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1. Among the rich manuscript treasures kept at the British Library, we find more than one hundred Christian Arabic Bible translations and Bible commentaries. ! So far,
information about them has been dispersed in a dozen manuscript catalogues. This dispersion of information has made it rather difficult—even for experts in the field—to
navigate through the corpus and locate relevant material. As a means to increase accessibility to these valuable objects, | have for several years had the pleasure to re-examine
these manuscripts, select some for digitization, write a few blogs on them (here and here), and finally gather all the data into a new catalogue. 2!

2. The main purposes were to collect all the shelfmarks into one and the same volume, standardize and add codicological and content-related information, and provide indices
for scribes, calendars, acquisition notes etc. In addition, the new catalogue includes sample illustrations of the manuscripts so that readers interested in a specific scribe,
place, or time period, can easily get an idea of the basic material features of a specific codex. Lastly, it includes a couple of hitherto un-catalogued manuscripts, which so far
only have been referenced in Peter Stock’s and Colin F. Baker’s Guide or in the handwritten acquisition register at the library. ! In this post, | want to take a closer look at some
of my favourite finds and also talk about the challenges of cataloguing them.

Favorite Finds

3. The most exciting part of the work was perhaps to order up uncatalogued sources. Among these, we find Or. 16059 (fig. 1), a Syriac-Arabic interlinear psalter produced in the
14th century, which was included as item 43 in K.W. Hiersemann’s Katalog 500 (1922). “) The copy lacks any immediate source of acquisition but the date 3 November 2004
followed by the initials “V.N.” is penned down at the end of the codex. The initials probably stand for Vrej Nersessian, who was the curator of the Christian Middle East Section
at the library at that time. [°! The note also informs us that the manuscript used to be part of Arnold Mettler’s (1867-1945) collection and that Mettler deposited the manuscript
in Zurich’s university library, where it had the reference Zurich Or. 95. As Peter Tarras has shown, it was later sold to the American collector Otto Orren Fisher (1881-1961). el
Tarras convincingly argues that the manuscript may originally have been taken from Saint Cathrine’s Monastery to Europe by the German collector Friedrich Grote (1861-1922)
and that a missing folio of the manuscript is now extant in Vatican, BAV, Vat. Sir. 647, folio 168. ")

Figure 1: A Syriac-Arabic interlinear psalter. Source: Photo by Miriam L. Hjalm © From the British
Library Collection, Or. 16059, f. 33r.



4. Another favourite find of mine was Or. 8605 (fig. 2), a parchment manuscript, which transmits a very early version of Acts and the Catholic Epistles in Arabic. Georg Graf
mentioned the manuscript in 1925 and one year later, Fritz Krenkow offered a longer description of it. [/ In 2006 , Paul Géhin noted that a part of this manuscript is extant in
Paris, BnF, Ar. 6725 (Acts 9:15-12:13), and that it had been separated from the London copy already when Graf had access to the manuscript. At that time, it was still in the
possession of Grote. °) More recently, Tarras has discussed the manuscript’s acquisition history. 1! Other than this, it has not received much attention and certainly not as
much as the other two early specimens at the library: Add. 26116, brought to the library by the famous Constantin Tischendorf (1815-1874) on 11 July 1865, and Or. 8612
acquired in 1920 from Friedrich Wilhelm Bickel who was in fact Grote’s brother-in-law (which means that the manuscript comes from the Grote Collection as well). 1]

w- Short Facts About the 105 Manuscripts

i =i |
;&s“d\zﬁﬁ

s

Figure 2: An early Arabic translation of the Catholic Epistles. Source: Photo by Miriam L. Hjdlm © From
the British Library Collection, Or. 8605, fols. 35v-36r.
5. The handwriting—an Early Abbasid bookhand—seems to be identical to Sinai Ar. NF Parch. 15 and its continuation Sinai Ar. NF Parch. 64 and Sinai Ar. NF Parch. 36, that is,
manuscripts from the ninth-tenth centuries produced at the Monasteries of Mar Chariton or Mar Saba in Palestine. 2/ The parchment codex is made up of 58 folios, which are
arranged so that the so-called hair side, i.e., the folio page of an usually brighter tone, is facing another hair side. This layout conforms to a premodern rule of high-quality
book production. A page measures ca. 170 mm x 125 mm, with the text block measuring 125 -130 mm x 100 mm. The text has 18-19 lines per page. The codex is regularly made
up of quaternions, i.e., booklets (so-called “quires”) of four bifolios. Each new quire is marked with Greek numbers in the upper left corner of the recto. Like Or. 8612, the library
acquired Or. 8605 from Bickel in 1920. (3 The significance of this find lies in its representation of the early stage of Christian Arabic Bible production and as a sample of the
hitherto poorly studied reception of Acts and the Catholic epistles in Arabic.

6. In the handwritten acquisition register, we also find Or. 11334 (fig. 3), seemingly copied between the 17th-19th centuries, which contains Ibn al-Fadl’s revision of Psalms and
the Ten Biblical Odes. The copy is written on Western paper, made up of 157 folios, where a page measures ca. 170 mm x 110-120 mm (text block: ca. 120-130 mm x 70 mm).
Catchwords are marked on the lower margin at the left corner of a verso. As is common in the Riim Orthodox tradition, the psalms are divided into 20 kathismata, doxai, and
into sahar. In addition, a prayer is included after each kathisma. The codex was bequeathed to the library by a R.S. Greenshields on 10 October 1931.

Figure 3: A copy of Ibn al-Fadl’s revision of Psalms and the Ten Biblical Odes. Source: Photo by Miriam
L. Hjalm © From the British Library Collection, Or. 11334, fol. 156v.

Some Challenges



7. The cataloguing process was not without challenges: First, what is a biblical book to the respective communities? An example is the History of the Jews, which is seldom
understood as canonical yet included in the “full bible” in Or. 1326 and thus seemingly seen as authoritative by the scribe of that manuscript. I therefore also included Or. 1336,
which consists of this book only. Second, it is a challenge to collect relevant manuscripts at the library, especially since bilingual Arabic texts can be included in just any
catalogue on texts in the second language or they can be unclearly referenced in handwritten records. Thirdly, it is difficult to date undated manuscripts based only on
palaeography. Yet in the catalogue, manuscripts are arranged according to date and a provisional date therefore had to be given to all of them based on codicological data
such as writing support, quire marks, and/or catch numbers. In addition, it is sometimes hard to identify Greek-Coptic abbreviations or Syriac and Karshuni (Arabic in Syriac
script) numbering systems. Finally, figuring out the correspondence between ancient book titles and modern ones (esp. the Maccabees), finding proper terminology, keeping
up consistency in the descriptions all add to the challenge of cataloguing. | hope, however, that my catalogue will enable more people to access and take interest in the many
important finds kept at the library, which in turn will enrich our understanding of the Bible in Arabic, its history, and the communities that produced them.
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