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The Epistula Abgari: Composition, Redactions, Dates

Abstract

The subject of the dissertation is the apocryphal legend of King Abgar, which includes his famous correspondence with Christ, and several legendary stories, such as the ones on the christianisation of Edessa, and those on the miraculous appearance of the acheiropoiētos Edessan Icon of Christ (known in subsequent literature as Mandylion) and its copies (Keramidia). The dissertation treats one of the Greek versions of the Abgar legend, namely the text of the Epistula Abgari, that earlier scholarship had dated to 1032 and which was considered to reflect the latest stage of legend's development. I believe that using a scrupulous methodology I was able to arrive at some radically new conclusions concerning this apocryphon. I presented strong evidence that the texts of the letters, with all their variants, do not represent any new translation made from Syriac in 1032 AD, but rather a gradual development of the Greek text. 

Chapter 1. In order to clearly distinguish the given apocryphon, bearing the title Epistula Abgari, from other versions of the legend, which also contain the correspondence of Abgar with Jesus, I decided first to establish a typology of the different versions of the Abgar legend, in order to provide a clear assessment of all the different types of sources I had to use. 

Then, bearing in mind that the text represents a compilation of different parts that were created, most plausibly, at different times, I had to divide the text into several separate parts, and to devote separate chapters to each of them. As a result, the dissertation obtained the following structure: 

Chapter 2. The Texts of the Letters within the Main Body of the Epistula Abgari; the first presents the text of the letters, the variant readings of which will permit us to distinguish several redactions of the text of the letters of Abgar and Christ; 

Chapter 3. The Apotropaic Expressions in the Greek and Oriental Traditions; the Nessana Papyrus and different versions of the Epistula Abgari, together with various multilingual versions of the letters of Abgar and Christ, allowed me to reconstruct the process of the gradual expansion of the texts of the letters, that is to say, the enlargement of the text with the inclusion of the apotropaic sentences and the addition of the Seven Seals and their explanation. A study of the apotropaic part of the letter permitted to distinguish its typology, to differentiate the Byzantine and the Oriental traditions in the formulation; 

Chapter 4. The Closing Part of the Letter of Christ in the Epistula Abgari: the so-Called Seven Seals and their Explanation; The Seals that initially were attached to the letter of Christ in analogy to the “ineffable name” of God, later were increased to seven in number and received the form of the “attributes of God.” The introduction of the Seven Seals and their explanation, in their analogy to the Mosaic Tablets, pre-conditioned the appearance of the motif of the ajceiropoivhto" icon of Christ.

Chapter 5. The Story of the Edessan Icon of Christ within the Main Body of the “Epistula Abgari;” The comparative analysis of the terminology applied to the icon, as represented in the different versions (Greek, Syriac, Armenian, and Georgian), allowed me to reconstruct the earliest terms used to denote the icon of Christ Moreover, a comparative analysis of the different texts pertaining to the Icon in early Syriac, Armenian, and Georgian sources made it possible to obtain further proof material in favour of the hypothesis, earlier proposed by Kathleen E. McVey, according to which a famous passage of the Syriac Hymn of the Great Church of Urha, which speaks about an “image not made by human hands,” does not refer to the Icon known from the legend of Abgar, but is a symbolic representation of the Heavenly Tabernacle. 

The analysis of different later texts dealing with the Edessan Icon has allowed me to reconstruct the formation process of different stories, written - according to my thesis - after the Epistula Abgari: namely, that of the discovery of the Icon during the Persian siege of Edessa in 455, as preserved in the Historia Ecclesiastica of Evagrius, two redactions of the Letter of the Three Patriarchs to Emperor Theophilus, and the Narration on the Divine Image of Christ, Not Made By Human Hands, attributed to Constantine VII Porphyrogennetus.

Chapter 6. The Story of the Edessan Icon: Different Versions; The Greek, Georgian, and Slavonic versions of the Epistula Abgari allows us to conclude that two versions (with regard to the act of delivery of the Image), with two variant readings (with regard to the way the Holy Face was imprinted on the Cloth) were in circulation. Moreover, the story of the Icon, as presented in one of the MSS, allows us to conclude that at least two Greek redactions of the apocryphon with regard to the Image were spread.
Chapter 7. Yahyā of Antioch and the Georgian Translation of the Epistula Abgari in the Alaverdi Four Gospels; was entirely devoted to the analysis of the Georgian text and its comparison with the parallel Greek, Arabic, and Syriac versions of the Letters. The inclusion of this last section was prompted by the fact that the received dating of the apocryphon - established by Ernst von Dobschütz in 1900 - was based on the testimony of Yahyā of Antioch and that the only version of the text that displays similarities with the one presented by Yahya is the Georgian translation of the Epistula Abgari included in the Alaverdi Four Gospels, dated to 1054 AD. According to the conclusions of the chapter, the testimony of Yahyā cannot be used for the dating and the Alaverdi translation of the apocryphon represents a compilation of several different sources and can not be regarded as the translation of a lost original.

As a Conclusion, the analysis of the different versions of the Epistula Abgari, extant in diverse languages, compels us to say that there are cases, such as that of the Epistula, when an attempt to make a “universal” critical edition of a given text is doomed to inevitable failure. In such cases it is always better to look for and distinguish different redactions of the text, and establish separate critical apparatus for each of them. Then, comparing the critical texts of the versions thus obtained may reveal a much more significant picture than any attempt to squeeze out a single “original” from all the existing versions of the text.

