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Image 1: Graf’s Nachlass in the Bavarian State Library (Nachlass B). Photo by Peter Tarras, courtesy of Helga Rebhan/Bayerische Staatsbibliothek.

The first volume of Georg Graf’s (1875-1955) Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur is still the most important reference work for Christian translations of
the Bible into Arabic. Graf himself regarded as his lifework a comprehensive account of Christian Arabic literature, which eventually culminated in his magisterial five-
volume Geschichte (Vatican, 1944-1953). Without doubt one of the greatest pioneers of the study of Arab Christianity, he also published on this and related topics in
a great number of articles, monographs, and newspaper contributions and compiled catalogues of important collections.[1] Especially the latter gave him direct
access to ancient manuscripts in the Vatican, Jerusalem and Cairo. The question of availability of sources is crucial to contextualize Graf’s groundbreaking
endeavours. His Nachlass, the collection of documents he left behind, promises to yield important details.

Graf’s Nachlass, today kept in Munich, holds the remainders of his extraordinary scholarly efforts, materials collected from 1900 till the end of his life. This treasure
trove provides fascinating insights into his approach to the topics of his interest, but probably more importantly into the availability of primary sources, including the
circulation of Christian Oriental manuscripts in Germany during the first half of the twentieth century.

Graf’s Nachlass is currently split into two parts. After Graf’s death, his sisters left his materials and a number of books to Julius Aßfalg (1919-2001), one of Graf’s
former protégés and later professor for Christian Oriental studies in Munich. I shall call this Nachlass A. Nachlass B (image 1 above), consisting of two boxes (mostly
notebooks, manuscript photographs, letters and materials for publication) was sold to the Bavarian State Library in Munich shortly after Graf’s death.[2] These
materials are hitherto uncatalogued. Aßfalg did not pay any special interest to the contents of Nachlass A. Thus, after his death, it was about to be destined for the
dumpster, if it had not been for Aßfalg’s student Hubert Kaufhold who recognised its value. Nachlass A consists of twenty cardboard drawers, further materials and a
collection of letters, which have been inventoried by Kaufhold.[3] He also used these materials for a number of publications.[4] One should also mention 74 letters by
Graf in the Nachlass of his penfriend, the librarian Emil Gratzl (1877-1957) kept at the Bavarian State Library.[5] While the latter is catalogued, Nachlass A and B
need to be properly catalogued, integrated into a publicly accessible library collection and, thus, put at the disposal of researchers. Yet, this is not an easy task as
Graf worked on topics not only related to Arab Christianity, but to the whole of Oriental Christianity (including Armenian, Byzantine, Coptic, Georgian, Slavic, and
Syriac sources) and used to make his notes almost entirely in shorthand.

Much of the material found in Graf’s Nachlass went into his Geschichte. He also left a bundle of papers for a second edition of volume one, which he was unable to
finish before his death. One of the greatest impediments for Graf’s project was the fact that he did not have direct access to the important collection of Christian
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Arabic manuscripts of St. Catherine’s monastery at Mount Sinai. In a letter from 1954 (in Nachlass A), he laments that “since I could not consult any manuscript
catalogue for my ‘Geschichte’ apart from that of Mrs. Gibson,[6] the references I made relying thereon are problematic and, as it turns out now, partly incorrect” (my
translation). Besides the Studia Sinaitica series, Graf’s knowledge of Sinaitic manuscripts was based on two further sources. A number of photographs in both parts
of the Nachlass show that he seems to have been able to order copies directly from St. Catherine’s monastery. Nachlass A, for instance, contains photographs of MS
Sinai Ar. 2, a translation of the Pentateuch including the Book of Daniel, dated 328 AH/ 939/40 CE (images 2–3 below). Graf was apparently unable to match it with
one of his groups of Pentateuch translations, since he categorises it as “of uncertain provenance“ (Geschichte I, 108). Today, the Sinai monastery still holds glass
plates from which photographs like those in Graf’s Nachlass were reproduced.[7] Apart from these, Graf got acquainted with Sinaitic manuscripts through collectors
and antiquities dealers who sought out his expertise in order to determine the value of Christian Arabic manuscripts in their possession.

Image 2Image 2: The original glass plate of MS Sinai, St. Catherine’s Monastery, Ar. 2, located at Sinai, from which Graf’s print (image 3) was produced. Photo courtesy St. Catherine’s Monastery.: The original glass plate of MS Sinai, St. Catherine’s Monastery, Ar. 2, located at Sinai, from which Graf’s print (image 3) was produced. Photo courtesy St. Catherine’s Monastery.
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Image 3Image 3: Graf’s print of Sinai, Ar. 2, contained in Nachlass A. Photo courtesy Hubert Kaufhold.: Graf’s print of Sinai, Ar. 2, contained in Nachlass A. Photo courtesy Hubert Kaufhold.
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One example is a parchment codex bound in wooden boards, which was handed over to Graf by the Munich antiquarian Ludwig Rosenthal (1840-1928) around
1914.[8] Graf’s photographs as well as his description made it easy for me to identify the manuscript as MS Bryn Mawr, Bryn Mawr College, BV 69. A little note (in
Nachlass A; image 5 below) shows that he kept track, as it were, of its whereabouts, since Graf was able to identify a facsimile of the manuscript in the famous
Katalog Hiersemann 500.[9] Thus, the Nachlass here helps us to understand the circulation of this manuscript, which made its way from Munich to Leipzig, later to
Zurich, New York and then to Philadelphia.[10]

Image 4Image 4: Reverse of Graf’s print (image 3), with notes about the manuscript. Photo courtesy Hubert Kaufhold.: Reverse of Graf’s print (image 3), with notes about the manuscript. Photo courtesy Hubert Kaufhold.
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Image 5: A note on MS Bryn Mawr, Bryn Mawr College, BV 69, identifying it with the entry in the Katalog Hiersemann 500. Photo by Peter Tarras, courtesy Hubert Kaufhold.

Another example is Graf’s acquaintance with the erratic collector Friedrich Grote (1861-1921), whose life and collection of Oriental manuscripts I have researched for
the last two years, bringing to my attention Graf’s Nachlass in the first place.[11] Grote spent almost 30 years in Egypt and sought to base a scholarly career on his
research, partly undertaken at St. Catherine’s monastery. This seems to have been pre-empted in some way by the simultaneous efforts of Agnes Smith Lewis and
Margaret Dunlop Gibson, but probably to a greater extent by a lack of erudition in Oriental studies.

When Grote returned to Germany in 1918, he brought with him a large number of Christian manuscript fragments in different languages. Frustration seems to have
caused him to sell his collection, of which six Christian Arabic fragments ended up in the Bavarian State Library.[12] In 1919, Grote sent these fragments together
with two further fragments to Graf who immediately informed Gratzl about his suspicions that they had “very likely escaped the Sinai monastery” (my translation).
Only in 1951, Graf learned from Grote’s widow, who provided him with a list of the whole collection, that the collector had been to the monastery himself. To Gratzl he
wrote of his “great sorrow to see that the vandalistic dismemberment of the rich and precious manuscript collection of the Sinai monastery still continues” (my
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translation). Unfortunately, Graf was unable to convince the librarian to buy the whole collection, the remainders of which are scattered today throughout Europe and
the United States. Graf’s Nachlass proves to be a valuable source for the history of modern research on Oriental, especially Arab, Christianity. Furthermore, it helps
us to better understand the acquisition and dissemination history of Christian Oriental manuscripts in Western institutions. It is hoped that these fascinating materials
might at some point become available in digital form.

Peter Tarras is currently a research assistant in the DFG-funded project “Arabic and Latin Glossary“ based at the University of Würzburg 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-Fārābī. 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.
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