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It’s a summer afternoon, a Saturday, three months into a brutal heat wave. I’m in 
the German National Library, holed up with these words while others are out in 
the park or at the lake. This is the second summer I have spent in this library. My 
task today, stated blithely on one of at least fourteen lists I have made for myself, is 
to put in an hour on the prologue.

I am sitting here in a striped summer dress, at a long wooden table studded 
with goose-necked lamps. There is wood paneling all around me and a mural on 
the front wall showing sturdy nudes, one of whom I think must be Narcissus, lying 
belly-down at the edge of a pond, reaching out for a flower my vision does not 
allow me to identify from here. The north side of the reading room has a row of 
long slender windows, showing the modernist passion for clarity, a self-monu-
mentalization which fell short of the universal and is now only a quaint feature of 
local architecture. I am an immigrant from the United States, the wrong person for 
these slender windows to look down on. But if they turn away from me, they look 
out at a world they were never intended to see, their gaze displaced from the future 
for which they were built. This is the right place to write a book about defining and 
shaping the world through reading, a book about fragmented pasts. And perhaps 
I, as an immigrant, a reader, a displaced person, a writer with a fractured past, am 
the right person to write a book about reading as a way to do the work of time, 
space, and attachment.

Below the row of windows is a row of dictionaries, a solid twenty-five yards of 
them, for every conceivable language. The dictionaries split open onto whole worlds 
of words, orderly, alphabetical, overwhelming. Last year I bounced up and down out 
of my seat to drag dictionaries back and forth as I translated, clutching onto them to 
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give me words my jumbled bilingual memory would not render up in either language 
quickly enough. In the middle of the row of dictionaries sits the guard, ensuring that 
I can safely leave my computer when I step out for a drink of water. The guards change 
every hour. They shake hands as they meet, going in and coming out, passing the 
baton in the aisle between the rows of tables facing east and those facing west. They 
are custodians of all of us readers, sentinels watching over a tiny microcosm of books 
and laptops and quiet. It is an orderly world, with clear labels stenciled onto the 
wooden shelves all around the room, announcing the categories of books you can 
find there: Literaturwissenschaft. Politikwissenschaft. Philosophie. Pädagogik.

On the south side of the reading room are the tall swinging doors where you 
enter, their wooden grips worn down by decades of hands grabbing and pressing, 
the day’s work done. When I come through these doors, I press against the long 
wooden handles with my left shoulder, because I am carrying twenty-four pounds 
of blue-covered editions and translations of the Tura papyri. My biceps bulge as I 
choose my seat for the day, taut like the biceps of the women in my village in the 
highlands of Papua New Guinea. In the very moment I am doing a thing so far 
away from the things I did as a little girl tagging along with those women, my body 
reaches into the past and recites my childish wonder at the strong arms I saw 
around me as a kid, a witness to the real past even as the books which weigh down 
those muscles ask me to participate in a different, Christian, European, scholarly 
past, to be the heir of the German editors of those volumes. The weight of these 
books splits my past and drags at my heart for just a second before I find a table 
and put them down, rematerializing in the present as a woman in a library trying 
not to bother those already at work, quietly taking her seat where she can see the 
clock. There are four marble busts arrayed between the doors, those of Haeckel, 
Helmholtz, Ehrlich, and one I have already forgotten, although I only just got up 
to see their names. Those are ancestors I don’t recognize. This might be the right 
room in which to finish a book on rearranging one’s patrimony. I might be the 
right person to tell you what it means to read yourself into an inheritance.

Sitting in this library is a quotidian fragment of the history of reading. I am 
reading and writing in a space which was built to archive the entire German past. 
After the war, its canon was purged of fascist or militaristic writings so that it 
might act as the foundation for the socialism which was to become the future of 
the new world. This library, from time to time, attached those who worked in these 
rooms to shifting visions of the past. In 1916, when it was built, during the first 
world war, the past was a national past which must be hoarded as a bulwark against 
political humiliation, a bid for an identity more homogenous than what had actu-
ally emerged. In 1936, when nationalism governed the archive, it suspended its 
commission to house each and every book written in Germany or translated into 
German elsewhere, removing certain books so that the revised past would seem to 
lead more cleanly toward the fascist present. After reunification, the comprehen-
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siveness of the archive was restored and currently every single book published in 
Germany is housed here, along with all books written in or translated into German 
abroad. My first book is somewhere in the silo of stacks next door. The present 
book will not be housed here, although it has been written here, because the cate-
gories and policies at work do not admit of immigrants who publish in their home 
countries. Each revision of the archive has asked the textual past to anoint the 
particular present as inevitable and correct.

This room, in 2018, is sketched onto a different historical trajectory than it was 
in 1949. The past it trails behind it tallies the events of 1949 other than they were 
tallied in 1949, and the future it reaches for is a future unimagined in 1949. The 
same space, the same archive, has jumped the rails, even as its stillness and size 
assert its own constancy. And in this room of chronographic displacement, loos-
ened attachments, and latent patrimonies, I am writing about another scholar 
who, in the Alexandria of the late Roman Empire, rearranged the archive and the 
march of time in order to attach his students to an honored patrimony, to equip 
them for a Christian future. He taught his students to read books from the Bible as 
the sort of books where one could find the principles governing words and texts, 
social life and the inner life, the physical and cosmic order of things. That scholar 
was Didymus the Blind, perhaps. Perhaps it was someone else from Alexandria or 
its environs in the late fourth century, one of dozens of unknown Christian teach-
ers who, in line with other scholars of their time, expected certain texts to act as 
deposits of the knowledge of the world. We cannot be certain of that, but in read-
ing these reading lessons together now, we can be certain that hard work was done 
around genealogy, timekeeping, and mapmaking.

Reading is an act of love. It places us in relationship with the past, as distant as 
the ancient world or as near as those who sit and read with us. Reading is also a 
way of arranging oneself in relation to time. In the first chapter of this book, I 
integrate my own patrimony as the heir of the last six decades of philosophy and 
criticism around text, narrative, knowledge production, race, gender, and history 
to tell you the story of the Tura papyri as they move through time, from reader to 
reader, circulating through diverse forms of Christian reading. The story ends with 
me writing the introduction, so in chapter 1 under the heading “2018” you will find 
what one expects to find in an academic introduction. In the second chapter I 
change my voice from the literary to the scholastic, arguing with some of the same 
methods of comparison, contrast, definitions, categories, and dialectic which 
Didymus also taught his students. That argument gives the name of grammar to 
the way a Christian teacher we suppose to have been Didymus the Blind read two 
books of the Bible with his students. That chapter was the origin of this book and 
the birthplace of the larger, more tenuous questions I found I still had to answer 
once I had done the technical work of diagnosing Didymus as a grammarian. 
These larger questions presented themselves because ancient grammar has to do 
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not just with correct language but with a broader notion of literacy as a capacity to 
recognize order in certain revered texts. I could demonstrate that Didymus was 
teaching grammar in these two codices, but how on earth was I going to explain 
what he thought he was doing teaching grammar from the Psalms and Ecclesi-
astes? The third and fourth chapters of this book were written under that constant 
incantation: what on earth, what on earth, what on earth does he think he’s doing? 
I had to stay in that space of bewildered curiosity for a very long time, dodging 
received explanations for the relationship of Christian textualities and pedagogies 
to their pagan predecessors and counterparts. To get at a way to characterize the 
epistemic and chronographic work Didymus does in these lessons, I had to work 
with the lessons as if I were doing grounded theory, collecting reams and reams 
and reams of ad hoc verbal discourse and sorting it, tagging it in my mind and 
finally on the page for you, and only then building categories and concepts. You’ll 
find those concepts and categories in chapter 5.

What on earth is he doing? This was a question that could only be answered by 
sitting in the middle of the vestiges of his lessons and watching him teaching stu-
dents to read well, by sitting in this postsocialist archive and wading around in 
another archive. Chapters 3 and 4 try to answer the question of what exactly Didy-
mus is doing while at close grips with the text. Chapter 5 orients his epistemic 
project within a larger framework or knowledge in late antiquity. To make sure 
you do not have to bump into as many things as I did before establishing that these 
lessons are about order, time, and knowledge, I will show you the map of the house 
you are about to walk into.

Didymus’s lessons are not a bunker in which to hide from a dangerous, non-
Christian world. They are not an enclave or a separatist’s ghetto. They are not a 
rescue ship or a commune’s campus. Nor are they a pirate’s cave, hoarding up treas-
ures stolen from a pagan tradition. To walk into Didymus’s lessons is to walk into a 
museum. Like all grammarians, Didymus acts as a curator, mediating between the 
past and the present, showing a new generation their heritage and concealing the 
contingency, particularity, and fragmentation of that heritage so that it appears as 
an unimpeachable universal, guaranteeing not only its own value but the order of 
the present and the future which flow out from it. I will tell you more about the 
curator in the final chapter, but now I only want you to imagine Didymus, the 
teacher, as a curator, who has set up an exhibit for his students. On display are all 
the components of the epistemic patrimony, the elements of knowledge which 
together represent a canon, the set of everything one needs to know in order to 
navigate the social, moral, physical, and textual world of the late Roman Empire. 
That much can be said of any grammarian’s classroom. But most grammarians put 
on their exhibit in the texts of Homer, Hesiod, or Menander. Didymus has moved 
the exhibit into texts from the Bible, and he has added a few items to the patrimony, 
homogenizing a Christian past with the rest of the inherited past. He is not a radical 
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or a hippie or a punk, burning down the museum or vandalizing it, stealing the 
artifacts or selling them off to pay for vaccines. He honors the museum and its func-
tion as much as any other teacher. He has just taken the customary exhibit and 
moved it to a different museum, a different exhibition space, a book one hadn’t 
previously thought an appropriate place for this type of exhibit. The patrimony on 
display is primary; the text museum in which we visit it is only incidental. That is 
the logic of curation. But beneath that logic we must acknowledge that the space in 
which one learns and reads makes a difference, so something significant, but not 
violent, has happened in these lessons. We must also acknowledge that Didymus is 
teaching in the Bible but not about the Bible. The biblical texts he reads with his 
students serve only as museums to wander through. You go there to see the exhibit, 
not the museum itself. Didymus teaches the patrimony, not the Bible.

So let me tell you a story of these codices, from their composition to my desk, 
before showing you extended translations from each set of lessons so that you can 
see this type of Christian reading unfold. Each chapter builds up from there to an 
exhibit of my own, of categories, concepts, and notions which govern pedagogy 
and knowledge production in late antiquity and which I offer as tools for a new 
theory of Christian reading.


