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E. Rezvan

FROM SYRIAC TO ARABIC
(NOTES ON PROF. SERGIO NOJA NOSEDA THEORY OF THE ARABIC SCRIPT ORIGIN)

These notes are an attempt to write quite an unusual review:
a review of non-published texts of presentations, e-mails,
comments made in the course of discussions during the
breaks of sessions of various congresses, in the course of
lengthy discussions over a cup of coffee or a glass of co-
gnac, which have taken place over the last few months in
different parts of the world, but primarily in Lesa (Italy),
Cairo and Alexandria. These presentations, e-mails and
comments belong to an outstanding Italian specialist in
Arabic studies and Islam Prof. Sergio Noja Noseda. Today
Prof. Noseda, or Serega, as he calls himself in Russian in
our correspondence, is undoubtedly one of the most out-
standing specialists in such a specific sphere as the early
history of the text of the Qur’an.

Because of the Amari project (Sources de la transmis-
sion manuscrite du texte coranique) [1] with the goal of
introducing into scholarly circulation the most important
early copies of the Qur'an from various collections
Prof. Noja has today at his disposal almost the whole range
of the early Qur’anic texts made in Aijazi script. This gives
him a unique opportunity to conduct “through” analysis of
the early Islamic hand-written monuments.

It is known, that even despite the advances of the new
information technologies, current publications are always
behind the contemporary level of the development of sci-
ence. It will take no less than one or two years before theo-
retical theses formulated in the course of a scientific discus-
sion, become “cluttered” with detailed argumentation and
references to the sources and come out published in the
form of articles. It will take three or four more years before
a monograph is prepared which will contain articles as
fragments. The format of our journal, as it seems, allows to
react more quickly to the most important elements of the
current scientific discussion. The present review is an at-
tempt of such reaction.

Many years of work with various sources and the
analysis of a large volume of manuscripts allowed
Prof. Noja to formulate a new theory of origin of Arabic
script as well as his own idea of correlation between its
different variants which circulated in the first and second
centuries after Hijra. Schematically this correlation is
shown in the following table:
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The suggested scheme, in my opinion, needs some
specifications, but I completely agree with the fundamental
conclusion to which Prof. Noja comes and which is con-
nected with the hypothesis about the origin of Arabic script
not from the Nabataean, but from Syriac one. Prof. Noja
presented his concept in detail during a lecture given in the
University of al-Azhar this year, in the middle of January.

In Arabia on the eve of the 7th c. AD there existed
two scriptural traditions, namely, that closely linked to
Northwest Arabia (connected with Lakhmid al-Hira) and
the area around the Syrian border (connected with
Ghassanid areas). This seems to be very natural. Re-
search on the differentiation and integration of dialects in
pre-Islamic Arabia has shown that the highly developed
structure and relatively stable and regular grammatical and
lexical systems evident in the earliest Arabic texts —
pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur’an — testify to a long pe-
riod during which grammatical forms took shape and were
selected. By the time of Mubammad's preaching, there were
two large dialect zones in Central Arabia: Eastern (called
Tamim) and Western, known as Hijaz. The border between
them lay somewhere in the middle of the Najd.

As a result up to the mid- and possibly late eighth
century, two ways of copying the text of the Qur’an de-
veloped in parallel, each with its own internal evolution
and each influencing the other. They were genetically
connected to the two Arabian cultural and political cen-
tres, which gravitated, respectively, to Syria and to
Mesopotamia (vertical format + AijdzI script and horizon-

tal format+ k#f7 script). In the set of the “Seven read-

ings” we also have two groups connected with Eastern
and Western parts of Arabia.

The coincidence of the “Abbasid dawla in 750 with
the subsequent loss of influence suffered by the
Syro-Jaziran elite and the gradual supplanting of the type
of Sacred book which went back to the Syrian tradition
(vertical format+ Aijazi script) is far from accidental.
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A combination of interconnected political events, cul-
tural accomplishments and internal religious and social
requirements  connected with the community's
self-identification led to the gradual supplanting of the
“Syrian” tradition,

The revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth
century convincingly demonstrate the connection be-
tween political events and the questions of culture. One
has only to recall the reform of Russian orthography un-
dertaken by the Bolsheviks. Books of the new era had to
look new, bearing obvious witness to the depth of
change within society. Contemporaries to the events
connected with the ‘Abbasid revolution undoubtedly
understood the striving of the new Mesopotamia- and
Khurgsan-oriented elite to inscribe its victory on the
form of the Sacred book. They did this by turning away
from the tradition connected with their vanquished op-
ponents and by affirming a variant close to the Mesopo-
tamian cultural orbit. The victory of the ‘Abbasids coin-
cided with new achievements in the unification of Arabic
grammar and the growing mastery of calligraphers and
ornamentalists. The Kafic manuscripts created in the
ninth century, copied in a monumental and significantly
more regular script with the obligatory employment of
diacritics and marks of vocalisation, adorned with care-
fully copied ornaments in gold and with intricate divid-
ers between ayar and qjza’, formatted horizontally to set
them apart instantly from other Scriptures and books,
would undoubtedly best the outwardly unimpressive
hijazi copies. Everything about their appearance
indicated that a new era had begun in the community.
These changes as well as qualitative leap in the unification
level of the Qur’anic manuscripts are being fixed by
numerous sources. That is why several Western researches
were able to advance a hypothesis that the final stage of the
Qur’anic text fixation took place not later then the 9th c.
AD [2].

But let us turn to the problem of the origin of the Ara-
bic script. According to Prof. Noja during the latest decades

“too much effort has been put into examining the shape of
the marks, to the detriment of the general vision of how this
writing was copied. Everyone agrees that Arabic writing did
not spring forth ex nihilo, and as regards its origin the Islamic
component and that of Western scholars are interwoven and
even mixed”.

According to him

“a parallel may be drawn with the square Hebrew charac-
ters that emerged on the return from Babylon, imitating the
small squares and rectangles of the cuneiform characters [3]. It
has always been difficult to say openly that these were copied.
Indeed, how could one ever say in Israel that the writing had
been borrowed from their ferocious enemies of Mesopotamia?
In the same way for Arabic writing there has perhaps been
a wish to draw a veil over the matter — how could one ever
say, at the peak of Islamic history, that it had been copied, at
least as a general concept, from a single and exclusively
Christian script like that of Syriac? But in reality in both cases
the earlier tradition said it clearly. As regards the Arabic one,
one can read about it in the modern De Prémare [4], if one
does not wish to resort to Prince Caetani, although the way

Nabia Abbot treated this subject remains extremely
interesting [5].

But if this is valid for members of the two religions, I do
not understand why this managerial vision was lacking in the
West in the generations that preceded us, beginning with
Noldeke, who almost accidentally deviated from the course set
by Silvestre de Sacy [6], to which certain works that are now
classics have returned in recent decades, and continuing up to
the final works of Francoise Briquel-Chantonnet [7].

Even in the West there was a wish to reject, relying on
details of the shapes and without a general vision, the fact that
the two main aspects of a script such as Arabic, and specifi-
cally its alignment on a line below and the break after certain
specific characters can only come from Syriac in general
terms. The vision of more modern Western scholars, with
many second thoughts that are all to his credit, is that of John
Healey [8]”.

Anyhow it is evident that Christian cultural and mis-
sionary centres existed in Lakhmid and Ghassanid prince-
doms have to be the cradle of the Arabic script.

The problem of the existence of Arabic translations of
the texts of the Bible circulated in pre-Islamic Arabia pro-
duced a considerable number of works, even though it is
still far from any definite solution. Not going into
the details of the discussion [9], let us consider only several
facts. The Christian character of the most ancient known
Arabic inscriptions allows to suggest that the system of
writing which we know as Arabic was probably developed
(like many other similar Oriental systems) by Christian
missionaries somewhere in the region of al-Hira or
al-Anbar [10]. It is not by pure chance that among those
who were the first to write in Arabic the tradition names
Zayd b. Hamad (ca. AD 500) and his son, the famous poet
‘Adt b, Zayd, who lived in al-Hira [11], and that the best
speaker of the pre-Islamic past was Quss b. Sa‘ida, who
was also connected with Arabian Christians (possibly — of
Najran) [12].

In Damascus four parchment leaves were found with
the Arabic text of the 77th Psalm written in Greek script.
The scholar who published it dates the text to the ninth
century; such specialists, however, as Bernard Levin and
Nabia Abbot consider that it possibly could be dated back
to the sixth century [13]. A. Baumstark thought that some
of the manuscripts containing Arabic translations of the
texts of the Scriptures could be attributed to the pre-Islamic
period. G.Graf and S. Griffith actively argued with
him [14]. There is some indirect evidence that as early as
the fourth century liturgy in Arabic, including correspond-
ing texts from the Old and the New Testament, could be
served in Irag, Syria and in Himyarit South Arabia [15].
The verses by pre-Islamic poets, especially by po-
ets-monotheists, contain numerous parallels with the Bible
which deserve special attention [16]. .

The almost word-by-word parallelism of the Qur’anic
ayat corresponding to the text of the Scriptures (21:105 —
Ps.37:29;, 5:45—FEx.21:23—5 and Lev. 27:17—20;
7:40 — Matt. 19:24) is evident.

Preliminary observations over the Arabian epic lore re-
corded by the Qur’an and accepted by the early Islamic
exegetics demonstrate that these legends had possibly un-
dergone Christian editing in the pre-Islamic time. In this
case, however, a special investigation is required.
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I remember well seeing on an Internet site several years
ago a photo of a text from Syriac Gospels in a folio of the
famous Codex Sinaiticus (4th c. AD), bought in 1869 in the
Monastery of St. Catherine at the foot of Mt. Sinai by
Prof. Tischendorf and in 1933 sold by the Bolsheviks to the
British Library. At that moment I had on my desk a photo-
graph of one of the folios of “the Qur’an of ‘Uthméan”,
found in Katta-Langar (Uzbekistan). At this moment my
girlfriend, whose job is in no way connected with Oriental
palacography, entered my study. Having glanced at the two
photos and having decided they belonged to the same

manuscript, she asked: “Have you already published your
photos on the site?”.

I don't known if we will ever find out the names of the
Arabic Cyril and Methodius, who must have worked in the
monasteries in North Arabia on the turn of the 6th-
7th centuries. Obviously, we will need additional discover-
ies of hand-written or epigraphic fragments to prove the
cxistence of the pre-Islamic variant of “Kafic”. 1 have
asked Prof. Noja to present in our journal a detailed version
of his concept connected with the origin of Arabic litera-
ture. I hope, that we will be able to publish his article as
early as in the next issue of the YHyanuseripta.
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