Aaron Michael Butts

The Biography of the Lexicographer Isho bar ‘Ali (‘Isa b. ‘Ali)

Introduction

The Syriac-Arabic Lexicon of Isho® bar ‘Ali has long been known in western
scholarship. Already in the 1830s, the A/tmeister of Hebrew grammar and lexicog-
raphy F. H. W. Gesenius pointed out the significance of Bar ‘Ali’s Lexicon for
Semitic lexicography.' In 1874, G. Hoffmann published the first half of Bar ‘Ali’s
Lexicon (“ilap through mim) on the basis of a single manuscript.” R. J. H. Got-
theil, then, supplied a critical edition, based on a number of manuscripts, of the
second half of the Lexicon (nun through t‘a'w).3 In addition to these editions, the
Lexicon of Bar ‘Ali — along with that of Hasan Bar Bahlul (mid-10th cent.)* — was
incorporated into R. Payne Smith’s Thesaurus Syriacus and, to a lesser extent, C.
Brockelmann’s Lexicon Syriacum.’

The present study aims to clarify the biography of the author of this Lexicon,
Isho® bar “‘Ali, or in Arabic ‘Isd b. “Ali (in Christian Arabic also Yasha* b. ‘Ali). In
Arabic sources, there are no less than three different individuals with some ver-
sion of the name ‘Isd b. ‘Ali with whom the author of the Lexicon could poten-
tially be identified: 1. ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, who was a student of Hunayn b. Ishaq and lived
in the second half of the ninth century; 2. Isa b. “Ali, who was a student of Yahya

* 1 would like to thank Jamal J. Elias (University of Pennsylvania), Robert Hawley (CNRS), and
especially Lucas Van Rompay (Duke University) for their comments on earlier drafts of this
study. The abbreviation EF refers to The Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd edn. Leiden, 1960-2009).

| De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlulo, lexicographis Syro-Arabicis ineditis, commentatio litteraria phi-
lologica, 1-2 (Leipzig, 1834, 1839).

2 Syrisch-Arabische Glossen. Autographie einer gothaischen Handschrift enthaltend Bar Ali’s
Lexikon von Alaf bis Mim (Kiel, 1874).

3 Bar‘Ali (Isho'). The Syriac-Arabic Glosses, 1-2 (Atti della R. Accademia dei Lincei. Classe di
Scienze morali, storiche e filologiche Ser. 5, vol. 13; Rome, 1910, 1928). See also his preliminary
remarks in ,,Proceedings of the American Oriental Society, at Its Meeting in New York, N.Y., Oc-
tober 30th and 31st, 1880, JAOS 14 (1890), clxxxv-cxci.

4 Edited in R. Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, 1-3 (Paris, 1888-1901). For
the few known biographical details about Bar Bahlul as well as bibliographic references to his
more recently discovered Book of Signs (Kitab al-dala’l), see L. Van Rompay’s entry in the forth-
coming Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage (Piscataway, NJ).

5 R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus (Oxford, 1879-1901); C. Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum
(Berlin, 1895; 2nd edn. Halis Saxonum, 1928). An English translation (with correction, expansion,
and update) of the latter recently appeared as M. Sokoloff, A Syriac Lexicon (Piscataway —
Winona Lake, 2009).
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b. ‘Adi and died in 1001; 3. ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, who was a student of Ibn al-
Tayyib and died sometime after 1010. Prior to 1922, scholars generally identified
the lexicographer Isho* bar ‘Ali with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishaq. In his
Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, however, A. Baumstark rejected this identifi-
cation and proposed instead that the lexicographer is to be identified with (a
somewhat misconstrued version of) ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi.’ This
study argues that Baumstark’s proposal is unfeasible and that the lexicographer
Isho® bar ‘Ali is in all likelihood to be identified with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of
Hunayn b. Ishaq.

Isho bar “Ali, Author of the Syriac-Arabic Lexicon

Before proceeding to the three different individuals with some version of the
name ‘Isa b. “Ali, it is necessary to see what the Lexicon, itself, says about its
author. In the introductory heading, the author of the Lexicon is identified simply
as ‘Isho® bar ‘Ali, the physician’ (~aor¢ A 35 aaw).” In the preface, Bar ‘Ali
states that he undertook the writing of the Lexicon at the behest of a certain
Abraham.® During his readings, Abraham had been employing the Lexicon of the
well-known translator Hunayn b. Ishaq (808-873) as well as a Lexicon compiled
by Isho® of Merv (=mai= sax).'’ Abraham seems to have been happy with the
former, but less so with the latter. In Bar ‘Ali’s words: "'

6  A.Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur (Bonn, 1922), 241.

7 Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Gilossen, 1.4. This designation is also found in some manuscripts at
the beginning of new sections; see, . g., Gottheil, Bar ‘Al (Isho°), 237.

8  The Syriac text of the preface is edited in Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen, 1-5. A slightly
different version of the Syriac text with Latin translation (as well as an Arabic version) is found in
Gesenius, De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlulo, vol. 1, 13-21. An additional Latin translation is available in
Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, viii-ix.

9  Several different lexicographical works are attributed to Hunayn: 1. the Book of Similar Words
(s ~msary ~oha) (see G. Hoffmann, Opuscula nestoriana [Paris, 1880], 2-49 along with
R. J. H. Gottheil, A Treatise on Syriac Grammar by Mar(i) Elid of S6b"4 [Berlin, 1887], 61*-67*;
idem, ,,A Syriac Lexicographical Tract, Hebraica 5 [1889]: 215-229); 2. the no longer extant
Explanation of Greek Words in Syriac (<asiams ~ds ~msax axas); 3. a Compendious
Lexicon (=&nstaas . ansmaml), which is attributed to him in the Catalogue of ‘Abdisho’ bar
Brikha (d. 1318) (G. S. Assemani, Bibliotheca orientalis Clementino-vaticana [Rome, 1719-1728],
vol. 3.1, 165). In general, see Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, vii-viii; idem,
La littérature syriague (Bibliothéque de 'enseignement de Ihistoire ecclésiastique: Anciennes lit-
tératures chrétiennes 2; 3rd edn. Paris, 1907), 295-297, G. Endress, ,,Bilingual Lexical Materials in
the Arabic Tradition of the Hellenistic Sciences,” in J. Hamesse and D. Jacquart (eds.), Lexiques
bilingues dans les domaines philosophigue et scientifique (Moyen /ige — Renaissance) (Brepols,
2001), 164.

10 According to Duval (Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, viii, xx; La littérature
syriaque, 297-298), this Isho® of Merv is to be identified with Zekarya of Merv, who is often cited
in the Lexicon of Bar Bahlul. This identification has been adopted by others (see, e. g., Endress,
Bilingual Lexical Materials in the Arabic Tradition, 164-165. Nevertheless, Bar Bahlul never
explicitly identifies Zekarya of Merv with Isho® of Merv. In addition, in one instance, Bar Bahul
cites Isho* of Merv by name (Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, 835.14).
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pa o comumamly ~hasulia sl Sotam) = duam w\n=a
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On the one hand, you praised the arrangement of the order and the skill of the Lexicon of master
Hunayn. On the other hand, you found fault with that of Isho® of Merv as having been composed
irregularly and without order.

One of the main issues between the two lexicons, then, seems to have been
their organization or lack thereof. To solve this problem, Bar ‘Ali proposes to or-
ganize his Lexicon alphabetically.12 The lexicons of Hunayn b. Ishaq and Isho® of
Merv also seemed to have differed at times in their definitions.” It is for these
reasons that Bar ‘Ali undertook composing a new lexicon on the basis of these two
previous works. Bar ‘Ali describes the sources for his Lexicon as follows: i

o animaml  Lamsids  Fanca =alas  mst e adhoua
Amar Auisa Fdwin< 1 L nac awdo Lo duams dies
~oila dals s I\ s <Sdha (ma dasar aals oo elare

M Lomals

You have convinced me, as one who loves instruction, that I consider these two lexicons, of which
you have reminded me, and that I collect them into one adding various other (words), which I have
heard from my teacher (mallpan(y)), which I have learned from books over the course of a long
time, and about which I had asked the elders.

The identity of this maflpana of Bar ‘Ali will be crucial to the following discus-
sion.”

Finally, it should be mentioned that the collection that goes under the name of
Bar “Ali in the manuscript tradition must differ significantly from the work that he
originally authored. This is most clearly demonstrated by the manuscripts them-
selves.'® The manuscripts of Bar ‘Ali’s Lexicon present at least four different re-
censions, several of which represent enlargements.” It seems, then, that Bar ‘Ali’s

Thus, without further evidence, it seems best to assume that Isho® of Merv and Zekarya of Merv
are two distinct individuals (so also Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, 232).

11  Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen, 2.8-11.

12 Towards the end of the Preface, Bar ‘Ali states: dus alre s dans cumamll o3 =maal,
padhor wlar eiddey duaunza wduy s T have organized the lexemes alphabetically so
that the things being sought may be more readily found’ (Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen,
4.20-5.1).

13 ~dwivr ~araas .amdils durds duam sarm jasis da wer <alwaras You also found that
there is not a little difference between them in the interpretation of phrases’ (Hoffmann, Syrisch-
Arabische Glossen, 2.11-3.1).

Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen, 3.3-7.
It should be noted that some manuscripts read the plural Jial= (see Hoffmann, Syrisch-
Arabische Glossen, 3; Gesenius, De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlulo,vol. 2, 1).

16 See Gottheil, Bar ‘Ali (Isho‘), 8 and his comments in ,,Proceedings of the American Oriental
Society,” cxci. :

17 See the stemma in Gottheil, Bar ‘All (Isho), 7-8. As is the case with the Lexicon of Bar Bahlul,
manuscripts of the Lexicon of Bar “Ali are found in both the E.- and W.-Syr. tradition.
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Lexicon was never viewed as a closed corpus, but rather it was a tool to be sup-
plemented with additional material when needed. In one manuscript (viz. Oxford,
Pococke 167), the scribe even left blank spaces after several paragraphs, presuma-
bly so that additions could be made.'® The impetus for this practice of supplemen-
tation stems — at least in part — from Bar ‘Ali, himself. At the end of his preface,
Bar ‘Ali exhorts his future readers:"

.__C\_:l.\ t.‘:nx."m ,:.nlm AL <o I AL ) .___n.g_ou..&\ B (.-i.um' BIZA <O
w0ihod Loduw ax: __c_\iuaj.n =) 1a alem <1 asaoda aamare
(..&u-e .__Ei&\:m.\

If you find in the course of time some other (words) in addition to those that we have written for
you, add and write (them) without negligence, not worrying whether you will also be of use to those
who come after you.

Based on the textual variety among the manuscripts, it is clear that Bar ‘Ali’s
request was honored. In fact, the name of one of these later expanders is known
from a postscript that is transmitted in several manuscripts, and it is none other
than the aforementioned Abraham:™

Shouaddid <irsaxss mroy mmin< <alwa ~rls e Hiaaoilae
=R PN rze_z‘lm <odhas hamara aaxs A &u_zal Lo Qo mal=al
aa mo (..inl ihares duaihies ﬂv.mn ~rian * ohas dhwary <=

~hacams wdwarm daal s ula Kol i o A Amas

Postscript. I, the feeble sinner Abraham, who is a deacon (only) in name, have consented to the
advice of our brother, who is remembered among the upright, Isho®, and I have added in this book
some (words) from what I found in the holy scriptures, in addition to (the fact) that I was intent on
benefitting those who read in it. I will also continue adding (to it), if the Lord so desires and we live
according to the measure of (our) simplicity.

The various additions and supplements to Bar “Ali’s Lexicon have implications
for the identification of Bar ‘Ali since it cannot be assumed that any given lemma

18  Gottheil, in ,,Proceedings of the American Oriental Society,” clxxxvii. Cf. R. Payne Smith, Cata-
logi codicum manuscriptorum bibliothecae Bodleianae. Pars sexta. Codices Syriacos, Car-
shunicos, Mendaeos, complectens (Oxford, 1864), 612-613 (no. 184).

19 Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen, 5.5-8.

20 Gesenius, De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlulo, vol. 1, 21-22 (with Latin translation). An additional Latin
translation is available in Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, ix. The Arabic
version differs in several details: § sy Lual 3 ey Cuntind ¥l (uladl) sl ol (LAY sl 6l U
4 (g ol ) 2 Al oS 3 Cann g L SN 1 Y il 8 gl G 0550 )5S0
OSasall (5 jlae Caneny )l Aiday Cide (o)) Liag 4l Caual U 4“1, the feeble sinner Abraham, dea-
con (only) in name, have consented to the advice of our brother, Yasha', (who) is remembered
among the upright, and I have added to this book what I found in the spiritual (reading 4xudi)
books, for my benefit and for that of those who read in it. I will also continue adding to it, if I live
— the Lord willing — according to my meager capacity’.

21 Read ,5has.

22 Read wiosd, compare the Arabic version (5% (il
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found in the manuscript tradition is actually from the hand of Bar “Ali himself, as
opposed to the work of a later redactor.

“Isa b. ‘Ali in Arabic Sources

In Arabic sources, there are at least three different individuals with some version
of the name ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, with whom the author of the Lexicon could potentially be
identified. The first chronologically is the ‘Isa b. ‘Ali who lived in the second half
of the 9th century.” He was a student of Hunayn b. Ishiaq, who was mentioned
above as the author of a Syriac Lexicon, but is better known as a physician and
translator. This Isa b. ‘Ali’s primary field of study was medicine, and he was the
personal physician of Caliph al-Mu‘tamid (r. 870-892). In addition to the field of
medicine, he worked in other sciences, including astronomy, physics, and probably
mathematics. He was also a scribe, as he is mentioned in the colophon of two
manuscripts of the Arabic Diatessaron (Vatican, Borg. Arab. 250; Oxford,
Bodleian Arab. e 163).** In his Kitab al-Fihrist, Ibn al-Nadim (fl. 987) relates the
following about this ‘Isa b. ‘Ali:*

sbme! o s Al adliall QIS (oSN (e alg Slald Sy (pin 20 (0 o 0 e
'l_,.ta.“
U

23 In general, see B. Dodge, The Fihrist of al-Nadim. A Tenth-century survey of Muslim culture
(New York, 1970), 1014; G. Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur (Studi e Testi
118, 133, 146, 147, 172; Vatican City, 1944-1953), vol. 2, 131 (also 153, 157, 169-170, 176); P. E.
Kahle, The Cairo Geniza (2nd edn. Oxford, 1959), 311; L. Leclerc, Histoire de la médicine arabe
(Paris, 1876), vol. 1, 303-304; M. Meyerhof, ,New Light on Hunain Ibn Ishéq and his Period,” fsis
8 (1926), 710; R. P. Paul Sbath, A/-Fifiris (Catalogue de manuscrits arabes), Part 1. Ouvrages des
auteurs antérieurs au XVIF siecle (Cairo, 1938), 54 (no. 134); F. Sezgin, Geschichte des
arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden, 1967-2007), vol. 3, 259, 377; vol. 5, 416; M. Ullmann, Die Medizin
Im Isfam (Leiden, 1970), 327.

24 For the colophon of ms. Vatican, Borg. Arab. 250, see P. Augustinus Ciasca, 4zes (3 g lullabi
Dy VI cpopdnal)l e e sl sen Tatiani Evangeliorum Harmoniae Arabice (Rome, 1888), 99
(Latin translation), 210 (Arabic text), both of which must be corrected on the basis of the post-
script on p. xv. An English translation is available in Kahle, The Cairo Geniza, 300. For the colo-
phon of ms. Oxford, Bodleian Arab. e 163, see A. J. B. Higgins, ,, The Arabic Version of Tatian’s
Diatessaron,” J7'§ ns 45 (1944): 188 n. 1 (with English translation). Higgin’s interpretation of the
second part of the colophon in ms. Bodleian Arab. e 163 is, however, incorrect, as pointed out by
Graf (Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, vol. 2, 169-170 n. 2) and Kahle ( The Cairo
Geniza, 308) and later accepted by Higgins, himself (,, Tatian’s Diatessaron,” Journal of the Man-
chester University Egyptian and Oriental Society 24 [1942-1945], 30 n. 1). In general, see
T. Baarda, ,,The Author of the Arabic Diatessaron®, in T. Baarda, A. F. J. Klijn, and W. C. van
Unnik (eds.), Miscellanea Neotestamentica, vol. 1 (Leiden, 1978), 61-103 (reprinted in T. Baarda,
Early Transmission of Words of Jesus [Amsterdam, 1983], 207-249) and P. Joosse, ,,An Introduc-
tion to the Arabic Diatessaron,* OC 83 (1999), 72-129.

25 G. Flugel, Kitab al-Fihrist (Leipzig, 1871-1872), vol. 1, 297.19-21. An English translation is avail-
able in Dodge, The Fihrist of al-Nadim, vol. 2, 699. :
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‘Isa b. ‘Ali was among the students of Hunayn, and he was excellent. Among his works is the Book of
the benefits made use of from the Organs of Animals.

In his ‘Uwin al-’anba’ fi tabaqgat al-"atibba’, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 1270) provides

Hi . . 2
additional information:*®

lll delia |58 8 IS, olly 8 Calial aly daSally Slaida s Slald Lk S e o e
Adinall gty JSgiall 0 deal p3dy o e OIS 00 dal (e sa Gad G O e
i ey o lada oo alaay 48y 4l Gual ALY g Ly L e (IS & e

Silia o gand) S ) guall slimel (ya s A pdliall QUS S (e o (0 annl g 4dde

‘Isa b. “Ali was an excellent physician and devoted to wisdom (Aikma), and he had (many) literary
works on this (subject). He studied the field of medicine under Hunayn b. Ishaq being one of his
most illustrious students. Tsa b. ‘Ali served Ahmad b. Mutawakkil, i. e. al-Mu‘tamid ‘Ala Allah. He
was formerly his physician. When he became Caliph, he did well by him, honored him, brought him
on animals a number of times, and bestowed upon him (a garment of honor). Among ‘Isa b. ‘Ali
works is the Book of the benefits made use of from the Organs of Animals (and) the Book of Poi-
sons in two parts.

Throughout the following discussion, this person will be referred to as ‘Isa b.

‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishagq.

The second ‘Isa b. ‘Ali relevant to the current discussion is Aba al-Qasim ‘Is b.

‘Ali, who died on March 28, 1001.”” His father was the ‘good vizier’ ‘Ali b. ‘Isa b.
Da’id b. al-Jarrah (d. 946).% This Tsa b. ‘Ali was one of the most prominent Mus-
lim students of the Syriac Orthodox philosopher Yahya b. ‘Adi (d. 974). In addi-
tion, he served as secretary under Caliph al-Ta%i* (d. 991). In his Kitab al-Fihrist,
Ibn al-Nadim relates the following about this ‘Isa b. ‘Ali:*

26

27

28

29

u\.’\Su’.’\S]I L)Ad_’ e a.l!y_si.u;.)ﬂj‘l ‘;_9.'1,!_“‘3 dj:.\.ﬁ.‘i'l‘f‘\_lu‘) h}‘zjic’ujs""‘:‘:'f‘“m‘ )-l‘ 4..u|
A el w‘&

A. Miiller, /bn Abi Userbia (n. p., 1884), vol. 1, 203. Slightly different versions of the text are given
in Gesenius, De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlufo, vol. 1, 11-12 and Fligel, Kitdb al-Fihrist, vol. 2, 143.

The most complete review of the sources is in Joel L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of
Istam. The cultural revival during the Buyid age (Leiden, 1986), 134-136. Sce also H. Bowen, The
life and times of ‘Al ibn Tsa, ‘the Good vizier’ (Cambridge, 1928), 397-398, passin, H. Busse,
Chalif und Grosskénig. Die Buyiden im Irag (945-1055) (Beirut, 1969), 248 (no. 8), passinz;
Dodge, The Fifirist of al-Nadim, 1077 (s. v. Qasim, Abu al-); Graf, Geschichte der christlichen
arabischen Literatur, vol. 2, 157 (also 109, 176, 238, 242); D. Gutas, Greek thought, Arabic
culture. The Graeco-Arabic transiation movement in Baghdad and early ‘Abbasid society (2nd —
4th /8th — 10th centuries) (London, 1998), 72-73, 132-133; D. Sourdel, Le vizirat ‘abbaside de
749 a 936 (132 a4 324 de I'Hegire) (Damas, 1959-1960), 524. In addition to the primary sources
cited below, see the statement by Abi Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 1023) in his Kitab al-‘imta
wal-mu“inasa (ed. A. Amin and A. al-Zayn, Kitab al-imta‘ wal-mu‘anasa [Cairo, 2nd edn. 1953],
vol. 1, 36-37).

In general, see H. Bowen, in EF, vol. 1, 386 and especially his The life and times of ‘Ali ibn Tsa,
‘the Good vizier'.

Fliigel, Kitab al-Fihrist, vol. 1, 129.7-9. An English translation is available in Dodge, The Fihirist of
al-Nadim, vol. 1, 282, -
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His (scl. ‘Ali b. Tsa b. Da’d b. al-Jarrih) son Ab al-Oasim ‘Isa b. ‘Ali was unique in his time in
logic and the ancient sciences. His birth was ... Among his works is a book on the Persian language.

In his Siwan al-hikma, Abtu Sulayman al-Sijistani (d. ca. 985) provides the fol-
lowing additional information:™

ol b SIS fle o L€ ol 1o S il ) 0 e G e 2 oe
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‘Isa b. ‘Ali b. ‘Isa b. al-Jarrah, the vizier: This sheikh was great in the science of the ancients combin-
ing (various) disciplines of merit. In addition to his patronage of these sciences, he had capital in the
science of Hadith, greatness in ascription (7sndd), knowledge of Qur’anic recitation (gird’a), and
the rest of culture (“4dab)and good qualities. He was secluded in his house keeping to himself until
his death (and) occupying himself with instructing and teaching despite his ragged condition and
great age [the passage continues with four sayings from the philosophers that were translated by ‘Tsa
b. ‘Ali].

The fullest statement is, however, provided by Ibn al-Qifti (d. 1248) in his
Ta‘rikh al-hukama*”

Caall mam Basaie (58 (B ol a3l Ay il s F1all Cp 353 (e (8 e O e
O o sl Ghaiall 18 Y alay Led (S ol o3 4l ) (udaa gean s ol g5 S
balas Aysal lall 48 Jy iag iy Al (e Aeles S5 4 GiaTy aie 23Y) €T e
G O e Glo BIE (A kg ladd) e dds Sl asill Aipk Ge Led 7z A0 A
5_lalially e i g Lgle 4l CulS s Gaiatll g Call s a5l e A Ay il (o a
il g Ay sl g el g s gl & ke o e o dady o b dndl IS5 adady 8 g 3e) 3 Ala
O spbaaall = 8 (535l sl oy lalda 3y S Calae Bode B Aad ol
Sytgdqudéﬁ}husc\.ﬂi.“uhqeﬁjujﬁ]ge.ﬁﬁ\hécﬁﬁﬁcoﬁﬁ)@m
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Isa b. “Ali b. ‘Isa b. Da’iad b. al-Jarrah Aba al-Qasim, son of the vizier, was a leading figure in vari-
ous disciplines. He heard and transmitted numerous Hadiths, and eminent people attended his
maylis of transmission. He was a custodian of the science of the ancients. He studied logic under
Yahya b. ‘Adi and learned much from him and had (great) conviction in him. He acquired many
students. He debated and investigated; he was questioned, and he answered with a satisfactory
answer in which he did not deviate from the way of (his) people. I saw a copy of the Physica which
he read under Yahya b. ‘Adi after Yahya al-Nahwi (i. e. John Philoponus) had commented (on it),
and it was the utmost of goodness, beauty, and perfection. He had on it marginal notes which arose
during the discussion while reading (it), and they were in his hand. His handwriting was similar to
that of Abd ‘Ali b. Mugla in its strength, flow, and manner. This copy was in ten large volumes, and
afterwards Jarjis al-Yabradi glossed it using a commentary of Themistius on the book. This Tsa b.
‘Ali advanced in the state, and he served some of the Caliphs as secretary. He died in Baghdad in
the early morning on the last Friday of the latter Rabi‘ year 391 (= March 28, 1001).

30 D.M. Dunlop, The Muntakhab Siwan al-hikmah of Abia Sulaiman as-Sijistani. Arabic text,
introduction and indices (The Hague, 1979), 143 (no. 280).

31 Read el slb,

32 Lippert, fbn al-Qilii’s Ta’rih al-hukama’, 244-245.
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Throughout the following discussion, this person will be referred to as ‘Isa b.

‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi.

The third and final person relevant to this discussion is the oculist “Ali b. ‘Isa

al-kahhal, who died sometime after 1010.” He was a student of the Church of the
East theologian and philosopher Ibn al-Tayyib (d. 1043).** According to the
Ecclesiastical History of Bar ‘Ebraya (d. 1286), ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal originally be-
longed to the Church of the East, but due to a conflict with Katholikos Iwannis VI
(r. 1001-1012) he became a Melkite.”> He is best-known for his Prescription of
Oculists (Tadkirat al-kahhalin), which became a standard textbook of ocular
science in Arabic and which was translated into Hebrew and Latin in the Middle
Ages. In his ‘Uyiin al-’anba’ fi tabagat al-’atibba’, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a relates the

fo

34
35

36

37

llowing about ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal:”’
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‘Al b. ‘Isa, also called ‘Tsa b. “Ali, al-kahhal (i. e. the oculist) was famous (and) distinguished for
(his) skill in the field of ocular medicine. His precepts are followed with regard to illnesses of the eye
and their treatments. As for his famous book Prescription of Oculists, it is necessary for everyone
who is concerned with the field of ocular medicine to memorize it. People have been content with it
and no other among the rest of the books which have been written in this discipline. This one be-
came the enduring one among (all of) them. That which ‘Ali b. ‘Tsa said about the craft of the field

In general, see C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, vol. 1 (2nd edn. Leiden,
1943), 635; Suppl. Vol. 1 (Leiden, 1937), 884-885; Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen
Literatur, vol. 2, 176; J. Hirschbert (trans. F. C. Blodi), The History of Ophthalmology, Vol. 2.
The Middle Ages; The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Bonn, 1985), 53-59; Leclerc,
Histoire de la médicine arabe, 498-503; E. Mittwock, in EF, vol. 1, 388; Sbath, A/-Fihris, Part 1, 54
(no. 132); Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, vol. 3, 337-340; Ullmann, Die Medizin
im Isfam, 208-209.

Miiller, fbn Abi Useibia, vol. 1, 240.

J. B. Abbeloos and T. J. Lamy, Gregorii Barhebraer chronicon ecclesiasticum (Paris, 1872-1877),
vol. 3, 275-278. See also Assemani, Bibliotheca orientalis, vol. 2, 445; Busse, Chalif und
Grosskonig, 478 n. 2.

The Arabic text is available in Al-Hakim al-Sayyid Ghous Mohiuddin al-Sharafi, Tadhkiratu’/
Kahhalin by ‘Ali b. Isa al-Kahhal (d. 400 A.H./1010 A.D.) (Hyderabad, 1964). The text or portions
of it have been translated into several languages: Latin translation in C. A. Hille, De medicis
arabibus oculariis. Prolegomena ad Alii Ben Isa monitorium oculariorum (Dresden, 1845).
Reprinted in F. Sezgin (ed.), Augenheilkunde im Islam. Texte, Studien und Ubersetzungen
(Frankfurt am Main, 1986), vol. 4, 1-46. German translation in J. Hirschberg and J. Lippert, A/f
ibn Isa. Erinnerungsbuch fiir Augendrzte (Leipzig, 1904). Reprinted in Sezgin, Augenheilkunde
m Islam, vol. 1, 196-556. English translation in C. A. Wood, Memorandum Book of a Tenth-
Century Oculist (Chicago, 1936).

Miiller, 7bn Abi Useibia, vol. 1, 247. Slightly different versions of the text are given in Fliigel,
Kitdb al-Fihrist, vol. 2, 143 and Gesenius, De Bar Alio et Bar Bahlulo,vol. 1, 12.
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of ocular medicine is better than that which he said related to scientific matters. He passed away in
the year four hundred and ... Among the books of ‘Ali b. ‘Tsa are the book of Prescription of
Oculistsin three parts.

Throughout the following discussion, this person will be referred to as ‘Al b.
‘Isa al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib.

Already by the thirteenth century, ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-
Tayyib, began to be conflated with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishag. In his
Ta’rikh al-hukama’, for instance, Ibn al-Qifti states:™
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‘Isa b. ‘Ali was among the students of Hunayn, and he was an excellent author, famous for writing

the Book of the Prescription of Oculists — according to which physicians of this branch (of medicine)
have worked at all times — (and) the Book of the benefits made use of from the Organs of Animals.

In this passage, Isa b. “Ali, the student of Hunayn b. Ishéq, is said to have writ-
ten the Book of the prescription of Oculists, the well-known work by ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-
kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib. The conflation of ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student of
Ibn al-Tayyib, with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishag, resulted in the name of
the former occasionally being inverted to “Isa b. ‘Ali. This inverted form of the
name is found in some manuscripts of the Book of the prescription of Oculists,
though the non-inverted form, ‘Ali b. ‘Isa, occurs in others.” In addition, the in-
verted form ‘Isa b. ‘Al is recorded, together with the non-inverted form, in the en-
try on ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib, in the Uyan al-‘anba’ fi
tabagat al-"atibba’ of Tbn Abi Usaybi‘a, which was quoted above.*’ This conflation
is not limited to the primary sources, but is also occasionally found in (early)
scholarly literature.*’

Which ‘Isa b. “Ali wrote the Syriac-Arabic Lexicon?

In the previous section, it was established that three different individuals with
some version of the name Isa b. ‘Ali are found in Arabic sources: 1. ‘Isa b. ‘Ali,
student of Hunayn b. Ishaq; 2. ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi; 3. ‘Ali b. ‘Isa
al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib. The question for the present study then is:
With which of these individuals is the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali to be iden-
tified?** At first glance, this seems to be a rather uneventful question since in ms.

38 Lippert, Ibn al-Qifti’s Ta il al-hukama’, 247.7-10.

39 See Hirschberg and Lippert, A/ ibn Isa. Erinnerungsbuch fiir Augendrzte, xxii-xxiii, 1 with n. 2.
Reprinted in Sezgin, Augenheilkunde im Islam, vol. 1, 216-217, 233.

40 Miller, Ibn Abi Userbia, vol. 1, 247.

41 See, e. g., F. Wiistenfeld, Geschichte der arabischen Aerzte und Naturforscher (Gottingen, 1840),
39.

42 Itis, of course, possible that he is not to be identified with any of them.
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Vatican Syr. 217, which contains a portion of the Lexicon, the author is explicitly
identified as ‘rabban Isho® bar ‘Ali, student of rabban Hunayn, the chief of medi-
cing’ (wéaicore w1 @won =7 =il s 5 saxv. t;ﬁ).43 Prior to 1922, scholars
generally followed this manuscript in identifying the lexicographer Isho® bar “Ali
with Isa b. “Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishéq.44 In many cases, however, scholars
conflated the three individuals with the name ‘Isa b. ‘Ali.

A turning point in scholarship was marked by the publication of Baumstark’s
Geschichte der syrischen Literatur in 1922. Discussing the lexicographer Isho® bar
‘Ali, Baumstark states, ,,Der erstere (= the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali), der be-
sonders als Augenarzt berithmt und literarisch als solcher in arabischer Sprache
titig war, kann nicht, wie von zwei Uberlieferungsvarianten die eine (with refe-
rence to Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a and ms. Vatican Syr. 227, a typo for ms. Vatican Syr.
217) behauptet, noch ein Schiiler des Hunain ibn Ishaq, sondern erst, wie die an-
dere (with reference to Ibn al-Qifti) angibt, ein solcher des Jahja ibn ‘Adi gewesen
sein ...“** Baumstark, thus, explicitly rejects identifying the lexicographer Isho°
bar ‘Ali with ‘Isa b. “Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishaq. He does not, however, pro-
vide any justification for this rejection. In addition, the ‘Isa b. “Ali whom Baum-
stark claims is the author of the Lexicon is actually a conflation of ‘Isa b. “Ali,
student of Yahya b. ‘Adi, and “Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib. The
date given, the mention of Yahya b. ‘Adi, and the citation of Ibn al-Qifti all sug-
gest the former, but the mention of oculist (Augenarzt) can only refer to the lat-
ter.*® This conflation enables Baumstark to avoid two fatal flaws with his identifi-
cation. First, ‘Isa b. “Ali, student of Yahya b. “‘Adi, is not attested as a physician in
any source, whereas the manuscript tradition of the Syriac-Arabic Lexicon specifi-
cally states that the lexicographer Isho® bar “Ali was a physician (=), Second,
‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi, was a Muslim, whereas the author of the
Lexicon was a Christian."’

43 S. E. Assemanus and J. S. Assemanus, Bibliotheca apostolicae Vaticanze codicum manu-
scriptorum catalogus, Part 1, Vol. 3. Complectens reliquos codices chaldaicos sive syriacos
(Rome, 1758; reprint Paris, 1926), 504. Cf. Gottheil, Bar ‘Ali (Isho), 7 (s.v. °S).

44 See, e.g., Assemani, Bibliotheca orientalis Clementino-vaticana, vol. 3.1, 257; Gesenius, De Bar
Alio et Bar Bahlulo, vol. 1, 11; Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, 1638 (implicitly); W. Wright,
A Short History of Syriac Literature (London, 1894), 215-216; Duval, La littérature syriague,
297-298; Gottheil, Bar ‘Ali (Isho®), 5 (implicitly); S. Euringer, Die Uberlieferung der arabischen
Ubersetzung des Diatessarons (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1912), 19-20.

45 Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, 241.

46 That Baumstark does not distinguish between ‘Tsa b. “Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi, and ‘Ali b. ‘Isa
al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib, can be further corroborated by the fact the he never cites Ibn
Abi Usaybi‘a’s entry on the latter (ed. Miiller, vol. 1, 247), but only the entry on the former (ed.
Miiller, vol. 1, 203).

47 Lest there is any doubt that the lexicographer Isho® bar “Ali was a Christian, it should be noted
that he begins his Lexicon: sha <riana <070 <isa <o ~dhuars ~hodulda s As
~amumaml = ‘By the power of the blessed Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,
I write (this) Lexicon® (Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen, 1.1-2).
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In spite of these insurmountable difficulties, most subsequent scholars have fol-
lowed Baumstark in identifying the lexicographer Isho‘ bar ‘Ali with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali,
student of Yahya b. ‘Adi.* This is done explicitly, for example, by G. Graf in his
Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur.’ The identification of the lexi-
cographer Isho® bar ‘Ali with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi, is, however,
more often made implicitly when scholars state that Isho® bar ‘Ali died in 1001.%°
Based on the preceding discussion, it is clear that Baumstark’s identification can-
not be correct. To reiterate, the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali was a Christian physi-
cian whereas ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Yahya b. ‘Adi, was neither a Christian nor a
physician.

If the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali cannot be identified with “Isa b. “Ali, student
of Yahya b. ‘Adi, the question then becomes whether he can be identified either
with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishaq, or with ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student
of Ibn al-Tayyib. The latter can most likely be ruled out on the basis of his name.
In the more than twenty manuscripts of the Lexicon, the author’s name is always
given as ‘Isa b. ‘Ali and never as ‘Ali b. Isa.”' Though it is possible that the in-
verted form of ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal’s name could appear in a few manuscripts, it
pushes the limits of plausibility to assume that only the inverted form of the name
occurs.’” It seems unlikely, then, that the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali is to be iden-

48 There is, however, a small contingent that maintains the previous identification with Isa b. “Ali,
student of Hunayn b. Ishagq; see, e. g., Meyerhof, ,,New Light on Hunain Ibn Ishdq,” 710; Kahle,
The Cairo Geniza, 311; Higgins, ,,The Arabic Version of Tatian’s Diatessaron,” 194 n. 1; Joosse,
,»An Introduction to the Arabic Diatessaron,” 78, 103 with n. 159; G. Strohmaier, Hellas im Islam
(Wiesbaden, 2003), 183 with n. 21.

49 Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, vol. 2, 157. This is somewhat surprising
since Graf clearly distinguishes all three of the relevant individuals (Geschichte der christlichen
arabischen Literatur, 176). In addition, it should be noted that in the first volume of his
Geschichte (153) Graf identifies the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali with “Isa b. “Ali, student of
Hunayn. He does not, however, clarify why he changed his opinion on the matter between the first
and second volumes.

50 See,e. g., L. Ortiz de Urbina, Patrologia Syriaca (revised edn. Rome, 1965), 219 (§160); R. Degen,
»Zum Diabetestraktat des ‘Abd al-Latif al-Bagdadi,” A/ON 37 (1977), 459 n. 11; H. Daiber,
Aetius Arabus. Die Vorsokratiker in arabischer Uberlieferung (Wiesbaden, 1980), 54; W. L.
Petersen, Tatian’s Diatessaron. Its creation, dissemination, signiticance, and history in scholarship
(Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 25; Leiden, 1994), 53-54; G. Endress, ., Die wissenschaftliche
Literatur,” in W. Fischer (ed.), Grundrilf der Arabischen Philologie, Vol. 3. Suppiement (Wies-
baden, 1992), 4 n. 11); S. Wild, ,,Sprachwissenschaftliche Literatur,” in H. Gétje (ed.), Grundrif}
der Arabischen Philologie, Vol. 1. Literaturwissenschaft (Wiesbaden, 1987), 144. See also S. P.
Brock, who states that Isho® bar ‘Ali was a tenth-century Syriac lexicographer (An Introduction fo
Syriac Studies [Gorgias Handbooks 4; 2nd edn. Piscataway, 2006], 30).

51 For the manuscripts, see Gottheil, Bar ‘A/f (Isho), 5-7 and his comments in ,,Proceedings of the
American Oriental Society,” clxxxvii-cxc.

52 This would, for instance, differ from the manuscript tradition of ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal’s Prescrip-
tion of Oculists, where both the non-inverted form ‘Ali b. ‘Tsa and the inverted form ‘Tsa b. “Ali
occur (see note 39).
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tified with ‘Ali b. ‘Isa al-kahhal, student of Ibn al-Tayyib™. Therefore, the only in-
dividual with whom the lexicographer Isho* bar “Ali can likely be identified is ‘Tsa
b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn. This identification is confirmed by the only explicit da-
tum of evidence, ms. Vatican Syr. 217, which unequivocally states that the lexicog-
rapher Isho® bar ‘Ali was a student of Hunayn b. Ishaq. Thus, pending further evi-
dence, it seems best to conclude that the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali is to be iden-
tified with the physician Isa b. “Ali, who lived in the second half of the ninth
century and was a student of Hunayn b. Ishaq.™

53 It should be noted that this identification has been accepted by some scholars, e. g. Endress
(..Bilingual Lexical Materials in the Arabic Tradition,” 166), who does not, however, provid any
evidence in its favor,

54 Another potential datum of evidence is found in the Catalogue of ‘Abdisho® where he lists several
lexicographers, including Isho® bar ‘Ali; <3&a 1 ~xias _ocumamd 3ns dalws o
Lione =amoime <we AN 5 sana N\ aw (Assemani, Bibliotheca orientalis
Clementino-vaticana, vol. 3.1, 257-258). The syntax of this passage can, however, be understood in
two different ways: 1. ‘Bar Bahlul composed a lexicon collected from many books and (so did) the
physician Isho‘ bar ‘Ali, Maruzaya, and Gabriel’ (according to Assemani); 2. ‘Bar Bahlul com-
posed a lexicon collected from many books and (from) the physician Isho® bar ‘Ali, Maruzaya, and
Gabriel’ (according to Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule, viii; idem, La
littérature syriaque, 272). If Duval’s interpretation is correct, this provides further support for
identifying the lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali with ‘Isa b. ‘Ali, student of Hunayn b. Ishag, since the
lexicographer Isho® bar ‘Ali would necessarily predate Bar Bahlul (mid-10th cent.) thereby ruling
out both “Isa b. “Ali (d. 1001), student of Yahya b. ‘Adt, and ‘Al b. Isa al-kahhal (d. after 1010),
student of Ibn al-Tayyib. Nevertheless, since the passage in ‘Abdisho‘ admits a different inter-
pretation, this cannot be taken as definitive corroborative evidence. In addition (and perhaps
more to the point), there is no evidence in the Lexicon of Bar Bahlul itself that Bar Bahlul was
dependent on the Lexicon of Bar ‘Al (see Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule,
1X-x).



