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Ephrem, Jacob of Edessa, and the Monk Severus
An Analysis of Ms. Vat. Syr. 103, ff. 1-72

Anyone who has ever checked references to Ephrem’s work that ap-
pear in the literature preceding the modern editions, or tried to avail
himself of an overview of the extant works and their transmission, will
have been engaged to some extent in the study of Joseph Assemanus’
Bibliotheca Orientalis," Ephrem’s Opera Ommia as edited by Peter
Mubarak,? and the Catalogus of the Vatican Apostolic Library by Stephen
and Joseph Assemanus.* From the manuscripts described or edited in
these works, one can proceed to modern studies and editions, and arrive
at conclusions with regard to the genuineness and the nature of the
writings attributed to Ephrem.

This route was taken, for example, by Jansma,* who in doing so was
able to demonstrate that certain questions pertaining to Ephremic
tradition can be answered by taking into account the views of Peter
Mubarak and the Assemanus brothers. In Jansma’s case, a reconstruction
of events showed that in the Bibliotheca Orientalis Ephrem’s commentar-
ies on Exodus as contained in the mss. Vat. Syr. 103 and 110 were as yet
considered different works. However, Peter Mubarak, who may or may
not have been aware of this fact, in any case supplied the missing por-
tions of ms. Vat. Syr. 110 from ms. Vat. Syr. 103 for the Opera Ommnia,
making it clear that he regarded the two manuscripts as witnesses of the
same work. Jansma was surprised, therefore, to note that in its descrip-
tion of Ephrem’s commentary on Exodus as contained in Vat. Syr. 103,
the Catalogus refers to Mubarak for its edition, and in doing so seems to
subscribe to the view that the two manuscripts present the same work. In
other words, the second commentary on Exodus attributed to Ephrem

1 7. S. Assemanus, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticana I-II1, 2, Rome 1719-
1728.

2 P. Benedictus and J. S. Assemanus in the latter’s Sancti Patris nostri Ephraem
Syri Opera Omnia, syriace et latine 1-11I, Rome 1737-1743.

3 8. E. &J. S. Assemanus, Bibliothecae Apostolicae Vaticanae Codicum Manuscrip-
torum Catalogus 1,1-3, Rome 1756-1759.

4 T. Jansma, “The Provenance of the Last Sections in the Roman Edition of
Ephraem’s Commentary on Exodus,” LM 85 (1972) 155-169.
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5. idem on Numbers fol. 57*
6. idem on Deuteronomy fol. 59v
7. idem on Job fol. 63r
8. idem on Joshua fol. 65r
9. idem on Judges fol. 667
10. Ephrem on Exodus fol. 677
11. idem on Leviticus fol. 72v
et cetera

At first glance, the designation of this manuscript as a catena is con-
fusing, for the above table would suggest that Severus’ compilation is an
edition of two larger, independent works which have been combined,
rather than a work which represents the views of a number of authorities
organized around a single biblical verse or passage.® For the time being,
this leaves us with a Catena Severi which is perhaps not a catena proper,
and may not be entirely the work of Severus. Secondly, the way Jacob of
Edessa’s Octateuch commentary (numbers 2-9) has been inserted be-
tween Ephrem’s sections on Genesis and Exodus requires clarification,
for which we shall turn now to Ephrem on Genesis.

The first part of the Vatican manuscript 103, comprising 31 folios, is a
commentary on Genesis which as a whole is ascribed to Ephrem (see
below) and which, moreover, mentions Ephrem’s name on several
occasions. As the Assemanus brothers regarded it as Ephrem’s work
basically — interpolated with that of Jacob of Edessa and others — they
were interested in clearly distinguishing Ephremic from non-Ephremic
sections. As a result, in the Catalogus, 20 passages are attributed to
Ephrem, of which only 7 are designated as such in Vat. Syr. 103, and in
addition can be verified by means of Vat. Syr. 110, the genuine Ephrem
(edited by Tonneau).!? The remaining 13 instances are either ascribed to
Ephrem by the Assemanus brothers themselves or are found only in later

9 Cf. F. Petit (ed.), La Chaine sur la Genése, 1 (Traditio Exegetica Graeca 1),
Louvain 1991, xiii, n. 1, whose definition in addition requires the presence of the (full)
biblical text: “C'est la présence du texte biblique qui distingue une chaine d’'une sim-
ple collection exégétique.” See also R. Devreesse, art. “Chaines exégétiques grecques,”
in Dictionnaire de la Bible. Supplément 1, Paris 1928, 1084-1233, here 1084, for the
distinction between the genres of catena (chaine) and anthology (florilege).

10 R, M. Tonneau (ed.), Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum Commen-

tarii, CSCO 152 (1965); E. G. Mathews & J. P. Amar (transl.), St. Ephrem the Syrian.
Selected Prose Works (The Fathers of the Church 91), Washington, D.C. 1994, 67-213.
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