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Abstract:
A previously unsuspected 4th- or 5th-century Latin work by an unknown patristic author emerges through re-examination of the so-called genealogical tables found in certain medieval Spanish bibles and Apocalypse commentaries. Analysis of its text and layout suggests that this diagram, which I name the Great Stemma, began as a unified chronological chart which originally occupied a large, single roll and was later re-edited in codex form, sectioned into seven or eight folios. The change of format and an accumulation of errors in a lost, early Visigothic intermediary have degraded the logic of the original. The ur-form can be reconstituted by comparing the content with the text of the Liber Genealogus of 427, an anonymous Donatist chronographic work. An analysis of the peculiar data order of the Liber Genealogus leads to the conclusion that the latter must be a commentary on an early version of the Great Stemma. The diagram is thus of much greater antiquity than was previously realized, and gives us evidence of a previously unobserved graphic method in patristic writing. The work has received only limited scholarly attention in the past, mainly for the sake of its Vetus Latina name forms which pre-date the new transliterations of the Hebrew names undertaken by Jerome of Stridon for his Vulgate translation. The Great Stemma author devised an unprecedented infographic layout, using 540 key persons to visualize biblical history from the Creation to the Incarnation, aligned with Roman and Achaemenid history. The timeline constitutes one of three layers of content which blend into a complex reflection on a Christian understanding of time. A second layer is composed of the chains of descent described in the gospel genealogies of Matthew and Luke and another brief chain of the descendants of Cain. These gain heightened symbolic significance through the graphic form, with these chains or fila parting at David and re-uniting in the person of Christ. A selection of stemmata representing the descendants of various patriarchs constitutes the third layer of content. The Great Stemma author used this innovative diagrammatic chronicle to demonstrate that contradictions between the Gospel genealogies of Christ can be resolved by a solution found in the Protevangelium of James: the introduction of the uncanonical Joachim as father of the Virgin. This analysis may lead to a better understanding of the thinking behind the diagrams employed a century later by Cassiodorus in his Institutions which utilize similar graphic techniques. It is hoped that a text-critical edition and a more detailed investigation of the diagram can be undertaken soon.
The full article has been submitted for publication and is currently undergoing peer review.
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