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 Introduction 

 

In these pages, I share the result of my work preparing for reading the supposed Gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife and the related Lycopolitan fragment of the Gospel of John for the Coptic 
Reading Group of the DDGLC Project at the University of Leipzig, Germany, on the 29th of 
April 2014. Most of the work was done on Sunday the 27th, and its starting point was the 
(re)discovery of the Gospel of John piece and its dependence of the text of the Qau Codex by 
Christian Askeland that was so widely taken up in the days before. I used the photos of the 
manuscript and the parallel text presented on the websites of Mark Goodacre (Recto) and Alin 
Suciu (Verso), as well as some further text of the Qau Codex mentioned to me in subsequent 
correspondence with Christian Askeland (for line 9 of the Verso). 

My remarks are not meant to be exhaustive but made in order to demonstrate that it is possible 
to say more about the Lycopolitan Gospel of John fragment than that it was copied from the 
Qau Codex with only every other line being copied as well as exactly the same line breaks 
being used. In the damaged areas of the papyrus, strange things seem to be going on, and 
several of them are highly suggestive of forgery. These facts should be added to the debate 
about the fragment, not least because they are also relevant for the discussion of the Gospel of 
Jesus’ Wife. During the reading of the texts with the group (we only had time for the Recto), 
my colleague Frederic Krueger came up with a brilliant remark that I and the others 
considered to be the ultimate ‚smoking gun‘ of this fragment (see below). I would like to 
thank the participants for listening to and elaborating my arguments, which I hereby present to 
a wider audience. 

 

 

 

 



 Reading and reconstruction of the text 

 

For the following presentation of the text of the Lycopolitan Gospel of John piece, both on the 
papyrus and not on the papyrus, I took the fragment itself as my point of departure, and not its 
supposed Vorlage, the Qau Codex, as was done by Alin Suciu, Mark Goodacre and Christian 
Askeland. From the edition of the Qau Codex, however, I took the words and letters missing 
on the fragment as it is now, in order to get a better feeling for what a complete original 
would have looked like. 

For the same reason I added notes about the number of letters per line, both on the preserved 
part and for the reconstructed missing part, giving the presumed total number on the right. I 
have no further remarks to make about these numbers, except for one important observation 
that was made independently by Christian Askeland (see below), but thought it only logical to 
look into the matter in the course of my work. With the one exception, at first glance all of 
these numbers look quite possible to me, but in light of the additional evidence for forgery to 
be mentioned below, maybe more could be made of this when someone has a closer look.  

I do not pretend my text to be a proper edition of the fragment, nor claim that it is perfect, but 
within the time and circumstances available to me I hope to have given a faithful rendering of 
both the text visible on the photos and of the edited text of the Qau Codex, both as presented 
in the online sources mentioned above. The problems I have with the text are indicated in red, 
and these parts are then quoted and commented upon in the next paragraph. 

 

Recto, John 5:26-31 (Left margin preserved; no punctuation) 

 

x + 1 (?)  Traces  [   ϩⲣⲏⲓ ⲛϩⲏ]  (?) (?) 

 (15) ⲧϥ ̄ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϯ ⲛ̣ⲉ̣ϥ̣ ⲛ̣̄ⲧ̣ⲉ̣ⲝ̣[ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲁⲧⲣⲉϥⲓⲣⲉ ⲙⲫⲉⲡ ϫⲉ ⲡϣⲏ]  (22) (37) 

 (ca.16) ⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲙⲡ̣ⲣⲣ̣ⲙ̣ⲁ̣[ⲉⲓϩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ ⲟⲩⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩ ⲛⲛⲏⲩ]  (20) (ca. 36) 

 (17) ⲉⲟ<ⲩ>ⲁⲛ̣ ⲛⲓ̣ⲙ̣ ⲉ̣ⲧϩⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲫⲟⲥ̣ [ⲛⲁⲥⲱⲧⲙ ⲁⲧⲉϥⲥⲙⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲥⲉ]  (19) (36) 

5 (19?) ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ [ⲛ]ⲉ̣ⲛ̣ⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̣ⲙ̣[ⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲥ ⲛⲱⲱⲛϩ]  (23) (42?) 

 (15) ⲛⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲑ̣ⲁ[ⲩ ⲁⲩⲁⲛⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲥ ⲛⲕⲣⲓⲥⲓⲥ ⲙⲛ ϭⲁⲙ ⲁⲛⲁⲕ]  (28) (43) 

 (14) ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲣ ⲗⲁⲩⲉ ⲛ̄ϩ̣ⲱ̣[ⲃ ϩⲁⲣⲁⲉⲓ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲑⲉ ⲉϯⲥⲱⲧⲙ]  (25) (39) 

 (20?) ⲉⲉⲓⲣ̣ⲕ̣ⲣ̣ⲓ̣ⲛ̣ⲉ̣ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲁⲕⲣⲓⲥⲓ̣ⲥ̣ [ⲟⲩⲙⲏⲉ ⲧⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲁϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲡⲁ]  (21) (41?) 

 (15) ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲉⲓ [ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲙⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϥⲧⲉⲩⲁ]  (23) (38) 

10 (5) ⲉⲓ ⲉϣⲱ[ⲡⲉ ⲁⲛⲁⲕ     ]  (?) (?) 

  Traces?        (?)  



Verso, John 6:11-14 (Right margin preserved; no punctuation except in l. 8 (?)) 

 

x + 1 (?) [    ] Traces   (?) (?) 

(?)  [    ⲇ]ⲉ̣ ⲁⲩϯ̣ ⲛ̣ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲏϫ ⲁⲩ̣  (13) (?) 

(23)  [ⲱ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲓⲧϥ ⲁⲣⲁⲩ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲛ] ⲛ̣ⲧⲃⲧ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣⲟⲩⲥⲓ  (12) (35) 

(20)  [ⲇⲉ ⲡⲁϫⲉϥ ⲛⲛⲉϥⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϫⲉ] ⲥ̣ⲱⲟⲩϩ ⲁϩⲟⲩ̣ⲛ̣ ⲛ̄[ⲛ̄]ⲗ̣ⲉ̣  (13?) (33?) 

5 (23)  [ⲕⲙⲉ ⲛⲧⲁⲩⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥⲉ ⲛⲉ ⲗⲁⲩ]ⲉ ϩⲁⲉⲓⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ̣<ⲁ>ⲩⲥⲁⲩ (14) (37) 

(24)  [ϩⲟⲩ ϭⲉ ⲁⲩⲙⲁϩ ⲙⲛⲧⲥⲛⲁⲟⲩⲥ ⲛⲃⲓⲣ ⲛ]ⲛ̣ⲗ̣ⲉⲕⲙⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩⲥⲉ  (12) (36) 

(20)  [ⲉⲡⲉ ⲁⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲱⲙ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲛ ⲡϯⲟ]ⲩ ̣ⲛ̄ⲁⲉⲓⲕ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲛ̄  (12) (32) 

(22)  [ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϭⲉ ⲛⲧⲁⲣⲟⲩⲛⲉⲩ ⲁⲡⲙⲁⲉⲓⲛ] ⲛ̣̄ⲧⲁϥⲉⲉϥ · ⲛⲉⲩϫⲱ  (12) (34) 

(5!?)  [ⲙⲙⲁⲥ     ϫ]ⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ ⲛ̣ⲁⲙ̣ⲏ̣ⲉ ⲡⲉ  (12!?) (17!?) 

10 (?) [     ] No traces!?  (?) (?) 

 

 Remarks on the parts indicated in red  

 

Recto: 

L. 2:  - ⲛ̣ⲉ̣ϥ̣ might be possible to read here, but I cannot see it very well. 

- ⲛ̣̄ⲧ̣ⲉ̣ⲝ̣ looks a bit strange, with the supralinear stroke half over what seems to be ⲧ;  

and is there enough room for ⲛ in the gap? 

L. 3: - ⲣ̣ⲙ̣ⲁ̣: I wonder whether the first of these traces is ⲣ, and I cannot read the other two. 

L. 4:  - ⲟ<ⲩ>ⲁⲛ̣: The omission of the ⲩ makes me suspicious, also in view of the omission of  

the ⲁ in l. 5 of the Verso (see below). And is the last trace really ⲛ? 

- The available space looks too small for ⲓ̣ⲙ̣, unless the following letter, read by me as  

ⲉ̣, actually is the ⲙ (suggestion by Frederic Krueger). 

L. 5: - [ⲛ]ⲉ̣ⲛ̣ⲧⲁⲩ, for us, was the final ‚smoking gun‘ of this fragment: I had already noted  

that there is no place for ⲛⲉ in the lacuna, and that the surviving trace does not present  

a convincing ⲉ, when Frederic Krueger drew our attention to the fact that ⲛⲧⲁⲩ clearly  

seems to have been written under and next to an already existing gap in the papyrus:  



notice how ⲛ is only half the height of the other letters of the line, how ⲧ is already  

able to get somewhat bigger, and how ⲩ is finally able to stretch to full normal height.  

According to me, if the damage had occurred after the writing of the text, at the very  

least the ⲛ should be looked different. (See also l. 4 of the Verso.) 

- ⲛ̣ⲙ̣ might be possible, and ⲡ might be lost in the lacuna. 

L. 7:  - ϩ̣ⲱ̣[ⲃ looks strange, but ϩ̣ could be; but why is there no trace of ⲃ?  

L. 8: - ⲣ̣ⲕ̣ⲣ̣ⲓ̣ⲛ̣ⲉ̣, as read by the Qau parallel, cannot be read here and would not fit. ⲣ might be  

possible, and after that maybe ⲕ, if this is not traces of two letters, but after that, there  

already is the final ⲉ: ⲉⲉⲓⲣ̣ⲕ̣<ⲣⲓⲛ>ⲉ? Something went wrong here, but why? 

 

Verso: 

L. 2:  - According to the Qau Codex, the trace at the beginning should be ⲉ, but is it? 

L. 3: - As this part of the text does not survive, or exist, we cannot know whether the  

papyrus also here read, or was supposed to read, ⲉⲃⲟⲗ for ⲁⲃⲁⲗ (see also l. 7).  

L. 4:  - ⲟⲩ̣ⲛ̣ ⲛ̄[ⲛ̄]: The ⲟ seems to be slightly elevated above the line compared to the letters  

before it, and might have been written next to an already existing lacuna, as discussed  

above for l. 5 of the Recto. There does not really seem enough space to accomodate  

three ⲛ’s. Are there two supralinear strokes? 

L. 5: The omission of the ⲁ (a shape maybe thought similar to the preceding ⲗ̣) makes me  

suspicious, also in view of the omission of the ⲩ in l. 4 of the Recto (see above). 

L. 7: - As this part of the text does not survive, or exist, we cannot know whether the  

papyrus also here read, or was supposed to read, ⲉⲃⲟⲗ for ⲁⲃⲁⲗ (see also l. 3).  

L. 8: Is this dot really the only bit of interpunction on the papyrus, of just a blot of ink? 

L. 9: The reconstruction by Alin Suciu gave no Qau Codex parallel for this line; my own  

tentative reading from the photo was partly confirmed by Christian Askeland, who  

also provided the filling in of the gap. This is very curious indeed: did the forger,  

when almost finished, forget they had to skip one line of their ‚Vorlage‘!? Instead of at  



least twenty letters lost before the parallel continues, this lacuna can only have had  

five! (This was remarked upon independently by Christian Askeland.)  

 

Summary and conclusion 

 

In several instances in the areas of the lacunae and of otherwise damaged text, the manuscript 
fragment of the Lycopolitan Gospel of John, which in its better preserved parts seems to 
follow the Qau Codex to the letter (except for ⲉⲃⲟⲗ for ⲁⲃⲁⲗ), seems to deviate from its 
‚Vorlage‘.  

In several instances, traces of letters do not seem to have the right shape; in four cases (Recto, 
l. 2, 4 and 5 and Verso, l. 4), there does not seem to be enough space for the number of letters 
expected; in two cases (Recto, l. 4 and Verso, l. 5) a letter seems to have been accidentally 
omitted; in one case (Recto, l. 8) several letters of one word seem to have been omitted; in 
one case (Verso, l. 9) a lacuna is much too long for the text it can be supposed to have 
contained; finally, in two cases (Recto, l. 5 and Verso, l. 4) it seems apparent that the text was 
actually written around an already existing gap in the papyrus, rather than the papyrus having 
been damaged sometime after having been written upon. 

Whether all these things are due to the clumsiness of a forger (who apparently could not 
estimate how many letters fit into a lacuna, and did not pay close enough attention to each and 
every letter of the ‚Vorlage‘) or were at least partly done on purpose, in order to provide some 
variation from the text of the Qau Codex, something clearly is wrong with this Gospel of John 
fragment. 

I have nothing to add to the discussion about the related Gospel of Jesus’ Wife, except for the 
fact that in l. 3 of that text, the way in which the final ⲙ of Mariam and the ⲙ of  ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁ are too 

close together, reminds me of the things that made me suspicious about the Gospel of John 
piece in the first place. 

Whether or not all of the above remarks can survive further scrutiny by others, things seem to 
add up to (even more) evidence of forgery… 


