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John Adams: Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, our

inclinations, the dictates of our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and
evidence.

As is now well known, in 1958 Morton Smith claimed to have discovered in the
monastery of Mar Saba an 18th-century copy of a letter written by Clement of Alexandria
that quotes excerpts from a “secret” version of the Gospel of Mark." This discovery has
subsequently been declared by some a forgery.? It was with great anticipation, therefore,
that people were waiting for the opinion requested by BAR from Greek paleographer
Agamemnon Tselikas on the authenticity of the Clement letter. While much of Tselikas’
thinking remains somewhat unclear to me following my reading of his multi-part report,
one thing seems reasonably clear: Dr. Tselikas believes that although the handwriting of
the Clement letter is consistent with that of the 18th-century it does not match the
handwriting of any other scribe at the Mar Saba monastery, and he believes that the letter
is a forged imitation of 18" century Greek script made by Smith using four 18th-century
manuscripts from the Thematon monastery of the Greek island of Cephalonia as a model
for the handwriting. According to Tselikas, the handwriting of these four Cephalonia

manuscripts, which Smith had seen and catalogued while visiting Greece in 1951, is

' Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1973).

% Stephen C. Carlson, The Gospel Hoax: Morton Smith’s Invention of Secret Mark (Waco, TX: Baylor
University Press, 2005).



similar to the hand of the Clement letter. At the very least, here lies a theory which can be
tested against known facts.?

Some background: while at Harvard Divinity School working on a Th.D degree
from 1948 to 1950, Smith began a study of the textual tradition of the manuscripts of
Saint Isidore of Pelusium, the fifth-century ascetic church father, under the guidance of
Professors Arthur Darby Nock and Werner Jaeger. In 1950, having completed his formal
course work, Smith applied for and was awarded a Fulbright Grant for a year of post-
doctoral research in Greece to photograph manuscripts related to Isidore, After working
from 1950 to 1951 as Instructor in Biblical Literature at Brown University, Smith was
able to negotiate a one year’s leave of absence from Brown, and Jaeger and Nock helped
arrange for S_mith to study at the American School of Classical Studies in Athens during

1951—-1952. Smith left Providence in September of 1951, first passing though Oxford to

deliver a talk on Saint Isidore at the International Conference on Patristic Studies. He
then traveled in October through Beirut to East Jerusalem to attend the celebration of the
1500™ Anniversary of the Jerusalem Greek Orthodox Patriarchate. Atlthese celebrations,
Smith delivered the results of a fund-raising drive by his American Friends group to the
Patriarchy, and also obtained letters of introduction to be presented at the various
monasteries he was interested in visiting in Greece.

Smith appears to have spent most of his time from 1951 to 1952 in Athens,
though in addition to visiting Patmos and Mt. Athos, Smith went to visit a number of
other locations. In Cephalonia, he visited the monasteries of Thematon and St Gerasimos,

in Dimitsana he visited its Public Library, in Skiathos he visited both the monastery of
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the Annunciation and the private library of G. Rigas, and in Epirus he visited the public
Library of Zosimaia. In each instance, the locale appears to have been based on his
“special concein” to find and photograph particular manuscripts related to Isidore that
were mentioned in existing catalogues and were of interest to Smith. Ultimately, he was
able to collect photographs of all the major Isidore-related manuscripts in western
Euwrope, including 78 manuscripts, mainly in excerpts, from Greece. While visiting some
of these smaller monasteries and libraries, which for the most part had smail manuscript
collections that were not well catalogued, Smith took the oppottunity to take notes and/or
photographs of items from these hitherto undescribed manuscript collections. Smith later
decided to publish his notes® on these collections after conferring with M. Richard,
director of the French Institut de recherche et d’histoire des textes. Smith describes his
visits to these monasteries as “extremely brief and hurried visits ... in none of which was
it possible for me to do even a full day’s work” or even “to spare the time to count pages”
of the manuscripts he examined.

A fundamental question at the heart of Tsclikas® hypothesis is whether Smith
photographed the Cephalonia manuscripts in order to later study and develop the
necessary fluency to copy the scribal hand in order to forge the Clement letter. In the year
between 1951 and 1952, Smith took over 5,000 photographs of manuscripts in Greece,
though interestingly it can be firmly established that he did not photograph even one of
the four manuscripts from the Thematon monastery in Cephalonia that Tselikas believes
are the models for the Clement letter. How can we be certain? There are actually not one

but three ways to establish this fact. In Smith’s publication “Notes on Collections of
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Manuscripts in Greece,” the manuscripts he numbers as 3, 4, 5, and 6 from Cephalonia
are the same manuscripts that Tselikas believes Smith used to later forge the hand of
Secret Mark. All fowr manuscripts, according to both élﬂi‘[h and Tselikas, are written in
the same scribal hand and are dated to the 1740s. In Smith’s publication ‘“Notes on
Collections of Manuscripts in Greece,” he places an asterisk to indicate which
manuscripts he had photographed. In this publication, none of the Cephalonia MSS has
an asterisk (Iigure 1). Second, Brown University has a list of all the prints and negatives
(Figure 2) that Smith deposited with its library (Brown paid over $2,000 to develop all
these pictures, quite a bit of money in 1953 when an Assistant Professor such as Smith
was making only $5,000 per year in salary). This library catalogue list, which matches
what Smith indicated with asterisks in his “Notes on Collections,” also lists no
photographs of manuscripts from Cephalonia. Finally, and most important, Smith kept his
own personal list of all the exposures, negatives, prints, and rolls he took that indicates
just which manuscripts he had photographed on his trip to Greece (Figure 3). This list is
the most definitive and complete, and includes more information than the Brown
catalogue since it also describes and lists photographs and negatives that Smith had taken
and agreed to send back to Greece when he was done studying them. Smith’s own
personal list also indicates that no photographs were taken of any manuscript from
Cephalonia. Without pictures to study at leisure at a future date, there is simply no way
that Smith or a collaborator could have used these manuscripts as the basis to forge the
Clement letter.

What about the handwriting in the Clement letter? According to Tselikas, the

handwriting appears, al least superficially, to be native Greek writing from the 18th




century; he says that the ductus of the lefter formation (direction, sequence, and speed of
the strokes) is consistent, he sees that the letters themselves have a type of natural
variation expected for the time period, and even notes that there are some unusual
features to some of the letter forms. His conclusion: this is a sophisticated forgery but one
in which the forger has made some mistakes. He envisions Smith using (we now know
non-existent) photographs of the 18%™-century manuscripts as a model to create a
forged handwriting. So, where do the unusual letter forms come from if they are not from
the manuscripts that are being copied? Why should the Letter to Theodore not be written
in an authentic 18“‘-century handwriting reflecting the individual characteristics of a
particular scribe’s way of writing? Tselikas has not explained in a comprehensive manner
just what is “uncommon” about these features, but in light of the less-than-satisfactory
linking of Secret Mark to the Cephalonia manuscripts, a fuller report on his findings
appeats to be warranted.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the handwriting of the four Cephalonia
manuscripts itself does not actually appear to be particularly similar to the handwriting of
the Clement letter. Figure 4 shows four examples of handwriting, including three from
manuscripts purported to be from the 18th-century: the first is from the Clement letter
usually dated to the mid-18th-century, the second from one of Tselikas® Cephalonia
manuscripts internally dated to the 1740s, the third is from another mid-18th-century
manuscript® from Zagora in eastern Greece that has no connection to Smith. The fourth
hand is from Smith’s own Greek writing. With even such a limited comparison, it is clear
that these are four different hands and that the handwriting in the Cephalonia manuscripts

is not even as similar to the Clement letter as the completely unrelated handwriting from
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Zagora. The differences arc particularly obvious with the appearance of the befas and the
lambdas, confounding the expectation that a copy conform closely to the model from
which it was copied. The comparisons seem to show only that some of the paleographic
features in the Clement letter appear in other manusecripts from the period.

Tselikas himself notes only six similarities in the handwriting of the four
manuscripts from Cephalonia and the writing of the Clement letter, In other words, the
resemblance is minimal, no more than one might expect to find by chance between two
Greek hands from the same era. The overall lack of similarity between the two hands
raises the question: Why does Tselikas suggest that the latter imitates the former? The
fact that in 1982 Tselikas himself published a paper on precisely these four manuscripts
from Cephalonia,® complete with photographs, makes the choice of these particular
manuscripts as the basis for the letter’s handwriting remarkable. Tselikas’ theory of
imitation appears to be dictated by the desire to connect the Clement letter to manuscripts
that Smith is known to have seen. The facts, however, stubbornly refuse to cooperate.

- Future efforts to reconstruct the history of the origins of Secret Mark should attempt to
find a basis not in opinions of historical possibility, but instead in the bounds set by easily

verified historical evidence.
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ZYMMEIKTA

NOTES ON COLLECTIONS OF MANUSCRIPTS IN GREECE

The following notes were made during a visit to Greece in
1951-2. Al are based on extremely brief and hueried vislts to the
libearies described, in none of which was it possible for me to do even
a full day's work. Couscquently it was coften impossible for me to
spare the time to connt pages, and noue of my estimates of date s
more than & snap judgnient.  If an apology be required for the publis

I Asterisks indicate MSS of which 1 have photographed specimen pages,
These plotogeaphs are now available in the Brown University Library, Pro-
videunee, R.1,

Hiera Mone t8n Themdaton { Hyperagias Theotokou):

3. XVITT ¢, paper, 295X 200, 264 {f. Beautiful hand. 1ol sogurd-
rov xeploy Seogliov wob Hopwbabing elg gesoqler apobobenzas (sic)
Last page reads 1éing 10y dxtd Uiz quoxiiy dugodaeng Bfilow, LeebecdOn
by Eoen aygps (== 1746}

4. XV o, paper, 295X 200, ¢. 200 ff, same hand as above.
Title page tost; Figst {. numbered 2. Tt contatus a diagram ilustrating
the divisions of the gugexol duvdperg {al pby yunal, of 3 Touxol ol
doextinal, al 8 yrworxal xal Slavonuxai).

Iast page reads FeedandIn Iy Ered oo

5. XVIID ¢, paper, 295200, e. 200 if,, same hand as above,
Reginning lest. Fast page reads vHoy 1oy toidy tis... x.§ Yugis mpa-
yuotelag Biftiov, fedaddn xard 14 ayun Eres

6. XVHI <., paper, 295%X200, ¢ t50 ik, same band as sbove
Reginning lost, fiest £, nunbered 4.

saith, Horton, comp. ’ .,
[39“0'-"-0“&5{?&&1‘5?5‘&;*39;{2&?"‘ o 1952) (Page &)

Anastasius Sinatts, Ssink. [Selected pages from his Quaestiones et vesponslonag

de variis argumentis CLIV. 12ch cent.]

Athanasios Parfos, 1725-1813, ([Scholia on Teidore. 18th cant. ).

Athes (Wonagteries)--Dionysiou--Mss.163-~Selactions. ted
2 o Hgnase Bnth?slugy. )‘l?th THos. 163 elections. {[Selected pages from a




MARUSCRIPIS OF WEICE I HAVE HMEIATIVES: (for notes, see last yega.)

Auorgoa BY, pepew, Bevmous of Puiletbacs, XIWee, L exp) tsble of contents.
3 g, papur, Ancetic enthology, AV ¢, 3 exp., eelection from 8t. Alyplus.

Bkietlios), Kvangelismos 11, paper, Patristic enthology, KII/XIXE cb, BO exp., quota froa
Isldere & teble of conténts, parch

{Athena, Bepokl 133, paper, latters of Zotdore of Polusium, BV ¢, 51 folia, This end the
folloving 463 X 'vas parattted to photogragh oo conditinn hed & veutd Retem the

negstives to the Bennki Huseum after enlargements were made, Thesze negativen, therg-
,... fore, X vanaot dlopose of, tut I include them in this 1ot for completensss,)

A e w Ve weEa pew QRSS VU Mg AN s

ky oo, mm fo in erxor. Tha cateloguss ere eo biten in exror thab, apart
from thie n ong o two question smaxkn I have néd-hothared to insist on tha
faot, On the obther hend, this 11s% hae not been cavefully proof-resd end may
coutain some inalvextent differences firom T

;

Mar Saba 65 (the Clement letter)

Cephalonia 3

-

"3‘ pr_ovl Smith (1958)
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