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ORIENTAL MANUSCRIPTS

AND NEW INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES

Val. Polosin, E. Rezvan

TO THE CD-ROM EDITION OF THE ST. PETERSBURG ARABIC BIBLE

A month ago Decadi Publishers Ltd Oy (Helsinki, Finland)
started distribution of the first issue of the CD-ROM Series
“Asiatic Museum. Treasures from St. Petersburg Academic
Collection of Oriental Manuscripts™ attached to the journal
Muanuscripta Orientalia. Within the frames of this series the
publication of the **Secret Visionary Autobiography” of the
Fifth Dalai Lama Ngag-dbang blo-bzang rgya-mtsho
(1617—1682) was prepared by Dr Vladimir Uspensky. It
provides a great deal of new information indispensable for
students of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism. The first judg-
ments proves that the new publication of this outstanding
specimen of Tibetan spirituality was met with interest by
our colleagues.

The second CD-ROM publication is expected to con-
tain a three-volume manuscript of the Arabic Bible, which
is of great importance both from the textological and codi-
cological points of view. The manuscript (D 226) is pre-
served in the collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the
Institute of Oriental Studies, Russian Academy of Sciences.
It pretends to be the earliest and, at the same time, the
fullest collection of Biblical texts written in Arabic.

Usually. the Arabic manuscripts containing the texts of
the Scriptures were not lying in the scope of interests of
specialists in Arabic studies, being analyzed mostly within
the aims of Oriental Christianity research. But it occurs
sometimes that the interests of the scholars working in both
of the fields meet owing to the special features of this or
that manuscript. The St. Petersburg Arabic Bible appears to
be such a manuscript. The circumstances surrounding the
history of the text seem to be of much interest. To begin
with, in 1925, Father Alberto Vaccari, Professor at the Isti-
tuto Pontifico Biblico, published his study of the Vatican
manuscript containing the text of the Arabic Bible (call
numbers ar. 467 and ar. 468) [1]. This manuscript was of
prime importance, as it was used as a base for the famous
Rome edition of 1671, which for the first time fully pre-
sented the printed text of the Arabic Bible. Father Vaccari
succeded in establishing the provenance of the Vatican
manuscript. It was ordered by the Jesuit Giovanni Battista
Eliano and executed in Tarabulus (the Lebanese Tripoli)
in 1579. Giovanni Battista Eliano had a task to find the full
text of the Arabic Bible in order to prepare the first printed
edition intended for distribution among the Arabs. As Fa-

ther Vaccari has discovered, the Bible brought back to
Vatican by Giovanni Battista Eliano was transcribed from a
manuscript, part of which (the Second Book of Mac-
cabees) was, in its turn, copied out in 1238 from the origi-
nal executed in Antioch in 1022.

By the time of Vaccari several manuscript Arabic
Bibles containing different parts of the Scriptures text were
known. Furthermore, the investigations of Vaccari enabled
him to come to the important conclusion. He regarded the
Vatican manuscript of 1579 to represent the first codifica-
tion of the text of the Arabic Bible. He also thought that
different parts in the Vatican codex were copied from dif-
ferent originals.

It was in the same year of 1925 that the important arti-
cle of Father Vaccari was read by I. Yu. Krachkovsky.
Only one year earlier the Russian scholar published his de-
scription of a three-volume Arabic Bible which was tran-
scribed in 1238 from the Antioch original of 1022 [2], so
he immediately paid attention to the abundance of similari-
ties in the Vatican manuscript and the St. Petersburg one.

After testing the text of the St. Petersburg manuscript
against two photographs of the folios of the Vatican codex,
I. Yu. Krachkovsky disputed Vaccari's conclusion. In an
article entitled “The original of the Vatican manuscript of
the Arabic Bible” the scholar noted: “Even if we put aside a
rather serious written evidence for the translation of the
whole text of the Bible into Arabic, which was made in the
ninth century, the decisive argument would be the very ex-
istence of original of the Vatican manuscript, which was
transcribed in 1238, came to our days and is stored now
in the Asiatic Museum (D 226)” [3]. If the suggestion by
I. Yu. Krachkovsky on the St. Petersburg Arabic Bible is
right, which seems to be most probable, the St. Petersburg
codex is 340 years older than the Vatican one, though it is
not easy to challenge the priority of the Vatican codex
widely accepted now [4]. It should be added also that the
St. Petersburg manuscript is considered to be the oldest
Arabic arrangement of the Biblical texts within one version.

Most part of the St. Petersburg manuscript (the whole
corpus of the “Old Testament™) was copied from the Anti-
och original of 1022 by one monk Pimen in Damascus in
A.D. 1235—1238. The manuscript bears a lot of notes of its
ownes and readers, which are helpful in restoring its his-
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tory. In particular, for some time the manuscript was held
by a certain ‘Isa b. Miisa and his descendants. In 1618 Su-
layman b. Jirji al-katib, the founder of the famous literary
family of al-Yaziji, donated it as a waqf to the Belemend
monastery (in the vicinity of Tripoli), where it was stored
till the end of the nineteenth century. In 1913 this manu-
script, along with a collection of Arabic Christian manu-
scripts, was gifted to the Russian Tsar Nicholas II by Greg-
ory 1V, the patriarch of Antioch, in commemoration of the
300th anniversary of the Romanov dynasty. In 1919 it was
transferred from the Tsar's library in Winter Palace to the
Asiatic Museum of the Academy of Sciences (now the
St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies,
Russian Academy of Sciences).

Unfortunately, despite the St. Petersburg manuscript
was thoroughly described, it was not studied in full. It
should be mentioned that not all of the scholars agreed with
I. Yu. Krachkovsky that not only the Book of Maccabees in
the manuscript but the whole “Old Testament” was copied
from the Antioch original of 1022. Even the fact that the
Vatican Arabic Bible was copied from the manuscript pre-
served in St. Petersburg was questioned by G. Graf. The
latter held Vaccari's opinion that the Antioch original was
the protograph of the Book of Maccabees solely [5].

One should bear in mind that the discussion on the both
Bible manuscripts took place not in the very favourable
political conditions. I. Yu. Krachkovsky could use the
St. Petersburg manuscript and was able to collate the text of
the St. Petersburg codex with the Vatican one only against
the two above-mentioned photographs. Meanwhile, his op-

ponents were familiar with the Vatican codex, but knew
practically nothing of the St. Petersburg manuscript of the
Arabic Bible which was not available to them. In their in-
vestigations they could employ only the photographs from
the third volume of the St. Petersburg manuscript. As they
pointed out, “in spite of the repeatedly efforts it was im-
possible to receive from Leningrad the photographs of the
first two volumes” [6].

Now, for the first time, the CD-ROM facsimile edition
makes the St. Petersburg manuscript accessible in all its
entirety, thus giving the fascinating possibilities to resolve
the old scholarly dispute and to re-assess the whole volume
of existing material in order to solve a variety of textologi-
cal and cultural problems.

The new IBM/MAC hybrid CD-ROM contains the full
contents of all three volumes (around 1,600 pages pre-
sented in colour). The material is organised along the usual
patterns of the arranging of a book and has its hierarchical
structure. The software includes the capabilities for quick
and careful search, presentation and study of the material.
Friendly interface allows to organize the screen and adds to
the standard Windows functions some original (Zoom pic-
ture, etc.). It is supplied with the sound track — fragments
from the Orthodox liturgy in Arabic. We do hope that the
new edition will provide not only new scholarly possibili-
ties to conduct textological, codicological, and linguistic re-
search but will also enable all those interested in manu-
script heritage of the Orient to get in touch with
the real masterpiece of manuscript tradition of the Arab
Christians.
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Illustrations

Fig. 1.

Manuscript D 2206, vol. 3, fol. 13b, 30.5 X 23.0 cm, the colophon of the scribc Pimen.

Fig. 2. Manuscript D 226, vol. 1. fol. 74b, 30.5 X 23.0 cm, onc of the miniatures (9.0 X 7.5 cm) illustrating
the book of Numbers. Evidently the scribe planned to execute at least 26 miniatures, but only ten
(in black and white) were actually made. Moreover, five of them had been cut later.

Fig. 3. Manuscript D 226. vol. 1. fol. 56b, 30.5 X 23.0 cm. two reader's notes dated by 1538 and 1561 and

containing details of the manuscript history.

Fig. 4. Manuscript D 226. vol. 1. fol. 96b, 30.5 X 23.0 cm, the beginning of the book of Deuteronomy with
the note of 1ananiya, grandson of the Antioch patriarch Makariyus. dated by 1672.

n

Fig. S.

Manuscript D 226. vol. 1, fol. 116a, 30.5 X 23.0 cm. folio with colophon containing the date 1236

and several other details of the manuscript history.
Fig. 6. Manuscript D 226. vol. 1. fol. 210b, 30.5 X 23.0 cm. folio with the note of Athanasiyis. metropoli-
tan of Beiruth, dated by 1806 and cvaluating the importance of the manuscript.





