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antagonism or even disinterest in their contents, but rather
reflect the veneration accorded to holy texts."1® yigse
points out that the scribal colophons

conform to the closing squiggles found in other
monastic manuscripts. It should be noted that
they lack the kind of disparaging remarks and
warnings which one expects to find with heretical
books copied for the purpose of refutation.16

J. Robinson concurs:

These scribal notes, together with the scribes'
care to correct error and even add small
explanatory glosses and reading ailds, tend to
indicate that the scribes were of a religious
persuasion congenial to the contents they were
copying.1?

A further difficulty with S&dve-Sidderbergh's refutation
hypothesis is the care with which the library was hidden:
burial in a sealed jar, itself protected in a cave, .

certainly suggests safekeeping. The usual method of
-

disposal of heretical works was by burning or immersion in

water.18 5, Robinson notes that "the fact that the Nag

Hammadi library was hidden in a jar suggests the intention
not to eliminate but to preserve the books."1°

Corroboration of this conjecture is provided by twe of the

1531 Robinson, NHLE, 17.

1BE‘rederik Wisse, "Gnosticism and Early Monasticism in
Egypt." Gnosis: Festchrift fiir Hans Jonas (ed. B. Aland;
GOttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978} 435.

17 ;. Robinson,NHLE, 18.

18 Ibid., 20. See also Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels
{New York: Vintage Books, 1981) xviii.

1 7 Robinson, NHLE, 20.




texts of the library which refer to their being stored for
safekeeping in a mountain until the end of time.20

If Save-Sdderbergh's conclusion that "the library
cannot reflect the dogmas of one sect, however broadminded

and syncretistic"?l pemgins open to question, another point

is more certain. The writings do not conform to the
heresiologists' description of various gnostic groups and
their beliefs: "the heresiologists' sects at times do not
correlate well with the new texts, in that the new texts
often do not clearly fit the previously assumed sects, or
fit several, but not one to the exclusion of the others."22
Thus, attempts at a facile classification are frustrated by
the lack of trustworthiness of the reports of the Church
Fathers2 and by the internal diversity of the Nag Hammadi
collection itself. MacRae describes this diversity:

Not only does it contain an even greater variety

of literary genres than the New Testament

(‘gospels', acts, epistles, apocalypses,

dialogues, treatises, revelation discourses,
prayers, etc.), but in terms of content it

2D 1pid., 20-21.
2:I'S:=.ive-—Si'jdt-e::'bergh, "Holy Scriptures," 3.

z!.'J'rzuues Robinson, "Sethians and Johannine Thought: The
Trimorphic Protennoia and the Prologue of the Gospel of
John," The Rediscovery of Gnosticism: Proceedings of the
International Conference on Gnosticism at Yale New Haven,
Connecticut, March 28-31, 1878, Vol. 2: Sethian Gnosticism

(ed. Bentley Layton; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1$81) 643.
Hereafter cited as Sethian Gnosticism.
23Frederick Wisse, "Stalking those Elusive Sethians,"
Sethian Gnosticism 71.




embraces several different types of works, both
Gnostic and non-Gnostic.24

Among the latter texts there are three previously known
Hermetic writings, some Christian wisdom literature and a
passage of Plato's Republic badly translated into Sahidic.25
Among the gnostic writings are several that are unmistakably
Valentinian or Christian gnostic while others are only

superficially christianized.
Codex XIII, 1

Unlike the other codices of the Nag Hammadi library,

the leather cover of Codex XIII is missing.26 J. Robinson

suggests that the eight leaves now referred to as Codex XIII
were removed from a separate codex in late antiguity and
placed inside the front cover of Codex VI.Z! one motive of
this placement was a concern to preserve the integrity of

the essay within the perhaps limited space of the Nag

Hammadi library.? s, Robinson emphasizes the external
considerations: "the size of a tractate may have been more

decisive in determining whether it should be included at a

MacRae, "Nag Hammadi," 151.

Ibid.
26James Robinson, "The Construction of the Nag Hammadi
Codices," Essays on the Nag Hammadi Texts (NHS 6; ed. M.
Krause; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975) 171.

2 1biaq.

28James Robinson, "Inside the Front Cover of Codex VI,"
Essays on the Texts of Nag Hammadi in Honour of Alex Bohlig
{NHS 3; ed. M. Krause; Leiden: E., J. Brill, 1972) 81-2.




certain place than was content (within of course certain
1imits)."2 <Thus Codex XIII was placed inside the front
cover of Codex VI, not because of any readily apparent
affinities of content but because the two are similar in
size .30

J. Robinson observes that "Codex XIII made use of at
least one roll, but since only eight leaves were preserved,
one cannct readily assess the original size of the codex as
a whole."3! Based on the number of missing pages and the
length of the long version of the ApocJn, ¥Yvonne Janssens

conjectures that the original contents consisted of a long

version of the ApocJn, the untitled tractate known as On the

Origin of the World (IXI,5 and XIII,2) and TriProt: "In this

way Codex XIII would have formed an important barbelognostic

triptych."® If Janssens' hypothesis that the ApocJn was

eliminated hecause the library already possessed several
copies is correct,® her hypothesis may lend support to J.
Robinson's conjecture that the present library derives from

at least three smaller collections.3
James Robinson, "0On the Codicology of the Nag Hammadi
Codices," Les Textes de Nag Hammadi (NHS 7; ed. J. E.
Ménard; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975) 18.

a).:I. Robinson, "Inside the Front Cover," 82.

3l 7. Robinson, "On the Codicology," 28.

Yvonne Janssens, La Prdtenncia Trimorphe (Bibliothéque

Copte de Nag Hammadi, Textes 4. Québec: Presses Université
Laval, 1978) 2.

3 1pid.

4 J. Robinson, NHLE 15.
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The physical evidence of the cartonnage indicates that
binding and copying of the Nag Hammadi library took place
sometime shortly before 350 c.e.3, The author of TriProt
and its place of composition are unknown:;3 the tractate was
originally written in Greek and a small number of Greek
words are retained in the text. At an unknown date the text
was translated "... from Greek into the Sahidic dialect of
Coptic (with Lycopolitan deviations)".37

John Turner holds that the first compositional layer of

TriProt, the aretalogical material, probably existed before

100 c'e'aaand that the present form of the essay may have
been reached by 150 c.e.39, G. Robinson cautions that
because of its complex redactional history, the question of
the date of composition of TriProt remains problematic, ¥
but she nevertheless estimates that the final form of

TriProt may have been reached by the beginning of the second

35Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (Garden City:
Doubleday, 1987) 86. All citations of the TriProt text are
from Layton's translation unless otherwise noted.

*® Ibia.

3?G. Robinson "Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII, 1).," Anchor
Bible Dictionary {(Garden City: Doubleday, 1989) 2. Cited in
typescript.

aaJohn Turner, "Sethian Gnosticism: ' A Literary History,"
Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism and Early Christianity (eds. C.
Hedrick and R. Hodgson Jr.; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson,
1986) 71.

® Ibid., 74.

{)G. Rebinson, "Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII, 1}." 4.



century of the common era.4l 1t is one thing to determine a

terminus ad guem for composition based on the cartonnage.

But since no datable references are contained in the
document, it is impossible to determine with any certainty
the actual date of composition, and a_ fortiori impossible to
know the date of composition of its various component parts.

Present comprehension and translation of the text are
made more difficult by the "unfortunately badly lacunary
state of the manuscript;"42 jt is particularly the top lines
of each page that are not intact.

As recently as 1977 Robert Wilson could observe that
study of this text was only beginning: "We are not yet at
the stage of definitive editions and accepted versions." 4
Janssens' establishment of the French text came about in two

steps. The first edition of Prdtenncia Trimorphe which

appeared in Le Muséon in 1974 4 was based only on

photographs of the Coptic text; her second and definitive

version in 1978 benefits from Jacques E. Ménard's meticulous

Yvonne Janssens, "Une source gnostigque du Prologue?"
L'évangile de Jean: sources, rédaction, théoleogie (BETL
44; ed. M. de Jonge; Leuven: Leuven University Press,
Gembloux,: Duculot, 1977) 355. Translation by author.

43 Robert Mcl. Wilson, "The Trimorphic Protennoia," Gnosis

and Gnosticism (NHS 8; ed. M. Krause; Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1977) 50.

4“ ¥Yvonne Janssens, "Le Codex XIII de Nag Hammadi," Le_

Muséon 87 (1974) 341-413.

12
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examination of the papyrus itself.45 por this reason I rely
on Janssens' translation of the Coptic;:; however, for this
paper, citations are from the most recent English
translation, that of Bentley Layton.

The other leading scholars of TriProt are the Berlin
group with Hans-Martin Schenke, Carsten Colpe and Gesine
Robinson (formerly Schenke}; the latter established the

definitive German translation and commentary.46 f¢he German

scholars disagree with Janssens on both reconstruction and
interpretation of the text.4¥

Manuscript evidence joins Codex XIYI with Codex II; J.
Robinson explains that

they are the only two codices which we know lacked
Coptic pagination:; their dimensions are very
similar 28.0 vs 28.4 in height, 13.9 vs 13.8 in
width at the centre of the quire; the scribal
hands are so similar they have been at times taken
to be by the same hand; the two codices have at
least one tractate in common (On_the Origin of the

World) .48

Janssens, lLa Prétennoia Trimorphe, v-vi and J. E. Ménard
"La Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi," Nag Hammadi and
Gnosis (NHS 14; ed. R. McL. Wilson; Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1978) 109.

ﬁsGesine Schenke, Die Driegestaltige Protennoia (Nag
Hammadi Codex XTII) Texte und Untersuchugon 132 (Berlin:
Akademie Verlag, 1984).

#TThe Berlin group have endeavoured to present a complete
and unbroken text but some of their reconstruction is
guestioned by other scholars. See Ménard's review of G.
Schenke's Die Driegestaltige Protenncia (Nag Hammadi Codex
XIIY) in Biblioteca Orientalis 42, no.516, (1986) 718.

48J. Robinson, "Inside the Front Cover," 81 and Janssens,
La Prétenncia Trimorphe 2.




The fibre direction is unusual in codices II, XII, and XIII:
these codices, or parts of them, are an exception to the

usual rule that horizontal fibres face up.49 ¢pe reievance,

if any, of these scribal and codicological similarities is
not immediately apparent. As J. Robinson observes, "much
codicological information does not readily aid in sub-

classifying the material."®
Contents

TriProt is a gnostic revelation discourse. The text is
divided into three sections which proclaim the three
descents of the heavenly redeemer, Protennoia. PFirst she
appears as Father or Voice: "It is I who am first thought,
the thinking that exists..."(35:1); second as Mother or
Sound: "It is I who am the sound that was shown forth hy my
thinking"(42:4); and third as Son or Word: "It is I who am
the Word that exists..."(46:5).

Janssens notes a curious circularity within the triple

manifestation:

It is certainly a gquestion of a trinity: the
Father, the Mother, the Son (p. 37). As an image
of the Invisible Spirit, Protennoia is the Father
of all the aeons, but also the Mother from which
the All has received its image (p. 38). Then the
perfect Son (p. 37) is manifest to the Aeons which
emanated from him {(of which he is then the

4933 Robinson, "Inside the ¥ront Cover," 81 and "On the
Codicology.," 30.

50J. Robinson, "On the Codicology.," 30.
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15
Father... so that the Father, the Mother and the
Son really (only) are one!S5l
Kurt Rudolph concurs that TriProt describes an essential
unity within trinity: "... 'the doctrine of the Epiphany' -
the cosmological and soteriological role of the personified
'first thought' of the primal Father is developed in the

form of a trinitarian doctrine."52 G. Robinson notes the

androgyny of the three forms of the divine triad: "as the
first thought of the primal Father, the Invisible Spirit,
she has a masculine aspect whenever she represents him. But
as his partner (42.8) she has a female aspect, and
appearing in the Logos she bears the aspect of divine
sonship” . 53

Reading between the lines, as he himself recommends , %
Rudolph concludes, "behind the Protenncia there also stand
features of a universal deity, such as the gnostics
Irequently employ of their dialectic thinking; we recall

the figure of Wisdom."55

5J'Yvonne Janssens, "The Trimorphic Protenncia and the
Fourth Gospel," The New Testament and Gnosis: Essays in
Honour of Robert McLachan Wilson (eds. A.H.B. Logan and
A.J.M. Wedderburn; Edinburgh: Clark, 1983) 230.
52Kur’c Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of
Gnosticism (trans. P. Coxon, K. Kuhn and R. McL. Wilson;
San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987) 322, and Jacques Ménard
De la gnose au manichéisme (Paris: Cariscript, 1986) 141,

5aG. Robinson, "Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII, 1)," 3.

4 Rudolph, Gnosis, 71.

% 1pid. 141.



Christian Elements

Valentinianism, a major form of Christian gnosticism,
is usually considered the crowning glory of gnosticism; it

is one of the greatest and most influential gnostic

schools.% According to MacRae, Valentinianism is authentic
Christian gnosticism which attests to an ongoing trajectory
from non-Christian to Christian gnosticism. pearson holds

that the Apocryphon of John (NHC III,1) may elucidate this

trajectory since one can clearly discern in ApocJn multiple
stages of literary development, and the redactional process
of christianization.® 7ryus the compositional history of
ApocJn appears analagous to the classic example of Eugnostos

the Blessed (NHC III.3; v,1) a gnostic writing provided with

the Christian framework of a dialogue between Christ and the
disciples. In this revised form it is also found in the Nag

Hammadi collection as the Sophia of Jesus Christ [NHC

III.4). However, it is the writings that are non-Christian,
perhaps even pre-Christian, that are of primary importance

to gnostic studies today.®

MacRae, "Nag Hammadi," 149.

Birger Pearson, "The Problem of 'Jewish Gnostic'
Literature," Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism and Early Chritianity
(eds. C. Hedrick and R. Hodgson Jr.; Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1986) 19-20.

59 Stroumsa, Another Seed, 6.

1&
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Following Martin Krause's classification of the Nag
Haxmadi library, TriProt is an example of a "... Christian
reworking of originally non-Christian writings."60 J,
Robinscon includes TriProt among those texts that have

an occasional but unmistakable Christian reference

which, however, seems so external to the main

thrust of the text that one may be inclined to

think it was added by a Christian editor,

translator or scribe to what had been originally
composed as a non-Christian text,"6l

Most scholars concur that the christianization of TriProt
is secondary and superficial,® a Christian veneer.S
An example of secondary christianization is found in

the inserting of the name Christ in a list of synonyms that
comprises a prose introduction to a probably traditional
hymn: "“They praised the perfect child, the anointed
(Christ), the deity, the only begotten..." {TriProt 38:22-
3}. Similarly, in a cosmological text, it is said that the
eternal realms or aeons had been engendered by the deity,
the anointed one (Christ), who was himself engendered
{39.7).% rThis appending of the name "Christ" is ill
integrated into the text. As G. Robinson observes: "It may

MacRae, "Nag Hammadi," 152.

6l ;. Robinson, NHLE, 9.

62 James Robinson, "Gnosticism and the New Testament,"”
Gnosis: Festschrift fir Hans Jonas (ed. B. Aland;
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978) 129 n.19.

2 Pearson, "Jewish Elements," 153.

For this point I follow the translaticns of Turner and
Janssens. Layton states that the Coptic text may be
corrupt here (p.92 note b}); however, his use of an active
rather than a passive verb does not seem justified.



also be noted from other Sethian texnts that this seems to

have bheen the simplest way to 'Christianize' externally a

gnostic text."68 pyen Wilson, with his position in favour
of the integral character of the Christian elements in
TriProt, admits that these two usages of the name of Christ
may be secondary.66

Wilson asserts that the usage of "Christ" in "they (the
archons) thought that I was their Christ" (49.7) appears
more integral to the text.® The manuscript, however, 1is so
lacunary at this point that it is well-nigh impossible to
evaluate his Jjudgment. Again it is noteworthy that the
possibly Christian reference occurs in the baptismal
material of Layer B, not in the aretalogical kernel {or base
layer A) of the writing.

An interesting, possibly Christian, gloss occurs at
37:31. In a prose narration Protennoia, or more precisely
the sound which derives from Protenncia's thinking and
eXxists as voice, asserts that she ancinted the only-begotten
one. The manuscript is damaged and the actual use of XC, (a
standard scribal abbreviation of Christos), is conjectural.
Layton's reconstruction reads: "|the| only-begotten, who is

Gesine Robinson, "The Trimorphic Protenncia and the
Prologue of the Fourth Gospel," Essays on Antiguity and
Christianity in Honor of James M. Robinson (eds. James T.
Sanders, Charles Hedrick and Hans Dieter Betz; Sonona:
Polebridge Press, 1989 (forthcoming) 11. Cited in
typescript.

66Wilson."The Trimorphic Protennoia," 52.

a'Ibid.: Turner's translation.

18
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the anointed (Christ) |and| whom I myself anointed with

glory" (37:30-31).8 715 this context of anointing, the
possible reference need not be specifically Christian at
all. Certainly the Jewish tradition also refers to
"anointed ones". Since anointing seems to been an integral
part of early Christién baptismal rites, it may well have
been important in gnostic baptismal circles as well.69
Protennoia states: "For a third time I showed myself
forth to them within their bodies, existing as a verbal
expression (or Word)" (47:13-15). TLayton notes that the use
of the word "bodies", or literally "tents" is a traditional

metaphor of the fleshly body as the residence of the inner

person or self.® 71, the Hebrew wisdom tradition, Sirach
uses the same vocabulary to express the fact that God
commands Wisdom to pitch her tent and find a dwelling place
in Israel (Sir 24:8). Similarly, in the johannine prologue
the Word dwelt (Jn 1:14, eskencosen) among us. Stroumsa,
however, asserts that this reference in TriProt is to Jesus

Christ: "...on his third appearance the saviour is called

58 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 91.

E;For the ongoing debate concerning the physical reality of
gnostic baptismal practice, see Layton, Gnostic Scriptures
19; H.-M. Schenke, "The Phenomenon and Significance of
Gnostic Sethianism," Sethian Gnosticism 602-607; Turner,
"Literary History.," 58 and 66-69; Maddela Scopello, "Un
Rituel idéal d4d'intronisation," Nag Hammadi and Gnosis (NHS
14; ed. R. MclL. Wilson: Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978) 91-95;
and David Tripp, "Gnostic Worship: the State of the
Question," Studia Liturgica 17 (1987) 210-219.

K)Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 98 n.47a.
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logos in TriProt 47:13-15 where the reference to Jesus is
manifest."7l While the reference is to divine presence, the
terminology is not specifically nor necessarily Christian;
Stroumsa appears to have been misled by the use of the word

logos. Thus Stroumsa's designation of TriProt as a

Christian gnostic work, 72 peeds modification to indicate the
superficiality of the christianization. Stroumsa's error
does, however, point out the affinity in vocabulary and
imagery between TriProt and the sapiential tradition.

A clearly Christian but puzzling element is found in
the ending: "I put on Jesus; I extracted him from the
accursed wood: and I made Him stand at rest in the dwelling
places of his parent" (50:13-16}. The reference is clearly
to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ; however, the docetic
christology of gnosticism more often refers to the
crucifixion as apparent? rather than accursed. In Turner's
view, the final redaction of the writing was made not by an
apostolic or orthodox Christian but by a redactor whose
interests were polemically Sethian; 7?4 this hypothesis does
not really clarify the image.

Following the interpolation concerning baptism (47:35-

48:35), G. Robinson discerns a double interpolation {(49:7-

2 1pida., 100.

zaRudolph, Gnosis, 169.

% Turner, "Literary History,"” 65 n.4 and 75.
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49:22 and 50:12-15) describing the incognito descent of
Protennoia. She notes that this interpolation not only
interrupts the ongoing train of thought but also that the
concept of an incognito descent is common in Christian

gnosticism but is completely foreign to other parts of

TriProt.7 ghe suggests that the passage only makes sense
if it is read as a gnostic attempt to illuminate or correct

certain christological titles and concepts applied to Jesus
by early Christianity.?® Thus, H.-M. Schenke concurs, the

interpolztion is best understood as a polemic against

orthodox Christianity.?? this is not to suggest that this
double interpolation was of necessity developed in view of a
specific NT text. G. Robinson holds rather that "the
imprecise allusions to titles indicate that one has to do
with orally circulating tradition."® Her conclusion is
that the whole double interpolation "... might have been an
independent fragment of tradition, which in the process of
the Christianizing of Gnosticism found its way into our text
and thus effected an overlaving of diverging strands of

tradition."79

G. Robinson, "Prologue," 12.

B Ibid. and J. Robinson, "Sethians," 648 citing G. Schenke.

T?Hans—Martin Schenke, "The Phenomenon and Significance of
Gnostic Sethianism," Sethian Gnosticism 610,

B G. Robinson, "Prologue," 13.

B 1pid., 14.




Although the academic consensus that TriProt is only
superficially christianized is strong, it is not unanimous.
Since Janssens' original position was that TriProt was a
Barbeloite text and therefore Christlan gnostic,® t¢here was
no need for her to discuss secondary christianization. More
recently she admits that "it is very possible, as a number

of exegetes maintain, that the Trimorphic Protenncia

underwent a later Christianization."8l Unfortunately, she

does not disassociate herself from Wilson's hypothesis that
TriProt may have been a Christian gnostic essay subseguently
de-christianized.® Wilson provides neither a logical
explanation of how the hypothetical de-christianization of
TriProt took place not does he present textual evidence to
support his conclusion that "... the Christian element in
the text as it now stands is rather stonger than the Berlin
group have recognised."8 Wilson's logic is not compelling,
as a number of scholars point out. H.-M. Schenke contends
that Wilson "... exaggerates the value of the occurrence in
our texts of single words of the New Testament as being an

indication of Christian influence."® ¢, M. Tuckett

concurs: "“There is nothing in TriProt to suggest that the

J. Robinson, "Sethians," 653.
8]'.)‘anssens, "Fourth Gospel," 242.
® 1bid., 243.

Wilson, "Trimorphic Protennoia," 54,

Schenke, "Phenomenon," 608.

22



author was acgqguainted with synoptic tradition, even
indirectly. Alleged links with that tradition turn out to

be illusory."85

Thus, I agree with G. Robinson's position that TriProt

is not only a valuable example of non-Christian gnosticism,
but is significant because "... the indiwvidual Christian
motifs and elements that have flowed into it attest already
the discussions of the variegated religious streams in the
early period of Christianity."8 Moreover, if one accepts
the academic consensus that TriProt is a Sethian writing,
then TriProt supports the view that "... in the case of
Sethianism there never took place a genuine penetration of
Christian thought, in the sense of a fusion such as one

finds for example in Valentinianism."87

Sethian Material
If one can readily agree with the Berlin group that
TriProt demonstrates a superficial christianization, it is
more difficult to agree entirely with their unqualified
classification of the work as Sethian.
Hans-Martin Schenke has borrowed the term "Sethian"”

from the patristic heresiologists88 {5 gescribe the

C. M. Tuckett, Nag Hammadi and the Gospel Tradition:
Synoptic Tradition in the Nag Hammadi Library (Edinburgh:
T.& T. Clark, 1986) 25.

&53. Robinson, "Sethians,” 650 citing G. Schenke.

8'?G. Robinscn, "Prologue," 10-11.
8, Schenke, "Phenomenon," 590.

23



phenomenon of an early gnostic sect and system, i.e. a

complex of interconnected basic beliefs and basic

concepts.8 pccording to Pearson, the essentials of the
Sethian-Gnostic system include the following elements:

the figure of Seth, son of Adam, who functions
both as a heavenly being and as a redeemer, and
whose spiritual descendants constitute the Gnostic
elect; a primordial divine Triad of Father
{socmetimes called 'Anthropos' or 'Man'), Mother
{*Barbelo!'), and Son ('Autogenes','Adamas' etc);
four *luminaries! (Harmozel, Oroiael, Daveithe,
and Eleleth) of the divine Son Autogenes:; and an
apocalyptic schematization of history, focusing on
the judgment of the Creator and his archons in the
flood, in fire (Sodom and Gomorrah), and in the
end-time,90

In addition, Pearson notes that Wisdom or Sophia, as
well as the evil demiurge Yaldabaoth, are found in the
Sethian system but are not considered specifically Sethian
since they occur in other early gnostic writings as well.®l
J. Robinson points out that a similar inference, that the
presence of the name Barbelo is not a specific

characteristic of Sethianism, could also be drawn.® gegine

Robinson, however, accepts the designation of the writing as
Sethian because of the reference to Barbelo, the female

deity of the Sethian divine triad.®

G. Robinson, "Prologue," 5. See also H.-M. Schenke,
"Discussion," Sethian Gnosticism 685.

g)Pearson, "Development,"” Self-Definition 153.

% Ibiq.
92.3. Robinson, "Sethians," Sethian Gnosticism 645.
a3

G. Robinson, "Prologue," 4.
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It is difficult, however, to accept the ungqualified
classification of TriProt as Sethian since the name Seth and
the term Sethian never appear in the writing. Nevertheless,
both H.-M. Schenke and Pearson include TriProt in the
Sethian text group.% gcarsten Colpe describes TriProt as
"... clearly Sethian"% gngq v,,, a classic within the
Sethian corpus."9%

G. Robinson clearly admits the textuwal absence of the
name Seth but asserts that TriProt's Sethian classification
is confirmed by the designation of Protennoia as Barbelo -
the female deity of the Sethian divine triad. ¥ 1¢ is,
however, important to note that the one equation of
Protennoia and Barbelo (38:9) occurs in a prose section that
Turner considers a Sethian expansion of the original
document.® ag 3 sethian redactor related Protennoia to
Barbelo, so also Turner suggests both figures can be related
to Sophia speculation:

In the gnostic texts, Sophia functions at many

levels under various names in a highly complex
Schenke, "Phenomenon," 588 and Birger Pearscon, "The
Figure of Seth in Gnostic Literature," Sethian Gnosticism
475.

QSCarsten Colpe, "Pagan, Jewish and Christian Traditions in
the Texts from Nag Hammadi III," Jahrbuch fiir Antike wund
Christentum (1974), cited from an unpublished translation
by J. S. Kloppenborg, 119.

% Ibid., 122.
ng. Robinson, "Proclogue," 4 and “"Trimorphic Protennoia
(NHC XIXI, 1)," 3.

8 Turner,"Literary History," 63.
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way. She functions as a creator and savior figure
on a higher level as the divine Thought, which
increasingly distinguishes itself from the high
deity through various modalities, and which gives
rise to the divine image in which man is made.®

In contrast to those scholars who attempt to define and
interpret Sethian gnosticiasm are those who debate the very

exlstence of such a system or sect. Wisse is the most

wvehement :

The heresiological references to the Sethians
appear to be due to a wrongheaded approach and
false assumptions. We are forced to the
conclusion that there never was a sect properly or
improperly called Sethian. The name should be
eliminated from the lists of gnostic schools and
sects. The views and books which until now have
been called Sethian will need another and better-
founded explanation.l®

R. Van den Broek concurs and refers to the "alleged Sethian

sect." 101

Whether or not a Sethian sect or system ever existed,
TriProt is included in the German reconstruction of the
Sethian system. This is primarily because the mythological

material in TriProt corresponds closely to the Gospel of the

Egyptians (NHC IIX,2),1® {he pase writing of the Sethian

reconstruction effort.3 Thus MacRae refers to TriProt_ as

9 1pia. 57.

10 Wisse, "Stalking," Sethian Gnosticism 573.

101 R. van den Broek, "The Present State of Gnostic Studies,"

Vigilae Christianae 37 (1983), 56

2 g, Robinson, "Prologue," § and H.-M. Schenke

"Discussion,™ Sethian Gnosticism 685,

103 G. Schenke, cited in J. Robinson "Sethians," Sethian

Gnosticism 647.
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"...apparently Sethian"1% yhjle the Berlin group is more
emphatic: "... the material presupposed in the whole is the
Sethian system."10B

The characteristics of Sethian gnosticism are
elucidated by H.-M. Schenke's analysis: "... the occurrence
of the figure and name of Seth (along with his equivalents
such as 'child of the child' or 'Allogenes') in our text

group seems to me essential and basic."106 TriProt does not

meet this basic and essential criterion. Pearson reviews
one possible reference to Seth and concludes that TriProt
does not meet this criterion "unless the term ‘'son of man!

in Trim. Prot. 49:19 is to be understood as referring to a

manifestation of Seth."1%7 rthis is possible but not certain
since in other works "... it does rot appear that Seth is
ever given the simple title 'Son of Man' either in his
heavenly or his earthly manifestation,"108

Secondly, Schenke considers as especially
characteristic "the self-designation and self-understanding

of our Gnostics as the 'seed of Seth' which runs thoughout

04 George MacRae, "Gnosticism and the Church of John's
Gospel," Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism and Early Christianity
(eds. C. Hedrick and R. Hodgson Jr.; Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1986) 91. '

105 J. Robinson, "Sethians," Sethian Gnosticism 647, c¢iting
G. Schenke.

106 H.-M. Schenke, "Phenomenon," 591.
107 Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 486 n.49.
1.

Ibid. 486,
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these texts, either verbatim or in the form of synonyms
('the unshakeable race’, 'great race', etc.).1® paarsen
agrees that an important feature of gnostic speculation on
Seth is the idea that the gnostics constitute a special
'race' of Seth. He considers this self-designation to be
the most important feature of what may be called Sethian
Gnosticism.10 jpgain TriProt does not meet this criterion
since the terms 'seed of Seth', 'race of Seth', 'great race’
and 'unshakeable race' do not occur.

Certainly the gnostics addressed in TriProt are
considered, or consider themselves to be a special group, a
people set apart from the rest of humanity.- This self-
understanding is not necessarily gnostic or Sethian, as the
Hebrew scriptures clearly attest. Protennocia teaches "all
those who were offspring of the light" (37:19); this
gnostic designation is not specifically Sethian. In this
context G. Robinson asserts that "... the whole text is
permeated with the basic Sethian concept of Gnostics as the
seed or offspring of Seth."l11 vyet the author of TriProt
only specifies that Protennoia's followers are offspring and

children of the light. Later redactors and readers related

109 Schenke, 591. 1In his study of the gnostic designation
The Tmmovable Race (NHS 29; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985),
Michael Williams cautions against equating Sethians and the

immovable race (204-207). There are no references to
TriProt in the text and only four in the notes.
110

Pearscn, "Figure of Seth," 489.

ll:I'G. Robinson, "Prologue," 6.
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this concept to Seth and to Christ, but the syncretistic
milieu of the first centuries must have provided referents
other than Seth and/or Christ exclusively. Sophia, for
instance, presents another possible referent.

According to Rudolph, Protennoia's soterioclogical role
as a gnostic redeemer figure is clearly parallel to the role
of Seth in the Sethian text group.ll2 paarson explains that

"in the Trimorphic Protennoia the role of Seth has been

bypassed; the heavenly Mother ('Protenncia') puts on Jesus
herself, without first having become manifest as Seth."113
Surely one is justified in asking why, if the role of Seth
has been bypassed, the tractate should still be classified
as Sethian.

As part of the raticnale for designating TriProt as
Sethian, the Berlin group cites the colophon of the essay:
"A Sacred Scripture written by the Father with perfect
Knowledge" (50:23). They suggest that Seth as the Father of

true humanity is to be understood as the Father who authored

IriProt.M4 gych a reading is a possibility but remains
conjectural and totally without textual basis. The colophon
of Codex VII reads: "This book belongs to the fatherhood.
It is the son who wrote it. Bless me, 0 father. I bless

you, 0 father, in peace. Amen." (127:28-32). Both J.

312 pudolph, Gnosis, 140.

Pearson, "Figure of Seth,” 497 n.88.

1b&J. Robinson, "Sethians," 647 citing the Berlin group.
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Robinson and Wisse relate the !'fatherhood' to the monastic
leadership of the monastery.1 although the colophons may
differ in that the one in TriProt appears more integral to
the text, while in Codex VII the colophon is clearly
scribal, 1t is clear that Seth is not the only possible
paternal referent.

The cosmology referred to in TriProt presents mythic
characters which also figure in clearly Sethian writings.
Pearson's summary of the essentials of the Sethian-gnostic
system!6 jncludes the presence of the four luminaries or
light givers (Harmozel, Oroiael, Daveithe and Eleleth). In
TriProt there are references to these figures at 38:33 to
39:5 and at 48:29;: for H.-M. Schenke this would clearly
argue for including TriProt within the Sethian group.l7 g
Robinson considers the Demiurge Yaltabaoth = Saklas = Samael
(39:27f) to be part of the Sethian system; 118 in contrast,
Pearson contends that the figure of Yaldabaoth is not
specifically Sethian for it occurs in other early gnostic

systems and mythic structures as well.l18

In summary, it may be said that TriProt does not meet

certain fundamental criteria of the Sethian text group:

J. Robinson, NHLE 18 and Wisse, "Early Monasticism,"
435, n.1§.

16 Pearson, "Development," 153.

11z Schenke, "Phgnomenon,“ 597.

us J. Robinson, "Sethians," 647 citing the Berlin group.

Pearson, "Development," 153.
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neither the name of Seth nor the self-designation of the
gnostics as the race of Seth is found unambiguously in the
text. Nevertheless, there clearly are similarities with
other writings which are preoccupied with the figure and
role of Seth, most notably in the area of cosmology. It
seems noteworthy that all the material which H.-M. Schenke
considers indicative of Sethianism are in the second person
plural. This is a clear grammatical difference from the
aretalogical material of Layer A and corresponds to the
material which Turner's compositional analysis of TriProt

designates as sethianizedl20 (Layer B). Thus Turner's

judgment that the original essay was secondarily sethianized
and then christianized at a later stage of redaction would
appear to be more precise than the Berlin group's
unequivocal classification of TriProt as Sethian.

H.-M, Schenke describes his methodology as that of an
archeological "specialist in ancient ceranmics able to
reconstruct the criginal form of a vessel without difficulty
from a surviving handle or fragment of a rim."12l with jess
charity and more wit Wisse compares Schenke's attempted
reconstruction of the Sethian system to a zoologist
searching for fossil remnants of uvnicorns.l2 schenke, for

his part, seems to have approached TriProt as a tailor might

Turner, "Literary History," 63-4.
Schenke, "Phenomenon," 594.

Wisse, "Stalking," 565.



evaluate an old costume. He notes and dismisses the most
recent refurbishing and then classifies it, neglecting to
observe that his classification is based on alterations to
the original garment. I will avoid becoming involved in the
controversy surrounding the existence and/or the stalking of
elusive Sethians. I cannot, however, avoid questioning the
accuracy of the nearly ubigquitous classification of TriProt
as Sethian.

Gesine Schenke's analysis of TriProt does make some
distinctions between the "“original garment® and later
additions. She notes that

the framework is considerably enlarged by means of

cosmological, eschatological and soteriological

material that in its concrete formation

corresponds especially to the variant of the

Sethian system that is at the basis of the Gospel
of the Egyptians III1.2.123

If one accepts that these enlargements are Sethian, or
correspond to a variant of the Sethian system, surely the
tractate as a whole should be designated as sethianized
rather than Sethian., Just as Janssens' original description
of TriProt as Christian gnostic has been superseded by the
more precise studies of the Berlin group, their designation
of the work as Sethian needs gualification. Certainly I
accept that the cosmology presupposed in TriProt is Sethian,
but as Turner's compositional/redactional analysis
indicates, it would be more accurate to say that the work
has been sethianized. Thus I suggest that TriProt should be

J. Robinson, "Sethians," 647 citing G. Schenke.
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designated a gnostic writing, markedly sethianized and

superficially christianized.

The Stratigraphy of the Writing
Bentley Layton considers the work as a whole to be a
wisdom monologue which moves back and forth between poetry

{(parallel strophes) and prose (running narrative).124 His

introduction does not, however, distinguish between the
rather intrusive sections - the cosmogony and uranography,

the 'true history! of humankind and the excerpt from a

treatise on baptisml? _ and those materials inherently part
of a wisdom monologue i.e. the self-descriptions and
exhortations. Janssens points out that most of the work is
in the first person singular with the exception of some
passages in the first or second person plural:; it is not
clear who are Protennoia's interlocutors in these
passages . 1% Rudeolph's summary of the work cites only those
parts in the first person singular.1

I consider these grammatical indications to be
important because they help define the literary lavers: the
ego proclamations may indeed form the original essay. It is
this original kernel of the writing, designated Laver A,
which shows such interesting affinities with other writings

124 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 87.

12 1pia., sse.

Janssens, "Fourth Gospel," 230.

127 pudolph, Gnosis, 141-144.



34

in the wisdomn tradition. Since the aretalogical sections
have an integrity and structure apart from the insertions,
they are considered to be the base text, composed prior to
the insertions. The cosmological, "historical" and
baptismal sections cannot stand on their own, independent of
the aretalogical sections.

In'contrast to Layton, G. Robinson does emphasize that

the text was subjected to several stages of redaction.128

Turner similarly signals the importance of the literary
history of TriProt, which he considers an elaborated descent
hymn. Turner's hypothesis is that TriProt underwent three
stages of composition.129 Unravelling these various
compositional and/or redacticm=l layers is important because
only in that way can the document be accurately classified
and compared'with other writings of the wisdom tradition, of

the Nag Hammadi corpus, and of the New Testament.

Aretalogical Material
The underlying basis of the tractate, Layer A, is the
consistent ego eimi self-predications of Protennoial® in an
introduction (35:1-32) and in three further aretalogies of

about forty lines each in the same style. (See Chart 1, page

39)

G. Robinson, "Trimorphic Protenncia (NHC XIII, 1)." 4.
Turner, "Literary History.," 63-66.

0 1p3i4., 2.
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The first of these three aretalogies describes the
advent or descent of Protennoia (35:32-36:27 and 40:29-
41:1).

The second aretalogy, Protenncia as Sound (42:4-27),
clearly demonstrates how the redactional process elucidated
by Turner works. Protenncia states: "I have put myself
within those who are worthy in the thinking of my
unchangeable eternal realm (acon)” (42:26); the text is here
interrupted by an insertion describing the nature of the
realm. The word "realm", the catchword, suggests to the
Sethian redactor the necessity of explaining this concept
in Sethian terms. This second aretalogy resumes at 45:2-12,
but is again interrupted by a clarification of what happens
when one enters perfect light (45: 123-20). After this
baptismal interpolation based on the catchword "light", the
second aretalogy concludeé (45:21 to 46).

The third aretalogy proclaiming Protennoia as the Word
is similarly made up of several sections 46:5-7, 47:5-23,

49:6~-23. 50:9-20,11

With Turner, I consider these aretalogical statements
to be the kernel of the writing and designate it "Layer A".
The second phase of composition was the expansion of
the tripartite aretalogy by means of six doctrinal

insertions. These interpolations have strong parallels with

I have followed Turner's division of the third aretalogy;
G. Robinson does not always agree with Turner's division of
the text.
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Sethian mythological material; I designate this second
compositional stratum "Layer B". The first and longest
insertion (36:27 to 40:29) narrates in prose the
establishment of four eternal realms, the emanation of
wisdom or afterthought and of Sakla {(Satan), and very
briefly describes the creation of the universe and of Adam.
The second insertion is described in the text as a mystery:
it elucidates the loosening of the bonds of flesh by which
the underworld powers enslave Protennoia's fallen members
{41:1-42:2).

A third imnsertion (42:27 to 45:2) is also called a
mystery: it is an apocalyptic narration of the final
struggle at the end of the world, the judgment of the
celestial powers and a lament by the powers. The ending of
the fourth insertion (46:7 to 47 top) is uncertain because
of the damaged state of the manuscript; the interpolation
is, however, close to the ideas expressed in the original
aretalogies. The theme of non-recognition is elaborated in
the fifth insertion (47:24 to 49 top) which also includes an
intrusive section on baptism.

The sixth and last insertion (49:22 to 50:9) teaches
about the significance of the baptismal ascent ritual.
Turner notes that throughout these interpolations the
redactor has drawn on traditional Sethian material. Thus
the kernel of the document is aretalogical while the second
compositional layer is sethianized. Chart 2 (page 42) not

only demonstrates the contrasts between the aretalogical
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layer A and sethianized layer B, it also shows the
similarities of layver B of TriProt_ to the typically Sethian

writing The Gospel of the Egyptians.

After circulation as a sethianized tractate in this
form, Turner holds that the final stage of composition seems
to have been the incorporation ¢of Christian materials into

the ar:ialogical portion of the writing.182 1 L.fer to these

tertiary Christian elements as "Layer C",
Conclusion

With this background of the stratigraphy of the writing
and aware of the dangers of superficial classifications, I
will examine in more detail the kernel of the writing,
aretalogical layer A. Colpe holds that TriProt is a
"eclassic" within the gnostic corpus as a whole and points
out the relevance of the wisdom background of the writing:
the document itself contains implicit indices of
its antiquity - naturally only relative and not
absolute chronology as far as tradition-history is
concerned - inasmuch as the sapiential speculation
which is at the basis of the document, from which
gnostic mythology could have developed and into

which the latter can again be transformed, still
remains clearly visible. 133

Thus the wisdom tradition merits further study. The
question for TriProt seems analagous to the one MacRae poses
concerning the relationship between wisdom, gnosticism and
johannine theology: "... is the Fourth Gospel an

Turner, "Literary History." 64.

Colpe, "Traditions," 122.
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independent development from the wisdom tradition or is it
part of a larger movement of speculation in which Gnosticism
also reinterprets wisdom?"134 gjince the aretalogical layer A
of TriProt seems to witness precisely that gnostic
reinterpretation of the wisdom movement, an analysis of the
sapiential background of the writing is imperative. The
challenge is to attempt to determine where Protenncia, as a

wisdom figure yet a classically gnostic redeemer figure,

fits in the wisdom trajectory.

MacRae, "Gnosticism," 95-6.
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Chart I

Aretalogical Material

Introducteory aretalogy: 35:1-31

Protennoia introduces herself in all her comprehensiveness,
sometimes using antithetical imagery for her self-

definitions.

It is I who am first thought (35:1)

It is I who am the movement...in whom the all stands at rest
(35:2-3)

I am invisible within the thinking of the invisible (35:7)

I am incomprehensible, existing within the incomprehensible
and moving within every creature {35:10-1)

It is I who am the life of my afterthought (35:12)

It is I who am vision (35:22):; it is I who am invisible (35—
-24)

I ém the most innumerable of all beings. (35:29)

It is I who am the entirety, having |existed (?) before|

everyone. (35:31)

First Aretaloqgy: 35:32 to 36:27 and 40:29 to 41:1.

Protennoia describes herself as she descends to reveal
herself to her own.
It is I who am perception and acquaintance (36:12)

I am a sound (35:32).



It is I who am laden with sound (36:9)

It is I who am perception and acquaintance (36:12)

It is I who am the sound that exists, bestowing sound upon
everyone (36:14--15}.

I personally showed myself forth among all those that had
recognized me (36:22)

And I dwelt with my own who were there |hidden| within them,
bestowing power |...|, (and} |imparting| image unto them.
(40:30-33)

It is I who am their parent. (41:1)

Second aretalogy: 42:4 to 42:27, 45:2 to 12

Protennoia descends for a second time presenting herself as
Mother and call.

It is I who am the sound that was shown forth by my
thinking. {(42:4)

It is I who am the Mother of the sound (42:9)

And I came, for a second time, in the manner of a woman
(42:17)

And I project a voice |of the| sound into the ears of those
who recognize me (45:10-11)

And I am calling you (plural) to enter the superior, perfect
light. (45:12)

¥For it is I who have imparted image unto the entirety.
(45:23)

And it is I who have put breath into my own. (45:28)

And I ascended and proceeded into my light. (45:30)
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