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 David Wilmshurst first became interested in the Church of the 
East when working as an administrator in the Hong Kong Gov-
ernment. He completed a doctoral thesis in 1998 at Oxford Uni-
versity under the supervision of Sebastian Brock and published �‘a 
significantly expanded version�’ of his thesis in the Subsidia series of 
the Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium (Leuven 2000). It is a 
book of imposing bulk, which only partially corresponds to the 
wide scope set out in the title: The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the 
Church of the East, 1318�–1913. What the author in facts does is to 
catalogue very scrupulously an impressive amount of documentary 
material relating to the history of the Church of the East.  

  Chapter 1 (p. 1�–15) provides the reader with general 
information on the book and a survey of the sources. It is remark-
able how scanty the original Syriac historiography is in most of the 
centuries under study. After Bar Hebraeus�’ Chronography and the 
History of Rabban Sawma and Mar Yahballaha (date of composition 
1317�–1319) and the additions to the Chronography in the Bodleian 
Ms. 52 (relating the Timurid invasion of Mesopotamia in 1394), 
Syriac historiography seems to fade out until the 19th century.  

  Wilmshurst mentions here and there East-Syrian poetry 
composed on historical subjects (wars, famine, Kurdish assaults). It 
is probably among those poems written in Classical or Vernacular 
Syriac�—few of them are published and even fewer carefully stud-
ied�—that we should look for an East-Syrian perception of history 
from the Mongolian period to the 19th-century. Wilmshurst, how-
ever, does not appear to be interested in literature other than his-
torical narrative as an indirect source for his reconstruction. For 
instance, Macuch�’s Geschichte der spät- und neusyrischen Literatur (Ber-
lin-New York, 1976) does not appear in his bibliography.  
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  The silence of (East-)Syrian historians is partly compensated 
for by other sources: colophons, inscriptions and�—especially after 
the intensification of diplomatic contacts with Rome in the 16th 
century�—the official correspondence between the Vatican and the 
East-Syrian Patriarchs, reports from missionaries, diaries of Euro-
pean travellers. Wilmshurst�’s research focused on manuscript colo-
phons, since, as the author states, �‘in many cases, the name of a 
priest or a deacon is the only evidence for Christian activity in a 
particular village�’ (p. v).  

  The author presents a fair discussion on the terminology used 
(p. 4). Nevertheless, expressions such as �‘schism�’, �‘conversion to 
Catholicism�’ or �‘to become a Catholic�’ used for describing the facts 
of 1552 and their consequences might have been more accurately 
pondered and discussed from the juridical and historical points of 
view. Was it really a schism? Who called/calls it a �‘schism�’? Who 
converted/was converted to what? What did it mean �‘to became a 
Catholic�’ in various circumstances? The same holds for �‘traditional-
ist�’ used to distinguish those in the Church of the East who did not 
accept the union with Rome. Together with its counterpart �‘non-
traditionalist�’ used for the Catholic Chaldeans, the term �‘traditional-
ist�’ may be a useful label for a Western scholar, but it risks intro-
ducing an external and questionable point of view onto dangerous 
ground. Which side tradition takes is often a moot point.  

  Chapter 2 (p. 16�–37) contains a brief history of the Church of 
the East from 1318 �— when Timothy II became Patriarch and held 
the last East-Syrian Synod before the 19th century for which the 
proceedings have survived �— to the eve of the First World War. 
The scarcity of sources affects the historical outline sketched in this 
chapter, which is mainly based on secondary literature (Assemani, 
Badger, Bello, Coakley, Fiey, Giamil, Tisserant).�” 

  In Chapters 3 to 6 (p. 38�–341), the author arranges the 
information that he has collected according to geographical criteria. 
The result very much resembles Fiey�’s Assyrie Chrétienne (Beirut 
1965�–68), the corresponding paragraphs of which are quoted in 
square brackets beside Wilmshurst�’s titles. Of each of the regions 
examined (Nisibis and Beth �‘Arabaye, Amid, Egypt-Syria-Palestine-
Cilicia-Cypros, Mardin, Seert, Gazarta, �‘Amadiya, Berwari, �‘Aqra, 
Erbil, Kirkuk, Mosul, Hakkari, Urmia), the author sketches a brief 
�‘Ecclesiastical History�’�—in reality a survey of the various dio-
ceses�—and a detailed �‘Topographical Survey�’ with copious infor-
mation on districts, villages, monasteries etc. Wilmshurst reports in 
detail and organizes the data provided by more than 2500 East-
Syrian colophons: number of manuscripts copied in a given place, 
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names of scribes and genealogical reconstruction of their families, 
occasional historical information recorded by the copyists, ecclesi-
astical title of the persons mentioned in the colophons as copyist, 
copyist�’s family or purchasers, etc.  

  The evidence provided by manuscript colophons is integrated 
with information coming from secondary sources. Whenever avail-
able, from the 19th century onwards, demographic data (number of 
Christian believers or families, priests, monks, churches; distribu-
tion of the population according to ethno-linguistic or religious 
criteria) are presented in clear tables. The use of secondary litera-
ture, however, turned out to be a little superficial in a number of 
cases into which I was able to inquire.  

  In 1654 the Belgian Carmelite Fr. Dionysius of the Crown of 
Thorns visited the village of Telkepe, in the Mosul plain, to visit 
the Patriarch Mar Ilyas. In his diplomatic discussion with the Patri-
arch he received help from a �‘well-disposed�’ priest Joseph. Fiey 
(Assyrie Chrétienne 359�–360) identifies this priest Joseph with a Jo-
seph mentioned in a colophon as malpana �‘teacher, professor�’, to-
gether with another priest Joseph qankaya �‘sacristan, curate�’. We 
know, thus, of the existence of at least two priests called Joseph in 
Telkepe in 1654. Fiey suggests that the priest who met Fr. Diony-
sius was probably none other than Joseph son of Jam l al-D n (�‘Ce 
prêtre Y sif est probablement le même que...�’), author of a number 
of poems in Vernacular Syriac (see Macuch, Geschichte, p. 99�–100). 
Wilmshurst presents this identification as a fact, without providing 
further evidence: �‘Denys [Fr. Dionysius] tried unsuccessfully to 
persuade him [the Patriarch] to become a Catholic, with the help of 
the influential Telkepe priest Joseph, son of Jam l al-D n. Joseph, 
who composed several religious poems�…�’ (p. 223�–224).  

  About the famous East-Syrian author and scribe Israel of 
Alqosh, Wilmshurst writes: �‘He remained a traditionalist [sic!] 
throughout his life, remarking in 1611 that he had preserved the 
old faith of the Church of the East, �‘corrupted by the Jacobites�’ (p. 
243. quoting H.L. Murre-van den Berg, �‘A Syrian Awakening. 
Alqosh and Urmia as Centers of Neo-Syriac Writing�’, unpublished 
paper). The text by Israel of Alqosh runs in fact: �‘This is the pro-
fession of the faith of the maddenh y  (Fiey: �‘Orientaux�’). We have 
kept it truthfully from the time of the first apostles, and grace 
dwelled in it, and the ya�’qub y  (Fiey: �‘Nestoriens�’) changed it�’. I 
quote from the same paper by H.L. Murre-van den Berg, published 
in R. Lavenant (ed.), VII Symposium Syriacum (1996), Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta 256, Rome 1998, 499�–515. It is difficult to find 
in these verses a conscious and explicit attempt to defend the �‘tra-
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ditional�’ faith of the Church of the East against the Catholic sym-
pathies of others, unless we read a text such as that translated by 
Fiey, where �‘Jacobites�’ (attested in all manuscripts available to me) 
was mysteriously or, better, ideologically replaced by �‘Nestorians�’. 
Pace Wilmshurst (and Murre-van den Berg), Israel of Alqosh or 
whoever wrote those lines probably had no Catholics in mind at 
that moment.  

  Chapter 7 (p. 342�–370) is an attempt to summarize and arrange 
chronologically the material that in the previous chapters is pre-
sented geographically, region by region, district by district, village 
by village. Important issues come to the fore in this chapter:  

 the situation in the outlying provinces of the Church of the 
East (Persia, Central Asia, India, China) which, �‘with the 
important exception of India, collapsed during the second 
half of the fourteenth century�’ possibly because of �‘a com-
bination of persecution, disease, and isolation�’ (p. 345); 

 the patriarchal succession, which is not documented by re-
liable evidence in the period 1318�–1552, while from 1552 
to the 19th century it is certain in the case of the Mosul pa-
triarchate, but less exact for the successors of the rebel-
lious Sulaqa; 

 the population of the Church of the East (clergy and be-
lievers) throughout the centuries, with comparative statis-
tics of the faithful to the Chaldean and Qudshanis Patriar-
chates in the last period relevant for the study (p. 363): 
�‘With a membership of around 100,000 in 1913, the Chal-
dean church was only slightly smaller than the Q dsh n s 
patriarchate (probably 120,000 East Syrians at most, in-
cluding the population of the nominally Russian Orthodox 
villages in the rm  region)�’; 

 an attempt at comparison of �‘the resources and influence 
of the Mosul, Q dsh n s and mid patriarchates at differ-
ent periods�’ (p. 343). 

  In 4 appendixes, David Wilmshurst provides the reader with 
the corpora used as evidence in his study. Appendix One (p. 371�–
377) contains �‘a concordance of manuscript catalogue numbers�’. 
The concordances provided include manuscript catalogues from 
�‘Aqra, Alqosh, Mosul, Telkepe, and Dohuk. Appendix Two (p. 
378�–732) is �‘a list of East-Syrian manuscript colophons and inscrip-
tions�’. The 2450 records are listed in chronological order from 615 
to 1984 A.D. and arranged in five columns giving: catalogue num-
ber, date, place where the manuscript was copied, name of 
scribe(s), and other details useful as historical information. From 
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the point of view of a Syriac scholar, possibly not of a historian, it 
is regrettable that no reference is made to the contents of the 
manuscripts. Appendix Three (p. 733�–738) contains �‘extracts from 
the correspondence of the East-Syrian patriarchs�’ in the Italian or 
Latin translation preserved in Rome and published by Giamil 
(Rome 1902) and Assemani (Rome 1719�–1728). Appendix Four (p. 
739�–746) contains a brief biography (4�–9 lines) of 41 Chaldean 
bishops of the 19th century.  

  The bibliography (p. 747�–757) is divided into three sections: 
books, articles, manuscript collections and notes on manuscripts 
and inscriptions. In the third section of the bibliography (and in the 
study), manuscript collections containing texts in Vernacular Syriac 
(M. Lidzbarski, Die neu-aramäischen Handschriften der Kgl. Bibliothek zu 
Berlin, 2 vol., Weimar 1896 and Y. Habbi, �“Udab �’ al-s rith al-
aw �’il�”, Majallat al-majma�’ al-�’ilm  al-�’ir q  al-hay�’a al-sury n ya 4 (1978) 
97�–120) have not been included.  

  The work is complete with maps of the territories covered by 
the study. �‘The details given in these maps have been taken from 
the 1921 British G.S.G.S. map series ..., revised from an earlier 
I.D.W.O. map series of 1916, which has recently been used as the 
basis for an atlas of East Syrian settlement in Kurdistan [J.C.J. 
Sanders, Assyro-chaldese christenen in oost-Turkije en Iran. Hun laatste 
vaderland opnieuw in kaart gebracht, A.A. Brediusstichting, Hernen 
1997]�’ (p. 8).  

  The quantity of material that the author has analyzed is 
immense. The amount of information he has managed to include in 
370 pages of discussion, 51 tables, 4 genealogical trees, 5 concor-
dance tables of manuscript catalogues, 350 pages of data-base on 
manuscript colophons and inscriptions, 2 indexes (of places, p. 
758�–795 and proper names, p. 796�–845), and 7 excellent maps is 
really impressive. This book will certainly become an indispensable 
research tool for students of the Church of the East and Syriac 
scholars.  


