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 Syriac Historiography and Identity Formation

 Muriel Debié'

 Abstract

 Historiographical texts are here read as literary compositions of their time, providing us with

 various elements of the process of identity construction or reconstruction. The first West

 Syrian historical texts were produced in the sixth century, when the history of what would

 become the Syrian Orthodox Church began. An examination of contemporary sources
 and myths of origins shows that the ethnic origins of the Abgarid dynasty played no part

 in Syrian 'ethnogenesis', but that there existed a notion of Syro-Mesopotamian origins,
 closely related to a supposed homeland, that of Aram. An acknowledged common ancestry
 going back to the Chaldean and Assyrian Empires relies on a common language more
 than a common homeland or sovereign. Whereas the Assyrians came to personify the ever

 hostile Persian neighbour, a sort of stereotypical enemy, the Hellenistic kings were perceived

 as having effected a synthesis of the double Syro-Mesopotamian and Greek culture. The
 Seleucid era, as adopted by the Edessans, thus remained in use regardless of the prevailing

 political powers and is an assertion of independence and a strong local identity marker,
 being a rejection of the local Antiochene as well as the imperial Byzantine eras. The Syrian
 Orthodox also developed an innovative method of writing the history of their separated
 Church, producing a new genre consisting of lengthy chronicles written in several parts
 or columns, in which political and ecclesiastical history were kept separate. This Syrian
 Orthodox method of writing history is the only truly distinctive Syrian Orthodox literary
 genre.

 Keywords
 Historiography; chronicles; church histories; Seleucid era; Syria; northern Mesopotamia;
 Aram; Assyrians; Aramaic; 500-1300.

 It should come as no surprise that such an important part of the Leiden research

 project under discussion in the present volume is devoted to historical writing,

 not only because, in the particularly rich West Syrian tradition, Michael the
 Great's work is both a unique source for past events and a symbol of Syrian

 '' I am most grateful to my colleague Michael Featherstone for checking the English of my
 text.

 © Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2009 DOI: 10.1163/187124109X408014
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 Orthodox learning, but also because it is here that the communal memory is
 at once created, kept, and transmitted.1 Since identity is not given but is socially

 and culturally constructed, historical writing participates in the constitution of

 a collective memory and thus shapes the communal identity. As Walter Pohl

 has pointed out 'c'est par les textes que ces constructions (sociales et culturelles)

 sont achevées et communiquées'.2 Historiographical texts can thus be read as

 literary compositions of their time, providing us with various elements of the

 process of identity construction or reconstruction.

 Nor is it any coincidence that historical texts are so numerous in the Syr

 ian Orthodox tradition since the record and interpretation of the past was

 a necessary means of enforcing the legitimacy of the separatist Church and

 community. The first historical texts were produced in the sixth century, when

 the history of what would become the Syrian Orthodox Church began. The

 process of writing history did not however start in the same way as it did
 for the Armenians who became a Christian nation instantaneously3 and cre

 ated for themselves, together with a new alphabet, a new memory based on
 biblical history in order to replace the pagan folklore of their national cul

 ture.4 The history of the Syrian Orthodox was already Christian, deeply rooted

 in Greek Christianity, albeit occasionally in Semitic dress. The same is true

 also for the East Syrians who began writing history when they were forced to

 defend their religious identity against fellow Christians of other confessions

 or heretical groups.5 Historiography was one of the tools used for expressing

 " See Michael G. Morony, 'History and Identity in the Syrian Churches', in Jan J. van
 Ginkel, Heleen L. Murre-van den Berg, and Theo M. van Lint (eds.). Redefining Christian
 Identity. Cultural Interaction in the Middle East since the Rise of Islam (OLA 134; Leuven,
 Z005), pp. 1-33.
 21 Walter Pohl, 'Nouvelles identités ethniques entre Antiquité tardive et haut Moyen Age',

 in Véronique Gazeau, Pierre Bauduin, and Yves Modéran (eds.), Identité et ethnicité: concepts,

 débats historiographiques, exemples (iil'-xn' siècle) (Caen, 2008), p. 23.
 31 See Theo M. van Lint in this volume.

 41 Jean-Pierre Mahé, 'Entre Moïse et Mahomet: réflexions sur l'historiographie arméni
 enne', Revue des Etudes arméniennes 23 (1992), pp. 121-153; Robert W. Thomson, 'The
 Writing of History: The Development of the Armenian and Georgian Traditions', in II
 Caucaso: cerniera fra culture dal Mediterraneo alia Persia: (secoli IV—XI): [settimana di studio],

 20-26 aprile 1995 (Settimana di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi sull'alto Medioevo 43;
 Spoleto, 1996), pp. 493-514; Robert W. Thomson, 'Christian Perception of History. The

 Armenian Perspective', in Van Ginkel, Murre-van den Berg, and Van Lint (eds.), Redefining
 Christian Identity, pp. 3 5-44.

 51 On East Syrian historiography, see Muriel Debié, 'Writing History as "Histoires". The
 Biographical Dimension of East-Syriac Historiography', in Muriel Debié, Hugh Kennedy,
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 confessional identity, in opposition first to other Christians and then to others

 in general, i.e. 'heretics', Muslims, and later Turks and Mongols.

 The Conversion of Abgar and the Question of Kingship

 Since the identity of the Syrian Orthodox was mainly Christian, what sort

 of myth of their origins, if any, did they share and accept? The myth of

 Creation as told in the Bible was a common legacy of all Christian groups who

 pretended to be legitimate heirs to the covenant of God with his chosen people,

 taking the place of the Jews who no longer participated in the history of the

 divine Economy.6 This common Christian heritage is present in the universal

 chronicles in Syriac going back to the beginning of history, that is, to the

 Creation, or at least to the beginning of the history of mankind with Adam. Of

 course, the myth of the origins of the Syrian Orthodox is not to be found there.

 This does not mean, however, that there were no such myths, but simply that

 they were elaborated in the margins of the official history taken from the Bible.

 The Acts of the Apostles reported that there were Mesopotamians amongst the

 peoples present at Pentecost,7 but there was no history of the conversion of
 the Syrians. Nevertheless, this event was related in apocryphal texts. Syriac

 speaking communities retold the stories of their origins in such texts as the

 Doctrina Addai, the Acts of Thomas and, later, Mar Mari. According to the

 Doctrina Addai, the conversion of the city of Edessa occurred under Abgar

 Ukkama (4-8 bc), though even the alleged conversion of King Abgar VIII is

 a myth and Christianity in fact took hold only in the fourth century.

 Even the Syriac historians did not consider Edessa to be the first Christian

 kingdom. As Lucas Van Rompay has rightly observed, in the second Appendix

 to Michael the Great's Chronography, Jacob of Edessa says that the first king

 who converted to Christianity was Constantine.8 This explains the representa

 tions of Constantine on horseback in Syrian churches. However, references to

 and Arietta Papaconstantinou (eds.). Writing 'True Stories': Historians and Hagiograpbers in

 the Late Antique and Medieval Near East (Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the
 Middle Ages 9; Brepols, forthcoming in 2009).
 61 See Jan van Ginkel, 'Jacob of Edessaand the West-Syrian Identity', in Van Ginkel, Murre

 van den Berg, and Van Lint (eds.), Redefining Christian Identity, p. 73.
 7) Acts 2:7.

 81 Jean-Baptiste Chabot, Chronique de Michel le Syrien patriarche Jacobite d'Antioche (1166—

 1199) (Paris, 1899-1924; repr. in 4 vols., 1963); Chabot, Chronique, App. II, ed. Vol. 4,
 p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 447.
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 the story of Abgar do appear in almost all the Chronicles, except the Chronicle

 of Edessa, that of Jacob and that of the year 846 where the historical data are

 given but without any mention of conversion.9 Furthermore, beginning with

 Eusebius, the story of Abgar's correspondence with Jesus and his conversion

 became the accepted history of the origins of Christianity at Edessa, undergo

 ing iconographie adaptation (though to a lesser extent than in the Armenian

 tradition, where this history pervaded manuscript illumination).10 But how

 ever widely accepted it became, this myth did not fit easily into the schema of

 the succession of empires in World History borrowed from Eusebius, despite
 Jacobs attempt to add it to the Eusebian model.

 The theme of kingship is of great importance. Both Jacob and Dionysius

 of Tel Mahre try to demonstrate that the Syrian Orthodox also once pos
 sessed political power and kings who supported their identity as a people, in
 spite of what 'the Greeks'—here meaning Chalcedonians—said to the con
 trary. We should also note the implication here that it was the Greeks who

 called the Assyrians and Chaldeans 'Syrians'.11 These disparate origins, involv
 ing a Semitic language and a Greek-Christian identity, were reconciled in the

 supposed existence of an Assyro-Chaldean kingdom in Greek guise. The Hel

 lenistic kings were perceived as having efFected a synthesis of this double Syro

 Mesopotamian and Greek culture. Hence the importance of the Hellenistic
 period, which became a chronological knot where the two cultures (and lan

 guages, though this is never stated in the texts) were combined. Since Jacob of

 Edessa is one of the most philhellenic of all Syriac authors, it is not surprising

 that he considers Constantine as the legitimate heir of all earlier kingdoms,

 being the first king who converted to Christianity.12 Jacob completely accepts

 this notion, present in all the writings of Eusebius, particularly the Ecclesiasti

 " Lucas Van Rompay, 'Jacob of Edessa and the Early History of Edessa', in Gerrit Jan
 Reinink and Alex C. Klugkist (eds.), After Bardaisan: Studies on Continuity and Change
 in Syriac Christianity in Honour of Professor Han J.W. Drifters (OLA 89; Leuven, 1999),
 pp. 269-285, esp. pp. 279-280.
 I0) See Ter Haar Romeny et al., 'The Formation of a Communal Identity', in this volume,
 Section 8.

 111 As quoted by Michael the Syrian, ed. Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 748, trans.
 Vol. 3, p. 443: 'Tous les rois qui furent dans ce pays et qu'on appelle Assyriens et Chaldéens,

 appartenaient à notre langue et leurs noms furent changés par les Grecs qui régnèrent plus
 tard en Asie'; Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 446: 'les rois Chaldéens

 et Assyriens qui furent appelés Syriens (suryoye)'.

 I2) Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 447.
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 cal History and Chronicle. Dionysius of Tel Mahre also attempted to demon
 strate the continuous existence of a Syrian Empire, the Chaldeans and Assyri

 ans being considered as belonging to 'the people' ('ammd) of the Syrians. This

 empire came to an end with the death of Darius on account of Alexander's

 conquest, but the heirs of Seleucus are also presented as Syrian kings, and their

 revival of the Syrian Empire is reckoned to have lasted until the beginning of

 the Roman Empire when Christ was born under Augustus. The successor state

 to the Syrian Empire was thus the Roman Empire, which is deemed legitimate

 because it is Christian. Constantine's successors are recognized as legitimate

 kings, though only in so far as they are 'faithful and Orthodox'. The Roman

 Byzantine kingdom is thus acknowledged, but only during the period before

 it ordered the enforcement of the Chalcedonian position.

 When the political power began to persecute the anti-Chalcedonians, there

 followed a separation of Church and State. This was to become a sticking point

 in the relationship between the Chalcedonians and anti-Chalcedonians, with

 the Chalcedonian Greeks asking the Syrian Orthodox who the kings were that

 could protect them, as implied in the last part of the Appendix to Michael

 the Great's Chronography. According to Dionysius of Tel Mahre, the Greeks
 claimed that no king was ever descended from the Syrian Orthodox people and

 that the latter had been cut off.13 Thereafter, no political power took the side

 of the anti-Chalcedonians and they were forced to create a new identity solely

 on religious grounds. Called 'akephaloi' by the Greeks, the Syrian Orthodox

 had to compensate for their lack of sovereign and thus declared that their head
 was none other than Christ himself.14 In conclusion Jacob declares that his

 fellow Christians should not glorify themselves in worldly kingship but in
 Christ whose realm is not in this world. Since there was no longer—and would

 never again be—any political power which could be considered legitimate, the

 Syrian Orthodox had chosen to be spiritually independent of it, whether non

 Orthodox Christian (that is, Byzantine or Frankish), or Muslim.

 Now, such an attitude had practical consequences in the very way history
 was written. After Jacob ofEdessa, the Syrian Orthodox started writing history

 as large chronicles in two separate parts, one ecclesiastical and the other secular,

 13) Interestingly, according to him it was the Greeks who decided to separate from the Syrian

 Orthodox, while the contrary of course is stated by Byzantine sources.

 14) Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 447.
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 either in two books or in two or three columns.15 Political events were banished

 from the realm of ecclesiastical history, which was all that really mattered. And

 even this latter was more or less confined to the Syrian Orthodox world.16

 In the very first decades of the confrontation with the Muslims, the Syrian

 Orthodox were again mocked because they did not have an easily identifiable

 head, either political or religious. In the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius" as

 well as in the Revelations and Testimonies about Our Lord's Dispensation we find

 the same provocative question from the Muslim side: 'Where is the Saviour of

 the Syrian Christians and who is their father, since the Jews have Abraham and

 the Arabs Ishmael, son of Abraham?' To the question of religious identity and

 ancestry, the answer ran: 'We Christians are the chosen people, the sacerdotal

 tribe for the heavenly Kingdom, according to the Prophets'.18 To the question

 of a political saviour, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius replied that the Greek

 Christian Empire founded by Alexander, which would survive until the end
 of time, would deliver the Christians from the hands of their Muslim rulers.

 Though hostile to the Chalcedonians, Syrian Christians, lacking a kingdom of
 their own, recognized the Byzantine Empire as the only Christian state which

 remained the protector of all Christians. However, this position changed later,

 and Dionysius of Tel Mahre considered it better for the Syrian Orthodox to
 be under Arab rule than Chalcedonian domination.19

 The Lives of the Eastern Saints by John of Ephesus attest that in answer to

 the abuses of the Emperor and the Chalcedonian bishops (even Agapetus of
 Rome), the Suryâyé proclaimed that they received no orders except from the

 true King, God.20 In the absence of a secular kingdom, the Syrian Orthodox

 transferred their regard to a religious, spiritual, and eschatological level. They

 defined their identity primarily in cultural terms, without political support in

 this world, and perceived their ancestry as spiritual. There is, then, no present

 relationship with any earthly kingdom.

 I5) Muriel Debié, 'L'héritage de la chronique d'Eusèbe dans l'historiographie syriaque',
 Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 6 (2006), pp. 18-28.

 161 See Morony, 'History and Identity', pp. 1-3.

 171 It is still a debated question to know if the author was a Syrian Orthodox or a Chalce
 donian.

 I8) Gerrit Jan Reinink, Die syrische Apokalypse des Pseudo-Methodius (CSCO 540-541, Syr.
 220-221; Leuven, 1983).
 1,1 See Morony, 'History and Identity', pp. 16-18.
 20) Ernest W. Brooks, John ofEphesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints 1-3 (PO 17.1, 18.4, 19.2;

 Paris, 1923-1925), Vol. 1, p. 29.
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 History and Geography

 The notion of belonging to any particular nation never appears in the histories

 or chronicles, nor is there any specific place which the Syriac-speaking Chris

 tians are stated to consider their home. There is, however, in the West Syrian

 organization and calculation of time a strong geographical dimension which
 clearly reveals a close attachment to one region, namely Syria. Interestingly, the

 Suryàyè never ceased counting years according to the Seleucid era,21 a curious

 habit since they themselves called this the era 'of the Greeks' or 'of Alexan

 der, son of Philip of Macedon', which was patently 'foreign' and, moreover,
 non-Christian, whereas they could have easily adopted the Antiochene variety
 of the Mundane era, which was reckoned from the moment of Creation as

 recounted in the Bible, or have switched, later on, to the Christian era. The

 Seleucid computation began with the death of Alexander and the advent of

 Seleucus in Syria.22 To be sure, Alexander held a special place as the founder of

 a Greek Empire in Asia, and it was because of his prestige that the era came to

 be known by his name or that of the Greeks, though it was in fact inaugurated

 by Seleucus to celebrate his entrance into Babylonia.23 Commencing on the

 first of October, as did the Macedonian year, this reckoning is still used for

 inscriptions in Syriac and Garshuni in the Lebanon, and in Syrian Orthodox

 manuscripts, alongside Christian era dating. The Syrian Christians clearly felt

 themselves part of this Syro-Macedonian cultural history.

 Significantly, in his discourse on the peoples who rebelled against Greek rule

 and chose their own kings, Jacob of Edessa considers the dynasty of Abgar to

 be Syro-Macedonian because the Abgarids allegedly came with Alexander from

 Edessa in Macedonia and rebuilt Urhoy as their capital, re-naming it Edessa.24

 211 F.M. Abel, 'L'ère des Séleucides', Revue Biblique 47 (1938), pp. 198-213.
 221 Jean-Baptiste Chabot, Chronicon anonymum ad annum Christi 1234 pertinent 1 (CSCO
 81, 109, Syr. 36, 56; Leuven, 1920, 1937), ed. pp. 104-105, trans, pp. 82-83.
 23> Venance Grumel, La Chronologie (Bibliothèque Byzantine. Traité d'études byzantines I;
 Paris, 1958), p. 209. Barhebraeus in his astronomical treaty, the Book of the Ascension of the

 Spirit, says that the chronology of'us, the Syrians/Suryoye' begins with 'Seleucos Nicator, the

 13th year of the death of Alexander, although it is called "of Alexander'", François Nau, Le
 livre de l'ascension de l'esprit sur la forme du Ciel et de la Terre: cours d'astronomie rédigé en 1279

 par Grégoire Aboulfarag, dit Bar Hebraeus (Bibliothèque de l'École des Hautes Études, Scien

 ces philologiques et historiques 121; 2 vols.; Paris, 1899-1900), ed. p. 200, trans, p. 176.
 241 Chabot, Chronique 5.6, ed. Vol. 4, p. 77, trans. Vol. 1, pp. 119-120. Van Rompay,
 'Jacob of Edessa', says that 'this does not necessarily mean that Jacob regarded the Syro
 Macedonians as the original founders of the city' (p. 272).
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 On account of this supposed link, the Edessan dynasty is presented as Greek.
 And since in the Christian tradition it was Alexander who shut the infamous

 tribes of Gog and Magog behind the Iron Gates of the Caucasus, he was a
 perfectly 'Orthodox' ruler and thus bridged pagan Greek and biblical history.25

 It is no surprise that his reign became a key point in Christian chronography,

 regardless of its political importance. Likewise, the alleged early conversion of

 Edessa fits perfectly with its claims to Macedonian origin.

 It seems clear that the ethnic origins of the Abgarid dynasty played no

 part in Syrian 'ethnogenesis'. The royal family were thought to have been of
 Arab descent, but Jacob of Edessa (and consequently Michael the Great and

 the Chronicle of the year 1234)26 adds that the people who had settled in
 Edessa before its Macedonian re-foundation were of Armenian stock. As Lucas

 Van Rompay concludes 'as far as the ethnic descent of the Abgarid kings is
 concerned, we cannot ascertain whether they were Arabs (as some of the names

 may indicate), Aramean, Parthian, or Armenian'.27

 Jacob of Edessa is the only Syriac historian who speaks of the direct Mace

 donian origins of Edessa. The Mesopotamian city is in fact only one of many
 others in the Roman Near East whose names recall the Macedonian conquest,28

 but this was not sufficient to lead Syriac historians to consider Macedonia

 251 See Gerrit J. Reinink, 'Alexander the Great in 7th century Syriac "Apocalyptic" Texts',

 in The Acts of Alexander the Great. The Unique Monument of Medieval Toreutics Found in

 the Village Muzhi of Yamal-Nenetz Autonomic District. Proceedings of the colloquium held
 by the Saint-Petersburg Society for Byzantine and Slavic Studies, September ioth—l2th, 1998

 = Byzantinorossica 2 (2003), pp. 150-178, for the Christianized Alexander stories where
 the pious king Alexander is the founder of Daniel's fourth world-empire, the Christian
 Byzantine one, that would exist until the end of time; C.A. Ciancaglini, 'Gli antecedenti
 del Romanzo siriaco di Alessandro', in Rosa Bianca Finazzi and Alfredo Valvo (eds.), La

 diffusione dell'eredità classica nell'età tardoantica e medievale II: 'Romanzo di Alessandro' e
 altri scritti (L'eredità classica nel mondo orientale 2; Alexandria, 1998), pp. 5 5-93 (Shorter

 English version in Muséon 114 (2001), pp. 121-140); Gerrit Jan Reinink, Alexandre et
 le dernier empereur du monde; les développements du concept de la royauté chrétienne
 dans les sources syriaques du septième siècle', in Laurence Harf-Lancner, Claire Kappler et
 François Suard, Alexandre le Grand dans les littératures occidentales et proche-orientales: Actes

 du Colloque de Paris, 27-29 novembre 1997 (Paris-Nanterre, 1999), pp. 149-159.
 261 Chabot, Chronique 5.6, ed. Vol. 4, p. 77, trans. Vol. 1, p. 120.
 27) Van Rompay, 'Jacob of Edessa', pp. 273-274.
 281 Fergus Millar, 'Empire, Community and Culture in the Roman Near East\ JJS 38
 (1987), pp. 143-164, who cites Gindarus, Cyrrhus, and Doliche to the North, Jordan,
 Pella, and Dium to the south, Beroea to the east and finally Edessa to the north-east as

 the cities whose names were borrowed from 'the homeland of the Macedonian conquerors'

 (p- 144)
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 as their homeland. Nevertheless, the memory of Macedonian origins can be
 found in almost all historical texts, though not in the form of a link with Mace

 donia itself, but rather with Seleucus, the ruler of Syria. In some texts Edessa is

 said to have been founded by Seleucus at the same time as the other important

 Hellenistic cities (around 300 Be) and its name is explained by the origins of

 its founder.29 The Chronicle of 1234 gives a traditional aetiological explana

 tion, according to which these cities were named after the sons and daughters

 of Seleucus. According to this text, derived from Edessan sources, Edessa was

 the first city to be (re-)founded in the 'region of Syria' and to receive its new

 name from the elder daughter of Seleucus. According to Eusebius, however,

 followed by the chronicler of Zuqnin and Michael the Elder, Antioch was the

 first Seleucid foundation,30 dating from Seleucus' first year, at the beginning of

 the era in 'Greek years'.
 Whatever the rank of Edessa in the list of foundations, the Edessans used a

 Syrian Hellenistic chronological system whose beginning marked the (re)birth

 of all the great Syro-Mesopotamian cities. In order to explain why reckoning

 by this era came into being and spread so widely, Michael the Great retells the

 story that Seleucus ordered all records of other systems of reckoning in local

 languages to be burnt.31 This is, of course, intended to legitimize the use by

 Syriac-speaking communities of a Greek era rather than a Syriac or Aramaic

 one. It should be noted, however, that although Greek, the adopted era was

 not of Byzantine origin, but a legacy from Hellenistic times. This was clearly an

 assertion of independence, through the rejection of the local Antiochene as well

 as the Byzantine eras officially used in the Empire. As the historians declare,

 the Seleucid era is the one 'We Suryâyë use'.32 Considered to be of Edessan

 origin, it was associated with an Edessan kingdom—of very brief duration33—

 29) Chabot, Chronicon anonymum, ed. p. 107, trans, p. 84. A list of Seleucid foundations
 is also given in the Chronicle of Zuqnin, Jean-Baptiste Chabot, Incerti auctoris chronicon
 anonymum Pseudo-Dionysianum vulgo dictum 1 (CSCO 91, 121, Syr. 43, 66; Leuven, 1927,
 1949), ed. p. 14, trans, p. 37. The information ultimately comes from Eusebius' Chroni
 cle.

 301 Chabot, Incerti auctoris a. 1712, ed. p. 14, trans, p. 37; Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4,
 p. 74, trans. Vol. 3, p. 116.

 311 Chabot, Chronique 5.4, ed. Vol. 4, p. 74, trans. Vol. 1, p. 116, citing Eusebius' chronicle.
 321 Chabot, Chronique 5.4, ed. Vol. 4, p. 74, trans. Vol. 1, p. 116.

 33) The accepted dates are 13 2/131 BCE-240S ce. See Fergus Millar, The Roman Near East,

 31BC-AD}37 (Cambridge, MA, 1993), pp. 559-562.
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 which had adopted it as its own, and was used in documents kept (allegedly)
 in the city archives.34

 The boundaries of the homeland were thus marked out by this 'local chrono

 logical reckoning' which remained in use for a surprisingly long time. Dat

 ing back to the classical period of Syriac Christianity, before the separation of

 the Churches, it remained a common feature of Syriac culture. Although the

 East Syrians used this era for dating inscriptions and manuscripts,15 they never

 employed it in historiography except when treating western events or citing
 western sources.36 The Melkites and the Maronites also used this era, almost

 down to the present day. It cannot however be called a national era since it had

 no official status after the Edessan dynasty, though it remained a cultural fea

 ture. With it the Syrian Christians could assert their Greek 'Syrian' identity in

 relation to their fellow Christians (Byzantines, Armenians and, later, Franks),

 who used other computational systems (such as indictions, the Byzantine world

 era, the Antiochene era, the Armenian era and cycle, the Christian era), and the

 non-Christian kingdoms of the Arabs, Turks, and Mongols.37 This system of

 dating was not political, which is not surprising, since no political entity sup

 ported their religious identity; but neither was it religious, which might seem

 odd. The Seleucid era, as adopted by the Edessans, remained in use regardless
 of the prevailing political power, as a strong local identity marker. Its success

 is probably also to be explained by the geographical connection with Syria

 (apparently including Mesopotamia, since Edessa was perceived as a Syrian
 city), together with the prestige of the Greek Empire founded by Alexander
 and his heirs. The cultural identity of Edessa had been staunchly Hellenistic,

 34) See the deed of sales from Dura Europos, the taJe of the drought in the Chronicle of
 Edessa of 54OCE or the Acts of the Edessan martyrs.

 m On the dating of manuscripts, see Françoise Briquel-Chatonnet, 'Le temps du copiste:
 notations chronologiques dans les colophons de manuscrits syriaques', in Françoise Briquel
 Chatonnet and Hélène Lozachmeur (eds.), Proche-Orient ancien: temps vécu temps pensé
 (Antiquités sémitiques 3; Paris, 1998), pp. 197-zio; Sebastian P. Brock, "The Use of Hijra
 Dating in Syriac Manuscripts: a Preliminary Investigation', in Van Ginkel, Murre-van den
 Berg, and Van Lint (eds.), Redefining Christian Identity, pp. 275-290.

 361 See Muriel Debié, 'Writing History as "Histoires". The Biographical Dimension of East
 Syriac Historiography', in Debié, Kennedy, and Papaconstantinou (eds.), Writing 'True
 Stories'.

 371 Barhebraeus used the Hijra dating for the Muslim period but went back to the Seleucid

 era for the Mongol times when he stopped using Arabic sources; cf. Françoise Micheau,
 'Le Kâmil d'lbn al-Athir, source principale de l'histoire des Arabes dans le Muhtasar de

 Barhebraeus', Mélanges de l'Université Saint-Joseph 58 (2005), pp. 425-439, esp. p. 430.
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 and it remained so during both the city's short-lived independence (when an
 era of'the freedom of Antoniniana Edessa' came into use)38 and Roman rule.

 The Biblical Past

 One would expect to find some legacy from Mesopotamia in Syriac Christian

 ity, but in the absence of almost any direct written contact39 it is very difficult

 to ascertain how and in what degree such a transmission of a non-Greek cul

 ture took place. The history of Ahiqar the Wise,40 the survival of the literary

 genre of dialogue poems,41 and perhaps also the use of archives and practices

 of record keeping as exemplified by the Edessan archives or reminiscences of

 Assyrian rites and assemblies in the Acts of Mar Mari42 are some of the few

 recognizable traces of the Mesopotamian past. The well-known reference to

 Nimrod as founder of Edessa43 was intended to evoke the biblical origins of
 the city.

 The notion of Mesopotamian origins is closely related to a supposed home

 land, that of Aram. Ephrem had already spoken of his homeland as the 'land

 of Aram'.44 In the Chronicle of Zuqnin the Syrian Orthodox are said to be
 descendants of Aram (one of the three sons of Noah) in a context where the

 biblical past serves as a paradigm for contemporary events and confrontation.

 According to that biblical typology, the Arabs are the 'sons of Hagar', the Syr

 3S) Alfred R. Bellinger and C. Bradford Welles, 'A Third-Century Contract of Sale from
 Edessa in Osrhoene', Yale Classical Studies 5 (1935), pp. 93-134.

 39) Millar, 'Empire, Community and Culture', pp. 150-151; Stephanie Dalley (ed.), The
 Legacy of Mesopotamia (Oxford, 1998).

 4W Françoise Briquel-Chatonnet, 'L'histoire et la sagesse d'Ahiqar: fortune littéraire de la

 vie d'un dignitaire araméen à la cour assyrienne', in Jean-Louis Bacqué-Grammont, Angel
 Pino, and Samaha Khoury (eds.), D'un Orient à l'autre (Cahiers de la Société asiatique ns 4;
 Paris-Leuven, 2005), pp. 17-40; Riccardo Contini and Cristiano Grottanelli (eds.), Ilsaggio
 Ahiqar. Fortuna e trasformazioni di uno scritto sapienzale. Il testo più antico e le sue versioni
 (Studi biblici 148; Brescia, 2005).

 311 See the numerous articles and translations by Sebastian P. Brock.

 42) Françoise Briquel-Chatonnet, Christelle Jullien, and Florence Jullien, 'Traces d'un

 ancien rite assyrien dans les Actes de Mar Mari?', Semitica 51 (2003), pp. 65-71; Amir Har
 rak, The Acts of Mar Mari the Apostle (Writings from the Greco-Roman World 11; Atlanta,

 2005), pp. xxii-vi about the assemblies, with a bibliography on the subject.

 431 See Van Rompay, 'Jacob of Edessa', p. 272.

 441 Sydney Griffith, 'Christianity in Edessa and the Syriac-Speaking World: Mani, Bar
 Daysan, and Ephraem; The struggle for allegiance on the Aramean frontier', Journal of the

 Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 2 (2002), pp. 5-15, esp. p. 1 5.
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 ian Orthodox the 'sons of Aram', the Persians and Abbasids (the Muslims of

 the east) the Assyrians or 'sons of Atur'.45 And the author of the title of the

 Appendix46 to the Chronicle of Michael the Great says that he belongs to the

 race or nation (umtd) of the Arameans who have come to be called Syrians

 (,surydyë) or people of Syria (bnay suryd).41 This is one of the few instances

 where the word 'race' or 'nation' is used for the Syrians. The title, contrary to

 most of the Appendix itself, appears to have nothing to do with Jacob of Edessa

 but to have been added by Michael himself. This could be evidence that by the

 time of Michael the Syrians considered themselves an ethnos, which was not

 the case before, perhaps as a consequence of contact with the Byzantines and
 the Franks.

 What strikes us in this Appendix is that the question of origins has more

 to do with the use of a language than ethnicity or geographical location. Jacob

 of Edessa also stresses the fact that the Chaldean or, synonymously, Assyrian

 kings, the alleged ancestors of the Syrians, 'used our Aramaic tongue and script'

 and 'belonged to our tongue'.48 He adds that the Arameans were called Syrians

 'by the Greeks'.49 Jacob says that he wants to demonstrate that 'an empire of

 our tongue and script existed until the time of Cyrus the Persian'.50 The same

 was shown by Dionysius of Tel Mahre, who made use of Jacob's material on

 the subject, and Michael the Great placed the testimony of both, one after

 the other, in his Appendix. According to Dionysius, there existed kingdoms

 to the east of the Euphrates: that of the Assyrians (with Nebuchadnezzar who

 spoke Aramaic with the magicians summoned to interpret his dream), that of

 the Abgarids in Edessa, and that of the 'araba (with Sanatruq).51 All this is
 intended to show that Aramaic was spoken in these kingdoms. According to

 this historian the conversion to Christianity was the reason why 'our people',

 full of zeal for the new religion, destroyed the books which recorded the
 memory of their ancient kings. At issue again is language and the loss of
 written records of ancient local history (presumably in Aramaic, since this was

 the language of the kingdoms) on account of the Greeks. This is, as it were,

 451 Amir Harrak, 'Ah! The Assyrian is the Rod of My Hand! Syriac View of History After

 the Advent of Islam', in Van Ginkel, Murre-van den Berg, and Van Lint (eds.), Redefining

 Christian Identity, pp. 45-66, esp. p. 49.

 461 Chabot, Chronique, App. II, ed. Vol. 4, pp. 748-751, trans. Vol. 3, pp. 442-447.
 471 Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 748, trans. Vol. 3, p. 442.
 481 Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 748, trans. Vol. 3, p. 443.
 491 Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 748, trans. Vol. 3, p. 443.
 501 Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 749, trans. Vol. 3, p. 445.

 Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 446.
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 a symbolic explanation of the rupture in the transmission of Mesopotamian
 culture and its Semitic origins because of the supremacy of the Greek language
 and Hellenistic culture after the conquest of Alexander.

 Syrian origins were usually illustrated by means of the Bible, but Greek

 mythology was also used to write the history of Syria and the Syrian kings.

 Dionysius of Tel Mahre retells the story of Syrus and Cilicus, the brothers
 who divided between themselves the lands of Cilicia and Syria. It is also no

 coincidence that the history falsely attributed to the philosopher Diocles was

 not only translated, but also copied several times in Syriac, for it preserves a

 similar story of the sons of Agenor, king of Tyre, as well as the discovery by

 Heracles of the purple-producing murex on the Syrian coast.52 This history

 reports that the Syrian kings were the first to wear purple garments but omits

 the account, related in the Chronicle of Malalas, of the subsequent transmis

 sion of the purple to other nations, including the Romans (with the implica

 tion that the Byzantine emperors were not 'porphyrogenetoi'). Furthermore,

 the reign of Agenor is chronologically synchronized with biblical history (after

 the division of the tongues under Peleg).53 A strong attachment to the land

 of Syria is thus expressed through mythology, albeit a historicized mythology,

 transmitted exclusively in historical texts.

 Various factors are in play here. Firstly, the common ancestry going back

 to the Chaldean and Assyrian Empires relies upon a common language more

 than a common homeland or acknowledged sovereign. The difference between

 Chaldeans and Assyrians was apparently not really understood by the authors.

 Thus they stress the use of a common language, namely Aramean. This question

 is bound up with that of the primeval language, about which opinions in the

 chronicles vary. Hebrew was one of the options,54 Syriac, that is Aramean, the

 other; and from this latter, according to the Chronicle of 1234, all the others

 521 Paul Anton de Lagarde, Analecta syriaca (London, 1858), pp. 201-205; trans, by Ben
 jamin Harris Cowper, SyriacMiscellanies (London, 1855), p. 48. Pseudo-DioclisJragmentum,
 ed. and trans. Ernest W. Brooks, Ignazio Guidi, and Jean-Baptiste Chabot, Chronica minora

 3 (CSCO 5-6, Syr. 5-6; Paris, 1905, 1907), ed. pp. 361-370, trans, pp. 286-295.
 531 Muriel Debié, 'Jean Malalas et la tradition chronographique de langue syriaque', in
 Sandrine Agusta-Boularot and Joëlle Beaucamp et al. (eds.), Recherches sur la chronique de
 Jean Malalas 1. Actes du colloque: La Chronique de Jean Malalas (VI' s. è. Chr.) Genèse et
 transmission, 21-22 mars 2003, Aix-en-Provence (Centre de Recherche et de Civilisation de

 Byzance, Monographies 15; Paris, 2004), pp. 147-164, esp. pp. 151-152.
 54 ' According to Michael the Great this was the opinion of Jacob of Edessa and John of
 Litarba (Chabot, Chronique 2.3, ed. Vol. 4, p. 10, trans. Vol. 1, p. 20).
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 were descended and mixed together.53 By way of compromise, Michael the
 Great posited that the primeval language was Aramean, from which Hebrew

 was descended.56 Thus, Assyro-Chaldean ancestry is acknowledged only in the

 use of a common language (and script!), and the common identity is called
 'Syrian'.

 A second important factor is the traditional view of the Assyrians. They are

 never presented in a positive way but are considered as enemies, beginning

 with the promise given by Jesus to Abgar that Edessa would hold against its

 enemies, the Assyrians, for, as the Chronicle of 1234 reports, Atur, 'that is

 Mosul', continuously harassed the kingdom of Abgar.57 Thus, being associated

 with the foreign territory of Atur, which belonged to the Persian Empire, the

 Assyrians personified the ever-hostile Persian neighbour. A sort of stereotypical

 enemy, presented in biblical terms as 'the rod of [God's] hand' in all historical

 texts,58 the Assyrians were not ancestors of whom one could be proud.

 Language, Religion, and Ethnicity

 There is no doubt that the conversion of the cradle of Syriac Christianity,

 Edessa, was a turning point in the formation of the identity of Syriac-speaking

 communities, for thereby Syriac was diffused as a Christianized version of

 Edessan Aramaic outside Osrhoene and Mesopotamia. In the grammar of
 Jacob of Edessa, the Syriac language is in fact called mamlld Urhdyd (239)
 or lessdnd Urhdyd (2b, 12-13), mamlld Nahrdyd (2b, 19—20), the Edessan or

 Mesopotamian tongue or language.59 Dionysius of Tel Mahre also states that

 Edessa is 'the root and foundation of the Syriac language'.60 This does not mean

 that all 'Syrians' actually spoke Syriac, that is, the Edessan literary language
 which was both written and spoken at Edessa but was apparently only read
 and written 'in other districts'. This can be inferred from a passage in Jacob's

 Syriac grammar about the inadequacies of the Syriac script where he says: 'Even

 some of the Edessans, those, that is, who speak this Mesopotamian language

 (most) correctly, cannot read correctly, not only sounds foreign to the language

 551 Chabot, Chronicon anonymum i, ed. p. 47, trans, p. 34.

 561 Chabot, Chronique 2.3, ed. Vol. 4, p. 10, trans. Vol. 1, p. 20.
 571 Chabot, Chronicon anonymum 1, ed. p. 120, trans, p. 95.

 581 Harrak, 'Syriac View of History'; Morony, 'History and Identity', p. 6.

 591 Van Rompay, 'Jacob of Edessa', p. 278; Lucas Van Rompay, 'Past and Present Perceptions
 ofSyriac Literary Tradition', Hugoye. Journal ofSyriac Studies 3.1 (Jan. 2000), § 16, note 14.

 601 Chabot, Chronique, App. II, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3, p. 446.
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 they use but also native sounds'.61 There is a double implication here: first,
 that not all Aramaic speakers used the Edessan version of the language and,
 second, that written Syriac was not necessarily the same as the language spoken

 outside Osrhoene or Mesopotamia.62 The geographical boundaries of spoken

 Syriac unfortunately remain extremely vague. Jacob seems to draw a distinction

 between the standard, literary Syriac as opposed to a more colloquial form,

 less 'correct', in his opinion, than Edessan Syriac. The same could apply to
 his distinction between 'Greek' and 'Byzantine' for foreign words that entered

 Syriac (together with others from Hebrew and Persian, though not Arabic!):

 this may well indicate the difference between Classical and more colloquial

 Byzantine Greek. The parallel with standard literary Arabic and Arabic dialects

 is perhaps a good model for understanding the differences between literary

 Syriac and local dialects of Aramaic.63 Edessan Syriac became the standard

 literary Aramaic generally—though to what extent?—understood and read,

 but correctly spoken only in the environs of Edessa, at least in Jacob's time.

 Thus the existence of an eastern and western form of Syriac may not be due

 to any internal evolution of the language affected by grammatical practices

 independent from one another through the political separation of the two

 spheres,64 but may be explained by the influence of spoken local dialects on

 grammar and, more particularly, on phonology, resulting in the creation of two

 different systems of diacritical marks and vowels. The difference between the

 dialects was perceived as more than anecdotal, for Barhebraeus goes so far as to

 say that West and East Syrians needed the help of an interpreter to understand

 each other.65 It should be noted however that at this time (thirteenth century)

 spoken Syriac had declined as a living language and became a scholarly and
 ecclesiastical language. Thus the dialects now evolved even more independently
 of one other.

 Apart from the linguistic differences within Syriac, the role played by the

 script used to note western and eastern variations should also be taken into

 6" English translation by Judah B. Segal, The Diacritical Point and the Accents in Syriac
 (London oriental series 2; Oxford, 1953; repr. Piscataway, NJ, 2003), pp. 41-42.

 621 David G.K. Taylor, 'Bilingualismand Diglossiain Late Antique Syria and Mesopotamia',
 in J.N. Adams, Mark Janse, and Simon Swain (eds.), B-'lingualism in Ancient Society: Lan
 guage Contact and the Written Text (Oxford, 2002), pp. 298-332.
 631 For the situation at the time of the decline of Syriac, cf. Van Rompay, 'Past and Present,

 §48, who says that 'Jacob of Edessa may have been the last Syrian author whose knowledge

 of Syriac was deeply rooted in the spoken language'.

 M) Segal, The Diacritical Point, p. 4.
 651 Cited in Segal, The Diacritical Point, p. 4.
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 account as an identity marker. Estrangela was a common heritage of all Syriac

 communities, but from the end of the seventh or early eighth century it

 was replaced by scripts varying from one confession to another. The Syrian
 Orthodox now began to copy books in the Serto script, previously used only

 for everyday purposes and documents (contracts, inscriptions, colophons of

 manuscripts),66 whereas the East Syrians and Melkites developed their own

 'Nestorian' and 'Melkite' scripts. But since none of these scripts was adequate

 to represent the language, chiefly (though not solely) on account of the lack of

 written vowels as Jacob of Edessa and Barhebraeus complain,67 two forms of

 diacritical marks for the respective scripts were invented in the sixth century, in

 order to note more precisely—probably under the growing influence of foreign

 words—the different phonological systems of the western and eastern dialects.

 Moreover, a system of'Greek vowels' was later developed in the west on the

 basis of the writings of Jacob of Edessa and came into use from the eighth

 century in Syrian Orthodox milieux. The distinctive Melkite script did not use

 these vowels, but they were adopted by the Maronites.68 Thus the script itself

 enabled one to recognize at once the communal identity of the scribe and the

 textual tradition. Depending on the geographical setting, the Syrian Orthodox

 used either the western or eastern Syriac dialect.

 It may be this difference of dialect which underlies Dionysius ofTel Mahres

 tentative definition of Syria and who should be called Syrians (suryâyê).69

 According to Dionysius, the Syrians are only one part of a larger group of
 Aramaic speakers stretching from the shores of the Mediterranean to the east

 of the Euphrates, into Persia and Babylonia. He tries to demonstrate through
 citations from the Book of Kings that Syria proper is situated west of the

 661 To the point of forgetting the Estrangela script: Gilbert Dagron mentions that the new

 head of the monastery of Qartamin, around 988, had to reintroduce the use of the Estrangela

 script which had completely fallen out of use, Gilbert Dagron, 'Minorités ethniques et
 religieuses dans l'Orient byzantin à la fin du x' et au XI* siècle: l'immigration syrienne',
 Travaux et Mémoires du Centre de Recherche d'Histoire et Civilisation byzantines 6 (1976),

 pp. 177-216, esp. p. 197.
 67) Segal, The Diacritical Point, pp. 1, 8, 41.

 681 Two possible origins have been proposed: a Qarqaphian one, in the Qarqaphta monas
 tery, or a Maronite one if one accepts the idea that the astrologer Theophilos of Edessa was

 the inventor of that system; see Segal, The Diacritical Point, p. 47.

 691 That passage is reproduced in the Chronicle of 1234, Chabot, Chronicon anonymum
 I, ed. p. 112, trans, p. 88, and twice in that of Michael the Great who gives the name of
 his source (Chabot, Chronique, ed. Vol. I, p. 77; App. II, ed. Vol. 4, p. 750, trans. Vol. 3,

 pp. 445-446).
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 Euphrates and that the 'Syrians' live there. It is only metaphorically (assild'it)

 that the Aramaic speakers living east of the Euphrates are called Syrians.

 What are the implications here for the definition of the Surydyë as an

 ethnos, a people ('ammd), as Dionysius calls it? The Greeks in Antiquity defined

 themselves culturally as having a Hellenic identity based on the use of a
 language (all others were called barbaroi, that is, those who did not speak

 Greek). This identity was predominantly centred around the city.70 If a Syrian

 identity can be defined, it is not on civic or political grounds, as we have seen,

 but through the use of a common language, Syriac. However, as Fergus Millar

 asks: 'Were "Suroi", meaning speakers of the "Syrian Language" in general,
 conceived of as a distinct "people", and if so, did this attribution of "ethnicity"

 based on language apply anywhere in the Near Eastern provinces ("Oriens", in

 the narrowest of its contemporary uses)?'71 What we call an ethnic identity and

 what was considered an ethnos in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages need not

 be the same thing. In the Acts of Chalcedon (451), one of the bishops is said

 to be 'of the ethnos' of the Saracens.72 We cannot find anything as explicit for

 the Syrians, but there was the perception of a Syrian identity even at the far

 end of the Mediterranean world. At the western Council of Narbonne in 589,

 Syri are mentioned as a distinct people, together with Goths, Romans, Greeks,

 and Jews, though the word gens is not used.73

 But in the Lives of the Eastern Saints by John of Ephesus there is a curious

 allusion to a Syrian genos. Not surprisingly, Z'ura the stylite is called a Syrian

 (suryäyd) by the Chalcedonians in Constantinople,74 which may be a reference

 to his place of origin as well confessional affiliation. But four deacons are

 presented as Syrians (.surydyë and even men suryd b-gensd), although it is said

 at the same time that they came b-gensd from Maipherqat, the country of

 the Persians, Ingilene, and Armenia respectively.75 The only way to make
 sense of this is to understand 'Syrian' not as a regional, but as a religious
 identity, meaning Syrian Orthodox. By extension ('metaphorically'), 'Syria'
 would be the symbolic homeland for the Syrian Orthodox, whatever their

 70) Pohl, 'Nouvelles identités ethniques', p. 27.
 7" Fergus Millar, A Greek Roman Empire. Power and Belief under Theodosius II (408—450)

 (Berkeley-Los Angeles-London, 2006), p. 109.
 721 Millar, A Greek Roman Empire, p. 106.

 73) Magali Coumert, 'La notion de gens dans la péninsule Ibérique des VIe™VIIe siècles:
 quelques interprétations', in Gazeau, Bauduin, and Modéran (eds.), Identité et ethnicité,
 p. 83.
 741 Brooks, John ofEphesus I, pp. 27, 35.

 75) Brooks, John of Ephesus 2, p. 658.
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 family origin. However this may be, it is certain that the Syrian Orthodox called

 themselves Surydyë. The word 'Orthodox' is used only in deliberate contrast to

 'Chalcedonian', which functioned as an identity marker for the Byzantines.76

 At the time of the Byzantine reconquest (middle of the tenth century),

 the Syrians are mentioned in the Taktikon of Nikephoros Ouranos on the
 side of the Armenians and Margarites (Christians who apostatized to Islam).77

 The Syrian Orthodox were subsequently identified as a religious group or
 Church, for the Emperor Nikephoros Phokas made an agreement with their

 patriarch whereby the Syrians should move to Melitene, which was almost

 deserted when reconquered from the Muslims in 934. Although 'heretics',
 the Syrians were chosen because they were a frontier people, used to living

 between the two peoples and Empires of the Greeks and the Arabs ( Tayyäye).7*

 The reward for repopulating a city in which the Romans did not wish to
 settle, due to its proximity to the border with the Arabs, was full religious

 liberty and peace with the Chalcedonians. There followed a golden age for the

 wealthy Syrian Orthodox community (coming from Syria as well as Tagrit).

 Gilbert Dagron has shown that the community, as well as its ecclesiastical

 hierarchy, was geographically organized along an Antioch-Tagrit axis, but that

 its network spread far beyond, regardless of political frontiers.79 The state of

 peace and relative harmony came to an end at the beginning of the eleventh

 century when the Emperor Romanos Argyros was defeated by the Arabs and

 decided to blame this upon his weakness in allowing the Jacobite 'heretics' to

 prosper in his Empire: 'l'accueil des Syriens pose un problème d'assimilation
 qui renvoie forcément à la notion d'Orthodoxie constantinopolitaine comme

 au seul principe d'unité politique'.80 The Syrian patriarch then fled back to the

 lands under Arab dominion in order to escape anti-Chalcedonian persecution

 (that is, imprisonment). The ethnic identity of the Syrians was perceived by
 the Byzantine as heretical and did not admit of assimilation.

 Although bearing the title of'Patriarch of Antioch in Syria', the head of the

 Syrian Orthodox Church was almost never able to reside in Antioch itself, and

 the Church had no permanent geographical centre. The patriarch was forced to

 761 Peter Charanis in his article on 'Ethnie Changes in the Byzantine Empire in the 7th
 Century', DOP 13 (1959), pp. 23-44, limits his subject to the Armenians and the Slavs.
 77) Citation in Dagron, 'Minorités ethniques et religieuses', p. 185.
 78) Dagron, 'Minorités ethniques et religieuses', p. 187 (using Chabot, Chronique, trans.
 Vol. 3, p. 130).

 79) Dagron, 'Minorités ethniques et religieuses', p. 198.

 80) Dagron, 'Minorités ethniques et religieuses', p. 199.
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 live in various monasteries outside Antioch, or in Harran, Kallinikos, Edessa,

 and Melitene. As an institution, the Syrian Orthodox Church was the only one

 whose geographical organization did not match the administrative divisions of

 the political entity in which it found itself. Even the Syro-Oriental Church,

 whose religious beliefs were alien to the Zoroastrian Sassanid Empire, demar
 cated its bishoprics and metropolitanates according to the geographic organi

 zation of the State. From this it is clear that the Syrian Orthodox Church was

 not simply a 'negative copy' of the Chalcedonian Church, and indeed from the

 very beginning it had appointed a bishop for the territory beyond the frontier,

 for the Persian Empire. Political frontiers and administrative bounds imposed

 no meaningful limitations on the Syrian Orthodox, although they could lead to

 difficulties in communication, and therefore also administration, that required

 pragmatic solutions; for reasons such as these a 'secondary patriarchate', enti

 tled the 'maphrianate'81 was created to look after the Suryâyë in the Persian

 Empire. This double hierarchy, that survived the end of the Sassanid Empire

 and the abolition of the political frontier, may well have enabled the Church

 to encompass the double identity of the 'Arameans' on the east bank of the

 Euphrates and the 'Syrians' proper on the west bank. So whereas the East Syr

 ian Church became, in spite of ceaseless persecutions, the 'national' Church of

 the Sassanid Empire, the Syrian Orthodox Church remained neither Byzantine

 nor Persian but Syrian. This 'international' structure could be advantageous.
 When the Persians invaded Syria and wanted to replace the local ecclesiasti

 cal hierarchy with one that they considered more politically loyal and reliable,

 the Syrian Orthodox people would not accept (unsurprisingly) the proposed

 Nestorian bishops, but instead they were able to persuade the Persians to grant

 them Syrian Orthodox bishops who came from the Sassanid Empire.

 As anti-patriarch of the Orient, the patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox Church

 would never be accepted by the Chalcedonians but he became, under Islamic

 rule, the official and only representative of the Syrian Orthodox commu

 nity (Michael Morony has demonstrated the importance of the conferral of

 a diploma by the Arab rulers82 for the recognition of his power over the com

 munity). Considered as one among other Christian communities, the Syrian
 Orthodox Church was treated no differently from the other confessions and

 could compete with the latter in trying to gain the good will of their new rulers,

 8I) 'Maphrian' is a Syriac term, meaning 'the one who makes fruitful', 'the propagator'.

 821 Morony, 'History and Identity', pp. 22-23.
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 as they had done during Sassanid times when seeking the protection of the
 Shahs. As a consequence, when the Byzantines reconquered Syria, the situation

 of the Syrian Orthodox had changed significantly, and they were now consid

 ered as an ethno-religious minority with their patriarch as their porte-parole.

 That is why when the Byzantine emperor wished to negotiate with them, or to

 conclude an agreement, he, like the caliphs, addressed himself to the patriarch.

 Being identified on religious grounds as belonging to the Jacobite Church—as

 their enemies put it—the Syrian Orthodox no longer needed to insist upon

 the use of Syriac. Since they had almost completely abandoned their use of
 Greek because of their enmity with the Chalcedonians, and no doubt due also

 to the loss of their communities in Greek-speaking regions, they were able

 to adopt Arabic first as their colloquial language and then as a literary one,

 thanks in part to the toleration of their religious particularism by their Muslim

 rulers who considered them only as Christians. Eventually, however, in order

 to reassert their Syrian roots, and to distinguish their texts from those of the

 Muslims, the Syrian Orthodox started to write religious texts in Garshuni, that

 is Arabic written with Syriac letters. Once again language and even script play

 a part in the affirmation of a religious and specifically Syrian identity.

 Conclusion

 Whereas in the sphere of influence of the Greek Church new alphabets were
 created for the barbarian peoples when they converted to Christianity (Arme

 nian, Georgian, Caucasian Albanian, Slavonic) in order to translate the Scrip
 tures, the Bible was brought by the Syrian missionaries (whatever their con
 fession) to the far ends of Asia—India, Central Asia, and China—in Syriac.

 This language was perhaps the strongest common religious marker for all the

 Syriac-speaking Churches and remained so even in Central Asia where Syriac

 was used as a script for other local languages as a sign that they belonged to
 this Christian communion.

 The Syriac-speaking Christians seem to have thought of themselves as the
 sons of Aram, that is as speakers of the Aramean language in the regions on both

 banks of the Euphrates. As far as the Syrian Orthodox are concerned, their very

 name Suryâyê testifies to a clear link with Syria, understood as the west bank of

 the Euphrates. They thus identified themselves as forming one specific part of

 the common Aramean heritage, a western part deeply influenced by Hellenism.

 The adoption of the Seleucid era as their preferred chronology was a means

 of acknowledging their long history prior to their conversion to Christianity,

 in contrast to the Armenian model, in which the reckoning of time started
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 anew after the conversion.83 Syrian Orthodox identity is thus not only based

 on religion but also on culture rooted in Hellenistic Syria, and hence the role

 played by the figure of Alexander in Syriac literature.

 The Syrian Orthodox writing of history started with the beginning of the

 persecutions against the opponents to the Council of Chalcedon, when these

 latter were negatively defined by the Chalcedonian power as heretical and

 unacceptable. The Ecclesiastical histories of John of Ephesus and Pseudo
 Zachariah followed the Eusebian pattern of the history of the martyrs under a

 heretical empire. But even if the emperors could be criticized in such works

 for their theological positions and the ways in which they enforced them,

 they were not themselves considered to be illegitimate. But together with

 the ending of Church unity, and the might of the empire being put on the

 side of the Chalcedonians, came the end of the genre of ecclesiastical history.

 The Eusebian model of a history of the Universal Church embodied in the

 Roman Empire with an integration of State and Church was no longer valid.
 Ecclesiastical history now became a history of the different Churches. Even
 on the Greek side ecclesiastical histories ceased to be written at this time, the

 last such work being that of Evagrius Scholasticus. The concept of an ideal

 Christian State was fractured by the repression of the opponents to Chalcedon,

 and what was intended as yet another instance of the imperial authorities

 removing heretical leaders and leading their followers back to the right path

 instead developed into a major shift in the relationships between Church
 and State. The Syrian Orthodox then developed an innovative method of
 writing the history of their separated Church, producing a new genre consisting

 of lengthy chronicles written in several parts or columns, in which political

 and ecclesiastical history were kept separate. The first who wrote in this way
 was apparently—our information is entirely dependent upon later historians,
 since his own work is lost—Dionysius of Tel Mahre, who was himself a
 patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox Church, and who describes the growing
 importance of a new powerful elite, the hierarchs of the new Church, whether

 the Patriarch, the bishops, or the archimandrites. It is no surprise, then, that

 control over the writing of the past was placed in the hands of senior members

 of the Church, such as John of Ephesus (Bishop, representative of the Syrian

 Orthodox in Constantinople), Dionysius of Tel Mahre (Patriarch), Michael
 the Great (Patriarch), and Barhebraeus (Maphrian). The shape of their histories

 831 François Nau, Le Livre de L'ascension de l'esprit, ed. p. 200, trans, p. 176.

This content downloaded from 128.228.0.55 on Tue, 31 Mar 2020 15:50:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 114 Muriel Debié / CHRC 89. 1-3 (1009) 93—114

 thus reflects the new role played by the Church hierarchy as the communal

 leaders of a group at best tolerated, but sometimes persecuted, by the dominant

 political powers—whether hostile Christians or Muslims.

 Given their use of a culturally determined dating system, independent of

 contemporary political rulers and eras, and a historical literature that also

 clearly manifests an independence from contemporary political powers and the

 influence of externa) political ideologies, it may thus be declared with some

 justification that the Syrian Orthodox method of writing history is the only

 truly distinctive Syrian Orthodox literary genre.

 Muriel Debié

 Institut de recherche et d'histoire des textes (IRHT-CNRS), Paris

 muriel.debie@irht.cnrs.fr
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