
THE FORTY MARTYRS OF SEBASTE:

A STUDY OF HAGIOGRAPHIC DEVELOPMENT.

By THE REV. D. P. BUCKLE, M.A.

I Na previous No. of the BULLETIN (vol. 5, Nos. 3-4, April­
Nov., 1919, p. 219) Professor Tout gave an interesting account
of John Mabillon's criticism of Daniel Van Papenbroeck, one of

the earliest continuators of the work of Bollandus, and described the
pleasing conclusion of the story by relating the Flemish doubter'~

conversion to the sound judgment of his French critic's better scholarship.
The present paper will show, however, that if in that case Papen­
broeck was too rash in his charges of the falsification of documents in
cartularies he was sometimes at any rate too ready to accept the worst
evidence as the best, and to set up .. re-made and confected docu­
ments II (in Prof. Tout's language) as greater authorities than earlier,
simpler, and more probable histories.

His account of the story of the forty martyrs of Sebaste illustrates
this unaitical attitude. It is contained in the Bollandist .. Acta Sanc­
torum," Martii, tom. 2, the contents of which are expressly stated to
be .. a Godefrido Henschenio et Daniele Papebrochio Aucta digesta
et iIIustrata". We there find that the Latin .. Acta II are regarded
as the older; yet though in the case of the translation of Evodius by
John the Deacon of Naples there is an attempt to fix the date, the
editors do not give the slightest information about the original proven­
ance or time of writing of the long narratives which they place 6rst.

The great point of difference in the stories is the particular form of
punishment, genus supplicit: by which the saints were martyred. The
Bollandist editors avowedly follow the accounts which represent the
martyrs as having been immersed in the waters of the lake of Sebaste
on a cold winter night and therein frozen to death, then taken out to
be broken and burned. They add that the ashes were thrown into
the river, where they were miraculously kept together in one place..
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whence they were rescued by Bishop Peter, who was directed to do
so by a supernatural revelation and guided by extraordinary lights.
The editors give all these details about the martyrdom and many others
about preliminary trials and imprisonments, appearances of the
Saviour and of the Devil, which have no support in the earliest and
best authorities such as Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gaudentius.

This particular volume of the .. Acta Sanctorum" was published
at Antwerp in 1668, three years after the death of Bollandus. But
within forty-five years from the publication of the texts and commentary
of the Bollandists two critical works on the subject had not only ap­
peared but also reached their second editions. This seems to show
that a considerable number of readers took an interest in endeavours
to treat the matters in question with a better sense of the value of
evidence. Theodoric Ruinart (1657-1709) calls his work .. Acta
martyrum sincera et selecta ft. The John Rylands Library possesses a
copy of the second edition published at Amsterdam in 1713. Accord·
ing to Delehaye, who is himself a Bollandist, it is well conceived but
not up to modern requirements. Ruinart, who was the pupil co-worker
and biographer of John MabiIIon, says that the death of the martyrs
was not due to immersion but to the bitter cold of the air and also
that the .. vulgata acta" have not the authority of Basil. He refers
to Tillemont, who published the second edition of his fifth volume at
Paris in 1702. TiIIemont gives his own account of the martyrdom
on pp. 518-527, and adds notes on various points on pp. 788-791.
Now, whereas the Bollandist editors, who place great reliance upon
Gerardus Vossius, assert that his arguments, and what they cite from
.. Martyrologies," "Menaea," and writers like Petrus de Natalibus
and Mombritius, seem to prove the immersion of the martyrs in the
waters of the lake, Tillemont is certain that they suffered martyrdom
in the middle of the city. He also attacks the notion that they suffered
on the lake, supra stag'1tum, which the Bollandist editors thought was
intimated by the language of Basil.

lt is therefore ne~essary to quote the exact words which Basil used.
They will be found in the fifth chapter of his nineteenth homily. He
there says: €K€AEVUE 7TavTas YVP-VW(JEVTaS €V p-EUV TV 7TC)AE£ 7T'Tl')'J'lJ­

p-EVOVS a7To(Jave'iv. After describing the elfect of frost on the human
body he adds: T6TE TOLVOV a'{Op£o£ 8£avvKTEpEVEW KaTES£Kau(JTjUav,
., \ ' , ' '''''\ ' ,.,. ~ t" L1\ •
OTE 1\£P-VTj p-EV, 7TEP£ TjV Tj 7TOI\£S KaTWK£UTa£, tV V TaVTa O£TjUI\OV O£
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0' f' , ~ , r,\.. , t '\ ""
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• , '" '\ \ '" ()' "'. '(J '"pEOVTE'ij, TCfJ KpVUTal\l\'f! OE EVTE'ij, TWV pEt pWV EUT"I)uav.

It is obvious from this last quotation that the lake is mentioned not
as the scene of the actual martyrdom, but for the purpose of giving a
graphic picture of the keenness of the frost. The relative clause about
the sufferings of the martyrs naturally explains 1TOAt'ij anq has no con­
nection with ALJLV"I). It is joined to the wrong antecedent by Morcelli
(" Kalendarium Ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae," vol. 2, p. 68) who
says that there was no need to describe the lake if the martyrdom
took place elsewhere. But it is not necessary to limit the interpretation
of Basil's striking description by such an argument. We find the same
reference to the frozen lake as a proof of the severity of the cold in
Gaudentius and Gregory of Nyssa. The books of these early writers
are easily accessible in Migne's Patrologia, but the John Rylands
Library is particularly fortunate in possessing among its treasures the
enlarged versions of the story given by Petrus de Natalibus (Lyons,
J5 J9), and in the exactly similar accounts (with slight differences of
spelling) edited by Vincentius Bellovacensis (Strassburg, J473) and
Mombritius (Milan, J480). These narratives only briefly refer to the
first trial before Agricolaus the Prefect, and this is not even mentioned
by Petrus de Natalibus, who simply says that he kept them in prison
several days in expectation of the arrival of Lysias the Dux.

Here we see how the story began to grow. A further develop­
ment appears in Lipomanus (Venice: Aldus, 1581), who relates the
first trial at some length, describing in detail the flattery of the prefect
and the firm refusal of the martyrs to save their lives by apostasy.

The subject of hagiographic texts was discussed by A. Dufourcq
in his interesting book ilLes Gesta Martyrum Romains" (Paris, 1900.
1910). He divides editions into three classes, edifying, scientific, and
definitive. His discussion of the question should be compared with
that of H. Delahaye in II The Legends of the Saints" translated by
Mrs. V. M. Crawford. Delahaye's classification of hagiographic
texts is even more analytical than that of Dufourcq. He distinguishes
six classes of texts and applies his system to Ruinart's II Acta Sincera ...
He is more drastic in his criticism than Dufourcq, and gives a useful
account of the methods and moralities of hagiographers, and of ancient
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ideas concerning history. The dearth of material caused supplementing,
amplification, compilation, and adaptation. The hagiographer who
was compelled to write by the order of a superior boldly took the only
course open to him, and either made a generous use of development as
practised in the schools or borrowed from other narratives.

Among the Coptic manuscripts in the John Rylands Library there
is an Egyptian version of the story, which on the whole follows Basil's
narrative very closely, making, however, a few additions. The nine
leaves of which this fragment, consists were divided into two parts,
which T attam, their original owner, apparently regarded as separate
documents. In the Crawford volumes they are numbered 33 and 45.
No. 33 has its first sheet both misplaced and reversed: it is entitled
"Exhortations to Martyrdom,:' and the second "Acts of certain
Martyrs ". Mr. Crum in his useful catalogue has supplied a careful
description of the manuscript reproducing the first sheet in its proper
order of recto and verso, and printing a resume of the remainder in
English. The Coptic narrative shows a conAation of two accounts,
death by frost and immersion in the water of the lake. A translation
as literal as possible of the four pages, specially reproduced in facsimile
to accompany this article, is now offered and should be compared with
Basil's" Homily:' and the narratives in the" Acta Sanctorum to.
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(Page p(3). And the order was to cast them into prison till he con­
sidered with what penalty he will punish them. And meanwhile when the
saints were in the prison Christ appeared to them at midnight. An ineffable
light surrounded Him. He said to them, Good is this purpose of yours,
good is your resolve. He who shall endure to the end shall be saved.
Moreover, in the morning the judge (Ol/,aCTT~") ordered them to appear in
tne judgment-hall. He sentenced them to a bitter death.

There is a lake near the city, on which snow and hail were streaming
down. They who know those districts testify that not only oil and water
are wont to freeze and congeal in those regions, but wine also freezes in the
bottle like a stone. So (will it be) with those who suffer in that wmter
through the deluge of snow falling everywhere. The judge therefore con­
demned the saints to spend one night, when the frost and hail and snow
poured down like a torrent, while the blast of the north wind blew bitterly.

(n). But when they heard their sentence they accepted the danger
gladly. They hastened, they stripped off their clothes, they cast them from
them, they took their way to the lake, they ran with all their might and
plunged into it. Its water froze like snow, as they stood in the midst of it
and bore the bitter pain, while snow and hail fell on them without ceasing.
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o the courage indeed, and patience, surpassing human nature. 0 the love
towards God, when man takes it to himself for Him. They stood in the
midst of the lake at that hour, exhorting one another, saying, Let us cry out
that we are Christians, and they all cried out: Weare Christians. But
speech did not go out of their lips distinctly, and it was interrupted in their
mouth in its utterance by the shivering of their bodies and the pain of their
limbs, while their teeth chattered with the torture of the frost. The snow
destroyed all their flesh. The pains of that frost penetrated even to their
marrows.

Moreover, who can represent the greatness of that struggle but them­
selTes alone? (po) as knowing it by experience. So then how greatly increased
the frost of that night. No man therefore can praise them according to their
desert, as I said in the preface of this meagre discourse. This only will I
say, When I merely mention their names I confess to you that I feel a joy and
gladness leaping up in my soul towards them all, as the patriarch Severus
said about the lights in the Church, Basil and Gregory, lf you believe me, as
often as I mention their names, my soul rejoices.

I must also tell you about the bath near the lake by which the enemies
of truth thought to ensnare the saints, because their hearts did not waver at
all, their whole thought was of God in heaven, while they were in the lake.
When one of them recanted by the device of the devil, and left the lake and
went into the bath and remained outside hope, outside hope indeed, grief
seized them because he is their member according to the word of the apostle
(pe) if one member suffer, all the members suffer with him. But he who
consoles those who are in troubles could not tolerate the sight of their grief
for the renegade nor did he suffer the number of their forty to remain
lacking one.

But he opened the eyes of the cubic/arios, who guarded them, when he
saw forty angels coming down from heaven, with forty crowns in their hands,
prepared to be placed on the heads of the saints.

When one of the angels returned to heaven with a crown after he who
had fallen out had recanted and entered the bath, the grace of the holy
spirit filled that cubic/ados, he stripped off his clothes, he cast them from
him, he ran, he threw himself into the lake. He cried out with them in this
one voice saying, I am a Christian. He became one with that thief, who
confessed the Lord on the cross, and he is worthy of the full penny, with
those who were called to labour in the vineyard at the eleventh hour. He
became a comfort and a consolation to those saints, when he completed the
number of the forty, according to the number of the forty holy days of our
Life-giver the God of Truth, and he became a martyr for His name.

This literal translation shows that the Coptic writer accepted
Basil's account of the severity of the frost, but gave other illustrations
of its keenness. He follows, however, the other version of the method
of martyrdom when he describes the saints as actually immersed in the
water of the lake. Now it is remarkable that out of the eight chapters
into which Gamier divides Basil's homily the Coptic MS. has distinct
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similarities with seven. The Ist chapter in Basil is merely a general
introduction and gives no particular information. The 2nd chapter
refers to graphic descriptions and pictorial representations, and is therein
followed by the Coptic text which transliterates Basil's expression
'wypaepE'ill. The Coptic narrative adds to Basil's story in his
third chapter the statement that when the impious decree was pub­
lished the saints went to the shrines of the standards, where there was
a golden image of Christ in a niche in the eastern wall and made a
covenant to be faithful unto death. This incident does not appear to
occur in any other account. It would be interesting to know whether
there is any other evidence of Christian soldiers having a shrine in
camp at this early date.

That the Coptic story is comparatively early seems to be shown
by an apparently liturgical reference. The actual MS. is assigned by
Mr. Crum to the tenth or eleventh century. A termtnus a fJUO for
the time of composition is the quotation from Severul of Antioch
(ob., 538). The words which will be found in the translation al ready
given may perhaps refer to the joint use of the names of Basil and
Gregory in the Liturgy. They are found together in Giorgi, "Frag­
mentum Ev. S. Jo." (Rome, 1789), who prints in the Appendix
fragments of the Thebaic Liturgy before Dioscorus.

The 4th chapter of Basil's homily describes the Battery and bribes
of the governor (0 Kpa:rWlI). In the Coptic account the answer of
the saints to the S'Ka(TT7j~, as he is there called, takes the form of a
long denunciation of the sin of covetousness, extending over two pages
and including six quotations from the Bible and one not identified.
The 5th, 6th, and 7th chapters of Basil are practically identical with
the four pages now before the reader of this BULLETIN, and do not
disclose any noteworthy difference (omitting the question of immersion
in the lake), except the appearance of the Saviour to the saints in
prison, and the special name SVllap.E'~ given to the forty angels by
Basil. The chief executioner whom Basil calls by the classical title
o S7jp.w~ appears in Coptic as Kovf3'KAapw~.

The occurrence of this curious word furnishes a convenient point
of transition to a brief notice of the long Greek, Latin, Armenian,
Syriac, and Old-Slavonic versions. It seems hardly likely that an
exalted official like a chamberlain should have been chief of the execu­
tioners. The Coptic writer may possibly have had lOme knowledge



358 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY

of the longer and most probably somewhat later Greek narratives,
which giYes the forms Ka7T£KAap£o,; and Ka7T7JKAapLo,;.. This
is regarded by Sophocles in his Lexicon as a corruption of KAaf3LKov­
AapLo,;. The Latin II Acta" have clav£cular£us, and the Old­
Slavonic of the .. Suprasl Codex" (ed. Miklosich, Vienna, 1851)
follows the Greek.

The longer Greek narratives will be found in the convenient editions
of Gebhardt, II Acta Martyrum Selecta" (Leipzig, 1902), and in
Abicht's text published in .. Archiv fUr slavische Philogie," Vol.
XVIII. (Berlin, 1896). Each of these editions has merits and defects
of its own. Gebhardt divides the story into thirteen convenient
chapters, which make the account eaiY to analyae, and facilitate refer­
ence, while Abicht's text is continuous and indicates the pages of the
Paris MS. 520 which he follows, noting carefully passages where its
imperfections have been restored. Gebhardt in his preface intimates
that in addition to Abicht's Paris text he has used Cod. Ven. Gr. Zan.,
359, and Cod. Vindob. Theol. X. His printed text does not, how­
ever, indicate which of these MSS. are responsible for the variants
which he cites, Dor does he supply any information about the MSS.
themselves. He notes eighteen references to the Book of Psalms
which the author of this particular form of the story seems to have
used very freely. In Abicht's Psalm citations the references are made
according to the Hebrew numbers, but Gebhardt more usefully follows
the LXX. There are two differences between the editors in the
matter of citation. At the end of Chapter IV Abicht repeats in a
slightly different form a reference to a quotation already used in
Chapter I. At the end of Chapter VIII Gebhardt"s text adds a clause
which is not in Abicht. With the exception of the enlarged beginning
and ending in John the Deacon's translation of Evodius, the Latin
narratives given in the II Acta Sanctorum " from Antwerp and Glad­
bach MSS., etc., are practically identical with one another, and with
Lipomanus: they agree generally with the Greek texts of Gebhardt
and Abicht, and with the Old Slavonic edited by Miklosich. A
Latin translation of the Armenian version was communicated to
Gerardus Vossiull when he visited the Bishop of Ervan at Rome in
160 I, and i. reprinted in the II Acta Sanctorum n. A German render­
ing of the Syriac narrative is given by W. Weyh in the II Byzantin­
iiehe Zeitschrift," Vol. XXI. (1912), pp. 76-93.
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These narratives supplement the earliest accounts by giving the
names of the martyrs that of the loeal Prefect Agricolaus, and add a
second trial of the saints before the Prefect and the Dux Lysias who
came from Clesarea for that purpose. After each trial there was an
imprisonment with an appearance of the Saviour.

When the saints were brought into court for the third time it is
related that the Devil appeared and said in the ear of Agricolans,
'Ep.o~ ET, aywIIL{oV. Gebhardt's 9th chapter narrates the miracle of
the sun shining at the third hour of the night and warming the water.
His 10th chapter introduces another appearance of the Devil, this
time in hwnan form, bewailing his defeat by the saints, and expressing
his plan to prevent veneration of their relics by inducing the tyrants to
bum them and throw the ashes into the river. In the II th chapter
the tyrants come and see the Ka1nK'A.a.p'o~ with the saints in the lake.

These three chapters contain much additional maUer which has no
support in the earliest authorities. In the 12th chapter, however,
Gebhardt's text reverts to the original story by relating the incident of
the mother of Meletius, the youngest of the band. Though aged, she
carried her still breathing son, who had been left by the executioners
in the hope that he would recant, and placed him on the cart in which
the dead bodies of his companions were being taken to the fire.

The 13th chapter narrates the casting of the relics into the river
and their miraculous discovery. It is impossible within the limits of
this article to give a complete account of the differences and similarities
of the various stories, but it is useful and interesting to know that a
Coptic MS. in the John Rylands Library, though containing some
additions to the original story, on the whole supports the earliest
account, helps to show that the later stories were amplified and em­
bellished and assists in establishing the sound critical views of Ruinart,
Tillemont, and Ceillier in the beginning of the eighteenth century and.
of Dufourcq, Delehaye, and Quentin in quite recent years.

NOTE.

The article contributed by the late Wilhelm Weyh to the .. Byzantini&che
Zeitschrift" deserves special attention not only for its German rendering of
the Syriac narrative, but also for its careful discussion of the relation of that
form of the story to Gebhardt's text Weyh notes a general agreement which
in many sections is quite verbal, but he concludes that neither is a translation
of the other on account of their numerous dilferences. He points out certain

24
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additiODJ and embellishments in the Syriac. He gives two comparative tables
of the contents of certain sections in the Greek and Syriac texts proving, ac·
cording to his judgment, that the Syriac reads smoothly and that there has
been a dislocation of the order of incidents in the Greek.

He regards the Greek narrative as the redaction of a clumsy editor, but
adds that many details in the Syriac, which are irrelevant to the sequence of
the story, seem to show that in its present form it too has been edited and en­
larged. while in some points it preserves the original story better than the
Greek. He notes one phrase where in his view the Greek writer has mis­
understood a Syriac expression, and another in which the Syriac order of
words i. reproduced in Greek. This seems to imply that the Syriac was
the earlier and that the Greek editor made some use of it.

That the longer version of the story was also known ill Egypt is proved
by the British Museum Coptic MS. No. 1000. Unfortunately this is a very
imperfect papyrus fragment. Mr. Crum in his Catalogue, p. 415, reproduces
the text of parts of its four pages with some restorations of the numerous
/aeume caused by its dilapidated condition. They correspond with the end
of the 4th chapter and the beginning of the 5th in Gebhardt's edition.

The traditional stories of the martyrdom received a severe criticism from
Pio Franchi de Cavalieri in II Studi e Testi," No. 22, fasc. 3, pp. 64-70.
The Italian critic supports his new by the supposed evidence of the
., Testament of the 40 martyrs" which is most probably a later invention to
expand the idea of the unity in death for which they prayed.

Gorres, who has published a special work on the Licinian persecution,
strongly asserts the historicity of the martyrdom. and defends his views against
Schonbach (v. II Zeitschrift f. d. wissentschaftliche Theologie," Vol. XXI.
pp. 64-70). He is supported by Keim, Hilgenfeld, Weizsacker, and Ritter.
The question of Christianity and military service at this period was fully dis­
cussed by Professor Calder in the .. Expositor," 7th series, Vol. V., pp.
385-408.


