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aint Catherine’s Monastery at Mount Sinai has preserved the single most important collection of early Arabic Bible translations and, more generally, of Christian
writing in Arabic. One of the most curious manuscripts of this collection bears the shelfmark MS Sinai Ar. 514. It was first described by Aziz Suryal Atiya (1898-1988)
in his 1955 Handlist.[1] Notwithstanding the usually dry descriptive tone of a manuscript catalogue, Atiya could hardly hide his excitement about the discovery,
describing it as a “Unique Quintuple Palimpsest in three languages - Syriac, Greek and Arabic. Discovered on Tuesday 12 June 1950, towards the close of the Mt.
Sinai Expedition, this has been christened by its discoverer and author of this Hand-list, as ‘CODEX ARABICUS".[2] This christening was again announced in an
article roughly ten years later, in which Atiya also explains, not without pride, that the Codex Arabicus is “the third major treasure” found at Saint Catherine’s, next to the 4th-
century Codex Sinaiticus, discovered by Konstantin von Tischendorf (1815-1874), and the 4th-century Codex Syriacus, discovered by Agnes Smith Lewis (1843-1926).[3]
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Image 1: F. 160r of MS Sinai Ar. 514 (Codex Arabicus) with Thomas’ colophon at the bottom. | thank Father Justin for the permission to use images from Saint Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai, Egypt.

The importance of the Codex Arabicus, however, lay not in its being one of the oldest witnesses to the text of the New Testament, as are its Greek and Syriac siblings. Rather,
Atiya saw in the fivefold reuse of parchment “a record unmatched in palimpsest history”.[4] Yet, besides a number of hagiographical texts, the scriptio superior also preserved
what is probably the oldest known Christian Arabic translation of the biblical book of Job.[5] According to Atiya, the text was translated from Syriac and copied “in what might
be described as early Kufic or perhaps pre-Kufic archaic Naskh by a contemporary of the age of Charlemagne, that is, in the late eighth or early ninth century”.[6] In the same
year of Atiya’s article, Balus ‘Ayyad ‘Ayyad published an edition of the text, which had been brought to his attention by Atiya.[7] In his short preface, ‘Ayyad also judged the
Arabic version to be translated from the Syriac. Neither he nor Atiya, however, give any reasons for their estimation. Likewise ‘Ayyad dates the translation to the ninth century
without justification, specifying, however, that its translator was the Sinaitic monk Thomas of Fustat (TGma al-Fustati). In 1998, Steven P. Blackburn subjected the translation
to further scrutiny in his doctoral dissertation.[8] Again, he simply introduces it as “the product of an Egyptian monk, Toma al-Fustati”.[9] Still, Blackburn was able to narrow
down the possible base-texts of the translation as the Peshitta with some influence of the Greek Septuagint, probably mediated through the Syro-Hexapla. In a recent article,
Arik Sadan questioned the influence of the Peshitta, which cannot have been the exclusive Vorlage of the text, and pointed to features that more strongly link it to the
Septuagint tradition.[10]

The most striking example of the influence of this tradition are the Septuagintal additions to verse 42:17.[11] These begin in the Arabic as follows (42:17b): “This is a volume
which was translated from the Syriac, since [Job] used to dwell in the land of Uz on the borders of Damascus and Hawran and his name of old was Jobab” (hada mushaf fussira
min al-suryani li-annahu kana sakin fiard ‘Ud fi hudid Dima$q wa-Hawran wa-kana ismuhu gadiman Abwab).[12] This Arabic rendition, especially the first few words, must be
viewed as an interpretation of the Greek, which starts with the pronoun houtos (translated here as hada). The referent of houtos is somewhat tricky to determine, but is is at
least clear that it does not refer to the term biblios (“book”). The text of the Syro-Hexapla, by contrast, is more faithful to the Greek, reading: “This was translated from the
Syriac books” (hdna metpaSaq men ktabé sdryané = houtos herméneuetai ek tés Syriakés bibliou). It seems to me that Atiya’s original postulation of a Syriac Vorlage, followed
by later scholars, was based solely on the Arabic translator’s attempt to make sense of an “awkward Greek sentence”.[13] But what about the translator? It turns out that the
ascription of the translation to Thomas of Fustat is on similarly shaky ground.

The colophon appended to the Septuagintal additions reads as follows: “With God’s help ends the story of Job the righteous. May God have mercy with the sinful servant who
copied it for Mount Sinai, God’s hallowed mountain. He is the sinner Thomas of Fustat.” (tammat bi- ‘awn Allah qgissat Ayyab al-siddiq rahima Allah al-‘abd al-hati” alladr
katabaha li-Tdr Sind abal Allah al-mugaddas wa-huwa Tdma al-Fustati)[14]. The use of the verb kataba, commonly employed to designate the activity of copying, makes
clear that Thomas identifies himself as the scribe rather than the translator of the text. On the basis of his handwriting, Atiya made him “a contemporary of the age of
Charlemagne” (the latter died in 814 CE). The colophon had apparently escaped Atiya’s notice, for had he read Thomas’ name, he could have noticed that a colophon by the

very same scribe was published already in 1897.

This second colophon is found in MS Strasbourg, Bibliothéque nationale et universitaire, Or. 4.225 (f. 226v) and was published in a German article by the Danish Orientalist



Johannes @strup (1867-1938) together with a description of the contents of this codex and another manuscript.[15] The colophon of the Strasbourg manuscript reads as
follows:

This precious volume was completed with the help of our Lord, Christ, in the year 288. It was copied by Thomas, the poor sinner, of Fustat at Mount Sinai, God’s hallowed
mountain. He copied it for the gentle-hearted and generous father, distinguished in the faith in God’s true word, Anba Masa son of Hakim the priest of Adrah [= Dar‘a]. When
you read in this my book, my brother, understand it and remember me in every hour you read in it. May Christ remember you in his kingdom and elevate you to his right and
may the Lady Mary and all the saints plead for him who read and him who copied and him who [had the copy made], Amen, Amen, Amen (kamala h&da [-mushaf al-Sarif bi-
‘awn rabbina <al-Mas>ih fi sana tamaniyya wa-tamanin wa-mi’atayn <kata>bahu Tima al-héati’ al-haqir al-Fustatr fi Tar <Sina> gabal Allah al-muqaddas katabahu li-l-ab al-
wadr‘ <al-karim> al-8arif bi-I-iman bi-kalimat Allah al-haqq Anba Masa ibn Hakim al-gissis al-AdrahTlamma anta qara 'ta kitabrhada ya ahi fa-ifhamhu wa-udkurni fikull sa‘a
tagra’a fihi dakaraka al-Masih fi mulkihi wa-aga@maka ‘an yaminihi wa-li-man qara’a wa-li-man kataba wa-li-man <istakataba> bi-$afa‘at Martmaryiam wa-gamr* al-qiddisin

Image 2: Colophon of MS Strasbourg, Bibliothéque nationale et universitaire, Or. 4.225, f. 226v. (Source: BNU Strasbourg)

This colophon allows us to assign a precise date to Thomas’ activity as a copyist, namely 288 AH, which is December 900 through November 901 CE. Thus, Thomas could hardly
have been a contemporary of Charlemagne! This also gives us an approximate date for the production of the Codex Arabicus, namely the second half of the ninth or the first
half of the tenth century. From the colophon we learn that the Strasbourg manuscript was produced “at Mount Sinai” (ff Tdr Sin&). The very same formulation is used in a
colophon preserved in another manuscript, which was also copied by a monk Thomas and known since 1915.[17]

This colophon is found in MS Bryn Mawr, Bryn Mawr College Library, BV 69 (f. 4v [2v]) and reads as follows:

This precious book was copied at Mount Sinai, the hallowed mountain. The self-negligent monk Thomas copied it, he who is poor, weak and very sinful copied it __ _.lask our
Lord, Christ, to forgive the sins of him who copied, him who read and him who purchased and had the copy made. May he [sc. the purchaser?] and the scribe be given what
[Christ] has given to the pious saints, and may he be elevated to [Christ’s] right and may [Christ] make him hear the voice filled with joy, Amen. May the mother of light, Lady
Mary, and all the saints plead [for them] for forgiveness, Amen (kutiba hada [-mushaf al-Sarif fi Tir Sind al-gabal al-muqgaddas katabahu Tdma al-rahib al-gafil ‘an nafsihi
katabahu _ _ _ al-maskin al-da ‘if al-katir al-dunib wa-ana as alu sayyidana al-Masih an yadfiru hatadya man kataba wa-man qara’a wa-man iqtana wa-istakataba wa-yu ‘frma

‘ata al-qiddisin al-abrar wa-yuqimuhu ‘an yaminihi wa-yusmi ‘uhu al-sawt al-mamld’ farag wa-li-l-katib amin bi-Safa ‘at al-magdfira umm al-ndar Martmaryiam wa-gamr* al-
qiddisin @min).[18]




Image 3: Colophon of MS Bryn Mawr, Bryn Mawr College, BV 69, f. 4v [2v]. Photo courtesy by Bryn Mawr College Libraries, Special Collections.

The Arabic text of the colophon together with a French translation was published by Michel van Esbroeck in 1982 who conveniently not only offered a reading for the lacuna
but also a date for the manuscript after “having examined the eroded passage for more than two hours”.[19] It is unclear to me how he arrived at his conjecture, which reads
“in the year 338” (fTsana taman wa-talatin wa-talat mi’a),[20] corresponding to 949/50 CE. Marianne Hansen, Bryn Mawr College Library’s Curator for Rare Books and
Manuscripts, replied to my request regarding the erased line: “I have just examined the MS, and the top layers of parchment are abraded; the surface is now rough. [...] | am
uncertain of why [Michel van Esbroeck] cites that date, unless he saw the manuscript before the erasure (which | frankly cannot imagine anyone here doing, and we have held
the book since the nineteen fifties)“. Hansen must be right, since Georg Graf remarked already in 1915 that the lacuna was illegible.[21] We find the colophon at the end of a
two-page table of contents, which makes a somewhat sloppy impression. Textual additions and corrections are made in the margins as well as above certain words. Especially
a number of red strokes across the page of the colophon make it appear as if this was a draft with which the scribe grew dissatisfied. The hand is not the one of Thomas of
Fustat, though it bears some similarity to it. It is my impression that it also differs from the one that copied the rest of the manuscript, which, however, could actually be
Thomas’ hand. So, one possible story of what happened here, is that the table of contents as we have it now together with the colophon was reproduced by a different scribe
who tried to imitate, not very dexterously, Thomas’ hand in order to replace the lost pinax (which would have been written on the first page of the original codex and thus most
liable to detach from the binding). The erased line, which could have contained a date, then would have fallen prey to the same process of drafting.

The table of contents of the Bryn Mawr manuscript further reveals that it used to contain an Arabic version of the book of Job as well (likewise bearing the title gissat Ayyab al-
siddiq), which is now unfortunately lost. It would have allowed us to see if this was the same version Thomas copied in the Codex Arabicus. If the manuscript was indeed
produced by Thomas of Fustat, it would further add to our knowledge about this Sinaitic scribe. It would also render van Esbroeck’s conjecture even more unlikely, for, even if
Thomas copied the Strasbourg manuscript early in his career, he would have been probably in his sixties or seventies when copying the Bryn Mawr manuscript. All this,
however, needs to be analysed in much more detail. What is needed is a palaeographic profile of Thomas as well as a minute codicological study of his manuscripts, which will
then surely allow the identification of further manuscripts. For instance, Grigory Kessel, was able to identify the palimpsest fragment MS Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
Cod. arab. 1066 as a membrum disjectum of the Codex Arabicus.[22] | believe that the same batch of Christian Arabic manuscripts contains another fragment copied in the
hand of Thomas, namely MS Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Cod. arab. 1068.[23]

It was my aim here to collect some of the information we have on Thomas of Fustat. The results are partly negative. It turned out that, even though we do not know when or by
whom the Arabic Job of the Codex Arabicus was translated, there is at least no evidence supporting the supposition the translation should be ascribed to Thomas. His being
“merely” the manuscript’s scribe, however, does not diminish his importance. In fact, he is one of the earliest known Christian Arabic scribes active at Mount Sinai who not only
produced manuscripts at the request of others, but was involved in building up Saint Catherine’s Christian Arabic library on the spot.[24] On a practical level, this meant
gathering and making use of much older parchment codices. From this practice the Codex Arabicus emerged. Another example is the famous Lewis-Mingana Palimpsest (MS
Cambridge, University Library, Or. 1287), which was not only in all likelihood produced at Saint Catherine’s as well, but whose scriptio superior, as shown by Alain F. George,
bears great similarity to Thomas’ hand.[25] One important question raised by George concerns the mode of manuscript production: Was Thomas part of a scribal workshop?
That is, are there traces of an institutionalised form of manuscript production similar to the scriptoria of the Latin West? Given that practical knowledge of manuscript



production was brought to Saint Catherine’s and cultivated there by monks from many different linguistic backgrounds, as we see, for instance, in the Greek or Georgian quire
marks of Christian Arabic codices, it is very likely that some sort of workshop existed. Yet, more evidence needs to be collected to make a strong case for this. The information
we gather from the colophons of scribes like Thomas of Fustat are key to such questions, which will also help us better understand the practical conditions under which
Christian Arabic translations of the Arabic Bible were produced, transmitted and disseminated.[26]

Peter Tarras is currently a research assistant in the DFG-funded project “Arabic and Latin Glossary“ based at the University of Wiirzburg and teaches at the Institute of Near and Middle
Eastern Studies in Munich. He is writing a PhD thesis under the supervision of Prof. Peter Adamson on evil, free will and eschatology in the Muslim philosopher al-Farab. As an associated
member of the Biblia Arabica project, he has worked on biblical quotations in Christian-Arabic apologetical literature and developed a strong interest in manuscript studies and the history
of modern manuscript collections.

Footnotes

* This text is an extract of ongoing research, which will hopefully be published in the near future under the title: “Building a Christian Arabic Library: Thomas of Fustat and the
Scribal Workshop of Saint Catherine’s Monastery”. | am grateful to Miriam L. Hjdlm and Nathan Gibson for their valuable comments on an earlier draft of this blog. | would also
like to express my gratitude to Arik Sadan, Grigory Kessel and Marianne Hansen for insights shared on various aspects of the topics discussed here. Any errors and
shortcomings are, of course, my own responsibility.
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