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Foreword 

Arabic translations of the Bible exemplify the complexities of translation as a lin-
guistic operation, and they also illustrate the intricate aspects of their embedded-
ness in particular cultural and social settings. Translation is informed by premises, 
facilities and intellectual frameworks, and it results from policies determined by 
historical contexts. More generally, translations contribute to the appropriation of 
the foreign and are thus part of a continuous process of modification and repro-
duction, which keeps cultures alive.  

From the outset, Arabic translations of the Bible may be regarded as a classic 
topic of Oriental Studies concerned with text, its linguistic features and its his-
tory, but they are also pertinent to the broadening of horizons which characterise 
the discipline today. Whatever Oriental Studies may signify today, or whatever 
they used to signify, it is quite obvious that Arabic Studies, Islamic Studies, the 
history of the Middle East, the study of Christianity in the Middle East and other 
region-specific research areas are currently re-engaging in debates and inquiries of 
more general significance. After a period characterised by rather reclusive speciali-
sation, our study fields are prepared to engage with and – possibly – to contribute 
to the body of notions, concepts, ideas and methods which are constantly pro-
duced in the humanities and social sciences. This development corresponds with 
the social and intellectual experience of the last decades, at least, as it reflects the 
interrelatedness of phenomena across cultural boundaries, past and present, and 
instigates growing interest in common structures and features, as well as in the 
similarities which interconnect them.  

Our interest in Arabic translations of the Bible is therefore related to the 
broader perspective of translation.  

Translation is the “representation of foreign cultures”, as the title of a study by 
Doris Bachmann-Medick suggests.1 In this vein, translation is a major issue for 
every student of foreign cultures in practice and theory, since “translation” com-
prises both the practice of and the discourse about processes produced and struc-
tured by cultural encounters. When the Bible and associated religious texts are 
adapted to new linguistic and cultural contexts via translation, the linguistic in-
terpretation must be understood as a component of a broader concept of transla-
tion processes which are especially effective in cross-cultural interaction. 

The translation of the Bible into Arabic combines interreligious, intercultural 
and historical aspects. Translating the Bible is related to multi-confessional and 
multilingual backgrounds which were – and are – particularly present in Lebanon. 
The translation of the Bible, again, seems to be part of a broader encounter be-

                                                                                          
1  Bachmann-Medick, Doris, ed., Übersetzung als Repräsentation fremder Kulturen, Berlin: Schmidt 

1997. 
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STEFAN LEDER 8 

tween Western and Eastern cultural products which accelerated from the 19th cen-
tury onwards. The translation here implied agents from various cultures being en-
gaged in cross-cultural transfers.  

The conference held in December 2008 explored this fascinating process and 
its history, premises and achievements. 

It is well known that translation cannot produce absolute semantic equiva-
lence. As a consequence, translation may be seen as representing varying degrees 
of paraphrase2, because the meaning of words and texts depends largely on the 
corresponding cultures. The intrinsic syntactic, semantic and pragmatic differ-
ences between languages thus necessarily lead to cases of non-equivalence and 
untranslatability. Translating means in practice, therefore, being shackled by limi-
tations and being obliged to interpret. In terms of cross-cultural relationships, the 
variation among languages entails non-equivalence which may be a source of 
misunderstandings among the target-language audience.  

Interpretation or decisions and strategies applied in approaching the source text 
are all the more important, as the source text contains not only linguistic but also 
rhetorical features. These embrace each other, producing the cohesiveness of tex-
ture. How difficult, even impossible, it is to transport the specific texture of the 
source text to the target language is an experience which most of us probably 
share. Therefore, translation assumes varying degrees of mutual intelligibility, as 
well as cases of untranslatability. As a consequence, translation neither consists of, 
nor results in plain reproduction. It is a creative activity which implies many deci-
sions on the part of the translator, such as, for instance, selection and omission.  

Footnotes are one of the many tools used to bridge the gap between complex 
and inaccessible source texts and the target language. The German translation of 
the Quran by Rudi Paret, to give but one example, is meant to be read in the light 
of the footnotes given in a separate volume. 

Another school of translation would refuse the employment of such a remedy, 
as the evidence of the interpretative character of translation approaching but not 
entirely transporting the source text to the target language is seen as a disturbance 
to the natural reading flow. Instead, it is preferred to offer a cohesive interpreta-
tion, sound and consistent in itself, which makes a reading similar to the reading 
of the source text in its original cultural environment. 

This kind of interpretative reproduction which makes a text migrate to a new 
cultural environment and – if successful – ensures its survival is the interesting 
linguistic paradigm of a process of change brought about by migrating ideas, 
models and artefacts which may all be included in an enlarged concept of ‘text’. 
In this sense, translation, which produces a modification of texts, is similarly ap-
plied in the cross-cultural migration of beliefs, ideas, societal models, etc.  

                                                                                          
2  Nida, Eugene A. and Taber, Charles R.: The Theory and Practice of Translation, Leiden: Brill 

2003 (4th ed.). 
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FOREWORD 9 

The relationship between author and translator, and between original and 
translation, is situated in specific social and political frameworks, such as mission 
in the case of religious texts, or colonialism and the confrontation with the West-
ern models of modernity in philosophy and literature. There is an intrinsic rela-
tionship between translation and power,3 and translations express, more or less 
obviously, cultural policies. Translations may therefore be effective in processes of 
political and social transformation.  

Seen from this viewpoint, translation is more than a vehicle for the diffusion of 
knowledge. It is a means of creating modes of expression, ideas and concepts on 
the ground of a mediating process, which starts off from the notion, and the ex-
perience, of difference and moves towards the production of similarities. 

This overarching broad concept of translation offered a motivational support 
and a general framework for our proposal to revisit Arabic translations of the Bi-
ble in their various linguistic and cultural contexts. 

This volume and the conference at the Orient-Institut Beirut in December 
2008 owe a lot to Sara Binay without whose dedication and persistence the con-
ference, and the collection and editing of the contributions would not have been 
possible.  

Stefan Leder 

                                                                                          
3  Tymoczko, Maria, and Gentzler, Edwin, eds., Translation and Power, Amherst, Mass. 2002. 
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Introduction 

Sara Binay 

The first section of this introduction is intended to trace the development of Ara-
bic Bible translations, so far as they are known to us and have already been de-
scribed in the research literature. This brief account makes no claim to be exhaus-
tive but should give a sketch of the literary history of Bible translation which con-
stitutes the background to the conference “Linguistic and Cultural Aspects of 
Translation – The Arabic Bible”, held in Beirut in December 2008. Some general 
conclusions arising from the discussions and talks are then presented, particularly 
with regard to the term “translation”, which Stefan Leder has already discussed in 
his foreword. In the final section, the arrangement of the articles is given and 
their contents are briefly presented. 

The beginnings of the translation of biblical books into Arabic remain histori-
cally obscure. The possibility of pre-Islamic translations of the Bible into Arabic is 
the subject of ongoing discussion.1 The fact is that at St Catherine of Sinai we 
have some very ancient Arabic Gospel manuscripts translated from the original 
Greek text which date back to the end of the 8th century AD.2 

Later on, one can find fragments of Arabic biblical texts which show the im-
portance of translations over time, and the demands for and uses of Arabic texts 
for different purposes, e.g. liturgical, polemical and apologetic.3 

There is considerable evicence for Gospel translations from the Old Syriac into 
Arabic.4 Throughout history, several individual scholars have commented on and 

                                                                                          
1  Most recently: Q�sh�, Suhayl, “al-Kit�b al-Muqaddas wa-l-lugha al-�arabiyya”, in: Tarjam�t 

al-Kit�b al-Muqaddas f� l-Sharq. Bu��th b�bliyya muhad�t il� L�sy�n �Aqq�d, Ayy�b Shahw�n, 
ed., Bayr�t: al-R�bi�a al-Kit�biyya 2006 (Dir�s�t b�bliyya 30), 79�96; Shahid, Irfan, Rome 
and the Arabs: A Prolegomenon to the Study of Byzantium and the Arabs, Washington (DC): 
Dumbarton Oaks 1984. Badr, Habib, chief ed., Christianity: A History in the Middle East, 
Beirut: Middle East Council of Churches 2005. See also Paul Féghali’s article in this vol-
ume. 

2  Kachouh, Hikmat, The Arabic Version of the Gospel: the manuscripts and their families, 3 Vols., 
Birmingham: University of Birmingham, 2008; idem, “The Arabic Versions of the Gospels: 
A Case Study of John 1.1 and 1.18”, in: The Bible in Arab Christianity, David Thomas, ed., 
(The History of Christian�Muslim Relations, 6) Leiden/Boston 2007, 9–36; idem, “Sinai 
Ar.N.F. Parchment 8 and 28: Its Contribution to Textual Criticism of the Gospel of Luke”, 
Novum Testamentum 50 (2008), 28�57. Hikment Kachouh participated in the Beirut confer-
ence and we would like to express our gratitude for his fruitful contribution. 

3  Thomas, David, ed., The Bible in Arab Christianity, Leiden/Boston: Brill 2007, here: Arba-
che, Samir, “Bible et liturgie chez les Arabes chrétiens (VIe-IXe siècle)”, 37�48. 

4  Vööbus, Arthur, Early versions of the New Testament. Manuscript Studies, Stockholm 1954, 
276ff; Khal�l, Sam�r, et al., eds., An�j�l �Abd-Yash�� al-��b�w� al-musajja�ah, 2 vols., Bair�t: 
al-Maktabah al-Bul�s�yah 2007; Brock, Sebastian, The Bible in the Syriac tradition, Piscata-
way, N.Y.: Gorgias Press 2006. 
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SARA BINAY 12 

translated biblical texts.5 Concerning the Old Testament, one finds a milestone in 
Saadiah Gaon’s Arabic Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament, 
from the 10th century. Saadiah, a famous Jewish scholar from Egypt, was known 
to Ibn al-Nad�m under the Arabic name Sa��d b. Y�suf al-Fayy�m�. The text he 
produced was primarily intended for the Arabic-speaking Jewish congregations 
and was written in Hebrew letters. Nevertheless, it was in use among the Copts of 
Egypt as well. His text may be called a paraphrase rather than a translation of the 
original. As such, the translator has given his own original spirit to the Arabic 
text.6 

There are no physical remains of the 10th century translation of the Septuagint 
into Arabic by Is��q b. �unayn, which is listed by al-Mas��d�.7 The Septuagint 
comprises 72 books of the Old Testament in a Greek version for the use of the 
Jewish community in Egypt. 

A unique translation containing a study of the Gospels with detailed com-
ments on the terminology originated also in Egypt and was composed by the 13th 
century Copt Hibat All�h b. al-�Ass�l.8 

Walid Saleh shows in this volume, as he has published elsewhere, how a Mus-
lim author used the text of the Bible in his commentary on the Qur	�n.9  

It is not until the 16th century that one can find efforts to establish new transla-
tions of the whole Bible in the Eastern churches, as reported by Georg Graf in his 
History of Christian Arabic Literature.10 In general, translations of the Gospels and 
of the other biblical texts were produced as the need arose. The effort to produce 
complete Bibles containing the Old and New Testaments can be judged as novel 
and, to my knowledge, has unfortunately not been set in the context of develop-
ments in the period’s intellectual history. So, in order not to stray into the purely 
speculative, we must leave open the question of where this trend came from. 

                                                                                          
5  Listed as “Al-Kit�b al-Muqaddas f� l-lugha al-�arabiyya. At-tarjam�t al-qad�ma”, in: Tarjam�t 

al-Kit�b al-Muqaddas f� l-Sharq, Ayy�b Shahw�n, ed., Bayr�t: al-R�bi�a al-Kit�biyya 2006, 
317ff. 

6  See Graf, Georg, Geschichte der arabisch christlichen Literatur, Rom: Bibliotheca Apostolica Va-
ticana 1944, vol. 1, 101. 

7  Al-Mas��d�, Kit�b at-tanb�h wal-ishr�f, M.J. de Goeje, ed., Lugduni Batavorum 1894 (Biblio-
theca geographorum arabicorum VIII), 112 (quoted in Graf I, 89). 

8  Bailey, Kenneth E., “Hibat Allah Ibn al-�
ss�l (sic!) and His Arabic Thirteenth Century 
Critical Edition of the Gospels (with special attention to Luke 16:16 and 17:10)”, Theologi-
cal Review (NEST), I,1 (1978), 11�26; Abullif, Wadi, “La Traduction des Quatre Evangiles 
d’al-As�ad Ibn al-�Ass�l (XIIIe Siècle)”, Studia Orientalia Christiana 24 (1991), 216–24; idem, 
“al-As�ad Ibn al-�Ass�l, Introduzioni alla Traduzione dei Quattro Vangeli”, Studia Orientalia 
Christiana 33 (2000), 227�249. 

9  Saleh, Walid A., “A Fifteenth-Century Muslim Hebraist: Al-Biq��� and His Defense of Us-
ing the Bible to Interpret the Qur	�n,” Speculum 83 (2008), 629–654; idem, “Sublime in its 
Style, Exquisite in its Tenderness: The Hebrew Bible Quotations in al-Biq���’s Qur	�n 
Commentary,” in: Adaptations and Innovations, Tzvi Langermann and Josef Stern, eds., 
Paris: Peeters 2007, 331–347. 

10  See Graf, I, 89ff. 
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INTRODUCTION 13 

We then enter the 17th century, which produced the first Arabic Bibles in print. 
Two of them are products of European scholarly linguistic interest and were pub-
lished as polyglots in Paris (1629�45) and London (1657).11 In the polyglots the 
texts in their original languages were printed beside the Arabic version. 

Parallel to these achievements, it is clear that clerics of the Greek Orthodox 
Church in the East felt the need for a new or better translation of the Bible, and 
measures were taken to prepare the publication.12 

It took nearly four decades to complete work on the Bible for the Congrega-
tion for the Propagation of the Faith in Rome, for which the Latin text of the Vul-
gata was printed alongside the Arabic text (finished in 1671). Due to the involve-
ment of many scholars and different personalities from Europe and the Near East, 
the translated text is far from homogeneous.13 Nevertheless, it must be considered 
as a very influential edition until the advent of the 19th-century translations.14 

We now approach a period of very intensive Bible translation activity. The 
translation projects of the 19th century are closely associated with the foreign mis-
sionaries who came to the Near East in that period. 

One rarely-mentioned Bible translation is that by F�ris al-Shidy�q. It is as-
sumed that he worked on it, in cooperation with Samuel Lee, on the basis of the 
London Bible edition dating back to 1657.15 

Much more attention has been given to the translations initiated by the Protes-
tant missionaries (first parts printed in 1856, completed in 1865) and the Jesuits (3 
vols. 1876�1880) of Beirut. Little has yet been said about the literary value of the 
Protestant and Jesuit editions. In general, the translation effected by the Western 
Protestants and their Arab colleagues was well received. Supposedly, they tried to 
imitate the literary style of the original texts.16 This caused deficiencies which ad-
versely affected the literary quality of the translation. In spite of this, the influ-
ence of their translation cannot be exaggerated, because the Orthodox Churches, 
including the Copts of Egypt, adopted this version. 

Some years after the Protestants, the Jesuits published their edition of the Bible 
in fu���-Arabic, translated by Ibr�h�m al-Y�zij�.17 He kept away from contempo-
                                                                                          
11  Ibid., 93f. 
12  The contributions of Carsten Walbiner and Hilary Kilpatrick to this volume focus on this 

topic. 
13  Thompson, John Alexander, The Major Arabic Bibles, New York: American Bible Society 

1956, 16ff. 
14  See Paul Féghali’s article in this volume. 
15  Kahle, Paul, Die arabischen Bibelübersetzungen, Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs 1904, V. See al-

Baghdadi, Nadia, “The Cultural Function of Fiction: From the Bible to Libertine Litera-
ture. Historical Criticism and Social Critique in A�mad F�ris al-Šidy�q”, in: Arabica 46 
(1999), 375�401, here 382f. (We are grateful to Professor al-Baghdadi for her participation 
in the Beirut conference.) 

16  For some evaluations of the literary style, see Thompson, The Major Arabic Bibles, 25ff. 
17  The procedure was desribed in Kh�r�, S�m� al-, “Al-Shaykh Ibr�h�m al-Y�zij� wa-l-ma�ba�a 

al-k�th�l�kiyyah, baina 1872 wa 1881”, Al-Mashriq 65 (1991), 127ff. 
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SARA BINAY 14 

rary uses of the Arabic language in the Middle East, trying to reinstall classical 
ideals. Some reports suggest that he created a translation which is not easy to un-
derstand even for people who are well versed in Arabic.18 Nonetheless, this trans-
lation has been used by the Maronite Church of Lebanon until today.  

These translations – the Catholic and the Protestant – are the most influential 
of the 19th century. A cursory comparison of the works shows that the Jesuit trans-
lation should not be considered a new one, but rather a revised version of the text 
edited by the Protestants. Another explanation for the similarity of these versions 
could be that the translation teams based their work on the same sources.19 In any 
case, both versions are very similar to each other compared with the new transla-
tions from the 20th century. The differences between the Protestant and Jesuit ver-
sions lay in the use of different lexemes which might have certain theological 
connotations. At the same time, the syntactical structures are identical. In 1997, a 
study by Tharwat Kades appeared containing a comparison between selected text 
passages from the Smith�Van Dyck version and from the Jesuit translation as well 
as from its first revised edition.20 

The translation by the Dominicans of Mosul, which appeared between 1875 
and 1878 in four volumes, should not be forgotten. It may have been of impor-
tance for the region of Iraq, but it has been eclipsed by the success of the above-
mentioned Beirut translations. The Mosul translation was created by the later 
Catholic bishop of Damascus, Y�suf D�w�d. It may be considered a revision of 
the Roman Propaganda Bible, and is based mainly on the Vulgate.21 This is why it 
could not compete with the modern translation methods of the Beirut editions. 

One of the most interesting Bible translation projects of the 20th century is al-
mutarjama al-mushtaraka, initiated by the International Bible Society and the Jesuit Fr 
Sami Khoury, chief editor of the journal Al-Mashriq. Intellectuals and poets, such 
as Y�suf al-Kh�l,22 and scholars of different Protestant and Orthodox denomina-
tions, as well as members of the Maronite Church, joined this project. 

Because al-mutarjama al-mushtaraka has not been officially recognised by the 
Roman Church, it cannot be termed “ecumenical” (mask�n�). The New Testament 
was published in 1979. The complete edition did not appear until 1993. 

                                                                                          
18  On the literary value of the Jesuits’ Bible , see Thompson, The Major Arabic Bibles, 30. 
19  This remark is quite speculative as long as we have no detailed study of translators’ modus 

operandi. Binay in her article mentions the sources used by the Protestants. The paper “Did 
Van Dyck use the Orthodox Liturgical Biblical Readings for his Arabic Translation of the 
Bible?”, given by Nicolas Abou Mrad during the Beirut conference but not yet published, 
shed some light on this topic. 

20  Kades, Tharwat, Die arabischen Bibelübersetzungen im 19. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt/M. u.a.: Lang, 
1997. 

21  Graf, Geschichte der arabisch christlichen Literatur, I, 99f. 
22  Hedi Ayadi’s article in this volume investigates the biblical citations within the poetry of 

Y�suf al-Kh�l. 
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INTRODUCTION 15 

The efforts made by translators of the Bible, who came from different back-
grounds, are not confined to the above-mentioned famous translations. Other 
projects are worthy of mention although they are relatively unknown to the wider 
public. These include the so-called B�lusiyyah translation of the New Testament 
in 1953 and Kasl�k’s New Testament translation from 1992, as well as Tarjamat al-
Kit�b al-Shar�f, published between 1990 (New Testament) and 2000 (Old Testa-
ment), especially intended for use in North African countries.23 

Editing or Translating? 

The conference “Linguistic and Cultural Aspects of Bible Translation – The Ara-
bic Bible” had as its central theme Bible translations of the 18th and 19th centu-
ries. It was a happy circumstance that contributions focusing on considerably ear-
lier periods led to a broadening of the perspective. Connections between the 
various contributions even led to the realisation that the meaning of an entirely 
“new epoch” of Bible translations since the 19th century must be brought into 
doubt or at least newly defined.24 The quest to create a uniform and complete 
edition of the Arabic Bible was probably a modern endeavor which finds a prede-
cessor in the Roman Propaganda Fide edition which also displayed this ambition. 
What must, however, be noted in relation to the editions in question which date 
back further than the 21st century is the texts’ close interdependence. Unfortu-
nately, we cannot always tell with certainty which older versions were used as a 
template by those preparing a particular compilation.  

It has, however, been shown that the so-called “new translations” were in fact 
in each case based on the older editions, which they naturally sought to improve 
upon in accordance with the prevailing level of knowledge and theological orien-
tation. This approach seems to apply to the American Mission’s and the Jesuits’ 
influential Beirut translations, described in the literature up to now as a new be-
ginning. The echoing of the old manuscripts speaks of a meticulous choice on the 
part of the translators in each case, who appear to have been well versed in the 
Bible in the true sense of the phrase and to have mastered their tradition.  

Only the 20th-century translations, e.g. the mushtaraka edition, which was worked  
on by the poet Y�suf al-Kh�l among others, break with this tradition and deliver 
entirely new texts, translated or rather composed by linguists and people from a 
literary background who were fully aware of their own creative potential. 

                                                                                          
23  Referred to as “Inj�l al-shar�f” in Tarjam�t al-Kit�b al-Muqaddas f� l-Sharq, Ayy�b Shahw�n, 

ed., 321. 
24  So a list of “the modern translations” (at-tarjam�t al-�ad�tha) in ibid., 319, begins with F�ris 

al-Shidy�q’s translation, first published in London in 1857. This is followed by the 1865 
Beirut edition of the complete Bible by the American missionaries and their Lebanese 
translators. 
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A further important result was that during the conference an uncertainty arose 
regarding the term “translation”. Let us begin with the fact that one of the earliest 
works, that of Saadiah Gaon, was called tafs�r. Thus it was made clear on the one 
hand that the term tafs�r is by no means to be found only in the “usual” Islamic 
milieu. It became clear, moreover, that here we are not yet dealing with the 
awareness of a “translation”, but rather of an “exegesis”. This medieval view is 
compatable with modern translation studies, which have for some years stressed 
that there can be no “neutral” translation but rather that the translator’s individ-
ual and cultural cast of mind always have an influence.25 

The translations, mutarjam�t, from the following centuries resemble rather new 
editions which were based closely on the existing text and only introduced im-
provements. This applies even to the full translations of the Bible from Beirut, 
which were generally held to be original new translations. The “Protestant” or, 
more precisely the Smith�Van Dyck�al-Bust�n��al-Y�zij� translation was based on 
existing manuscripts (which can be traced back to the Alexandrine Vulgate). 

About the contributions 

As personalities and manuscripts appear repeatedly in this volume, we chose to 
create a general bibliography with an Arabic and an English section. 

Due to considerations of content and methodology, the contributions are di-
vided into the categories “textual history/history of texts” (���� ���) and “studies 
on poetry” (	
��� � 
������).  

The historical section is opened by Ronny Vollandt, who deals with the manu-
script copies of the Paris polyglot Bible, which appeared from 1628, using Saadiah 
Gaon’s seminal 10th century translation of the Pentateuch as a basis for his ex-
amination. 

Paul Féghali traces in his article the origins of the Roman Propaganda Fide edi-
tion of the Bible. In this connection he names the Arabic Bible manuscripts 
which can be seen as the precursors or sources of the Roman edition, and deals 
with the standard of language in various manuscripts.  

Carsten Walbiner presents a picture of the Melkite intellectual environment for 
various translation projects in Syria in the 17th and 18th centuries. With regard to 
Meletius Karmah’s highly ambitious but unfinished project, which had been 
agreed with the Vatican, he points out that Karmah wanted to engage a multicon-
fessional team of translators. Hilary Kilpatrick likewise places Meletius Karmah at 
the centre of her contribution. She examines the linguistic colouring of his extant 
texts and in doing so uncovers influences in terms of dialect and style. 

                                                                                          
25  See Stefan Leder’s foreword to this volume and Trivedi, Harish, “Translating Culture ver-

sus Cultural Translation”, in: 91st Meridian, vol. 4, no. 1, Univ. of Iowa 2005. 
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Ghassan Khalaf (��� ����) in his overview of the influences on Bible 
translations deals in particular with the period since 1850, which he regards as the 
“Modern epoch” (������ ��	��) of Bible translation. In contrast, Sara Binay in her 
contribution stresses the continuity between the older transmissions and the 
translations of the 19th century, a continuity assured in particular by the Arab 
contributors to the Protestant translation. How strongly dependent this new 
translation remains on older works was shown by Nicolas Abou Mrad’s talk at the 
conference.  

Issa Diab (�!" #$%) offers a small concordance of biblical passages from the 
19th-century translations as well as of the Masoretic texts and the Septuagint. He 
outlines the differing theological views, mirrored in these texts, of 19th-century 
translators. 

In their contribution, Walid Saleh and Kevin Casey bring to us the perspective 
of a Muslim scholar’s interest in the text of the Bible. Al-Biq���'s astonishing fa-
miliarity with the Gospels which he used for his Quran commentary is shown in 
Walid Saleh and Kevin Casey’s concordance. 

The literary studies section addresses Arabic poetry, the language’s ultimate 
discipline. Here Hedi Ayadi (&"�'(
�� &"�)*��) devotes himself to an exciting search 
for poetic motifs in the work of Y�suf al-Kh�l, where he traces the game with the 
sacred and its antithesis . 

Adib Saab (+
, +�"-.) studies the significance of Arabic hymnal Protestant  
poetry in the broader context of contemporary Arabic literature. He demonstrates 
inter alia notable metrical similarities between the Arabic version of the Psalms in 
the 19th-century Protestant Bible translation, produced by, for example, Shaikh 
As�r, and Protestant hymns. 
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The Arabic Pentateuch of the Paris Polyglot: 
Saadiah Gaon’s advent to the republic of letters* 

Ronny Vollandt 

“As I perused the translation of the learned Rabbanite Sa��d al-Fayy�m�, I satisfied my-
self on account of his style that he is the most preferable of all translators and most elo-
quent interpreter among the people of his confession.” 

These words are found in an anonymous preface to Saadiah’s Pentateuch transla-
tion preserved in MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 (fol. 1v). It is generally recognised that this 
very manuscript served as the main basis for the edition of the Arabic portions of 
the Paris Polyglot. Despite this common knowledge, however, little is known about 
the manuscript itself, the particular text type it contains and how it made its way 
into one of the most prestigious printing projects of early modern Europe.  

The purpose of this paper is, therefore, multiple. I shall start by summarising 
our current knowledge of the emergence of Saadiah’s tafs�r. Next, I shall attempt 
to deal with its adaptation by the Coptic Church and present a brief description 
of the textual changes that occurred thus. Although MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 clearly 
belongs to that branch of transmission, it exhibits – as will be shown – an inner-
Coptic attempt to re-establish the Judaeo-Arabic character of the tafs�r.  

This stage of transmission is – in my view – also crucial for understanding the 
early Arabic prints of the Bible, since these are based on existing medieval manu-
scripts and were produced in a transitional bookish culture that was not clearly 
demarcated from that of the earlier, chirographic era. Within the confines of the 
Pentateuch, three distinct – but nevertheless historically interwoven – printing 
projects belong to that early period of printing Arabic Bibles: Erpenius’ Penta-
teuchus Mosis Arabicè (1622); the Arabic portions of the Paris Polyglot (1628–45), 
which were reprinted in the London Polyglot (1653–57); and Biblia Sacra Arabica 
of the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide (1671–73).1 A new type only emerged with 
the translations by A�mad F�ris al-Shidy�q (Psalter 1850, NT 1851) and Eli Smith 
and Cornelius van Dyck (entire Bible, 1860–65). Being homogeneous, mono-
graphic texts produced in their entirety at one point of time, they were to a cer-
tain degree provoked by a strong disapproval of Arabic Bibles printed earlier.2  

                                                                                          

*  I thank the Syndics of Cambridge University Library for permission to publish images of 
T-S Ar. 28.144r (see Plate 1) and the Paris Polyglot (see Plates 4–5). 

1  In addition, one may add an earlier Judaeo-Arabic Pentateuch that had been printed by 
Eliezer Soncino in Istanbul in 1546. It features Saadiah Gaon’s version in Hebrew letters. 
It is, however, advisable to treat this print in a separate context.  

2  For example, Eli Smith’s statement on the Propaganda Fide edition: “Of the prophetical 
and poetical portions of the Old Testament much is either without force, in bad taste, or 
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The second part of this paper focuses on the transfer of MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 to 
Rome with the French ambassador Savary de Brèves, who was involved in the ear-
liest plans for printing it. I shall present how there his attempts were gradually ab-
sorbed by the Paris Polyglot project, which eventually concentrated and put into 
effect all earlier printing aspirations. The Arabic text of the Paris Polyglot held a 
prominent place in the scholarship of Arabic versions of the Bible for some cen-
turies, which adds to the necessity of research regarding its development. In con-
trast to the Propaganda Fide edition, it had almost no impact on Eastern 
Churches. In Western contexts, however, it became known as the Arabic Bible.  

I am well aware that such discussion regarding a number of highly specialised 
fields makes exhaustiveness unachievable and imprecision inevitable. Still, I 
hope that this contribution will permit me to point out the problems that de-
serve further investigation.  

1 Saadiah’s life and translation enterprise  

Saadiah Gaon (882–942) � Sa��d al-Fayy�m�, as he called himself in Arabic � 
was the pre-eminent scholar of Judaeo-Arabic culture of his time. His impact in-
cluded ground-breaking advances in scholarly fields which had barely received 
any systematic treatment prior to him, such as compendious halakhic writing, lit-
urgy, philosophy, grammar, exegesis and Bible translation. The main outlines of 
his life are well attested.3 He was born in Dil�
, in the Fayy�m district of Upper 
Egypt, in 882. Despite his prolific writing, very little is known about his family 
background and his intellectual development. In pursuit of knowledge, Saadiah 
left Egypt, apparently in his late twenties. He travelled throughout Bil�d al-Sh�m, 
but it was in Palestine that he apparently spent most of the period between his 
departure and his later career in Babylonia. He resided in Tiberias, which was the 
cultural centre of Palestinian Jewry at that time.4 Concrete evidence of his so-
journ is furnished by the Muslim historian al-Mas��d�, mentioning a certain Ab� 
Kath�r Ya�ya al-K�tib as his teacher there.5 It is likely that Saadiah’s intimate ac-
                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

absolutely unintelligible. The whole version is not in classical style. The structure of sen-
tences is awkward, the choice of words is not select, and the rules of grammar often trans-
gressed.” ABCFM Annual Reports 1844, 254, as quoted in Leavy, Margaret R., Eli Smith 
and the Arabic Bible, New Haven, CT: Yale Divinity School Library 1993, 15.  

3  Still useful is Malter, Henry, Saadia Gaon: His Life and Works, Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society of America 1921. More recently cf. Brody, Robert, The Geonim of Baby-
lonia and the Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture, New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press 1998, 235–44; idem, Rav Se'adyah Gaon, Jerusalem: Merkaz zalman shazar le-toldot 
yisra'el 2006. 

4  Gil, Moshe, A History of Palestine, 634–1099, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
1992, 175–85. 

5  De Goeje, M. J., ed., al-Mas��d�: Kit�b at-tanb�h wa-l-ishr�f, Leiden: Bibliotheca Geographo-
rum Arabicorum 1894, 112–13. On the identification of Ab� Kath�r Ya�ya al-K�tib see 
Polliack, Meira, The Karaite Tradition of Arabic Bible Translation: A Linguistic and Exegetical 
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quaintance with the Tiberian tradition of Hebrew grammar and pronunciation 
originated in Tiberian scholarly circles. 

Through his intervention in the great calendrical dispute with Ben Meir, son of 
the Palestinian Gaon in the years 921–23, Saadiah gained public recognition. This 
dispute was ignited by the disagreement of Palestinian and Babylonian scholars 
over the calculation of the New Year and Saadiah’s taking the Babylonian side 
prompted his appointment as Gaon of Sura in 928. As such, he was the generally 
recognised religious leader of the early medieval Jewish communities. 

About two years later, a bitter quarrel broke out between Saadiah and the Exi-
larch David ben Zakkai, his political counterpart, when the Gaon refused to con-
firm a judicial decision by the latter. He was declared to be removed from the 
post of Gaon and another scholar was installed in his stead. Saadiah, for his part, 
deposed David ben Zakkai from his post as Exilarch and replaced him with his 
brother Josiah. The Babylonian elite was divided in two armed camps. Even an at-
tempt to involve the Muslim authorities on his behalf did not resolve the crisis, 
which lasted for six or seven years. During that period Saadiah had to hide in ac-
tual fear of his life and composed – inter alia – his commentary to the Book of 
Creation, in Arabic Tafs�r kit�b al-mab�d�6, his great philosophical work The Book of 
Beliefs and Opinions, Arab. Kit�b al-am�n�t wa-l-i�tiq�d�t7, as well as the tafs�r, in se-
crecy. Reconciliation was finally effected and Saadiah was once again universally 
acknowledged as Gaon. He died in May 942. 

There can be no doubt that the Judaeo-Arabic Bible translation is one of the 
most influential texts produced by Saadiah.8 The tafs�r could soon be found eve-
rywhere throughout the communities in the Near East, North Africa and Muslim 
Spain, which attests to the fact that it acquired an authoritative, almost canonical, 
status among all Arabic-speaking Rabbanite communities. Concerning the num-
ber of books he rendered into Arabic, he most certainly did not translate the en- 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Study of Karaite Translations of the Pentateuch from the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries C.E., Etudes 
sur le Judaïsme Médiéval, Leiden and New York: E.J. Brill 1997, 12, no. 39. 

6  Lambert, Mayer, ed., Saadia ben Joseph: Commentaire sur le Séfer Yesira, ou Livre de la Création, 
Paris: É. Bouillon 1891. 

7  Q�fi�, Yosef, ed., Saadia ben Joseph: sefer ha-niv�ar ba-emunot va-de’ot, Kiryat Ono: Mekhon 
mishnat ha-rambam 1998; Altmann, Alexander, The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs (Philoso-
phia Judaica), Oxford: East and West Library 1946. 

8  Derenbourg, Joseph, Derenbourg, Hartwig, and Lambert, Mayer, eds., Saadia Ben Joseph: 
Œuvres Complètes de R. Saadia ben Iosef al-Fayyoûmî, Paris: E. Leroux 1893–1899. The edition 
is based on the Constantinople imprint of 1546, the Paris Polyglot and a late Yemenite 
MS., cf. Mieses, J., “Textkritische Bemerkungen zu R. Saadja Gaons Arabischer Pentat-
euchübersetzung”, Monatsschrift für die Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 63 (1919), 
269–90. A new edition is currently being prepared under the auspices of Prof. E. Schloss-
berg, University of Bar-Ilan. It will be based on MS. St Petersburg RNL Yevr. II C 1. On 
that manuscript, see Blau, Joshua, “Saadya Gaon’s Pentateuch Translation in the Light of 
an Early-Eleventh-Century Egyptian Manuscript”, Leshonenu 61 (1998), 111–30. 
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tire Hebrew Bible. Saadiah produced a translation of the books of Isaiah, Psalms, 
Proverbs, Job, Lamentations, Esther, Daniel and the entire Pentateuch.9 Usually, 
the translation is found attached to a commentary. In the first group of books the 
translation unit consists of several verses followed by the commentary. The tex-
tual unit of the translation roughly equals that of the commentary in length. As 
for the Pentateuch, each biblical verse is followed by a lengthy commentary (the 
long tafs�r).10 This arrangement was directed to a scholarly audience and prevented 
the text from serving a broader, less scholarly public.  

In the preface of the short tafs�r he gives clear evidence that he was asked to 
separate the plain text of the Pentateuch (bas�	 na�� al-tawr�h) into a separate book 
(f� kit�b mufrad), which would not contain long exegetical discussions.11 In re-
sponse to this popular demand, Saadiah disjoined the translation itself (the short 
tafs�r) from the commentary. As is so often the case, the creation of the shorter 
work caused the near extinction of the longer original: the commentary, in dis-
tinction to the wide diffusion of the translation, fell into oblivion and ceased be-
ing copied. Already in the Genizah corpus the proportion of fragments contain-
ing the commentary is comparably modest.  

2 Christian adaptations of the tafs�r and MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 

By the very nature of Judaeo-Arabic, these manuscripts were copied in Hebrew 
script (see Plate 1). Although a small number of fragments of Saadiah’s tafs�r in 
Arabic letters and of Jewish provenance exist in the Genizah collections, the ma-
jority of manuscripts in that script were produced for use among Christians.12 
There is no clear evidence when exactly Saadiah’s tafs�r was transcribed into Ara-
bic script. Although the fragments from the Genizah are datable to the first half 
                                                                                          
9  A version of Ecclesiastes that was transmitted in Saadiah’s name among the Yemenites is in 

fact that of Ibn Ghayy�t. See Abramson, Shraga, “On Isaac Ibn Ghayyat's Commentary to 
Kohelet”, Kiryat Sefer 52 (1977), 156–72.  

10  Large parts of the first half of Genesis have been edited by Moses Zucker (Zucker, Moses, 
ed., Saadia ben Joseph: perushe rav Se’adyah Gaon li-ve-reshit, New York: Jewish Theological 
Seminary 1984). 

11  It should nevertheless be noted that there are meaningful differences between the separate 
translation and the one accompanied by a commentary. The differences result from didac-
tic, communal and ideological considerations, which had been explicit in the longer 
commentary but needed unambiguous emphasis in the short tafs�r. On this issue, see Ben 
Shammai, Haggai, “An ‘East Wind’ from the South”, in: Studies in the History of Eretz Israel 
Presented to Yehuda ben Porat, Yehoshua Ben-Arieh and Elchanan Reiner, eds., Jerusalem: Yad 
ben Zvi 2003, 288–307; Ben Shammai, Haggai, “Extra-Textual Considerations in Medieval 
Judaeo-Arabic Bible Translations: The Case of Saadya Gaon”, Materia Giudaica 8/1 (2003), 
53–66.  

12  On the Genizah fragments see Vollandt, Ronny, “Some Observations on Genizah Frag-
ments of Saadiah’s Tafs�r in Arabic Letters”, Ginzey Qedem: Genizah Research Annual 6 
(2009), 9–44. I hope to furnish a thorough discussion of the Christian adaptations of 
Saadiah’s tafs�r in the near future. 
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of the eleventh century, their scarce attestation does not allow any conclusive and 
univocal answer to that question. The earliest known dated Christian copy of the 
tafs�r – MS. Leiden Warner 377 – was copied in 1239–40 and would serve as a ter-
minus ante quem in that matter. In total, about two dozen manuscripts are extant 
today, which may be classified into three distinct branches of transmission: a Syr-
ian Orthodox branch (only for the Book of Genesis),13 a Coptic branch and an 
independent branch.14 For the purpose of this paper I shall limit myself to the 
Coptic branch.  

With regard to Arabic versions of the Bible, the Coptic tradition differs from 
the Syriac and Greek (Melkite) in many ways. The Copts began to translate the 
canonical Scriptures much later than the others, especially the Melkites. Until 
well into the twelfth century, the Copts seem to have used Arabic as a written 
language only very reluctantly and sparsely.15 Although it cannot be ruled out 
that partial translations of the Pentateuch – e.g. as part of lectionaries – were writ-
ten down earlier, manuscript evidence dates from the first half of the 13th century 
onwards. The first occurrence of an Arabic Pentateuch translation of Coptic 
provenance is in the form of a later addition on the outer margins of MS. Vatican 

                                                                                          
13  The group consists of MSS. Leiden Warn. 377, Copenhagen Royal Library Cod. Ar. LXXV, 

Florence BML or. 57 (olim 12) and Paris BNF Ar. 4. They have distinct approaches to-
wards revision of the Peshitta and employ numerous Syriacisms. MS. Leiden Warn. 377 
explicitly mentions the name of the scribe as al-mardh�n� al-ya�q�b� and MS. Paris BNF Ar. 
4 features many marginal notes in Syriac. Their attribution to the Syrian Orthodox 
Church does not necessarily point to a Greater-Syrian provenance in geographic terms. We 
know that the Parisian and Florentine MSS. were acquired in Egypt, by J. M. Vansleb and 
Giovanni Battista Vecchietti respectively. They may likely have originated in the Syriac-
speaking monophysite communities of Egypt, cf. Den Heijer, Johannes, “Relations be-
tween Copts and Syrians in the Light of Recent Discoveries at dayr as-Sury�n”, in: Coptic 
Studies on the Threshold of a New Millennium: Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress of 
Coptic Studies, Mat Immerzeel and Jacques Van Der Vliet, eds., Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters 
en Dep. Oosterse Studies 2004, 924–38. 

14  As represented in MSS. Vatican Borg. Ar. 126 and Istanbul Topkapi 3522. Both are of a yet 
undetermined provenance, but clearly distinct from the Syrian and Coptic branches. I dis-
covered the latter at the CEDRAC during my stay in Beirut a few days after the confer-
ence and am indebted to N. Edelby for his kind assistance. It was copied in 1348. In con-
trast to the aforementioned branches, they are strictly speaking not adaptations, but rather 
exhibit an unchanged Arabic transliteration of the Judaeo-Arabic text.  

15  This is true for the monastic culture that monopolised manuscript production. The extra-
clerical lingual situation is less documented and therefore somewhat difficult to assess. 
Even so, it appears that the conservative attitude was restricted to the monasteries. Cf. Pa-
paconstantinou, A., “‘They Shall Speak the Arabic Language and Take Pride in It’: Recon-
sidering the Fate of Coptic after the Arab Conquest”, Le Muséon 120 (2007), 273–99; Rich-
ter, T. S., “O. Crum Ad. 15 and the Emergence of Arabic Words in Coptic Legal Docu-
ments”, in: Papyrology and the History of Early Islamic Egypt, Petra Sijpesteijn and Lennart 
Sundelin, eds., Leiden and Boston: Brill 2004; Rubenson, Samuel, “Translating the Tradi-
tion: Some Remarks on the Arabisation of the Patristic Heritage in Egypt”, Medieval En-
counters 2/1 (1996), 4–14; Zaborowski, J. R., “From Coptic to Arabic in Medieval Egypt”, 
Medieval Encounters 14 (2008), 15–40. 
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Copt. 1.16 The marginal text appears to be a faithful translation of the Bohairic 
version exhibited in the older part of the codex. At a second stage, the transla-
tions were featured in bilingual manuscripts that were from the outset designed to 
contain both languages.17 On their side, however, Saadiah’s translation is found 
in a large number of manuscripts. The earliest dated among them is MS. Florence 
BML or. 112 (olim 21), copied 1245/46.18 It is worth noting that it exceeds the 
number of bilingual codices by far. In fact, the ratio is almost 2:1.  

The integration of Saadiah’s tafs�r into the Coptic Church, however, entailed a 
fairly significant revision which allows us to speak of a distinct Coptic adaptation. 
On the whole, the manuscripts exhibit an attempt to bridge the textual “deficien-
cies” resulting from the transition into a new cultural context, which concurred 
with that from one scriptural reference point (i.e. the Hebrew Scriptures) to an-
other (i.e. the Coptic Bible). One detects a tendency to restore literalism: on the 
one hand, Saadiah’s interpretative additions were removed and, on the other, 
omissions of repetitions were reinstated in accordance with the biblical source 
text. As we know, both features occur amply in the Saadianic text. In addition, 
syntax, word order and number of nouns were brought into line with the Coptic 
text. Albeit only in very particular cases, the manuscripts exhibit an interpolation 
with Karaite versions as well.19  

                                                                                          
16  Rhode, Joseph Francis, The Arabic Versions of the Pentateuch in the Church of Egypt: A Study 

from Eighteen Arabic and Copto-Arabic MSS. (IX–XVII Century) in the National Library at 
Paris, the Vatican and Bodleian Libraries and the British Museum, Leipzig: W. Drugulin 1921, 
36–42. The first dated Copto-Arabic bilingual in a similar fashion is MS. Coptic Patriar-
chate Bibl. 123 (dated 1215), cf. Takla, Hany N., “Copto (Bohairic)-Arabic Manuscripts: 
Their Role in the Tradition of the Coptic Church”, in: Coptic Studies on the Threshold of a 
New Millennium: Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress of Coptic Studies, Mat Im-
merzeel and Jacques Van Der Vliet, eds., Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters en Dep. Oosterse Stud-
ies 2004, 639–46. That dating may give a tentative indication of the date of the Arabic 
portion of MS. Vatican Copt. 1.  

17  See Rhode (1921) for a list. MSS. Coptic Patriarchate Bibl. 1–5 are to be added.  
18  MSS. Florence BML or. 112 (olim 21); Wolfenbüttel Gudianus Graecus 33; Vatican Ar. 2; 

Birmingham Mingana Christ. Ar. 7; Coptic Patriarchate Bibl. 18, 19, 22, 24, 25, 30, 31, 38, 
51; Cairo Coptic Museum Theol. 193; Vienna Cod. Mixt. 664; London BL Harl. 5475. 
These manuscripts, especially the copies from Florence and the Vatican, have long been 
known to scholars. The former was discussed in Adler, J. G. C., Kurze Übersicht seiner Bi-
blisch-Kritischen Reise, Altona 1783–4, 67; Bacher, Wilhelm, “Il Manoscritto Fiorentino della 
Traduzione del Pentateucho di Saadja”, Rivista Israelitica 2 (1905), 45–49; Chiesa, Bruno, 
“Un Testimone della Traduzione Araba del Pentateucho di Saadia”, in: Manoscritti, Fram-
menti e Libri Ebraici nell’Italia dei Secoli XV–XVI, G. Tamani and A. Vivian, eds., Rome: Ca-
rucci 1991. Portions were published in Kahle, Paul, Die Arabischen Bibelübersetzungen: Texte 
mit Glossar und Literaturübersicht, Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs 1904. Specimens of the latter are 
found in Rhode (1924), 36*–49*. 

19  See Polliack (1997). A fine example is the imitative use of Arab. adamah to translate Heb. 
�a
�m�h “ground, earth” in all the manuscripts. This rendering is alien to Saadiah, who 
commonly uses al-ar�. Unlike him, Karaite exegetes such as Yefet ben �El� and Yesh�uah 
ben Yeh�dah agree on adamah as the preferable Arabic equivalent. Also David al-F�s� 
(tenth century), the great Karaite lexicographer, records adamah. The employment of such 
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Interesting evidence of an inner-Coptic attempt to return to the Judaeo-Arabic 
character of Saadiah’s tafs�r is found in Manuscript MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 (see Plate 
2).20 It was copied in 1584–85 by four distinct copyists and contains the entire 
Old Testament according to the Coptic canon, except for the Book of Ruth.21 It 
features many prominent Arabic versions: the Pentateuch of Saadiah (fols. 3v–
83v), the Psalter of Ab� al-Fat� �Abdall�h Ibn Fa�l of Antioch (232v–267r)22 and 
the Prophets of al-A�lam of Alexandria (fols. 268r–387v).23 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

a Hebraised form is not attested in Saadiah’s translation works at all and suggests the in-
volvement of a third party. A similar example is the rendition of hak-k�r�
�m, “cherubim”, 
in Gen. 3:24. Saadiah uses mal��ikah, whereas the manuscripts exhibit al-kar�b�m, identical 
to Yesh’uah ben Yehudah’s version. Such a pursuit of imitative affinity to the Hebrew 
source text is surprising, but nevertheless plays a functional role in adapting the text to a 
new context, since the Coptic Pentateuch features a Hebraised form, following the Greek 

, cf. Peters, Melvin K. H., A Critical Edition of the Coptic (Bohairic) Pentateuch (Sep-
tuagint and Cognate Studies Series, 15), Chico: Scholars Press 1983, 10. Similarly, a re-
placement of Saadianic lexical features in favour of Karaite lexicon can be observed, e.g. li-
l-irsh�d, “to guide”, for li-l-�aql, “for the intellect” (Saadiah for Heb. l�hask�l, “to make one 
wise”) in Gen. 3:6. Also this reading is found in Karaite versions and seemed more suitable 
to reflect the Coptic; idem, 9.  

20  One of them, a Muslim copyist named �Abd Rabbih b. Mu�ammad b. Ahmad b. �Abd ar-
Ra�m�n ash-Sha�ar�n�, mentioned his name on fol. 387r. Another, Fa�lall�h b. T�drus, 
wrote a colophon at the end of the Book of Proverbs, fol. 404v. The manuscript belongs 
with a highly interesting set of additional copies, which apparently originated from the 
same scriptorium. Another copy, apparently made the following year, is preserved in MS. 
Coptic Patriarchate Bibl. 32, as first mentioned by Samir Khalil Samir in “Trois Versions 
Arabes du Livre des Juges. Réflexions Critiques sur un Livre Récent”, Oriens Christianus 65 
(1981), 87–101. In contrast to the Parisian manuscript, it contains the Book of Ruth, but 
dispenses with all Sapiential Books and Major Prophets, except Isaiah and Jeremiah. The 
observed difference suggests that the choice of books was to a certain degree conditioned 
by the wishes of commissioners and compiled from different sources. The group consists 
of MSS. London BL Or. 1326, Vatican Ar. 445, Paris BNF Ar. 25, Coptic Patriarchate Bibl. 
79 and Coptic Patriarchate Bibl. 80; a specimen of the last MS. is found in Simaika, Mar-
cus, Catalogue of the Coptic and Arabic Manuscripts in the Coptic Museum, the Patriarchate, the 
Principal Churches of Cairo and Alexandria and the Monasteries of Egypt, Cairo: Government 
Press 1939, Vol. II, plate XXIV. See also my forthcoming “From the working desks of a 
Coptic-Muslim workshop: MS Paris–BNF Arabic 1 and the mass production of Arabic de-
luxe Bibles in early Ottoman Cairo”, in: Patronage and the Sacred Book, E. Alfonso and J. 
Decter, eds., Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

21  There are multiple colophons on fols. 96v, 107r, 122v, 135v, 321r and 345v ranging from 
Rama��n 992 to Mu�arram 993 A.H. For details see Troupeau, Gérard, Catalogue des manu-
scrits arabes: Première Partie: Manuscrits Chrétiens Nos. 1–6933, Paris: Bibliothèque Nationale 
1972, 11. 

22  Graf, Georg, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, Città del Vaticano: Biblioteca A-
postolica Vaticana 1944 (= GCAL I), 116–119. 

23  GCAL I, 131–133; Löfgren, Oscar, Studien zu den arabischen Danielübersetzungen, mit besonde-
rer Berücksichtigung der christlichen Texte; nebst einem Beitrag zur Kritik des Peschittatextes, Uppsa-
la: Almqvist & Wiksell 1936; Vaccari, Alberto, “Le Versioni Arabe Dei Profeti”, Biblica 2 
(1921), 401–23. 
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Saadiah’s tafs�r is preceded by a preface (fols. 1v–3r) by an anonymous author.24 
He states (fol. 1v): 

“As I perused the translation of the learned Rabbanite Sa��d al-Fayy�m�, I satisfied myself 
on account of his style that he is the most preferable of all translators and most eloquent 
interpreter among the people of his confession. […] Thus I copied his version in what 
follows this preface and intended to transcribe it accurately. For this purpose, I sum-
moned to my aid a notable Jew, whose name is given at the end of this copy. He memo-
rised the text and recalled its words with great sagacity. Further, he was well versed in the 
study of the expressions, its pronunciation [lit. its recitation; Arab. til�wa] and everything 
related to the interpretation of its meaning.”  

Thereupon he enters a long examination of Saadiah’s translation features which 
had been altered or were lost in the Coptic transmission. In order to reinstall 
them, he introduced a system of rubricated marks which may with some justifica-
tion be called a proper critical apparatus. First, Saadiah’s interpretative additions 
were reintroduced with the help of his Jewish informant and marked by the letter 
z�� (i.e. ziy�dah). The letter �ayn designates correction by collation with the Hebrew 
(i.e. �ibr�n�), whereas a kh� (i.e. nusakh ukhr�) refers to the readings in the Coptic 
adaptations of the tafs�r. The variants are usually found copied between the lines.  

The influence of Saadiah’s translation, therefore, is tangible from the very 
emergence of Arabic translations in the Coptic Church. It was bestowed a semi-
canonical status and, what is more, the liturgical divisions according to Coptic 
tradition might indicate that it in fact was employed in liturgy. The importance of 
the tafs�r is underlined by a conservative approach towards it, which is exhibited 
in the text-critically emended text type found in MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1.  

 
 

                                                                                          
24  His approach recalls in many respects that of al-As�ad Ab� al-Faraj Hibatall�h Ibn al-

�Ass�l, who flourished around 1230–60. He accomplished a critical edition of the Arabic 
Gospels in use among the Copts. The whole enterprise was prompted by the wish to estab-
lish a linguistically improved and textually reliable version. Similarly, the variant readings 
that he retrieved from a collation with Greek and Syriac translation traditions were noted 
on the margins of the previous Arabic Gospel text, cf. Abullif, Wadi, “La Traduction des 
Quatre Evangiles d’al-As�ad Ibn al-�Ass�l (XIIIe Siècle)”, Studia Orientalia Christiana 24 
(1991), 216–24; idem, “al-As�ad Ibn al-�Assal, Introduzioni alla Traduzione dei Quattro 
Vangeli”, Studia Orientalia Christiana 34 (2006); Graf, Georg, “Die koptische Gelehrtenfami-
lie der Aul�d al-�Ass�l und ihr Schriftum”, Orientalia 1 (1932), 34–56, 129–48, 93–204; 
Macdonald, Duncan B., “Ibn al-�Ass�l’s Arabic Version of the Gospels”, in: Homenaje á D. 
Francisco Codera en su Julibilación del Profesorado, Eduardo Saavedra, ed., Zaragoza: M. Es-
cart 1904, 375–392; Samir, Samir Khalil, “La Version Arabe des Evangiles d’al-As�ad Ibn al-
�Ass�l. Etude des Manuscrits et Spécimens”, in: Actes du 4e Congrès International d'études Ara-
bes Chrétiennes (Cambridge, Septembre 1992), Samir Khalil Samir, ed., Kaslik: Université 
Saint-Esprit 1994, 441–551. Whether the anonymous author is in any way affiliated to al-
As�ad Ab� al-Faraj Hibat�llah Ibn al-�Ass�l, an obvious assumption in light of the similar-
ity of the enterprises, requires further research.  
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3 Savary de Brèves’ effort for a printed Arabic Bible 

In 1606 a new protagonist was about to enter the stage: François Savary de 
Brèves, who served as ambassador of France to the Sublime Porte during the years 
1591–1604.25 He had arrived in Istanbul with his uncle and predecessor in office, 
Jacques de Savary-Lancosme, in 1584 and is well known to have skilfully achieved 
the famous peace treaty between King Henry IV and Sultan Ahmed I. What is 
more, the effective diplomat was one of the outstanding Arabic and Turkish 
scholars of his time, thanks to a twenty-year residency in the East nearly unsur-
passed in the Europe of his time.  

Upon the cessation of his diplomatic service in Istanbul, however, Savary de 
Brèves set out on a journey throughout the Levant, Egypt and North Africa.26 Its 
purpose, at royal behest, was to inspect the condition of the Christians living in 
the Ottoman Empire. In the course of the journey, the diplomat visited Lebanon, 
Jerusalem and Egypt, among many other places. He met the Maronite patriarch 
Joseph al-Rizz� at the Monastery of Qann�b�n27 and was welcomed by Mark V, 
Pope of Alexandria, in Cairo.28 The journey would determine his future aspira-
tions in many respects: grieved by the inferior social and cultural status of Chris-
                                                                                          
25  This chapter is much indebted to Duverdier, Gerald, “Les Caractères de Savary de Brèves, 

Les Débuts de la Typographie Orientale et la Présence Francaise au Levant au 17e Siècle”, 
in: L'art du Livre à L'Imprimerie Nationale, Paris: Impr. Nationale 1973; idem, “Les Impres-
sions Orientales en Europe et le Liban”, in: Exposition: le Livre et le Liban jusqu'à 1900, Ca-
mille Aboussouan, ed., Paris: Unesco 1982, 157–73; Lelong, Jacques, Discours Historique sur 
les Principales Editions des Bibles Polyglottes, Paris: Pralard 1713. 

26  His journey is well documented. The itinerary of the captain, François Arnaud, is pre-
served in MS. Paris BNF fr. 19896. His secretaries, Jehan Vuiot de Baron and Jacques du 
Castel, both left descriptions of the travel. However, only du Castel’s was later published 
in the name of François Savary de Brèves (Relation Des Voyages De M. De Brèves, Tant en Gre-
ce, Terre-Saincte, et Ægypte, qu'aux Royaumes de Tunis & Arger. Ensemble un Traicte Faict l’an 
1604, entre le Roy Henry le Grand & l’empereur des Turcs et Trois Discours du dit Sieur. Le tout Re-
cueilly par le S[Ieur] D[u] C[astel], Paris: N. Gasse 1628). In addition, the diplomat refers to 
it in a number of letters. 

27  His sojourn in Qannobin is described in his Relation des Voyages, 45. He met not only the 
Patriarch but also George Amira, who had published a Grammatica Syriaca at the press of 
Giaccobo Luna, Rome, in 1596 and Sark�s al-Rizz�, brother of the Patriarch and later 
bishop of Damascus. Sark�s was associated with the printing of the famous Quzhaya Psal-
ter in 1610 and later headed the committee in charge of producing an Arabic Bible at the 
Congregatio de Propaganda Fide in Rome.  

28  Cairo and the negotiations with the Coptic Pope Mark V were at the core of the entire en-
terprise. He abided with him from September 1605 to March 1606. However, they are re-
ferred to only briefly in his Relation des Voyages. In a letter to Cardinal du Perron he sta-
tes: “Je me résous d’avoir vu le Grand Caire pour avoir eu l’occasion de procurer l’union de la nation 
Cofte à la croire de l’église romaine. J’en ay eu de bonnes arres et pense avoir avancé beaucoup en ce 
sujet. Le Patriarche de ceste nation écrit à sa Sainteté et au Roy avec promesses de vivre d’ici en avant 
l’obéissance d’icelle.” (MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 194, fol. 180). The confession of faith was 
sent to the Roman authorities by way of the French consul Gabriel Fernoulx. It furnishes 
important additional details of de Brèves’ sojourn, cf. Cattan, Basilio, “La Chiesa Copta 
nel Secolo XVII: Documenti Inediti”, Bessarione 34 (1918), 133–61. 
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tians in the East, he turned himself with zeal to liberating them from the Muslim 
yoke. The premise of such liberation would, in his view, consist in the union of 
the Eastern Churches with the Roman papacy that could be effected by mission-
ary publishing through the erection of a printing press. In addition, this “haute en-
treprise”, as he would call this printing project in his letters, would likewise serve to 
supply European Arabists with much-needed textbooks and would thus further 
Oriental studies. In view of that, Savary de Brèves had actively engaged in obtain-
ing the right material for his enterprise: the manuscripts.  

He disembarked at Marseille on 19 November, 1606. After a short interim he 
was dispatched to Rome in diplomatic service once more. Italy was no less fitting 
for his ambitions. It had traditionally been the stronghold of early Oriental print-
ing and abounded with an expertise which was sought in vain in the rest of 
Europe. As early as 1514, Agostino Giustiniani, orientalist and Bishop of Nebbio, 
had printed a polyglot Psalter comprising Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic and 
Arabic side by side.29 The Medici Oriental Press, under Giovan Battista Rai-
mondi, debuted with an edition of the Arabic Gospels in 1590, intended for dis-
semination in the Eastern Churches.30 A second edition, accompanied with a 
Latin translation and directed to the European market, was published a year later. 
The establishment of the Medici Press had marked, as had that of the Maronite 
College in 1584, Pope Gregory XIII’s official recognition of the connection be-
tween missionary objectives and Oriental studies. Gregory XIII was particularly 
interested in the publication of a printed Arabic Bible and willingly licensed Rai-
mondi’s magnum opus, a Polyglot in multiple languages.31 Although Raimondi 

                                                                                          
29  Giustiniani, Agostino, Psalterium Octaplum: Hebreum, Grecum, Arabicum, & Chaldeum: Cum 

Tribus Latinus Interpretationibus & Glossis, Genuæ: Petrus Paulus Porrus 1516. See Bobzin, 
Hartmut, “Agostino Giustiniani (1470–1536) und seine Bedeutung für die Geschichte der 
Arabistik”, in: XXIV. Deutscher Orientalistentag vom 26. bis 30. September 1988 in Köln. Ausge-
wählte Vorträge, W. Diem and A. Falaturi, eds., Stuttgart: Steiner 1990, 131–39; Vercellin, 
Giorgio, Venezia e l’origine della Stampa in Caratteri Arabi, Padova: Il poligrafo 2001. In the 
preface, Giustiniani promises an edition of the entire Bible in this form. The books of the 
New Testament are said to have been already completed. His departure for Paris on the in-
vitation of the King of France to teach Hebrew at the Collège Royal impeded its accom-
plishment.  

30  On Giovan Battista Raimondi and the Medici Press see Jones, John Robert, The Arabic and 
Persian Studies of Giovan Battista Raimondi (c. 1536–1614), University of London 1981; Jones, 
Robert, “The Medici Oriental Press (Rome 1584–1614) and the Impact of Its Arabic Publi-
cations on Northern Europe”, in: The “Arabick” Interest of the Natural Philosophers in Seven-
teenth-Century England, G. A. Russell, ed., Leiden and New York: E.J. Brill 1994, 88–108; 
Saltini, G. E., “Della Stamperia Orientale Medicea e di Giovan Battista Raimondi”, Giornale 
Storico degli Archivi Toscani 4 (1860), 257–308; Tinto, Alberto, La Tipografia Medicea Orientale 
(Studi e Ricerche di Storia del Libro e delle Biblioteche, 1), Lucca: M. Pacini Fazzi 1987. 

31  Prior to that, on 25 February, 1578, Pope Gregory XIII had bestowed on Giovan Battista 
Eliano, whom he dispatched on a mission to the Maronite Church, the special duty of 
finding manuscripts for editing and printing the Arabic Bible. Cf. Vaccari, Alberto, “Una 
Bibbia Araba Per Il Primo Gesuita Venuto Al Libano”, Mélanges de l'Université Saint-Joseph de 
Beyrouth 10/4 (1925), 79–104. He returned with MS. Vatican Ar. 468, which ultimately 
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presented the project to the public in the preface to his Liber Tasriphi, it never 
came about for a variety of reasons.32  

During the first years of his sojourn in Rome, Savary de Brèves took his first 
steps towards the establishment of a printing press, the Typographia Savariana. 
First, he recruited his collaborators, Gabriel Sionita (Jibr�l a
-�a�y�n�) and Vitto-
rio Scialac Accurensis (Na
rall�h Shalaq al-�Aq�r�) from the Maronite College, 
Husain, a Turk from Buda33 and the printer Stefano Paolino, who had previously 
supervised the print for Raimondi. Further, he arranged the Arabic and Syriac 
types to be cut and compiled an Arabic–Italian–Latin dictionary (the Calpin Ara-
besque) to facilitate the projected translation enterprises.34 The first printed work, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

served as the basis for a revision towards the Vulgate and printed as Biblia Sacra Arabica 
(1671–73) by the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide. 

 For Raimondi’s aspirations to print a Polyglot see Saltini, G., “La Bibbia Poliglotta Medi-
cea secondo il Disegno e gli Apparecchi di Gio. Battista Raimondi”, Bollettino italiano degli 
studii orientali 22 (1882), 490–5. In addition, he mentions his ambitions in his diary on 12 
December, 1592, and 28 January, 1593, comp. Tinto, Alberto, “Un Diario di Giovanni 
Battista Raimondi (22 Giugno 1592–12 Dicembre 1596)”, Archivo Storico 151 (1993), 671–
84, no. 12, 674, and no. 18, 75. Raimondi had eagerly collected a good stock of Arabic and 
(Judaeo-) Persian manuscripts of the Bible. On his manuscript delegates to the East cf. 
Almalgia, R., “Giovan Battista Britti e Gerolamo Vecchietti Viaggiatori in Oriente”, Rendi-
conti dell’Academia Nazionale dei Lincei 11 (1956), 313–50; idem, “Giovan Battista Britti 
Cosentino Viaggiatore in Oriente”, Archivio storico per la Calabria e la Lucania 25 (1957), 75–
101; Richard, Francis, “Les Manuscrits Persans Repportés par les Frères Vecchietti et Con-
servés aujourd'hui à la Bibliothèque Nationale”, Studia Iranica 9 (1980), 291–300; idem, 
“Les Frères Vecchietti, Diplomates, Erudites et Aventuries”, in Alastair Hamilton, Maurits 
Van Den Boogert and Bart Westerweel, eds., The Republic of Letters and the Levant, Leiden 
and Boston: Brill 2005, 11–26. 

32  Raimundi, Giovan Battista, ed., Liber Tasriphi Compositio Est Senis Alemami, Romae: Ex Ty-
pographia Medicæ linguarum externarum 1610. With the death of Pope Gregory XIII and 
Ferdinando de’ Medici’s entry into politics, the project was deprived of its benefactors. His 
last academic print was the �Itiqad�t al-am�nah al-urth�d�ksiyyah by Giovan Battista Eliano 
in 1595, after which he applied himself to the printing of choral books. When Raimondi 
died in 1614, the Medici Oriental press effectively ceased operation.  

33  On Husain, cf. Jones, John Robert, Learning Arabic in Renaissance Europe (1505–1624), Lon-
don: University of London 1988, 120–23. 

34  MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 195, in a letter addressed to Jacque August de Thou, 27 
November, 1611: “Je vous veux entretenir d’une envie grande que j’ai de rendre les langues arabic-
que et turquesque familières parmi nous, si j’étais aidé du roi ou de quelque autres personnes qui vou-
lussent faire la dépense. J’ai auprès de moi un Turc que vous avez connu qui parle les susdites trois 
langues et écrit merveilleusement bien icelles. Il sait maintenant notre langue française et entend assez 
bien le latin. Je puis en recouvrer deux ou trois autres des prisons de Malte ou de celles de Monsieur le 
grand duc. J’ai retiré chez moi deux chrétiens maronites, de ceux que vivent dans le Mont Liban et qui 
par conséquent savent la langue arabique avec leur langue paternelle. Ils ont fait leurs études en cette 
ville dans un collège que les défunts saints Pères les Papes ont fondé à cet effet de façon qu’ils soient pas-
sés docteurs en philosophie et théologie […] J’ai aussi eu soin depuis que je suis ici d’apprendre le 
moyen de faire imprimer des livres des caractères desquelles les dites langues se forment. J’ai dépensé 
jusqu’à cette heure plus de deux mil écus pour en venir à bout, ce qui m’a réussi.” MS. Paris BNF fr. 
Dupuy 812, fol. 107, dated 22 January, 1612: “J’attendray la réponse de ce que je vous ai écrit sur 
l’établissement des langues orientales et principalement de l’Arabesque et de la Chaldéenne. J’ay trois 
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an Arabic translation of the Doctrina Christiana by Cardinal Bellarmin, saw the 
light in 1613.35 A year later, he issued a Psalter in Arabic that was printed in two 
editions, the first in Arabic alone and the second with Latin translation in a sepa-
rate column facing the Arabic. In the preface we are told that Savary de Brèves se-
cured the very manuscript for this print in Jerusalem during his journey.36  

The book, however, constituted a mere coup d’essai for a much larger project. In 
a letter dated 15 August, 1612, and addressed to Jacque August de Thou, president 
of the parliament and custodian at the Bibliothèque du Roi, as well as de Brèves’ 
cousin-in-law and long-time correspondent, he first presented the whole extent of 
his ambitions: “Le Vieux et le Nouvel Testament et quelque Psaumes de David en 
langues arabesques, traduits en nostre langue latine et imprimés en l’une et l’autre 
caractère, seront bien venus de nos docteurs.”37 De Thou embraced the printing of 
a complete Arabic Bible enthusiastically and offered his patronage to the project, 
albeit advising to concentrate on the Pentateuch first. De Brèves states:  

“Monsieur, je vous supplie trouvez bon que j’apprenne de vous si le Vieux et le Nouveau Testament 
et les Psaumes de David en langues arabesque et chaldée, traduits en notre langue latine et imprimés 
en l’un et l’autre caractère seront bien reçus de nos doctes et si semblables livres se pourraient débiter. 
J’ai moyen de satisfaire à cette curiosité là.”38 

Although he initially demurred on account of time and costs, the project was ini-
tiated and assumed shape rapidly. Sionita had commenced editing the manuscript 
that was eventually to become MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1. In fact, the manuscript pre-
serves many editorial notes by his hand marking lacunae and indicating chapter 
and verse divisions (see Plate 3).39 Moreover, the formulaic incipits and excipits of 
each biblical book were maintained in the edition. Similar to the text that he had 
secured in Jerusalem for the print of the Psalms in 1614, it stands to reason that 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

ou quatre hommes avec moi capables de l’intelligence d’y celles et fait faire des lettres pour imprimer.”
To the best of my knowledge, the Calpin arabesque unfortunately has not survived.  

35  Similar to the approach of the Medici Oriental Press – and most probably modelled on its 
example – a bilingual edition followed in 1619. Sionita, Gabriel, and Scialac, Vittorio, 
eds., Doctrina Christiana: Illustrissimi & Reuerendiss. D.D. Roberti S.R.E. Card. Bellarmini, 
Nunc Primùm ex Italico Idiomate in Arabicum, Iussu S.D.N. Pauli V. Pont. Max. Translata per 
Victorium Scialat Accurensem, & Gabrielem Sionitam Edeniensem, Maronitas e Monte Libano, 
Philosophiae, ac Sacra Theologiae Professores, Romae: Ex typographia Savariana. Excudebat 
Stephanus Paulinus 1619. I have been able to consult only the bilingual edition. 

36  Scialac, Vittorio, and Sionita, Gabriel, eds., Dauidis Regis et Prophetae Psalmi, Romae: Ex 
Typographia Savariana. Excudebat Stephanus Paulinus 1619. The preface is reprinted in 
Balagna Coustou, Josée, L'imprimerie Arabe En Occident : XVIe, XVIIe et XVIIIe Siècles, Paris: 
Editions Maisonneuve & Larose 1984, 16. As demonstrated by A. Vaccari, the manuscript 
is today found under the class mark MS. Vatican Ar. 584, cf. Vaccari, Alberto, “I Caratteri 
Arabi della ‘Typographia Savariana’”, Rivista degli Studi Orientali 10 (1923–25), 37–47. 

37  MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 237. 
38  MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 237, dated 15 September, 1612. 
39  E.g. Gen. 19:22–20:2 and Gen. 45:17–46:7 are marked by Sionita as wanting; the text Lev. 

9:12 ff. is noted as being superfluous due to an error by the scribe. Sionita indicated the 
chapter divisions in Latin on the outer margins and in Arabic on the inner. 
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also the later Parisian copy came into his possession during that journey. Details 
of the actual acquisition are not known, but it may be assumed that it took place 
in Cairo. There, the manuscript had been produced twenty years earlier and must 
have come to de Brèves’ attention during his stay.40 The manuscript was on the 
whole most apt for the project, since it contained the entire Old Testament with 
only the minor defect of dispensing with the Book of Ruth. The diplomat, thus, 
communicated the progress to de Thou in April 1613:  

“Je suivrai vos louable conseils et ferai travailler aux versions du Vieux et Nouveau Testament le plus 
diligemment qu’il me sera possible. Mais comme je vous ai ja mandé cela ne pourra pas être fait 
d’une couple d’années pourvu que je puisse garder avec moi l’un des pères maronites. Le reste se 
pourra finir en France.”41  

In the meantime, as it emerges from the last letter, de Brèves had received notice 
that his service in Rome was about to terminate in 1614. He had been called back 
to France by Maria de’ Medici, queen consort of France, to attend to the educa-
tion of her son Gaston, Duke of Orleans and brother of the later king Louis XIII. 
In June 1613, however, the book of Genesis had been completed and it appears 
even that the preparation of Saadiah’s tafs�r was accomplished in its entirety be-
fore he departed for Paris.42  

4 The Paris Polyglot 

In 1614 Savary de Brèves returned to Paris, bringing with him not only the print-
ing press, types and manuscripts, but also his collaborators: Gabriel Sionita, 
Husain of Buda and Stefano Paolino. Vittorio Scialac Accurensis had been re-
placed by Jean Hesronita (Yu�anna al-Ha
r�n�), another alumnus of the Maronite 
College.43 The press was installed at the Collège des Lombards and was prepared for 

                                                                                          
40  In a letter to de Thou he makes particular mention of Egypt as a source for reliable manu-

scripts of the Arabic Bible: “Il faudroit faire venir d’Egypte des livres qui eussent le texte beau.” 
MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 255, dated 17 February, 1613.  

41  MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 260. 
42  MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 265, dated 9 June, 1613: “Les peres maronites travaillent 

aux cinq livre de Moise, la Genèse est déjà faite”; MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fols. 255–257, 
dated 3 August, 1613, mentions: “Pour ce qui est du Vieux Testament j’espère bien avant que je 
parte d’ici qu’il sera traduit, mais non imprimé. Ce sera à mon retour par delà si Dieu plait.” The 
most valuable evidence that the Pentateuch had already been completed in Rome, how-
ever, is found in Guy Michel Le Jay’s later accusations against Sionita, preserved under the 
title “Raisons de Sr. Le Jay contre le Sr. Gabriel pour la traduction de la Bible Arabique”, 
MS. Paris BNF fr. 18600. In this, he claims that Sionita cannot be credited with having 
compiled the entire edition of the Arabic Bible, since he arrived in Paris with a complete 
edition of the Pentateuch in Arabic at hand. 

43  Scialac would dedicate himself to the compilation of Arabic grammars at the Maronite Col-
lege; Vittorio Scialac Accurensis, Introductio ad Grammaticam Arabicam, Romae: Excudebat 
Stephanus Paulinus 1622, idem, Totum Arabicum Alphabetum, ad unam Tabellam cum suis Vo-
calibus et Signis, Facilitatis Causa, Reductum, Romae: Apud Stephanum Paulinum 1624. 
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operation. Despite the fact that he had been unable to secure the financial means 
for a Collège Polyglotte des Langues Orientales,44 which had been projected to serve as 
an academic institution for the accomplishment of the huge task of editing and 
translating, the work on MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 resumed with Cardinal du Perron’s 
decision to engage in the reprint of the Antwerp Polyglot in the very same year. 
The Cardinal had been de Brèves’ predecessor as ambassador in Rome and had 
shown a particular concern for Arabic printing.45 The reprint was intended to in-
clude Oriental versions as well, which were perceived as of utmost value for the 
clarification of many unclear passages in the Scriptures and to establish an au-
thentic biblical text.46 In a letter of 3 May, 1615, de Thou informed Sebastian 
Tengnagel, curator at the Imperial Library, Vienna: 

“Our librarians are currently preparing a new edition of the Bible, which will feature the 
Chaldaic paraphrases more accurately than the edition of Alcalá and that of Antwerp. It 
will as well append the Syriac and Arabic versions of the Old and New Testament, with 
Latin translations. Cardinal du Perron urges the printing and has appointed me as deputy 
in that project.”47 

Although du Perron was granted the approbation of the General Assembly of 
Clergy in 1616, he fell short of securing another essential matter: the funding. In 
                                                                                          
44  In a letter to de Thou: “Moyennant cela j’ai un moyen de faire un collège d’un bon nombre de jeu-

nes gens qui pourraient étudier les dites langues. J’ai aussi eu soin depuis que je suis ici d’apprendre le 
moyen de faire imprimer des livres des caractères desquels les dites langues se forment. J’ai dépensé jus-
qu’à cette heure plus de deux mil écus pour venir à bout ce qui m’a réussi, de façon que si vous pouviez 
induire Sa Majesté à vouloir fonder un collège des dites langues, l’université de Paris en recevrait de 
l’honneur et le christianisme de l’utile, car par ce moyen nous aurions la communication de toutes les 
sciences de ces trois nations.”; MS. Paris BNF fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 195, dated 27 November, 
1611. Additional documents are found in Omont, H., “Projet D'un Collège Oriental a Pa-
ris Au Début Du Règne De Louis Xiii”, Bulletin de la Société de l'histoire de Paris et de l'Île de 
France 22 (1895), 123–27. Sionita and Hesronita, however, received an annual pension by 
royal order. The grant is published in Bernard, Auguste Joseph, Antoine Vitré et les Caractères 
Orientaux de la Bible Polyglotte de Paris. Origines et Vicissitudes des Premiers Caractères Orientaux 
Introduits en France avec un Specimen de ces Caractères, Paris: Dumoulin 1857, 5. In addition, 
Sionita held the chair of Arabic at the Collège Royal, replacing Etienne Hubert (1568–1614). 

45  As recalled by Raimondi in the preface to his Liber Tasriphi. 
46  “Adhuc Sacrorum scriptorium locos tenebris quibusdam, ac fulgine involutos, aut verborum ambigui-

tate circumseptos, quibus quasi ambagibus, tortuosisque nexibus doctorum ingenia detinentur, in hac 
eadem lingua claros, immo luce meridiana clariores deprehendes” (Sionita, Gabriel, and Hes-
ronita, Jean, Grammatica Arabica Maronitarum, Paris: ex Typographia Savariana, excudebat 
Hieronymus Blageart 1616, sig. aiir–aiiv). Cf. a similar statement of de Thou in des 
Maizeaux, Pierre, ed., Scaligerana, Thuana, Perroniana, Pithoenana, et Colomesiana, Amster-
dam: Covens & Mortier 1740, 94. For a general survey see Bobzin, Hartmut, “Vom Sinn 
des Arabischstudiums im Sprachkanon der Philologia Sacra”, Hallesche Beiträge zur Orient-
wissenschaft 24 (1998), 21–32. 

47  “Librarii nostri novam Bibliorum editionem parant, cui post Hispanam et ultimam Antverpianam, 
meliorem paraphrasin Chaldaicam sive Syriacam et Arabicam versionem in Vetus et Novum Testa-
mentum addent cum inpretatione Latina peculiari. Illustrissimus Cardinalis Perronus opus urget et 
vicaria opera nostra ad eam rem ubitur”, published in Lambeck, Petrus, Commentariorum de 
Augustissima Bibliotheca Caesarea Vindobonensi, Vienna: Typis Joannis Christophori Cosme-
rovii 1665–1679, 160. 
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consequence, the work on the Arabic Bible came to a standstill. The decision of 
Stefano Paolino, Raimondi’s former printer, to return to Rome was another great 
loss.48 The state of affairs worsened further when de Thou, ardent promoter of the 
project from the beginning, died in 1617, as did Cardinal du Perron a year later. 
Due to his affiliation with Maria de’ Medici, Savary de Brèves fell from political 
favour after the assassination of Concini, the result of a secret plot organised by 
Louis XIII. He was forced into retirement from public life and therewith the press 
effectively ceased operation in 1618.49 He died in 1627. The project thus lost all of 
its patrons within two years. Sionita and Hesronita decided to address themselves 
to different tasks. In 1616 they published an Arabic grammar and furnished a 
Latin translation of Raimondi’s Geographia Nubiensis in 1619.50 Also when Hes-
ronita eventually returned to Lebanon in 1622, Sionita continued to issue books 
at his own expense.51  

The work on MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1 gained renewed attention when the Parisian 
advocate Guy Michel Le Jay offered the much-needed financial means for the ac-
complishment of the Polyglot printing project. Consequently, it recommenced 
under his supervision in March 1628. On the whole, as the following list of col-
laborators shows, the resumption marked a rather drastic rupture in the continu-
ity with earlier stages. Antoine Vitré was made chief printer and ordered to ac-
quire Savary de Brèves’ manuscripts and types.52 Philippe d’Aquin was charged 

                                                                                          
48  Upon his return to Rome, Paolino was employed at the press of the Maronite College and 

later at that of the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide. With some justice, he might be called 
the eminence of Oriental printing and constitutes the personal link between all important 
printing projects of the Arabic Bible. 

49  Erpenius furnishes evidence on his mental derangement after that event in a letter to 
Sebastian Tengnagel, dated Leiden, 1 February, 1621; cf. MS. Vienna Österreichische Na-
tionalbibliothek 9737s, fol. 220: “Dominus de Bréves animum omnino ab illis literis abiecit, me 
quidquam praestat aut praestiturus est. Vidi nuper cum in Gallia essem hominem. Sed comperi eum 
ita irritatum et offensum capitie diminutione, ut frustra ego futuros iudicem literatos, qui in re liter-
aria, aliquid porro ab eo volent exspectare. D. Sansium, quod in aula esset semel atque iterum frustra 
domi eius quaesivi. Nec librorum eius catalogum hactenus nancisci potui.” Quoted in Jones, Lear-
ning Arabic, 35–36. 

50  Anonymous, Geographia Nubiensis, id Est Accuratissima Totius Orbis in Septem Climata Divisi 
Descriptio, Continens Præsertim Exactam Universæ Asiæ Et Africæ Explicationem. Recens Ex Ara-
bico in Latinum Versa a Gabriele Sionita et Joanne Hesronita, Paris: H. Blageart 1619; Sionita 
and Hesronita, Grammatica Arabica Maronitarum. The latter was designed to have five vol-
umes. However, only the first, dealing with pronunciation, appeared. 

51  Sionita, Gabriel, Liber Psalmorum Dauidis Regis et Prophetæ ex Idiomate Syro in Latinum trans-
lates, Paris: Antoine Vitré 1625; idem, Veteris Philosophi Syri de Sapientia Divina Poëma Ae-
nigmaticum, Paris: Antoine Vitré 1628. On Hesronita’s return cf. the documents published 
in Gemayel, Nasser, Les Echanges Culturels Entre les Maronites et l'Europe: Du Collège Maronite 
de Rome (1584) au Collège de Ayn-Warqa (1789), Beyrouth, Liban: Impr. Y. et Ph. Gemayel 
1984, 224, no. 30 and 225, no. 31. 

52  As seen above, Vitré had gathered some experience in oriental printing through the publi-
cation of Sionita’s works in 1625 and 1628. He had also printed Andre Du Ryer’s Rudi-
menta Grammatices Linguæ Turcicæ (Paris, 1630). At the urging of Cardinal Richelieu, he 
purchased the types and manuscripts from de Brèves’ heirs in 1632. There is some evi-
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with the improvement of the Hebrew and Aramaic portions previously printed in 
the Antwerp Polyglot and Jean Morin was commissioned to edit the Samaritan 
Pentateuch, including its Targum.53 Further collaborators were Jérôme Parent, 
Godefroy Hermant, Jean Aubert and Jean Tarin. Gabriel Sionita, the only remain-
ing participant, had received the much larger mandate of preparing the Old and 
the New Testaments in both Syriac and Arabic versions, including their transla-
tion into Latin.  

By the end of the following year the first four volumes, comprising the Penta-
teuchal books of the Antwerp Polyglot – predecessor to the Paris Polyglot – rolled 
off the press. The Masoretic text, the Targum, the Septuagint and the Vulgate were 
reproduced without many changes. The fifth volume featured the New Testament 
and was printed between the years 1630 and 1633. Its Syriac version had already 
been part of the Antwerp Polyglot and Sionita supplied the Arabic text, for which 
he reused Raimondi’s edition and Latin translation of 1592 with minor correc-
tions. In 1632 the sixth volume was accomplished and Saadiah’s tafs�r printed. 
The tome exhibits the Peshitta with translation on the left hand page and the 
Arabic text with Latin facing the Syriac on the right.54 On the bottom of the page 
Morin’s Samaritan versions are found, Hebrew and Aramaic with one Latin trans-
lation for both (see pls. 4 and 5). 

The other volumes of the Old Testament, however, remained the sole respon-
sibility of Sionita. Lacking a collaborator, he was overwhelmed by the colossal 
task and, although the eighth tome was printed in 1635, none of the remaining 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

dence, however, that they remained in Sionita’s possession until his imprisonment in 
1640. He had been reluctant to deliver them to the printer, who had to get hold of them 
by means of royal intervention and the assistance of commissar Boissy, cf. Aboussouan, 
Camille, Exposition le Livre et Le Liban jusqu'à 1900, Paris: Unesco AGECOOP 1982, 210–
11. There are two different inventories of de Brèves’ manuscripts: they are preserved in 
MSS Paris BNF fr. 15528 and Dupuy 673, fols. 131–32. The first was published as an ap-
pendix to Bernard (1857). However, none of them seems to be complete. Sionita was al-
lowed to retain the manuscript he was working on, i.e. MS. Paris BNF Ar. 1. Thus, unlike 
the other manuscripts, it was not deposited in Richelieu’s library. That appears to be the 
reason why it reached the BNF from the Colbert collection. The history of the de Brèves 
collection of manuscripts deserves further research. 

53  Jean Morin de Blois (1591–1650) was a convert from Protestantism. The manuscripts had 
been purchased by Pietro della Valle in Damascus in 1616 and procured for the Oratory by 
Harley de Sancy, de Brèves’ successor as ambassador to the Sublime Porte, in 1623. The 
Pentateuch manuscript is MS. B, in Freiherr von Gall, August, Der Hebräische Pentateuch der 
Samaritaner, Giessen: Verlag von Alfred Töpelmann 1914, III. It was Cardinal de Bérulle 
who adviced its publication. As did Jean Morin, he considered the Samaritan Pentateuch 
older than the Massoretic text and free of “rabbanic interpolations”. The variant readings 
were published separately in Paris in 1657. On Morin, cf. Auvray, Paul, “Jean Morin (1591–
1659)”, Revue Biblique 66 (1959), 397–414.  

54  So it had been designed by de Thou and de Brèves: “J’en ai une en arabesque et en recouvrerai 
une en chaldée. Nous les affronterons?” BNF MSS. fr. Dupuy 812, fol. 265, dated 9 June, 1613. 
The manuscript of the Peshitta was furnished by Jean Hesronita, who copied it himself 
from a Vorlage that had been brought to Italy by Sark�s al-Rizz�. It is preserved as MS. Paris 
BNF Syr. 6 and bears the sigla 17a6 in the standard Leiden edition.  
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parts was even close to completion five years later. Consequently, Sionita was 
urged to vindicate the delay that increasingly presented a severe financial risk to 
the entire project.55 Le Jay, with the help of Cardinal Richelieu, had him impris-
oned at Vincennes in 1640. Sionita was released under the condition that he fin-
ishes the editing of the remaining volumes by Easter that year. Meanwhile, plans 
were made to replace him and Abraham Ecchellensis (Ibr�h�m al-��qil�n�), an-
other alumnus of the Maronite college and at that time heading the rival printing 
project of an Arabic Bible at the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, was brought to 
Paris. He completed work on the Books of Ruth and 2 Maccabees, but returned 
to Rome a year later. The last two volumes, finally, were printed in 1642 and 
1645. 

The project led to Le Jay’s total bankruptcy. Cardinal Richelieu had earlier of-
fered to bear the printing costs if it were published under his name. Le Jay had 
declined at that time. The Cardinal, in turn, now commissioned a treatise to 
point out the errors and inaccuracies of the completed Polyglot. Harsh criticism 
ensued as a number of pamphleteers sided with him against Le Jay. About this 
time the English booksellers offered to take 600 copies at half price, which the 
editor declined. The Paris Polyglot, therefore, did not sell and it is said that a great 
number of copies were destroyed as waste paper. What is more, it was soon over-
shadowed by the London Polyglot (1653–57), the last and greatest. 

                                                                                          
55  In a letter to Le Jay he would stress the technical impossibility of quickening the prepara-

tion of the text, cf. in Paris – Archives du Collège de France, C–XII, Sionite 1: “Qu’on n’a ja-
mais imprimé qu’une forme ou demi-feuille par jour, que son ouvrage contient deux mille six cents 
vingt sept formes, qu’en l’année il n’y a que deux cents soixante et sept jours ouvrables ; conséquem-
ment pour imprimer deux mille six cents vingt sept formes, il faut l’espace de huit années entières. Or, 
si pour la seule impression il fallu employer huit années, sans considérer le temps pour mettre les voyel-
les et faire les versions, donc le Sieur Le Jay a grand tort de dire que le dit de Sion pouvait achever 
l’ouvrage en trois ou quatre ans.” Or he would compare his work to that of his predecessors of 
the Alcala and Antwerp Polyglots: “N’a été fait qu’en quinze années, encore que sept grand per-
sonnages y furent employés. A celle d’Anvers, quatre personnes e grand mérite y employèrent douze 
années, bien que dans l’une et l’autre il n’y a rien qui n’eut été imprimé. Le grec à Venise et l’hébreu à 
Pesaro et Mantoue. Si ces personnages qui étaient en grand nombre et de très grande érudition ont em-
ployé des douze et quinze années pour copier ce qu’ils avaient devant eux, quel sujet a le dit Le Jay de 
sa plaindre que le dit de Sion seul employé treize années à mettre au net deux textes qui n’avaient ja-
mais été imprimés, pour en faire les versions tout de nouveau, et leur mettre les voyelles, accents, et tous 
autres point nécessaires à la lecture et intelligence, labeur qui équivolle à celui des Massorètes en 
l’hébreu?” 

BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   35BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   35 13.07.2012   20:42:4313.07.2012   20:42:43



BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   36BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   36 13.07.2012   20:42:4313.07.2012   20:42:43



The Holy Books in Arabic: 
The example of the Propaganda Fide Edition 

Paul Féghali 

Ordered by the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, the Holy Bible 
was published in Arabic in 1671, for the use of the Oriental Churches.1 It was a 
major event as, until then, there had not been a complete edition of the Bible in 
Arabic, let alone a “flawless” version. Thus, Rome took charge of this project, 
which would take more than half a century to come to fruition. 

We will start by analysing the circumstances that helped bring this Bible to 
completion. We will examine what came before and after it, studying in depth a 
text that was far from Classical Arabic and had rather what researchers describe as 
a “Middle Arabic” character. This refers to the Arabic that emerged from monas-
teries and was directly addressed to the people, impregnated as it was to a great 
extent with their liturgical languages: Greek, Syriac and Coptic.  

1. Circumstances of the Bible’s publication.  

Long before the 17th century, Rome had taken an interest in the Orient. In 1584, 
the Roman College was founded on the instigation of Pope Gregory XIII (1572–
1585). Before that, two missions were sent to Rome in 1569 at the request of the 
Maronite Patriarch Mikh�	�l al-Rizz�, who called for the creation of a school for 
the priests of this community. The mission, formed by the Jesuit priests Ragio 
and Eliano along with two students,2 arrived in Rome on 8 June, 1579. After the 
Maronite College was founded, the “future” Maronite priests began flocking to 
Rome, until the College was closed by Napoleon’s army.  

These students were a key motivation for the papacy to launch the Bible pro-
ject. Moreover, many legates were fearful of a “heretical” movement in the Ori-
ent, and wanted at all costs to ward off this danger, which had actually started in 
Europe. 

For example, the Dutch orientalist, Thomas Erpenius, published the New Tes-
tament in 1616 and the Pentateuch in 1622, both in Arabic. 

                                                                                          
1  Biblia Sacra Arabica Sacrae Congregationis de Propagande Fide jussu edita ad usum ecclesia-

rum orientalium: additis e regione Bibia Latinis Vulgatis, 3 vols., Rome: Typis eiusdum Sac-
rae Congregat. de Propaganda Fide 1971. 

2  �/ 01 '2$3"-4� �
� 5(6�78)���:� ;<= �(?7@ A	BCD 01 +�	� ��:E�� F. 
 Vat. Lat. 5528, fol. 352; Vat. Syr. 410, fol. 772. 
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Eventually, many translations for the biblical texts were completed in the early 
17th century. It was therefore necessary to standardize the different texts and pre-
sent one complete version that would be in accordance with the Latin Vulgate.3 

In 1622, the Nuncio appointed four persons to translate the Bible into Arabic. 
The president of this committee was the Maronite Archbishop of Damascus, 
Sark�s b. M�s� al-Rizz�.4 He studied in Rome and was in charge of this work until 
his death in 1638. He copied the largest part of the manuscript Casanatense arab. 
carsh. 2 (2108). 

The committee included another Maronite, Na
r�llah Shalaq al-‘Aq�r�.5 He 
also studied in Rome, where he taught Arabic and Syriac, and died in 1635. As we 
can see, two initiators of this project died long before the final text was published. 
As a result, the Arabic Bible would ultimately be much closer to the text of the 
Latin Vulgate – and less faithful to the manuscripts – than it otherwise would 
have been, a fact much criticized at the time of publication.6 

The two other members were Fr Hilarion Rancati, the general abbot of the Cis-
tercian Order, and a Franciscan, Thomas Olicini of Novara, a missionary to Syria 
and to the Custody of the Holy Land. The latter presented the work plan to the 
Congregation in 1622. 

After the death of Mgr al-Rizz� in 1638, Filippo Guadagnoli took charge of the 
project. He died in 1656. 

                                                                                          
3  Such was the ruling of the Council of Trent in its fourth session (8 April, 1546): the bibli-

cal texts must be in accordance with the Vulgate. See Denzinger, Heinrich, Enchiridion 
Symbolorum, Definitionum et Declarationum de rebus fidei et morum, Freiburg i. Br.: Herder 
1991, no. 1505. 

4  In Latin: Sergius Risius. He took charge of the printing of the Book of Psalms, published 
in 1610 at the Monastery of St Antoine of Qozhaya. See: 

 FG�HI�� J�KL»M N�O�� ��PQ�� �R	ST �N(3T���� ������ �'UV« � �N(3��W XY� ZK�
��T ��"[4� � 
����"F \] F) ��"�
��\^ -
\`/bc ( ��K�
L F �N(3T���� �1T� ����1\cbd -\ebd F\c\-\`d. 

 Here p. 155 (hereafter Dir�s�t). 
 Mgr Rizz� was a hermit at Qozhaya after he came back to Lebanon. His uncle, Patriarch 

Sark�s, sent him to Rome to declare the submission of the Maronite community to Pope 
Paul V after his election in 1605.  

5  In Latin: Victorinus (g���) Scialac Accurensis. In Dir�s�t, p. 161, Victorinus has a doctorate 
in philosophy and theology. He worked with Sionita on the printing of the Book of 
Psalms and its translation into Latin (Liber psalmorum Davidis regis et prophetae, Romae 
1614); he also translated Job from Syriac into Latin (Libri justi Job ex chaldeo sive syro idio-
mate in latinum interpretatio, Romae 1618); he also translated on the instigation of Pope 
Paul V the four Gospels (Quatuor Jesu Christi Evangelium ex chaldaeo, i diomate in latinum in-
terpretatio, Jussu Pauli PP V Expleta an. 1617). See Gemayel, N., Les échanges culturels entre les 
Maronites et l’Europe; du Collège Maronite de Rome (1584) au Collège de ‘Ain-Waraqa (1789), 
Beirut 1984, 377–378, 475–477. 

6  Lobrichon, G., “Versions anciennes de la Bible, B. La Vulgate”, in: Dictionnaire Ency-
clopédique de la Bible, Turnhout: Brepols 1982, 1322–1323: “Elle orienta la polémique con-
tre les Juifs… En fait, les Pélagiens firent bon accueil à cette traduction”. (“It directed the 
polemic against the Jews… In fact, the Pelagians welcomed this translation.”) 
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Fr Thomas died in 1630, leaving his responsibilities to his student, Brother 
Dominus Germanus of Silesia.7 Without the help of another eminent Maronite 
scientist, Ibr�h�m al-��qil�n�,8 it would have been difficult for him to continue 
the project. He started his work quite early and carried it on until his death in 
1664. 

Finally, we have to mention another Maronite, Y��ann� al-�a
r�n�,9 who took 
on the task. He died in 1632. At the end, a Capuchin, Brother Brice, corrected 
the translation with the help of Louis Maracci, a researcher known for his analysis 
of the Qur��n. 

The policy of the group changed during these fifty years that were “necessary” 
to publish the Propaganda Fide edition. In the beginning, in 1622, the emphasis 
was laid upon the examination of the different Arabic manuscripts in order to 
produce one text, “free of heresies and mistakes”. In 1624, however, a decision 
was taken to translate the Vulgate, meaning that a whole tradition of some centu-
ries was completely overlooked, as if nothing had been achieved in Arabic before 
the 17th century; more dangerously, the original Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek texts 
were disregarded. Instead, the work was based on a Latin version that was very po-
lemical in its time. I was even going to say that the text was not compatible with 
the Bible itself, but rather with theology – the bête noire of the Church being “her-
esy”. 

In 1628, a new policy was adopted; the translation would follow the Vulgate as 
much as the Arabic text allowed, and go back to the Hebrew or Greek when the 
Arabic and Latin were incompatible. At the end, a new revision of the text was 
made in 1643 and involved tightening the text of the Vulgate as much as possible, 
from the end of Ezekiel.10 

In 1632, al-Rizz� started printing Genesis. The group completed the text of the 
Pentateuch in 1635. In 1647, the Old Testament was completed, followed by the 
New Testament in 1649. However, they included some “mistakes” that had to be 
rectified, and some passages that did not follow the text of the Vulgate. Hence a 
last revision, after which the text finally appeared in 1671, meaning that neither 
al-Rizz� nor the first collaborators would see the fruit of their labour.11 
                                                                                          
7  See: de Gonsague, L., in Collectanea Franciscana 1 (1931). Quoted in Graf, Georg, Geschichte 

der christlichen arabischen Literatur, Vatican, vol. I, 97. 
8  In Latin: Abraham Ecchelensis. He taught Arabic and Syriac in many European cities, and 

was the interpreter for the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. 
9  In Latin: Johannes Leopardus Esronite. In Arabic:  'hTg�� �*i 0j �KO
� 0j Jk�" 0j �'lmK� 
 He entered the Dominican Order and took the name of John the Baptist. 
10  This Bible followed the sequence of the Vulgate (Denzinger, 1502), meaning that the Pen-

tateuch, the historical books, the Psalms, and the Books of Wisdom, Jeremiah, Isaiah and a 
large part of Ezekiel were not subject to this new policy.  

11  This approach can be read in the double introduction to the work, which was printed in 
three volumes. The first volume starts with Genesis and ends with 2 Chronicles (472 
pages). The second starts with Ezra and ends with 2 Maccabees (526 pages). The third en-
compasses the New Testament (283 pages). At the end are three appendices. The Latin is 
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Marhaj al-B�n�,12 nephew of Ibr�h�m al-��qil�n�, wrote the preface. “Most of 
the nations went astray from the right track, deviated toward different errors, and 
took false, rotten paths; but God did not allow that the books that contain his 
Word be lost, so that every language on earth admits that in his Word is the right 
path toward salvation and happiness.”  

Marhaj writes further: “As for the Word that God revealed, it was first written 
by the prophets and apostles, each one in the language of his land or of his peo-
ple. It was then transmitted in other languages, so that all nations know the Word 
of God for the salvation of all.” 

The preface underlined the importance of the Latin used by the Holy Roman 
Catholic and Apostolic Church. “This Latin version,” says al-B�n�, “is in harmony 
with the meaning and most of the terms used in the original texts, namely the 
Hebrew and Greek.” 

But that was not the case in other languages, especially Arabic. “Things 
changed because of the different orders and heretics, due to a lack of education 
and faith…” Thus, only a few manuscripts laden with mistakes remained. At that 
point, the wish of Pope Urban VIII (1623–1644) converged with that of the 
archbishops and bishops of the Orient. Archbishop Sark�s was asked to gather at 
his residence many scientists, theologians, monks, priests, laymen and professors 
of Arabic, Hebrew, Greek and other languages, to assist them in correcting the 
Arabic text.13 

Al-B�n� described the method of work that started, according to him, in 1625. 
The group read the Arabic manuscripts, compared them with the Hebrew and 
Greek original texts, and chose what sounded correct and in accordance with 
them. Afterwards, they added what was missing and corrected what was erroneous 
in the light of the Vulgate. 

And what about the language? It is definitely Middle rather than Classical Ara-
bic. Even some vowels were dropped, especially at the end of the words. Arabic 
was actually for Christians “another language, if not a second language”.14 As a mat-
ter of fact, this Propaganda Fide edition was written between two epochs: the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

that of the Vulgate and does not always correspond to the Arabic. But as the work pro-
gresses, the Arabic text is brought nearer to the Latin. See Vaccari, A., “Una Bibbia Araba 
per il primo Gesuita ventuto al Libano”, Mélanges de l’Université Saint-Joseph (MUSJ) X 
(1925), 79–104. 

12  In Latin: Fauste Nairon. He studied in Rome. In 1650, he was ordained a priest by Patri-
arch Y��ann� al-�afr�w�, who sent him to Rome to prepare the ordinal 
��n'(
o��. For that 
purpose, he needed the texts of the New Testament, he printed in 1703 – the Syriac and 
facing it the Arabic in Karshuni – in two volumes: the Gospels and the rest of the New 
Testament. 

13  Dir�s�t, 163. 
14  Griffith, S., “Les premières versions arabes de la Bible. Les liens avec la langue syriaque”, 

in: L’ancien Testament en syriaque (Études Syriaques, 5), Paris: Geuthner 2008, 221–245, here 
239. See also Blau, J., A Grammar of Christian Arabic 9 (CSCO, vols. 267, 276, 279), Lou-
vain: CSCO 1966–1967. 
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Abbasid epoch, which produced prose rhymed texts such as that of �Abdish�	; and 
the modern epoch, characterised by a return to Classical Arabic in what was called 
the “Arabic Renaissance” in the 19th century. One of its pioneers was Ibr�h�m al-
Y�zij� who wanted to pit himself against the text of the Qur��n and even outshine 
it.  

But before reading the texts that preceded or followed the Propaganda Fide edi-
tion, I would like to have a look at the manuscripts that were read or consulted, at 
those that were chosen as a basis for work. 

Fr Vaccari gives us a helpful hint when he cites MS. Vat. Ar. 468, which includes 
all the Old Testament except the Book of Baruch.15 What is interesting here for us 
is that MS. 419, which resembles the Propaganda Fide edition to a great extent with 
its grammatical mistakes,16 can be found in the Bibliothèque Orientale of Beirut. 

MS. Vat. Ar. 468 was copied in Tripoli, in northern Lebanon, under the watch-
ful eye of Fr Jean-Baptiste Eliano, the first Jesuit sent by the Pope to Lebanon. Ac-
cording to the colophon, it is a copy done in Damascus in 1238, and the copy was 
written in Antakya (Antioch) in 1021.17 

Where does this manuscript come from? We deal here with two theories: Fr 
Vaccari believes that the Pentateuch is based on the Septuagint (LXX), with an in-
fluence of the Peshi	ta; whereas Graf considers it to have been taken first from the 
Peshi	ta. His argument is based among other things on the way proper names are 
written.  

For the historical books, from Joshua to Nehemiah, there is no doubt: it is the 
text of the Peshi	ta. The same goes for the Books of Esther and Job. Tobias was 
taken from the Vulgate, which differs greatly from the Septuagint, and Judith was 
taken from the Septuagint.18 

                                                                                          
15  “Una Bibbia Araba”, 94ff. We find at the end of the article a page from Deuteronomy 

 ���Ko�� 01 J1�p� 	I��� Fqm	�� 0r	�� s t�u)A��Ko�� (� v��wX� �Txy KzT {�|=} �~��� � '���� .; NT-4� ��wXY� :» ��z
� �T t* n'� 5(6��X� �:� �K1 ��@ &�� ;KO�� '�"�XY� 7% ...«  

16  Cheikho, Louis, Catalogue raisonné des manuscrits de la Bibliothèque Orientale, vol. 4: Philoso-
phie et Écriture Sainte (Mélanges de l’Université Saint Joseph, 10,5), Beyrouth: Impr. Catholi-
que, 1925 (Kraus Reprint 1973). An example is given on pp. 149–151 (Gen. 49): 

t� ;�@T �~�L �KO
� �%" :��� �� �~'�3-�i �K
�D� �(L-. 5(6��X� �K
��T �KO
� �L ! �Ko�3-. FZ '!-4� 	�[. � �j : F� NK@ F&	Qj 5(LT�
���y M-.�T .A NC
�� � t�y-.T !��
�� � vY NT-. . ����� =)���  ( N 3' -4 F¡:�� Y ��:�� 5¢1£(L-. ¤¥¦1 §X� �~O��� £.   

 However, the Ben Sirach/Ecclesiasticus text no. 420 of the Bibliothèque Orientale is not in 
the slightest different from the second volume of the Propaganda Fide edition. We read on 
page 2: 

;K*¨ �N��1 0y �1 n'�O�� . �© {K�k ��z���T ª� <� �©T {K�k 0j� ¬��� 0j�) ... ?\c\ -\c]( 
17  Graf, Georg, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, Città del Vaticano: Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana 1944, vol. I, 89–92. Since this colophon was placed at the end of 2 
Maccabees, the question was asked if it relates to the whole Bible or only to that particular 
book. 

18  Thompson, J. A., The Major Arabic Bibles, Their Origin and Nature, New York. American Bi-
ble Society 1956, 17–18. 
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The Book of Psalms, according to Graf (II, pp. 52–64), is the text of Ab�-l-Fa�h 
�Abdall�h b. al-Fa�l al-Mu�r�n al-An��k�.19 The Books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
Canticles, Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus were taken from the Septuagint. The Proph-
ets paraphrased the Peshi	ta with the Septuagint in mind. According to Löfgren,20 
Daniel is based on the Greek with a revision of the Syriac. Finally, 2 Maccabees is 
based on the Greek. 

As we can see, this manuscript is not homogeneous, as it contains texts taken 
from various sources – Greek, Syriac and Syriac–Greek. Vaccari mentions in this 
same context two Arabic manuscripts (Vat. Ar. 489 and 490), from which he 
quotes short passages.21 

Another MS. was largely copied by Sergius Risius from Vat. Ar. 606 (1344). It is 
Casanatense arabe. Carsh 2 (no. 2108),22 which contains the Pentateuch. It is based 
on the Peshi	ta, but reviewed according to the Septuagint, be it directly from the 
Greek or indirectly from a Coptic copy based on the Greek. Vaccari gives an ex-
ample from Gen. 41:43, concerning Joseph: 

– “They mounted him on a second chariot.”23 This text is taken from the Septua-
gint, not from the Peshi	ta, where we can read: they sat him.24 This is Vat. Ar. 
468. 

– “And the town crier shouted ahead of him.”25 This is in Vat. Ar. 404 and the 
Septuagint, with the use of an objective complement (al-mu	laq). 

                                                                                          
19  This deacon lived in Antioch in the eleventh century. He claimed to have translated his 

text from the Septuagint, but it seems that he used an old version. An article on this is to 
be published by P. Féghali and �Abdall�h b. al-Fa�l. 

20  Löfgren, O., Studien zu den arabischen Danielübersetzungen, Uppsala : Almqvist & Wiksell 
1936, 52. 

21  Vaccari, A., “Una Bibbia Araba per il primo Gesuita ventuto al Libano”, MUSJ X (1925), 
79–104. We read in the appendix of “Una Bibbia Araba” plate V of the Canticle: 

�© �1­
1 �N:®� N� X�i ¯�°± £��%�� ²%T ³´± £:�@ ²% �
 ����� �µlD-. ¶���3© �·¸lD-. ¹��� q¸º© �(E��@ A�H��T F
K."  
 The colophon speaks about the Books of Wisdom, Proverbs, Ecclesiasticus and Canticles. 

�O~iK� 0�mT §�
� s �K
L 5(6��X� ²% N½¾ &�� "TT�" 0j� �¿�� ��oÀ �@ ...1 ¤��o�� Á�ÂY� ��Ã ÄÅT ¶�:E= 	*= 0
 ��E�`Æb`"TT�" ÇV�p� �O�� �:
�� �(L FZU��� �(�% Z"[ . �l$L-4  ... J�L�	V A�KÈ 01 ��	�L ��	@ 01 �:zT JO�� M�"� 0j�

JÈÅKÂ�-4� �N �"K�
�� �L 	B���T É��K�T � s 	I� ��T	®� .Á1[. .�'lmK� &-. �oE�Ê/ ��KD JO�� ;Ko:�� '��:�� �-4� �3�C� ª	j +o�À 
 Ë��
�� �%�I�u �K1-4�T ;�Km-4� �1�OoE��T �TÌ�� 	�
�� "��P1/ 5�KV ��1Í �L §�
� s É-�N�z �N~@��:�� ��T	Î 01 ����
��

Á�k '�O�� ¤(RT �K��� 'Z-. A	z���� .Á1[. 
22  Vaccari, A., “Un codice carsciunice della Casanatense e la Bibbia araba del 1671”, Biblica 

IV (1923), 96–107. 
23�� �����������	����
�����
���������������
�����������
��
��
24  ���� ���	
 ���
��� ����
� 
 In Greek, the plural is used: those who are around the king. But in Syriac, the singular: the 

king made him sit, in line with the masoretic text (=MT)  
25  ��������
������
��	�����
��
����
���and the town crier shouted ahead of him. The 

Hebrew says only:  : they shouted ahead of him. In Syriac, the singular form is 
used: ������ ���� : and he shouted ahead of him. 
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– “You are the master and the governor.”26 This is in the text of the Peshi	ta and of 
Vat. Ar. 468 or 606. 

– “And they knew he was the governor.” This is in the text of the Vulgate.27 It is 
a paraphrase of the Hebrew and of the Greek: “He governs…”. This fits with 
the Syriac and with Vat. Ar. 468. 

We took this example chosen by Fr Vaccari (Biblica IV, 107) without fully follow-
ing it. This gives us an idea of the text of the Propaganda Fide edition. It was sub-
ject to so many influences that one cannot say accurately from which manuscript 
it was taken. Moreover, this project used material in many languages – Latin, 
Greek, Syriac – which could only detract from the cohesion of the final text.  

As for the Gospels, the work was less complicated. A codex from Cyprus, 
which we could identify with Borg. syr. 49 dating back to 1398, was classified by 
Ignazio Guidi as the Alexandrian Vulgate of Syriac origin.28 

We could not identify the manuscripts of the Acts and the Epistles. But it is 
likely that they are of Syriac origin. As for the Book of t he Apocalypse, which 
was only later added to the Syriac canon of the New Testament, it seems to be a 
version of the Buhairic Coptic,29 with an attempt to adapt it to the Latin Vul-
gate. 

Despite the political disparity, the number of manuscripts, the flaws that one 
detects here and there and the different hands that worked on it, one must say 
that the Propaganda Fide edition was for two centuries a great help to all com-
munities living in the Orient. Only in the second half of the 19th century did it 
give way to the new translations that spread in the Near and Middle East. 

2. Before and After 

The Propaganda Fide edition was not a secluded island cut off of what preceded 
and followed its publication in 1671. A whole biblical work in Arabic paved the 
way for this edition, which soon became a reference Bible for the Catholics of 
oriental rite as well as for the Protestants.  

a. The first biblical texts in Arabic 

Did biblical texts exist before Islam? This question has often been asked. Some 
have suggested that they did. But I believe that there were no biblical texts in the 

                                                                                          
26  In Syriac �� ��
���� : the father and the governor; in Hebrew : to kneel down. 
27  Et praepositum esse scirent. In Syriac: ���� �
 
28  Guidi, I., Le traduzioni degli Evangelii in arabo e in etiopico (Atti della R. Accademia dei 

Lincei, anno 295 [1888], Series Quarta Classe di Scienze morali, storiche e filologiche, Vol 
IV, Parte I, Memorie, 32). 

29  It was adopted for the 1616 New Testament in Arabic, in the Erpenius text. 
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Arabian Peninsula before Islam. The Jews listened to the Word of God in Hebrew 
or Aramaic,30 Christians resorted to Aramaic (or Syriac) or to Greek.31 This is why 
the Bishop of Arabs, St George (d. 724), wrote in Greek and not in Arabic.32 

So the Christians of the Arabic Peninsula knew the Bible and could hear and 
understand the text of the Qur��n. Besides, their world was not closed as one 
might think; the caravans moving from north to south allowed them to come 
into contact with their co-religionists.33 

But even if a Bible translation did not exist in the pre-Islamic period, we can 
talk about orally transmitted traditions – texts for liturgy and preaching chosen, 
for example, by Qass b. S��ida34, Bishop of Najr�n, who died around AD 600. 
Syriac remains the background of these texts, because the priests and monks were 
Syriac speakers, as was Ba��r�; tradition has it that this Christian monk met Mu-
hammad when the latter was still a child.35  

What happened then to the early translations? Some parts of the Bible were 
used for liturgical purposes,36 as Arabic spread more and more among Christians, 
who left with time their indigenous languages, Syriac and Coptic. One must wait 
until the ninth century to see the oldest Arabic manuscripts of the Bible, which 
can be found today in St Catherine’s Monastery at Mount Sinai.  

– Sinai Arabic Codex 151. It contains the version of the Epistles of St Paul, the 
Acts of the Apostles and the Catholic Epistles. It dates back to 253 HA/AD 
867.37 Bishr b. al-Sirr� translated it from Syriac. Here we make a definitive de-

                                                                                          
30  Newby, G.D., A History of the Jews of Arabia. From ancient Times to their Eclipse under Is-

lam, Columbia (SC): University of South Carolina 1988. 
31  Hainthaller, T., Christliche Araber vor dem Islam (Eastern Christian Studies, 7/2007), 

Leuven: Peeters; Montgomery, J.E., “The Empty Hijaz”, in: Arabic Theology, Arabic Phi-
losophy: From the Many to the One. Essays in Celebration of Richard M. Frank, J.E. Mont-
gomery, ed., Leuven: Peeters 2006, 37–97 (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta, 152). 

32  Rilliet, F., “Georges des Arabes”, in: Dictionnaire Encyclopédique du Christianisme Ancien, 
Paris: Cerf 1990. 

33  Shahid, I., Rome and the Arabs: A Prolegamenon to the Study of Byzantium and the Arabs, 
Washington (DC): Dumbarton Oaks 1984. This book had been expanded upon by a 
work studying in depth the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries. 

34 F&�K��I�� �'lm 'Ï	
�� �"-4� ���  ) ¶\]( F�(3KD F�N(E��K:�� �:PQ�� F\eb` ? F]Æd .��	Ð �O�-. Kz J@ . KÑ n'�K�
 ��E�^ÆÆZ" :�K
Io3�i �³(yT �Å X�T F�KyT �K
�� M���� � ÒÓ-. .
�i 
�1 01T F
�1 Ô�% 01 �N 3 X�. 

35  Addas, C., “Ba��r�”, in: Dictionnaire du Coran, Robert Laffont, ed., 2007, 105. 
36  Blau, J., Grammar I, 31, speaks of a bilingual fragment of Psalm 78 (77 in the Septua-

gint) translated from the Greek and dating back to the eighth century. It had been 
published in Violet, B., Ein zweisprachiges Psalmfragment aus Damaskus, (Berichtigter 
Sonderabzug aus der Orientalischen Literaturzeitung), 1901. 

37  Staal, Harvey, ed., Mt Sinaï Arabic Codex 151. I, Pauline Epistles (CSCO 452–453), Lou-
vain 1983. We read on page 248 of CSCO 452 the colophon: 

 L	
�� §X� �N(3!Ì�� 01 Axy ¤L�-. ÕT 56��	�� É�z Ö	S ÁQ��� ×V�p� �(
¦�� FÍ�ØXY� 01 �lQ1-. �� �z��I� �ÙT �N(
 0Ú�� 'h��T	�� �~�-4 '&'Ì�� 0j xu)�¿�� (Û�1" ����1 � Áo6�1T Á�ÜT ¡�Â ��E� 01 ��¦1� 	*= � ÄÅ 5Ý-.T. 
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parture from Classical Arabic to engage with the Arabic of the monasteries 
and the Christian communities.38 

– Sinai Arabic 72 encompasses the four Gospels as read according to the Calen-
dar of the Church of Jerusalem. According to the colophon, it was written by 
Stephen of Ramleh39 in 284 HA/AD 897.40 It is an unpublished text that ap-
parently belongs to a family of six manuscripts containing a version of a 
Greek original text.  

– Vat. Ar. 13. It comprises the text of the Psalms, the four Gospels, the Acts of 
the Apostles and the Epistles. Only the Epistles of Paul and some portions of 
the Bible are left out. This manuscript comes from St S�b� Monastery and was 
most probably copied in the ninth century.  

– Sinai Ar. 1 dates back to the ninth century. “It encompasses Arabic transla-
tions of the books of Job, Daniel, Jeremiah and Ezekiel,”41 says Juan Pedro 
Monferre Sala42 speaking of a translation from the syro-hexaplar with refer-
ences to some other Syriac versions.  

In this way, many texts are tinged with this “Middle Arabic” which produced the 
texts of the Propaganda Fide edition. I previously mentioned the Epistles of Paul 
published by Harvey Staal in 1983. In 1984, we have access to the Acts of the 
Apostles and the Catholic Epistles (Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 
[CSCO] 462–463). The text starts as follows: “In the name of the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, One God. Book of the Epraxis, Acts of the Apostles.”43  

                                                                                          

38  What follows is the beginning of the Epistles to the Roman: 
)\ ( �� {K�k �:y J�KL s 5(ÐX� Ëx�� '�oÞ ;K�� �y� �1 Fß(E�)] ( �� N�O�� �:oÀ � �6�~�3-. �L 
��3-. à�O�� �l1 &��)á (

��º/ "T�" ;[. �N � '�Å 01 "K�K�� ��L� 58-. 01." 
 This is a translation from Syriac that does not take the declension of the words into con-

sideration. Here is the literary text: 
 
��3-. �L &�� s 5(ÐX� Ëx�L � â�oÞ vYK�� 'Ky��� ß(E��� {K�k �:y J�KL)��3-. ( �6�~�3-.)Éã�~�3-. (�� N�O�� �:oÀ � à�O�� �l1.  

39  Griffith, S., “Stephen of Ramleh and the kerygma in Arabic in 9th-century Palestine”, Jour-
nal of Ecclesiastical History 36 (1985), 23–45. 

40  Idem, Arabic Christianity in the Monasteries of Ninth-Century Palestine, 132, nos. 18–20. Pho-
tograph of the colophon in: Padwick, C.E., “Al-Ghazali and the Arabic Versions of the 
Gospels”, Moslem World (1939), 134 (cf. Graf, Geschichte, vol. I, 142–147); Garland, A.G., 
“An Arabic Translation of the Gospel According to Mark”, unpublished PhD–thesis (1979).  

41  Grifftih, “Les premières versions arabes de la Bible”, 225. 
42  “Liber Job detractus apud Sin. Ar. 1: Notas en torno a la Vorlage siriaca de un manuscrito 

arabe cristianeo (s. IXe)”, Collectanea Christiana Orientalia 1 (2006), 119–142. 
43  P. 1. We notice the orthography: ÉY} instead of �XY�. In the Syriac tradition, the Greek word 


������ used to be translated in Syriac as: � ������ ��!
�". The beginning of the text is:  
1: 1  vY NT-. v/�oÀ £(� X� ��oÀ �@)ä-4�T :; NT-. (�*�n' �
�T �*�
I� ß(E��� {K�k ��Ò L� -.�L 2�� �K1-4� ¤(R � FU~iTå ! ...  

\ :á £6YT-. ) 'ä-4�T :£æ�T-. (��I3 ���-. 0B�� ... ç�|� �© Å X�) 'ä-4�T :�Ëç�| ( AKQ�1 ²% ;KO�T t�)5L :
KQ�1 (ç<���. 
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The text of the Acts is divided into 25 sections,44 which extend with the Epis-
tle of James the Apostle45 (sections 26–28), 1 Peter (29–30), 1 John (31–32), 2 Pe-
ter, 2 John, 3 John and Jude.46 

What we said about the second volume edited by H. Staal (CSCO 462) ap-
plies also to the first volume (CSCO 452). It is as well divided into sections start-
ing from the Epistle to the Romans (sections 1–10), and so on until section 55, 
which starts with Heb. 12:3.47 

Another text was published in 1997 by Adriana Drint.48 This manuscript, 
which originated at St Catherine’s Monastery at Mount Sinai, is the Codex Ar. 
589. According to A.S. Atiya, it could date back to the ninth to eleventh centu-
ries,49 but a closer look at the data shows that this manuscript could be older.50 

What we can notice in this text is the almost complete absence of the hamzah. 
 ;ç��ÊT =5���ÊT  (5, 11) �T	�è�T =�T	�B�T . (13, 41)  �é�O�� =�ê�O�� . (14, 19). In 10, 35: �(E= instead 

of �vë$=. In 5, 16: J'k� instead of J$6�51. Then the alif at the end of the verb: Ä �T�:� 
instead of Ä T�:�. And the scripta plena: ��À�z (3, 35) instead of ��Qz. ÉY} instead of 
�XY�. 

The text of 4 Ezra is a concise translation from the Syriac52 that can be read en-
tirely in the Codex Ambrosianus, and in fragments at the Bibliothèque Nationale in 
Paris. For example, in 4:48: ��À ���" �ÅX�i �
	�3 / the Syriac: �#$� ���� ��� ��%	. Or in 
7:28: ��E� Á��Â �KOL 0B�� t
��T / the Syriac: &�#� &��'� ��	��
� &���( )!�$�. 

                                                                                          

44  In Syriac ��	*, in Arabic ��wX�. This corresponds to the liturgical readings. In fact, the 
first five ��o�� are not marked. The sixth starts with Acts 7:11. 

45  The text starts with: qm	�� 0r	�� s t�u. We speak of ; NT-4� ��wXY�, then it is said in 1:1:  ��z �z 01
ß�I�� J1�� J$ì� ZK� -.	O��.; and at the end of 1:12: J$ì� ZK� -.	O�� ��z �z §X�. 

46  Each epistle starts with: qm	�� 0r	�� s t�u. Peter is MT	�i, equivalent to�
�����. In 2 Peter 1, 
we read: M� '�O�� �@T F 'íîo�� �(y � -.	O� ��z �z 01. And at the end of verse 18, we read:  -.	O�� ��z �z §X�. 
At the beginning of verse 10, the plural imperative should be �K�y�T (or �K�oy�T). But in the 
text, we read: K�y�T. 

47  In the Antiochian tradition, the Epistle to the Hebrews is an Epistle of Paul. Féghaly, P., 
“Les épîtres de saint Paul dans une des premières traductions en arabe”, Parole de l’Orient 30 
(2005), 103–129. See Brock, S., “A neglected Witness to the East Syriac New Testament 
Commentary Tradition; Sinaî, Arabic MS. 151” in: Studies on the Christian Arabic Heritage 
(Eastern Christian Studies 5), R. Ebied, H. Teule, eds., Leuven: Peeters 2004, 205–215. 

48  The Mount Sinaï Arabic Version of 4 Ezra (CSCO 563, 564), Louvain: Peeters 1997. 
49  Atiya, A.S., The Arabic Manuscripts of Mount Sinaï. A hand-list of the Arabic manuscripts and 

scrolls microfilmed at the Library of the Monastery of St Catherine Mount Sinaï, Vol. I, Baltimore: 
John Hopkins 1955, 24. 

50  The foreword: 
 A�Cy ��I�-. ��oÀ F�1"-4�)��Cy(�	�� ï@ F+�ð�� n'ï
��  . ��:3 Fqm	�� 0r	�� s t�u) -.�:3 ( +�ð�� n'ï
�� A�Cy ��PQj s �K
L

 	I3 ��ì� ²% A�Cy ÉU1-.T �:�@ � s �i�@ &�� '�	�� ï@)?�°=-. ( �	¸��� §X� �
1 ���-�� �-. s É	1-. 0B��)ç�	¸���(. 
51  Hopkins, S.A., Studies in the Grammar of Early Arabic. Based upon Papyri Datable to before 300 

AH/ AD 912, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1984, 19–20. 
52  Stone, E., “A New Manuscript of the Syro-Arabic version of the Fourth Book of Ezra”, 

Journal for the Study of Judaism 8 (1976/77), 183–184; Drint, A., “The Mount Sinaï Arabic 
Version of IV Ezra. Characteristics and Relevance of an Early Arabic Translation of the 
Syriac Text”, Orientalia Christiana Periodica 58 (1992), 401–422. 
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The wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Sinai Ar. 155, which dates 
from the ninth or tenth century, was edited by Richard M. Frank in 1974 (CSCO 
357–358) with an English translation. This text, which translates the syro-
hexaplar, starts with 1:26 b53 and ends with 42:8: “Do not be ashamed to correct 
the insane, the foolish, the stupid, or to judge an old man at the end of his days 
because of adultery. Then you shall be respectful, just, experienced in all matters 
more than any other living being.”54 It then ends with 43:33: “I glorify the Lord 
who created everything and bestow wisdom on believers.”55 We notice the flawed 
construction compared with the Classical Arabic. One should say çñ Nò Û��� 
instead of çñ n'ó� Û��p�. 

And the colophon: “Ended and completed is the wisdom of Ibn Sirach, wise 
in his behaviour towards those who need to be led, by the strength of Jesus 
Christ, Our Lord. Glory to him forever. Amen.”56  

In Translation Techniques in two Syro-Arabic Versions of Ruth, a text published in 
2003, Per A. Bengtsson uses two texts to show to what extent the Arabic version 
is influenced by the Syriac original. The first is Melkite and stems from St Pe-
tersburg (1235–1238) and from Damascus (1690). The other is Coptic and en-
compasses five manuscripts dating from the 14th to the 16th centuries.  

Here are some examples: 

– )�#�+� ��	, ��-�
: I found mercy in your eyes. £~�(y � �r� �
�8T. But, 
searching for another turn of phrase, the second says: �r	j £l1 �
	I�. (Ruth 
2:10). 

– ��.' /.��': Pick up. � vV�Oo�� ¹Oo�o�. Or: ¹Oo�o�. (2:3). 
– 0��1�� (2
 ������: You shall follow them. ���T Á:z�� hKQST ( Á:z�� Á3KQST

�ç��T). The second: Ç�Oo��T tô
:��T. (2:9). 
– �'2
 (� � ����3 1�� : You did not follow the young men. �<�H�� ç��T õz�� ö Å X�. 

Or: ��:E��� õ��� ö £N 3-4. (3:10). 
– çð:�/ N0÷�K,-. 0
i�T. The women in question are Naomi and her daughter-in-law 

Ruth. There is an attempt to improve the text with the dual form  <÷�K,-. �o
i�T
ð:�/, but the correct form is:  �PQjT <ôSK, �o
i�T)T-. :çð:�/ ). (1:9). 

A last text gives us an idea about the evolution of the translation. It relates the 
events when Ruth comes to Boaz (Ruth 3:7). Here is the first text, which is a 
slavish copy of the original: 

                                                                                          
53  ... �z '! X� £@Í	B N�	�� N� X�i) .]` (�yK��T �ø�� <N 3 X� '�	�� �(E�� � .�%��T �3�1-4� �� NÌ1 <N 3 X�. 

 Féghaly, P., “Versions arabes de Ben Sira”, Parole de l’Orient 30 (2005), 65–78. 
54  CSCO 357, 76:  F�v:�"-. �KQST FÉùCj É7À 	�[. ��y ú(E= ����1 01 YT FÛ6��� Ûr-4� 5z�º� ún' LK�T � n'"û� �-. 01 YT

 v/ N	¨ F�âOÎ 'ü n'ò 01 ýÀ-. çñ n'ój ". 
55  Ecclesiasticus 43:33 Ál1û��þ �ø�� Ç�
�� çñ n'ó� Û��p� N�	�� � n'̈ -.T. 

56  �¨ � &�� ��n' L� ß(E��� A NKOL F�"-4� §X� �KD�oÿ 0B�þ �"-4� � ���� ¬��� 0j� �øm ��ÝT �N ¾)5L :��� ( ��z"-4� §X�
�* n'� .Á1[.. 
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 �8 ��:�@ ��VT �ÙT ò-. � '��i)T-. :
ç�8 ( ��3-4� +3�8 � Z���)�1�
�=��(:�� ( U�-. �T F)²�-. (
 ç�8 F��3-4� � Zù Á� �1K3 =)
ç�8 ( �~I� Õ =)�~I� ( ��Qi)��4.�I�± Õ 5L  ( �I¸o�1

)�5�5�� (�(�8� ��y ��O�i.. 

And the second text: 

 �8 F��I3 �L�VT �ÙT ò-. � '��i)ç�8 (�@	i ��(:�� § X� . 
��)
ç�� (�:3�8 §X� 
�@�T �(� X� . +(V-. �T
 �v~I� ��-. ��(:�� § X� �@�� KzT �1K3)�~I� ( É��È �	V �I�±T =)�È�6� (�(�8� ��y 
�@�T. 

Knowing that these texts were written by Christians for their communities, in 
what was called “Middle Arabic”, it is worth remembering that Classical Arabic 
was in its golden age in Baghdad, especially in the Abbasid period and beyond. 
In this context I will mention only three texts; the first was written by a Muslim, 
al-Ya�q�b� (d. 897), an Arab historian and geographer with Shiite leanings.57 He 
wrote a universal history, the first part of which is dedicated to the beginning of 
humanity and in which he quotes texts from the Old and New Testaments. The 
following extract is a summary of the Gospel of Matthew (chapters 1 & 2). 

» {K�k X� +�W � 5(ÐXY� � ;�@ �N 3 X�i '�1 � '1-�i =){K�k ( § X� ��·	� '�m F5I�-. § X� qz�	j X� 0j "T�" 0j
 0
�1 0j ��K�;�@ N� F v/-. Á
L�-.T Á�Â� �
L : Ë	@ 01 t� �$L � � �T ß(E��� N� X�T Fà	1 5
L ��K� �©T

M"T�z �ë1K� Á���i ½1T FÁ���i . �tÐ t*�Tã� ²%T Ft� �$L § X� �T��� MK�� 01 � v1K@ � X�T
� �T�î�i ÉT-.� '�m F�L �T�oÓ«.58 

The author also quotes the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7) with some in-
terpolations: 

 '�1 5(Ð X� � �1 ²% F5(ÐXY� 01 �L tN
S �1 ; NT-. �©T : t� N� X� � 'Û� Ft n'�� ��y �� t�K�@ �é�O�� ÁÀ����þ �KV
ç<��� 
KQ�1 .s �%�V � Ô��
�� {�(¥�þ �KV . &�� F��Q�þ ÁÀ��o�� Ft�K@ � Á@"���þ �KV ß�1 �

ö�
�� �K3T ��-4� .�K�PO� Y . �T	��� YT F�K3CS YT F���� �K��,T F�(�% ¹� 01 �K �-.T F v��-. �K�´��Ê Y
�è��W �� §X� . 01 �ç��W �KOn' ��� YT F�	��L-�L �K¥�� '�m �zK
�@�i F�3�(p� § X� �Ky�� �Ú�� £�(y �3© �X�i

�(3Í ��. 59 

The second (“Classical”) example is the Diatessaron.60 This Gospel, put together 
by Tatian (second century) and combining the four Gospels, was translated into 
Syriac by Ab�-l-Faraj ‘Abdall�h b. al-�ayyib (d. 1043). This Iraqi doctor, philoso-
pher and priest was renowned for his “knowledge of Christianity” (Fiqh al-
na�r�niyyah). I would like here to quote section (i�ha�) IV: 

                                                                                          
57  Dictionnaire historique de l’Islam, Paris: PUF 2004, 853. 

58  'ÏKO
(�� ���F  F�¥��� F 'ÏKO
(�/ �T	
�� '��':
�� +�ð�� ��T 0j� +zT 0j 	I
D 0j �KO
� Ï-. 0j �r-. ��� KzT
\ede ? F^b. 

59 ÛL���� ¤D	�� ? F`Æ. 
60  'Çy/	�� &-. �T 'ÌV!��F  X� �-4� ÉxW-�	1	1 M  F
T�L F�N~Q(�KÂð�� �
:��� F '�(l1T�� \e]c 
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)\b ('¹@ ���-. Ég:� ö s . N7� Kz �(L-. 0¦m � Kz &�� s �~mK��) .\e ( Å X� F�'lmK� A"�*= Õ É�zT
ÉK�-��$� Á'�TYT ��*± q�=�T-. 01 "Kô�� �(� X� 5��-. :»01 �3-.��3-. «) ]Æ ( J$� �N 3-�L �|%�T F�µØ öT N	@-.T

ß(E��� Kz) .]\ (� v¦�-. ÉK�-��T :»�3-. �'(�� X� F�[4� �Å�1«;�Oi � :»Kz ����« .»��3-. 'õ3-.« .;�@ :»Y« .
)]] (� �K��Oi :»�£�I3 0y ;KO� �Å�1 �ùK���-. 0B�� +(Ð '�m �3-. 01«) ]á (;�Oi :» 
K��� ù-.

¸�,-. F	IO�� � ¬����� 'õ��� �(
= X� ;�@ <À F '�	�� Û�	V �K«.61 

Such a language could have been that of the Propaganda Fide edition, if the 
whole Bible had been preserved. Besides, the text of the Diatessaron was not 
published until 1888, based on two manuscripts from the Vatican Library.62 

The third text written in Classical Arabic is the Arabic Rhymed Evangeliary of 
‘Abdishu‘ of Nisibis (d. 1318),63 subtitled: “The pure Gospel from which this book 
was written. Commented by its writer Mar ‘Abdishu‘, and its translator … the 
Holy Gospel taken from the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John”. It 
is ordered in a way to be read all the year long, on Sundays and holidays, during 
Lent and the different commemorations.64 The author, Bishop of Nisibis and 
Armenia, had a double purpose – pastoral and literary – in presenting his work. 
The pastoral purpose was to assign liturgical texts for Sundays, feast days, etc. 
The literary purpose was to write in an Arabic that would compete with the elo-
quent style (i�j�z) of the Qur��n, which is why he followed the style prevailing in 
his century and presented his work in rhymed prose (al-saj‘), as did other Arab 
writers such as al-�amadh�n� and al-�ar�r�.  

I would like here to quote the Gospel for the second Sunday of the Annuncia-
tion:65 

\ :]^   �� �T ;K�H�� �¸(L 5:�� 01 M"���� 	*�)�N� F5��( 
   ½�� 5(6�78 5���.)�U�� (5(�º� § X� s �� 01 
  5� o�/ ç�� FA!ù �* ��� ����1 §X�. 

  ]`   �Q"�� �1 ç���% §X�)�8TÍ T-. ½1 (5(,-4� ��K� ��� 58	j 
  ;T� �
�� �[. 01T "T�" �$L 01 
  ;Ko:�� à	1 ç���
�� ª�T. 

 ]b   ½�� �ô�% 5��i)�U�� (;KO� KzT: 
  »;T�:�� �p�T ��
��� 01 Ë-#�� �·NB-. FÄ ZU��� 
   ;K¥�� 
 '/�T ç����� � �À��:�� �·NB-. F£
1 ùYK1)ç�����(«  

                                                                                          

61  30, 32 ÛL���� ¤D	�� 
62  Tatiani Evangeliorum harmoniae arabicae. Edidit et translatione latina donarit P. Augustinus 

Ciasca, Romae: Typ. Polyglotta S.C. de Propaganda Fide, 1888. 
63  See Fr Sami Khoury’s critical edition in Patrimoine Arabe Chrétien (2007), 19–20. 
64  First part, p.7.  �3�C� ª	j +PQ	� �R|1T �:�© {K�k �:y ��1 �~i ;KO� �-. F��PQ�� ��z �l1 +PQ	� &�� 	z���� 5(ÐXY�

"�
� s Z�"-. 0B�� 	$ �K���� 	NI��� �N �û�� ;"�
�� ö�
�� t N�
�� ½���L-4� §X� �o�T"T �Q�1 N%�T �� .Á1[. . 
65  First part, p. 118. We read ��:E���, in Syriac ����6, which means the awaited time, the 

Advent. The first Sunday presents the Annunciation to Zachariah (Luke 1:1–25). This 
second Sunday presents the Annunciation to Mary (Luke 1:26–56). 
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 ]e  ;K�	�� Z&� �:÷��T �yCD F�o® �' � FÕT 
   �-. A	n'QI1 �N��T»�	ÈXY�T +6�	H�/ ZU��� ��z Kz 01�;K,K1 Z« 

The same rhyme is repeated in each pericope, as in every Arabic poem. But this 
practice had its predecessors, such as Elijah of Nisibis, Moses Bar Kepha and 
Y��ann� b. al-Ma�dan�. Those who followed it included Ya�q�b al-Dibs� (d. 
1692), a Tripolitan born in Aleppo, who translated the Gospels in rhymed prose. 
He was a near contemporary of the Propaganda Fide Bible. 

b. The heirs of the Propaganda Fide edition 

The Anglicans were the first to profit from the Propaganda Fide edition. They 
adopted the protocanonical books of the Old Testament and left out the deu-
terocanonical (Tobias, Judith, 1 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees, Baruch, Wisdom and 
Ecclesiasticus). 

In 1821 they published a Bible with the subtitle: “Book of the New Testament, 
i.e. the Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, edition of God’s poor servant 
Richard Watts in London – the city that God preserves – from the copy printed 
in Rome, the Great city, in 1671, in aid of the Oriental Churches.”66 

The subtitle of the Bible printed in 1833 was: 

�� ��oÀ {K�k ��n' L	� ���º� �*
�� ��oÀ � v¦�-.T F 'h�7
�� 5,-4� � A"KDK�� Û(o
�� �*y ²% 5�E��� M N�O
ß(E��� . ��E� ��T	®� ���� � JV�T q�T �:
�� �
:V\báá ��E� ���
�� �~1T� � �%K:��� �°���� ²% 
\^`\�N~@x�� J'�lQ�� �
I�� F. 

The New Testament was printed in 1820, 1821, 1833, 1850 and 1858; the Old 
Testament in 1822, 1833 and 1860.67 

An English Bible society known for its efforts to foster the knowledge of 
Christianity68 turned to F�ris al-Shidy�q, an eminent Arabic writer. He adopted 
the text of the Propaganda Fide edition as a starting point and tried to improve its 
wording, but did not get very far.69 

In the Maronite community, the New Testament was mostly printed from the 
Propaganda Fide edition: the Arabic text (in Karshuni) facing the Syriac text. 

Late in the 17th century, Bishop Germanus Far��t (1670–1732) used the Propa-
ganda Fide edition, corrected it and brought it closer to the Syriac text. The Epis-
tles had four editions, all printed in the Monastery of Qozhaya, the last two of 
them in 1854 and 1864. Moreover, two editions were printed at the Maronite 

                                                                                          
66 ß(E��� {K�k ��n' L	� M N�O�� 5(ÐX� �
� ���º� �*
�� ��oÀ . ��E� ��T	®� ���� � JV�T "��8� �OI�� �:
�� �
:V\b]\ 

 ��E� ���
�� �~1T� � �%K:��� �°���� ²%\^`\�N~@x�� Jk�lQ�� �
I�� F. 
67  Graf, Geschichte, vol. I, 198. 

68 � �N(
(��N(¸(E��� ���
�� �(�	S �N(
�) �iT	
�� �N �*
	XY. 
69  Dir�s�t, 165, no. 64: it draws up a comparison between the two texts of the Propaganda 

Fide edition and that of Shidy�q. 
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printing house of Aleppo in 1862 and 1874.70 With the exception of the 1897 
edition, which was printed in Arabic letters, all the editions of the Epistles were 
printed in Karshuni.  

What we have said about the Lectionary goes for the Evangeliary. Far��t first 
corrected the Roman edition and then undertook the translation of the Gospels 
directly from the Syriac text. 

The Lectionary was the work of Far��t. The first edition was printed on the 
orders of Patriarch �ubaysh in 1841; first in Karshuni and in 2007 in Arabic let-
ters with the help of Mars�l Had�y�.71 

Concerning the Syrian Catholic Church, I will only quote the introduction by 
Fr Y�suf Daw�d from Mosul: 

 ��E� �~1T	j �%K:��� �N(L	
�� �R|�� ���� N	m &�� '��� � v���-. ���
D �@ 'h-. ï%�i\^`\� N��  & 'Í	�� J$À� 
 Á6��O�� ���Å[ . 
" N�
�T F�ð1 n'ò � M���� &��-. �·�T��� 2�� Õ � NÃ-. +��� 'hT���� Û�1" ��	�1

�ô�% Á
1����T. 72 

So the basis of this Dominican Bible was the text of the Propaganda Fide edition, 
after some rectifications were made in its content and form. 

But the Bible of the Jesuit Fathers printed with the collaboration of Ibr�h�m 
al-Y�zij� was characterised by a total return to Classical Arabic, if not to Quranic. 
As for the Protestant Bible, the so-called Van Dyck Bible, it is considered a semi-
classic, as its collaborators wanted the Word of God to be understood by the 
people.  

Conclusion 

Such was our approach to reading the Propaganda Fide Bible published in 1671. 
This text, which stemmed from Rome in order to correct the mistakes that had 
infiltrated the biblical treatises, took a long time before it saw the light of day. 
Between Classical Arabic, the typical style in Baghdad in the Abbasid epoch, and 
Middle Arabic, the typical style in monasteries and churches at that time, the 
Propaganda Fide edition eventually opted for the latter. This text, adopted by dif-
ferent churches, rendered much service during two centuries. Yet it was super-
ceded in the 19th century by other Bibles that were based on it, but which tried 
to present the holy text in a classical Arabic worthy of the Arabic Renaissance 
that started in the 19th century and left us a splendid heritage to profit from.  

                                                                                          
70  Dib, P., Etude sur la liturgie maronite, Paris: Lethielleux 1919, 88. 

71  � �'~mC@ �!	@ +k\bd\FÛmU1T '�3 F  F£(��Q�� F!��z 5(E�	1 ��-4� xWT "��% X�]ÆÆ`. 
See “Germanos Farhat, Bishop of Aleppo and Arabist (1670–1732)”, Melto 2 (1966), 115–
129. 

72 ���º� �*
��T à�O�� �*
�� &-. M N�O�� ��PQ�� F�ð(l1T�� ç/[4� F\b`c �� 	BK�� �(y-. F ��E� ��PQ]ÆÆÆ � N�� 
T�L � 
M N�O�� ��PQ�� 
�'(
R. 
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Melkite (Greek Orthodox) approaches to the Bible  
at the time of the community’s cultural reawakening 
in the early modern period  
(17th–early 18th centuries)� 

Carsten Walbiner 

Introduction 

The 17th century witnessed an impressive intellectual revival within both the 
main Christian Churches of Bil�d al-Sh�m, and it is not wrong to call this period 
a pre-nah�ah, as it prepared the way for many later developments and even an-
ticipated some of them. Maronites and Melkites – who in this century were still 
exclusively the Greek Orthodox – developed manifold cultural, scientific and lit-
erary activities. In the case of the Maronites, these activities resulted mainly from 
their close relations with the Vatican and were largely carried out by the gradu-
ates of the Maronite College established in Rome in 1584 by order of the Pope. 
Often Europe, and not the Near East, was the setting for the scholarly undertak-
ings of Maronite men of learning. It may suffice here to mention John Sionita 
and Abraham Ecchellensis, who both became involved in the project of the Paris 
Polyglot Bible.1 The Melkite intellectual revival, which happened chiefly in Syria, 
and here especially in Aleppo, resulted from a more diverse set of influences. Be-
sides the encounter with the Western European world of thought – mediated by 
the contacts with missionaries, diplomats and merchants residing in Syria, but 
also visits to Europe by Near Easterners and the reading of books of European 
origin – there was an obvious impact from the Greek-speaking world as well as 
from other Orthodox regions such as the Romanian principalities and Russia.2 

                                                                                          
�  I am most grateful to Dr Hilary Kilpatrick of Lausanne for her valuable advice in certain 

questions of language and content. I would likewise like to thank Dr Sarjoun Karam of 
Heidelberg for his kind support. 

1  On the cultural and literary activities of the Maronites in early modern times see Gemayel, 
Nasser, Les échanges culturels entre les Maronites et l’Europe. Du Collège Maronite de Rome (1584) 
au Collège de �Ayn-Warqa (1798), 2 vols., Beyrouth: Impr. Y. et Ph. Gemayel 1984; Graf, 
Georg, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, vol. 3, Città del Vaticano: Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticano 1949, 299–476; on the Parisian polyglot Bible see also Ronny Vol-
landt’s contribution in this volume. 

2  On Melkite literary and cultural production during the 17th and early 18th centuries see 
Nasrallah, Joseph, Histoire du mouvement littéraire dans l’Eglise melchite du Ve au XXe siècle, vol. 
IV/1, Louvain 1979; Idlib�, N�wuf���s (Edelby, Neophytos), As�qifat al-R�m al-Malik�y�n bi-
�alab f� l-�a�r al-�ad�th, �alab 1983, 36–37, 48–52, 67–70, 94–96, 116–119, 130–132.  
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Both Churches took a lead in Arab Christianity’s approach towards modernity 
and thus became pioneers for the Arab world as a whole. 

The Bible was amongst the subjects which met with intensified interest among 
Maronites and Melkites alike. In the following, the approach of the Melkites to-
wards the Holy Scriptures shall be portrayed. For them, as for all other Chris-
tians, the Bible occupied a central place within theological thinking and spiritual 
life. Although the Orthodox Church by no means prevented private reading of 
Scripture and individual reflection on it, the Liturgy and other services had be-
come the usual place where the ordinary believer came into contact with the text 
of the Bible. The intellectual decline of the Orthodox Church in the later Mid-
dle Ages, which resulted amongst other things in a widespread neglect of theo-
logical education of the clergy, meant that the services were the only occasions 
where many priests, too, encountered the Bible.3 What Astérios Argyriou has ob-
served of Greek-speaking Orthodoxy also holds true for the Orthodox of the 
Arab lands: “Le culte devient ainsi le centre de toute la vie religieuse, spirituelle 
et théologique. Il devient aussi le lieu privilégié sinon unique de la lecture et de 
la méditation des [Saintes] Ecritures.”4 Accordingly, the Bible existed predomi-
nantly in versions for liturgical use which were arranged according to the needs 
of worship and acquired a kind of sacred dignity. Complete texts of the Bible, 
which “could have served for knowledge and teaching” were mainly absent.5 

The Melkites went through a long and not entirely recognisable process of 
Arabisation.6 The earliest activities of translation, which included Bible texts, can 
be traced back to the eighth century. This process, which happened on two levels 
– the vernacular and the liturgical – came to an end in early modern times7 and 
with the beginning of the 17th century the Greek Orthodox Meletius Karmah, 

                                                                                          
3  Argyriou, Astérios, “La Bible dans le monde orthodoxe au XVIe siècle”, in: Le temps des Ré-

formes et la Bible, Guy Bedouelle, Bernard Roussel, eds., Paris: Beauchesne 1989, 385–400, 
here especially 388; Onasch, Konrad, arts. “Evangelium”; “Lesebücher”; “Lesungen”, in: 
idem, Lexikon Liturgie und Kunst der Ostkirche, Berlin: Buchverlag Union 1993, 115–116, 
245–247, 247–249.  

4  Argyriou, “La Bible dans le monde orthodoxe”, 390. 
5  Graf, Geschichte, vol. 1, Vatican City 1944, 138; Onasch, Lexikon Liturgie und Kunst, 246. 
6  On several aspects of this process see Nasrallah, Joseph, “La liturgie des Patriarcats melchi-

tes de 969 à 1300”, Oriens Christianus 71 (1987), 156–181; Cannuyer, Christian, “Langues 
usuelles et liturgiques des Melkites au XIIIe s.”, Oriens Christianus 70 (1986), 110–117.  

7  As late as 1594 two bishops from the Patriarchate of Antioch signed a letter, written in 
Greek to the Tsar of Russia, in Syriac letters while the other signatories put their names in 
Greek or Arabic (Pan�enko, K. A., and Fonki�, B. L., “Gramota 1594 g. antiochijskogo Pa-
triarcha Ioakima VI Zarju Fedoru Ivanovi�u”, in: Monfokon. Issledovanija po paleografii, kodiko-
logii i diplomatike / Montfaucon. Etudes de paléographie, de codicologie et de diplomatique, Rossi-
jskaja Akademija Nauk, Institut vseobš�ej istorii, Zentr “Paleografija, Kodikologija, Diplo-
matika”, ed., vol. 1, Moscow and St Petersburg: Al’jans Archeo 2007, 166–184, here 183).  
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soon to be discussed, could state with every justification: inna al-�arab�yah lis�-
nun� (“our language is Arabic”)8.  

In the 17th century the Arabic lectionary in use amongst the Orthodox was gen-
erally attributed to �Abdall�h b. Fa�l al-An��k�, the famous eleventh-century trans-
lator and author. Thus Macarius b. al-Za��m, who will be introduced later, said of 
“the Deacon �Abdall�h b. Fa�l al-An��k�” that “he was very learned in Arabic, 
Greek and Syriac and […] translated the New and the Old Testament together 
with their commentaries into Arabic for the [Arab] Christians, ordering them to 
read them on all Saturdays, Sundays and feasts of the Lord.”9  

Meletius Karmah’s translation project  

But there was also an awareness that many other versions of the Bible were in cir-
culation. Meletius Karmah, who was from 1612 until 1634 Metropolitan of 
Aleppo and then for one year until his death Patriarch of Antioch, and who must 
be regarded as the spiritus rector and a main protagonist of the intellectual awaken-
ing amongst the Orthodox of Syria in the 17th century10, was well aware of the 
multitude of existing Arabic Bible translations, in which he saw a reason for the 
corruption and defectiveness of the Bible text in use by Arab Christians. In a letter 
to Rome he says: 

“Concerning the books in the churches of the Arab Christians, not a single one is cor-
rect and contains the right writing (kit�bah qaw�mah), because some were translated from 
Syriac, others from Greek, Armenian or Coptic. The Bible which lately appeared in 
Rome[11] and had been translated from Coptic into Syriac is taken there [i. e. in Rome] 

                                                                                          
8  Cf. Walbiner, Carsten-Michael, “‘Und um Jesu willen, schickt sie nicht ungebunden!’ Die 

Bemühungen des Meletius Karma (1572–1635) um den Druck arabischer Bücher in Rom”, 
in: Studies on the Christian Arabic Heritage in Honour of Father Prof. Dr. Samir Khalil Samir S.I. 
at the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, Rifaat Ebied, Herman Teule, eds., Leuven, Paris 
and Dudley: Peeters 2004, 163–175, here 168. 

9  Introduction to Kit�b al-Na�la, published by �ab�b al-Zayy�t in Khaz��in al-kutub f� Di-
mashq wa-�aw���h�, al-Fajj�la: Ma�ba�at al-Ma��rif 1902, 144–151, here 150; see also Wal-
biner, Carsten, “Preserving the past and enlightening the present. Macarius b. al-Za��m and 
Medieval Melkite literature”, Parole de l’Orient, 24 (2009), 433–441, here 437–438, 440–441. 
This attribution of the common lectionary to b. Fa�l has not been substantiated by mod-
ern research: “Die bisher bekannt gewordene handschriftliche Bezeugung dieser Tradition 
ist sehr gering” (Graf, Geschichte, vol. 1, 188). 

10  On Karmah’s life and work see Idlib�, As�qifat al-R�m, 31–48, 52–55; Nasrallah, Histoire, 
vol. IV/1, 70–76. 

11  Karmah refers to the so-called Medici Bible, which is based on the Egyptian or Alexan-
drinian Vulgate: al-Inj�l al-muqaddas li-Rabbin� Yas�� al-Mas�� al-makt�b min arba� al-inj�l�y�n 
al-muqaddas�n ya�n� Matt� wa-Marqus wa-L�q� wa-Y��ann�, Giovanni Battista Raimundi, 
ed., Roma: Typographia Medecea 1591. On the Egyptian Vulgate see Graf, Geschichte, vol. 
1, 155–162. 
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to be correct, as Arabic is not your language. But it turns out that it is not correct and 
true, [but] a weak version, and its publication has been in vain.”12  

In another place Karmah speaks of the “weeds […] which the heretics sowed [in 
the Bible texts]” and which must be extracted.13 It is interesting to observe that 
Karmah included the Medici Bible printed in Rome in 1591 in his critique as he 
had found in it “many mistakes”.14 

Karmah made a revision of the liturgical books in use in his Church the main 
field of his own intellectual activities, and the Bible was naturally included. So 
Karmah composed a revision of a commentary of the Gospels by John Chry-
sostom in the translation of �Abdall�h b. Fa�l al-An��k�15. More interestingly, he 
conceived an ambitious project for a new translation of the whole Bible into Ara-
bic, for which he designed an approach that sounds very modern. By proposing 
the inclusion of a Roman Catholic and a Maronite scholar he transgressed confes-
sional boundaries, a most remarkable attitude for his time. Furthermore, the pro-
ject bears multidisciplinary features as Karmah opted for a cooperation between 
linguists and theologians.16 It remains open to debate to what extent this concept 
was really Karmah’s own and whether and how it had been influenced by Tom-
maso Obicini,17 an orientalist and missionary whom Karmah proposed as the head 
of the undertaking. As remarkable as the design of the project is Karmah’s endeav-
our to have its outcome printed. He clearly recognised that the new medium of 
book printing offered the previously unavailable opportunity to multiply an iden-
tical text in hundreds, if not thousands of copies. Thus, there existed the possibil-
ity of unifying the different versions of the Bible in use.  

But Rome decided against the proposal from Karmah, who obviously did not 
see any alternatives for the realisation of his project, which thus remained unac-
complished. But as Hilary Kilpatrick has rightly observed, Karmah’s efforts for a 
new translation of the Arabic Bible deserve a place of honour in the history of 
Arabic Bible translations.18 

The historical studies by Macarius b. al-Za��m 

None of those around Karmah possessed the ambition or opportunities to realise 
his Bible project. Macarius b. al-Za��m, Karmah’s most faithful disciple, who like 
                                                                                          
12  Walbiner, “‘Und um Jesu willen!’”, 169. 
13  Ibid., 167. 
14  Ibid. 
15  Nasrallah, Histoire, vol. IV/1, 78; Idlib�, As�qifat al-R�m, 50. 
16  For details see Walbiner, “‘Und um Jesu willen’”, 165–170, and the contribution by Hilary 

Kilpatrick elsewhere in this volume. 
17  On Obicini see Bottini, Giovanni-Claudio, “Tommaso Obicini (1585–1632) Custos of the 

Holy Land and Orientalist”, in: The Christian Heritage in the Holy Land, Anthony O’Ma-
hony et. al., eds., London: Scorpion Cavendish 1995, 97–101. 

18  See the conclusion to her contribution to this volume. 
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his mentor became first Metropolitan of Aleppo and then Patriarch of Antioch 
and who has to be regarded as the most prolific Arab Orthodox writer in early 
modern times, focused in his work on other issues.19 Macarius was deeply inter-
ested in history and concentrated on providing his community with knowledge 
about a diversity of subjects. He derived this information mainly from Greek 
manuscripts and printed books, but also from other sources. It was especially dur-
ing his two long journeys to the Balkans, Russia and Georgia that Macarius came 
across the material for his compilations and translations. His notebook-like collec-
tions, which are a typical feature of his work as an author, contain a number of en-
tries on the Bible. Besides more “technical” information on the Bible, for instance 
on “The names of the books of the Old and the New Testament according to the 
arrangement in the Greek copies”20 or “The number of the chapters and sections 
of the Gospels”21, one finds explanations of the biblical stories and their protago-
nists. Here only a few examples will be mentioned. In his collection Majm�� la	�f, 
Macarius tells his readers “Why Joseph [of Arimathaea] took down the body of 
Christ [from the cross] already on Friday and did not wait until Saturday”.22 An-
other entry sets out “How God in the beginning created 22 innovations within six 
days”.23 The Majm�� mub�rak contains amongst others a concise “Explanation of 
the Gospel of Matthew”24 and a short “Explanation of sayings and parables from 
the Gospels”25. In the Kit�b al-Na�lah Macarius provides short entries “On the 
fourfold occurrence of biblical things, amongst them the four Evangelists”26, “On 
Moses’ staff and other stories about him”27, “On the three holy kings”28, “On the 
30 pieces of silver for which Judas sold the Lord”29, “On the language that Adam 
spoke”30 and other matters. In another work there is a longer treatise on place 
names mentioned in the Bible and other works of Christian provenance which 

                                                                                          
19  On Macarius’ life and work see Walbiner, Carsten-Michael. “Die Mitteilungen des grie-

chisch-orthodoxen Patriarchen Makarius b. az-Za��m von Antiochia (1647–1672) über Ge-
orgien nach dem arabischen Autograph von St. Petersburg.” Ph.D. thesis, Leipzig, 1995, 8–
38; Idlib�, As�qifat al-R�m, 57–71, 81–97; Nasrallah, Histoire, vol. IV/1, 87–127. 

20  MS. London, British Museum, ar. chr. 28 [Add. 9965], fols. 158a–158b (cf. Sl�m, Su��d 
Ab� al-R�s, “Makh��� majm�� mub�rak li-l-ba�riyark Mak�riy�s al-th�lith al-Za��m”, al-
Mashriq 68 [1994], 175–196, here 190). 

21  MS. �arb�, Dayr al-Mukhalli
, Collection Dayr al-Š�r 600, p. 488 (cf. Abra
, Miš�l, 
“Makh���at majm�� la��f li-l-ba�riyark Mak�riy�s al-th�lith Za��m”, al-Mashriq 68 [1994], 
421–448, here 439). 

22  Ibid., pp. 393–394 (cf. Abra
, “Makh���at majm�� la��f”, 436). 
23  Ibid., pp. 399–400 (cf. Abra
, “Makh���at majm�� la��f”, 436). 
24  MS. London, British Museum, ar. chr 28, fols.161a–161b (cf. Sl�m, “Makh��� majm�� 

mub�rak”, 190). 
25  Ibid., fols. 239b–240b (cf. Sl�m, “Makh��� majm�� mub�rak”, 195). 
26  MS. Homs, Greek Orthodox Metropolitanate 27, fols. 23b–24b. 
27  Ibid., fols. 24b–27b. 
28  Ibid., fol. 30b. 
29  Ibid., fol. 33a. 
30  Ibid., fols. 51a–51b. 
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many people were no longer able to identify.31 Finally, it is worth mentioning a lit-
tle tract in which for each letter of the Arabic alphabet Macarius has collected five 
verses of the Bible (ist�kh�n�t) starting with the letter concerned.32 He has done so 
because, as he observes, many teachers of the Church had done likewise in their li-
turgical canons and because “many Christian poets have composed verses and po-
ems beginning with the letters in the Arabic alphabetical order”.33  

As these examples show, Macarius strove mainly for a deeper understanding of 
biblical events and an illumination of the background to them. Although his ap-
proach was unsystematic and purely descriptive and lacked a critical and theologi-
cal attitude, Macarius nevertheless inspired his readers to think more thoroughly 
about the Bible, which he saw as a historical document amongst other things, and 
which he therefore made a subject of his own research.  

The printing of the Gospels by Athanasius al-Dabb�s 

The Melkite approach towards the Bible reached its climax in early modern times 
with the activities of Athanasius al-Dabb�s (1647–1724). The Damascus-born al-
Dabb�s lived for a while as a monk in the monasteries in and around Jerusalem, 
which gave him the opportunity to acquaint himself with the Greek world of 
thought and to enter into close contacts with the Western missionaries stationed in 
the Holy Land. In 1686 the Aleppans chose him as anti-patriarch against the ruling 
incumbent Cyrillus al-Za��m. Also supported by Rome, al-Dabb�s was able to chal-
lenge his opponent successfully for some years. But finally, in 1694, he had to back 
down and content himself with the diocese of Aleppo for a quarter of a century 
until, in 1720, after Cyrillus’ death, he became the rightful patriarch of Antioch, a 
post he held until 1724.34 In Aleppo al-Dabb�s engaged in lively intellectual activi-
ties. A long sojourn in Walachia at the turn of the 17th/18th centuries not only pro-
vided him with many intellectual impulses but also gave him a deeper understand-
ing of a medium which had not so far found a home in the Arab world – the print-
ing of books with moveable type. Financed by the ruler of Walachia, in 1701 and 
1702 two Arabic liturgical books were printed “at the request and under the super-
vision” (bi-iltim�s wa-mush�rafah) of al-Dabb�s.35 It seems al-Dabb�s learned the 

                                                                                          
31  MS. St Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies, B 1227, fols. 40a–50a. 
32  Ibid., fols. 122a–126b. 
33  Ibid., fol. 122a. 
34  On the life and work of al-Dabb�s see Idlib�, As�qifat al-R�m, 107–132; Nasrallah, Histoire, 

vol. IV/1, 132–146. 
35  On al-Dabb�s’ Romanian prints see Gdoura, Wahid, Le début de l’imprimerie arabe à Istanbul 

et en Syrie: évolution de l’environnement culturel (1706–1787), Tunis: Institut Supérieur de Do-
cumentation 1985 (Publications de l’Institut Supérieur de Documentation, 8), 135–137, 
271; Dabb�s, An�uw�n Qay
ar, and Rashsh�, Nakhla, T�r�kh al-	ib��a al-�arab�ya f� al-
mashriq. Al-ba	riyark Athan�siy�s al-th�lith Dabb�s (1685–1724), Bayr�t: D�r al-Nah�r 2008, 
55–60.  
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craft of printing and was, when departing from the Balkans, awarded the necessary 
equipment for a printing shop. Back in Aleppo, where he returned in 1705, he in-
stalled the press and in 1706 the first two books ever printed in Arabic letters in 
the Arab world came out – the Psalms and the Gospels.36 It is the edition of the 
Gospels that interests us in the present context.  

There exists some confusion about the character of the 1706 Bible edition. 
Georg Graf – most likely following Cyrille Charon (Karalevsky) – describes it as 
the Four Gospels, with the text of the Gospels in its “natural” order but with the 
readings in the services marked. According to Graf, another edition followed in 
1708, with the text arranged according to the readings during the Church’s year, 
thus a mixture of the four Gospels.37 But the copy of the 1706 edition examined 
for this article38 is clearly of the type ascribed by Graf and Charon to the 1708 edi-
tion.39 It contains the text of the Bible portioned into readings for all the Sundays 
and Saturdays as well as for the feasts of the Church and must thus be classified as 
an Aprakos Gospel, meaning that the readings are arranged according to the eccle-
siastical year, starting with Easter Sunday. Each reading is followed by a commen-
tary by an unspecified author, introduced by the words q�la ‘l-mufassir (“the com-
mentator says”). Al-Dabb�s added an introduction (f�ti�at al-inj�l al-shar�f)40 of five 
pages to which I will refer later. Georg Graf describes the text as a revised version 
of the “Egyptian Vulgate”41, a view that can be supported by the classification of 

                                                                                          
36  On the Aleppo printing press see Gdoura, Le début de l’imprimerie arabe, 138–152; Dabb�s, 

Rashsh�, T�r�kh al-	ib��a al-�arab�ya f� al-mashriq, 63–79.  
37  Graf, Geschichte, vol. 1, 159–160, 188; cf. Charon, Cyrille, Histoire des Patriarcats Melkites, 

vol. 3, Rome and Paris: Forzani 1909, 98. Joseph Nasrallah (Histoire, IV/1, 144–145; 
L’imprimerie au Liban, Harissa 1948, 23) takes the same view. A short description of 
Dabb�s’ 1708 edition of the Gospels, at that time in the possession of the Imperial Public 
Library at St Petersburg, leads one to assume that Graf and the others simply confused the 
1706 with the 1708 edition, as the latter is described as containing the four Gospels con-
secutively and not arranged according to the readings of the Church year (cf. Dorn, Bern-
hard, “Ein Nachtrag zu Schnurrer’s Bibliotheca Arabica aus den Schätzen der Kaiserlichen 
öffentl. Bibliothek zu St. Petersburg”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 8 
[1854], 386–389, here 389).  

38  Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f al-	�hir wa-l-mi�b�� al-mun�r al-z�hir, Aleppo 1706 (University and Re-
search Library Erfurt/Gotha, Gotha branch, Theol. 2 F 58/3). For a general description of 
this copy see Walbiner, Carsten, “Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f al-��hir wa-l-mi
b�� al-mun�r al-
z�hir (The Book of the honourable pure Gospel and the illuminative lamp)”, in: The Be-
ginnings of Printing in the Near and Middle East: Jews, Christians, Muslims, Klaus Kreiser, ed., 
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2001, 24–25. 

39  This is also stated on fol. 4a of the 1706 edition, where the title of the Gospels is repeated, 
this time followed by the words: murattaban tart�ban kan��is�yan (“arranged in the ecclesias-
tical order”) as well as on fol. 5a, where it is stated that the book is “subdivided according 
to the course of the days of the year” (mufa��alan �al� mad�r ay�m al-sanah). On the partly 
contradictory descriptions of the (several?) 1706 and 1708 editions see Morozov, D. A., 
“Arabskoje Evangelije Daniila Apostola (K istorii pervoj arabskoj tipografii na Vostoke)”, 
Arkhiv russkoj istorii 2 (1992), 193–203. 

40  Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f, fols. 1b–3b. 
41  Graf, Geschichte, vol. 1, 185, 188. 
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Bible families established by Hikmat Kachouh on the basis of two verses from the 
Gospel of John (1.1 and 1.18). Regarding these verses, the 1706 edition shows a 
complete correspondence with two manuscripts of the Egyptian Vulgate from the 
16th and 17th century respectively.42 This means that al-Dabb�s chose for his edi-
tion a form of the Bible text which in its phrasing was familiar to the readers of his 
time. He claims in his introduction to have revised the text “according to the 
Greek language sentence by sentence” and to have “corrected its syntax word by 
word” (ba�da an �arrartuhu �al� al-lughah al-y�n�n�yah bi-wa��ihi jumlah fa-jumlah wa-
a�la�tu i�r�bahu laf�ah fa-laf�ah).43 To what extent this revision led to any substantial 
changes to the text current in the 17th century remains to be established.44  

Several authors – amongst them the present speaker – have described the 
Aleppo Gospels of 1706 as meant for liturgical use.45 But a thorough reading of 
the introduction, which in rhymed prose (saj�) praises the Bible at length as the 
central text of Christianity, reveals that al-Dabb�s had something else in mind. 
Hidden in this encomium are some most interesting views of the editor concern-
ing the question of who should read and possess the Book of Books. He believes 
that possessing the Gospels is “a duty for all believers” (w�jibun �al� kulli min al-
mu�min�n) as “it contains ample truths for all ranks of people, be they scholars or il-
literates” (li-ta�ammunihi ma��n�yan k�f�yatan li-kulli rutbah min al-n�s, �ulam�� k�n� 
am umm�y�n)46, married or single, priests or monks (muzawwajan kunta am a�zaban, 
ilkl�r�k�yan am r�hiban)47. People should have the Gospels in their homes as “a pre-
ventive weapon and a sharp sword” (sil�� m�ni� wa-muhannad q�	i�).48 And, “to fa-
cilitate its possession”, al-Dabb�s “set about printing it” (wa-li-kayy yusahhila �alaika 
imtil�kahu wa-yah�na ladaika iqtin��uhu fa-shara�tu ��na�idhin bi-	ab�ihi).49 

One can only speculate about the reasons for al-Dabb�s’ obvious aim to make 
the Bible a book read by all strata of people, an approach that contradicted not 

                                                                                          
42  Compare fols. 5a and 7b of the Aleppo edition with Kachouh, Hikmat, “The Arabic Ver-

sions of the Gospels: A Case Study of John 1.1 and 1.18”, in: The Bible in Arab Christianity, 
David Thomas, ed., Leiden and Boston: Brill 2007 (The History of Christian-Muslim Rela-
tions, 6), 9–36, here 19. 

43  Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f, fol. 3b. 
44  For some readers al-Dabb�s created with his printed edition a textual authority that was 

regarded superior to handwritten manuscripts (cf. Walbiner, Carsten, “Some Observations 
on the Perception and Understanding of Printing amongst the Arab Greek Orthodox 
[Melkites] in the Seventeenth Century”, in: Printing and Publishing in the Middle East. Papers 
from the Second Symposium on the History of Printing and Publishing in the Languages and Coun-
tries of the Middle East, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris, 2–4 November, 2005, Philip 
Sadgrove, ed., Oxford: Univ. Press 2008, 65–76, here 72). However, this opinion was not 
universally held (see ibid., 74). 

45  Graf, Geschichte, vol. 1, 160; Charon, Histoire, 98; Nasrallah, Histoire, vol. IV/1, 144–145; 
Walbiner, “Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f”, 24. 

46  Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f, fol. 2a. 
47  Ibid., fol. 3a. 
48  Ibid., fol. 3b. 
49  Ibid., fol. 3b. 
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only Orthodox conceptions but the reality in early modern Syria. The idea 
sounds very Protestant, and such an impact cannot be excluded totally as al-
Dabb�s had come in contact with Protestant thinking – although perhaps uncon-
sciously – while in the Balkans.50 

There is another striking feature of al-Dabb�s’ introductory words to his edition 
of the Bible. More then once he uses expressions which have a very strong Muslim 
connotation. So he speaks of the revelation in the Gospels as tanz�l,51 a term nor-
mally used for God’s sending down of the Qur	�n. The Bible is called by al-
Dabb�s a mu��af shar�f,52 in Muslim circles a very common designation for the 
Qur	�n. And the recitation of the Bible, normally called qir��ah, is described by al-
Dabb�s as til�wah,53 a term describing the recitation of the Qur	�n.54  

What has been said above proves that the 17th and early 18th centuries saw a 
number of remarkable approaches of Orthodox men of learning to the Bible. Al-
though developed in close contact and exchange with non-Arab traditions, these 
different ideas and projects must be described as indigenous in inspiration and re-
alisation. Unfortunately, the schism of 1724 in the Melkite Church, which resulted 
in a great waste of potential, prevented the Orthodox for many generations from 
following the lead taken by Meletius Karmah, Macarius b. al-Za��m and Athana-
sius al-Dabb�s and approaching the Bible with new questions and concepts. 

                                                                                          
50  One of the sources for Dimitrie Cantemir’s Divan, which al-Dabb�s translated from Greek 

into Arabic while in Romania, is the Unitarian theologian Andreas Wissowatius (cf. 
Cantemir, Dimitrie, The Salvation of the Wise Man and The Ruin of the Sinful World / �al�� al-
�ak�m wa-fas�d al-��lam al-dham�m, Ioana Feodorov, ed., Bucharest: Acad. Romane 2006, 29). 

51  Kit�b al-inj�l al-shar�f, fol. 2a. 
52  Ibid. 
53  Ibid., fol. 3a.  
54  Accordingly, none of the three terms quoted above are listed in Georg Graf ’s Verzeichnis 

arabischer kirchlicher Termini (Louvain: Durbecq 1954 [CSCO, 147]).  
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Meletius Karmah’s Specimen  
Translation of Genesis 1–5* 

Hilary Kilpatrick 

On becoming Archbishop of Aleppo in 1612, Meletius (�Abd al-Kar�m) Karmah1 
embarked on a programme of revision, translation and, as he hoped, printing of 
religious books for the Greek Orthodox faithful in his diocese and more generally 
in the Patriarchate of Antioch. This “spiritual nourishment”, as he termed it, for 
his hungry flock included not only service books, the Euchologion and Horolog-
ion2, but also the Bible. Unlike his fellow Orthodox in the Greek-speaking world, 
who could turn to the Greek colony in Venice for financial support and help in 
printing books, Meletius Karmah had to appeal to other Christians for assistance. 
He had good contacts with some of the Catholic priests sent to care for the wel-
fare of the Italian and French Catholic merchants in the city and later to work as 
missionaries, and he knew Rome as a source of printed books in Arabic as well as 
other languages. Several letters of his to the Vatican authorities, notably the Con-
gregation for the Propagation of the Faith (de Propaganda Fide), mention books he 
had received or hoped to receive.3 It was, therefore, logical for him to enter into 

                                                                                          
*  I am most grateful to Dr Carsten Walbiner (Bonn), Mr Ronny Vollandt (Cambridge) and 

Professor Irene Backus (Geneva) for their help and advice at various stages of preparing 
this paper. 

1  Meletius Karmah, whose baptismal name was �Abd al-Kar�m, was born in Hama around 
1572. After spending some time at St Saba’s monastery in Palestine, where he got to know 
the tradition of the Orthodox Church, learned Greek and became a monk, he returned to 
his native town and was ordained deacon and then priest. A mission to negotiate a de-
crease in the tax assessment of the Greek Orthodox of Hama with the Ottoman authorities 
brought him to Aleppo, where he quickly became known as an inspiring preacher. The see 
of Aleppo was vacant at the time, and the community proposed him to fill it. He was con-
secrated in 1612 and remained in Aleppo until April 1634, when he was chosen as Patri-
arch of Antioch with the name Euthymios II. He died in January 1635. For his biography 
see Idlib�, N�wif���s, As�qifat al-r�m al-malak�y�n bi-�alab f� l-�a�r al-�ad�th, Aleppo: 
Ma�ba�at al-I�s�n 1983, 31–55, and Nasrallah, Joseph, Histoire du mouvement littéraire dans 
l'église melchite du Ve au XXe siècle, vol.4, 1: Période ottomane, 1516–1724, Louvain: Peeters 
1979, 70–76. 

2  The Euchologion contains the texts and rubrics of the three Eucharistic rites in use in the 
Orthodox Church, the prayers required for the administration of the Sacraments and the 
fixed parts of the Divine Office. The Horologion contains the recurrent portions of the 
Divine Office extending through the year. 

3  In SOCG (= Scritture Originali riferite nelle Congregazione Generali, Archives of the Congrega-
tion De Propaganda Fide), vol. 181 (Lettere in Diverse Lingue dall’anno 1622 a 1629), fol. 36, 
Meletius mentions seven titles he hoped to receive. Among them is a copy of Varinos, the 
dictionary of the Greek language compiled by the Latin humanist Guerrino Favorino da 
Cameriono (also known as Varinus Phavorinus; d. 1537) and published in Rome in 1523. 
The others are reliable texts of the Greek Old and New Testaments; an unspecified Lessico 
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correspondence with the Vatican to gain support for his project to produce and 
print a revised Arabic translation of the Bible. 

It is striking that in his correspondence with the Vatican, Meletius never men-
tions the involvement of any other Antiochian Orthodox hierarch in his projects. 
One wonders whether he informed the Patriarch of Antioch, Ignatios III �A��yah 
(1618–1634),4 or whether he asked his fellow bishops for help, for instance in col-
lecting texts. Since the Patriarchate’s archives for this period of its history have 
apparently been lost, there is no way of knowing whether Meletius was truly an 
Einzelgänger or whether he simply found it advisable to present this project to the 
Vatican as his own brainchild.5 

In a letter preserved in the Archives of the Propaganda Fide which summarises 
his thinking,6 Meletius sets out in detail why a new translation of the Bible into 
Arabic is necessary and explains his ideas of how it should be made. He points 
out that Arabic versions of the Bible vary greatly among themselves. He distin-
guishes seven different “copies” (nuskhah), presumably representing different tradi-
tions of textual transmission, those of Damascus, Tripoli, Beirut, Cairo, Sinai, Je-
rusalem and Aleppo. They each have lacunae and additions and are not in agree-
ment with one another.7 To a modern reader, and perhaps to the Cardinals of the 
Propaganda Fide, that might simply seem inevitable in a manuscript tradition; the 
Vulgate, too, suffered from textual deviations before the introduction of printing. 
But the case with the Arabic Bible was more complicated, as Meletius stresses. 
Different versions had been translated from different languages: Hebrew, Syriac, 
Greek, Armenian, Coptic. Moreover, heretics had sown their “mildewed corn” in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Greco; the Greek texts of Basil the Great’s Commentary on the Six Days of Creation and John 
of Damascus’ Mi�at maq�lah, the Arabic title of De fide orthodoxa; and two unspecified 
Greek grammars. Meletius asks for printed copies of all these texts apart from the Mi�at 
maq�lah. Summaries of this and other letters from Meletius and other Orthodox clergy 
preserved in the archives of the Propaganda Fide have been published: Jabb�r, Mak�riy�s, 
and al-Kh�r�, Ziy�d Tawf�q, Wath��iq h�mmah f� khidmat kan�satin� al-an	�k�yah. Man �ana� 
al-infi��l sanat 1724?, Beirut: Mansh�r�t al-N�r 2000. This publication will be referred to as 
Wath��iq h�mmah. More or less precise requests for books are also found in SOCG, vol. 
181, fols. 35 and 208, and SOCG, vol. 180 (Lettere di Lingua straniera dall’Anno 1631 sino al 
1645), fols. 75 and 35, and thanks for books received in SOCG, vol. 181, fol. 36, and 
SOCG, vol. 180, fol. 75.  

4  Until 1628 Ignatios was engaged in imposing his authority as against the anti-Patriarch 
Cyril Dabb�s, a conflict in which Meletius consistently supported him.  

5  That Meletius could take such initiatives without referring to his Patriarch’s approval of 
them shows how loose the organisation of the Patriarchate of Antioch was at the time – in 
marked contrast to the centralisation of the Vatican.  

6  These letters and the copies of the letters sent by Vatican authorities, which are also in the 
Archives, represent the only evidence extant about Meletius’ ideas on revising and translat-
ing religious books. Any correspondence he might have had on the subject with the Patri-
archs of Antioch or Constantinople, with fellow bishops or with like-minded reformers has 
not come to light. 

7  SOCG, vol. 181, fol. 208 (dated 1629); cf. Wath��iq h�mmah, 6. 
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the text, and this needed to be weeded out.8 (The “heretics” Meletius meant, non-
Chalcedonian Christians, were probably not those who would immediately occur 
to Vatican officials confronting Calvinists, Lutherans and other Protestants.) 

To remedy this confusion, Meletius suggested a carefully thought-out project.9 
The different versions should be bought and brought to Aleppo. A team of six 
men should be put to work: two secretaries, one for Arabic, the other for Greek; 
two scholars, one knowledgeable about Arabic, the other about Greek; and two 
collators of the different versions. Their task would be to compare the Arabic ver-
sions with the Greek and Latin ones and establish the correct text. Meletius made 
no estimate about the time the work would take: the project was open-ended.  

The question arises how Meletius came to formulate this project. Revision of 
the Arabic Bible had certainly been occupying his thoughts for years, for a letter 
from Tommaso Obicini10 to Cardinal Roberto Ubaldini in 1622 mentions his hav-
ing already written to Paul V about it.11 Was the final proposal entirely his own 
idea? Did it take shape in conversations with the Catholic missionaries he knew in 
Aleppo?12 Was he inspired by the editors of texts, religious and otherwise, in the 
Greek-speaking world13 and the activities of that foremost exponent of Orthodox 
“religious humanism”,14 Cyril Loukaris? He met Loukaris twice in Constantinople, 
first in 1615 and then, when the latter was Patriarch of Constantinople, during a 
stay of several months in 1626–7?15 In the absence of further documentary evi-
dence these questions cannot be answered.16 

                                                                                          
8  SOCG, vol. 181, fol. 36 (undated, but the Latin translation bears the date 4 October, 

1623). Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, [1881], repr. Beirut: Libraire du Liban 
1968, vol. 1, s.v. z-w-n, translates z�w�n/ziw�n as “du froment mal réussi, p.e. celui qui […] 
a souffert de pluies trop abondantes”. He identifies it as a specifically Aleppan word.  

9  See also the paper by Carsten Walbiner in this volume on Melkite approaches to the Bible.  
10  For the life of this Franciscan friar see Bottini, Giovanni-Claudio, “Tommaso Obicini 

(1585–1632), Custos of the Holy Land and Orientalist”, in: The Christian Heritage in the 
Holy Land, Anthony O’Mahony with Göran Gunner and Kevork Hintlian, eds., London: 
Scorpion Cavendish 1995, 97–101, and the literature mentioned there. 

11  I rely on the summary of this letter (SOCG, 382, Memoriali 1622, fols. 68–69) given by 
Kowalsky, Nikolaus, “Zur Vorgeschichte der arabischen Bibelübersetzung der Propaganda 
von 1671”, Neue Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft XVI (1960), 268–9. Interestingly, as the 
letter makes clear, Tommaso Obicini thought that the edition could be prepared in Rome, 
using the Arabic manuscripts there. 

12  As suggested by Carsten Walbiner in his paper in this volume.  
13  Lassithiotakis, Michel, “Le role du livre imprimé dans la formation et le développement de 

la littérature en grec vulgaire (XVIe–XVIIe siècles)”, Revue des Mondes Musulmans et de la 
Méditerranée 58/59 (1999), 196. 

14  The expression is Podskalsky’s (Podskalsky, Gerhard, Griechische Theologie in der Zeit der Tür-
kenherrschaft (1453–1821). Die Orthodoxie im Spannungsfeld der nachreformatorischen Konfessio-
nen des Westens, Munich: C.H. Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung 1988, 117 ff.). 

15  This was during the longest of Patriarch Cyril Loukaris’ (1572–1638) occupations of the 
throne of Constantinople, when he was fully engaged in raising the educational level of 
the Greek Orthodox by reorganising the Patriarchal Academy, setting up a printing press 
and having the New Testament translated into modern Greek (Podskalsky, Griechische The-
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As with a modern application for a research project, Meletius thought about the 
funding. His hope was that the Vatican would finance the collecting of the various 
versions and pay the team of six who would prepare the sound text. He himself 
was ready to assist them for nothing. He asked that the Custodian of the Holy 
Places in Jerusalem, Tommaso Obicini, be sent to work with them, for he already 
knew about this project and was generally well-liked among the Christians in 
Aleppo; he could also administer the Vatican’s grant, so the Cardinals might be 
sure it did not end up in the wrong hands. And if for whatever reason he could 
not come, Meletius invited the Cardinals to nominate an administrator of the 
funds who would come to Aleppo. In this case, too, Meletius would do all he 
could to help him, asking no reward for himself. 

Meletius was keen that the translation should be carried out in Aleppo, for 
“Arabic is our language” and thus mistakes would not creep into the resulting ver-
sion, as they had to the printed Gospels he had received from the Vatican. He ap-
preciated the effort made in Rome to translate the Bible, praising the knowledge of 
the Arabic language which the translators had acquired, although it was foreign to 
them. But the Christians in Arab lands had readers over their shoulders: “The 
Muslim scholars in our countries love honour and vie with each other in ornate 
style. When they saw [this translation], they discovered some formulations which 
they disapproved of on the grounds that they were incorrect (ghayr murattab).” 
Moreover, some words it used were unacceptable in fu���.17 

Well aware of the weaknesses of the translation received from Rome,18 Meletius 
decided to propose an alternative. Without waiting any longer for the project he 
had outlined to be accepted by the Vatican (in fact his offer of cooperation was 
never taken up), he gathered around him some local scholars19 and Father 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

ologie, 166–171; Vaporis, N.M., “Patriarch Kyrillos Loukaris and the Translation of the 
Scriptures into Modern Greek”, Ekkl�siastikos Pharos 59 (1977), 227–241). 

16  Meletius’ correspondence with the Vatican about printing Arabic books is set out and dis-
cussed in Walbiner, Carsten-Michael, “‘Und um Jesu Willen, schickt sie nicht ungebun-
den!’ Die Bemühungen des Meletius Karmah (1572–1635) um den Druck arabischer 
Bücher in Rom”, in Studies on the Christian Arabic Heritage in Honour of Father Prof. Dr. Samir 
Khalil Samir S.I. at the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, Rifaat Ebeid and Herman Teule, 
eds., Leuven: Peeters 2004, 163–175.  

17  SOCG, vol. 180 (Lettere di Lingua straniera dall’Anno 1631 sino al 1645), fol. 59 (1 March, 
1632), and fol. 69 with the identical text. 

18  This was presumably the Four Gospels, printed at the Medici Press in 1590–91, based on 
Hibatall�h b. al-�Ass�l’s (fl. 1231–1253; GCAL II, 403) Coptic version (GCAL I, 157–159; 
van Esbroeck, Michel, “Les versions orientales de la Bible: une orientation bibliographi-
que”, in: The Interpretation of the Bible. The International Symposium in Slovenia, Jože Kražovac, 
ed., Ljubljana and Sheffield: Slovenska akademija znanosti in umetnosti and Sheffield 
Academic Press 1998, 411–412). It is interesting that Meletius seems to think that the 
translation was made by non-Arabs. 

19  “Ba�� al-��rif�n �indan�”; whether Muslims are meant is not explicit, pace Walbiner, “‘Und 
um Jesu Willlen’”,170, no. 27. 
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Agathangelos,20 who was by then thoroughly familiar with Arabic and who had 
with him a Latin and a Hebrew text, and together they translated the first five 
chapters of Genesis.21 In the covering letter to the Pope’s adviser and the Propa-
ganda Fide which accompanies the specimen Genesis translation, Meletius excuses 
himself and his team for proposing an alternative version to the Roman one, 
stressing that they have not done so out of arrogance but for the good of the local 
Christian community. As he explains, it is a general rule that each language has its 
own conventions, and a word for word translation will be faulty, needing correc-
tion and polishing up.22 Where the Arabic language is concerned, one of its distin-
guishing traits which the translator must respect is word order. It may differ from 
that of the original version, but this must be accepted.23 

It emerges, then, that the five chapters sent to the Vatican are not the product 
of Meletius’ ambitious original plan but the modest result of the ad hoc working 
group he assembled in Aleppo. What can be said about this translation, and how 
does it differ from the one published 40 years later by the Propaganda Fide?24 In 
what follows I point out some important features specific to Meletius’ translation 
without, however, proposing a final judgement about its value compared with 
that of the Propaganda.  

Although Meletius does not say which manuscripts he has used for his version, 
the observations in his letters give an idea of the range of sources he may have had 
at his disposal. They do not tell us which Arabic version he took as a basic text to 
be revised, but an idea may be formed of it from MS. Bodl. Ar. Hunt. 424.25 This 
is one of the many Christian Arabic manuscripts donated to the Bodleian by 
Robert Huntington, for some ten years (1671–1681) chaplain to the merchants of 
the Levant Company in Aleppo. The only detailed discussion of it identifies it as a 
Melkite version of Genesis of unknown provenance and age, agreeing in many re-
spects with the Septuagint but also showing decided affinities with the Hebrew Bi-

                                                                                          
20  Agathangelo de Vendôme (1598–1638), a Capuchin, was in Aleppo from 1629 to 1633 be-

fore he was transferred to Cairo. He died as a martyr in Ethiopia (GCAL IV, 195).  
21  SOCG, vol. 180, fols. 67, 68, 70, 71, 72 (see Plates 6 and 7). 
22  SOCG, vol. 180, fols. 59 and 69. 
23  SOCG, vol. 180, fol. 41 (May 1634); Walbiner, “‘Und um Jesu Willlen’”, 172 (as part of 

Meletius’ recommendations for printing the Bible, translated in full, ibid. 171–173). 
24  In preparing the first draft of this paper I could not consult the original print, Biblia Sacra 

Arabica Sacrae Congregationis de Propagande Fide Iussu Edita. Al-Kutub al-muqaddasah bi-l-lis�n 
al-�arab�, Rome: Typis Sacrae Congretaionis de Propaganda Fide 1671, and had to rely on a 
reprint by Richard Watts (Kit�b [sic] al-muqaddas, London 1831). Just before the conference 
Father Mak�riy�s Jabb�r, the librarian at Dayr al-Mukhalli
 in �arb�, kindly gave me a pho-
tocopy of the digitalised Rome 1671 edition, for which I am most grateful. As I discovered, 
the London reprint has some changes, mainly of orthography, but also more important 
ones, such as omitting the Propaganda’s indication of the Hebrew name of Genesis. 

25  The similarities between Meletius’ sample translation and MS. Bodl. Ar. Hunt. 424 were 
detected and pointed out to me by Ronny Vollandt, who also provided me with a copy of 
the relevant passage of this MS. I gratefully acknowledge his help.  
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ble and the Syriac Peshitta.26 It is mostly written on paper, but has folios of 
parchment at the beginning and end; Genesis 1:1–5:10 (ff. 7r–13v) is written on 
parchment. The parchment sections represent versions made from the Septuagint, 
although they differ considerably in style from other Septuagint versions.27  

In its original Greek, the Septuagint, still today the authoritative version of the 
Old Testament for liturgical use in the Orthodox Church, must have been an im-
portant point of reference for Meletius;28 it will be seen that his version reflects the 
Septuagint text more closely than does Bodl. Ar. Hunt. 424. By contrast, when the 
Vatican authorities in 1622 decided to prepare their own text, they sought to base 
it on Vatican Arabic manuscripts and the Vulgate, whose version of the Pentateuch 
goes back to the Hebrew text. Although disagreements arose in Rome about 
whether a new translation should be made or an existing translation revised, and 
about which manuscripts should be consulted, comparison of the Arabic text with 
the authoritative Vulgate text and assimilation to it remained of prime importance, 
as can be seen from the final edition, where the Arabic and Latin texts are printed 
next to each other.29 This difference in textual traditions needs to be borne in 
mind when Meletius’ specimen translation and the Propaganda Fide translation are 
compared. 

In the following discussion of the different versions, I shall refer to the speci-
men translation Meletius made in Aleppo as A, the Propaganda translation as P, 
and MS. Bodl. Ar. Hunt. 424, which seems to offer a backdrop for Meletius’ revi-
sion, as H. Divergences manifest themselves from the very beginning. 30 In A, 
Genesis is entitled “Sifr kawn al-duny�, wa-yuq�l lahu bi-l-�ibr�n� bar�s�t”,31 and H 
has “Sifr al-khal�qah wa-huwa sifr kawn al-duny�”, while P has “Sifr takw�n al-khal��iq, 

                                                                                          
26  Rhode, Joseph Francis, The Arabic Versions of the Pentateuch in the Church of Egypt. A Study 

from Eighteen Arabic and Copto-Arabic MSS (IX–XVII century) in the National Library at Paris, 
the Vatican and Bodleian Libraries and the British Museum, Leipzig: W. Drugulin 1921, 118. 

27  Ibid., 89–90. 
28  Meletius’ frequent requests in his letters to the Vatican for Greek reference works (cf. note 

3 above and the titles mentioned there) reflect the importance he accorded to the Greek 
textual tradition. Requests for books, mostly in Greek, also occur in SOCG, vol. 181, fols. 
35 and 208, and vol. 180, fols. 75 and 35; and thanks for books received in SOCG, vol. 
181, fol. 36, and 180, fol. 75.  

29  The details of the various decisions are given in Kowalsky, “Zur Vorgeschichte”, 268–274. 
From the documents he quotes, it emerges that the first pages of the translation of Genesis 
were not printed before 1632, and that the translation was made by a committee, pace the 
introduction to the digitalised copy of the Propaganda edition in Dayr al-Sh�r (OBARL 
00001), which gives the translator as Father Sark�s al-Rizz� and the date of printing as 1625. 
In fact Sark�s al-Rizz�, Maronite Archbishop of Damascus but resident in Rome from 1622 
until his death in 1638, chaired the committee of five translators. 

30  In the following discussion the vowelling follows the rules of Classical Arabic as much as 
possible, since very little is known about pre-modern Middle Arabic vowelling and pro-
nounciation. 

31  So, at least, it appears in the photocopy of the text provided by the Vatican archives, 
though a mark over the s�n might be intended for the three dots of sh�n.  

BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   68BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   68 13.07.2012   20:42:4413.07.2012   20:42:44



MELETIUS KARMAH’S SPECIMEN TRANSLATION OF GENESIS 1–5 69 

wa-yuq�l lahu bi-l-�ibr�n� bar�sh�th”. Although in modern Arabic kawn expresses “a 
state of being”, there are instances in classical Arabic of its meaning “coming into 
being, genesis”.32 Why P has preferred al-khal��iq to al-duny� calls for an explana-
tion which I cannot provide. There is nothing corresponding in H to A’s and P’s 
indication of the Hebrew name of Genesis, but H introduces the entire Penta-
teuch with the heading Kit�b al-tawr�h al-munzalah �al� �af� All�h M�s� al-nab� wa-
huwa khams al-asf�r.  

Another difference concerns the designation of chapters and verses. H does not 
indicate chapter or verse divisions at all. A indicates chapters with fa�l,33 a standard 
term in Arabic also found, for instance, in Saadiah Gaon’s translation of the Penta-
teuch34 and in the London Polyglot, but it does not mark verses. P gives chapter 
headings with the typically Christian a����, and adds the verse numbers in the 
margin.  

I now present some significant textual variants in the two versions A and P, re-
ferring also to H where A, or far more rarely P, agrees with it. One category of vari-
ants can be explained by the attempt to follow the Greek Septuagint (LXX) text as 
faithfully as possible in Arabic.35 In three-quarters of the some 200 instances where 
A and P differ and one of them reflects the LXX, it is A which does so. This may 
concern grammatical forms: defined as against undefined or vice versa (1:6: bayna 
m��in wa-m��; P and H: bayna l-m��i wa-l-m��; 1:21: al-��th�na [sic] l-�i��ma; P: 
��	�nan �i��man; cf. H: al-�iy�t [sic] al-�a��mah); participle instead of relative clause 
(1:26: al-muta�arrikah; P: alladh� yata�arriku) or the reverse (2:22: allat� akhadhah�; 
P: al-ma�kh�dhah; cf. H: [al-�il�] alladh� akhadhahu); ma�dar instead of verbal form 
(3:24: li-�if�i; P and H: li-ya�fu�a; 1:15: li-l-�iy��i …li-l-ishr�qi; P: li-tun�ra….wa-li-
yu���a [sic]; cf. H: li-l-�iy��i …li-ya�hura). An instance where P is closer to the LXX 
is 3:8, where Adam and Eve hear �awta l-rabbi m�shiyan in the garden; in A they 
hear �awta mashyi l-rabbi. Undoubtedly, echoing the LXX may lead to some strange 
or unidiomatic results. In A, God takes from Adam w��idatan min a�l��ihi (2:21 = 
LXX mian t�n pleur�n autou) where P has the stylistically preferable �il�an min 
a�l��ihi. God rests from kulli �amalihi lladh� �amalahu in P (= LXX pant�n t�n erg�n 

                                                                                          
32  Wörterbuch der klassischen arabischen Sprache, Band I: K��, Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz 

1970, s.v. k-w-n (with an instance in al-J��i� where it is parallel with khalq). 
33  The heading “Al-fa�l al-kh�mis” is omitted, but the translation continues to the end of 

Genesis 5. This omission should, I believe, be seen as one of a number of scribal errors in 
the text (for others, see below), rather than as a radical attempt to renumber the chapters 
of Genesis.  

34  The Arabic translation by Saadiah Gaon (Sa��d b. Y�suf al-Fayy�m�) (269/882–331/942) of 
the first four chapters of Genesis is printed in Arabic script in Kahle, Paul, Die arabischen 
Bibelübersetzungen. Texte mit Glossar und Literaturübersicht, Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs’sche Buch-
handlung 1904, 13–23.  

35  For the LXX text with an extensive commentary I have drawn on Alexandre, Monique, Le 
commencement du livre Genèse I–V. La version grecque de la Septante et sa réception, Paris: 
Beauchesne 1988, which was undertaken as part of the project directed by Marguerite Harl 
of translating the Septuagint into French. 
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autou h�n epoi�sen), while A has kulli l-�amali lladh� �amalahu (2:2). A phrases God’s 
recommendation to Adam to eat of the trees of the garden Li-l-akli ta�kul (2:16; = 
LXX br�sei phag�) where P has kul aklan. 

A large number of variants concern vocabulary. The light that God creates on 
Day One is �aw� in A and H, n�r in P. In A and H, Cain kills Abel in a buq�ah (4:8; 
cf. LXX pedion) but in P the deed is done in a �aql. “Tree” in A is usually ��d (= 
LXX xulon) following H, which has ��d consistently, whereas P and occasionally A 
have shajarah. As this example shows clearly, some of the variants reflect LXX us-
age. God jabala (created) living creatures in A (2:19), whereas in P he �awwara 
them. To prepare Adam for the removal of his rib, God cast a sub�tan on him fa-
n�ma according to A (2:21), while P has God cast a sub�ta nawmin on him fa-
raqada; here both versions partly follow H, where Adam is overcome by a sub�ta 
nawmin fa-n�ma. A renders the bdellium (LXX anthrax) found in the land of 
Havilat as la�l (2:12) in contrast to P’s l�l�. The preposition kata in the sense of “ac-
cording to” is rendered in A by �al�, �adwi or �asaba (e.g. 1:21, 25); in P by ka- or 
ka-mithli. God’s exhortation to mankind to fill the world, imlay� l-ar� according to 
A and H (1:28), becomes ish�an� l-ar� in P; the same difference is found in the ex-
hortation to marine life (1:22).  

Many other instances of alternative translations could be given. For instance, 
A’s serpent is aktharu makran (cf. H’s aktharu fi	natan) than all the animals, while P’s 
is akhbathu (3:1). Describing his reaction to hearing God call him, A’s Adam says 
“khiftu” while P’s says “fazi�tu” (3:10). Abel’s offering of the firstlings of his flocks 
includes their fat, shu��m, in A (4:4; cf. H’s shu��mah [sic]), but their sim�n in P. 
After Abel’s death, Eve bears Seth, saying: “[All�hu] aq�ma l� zar�an” (A, H), or 
“wa�a�a l� zar�an” (P) (4:22). Lamech will be avenged sab�atan f� sab��na (A) but 
sab�atan bi-sab��na (P) (4:21).36 When Cain invites Abel to go out with him into the 
field (4:8), A has the idiomatic halumm� bi-n� il� kh�rij for P’s li-nakhruj il� l-�aql. In 
2:3, where God is mentioned twice (“So God blessed the seventh day and hal-
lowed it, because on it God rested from all his work which he had done in crea-
tion”), A cleverly gets around this un-Arabic repetition of the subject as follows: 
“li-an [sic] f�hi kaffa min kulli �amalin abda�ahu ta��l� li-l-�amal”, whereas P has: “li-
annahu f�hi star��a min jam��i �amalihi lladh� khalaqa ll�hu li-ya�mal”. But P’s rendering 
of God’s “It is not good (that the man should be alone)” (2:18) as l� ya�sunu is 
preferable to A’s laysa huwa jayyidun [sic], which echoes LXX. A few variants can be 
explained by H’s and A’s awareness of possible Muslim readers’ sensitivities. On 
the fourth day of the Creation God puts lights in the firmament for signs (1:14) 
which P renders �y�t, while A and H prefer the more neutral �al�m�t. Cain’s bring-
ing an offering of the first-fruits of the earth (4:3) is expressed by qaddama… 
�a��yatan in A and H, rather than qarraba… qurb�nan, as in P.37  
                                                                                          
36  The verse numbers at the end of Genesis 4 in the Propaganda Fide text differ slightly from 

those in modern Bibles. Meletius’ text has no verse divisions. 
37  In vol. 5, however, A also has qar�b�nihi for Cain’s offerings, while H has retained �a��y�hu. 
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A locates the third river of Paradise, the Tigris, in a way easily comprehensible 
to Arab readers: wa-huwa al-j�r� muq�bila l-�Ir�q (cf. H: wa-huwa al-j�r� muq�bila 
ahli l-�Ir�q), while P, retaining the conventional designation, also found in LXX, 
writes wa-huwa yam�� qib�la l-Ath�r�y�n (2:14). A somewhat similar approach to A’s 
can be found in Saadiah Gaon’s translation, for he renders the same passage wa-
huwa al-s��iru sharq�ya l-Maw�il.38  

Where orthography and i�r�b are concerned, the Aleppo translation by and large 
reveals more characteristics of Middle Arabic than does the Propaganda translation. 
Hamzah is often left out, for instance in al-sam� or al-�aw�, but there are also ex-
amples of these words where it is included, e.g. in 1:8 and 18. The dots of t�� mar-
b�tah may be omitted, particularly at the end of a phrase. This is carried even fur-
ther in the name of the river al-Fur�t, which A spells al-Fur�h (2:14).39 Two cases of 
perfect feminine second person endings with long � occur in 3:14, when God ad-
dresses the serpent: fa�alt� and ant�. In the form f��ilun with middle radical w�w or 
y�, hamzah is replaced by y��: e.g. q�yilan; this, however, is also standard in P. Alif 
maqs�rah is replaced by alif, as in samm�, alq�; combined with the absence of 
hamzah this gives r� for ra��. K�na and laysa may be followed by the nominative, 
as in the example quoted above; laysa huwa jayyidun, and the particles inna and 
anna may introduce subjects in the nominative. By contrast, P seems ill at ease 
with the dual; it has Lamech address his two wives “Isma�� �awt� y� nis��a L�mikh 
wa-an�it� li-qawl�…” (4:21). 

In chapter 5, with its list of Adam’s descendants, A’s syntax of numerals, which 
all qualify sanatan/sin�na, is partly Classical. In the case of numerals between 11 
and 99, however, Middle Arabic intrudes, as in khamsata �ashara, khamsata wa-
sitt�na. When hundreds are mentioned too, an unusual phenomenon is the omis-
sion of w�w between the hundred and the unit: m�yah ithnayn wa-sitt�na, tha-
m�nim�yah khamsah wa-tis��na (but tham�nim�yah wa-arba��n sanah). 

Some features which only occur once or twice may be explained rather as scribal 
errors than as traces of Middle Arabic. I would put �a�man min �i��m� (2:23) in this 
category; A does not normally confuse homophonic consonants. Likewise, lam 
tam�t� for lan tam�t� (3:4), ablasahum� for albasahum� (3:21) and, most strikingly, 
the omission of the heading al-fa�l al-kh�mis are the result of oversights. All in all, 
the presence of Middle Arabic in Meletius’ translation is limited. It may not, how-
ever, have been unintentional. Attitudes to Middle Arabic among both Muslim 
and Christian writers in the 17 th century were far less purist than those that devel-
oped later.40 Moreover, the desire to make the Bible and service books accessible to 

                                                                                          
38  Kahle, Die arabischen Bibelübersetzungen, 18. 
39  P has overcorrected here, writing al-Fur�th.  
40  See the examples in Jérôme Lentin’s extensive study, Recherches sur l’histoire de la langue arabe 

au Proche-Orient à l’époque moderne, unpublished Thèse de Doctorat d’état, Université de Pa-
ris III 1997. The introduction of printing seems to have encouraged the trend towards lin-
guistic purism – as it did the reference to a “classical” period of Arabic literature. This 
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the (literate) faithful precluded the use of too elevated a language. A parallel exists 
in Greek literature of the early Ottoman period. A trend towards employing the 
spoken language in written texts can be observed, for instance, in the works of Ni-
kolaos Sophianos (c. 1500–after 1552), who sought to spread education in the ver-
nacular,41 and, where Scripture was concerned, in Ioannikios Kartanos’ Antholog-
ion, compiled from the Old and New Testaments, which also included an outline 
of popular theology, sermons and an explanation of the Liturgy.42 Patriarch Cyril 
Loukaris’ bilingual New Testament with modern Greek, already referred to, which 
was ultimately printed in Geneva by Pierre Aubert, the official publisher to the 
Republic, in 1637 or 1638 after an earlier attempt to bring it out in Amsterdam 
failed, belongs to the same trend. 43 

To conclude: without wishing at this point to give an overall judgement on the 
value of the Aleppo translation in comparison to that of the Propaganda,44 I be-
lieve that it has its place in the history of Arabic Bible translations. Meletius’ con-
ception of an ecumenical translation project was extraordinarily far-sighted, and 
his desire to take into consideration the various versions derived from different 
language traditions was commendable. One may wonder how far his team fol-
lowed the principles he had put forward when working on these five chapters of 
Genesis. Yet for readers and listeners in Syria, his incorporation of many expres-
sions from an indigenous tradition of Bible translations represented by Bodl. Ar. 
Hunt. 424 was–or would have been–likely to smooth the way for his own transla-
tion, more scholarly and more closely aligned with the Septuagint, to gain accep-
tance. In any event, the decision of the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide to ignore his 
vision of Bible translation and his specimen translation and to give so much 
weight to the Vulgate can only be regretted. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

trend has been labelled “Klassizismus der arabischen Druckkultur des 19. Jahrhunderts” 
(Reichmuth, Stephan, and Schwarz, Florian, eds., Zwischen Alltag und Schriftkultur: Horizon-
te des Individuellen in der arabischen Literatur des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts, Beirut and Würz-
burg: Ergon Verlag 2008, XVI [editors’ introduction]). 

41  Dimaras, C. Th., Histoire de la littérature néo-hellénique des origines à nos jours, Athènes: Institut 
Français d’Athènes 1965–1966, 99–100; Lassithiotakis, “Le role du livre imprimé”, 202–203. 

42  Argyriou, Astérios, “La Bible dans le monde orthodoxe au XVIe siècle” in Le temps des Ré-
formes et la Bible (Bible de tous les temps, vol. V), Guy Bedouelle and Bernard Roussel, eds., 
Paris: Beauchesne 1989, 396–398. 

43  Staikos, Konstantinos Sp., and Sklavenitis, Triantaphyllos E., The Publishing Centres of the 
Greeks. From the Renaissance to the Neo-Hellenic Enlightenment, Athens: National Book Centre 
of Greece 2001, 94–95; Reverdin, Olivier, “Livres grecs imprimés à Genève au XVIe et au 
XVIIe siècle”, in Cinq siècles d’imprimerie genevoise. Actes du Colloque internationale sur l’histoire 
du l’impression et de livre à Genève, 27–30 avril 1978, Jean-Daniel Candaux and Bernard Las-
caze, eds., Geneva: Société d’histoire et d’archéologie 1980, 238. 

44  A systematic comparison of the Aleppo translation with that of the Propaganda and older, 
probably Syrian, versions such as Bodl. Arab. Hunt 424 could be rewarding for the study 
not only of the Arabic Bible but also of the Arabic language in the Mamluk and early Ot-
toman period.  
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A final question: could it be that the Propaganda Fide translation imposed itself 
for more than a century not so much because of any text-critical or literary supe-
riority but because it was not an individual effort? On the contrary, it was backed 
by an organisation and could thus be completed. The Congregation for the 
Propagation of the Faith took 40 years to produce an entire Bible in Arabic, with 
various scholars being involved in the enterprise as time passed. When Meletius 
outlined his project to the Vatican, he was already in his late fifties. By analogy, 
he would have needed to live to be a hundred to see his translation finished. 
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Revision of the manuscripts of the  
“so-called Smith–Van Dyck Bible” 
Some remarks on the making of this  
Bible translation1 

Sara Binay 

The Near East School of Theology (NEST) in Beirut is home to a largely forgotten 
treasure that has long ceased to be consulted by researchers. The manuscripts of 
the so-called Smith–Van Dyck Bible are stored in tin boxes which are kept in a 
special room. Concerning the valuable contents of the boxes, some reports about 
the process of this translation seem to me sometimes confusing or contradictory.  

As a matter of fact, we know that in 1844 the American Mission in Syria voted 
for the complete and new translation of the Holy Scriptures based on the manu-
scripts in the “Original Languages”. Eli Smith, who ran the American Press at Bei-
rut, was appointed to lead the work on the project. Until then, the Protestant mis-
sionaries had used prints of the Roman Propaganda Fide Edition finished in 1671 
without the books which they considered to be apocryphal2, but this translation 
was now seen as partly “unintelligible”. Or, in the words of Eli Smith: 

“The whole version is not in a classical style. The structure of the sentences is awkward, 
the choice of words is not select, and the rules of grammar are often transgressed. We 
have been ashamed to put the sacred books of our religion, in such a dress, into the 
hands of a respectable Muhammedan or Druze, and felt it our duty to accompany them 
with an apology; and some of us never think of reading a chapter in public without pre-
viously revising it.”3 

My interest in the matter was aroused by a discussion in the Journal of the American 
Oriental Society from the years 1885–1889, where one can find contradictory reports 
about the supposed destruction of Eli Smith’s translation. 

Prof. Hall reported that 

“It is clear that in the Old Testament Dr. Smith left a MS translation of the Pentateuch, 
the prophetical books of Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, and 52 
chapters of Isaiah. Likewise, he had printed 16 chapters of Matthew, besides translating 

                                                                                          
1  I owe thanks for their help, discussion and encouragement in my work to Dr. George Sa-

bra, Rima M. Fakhri, Matthias Fuhst, Syrinx von Hees and Dónall Ó Mearáin. 
2  Tibawi, A.L., American Interests in Syria 1800–1901. A Study of Educational, Literary and Reli-

gious Work, Oxford: Clarendon 1966, 122. 
3  “Report of E. Smith, in March 16th 1844, on the existing Arabic Versions of the Scrip-

tures”, in: Brief documentary history of the translation of the Scriptures into the Arabic Language by 
Rev. Eli Smith, D.D., and Rev. C.V.A. Van Dyck, D.D., Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., 
Syrian Mission, ed., Beirut: American Presbyterian Mission Press 1900, 1f. 
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the entire New Testament. It is also true that these printed chapters of Matthew were de-
stroyed; but it is the opinion of the librarian that all Dr. Smith’s MSS. of all the work 
that he did on the translation of the Bible are preserved in the Mission Library, “under 
lock” in tin boxes, and highly valued by the Mission. If this opinion is correct, the story 
that Dr. Smith’s MS translation of the New Testament was destroyed is untrue, and grew 
out of the fact of the destruction of the printed sheets of Matthew – which, of course 
were destroyed only because of their following a Greek text different from the ignis 
fatuus of the textus receptus.”4 

This passage deals with Eli Smith’s legacy and questions his competence or, to be 
more precise, his orthodoxy. 

For sure, Eli Smith must be considered the father of Protestant Bible translation 
into Arabic. The reasons for the urgent need for a new intelligible edition have al-
ready been mentioned. Of course, the idea of the project for a new translation was 
not born from his mind only; its necessity had become apparent from the begin-
nings of Protestant missionary activity in the Middle East.5 

Reverend Dr. Eli Smith came to the Near East in 18276 and lived mainly there 
until his death. He was the founder and promoter of the American Press in Beirut. 
He was the natural choice for the Board of the Syrian Mission to appoint to super-
vise the new translation in 1844. 

My suspicions were aroused by a letter from him to Emil Rödiger, first secretary 
of the DMG (German Oriental Society) at this time, quoted in the Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft (Journal of the German Oriental Society) in 1856, 
where he writes about his own work. 

“Meine eigene Arbeit, die arabische Bibelübersetzung [Ztschr. IX, 269], bleibt in ihrem 
gemessenen Gange. Als Styl- und Druckprobe lege ich Ihnen ein Blatt von dem Exodus 
und eins vom Ev. Matth. bei. Sie werden daraus ersehen, dass die Herausgabe bloss des 
Pentateuchs nicht wenig Mühe macht. Was die Arbeit besonders aufhält, ist, dass wir 
von jedem Correcturbogen Exx. an alle Missionsstationen in Syrien versenden; aber der 
Zeitverlust wird mehr als aufgewogen durch den Gewinn, den die Uebersetzung selbst 
davon zieht. Ungelehrte, aber verständige Eingeborene verschiedener Landestheile lesen 
die Correcturbogen und merken alle Wörter und Redensarten an, die sie nicht verste-
hen. Dies zeigt uns, welche Veränderungen im Interesse allgemeiner Verständlichkeit zu 
machen sind, bevor der Bogen abgezogen wird.”7 

My translation, possibly a back-translation,8 of his letter reads as follows: 
                                                                                          
4  Journal of the American Oriental Society (JAOS) 13 (1889), VIII–IX. 
5  Tibawi, American Interests, 121. 
6  Salibi, Kamal and Khoury, Yusuf K., eds., The Missionary Herald. Reports from Ottoman Syria. 

1819–1870, 5 vols., Amman: The Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies 1995, vol. I, 270. 
7  “Aus einem Briefe von Dr. E. Smith”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 

(ZDMG) 10 (1856), 813. 
8  We know that Smith wrote notes in English to Fleischer in Leipzig. Cf. Glass, Dagmar, 

Malta, Beirut, Leipzig, and Beirut again. Eli Smith, the American Mission and the Spread of Ara-
bic Typography, Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut 1998, 16, pl. 8. One would have to check the 
archive of the DMG to ascertain the original language of the quoted letter, but this does 
not concern us here. 
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“My own work, the Arabic Bible translation, is still ongoing. As an example of the style 
and the typesetting, I am enclosing for you one sheet from Exodus and one from the 
Gospel according to Matthew. You will see from this that the publication of the Penta-
teuch alone takes much effort. What particularly holds up the work is that we send cop-
ies of each printed sheet to all missionary stations in Syria. But the loss of time is more 
than made up for by the benefits to the translation. Uneducated but intelligent natives 
from different parts of the country read the proofs and indicate all words and expres-
sions which they can not understand. This shows us which corrections have to be done 
in the interest of general comprehensibility before the sheet is printed.” 

There is not a single mention of his “native helpers” in Beirut on this occasion. 
We find the same silence in the Missionary Herald, a journal which reported from 
all mission stations around the world. When it speaks about the Arabic Bible 
translation, the focus is on Eli Smith alone.9 Later on, Van Dyck summarised 
that 

“As Arabic scholars, Dr. Smith associated with him Sheikh Nasîf al-Yazigi and M[uallim] 
B[utrus el-] Bistani, both Christians. I had with me Sheikh Yusuf el-As�r, a Muslim, and 
a graduate of the college of the great Mosque of El-Azhar in Cairo.”10 

Bu�rus al-Bust�n�, born in 1819, was one of the most famous personalities of the 
intellectual scene in Ottoman Syria during the 19th century. There are some 
valuable papers focusing on his life and work11 as well as the great number of 
books about the period which can not avoid mentioning his name for one rea-
son or another. I will look only at his engagement with the Bible translation by 
the Protestant mission to Syria. 

I think one can consider the young (and also the older) Bu�rus al-Bust�n� a 
stroke of good luck for the American missionaries. He embodied many different 
virtues and personal skills. A well-educated, civilised man from a good family, 
open-minded and a good social networker, he was also gifted in languages. Apart 
from his mastery of Arabic, his knowledge of Syriac originating from his years of 
study at �Ain Waraqa, which was a sort of academy for the Maronite elite, was 
supplemented by learning Greek and Hebrew with the missionaries. We should 
not overlook in our context that he mastered English, which allowed him, be-
sides his job with the American mission, to work as a dragoman for the Ameri-
can consulate in Beirut. All of these skills enabled him to prepare the first draft 
of the Holy Book in Arabic during his work with Eli Smith on the Bible transla-
tion. I will not claim that Eli Smith was not a good Arabist; we have no proof  
 
 
                                                                                          
9  Cf. The Missionary Herald, vol. IV, 185, 214. 
10  JAOS 11 (1885), 280. 
11  Encyclopaedia of Islam (EI1), vol. I, 805; EI2, Suppl., 159f; Tibawi, A.L., “The American Mis-

sionaries in Beirut and Bu�rus al-Bust�n�”, in: Middle Eastern Affairs 3 (1963), 137–182; 
Zachs, Fruma, The Making of a Syrian Identity. Intellectuals and Merchants in Nineteenth Century 
Beirut, Leiden: Brill 2005, 222f. 
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for such a conclusion. But he confessed to al-Bust�n�’s “giving to the work a na-
tive coloring which a foreigner could not so easily accomplish”.12 Besides the fact 
that Smith used the Roman edition13 as “help”14 for the translation project, the 
similarity between the “new” Protestant translation and older manuscripts15 may 
partly originate in al-Bust�n�’s familiarity with older versions since the time of 
his study in �Ain Waraqa. 

The contract between Smith and al-Bust�n� included the condition “that in 
case of the death of either party, the contract became null and void.”16 The two 
men worked together for nearly ten years, until Smith died in January 1857, leav-
ing behind a complete translation of the four Gospels and several books of the 
Old Testament. Afterwards, the Protestant mission was not committed to work-
ing with al-Bust�n� further on the project. 

In Eli Smith’s time, al-Bust�n� was not only in charge of translating, but was 
also responsible for the Bible at the printing stage. As Eli Smith put it: 

“…an arrangement has been made with Mr. Bistany by which he becomes responsible 
for the correct printing of the book. He is to attach the references to the proper words in 
the translation by looking them all out in their places, to verify them by looking them 
out again when in type, to read at least four proofs, and to see that the division and 
numbering of the chapters and verses correspond to the same in the English version.”17 

Let us now turn to the manuscripts stored at NEST in Beirut. In my opinion, 
there is no material trace of al-Bust�n�’s work in the MSS. This opinion contra-
dicts a handwritten note probably added by Van Dyck to the MS. boxes. There, 
he suggests that the red notes put on the right page of the MS. booklets were by 
al-Bust�n�.18 For me it seems more likely that these were suggestions by Na
�f al-
Y�zij�. I come to this conclusion based on various facts. 

Van Dyck was reporting about the translation process about a decade after it 
took place and may have been confused. He stated that 

                                                                                          
12  “Dr. Smith’s Report on the translation of the Scriptures, April 1854”, in: Brief documentary 

history of the translation of the Scriptures into the Arabic Language by Rev. Eli Smith, D.D., and 
Rev. C.V.A. Van Dyck, D.D., Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Syrian Mission, ed., Beirut: 
American Presbyterian Mission Press 1900, 8. 

13  On the genesis of this edition see the article by P. Féghali in this volume. 
14  “Smith’s Report, 1854”, 6, where he names other “helps” such as Saadiah Gaon’s and 

Erpenius’ translation as well as different readers used by the churches in Lebanon at his 
time. 

15  Dr. Nicolas Abou Mrad emphasised this fact during the Beirut Conference on Bible trans-
lation. 

16  “Dr. C.V.A. Van Dyck’s Report on the translation, April 29th, 1863”, in: Brief documentary 
history of the translation of the Scriptures into the Arabic Language by Rev. Eli Smith, D.D., and 
Rev. C.V.A. Van Dyck, D.D., Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Syrian Mission, ed., Beirut: 
American Presbyterian Mission Press 1900, 14. 

17  “Smith’s Report, 1854”, 12f. 
18  See Plate 8 in the Appendix. 
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“A clear copy of each book [of the Bible], as soon as it was finished, with lines wide 
apart, and with different readings in red ink under such words or passages as admitted of 
more than one meaning, was put by Mr. Bistany into Dr. Smith’s hands.”19 

If this were true, then we would be holding in our hands the very first draft done 
by al-Bust�n� and Smith. Actually, we have found in the tin box, among the pa-
pers of the Genesis translation, an envelope probably containing the true first 
draft20 written by al-Bust�n� and Smith, which differs very much from the text 
that was printed in the end. 

Apart from this, the assumption that these “clear copies” would be al-
Bust�n�’s work contradicts the further report by Van Dyck that 

“This work [the first draft] was then put into the hands of Nasif al-Yazigi (corrector of 
the press), who copied it with Dr. Smith’s corrections, and made such of his own as he 
thought the grammar rhetoric of the language required; but being with no language be-
sides the Arabic, and often prone to sacrifice the meaning to a grammatical or rhetorical 
nicety, the work was not to be trusted until it had another revision. This Dr. Smith gave 
about to put the work to press.”21 

The second option, which has been the most widely believed until today, is that 
the booklets contain the text copied by al-Y�zij�. Either the corrections in red are 
by al-Y�zij� using the same method as was established for the lost drafts by Smith 
and al-Bust�n�, or al-Bust�n� went over the text a second time. But we have no 
evidence for this possibility apart from Van Dyck’s handwritten note. This con-
tradicts the heretofore assumed sequence of events: that Eli Smith worked first 
only with al-Bust�n� and afterwards only with al-Y�zij� on the text. 

A very unlikely option would be to conclude that the right page is the draft by 
al-Bust�n�, which was then copied on the left page by al-Y�zij�. It is very obvious 
that the copies are from the one hand. We can clearly see the corrections made 
by the pencil of Eli Smith. 

If we examine the suggestions in red, we can see that they are mostly not ac-
cepted. This finding might help us with our investigation because it corresponds 
with statements by the American missionaries regarding al-Y�zij�, criticising his 
taste and style in Arabic.22 

This brings us to the third person to be part of the translation team. Na
�f al-
Y�zij� (1800–1871), another well-known personality in the literary life of the late 
Ottoman period,23 differed from al-Bust�n�. Belonging to a Greek-Catholic fam-
ily, he dedicated most of his life to studying and producing Arabic literature, a 

                                                                                          
19  “Van Dyck’s Report, 1863”, 14. 
20  A comparison between this draft and older versions of the Bible in Arabic is still a desidera-

tum. 
21  “Van Dyck’s Report, 1863”, 14. 
22  “Van Dyck’s Report, 1863”, 14 (quoted above, cf. note 20). Cf. note 23. 
23  EI1, vol. IV, 1170f; von Kremer, A., “Nâ
îf aljâzi�î”, ZDMG 25 (1871), 244f; Zachs, The 

Making of a Syrian Identity, 243. 
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good deal of this output being poetry. For twelve years he worked as a scribe at 
the office of Emir Bashir in Beiteddin. As far as I know he did not speak any 
European language (although he may have spoken French). The quotation from 
Van Dyck’s report indicates that he had no knowledge of any Semitic language 
other than Arabic. 

From both Smith’s and Van Dyck’s statements, we learn that, despite al-Y�zij�’s 
authority in terms of the Arabic language, he also posed a problem to the mis-
sionaries. Quoting Smith: 

“Finally, I sit down over the work with Sheikh Nas�f, and receive his criticisms upon it, 
as an Arabic composition, in reference to grammar, lexicography and taste, after which 
he copies the work anew. His criticisms undergo a thorough discussion, often consum-
ing much time, and special caution is constantly observed lest he sacrifice any important 
shade of the inspired idea to the niceties of Arabic grammar or taste, which, after all, are 
not essential. Yet it is my aim to let no phrase finally pass which does not receive his ap-
probation. Master as he is of Arabic grammar, and richly as his mind is stored with Ara-
bic words, it was soon found that in the terms of natural history and certain other sci-
ences, as well as in the technicalities of different trades and professions, and in other like 
matters, his knowledge was indistinct and often very dejective. […] Unfortunately, also, 
for the last year, his mind has been under a cloud, and his health delicate, giving me 
much anxiety lest he may fail entirely. Yet my sessions with him are often invaluable, 
and I never cease to feel that his aid is essential to the best success of the work.”24 

One can notice here a very ambivalent attitude on the part of the Americans to-
wards their native colleague. On the one hand, they could not do the work with-
out his experience and profound knowledge in language matters; on the other, he 
was not a simple tool fulfilling the wishes of an American missionary, as at least Eli 
Smith seemed to expect. 

So far, I have introduced the first Bible translation team I am examining. Let us 
sum up until this point: Al-Bust�n� created the first draft, translating from the 
original texts, mainly Greek and Hebrew. As stated before, we must bear in mind 
that he was familiar with older translations, at least with the contentious Propa-
ganda Fide Edition. The work done by al-Bust�n� was reviewed by Smith, who 
compared it to older Arabic translations and applied to it his linguistic “critical 
apparatus”, a collection of dictionaries and books on grammar, etc.25 This version 
was put into the hands of al-Y�zij�, who copied it a first time and then, after a fur-
ther revision by Smith based on a discussion of the text between the two men, 
copied it a second time. Then the booklet went to press. The galley proofs were 
sent to the other missionaries in Syria, proofread and corrected once more before 
the final printing, which was monitored by al-Bust�n�. 

                                                                                          
24  “Smith’s Report, 1854”, 9. 
25  Cf. “Smith’s Report, 1854”, 5 ff, on his “helps”. 
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Regarding the share of the work done by al-Bust�n�, a very paternalistic re-
mark by Eli Smith summarises: “Yet no doubt there does remain, in the end, a 
decided coloring given by the first hand through which the work passes.”26 

Anyhow, we proceed now to the role of Reverend Dr Cornelius Van Dyck 
(1818–1895). He was a medical doctor with a lifelong dedication to the study 
and teaching of secular and scientific subjects. He was fluent in Arabic and had 
to a great degree adopted the late Ottoman lifestyle. From the point of view of 
his Lebanese contemporaries he was a beloved fellow.27 Before he replaced the 
deceased Eli Smith at the Beirut mission, he lived in Sidon. 

He also succeeded Eli Smith in the Bible translation project. His account of 
the work done by his predecessor raises some questions: “He [Smith] left a basis 
of the entire New Testament, but nothing was put in type.”28 This is not true, as 
we have already stated and as Van Dyck himself later confirmed. However, he 
gives evidence that Smith translated the whole New Testament and at the same 
time mentions the real obstacle to this invaluable work. Because he and al-
Bust�n� used for their translation some manuscripts of the original scriptures 
which were not acknowledged as the “canonical” textus receptus,29 the first prints of 
Matthew up to chapter 16 were burnt after his death. “[W]herefore,” Cornelius 
Van Dyck informs us, “the whole New Testament had to be done over”.30 

Carefully comparing the printed Gospels with the manuscripts left by Smith, 
one can conclude that the printed edition follows to 95 %, if not more, the al-
Bust�n�–Smith–al-Y�zij� translation. There is proof that Cornelius Van Dyck really 
reread their translation but only in a few cases did he have to implement correc-
tions, some based on his comparison with the recognised Greek text and some in 
matters of Arabic style.31  

Therefore, one can surely argue that Smith and his colleagues did not leave 
only a “basis” translation behind: it was a nearly perfect or, let us say, complete 
translation of the New Testament. 

Van Dyck had to continue translating the remaining books of the Old Testa-
ment in 1860. Unfortunately, we know nearly nothing about his “helpers” for the 
translation. Anyhow, one can follow his method through the NEST manuscripts, 
which show us a personality different from the very fastidious Eli Smith. 

                                                                                          
26  Ibid., 9. 
27  We can infer this from the so-called “Cabinett of Van Dyck”, a wooden sideboard contain-

ing his books in Arabic presented to him as a gift by “the Beirutis” in 1890 on the occa-
sion of the 50th anniversary of his arrival in the Near East. 

28  JAOS 11 (1885), 279. 
29  Cf. “Van Dyck’s Report, 1863”, 15; JAOS 11 (1885), 279. 
30  Ibid., 279. 
31  See Plate 9 in the Appendix. 
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At least one must ask whom Van Dyck employed as a scribe. If we compare the 
main manuscripts left by Van Dyck with his handwriting in Arabic, it becomes 
quite obvious that the manuscripts were not copied by himself. 

Now we come back to a previous quotation: 

“As Arabic scholars, Dr. Smith associated with him Sheikh Nasîf al-Yazigi and M[uallim] 
B[utrus el-] Bistani, both Christians. I had with me Sheikh Yusuf el-As�r, a Muslim, and 
a graduate of the college of the great Mosque of El-Azhar in Cairo. I preferred a Muslim to 
a Christian, as coming to the work with no preconceived ideas of what a passage ought to mean, 
and as being more extensively read in Arabic.”32 (My italics) 

Sheikh Y�suf al-As�r’s is the last name to mention in association with the Bible 
translation team. He was a learned Muslim scholar from a Sidonian family, who 
spent long years of study in Egypt, worked for the Ottoman administration and 
taught Arabic at the Maronite school of al-�ikma and al-Bust�n�s National 
School.33 Y�suf al-As�r was also an editor of the first Muslim weekly in the Near 
East, Thamar�t al-Fun�n, a fact often ignored in publications on the period.34 

Since we have hardly any information from other sources in relation to his part 
in the translation of the Scriptures, it was not easy to identify his contributions to 
the material stored in the once-famous tin boxes. Van Dyck noted in his report on 
the Bible translation in 1863 that “during the progress of his work the translator 
was assisted by Sheikh Yusuf el-Asîr”35, without explaining more on the nature of 
this assistance. We know that he composed, besides his classical D�w�n, hymns 
which can be found in the contemporary hymn book used by the Lebanese Prot-
estant congregation, better known as the National Evangelical Church.36 

So, in the end one can find traces of al-As�r’s contribution in the manuscripts 
of the translation of the Psalms. Here, we have a new hand not only providing 
vocalisation and the like but also adding remarks on grammar, syntax or lexicog-
raphy.37 

Apart from this, the fifth tin box at the NEST contains the first printed versions 
of the New (1860) and Old (probably 1865) Testaments, originally without vocali-
sation, which someone, in my view most probably Y�suf al-As�r, has vowelled by 
hand.38 In some remarks on the margin we recognise the same handwriting as in 
the Psalms. Van Dyck wrote in 1885 that the vowelling for the NT was done by 
himself and “then submitted to Sheikh Yusuf el-Asîr el-Azhari” and other schol-

                                                                                          
32  Ibid., 280. 
33  De �arr�z�, F�l�b, T�r�� a�-�i��fa al-�arab�ya, Bair�t 1913–1933, vol. I (1913), 135ff. 
34  Ibid., vol. I (1913), 138; vol. II (1913), 35. 
35  “Van Dyck’s Report, 1863”, 16. 
36  Adib Saab’s contribution to the Arabic section of this volume contains an example of al-

As�r’s poetry for liturgical use.  
37  See Plate 10 in the Appendix. 
38  See Plate 11 in the Appendix. 
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ars.39 In the fourth volume of History of the Missions of the American Board of Com-
missioners for Foreign Missions to the Oriental Churches (1872) we read the remark that 
“Dr. Van Dyck was preparing a vowelled edition of the New Testament, suitable for 
Mohammedans, written in the style of the Koran, which required much care and 
labor.”40 We can only infer the role of Y�suf al-As�r in this.  

Having identified the translation team through investigation of the NEST 
manuscripts, we can come to a conclusion. 

Even if it is not possible to single out every individual contribution to the 
translated text by the members of the first group (Smith–al-Y�zij�–al-Bust�n�), it 
seems to me beyond question that the influence of al-Bust�n� and al-Y�zij� must 
be considered very great. Even after the revision by Cornelius Van Dyck, the 
changes which he made to the text produced by this group are very minor. In 
general, it is the Smith–al-Y�zij�–al-Bust�n� text which was printed, at least for 
the New Testament.  

According to his report, the identities of Van Dyck’s “helpers” remain mainly – 
with the exception of Y�suf al-As�r – unknown.41 

I would like to speculate briefly on some of the cultural influences brought to 
bear on the translations by the team. 

The missionaries, having received a Protestant education in America and 
Europe, came to the Orient, learned Arabic and gathered long years’ experience in 
their late Ottoman environment. Of course, they were influenced by this experi-
ence. Within their personalities they brought together aspects of their education 
and their life experience.  

Al-Bust�n� joined the Protestants with his background of a famous Maronite 
family. He was aware of the missionaries’ contribution to his education and that 
this period of his life had helped shape his world view. Despite this, he never al-
lowed his thinking to be monopolised by the missionaries and he remained an ab-
solutely independent thinker and actor.  

The case of al-Y�zij� is quite different. He did not convert but lent his out-
standing knowledge of the Arabic language to the missionaries. I suspect that, of 
the members of the translation team, he was the least culturally transformed or, so 
to speak, “translated” during his life. Interestingly enough, his famous son Ibr�h�m 
worked for the Jesuits’ press and “helped” the Jesuit fathers with their edition of  
 
                                                                                          
39  “Dr. Van Dyck’s History of the Arabic translation of the Scriptures, March 7th, 1885”, in: 

Brief documentary history of the translation of the Scriptures into the Arabic Language by Rev. Eli 
Smith, D.D., and Rev. C.V.A. Van Dyck, D.D., Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Syrian 
Mission, ed., Beirut: American Presbyterian Mission Press 1900, 29. Adib (in this volume) 
also lists other poets who were involved in the Arabic adaptation of the Psalms. But they 
are not mentioned in the sources consulted for this paper. 

40  Anderson, Rufus, History of the Missions of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions to the Oriental Churches, Boston: Congregational Publ. Soc. 1872, vol. IV, 354. 

41  Cf. note 32. 
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the Arabic Bible. This way, two men of one family played an important role in the 
establishment of the two rival translations, Catholic and Protestant, and did not 
show many ideological scruples in doing so.  

And finally there is the very interesting Muslim scholar Y�suf al-As�r, graduate 
of al-Azhar, who involved himself in the cultural life of his period without regard 
for religious barriers. My impression is that his engagement with Christian schools 
and other activities did not harm his reputation as a Muslim judge and mufti. The 
question of whether these contacts influenced his fulfilment of his “Muslim du-
ties” has not yet been researched.  

All five men were remarkable personalities. One should never belittle the merits 
of Smith and Van Dyck but here I would plead for recognition also of the merits 
of the indigenous scholars, al-Bust�n�, al-Y�zij� and al-As�r, which came into play 
in the Bible translation under discussion. Looking back to the title of this paper, I 
think that we are mistaken to speak about a “Smith” – or “Van Dyck” – Bible only, 
or – considering the different religious backgrounds of the scholars – to speak 
about a “Protestant” Bible translation at all!42 

 

                                                                                          
42  An interesting and very critical account of the role of the American missionaries in the 

Near East can be found in Makdisi, Ussama, Artillery of Heaven. American Missionaries and 
the Failed Conversion of the Middle East, Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2008. 
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An Islamic Diatessaron: 
Al-Biq���’s Harmony of the Four Gospels�  

Walid A. Saleh and Kevin Casey 

Al-Biq���: a Muslim Defender of the Bible 

The encounter between al-Biq��� (809–85/1407–80), a late Mamluk scholar, and 
the Hebrew Bible is now well documented.1 Al-Biq��� wrote a massive Qur	�n 
commentary, Na�m al-durr f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar, in which he uses the He-
brew Bible to interpret biblical material in the Qur	�n.2 Al-Biq��� extensively 
quotes the Hebrew Bible, copying from the official Jewish Arabic translations 
(both the Karaite and Rabbinic translations). His handling of the material shows a 
remarkable familiarity with the world of the Hebrew Bible. The spirit in which 
these quotations are made is one of reverence. Rarely, if ever, does al-Biq��� attack 
the Bible or its textual integrity. To him it is a divine book, a scripture worthy of 
respect and a reliable source of information about Israelite history. The Bible is 
also a source of moral edification for the Muslims; when the Bible contradicts Is-
lamic traditions on biblical material, al-Biq��� sides with the Bible considering it 
more trustworthy on these issues than transmitted Islamic biblical lore.3  

Al-Biq��� was a combative scholar, eager to pick fights with his colleagues. He 
was always on the lookout for any infringements on the sunna (the practices of 
Muhammad). He considered himself to be one who “enjoined people to do good 
and preached against committing evils” (ya�mur bi-l-ma�r�f wa-yanh� �an al-munkar) 
and was not hesitant to campaign against any innovations in religious matters. He 
embroiled himself in at least three major controversies. Al-Biq��� led the attack on 
the reputation of the poet Ibn al-F�ri�.4 He went after Ibn al-�Arab�.5 Nor did he 

                                                                                          
�  We are grateful to Professor John Kloppenborg for his detailed comments on al-Biq���’s 

Diatessaron and for his help with secondary literature on post-Reformation harmonies. 
1  Saleh, Walid A., “A Fifteenth-Century Muslim Hebraist: Al-Biq��� and His Defense of Us-

ing the Bible to Interpret the Qur	�n”, Speculum 83 (2008), 629–654. 
2  Idem, “Sublime in Its Style, Exquisite in Its Tenderness: The Hebrew Bible Quotations in 

al-Biq���’s Qur	�n Commentary”, in: Adaptations and Innovations, Tzvi Langermann and 
Josef Stern, eds., Paris: Peeters 2007, 331–347.  

3  For an example of where al-Biq��� sides with the information from the Gospels see his 
Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar, Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 2, 
603 (Indian edition, D�r al-Ma��rif al-�Uthm�n�yah, 1976–1982, vol. 7, 48). For a detailed 
analysis of his Hebrew Bible quotations see Saleh, “Sublime”. 

4  Homerin, Th. Emil, From Arab Poet to Muslim Saint: Ibn al-F�ri�, His Verse, and His Shrine, 
Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press 2001 (reprint of 1994 edition), 62–75. 

5  Knysh, Alexander D., Ibn �Arabi in the Later Islamic Tradition: The Making of a Polemical Image 
in Medieval Islam, New York: State University of New York Press 1999, 209–223. 
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spare al-Ghaz�l�.6 Each of these controversies convulsed the scholarly communities 
of Cairo and Damascus. What made him a formidable opponent was his eagerness 
to write polemical pamphlets defending his position and attacking his enemies. 
His use of the Bible in his Qur	�n commentary thus did not go unnoticed and his 
enemies saw an opportunity to question his Islamic credentials. A concerted attack 
on his practice was mounted by his enemies, forcing him to write an apologia.  

Al-Biq���’s apologia, al-Aqw�l al-qaw�mah f� �ukm al-naql min al-kutub al-qad�mah, 
is the most extensive discussion of the status of the Bible in Islam.7 It is a resolute 
defence of the Bible from an Islamic perspective. The Bible’s textual integrity is of 
sufficient calibre, al-Biq��� argues, that Muslims can safely use it in religious con-
text. We thus have two angles from which to observe al-Biq���’s engagement with 
the Bible: the theoretical perspective in his apologia, and the practical perspective 
of his citations of biblical quotations in his Qur	�n commentary. 

Of all the disputes al-Biq��� involved himself in, it was only his position regard-
ing the integrity of the Bible and the permissibility of using it by Muslims that was 
widely supported by the most prominent scholars of Cairo and Damascus. Al-
Biq��� managed to get the scholarly elite behind him and obtained fatwas support-
ing his position, which proved effective in allowing him the liberty to continue his 
work.8  

The Four Gospels’ Harmony in al-Biq���’s Qur��n Commentary  

This article will document another important aspect of al-Biq���’s openness to 
the scriptures of other religions, namely his quotation from the four Gospels. 
Indeed, that al-Biq��� should have quoted the four Gospels is a far more compel-
ling example of his openness to the scripture of other religions than his quota-
tions from the Hebrew Bible. Nothing in Rabbinic Judaism was offensive to al-
Biq���’s sensibilities. The Jews were chosen by God, as the Qur	�n attested; they 
received a revelation, the Torah, and they were strict monotheists like the Mus-
lims. With Christianity, however, the situation was different. The Qur	�n was 
unequivocal in its rejection of central Christian doctrines including the divinity 
of Jesus, his crucifixion, and the nature of God (the Trinity). Thus, it is remark-
able that al-Biq��� did not hesitate to quote what was, in the end, a full version 
of the life of Jesus as presented in the Gospels. Once more the motivations be-
hind al-Biq���’s quotations were not polemical. It is clear that al-Biq��� wanted a 
comprehensive narrative of the Jesus story and wanted to make it available to his 
                                                                                          
6  Ormsby, Eric L., Theodicy in Islamic Thought: The Dispute over al-Ghaz�l�’s “Best of All Possible 

Worlds”, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1984, 135–181. 
7  Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, In defense of the Bible. A critical edition and introduction of al-

Biq���s Bible treatise, Saleh, Walid (ed.), Leiden: Brill 2008. 
8  For details on this controversy and the fatwas see Saleh, “Muslim Hebraist” and In Defense 

of the Bible, 21–35. 
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Muslim readers, fully cognisant of the fact that most of them had no access to 
this story and that his would be the only accessible narrative.  

In Na�m al-durar al-Biq��� quotes the Gospels because he believes they prove 
the Qur	�n’s claims that Jesus was a sign (�yah) and a man full of wisdom (�ikmah). 
As such the miracles and teachings of Jesus (both his sayings and the parables) are 
admitted into an Islamic meta-narrative as the referent of the Qur	anic story of Je-
sus. The Qur	�n, in light of al-Biq���’s usage of the Gospels, is speaking of the Jesus 
of the Gospels. Al-Biq���, moreover, presents the Jesus of the Gospels to his Mus-
lim readers using the phraseology of the Arabic translation, with all its characteris-
tic Christian inflections. This is in marked distinction to the usual approach to the 
image of Jesus of the Qur	an. We have to remember that the Islamic tradition had 
already elaborated an image of Jesus that was at variance with the Jesus of the Gos-
pels.9  

Although most of the quotations are made in a positive spirit, there are in-
stances where al-Biq��� is compelled to engage in polemics against certain Chris-
tian doctrines, namely the divinity of Jesus. Yet, even in such cases, al-Biq��� ac-
cepts the textual integrity of the Gospels and argues by using them against the 
Christian doctrine in question.10 In this sense he is accepting the Gospels while re-
jecting Christian theology. This mode of argument is thus more in the manner of 
biblical interpretation rather than polemical argumentation. To al-Biq��� the Gos-
pels do not support the elaborate Christian theology of the Trinity or the divinity 
of Jesus or conclusively prove the veracity of the crucifixion. The seriousness with 
which he takes the integrity of the Gospels’ language is clear from his handling of 
their filial language. Al-Biq��� addresses the language of sonship and fatherhood. 
On the one hand, he can see that it was used metaphorically and that, as such, that 
usage reflected a certain religious sensibility that Muslims, though not allowed to 
indulge in, should be capable of understanding; on the other hand, he edits some 
of this language in his quotations.11 Al-Biq��� is even willing to do some Gospel 
exegesis in support of a cherished Christian institution that is praised in the 
Qur	�n, namely monasticism. He manages to find vindication in the Gospels for 
the monastic life.12  

Despite al-Biq���’s openness to the scripture of Christianity, he is interested only 
in the Gospels. Nothing of the rest of the New Testament leaves a trace in his 
thinking or in his Qur	�n commentary. 

Finally, al-Biq��� did not quote from just one Gospel. He actually managed to 
present a Diatessaron of the four Gospels using Matthew as the scaffold on which 
to build his composite narrative. He was fully conscious of what he was doing (wa-

                                                                                          
9  On the Muslim Jesus see Khalidi, Tarif, The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Litera-

ture, Cambridge: Harvard University Press 2001. 
10  al-Biq���, Na�m al-durar, vol. 2, 16–17 (Indian edition: vol. 4, 227–229). 
11  Ibid. 
12  Biq���, Na�m al-durar, vol. 7, 464 (Indian edition: vol. 19, 311). 
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qad adkhaltu kal�m ba��ihim f� ba�� wa-jama�tu m� tafarraqa min al-ma��n� f� siy�q�ti-
him bi-�aythu ��ra al-kull �ad�than w��idan).13 This was a formidable achievement, 
not least because it is certain that he produced this Diatessaron directly from the 
four Gospels. He had no knowledge of the Arabic or Syriac Diatessaron traditions. 
There is no indication that he got the idea from a Christian informant. It is most 
probably the result of his �ad�th education in which harmonies of different ver-
sions of the same �ad�th were fashioned when retold by later scholars. His har-
mony is intricate in its sophistication, betraying an encyclopaedic knowledge of 
the four Gospels – even when we do not know the way he went about collating his 
Diatessaron (there were no writing desks to allow easy comparison of the four cop-
ies of the Gospels). His Diatessaron anticipated the modern European harmonies 
that would be done in the wake of the Reformation and the printing revolution. 

In the following tables we have tried to be exhaustive in the presentation of al-
Biq���’s citations and the manner of their order. This will hopefully make it much 
easier for scholars of Christian Arabic to give us insights into al-Biq���’s method. 
Moreover, the tabulation of the citations will make it clear that this was indeed a 
harmony, and not just a crude attempt at harmonisation. The main point to em-
phasise here is that in the annals of the Islamic religious tradition al-Biq���’s was an 
unprecedented usage of the Gospels, both in form and intention. Never was such 
positive attention given to the Gospels with the intention of making them avail-
able to a Muslim audience.  

The tables below are self-explanatory. Al-Biq��� presents his Diatessaron at in-
tervals in his commentary in block form. Each block of citations is presented here, 
with a breakdown of the verses and any anomalies. Al-Biq��� has cited almost all 
the major events and sayings of Jesus except for the Transfiguration. The page ref-
erences are to the pages in the pirated Lebanese print (since it is the most widely 
available) as well as to the Qur	�n verse under which the Gospel block is cited – 
thus any copy of al-Na�m may be consulted. References to the Indian edition are 
given in the notes at the beginning of each block. Note that the number of quota-
tions is not an indication of the number of verses quoted. Rather it refers to the 
discrete units of verse(s) that are cited from a certain Gospel before al-Biq��� moves 
on to another Gospel. 

 

                                                                                          
13  Ibid., vol. 2, 102. (Indian edition: vol. 4, 430). 
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Appendix 

The Four Gospels’ Harmony 

Table 1: Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar,  
Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 1. 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

1 4:12–17    vol.  1, 
185 sub 
Q.  2:87 

Arabic name of Naphtali is 
transcribed incorrectly–q��oHL 
instead of q��PI3.  Error of this 
edition or of manuscript? In-
dian Edition vol.  2, 21–29. 

2  1:14–15   186  
3 4:18–22    187 Al-Biq�‘� quotes name of fa-

ther (&�LÍ) in verse 22, while 
both Greek and Syriac omit 
name in this verse. 

4    1:28–51 187–188 Omits �� ��z Kz 0j� s from 
verse 34 and 0j� s from verse 
49.  

5    2:1–13 188 Omits section of verse 9 
"though the servants who had 
drawn the water knew. " 

6    4:1–54 188 Reproduces whole of chp. 4 
with minor variations. Omits 
half of verse 14, "the water 
that I shall give him will be-
come in him a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life". 
Omits from verse 22, "For 
salvation is from the Jews". 
Consitently renders ����� and 
��
 as ��. 

7  1:21–22   188–189 Omits "not like the scribes". 
8 4:23–25    189  
9 5:1–12    vol. 1, 

487 sub 
Q.  2:253

Indian Edition vol. 4, 7–19. 

10  6:23   487 Inserts gloss–�
� Áë��o��–in 
verse 26. 

11 5:13    487  
12   14:34–

35 
 487  

13 5:14–19    487  
14 6:5–13    487 Lord's Prayer 
15  11:25   487–488  
16 6:14–15    488  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

17   11:1–10  488  
18 6:16–18    488  
19   17:7–10  488  
20   12:13–

21 
 488  

21 6:19–20    488  
22   12:3  488  
23 6:21–25    488 Ends quotation halfway 

through verse 25.  
24   12:23–

24 
 488–89  

25 6:26–28    489 This is a loose rendering of 
verse 26.  

26   12:27  489 Quotes only half the verse.  
27 6:29–34    489  
28   12:35–

37 
 489 Repeats �K� £æ�T-4 �(:
�� at end 

of verse.  
29   12:41–

48 
 489  

30   16:10–
12 

 489  

31   12:49–
53 

 489  

32 7:1–2    489  
33   6:37–39  489–90  
34 7:3–12    490  
35   16:17  490  
36   18:2–8  490 §�
� s ,�3�µ:E� ��.
37 7:13–18    490  
38   6:44–45  490  
39 7:19–23    490–91  
40   13:23–

28 
 491 Omits from verse 26: "And 

you taught in our streets".  
41 7:24    491  
42   6:48–49  491  
43 7:28–29    491 Not seperated from previous 

quotation from Lk.  
44 8:28    vol. 1, 

532 sub 
Q.  2:275

First half of verse,  Indian 
Edition vol. 4, 114–122. 

45   8:26–27  532 Interjects passage from Lk 
which refers to only one pos-
sessed person.  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

46 8:28–29    532–33 Continues from Quote 44. 
Replaces "Son of God" of Mt 
8:29 with {K�k. 

47   8:29–30  533  
48  5:8–12   533 The last part of this quotation 

";�Oi t� K:zÅ�" is actually from 
Mt 8:32. 

49 8:32    533  
49  5:13   533  
50 8:32–34    533 First half of 34 only. 
51  5:15; 

5:17 
  533 Skips Mk 5:16. 

52   8:37  533 Part only. 
53  5:18–20   533  
54   8:39  533 Second half only. 
55 9:32–34    533  
56 12:22–24    533  
57 17:14    533  
58   9:38  533 Points out that Lk has 

"teacher" instead of "Lord".  
59 17:15    533  
60  9:17–18   533  
61   9:38–40  533  
62 17:16–17    533–34  
63   9:42  534  
64  9:20–27   534 Skips section of verse 22.  
65 17:18–21    534 ZK,T AU�L } -	Ø Y J�º� ��zT. 

This textual varient appear-
ently is only attested in an-
cient sources. 

65  9:29   534 Most sources do not mention 
fasting.  

66 1:23–26    534  
67   4:35–37  534  
68  7:24–30   534 This quotation is from Mk, 

but he does not cite it as so. 
69  16:9   534  
70   8:1–3  534–5  
71   13:10–

17 
 535  
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Table 2:  Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar,  
Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 2. 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

72   1:30–33  vol. 2, 16 
sub Q. 

3:7 

Al-Biq�'� sets the stage with a 
brief introduction, then be-
gins at verse 30.  In 31, has 
passive �y�� not active, "you 
will name him".   In 32, sub-
stitutes 0j� ç��% for Son of God.  
Indian Edition vol. 4, 227–
233. 

73 4:7 and 
10 

   17 Al-Biq�'� quotes only the 
words of Jesus, and gives a 
paraphrase of the context.  In-
cidentally, all the words 
quoted come from the OT, 
Deut. 6:16 and 6:13. 

74   4:17–20  17 Second Half of verse 18 is 
omited, and I cannot account 
for: Z!} 2�� ù��y-. ��*�� .  This 
does not appear in Lk, though 
if one returns to Is., immedi-
ately following section quoted 
by Jesus is found: "and a day 
of vengeance from our God." 
Is. 61:1–2. 

75 10:33 
and 40; 

18:5 

9:37 9:48; 
10:16; 
12:9 

13:2 
and 20 

17 He seems to be paraphrasing 
similar verses from several 
gospels.  He is continuing 
from Lk, but makes no men-
tion of the child which is the 
center of the first verse.  He 
comments that this saying oc-
curs similarly in the others, 
references are given.  His 
quoting of the last verse is 
odd, inserting: ��	Q	-. Z��@ M���� 

76    3:34 17  

77    4:34 17 He misconstrues the context a 
bit. 

78    5:24 
and 30 

17 Only quotes first half of 24. 

79  7:8   17  

80 16:23 8:33   17 Follows Mk here. 

81 6:9–13  11:1–4  17 Combines elements of Mt 
and Lk Our Father. 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

82 21:12–13 11:15 
and 17 

19:45–
46 

 17 Follows Mt most closely 
omits second half of 21:12. 

83 6:9    18  

84 5:16    18  

85 5:44–45  6:27–28  18 Combines these two sections 
from Mt and Lk. 

86 6:1–4    18  

87 6:6    18 Quotes only the second half. 

88   8:19–21  18 Mentions that this story oc-
curs in the other Gospels as 
well. 

       

89   1:5–80  vol. 2, 82 
sub Q. 
3:43 

Skips first half of verse 20.  
Skips half of verse 53, 54 and 
55.  Indian Edition vol. 4, 
380–393. 

90   3:1–6  83  

91 3:1–3    84  

92 3:3–6    85  Introduced with phrase: ;�@T 
J@	1 , though this quotation is 
actually from Mt. 

93  1:4–5   85 Mk version of John story.  In-
troduced with: �T J@	1 , the 
section from ;�Oi to A	. Çy�i} 
does not appear in the com-
mon text of Mk. 

94 3:7–10    85 Mentions that this passage 
also occurs in Lk. 

95   3:10–16  85 He continues here without 
noting that he has switched to 
Lk. 

96 3:11    85 Part 

97  1:7–8   85 Mk does not have "and fire", 
this only occurs in Mt and Lk. 

98 3:12  3:17–18  85 Though he continues as if 
quoting Mk from above, this 
section comes from Mt and 
Lk only. 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

99    1:6–7a 
and 9 
and  

11–12a 
and  

14–18 

85 Quotes sections from the Pro-
logue, omits "Children of 
God" and "only Son of the 
Father".  Interesting version of 
last verse of Prologue. 

100    1:19–28 86 Condensed a bit. 

101   3:19–20  86  

102  6:14–16   86 Herod is not the speaker of 
the first statement in the 
common Mk. 

103 14:1–3a    86  

104  6:17–39   86  

105 14:12–14    87  

       

106    7:18 vol. 2, 94 
sub  

Q. 3:51 

Indian Edition vol. 4, 410. 

       

107 1:17–25    vol. 2, 
102 sub 
Q. 3:60 

Indian Edition vol. 4, 430–
441 

108   2:1–34a  102  

109   2:36–41  103  

110 2:1–23    104  

111   2:42–
51a and 

52 

 104  

112 3:1    105  

113 3:13–16    105  

114  1:9–13   105 Omits "and he was tempted 
by Satan". 

115 4:2a    105  

116   3:21–
22a 

 105  

117   3:23  105  

118   4:1–2  105 Again, omits "tempted by the 
devil". 

BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   94BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   94 13.07.2012   20:42:4613.07.2012   20:42:46



AN ISLAMIC DIATESSARON 95 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

119   4:14–21  105 Quotation from Isaiah seems 
to follow LXX here. 

120    5:31–47 105 Very interesting that he 
quotes this passage.  He takes 
many liberties, omitting lan-
guage of "Father and Son", 
etc.  Skips parts of verses, ed-
its others.  Why does he 
choose to include this passage 
if it is only marginally related 
to the narrative from above 
and he takes such liberties 
with the text? 

       

121 23:39; 
24:1–3a 

   vol. 2, 
351 sub 
Q. 4:158 

He introduces this passage by 
setting the scene of Jesus 
preaching and debating in the 
Temple. Indian Edition vol. 5, 
467–495. 

122  13:3b–5   351 13:3 appears to be para-
phrased.   

123  13:6–8a 21:8b–
11a 

 351 He states that this appears 
both in Mk and Lk.  Seems to 
follow Mk here. 

124   21:11b  352 Attributes this to Lk, thought 
the last phrase about the 
birthpangs occurs only in Mt 
and Mk. 

125  13:8b–
9a 

  352  

126   21:12  352  

127  13:9b–
11 

  352 He does not signify that he re-
turns to Mk here. 

128   21:15  352  

129  13:12   352 And back to Mk again. 

130 24:9–14a    352 Omits "in my name". 

131 24:15–17 
and 19 

   352 Cites Mk, but this text closer 
to Mt, it appears. 

132   21:21–
22 and 
23b–

25a and 
26a 

 352  

133 24:21a–
22 

   352 He interjects that Mk has 
"those days". 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

134  13:20a   352 Another short injection from 
Mk. 

135 24:23–31    352  

136  13:27b   353  

137 24:32a    353  

138   21:29b  353 Lk has "all the trees". 

139 24:32b–
36 

   353  

140   17:20–
24 

 353  

141 24:37–39    353  

142   17:28–
34a 

 353  

143 24:40–41    353  

144  13:33 
and 35–

37 

  353 This version of Mk also adds 
"pray" to the commands in 
13:33. 

145   21:36  353  

146 24:42–
25:46 

   353 Mentions slight variations 
which occur in Lk. 

147 26:1–2a    355 Skips 26:2b:"and the Son of 
Man will be delivered up to 
be crucified". 

148  14:1   355  

149 26:3–5    355  

150  14:2b   355  

151    11:47–
55 and 

57 

355  

152    12:1–2a 
and 9–

11 

355 Skips Story of the Anointing. 

153    12:17 355  

154    12:12 
and 

13b–15:

355  

155    12:23–
25 

356  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

156    12:28–
32 

356  

157    12:34–
36 

356  

158    13, 33 356  

159    8:21–
22a and 
23–24a 
and 25 

356  

160    8:39–
41a 

356  

161    8:44–
46a 

356  

162    13:34–
35 

356 Paraphrased 

163    12:44–
49a 

356 Farewell Discourses 

164    14:12a 357  

165    14:15–
18 

357  

166    14:23a 
and 24–

31a 

357  

167    15:1–8 
and 10a 
and 12 
and 18–

19 

357  

168    15:22 
and 24a 
and 25–

27 

357  

169    16:1–2a 358  

170    16:4b–
5a and 
7–8a 

358  

171    16:12–
14 

358  

172    16:16b–
17a 

358  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

173    16:20–
21 

358  

174    17:1–5a 
and 6a 

358  

175    17:7 
and 8b 

358  

176    17:11–
12a 

358  

177    17:15–
18 

358  

178    17:20–
21 

358  

179    18:1–3 358  

180    13:1a 358 Washing of the feet 

181    13:2–
10a 

358  

182    13:12–
15 

359  

183    13:16 359  

184    13:21b 359  

185 26:6–7    359 Anointing at Bethany 

186 26:14–19 14:12a   359 Notes that Mk adds "when 
they sacraficed the passover 
lamb". 

187   21:37–
38 

 359  

188   22:1–8  359  

189   22:14–
16 

 359 Omits "before I suffer". 

190 14:18–19    359  

191    13:21b–
26 

359  

192 26:23–25 
and 30 

   360  

193   22:25–
30 

 360  

194   22:39–
41 

 360 Gethsemane 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

195 26:31 
and 33–

34 

   360  

196    13:38 360  

197    14:1 360  

198 26:35    360  

199  14:31–
32 and 

34b 
and 37a

  360 Condenses Gethsemane story. 

200  14:37b–
38a 

  360 Not sure what to make of 
Ax�oE�1 . 

201  14:38b–
39a and 

40a 

  360 Again, condenses the story 
and summarizes Mk. 

202   22:43–
44 

 360  

203 26:45a 
and 47–
50 and 
55–56a 

   360 Arrest 

204    18:3–6 
and 8–9

361  

205 26:56b–
58 

   361  

206  14:54b   361  

207    18:15–
18 

361  

208 26:63b–
64a and 
67–68 

   361  

209  14:66–
67 

  361  

210 26:69b    361  

211   22:56–
57 

 361  

212 26:70–73    361  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

213  14:70b–
72 

  361 Seems to incorporate some 
words from Lk. 

214 27:1–11a 
and 19b 
and 22b–
23 and 
24–25 

   362 Trial Adds some commen-
tary. 

215   23:4 
and 7–
13 and 
14b–

15a and 
21b 

 362 His quotations here seem 
paraphrased and condensed. 

216    19:13 362  

217  15:33–
34 and 

38 

27:51b–
53 

 362 The second half of this pas-
sage is obviously from Lk, 
though the MS does not sepa-
rate it from the previous pas-
sage from Mk. 

218 27:55–56    363 This passage obviously from 
Mt, though ms does not sepa-
rate it from previous passage. 

219    19:25b 363  

220  15:42b   363  

221    19:31 363 This passage is heavily para-
phrased. 

222 28:6b–18    363 A quick abbreviation of these 
verse is given, introduced 
with: �� ½�� ç�8 �
L /UÂ F�1�@-.T 
;�@T AK���þ , which does not 
occur in Mt, or any of the 
Gospels. 

223   24:36–
43 and 
50–52 

 363 Some interesting variants. 

224    20:17b 363  

225 28:18–
19a 

   363 End of Passion Narrative 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

226 10:1    vol. 2, 
413 sub 
Q. 5:12 

Indian Edition vol. 6, 53–45. 

227  3:13–15   414  

228   9:1–2; 
6:14a 

 414 Provides only partial list of 
the apostle's names. 

229  3:17b–
18 

  414  

230   6:16  414  

       

231   13:1–9  vol. 2, 
468 sub 
Q. 5:46 

Indian Edition vol. 6, 161–
180 

232 8:1–4 1:44b   468 Notes different wording in 
Mk. 

233   5:15b–
16 

 468  

234 8:5–13  13:29b: 
28b 

 468 Notes that Lk adds "north and 
south", and "all the prohpets 
will be in the kingdom of 
heaven and you will be out-
side.  The first will be last and 
the last will be first".  How-
ever this quotation from Lk is 
from an entirely different con-
text than the Story of the 
Centurion in Mk. 

235   7:1–17  468  

236 8:14    469  

237  1:29b–
31a 

  469  

238 8:15  4:39b  469  

239  1:32a 
and 33–

34 

  469  

240 8:16b    469  

241  1:35–39   469 This passage is from Mk and 
has no parallel in Mt. 

242   4:42–
44; 5:1–

11 

 469  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

243 8:18–20    470  

244   9:59–
60a and 
61–62 

 470  

245 8:23    470  

246   8:22–25  470  

247  4:37–38   470  

248 8:25b–26    470 This passage is not seperated 
from the previous, though the 
wording strongly suggests it 
belongs to Mt. 

249 9:1–2    470 While this appears to con-
tinue the narrative from the 
previous passages, it in fact 
jumps to another chapter and 
skips the story of the demon-
ics, which he dealt with, any-
ways, in vol. 1. 

250  2:3–4 
and 11–

12 

5:18–19 
and 
24b–

25a and 
26a 

 470 Condensed version drawing 
on both Mt and Lk. 

251    5:1–14 470 This section is paraphrased 
and expanded with some ex-
planatory comments. 

252    7:22–24 470  

253    9:1–14 
and 16–
18 and 
20 and 

34 

470 Condensed version of this 
story. 

254 9:9    471  

255   5:27–29  471  

256  2:13–
15a 

  472  

257 9:10–13    472  

258   7:36–
47b 

and 50 

 472  

259   8:1–3  472  

260 9:14–16    472  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

261  2:21   472  

262 9:17    472  

263   5:39  472  

264 9:18–20a    472  

265  5:26   473  

266 9:20b–
23a 

   473  

267  5:37   473  

268 9:23b–25    473  

269  5:40b–
43 

  473  

270 9:26    473  

271 5:21 and 
22b–25 

   474  

272   12:54–
58 

 474  

273 5:26–29 
and 31–

41 

   474  

274   6:30–31  475  

275 5:43–47    475 He seems to mix up Mt and 
Lk here, �KÈ�/ �(�yY occurs only 
in Lk. 

276   6:32–
35a and 

36 

 475 Skips "sonship" language in 
35b. 

277 5:48    475  

278 12:1    475  

279   6:10  475 Notes different wording in Lk. 

280 12:2    475  

281   6:20  475 Again shows different word-
ing in Lk. 

282 12:3–4    475  

283  2:26b–
27 

  476 Notes that Mk adds this to 
story. 

284 12:5–7  14:1–6  476 This version is condensed. 

285 19:3–6    476  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

286  10:9b   476 Notes different wording in 
Mk. 

287 19:7–8a    476  

288  10:3–5   476  

289 19:9    476 Does not say that this is from 
Mt, though it obviously is. 

290  10:10–
12 

  476 Mk's version 

291   16:18  476 Lk's version 

292 19:10–12    476  

       

293 12:22–30    vol. 2, 
513 sub 
Q. 5:73 

Indian Edition vol. 6, 250–
253. 

294  3:22–30   513  

295 12:30–37    513  

296   11:27–
28 

 514  

297 12:38–39    514  

298   11:30  514  

299 12:41a    514  

300   11:32b  514  

301 12:41b–
45 

   514  

       

302 15:29–32    vol. 2, 
519  sub 
Q. 5:78 

Indian Edition vol. 6, 262–
265. 

303  8:3   520 Mk adds this. 

304 15:33–38    520  

305 16:1–5    520 His quoting of 16:3a is con-
densed. 

306  8:14b   520  

307 16:6    520  

308  8:15b   520  

309 16:7–12    520  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

310   12:1a–
12:5a 

 520  

       

311 9:53    vol. 2, 
564 sub 
Q. 5:11 

Indian Edition: vol. 6, 343–
353. 

312 11:2–3    564  

313   7:21  564  

314 11:4–7    564  

315   7:24b  564  

316 11:8    564  

317   7:25b  564  

318 11:9–11    564  

319   7:29–29  564 Difficult to separate passages 
of M and Lk in previous sec-
tion. 

320 11:15–24    565  

321 12:9–10a    565  

322   6:6b  565 Notes that Lk says "right 
hand". 

323 12:10b–
12 

   565  

324   6:8b–9  565 "But they were silent" occurs 
only in Mk–in fact this whole 
passage probably belongs in 
Mk. 

325 12:13–
14a 

   565  

326  3:6b   565  

327 12:14b–
21 

   565 He skips the rest of Mt 12 as 
he quoted it in a previous sec-
tion. 

328 13:1–4    565 Parable of the Sower 

329   8:5b  565  

330 13:5–7    565  

331  4:7b   565 Small addition in Mk. 

332 13:8    566  

333   8:8b  566  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

334 13:9–11a    566  

335   8:10a  566  

336 13:11b–
12 

   566  

337   8:18b  566  

338 13:13–16    566  

339   8:11b  566  

340 13:19–21    566  

341  4:17b   566  

342   8:13b  566  

343 13:22a    566  

344   8:14b  566  

345  4:19   566  

346 13:22b–
23a 

   566  

347   8:15  566  

348 13:23b–
32a 

   566 Parable of the Mustard Seed 

349  4:31b   566  

350 13:32b    566  

351  4:32b   567  

352   13:19b  567  

353 13:33    567 Parable of the Leaven 

354  4:21   567 Parable of the Lamp 

355   8:16  567  

356  4:22   567  

357   11:34–
36 

 567  

358  4:23–29   567 Parable of the Seed Growing 
Secretly 

359 13:34a 
and 35–
50 and 
53–53 

   567  

360  6:2b   568  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

361   4:22b  568  

362 13:55b–
59 

   568  

363  6:4   568  

364   4:23–32  568  

365   13:31–
55a 

 568  

366   9:7–9a  568  

367 14:1–2    568  

       

368 10:1    vol. 2, 
603 sub 
Q. 6:19 

Commissioning of the 
Twelve.  Indian Edition vol. 
7, 48–57. 

369  3:13–15   603  

370   6:12–13  603  

371  9:1–2   603  

372 10:2    603  

373  3:17b   603  

374 10:3–4    603 Notes that Lk moits Thad-
daeus in favor of Judas, son of 
James. 

375  6:7   603  

376 10:5–10    603  

377  6:8   604  

378   9:3  604  

379 10:11–14    604  

380  6:1   604  

381 10:15–18    604  

382  13:10?   604  

383 10:19–20    604  

384  13:11b   604  

385 10:21–42; 
11:1 

   604  

386  6:12–13   605  

387   10:1–2  605  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from  

al-Biq�‘� 
Notes 

388 9:36    605 Astutely notes that the previ-
ous verse from Lk appear in 
Mt, though addressed to the 
Twelve. 

389   10:3–24  605  

390 28:16–
19b 

   606  

391  16:15–
20a 

  606  

392   24:36–
53 

 606  
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Table 3: Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar, 
Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 3. 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John Page # from 
al-Biq�‘� 

Notes 

393 19:30; 20:1–
16 

   vol. 3, 127 
sub Q. 7:157

Indian Edition: 
vol. 8, 112–117. 

394 22:14    127  

395 21:23–26a    127  

396   20:6b  127  

397 21:26b    127  

398  11:32b   127  

399 21:27    127  

400  12:10   127  

401 21:28–33    128  

402   20:9b  128 Notes that Lk 
has "for a long 
time". 

403 21:34–22:14    128  

404   14:16b–21 
and 23–24 

 128 Lk's version 

405    10:1–3 
and  

11b–13 
and 16 

and  
19–21a 

129  

 

BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   109BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   109 13.07.2012   20:42:4713.07.2012   20:42:47



WALID A. SALEH / KEVIN CASEY 110 

Table 4: Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar, 
Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 5. 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from al-
Biq�‘� 

Notes 

406 14:13–14    vol. 5, 109 
sub Q. 
21:91 

Indian Edition 
vol. 12, 473–
476. 

407  6:34–35   109  

408 14:15–16; 19a    109  

409  6:39–40   109  

410    6:5b–6a 
and 7a and 
8–9a and 

10a 

109  

411 14:19b    109  

412  6:41–44   109  

413 14:21b    109  

414    6:14b–15 109  

415 14, 22    109  

416    6:17b 109  

417 14:23a    109  

418  6:45–46   109  

419 14:23b–24    109  

420    6:19a 109  

421 14:25–32    109  

422    6:21b–27a 
and 38b 

and 45; 47: 
28–29 

110  

423 14:34    110  

424  6:53b   110  

       

425    7:2–5 and 
7–8a and 

14–19 and 
37–38 and 

40–43 

vol. 5, 205 
sub Q. 
23:50 

Indian Edition 
vol. 13, 150–
154. 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John 
Page # 
from al-
Biq�‘� 

Notes 

426  7:1–3a and 
4–5 

  205  

427 15:3–6    206  

428  7:6–7 and 
13b and 
14–15 

  206  

429 15:12–20    206 This is listed as 
coming from 
Mk, but obvi-
ously comes 
from Mt. 

430  7:18b–23   206  
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Table 5: Biq���, Ibr�him b. �Umar al-, Na�m al-durar f� tan�sub al-�y�t wa-l-suwar, 
Bair�t: D�r al-Kutub al-�Ilm�yah 1995, vol. 7. 

Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John Page # from 
al-Biq�‘� Notes 

431 15:21–28    vol. 7, 45 
sub Q. 
43:64 

Indian Edition vol.17, 
465–474. 

432  7:29–30 
and 32–

37 

  45  

433  8:22–25   45  

434 16:13–16a 
and 17a 

and 18b–
19 and 21a 
and 25–26

   46 This passage clearly 
from Mt, though not 
quoted as such.  Heav-
ily edits Peter's confes-
sion, removing refer-
ence to Son of God 
and the cross and res-
urrection. 

435   14:25–26 
and 27b–
29 and 
31–33 

 46  

436   14:8 and 
10b–15 

 46 This passage para-
phrased. 

437 18:1–5    46  

438  9:37b   47  

439   9:48b  47  

440 18:6–8    47  

441  9:49–50   47  

442   18:9–11 
and 13–

17 

 47  

443 18:10a:11–
12 

   47  

444   15:4b  47 Notes that Lk has "un-
til he finds it". 

445 18:13–14    47  

446   15:1–32  47  

447   16:19–31;  
17:1–2 

 47–49 Edition has ��P@ £3��8 
in Lk 16:25 but should 
probably be ��0@ ���~�? 
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John Page # from 
al-Biq�‘� Notes 

448 18:15–18a    vol. 7, 464 
sub Q. 
57:27 

Indian Edition vol. 19, 
311–323 

449   17:3–4  464  

450 18:21–35; 
19:1–2 

   465  

451   9:51–53a 
and 54–

56 

 465 Includes extended pas-
sage from ancient au-
thorities. 

452 19:13–15    465  

453  10:15–16   465  

454 19:15b–
16a 

   465  

455  10:17b   465  

456 19:16b–18    465  

457  10:19b   465  

458 19:19b–
21a 

   465  

459  10:21   465  

460 19:22–29    465 Should 5:º� in 19:28 
read ö�
�� instead? 

461   18:29b–
30 

 446  

462 19:30; 
20:1–2a 

   466  

463 19:30; 
20:1–16 

   466  

464 20:17a and 
20–21 and 

23b–24 

   467  

465  10:41b   467  

466 20:25–27    467 Mentions that Mk has 
servant "of all" and 
slave "of all". 

467 20:28–30 
and 32–34

   467  

468  10:46   467  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John Page # from 
al-Biq�‘� Notes 

469   18:35b–
37 

 467  

470  10:47–52   467  

471   18:43b  467  

472   17:11–19  468  

473 21:1a    468 Entry into Jerusalem 

474  11:1a   468  

475 21:1b–8    468  

476  11:2b–8   468  

477 21:9a    468  

478  11:9b–10   468  

479   19:37–
44a 

 468  

480 21:10–13    469  

481    2:13b–15 469  

482 21:14–21    469  

483  11:22b–
24 

  469  

484 21:22    469  

485  9:38–41   469  

       

486    11:1; 
3:6b–8 
and 11–
12 and 
14 and 
17–24 
and  

30b–32a 
and 33a 
and 34–
41 and 

42b–49a 
and 50b 

vol. 7, 578 
sub Q. 61:6

Raising of Lazarus.  
Indian Edition vol. 20, 
18–28. 

487 22:15–22    579  

488    7:33–35 579  

489 22:23    579  

490  12:26   579  

491   20:37  579  
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Quote # Matthew Mark Luke John Page # from 
al-Biq�‘� Notes 

492 22:33–37a    579  

493  12:29–
30a 

  579  

494 22:37b–39    579  

495  12:31b   579  

496 22:40    579  

497  12:32–
34a 

  579  

498   10:29b–
37 

 579 The Good Samaritan 

499  12:34b 
and 37b 

  580  

500    2:23 580  

501    3:1–2 580  

502 23:1–23a    580  

503   11:42  581  

504 23:24–26    581  

505   11:41  581  

506 23:27    581  

507   11:44  581  

508 23:28    581  

509   11:46 and 
52 

 581  

510 23:29a    581  

511   11:47b  581  

512 23:29b–
35a 

   581  

513   11:48–50  581  

514 23:35b–39    581  

515  12:41–44; 
13:1a 

  581  
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67. Courtesy Archivo storico della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli. 

BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   123BTS_131_Innenteil_Lauf_05.pdf   123 13.07.2012   20:42:5013.07.2012   20:42:50



LIST OF PLATES / PLATES 124 

 

Plate 7: SOCG (= Scritture Originali riferite nelle Congregazione Generali, Archives of the Congregation 
De Propaganda Fide), vol. 180 (Lettere di Lingua straniera dall’Anno 1631 sino al 1645), fol. 
70. Courtesy Archivo storico della Congregazione per l’Evangelizzazione dei Popoli. 
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Plate 10: Near East School of Theology, Bible MS., Box No. IV, Booklet 1, Psalms 
1:1–4. Courtesy Near East School of Theology Beirut. 
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Plate 11: Near East School of Theology, Bible MS., Box No. V, Old Testament, undated, 
vowelled by hand, Gen. 1, with commentary by Van Dyck: “Commenced 
vowelling this Bible Jan 7 1868 CVD/ setting up Feb. 4th, 1868”. Courtesy Near 
East School of Theology Beirut. 
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Make the mighty ocean 
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Love divine, all loves excelling 
Joy of heaven, to earth come down 
Fix in us Thy humble dwelling 
All Thy faithful mercies crown 
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[O] Sweetest note in seraph song 
[O] Sweetest name on mortal tongue 
Sweetest carol ever sung 
Jesus, blessed Jesus 
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The great Physician now is near 
The sympathizing Jesus 
He speaks the drooping heart to cheer 
Oh, hear the voice of Jesus 
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Baptist Hymnal, Nashville (Tennessee): Convention Press,  . 
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Reformed Church in America, The Church Hymnary: A Collection of Hymns and Tunes for 
Public Worship, compiled by Edwin A. Bedell, New York: Maynard Merrill,  . 
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Jesus, keep me near the cross 
There’s a precious fountain 
Free to all, a healing stream 
Flows from Calvary’s mountain 

In the cross, in the cross 
Be my glory ever 
Till my raptured soul shall find 
Rest beyond the river 

 �(3����T)]]] ( ��PI1 ²%» 0�%�i«¡���� Ï	
�� 	
��� � ¤6��� :  
�� "E� F �i(� �Z�O1 G   U��:�� "�K3 "3�i nÉ n�¨ 
0�%�i 0�%�i 0�%�i   U
U%�i 0�%�i 0�%�i  

Ë� "K�� &"�i ¡~m ²�
�� �   U�ù-. �JC "5¢1 � �H "T 
0�%�i 0�%�i 0�%�i  
U%�i 0�%�i 0�%�i  

 U+�	@ 0y ÇO"oU�" 3  m U+$:�� �(�� Ô	"y ";K 
 U
U%�i 0�%�i  
U%�i 0�%�i 0�%�i  

)A� N	Q1(  

� 5,-4� ��zT XY Z�5% �5~�(L "�KI3�5� �5�<� �5' �-. &�� &*
	\b^b �5�� ¤5 TT 
|�Uu nT ��ÍKD)d\(:  

There’s a land that is fairer than day 
And by faith we can see it afar 
For the Father waits over the way 
To prepare us a dwelling place there 
In the sweet By and by 
We shall meet on that beautiful shore 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

(dÆ) Bloom, Harold, American Religious Poems: An anthology, New York: Library of America,  
, . 

(d\) Bennett, Sanford Fillmore, Sweet By and By, Boston (Massachusetts): E. P. Dutton, . 
See also: Sankey, Ira D., My Life and the Story of the Gospel Hymns, Philadelphia 
(Pennsylvania): The Sunday School Times Company, , . 
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Nearer my God to Thee (^) 
Nearer to Thee (d) 
E’en though it be a cross (^) 
That raiseth me (d) 
Still all my song shall be (^) 
Nearer my God to Thee (^) 
Nearer my God to Thee (^) 
Nearer to Thee (d) 
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What a friend we have in Jesus (b) 
All our sins and griefs to bear (`) 
What a privilege to carry (b) 
Everything to God in prayer [pray’r] (`) 

� ��*� Ï	
�� ;"�
�� XYKz {�O� : 0SU%�i 0SU%�i / 0�%�i 0SU%�i) U
U%�i T-..(  
(]`Æ) 
I heard the voice of Jesus say (b) 
Come unto me and rest (^) 
Lay down, thou weary one, lay down (b) 
Thy head upon my breast (^) 
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(b`) 
Each little flower [flow’r] that opens (`) 
Each little bird that sings (^) 
He made their glowing colours (`) 
He made their tiny wings (^) 
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For all the glories of the earth and sky (\Æ) 
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For trees that whisper and for winds that sigh (\Æ) 
We give Thee praise (d) 
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(c]b) 
Gleaming in the sunshine (^) 
Floating in the air (c) 
See the banner waving (^) 
Beautiful and fair (c) 
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To God be the glory, great things He hath done (\\) 
So loved He the world that He gave us His Son (\\) 
Who yielded His life an atonement for sin (\\) 
And opened the life-gate that all may go in (\\) 
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We give Thee but Thine own 
Whate’ er the gift may be 
For all we have is Thine alone 
A trust, O Lord, from Thee 
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We give Thee but Thine own    
/o /o /o /o /o /o   (^) 
         

What e'er the gift may be    
/o /o /o /o /o /o   (^) 
         

For all we have is Thine a lone  
/o /o /o /o /o /o /o /o (b) 
         

A trust O Lord from Thee    
/o /o /o /o /o /o   (^) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Van Dyck, C.V.A., Reminiscences of the Syrian Mission from  to , Beirut: Office of 
the Commission Representative, (unpublished typeset manuscript),  . 
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