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Who Wrote Ep. 46 in Jerome’s Letter Collection? Paula, Eustochium and the Exegesis of

Jerusalem

VILLE VUOLANTO

<abs> Jerome’s letter collection includes eleven letters, for which both the sender and the

recipient are someone else than Jerome himself. One of these is, however, generally

attributed to him. This is Ep. 46, which according to manuscripts was written by two

aristocratic women, Paula and her daughter Eustochium, from Bethlehem to their friend

Marcella in Rome. This article assesses the arguments for Jerome’s authorship, which are

based on the style of the letter, a sixth century manuscript, and the assumed Paula’s and

Eustochium’s incapacity to produce such a text. The article argues for the genuine agency of

Paula and Eustochium in writing the letter, even if probably alongside with some contribution

by Jerome, pointing out the inconsistencies in earlier argumentation against female

authorship. The article also proposes a looser date for the letter, presently proposed to have

been written in Spring 386. At the end, the article points out the need for contextualization for

the very concept of authorship, as well as the need of consistency for the argumentation

especially when making assumptions concerning agency of those people often marginalized

in research. </abs>

The collection of Jerome’s letters includes eleven letters, for which both the sender and the

recipient are someone else than Jerome himself. However, Jerome’s authorship has been

attributed to Ep. 46, which according to manuscripts was written by two aristocratic women,

Paula and her daughter Eustochium1, from Bethlehem to their friend Marcella in Rome.2 The
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date for the writing is most often assumed to have been late Spring 386. In what follows I

will present, assess, and refute the arguments for understanding Jerome as the sole author for

the letter. My aim is to show, how the prevalent, hypothetical claims on the authorship of the

letter (as originally presented especially by Pierre Nautin and Neil Adkin) have become

almost universally accepted, and unjustly displaced the agency of Paula and Eustochium from

the writing process. I will also touch upon the implications for this wider attribution of

letter’s authorship for the dating of the letter, and for the scholarship more generally.

However, before entering these discussions, a short introduction for the letter and its contexts

is in place.

EP. 46 IN ITS HISTORICAL CONTEXTS

Among the mainstream Christianity the end of the fourth century was a period of internal

struggles in many senses. Even if we are used to link these mostly with dogmatics and

philosophy, like the disputes over the nature of Christ, for the people of late antique the

disagreements over the proper Christian lifestyle, that is, about the lived religion, were often

more significant. Among these practices asceticism and pilgrimage were perhaps the most

central: their place in Christian way of life aroused much discussion, even if later they would

have evolved into the most distinctive features of the Christian religious practice in the

medieval and byzantine worlds.3 Ep. 46 is tightly involved with both themes. Marcella, the

recipient of the letter, and Paula and Jerome among the potential writers, were all central

actors in the spread of asceticism among the Roman elites. Pilgrimage, in turn, is the

prevalent theme in the letter, as its central argument is to justify the significance of

pilgrimage to the Holy Land for the individual Christians and for the Church more generally.

This letter has had an important place in promoting of the pilgrimages among the Western
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Christianity: in the Middle Ages it was copied and read widely as a part of already the first

collections of Jerome’s letters.4

Marcella (ca 330–411), the recipient of the letter, was an aristocrat living in the city of

Rome. Widowed in mid-350s, she never remarried, and started practicing asceticism at the

latest in 370s, developing her palace into an ascetic community. In her youth she had heard

about ascetic practices and communities when she had met prominent ecclesiastical refugees,

who had travelled to Rome after having faced banishment in Egypt. All information on

Marcella comes from the letter collection of Jerome, which includes nineteen letters to her—

eighteen of these explicitly pointing out Jerome as the writer—the remaining one being the

letter under discussion here. These letters convey a picture of a learned and independent

woman, dedicated to asceticism, theology, and exegetical study. Jerome praises her learning

skills, orthodoxy and critical mind.5

Jerome (ca 347–420), in turn, had in his youth, after his studies in Rome, travelled

widely in Eastern Mediterranean area, and lived shortly as a hermit near Antioch in 370s.

When back in Rome in 382 he worked as a secretary for Damasus, bishop of Rome, and

started working with a new Latin translation of the Bible, a project which lasted some two

decennia. Simultaneously he started preaching ascetic lifestyle among the Christian

aristocracy in Rome. His sharp, witty and aggressive writings gained him success among the

ascetically minded, but also adversaries: the lifestyle he preached and his socializing with the

ascetic women offended many.

Marcella’s ascetic community in her palace on Aventine brought also another rich

Roman aristocratic widow, Paula (347–404), in connection with Jerome. Paula had widowed

in 379 as a mother of four, became involved with the ascetic movement and get acquainted

with Marcella. Jerome saw his own role as the spiritual leader of this network of ascetic

women—this shows clearly in his letters to the women. We do not know if Marcella would
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have accepted Jerome’s self-designation considering herself, but his profound influence on

Paula and her daughters cannot be negated. Jerome’s patron, Damasus, died in 384. When, on

the same year, also Blesilla, the eldest daughter of Paula, died allegedly because of extensive

ascetic practices, the Roman ecclesiastical society turned decisively against Jerome. He was

accused of extremism, and there were rumours that his relationship with Paula was not

entirely innocent. An official ecclesiastical procedure was started against him. Unfortunately

we do not know what was the actual charge, not even the if there was any verdict, but in any

case he needed to quit his work in bishop’s office.6 Jerome left Rome for good, arriving in

Antioch in late 385, and was soon joined with Paula and her youngest daughter, Eustochium

(ca. 370–419/420), who had taken the veil only a year earlier—as the first noble Roman

virgin, as Jerome somewhat misleadingly claimed.7 Still in 385 they travelled in Jerusalem,

and finally, after a thorough pilgrimage tour around Holy Land, they settled in Bethlehem by

the summer 386. In Rome, Marcella and Paula had sponsored Jerome’s translation and

exegetical work, now Paula continued this with Eustochium. Moreover, Paula founded a

monastic community for both men and women, ready by the end of the 380s, with her own

finances.8

EP. 46 AND ITS AUTHORSHIP IN EARLIER SCHOLARSHIP

Among the scholars, it has been widely accepted that the Ep. 46 was written in late Spring

386, when Paula, Eustochium and Jerome were settling in Bethlehem. This point of view was

presented by Pierre Nautin in 1984.9 However, if the letter would be reattributed to Paula and

Eustochium at the end, most of the arguments for such precise dating would no longer be

valid, even if late 380s would still constitute a well-grounded estimate. I will return to this

issue below, after discussing the problem of authorship.
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None of the manuscripts of the Jerome’s letters would state that the writers of the letter

are any other than Paula and Eustochium. Indeed, of the manuscripts, the three oldest (from

the seventh, eighth and ninth century, G, K, and A) which include the whole letter from its

beginning, explicitly mention Paula and Eustochium as the writers. Moreover, the text itself

is written from this perspective. In particular, in the very beginning of the letter, the writers

refer themselves to Marcellas pupils, discipulae, that is, in feminine plural.10 However,

already when in sixth century the authorship of the letter was commented (to our knowledge)

for the first time, it was claimed that the writer, in fact, was Jerome. This text, the so called

Anonymus Bambergensis, is the oldest manuscript which includes Jeromes’s De viris

illustribus, dated to the latter half of the sixth century. This manuscript uniquely has a

supplement to Jerome’s own list of his works, with a mention of a letter to Marcella

concerning the holy places, which would have been written by Jerome himself ‘under the

name of Paula’ (ex nomine Paulae). Even if Eustochium is not mentioned here as the writer,

the reference seems to be clearly on Ep. 46.11 If the reference is indeed to this letter, this

would also show that at the time, the letter was circulated in Paula’s, not in Jerome’s name.

Taken together with the actual manuscript evidence and the perspective of the text itself, we

should have no doubt that the heading of this letter, mentioning the two women as writers, is

indeed original for the manuscript tradition.

At the beginning of twentieth century Anonymus Bambergensis was mistakenly

considered as having been written by Jerome himself, and thus the question of the authorship

of the letter was seen as self-evidently solved to exclude any possibility for feminine

contributions.12 This view, however, prevailed even after it became evident that the

manuscript represented not Jerome’s own stance, and the authorship of Jerome for this letter

was seen commonly as a self-evident fact. The view is aptly summarized in the J.N.D.

Kelly’s (1975) biography of Jerome: according to him, the letter is “written in the name of
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Paula and her daughter but manifestly by Jerome himself”.13 Kelly does not present any

arguments for his view, and in this he is in a good company. The communis opinio among the

scholars is indeed that the letter was written by Jerome. This can be seen, for example, in the

rather recent studies by Barbara Conring (2001), Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony (2005), Meghan

Williams (2006), Andrew Cain (2009), Lucy Grig (2012), Marlena Whiting (2012), Ora

Limor (2014) and Thomas E Hunt (2019).14 None of these scholars, however, argue the issue:

they all make brief reference the previous research to back their opinion. Thus, Hunt refers to

Cain; Cain, like also Limor, refer to Neil Adkin (1999), Bitton-Ashkelony and Limor both

refer to Nautin and to Lorenzo Perrone (1999), who, in turn, refers to Nautin.15 Also Williams

refers to Nautin. Hunt, additionally, refers to Rebenich (1992)—who in turn cites Nautin.16

Bitton-Ashkelony refers to Newman (1998), who briefly claims that the letter is “patently

Jerome’s handiwork” even if it does not fit his theology, to Nautin, and to Scourfield (1993),

who writes that the letter “bears stamp of having been composed by Jerome himself” while

referring to Kelly.17 Conring, in turn, cites the edition of the letters by Labourt (1951), which,

in turn, cites directly the sixth century Anonymus Bambergensis already mentioned.18 Also

Donati (2003) at the end follows Nautin, even if he present a number of points which counter

his arguments.19

It should be brought forward there are some scholars who mention Paula and

Eustochium as the writers of the letter: Aline Rousselle refers to them as writers without any

comment.20 Peter Dronke pays attention to the fact that there are hardly any arguments for the

authorship of Jerome, and points out to Kelly’s inconsistent argumentation regarding the style

of the letter.21 Gunhild Vidén proposes co-authorship, while Angelo Penna yields the

authorship to the women, even if commenting that it reproduces the thinking of their teacher,

Jerome.22 However, only Anni Maria Laato has so far presented further arguments for the
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authorship of the women.23 I will come back to her arguments below, as I will first analyze

the arguments presented for the authorship of Jerome.

As the list of scholars showed, Pierre Nautin is a key author when arguing the issue,

and therefore it is worth citing in full length, what he writes about the issue: “Il n'est pas

douteux d'aprés le style qu'elle ait été écrite par Jérôme lui-même au nom de Paule et

Eustochium; tous les historiens en conviennent.” This is all: all historians agree, that Jerome

is the author, as the style is Jerome’s style. No arguments for the style, and no references to

any historians who hold this view.24

At this point, to give background for issue of style and learning needed to write such

an erudite letter, it is necessary to have a look at its content. The letter starts with the

emotional pleas to Marcella to visit Holy Land and to see her old acquaintances from Rome,

now living in Bethlehem. This is followed by exegesis of the Old Testament passages

concerning Jerusalem. In chapter four the writers give voice to the imagined and expected

counterarguments by Marcella, which, then, are refuted. At this point the discourse shifts to

the Passion of Christ and its significance: Jerusalem is not cursed even if the crucifixion took

place there. The argumentation clearly presupposes both a wider Christian polemics on the

status of Jerusalem and blessings of the pilgrimages and a special need to argue against

Marcella’s prejudices in these issues. Chapter nine shifts the focus nearer to contemporary

world with highlighting how many Christians have come to seek for the “full force of virtue”

from Jerusalem: pilgrimage benefits faith, reason and virtue (religio, scientia, virtus). The

coexistence of all peoples in Holy Land fulfills Christian life in an exemplary way:

Jerusalem, the Athens of the Christian, stands for peace on earth. Chapters eleven and twelve

compare Jerusalem to Rome, the latter of which is corrupt and luxurious, the former virtuous

and simple. In Rome even the most pious needs to live in a throng and like a actor in public

stage, and a genuine Christian life is hardly possible—whereas Bethlehem is quiet and
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peaceful: only the chanting of psalms breaks the silence. The letter ends with an imagined

pilgrimage to be realized when Marcella arrives to Palestine and with the image of

continuous communal prayer: in this way Marcella’s travel to Holy Land would be a typus of

a Christian’s journey on earth towards the heavenly Jerusalem.

In all, the letter argues for the benefits of pilgrimage to Holy Land, backed by

theological and exegetical arguments, linked with personal experiences. Seeing and

experiencing the Biblical sites would be beneficial to spiritual life: Christians can live true the

biblical history here and now. The letter shows profound familiarization with the Biblical

texts, knowledge of the Biblical languages, and mastery of the contemporary technics of

literal, moral and allegorical interpretation of the Bible. How far would this be possible for

Paula and Eustochium?

For Neil Adkin the answer is clear: “the writing seems to evince a higher literary

standard than could be expected from Paula and Eustochium”. Adkin is indeed another key

scholar, who, along with Nautin, can be found as a starting point for many chains of

references among the twenty-first century scholars. His discussion starts with a claim that the

modern scholarship unanimously agrees Jerome to be the author of the letter, backing his

opinion with the stylistic argument in general and referring to Nautin (1984) and Cavallera

(1922). Cavallera, in turn, refers with his argumentation to Jerome’s style, but without further

details, and to the Anonymus Bambergensis -manuscript.25

Adkin’s intention is not to reassess the question of authorship, but he is the only

scholar who has actually put effort in explicitly analysing specific stylistic features of the

letter, and therefore his arguments are here referred to more closely. He notes that the letter

includes “a remarkably high incidence of colloquialisms,” and there is even one grammatic

error—features which do not appear in Jerome’s other letters to Marcella.26 Moreover, the

letter includes much less references to classical authors that Jerome’s other letters—indeed
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there is but one direct quote to Cicero and other to Virgil, together with some further

allusions to Vergil.27 In fact, all his arguments on the style of the letter point to differences

from the other writings of Jerome. But, according to Adkin, in Jerome’s earlier letter to the

adolescent Eustochium, he used similarly extensive use of colloquial features; and he ends

with a praise to Jerome’s skills: “this substantial recourse to colloquialism is highly

appropriate in a letter which professes to have been written by women to another woman: this

hitherto unnoticed adaptation of style to ostensible author accordingly evinces a literary

sensibility which compels our esteem.”28 In this context, it is worth quoting also J.N.D. Kelly,

who remarks that the style of the letter as a whole “stands in striking contrast to the

querulous, often vituperative note” of Jerome’s other texts during these years.29

Andrea Donati, in his comprehensive commentary (2003–2007) of the letter, has taken

a slightly different perspective. He acknowledges the problems which both the doctrinal

content and the literary form pose to Jerome’s authorship,30 yielding some agency to Paula

and Eustochium concerning specific doctrinal matters (those which seem to be too far from

Jerome’s view), and in matters concerning especially friendship and emotions. Still, he ends

up to stress the authorship or, indeed, “paternitá” of Jerome, for the text. According to

Donati, Jerome put “his pen in the service of Paula and Eustochium”; he was behind of the

arguments concerning (the other) theological points, biblical commentary, and etymologies,

and, at the end, he was the one who gave the final touches to the letter by dictating it. It is

Jerome’s voice which we can hear from the letter.31 The methodological problem in Donati’s

argumentation is that for him, there needs to be specific reasons to yield agency for women,

whereas in Jerome’s case, agency or, more generally, authorship do not need any further

proof or arguments. Still, for Donati, the lack of literary competence for the elite women of

late antique Rome is not an argument, as he stresses their potential for intellectual

discourse.32
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In all, the argument for the authorship of Jerome is based on the letter’s presence in his

letter collection, on its style, on the assumed incompetence of women writer. As we lack

(other) texts from Paula and Eustochium, assessing their style, skill, or lack of these, would

not be possible outside of this one letter—and there are no possibilities to compare their style

to Jerome’s style independently of the letter under consideration here. What possible,

however, is to notice the textual level differences between Ep. 46 with the other letters of

Jerome, which indeed often have been paid attention to in earlier scholarship.

EP. 46 IN THE JEROME’S LETTER COLLECTION

It is clear, that there are quite some problems in seeing Jerome as the primary writer of the

letter based on the arguments on the assumed incompetence of female writers, and there are

also some problems of seeing it to reflect Jerome’s style. A double question must still be

addressed: why Jerome had not added his name as a writer, if he indeed would have been

behind its composition? This question has not been seriously tackled in the previous

scholarship. On the other hand, if Jerome is not the writer, why the letter is included in the

collection?

A reason for not including his name as an author could have been that Jerome was

afraid of criticism over his views on Jerusalem and pilgrimage—or on colloquialisms in the

text. However, he argues for the pilgrimage in Jerusalem in his next surviving letter,33 and he

had no problems in signing and sending his letters with the colloquialisms to Eustochium.34

Maybe disagreement with Marcella, with his actions and bad reputation back in Rome in 386

was the reason: He may have thought that signing the letter would be contra-productive for

its stated goals, that is, for promoting pilgrimage, and for changing Marcella’s mind

concerning the travel to Holy Land?35 However, the idea that Jerome would have been afraid

of criticism and confrontations does not look like very credible regarding his other activities.
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In the first place, when thinking about Marcella, there is no reason to assume that she had

fallen out with Jerome, and for this reason he would not have wanted to sign the letter he had

written.36 Moreover, how convincing it would have been in Marcella’s eyes, if Jerome would

have written a letter in Paula’s and Eustochium’s name—in a situation in which Marcella

would in any case well know they had travelled together for the Holy Land, and she also

would have been in a position to recognize the writing styles and ‘literary standards’ of all of

her three old friends?

However, the letter’s style in general can be understood as resembling Jerome’s way of

writing, especially in the latter parts of the texts.37 The chapter eleven,38 especially,

forwarded by series of rhetorical questions, resembles the witty, variating and aggressive

style found elsewhere in Jerome’s letter collection. How this can be explained if Jerome is

not the writer? First of all, Jerome had taught Paula and Eustochium Bible and Biblical

languages at least for four years, and supervised their literary aspirations. For Eustochium,

Jerome was the principal teacher—if not the only one—during her adolescence. No doubt,

there was enough time to absorb stylistic ideals and rhetoric strategies. Moreover, and more

importantly, Paula and Eustochium most probably would not have written their letter to

Marcella without the knowledge of Jerome. It is quite natural to think, that Jerome had indeed

taken part in the editing process of the letter as a teacher, an exegete and a commentator who

knew Marcella well. Writing is always a process.39 That is, while I would claim that the letter

would reflect specifically Paula’s and Eustochium’s intellectual and literary themes, tastes,

and talents, I would not claim Jerome would have been absent during the writing process.

Moreover, most probably it was Paula, who oversaw the enterprise: Eustochium as her

daughter was only in her late teens and at the beginning of her studies—still, this does not

mean she would not have had her own agency here, as well. It must be remembered that the

whole concept of authorhood was different in this period preceding the romantic ideas about
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authorship with an autonomous creator genius. Moreover, scribes were used as a matter-of-

fact manner for all sorts of everyday written communication. Both features would make it

more difficult to use style as a decisive argument, or to argue for a single author of this text—

or, for that matter, for many other premodern texts.

It needs to be remembered, though, that the letter collection was not collated by Jerome

himself. As Andrew Cain has shown, Jerome did not compile his letters for publication, but

most of them circulated individually or as small compilations during his lifetime and for a

considerable time after his death.40 More particularly, the Ep. 46 was not part of the Jerome’s

own compilation of letters to Marcella, as it was written only after his stay at Rome.41 Still,

the letter is to be found already in the earliest manuscripts which include Jerome’s letters,

starting from the sixth century.42 For the later compilers to include a letter clearly written not

in the name of Jerome himself was a normal procedure as such: already in Jerome’s

collection there were ten other texts which were neither written by him nor which had him as

the addressee.43 These ‘extra’ letters were seen as throwing further light on the life and deeds

of the person later seen authoritative in ecclesiastical life—and in this context the Ep. 46 is in

no particular way exceptional.

However, even Jerome himself would have had reasons to include a letter written by

the women in his collection: What would be a better proof of his skills as an exegetic and

pedagogue than to include in the collection a text by his students? It would also have

highlighted a theme dear to him at least in his later years: there is no difference (except for

the capacity to teach in public!) between men and women in the ideal Church. As Marianne

Sághy has claimed in another context, his aim was to make statements on “Christianity as a

learning community, on the place of women in this community, and on his own place as an

exegete.”44
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ARGUING FOR THE AUTHORSHIP OF EP. 46

Arguing Jerome as the (sole) writer for the letter would require complex argumentation

regarding the style and arguments presented in the letter and in those writings we know to

stem from Jerome’s pen for sure. Why Jerome would have followed in this one letter the

stylistic ideas he used in the letter sent to Eustochium, instead of those when he earlier had

written to Marcella? Why would he deliberately poorer style and even mistakes—in the

names of his own disciplines? And most importantly: would the writing of the letter have

been beyond the literary standards possible for aristocratic women in late ancient Rome?

Firstly, here are several small details which would be more easily understandable if the

writer was not Jerome—even if not separately constituting persuasive arguments. For

example, a clear reference to a classic saying ne sus Minervam appears in the text but without

naming the Goddess Minerva. However, in a later letter (again concerning pilgrimages),

Jerome—like also other Christian writers—use Minerva’s name in a similar contexts, never

leaving her explicitly unnamed.45 There are also some confusion regarding to particular

points in the Bible: The letter mentions how a jubilant procession came out from Jerusalem

after David had won the Philistines (1 Sam 18.6–7)—even if the city was still then occupied

with Jebusites (2 Sam 5.6–7).46 The letter also mistakenly mentions the river Endor instead of

Quishôn.47 It is also recounted in the letter that Adam was buried in Golgatha, and Ephesians

5.14 is referred to as support this. However, in his commentary of Ephesians written in

summer 386 Jerome denies that the verse in Ephebians would have anything to do with

Adam’s burial in Golgatha.48 According to Bitton-Ashkelony, the Ep. 46 is also the first in

which the idea of special spiritual rewards due to pilgrimage to Holy Land is presented—a

stand specifically refuted by Jerome in Ep. 58 in 395.49 Most conspiciusly, the last sentence

in chapter eleven is written in first person singular, even if the letter otherwise is written in

first person plural: “This spot is holier, I think, than the Tarpeian rock, which has shown itself
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displeasing to God by the frequency of the strokes of lightning.” Either this sentence in

question is due to a hastiness with a mistake in dictation, as Donati proposes, or then, a

deliberative hint to point out that this very sentence, or section, is not, unlike the other parts

of the text, written together by the two women calling themselves discipulae of Marcella.50

Naturally, these arguments against Jerome’s authorship which depend on the content of

the letter are not enough to constitute irrefutable proof—even Jerome was not above mistakes

or changing his opinion. However, when these are combined with the stylistic evidence at the

end not strengthening but weakening the argument for Jerome’s authorship, it is clear that the

view for Jerome’s primary authorship is on thin ice, and in any case it represents a theory

which would need more (unknown) parameters than the assumption of Paula and Eustochium

actually being in charge of letter’s writing—a principle like Occam’s razor would require us

to prefer a simpler theory. And the simplest way to explain features and opinions not in

accordance with what we know about Jerome, would be to conclude that at least the final

word in the writing process was Paula’s and Eustochium’s, not Jerome’s.

Secondly, and more importantly, much of the earlier argumentation against the

authorship of the women rests on the assumption of the lacking literary standard of Paula and

Eustochium. The problem is that there is no direct evidence of their educational background

for classical learning and literacy. Moreover, it needs to be noted that (research on) the late

antique discussions on the education of young girls only marginally is relevant in the present

situation, involving a teenager and her mother.51 We have, though, assessments of the

education and learning of Paula and Eustochium, but this information concerning Paula is

filtered through the male ecclesiastical writers’ experience and motives, reflecting their

agendas. Thus, the depictions of Palladius, and Jerome, who acted as exegetical mentor and

teacher of Greek and Hebrew for the Aventine community, both praising Paula’s abilities and
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learning, should to be taken with a grain of salt, as the ecclesiastical writers had their reasons

to portray their heroine in a positive light.52

We do have, however, indication of the level of education and literary skills among

their peer group, the Roman aristocratic women, as proper education and literacy was

unquestionably one of the marks of social status for aristocratic women.53 This education

would have taken place inside of the households, and thus the curriculum depended on the

wishes of the parents, relatives and tutors. Literary education was central; in earlier Roman

empire with ampler documentation, especially poetry, but also philosophy and prose

composition could be included. However, as Emily Hemelrijk has pointed out, “early

marriage must have left upper-class girls only half-educated in comparison with their male

relatives.”54 In late antiquity, among the ascetically mind women, whether never married, or

widowed, this obstacle had less weight, and opportunities for study were widened. We have

indeed examples for this in the very circles in which Paula and Eustochium frequented in

Rome. Most specifically Marcella, magistra of the ladies in question, was a woman whose

learning, and philosophical and theological interests are not in doubt. Especially the efforts

put to study of Bible and the biblical languages cannot be doubted, not for Marcella, nor for

the Aventine circle with Paula and Eustochium took part in.55 Another example of literary

skills of contemporary aristocratic women is, of course, the (probably composed slightly

earlier) biblical Cento of Faltonia Betitia Proba, which combines Classical learning and study

of Bible with literate skill in an impressive way.56 Thus, taken together, there is no reason to

deny the possibility of authorship from Paula nor even Eustochium based of their a priori lack

of learning solely because of their sex. They would indeed have had access to the classical

learning and literary skills because of their social status as Roman aristocratic women, as well

as to the theological and biblical learning because of studying with Marcella and, especially,

Jerome himself.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4503
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DATE OF EP. 46

If the letter would be what the manuscript claims it to be, that is, essentially not written by

Jerome, what would be the consequences? While the terminus post quem for the letter is quite

self-evident—it cannot have been written before Paula and Eustochium had settled in

Bethlehem sometime before Easter 386—setting of the latest possible date for the writing of

the letter is more conjectural.

The dating of Spring 386, proposed by Pierre Nautin in 1984 and since that accepted

by most of the scholars, depends on argumentation based on Jerome’s opinions this letter was

thought to represent directly: In the Ep. 46, it is commented that Adam had already been

buried on Golgotha, and reference is made to Ephesians 5.14 in support of this. However, in

his commentary on Ephesians from the summer of 386, Jerome mentions an unnamed

preacher who had used a corrupted variant of the text, where Christ actually “touches” (rather

than “gives light / shines on”, as the passage is cited also the Ep. 46) the “sleeper” interpreted

as Adam. Based on this, the preacher claimed that the blood of Jesus from Golgotha would

have touched Adam’s bones. Jerome dismisses the legend by stating, “Let those who wish

believe it,” but the mentioned Bible passage cannot be accepted as evidence for this,

according to him. Similarly, in his commentary on Matthew from the year 398, Jerome denies

the entire tradition. Nautin concludes that Jerome's opinion has changed, either before the

summer 386 or after the year 398. However, the latter timing would be absurd in relation to

the discourse of longing, so the letter must have been written precisely during Jerome’s

settlement in Bethlehem, in late spring 386. 57 However, a simpler explanation than Jerome’s

sudden change of mind would be that the interpretation of Adam presented in the letter

represents the understanding of Paula and Eustochium, not Jerome’s.58 This would, of course,
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raise a further question: why Jerome would have allowed the women to present a ‘wrong’

exegesis—unless Jerome’s contribution in for the letter was only auxiliary at most.

Nautin also argues that the news of the death of Marcella's mother, Albina, had not

reached Jerome at the time of writing the letter, even if in the preface to the commentary on

Galatians written in the summer of 386, the death is mentioned. According to Nautin, this

also supports the dating of late spring 386. With a similar kind of argument, Andrea Donati

proposes dating slightly earlier, before Easter and Paula’s, Eustochium’s and Jerome’s left for

Egypt—according to Donati, surely the letter would have mentioned the trip if took place

immediately before the writing of the letter.59

However, since we only have one letter written by Jerome and preserved to us from the

period 386–393,60 and the actual consolatio regarding Albina's death is missing in any case,

Albina's death cannot be used to determine the dating of Ep. 46. If, hypothetically, this letter

would be dated to, for example, in 388, there is no reason to speculate there had been no

previous letters by Paula and Eustochium—or by Jerome—referring to the death of Albina.

Moreover, Jerome had been in contact directly with Marcella also during these early years in

Bethlehem. A direct reference for this can be found in the prologue to his commentary on

second book of Ephebians dated also in 386.61 Similar argument hold true for the Donati’s

proposal: there are no reason why the journey to Egypt would have been needed to be

mentioned in this survived letter, with a completely different subject, instead of being

discussed in another contexts and in another (lost) letters.

We are left with the argument and impression, that the letter emphasizes strongly how

Paula and Eustochium long for Marcella, who remained in Rome. It would be difficult to

imagine that this longing and the persuasion of Marcella to join the pilgrimage arose only

many years later. This is also indicated by the fact that the letter is rhetorically constructed as



18

if Marcella's objections were already in mind—her perspective on the matter is well known

and freshly in the minds of the writers.

In all, the mid- or late spring 386 cannot be seen as a definitive terminus ante quam. It

can only be stated that the letter was written at the earliest in the spring of 386, and almost

certainly within some years after this, in the late 380s. A more precise dating cannot be given.

CONCLUSIONS

It would be impossible to prove conclusively that the Ep. 46 would not have been composed

under Jerome’s heavy influence. I think, however, that I have been able to show that there are

no reasons to reject Paula and Eustochium as its initiators and main writers. We have the

manuscripts uniformly agreeing about the writers; we have the text itself taking the

perspective of these writers; and we have both many arguments presented and the style of the

letter implying strong foreign influence compared to Jerome’s genuine writings. Moreover,

there are no reasons to assume that the elite women in question would not have been capable

of writing such a text. There should not be double standards for assigning a certain text to

certain authorship depending on the gender of the assumed writers: even if Jerome’s

involvement at least in some stage of the editing process of the letter cannot be denied, the

letter seems primarily to reflect Paula’s and Eustochium’s intellectual and literary tastes,

themes, and talents; not those of Jerome.

Accepting the agency of Paula and Eustochium for the writing of Ep. 46 would have

intriguing consequences, among which the need to rethink the date of the letter is probably

the most trivial one. Secondly, the case shows that our modern ideas on authorship are not

always the best ones to describe and understand the ancient contexts for producing texts.

Thirdly, this conclusion would further highlight the fundamental role of Paula and

Eustochium in the history of the Holy Land and pilgrimage there in late antiquity.
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More importantly, we would have here a very rare example of female authorship of an

ancient text, also showing their agency in very much male dominant theological sphere of

life. Indeed, this may be the only letter written by women which is transmitted to us through

the Medieval manuscript tradition from Antiquity.62 Moreover, the case shows how easy and

even dangerous it would be to take for granted what is presented as self-evident in earlier

research. Lastly, and maybe most centrally, the argumentation for the authorship of Jerome in

the former research makes one to ask, how far we, as researchers, still uphold even against

our own wishes, double standards and assumptions for capabilities and agency possible for

women—and maybe also for other marginalized groups—in the past.
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