A Newly-discovered Version
of the Arabic Sibylline Prophecy

by
R.Y. Ebied and M. J. L. Young

Whilst studying the Bodleian Arabic manuscript Huntington 328 for
the purpose of producing an edition of Severus ibn al-Muqaffa’s T4bb al-
Ghamm wa-Shifd al-Huzn' the present writers discovered that this manu-
script also contains an unrecorded version of an Arabic Sibylline prophecy.
The Huntington MS 328 was catalogued by J. Uri in his Bibliothecae Bod-
leianae Codicum Manuscriptorum Orientalium?, and he listed its contents as
consisting of the following three items :

1. Canones Apostolorum (fols. 2v-92r);

2. Severi filii Mocfae : Medicina Moeroris et Curatio Doloris (fols. 92v-118r);

3. Ewcerptiones ad Patriarcharum, Episcoporum et Sacerdotum officia
pertinentes (fols. 118v-166r).

In the case of the third item Uri gives no further details. An examination
of these anonymous excerpts has shown that fols. 154v-160r contain a
version of a Sibylline oracle in Arabic, telling the story of the vision by one
hundred persons of nine suns, which were held by the Sibyl to represent
nine ages of the earth.

The story of this prophecy forms Section Two ( Wl rv-“”‘) of the Seven-

tieth Chapter of these excerpts, which are given the title (fol. 153r) :
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1 To appear in C.8.C.0. [Scriptores Arabici] in the near future.
2 Pars prima (Oxford, 1787), p. 43.
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(The signs of the coming of the lying Antichrist, his false claim, his perfor-
mance of false miracles, what shall happen before he comes, during his time
and afterwards, his false claim concerning himself that he is the Lord
Christ, to him be the glory, his performance of false miracles, and his destruc-
tion by the Lord Christ. After that will occur the general resurrection).

Section One of this chapter consists of quotations from IT Thessalonians
9, ete. From the colophon of item 1 (above) on fol. 92r it is clear that this
MS dates from the early seventeenth century.

In 1910 J. Schleifer published five different oriental versions® of the
Sibylline oracle of the dream of the nine suns, the earliest MS of which
dates from the thirteenth century. All of these are ultimately related to the
Tiburtine Sibyl?. The present writers recently found an Arabic version of
this work which differs considerably from the published versions of Schleifer,
in Leeds Arab. MS No. 1848,

A collation of the Bodleian Huntington MS 328 with the other published
versions® shows that this version of the prophecy is substantially the same as
Arab. IIT and Arab. IV up to the beginning of the Sibyl’s interpretation
of the eighth sun, although this portion is considerably abridged, but there-
after it is almost totally different, and this latter portion (i.e. the interpreta-
tion of the eighth and ninth suns) represents approximately three-quarters
of the whole piece. In view of this resemblance we propose to designate this
version, following Schleifer’s classification, as Arab. V.

The sncipit of Arab. V reads as follows (fol. 154v) :
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6 Designated by him : Karshuni, Ethiopic, Arabic I, IT, TIT in his Erzdhlung der Sibylle
(Vienna, 1910).

7 For the Greek and Latin texts of the Tiburtine Sibyl, see P. J. Alexander, The Oracle
of Baalbek (Washington, D.C., 1967); A. Kurfess, Sibyllinische Weissagungen (Berlin, 1951);
E. Sackur, Sibyllinische Texte und Forschungen (Halle an der Saale, 1898; reprinted Turin,
1963).

8 The text of this version, together with an English translation and notes, has been edited
by the present writers for publication in Orientalia Christiana Periodica. Continuing Schleifer’s
classification we have designated the Leeds text »Arab. IV«.

9 For a number of unpublished MSS which may contain further copies of the oriental Sibyl-
line prophecies, see G. Graf, Geschichte der Christlichen Arabischen Literatur, Vol. I (Vatican,
1944) [Studi e Testi, 118], p. 294.

10 Presumably a scribal error for u‘,,l,g Fy
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(An abridged account of the words of the wise, pure Sibyl, daughter of
Heraclius, head of the heathens of Ephesus, in Alexandria, being her inter-
pretation of the dreams of certain priests in the city of Rome which they
saw there; the priests numbered one hundred. They all saw in the same
night dreams which were alike in form and significance. They informed the
King of Rome, who said : »We desire someone who can interpret this vision
for us«. He was then told about her...... e

At the conclusion of this version of the Sibyl we read (fol. 159v) :
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(The words of the aforementioned wise woman are not to be regarded as a
decisive proof in regard to this idea, nor as something which may be adduced
as evidence, but since some of them are in conformity with what is in the
canonical'® books, and with what John the Evangelist says in his Revelations,
and also with what Ezra says, and since it is possible that they will or will
not be fulfilled, we have cited them simply to draw attention to them, not
to require belief in that which disagress with books of the Church. .
Thus only that which conforms with the Church and the Law is to be
believed. Let us conclude this book of ours with a mention of our requests,
seeking thereby that the doors of response of the heavenly thresholds may
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be opened!” and that the Believers may benefit from the knowledge it
contains regarding the triune unity of the Creator; and that we should move
them to action through the written, indited commands of the Gospel.

To Him be the glory, for ever and always and eternally. Amen).

As noted above, the earlier part of the text is substantially the same as
the versions Arab. IIT and Arab. IV in spite of different phraseology ; there
are however a number of significant variations :

1. The scene of the Sibyl’s interpretation of the dream is given as Alexandria,
not Rome (fol. 154v);

2. The dreamers are described as »priests« (dg5), not as judges or wise
men (¢bed.) ;

3. The suns are described as having been seen by the dreamers in a large
building with nine pillars (fol. 156r);

4. The third and fourth suns are described purely in terms of colours (¢bid.) ;

5. Christ’s miracles are described differently in the interpretation of the
seventh sun (fol. 155v) :

6. The»King of Byzantium« is described merely as the »King from the Easts,
and a different enumeration of his actions is given (ibid.).

In view of the entirely new matter contained in the interpretations of
the eighth and ninth suns, we reproduce the relevant part of the text in
extenso :
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17 This appears to be the sense of this obscure passage.
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(In the eighth age a man shall arise from the sons of Ishmael, and he shall
announce an exalted message from God. He shall have a numerous following,
who shall obey him ; and at the end of the period a king from the West shall
arise from his community, and shall come to the land of Israel, and take
possession of KEgypt, and shall build for himself a city between the river
and the hill country. He shall be characterized by faithfulness, and justice,
and good government, and seven kings shall arise from his descendants.
But under their authority there will be numerous revolts, killings and

woundings.

The last of these kings shall be born of a black woman. In the time of
his rule shall occur revolts and disasters and earthquakes. Armies from the

east, the west and the south shall rise against him, and his courtiers and
servants [also] shall rise against him and plunder him of his wealth.
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A man from the east shall revolt from among his associates, who is not of
the royal line; and there shall revolt with him a people of barbaric tongue.
They shall take possession of the land of Egypt and hold sway over it. They
shall stretch forth their hands to murder, imprisonment and plunder. [There
shall be] tuinous high prices and dreadful hunger; earthquakes shall occur,
and strange stars shall appear in the sky, from west to east. They will
destroy churches, the Eucharist and [use of] incense shall cease, and all
people shall be wicked. Males shall have intercourse with males, and females
with females; the animals of the earth and the game of the land and the sea
shall become extinet, and the crops shall not be harvested. High prices shall
prevail in more and more places.

The Berbers shall hold sway over the land of Egypt for seven years. The
people shall make many supplications to God Most High, and shall ask Him
to forgive them. He shall have mercy on them, and shall send to them the
Terror, who knows no mercy, from the land of Jerusalem, in numerous
vessels and great ships. He shall reach Egypt and great fear of him shall
descend upon the hearts of the Berbers, and they shall perish at his hands.

He shall restore to their former state the churches and fanes which they
had ruined, and the treasures of the earth shall be revealed to him. He shall
hold sway over Egypt, and gather in its wealth; nothing shall remain with
anyone, and he shall shed blood.

A man of unknown parentage shall arise from the east, and rule and destroy
people. His Turkish soldiers shall destroy a multitude of people; they shall
be like locusts, and expectant women shall miscarry for fear of them. They
shall endure for seven short weeks.

The merciless Terror shall go forth to them like a lion, and they shall
perish at his hand. He shall return to his abode with great joy, and his soul
shall be proud. Dissension shall occur between him and the son of the black
woman, the king; and the son of the black woman who will be the last of -
the kings of the Ishmaelites shall plot against him.

Dismay and fear of him shall take hold of the Terror, and he shall not be
secure in any city. He will gather his wealth and soldiers, and seek another
city, and shall hold sway over strange regions and make many ships. He
shall collect his wealth into them, and make for the central island of the
islands of Byzantium, to destroy [its people]. The period of his rule, and
that of his descendants, shall be one half and one quarter of a great week.

After him shall arise a man who shall rule over a great city in the east.
The Zoroastrians and the Franks shall carry gifts to him. He shall reform
the world and restore the ruins, and restore the churches. The son of the
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black woman shall revolt against him. His period shall be a half and a
quarter of a week.

In his days shall appear strange stars, and there shall be earthquakes,
and the man of unknown parentage shall be a prince. The slave shall sit
down while his master serves, and the maidservant shall sit down while
her mistress serves. Wrongdoing and falsehood shall be in evidence. Priests
and monks shall be licentious fornicators, and shall love food and drink. They
shall be desirous of accumulating dinars and dirhams, and shall flay the
people with their tongues.

At that time the churches shall fall into ruin; the monks and saints who
are in the mountains shall come forth at the hands of the sons of Kedar,
who shall come from the west and shed blood, and shall be as locusts. Most
of them...... 3 with short stirrups and riding upon camels, and their com-
mander shall ride upon a wild ass. He shall be a man of gravity, of asceticism,
of humility, of meekness and of modesty, and shall have numerous soldiers.

This host shall reach Alexandria and destroy its environs, and ruin the
monasteries, and shall stretch forth their hands over Egypt. There shall
occur between and among them war, killing, revolts, dearth, hunger, plague
and death, until only a few of them are left. They shall come to the western
side of Egypt, and a great number of people shall flee before them. Because
of them the king of Egypt shall not be established [on his throne] and shall
leave Egypt and reside in the guarded city of Damascus. The period of the
stay of the sons of Kedar in Egypt shall be 2 § years.

Then he shall go to the Yemen and seek [to seize] the Hijaz. He shall stay
there for a short period. From there he shall go to Kufa, and mingle with the
Turks, and the sons of Kedar shall intermarry with them. They will go to
the land of Syria, and bring to ruin the remains of civilized life, and destroy
Jerusalem, and burn it with fire, and kill the saints, and [there shall occur]
dreadful, appalling deeds, which are mentioned in the original book).
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(In the ninth age the Lion-Cub shall go forth from the west in his might,
and reach Jerusalem, and his enemies shall fall on their faces, and they shall
flee from him. This king shall proceed to build churches, and [to rebuild]
everything that had been destroyed in the land. He shall rebuild Tyre, and
reconstruct the whole world. Its game shall multiply on land and sea, and
its crops and primary products increase.

The Kings of Ethiopia, of Nubia, of India and of China shall gather in
Jerusalem with the Lion-Cub. The rest of the kings of the earth shall gather
together, and the Holy Spirit shall descend on the Orthodox King. All the
kings shall defer to him and obey [him]. [Everyone] shall enjoy great pros-
perity, so that the living shall come to the dead, saying to them »Arise !
See the blessings which God has renewed for us, and which we enjoy«. No
wickedness shall remain among the people, nor shall any poor person seek
anything from another.

He will restore all the churches and monasteries and anchorites’ cells,
(lit. ‘caves’). The saintly shall be numerous, and the dwellers in the moun-
tains, and God Most High shall cause to grow on the earth a flower [of a
kind] unknown since the creation of the world, and a man shall sow one
ardebb and reap from it one hundred ardebbs.

At the end of four hundred years after the Orthodox Kingdom a woman
from the tribe of Dan shall conceive of [another] woman, and the angels
shall appear to men, and enjoin piety upon them, and that they should not
accept [the teaching] of a religion (lit. ‘community’) which would come.
There shall go forth from the mountains the unclean people who are called
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Gog and Magog, from the east. They shall destroy the world and defile it, for
they shall eat snakes, serpents, mice, abortions and dead animals.

As for she who shall give birth from the tribe of Dan : one shall be from
Tyre, the other from Sidon. One shall ride the other, and one shall bear a
male child, who shall claim he is the Messiah, but in truth he shall be the
Antichrist. In form he shall be tall and lofty in stature, with long hair, and
his eyes shall gleam like lightening and the sun, and he shall have long arms
with short fingers.

At his birth the harvesters shall harvest the crop in the fields, and blood
shall come forth from it.

He shall perform wonders, and cure the blind and the leprous, and shall
raise the palsied, but he will not be able to revive the dead, nor raise them
up, nor shall he have any authority therein. A great number of folk shall
follow him, but blessed are they who do not follow him, for the seas
and springs shall dry up.

A long time after that God shall send the two blessed persons, Enoch and
Elias, to condemn him, saying »Thou hast misled the people through thy
falsehood«. He shall sacrifice them on the altar of Zion, but God shall com-
mand that they rise again after two and a half days: so they shall rise,
and the earth and everything on it shall be shaken by an earthquake, and
there shall descend upon the Antichrist and his companions a great
dread. Then God Most High shall send down fire from heaven, which shall
burn up the whole earth, and shall burn up all those who follow him. And
God shall send the four winds, which will remove the ashes into the ocean.

Then the Lord Christ, to him be glory, will come again, having thousands
of angels around him. He shall ride above the hills, with many-winged angels
around him, and with clouds around his feet. When the Antichrist shall
catch sight of him, he and his army shall melt away, as wax melts before a
fire. Then the Lord Christ shall sit upon the throne of his glory, and shall
raise the quick and the dead, and shall separate the good and the bad,
putting [the former] on his right, and sending them forth to eternal life,
and the wicked on his left, [sending them] to the pit of hell).

The Coptic provenance of this piece is not only indicated by its context
within Bodleian MS Huntington 328, (see contents of MS above), but
is also confirmed by numerous internal indications. These include frequent
geographical references, Egypt being mentioned nine times (fols. 156r
(twice); 156v (3 times); 157v (twice); 158r (twice); and Alexandria twices!

51 Other versions mention Egypt only once or twice, and Alexandria not at all. The occur-
rence of references to monasteries and incense may also be thought to support a Christian Egypt-
ian provenance.
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(fols. 154r and 157v.) In addition mention is made of wﬁ_,jjw Sl
(The Orthodox King) (fol. 158v), and ..SX,¥! &l (The Orthodox

Kingdom) (¢bid.). There are also some linguistic indications of a Coptic origin
for this version of the Sibyl, such as the conflated form (>, for Jal o0
(fol. 154v)s2,

52 See 8. Kussaim, »Contribution & I’étude de moyen arabe des Coptes« in Le Muséon,
vol. LXXX (1967), p. 186f.



