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PAVONe: Platform of the Arabic Versions of the 
New Testament

Elie Dannaoui, University of Balamand
On 18 May 2017, the Digital Humanities Center at the University of Bala-
mand launched PAVONe, the Platform of the Arabic Versions of the New Tes-
tament.1 PAVONe is a database dedicated to the Arabic manuscripts of the 
Gospels copied between the ninth and nineteenth centuries. The project aims 
to contribute to the scholarly quest for the early translations of the Gospels 
into Arabic and to highlight their richness and diversity and their relations 
with the communities that have produced and used them. To reach these goals, 
the centre has engaged, since 2012, in developing a digital corpus, which ac-
commodates a huge number of digitized and transcribed Arabic manuscripts 
containing the four Gospels and the lectionaries.2 The corpus includes the 
verses of the Gospels transmitted to us in the manuscript tradition (continuous 
text, lectionaries, etc.) and as citations in other writings (writings of Church 
Fathers, liturgical texts, Arabic and Islamic literature, etc.). The corpus also 
includes all the allusions to Gospels in different types of writings (Arabic 
poetry, apologetic literature, etc.). Practically, PAVONe provides scholars and 
researchers with a toolset to find, read, compare and analyse the transcriptions 
of the Arabic Gospels.3 

Corpus of Arabic translations of the Gospels
Historically, many attempts have been made to study the text of the Arabic 
Gospels. Early attempts included critical editions of the Gospels in the nine-
teenth century and continued to involve the work of Orientalists in identifying 
the various textual families of the Arabic translations. Lately, the study of the 
text of the Arabic Gospels is considering the work of scholars interested in the 
Arabic Christian heritage. Although these efforts have not yet covered every 
aspect of this issue, they have succeeded in drawing attention to the rich-
ness of this tradition and to its potential contribution to Biblical studies and 
researches related to Church history, linguistics, Muslim-Christian relations, 
and other topics. Undoubtedly, the value of the Arabic translations of the Gos-

1 The small e in PAVONe is the initial of ‘electronic’ and reflects the digital aspect of 
the database. The PAVONe database is freely accessible at <http://pavone.uob-dh.
org/>.

2 A lectionary is a book containing Scripture readings called pericopes or lessons that 
are appointed to be read in Church services according to the cycles of the liturgical 
year. More details about the Greek lectionaries are available in Jordan 2010. 

3 For a presentation of the project in Arabic, see Dannaoui 2017a.
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pels exceeds the value of what we already know about this huge corpus. Its 
importance is reflected in the following properties:
1 Volume of conserved textual heritage: The manuscripts of the Gospels 
are among the most translated and copied works in the Arabic Christian herit-
age. For example, all churches and monasteries in the East have lectionaries, 
which exist in numerous copies as a result of their usage on daily basis. This 
wide dissemination of lectionaries reflects a massive volume of conserved 
textual heritage. Unfortunately, the catalogues of oriental manuscripts do not 
give the real number of Gospels manuscripts, mainly because they do not 
include the manuscripts used in parishes. Also, the catalogues do not always 
include precise and detailed information about the identity of the text. This is 
due to the lack of tools and resources needed by scholars and librarians in the 
task of describing the content of Gospels manuscripts. 
2 Wide variety of formats: The Arabic text of the Gospels exists in differ-
ent formats. One format is the continuous text, which includes the complete 
verses of the four Gospels following the canonical sequence (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John). Another format is represented by the lectionaries, which in-
clude selected lessons from the Gospels read on a specific date or liturgical 
service, or ecclesiastical event. In addition, we have extensive Gospels cita-
tions in other writings. For example, the text of the Gospels can be found in 
the writings of Church Fathers, liturgical texts, Arabic and Islamic literature, 
Arabic poetry, etc.
3 Broad span of time covered: The oldest dated Arabic copy from the New 
Testament is MS Sinai, St Catherine, Arabic 151, produced in Damascus in 
867 ce. The manuscript contains the Arabic translation from the Syriac of 
the Acts of the Apostles, Paul’s epistles, and the Catholic epistles. The oldest 
dated witness of the Gospels in Arabic is MS Sinai, St Catherine, Arabic 72, 
a lectionary based on the calendar of Jerusalem church dating to 897 ce. Con-
versely, there is a general agreement that MS Vatican, BAV, arabo 13 includes 
the oldest Gospel text dating to the ninth century.4 The manuscripts testify to 
the existence of diverse translations between the ninth century and the preva-
lence of printed editions in the East. The relation between those translations 
and various printings remains subject to research.5 A recent study6 has showed 
that there are commonalities between the 1865 Vandyke’s edition and that of 
Debbas 1703. 

4 Yet the manuscript contains no clear indicator of the transcription date or transla-
tion. See Monferrer-Sala 2015 for a study of the Syriac Vorlage of this manuscript. 

5 A detailed status quaestionis of the early printing projects of the Gospels in the East 
is dealt with in Dannaoui 2017b, Walbiner 2012, and Kilpatrick 2012.

6 Hanna 2016.
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4 Vast geographic scope: The Gospels were translated into Arabic, particu-
larly from Greek and Syriac, in known centres (St. Catherine monastery in 
Egypt, Saint Saba monastery in Palestine, monasteries around Antioch, Da-
mascus, Baghdad, etc.). The translated copies subsequently spread out and 
began to be deliberated in the Christian milieu elsewhere. Each translation 
reflects the characteristics of its community in regard to its language, culture, 
and the attitude towards other religions.
5 Wide variety of Vorlagen: The Gospel was written in Greek. The oldest 
translation is the Syriac Peshitta, which dates to the second century. Starting 
from the second century, the Bible was gradually translated into Coptic. In 
the last quarter of the fourth century, Jerome translated the Four Gospels into 
Latin, creating the widely diffused version that was later identified as Vulgata. 
The manuscripts testify that the Arabic translations of the Gospels did not 
depend only on the Greek, but relied on all the above-mentioned languages. 
6 Theological richness and diversity: All Arabic speaking (fully or partially) 
churches translated the Gospels into Arabic for particular and various uses. 
Theological approaches and ways of expressing the faith held by each church 
are reflected in these translations. Accordingly, we believe that the Arabic 
translations of the Gospels form a treasure in Arabic Christian theology that 
researchers have not yet fully discovered. Nestorians, Chalcedonians, and 
non-Chalcedonians intersect in these translations in terms of how they ex-
pressed their faith.

Objectives and methodology
Despite the importance of the Arabic corpus of the Gospels, Father Sydney 
Griffith states in 2013 that: ‘the study of the bible in Arabic is still in its 
infancy stage’.7 His statement summarizes the current state of research in a 
field that is still under-developed and under-explored despite the few valuable 
studies that have been done so far,8 all made on the basis of only few texts 
selected from a large number of manuscripts. Our project intends to continue 
these efforts by extending the study to include a larger number of texts and 
manuscripts and by using new automated methods.9 In order to continue pre-
vious efforts, PAVONe adopted the following approaches:
1 Working on the whole text and not only on samples: Previous studies 
relied on short samples from the texts to generate conclusions and release 
provisions that were sometime closer to generalization, knowing that one 
manuscript sometimes represents more than one tradition or type. In order 
7 Griffith 2013, 1.
8 Many attempts have been made to classify the textual traditions of the Arabic Gos-

pels, including Guidi 1888, Samir 1994, Valentin 2003, Kashouh 2012.
9 The digital aspect of the project was described in Dannaoui 2013.
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to close this gap, we decided to create a corpus, which aims at collecting all 
the copies which we have identified in national and international libraries and 
collections.
2 Including the lectionary in the study: Lectionaries were generally exclud-
ed from previous studies and projects despite their importance and available 
number that exceeds the other formats, mainly the continuous or canonical 
text.10 Therefore, it is impossible to draw conclusions from the study of the 
Four Gospel manuscripts  and generalize them on the whole history of the text 
without taking into account the richness, sometimes the uniqueness, of the 
lectionaries. To solve this problem, we gave special importance to the lection-
ary in this project. A section was dedicated to present the structure of this book 
type and to transcribe the pericopes from various lectionary manuscripts.11

3 Covering the period from which no manuscripts were obtained: Previ-
ous studies omitted the period from which no written texts were obtained, 
particularly the period before Islam until mid-eighth century. Consequently, 
the absence of manuscript copies was assumed to correspond to the absence of 
translations of the Gospels.12 PAVONe has worked on collecting, identifying 
and transcribing all the Gospel verses cited in Christian and Muslim writings 
from the above-mentioned period, to fill this gap. 
4 Developing a methodology: In order to study the relations between various 
versions of the translated texts of the Gospels, previous studies typically used 
one technique, known as verbal agreement. According to this technique, the 
translations of the same verse coming from different manuscripts are collated 
and compared in order to identify the differences and similarities between 
texts. The main disadvantage of the application of this technique is its inca-
pability of handling the syntax of the translations. It is obvious that the syn-
tax represents a crucial element in identifying the Vorlage of translated texts. 
PAVONe adopted the approach and tools of computational linguistics, which 
enable the researcher to analyse the annotated text through its metadata. Tran-
scribed texts are subject to a morphosyntactic annotation. Lexical, grammati-
cal and inflectional properties (tense, grammatical mood, grammatical voice, 
aspect, person, number, gender and case) are associated with the annotated 
text. These linguistic properties allow the system to perform complex search-
es based on abstract representations of a specific word, sentence, paragraph, 
syntax and occurence.13

10 Dannaoui 2012.
11 Dannoui 2015.
12 For a discussion of this issue see Griffith 2013, ch. III.
13 Dannaoui 2013, 68–71.
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Fig. 1. Manuscripts 
section: Map view.

Fig. 2. Manuscripts 
section: filtering.
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Fig. 3. Lectionaries.

Fig. 4. Transcription 
vs image.
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Fig. 5. Citations 
and allusions.

PAVONe database features
The database contains the following sections/services:
About: The section includes a presentation of the project and the methodol-
ogy used.
Manuscripts: The section allows the user to browse the Gospels manuscripts 
transcribed in the database. Two browsing modes are offered: the first one 
allows the scholar to visualize the manuscripts in their geographical location 
using a geotagging feature (fig. 1); the second one allows the filtration of 
the manuscripts by a variety of parameters (date, language, etc., fig. 2). Both 
modes lead to the same resources and give the researcher the possibility of 
displaying some codicological and palaeographical properties of the manu-
scripts and their content as well.
Lectionary: It gives the liturgical structure of the lectionary as used by the 
Rum Orthodox Church and allows the researcher to browse the corresponding 
pericopes in the lectionary manuscripts (fig. 3). All the transcribed texts are 
published with a copy of the manuscript containing the reading. This allows 
the scholar to examine the original digital photo of the text and to compare it 
with our reading (fig. 4).
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Citations: In this section, we identified all the citations and allusions of the 
Gospels verses in the literature produced by Christians and Muslims in the 
first millennium.14 It enables the researchers to browse all these citations and 
allusions and to compare them with their parallels in the lectionaries and/or 
continuous texts of the Gospels. These allusions are witnesses of a certain 
version of the Gospels’ translation and may contribute in identifying this tra-
dition if they were formally presented and integrated in the corpus (fig. 5).
Search: This module allows the researcher to look for a specific verse in all 
the contents of the database regardless of the type of the source. The user can 
search, for example, for a verse in the ‘Muslim-Christian citations’ and lec-
tionaries at the same time.
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