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From ‘Sacrifice to the Gods’ to the ‘Fear of God’:
Omissions, Additions and Changes in the Syriac Translations
of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius

Alberto RiGoL1o, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT

The contribution offers a preliminary comparison between pieces by Plutarch, Lucian
and Themistius and their Syriac translations, which were probably composed between
the fifth and early sixth century. Because of frequent omissions and additions in the
Syriac texts, the works look very much like Syriac adaptations. In their editing a leading
concern was Christianization, as it is shown by the fact that references to pagan religion
are either Christianized or removed, and a number of exempla are omitted or changed.
Nonetheless, the changes may shed light on the milieu of destination for the works.
Indeed, they point at an environment interested in the moral advice contained in the
pieces, but more prudent as for the framework of authority in which that advice was
proposed. Both the ethical contents and the Christianizing changes raise questions about
the purpose of the redaction of these Syriac texts.

In the preface to his Syriac translation of the pseudo-Aristotelian treatise De mundo,
Sergius of Resh‘aina (d. 536) closes with an interesting remark:

What I have found in the manuscript that was sent from thee, o Beloved, I have taken
care to preserve completely, neither adding anything to what has been written here by
the philosopher, nor instead taking away from it, according to my ability.'

The passage falls within the topic of a declaration of modesty, a common theme
in Syriac prefaces.? Nonetheless, Sergius’ reference to additions and omissions
in the text is rather specific,’ and it may evoke Syriac adaptations, which are

! Edition in Paul de Lagarde (ed.), Analecta Syriaca (Leipzig 1858), 134.23-7: oo AR <1 4
:\;.r(é\i..:n\r(hc\mh_—;yxm . c\_\sk\c\ﬁgai:\é\:_r(.\mjzémn:.r{npm
ia:;\m'{:r(is.:m.:mk\ 0 .o = oﬂ\:k\mneﬁm.\;pm&u{&mmﬂ

<.

2 ;(S‘ the theme of modesty within Syriac prefaces see Eva Riad, Studies in the Syriac Preface
(Uppsala, 1988), 197-202 and 207-8.

3 See the note on the passage in Daniel King, ‘Origenism in sixth century Syria. The case of
a Syriac manuscript of pagan philosophy’, in Alfons Fiirst (ed.), Origenes und seine Bedeutung
fiir die Theologie und Geistesgeschichte Europas und des Vorderen Orients, Adamantiana. Texte
und Studien zu Origenes und seinem Erbe I (Miinster, 2010), 179-212.

Studia Patristica LXIV, 133-143.
© Peeters Publishers, 2013.



134 A. RiGoLIO

characterised by the practice of editing the text through significant additions
and omissions.*

In his Syriac translation of the pseudo-Aristotelian De mundo Sergius mostly
adhered to his resolution.’ Not only did Sergius compose a remarkably literal trans-
lation in contrast to the freer standard of only few decades earlier,® but he also strove
to translate what he thought was Aristotle’s exposition in its entirety, including refer-
ences to pagan mythology and Greek literature. Yet, the two aspects, literal transla-
tion and complete rendering of the original text, are not always coincidental. The
present paper ventures into the relation between translation and adaptation by offer-
ing a preliminary analysis of four Syriac translations of Greek secular texts. Despite
being contemporary or almost contemporary to Sergius, the works were not transmit-
ted with the same care for entirety that Sergius showed in the above mentioned De
mundo. Indeed, the significant additions, omissions and changes, which mostly affect
the references to Greek culture, can be interpreted as the result of deliberate agency.

The Syriac translations of works by Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius are char-
acterised by frequent omissions and — less frequent — additions to their originals,
and, accordingly, they look very much as adaptations. Those of which the Greek
text has survived, thus allowing the comparison with the originals, are:

Plutarch De cohibenda ira (Mor. 29)7 PI

Plutarch De capienda ex inimicis utilitate (Mor. 6)* PU
Lucian De calumnia (13)° LC
Themistius De amicitia (Or. 22)'° TA

4 Possibly including his own adaptation of a treatise by Alexander of Aphrodisias, see Daniel
King, ‘Alexander of Aphrodisias’ On the principles of the universe in its Syriac adaptation’, Le
Muséon 123 (2010), 159-91.

> 1 am very grateful to Adam McCollum for his unpublished doctoral dissertation on the
Syriac De mundo.

¢ Daniel King, The Syriac Versions of the Writings of Cyril of Alexandria (Leuven, 2008),
361-88; David Taylor, ‘Early translations from the ancient Orient: from Greek into Syriac’, in
Harald Kittel et al. (eds), Ubersetzung: Ein internationales Handbuch zur Ubersetzungsforschung
(Berlin, 2004), 1190-3; Sebastian Brock, ‘Towards a history of Syriac translation technique’, in
René Lavenant (ed.), Symposium Syriacum, 1980 (Goslar 7-11 September 1980): les contacts du
monde syriaque avec les autres cultures (Rome, 1983), 1-14.

7 MS Sinaiticus syr. S. Catherin. 16 (VII cent.); BM Add. 17209 (IX cent.). Edition in P. de
Lagarde, Analecta Syriaca (1858), 186-95 from BM Add. 17209. For the Sinai manuscript see
Bernard Pouderon et al. (eds), Aristide, Apologie (Paris, 2003), 137, and Agnes Smith Lewis,
Catalogue of the Syriac mss. in the Convent of S. Catharine on Mount Sinai (London, 1894), 18;
for the BM manuscript see William Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British
Museum acquired since the Year 1838 (London, 1870-72), III 1185-7 (mii).

8 MS Sinaiticus syr. S. Catherin. 16. Edition in Eberhard Nestle (ed.), A tract of Plutarch on the
Advantage to Be derived from one’s Enemies (De capienda ex inimicis utilitate), the Syriac Ver-
sion edited from a ms. on Mount Sinai (London, 1894).

® MS Sinaiticus syr. S. Catherin. 16; BM Add. 17209. Edition in Eduard Sachau (ed.), Inedita
Syriaca. Eine Sammlung syrischer Ubersetzungen von Schriften griechischer Profanliteratur (Halle,
1870), 1-16 from BM Add. 17209.

10 BM Add. 17209. Edition in E. Sachau, Inedita Syriaca (1870), 48-65.
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The pieces were probably translated into Syriac during the fifth or the early
sixth century, as it is possible to judge from their language and from the
relatively free translation technique.!' The unit of translation ranges from the
paragraph to the sentence (in an approximate scale from the least to the most
literal: PI TA PU LC), thus favouring the hypothesis of diverse authorship and
chronology.

The works are structured around pieces of moral advice. PI shows how
important it is to constrain anger and it provides recommendations on how to
defeat it; PU reminds the reader that the reproaches coming from enemies
should be taken as exhortations to adopt and stick to a morally sound behav-
iour; LC describes the functioning of slander and it offers tips on how to avoid
succumbing to it; and TA is concerned with leading an upright conduct towards
friends, who are always vulnerable to become victims of slander. The works
share a similar structure in that they mostly elaborate the moral advice around
series of exempla. The edifying recommendations are inserted in a frame-
work of authority which is provided by the exemplar or conversely deplorable
behaviours of figures mostly belonging to the Graeco-Roman world. Usually
the protagonists of the anecdotes are philosophers, historical personalities or
mythological figures.

It is in the approach to such exempla that the Syriac adaptors often resorted
to omit passages of the original texts. An example is provided by Chapter Five
of Plutarch’s De capienda ex inimicis utilitate, in fact a series of anecdotes,
which is worth reporting in full:!?

Greek text

[5] a. Whenever Plato was among men
who behaved unseemly, while leaving he
used to say to himself: ‘can it be that I am
like them?’ If the man who reviles the
way of life of another man looked at once
at his own and readjusted it by redirecting
(it) and turning (it) into the opposite direc-
tion, he would possess something useful
from (his) reviling. Otherwise it seems,
and also is, useless and empty.

Syriac translation

[5] a. When Plato saw men who were
worthy of reproach, after leaving them he
used to say: ‘may I not become such (as
they)!” Therefore, anyone who reproaches
his fellow man, if he looks (also) into
himself when he turns to (reproaching his)
equal, is helped by the very reproach he
makes, even if (the reproach) is injurious.

! Respectively Anton Baumstark, ‘Lucubrationes Syro-Graecae’, Jahrbiicher fiir classische
Philologie, Suppl. 21 (1894), 353-524, 413-22, who based his analysis on PI TA LC; and Sebas-
tian Brock, ‘Syriac translations of Greek popular philosophy’, in Peter Bruns (ed.), Von Athen
nach Bagdad. Zur Rezeption griechischer Philosophie von der Spdtantike bis zum Islam (Bonn,
2003), 9-28, 16.

12 PU 88D-89B: 8.1-9.5. The Greek text is from Hans Giirtner et al. (eds), Plutarchi Moralia,
vol. I (Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1993).
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b. Most people laugh when someone who
is bald and hunchbacked reviles and
mocks others for these things, for it is
completely ridiculous to revile and mock
with something which can be used as an
insult in turn (against you).

c. As Leo of Byzantium, who was reviled
for the weakness of his eyes by a hunch-
backed man, said: ‘you reproach me for a
human condition, when you bear (God’s)
retribution on your back.” Therefore, do
not revile an adulterer if you are mad after
boys, or a profligate one if you are stingy.

d. ‘You were born of the same kind as
the woman who killed her husband’ (is
what) Alcmeon said to Adrastus. How
did Adrastus (reply) then? By making a
reproach which was not another’s but his
own: ‘and yourself (are) the killer of
(your) mother who gave you birth.’

e. Domitius (said) to Crassus: ‘didn’t
you weep when the sea-eel that was kept
for you in the fish-pond died?’ and the
other [i.e. Crassus] answered: ‘Didn’t
you bury three wives without shedding a
tear?’

f. Whoever is reproaching does not have
to be naturally clever, loud-voiced and
aggressive, but (he has to be) irreproach-
able and blameless.

g. It seems that God commanded ‘know
yourself!” to nobody so much as to someone
who is about to blame another, lest, by say-
ing what they want (to say), they hear what
they do not want to (hear). According to
Sophocles, someone like that ‘when uttering
words in vain, is used to hearing unwillingly
the words that he willingly speaks’.

A. RiGoLio

b. Nonetheless many people laugh when
they see a man who, being bald or hunch-
backed, reviles others for these infirmi-
ties, for many fools reproach someone
with something which turns back to them.

c. Leo, when he was called (108r ii) blind
by a hunchbacked man, answered: ‘you
have reproached me for a defect of the
body, but you carry your (own) defects on
your shoulders.” So, do not call your fellow
man ‘adulterer’, when you are impure, or
‘presumptuous’ when you are execrable.

d.

e. Domitius wanted to reproach Crassus,
who, when the animal that was kept for
him in a cage died, wept about it. Crassus
told him this: ‘may I not be like you, who
buried the three wives you had and shed
tears for none of them.’

f. A man does not have to be excellent in
order to insult, and be impudent and raise
his voice, but, when he reproaches, he
should not give any room for the reproach
to be sent back to him.

g. God also demands from (someone)
who wants (108v i) to reproach his fellow
man, that he first observes his (own) per-
son, in case, when he says what pleases
himself, he hears what is not agreeable for
himself, as his ears perceive unwillingly
what his mouth sent out willingly.

The passage shows that the anecdotes about Plato (a), Leo of Byzantium (c)
and Domitius with Crassus (e) are regularly found in translation, while the one
about Alcmeon and Adrastus, which is drawn from Greek tragedy, is entirely
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omitted (d). As it will be shown, the incidence of the omissions of exempla can
be put in relation with their contents. Similarly, the reference to Sophocles is
omitted (g), although Sophocles’ quotation is readapted into the text. The pre-
sent analysis, however, is limited to the treatment of the exempla, which are
intended in a rather inclusive way, and it will not comprehend the rendering of
quotations.'?

Additionally, some of the anecdotes that survive in Syriac have been modi-
fied, usually by substituting the proper name of the main character with a
generic one. For instance, the anecdotes that have philosophers as protagonists
survive entirely in Syriac, but they sometime attest a generalization of proper
names (in italics):

Greek text Syriac translation
Pl Socrates 455A A wise man 188.5
Plato 456D Plato 189.20
Diogenes 460E Diogenes 193.25
Arcesilaus 461D A philosopher 194.15
Socrates and Xanthippe 461D Socrates and his wife 194.20
PU Diogenes and Crates 87A Diogenes and Crates 3.15
Zeno 87A Zeno 3.15
Diogenes 88A Diogenes 6.15
Plato 88E Plato 8.1
Socrates and Xanthippe 90D Socrates and the wife 13.10
Pythagoras 91C One of the philosophers 15.10
LC Demetrius and the wine 16 Demetrius and the wine 10.15
Socrates 29 Socrates 15.5
TA n/a n/a

As a result, the proper names of some philosophers mentioned in the text have
been changed, and, for instance, Socrates becomes ‘a wise man’, Arcesilaus
becomes ‘a philosopher’ and Pythagoras becomes ‘one of the philosophers’.
Nonetheless, all the exempla based on philosophers and on their conduct have
been preserved in Syriac.

Instead, the treatment of exempla based on historical figures attests not only
generalizations of proper names, but also omissions:

Greek text Syriac translation
Pl Thebans and Spartans 454C omitted
Callisthenes and Alexander 454E omitted
Xerxes 455D a Persian king 188.20

13 Quotations are mostly omitted.
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Spartans and Helots 455E
Gaius Gracchus 456A
Ctesiphon and a mule 457A
king Antigonus 457E
Arcadion and Philip 457E
Philip 457F"

Magas and Philemon 458A
Ptolemy and Peleus 458 A
Alexander and Porus 458B
Philip in Olynthus 458C

A Rhodian and a servant 458D
Agatocles 458E

Antigonus 458F

Satyrus the Samian 459A
Phocion and the Athenians 459E
Tyrrhenian slaves 460C
Marius 461E

Nero and Seneca 461F

PU  Chilon 86C

LC

Xenophon 86E
Nasica 88A
Leo of Byzantium 88F
Domitius and Crassus 89A
Thessalian Prometheus

(Jason of Pherae) 89C
Lacydes king of the Argives 89E
Pompey 89E
Crassus and a (Vestal) Virgin 89E
Postumia 89E
Themistocles and Pausanias 89F
Hiero 90B
Caesar and Pompey 91A
Scaurus and Domitius 91D
Cato and Murena 91D
Demos in Chios 91F
Themistocles and Miltiades 92C

Apelles and Ptolemy 2

Solon and Dracon 8
Alexander and Hephaestion 17
Aristides and Themistocles 27
Themistocles and Miltiades 29

A. RiGoLio

omitted

a wise man 189.5

Ctesiphon and a mule 190.5
king Antigonus 190.20

omitted

a king 190.25

omitted

a king and a philosopher 190.25

Alexander and the king of the Indians 191.1

Philip in an illustrious city 191.5
omitted

omitted

Antigonus 191.15

omitted

a wise man and the Athenians 192.25
omitted

omitted

Nero and a man 195.5

Chilon 1.10

Xenophon 1.15

a wise man 6.10

Leo 8.10

Domitius and Crassus 8.15
a man 10.1

the king of Argos 11.1

Pompey 11.1

Crassus and a virgin 11.5
Postumia 11.5

Themistocles and Pausanias 11.10
Hiero 12.5

Caesar and his enemy Pompey 14.5"
Scaurus and Domitius 15.15
omitted

Demos in his city 16.10
Themistocles and Miltiades 17.10

Apelles and Ptolemy 2.5

Solon and Dracon 5.20
Alexander and Hephaestion 10.20
Aristides and Themistocles 14.25
Themistocles and Miltiades 15.10

TA  Chabrias and Iphicrates 271A omitted

14 Here Philip is not mentioned explicitly.
15 The Syriac adds cansalss ‘his enemy’.
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As opposed to the anecdotes based on philosophers, which all survive in Syriac,
those based on historical personalities from the Graeco-Roman world have been
omitted on a number of occasions. At the same time, the adaptors may have
had access to some knowledge of the identity of the figures, as it is evident in
their correct rendering of Arcesilaus and Pythagoras (philosophers), Xerxes
(‘a Persian king’) and Porus (‘the king of the Indians’), since such information
would not be otherwise available within the text.

The tendency to omit entire passages becomes more frequent in the rendering
of exempla drawn from Greek mythology and literature:

Greek text

Pl Helen and Electra 454D
Achilles and Agamemnon 455A
Thamyris and Pandarus 455D

Athena 456B
Marsia 456B
Sophocles 458D
Sophocles 460D
Agamemnon 460E

PU A satyr and Prometheus 86F
Alcmeon and Adrastus 88F
Telephus” wound 89C
Merope 90A

LC Labdacus and Pelops 1
Anteia and Bellerophon 26
Phaedra and Hippolytos 26
Palamedes 28
Homer’s sirens 30

TA  Achilles and Patroclus 266A

Strophius’ son [i.e. Pylades] and Orestes 269A

Sthenelus and Diomedes 271B
Hippolytos 277D

Orestes 278C

Aesop 278C

Scylla 279B

Heracles at the crossroads 280A

Syriac translation

omitted

omitted

any reference to the characters is

omitted

omitted

a musician 189.10

omitted

omitted

omitted

omitted

omitted

Telephus’ wound 9.15
Merope 11.20

omitted

omitted

omitted

Palamedes 15.5
Homer’s sirens 15.15

Achilles and his friend 50.5

Orestes’ friend and his friend 53.10'°
omitted

omitted

omitted

Aesop 64.10

omitted

omitted

As a result, most of the mythological references are removed. The occurrence
of the omissions is not entirely systematic, but overall, while ‘philosophical’

16 The identification of Pylades as Orestes’ friend is not available within the text, although it

may have been derived from the context.
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anecdotes were entirely reported, ‘mythological’ anecdotes were mostly omit-
ted. The popularity of the anecdote of the Homeric sirens may have been a
reason for its survival here, as it may have been the case for Aesop’s fable.!”

The Syriac translations of our works are very much configured as adap-
tations, and they are far away from the entirety of the pseudo-Aristotelian
De mundo in Sergius’ translation, where even ornamental references to Greek
mythology have precise equivalents in Syriac.'® Moreover, the fierceness towards
the mythological anecdotes of our works seems to reciprocate another set of
omissions that characterise the Syriac pieces, namely those targeting the references
to pagan religion. In this respect, the omissions are systematic, and they affect
interjections such as ‘by Zeus’ and ‘by Heracles,’!” the references to ‘gods’°
and the passages that more extensively refer to pagan religion.?!

The hypothesis of a deliberate Christianizing agenda may help explain both
the consistent omission of references to pagan religion and the selective render-
ing of the exempla. With few exceptions, while Greek mythology may have
sounded problematic within a Christianised moralizing text, in the same context
the upright — and not rarely ascetic — conduct of philosophers may have been
more welcome. Also, a hint to a Christianizing agency seems to emerge from
a Syriac interpolation in TA. The passage deals with slander, and, through an
allusion, the Syriac adaptor disclosed his familiarity with an image from Psalm
106 (107):22

A pukiag &y0pdtatov te ghoet kai o @nfs a0 L en el
gmPovdotatov OmEp T GAAG, Kol 8mov L awa i1 i ~urd la < ia B

17 Maria Conterno, ‘Retorica pagana e cristianesimo orientale: la traduzione siriaca dell’ora-
zione nepl QrAiog di Temistio’, Annali di Scienze Religiose n.s. 3 (2010), 161-88, 181.

18 References not strictly necessary for the argumentation include a mention of the mytho-
logical Aloadae (391A: 135.8), a quotation from Homer (397B: 150.3-5) and an Orphic passage
(401A: 157.15-8).

19 LC 14; LC 31; PI 455D; PI 459C.

20 PI 455D; TA 267A.

21 P 458B: ‘For this reason, I believe, they call the king of the gods “Meilichios™ (“the mild
one”) while the Athenians call him “Maimaktes” (“the boisterous one”), but punishment is a
matter of the Erynnis and of the daimones, not of the divine or of the Olympian.” TA 267D: ‘Let
us pray, you and I, to the Homeric Athena, that, so to say, she should dissolve the thick mist from
(our) eyes, so that we may distinguish not a god from a man in the battles, but true friendship
from the fictitious one.’

2 TA 277D-278A: 63.11-8. A similar expression is attested in two verses respectively from
the Psalms and from Isaiah: Ps. 107:15: an_ Mrian ladso wrsan mA ik inha W\ = “for
He broke open doors of brass and he cut bars of iron’; and Isa. 45:2: &=isa M 10 A
I~ ~\ian lads il raaa Alih .. ‘T will go before you and I'will make
the rugged places smooth; I will break down doors of brass, I will cut bars of iron’. The following
verse in Isaiah (45:3) may justify another change in the Syriac TA: ‘Darius’ gold’ (266A)
becomes in Syriac ‘Cyrus’ gold” (50.4), where Cyrus is a more relevant figure than Darius in the
Old Testament, and he is twice mentioned in relation to treasures (Isa. 45:1-3; Ezra 1:7-11): see
M. Conterno, ‘Retorica pagana e cristianesimo orientale’ (2010), 175-6.
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av aicOntot adtnv edmpayovoayv, NpELLo
€1COIKIGANUEVT] KATO CUIKPOV DTOPVTTEL
Kol EAEyyel TOV dppaktdv T kal Gobev.

but (slander) is by nature the most hostile to
friendship and the most treacherous of all
things; and, wherever it perceives a flourish-
ing friendship, it softly establishes itself
there, (and) little by little it undermines and
gets the better of the unguarded and weak
person.
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but slander happens to friends more than all
(other) injuries. For wherever slanderers per-
ceive that friendship is flourishing and strong,
they attack quietly and without tumult, they
noiselessly dig with the tip of their fingers
and they scratch, but shortly afterwards they
use bars of brass and of iron, until they

knock over from its foundation that friend-
ship which was previously flourishing.

The expansion (in italics) serves the purpose of emphasizing how subtle and
destructive the action of slander can be, and the reference to the biblical bars
of iron might have been a straightforward image for the Syriac readership that
the adaptor was expecting for his work.?}

To sum up, the changes so far analysed show that the Syriac PI TA PU LC
look very much like Christian adaptations of pieces of Greek pagan literature,
where those references to pagan religion that could not be easily readapted, for
instance through the change of ‘gods’ into ‘God’?* or of puavtelg ‘seers’ into
%o ‘prophet’,?® have been consistently removed from the texts. This practice
contrasts with other early (and thus generally free) Syriac translations from
Greek, where the references to pagan mythology nonetheless survive. Apart
from the already mentioned Pseudo-Aristotelian De mundo, they include the
Apology by Aristides,?® the Oratio ad Graecos attributed to Justin?’ — both by
Christian authors who openly condemn pagan religion and mythology —, and
the Syriac translation of the pseudo-Nonnos’ Mythological Scholia.”®

23 For the popularity of the Biblical expression see Sebastian Brock, ‘The gates/bars of Sheol
revisited’, in William L. Petersen et al. (eds), Sayings of Jesus: canonical and non-canonical.
Essays in honour of Tjitze Baarda (Leiden, 1997), 7-24.

2 LC 5 and 8. ‘Gods’ remained in the plural form in the negative exampla about Alexander
(LC 18-9) and about the Athenians condemning Socrates (LC 29).

25 TA 267A: 51.7.

26 The Syriac translation dates back to the fourth or fifth centuries and it was edited by B. Pou-
deron, Aristide, Apologie (2003).

27 The Syriac translation dates back to the fourth or fifth centuries and it was edited by Bernard
Pouderon et al. (eds), Ouvrages apologétiques. Pseudo-Justin (Paris, 2009).

28 The earlier Syriac translation dates back to the early sixth century and it was edited by Sebas-
tian Brock (ed.), The Syriac Version of the Pseudo-Nonnos Mythological Scholia (Cambridge,
1971).
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The omissions and additions in our texts seem to respond to particular con-
cerns of the adaptors, and primarily Christianization. Indeed, their agency
raises questions about the milieu of destination for such works, perhaps a
Christian environment that was willing to read pieces of moral advice written
by Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius,” but was unwilling to accept without
reservation the pagan (and literary) framework of authority in which the edify-
ing recommendations were enclosed. On a merely literary level the dialogued
frame of Plutarch’s De cohibenda ira does not have a parallel in Syriac, since
the Syriac PI takes instead the shape of a straightforward treatise on anger and
its remedies — another marker of the distance from Sergius’ De mundo, which,
instead, maintains the fictitious form of a letter sent by Aristotle to Alexander
the Great.

In the search of a possible purpose for our Christianized works, the Syriac
translation of another pagan Greek piece provides a tentative comparison. The
pseudo-Isocratean Ad Demonicum (ID) is in fact a collection of edifying moral
advice, which is arranged in a gnomic manner as a series of recommendations
sent by Isocrates to the young orphan Demonicus. The work is likely to be a
product of the fourth century AD and it was designed for the instruction of
young readers.*® The piece was popular at school, as shown by its frequent
attestations in scholastic papyri.’! Its translation into Syriac, which dates back
to the fifth or early sixth century,? shows a Christianizing agency compatible
with that of our adaptors, as in the following passage:3?

Ipdtov pév odv edoéPet To TPOS TOdG
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2 S. Brock, ‘Syriac translations of Greek popular philosophy’ (2003), 18-9.

30 Basilius Mandilaras (ed.), Isocrates. Opera Omnia (Munich, 2003), I 5.

31 Theresa Morgan, Literate Education in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds (Cambridge,
1998), 313; Raffaella Cribiore, Writing, Teachers and Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt (Atlanta,
1996). The documents include a wooden booklet for school use discovered in Kellis (IV cent.),
see R. Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt
(Princeton, 2001), 203-4.

32 BM Add. 14658 (VII cent.); BM Add. 14614 (passages; VIII cent.); BM Add. 14620
(IX cent.). Edition in P. de Lagarde, Analecta Syriaca (1858), 167-77 from BM Add. 14658. For
the manuscripts see W. Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts (1870-72); for the chronology
see the references in n. 11 above.

3 ID 13: 169.30-170.6.



From ‘Sacrifice to the Gods’ to the ‘Fear of God’

In the first place act piously towards the
gods, not only by offering sacrifice but also
by abiding by oaths: the former is a sign of
abundance of means, the latter is a proof of
nobleness of manners. Always honour the
daimonion, especially along with the town,
for in this way you will seem to offer sac-
rifice to the gods as well as to abide by the
laws.
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First of all, you will be concerned about
God, that you shall worship Him and
adore Him, not only through offering(s) and
prayer, but also that you shall not break His
oaths, for this is a sign of wealth and a mark
of good manners. Always honour God, and
especially with the congregation, for in this
way you will seem to fear God and also to
keep to His law.

The adaptors transformed ‘gods’ into ‘God,’ and ‘sacrifice to the gods’ into the
‘fear of God.” The contents of the Syriac ID point at a Christian educational
milieu, and it might be the case that the Syriac PI TA PU LC were similarly
conceived as edifying texts for such a readership.

To conclude, a preliminary comparison with the Greek originals shows that
the surviving Syriac translations of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius look very
much like Christian adaptations, where, on the one hand, the references to the
pagan religion were constantly targeted by omissions, and, on the other hand,
the adaptors did not hesitate to add a Christian slant to the text. Their selective
approach to the exempla may provide a hint to the milieu for which the edited
works were intended — perhaps an environment interested in the moral advice
advertised in the pieces but not willing to entirely accept the framework of
authority from which that advice was derived. Indeed, while the exempla pro-
vided by the upright and not rarely ascetic conduct of philosophers are trans-
mitted entirely, those drawn from mythology are mostly omitted. Moreover, the
similarities in both the moralizing contents and the Christianizing editing in
Syriac of a piece for school, the pseudo-Isocratean Ad Demonicum, may suggest
that our adaptations were also intended for a Christian educational environment.
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