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Early New Testament Manuscripts and Their Dates
A Critique of Theological Palaeography1
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I. THE PROBLEM OF DATING LITERARY PAPYRI

Literary papyri are notoriously difficult to date because they bear no 
accurate date2, and only few of them can be dated thanks to circumstantial 
evidence (archaeological or historical context)3 or because they belong to 
a dated archive4. In a few instances it is possible to give a terminus post, 
when they are written on the back of a documentary text5, or ante quem, 
when a dated document is written on their verso6. As a result dates given 
by editors or other scholars are as a rule based on palaeographical criteria, 
i.e. a comparison with the handwriting of datable texts written in a similar 

1. This research was made possible by a study visit of Pasquale Orsini to Leuven in 
April 2011 sponsored by Graecitas Christiana VZW. Willy Clarysse wrote sections 1–3 
and 8, and Pasquale Orsini sections 4–7, but the authors share responsibility for the work 
as a whole. The authors thank Dorothy Thompson, who not only checked our English text, 
but also came up with a lot of useful ideas to make our article more accessible to a public 
of non-palaeographers. The frequently cited works are abbreviated (see “Abbreviations of 
the Frequently Cited Works” at the end of this article); for papyrus editions see Checklist 
of Editions of Greek, Latin, Demotic and Coptic Papyri, Ostraca and Tablets (Web Edi-
tion: http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/papyrus/texts/clist_papyri.html). 

2. Colophons are unknown in Greek manuscripts before the eighth century and there 
are no explicitly dated texts from the 2nd to 6th centuries. The Vienna Dioscourides (LDAB 
10000) can be dated before AD 513 and some festal letters of Alexandrian patriarchs (see 
note 41) postdate the material studied here. 

3. The fragment of Dura Europos (LDAB 3071) is to be dated before the fall of that 
city in AD 256. Luxurious pandects, like the Vaticanus, the Sinaiticus and the Alexandrinus 
are not possible before Constantine takes over the east in AD 324. 

4. For a recent example, see A. LUIJENDIJK, A New Testament Papyrus and its Docu-
mentary Context: An Early Christian Writing Exercise from the Archive of Leonides, in 
JBL 129 (2010) 575-596 (on LDAB 3025). 

5. Ñ13 (on the verso; on the recto is P. Oxy. IV 668 + PSI XII 1291, a Latin minuscule 
example of Livius [LDAB 2574], dated c. III); Ñ18 (on the verso; on the recto is P. Oxy. 
VIII 1075 [LDAB 3477], c. III); Ñ12 (Genesis on the verso; on the recto is a letter, P. Amh. 
I 3a [TM 13264], dated AD 250-282); Ñ98 (on the verso of a document, late I-early II). 

6. There are no examples with New Testament papyri, but for other literary texts, see, 
for instance, the reused rolls of the Heroninus archive, discussed in W. CLARYSSE, Literary 
Papyri in Documentary “Archives”, in Egypt and the Hellenistic World: Proceedings of 
the International Colloquium Leuven 24-26 May 1982 (Studia Hellenistica, 27), Leuven, 
1983, 43-61, p. 47. 
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script. This may result in a relative chronology, whereby texts written in 
a similar hand are put in a putative order and then inserted in an absolute 
chronology by means of a few rare stepping stones. 

II. NEW TESTAMENT TEXTS AND THEIR DATES

New Testament texts are even more problematic than other literary 
texts, since they are nearly always written in the form of a codex, so that 
the script is the same on the two sides and neither the back nor front can 
be used to provide a terminus ante or post quem. Gradually, however, an 
uneasy consensus has been reached among papyrologists, and the result 
of this is found in the dates put forward by Nestle–Aland7. No New Tes-
tament manuscripts are dated to the first and only very few to the second 
century. Recently even these early dates have been called into question by 
R.S. Bagnall8; as a result the dates in the tables below (pp. 469-472) now 
appear to be slightly more conservative than those in the LDAB, which 
were used by Bagnall. The suggestion that Grenfell and Hunt often dated 
codices too late was refuted by B. Nongbri9.

Recently this consensus has been put to the test by some New Testa-
ment scholars, who argue for an earlier date for most of our oldest New 
Testament papyri and propose a first century date for several of these. 
The first to do so was C.P. Thiede in a series of articles and books dealing 
with Ñ64+67+4, of which fragments are kept in Magdalene College Oxford, 
Paris and Montserrat10. J. O’Callaghan and Thiede even found Gospel 
fragments among the Greek papyri from Qumran (LDAB 6820 and 7341), 
which were certainly written before the suppression of the Jewish revolt 
in AD 6911. Papyrologists have generally reacted negatively to these iden-
tifications and these scraps are not taken into account of here12.

7. See NESTLE–ALAND, 1994, regularly updated in: http://intf.uni-muenster.de/vmr/
NTVMR/ListeHandschriften.php.  

8. R.S. BAGNALL, Early Christian Books in Egypt, Princeton, NJ – Oxford, 2009, 
pp. 11-18. 

9. B. NONGBRI, Grenfell and Hunt on the Dates of Early Christian Codices: Setting the 
Record Straight, in Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 48 (2011) 149-162. 

10. See, for instance, C.P. THIEDE, Papyrus Magdalen Greek 17 (Gregory – Aland Ñ64). 
A Reappraisal, in ZPE 105 (1995) 13-20; C.P. THIEDE – M. D’ANCONA, Der Jesus-Papy-
rus: Die Entdeckung einer Evangelien-Handschrift aus der Zeit der Augenzeugen, 
München, 1996. Thiede dates also Ñ66, Ñ104, Ñ4 and Ñ52 to the first century AD. The latest 
reaction is found in BAGNALL, Early Christian Books (n. 8), pp. 1-24. 

11. J. O’CALLAGHAN, ¿Papiros neotestamentarios en la cueva 7 de Qumran?, in 
Biblica 53 (1972) 91-100; C.P. THIEDE, 7Q. Eine Rückkehr zu den neutestamentlichen 
Papyrusfragmenten in der siebten Höhle von Qumran, in Biblica 65 (1984) 538-559; 
C.P. THIEDE, Die älteste Evangelien-Handschrift? Das Markus-Fragment von Qumran und 
die Anfänge der schriftlichen Überlieferung des Neuen Testaments, Wuppertal, 1986. 

12. The views proposed by Thiede were refuted by a.o. P. GRELOT, Note sur les propo-
sitions du Pr Carsten Peter Thiede, in Revue Biblique 102 (1995) 589-591; P.M. HEAD, 
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Two publications, offering a well-documented survey of the oldest 
New Testament Greek manuscripts (attributed to the first three centuries 
of Christianity), have recently broadened the attack on the traditional dat-
ing to all early New Testament manuscripts. Comfort–Barrett, in 1999 
and in the enlarged edition of this work published in 2001 (cf. COMFORT–
BARRETT, 1999, 2001), offer a full Greek text with (in most cases) photo-
graphs and a discussion of 64 New Testament manuscripts, for which 
they consider a date before AD 313 (or AD 320 according to JAROS, 2006, 
pp. 10-12) either likely or possible. In a similar work, published on a CD-
ROM of no less than 5163 pages, Jaros (cf. JAROS, 2006) offers the full 
Greek text, including a diplomatic transcript, and a translation of 92 man-
uscripts (with photographs).

In his review of Comfort–Barrett’s edition, for the Journal of Biblical 
Textual Criticism13, D.C. Parker noted in 1999 that “some attempts at 
early dating owe more to apologetics than to palaeography”, but his main 
criticism went to the transcriptions. The second edition of Comfort–Bar-
rett, with some corrections, was given a reasonably positive review in 
2001 by M.A. Robinson in the same Journal of Biblical Textual Criti-
cism14; the reviewer concluded that this was “a useful primer for the 
student of New Testament papyri”, though he also stressed that “Comfort 
– Barrett appear to apply their own palaeographical criteria in dating var-
ious manuscripts and tend to claim an earlier date for many manuscripts 
included in their volume than might be allowed by other palaeographers”15.

III. COMPARISON BETWEEN THE THEOLOGICAL 
AND THE PAPYROLOGICAL APPROACH

The difference between the consensus among papyrologists (here rep-
resented by the dates of Nestle–Aland) and Jaros, who dates even earlier 
than Comfort–Barrett, is shown in the following figure. The order is that 
of the first date in Nestle–Aland.

The Date of the Magdalen Papyrus of Matthew (P. Magd. Gr. 17 = P64): A Response to 
C.P. Thiede, in TynB 46 (1995) 251-285; T.C. SKEAT, The Oldest Manuscript of the Four 
Gospels?, in NTS 43 (1997) 1-34; for a reaction against the proposal of O’Callaghan, see 
K. ALAND, Die Papyri aus Höhle 7 von Qumran und ihre Zuschreibung zum Neuen Testa-
ment durch J. O’Callaghan, Neue neutestamentliche Papyri III, in NTS 20 (1974) 357-381; 
against the Qumran attribution by Thiede, there is a reaction by S. ENSTE, Qumran-Frag-
ment 7Q5 ist nicht Markus 6, 52-53, in ZPE 126 (1999) 189-194. See also E. TOV, Hebrew 
Bible, Greek Bible and Qumran: Collected Essays (Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism, 
121), Tübingen, 2008, pp. 347-349. 

13. See: http://www.reltech.org/TC/v04/ComfortBarrett-ed1999rev.html. 
14. See: http://www.reltech.org/TC/v06/CB2001rev.html. 
15. The review by P.R. RODGERS, Review of the CB 2001, in Novum Testamentum 45 

(2003) 405-408, does not discuss the palaeographical aspects of the texts. 
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The light grey area represents the dates of Nestle–Aland, the slanting 
strokes those of Jaros; the dark area (grey + strokes) shows the overlap 
between the two. As may be clearly seen, the range given for dates in 
Nestle–Aland is far wider (a full hundred years is the norm) than that in 
Jaros (where texts are dated within a more narrow range of 50 years, and 
often even less), i.e., Jaros’ dates are more “precise” than those given in 
Nestle–Aland. The dates given by Jaros are also a good deal earlier than 
those of Nestle–Aland. In the period when Nestle–Aland give AD 200 as 
the earliest date, Jaros’ dates are either close to this lower limit or some-
what below, but after AD 300 there is hardly any overlap, i.e. the differ-
ence becomes more outspoken. Here even the latest dates of Jaros are 
often older than the earliest dates accepted in Nestle–Aland.

This observation is important for the argumentation because the date of 
one text often depends on that of others. If some of the dates in Jaros can 
be shown to be too early, this will have implications also for the rest, 
since his datings are nearly always based on comparisons within the same 
corpus16. Besides the narrow range of parallel texts (mostly biblical 

16. See, e.g., JAROS, 2006, on P. Oxy. IX 1171 (Ñ20): “Die Handschrift ist der des 
P. Egerton 4 (2 Chronik) sehr ähnlich (3. Jh.). Die Schrift ist mit der des Ñ27 gleich” 
(p. 4410); on P. Oxy. LXV 4449 (Ñ100): “Die Editio princeps datiert Ende des 3. Jhs. oder 
Anfang des 4. Jhs. Die Ähnlichkeit mit der Schrift des P. Oxy. 4445 (Ñ106) rechtfertigt eine 
Datierung um die Mitte des 3. Jhs.” (p. 4419); on P. Oxy. X 1230 (Ñ24): “Die Editio 
princeps datiert in das frühe 4. Jh. Die Ähnlichkeit der Schrift mit der des Ñ18 (ab dem 
zweiten Viertel des 3. Jhs.) und Ñ47 (zweite Hälfte 3. Jh.) läßt jedoch eine frühere Datier-
ung wahrscheinlich erscheinen: zweite Hälfte 3. Jh.” (p. 4833); on P. Oxy. LXIV 4404 
(Ñ104): “Die Editio princeps datiert auf Grund des Schriftbildes und der Heranziehung von 
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Fig. 1. Datings in Nestle–Aland and in Jaros compared
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papyri), the dating method of Jaros is also heavily dependent on that of 
Comfort–Barrett, which is regularly represented by him as forming a new 
consensus, though this is clearly not the case17.

IV. THE COMPARATIVE METHOD IN PALAEOGRAPHY

The criteria used by Comfort–Barrett and Jaros for dating New Testament 
manuscripts are discussed in their introductions: historical and archaeologi-
cal data, re-use of an earlier manuscript in a more recent one (e.g., as fly-leaf 
or binding), the recto and verso criterion (only for rolls)18, cursive and docu-
mentary hands used in marginalia, and finally – but only if all these more 
“objective” criteria are absent – palaeographical comparison19.

Without considering the complex problems involved in any dating crite-
rion20, the present study focuses on the method of comparative palaeogra-
phy adopted by Comfort–Barrett and Jaros. What is this method? In the 
absence of clear chronological elements, bookhands are dated by compar-
ing them with other scripts which are dated or datable, and similar from a 
general point of view, in their style, their way of execution and their char-
acteristic shapes. From a methodological point of view it is unsound to 

P. Oxy. 3523 (Ñ90) gegen Ende des 2. Jhs. P. W. Comfort / D. P. Barrett weisen mit Recht 
darauf hin, daß es bessere Vergleichsmöglichkeiten gibt: P. Oxy. 454 + PSI 119 (Mitte 
2. Jh.), P. Oxy 2743, 3009 und 3010 (2. Jh.). Die deutlichste Ähnlichkeit besteht jedoch mit 
Handschriften wie PSI 1213 und P. Oxy. 4301 (Ende 1. Jh./ Anfang 2. Jh.). Es ist daher 
eine Datierung um die Wende vom 1. zum 2. Jh. gerechtfertigt” (p. 224). 

17. E.g. JAROS 2006, p. 4594 [on P. Oxy. III 402 (Ñ9): “Die Editio princeps datierte vom 
Ende des 4. Jhs. bis zum 5. Jh. Heute hat sich eine Datierung in das 3. Jh. durchgesetzt”, with 
reference to Comfort–Barrett for proof]; p. 286 [on P. Bodmer 2 (Ñ66): “E.G. Turner setzte 
die Handschrift zwischen 200 und 250 an, ein Ansatz, der jedoch von P.W. Comfort / D.P. 
Barrett schlüssig widerlegt werden konnte. P.W. Comfort / D.P. Barrett ziehen zusätzlich 
P. Oxy. 220 (Ende 1./ Beginn 2. Jh.), P. Oxy. 841 (erste Hand 120-130), P. Oxy. 2161, 
P. Oxy 2162 und P. Chester Beatty IX und X (2. Jh.) heran und datieren um die Mitte des 2. 
Jhs. Als Folgerung läßt sich festhalten, daß Ñ66 in dieselbe Zeit wie Ñ52 gehört und daher um 
100 datiert werden kann”. Typically, Jaros’ final date is somewhat earlier than that of Com-
fort–Barrett and is based on another biblical papyrus. The list of early Bible manuscripts in 
S.D. CHARLESWORTH, Public and Private – Second- and Third-Century Gospel Manuscripts, 
in C.A. EVANS – H.D. ZACHARIAS (ed.), Jewish and Christian Scripture as Artifact and 
Canon (Studies in Scripture in Early Judaism and Christianity, 13 = Library of Second Tem-
ple Studies, 70), London, 2009, 148-175, pp. 155-156 seems mostly based on Nestle–Aland, 
but apparently follows here and there the earlier dates of Comfort–Barrett. 

18. See note 5. 
19. COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999, pp. 20-23; JAROS, 2006, p. 16; see al so COMFORT, 2005, 

pp. 103-109. 
20. See O. MONTEVECCHI, La papirologia, Torino, 1973, pp. 55-56; E.G. TURNER, The 

Terms Recto and Verso: The Anatomy of the Papyrus Roll, in J. BINGEN – G. NACHTER-
GAEL (ed.), Actes du XV Congrès International de Papyrologie. Première partie (Papyro-
logica Bruxellensia, 16) Bruxelles, 1978, 3-71; E.G. TURNER, Greek Papyri: An Introduc-
tion, Oxford, 1968, pp. 74-96; PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pp. 20-23; CAVALLO, 2008, 
pp. 15-16; CAVALLO, 2009, pp. 101-148, p. 102; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 17-18, 37-39. 
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compare scripts belonging to different graphic categories, simply on the 
basis of a superficial impression21. In order to be “appropriate”, compari-
sons should be similia cum similibus.

Palaeographical comparison may lead to chronological results when an 
undated manuscript is compared to an explicitly dated or to a datable one 
(i.e., a manuscript that contains no explicit date but objective chrono-
logical data, such as references to known people, places or events)22. 
Such parallels may lead to different results. They may: 1. connect an 
undated script with the same general graphic background to one or more 
dated and/or datable examples; 2. bring an undated manuscript into the 
context of a “stylistic class”23, whose chronological range can be recon-
structed thanks to various dated manuscripts; 3. link an undated script to 
a “style”24, whose history and main distinctive aspects can be recon-
structed thanks to dated and undated manuscripts; 4. connect an undated 
script with a “canonical”25 or “normative script”26 for which a system of 

21. For example, the script of Ñ49 is compared with that of Ñ53 (cf. COMFORT–BARRETT, 
2001, pp. 357, 369), and the script of Ñ104 with that of PSI XI 1213 [NORSA, 1929-1946, 
pl. 9a; LDAB 886] and of P. Oxy. LXII 4301 [P. Oxy. LXII, pl. I; LDAB 888] (cf. COM-
FORT–BARRETT, 2001, pp. 643-644), on the basis of the similarity of single letters, without 
considering the general graphic aspect.  

22. See PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, p. 23; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 17-18. 
23. A “stylistic class” is a set of writings sharing a general framework, form and struc-

ture (in the number, sequence and direction of strokes) of some (but not necessarily all) 
letters; moreover, they may contain graphic variants of the same letter. The term “stylistic 
class” attempts to recognise a distinctive writing with no rigid and fixed rules (cf. CAVALLO, 
2005, p. 74). For example, the so-called “severe style” is, in fact, a “stylistic class” (see 
note 51). A summary list of stylistic classes is to be found in CAVALLO, 2005, p. 75. 

24. Individual “styles” are formed within a stylistic class, when the most frequent and 
most typical characteristics are selected and organized in a graphic structure with well-
defined and homogeneous features (cf. CAVALLO, 2005, p. 75). See the comments of 
PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pp. 23-24. 

25. Texts constituting a “canon” exhibit the repetition of a style, extended in time, i.e., 
canonical styles have lost their original spontaneity and repeat themselves nearly unchanged 
over a period of several centuries, for extra-graphic, historical and cultural reasons. Even if 
a text within a canon has a unitary and closed graphic structure, it may also have an inter-
nal dynamic, with chronological and geographical differences. Moreover, when a canon 
comes into conflict with contemporary tastes and graphic techniques, it becomes difficult 
to maintain it in use, and for this reason the graphic rules are no longer respected: the 
shapes of individual letters are repeated, but not their structure (in the number, sequence 
and direction of strokes), with the addition of extraneous elements, especially those with 
aesthetic functions (cf. CAVALLO, 2005, p. 76). We consider “round majuscule”, “biblical 
majuscule”, “Alexandrian majuscule” (in the two types “unimodular” and “bimodular”), 
“upright ogival majuscule”, and “sloping ogival majuscule” examples of such canonical 
styles [or possibly “canons”]. The term “module” refers to the shape and the relative 
dimensions of the letters. The shape is determined by the relationship between height and 
width of each individual letter, which can be linked to geometric figures: square module = 
height is equal to width; rectangular module with long side on baseline = height is less 
than width; rectangular module with short side on baseline = height is greater than width. 
The script as a whole is unimodular when all letters are uniform in dimension and shape, 
and can be inscribed in a square (there is no unimodular script with all letters inscribed in 
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internal rules and a history can be reconstructed; 5. attribute an undated 
manuscript to the hand of a scribe, known by other manuscripts, dated or 
undated.26

In practice, not a single surviving literary manuscript between the first 
and sixth century is actually dated, and only few are datable. Therefore, 
for book hands within the chronological span considered by Comfort–
Barrett and Jaros (first to fourth centuries) only a comparison with datable 
manuscripts can be used, whereas dated manuscripts are only available 
for documentary hands, i.e., when the script used for the literary text is 
closely akin to a bureaucratic or administrative hand.

The methodology of comparison is conditioned by the different graphic 
contexts within which the palaeographer works. The history of “canon-
ized” Greek majuscules can be reconstructed on the basis of dated (only 
from the sixth century on) or of datable manuscripts. Here the gradual 
and rectilinear evolution of each graphic type allows to set undated 
graphic evidence within a reliable system that develops over time (though 
at least a generation leeway is always required). The situation with a 
“stylistic class” is, however, different, since, alongside analogies and 
similarities which justify the attribution to a group, such a class also con-
tains many differences27.

V. PALAEOGRAPHY AS A HISTORICAL SCIENCE

The comparative method in palaeography is not only based on the 
shape of single letters. Indeed, writing is not a simple sequence of signs, 
to be considered as static entities. Moreover, palaeography, as a historical 
study of shapes (not only as a technique for dating and localising manu-
scripts), has in the last decades aimed at a comprehensive view of graphic 
phenomena28.

a rectangle); the script is bimodular when there is a contrast between square and rectangu-
lar letters: this contrast is often determined by the narrow letters epsilon, theta, omicron 
and sigma, and the broad letters as delta, eta, mu, nu, pi and omega. 

26. In a recent publication also CAVALLO, 2008, p. 15, has questioned the very concept 
of canons, since such terminology is “too rigid for graphic forms which lack any theoreti-
cal basis of fixed rules to be followed, and which also are not required models but simply 
represent one possible choice among others”; for this reason he now prefers the term 
“normative scripts”, meaning those writings to which certain characteristics give a recog-
nizable physiognomy for a period of undefined length, without forcing them into to a 
canon defined by fixed and immutable rules. 

27. CAVALLO, 2005, p. 75. 
28. For some recent introductions to Greek palaeography, see CAVALLO, 2008; 

CAVALLO, 2009; HARRAUER, 2010; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011. 
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In the works of Comfort–Barrett from 1999-2001 and Jaros in 200629, 
however, there is no historical approach to the graphic evidence; their 
interest is simply in chronology. Their palaeographical analysis and their 
comparative method are based on impressionistic suggestions and on 
the shape of single and separate signs. As a result, in Comfort–Barrett 
the general graphic framework, reconstructed from the manuscripts that 
they take into account, is reduced to just a few types. In the work coor-
dinated by Jaros there is not even a hint at a general vision of graphic 
trends attested in his material, but palaeographical discussion is reduced 
to some notes added to the general description of the manuscripts pre-
sented.

Let us examine the reconstruction of Comfort–Barrett. After a some-
what general distinction into four levels of competence for the scribes 
involved, they list three main “graphic types” to be found in New Testa-
ment manuscripts: 1. “round majuscule” (also known as “Roman uncial” 
and classified by Turner in the first group of the “formal round”), 2. bib-
lical majuscule, and 3. “decorated rounded uncial”30. 

The number of graphic types is, however, far larger. Among the 91 
manuscripts studied in the above works31, sixteen can be assigned to for-
mal and normative graphic types: eleven in biblical majuscule (Ñ25, Ñ30, 
Ñ39, Ñ40, Ñ64+67+4, Ñ71, Ñ81, Ñ88, Ñ95, 0160, 0312), two in unimodular 
Alexandrian majuscule (Ñ35, 0232), and three in sloping ogival majus-
cule, in its first phase of development (Ñ48, Ñ 51, 0188); the other 75 

29. In COMFORT, 2005, especially in chapter III, pp. 103-198, palaeographical issues are 
addressed with more documentation; moreover, chapter II (pp. 59-102) of this book con-
tains a list of New Testament manuscripts (with indication of the editio princeps, place of 
conservation, and date proposed by Comfort, and contents), to which reference is made for 
the chronology adopted by the author. 

30. See COMFORT–BARRETT, 2001, pp. 24-27; t his gener a l  st r uct ur e is confir med 
by COMFORT, 2005, pp. 10-11, 19-22, 109-118, where the “severe style” is added to the 
above-mentioned graphic types. According to Comfort–Barrett the four levels of com-
petence of the scribes are: 1. common writing (semi-literate scribes, using a clumsy 
script); 2. documentary writing (scribes experienced in writing documents [in some 
cases, this develops into a “chancery script”]); 3. reformed documentary, i.e. scribes 
who were familiar with writing both books and documents; this script imitates that of 
professional scribes); 4. professional writing (scribes using the stylized and normative 
book scripts). Following the typologies defined in COMFORT–BARRETT, 2001 and in 
COMFORT, 2005, Ñ46 e Ñ87 may be attributed to “Roman Uncial”; Ñ4+64+67, Ñ30, Ñ35, 
Ñ39, Ñ40, Ñ70, Ñ95, 0162, 0171, 0189, 0220 to the biblical majuscule; Ñ32, Ñ66, Ñ90, Ñ104 

to the “Decorated Rounded Uncial”; Ñ13, Ñ45, Ñ48, Ñ49, Ñ110, Ñ115 to the severe style; 
all other manuscripts are attributed to the following (generic) graphic types: “documen-
tary hand” (Ñ15+16, Ñ17, Ñ20, Ñ22, Ñ23, Ñ27, Ñ28, Ñ29, Ñ37, Ñ47, Ñ50, Ñ53, Ñ65, Ñ72, Ñ78, 
Ñ80, Ñ86, Ñ91, Ñ92, Ñ101, Ñ106, Ñ107, Ñ111, Ñ113, Ñ114), “Reformed Documentary hand” 
(Ñ1, Ñ5, Ñ38, Ñ69, Ñ100, Ñ102, Ñ108, Ñ109), “Casual and Rounded hand” (Ñ52), “common 
hand” (Ñ9, Ñ10, Ñ18, Ñ24, Ñ98, Var. 29 [RGCP 1976, p. 353]), “professional bookhand” 
(Ñ75, Ñ77, Ñ103).  

31. From this number we exclude the Qumran fragments LDAB 6820 and 7341 (see 
footnote 11).  
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manuscripts show a variable array of writing forms. Most of these are 
informal, some are more formal but not uniform and, therefore, difficult 
to define32. 

VI. THE GRAPHIC BACKGROUND

Before assigning single manuscripts to their proper graphic types, we 
should examine the general outline of Greek scripts from second to fifth 
centuries. Our discussion of the plausibility of the proposed datings will 
be based on this analysis.

1. Canonized Scripts

Biblical majuscule33 – The biblical majuscule was born from a group 
of round and unimodular scripts first attested during the second century. 
Letters are upright and with a slight shading (for this see n. 34); most 
letters tend towards geometric shapes. This script was used in Greek-
Byzantine book production from the late second to the ninth or tenth 
centuries AD. In its initial phase the script is simple and the strokes do 
not end in any decoration; gradually letter forms become more artificial, 
the contrast between thick and thin strokes becomes more pronounced, 
and ornamental serifs appear. The constituent elements of this canon are 
the following (see Fig. 3, n° 1): a writing angle34 of about 75° (this 
determines the thickness of the strokes: vertical strokes are thicker, hor-
izontal and ascending oblique strokes are thinner, descending oblique 
strokes have a medium thickness), alpha in three strokes, beta in four 
strokes, kappa in three strokes, mu in four strokes, phi and psi break the 
bilinearism both at the top and at the bottom, rho and upsilon fall below 
the base line.

The fourth century is an important moment in the history of this script. 
To this century belong the more elegant specimens, including the most 
ancient and authoritative Bible codices: the Codex Vaticanus (Vat. gr. 1209 
[LDAB 3479]35) and the Codex Sinaiticus (LDAB 3478)36. However, from 

32. In COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999, 2001, COMFORT, 2005, and JAROS, 2006, it is possible 
to find reproductions of all the papyri examined (except for Ñ7 and 0206). 

33. See CAVALLO, 1967; CAVALLO, 1977, 95-137, pp. 106-107; ORSINI, 2005; CAVALLO, 
2008, pp. 98-101; P. ORSINI, La maiuscola biblica copta, in Segno e Testo 6 (2008) 121-
150; CAVALLO, 2009, pp. 128-129; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 106-111. 

34. The writing angle measures the position of the writing instrument compared to the 
base line, since this position determines the thickness of the strokes making up the letters, 
the so-called “chiaroscuro”, or shading (cf. CAVALLO, 1967, p. 4 n. 3). 

35. See Bibliothecae Apostolicae Vaticanae Codex Vaticanus Graecus 1209: Biblio-
rum Sacrorum Graecorum Codex Vaticanus B, vol. 1 Facsimile, vol. 2 Prolegomena, 
Roma, 1999. 

36. See www.codexsinaiticus.com.  
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the end of this century a long decline sets in, which continues until the 
ninth-tenth centuries. The graphic rules of the start of the period gradually 
become less strictly observed37. 

Among the manuscripts of the New Testament examined here Ñ25, Ñ30, 
Ñ39, Ñ40, Ñ64+67+4, Ñ71, Ñ81, Ñ88, Ñ95, 0160, 0312 fall into the canon of 
biblical majuscule.

Alexandrian majuscule38 – The Alexandrian majuscule is born from a 
group of scripts attested between the second and third centuries AD; it has 
strong links with bureaucratic-administrative production39. The scripts 
of this type are usually round and looped. Cavallo used the expression 
“Alexandrian stylistic class” (“classe stilistica alessandrina)” to indicate 
the earliest group of writings, “in which, from the mid second century 
onwards, ‘Alexandrian’ characteristics emerge, in a partial and disorgan-
ized but identifiable way”40. Some of the manuscripts listed by Cavallo 
can be independently dated: for the unimodular variant, see PSI V 446 
(133-137; Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 122; TM 19292), P. Oxy. III 473 (138-160; 
PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pl. 68; TM 20608), P. Fay. 87 (156; PARSONS–
TURNER, 1987, pl. 48; TM 10930), P. Lond. VI 1920 (330-340; CAVALLO–
MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 8a; TM 44659); for the other variant, with contrast 
between narrow and wide letters, see P. Lund. 13 (250-265; CAVALLO, 
2005, pl. 45d; TM 31251).

This script becomes canonized in the fifth century (see Fig. 3, n° 2). 
The writing is upright, characterized by round shapes, with loops and 

37. The dated or datable manuscripts in biblical majuscule are the following: P. Oxy. 
XLV 3227 (late II-early III; ORSINI, 2005, pp. 99-100, 200, pl. V; LDAB 1233), P. Oxy. 
LXII 4327 (early III; ORSINI, 2005, pp. 111-112, 199, pl. XV; LDAB 734), P. Ryl. I 16 
(ante 256; CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 22; LDAB 2661), P. Oxy. XLIX 3509 (late III-early IV; 
R. HÜBNER, Four Oxyrhynchos Papyri, in ZPE 30 (1978) 195-207, pp. 195-198, Pl. VI; 
ORSINI, 2005, pp. 101-102, 199-200; LDAB 3823), P. Berol. 13929 + P. Berol. 21105 (late 
V; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 24c; LDAB 367), Vindob. Med. gr. 1 (ca. 513; CAVALLO, 
1967, tav. 84; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl . 25b; LDAB 10000), Vat . gr . 1666 (AD 800; 
CAVALLO, 1967, tav. 98; LDAB 7153), Sin. gr. NE Meg. Perg. 12 (AD 861/862; Specimina 
Sinaitica, 1983, frontispiece; Sinai, 1999, pl. 2). These manuscripts are discussed by 
CAVALLO, 1967, pp. 45-47, 93-98, 107; ORSINI, 2005, pp. 198-200. 

38. See J. IRIGOIN, L’onciale grecque de type copte, in Jahrbuch der Österreichischen 
Byzantinischen Gesellschaft 8 (1959) 29-51; CAVALLO, 1977, pp. 109-110; A. PORRO, 
Manoscritti in maiuscola alessandrina di contenuto profano: Aspetti grafici codicologici 
filologici, in Scrittura e Civiltà 9 (1985) 169-215; CAVALLO, 2005, pp. 175-202; CAVALLO, 
2008, pp. 101-105; P. RADICIOTTI, Una nuova proposta di datazione per il PSI 1400 con 
alcune osservazioni sulla maiuscola alessandrina, in Studi di Egittologia e Papirologia 5 
(2008) 117-128; CAVALLO, 2009, pp. 129-131; G. BASTIANINI – G. CAVALLO, Un nuovo 
frammento di lettera festale (PSI inv. 3779), in G. BASTIANINI – A. CASANOVA (ed.), 
I papiri letterari cristiani (Atti del convegno internazionale di studi in memoria di Mario 
Naldini, Firenze 10-11 giugno 2011) (Studi e Testi di Papirologia, N.S. 13), Firenze, 2011, 
31-45; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 120-123. 

39. For this group see below §VI.2.b.  
40. CAVALLO, 2005, p. 182 (in Italian). 
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letters written sometimes very close to each other, because oblique and 
horizontal strokes are prolonged, giving the impression of ligatures; shad-
ing is slight; typical letters are alpha, mu, upsilon, omega, generally 
looped and written in a single sequence, delta and lambda, with curved 
right oblique stroke, kappa, with curved oblique strokes. Gradually the 
writing becomes more rigid and artificial, with heavier shading and larger 
decorative serifs at the end of the strokes.

The Alexandrian majuscule is attested in two variants: unimodular (see 
Fig. 3, n° 2) and with alternating module (see Fig. 3, n° 3). In the first, all 
letters can be inscribed in a square; this type is well attested until the 
sixth century (e.g. P. Ant. I 12, half of V [CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 
8c; LDAB 2805]; PSI I 1, V-VI [CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 8d; 
LDAB 2956]; P. Amh. II 192, half of VI [CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 
8e; LDAB 3333]). In the bimodular variant, narrow and wide letters 
alternate. In Egypt this script is rare until the late fifth century, but com-
mon from the sixth to the eight centuries, both in documents (for official 
acts of the Alexandrian patriarchate) and literary texts. Only few manu-
scripts written in Alexandrian majuscule are certainly of non-Egyptian 
origin. This script was apparently limited to Egypt and the neighbouring 
areas.

From the eight century this script disappears from Graeco-Byzantine 
book production, though it survives as a distinctive form of writing for 
special sections in minuscule codices and in Graeco-Coptic and Coptic 
texts41. Among the manuscripts here examined, Ñ35 and 0232 are written 
in unimodular Alexandrian majuscule.

Sloping and upright ogival majuscule42 – Sloping ogival majuscule is 
derived from the sloping “severe style” (see Fig. 3, n° 4) in the late third 

41. The dated or datable manuscripts in Alexandrian majuscule are the following: PSI 
inv. 3779 (AD 421; BASTIANINI–CAVALLO, Un nuovo frammento (n. 38); LDAB 131510); 
P. Grenf. II 112 (AD 482, 577 or 672, with a preference for 577 according to palaeogra-
phers; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 37; LDAB 6291); P. Köln V 215 (AD 579, 584, 663 
or 674, with a preference for 663 or 674 according to palaeographers; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 
1987, pl. 47b; LDAB 458), P. Horak 3 (AD 711 or 722; P. Horak, pl. 1; LDAB 10250), 
BKT VI 55-109 (AD 713 or 719; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 52a; LDAB 194). 

42. It is difficult to outline the diachronic evolution and possible regional differentia-
tion of this writing, since it has not been studied systematically. See, however, W.A.E.A. 
LAMEERE, Aperçus de paléographie homérique: À propos des papyrus de l’Iliade et de 
l’Odyssée des collections de Gand, de Bruxelles et de Louvain (Publications de Scripto-
rium, 4), Paris-Bruxelles, 1960, pp. 178-181; CAVALLO, 1967, pp. 118-121; CAVALLO, 
1977, pp. 98-103; G. CAVALLO, Le tipologie della cultura nel riflesso delle testimonianze 
scritte, in Bisanzio, Roma e l’Italia nell’alto medioevo (Spoleto, 3-9 aprile 1986) (Setti-
mane di studio del C.I.S.A.M., 34), Spoleto, 1988, 467-516, pp. 503-509; E. CRISCI, I pal-
insesti di Grottaferrata. Studio codicologico e paleografico, I-II (Pubblicazioni 
dell’Università degli studi di Cassino. Sezione di studi filologici, letterari, storici, artistici 
e geografici), Napoli, 1990, 281-284; CAVALLO, 2008, pp. 111-116; CAVALLO, 2009, 
pp. 132-133; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 112-118. 
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to fourth centuries AD43. For the early phase, see e.g. P. Herm. 4 (CA-
VALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 2a; TM 21123) and P. Herm. 5 (PARSONS–
TURNER, 1987, pl. 70; TM 21124), two letters of the archive of Theopha-
nes of the early fourth century44. The slow development from the sloping 
“severe style” to the sloping ogival majuscule (see Fig. 3, n° 5) came to 
an end during the fifth century, as shown by P. Oxy. XI 1373 (mid V; 
CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 17a; LDAB 373) and PSI II 126 + P. 
Schubart 22 [= P. Berol. 13932] (first half of V; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 
1987, pl. 15b; Pap. Flor. XXX, tav. LV; LDAB 2715). Typical letters of 
this early phase are mu (usually in four sequences, though the middle 
strokes are sometimes written as a single curve), omicron (small and 
raised above the base-line), and omega (with angular curves).

The canon (see Fig. 3, no 6) alternates between narrow (epsilon, theta, 
omicron, rho, sigma) and large letters (alpha, gamma, delta, eta, kappa, 
lambda, mu, nu, pi, phi, omega); the letters have an angular shape, which 
becomes even more evident due to the tendency to break the curves; 
shading is achieved by thicker vertical and oblique descending strokes, 
and thinner horizontal and ascending oblique strokes; the axis of writing 
slopes to the right. The sloping ogival majuscule was used for both pro-
fane and Christian manuscripts (particularly patristic literature, hagiogra-
phy, hymns, psalters and miscellaneous religious texts)45.

Among the manuscripts examined here, Ñ48, Ñ51, and 0188 belong to 
the early phase of the sloping ogival majuscule canon.

The upright variant (see Fig. 3, n° 8) was developed from the upright 
“severe style” about AD 200. The characteristic elements appear more 
structured and systematically organized in manuscripts dating from the 
late third to the early fourth century (see Fig. 3, n° 7). But the canon of 
the upright ogival majuscule is well developed only in fifth century man-
uscripts, e.g. P. Flor. III 389 (CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 12c; Pap. 
Flor. XXX, n° 64; LDAB 5630)46.

43. See §VI.2.a, s.v. “Severe Style”. 
44. For the archive of Theophanes see http://www.trismegistos.org/arch/detail.

php?tm=289&i=1. 
45. All dated or datable manuscripts written in sloping ogival majuscule belong to the 

ninth or tenth century: Paris. gr. 437 (ante 827; OMONT, 1892, pl. XIV), Sin. gr. 210 + Sin. 
N.E. MG 12 + Sankt-Peterburg, Rossijskaja Akademija Nauk. Biblioteka, RAIK 194 + 
Sin. Harris app. 16.22 (AD 861/862; Specimina Sinaitica, 1983, pl. 1-4; Sinai, 1999, pl. 2, 
53), Paris. gr. 510 (about 867-886; OMONT, 1892, pl. XI-XII), Sankt-Peterburg, Rossijskaja 
Nacional’naja Biblioteka, gr. 216 + Sin. MG 33 (AD 862/863; Sinai, 1999, p. 121, pl. 9), 
Vat. gr. 354 (AD 948/949; FOLLIERI, 1969, Tab. 8), Sin. gr. 213 + Sankt-Peterburg, Rossi-
jskaja Nacional’naja Biblioteka, gr. 283 (AD 967; Specimina Sinaitica, 1983, pl. 5-9), Sin. 
ar. 116 (AD 995/996; Specimina Sinaitica, 1983, pl. 18-22). 

46. For the upright ogival majuscule, see CAVALLO, 1967, pp. 121-123; CAVALLO, 
1977, pp. 103-106; E. CRISCI, La maiuscola ogivale diritta. Origini, tipologie, dislocazioni, 
in Scrittura e Civiltà 9 (1985) 103-145 and Il Salterio purpureo Zentralbibliothek Zürich, 
RP1, 1. Studio codicologico e paleografico, in Segno et Testo 5 (2007) 31-67; CAVALLO, 

96013_ETL_2012-4_07.indd   45496013_ETL_2012-4_07.indd   454 29/01/13   14:2529/01/13   14:25



 EARLY NEW TESTAMENT MANUSCRIPTS AND THEIR DATES 455

Comfort–Barrett call the hand of Ñ70, 0171 and 0220 “biblical majus-
cule”; Jaros uses the same term for Ñ82, 0212 and 0220. The graphic 
characteristics of these manuscripts, however, differ from the biblical 
majuscule. Ñ70 shows the contrast between narrow and wide letters, which 
is not found in the biblical majuscule; again the mu (with middle strokes 
forming a curve and lateral strokes folded) and upsilon (not descending 
under the base-line) in 0171 and 0212 are never found in biblical majus-
cule (moreover, 0212 has also looped alpha and final apices); 0220 and 
Ñ82 show the contrast between narrow and wide letters, and also 0220 is 
sloping and Ñ82 has a small omicron raised above the baseline47.

The Alexandrian majuscule is not mentioned in any of the two mono-
graphs: the writing of Ñ35 is called “reformed documentary hand” in 
Comfort–Barrett48 and is considered similar to canonized biblical majus-
cule in COMFORT, 2005. Similarly, the writing of Ñ48 is considered a 
“documentary hand” in Comfort–Barrett, whereas COMFORT, 2005, calls 
it “severe (slanted) style”, without any reference to the sloping ogival 
majuscule49.

2. Formal Scripts – Informal Scripts

Some extant New Testament manuscripts are written in the above-
mentioned canonical or normative scripts, but others follow a wide range 
of other graphic patterns, not only book scripts (VI.2.a), but also scripts 

2008, pp. 111-116; CAVALLO, 2009, p. 132; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 118-120. After 
P. Flor. III 389 (LDAB 5630) we have to wait until the sixth century for another significant 
example of the script, the so-called Zurich Psalter (Zentralbibliothek, RP 1: E. CRISCI – 
C. EGGENBERGER – R. FUCHS – D. OLTROGGE, Il Salterio purpureo Zentralbibliothek 
Zürich, RP1, in Segno e Testo 5 (2007) 31-98, pl. 1-4, with CD-Rom; LDAB 3415). The 
upright ogival majuscule is well attested from the ninth to the early eleventh century. It was 
used for profane but especially for liturgic books, e.g. lectionaries. The only two dated 
manuscripts written in upright ogival majuscule are lectionaries from this period: London, 
British Library, Harley 5598, dated ad 995 (CAVALLO, 1977, pl. 18), and London, British 
Library, Add. Ms. 39602 (CAVALLO, 1977, pl. 24; CRISCI, La maiuscola ogivale diritta 
[n. 46], pl. 5a), of AD 980. 

47. Ñ70 and Ñ82 are written in upright severe style, with elements of the upright ogival 
majuscule; 0171, in a round majuscule influenced by contemporary chancery scripts (see 
PSI V 446; TM 19292); 0220, in a script which can be assigned to the transitional phase 
from sloping severe style to sloping ogival majuscule; 0212 in a script strongly influenced 
by round majuscule. Other papyri wrongly attributed to the biblical majuscule in COMFORT, 
2005, pp. 113, 192, 196 are: Ñ35 (unimodular Alexandrian majuscule), 0162 and 0189 
(sloping severe style, in the transitional phase to sloping ogival majuscule). 

48. The expression “Reformed Documentary hand” (cf. C.H. ROBERTS, Manuscripts, 
Society and Belief in Early Christian Egypt, London, 1979, p. 4) is rejected by E. CRISCI, 
Riflessioni paleografiche (e non solo) sui più antichi manoscritti greci del Nuovo Testa-
mento, in D. BIANCONI – L. DEL CORSO (ed.), Oltre la scrittura: Variazioni sul tema per 
Guglielmo Cavallo (Dossiers byzantins, 8), Paris, 2008, 53-93, pp. 59-60. 

49. COMFORT, 2005, pp. 118, 177. 
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which had their origin in bureaucratic and chancery practice (VI.2.b.), 
and even cursive and informal documentary hands (VI.2.c).

2.a) A large group of New Testament manuscripts are written in the 
“severe style” or “strenger Stil”50. The main characteristics of this “sty-
listic class” (as defined by M.S. Funghi and G. Messeri)51 are: thin 
strokes without any added decoration; strong contrast between narrow 
and wide letters (epsilon, theta and sigma are laterally compressed; omi-
cron is round, small and raised from the baseline; all other letters are 
square or broad, delta, eta, kappa, mu, nu, pi, omega being especially 
broad); alpha has a pointed loop; beta has triangular bellies; the middle 
strokes of mu are written in one sequence; sometimes the second vertical 
stroke of nu is raised from the baseline; the oblique strokes of upsilon are 
almost horizontal; phi has a small triangular loop; omega tends to lose its 
central vertical and to raise above the baseline (see Fig. 3, n° 4)52.

“Severe Style”53 – This script is documented from the early second 
century. In the period AD 100–200 the writing is mostly upright or slightly 
sloping; from around AD 200 onwards it is more often sloping to the right 
(see Fig. 3, n° 4). In the course of the third century this writing becomes 
more flexible and even incorporates informal elements54.

50. W. SCHUBART, Griechische Palaeographie, München, 1925, pp. 124-132. 
51. M.S. FUNGHI – G. MESSERI, Sulla scrittura di P. Oxy. II 223 + P. Köln V 210, in 

Analecta papyrologica 1 (1989), 37-42, pp. 37-38. The numerous scripts labeled “severe 
style” do not show the graphic uniformity which is necessary to reach a proper “style”; 
such manuscripts can be associated in a wider, more articulated group which we may term 
a “stylistic class”.  

52. CRISCI, Riflessioni paleografiche (n. 48), pp. 83-87. 
53. SCHUBART, Griechische Palaeographie (n. 50), pp. 124-132; PARSONS–TURNER, 

1987, p. 26; FUNGHI–MESSERI, Sulla scrittura di P. Oxy (n. 51), pp. 37-42; L. DEL CORSO, 
Lo “stile severo” nei POxy.: una lista, in Aegyptus 86 (2006) 81-106; CAVALLO, 2008, 
pp. 105-111; CAVALLO, 2009, pp. 131-132; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 73-74. 

54. Some notable examples of dated or datable manuscripts are: P. Giss. I 3 (about 
117; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 15a; LDAB 4688); P. Oxy. VII 1016 (ante late II; ROBERTS, 
1956, pl. 20a; LDAB 3811); P. Oxy. V 842 (post 161-180; P. Oxy. V pl. 4-5; LDAB 
583); P. Mich. inv. 3 (ante 190; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 15c; LDAB 801); BKT V 1, pp. 31-44 
(post late II; W. SCHUBART, Papyri graecae berolinenses, Bonnae, 1911, pl. 19b; SEIDER, 
1970, Fig. 22; LDAB 1239); P. Oxy. I 23 (ante 295; P. Oxy. I, pl. VI; TM 111045); 
P. Oxy. VII 1016 (post 233-234; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 20a; LDAB 3811); P. Flor. II 259 
(about 249-268; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 22d; LDAB 1320); P. Oxy. XXII 2341 (AD 208; RO-
BERTS, 1956, pl. 19c; TM 22213); P. Oxy. II 223 + P. Köln V 210 (post 186, about 210-
225; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 21a; DEL CORSO, Lo “stile severo” [n. 53], pl 1; LDAB 2026); 
P. Oxy. I 12 (ante second half of III; CPF IV.2, pl. 106; LDAB 5223); P. Oxy. I 26 (ante 
early III; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 19a; LDAB 650); P. Ryl. I 57 (ante mid III; ROBERTS, 1956, 
pl. 22c; LDAB 694); P. Oxy. II 232 (ante first half of III; P. Oxy. II, pl. IV; LDAB 693); 
P. Oxy. VII 1012 (around 205-250; P. Oxy. VII, pl. IV; DEL CORSO, 2006, pl. 2; LDAB 
5448); P. Oxy. XVII 2098 (ante AD 250; ROBERTS, 1956, pl. 19b; LDAB 1145); P. Flor. 
II 108 (about 264-266; P. Flor. II, pl. I; TM 11117); P. Oxy. XXXIV 2703 (ante second 
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The ogival majuscule, in the upright and sloping variants, originates 
from this graphic type (see above, §6.1, s.v. “Sloping and upright ogival 
majuscule”; Fig. 3, nos. 5 and 7).

Among the manuscripts examined, the following are written in the 
severe style: Ñ1, Ñ13, Ñ15+16, Ñ29, Ñ49, Ñ65, Ñ75, Ñ107, Ñ114, Ñ115. In 
another group (in addition to the characteristics of the severe style) thick 
and thin strokes alternate, but not on a regular basis: Ñ17, Ñ28, Ñ38, Ñ45, 
Ñ62, Ñ89, Ñ98, Ñ101, Ñ110, Ñ113, Ñ117, Var. 29 (RGCP, 1976, p. 353).

Ñ70, Ñ82 and 0169 – all fourth century – represent a transitional phase 
from upright severe style to the early upright ogival majuscule. Ñ12, 0162, 
0189 and 0220 belongs to the transitional phase from sloping severe style 
to sloping ogival majuscule.

A second group of manuscripts (Ñ10, Ñ23, Ñ102, 0212, 0308) is influ-
enced by calligraphic book scripts. The writing of Ñ10, Ñ23 and 0212 is 
influenced by the “round majuscule”. 

Round majuscule55 – The round majuscule (see Fig. 3, n° 9) – classi-
fied by Turner in the first group of the “formal round” – developed within 
a group of round and unimodular forms of writing. It is regular and cal-
ligraphic; the strokes are round, regular and very thin; sometimes they 
have a light shading (but shading is not the rule in this canon). Ornamen-
tal serifs are also characteristic. Typical shapes are found in alpha (with 
horizontal middle stroke), mu (middle strokes turn into a single curve), 
alpha, delta and lambda (oblique stroke descending from left to right and 
prolonged upward). This style is defined around AD 50, but becomes 
“canonical” about AD 100. It disappears around AD 20056.

The script of 0212 shows most of the characteristics of round majus-
cule, with a few differences: alpha is looped and some round letters are 

half of III; P. Oxy. XXXIV, pl. 6; DEL CORSO, Lo “stile severo” [n. 53], pl. 3; LDAB 
4083); P. Oxy. XLII 3005 (post 118-119; P. Oxy. XLII, pl. II; LDAB 2668); P. Oxy. XLII 
3007 (late II-early III; P. Oxy. XLII, pl. V; LDAB 5096); P. Oxy. LII 3662 (second half 
of III; DEL CORSO, Lo “stile severo” [n. 53], pl. 4; LDAB 2014); P. Oxy. LII 3673 (ante 
half of III; DEL CORSO, Lo “stile severo” [n. 53], pl. 5; LDAB 3808); P. Oxy. LXI 4093 
(second half of II; P. Oxy. LXI, pl. V; LDAB 2669); P. Oxy. LXVII 4560 (II-III; LDAB 
972); P. Oxy. LXIX 4736 (ante 194; P. Oxy. LXIX, pl. V; DEL CORSO, Lo “stile severo” 
[n. 53], pl. 6; LDAB 10604). 

55. PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, p. 21; CAVALLO, 2005, pp. 151-161; CAVALLO, 2008, 
pp. 95-98; CAVALLO, 2009, p. 128; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 71-72. 

56. Datable round majuscule manuscripts are: PSI I 8 (early II; on the verso accounts 
of the second half of II; PSI I, pl. II; Pap. Flor. XXX, pl. 18; LDAB 1443); P. Oxy. I 20 
(mid II; on the verso traces of cursive writing of II-III; P. Oxy. I, pl. V; ROBERTS, 1956, 
pl. 12b; CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 3; LDAB 1630); P. Vindob. G 19797 (second half of II; on 
the verso cursive writing of the early III; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 41; LDAB 10519); P. Haw. 
24-28 (ante beginning of III; PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pl. 13; LDAB 1695). 
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laterally compressed. Ñ23 is roughly written and, compared to the canon 
of round majuscule, the upsilon is different, since here the letter is looped 
and its oblique strokes resemble “horns”. Ñ10 follows the graphic model 
of the round majuscule, but it is badly executed.

Ñ102 and 0308 reflect more generic round and calligraphic writings. In 
Ñ102 the script is round and with contrast between narrow and wide let-
ters; there are ornamental serifs at the end of vertical strokes (iota, kappa, 
nu, rho, upsilon), and omicron is very small. The majuscule of 0308 is 
round and has irregular shading57; omicron is sometimes small, rho never 
goes below the base-line and upsilon is only slightly prolonged.

2.b) Two forms of writing originated in bureaucratic and chancery 
practices. The first type (comprising a large number of New Testament 
manuscripts) was used in the main central and peripheral offices in the 
second and third centuries (see Fig. 3, n° 10); it is round, unimodular 
and looped, and the strokes end in apices (in the lower parts) and small 
hooks (in the upper parts); sometimes curves and flourishes are added at 
the end of letters58. Typical examples are PSI V 446 (Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 
122, pl. CXI; TM 19292), an edict of the praefect Marcus Petronius 
Mamertinus, written 133-137, and P. Oxy. LVIII 3917 (P. Oxy. LVIII, 
pl. 2; TM 27301), an early second century letter, sent by the praefect’s 
office to a strategos. From this type derives the above-mentioned “Alex-
andrian stylistic class”, which itself is the origin of the Alexandrian 
majuscule. The New Testament manuscripts belonging to this type are 
Ñ32, Ñ46, Ñ52, Ñ66, Ñ85, Ñ87, Ñ90, Ñ104, Ñ116, Ñ118, and 0171. But Ñ20, 
Ñ106 (even though they lack chancery shapes) and Ñ72 and Ñ50 (both 
written with a quicker ductus and less carefully) are similar to this class. 
Some manuscripts show the general characteristics of this writing-form, 
though with contrast between narrow and wide letters (Ñ91, Ñ92, Ñ100, 
Ñ109, Ñ111), while others lack the loops and ornamental serifs (Ñ5, Ñ6, 
Ñ8, Ñ22, Ñ27, Ñ47, Ñ57, Ñ69, Ñ108).

The other graphic type (attested by Ñ77 and Ñ103) is the so-called 
upright, “Alexandrian chancery script of Subatianus Aquila”59 (see Fig. 
3, n° 11), best represented by P. Berol. 11532 [= SB I 4639] (SEIDER, 
1967, Fig. 42; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 2a; TM 23140), a notification of the 
praefect Subatianus Aquila to the strategos of the Arsinoite nome, written 
in AD 209. The writing is artificial, bilinear, upright; broad and narrow 

57. Vertical and oblique, left-to-right descending strokes are usually thicker, while 
oblique, right-to-left descending strokes and left-to-right ascending strokes are thinner; the 
horizontal strokes are of average thickness. 

58. See G. MESSERI – R. PINTAUDI, Documenti e scritture, in Pap. Flor. XXX, 1998, 
39-53, p. 48; CRISCI, Riflessioni paleografiche (n. 48), pp. 68-82; CAVALLO, 2008, 
pp. 89-91; CAVALLO, 2009, p. 123; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 64-65, 81-82. 

59. CAVALLO, 2005, pp. 17-42; CAVALLO, 2008, pp. 85-89; CAVALLO, 2009, pp. 120-
123; CRISCI–DEGNI, 2011, pp. 82-84. 
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letters alternate, whereas alpha, delta and omega sometimes shrink and 
are raised from the baseline. Epsilon consists of two curves, one above 
the other; theta and omicron are narrow and pointed; upsilon is written in 
a single sequence and looped. A typical feature are hooks at the end of 
some strokes. This chancery style, developed between the late second and 
early third century and was used throughout the fourth century60. This 
script may also slope to the right, e.g. in the New Testament manuscripts 
Ñ37 and Ñ86.

2.c) Some New Testament manuscripts are written in cursive and infor-
mal documentary hands. The writing of Ñ18

 resembles that of PSI III 199 
(AD 210; HARRAUER, 2010, fig. 147; TM 20027) and can therefore be 
assigned to the third century. Ñ9 and Ñ24 – sloping and very quick – can 
be inserted in the graphic typology attested by SB VIII 9907 (AD 388; 
CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 9a; TM 22929) and P. Köln III 134 (IV; 
CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 9b; LDAB 2114); it should be dated to the 
fourth century. The quick, upright and tendentially square script of Ñ53 
resembles the graphic characteristics found, for example, in P. Reinach 
69 (late IV; Cavallo–Maehler, 1987, pl. 6a; LDAB 2156) and Bodl. gr. 
class. f. 72 (P) (second half of IV; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 10a; 
LDAB 364); it belongs, therefore, to the late fourth century.

The upright writing of Ñ78, with contrast between narrow and wide let-
ters, can be compared to P. Laur. IV 141 (around 485; CAVALLO–
MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 19b; TM 16269) and PSI inv. 535 (second half of V; 
CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 19c; LDAB 5961); this manuscript may 
therefore be assigned to the fifth century. 

Finally, Ñ80 – a sloping script, very cursive and full of ligatures – tends 
to break the bi-linear structure of majuscule, prolonging some strokes 
upwards (as in epsilon and kappa) and downwards (e.g. iota, sometimes 
in ligature with the preceding letter, mu, especially with the vertical 

60. The following chancery manuscripts are dated or datable: P. Lond. II 345 (AD 194; 
P. Lond. II, Atlas of facsimiles, pl. 74; TM 11724); P. Berol. 6925 (AD 199; CAVALLO, 
2005, pl. Ib; TM 8880); P. Flor. II 278 (AD 203/204; Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 129; TM 19670); 
PSI X 1148 (AD 210; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 5a; TM 14534); P. Oxy. XII 1408 (around 210-
214; NPS II, 77; TM 21817-21818); P. Lond. III 932 (AD 211; P. Lond. III, Atlas of fac-
similes, pl. 44; TM 22718); P. Lond. III 1164 (AD 212; SCHUBART, Griechische Palaeo-
graphie [n. 50], Fig. 46; TM 22813); P. Giss. I 40 (AD 212-215; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 5c; 
TM 19436); BGU I 296 (AD 219/220; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 6a; TM 47181); P. Lond. II 353 
(AD 221/222; CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 6b; TM 11734); P. Lond. III 1158 (AD 226/227; P. Lond. 
III, Atlas of facsimiles, pl. 54; TM 22810); P. Flor. II 120 (AD 250-261; NORSA, 1929-
1946, pl. 19; TM 10972); P. Flor. II 175 (AD 255/256; Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 135; 
TM 11031); BGU I 13 (AD 289; WILCKEN, 1891, pl. XIV; TM 8908); P. Cair. Isidor. 64 
(about 298; P. Cair. Isidor., pl. 5; TM 10394); P. Vindob. G 19799/19800 (AD 325; 
CAVALLO, 2005, pl. 8; TM 19100); PSI X 1106 (AD 336; NORSA, 1929-1946, pl. 20; 
TM 17541); P. Oxy. L 3577 (AD 342; P. Oxy. L, pl. 17; TM 15398); P. Lond. II 234 
[= P. Abinn. 3] (around 345-350; P. Lond. II, Atlas of facsimiles, pl. 95; TM 10027). 
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stroke, and upsilon). It can be compared with some of the manuscripts of 
Dioscorus from Aphrodito61, such as P. Aphrod. Lit. IV 4 (around 560-
575; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 32a; P. Aphrod. Lit., pl. XLII; LDAB 
817) or SB XX 14626 (around 589-590; Pap. Congr. XVIII.2, pl. I, II 
[pp. 105-106]; TM 23772), or other manuscripts of the same period, as P. 
Oxy. VII 1013 (half of VI; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 27c; LDAB 
2720). Thanks to these parallels, Ñ80 can be attributed to the sixth cen-
tury.

3. Our Reconstruction of the Graphic Outline

According to our dating proposals (see Table 1), some of the manu-
scripts listed by Comfort–Barrett and Jaros are beyond the chronological 
limit (first half of the fourth century) fixed by those works. In our view, 
the following manuscripts should be excluded from the corpus of New 
Testament manuscripts written before AD 350: Ñ6, Ñ24, Ñ25, Ñ35, Ñ48, 
Ñ51, Ñ53, Ñ57, Ñ71, Ñ80, Ñ81, Ñ85, Ñ88, 0188, 020662, 0220, 0232, 0312. 
On the contrary, within that corpus should also be included 058 (biblical 
majuscule; IV) and 0228 (biblical majuscule; IV).

With these amendments, in the “new” corpus the graphic outline can, 
in our opinion, be articulated in six areas, here listed according to the 
number of texts: 1. “severe style”, including the transitional phase lead-
ing to the upright and sloping ogival majuscule; 2. round chancery script, 
which leads to the “Alexandrian stylistic class”; 3. canonized majus-
cules; 4. semi-formal majuscules (influenced by the round majuscule and 
generic round scripts); 5. “Alexandrian chancery script of Subatianus 
Aquila”; 6. cursive and informal documentary writings.

61. L. DEL CORSO, Le scritture di Dioscoro, in J.-L. FOURNET (ed.), Les archives de 
Dioscore d’Aphrodité cent ans après leur découverte: Histoire et culture dans l’Égypte 
byzantine (Études d’archéologie et d’histoire ancienne), Paris, 2008, pp. 9-115; CRISCI–
DEGNI, 2011, pp. 98-99.  

62. Wrongly dated to the third century (or even earlier) by D. BARKER, How Long and 
Old is the Codex of which P. Oxy. 1353 is a Leaf?, in EVANS – ZACHARIAS (ed.), Jewish 
and Christian Scripture as Artifact and Canon (n. 17), 192-202, pp. 197-198. It is interest-
ing to see the argumentation, tending inexorably towards an early date: “The hand is 
highly calligraphic biblical majuscule. Grenfell and Hunt assigned a fourth-century date to 
it. Turner, however, dates the hand to the late third. Roberts and Skeat to the first half of 
the third century. Whilst not excluding a third century dating a later second-century date 
may also be entertained”.  
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Fig. 2. Script type in the corpus Orsini–Clarysse

VII. CASE-STUDIES

As case-studies we discuss here some manuscripts for which our date 
is very different from that given by Comfort–Barrett and Jaros63.

1. The Earliest New Testament Manuscripts

Jaros attributes five manuscripts to the late first or early second century 
AD: Ñ46(AD 75-100), Ñ52 (AD 80-125), Ñ64+67+4 (AD 75-100), Ñ87 (AD 75-125), 
Ñ104 (AD 75-125); Comfort–Barrett (with corrections of COMFORT, 2005) 
attribute only two manuscripts to the early second century AD: Ñ52 

(AD 100-125) and Ñ104 (AD 100-150 in the first edition and AD 100-125 in 
the second edition)64. 

Ñ64+67+4 is written in a biblical majuscule belonging to the early phase 
of the canon65. The writing angle is still uncertain, so that sometimes no 
shading is visible. This writing is similar to that of P. Vindob. G 29768 
(late II-early III; LDAB 2462) and P. Vindob. G 29784 (late II-early III; 
LDAB 2761), as noted by Skeat66, and may be attributed, therefore, to a 
period between the second and third centuries. The graphic development 

63. The differences between the dates proposed in this article and those in COMFORT–
BARRETT, 1999 and JAROS, 2006 ar e shown in Tabl e 1. 

64. The dating of the earliest christian books is also discussed in BAGNALL, Early 
Christian Books (n. 8), pp. 1-24. 

65. For a palaeographical analysis and suggestions about the date, see SKEAT, Oldest 
Manuscript (n. 12), pp. 2-9, 30. 

66. SKEAT, Oldest Manuscript (n. 12), p. 30. 
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of biblical majuscule excludes a date in the late first or early second cen-
tury AD.

The manuscripts Ñ46, Ñ52, Ñ87, Ñ104 belong to a specific type of bureau-
cratic and chancery script. Ñ52 can be compared with PSI V 446 (AD 133-
137; TM 19292) and P. Flor. I 1 (AD 153; Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 124, 
pl. CXIII-CXIV; TM 23525). Ñ52 may be compared with P. Fay. 87 
(PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pl. 48; TM 10930), written in 156 and one of 
the earliest dated witnesses for some fundamental characteristics of the 
“Alexandrian stylistic class”67. Ñ104 is very similar, from a graphic point 
of view, to Ñ52: Comfort–Barrett and Jaros instead proposed PSI XI 1213 
(NORSA, 1929-1946, pl. 9a; LDAB 886) and P. Oxy. LXII 4301 (P. Oxy. 
LXII, pl. I; LDAB 888) as parallels. These comparisons are inappropri-
ate, however, since both Ñ104 and Ñ52 are written in round majuscule68.

Ñ46 and Ñ87 can be inserted in the same graphic pattern as these two 
manuscripts, though they are more formal, with a slower ductus and a 
more elegant letter formation. Their script shows a more advanced stage 
in the development of a bookish use of bureaucratic and chancery scripts: 
Cavallo indeed attributed Ñ46 to the “Alexandrian stylistic class”69. We, 
therefore, assign Ñ46 and Ñ87 to the early third century, excluding dates in 
the first or the first half of the second century70.

2. Biblical Majuscule

Some manuscripts in biblical majuscules (Ñ25, Ñ39, Ñ81, Ñ88, 0312) are 
wrongly dated by Comfort–Barrett (Ñ39: AD 200-250 in the first edition 
and AD 200-225 in the second edition) and by Jaros (Ñ25: AD 275-325; 
Ñ39: AD 150-200; Ñ81: AD 250-300; Ñ88: AD 275-300; 0312: AD 250-300). 
In Ñ39 the canon of the writing reaches its peak and this text may be com-
pared with P. Oxy. XLIX 3509 (CPF IV.2, pl. 209; LDAB 3823), which 
has been assigned to the late third or early fourth century, in accordance 
with the history of this canon. 

67. CAVALLO, 2005, pp. 183, 198. 
68. See footnote 21. 
69. CAVALLO, 2005, pp. 184, 198, compares this with P. Fay. 87 (AD 156; TM 10930), 

but considers the writing later, because of the cursive stichometric notes at the end of the 
different Epistles, and the occasional corrections by different hands, which can be assigned 
to the first half of the third century at the latest. 

70. For Ñ46 Comfort–Barrett propose a different dating: in the first edition (1999) this 
was “early to middle second century” (AD 100-150), in the second edition (2001) “middle 
second century” (AD 125-175); COMFORT, 2005, pp. 66-67, 131-139, gives AD 150-175. 
Against the dating of Y.K. KIM, Palaeographical Dating of Ñ46 to the Later First Century, 
in Biblica 69 (1988) 248-257 (before 81 AD) and COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999, 2001, see 
W. GRIFFIN, The Palaeographical Dating of P-46 (a paper delivered to the Society of Bib-
lical Literature, New Testament Textual Criticism Section, November 1996, New Orleans: 
see http://www.biblical-data.org/P-46%20Oct%201997.pdf) (about 175-225 AD). 

96013_ETL_2012-4_07.indd   46296013_ETL_2012-4_07.indd   462 29/01/13   14:2529/01/13   14:25



 EARLY NEW TESTAMENT MANUSCRIPTS AND THEIR DATES 463

The script of Ñ88 is a controlled biblical majuscule: its writing angle is 
uniform, especially for oblique strokes going from left to right, most of 
which are not too thick (except for nu). The ends of the curves of epsilon 
and sigma have small thickenings; the descenders below the baseline are 
cut off at an oblique angle. This writing can be compared with the various 
hands of the Codex Sinaiticus (mid or second half of the fourth century; 
LDAB 3478). 

The writing of Ñ81 shows signs of the decline of the canon. The writing 
angle is not uniform and there are some ornamental serifs at the ends of 
the strokes. A palaeographic comparison may be made with P. Berol. 
5011 (second half of V; CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 44; LDAB 3266).

The dates proposed by Jaros for 0312 and Ñ25 are in our view espe-
cially inappropriate. These papyri are written in a biblical majuscule 
belonging to the period of the canon’s decline. In 0312 the writing angle 
is not at a regular 75° and there are ornamental serifs at the ends of most 
thin strokes. A possible parallel is P. Berol. 13929 + P. Berol. 21105 (late 
V; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 24c; LDAB 367). Jaros dates this man-
uscript to the late third century, which is not acceptable within the history 
of this script71. Also in Ñ25 the angle of writing is irregular, so that the 
left-to-right descending strokes tend to maximum thickness (except for 
nu). There are slight ornamental serifs at the end of some thin strokes. 
The parallels, such as P. Berol. 16390 (CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 68a; LDAB 
3151), P. Vindob. G 26093 (CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 68b; LDAB 3290), PSI 
Zalateo 2 (inv. 281) + PSI inv. 2014 (CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 69; LDAB 
6100), are all datable to the late fifth century. In this case, Jaros’ date of 
third to fourth century anticipates by some two centuries graphic phenom-
ena typical of the period of this canon’s decline.

3. Sloping Ogival Majuscule

The hand of Ñ48 belongs to the first phase of the canon of the sloping 
ogival majuscule72, even though there are some uncertain elements (e.g. 
alpha and upsilon) and some remnants of the “severe style” (as, for 
example, the small omicron, raised from the baseline). The contrast 
between broad and narrow letters and the tendency towards broken curves 
are characteristic of the sloping ogival majuscule, as is the mu (with 
stressed central curve and short vertical strokes). This text can be dated to 
the mid fourth century: a comparable hand is found in P. Vindob. G 19815 
(CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 11b; LDAB 1271), assigned to the second 

71. See P.M. HEAD, A Newly Discovered Manuscript of Luke’s Gospel (De Hamel 
MS 386; Gregory-Aland 0312), in T.J. KRAUS – T. NICKLAS (ed.), New Testament Manu-
scripts: Their Texts and Their World, Leiden-Boston, 2006, 105-120, who proposes a date 
in the second half of the fifth century.  

72. See Pap. Flor. XXX, p. 148 (U.C. Gallici), pl. LIV. 
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half of the fourth century73. The early dates proposed by Comfort–Barrett 
(AD 200-250 in their first edition and AD 200-300 in the second edition) 
and by Jaros (AD 250-300) are incorrect.

In Ñ51 the sloping ogival majuscule shows a more advanced stage of 
development, characterised by systematic shading and curved strokes. 
Two forms of omicron are found side by side: one ogival, one reduced in 
size and raised from the baseline. Small square or rectangular ornamental 
serifs are found at the ends of thin strokes (gamma, epsilon, tau). We may 
compare this manuscript also with the Freer Gospel codex (CAVALLO–
MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 15a; LDAB 2985), assigned to the late IV or early 
fifth century. The date proposed by Jaros (AD 300-325) does not fit the 
development of this form of writing.

4. Alexandrian Majuscule

Ñ35 is written in unimodular Alexandrian majuscule74. Letters have a 
round shape and their form is regular; the strokes are curved and looped, 
with slight shading, which is more pronounced only within loops. Alpha, 
mu, and omega are looped and written in one sequence, the right oblique 
strokes of delta and lambda end with a curl, the oblique strokes of kappa 
are slightly curved. This manuscript may be compared with P. Amh. II 
190 (P. Amh. II, pl. XXIV; LDAB 1112), assigned to the late fifth or 
early sixth century. A terminus post quem for this type of writing is found 
in P. Amh. II 191 (P. Amh. II, pl. XXIV; LDAB 3331) and II 192 (P. 
Amh. II, pl. XXIV; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 8e; LDAB 3333), per-
haps coming from the same codex, the writing of which follows more 
strictly the rules of the canon; this has been assigned to the sixth century.

On the basis of the inner rules of the canon75, this writing can be 
assigned to the second half or even perhaps the late fifth century. The 
third century date, proposed by Comfort–Barrett and accepted by Jaros, is 
based on a false identification of the script and on an incorrect compari-
son with Ñ40 (written in biblical majuscule).

5. Chancery, Documentary and Book Majuscules

Ñ77 (Comfort–Barrett: AD 150-200; Jaros: AD 100-150) presents the 
characteristics of the so-called “Alexandrian chancery script of Suba-
tianus Aquila”. The editor of the text (J.D. Thomas) attributed Ñ103 to the 
same hand and probably to the same codex as Ñ77, and this identification 
was accepted by Comfort–Barrett. The upper strokes of the letters are 

73. The papyrus is assigned to the early third century in COMFORT, 2005, pp. 68, 177. 
74. COMFORT, 2005, pp. 113, 192, calls the writing of this manuscript “biblical majus-

cule”, but see footnotes 30 and 47 of the present article. 
75. Supra, §VI.1, s.v. “Alexandrian majuscule”. 
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aligned in a continuous row, forming a line from which hang the vertical 
strokes. Characteristic letters are the looped alpha, written in one or two 
sequences; epsilon, strictly bilinear and with the middle stroke extending 
toward the following letter; kappa, with a vertical stroke breaking the 
bilinearity both up and downwards; mu, with central curve and round 
external strokes; upsilon, with reduced vertical stroke and oblique strokes 
ending in swellings. This writing can be compared with BGU I 13 (AD 
289; WILCKEN, 1891, pl. XIV; TM 8908), P. Oslo III 185 (end of III; 
CAVALLO, 2005, pl. VIIb; TM 31645), and PSI II 127 (III; Pap. Flor. 
XXX, n° 36; LDAB 3230); we may, therefore, assign it to the second 
half of the third century76. 

The writing of Ñ85, Ñ116 and Ñ118 is another type of bureaucratic script, 
whose main characteristic is its round shape. Ñ85 (Jaros: AD 275-300) 
shows an advanced development towards the unimodular “Alexandrian 
stylistic class”; it may be compared with the hands E and F of P. Bodm. 
XXIX+XXX-XXXVII+XXXVIII, assigned to IV–V centuries (LDAB 
1106). In Ñ116 (Jaros: AD 175-225) the round letters (epsilon, omicron, 
sigma) are slightly elongated and the characteristic mu is written in four 
sequences, but loops or swellings are rare; this can be compared with P. 
Lond. inv. 2852 + P. Ryl III 489 (first half of IV; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 
1987, pl. 8b; LDAB 2598) and Ñ72 (first half of IV), even if the writing 
of this papyrus is quicker and less formal. Ñ118 (Jaros: AD 125-175) pre-
sents the same graphic pattern as Ñ66 (PARSONS–TURNER, 1987, pl. 63; 
probably first half of III)77, and P. Beatty IX+X (beginning of III; SEIDER, 
1970, pl. XXII, Fig. 45; pl. XXVIII, Fig. 54-55; LDAB 3090).

The writings of Ñ23 and 0308 should be assigned, in our opinion, to the 
second half of the third century AD: Ñ23 (Comfort–Barrett: about AD 200; 
Jaros: AD 150-200) is similar to PSI VIII 980 (III-IV; Pap. Flor. XXX, n° 
59; LDAB 3134) and 0308 (Jaros: AD 150-200) to P. Oxy. III 406 (III; 
CAVALLO, 1967, pl. 7b; LDAB 3500).

In Ñ70 (COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999: AD 200-300; COMFORT–BARRETT, 
2001: AD 275-300; Jaros: 175-250) and 0169 (Jaros: AD 200-250) we see 
the end of the transition from the upright severe style to the canonized 
upright ogival majuscule. These, therefore, can be compared with P. Oxy. 
XI 1352 (beginning of IV; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 12a; LDAB 
3156) and assigned to the fourth century.

The manuscript 0220 (COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999: AD 275-325; COM-
FORT–BARRETT, 2001: about AD 300; Jaros: AD 150-200) belongs to the 

76. The comparison with P. Oxy. XIII 1622 (second century; LDAB 4052), proposed 
in COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999, 2001 and JAROS, 2006, is not appropriate, since this papyrus 
belongs to a different graphic style (on which see L. DEL CORSO, La scrittura greca di età 
ellenistica nei papiri greco-egizi. Considerazioni preliminari, in Analecta papyrologica 
18-20 [2006-2008] 207-267, pp. 247-249). 

77. CRISCI, Riflessioni paleografiche (n. 48), pp. 79-81. 
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last part of the transition from the sloping severe style to the sloping 
ogival majuscule; it can be compared with P. Oxy. XXXIV 2699 (IV; 
PARSONS –TURNER, 1987, pl. 49; LDAB 279) and with the Freer Codex of 
the Gospels (IV-V; CAVALLO–MAEHLER, 1987, pl. 15a; LDAB 2985). 
The palaeographic evaluations of Comfort–Barrett and Jaros, who con-
sider this writing an expression of biblical majuscule78, are incorrect and, 
therefore, their dating cannot be accepted.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Our palaeographical investigation of Biblical papyri has shown that the 
early dates proposed by some NT scholars are not based on a careful 
study of the relevant scripts within the more general context of the devel-
opment of Greek literary hands, but rather on the wish to find early exam-
ples of the Gospels among the papyri. By extending the field to non-bib-
lical papyri and by taking into account the diverse developments within 
each script type we have on the whole vindicated the communis opinio of 
papyrologists, as laid down in the datings accepted by Nestle–Aland. 
Where our dates differ from Nestle–Aland they tend to be even somewhat 
lower than the accepted tradition, as can be seen in the table (pp. 469-
472), e.g. Ñ9, Ñ15+Ñ16, Ñ22-Ñ25, Ñ28, Ñ35, Ñ39, Ñ48, Ñ53, Ñ70, Ñ77, Ñ80, 
Ñ98, Ñ103, 0189, 0220. In only a few cases we propose an earlier date 
(Ñ18, Ñ30, Ñ64+Ñ67+Ñ4, Ñ116, 0171, 0188, 0212, 0308). There are no first 
century New Testament papyri and only very few can be attributed to the 
second century (Ñ52, Ñ90, Ñ104, probably all the second half of the cen-
tury) or somewhere between the late second and early third centuries 
(Ñ30, Ñ64+67+4, 0171, 0212). Biblical scholars should realise that some of 
the dates proposed by some of their colleagues are not acceptable to 
Greek palaeographers and papyrologists.
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ABSTRACT. — The date of the earliest New Testament papyri is nearly always 
based on palaeographical criteria. A consensus among papyrologists, palaeogra-
phers and New Testament scholars is presented in the edition of NESTLE–ALAND, 
1994. In the last twenty years several New Testament scholars (THIEDE, COM-
FORT–BARRETT, 1999, 2001 and JAROS, 2006) have argued for an earlier date of 
most of these texts. The present article analyzes the date of the earliest New 
Testament papyri on the basis of comparative palaeography and a clear distinc-
tion between different types of literary scripts. There are no first-century New 
Testament papyri and only very few papyri can be attributed to the (second half 
of the) second century. It is only in the third and fourth centuries that New Testa-
ment manuscripts become more common, but here too the dates proposed by 
COMFORT–BARRETT, 1999, 2001, and JAROS, 2006 are often too early.
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Tab. 1

Nestle–Aland LDAB Ed. princ. date AD Comfort–Barrett 

1999-2001

date AD

Jaros 
date AD

Nestle–

Aland 

date AD

Orsini 

– Clarysse 

date AD

Ñ1 2940 200-300 about 250
about 200 (2005) 

150-200 200-300 200-300

Ñ5 2780 200-300 200-225
200-250 (2005)

150-200 200-300 200-300

Ñ6 2806 475-500 not 300-400 400-500 400-450

Ñ7 2867 200-400 not 200-300 250-350 No photo

Ñ8 2856 300-400 not 300-325 300-400 300-350

Ñ9 2789 375-500 200-300
275-300 (2005)

200-300 200-300 275-325

Ñ10 3025 300-350 
[tied up with a 
contract of 316]

not 300-350 300-400 300-3f50

Ñ12 3475 275-325 285-300 285-300 250-300 250-300

Ñ13 3018 301-350 [found 
with 3rd century 
documents]

225-250
200-225 (2005)

200-225 250-350 250-350

Ñ15+Ñ16 3016 350-400 
[accompanied by 
documents]

275-300 200-250 200-300 300-400

Ñ17 3019 301-400 275-300
250-300 (2005)

250-300 300-400 300-400

Ñ18 2786 275-325 250-300 225-250 250-350 200-300

Ñ20 2768 275-300 200-300
about 200 (2005)

200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ22 2779 275-300 about 250 about 250 200-300 250-300

Ñ23 2770 300-400 about 200 150-200 200-250 250-300

Ñ24 2791 301-325 about 300
250-300 (2005)

250-300 300-400 350-400

Ñ25 2977 451-550 not 275-325 375-400 475-500

Ñ27 3010 200-300 200-300 200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ28 2785 300-375 [found 
with third-fourth 
century documents]

275-300 275-300 200-300 250-350

Ñ29 2853 275-350 200-225
about 200 (2005)

200-225 200-300 200-300

Ñ30 3017 275-350 200-225
200-250 (2005)

150-200 200-300 175-225

Ñ32 3009 200-300 150-200
100-200 (2005)

150-200 200-250 200-300
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Nestle–Aland LDAB Ed. princ. date AD Comfort–Barrett 

1999-2001

date AD

Jaros 
date AD

Nestle–

Aland 

date AD

Orsini 

– Clarysse 

date AD

Ñ35 2956 600-700 200-300 200-300 301-400? 450-500

Ñ37 2941 225-275 225-275
about 260 (2005)

225-275 250-350 250-300

Ñ38 2855 200-300 175-225 (1st ed.)
200-225 (2nd ed.) 
about 200 (2005)

175-225 300-350 250-350

Ñ39 2788 300-400 200-250
201-225 (2005)

150-200 200-300 275-300

Ñ40 3000 450-550 200-300
250-300 (2005) 

200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ45 2980 200-250 175-225 (1st ed.) 
200-225 (2nd ed.)
about 200 (2005)

190-225 200-300 200-250

Ñ46 3011 200-250 100-150 (1st ed.) 
125-175 (2nd ed.) 
150-175 (2005)

075-100 200-250 200-225

Ñ47 2778 275-300 250-300
about 250 (2005)

250-300 250-300 200-300

Ñ48 2854 200-300 200-250 (1st ed.); 
200-300 (2nd ed.); 
200-225 (2005)

250-300 250-300 325-375

Ñ49 3014 200-225 about 250 about 250 250-300 250-350

Ñ50 2861 275-325 (ca. 300) 
[Yale, but first 
editor dates 
350-450])

 275-325 (about 
300)

275-325 
(about 
300)

350-450 300-400

Ñ51 3026 300-400 not 300-325 400-450 350-450

Ñ52 2774 100-150 100-125 080-125 100-150 125-175

Ñ53 2981 about 250 about 250 
about 260 (2005)

about 250 200-300 350-400

Ñ57 2859 400-500 not 275-325 350-450 350-450

Ñ62 2993 300-350 not 275-325 300-400 300-400

Ñ64+Ñ67+Ñ4 2936 Ñ64 175-200
Ñ67 ???
Ñ4 300-400

about 150 (1st ed.) 
150-175 (2nd ed.)
150-200 (2005)

075-100 200-250 175-200

Ñ65 3012 200-300 about 250 about 250 200-300 250-350

Ñ66 2777 200-225 about 150 100 about 200-250 200-250

Ñ69 2852 200-300 about 250
200-250 (2005)

150-200 200-300 200-300

Ñ70 2942 275-325 200-300 (1st ed.)
275-300 (2nd ed.)

175-250 200-300 300-350
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Nestle–Aland LDAB Ed. princ. date AD Comfort–Barrett 

1999-2001

date AD

Jaros 
date AD

Nestle–

Aland 

date AD

Orsini 

– Clarysse 

date AD

Ñ71 2947 300-400 about 300 
not in 2nd ed.

300-325 300-400 375-400

Ñ72 2565 200-300 275-325
about 300 (2005)

200-300 250-350 300-350

Ñ75 2895 175-225 about 175 (1st ed.)
175-200 or 
200-225 (2nd ed.)
175-200 (2005)

150-200 200-250 200-250

Ñ77 2937 175-200 150-200 100-150 150-250 250-300

Ñ78 2846 200-325 275-325 (ca. 300) 275-325 
(ca. 300)

250-350 250-350

Ñ80 2795 250-300 about 250
about 260 (2005)

about 250 200-300 550-600

Ñ81 3068 300-350 not 250-300 300-400 350-400

Ñ82 2858 300-425 not 200-300 350-450 300-400

Ñ85 2794 published without 
date

not 275-300 350-450 375-425

Ñ86 2946 300-325 about 300 200-300 300-400 300-400

Ñ87 3013 200-225 100-150 (1st ed.)
125-175 (2nd ed.)

075-125 200-300 200-250

Ñ88 2909 375-400 not 275-300 300-400 350-400

Ñ89 3020 350-400 not 275-325 300-400 300-400

Ñ90 2775 100-200 150-200 100-150 100-200 150-200

Ñ91 2851 about 250 about 250
250-300 (2005)

150-200 200-300 200-300

Ñ92 3008 250-350 275-325 (ca. 300) about 300 250-350 250-350

Ñ95 2801 200-225 200-300; 
about 200 (2005)

200-300 200-300 200-225

Ñ98 2776 100-200 100-200; 
about 150 (2005)

100-125 100-200 
(?)

200-250

Ñ100 2769 200-400 275-325 (2nd ed.)
about 225-275 
(2005)

about 250 250-350 200-300

Ñ101 2939 200-300 200-300 200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ102 2943 250-325 about 300 about 300 250-350 300-400

Ñ103 2938 175-225 150-200 100-150 150-250 200-300

Ñ104 2935 175-200 100-150 (1st ed.)
100-125 (2nd ed.)

075-125 100-200 100-200

Ñ106 2781 200-250 200-250 (2nd ed.) 200-250 200-300 200-300

Ñ107 2782 200-300 200-225 (2nd ed.) about 200 200-300 200-300
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Nestle–Aland LDAB Ed. princ. date AD Comfort–Barrett 

1999-2001

date AD

Jaros 
date AD

Nestle–

Aland 

date AD

Orsini 

– Clarysse 

date AD

Ñ108 2783 200-300 about 200 (2nd ed.) about 200 200-300 200-300

Ñ109 2784 200-300 150-200 (2nd ed.) about 150 200-300 200-300

Ñ110 7156 300-350 275-300 (2nd ed.)
250-300 (2005)

200-250 300-400 300-400

Ñ111 7157 200-250 200-250 (2nd ed.) 200-250 200-300 200-300

Ñ113 7159 200-300 200-300 (2nd ed.) 200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ114 7160 200-300 200-300 (2nd ed.)
250-300 (2005)

200-300 200-300 200-300

Ñ115 7161 275-325 250-300 (2nd ed.)
about 250 (2005)

200-250 250-350 250-350

Ñ116 7311 550-650 not 175-225 550-650 300-350

Ñ117 10034 375-425 not 300-325 350-450 300-400

Ñ118 10081 200-300 not 125-175 200-300 200-300

0160 2944 300-400 not 275-325 300-500 300-350

0162 2787 300-400 about 300 250-325 250-350 300-400

0169 2793 300-400 not 200-250 300-400 300-400

0171 2982 300-400 175-225 (1st ed.)
about 300 (2nd ed.) 

175-225 300-350 175-225

0188 2910 600-700 not 275-325 300-400 400-500

0189 2848 300-325 275-325 (1st ed.)
175-225 (2nd ed.)
about 200 (2005)

275-325 150-250 300-400

0206 3067 300-400 not 300-325 300-400 350-400

0212 3071 200-300 not 222 before 200-300 175-225

0220 2995 200-300 275-325 (1st ed.)
about 300 (2nd ed.)

150-200 200-300 350-400

0232 2805 250-300 275-325 (ca. 300) not 400-500 400-450

0308 7162 300-400 not 150-200 300-400 250-300

0312 113920 250-300 not 250-300 400-500 450-500

Var. 29 
(RGCP 1976, 

p. 353)

5425 200-300 200-300 200-300  275-325
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