Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies, Vol. 29.1, 3-44
© 2026 by Beth Mardutho: The Syriac Institute and Gorgias Press

SYRIAC-SCRIPT INSCRIPTIONS AND
GRAFFITI AT THE MONASTERY OF
ST. ANTONY (EGYPT)

AARON MICHAEL BUTTS

UNIVERSITY OF HAMBURG

ABSTRACT

In this article, I present Syriac and Garshuni inscriptions
and graffiti from the Monastery of St. Antony in the
Egyptian desert along the Red Sea. These Syriac-script
writings serve as evidence for Syriac Christians at this
monastery, establishing their presence in the late
sixteenth century and thereby supplementing what was
previously known about earlier centuries from several
notes found in Syriac and Garshuni manuscripts.

INTRODUCTION

Currently housed in the British Library in London is a Syriac
manuscript, Ms British Library, Add. 14,632, that once belonged
to the Monastery of the Syrians in the Wadi al-Natrin." The

' For an overview of Syriac manuscripts that have at some point in their
histories belonged to the Monastery of the Syrians, see Sebastian P. Brock
and Lucas Van Rompay, Catalogue of the Syriac Manuscripts and
Fragments in the Library of Deir Al-Surian, Wadi al-Natrun (Egypt),
Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 227 (Louvain: Peeters, 2014), xiv—xix. For
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manuscript contains a number of works by Isaac of Nineveh,
but what interests us here is a note that is appended on an
initial folio of the manuscript.” This note tells about a certain
Rabban Mattai, of Tur ‘Abdin, who copied the first two quires
of the manuscript at the Monastery of the Syrians sometime in
the mid-thirteenth century, perhaps between 1235-1245, and it
continues as follows:

... when this one was fed up with the leadership, that is
with the dangers and injustices of the monks who were
of an evil spirit, he departed and fled to the Monastery of
St. Anthony, and he took the book of Mar Isaac with him,
so that he might read and delight in it, and then return it
to this monastery (viz. the Monastery of the Syrians). But,
it so happened that he became sick there at the
Monastery of the glorious Antony, and he died there. The
book—the counterpart to the present one—remains
there until today. Also, he took with him a silver cross
from this monastery, and it remains there until today.
May God forgive him, because he did not take them as a
thief, but rather so that he might read and use them for
a time and then return them or bring them back here. In
any case, fate befell him, and he died and left them in
that monastery. Our Syriac brothers who go to this
monastery after us should know that the Monastery of
St. Paul, which is near to the Monastery of St. Antony,
used to belong to us, the Syriacs, just as this one (viz. the
Monastery of the Syrians), and there are many Syriac

a useful list of the dated manuscripts, see Sebastian P. Brock, “Dated Syriac
Manuscripts Copied at Deir Al-Surian,” in Between the Cross and the
Crescent: Studies in Honor of Samir Khalil Samir, S,J. on the Occasion of His
Eightieth Birthday, ed. Zeljko Paga, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 304
(Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 2018), 355—371.

2 For the manuscript, see William Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts
in the British Museum, Acquired since the Year 1838 (London: Trustees of
the British Museum, 1870-1872), 576-81.
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books there to this day, but because time advanced and
the Syriacs faded out from there, the Egyptians seized it
but [...] there was no one to examine the case with them
and deliver it from their hands ...”?

The Monastery of St. Antony and the neighboring Monastery
of St. Paul mentioned here are located in the Egyptian desert
along the Red Sea.* The presence of Syriac Christians at the
latter can be established already by the turn of the tenth
century, thanks to a colophon in Ms London, British Library, Or.
5021.° Thanks to the note about Rabban Mattai in Ms Brit. Lib.

® For the Syriac text, see Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the
British Museum, Acquired since the Year 1838, 580. A previous English
translation (by A. S. Tritton) is available in Hugh G. Evelyn White, The
Monasteries of the Wadi 'n Natrtin, ed. Walter Hauser, Publications of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Egyptian Expedition (New York, NY:
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1926-1933), vol. 2: 389—390. See also the
comments in Sebastian P. Brock, “Notulae Syriacae: Some Miscellaneous
Identifications,” Le Muséon 108:1-2 (1995): 75-76 fn. 11. I would like to thank
Grigory Kessel for providing me with an image of the folio in question.

4 For the Monastery of St. Antony, see Elizabeth S. Bolman, ed., Monastic
Visions: Wall Paintings in the Monastery of St. Antony at the Red Sea (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002). An extremely useful virtual 3D
tour of the lower zone of the Old Church, where the Syriac-script texts
edited here are located, is available at <https://arce.org/monastery-st-
anthony>. Similar works do not yet exist for the Monastery of St. Paul, but
for now see Otto Meinardus et al., “Dayr Anba Bula,” in The Coptic
Encyclopedia, ed. Aziz S. Atiya (New York, NY: Macmillan Publishing
Company, 1991), vol. III: 741a—744b. Note should also be made of the
important on-going project, directed by Lisa Agaiby, to digitize and
catalogue the manuscript collection of the Monastery of St. Paul.

’ The relevant text reads as follows: “This book was written in the year one-
thousand two-hundred and fourteen according to (the reckoning) of the
Greeks (= go2/3 CE) in the interior dessert of Abba Paul, the solitary and
saint, in the days of Dionysius, patriarch of the apostolic see of the city of
Antioch, and in the days of Michael, head of the bishops of Alexandria.
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Add. 14,632, we know that Syriac Christians were still present at
the Monasteries of St. Antony and of St. Paul in the mid-
thirteenth century. Yet a further note may push that date even
later. This one is found in Ms Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de
France, Syr. 191, which was written in 1670 and contains, inter
alia, a number of texts related to Gregory of Nazianzus in
Garshuni.® At the end of the manuscript (f. 287v), the scribe, a
certain Gregory, copies a note that he found in his exemplar.
This note says that the exemplar was copied in 1393 CE (1109
year of the martyrs) by a monk named Zacharias in the
Monastery of St. Paul from a manuscript in the Monastery of St.
Antony.” Since the note mentions that Zacharias brought the
original exemplar from which he copied from Greater Syria (al-
Sham), and since again the Paris manuscript is in Garshuni
(though that is not strictly probative for its Vorlage), it seems

Elisha“ of Zugnin wrote it for his beloved brother in our Lord Jesus Christ,
Mar Shlemun, monk and priest, who is from the jurisdiction of Mar‘ash,
the city of Germanikia ...” For the Syriac text, see Brock, “Notulae Syriacae:
Some Miscellaneous Identifications,” 74—76. For the manuscript, see
earlier George Margoliouth, Descriptive List of Syriac and Karshuni Mss. in
the British Museum Acquired since 1873 (London: British Museum, 1899),
48-49.
% For the manuscript, see Hermann Zotenberg, Catalogues des manuscrits
syriaques et sabéens (mandaites) de la Bibliothéque nationale, Manuscrits
orientaux (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1874), 132-34. Images of the
manuscript are available online at <https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btvib10088718j>. For Gregory of Nazianzus in Arabic, see Georg Graf,
Geschichte der christlichen arabischen LiteraturStudi e Testi 118, 133, 146,
147, 172 (Citta del Vaticaono: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1944-1953),
vol. I: 330-333.

The precise folio is available at <https://gallica.bnffr/ark:/12148/
btvib10088718j/f295.item.zoom>. For a summary of the note, see
Zotenberg, Catalogues des manuscrits syriaques et sabéens (mandaites) de
la Bibliothéque nationale, 133.
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likely that this Zacharias was a Syriac Christian.® If so, the note
would establish the presence of a Syriac Christian at the
Monastery of St. Paul, and perhaps also at the neighboring
Monastery of St. Antony, in the late fourteenth century. Taken
together, these notes show that Syriac Christians were present
at the Monasteries of St. Antony and of St. Paul at least by the
turn of the tenth century and continuing for the next several
centuries, at least until the mid-thirteenth century and perhaps
until the end of the fourteenth century.

Syriac-script inscriptions and graffiti provide further
evidence for the presence of Syriac Christians at the Monastery
of St. Antony, and at a later date: the sixteenth century. In 2002,
Sidney H. Griffith published a Syriac graffito along with several
in Garshuni from the Monastery of St. Antony.? In the spring of
2024 and again in the fall of 2025, I was able to visit this
monastery, where I re-examined the texts in situ as well as took
new photographs, some of which are provided below.” In this

¥ S0 also René-Georges Coquin and Maurice Martin, “Dayr Anba Antuniyas,
Chronology,” in The Coptic Encyclopedia, ed. Aziz S. Atiya (New York, NY:
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1991), vol. III: 721b—723b: “a Syrian monk”.
The relevant portion of the note reads as follows: oms o Naows . . .
Nt PR Suias wasaddl RN Lus! ws Jse™\ il fas
SIS NV N VEEFTIE N RQEN ERCRTIN RETRRESEISAN N W/ £
'm?wp@&epkag;smeeoubxk\iLgﬁ\&phﬁ\@
“... it was copied from an exemplar by the hand of one of the monks of the
monastery of our great father Anthony in the desert of exile, a pious and
knowledgeable man, whose name is Zachariah. He mentions in it that he
brought the original exemplar, from which he copied, from Greater Syria
to Egypt, from a unique exemplar—it was the only one in Syria”.

9 Sidney H. Griffith, “The Handwriting on the Wall: Graffiti in the Church of
St. Antony,” in Bolman, ed., Monastic Visions, 189.

*” My visits—the first together with Martina Ambu and Sophia Dege-Miller
and the second with Perrine Pilette—to the Monastery of St. Antony, as
well as to the Monastery of St. Paul, were part of fieldwork for the project
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article, I present all the Syriac-script graffiti and inscriptions
found at the site. I begin with a group of Garshuni graffiti that
seem to be related to one another, then turn to a Syriac
inscription incorporated into the thirteenth-century painting
program, and finally conclude with a Syriac graffito found
outside the door of the old Church.

5 - Sanctuary

C = Chapel

Figure 1: Plan of the lower zone of the old Church of St. Antony"

“BeInf—Beyond Influence: The Connected Histories of Ethiopic and
Syriac Christianity,” which is based at the University of Hamburg; see
<https://www.aai.uni-hamburg.de/beinfhtml>. One part of the Belnf
project looks to Egypt as a place where Ethiopic and Syriac Christians
came into contact.

" This plan derives from Elizabeth Bolman, “Introduction,” in Bolman, ed.,

Monastic Visions, xxiv.
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A CONSTELLATION OF GARSHUNI GRAFFITI:
OVERVIEW OF TEXTS 1-4 (MAYBE ALSO 5)

On the east wall of the central nave of the old Church are
portraits of St. Antony (N1), to whom the monastery is
dedicated, and of St. Paul (N2), to whom the neighboring
monastery is dedicated (see Figure 2).” These portraits are part
of an extensive painting program created in 1232/3 by a team of
Coptic artists led by the master artist Theodore.” Underneath
these portraits is a section of plaster, dating from the sixteenth
century, on which a number of inscriptions and graffiti are
written (see Figure 3). On the right half of the plaster is a long
Arabic inscription commemorating the death and burial of the
Coptic Patriarch Gabriel VII (1525-1568), who oversaw the
monastery’s restoration in the sixteenth century.” Written
vertically to the right of this inscription is a Garshuni graffito,

" The references in parentheses refer to the plan in Figure 1.

'3 See Elizabeth Bolman, “Theodore, ‘The Writer of Life’, and the Program of
1232/1233,” in Bolman, ed., Monastic Visions, 37-76.

'* An updated, new edition of this important inscription is currently in
progress by Perrine Pilette and the present author. For now, the Arabic
text, with French translation and notes, are available in René-Georges
Coquin and Pierre-Henry Laferriére, “Les inscriptions pariétales de
l'ancienne église du monastere de Saint Antoine, dans le désert oriental,”
Le Bulletin de UInstitut frangais d’archéologie orientale 78 (1978): 275-279
(no. 13). An English translation is available in Griffith, “Graffiti in the
Church of St. Antony,” 186-87. Interestingly the same text is copied at the
end of Ms Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. copt. 7, f. 337r,
and the end of the inscription also appears in Ms Vatican City, Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. copt. 9, f. 1v; see Coquin and Laferriere, “Les
inscriptions,” 277-278. Images of both manuscripts are available online at
<https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.copt.7> and <https://digi.vatlib.it/
view/MSS_Vat.copt.g9>, respectively. For Patriarch Gabriel VII, see Samir
Khalil Samir, “Gabriel VII,” in The Coptic Encyclopedia, ed. Aziz S. Atiya
(New York, NY: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1991), vol. IV: n33b-1135a.
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which is labelled here as Text 1, and under it is another, labelled
here as Text 2, written at a slight angle.”” On the other side of
the section of plaster, surrounded by many Arabic script
graffiti, is yet another Garshuni graffito, labelled here as Text 3.
As will become clear in the discussion below, these three
graffiti—along with Text 4 and possibly also Text 5, both on the
other side of the opening—Ilikely form a constellation,
involving some of the same people and likely all written at the
same time."

" On the vertical writing of Syriac (and so by extension also Garshuni), see
Alain Desreumaux, “Comment peut-on écrire en syriaque? Ou des
problémes du scribe devant sa page blanche,” in Maniéres de penser dans
UAntiquité méditerranéenne et orientale. Mélanges offerts a Francis Schmidt
par ses éléves, ses collégues et ses amis, ed. Christophe Batsch and Madélina
Vartejanu-Joubert, Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism
134 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 105—26. The images in Figure 4-6 below have
been, correspondingly, rotated ninety degrees clockwise.

'® Griffith also considers them to be related: “All three of these texts were

presumably penned by the same group of pilgrims” (Griffith, “Graftiti in
the Church of St. Antony,” 189).
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Figure 2: Paintings of St. Antony (N1) and of St. Paul (N2), with

graffiti-covered plaster underneath (© Aaron Butts, 2025)
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Figure 3: Texts 1-3 in Context (© Aaron Butts, 2025)

TEXT 1

Figure 4: Text 1 (© Aaron Butts, 2024)
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Text”
Jas 12:2 &u\;a od.éaﬁ\ geadd }1»92 1
UM ’,‘a). wzoml\ wo %}\& 2
o1.o§Lauo \l..;.m OAMO WL LANO 3
)332 SO WO Wi\ gub 0 4
Translation
1 Have mercy on your sinful servants, by the prayer of

Anba Paul,

2 the great one among the anchorites, your servants,
Mattai
3 and Muqaddasi, Syriac priests, easterners,
4 from the region of Fars, in the year 1897 (= 1585/6 CE)
Commentary™

In. 1 afpa\ Griffith reads ofjo\, which is, however, non-
sensical. The reading o{pa\ is all but assured by context (note
that Griffith also translates “the sinners”), even if the kap is

" To aid accessibility for Arabists not familiar with the Syriac script, I

provide here the text in Arabic script:

y}g LA\ E\)\.,Ag ollad| _’J,\N& ‘?)\
Ble b g gy
i b o

—

N

3
4

I stress that this transcription is not intended to be of scientific value but

only to make the text accessible to a greater readership, including in Egypt

where the graffito is located.

® The text of this graffito, along with an English translation, is given in
Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 189. The graffito also appears
as no. 12 in Coquin and Laferriére, “Les inscriptions,” 275, though only the

first couple of words could be read at that time.
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slightly misformed (taking a shape similar to ‘¢, and so Griffith’s
reading). It is tempting to read the traces of ink above 4é as
syame, ie., slyaN\ = sled|, plural of OLL But see the
comments on 3 owojlas below for another case of missing
syame.

In.1 sllys Griffith has ofli> without syame.

In. 3 Between uw,an and weamo, Griffith has ellipses, but
nothing seems to be missing in the text, and the space seems
normal, even if on the larger side.

In. 3 owo3lase should be swojlas with syame, for &,Lis, plural
of (3 . Note that the résh seems to have two dots. For the
connotation of this adjective “Easterners”, see the conclusion
below.

In. 4 ylls With a caveat that his reading is “very uncertain,”
Griffith proposes [yAs] ‘(Methed]’, both text and translation
thus within square brackets. Presumably, Griffith understands
this as a place name, but the location remains unidentified.
Moreover, the syntax of such a reading, ostensibly a city in
construct with the broader region, is not expected in Arabic.
Finally, the traces of ink do not necessarily support such a
reading. The proposed reading o> ‘region’ fits the context
much better, and the traces of ink fit this reading, though with
a slanted lamad (not vertical).

In. 4 .)3_92 Griffith reads " 3_9?. It is not clear what he intends
by the latter sign(s), but the mark(s) seem to be written on the
line contiguous with what came before. I propose to read a final
punctuation mark (like a period). Regardless of the ultimate
solution to the problem of this final mark, the text is explicitly
dated to 1585/6 CE (1897 year of the Greeks). For reasons
unknown, Griffith did not include the date in his English
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translation (only “in the year ...”), leaving this crucial piece of
information unknown to those who do not read Syriac script.

TEXT 2

Figure 5: Text 2 (© Aaron Butts, 2025)

Text™
[caling @0 Mapo o5 L iag[/]
l?ousa (o L] )o.»i?o oqllo?o =) Y
L[ o Jas Lo/ 7[A]ma,.°o PYANS
oSN\ maseps/

A WO N R~

' Again, to make the text accessible for those who do not read the Syriac
script, I provide here the text in Arabic script (for caveats, see fn.17 above):
[l od e ) b &[)] 1

Sl [0y U @l oa¥sly ey 2

EUPRPRNICINECIIC PR

o= sl 4
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Translation

1 Forgive, o Lord, the sin(s) of (the) priest Girgis

2 and his wife and his children. Have mercy,
[0 Lord,] through the prayers of

3 your Mother and of your saints, Anba Paul and Anba

4 Antony, the great ones.

Commentary™

In. 1 «@o The reading is not entirely certain, especially the
second letter. Also note that one would expect the definite
article on the noun, wa™.

In. 2 [wa]ix, Again, the reading is uncertain, though the

name is common, including in graffiti from St. Antony’s.

In. 2 [5 L] The reconstruction is very tentative, including

the fact that it is far from clear that there is enough space.

In. 2 J/olly> The reading seems assured by context, and the

traces of ink can more or less be made to fit the word.

*° This graffito is mentioned briefly in Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St.
Antony,” 189, but neither text nor translation is given.
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TEXT 3

Figure 6: Text 3 (© Aaron Butts, 2025)

Text™

wmeaN t[‘]m[.n]l\ FISERN ’loalao we o L '.922 1
uL&O

;m;?o [waslsap[s]/ Las/ l?ousa polaps iag /o 2
t.:o? gac0sp00 ’L_ml]aoo 71[,]5\0 61]3; )oosl?o[a]?

Translation

1 Remember, o Lord, in your kingdom your servants, the
priests, Muqaddasi and Mattai,

2 and forgive their sins through the prayers of our father
Antony. Have mercy

3 on their brothers (?) through the prayer of your
Mother, your angels, and your saints. Amen.

* Again, to make the text accessible for those who do not read the Syriac
script, I provide here the text in Arabic script (for caveats, see fn. 17 above):

eal) g"‘"\:"“ Q[c]ﬂ[z]j\ das U)ojgw L} <) L j:\ 1
15 [kl by DMl e il 2
o) sy ISy Sy 35y (sl]1 3
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Commentary*

In. 1 The reading ¢[+]a[a]™ is uncertain; note also that this
putative plural form is not recorded in the lexica.”

In. 3 The reading of qu? a[5]! is very uncertain, especially
the first letters, but the general structure is clear: This word is a
plural noun, possesses a third masculine plural pronominal
suffix ‘their’, and serves as the direct object of the imperative
verb in the previous line.

TEXT 4

The previous three graffiti were all located on the same section
of plaster, and two of them (nos. 1 and 3) mentioned two
“Eastern” priests, Mattai and Muqaddasi, from Fars. These two
persons appear in a very fragmentary text found across the
opening on the north side of the east wall of the central nave,
under the painting of the Virgin Mary with Christ Child (N36)
(see Figure 7). This text, only a few words of which are
preserved in two lines but which will have originally been
longer, is vertically oriented with a slight counter-clockwise
slant (see Figure 8). It does not seem to have been mentioned

in previous scholarship.

** This graffito is mentioned briefly in Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St.
Antony,” 189, but neither text nor translation is given.

*3 That includes Georg Graf, Verzeichnis arabischer kirchlicher Termini, 2nd
ed., CSCO 147 (Louvain: L. Durbecq, 1954), go.
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\}J i
Figure 7: Virgin Mary with Christ Child (N36), with graffiti covered

Zonch O

Coh /s

plaster underneath (© Aaron Butts, 2025)
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Figure 8: Text 4 (© Aaron Butts, 2025)

Text™
] os Lalel ] 1
m,.n]:oo w0 g 2
Translation

1 Forgive, o Lord, [
2 your servants Mattai and Mu[qaddasi

** Again, to make the text accessible for those who do not read the Syriac
script, I provide here the text in Arabic script (for caveats, see fn. 17 above):
Py kBRI 1

dw;i]ﬂj G de 2
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TEXT 5

Also under the painting of the Virgin Mary with Christ Child
(N36), lower on the wall than Text 4, is another, longer
Garshuni text, here labelled as Text 5 (see Figure 9).*
Unfortunately, this text is highly damaged, and only a few
words can be made out, such as peio ‘Mary’ at the end of the
third line from the end. The text, however, seems to be in
Garshuni and not Syriac. Given how little can be deciphered, it
is unclear whether this text should be included in the
constellation of Garshuni discussed previously (at least Texts 1—
4), though it is possible, if not likely, given its proximity to the
others.

* Mentioned in Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 189.
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Figure 9: Text 5 (© Aaron Butts, 2024)

TEXT 6

In the southwest corner of the central nave of the old Church
there is a painting of the Syriac monastic figure Barsawma (N11)
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(see Figure 10).” The painting is part of the broader program of
Theodore and his team of Coptic artists and so dates to 1232/3.
In his hand, Barsawma holds a scroll, the top of which is
inscribed in Syriac and the bottom in Coptic (see Figure 11). To
date, the Syriac inscription has defied interpretation.” As a
potential way forward, we might entertain the possibility that
the Coptic painter did not know Syriac and so was merely trying
to re-create some writing that he had before him. In such a case,
we would be dealing with imitation and so should have a higher
tolerance for miswritten words. Working from this assumption,
I propose that the first word, which appears as the non-sensical

26 . .
For Barsawma, see Lucas Van Rompay, “Barsawmo,” in Gorgias

Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, ed. Sebastian P. Brock,
Aaron M. Butts, George A. Kiraz, and Lucas Van Rompay (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias Press, 2011), 59, where additional references can be found, to
which can now be added several publications by Andrew Palmer,
including “The West-Syrian Monastic Founder Barsawmo: A Historical
Review of the Scholarly Literature,” in Orientalia Christiana: Festschrift fiir
Hubert Kaufhold zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Peter Bruns and Heinz Otto Luthe
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2013), 399—413; “Editing a Syriac
Hagiography: The Life of Barsawmo the Northerner,” in Syrische Studien:
Beitrdge zum 8. Deutschen Syrologie-Symposium in Salzburg 2014, ed.
Dietmar W. Winkler, Orientalia — Patristica — Oecumenica 10 (Wien: LIT
Verlag, 2016), 89-108; The Life of the Syrian Saint Barsauma: Eulogy of a
Hero of the Resistance to the Council of Chalcedon, Transformation of the
Classical Heritage 61 (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2020),
along with the following edited volume: Johannes Hahn and Volker-
Lorenz Menze, The Wandering Holy Man: The Life of Barsauma, Christian
Asceticism, and Religious Conflict in Late Antique Palestine, Transformation
of the Classical Heritage 60 (Oakland, CA: University of California Press,
2020).

*T See the earlier attempt in Coquin and Laferriére, “Les inscriptions,” 272—
273 (no. 5), along with the tentative translation of V. Gold and M. Guinan,
apud Birger A. Pearson, “The Coptic Inscriptions in the Church of St.
Antony,” in Bolman, ed., Monastic Visions, 222.
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s, should be understood as 1-'%2 “combat”, probably for
Jjmsay/ “combatant’, paralleling the Coptic AromAa
“combatant”. What looks like ‘¢-yod (us.) could be a misformed
gamal (4), and similarly what looks like mim (x) could be
waw-nun (s0). In such a case, only the missing initial ‘alap
would need paleographic explanation. It is, however, also
difficult to understand why 1,%2 “combat” would have been
written for |jmiay/ ‘combatant’. Nevertheless, reading
J<pca>sax </> paralleling Coptic AroNAa “combatant” would
make some sense of the beginning of the inscription, which has
so far defied interpretation. The second word of the first line is
Jo\y “of God’, giving in total Jo\y |<qm>sag >
“combat<ant> of God’, a close parallel to the Coptic.”* The

second line of the Syriac is more difficult to explain. The last
word of the second line seems to be la..o “holy”, probably an
adjective modifying Barsawma (alternatively it could modify
God). Before that is what appears to be hét-yod-yod-"alap (Juus)
or hét-héet-’alap (Js), neither of which is understandable, but
could potentially stand for L. “living” or maybe L. “life”.
Unfortunately, nothing in the parallel Coptic text helps to
clarify. Before this is an “alap that likely concludes the previous
word (perhaps another adjective?), which has otherwise been
lost due to damage. The third line of the Syriac text reads Isoyis

“Barsawma”, paralleling mapcwma in In. 2 of the Coptic. Note

that the spelling of the saint’s name is not the Syriac form
Isooyis but rather seemingly a transcription of the Coptic/Greek

*® Gold and Guinan translate “In the name of God” (apud Pearson, “The
Coptic Inscriptions in the Church of St. Antony,” 222), which could equally
be read if one accepts a higher tolerance for miswritten letters, but it
would mark a sharp departure from the Coptic parallel.
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form (without a mater lectionis representing w).” The
beginning and end of In. 4 are both lost, and only three letters
remain in the middle of the line. Gold and Guinan translate
“accompany”, presumably understanding these letters as ua\.*”
Such a reading is possible but far from certain. In particular, a
command “accompany the nations” is not particularly
compelling in the context. Moreover, the traces of writing could
be read in other ways, including soN, s, NN, and probably
also sax—to which I will come shortly. Some direction can be
found in the parallel Coptic inscription, the relevant portion of
which reads as follows: [..]go NNI€oNOC THpoY “[VERB] all

the nations”. In his edition of the Coptic, Pearson reconstructs

the verb as [Tg]go, which he proposes is a variant form of

» 31

Tgpo “to accompany”’.” This reconstruction is, however,
unconvincing: A variant with g is not recorded in the Coptic

lexica.* In addition, and even more problematically, Pearson’s
reconstruction seems to be motivated by the Syriac text, the
reading of which is highly uncertain. If the Syriac is set aside for

a moment, the Coptic is better reconstructed as [Tca]go

* On the representation of Greek (and by extension Coptic) vowels in
Syriac, see Aaron Michael Butts, Language Change in the Wake of Empire:
Syriac in Its Greco-Roman Context, Linguistic Studies in Ancient West
Semitic 11 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016), 9o—94.

%? Gold and Guinan, apud Pearson, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 222.

3! pearson, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 222.

% See W. E. Crum, A Coptic Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 461.
The second letter of the reconstruction is actually written as 2 instead of
in the publication, but this is presumably a mistake since the former
grapheme seems to be restricted to the early dialect of Proto-Theban
(where it represents the sound /k/). I would like to thank Grzegorz Ochata
for helping with this problem.
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NNI€eNocC THpoy “teach all the nations”, echoing Matthew
28:19.% If this proposed reconstruction of [ Tca]go is accepted,
the Syriac could perhaps tentatively be reconstructed in turn as
[+]saN[1].* Regardless, reconstructing the Coptic text here, as
Pearson seems to have done, based on the Syriac borders on

explaning ignotum per ignotius and so should be avoided. The
beginning of In. 5 of the Syriac text is lost, but the end reads

Jsasas. “nations”, paralleling NNI€eeNOC “the nations” in In. 3 of
the Coptic. Thus, with a little creativity, some sense can be
made of the Syriac text, especially given the parallel Coptic,
even if much remains uncertain and unknown.

Text
o\ [<qa>sa <> 1
bawo () L{Jw 1] 5
[]bogs [.] 3
[.]sa}[’. ] 4
JEREVAN [\0015—”] 5
Translation

1 Combat<ant> of God
2 [..]living (?) holy
3 [..] Barsawma [...]

% 1 thank Michael Hensley for this suggestion. For the biblical text, see
George William Horner, The Coptic Version of the New Testament in the
Southern Dialect, Otherwise Called Sahidic and Thebaic, Vol. 1: The Gospels
of S. Matthew and S. Mark (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911), 350: BWK 6€
NTeTNTCE®w NNgeoNoc THpoy- Unlike Pearson’s proposed variant,
Tcago is well established for tcBwe see Crum, A Coptic Dictionary, 320.

3 For the shape of s0, compare the suggestion of J<j\m>sa < > above

with so and x being similar.



4
5

Aaron Michael Butts

[...] teach
[all] the nations

ries | h‘ I

Figure 10: Barsawma (N11) holding scroll with Syriac and Coptic

inscriptions (© Aaron Butts, 2024)

27
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Figure 11: Text 6 (© Aaron Butts, 2025)

TEXT 7

A Syriac text is found on the exterior wall to the right of the door
at the northwest corner of the nave of the old Church (see
Figure 12).% In his study, Griffith provides the Syriac text along
with an English translation.*® He did not, however, note that
this same text is often employed at the doors of Syriac churches.
Harrak’s inventory of Syriac and Garshuni inscriptions from
Iraq, for instance, includes examples of the identical text, for
instance, at the Chaldean Church of Mar Esha‘ya in Mosul

% The door in question is located between N23 and N24 in Figure 1 above.
36 Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 189.
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(AA.o1.01) and at the Syriac Orthodox Church of Sergius and
Bacchus in Qaraqosh (AD.03.01). The text is also found
outside of the Syriac homeland, for instance, at the Syriac
Orthodox Church of Saint Thomas in Vettikkal, India.*® The
graffito under discussion at the Monastery of St. Antony,
however, represents the only attestation of the text, to my
knowledge, in Egypt. It is worth noting further that the text is
transmitted under Ephrem’s name in at least one printed
version of the Tekso.*

37 See Amir Harrak, Syriac and Garshuni Inscriptions of Iraq, 2 vols., Recueil
des inscriptions syriaques 2 (Paris: De Boccard, 2010), 36. Similar formulae
are also found throughout the volume.

B See pl. VIII in Francoise Briquel-Chatonnet et al., Les inscriptions
syriaques, Etudes syriaques 1 (Paris: Geuthner, 2004). For additional
information, see Francoise Briquel-Chatonnet et al., Recueil des
inscriptions syriaques, vol. 1: Kérala (Paris: De Boccard, 2008).

%9 So Sebastian Brock, apud Harrak, Syriac and Garshuni Inscriptions of Iraq,
63—64. I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for drawing my
attention to the fact that text is also attested several times in Simtho: The
Syriac Thesaurus (<http://simtho.bethmardutho.org>).
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Figure 13: Text 7, close-up (© Aaron Butts, 2024)
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Text
lm...',' u:o lb.il Qo 1
Jsaus Ao/ ouso asso 2
oy giso g0 baus 4
Jsaus 5
Translation
1 This is the door full of mercy,
2 and within it there is mercy.
3 Enter, sinner, and ask
4  for mercy from your Lord, who is full
5  of mercy.
Commentary

General: It is difficult to say much definitively about the dating,
apart from the fact that paleographically it must stem from
after the twelfth century.*

In. 1 llso. Griffith has s without the vowel.
In. 1 Jsauy Griffith has Jsaus without syame.
In. 2 |saus Griffith has lsus without syame.

In. 3{T»} Griffith has [ usge], thus in square brackets. Given
the attestations of this text in other graffiti, where such a word
does not occur, it seems more likely that we are dealing with a
false start of the scribe, who wrote first » and then made a

** The script is that which Brock and Van Rompay call “Developed, or Later
Serto”; see Brock and Van Rompay, Catalogue of the Syriac Manuscripts
and Fragments in the Library of Deir Al-Surian, Wadi al-Natrun (Egypt),

xxii.
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mistake with the second letter (perhaps ), erased both, and
started again.

In. 4 Jsauy Griffith has Jsau; without syame.
In. 4 . Griffith has Jlso without the vowel.

In. 5 Isaus Griffith has Isus without syame. Also, note that
the scribe ran out of space on the previous line and so had to
continue on a new line.

CONCLUSION

Whether on shorter pilgrimages or extended stays, Syriac
Christians spent time in Egypt.* The presence of Syriac
Christians in Egypt is well known in the Wadi al-Natran, and
above all at the Monastery of the Syrians, which, of course,
derives its name from their presence there.*” But, the
Monastery of the Syrians is far from the only place where Syriac

* See the overviews in Lucas Van Rompay, “Syriac and Related Scripts in
Egypt,” in jJourney of Writing in Egypt, ed. Khaled Azab and Ahmed
Mansour (Alexandria: Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2008), 104-153 and Lucas
Van Rompay, “Syriac Contacts with Coptic Christianity,” in Brock et al,,
ed., Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 103-106, both
with additional references.

* For overviews of the Monastery of the Syrians, see Lucas Van Rompay, “Al-
Suryan, Dayr,” in Brock et al., ed., Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the
Syriac Heritage, 386—387; Karel C. Innemée, “Dayr Al-Suryan: New
Discoveries,” in Claremont Coptic Encyclopedia, ed. Karen Torjesen and
Gawdat Gabra (Claremont Graduate University, 2016); Karel C. Innemée
et al, “The Church of the Virgin in Dayr Al-Suryan (Wadi al-Natrun):
Architecture, Art, and History between Coptic and Syriac Christianity,” in
Worlds of Byzantium: Religion, Culture, and Empire in the Medieval Near
East, ed. Elizabeth Bolman et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2024), 281—322, all with additional references. After many years of work,
under the direction of Karel Innemée, a multi-volume publication is
currently being prepared on the Monastery of the Syrians.
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Christians visited or stayed in Egypt. Still in the Wadi al-Natrian,
Syriac Christians were also, for instance, present at the
Monastery of St. Macarius, and in fact the visit of a (future)
Syriac Orthodox Patriarch, Yuhanon bar Shayullah (1484-1493),
is not only mentioned in his Vita but also seems to be
commemorated in a graffito still partially preserved on a wall
there.® Syriac Christians also had a presence in Egypt outside
of the Wadi al-Natrin. Along the Nile, for instance, Syriac
graffiti are found at the Monastery of Abt Hinnis (now in
ruins), just south of Antinoopolis.** A bit further south, moving

* For the passage in his Vita, see Iskandar Bcheiry, The Account of the Syriac
Orthodox Patriarch Yithanun Bar Say Allah (1483-1492): The Syriac
Manuscript of Cambridge: DD.3.8(1), Gorgias Eastern Christianity Studies
34 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013), 52 (ET) with a facsimile of the
relevant page of the manuscript on p. 69. For full discussion of the matter,
including an edition, translation, and commentary of the Syriac graffito,
see Aaron Michael Butts, Martina Ambu, and Perrine Pilette, “Syriac and
Garshuni Graffiti at the Monastery of St. Macarius (Wadi al-Natrin,
Egypt),” Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 77 (2025): 86-108.

* See Jacques Jarry, “Les inscriptions syriaques de Deir Abu Hennes en
Moyenne Egypte,” Bulletin de U'Institut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale 68
(1969): 121-131; Jacques Jarry, “Nouvelles inscriptions coptes, grecques,
arabes et syriaque de Deir Abou Hennes,” Bulletin de la Société
d’Archéologie Copte 21 (1973 1971): 55-81; A. Gasse, “Rapport préliminaire
d’'une mission épigraphique a Deir Abou Hennes,” Annales du Service des
Antiquités de 'Egypte 69 (1983): 95-102; Gertrud J. M. van Loon and Alain
Delattre, “Patterns of Monastic Habitation on the East Bank of the Nile in
Middle Egypt: Dayr al-Dik, Dayr Aba Hinnis, and al-Shaykh Sa'1d,” Journal
of Coptic Studies 16 (2014): 235—78; Alain Delattre et al., “Christian
Inscription from Egypt and Nubia 2 (2014),” Bulletin of the American Society
of Papyrologists 52 (2015): 297—314; Alain Delattre, “Les rapports entre la
ville d’Antinoé et le monasteére du Deir Abou Hennis en Moyenne-Egypte,”
in Itinerari mediterranei fra IV e IX secolo. Citta-capitale e Deserto-
monastico : Atti del convegno (Genova, 1-12-13 novembre 2010), by Beatrice
Astrua, Collana di studi del Centro Interdipartimentale di Scienze
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up the Nile, Syriac writing has long been known from Thebes,
including a Syriac inscription of the Lord’s Prayer from the
Monastery of St. Epiphanius.* More recently, it has come to
light, thanks to a lone graffito, that a Syriac Christian visited the
Red Monastery.** And, as we have seen in this article, Syriac
Christians had a presence at the Monastery of St. Antony, as
well as at the neighboring Monastery of St. Paul, in the Egyptian
desert along the Red Sea.

As discussed in the introduction to this article, notes in
several manuscripts establish the presence of Syriac Christians
at the Monasteries of St. Antony and of St. Paul by at least the
turn of the tenth century and continuing for the next several
centuries, at least until the mid-thirteenth century and perhaps
until the end of the fourteenth century. It is in this context that
we should understand the incorporation of the Syriac figure
Barsawma into the painting program of Theodore and his
fellow Coptic artists.*” The painting of Barsawma is placed to
the right of a prominent composition on the south wall of the
nave that depicts four famous Egyptian monastic figures, Pishoi
the Great (N7), John the Little (N8), Sisoes (Ng), and Arsenius
(N10) (see Figure 14). Barsawma thereby joins these Egyptians

Religiose - Universita di Torino (Torino: Accademia University Press,
2016), 39-54.

* For this text, see W. E. Crum and Hugh G. Evelyn White, The Monastery of
Epiphanius at Thebes, vol. II: Coptic Ostraca and Papyri; Greek Ostraca and
Papyri (New York, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1926 ), 152, 343, pl. xvii.
For the early date of discovery of Syriac materials in the Thebaid, see
William M. Brashear, “Syriaca,” Archiv fiir Papyrusforschung 44 (1998): 88—
89.

% For the conservation work, under the direction of Nicholas Warner, see
<https://arce.org/project/red-monastery-architectural-conservation>.
The present author is currently editing the Syriac graffito.

47 See the reflections in Bolman, “Theodore, ‘The Writer of Life’, and the

Program of 1232/1233,” 53.
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in his role as a foundational figure of Syriac monasticism. In the
context of this article, it should be stressed that Barsawma is
visibly identified as a Syriac monastic by the presence of Syriac
writing on the scroll. That such attention was paid to
Barsawma’s identity as Syriac bespeaks contacts between
Coptic and Syriac Christians at the Monastery of St. Antony’s in
1232/3 when the painting program was created—basically the
same time, it will be recalled, as when Mattai left the Monastery
of the Syrians and came to St. Antony’s with a Syriac
manuscript and silver cross in hand. In fact, it is likely that a
Syriac Christian—not unlike Mattai, though of course not
necessarily him—wrote the Syriac exemplar which the Coptic
artist (imperfectly) imitated when realizing the painting itself.
In any case, this Syriac inscription provides yet another datum
of evidence for interactions between Coptic and Syriac
Christians at the Monastery of St. Antony in the thirteenth
century.
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l T . S bt &
Figure 14: Pishoi the Great (N7), John the Little (N8), Sisoes (Ng), and
Arsenius (N10), with Barsawma (N11) to the upper right (© Aaron Butts,

2025)

The Monastery of St. Antony was pillaged sometime around
1484.* Thanks to the Garshuni graffiti (re-)edited here, we
know that Syriac Christians were again present at the
monastery after that destruction. Text 1 is explicitly dated to
1585/6 CE, and Texts 3 and 4 will have been written around the
same time, since they record the same names. The dating of
Text 2 is less certain, given the difference in onomastics, but its
proximity to Text 1 should be stressed, as well as its general
similarity (paleography, phrasing, etc.). More uncertain is Text
5, given its lamentable state of preservation, but again its
physical proximity should be noted. Adding to what was

* See Coquin and Laferriere, “Les inscriptions,” 278—79.
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previously known from notes in manuscripts about an earlier
period, this constellation of Garshuni graffiti establish the
presence of Syriac Christians at the Monastery of St. Antony in
the late sixteenth century. Several of the Syriac Christians in
these Garshuni graffiti are identified by name, and two, Mattai
and Muqgaddasi, are said to be “Easterners” who travelled from
the region of Fars. “Easterners” here could potentially be
understood as East-Syriac Christians, including especially the
Church of the East,* but that is not the only possible
interpretation, or even the most likely. In Syriac manuscripts
from the Monastery of the Syrians, one encounters the Syriac
adjective madnhaya (Jaw,»), literally “Easterner”, referring to
Syriac Orthodox Christians.”” So also here, in Text 1, the
“Easterners” (owojlax) are probably Syriac Orthodox
Christians.” These Syriac Orthodox Christians will have
journeyed all the way from Fars, on the Persian Gulf in what is

* This seems to be how Griffith understands the phrase: “among eastern
Christians, even beyond the bounds of the denomination of the Copts”
(Griffith, “Graffiti in the Church of St. Antony,” 189). On the appellation
Church of the East, instead of the problematic Nestorians, see Sebastian P.
Brock, “The ‘Nestorian’ Church: A Lamentable Misnomer,” Bulletin of the
John Rylands University Library of Manchester 78:3 (1996): 23-35.

%’ See, e.g., a note on f. 230r of Ms Dayr al-Suryan Syriac 30 by one Zokhe “the
Easterner’ (law,) who is associated with the Syriac Orthodox
Monastery of Mar Barsawma (near Melitene) and who refers to the Syriac
Orthodox Patriarch Michael (166-1199). Or, to give another example, a
certain Abraham “the Easterner’ (lawsy»), from Beth Sbirino in Tur
‘Abdin, left a reader note in Serto—and so presumably is Syriac
Orthodox—in MS Dayr al-Suryan Syriac 3, f. 25r and perhaps also in Ms
Dayr al-Suryan Syriac 9, f. 30v (though note the hand is different). See
Brock and Van Rompay, Catalogue of the Syriac Manuscripts and
Fragments in the Library of Deir Al-Surian, Wadi al-Natrun (Egypt), 228, 15,
and 44.

%' In this regard, the use of the Serto script should be stressed.
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now south-western Iran, to the Egyptian desert along the Red
Sea.” Their presence at the Monastery of St. Antony reflects the
importance of this monastery as a pilgrimage site for Christians
along the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond as well as the
entanglements, contacts, and exchanges that took place there
over the centuries.”
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