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11. A wealthy woman named Tryphaena: 
patroness of Thecla of Iconium 

MAGDA MISSET-VAN DE WEG 

And Thecla begged the Governor that she might remain pure until 
she was to fight with the wild animals. And a wealthy woman, 
named Tryphaena, whose daughter had died, took her into custody. 
And she was a comfort to her. (Acts of Paul and Thecla, 27) 

An intriguing and puzzling aspect of the Acts of Paul and Thecla 
(AThe), is the relation between Thecla of Iconium and Queen 
Tryphaena, a woman who supports and strengthens Thecla.' It has 
been suggested that Tryphaena adopts Thecla, becomes her 'new 
mother' and thus incorporates Thecla into a new family: the 
Christian c ~ m m u n i t y . ~  Other explanations are that Tryphaena 
simply takes a liking to the girl and/or finds in her a substitute for 

1 See also Brernmer, this volume, 53. 
2 L. Vouaux, Les Actes de Paul et ses lettres apocryphes (Paris, 1913) 
221, n. 3: '( ...) aussi adopte-t-elle Thkcle meme lkgalement et pour la 
possession de ses biens (...)'; R. Albrecht, Das Leben der heiligen 
Makrina auf dem Hintergrund der Thekla-Traditionen (Diss. Erlangen- 
Niirnberg, 1984) 264: 'In Tryphaina erhalt Thekla, die von ihrer eigenen 
Mutter verstoaen wurde, eine neue Mutter (...) Nicht nur Thekla erhalt 
eine neue Mutter, sondern auch Tryphaina eine neue Tochter.'; D.R. 
MacDonald, The Legend and the Apostle. The Battle for Paul in Story 
and Canon (Philadelphia, 1983) 51: 'Tryphaena adopts Thecla as her 
own daughter in place of her deceased natural daughter.' MacDonald 
does not associate the relation between the two women with patronage, 
but he does identify Tryphaena as a model for wealthy Christian women. 
The latter are encouraged to support women who choose celibacy in 
order to keep them from becoming destitute. 



her deceased d a ~ g h t e r . ~  It will be the aim of this paper to show 
that these explanations do  not adequately describe the relationship 
between the two women and to show that the largesse o f  the queen 
and the reciprocal activities of Thecla reflect an early Christian 
form of the pervasive cultural phenomenon of patronageY4 which 
in itself constitutes a rich source for understanding the structure of 
social relationships in antiquity.' 

3 A. Jensen (ed), Thekla - die Apostolin. Ein apokrypher Text neu 
entdeckt (Freiburg, Base1 and Vienna, 1995) 92: 'Dennoch konnte man 
hinter der verwitweten Mutter, die ihre eigene Tochter verloren hat und 
in Theckla gleichsam eine Ersatstochter findet (...)'. 
4 Much of the evidence for patronage has survived because one of the 
expressions of gratitude was a dedication inscribed on stone. A great 
number of such inscriptions have been found. The bulk of evidence for 
the Late Republic is constituted by letters, such as Cicero's letters of 
recommendation. Cf. R.P. Saller, Personal Patronage Under the Early 
Empire (Cambridge, 1982) 165 and 206, who also observes that state- 
ments concerning patron-client relationships are mostly self-conscious 
and often philosophical, and therefore might be 'unrepresentative of the 
ideas and expectations of men in everyday life as a sermon preached 
from a pulpit today' (p. 5). See, however, Ph. Culham, 'Ten Years After 
Pomeroy: Studies of the Image and Reality of Women in Antiquity', 
Helios 1312 (1987) 9-30, concerning the problem of 'who is represented 
by what evidence'. She strongly argues against the primacy of words and 
texts and text-centered, abstract methodologies, but she also points out 
that even the most apparently personal documents surviving from anti- 
quity (e.g. the lyric poems) are public statements meant to be generally 
understood. 
5 A. Wallace-Hadrill (ed), Patronage in Ancient Society (London, 1989) 
7-8, emphasizes that patronage is not of exclusive importance for under- 
standing social relationships. Patronage was one of a number of alter- 
native and competing systems that coexisted; Saller, Personal Patronage, 
208. For a warning that patronage did not solve every social problem see 
P. Veyne, Le pain et le cirque. Sociologie historique d'un pluralisme 
politique (Paris, 1967) 218: '( ...) un probleme social ne se rCsout pas 
avec des gestes plus ou moins symboliques; il y faut des remtdes de 
beaucoup plus grande Cchelle, d'une Cchelle qui est celle de la collec- 
tivitC.' 
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First, a brief outline of patronage will be presented. Special 
attention will be paid to the ambiguity due to the seemingly 
positive image of women patrons, resulting from epigraphic 
evidence, and the traditional view of woman's place known from 
literary s ~ u r c e s . ~  Next, Tryphaena will be introduced as a model 
of the Christian benefactress, followed by a few remarks in con- 
clusion. 

In the first centuries of the Christian era, patronage permeated 
Mediterranean society from top to bottom.' It has been identified 
as a highly complex and hierarchically organized tentacular net- 
work which functioned as the prime mechanism in the allocation 
or chanelling of scarce resources of all sorts and at every level of 
society. On the level of interpersonal exchange and interaction, it 
has been defined as an elementary or cell structure of social life 
with discrete, yet universal, characteristics. In addition, patronage 
functioned as an important means of controlling and legitimizing 
the social order and for reproducing the major social institutions of 
power.g The two levels must be considered against a background 

6 This view represents and propagates the image of women as pious, 
silent, modest women, who take care of their husband and children. 
7 For the origins of patronage, see Veyne, Le pain et le cirque, who 
detects in euergetism the reunion of three major 'themes': 'le mhchnat, 
les largesses plus ou moins symboliques que les hommes politiques font 
de leur bourse au titre de leur charge (ob honorem), enfin les 1iMralitCs 
et fondations funkraires' (p.209). Liturgies ob honorem, piety, patriotism, 
philotimia, and largesse are a few examples of the elements which 
together constituted as it were the 'school' for euergetism. 
8 Saller, Personal Patronage, 194; Veyne, Le pain et le cirque, 271, 
states that the imperial period was 'incontestablement I'6ge d'or de 
1'6verg8tisme1. 
9 T. Johnson & Ch. Dandeker, 'Patronage: relation and system', in 
Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 2 10-4 1 ,  esp. 220- 1 ; Wallace-Hadrill, Patro- 
nage, 5-6, 65, 72, who mentions that courts, elections, and much of the 
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in which the public and the private were inextricably linked and 
scarcely distinguishable as the complex of  patronage was deepened 
and extended. l o  

Patronage was not a well-defined, smoothly operating system 
following predictable and inevitable rules, but a flexible and 
dynamic system that could be adapted to changing social circum- 
stances." Core-characteristics of  the patron-client nexus were:I2 

senate's mnning of the empire depended on it. An arrangement with 
which the Romans must have been familiar because it was central to the 
Roman social system in reality as in ideology; conceived as part of the 
res publica and the mos maiorum. In fact, the introduction of patronage 
as a traditional institution was ascribed to Romulus, the founder of the 
state. For a schematic and idealizing account of the Romulean constituti- 
on, describing the rights and obligations of patrons and clients, see 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Antiquitates Romanae 2.9-1 1 .  Patronage was 
not only appreciated in a positive way, but aversion of patronage has 
been expressed as well. See P. Millet, 'Patronage and its avoidance in 
classical Athens', in Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 15-48, esp. 33, who 
refers to examples from Aristotle (Nichomachaean Ethics 1127a) and 
Xenophon (Oeconomicus 11). Aristotle's way of disguising clients as 
friends is parallelled by the Roman device of preserving appearances by 
disguising clients as amici, cf Saller, Personal Patronage, 11-5, who 
quotes from Cicero (Off 2.69): 'some Romans think it as bitter as death 
to have accepted a patron or to be called clients.' 
10 Cf. D. Braund, 'Function and dysfunction: personal patronage in 
Roman imperialism', in Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 140-2. Braund 
refers, for instance, to Cicero's correspondence which shows 'how a 
Roman provincial governor was enmeshed in a complex web of personal 
patronage which reached to Rome itself. Cf. Saller, Personal Patronage, 
25-6 and Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 5, who argues that the exchange of 
personal favours and services form part of a wider network and thus of 
the 'system of patronage' and should not be relegated to the realm of 
relations between individuals. 
1 1 Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 7 1, 78. 
12 The characteristics are based on the tripartite definition offered by 
Boissevain, endorsed by Saller and others, and the complements added 
by Garnsey & Woolf and Millett. See Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 3-4; 
Millett, 'Patronage and its avoidance', 16. 
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* Reciprocity, involving exchanges of services over time between 
two parties. However, at the system level, where a complex 
network of vertical and cross-cutting ties with wider integrative 
and social control functions became visible, one-to-one exchanges 
or immediate reciprocation did not necessarily take place. From a 
strategic point of view the client's indebtedness and maintaining a 
structure of power instead of immediate reciprocation might even 
have been in the patron's interest; l3  

* The relations were personal as opposed to, for example, com- 
mercial relationships. This does not necessarily imply an intimate 
or strict patron-client dyad, but does mean that access to resources 
was predominantly mediated by personalized relationships.14 
* The relations were asymmetrical, i.e. between parties of differ- 
entlunequal social status. Vertical over horizontal relations were 
dominant, connecting patron and client in a hierarchical structure. 
The relationship was conducted along lines largely determined by 
the party of superior status, which gave rise to an exploitative 
tendency in the relationship.I5 
* Relations were voluntary, i.e. not legally enforceable or at least 
not fully legal or contractual. Clients could choose, move from 
patron to patron, and patrons could compete for clients. However, 
even if individual relationships were voluntary, there is nothing 
voluntary about a social system which succeeds in perpetuating 
inequalities.I6 
* The relation was based on solidarity, often closely related to 
conceptions of personal identity, especially of personal honour and 
obligations. Some, even if ambivalent, personal 'spiritual' attach- 
ment could exist between patron and clients." 

13 Johnson & Dandeker, 'Patronage: relation and system', 225. 
14 Johnson & Dandeker, 'Patronage: relation and system', 226. 
15 Millett, 'Patronage and its avoidance', 16. Cf. S.N. Eisenstadt & L. 
Roniger, 'Patron-Client Relations as a Model of Structuring Social 
Exchange', Comparative Studies in Society and History 22 (1980) 42-77, 
esp. 49-50. 
16 Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 8. 
17 Cf. Eisenstadt & Roniger, 'Patron-Client Relations', 50. 



In theory the system of patronage functioned as a two-way 
street; both subject and object benefitted. The system could create 
the well-being or even the upward mobility of a client, and also 
enhance the social status andlor political stature of the patron and 
his or  her family." Yet, the above mentioned characteristics 
show that it was also a highly ambiguous system. Patronage 
presupposes inequality or at least asymmetry and maintains it.'' 
Inequality and solidarity do not go together well and the same ap- 
plies to  coercion and choice, mutual obligations and a voluntary 
re la t i~nship . '~  Even though one might conclude that the euergetic 
system is for the good of 'the people', who receive real benefits in 
return for giving honour, the true purpose of giving was not 
(always) to  receive honour, but (often) to  maintain power and wealth." 

18 See, e.g., L.M. White, 'Social Networks: Theoretical Orientation and 
Historical Applications', Semeia 56 (1992) 23-36. 
19 E.R. Wolf, 'Kinship, Friendship, and Patron-Client Relations in 
Complex Societies,' in M. Banton (ed), The Social Anthropology of 
Complex Societies (London, 1968) 1-22, esp. 16. 
20 Johnson & Dandeker, 'Patronage: relation and system', 231, offer the 
following explanation for these ambiguities: 'Where choice is sustained 
yet fides is entrenched, then ambiguity becomes an inherent feature of 
the system. Tolerance of such ambiguity, of the discrepancy between the 
ideas and the reality is reflected in individual relations and becomes 
enshrined in the language itself. Paradoxically, without its 'failures' the 
system would degenerate. In short, tolerance of ambiguity is an adaptive 
feature of the system.' 
21 Cf. R. Gordon, 'The Veil of Power: emperors, sacrificers and bene- 
factors,' in M. Beard & J. North (eds), Pagan Priests: Religion and 
Power in the Ancient World (Ithaca NY, 1990) 201-3 1, esp. 224; Saller, 
Personal Patronage, 126: 'The most basic premise from which the 
Romans started was that honor and prestige derived from the power to 
give what others needed or wanted.' Cf. R. Saller, 'Patronage and 
friendship in early imperial Rome: drawing the distinction', in Wallace- 
Hadrill, Patronage, 124, who states that the exchange of gifts 'with 
friends and dependents beyond the kinship group served as a reminder 
and reinforcement of differences of status.' See also Saller, Personal 
Patronage, who weighs the Marxist against the functionalist critique of 
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'Do ut des ' 

Benefactions might consist of, for example, distribution of food, 
building of temples, baths, financing of festivals and entertainment. 
In return the benefactors could receive or secure: senatorial magis- 
tracies, public and religious offices,22  privilege^,^^ political sup- 
port and influence,24 loyalty and honour, which would have a 
positive influence on their own prestige and that of their family. 
These examples of that which could be secured (as a reward) 
through patronage already indicate that different forms of patro- 
nage can be identified. Besides 'status-raising' generosity on the 
level of political patronage, deities, though more and more on a 
symbolic level, were seen as patrons and in a more or less parallel 
way, so was the E m p e r ~ r . ~ '  Cities relied to a great extent on the 

the patronage-ideology. Saller observes that both critiques point to the 
ideology's covering up of the class structure, which protects the interests 
of the patrons and helps them to maintain their position at a minimal 
cost, but conclude that patronage and the patronal ideology provide 
stability and cohesion. 
22 For example, in their capacity as priestess or magistrate, the patro- 
nesses underwrote costs of religious festivals or public entertainments, 
for which they received again public honours, etcetera. 
23 Varying from a front seat in the theatre to the right to own land. 
24 Patrons could expect support from their clients when standing for 
election and so could their friends andlor members of their family, see 
for example White, 'Social Networks', 23-36. 
25 See H.S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman Religion II. 
Transition and Reversal in Myth and Ritual (Leiden, 1993) 196-7: 'The 
benefactions, aid and salvation procured by any person naturally raise 
him to a superior rank: deus est mortali iuvare mortalem (when a mortal 
helps another mortal, that is god), says Pliny, NH 2, 18 (...) The bles- 
sings bestowed by a ruler naturally transcend the level of private and 
personal assistance. They were described in terms of peace, order and 
prosperity for all subjects in the realm or the world.' Cf. F. Danker, 
Benefactor. Epigraphic Study of a Graeco-Roman and New Testament 
Semantic Field (St. Louis, 1982) a.0. 26, 35-6; Saller, Personal Patrona- 
ge, 41. For the titles 'benefactor' and 'soter', which became personalized 



system of  p a t r ~ n a g e ? ~  on the wealthy elite trying 'to outdo each 
other in lavish benefactions (...) stimulated by an elaborate com- 
plex of honours emanating from the city.'" Down the societal 
ladder the 'poor in antiquity, as in all historical periods, depended 
to a significant degree on the quality of their relationships with 
more fortunate members of  their own society (...) for the satisfac- 
tion of  vital needs, whether food, clothing and shelter.'28 

An apparent ambiguity 

Greetings. Whereas the people of Athens led a F'ythian procession to 
F'ythian Apollo in a grand manner worthy of the god and their 
particular excellence: the priestess of Athena, Chrysis daughter of 
Nicetes, also was present with the procession; she made the journey 
out and the return well, appropriately, and worthily of the people of 
Athens and of our own city. With good fortune, it was voted by the 
city of Delphi to praise Chrysis, daughter of Nicetes, and to crown 
her with the god's crown that is customary among the Delphians. It 
was voted also to give proxenia to her and to her descendants from 
the city, and the right to consult the oracle, priority of trial, safe 
conduct, freedom from taxes, and a front seat at all the contests held 
by the city, the right to own land and a house and all the other 

and regularized epithets of an increasingly divinized Hellenistic royalty, 
see H. Hendrix, 'BenefactorPatron Networks in the Urban Environment: 
Evidence from Thessalonica', Semeia 56 (1992) 39-58, esp. 42. 
26 According to R. MacMullen, Roman Social Relations: 50 B.C. to 
A.D. 284 (New Haven and London, 1974) 25-6, the villages probably 
kept up connections with rich and influential patrons, who could be 
counted on to pay for a public building or social occasions, but there 
seems to be little information on the subject. 
27 R. van Bremen, 'Women and Wealth', in A. Cameron & A. Kurt 
(eds), Images of Women in Antiquity, (London, 1983) 224. 
28 P. Garnsey & G. Woolf, 'Patronage of the rural poor in the Roman 
world', in Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage, 153-70, esp. 158. For several 
other forms of patronage see S.B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, 
and Slaves. Women in Classical Antiquity (New York, 1975) 200. 
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honours customary for proxenoi and benefactors of the city. (Inscrip- 
tiones Graecae 112 1 136)" 

This inscription is but one example of a woman's benefactions and 
the honour bestowed upon her. Many inscriptions record that 
women, in return for their largesse, were assigned functions such 
as arch&, dcmiourgos, gymnasiarchos (in most cases for the 
provision of oil), ktistria, dekapro'tos, hierophantis, agc?nothett?s. 
The fact that women held such positions is a striking phenomenon 
in a world known from literary sources for the traditional view of 
woman's place and for a strict division between the male and the 
female domain. 

How can this ambiguity be explained? To start with, gender 
was not a determinative factor as far as patronage was concerned, 
whereas wealth and social class were. It has been argued that 
women did become visible as patronesses in a period of degener- 
ation of political life and economic decay. Municipal life there- 
upon started to depend on wealthy women to underwrite the costs 
of public buildings, festivals, baths and other types of benefaction. 
As women exercised no actual power, their appointment to various 
positions was a painless way for cities to gain money and glit- 
ter.30 However, wealthy women played a prominent public role in 

29 This inscription records honours and privileges bestowed on a 
priestess of Athena after a procession to Pythian Apollo, Delphi, 2nd 
century BC. Quoted from R.S. Kraemer, Maenah, Martyrs, Matrons, 
Monastics: A Sourcebook on Women's Religions in the Greco-Roman 
World (Philadelphia, 1988) 21 1. 
30 For a survey of, but not agreement with, several theses, see M. T. 
Boatwright, 'Plancia Magna of Perge: Women's Roles and Status in 
Roman Asia Minor', in S.B. Pomeroy (ed), Women's History and 
Ancient History (Chapel Hill and London, 1991) 249-77, esp. 258-60. 
Boatwright mentions explanations, such as 0. Braunstein's hypothesis of 
the survival of 'Mutterrecht', and Sarah Pomeroy's view of crediting 
women's public visibility to an increase in legal and economic power of 
women. Cf. also Gordon, 'The Veil of Power', 230, who concludes that 
euergetic women are symptoms of changes in local inheritance systems 
and of the pressure of Roman law upon them and refers to the pressure 
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the cities long before the period of d e ~ a y . ~ '  
The seemingly positive image of women, resulting from the 

epigraphic evidence, should not be misinterpreted. The emergence 
of benefactresses in the striking capacities did not necessarily 
mean a shift in the social power of women in general, nor in the 
traditional view of women as such.32 The ideology that per- 
petuated and justified the political power and social status of an 
elite ruling-class remained operative. Natal family positions and 
connections remained an important, if not a determinative factor, 
in obtaining prestigious priesthoods and public offices, honours 
and prestige. Women could and did inherit capital, but they 
were-as were their male relatives-expected to spend it in the 
service of the city, and thus to enlarge their own and especially 
their family's prestige and status. The functions women held, seem 
to be largely ceremonial andlor nominal and lay outside the polit- 
ical or commercial spheres. Furthermore, women are praised for 
typically female virtues, such as philandria, philoteknia and 
s6phrosynC (love for a husband, love of one's children and temper- 
ance), in carefully constructed language that mirrored the 'tradit- 
ional' ideas about women in the literary and philosophical sources 
of the Hellenistic and Roman periods.33 

which the obligation to give put upon all wealthy families. See also 
Veyne, Le pain et le cirque, 357 n. 26 1 : '( ...) les magistratures fbminines 
s'expliquaient toujours par des raisons d'argent (...)'. 
31 Van Bremen, 'Women and Wealth', 233-4. 
32 Van Bremen, 'Woman and Wealth', 231-3. See also Gordon, 'The 
Veil of Power', 230. 
33 E.P. Forbis, 'Women's Public Image in Italian Honorary Inscripti- 
ons', Am. J.  Phil. 1 1 1  (1990) 493-512, esp. 496-7, has pointed out that 
the Italians commemorated their benefactresses in a different way. They 
either ignored or minimized the benefactress' domestic duties: 'Not only 
did the Italians honor aristocratic women for their public munificence, 
but they also praised them accordingly.' As an example to illustrate this 
Forbis quotes the inscription to a benefactress from Formiae in the late 
second century AD (L'Anne'e ~pigraphique 1971.79): 'The citizens of 
Formiae publicly [give honor to] Cassia Cornelia Prisca, the daughter of 
Gaius, a woman of senatorial rank, the wife of Aufidius Fronto the 
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The explanation for the apparent ambiguity can be found in 
the social and ideological components of Greek urban elites, more 
specifically in the blurring of the private domestic spheres and the 
political and public spheres. The city came to be conceptualized as 
a large family with the elite acting as fathers andlor mothers, sons 
and daughters. The families of benefactors became an essential 
element of the dynastic, self-justificatory ideology of the elites.34 
Women's private life thus became the centre of attention, but 
within the existing traditional ideological framework. 

In conclusion we  can say that on the one hand traditional ideas 
on women seem to  have changed little in the course of the Hellen- 
istic and Roman  period^,^' on the other hand shifts in the system 
of patronage created conditions that made women's presence 
increasingly visible and constantly felt. The inscriptions on statues 
and other memorials or monuments-abundantly present all over 
the cities-listing the o f i ces  and benefactions, were, moreover, an 
effective way of affirming the superiority of the ruling class.36 At 

consul, pontifex, proconsul of Asia, and patron of our colony, a priestess 
of the Augusta and of the fatherland, in return for the magnificence of 
her generosity.' 
34 Van Bremen, 'Women and Wealth' 235f. See also S. Wiersma, 'The 
Ancient Greek Novel and its Heroines: A Female Paradox', Mnemosyne 
IV 43 (1990) 109-23, esp. 114, for illustrations of the integration of 
familial attitudes: 'Widely attested, for instance, are impassioned public 
mournings on the occasion of a death in dynastic families; all citizens 
seem to have participated (...) Also attested are public thanksgivings on 
behalf of a member of the ruling families who recuperated from severe 
illness. Such a happy recuperation could provoke an exchange of ack- 
nowledgements: recovered, this person treats the people to a banquet, 
while they for their part defray the costs of the erection of a statue at the 
agora.' 
35 Van Bremen, 'Women and Wealth', 237. 
36 The ordering of space and time of much of municipal life had the 
same purpose: to feed the collective consciousness of the population with 
the right 'order', which found expression, for instance, in the positioning 
during processions and in the celebration of marriages and death of the 
elite only. 



the same time, these conspicuous inscriptions and monuments 
reminded the inhabitants of the cities constantly of the largesse 
and activities of many women.37 On several points the hegemonic 
paradigm was thus breached and the women (and the men) were 
presented with alternative models of identifi~ation.~' 

Patronage in the AThe 

In the AThe the terminology of patronage is not overtly present, 
but absence of explicit or stable terminology does not necessarily 
mean absence of patr~nage.~' In fact, we find the epithet bozthos 
and references to God as s5tFr (cf. resp. 42, 6,  17, 37, 38) which 
might reflect an understanding of God and Jesus as  benefactor^.^' 
The ambivalent attitude of the Governors, especially of Castelius, 
the Governor of Iconium, towards Paul and Thecla, might reflect 
their embedment in the system of patronage. Castelius is interested 
in what Paul has to say, he sympathizes with Thecla, as did his 
colleague from Antioch - they even shed tears - but after having 
taken council (!), and even though he is extremely vexed, he 
orders Paul to be flogged and condemns Thecla to be burned (17- 
21). Behind this may lie the actuality of the patronage network. 
For a steady rise to power within that system it was essential to 
maintain a good relationship with the Emperor as the supreme pa- 
tron. To that end governors also needed a good relationship with 

37 W. Cotter, 'Women's Authority Roles in Paul's Churches: Counter- 
cultural or Conventional?', Novum Testamentum 36 (1994) 350-72, esp. 
365, points out that inscriptional evidence shows that 'Romanized 
women were in a position to gain status and honour for themselves and 
their families', that these women had their own identity and were not 
identified by her father, husband or guardian. 
38 Cf. Van Bremen, 'Women and Wealth', 236-7 and Boatwright, 
'Plancia Magna of Perge', 263. 
39 Millett, 'Patronage and its avoidance', 15-6. 
40 Cf. S.C. Mott, 'Greek Ethics and Christian Conversion. The Philonic 
Background of Titus 11.10-14 and 111 3-7', Novum Testamentum 20 
(1978) 43-6. 
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the people they governed, including the local elite. The support of 
local notables could, for example, be needed to protect a Governor 
from complaints about maladministration which would obstruct 
their  career^.^' 

Alexander also seems to fit the pattern of the patron. He is 
introduced as someone (...) 'doing many things in this city during 
his officeY(26). Later he appears to be crowned, an honour con- 
ferred upon a person who was found to be 'fine' and 'noble' and 
'well-disposed to the and he is 'the one arranging the 
beast-hunt' - which could refer to the title ag6nothet~?s (30). The 
story seems to give his role a twist so that he becomes the model 
for the wrong kind of benefactor. 'Wrong' in the sense that he 
provides the city with 'wordly' things and because he uses patron- 
age as a means for revenge and restoration of his honour, of which 
a woman robbed him. The implicit message could thus be that 
Christians-or at least the ascetic community-should no longer turn 
to andlor depend on benefactors like Alexander nor desire his kind 
of benefactions. In marked contrast with Alexander, Tryphaena 
seems to represent the right model. She is equally, or even more 
so, a prominent and wealthy woman-a queen-related to the 
Emperor. Her benefactions are indeed of a different kind. She 
takes a 'desolate stranger',43 a handmaiden of the Lord under her 

41 Cf. J.K. Chow, Patronage and Power. A Study of Social Networks in 
Corinth (Sheffield, 1992) 5 1 ff. 
42 See, e.g., the Hellenistic Ephesian inscription quoted in B.W. Winter, 
'The Public Honouring of Christian Benefactors', .I St. New Test 34 
(1988) 89-90: '( ...) as it is right and proper for a man who loves his city 
and is concerned for honour and good standing among the citizens, the 
People, being grateful to such and having seen the fine and noble cha- 
racter of the man, have resolved to praise (...) because of the diligence 
and forethought he has in both sacred and secular affairs and, in addition, 
resolved by popular decision, and to crown him with a gold crown (...)'. 
Cf. Veyne, Le pain et le cirque, 276 and 357 n. 261, on stephanEphoros. 
43 Even though Tryphaena is not primarily portrayed in this specific 
role, we may find here an echo of patronage as a mechanism by which 
newcomers were incorporated, with the patron as sponsor to the new 
citizen, cf. Wallace-Hadrill, 'Patronage in Roman Society', 76-7. 



wings, by taking her in custodia libera (27). By doing so, she gua- 
rantees Thecla's 'honour' and this is of extreme importance. 
Imprisonment of women could and often did mean rape.44 Rape 
meant an irretrievable loss of honour. Whereas the honour of men 
could be injured, but also restored, the boundaries of the honour of 
women coincided with her sexuality. The honour of women could 
not be gained, only lost.45 The importance of Tryphaena's gesture 
is emphasized by the words: 'And Thecla begged the Governor 
that she might remain pure (...) and a wealthy woman named 
Tryphaena (...) took her into custody' (27), and: 'recompense 
Tryphaena (...) because she kept me pure' (31). Because these 
words constitue an inclusio of the episode in Tryphaena's house, 
they accentuate 'remaining pure' as a main theme.46 

Tryphaena also tries to protect Thecla in other waysY4' and 
offers her hospitality (39), comfort (27), compassion (29), and 
support (28, 30, 31). Through her feigned death, undoubtedly in 

44 See A. Jensen, Gottes selbstbewusste Tochter: Frauenernanzipation 
im fiiihen Christenturn? (Freiburg, Basel and Vienna, 1992) 185-95. 
45 Cf. K.J. Torjesen, 'In Praise of Noble Women: Gender and Honor in 
Ascetic Texts', Serneia 57 (1993) 41-64, esp. 56. The second part of the 
AThe is a striking example of how seriously damage to male honour 
could be taken and what men were allowed to do in order to restore their 
honour. Thecla is condemned to die in the arena because she has robbed 
Alexander of his honour and made him a laughing-stock. Subsequent to 
this Alexander is allowed to indulge in his revenge. The fact that The- 
cla's honour is damaged is not taken into account, despite the strong 
protest of the women of Antioch. 
46 The words rnisthos, agnos/agneia and tZre6 also link Thecla's 
wordslrequest with what might ultimately be the main theme in the first 
part of the story: remaining purelchaste, which will be rewarded with 
eternal bliss. See the beatitudes, esp. the second and last one in 5 and 6; 
and see 7, 9 and 12. 

The close correspondence between 6 and 31 might indicate that 
remaining pure and helping someone to remain pure are equally impor- 
tant and deserve to be equally rewarded. 
47 Cf. AThe 28 - 'took her again'; 30 - 'But Tryphaena cried out so as 
to make him flee'. 
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combination with her status, she saves Thecla from the wild 
animals-including Alexander-and secures Thecla's freedom. By 
assigning 'all that is hers' to Thecla, she enables Thecla to lead an 
independent and autonomous life (39). Finally, she sent so much 
that enough is left to minister to the poor.(41) Consequently, she is 
not only Thecla's personal benefactress, but the Christian com- 
munity profits from her benefactions as well. 

The do ut des principle, or the characteristic of reciprocity, is 
not absent in the story. In return for Tryphaena's 'favours', Thecla 
prays for Tryphaena's daughter and for Tryphaena herself: 'recom- 
pense Tryphaena' (31). The Christians, gathered in the house of 
Hermeios remember Tryphaena in their prayers as well (41). 

Here emerges a shift in the manner in which honour is 
bestowed on the patron(ess). With regard to the Acts of Peter, it 
has been concluded that Christian patron(esse)s are 'to give freely 
in recognition of the spiritual benefits they have received from 
Christ', without expecting the honour and loyalty which were the 
normal responses to patronage. The 'gratia due as honor, worship, 
and loyalty' must be directed to Chr i~ t .~ '  The AThe, however, 
show that and how a Christian patroness could be remembered and 
one might say thus honoured and celebrated. The story may even 
(partially) function as a monument to a Queen among women.49 

48 R. Stoops, 'Christ as Patron in the Acts of Peter', Semeia 56 (1992) 
143-57, esp. 152, 154 and 158. 
49 Whether or not Christian benefactors always settled for recognition 
in the form of, for example, remembrance in prayers is an intriguing 
question, especially when it concerns women. In the following centuries 
erome lavishes praise on benefactresses such as Melania and Paula. 
However, Jerome praises them for their private virtues: chastity and 
humility. Although it is difficult to believe that none of these extremely 
wealthy ladies, who founded monasteries, did claim a fbnction/religious 
office in return, a deafening silence reigns. Because 'women's authority 
was problematic only if it was being exercised in the public arena', it 
seems a reasonable assumption that these women may have claimed 
fbnctions in the relatively closed (monastic) communities. Cf. Cotter, 
'Women's Authority Roles', 368-9. On the 'silence' surrounding Christi- 
an benefactresses, see Torjesen, 'In Praise of Noble Women', 50-3 and 
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The didactic or normative side of this 'remembrance' should 
not be overlooked: inscriptions and other monuments were (also) 
meant to  encourage and motivate rich, potential patron(esse)s to  
follow a good e ~ a r n p l e . ' ~  Patronage was o f  vital importance for 
Christian communities. Patron(esse)s often provided meeting 
places in their homes; their money was much needed for the 
construction of the communities as well as for their charity oper- 
ations, such as care of the poor and the widows;" and their pres- 
tige could be of importance for the strategy to survive and expand 
in a hostile envir~nment . '~  Eventually the retreat to private space 
- the homes of benefactors - became a necessity for proscribed 
Christian g r o u p s / m o ~ e m e n t s . ~ ~  

E.A. Clark, 'Piety, Propaganda, and Politics in the Life of Melania the 
Younger', in E.A. Clark (ed), Ascetic Piety and Women's Faith. Essays 
on Late Ancient Christianity (Lewiston and Queenston, 1986) 61-94. 
50 Cf. Veyne, Le pain et le cirque, 235. 
51 Cf. J. Bremmer, 'Why did Early Christianity attract Upper-class 
Women', in A.A.R. Bastiaensen, A. Hilhorst, C. Kneepkens (eds), 
Frucfus Centesimus. Mklanges oflerts ci Gerard J.  M. Bartelink d! 1 'occasi- 
on de son soixante-cinqui6me anniversaire, (Steenbrugge and Dordrecht, 
1989) 37-47, esp. 41, 47; E.A. Clark, 'Ideology, History, and the Con- 
struction of "Woman" in Late Ancient Christianity', Journal of Early 
Christian Studies 2 (1994) 155-184, esp. 178-9 and I. Bremmer, 'Pauper 
or Patroness. The Widow in the Early Christian Church', in J. Bremmer 
and L. van den Bosch (eds), Between Poverty and the Pyre. Moments in 
the History of Widowhood (London and New York, 1995) 31-57. 
52 Stoops, 'Christ as Patron', 151, refers to this specific aspect of 
patronage which could be of importance to Christian communities: 
'Converted patrons could bring a network of clients along with them (...) 
the ability to incorporate existing household or patronage networks into 
the community of believers probably contributed to the expansion of the 
faith'. 
53 According to Maier, 'Religious Dissent', 49-52, the retreat to private 
space, where, e.g., asceticism as well as other ideas were promoted, 
became for the representatives of the ecclesiastical establishment 'madde- 
ningly uncontrollable'. Maier illustrates how 'In Alexandria in 361, upon 
the appearance of Athanasius (having emerged from the domestic hiding 



32 MAGDA MISSET-VAN DE WEG 

Tryphaena, mother or patrones? 

After having specified the elements in the AThe which point to 
Tryphaena as patroness, the hypothesis that Tryphaena adopted 
Thecla as her daughter, will now be problematized. There are 
indeed some moments in the story which seem to suggest an adop- 
tion or a mother-daughter relation between Tryphaena and 
T h e ~ l a . ' ~  An 'adoption' is however open to the following objec- 
tions which, on the other hand, support the hypothesis that Trypha- 
ena functions as a patroness. 

Firstly, up and until the 3rd century AD, women could not 
adopt a child. Tryphaena's statement 'Come into my house, Thecla 
my child, and I shall transfer to you all that is mine' (39) should 
therefore not be associated with ad~pt ion .~ '  

Secondly, Thecla is never explicitely called 'daughter' of or 
by Tryphaena, but always 'child' and Falconilla is always men- 
tioned in the same context. Falconilla is and remains Tryphaena's 

place of a female ascetic's cell and having escaped the Arian bishop 
George's attempts to prosecute him), the Arian community was expelled 
from the city's basilicas and was forced to gather around its new bishop 
Lucius in private homes.' 
54 AThe 28-30, 39. 
55 Y. Thomas, 'The Division of the Sexes in Roman law', in P. Schmitt 
Pantel (ed), A History of Women in the West. I. From Ancient Goddesses 
to Christian Saints (Cambridge, Mass. and London, 1992) 83-137, esp. 
106 and 128-9: 'It was not until the time of Diocletian, and then again in 
the sixth century, that the emperor expressly authorized a woman to 
choose a close relative to be treated as her own child in consolation and 
as replacement for a lost child of her own. Through the entire classical 
period, however, no exception was recorded to the principle that women 
may not adopt. Like the incapacity to designate 'proper' heirs, the 
incapacity to adopt was a direct consequence of women's lack of author- 
ity.' Since the reforms instituted by Augustus and Claudius, women did 
have a certain degree of autonomy in financial matters, which might 
explain why Tryphaena could not adopt, but was able to transfer her 
money to Thecla. Cf. Boatwright, 'Plancia Magna', 259 and Thomas, 
'The Division of the Sexes', 133-5. 



only daughter. When Falconilla tells her mother in a dream 'you 
shall have Thecla, the desolate stranger, in my place' (28)' the 
daughter does not refer to a future adoption, but what is at stake 
here is the intended purpose: 'that she may pray for me and I may 
be transferred to the place of the righteous' (28). In the end 
Tryphaena seems to be certain that this has been achieved: 'now I 
believe that my child lives' (39). 

Thirdly, although Tryphaena calls upon the God of Thecla (30) 
and believes that the dead are raised and Falconilla lives (39), and 
it could be said that a sort of community takes shape in her 
house,'= to call Tryphaena the or a mother in a Christian family 
(community) is an overstatement. The conclusion that Tryphaena, 
like Onesiphorus and Hermeias, provides a meeting place for 
Christians- form of Christian patronage-, seems more to the point. 

A fourth argument is that Thecla returns to her own mother 
and the story is explicit about the fact that Thecla, as Theokleia's 
daughter, will provide for her mother if she so desires (43). The 
story is not conclusive about whether or not the mother, Theokleia, 
accepts this offer. Perhaps the ascetic framework of the story must 
be taken into account here. In early Christian ascetic circles, 
asceticism meant mainly a life of celibacy. The ascetics wanted to 
be totally free, mentally and physically, in order to be able to 
serve Chr i~ t .~ '  Hence, familial ties were of no importance to 
them. This attitude is expressed in the resistance against existing 

56 Thecla teaches the Word of God and there is great joy in the house - 
two elements which are also mentioned in connection with the gathering 
in the house of Onesiphorus (5). 
57 Cf. J.W. Drijvers, 'Virginity and Asceticism in Late Roman Western 
Elites', in J. Blok and P. Mason (eds), Sexual Asymmetry. Studies in 
Ancient Sociev (Amsterdam, 1987) 241-274, esp. 242; V. Bums, 
'Chastity as Autonomy. Women in the Stories of the Apocryphal Acts', 
Semeia 38 (1986) 101-17, esp. 117, who concludes: ascetic women 'felt 
themselves to be united with Christ in a liberating relationship which 
surpassed and excluded their previous familial and marital relationships.' 
Cf. also New Testament texts such as Matt 12.48-50 and Luke 14.26, 
which, e.g., Jerome quotes when propagating an ascetic lifestyle. 
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institutions and cultural claims made by parents, husbands and 
authorities, in stories such as the  he." 

Finally, the fact that Tryphaena acted as a mother towards 
Thecla, is in keeping with p a t r ~ n a g e . ' ~  

Remarks in conclusion 

Reading the AThe against the cultural background highlights some 
aspects of the Graeco-Roman roots of second century Christianity. 
At the same time such a reading makes manifest that Christianity 
incorporated the phenomenon of benefactions and adapted it t o  
their own needs and ideas.60 Christianity recognized the import- 
ance of material and mental support, but a major shift takes place 
towards GodIChrist as the source of all good things. That 
(wealthy) patron(esse)s were encouraged to  fulfill their duties as 

58 Cf. Torjesen, 'In Praise of Noble Women', 58. 
59 Kraemer, Her Share, 120-1 and 136. 
60 For evidence for endorsement of the cultural phenomenon of 
patronage and patronesses since New Testament times, see also Luke and 
Pauline texts. In Luke 8.3 we are told that the women, Joanna, Susanna 
and many others, who ministered unto them @om their own possession. 
The manner of identifying Chloe in 1 Cor 1.11 (which are of Chloe) 
suggests that she is well known and esteemed by the Christian cornrnuni- 
ty and that she should probably be recognized as a patroness. Phoebe, 
(Rom 16.1-2) is explicitely identified as a patroness of many. Both 
women are not identified by male relatives but have their own identity, 
which suggests that they were financially independent women. Wendy 
Cotter, 'Women's Authority Roles', 354, 366, points out that Carolyn 
Whelan has shown that such benefactresses protected their prottgts not 
only from financial difficulties. They could also act as guardians due to 
powerful networks of family and friends. Cf. finally, P. Brown, The Cult 
ofthe Saints. Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (London, 1981) 
34-5: '( ...) the establishment of Christianity under Constantine made 
plain that, from the emperor downwards, the overmighty patron had 
come to stay (...) In Rome, for instance, the Christian church rose to 
prominence on a slow tide of well-to-do lay patronage'. 



benefactors, but as recipients of Christ's patronage, followed from 
this accentuation. Human benefactors are still honoured and 
praised, but ultimately the gratia is directed to Christ6' In short, 
a shift towards a subordination to higher ends seems to be taking 
place. 

In the AThe we also detect a glimpse of a patron-client rela- 
tionship that stood in criticism of the standard assumptions about 
legitimate power relationships and control over other persons. 
Especially the women in the second part of the AThe embody the 
enormous struggle for initiating a way of life in which generosity 
implies much more than a means of maintaining asymmetrical 
relationships between social ~ n e q u a l s . ~ ~  

61 Stoops, 'Christ as Patron', 152, 154, 157. Cf. Thecla's thanksgiving 
at the conclusion of the story. 
62 I am very grateful to Professors J.N. Bremmer and P.W. van der 
Horst for their useful comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
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