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Ge'ez literature, a considerable part of which is trans-
lated literature. begins with the rise of Christianity in
Ethiopia. In the first great literary period up to the 7th
century many literary works were translated from
Greek. After a dark age of political confusion, a
productive period of translating from Arabic began.
The influence of Christian-Arabic literature was very
significant for the development of Ge'ez literature.

The scope of the translators was. however. matnly
theological. Thus we have only the following philoso-
phical works preserved in Ge'ez: The Mashafa Falasfo
Tabíbàn ('Book of the Wise Philosophers', hereafter:
MFT), and the 'Life and Maxims of Secundus', being
translations of apothegms from Arabic which date
from the l6th century.

I t  was only rn the l9th century that Ethiopists
directed their  at tent ion to the MFT. For his Lexicon
lingttue Aethiopicael Dillmann used a MS from Tiibin-
gen (fig. l), and in his ChresÍontaÍhia Aethiopica2 he
published an extract from a Frankfurt MS. Close to
ten years later, in 1875, Cornill3 discussed the MFT in
a small volume. giving translations of a number of
sayings from the Ethiopic gnomologium. Merkle (in
l92l)+, Euringer (in 1941)s and Altheim (in 1962)6
occupied themselves with some aspects of the MFT,
but it was only SumnerT who thoroughly took up this
subject in the seventies of this century. His extensive
studies on this problematic issue as well as his transla-
tion into English of the MFT are unfortunately not
very wel l  known. among Ethiopic scholars, s ince,
having been published in Ethiopia, they have found
only a small readership outside the borders of this
country.

One of Sumnor's best known works is the summary
of his five-volume series on Ethiopian philosophy,
published under the title The Source of African Philo-
sophl'. The Ethiopian Philosophy oJ'Man.8

As Altheim has remarked, however, we lack '... eine
vollstàndige und einigerma8en geni.igende Ausgabe
des áthiopischen Textes'e. Sumner's English transla-
tion is unfortunately deficient;'ïor he used two late
MSS of the 19th/20th centuries. which seem to be

corrupt in part. Furthermore. it appears that his
incorrect analysis of its Arabic source has had serious
consequences. Sumner supposes that ' th is work of
translat ion ( i .e.  the MFT. U P ) . .  is Ethiopian. not
by the or iginal i ty ol  i ts invent ion. but by the or igina-
1i t-v of i ts st1' le and presentat ion. The Ethiopians never
t rans la te  l i te ra l l l '  :  the ,v  adapt .  mod i fy ,  add.  sub-
tract. ' lo ln fact.  the Ethiopic text is more often than
not a l i teral  t ranslat ion of the Arabic version. Because
of this we are able to interpret many incomprehensible
passages of the Ethiopic gnomologtum.

By comparison w'ith the Arabic text many errors
and misunderstandings of the translator have found
an explanation; likewise the Arabic version clarifies
some of the names of Greek authors mentioned in the
text, which had not yet been identified.

The MFT was translated from Arabic into Ge'ez by
a certain Abba Mikael. a writer of Egyptian origin.
between l5l0 and 1522. The date of this translat ion
(as terminus ante quem) is attested to by a 16th-century
MS (f ig.  4),  the oldest MS extant l l .  The MFT was
translated 'by the mouth of Mikael'12. It seems that
the author translated the Arabic text into the spoken
language, and that an Ethiopian noted it down in
Ge'ez.

The problem of the Arabic original has been unsol-
ved for a long time. The first scholar who assumed the
Nax'adir al-falasifa of Hunayn b. Isháq (b. 808, d. 873
or 877) to be the source of the MFT was Cornill in
1875. Altheim and Sumner agree with this view: they
also regard ï"he Naw'adir al-./alasifa as the direct or
indirect original of the Ethiopic gnomologium. In his
work on the Kitab adab al-./alasi.far3 Merkle had
identified a Christian collection. written in 1'723i24
C.E.,  as the or iginal  of  the MFT. This col lect ion,
ent i t led Kitab al-buslan (MS Paris Arab.48l1, here-
after: KB), seems to have enjoyed a certain popula-
rity, as it is preserved in several MSS in Oxfordla,
Cairols,  Jerusalemló and St.  PetersburglT.

Altheim rejects Merkle's view, arguing that the text
of the KB is to be dated later than the Arabic
gnomologium. The above-mentioned date in the KB
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should not. however. be necessarily regarded as the
date of compi lat ion: the MS appears to be a late copy
of this col lect ion. The Paris MS (f ig.  6) gives no
ident i f icat ion of the author of the col lect ion (u'e onl l '
f ind ntu'al l i l ta.  The Oxford MS mentions a certaln
Nasra l láh  b .  Yuhanná,  surnamed Ibn  a l -Ka1h lq .
whose lifetime Merkle dates at the end of the l6th
century C.E. Unfortunately, we have no information
about this Ibn al-Kalh and his literary activities, nor
do we know whether he is the compiler of this collec-
t ion or only the copyist .  The Arabic col lect ion
contains ca. 800 sayings which are not, however.
ordered according to theme or author. Only l0% of the
sayings make mention of the author of the sentence.

We here render saying No. 52 in order to give an
example of the Greek or Christian authors appearing
in the text: 'It is said: A wise man came to (another)
wise man. who was a hermit. and said to him: "O wise
man, you are a constant man!" But the wise man said:
"I am not alone, for I have company with many wise
men and writers. To whomever one wishes to speak,
one may speak, and he will speak to me." Then he
slapped his hand on the books next to him, saying:
"This is Galen wandering, and Hippocrates disputing,
Socrates exhorting and Plato speaking, Aristotle being
present, Euclid (in the Ethiopic text: Aqlándrnós)20
enjoining religion, Hermes beginning to speak, and
Gregorius speaking, David teaching, and the Gospel
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proclaiming; whomever you wish to receive advice
from. you can confer with him." '21

The Ethiopic text adds: ' I  do not know heresy at
al l . '  I t  appears that the Ethiopic translator intended
ri i th this remark to show that a tolerant and unbias-
sed attitude towards the Graeco-pagan source would
be suspect to many Christians. The above-mentioned
remark was apparently intended to make clear beyond
al l  doubt the Christ ian att i tude of the compi ler.

It was very possible to integrate ideas from the field
of Greek ethics. such as the theory of v ir tues and
vices. individual expectat ions and endeavours. into
Christ ian or Is lamic l i festyles. because of their  univer-
sal  val idi ty.

Saying No. 80 reflects these subjects: 'Knowledge

has many l imbs. I ts head is humil i ty,  i ts brain is the
knowledge of things. i ts tongue is sinceri ty,  and i ts
heart is right intention. Its hands are mercy. and its
feet are the endurance of scholars. Its rule is justice,

and i ts kingdom is moderat ion . . .  . '22
The representation of knowledge as a human body

whose extremities each depict a virtue is very interest-
ing. The religious knowledge that is without a doubt
meant by this represents the sum of virtues. It appears
to be a parallel phenomenon to the reflection of the
categories 'microcosmos i  macrocosmos' in the
human body. which had a significant place in Chris-
tian symbolism. It is not clear, however, where this

Figure 3. Mct;ftc(a Falasfu Tabrhan.MS Par is ,  Bib l io thèque Nat ionale,  MS Eth iopien 106.  fo ls .  2v-3r
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Figure 4. Mashaí'a Futusíà Tuhíhdn. MS Vienna, Ósterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Ms. aethiop. 16. fols.83v-ll4r.
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MS Par is .  Bib l io thequeFigure 6. Kitah al-Bustcin.

representation of the body as a symbol of religious
knowledge originates from.

The universal validity of many of the aphorisms in
the KB. in many instances plain practical sense, makes
it  impossibie in many cases to ident i fy the author of a
saying, or to recognize similar passages as belonging
to the same line of tradition. The search for parallel
traditions seems to be more effective in the case of two
subjects. Sayings on the Íerms hikma and 'ilm occur
very often in the KB.

In classifying these aphorisms with regard to their
content we can distinguish four thematic groups:

1. Knowledge ('i lm) is the highest degree of happiness.
Through extensive knowledge a man can attain an
honoured social position. A man of letters is the most
dist inguished and the most prominent person in
society 2 3.

2. The term adab is closely related to the terms
'wisdom' and 'knowledge' and here denotes the Greek
'paideia' ,  which in addit ion to knowledge connotes
education, morals, and behaviour.
3. Wisdom and knowledge go hand in hand with an
ascetic lifestyle. The wise men in the KB are generally
described as hermits. The striving for wealth is incom-
patible with the search for knowledge2a.

Nat iona le .  MS Arabe  4811 .  f o l s .  l v -2 r .

4. The wise man in the gnomologium emphasizes that
his knowledge is limited, and it is quite clear that this
self-assessment of his knowledse is in fact evidence of
w i s d o m 2 s .

The paral lel  passages that have been found up to
nou shou' that the views of Merkle. Al theim and
Sumner concerning the central  posi t ion of Hunayn ibn
Isháq's !{av'adir al-íalasí'a in the tradition of sayings
in the KB. must be revised.

The parallels are widely spread, especially in adah-
literature. A certain concentration of these can be
traced in Mubashshir ibn Fátik's Mukhtar al-hikam,
which is not surprising. Al-Mubashshir draws upon
various branches of the tradition, especially Christian
works such as Hunayn b. Ishàq's Nawadir al-falasiJa
and our  KB2ó.

An interesting quotation of Galen could contribute
to a reconstruction of the Arabic original of this
collection. This saying describes the origin of dreams:
'The wise Galen said: "Dreams are born from the
mingling of the four humours. If it is the blood which
moves in the body, good and pleasant things are seen
during sleep. Furthermore, red colours and an emis-
sion of blood are seen. If the yellow bile moves. battles

HiijW
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and war, fire and many colours, lamps, lightning and
the like are seen. Furthermore it seems to him that he
is in a bathroom and in the sun. If it is the phlegm
which moves, seas, rivers, snow, rain, frost, and white
colours are seen. It seems to him that he is drinking
water. If the black bile moves, darkness, graves. corp-
ses, fright, grief and dark clothes are seen, and he is
overcome by fear and trembling."'zt This text, identi-
cal with an extract from an anonymous doxography,
the Aqu'al ul-hukama', was probably written by a
Christian scholar. Gátje28 published this part of this
doxography and noted that this passage does not
appear in the works of Galen. Daiber has meanwhile
identified this extract as a paraphrase of al-Fárábi's
Risala./ï ara' ahl al-madtna ul-.fadila, which is identical
with the text in Gàtje 's publ icat ion2e.

A detailed comparison of the KB with the MS3o
which Gàtje and Daiber have mentioned shows that
the Paris MS and the Baghdad MS correspond in
part. Galen is overly represented in the sayings of the
KB. Under his name we f ind sayings on psychological
and ethical  problems. rvi thout being able to draw
direct paral lels to Galen's rvr i t ings. The numerous
sayings under his3l  and Plato's3r name on the soul
allow us to assume another Arabic source on this
subject. Hunayn b. Isháq translated as he wrote in
his missive to '41ï b. Yabyá33 Galen's book 'On the
doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato'34. The transla-
tions of Galen's work into Syriac and Arabic have not
survived. Excerpts. however. are contained in some
Arabic medical works. such as ar-Rázr's Kitdb al-htlv'í.
o r  in  ' summar ies '  ( , jax 'dn t i ' )  made by  Hunayn b .
Ishàq3s.  Another  source  lo r  our  Chr is t ian  compi le r  o f
the KB might be the works of the Jacobite Christ ian
Yahyà b. 'Adi (born 893 or 894. died 974 C E ).
especialiy his Tahdhíb al-akhlaq.36 In this compen-
dium of philosophical ethics Yahyá b. 'Adi describes
the tripartition of the soul (an-na.fs ash-shahwaniy,v-a,
an-naJ's al-ghadabiyv"a and an-nafs an-naíiqa), and the
virtues and vices of each part. The parallels between
his view on this subject and the sayings in the KB are
str ik ing 3 7.

These findings should only be taken as provisional.
however, since an edition and a detailed comparison
of the KB with other gnomologia are stil l to be
expected. We could regard the KB as part of the
Arabic literature which represents the distant echo of
the Greek doxographical and gnomological tradition.
The proof that our Christian gnomologium and thus
also the Ethiopic MFT are to be placed in this tradi-
tion. is. however. stil l to be established.

NorEs

* Seminar  f i i r  Semit is t ik .  Marburg.
The German version of this paper was presented at the

Symposium Graeco-Arabicum III in Leiden (26-28 March
r 9 9 l  ) .

I would l ike to thank Matthias Westerhoff for his help in
rev is ing my Engl ish t ranslat ion.
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