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Transcription, translation and introduction by Joshua Mugler.

Introduction to the Text
The rubric of this text explains its existence in the most dramatic way: it was purportedly found in the temple of Saturn 
(Arabic Zuḥal), written on a golden tablet, at some unspecified ancient date. The location of the “temple of Saturn” is also 
not specified, but we may assume that it is meant to be located somewhere in Iraq or upper Mesopotamia, perhaps in the 
city of Harran, famous in the early Islamic period for its lingering cult of astrological polytheism. The rubric next tells us 
that the text was later rediscovered in “ancient pages” and translated into Arabic by Ḥunayn ibn Isḥāq (ca. 809—873), an 
East Syrian Christian (member of the Church of the East) who became famous as the most important figure in the Baghdad 
translation movement that brought ancient philosophical and scientific texts into Arabic under the early ʻAbbāsid caliphs. 
The source language from which the riddle was translated is not stated, but is likely meant to be Syriac. Ḥunayn may in 
fact be responsible for the composition and/or translation of this text, but it is entirely possible that he is mentioned 
pseudonymously in order to associate the text with one of the most famous Christian scholars to write in Arabic. The text 
is accompanied by a commentary by ʻAmanúʼél d-Bét Garmay (d. 1080), an East Syrian metropolitan (archbishop) from 
northern Iraq (modern Kirkuk).

The rubric identifies the text as a “riddle” or “enigma” (lughz), but it fits uneasily in the context of other Arabic texts that 
use this term. Arabic riddles are generally written in an interrogative format and often in poetic meter, while this text is 
prose. There is no obvious “riddle” that could be answered here, but it seems the term is used to emphasize the cryptic 
nature of the text and its need for explanation, a task that ʻAmanúʼél attempts in his commentary. The riddle paints an 
apocalyptic picture that draws both on astrological references and on the story of Noah’s flood, especially in its Qur’anic 
form. It tells of a selfish king who decides, in a time of crisis, to pursue his own individual goals and abandon his kingdom 
to ruin. In the commentary, not included here, ʻAmanúʼél interprets the text as an allegory for the coming of Christ and 
the rise of Christianity, arguing that many philosophically-minded non-Christians have some awareness of Christian truth, 
even if they express it in different terms. The end of the commentary is lost, as noted by the scribe who copied this 
manuscript from an incomplete exemplar.

In addition to the fascinating frame story that is provided for this text, it is interesting for its apparent connection to nearly 
every major religious tradition of the early medieval Middle East, including less widely known traditions such as Harranian 
polytheism. Many Christians of this period were deeply aware of their non-Christian neighbors, and some of them drew 
on this knowledge to compose an enigmatic and intriguing text. Nevertheless, there has so far been little to no scholarly 
attention paid to the text.

Introduction to the Source
The sole known manuscript of the riddle is Fondation Georges et Mathilde Salem MS Syr 6, one of the hundreds of 
manuscripts collected by Syriac Catholic priest Paul Sbath (1887—1945) that remains in his hometown of Aleppo (formerly 
Sbath MS 900). It was copied in September 1684 and also includes an Arabic translation of The Book of the Dove by Bar 
Hebraeus (1226—1286), an important Syriac text on asceticism. The Arabic “Life of Moses the Ethiopian” (d. ca. 395) was 
copied separately and later bound with these texts. The entire volume is thus written in the Arabic language, but the vast 
majority of it is actually in Arabic Garshuni—that is, Arabic written in the Syriac script. Interestingly, the text of the riddle is 
copied in Arabic script, but the commentary on it is copied in Garshuni, making it easy to distinguish text and commentary
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visually. This may have been done to preserve the original form of the Arabic text associated with Ḥunayn, but it is not 
explained.

The scribe of this manuscript is Yūḥanná ibn al-Jarīr al-Zarbābī, who was a West Syrian priest (member of the Syriac 
Orthodox Church) in Damascus. This shows that al-Zarbābī was not limited to copying texts by members of his own 
church, like The Book of the Dove, but was interested enough in this riddle to copy it in spite of its association with two 
figures from the rival Church of the East.

The condition of the manuscript is unknown due to the lengthy civil war in Syria, but it was photographed in 2008 and 
digitized by the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library (HMML). It is available for viewing here. The text of the riddle appears 
on fol. 82v-83r and the commentary on fol. 83v-93v.

About this Edition
I have transcribed and translated the text from Salem MS Syr 6, its only known copy. I have generally maintained the 
spelling of the manuscript, including the usual omission of the Arabic letter hamzah (ء) that marks the glottal stop, 
but have standardized the dots on several letters that sometimes appear without them. The manuscript includes a 
surprising number of short vowel and case markings, but these have been omitted in transcription. The text repeated 
in the commentary sometimes differs slightly from the text given on its own, but I have tried to stick to the latter form 
insofar as it is legible and comprehensible. There are few punctuation marks in the text, as with most premodern Arabic 
texts, and I have added a few additional periods in order to help organize the sentences.

In addition to the commentary (not included here), the trinitarian invocation at the head of the text is written in Arabic 
Garshuni, which I have retained in transcription. I wrote the translation of this invocation in ALL CAPS as a way to mark 
the difference of script.

Further Reading
Bencheneb, M. “Lug̲hz̲.” Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd edition. Brill, 2012.

•	 Introduction to the Arabic riddle and closely related genres.
Green, Tamara M. The City of the Moon God: Religious Traditions of Harran. Brill, 1992.

•	 Discussion of the unique religious context of this important city of upper Mesopotamia.
Griffith, Sidney H. The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam. Princeton 
University Press, 2008.

•	 Foundational introduction to the first few centuries of Christian life under Muslim rule and to the various Syriac 
and Arabic Churches.

Gutas, Dimitri. Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early ʻAbbāsid 
Society. Routledge, 1998.

•	 Most influential discussion of the translation movement.
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Here it is:

1

وهذه هي
He said: When humid vapor rose from the depth of the sea and 
thickened in the air as clouds, coursing down so that the river-
beds flowed, the pathways were turned to mud, and the light 
of the sun and the moon grew dark, so night was not known 
from day, the roads were cut off, and the gates of the city were 
closed, and everyone with a soul called upon what they had pre-
pared for themselves.1 And the king secluded himself in a dome 
furnished with gardens, riding a horse that he kept hidden like 
a slave woman riding a lion. He asked of his vizier what his 
servants had set before him, and was taken up with the admin-
istration of his affairs and his kingdom. Then it became fixed in 
his mind that if he lived he would die, and if he died he would 
live, and if he destroyed his kingdom, his soul would be saved, 
and if he saved the servants of his kingdom, his soul would be 
destroyed. So he preferred death over life, and saved himself 
rather than his kingdom and his subjects. Between the lines of 
his thought the clouds were scattered, and the two lights rose 
in Sagittarius after they had been hidden away in the northern 
node.2 Then what had seized the heart of the king came to pass 
for the army and the subjects, so they were being wiped out by 
it. And water gushed forth from within the oven,3 so he sent 
upon them a typhoon of wind and water, and nothing came from 
nothing, so he made it flow as a flood. And he lived on in inti-
mate acquaintance with his own solitude. So whoever laughed 
wept, and whoever wept laughed. Peace upon the souls that are 
close to their Creator, and mercy upon those far away so that 
they might catch up to them, and glory to the one who arranges 
all things.

البحر وانعقد في الجو سحابا البخار الرطب من قعر   قال اذا ما صعد 
فلم والقمر  الشمس  نور  واظلم  الطرق  ولثقت  الاودية  فجرت   هاطلا 
 يعرف الليل من النهار وانقطعت السبل واغلقت ابواب المدينة ودعا
الرياضي فرشها  قبة  في  الملك  لنفسه. وخلا  اعد  ما  الى  نفس   كل ذي 
 راكبا فرسا يحجبه جارية راكبة اسد. واستدعا من وزيره ما رفعوا اليه
 اعوانه. واخذ من تدبير امره ومملكته. فاستقر الامر عنده انه ان عاش
حفظ وان  نفسه  انحفظت  مملكته  اهلك  وان  عاش  مات  وان   مات 
نفسه وحفظ  الحياة  على  الموت  فاثر  نفسه.  هلكت  مملكته   اعوان 
 على مملكته ورعيته وفي تضاعيف فكره انقشع الغمام وطلع المنيران
الى الجند والرعية ما  في القوس وقد كانا غابا في العقد الشمالي. فتم 
 خامر قلب الملك فهما بالارتفاع به. وفار التنور من الصنوبرة فارسل
فاجراه كالمد شي  غير  من  شيا  يحدث  ولم  وماء  ريح  طوفان   عليهم 
 وعاش مستانسا بالوحدة. فمن ضحك بكا ومن بكا ضحك. والسلم على
 النفوس القريبة من مبديها. والرحمة على البعيدة لتلحق بها. والسبح

لناظم الكل
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IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND THE SON AND THE HOLY SPIRIT, ONE GOD
ܒܣܡ ܐܠܐܒ ܘܐܠܐܒܢ ܘܐܠܪܘܚ ܐܠܩܕܤ ܐܠܐܗ ܘܐܚܕ
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Copy of the riddle that was said to have been found in the temple of Saturn written on a golden tablet

نقل حنين ابن اسحق وجده في الصحف القديمة

Translation of Ḥunayn ibn Isḥāq, who found it in ancient pages

The riddle has ended. The commentary follows. تم اللغز. يتلوه التفسير
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Critical Notes

Note 1		  The Arabic word for “soul” (nafs) is used as a reflexive pronoun, so “themselves” could be translated		
		   “their souls” and vice versa.
Note 2		  The “two lights” might reference the Sun and the Moon or possibly Jupiter and Saturn.
Note 3		  A reference to the story of Noah’s flood as found in the Qur’an (see Qur’an 11:40 and 23:27).
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