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Abstract: The Mingana Syriac, Garshiini and Arabic manuscripts collection,
preserved in the University of Birmingham Library contains —among
others— a number of seminal works on a variety of Christian subject
matters in Arabic (Garshiini). At least two of these manuscripts, Mingana
Syr. 155 and Syr. 562, contain, inter alia, an interesting piece dealing with
a miracle, attributed to St. George. In this paper we present its text and a
study of it focused on its contents and its linguistic characteristics.
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Resumen: La coleccién de manuscritos en siriaco, garshoini y d4rabe
conservados en la biblioteca de la Universidad de Birmingham contiene
—entre otros— un numero destacado de textos sobre variadas cuestiones
en torno a la cristiandad en 4rabe (Garshiini). Al menos dos de estos
manuscritos, Mingana Syr. 155 y Syr. 562, contienen, inter alia, un
interesante fragmento relacionado con un milagro atribuido a San Jorge.
En este trabajo presentamos el texto y un estudio sobre el mismo
enfocado en su contenido y sus rasgos lingiifsticos.
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Saint George (ca. 275/281-23 April 303) was, according to tradition, a
Roman soldier in the Guard of Diocletian, who is venerated as a
Christian martyr.' Very little is known about the real life of St. George.
He is believed to have died as a martyr, possibly at Lydda in Palestine
during the persecution of Christians in the third/fourth century. In
hagiography he is one of the most venerated saints in the Catholic
(Western and eastern Rites), Anglican, Eastern Orthodox, and the
Oriental Orthodox Churches. He is the subject of many legends
including that of the slaying of a fearsome dragon and is regarded as
one of the most prominent military saints. The most famous legend,
especially in the Eastern Orthodox Churches, depicts St. George as a
young soldier who rescued a maiden princess from a dragon at Silene
in Libya.?

St. George’s actions, inspired by his belief, led the townsfolk to
convert to Christianity. He refused any reward for his heroic deeds,
but rather, he encouraged the people to show compassion towards the
poor. He became the patron saint of England, which adopted St.
George’s flag (a red cross on white background) as its national flag
when King Edward 11l nominated him in 1348 as guardian of the new
Order of the Garter.3 Each year at St. George’s tide in April the
Sovereign and Knights came together in Windsor Castle for a religious
Festival lasting three days “to the honour of Almighty God, the
glorious Virgin Saint Mary and Saint George the Martyr”.

*  An updated version of a paper presented at the IXth Christian Arabic
Conference, University of Malta, Valletta, 19-21 July, 2012.

Cf. “Saint George” in Walter, Christopher, The Warrior Saints in Byzantine
Art and Tradition, «Bibliotheca Hagiographica Graeca» 271, 272 (Ashgate
Publishing, 2003), p. 110.

For a summary of the Acts of St. George according to the Syriac tradition,
see George Anton Kiraz, The Acts of Saint George and the Story of his Father
from the Syriac and Garshuni Versions (Bar Hebraeus Verlag: The
Netherlands, 1991), pp. 13f; P. Bedjan, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. I
(Paris, 1890), pp. 277-300 and E.W. Brooks, “The Acts of S. George” in Le
Muséon, Tom. xxxviii (1925).

*  Cf. Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok, Who is Who in Christianity (London, 1998), p. 102.
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St. George is somewhat an exception among saints and legends, in
that he is known to, and venerated by, both Christians and Muslims
throughout the Middle East, from Egypt to Asia Minor. His stature in
these regions derives from the fact that his figure has become a
composite character mixing elements from Biblical and Qur’anic
sources. He is sometimes identified with al-Khidr4 and is said to have
killed a dragon near the sea in Beirut and at the beginning of the 20th
century Muslim women used to visit his shrine in the area to pray to
him.5 In Egypt the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria refers to St.
George as the “Prince of Martyrs” (... ).6 He also gained the
epithet “Leader of the Cavaliers” (... 4,).7 The Copts also celebrate
his martyrdom on the 23rd of the month of Paremhat of the Coptic
Calendar.

The Present Work

The rich collection of the Mingana Syriac, Garshiini and Arabic
manuscripts, preserved in the University of Birmingham Library
(England)® contains numerous valuable, and in some cases unique,
works. Volume 1 of the Catalogue in particular contains a number of
seminal works on a variety of Christian subject matters in Arabic
(Garshiini). At least two of these manuscripts, Mingana Syr. 155 and
Syriac 562, contain, inter alia, an interesting piece dealing with a
miracle, attributed to St. George, which he is said to have performed

* A revered figure in Islam whom the Qur'an describes as a ‘righteous

servant of God’ (cf. Qur’an, S. XVIII: 65), who possessed great wisdom or
mystic knowledge, represented iconically by a fish. In medieval Islamic
tradition al-Khidr is variously described as a messenger or a prophet.

Cf. Richard Hovannisian, Religion and Culture in Medieval Islam (Cambridge,
2000), pp. 109-110.

¢ Cf. Magdi Salamah, Al-Batal Mar Girgis al-Rimani: ‘Amir al-Shuhada’ - Ra’id
al-Fursan (Cairo, 1997), pp. 5, 7, 9.

Ibid. (Title page) and passim.

A. Mingana, Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts, Vol. I: Syriac
and Garshiini Manuscrips, Cambridge, 1933; Vol. II: Christian Arabic
Manuscripts and Additional Syriac, Cambridge, 1936; Vol. III: Additional
Christian Arabic and Syriac Manuscripts, Cambridge, 1939.
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in the city of Baghdad. The purpose of this paper is to draw the
attention of scholars and colleagues to the existence of this hitherto
unpublished work as well as to present its text and provide an
analysis of its contents, linguistic features and value.

The Manuscripts

The Arabic text published here has survived in at least two
manuscripts preserved in the Mingana Collection. These are:

(@) MS Mingana Syr. 155 (hereafter = A). It contains a number of
different works in Syriac and Garshiini, including a few pieces
on the explanation of the liturgy and baptism by Moses bar
Kepha as well as a copy of the ecclesiastical Canons of Dionysius
Bar Salibi, Metropolitan of Amid and of The Gloria in excelsis Deo
with the additions made to it by St. Athanasius of Alexandria (in
Garshiini)’. It is written in two clear West Syrian hands of about
the middle of the 19" century.”

(i) MS Mingana Syr. 562 (hereafter = B). It contains a
comprehensive collection of miracles, as well as some pious
anecdotes and lives of saints, in Garshiini. It is dated 24™ July,
2034 of the Greeks (= A.D. 1723) and was written in the
Monastery of al-Za'faran by the priest-monk Boghos from
Gargar during the time of the West Syrian Patriarch Ignatius
Gorgis (George) Shukr-Allah."

This piece was published recently by the present writer. See Rifaat Ebied,
“A short Version in Syriac and Arabic of the Gloria in Excelsis Deo, with
Additions by St. Athanasius the Great” in Collectanea Christiana Orientalia,
vol. 14 (2017), pp. 65-71.

For a description of this manuscript and its contents, see A. Mingana,
Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts, Vol. I: Syriac and Garshtini
Manuscrips (Cambridge, 1933), colms. 356-358.

For a description of this manuscript and its contents, see A. Mingana,
Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts, vol. I: Syriac and Garshiini
Manuscrips, colms. 1044-1052,

10

11
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The Present Piece: its contents and language

The Garshiini text of the Miracle reproduced here is taken from MS
Mingana Syriac 155. The part of the manuscript which comprises our

Arabic text consists of folios 64v-68v. It is headed: |gudy lgruo jorlas"
S AW Bkl L opel Lins 4o yer jgo Lo Jolal) gl

Contents of the Piece:

The piece records the details of a miracle performed by St. George in a
certain year in the city of Baghdad on the day of his Feast, the 23" of
April, when a large crowd of people from the city and many other
places gathered in the monastery named after his name in order to
celebrate his Feast. A certain wicked, one-eyed man named Aba al-
Hasan and referred to as ‘chief of thieves and vagabonds’ ( ¢ oyalll 1§

) jS) enticed his followers (40 in number) to raid the monastery,

plunder it and loot its possessions. He reached the roof of the
monastery with the help of a silk ladder with hooves of iron.

When the Saint arrived at the monastery, he greeted two men
sitting at the entrance of the altar and dressed in white clothes. The
Saint then addressed these two men, explaining the reason of the
delay in coming to the monastery, viz. that a certain widow had one
sole child who had drowned in the sea and that she had made a vow to
the Saint should he save her son from drowning. The Saint, having
accepted her vow, saved her son and handed him over to his poor
mother.

The Saint shook off his clothes in proof of his arrival straight from
the sea. A drop of water was shaken off his clothes, fell on Aba al-
Hasan’s eye which was healed and opened and he was thus able to
regain his sight with it. AbQ al-Hasan, then, expressed his wish to
become a Christian, be baptised in the name of Christ, repent and
become a monk. The forty fellow-thieves of Abii al-Hasan, having
heard what had happened to him, also expressed their desire to



26 An Arabic Version of a Miracle by St. George.

become Christians, be baptised and consecrated as monks. They
commenced to fast and pray in piety.

Having witnessed this miracle of the change that occurred toAbt
al-Hasan and his followers, from thievery to monasticism, the crowds
in the monastery were all amazed and praised God.

Language of the Piece:

The language of the piece is in general classical Arabic. There are,
however, a few divergent features in the orthography, syntax and
spelling of occasional words which suggest colloquial or Middle Arabic
influence on its language which was a common feature of works
authored by Christian writers. These divergences consist mainly of
variant spellings such as the omission of the dots of the Ta’ Marbutah

(e.g. 4L\ for 4yul)) and of the substitution of the hamzah with ya’ (e.g.

s for ), the substitution of sad for sin (e.g. ,,- for ,,.). Moreover,
with regard to the style, the author employs a number of colloquial
expressions which were, and still are, in use in many regions of Bilad
al-Sham (e.g. i, for 4,89 sl for slady o for o,#). Furthermore,
there are a number of indications of an Iraqi local dialectal influence
on the language of the text, e.g. the use of the expression: ¢ 3 (‘one-
eyed’). In the present edition of the text I have normalized most of
these divergences wherever it has been possible, while noting all
variant readings in each case.

A comparison of the Arabic text of our piece contained in the two
Mingana manuscripts shows that, with the exception of a few
insignificant variations, they are substantially the same. The
insignificant variant readings have been noted in the footnotes
appended to the text.

Conclusion

The present piece, therefore, would appear to deserve publication on
the grounds of its uniqueness and literary merits in addition to the
fact that it forms part of the surviving corpus of Christian Arabic
writings.
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