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Isaac T. Soon

The Short Apostle
The Stature of Paul in Light of 2 Cor 11:33 and the Acts of Paul and Thecla

Paulus war wahrscheinlich nicht sehr groß oder sogar kleinwüchsig. Einen ersten
Anhaltspunkt bietet der Ausdruck σαργάνη in 2 Kor 11,33. Neutestamentler haben
das Fassungsvermögen dieses „Korbs“ bisher eher überschätzt. Eine Analyse antiker
Quellen zeigt, dass ein σαργάνη das Durchschnittsgewicht eines Mannes nicht hätte
tragen können. Diese Einsicht konvergiert mit der ältesten Beschreibung der körperlichen Merkmale des Paulus in den Akten des Paulus und der Thekla. Ein Vergleich
dieser Beschreibung mit der Entwicklung der frühen Paulusikonographie macht
deutlich, dass die Darstellungsweise des Apostels, insbesondere seine geringe Körpergröße, wohl historisch plausible Aspekte seines Erscheinungsbildes wiedergibt.
Die Beschreibung des Paulus als ἀνὴρ μικρός legt nahe, dass einige frühe Christen ihn
sogar für kleinwüchsig gehalten haben.
Keywords: Paul, short, σαργάνη, 2 Cor 11:33, Thecla, iconography, dwarf

1 Introduction1
This article argues that Paul was short, and possibly even short-statured.2
Σαργάνη (2 Cor 11:33) offers an initial clue. Past interpreters have misunderstood the capacity of this “basket” and how much it could carry. Close
analysis reveals that a σαργάνη would not be able to support the average
body weight of an ancient man, an analysis further confirmed by σπυρίς
(Acts 9:25). Such suggestive evidence supports the earliest description of

1 Thanks is due to Véronique Dasen and Philip Esler for sharing their work with me. I am

grateful to Candida Moss, Louise Lawrence, Grace Emmett, Jeremiah Coogan, Matt
Sharp, Ryan Collman, and Charles Cisco for reading earlier drafts and providing invaluable feedback. Particular thanks goes to Clare Rothschild for her comments which have
greatly improved the style and argument of this piece.
2 Preferred terminology for people with dwarfism is “dwarf,” “little person,” “a person with
short stature” or “having dwarfism.” The term “midget” is a derogatory slur considered
offensive within the dwarfism community.
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Paul’s body in the Acts of Paul and Thecla (APTh).3 Re-examination of the
portrayal of Paul in APTh 3 in dialogue with the development of early
Pauline iconography indicates that his features – especially short height –
are plausible aspects of Paul’s body. In light of ancient texts dealing with
dwarfs, pygmies, and other little people (e. g., Luke 19:3–4), his description
as an ἀνὴρ μικρός suggests that some early Christians understood Paul as a
dwarf.

2 Σαργάνη in 2 Cor 11:33 and Its Reception in Acts 9:25
Concerning 2 Cor 11:32–33, scholars agree that the σαργάνη or “woven
basket” in which Paul was lowered out of a window through the city wall in
Damascus was able – in terms of both size and strength – to support an
adult. Murray Harris notes, “Both a σπυρίς [‘basket,’ Acts 9:25] and a
σαργάνη could be large and sturdy enough to hold a person.”4 Likewise,
Craig Keener argues that 2 Cor 11:33 “presupposes that the container was
large and sturdy enough to lower Paul discreetly in it.”5
Evidence exists that σαργάνη refers to a basket much too big for an
average-sized person. In his work on various terms for baskets, F.J.A. Hort
argues from the fourth-century BCE work of Aeneas Tacticus that σαργάναι refers to baskets “of sufficient capacity to stow away large shields.”6
Hort concludes, “It is therefore no wonder that they might on occasion
3 Rather than referring to the section of the Acts of Paul (e. g., Acts Paul 3:2–3) according to

Willy Rordorf’s forthcoming critical edition of the Acts of Paul, we refer simply to the
section of the APTh for convenience.
4 M.J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), 826.
5 C.S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, vol. 1: Introduction and 3:1–14:28 (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2013), 1685. Many commentaries do not explore the
term, let alone in relation to its capacity to accommodate Paul: C.K. Barrett, The Second
Epistle to the Corinthians, BNTC (London: Continuum, 1973), 304; V.P. Furnish, II Corinthians, AB 32A (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 522–523; F. Lang, Die Briefe an die
Korinther, NTD (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986); H. Lietzmann, An die
Korinther I/II, HNT (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1949), 151–152; A. Plummer, A Critical
and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians, ICC (New
York: T&T Clark, 1915), 335; T. Schmeller, Der zweite Brief an die Korinther, vol. 2: 2 Kor
7,5–13,13, EKKNT 8/2 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2015), 269; M.E.
Thrall, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, vol. 2, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000),
770; H. Windisch, Der zweite Korintherbrief, KEK (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1924), 366.
6 F.J.A. Hort and J.O.F. Murray, “A Note by the Late Dr Hort on the Words: κόφινος, σπυρίς,
σαργάνη,” JTS 10, no. 40 (1909), 567–571, here 571.
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conceal and carry a man.”7 Unfortunately, Hort has misunderstood the
meaning of σαργάνη in Aeneas Tacticus. The relevant passage states that
one can smuggle “mini-shields and small shields (πέλται καὶ μικρὰ ἀσπιδίσκια) concealed in vessels of straw and things that are smaller than these
in baskets (τὰ τούτων εὐογκότερα ἐν σαργάναις) full of dried grapes and
figs, also daggers (ἐγχειρίδια) in jars of wheat and dried figs and olives, and
the leader of the conspiracy in a load of twigs” (Aeneas Tacticus 26.6).8
In the phrase τὰ τούτων εὐογκότερα ἐν σαργάναις, Hort translates the
comparative adjective εὐογκότερα as “others of greater bulk,”9 referring to
weapons of larger size than those previously listed. However, although the
adjective εὔογκος can mean something bulky or massive, it can also mean
something conveniently sized, compact, or manageable.10 Up until the final
statement about smuggling the leader of the plot, Aeneas moves from larger
to smaller weapons and containers. The items ἐν σαργάναις are midway
between small shields (πέλται καὶ μικρὰ ἀσπιδίσκια) and daggers (ἐγχειρίδια). Both are small and compact. The phrase τὰ τούτων εὐογκότερα
should, therefore, mean “the things more compact than these,” with τὰ
τούτων referring to the small shields. The weapons ἐν σαργάναις are not
bulky or massive, but comparatively smaller than the πέλται καὶ μικρὰ
ἀσπιδίσκια. According to Aeneas Tacticus, then, σαργάναι are not able to
contain large shields, as Hort asserts, only items smaller than small shields.
The diminutive capacity of a σαργάνη is confirmed by comparison with
Egyptian papyri from the early fourth century CE. Two copies of the same
document, P. Cair. Isid. 13.50 and 16.22 (both dated to 314 CE), register a
shipment of σαργάναι:
σαργάνας λη λί(τρας) εψ
38 baskets (totaling) 5,700 litrai

The papyri do not specify the contents of the baskets, yet the total approximate weight is given. According to the LSJ, a litra equals 12 ounces or a
troy pound (12 oz. rather than the now standard avoirdupois pound of 16
oz.).11 The modern mathematical calculation necessary to interpret the
weight indicated for this shipment of σαργάναι is as follows:
7 Hort and Murray, “Note” (see n. 6), 571.
8 Frag. 50 Ὅπλων λάθρᾳ εἰσκομιδή (Importation of arms by stealth) (LCL 156.213).

Translations are my own unless otherwise noted.

9 Hort and Murray, “Note” (see n. 6), 571.
10 LSJ, s.v. εὔογκος.
11 C. Spicq and J.D. Earnest, TLNT, s.v. σαργάνη, σπυρίς, argue that a σαργάνη is equivalent

to 150 lb. but that is likely because they read the gloss “pound” in LSJ as an avoirdupois
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12 oz. × 5,700 litrai = 68,400 oz.
16 oz. = 1 avoirdupois pound (lb.)
68,400 oz. / 16 = 4,275 lb.
4,275 lb. / 38 σαργάνη = a capacity of 112.5 lb. (51 kg) per σαργάνη

A weight capacity of 51 kg would hardly have been sturdy enough to hold
an adult male. Osteoarchaeological data from the rural Metapontion region
in southern Greece dating from the sixth to the third century BCE gives an
average body weight of adult males of approximately 60–65 kg (132–143
lb.).12 This average is based on over a thousand body samples from predominately agricultural milieus and may be generally representative of
ancient rural populations. Such results from ancient Greece comport with
samples from first-century BCE Pompeii where scientists have calculated
that men weighed around 66 kg (145.5 lb.).13 The average adult male height
from the Metapontion necropolis was between 162 and 165 cm (5 ft., 4 in.
to 5 ft., 5 in.), while the average male height from Herculaneum and
Pompeii was 166–169 cm (5 ft., 5 in. to 5 ft., 6½ in.).14 Samples from Nahal
Hever and Givat ha-Mivtar in Israel (2nd cent. BCE–2nd cent. CE) show an
average adult male height of between 162.4 and 164 cm (5 ft., 4 in. to 5 ft.,
4½ in.).15
Correlation between height and weight is well-known. This correlation
is not, however, static and depends on a number of different factors including nutrition, lifestyle, genetics, socioeconomics, and disability. While
we cannot calculate specifics, it is possible to infer that the σαργάνη could
only accommodate a person approximately 10–15 kg (22–33 lb.) less than
the average adult male. Based on an average weight of 65 kg, a man would
have to be 15–23 percent smaller in size to fit. It is difficult to see how Paul
would have fit into such a basket if he was not either extremely below
average in weight or much shorter in height than the known average.

12

13
14
15

pound rather than a troy pound. Their calculation would have been 5,700 lb. / 38
σαργάνη = 150 lb. per σαργάνη.
A. Schwartz, “Large Weapons, Small Greeks: The Practical Limitations of Hoplite
Weapons and Equipment,” in Men of Bronze: Hoplite Warfare in Ancient Greece, ed.
D. Kagan and G.F. Viggiano (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 157–175,
here 167.
R. Laurence, “Health and the Life Course at Herculaneum and Pompeii,” in Health in
Antiquity, ed. H. King (London: Routledge, 2005), 83–96, here 85.
See Schwartz, “Large Weapons, Small Greeks” (see n. 12), 167; Laurence, “Health and the
Life Course” (see n. 13), 85.
J.E. Taylor, What Did Jesus Look Like? (London: T&T Clark, 2018), 158. It should be
noted, however, that these are based on small sample sizes.
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Early reception history of 2 Cor 11:33 suggests that at least one reader
understood σαργάνη to be a basket too small for the average person. Although in certain respects Acts 9:25 differs from Paul’s letter, both passages
offer versions of Paul’s escape from the wall (διὰ τοῦ τείχους) in a basket.16
Acts presents Paul as a heroic figure, who “grew greater in strength,
confusing Jewish people living in Damascus and proving that this one [sc.
Jesus] was the Messiah” (9:22). However, his ministry ends with a cowardly
escape from the city “in a basket” (ἐν σπυρίδι). Like σαργάνη in 2 Cor 11:33,
scholars assume that the σπυρίς in Acts 9:25 supported Paul’s weight.17 To
accommodate this assumption, a number of English translations render
σπυρίς in Acts 9:25 as a “large basket” (e. g., NKJV, NLT, HCSB, NASB).
But evidence exists that a σπυρίς was not a large basket.18 The first gloss
in the LSJ for σπυρίς reads “large basket,” but the reference given, Herodotus, Hist. 5.16, shows the relative nature of “large.” Herodotus describes tribes around Lake Prasias who fished directly from their huts. A
man let down an empty σπυρίς by a line into the lake and drew it up full of
fish. Herodotus describes the rudimentary fishing system run by the man
from his hut, and, according to this system, it is not conceivable that the
man pulls fish up with the σπυρίς equal to that of the 51 kg capacity of a
σαργάνη. In fact, other literature indicates that a σπυρίς was a small flexible
basket in which a person would carry just a single meal (Epictetus, Diatr.
4.10.21; Athenaeus, Deipn. 8.365a).19
Use of σπυρίς in the feeding miracles in the Gospels of Mark and
Matthew also suggests that it was a basket smaller than a σαργάνη. At first
glance, the σπυρίδες in Mark 8:8/Matt 15:37 appear large, as though the
emphasis was on a substantial surplus of leftovers. However, in Jesus’s
recapitulation of the feeding of the four thousand and the five thousand in
Mark 8:19–20 and Matt 16:9–10, both evangelists replace σπυρίς with
κόφινος (cf. Matt 14:20; 15:37; Luke 9:17). The difference between the two
may have something to do with their material.20 In any case, the point in
these passages is not the size but the number of basketfuls following each

16 Shared elements between Acts and Paul (e. g., Damascus, the basket, the wall) is reason to

believe Acts knew of and drew directly from 2 Cor 11:32–33.

17 C.K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, ICC

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 467.

18 This is recognized by E. Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary, trans.

B. Noble et al. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965), 332 n. 4.

19 On the materiality of σπυρίς, see Hort and Murray, “Note” (see n. 6), 568–569.
20 Hort and Murray, “Note” (see n. 6), 567.
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feeding.21 In Mark’s account, twelve (Mark 8:19) and seven (8:20) suggest
numerous small baskets as opposed to a few large ones.
Although no evidence exists specifying the maximum capacity of a
σπυρίς, a papyrus from 295 CE, P. Oxy. 1.43r, col. 3, ll. 27–28, 32–33, gives
us the capacity of a κόφινος:
ἔσχον παρὰ σοῦ κοφίνους δέκα δύο ἐκ λιτρῶν τεσσαράκοντα
I have received from you 12 κόφινοι of 40 litrai (each).

The weight of 40 litrai can be estimated using the previous method of
calculation:
12 oz. × 40 litrai = 480 oz.
16 oz. = 1 avoirdupois pound (lb.)
480 / 16 = a capacity of 30 lb. (13.6 kg) per κόφινος

LSJ gives the capacity of a κόφινος as “nine Attic choenices, i. e. about two
gallons.” The two inscriptions listed as evidence for this measurement,
however, offer no indication of its size (cf. SEG 34.558.28; IG 7.2712.62).
Naturally, κόφινοι, like σαργάναι and σπυρίδες, could vary in size from one
to another. On the basis of P.Oxy. 1.43 we are able to approximate one such
capacity as 30 lb. (13.6 kg).
Hort argues that the κόφινος and σπυρίς are not equated in ancient
Greek sources.22 He does, however, mention a second-century work in
which Julius Pollux relates a κόφινος and σπυρίς to each other in his
discussion of “receptacles of fragments of food after a meal.” This mealtime situation resembles Mark 8:19–20 and Matt 16:9–10. Pollux explains
that “barley oats” (ἄλφιτοι) after a meal should be gathered “into some kind
of wicker basket, either a κόφινος, a σπυρίς, a smaller σπυρίς, or a small fish
basket” (συναθροιζέτω δὲ εἰς ἄρριχόν τινα, ἤ κόφινον, ἤ σπυρίδα, ἤ σπυριχνιον, ἤ φερνίον).23 As Hort observes, κόφινος and σπυρίς correspond,
since they are both types of wicker baskets. They are not, however, the same
size. Hort overlooks how Pollux presents their sizes from largest to smallest.
Σπυρίς is followed by the diminutive σπυρίχνιον, in turn followed by the
diminutive φερνίον. Since σπυρίς follows κόφινος in this list, the logic
implies that it was the smaller of the two. Either Mark and Matthew are
indifferent about this relationship in Mark 8:19–20 and Matt 16:9–10 or in
the recapitulations, when Jesus comes to using the feeding in his teaching,
21 J. Marcus, Mark 1–8: A New Translation and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible 27 (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 513–514.

22 Hort and Murray, “Note” (see n. 6), 569.
23 Julius Pollux, Onom. 6.94 (W. Dindorf, ed., Julii Pollucis Onomasticon cum annotatio-

nibus interpretum, vol. 2 [Leipzig: Kuehn, 1924], 28).
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he exaggerates the size of the baskets for effect. Because a σπυρίς was
smaller than a κόφινος, it was also significantly smaller than a σαργάνη by
approximately 37 kg (82.5 lb) based on the estimations given above.
Paul’s descent in Acts 9:25 in a σπυρίς, a small food basket, corresponds
to our reading of σαργάνη in 2 Cor 11:33 as a small container. The use of
σπυρίς may be an(other) indication that novelization of the early Jesus
community in Acts is less historical than romantic. On the other hand,
Acts’ use of σπυρίς closely reflects Paul’s own reference to a “small basket”
in 2 Cor 11:33, suggesting a historical connection.24 In light of Acts’ clear
valorization of Paul elsewhere (e. g., 9:22), the omission of the basket altogether or the substitution of a larger container would have best served this
purpose. Instead, Acts indeed exaggerates Paul’s humiliating descent in a
very small basket. This small basket implies that Paul himself must have
been small, even tiny.
This examination of Acts 9 provides the relevant background for assessing 2 Cor 11:33. The possibilities for understanding this passage are as
follows: (1) Paul accidentally misreported the type of basket in which he
was lowered. (2) Since baskets were not standardized, Paul may have used
an unusually large σαργάνη with enough capacity to accommodate a
normal-sized adult male. (3) Paul adapted the report to the wider rhetoric
of the letter (e. g., hardship catalogue) illustrating the theme of strength in
weakness. (4) Paul was far below the average weight of an adult male, likely
to the point of emaciation. (5) Or, Paul was a short person such that neither
his height nor his weight posed a problem being lowered down in a small
basket (σαργάνη).
Limited evidence does not allow us to rule out either (1), (2), or (4). With
(4), Paul does say that he often went without food (2 Cor 11:27) but it is
impossible to know to what extent this affected his body. With (3), it is
possible that Paul’s account is fictional, but given that the rest of his catalogue (11:23–12:10) depends on real weaknesses, it would undermine his
point to concoct something at this point.25 Only (5) is corroborated in early
Christian traditions about Paul, first in Acts 9:25 as argued above, but also
in the APTh.

24 On the use of Paul’s letters by Luke, see R.S. Schellenberg, “The First Pauline Chro-

nologist? Paul’s Itinerary in the Letters and in Acts,” JBL 134 (2015), 193–213.

25 Cf. L. Bormann, “Autobiographische Fiktionalität bei Paulus,” in Biographie und Per-

sönlichkeit des Paulus, ed. E.-M. Becker and P. Pilhofer, WUNT 187 (Tübingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2005), 106–124.
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3 The Fiction of Paul’s Description in APTh 3:
Assumptions and Methodological Pitfalls
APTh 2–3: (2) Καί τις ἀνὴρ ὀνόματι Ὀνησιφόρος ἀκούσας τὸν Παῦλον παραγενόμενον
εἰς Ἰκόνιον, ἐξῆλθεν σὺν τοῖς τέκνοις αὐτοῦ Σιμμίᾳ καὶ Ζήνωνι καὶ τῇ γυναικὶ αὐτοῦ
Λέκτρᾳ εἰς συνάντησιν Παύλου, ἵνα αὐτὸν ὑποδέξηται. διηγήσατο γὰρ αὐτῷ Τίτος
ποταπός ἐστιν τῇ εἰδέᾳ ὁ Παῦλος. οὐ γὰρ εἶδεν αὐτὸν σαρκὶ ἀλλὰ μόνον πνεύματι. (3) Και
ἐπορεύετο κατὰ τὴν βασιλικὴν ὁδὸν τὴν ἐπὶ Λύστραν, καὶ εἱστήκει ἀπεκδεχόμενος αὐτόν,
καὶ τοὺς ἐρχομένους ἐθεώρει κατὰ τὴν μήνυσιν Τίτου. εἶδεν δὲ τὸν Παῦλον ἐρχόμενον,
ἄνδρα μικρὸν τῷ μεγέθει, ψιλὸν τῇ κεφαλῇ, ἀγκύλον ταῖς κνήμαις, εὐεκτικόν, σύνοφρυν,
μικρῶς ἐπίρρινον,26 χάριτος πλήρη. ποτὲ μὲν γὰρ ἐπαίνετο ὡς ἄνθρωπος, ποτὲ δὲ ἀγγέλου
πρόσωπον εἶχεν.27
(2) A certain man named Onesiphorus, hearing that Paul was coming to Iconium, went
out with his children, Simmias and Zenon, and his wife, Lectra, in order to meet Paul. For
Titus described to him of what sort Paul is with regard to image. For he had not seen him
in the flesh but only in the spirit. (3) And he traveled down the Royal Road to Lystra, and
he stood anxiously and looked at those who were coming according to the information
from Titus. Then he saw Paul coming, a small man with regard to height, bald on the head,
curved in the legs, healthy, monobrowed, to a little degree – an aquiline nose, full of grace.
Sometimes he appeared as a man, other times he had the face of an angel.

It is out of scholarly fashion to accept the physical description of Paul in the
late-second-century APTh as historically plausible.28 Major studies ana26 The term ἐπίρρινον is problematic, and its use in Pseudo-Lucian’s Philopatr. 12 un-

fortunately tells us little about its usage. We are reliant on Latin versions which translate it
as aquilino nasone, an aquiline (“eagle-like”) nose or a Roman/hooked nose with a
prominent bridge. See O. von Gebhardt, Passio S. Theclae virginis: Die lateinischen
Übersetzungen der Acta Pauli et Theclae nebst Fragmenten, Auszügen und Beilagen, TU
22/2 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1902), 8–9; cf. C. Callon, “The Unibrow That Never Was: Paul’s
Appearance in the Acts of Paul and Thecla,” in Dressing Judeans and Christians in
Antiquity, ed. K. Upson-Saia, C. Daniel-Hughes, and A.J. Batten (Surrey: Ashgate, 2014),
99–116, here 100.
27 Text from R.A. Lipsius, Acta apostolorum apocrypha, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Mendelssohn,
1891), 237.
28 Thanks to the mention of the APTh by Tertullian (Bapt. 17.5) we know that a version of it
was in circulation around the end of the second century CE. For a more precise date, see
the recent suggestion of a date shortly after 198 CE by J.N. Bremmer, “The Portrait of the
Apostle Paul in the Apocryphal Acts of Paul,” in Figurationen des Porträts, ed. T. Greub
and M. Roussel, Morphomata 35 (Paderborn: Fink, 2018), 415–433, here 416. Major
publications on Paul’s description in the APTh include: R.M. Grant, “The Description of
Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla,” VC 36.1 (1982), 1–4; A.J. Malherbe, “A Physical
Description of Paul,” HTR 79.1–3 (1986), 170–175; J. Bollók, “The Description of Paul in
the Acta Pauli,” in The Apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla, ed. J.N. Bremmer (Kampen:
Kok Pharos, 1996), 1–15; B.J. Malina and J.H. Neyrey, Portraits of Paul: An Archaeology
of Ancient Personality (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 127–145; M. Betz,
“Die betörenden Worte des fremden Mannes: Zur Funktion der Paulusbeschreibung in
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lyzing Paul’s appearance in the APTh in the past fifty years take the description as ahistorical. Yet, scholars from a century ago held the opposite
view.29 To the extent that this topic is debated today, the scholarly discourse
is entrenched in trying to understand Paul’s description in the literary
Umwelt of the late second century.30
One reason scholars regard Paul’s description in the APTh as a literary
fiction is that it plays a functional role in the narrative. Jan Bremmer points
out that Paul’s appearance is a foil for Thecla’s attraction to his message.
Bremmer concludes, “The characterization, then, is motivated by the text
itself, not the fruit of memories of Paul’s real appearance, as earlier scholars
liked to think.”31 Heike Omerzu argues that Paul’s outward appearance is
intended to reveal his internal and ideal apostolic qualities and as such, a
fiction.32 Aside from the fact that Bremmer and Omerzu disagree on
whether Paul’s image is positive or negative in light of ancient physiognomics, their conclusions are unnecessarily narrow. Although it is possible
that the APTh offers a fictional portrayal, it is equally possible that the
portrait is historical, or at least rooted in tradition. With regard to
Bremmer’s analysis, there is no reason why facts about Paul’s unattractiveness could also have driven the plot. In the case of Omerzu’s conclusion,
the APTh could have connected details about Paul’s actual physical appearance with a knowledge of physiognomy to show the congruence between his physique and his character.33
The late date of the APTh poses a modest challenge to the historicity of
its description of Paul.34 Bremmer argues, “All those who had known [Paul]
during his missionary travels had long since died. Those who had known

29

30
31

32
33
34

den Theklaakten,” NTS 53 (2007), 130–145; H. Omerzu, “The Portrayal of Paul’s Outer
Appearance in the Acts of Paul and Thecla: Reconsidering the Correspondence between
the Body and Personality in Ancient Literature,” R & T 15 (2008), 252–279; Callon,
“Unibrow” (see n. 26).
E.J. Goodspeed, “The Acts of Paul and Thecla,” BW 17/3 (1901), 185–190, here 186;
W.M. Ramsay, The Church in the Roman Empire before A.D. 170, 8th ed. (London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 1904), 32; T. Zahn, “Paulus der Apostel,” PW 15 (1904), 70; cf. even
Malherbe, “Physical Description” (see n. 28), 172.
See, e. g., the brief dismissal of the description’s historicity by Betz, “Die betörenden
Worte” (see n. 28), 131 n. 6.
Originally argued in J.N. Bremmer, “Magic, Martyrdom and Women’s Liberation in the
Acts of Paul and Thecla,” in Bremmer, Apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla (see n. 28),
36–59, here 39, and id., “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28), 428.
Omerzu, “Portrayal” (see n. 28), 257.
The use of physiognomic handbooks to interpret literary depictions carries with it its
own set of problems not to be discussed here.
Bollók, “Description of Paul” (see n. 28), 2.
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him in Rome were dead, too, and Roman memories of the apostles Peter
and Paul must have mostly vanished as a result of the Neronian persecution.”35 However, Bremmer’s confidence that the Neronian persecution
and the death of the first generation of Jesus followers eliminated all
memories about Paul (or Peter) is unfounded. Yet early Christians passed
down physical descriptions of prior generations of disciples. For example,
the Old Latin prologue to the Gospel of Mark (the so-called anti-Marcionite prologues) describes Mark as colobodactylus, a transliteration of the
Greek κολοβοδάκτυλος, “stubby-fingered.”36 The Old Latin prologue explains that his fingers were disproportionate from the rest of his body.37
Similarly, Hippolytus of Rome refers to Mark as “the one with the maimed
finger” (ὁ κολοβοδάκτυλος, Haer. 7.18). In his letter to Florinus, Irenaeus
emphasizes his physical memories of Polycarp ranging from the place
where he once sat, his movements, how he recalled the words of the
apostles, and even “the appearance of his body” (τὴν τοῦ σώματος ἰδέαν).38
Furthermore, the APTh’s description of Paul implies a connection to
early Christianity via living memory. Twice the narrative refers to Titus as
the source of the description of Paul given to Onesiphorus. Titus describes
Paul’s appearance to Onesiphorus (διηγήσατο γὰρ αὐτῷ Τίτος ποταπός
ἐστιν τῇ εἰδέᾳ ὁ Παῦλος) and when Onesiphorus is looking at those passing
by on the Royal Road he does so according to the “description from Titus”
(τοὺς ἐρχομένους ἐθεώρει κατὰ τὴν μήνυσιν Τίτου). Such a repetition may
argue too hard for the eyewitness reliability of the APTh; alternatively, it
may signal that the description originated with the historical Titus. Titus
plays a prominent role as Paul’s co-worker in his undisputed letters (Gal
2:1, 3; 2 Cor 8:6, 23; 12:18) and in the pseudepigraphic Pastorals (2 Tim
4:10; Titus 1:4; 3:1). In Second Timothy, Onesiphorus is also Paul’s coworker, having helped him in Ephesus and serving him in Rome (2 Tim
1:16–18). For readers aware of epistolary collections, including Galatians
and Second Corinthians, Titus was a valid source for the way Paul looked,
since he was a direct eyewitness to his ministry. Nevertheless, such traditions and memories require caution, as Markus Bockmuehl argues, and
35 Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28), 418.
36 For a late-second-century date of the prologue, see E.E. Ellis, The Making of New Tes-

tament Documents, BibInt 39 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 359; W.F. Howard, “The Anti-Marcionite Prologues to the Gospels,” ExpTim 47 (1935–36), 534–538, here 538; R.G. Heard,
“The Old Gospel Prologues,” JTS 6 (1955), 1–16, here 6.
37 See J. Regul, Die antimarcionitischen Evangelienprologue, Vetus Latina (Freiburg im
Breisgau: Herder, 1969), 30.
38 Cited in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.20.4–8.
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should be “read critically and dialectically, that is, sifting and discerning
between the differing contexts, commitments and agendas that the sources
of such memory presuppose.”39

4 The Historical Plausibility of Paul’s Shortness in the Physical
Description of his Body in APTh 3
The description of Paul in APTh 3 is historically plausible for a number of
reasons.40 Unlike iconographic evidence of Paul, the description does not
idealize or improve the social acceptability of Paul’s appearance. János
Bollók argues that our earliest images of Paul lack homogenous physical
features.41 Because there is no known standard representation of Paul, the
image presented in the APTh cannot be corroborated based on the iconographic evidence.
While analysis of a number of fourth- to eighth-century images of Paul –
mostly from Italy, but also from France, Asia Minor, and Egypt – indicates
diversity, some core features are clear:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)

Paul and Peter flanking Christ, traditio legis (fresco, catacomb of SS. Marcellinus
and Peter, Rome, 4th cent.): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Paul and a basket of scrolls (fresco, catacomb of Domitilla, Rome, 348 CE):
balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Paul and Peter flanking Christ, traditio legis (fresco, catacomb of Commodilla,
Rome, 4th cent.): hair/not balding, pointed beard
Christ instructs a greybearded Paul and Peter (fresco, catacomb of Via Latina,
Rome, 4th cent.): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Paul and Peter(?) flanking a column (fresco, catacomb of Praetextatus, Rome,
4th cent.): balding/receding hairline, beard with two points
Head portrait of Paul (fresco, catacomb of Thecla, Rome, 4th cent.): balding/
receding hairline, pointed beard, wrinkled forehead
Paul ushering Cerula in death, surrounded by copies of the four evangelists
(fresco, catacombs of San Gennaro [St. Januarius], Naples, Camparia, 5th–6th
cent.): balding/receding hairline, beard with two points

39 M. Bockmuehl, The Remembered Peter in Ancient Reception and Modern Debate,

WUNT 262 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 20.

40 In this section, we are not attempting to show that the whole of the APTh, or even the

existence of Thecla herself, is reliable. For a critical survey of approaches for and against
the historicity of the APTh in general, see W. Rordorf, “Tradition and Composition in the
Acts of Thecla: The State of the Question,” in Apocryphal Acts of Apostles, ed. D.R.
MacDonald, Semeia 38 (Decatur, Ga.: Society of Biblical Literature, 1986).
41 Bollók, “Description of Paul” (see n. 28), 2.
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(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21)
(22)
(23)
(24)
(25)
(26)
(27)
(28)

Isaac T. Soon
Paul and Theocleia teaching Thecla (fresco, cave of St. Thecla, Bülbül Dag,
Ephesus, 6th cent.): balding/receding hairline, beard with two points, short
Paul teaching Thecla (fresco, Kharga Oasis, necropolis at El Bagawat, Egypt, 6th–
8th cent.): hair/not balding, no beard
Christ enthroned with his apostles (mosaic, Santa Pudenziana, Rome, 5th cent.
[420]): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard (Paul has no moustache)
Paul and Peter flanking Christ, traditio legis (mosaic, mausoleum of Santa
Costanza, Rome, 5th cent.): balding/receding hairline, protruding forehead,
aquiline nose
Head portrait of Paul (mosaic, archepiscopal chapel, Ravenna, 5th–6th cent.):
balding/receding hairline, beard with two points
Busts of Peter and Paul (relief, gravestone of Asellus, Rome, 4th cent.): balding/
receding hairline, pointed beard, unibrow(?), wrinkled forehead
Paul and Peter flanking Christ, traditio legis (relief, sarcophagus of Junius
Bassus, top center panel, Rome, ca. 359): hair/not balding, pointed beard
Paul’s arrest (relief, sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, bottom far right panel, Rome,
ca. 359): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Stoning of Paul (relief, St. Victor Abbey, Marseille, 6th cent.): balding/receding
hairline, pointed beard
Christ giving the law to Peter while Paul looks on, traditio legis (relief, fragment
of a marble sarcophagus, MET accession no. 48.76.2, Byzantine, late 4th cent.):
balding/receding hairline, pointed beard, aquiline nose
Paul teaching while Thecla looks on (relief, ivory casket, British Museum cat.
no. 1856,0623.10, Rome, ca. 430): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Stoning of Paul (relief, ivory casket, British Museum cat. no. 1856,0623.10,
Rome, ca. 430): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Paul and Peter (ceramic, bowl base, MET accession no. 52.25.1, Rome/Byzantine,
ca. 350): hair/not balding, pointed beard
Christ giving martyr crowns to Paul and Peter (gold-glass, bowl base, MET
accession no. 11.91.4, Rome/Byzantine, ca. 350): hair/not balding, no beard,
unibrow
Paul and Peter flanking Peregrina in paradise (gold-glass, glass plate base, MET
accession no. 18.145.2, Rome, ca. 350): hair/not balding, no beard, unibrow
Busts of Paul and Peter (gold-glass, bowl base, MET accession no. 17.194.357,
Rome 4th–5th): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Peter and Paul with Christogram (gold-glass, bowl base, MET accession
no. 16.174.3, Byzantine, 4th–5th cent.): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard
Portrait of Paul (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum cat. 60764, Rome, 4th–
5th cent.): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard, wrinkled forehead
Peter and Paul exchanging scrolls (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum
cat. 60790, Rome, 4th–5th cent.): hair/not balding, pointed beard
Christ crowning Peter and Paul (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum
cat. 60761, Rome, 4th–5th): hair/not balding, pointed beard
Peter and Paul facing one another with a crown hovering above (gold-glass, bowl
base, Vatican Museum cat. 60768, Rome, 4th–5th cent.): balding/receding
hairline, pointed beard, unibrow
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(29) Peter and Paul flanking Christ (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum
cat. 60765, Rome, 4th–5th cent.): hair/not balding, pointed beard, unibrow
(30) Identical busts of Peter and Paul (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum
cat. 60778, Rome, 4th–5th cent.): hair/not balding, unpointed beard
(31) Peter and Paul flanking St. Agnes (gold-glass, bowl base, Vatican Museum
cat. 60773, Rome 4th–5th cent.): hair/not balding, no beard
(32) Fragment of Paul’s face (gold-glass, bowl base, British Museum
no. 1893,0426.183, Rome, 3rd–5th cent.): hair/not balding, no beard
(33) Paul and Peter sitting and talking (gold-glass, bottom of a drinking vessel, British
Museum no. 1863,0727.8, Rome/Cologne[?], 3rd–5th cent.): hair/not balding, no
beard, unibrow
(34) Portrait of Paul (gold-glass, bottom of a bowl/medallion, British Museum
no. 1856,0425.1, Rome/Cologne[?], 3rd–5th cent.): hair/not balding, no beard
(35) Almost identical Paul and Peter crowned by Christ (gold-glass, bottom of a
drinking vessel or bowl, British Museum no. 1863,0727.4, Rome, 4th cent.):
balding/receding hairline, pointed beard (while Peter has a moustache as part of
his beard, Paul has no moustache)
(36) Paul and Peter face each other (coin, medallion from St. Domitilla cemetery,
Rome, 3rd cent.): balding/receding hairline, pointed beard

For example, in a majority of images, Paul has receding hair and/or is bald,
often accompanied with a pointed (or doubly-pointed) beard.42 Only in a
few images, often in Roman-gilded glass, does Paul have a full set of hair
and pointed beard or no beard.43 The latter images are probably meant to
depict a youthful Paul.44

42 H.P. L’Orange, Likeness and Icon: Selected Studies in Classical and Early Mediaeval Art

(Odense: Odense University Press, 1973), 32–42, mounted the argument that Paul’s
image was modeled after the philosopher Plotinus. This is reaffirmed by S. Patitucci,
“Aspetti dell’iconografia di San Paolo in età paleo-cristiana,” in Paolo di Tarso: Archeologia, storia, ricezione, ed. L. Padovese, vol. 1 (Cantalupa: Effatà editrice, 2009), 31–62,
here 36–37. Aside from being difficult to prove, Esler argues that L’Orange’s hypothesis is
untenable because of the Neoplatonic attacks against Christianity by disciples of Plotinus, like Porphyry, and the likelihood that Christians, having no basis for Paul’s visual
appearance, would then import the physical features of an important Neoplatonic advocate for a treasured apostle, P.F. Esler, “The Early Iconography of Peter and Paul,”
paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the British New Testament Society (Bristol,
1999), 34–36.
43 Some minor features that rarely appear, such as a wrinkled forehead (nos. 6, 13, 25) or an
angled/hook nose (nos. 11 and 17), might be chalked down to stylistic tendencies.
44 For example, one might look at the two scenes that depict Paul on the sarcophagus of
Junius Bassus (ca. 359 CE, nos. 14 and 15). The first scene is of the legendary traditio legis,
Christ’s giving of the law to Peter and Paul. On this history of the traditio legis, see
Patitucci, “Aspetti dell’iconografia di San Paolo” (see n. 42), 47–53. In this particular
scene on the Bassus sarcophagi, Paul is depicted with a full head of hair. In the second
scene, Paul is being arrested before his martyrdom and there he has lost all his hair. The
only difference is time, which has made Paul’s hair disappear.
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Both the iconographic and Thecla traditions of Paul share his baldness.
The overlap may indicate the APTh’s influence on the iconographic tradition. However, determining whether APTh had an influence on the
iconographic evidence is complicated when certain features appear but
others are missing.45 For example, Paul’s aquiline nose, his monobrow, and,
in one case, his short stature appear in both early images of Paul and the
APTh. The mosaic in the mausoleum of Santa Costanza (no. 11) and the
fragment from a Byzantine sarcophagus (no. 17) portray Paul with an
aquiline nose. In a number of gilded glasses from Rome, Paul (and
sometimes Peter) is depicted with a monobrow (nos. 21, 22, 28, 29, 33), and
one sole image of Paul, a fresco from Bülbül Dag, Ephesus (no. 8), depicts
Paul as shorter46 than Thecla’s mother, Theocleia. When these features
occur, however, they are not accompanied by the other distinctive features
from the APTh with the exception of baldness. For example, in many of the
images where Paul has a monobrow, he also has a full head of hair (nos. 21,
22, 29, 33). In the image from Ephesus, although Paul is short and balding,
he has no monobrow and his nose is not distinctive.
Philip Esler argues that the images of Paul on glass, plaques, reliefs,
statues, and mosaics might be based on Roman-made funeral portraits
taken of the apostle when he died.47 Second-century Christian traditions
allude to Paul’s death in Rome (Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1; Dionysius of Corinth
apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.25.8). Roman elites from the first century BCE
memorialized the faces of their dead ancestors through funeral masks or
busts made from wax, stone, or bronze, known as imagines.48 Egyptian
mummy portraits, like those from the Faiyum (1st–3rd cent. CE), are
important to Esler’s argument because of their striking realism. Stella
Patitucci recently affirmed the use of such portraits in early Christianity,
arguing, based on Irenaeus, that such portraits originated in the East and
not Rome as Esler argues.49 Irenaeus mentions gnostic heretics, like
Marcellina, who came to Rome with images of Christ and the apostles

45 Patitucci, “Aspetti dell’iconografia di San Paolo” (see n. 42), 34, 35, 55, overgeneralizes

46
47
48
49

when she argues that the description in the APTh is found in early images of Paul in
catacombs, sarcophagi, and the glasses.
Cf. J.W. Barrier, The Acts of Paul and Thecla: A Critical Introduction and Commentary,
WUNT 2/270 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 52.
Esler, “Iconography” (see n. 42).
E.g., Juvenal, Sat. 8.19; Vitruvius, De architectura 6.3.6; Seneca, Ben. 3.28.7.
Patitucci, “Aspetti dell’iconografia di San Paolo” (see n. 42), 34.
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(Haer. 1.25).50 Similarly, Eusebius says there were colored “images” (εἰκόνες) of the apostles Peter and Paul, and even Christ, circulating (Hist.
eccl. 7.18) – although it is not evident from the context whether such images
were imagines.51 Taken together with the APTh, this evidence points to two
converging traditions about Paul’s visual appearance, one possibly from
ancient funeral portraits of Paul in Rome (key features: baldness, pointed
beard) and one from traditions about Paul, probably circulating around
Asia Minor (key features: baldness, shortness, aquiline nose, bowed legs).52
Esler argues that since Paul’s iconographic features were based on funeral portraits, they would not have been idealized. If such funerary portraits did, in fact, exist, variation among features in extant images indicates
the portraits were altered in copying.53 Furthermore, Paul was no ordinary
person, but a revered part of a large and now expanding community and
religious system. Early Christian iconography tends toward stereotypical
images of the apostles – able and idealized; bodies are unimpaired –
sometimes perfected, with clothing and features that are often “philosophical” (i. e., cloak, beard). Present iconographic evidence favors an
idealized portrait of Paul’s face and body.
In contrast, the depiction of Paul in the APTh, is not idealized. Some of
the features are simply ordinary. Ancient men lost hair. Some had
monobrows. Others were short. Nose shape, especially prominence, varied
as much as skin tone, height, and weight. Given the everyday diet of ancient
men, having bowed legs would not have been that unusual. Malnourishment was one of the leading causes of disability in the ancient world.54 The
primary source of nutrition for most people in the Roman world was ce-

50 Patitucci, “Aspetti dell’iconografia di San Paolo” (see n. 42), 32, argues based on the

51

52

53
54

testimony of Augustine (Haer. 7, PG 42.27) that Paul was probably among the images
Irenaeus mentions.
In his letter to Constantia, Eusebius does speak about how he confiscated images of Paul
and Christ from a woman to avoid the charge of idolatry (Ad Constantiam Augustam 28–
31, PG 20.1547c–d). On this letter’s authenticity, see the arguments of S. Gero, “The True
Image of Christ: Eusebius’ Letter to Constantia Reconsidered,” JTS 32.2 (1981), 460–470.
On the APTh as originating in Asia Minor, see Barrier, Acts of Paul and Thecla (see n. 46),
20–21. Tertullian mentions the text arising out of Asia (Bapt. 17.5). The narrative of the
text also is localized around places in Asia Minor (Iconium, Pisidian Antioch, Seleucia
Cilicia). Knowledge of the “Royal Road” (via Sebaste) that Paul traveled down is also
indicative of actual knowledge of this route that had been renovated in 198 CE; cf.
Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28), 416.
Cf. Esler, “Iconography” (see n. 42), 27.
R. Garland, The Eye of the Beholder: Deformity and Disability in the Graeco-Roman
World (London: Duckworth, 1995), 21.

Digitale Kopie - nur zur privaten Nutzung durch den Autor/die Autorin - © Mohr Siebeck 2021

174

Isaac T. Soon

real.55 Diet limitations cause hypovitaminosis (vitamin deficiency).56 A
large amount of cereal creates a vitamin D deficiency, leading to osteomalacia (limb deformity such as bowed legs).57 Thus, Paul’s portrait in the
APTh need not be considered out of the ordinary in the ancient world.
Readers would probably have received this description as typical.58 Some
features are more positive (e. g., aquiline nose, healthy body);59 others not
so (e. g., balding head, shortness).60 Audiences would probably have been
ambivalent to his monobrow and bowed legs.61 Such a collective response
implies historical plausibility.
55 P. Erdkamp, “The Food Supply of the Capital,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ancient

56

57
58
59

60

61

Rome, ed. P. Erdkamp (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 262–277, here
262.
D. Kraemer, “Food, Eating, and Meals,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Life in
Roman Palestine, ed. C. Hezser (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 404–420, here
406–407.
P.D.A. Garnsey, Food and Society in Classical Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 47.
Betz, “Die betörenden Worte” (see n. 28), 132, recognizes these divergences.
Malherbe has shown (using examples from Plutarch, Ant. 4.1 and Suetonius, Aug. 2.79.2)
that an aquiline nose was a part of emperors (e. g., Augustus) or idealized statuary of
figures like Heracles, cf. Malina and Neyrey, Portraits of Paul (see n. 28), 143. While some
held different ideals of model noses (e. g., the square nose of Hermes mentioned in
Philostratus, Vit. Apoll. 7.42.3), even Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28),
427, notes that a “long nose” was “not flattering […] but not unduly negative.”
On the ancient sources and arguments that stigmatize diminutive stature and on the
ancient negative associations with baldness, see Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul”
(see n. 28), 423–424; cf. Malina and Neyrey, Portraits of Paul (see n. 28), 136–137, 140.
While literary construal of bodily features and physiognomic handbooks show us the
range of responses a physical feature might elicit, few physical features in the ancient
world would have received the same negative overwhelming response from Greeks and
Romans (save something like circumcision). Additionally, literary and physiognomic
parallels do not determine reader’s responses but indicate possibilities. On the problematic argument that what was meant by σύνοφρυς was a “knitted brow,” see Callon,
“Unibrow” (see n. 26), and its critique by Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see
n. 28), 422–423. For negative primary sources on monobrows and bowed legs, see ibid.,
424–425; for positive sources, see Malina and Neyrey, Portraits of Paul (see n. 28), 140,
142. For such features that may have been perceived as ugly, if one takes seriously
Tertullian’s account of the creation of the APTh by the presbyter who loved and admired
Paul (Bapt. 17.5), it is difficult to explain why such a person would describe him in a
negative way unless the features themselves were grounded in tradition or memory. As
Tertullian’s emphasis is on the false teaching that arises out of the APTh we need not be
skeptical about his report of the “presbyter’s” love for Paul. If the elder had written the
text to spite Paul, Tertullian would probably have included that information to reinforce
the text’s illegitimacy. More to the point, the underlying assumption in scholarship that
Paul’s description was too far-fetched for it to be true is problematic. It is anachronistic to
assume Paul’s body had to be a certain way for it to be historically plausible. Why could
Paul’s body not have been this way?
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The APTh’s description of Paul, unique in the early Christian apocrypha,62 fits no literary pattern. Given the patterns of missionary journeys,
heavenly ascents (and descents), and teachings of the apostles, it is surprising that Paul’s physical appearance is not among the regular novelistic
subjects of this literature.63 As noted above, scholarship on the APTh favors
intentional portrayal of Paul as ugly to show that Thecla was not attracted
to him physically.64 Monika Betz argues that although Paul’s appearance
might be the antithesis of novelistic heroes, Thecla is nevertheless attracted
to Paul because he functions as an intermediary for Christ. The key passage
is APTh 21, where Thecla sees the Lord “sitting as Paul” (εἶδεν τὸν κύριον
καθήμενον ὡς Παῦλον). Thecla encounters the Lord in Paul’s “ugly”
physical appearance.65 Betz interprets this image as Christ sitting “in the
manner of Paul” (“in der Gestalt des Paulus”).66 But this misses the point.
As Omerzu notes, it is not that Thecla is aware that she is seeing Christ; she
only sees Paul.67 Contrary to the suggestion of interpreters, this passage
emphasizes the appeal of Paul’s apparent ugly appearance to Thecla: once
she sees him, she fixes her attention on him (καὶ προσεῖχεν αὐτῷ ἀτενίζουσα) and is comforted by Paul in his “ugly” appearance. Although Thecla
is first enraptured by Paul because of the sound of his teaching, her desire
for him is sustained through his physical appearance. Paul’s unattractive
exterior appears to be an unavoidable fact. While Thecla finds Paul’s visual
appearance appealing, the author of the APTh does not. The author regards
Paul’s appearance as in need of correction. The text “solves” the problem by
62 Grant, “Description of Paul” (see n. 28), 1; Bollók, “Description of Paul” (see n. 28), 1;

63

64

65

66
67

Omerzu, “Portrayal” (see n. 28), 253; Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28),
418.
It may have been that fictional ecphrastic descriptions of the holy apostles were forbidden or discouraged. On the other hand, there were limits to how much creative license
an “admiring presbyter” might take on the lives of the apostles, especially since spreading
false information about an apostle’s appearance was not a way to contribute to one’s
admiration of him. Furthermore, spreading unflattering physical details about the
apostle whose authority one might be trying to co-opt, as is the case with the APTh (e. g.,
celibacy, women and baptism), was not the best way to convince an audience of one’s
interpretation of his letters.
E.g., Bremmer, “Portrait of the Apostle Paul” (see n. 28), 428; S. Parkhouse, “The Fetishization of Female Exempla: Mary, Thecla, Perpetua and Felicitas,” NTS 63 (2017),
567–587, 577.
A similar phenomenon can be seen in the martyrdom account of Blandina (Letter of the
Churches of Vienne and Lyons 5.1.41) and Acts Thom. 11. On these, see C.R. Moss,
Ancient Christian Martyrdom: Diverse Practices, Theologies, and Traditions (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 113, and Betz, “Die betörenden Worte” (see n. 28), 136.
Betz, “Die betörenden Worte” (see n. 28), 136.
Omerzu, “Portrayal” (see n. 28), 265.
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arguing that when she looked upon an unattractive Paul, she was actually
seeing Christ. The need to correct Paul’s physical appearance suggests that
the author did not fabricate the description of Paul in the first place.
The description of Paul as an ἀνὴρ μικρός in the APTh could simply
suggest that he was simply below average height, but it could also carry with
it the connotation that the subject was short-statured. Aristotle in his
history of animals speaks about the pygmies in Egypt as a race that is truly
small (ἔστι κατὰ τὴν ἀλήθειαν γένος μικρόν, Hist. an. 8.12.597a). Plato
describes a certain Aristodemus of Cydathenaeum as σμικρός (“little,”
Symp. 137b) and Xenophon refers to the same Aristodemus as “the one
nicknamed ‘little’” (τὸν μικρὸν ἐπικαλούμενον, Mem. 1.4.2). This use of
μικρός to describe little people – dwarfs and pygmies in ancient vernacular – is seen in the New Testament with the figure of Zacchaeus (Luke
19:3), whom Luke describes as being “short in bodily stature” (τῇ ἡλικίᾳ
μικρὸς ἦν). Based on his investigation of this phrase, Mikeal Parsons argues
that, although we cannot tell exactly how tall Zacchaeus is in the Lukan
narrative, it is likely that some of Luke’s audience would have understood
him as being a “dwarf.”68 Thus, ἀνὴρ μικρός in the APTh probably denotes
a short-statured person. The description of Paul as bow-legged might
confirm this insofar as achondroplasia is a common expression of dwarfism. If Paul was not a dwarf, it appears that some early Christians thought
he was.

5 Conclusion
In this article I have argued that the description of Paul as an ἀνὴρ μικρός in
the APTh 3 corresponds to Paul’s reference to being lowered from a σαργάνη in 2 Cor 11:33 and from a σπυρίς in Acts 9:25. The capacity of a
σαργάνη suggests that Paul would have had to be physically short to fit into
the basket in 2 Cor 11:33, a reading that is affirmed when we understand the
68 M.C. Parsons, “‘Short in Stature’: Luke’s Physical Description of Zacchaeus,” NTS 47

(2001), 50–57, here 55; id., Body and Character in Luke and Acts: The Subversion of
Physiognomy in Early Christianity (Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2011), 102. One
is more than able to infer this from three details in the immediate context: (1) Zacchaeus
is so short he cannot see over the crowd (19:3); (2) he has to run ahead in order to get
ahead of the crowd (19:3), which implies that he has short legs and must then work twice
as hard to get in front; (3) he climbs up into a tree so that Jesus(!) could see him (19:4) – in
the narrative, it could not have been enough for Zacchaeus to be in front of the crowd; he
had to be above it to be seen. Luke’s portrayal of Zacchaeus as a μικρός is a portrayal of a
little person.
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small capacity of the σπυρίς in Acts 9:25. Although the description of Paul
in the APTh has frequently been dismissed, I demonstrated that Paul’s
physical features were not out of the ordinary and that they were not
idealized, unlike his portraits in early Christian iconography. The author’s
valorization of Paul’s appearance in the APTh despite its apparent “ugliness” supports the historical plausibility of the description. The correspondence between σαργάνη in 2 Cor 11:33, σπυρίς in Acts 9:25, and his
reception as a ἀνὴρ μικρός in APTh 3 suggests that he was a short man,
possibly short-statured.
Paul’s short-staturedness correlates with a number of other issues in his
letters. For example, some of his metaphors may be related to dwarfism,
including: (1) the allusion to fighting wild beasts in Ephesus (1 Cor 15:32);
(2) the image of the athlete/gladiator (1 Cor 9:24–27); (3) and the so-called
fool’s speech (2 Cor 11:22–12:10).69 In ancient Greek art there is also a
correspondence between children, dwarfs, and satyrs.70 Ancient dwarfs are
often depicted with pointed beards and balding heads,71 features shared
with satyrs.72 His name Paulus (“small”) may also be related. Paulus is
usually understood to be Paul’s cognomen.73 Roman cognomina were
frequently related to physical particularities, most especially height and
size, for example, Paulus (“short”); Bassus (“stout”); Longus (“tall”); Lon-

69 We know from ancient sources that dwarfs were sometimes placed in the arena as

70
71
72

73

spectacles (Suetonius, Aug. 43), fighting women (Dio Cassius 67.8.2), or even wild
animals (Statius, Silvae 1.6.57–64; Martial, Epigrammata 1.43.10), all of which could
illuminate what Paul meant in 1 Cor 15:32. Additionally, as V. Dasen, “Dwarfism in
Egypt and Classical Antiquity: Iconography and Medical History,” Medical History 32
(1988), 253–276, here 269, notes, one of the term used for short-statured people (πυγμαῖος), comes from πυγμή which can refer to “boxing” or a “fist-fight,” which could be
relevant to 1 Cor 9:24–27. She also notes that dwarfs were used for entertainment (ibid.,
273), which may illuminate the rhetorical context of 2 Cor 11:22–12:10.
See V. Dasen, “‘All Children Are Dwarfs’: Medical Discourse and Iconography of
Children’s Bodies,” OJA 27.1 (2008), 49–62, here 54–57.
V. Dasen, “Dwarfs in Athens,” OJA 9.2 (1990), 191–207, 198.
Given that some types of dwarfism can cause eye problems (e. g., Kniest dysplasia) one
might be tempted to draw a correlation with Paul’s words in Gal 4:13–15 about “tearing
eyes out,” which past interpreters understood as referring to deteriorating eyesight (cf.
Gal 6:11). I am inclined (with H.D. Betz, Galatians, Hermeneia [Philadelphia: Fortress,
1979], 227–228) to understand Paul as referring to friendship and not an infirmity.
Additionally, one should be cautious in trying to over-diagnose given the paucity of data
available.
E.g., C.E.B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1980), 49–
50; J.D.G. Dunn, Romans 1–8, WBC 38A (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1988), 6–7, cf. R. Jewett,
Romans: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 99–100; G.A. Harrer, “Saul Who
Is Also Called Paul,” HTR 33 (1940), 19–33, here 24–26.
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ginus (“longish”).74 Sometimes these nicknames expressed mockery.75 In
contrast to Saul, the king of Israel, whom the Old Greek calls “tall” (εὐμεγέθης, 1 Sam 9:2), Paul was Paulus, “small,” his name a reminder of
God’s strength working in weakness.76
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74 A comprehensive list can be found in G.D. Chase, “The Origin of Roman Praenomina,”

HSCP 8 (1897), 103–184, here 109–110.

75 See C.J. Hemer, “The Name of Paul,” TynBul 36 (1985), 179–183, here 183.
76 This supports the analysis of B. Wilson, “Destabilizing Masculinity: Paul in the Book of

Acts and Beyond,” JBRec 2 (2015), 241–261, here 253–257, who argues that Paul’s name
in Luke is an effeminizing tool used by the author of Acts to illustrate his shifting
masculinity.
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