exploration Society, 2007), 3-16  
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in 1903.”18 The caption on the photo makes the work of excavation and extraction central. However, 

it overlooks the workers who perform these essential tasks. 

The second photograph on the right-hand page directly across from the first image, Coles’ 

Figure 1.7, captures a scene of transportation, workers pack wooden crates numbered and branded 

with EEF (Egypt Exploration Fund). Four laborers attached four of the large crates to a camel, who 

is almost invisible from the frame except for its head owing to the number of wooden boxes. A group 

of five or six men work together to secure the ropes on the camel. The caption reads “The papyri are 

prepared for the first leg of their long journey from the site back to Oxford.”19 Coles focuses on what 

remains hidden—the papyrological remains stored in tin boxes and held in the wooden crates in the 

photographic frame. His caption eclipses the presence of humans and also entails forgetting the camel 

and the rest of the material-discursive apparatus of extraction, which extends beyond Oxyrhynchus 

and includes the systems and structures of extraction and movement out of Egypt.20 

In both instances, workers in the photos stand in tension with the passive language of the 

captions—present and yet absent from the narrative of discovery of texts at Oxyrhynchus. The passive 

language and sparse caption invisibilize the networks of labor and production— the blood and sweat 

in the words of Fanon. Coles’s cut away from the laboring apparatuses of production reflects the 

deeply grooved patterns and habits of un-seeing networks of labor/ers within the material-discursive 

apparatuses of knowledge production. I take the invisibilization of the broader networks of production 

to be symptomatic of corporeal fetishism. The fetish highlights patterns and habits of unseeing—

 
18 Coles, 8  
  
19 Coles, 9  
  
20 While outside the scope of the present exploration, a study focusing on the networks of transportation and 

shipping would add further complexity to the material-discursive field of production of the papyrus resource material. 
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denial.21 As Haraway writes, “Fetishism is about interesting ‘mistakes’—really denials—where a fixed 

thing substitutes for the doings of power-differentiated lively beings on which and on whom, in my 

view, everything actually depends.”22 Haraway speaks to the agential Manichaean cut in which the fixed 

material thing—in the case of Oxyrhynchus the extracted material papyrus artifacts—acts as a 

substitute for the laboring apparatus of extraction (on which the thing-ness depends). In terms of the 

material-discursive production of the Christian codex, the recognition of the codex as an object of 

study involves the mistake of denying the “power-differentiated lively beings” that produce (and 

constitute) the papyrus artifacts. Fanon and Barad allow me to read for the traces of labor and agency 

that have been forgotten with regard to the material-discursive production of papyrological evidence 

at Oxyrhynchus. 

 
Work and Workers at Oxyrhynchus  
 

Grenfell and Hunt are the solitary citations of expertise at Oxyrhynchus. When scholars engage 

with materials from the trash archive at the site, the citational and bibliographic practices lead back 

only to the English pair of papyrologists. However, the extraction and production of the Christian 

codex evidence at Oxyrhynchus relied on the knowledgeable labor of extraction and the “blood and 

sweat” of non/humans. In this section, I read the archive constructed by Grenfell and Hunt and 

document the human work at the dig site and outline some of the broad dynamics of labor within the 

 
21 My questions are partly in conversation with observations of Chandra Prescod-Weinstein in their The Disordered 

Cosmos: A Journey into Dark Matter, Spacetime, and Dreams Deferred (New York: Bold Type Books, 2021). In their chapter titled 
“Wages for Scientific Housework” Prescod-Weinstein questions the limits of doing science. They write: “Making science 
requires not just scientists doing research, it requires emotional housework to support (marginalized) students and scientists, 
it requires administrative housework from administrative assistants to make sure scientists can have colloquia and seminars 
and travel to conferences and committee meetings and visiting collaborators, it requires cleaning staff and dining 
hall/cafeteria staff and facilities/maintenance staff and IT support. All of these people who do all of this work make science 
happen. What would it mean to understand all of this work as part of the scientific project?” (195).  

 
22  Haraway, Modest_Witness, 135; She continues, “[I]nside the mythic and fiercely material zones of market 

relations, things are mistakenly perceived as the generators of value, while people appear as and even become ungenerative 
things, mere appendages of machines, simply vehicles for replicators” (135). I am interested in exploring the “mythic and 
fiercely material zones of market relations” at Oxyrhynchus and work to understand how the cuts of generativity are made. 
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material-discursive apparatus of production. I slow my attention within the material-discursive 

apparatus and describe the distributed networks of labor in the excavation I witness.  

In the winter of 1896/7, Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt began excavations of the trash pits at 

the Roman city of Oxyrhynchus (modern-day al-Bahnasā). 23  As Grenfell documents in the first 

season’s published archaeological report, “We started work upon the town on January 11th by setting 

some seventy men and boys to dig trenches through a low mound on the outside of the site, a little to 

the north of the supposed temple.”24 Almost immediately, the labor force locates veins of afsh25 and 

layers of preserved papyrus remains. “The choice proved a very fortunate one,” Grenfell records, “for 

papyrus scraps at once began to come to light in considerable quantities, varied by uncial fragments 

 
23 Eric Turner in his history of  the Greco-Roman Branch of  the EEF, published in 1983 recalls the nascent 

demand for the archaeology of  textual remains in Egypt (Eric Turner,  “Greco-Roman Branch,” in Bowman, Coles, Gonis, 
Obbink, and Parsons, eds. Oxyrhynchus: A City and its Texts (London: Published for the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council by the Egypt Exploration Society, 2007)). An assemblage of  famous papyrus finds in the late 19th century incited 
(or excited) a scholarly and public “awakening,” to the “importance” and “abundance” of  classical literature inscribed on 
papyri were (potentially) preserved in the arid sands of  the Egyptian desert. As Turner recounts, “It was in the 1880s that 
scholars first awoke to their importance their abundance and the profligacy with which they were being destroyed” (17).  
Turner notes the Austrian excavations at Kiman Faris/ancient Crocodilopolis; 1888 Flinders Petrie discovery of Hypatia’s 
remains and Homer roll, the procurement of rolls from Meir purchased by Wallis Budge for the British Museum, including 
the Constitution of Athens by Aristotle (edited by Frederic Kenyon early in his career at the British Museum) and the choral 
poetry of Bacchylides (Turner, 17). He summarizes the position of  potentiality (and distress) Egypt held in the European 
scholarly imagination—grains of  sands veiling great and classical literatures at constant, incessant risk of  loss. Turner recalls 
this awakening in Manichean terms. The risk of  loss at the hands of  the Egyptians, who misinterpret the value of  the 
papyrus remains as fertilizer for their plant matter. Told in contrast to the European scholars who seek to rescue the in-
danger “deposit of  the written word.” The “profligacy”—the reckless extravagance or wastefulness—of  destruction of  
the papyrological archive, the fear of  loss (unstated: at the hands of  the colonized sector)—(European) grief  haunts, 
weaves, materializes in fundraising efforts to study, excavate, archive. 

 
24 Bernard P. Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” Egypt Exploration Fund Archaeological Report (1896-1897): 1-

12 at 6. 
 

25 Afsh represents the transliteration used by Grenfell and is the form I use above and throughout because I am 
interacting with their archival traces. However, the lexical form in Arabic dictionaries is ‘afš and the verbal form ‘afaša. The 
verb means “to gather, collect, heap up, amass” and the nominal form “refuse, rubbish, trash, junk; luggage, baggage, 
household effects, furniture” (according to Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J. Milton Cowan, 4th ed. 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1979), p. 730). I also consulted the Egyptian Arabic dictionary A Dictionary of Egyptian Arabic, 
edited by M. Hinds and E. Badawi (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1986), 586.; See discussion below on afsh in my section titled 
“Ecosystems of Preservation.” 
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and occasional complete or nearly complete official and private documents.”26 Grenfell and Hunt are 

soon overwhelmed by the papyrus finds and the dynamics of extraction consume them. 

The initial material successes the first days of digging cause Grenfell and Hunt to speed up the 

pace of extraction. They hire more men and boys and forge further into the mounds. As the workforce 

delves further into the spacematter of Oxyrhynchus, the rush and production of material becomes 

unmanageable. As Grenfell reflects, “Since this rubbish mound had proved so fruitful, I proceeded to 

increase the number of workmen gradually up to 110, and, as we moved northwards over other parts 

of the site, the flow of papyri soon became a torrent which it was difficult to cope with.”27 The 

workforce grows from 70 to 110 to meet the demand of extraction. The flow of papyri corresponds 

to the flow of labor Grenfell employs at the dig-site.  

The flood of trash finds continued well into March. Grenfell records two particularly productive 

days and the problems of material this caused for the archaeology team. Grenfell details:  

On the first of these two days (March 18th and 19th) we came upon a mound which had at a 
thick layer consisting almost entirely of papyrus rolls. There was room for six pairs of men and 
boys to be working simultaneously at this storehouse, and the difficulty was to find enough 
baskets in all Behneseh to contain the papyri. At the end of the day’s work no less than thirty-
six good-sized baskets were brought in from this place…twenty-five more baskets were filled 
before the place was exhausted.28 
 

In the description of this particular mound encounter, there are approximately a dozen laborers who 

share the space of extraction and work simultaneously to extricate the delicate papyrus materials from 

the earth. Compare to the visual image of Figure 1 (below) which captures another scene of the 

meticulous teamwork of papyrus excavation. In the frame of the photo, an assemblage of laborers at 

the ancient trash mounds turned dig site. Workers stand at the top of the mounds. A second group of 

 
26 Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” 6 
 
27 Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” 6-7  
 
28 Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” 8-9 
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workers stands lower in the dug trench. They exchange baskets filled with dirt and trash matter. On 

the right, a cloud of dust obstructs full view of the site and more work/ers in the distance. 

 
 

Figure 1: Egypt Exploration Society GR.NEG.209 

 
  The task of removing papyrus required a delicate touch.29 The workers fill baskets of dirt, 

performing an initial sort, and another worker takes the basket and sifts through a second time 

searching for any missed papyrus fragments. As Grenfell describes in a 1908 lecture: 

Most of the larger pieces are found by the men working in the trench, who of course have to 
use their hands entirely, not the hoes, when it is a question of extricating so delicate a material; 
but it is inevitable that small pieces should be sometimes passed over by the man who is actually 
digging, and each basketful has to be examined carefully when it is emptied.30  
 

 
29  We can pause and really think about this touch. The entanglement of sweat and potential DNA traces 

materialize within the extractive enterprise.  
 
30 Grenfell unpublished lecture delivered on 6 August 1908 in Berlin, quoted at length in Eric G. Turner, “Greco-

Roman Branch,” 21   
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Grenfell reveals the layers of expertise that constitute the work on the production floor. The hands of 

the laborers who touch the soil, sift through it with their fingers, and search for every last scrap of the 

papyrus resource. Once the papyri have been extracted, they are placed in storage baskets until the 

inscribed remains are re-sorted and inspected by Arthur Hunt (the paleography expert of the English 

team).  

Away from the delicate labor of the papyrus digging, the work continues. As noted above, the 

frantic pace and sheer quantity of extraction presents problems in terms of storage. The archaeologist 

pair divert a labor team of two construct storage boxes. As Grenfell writes, “We engaged two men to 

make tin boxes for storing the papyri, but for the next ten weeks they could hardly keep pace with 

us.”31 The two men used tin and an assemblage of other tools to construct storage containers to hold 

the delicate resource material. Once Hunt surveyed the contents of the baskets, the papyri were placed 

in these metal storage containers. These smaller boxes were then crated and branded with “EEF” 32—

ready for the networks of transportation and shipping that moved the remains from the dig site to 

their institutional locus at Oxford.33 

In this section, I traced the dynamics of labor and the extraction of papyrus resource material 

at the dig site of Oxyrhynchus (read as production floor). I centered the entangled forces at work at 

the center material-discursive apparatus of extraction at Oxyrhynchus. In doing so, I re-focus attention 

to the wide networks of agency that made (and make) study of ancient papyrus materials possible and 

 
31 Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” 7 
 
32 The Greco-Roman Branch of the Egypt Exploration Fund (EEF) provided the funding for the archaeological 

excavations at Oxyrhynchus. The Fund relied on private funding sources for the continued support of excavation projects 
throughout Egypt. The funding of continued excavation at Oxyrhynchus, that is beyond the first 1896/7 winter season, 
the GRB sold subscriptions to institutions and to individuals and also published edited papyri for profits to support the 
Fund. For details about the history of the Greco-Roman Branch excavations see Turner. Also see Brent Nongbri’s chapter 
titled “Excavating Christian Litter and Literature at Oxyrhynchus,” in God’s Library, 216-246.  
 

33 Recall the camel and the boxes of papyri first described above in connection to Revel Coles’s photograph.  
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the entangled relations that materialize and produce—corporealize—the body of evidence ancient 

historians analyze.  

The Science of Oversight at Oxyrhynchus 
 

At the extraction site Grenfell and Hunt divided up the duties of oversight: Grenfell took 

charge of the oversight and management of the laboring bodies; Hunt oversaw the sorting of the 

resource finds.34 Grenfell defines the work of science as a position over others. In this section, I turn 

to questions about the cut between scientist and “unskilled” labor. I focus on the material-discursive 

composition of  authority as a codification of  spatial position over laborers. With my Baradian and 

Fanonian framework, I understand Grenfell’s position as expert to be contingent on his position of 

power over other human beings performing the work of extraction—human and otherwise. Grenfell 

asserts proper European and scientific oversight of  the evidentiary exhumation. The processes of  

papyrus mining necessitate the simultaneous extraction of  labor and the assertion of  colonial hierarchy 

at the dig site through the production of  the disreputable worker subject. The intra-active forces at 

Oxyrhynchus produce more than papyrus resources. I attend to these cuts that produce the scientist 

and the labor of  as “unskilled” and question where scientific expertise begin and ends in the apparatic 

production of  scientific matters. 

 
34 Hunt also served as the site photographer, producing the photographic evidence we have from the early 20th 

century Egypt Exploration Fund and Greco-Roman Branch excavations at al-Bahnasa. The figure(s) above and below serve 
as examples of Hunt’s work. 
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Figure 2: Egypt Exploration Society GR.NEG.137 

 
I begin with a discussion of Grenfell’s position of management. In a letter to the Director of 

the Egypt Exploration Fund, Edward Maunde Thompson written January 30th, 1897 Grenfell 

declares, “I have not a minute to spare from looking after the men.” 35 He describes his work at the 

dig site as one of oversight and surveillance. Figure 2 (above) preserves an image of the position of 

Grenfell on top of the mound overseeing the digging labor. At the top left of the frame a man 

approaches the center figure, Grenfell, who stands wearing a hat and holding a walking stick. Below 

Grenfell, teams of laborers engage in the hard labor of papyrus extraction. At the bottom left of the 

photographic field two men stand with baskets. Next to them another worker crouches and fills a 

 
35 Letter from Grenfell to Edward Maunde Thompson. Sent from Beni-Mazar Upper Egypt Jan. 30th 1897. 

Grenfell, EES, DIST.15.04 in Hickey and Keenan. 
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basket. Another laborer digs behind him. Beside this pair another digger bends down. Further to the 

right, another team of six are visible working the trench.  

In another letter to Flinders Petrie, Grenfell further expands on the characteristics of good 

labor. “Brains are the absolute essential for papyrus digging,” Grenfell writes. “A workman may be as 

honest as the sun,” he continues, “but if he can’t see the papyrus at once (and it requires a very sharp 

eye to do so in the perpetual clouds of dust) he passes it over or else knocks it to bits, and is therefore 

as bad or worse than a thief.”36  Grenfell addresses the difficulty of dust suspended in the air—

particulate matter inhaled by the lungs of the laborers day after day—and the risk that this dust poses 

to the papyrus. The dust blinds the laborer and leads to destruction—an act “worse than” theft. 

Grenfell’s material-discourse performs the Manichaean cut and places the material expertise and sight 

of the work/ers in the trenches that touch and extract the papyrus outside of the realm of  expertise. 

In this way, he privileges his position as witnesser of  work—his codified position of  authority—and 

denies the sight and vision of  the labor forces at work within the material-discursive apparatus.  

In an article in the 1897 October publication of McClure’s Magazine, titled “The Oldest Record 

of Christ’s Sayings: The Story of its Recent Discovery,” Bernard Grenfell addresses a broad, American 

audience with updates and stories from the dig-site at Oxyrhynchus.37 He focuses on the labor and 

describes the extractive dynamics, writing:   

As the papyrus digging was relatively light work, I had more boys than men diggers, the former 
being not only easier to manage and more trustworthy, but quite as keen about the work as the 
men, which is rather remarkable, seeing that all their earnings go to their parents. But I should 
think nearly every boy in the district who could walk wanted to be taken on the work. Some of  
the tiny applicants looked as though they had only recently left their cradles, if  they had ever 
known such luxuries, which, of  course, they had not. One of  the smartest workers of  all was 

 
36 Grenfell, Petrie Museum of  Archaeology, 6/GRE/01 in Hickey and Keenan 
 
37 McClure’s Magazine was an American illustrated monthly periodical that ran from 1893-1911. The periodical 

published a mix of historical, literary, political, and “muckraking” journalistic works. For example, in the issue in question, 
October 1897 Issue 9.6 the other articles included were: a story about elephants in Siam, a poem by Rudyard Kipling, a 
recessional prayer, a story about sights around greater New York, an article about the civil war, a fiction excerpt from a 
soldier novel.  
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also the smallest, a little chap about eight years old, who had a wonderful eye for the right kind 
of  soil for finding papyri.38 
 

Grenfell paints a stark picture of  the “native” labor-force in question at Oxyrhynchus. He almost 

pushes on bragging about the exceptional (and unbelievable) youthfulness of  “his” labor force—

“some of  the tiny applicants looked as though they had only recently left their cradles”—and also the 

plentitude of  “his” “boys”—both their labor energy and also their numbers. Grenfell’s language 

(re)performs the Manichaean cut and (re)establishes the naturalized hierarchy of  colonial control and 

power in which the labor force is of  the “disreputable sector” of  the colonized. He draws a cut between 

his rational, scientific (and capitalistic) frameworks of  the masculinist colonial domain and the 

domestic, feminized domain of  the colonized. He continues: 

I am afraid some tender-hearted persons would have thought me a very brutal task master, if  
they could have seen some of  these children lifting and carrying away heavy baskets of  rubbish 
all day, clothed, perhaps, if  the weather was hot, in nothing by a cap on their heads and a piece 
of  string round their waists. But I think the same persons would have retracted their opinion, 
if  they could, at the end of  the day’s work, have seen the said infants racing each other home 
over the sand dunes, while I plowed my way painfully in the rear.39 
 

Here he recognizes the possibility of  objection to his behavior, the optics of  his control and 

surveillance. However, he also carefully couches this recognition as dismissible, only had or felt by 

“tender-hearted persons.” His oversight extends and authorizes a scientific expertise in the digging 

labor of  the men and boys. Grenfell’s way of  rationalizing the toll of  labor does not register from 

Grenfell’s “scientific” perspective and positionality—“painfully in the rear.”  

Grenfell’s spatial positioning within the extractive apparatus reifies the colonial and capitalistic 

control over the resource production at the site. He names the control and position over the laboring 

apparatus as the work of  science and (re)produces the Manichaean agential cuts that make invisible 

 
38 Bernard Grenfell, “The Oldest Record of Christ’s Sayings: The Story of its Recent Discovery” in McClure’s 

Magazine 9.6 (New York: October 1897): 1022-1031 at 1023. 
 
39 Grenfell, “Oldest Record,” 1022 
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the materiality of  extraction and deny solid-ness to the expertise and labor of  the forces that make 

production possible. This logic is echoed in Arthur Hunt’s 1914 review of  the discipline of  papyrology 

titled, “Papyri and Papyrology” published in the Journal of  Egyptian Archaeology. Hunt argues that during 

the period between 1875 and 1895 European excavations of  ancient towns and villages particularly in 

the Fayyūm province produced a flood of  papyrus evidence. As Hunt writes, “[T]he stream which then 

started has been flowing pretty continuously ever since.”40 He juxtaposes the period of  archaeological 

excavation with the previous periods of  discovery and acquisition of  the papyrological and codex 

resource materials via the antiquities market. Hunt reflects, “The discoveries of  the two preceding 

periods had been the result of  unauthorized and desultory digging by native plunderers.”41 This 

position casts the labor and procurement of  antiquities at the hands of  local or indigenous persons as 

theft (plunder). This extraction exists outside of  the material-discursive apparatus of  colonial historical 

production and therefore represents science-making that is superficial (“desultory”) and illicit or 

unsanctioned. As a result of  its position outside of  the domain of  colonial control, local production 

of  ancient evidentiary matters cannot, by definition of  the imposed Manichaean world order, be 

considered historical or as solidly material owing to the absence of  European presence and oversight. 

From Hunt’s perspective, the work of cutting away from the land requires the science of supervision. 

 
40 Arthur S. Hunt, “Papyri and Papyrology,” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 1.2 (1914): 81-92, at 91.  
 
41 Hunt, “Papyri,” 82 
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Figure 3: Egypt Exploration Society GR.NEG.208 

 
As Hunt continues, “[T]hose [papyrus excavations] of  the third period, which we [that is, Hunt 

and Grenfell] had the good fortune to inaugurate, and which is still in progress have been largely the 

fruit of  properly organized and properly directed work by European explorers.” 42  Hunt’s interest in 

im/propriety here speaks to the way in which, from Hunt’s perspective as a someone of  the colonizer’s 

sector, the only proper way to extract papyrus resources—for the good of  scientific history—requires 

the hierarchical positioning of  European science-makers over the apparatus of  removal.43 In the image 

above (Figure 3) we see a powerful material metaphor of Hunt’s silhouette—“proper” oversight—

captured by the shutter click of Hunt’s camera. The photograph captures and solidifies his position of 

 
42 Hunt, “Papyri,” 82 (emphasis added); Part of what is at stake in the material-discourse of direction is the 

question of provenance. Bernard Grenfell records in “The Oldest Record of  Christ’s Life”: “The superior attractions of  
temples and tombs for the excavator have caused the sites of  towns to be left, except in a few notable cases, to native 
diggers, whether for nitrous earth or for antiquities, with the result that many of  the most valuable objects found never 
even reach the dealers’ shops, while all the historical information concerning their date and provenance is lost” (1023). 

 
43 For further background see: Paola Davoli, “Papyri, Archaeology, and Modern History: A contextual Study of 

the Beginnings of Papyrology and Egyptology,” Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 52 (2015): 87-112 and Hélène 
Cuvigny, “The Finds of Papyri: The Archaeology of Papyrology,” translated by Adam Bülow-Jacobsen in The Oxford 
Handbook of Papyrology, edited by Roger Bagnall, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 30-58.   
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authority and the hierarchy of expertise at the dig site. Hunt suggests that the European oversight 

constitutes good work and the production of  good evidence resource44  

I propose that we can think about the requisite spatialization of  “proper” archaeology here in 

terms of  Barad and Fanon. Thinking about the production of  scientific artifact through this lens, I 

understand that at stake in the production of  a body of  evidence is also the production of  other 

bodies: scientists and laborers. From the position of  Grenfell, his authority is secured through his 

spatial position over the dig-site, over the laboring apparatus of  extraction. The agential Manichaean 

cut marks and differentiates colonial history producer and unskilled—from the perspective of  

overseer—labor force. Understanding the constitutive exclusion of  labor, we can read against 

Grenfell’s imperialist script and read the networks of  scientific expertise that made the extractive work 

at Oxyrhynchus possible.  

Ecosystems of Preservation  

This section questions traces of non/human agency in the soil of papyrus preservation. The 

assemblage of straw, twigs, and dirt—afsh—provided the correct environment for conservation. Before 

the extraction work can begin, the proper material topology is required, that is the correct arrangement 

of geological substance that allows for the preservation (production) of the evidentiary body of the 

Christian codex. Thinking with Barad and extending Fanon’s citation of the “soil and subsoil” to 

include the non/human geologic substances that preserve the papyrus I suggest it is important to think 

about afsh as a non-human agential force within the production of the Christian codex.45 

 
44 I must also add that the “proper” direction makes my questions at Oxyrhynchus possible. The fact that there 

is an accessible archive of materials available for me to read and learn about the layers of labor at this site is part of the 
Manichaean cut and the production of scientific evidence.  

 
45 Of course, it must also be recognized that afsh itself represents a cut that I make. There are other non-human 

agential forces. Not to mention that afsh itself is a compound. Attention to the fuller spectrum of material composition—
from the chemical compounds to the arrangement of atoms—should also be included in order to give a full account of 
non/human agencies. My aim is to complicate the codex as a fixed and enclosed artifact. Thus, my intention here is to 
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The team of excavators dug trenches searching for the right kind of ecosystem for papyrus 

preservation. Key to the preservation of the delicate plant matter is the right kind of soil conditions. 

As Grenfell, “The papyri tended to run in layers rather than to be scattered through several feet of 

rubbish, and as a rule were associated with the particular kind of rubbish composed largely of pieces 

of straw and twigs which the natives call afsh.”46 The layers of afsh provide a kind of geological text for 

the excavators—the workers hired by Grenfell and Hunt and dug the trenches in the trash mounds.  

Grenfell and Hunt’s previous experience digging in Egypt with David G. Hogarth in 1895 

taught the pair what kind of soil conditions best preserved. In their work in the Fayūm, the team 

learned the language of the land, the signs and feelings of ripeness and bounty.47 The pair credit what 

they call the “principles of afsh” with the material successes they encounter at Oxyrhynchus. These 

principles offer one site to see to see the non-human intra-action of knowledge production. They write, 

“It was the discovery of the principles of afsh at Ûmm el ‘Atl in 1896 which enabled us in 1897, amid 

the hundreds of acres covered by the ruins of Behnesa, to select those mounds which contained papyri, 

and to find the ‘Logia’ on the second day of our excavations…”48 In this way, expertise at Oxyrhynchus 

derives from the literal entanglement with the “soil and subsoil” of the trash pits of Oxyrhynchus and 

other ancient excavation sites. I suggest that it is important to recognize the agency of the afsh within 

the material-discursive apparatic production of the Oxyrhynchan body of evidence. The geologic 

assemblage enabled preservation. It also produced visible traces of its conservation work, which the 

 
think about afsh as one example of a non/human cut at Oxyrhynchus rather than give an exhaustive new materialist 
account/ing of agency.  
 

46 Grenfell, “Oxyrhynchus and Its Papyri,” 7 
 
47 Bernard P. Grenfell, Arthur S. Hunt, and David G. Hogarth, Fayûm Towns and Their Papyri (London: Greco-

Roman Branch of the Egypt Exploration Society, 1900), 25-6; Also see Héléne Cuvigny, “The Finds of Papyri: The 
Archaeology of Papyrology.” 

 
48 Grenfell, Hunt, and Hogarth, 26.  
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human experts Grenfell and Hunt learned to read and understand in order to find the rich resource 

for extraction.49   

Conclusions 
 
This chapter centered the entangled forces of labor and extraction at Oxyrhynchus. Thinking 

with Karen Barad and Frantz Fanon, I analyzed the traces of blood and sweat that materialize the 

papyrus resource material at Oxyrhynchus. I argued that the intra-active dynamics of the dig-floor 

produce the contingent materialization of artifact, scientist, and laborer. The shifting topologies of the 

extraction floor (re)produce the hierarchical structure that the production of scientific artifact relies 

on. My approach re-centers the broader networks of agential production. I submit that the citation of 

Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt as the scientific digging experts at Oxyrhynchus involves the erasure 

of the laboring forces that intra-actively produced their expertise. With Barad and Fanon, I worked to 

slow my attention and see the wider networks of production at stake.  

I suggest that we need new patterns of citation that address the networks of production that 

make the materials we study possible. As Barad argues, ‘we’ are a part of the materialization of the 

world.  Thinking about agential realism at Oxyrhynchus, we can question the continued ethics of 

entanglement with material objects of study and  how we participate in the continued production of 

Manichean cuts within our material-discursive apparatuses of study of the Christian codex.  

Recognition of these deep histories necessitates taking responsibility for the past and continued 

exploitative practices that make scientific study possible. 

 
49 Akin to the “gels” and “printouts” that Haraway argues are forgotten within gene fetishization and the quote I 

cited in the introduction.  
 



 

  

    

The Spectral Codex: The Christian Codex and the Felt Sense of Canon  
  

  
“[D]ie Codification ist die völlige, die sinnlich sich darstellende 
Kanonisation.”  

-Theodor Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen kanons1  
SpaceTime Coordinates: Erlangen + Leipzig, 1889  

  
 “If I am getting ready to speak at length about ghosts, inheritance, and 
generations, generations of ghost, which is to say about certain others 
who are not present, nor presently living, either to us, in us, or outside 
us, it is in the name of justice…It is necessary to speak of the ghost, indeed 
to the ghost and with it.”  

-Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx2  
SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen land of the Cahuilla, Tongva, Luiseño, 

and Serrano + Paris, 1993/4  
  
 “[T]o speak with ghosts, is not to entertain or reconstruct some 
narrative of the way it was, but to respond, to be responsible, to take 
responsibility for that which we inherit (from the past and the future),  
for the entangled relationalities of inheritance that ‘we’ are...”  

-Karen Barad, “Quantum Entanglements and  
Hauntological Relations of Inheritance”3  

SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen territory of the Awaswas-speaking  
Uypi Tribe, 2010  

Introduction 
 

In the first quote above New Testament scholar Theodor Zahn names the power of the “felt 

sense” of enclosure books bring. He argues that there is a tangible impression of canon—of 

constitutive exclusion—performed in the bound form of a codex. In this chapter, I play with Zahn’s 

feeling of enclosure and canon “felt” in the codex and trace questions of fantasy, imagination, and 

 
1 Theodor Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen kanons, vol. 1 (Erlangen and Leipzig: A Deichert, 1889-1892), 60.  
  
2 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of Dept, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. by Peggy 

Kamuf (New York; London: Routledge, 1994), xix. Lecture given at UC Riverside in 1993. Published in French by Éditions 
Galileé as Spectres de Marx in 1993.   

  
3  Karen Barad, “Quantum Entanglements and Hauntological Relations of Inheritance: Dis/continuities, 

SpaceTime Enfoldings, and Justice-to-Come,” Derrida Today 3.2 (2010): 240-268 at 264.  
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virtuality—the play of presence and absence and what counts as “hard” evidence—within the material 

discourse of the Christian codex. In doing so, I draw on the work of Karen Barad and Jacques Derrida 

and outline a hauntology of the codex. Hauntology, I suggest allows one to trace the ghostly presences 

deployed to co-narrate the process of canonization and codification that work to define the codex in 

ways that close out difference and diversity. My guiding questions are: How does the figure or figuring 

of the ghost and ghostly imaginary function within the material-discourse of our evidence? What are 

the things we are trained to see, to feel, to materialize within our entangled subject/object relations?  

I argue that the force of canonical desires haunts the material-discourse about ancient books. 

I suggest that these arguments animate a virtual or spectral canon—one that exists not yet and already 

at the same time. Thus, the codex materializes the tangled material-discourse of canon history, of 

ancient Christian (essential) origins, and apostolic succession and authority. In this way, the material-

discourse produces the Christian codex in such a way that it cannot be anything other than a 

materialization of normativity. Within the material-discourse of the Christian codex the 

virtual/spectral materializes normative ideologies that seek to enclose the Christian codex within an 

orthodox imaginary.  

In Modest_Witness Donna Haraway contends practices of spatialization “can be fetishized as a 

series of maps whose grids nontropically locate naturally bounded bodies (land, people, resources—

and genes) inside ‘absolute’ dimensions such as space and time.”4 In this chapter, I think about the 

material-discourse of the Christian codex as a practice of mapping—the locating of bounded objects 

and corpus and emplacing them within the “absolute.” As Haraway writes, “Gene fetishists ‘forget’ 

that the gene and gene maps are ways of enclosing the commons of the body—of corporealizing—in 

 
4  Donna J. Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium. FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä (New York; London: 

Routledge, 1997), 136. 
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specific ways…”5 I argue that the corporealization of the Christian codex exists like a gene map in 

Haraway’s sense. Codex fetishists have “forgotten” that the codex and the material-discursive 

positioning within early Christian histories is a form of mapping and “enclosing the commons of the 

body…in specific ways.” I analyze the material-discourse and trace the patterns of enclosure that work 

to define the body of evidence of the Christian codex.  

Colin H. Roberts and the Ghost of Irenaeus at Oxyrhynchus 
 

In 1903 Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt published the third volume of The Oxyrhynchus 

Papyri series in which they edited some 250 papyrus remains extracted during the winter digging season 

of 1897.6 No. 4057 in the catalogue, under the category of “Theological Fragments” includes seven 

fragments from a papyrus roll which the authors claim they “have not been able to identity.”8 Without 

authorial certainty, Grenfell and Hunt assign a date range based on paleographic assessment “not later 

than the first half of the third century, and might be as old as the latter part of the second.”9 They 

parenthetically note that “it is probably the oldest Christian fragment yet published.”10 

Shortly after Grenfell and Hunt’s publication of the volume, J. Armitage Robinson submitted 

a response in the British literary magazine Athenaeum on October 24, 1903 definitively identifying the 

fragments as Book 3, chapter 9 of Irenaeus’s Adversus Haereses.11 Robinson writes, “The fact is that we 

 
5 Haraway, Modest_Witness, 148 
 
6 Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt, The Oxyrhynchus Papyri. Volume III (London: Egypt Exploration Society, 

1903).  
 
7 P.Oxy III.405 also known as LDAB 2459 and TM 61317. 
 
8 Grenfell and Hunt, Oxyrhynchus Papyri III, 10 
 
9 Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt, The Oxyrhynchus Papyri III, 10 
 
10 Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt, The Oxyrhynchus Papyri III, 10 
 
11 J. Armitage Robinson, “A Papyrus Fragment of Irenaeus,” Athenaeum 3965 October 24, 1903: 548.  
 



 

    40 

have here a scrap of the lost Greek original of the third book of Irenaeus adversus haereses.”12 The 

following year, in 1904, Grenfell and Hunt published volume IV of The Oxyrhynchus Papyri and in an 

appendix they assign Irenaeus as author and include a revised text of the fragments following the 

reconstructions of both Robinson and J. Rendel Harris.13 

Fifty years later, in 1954, Colin H. Roberts published an article titled “Early Christianity in 

Egypt: Three Notes” in The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology.14 In his first note, Roberts conjures the 

fragments and memory of Irenaeus and argues that their theological significance has not yet been 

realized. Roberts cites P.Oxy III.405 as material evidence of orthodox networks in Egypt in the second 

century. Roberts argues that Grenfell and Hunt’s assigned date range of late second-century or early 

third century reflects their “ultra-conservative” tendency to date Christian texts. 15  “Few 

palaeographers would hesitate to place this hand near the end of the second century,” he argues 

without supplying more specific determination.16 Narrowing the temporal field to the late second 

century places the fragments within a generation of the composition of the text by Irenaeus.17 The 

 
12 Robinson, 548  
 
13 Robinson 548; J. Rendel Harris, “The Oxyrhynchus Fragment of Irenaeus,” Athenaeum 3968 November 14, 

1903: 652.  
 
14 Colin H. Roberts, “Early Christianity in Egypt: Three Notes,” The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 40 (1954): 92-

96.  
 
15 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 94; On this discussion see Brent Nongbri, “Grenfell and Hunt on the Dates of 

Early Christian Codices: Setting the Record Straight,” The Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 48 (2011): 149-162. 
 
16 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 94 
 
17 The date range does not assume that the fragments must date to the second century; however, within the 

material-discourse of these fragments the second-century is more often than not taken as a definitive date (often with 
Roberts’s citation of the barely dry ink). However, as Brent Nongbri argues, paleographic dating is a subjective tool 
employed to give a range of possible age based on comparative analysis. See Nongbri’s critical study of Grenfell and Hunt’s 
purported paleographic conservatism within the New Testament textual criticism titled “Grenfell and Hunt on the Dates 
of Early Christian Codices.” For a critical appraisal of the theological influence on palaeographic dating of New Testament 
manuscripts, particularly the trend to argue for early dates of composition of New Testament witnesses see Pasquale Orsini 
and Willy Clarysse, “Early New Testament Manuscripts and Their Dates: A Critique of Theological Palaeography.” 
Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 88 (2012): 443-474.   
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fragments of Irenaeus at Oxyrhynchus would thereby witness the deep penetration of orthodox 

presence in Egypt in the second century. In Roberts’s view the fragment materializes an intimate 

connection between Oxyrhynchus, a provincial town in Egypt, and “the West” owing to Irenaeus’s 

spacetime position in Gaul.18 As Roberts writes:  

Irenaeus’ work was written at Lyons about A.D. 180 and in this we should recognize not only 
the first fragment of a manuscript of Christian literature contemporary with its author but 
evidence of the immediate circulation of this powerful attack on Gnosticism among the 
Egyptian churches and yet another witness to the close relationship subsisting between the 
church of Alexandria and the West. We need not accept the extreme position that Catholic 
Christianity was unknown in Egypt until the close of the second century.19  
 

Roberts reveals the theological impact and implication: the fragments of Irenaeus witness a catholic 

counter-presence in Egypt.20 I suggest that this reveals Zahn’s “felt sense” of canon and exposes the 

way in which it has a gravitational pull—material effects.   

The fragments provide important evidence against the scholarly view that organized orthodox 

communities were a late second century development in Egypt put forth by Walter Bauer and Walter 

Till.21 Roberts writes in summary of these positions: “of recent years it has become fashionable to 

solve the mystery that surrounds the early history of the Church of Alexandria by the discovery that 

it did not exist; such Christianity as there was was Gnostic and the ‘Great Church’ did not succeed in 

taking hold there until the end of the second century.”22 The mystery or lack of determined evidence 

 
18 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 94 
 
19 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 94 
 
20 Compare Robert’s description in his 1977 Schweich Lectures published Manuscript, Society, and Belief (London; 

New York: Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1979): “A significant, if small, piece of evidence 
is that early fragment…that reached Oxyrhynchus not long after the ink was dry on the author’s manuscript; it testifies 
both to the orthodox reaction against Gnosticism and to the close relationship between Alexandria and the Church of the 
West” (53-4).  

 
21 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 93; Roberts cites Walter Bauer, Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei (Tübingen, 1934) and 

Walter Till, “Die Gnosis in Ägypten,” in La Parola del Passato 12 (1949) as paradigmatic examples of this argument. 
 

22 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 93  
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about orthodox existence prior to the 2nd century solved with an assertion of non-existence before 

that date. Roberts willingly concedes, with Bauer and Till, that “in Alexandria and Egypt of the second 

century there was no clear frontier between orthodoxy and heresy, or at least that the dividing-line 

was much less sharp there than elsewhere, has much in its favour.”23 However, Roberts does not agree 

that the divisions between orthodoxy and heresy were wholly indeterminate such that a determinable 

orthodoxy cannot be said to exist.  

Roberts argues that an orthodox position must have existed in some prior form in order to 

explain its later development: absence does not mean non-existence.24 To think otherwise would be 

impossible. Roberts writes, “it may be urged with W. [sic] Bardy25 that there is something topsy-turvy 

in assuming that heresy arrived on the scene first and was followed by orthodoxy.”26 Gustave Bardy’s 

interest in the institutional networks and positions of orthodoxy in Alexandria and Egypt mirrors 

Roberts’s project of understanding the traces of orthodoxy in the material papyrus evidence. For him, 

material textual artifacts witness the networks of orthodoxy and realize the material circuitry of 

 
23 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 93 n*2; He clarifies that “Bauer will admit the existence of individual non-

Gnostic Christians (“gewiß hat es auch schon früher [i.e. before A.D. 180] dort Rechtgläubige gegeben,” (op. cit. 53), but 
not that of organized orthodox communities” (ibid)).  

 
24  Proto-orthodoxy or a core kernel of orthodoxy speaks to Robert’s thesis regarding the blossoming of 

orthodoxy in 4th century, which he posits could not have happened without the earlier sowing and seeding of the fields. 
In Manuscript, Society, and Belief he writes: “Such a development helps to explain the sudden flowering of the Church in the 
fourth century; the seed had been well sown in the first and second centuries and the plant well tended in the third. From 
the second quarter of the fourth century onwards Egyptian Christian comes into the full light of day; drawing on the 
resources of Egyptian nationalism (for in Christianity, as H.I. Bell has written, ‘for the first time since the third century 
B.C. the very soul of Egypt found unfettered expression’) it gained enormous impetus and became the inspiration and 
teacher of the Christian world” (72-3). 

 
25 Gustave Bardy, “Pour l’histoire de l’École d’Alexandríe,” Vivre et Penser 2.1 (1942): 80-109. Bardy reviews the 

extant literary evidence for the succession of leadership at the Catechetical School of Alexandria in the first and second 
century CE. Bardy marks Demetrius as the first Alexandrian bishop we know anything about, the beginning of knowledge 
of Christianity in Egypt. Echoes Harnack: “The most serious gap in our knowledge of primitive church history is our 
almost total ignorance of the history of Christianity in Alexandria and Egypt…until about the year 180” (The Mission and 
Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, 2) and Bauer: “first catch sight of something like ‘ecclesiastical’ Christianity 
in Demetrius, bishop of Alexandria from 189-231 CE” (1934, 53). 

 
26 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 93 
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normative Christianity. Bardy argues that “Il est assurément curieux que nos premiers renseignements 

sur le christianisme en Égypte se rapportent à l'activité des hérétiques.”27 He cites Basilides, Isidore, 

Carpocrates, Valentinus, Apelles, and the Barbélo-gnostics. Despite this diversity, Bardy cautions 

against assuming that these heretical presences negate orthodox ones or necessitates a late foundation. 

He suggests:  

Cela ne veut pas dire d'ailleurs que le christianisme orthodoxe n'ait pénétré que tardivement 
dans la vallée du Nil, et moins encore que l'orthodoxie soit postérieure à l'hérésie, selon le 
thèse assez paradoxale de W. Bauer (...) Seulement, nous ne savons rien d'assuré sur l'Église 
catholique en Égypte avant 180 et ce n'est pas la liste épiscopale d'Alexandrie, telle que l'a 
transcrite Eusèbe, qui peut satisfaire notre légitime curiosité…28  
 

Roberts (with Bardy) suggests that the archival uncertainties of orthodoxy in Egypt prior to 180 CE 

and the episcopate of Demetrius do not demonstrate non-existence. Rather, they demonstrate the 

limits of the Eusebian archive to (more fully) determine the position and nature of orthodoxy prior 

to 180 CE. For these scholars, the Irenaeus fragments witness the material presence of 

institutionalized orthodoxy through their re/appearance in Egypt by way of Gaul. The fact that the 

fragments are from Irenaeus, the anti-heretical author par excellence, demonstrates an organized and 

networked attack on gnostic or heretical traces.  

In the passage just following his citation of P.Oxy. III.405, Roberts cites further evidence of 

the material presence of normative Christianity: 

[T]hough some early Gnostic papyri have been found they are greatly outnumbered for the 
second and early third centuries by ordinary biblical texts. There was, of course, nothing to 
prevent Gnostics reading and owning ordinary texts of the Bible but in the absence of any 
evidence to the contrary it would be perverse to assume that they were not written for and 
used by regular Christian communities.29 
 

 
27 Bardy, 84 n*2 
 
28 Bardy, 84 n*2 
 
29 Roberts, “Early Christianity,” 94 
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Roberts clearly argues that orthodoxy out-materializes heresy and leaves a larger or more legible 

material trace. His reference to “ordinary biblical texts” imposes a sense of canon through citation of 

the language of “biblical” and through categorizing these texts as “ordinary” (“with no special or 

distinctive features; normal”30). In doing so, he ontologizes the material remains of the bible without 

mark of determination, ordinary. Moreover, Roberts deploys the language of “regular Christian 

communities”—echoing the force of normativity (regular: “conforming to or governed by an accepted 

standard or procedure of convention”31). Anything outside the regular, the ordinary—these governed 

uniform bodies—exists as a perversity of imagination (“contrary to the accepted or expected standard 

or practice” 32 ). Roberts thus scripts out or selectively treats anything deviant from his centrist 

narrative. He assumes that all ancient Christian textual practices were oriented toward the 

anachronistic canon and normative ideologies and practices of it, even those of “heretics.” 

In his 1977 Schweich Lectures published as Manuscript, Society, and Belief, Roberts further reveals 

the normative and ontological stakes of the arguments about the presence or non-existence of so-

called orthodoxy.33 In the twenty-three years between the publication of his notes in the Journal of 

Egyptian Archaeology and these lectures Roberts’s opinion changes very little. He holds the same position 

and suspicion against Bauer. He locates himself antithetically to the view that “early Egyptian 

Christianity was Gnostic through and through” and “Bauer’s general thesis that everywhere and not 

only in Egypt ‘heresy’ was primary and ‘orthodoxy’ secondary.”34 Roberts repeats the assertion that 

 
30 New Oxford American Dictionary, 2nd edition 
 
31 New Oxford American Dictionary, 2nd edition 
 
32 New Oxford American Dictionary, 2nd edition 
 
33 Colin H. Roberts, Manuscript, Society, and Belief in Early Christian Egypt. Schweich Lectures 1977 (London; New 

York: Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1979). 
 
34 Roberts, Manuscript, Society, and Belief, 49-50 
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the secondary becoming of orthodoxy presents an almost unthinkable position. He writes, “Even if 

we accept that in the early second century Christian Gnosticism existed as something quite distinct 

from Catholic Christianity (it itself improbable).”35 He resumes his opposition to Bauer by rhetorically 

inquiring about the location of “Gnostic” material evidence within the archive. He asks: “Where are 

the Gnostic papyri of the first two centuries? Unless the movement was strictly confined to Alexandria 

and the Delta from which no papyri survive, we should expect some manuscript evidence, however 

slight, to be forthcoming from the papyri.”36 Roberts once again turns to an argument about absence 

and non-presence. However, he fails to consider how his work of classifying texts as extra/ordinary 

and non/biblical—canonical desires—shape his expectations and the “reality” of presence and 

absence to begin with. The interest in witnessing the structures and strictures of orthodoxy produce 

the evidentiary structure of our material textual witnesses. They either reflect or materialize traces of 

normative presence or they realize perversity. In either iteration, from a position like Robert’s, they 

engender powerful desires and imaginations. 

Kim Haines-Eitzen in “Imagining the Alexandrian Library and a ‘Bookish’ Christianity” 

speaks to the same dilemmas I outline above: the force of the imaginary or absent presence within the 

material-discursive becoming of our conceptualizing of ancient Christianities.37 Haines-Eitzen argues, 

“The image of the Alexandrian library and the witness of Eusebius–helped along by the near absence 

of archaeological records—have combined to produce fantastic images of earliest Christianity in 

 
35 Roberts, Manuscript, Society, and Belief, 51 
 
36 Roberts, Manuscript, Society, and Belief, 51; Roberts argues that “While there is not a lack of Gnostic texts from 

Egypt, the manuscripts we have were mostly written in the fourth and fifth centuries when orthodoxy was at the height 
of its power; one flourished with and stimulated the other” (51). Again, Roberts does not dismiss existence or presence. 
Rather, his primary question deals with first order and second order coming into being. Diversity derived from a solitary 
or unified position more easily fits the theological narrative of solitary originary truth and late secondary deviation from 
truth.  

 
37 Kim Haines-Eitzen, “Imagining the Alexandrian Library and a ‘Bookish’ Christianity,” in Reading New Testament 

Papyri in Context: Lire les papyrus du nouveau testament dasn leus context, ed. Claire Clivaz and Jean Zumstein, Bibliotheca 
Ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium 242 (Leuven: Peeters, 2011): 207-218. 
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Alexandria.” 38  She argues that ancient and modern imaginations about the Alexandrian library 

produce—materialize—a historical understanding of bookish Christian life. This imaginary 

materializes Christian institutions as centralized networks of written and intellectual production, 

figured in the catechetical school39  and scriptorium, which centralizes a singular mode of study, 

interpretation, and transmission of text: the Alexandrian text type.40 In other words, in the absence of 

“real” or “material” remains of intellectual and institutional life of early Christians, scholars fantasize. 

The work of fantasy supplies a tether to the real through citation of “real/ized” but imagined sites of 

production and publication in the wake of the limited archive.41 These imaginaries work to supply 

normativizing structures of support to witness (again materialize) an image of a centralized orthodoxy, 

which includes control over textual production.42 These fantasies work similarly to Roberts’s citational 

 
38 Haines-Eitzen, “Imagining the Alexandrian Library,” 211-12 
 
39 See G. Bardy (full citation above note 25) for further discussion of the Alexandrian catechetical school and 

representation of a modern imaginary mode of scholarship. For a critical survey of the history of scholarship on the school 
see R. Van den Broek, “The Christian ‘school’ of Alexandria in the Second and Third Centuries,” in J.W. Drijvers and 
A.A. MacDonalds (eds.), Centres of Learning: Learning and Location in Pre-modern Europe and the Near East (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 
39-47. 

 
40 In Haines-Eitzen’s language: “An imagined active intellectual and bookish city, complete with an extensive 

library—even multiple libraries—has effected a particular mode of early Christian life in second- and third- century 
Alexandria, a model centered on two edifices—a catechetical school and scriptorium—and the Alexandrian text of early 
Christian literature studies, interpreted, copied, and edited in these structures. Once we have imagined a near 
comprehensive library in a “city of the mind” it is only a short way down the road to Christian institutional and educational 
edifices” (“Imagining the Alexandrian Library,” 210-11). 

 
41 cf. Bardy’s claim above in n*22 about the limits of Eusebius to satiate our inquisitive appetites 
 
42 Echoes of Karen L. King. King argues that gnosticism is a scholarly invention, produced out of the reification 

of ancient polemical discourse. Scholars in the 19th and 20th century reproduced normativizing positions of ancient 
Christian writers such as Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, and Epiphanius, in order to support contemporary theological questions 
and positions. The uncritical reception and reduplication of a centrist history, storied from the position of those in power, 
functions to define boundaries through a discursive ‘other.’ King locates the production of the norm-producing discourses 
within German Liberal Protestant scholarship. She thinks about how this field of practice is situated within European 
context of colonialism, orientalism, and the production of the historical critical method. King demonstrates the 
entanglement of ancient discourse of othering and modern 19th and early 20th century academic discourse. Both have 
historical and cultural particularities, contexts/ “background,” they share in the production of a normative idea/ology of 
Christianity through the material-discursive (my language) production of the other (heretic, feminized subject, Jew, 
racialized subjects). As King notes in her introduction, “Gnosticism as a category served important intellectual aims, 
defining the boundaries of normative Christianity—especially with reference to Judaism—and aiding colonialism by 
contrasting Gnosticism as an Oriental heresy within authentic Western religion” (King, What is Gnosticism?, Cambridge, 
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ghost of Irenaeus discussed above: in the context of disparate, unclear, and imperfect bodies of 

evidence, Irenaeus and the catechetical school function to secure and enclose “Christianity” within 

the (institutionalized) strictures of normativity and regularity (told from an orthodox point of view).43  

Haines-Eitzen’s project traces the imaginary in the context of the scholarly material-discursive 

production of the Alexandrian library. She suggests that the effect of this fantastical imaginary work 

leads scholars to fix an image of a ‘bookish’—intellectual and text-using and producing—locus, a 

spacetime of Christian (textual) materiality. Her work demonstrates the power enfolded through 

bookish imaginaries and the ways in which telling histories about books (and their storage and 

transmission) are not value neutral endeavors but rather are entangled within complex apparatic 

arrangements. 44  As Haines-Eitzen demonstrates, these bookish imaginaries work to produce 

narratives of continuity between the ancient locus of books, the Alexandrian library, and 

contemporary European institutions and textual practices.45 

 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003, 7). As King argues, the category of Gnosticism produced or marked difference and 
bounded correct and authentic practice. These bounds work to serve and form normative ideas of Christianity and 
normative expressions of Western identity, including the support of modern colonial enterprises. The category of 
gnosticism holds up boundaries and these boundaries are made real through iterative repetition. My work is grounded in 
a different set of theoretical conversation partners but occupies the same spacetime of questions. I bring King’s 
observations about the force of the normative to my study of the Christian codex. I suggest that it functions like the 
category of gnosticism, the material-discourse produces the Christian codex as a symbol of normative Christian identity 
and metonym (or harbinger) of European Christian supremacy. 
 

43 The fact that this imaginative material-discourse appears within the context of discussion of textual traditions 
is not an accident. Rather, as Benedict Anderson suggests, vernacular print media plays a powerful in the performance of 
the modern social imaginary. Thinking with Anderson, it makes sense why/how the modern historian finds particular 
power and meaning in textual realia—as access point in realizing the historical imaginary. Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edition (London; New York: Verso, 2006).  

 
44  See King “No Longer Marginalized: From Orthodoxy and Heresy Discourse to Category Critique and 

Beyond,” in Ancient Christian Apocrypha: Marginalized Texts of Early Christianity. Ed. Outi Lehtipuu and Silke Petersen. The 
Bible and Women: An Encyclopaedia of Exegesis and Cultural History (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature/Leiden: 
Brill, forthcoming), 13-29, see especially section on “Classifying Early Christian Literature,” 13-17.  

 
45 In his 1920 translation and edition of Gregory Thaumaturgus’s Address to Origen W. Metcalfe conjures a 

powerful memory of Origen and his connection to the intellectual institutions of Alexandria, especially the catechetical 
school. Of the school, he writes: “Classes for catechumens (κατηχουμενεῖα) in which candidates for admission to the 
Church were indoctrinated, had long been customary. Such an institution existed in Alexandria, and is referred to by 
Eusebius as ancient even in the time of Pantaenus (A.D. 180). But while the others were rarely more than mere preparatory 
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This chapter thinks with spectral imaginations of Jacques Derrida and Karen Barad to outline 

a hauntological approach to the codex. As the opening discussion of Roberts and Irenaeus witnesses, 

defining early Christian textual artifacts always involves a conjuring of another artifactual body—a 

fantastical imaginary that works to tether and secure a singular and particular meaning to an object. In 

the case of the Irenaean Oxyrhynchus fragments, we saw the force of normativity operate within the 

material-discourse of these ancient remains. I argue that within the material-discourse of the Christian 

codex, an anachronistic canonical imaginary saturates and materializes—embodies—the mode of 

scholarship and history-ing. In other words, the force of canonical desires haunts the material-

discourse the scholarly imaginary of and about ancient books. In this way, the material-discourse 

produces the Christian codex in such a way that it cannot be anything other than normative or ordinary 

(in the sense of Roberts). For, to not be becomes an ontology of un- or extra-: un/canonical; 

extra/canonical. (Or, again in the sense of Roberts, to not be is to exist perversely.) 

A central question drives this chapter: within the material-discursive becoming of the ancient 

Christian codex how and what are we inheriting in terms of producing and enclosing normative 

ideologies of the codex and ancient Christian textual practices? What im/possibilities are created and 

materialized within these narratives? These questions lead me to hauntology—questions about absent 

presence and what exists but is not at the same time. In the next section I turn to Derrida and Barad 

and outline my hauntological approach to the ancient Christian codex material-discourse.  

 
classes, the Catechetical School at Alexandria was a real stadium generale, the forerunner of the universities of Christian 
Europe” (W. Metcalfe, “Introduction” to Gregory Thaumaturgus, Address to Origen, Translations of Christian Literature Series 
I Greek Texts, (London; New York: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge; The Macmillan Company, 1920), 12). 
Moreover, As Haines-Eitzen writes, “Even more striking are the ‘sturdy conclusions’ drawn by J.H. Ellens in 1993: ‘The 
Catechetical School continued and elaborated in an Hellenistic mode the scholarship of the Ancient Library of Alexandria 
in such detail that it must be concluded that the Catechetical School was an inheritor of that Library’s role and heritage, 
either as a corollary institution or as the very continuation of the library and university center itself’” (29). I am forced to 
quote through a quotation. Kim Haines-Eitzen appears to have received this quotation via R. van den Broek  “The 
Christian ‘school,’” 40 n*2. The full citation for Ellens is J.H. Ellens, The Ancient Library of Alexandria and Early Christian 
Theological Development (Claremont, CA: Claremont Graduate School Institute for Antiquity, 1993). 
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Theoretical Framework (Hauntology of the Codex) 
Derrida’s Ghost(s) 

Derrida and the philosophical project of deconstruction provide a helpful lens to understand 

the dynamics and force of the imaginary within the material-discourse of the Christian codex. For, as 

we saw above, existential claims of non/presence sit at the center. I suggest that Derrida provides an 

instructive conversation partner to understand the tangled fantasy world of Roberts, Bardy, Till, and 

Bauer that I outlined above. The question of the existence of orthodoxy and heresy structures the 

material discourse within which concepts (and evidence) materialize. Non/presence is maintained 

through the force of many ghosts. As we saw above, the Oxyrhynchus fragments of Irenaeus have 

been cited in order to participate in the ghostly presence-ing of orthodox structures in Egypt. They 

realize more than a material artifact.  

Derrida begins his lectures on the inheritances of Marx with an imaginary speaker—you, me, 

other at one time—declaring, “I would like to learn to live finally.” 46  Derrida deconstructs the 

im/possibility of this phrase: “strange,” “magisterial,” “impossible,” and/or “necessary.”47 Ultimately, 

he lands in a place inbetween. He writes:  

If it—learning to live—remains to be done, it can happen only between life and death. Neither 
in life nor in death alone. What happens between two, and between all the ‘two’s’ one likes, 
such as between life and death, can only maintain itself with some ghost, can only talk with or 
about some ghost [s’entretenir de quelque fantôme]. So it would be necessary to learn spirits. Even 
and especially if this, the spectral, is not. Even and especially if this, which is neither substance, 
nor essence, nor existence, is never present as such.48 
 

I find Derrida’s citation of ghosts—that which is not “present as such”—useful to think about the 

fragmentary remains of early Christian codices and the material-discourses about them. Often, the 

 
46 Derrida, Specters, xvii (for Derrida quotes: all italics are original to the Kamuf translation) 
 
47 Derrida, Specters, xvii-xviii 
 
48 Derrida, Specters, xviii 
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papyri themselves exist somewhere between the space of life and death—there but in pieces; whole 

sections or folios missing. In the context of these fragments, they can only be maintained by the force 

of the imaginary, the spectral—some ghost(s).  

Derrida outlines a way of being with ghosts as a necessary means to understand how to live. 

He argues that ghosts maintain the binary of life and death, and between all binaries (“all the “two’s” 

one likes”)—ghosts cause or enable the capacity of life. Therefore, it is necessary to learn to speak 

with spectral others. For Derrida learning to speak and live with ghosts serves as the foundation of 

justice. As Derrida writes:  

[T]o learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the 
companionship, in the commerce without commerce of ghosts. To live otherwise, and better. 
No, not better, but more justly. But with them. No being-with the other, no socius without this with 
that makes being-with in general more enigmatic than ever for us. And this being-with specters 
would alas be, not only but also, a politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generations.49 
 

The recognition of spectral presence and the quest to understand their trace—hauntology—serves as 

a practice of justice, as a way of learning to live and learn with other non/beings. I take up Derrida’s 

quest/ion and “learn to live with ghosts.” I explore the material-discourse of the Christian codex as “a 

politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generations”50—one that materializes certain inheritances 

and exorcises others.  

Barad’s Quantum Hauntology 
 

Karen Barad serves as an additional conversation partner in my quest to learn to speak with 

ghosts and understand the hauntology of the codex. 51  Reflecting on Derrida’s call to ad-just 

 
49 Derrida, Specters, xviii 
 
50 Derrida, Specters, xviii; As Derrida writes: “Inheritance is never a given, it is always a task… All the questions of 

the subject of being or of what is to be (or not to be) are questions of inheritance…the being of what we are is first of all 
inheritance” (54). 

 
51 In fact, I came to Derrida’s specter(s) by way of Barad and my reading of their work. My engagement with 

Derrida diffracted through my readings of Barad and agential realism diffracted back through Barad—a ghostly 
arrangement already al(l)ways. 
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orientations to the spectral, Karen Barad offers a way of seeing and speaking with ghosts within the 

context of their theoretical and disciplinary grounding in quantum physics. Barad offers a way of 

thinking about the connection between spectrality and speculation; or, in other words, the material 

effects haunting cuts enacted as part of our knowing practices. To know is to enact cuts, to provide 

determination always involves cutting away. They argue that the work of conceptualizing forces the 

enactment of determination and the production of difference. 

Barad argues that haunting and hauntology provide a useful framework to understand Niels 

Bohr’s theory of indeterminacy. As Barad notes, the ontological difference between waves and 

particles grounds a traditional Newtonian interpretation of physics. Light behaves like a particle—

consistent with Newtonian position— “except when it behaves like a wave.”52 Barad describes the 

ontological confusion this paradox creates. They write, “Waves and particles are ontologically distinct 

kinds: waves are extended disturbances that can overlap and move through one another; particles are 

localized entities that singly occupy a given position in space one moment at a time. Light can’t simply 

just be a wave and a particle, extended and localized.”53  

Barad interjects: “So much for the solid confidence, the assured certainty, the bedrock 

consistency of science…”54 

Niels Bohr’s theory of indeterminacy materializes out of the disappearance of foundation/al concepts 

of wave and particle. This led Bohr to theorize about language and about the meaning of “concept” 

itself.  He argued that concepts are “indeterminate outside of the appropriate material conditions 

needed to make them intelligible.”55 For example, an apparatus with fixed parts marks position/makes 

 
52 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 252  
 
53 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 252 
 
54 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 252 
 
55 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 252 
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position intelligible. While an apparatus with moveable parts—a spring—makes momentum 

intelligible. Any particular experimental arrangement, which provides determinate meaning of a 

concept (e.g. a fixed plate that measures or marks position), always produces a constitutive exclusion 

(that which cannot be determined, i.e. momentum, when position is secured by the measuring 

apparatus). The “complementary” concept (“momentum”) thereby cut away from the determination 

of position and is thereby excluded from the realm of intelligibility—but never entirely or securely. 

Determination of a concept always entails constitutive exclusion: position remains haunted by 

momentum; momentum is haunted by position. For, as Barad and Bohr suggest, “Every concept is 

haunted by its mutually constituted excluded other.”56  

I find Barad’s theorization with Bohr to be instructive for my own work and questions about 

the impressions and traces of inheritance that haunt. I am grounded in a different disciplinary home 

with different “bedrock consistency” narratives of historical science than Barad encounters in their 

field of quantum physics. Yet for me, Barad suggests a way to understand how the binary, bedrock 

logics of our scientist historical method structure and materialize what constitutes and counts as 

evidence. Orthodoxy and heresy, metonyms for truth and falsehood, can be seen to function as a kind 

of two-slit experimental apparatus. Different material arrangements are required in order to measure 

one or the other. An apparatus with fixed plates, so to speak, might measure orthodox arrangements—

though always haunted by the spectral mutually constituted heretical. Or an apparatus with a spring 

might measure traces of Valentinian or Sethian entanglements. Like position and momentum, 

however, it is impossible to measure the two at the same time.  

Only through understanding the entangled apparatic components that comprise the 

experiment can we understand the impact and effects of this arrangement. Barad’s work calls for 

 
56 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 252 
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understanding how the spectral traces of the complementary other remain always present as part of 

the enfolded materialization. As Barad writes:  

Only by facing the ghosts, in their materiality, and acknowledging injustice without the empty 
promise of complete repair (of making amends finally) can we come close to taking them at 
their word…To address the past (and future), to speak with ghosts, is not to entertain or 
reconstruct some narrative of the way it was, but to respond, to be responsible, to take 
responsibility for that which we inherit (from the past and the future), for the entangled 
relationalities of inheritance that ‘we’ are, to acknowledge and be responsive to the 
noncontemporaneity of the present, to put oneself at risk, to risk oneself (which is never one 
or self), to open oneself up to indeterminacy in moving towards what is to come.57 
 

To address ghosts is to do the work of history as the work of justice. Attention to the ghostly traces 

serves as the foundation of responsibility for the material-discursive inheritances that form the world 

and our-selves. I take Barad’s hauntological orientations—diffracted through and with Derrida—to 

my study of ancient Christian books. Within the material-discourse of the Christian codex, I seek to 

face the ghosts of our disciplinary inheritances and historical world-making—“in their materiality”—

and attend to the spectral traces of determination.  

Ghosts and my Project 

With Barad and Derrida, we can re/turn or stage the spectral non-presences that maintain the 

binaries of ancient Christian being. We can also think about the hauntings of complementary others 

within the material-discourse of ancient Egyptian Christianities and, more specifically the material-

discursive production of orthodoxy and heresy as complementary and haunting binaries. And how 

the production of evidentiary bodies—the becoming of the Christian codex—necessitates the 

conjuring of spectral others. 

As Derrida writes, ghosts present a temporal crisis through their very non/being: they arrive 

from the past in the present. Though, at the same time, they cannot be said to “be” the past being, 

 
57 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements,” 264 
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nor are they wholly not. Derrida conceives of this process of ghostly embodiment as a “spectrogenic 

process. He writes:  

For there to be a ghost, there must be a return to the body, but to a body that is more abstract 
than ever. The spectrogenic process corresponds therefore to a paradoxical incorporation. Once 
ideas or thoughts (Gedanke) are detached from their substratum, one engenders some ghost by 
giving them a body. Not by returning to the living body from which ideas and thoughts have been 
torn loose, but by incarnating the latter in another artifactual body, a prosthetic body, a ghost of 
spirit...58 
 

To read Haines-Eitzen through Derrida, the library—detached from its substratum—becomes a 

“space of invisible visibility” a place of spirits, a ghostly locus. The production of the library as 

prosthetic body produces a memory and matter of inheritance. As Haines-Eitzen notes, “Once we 

have imagined a near comprehensive library in a ‘city of the mind’ it is only a short way down the road 

to Christian institutional and educational edifices.”59 Ghosts multiply and extend outward as the 

Alexandrian Library materializes networks of production and imagines the Christian Catechetical 

School and Scriptorium.  

Similarly, Roberts engenders the ghost of Irenaeus. The fragments become “another artifactual 

body, a prosthetic body”—ghostly incorporation. The specter of Irenaeus functions to secure and 

tether the disparate body of evidence within a normative imaginary. Irenaeus’s ghostly presence in 

Egypt materializes the trace of orthodoxy in the second century. Like the library, ghosts multiply 

within the fantasy and evidence early orthodoxies in Alexandria and Egypt. In doing so, Irenaeus’s 

prosthetic body engenders the ghost of other Christian institutional structures. the re/appearance of 

Irenaeus signals always a presence of plus d’un. He invites a crowd that works to place and to determine 

Irenaeus’s ghostly body in relation to “orthodox” tradition (through the production of a continuous 

narrative, teleology). In this way, the specter functions to enclose normative ideologies of the codex 

 
58 Derrida, Specters, 126 
 
59 Haines-Eitzen, 210-1 
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and ancient Christian textual practices. 60 I question how the spectrogenic process—the production of 

a ghostly body—materializes the object domain of Christianity, producing a transtemporal 

phenomenon—a stable category or cut across time and space—such that the materialization of our 

evidence is not only about the realization of orthodoxy/heresy but also about who gets to speak and 

power and control over maintaining the constructedness and continuity of the centrist narrative.  

Irenean Attractions: The Material-Discursive Becoming of the Four-Gospel Codex  
 

In this section, I turn to different spectral appearances within the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex: the discussion of the four-fold gospel canon and the codex—the material form that 

makes the physical collection possible. I explore the tacit connection between the codex and canon 

and look at the ways in which New Testament scholars deploy the material evidence to argue in favor 

proto-canonical collections in the early church. For example, late 19th century New Testament scholar 

Theodor Zahn evokes Irenaeus and argues that the codex developed in the second half of the third 

 
60 Here I am thinking with Karen King. In “No Longer Marginalized: From Orthodoxy and Heresy Discourse 

to Category Critique and Beyond,” King suggests that the performance of normative Christianity re/produces the 
boundary between truth and falsehood, which are variously cast in a set of binary terms: orthodoxy and heresy, canonical 
and noncanonical, Jews and Christians. Christianity is materially constituted as an object domain through material-
discursive positioning of others, as markers of boundary “over against which a discrete object (“Christianity”) can be 
posited” (16). Once a cut or distinction has been produced and “[o]nce ‘Christianity’ is taken for granted as an existing 
and intelligible domain,” King writes, “the products and actions of ‘Christians’ appear as ‘material data or primary givens.’ 
Canon, creed, and their embodied originators (authorized “authors” and interpreters) appear as the indisputable material 
data of ‘Christianity’” (17). The materiality of Christianity, particularly once it is “successfully” bounded, invites an 
imagination of “canon, creed, and their embodied originators.” As King adds in a footnote: “Note, for example, how the 
materiality of actual textual remains (e.g., manuscripts, books, etc.) and the presupposition that these material artifacts are 
the products of human activity flow “naturally” (invisibly) into the assumption of “original authors” who are “real people.” 
This “authorship,” however, is no simple thing, but a product of attribution practices tied, among other things, to the 
social construction of types of authors (apostles, church fathers, heretics, etc.)—types which are far from obvious givens 
and are certainly not neutral.  In this logic, actual textual remains produced by real people become material evidence for 
the classification system of orthodoxy and heresy, canonical and non-canonical literature, masking its circular logic along 
with the operations of power” (17 n*11). Here King describes how the material artifact materializes as realia of boundaries 
within the material-discourse of early Christian studies. Material artifacts work to enact difference exactly because they 
appear as material positivities. The materiality of textual remains flows “naturally” and “invisibly” from the realm of the 
material to the realm of the human and the social. As King notes, this process is hardly natural and concepts such as 
authorship are themselves part of the authorizing power performance. For King’s discussion of ancient authorship see 
Karen L. King, “‘What is an Author?’: Ancient Author-Function in The Apocryphon of John and The Apocalypse of John” in 
Scribal Practices and Social Structures among Jesus Adherents: Essays in Honour of John S. Kloppenborg, edited by William Arnal, 
Richard S. Ascough, Robert A. Derrenbacker Jr., and Philip A. Harland, (BETL 285; Leuven: Peeters, 2016), 15-42. 
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century after he wrote Adversus Haereses. Zahn posits that if the four gospels had been in circulation in 

codex form, that is bound in a single volume, then Irenaeus’s theological exposition on the theological 

unity the four later-deemed canonical gospels would not have been fully necessary as the bound codex 

itself would perform the sense of enclosure and solidness. Therefore, Zahn argues that the codex must 

have emerged after Irenaeus.   

Zahn’s interest in the codex stems from his scholarly focus on the history of canon and 

canonization in early Christianity. For Zahn, the codex was intimately tied to the processes of 

canonization. As the quote in the beginning of the chapter suggests, the codex reveals the “felt sense” 

of canon. Zahn further argues that the codex makes the unity of the collected materials both “sichtbar 

und greifbar” or visible and tangible.61 Thus, the book, for Zahn, evokes a sense of belonging and 

order through its capacity to enclose. In this way, Zahn argues that codification and canonization are 

twin processes. In my view, Zahn names an important force within the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex—the feeling of canon and the force, the gravitational pull, of theological desires of 

unity. 62  Zahn’s “felt sense” of canon and his explicit connection between the co-processes of 

canonization and codification re-appears throughout the material-discourse of the Christian codex.  

 
61 Later Zahn writes: “Aber seitdem der Codex das regelmäßige Gewand der biblischen Schriften geworden war, 

lag es doch nahe und wurde üblich, je und dann in einem einzigen Codex große Gruppen von hl. Schriften oder sie sämtlich 
zu vereinigen und dadurch die Idee ihrer Zusammengehörigkeit, sichtbar und greifbar erscheinen zu lassen” (63).  
 

62 See: Jennifer Knust, “In Pursuit of a Singular Text: New Testament Textual Criticism and The Desire for the True 
Original,” Religion Compass 2 (2008): 1-15. Knust argues that the unitary orientations of textual criticism leave a haunting 
impression/shadow. She submits that the theological desire inherent in the quest for the origin/al is not fully sublimated 
in a move toward multiplicity and diversity. Knust is more readily speaking to the spectral presence of the original text 
within discourses of New Testament textual criticism. However, I find her turn to desire to be useful also to consider the 
ways in which the ‘original’ and ‘canon’ both operate in tandem within the quest to realize a teleological narrative of 
continuity, a history of canon before canon. The force of canonical desire for wholeness shapes and scripts practices and, 
in the case of Skeat, materializes our textual evidence. Knust speaks to the stickiness of the transcendence of the text and 
“faith in the possibility that the divine will can be detected through sacred texts” (190). She helpfully names that we may 
simply be unwilling to give up our desires held in the intimacy of the textual witness, the safety of continuity, and the 
promise transcendence. The consequence is a failure to attend to difference in service of a unitary wholeness. To think 
with Knust, this failure may be tied to the want of transcendence—to the desire to maintain the invisibility of the object 
domain and to ignore the ways in which our positions and affects shape and constitute our entangled relationships with 
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For example, in a 1996 article titled “Manuscripts, the Codex, and the Canon” J.K. Elliott 

argues that the codex form played a crucial role in the development and enforcement of the canon 

and goes so far as to say that these are synonymous processes.63 He argues that by nature, the act of 

bringing together a collection of texts “had the effect of ostracizing and isolating texts which were not 

deemed suitable for inclusion.”64 Thus, he writes, “[c]ollecting the four chosen Gospels into one codex 

had the effect of according a special status to those four but, possibly more significant, helped to limit 

the number of Gospels to these four and no more!”65 He continues, “It could be that the reason why 

the Christian adopted the codex long before anyone else was to safeguard the four Gospels form 

either addition or subtraction. This is in effect the operation of a ‘canon.’”66 In his view, codex and 

canon function solely as enclosure. To practice the codex is to practice constitutive exclusion. It is to 

assert and affirm the theological positioning of the four-gospel tradition as a natural or naturalized 

phenomenon of Christian practice, anything less or more would be unthinkable and considered 

deviant. This position assumes that all ancient Christian textual practices were oriented to/ward the 

 
ancient artifacts Knust writes: “Still the desire for a true, transcendent text has not necessarily disappeared, even among 
those who agree that there is no text beyond material manifestation of particular texts…[c]ataloging, describing, and 
celebrating distinct texts, each of which is understood as a specific, historical example of a particular community’s devotion 
to and understanding of the New Testament books, suggest that God works not through an overarching unity but through 
human and textual diversity, which is in turn regarded as an opportunity for the advance of both faith and human 
knowledge. Thus, textual transcendence has not been let go; it has simply been reconfigured and therefore preserved from 
yet another historically situated and culturally specific set of challenges.” (190-1). 

 
63 Another example of the implicit connection stands in Robert Kraft’s 2002 article “The Codex and Canon 

Consciousness” where he probes at psychic effect of the codex on perceptions of the bible, particularly the extent to which 
the form of the codex related to discourses of a closed or exclusive canon of scripture. Robert Kraft, “The Codex and 
Canon Consciousness,” in Lee Martin McDonald and James A. Sanders (eds.) The Canon Debate (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic 2002), 229-233. 

 
64 J.K. Elliott, “Manuscripts, the Codex, and the Canon,” in idem. (ed.), New Testament Textual Criticism: The 

Application of Thoroughgoing Principles: Essays on Manuscripts and Textual Variants (Supplements to Novum Testamentum 137; 
Leiden: Brill 2010), 613-15. Original published in Journal of New Testament Studies 63 in 1996.  

 
65 Elliott, “Manuscripts, the Codex, and the Canon,” 615 
 
66 Elliott, “Manuscripts, the Codex, and the Canon,” 615 
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anachronistic canon and normative ideologies of it.67 In this way, Elliott’s claims reflect the arguments 

of Colin Roberts surveyed above in terms of defining “regular” or “normative” Christian praxis. 

Thinking with Derrida and Barad, I understand canonical desires as part of the agential force that 

materially constitutes the evidentiary structures of the discipline of New Testament studies.  

Frederic G. Kenyon and Edgar J. Goodspeed on New Material Foundations  
 
  Attention to how scholars use material evidence to support theological imaginations involves 

the conjuring of many spectral presences. In this section, I focus on Frederic G. Kenyon and Edgar 

J. Goodpeed, two early 20th century papyrologists, and examine their arguments for the material 

evidence of the four-fold gospel codex in terms of my hauntological lens. I think about how the codex 

does work on us—it performs feelings of closure for Zahn; it provides material weight to a second-

century proto-canon for Kenyon and Goodspeed. I argue, with Barad and Derrida, that the materiality 

of these desires must also be considered and registered as part of the agential becoming of the evidence 

of our discipline. 

In his 1932 published monograph Books and Readers in Ancient Greece and Rome, Frederic G. 

Kenyon argues that P.Chester Beatty 1 also known as P4568 offers material evidence that codices 

containing multiple texts could exist prior to the middle- or late- third century. Kenyon argues that 

 
   67 In this logic we see a similar reflective pattern that King notes with regard to the discourse of gnosticism. The 
ways in which ancient “Fathers” are taken as source and force of our understanding of a continuous history of a monolithic 
tradition. We can see the operative force of the canon within this conversation, the way in which the evidence is disciplined, 
imagined to conform to the teleological narrative. The shaping and structuring power of what King terms the naturalized 
and transcendent “success” of the object domain. As David Brakke also notes, the telos of the closed canon and tradition 
shapes scholarly practice and limits questions that can be asked. See David Brakke, “Scriptural Practices in Early 
Christianity: Towards a New History of the New Testament Canon,” in Invention, Rewriting, Usurpation: Discursive Fights over 
Religious Traditions in Antiquity. (eds. Jörg Ulrich et al.; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2012), 263-80. 
 

68 P45 or P.Chester Beatty I (LDAB 2980; TM 61826). Dated by Clarysse and Orsini in 2012 to range 200-250CE.  
Fragments of a multi-quire codex that originally contained an estimated 220 pages, of which 30 fragmentary folios survive. 
The remaining portions of the codex witness Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Acts. Therefore, this codex provides the 
earliest extant evidence of a codex that contains the four later-deemed canonical gospels and Acts in one bound volume 
and offers an example a full century earlier than the fourth-century evidence Zahn cites.  
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the Chester Beatty codex collection offers an expanse of canonical imagination and demonstrate a 

proto-New Testament collection was technically possible in the third century. Kenyon writes: 

A consequence of considerable importance for Biblical criticism follows…there was hitherto 
no evidence of the use of the codex before the third century, it was not only permissible but 
necessary to conclude that before the third century at earliest there could have been no such 
thing as a collected New Testament, and that even the four Gospels could not have been 
gathered in a single volume…The Chester Beatty Papyri modify this conclusion materially.  It is still 
probable that the Gospels often circulated separately, but it is no longer possible to assert that 
they could not have been known as a combined whole in the second century.69 
 

Kenyon claims that the Beatty codex collection offers the material foundation for new theses and 

hypotheses about ancient codicological practices and the history of the canon. For Kenyon this is not 

only true about the third century but, as he concludes the existence of a third century codex allows 

for the imagination of an earlier still proto-canonical codex collection. This codex invites Kenyon to 

conceptually consider the touching and gathering—codifying—of gospels together in the second 

century. The codicological possibility engenders an absent codex, one that carries the canonical desires 

further back in time.  

Edgar J. Goodspeed, an American papyrologist, also argues forcefully in favor of the early 

development of the codex in Christian circles. In his view, the codex provides the only material capable 

of enclosing together the four gospels in one volume and, therefore, the adoption of the codex was 

all but a necessary technological development for the community. Goodspeed asks: 

In what form could these four books, each big enough to occupy a Greek papyrus roll of usual 
length, have been so effectively combined that thenceforward they stood almost always and 
everywhere together? The collection was too large to be accommodated conveniently in a 
scroll or roll-form book. But to put them out as four separate rolls could hardly have produced 
the solid effectual orderly unification of them that soon so certainly prevailed.70  

 
69 Kenyon, Books and Readers, 99-100 (emphasis added)  
 
70 Edgar J. Goodspeed, “Climax of Christian Publication,” in Christianity Goes to Press (New York: The Macmillan 

Company, 1940), 67. Compare to his description of the effect of the four-fold gospel in The Formation of the New Testament 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1926): “The individual local gospels could not stand before them, and when half a 
century after their first collection, the New Testament came into being, their inclusions in it was a foregone conclusion. 
They had become a unit and there was no though of choosing between them. Without them it was unthinkable and the 
four-fold gospel became its cornerstone” (40-1). He also posited that the order Matthew, Mark, Luke, John allows the 
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Goodspeed associates the adoption of the codex with the advent of the four-gospel material collection. 

He suggests that the symbolic power—the “solid effectual orderly unification”—of the four-fold 

gospel canon only translates in the form of the book. Like Zahn, Goodspeed assumes that there is an 

enclosing order imposed by the bound book. According to Goodspeed the material unification—the 

touching of texts—that the codex embodies performs Zahn’s “felt sense” of canon. As he continues, 

“In such a form they could have effectively combined and arranged the four gospels, and made them 

as really one as they certainly soon were…It is difficult to see how they could have accomplished this 

in any other way.”71 Again, Goodspeed asserts that the bringing together of the codex was an expected 

and obvious outcome in the history of the early church. The codex allowed the full fruition of the 

performance of canon and enclosure. Bound together, the four-gospels are “really one.”  

  Both Kenyon and Goodspeed reveal the implicit desire for the theological unity that the New 

Testament—as codified collection—represents. In this way, they entangle with the “felt sense” of 

canon that Zahn outlines and work to secure the material papyrus remains within these powerful 

imaginaries. Their discussions demonstrate how material evidence functions to reinforce—through 

their materiality—theological fantasies of unity.  

Theodore C. Skeat and the Force of the Imagined Four-Fold Gospel Codex  
  

In this final section, I turn to a discussion of the material-discourse of English papyrologist 

Theodore Cressy Skeat. Skeat co-wrote The Birth of the Codex with Colin Roberts (discussed above). He 

served as Assistant Keeper, then Deputy Keeper, then Keeper of Manuscripts and Egerton Librarian 

at the British Museum. I think it is important to situate him in this institutional and citational context 

 
reader to read from the “most Jewish” to the “most Greek” and that was the “intended” force, to end with “Greek recast 
of the Christian message” (35-6). He then adds: “The four-fold gospel was meant to win a wider hearing for the Gospel 
of John than it would by itself receive, and it had just that result” (36). Very interesting that he ties the wide-reading 
audience of John to its arrangement within the four-fold imaginary!   

 
71 Goodspeed, 67  
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as Skeat represents a very mainstream and powerful voice in this conversation given his institutional 

positionality. He stands as a strong proponent of the early adoption of the four-gospel canon and 

offers a strong example of the force of the imaginary within the material-discourse of the Christian 

codex.  

In his article titled “Irenaeus and the Four-Gospel Canon,” Skeat offers an explicit connection 

between Irenaeus and the material form of the codex.72 He conjectures about the source materials 

available to Irenaeus to make Irenaeus’s claim about the natural wholeness of the four-gospel canon 

intelligible to his audience. He concludes that a four-fold gospel codex must have existed prior to 

Irenaeus’s composition of Adversus Haereses. He submits that “there is more than the defense of the 

Canon involved…any question of the order of the Gospels only makes sense when all four have been 

brought together in a single volume, which must be a codex, since no roll…could contain all four 

Gospels.”73 Irenaeus’s citation of the theological unity, according to Skeat, derives from already extant 

collections in codex form that were employed by Irenaeus  in the composition of his arguments in 

Book 3. He disagrees with Zahn that the codified collection emerged after Irenaeus’s treatise. Skeat’s 

position echoes Kenyon’s reappraisal of Zahn’s position and conclusion that the four-fold gospel 

codex must have existed by the end of the second century. As Skeat adds, “the Four-Gospel codex 

can now be traced back to about the year 170.”74 He forcefully concludes, “I would now go so far as 

to suggest that the Four-Gospel Canon and the Four-Gospel codex are inextricably linked, and that 

each pre-supposes the other.”75 For Skeat, canon and codex are coterminous.   

 
72 Theodore C. Skeat, “Irenaeus and the Four-Gospel Canon,” in in J.K. Elliott (ed.), The Collected Writings of T.C. 

Skeat (Supplements to Novum Testamentum 113; Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2004), 73-29. 
 
73 Skeat, “Irenaeus,” 77 

 
74 Skeat, “Irenaeus,”, 77 
 
75 Skeat, “Irenaeus,” 78 
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Given Skeat’s firm attachment to an early realization of the four-fold gospel codex, it is not 

surprising to encounter Skeat’s 1994 revisiting of the question of the origins of the codex form in early 

Christian communities. He reflects on the curious evidentiary relationship between form and genre.  

He writes: 

Hitherto, all the advantages claimed for the codex as opposed to the roll have been matters of 
degree—the codex is more comprehensive, more convenient in use, more suited for ready 
reference, more economical…But in the case of the Gospels, representation of the codex is not 
a matter of degree—it is total, 100%, and the motive for adopting it must have been infinitely 
more powerful than anything hitherto considered.76 
 

Skeat argues one must consider what it is the codex form can do that the scroll cannot: collect the 

four “proto-canonical” gospels together. Here he repeats his previous claim—reiterating 

Goodspeed—that the codex form appealed to early Christian communities owing to a shared proto-

conceptualization of a canon. As Skeat rationalizes:   

The Church must have been forced to consider any physical means by which the four Gospels 
could be brought together and at the same time additions to their number could be 
discouraged…[c]learly there must have been correspondence between the major churches, and 
perhaps conferences.77 
 

Skeat argues that the development of the four-gospel canon must have necessitated the confluence of 

broader institutional networks of authority.  

The strength of his desires and the culmination of all these above desires can be fully witnessed 

in Appendix A of his edited collection of articles titled “The Formation of the Four-Gospel Codex: 

A Dramatize d Account of How it May Have Come About.” There Skeat stages an imagined council 

in Antioch on “[a] day in May, 90 A.D.”78 Skeat seats “the Bishops of Antioch, Alexandria, Ephesus, 

 
76 Skeat, “The Origin of the Christian Codex,” in J.K. Elliott (ed.), The Collected Biblical Writings of T.C. Skeat 

(Supplements to Novum Testamentum 113; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 79-87 at 79. 
 
77 Skeat, “Origin,” 85 
 
78 Theodore C. Skeat, “Appendix A: The Formation of the Four-Gospel Codex: A Dramatized Account of How 

it May Have Come About,” in J.K. Elliott (ed.), The Collected Biblical Writings of T.C. Skeat (Supplements to Novum 
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Corinth, and Rome” as present at the council 79  and scripts ten-pages of imagined conversation 

between these bishops debating the merits of bringing together the four later-determined canonical 

gospels. After consensus about the number four is reached, Skeat suggests that the Roman bishop 

submitted arguments in favor of the codex form.80 Skeat’s dramatic account offers a vivid example of 

Kim Haines-Eitzen’s observations about the institutional fantasies that accompany stories of textual 

traditions. In this case, Skeat ties the four-fold gospel codex gets to an imagined locus of Antioch and 

to centralized figures of authority. 

  Moreover, Skeat argues that the circulation of the four-gospel codex pre-dated the circulation 

of individual gospel texts. Skeat suggests that the very existence of second-century single-quire codices 

containing one or two gospels necessitates that a four-fold gospel also existed, even without evidence 

of early codices containing four gospels dated to the same early period. He writes, “I would suggest, 

however, that, paradoxical though it may seem these single-Gospel codices are in fact evidence for 

the existence of the four-Gospel codex.”81 He posits that “the four-Gospel codex was already in 

existence and had thus set the standard for manuscripts of individual Gospels.”82 Skeat ties the 

individual circulation of gospels to the existence of the four-gospel codex. Skeat’s argument functions 

like Roberts’s material-discourse about P.Oxy III.405 in terms of enclosing the corpus and 

 
Testamentum 113; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 269-280 at 269; note that we are now in the first century C.E. His dating follows 
Goodspeed and Harnack regarding the four-fold gospel canon being already established in the time of Justin Martyr, 
reading citations of “memoirs of the apostles” as the four-gospel canon. This view is debated by Helmut Koester in Ancient 
Christian Gospels (London; Philadelphia, PA: Trinity Press International, 1990). And more recently Matthew Larsen in 
Gospels Before the Book (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
 

79 Skeat, “Appendix A,” 269 
 
80 Roberts and Skeat in The Birth of the Codex argue that the Christian use of the codex developed in Rome. They 

posit that Mark was originally written in codex form. Here and in Robert’s earlier works, Roberts argues that the material 
format of the codex explains the loss of the ending of Mark, which he posits would not have been easily lost form a book 
scroll where the ending of a work is the most protected interior portion of the roll (See: Birth of the Codex [London: 
Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1983] esp. 54-61). 

 
81 Skeat, “Origin,” 81 
 
82 Skeat, “Origin,” 83 
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corporealization of the body of material evidence in specific ways. In Skeat’s case, he circumscribes 

the codex as a canonical object, one that even when not a four-fold collection of gospel materials, 

exists in relation and because of the proto-canonical grouping.  

Skeat’s argument about the early emergence of the four-gospel codex re-emerges in his 1997 

article “The Oldest Manuscript of the Four Gospels?.” Skeat argues that P4, P64, and P67, three 

fragments of Matthew and Luke, originally belonged to the same codex and, therefore, witness the 

earliest example four-fold canonical codex He argues that it can be “statistically” proven that Luke 

did not follow Matthew and that another not-currently extant Gospel must have intervened. 83 

Therefore, he concludes that “another Gospel or Gospels must have intervened at this point; and 

since a codex containing three gospels is unthinkable, the only possible conclusion is that the 

manuscript originally contained all four Gospels.”84 The fragmentary material positivities flow from two to 

an unthinkable three to a definite but ghostly four. The number determined by the supposed 

naturalness and the complete and weighty authority of four. Recall his assertion that the single-text 

codices presuppose the four-fold collection. The imagined theologically illuminated unity of the four-

fold gospel canon acts as a satellite around which the rest of ancient Christian gospel traditions operate 

around. In this way, what is absent is just as impactful as what is present as the imagined wholeness 

presences the absent texts and cites a (ghostly) canon.  

I suggest that Skeat’s arguments offer one site to understand the agential force of the “felt 

sense” of canon Zahn cites. Like Roberts’s argument about “ordinary” or “regular” Christians 

discussed in the first half of this chapter, Skeat’s argument implicitly enforces a closed sense of who 

 
83 He counts the numbers of letters of the extant Matthew fragments and then extrapolates to determine the 

number of folios the complete book of Matthew would have taken up. For a more recent critique of Skeat’s method see: 
Peter Head, “Is P4, P64, and P67 the Oldest Manuscript of the Four Gospels? A Response to T.C. Skeat.” New Testament 
Studies 51 (2005): 450-57. 

 
84 Skeat, “Earliest,” 16; there is evidence of codices with three gospels as well as evidence of codices that mix 

gospels and other literatures.  
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and what belongs “properly” in the material-discourse of ancient Christianity. The codex stands as a 

fixed and material site onto which to tether canonical desires. For Skeat, as I demonstrated above, the 

bound book form represents totality and unity thereby making it the “natural” form to collect the 

four-fold gospel canon. Following Frederic Kenyon and Edgar Goodspeed before him, Skeat argues 

that the codex is the material form capable of making this gospel grouping one—the solid effectual 

orderly unification…that soon so certainly prevailed”85 in the words of Goodspeed. In this way, Skeat 

determines the codex as a closed object, one that exists within an orthodox imaginary.    

Conclusions  
 
 This chapter attended to the force of ghosts within the material-discursive becoming of the 

Christian codex. Drawing on the theoretical insights of Jacques Derrida and Karen Barad, I outlined 

a hauntology of the codex. This approach attends to the force of enclosure at work in the material-

discourse. Hauntology also allows me to attend to the force of the invisible and think about how desire 

and ideology materialize within the material-discourse of the Christian codex. With Haraway I work 

to understand how the Christian codex has been corporealized—enclosed—in particular ways. 

Haraway’s idea of enclosure, I suggest speaks to Theodor Zahn’s citation of the “felt sense” of 

canonization that the codex performs. I analyzed how feelings and desires for and about canonical 

unity and wholeness materialize within the material-discourse of the Christian codex.  

In particular, I focused on the material-discursive becoming of P.Oxy III.405 and the force of 

the specter of Irenaeus at Oxyrhynchus. I also looked at the shaping force of the four-fold gospel 

canon and the tacit connection between codex and canon within the material-discourse of the codex. 

Both examples, I suggest, demonstrate that the material artifact participates in complex and power-

laced practices of mapping and spatialization. Like the fetishized gene map Donna Haraway describes, 

 
85 Goodspeed, 67  
 



 

    66 

I argue that the material-discursive production of the corporeal enclosure of the Christian is 

“forgotten”—made invisible—and taken as material truth.  



 

    

Object of Severance: The Christian Codex at the Limits of Christian 
Materiality  

  
“It is, moreover, significant for the history of the early 
Church that Christian book-production methods should 
have severed themselves from Jewish so completely and at so early 
a date: that the Christians transcribed the books of the 
Septuagint onto codices illustrates how complete the 
severance was.”   

-Colin H. Roberts and Theodore C. Skeat,  
The Birth of the Codex1 

SpaceTime Coordinates: London + Oxford, 1982 
 
 
“Boundaries are not our enemies; they are necessary for 
making meanings, but this does not make them innocent. 
Boundaries have real material consequences—cuts are 
agentially positioned and accountability is mandatory.” 

-Karen Barad, “Meeting the Universe Halfway”2  
SpaceTime Coordinates: Torojoatngna, stolen land of the 

Takic-speaking people, 1996 
 

Introduction 
 
 Moving away from the spectral fields of the material-discourse of the Christian codex, in this 

chapter I examine the production and materialization of the codex as an “object of severance” from 

Jewish practice through an agential realist framework. I suggest that the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex produces an agential cut that determines the codex as an object of differentiation—

one that symbolically marks and re/performs the boundary between ancient Jewish and Christian 

textual practices. I argue that the material-discursive production of the Christian codex serves as one 

site where the material-discursive division between ancient Christians and Jews reifies and 

(over)determines the materiality of the definite boundary between them. Thinking with Karen Barad, 

 
1 Colin H. Roberts and Theodore C. Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, (London: Published for the British Academy by 

the Oxford University Press, 1983), 61 (emphasis added).  
 
2 Karen Barad, “Meeting the Universe Halfway: Realism and Social Constructivism without Contradiction,” in 

Feminism, Science, and the Philosophy of Science, ed. by Lynn Hankinson Nelson and Jack Nelson (Dordrecht, Holland: Kluuwer, 
1996), 161-194 at 187. 
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I attend to the world-building of the Christian codex. I look at how the world of severance was created 

and ask what other worlds of the codex are ignored in the constitution of the Christian codex as an 

object of severance. 

Bringing Barad in conversation with Donna Haraway, I understand the reification of 

determination of the codex as an object of severance as a fetishized mapping practice. As Haraway 

argues, fetish objects obscure the constitutive nature of themselves and the worlds they make 

im/possible. Haraway writes:  

Fetishes literalize and so induce an elementary material and cognitive error. Fetishes make 
things seem clear and under control. Technique and science appear to be about accuracy, 
freedom from bias, good faith…not about material-semiotic troping and so building particular 
worlds rather than others. Fetishized maps appear to be about things-in-themselves; 
nonfetishized maps index cartographies of struggle or, more broadly, cartographies of 
noninnocent practice, where everything does not always have to be a struggle.3  
 

Like the fetishized gene map, the division between Christians and Jews in antiquity serves as a mode 

of fetishized cartography. The fetish play reifies the boundary between them and the mapped division 

becomes materially solid—taken as a thing in and of itself rather than understood as a specific way of 

troping. The codex, as an object produced through the map, gets read as a material positivity and the 

constructed nature of the material-discursive world-building is made invisible. In this way, the material-

discourse of severance is realized and materialized—introduced as error—in the cartographic practices 

of the Christian codex.  

Agential Realism and the Matter of Boundaries  

Agential realism provides an instructive lens to think about the material-discursive effects of the 

making and maintaining of the boundary between ancient Christians and Jews within our scholarly 

narratives and material-discursive practices. As the quote from Karen Barad that I began this chapter 

 
3  Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium. FemaleManã_Meets_OncoMouseä (New York; London: 

Routledge, 1997), 136. 
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with suggests, according to Karen Barad’s agential realist framework the production of knowledge 

relies on the making and maintaining of boundaries in order to make meaning. Barad argues that 

“Apparatuses are boundary-making practices” in that they “enact what matters and what is excluded from 

mattering.”4 This chapter focuses on the material-discourse of the Christian codex as an apparatus that 

produces what matters and what gets excluded from mattering. I focus on the codex as a material-

discursive boundary object that marks the division between ancient Christians and Jews.  

As Barad argues the production of a determined and measurable scientific object as a “thing” 

or “entity” occurs through the entangled intra-action of a material-discursive apparatus. 5  All 

determinate bodies are material-discursive phenomena. That is, they are produced through the intra-

action of the material-discursive arrangement of things (the apparatus). The apparatus or specific 

material arrangement produces the conditions needed to enact a determinate boundary and produce a 

measurable object. This means that the production of a measurable scientific object happens as the 

result of the intra-active entanglement of the material-discursive apparatus. The intra-active forces 

within the apparatus produce an agential cut and enact the contingent materialization of boundary or 

bodily determination. The agential cut allows for measurement of the bounded and determined 

property. In this way, the material-discursive arrangement of the apparatus produces the conditions 

for measurement and intelligibility because the specific material arrangement of the apparatus is 

required to resolve indeterminacy.  

In this chapter, I focus on the codex as a boundary object, that which marks the division and 

distinction between ancient Jewish and Christian textual practices. Thinking with Barad, I analyze the 

production of the Christin codex as an object of severance in agential realist terms. I suggest that our 

 
4 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham; 

London: Duke University Press, 2007), 148 
 

5 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 150 
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scholarly material-discursive practices reify and (over)determine the material evidence of inscribed 

artifacts in such a way that Jews and Jewish practices are excluded from the apparatus. The apparatus—

the material-discursive arrangement of the world—produces the conditions of intelligibility of the 

Christian codex as an object of difference. I understand the codex as an object of severance to be an 

agential cut of determination produced through the intra-active forces of the apparatus. My goal is to 

understand the material-discursive arrangement—the intra-active phenomenon—of the Christian 

codex as an object of severance.  

Agential realism seeks to understand the material-discursive effects of the production of 

determination. Their approach re-focuses attention on the consequences of knowledge-making 

boundary practices. Barad defines agential realist objectivity as “a matter of accountability to the marks 

on bodies,”6 that is, the traces of the agential cuts and the production of differential mattering. In this 

chapter I focus on a genealogical analysis of the material-discursive emergence of the Christian codex 

as an object of severance. I build a practice of responsibility for the “marks on bodies,” agential cuts 

of the material-discourse of the Christian codex. In doing so, I attend to the making of boundary and 

work to take account of and for the boundaries constructed and the traces of the “marks on bodies”7 

that the material-discourse enacts. 

The Matter of Evidence  

 This section situates the material-discursive apparatus of Jewish Christian relations in antiquity 

and the narrative of severance of “parted ways”8—one of the intra-acting apparatuses at play in the re-

 
6 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 153, 340; Barad argues that “accountability to marks on bodies requires an 

accounting of the apparatuses that enact determinate causal structures, boundaries, properties, and meanings” (340).  
 

7 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 153, 340; Barad argues that “accountability to marks on bodies requires an 
accounting of the apparatuses that enact determinate causal structures, boundaries, properties, and meanings” (340).  
 

8 For a survey of the history of scholarship about boundary constructions and Jewish Christian relations see: 
Judith Lieu, “‘The Parting of the Ways’: Theological Construct or Historical Reality?” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
17 (1994): 101-119 and Andrew Jacobs’s more recent over-view of the material-discourse in The Oxford Handbook of Early 
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construction of Jewish and Christian formal book identities. I turn to the work of Adam Becker and 

Annette Yoshiko Reed in connection with Barad and my lens of agential realism to think about the 

effects of the material-discursive apparatic construction of ancient Jewish and Christians relations in 

antiquity. As Barad argues, “[A]ccountability to marks on bodies requires an accounting of the 

apparatuses that enact determinate causal structures, boundaries, properties, and meanings.”9 I work 

to take account of the apparatuses that enact the determinate boundaries defining Christianity and 

Judaism as discrete and observable entities.  

As Becker and Reed argue in the introduction to the edited volume The Ways that Never Parted, 

“Our data for the complex relationship between Judaism and Christianity in the late antique and early 

medieval periods are too often read through assumptions about their ‘parted ways.’”10 Becker and Reed 

document the ways in which the model of the parting of the ways shapes and produces certain 

im/possibilities of questions and research. Thinking with Barad, we can understand this as an effect 

of the apparatic arrangement of things which enacts conditions of intelligibility. The cut between 

Christians and Jews is produced through the specific material arrangement of the apparatus. As Reed 

and Becker hazard, the assumed stability of the cut between Christians and Jews produces the 

evidentiary structures and the imaginative capacities of the discipline. In this way, the world of 

intelligibility produced through the intra-activity of the apparatus is constituted by the “parted ways” 

narrative.  

 
Christian Studies titled “Christians and Jews,” 169-185 (edited by Susan Ashbrook Harvey and David G. Hunter; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008). 

 
9 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 340 
 
10 Adam H. Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, eds. “Introduction: Traditional Models and New Directions,” in 

The Ways that Never Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages. Texte und Studien zum antiken 
Judentum 95 (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 1-34 at 7.  
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The narrative of parted ways has material consequences in that it shapes the imaginations 

possible in historical studies. According to Adam Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, “[o]ur literary 

and archaeological data, however, attest a far messier reality than this [the parting model] unilinear 

spatial metaphor allows…” 11  They argue material and literary evidence reveal continued contact 

between Christians and Jews. However, scholarly citational habits and material-discursive practices 

formed by the powerful forces of Christian supersessionism obstruct reading evidence of sustained 

continuity between the two groups. The apparatus is not designed to measure for contact and 

continuity—only disruption and severance. As Reed and Becker write:   

When common traditions are discovered in Jewish and Christian sources it is usually assumed 
that these are isolated examples of the unidirectional “influence” of one self-contained entity 
on another, as opposed to the products of any substantive intercredal interchange or the fruits 
of their common participation in a shared cultural or discursive context.12  
 

The material-discursive production of the “parted ways” produces a conceptual barrier to imagining 

proximity, mutual sharing, or touch between ancient Christians and Jews. In this way atomistic 

assumptions materialize a division between Jewish and Christians practices and materials which affects 

our historical practice and our constructions of the ancient world. 

Beyond the structures for reading archaeological and literary evidence, Reed and Becker argue 

that the narrative of “parted ways” also further reifies disciplinary boundaries between ancient 

Christian and ancient Jewish studies. The material-discursive production of difference in the 

apparatuses of New Testament Study, thus, hinder contact within these close fields study. As Reed and 

Becker recount, “[t]he theory of a single, pivotal moment of separation has effectively established a 

boundary between the study of Jewish-Christian relations in the first-century inquiries into Jews and 

 
11 Becker and Reed, “Introduction,” 2 
 
12 Becker and Reed, “Introduction,” 6-7 
  



 

    73 

Christians thereafter.”13 The disciplinary division between ancient Christianities and ancient Judaisms 

further reifies the parting of the ways narrative and hinders perspectives, questions, imaginations that 

seek to transgress bounded study. The lack of shared disciplinary contact functions to further solidify 

narratives of severance. The consequence of this bifurcation is the erasure of Jewish presence, contact, 

and relationship in historical reconstructions of the ancient past. 

Kurt Treu and the Instability of our Evidence 

As discussed above, rigid adherence to the narrative of a stark shift and break in group identity 

between ancient Christians and Jews materializes the apparatuses of analysis and conditions for 

intelligibility within the field of New Testament studies. In this way, the historical model of 

severance—of ways that have parted—takes on a reality all its own. As Adam Becker and Annette 

Yoshiko Reed argue, the parting model “like too many models…has gained such an aura of normativity 

that it is often treated as an axiom or a standard against which our data should be measured.”14 Becker 

and Reed argue that a heuristic tool of categorization (boundary-making) has itself become material 

and axiomatic. Like the fetishized gene map, the parting model as a mode of fetishized cartography 

reifies the boundaries between Christians and Jews. The mapped division becomes materially solid and 

taken as a thing in and of itself rather than understood as a specific way of troping and world-building.   

I suggest that the “aura of normativity” that the parting model produces also affects the way 

the Christian codex is determined as a scholarly object. In this section, I turn to the work of German 

scholar Kurt Treu to think about how the aura materialize intra-acts with the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex.15 Treu diagnoses three contestable axioms of Christian and Jewish identification of 

 
13 Becker and Reed, “Introduction,” 16 
 
14 Becker and Reed, “Introduction,” 22 
 
15 Kurt Treu, “Die Bedeutung des Griechischen für die Juden im römischen Reich,” Kairos 15 (1973): 123-144. 

The article was translated and published online by William Adler and Robert Kraft with the title “The Significance of Greek 
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papyrological remains. In Reed and Becker’s language, these generalized truths acquire an “aura of 

normativity” and become real and material. Treu’s work attunes to the shaping force of these axioms 

in terms of producing scholarly practices. 

The first axiom Treu analyzes presumes that after the Christians began using the LXX the Jews 

abandoned it wholesale. Therefore, any manuscripts dated from the post-Christian era are assumed to 

be of Christian provenance.16 He argues that this thesis is “untenable”17 because there is evidence that 

Jews used the Septuagint at least up until the 3rd century of the common era.18 He argues that practices 

of identification and determination overestimate the influence of Christianity on Judaism. Moreover, 

evidence from ancient Jews demonstrates a broad range of translations and revisions of scriptural texts. 

Treu argues that more attention to these traces of evidence might enrich our descriptive capacities and 

categories. 

Treu also doubts the narrative of abandonment of the Septuagint. He suggests that this view 

presupposes too large an influence of Christian practice on Jewish practices. As he states, “One 

religious group does not abandon its holy scripture because another group is laying claim to it for 

themselves. It will rather insist that the others are misinterpreting the text and are unjustly laying claim 

 
for Jews in the Roman Empire,” in 1991. Available here: http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/rak/publics/notrak/Treu.htm My 
English citations refer to Adler and Kraft’s translation, but I provide the German in the note. 

 
16 See for example the arguments of Colin H. Roberts in “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri,” Journal of 

Theological Studies 50 (1949): 155-168. Roberts discusses the difficultly of distinguishing Jewish and Christian fragments. He 
claims that all codices are Christian unless there is an obvious sign of Jewish use or identification. He suggests that the 
default assumption of identification of a codex should be Christian. There are by his estimation several Jewish rolls 
containing copies of Jewish scripture in Greek. Thus, he maintains that there is some Jewish presence in the manuscript 
remains. He reasons that “the documentary papyri provide us with evidence of the continued existence of Jewish 
communities in Egypt throughout this period, it would be strange if no trace of their sacred books survived” (Roberts, 
“Christian Book,” 157). However, Roberts continues to maintain that the Egyptian Jewish communities maintained siloed 
existences. See further discussion below.  
 

17 Treu, 140; “Die These ist hinfällig…” 
 
18 Treu, 144; “Wir haben Belege für eine längere und intensivere Benutzung der griechischen Bibel durch Juden, 

als man anzunehmen geneigt ist. Und wir haben Belege für längere und intensivere Kontakte zwischen Juden und Christen 
auf dem Gebiet, das ihnen gemeinsam war.”  

 



 

    75 

to it. This is what happens again and again in internal Christian conflicts over the biblical text and each 

time, one side sets its interpretation against that of the other, but without abandoning the text.”19 Treu 

highlights that the rhetoric of difference and differentiation materially-discursively produced as part of 

the narrative of the Christian codex adoption produces difference and excludes similarity.  

As I discussed above in conversation with Becker, Reed, and Barad, the stability of division 

presumed by the parting model produces the evidence and evidentiary structures of study—material-

discursive apparatuses. The reification of the model of bifurcation makes evidence of continued 

contact and influence between Christians and Jews less or not intelligible. Attention to the shared 

origins and practices removes some of the clarity the sharp and strict boundaries of the categories of 

Christian codex and Jewish roll overlay. Against the definitive claims of Colin Roberts, Treu argues 

that certainty about the origins of a manuscript cannot be determined. He argues, “Only the binding 

together of the Old and New Testament in one and the same codex is decisively Christian. Everything 

else, even secondarily bound collective codices such as the Bodmer collection demonstrate basically 

nothing more than Christian use.” 20  Treu submits that there are circumstances in which a high 

 
19 Treu, 138; “Eine religiose Gruppe gibt ihre heilige Schrift nicht auf, weil eine Sondergruppe sie für sich 

beansprucht. Sie wird vielmehr darauf beharren, daß die anderen die Texte falsch verstehen und zu unrecht beanspruchen. 
So ist es in den innerchristlichen Auseinandersetzungen immer wieder um Bibeltexte gegangen, und jedesmal hat die eine 
Seite ihre Interpretation gegen die der anderen gestellt, nicht aber den Text aufgegeben.” 

 
20 Treu, 144: As Treu writes: “The catchword ‘Vorlage’ implies Jewish-Christian contacts. In the final analysis of 

course all Christian manuscripts of Jewish scriptures go back to Jewish Vorlagen. Historical probability speaks in favor of 
the view that the undertaking should be envisioned as a process and not a one time event. In the 3rd century, we see how 
Origen took pains to acquire Jewish manuscripts.20 Thus, Christian copies of Jewish Vorlagen can be considered possible 
from different times and regions. On the other hand, however, we must examine with care and perhaps even more closely 
whether the copy may not also be Jewish./Schließlich müssen wir auch damit rechnen, daß die jüdischen Vorlagen, die sich 
die Christen verschafft haben, in christlichem Besitz erhalten geblieben sind. An sich spricht natürlich eine sehr hohe 
Wahrscheinlichkeit dafür, daß geschlossene Bestände, die AT- und NT-Handschriften enthalten, zur Gänze christlich sind, 
so vor allem die Biblothek der Chester-Beatty-Sammlung. Das geliche gilt, wenn Vorder-und Rückseite einer Rolle so 
beschrieben sind wie wir es vorhin sahen. Zwingend christlich ist aber nur die Verbindung von AT und NT in einem und 
demselben Kodex. Alles andere, selbst sekundär zusammengebundene Sammelkodizes wie der der Sammlung Bodmer, 
erweisen zunächst nichts weiter als christlichen Gebrauch. Zugegeben, wir warden uns oft mit der Wahrscheinlichkeit 
begnügen müssen. Aber die gegenteiligen Möglichkeiten sollten wir immerhin erwägen” (144).   
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probability of Christian use can be positively identified; however, he also cautions that evidence of use 

does not automatically negate the possibility of a prior life as a “Jewish Vorlage.”21 

The third axiom Treu contests holds that Christians exclusively employed codices and Jews 

exclusively used scrolls. The binary logic allows codices to receive an automatic Christian classification 

unless there are other indicating factors.22 As Treu notes, however, this hypothesis overlooks the fact 

that parchment or leather book rolls are prescribed for the ritual use of the Torah within the rabbinic 

Jewish tradition. This prescription does not concern manuscripts for private study.23 Treu argues that 

 
 
21  Treu, 144; “Das Stichwort Vorlage impliziert jüdisch-christliche Kontakte. Letztlich gehen natürlich alle 

christlichen AT-Handscrhiften auf jüdische Vorlagen zurück. Daß die Übernahme als Prozeß und nicht als einmaliges 
Ereignis vorzustellen ist, dafür spricht die historische Wahrscheinlichkeit. Im 3. Jh. Sehen wir, wieOrigenessich bemüht, 
jüdische Handschriften zu bekommen. Christliche Kopien jüdischer Vorlagen kann man also für verschiedene Zeiten und 
Gegenden für möglich halten. Anderseits müssen wir aber genau so und vielleicht nonch mehr prüfen, ob nicht auch die 
Kopei jüdisch ist.”  

 
22 This view is widely held in material-discourse of the Christian codex. Recall Robert’s figuration of the codex as 

“stigmata” of Christian practice in my introduction.  
 
23 See Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine: Studies in the Literary Transmission, Beliefs, and Manners of Palestine 

in the I century BCE-IV century CE. Texts and Studies of the JTS of America 18. New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of 
America, 1950. Saul Lieberman published Hellenism in Jewish Palestine in 1959 and he includes an appendix on “Jewish and 
Christian Codices.” He argues that Jews used codices (πίνακες) in the second century. He cites proto-Rabbinic and proto-
Mishnaic halakhic practice of recording teachings in notebooks for private use—citing the Mishnah, Tosefta Sotah, and Ma’aser 
Sheni. Jewish textual practices included the writing of letters, the use of private notebooks and scrolls. Lieberman writes, 
“rabbinic sayings and decisions were written down in epistles, in private rolls and, above all, on pinakes, codices (or single 
tables which could subsequently be bound in a codex). Most of the Rabbis who are reported to have put down the Halakhoth 
of their masters on codices flourished in the first half of the third century. But the practice itself is undoubtedly much 
older. The employment of the note-book was the most suitable way of indicating that they were writing the Oral Law for 
private, or unofficial use, and not for publication” (204-5). Lieberman contends that the codex supplies the natural form 
for the Jewish disciples of Jesus to write down the sayings and teachings of their teacher while remaining in accordance 
with Rabbinic law. He writes, “[n]ow the Jewish disciples of Jesus, in accordance with the general rabbinic practice, wrote 
the sayings which their master pronounced not in the form of a book to be published, but as notes in their pinakes, codices, 
in their note-books (or in private small scrolls). They did this because otherwise they would have transgressed the law. In 
line with the foregoing we would naturally expect the logia of Jesus to be originally copied in codices” (205). In conclusion, 
he argues that the early association of the codex and gospel garnered a level of social prestige and textual practice. He 
suggests that, “It is natural that the prestige of the Gospels among the Christians engendered the desire to have them and 
the Septuagint in the same form” (208). Lieberman articulates a narrative of shared practice and compares the Christian 
use of the codex to ancient Jewish practices in Palestine. Instead of turning to Rome or Italy to understand the origins (as 
Colin Roberts and Frederic Kenyon do), Lieberman turns to Palestine and Judaism. Lieberman’s work has not had much 
impact on the material-discourse of the Christian codex. Roberts in his 1954 lecture “The Codex” cites his work but he 
does not revise his Roman theory of origination (see discussion below). This exclusion in my view demonstrates the cutting 
work of the apparatus and the solidness of disciplinary divides discussed by Annette Yoshiko Reed and Adam Becker.  
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writing practices and choices of book format were adaptable to the local customs and practices of the 

diasporic communities. As Treu argues,  

If Jewish texts from the earlier period are scrolls, that proves nothing about the later period. 
Even if one assumes that there was a traditional preference for the customary form, the Jews 
have adapted themselves to their environment in so many religiously relevant matters that an 
accommodation in a matter of book technology presents no problem.24  
 

Treu’s assessment provides an important counter-narrative to the assumption of an un-changing and 

tradition-laden Judaism. As will be discussed further below, the material-discourse of the Christian 

codex casts the Jewish use of the scroll as an exclusive devotion.25  

In questioning the stability and determination of the “axiomatic” claims of bifurcated usage of 

codices and rolls, Treu opens space to reconsider the evidence of instability and ambiguity that exists. 

Treu recognizes that these axioms are part of the material-discursive production of the evidence. The 

axioms materialize and such that imagining otherwise becomes less legible and intelligible. In Baradian 

terms, Treu re-opens the boundaries of determination that the material-discourse produces and 

questions the apparatuses of production, attending to the “marks on bodies” visible in the material-

discursive practices of identification of inscribed objects as Jewish or Christian. Moreover, as stated 

above, Treu provides a critical counter-narrative to the stagnant assumptions and reified boundaries 

that are part of the material-discursive apparatus of the Christian codex. 

Producing the Codex as Object of Severance 

In this section, I trace the genealogy of the development of the material-discourse of the 

Christian codex as an object of severance. The association of Christianity and the codex is not a neutral 

 
24 Treu, 141: “Die Christen haben sie gern benutzt, aber nicht erfunden. Wenn jüdische Texte aus früherer Zeit 

Rollen sind, beweist das noch nichts für die spätere. Selbst wenn man annimmt, daß es traditionelle Vorlieben für die 
herkömmliche Form gab: die Juden haben sich in so vielen religiös relevanten Dingen der Umwelt angepaßt, daß eine 
Anpassung in einer buchtechnischen Frage problemlos erscheint.” 

 
25 See discussion of Peter Katz below. He argues that the scroll “dominated” the synagogue (64). Peter Katz, “The 

Early Christians’ Use of Codices Instead of Rolls,” Journal of Theological Studies 46.181/2 (1945): 63-65. 
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claim. The material-discursive production of the entanglement demonstrates the latent assumptions of 

Christian supremacy that animate the apparatus. I analyze how the identification of the codex as a 

Christian object relies on the material constitutive exclusion of the Jewish codex. In this way, I argue 

that at stake in the material-discursive production of the Christian codex is the material substantiation 

of the boundary between Christians and Jews.  

Colin H. Roberts 
SpaceTime Coordinates: Oxford, 1939.  

 
In his 1939 Journal of Theological Studies study titled “The Ancient Book and the Ending of St 

Mark,” Colin Roberts suggests that the codex stood as a symbol of Christian identity.26 This citation 

exists as the first iteration of Colin Robert’s later claim that the codex marked the totality of the 

severance between Christians and Jews and thus serves as a useful starting point for tracing the 

materialization of the material-discourse of the codex as an object of severance. He offers an example 

of the way in which material evidence gets read through assumptions of partition and division between 

Christians and Jews, as I discussed in relation to Reed and Becker above. The “aura of normativity” 

and assumed reification of the boundary materializes the evidence for the codex as an object that marks 

Christian distinction from Jews.  

 Roberts argues that the early copies and perhaps even the autograph of the Gospel of Mark 

were codices. Roberts posits that the codex form provides the most plausible scenario for the loss of 

the ending of Mark. According to Roberts, these early codices containing Mark garnered an aura of 

authority within the earliest communities in Christ. This aura translates into symbolic association 

between Christianity and the codex. Roberts assumes that the circulation of Mark in codex book form 

attaches authority to the material practice of the codex. The Christian use of the codex, according to 

Roberts, stems from the assumed power the form of the text performs. He writes, “Indeed the papyrus 

 
26 Colin Roberts, “The Ancient Book and the Ending of St Mark,” Journal of Theological Studies (1939): 253-257. 
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codex may have acquired a kind of symbolic value for the Christian as (perhaps by contrast) the roll 

did for the Jew.”27 In this final sentence, Roberts juxtaposes the codex and the roll and reads a 

religiously oriented symbolic bifurcation in the differentiated book forms. He adds (parenthetically) 

that the “symbolic value” of the codex may exist in its ability to differentiate and contrast the symbolic 

association of Jews and the scroll. Roberts does not cite any evidence for his claim that the codex 

potentially takes on the ability to mark difference.  

Chester McCown 
SpaceTime Coordinates: Unceded Land of the Peoria, Miami, Kickapoo, and Potawatomi Nations 

(University of Chicago), 1941.  
 

Two years later, in 1941, Chester McCown published an article in the Harvard Theological Review 

titled “Codex and Roll in the New Testament.”28 McCown echoes the symbolic association of the roll 

and the synagogue and marks the rolls as the “pagan” norm. He argues that the inventive and ingenious 

nature of the early Christians reflects the choice of the codex book form. He characterizes their group 

identity as “nonliterary business people,” and as a result, he argues, the prestige of the roll was not a 

primary factor for their choice of book format.29 McCown submits that  

On the whole, viewing the archaeological evidence for the six centuries, it must be agreed that 
the Christians showed no evidence of being deeply influenced either by the use of the roll in 
the synagogue or by the dominance of the roll during the first three centuries as the vehicle for 
pagan literature. They were not affected by current fashion, but from the beginning preferred 
the codex.30  
 

He argues that the codex form, thus, represents the Christian position on the outside of elite literary 

culture. He also argues that Christians were unaffected by the use of the roll in the synagogue. That is, 

 
27 Colin Roberts, “The Ancient Book and the Ending of St Mark,” 257 
 
28 Chester C. McCown, “Codex and Roll in the New Testament,” Harvard Theological Review (1941): 219-250. 
 
29 Echoes argument of Theodor Birt (1882) Antike Buchwesen and Schubart (1907) Das Buch bei den Griechen und 

Römern. 
 
30 McCown, 228 
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they exhibit a practice that is wholly other than the pagan and Jewish practices of the ancient environs. 

McCown, thus, positions the codex as a mark of Christian distinction, one that delineates something 

about the essential character of the Christian church.  

McCown further suggests that additional force for the “break with literary custom” might also 

include the practical consideration of “the convenience of the codex for the finding of proof texts in 

the Old Testament writings.”31 He continues, “[t]he argument is perfectly sound. One has but to 

imagine the repeated unwindings and rewindings of a roll of the prophets or the Pentateuch by a 

Christian in search of a text to confound a Jewish opponent or convert a Gentile inquirer to see the 

advantage of the leaf book over the roll.”32 McCown imagines the codex as a practical tool in the 

adversarial textual relations of Christian apologists and Jewish opponents.33 He assumes that the 

supposed tiresome work of winding and unwinding a roll in search of proof texts provides the causal 

impetus to adopt a different book from. The roll, McCown presumes, provides a wholly inadequate 

form in the quest for proof texts.  

McCown’s argument centers the adversarial relationship with Jews and the context over the 

truth of scripture as a primary motivating focus and force behind the shift in technology. I focus on 

McCown because he represents a shift from Roberts’s assertion that there is a symbolic association 

and contrast between the roll and the codex. For McCown, the selection of book form relates to the 

essential nature of the practice of the church. The Christian codex witnesses the non-elite character of 

the community and their lack of influence from the broader socio-cultural influences. Moreover, the 

codex allows for the essential function of searching for proof texts. I think that this view demonstrates 

 
31 McCown, 235 

 
32 McCown, 235 
 
33 Note how his analysis assumes that Jews did not use proof texts or would not have needed to develop a 

technology of reading that allowed the same ease of access. Although, the idea that the roll proved an inferior technology 
in the search for passages also stands as an unproved assumption.  
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an example of the way in which adversarial relationships are made a central material part of the 

material-discourse of the Christian codex, often in implicit and tacit ways. It shows how the apparatus 

forms and shapes the imagination to see contrast and distinction rather than evidence of continued 

contact and mutual practice.   

Peter Katz 
SpaceTime Coordinates: 1945, Cambridge.  

 
Four years after McCown’s publication Peter Katz, 34  a German-born Cambridge biblical 

scholar and specialist in Septuagint studies authored an article titled “The Early Christians’ Use of 

Codices Instead of Rolls” published in the Journal for Theological Studies in 1945.35 Katz extends a more 

forcefully oppositional view of the codex and roll form. He argues the codex represents “a fresh 

instance of the well-known tendency of the early Church to differentiate itself sharply from Judaism.”36  

In Katz’s view, “Judaism tended more and more to become a religion of a sacred book, looked at as a 

vast collection of detached laws, all of them of equal importance.”37 He defines Judaism as a monolithic 

entity with a singular devotional object—the sacred book in roll form. Katz suggests that the Jewish 

spaces of worship reflect the ossified emplacement of the roll. “Characteristically,” he suggests, “the 

synagogues were dominated by the veiled sacred rolls in one or two front niches or later in a richly 

 
34 Rev. Dr. Wilhelm Peter Max Katz (later Walters): From what I could piece together from book reviews and the 

editor’s introductions to his work, Katz was a German pastor and scholar who fled Nazi Germany in the late 1930’s. He 
transferred to (or redid his studies, unclear?) at University of Cambridge and received his doctorate there in 1945. Katz né 
Walters was a scholar on Septuagint Textual Criticism and his doctoral thesis with his hand-written emendations was 
posthumously published and edited by D.W. Gooding in 1973. Link to archive materials at University of Cambridge Faculty 
of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies: https://www.ames.cam.ac.uk/faculty-library/archive/collection-william-peter-max-
walters-d-1962-biblical-scholar 
 

35 Peter Katz, “The Early Christians’ Use of Codices Instead of Rolls,” Journal of Theological Studies 46.181/2 (1945): 
63-65. 
 

36 Katz, 63 
 
37 Katz, 64 
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ornamented temple-like ark, clearly indicating the focus of Jewish devotion—the Holy Writ.”38 The 

domineering presence of the Torah rolls in Katz’s imaginary, in my view, echoes the trope of legalism 

within the Christian production of Judaism.39 

Katz assumes a distinctive break between Christianity and Judaism and offers a supersessionist 

reading of the adoption of the codex form. Katz writes:  

The casuistry in applying them [the detached laws from above] to actual situations had almost 
annihilated in the Jewish mind the Prophets’ awareness of being instruments of God’s creative 
activity; and even the eschatological enthusiasm added only a fresh trend of unreality, as it 
exhausted itself in hazardous dreams about the miraculous restoration of a golden age. A past 
providing innumerable precedents and a hazy future of eschatological expectations left no 
room for a present under a living God.40  
 

He positions Judaism as without a present—a religion without life.41 This stereotypical depiction of 

Judaism as a dead religion juxtaposed with the living tradition of Christianity reflects theologically 

conditioned narratives of Christian supersessionism. The life and possibility of Christianity juxtaposed 

 
38 Katz, 64 
 
39 See for example George Foot Moore’s 1921 article “Christian Writers on Judaism,” Harvard Theological Review 

14.3 (1921): 197-254. Of most interest and relevance to present study is Moore’s focus on the ways in which Christian 
positionality materially shapes the way Judaism is described and analyzed. Within the 19th century, Moore suggests that 
interest in the study of Judaism amongst Christian scholars renewed, particularly amongst those interested in the historical 
and cultural “background” of the New Testament to find “actuating motive to find in it the milieu of early Christianity” 
(251). He argues that the trope of legalism develops out of this theologically inflected (apologetic) project performed by 
Christian Scholars. He questions: “What brought legalism to the front of the new apologetic? Not a fresh or more thorough 
study of Judaism at the beginning of our era, but a new apologetic motive, consequent on a different apprehension of 
Christianity on the part of the New Testament theologians who now took up the task. The ‘essence’ of Christianity, and 
therefore its specific difference from Judaism, was for the first time sought in the religion of Jesus—his teaching and his 
personal piety” (253).  

 
40 Katz, 64 

 
41 The image of Judaism as dead or lifeless stands as another material-discursive inheritance from the Christian 

production of Judaism. The divisive imaginary provides a productive onto-epistemological force: the scholarly production 
of Judaism portrayed Judaism as lifeless, “withering on the vine” stands in stark contrast to the vitality of Christianity 
(Jacobs, “Jews and Christians,” 170). The botanical life cycle employed as a material metaphor that naturalizes the life and 
death processes of religions and frames religion in vital evolutionary terms. The metaphor casts Christianity as a healthy, 
productive, profitable plant resource. Whereas Judaism stands as withered and lifeless. As Shaye Cohen also observes, 
“‘Late Judaism’ was a sterile, lifeless organism, waiting in vain for the infusion of spirituality that only Christianity could 
provide.” Shaye Cohen, “Adolph [sic.] Harnack’s ‘the Mission and Expansion of Judaism’: Christianity Succeeds Where 
Judaism Fails,” in The Future of Early Christianity: Essays in Honor of Helmut Koester (ed. Birger A. Pearson; Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 1991), 163-9. 
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with the leaden present-less Judaism. Katz casts Christians as brimming with possibility, bursting forth 

“filled” with the vital spirit toward “an eternal yet imminent future.”42 In other words, Christians 

participate in a living tradition and possess a potential for both present and future. Katz infuses his 

theological reading—the “well-known tendency” of differentiation—with binary metaphors. He does 

all of this in relation to the positioning of the codex as a Christian object. Thus, he endows the codex 

with Christian life force and juxtaposes the vitality of the codex with the exhausted and leaden, 

domineering, presence of the Jewish scroll. 

Like McCown, Katz characterizes the relationship between Christians and Jews as one of 

competition and strife.43 From his viewpoint, the split between Judaism and Christianity provides the 

singular lens through which to understand all of Christian (singular) practice, both “life and worship.”44 

He writes, “the whole frame of the Church’s life and worship both where it was identical with, and 

different from, contemporary Judaism can only be understood as a conscious modification of the 

Jewish.”45 Katz observes that the central place of Christian worship, both the spatial and affectual focal 

point, is the sacramental table “which indicated the presence of the Lord of the Eucharist and, at the 

same time, represented the whole spiritual and social life of the congregation.”46 So symbolically loaded 

and so weighty this presence, Katz remarks, “No wonder that the cistae and arks, the veils and rolls had 

 
42 Katz, 64; Full quote: “For the Christians their Lord had broken the spell of the past; he had thrust open the 

gate leading to a present filled with the wonders of the Spirit and to an eternal yet imminent future which cast on this 
present the sharp light of eschatology” (65).  

 
43 Katz, 64; Katz summarizes the relationship between the Jews and Christians as one of competitive struggle. He 

writes, “The Synagogue and the Church claimed equally to be the legitimate continuation of God’s Holy Israel. In this 
competitive struggle we see the true Israel in the Spirit setting aright what had apparently gone wrong in the old Israel in 
the flesh” (64). 

 
44 Katz, 64 
 
45 Katz, 64 
 
46 Katz, 64 
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to give way.”47 Again, within Katz’s imaginary, the codex symbolizes much more than a book form. It 

suggests the material rearrangement of the space of worship. The power of the codex expels the Torah 

scroll and the ark within Katz’s theologically inflected imaginary.  

In his concluding paragraph, Katz admits that there is no determinative evidence to support 

his claim. He ends his paper: “[P]erhaps I may point to the fact that recent thinking has more than 

once felt induced to recur to a theological explanation of archaeological facts, where more outward 

argument proved no longer valid.”48 He acknowledges that there are other possibilities to explain the 

Christian preference for the codex as opposed to the roll. However, without definitive evidence Katz 

argues theology should speak for the remains. He argues that the lack of certainty about the origins of 

the Christian connection to the codex can be resolved through theological argumentation. He therefore 

provides a powerful example of the way in which the materiality of the codex is determined by the 

intra-active apparatus. The codex is material-discursively produced as an object that materializes and 

performs the theological work of severance. However, as we will see below, the theological position 

of Katz, which he states clearly from the beginning of his work, gets lost in the citational after-life of 

this publication. Thus, his theologically inflected claim materializes as a constitutive piece of the 

Christian codex. Thinking with Barad, Katz’s position, building on Roberts’s and McCown’s, forms 

the conditions for intelligibility of the Christian codex. It becomes an object which must, materially, 

serve as a signifier of the sharp cut between Christians and Jews.  

Colin H. Roberts (A Revenant)  
SpaceTime Coordinates: Oxford, 1949 + 1953/4 + 1969  

 

 
47 Katz, 64; Full quote: “The grand result of this fresh attitude was the transformed appearance of the rooms of 

worship. Their front centre was no longer the rolls with their concomitant apparatus, but the sacramental table which 
indicated the presence of the Lord of the Eucharist and, at the same time, represented the whole spiritual and social life of 
the congregation, which feed upon the continual mysterious administration of His body and blood, the ever fresh feeding 
of the multitude. No wonder that the cistae and arks, the veils and rolls had to give way” (64).  

 
48 Katz, 65 
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I now return to Colin H. Roberts and track the materialization of his argument that the codex 

exists as a symbol of the finality of the cut between Christians and Jews. In the first part of this section, 

we witness the first iteration of his argument of the differential materiality of the codex and roll 

formats. Through the latter half of the 20th century, Roberts’s assertion in the materiality of difference 

the codex performs gains solidity and power. I trace the development as it provides an important piece 

of the development of his severance argument.  

Four years after Katz’s publication and a decade after his note on the ending of Mark, Colin 

Roberts published “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri” in the Journal of Theological Studies.49 His 

object of inquiry is “the nature of the Christian book.”50 Roberts surveys the known 2nd, 3rd, and 4th 

century fragments of the Greek Bible found in Egypt up to the year 1948. He rehearses the 

“commonplace” that Christians employed the codex earlier than other groups. Reviewing his dataset, 

he argues that “its use was all but invariable from the earliest times.” He further adds “it is hardly too 

much to say that the book as distinct from the roll is the creation of the Church.”51 The adoption of 

the codex betrays a break with Jewish practice and reverence for the roll. According to Roberts, the 

use of the codex for both New Testament and LXX scriptural texts  

[I]mplies that by the middle of the second century Christian communities were emancipated from 
Jewish influences and Christian writings were regarded as providing the norm for the whole 
corpus of sacred literature to a degree not hitherto suspected. These developments could not 
have taken place had the parchment codex not been used by the Christians of Rome in the first 
century.52 
 

Roberts envisions Christianity and Judaism as two atomistic religions—Christianity “emancipated” 

from Judaism and fully cut away. He clearly holds no place for imagining continued contact and shared 

 
49 Colin H. Roberts, “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri,” Journal of Theological Studies 50 (1949): 155-168. 
 
50 Roberts, “Christian Book,” 156 
 
51 Roberts, “Christian Book,” 160 
 
52 Roberts, “Christian Book,” 161 
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or mutual textual traditions. In this way, he evidences the force of normativity that Reed and Becker 

(read with Barad) suggest materializes the apparatuses of study in the field of New Testament studies. 

The narrative of parted ways carries a “normative aura” that shapes the way in which we read evidence 

and the conditions for possibility of imagination.  

A few years later in January 1953, Colin Roberts presented two lectures as part of the Special 

University Lectures in Palaeography at University College, London. These lectures were published as 

a monograph titled The Codex the following year as part of the Proceedings of the British Academy.53 Roberts 

offers an extended version of his previous publication on Greek biblical papyri. He seeks to identify 

and discuss the origins of the codex. He argues that Christians used codices from the very beginning. 

Repeating his earlier 1939 claim, he suggests that the authority of the gospels authorized the format of 

gospels. He suggests that, “when [Mark’s] Gospel circulated it already enjoyed a measure of authority, 

and so the form itself, not least because, as the years went by, it stood in sharp contrast both to the 

Jewish Roll of the Law and to the pagan book, acquired a sentimental and symbolic value as well as a 

practical one.”54 Roberts further suggests that additional authority is gained by the form of the codex 

through its repeated ability to mark a boundary or barrier, “a sharp contrast” of textual practice.  

Roberts builds upon his language of contrast. He argues that the difference and differentiation 

of codex and roll marks a pivotal shift within the broader arena of “religious history.” He writes,  

For religious history it is significant that Christian book production should have severed itself 
from Jewish by the middle of the second century; for even if the occasional use of the writing 
tablet by the Jews for recording the Oral Law influenced the first generation of Christians in 
their choice of the codex, yet the transcription of the Pentateuch on to the codex shows how 
complete the severance was.”55  
 

 
53 Colin H. Roberts, The Codex. Proceedings of the British Academy 40. London: G. Cumberlage, 1954. 
 
54 Colin H. Roberts, The Codex, 189 
 
55 Colin H. Roberts, The Codex, 189 
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Roberts understands a clear cut between Christians and Jews and suggests that the force of the codex 

within the history of the early Church lies with its capacity to cut—to act as object of severance. The 

codex performs the separation between Christian and Jewish praxis and embodies the completion and 

finality of the rupture. He narrates this divisive parting in material terms. He reads the shift of 

technology as an agential force in the material and practical severance from the Jews. One that unfolds 

or unrolls according to strict boundaries of identity. In doing so, he names as synonymous the codex 

and the cut. Roberts echoes the theologically conditioned narrative of supersessionism of Katz. Both 

conclude that the codex stands as a symbol or material-discursive practice of Christian identity. To do 

the work of the codex, therefore, is to do the work of boundary, re/marking the division between 

Christian and other. 

More than a decade later, Colin Roberts revisited the question of the codex in “Books in the 

Greco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” published in the Cambridge History of the Bible in 

1969.56 Roberts repeats the association of codex and differentiation. He argues that the novel practices 

of the Christian set them apart from their surrounding space and time. Roberts writes, “Christianity 

grew up with the idea, quite alien to the pagan world, that books were an essential part of religion.”57 

The early adoption of the codex marks the Christian community as particularly book-ish and, as above, 

he argues that the form represents the separation and severance from the Jews. He argues that the 

codex “marks the independence of the Church from Jewish traditions and practices and points the 

way to the formation of the Christian Canon…this break with the past, which must have seemed 

impious to a Jew, probably took place not much later than the turn of the century.”58 Roberts imagines 

 
56 Colin H. Roberts, “Books in Greco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” in Cambridge History of the Bible, 

volume 1 (eds. Ackroyd, Peter R, C. F Evans, G. W. H Lampe, and S. L Greenslade; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1969), 48-66; bibliography 587-598.  
 

57 Colin H. Roberts, “Books in Greco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” 51 
 

58 Colin H. Roberts, “Books in Greco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” 59 
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the communal response of the singular group of the Jews (again assumed to be a stable entity across 

time and space). He suggests that the very form of the codex must inspire negative feeling and 

repulsion amongst the Jews. He writes, “The transference of the Law from its sacrosanct form to a 

format of no antiquity and little regard, sanctioned only by its use for the Gospels, must have seemed 

to the Jew an act of sacrilege; the further step of employing the nomina sacra, of not inserting the Hebrew 

name in the Greek text and of treating other names with equal reverence must have seemed 

blasphemy.”59 Roberts ties the ability of the codex to perform the work of boundary to the materiality 

of the codex.  

Bruce M. Metzger 
SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen lands of the Lenape people (Princeton Seminary), 1981 

 
In his 1981 monograph Manuscripts of the Greek Bible: An Introduction to Greek Palaeography, Bruce 

Metzger outlines the materials of ancient books.60 He argues that “there were two main forms of books 

in antiquity”—the “older form” or the roll and the codex or leaf-book.61 At the conclusion of the 

section on format Metzger concludes that “[i]t is obvious that the advantages of the codex form of the 

book greatly outweigh those of the scroll.”62 Metzger cites a mix of practical or economic desires63 and 

the “desire to differentiate” as the potential reasoning behind the Christian adoption of the codex 

format. He argues: 

 
59 Colin H. Roberts, “Books in Greco-Roman World and in the New Testament,” 61 
 
60 Bruce M. Metzger, Manuscripts of the Greek Bible: An Introduction to Greek Palaeography (New York; Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1981).  
 
61 Metzger, 17 
 
62 Metgzer, 17 
 
63 The idea that the codex cost less to produce serves as a common assumption. Roger Bagnall argues strongly 

against this presumption and suggests that the comparative cost savings between the production of a papyrus scroll and a 
papyrus codex in Egypt in the first centuries of the common era would have been the same. Both objects cost significantly 
more than a day’s wages. See Roger Bagnall, Early Christian Books in Egypt Early Christian Books in Egypt (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2009), 50-69 for further discussion of the economics of book production in late ancient Egypt.  
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The Church soon found that economy of production (since both sides of the page were used) 
as well as ease when consulting passages (no need to unroll the more cumbersome scroll) made 
it advantageous to adopt the codex rather than the scroll for its sacred books. It may be, also, 
that the desire to differentiate the external appearance of the Christian Bible from that of Jewish 
scrolls of the synagogue was a contributing factor in the adoption of the codex format. 
 

The contrast between Christian codex and Jewish scroll allowed its symbolic capacity to mark 

difference and separation. Metzger cites Peter Katz. His “theological” proposal is transformed into a 

differential materiality: difference visible through external appearance of the codex and bound form.  

Colin H. Roberts and Theodore C Skeat, Birth of the Codex 

SpaceTime Coordinates: London + Oxford, 1983 

In 1983, Theodore Cressy Skeat worked with Colin Roberts to revise and republish his “The 

Codex” lecture. In the chapter titled “Why did Christians Adopt the Codex? Inadequacy of Practical 

Considerations,” Roberts and Skeat survey once again the potential explanation for the Christian codex 

addiction. They argue:   

The reasons adduced by Martial in favour of the parchment codex, even if Secundus’s 
experiment had not been the failure it pretty certainly was, are quite inadequate to explain what 
was not merely a preference by the Christian communities for the codex form, but an exclusive 
devotion to it, and that not only for the books of the New Testament but for those of the Old 
testament as well, and from the earliest period for which evidence has survived.64  
 

Roberts and Skeat suggest that the practical considerations of the codex cannot sufficiently explain the 

Christian use of the codex. The choice of codex by Christian communities reflects not a preference 

but “an exclusive devotion.”65 Their use of the language of devotion imagines an affective force. The 

passage of times adds to the pull toward the codex and the narrative of exclusivity of the communal 

relationship and form gains power. Roberts and Skeat continue, “Indeed so universal is the Christian 

use of the codex in the second century that its introduction must date well before A.D. 100.” They 

 
64 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 45 
 
65 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 45 
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reason that the exclusive devotion witnesses a longer history. They expand the materiality of the second 

century Christian codex fragments “well before” year 100 of the Common Era.  

  In the following chapter, Roberts and Skeat discuss the work of Saul Lieberman66 and the 

Jewish usage of codices or tablets. They argue that “[w]e know from Jewish sources that while the Oral 

Law, the Mishnah, could not be formally committed to writing, isolated decisions or rabbinic sayings 

might be, and were, written down either on tablets (pinakes) or on what the Mishnah calls ‘small private 

rolls.’”67 According to Jewish source and textual tradition, they concede tablets and rolls were used in 

informal and private contexts of study. Thus, they reason that “[i]t is possible, therefore, that papyrus 

tablets were used to record the Oral Law as pronounced by Jesus, and that these tablets might have 

developed into a primitive form of codex. To the records of these logia might have been added an 

account of the Passion, and the way would be clear for the production of a Proto-Gospel.”68 Roberts 

and Skeat claim that the private tablets or scrolls potentially provided the paradigm for recording the 

early sayings collections of Jesus that over time developed into the proto-gospel tradition.  

Despite their recognition of an early shared tradition, Roberts and Skeat dismiss the possibility 

that the Jewish usage of pinakes is related to the development of the codex.69 The reasoning behind 

such an impossibility provided by Roberts and Skeat repeats the narrative of an unchanging and 

tradition-laden Judaism compared to a novel and innovative Christianity. They suggest: 

[T]he use of the roll in Judaism was so rooted in tradition and prescribed by the Law that such 
a development would have been impossible. The Christians, however, would have no such 
inhibitions, and to them the adoption of the form of the book which like the nomina sacra would 

 
66 Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine: Studies in the Literary Transmission, Beliefs, and Manners of Palestine in the 

I century BCE-IV century CE. Texts and Studies of the JTS of America 18. New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of 
America, 1950. See note 23 above for further discussion.  

 
67 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 59 
 
68 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 59 
 
69  Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 61. They write: “in no case did this usage develop into the codex.” 
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have differentiated them from both Jews and pagans…might have constituted an additional 
attraction.70 
 

Within their narrative Christian practice and adoption of the codex form does not represent a mere 

preference but “an exclusive devotion” to the bound form. The codex becomes an object of severance 

from Judaism—one that re/performs the cut of distinction between Christians and Jews.  

Irven M. Resnick 
SpaceTime Coordinates: stolen lands of the Chickamauga Cherokee people (University of Tennessee 

Chattanooga), 1992 
 

Almost a decade later in 1992 Irven M. Resnick, a specialist in Byzantine theology and medieval 

studies, published an article titled “The Codex in Early Jewish and Christian Communities” in the 

Journal of Religious History. Resnick explores the theological “consequences” of the introduction of the 

codex.71 Resnick frames the codex in oppositional terms: the codex opposed to the Jewish and pagan 

roll. He argues with Roberts and Skeat that the economic and practical advantages of the codex cannot 

alone account for the dramatic shift in technology that the Christians spearhead. “The evidence for 

Jewish communities,” he writes, “confirms the prejudice against the codex. There are no extant Jewish 

manuscripts in codex form prior to the eighth century, at the earliest.”72 The lack of Jewish codices 

evidences a prejudice against the codex book form, according to Resnick. “The evidence for the 

Christian community, however, provides a dramatic contrast” Resnick argues.73 He cites the review of 

data Roberts and Skeat present in The Birth of the Codex (discussed above). As Resnick argues, “when 

viewed in the context of a continuing struggle between Christian and Jewish communities over the 

 
70 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 61 
  
71 Irven M. Resnick, “The Codex in Early Jewish and Christian Communities,” Journal of Religious History 17.1 

(1992): 1-17 at 1. 
 
72 Resnick, 3 
 
73 Resnick, 3 
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formation of the ‘scriptures’ or authoritative writings,” 74  the Christian codex takes on “new 

significance.”75  

Resnick hypothesizes that the codex as Christian invention formally differentiated Jewish and 

Christian scripture. “It may be that the Christian innovation was an effort more clearly to identify 

acceptable Christian versions of Jewish texts.” “Conversely,” Resnick submits, “it may be that rabbinic 

insistence upon the scroll, at least for public reading of the Torah, acknowledged the advantage of 

easily distinguished editions.” 76  He cites Peter Katz in support of his view; although does not 

acknowledge Katz’s argument from silence and instead asserts the claim of differentiation as an 

absolute and material fact. Resnick does differ from Katz, Roberts, and Metzger in that he suggests 

that the project of boundary-construction and differentiation was not a one-sided endeavor. He argues 

that the differential materiality of the codex stems from a dialectical association. The Jews, in Resnick’s 

view, also sought to distinguish themselves from Christian practice and book form.  

I question how the materiality of the expectation of a division materializes our evidence. I 

suggest that Resnick fails to attend to the way in which the apparatus shapes the evidence and produces 

expectations and realities of a divisive break. As Treu argues, the axioms of identification over-privilege 

the Christian perspective and do not account for mutual or continued practices. Thinking with Barad 

and Reed and Becker, I question how we account for the force of the oppositional imaginary that so 

much of our ancient historical imaginaries are tied to and the possibilities of otherwise that are eclipsed 

by the differential materiality of the codex.77  

 
74 Resnick, 4 
 
75 Resnick, 4 
 
76 Resnick, 7  
 

   77 Here I am thinking with Susanna Drake. Susanna Drake, in a 2014 SBL Roundtable, argues that the scholarly 
discourse surrounding Jewish-Christian relations is one that is haunted by conflict. The prevailing attitude and assumption 
of stark contrast and boundary leads scholars to make arguments about difference in adversarial binary terms. The self vs. 
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Judith M. Lieu 
SpaceTime Coordinates: London, 2004 

 
I end my discussion about the material-discursive constitution of the differential materiality of 

the Christian with a conversation about scholar Judith Lieu. I suggest that Lieu provides a particularly 

helpful site to understand the power of the fetishized error and the invisibilization of the tropic 

constitutive elements. Lieu’s primary research focus stands outside of the technical field of study of 

ancient Christian manuscripts and codicology. Therefore, her work and citation of the material-

discourse of the codex stands as one example of the engagement and inheritance of the agential cuts. 

I am interested in how Lieu inherits the fixity of the codex as object of severance—the citation of the 

codex as a performed and preformed boundary between Christians and Jews—despite her interest in 

the constitutive and produced nature of boundaries. I suggest that her work demonstrates the power 

of fetishization and its material attachments to the theologically inflected discourse of the Christian 

supremacy of the codex.  

In her 2004 publication Christian Identity in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World, Lieu attends to the 

constitutive nature of boundaries of identity. She writes, “One consequence of the metaphor of 

boundary can be the tendency to see it as fixed and stable, again a conceit perhaps most natural to 

inhabitants of an island state. Such a view encourages the supposition that identities also remain 

 
other model indicative of the “parting of the ways” or Jewish and Christian Relations conversation focuses solely on the 
fear and conflict side of identity formation ignores the fuller complexities of identity formation. The “other,” Drake argues, 
also functions as an object of desire and identification, positive appropriation, and incorporation. The evacuation of desire 
and fantasy, according to Drake, also works to reify divisive histories and ignores the fantasy lives of our evidence of Jewish 
Christian relations. Attending to conflict and contest alone creates an overly aggressive and antagonistic impression and 
cedes power to the anti-Jewish Christian rhetoricians. Drake questions “does the conflict model allow the adversus Iudaeos 
preachers to set the very terms of the debate in which the scholarship today still operates?” She presses further “By framing 
relations in terms of conflict, do we feed a discourse in which religion—or at least religious difference—is identified as the 
virus of which violence is the symptom?” Drake offers a provocative question in relation to the impact and force of our 
categories. Drake asks scholars of late antiquity and of ancient Judaisms and Christianities to reconcile with the force and 
violent consequences of lines of scholarly argumentation. Thinking with Barad, we might formulate Drake’s question in 
terms of the work of constitutive exclusion. What is the effect of bounding Jewish Christian relation within an agonistic 
apparatus. Thinking with my chapter and Drake: I wonder what potentially less violent or conflict-centered codicological 
entanglements might exist/be imagined. See: Susanna Drake, “Alterity in Late Antiquity: Disrupting Binaries” (Ancient Jew 
Review,  December 22, 2014).  
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constant over time and space, and, indeed, perhaps one function of boundaries is precisely to foster 

such an imagination.”78 I agree with Lieu that the work of boundary is about the performance of fixity. 

Against the fantasy of constancy, Lieu argues that boundaries are lively sites of interaction and 

negotiation. She writes, “[B]oundaries become transitional, loci of negotiation and interaction, 

something that a purely oppositional model may not adequately encompass.”79  

Despite this insistence on the fluidity of boundaries, however, in the same monograph Lieu 

cites the differential materiality of the codex, citing the oppositional reality that material-discourse 

builds. Lieu writes:  

Even the physical character of ‘text’ participates in this symbolic function: it has been suggested 
that it was only towards the end of the second century that Christians began to produce and to 
own manuscripts of the whole of the Old Testament; until then they were dependent on 
anthologies or the Jewish possession of Scriptures. Yet there is also substantial evidence that the 
adoption of the codex form as opposed to the scroll was part of a search for differentiation, at 
least from the Jews on whom they depended.80 
 

The codex as a mark of dependence and a technology of differentiation echoes the argumentation of 

Roberts, Katz, et. al surveyed above. I suggest that Lieu’s citation of the codex as an object of severance 

demonstrates the success of the material-discourse of the Christian codex to reify and materialize the 

boundary between Christians and Jews. Lieu participates in the fetishization of the Christian codex. 

The object is taken for granted as a thing in itself and the tropic nature of its construction has been 

lost. In this way, the codex becomes the material object that both marks and re/produces the boundary. 

 
78 Judith M. Lieu, Christian Identity in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

98. 
 
79 Lieu, Christian Identity, 108 

 
80 Lieu, Christian Identity, 59, emphasis added. Lieu cites two scholars, medievalist Irven Resnick (discussed above) 

and theologian Frances M. Young and her work Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997). Both scholars rehearse the general hypothesis of Colin H. Roberts that the identifiable early 
Christian codices were a symbol of the ancient reality of severance. Frances M. Young’s discussion relies on Roberts and 
from her perspective as a theologian, she argues that “we leave the physical reality of ancient books to specialists in textual 
criticism. They may at least supply us with some information” (11).  
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As discussed above with Treu, this differential reality does not emerge neutrally amidst the 

papyrological remains. Rather, the ideological function of the codex as a symbol or marker of 

differentiation and severance between Christians and Jews materializes as part of the material-

discourse.  

Conclusions 
 

This chapter attended to the boundary-making work of the apparatus of the Christian codex. 

I read agential realism with the methodological observations of Annette Yoshiko Reed and Adam 

Becker concerning the effects of the construction of Jewish and Christian relations on our historical 

imaginations and world-building. With Reed and Becker, I argued that the Christian codex is produced 

within the material arrangement of the disciplinary apparatuses. These structures form and shape the 

im/possibilities of intelligibility. In other words, the apparatus works to make narratives of conflict 

and severance intelligible while eclipsing other forms of relations between Christians and Jews as 

im/possible. I offered a genealogical analysis of the material-discursive production of the Christian 

codex as an object of severance and analyze how exclusion functions within the material-discourse of 

the Christian codex. Ultimately, I argued that the narrative of severance is part of the material-

discursive troping of the Christian codex.  

I suggest that the invisibilization of the material-discursive constitution of the codex as object 

of severance speaks to the fetishization of the Christian codex. As Donna Haraway argues, the fetish 

represents the literalization and materialization of the tropic and the erasure of the material-discursive 

practices of enclosure and boundary-making. Thinking with Karen Barad and Donna Haraway, I 

demonstrate how the codex as object of severance is constructed—mapped as performative boundary 

of differentiation. Understanding these tropic elements of the material-discourse of severance makes 

central the practices of world-building at stake in our practices of doing history. I suggest that 
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understanding how the world of severance gets built is the first and necessary step toward imagining 

possibilities otherwise and constructing other built worlds of the book.   

 
 



 

    

Conclusions: The Christian Codex Fetish  
  

  
In Colin H. Roberts’s article “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri” published in a 1949 

volume of the Journal of Theological Studies, Roberts defines his object of inquiry as “the nature of the 

Christian book.”1 Delimiting his object of study he argues that it is necessary to omit books which 

cannot fully be considered Christian or books. He suggests, for example, that a book used for “liturgical 

purposes,” does not count as a Christian book. 2 Nor does a collection of “some verses of the book of 

Job written in the early third century and almost certainly employed for magical ends, and a few 

amulets.”3 He adds that he “more regretfully” must exclude portions of a Book of Testimonies and a 

short bound codex including extracts from Acts.4 Lastly, he submits that works like the Egerton gospel 

fragments5 and the Oxyrhynchus Logia6 “are excluded ex hypothesi” because they are not properly 

Christian. 7  Roberts cuts away liturgy, magic, and non-canonical works from the category of the 

Christian book. His definition demonstrates that the study and description of the Christian book is not 

a neutral endeavor and relies on the constitutive exclusion of whole worlds of books—magical and 

otherwise. Roberts offers one example of the way in which exclusion is fundamental to the study and 

practice of the Christian codex.  

 
1 Colin H. Roberts, “The Christian Book and the Greek Papyri,” Journal of Theological Studies 50 (1959): 155-168 at 

156 (emphasis original).  
 
2 Roberts, “Christian Books,” 156 
 
3 Roberts, “Christian Books,” 156 
 
4 Roberts, “Christian Books,” 156 
 
5 Also known as the “Unknown gospel.” The fragments of this gospel are split across the British Museum and 

Univeristy of Köln. See Lorne Zelyck’s recent critical re-edition of these fragments, including discussion of provenance 
and academic conversation: The Egerton Gospel (Egerton Papyrus 2 + Papyrus Köln VI 255): Introduction, Critical Edition, and 
Commentary (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2019).   

 
6 Greek fragments of the Gospel of Thomas found in the first dig-season at Oxyrhynchus run by the Greco-Roman 

Branch of the Egypt Exploration Society and headed by Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt.  
 
7 Roberts, “Christian Books,” 156 
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This dissertation has attended to the force of exclusion enacted in the material-discursive 

practice of the Christian codex. I engaged Barad’s agential realist approach and read insights and 

patterns of difference between Barad and the material-discourse of the Christian codex. With Barad, I 

understand the codex to be an apparatus, a set of open-ended material-discursive practices which enact 

boundaries or specific material reconfigurings of the world. I have analyzed how the object of the 

Christian Codex is not one that “exists” but rather is one that emerges through a set of specific 

material-discursive practices. In this way, the material-discourse of the Christian codex produces 

differences that matter and realizes boundaries and enclosure. I questioned how these differences and 

boundaries were enacted and attended to the constitutive effect of exclusions, on material process of 

differencing—intra-action—in producing and practicing the Christian codex. I focused on three sites 

of cutting: Oxyrhynchus (modern al-Bahnasā in Egypt) and the intra-active forces of production of 

science, laborer, artifact; the effects of canonical desires and the force of normativity on the material-

discursive apparatus in terms of defining normativity and realizing desires of orthodoxy; lastly, the 

material-discourse of the codex as a performance of differentiation between ancient Jews and 

Christians. These agential cuts function to enclose and bind the codex in particular ways.   

Agential realism attends to the production of boundaries and borders. Critical theorization of 

the fetish also speaks to the construction of boundaries and the way in which borders become reified 

and literalized in such a way that one forgets that the boundaries are there in the first place.  Haraway 

and Barad together ground attention to the practices and processes of troping and the material-

discursive constitution of the Christian codex. The codex, therefore, is understood not as material 

positivity but as an iterative performance.  

As Donna Haraway argues the fetish is about specific denials and materializations of error.  

Haraway outlines her views on corporeal fetishism, diffracting materialist feminist thought through 

Marx. The fetish in Haraway’s view speaks to the processes of materialization of things, how they 
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become real and what realities they help produce. She argues that all objects (and subjects) are 

produced through material-discursive practices. Fetishization is the denial of the constructed nature of 

things and the cut away from the persons, desires, ideologies on which the contingent materiality of all 

things depends. Within the realm of biology, Haraway thinks about the gene and practices of gene 

mapping as fetish and fetishization. She outlines corporeal fetishism and questions how genes, as a 

kind of body and vital life substance, appears as bounded objects against a backdrop of invisible non-

bodies. The processes of enclosing a body erase the systems, structures, laborers (both human and 

non) that work to maintain the enclosure of the body.  

This dissertation diffracted Haraway’s conception of gene fetishism through the material-

discourse of the Christian. I have argued that the codex, too, serves as a fetish object, akin to the gene 

in Haraway’s assessment. The codex becomes an object of value and thing itself such that the material-

discursive processes that produced the codex as a Christian object are obscured. The tropic language 

becomes literalized and divorced from the material-discursive claims and practices that enact and 

uphold the boundaries of the codex. The practices of producing and mapping—spatializing and 

locating the material artifactual evidence of ancient codices—are fetishistic in that they work to 

invisibilize the material-discursive constitution of the codex-thing. The fetish signals the denial of these 

productive forces.  

I organized the central portion of my dissertation around three sites of fetishization. In chapter 

one, I explored Oxyrhynchus as a site of extraction and production of scientific papyrus objects of 

study. As Haraway argues, the fetish involves the cutting away from the networks of production on 

which the existence of the object depends. My chapter works against the assumption that the codex 

“exists” and thinks about the intra-active dynamics of its extraction from Egypt. Thinking with Barad 

and Frantz Fanon, I centralize the dynamics of labor—the blood and sweat—as well as the non-human 

forces of dirt that preserved and materialized the extracted artifacts. I refuse to understand the object 
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as existing apart from these networks of non-human actors in the trash mounds at Oxyrhynchus turned 

extraction floor.  

In my second chapter, I turned to questions about specters and the force of normativity within 

the material-discursive production of the Christian codex. Thinking with Barad and Jacques Derrida, 

I outlined a hauntological approach and argue that codex materializes through the force of ghosts and 

spectral imaginations. I think about the material-discursive arrangement of things—the apparatus of 

study—including the desires for canon and orthodox realizations produce the Christian codex as an 

object of study. I argued that the material-discourse produces evidentiary structures to study the 

Christian codex that allow certain questions but not others. I traced how the material-arrangement 

supports materializations of orthodox and proto-canonical and dismisses non-normative iterative 

possibilities. In this way, I argued the Christian codex is produced in such a way that it can be nothing 

other than an orthodox fantasy object.  

In my final body chapter, I turned to questions about the material-discursive production of the 

Christian codex as an object of severance. Within the apparatus of study, the codex is positioned as an 

object that marks and enacts the boundary between Christians and Jews. Thinking with Barad and the 

work of Annette Yoshiko Reed and Adam Becker, I argued that the material-discourse of the Christian 

codex as a boundary object participates in the realization (and fetishization) of the boundary. My 

chapter offered a genealogical analysis of the development of the material-discourse of the boundary. 

I demonstrated that the material-discourse of severance develops out of theologically inflected 

ideology and holds real effects. The material discourse of the Christian codex produces a reality of 

evidence that dismisses the possibility of continuity and mutuality in the development of ancient 

Christian and Jewish codex practices.  

I have studied how the codex comes to be enclosed in particular ways and with what effects. 

In this way, the connecting theme of my dissertation is exclusion. My focus on omission works to re-
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open the Christian codex. Agential realism allows me to claim the codex as an open-ended process—

an image in contrast to the presumed determinate, boundedness of the book form. As Barad writes, 

the conditions for possibility and intelligibility are at stake in the iterative performances of intra-action 

but there is always a possibility for re/making in the successive enfoldings—“boundaries do not sit 

still.”8 The very work of exclusion allows for the possibility of openness and indeterminacy. I take this 

as a call to reimagine, to reconfigure the codex. Reading against the enclosure of the Christian codex 

performed by scholars such as Colin Roberts, we can re-claim the boundaries, now understood as lively 

sites of matter and materialization. The codex contains traces of the knowledgeable labor of 

extraction—the blood and sweat of its materialization. The codex witnesses diverse worlds of ancient 

Christianities that exist within but also transgress the canonical imaginaries and desires some might 

hold for the book. Lastly, beyond narratives of severance, the “open” codex serves as a site of contact 

and potential shared communal practices of ancient Jews and Christian communities. 

My approach holds implications for broader material-discursive scholarly practices within the 

field of New Testament and early Christian studies in terms of centering questions about the ethics of 

entanglement with material objects of study. With my materialist feminist conversation partners, I have 

worked against the association of positivist positioning of material artifacts. I attend to the material-

discursive troping of material artifacts and demonstrate how and why the materiality of scientific 

objects of study must be understood within the broader networks of non-human production.  The 

material-discursive history of scholarship shapes and constrains our scholarly practices and 

imaginations. To tell different histories, it is necessary to understand how certain stories have been 

erased and excluded from our material-discursive practices of study and open ourselves to new 

entanglements and new materializations. 

 
8 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham; 

London: Duke University Press, 2007), 171 
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