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Introduction
Ambrogio M. Piazzoni

The Vatican Apostolic Library, despite not being a religious library, is home to a large collection of biblical texts:
full or partial Bibles, in dozens of different languages, can
be found in several thousand manuscript codices and in
more than 5,300 printed books, and the volumes with liturgical texts or biblical commentaries of various sorts
are innumerable. The time span covered is also very extensive, running from the end of the 2nd century to the
present.
The oldest manuscript is the Hanna Papyrus 1 (P75),
from the Bodmer Foundation of Cologny, originally from
Egypt, where it was made between 180 and 220 and constitutes the oldest almost complete witness of the Gospels
according of Luke and John; the most recent manuscript
is a beautiful seven-volume illustrated Bible made by
Donald Jackson, employing ancient techniques, between
1998 and 2012, containing the New Revised Standard
Version English translation of the Bible, of which the
Vatican preserves a precious copy (fig. 1).1 The oldest
printed one is the first, the 42-line Gutenberg Bible, published in Mainz just after the middle of the 15th century
(of which the VAL has two exemplars). Leaving aside
digital versions, obviously, the most recent Bible is from
2017: strictly speaking it is not printed (in librarians’ terminology it is defined as “non-book material”) but it contains, in analogue and non-digital format, the Latin text of
the Nova Vulgata, the official Latin translation for liturgical use in the Catholic Church. It was developed with a
cutting-edge technology, known as 5D optical data, in the
laboratories of Southampton University2 and takes the
form of a 25mm-diameter molten-quartz disk that will
supposedly last for many millions of years without deteriorating, and for this reason it was defined by its produc-

ers (perhaps a little conceitedly) as the “Holy Bible preserved for eternity”; the quartz disk can be read with the
help of a suitably prepared microscope (fig. 2).
Considering the range of the biblical documents preserved, the publication of this volume dedicated to the
Bible in the Vatican Apostolic Library is not surprising,
but it is obvious that a drastic typological and chronological choice has had to be made. It was therefore decided to
limit the field to Bible manuscripts from Antiquity to the
Renaissance, entrusting the analysis of the various themes
to over thirty authors, among the most expert in each
field, and illustrating the texts with a substantial number
of images of the manuscripts mentioned, which are also
fully accessible on the Vatican website.3
This volume seeks to achieve a balance between a
chronological narrative that would allow the identification of lines of development and the need to follow certain themes (a language, a region, a typology) without interrupting the flow.
The first part is devoted to the earliest witnesses of the
biblical text and its diffusion in various cultures. “The
Christian Bible is born Greek” is the opening sentence
of the volume, and with this Timothy Janz sets out on the
rich and varied path of the history of the biblical text used
by the first Christians, with the New Testament, which in
Greek assumed its first written form, and with the Old
Testament, which was used above all in the Greek version
known as the Septuagint, made in Alexandria in Egypt
in the 3rd century BC by the wise men commissioned
by the sovereign Ptolemy Philadelphus, according to the
Letter of Aristeas. It is that translation which is taken up
by the earliest manuscript witnesses, starting from one of
the jewels of the Vatican, the 4th-century Codex Vaticanus
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(Vat. gr. 1209), one of the oldest complete Bible manuscripts and vital for philological studies on the reconstruction of the text, as is the abovementioned Hanna Papyrus
1 for the history of the canon of the New Testament books.
Although Greek was the dominant language in the Mediterranean area in the early centuries of Christianity, as also
recalled in the chapter that Pierre-Maurice Bogaert devotes to the complicated history of the Latin translations
of biblical texts, the need for a Latin text began to be felt
in the Churches as early as the end of the 2nd century,
starting with the African regions where the first Christian
literature in Latin was developing, which obviously also
had to quote the Bible in this language. Translations were
made in various regions, and Latin texts (the so-called
Vetus Latina) circulated until they were supplanted by the
translation (the Vulgate) that Jerome made in an excellent
literary Latin based on the originals: Hebrew for the Old
Testament and Greek for the New. The diffusion of Christianity in non-Greek and non-Latin cultural areas made it
necessary to translate the Bible, sometimes only partially,
to allow it to be understood. Giovanni Lenzi presents
texts in Syriac (that is, in the Aramaic of Edessa), Paola
Buzi deals with translations in Coptic, Carla Falluomini
presents a rare text in the Gothic language, Alessandro
Bausi deals with the Ethiopian versions, Anna Sirinian
the Armenian, Gaga Shurgaia the Georgian, while Juan
Pedro Monferrer Sala illustrates the Arabic translation,
and finally Barbara Lomagistro writes about the translation into the Slavic language.
Already in the first centuries, dedicated mainly to the
definition of reliable texts, manuscripts were sometimes
embellished with more or less elaborate decorations; with
the passage of time, the Bible, especially in view of its sacred character, and therefore deserving of particular care
also in terms of its physical presentation as a book, was
increasingly enriched by decorations that achieved very
high levels of artistic expression, so that today the history
of the miniature, a field of art history that deals with the
study of manuscript decoration, has among its main subjects the codices related to the biblical text. The second
part of this volume, the most substantial, is devoted then
to examining how the skill, fantasy, faith, and technical
and artistic ability of the miniaturists were expressed in
the centuries from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance.
The most important geo-cultural areas in which Bible
texts were produced, starting with the Byzantine studied by Timothy Janz, who, having recalled the difficulty
of locating the Byzantine biblical manuscripts, since the
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writing and text are particularly homogeneous and stable,
examines the decorative fruits that, from the Macedonian
Renaissance of the 10th century, following the iconoclastic period, matured in the area until they arrived at the
sumptuous codices, rarely full Bibles, often illustrated
with figures on a golden background. Coming from the
area which for simplicity is defined as Eastern, Juan Pedro
Monferrer Sala presents not only splendid manuscripts
produced in various languages but also multilingual biblical texts made in Egyptian monasteries, cosmopolitan environments that gathered together monks from different
backgrounds, for example, by uniting in a single codex
the Psalter translated into Coptic, Arabic, Ethiopian,
Syriac, and Armenian. Here also is the examination of
the Jewish cultural area, led by Giancarlo Lacerenza, who
states that from a geographical point of view that area is
not similar to the others but it does intersect all of them;
alongside the Scroll of the Torah, which maintains unaltered the traditional exterior forms of the leather scroll,
there is also a flourishing production of biblical texts in
the form of codices that reflect the means and expressive
modes of the society in which they are produced, partly
sharing techniques and materials with them. And finally,
we deal with the Western area, essentially Latin, which,
by far the most witnessed, is in turn divided into various sections that follow a chronological and geographical
development.
The long period from the 6th to the 12th centuries is
studied by Fabrizio Crivello, who outlines European
Bible production in the Carolingian, Ottoman, and Romanesque ages, each with its own distinctive features but
somehow united by the fact that their creation was concentrated mostly in the monastic world, sometimes on regal or imperial commission. His texts are superbly accompanied by the excursus on the Atlantic Bibles by Giulia
Orofino and by the analysis of Michelle Brown, Beatrice
Kitzinger, Erika Loic, and Valentino Pace. The production of Bibles from the 13th century, when the birth of the
Mendicant Orders and the universities also redefined the
uses of biblical texts in preaching and teaching, is examined in connection with the various areas where particular
characteristics can be recognized. Alison Stones presents
the great theme of the French Bibles, while the Italian
ones are dealt with by Francesca Manzari (who provides
a general picture and then a specific study of the Neapolitan texts), Silvia Maddalo (who investigates the Manfred
Bibles), and Massimo Medica (who dedicated himself to
the Bolognese), all supported and illustrated by a variety

1.1 THE GREEK TEXT
Timothy J. Janz

1

The Christian Bible is born Greek. All the New Testament books are written, at least in their definitive and
current form, in Greek. As for the Old Testament, it has
to be supposed that Jesus read it and quoted from it in its
original language; but the Gospels, in addition to being
handed down to us in Greek and thus having Jesus pronounce Greek words, also attribute to Jesus quotations
that come specifically from the version of the Septuagint,
that is, from the ancient Greek version of the Hebrew
Bible whose origins date back to the 3rd century BC.1 Also
when the authors of the Gospels (and other New Testament books) mention passages of the Jewish Bible independently (that is, without employing a quote attributed
to Jesus), it is almost always possible to recognize in their
words—even in the case of more or less free or indirect
quotes—the formulations of the version of the Septuagint; the most famous and significant example is perhaps
the quoting of Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew 1:23, where the
mother of the unborn Emmanuel is defined as παρθένος,
“virgin,” according to the Septuagint, where the Hebrew
text of Isaiah 7:14 defines her simply as a “young woman.”
Nevertheless, the Christians of the time of the Apostles
and the early Church Fathers did not know the equivalent of what Christians of the following centuries came
to call the “Bible,” made up of 70 or so books divided
into the Old and the New Testaments. In fact, the New
Testament books were still being completed, as was the
formation of the tripartite canon of the Hebrew Bible
(Torah, Prophets, Writings), which would then be adopted (with minor variations) by Christians as the “Old
Testament,” which probably ended not before the middle
of the 2nd century AD, at least as regards the final part,
that of the Writings.2 There were also technical limitations: the scroll—the usual form for books in the ancient
world was never apparently adopted by the Christians for
their texts—was not at all suitable for containing such a
vast body of text as the whole Bible; while the codex (a
bound book), which instead was used almost exclusively by Christians from the outset and seems to have been
born almost at the same time as the Church, does not appear to have reached a level of technical excellence that
would have allowed the preparation of such large tomes
before the 4th century AD.3 Consequently, the oldest testimony to the Christian Bible are not “Bibles” as such but
examples of individual books or small groups of biblical
books, especially the Gospels. Among the oldest manuscripts of this type is the Papyrus Hanna 1 (Mater Verbi),
late 2nd or early 3rd century AD, which originally con-

tained two full Gospels, the earliest known testimony of
the Gospel of Luke and one of the oldest of the Gospel
of John.4 This is a primitive codex, since all 144 sheets of
the original book (of which today slightly less than half
have survived) were bound not in groups of individual
bifolio pages then sewn together, as is the case with more
recent and perfected codices, but in a single volume that,
consequently, had to be of considerable thickness, rather
unstable and difficult to handle: already the amount of
text represented by only two biblical books pushed this
format to its limits and beyond, as can be seen from the
fact that the manuscript is now reduced to the state of
loose sheets: of the back, that is, of the stitching, nothing
remains. In addition to illustrating the primitive history of
the development of bookbinding, this manuscript is also
an important witness to the history of the New Testament
canon and in particular of the Gospels, insofar as it is the
first witness of the New Testament to contain more than
one Gospel; it is no coincidence that it presents them in
the order that remained that of the canon, placing John
after Luke (the passage from Luke to John is on the recto
of the sheet today numbered 2A8).
Another papyrus, instead, the Papyrus Bodmer 8,
which is contemporary or a little more recent than
Papyrus Hanna 1,5 shows us how the definition of the New
Testament canon was still in fieri—at least for the final
books—in the 3rd century AD. This is the oldest testimony of the two Letters of Peter. Before being donated
to the Vatican by the Swiss collector Martin Bodmer,
this 19-page papyrus was part of a miscellaneous codex6
also including another New Testament book (the Letter
of Judah, Papyrus Bodmer 7) and Psalms 32 and 33
(Papyrus Bodmer 9), as well as a series of non-canonical
Christian texts among which the Nativity of Mary
(Papyrus Bodmer 5), the Third Letter to the Corinthians
attributed to Saint Paul (Papyrus Bodmer 10), and one
of the so-called Odes of Solomon (Od. Sal. 11). Three
of these texts (Third Letter to the Corinthians, Odes of
Solomon 11, Letter of Judah) were undoubtedly part of a
single original book because they follow from each other
without interruption, with passages from one text to the
other within the same sheet, and also because they were
copied by a single scribe. Peter’s Letters too were copied
by the same copyist and were probably part of the same
original book, although, in the state in which the papyrus
was found, they form a distinct codicological element
with an (ancient) independent pagination from 1 to 36.
The Papyri Bodmer 7 and 8 represent the oldest
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(Pap. Hanna 1 [Mater Verbi], f. 1B12r).
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testimony of the Letter of Judah and the Letters of Peter;
as already noted, these are probably a little more recent
than Papyrus Hanna 1 and allow us to glimpse a more
advanced book technique insofar as the papyrus sheets
that make up the book are organized in several groups:
four for the Letters of Peter alone (two quaternions of 8
sheets, plus two binions of 2 sheets, excluding the first
and last sheet of the set from the pagination 1 to 36).
We do not know the precise function of the biblical papyri in general—in part because we know relatively little
about the liturgical practices of the early centuries of the
Church7—and in particular of the two papyri mentioned
above. Papyrus Hanna 1 (Mater Verbi) appears to be a
sort of dyevangelium which, together with a hypothetical
second volume containing the other two Gospels, might
have formed an Evangelion destined for liturgical use
and therefore public reading; at a later time, however, the
book was clearly the subject of veneration, as evidenced
by the fact that, at an unknown but in any case not recent
date, the leather cover was reinforced by the bonding of
papyrus sheets from the book itself, which from that moment on was carefully conserved but obviously no longer read. The volume that Papyrus Bodmer 8 was part
of, instead, has generally been interpreted by specialists
as an anthology for private use, because of its small size
(about 130 x 150mm) but above all for its content, which,
to modern eyes, appears fairly varied; though it has to be
admitted that there is nothing to indicate this book did
not have a liturgical use, as the New Testament canon was
still the subject of debate during the third century AD.
By the 4th century, instead, and especially after the
Edict of Milan in 313, the Church entered a period of
greater stability, which is also reflected in the production
of books, and particularly of biblical works. It is in this
period that the New Testament canon is fixed definitively,8
established more or less since the 2nd century9 but then
subject to minor variations, particularly with regard to the
non-Pauline epistles and Revelation, whose inclusion is,
however, still optional in the Byzantine New Testament
manuscripts (cf. infra point 2.1, Byzantine area). From
the 4th century, therefore—more precise dates have been
proposed but are unreliable—these are the two oldest
books that can be termed “Bibles”: the Codex Sinaiticus,10
now fragmented and divided between the British Library,
the University Library of Leipzig, and the monastery of
St. Catherine at Sinai (where it was found by Tischendorf
in the 1840s); and the Codex Vaticanus, today Vatican
Greek 1209.11 This last book, compiled only a century

after the simple single collection that constitutes Papyrus
Hanna 1 (Mater Verbi), already represents the perfection
of the codex: about 800 sheets (of which 759 have been
conserved, for a total of 1,518 pages) of fine parchment
originally containing all the Old Testament (that is, the
version of the Septuagint, with the exception of the books
of the Maccabees) and the whole New Testament (whose
final part was lost and replaced in the 15th century, so it is
not known exactly which books were originally included)
in a format that was easy to handle and also highly legible thanks to the very regular writing in capitals which, in
honor of this book that constitutes its canonical example,
is known as “biblical capital.”12
It is clear that codices such as Sinaiticus or Vaticanus
are not the result of private initiatives but of institutional commissions; a close link has been hypothesized between these two Bibles and the author of the Edict of
Milan, since, according to Vita Constantini by Eusebius
of Caesarea (4.36), Constantine I commissioned Eusebius to produce 50 copies of the Holy Scriptures “for
the education of the Church.” It was the discoverer of
Sinaiticus, Constantin von Tischendorf, who, a century and a half ago, put forward the hypothesis that the
two great Greek Bibles of the 4th century were among
those produced by Eusebius in Caesarea on the order
of the emperor, a hypothesis that remains unverifiable
but that has recently been taken up again by a number
of scholars.13
There is no general consensus among scholars about
where the oldest biblical testimony was produced. The
papyri were preserved and were therefore found almost
exclusively in Egypt thanks to the dry climate of the desert. Papyrus, moreover, in the Roman world was mainly
produced in Egypt, so, in the case of the biblical papyri,
the likely area of the production of the support and that
of the modern discovery of the book necessarily coincide.
If we add the fact that the preservation of papyrus, out of
the desert climate, was difficult to prolong for more than
a few decades, we can understand that, for every papyrus
manuscript, the most widely accepted hypothesis is that
which also places in Egypt the activity of “publishing”
of which the book is the fruit: the copying and binding.
However, the very presence of copies of the New Testament texts in Egypt shows that books were traveling in
the ancient world (indeed, the dissemination of Christian books seems to have been exceptional in its rapidity
and its extension14), and the use of the Egyptian papyrus
as a standard writing support was common throughout
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the Mediterranean basin in Roman times. A book being
papyrus, therefore, does not in itself affect the probability of its being produced in Egypt, and even less does
it justify the interpretation of the textual particularities
of that book as necessarily belonging to a typically local
Egyptian text. Parchment, instead, known at least since
the 2nd century BC but considered for many centuries
less noble than papyrus, can generally identify the animal it comes from but not its geographic origin; being a
lot more robust than papyrus, it stood up well to being
transported and could also be conserved in humid climates, so parchment books are even harder to locate geographically than papyrus ones. In addition to the material
aspect, common to Greek books and others, there is also
a peculiarity of Greek books that seems to be constant
from antiquity to the late Byzantine era, namely, the extraordinary homogeneity of Greek writing in all parts of
the Roman and then Byzantine world:15 unlike what can
be seen in the Latin world, where local graphic detailing that is also very accentuated is easy to identify, apart
from a few exceptional cases, Greek palaeography is a
discipline that allows dating but not localization.
Nonetheless, modern scholars of the biblical text (and
especially of the New Testament) often use geographic
criteria for the classification of both Old and New Testament Greek testimony. In fact, the great value of much
Bible testimony lies not only in its venerable antiquity but
also and above all in the small differences that make each
manuscript a unicum: differences that need to be studied and analyzed in order to establish the text that is as
close as possible to the original. This analysis naturally
starts from trying to establish groups of testimony that
agree frequently; from this point of view, scholars happily speak of Greek script manuscripts as bearing text
that is “Alexandrian,” “Western,” “Caesarean,” “Antiochian,” or “Constantinopolitan,” taking up again (as far
as the New Testament is concerned) an analysis initially
proposed in the 1920s by British scholar B. H. Streeter
(which in turn referred to a first geographic distribution proposed by the editors B. F. Westcott and F. J. A.
Hort at the end of the 19th century), which nowadays
is unconvincing at the level of its details but remains a
general scheme of reference in the absence of any other proposals capable of obtaining a wider consensus.16
Given the difficulties mentioned above, these geographical attributes are based not so much on the actual origin
of the individual exemplars as on the observation of the
consistency of the textual particularities of each group

with those of the biblical text cited by Christian writers
of the first centuries after Christ whose activity was situated historically in the cities or areas in question: thus
the text considered “Alexandrine” is (at least in theory)
what we find in the biblical quotations of Alexandrian
authors such as Didymus the Blind, Athanasius, or Cyril
(or the one with peculiarities that coincide with those of
the Coptic translations); the “Western” text is what we
find cited in the writings of Greek authors who lived in
Rome, such as Clement, or in Gaul, such as Irenaeus (or
which agree with the ancient Latin versions); “Caesarean” is found in the writings of Eusebius or of Origen,
originally from Alexandria, after his transfer to Caesa
rea in Palestine; and so on. Each classification principle
is questionable, also because our knowledge is based on
individual exemplars conserved randomly and not necessarily representative of the totality of the actual transmission of the text; however, the geographical approach
we have outlined in general offers at least one starting
point for analysis based on objective textual observations.
As far as the New Testament is concerned, all the Vatican exemplars we have mentioned so far are part of the
group known as Alexandrine, which is generally considered the most reliable: these are the Codex Vaticanus
(often referred to as Codex B because of the abbreviation used now for more than a century to designate it in
biblical editions), Papyrus Hanna 1 (Mater Verbi; known
to specialists as P75), and Papyrus Bodmer 8 (which, together with the other components of the miscellaneous
codex of which it was part, is designated as P72). The
Codex Sinaiticus also belongs to this group (apart from
the beginning of the Gospel of John, which is assigned
to the “Western” group), while, ironically, the Codex Alexandrinus (thus named because it had been conserved
for a time in Alexandria; today it is ms BL Royal 1.DV–
VIII), another manuscript in capitals, of the 5th century
AD, is generally assigned to the Constantinopolitan or
“Byzantine” group, as far as the four Gospels are concerned. The good quality of the “Alexandrine” group can
be explained by the presence in Alexandria of a long philological tradition that would allow the scholars of that
city to take care of a text with methods developed over
centuries of work on the classical authors. However, the
group (or sometimes individual members of the group)
also has variants that are unlikely to be original: for example, in Papyrus Hanna 1 (Mater Verbi), the rich man
of the parable of Jesus in Luke 16:19, who remains anonymous in almost all the testimony, is identified by the
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25. Marginal ornament, Armenian Gospel (Borg. arm. 85, f. 165r).

1.3F THE ARMENIAN VERSIONS
Anna Sirinian

The Bible and Gospels in the Armenian World
The Armenian translation of the Bible, carried out
at the beginning of the 5th century, followed and completed, just over a century later, the official conversion
of the country to Christianity thanks to the evangelizing
activities of St. Gregory the Illuminator (ca. 260–328):
with access to the Sacred Scriptures, called the “Book
of Divine Inspiration” (Astuatsashunch’, corresponding
to the Greek θεόπνευστος), the Armenian people could
be said to be entirely Christian.
According to both hagiographical and historical
sources, the translation of the Bible was the final act of a
laborious process that saw divine mercy working alongside human endeavour. The protagonist was a preacher
monk, Mesrop Mashtotz’ (ca. 361–440), who realized
that in order to save many of his compatriots from the
idolatry that still persisted, it was necessary to transfer
the contents of the Christian faith into Armenian the
only way possible: through the written word, which involved the creation of an alphabet. Along with a number
of disciples and with the support of the highest religious
office, the catholicos Sahak, Mesrop visited the most important centers of Syriac and Greek culture until, after
various failures, retiring to pray, he saw, according to the
source story, “a right hand drawing letters on a stone,”
which, having wonderfully become ductile, gathered
the letters “the way the snow does footprints.”1 With
this new tool, immediately identified in the sources as a
“gift of God,”2 Sahak, Mesrop, and their followers set
about creating a version of the Bible that is also the first
written work in the Armenian language in this deeply
Christian culture.
Quickly becoming expert scribes, miniaturists, and
artisans in the creation of books, over time the Armenians produced a considerable quantity of manuscripts,
among which the most precious materials and the most
numerous and stylistically, thematically, and ichnographically varied miniatures were reserved for the Bibles and
Gospels. The object of particular devotion in religious
practice, the book of the Gospels, absolutely the most
copied, offers in this regard the widest documentation
for studying the rich history of the Armenian miniature
thanks to the many images that generally accompany it.

62

The Armenian Bible and Gospels of the Vatican
Apostolic Library
Complete manuscripts of the Armenian Bible that
have come down to the present day are not numerous
because the amount of text demanded an onerous commissioning, in addition to the fact that in the Armenian
Middle Ages what was always preferred was a circulation
of biblical books in separate blocks, with particular emphasis on the Gospels (or the entire New Testament) and
the Psalter. The production of complete Bibles, generally
sumptuously illustrated codices, was, however, constant
and, after the earliest exemplars dating back to the 13th
century, saw a revival in the 18th century—the century
of the rise of Armenian commerce and capital—in particular in centers such as Constantinople and New Julfa
in Isfahan, in Persia. It is to this later production, no
stranger to Western influences, that the only manuscript
in possession of the Vatican Library, Vat. arm. 1, is related,
completed in Constantinople in 1625 at the request of
the Armenian patriarch Yovhannes Khul (1554–1634)
and on which worked the well-known copyist and miniaturist Mik‘ayel of T‘okhat‘ (1606–1658). Yovhannes,
who finished his life in Rome, left the book to Pope
Urban VIII (1623–1644) in the hope that it might serve
as a basis for the printed edition of the Armenian Bible.3
This project, however, was not completed because of
doubts about the conformity of the Armenian text to the
Latin Vulgate, until, as is known, the editio princeps of
the Armenian Bible saw the light in Amsterdam in 1666.
The rich decoration of the codex, which opens with the
full-page miniature of the six days of the Creation of
the world and the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the
heavenly paradise (f. 1v), presents iconographic patterns
seen in other biblical manuscripts such as the mss. L.A.
193 of the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon, or
the Ludwig I, 14 of the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los
Angeles, or again mss. 428, 1932 and 1933 conserved
in the Armenian monastery of St. James in Jerusalem.
Instead, the Vatican Library is home to ten or so manuscripts of the Gospels, all illustrated with the exception
of Borg. arm. 36, the only one to be written in the minute and more recent notragir (or “notarial”) handwriting.
The oldest witness and the largest size (280 x 210mm)
is Chig. R.VI.44, a parchment, datable to the 11th cen
tury,4 the only one written in erkat‘agir, the Armenian
uncial, while the remaining Gospels of the Vatican are
written in miniscule bolorgir (or “round script”). Its sober
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ornamentation in opaque colors includes only headings
of Gospel introductions (e.g., f. 115r: beginning of the
Gospel of Luke), initial letters, and marginalia composed
of stylized floral elements, sometimes formulated as candelabras supported by little hands.
Much more rich and articulated, in comparison, is the
decoration presented by the other Gospels, which, starting with the next codex in chronological order, the Borg.
arm. 68 of the year 1357,5 documents the development of
Armenian post-Cilician miniatures, that is, after the artistic
heights achieved during the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia
(late 12th to early 14th centuries) thanks to the commissioning by royal or noble families and exceptional artists.
In this codex, as in most of the other Gospels, the decoration is distributed between the initial Canon Tables and
the opening pages of each Gospel—with, on the left, the
portrait of the Evangelist and, on the right, the “door” to
the beginning of the respective text (e.g. ff. 109v–110r:
Mark’s portrait and the beginning of his Gospel)—as
well as pointing to the incipit letters and marginalia picta,
the latter not only aniconic but also with figures referring

to the episodes narrated in the text. In addition to this
common decorative programme, Vat. arm. 44, copied in
Ch‘màshkatsag, in eastern Anatolia, in 1501,6 presents
scenes of Christ’s life in full pages interwoven with the text
of the Gospels (e.g., the Annunciation at f. 153r, inserted
into Luke’s text). Standing out in the group, for the precision of its execution, sharpness of the parchment, and
use of gold, the Borg. arm. 85, the smallest in size (155 x
107mm; e.g., f. 165r: marginal miniature), completed in
Tigranocerta (Diarbekir) in 1637, while among the more
recent accessions Vat. arm. 40 deserves to be noted, perhaps the most richly decorated Gospel of them all for the
initial series of eight pairs of full-page miniatures with
scenes from the life of Christ and the Last Judgment (e.g.,
f. 6r: the Baptism) as well as for the lush Canon Tables (e.g.,
ff. 21v–22r) with a profusion of gold. Vat. arm. 40 is also
the only one to present the text in two columns inserted in
Islamic-style frames in gold: a decorative element, this, deriving from the place of production, the abovementioned
Armenian neighborhood of New Julfa in Isfahan, where
the codex was completed in 1644.7
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26. Creation of
the world
and story of
Adam and Eve;
incipit of the
book of Genesis,
Armenian Bible
(Vat. arm. 1,
ff. 1v-2r).
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Following pages:
27. Letter of
Eusebius to
Carpianus,
Armenian Gospel
(Vat. arm. 40,
ff. 19v-20r).
28. Matthew
the Evangelist
and incipit
of his Gospel,
Armenian Gospel
(Vat. arm.
40, ff. 30v-31r).
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1.3G THE GEORGIAN VERSION
Gaga Shurgaia

29
30
31–32

The Gospels, the Pauline Epistles and the Psalter were
translated into Georgian between the 440s and 560s,1
probably from the Greek. The oldest edition, from a linguistic point of view, is that of the xanmet’i type, conserved in the Tbilisi palimpsests, CNMG, A-89, H-999
(cf. mss A-737, A-844), as a scriptio inferior dating from
the 5th to 6th centuries.2 The versions made between
the 7th and 11th centuries date back to two editions:
the first is represented by the Tetraevangeliary of Adiši
(MSES, cod. 1), the second by the manuscripts of Ǯru/’i
(CNMG, H-1660) and P’arxali (CNMG, A-1453), and
Op’iza (AtMI, iber geo. 83), Berta (NTS), and T’beti
(RNB, new series, geo. 212), related to them.3 The last
of these became the Georgian proto-Vulgate of the 10th
century, the basic text for later Athonite versions:4 that of
Eptwme Mtac’mideli (ca. 955–1028) and that of Giorgi
Mtac’mideli (1009–1065), which became the canonical
text of the Georgian Tetraevangeliary.5
The Vat. iber 1 codex (middle of the 11th century,
217 x 161mm, II + 305 ff.) stands out for its antiquity
and refinement. It is a Tetraevangeliary containing, in
order, the Epistula ad Carpianum (ff. 1r-1v) with the
Canones evangeliorum (ff. 2r-8v) of Eusebius of Caesarea
(CPG 3465), the four Gospels (ff. 9r-90v; 91r-141v; 298r-v;
142r-221r; 221r-279r), and finally the Canonarium or
Constantinopolitan Synaxarium minus, or Ordo of the
Gospel readings for the holidays of the year, fully in agreement with the Greek ritual (ff. 279v; 281r-283r; 285r-288r;
290r-297v; 299r-305v), interrupted by the insertion of
out-of-place sheets with patristic fragments (ff. 280r-v,
284r-v) and a sheet containing a largely unreadable inscription (f. 289r-v) over 40 bundles of different sizes.6
The documents have an original signature in Georgian
characters and a later one in Armenian characters. At
the time of the new binding in red-brown leather by the
BAV between 1718 and 1721, bundle 4 (ff. 32-39) was
sewn after 5 (ff. 40-47) due to a mistake by the binder.
The portion containing the Canon, sewn after the 35
quaternions of the Gospel text, is very badly damaged
and not in sequence.7
The text, on two columns, is written in calligraphic
nusxuri, while the asomtavruli script is used as “distinctive” for the Eusebian tables, the capita, the initial pages
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of the Gospels according to Matthew and John, as well
as for the concluding annotations. I believe it is the work
of two hands, datable to the middle of the 11th century;8
there are numerous marginalia from a later era.9 My dating, based on palaeographic elements, was confirmed by
the philological and artistic analysis of Shurghaia 2006a,
pp. 416–18 (for other dating hypotheses, ibid., p. 416),
which, however, attributes the transcription of the entire codex to a single hand.
According to the signature colophon (f. 279r), the
codex was transcribed by the deacon Mikael (identifiable with the first hand) for his spiritual brother, the
monk Swmeon, also mentioned in the annotations of the
Gospels of Matthew (f. 90v), Mark (f. 92r), and Luke
(f. 221v); Swmeon’s commissioning is also confirmed by
the inscription at f. 289r-v. In the absence of a precise
dating and location for the codex, Shurghaia 2006b
[GR3] not unreasonably hypothesized that it was completed in the scriptorium of the Georgian monastery of
the Holy Cross on the Black Mountain in Syria. A note
in nusxuri (f. IIv), probably of the 12th century, recalls
a maestro of rhetoric of the monastery of P’alat’i (not
yet identified), Giorgi, who acquired the codex for his
monastery. Finally, in another annotation, even later,
but still in nusxuri (f. 222v), it is stated that the manuscript was lost, rediscovered, and restored to the monastery of Arxali—near the modern town of Tianeti10—by
King Alexander, identified by Ekvtime Taq’aišvili11 with
Alexander II (1574–1605), king of K’axeti.12 Shurghaia
(2006c, pp. 40–41) hypothesizes that [GR4] Ketevan,
queen of K’axeti, brought the codex to the court of the
Shah Abbas I (1588–1629), where she was held hostage
from 1613 to 1624, the year of her martyrdom. In Persia, the codex came into the possession of Pietro Della
Valle: it is listed under number 2 in the list of 67 Oriental codices that he brought to Rome in 1626, later donated by his heir, the Marquis Rinaldo Del Bufalo, to
the BAV in 1718.13
The text of the Epistle in Carpiano and the complete
tables of the Eusebian Canons are in an excellent state
of conservation, as is the text of the four Gospels except
for Luke 1:4, which is missing. The text of each Gospel
presents, as do other Eastern Gospels, references to
three types of subdivision. The first type is the division
into chapters: the chapter numbers are expressed in
asomtavruli letters, surrounded by four dashes and orna
mental points, in the left or middle margin. The Gospels of Mark, Luke, and John are preceded by the list

