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ABSTRACT 

 This study focuses on Christopher, the Christian patriarch of Antioch who was killed by 

Muslim rebels in 967 due to his loyal support of the Muslim ruler against whom they were 

rebelling. Two years after Christopher’s death, the Byzantine Empire conquered Antioch from 

the Muslims who had held it for three centuries. The Byzantines began to re-integrate the city 

into the Empire, imposing their own institutional structures on it and forcing out most of its 

Muslim population. My research examines the sources—all written by Christians—that preserve 

and present the complex memory of Christopher’s life and death, considering how their differing 

accounts were intended to shape the collective memory of their audiences. 

 Somewhat surprisingly, the Arabic Life of Christopher—the most complete account of 

Christopher’s life and death—remembers the era of Muslim rule in Antioch in a generally 

positive way. Written by Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, an imperial bureaucrat and native of Antioch who 

knew Christopher as a child, the Life shows great appreciation for the reign of Sayf al-Dawla, 

Christopher’s loyal patron, even though it was written by a Byzantine official under Byzantine 

rule. I contrast the Life and other Arabic Christian sources to the Byzantine histories written in 

Greek, which have a very different perspective on events in Antioch. Other, less detailed, sources 

include entries in Syriac and Arabic liturgical texts and a Greek inscription at the monastery of 

Qal‘at Sim‘ān. 
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I argue that Ibrāhīm was critical of Byzantine rule because of imperial efforts to 

Byzantinize Antioch, seen by many Antiochian Christians as imperial overreach and 

unacceptable intervention in local affairs. My research challenges scholarly assumptions about 

the loyalties of Christians in this region, who are commonly divided along Christological lines 

and assumed to value their religious community above all other forms of identity. For the 

Christians of Antioch who were dealing with Byzantine imperialism, an inclusive sense of local 

community and a desire for autonomy was more important than unity with rulers who happened 

to share their religious affiliation. Their sense of Antioch as a place could be deployed against 

imperial attempts to reshape their city.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

They never forgot 

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse 

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 

—W.H. Auden, “Musée des Beaux Arts” 

 

Nessuno sa meglio di te, saggio Kublai, che non si deve mai confondere la città col 

discorso che la descrive. Eppure tra l’una e l’altro c’è un rapporto. 

No one knows better than you, wise Kublai, that the city must never be confused with the 

discourse that describes it. And yet between the one and the other there is a 

relationship. 

—Marco Polo in Invisible Cities, by Italo Calvino1 

 

 

 Very early one morning in May 967, in the unlikely event that anyone was passing by the 

main gate of Antioch, they might have seen a sudden frenzy of activity on the bridge that led 

over the Orontes River. The city gate was opened by special request and a small group emerged, 

dragging a headless body that they promptly dumped into the stream. Eight days later, a group of 

local Christians retrieved the body of Patriarch Christopher from the river and secreted it away to 

a nearby monastery, where it remained until the Byzantines conquered Antioch and the body was 

returned to the city in a triumphant procession. The journey of Christopher’s memory had begun. 

 The intent of this dissertation is to follow the threads of this memory through their many 

places and times and to consider what the diverse accounts of Christopher’s life and death can 

tell us about collective memory and place, whether in medieval Antioch or in the modern world. 

Christopher, though a Christian leader, was fiercely loyal to his Muslim ruler, which endangered 

him—and eventually cost his life—in a time of rebellion and communal dissatisfaction. The 

complexities of the situation were exploited to diverse ends by Byzantine historians, compilers of 

 
1 Italo Calvino, Le città invisibili (Turin: Einaudi, 1972), 28. 
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liturgical notices, Christian historians writing in Arabic, and other actors, each of whom was 

making a bid to reshape the communal memory of their audience, even if only slightly. By 

working upon this collective memory of the past, they hoped to bring to reality their visions for 

the world—and specifically Antioch—in the present and future. 

 Christopher’s story raises some important questions for us to consider. For one thing, I 

hope to show that we must reimagine the typical scholarly view of Arabophone Christians, 

which divides them along Christological lines and assumes that they are loyal to their sect above 

all else. In the story of Christopher we have an example of a situation in which Christopher’s 

loyalty to the Ḥamdānid emir Sayf al-Dawla was strong, so strong that—I will argue—his 

protégé and biographer Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, an elite Byzantine bureaucrat, found Byzantine rule 

wanting in comparison with the enlightened rule of the Muslim emir. This was true even though 

the Byzantines were theoretically members of the same Christological sect as the Chalcedonians 

under Christopher’s leadership in Syria, and we thus see that loyalty to Constantinople could not 

be taken for granted in Antioch. The specifics of the political situation were often more 

important than the theoretical loyalties, based on theological constructs, that many previous 

scholars have emphasized. 

 There are two primary questions that are the foundation for my interest in this story. First, 

how can members of one religious tradition commemorate and mourn violence perpetrated 

against their community by members of another religious tradition in a way that does not foment 

interreligious hostility and violence? This is a difficult line to walk, and so many accounts of 

conflicts across religious boundaries, including the many deaths classified as martyrdoms in the 

Christian and other traditions, have been put to use as rallying points for future hostility against 

the religious other. Ibrāhīm and the other authors who transmitted memories of Christopher’s life 
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and death had these questions before them as they wrote, whether they sought to avoid 

interreligious hostility or to encourage it. 

 The second question is more directly tied to discourses of place: how can a local 

community maintain a religiously inclusive identity in the face of imperial efforts to draw lines 

of hostility and conflict between religious traditions? This was a dilemma facing all Antiochians 

in the wake of the Byzantine conquest of 969, when imperial messaging disseminated a 

decidedly negative view of Muslims in the context of continued wars against Muslim powers on 

the Syrian border. The leaders of the Empire were anxious to incorporate Antioch seamlessly 

into their realm and to ensure that its residents were on board with their continued acts of 

aggression, but not all of those in Antioch agreed. I will explore the evidence that some 

Antiochians sought another way forward by expounding another view of the identity of Antioch 

in the past and thus negotiating collective memory. 

 My central argument is that the author of the Arabic Life of Christopher, the most lengthy 

and important extant source for Christopher’s life and death, wrote the Life in a way that subtly 

critiques the Byzantine Empire for its overreaching interventions in Antiochian life. Rather than 

expressing joy at the arrival of Christian rule after 300 years under the Muslims, the Life actually 

records the collective memory of Antiochians who had positive memories of Muslim rule and 

even saw the situation before the Byzantine reconquest as preferable in some important ways. In 

the face of Byzantine narratives that present Christopher as the victim of intractable Muslim 

hatred, the author of the Life portrays his Muslim characters sympathetically. He uses a 

geographical vision centered on the Antiochian Church and descriptions of the “friendship” 

between Christopher and his Muslim contemporaries to compose a highly unusual martyrdom 

account that calls into question the putative benefits of Byzantine rule. 
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The first chapter of this study surveys in some detail, through the lens of memory, the 

numerous extant sources for Christopher’s life. I give the basic information about each text, 

including some background on the author and a discussion of extant manuscripts, as a foundation 

for the remainder of the study. Each source falls within one or more tradition(s) of collective 

memory with a unique set of preoccupations and emphases that shape the presentation of 

Christopher’s life and death. 

Chapter Two focuses on the geographical visions of these sources and the unique 

network of places into which the Life of Christopher places Antioch. While the major 

geographical theories of the time prioritized centers of political power, such as Constantinople or 

Baghdad, the Life sees Antioch as the center of its own network whose connections are 

facilitated by the Church, with the patriarch of Antioch at its head. This network, 

counterintuitively, was able to function more effectively under unified Muslim rule than when 

Antioch was ruled by the Byzantines and cut off from its ecclesial subordinates in Muslim 

territory. 

In Chapter Three, I discuss interfaith relations in Antioch and focus on the possibility of 

“friendship” across religious boundaries. This term is preserved in several Arabic sources and 

provides a strong counterpoint to the authors who would blame Muslims as a whole for 

Christopher’s assassination. Without negating or ignoring the negative aspects of life as a 

subordinate religious group, the Life shows that genuinely positive interactions across religious 

lines were possible in pre-conquest Antioch. All impediments to the fullness of friendship 

between Christians and Muslims, according to the author of the Life, were due to differences in 

power and status, not to their religious differences. 
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The fourth chapter discusses the presentation of Christopher as a martyr and the ways that 

the concept of martyrdom can be used to create violent boundaries between religious groups. The 

Life unambiguously describes Christopher as a martyr, but it is in many ways an outlier within 

the extensive tradition of martyrdom accounts, neither fitting neatly into any of this tradition’s 

established genres nor deploying many of its standard tropes. By emphasizing the particular 

elements of Christopher’s story rather than his place within an unending narrative of non-

Christian hostility against Christians, the Life counteracts the hostile tendencies of so many 

martyrdom stories. 

In the final chapter, I bring together the threads of the previous chapters, engaging with 

postcolonial theory to analyze Antioch’s relationship to Constantinople and considering why 

Antiochian collective memory might have been nostalgic for the days of Muslim rule. I argue 

that the best way to understand the Life’s presentation of Antioch’s network of places, of 

friendships between Christians and Muslims, and of an unusual martyrdom is that its author was 

subtly criticizing the Byzantine Empire and its powerful bureaucracy. The text displays a striking 

emphasis on the positive situation of Antioch and its Church under Ḥamdānid rule, despite the 

political chaos that engulfed the city in the 960s. By examining the context of Antioch and its 

interactions with the imperial center, we can see that the Life calls into question the putative 

benefits of living under the control of a Christian empire. 

 

I. The Story and the Sources 

 Here I simply wish to lay out the basic facts of Christopher’s life as they are reported in 

the Life of Christopher. This will serve as a foundation for further discussion, then I will mention 
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some of the key ways that other sources differ.2 These differences between the texts suggest that 

their authors had distinct contexts and interests that shaped their presentation of the material. As 

I mentioned briefly above, the author of the Life of Christopher was Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, a 

secretary with some prominence in the Byzantine bureaucracy who had known Christopher as a 

child, before Christopher’s death and the conquest of Antioch. The story of Christopher’s life 

and death, as remembered by Ibrāhīm, can be summarized as follows. 

After the preface, Ibrāhīm relates what he knows of Christopher’s childhood, though he 

admits that it is not much.3 He knows nothing about Christopher’s parents, but knows that his 

birth name was ‘Īsā and that he grew up in Baghdad. In imitation of Abraham’s migration from 

Iraq to Syria, ‘Īsā moved to Aleppo, having heard of the prosperity of the Ḥamdānid court and 

the generosity of its ruler, Sayf al-Dawla. 

 ‘Īsā’s first encounter with Antioch—and with Ibrāhīm—came when the Chalcedonian 

catholicos in Central Asia (Romagird, now Tashkent in Uzbekistan) died.4 Ibrāhīm relates the 

full history of the catholicos, a subordinate of the patriarch of Antioch with authority over the 

Christians of the patriarch’s easternmost territories, and of the ongoing controversy between the 

Christians of Baghdad and those of Central Asia regarding the proper place for this see.5 ‘Īsā, a 

 
2 Here and throughout this study, I will cite passages from the Life by their section number. They can be 

found under these section numbers in my own translation in the appendix and (with very slight alterations) in the 

1952 edition and French translation of Habib Zayat and the 2013 Russian translation of Sofia Moiseeva. The section 

numbers in Ighnāṭiyūs Dīk’s 1997 edition are somewhat different. For these editions and translations, see Habib 

Zayat, “Vie du patriarche melkite d'Antioche Christophore (†967) par le protospathaire Ibrahim b. Yuhanna: 

Document inédit du Xe siècle.” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 11-38, 333-366; Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, “Zhitie 

antiokhiĭskogo patriarkha Khristofora,” trans. S. A. Moiseeva, in Araby-Khristiane v istorii i literature Blizhnego 

Vostoka, ed. N.G. Golovnina (Moscow: PSTGU, 2013), 28-61; Ighnāṭiyūs Dīk, Sīrat al-baṭriyark Kharīsṭūfūrus al-

Anṭākī ṣadīq Sayf al-Dawla (Aleppo, 1997). 
3 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
4 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
5 The catholicosate was set up during the Sasanian period as a position of leadership for the Christians of 

the Iranian Empire, to give them a degree of autonomy and the ability to handle most ecclesiastical issues without 

the direct intervention of the patriarch of Antioch. This was considered necessary because it was not always easy to 

travel the great distance to Antioch and cross the Iranian-Roman border. In the early Islamic period, according to 
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native of Baghdad, took advantage of his nearness to Antioch and traveled there to make the case 

for installing the catholicos in his hometown and rejecting the appeal of the Central Asians.6 ‘Īsā 

thus made a name for himself among the Christians of Antioch, who were impressed by his 

political skill and his interest in ecclesiastical affairs. Shortly thereafter, the patriarch died, and 

the Antiochians settled on ‘Īsā as the most suitable person to replace him.7 He ascended the 

patriarchal throne, took the name Christopher, and quickly turned to an ascetic lifestyle of 

extensive fasting and lengthy prayer vigils, even though he had previously lived in luxury as a 

bureaucrat.8 

 Fearing that he had been too biased in favor of his hometown in the earlier catholicos 

debate, Christopher then appointed two catholicoi—one for Baghdad and one for Romagird—

and thus brought peace to this contentious issue.9 Ibrāhīm describes his fairness, generosity, and 

educational projects at length. Christopher assisted his community by means of his political 

intercession with Sayf al-Dawla, especially on behalf of those who could not afford to pay the 

 
Ibrāhīm, most of the Christians of Seleucia-Ctesiphon were exiled to Romagird, taking the catholicos with them; see 

Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
6 Lamoreaux claims that ‘Īsā was seeking to be installed as catholicos himself, but this is not stated in the 

text. See John Lamoreaux, “Qiṣṣa sīrat al-baṭriyark ʿalā Anṭākiyya al-shahīd Kharīsṭūfūrus wa-shahādatihi bihā, 

allafahā Ibrāhīm ibn Yuḥannā (sc. Yūḥannā) al-ibrūṭusbāthār al-Malakī bihā yūnāniyyan thumma naqalahā ayḍan 

ʿarabiyyan,” Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History. The current patriarch of Antioch, Agapios I 

(patr. 953-959), was intimidated by ‘Īsā’s passionate arguments and was unable to resolve the matter, leaving both 

sees vacant. Several scholars claim that the Life says a new catholicos was appointed for Romagird; see Néophyte 

Edelby, “Note sur la catholicosat de Romagyris,” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 45; Joseph Nasrallah, L’église 

melchite en Iraq, en Perse et dans l’Asie centrale (Jerusalem, 1976), 60. This is quite possible from the reading 

given in Z, but S says that Agapios “left the matter hanging” (‘allaqa al-amr) instead of “closed the matter” 

(ghalaqa al-amr). Even Z does not explicitly say that a new catholicos was appointed, simply that the matter was 

“closed.” Given that both sees remained vacant when Christopher became patriarch, the reading of S seems more 

likely. 
7 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3. 
8 Ibrāhīm, Life, §4. 
9 Ibrāhīm, Life, §5. See Klaus-Peter Todt, “The Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch in the Period of 

the Renewed Byzantine Rule and in the Time of the First Crusades (969-1204),” in Tārīkh kanīsat Anṭākiya lil-Rūm 

al-Urthūdhuks: Ayya khuṣūṣiyya? (Tripoli, Lebanon: Manshūrāt Jāmi‘at al-Balamand, 1999), 40-41; Klaus-Peter 

Todt, “Antioch in the Middle Byzantine Period (969-1084): The Reconstruction of the City as an Administrative, 

Military, Economic, and Ecclesiastical Center,” Topoi Supplement 5 (2004): 189. 
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poll tax (jizya, which Ibrāhīm also calls barā’a).10 Ibrāhīm compares him to St. Nicholas, the 

inspiration for the modern Santa Claus, and to John V the Merciful, patriarch of Alexandria (patr. 

606-616). He notes that their interactions made the relationship between Sayf al-Dawla and 

Christopher stronger and friendlier. 

 All of these good projects were thrown into question, however, when a major rebellion 

broke out against Sayf al-Dawla in Antioch.11 The Byzantine emperor Nikephoros II (r. 963-969) 

was leading a series of highly successful frontier campaigns that resulted in the total conquest of 

Cilicia, and a wave of refugees from the Cilician city of Tarsus arrived in Antioch. The city was 

in chaos, afraid that it would be next. The Antiochians tried to reach a peace agreement with 

Nikephoros, but rejected his exorbitant demands. Meanwhile, Sayf al-Dawla was suffering from 

a debilitating disease in Mayyafariqin (now Silvan in Turkey), and the people in charge of 

Antioch decided they would be better off managing their own affairs. Battles raged back and 

forth between Antioch and Aleppo, where Sayf al-Dawla loyalists were in charge, and in the end 

the Antiochian rebels were defeated. 

 Patriarch Christopher, meanwhile, fortified himself within the monastery of St. Symeon 

the Stylite, between the two cities, and refused to acknowledge the rebels or speak to them at all. 

One of the rebel leaders began to retaliate against Christians and their possessions in Antioch, 

but the patriarch did not move, despite the chastisement of Theodoulos, another leading Church 

authority. When the fighting ended and Sayf al-Dawla returned to Aleppo in triumph, 

Christopher went to greet him there. His loyalty during the rebellion made him one of the emir’s 

most trusted friends and allies for the rest of his life, and he was able to intercede on behalf of 

some of the notable Antiochian Muslims whom Sayf al-Dawla wished to punish harshly. 

 
10 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
11 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. The rebellion began in October 965. 
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 Despite his kind intercession, however, his prestigious situation and loyalty to the 

Ḥamdānids made the leading Antiochians despise him even more. Ibrāhīm describes one 

extremely wealthy Antiochian Muslim in particular—whose name is later revealed to be Ibn 

Mānik—whose debt was reduced by 90% on the patriarch’s request.12 Unfortunately, the 

resulting arrangement made the patriarch himself this man’s creditor, and his requests for 

payment of the reduced sum made Ibn Mānik furious. 

 Shortly after Sayf al-Dawla died, a group of soldiers arrived from Khorasan to join the 

fight against the advancing Byzantine armies.13 Ibn Mānik, himself a native of Iran and fluent in 

Persian, saw this as an opportunity to kill the patriarch, and he gathered with two co-conspirators 

to plan the assassination. They deceitfully obtained a fatwā from a local jurist by asking him 

what should be done with “someone who plots against one of the fortresses of the Muslims” and 

not naming Christopher.14 When the jurist answered that such a person should be killed, the 

conspirators decided to use this fatwā to stir up the people—particularly the Khorasanī soldiers, 

who did not know the details of the local situation—to kill the patriarch. 

 One of the patriarch’s Muslim neighbors, Ibn Abī ‘Amr, warned him about this plot and 

encouraged him to flee by night to the safety of Aleppo.15 However, Christopher made 

arrangements to meet Ibn Mānik at his house, hoping to sway him from his plans and thinking 

that he would surely not be bold enough to assassinate him in his own house.16 Ibn Mānik 

accused him of plotting against Antioch with the Byzantines and with Sayf al-Dawla, then called 

the Khorasanīs in Persian and encouraged them to attack his guest. They cut off his head, then 

 
12 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12. 
13 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. Sayf al-Dawla died on February 9, 967. 
14 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
15 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
16 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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dragged his body through the city and eventually threw it into the Orontes River.17 The 

Christians of Antioch were afraid of further attacks and hid in the homes of their Muslim friends, 

but only the patriarch was targeted. 

 The Byzantine army continued to advance and Antioch fell into further chaos. The 

Byzantines conquered it on October 28, 969. Though few escaped from the city, Ibn Mānik was 

able to get away at first, but was then captured by a band of Syrians in the mountains outside the 

city. He was returned to the Byzantine authorities for a large sum, and after some debate, his 

body was chopped into pieces on the bridge where he had thrown Christopher’s body into the 

river, the pieces scattered as food for dogs and birds. Meanwhile, the emperor sent Theodore II 

to be the new patriarch of Antioch, and Theodore wasted no time in retrieving the relics of 

Christopher from the monastery where local Christians had hidden them, bringing them into the 

city in a grand procession.18 He installed them in the Church of Cassian, but they were later 

moved to the house of St. Peter in the 1020s, where they were placed with the other great relics 

of Antioch’s history. 

 As he begins to wrap up his story and assess the significance of Christopher’s life, 

Ibrāhīm proceeds through the entire Bible, listing the most notable figures and comparing them 

to the patriarch.19 He argues that Christopher actually surpassed many of them in his saintly life, 

and at the end of this list of biblical heroes, he turns to address the patriarch directly, apologizing 

for his delay in writing and beseeching his intercession in the heavens.20 Ibrāhīm concludes by 

 
17 This took place on the night before May 23, 967. 
18 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
19 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
20 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 
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asking for Christopher’s prayers and expresses his desire that these prayers will “save and 

preserve us, now and ever and until the furthest end of all the ages. Amen.”21 

 Such is the account of Christopher given in Ibrāhīm’s Life, the most extensive source of 

his memory. Other sources have slightly different versions of his story, however, especially those 

sources that originate from different cultural and geographical contexts. Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd al-

Anṭākī, for example, borrows much of his account from Ibrāhīm, as do early modern Syrian 

sources such as Patriarch Makarios III and Michael Burayk. There are brief references to 

Christopher in Syriac and Arabic synaxaria, in a Greek inscription from Qal‘at Sim‘ān, and in a 

historical work of Bar Hebraeus. 

 The most striking contrast to the Life of Christopher, however, can be found in the stories 

about Christopher that come from the imperial circles of Constantinople. Two Byzantine 

historians in particular mention him: Leo the Deacon and John Skylitzēs, writing near the end of 

the tenth and eleventh centuries, respectively. Skylitzēs, likely borrowing from a now-lost tenth-

century source, gives little information but simply says that “the Antiochians” killed their “chief 

priest,” Christopher.22 Leo, going into much more detail, claims that Antioch’s “former Hagarene 

ruler killed the patriarch Christopher, an apostolic and divinely inspired man, by driving a javelin 

through his chest, bringing against the man the charge of reverence for Christ the Savior.”23 This 

is quite different from the account of Skylitzēs, who implies that “the Antiochians” as an 

undifferentiated group—but especially the Muslim Antiochians, as the context makes clear—

killed Christopher. On the other hand, both Byzantine authors could hardly be more of a contrast 

 
21 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. 
22 John Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
23 Leo the Deacon, History, VI.6. 
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to the version of Ibrāhīm, who depicts Antioch’s Muslim ruler as Christopher’s patron and 

protector, not his assassin. 

 

II. Theoretical Foundations 

 This tension within the collective memory of Antioch is the basis of my investigation 

here, and I will explore its complexities throughout the dissertation. I approach these texts 

through two primary theoretical lenses: that of collective memory and that of place. These 

theoretical frameworks are interwoven throughout this study, with some chapters focusing 

primarily on one or the other. Ultimately, however, I am interested in the ways that they 

complement each other, helping us to see the role of collective memory in defining and 

redefining the identities of places, and the role of place in providing a context within which 

collective memory can take shape. Under consideration here are the many complexities of 

people’s memories in and of Antioch. 

 The foundational figure in the theory of collective memory, which is important in 

undergirding the discussion of the sources in Chapter One, is Maurice Halbwachs. An heir and 

developer of the sociological thought of Émile Durkheim, Halbwachs applied Durkheim’s 

concept of “social phenomena” to the study of memory, and the idea of collective memory 

erupted into the collective scholarly consciousness, so to speak.24 Halbwachs argues that most of 

 
24 Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam, “Collective Memory—What Is It?” History and Memory 8, no. 1 (spring-

summer 1996): 36; Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2004), 11. Halbwachs’s full volume on La mémoire collective was not published until 

1950, five years after he died in the concentration camp of Buchenwald, where he had been sent for his socialist 

commitments and for protesting the arrest of his Jewish father-in-law. However, the concept was developed already 

in his earlier works Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (1925) and La topographie légendaire des évangiles en terre 

sainte (1941). The latter book is of special interest for my study because of its explicit link to place, and holy places 

in particular: Halbwachs applies his discussion of collective memory to a set of places—the places described in the 

four Gospels—and to the long history of Christian attempts to give those places a setting within the region that they 

called the “Holy Land.” He notes that when significant events happen, especially those that arouse a strong 

emotional response in their witnesses, the likelihood of divergent accounts is—perhaps counterintuitively—higher 
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our memories are prompted by our interactions with others, who recall things to us, an important 

claim for understanding the work of historians within their own historical contexts.25 Each of the 

sources under consideration here was written by an author whose memories and understanding of 

history were shaped deeply by the people and places around them, and their act of writing history 

constituted a new intervention with their community as the audience, shaping their collective 

memory anew.26 Rather than seeing history as simply the product of individual geniuses, we can 

see it as the working out of collective memory that was activated and subtly reshaped by these 

authors.27 

 Each individual is part of different social networks, so they may draw on their various 

collective memories in different ways from their neighbors. For example, we will see later in this 

study that while Antiochian Christians and Constantinopolitan Christians shared memories of 

many martyrs from the earlier centuries of Christian history, adding a new martyr to the 

collective memory of the other group could be difficult and depended on power relations. The 

writers who were shaped by the Antiochian, Arabophone context had a different understanding 

of history than those who were shaped by the context of Constantinople, and more often than not, 

 
than it would be otherwise; see Halbwachs, Memory, 194. This fits well with current understandings of trauma and 

its deleterious effect on memory, whether individual or collective, and it is important to keep in mind as we examine 

the divergent accounts of Christopher’s death. 
25 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. and trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1992), 38. 
26 All of our memories, even if not directly prompted by others, are processed and understood through 

social frameworks of which we may be only dimly aware, such as the stereotypes that filter our impressions of the 

people around us. In this sense, Halbwachs says, “there exists a collective memory and social frameworks for 

memory; it is to the degree that our individual thought places itself in these frameworks and participates in this 

memory that it is capable of the act of recollection”; see Halbwachs, Memory, 38. We would not be able to recall 

something to ourselves if we did not already have the concepts to explain it to ourselves, concepts that are 

necessarily drawn from our ongoing formation by our social contexts; see Halbwachs, Memory, 173, 175. The 

extremely rare case of a person who grows up in total isolation from society, such as alluded to by Halbwachs 

(Memory, 37) or theorized in the medieval Islamic fictional account of Ḥayy b. Yaqẓān, need not detain us here. 
27 One danger of Halbwachs’s theory, and of Durkheimian sociology more generally, is the potential for 

social phenomena to become more “real” than individual phenomena to the extent that individuals do not ultimately 

have any memories (for example) at all. It is good to remember that society is always made up of individuals, each 

with a unique set of memories that encourage them to act in unique ways, even if those memories are shaped and 

reshaped by the constant input and feedback that comes from social life. 
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their audiences reflected the contexts from which they emerged. An exception who will be 

discussed here is Yūḥannā al-‘Ujaymī (1724-1785), an Arabophone Christian who nevertheless 

studied in Europe and wrote an Arabic history drawing primarily on Byzantine sources. 

 A central concern with Halbwachs’s thought is his assumption of a clear dichotomy 

between memory and history.28 Despite his emphasis on collective memory, it seems that he still 

believes in the possibility of a single objective “history” formed by what some might call “the 

universal memory of the human species,” which is ultimately not “memory” at all.29 Rather, in 

this view, history has been carefully separated from the memories of the various human groups 

that previously experienced and preserved its accounts, so that it is not subject to any group’s 

memory and interests. This separation allows him to retain the idea of history as an objectivist 

scientific discipline, or as Elizabeth Castelli puts it, “‘history’ becomes coterminous with ‘what 

really happened’ and ‘memory’ signifies an imperfect simulacrum, a mere distortion.”30 

However, Castelli notes that this distinction is difficult to maintain against the challenges of 

postmodern historiography.31 When Byzantine historians write history that is so clearly different 

from that of Arabophone Christian historians, we see the ways that the collective memories of 

different groups shape the history produced by those groups, and the ways that writers of history 

make claims that they hope might alter their society’s collective memory. 

Halbwachs argues that “while under ordinary circumstances people need to inspect an 

object from nearby in order to verify their own perceptions, they need to establish distance in 

 
28 Castelli, Martyrdom, 21. 
29 Maurice Halbwachs, La mémoire collective (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1950), 75. 
30 Castelli, Martyrdom, 21. 
31 It is difficult to hold onto the idea that we have access to a singular objective history in the face of the 

theory of Jean Baudrillard or Jacques Derrida, for example, and many historians today are content to look upon their 

discipline as yet another way of preserving and shaping collective memory. Castelli writes that “in recent years…the 

relationship between these two categories has lost a significant portion of its oppositional character,” and we will see 

in this study that it can be difficult to distinguish one from the other; see Castelli, Martyrdom, 21. 
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order to preserve a collective memory.”32 Memories that are immediate to a significant event 

may be spontaneous, divergent, and largely individual, but with distance—whether temporal or 

geographical—certain elements of a collective memory can begin to be standardized among a 

larger group. Especially as information is transmitted in news reports or historical accounts, 

those distant from the incident become aware of the basic claims about the incident that they may 

expect others in their society to know as well. As collective memory solidifies, it becomes more 

difficult to shape, yet social actors may then become aware of its effects and realize the potential 

advantages available to one who can shape it. The author of each source for Christopher’s life 

impacted their community’s collective memory in a way that would lend support to their values 

and interests. 

Edward Said, echoing what we have already heard from Castelli, notes that “the art of 

memory for the modern world is both for historians as well as ordinary citizens and institutions 

very much something to be used, mis-used, and exploited, rather than something that sits inertly 

there for each person to possess and contain.”33 As we discuss the sources that recount 

Christopher’s life and death, it is important to keep in mind the ways that they are intentionally 

shaping and reshaping the collective memory of their respective societies. History and collective 

memory are not as distinct as Halbwachs might have thought them, nor is the intentional 

reshaping of memory as purely modern as Said might have it. 

Moreover, the memories conveyed by historians and other sources are written onto 

particular places. In the case of Christopher, the primary place is Antioch, but Said focuses on 

Jerusalem.34 Said connects imagined geographies, suffused with rich collective memories, to “the 

 
32 Halbwachs, Memory, 196. 
33 Edward W. Said, “Invention, Memory, and Place,” Critical Inquiry 26, no. 2 (winter 2000): 179. 
34 Said, “Invention,” 180. 
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desire for conquest and domination,” a thread that will continue to be relevant in this study, 

especially as we consider Byzantine accounts of Antioch and Christopher’s place in it.35 The 

significance of a place in a group’s collective memory can make the members of that group wish 

to dominate it and exclude others from its territory, though necessarily only some groups have 

the requisite power to do so. In the context of late tenth- and early eleventh-century Antioch, the 

Byzantine Empire was by far the most powerful authority, though it was challenged at times by 

rebellions and external attacks, and Antioch played a significant role in Byzantine memories of 

the region. The imperial authorities did all in their power to maintain a firm hold on Antioch, 

both because of its place in their memory and because of its significance for their contemporary 

strategic goals. 

While phenomenologists describe the apparent “permanence” of place in relatively 

positive terms, emphasizing the innate human need for “dwelling” or “home,” this rootedness 

appears to David Harvey as a double-edged sword.36 Even if it is an innate need—and Harvey 

acknowledges that progressive thinkers have sometimes been too dismissive of the human need 

for stability—it can be taken up by reactionaries who work to exclude those who do not fit their 

idea of the unchanging “true identity” of their homeland, expelling or killing those who intrude 

on “their” rightful place.37 In the context of Christopher’s memory, we might point to Byzantine 

historians such as Leo the Deacon, who records an eloquent speech by Emperor Nikephoros on 

 
35 Said, “Invention,” 181. 
36 Harvey, one of the leading geographers in the Marxist tradition, sees a growing interest in place and 

attributes it in large part to the “time-space compression” that he considers a potentially overwhelming aspect of the 

contemporary capitalist world; see David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 302, 326. This debate is also laid out in greater detail in Tim Cresswell, Place: 

An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 88-114. Harvey views place as an instance of 

“permanence” and “stability” that many consider a refuge in this fast-paced and accelerating world, essentially 

adopting the phenomenological concept of place set out by earlier thinkers. Example of the phenomenological 

approach include Martin Heidegger, Edward Relph, and Yi-Fu Tuan; see Harvey, Justice, 261, 294, 314. 
37 Harvey, Justice, 314. 
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the virtues of Antioch before lamenting that its “Muslim ruler” had allegedly slaughtered 

Christopher as a result of his Christian faith.38 Defending the goodness of Christians and the evil 

of Muslims, in the context of Byzantine border wars against Muslim opponents, was a way for 

Leo and other historians to explain that some people were rightful residents of this Byzantine 

place and others were not. The conquest of the city and the flight of most of its Muslim residents 

in the face of the imperial army illustrate exactly the violent and reactionary sense of place 

against which Harvey cautions. 

In contrast, Doreen Massey proposes a “progressive sense of place” that might uphold the 

value of place without falling into the reactionary traps feared by Harvey. She argues for a view 

of places as nodes in a constantly shifting global network, defined by their interconnections with 

other places rather than mythical “identities” that are inward-looking and unchanging.39 

According to Massey, this view of the world as a network of places, each defined by its unique 

and ever-changing links to all the others, enables all people to celebrate the importance of place 

without risking the reactionary defense of place described by Harvey. Rather than celebrating 

Antioch as a place that should belong only to Christians or to Muslims, Massey would have us 

celebrate Antioch as a place defined by its interactions with Christians, Muslims, and others 

throughout the wider world.40 Some of the sources under consideration here are more conducive 

 
38 Leo, History, IV.11, VI.6. 
39 The four key aspects of this concept of place are that place is a process, not a static reality; is not defined 

by boundaries and divisions between inside and outside, but by its links to other places that defy all hard boundaries; 

is full of internal conflict, not characterized by a singular “identity”; and is unique insofar as it has a unique set of 

connections to other places around the world, different from the network of any other place; see Doreen Massey, 

Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 155-156. 
40 To some extent, the difference between Harvey and Massey is one between descriptive and prescriptive 

accounts of people’s views of place. In his discussion of Stoke Newington, a gentrifying and diversifying section of 

London, Jon May complicates both views of place by speaking to residents of the area. He finds that while all 

residents of the neighborhood are strongly aware of the changes taking place around them, those changes are 

valorized positively or negatively depending on their places within the class structure. Even those members of the 

“new cultural class” who express an appreciation for the global connections of Stoke Newington tend to do so in a 

primarily aesthetic way, enhancing their cultural capital by ostentatiously celebrating “diversity,” without actually 

pursuing progressive policies that would improve the lives of their lower-class neighbors; see Jon May, 
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to this view of place than others, and Massey’s thought provides an important way to analyze the 

texts and consider why they might have one view of place or another. 

In response to the view of Massey, a necessary caution is provided by John Allen, who 

insists that in our focus on networks and connections, we do not overlook the very real power 

imbalances between different places, which create complex “topological twists” within the 

geography of the world.41 A network theory is inadequate, according to Allen, if it treats places 

as neutral and equally powerful while examining their networked connections, and a truly critical 

geography must consider the complex geometries and geographies of power that distinguish one 

place from another. Antioch and Constantinople, for example, did not interact on an even playing 

field in the time of Ibrāhīm, and we must keep this in mind as we read his Life and other sources. 

Throughout the text, I have avoided referring to Christians and other non-Muslims as 

“minorities” under the rule of a Muslim “majority.” As many scholars have recently emphasized, 

Christians remained a numerical majority under the rule of a Muslim minority for many centuries 

after the conquests of the seventh century. Most notably, Jack Tannous’s recent book The 

Making of the Medieval Middle East insists that scholars must avoid a one-sided focus on the 

actions, beliefs, and writings of the dominant social group—whether Christian theological and 

political elites before the seventh century or their Muslim equivalents thereafter—and work to 

 
“Globalization and the Politics of Place: Place and Identity in an Inner London Neighbourhood,” Transactions of the 

Institute of British Geographers 21, no. 1 (1996): 197, 203-211. May compares these upper-class Londoners to the 

“flâneurs” of the nineteenth century. His interviews of white Londoners expose the ways that an apparently 

“progressive” appreciation for difference and global connections can easily mask a class politics in which the 

ostensibly inclusive members of the upper and middle classes continue to keep their poorer neighbors in their social 

and economic “place.” May shows that the so-called “reactionary” and “progressive” conceptions of place may in 

fact overlap in the same place at the same time, even within the same person. Some of these conflicts are included 

within Massey’s conception of place, of course, which is frank about the presence of conflict and diverse viewpoints 

within a single place. On the other hand, May provides a necessary caution as we read statements about place that 

may at first seem to be aligned with Massey’s “progressive sense of place.” It is possible that a superficial love of 

diversity and global connections is only superficial and masks a class politics that is anything but “progressive.” 
41 John Allen, “Topological Twists: Power’s Shifting Geographies,” Dialogues in Human Geography 1, no. 

3 (November 2011): 284, 295. 
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achieve a fuller picture of a much more diverse world.42 Although the majority of surviving 

literary sources are the products of social elites, Tannous calls us to look to the masses of 

“simple believers,” including Christians, Muslims, members of other religious groups, and 

people whose beliefs and practices crossed putative religious boundaries with sometimes 

surprising ease. In spite of the fact that Ibrāhīm too was a member of the elite Byzantine 

bureaucracy, I believe there is value in considering the Life of Christopher and similar texts as 

windows onto the perspectives of members of subordinate religious groups within a world so 

often defined by the religious affiliation of its rulers alone. 

It is my hope that this research can help us understand how victims of interfaith violence 

have been commemorated in ways that do not encourage interfaith hostility and how 

communities can sustain inclusive local identities in the face of imperial efforts to incite such 

hostility. As my argument unfolds over the following five chapters, I will always have in mind 

the theoretical frameworks and the goals that I have discussed here. I will show that Ibrāhīm’s 

Life of Christopher subtly counteracts Byzantine claims and upholds a collective memory that 

includes the positive aspects of Muslim rule in Antioch alongside the disadvantages of life as 

members of a subordinate religious community.

 
42 Jack Tannous, The Making of the Medieval Middle East: Religion, Society, and Simple Believers 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018). 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOLLOWING THE THREADS OF MEMORY 

 

 

Αἰωνία ἡ μνήμη! 

Eternal the memory! 

—Emperor Romanos I and Patriarch Nicholas I, Tome of Union1 

 

Modificar no es modificar un solo hecho; es anular sus consecuencias, que tienden a ser 

infinitas. Dicho sea con otras palabras; es crear dos historias universales. 

To change the past is not to change a mere single event; it is to annul all its 

consequences, which tend to infinity. In other words: it is to create two histories of 

the world. 

—Jorge Luis Borges, “La otra muerte”2 

 

 

 In the fifth chapter of her book Martyrdom and Memory, Elizabeth Castelli discusses 

Saint Thecla, according to the sources a first-century disciple of the apostle Paul, about whom 

numerous conflicting accounts have been compiled and preserved. As the perceived needs of the 

Christian community changed over time and place, various Christian texts emphasized Thecla’s 

“averted martyrdom, her ascetic fervor, and her role as healer, traveling evangelist, and apostle,” 

along with other elements of her remembered identity.3 Thecla’s memory could be called upon to 

support a variety of movements within the early Church, and indeed her memory was so potent 

within Christian discourse that it was almost unavoidable in some circumstances to do so. 

Castelli calls this history of martyrdom and memory “a history that oscillates and adapts itself 

over time, sacrificing none of its authority in its changing focus, its amplification of details, and 

its transformation of its object.”4 

 
1 Nicholas I, Miscellaneous Writings, ed. and trans. L.G. Westerink (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 1981), 

74-75, 80-81. 
2 Jorge Luis Borges, The Aleph and Other Stories, trans. Andrew Hurley (New York: Penguin Books, 

2000), 60. 
3 Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2004), 135. 
4 Castelli, Martyrdom, 137. 
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While Patriarch Christopher of Antioch perhaps never achieved the same iconic status as 

Thecla, for reasons that will be discussed later, there were nevertheless a variety of conflicting 

memories of his life and death that strove for acceptance as the dominant collective memory in 

different contexts. As Edward Said writes, “appeals to the past are among the commonest of 

strategies in interpretations of the present. What animates such appeals is not only disagreement 

about what happened in the past and what the past was, but uncertainty about whether the past 

really is past, over and concluded, or whether it continues, albeit in different forms, perhaps.”5 

Like earlier memories of Thecla, the memories of Christopher in the tenth and eleventh centuries 

could be completely at odds with each other, and all of these appeals to the past were made in the 

hope of influencing the decisions of those in the present who heard and read them. 

These memories originated in different places, especially Antioch and Constantinople, 

and relied on the interventions of authors whom sociologist Gary Fine would call “reputational 

entrepreneurs,” shapers of the patriarch’s memory for a variety of audiences.6 In addition to 

texts, some memories and their creators—whether individual “entrepreneurs” or wider social 

structures such as the Church—relied on public manifestations such as relics, inscriptions, and 

rituals in order to substantiate their claims to reality and normativity. When people could agree 

on little else, authoritative voices could at least point to Christopher’s headless body as a 

physical proof of his martyrdom. 

This chapter will survey the major records of memories of Christopher that are extant 

today and will consider the interventions their authors sought to make in the religiopolitical 

world of their time. I will begin with those memories that originated with Constantinopolitan 

 
5 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), 3. 
6 Gary Alan Fine, “Reputational Entrepreneurs and the Memory of Incompetence: Melting Supporters, 

Partisan Warriors, and Images of President Harding,” Journal of American Sociology 101, no. 5 (March 1996): 

1162-1163. 
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authors and were thus most distant from the places of Christopher’s life, before shifting to 

Antioch and surveying the scene there. Finally, I will discuss Muslims and non-Chalcedonian 

Christians, among whom Christopher’s memory seems to have been much less present and 

powerful. I will conclude by examining the outcomes of this struggle over collective memory 

and suggesting reasons why certain narratives may have prevailed over others. While 

Christopher became part of many people’s collective memory, the meanings of his life and death 

could vary widely depending on the collective. 

 

I. Imperial Sources 

A. Leo the Deacon 

 The earliest extant textual (non-inscription) mention of Christopher comes not from a 

source in Antioch, nor from any other place that Christopher lived or visited, but from 

Constantinople, the capital of the empire that conquered Antioch in 969, just two years after 

Christopher’s death. This notice likely dates to the 990s and comes from the pen of Leo the 

Deacon, a native of the small town of Caloë in western Anatolia who spent most of his adult life 

and career in the capital.7 Leo was likely in Constantinople pursuing his studies at the time of 

Christopher’s death in 967, according to the testimony of his own History, which indicates that 

he must have been born around 950.8 The fact that he could attend school in the capital suggests 

that his family included prosperous provincial landowners. Well read in both secular and 

 
7 Warren Treadgold, The Middle Byzantine Historians (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan, 

2013), 236-237. 
8 Treadgold, Historians, 236; Herbert Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner 

(Munich: C.H. Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1978), 1:367; Leo the Deacon, History, IV.7,11; Leonis diaconi 

Caloënsis historiae libri decem, ed. and trans. Charles Benoît Hase (Bonn: Ed. Weber, 1828), 65, 72; The History of 

Leo the Deacon: Byzantine Military Expansion in the Tenth Century, trans. Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis F. Sullivan 

(Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2005), 114, 123. Henceforth I will not give page 

numbers for the edition and translation, only section numbers. 
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ecclesiastical literature, he remained a deacon for most of his life, though there are some hints 

that he may have briefly become metropolitan of Caria before dying in the late 990s or so.9 He 

also mentions that he served as a deacon in the imperial entourage when Basil II went to war 

against the Bulgarians—Leo calls them Mysians, using classical terminology—in 986, and that 

he and the emperor narrowly escaped a devastating ambush.10 His work shows a detailed 

awareness of military operations overall, perhaps due to the expertise of his oral sources.11 

 Leo’s History refers to events as late as 99512 and must have been composed around that 

time, though its chronological focus is on the imperial reigns of Romanos II (r. 959-963), 

Nikephoros II (r. 963-969), and John I (r. 969-976). The work is divided into ten books, each 

quite short as compared to other histories of the same period.13 It seems Leo intended to take up 

the reign of Basil II (r. 976-1025) in a later volume, but this was never written or has not 

survived. He also composed an encomium in honor of Basil in the 980s or 990s.14 The History is 

preserved in the manuscript Par.gr. 1712 from the twelfth or thirteenth century, along with a 

sixteenth-century copy, Escorial gr. Y-I-4.15 

 While Leo draws on numerous classical histories and epics, along with philosophical and 

theological works, for inspiration, he explains that the bulk of his information comes from the 

 
9 Treadgold, Historians, 238; Leo, History [introduction], 10-11; Hunger, Literatur, 1:367. 
10 Leo, History, X.8; Leo, History [introduction], 16. 
11 Leo, History [introduction], 36-47. 
12 Leo mentions that the Hagia Sophia was damaged by an earthquake in 989 and that it took six years to 

repair, giving a terminus post quem of 995 for the work. On the other hand, Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis Sullivan 

note that Mikhail Siuziumov believes this phrase to be an interpolation, so the earthquake may actually be the latest 

event mentioned. In any case, the work is likely from the 990s. See Leo, History [introduction], 10. 
13 Treadgold, Historians, 240-241. 
14 Treadgold, Historians, 237-238; Leo, History [introduction], 10; Hunger, Literatur, 1:368. 
15 Leo, History [introduction], 50; Kenneth Snipes, “Notes on Parisinus Graecus 1712,” Jahrbuch der 

Österreichischen Byzantinistik 41 (1991): 141-161; Hunger, Literatur, 1:371. In the Paris manuscript, Leo’s History 

is placed between those of Pseudo-Symeon and Michael Psellos so that the three together seamlessly cover the 

period from 813 to 1078. The History has been published in several modern editions and a 2005 English translation 

by Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis Sullivan, along with earlier Latin, Russian, and German translations; see Leo, 

History [introduction], 51-52; Hunger, Literatur, 1:371. 
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things that he himself has “beheld with the eyes” and the things that he has “investigated 

precisely with those who saw” them.16 Since he was likely in Constantinople studying during the 

conquest of Antioch, as noted above, he seems to have had an oral source, likely a military 

officer who accompanied Nikephoros on his campaigns.17 He may also have consulted earlier 

written histories of the period (such as that of Nikephoros the Deacon, on whom see below), but 

these histories are apparently now lost. In any case, there were few available from which to 

work. 

 Nikephoros II, assassinated in 969 by John I Tzimiskēs and his co-conspirators, could not 

be openly praised by a historian or other public figure during John’s reign due to political 

concerns. For Leo, however, writing decades later, neither Nikephoros nor John was as much of 

a political third rail, and Leo presents both emperors in a largely positive light, though he does 

not avoid reporting some of their failings. Moreover, he may already have left his service at the 

court by the time he composed his History, because he even criticizes the sitting emperor Basil at 

times, including in his account of his narrow escape from the Bulgarians.18 He nevertheless 

describes the conquests of Basil’s predecessors from the typical perspective of a man with 

intimate connections to the imperial center—that is to say, he presents these conquests as great 

gains for the empire in terms of power and wealth. 

 In the midst of these accounts, Leo provides the earliest extant textual reference to 

Christopher: 

The great Antioch on the Orontes having already been conquered by the emperor 

[autokrátōros] Nikephoros, and in need of a hierarch [hierarkhoúntos] (for its former 

Hagarene ruler killed the patriarch Christopher, an apostolic and divinely inspired man, 

by driving a javelin through his chest, bringing against the man the charge of reverence 

 
16 Leo, History, I.1. Translations are my own, drawing on that of Talbot and Sullivan. 
17 Treadgold, Historians, 240. 
18 A. Markopoulos, “Byzantine History Writing at the End of the First Millennium,” in Byzantium in the 

Year 1000, ed. Paul Magdalino (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 190-191; Leo, History, X.8. 
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for Christ the Savior), the emperor [basileús] John considered the marriage [synoikismón] 

of this [city] to be of greatest importance. He was greatly and passionately involved in 

finding the one worthy of its hierarchy.19 

Antioch, personified as a woman—the feminine word pólis is implied throughout the passage, 

though Leo simply uses tautḗs, the feminine form of “this”—has lost her previous bridegroom, 

Christopher, due to the cruelty of her “former Hagarene ruler,” and has thus become a widow.20 

The “Hagarene ruler” would seem to be Sayf al-Dawla (r. 945-967), though as I will discuss 

below, this clearly conflicts with other accounts of Sayf al-Dawla’s relationship to the death of 

Christopher.21 This passage may also seem to place the death of Christopher in close proximity 

to the Byzantine conquest of 969, and it has been interpreted in this way by some modern 

historians, but a close reading of the passage shows that this is not necessarily Leo’s intended 

meaning.22 Nothing in the passage contradicts the death date of 967 given for Christopher in 

other sources. In any case, the city is in need of a spiritual leader, and there is none better suited 

 
19 Leo, History, VI.6. 
20 E.S. Bouchier similarly describes the need to “refill the widowed see”; see E.S. Bouchier, A Short 

History of Antioch: 300 B.C.-A.D. 1268 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1921), 219. These comments clearly reflect their 

authors’ underlying gender ideologies. Leo (History, III.8) compares Nikephoros to “the legendary Herakles” in 

“courage [or manliness, andreían] and strength [rhṓmēn]” and says that “in prudence [phronḗsei] and temperance 

[sōphrosýnē]” he surpassed all the men of his generation. He thus compares the emperor to one of the greatest 

“manly” heroes of the Greek tradition and describes him with three of the four cardinal virtues—he adds an account 

of the emperor’s justice in his account of his death (History, V.8)—along with a term for bodily strength that 

specifically calls to mind Nikephoros’s romanitas, all in the space of a single sentence. At the same time, Leo’s 

Nikephoros is humble (and strong!) enough to personally shoulder the first rock that will be used to construct his 

army’s fortress outside Antioch (History, IV.11). 

In the same way, Leo (History, IV.3, VI.3) describes John I as extremely courageous and strong. In fact, 

John’s most evil crime—the murder of Nikephoros—was brought about by his collusion with Nikephoros’s wife 

Theophano, and Leo describes their conspiracy in reproductive metaphors as “conceiving,” “suffering birth pains,” 

and “giving birth” to evil (History, V.6). As Athanasios Markopoulos (“History,” 192) notes, Leo “carefully and 

systematically expends considerable energy on extolling the male factor in historical events, deliberately 

undermining the role of women—to whom indeed he even attributes the murder of [Nikephoros] Phokas—and of 

eunuchs, for whom his sexual contempt is overt. The perfect ruler is above all a perfect warrior, a view that reaches 

back to classical Roman (and Homeric) ideals.” 
21 Leo refers to Sayf al-Dawla frequently, calling him “Khambdan” (i.e. Ḥamdān, the name of Sayf al-

Dawla’s ancestor and the founder of his dynasty), so it is strange that he does not name him here. It is possible that 

he means “ruler” (katárkhōn) in a broader sense that could encompass a powerful noble like Christopher’s assassin. 
22 Michel Le Quien, Oriens christianus (Paris: Typographia Regia, 1740), 2:751; Gustave Schlumberger, 

Un empereur byzantin au dixième siècle: Nicéphore Phocas, 2nd ed. (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1923), 598; Joseph-Marie 

Sauget, Premières recherches sur l’origine et les caractéristiques des synaxaires melkites (XIe-XVIIe siècles) 

(Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1969), 382-383. 
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to arrange such a marriage than the new emperor John. After careful consideration, John chooses 

Theodore of Koloneia as Antioch’s new bridegroom, and he becomes Patriarch Theodore II 

(patr. 970-976).23 

 In this context, the brief reference to Christopher serves primarily to introduce the new 

patriarch and to explain why Antioch has been spiritually widowed. Little in particular is said 

about Christopher, except that he was pious and was killed by the “Hagarenes” as a result. 

Without using the word, Leo portrays him as a martyr in the simplest, most straightforward sense 

of the term: he was a Christian who was killed by non-Christians for no apparent reason other 

than his “reverence for Christ the Savior.” He then moves on quickly, however, to the issue of 

Christopher’s replacement, evincing a concern for what Roach calls “surrogation”: who can 

satisfactorily fill the place of the leader who has died?24 This concern is even more pressing in 

the context of the major change that quickly followed Christopher’s death, the conquest of 

Antioch by Roman armies, and in the context of Christopher’s death by martyrdom.25 For John 

 
23 Koloneia is almost certainly the city now known as Şebinkarahisar, but possibly that now known as 

Aksaray; see Leo, History, VI.6; V. Grumel, “Le patriarcat et les patriarches d’Antioche sous la seconde domination 

byzantine,” Echos d’orient 33 (1934): 133; M. Canard, “Une Vie du patriarche melkite d’Antioche, Christophore 

(†967),” Byzantion 23 (1953): 566; Khrysostomos A. Papadopoulos, Historía tḗs ekklēsías Antiokheías (Alexandria, 

1951), 825; Nikon of the Black Mountain, Das Taktikon des Nikon vom Schwarzen Berge, ed. Christian Hannick, 

vol. II (Freiburg im Breisgau: Weiher, 2014), XXXI.16; Klaus-Peter Todt, “The Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate of 

Antioch in the Period of the Renewed Byzantine Rule and in the Time of the First Crusades (969-1204),” in Tārīkh 

kanīsat Anṭākiya lil-Rūm al-Urthūdhuks: Ayya khuṣūṣiyya? (Tripoli, Lebanon: Manshūrāt Jāmi‘at al-Balamand, 

1999), 34-35. Leo describes in detail the painful ascetic trials to which Theodore subjected himself in order to 

“subdue the flesh,” along with the prophetic gifts that allowed him to foretell the imperial accessions of both 

Nikephoros and John. His spiritual connection to the emperors and his ascetic subjugation of his body apparently 

make him an ideal candidate for the spiritual leadership of Antioch, and after an examination by the imperial synod, 

he is appointed to the position. 
24 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1996), 38-39. 
25 Not only does the martyrdom of the leader, and the consequent attribution of sanctity to him by the 

Antiochians, mean that Theodore will have a difficult time filling his place, but the city’s transfer to Christian rule 

means that Christopher’s successor will not even have the opportunity—or is extremely unlikely to have the 

opportunity—to achieve martyrdom at the hands of a hostile non-Christian ruler. An extant seal of the new patriarch 

Theodore, published by Gustave Schlumberger, bears an impressively bearded image of Saint Theodore, a fourth-

century military saint and martyr, on its obverse, perhaps indicating Patriarch Theodore’s desire to portray himself 

as a powerful and worthy successor to the illustrious Christopher; see Gustave Schlumberger, “Sceaux byzantins 

inédits (quatrième série),” Revue des études grecques 13, no. 55 (November/December 1900): 473. 
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and Leo, it seems, the ascetic discipline and piety practiced by Theodore make him the sort of 

leader who can provide the spiritual headship that Antioch needs in a bridegroom, and Theodore 

is therefore selected as the manly surrogate for the martyred Christopher. 

B. John Skylitzēs and Nikephoros the Deacon 

 A very different perspective on Nikephoros’s reign and conquests is given by John 

Skylitzēs, who wrote about a century after Leo the Deacon. Little is known about Skylitzēs’s life, 

but he seems to have come from a notable family of western Anatolia like Leo.26 He likely wrote 

his Synopsis of Histories in two editions around 1100.27 At least ten manuscripts of each edition 

are extant, showing the popularity of this helpful compilation of earlier historians.28 

 Though Skylitzēs worked a full century after Leo, it seems that he has actually preserved 

an earlier account of Christopher’s death, likely originating from the time of John I. Unlike Leo’s 

favorable account, Skylitzēs presents a thoroughly negative version of Nikephoros’s rule 

followed by a glowing review of John’s, reflecting the polarized political situation during John’s 

reign. Skylitzēs notes in his introduction that he has used Leo as a source—he calls him “Leo the 

Asian”—and although he repeats Leo’s ennobling description of Nikephoros, this is only after he 

 
26 Treadgold, Historians, 329-332; Jean-Claude Cheynet, “Introduction: John Skylitzes, the Author and His 

Family,” in John Skylitzēs, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811-1057, trans. John Wortley (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), ix-xi; Catherine Holmes, Basil II and the Governance of Empire (976-1025) (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), 80-91. 
27 Treadgold, Historians, 329-339; Bernard Flusin, “Re-writing History: John Skylitzes’ Synopsis 

historion,” in John Skylitzēs, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811-1057, trans. John Wortley (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010), xxxi; Holmes, Basil, 67-68, 83. The first edition is composed almost entirely of 

slightly edited passages from earlier historians and covers the period from 811 to 1057, while the second (called the 

Epitome of History) adds some new sources and more of Skylitzēs’s own commentary (if indeed it is Skylitzēs who 

wrote it, a point of contention among modern scholars), extending the history to 1079. Though he wrote decades 

later, he must have stopped at these dates based on the histories that were known to him, since he saw himself 

primarily as a compiler and epitomator, not an original historian; see Treadgold, Historians, 331-332. 
28 Flusin, “Re-writing,” xxx-xxxiii; John Skylitzēs, Ioannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. Hans Thurn 

(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1973) [introduction], xx-xxviii; Hunger, Literatur, 1:392. Hans Thurn’s 1973 

publication is the primary modern edition of the earlier version of the text, and it has been translated into English by 

John Wortley, along with a partial translation into German; see John Skylitzēs, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 

811-1057, trans. John Wortley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) [introduction], vii. 
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has explained at length all the reasons why Nikephoros’s subjects despised him, an explanation 

that evidently comes from a different source.29 Based on the source historians that Skylitzēs lists 

in his foreword, Warren Treadgold concludes that Skylitzēs’s unknown source on the reign of 

Nikephoros II is named “Nikephoros the Phrygian Deacon.”30 

Nikephoros, at least as epitomized by Skylitzēs, mentions Christopher by name only 

once. In the context of Nikephoros II Phōkas’s wars with the Arabs, Skylitzēs notes that the 

“Saracens…burned John [VII, patr. 964-966], chief priest of Jerusalem, alive, as by his 

suggestion Nikephoros was going to come to them quickly,” burning the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre along with its patriarch.31 He adds briefly that “the Antiochians also did the same, 

killing Christopher, their chief priest.”32 Skylitzēs does not discuss whether Christopher, like 

John, had requested imperial military intervention, nor does he echo Leo’s claim that Christopher 

was killed by the city’s “Hagarene ruler.”33 

The aftermath of Christopher’s death is also discussed, albeit more briefly than in Leo’s 

History.34 In the context of recounting the upheavals that faced John I Tzimiskēs as he dealt with 

Nikephoros II’s acquisition of new territories—both rebellions among the dissatisfied new 

 
29 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, Foreword, XIV.17-23. I use the book numbers as given in the Wortley translation: 

the book covering Nikephoros II is XIV, that covering John I is XV. See also Treadgold, Historians, 229-230; 

Flusin, “Re-writing,” xx-xxi. Treadgold asserts (Historians, 334) that Skylitzēs did not use—or only rarely used—

Leo the Deacon. This is true in general, but Leo/Skylitzēs’s physical description of Nikephoros seems to be an 

exception, unless Skylitzēs and Leo are using a common source. 
30 Treadgold, Historians, 232-235; Skylitzēs, Synopsis, Foreword. Bernard Flusin (“Re-writing,” xx-xxi) 

calls this source “Source A.” While nothing more is known of this Nikephoros the Deacon, it seems that his history 

covers the years from 944 to 971 and was likely written in or around 971. His history may have been consulted by 

Leo, but Nikephoros—if indeed he was Skylitzēs’s source for this period—reflects the polemical atmosphere in the 

wake of Emperor Nikephoros’s assassination from which Leo has more critical distance. Nikephoros/Skylitzēs 

explains why the late emperor’s conquests were not really that impressive and that some of them were in fact due to 

the military skill of John Tzimiskēs, later to become the emperor supervising the Deacon’s work. 
31 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
32 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
33 This short note is also unusual in that it implies that Christopher’s death took place “after the cities in 

Syria and Cilicia were taken,” including Antioch. This may be due to a misunderstanding on the author’s part, or 

simply due to misleading phrasing. 
34 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XV.3. 
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imperial subjects and attacks from incensed “Saracens all over the world,” among other crises—

Nikephoros/Skylitzēs mentions John’s appointment of Theodore as a new archbishop for 

Antioch.35 Without stating again that Christopher had been killed, the author simply notes that 

Antioch on the Orontes was “in need of a chief priest [arkhieréōs].” The succession/surrogation 

crisis is related with less detail by Nikephoros/Skylitzēs than by Leo, and there is less urgency in 

his explanation of Theodore’s qualifications to fill the position. He states that Theodore “plumed 

himself with all good things” and that he foretold John’s accession to the imperial throne.36 

In the version of tenth-century history told by Nikephoros the Deacon and epitomized by 

John Skylitzēs, Christopher’s presence is less visible than in Leo. The only explicit mention of 

his life and death simply says that he was killed by “Antiochians,” and though it hints that he 

was inciting a Byzantine invasion as John VII was, this is not spelled out. It is possible that 

Nikephoros originally included a story like the one in Leo’s text and Skylitzēs condensed it, 

whether for reasons of length or because he doubted its veracity.37 It is also possible, and perhaps 

more likely, that Leo added details as his oral sources related them to him, perhaps from half-

understood rumors that traveled around the Roman armies after they heard that Antioch’s 

patriarch had recently been killed by Muslims. This would explain why such a terse version of 

the story appears in Skylitzēs’s Synopsis, which follows Nikephoros over Leo in most cases. In 

any case, Skylitzēs certainly had access to Leo’s History, as he himself attests, yet he chose not 

 
35 John Wortley’s translation (p. 273) inexplicably says “Thomas” instead of “Theodore,” though the name 

is given correctly in the accompanying footnote 15. 
36 He also mentions Theodore’s attempts to suppress the “Manichees,” meaning the Paulicians, but does not 

spell out his ascetic practices as Leo does; see Skylitzēs, Synopsis, trans. Wortley, 274, footnote 16. 
37 For a discussion of Skylitzēs’s use of excision and summary when dealing with earlier historical texts, 

see Catherine Holmes, “The Rhetorical Structures of John Skylitzes’ Synopsis historion,” in Rhetoric in Byzantium, 

ed. Elizabeth Jeffreys (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate Variorum, 2003), 191; Holmes, Basil, 130-132. 
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to include the version of Christopher’s story that he found there. Whatever the reason may be, 

Skylitzēs reflects the fading and shrinking memory of Christopher in Constantinople.38 

C. An Appendix to the Tome of Union 

 Another, perhaps more surprising, mention of Christopher’s memory occurs at the end of 

several manuscripts of a document issued in 920, when Christopher was likely only a child, if he 

had been born at all. The Tome of Union was promulgated by Emperor Romanos I (r. 920-944) 

and Patriarch Nicholas I of Constantinople (patr. 901-907, 912-925) in order to reunify the 

imperial Church following a major controversy that centered on the canonically forbidden fourth 

marriage of Emperor Leo VI (r. 886-912).39 The original text of the Tome sets out a theological 

argument about the unity of the Church and explains in detail the canonical rules for third and 

fourth marriages.40 

 The popularity of this document is evidenced by the numerous manuscripts in which it is 

found, and these manuscripts include a number of different versions of the text and its 

appendices.41 In particular, many manuscripts are “intended (originally) for liturgy,” in the words 

of L.G. Westerink, and therefore the body of the text is followed by acclamations praising 

various imperial and ecclesiastical figures.42 However, the contents of these lists are 

“periodically adapted to the situation of the moment,” and thus include different names 

depending on their place and date of origin.43 

 
38 By the time of twelfth-century historian John Zōnaras, he was not even mentioned, and Zōnaras’s history 

describes the capture of Antioch with no reference to Christopher whatsoever; see Zonaras, John, Ioannis Zonarae 

epitomae historiarum, ed. and trans. Theodor Büttner-Wobst (Bonn: Ed. Weber, 1897), 3:508-510. For more on 

Zōnaras, see Treadgold, Historians, 388-399. 
39 Nicholas I, Letters, ed. and trans. R.J.H. Jenkins and L.G. Westerink (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 

1973), xvii-xxvi. 
40 Nicholas, Writings, 58-69. 
41 Nicholas, Writings, xiv-xix. 
42 Nicholas, Writings, xiv. 
43 Nicholas, Writings, xiv. 
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 Three such sets of acclamations show evidence of Antiochian origin and mention 

Christopher in lists of Antiochian patriarchs.44 In each text, Christopher appears as the first in a 

list of patriarchs of Antioch. The order of the first few names is identical in each, but the list is 

shorter or longer depending on its date of origin. It concludes with an acclamation describing 

these men as “the most holy patriarchs of Antioch,” or phrasing close to this.45 All the 

manuscripts conclude with the acclamation “eternal their memory!” This hope for the persistence 

of Christopher’s memory is made real by its preservation in this text, given substance by the 

continuing existence of these manuscripts and their modern publication. 

 Beyond the lists of Antiochian patriarchs, everyone in these acclamations is either a 

member of the imperial family or a patriarch of Constantinople, showing their focus on the 

imperial city. Moreover, the fact that Christopher is the first person in every version of the list is 

evidence that the imperial Church established in Antioch after the 969 reconquest knew little 

about their predecessors in that city under Arab rule. They knew about the “most holy” and 

“illustrious” Christopher, who died in some proximity to the conquest, but beyond him they had 

little information or interest. Documents such as these manuscripts of the Tome of Union, copied 

by Church officials in eleventh- and twelfth-century Antioch, were written in Greek and focused 

on the religiopolitical situation of the imperial capital.46 

 

 
44 These acclamations are found in Vatican Barberini gr. 578, from the eleventh or twelfth century, 

reflecting a text from the 1040s; Oxford Holkham gr. 6, from the eleventh century, reflecting a text from the 1050s; 

and Athos Koutloumous 42, from the twelfth century, reflecting a text from the 1100s; see Nicholas, Writings, xvi-

xvii, 74-75, 80-81. 
45 Nicholas, Writings, 74-75, 80-81. Another version of the list, dating from roughly the 1170s, is appended 

to some manuscripts of the Synodikon of Constantinople; see Jean Gouillard, “Le Synodikon de l’Orthodoxie: 

Édition et commentaire,” Travaux et mémoires 2 (1967): 104-107, 261-262. 
46 Even the Athos version, written after Antioch was once again lost to Muslim rulers in 1084, simply 

copies the earlier figures in the list and adds the most recent patriarchs. Clearly the Church in Antioch maintained 

close imperial connections through the arrival of the Crusaders. 
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II. An Inscription 

 Though Leo the Deacon provides the earliest extant textual reference to Christopher’s life 

and death, there is one known inscription that refers to him, providing the only known record of 

Christopher that was actually produced during his lifetime. The inscription is at Qal‘at Sim‘ān, 

the late-antique monastery and church of St. Symeon the Stylite (d. 459), and was published by 

Jacques Jarry after archaeological research in the 1960s.47 

 Qal‘at Sim‘ān is far from Constantinople, but imperial issues are nevertheless highly 

important in our understanding of this inscription, because the inscription is in Greek and thus—

according to some scholars—implies a connection to the Greek-speaking Byzantine Empire. Its 

somewhat ungrammatical Greek reads as follows: “The establishment of this fortress [kástron] 

occurred in the days of Christopher, our most holy patriarch of the City of God, Antioch.”48 

Interpretations of this brief sentence have varied. Jarry himself, using Leo the Deacon and 

Michel Le Quien as sources for his claim that Christopher died in 968 or 969, suggests that this 

inscription was made by the Byzantine army as they began to conquer northern Syria, indicating 

that Qal‘at Sim‘ān was conquered and fortified before Antioch fell, when Christopher was still 

alive.49 Jarry apparently assumes that very few Antiochians would understand Greek at this time. 

Joseph Nasrallah, on the other hand, uses the Arabic sources that I will discuss below and 

thus argues that Christopher died in 967—much too early, in his opinion, for Qal‘at Sim‘ān to 

 
47 Jacques Jarry, “Trouvailles épigraphiques a Saint-Symeon,” Syria 43, no. 1/2 (1966): 107-108. As Qal‘at 

Sim‘ān suffered heavy damage in an airstrike in May 2016, this unique memory of Christopher may now have been 

forgotten, though it is currently impossible to ascertain its condition with any certainty. See “Director-General of 

UNESCO Deplores Severe Damage at Church of Saint Simeon in Northern Syria,” United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization, May 17, 2016, http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/1499 (accessed October 6, 

2017). 
48 Jarry, “Trouvailles,” 107-108. 
49 Jarry, “Trouvailles,” 108. 



33 

 

have been occupied by Byzantine invaders.50 The same Arabic sources, however, state that 

Christopher came to Qal‘at Sim‘ān to avoid a revolt in Antioch between October 965 and August 

966, so it is possible that the fortress to which the inscription alludes was constructed in this 

chaotic time. Nasrallah suggests that Sayf al-Dawla, the ruler of Aleppo, may have constructed 

the fortress for protection against the rebels, or that the monks of Qal‘at Sim‘ān may have 

constructed it for their own protection. Moreover, Nasrallah argues that it would be impossible 

for Christopher to remain in Sayf al-Dawla’s good graces if he had sought refuge at a Byzantine-

occupied Qal‘at Sim‘ān. 

As evidence against Nasrallah’s position, William Saunders claims that it is laughable to 

think of Sayf al-Dawla setting up an inscription in Greek, and argues that this is equally 

unthinkable for monks in Ḥamdānid Syria at this time, who would almost certainly have spoken 

and written in Arabic or Syriac.51 He agrees with Nasrallah, on the other hand, that Qal‘at 

Sim‘ān could not have been occupied by imperial forces during the Antiochian revolt. Saunders 

argues, therefore, that the fortress and its inscription, along with a number of other fortresses in 

the area, were established by Nikephoros II and his army during their Syrian campaign in late 

966, as a way to claim territory and blockade the major roads between Antioch and Aleppo and 

their hinterlands. Saunders notes that some Arabic sources include accusations by Christopher’s 

murderers that he was “corresponding with the Greeks,” and argues that if Nikephoros’s army 

occupied Qal‘at Sim‘ān so soon after Christopher’s residence there, such suspicions would be 

understandable.52 

 
50 Joseph Nasrallah, “Le couvent de Saint-Siméon l’Alépin: Témoignages littéraires et jalons sur son 

histoire,” Parole de l’Orient 1, no. 2 (1970): 335-336; Joseph Nasrallah, “A propos des trouvailles épigraphiques a 

Saint-Siméon-l’Alépin,” Syria 48, no. 1/2 (1971): 169-170. 
51 W. Saunders, “Qal’at Seman: A Frontier Fort of the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries,” in Armies and 

Frontiers in Roman and Byzantine Anatolia, ed. Stephen Mitchell (Oxford: British Institute of Archaeology at 

Ankara, 1983), 292. 
52 Saunders, “Qal’at,” 293. 
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Jean-Luc Biscop disputes Saunders’s position both on architectural grounds and on the 

grounds that “contrary to what Saunders asserts, Qal‘at Sim‘ān could never have played a 

military role,” because “its location was marginal and off the main road between Antioch and 

Aleppo, already controlled by the forts of Tīzīn and Artāḥ.”53 He agrees with Nasrallah that the 

fortress was likely established during Christopher’s sojourn at Qal‘at Sim‘ān during the 

Antiochian revolt of 965-966, arguing that Christopher “decided to fortify a dwelling for himself 

in Saint-Symeon.”54 Biscop does not refute the argument that Christopher would not have written 

such an inscription in Greek, but Klaus Fitschen suggests that Christopher chose this language 

because he wanted to make an “anticipatory declaration of loyalty” to the conquerors whom he 

believed (correctly) would soon take control of the area.55 Like Saunders, Fitschen points to the 

accusations of Christopher’s murderers as evidence that the patriarch was indeed “corresponding 

with the Greeks.” If this was the case, Sayf al-Dawla must surely have been unaware of the 

inscription and of Christopher’s true loyalties, because the Ḥamdānid emir welcomed the 

patriarch with open arms after the revolt was suppressed. 

The situation is complex indeed. However, perhaps Saunders and Fitschen have 

overestimated the significance of Christopher’s choice (if indeed the inscription was made by 

Christopher, as Fitschen and Biscop argue) to write in Greek. Saunders argues rightfully that 

Sayf al-Dawla would certainly not set up a Greek inscription and that the monks of Qal‘at 

Sim‘ān would be unlikely to do so, but Christopher was the patriarch of Antioch, not a monk of 

Qal‘at Sim‘ān. Coming from a city with such an important Greek heritage, he may have been 

 
53 Jean-Luc Biscop, “The ‘Kastron’ of Qal‘at Sim‘ān,” in Muslim Military Architecture in Greater Syria: 

From the Coming of Islam to the Ottoman Period, ed. Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 83. 
54 Biscop, “Kastron,” 82. 
55 Klaus Fitschen, “Die zweisprachige Bauinschrift aus dem 10. Jahrhundert auf Qal‘at Sim‘ân im Kontext 

der byzantinisch-syrischen Kirchengeschichte,” in Syriaca: Zur Geschichte, Theologie, Liturgie und 

Gegenwartslage der syrischen Kirchen, ed. Martin Tamcke (Münster: Lit, 2002), 106. 



35 

 

more likely to use the language—especially in a dedicatory inscription, for which he may have 

felt the “classical” language was appropriate—even if he was not trying to declare his loyalty to 

the Byzantine invaders. In the end, whether the Roman army or the patriarch made the 

inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān, the inscription provides us with a tangible memory of Christopher 

that places him within the Greek cultural context. Whether he chose to write in Greek or the 

army chose to honor him in Greek, the inscription indicates that he had some sort of connection 

to that language and to its speakers within the Byzantine Empire. Some of the Arabic sources, as 

I will discuss below, paint a very different picture. 

 

III. Liturgical Memories 

A. Liturgical Texts 

 While the Byzantine histories were primarily written for an elite audience at court and the 

inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān was only visible to a few monks and soldiers (even fewer of whom 

were literate), liturgy was the primary way that memories of Christopher were made available to 

the majority population of Antioch and Syria. This is the sphere in which textual records 

intersect with what Roach calls the “kinesthetic imagination,” as the liturgical texts that have 

been preserved were (and are) intended to dictate the words and actions of priests and 

congregations in embodied rituals.56 Every May, for many Christians in Antioch and beyond, the 

memory (and in some cases the physical body, as I will discuss in the section on relics) of 

Christopher would be re-membered and re-hearsed in the midst of “the performance of everyday 

life, consolidated by deeply ingrained habits and reinforced by paradigmatic systems of 

behavioral memory such as law and custom,” in this case centered on the institution of the 

 
56 Roach, Cities, 26-27; Mark N. Swanson, “Majmūʿ li-l-sana kullihā tadhkūr [sic] fīhi akhbār al-qiddīsīn,” 

Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History 3:586-591. 
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Church.57 In the following section, I will discuss the Life of Christopher, itself deeply embedded 

in the liturgical context, but here I wish to focus on the numerous other liturgical manuscripts 

that include brief references to Christopher’s life and death. 

Though Roach refers to ritual’s attempt to “promote a sense of timelessness based on the 

apparently seamless repetition of traditional roles,” Joseph-Marie Sauget calls the “Melkite” 

liturgical corpus “the liturgical book of a community,…a living book,” noting its development 

over time, generally gradual but occasionally accelerated due to external factors.58 After the 

Byzantine reconquest of Syria in the time of Nikephoros II and John I, such an acceleration took 

place as Constantinopolitan liturgical styles and genres were introduced to Antioch and the other 

new imperial territories, and the eleventh century in particular saw the translation of numerous 

Greek liturgical texts into Syriac for use in the local churches.59 Despite their Constantinopolitan 

origins, however, these texts were generally translated in places like the Black Mountain, just 

outside Antioch, and in the course of translation certain local saints—such as Christopher—were 

added to some of the manuscripts.60 Thus we know from the extant manuscripts that 

Christopher’s memory began to be commemorated in the liturgy of some churches no later than 

the eleventh century, and these texts almost certainly reflect—and amplify—an earlier local 

tradition. 

Christopher does not appear in all manuscripts of the “Melkite Synaxarion,” but as this 

genre was imported for local use, his name was added to a few manuscripts, and these were 

 
57 Roach, Cities, 27. 
58 Roach, Cities, 18; Sauget, Recherches, 30. 
59 Sauget, Recherches, 22; Sebastian Brock, “Syriac Manuscripts Copied on the Black Mountain, near 

Antioch,” in Lingua restituta orientalis, ed. Regine Schulz and Manfred Görg (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 

1990), 66-67; Todt, “Patriarchate,” 40, 44; Klaus-Peter Todt, “Antioch in the Middle Byzantine Period (969-1084): 

The Reconstruction of the City as an Administrative, Military, Economic, and Ecclesiastical Center,” Topoi 

Supplement 5 (2004): 189. 
60 Swanson, “Majmūʿ.” 
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copied enough that his memory spread throughout the region.61 The vast majority of the 

manuscripts that include Christopher were produced within his own Chalcedonian/Melkite 

community, but his memory did extend to a few Maronite synaxaria and at least one manuscript 

from the Coptic Church.62 On the other hand, these manuscripts are all written in Arabic, Syriac, 

or a combination of the two, and I have not found any Greek manuscripts that mention 

Christopher, so his memory appears to have proliferated primarily within greater Syria and Egypt 

and did not reach the centers of Greek liturgical production to the northwest.63 The borrowing 

and translation of liturgical texts were generally one-directional. 

 The following table presents, in chronological order as far as possible, known liturgical 

manuscripts from several major collections that mention Christopher between the eleventh 

century and the fifteenth. Most of these manuscripts consist of a lectionary—either the Gospels 

or the Acts of the Apostles and/or the letters of Paul—followed by a calendar listing the saints 

and other commemorations for each day of the year. If these details are available, I note the date 

and location at which the manuscript was copied, the date on which Christopher is 

commemorated, and the language of the notice regarding Christopher. 

 

 
61 For more on the term “synaxarion” and its near synonyms, see Jacques Noret, “Ménologes, synaxaires, 

ménées,” Analecta bollandiana 86, no. 1-2 (1968): 21-24. Sauget includes Christopher within the set of saints that 

he calls the “normal Melkite proper,” meaning that their commemoration was widespread among Chalcedonians in 

the Arabophone world; see Sauget, Recherches, 176-181. There are undoubtedly numerous liturgical manuscripts 

mentioning Christopher that are housed in churches and monasteries throughout Syria and other parts of the region, 

but most are extremely difficult to access, especially so in a time of civil war. I have been able to consult the 

manuscripts of Sinai and Jerusalem that are digitized at the Library of Congress along with other digitized 

manuscripts (the massive collections of the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library, for example) and references from 

scholarly works, and this admittedly small selection of potential sources can nevertheless tell us a great deal about 

the perpetuation of Christopher’s memory through church liturgies. In the future, I hope to have the opportunity to 

consult more manuscripts in the region. 
62 Maronite manuscripts that mention Christopher include Vat.sir. 243 (1665/1666), Vat.sir. 412 (18 th c.), 

and Vat.ar. 621 (1709). Vat.ar. 432 (15th c.) is Coptic. See also Sauget, Recherches, 185-196. 
63 Tūmā Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn al-mansiyyūn fī al-turāth al-Anṭākī (Duma, Lebanon: ‘Ā’ilat al-Thālūth al-

Quddūs, 1995), 381. 
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Table 1: Christopher in pre-1500 liturgical manuscripts 

Sinai Syriac 45, f. 123v 1043  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 20, f. 168r 1068/9 Black Mountain May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 21, f. 240v64 11th c. Black Mountain May 22 Syriac 

Vatican Syriac 279, f. 160r 11th c. Black Mountain May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 1, f. 223r 1127 Qara, near Damascus May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 6, f. 155r 1178 Qara, near Damascus May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 269, f. 152v 12th/13th c. near Shayzar May 22 Syriac 

Vatican Syriac 20, f. 205r 1215 near Damascus May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 81, f. 169v 1232 Black Mountain May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Arabic 418, f. 171r 1237 Damascus May 21 Arabic 

Sinai Syriac 271, f. 201v 1288 Mount Sinai May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 227, f. 214v 1293  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 236, f. 282v 1294  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 100, f. 216r 13th c.  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 216, f. 135r 13th c.  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 218, f. 140r-140v 13th c.  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 219, f. 229r 13th c.  May 22 Syriac 

Sinai Syriac 76, f. 207v 13th/14th c.  May 22 Syriac 

Forty Martyrs (Mardin) 251, f. 225v 14th c.  May 21 Arabic 

Berlin Syriac 321 (Sachau 138) 14th/15th c.  May 21 Arabic 

Berlin Syriac 322 (Sachau 127) 14th/15th c.  May 21 Arabic 

Vatican Syriac 344, f. 110r 1496 Duma, near Tripoli May 21 Arabic 

Paris Arabic 254, f. 215r 15th c. Aleppo? May 21 Arabic 

Vatican Arabic 432, f. 51v65 15th c. Egypt? May 22 Arabic 

 

 Even with all the necessary caveats for inexact data like this, some major trends should 

be apparent. Commemoration of Christopher was recorded in liturgical manuscripts as early as 

the first half of the eleventh century, and the center of this innovation was at the Black Mountain 

 
64 This manuscript and Vat.syr. 279 were both copied by the same Black Mountain scribe, John bar Joseph, 

active in the first half of the eleventh century. Based on the dates of John’s other manuscripts (see Brock, 

“Manuscripts,” 60-62, 64), there is a strong likelihood that these are earlier than Sin.syr. 20, and they may even be 

earlier than Sin.syr. 45, but without specific dates, there is no way to be sure. 
65 As noted above, this manuscript is from the Coptic Orthodox Church. Sauget (Recherches, 380) says that 

this manuscript lists Christopher on the “same day” as the other manuscripts he is considering (i.e. May 21), but this 

is incorrect. 
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outside Antioch, where scribes translated Greek liturgical texts into Syriac for use in Antioch and 

its dependent regions. The copyist of Sin.syr. 45, the earliest dated manuscript to mention 

Christopher, says (f. 137r) that his name is Jacob and that he is writing at the “cell of Father 

Ṣalmūn the Recluse” (m‘artā d-abā Ṣalmūn ḥbīshāyā), but does not explain where this is. Based 

on the context, it is a safe bet that this cell is at the Black Mountain, but this is ultimately 

uncertain. Over the course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the story of Christopher spread 

throughout northern Syria, as demonstrated by the manuscripts from the regions of Damascus 

and Shayzar. 

 These earliest Syriac records of Christopher’s cult give the barest information about him: 

he is named as “patriarch [rīshkāhne, lit. ‘chief priest’] of Antioch, Christopher,” though these 

words are abbreviated in a number of ways and appear in different orders. He is typically listed 

between the martyr Basiliskos (a native of Pontus, traditionally believed to have been killed by 

Emperor Maximinus II in 312) and the apostle Judas, who are celebrated with him on May 22. 

Sin.syr. 236 actually transfers the title of “patriarch” to Basiliskos by mistake, but the others 

unanimously call Basiliskos “martyr” and Christopher “patriarch of Antioch.” If the notice 

begins with any term to indicate the type of commemoration, it is either “memorial” (dūkrānā) or 

“festival” (‘i’dā), though some manuscripts simply list names. 

 All of the Syriac manuscripts direct the reader to the appropriate liturgical reading for the 

day on which these saints are commemorated. In manuscripts whose primary text is the book of 

Acts and/or the letters of Paul, the entry for May 22 directs the celebrant to the akolouthia listed 

for November 9. On the other hand, if the primary text is the four Gospels, the reader is directed 

to the Gospel passage for September 15, which is Matthew 10:16-22.66 Most Gospel manuscripts 

 
66 Sin.syr. 269 mistakenly says September 5, but the others agree on September 15. 
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offer an alternative reading as well, listed on September 20, which is Luke 21:12-19. In both of 

these passages, Jesus warns his apostles that they will be persecuted on his account, both in 

synagogues and by kings and governors, and even by family and friends. He assures them that 

God will give them the words to say in these circumstances and that those who persevere will be 

saved. The people who heard these passages read at the commemoration of Basiliskos, 

Christopher, and Judas, all of whom were no doubt proclaimed as martyrs, were thus encouraged 

to think about these men and how their experience fulfilled the predictions of Jesus. This places 

Christopher in illustrious company, both the company of the apostles and that of the victims of 

the “great persecution” of the early fourth century. 

 A major transition took place in the liturgical tradition as the Churches of the region 

began to translate their texts from Syriac to Arabic. The table above shows that these translations 

began to appear no later than the thirteenth century and came to dominate the manuscript 

tradition in the fourteenth, though Sauget notes that there were Arabic liturgical manuscripts as 

early as the eleventh century and that Syriac continued to be used into the seventeenth.67 The 

entries on Christopher show us that this was far more than a simple transfer of the Syriac text 

into a different language, as major changes were made in the production of the Arabic version. 

 Vat.syr. 344 and similar manuscripts employ a combination of Syriac and Arabic: Syriac 

for particular liturgical and biblical readings, but Arabic for stories of the saints and other 

elements. These are compound liturgical texts, combining the Syriac liturgy that forms the bulk 

of the earlier Syriac manuscripts with the Arabic saints’ lives that were gradually becoming more 

common. Syrian Chalcedonian liturgy continued to be performed primarily in Syriac, but the 

primary language of the people had shifted inexorably toward Arabic. In this period, therefore, 

 
67 Sauget, Recherches, 22-23; Swanson, “Majmū‘.” 
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Arabic was a better vehicle for informational material such as saints’ lives, which might be 

referenced in the mass but would not be recited in full as part of the official liturgy. 

In early Arabic manuscripts (Vat.syr. 344 and its cognates notwithstanding), Christopher 

primarily appears not in synaxaria appended to biblical lectionaries, but in independent synaxaria 

that focus exclusively on the saints’ lives for each day, since this information was being 

consulted in Arabic much earlier than the core liturgical texts were translated. These independent 

collections of hagiographical data allow for more in-depth discussion of the saint(s) for each day. 

For example, in Sin.ar. 418—the earliest dated Arabic manuscript known to mention 

Christopher—the entry for May 21 alone takes up a full two and a half manuscript pages, 

compared to the two lines or so devoted to each day’s saints in most of the Syriac manuscripts. 

The bulk of this entry is taken up with a discussion of the lives of Constantine and Helena, the 

most prestigious saints to be celebrated on this date. Surprisingly, Christopher follows here, 

instead of in the entry for May 22 (as in Syriac). Whether Sin.ar. 418 is the archetype, or it 

copies an earlier manuscript in this tradition, this altered date of commemoration persists in 

most—though not all—later Arabic manuscripts. The final saint commemorated on May 21 in 

these manuscripts is Kyriakos, the legendary Jewish convert and later bishop of Jerusalem who 

helped St. Helena discover the True Cross.68 

 Because of the increased space provided by the format, Christopher’s entries in the 

Arabic manuscripts are longer than those in Syriac. On May 21, according to the texts, is “the 

commemoration [dhikr] of our father, the great one [jalīl] among the saints, Christopher the 

patriarch of Antioch, who was martyred [ustushhida] in the days of the Muslims.”69 This notice 

 
68 Sauget, Recherches, 383-384. 
69 Sauget, Recherches, 380-383. 
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remains consistent in most later manuscripts.70 Vat.ar. 432 is unique in several ways: a fifteenth-

century Coptic Orthodox manuscript, it likely comes from Egypt, showing the later spread of 

Christopher’s memory in the Arabic tradition. On May 22, it lists “the commemoration of the 

venerable one [bārr] among the saints, Christopher the patriarch of Antioch.” It thus falls 

between the usual characteristics of the Syriac and the Arabic manuscripts and may represent an 

independent translation from the Syriac with the simple addition of “the venerable one among 

the saints.” 

 Like many of the Syriac manuscripts, the Arabic tradition refers to the celebration of 

Christopher’s life and death as a “commemoration” (dhikr), foregrounding the importance of 

memory in the annual retelling of his story, even if the notice itself is relatively brief. Each May 

21 becomes an opportunity to remember (Syriac dkar, Arabic dhakara) this “great one” who 

“was martyred in the days of the Muslims.” The discussion of Christopher’s martyrdom, of 

course, is the primary addition that the Arabic manuscripts make to the bare bones found in the 

Syriac. This addition may be informed by the knowledge of the Life of Christopher, or it may 

simply be founded on a general awareness of Christopher’s identity. In any case, martyrdom (in 

the passive, complex verb form ustushhida, “to be martyred” or “to be required to bear witness”) 

is connected with Christopher here, unlike in the Syriac texts. Furthermore, this martyrdom is 

placed in “the days of the Muslims”—the texts do not say that Christopher was killed by the 

Muslims, or by any particular Muslim, simply that his martyrdom occurred in the time of their 

rule. Still, those who heard this read in the churches on May 21, themselves generally living in 

“the days of the Muslims,” were reminded of the possibility that they might “be required to bear 

 
70 However, Vat.ar. 472, a manuscript of 1633, says that Christopher was martyred in the “country” (balad) 

of the Muslims instead of the “days” of the Muslims. 
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witness” and perhaps led to wonder if “the days of the Muslims” would ever come to an end. 

Mark Swanson argues that 

the synaxaria were regularly read in the liturgy and helped to shape the self-

understanding of Melkite communities within the Dār al-Islām. In particular, the regular 

commemoration of saints who had died at the hands of Muslims served to define and 

harden communal boundaries; they urged Christians to cling to their faith in Jesus Christ 

the Son of God, and, if called upon to do so, to confess that faith with boldness, even unto 

death.71 

Even if the discussion of Christopher in these synaxaria does not specifically blame Muslims for 

his martyrdom, it certainly participates in this larger liturgical context that would be brought 

before Christian congregations throughout each year. 

 In the seventeenth century, Patriarch Makarios III b. al-Za‘īm of Antioch (patr. 1647-

1672), who will reappear numerous times in this study, created his own version of the calendar 

of saints, which focused entirely on saints connected to the patriarchal jurisdiction of Antioch 

and drew on outside sources including the Life of Christopher.72 He restored Christopher’s 

commemoration to May 22, perhaps based on the date found in the Dhayl of Yaḥyā of Antioch 

(see below), and added several details to the description of the saint. His calendar, preserved as 

Vat.ar. 622, says on f. 45v: “the holy martyr among the priests [i.e. hieromartyr] Christopher the 

patriarch of Antioch; this man was from the city of Sījar73 and remained in the patriarchate for 

ten years and was martyred in Antioch and was buried in it.” This notice, as is to be expected in 

Makarios’s calendar, connects Christopher strongly to Antioch in particular, though it also 

mentions his origins in the otherwise unknown city of Sījar. It moreover gives additional 

 
71 Swanson, “Majmū‘.” 
72 Michel Abras, “Vies des saints d’Antioche de Makāriyūs Ibn al-Za‘īm patriarche d’Antioche (1647-

1672),” Parole de l’Orient 21 (1996): 286-291. 
73 Sauget (Recherches, 381) transcribes this name as Ysḥr, and multiple readings are possible; see Bīṭār, al-

Qiddīsūn, 381. However, none of the possible spellings correspond to a known location, nor to the origins given for 

Christopher in the Life. Asa Eger has suggested that this might be a misreading of Sinjār, an intriguing suggestion 

that also has no parallel in other accounts of Christopher. In his history of the patriarchs of Antioch (see below), the 

same Makarios claims that Christopher was from Shayzar; see Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v; Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 384. 
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emphasis to his martyrdom, both giving him the title of martyr (shahīd) and repeating that he 

“was martyred,” though it leaves out any mention of Muslims. Christopher’s body is also 

intentionally re-membered in Makarios’s statement that he was buried in Antioch, suggesting to 

the reader or listener that the martyr’s relics were once available in that city. 

B. Relics 

 Any Syriac- or Arabic-speaking Christian within a steadily growing region could access 

Christopher’s memory by attending mass on May 21 or 22, if the priest mentioned him. 

However, as Makarios reminds us, some Christians in Antioch had the potential to access his 

memory in a much more tangible way. Though Christopher’s head was apparently absent, his 

body remained in the vicinity of Antioch for many years after his death, though it underwent 

multiple short journeys around the area. As Peter Brown tells us, one effect of the cult of the 

saints that developed in late-antique Christianity was “to raise the physical remains of the saints 

above the normal associations of place and time. At their graves, the eternity of paradise and the 

first touch of the resurrection come into the present.”74 Yet the paradoxical effect of the removal 

of the saint’s body from the limitations of space and time is that the saintly relics were endowed 

with the ability to grant extensive and varied powers to the places where they resided at any 

given time—and to the people with authority over those places—leading to a wide-ranging 

practice of relic translation. 

 The basic source for the history of Christopher’s relics is the Life of Christopher. Later 

histories, beginning with Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd al-Anṭākī in the eleventh century, discuss these events 

as well, but their information seems to be drawn primarily or entirely from the Life. All of these 

 
74 Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press, 1981), 78. 
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sources will be discussed in more detail below, but I wish to focus here only on their discussion 

of Christopher’s relics and the role of these relics in the collective memory of Antioch. 

 According to one of the two known manuscripts of the Life, when Christopher was 

assassinated, he was beheaded and his head was thrown into the furnace of a public bath near the 

home of the lead conspirator.75 The martyr’s “pure body” was then taken out of the city gate that 

same night—one manuscript adds that it was “dragged on a ladder”—and thrown into the 

Orontes River, where his assassins no doubt hoped it would disappear forever.76 However, this 

was not to be the case. Eight days after the murder, the body reappeared on an island in the 

middle of the river when it was found caught on a tree.77 Naturally, the head was no longer 

attached, but the body had been found. 

 The local Christians, fearful of further reprisals by Christopher’s opponents, secretly took 

the body and buried it in the monastery known as Arshāyā, located just outside Antioch.78 It did 

not remain there long, however: almost three years after Christopher’s death, when Antioch had 

been conquered by the Romans and John I had appointed Theodore of Koloneia as the new 

patriarch of Antioch (see above), one of Theodore’s first actions as patriarch was to retrieve his 

 
75 Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, Life of Christopher, §15; Habib Zayat, “Vie du patriarche melkite d'Antioche 

Christophore (†967) par le protospathaire Ibrahîm b. Yuhanna: Document inédit du Xe siècle,” Proche-orient 

chrétien 2 (1952): 350-351. Except when I need to specifically indicate one manuscript or the other (as in this case), 

I will simply cite the Life by section number, so that the citations may be located both in my own English translation 

in the appendix and in Habib Zayat’s 1952 edition and French translation. The other manuscript (Sin.ar. 405, f. 

125v, 128v) leaves out the mention of the bath furnace, but agrees that his head was cut off and later mentions that it 

had been burned. 
76 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15; Sin.ar. 405, f. 125v. 
77 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18; Canard, “Vie,” 569. The Life calls the tree a ṭarrāsh, likely a Syrian Arabic name for 

a type of oak tree borrowed from the Syriac word ṭarāshā. Zayat (“Vie,” 359) translates this word as “roue” (wheel), 

perhaps assuming it refers to some sort of waterwheel, but Canard’s Syriac connection is more likely. 
78 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18; Joseph Nasrallah, “Deux auteurs melchites inconnus du Xe siècle,” Oriens christianus 

63 (1979): 85; Claude Cahen, La Syrie du Nord à l’époque des Croisades et le principauté franque d’Antioche 

(Paris: P. Geuthner, 1940), 324. Most, though not all, manuscripts of the History of Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd call the 

monastery Arsānā instead of Arshāyā, which appears in the French translation as Arsénius; see Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, 

“Histoire de Yahya-Ibn-Sa‘ïd d’Antioche, continuateur de Sa‘ïd-Ibn-Bitriq,” ed. and trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A. 

Vasiliev, Patrologia orientalis 18, no. 5 (1957): 810. 
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predecessor’s relics from Arshāyā. According to the Life, “he did not wait around or delay in 

sending for what was there, but he went to the holy monastery and took up the relics79 of the 

saint with the pure clergy and a crowd of believers. They went before it to the city in a 

procession80 and a great assembly and put it in a fine marble sarcophagus, which they placed on 

a marble table in the western part of the Great Church.”81 Clearly, Christopher’s relics were an 

important form of memory for the Christians of Antioch, including—and perhaps especially—for 

their new patriarch. 

 Even the Great Church was not Christopher’s final resting place, as the Life goes on to 

relate that 

After a few years Father Nicholas the patriarch [patr. 1025-1030] also moved him from 

there with honor and put him inside the house of the holy St. Peter the Head of the 

Apostles, with [Peter’s] staff [shabūqa, from Syriac shabūqtā], his chair, numerous balms 

[ḥuyūl],82 the relics [libsānāt, from Greek leípsana] of both Patriarch Babylas [3rd c.]83 

and Patriarch Ignatius [1st/2nd c.], and other things: balms of St. John the Baptist, the 

honorable lance of the Lord,84 the staff of John Chrysostom [patr. of Constantinople 398-

 
79 The manuscript consulted by Zayat (“Vie,” 358) has the simpler jasad (“body”) here, but this masculine 

noun does not agree grammatically with the feminine pronouns used throughout the remainder of the sentence. 

Sin.ar. 405 (f. 129r), on the other hand, has a nearly incomprehensible word, limsanā, which I take to be a garbling 

of the Greek leípsana, “relics.” This Greek word is used in a much clearer form, lībsānāt, later in the same section 

(but again only in Sin.ar. 405). Makarios III (Vat.ar. 689, f. 112v) copies most of this passage as found in Zayat, but 

changes the pronouns to agree with the masculine jasad. 
80 The Arabic word here is lītīn, which Zayat (“Vie,” 359) interprets as a transliteration of the Greek litḗn 

(he simply writes it in his French translation as λιτή), meaning “procession.” I see no preferable alternative 

translation for this enigmatic word, though as Marius Canard notes (“Vie,” 569), “one would like to find there a note 

and other examples.” 
81 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
82 As Canard notes (“Vie,” 568), this is a technical term for a “miraculous liquid that oozes from certain 

icons,” as described by Zayat in his history of Ṣaydanāyā; see Habib Zayat, Khabāyā al-zawāyā fī tārīkh Ṣaydanāyā 

(Harissa, Lebanon: Imprimerie de Saint Paul, 1932), 144-151. 
83 Zayat’s manuscript (“Vie,” 358) reads libāsāt lil-ābā’ al-baṭārika (“clothing of the fathers, the 

patriarchs”), but Sin.ar. 405 (f. 129r) reads lībsānāt li-Bābīlā al-baṭriyark, which makes much more sense as a 

perfect parallel to the following phrase about Ignatius. It is easy to see, however, how a scribe unfamiliar with the 

Greek term lībsānāt/leípsana and/or the third-century name Babylas could garble this phrase to produce the one 

found in Zayat’s manuscript. 
84 This is the clearest of the extremely few extant mentions of the Holy Lance in Antioch before its 

controversial “discovery” by Peter Bartholomew during the First Crusade. The veneration of the lance is mentioned 

as part of the Good Friday liturgy in Vat.syr. 21 (f. 78r) and Sin.syr. 45 (f. 70r), manuscripts likely produced on the 

Black Mountain in 1041 and 1043, respectively; see Brock, “Manuscripts,” 61; Klaus-Peter Todt, “Region und 

griechisch-orthodoxes Patriarchat von Antiocheia in mittelbyzantinischer Zeit (969-1084),” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 

94 (2001): 252; Dorothea Weltecke, “The Syriac Orthodox in the Principality of Antioch during the Crusader 

Period,” in East and West in the Medieval Mediterranean: Antioch from the Byzantine Reconquest until the End of 
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404], the belt of St. Symeon the Stylite of Aleppo, and so on. All of them are in the 

treasury of the holy St. Peter until our own time.85 

Here Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, the author of the Life, gives us a bigger picture of the relics held in 

Antioch at his time. He is writing shortly after this final translation of Christopher’s body, and he 

celebrates the fact that Christopher has now taken his place among these giants of (primarily) 

Antiochian ecclesiastical history.86 

Later historians echo most of this story with few changes.87 Makarios III includes some 

additional details about the relics with which Christopher’s body eventually finds its place. He 

connects Peter’s staff with the story in the Gospel of John in which Jesus tells Peter to take care 

of his lambs (John 21:15-17), and notes that both Peter’s staff and the lance of the Lord have 

performed great miracles.88 In another text, Makarios notes that Christopher and his patriarchal 

successors were commemorated in Antioch every year on the second Sunday of Lent, the 

“Sunday of the Holy Relics.”89 This shows how important the tangible, bodily memory of 

Christopher became in later Antiochian history. 

I will focus more on the reasons why Theodore or Nicholas might have undertaken the 

translations of Christopher’s relics in future chapters, but here it is simply relevant to note that 

the body of Christopher could be used as one of the most powerful forms of memory in tenth- 

and eleventh-century Antioch. Public processions and public displays of Christopher’s headless 

 
the Crusader Principality, ed. K. Ciggaar and M. Metcalf (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2006), 1:99; Steven 

Runciman, “The Holy Lance Found at Antioch,” Analecta bollandiana 68 (January 1950): 197-209. 
85 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
86 See also Carsten-Michael Walbiner, “The City of Antioch in the Writings of Macarius Ibn al-Za‘īm (17th 

Century), ARAM 11-12 (1999-2000): 518. 
87 Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd leaves out the second translation of Christopher’s relics, but his description of the 

assassination, the burial, and the first translation are nearly verbatim transcriptions of the Life; see Yaḥyā, 

“Histoire,” 810, 832. 
88 Vat.ar. 689, f. 112v. Specifically, he claims that a priest stepped into a fire with the lance and was not 

burned. 
89 Abras, “Vies,” 301-302; Vat.ar. 622, f. 75v-76r. 
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remains ensured that everyone in the city was made aware of the importance of this most recent 

Antiochian saint and martyr, and Nicholas’s decision to place him alongside the relics of Peter, 

Ignatius, Babylas, Chrysostom, and others indicated that his story should be told along with 

theirs. At least for a few decades, Christopher’s body was available for all to see and access, 

whether for healing and reassurance, or simply to serve as a reminder of his martyrdom. 

 

IV. The Life of Christopher 

 By far the most extensive and influential extant collection of memories about 

Christopher’s life and death is the hagiographical Life composed in his honor by an Antiochian 

Christian named Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā (Abraham, son of John). The full title given in the Sinai 

manuscript of this text (more information about the extant manuscripts below) is “The Story of 

the Life of the Patriarch of Antioch, the Martyr Christopher, and His Martyrdom There.”90 The 

word used for “Life” in this title is sīra, the same word used in the Islamic tradition to describe 

biographies of the Prophet Muḥammad and other important figures. As our principal source for 

information about Christopher’s relics and their cult, this text has already been mentioned in the 

previous section, but I will give it more sustained and focused attention here. All citations will 

refer to the work according to the sections as I have divided them in my English translation, 

included here in the appendix. These sections follow closely those of Habib Zayat in his 1952 

edition and French translation, but with a few small adjustments.91 

 

 
90 Qiṣṣat sīrat al-baṭriyark ‘alā Anṭākiya al-shahīd Kharīsṭūfūrus wa-shahādatihi bi-hā. Sin.ar.405, f. 111v. 
91 The sections are identical to those of the 2013 Russian translation by Sofia Moiseeva, but somewhat 

different from those of the 1997 edition by Ignatius Dick. These editions and translations can be found at Zayat, 

“Vie,” 17-38, 333-366; Ighnāṭiyūs Dīk, Sīrat al-baṭriyark Kharīsṭūfūrus al-Anṭākī ṣadīq Sayf al-Dawla (Aleppo, 

1997), 25-68; Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, “Zhitie antiokhiĭskogo patriarkha Khristofora,” trans. S.A. Moiseeva, in Araby-

Khristiane v istorii i literature Blizhnego Vostoka, ed. N.G. Golovnina (Moscow: PSTGU, 2013), 28-61; S.A. 

Moiseeva, Arabskai͡ a mel’kitskai͡ a agiografii͡ a IX-XI vekov (Moscow: PSTGU, 2015), 142-175. 
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A. The Author 

i. Information from the Life 

 While Ibrāhīm translated a number of Greek works by early Christian authors, the Life of 

Christopher is his only extant original work.92 Much of what we know about Ibrāhīm’s life 

comes from the occasional autobiographical references found in the Life. Before proceeding to 

the text of the Life, however, I will begin with the title as it is found in the Sinai manuscript, 

which describes the author as “Ibrāhīm b. Yuḥannā, the royal Prōtospathários there”—that is, in 

Antioch—and claims that he “composed it in Greek, then translated it also into Arabic.”93 

 Ibrāhīm thus bore a highly elevated imperial title, that of prōtospathários, about which I 

will have more to say in a later chapter. This title originally referred to a leader of the imperial 

bodyguards, the “first swordbearer” in a functional sense, but became an important title of 

dignity by about 700.94 By Ibrāhīm’s time, the title had lost some of its prestige as it became 

more and more widely distributed, but it was still a sign of success within the empire. Some 

scholars claim, without citing any evidence, that his father Yūḥannā held this title as well, while 

others assert that the title belongs only to him and not to his father.95 In any case, the title 

certainly belonged to Ibrāhīm, showing his high placement within the bureaucracy of the empire. 

 
92 Georg Graf’s foundational history of Christian Arabic literature was not aware of the Life of Christopher 

and only attributed translations to Ibrāhīm; see Georg Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur 

(Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1947), 2:4,45-48. For some reason, Graf calls this author Ibrāhīm ibn 

Qusṭanṭīn on page 4, but names him correctly on later pages. 
93 Ibrāhīm, Life, Title. The word “royal” (malakī) could also be translated as “Melkite,” but I believe this is 

the correct translation due to comparison with the Syriac of BL Or. 8607. See chapter 5. 
94 R. Guilland, “Études sur l’histoire administrative de l’empire byzantin: Les titres auliques des eunuques: 

Le protospathaire,” Byzantion 25/27, no. 2 (1955-1957): 649-670. 
95 Joseph Nasrallah, in fact, has espoused both positions in separate works without acknowledging a 

contradiction. The claim that the title was shared by Ibrāhīm and his father is found in Joseph Nasrallah, Histoire du 

mouvement littéraire dans l’église melchite du Ve au XXe siècle (Leuven: Éditions Peeters, 1983), 3:1:289; the claim 

that the title was Ibrāhīm’s alone is found in Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 75. See also Zayat, “Vie,” 15. Scholars also note 

that Ibrāhīm’s father Yūḥannā al-Anṭākī should not be confused with an 11th-century theologian by that name, cited 

by al-Mu’taman b. al-‘Assāl; see Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:290. 
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His parents were likely prominent citizens of Antioch as well, and young Ibrāhīm was thus well 

placed for success, as the episodes described in the Life attest. 

The reference to Ibrāhīm’s self-translation work also points to the translation of Greek 

texts for which he was most widely known. He grew up in Antioch under Muslim rule, so he was 

fluent in Arabic, but he spent most of his adult life as a prominent member of the Byzantine 

bureaucracy, where he needed Greek to succeed. His bilingual proficiency made him well 

qualified to bring newly accessible Greek texts into the Arabic that was more readily understood 

by most of the people of his home city.96 

 The text of the Life occasionally points toward additional information about its author’s 

life, especially when Ibrāhīm shifts into an autobiographical mode of writing. In this way we 

discover that Ibrāhīm was a young boy in the late 950s when emissaries came from Central Asia 

to Antioch to seek the appointment of a new catholicos.97 He must therefore have been born in 

the early 950s, placing him in an ideal position to observe Christopher’s patriarchate from 960 to 

967. He was closely involved with Church affairs in Antioch throughout this period, enough that 

he claims to have seen Christopher come close to collapsing during some of his intense prayer 

vigils.98 Similarly, he observed Christopher taking care of a poor priest who had come to ask for 

supplies.99 

 
96 This was a major phenomenon during the period of Byzantine rule in Antioch from 969 to 1084; see 

Alexander Treiger, “Christian Graeco-Arabica: Prolegomena to a History of the Arabic Translations of the Greek 

Church Fathers,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 3 (2015): 192, 203-208; A. Asa Eger, “(Re)Mapping 

Medieval Antioch: Urban Transformations from the Early Islamic to the Middle Byzantine Periods,” Dumbarton 

Oaks Papers 67 (2013): 103; Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger, “Christian Arabic Theology in Byzantine 

Antioch: ‘Abdallāh Ibn al-Faḍl al-Anṭākī and His Discourse on the Holy Trinity,” Le Muséon 124, no. 3-4 (2011): 

371. 
97 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
98 Ibrāhīm, Life, §4. 
99 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8. 
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 When Ibrāhīm describes Christopher’s educational programs, he speaks in general terms 

about the 12 rich and 150 poor young people for whom Christopher provided teachers and other 

necessities.100 Toward the end of the Life, however, he addresses Christopher directly: “you did 

not disdain to run on your own two feet for my sake, until you could hand me over to that 

excellent divine educator.”101 This implies that one of the students in Christopher’s school—and 

likely one of the rich students—was Ibrāhīm himself. He self-deprecatingly claims that he 

remained “lacking in the sciences,” but notes that his father entrusted him and his brothers to 

Christopher’s care in their youth, showing that this prominent Antiochian was able to ensure a 

bright future for his sons by means of ecclesiastical institutions. Nothing more is known of 

Ibrāhīm’s brothers or father, but Ibrāhīm certainly found success within the imperial system. 

 Ibrāhīm mentions that Christopher’s relics were moved by Patriarch Nicholas II (patr. 

1025-1030), as discussed above, so the time of writing was around 1030.102 Assuming this was 

not inserted by some later editor, this would make Ibrāhīm nearly 80 years old, and he apologizes 

to Christopher for delaying so long in committing his biography to writing.103 At the very end of 

the Life, Ibrāhīm lists some of the most prominent disciples of Christopher and claims that “I 

have also devoted to each of them an individual account, as they deserve to be remembered, even 

though I have been far too brief.”104 None of these biographies have survived, with the exception 

of Christopher’s, but it seems that Ibrāhīm’s original work included a number of saints’ lives.105 

He must have died around 1030 or shortly thereafter, having lived a long and accomplished life. 

 
100 Ibrāhīm, Life, §9. 
101 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 
102 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
103 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 
104 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. 
105 It is also possible that he is simply referring to the preceding sentences, where he has mentioned these 

saints briefly, as “accounts” of them. Several Arabic synaxaria list an Antiochian hermit named St. Timon on March 

24 or 25 and claim that his biography can be found “with the stories of the other recent fathers in Antioch,” 

including “Ya‘īsh and Jeremiah,” both of whom are mentioned in Ibrāhīm’s list of Christopher’s disciples (Sauget, 
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 Zayat notes that Ibrāhīm is said to have written the Life in Greek first, then translated it 

into Arabic, and therefore asserts that “he probably descended from a Greek family.”106 He then 

claims that Ibrāhīm’s Arabic “does not always lack elegance, but…in certain places, is charged 

with Hellenisms or becomes frankly obscure, the author having to render by paraphrases the 

proper words that are lacking in his Arabic.”107 Tūmā Bīṭār largely agrees, writing that 

his Arabic language is a little unpleasant; he combines classical [fuṣḥā] and colloquial 

[‘āmmiyya] language and shows some twisting of the formulation, and this arises from 

his reliance on the foreign expressive forms that he was used to originally. Likewise in 

his style there are numerous Arabized words. Some foreign wordings that he did not find 

available to him in Arabic, or that the storehouse of his vocabulary was lacking, he brings 

over, translating the entire phrase in the likeness of the original.108 

Marius Canard, on the other hand, notes that “his name does not indicate a Greek origin, 

and the title of prōtospathários that he bears must have been given to him after the Byzantine 

reconquest.”109 Sofia Moiseeva discusses some of the skillful Arabic literary techniques that the 

author uses.110 Even Zayat admits that “without a doubt the copyists also had a large part in the 

deformation of the text such as it has reached us,” which is certainly obvious from a comparison 

of the two extant manuscripts, as they frequently tend to correct each other’s grammatical issues 

and therefore call into doubt our ability to know much about the original grammatical skill of the 

author.111 Ibrāhīm’s “ethnic” origins must therefore remain obscure, and in any case terminology 

such as Nasrallah’s description of his “Arabized Greek family” is somewhat overprecise in the 

 
Recherches, 367-369). This may be the sole independent testimony to the now-lost collection of biographies 

potentially authored by Ibrāhīm, and suggests that these biographies were circulating as a collection at the time that 

these synaxaria were compiled; the earliest, Sinai ar. 413, is from 1286. 
106 Zayat, “Vie,” 14. See also Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 383. 
107 Zayat, “Vie,” 14-15. 
108 Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 383. 
109 Canard, “Vie,” 562. 
110 Sofia Moiseeva, “The Early Melkite Arabic Hagiography (IXth-XIth Centuries): Evolution of the Literary 

Style,” Parole de l’Orient 39 (2014): 50-55; Moiseeva, Agiografii͡ a. 
111 Zayat, “Vie,” 15. 
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mixed cultural environment of medieval Antioch.112 However, it should suffice to note that he 

almost certainly spoke—and was educated in—Arabic as a child in Antioch before spending his 

adult life within the Greek-focused imperial bureaucracy. This may explain both his skill in each 

language and his occasional inability to find the appropriate Arabic word, leading to a few 

occurrences of transliterated Greek (along with Syriac and even Persian). 

ii. Information from Ibrāhīm’s Translations 

 Little more biographical information about Ibrāhīm can be gleaned from the Life, but 

numerous other texts offer hints that can help us understand this author. Based on manuscript 

quantity, by far Ibrāhīm’s most popular translated work seems to have been his contribution to a 

collection of 52 short works (usually identified as mayāmir, from Syriac mi’mrē) attributed to 

Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373).113 This collection concludes with a panegyric in Ephrem’s honor 

 
112 Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 75; Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:289. 
113 Numerous modern scholars claim that this collection is “dated to 980,” but to my knowledge, none of 

them cite a source for this information. As long as this claim remains in the passive voice, little can be added to it, 

except to say that this date would place the work quite early in Ibrāhīm’s life, perhaps as one of the ways that he 

made his mark as a young imperial scholar and scribe; see Jacques Grand’Henry, “La méthode de révision d’une 

version patristique arabe ancienne chez Ibrāhīm fils de Yūḥannā d’Antioche,” Annales du Département des Lettres 

Arabes 6B (1991-1992): 161; Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:290; Graf, Geschichte, 2:45; H. Bonnet et al., “Der Fünfte 

Deutsche Orientalistentag,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 82, no. 2 (1928): LXXXVI. 

Graf seems to imply that the date can be found in Vatican ar. 463, f. 184v, but the only date on this page is the year 

in which the manuscript was copied: according to the Coptic calendar, “the 21st of the month of Abīb, in year 1045 

of the pure martyrs” (July 15, 1329 CE). 

These works are attributed to Ephrem, but with only one exception (sermon #5) they have not been 

preserved in Syriac, and their authenticity is debated; see K. Samir, “Le recueil ephrémien arabe des 52 homélies,” 

Orientalia christiana periodica 39, no. 1 (1973): 323-324. Graf lists 29 manuscript witnesses to this collection, to 

which Nasrallah adds eight more, attesting to its popularity. The work is also mentioned in Joseph Simon Assemani, 

Bibliotheca orientalis Clementino-Vaticana (Rome: Typis Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1719), 1:149-

156. Assemani uses Vatican ar. 67 (which he calls #8) as the basis for his analysis. The earliest manuscript is Sinai 

ar. 311, from the 11th century, but the beginning is lost; the earliest complete text is Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale 

505, from 1216; see Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:291-293; Graf, Geschichte, 2:46-47; Samir, “Recueil,” 309. 

The collection is even mentioned (without a translator’s name) in the catalog of Arabic Christian literature 

by Abū al-Barakāt b. Kabar (d. 1324); see Wilhelm Riedel, “Der Katalog der christlichen Schriften in arabischer 

Sprache von Abū ’lBarakāt,” Nachrichten der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen, Philologisch-Hist. 

Klasse 5 (1902): 647. He indicates that this translation of Ephrem had become a standard devotional text for monks 

by the 14th century, again showing its importance for the Arabophone Church; see Samir, “Recueil,” 331. This must 

also have contributed to the stability of the text. 
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attributed to Gregory of Nyssa (d. 394), and some modern scholars attribute the collection to 

Ibrāhīm, in whole or in part.114 

Some copies of this collection of Greek Ephrem do not name the translator, and those that 

name Ibrāhīm do so only at the end of Gregory’s panegyric. For example, Paris ar. 135, a 

thirteenth-century manuscript, says at the end of the panegyric that “the prōtospathários, the 

royal secretary Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā of Antioch, translated this panegyric, dictating to someone 

who wrote it in Arabic from a Greek copy.”115 We have already seen the title prōtospathários 

given to Ibrāhīm, but here we have the additional information that he was a “secretary” or 

“scribe.” This Arabic word, kātib, is a standard word for a bureaucrat and fills in a bit of detail 

regarding Ibrāhīm’s professional career. We also have a picture of his translation method here, 

though not much detail. 

 Though the manuscripts of this Ephrem collection only attribute the panegyric to 

Ibrāhīm, scholars have often sought to attribute the entire collection to him. This is due in large 

part to Graf’s misreading of katabahu (“wrote it”) as kutubihi (“his books”), a plural noun that he 

took to refer to the entire collection of texts.116 Jacques Grand’Henry corrects Graf’s translation, 

but maintains the claim that the entire collection is Ibrāhīm’s work.117 Only detailed examination 

of the text can show whether Ibrāhīm translated any works of Greek Ephrem, but even if his only 

 
114 Original Greek text on J.-P. Migne, Patrologia graeca, 46:820-849. Nasrallah (Histoire, 3:1:292) argues 

that this panegyric must have been written around the seventh century. The panegyric occasionally appears 

separately in manuscripts, as in Bibliothèque Orientale 618 (18th c.). It has also been published separately by Louis 

Cheikho as found in Bibliothèque Orientale 505; see Luwīs Shaykhū, “Madīḥ qadīm li-Mār Afrām waḍa‘ahu al-

qadīs Gharīghūryūs usquf Nīsas,” al-Mashriq 19 (1921): 452-459, 506-516. It was also published by Patriarch 

Ignatius Aphrem I Barṣūm (patr. 1933-1957) of the Syriac Orthodox Church in al-Majalla al-baṭriyarkiyya 7 

(1940). 
115 Paris ar. 135, f. 293v. This colophon was written several centuries after Ibrāhīm’s death, so the source of 

its information is not certain, but its similarity to other colophons indicates that it may have had earlier prototypes. 

See also Vatican ar. 463 (1329), f. 184v. Vatican ar. 463 is discussed, and its colophon quoted, in Graf, Geschichte, 

2:45-46; Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 161, 165; Assemani, Bibliotheca, 1:149-150. Grand’Henry inaccurately dates 

the manuscript to 1581. 
116 Graf, Geschichte, 2:45-46; Graf is translating Vatican ar. 463, f. 184v. 
117 Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 161, 165. 
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contribution to the collection was the translation of Gregory’s panegyric, his name and his work 

became famous as the text was copied and spread. 

 The second most influential translation by Ibrāhīm was undoubtedly his contribution to a 

collection of 30 (or more accurately 29) short works (again, mayāmir) by Gregory of Nazianzus, 

patriarch of Constantinople (patr. 379-381). This includes, as described by Nasrallah, “25 of the 

saint’s 45 orationes, two of his letters, and two of his poems, to which he added the panegyric 

for Gregory of Nazianzus by Gregory of Cappadocia.”118 The structure is therefore quite similar 

to that of the Ephrem collection: a collection of a single author’s translated works, concluding 

with a panegyric by another author (named Gregory in both cases) in praise of the primary 

author. Again, only two of these works explicitly name Ibrāhīm as their translator, but scholars 

have often seen him as the guiding force behind the entire collection, seemingly on the grounds 

that no other translator or compiler is named. 

 The only titles from the Gregory collection that mention Ibrāhīm are those introducing 

the two orations on the Son—Orations 29 and 30 according to their traditional Greek numbering, 

found in this collection in various locations.119 Sinai ar. 274, for example, describes its 17th text 

 
118 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:294. Little is known about this “Gregory of Cappadocia”; Jacques Paul Migne’s 

Patrologia graeca edition simply calls him “Gregory the priest.” See Migne, Patrologia graeca, 35:243-244. 
119 These orationes appear as #17 and #18 in the first recension of the collection, #12 and #13 in the second 

recension (as described by Ibn Kabar; see Riedel, “Katalog,” 643). See Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:295-296; Graf, 

Geschichte, 2:47. Their Greek text is found in Migne, Patrologia graeca, 36:73-134. This collection of works by 

Gregory of Nazianzus is preserved in at least three different recensions, and its order is less stable than that of the 

Ephrem collection. Two recensions include all 30 texts, but in a different order, while the third omits some of the 

texts and replaces them with others. The earliest manuscript witness to the first recension is Sinai ar. 274, from the 

thirteenth century; for the second, it is Coptic Patriarchate 617, from 1231; see Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:294-297. 

There is even a Garshūnī version of this collection (the second recension) preserved in Paris syr. 191; see Jacques 

Grand’Henry, “Les discours de Saint Grégoire de Nazianze dans le manuscrit arabe du Sinaï 274,” Le Muséon 94 

(1981): 174-175. 

Nevertheless, manuscript data testifies to the popularity and continuing usage of the Gregory collection, 

including excerpted homilies that appear individually; see Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:297-299. There is also a quotation 

from Gregory’s panegyric for Basil (Oration 43—#6 in the first recension of the collection, #28 in the second 

recension) that appears in Kitāb al-Burhān fī al-qawānīn, a legal compendium by the Coptic scholar Abū Shākir b. 

al-Rāhib (13th c.). Abū Shākir writes that “Saint Gregory the Theologian said in his 28th homily, his panegyric for 

Basil: No one who is a physician can be unaware of the nature of diseases”; see Vatican ar. 104, f. 23v. This passage 

can be found in the context of the full oration in Sinai ar. 401, f. 21r (among other places). 
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as an “interpretation of the first homily on the Son by Saint Gregory the Theologian, which the 

prōtospathários Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā undertook to translate, by the help of God, in Antioch, God 

rest his soul.”120 Similarly, the 18th text bears the title “the second on the Son by Saint Gregory 

the Theologian, which the prōtospathários Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā of Antioch undertook to translate 

by the help of God, may God reward him.”121 One title describes Ibrāhīm as “of Antioch,” while 

the other says that he translated the homily “in Antioch.” We may again ask whether these 

unique titles suggest that the entire collection is the work of Ibrāhīm, as many scholars have 

assumed, or whether they should instead be taken to indicate that only these two homilies are 

connected to him. 

Though only these two titles in the Gregory collection mention Ibrāhīm, his name is 

sometimes explicitly associated with at least two other titles from the collection, Gregory’s 

homily on baptism and his panegyric for Basil of Caesarea.122 The panegyric is included in the 

Antiochian menologion as the entry for Basil’s feast day, January 1, with a title mentioning that 

“Ibrāhīm, the son of the physician [al-ṭabīb], the prōtospathários, the royal secretary, translated 

 
Once again, Ibn Kabar mentions this collection, including a full table of contents according to the second 

recension. He even mentions Ibrāhīm by name in connection with the 12th work in the collection, Gregory’s Oration 

29 on the Son, which he says “Ibrāhīm b. Yuḥannā translated.” He also gives some information that helps to 

understand the reordering of the works, noting that his table of contents “is found written in the copy in the 

handwriting of Abba Yūsāb [13th c.], bishop of Fūh, and has been collated and corrected with everything it contains 

under the heading ‘the Theologian.’ The original text, from which the text current in the land of Egypt was made, is 

in a different order, and the copyist mentions that he ordered the homilies according to that which people need most 

quickly, then he copied [naqala, incorrectly read as “was sick” (thaqula) in Riedel’s edition and translation] the rest 

afterwards.” Thus the second recension of the collection appears to be a pragmatic rearrangement according to the 

actual usage of the different texts, perhaps carried out by Bishop Yūsāb himself; see Riedel, “Katalog,” 642-644. 

This passage is also translated in Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:296; Graf, Geschichte, 2:47. 
120 Sinai ar. 274, f. 358v; a partial translation is provided in Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 165. 
121 Sinai ar. 274, f. 375v. Similar, though abbreviated, titles are found in Greek Catholic Archdiocese of 

Aleppo 105, from 1771; see Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 166. 
122 These are Orations 40 and 43 according to the typical Greek numbering, found as texts #4 and #6 in the 

first recension of the Arabic Gregory collection, #4 and #28 in the second recension. Greek texts in Migne, 

Patrologia graeca, 36:360-425, 493-606. See Alexander Treiger, “Greek into Arabic in Byzantine Antioch: 

ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Faḍl’s ‘Book of the Garden’ (Kitāb ar-Rawḍa),” in Ambassadors, Artists, Theologians: Byzantine 

Relations with the Near East from the Ninth to the Thirteenth Centuries, ed. Z. Chitwood and J. Pahlitzsch (Mainz: 

Verlag des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums, 2019), 228. 
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it.”123 Though Yūḥannā’s name is replaced with the title “the physician,” Ibrāhīm’s usual titles of 

“prōtospathários” and “royal secretary” are here, so it seems clear that it refers to the same 

person. This indicates that Ibrāhīm’s father was a physician, explaining his prominent place in 

tenth-century Antioch. The headings that appear with the homily on baptism are similar.124 There 

is no explicit statement that any of the other works were translated by someone other than 

Ibrāhīm, and a thorough comparison of the translation style in the various texts would be 

necessary to make any further claims. However, the fact that these works are attributed to 

Ibrāhīm in some manuscripts may indicate that the prōtospathários was viewed as the translator 

of the entire collection and that his name could be applied to any portion of it.125 

 Whether or not the entire Ephrem and Gregory collections should be attributed to 

Ibrāhīm, he is named as the translator of numerous other individual texts. Though Graf knows 

only Ibrāhīm’s two major collections, Nasrallah adds several other translations from the Greek 

works of John Chrysostom and Pseudo-Dionysios the Areopagite (fl. c. 500). For example, a 

homily (mīmar) attributed to Chrysostom in Sinai ar. 282 (1278) begins with the title “a homily 

by Saint John Chrysostom…that the prōtospathários126 Ibrāhīm b. Yuḥannā translated from 

Greek and wrote in Arabic for his brothers.”127 The same homily concludes with another note: 

 
123 Sinai ar. 400, f. 4v; Sinai ar. 401, f. 5v. Both manuscripts are from the thirteenth century. For more on 

the Antiochian menologion, see below. 
124 Sinai ar. 400, f. 135v; Sinai ar. 401, f. 167v. 
125 Grand’Henry compares several passages from this Gregory collection to a translation made by Antonios, 

abbot of the monastery of St. Symeon of the Admirable Mountain, near Antioch; see Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 162, 

166-172. The passages are taken from Oration 16—#15 in the first recension, #25 in the second recension. On this 

Antonios, see Graf, Geschichte, 2:41-45; Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:273-289. He asserts that in most cases, Ibrāhīm—if 

indeed he was the translator—produces a more impressive and fluent translation than that of Antonios. He therefore 

questions Zayat’s assertions about Ibrāhīm’s lack of fluency in Arabic, though it is also possible that the translation 

of this oration is not actually the work of Ibrāhīm. 
126 The spelling of this word is a bit garbled and difficult to read. ‘Azīz ‘Aṭiyya does not know the term and 

writes the last portion as the separate word “saint” (mār). This would be the only reference to Ibrāhīm as a “saint,” 

but it seems to be a misreading and is corrected by Grand’Henry. See ‘Azīz ‘Aṭiyya, al-Fahāris al-taḥlīliyya li-

makhṭūṭāt Ṭūr Sīnā al-‘arabiyya (Alexandria: Munsha’at al-Ma‘ārif, 1970), 1:518; Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 164. 
127 Sinai ar. 282, f. 180v. The homily can be found in its original Greek—classified as “spuria”—in Migne, 

Patrologia graeca 60:723-730. The final word is also very difficult to read. Grand’Henry (“Méthode,” 164) reads it 
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The prōtospathários and royal secretary, Ibrāhīm b. Yuḥannā of Antioch, translated this 

from the speech of the pure and innocent teacher, the shining128 lamp of Christianity, 

Chrysostom, from the Greek language into the Arabic language, desiring to benefit 

thereby the people of his town—may God the Exalted guard them. He asks anyone who 

reads, copies, or hears it to mention him in mercy.129 

This is the first manuscript note to attribute any specific motivation to Ibrāhīm’s 

translation project, and it is noteworthy: to benefit the people of his town (or country). Another 

thirteenth-century manuscript, Sinai ar. 505, includes the same Chrysostom homily with almost 

identical opening and closing notes, but it clarifies that Ibrāhīm’s “brothers” are “the 

Antiochians” (al-Anṭākiyyīn).130 Thus the textual tradition surrounding Ibrāhīm’s Chrysostom 

translation presents it as a gift to the people of Antioch from one of their native sons. It is worth 

noting in this context that Chrysostom himself was a native of Antioch, unlike Ephrem, any of 

the Gregorys, or Dionysios.131 

Ibrāhīm’s translation of a passage of Pseudo-Dionysios can be found in Sinai ar. 85, a 

manuscript of the twelfth or thirteenth century.132 Alexander Treiger has recently discovered a 

 
as “of Antioch” (al-Anṭākī), while ‘Aṭiyya (al-Fahāris, 1:518) gives “for his brothers” (li-ikhwatihi). I agree with the 

meaning given by ‘Aṭiyya, but by comparing this text with Sinai ar. 505 (13th c.), f. 258v, it seems clear that the 

word is li-ikhwānihi, not li-ikhwatihi. Nasrallah (“Auteurs,” 76) claims that ‘Aṭiyya has made this superscription 

“unintelligible,” though only the word prōtospathários has been misread. On the other hand, Nasrallah’s complaint 

that ‘Aṭiyya misidentifies Ibrāhīm in his index is valid. ‘Aṭiyya (al-Fahāris, 1:565) makes this Ibrāhīm the same as a 

Damascene doctor and copyist of the thirteenth century. He lists a separate “Ibrāhīm the prōtospathários” in 

connection with Sinai ar. 85 (12th/13th c., see below), but also supposes that this Ibrāhīm lived in the twelfth or 

thirteenth century. 
128 This word is written as al-maṭī in Sinai ar. 282, but Sinai ar. 505 (f. 275r) gives it as al-muḍī’. 

Grand’Henry (“Méthode,” 164) simply omits it. 
129 Sinai ar. 282, f. 189r. 
130 Sinai ar. 505, f. 258r-258v. It also describes the lamentation over the dead as “repulsive” (shani‘). To 

the closing note, Sinai ar. 505 simply adds at the end, “may the Lord have mercy on him, amen”; see f. 275r. The 

same heading is found on Sinai ar. 439 (1279), f. 223v. Sinai ar. 439 omits the closing note entirely.  
131 Sinai ar. 505 and other manuscripts contain Arabic versions of other Chrysostom sermons, which may or 

may not be translated by Ibrāhīm; see Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:299-300. 
132 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:300. The text begins with the title, “a treatise [mīmar] composed by Dionysios 

the holy Areopagite, bishop of Athens, on good and evil, that Ibrāhīm the prōtospathários and royal secretary, the 

son of Yūḥannā, of Antioch, undertook to translate by the help of God.” See Sinai ar. 85, f. 62r; translated in 

Grand’Henry, “Méthode,” 163-164. This “treatise” makes up roughly the second half of chapter IV of Dionysios’s 

Divine Names, excerpted and translated independently (Pseudo-Dionysios, Divine Names IV.18-35). See Alexander 

Treiger, “New Evidence on the Arabic Versions of the Corpus Dionysiacum,” Le Muséon 118 (2005): 238; Treiger, 

“Graeco-Arabica,” 207; Treiger, “Greek,” 228. Again, the manuscript includes other texts by Dionysios and other 

authors, and it is unknown whether Ibrāhīm had a hand in translating anything other than this single work. 
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number of other translations attributed to Ibrāhīm. These include Basil of Caesarea’s second 

homily on Lent, which Treiger also calls Homily on Cheesefare Sunday133; a panegyric by 

Chrysostom for the prophet Elijah134; and similar panegyrics from the monumental Greek 

menologion of Symeon Metaphrastēs (10th c.), Ibrāhīm’s contemporary, dedicated to the 

evangelists Luke135 and John.136 The heading on the encomium for Elijah claims that “the royal 

prōtospathários, Ibrāhīm the physician of Antioch, translated it [fassarahu] from the Greek 

language [al-lugha al-Rūmiyya] into the Arabic tongue [al-lisān al-‘arabī].”137 This surprisingly 

identifies Ibrāhīm, not Yūḥannā, as a “physician,” though it may be simply the result of the word 

“son” dropping out in transmission. 

The two panegyrics from Symeon’s Menologion are the only known examples in which 

Ibrāhīm translated contemporary texts rather than works from earlier centuries, though of course 

Symeon’s collected hagiographies were edited from earlier texts.138 It is noteworthy that the 

panegyric on Luke begins with a lengthy description of the beautiful and impressive city of 

Antioch, hometown of Luke as well as Ibrāhīm. Perhaps this is part of the reason this text 

appealed to Ibrāhīm. 

 
133 Treiger, “Greek,” 228; Treiger, “Fathers,” 444. Greek text in Migne, Patrologia graeca, 31:185-197. 

This translation is explicitly attributed to Ibrāhīm in Saint Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Manuscripts A509, f. 19r-

24v. It is also extant in Dayr Sayyidat al-Balmand 125, f. 159v-167v. 
134 Greek text in Migne, Patrologia graeca, 50:725-736. Found on Elijah’s feast day, July 20, in at least 

two menologia: Sinai ar. 407 (1334), f. 156v-168v; Sinai ar. 423 (1626), f. 578r-587v. 
135 Greek text in Migne, Patrologia graeca 115:1129-1140. Found in Sinai ar. 482 (possibly 13th c.), f. 15r-

22v. 
136 Greek text in Migne, Patrologia graeca 116:683-706. Found as an entry for May 8 in a 1334 

menologion, Sinai ar. 405, f. 50v-61v. This is also one of the two extant manuscripts containing the Life of 

Christopher. Though Symeon lists John on December 27, Ibrāhīm mentions two other dates on which he was 

commemorated: September 26 and May 8 (f. 61r). 
137 Sinai ar. 407, f. 156v-157r. 
138 On the encomium for Luke, the heading says that “the prōtospathários translated it [naqalahu] in 

Antioch”; on that for John, the heading says that it is “from the translation [tafsīr] of Ibrāhīm the prōtospathários, 

the son of the physician”; see Sinai ar. 482, f. 15r; Sinai ar. 405, f. 50v. Though the heading for Luke’s panegyric 

does not mention the name Ibrāhīm, he is clearly the intended prōtospathários of Antioch. Both of these headings 

identify Symeon as “the Logothete,” adding weight to the argument of some scholars that Symeon Logothetēs and 

Symeon Metaphrastēs are the same person; see Treadgold, Historians, 203-207. 
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Thus the corpus of Ibrāhīm’s translation work is both less extensive than many twentieth-

century scholars claimed in some areas (because he may not have translated the entire Ephrem 

and Gregory collections) and more extensive than they knew in other areas. His known, 

explicitly attributed translations include: 

• Basil of Caesarea: second homily on Lent 

• Gregory of Nazianzus: two orations on the Son, homily on baptism, and panegyric for 

Basil of Caesarea (Orations 29, 30, 40, 43) 

• Gregory of Nyssa: (spurious) panegyric for Ephrem the Syrian 

• John Chrysostom: panegyric for the prophet Elijah, (spurious) first homily on Patience 

• Pseudo-Dionysios: “treatise on Good and Evil” from Divine Names 

• Symeon Metaphrastēs: panegyrics for the evangelists Luke and John 

This list has grown several times over the past century and will likely continue to grow in the 

future. 

iii. Information from Other Sources 

There were almost certainly more Greek texts translated by Ibrāhīm, but these are the 

only examples currently known. His name is also potentially mentioned in a decree of Patriarch 

Alexios of Constantinople (patr. 1025-1043) from 1030.139 Within the list of signatories, 

immediately following a long collection of metropolitans, the document names “Abramios, 

prōtospathários over the God-guarded [imperial] bedchamber and mystikós.”140 There is no way 

to be sure whether this Abramios is our Ibrāhīm, but the name seems uncommon enough in the 

Byzantine context that it is not out of the question. This would certainly be near the end of 

Ibrāhīm’s life, and if it is our author, it indicates the imperial heights to which he had risen, 

 
139 Gerhard Ficker, Erlasse des Patriarchen von Konstantinopel Alexios Studites (Kiel: Kommissionsverlag 

der Universität Kiel, 1911), 6-21; Guilland, “Protospathaire,” 670; R. Guilland, “Études sur l’histoire administrative 

de l’empire byzantin: Le mystique,” Revue des études byzantines 26 (1968): 284. The decree imposes increased 

restrictions on the Syriac Orthodox Christians who had been relocated to Melitene around the time of Nikephoros’s 

conquest of northern Syria in the late 960s. For more on this decree and its context, see Gilbert Dagron, “Minorités 

ethniques et religieuses dans l’Orient byzantin à la fin du Xe et au XIe siècle: L’immigration syrienne,” Travaux et 

mémoires 6 (1976): 200-204. 
140 Ficker, Erlasse, 20. 
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giving him the additional title of mystikós—a private secretary—and connecting him with the 

imperial bedchamber. Both of these points imply that he was extremely close to the emperor, 

who at the time was Romanos III (r. 1028-1034). This would also be the only sure indication that 

he had moved from Antioch to Constantinople in the course of his career.141 

To sum up, we know little about the life of Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, but we can make a 

general sketch. He was born in the early 950s in Antioch, to a prominent family—his father was 

apparently a physician—with close connections to the Church, and Ibrāhīm was educated there 

under Patriarch Christopher. He spent his career within the Byzantine bureaucracy and at some 

point attained the rank of prōtospathários, probably moving to Constantinople along the way, at 

least on a part-time basis. It seems likely that he was in a position quite close to the emperor, 

based on the hints present in the decree of Patriarch Alexios. One of his tasks while working in 

the bureaucracy was to translate into Arabic some of the Greek works that had recently become 

available as a result of the Byzantine reconquest of Antioch. This included works attributed to 

many of the greatest fourth-century writers, Pseudo-Dionysius, and Ibrāhīm’s older 

contemporary Symeon Metaphrastēs. He viewed these translations, especially his translations of 

fellow Antiochian John Chrysostom, as a gift to the primarily Arabophone residents of his 

hometown. Late in life, he finally found the time to compose biographies of Christopher and 

potentially his followers as well, which he had long intended to do. He must have died around 

1030 or shortly thereafter. 

 

 
141 There is also a prōtospathários named Abramios mentioned on a seal of the eleventh century, which 

gives the title “imperial prōtospathários and eidikós.” Another—undated and fragmentary—seal names an Abramios 

as “imperial prōtospathários over [the eidikón?],” which may or may not be the same Abramios (Prosopographie 

der mittelbyzantinischen Zeit, #20029, #66). The eidikón was the imperial treasury, so this would also connect 

Ibrāhīm closely to the emperor. Ultimately, there is no way to know whether this is the author of the Life of 

Christopher. Klaus-Peter Todt (“Patriarchate,” 40) also suggests that there may be a reference to Ibrāhīm in the form 

of a seal referring to an Abramios as sakellários tḗs Antiokhéōn ekklēsías. 



62 

 

B. Manuscripts and Publication History 

 The Life of Christopher is extant in only two known manuscripts, and the current status 

of one of these is a mystery. Habib Zayat published the work with a French translation in 

Proche-Orient chrétien in 1952 based on a manuscript that he claimed was in his collection.142 

This manuscript, according to Zayat, was copied by the deacon Paul b. al-Za‘īm (1627-1669), 

son of Patriarch Makarios III.143 The manuscript was missing several pages at the beginning and 

the end, so if Ibn al-Za‘īm had given it a title, it was unknown to Zayat, though he suggested the 

title “History of Antioch.” The work was a compilation of various texts relevant to the history of 

this city, including the Life of Christopher.144 

 Zayat thus acknowledges that his manuscript is in less than perfect condition. Moreover, 

Ibn al-Za‘īm himself writes this of the manuscript from which he copied the Life: 

Be aware, my brother, that at the beginning of the patriarchate of my father, I found this 

marvelous and unique account at the end of a very old book, badly written, deprived of 

diacritical points, nearly illegible and gnawed by mites; numerous passages had also 

disappeared. But in all the Arab countries with their monasteries and churches, I have not 

been able to find a second copy of it. I believed it necessary to reproduce it here, because 

it is so precious.145 

We can therefore understand why Zayat says that “without a doubt the copyists…had a large part 

in the deformation of the text such as it has reached us,” and the ravages of time contributed as 

well.146 Zayat expresses his surprise at the fact that Ibn al-Za‘īm apparently never made it to St. 

Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai, where Zayat heard there was another manuscript of this 

text. Zayat himself planned to seek out this text, but was prevented by circumstances from 

 
142 Zayat, “Vie,” 13-16. 
143 Zayat (“Vie,” 13) describes him as “an untiring searcher who, in the course of his frequent travels, knew 

how to put to good use the prestige of his father to search for old manuscripts and copy with his lively pen 

everything that seemed to offer him a certain interest for the hagiography and the history of Syria, in particular of 

Aleppo, his birth city.” 
144 This work is also discussed in Nasrallah, Histoire, 4:1:222-223. 
145 Zayat, “Vie,” 15. This text is translated in Dīk, Sīrat, 3. 
146 Zayat, “Vie,” 15. 
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traveling to Sinai. He therefore decided to publish the text according to the single manuscript in 

his possession, despite his admission that it was in a lamentable state. 

 When Zayat died in 1954, knowledge of the whereabouts of this Ibn al-Za‘īm manuscript 

seems to have died with him. No manuscript matching this description is known to scholars 

today, though presumably it still exists, whether it belonged to Zayat personally or was in a 

monastery somewhere. Scholars have sought it in vain. Fortunately, we have the text as 

preserved by Zayat in the pages of Proche-Orient chrétien. 

 On the other hand, images of the Sinai manuscript of the Life, Sinai ar. 405 (f. 111v-

131r), are now easily accessible through the website of the Library of Congress. This manuscript 

was copied in December 1334 on Mount Sinai, “at the church of Our Lady known as al-

Suryān.”147 It consists of the portion of the Antiochian menologion—a collection of long-form 

saints’ lives, designed to provide reference material for use in homilies and other settings—for 

the months of May and June, with Christopher’s Life on May 23.148 This menologion, a truly 

massive hagiographical collection, was compiled near Antioch by the monk Yūḥannā ‘Abd al-

Masīḥ in the first half of the thirteenth century.149 I have already mentioned several texts that 

were translated by Ibrāhīm and are only preserved in this compilation, showing that the memory 

of Ibrāhīm was alive in the region of Antioch several centuries after his death. Sinai ar. 405 was 

originally part of a multivolume menologion spanning the entire year, copied from thirteenth-

century copies of Yūḥannā’s originals.150 

 
147 Sinai ar. 405, f. 236v. 
148 Noret, “Ménologes,” 21. Nasrallah (“Auteurs,” 78) notes that Margaret Dunlop Gibson mistakenly reads 

the name of the saint as Gristūfūs; see Margaret Dunlop Gibson, Catalogue of the Arabic Mss. in the Convent of S. 

Catherine on Mount Sinai (London: C.J. Clay & Sons, 1894), 72. 
149 Alexander Treiger, “Sinaitica (1): The Antiochian Menologion, Compiled by Hieromonk Yūḥannā ‘Abd 

al-Masīḥ (First Half of the 13th Century),” Khristīanskīĭ Vostokʺ 8 (2017): 231-238. 
150 Sinai ar. 395 (September), Sinai ar. 396/397 (November), Sinai ar. 402 (February-April), Sinai ar. 407 

(July), and Sinai ar. 409 (August) were all produced around the same time at the same church on Mount Sinai, and 

there were likely others to complete the year. See Treiger, “Sinaitica,” 216-217, 223-227; Habib Ibrahim, “Liste des 
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 Zayat claimed that in his manuscript, despite its lacunae, “the altered or illegible passages 

did not, most often, have to do with more than insignificant details, stylistic devices, or praises of 

the patriarch in the genre of the era. The general development of the ideas remains perfectly 

clear.”151 Sauget, having consulted the Sinai manuscript, agreed, claiming that “the recension of 

the Life of Christopher in this manuscript is, apart from some rare variants, identical to that 

published by H. Zayat.”152 Nasrallah, on the other hand, believed that Zayat (along with Sauget) 

“was optimistic in his judgment.”153 Nasrallah found the variants between the two texts to be 

significant and published the final portion of the Sinai manuscript, with a French translation, in 

order to compare it with that of Zayat’s publication.154 When Moiseeva published a Russian 

translation in 2013, she incorporated the variants from the Sinai manuscript that had been 

published by Nasrallah, but otherwise remained faithful to Zayat.155 

 An edition of the text was also published by Ignatius Dick in 1997, but it is not a critical 

edition.156 It lacks a thorough presentation of the variants between the manuscripts and instead 

presents a seamless text that leans heavily on the Sinai manuscript, bringing in occasional 

corrections from Zayat.157 Furthermore, it is extremely difficult to obtain a copy of this book 

outside the Middle East. A full critical edition of the Arabic text therefore remains a 

desideratum.158 

 
vies de saints et des homélies conservées dans les ms Sinaï arabe 395-403, 405-407, 409 et 423,” Chronos: Revue 

d’histoire de l’Université de Balamand 38 (2018): 49. 
151 Zayat, “Vie,” 16. 
152 Sauget, Recherches, 382. 
153 Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 78. 
154 Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 79-82. 
155 Ibrāhīm, “Zhitie,” 28-61; The translation is reprinted in her 2015 monograph; see Moiseeva, 

Agiografii͡ a, 142-175. 
156 Dīk, Sīrat. 
157 Dīk, Sīrat, 24; A.K. Ḥashīma, review of Sīrat al-baṭriyark Kharīsṭūfūrus al-Anṭākī ṣadīq Sayf al-Dawla, 

al-Mashriq 72 (1998): 278-279. 
158 In addition to the editions and translations already mentioned, the most extensive scholarly attention 

paid to this text has been by Canard, Sauget, Nasrallah, and Bīṭār; see Canard, “Vie”; Sauget, Recherches, 380-383; 

Nasrallah, “Auteurs”; Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:303-305; Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 373-386. There are also entries on 
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 The text of the Sinai manuscript (S) is in much better condition than that of Zayat’s 

manuscript (Z) and helps to fill in all of his lacunae. At other points, however, errors in the Sinai 

manuscript need to be corrected from Zayat’s text. The two manuscripts also have a tendency to 

use synonyms that do not sound alike, and in many cases, the term used in S is more obscure. In 

addition, the two manuscripts simply have variant recensions at certain points, even if the overall 

structure remains the same. These variants are most thoroughgoing in the more historical 

portions of the work, those focusing on battles and political struggles, where entire paragraphs 

are often rewritten, though they often convey the same basic meaning. The Sinai manuscript 

tends to include fewer names—for example, the chief conspirator and primary antagonist of the 

story, Ibn Mānik, is named eight times in Z and only twice in S.159 Most notably, S includes a 

two-page preface on the nature of sainthood and the possibility of personal moral change, which 

is entirely omitted in Z. 

 A comparison of this text with the Dhayl—or Sequel—of Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, to be discussed 

below, makes it clear that many of the major variants are instances in which the text of Z mirrors 

that of the Dhayl almost unwaveringly. Thus it seems that the recension of Z has been edited to 

follow Yaḥyā’s Dhayl more closely, while S must reflect something closer to the original text of 

Ibrāhīm. This editing may have been carried out by Paul b. al-Za‘īm himself, or he may have 

been inheriting an earlier textual tradition. More on the relationship between these two nearly 

contemporary texts will follow. 

 

 

 
Ibrāhīm and on the Life in Brill’s Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History, volume 2. These entries 

by John Lamoreaux helpfully summarize and cite earlier scholarship and are the most extensive English discussion 

of Christopher to date. 
159 In S, he is named only on f. 128r and on f. 129r. 
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C. Sources and Style 

 I have already summarized the plot of the Life in the introduction and have no need to 

repeat it in detail here, but I want to focus on some key points. Though this Life is clearly framed 

as a hagiography and is preserved in at least one menologion, its literary style is deeply 

historiographical. It avoids the conventions of some hagiography, most notably in its complete 

absence of miracles—the closest thing to a “miracle” in the text could only be Ibrāhīm’s 

references to divine providence and its guidance of earthly affairs—and in its presentation of 

some of Christopher’s faults along with his good deeds.160 In fact, the ethical preface reflects on 

exactly this question: how should we remember someone who was not perfect, but made major 

changes in their life for the better? For Ibrāhīm, Christopher’s major faults seem to have been 

tied to his luxurious early life as a government bureaucrat, from which he turned to an ascetic life 

upon becoming patriarch. This is notable in light of the fact that Ibrāhīm himself seems to have 

spent most of his life as a high-ranking bureaucrat within the Byzantine imperial hierarchy. 

 Ibrāhīm says nothing about his sources other than his own personal interactions with 

Christopher, but it is clear that he had other sources, especially for his historical narratives. The 

passage about the rebellion in Antioch mirrors a similar passage in Tajārib al-umam, by 

Miskawayh (d. 1030), and the two must have had a common source that is now lost.161 However, 

Miskawayh—as is the case for all Muslim authors—does not mention Christopher, and so it 

seems that Ibrāhīm was fitting his own memories of Christopher’s life and death into the 

historical context that he could find from historical records. Nasrallah also alludes to the 

 
160 Perhaps these stylistic abnormalities contributed to the text’s general disappearance over the centuries. 
161 H.F. Amedroz and D.S. Margoliouth, eds. and trans., The Eclipse of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate: Original 

Chronicles of the Fourth Islamic Century (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1921), 2:214-215, 5:226-228; John Harper 

Forsyth, “The Byzantine-Arab Chronicle (938-1034) of Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd al-Anṭākī” (PhD diss., University of 

Michigan, 1977), 183-184. 
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“archives” or “chronicles” of the patriarchate of Antioch as a likely source, especially for the 

history of the catholicoi of Baghdad and Romagird.162 

D. Memory in the Life 

 The entire Life of Christopher claims to be an act of personal memory, recounting 

“historical truth” as Ibrāhīm remembers it. The potential for the text to be used for liturgical and 

homiletic purposes, or to be re-presented in more-or-less authoritative histories of the region, 

means that it is also laying claim to an authority that can shape the collective memory of its 

audience in particular ways. From what has been recounted above, it should be obvious that there 

were already strong memories of Christopher kept alive in northern Syria (and beyond) by the 

time Ibrāhīm committed his particular memories to writing around 1030: records of his existence 

in imperial histories in Constantinople, an inscription at St. Symeon’s Monastery, relics available 

for public perusal at St. Peter’s house, liturgical commemoration every May, and so on. More 

than 60 years after the patriarch’s death, the past still refused to be fully past. 

 On the other hand, these diverse testimonies to memory interacted with diverse 

rememberers to create a situation in which Christopher’s memory meant many things to many 

people. A large population, centered on but stretching beyond Antioch, agreed that Christopher 

was an important person to remember, but few agreed on the meaning of that memory. His name 

connoted one set of ideas to an imperial general who had read Leo the Deacon, but a very 

different set to a craftsman in Antioch who had participated in Christopher’s educational 

program as a child. To many Christians, no doubt, his death signified the danger of Islam, even if 

they knew no more than the liturgical statement that he “was martyred in the days of the 

 
162 Joseph Nasrallah, L’église melchite en Iraq, en Perse et dans l’Asie centrale (Jerusalem, 1976), 21; 

Joseph Nasrallah, “Réponse à quelques critiques récentes au sujet des catholicosats melchites de Bagdad et de 

Romagyris.” Proche-Orient chrétien 33 (1983): 167-168. J.M. Fiey contests this claim, but is convincingly refuted 

by Nasrallah; see J.M. Fiey, “‘Rūm’ à l’est de l’Euphrate,” Le muséon 90, no. 1-2 (1977): 369. 
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Muslims.”163 Political and social realities shaped the specific ways in which his memory would 

be interpreted by each person.164 His memory must have been a live issue in Antioch and 

beyond, for Patriarch Nicholas had only recently undertaken to move his relics from the Great 

Church to the house of Peter, and there were surely discussions about the significance of 

Christopher for the city and its Church. 

 Into this context stepped Ibrāhīm, already well known among Antiochians—or at least 

elite, literate Antiochians—for his translations and his imperial prestige and authority. His voice, 

which carried significant social power, was used to assert that a specific version of Christopher’s 

memory was the “correct” one. The particular contours of Ibrāhīm’s claims about Christopher 

will be examined throughout the remainder of this study, but here I simply wish to note that in 

writing the Life, Ibrāhīm was making a bid to shape the collective memory of “anyone who 

reads, copies, or hears it,” which would certainly include a large number of people throughout 

northern Syria and beyond.165 He necessarily adopted certain elements of the memories of the 

various groups already mentioned, magnifying some, minimizing others, and omitting still others 

entirely, in order to shape the chaotic mixture of memories of Christopher into one dominant, 

coherent narrative. 

 There was limited information about Christopher on which to base claims for his 

relevance, especially as those who had known him in person aged and died. By committing his 

version of the memory to writing, Ibrāhīm hoped to definitively shape the way that he would be 

remembered in future centuries. His authoritative voice, augmented by the historicizing tone of 

his writing and by his personal contact with Christopher, lent credibility to his efforts to turn his 

 
163 Sauget, Recherches, 380. 
164 Castelli, Martyrdom, 22-23. 
165 This is a common phrase in colophons; for example, see Sinai ar. 282, f. 189r. 
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memory of Christopher into objective history—what “really” happened. Castelli notes that the 

meaningfulness of the traditional distinction between “memory” and “history” has been 

powerfully challenged by postmodern theory, and here we see Ibrāhīm implicitly insisting that 

his personal memory be taken as history, objectively true and authoritative.166 This would 

encourage consumers of the Life to accept his written memory of Christopher as reality and 

therefore to act in ways consistent with the lessons conveyed in that memory. The text must 

indeed have been influential, given the number of later historical works that base their accounts 

of Christopher’s life and death on it. 

 On the other hand, Ibrāhīm’s authority only carried weight within limited contexts—he 

was likely well known at the time in Antioch, but in other times and places his words might carry 

little inherent weight. His claim to firsthand knowledge of Christopher was one way to overcome 

this limitation, but he also needed to place his protagonist within a larger tradition that carried 

authority beyond Antioch. Throughout the Life, therefore, Ibrāhīm strives to convey 

Christopher’s place within the larger collective memory of Christianity by comparing him to 

biblical characters and earlier saints. The preface compares him to Paul and Matthew, while the 

text compares him to such luminaries as Abraham—who, like Christopher, migrated from Iraq to 

Syria—and Peter, his predecessor on the episcopal throne of Antioch.167 His generosity and 

kindness also earn him comparisons to earlier saints such as St. Nicholas and St. John the 

Merciful.168 These invocations of the broader collective memory of the Christian tradition make 

a claim for Christopher’s place within that tradition, insisting that he is significant enough to be 

remembered throughout the Christian world. 

 
166 Castelli, Martyrdom, 18-24. 
167 Ibrāhīm, Life, Preface, §1, §20. 
168 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8, §10. 
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 Ibrāhīm also explicitly reflects on memory, especially toward the end of the Life. As he 

apologizes to Christopher for waiting so long to write down his memories of the patriarch, 

Ibrāhīm claims that he “planned several times to write down your story, so that it might not be 

forgotten in the length of time.”169 He knows that he is growing old, that he will not live forever, 

and he believes that his memory of Christopher is significant enough to endure beyond his death, 

as the technology of writing makes possible. In writing the Life, he hopes to ensure that 

Christopher’s memory—in the form preserved in the Life—will remain influential throughout 

“the length of time,” not just while those who knew him remain alive. This is not to negate any 

hope for personal spiritual reward that Ibrāhīm may have had, but simply to note that he also 

hoped to shape the collective memory of Christopher among the Life’s readers and hearers. 

 After his direct address to Christopher, Ibrāhīm lists eight of Christopher’s disciples and 

states that “I have also devoted to each of them an individual account, as they deserve to be 

remembered.”170 He notes that the mere fact that they were “planted” by Christopher, using a 

botanical analogy, “suffices as a eulogy and a commemoration [dhikr] for them.”171 The 

disciples’ connection to their master, Christopher, is the most significant thing about their 

memory, further driving home Christopher’s importance. Moreover, the presence of these 

“seedlings” nurtured by Christopher shows another form of Christopher’s memory: the 

continuing presence throughout the region of his spiritual descendants, who pass on his memory 

and teachings to future generations. These Church leaders no doubt had a variety of memories of 

Christopher, but Ibrāhīm here attempts to assert his authority to convey the authoritative version 

 
169 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 
170 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. If these were full biographies, they are not preserved, so his claims for their 

significance were apparently not as successful among readers as his claims for Christopher’s significance. 
171 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. 
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of both Christopher’s life and theirs. His version of these memories, after all, can remain 

throughout “the length of time,” for unlike theirs, his version is written. 

 

V. Yaḥyā of Antioch 

A. Life 

 Yaḥyā, son of Sa‘īd, is one of the most important surviving historical sources for this 

time period, and a near contemporary of Ibrāhīm. Little is known about his life, but he lived in 

Alexandria for many years, then moved to Antioch around 1015, likely fleeing the hardships 

imposed on non-Muslim religious communities by the Fāṭimid Caliph al-Ḥākim (r. 996-1021).172 

He must have been born in Egypt around 980, based on the dates of his activity. 

 Though he was almost certainly Egyptian, Yaḥyā was not a member of that region’s 

majority Coptic Church, but a Chalcedonian, like Christopher and Ibrāhīm. In fact, Ibn Abī 

Uṣaybi‘a (d. 1270) claims that he was a “relative” (nasīb) of Sa‘īd b. Baṭrīq, also known as the 

Chalcedonian Patriarch Eutykhios of Alexandria (patr. 933-940), whose chronicle he 

continued.173 However, there is no other evidence for this genealogical assertion, and Yaḥyā does 

not mention any particular family connection to Eutykhios in his text.174 

 Many scholars have identified this Yaḥyā with an Antiochian doctor and apologist 

mentioned by Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a, Abū al-Faraj Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd b. Yaḥyā.175 This doctor was alive 

 
172 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:168; Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 11-12; Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of 

the Caliphates: The Islamic Near East from the Sixth to the Eleventh Century, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2016), 

240. Based on his designation as al-Anṭākī, “the Antiochian,” Nasrallah (Histoire, 3:1:168) argues that he was in fact 

originally—or “ethnically”—a resident of Antioch, who then returned from Egypt to his homeland. This seems to be 

an unwarranted conclusion, as all other available evidence indicates that he was originally Egyptian and spent only 

his later years in Antioch; see Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 12-13. 
173 Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a, Kitāb ‘uyūn al-anbā’ fī ṭabaqāt al-aṭibbā’ (Cairo: al-Maṭba‘a al-Wahbiyya, 1882), 

2:87; Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 12. 
174 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:167-168. 
175 Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a, ‘Uyūn, 1:239; Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 17-18. 
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in 1063, when he was mentioned by Ibn Buṭlān (d. 1066), and some scholars dispute this 

identification on the grounds that the historian would not have been alive this late.176 Moreover, 

Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a himself fails to make any connection between the two Yaḥyās and does not list 

the Dhayl—which he mentions elsewhere—among the works of the doctor Abū al-Faraj. Still, 

numerous pieces of circumstantial evidence point toward Yaḥyā being a physician and 

Chalcedonian Christian apologist as well as a historian.177 As John Forsyth notes, “it was by no 

means unusual for an historian to have another profession than that of historian; it was more the 

rule than the exception.”178 

There is additional evidence to support the claim that Yaḥyā lived into the 1060s, 

including the claim of several later historians that his Dhayl ended in the year AH 458 

(1065/1066).179 Some scholars argue that this is the work of a continuator and not of Yaḥyā 

himself.180 However, though a lifespan of over 80 years was atypical for Yaḥyā’s time period, it 

is certainly not out of the question—in fact, Ibrāhīm seems to have lived about the same length 

of time. To sum up, then, it is probable that Yaḥyā lived from the 980s to the 1060s and died, in 

all likelihood, in 1066 or shortly thereafter. He was most likely a doctor of Egyptian origin, 

possibly a relative of Patriarch Eutykhios, and fled to Byzantine-ruled Antioch in 1014 or 1015, 

where he spent the remainder of his life. 

B. Work 

 Yaḥyā’s most famous work, by far, is his continuation of Eutykhios’s Naẓm al-jawhar, 

known as the Dhayl (sometimes Ṣila), which consumed a great deal of his life’s work. He writes 

 
176 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:168. 
177 Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 18-22. 
178 Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 21. 
179 Muḥammad b. ‘Alī al-‘Aẓīmī al-Ḥalabī, Tārīkh Ḥalab, ed. Ibrāhīm Za‘rūr (Damascus, 1984), 346; 

Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 16. 
180 Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:168. 
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in the preface to the text that he was originally planning to do a full rewrite of Eutykhios’s 

chronicle, but abandoned this ambition due to the scale of the project.181 Instead, he decided to 

continue the work from its ending point in 938. He had already completed two recensions of his 

work before moving to Antioch, where he completed at least one more. Each new recension 

came about due to both the passage of time and the discovery of new sources, especially after his 

move to Antioch, where he had access to previously unknown chronicles in both Arabic and 

Greek.182 

 Portions of the Dhayl are extant in at least seven manuscripts, though two of these have 

been lost since they were mentioned by modern scholars, including Zayat’s manuscript 

mentioned above.183 The earliest, Paris ar. 288 (f. 212v-218v), is from the fourteenth century and 

only includes the portion of the history from approximately 960 to 1010. None of the extant 

manuscripts continue beyond 1034, though several Muslim historians claim that the work 

originally continued to 1066, as noted above.184 The Dhayl naturally focuses most of its attention 

on the times and places for which Yaḥyā had either firsthand knowledge or detailed historical 

sources: Fāṭimid Egypt and the Byzantine Empire, especially Byzantine Syria. His work is of 

great importance for our understanding of this period in the eastern Mediterranean.185 

 
181 Yaḥyā “Histoire,” 708-709. 
182 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 708. 
183 Mark N. Swanson, “Dhayl,” Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History; Zayat, “Vie,” 14. 
184 The extant portion, from 938 to 1034, has been published in several editions, the most widely cited of 

which appeared with a French translation in three installments in Patrologia orientalis. This is the edition begun by 

I. Kratchkovsky and A. Vasiliev in 1924. The second part appeared in Patrologia orientalis 23, no. 3 (1932): 345-

520; the third part appeared in Patrologia orientalis 47, no. 4 (1997): 369-559. A full edition was also published in 

Tripoli in 1990: Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd b. Yaḥyā al-Anṭākī, Tārīkh al-Anṭākī: al-Ma‘rūf bi-ṣilat tārīkh Ūtīkhā, ed. ‘Umar 

‘Abd al-Salām Tadmurī (Tripoli: Jarūs Baras, 1990). 
185 In addition to the Dhayl, at least three works of religious apologetic are attributed to Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd: 

“On the Truth of Religion,” “Refutation of the Jews,” and “Refutation of the Muslims.” These texts are said to be 

extant in a private collection in Aleppo, but have not been examined by scholars. Moreover, scholars debate whether 

these texts, written by Yaḥyā the physician, should be attributed to Yaḥyā the historian, or whether these are two 

different authors. No conclusion has yet been reached, as noted above. Yaḥyā also notes in the Dhayl that he had 

hoped to compose a treatise on the calculation of Easter, but abandoned this sizable task. See Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 

21-22; Nasrallah, Histoire, 3:1:172, 253; Graf, Geschichte, 2:51. 
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C. Christopher in the Dhayl and Its Relationship to the Life 

 The memories of Christopher recounted in the Dhayl are essentially a summarized 

version of those in the Life, though some unexpected claims appear as well. Yaḥyā notes that 

Christopher became patriarch in the 14th year of the caliphate of al-Muṭī‘ (r. 946-974), or roughly 

960, agreeing with other evidence.186 However, he then claims that Christopher was patriarch for 

ten years before he was killed, placing the end of his patriarchate in 969 at the earliest. This 

contradicts the date of Christopher’s death given later in the text: Wednesday, the 22nd of May, 

AG 1278, or the 10th of Jumādā II, AH 356—that is, 967 CE.187 The reference to “ten years” 

must be taken as a mistaken combination of Christopher’s time in the patriarchate with the 

interregnum before the accession of Theodore II in 970. 

 The actual plot of the story includes little that varies from the Life, though it is highly 

condensed and concentrates on the historical sections of the story, given the Dhayl’s focus. 

Yaḥyā describes Christopher’s flight to the monastery of Symeon during the Antiochian 

rebellion and his subsequent prestigious welcome at the court of the triumphant Sayf al-

Dawla.188 Christopher interceded for many of the nobles of Antioch, but they plotted against him 

nonetheless, led by Ibn Mānik, Ibn Maḥmūd, and Ibn Dughāma. Meanwhile, Christopher’s 

Muslim friend Ibn Abī ‘Amr—not explicitly called a “neighbor” in the Dhayl—warned him 

about the plot and encouraged him to leave town.189 Despite this warning, Christopher decided to 

pay a visit to Ibn Mānik “due to his trust in the certainty of the affection (mawadda) that was 

 
186 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 778. 
187 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. Both of these years correspond to 967 CE, but the dates given are one day apart. 

The 10th of Jumādā II in this year was the 23rd of May, which is also the date given (without a year in the S 

manuscript) in the Life of Christopher (Ibrāhīm, Life, §18; see also the title of the Life, which is placed in the 

menologion on May 23). Furthermore, May 22 was a Wednesday in 967, so Yaḥyā’s dating seems implicitly to 

favor that date. Perhaps these discrepancies help to explain the varied dates of Christopher’s commemoration in the 

liturgical texts we examined earlier. 
188 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798, 806-808. 
189 The Dhayl (Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808) calls him Ibn Abī ‘Umar. 
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between them.”190 This is a different reasoning from that found in the Life, where no particular 

emotional connection between Christopher and Ibn Mānik is mentioned, but Christopher believes 

that no noble Muslim would murder someone in their own house. 

 When Ibn Mānik finally summoned Christopher to his house late at night, he asked the 

patriarch why he was plotting against his own city. Christopher asked what he meant, then Ibn 

Mānik claimed that he had written to encourage the Romans to attack Antioch. Unlike in the 

Life, he did not accuse Christopher of corresponding with Ḥamdānid loyalists as well.191 When 

Christopher asked for proof of this accusation, Ibn Mānik got up as if he were searching for a 

letter, then called a group of Khorasani soldiers and encouraged them to kill the patriarch. When 

he was dead, they cut off his head and threw it into the furnace of a public bath—a detail found 

only in the Z manuscript of the Life—and threw his body into the Orontes River. 

 In the morning, Ibn Mānik sent his soldiers to ransack the Church of Cassian and the 

patriarchal residence.192 They took everything they could find, including the chair of St. Peter—

again, this detail is found only in Z. Eight days later, Christopher’s body was found on an island 

in the river and taken to a monastery. The text continues to describe many of the events in the 

aftermath of Christopher’s death, including the capture of Antioch by the Byzantine army and 

the death of the three co-conspirators at the hands of imperial authorities.193 

 It has been typical for scholars to describe the obvious relationship between the Life and 

the Dhayl by claiming that the Life is “the source” of these elements of the Dhayl.194 In most 

cases, these scholars are working only with Zayat’s published text (Z) from 1952, in which the 

 
190 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808. 
191 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809; Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
192 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809-810. 
193 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814, 822-825. 
194 Zayat, “Vie,” 15; Forsyth, “Chronicle,” 182-186. 
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verbatim borrowing from one text to the other is extensive. However, when examining the S text 

of the Life, the relationship between the two works becomes far murkier: the historical sections 

of the text show a great degree of divergence between the two extant manuscripts, and the most 

significant differences are summaries and verbatim equivalents of Yaḥyā’s account, consistently 

found in Z with no parallel—or phrased very differently—in S.195 

Nothing in these variants contains anything not found in Yaḥyā’s text, but S does contain 

information not found elsewhere. For example, when Christopher is assassinated, Z states that 

the murderers threw his head into a public bath furnace—as described in the Dhayl—while S 

ignores this and instead claims that his body was dragged around the city on a ladder, a detail 

found nowhere else.196 This makes it highly unlikely that the recension of S was produced by 

editing an original text closer to Z, indicating instead that Z was produced by editing an earlier 

text, copying and summarizing material from the Dhayl. The fact that S is an earlier manuscript 

witness than Z only adds to the evidence for this position. The editing may have been carried out 

by Paul b. al-Za‘īm or by one of his predecessors. Perhaps it was done to make the text more 

historically rich and—occasionally—more straightforwardly comprehensible, as the literary style 

of S is sometimes rather difficult to follow.197 Counterintuitively, therefore, much of the material 

 
195 The one exception to this rule is in §17 of the Life, where S recounts in detail that Peter the 

Stratopedárkhēs was attacking Aleppo while the Syrian gang was trying to return the captive Ibn Mānik to him. 

Here S follows closely the description of events in Yaḥyā’s Dhayl (“Histoire,” 823-824), while Z simply states that 

the Syrians “brought him to the stratopedárkhēs” and ignores the attack on Aleppo altogether. 
196 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. 
197 For example, S has a tendency to describe major characters and refer to them by epithets without 

revealing their names—if at all—until the end of their part in the story. Z rearranges the text to introduce characters 

by name, generally the first time they are mentioned. This also helps to explain some of the quirks noted by 

Moiseeva (“Hagiography,” 51); for example, Moiseeva notes one instance where an entire set of sentences is 

repeated—it now seems clear that the first occurrence of these sentences is borrowed from Yaḥyā and placed earlier 

in the Z text of Ibrāhīm, while Ibrāhīm’s original usage is found later in both manuscripts. Thus the borrowing from 

Yaḥyā explains the repetition. See Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
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shared between the two texts is actually borrowed from Yaḥyā to Ibrāhīm by a later editor, not 

borrowed from Ibrāhīm by Yaḥyā himself. 

 Furthermore, scholars have typically overlooked the fact that Ibrāhīm’s Life is very 

nearly contemporary to the only extant recension of the Dhayl, published around 1034. Though 

Ibrāhīm was almost certainly several decades older than Yaḥyā, they were both living in Antioch 

at the time and would likely have been in contact with each other. Thus Yaḥyā may have used 

Ibrāhīm’s published text and edited it heavily in producing his account of the events of the 960s, 

or they may have had a common source, or they may simply have been in conversation with each 

other and helped each other produce their works. In any case, it seems nearly certain that S is 

closer to the original text of the Life than Z, especially in these historical sections where heavy 

borrowing from Yaḥyā’s work has been used in the production of Z. This changes our 

understanding of the information available from the Life. 

 

VI. Later Chalcedonian Christian Accounts 

A. Makarios and Paul 

 After these sources of the tenth and eleventh centuries, the extant record of Christopher’s 

memory consists only of manuscript copies of earlier works, as discussed above, until the 

seventeenth century. At that time Patriarch Makarios III and his son Paul b. al-Za‘īm worked to 

copy, collect, and compile numerous documents with relevance to the history of their Church, 

seeking significant texts on their many travels and writing whenever they had the opportunity. 

The Church of Antioch was in dire financial trouble and Makarios and Paul were seeking to 

rebuild it, with the assistance of anyone who was willing to help.198 This included a project of 

 
198 Nikolaj Serikoff, “Patriarch Macarius Ibn al-Za‘im,” in The Orthodox Church in the Arab World: 700-

1700, ed. Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger (DeKalb, Ill.: NIU Press, 2014), 236-238; Ioana Feodorov, “Paul of 
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cultural rebuilding, epitomized by their attempts to produce new and comprehensive accounts of 

the history of their Church. 

As we have already seen, Paul copied the manuscript that included the version of the Life 

of Christopher published by Habib Zayat along with Yaḥyā’s Dhayl. I have also discussed 

Makarios’s revision of the Antiochian liturgy, with the commemoration of Christopher placed on 

May 22, along with the “Sunday of the Holy Relics” during Lent.199 These and other original 

works by Makarios attempt to establish Christopher’s place in the collective memory of the 

Antiochian Church. 

 The same manuscript that discusses Christopher’s relics, Vatican ar. 689 (copied in 

1757), includes numerous other excerpts by Makarios, in several of which Christopher’s name 

can be found.200 He appears in a list of patriarchs of Antioch between Agapios I and Theodore 

II.201 Makarios writes that he should be commemorated at the end of the synaxarion on the first 

Sunday of the Great Fast (Lent), along with several other patriarchs of Antioch and “the blessed 

kings and patriarchs of the city of Constantinople.”202 Makarios states that he considers all of 

these “patriarchs of the great city of God” to be “saints” and calls for their memory to be 

preserved, calling Christopher “the martyr.” 

 In the body of Makarios’s account of Christopher’s life and death, it is clear that he is 

working from the Z version of the Life along with the relevant passages in the Dhayl. In fact, he 

explicitly mentions that Christopher “has a very nice, long, wonderful account [khabar] in 

 
Aleppo,” in The Orthodox Church in the Arab World: 700-1700, ed. Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger (DeKalb, 

Ill.: NIU Press, 2014), 252-254. 
199 Vat.ar.622, f. 45v, 75v-76r; Vat.ar.689, f. 112v. 
200 His name is translated from “Roman” (i.e. Greek) into Arabic in one section of the manuscript, where 

Makarios interprets “Christopher” as “al-lābis al-masīḥ,” the one who wears the Messiah; see Vat.ar.689, f. 75v. 
201 Vat.ar.689, f. 18v. Makarios calls this patriarch Theodore III, and he is called Theodore I and even 

Theodore IV by other sources. The list is somewhat confused. 
202 Vat.ar.689, f. 121v-122r. Makarios notes that Yaḥyā is his primary source for information about the 

patriarchs from Christopher to Theodore III (patr. 1034-1042). 
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Arabic, found with us,” referring to the Life.203 Most of his account follows that of the Life 

closely, though there are some confusions, especially with regard to place names. The 

assassination is described as in the Z manuscript of the Life, though Makarios writes that 

Christopher went to visit his murderer in order to ask him why he wanted to kill him 

(Christopher’s helpful Muslim neighbor, Ibn Abī ‘Amr, is not mentioned), and that the murderer 

had two of his servants kill Christopher—not a band of Khorasani soldiers.204 

 After describing the fate of Christopher’s body, Makarios returns to the beginning of his 

patriarchate to discuss the issue of the catholicos.205 Tracing the beginning of the catholicosate to 

“the time of the 318”—that is, the Council of Nicaea in 325—he explains that Christopher “made 

peace” by ordaining two catholicoi. He also follows Yaḥyā when he says that Christopher was 

patriarch for ten years, creating a confusing chronology. 

 Thus Makarios’s version of Christopher’s life follows both the Z Life and Yaḥyā’s Dhayl, 

but is somewhat unclear on the geographical identity of the places mentioned and follows some 

parts much more closely than others. He claims that Christopher was from Shayzar, perhaps the 

most surprising part of the account, and this raises questions about the information that Makarios 

had available.206 If he had the full text of the Life, he must not have read the beginning carefully, 

or he may have forgotten the portion of Christopher’s young life that was spent in Baghdad when 

he was writing his own account. Alternatively, he may have had another source that placed 

Christopher’s origins in Shayzar, though this hypothetical source is not extant. 

 

 
203 Vat.ar.689, f. 112r. 
204 The martyrdom is dated to the night of May 23, AH 356 (967 CE), as in Z; see Vat.ar.689, f. 112r. 
205 He conflates al-Madā’in and Romagird, leading to a confusing description of a dispute between the 

Christians of “Seleucia al-Madā’in Ctesiphon,” also called “Romagird al-Madā’in,” and Baghdad; see Vat.ar.689, f. 

112r. 
206 Vat.ar.689, f. 111v; Vat.ar.622, f. 45v. As noted earlier, he elsewhere names this city as “Sījar.” 
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B. Athanasios III 

 Like his patriarchal predecessor, Athanasios III Dabbās (patr. 1685-1694, 1720-1724) 

compiled a history of the patriarchate. This text was likely written in Arabic originally, but in 

1702 Athanasios translated it into modern Greek as a gift for Constantin Brâncoveanu, the prince 

of Wallachia (r. 1688-1714).207 It is extant in only one known manuscript, Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek suppl. gr. 85 in Vienna. The Greek version was published with a Romanian 

translation in 1930 and 1931, and it shows that Athanasios was getting almost all of his 

information from Yaḥyā, from whose narrative he rarely departs. There is also at least one sign 

of influence from Makarios, as Athanasios claims that Christopher was from “Sērázē,” clearly 

drawing on Makarios’s “Shayzar” or “Sījar,” though he has perhaps confused it with Shiraz or 

simply garbled the obscure name.208 Other interesting vocabulary choices reflect Athanasios’s 

attempts to tell the story using terms that his 18th-century, Greek-speaking, Ottoman audience 

will understand: he refers to the Muslims as “Turks,” to the governor Rashīq al-Nasīmī as a 

“bey,” and most surprisingly, to ‘Allūsh the Kurd as a “Goth.”209 

C. Michael Burayk 

 From the seventeenth century on, the texts compiled and composed by Makarios, Paul, 

and Athanasios became foundational sources for all later historians of Antioch, beginning with 

Michael Burayk, an eighteenth-century Orthodox priest from Damascus.210 Burayk’s al-Ḥaqā’iq 

al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya (Reliable Facts concerning the Patriarchs 

of the Antiochian Church) is a history of the patriarchs of Antioch from the time of St. Peter to 

 
207 Graf, Geschichte, 3:128. 
208 Atanasie Dabbas, “Istoria patriarhilor de Antiohia,” ed. and trans. Vasile Radu and Ciril Karalevsky, 

Biserica Ortodoxă Română 49 (1931): 20. 
209 Dabbas, “Istoria,” 22-23. 
210 Mīkhā’īl Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya, ed. Nā’ila Taqī al-

Dīn Qā’idbayh (Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 13. 
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the beginning of the patriarchate of Daniel (patr. 1767-1791). Most of the early portion of the 

Haqā’iq is taken from the writings of Makarios and Paul, including its account of Christopher’s 

life and death.211 This is clear from the details of the account, which clearly draws on the 

information found in the Life and Dhayl as filtered through the accounts of Makarios and Paul. 

Burayk repeats earlier claims that Christopher was from Shayzar and served as patriarch for ten 

years, including an account of the rebellion in Antioch that draws from Yaḥyā.212 The history of 

his patriarchate before the rebellion is omitted entirely. No specific date is given for 

Christopher’s murder, but the year is said to be AH 356 (967 CE). 

 The passage ends with the providential death of the conspirators: Burayk writes that both 

Ibn Maḥmūd and Ibn Dughāma were tied to stones and thrown into the sea, while the S version 

of the Life and the Dhayl say that Ibn Maḥmūd died in prison and Ibn Dughāma was thrown into 

the river.213 Burayk ends by describing the gruesome execution of Ibn Mānik and adds a 

moralizing, biblical conclusion, not found in earlier texts: “the one who takes the sword is taken 

by the sword” (Matthew 26:52). 

D. Yūḥannā al-‘Ujaymī 

 Finally, one other eighteenth-century author should be mentioned. Yūḥannā al-‘Ujaymī 

(1724-1785) was a native of a small town in southern Mount Lebanon, but he spent much of his 

early adult life in Italy, France, and elsewhere in Europe.214 His formative years were spent in 

study at the college of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, and although he 

 
211 Burayk, al-Haqā’iq, 27-28. 
212 Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 109-110. 
213 Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 112. Interestingly, Z has “sea” in place of “river,” so it is clear that this is the text 

from which Burayk was getting his information; see Ibrāhīm, Life, §19. 
214 Graf, Geschichte, 3:237. 



82 

 

eventually became a Melkite Greek Catholic priest in Ottoman Mount Lebanon, he returned to 

Europe repeatedly and died there in 1785. 

 Al-‘Ujaymī wrote histories of several Middle Eastern Churches, including a history of the 

Chalcedonian patriarchs of Antioch that mentions Christopher. These histories are framed as 

“national” (millī) histories, and al-‘Ujaymī’s approach reflects both the Ottoman millet system 

for managing religious divisions and the growing European consciousness of national identity. 

His 1756 work al-Tawārīkh al-milliyya fī sharḥ aḥwāl al-baṭārika al-Anṭākiyya (The National 

Histories Explaining the Situations of the Antiochian Patriarchs) is sometimes known by a 

shorter, Greek title, the Antiochian Taktikón.215 

 Al-‘Ujaymī takes some startling departures from his Arabic Christian predecessors, and 

his description of Christopher’s life focuses on the victories of Nikephoros and the irrational 

violence of “the prince of Islam” (amīr al-Islām) who killed Christopher “because he was the 

head of the Christians” (ra’īs al-Masīḥiyyīn).216 The introduction to the work explains that al-

‘Ujaymī’s historical information is extracted from Greek and Latin histories, and the only source 

he names in this section is Leo the Deacon.217 He also connects Christopher’s death to that of 

John VII in Jerusalem, showing that he has read Skylitzēs. His Greek-based approach makes his 

claims radically different from others in this tradition. 

 Overall, al-‘Ujaymī’s history is much more hostile to Islam than anything else to be 

found in this line of authors. Given his sources, it would perhaps make more sense to include 

him with the Byzantine authors, but at times he even outdoes them in the intensity of his 

language. For example, rather than referring to “Muslims,” al-‘Ujaymī simply refers to “Islam” 

 
215 Graf, Geschichte, 3:237-238. The text is extant in several manuscripts, the most accessible of which is 

Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale 155. 
216 Bibliothèque Orientale 155, f. 125v. 
217 Bibliothèque Orientale 155, f. 2v, 125v. 
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as a collective actor responsible for numerous atrocities. Nikephoros was at war with “Islam,” 

and “Islam” killed John in Jerusalem.218 When the Byzantine army conquered Antioch, “the joy 

that came to the Christians…was indescribable.” It is clear that al-‘Ujaymī’s European education 

has exposed him to a different view of Islamic history from that of many other Arabic-speaking 

Christians, even contemporaries such as Burayk. Apart from al-‘Ujaymī, most such authors 

follow in the footsteps of Makarios, who in turn draws from Ibrāhīm and Yaḥyā. Modern Syrian 

and Lebanese Christian scholars like Ignatios Dick, Tūmā Bīṭār, and Habib Zayat inherit the 

legacy of these early modern predecessors. 

 

VII. Muslim and Non-Chalcedonian Christian Sources 

 Most non-Chalcedonian Christians seem not to have cared to remember Christopher in 

their historical and hagiographical works. In a way, this is only fair, as the Life hardly mentions 

non-Chalcedonian Christians at all, though certainly the city must have had a good number of 

Armenians and Syriac Orthodox.219 In the aftermath of Christopher’s death and the Byzantine 

reconquest of Antioch, the Chalcedonian patriarch of Antioch became once again an imperial 

agent, and therefore also an agent of repression to the non-Chalcedonian “heretics.” Later 

historians in these traditions must therefore have had little sympathy for the fate of one 

Chalcedonian patriarch who happened to run afoul of rebels in Antioch, and the inner workings 

of the “Melkite” Church were in any case far from their primary concern. 

 
218 Bibliothèque Orientale 155, f. 125r-125v. 
219 Dagron, “Minorités,” 186-188, 205-216. Michael Attaleiatēs, an eleventh-century Byzantine historian, 

claims that the region of Antioch was full of the “wicked beliefs” of the Armenians, “Nestorians,” and Syriac 

Orthodox; see Michael Attaleiates, The History, ed. and trans. Anthony Kaldellis and Dimitris Krallis (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2012), 174-177. If anyone in the Life can be identified as a non-Chalcedonian Christian, it 

must only be the “gang” of Syrians who capture Ibn Mānik and sell him to Peter the stratopedárkhēs; see Ibrāhīm, 

Life, §17. 
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 Still, Christopher is mentioned, albeit not by name, in the Syriac Chronicle of Bar 

‘Ebrāyā (known in Latin as Bar Hebraeus), maphrian of the Syriac Orthodox Church from 1264 

to 1286. His source for the account is unknown, as Patriarch Michael I (patr. 1166-1199)—his 

source for so much information—does not include it. His sole mention of Christopher occurs in 

the context of a description of a battle between the Arab and Khorasani armies of Antioch and 

the Byzantines, which is immediately followed by the statement that “the Arabs [Ṭayāye] who 

were in Antioch slew the patriarch of the Chalcedonians, and laid waste to most of the churches 

of Antioch.”220 

 The phrasing of “the Arabs who were in Antioch” is interesting, because in the rest of the 

passage Bar ‘Ebrāyā carefully distinguishes between “the Khorasanis who were in Antioch” and 

“the Arab children of Antioch,” and immediately after Christopher’s murder he mentions the 

violent “schism” that erupted between these two groups. This indicates that he considered many 

Arabs to be natives of Antioch in a way the Khorasanis simply were not, and it is unclear why he 

distances Christopher’s murderers from the “Arab children of Antioch” in this way. On the other 

hand, he does not attribute Christopher’s murder to the Khorasanis, as Ibrāhīm does. 

 I have found no non-Christian sources mentioning Christopher. Even when Muslim 

historians draw on Yaḥyā’s history of this period, for example, they consistently omit the 

portions discussing Christopher, evidently deeming them irrelevant to the history of Islamic 

Syria.221 Though Muslims were a major part of Christopher’s context in tenth-century Antioch, 

as attested by the sources, his life and death were not considered historically significant by the 

 
220 Grīgōriyōs bar ‘Ebrāyā, Ktābā d-Maktbānūt zabne (Paris, 1890), 190. 
221 I have already mentioned al-‘Aẓīmī’s use of Yaḥyā in the twelfth century (he mentions Yaḥyā by name 

in Tārīkh, 346). Yaḥyā is also one of the most important sources for Ibn al-‘Adīm in the thirteenth century; see 

Kamāl al-Dīn ‘Umar b. Aḥmad b. al-‘Adīm, Zubdat al-ḥalab min tārīkh Ḥalab, ed. Sāmī Dahhān (Damascus: al-

Maʻhad al-Faransī bi-Dimashq lil-Dirāsāt al-ʻArabiyya, 1951-1968), 1:106-250. 
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ruling religious group. Muslim historians must have encountered his story while consulting the 

Dhayl, but it was quickly passed over in favor of information about the Ḥamdānid rulers and 

their internal and external opponents. 

 

VIII. Conclusion 

 It is ironic, in a sense, that Bīṭār includes Christopher among the Forgotten Saints of 

Antiochian history. As I have shown in this chapter, Christopher was never forgotten, from the 

first recorded textual mention of his name in the History of Leo the Deacon to the republication 

of the Life by modern scholars and beyond. For centuries, his memory was also preserved in the 

form of an inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān—perhaps still extant today—and for some time in the 

form of relics displayed in prestigious locations in Antioch. Whether for scholars consulting the 

text of Yaḥyā’s Dhayl or for average Syrian Christians who might hear Christopher mentioned in 

May masses, his memory was never lost and in fact appeared in many different contexts. 

 On the other hand, I have also shown the greatly limited scope of the spread of this 

memory. If “appeals to the past are among the commonest of strategies in interpretations of the 

present,” according to Said, then those using Christopher’s memory in order to interpret their 

present were always a small group.222 Until the twentieth century, his memory hardly ever 

moved beyond the crescent of territory from Constantinople to Sinai—not even, as far as we 

know, to his birthplace of Baghdad—or beyond his own Chalcedonian Christian community. 

Only a few scholars read the Byzantine and Antiochian histories or the Life, only a few monks 

read the inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān, and when Christopher’s name came up in church, few may 

have thought of it when the service ended. The limited range of this survey thus makes it 

 
222 Said, Culture, 3. 
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interesting to observe the diversity of the few extant reports and the sometimes conflicting nature 

of their claims, shaped by their historical, political, and geographical contexts. In the chapters 

that follow, I will dig more deeply into the themes (intentionally or unintentionally) emphasized 

in these varied records of memory, beginning with their claims about the local identity of the city 

of Antioch and Christopher’s place in it.
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CHAPTER TWO: ANTIOCH AND ITS NETWORKS 

 

 

Les géographies, dit le géographe, sont les livres les plus précieux de tous les livres. Elles 

ne se démodent jamais. Il est très rare qu’une montagne change de place. Il est très 

rare qu’un océan se vide de son eau. Nous écrivons des choses éternelles. 

"Geographies," said the geographer, "are the most precious of all books. They never 

become outdated. It is very rare that a mountain changes its position. It is very rare 

that an ocean empties itself of its waters. We write of eternal things." 

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Le petit prince1 

 

 سيسأل ناس ما قريش ومكة

 كما قال ناس ما جديس وما طسم

People will ask, “What are Quraysh and Mecca?” 

  As people have said, “What is Jadīs, and what Ṭasm?” 

—Abū al-‘Alā’ al-Ma‘arrī, “Sa-yas’al nās mā Quraysh wa-Makka”2 

 

Salina, I’m as nowhere as I can be. 

Could you add some somewhere to me? 

—The Avett Brothers, “Salina” 

 

 

 Even as these authors were relating memories of Christopher—as they understood these 

memories and as they wished them to be understood by their readers—they were simultaneously 

relating memories of a place that they called (among other titles) Antioch on the Orontes. Like 

all places, this was a complex place that changed over time, as these texts clearly and repeatedly 

illustrate, yet each author put forward a particular vision of Antioch’s local identity and of 

Christopher’s proper place within it. As discussed before, in the words of Edward Said, “appeals 

to the past are among the commonest of strategies in interpretations of the present,” and each 

author described the Antioch of the past in order to express their ideas about the proper shape of 

Antiochian life in the present and future, often very different from the actually existing 

 
1 Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Le petit prince (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), 65-66. 
2 Abū al-‘Alā’ al-Ma‘arrī, “Sa-yas’al nās mā Quraysh wa-Makka,” al-Dīwān, 

https://www.aldiwan.net/poem23280.html (accessed January 11, 2018). 
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conditions of the time.3 Thus their statements about this historic pólis had an inescapable 

political edge, challenging the prevailing structures and dynamics of their time, often in subtle 

ways. 

 I will discuss these authors’ positions vis-à-vis empires and other political powers in my 

final chapter, but here I wish to interrogate their texts’ claims about the local identity of Antioch 

at a more basic level. If, as Doreen Massey writes, place is “a simultaneity of stories-so-far,” 

these authors simultaneously inherited the stories of all who spoke about Antioch before them 

and added their stories to the ever-growing collection.4 Some of these stories had greater political 

power than others and could therefore shape the present and future of Antioch in more 

authoritative ways, but all pushed the discussion forward in some direction. 

Our reading of these texts might contribute in a unique way to a very modern scholarly 

debate regarding the liberative and inclusive possibilities of the concept of “place,” exemplified 

in the works of geographical theorists such as Massey, David Harvey, and Jon May. By reading 

the texts with attention to Massey’s view of places as nodes in a larger geographical network, 

and by comparing these textual networks to one another, we can see the different angle that each 

source takes in describing the place of Antioch in the world. My central argument here is that 

Ibrāhīm’s Life of Christopher sets out a geographical vision that is distinct from both of the 

predominant scholarly approaches in his context, namely the geographies of imperial Byzantine 

and Muslim authors. This network of places is centered on Antioch, but rather than a focus on 

political power, it views geography through the networks of the Antiochian Church. 

 
3 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), 3. See also David 

Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 309-310; 

Jon May, “Globalization and the Politics of Place: Place and Identity in an Inner London Neighbourhood,” 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 21, no. 1 (1996): 196. 
4 Doreen Massey, For Space (London: SAGE Publications, 2005), 9. 
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I will focus, in this and all subsequent chapters, on the Life of Christopher, with 

additional attention to the portions of other texts that mention Christopher. This will help to show 

the role that Christopher played for the authors who remembered him, in this case the role that he 

played in conveying the local identity of tenth-century Antioch. This examination of the sources 

will give us a more detailed picture of the geographical context within which Christopher lived 

and worked, as recreated by his rememberers. Christopher helped to shape his context, as did 

those who remembered him in later centuries, in many contrasting directions. 

 

I. Perspectives on Place, Past and Present 

 Ibrāhīm’s most explicit discussion of the importance of place is not in reference to 

Antioch at all, but appears in his narration of the conflict between Baghdad and Shash (now 

Tashkent) on the issue of the catholicos. He presents the arguments of the two sides as follows: 

The group of Christians gathered in Baghdad said, “The catholicos belongs to us, and we 

are more deserving of him, because his residence was in Ctesiphon, and Ctesiphon is in 

our neighboring area, near us.” And the people in Shash said, “We are the people of that 

place, who were moved from there to here with the catholicos of all the East, and as a 

person is nobler than any piece of land, it is necessary for us to have the catholicos, who 

moved here with us. We have precedence, if we must speak about what is appropriate, 

and it is more proper for us than for you, because you ask that you should have 

precedence on account of nothing but stones and dust.”5 

Here the Christians of Central Asia make what seems to be a definitive claim about the relative 

value of people and places: “a person is nobler than any piece of land.” They derisively dismiss 

the claim of the Iraqis, including the future Patriarch Christopher, insisting that an argument 

 
5 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. Yūḥannā ‘Abd al-Masīḥ, the 13th-century monk who compiled the Antiochian 

menologion that includes the Life of Christopher and several of Ibrāhīm’s translations from Greek, may have felt a 

personal connection to this story: the headings of several texts translated by Yūḥannā state that he was “elected 

catholicos of Romagird and Shash,” though he presumably turned down this election to remain a monk in Syria; see 

Alexander Treiger, “Sinaitica (1): The Antiochian Menologion, Compiled by Hieromonk Yūḥannā ‘Abd al-Masīḥ 

(First Half of the 13th Century),” Khristīanskīĭ Vostokʺ 8 (2017): 233. 
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founded on the continuity of place is really founded on “nothing but stones and dust.” This was 

surely the opinion of many people in Christopher and Ibrāhīm’s context, as it is today. 

 In Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, which explores place in numerous creative and poetic 

ways, Marco Polo tells his host Kublai Khan of the fabulous city of Leandra. The noteworthy 

characteristic of Leandra is that “gods of two cities” guard it, and Polo describes these two types 

of deities in detail.6 One species, which Polo calls Penates, “stands at the doors of the houses, 

inside, next to the coatrack and the umbrella stand; in moves, they follow the families and install 

themselves in the new home at the consignment of the keys.”7 They are attached to the people of 

Leandra: they “believe they are the city’s soul, even if they arrived last year; and they believe 

they take Leandra with them when they emigrate.”8 Like the Central Asian Christians of the Life 

of Christopher, they believe that the people they protect should take precedence over any 

geographically stable buildings or stones. 

 The other gods of Leandra are known as Lares. “They belong to the house,” Polo tells 

Kublai, “and when the family that has lived there goes away, they remain with the new tenants; 

perhaps they were already there before the house existed.”9 They act as guardians of the houses 

of Leandra and consider the built environment, rooted in an unchanging location, to be more 

lasting and more substantial than any inhabitant might be. In fact, “the Lares consider the 

Penates temporary guests, importunate, intrusive; the real Leandra is theirs, which gives form to 

all it contains.”10 Like the Baghdadi side of the catholicos debate, the Lares assert that they 

 
6 Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, trans. William Weaver (Orlando: Harcourt, 1974), 78. 
7 Calvino, Cities, 78. 
8 Calvino, Cities, 79. 
9 Calvino, Cities, 78. 
10 Calvino, Cities, 79. 
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should have preeminence because they are connected to a place that has stood from time 

immemorial without moving. 

 As Calvino writes, “The true essence of Leandra is the substance of endless debate.”11 

This debate played out along similar lines for the Christians of the Life, and the stakes were high. 

Not only would the victor wield substantial power over the Church of the eastern Islamic world, 

but the patriarch would also be making a theological statement: Is the Christian God, or at least 

this God’s Church, more like the Penates or the Lares of Polo’s account? If the statement of the 

Central Asians were truly the last word in the controversy, Ibrāhīm’s position would seem to be 

clear—God, like the Penates, does not give precedence to people and places “on account 

of…stones and dust.” 

The protagonist of Ibrāhīm’s story opposed this position, however, and the dispute was 

only resolved when Christopher, now patriarch, appointed two catholicoi, one for Baghdad and 

one for Romagird. According to Ibrāhīm, Christopher “realized within himself that he had 

previously done either more or less than what was appropriate, as a result of his favoritism and 

opposition,” and therefore agreed to this compromise solution.12 Thus the patriarch’s ultimate 

solution to the problem neither adopted the position of the Central Asians, nor clung to his own 

earlier position and its deep rootedness in place, but upheld the value of both people and place by 

assigning a catholicos to each group. His decision indicates that he sees the divine in the 

positions of both Penates and Lares, finding a solution that can satisfy both his quarreling 

Christian flock and the quarreling gods of Calvino’s text. Ibrāhīm holds out this vision of balance 

and mutual exchange between people and place as the ideal solution. 

 

 
11 Calvino, Cities, 79. 
12 Ibrāhīm, Life, §5. 
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II. The People in Antioch 

A. Religious Groups 

 When attempting to discern the local identity of Antioch, then, we must ask what sorts of 

people lived in the Antioch portrayed in these sources. Certainly, Chalcedonian (or “Melkite”) 

Christians lived there: all of the authors except Bar ‘Ebrāyā were members of this religious 

group, as was Christopher, their protagonist.13 Ibrāhīm and the other Arabic writers typically use 

the qur’anic word Naṣrānī (pl. Naṣārā) to refer to their community, even in the seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century texts of Makarios and Michael Burayk.14 In addition to Christopher, his 

predecessor Agapios is named as a Chalcedonian inhabitant of the city, along with other 

prominent locals like Theodoulos, later bishop of Seleucia. Numerous unnamed Christians 

populate the pages, such as the orphans whom Christopher fed and the young people whose 

education he provided. After the Byzantine conquest of 969, many new Chalcedonian Christians 

arrived in the city, generally imperial officials and military leaders, but also Christopher’s 

successors Theodore II (patr. 970-976) and, later, Nicholas II (patr. 1025-1030).15 Though not 

natives of Antioch, they became the bulk of the ruling elite there and are generally referred to as 

Romans (Rūm). 

 
13 On the term “Melkite,” see Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger, introduction to The Orthodox Church 

in the Arab World, 700-1700: An Anthology of Sources (DeKalb, Ill.: NIU Press, 2014), 6; Sidney H. Griffith, The 

Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2008), 13, 137-139. 
14 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2, §7, §10, §14, §15, §17, §18; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 810; Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r; Mīkhā’īl 

Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya, ed. Nā’ila Taqī al-Dīn Qā’idbayh (Beirut: 

Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 112. For more on this term, see Griffith, Church, 7-8. Arabophone Christians today often call 

themselves masīḥiyyūn, sg. masīḥī. 
15 A. Asa Eger, “(Re)Mapping Medieval Antioch: Urban Transformations from the Early Islamic to the 

Middle Byzantine Periods,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 67 (2013): 103; V. Grumel, “Le patriarcat et les patriarches 

d’Antioche sous la seconde domination byzantine,” Echos d’orient 33 (1934): 133-134, 136-137; Gilbert Dagron, 

“Minorités ethniques et religieuses dans l’Orient byzantin à la fin du Xe et au XIe siècle: L’immigration syrienne,” 

Travaux et mémoires 6 (1976): 205-207. 
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 Other sects of Christianity are underrepresented in these sources. There are two potential 

mentions of non-Chalcedonians in the Life, but neither is explicit. First, “the patrician Kulayb” 

may have been a Syriac Orthodox Christian based on references to him in other sources, though 

his religious affiliation is not stated in the Life, and Yaḥyā simply describes him as a “Christian” 

(naṣrānī).16 The second is in reference to the group of “Syrians” (Suryān) who captured and 

ransomed Ibn Mānik after the conquest.17 The Christians known as Suryān, without additional 

qualification, could potentially be Syriac-speaking Miaphysites, though it is also possible they 

are Syriac-speaking Chalcedonians.18 Ibrāhīm also refers to the Aleppo-Antioch area as “the land 

of the Syrians,” so this group was clearly a major demographic element throughout the region.19 

Still, their presence in Antioch itself is erased: they play no part in the story and none of their 

churches are mentioned, though they certainly had a presence in the City of God at the time. 

They are relegated to the role of mountain outlaws, excluded from the life of Antioch and other 

major cities, even in the “land of the Syrians.” The same is true of the Miaphysite Armenians and 

even the Chalcedonian Georgians, who are not mentioned in Antioch at all, despite the fact that 

 
16 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 2:369, 373-374, 420. Kulayb later became basilikós (the most 

prominent official in the city) of Antioch, and later of Melitene. In Melitene he sponsored the construction of a 

Syriac Orthodox monastery, according to Michael the Syrian, so this may be his religious affiliation. See V. Laurent, 

“La chronologie des gouverneurs d’Antioche sous la seconde domination byzantine (969-1084),” Mélanges de 

l’Université Saint-Joseph 38 (1962): 231; Klaus-Peter Todt and Bernd Andreas Vest, Syria (Syria Prōtē, Syria 

Deutera, Syria Euphratēsia) (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2014), 1:191-192, 

565, 567; 2:1470, 1675; Catherine Holmes, “Byzantium’s Eastern Frontier in the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries,” in 

Medieval Frontiers: Concepts and Practices, ed. David Abulafia and Nora Berend (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 

2002), 94, 102; Catherine Holmes, “‘How the East Was Won’ in the Reign of Basil II,” in Eastern Approaches to 

Byzantium, ed. Antony Eastmond (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2001), 48-50; Dagron, “Minorités,” 192. 
17 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 823. 
18 Samir Khalil Samir, “Les Suryān et la civilisation arabo-musulmane,” Parole de l’Orient 30 (2005): 32-

33. Suryān could include East Syrians as well, but there were few of these in the region of Antioch. 
19 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. Eleventh-century Byzantine historian Michael Attaleiatēs laments that Antioch had 

come under Turkish attack, arguing that “such a large uprising of the foreign nations and the slaughter of those who 

live under Roman authority could only be attributed to [God’s] anger against the heretics, that is the 

Armenians…and those whose religion was the heretical, Jewish one of Nestorios [patr. of Constantinople 428-431] 

and the Aképhaloi [i.e. Miaphysites]. For those lands abounded in such wicked beliefs.” See Michael Attaleiates, 

The History, ed. and trans. Anthony Kaldellis and Dimitris Krallis (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 

174-177. 
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all of these groups had significant numbers in the region.20 Other sources testify to the presence 

of Syriac Orthodox and other churches in Antioch, but it is clear that for Ibrāhīm and his fellow 

“Melkite” authors, Antioch was a place for their own Christian community, not a place that 

included a diverse array of Christians.21 

 On the other hand, Muslims form a prominent part of the population of Antioch in these 

texts, though limited to the period before the Byzantine conquest. Ibrāhīm uses the term 

“Muslims” 12 times, “Hagarenes” five, and “children of Hagar” once, with no apparent 

distinction in meaning.22 Other Arabic sources tend to use “Muslim,” while Greek sources 

generally use “Hagarene” or “Saracen.”23 Several Muslims, both conspirators against and friends 

of the patriarch, are described as Christopher’s “neighbors,” so it seems that the religious groups 

of Antioch did not live in fully segregated areas, even if there were some particularly 

concentrated neighborhoods for each group.24 

 While Muslims are usually referenced without distinction among sects, Ibrāhīm does 

mention without comment that Khalīfa b. Jundī, ‘Īsā’s pre-patriarchal employer and emir of 

Shayzar, was a Qarmaṭī, a member of an Ismā‘īlī Shī‘ī group that played a major role in 

 
20 Klaus-Peter Todt, “Antioch in the Middle Byzantine Period (969-1084): The Reconstruction of the City 

as an Administrative, Military, Economic, and Ecclesiastical Center,” Topoi Supplement 5 (2004): 182, 187-188; 

Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 103. 
21 Clara ten Hacken, “The Description of Antioch in Abū al-Makārim’s History of the Churches and 

Monasteries of Egypt and Some Neighbouring Countries,” in East and West in the Medieval Mediterranean: 

Antioch from the Byzantine Reconquest until the End of the Crusader Principality, ed. K. Ciggaar and M. Metcalf 

(Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2006), 1:197, 205, 214; Dagron, “Minorités,” 187, 207-208; Klaus-Peter Todt, “The 

Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch in the Period of the Renewed Byzantine Rule and in the Time of the First 

Crusades (969-1204),” in Tārīkh kanīsat Anṭākiya lil-Rūm al-Urthūdhuks: Ayya khuṣūṣiyya? (Tripoli, Lebanon: 

Manshūrāt Jāmi‘at al-Balamand, 1999), 41; Todt, “Antioch,” 187-188; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 100, 102-103; Asa 

Eger, The Spaces between the Teeth: A Gazetteer of Towns on the Islamic-Byzantine Frontier (Istanbul: Yayınları, 

2012), 20, 24-25; Matthew of Edessa, Armenia and the Crusades: Tenth to Twelfth Centuries, trans. Ara Edmond 

Dostourian (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1993), 84-86, 148, 157; Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:615. There 

must also have been Jews in Antioch, but they are not mentioned; see Todt, “Antioch,” 188. 
22 Muslims: Ibrāhīm, Life, §7, §11, §13, §14, §15, §17. Hagarenes: §2, §7, §10, §11, §17. Children of 

Hagar: §1. 
23 For example, Leo the Deacon (History, VI.6) describes Christopher’s murderer as Antioch’s “former 

Hagarene ruler.” 
24 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, §13, §14; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 101, 130-132. 
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Ḥamdānid Syria.25 Generally enemies of the ‘Abbāsids in Baghdad, they served at times as 

welcome allies for Sayf al-Dawla, himself a Shī‘ī, though they were always held at arm’s 

length.26 This tense political context may be part of the background to Sayf al-Dawla’s hesitancy 

at the prospect of offending Khalīfa by taking away his favorite employee. Ibrāhīm also uses the 

term “Khārijī” twice, but rather than referring to the early Muslim sect, he uses it as a synonym 

for “rebel.”27 

B. Ethnic Groups 

 The Antioch of these texts was also home to an astonishing mosaic of ethnic groups, 

considering that it was a fairly small city without special prominence in the Islamic world of the 

time.28 I have already discussed Ibrāhīm’s mention of “Syrians” and neglect of Armenians, 

groups that formed both ethnic and religious affiliations to a great extent. It is clear that many of 

the characters in these stories would be identified as “Arabs” as well, though Ibrāhīm does not 

use the exact term ‘arabī.29 On the other hand, he uses the term a‘rābī twice, referring to a 

“desert Arab,” essentially as a synonym for a “Bedouin” (badawī), such as Khalīfa b. Jundī.30 

“Desert Arabs” are depicted as wild and potentially dangerous, but not as uniformly bad people. 

 The text of Bar ‘Ebrāyā is particularly interesting on this point. As I mentioned in chapter 

1, he is almost completely consistent in calling the Arabs of Antioch “Arab children of Antioch” 

 
25 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3. 
26 Marius Canard, Histoire de la dynastie des H’amdanides de Jazîra et de Syrie (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1953), 1:632-634; Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphates: The Islamic 

Near East from the Sixth to the Eleventh Century, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2016), 231. 
27 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, §12. Edward Lane’s Arabic-English lexicon discusses both the particular and general 

meanings of the term. 
28 Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 100-102, 133-134; Eger, Spaces, 19-20. 
29 Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 100-101. Leo (History, I.2; II.1; III.5; VI.8) typically uses “Arab” in a general 

ethnic sense, but in some cases it may apply only to Bedouin; see Eric McGeer, Sowing the Dragon’s Teeth: 

Byzantine Warfare in the Tenth Century (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1995), 68. 
30 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3, §15. “Bedouin” is used only once, in §3. 
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(Ṭayyāye bnay Anṭyōkyā), identifying them intimately with the city in familial language.31 In 

contrast, when referring to non-Arabs, he simply says that they were “in” Antioch, and at times 

even identifies them as “children of” the country from which they came. This changes when he 

mentions Christopher’s assassins, whom he calls “the Arabs who were in Antioch” (Ṭayyāye d-b-

Anṭyāk).32 Unlike the other Antiochian Arabs, these Arabs are distanced from the city in some 

way. They may be “in” Antioch, but they are not its true children. 

 Another significant group of characters is identified as “Persians” or as “Khorasanis,” 

and Eger notes that this group likely made up a major portion of Antioch’s population at the 

time.33 The latter term may be intended as a subset of the first, so it is possible that not all 

“Persians” are also “Khorasanis,” but it seems clear that large contingents came from Khorasan 

to Antioch, especially as fighters to aid in the defense of the Syrian border. Yaḥyā and Burayk 

claim that there were 5000 of these soldiers in one wave, led by a man named Muḥammad b. 

‘Īsā.34 Some members of this military force were incited by Ibn Mānik to kill Christopher. 

Ibrāhīm also implies that more Khorasani troops arrived shortly after the patriarch’s death. 

 However, the Persian presence in Antioch was not limited to newly arrived volunteer 

soldiers: Ibn Mānik, the leader of the assassination plot, “was also a Persian and knew the 

language of the Khorasanis.”35 This ethnic affiliation, according to Ibrāhīm, was what inspired 

Ibn Mānik to use the visiting soldiers as his mercenaries, taking advantage of their ignorance of 

the complex situation in Antioch. Given the large population of “Persians” in Antioch at the 

time, as discussed above, Ibrāhīm does not need to explain how a member of this group came to 

 
31 Grīgōriyōs bar ‘Ebrāyā, Ktābā d-Maktbānūt zabne (Paris, 1890), 190. 
32 Grīgōriyōs bar ‘Ebrāyā, Ktābā d-Maktbānūt zabne (Paris, 1890), 190. 
33 Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 101; Eger, Spaces, 19-21; Abdullah Muhammad Mustafa Abu Ezzah, “The Syrian 

Thughūr” (PhD diss., University of Exeter, 1980), 123-124. 
34 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 807; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 111; Kennedy, Prophet, 240; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 101; 

Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:565, 615, 675. 
35 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
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reside in Antioch, and he treats Ibn Mānik’s ethnicity as entirely normal. When he is first 

introduced, he is simply described as one of Christopher’s “neighbors, one of the Muslims of the 

city of Antioch,” and it is evident that he was established in Antioch long enough to participate 

in the rebellion of 965-966.36 His ethnicity and knowledge of the Persian language are not 

mentioned until later in the story, when they become integral to the plot. 

 The political chaos that followed Christopher’s murder revealed the presence of more 

ethnic groups in Antioch. The Persian soldiers, defeated by the Romans, began to replenish their 

confiscated possessions at the expense of the Antiochian people, who eventually could take no 

more and promptly expelled them from the city. Ibrāhīm notes that “the Antiochians who were 

responsible for fighting them were in two bands,” one led by a Black man named al-Rughaylī, 

the other by a Kurd named ‘Allūsh.37 We learn only a little about their backgrounds—al-

Rughaylī “had come from Egypt,” but apparently had also spent time among “the poor people of 

Tarsus,” while ‘Allūsh was one of “the people of Būqā,” a village near Antioch.38 Thus neither 

of these leaders was originally from Antioch, but both made their way to the city amidst the 

upheavals of the period. Both add to our knowledge of the ethnic diversity that was clearly a 

feature of Antiochian life at this time. Al-Rughaylī eventually defeated ‘Allūsh and seized 

control of the city, briefly becoming its final Muslim ruler before the Byzantine conquest of 969. 

 After the conquest, of course, the city began to fill up with Romans of all kinds, as 

mentioned above. Before this point, none of the sources use the term “Roman” (Rūmī) to identify 

anyone in Antioch, though Ibrāhīm uses the term for the Chalcedonian Christians of late antique 

Seleucia-Ctesiphon, transplanted to Central Asia, and for those prisoners and other “Romans” 

 
36 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
37 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. Yaḥyā (“Histoire,” 822) also notes that a Black servant of 

Michael Bourtzēs was a leading figure in the siege and conquest of Antioch. 
38 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. Yaḥyā does not mention Būqā. 
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brought to Baghdad in the early ‘Abbāsid period.39 He also claims that this connection was the 

origin of the term “Romagird” for the Christian community in Shash. This nomenclature, by 

which a distant city was named for Christians with little connection to the Roman Empire, 

implicitly acknowledges that the term “Roman” was sometimes used for Chalcedonian 

Christians in the Islamic world, but Ibrāhīm typically uses the term only to refer to subjects of 

the Roman/Byzantine Empire, such as Nikephoros the “king of the Romans.”40 Christopher and 

his Antiochian Christian community are never identified as Romans. 

C. Other Forms of Diversity and Internal Conflict 

 The texts also give us a picture of the class diversity of Antioch, including both rich—

even some sort of nobility—and poor. This is nowhere more evident than in Ibrāhīm’s account of 

Christopher’s educational reforms, in which he chose 12 wealthy children and 150 poor children 

to participate in his newly established tutoring system.41 He also mentions the ability or inability 

of different Christians to pay the jizya, based on their level of wealth.42 Ibn Maḥmūd, one of the 

conspirators, is specifically mentioned as “incredibly rich and wealthy because he owned 

extensive real estate and received great revenues.”43 

 The people of Antioch spoke numerous languages: Ibrāhīm specifically mentions Ibn 

Mānik’s knowledge of Persian, but the most common everyday language in the city must have 

 
39 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. See also Fiey, “Rūm,” 366-396. The Arabic term Rūm and its cognates have a long and 

complex history, at different times referring to subjects of the Byzantine Empire, residents of Anatolia under 

Muslim rule, Greek-speaking Christians in Anatolia under Ottoman rule, or Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholic 

Christians in the Middle East today; see the article in the Encyclopaedia of Islam. 
40 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, §15. 
41 Ibrāhīm, Life, §9. For more on Antiochian aristocrats (ru’asā’ al-madīna), both Muslim and Christian, 

see Todt, “Patriarchate,” 37; Todt, “Antioch,” 182-185; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 103; Eger, Spaces, 23-24; Todt and 

Vest, Syria, 1:340, 614-615. 
42 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
43 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12. 
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been Arabic.44 Some knew Greek, even before the Byzantine reconquest, as evidenced by the 

Greek inscription at St. Symeon’s Monastery that proclaims Christopher’s presence there, or the 

Greek names of the patriarchs throughout the period, including Christopher.45 The fact that 

Syriac liturgical manuscripts were copied nearby in the eleventh century indicates that there was 

a sizable community with knowledge of this language as well.46 Terms borrowed from all of 

these languages appear within the Arabic of the Life. 

D. Missing Persons 

 The obvious diversity depicted in these texts underlines Massey’s point that places “do 

not have single, unique ‘identities’: they are full of internal conflicts.”47 However, Ibrāhīm and 

most of the other sources, in their descriptions of Christopher’s life and death, make no mention 

of speakers of Syriac, Armenian, or Georgian, as mentioned above. These communities were not 

part of the Antioch that these sources want their readers to remember, and so our picture of the 

local identity of Antioch remains restricted and potentially exclusive. 

Most notable of all, moreover, is the complete absence of women from these texts. The 

Life of Christopher fills 21 manuscript folios, yet it gives no indication that there were any 

women in Antioch—or anywhere else—in the tenth century, apart from one mention of the 

“wives and children” of the refugees from Tarsus, only found in Z.48 The only other mentions of 

women are in Ibrāhīm’s comparisons of Christopher to biblical saints—including Isaac and 

 
44 Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 100; Eger, Spaces, 21; Todt, “Antioch,” 175, 180-181, 186-187. Matthew of 

Edessa (Armenia, 148), a twelfth-century Armenian historian, criticizes the people of Antioch for their Arabophone 

culture, writing that “they consider themselves Romans in faith, but in essence should be regarded as Muslims 

because of the language they use and because of their deeds”; see Todt, “Antioch,” 186. 
45 Todt, “Patriarchate,” 44. 
46 Todt, “Antioch,” 186. 
47 Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 155. 
48 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. Many sources other than the Life mention women, such as Leo’s (History, V.5-9) 

discussion of the empress Theophano’s participation in the plot against her husband Nikephoros’s life, but women 

are never mentioned in connection with Christopher. 
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Jacob and their wives—and in the names of two monasteries, called by the name of “Our Lady 

the Mother of God,” where Christopher’s disciples became leaders after his death.49 There is no 

indication that ‘Īsā was married before his elevation to the patriarchate. The erasure of women 

from public life is certainly nothing new, but it should cause us to reflect on the extremely partial 

picture of Antiochian life that we can derive from these texts, shorn of at least half of its 

population.50 For Ibrāhīm and the other sources, Antioch was a place where public life was the 

province of men, and women’s affairs could be neglected entirely without missing any major 

part of the story. 

 

III. Antioch’s Connections to Biblical and Religious History 

 In addition to these aspects of its tenth-century (and eleventh-century) present, Antioch 

had connections to a long past. An important part of Antioch’s identity according to these texts 

was its role in a long salvation history, described in the Bible and in later Christian tradition. 

Though Massey cautions against a conception of local identity based on “some long, internalized 

history,” she celebrates the specificity of place when it is focused on connections between places 

and not on events contained securely within a fixed boundary.51 These connections appear at 

times in the sources, especially in that of Ibrāhīm. 

‘Īsā/Christopher’s move from Baghdad to Syria in search of employment is presented in 

the Life of Christopher as a recapitulation of the migration of Abram/Abraham, “the chosen 

father…from the land of the Chaldeans to the land of the Syrians.”52 Ibrāhīm even notes that ‘Īsā, 

 
49 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20, §22. 
50 Elizabeth A. Clark, “The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the ‘Linguistic Turn,’” 

Church History 67, no. 1 (March 1998): 30-31. 
51 Massey, Space, Place, 155-156. 
52 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1; see Genesis 11:31-12:9. 
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like his patriarchal paradigm, “was going to become the great father of a multitude,” skillfully 

combining the meanings of Abraham’s two names while establishing ‘Īsā as his antitype, even as 

he never explicitly names Abraham at any point in the passage.53 He relies on his audience to 

identify the ancient patriarch who moved “from the land of the Chaldeans to the land of the 

Syrians,” though he then clarifies that he is not talking about Abraham’s eventual move to 

Palestine, but his initial migration to the region closer to Aleppo and Antioch.54 

Moving to the New Testament, it is clear from all the Arabic sources that Antioch was a 

place with deep connections to Peter, the “Head of the Apostles,” who was thought to be the 

city’s first bishop.55 The Life refers to the patriarchate of Antioch as “the see of the Head of the 

Apostles that is here with us” and as “the exalted and God-honored see of the Head of the 

Apostles,” showing the dignity that the Petrine connection could bestow on the city.56 

Christopher, the heir of St. Peter, also shared in this dignity, bestowed by his status as leader of 

the Church in this particular city. 

The house of Peter was also found in the city, full of relics that connected Antiochian 

Christians to their past—including, from the 1020s onward, the relics of Christopher. The chair 

 
53 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. The traditional interpretation of Abram/Abraham’s two names, drawing on Genesis 

17:5, is that Abram means “great father” and Abraham means “father of a multitude”; see the notes to this passage in 

any study Bible or Gahl E. Sasson, “The Symbolic Meaning of Biblical Names as a Narrative Tool,” Storytelling, 

Self, Society 11, no. 2 (2015): 305-307. 
54 This parallel between Antioch and the biblical Harran is lost when Makarios and Burayk claim that 

Christopher was from Shayzar rather than Iraq, “the land of the Chaldeans.” Though it is possible that Ibrāhīm 

invented Christopher’s Baghdadi origin as a literary device to help him deepen Antioch’s biblical connections, it is 

more likely that the later writers are simply confused by the fact that Christopher spent time working in Shayzar 

before his elevation to the patriarchate. This seems especially clear when Ibrāhīm (Life, §20) later compares 

Christopher’s migration to Abraham’s and does not even mention Antioch or Baghdad, which he might have been 

expected to do if he were inventing the story for the purpose of invoking Antioch. 
55 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §3, §18. In the Life this phrase is ra’s al-salīḥiyyīn, and it reflects the Greek phrase 

koryphaíos tṓn apostólōn, used frequently for either Peter or Paul. Yaḥyā (“Histoire,” 706-707), on the other hand, 

uses ra’īs al-ḥawāriyyīn for Peter, employing the qur’anic term for the apostles. Makarios (Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v, 

112v) simply calls him “the Apostle,” using both salīḥ and rasūl interchangeably, and Burayk (al-Ḥaqā’iq, 112) 

similarly calls him rasūl. The only biblical mention of Peter’s time in Antioch is Galatians 2:11, though the story 

was developed further by later tradition; see Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:593-594. 
56 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §3. 
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and staff of St. Peter were installed here, though according to most sources, the chair had been 

temporarily stolen from the Great Church in the plundering that succeeded Christopher’s 

assassination.57 In addition to relics from Peter himself, this treasury housed biblical relics such 

as balms from John the Baptist and the lance that pierced Christ’s side on the cross, as well as 

post-biblical treasures connected to Ignatius, Babylas, John Chrysostom, Symeon the Stylite, and 

others.58 The carefully curated relic display at Peter’s house, especially in light of the house’s 

history, thereby displayed to its visitors, whether Antiochian or not, the city’s connection to a 

Christian lineage stretching from the first century to the second, third, fourth, fifth, and even the 

tenth. This display of sacred Antiochian history is textualized in the sources. 

With such a sacred pedigree, it is no wonder that Ibrāhīm and other sources refer to 

Antioch as the “great city,” a “precious, divine town.”59 The most characteristic and most 

traditional title for the city, however, was even more elevated: “City of God.”60 Theoú Pólis or 

Theoúpolis in Greek, this was a common Byzantine title for the city since at least the time of 

Justinian I (r. 527-565). It seems that Justinian gave this name to Antioch when it was finally 

delivered from a long series of devastating earthquakes, to commemorate its divine 

preservation.61 Antioch thus became the City of God only through remembrance of its earlier 

glories, its greatest title given in the wake of one of its greatest devastations, when those glories 

seemed most distant.62 In Ibrāhīm’s translation of his own Greek text, the phrase becomes 

 
57 Ibrāhīm, Life, §16, §18; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 810; Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v, 112v; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 112. 
58 The biblical reference to the lance is in John 19:33-37. 
59 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17, §22. It is also frequently called “Antioch the Great”; see Leo, History, V.1, 4-5; VI.6; 

John Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.17. 
60 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2, §18. 
61 Symeon Magister and Logothete, Chronicon, ed. Staffan Wahlgren (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2006), 

138, 140; E.S. Bouchier, A Short History of Antioch: 300 B.C.-A.D. 1268 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1921), 184-185; 

Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:557. 
62 Note that the narrative of “decline” in the post-Roman era has shaped many scholars’ approaches to 

Antioch, and certainly shaped the opinions of some people in this period as well. Our sources, however, seem not to 

be invested in a narrative of decline: Leo (History, IV.11), for example, praises tenth-century Antioch as “third of all 
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Madīnat Allāh. He only uses the exact phrase once, in a particularly Byzantine context—when 

describing John I’s appointment of a new patriarch for “the City of God, Antioch,” after the 

reconquest—though he uses a circumlocution earlier, “our city that is called by the name of 

God.”63 Here it serves as a contrast to the “City of Peace” (Madīnat al-Salām, Eirēnoúpolis), 

itself an elevated official title for Baghdad, ‘Īsā’s hometown.64 

Said speaks of “Jerusalem, a city, an idea, an entire history, and of course a specifiable 

geographical locale often typified by a photograph of the Dome of the Rock, the city walls, and 

the surrounding houses seen from the Mount of Olives.”65 Surely no other city’s “entire history” 

is as wrapped up in biblical and post-biblical (and qur’anic and post-qur’anic) stories as 

Jerusalem’s. Yet the stories about Antioch’s past that are relayed in these sources show clearly 

that “it too is overdetermined when it comes to memory, as well as all sorts of invented histories 

and traditions.”66 The stories that purported to inscribe the sacred history of Antioch—such as 

the account of Peter and his “throne”—and the relics that purported to incarnate those stories 

were the means by which Antioch became the “City of God” in the minds of both residents and 

outsiders. The story of Christopher, in the mind of authors like Ibrāhīm, was the latest iteration 

of a long and proud tradition that rooted Antioch firmly in the divinely inspired past, regardless 

of its political significance or insignificance in the present. This sort of inward-looking focus on 

local history can easily become the exclusive and reactionary sense of place feared by Harvey 

and Massey, as only some people are thought to “fit” within the story being told. 

 

 
the cities in the world” (on which see below) and Ibrāhīm makes no reference to a perceived past “Golden Age.” 

The idea that medieval Antioch had “declined” from its former glory may warp our view of the continuing vibrancy 

of the city; see Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 95-134. 
63 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18, §2. 
64 This phrase is used three times: Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §2, §5. See notes above. 
65 Edward W. Said, “Invention, Memory, and Place,” Critical Inquiry 26, no. 2 (winter 2000): 180. 
66 Said, “Invention,” 180. 
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IV. Antioch in Geographical Context: Islam vs. Byzantium 

 In contrast to this internal focus, it is important to note here that no place is a 

(metaphorical) island, “entire of itself”—that the local identity of tenth- or eleventh-century 

Antioch can only be co-created through its relationships with other places near and far.67 The 

importance of geographical networks is a hotly debated topic in contemporary theory of place, as 

I discussed in the introduction. Spatial networks are a crucial part of Massey’s “progressive 

sense of place” and provide a useful way of thinking about the geography reflected in our 

sources, even if we take into account the cautions provided by Jon May and John Allen. One of 

the three principal propositions of Massey’s For Space is that space is “the product of 

interrelations;…constituted through interactions, from the immensity of the global to the 

intimately tiny.”68 Massey adds that “understanding space as a product of interrelations chimes 

well with the emergence over recent years of a politics which attempts a commitment to anti-

essentialism,” meaning that we must move beyond assumptions about the local identity of 

Antioch drawn from its topography and built environment, looking at its place in a network of 

other places.69 Just as contemporary theorists understand human identities to be products of 

social construction in a politically contested context, so Massey insists that local identities are 

similarly constructed, and in fact that spatiality can often be an integral part of the construction 

and conception of human identities, as is generally the case with such elements of identity as 

nationalities and ethnicities. 

In the sources describing Christopher’s life and death, we see numerous connections, 

both positive and negative, that work together to create the local identity of Antioch and to 

 
67 John Donne, “Meditation XVII.” 
68 Massey, For Space, 9. 
69 Massey, For Space, 10. 
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establish its place in the wider networks of its time. This networked approach, as described by 

Allen, means that “the gap between ‘here’ and ‘there’ is measured less by miles or kilometres 

and more by the social relationships, exchanges and interactions involved.”70 The Life of 

Christopher, in particular, emphasizes Antioch’s connections to other nodes within the global 

network and shows us how that network changed with the arrival of Byzantine rule. The local 

identity of Antioch, as displayed in the Life, is defined by its connections and contacts with other 

places, not by its internal features alone. 

Here I will discuss these connections and their larger geographical visions. I will briefly 

discuss the place of Antioch in the geographies of the Islamic world, which likely influenced 

Christians in Antioch to some extent, and its place in Byzantine geographies, especially those 

that we see reflected in the texts on Christopher. Finally, I will discuss Ibrāhīm’s views of 

geographical networks in detail, arguing that the Life expounds a geography different from either 

of these powerful imperial visions. 

A. Islamic Geographies 

 As the great caliphates, the ‘Abbāsid being the most powerful of all, became more firmly 

established in the early Islamic centuries, a geographical discourse was created to reflect and 

systematize the growing understanding among Muslims that Islamic space was somehow 

different from non-Islamic space. Zayde Antrim calls this “the discourse of place,” and it is the 

central topic of her work Routes and Realms. This discourse was nearing its zenith at the time of 

Christopher’s life and death, and in fact Antrim’s book begins with a meeting between two of the 

greatest Muslim geographers, al-Iṣṭakhrī and his younger contemporary Ibn Ḥawqal, that must 

 
70 Allen tries to move beyond this approach, cautioning that network theory is inadequate if it only 

considers “connections” in a neutral sense and does not take into account the complex topologies of power 

inequalities between places. I will focus on this aspect of place in a later chapter. See John Allen, “Topological 

Twists: Power’s Shifting Geographies,” Dialogues in Human Geography 1, no. 3 (November 2011): 284, 288-290. 
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have taken place around the time that Christopher was beginning his work in Syria.71 They 

encountered each other in the province of Sindh (modern Pakistan), on the eastern edge of 

Islamic territory, and Ibn Ḥawqal was inspired by their meeting to publish a revision of al-

Iṣṭakhrī’s work. The first edition was published in 961 and dedicated to Sayf al-Dawla, the very 

emir so crucial to Christopher’s career. 

 For an imperial power that desires stability in the center and expansion on the frontiers, 

such borderlands are places in which space is contested and therefore they are places of special 

anxiety for the imperial core. Both defensive and offensive military infrastructure must be 

established, and the rulers often take special care to ensure that these provinces do not fall into 

the hands of either foreign conquerors or rebels with access to military support. Such was the 

case with Antioch and the lands beyond it in the early Islamic period. This region, always under 

threat of Byzantine conquest or rebellious secession, was theoretically to be preserved as the 

caliph’s personal precinct, always under his watchful eye.72 

 Moreover, the shifting nature of the border and its distance from the core lands of the 

Islamic world meant that the terminology for its regions was not constant. Generally, Antioch 

was considered to lie in a region behind the frontier, known as the ‘Awāṣim (fortresses), while 

the foremost part of the border region was called the Thughūr (the front teeth, or the spaces 

between said teeth, likely so named for the difficult mountain ranges that marked most of this 

border).73 These terms could twist and turn over time, however, and they rarely—if ever—

corresponded neatly to the administrative divisions put in place by the caliphate. In any case, 

 
71 Zayde Antrim, Routes and Realms: The Power of Place in the Early Islamic World (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 1. Antrim dates this meeting to “the 960s,” but al-Iṣṭakhrī likely died in the 950s, so the 

date must have been earlier, possibly in the early 950s. 
72 Michael Bonner, “The Naming of the Frontier: ‘Awāṣim, Thughūr, and the Arab Geographers,” Bulletin 

of the School of Oriental and African Studies 57, no. 1 (1994): 20. 
73 Bonner, “Naming,” 17; Eger, Spaces, 5-6. 
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Antioch was almost always placed geographically within a nebulously defined “border region,” 

and this made its place in the Islamic world somewhat precarious. 

B. Byzantine Geographies 

 As I discussed in the first chapter, I know of no Muslim source that mentions 

Christopher, though Ibrāhīm must have been at least somewhat aware of the structures of Islamic 

geography. On the other hand, several Byzantine sources mention the patriarch, and they include 

some striking indications of Antioch’s place in Byzantine views of the world. The city was 

generally more important for Byzantine geography than Islamic geography, due to its 

significance and power in the ancient Roman Empire. To some extent, many Byzantines viewed 

themselves as temporarily embarrassed ancient Romans who would someday recover the lands 

that their predecessors had held, and Antioch was one of several places that figured prominently 

in the plans for reconquest. As Gilbert Dagron puts it, “without Antioch, the ‘reconquest’ would 

win no more for Byzantium than some lands and cities; with Antioch, it created a second pole, 

the virtual capital of a Roman Orient.”74 

 The existence of a “second capital” could be both beneficial and threatening to the 

Byzantines, as I will discuss further in chapter 5. Antioch was a powerful city in a potentially 

advantageous location near the border and its battle lines, but it had to be wielded by the Empire 

or it could be used as a competing power base that would threaten the imperial center. Thus John 

Skylitzēs tells us that in the 980s, the rebels Bardas Phōkas and Bardas Sklēros made a secret 

agreement to split the empire between themselves, one ruling from Constantinople and one from 

 
74 Dagron, “Minorités,” 205. Even before the reconquest of the 960s, the Byzantines gave Antioch more 

geographical significance than most Muslims did. For example, in Constantine VII’s (r. 913-959) work generally 

called De Administrando imperio, he lists the “emirates” into which he believed the caliphate was divided, including 

Antioch as a separate emirate alongside Aleppo. This almost certainly never reflected the actual administrative 

situation in the caliphate. See Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando imperio, ed. Gy. Moravcsik, trans. 

R.J.H. Jenkins (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 1967), 106-109 (§25). 
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Antioch.75 The Empire had to ensure that Antioch would become a powerful second city, but a 

second city nonetheless, perfectly loyal to the first city. This was a difficult task. 

 A sense of Antioch’s place in the nostalgic mode of Byzantine geography comes to us 

subtly in the work of Leo the Deacon, just as the army of Nikephoros arrives at the city’s gates. 

As an explanation for the fact that Nikephoros refrained from conquering Antioch when he 

invaded Syria in 968, Leo places a lengthy, classicizing speech in the emperor’s mouth, praising 

the city and articulating his dismay at the prospect of ruining its beautiful walls and buildings in 

a brutal conquest. In the midst of this speech, Nikephoros describes Antioch as “the third of the 

cities in the world.”76 The translators of the text, in their footnote, allude to the confusion among 

modern scholars that this phrase has produced.77 The general assumption is that the “first city” in 

the world is Constantinople, but what is the second? William Treadgold suggests Thessaloniki, 

second largest in the contemporary Empire by population; others suggest Alexandria or Rome, 

both great and historic cities that were no longer Byzantine territory by this point. 

 I argue, on the other hand, that the reference to Antioch as “third city in the world” is one 

of many classicizing elements in this speech, and that Leo’s Nikephoros is in fact making 

reference to Antioch’s place in the ancient Roman Empire. Josephus, for example, describes the 

emperor Vespasian (r. 69-79) bringing his army to Galilee from Antioch, “which is the 

metropolis of Syria, and on account of its magnitude and other prosperities has without dispute 

the third place in the world under the Romans.”78 Thinking in the context of the pre-

 
75 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XVI.17. See also Dagron, “Minorités,” 205. Already under Muslim rule, some 

Byzantine rebels had been crowned emperor in Antioch, such as the rebel Thomas in the 820s; see Skylitzēs, 

Synopsis, III.6. 
76 Leo, History, IV.11. 
77 Leo the Deacon, The History of Leo the Deacon: Byzantine Military Expansion in the Tenth Century, 

trans. Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis F. Sullivan (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 

2005), 124. 
78 Josephus, The Jewish War, III.2.4. 
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Constantinian imperial world, it suddenly becomes clearer which cities are “first” and “second”: 

Rome and Alexandria, neither in tenth-century Byzantine territory, yet both located securely 

within the imagined Roman territory of the illustrious past. Furthermore, with Constantinople 

serving as the New Rome, tenth-century Byzantines were more than happy to imagine 

themselves reimposing the correct, Roman shape of the world on Syrian Antioch after the 

conquest of 969. Once again, it would serve as the base for Roman wars in the East. This 

geographical structure was shaping the world around Ibrāhīm to an even greater extent than that 

of the Muslims, and the Life of Christopher had to negotiate its place among these competing 

visions. 

 

V. The Geography of Ibrāhīm 

 We therefore need to consider the geographical structure of the Life and examine the 

ways that Ibrāhīm connects Antioch to other places. I argue that Ibrāhīm’s Life constructs a 

world geography different from both of the major competing geographies in his context. This 

world map is centered on Antioch, but in a way that does not prioritize imperial political power, 

in contrast to both the Islamic geography and the Byzantine. I will also discuss the inheritance of 

this geographical vision, or lack thereof, by Ibrāhīm’s successors in the tradition of Arabic 

Christian historical writing. 

A. Baghdad: The “City of Peace” 

 Early in the Life, Christopher’s Baghdadi background plays a major role in his ascent to 

the patriarchal throne. The seat of the ‘Abbāsid caliphs and their Būyid overlords, Baghdad held 

theoretical authority over Antioch in this period, though in practice the Ḥamdānid emirs ruled 
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from Aleppo with little ‘Abbāsid oversight.79 Ibrāhīm briefly recounts the history of the 

establishment of Baghdad in the eighth century, repeatedly referring to it by its official Arabic 

title Madīnat al-Salām, the “City of Peace.”80 He writes that it was built by the “early children of 

Hagar”—that is, the early Muslims—as a substitute for the old Iranian capital of Ctesiphon, now 

located at al-Madā’in, just south of the new capital.81 Furthermore, the City of Peace became for 

Muslims “the city of their rule, the land of their sciences and their pure language,” a thriving and 

important city in governmental and scholarly fields.82 Christopher—at that time named ‘Īsā—

grew up in this environment, with access to the best possible education and the “purest” form of 

Arabic, in addition to the sometimes chaotic political power of the region.83 He may have been in 

Baghdad at the time of the Būyid conquest in 945, when the ‘Abbāsid caliph became little more 

than a figurehead.84 He abandoned the power, and perhaps the chaos, of the caliphal capital and 

moved to Ḥamdānid Syria. 

 Even after his move, he continued to hold an allegiance to his homeland (waṭan), 

according to Ibrāhīm. When a dispute arose between the Chalcedonian Christians of Baghdad 

and those of Shash/Romagird regarding the proper seat of the catholicos, ‘Īsā left his employer in 

 
79 Anthony Kaldellis, Streams of Gold, Rivers of Blood: The Rise and Fall of Byzantium, 955 A.D. to the 

First Crusade (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 25-26, 91-93; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 101-102. 
80 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §2, §5. See Kennedy, Prophet, 117; Joseph Nasrallah, L’église melchite en Iraq, en 

Perse et dans l’Asie centrale (Jerusalem, 1976), 60; Todt, “Patriarchate,” 41. 
81 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. See G. Le Strange, Baghdad during the Abbasid Caliphate: From Contemporary 

Arabic and Persian Sources (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1924), 1-46. 
82 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. For more on the scholarly context in Baghdad, especially its Christian elements, see 

Griffith, Church, 63-64, 106-127. 
83 Education, of course, was not limited to Muslims. In fact, Muslim schools were often based on 

preexisting Christian and Jewish schools, and Muslim educational approaches shaped the further development of 

those non-Muslim schools. Moreover, Christians and Jews often studied and taught in mixed schools alongside 

Muslims; see Charles Michael Stanton, Higher Learning in Islam: The Classical Period, A.D. 700-1300 (Savage, 

Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1990), 5, 17; Sebastian Günther, “Advice for Teachers: The 9th Century Muslim 

Scholars Ibn Saḥnūn and al-Jāḥiẓ on Pedagogy and Didactics,” in Ideas, Images and Methods of Portrayal: Insights 

into Classical Arabic Literature and Islam, ed. Sebastian Günther (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 90, 100; Griffith, Church, 

114-115, 122. 
84 Kennedy, Prophet, 169-170. 
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Shayzar and traveled to Antioch to defend his hometown. Ibrāhīm notes that “there was no one 

who appointed him to do this, but he took up the cause of his own accord, simply out of zeal for 

his homeland.”85 Laying out the case for Baghdad’s claim, the author explains that the former 

capital of Ctesiphon “was large and greatly renowned, because it was the frontier and boundary 

of the kingdom of the Persians,” and that Baghdad had been built as its substitute.86 Though ‘Īsā 

fervently defended the claim of his hometown before Patriarch Agapios I (patr. 953-959), when 

he became Patriarch Christopher, he adopted a more evenhanded approach and ordained 

catholicoi for both sees, realizing that “he had previously done either more or less than what was 

appropriate, as a result of his favoritism and opposition.”87 Jean Maurice Fiey argues that this 

could only have happened because of Christopher’s favor with Sayf al-Dawla and Sayf al-

Dawla’s power vis-à-vis the caliph, for only 50 years earlier, a potential Baghdad catholicos had 

been rejected by the caliph at the instigation of the East Syrian catholicos.88 Christopher’s love 

for his homeland is presented in the Life as natural, though perhaps excessive. 

 Loyalty to one’s waṭan was an important element of early Islamic literature and thus a 

part of the Islamic geographical imaginary.89 The Life fits into this literary trope from its broader 

Arabic context, whether intentionally or not. Moreover, in Islamic literature the concept of waṭan 

could theoretically be transferred when someone relocated to a new place, an important element 

in our understanding of Christopher’s loyalty to his birthplace, on the one hand, and his adopted 

home on the other. Even if it was difficult, it was possible for Christopher to transfer his 

 
85 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
86 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
87 Ibrāhīm, Life¸ §5. See Todt, “Patriarchate,” 40-41; Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:339, 354. There is evidence 

that these two catholicosates were still being filled in the twelfth century; see Ken Parry, “Byzantine-Rite Christians 

(Melkites) in Central Asia in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages,” Modern Greek Studies (Australia and New 

Zealand) (2012): 98. 
88 J.M. Fiey, “‘Rūm’ à l’est de l’Euphrate,” Le muséon 90, no. 1-2 (1977): 391; Parry, “Christians,” 98. 
89 Antrim, Routes, 11-29. 
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allegiance from Baghdad to Antioch and to adopt a more neutral posture with respect to his 

birthplace. As his assassins eventually questioned his loyalty to their city, this is a significant 

aspect of the literary and geographical context. As patriarch, Christopher maintained a positive 

relationship with Baghdad, if not as fiercely loyal as before his election. 

 On the other hand, the powers ruling in Baghdad—and its predecessor, Ctesiphon—are 

sometimes said to have interfered in the lives of Christians throughout the region. The border 

between Roman and Iranian empires before the rise of Islam prevented easy communication and 

interaction between the Christians of Antioch and those of Ctesiphon, according to Ibrāhīm.90 

Later, when the early Muslims built Baghdad, they “sent the catholicos into exile” in Central 

Asia, leading to the catholicos dispute that shaped Christopher’s early career.91 Thus the power 

resident in the Baghdad area was not always a benevolent one for the Christians of Antioch, and 

we must keep in mind Allen’s “topological twists,” for in this period Baghdad had far more 

power to influence events in Antioch than the other way around. These places were closely 

connected, but in an uneven way. 

 Throughout the Life, Ibrāhīm compares Christopher’s origins in Baghdad to Abraham’s 

origins in Ur, as both of these “patriarchs” eventually moved to “the land of the Syrians.”92 This 

narrative structure is lost, however, in the early modern histories of Makarios and Burayk, where 

 
90 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. See Nasrallah, L’église, 19-22; Richard E. Payne, A State of Mixture: Christians, 

Zoroastrians, and Iranian Political Culture in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015), 64, 

97-99. 
91 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. Jean Maurice Fiey doubts the Life’s accuracy on these historical points; see Fiey, 

“Rūm,” 368-372; Jean Maurice Fiey, “Le sceau sassanide d’un catholicos melkite d’Asie centrale,” Proche-Orient 

chrétien 45 (1995): 7-9. Joseph Nasrallah, however, defends Ibrāhīm; see Joseph Nasrallah, “Réponse à quelques 

critiques récentes au sujet des catholicosats melchites de Bagdad et de Romagyris.” Proche-Orient chrétien 33 

(1983): 167-168. 
92 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §20. 
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Christopher is said to have been a native of Shayzar rather than Baghdad.93 This also means that 

Makarios makes no reference to Christopher’s early support for Baghdad in the catholicos 

dispute, simply stating that Christopher “made peace” between the adversaries.94 The narrative of 

his Baghdadi patriotism and subsequent change of heart has been lost. 

 Furthermore, Makarios displays serious geographical confusion when describing the 

catholicos dispute. Things begin innocently enough when he says that “the custom since the time 

of the 318 [bishops, i.e. the Council of Nicaea in 325] was that the patriarch of Antioch ordains a 

catholicos over the city of Seleucia al-Madā’in Ctesiphon,” who had authority over all “the 

countries of the East.”95 Seleucia and Ctesiphon were the Iranian twin cities that became al-

Madā’in, so this unusual formulation of the cities’ name is still accurate geographically. After al-

Manṣūr (r. 754-775) built Baghdad, Makarios states that he “brought many Christians to it from 

Seleucia al-Madā’in,” again largely accurate in geographical terms.96 The confusion arises here, 

however, as Makarios seems to believe that the catholicos dispute was between partisans of 

Baghdad and partisans of al-Madā’in, just down the river, rather than Shash/Romagird in Central 

Asia. In fact, he later refers to the opponents of Baghdad as natives of “Romagird al-Madā’in,” a 

conflation of locations that are thousands of miles apart.97 This places the entire dispute within 

the greater Baghdad area, while the Life more precisely describes the dispute as one between 

Baghdad and a distant ecclesiastical rival. 

 

 

 
93 Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 110. Recall that another text by Makarios was potentially 

meant to describe his place of origin as Sinjār, though it now reads “Sījar.” This would be a little closer to the story 

of Abraham, but Makarios does not develop this theme; see Vat.ar. 622, f. 45v. 
94 Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r. 
95 Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r. See Payne, State, 98; Todt, “Patriarchate,” 41. 
96 Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r. 
97 Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r. 
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B. Central Asia 

 According to Ibrāhīm, the early Muslims who built Baghdad sent the Ctesiphon 

catholicos and his community of Christians into “exile” in Shash, on the very edge of their realm, 

“distant from the lands of the Persians.”98 Ibrāhīm does not explain the reasoning behind this 

mass deportation, simply stating that the founders of Baghdad “wanted to move the Christians 

away from its vicinity.”99 This was likely due to suspicion that they were loyal to Byzantium, as 

Ibrāhīm claims that the new community of Christians was called the “community of the 

Romans” (jamā‘at al-Rūm) because they were Chalcedonian Christians, even though they were 

not from Roman territory. He implies that this was the source of the name Romagird, or 

Rhōmagyris in Greek, by which their place of residence came to be called. Néophyte Edelby 

explains that the origin of the second half of the name is mysterious, but seems to come from a 

Persian root meaning “circle” or “around.”100 Thus the full name would mean something like 

“the circle of the Romans.” 

 When these Christians were removed from Ctesiphon, they took the catholicosate with 

them to Central Asia. Later, as more Chalcedonians accumulated in Baghdad, they sought to 

reclaim the throne that had once been in their predecessor city, but the Christians of Romagird 

resisted. They asserted their historic right to the catholicosate, explaining that they were “the 

people of that place,” Ctesiphon, who had been “moved from there to here with the catholicos of 

all the East.”101 When the throne of the catholicos became vacant, they sent three emissaries to 

make the long Silk Road journey to Antioch and request a new appointee from Patriarch 

 
98 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. See Nasrallah, L’église, 43-45; Parry, “Christians,” 97. 
99 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
100 Néophyte Edelby, “Note sur la catholicosat de Romagyris,” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 40. See 

also M. Canard, “Une Vie du patriarche melkite d’Antioche, Christophore (†967),” Byzantion 23 (1953): 562-563. 
101 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
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Agapios, and Ibrāhīm claims to have seen them in person. Their arrival must have been quite an 

event for the Christians of Antioch. 

 While Ibrāhīm implies that Agapios made no final decision on the issue, he may have 

appointed a new catholicos for Romagird and kept the status quo.102 When Christopher became 

patriarch, however, he appointed catholicoi for both sees and resolved the conflict.103 Ibrāhīm 

also mentions that one of Christopher’s disciples, Abba John the Marvelous, became “catholicos 

over the country of the East.”104 He does not explicitly state whether this refers to Baghdad or 

Romagird, but John seems to be the person mentioned by Nikon of the Black Mountain as a 

catholicos of Baghdad.105 

It is clear throughout the Life that Antioch’s jurisdiction over such far-flung Christian 

communities as these gave it prestige and displayed its ecclesiastical significance.106 Until the 

Byzantine reconquest, moreover, it was possible for Christian emissaries to travel the thousands 

of miles from Romagird to Antioch without crossing any major borders, simply passing from the 

realm of the Būyids to that of the Ḥamdānids and other minor powers within the bounds of 

Muslim territory. A different sort of power imbalance—an ecclesiastical one—gave Antioch a 

measure of control over events as far away as modern Uzbekistan, and the twists of the Church’s 

topology brought people from all corners of Islamic Asia to seek the blessing of the patriarch. 

 
102 Fiey, “Rūm,” 391. Nasrallah (L’église, 60) suggests that a catholicos was named for Romagird at this 

time, and indeed the translation of Habib Zayat (“Vie,” 25) implies as much. However, especially after consulting S, 

this interpretation seems misguided, and it may be that no catholicos was appointed for either see until Christopher’s 

ascent to the throne. This would explain why the see of Romagird was vacant when Christopher was appointed. 
103 Ibrāhīm, Life, §5; Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r. 
104 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. 
105 The footnotes of Christian Hannick suggest that this John was a catholicos of Georgia, but Hannick’s 

chronology and geography seem off, as Nikon describes John interacting with the “king of the Saracens,” or caliph, 

making it likely that he was in Baghdad; see Nikon of the Black Mountain, Das Taktikon des Nikon vom schwarzen 

Berge, ed. Christian Hannick (Freiburg im Breisgau: Weiher, 2014), XXVI.12; Nasrallah, L’église, 61, 118; 

Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 80. 
106 In fact, the dual catholicosate in the East seems to be a major reason behind the adoption of the title 

“Patriarch of Antioch and All the East” in the eleventh century; see Todt, “Patriarchate,” 41; Todt, “Antioch,” 189. 
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C. Syria 

 Naturally, many places within the closer vicinity of Antioch appear in these texts along 

with the more distant ones. The future Christopher worked for an emir near Shayzar before 

becoming patriarch, and some later sources even say that he was a native of Shayzar.107 

Theodoulos became bishop of Seleucia Pieria after Christopher’s death, but the historic city of 

Seleucia was ruined by this time, so it is likely that he actually resided in al-Suwaydiyya, the 

modern Samandağ, which had taken over Seleucia’s port functions.108 Battles took place near 

Ma‘arrat Miṣrīn—according to Yaḥyā, in “a small village on the way to Bālis named Sab‘īn”—

and Alexandretta (now İskenderun, Turkey).109 ‘Allūsh, one of the contestants for control of the 

city as it descended into chaos, was a native of Būqā.110 The mountains near Antioch figured 

importantly, especially Jabal al-Aqra‘ (Kasios) and Jabal Lukkām (Amanos), along with nearby 

monasteries—often in the mountains as well—at Arshāyā, Bityas, and Dafnūnā.111 This near 

network of Syrian places must have had frequent contact with Antioch throughout this period, 

and Ibrāhīm’s text gives us a wealth of information about the network of Syrian places that 

shaped Antioch and was shaped by it in return. 

 
107 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1; Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 110. For more on Shayzar, the ancient 

Larissa, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1449-1459; Guy Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems: A Description of 

Syria and the Holy Land (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1890), 533-534. 
108 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. See Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1712-1719, 1755-1759; Le Strange, Palestine, 530, 540. 
109 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 804-805, 814. On Ma‘arrat Miṣrīn, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 

2:1475-1477; Le Strange, Palestine, 497. On Bālis, the ancient Barbalissos, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:945-952; Le 

Strange, Palestine, 417; Eger, Spaces, 54-57. On Sab‘īn, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1670; Le Strange, Palestine, 

523. On Alexandretta, see Friedrich Hild and Hansgerd Hellenkemper, Kilikien und Isaurien (Vienna: Verlag der 

Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1990), 1:170-172; Le Strange, Palestine, 458-459; Eger, Spaces, 

89-93. 
110 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. See Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1024; Le Strange, Palestine, 424; Eger, Spaces, 61-63. 
111 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17, §18, §22; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 810, 823, 832; Vat.ar. 689, f. 112r; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 

112. On the mountains, see above. On Arshāyā, likely a monastery in or very near Antioch, dedicated to St. Arsenios 

(d. 445), see Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:419, 615, 652. On Bityas (Bityās, not to be confused with the larger Biṭyās), 

also known as Pithaion and today known as Batıayaz, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1582. On Dafnūnā, the ancient 

Daphne, today Harbiye, Turkey, see Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1080-1088; Eger, Spaces, 27, 34. 
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 Far more important than any other Syrian place, however—and more powerful in 

political and cultural terms—was Aleppo, the capital of the Ḥamdānid emirate.112 A little over 60 

miles from Antioch, it played a crucial role in the remembered story of Christopher’s life and 

death. The court of Sayf al-Dawla in Aleppo, prominent enough to make an impact even in the 

imperial capital of Baghdad, was young ‘Īsā’s first destination when he abandoned his homeland 

of Iraq in search of new opportunities. Ibrāhīm refers to it as “the land of the Syrians,” drawing 

an explicit parallel to Abraham’s migration from Ur to Harran in Genesis.113 He is careful to 

distinguish Aleppo from Abraham’s ultimate destination in “‘the land of the Canaanites,’ which 

is now the land of Palestine,” but he nevertheless describes ‘Īsā’s migration as a sign of “the 

concern of divine providence for the see of the Head of the Apostles that is here with us.”114 

Aleppo and Antioch are thereby united as two focal points within “the land of the Syrians,” one 

distinguished by its ecclesiastical importance (“the see of the Head of the Apostles,” i.e. Peter) 

and the other by its governmental importance (Sayf al-Dawla “was like a magnetic stone whose 

goodness attracted people from all other countries”).115 God’s concern for one city is said to have 

led to the arrival of ‘Īsā in the other city, showing their conceptually unified existence in 

geographical terms. 

 Once he was enthroned, Patriarch Christopher visited Aleppo numerous times, whether to 

intercede for the Christians under his care or to show his support for Sayf al-Dawla.116 When a 

rebellion broke out in Antioch, the patriarch sought refuge at the monastery of St. Symeon near 

Aleppo—where a reference to him was literally carved into the stone—then made a triumphal 

 
112 Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:672-689; Le Strange, Palestine, 360-367. 
113 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1; Genesis 11:31-12:9. 
114 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
115 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
116 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7, §11, §12; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 806; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 110. 
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entry into the city and greeted the victorious emir once the rebellion was suppressed.117 One of 

Christopher’s disciples later became head of the same monastery.118 The rebellion itself bounced 

between the two cities multiple times: the rebels quickly captured most of Aleppo, but the citadel 

proved impossible to subdue, and the fight moved to Antioch, then back to Aleppo, as the tides 

of the war fluctuated.119 

 According to the Life, in fact, Aleppo—or at least its formidable citadel—remained in the 

possession of forces loyal to the Ḥamdānid emirs throughout this period, even as the entire 

region was convulsed with manifold civil and external wars.120 When Syrian bandits captured 

Ibn Mānik on Jabal al-Aqra‘ and brought him to Antioch for a ransom, Peter the Stratopedárkhēs 

was in Aleppo arranging a peace treaty with its residents, and though his forces had recently 

captured Antioch, he left Aleppo in Arab hands.121 Aleppo remained an independent tributary of 

the Byzantines throughout the period, never being fully incorporated into the empire as Antioch 

was.122 This relative stability was important, for when Christopher’s neighbor Ibn Abī ‘Amr 

informed him of the plot against his life, Ibn Abī ‘Amr’s advice was to flee by night and be in 

 
117 Jacques Jarry, “Trouvailles épigraphiques a Saint-Symeon,” Syria 43, no. 1/2 (1966): 107-108; Ibrāhīm, 

Life, §11, §14; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798, 806; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 110. For more on this monastery, see Todt and 

Vest, Syria, 2:1812-1818; Le Strange, Palestine, 433-434; J. Nasrallah, “Le couvent de Saint-Siméon l’Alépin: 

Témoignages littéraires et jalons sur son histoire,” Parole de l’Orient 1, no. 2 (1970): 327-356; Joseph Nasrallah, “A 

propos des trouvailles épigraphiques a Saint-Siméon-l’Alépin,” Syria 48, no. 1/2 (1971): 165-178; Joseph Nasrallah, 

“Couvents de la Syrie du Nord portant le nom de Siméon.” Syria 49, no. 1/2 (1972): 127-159. 
118 Ibrāhīm, Life, §22. See Todt and Vest, Syria, 2:1814. 
119 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 797-798. See Canard, Histoire, 650-654; Todt and Vest, Syria, 

1:564-565, 674-675; Kennedy, Prophet, 241. 
120 In 962, the future emperor Nikephoros and his Byzantine soldiers briefly conquered Aleppo, but like 

Rashīq al-Nasīmī and the rebels a few years later, Nikephoros was unable to take the citadel. This incident is not 

mentioned in the Life; see Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:673-674; Kennedy, Prophet, 239; Kaldellis, Streams, 39-40; 

Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 784-787. 
121 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 823-824. 
122 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 823-824; Kennedy, Prophet, 242, 258-262; Kaldellis, Streams, 74-75; Hugh 

Kennedy, “Byzantine-Arab Diplomacy in the Near East from the Islamic Conquests to the Mid Eleventh Century,” 

in Arab-Byzantine Relations in Early Islamic Times, ed. Michael Bonner (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate Variorum, 

2004), 90-91. 
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the Aleppo area by morning.123 Even if Antioch was a danger to Christopher’s life, Aleppo was 

considered a reliable Ḥamdānid haven in times of trouble. 

 When Ibrāhīm lists the relics preserved in St. Peter’s house, they are almost all relics of 

heroes connected directly to the Church in Antioch. The only exceptions are two biblical relics—

balms of John the Baptist and the lance that pierced Christ’s side on the cross—and “the belt of 

St. Symeon the Stylite of Aleppo.”124 Throughout the sources, the stories of Christopher’s life 

and death show the intimate connections between Antioch and its powerful neighbor, and the 

Church’s need to balance its Antioch-based authority with the power of the Aleppo court. When 

Christopher was in danger in Antioch, according to these texts, he could seek safety in Aleppo, 

which was reliably Ḥamdānid territory in which the emirs could be trusted for protection. Even if 

his ultimate place of patriarchal residence was Antioch, he relied on Aleppo as a nearby place of 

escape in bad times, and of prestigious court life in good times. 

 Moreover, the authority of the Antiochian Church was the element that gave Christopher 

such a privileged access to the emir’s court in the first place. He may have made a good 

impression on Sayf al-Dawla when he was a mere scribe, but his ascent to the pinnacle of the 

Church made it possible for him to develop a much closer relationship with the ruler. He was 

even confident enough to make significant requests of the emir in times of need, as when he 

asked for—and was granted—a reduction of his people’s tax burden to prevent them from 

converting to Islam.125 The religious authority of Antioch gave it the possibility to intervene in 

the political realities of Aleppo with some measure of success. 

 

 
123 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808. 
124 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. Makarios refers to “body parts of John the Baptist” rather than “balms”; see Vat.ar. 

689, f. 112v. 
125 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
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D. Mayyafariqin 

 In the time of Sayf al-Dawla, Mayyafariqin (ancient Martyropolis; modern Silvan, 

Turkey) was a sort of second Ḥamdānid capital. The emir spent considerable time there and was 

eventually buried there along with many of his relatives.126 According to the sources describing 

Christopher’s life and death, however, the emir’s love for Mayyafariqin posed a threat, for it was 

much farther from Antioch than was his usual residence in Aleppo. 

 When the great rebellion broke out in Antioch in 965, “Sayf al-Dawla was suffering from 

paralysis in Mayyafariqin,” and his illness “allowed people to have little regard for him.”127 

While Christopher sought refuge at St. Symeon’s monastery near Aleppo, the emir remained 

unable to move and his powerful subordinate Qarghuwayh (d. 990/991) had to fight his battles in 

Syria.128 The uprising was finally suppressed only when Sayf al-Dawla’s servants helped him 

return to Syria to fight the rebels directly. Yaḥyā and Burayk add that when Sayf al-Dawla died, 

his appointed governor of Antioch, Taqī al-Dīn, traveled to Mayyafariqin to assist in the burial, 

and the City of God once again rejected Ḥamdānid rule.129 Ibn Mānik and his co-conspirators 

seized this opportunity to assassinate Christopher, whom they saw as a beneficiary and symbol 

of unjust Ḥamdānid power. Throughout the stories, therefore, Sayf al-Dawla’s topophilic 

attachment to Mayyafariqin is presented as a threat that ultimately claimed Christopher’s life, as 

a distraction from the safety that his presence in Aleppo consistently provided. If Sayf al-Dawla 

had remained in his rightful place of Aleppo, the sources tell us, perhaps none of the ills that 

afflicted Christopher’s life would have taken place. 

 
126 Canard, Histoire, 593, 601-602, 634-635, 641-645, 652, 661, 667-668; Kennedy, Prophet, 237, 241-242; 

Kaldellis, Streams, 26, 46-49. 
127 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. See Kennedy, Prophet, 241. 
128 For more on Qarghuwayh (spelled in multiple ways, e.g. Qarghūya, Qarqūya), see Todt and Vest, Syria, 

1:182-183, 189-190, 194, 349, 421, 565, 674-677; Kennedy, Prophet, 241-242; Kaldellis, Streams, 74-75, 93. 
129 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 807; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 110. For more on Taqī al-Dīn, about whom little is known, 

see Todt and Vest, Syria, 1:182-183, 565, 675. 
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E. Tarsus 

 The Cilician city of Tarsus, very close to the border, had important connections to 

Antioch as well, and in these stories the connections are largely depicted as negative ones.130 The 

city’s first mention in the Life comes in the discussion of Nikephoros’s invasions of Cilicia. 

When the emperor captured Tarsus in 965, he did so by a treaty of safe conduct, unlike most of 

its neighboring cities, “for hunger had debilitated its people, and they had reached a disastrous 

state, inadequate for war.”131 The majority of the city’s inhabitants, already devastated by hunger 

and war, were forced to relocate to Antioch. Yaḥyā adds that Nikephoros sent soldiers to protect 

them and their possessions along the way, but the journey must still have been a great 

hardship.132 When this mass of refugees arrived in Antioch, the Antiochians erupted in dispute 

and hostility, fearing that they would be the next Roman target. The city turned for salvation to 

Rashīq al-Nasīmī, one of the new arrivals from Tarsus.133 When he was unable to reach a 

satisfactory peace agreement with Nikephoros, however, he “uncovered his head” in rebellion 

against Sayf al-Dawla, and thus the city’s reaction to the fate of Tarsus led directly to the 

rebellion that shook Antioch in 965 and 966.134 

 The Life and other sources do not attack the refugees or imply that they should have been 

turned away, but later references to Tarsus maintain this vaguely threatening character. In the 

fighting after Christopher’s death, a group of Muslim “assassins” from Tarsus tried to dissuade 

their Persian counterparts from attacking the imperial army near Alexandretta, but were ignored, 

 
130 For more on Tarsus, see Hild and Hellenkemper, Kilikien, 1:428-439; Eger, Spaces, 156-169. 
131 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. See also Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 796-797; Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.12; Kaldellis, 

Streams, 47-48; William Garrood, “The Byzantine Conquest of Cilicia and the Hamdanids of Aleppo, 959-965,” 

Anatolian Studies 58 (2008): 137-138; Canard, Histoire, 821-823. 
132 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 796-797. See also Canard, Histoire, 822. 
133 Ibrāhīm claims that they initially asked Ibn al-Zayyāt, the former governor of Tarsus, for help, and he 

refused. Other sources assert that Ibn al-Zayyāt was already dead by this point; see Canard, Histoire, 649. 
134 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. See also Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 797-798; Kaldellis, Streams, 49; Canard, Histoire, 650. 
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to the Persian army’s destruction.135 Ibrāhīm also mentions that al-Rughaylī, the Black man who 

eventually took control of Antioch, “had escaped from the poor people of Tarsus,” presumably 

during the Byzantine conquest of that city.136 Once the Byzantine army took Antioch, two of 

Christopher’s assassins, Ibn Maḥmūd and Ibn Dughāma, were sent to the prison in Tarsus, where 

Ibn Maḥmūd ultimately died.137 Of course this “divine punishment” was a good outcome from 

Ibrāhīm’s perspective, but he also notes that Ibn Maḥmūd spent his time there “in total misery, 

distress, and pain of soul and body. He was punished for his deeds until he handed over his 

miserable soul.”138 Throughout the stories, Tarsus is presented as a place of death and suffering, 

for “evil” antagonists as well as for more sympathetic characters, and the authors imply that 

Tarsus had a tendency to foment death and suffering in Antioch as well, by sparking rebellions 

and other forms of political chaos. 

F. Byzantine Places 

 Though both Tarsus and Antioch changed from Arab to Byzantine control in the course 

of the events described in these sources, the texts also mention other places that remained 

Byzantine throughout the period. These include Ṣārikha, on the Halys River (now the Kızılırmak 

in northern Turkey), where ‘Īsā’s employer Khalīfa b. Jundī fell to his death while raiding the 

Romans.139 Later, both the Khorasani soldiers and al-Rughaylī’s followers similarly raided 

Roman territory in the wake of Christopher’s death.140 All of these raids were ineffective, 

however, for with the conquest of Antioch, there were suddenly powerful people from Byzantine 

 
135 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. 
136 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. See also Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. The “bandit” (ṣu‘lūk, pl. ṣa‘ālīk) was a recurring 

character in poetry and other Arabic literature; see the article on “Ṣu‘lūk” in the Encyclopaedia of Islam along with 

Christian Lange, “Crime and Punishment in Islamic History (Early to Middle Period): A Framework for Analysis,” 

Religion Compass 4, no. 11 (2010): 696-697. 
137 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17, §19; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 824-825. 
138 Ibrāhīm, Life, §19. 
139 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3. See also Canard, “Vie,” 567. 
140 Ibrāhīm, Life, §16, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 



123 

 

places running things in Antioch, as the balance of power had shifted. The military governor 

(stratēgós) of Cappadocia, Eustathios Maleinos, convinced the other military leaders to execute 

Ibn Mānik, while Emperor John I (r. 969-976) sent a new patriarch to Antioch from Koloneia, 

likely modern Şebinkarahisar in northeastern Turkey.141 

These Byzantine places receive little attention in the Arabic sources, and Constantinople 

is not mentioned in the Life at all, but they show clearly how the transition from Arab to 

Byzantine rule shaped Antioch’s network of places. After 969, it was more and more a part of 

the Empire, and new places like Koloneia and Cappadocia began to impact the life of its people. 

Like all places, Antioch’s network was not a static sort of “identity,” but was in constant process, 

and the shift from interaction with the Islamic world to the Byzantine world was the most 

prominent index of this. Ibrāhīm traces this transition while showing the fruitful interactions 

Antioch had previously enjoyed with places from Syria to Central Asia, now made more difficult 

by the shift to Byzantine rule and the imposition of a new border east of the city. Whatever 

authority the Church of Antioch had been able to wield in places from Aleppo to Tashkent, it 

held no such authority in the Byzantine lands to the north and west, which were under the control 

of the patriarch of Constantinople and the emperor. 

G. Egypt 

 Egypt is mentioned only twice in the Life, though the rising power of the Fāṭimids—who 

did not take control of Egypt until 969, after Christopher’s death—was a major concern for 

Yaḥyā (himself a native of Egypt) and the Byzantine historians.142 One reference is simply a 

 
141 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17, §18. Eustathios Maleinos, member of a powerful Cappadocian aristocratic family, 

later became governor of Tarsus, and eventually rebelled against Basil II (r. 976-1025); see Kaldellis, Streams, 83, 

97, 116-117. On Patriarch Theodore II, see Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 133; Canard, “Vie,” 566; Khrysostomos A. 

Papadopoulos, Historía tḗs ekklēsías Antiokheías (Alexandria, 1951), 825; Todt, “Patriarchate,” 34-35. 
142 Byzantine historians often refer to the Fāṭimids as “Carthaginians” because of their origins in modern 

Tunisia. For examples of these historians’ concern about Fāṭimid encroachment on their newly taken Syrian 

possessions, including Antioch, see Leo, History, V.1, VI.8; Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XV.4. Yaḥyā discusses the 
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comparison of Christopher to John V “the Merciful” (patr. 606-616), the former Chalcedonian 

patriarch of Alexandria, on account of his charitable works.143 The only reference to 

contemporary Egypt is Ibrāhīm’s statement—echoed by Yaḥyā—that al-Rughaylī came with a 

band of raiders from Egypt, where he had apparently gone after escaping from the “poor people 

of Tarsus.”144 Thus, while Egypt was an important part of Middle Eastern politics in this period, 

it had little impact on the life and death of Christopher as remembered by the extant sources. 

Perhaps this is because this was the period in which Ikhshīdid power declined, before the Fāṭimid 

conquest of Egypt, and neither group was able to play a major role in northern Syria at that 

point.145 

H. Life on the Border 

 Antioch’s place on the shifting border between Muslim and Byzantine rule marginalized 

the city in some ways, but also led to important and surprising connections with places far and 

near. It was tied to its imperial center, whether Baghdad or Constantinople, and to other places 

within its empire, but was also connected to places across the frontier. Christopher, himself a 

migrant from Baghdad, was suspected of harboring secret links to the Byzantine army and was 

accused of correspondence with them before his assassination.146 In the same way, connections 

between Antioch and the various parts of the caliphate must have been threatening to post-

 
relationship between Egypt and Syria, his two homelands, throughout his Dhayl, but little in the passages about 

Christopher. 
143 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
144 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
145 In fact, during the Byzantine conquest of Tarsus, an Ikhshīdid fleet arrived off the coast just days after 

the surrender of the city was concluded. The fleet was chased away by the imperial navy, marking the last major 

Egyptian attempt to intervene in the region until the arrival of the Fāṭimids; see Garrood, “Conquest,” 137-138; C. 

Edmund Bosworth, “The City of Tarsus and the Arab-Byzantine Frontiers in Early and Middle ‘Abbāsid Times,” 

Oriens 33 (1992): 280. 
146 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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conquest Byzantine authorities, who were busy reconstructing Antioch’s network of connections 

into a purely Byzantine one, but they are on full display in the remembered past of the Life. 

Despite the restrictions and interventions of the imperial authorities on either side, a 

vibrant trans-border exchange of goods and culture must have existed. Asa Eger rejects the view 

of many scholars, medieval and modern, that sees the frontier as a generally depopulated and 

culturally “primitive” place.147 Instead, he notes that the border was both porous and always 

shifting, and that in many cases interactions across the border “created new societies 

(ethnogenesis), uniquely born out of living within a peripheral sense of place.”148 The greater 

power concentrated in the imperial centers should not blind us to the fascinating and creative 

dynamics of life on the border, nor should Massey’s cautions about overly exclusive borders 

distort our understanding of the more fluid medieval situation. 

 The border meant a more or less constant state of conflict, but this conflict also created 

connections with distant regions of the ruling empire. The Life mentions several groups of 

soldiers from Khorasan and other parts of “Persia” who came to join the battle against the 

Romans.149 This was not an uncommon activity for armed groups of Persian-speaking Muslims, 

who in this case had heard about the encroachment of the imperial armies on previously Muslim-

ruled lands in Syria and Anatolia and came to offer their assistance.150 A group of Daylamis is 

mentioned as well in Yaḥyā and Z, taking part in the rebellion in Antioch.151 Despite the massive 

distances between Antioch and these places, therefore, travel between them was not wildly 

uncommon and groups could make the journey as necessary. They were brought to Antioch 

 
147 A. Asa Eger, The Islamic-Byzantine Frontier: Interaction and Exchange among Muslim and Christian 

Communities (London: I.B. Tauris, 2015), 1-10. See also Abdullah Muhammad Mustafa Abu Ezzah, “The Syrian 

Thughūr,” PhD diss., University of Exeter, 1980. 
148 Eger, Frontier, 10. 
149 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13, §15, §16, §17. See also Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 807-809; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 111. 
150 Kennedy, Prophet, 193, 240; Eger, “(Re)Mapping,” 101. 
151 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 797-798, 805. 
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because it was the gateway to the border regions where they could fight to defend Islam, just as 

Byzantine soldiers came from all parts of the empire to serve in Antioch and other border regions 

after the conquest. 

 Borders are occasionally mentioned as an impediment to travel. Ibrāhīm describes the 

ancient Iranian capital of Ctesiphon in an odd way, stating that it “was large and greatly 

renowned, because it was the frontier and boundary of the kingdom of the Persians.”152 Perhaps 

he means that it was the first major city within Iranian territory, though it is strange that he 

would not describe it as the capital city. Less surprisingly, he adds that the Christians under 

Iranian rule were sometimes forbidden to cross the border and travel to Antioch in order to seek 

the consecration of new bishops, arguing that this was part of the reason for the creation of the 

catholicosate in Ctesiphon.153 Under Islamic rule, this position continued to exist—eventually in 

both Romagird and Baghdad—even though the border was erased and it became easier for the 

Christians of these places to travel to Antioch. 

 This entire story focuses on a shifting border: the Byzantine army first conquered Tarsus, 

then Antioch, and so Antioch’s network of places had to shift toward Constantinople and its 

dependencies, as discussed above.154 The authors of these texts rarely reflect on the border 

explicitly—though plenty of Muslim geographers had already devoted substantial attention to the 

thughūr and ‘awāṣim, the border regions—but their texts show how it shaped the entire series of 

events. The closer it moved to Antioch, the more chaotic the city’s political situation became, as 

its residents feared that their Ḥamdānid rulers would not be able to protect them from the 

Byzantine advance. Christopher eventually became a casualty of the advancing border when his 

 
152 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
153 Naturally, the difficulty of this travel varied widely according to political and religious circumstances; 

see Nasrallah, L’église, 1-5, 20-21. 
154 Holmes, “Frontier,” 83-104. 
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assassin accused him of conspiring with the Byzantines, but when the border shifted to the other 

side of Antioch in 969, his assassins received what Ibrāhīm viewed as the providential 

punishment for their evil actions. The border and its complex impact on Christopher’s life is one 

of the primary examples of the influence that an extensive network of places had on Antioch, and 

of the ways that that network shifted with the course of political events. 

I. The Centrality of Antioch and Its Church 

 To conclude, then, Ibrāhīm’s view of the world’s geographical networks interacts 

creatively with those put forward by the dominant Byzantine and (especially) Muslim 

geographers of his time. Before the conquest of 969, he portrays Antioch as a city with links to 

places throughout the Islamic East, reaching as far as Central Asia and including the caliphal 

capital of Baghdad. The maintenance of these networks was aided immensely by the lack of 

borders between them, a fact that distinguished Antioch’s experience of Muslim rule from the 

periods before and after. The catholicoi continued to exist, and in fact their number doubled and 

their range increased, even without the Roman-Iranian border that had necessitated the position’s 

creation in the first place. In this sense, the Church of Antioch thrived with the erasure of the 

Roman-Iranian border and developed connections in Central Asia that likely had not existed 

before. 

 After 969, a border was reimposed and located closer to Antioch than ever before. This 

likely hampered the patriarchs’ ability to communicate with their subordinates in these distant 

places, although some interaction may have gone on. In addition, with most Byzantine-era 

patriarchs coming from Byzantine Anatolia and Constantinople, their interest in the Church 

politics of Baghdad and Romagird was almost certainly less than Christopher’s, himself a native 

of Baghdad. Thus the conquest was a disruption to the geography portrayed in the Life. 
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 This geography is not centered on either Constantinople or Baghdad, the major imperial 

capitals of the day. It is centered on Antioch and describes the functioning of a vast network 

connecting Antioch to numerous cities and regions that owed it some degree of allegiance and 

submission. Needless to say, the authority that Antioch is able to wield in the Life is not the 

political authority of the emperor, the caliph, or even the Ḥamdānid emir in Aleppo. It is the 

authority of the Church, an institution overlaid above and beside the political institutions that 

shaped so much of life in the region. 

 The authority of the Antiochian Church allowed Antioch to have an impact on events in 

Romagyris or Baghdad. The authority of the Church made Antioch a major player in the court 

life of Aleppo, or at least enabled a different sort of access to that world than the typical Muslim 

nobles and city governors would have possessed. Ibrāhīm’s Life is written for those who may be 

blinded by the political power of Baghdad or Constantinople, viewing them as the center of the 

world, and suggests that the parallel geography of the Church—at least the Chalcedonian 

Church, which for Ibrāhīm would be the only true Church—in the Islamic East is in fact centered 

on Antioch. In the same way, Antrim notes that Muslim geographers overlaid the political 

centrality of Baghdad with the “cosmological centrality and connectivity” of important places in 

the Islamic tradition, such as Jerusalem or Mecca.155 

 It is noteworthy too that the close ties between the imperial government and the Church 

in Constantinople made it difficult to create a situation like this in Ibrāhīm’s Byzantine-ruled 

world. The very separation of the Antiochian Church from the political authorities of Aleppo or 

Baghdad enabled it to maintain its own parallel geographical network stretching thousands of 

miles. However, with the imposition of the new border and the reintegration of Antioch into the 

 
155 Antrim, Routes, 40. 
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Byzantine ecclesiastical system, so closely tied to the emperor, Antioch could no longer be the 

center of this Church world. Under Byzantine rule, Antioch was subordinate to the emperor and 

the ecumenical patriarch and cut off from its dependencies. 

 Ibrāhīm waxes nostalgic for the time when Antioch had this clear connection to the 

distant places of the Islamic world, a situation made possible by Islamic political structures even 

while lying alongside them. At the same time, however, his text is an attempt to bring this 

geography more powerfully into existence in his own time and for the future. He foregrounds the 

process of installing Christopher’s relics in honor in the city’s cathedral, a process with the 

potential to draw increased pilgrims to the city and thus augment its religious centrality, despite 

his possible misgivings about the new patriarchs who are carrying out the work.156 His text itself 

could also encourage increased attention to the City of God, informing hearers and readers about 

the important events that had recently transpired there. By giving his account of the religious 

geography of the past, Ibrāhīm aims to shape the religious geography of the future to Antioch’s 

benefit. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 Just as Ibrāhīm narrates the process by which Christopher and the Central Asian 

Christians came to a compromise that would recognize people and place together, we can read 

these texts and look for the role of both people and place within them. A network of places is 

also a network of people, and as we can see from the Life of Christopher, Ibrāhīm thought there 

was an effective way of connecting (some) people that was not based on the centrality of 

political power. Rather than Baghdad or Constantinople being the center of the global network, 
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for Ibrāhīm the center is Antioch, and the mechanism that connects all these distant places and 

people is the Church. Thus ‘Īsā actually leaves Baghdad, traditionally the center of power, and 

finds a better life in Antioch, from which he is able to appoint ecclesiastical leaders for his home 

city. 

The geographies provided by all of these authors are informed by the contexts in which 

they originate, and Ibrāhīm, in particular, is clearly interested in making a claim about the sort of 

place networks that his hometown has, or should have. By emphasizing the network of the 

Church and Antioch’s centrality in it, he lessens the importance of the great capitals, even if he 

has more appreciation for the smaller political power center of Aleppo. In my fifth and final 

chapter, I will focus more specifically on the relationship between Antioch and the various 

imperial centers of the region, in hopes of elucidating some of Ibrāhīm’s reasons for this 

approach to the city. First, however, I will turn to the authors’ depictions of interfaith relations in 

Antioch.
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CHAPTER THREE: FRIENDS OF ALL RELIGIONS 

 

 

There was the method of kneeling, 

a fine method, if you lived in a country 

where stones were smooth. 

—Naomi Shihab Nye, “Different Ways to Pray” 

 

Paien unt tort e chrestiens unt dreit. 

Pagans are wrong and Christians are right. 

—La Chanson de Roland 

 

 

 At the moment when Ibn Mānik called to his allies in Persian, inciting them to assassinate 

Christopher, Ibrāhīm tells us that the trembling, worried murderer shouted, “This is the one you 

are looking for! This is the man who wants to hand over this city! This is the enemy of the 

Muslims! Here you are, and here he is! Cut him to pieces without pity!”1 We may question the 

plausibility of Ibrāhīm’s access to this information, given that only the assassins and their victim 

were in the room at the time and that the author gives no indication of fluency in Persian. 

Nevertheless, Ibrāhīm clearly found this to be a believable way for a tenth-century Antiochian 

Muslim to incite visiting soldiers to violent action. What primarily interests us, on the other 

hand, is Ibn Mānik’s attempt to position Christopher as “the enemy of the Muslims.” As I will 

discuss below, Ibrāhīm uses the most aggressive rhetoric of the entire text to vigorously dispute 

this description of his protagonist, and it is highly revealing with respect to his views on 

Christian-Muslim interactions in Antioch. 

 What can we learn about these interactions from the memories of Christopher’s life and 

death that are preserved in these texts? Ibrāhīm and several other authors are careful to present 

Christopher not as the “enemy of the Muslims,” and vice-versa, but as their friend. While 

Ibrāhīm calls the Christian Theodoulos one of Christopher’s “closest companions” (khawāṣṣ), a 

 
1 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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member of an inner circle of sorts, the term ṣadīq (“friend”) is used only for Christopher’s 

relationships with Muslims. This chapter analyzes the possibility and meaning of friendship in 

such a context, where the “friends” are separated by religion and often by social status, wealth, 

and power. I argue that from the perspective of Ibrāhīm and other historians in his tradition, the 

greatest barriers to friendship were social inequality and moral failings, specifically envy, and 

religious difference was no impediment to it. 

 

I. The Hermeneutics of Christian-Muslim Relations 

 When reading any text that claims to relay historical information, it is important to keep 

the context of the work in mind, especially the prevailing power relations at the time of writing. 

Authors are less likely to openly criticize rulers who have the authority and opportunity to harm 

their critics, and the same goes for criticizing powerful ruling groups that might seek revenge for 

insults to their honor. This naturally affects the way we must read most Christian Arabic 

writings, as the vast majority of these texts were written under the rule of Muslims and could 

potentially be read by Muslims. When they speak of Islam in positive ways, or at least fail to 

openly attack the religion of their rulers, it is fair to wonder whether they are holding anything 

back out of fear, as we would for any other subordinate group.2 

 
2 The same applies to texts in which Christians use other traditions as a proxy to criticize Islam or place 

their criticisms of Islam in the mouths of other—fictional or nonfictional—characters. Examples of both of these 

rhetorical strategies can be found in the work of Paul of Antioch, Chalcedonian bishop of Sidon (likely early 

thirteenth century). Paul’s Treatise to the Nations and the Jews presents Christian arguments against both Judaism 

and Hellenistic, philosophical “paganism” in which it is clear that the “philosophers” are meant to stand in for 

Muslims. Similarly, his Letter to a Muslim Friend presents arguments against Islam, but Paul claims that he is only 

repeating arguments that he heard from Christians in Constantinople and Western Europe. It is difficult to tell 

whether Muslims actually read most Arabic Christian texts, but Paul’s Letter to a Muslim Friend attracted one 

Christian rewrite and at least three Muslim refutations, including one by the famous Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328), so 

we know that this sort of dialogue was possible. Other Christian authors used similar strategies. See Sidney H. 

Griffith, “Paul of Antioch,” in The Orthodox Church in the Arab World, 700-1700: An Anthology of Sources, ed. 

Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger (DeKalb, Ill.: NIU Press, 2014), 216-235; Herman Teule, “Paul of Antioch’s 

Attitude towards the Jews and the Muslims: His Letter to the Nations and the Jews,” in The Three Rings: Textual 

Studies in the Historical Trialogue of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, ed. Barbara Roggema, Marcel Poorthuis, 
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 Sidney Griffith has a nuanced position on this issue, acknowledging the complexity of the 

source data. First, it is important to recognize that some Christian texts express criticism of Islam 

in terms whose frankness, and even hostility, may surprise us. These are often presented as 

records of dialogues between Christians and Muslims in which the Christian participant is 

granted permission to speak honestly without fear of punishment, a genre that Griffith calls “the 

monk in the emir’s majlis.”3 At other times they are presented as exchanges of letters, but in 

either case they frequently take the form of a dialogue, and the dialogue often includes harsh 

Christian attacks on Islam.4 Arabic martyrdom stories also tend to present Muslims 

(unsurprisingly) as violent antagonists. 

 Many scholars have asserted that these dialogues and other texts have no historical basis, 

on the assumption that Muslim rulers would not actually permit such criticism in any setting. As 

Griffith explains it, 

at the very most, the more skeptical commentators are prepared to concede only that in 

some instances there may have been encounters between the Christian spokesman and the 

Muslim official named in a given text, but that later writers, mostly now anonymous, 

have simply used these well-known occasions as settings for their literary exercises in 

religious apologetics and polemics.5 

 

This is a possible reading, but it remains true that the texts recounting such vehemently 

polemical dialogues circulated widely and openly in Arabic for centuries, so there must have 

been a general Muslim acceptance that these arguments would circulate among Christians and 

did not need to be eradicated. If this seems unlikely based on our “ideas about what medieval 

 
and Pim Valkenberg (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 91-110; Sidney H. Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: 

Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 100-101; Diego R. 

Sarrió Cucarella, Muslim-Christian Polemics across the Mediterranean: The Splendid Replies of Shihāb al-Dīn al-

Qarāfī (d. 684/1285) (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 69-74. 
3 Griffith, Church, 77-81, 101-102. 
4 Griffith, Church, 85-88. 
5 Griffith, Church, 102. Griffith cites Gerrit Reinink as one example of a “skeptical commentator.” See also 

David Bertaina, Christian and Muslim Dialogues: The Religious Uses of a Literary Form in the Early Islamic 

Middle East (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2011), 3. 
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Muslim authorities would or would not tolerate,” then Griffith encourages us to “be cautious in 

[our] judgments about what might or might not have been allowed in public scholarly 

discussions in the world of Islam in medieval Baghdad and elsewhere.”6 This is a salutary 

caution, and even as we approach Christian Arabic texts with a requisite degree of skepticism, 

we should remember that in most cases, there was no fear of retribution severe enough to 

moderate Christian speech about Islam. 

 Muslim laws regarding blasphemy—one potential source of Christian hesitation—were 

slow to develop and rarely enforced in the early centuries of Islamic history, which may go some 

distance toward explaining the boldness displayed by early Christian Arabic writers.7 Still, legal 

punishment for blasphemy was not the only way an aggrieved ruler or other powerful person 

could seek revenge on their detractors, and some Christian writers may indeed have taken extra 

caution in their writing about Islam, particularly in Arabic.8 Even when their primary audience 

was Christian—which was certainly the case with Greek, Syriac, Coptic, and Armenian works, 

but was also true of most Christian Arabic works—literate Muslims were able to read their 

Arabic output, and some Muslims did just that, as we know from their published refutations of 

Christian arguments.9 The dialogue format itself could be an effective way to displace the 

arguments onto a semi-fictional mouthpiece, so that their author could not be directly blamed for 

 
6 Griffith, Church, 102-103. 
7 Christian Sahner, Christian Martyrs under Islam: Religious Violence and the Making of the Muslim 

World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018), 120-125, 137; Matthew M. Anderson, “Prohibited Speech and 

the Sacred: Critically and Constructively Engaging Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī’s (d. 756/1355) al-Sayf al-maslūl ‘alā man 

sabba al-rasūl” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2018), 86-88. 
8 Theodore Abū Qurra (9th c.) hardly mentions Islam in his Arabic works, but the Greek works attributed to 

him include numerous debates against Muslims. It is possible that he avoided antagonizing Muslims in the language 

that they could be expected to understand, but felt freer when writing in Greek, though it is also possible that none of 

these Greek texts were actually the work of Theodore. Peter Schadler suggests that he, like some other Arabic 

Christian writers, used Jews as a proxy for Muslims in his Arabic writings; see Peter Schadler, John of Damascus 

and Islam: Christian Heresiology and the Intellectual Background to Earliest Christian-Muslim Relations (Leiden: 

Brill, 2018), 188-190; John C. Lamoreaux, “Theodore Abū Qurra,” Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical 

History. 
9 Griffith, Church, 62-63, 100. 
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them. In any case, it is right to maintain a hermeneutic of suspicion when Christians under 

Muslim rule (and other subordinate groups) write works that paint Muslims (and other ruling 

groups) in a positive light, though we must remember that most Christians did not find Muslim 

rule to be a threat to their critical expression. 

 The Life of Christopher provides an alternative lens on these issues. One of only a few 

extant Arabic Christian works that were written under Christian rule, the views on Islam and 

Muslims that are conveyed in the Life were filtered through an entirely different set of political 

circumstances from most similar works.10 When Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā was writing, the primary 

power structures with which he had reason to be concerned were centered on the imperial court 

in Constantinople, and even if his text was to find its way across the border to any Muslim 

readers, it was highly unlikely that he would face retribution for his statements. Thus, while his 

claims about the relationship between Christians and Muslims in tenth-century Antioch should 

be read in light of his positioning with respect to the Byzantine Empire—as will be discussed in 

a future chapter—we do not need to take quite the same approach to his comments about 

Muslims. If Ibrāhīm compliments Sayf al-Dawla or an Antiochian Muslim, it is not because he 

feared the long-deceased Sayf al-Dawla’s retribution against insults to his honor. This gives us a 

unique insight into the status of Christians under Muslim rule in Antioch, even if we will never 

 
10 Of course, the Life is said to have been written in Greek originally, but as the Greek is not extant and it 

was translated by its author, it exists as an Arabic work for all scholarly purposes. It is also not the only Arabic text 

produced in Byzantine-ruled Antioch in this period, taking its place alongside the translations and original work of 

other great scholars such as Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd and ‘Abd Allāh b. al-Faḍl. For the purpose of examining Christian views 

of life in Muslim society, however, the Life (along with Yaḥyā’s history) is particularly apt, as it explicitly reflects 

on this earlier situation in a way that Ibn al-Faḍl’s theological treatises do not. For more on Ibn al-Faḍl and others in 

this context, see J. Nasrallah, “‘Abdallah Ibn al-Fadl,” Proche-Orient chrétien 33 (1983): 143-159; Samuel Noble 

and Alexander Treiger. “Christian Arabic Theology in Byzantine Antioch: ‘Abdallāh Ibn al-Faḍl al-Anṭākī and His 

Discourse on the Holy Trinity,” Le Muséon 124, no. 3-4 (2011): 371-395; Alexander Treiger, “Greek into Arabic in 

Byzantine Antioch: ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Faḍl’s Book of the Garden (Kitāb ar-Rawḍa),” in Ambassadors, Artists, 

Theologians: Byzantine Relations with the Near East from the Ninth to the Thirteenth Centuries, ed. Z. Chitwood 

and J. Pahlitzsch (Mainz: Verlag des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums, 2019), 227-238. 
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have completely unfiltered access to their historical reality. Of course, each of the other sources 

under consideration has its own context that affects its presentation of the issues. 

 

II. Distinct Collective Memories 

 In this chapter, due to the aforementioned differences in context and perspective, I will 

primarily focus on an analysis of the Life and its presentation of Christian-Muslim relations in 

Antioch, followed by a discussion of the other relevant sources. This will allow me to keep the 

distinct context of each work separate and to focus in depth on the coherent vision of interfaith 

interactions presented by Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā. 

Each work shapes the events of Christopher’s life and death in ways that support its 

author’s goals and ideologies, making an intervention into the wider collective memory so that 

its audience will behave in a way that accords with the memories that have been instilled in 

them. Each author represents the events of the past in accordance with present goals, and yet 

there remains in almost all sources a very basic level of agreement on what happened to 

Christopher: he was a Christian patriarch killed by Muslims. While Maurice Halbwachs, the 

pioneer theorist of collective memory, justifiably places great emphasis on the ability of present 

concerns to reshape the past, it seems that there is always a balance between present social 

construction and the persistence of past events that cannot be changed completely.11 Halbwachs 

himself admits this, noting that “in their effort to adapt, people encounter the resistance of things, 

sometimes of rites, of mechanical or material formulas, of ancient commemorations fixed in the 

stones of churches and monuments, where the beliefs and the testimony once took the form of 

 
11 Barry Schwartz, “The Social Context of Commemoration: A Study in Collective Memory,” Social 

Forces 61, no. 2 (December 1982): 375-377, 396; Lewis A. Coser, introduction to Maurice Halbwachs, On 

Collective Memory, ed. and trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 25-26. 



137 

 

solid and durable objects.”12 Earlier memories are not entirely pliable, especially when—as in 

Christopher’s case—they have been given substance in things like historical texts, yearly ritual 

commemorations, or stone inscriptions. 

Moreover, if a considerable amount of data about an event is already stored within a 

group’s collective memory, it is more difficult for memories of that event to be completely 

reshaped. Thus the Arabic Christian historical tradition, in which Ibrāhīm’s Life provided such a 

rich base of information and was largely accepted as trustworthy, maintained a much more 

consistent and extensive understanding of Christopher’s story than the Byzantine tradition, in 

which the short notices provided by Leo the Deacon and John Skylitzēs quickly faded from 

memory altogether. The loss—perhaps due to neglect and disinterest—of Ibrāhīm’s Greek Life 

meant that Christopher’s memory was lost much more quickly in the Byzantine collective 

memory than in that of Antiochians and other Syrian Christians. 

It is also important to note that in the tenth- and early eleventh-century texts about 

Christopher, we see the transition between what Halbwachs calls “autobiographical memory” 

and “historical memory.”13 Ibrāhīm had personal experience of many of the events of 

Christopher’s later life and no doubt kept their memory alive within his community throughout 

his long life before finally committing the story to writing, “so that it might not be forgotten in 

the length of time.”14 Likewise, Leo must have heard the story either from someone who 

experienced the events personally or at the remove of one or two retellers. As they wrote the 

story down, however, it became history, accessible in textual form—or in the yearly 

commemoration of Christopher’s martyrdom—by those who had no firsthand experience of the 

 
12 Halbwachs, Memory, 234. 
13 Coser, introduction to Halbwachs, Memory, 23-24. 
14 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 



138 

 

events or their context. Therefore, when we read later sources such as Makarios III (patr. 1647-

1672), Michael Burayk, or even John Skylitzēs, we are reading historians who have simply 

represented the historical sources to which they had access, having no direct connection to the 

events. They had their own perspectives and goals, but they also could not recount a version of 

the story entirely divorced from the one presented to them in their sources. Ibrāhīm, the founding 

source for the Arabic Christian tradition of stories about Christopher, had much more freedom to 

shape his account, based on his own recollections as informed by discussions with members of 

his own community. 

 

III. Names for the Other 

 As already stated, the bulk of my discussion here will focus on the Life and its unique 

account of interreligious interactions in Muslim-ruled Antioch. I have already discussed some of 

the names that Ibrāhīm and the other authors use for religious others. Ibrāhīm, for example, in 

addition to “Muslims,” speaks of “Hagarenes,” “children of Hagar,” and even “Gentiles” 

(umam). He does not seem to use any of these terms in an inherently pejorative sense, rather 

alternating between “Muslims” and “Hagarenes” in most instances, with no obvious distinction 

in meaning. 

I have translated umam, literally “nations,” as “Gentiles,” as it is likely an Arabic version 

of the common biblical and post-biblical Greek term éthnē.15 This term (along with its Hebrew 

counterpart gōyim) was used originally to describe non-Jews, but was often used later by 

Christians to describe non-Christians, becoming a generic term for a religious or ethnic out-

 
15 Umma is also an extremely important term in classical Islamic discourse, though it is usually (but not 

always) used in the singular to refer to the Islamic community. It does not generally have the same out-group 

connotation of “Gentiles” that éthnē or gōyim has, except when used in the plural by Arabophone Christians and 

Jews. 
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group. When Ibrāhīm uses the word, he is explaining why Christopher had limited resources with 

which to take care of the poor Christians of Syria: “on account of the fact that he was working 

among the Gentiles, and so his revenues were diminished.”16 The term therefore explains a sort 

of handicap for Christian leaders in Christopher’s situation, namely that they lacked the imperial 

funding that was available to the patriarch of Constantinople, or even Christopher’s successors in 

Byzantine-ruled Antioch. This was obviously a limit on Christopher’s ability to carry out certain 

helpful actions that would be possible for other leaders, though Ibrāhīm emphasizes that he was 

nevertheless able to help many people with direct aid and to use his diplomatic skills in situations 

beyond his financial means. In fact, in spite of his limitations, Ibrāhīm says that Christopher 

became “a new Nicholas among us,” in reference to the fourth-century bishop of Myra and 

inspiration for Santa Claus. The term “Gentiles,” therefore, is not used here as a slur against 

Muslims or Islam, or even as a neutral statement about Muslim-ruled societies specifically, but 

simply as an acknowledgment of the challenges faced by any religious group lacking imperial 

support. 

The term “infidel” (kāfir) carried different connotations, then and now. The Arabic word, 

rooted in the concept of “ungratefulness” to God and used frequently in the Qur’an, was a 

common pejorative term used by Muslims and other Arabic speakers to describe religious others, 

much as infidel (unfaithful) was used in Latin-speaking Western Europe. While Muslims would 

be happy to refer to themselves as part of an umma, though with different connotations from the 

Christian use of umam discussed above, they would never refer to themselves as kuffār. Ibrāhīm 

uses the term three times, in a variety of contexts. 

 
16 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8. 
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Ibrāhīm himself uses the term kāfir to describe Ibn Mānik twice. The first instance 

describes the assassin as “that cursed infidel” and speaks of his cooperation with the Persian 

soldiers who arrived in Antioch to fight the Romans.17 The second simply notes that “it was said 

that that infidel had burned” Christopher’s head, explaining why the head was not installed in the 

Great Church with the rest of Christopher’s relics.18 These are the only two instances in which 

Ibrāhīm uses the term kāfir to describe a Muslim, and in both cases they refer to the same 

Muslim, the primary antagonist of the story. The third use of kāfir, on the other hand, is reversed: 

it is attributed to Ibn Mānik as a description of Christopher, while he is inciting his co-

conspirators to agree to the patriarch’s assassination. Using fear and resentment to bolster his 

case, he asks Ibn Maḥmūd and Ibn Dughāma whether “we should leave this infidel alive until, 

after a while, a governor arrives here, so that he will be sitting in court while we ourselves are 

punished, as we were in the time of Sayf al-Dawla.”19 

Kāfir is clearly meant as a pejorative in all of these contexts, and in a sense it is an attack 

on the entire religious tradition of the person to whom it refers, since neither Ibrāhīm nor Ibn 

Mānik would be likely to refer to a member of his own religious group as a kāfir. However, it is 

noteworthy that Ibrāhīm uses the term in highly specific contexts and never uses it for a Muslim 

other than Ibn Mānik—not even for that “cursed infidel’s” partners in crime. It seems that 

Ibrāhīm only uses kāfir to refer to Muslims on the basis of their evil actions, and that he imagines 

Muslims doing the same from their own perspective. For example, it is hard to imagine either 

Sayf al-Dawla or Christopher referring to the other as a kāfir in Ibrāhīm’s text. This is a 

pejorative, but a targeted one that does not tell us much about Ibrāhīm’s view of Islam or 

 
17 Ibrāhīm, Life, §16. 
18 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
19 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
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Muslims in general. The fact that it is used in both directions also shows an awareness that kāfir 

was used from a variety of perspectives to describe a variety of people. The same sort of nuance 

is difficult to find in some of the Byzantine and other sources, which often seem to blame the 

“Saracens” or “Hagarenes” as a whole for Christopher’s death. 

 

IV. Friends and Friendship 

Finally, we should not overlook the significance of the fact that Ibrāhīm refers to 

Muslims as Christopher’s “neighbors” and “friends.” These terms for the other indicate a state of 

positive coexistence. Ibrāhīm notes that both Ibn Mānik and Ibn Dughāma were the patriarch’s 

neighbors, acknowledging that some neighbors prove treacherous in the end.20 On the other 

hand, Ibn Abī ‘Amr—another neighbor—tried to save Christopher’s life.21 

“Friend” (ṣadīq) is an overtly positive term, and Ibrāhīm describes several Muslim 

characters as Christopher’s friends. Ibn Abī ‘Amr, of course, was a “true friend” (ṣadīq ṣādiq) to 

the patriarch, and his actions showed this description to be accurate.22 Things were more 

complicated, however, with the assassins, and when Christopher arrived at Ibn Mānik’s house on 

the night of the killing, the host “greeted him with a greeting of affection [salām al-mawadda], 

even as deceit was concealed within his heart.”23 Ibrāhīm later accuses Ibn Mānik by recounting 

that Christopher was “your friend, the friend who was helpful to you and delivered you from 

torment.”24 This, it seems, was a one-sided friendship, requited only with an outward show of 

affection and ultimately murderous “deceit” (ghashsh) on the part of the assassin. 

 
20 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, 13. 
21 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
22 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
23 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
24 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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After the rebellion, Ibrāhīm says that Christopher attained “the status of…an influential 

friend” to Sayf al-Dawla, trusted on all issues, and the title of Ignatios Dick’s modern edition of 

the text describes Christopher as ṣadīq Sayf al-Dawla.25 The ethics of friendship between men 

forms an important theme in much of the early Christian writing that was clearly familiar to 

Ibrāhīm in his work as a translator.26 There were also formal structures of friendship in medieval 

Middle Eastern society, generally included within the concept of ṣuḥba (companionship) and 

agreed upon with varying levels of legal formality.27 Ibrāhīm gives us no indication that any sort 

of formal arrangement was involved in Christopher’s friendship with his Muslim neighbors, 

though his connection to Sayf al-Dawla is certainly reminiscent of the more or less official 

positions of royal companionship that were common in the region’s courts. Everyone in the court 

would no doubt have recognized that Christopher was officially welcome there, even if there was 

no formal process for declaring this. In any case, the point stands that true (ṣādiq) friendship was 

possible across religious boundaries in Ibrāhīm’s understanding of the world. 

The idea of friendship in a clearly unequal social situation presents challenges and 

controversies. Those referred to as “friends” of the ruler were sometimes little more than clients 

of the ruler’s patronage whose loyalty was expected in situations of conflict. Alicia Batten, 

speaking in the context of the ancient Greco-Roman world, argues that most thinkers distinguish 

carefully between “benefaction” and “patronage” in order to navigate these difficulties, with 

benefaction standing much closer to true friendship than patronage.28 In this system, 

 
25 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
26 Philip L. Culbertson, “Men and Christian Friendship,” in Men’s Bodies, Men’s Gods: Male Identities in a 

(Post-)Christian Culture, ed. Björn Krondorfer (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 149-180. 
27 Shelomo D. Goitein, “Formal Friendship in the Medieval Near East,” Proceedings of the American 

Philosophical Society 115, no. 6 (December 1971): 484-489. For more on the concept of ṣuḥba, see Jason Welle, 

“Clarifying Companionship: al-Sulamī’s (d. 412/1021) Kitāb ādāb al-ṣuḥba” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 

2016). 
28 Alicia J. Batten, Friendship and Benefaction in James (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2017), 88-89. 
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“benefaction” refers to a putatively mutual interaction of exchange in which each party 

generously gave what they were able to give to the other, whereas “patronage” referred explicitly 

to a relation of power in which the patron gave to the client as a way of demanding the client’s 

loyalty. Friendship, which was considered to be a relationship of equality characterized by 

mutual generosity and love, was much closer to benefaction, even if the lines could be blurry. 

Closer to the context at hand, the Muslim philosophers Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī (d. 1023) 

and Abū Sulaymān al-Sijistānī (10th c.) deny that it is even possible for kings to be the friends of 

their subjects.29 Relationships of autocratic power cannot possibly be true friendships, because a 

variety of negative elements such as fear and oppression enter into the equation. However, al-

Tawḥīdī encourages rulers to adopt a method of governance that is closer to friendship (ṣadāqa) 

than to kingship (mulk), paralleling the distinction between benefaction and patronage discussed 

above.30 He argues that a wisely ordered society necessitates the generous guidance of a virtuous, 

“friendly” ruler, not the raw power suggested by the term “king.”31 Nuha Alshaar lists some of 

the virtues that al-Tawḥīdī enjoins upon his readers: generosity, hospitality, forgiveness, 

helpfulness, and love.32 He calls for a friendly style of rule in response to the social issues 

sparked by the conquest of Baghdad by the Būyids in 945, when the caliph became little more 

than a figurehead and Būyid warriors held the real power. This conquest likely occurred around 

the time that Christopher was a child in Baghdad and may have been a factor in his decision to 

relocate to Syria. 

 
29 Nuha A. Alshaar, Ethics in Islam: Friendship in the Political thought of al-Tawḥīdī and His 

Contemporaries (London: Routledge, 2015), 169. 
30 Alshaar, Ethics, 173-175. 
31 Paul Heck describes a similar argument in the writings of Ibn Ḥamdūn (d. 1166). See Paul L. Heck, 

“Friendship in the Service of Governance: Makārim al-Akhlāq in Abbasid Political Culture,” in The Heritage of 

Arabo-Islamic Learning: Studies Presented to Wadad Kadi, ed. Maurice A. Pomerantz and Aram A. Shahin 

(Leiden: Brill, 2016), 73-74. 
32 Alshaar, Ethics, 181-185. 
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More broadly, Alshaar and Batten remind us of “the inescapable relationship between 

friendship and politics,” and thus of the fact that Christopher’s interactions with Sayf al-Dawla 

cannot be thought of merely in terms of affection or enjoyment.33 In this context, Ibrāhīm’s 

description of their relationship is noteworthy: 

This is part of human nature: not only does the one for whom good is done [al-muḥsan 

ilayhi] trust in the patronage of their benefactor [muwālāt al-muḥsin], but the benefactor 

also adds to the benefits [iḥsān] given to them. The beneficiary derives benefits from 

patronage, but then the benefactor also wishes to give them still more benefits, going to 

great lengths in both quantity and duration—especially if they have goodness [jūd] in 

their nature—so that their previous benefaction will not be made futile by their 

miserliness.34 

 

It seems that Ibrāhīm has no problem combining the concepts of benefaction and patronage, and 

he eventually adds friendship, but only after Christopher has proven his loyalty to Sayf al-Dawla 

during the rebellion. He clearly considers both Christopher and Sayf al-Dawla to have had 

“goodness in their nature,” which enabled them to overcome the obstacles associated with 

friendship between social unequals, although Christopher’s friendship with Ibn Abī ‘Amr 

remains less problematic for this reason. 

Establishing a relationship of mutual and ongoing exchange built—eventually—on trust, 

Ibrāhīm argues that Christopher and Sayf al-Dawla were able to attain the status of friends across 

boundaries of status and religion. This sort of friendship entailed mutual support to the extent 

that this was possible, along with mutual loyalty. Overall, it seems that differences in status and 

class were a much greater barrier to friendship than differences in religion, so if there were 

deficiencies in the friendship between Christopher and Sayf al-Dawla, this is not because Sayf 

al-Dawla was Muslim, but because he was the ruler. Thus Ibn Abī ‘Amr was Christopher’s 

“truest” friend, a relationship to which religious difference was no barrier, while the one-sided 

 
33 Alshaar, Ethics, 1. See also Batten, Friendship, 59-68. 
34 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
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friendship that Christopher offered to his eventual murderers disintegrated only because of their 

moral failings, not because of their religious affiliation. The ability of friendship to break down 

barriers, including sectarian barriers, was also an interest of al-Tawḥīdī, writing in the context of 

the Shī‘ī rule of the Būyids.35 Even if interfaith relationships were sometimes one-sided and 

marred by deceit, the boundaries between religions were not barriers to social interaction 

between friends. The concept of friendship will remain a recurring interpretive lens throughout 

this chapter. 

 

V. The Dangers of Muslim Rule 

A. Jizya/Barā’a 

 Whatever his sympathies toward individual Muslims, whatever his insistence upon the 

possibility of interfaith friendship, Ibrāhīm makes no attempt to hide the dangers and 

disadvantages attendant upon Christian residence in Muslim-ruled territories. The most extreme 

danger, of course, was that of neo-martyrdom, as I will discuss in more depth in the subsequent 

chapter. Christopher’s martyrdom—which surprised its victim because it was done, contrary to 

custom, within the assassin’s own home—was also accompanied by scenes of riotous plunder 

that stripped the Great Church of Antioch of many of its most treasured possessions, including 

(according to Yaḥyā al-Anṭākī, Z, Makarios III, and Michael Burayk) the throne of St. Peter.36 

Ibrāhīm makes it clear that these were unusual events shaped by the particular circumstances of 

 
35 Alshaar, Ethics, 3, 222. 
36 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15, §16; Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, “Histoire de Yahya-Ibn-Sa‘ïd d’Antioche, continuateur de Sa‘ïd-

Ibn-Bitriq,” ed. and trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A. Vasiliev, Patrologia orientalis 18, no. 5 (1957): 810; Vat.ar. 689, 

f. 111v; Mīkhā’īl Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya, ed. Nā’ila Taqī al-Dīn 

Qā’idbayh (Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 112. 
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rebellion and governmental collapse. However, there were other, more deeply structural, issues 

to be faced, and several became painfully obvious over the course of Christopher’s life. 

 Ibrāhīm’s most sustained negative discussion of Muslim-ruled society is his presentation 

of the barā’a tax, more commonly known as the jizya. This terminology is highly unusual, 

perhaps even wholly unique, and yet Ibrāhīm makes sure to tell us that this was “their” term: 

“The Hagarenes extract a tax [jizya] from all Christians in their countries, which we call the 

‘head tax [jizyat al-ru’ūs],’ but they call the ‘quittance [barā’a],’ because it acquits those who 

pay it of any damages or prosecution.”37 According to Wadād al-Qāḍī and Geoffrey Khan, the 

term barā’a was used for a variety of receipt documents in earlier periods of Islamic history, but 

I am unaware of any source beyond Ibrāhīm attesting to its use at such a late date or as a 

synonym for the jizya.38 Instead, it was generally used to describe a document given by the 

recipient of some sort of payment in order to show that the payer had fulfilled his or her 

monetary obligations in full. 

On the other hand, it is surely no coincidence that while the term jizya is historically 

rooted in Qur’an 9:29, where it is used for the tax demanded of non-Muslims “who have been 

given the Scripture,” the first word of this same sūra is barā’a, referring to the temporary 

toleration of polytheists (mushrikīn) with whom the early Muslims had made a treaty. Calling the 

tax on dhimmīs barā’a may thus have been a subtle, Qur’an-based accusation of polytheism 

(shirk) with which Muslims in Ḥamdānid Syria could taunt their Christian subjects and drive 

home the fragility of their toleration within the society. Certainly the accusation of shirk would 

be nothing new for Christians, as Muslims had long debated whether Christians fell within this 

 
37 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
38 Wadād al-Qāḍī, “An Umayyad Papyrus in al-Kindī’s Kitāb al-Quḍāt?” Der Islam 84, no. 2 (2007): 218-

221; Geoffrey Khan, “An Arabic Legal Document from the Umayyad Period,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 

4, no. 3 (November 1994): 362-368. 
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dangerous religious and legal category, especially on account of their Trinitarian and 

incarnational theology.39 Perhaps the term barā’a referred originally to receipts given to non-

Muslim subjects who had paid their taxes, but was metonymized to refer to the entire process 

with these haunting connotations. 

 Regardless of the term used, the jizya tax was common throughout premodern Muslim-

ruled lands, and Ḥamdānid Syria was no exception. Ibrāhīm himself frames it as a widespread 

practice, stating that “the Hagarenes extract a tax from all Christians in their countries.” He does 

not note that Jews and other non-Muslim religious groups were also subject to the jizya, perhaps 

because such groups were a relatively minor part of the demographic scene in Antioch both 

before and after the Byzantine conquest, or perhaps because his focus in the text is on Christians 

alone, which would no doubt align with the demographics of his audience. 

 Considerable ink has been spilled in an effort to determine how much of a burden the 

typical jizya demand would be for members of subordinate religious groups residing in Muslim 

lands and to discuss the similarities and differences between the jizya and the treatment of such 

groups in other imperial structures.40 Ibrāhīm gives us little specific information about the 

quantity a Christian might have expected to pay each year, but he does present the tax as a 

significant burden for poor Christians and for the Church treasury. Wealthy Christians, he says, 

“pay the quittance with a righteous intention, if they can, and consider it a charitable gift and a 

 
39 For example, John of Damascus attested to and refuted the accusation of shirk in the eighth century; see 

Daniel J. Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam: The “Heresy of the Ishmaelites” (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1972), 81-84, 134-

137. 
40 Anver M. Emon, Religious Pluralism and Islamic Law: Dhimmīs and Others in the Empire of Law 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 97-105. Al-Shāfi‘ī (767-820) records a version of a surrender treaty in 

which all adult male Christians were ordered to pay one dīnār per year, regardless of personal wealth, but this was 

only one of many ways of calculating the jizya; see Milka Levy-Rubin, “New Evidence Relating to the Process of 

Islamization in Palestine in the Early Muslim Period: The Case of Samaria,” Journal of the Economic and Social 

History of the Orient 43, no. 3 (2000): 269-270; Milka Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: 

From Surrender to Coexistence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 175. 
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good deed, because it is something they pay on account of their religion. But other people are 

oppressed by it because they are impoverished.”41 Similarly, Christopher’s “wealth was wearing 

out and it was not easy for him…because he did not have abundant revenues.”42 Whatever the 

historical data may have been, Ibrāhīm wants us to understand that he considers the jizya to be an 

oppressive burden with which non-Muslim communities were “afflicted.” Moreover, he shows 

us that the stakes were high, given that “none of the Christians who live there can escape from 

paying it, because whoever does not pay it is led without a choice into the religion of Islam.”43 

The jizya burden, according to Ibrāhīm, was a primary cause for the conversion of Christians to 

Islam in this period. 

 He also details the proper way for Christians to respond to this burden: through acts of 

intracommunal generosity, using whatever resources are available. Griffith speaks of two 

Christian literary responses to Muslim dominance, namely “a discourse of accommodation and a 

discourse of resistance.”44 Though discussing the payment of taxes rather than literary 

production, Ibrāhīm is well aware that these options were both theoretically on the table, and he 

insists that the former was better suited to the realities of the situation, arguing that “the strongest 

of them in religion is not the one who hesitates to pay what they can, but rather the one who 

gives to assist the weaker person with whatever is demanded of them.”45 Rather than refusing to 

pay out of egalitarian principle, insisting that the tax was inherently unjust, the most virtuous 

thing for “afflicted” (but wealthy) Christians to do was to assist their poorer sisters and brothers 

to the extent possible, thereby acting in the interest of the community as a whole by preventing 

 
41 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
42 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. Recall also the statement discussed above: “His wealth was not abundant, on account 

of the fact that he was working among the Gentiles, and so his revenues were diminished” (§8). 
43 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
44 Griffith, Church, 17. 
45 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
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forced conversions. Ultimately, Ibrāhīm concludes that the whole thing was “an amazing and 

lamentable spectacle” with no easy solution.46 

 As patriarch, Christopher had access to resources far beyond those of his parishioners, 

even if “his wealth was wearing out,” and Ibrāhīm tells us that he used the available resources to 

great effect. He imitated John the Merciful (patr. 606-616), onetime patriarch of Alexandria and 

famously generous giver, though in order to do so he had to ask Sayf al-Dawla for assistance. 

The emir, moreover, “did not reject him, because he was generous in nature and he was 

especially, intensely favorable to the patriarch.”47 Sayf al-Dawla gave Christopher the privilege 

of forgiving 10,000 dirhams of his community’s tax burden each year, distributed among the 

Christians according to their needs as Christopher understood them. We are not told what portion 

of the total jizya requirement would be alleviated by 10,000 dirhams, but it is described as an 

amount that would make a substantial difference for Christopher and his fellow Christians. 

Here we learn a great deal about the relationship between Christians and Muslims in 

tenth-century Antioch, as Ibrāhīm would have us understand it. While the expectation to pay the 

jizya (or barā’a) could be oppressive for Christians, the best way to lighten the load was not 

through hostility and resistance, but through radical intracommunal generosity and the 

cultivation of friendships with the non-Christian authorities.48 Ibrāhīm tells us that Sayf al-Dawla 

was a good man, “generous in nature,” and a friend of his Christian subjects, helping to ensure 

that the Christians of Antioch felt comfortable with their place in his Muslim-ruled society. He 

fulfilled the typical expectations of a just and generous ruler in the Islamic tradition, with a 

 
46 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
47 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
48 See Mark Cohen’s article on the similar practices of intracommunal generosity among Jews in Egypt: 

Mark R. Cohen, “The Foreign Jewish Poor in Medieval Egypt,” in Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern Contexts, 

ed. Michael Bonner, Mine Ener, and Amy Singer (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 53-72. 
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special attention to the needs of his non-Muslim subjects.49 Ibrāhīm uses this opportunity for his 

short discourse on the mutually beneficial nature of long-term patron-client friendships, with the 

arrangement between Sayf al-Dawla and Christopher as the primary example. He insists that 

such relationships only function properly when the benefactor has “goodness in their nature,” 

and Sayf al-Dawla was such a patron.50 This is a highly positive view of the moral character of 

this Muslim leader, and Ibrāhīm gives no indication that such natural goodness is inherently tied 

in any way to one’s religious affiliation. 

Perhaps this entire story was meant to serve as a call for the current Byzantine rulers of 

Antioch to avoid excessive taxation, but it also tells us that the challenges of life under Muslim 

rule were often navigable, especially when Christians were able to cultivate friendships with 

rulers as respectable and generous as Sayf al-Dawla. In the end, the friendship between emir and 

patriarch was so successful that “not a single Christian went over to the religion of Islam” during 

Christopher’s patriarchate.51 It is noteworthy that, according to Ibrāhīm, Sayf al-Dawla was 

willing to institute taxation policies that would both help poor Christians and prevent conversion 

to Islam. This is both an acknowledgement of the inequality faced by subordinate groups in 

Islamic society—and in many other societies—and a hopeful account of Christians’ ability to 

face these challenges by building friendships with the most powerful members of the Muslim 

elite. If the power of the Muslim community was the source of a problem for Christians in this 

case, it was also the solution, and their relationship improved to the benefit of all. 

 

 
49 Adam Sabra, “‘Prices Are in God’s Hands’: The Theory and Practice of Price Control in the Medieval 

Islamic World,” in Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern Contexts, ed. Michael Bonner, Mine Ener, and Amy 

Singer (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 73-74. 
50 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
51 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
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B. The Faqīh and the Fatwā 

 Another danger facing Christians in the context of Muslim rule was Muslim control of 

the society’s most powerful judicial institutions, which had the power to override decisions made 

by Christian institutions on issues whose significance reached beyond the confines of the 

Church.52 Anver Emon refers to this dynamic as “the hegemonic potential of the law” and notes 

that it “is endemic to the very endeavor of governing amidst diversity,” whether in the 

premodern Islamic world or elsewhere.53 He argues that “minorities present a poignant 

discursive site that reveals the hegemonic tendencies of the mutually constitutive relationship 

between the law and the enterprise of governance,” as power differentials within a society result 

in legal interpretations and decisions that—more often than not—are favorable to the ruling 

group.54 

 Christopher’s assassins took advantage of the opportunities that this hegemonic legal 

system presented to them, though the process was not especially easy for them. Sayf al-Dawla’s 

friendship with Christopher made it difficult to take any action against him before the emir’s 

death, but there was a breakdown of Ḥamdānid authority when he died, and the constellations of 

power in Antioch entered into a period of flux. During this time, Ibn Mānik expressed his fear 

that the restoration of Ḥamdānid authority would mean that Christopher “will be sitting in court 

while we ourselves are punished, as we were in the time of Sayf al-Dawla.”55 He and his co-

conspirators acted quickly to take advantage of the legal structures that remained in the absence 

 
52 For more on Christian judicial institutions and Christians’ use of Muslim judicial institutions, see Uriel I. 

Simonsohn, A Common Justice: The Legal Allegiances of Christians and Jews under Early Islam (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 93-119, 147-173. 
53 Emon, Pluralism, 25. 
54 Emon, Pluralism, 25. 
55 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13.  
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of real state authority, requesting a written fatwā from the local jurist (faqīh) regarding the 

situation.56 

 However, even in the process of obtaining this fatwā, the conspirators came up against 

formidable legal obstacles, having little confidence that a judge (qāḍī) would rule in their favor 

in open court. The details of the issue presented little that would justify Christopher’s death in 

the eyes of the law, and a deceptive solution was therefore necessary. “With one mind,” the three 

aspiring assassins wrote a fatwā request that “did not mention the patriarch by name,” but rather 

spoke cryptically of “someone who plots against the fortresses of the Muslims.”57 As they had 

hoped, the faqīh answered that such a person deserved to face capital punishment. This opinion 

was not legally binding, and the jurist did not know whose fate was in his hands, but the 

possession of such a written fatwā was a powerful tool that the conspirators knew how to use to 

their advantage. 

 Since they were unable to rely on a favorable decision in an official court, they instead 

made plans to utilize the fatwā in the court of public opinion. Even with this decided, the 

assassins had differing opinions on the proper strategy: Ibn Mānik convinced his colleagues that 

they should show the fatwā “to the masses,” but he was secretly planning to avoid a public 

debate altogether and instead to take advantage of his connections among the Persian-speaking 

soldiers who were temporarily residing in Antioch.58 These soldiers, who were newly arrived in 

the city and did not even speak its majority language, were ignorant of the facts of the case and 

 
56 For reasons unknown, Ibrāhīm (or perhaps his later copyists) seems unclear on the proper spelling of 

fatwā, with the manuscripts spelling it variously as fatwa, fīta (likely a misspelling of futya), or futya. He also uses 

the term for both the conspirators’ request and the jurist’s response, the former of which is unusual. 
57 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
58 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
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could not even read the fatwā, but Ibn Mānik knew that they would believe him if he told them 

that Christopher had been duly condemned and deserved to die. 

 When Ibn Abī ‘Amr heard about the plot, he warned Christopher that “the law [nāmūs] 

was consulted, and the jurist gave a fatwā that mentions the necessity of killing you.”59 “Law” is 

being used in a general sense here, as Ibrāhīm wants to make sure we understand that nothing 

about this assassination was done according to formal legal procedures. The state structure was 

in collapse, the faqīh was not informed about the reality of the situation, the co-conspirators were 

deceived, and the killers knew neither the Arabic language nor the details of life in Antioch. 

Whatever safeguards existed within the fiqh corpus to prevent vigilante attacks on members of 

subordinate religious groups, Ibn Mānik and the other assassins were able to circumvent them in 

this time of chaos and to use an unwitting faqīh to their illegal advantage, and in the end 

Christopher was killed. 

Ibrāhīm thus tells us that Muslims were able to exploit their social power to make the law 

work in their favor, but he also tells us that this situation was an exception. Even in this unusual 

situation in which governmental authority had collapsed, it was still quite difficult for the 

assassins to kill Christopher, and under normal circumstances it would have been much more 

difficult. As with the issue of the jizya (or barā’a), therefore, Ibrāhīm argues that the 

disadvantages facing Christians under Muslim rule were best overcome by—somewhat 

surprisingly—maintaining a friendship with a secure and stable Muslim authority, as long as one 

could be found. In the absence of such an authority, life might be more dangerous for Christians, 

 
59 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. The Greek-based word nāmūs seems a strange word to use here in lieu of qānūn (also 

from Greek, but more commonly used), fiqh, or even sharī‘a, but perhaps it was a common term among Christians 

for any type of law. This is especially understandable given Ibrāhīm’s own Greek-speaking context. On the other 

hand, the Arabic word can also mean “honor,” “slanderer,” “deceit,” “snare,” or even “mosquito.” It is also 

noteworthy that Z, likely originating in a context with little knowledge of Greek (see also Z’s misunderstanding of 

the Greek word for “relics” in §18), removes the term nāmūs altogether.  
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but Ibrāhīm is not trying to say that Christopher’s death was a normal occurrence, nor that the 

hegemony of Islamic legal structures made such a murder easy. 

If anything, the law was a potential obstacle that the assassins had to carefully subvert—

which was only possible given their social advantages—so that they could use the informal 

power of that same law to bring about their desired outcome. The fact that they were able to do 

so is unfortunate, and no Christian would likely be able to take advantage of the law in a similar 

way to assassinate a leading Muslim figure. On the other hand, the law was set up in a way that 

would typically protect Christians, and so the anarchic desires of powerful Muslims set 

themselves up in opposition to the letter of the law and the normal functioning of the stable 

Muslim society. Ibrāhīm makes it clear that from his perspective, Christians would be safest in a 

stable society, led by the friend of a good-natured ruler, and in greatest danger in a society like 

the one facing Christopher after Sayf al-Dawla’s death. The nuances of this presentation of law 

are complex, but Ibrāhīm attempts to show us the entire process in motion, shaping his 

community’s collective memory of Islamic societal structures. 

Both this legal complexity and the issue of the jizya show the ways that Christians were 

at a systematic disadvantage in Muslim society. They simply did not have equal power or 

standing when compared to their Muslim neighbors, and there was no reason for them to pretend 

that they did. However, by the time Ibrāhīm was writing, the power dynamics of the region had 

shifted dramatically, and Byzantine Christians were ruling an Antioch that had been almost 

entirely stripped of its Muslim population. Ibrāhīm was no longer writing from Christopher’s 

position of communal subordination, but was part of the dominant religious group that had been 

aggressively reshaping the region for 60 years. 
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VI. The Proper Relationship of Church and “State”60 

 Despite these challenges faced by Christians living under Muslim rule, Ibrāhīm 

emphasizes that Christopher did not lie down and submit to external challenges to his rightful 

authority over the Church. In doing so, the prōtospathários lays out his vision for the proper 

relationship between Church and outside authorities. Of course, the governmental and societal 

authorities during Christopher’s life were Muslims, which naturally adds its own particular facets 

to the situation, but Ibrāhīm no doubt believed that his accounts of Christopher’s relationship 

with Muslim authorities had relevance in the Byzantine context of the eleventh century as well. 

 The central narrative locus for this discussion is Ibrāhīm’s anecdote about Christopher’s 

argument with a Ḥamdānid emir concerning a priest. The author introduces this story by saying 

that Christopher “had a strong determination, a great heart, and a zeal to beautify the Church and 

to reform its affairs. He fought for it and defended it, never being moved or turned back.”61 He 

then recounts that a priest within Christopher’s hierarchy was also trained as a physician and 

served a Ḥamdānid emir in that capacity. We thereby learn that a considerable number of 

Christian clergy likely had other training, even other occupations, just as Christopher had earlier 

been trained as a bureaucrat. While the patriarch had no need—or opportunity—to hold an 

additional job, lower-level priests may have needed supplemental work in order to maintain 

themselves. This also indicates that at least a few Syrian Christians of the Ḥamdānid period were 

able to maintain the study of Greek medical traditions that had made Christians so dominant in 

the medical profession under the early ‘Abbāsid caliphs. 

 
60 “State,” of course, is a modern term that does not correspond precisely to the structures of this society. 

Furthermore, the authorities that might infringe on the Church are not all official government representatives, as 

exemplified by the story discussed here—is the Ḥamdānid emir part of the “state” just because he happens to be part 

of the ruling family? As was true in our discussion of the fatwā, the power structures in play are far more complex 

than a simple question of “state.” 
61 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
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 Unfortunately, the emir for whom this physician-priest worked was “a fierce tyrant, 

generally obedient to no one, not even Ibn Ḥamdān.”62 When the priest committed some small, 

unspecified fault, for which Christopher placed him under temporary suspension, he asked his 

employer to intercede with the patriarch on his behalf, and the emir did so with confidence in his 

ability to secure the desired result. According to Ibrāhīm, “no one—not even one of the most 

powerful Muslims—would dare to disobey him,” and we are again reminded of the difference in 

power between the ruling community and their subjects, even someone with as much influence 

as Christopher, who was ultimately no more than “a Christian dhimmī.”63 

 Christopher surprised the “tyrannical” emir by responding that his request was “not 

possible for me,” and the emir became angry, as he was accustomed to being obeyed no matter 

the circumstances.64  He addressed Christopher, whom he had previously called “patriarch,” as 

“uncircumcised man,” asking him, “What could be impossible for you if I have commanded 

it?”65 Christopher responded that it was right for Christians to obey their rulers in everything 

except those things that “relate especially to my religion [dīnī], my doctrine [madhhabī], and my 

law [nāmūsī].”66 Ibrāhīm, speaking through the character of Christopher, did not consider it right 

for a ruler to decide how or whether a Christian priest should be disciplined. “The matter 

concerns only our Church,” Christopher told the emir, and “as for what religion has forbidden, 

when it comes to these things we are prepared to face prison and the blades of swords.”67 At this, 

the emir was furious and promised to kill him at the first opportunity, but according to Ibrāhīm, 

Christopher trusted God and was not afraid of these threats, and nothing came of them in the end. 

 
62 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
63 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
64 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
65 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
66 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. Nāmūs appears again here (see above). 
67 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
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 From Ibrāhīm’s perspective, therefore, Antiochian Church authorities should have full 

control over issues of dīn, madhhab, and nāmūs within Antioch and its ecclesiastical 

dependencies.68 The exact boundaries of these categories are not clearly delineated, but the 

example given implies that most issues of clerical discipline are included. Other issues of canon 

law would surely fall under nāmūs, and issues of theological doctrine and liturgical practice are 

likely within these categories as well. Ibrāhīm insists that these are arenas within which outside 

authorities should not intervene, and we must assume that he includes his contemporary 

Byzantine authorities within this prohibition, making the anecdote relevant in his own time. The 

issue of Church authority was much more fraught when Christians were being ruled by “a 

Muslim, who disagrees with us in madhhab,” but even when ruled by Christians of the same 

madhhab, Ibrāhīm argues that the Church—headed by its patriarch—must retain some autonomy 

against the state and other outside powers.69 Moreover, this story implies that in most cases, 

Muslims and Christians were able to coexist in Antioch without grave violations of Christian dīn, 

keeping the authority of the Church secure. The inappropriate actions of this particular emir 

eventually faded from importance, and life went on as usual. 

 

VII. Internal Diversity within Religious Communities 

 If one thing is clear from Ibrāhīm’s careful description of tenth-century Antioch, it is the 

diversity within each religious community, and especially within the Muslim community. The 

length and detail with which the author narrates the story and the development of individual 

 
68 Interestingly, this suggests that when Ibn Abī ‘Amr tells Christopher that “the nāmūs has been 

consulted,” the faqīh to whom he is referring falls within the “religious” sphere of authority in Ibrāhīm’s 

perspective. He is part of, or complementary to, the Islamic dīn and madhhab, and not primarily an agent of state 

authority. 
69 Ibrāhīm, Life, §7. 
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characters ensure that each character is more complex than a monolithic religious identity, and 

we are able to see the characters’ individual motivations and traits in a way that few of the other 

sources permit—though I will return to the other sources and examine their accounts of diversity 

as well. This insistence on recognizing diversity means that Ibrāhīm resolutely refuses to permit 

his reader to make pejorative generalizations about Muslims, as I will show here. 

A. Positive Muslims 

 First, two of the most positively described characters in the Life are Muslims: Sayf al-

Dawla and Ibn Abī ‘Amr. Sayf al-Dawla plays a prominent role throughout the text, second only 

to Christopher himself, while Ibn Abī ‘Amr appears only briefly, yet both are celebrated as 

people whose friendship, help, and support were indispensable for the patriarch. When Sayf al-

Dawla is first introduced, Ibrāhīm says that he “was important at that time and had a powerful 

influence in this region. He showed concern for every virtuous person who had nobility and high 

ambition, so he was like a magnetic stone whose goodness attracted people from all other 

countries.”70 This is the reason that ‘Īsā, the future Christopher, came to “the land of the Syrians” 

in the first place, drawn by its “magnetic” ruler to a life of promised prosperity.71 Like the poets 

al-Mutanabbī (915-965) and Abū Firās (d. 968), who were prominent members of Sayf al-

Dawla’s court, Ibrāhīm praises the Ḥamdānid emir profusely.72 

 Ibrāhīm mentions repeatedly that Sayf al-Dawla held ‘Īsā/Christopher in high esteem and 

did everything in his power to assist the patriarch and his Church. Of course there were 

important political reasons that Sayf al-Dawla would want to keep the peace by making things 

 
70 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
71 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
72 For praise of Sayf al-Dawla by these and other prominent court poets, see Marius Canard, ed., Sayf al 

Daula: Recueil de textes relatifs à l’émir Sayf al Daula le Ḥamdanide (Algiers: La Typo-Litho et Jules Carbonel, 

1934), 310, 316-317, 338-341, 345-355. 
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easy for his subjects, but Ibrāhīm focuses on the emir’s good character as the primary 

explanation for this good treatment. Consider, for example, his description of the patron-client 

friendship that was established between Sayf al-Dawla and Christopher, discussed above.73 Sayf 

al-Dawla, it is clear, had “goodness in his nature” as far as Ibrāhīm was concerned. 

 This explains why, when many of the most powerful Antiochians rebelled against Sayf 

al-Dawla, Christopher’s “well-managed mind” led him to remain loyal despite the danger facing 

him.74 As a result, 

at that point he became his close companion in all things, a helpful and well-liked 

intercessor. He moved from the status of an insignificant follower to that of an influential 

friend, not to be accused or belittled, because in the earlier time of hardship he had been 

faithful, constant, and patient in spite of his affliction. What he had given in the time of 

distress was repaid in the time of happiness with special treatment and preference.75 

 

The friendship between Christopher and Sayf al-Dawla, Ibrāhīm tells us, transcended whatever 

hostility may have existed between other Christians and other Muslims. Antioch’s Christians 

benefited from their friendship as Sayf al-Dawla assisted them in times of poverty and 

overtaxation, and even many prominent Muslims benefited as Christopher interceded to protect 

them from the emir’s post-rebellion vengeance. 

 Naturally, Sayf al-Dawla was not perfect, and Ibrāhīm criticizes him especially for 

allowing his subordinate Kulayb (on whom more shortly) to exploit the Antiochians after the 

rebellion. He writes that “Sayf al-Dawla did not show kindness to them by restraining [Kulayb] 

from seizing their goods, but acted out of pure self-interest, for he could see that the seizure of 

their goods was impoverishing the people, bringing the country to ruin, and preventing any 

revenue.”76 Nevertheless, Christopher’s successes as patriarch were largely enabled by his 

 
73 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
74 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
75 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
76 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12. 
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friendship with this good-natured Muslim ruler, according to Ibrāhīm. The fact that Sayf al-

Dawla was so kind to him, while other Muslim leaders were fighting a war against Sayf al-

Dawla, prevents honest readers of the Life from asserting that there was a general hostility 

between Christians and Muslims in Christopher’s Antioch. 

 In addition to Sayf al-Dawla, Christopher’s neighbor Ibn Abī ‘Amr is presented in a 

highly positive light, though he only appears briefly. Ibrāhīm presents this neighbor as “a notable 

Muslim…who was a true friend and adviser to him.”77 This is shown to be true as the author 

narrates that Ibn Abī ‘Amr told Christopher about the plot against his life and advised him to flee 

by night to Aleppo in order to save himself. After Sayf al-Dawla’s death, therefore, Christopher 

continued to be protected by his Muslim friends, even as his life was in danger from other 

Muslims. 

In fact, even after Christopher’s assassination, when the Christian community feared 

further attacks, they sought refuge in “the houses of some of the Muslims.”78 As has been the 

case in numerous other pogroms and riots throughout history, the community of the attackers 

included many trusted friends and neighbors who protected the endangered members of the 

victimized group. When Christians were in danger from Muslims, the safest place for them to 

seek refuge was with other Muslims, given the power difference between the two groups. 

Ibrāhīm clearly wished to prevent his readers from framing Christopher’s life and death in terms 

of a conflict between monolithic groups of Christians and Muslims, insisting repeatedly that 

Christopher’s most positive and helpful friendships were with Muslims and that the Muslim 

community with which he interacted was diverse and multifaceted. His insistence on 

acknowledging diversity and avoiding generalizations is one of the most powerful antidotes to 

 
77 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
78 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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any communal hostility against Muslims that may have existed in his Byzantine context, for it 

forces his readers—if they have taken his lessons to heart—to consider whether a Muslim with 

whom they have come into contact is actually a good person or not, rather than allowing them to 

make that judgment based on nothing but the person’s religious affiliation. 

B. Negative Christians 

 Similarly, Ibrāhīm describes Christopher’s conflicts with prominent members of the 

Christian community, most notably Theodoulos and Kulayb. It is notable that Kulayb, presented 

in a far more negative light than Theodoulos, is not explicitly described as a Christian in the Life. 

We learn that he was a Christian from Yaḥyā and other sources, but Ibrāhīm simply describes 

him as a “patrician.”79 Perhaps Ibrāhīm did not wish to associate the Christian community with 

someone behaving as badly as Kulayb, or perhaps Kulayb was a Syriac Orthodox Miaphysite—

his doctrinal affiliation is not known with any certainty, but there is a strong case to be made for 

this—and this made his Christian identity suspect in Ibrāhīm’s eyes. Many of the original readers 

of the text would likely have some prior awareness of him. 

In any case, all Ibrāhīm tells us about Kulayb is that when Christopher returned to 

Antioch after the rebellion, the patrician was “seizing the wealth of the people, though he had not 

been commanded to seize absolutely everything, and fining its owners whatever amount their 

hands possessed.”80 It is clear that Kulayb, like Christopher, had developed a close relationship 

with Sayf al-Dawla, but Kulayb was exploiting this relationship for personal gain, whereas 

Christopher worked diligently to use his Ḥamdānid friendships for the good of his entire 

community. No more is said of Kulayb in the Life, but if Ibrāhīm’s readers were aware that 

 
79 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12; Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 2:369, 373-374, 420. It is unclear whether his name has 

significance—meaning “little dog,” it seems that it could be a pejorative nickname, but he is an obscure figure and 

this is ultimately uncertain. 
80 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12. 
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Kulayb was a Christian—and some of them, such as Yaḥyā, surely were—they must have 

realized that the Christian community of Antioch was not uniformly good, just as Antioch’s 

Muslims were not uniformly evil. 

Theodoulos, on the other hand, is not presented as evil or exploitative, but simply as a 

misguided sparring partner for Christopher. Ibrāhīm makes no attempt to hide his Christian 

identity, rather depicting him as a leader within the Christian community, later bishop of 

Seleucia Pieria and builder of the Antiochian churches of St. John Chrysostom and St. Michael 

the Arkhistrátēgos. In fact, he was one of Christopher’s “closest companions,” his inner circle, 

his khawāṣṣ.81 Still, according to Ibrāhīm, he was consistently wrong about the best way for the 

patriarch to protect and preserve his Christian flock, and Christopher had to correct his advice 

twice. 

During the rebellion in Antioch, Christopher fled to St. Symeon’s monastery in order to 

avoid any appearance of sympathy for the rebels and to maintain his friendship with Sayf al-

Dawla. Theodoulos chastised him for abandoning the Christians of Antioch to the “ravishing 

wolves,” citing John 10:11 in order to ask how Christopher could possibly continue to call 

himself a good shepherd.82 Ibrāhīm shows that Christopher knew that his loyalty would pay off 

when the rebellion was suppressed and that Theodoulos’s call for cooperation with the rebels 

was not founded on an adequate understanding of the best way for Christians to thrive under 

Muslim rule. 

After Ibn Abī ‘Amr told Christopher that Ibn Mānik and his associates had hatched a plot 

against the patriarch’s life, Ibrāhīm tells us that Christopher called Theodoulos to discuss his 

plans with him once again. Theodoulos agreed with Ibn Abī ‘Amr’s advice, encouraging 

 
81 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
82 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
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Christopher to flee to Aleppo, and surely both of them had Christopher’s best interests in mind. 

Nevertheless, Ibrāhīm recounts this story to show that Christopher, once again, understood the 

best way to protect his community, though in this case it necessitated his own self-sacrifice. In 

one of the most moving scenes in the text, Christopher tells Theodoulos that 

those who demand my murder are envious, and the venom of envy is concealed within 

their bodies. So if I slip out of their hands and they do not inject their venom into me, 

then after that, they will not leave behind a single Christian or a single church. This is the 

time, O man, when I must not only say “I am the good shepherd,” but I must say in 

addition that “the good shepherd is the one who lays down his life in place of his sheep.” 

In just a little while, you will see this beard dyed with my blood.83 

 

Quoting the second part of John 10:11, Christopher puts Theodoulos in his place, showing again 

that he understands the Christian predicament and his counterpart does not. In both situations, 

according to Ibrāhīm, Theodoulos’s advice would have led to further Christian suffering, 

whether due to Sayf al-Dawla’s vengeance after the rebellion or due to Ibn Mānik’s vengeance 

after the escape of his intended victim. 

Theodoulos is neither evil nor malicious, but Ibrāhīm insists that he was not the leader 

best equipped to protect Christians under Muslim rule. The presence of Kulayb and Theodoulos 

in the text therefore shows Ibrāhīm’s readers that the Christian community of Antioch was 

diverse and had its own internal conflicts, as did the Muslim community. There is far more 

emphasis on the good within the Muslim community than on the bad within the Christian 

community, and it is not surprising that Ibrāhīm would avoid painting his own community in too 

dismal a light, but it is still clear that neither community was a monolith, whether positive or 

negative. This prevents the audience from taking the side of one community as a whole against 

the other, driving the reader instead to focus on the individual motives and desires of particular 

Christians and Muslims. 

 
83 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
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VIII. Envy 

 The closest Ibrāhīm comes to vilifying Muslims as a group is when he says that “as a 

result of the inclination of Sayf al-Dawla toward [Christopher], the raw material of envy [māddat 

al-ḥasad] had accumulated in the hearts of the Muslims.”84 Reading this sentence on its own, we 

might get the impression that the Muslims as a whole—with the apparent exception of Sayf al-

Dawla—were envious and desired Christopher’s death. Yet he immediately follows this claim 

with a nuanced response: “However, not all of them were agreed on killing him.”85 He further 

notes that those who plotted to kill the patriarch were those in whom “the father of envy” (wālid 

al-ḥasad) was at work, taking the aforementioned “raw material” and shaping it into full-fledged, 

deadly envy. Ibrāhīm thus conveys that while the entire Muslim community was given the 

material from which to concoct the “venom of envy” as a result of Christopher’s meteoric rise in 

status—far above what many Muslims might consider the proper place for a non-Muslim—only 

those predisposed to envy, through their deficiencies of character or the lures of the devil, were 

willing to take the tragic next step. 

 In fact, a careful examination of the entire Life reveals that Ibrāhīm is concerned about 

the dangers of the venom of envy above all else.86 Envy is the opposite of friendship, as their 

contrasting juxtaposition in the above passage indicates. Because of Christopher’s close 

friendship with Sayf al-Dawla, their opponents in the city were afflicted with envy, friendship’s 

opposite, and over time they shaped their envy from raw material into a fully-formed deadly 

 
84 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
85 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
86 According to Batten (Friendship, 82), Plutarch (d. 120) also viewed envy as the opposite of true 

friendship. For another discussion of envy in a (very different) Arabophone Christian context, see Ordre Basilien 

Alepin MS 471. In this modern Melkite Greek Catholic manuscript, a short text on the seven deadly sins positions 

envy as the opposite of love and thus as the primary vice. These counterparts are depicted at opposite ends of a tree-

shaped diagram, and along the trunk appears the statement that "the root of killing is envy, and the fruit of envy is 

killing" (page 386). 
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weapon. Ibrāhīm uses the exact phrase “venom of envy” (samm al-ḥasad) twice, and “arrows of 

envy” (sihām al-ḥasad) once, describing the dangerous ways that envy of Christopher worked 

within the hearts of certain Antiochian Muslims and led to his death.87 When the more powerful, 

protecting friend died, the enviers struck fatally against the other friend. 

We might compare Ibrāhīm’s view of the situation to the theory of René Girard, as there 

are deep similarities between the “venom of envy” and Girard’s concept of “mimetic desire” that 

can only be satisfied through the death of a sacrificial scapegoat, in this case Christopher.88 

When Ibn Mānik is first introduced (though not yet named) and Christopher secures his release 

from torment, Ibrāhīm notes that he would later turn against the benefactor who had shown him 

this friendship, and that “that should not be surprising, even if it is necessarily improbable and 

strange. For in this way the nature of envy is imprinted on malicious souls, such that their fire is 

ignited by goodness more than it is extinguished by kindness.”89 Moreover, “envious” is the 

primary way that Christopher describes his assassins, telling Theodoulos that if he does not allow 

them to “inject their venom” into him by killing him, then they will turn on his flock of 

Christians and kill them instead, for there is no outlet for envy except violent aggression, which 

Girard would call “mimetic violence.”90 The venom of envy and its violent release are the 

driving facts of the world’s evils as presented in Ibrāhīm’s text. 

 Even in the ethical preface with which Ibrāhīm begins the text, he describes the Fall by 

saying that Iblīs “envied [ḥasada] our father Adam for the nobility that he had attained, so he 

deceived and misled him with the hope of divinization and caused him to sink and fall away 

 
87 Ibrāhīm, Life, §12, §13, §14. 
88 René Girard, I See Satan Fall like Lightning, trans. James G. Williams (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 

2001), 10-12, 154-160. 
89 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11. 
90 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14; Girard, Satan, 19-31. 
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from the natural virtues and outstanding traits of the image upon which he was formed.”91 Envy 

is here presented as the root of all evil and the cause of the world’s fall. Thus a consistent moral 

message emerges from the text, which was no doubt useful when the Life was used to teach 

congregations on Christopher’s feast day: do not nurture the raw material of envy within you, 

lest it become venomous and destroy your relationships with your friends and other loved ones, 

or worse. This moral observation about human nature transcends religious boundaries, and it 

seems that Ibrāhīm is especially keen to emphasize the role of envy within Christopher’s death, 

not the role of Islam, even if the envy in this case fed on specific dynamics within Islamic 

society to become more potent. Even when Ibrāhīm speaks of the “raw material” provided by 

these dynamics, he insists that “not all of them agreed,” again bringing the diversity of the 

community to the fore. 

 It is ultimately impossible to determine the source of Ibrāhīm’s overarching concern with 

envy. John of Damascus, in his eighth-century encyclopedic compilation of early Christian 

doctrine, asserts—like Ibrāhīm—that the envy (phthónos) of Satan was the cause of the fall, and 

such a claim would not be unusual among the Greek theologians whom Ibrāhīm read and 

translated.92 In some contexts, the term could have the connotations of an independently 

destructive, antisocial force, such as in the complex of ideas surrounding the “evil eye,” though 

by this period it had largely been collapsed into Christian ideas about Satan as the envious one, at 

least in the official doctrine of the Church authorities.93 We should also note that the final āya of 

Qur’an 113, the first of the mu‘awwidhatayn (the “suras of taking refuge”), which would be 

 
91 Ibrāhīm, Life, Preface. 
92 John of Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith II.30. 
93 Martin Hinterberger, “Phthonos: A Pagan Relic in Byzantine Imperial Acclamations?” in Court 
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frequently recited by most Muslims in order to ward off evil, prays for refuge “from the evil of 

the envier when they envy” (min sharr ḥāsid idhā ḥasada).94 This too is a condemnation of 

ḥasad that Ibrāhīm would have heard frequently in an environment saturated with the language 

of the Islamic tradition. From all of these sources, whether Christian, Muslim, or not clearly 

delineated, Ibrāhīm conceived of envy as the driving evil of the world. This evil, importantly, is 

not confined within one religious community or another. 

 

IX. Enemy of the Muslims? 

 All of Ibrāhīm’s allusions to diversity within each religious community imply that as the 

author wishes him to be remembered, Christopher was not opposed to Muslims as a bloc, nor to 

Islam as a monolithic religious tradition, no matter what suffering he experienced at the hands of 

some Muslims. Ibrāhīm takes the assassination of the patriarch as an opportunity to address this 

question directly and explicitly, using the most impassioned rhetoric in the entire text, and it 

brings us back to the scene with which this chapter opened. 

 At the beginning of this climactic scene, Ibrāhīm writes that Ibn Mānik laid out his 

charges against Christopher, namely that “you are one of the people of this town, dwelling 

among us, yet you have a bad opinion of our interactions and act against us.”95 He then presented 

his argument, claiming that Christopher had corresponded with Emperor Nikephoros (r. 963-

969) and with Qarghuwayh—loyal servant of the late Sayf al-Dawla—both of whom the 

Antiochian rebels considered to be mortal threats to their city’s autonomy and prosperity.96 

When Christopher denied that there was any evidence for this, Ibn Mānik made a show of 

 
94 Qur’an 113:5. 
95 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
96 Yaḥyā (“Histoire,” 809) and Z add a phrase clarifying that Ibn Mānik accused Christopher of writing to 

the Romans specifically to incite them to attack Antioch. 
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searching through his papers for the letter that would prove his allegations were true, “then 

suddenly stood and spoke in Persian, summoning the Khorasanis whom he had prepared for the 

murder.”97 

 At this dramatic moment, Ibrāhīm steps back from narrating the action, even from telling 

the reader what Ibn Mānik said in Persian, and instead gives a physical description of the 

assassin’s state at the time. Though the remainder of the Life is almost entirely devoid of 

physical descriptions of its characters, Ibrāhīm here mocks Ibn Mānik’s height (“his stature 

almost did not exceed a span”), compares him to a bat, and asserts that he was trembling with 

fear as he approached the point of no return, though it is unclear how Ibrāhīm could have access 

to this final piece of inside information.98 Finally, the Khorasanis answered the call, and Ibn 

Mānik “said to them in their language, his teeth chattering, ‘This is the one you are looking for! 

This is the man who wants to hand over this city! This is the enemy of the Muslims! Here you 

are, and here he is! Cut him to pieces without pity!’”99 Ibn Mānik knew the utility of presenting 

Christopher as the enemy of all Muslims. 

 Ibrāhīm, however, rejects this description of Christopher in a bitter, passionate 

apostrophe, addressing Ibn Mānik directly and pointing back to his escape from torture thanks to 

the intervention of the patriarch: “If he were the enemy of the Muslims, you mouse’s eye, you 

complete rat, then how was he not your enemy in the time of difficulty? Rather, he was your 

friend, the friend who was helpful to you and delivered you from torment.”100 He continues by 

describing Ibn Mānik as “this one whose soul was that of a crocodile, requiting goodness with 

 
97 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
98 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
99 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
100 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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evil,” and Christopher as a sacrificial lamb led calmly to the slaughter.101 The dramatic energy of 

this scene clearly calls forth Ibrāhīm’s best animal metaphors. 

 It is hard to imagine how Ibrāhīm could more forcefully reject the idea that Christopher 

was “the enemy of the Muslims.” He leaves no doubt that this description, ideologically and 

rhetorically useful for the assassin, is not how he wishes Christopher to be remembered, and thus 

not a model that he wishes his readers to emulate. In fact, he insists that despite Ibn Mānik’s 

crocodilian soul, Christopher offered him friendship, a friendship that was tragically rejected and 

abused. Ibrāhīm acknowledges the wrong done to Christopher by certain Antiochian Muslims, 

but he rejects the idea that this might necessitate hostility against the Muslim community as a 

whole. This position would be easy to understand if Ibrāhīm was writing under the rule of 

Muslims and felt that he needed to moderate his criticism of them, but as this was not the case, 

some other explanation must be necessary. I will offer my attempt at a better explanation in the 

coming chapters. 

 

X. Other Perspectives 

 Ibrāhīm’s account of Christian-Muslim relations in tenth-century Antioch shares much of 

its basic storyline with the accounts available in other sources, but the way that the events are 

presented is different depending on the context and perspective of the author. Each author has 

certain goals in mind and aims to shape their community’s collective memory in line with those 

goals. The Life is closest in perspective to the work of later histories by Arabic-speaking 

Christians, such as those of Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, Makarios III, and Michael Burayk, all of whom seem 

to have read Ibrāhīm, or at least to have read those who read him. They thus inherited much of 
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their description of the events from their predecessors, forming a community of intellectual 

continuity within which a large body of collective memory was preserved. In communities with a 

greater intellectual or cultural distance from Ibrāhīm, such as the Byzantine historians, some 

knowledge was preserved about Christopher’s life and death, but there was much less overlap in 

the accounts, and there is no evidence that John Skylitzēs (for example) read Ibrāhīm’s work. 

These historians participated in their own community with its own collective memory, and 

though it overlapped to some extent with that of Ibrāhīm and his readers, it was generally a 

separate conversation. 

A. Arabic Narratives 

 The historians whose collective memory included the work of Ibrāhīm took up his 

account of events with limited changes. In fact, as discussed before, Yaḥyā’s account fit well 

enough with Ibrāhīm’s that a later copyist could use significant portions of Yaḥyā’s text to help 

clarify some potentially confusing portions of the Life, producing the text of the Z manuscript. 

Still, there are differences, primarily related to the editing decisions that later authors made, as all 

of their accounts of Christopher are far shorter than that of the Life. 

 Yaḥyā, for example, does not discuss most of the issues covered in this chapter. He 

ignores Christopher’s negotiations over jizya/barā’a and the conflict regarding the priest, says 

nothing of the fatwā that was used to justify the assassination, does not mention Theodoulos at 

all, and omits Kulayb’s oppression of the Antiochians after the rebellion, though he clarifies that 

Kulayb was a Christian when he discusses his other actions. His praise of Sayf al-Dawla is also 

much less extensive than Ibrāhīm’s, and he does not describe him as Christopher’s “friend,” 

though he is clear that the two men had a close relationship. He retains at least one mention of 
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envy (ḥasad), pairing it alliteratively with resentment (ḥiqd), but it is not the driving force in his 

account as it is in Ibrāhīm’s.102 

 On the other hand, Yaḥyā makes it clear that Ibn Abī ‘Amr (whom he calls Ibn Abī 

‘Umar) was “a friend of the patriarch from among the notable Muslims.”103 He also gives us an 

alternative version of Christopher’s decision to pay his tragic visit to Ibn Mānik’s house: while 

Ibrāhīm says that Christopher was certain that no proper Muslim would kill someone in their 

own home, framing the shock of the assassination as a breach of Islamic social etiquette, Yaḥyā 

instead says that Christopher visited his murderer “because of the certainty of the affection 

[wakīd al-mawadda] that was between them.”104 He later reiterates that Christopher went 

“trusting” (thiqatan) in him.105 This framing establishes that Christopher had multiple friendships 

across religious lines, suggesting a positive interfaith environment, but it calls this into question 

when such a relationship of “affection” (mawadda) can be broken in the most extreme way, by a 

brutal and unexpected murder. Ibrāhīm’s version maintains greater clarity regarding the identity 

of Christopher’s true Muslim friends, which could render the entire concept of interfaith 

friendship less suspicious in the eyes of his readers. 

In the same scene, Yaḥyā tells us that Ibn Mānik accused Christopher of correspondence 

with the Romans, but not with Sayf al-Dawla’s loyal servants, so we end up with a claim that the 

Christian patriarch was conspiring with Christian rulers against the Muslims, neglecting 

Ibrāhīm’s implication that Antiochian Muslims felt just as threatened by the Muslim allies of 

Sayf al-Dawla as by the Christian Romans.106 These subtle changes do not alter the entire story 
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to any great extent, but they neglect to maintain some of the careful word choices by which 

Ibrāhīm avoids attacking Muslims or Islam as a whole. 

 Makarios omits most indications of positive Christian-Muslim relations from his account. 

He says nothing of Ibn Abī ‘Amr, Christopher’s relationship to Ibn Mānik, or any of the other 

matters discussed here, though he does mention that Christopher was “a friend [ṣadīq] to Sayf al-

Dawla.”107 Burayk gives us more detail about Christopher’s friendship with the emir, borrowing 

Yaḥyā’s language to note that this friendship led to “envy and resentment” among their 

enemies.108 He also brings Ibn Abī ‘Amr back into the story, calling him Christopher’s “friend” 

(ṣadīq), like Sayf al-Dawla.109 It is obvious that his account is taken primarily from Yaḥyā, for 

he presents Christopher’s visit to Ibn Mānik as a matter of affection and trust, a friendship that 

was violently broken in Christopher’s assassination. Ibn Mānik accuses the patriarch of 

corresponding with the Romans, then has him killed. 

 Although the only extant version of Athanasios III’s history is in Greek, he wrote 

originally in Arabic and draws most of his material from Yaḥyā. Thus we see for the first time 

the Greek words philía and phílos applied to Christopher’s friendships with Sayf al-Dawla, Ibn 

Abī ‘Amr, and even Ibn Mānik. In contrast, Yūḥannā al-‘Ujaymī, though writing in Arabic, 

draws his material exclusively from Byzantine historians and so presents Christopher’s story 

without any mention of friendship or positive depiction of Muslim characters. 

 Neither Yaḥyā, nor Makarios, nor Burayk, nor Athanasios is explicitly hostile to Muslims 

or Islam in his description of Christopher’s assassination, but all of them omit portions of the 

Life that, as discussed above, help us to see the complexities within Ibrāhīm’s view of the 
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religious life of tenth-century Antioch. This is largely due to the reduced length of their accounts, 

but there are also small alterations to the assassination scene, such as Christopher’s allegedly 

close friendship with Ibn Mānik or the altered accusation with which he is presented, that 

together tend to call into question the nuanced and largely positive picture of interfaith relations 

that Ibrāhīm gives us. On the other hand, none of this negates the authors’ description of Sayf al-

Dawla and Ibn Abī ‘Amr (with the exception of Makarios and al-‘Ujaymī) as loyal friends of the 

patriarch, and their portrayals thus remain positive overall. 

B. Liturgical Texts 

 Arabic liturgical texts that mention Christopher also have a certain perspective on 

Christian-Muslim relations, though their discussion of Christopher is so short that it is extremely 

vague and subtle.110 Almost all of the Arabic synaxaria that include him do so on May 21, where 

they list him as “our father, the great one [jalīl] among the saints, Christopher the patriarch of 

Antioch, who was martyred in the days of the Muslims.”111 The one variant is in Vat.ar. 472 

(1633), which says he was martyred “in the country of the Muslims” instead.112 This phrasing 

neither explicitly blames nor explicitly exonerates the Muslims for Christopher’s martyrdom, but 

it certainly casts them under suspicion. A reader of the text, or a worshipper hearing this 

commemoration in the liturgy on May 21, would rightly conclude that Christopher was killed by 

Muslims, but would have no sense of the complexities of the situation. 

Of course little nuance can be expected in such a short note, but it is also true that these 

short liturgical entries directly reached far more people than the lengthy biography of Ibrāhīm 

 
110 The Syriac notices are so short that they do not mention Muslims at all. 
111 See Chapter 1 for the full list of manuscripts and further discussion. See also Joseph-Marie Sauget, 

Premières recherches sur l’origine et les caractéristiques des synaxaires melkites (XIe-XVIIe siècles) (Brussels: 

Société des Bollandistes, 1969), 380-383. 
112 Vat.ar. 472, f. 135v. 
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over the centuries in which they formed part of the Arabic liturgy of Syria and other regions. 

They broke the boundaries that kept memories of Christopher confined within the literate 

scholarly classes and the autobiographical accounts of those who knew him, bringing his 

memory to the masses for as long as his commemoration was preserved.113 Regardless of their 

authors’ intentions, this sort of statement could only lead to suspicion toward the Muslim 

neighbors of the congregants who heard it. In concert with similar notes throughout the liturgical 

year, Arabic-speaking Christians were confronted repeatedly with the prospect of martyrdom “in 

the days of the Muslims,” days in which many of them continue to live today. There was no 

mention of Christopher’s friendships across religious boundaries. 

C. Byzantine Histories 

 Finally, the most distant perspective from Ibrāhīm’s comes to us from Byzantine 

historians, writing in Greek, who had little firsthand knowledge of Antioch and its religious 

diversity. For example, Leo the Deacon’s only discussion of Christopher claims that Antioch’s 

“former Hagarene ruler killed the patriarch Christopher, an apostolic and divinely inspired man, 

by driving a javelin through his chest, bringing against the man the charge of reverence for 

Christ the Savior.”114 Almost none of the information presented here matches the memory 

preserved by Ibrāhīm and those following in his tradition. According to the Arabic authors, Ibn 

Mānik and his Khorasani accomplices were not “rulers” of Antioch; they killed Christopher with 

long daggers, not a “javelin”; the “charges” were wholly political, including correspondence with 

two major powers encroaching on Antioch (one of whom is omitted by Yaḥyā and Burayk); and 

Christopher’s “reverence for Christ the Savior” was not mentioned by his assassins at all, though 

they did call him an “infidel” in private. 

 
113 Coser, introduction to Halbwachs, Memory, 23-24. 
114 Leo, History, VI.6. 
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Leo thus presents the assassination as an example of the hostility facing all Christians 

under Muslim rule, a hostility that can be mercifully brought to an end now that Antioch is under 

the control of the Empire. This is even more explicit in the Synopsis of Skylitzēs, who mentions 

Christopher immediately after noting that “the Saracens” had killed John VII of Jerusalem (patr. 

964-966), because “by his suggestion Nikephoros was going to come to them quickly,” and had 

burned the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.115 “The Antiochians,” he says, “did the same, killing 

Christopher, their chief priest.”116 This framing presents Christopher’s death as part of a larger 

trend wherein “the Saracens” kill the Christian patriarchs among them, and by using the 

generalizing language of “the Saracens,” Skylitzēs casts suspicion on all Muslims. On the other 

hand, he makes it clear that John was killed because of his collusion with the invading Byzantine 

armies, and although he does not explicitly say why Christopher was killed, this is still far from 

Leo’s claim that Christopher was killed due to his “reverence for Christ the Savior.” Skylitzēs 

shows his readers that these situations were more complex than “Muslims hate Christians,” 

though he still seems to blame “the Saracens” as a whole for these attacks, using no more 

specific term than “Antiochians.” 

Though Leo wrote in the late tenth century, Skylitzēs came roughly a century later. Each 

accuses “Hagarenes” or “Saracens” of bringing about Christopher’s death with little nuance or 

specificity. This is unsurprising, as both authors spent their time far from Antioch, with little 

firsthand knowledge of the situation there, and it is unlikely that either had much personal 

knowledge of Muslims or Islam. From a distance, it is more difficult to see distinctions among 

individual Muslims, and groups that appear monolithic in this way are often perceived as threats. 

Writing from the imperial capital, Muslims were primarily encountered in the context of warfare, 

 
115 John Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
116 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
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and neither Leo nor Skylitzēs had much incentive to discuss the close friendships that 

Christopher had with several leading Muslims, if they knew of them at all—which is unlikely. 

The attitude of these historians and their imperial circle toward Muslims is perhaps best 

encapsulated in a speech that the future emperor Nikephoros gives early in Leo’s History, during 

his 960 attack on Crete (until then under Muslim rule). Having already established that 

Nikephoros was sent by Romanos II (r. 959-963) “to banish, by the influence of the Almighty, 

the rule of the Arabs of Crete, who were haughty and breathed murderous intentions against the 

Romans,”117 Leo places this speech in the mouth of Nikephoros: 

I think that the cruelty and brutality of the descendants of [Hagar] the maidservant, and 

the raids and enslavement that they have murderously perpetrated against Romans—and 

these things while they were living on an island that should rightly have belonged to [the 

Romans], although it had come to the Hagarenes through the wickedness of fate—have 

escaped the notice of none of you. Or is it not true that nearly all of our coastline is 

uninhabited as a result of their depredations? Are not the majority of the islands desolate 

because of their raids? Therefore Providence has by no means tolerated that these liars, 

these most evil beasts, these lazy gluttons118 should feast forever upon the people who 

bear the name of Christ, but with the influence of the Mighty One, it has brought us over 

here to repay them sevenfold for what they have so mercilessly paid us.119 

 

He continues, referring to Muslims as “barbarians” and “barbarous beasts” and celebrating the 

fact that many have already been slaughtered.120 

 Leo’s account of Christopher’s death, which includes none of the nuance and precision of 

the Life, must be read in the context of the opinions expressed by Nikephoros here. Muslims, 

according to Leo, are uncivilized, even inhuman, and Paul’s epistle to Titus is appropriated 

creatively to call them lying, lazy, gluttonous beasts. Leo—and, he would have us believe, 

Nikephoros—believed that it was good and godly for Muslims to be slaughtered en masse so that 

 
117 Leo, History, I.2. 
118 This is a reference to Titus 1:12, applying Paul’s description of the first-century Cretans (itself quoting 

Epimenides, a Cretan “prophet” of the seventh or sixth century BCE) to the Muslim Cretans of the tenth century. 
119 Leo, History, I.6. 
120 Leo, History, I.6. 
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Roman Christians could live in peace. Leo almost certainly had little to no firsthand experience 

of interaction with Muslims, certainly not friendship with them, but knew them only from the 

stories he worked to preserve, in which armies commanded by Christians fought those 

commanded by Muslims on distant battlefields. Moreover, his accounts likely helped to 

encourage his Byzantine audience to support the imperial war effort against these savage 

“descendants of the maidservant.” The violent hostility displayed here toward Muslims as a 

monolithic group is entirely absent from the Life and those other texts that originated in a context 

closer to it, where Muslims were a more normal part of everyday life and Islam had shaped the 

broader culture in important ways. 

 

XI. Conclusion 

 Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā does not try to hide the systemic inequalities and other issues facing 

Christians within Muslim societies. He discusses the hardships of the jizya or barā’a, and he 

gives us a vivid picture of the reality that Muslims could take advantage of loopholes in Islamic 

legal structures when they wished to harm their non-Muslim neighbors. It is important to note 

that as Ibrāhīm recounts the story, the law would not officially have justified Christopher’s 

assassination, and the murderers had to deceive both the faqīh and a group of Khorasani 

soldiers—who knew neither the details of the local situation nor the Arabic language of the 

fatwā—in order to establish a quasi-legal pretext for their actions. The point is not that the letter 

of the law justified the assassination, but rather that the “hegemonic potential of the law,” in 

Emon’s words, allowed members of the dominant community to use the law for extralegal and 

nefarious ends.121 

 
121 Emon, Pluralism, 25. 
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Christopher’s perceived challenge to the hegemony of the Muslims of Antioch, a result of 

his close friendship with Sayf al-Dawla and his status as financial patron to prominent Muslims, 

meant that some defenders of this hegemony were willing to kill him in order to preserve it. 

Tragically, these very offenses were parts of Christopher’s efforts to protect his community, and 

Ibrāhīm explains how Christopher was able to lighten the Antiochian Christians’ burdens 

through strategic friendships with powerful Muslims, first and foremost Sayf al-Dawla himself. 

These friendships protected the Christians during the times of stability, but we can see how 

difficult it was for Christopher to walk the line between obtaining enough power to protect the 

Christians and obtaining so much power that Muslims grew envious. 

 Ibrāhīm’s description of “envy” as a venom infecting Christopher’s killers can be read in 

this light: envy was the reaction of some powerful Muslims to the challenge that Christopher 

represented, and this envy could only be discharged by Christopher’s death as a scapegoat. Envy, 

which Girard would call “mimetic desire,” thus became the venomous engine powering the 

hegemonic structure of Antiochian society.122 To some extent, this sort of structure of desire 

maintains the power inequalities of any society, and Ibrāhīm never insists that it is unique to 

Muslims, merely that it proved toxic in the case of Christopher. He presents envy as the opposite 

of friendship, a destructive and self-centered force. 

 The ways that Christopher’s friendship with Sayf al-Dawla fell short of true friendship 

are instructive. Christopher reached “the status of a friend” with the emir, but like many other 

premodern writers, Ibrāhīm found the concept of a true friendship across such an obvious power 

differential to be extremely difficult, if not ultimately impossible. Religious difference itself 

posed no threat to the friendship between Christopher and Ibn Abī ‘Amr. On the other hand, the 

 
122 Girard, Satan, 10-12, 154-160. 
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envy of Ibn Mānik and his co-conspirators—to whom Christopher had acted as a friend—seized 

on Christopher’s friendship with the powerful Sayf al-Dawla and destroyed him. Because of the 

goodness of Sayf al-Dawla’s nature, he did not break his friendship with Christopher, and 

throughout his life the Christians of Antioch enjoyed protection and aid from their generous 

benefactor. Still, the friendship was precarious, predicated on Christopher’s loyal support in 

times of trouble, and proved indirectly lethal to the patriarch in the end. 

 Thus even as Ibrāhīm shows us the structural inequalities and dangers of Muslim-ruled 

Antiochian society, he studiously refrains from vilifying either Muslims as a whole or the beliefs 

and practices of Islam. He devotes high praise to Sayf al-Dawla and Ibn Abī ‘Amr while 

describing Christopher’s arguments with Theodoulos and the oppressive depredations of Kulayb. 

Christopher’s friendships with his Muslim neighbors and rulers form an important part of the 

narrative of the Life, and this is continued—though to a lesser extent, which is unsurprising given 

the length of the texts—in the texts that borrowed from Ibrāhīm. In none of these texts are 

Muslims attacked as a group, and Yaḥyā, Burayk, and Athanasios include the story of Ibn Abī 

‘Amr, who tried to save Christopher’s life. 

 This portrayal of Christopher’s life and death is unique to the Arabic Christian historical 

tradition, not including al-‘Ujaymī, who borrowed only from the Byzantines. Other intellectual 

traditions, maintained by different communities, include distinct collective memories. The 

liturgical texts, whose communities of origin overlap to some extent with the Arabic Christian 

historians, are too short to provide any detail, though their reference to “the days of the Muslims” 

casts suspicion on all Muslims without attempting to provide more nuance. The Byzantine 

historians and al-‘Ujaymī are quite the opposite, making no attempt to differentiate between 

different groups of Muslims—or more accurately, “Hagarenes” or “Saracens”—and at times 
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openly vilifying all Muslims as violent predators, threats to good Christians within the Empire 

and beyond. Given his lifetime of work within the imperial bureaucracy, it is not unlikely that 

Ibrāhīm knew the tenth-century history of Leo the Deacon, and if he did not know the text itself, 

he must surely have known the imperial perspective on Islam that it represents. His life story 

crossed the boundaries of several scholarly and cultural communities, and his version of 

Christopher’s story therefore responds in part to the view of the world expressed in imperial 

works while also reflecting and informing the collective memory of his community of origin in 

Antioch. 

 Numerous Arabic Christian polemics against Islam were also available by this point, and 

it would be strange to imagine that Ibrāhīm had not heard some hostile opinions about Muslims 

voiced within his Antiochian Christian community. When Arabic Christian texts are largely 

irenic in their portrayal of Muslims, it is understandable for scholars to attribute this to their fear 

of Muslim censorship or retribution, given the social inequality and dynamics of “envy” 

discussed above. However, the Life of Christopher is a unique situation in which an Arabic 

Christian text was written under Christian rule and yet expresses a—relatively—quite positive 

view of Muslims. This includes the assertion that Muslims can be the true friends of Christians, 

enjoying relationships of mutual assistance and affection when power and envy do not interfere. 

We cannot say that Ibrāhīm is holding back criticism in order to appease his Muslim rulers. 

Insofar as historical context is relevant to his account, we must look instead to his relationship 

with the Byzantine Empire and with his local Christian community in Antioch. I will discuss 

these relationships in chapter 5, but first I will analyze Christopher’s status as a “martyr” and 

what it meant for Christian-Muslim relations in Antioch.
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CHAPTER FOUR: A STRANGE MARTYRDOM 

 

 

Mellem en Tyran og en Martyr er der vistnok en uendelig Forskjel, dog have de Eet 

fælles: det Tvingende. Tyrannen, selv herskesyg, tvinger ved Magt; Martyren, selv 

Gud ubetinget lydig, tvinger ved egne Lidelser. Saa døer Tyrannen, og hans 

Herredømme er forbi; saa døer Martyren, og hans Herredømme begynder. 

No doubt there is an infinite difference between a tyrant and a martyr; yet they have one 

thing in common: the power to constrain. The tyrant, with a craving for power, 

constrains by force; the martyr, personally unconditionally obedient to God, 

constrains by his own sufferings. Then the tyrant dies, and his rule is over; the martyr 

dies, and his rule begins. 

—Søren Kierkegaard1 

 

Semen est sanguis christianorum. 

The blood of Christians is seed. 

—Tertullian, Apologeticus2 

 

 

 Within the broader topic of interfaith relations, one particular issue that must be 

addressed is that of martyrdom. Ibrāhīm and several other sources of Christopher’s story clearly 

wish for us to view him as a martyr: the Life of Christopher, not including the manuscript 

heading, uses the term to describe its protagonist seven times. The rhetoric of martyrdom has a 

long history within the Christian tradition, and it has often been used to establish a conflictual 

distinction between beleaguered Christians—“true” Christians, as opposed to heretics or 

betrayers of the faith—and their persecuting enemies, generally members of opposing religious 

traditions. Martyrdom, especially in the early centuries of Christian history, is a topic that has 

attracted extensive analysis and discussion from scholars and theologians, though martyrdom 

under Muslim rulers has been far less studied. 

I will discuss the contours of this topic in this chapter and will consider the ways that the 

Life of Christopher both fits into the larger context of martyrdom discourse and challenges it. In 

 
1 Søren Kierkegaard, Søren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna 

H. Hong (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1975), 3:159. 
2 J.-P. Migne, Patrologia latina, 1:535. 
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line with my discussion of Christian-Muslim relations in chapter 3, I argue that the Life is a 

peculiar sort of martyrdom story, not fitting easily into any of the main types of martyrdom story 

with which people in this context would have been familiar. Among other unusual aspects, it 

evinces little obvious hostility toward the religious other, and my argument here is that Ibrāhīm 

wrote in this way intentionally in order to avoid some of the dangers he could see in the 

prevailing martyrdom discourse. In the context of the multiple competing versions of 

Christopher’s story that were already beginning to proliferate throughout the Byzantine Empire, 

Ibrāhīm chose to give his own version, writing a notably different take on the story from those of 

his contemporaries. In chapter 5, I hope to discuss the political context that might have driven 

him to tell the story in this way. 

 

I. Martyrdom and the Question of Sources 

 In the words of Candida Moss, “the martyr commands attention, fascinates the skeptic, 

and confounds the rationalist.”3 In large part, this is because accounts of the early martyrdoms 

have been told and retold throughout Christian history, their stories put to a wide variety of 

rhetorical ends and used to construct a Christian self-image that emphasizes persecution and 

conflict as defining elements of Christian life.4 The positive and negative aspects of this self-

image have been long debated, and Moss analyzes its pernicious effects on the life of non-

Christians in Christian-majority societies, where a focus on persecution can obscure the powerful 

advantages that Christians enjoy. 

 
3 Candida R. Moss, Ancient Christian Martyrdom: Diverse Practices, Theologies, and Traditions (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 1. 
4 The most important waves of early martyrdoms, as the traditional chronology has it, took place under 

Nero (r. 54-68) in 64, under Decius (r. 249-251) and Valerian (r. 253-260) in the middle of the third century, and 

under Diocletian (r. 284-305) and his successors—the so-called “Great Persecution”—in the early fourth; see 

Candida Moss, The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom (New York: 

HarperOne, 2013), 129. 
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 One key issue when discussing the stories of martyrs, especially in the early Church, is 

the question of sources and historicity, something that has already come up with respect to the 

accounts of Christopher’s life. As Moss explains, scholars have typically maintained a strict 

binary between “historical” and “literary” sources and claims with respect to martyrdom, which 

has affected their understandings of what counts as evidence for the history of martyrdom.5 

Elizabeth Castelli and Lucy Grig are among those scholars who take a “literary” approach, 

largely avoiding the question of historicity by focusing on the ways that martyrs were 

remembered by the communities that commemorated them, on “the representation rather than 

the reality.”6 This is generally the approach taken here, where collective memory is my primary 

focus, but that does not mean that the question of the historical reality of Christopher’s life is 

completely irrelevant. Are Ibrāhīm and the other authors constructing a martyr out of thin air? 

 Most debate on the historicity of martyr accounts has focused on the pre-Constantinian 

period. Scholars have staked their positions along a wide spectrum between credulity and 

skepticism, from Adolf von Harnack, who believed that potential forgers would be deterred by 

the prospect of lying about God, to Bruno Krusch, who called at least some martyrdom stories 

“ecclesiastical fraud-literature” (kirchliche Schwindelliteratur).7 Moss takes a strong stance 

against the historicity of most martyr narratives, informed by her awareness of their dangerous 

 
5 “For those scholars especially interested in the historical reality (that is, how many people died, when, and 

where), the evidence provided by Roman legal documents, papyri, and the more ‘historical’ apologetic literature and 

courtroom-styled martyrdom texts has weighed heavily. For those scholars more concerned with representation and 

ideology, the more detailed and ‘literary’ apocryphal acts and passiones have been preferred for the ethical norms 

that they legislate and power structures that they reinforce. The extent to which a historical/literary binary has 

underwritten what counts as evidence for the history of martyrdom and what counts as better evidence should not be 

underestimated.” See Moss, Martyrdom, 9. 
6 Lucy Grig, Making Martyrs in Late Antiquity (London: Duckworth, 2004), 5. Castelli writes that “the 

argument of this book does not concern the verifiable historicity of particular texts about persecution and 

martyrdom”; see Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2004), 29. 
7 Moss, Martyrdom, 15; Christian C. Sahner, Christian Martyrs under Islam: Religious Violence and the 

Making of the Muslim World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018), 8. 
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uses in modern (and premodern) Christian-majority societies, though her work also devotes 

considerable attention to the question of martyrdom’s rhetorical and discursive power. This 

power, for Moss, is the core danger of accepting the historicity of martyrdom narratives without 

question, for they can be put to many rhetorical uses, including those that reinforce Christian 

dominance of modern societies. Combined with the obvious anachronisms and historical 

improbabilities of some of the early martyr texts, Moss argues that the utility of these texts for 

reconstructing early Church history is questionable at best.8 

 On the other hand, Christian Sahner notes that hagiography has to be plausible to its 

audience, even if it is not historically accurate in all respects.9 He rightly argues that martyrdom 

 
8 Moss quotes Hippolyte Delehaye, an eminent member of the Bollandists, modern European critical 

scholars of hagiography: “Fictions of this type are not without a certain danger. As long as they continue to be read 

in the spirit in which they were written, all goes well. But a moment comes, and in some cases comes very quickly, 

when people no longer recall the original intention of the story” (Moss, Myth, 259). As Delehaye analyzed the many 

hagiographical texts of the early and medieval Church, he eventually constructed a six-level paradigm that he felt 

distinguished the general historicity of the various genres of sources, from official court documents to what he called 

“deceptive forgeries” (Moss, Martyrdom, 15-16). Following the work of Delehaye, his fellow Bollandists, and other 

critical scholars, Moss eventually declares that only six of the hundreds of early martyrdom accounts are historically 

reliable. These include the Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Acts of Ptolemy and Lucius, the Acts of Justin and 

Companions, the Martyrs of Lyons, the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, and the Passion of Perpetua and Felicity. The 

rest, she says, “were either greatly edited and expanded or composed long after the events by people who hadn’t met 

an eyewitness to the events they described, much less witnessed them themselves.” Moss, Myth, 91. She adds that 

“many of the discarded accounts were religious romances long on adventure and intrigue and short on probability 

and accuracy.” This summary dismissal allows her to ignore—when discussing questions of historicity—most 

sources discussing the early period, and instead to discuss the construction of the narrative of martyrdom and 

persecution under the rule of Constantine and the later Christian emperors. She thus argues that almost all 

martyrdom narratives were produced in the context of relative peace and Christian freedom, not during times of 

persecution, and so the rise of the “myth of persecution” in the fourth century was already an attempt to shore up the 

growing Christian control of the Roman Empire. 

This issue is particularly relevant to the early period of Church history because, as Moss notes (Myth, 91), 

many of the accounts are “implausibly anachronistic.” As the discourse of martyrdom was filled out, especially in 

the post-Constantinian period, later theoretical developments in the field had to be retrojected to earlier periods in 

order to establish continuity and precedent. The most obvious example is the cult of relics, which is described even 

in the Martyrdom of Polycarp, set in the 150s and generally considered the earliest martyrdom account. The text 

claims to be written within a year of Polycarp’s death, yet it occasionally refers to terms, concepts, and practices that 

can only have originated later. It even provides a counterexample to dissuade Christians from voluntarily martyring 

themselves, in light of disturbing trends that arose when the cult of the martyrs was more firmly established. If any 

part of it actually dates to the 150s, Moss argues that other portions must have been heavily edited to make Polycarp 

fit into the mold of the ideal martyr that was developed over time. These aspects of early martyrdom accounts allow 

Moss and other scholars to deny the historical veracity of most of their details. 
9 “Saints’ lives were successful as a form of literature precisely because they portrayed a world that was in 

some sense familiar and comprehensible to their readers.” See Sahner, Martyrs, 9. 
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stories present a plausible world to their audience, though this does not help answer the 

historicity question in most cases, when the audience of the text is far removed from the setting 

of the story. In fact, I would argue that people are more likely to accept far-fetched tales about 

times and places that are far removed from them, so what is plausible in the audience’s everyday 

context may not be the same as what the audience will accept as plausible in a story about long-

dead martyrs. Still, Sahner is right to point out that martyrdom accounts can give us valuable 

historical information regarding the context of their audience, including such precious details as 

courtroom practices and other aspects of everyday life. 

 It is also important to note that some of the issues affecting our view of the historicity of 

early martyrdoms are not true of later martyrdoms, such as Christopher’s. These martyrdom 

accounts were not reshaped in order to fit a later view of martyrdom, as the martyrdom discourse 

was already well advanced by this time. Their stories may have been reshaped to fit the patterns 

of the earlier stories, but there is no reason to be suspicious of Ibrāhīm’s claim (for example) that 

the Christians of Antioch salvaged, preserved, and eventually translated Christopher’s relics, 

even if we are suspicious of such a claim in the Martyrdom of Polycarp.10 In addition, many later 

martyrs knew the earlier stories themselves, and they sometimes sought to imitate them. It can 

therefore be difficult to tell which elements of traditional martyrdom stories are added to fit the 

literary genre and which were intentionally acted out by the protagonist in order to fit the mold 

of the great martyrs. 

 The martyrs of the Islamic era acquired the name neomartyr to distinguish them from the 

martyrs of the pre-Constantinian Roman Empire and Sasanian Iran. The term later became 

widely applied under Ottoman rule, but it was used as early as the Umayyad period, with the first 

 
10 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
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known usage coming from Anastasios of Sinai in the late seventh century.11 It was most 

commonly used in Greek, but also occurs in Arabic, Georgian, and Syriac.12 Though it is not 

explicitly used to describe Christopher in any of the extant sources, he clearly fits into the 

broader category of post-conquest martyrs. The way we approach sources for neomartyrs, 

needless to say, is not identical to the way we approach sources for the early period, and this is 

the topic that Sahner takes up. 

 Sahner, in contrast to Moss and other skeptics, pursues a methodology of “critical 

positivism” when reading accounts of neomartyrdoms.13 As he explains it, his “positivistic” 

method does not immediately discount the historical claims of hagiographic texts, but tests them 

against evidence from other sources, especially contemporary Muslim texts.14 Although no 

known non-Christian texts mention Christopher explicitly, the details about the historical context 

that are provided in other sources fit very well with the events described in the Life and other 

Christian texts. This is true for many of the martyrs discussed in Sahner’s work, as Muslims 

seem to have been opposed in most cases to discussing the executions of Christians—many of 

whom were apostates or blasphemers and thus challenged the Muslim dominance of the status 

quo—or else simply uninterested. Moreover, the evidence of the Christian sources agrees on 

some of the baseline facts about Christopher, that he lived at this time and was patriarch of 

Antioch, killed by some Antiochian Muslims. Though the disagreements between the sources 

and their distinct communal settings are the focus of my analysis throughout this work, the 

 
11 Christian Sahner, “Old Martyrs, New Martyrs and the Coming of Islam: Writing Hagiography after the 

Conquests,” in Cultures in Motion: Studies in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods, ed. Adam Izdebski and 

Damian Jasiński (Kraków: Jagiellonian University Press, 2014), 94-97. 
12 Sahner, “Old Martyrs,” 94-95. 
13 Sahner, Martyrs, 11. 
14 His method “is ‘positivistic’ because it does not prima facie discount the historical claims of the sources 

simply because they appear in hagiographic narratives. Rather, it takes these claims seriously by constantly testing 

them against outside evidence, mainly in the form of contemporary Muslim texts.” See Sahner, Martyrs, 11. 
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preponderance of the evidence certainly indicates that the bulk of what we know about 

Christopher is historical. He is no textual fabrication. 

 On the other hand, Sahner’s “critical” method looks to these sources not merely for 

historical data about the protagonists, but for information about their authors and audiences, 

examining the rhetorical and literary methods through which information is conveyed rather than 

taking claims at face value.15 As I have discussed already, the various collective memories in 

which Christopher was preserved are more important for this analysis than the absolute historical 

facts of his life and death, which in the end are impossible to reconstruct with complete certainty. 

The particulars of Christopher’s educational and charitable works, the words of speeches to 

which Ibrāhīm had no access, and other details are not necessarily objective historical facts, but 

their role within Ibrāhīm’s attempt to shape Antiochian collective memory is important. 

Additionally, within the topic of martyrdom, it is important to notice the ways that the Life and 

other sources shape Christopher’s story to fit the narrative structure of the classic martyrdoms. 

Throughout this chapter, I will discuss these elements of the account and place them in the 

context of other martyrdoms and neomartyrdoms. 

 

II. The Function of Martyrdom Accounts 

 Regardless of their historical accuracy, an important question in approaching a martyr 

text—or any text—is its intended function. Any author or compiler must have some conscious or 

unconscious goals when producing a text, and the authors and editors of martyrdom accounts are 

no different. Texts can also have unintended consequences as they are taken up into the 

 
15 “At the same time, the posture of the book is “critical” in the sense that it is not purely interested in what 

saints’ lives say about events and people. It is also interested in what the sources reveal about their authors and 

readers. Thus, it tempers methodological openness to the existence of historical data with sensitivity to the roles 

rhetoric, symbol, and motif play in presenting this information.” See Sahner, Martyrs, 11. 
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collective memory of communities in later eras. There are multiple accounts of Christopher’s life 

and death, each with intentional and unintentional consequences that influenced the various 

communities in which his memory was preserved, and this set of texts fits into the larger 

phenomenon of martyrdom accounts, specifically those describing the neomartyrs, who lived and 

died under Islamic rule. 

 Sahner emphasizes the importance of martyr narratives in creating communities, 

especially among Chalcedonian Christians after the conquests and other upheavals of the seventh 

century. He writes that “martyrs helped the Christians of the Middle East, al-Andalus, and the 

Caucasus create new forms of identity following the Arab conquests,” in a period when the 

change in regional political structures made the development of new forms of identity likely and 

even necessary.16 As Christians of the fourth century had used narratives about martyrdom—

both individual martyrdoms and the phenomenon of martyrdom as a whole—to understand their 

new place as the dominant religious group in the Roman Empire, Christians of the eighth century 

and beyond had to deal with the fact that they were no longer in control, and martyrdom accounts 

were often an effective way of establishing continuity between the contemporary Christian 

community and the heroes of the early Church. 

 Naturally, the shocking change in social position was felt most acutely by the 

Chalcedonian community, whose nickname of “Melkites” reflected their long-held status as the 

royally approved and supported Church of the Byzantine Empire. While much of their time 

before the conquest had been spent unsuccessfully trying to achieve a reconciliation with the 

Miaphysite Churches, generally through neo-Chalcedonian and Monothelete theological 

approaches, they were suddenly cut off geographically from their imperial patrons and thrown 

 
16 Sahner, Martyrs, 250. 
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into a situation of coequal subordinate status with their former “heretical” subjects. This identity 

crisis meant that Chalcedonians had to develop new narratives to understand their place in a 

world dominated by Muslims, separate from their former rulers and coreligionists, and 

martyrdom accounts were one effective way of approaching this situation. Sahner adds that Shī‘ī 

groups made frequent use of martyrdom stories as well, facing a similar context of limited power 

in a generally Sunnī-dominated caliphate.17 For these groups, martyrdom narratives could be 

used both to recount their sufferings under subordinate status and to express their belief that they 

continued to be the divinely favored, theologically orthodox group in spite of their earthly 

disadvantages. 

 Castelli, like Sahner, describes the role of martyrdom discourse in the construction of 

communities and the collective memories that define them.18 As martyrdom accounts are 

recounted again and again, those who participate in the process of perpetuating their memory 

discover and shape their own “communal identity” as they identify themselves with the martyrs 

and with the cause for which they died. A martyr is, arguably, not a martyr until an audience 

makes them a martyr by telling their story in a way that shows that they died as a witness to the 

truth, as a member of the group so loyal that even death could not cause them to betray their 

community. Implicitly or explicitly, all those who participate in this group’s collective memory 

are called to follow in the footsteps of their illustrious predecessor. 

 Sahner also notes that neomartyrdom accounts became common only in the eighth 

century, especially after the ‘Abbāsid Revolution of 750. He argues that before 700, Christian-

 
17 Sahner, Martyrs, 250. 
18 “To participate in the preservation of the memory of martyrdom is to enter into a discourse that lionizes 

suffering in its most extreme forms: suffering endured in the service of an idea and/or a communal identity suffering 

undertaken willingly or, perhaps more accurately, through the sublimation of the will to that of another; suffering 

that requires an audience and an interpretation.” See Castelli, Martyrdom, 197. 



190 

 

Muslim relations were both poorly defined and generally positive, and martyrdom narratives did 

not yet become a major phenomenon. Relations between the communities were poorly defined in 

that Christians (and many Muslims) had little understanding of still-developing Muslim beliefs 

and practices, while Muslims were still learning how to interact with their new subjects in 

territories from North Africa to Central Asia. Many Muslims lived in newly built amṣār, garrison 

cities where they had little interaction with the non-Muslim residents of the countryside and the 

historic metropolitan areas. Relations were also positive in that the Muslim rulers were generally 

content to make treaties with their new subjects and to let them carry on with their usual life as 

long as they paid the jizya and other taxes. It took some time for a real spirit of mutual 

comprehension and mutual animosity to develop between the communities, and even those 

Christians who were killed by Muslims in the seventh century were only rarely commemorated 

as martyrs.19 

 Around the end of the seventh century, the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705) carried out 

a number of reforms that helped to define the Muslim community and differentiate it from its 

Christian neighbors. Rather than accounts of martyrdoms, which would make little sense in the 

context of Muslim domination and conquest, ‘Abd al-Malik worked to define his communal 

identity by building new monumental structures and reforming coinage and taxation regimes, 

among other strategies. Sidney Griffith notes that ‘Abd al-Malik was only one participant in a 

much longer process of defining the boundaries between Islam and its neighbors.20 Still, the 

construction of the Dome of the Rock, with its seemingly polemical Qur’anic calligraphy, and 

other changes made under ‘Abd al-Malik’s tenure did much to move this process along. 

 
19 Sahner, Martyrs, 241. 
20 Sidney H. Griffith, “Christians, Muslims, and Neo-Martyrs: Saints’ Lives and Holy Land History,” in 

Sharing the Sacred: Religious Contacts and Conflicts in the Holy Land, ed. Arieh Kofsky and Guy G. Stroumsa 

(Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben Zvi, 1998), 163. 
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Moreover, Christians took notice of these changes and displayed their awareness of the shifting 

situation in their histories and apocalypses.21 The reign of ‘Umar II (r. 717-719), the ‘Abbāsid 

Revolution, and other eighth-century events continued to move the process of identity formation 

along. 

 In the context of this growing mutual recognition between the Christian and Muslim 

communities of the Middle East, martyrdom narratives proliferated. Most of them are set in the 

eighth century, but the majority were likely not committed to writing until at least the ninth, 

when the religious politics of the ‘Abbāsid state were far more settled than in earlier periods.22 

As Muslims developed their communal identity, Chalcedonians under their rule needed to do the 

same, especially as these Christians had been suddenly cut off from Constantinople and were 

therefore living without the imperial patronage to which they had been accustomed.23 Martyrdom 

accounts helped them to understand their place in the new system and to remember the violent 

confrontations that set them apart from the other Christians and non-Christians around them. 

After a century or so of rapid production, the composition of martyrdom narratives 

lessened again in the tenth century, though a few accounts—such as the Life of Christopher—

continued to be composed in the eleventh century and later eras.24 Even the collective memory of 

those neomartyrs whose stories had already been written faded in many cases, especially as local 

liturgical calendars were replaced with Byzantine ones in the tenth century and beyond.25 

Neomartyrs did not become a major phenomenon again until the Ottoman period, when 

Christians in Anatolia and the Balkans experienced many of the same issues with the arrival of 

 
21 Griffith, “Christians,” 166-167. 
22 Griffith, “Christians,” 164-165, 204-205. 
23 Griffith, “Christians,” 205. 
24 Sahner, Martyrs, 247-248. 
25 Sahner, Martyrs, 249-250. 



192 

 

Muslim rule that had earlier affected their coreligionists in the Middle East and al-Andalus.26 In 

most cases, the neomartyrs were depicted in ways that explicitly emphasized their similarity to 

the martyrs of the early Church, and thus the continuity between the formative period of 

Christianity and the reforming and rearranging of Christian identities that took place in the new 

situation created by the Muslim conquests. 

Using this framework, Sahner offers a convincing explanation for the prevalence of 

Chalcedonian neomartyrs and their relative scarcity in Miaphysite texts. Miaphysites, after all, 

had extensive experience with life as a subordinate religious community and were therefore not 

as dramatically affected by the arrival of the Muslims as the Chalcedonians were. While 

Chalcedonians had to recreate themselves in the absence of their imperial connections, 

Miaphysites could simply continue as before, in conditions at least as favorable as those they had 

faced in the pre-Islamic era. Furthermore, a significant number of neomartyr accounts crossed 

sectarian boundaries and were preserved in the collective memory of multiple Christian 

denominations, though the vast majority nevertheless arose in a Chalcedonian context. Sahner 

notes that Muslims may have treated their Chalcedonian subjects more harshly than other 

Christians as a result of their perceived attachment to the hated Byzantines—a phenomenon that 

appears in the accounts of Christopher’s martyrdom—and that this could be another reason why 

the Chalcedonians felt it more appropriate to write martyrdom accounts.27 

 
26 A fairly exhaustive catalog of the Ottoman neomartyrs is Nomikos Michael Vaporis, Witnesses for 

Christ: Orthodox Christian Neomartyrs of the Ottoman Period 1437-1860 (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 2000). 
27 One weakness in Sahner’s account, however, is that he largely fails to account for the decline in East 

Syrian martyrdom narratives after the arrival of Muslim rule. Members of the Church of the East composed 

numerous martyr accounts under the rule of the Sasanians, many of which remained popular for centuries, though 

they did not compose any known accounts of neomartyrs. Sahner writes (Martyrs, 228-229) that “to my knowledge, 

there is not a single saint’s life, chronicle, or synaxarium from this community that mentions a neomartyr… Despite 

their frenetic efforts to record the deeds of old martyrs, the East Syrians were mute about the deeds of new martyrs.” 

It seems that East Syrians, or at least their leadership and upper classes, generally thrived in the early centuries of 

‘Abbāsid rule and may have been uninterested in portraying themselves as a persecuted minority. On the other hand, 
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In addition to establishing the boundaries and identity of a community across a region, or 

across the whole world, martyrdom narratives can be used to lend prestige to a particular city or 

other location. As mentioned before, there was a long tradition of commemorating the sanctity of 

martyrs’ bodily remains, hinted at in the story of the martyrdom of Polycarp and many similarly 

early accounts, and so the localization of their relics made the shrines of the martyrs important 

places in Christian cartography.28 In this way the bodies of the martyrs created a wide-ranging 

network of sacred places that attracted visitors and prestige to cities large and small.29 With 

pilgrimage, moreover, came many of the typical benefits associated with the tourism industry in 

addition to spiritual satisfaction. Places came into competition with each other: a truly 

prestigious church or city needed to have an equally prestigious collection of relics to be 

venerated, and each martyrdom required a story.30 As relics reshaped the Christian conception of 

 
successful groups were no stranger to martyrdom accounts, and indeed the famous martyrdoms of Córdoba in the 

850s were in large part a Christian protest against the worldly success and Islam-influenced culture of other 

Christians; see Jessica A. Coope, “Religious and Cultural Conversion to Islam in Ninth-Century Umayyad 

Córdoba,” Journal of World History 4, no. 1 (spring 1993): 54-63; Sahner, Martyrs, 216-221. The East Syrians 

themselves were tightly integrated into the Sasanian governing system at the same time that they were composing 

martyrdom narratives, as Richard Payne has recently discussed in detail; see Richard E. Payne, A State of Mixture: 

Christians, Zoroastrians, and Iranian Political Culture in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2015). Even the majority of the “classical” martyrdom stories were composed in a time when Christians had already 

ascended to dominance in the Roman Empire. It is ultimately difficult to tell why the East Syrians avoided 

neomartyrdom accounts in the Islamic era, though apparently they did not feel that their identity was challenged in 

the same way that it had been in earlier centuries, unlike the Chalcedonians who faced a new and unprecedented 

situation in the eighth century and beyond. See Sahner, Martyrs, 229-232. 
28 Peter Brown writes that “the Christian Mediterranean and its extensions to the east and northwest came 

to be dotted with clearly indicated loci where Heaven and Earth met. The shrine containing a grave or, more 

frequently, a fragmentary relic, was very often called quite simply, ‘the place’: loca sanctorum, ὁ τόπος. It was a 

place where the normal laws of the grave were held to be suspended.” See Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its 

Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1981), 10-11. 
29 Brown quotes a sixth-century Palestinian Christian: “When I find that I am in a place where there are 

relics of the holy martyrs, I am obsessed by the need to go in and venerate them.” See Brown, Cult, 11. Places with 

few biblical connections could put themselves on the pilgrimage map if they were the site of a martyrdom, or even if 

they had acquired a martyr’s relics by translating them posthumously, a practice particularly widespread in Western 

Europe—naturally, a region with little in the way of biblical history. 
30 “The holy was available in one place, and in each such place it was accessible to one group in a manner 

in which it could not be accessible to anyone situated elsewhere.” See Brown, Cult, 86. 
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space, the narrative commemoration of martyrs in saints’ calendars similarly reshaped the 

Christian conception of time.31 

The phenomenon of martyrdom as a path to local prestige is strikingly visible in the 

accounts of Christopher’s death. In Ibrāhīm’s account of the relics of Antioch, of course, we 

recognize that Antioch already possessed a prestigious collection of items along with its 

important biblical connections.32 Christopher’s body was a fine addition, however, and the 

Christians of Antioch wasted no time collecting and preserving it. It appeared on an island in the 

Orontes River eight days after his assassination, missing the head—which Yaḥyā tells us had 

been burned in a bathhouse—and the local Christians quickly secreted it away to the monastery 

of Arshāyā.33 There it was preserved, no doubt venerated by knowing local Christians, until the 

conquest of Antioch by the Byzantines in 969. 

With the change in rule, a new patriarch was appointed, Theodore II (patr. 970-976), and 

he seems to have seen the retrieval and display of the body of Christopher as important priorities 

for his administration. After Theodore arrived in his new see, he “proceeded immediately to 

inquire about the story of the martyr and to seek out the remains of his pure body.”34 He then 

“did not wait around or delay in sending for what was there, but went to the holy monastery and 

took up the relics of the saint with the pure clergy and a crowd of believers. They went before it 

 
31 This sort of minor pilgrimage was most pronounced in Christianity, but became prominent in Islam and 

Judaism as well, each of which had a major central pilgrimage in addition to the multitude of saints’ shrines and 

other less famous sites; see Josef W. Meri, The Cult of Saints among Muslims and Jews in Medieval Syria (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2002). Furthermore, it was not uncommon for multiple religious groups to worship at the 

same shrine, especially when that shrine could be tied to a biblical or otherwise prophetic figure who was respected 

across religious boundaries. However, non-Christian pilgrimage sites were very rarely focused on martyrs to the 

extent that Christian shrines were, with the exception of some Shī‘ī sites. Martyrdom retained its dominance 

primarily in Christian discourse, and this was reflected both in the landscape and in the calendar. 
32 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
33 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18; Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, “Histoire de Yahya-Ibn-Sa‘ïd d’Antioche, continuateur de Sa‘ïd-Ibn-

Bitriq,” ed. and trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A. Vasiliev, Patrologia orientalis 18, no. 5 (1957): 809. 
34 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
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to the city in a procession and a great assembly and put it in a fine marble sarcophagus, which 

they placed on a marble table in the western part of the Great Church.”35 It was clearly important 

to the new patriarch that he begin his administration by displaying his continuity with his 

predecessor and the importance of Antioch within the imperial Church system, and Christopher’s 

body played an important role in this process, thanks to his status as a martyr. 

Later, in the 1020s, Patriarch Nicholas II (patr. 1025-1030) moved Christopher’s relics 

again, this time to what seems to have been a more prominent collection of items in the “house 

of the holy St. Peter.”36 It is difficult to tell what circumstances may have prompted Nicholas to 

do this, but it appears that Christopher’s status as a martyr was becoming more prestigious and 

the leaders of the local Church felt that his body needed to be placed more prominently as a 

result. Naturally, this relocation would add its own weight to the importance of Christopher’s 

legacy, given his body’s new place alongside the giants of Antiochian history: Peter, Ignatius, 

Babylas, John Chrysostom, and others. At roughly the same time, perhaps even in conjunction 

with the ceremonial re-installation of the relics, Ibrāhīm set out to write the Life of Christopher, 

and thus to preserve in the community’s collective memory a full account—as he would have 

it—of the life and death of the patriarch and neomartyr whom they were venerating. Such a text 

could be used as part of the annual celebration of Christopher in late May. 

Little is known about the fate of Christopher’s relics after the eleventh century. The 

upheavals of the Crusades, the Mamlūk conquest and destruction of 1268, and the city’s later 

obscurity cannot have been friendly to a Church interested in preserving its valuable collection of 

relics. Even if his relics were no longer available, however, Patriarch Makarios III (patr. 1647-

1672) was interested in preserving Christopher’s memory within the collective memory of 

 
35 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
36 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
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Antioch: he included his predecessor in his calendar of Antiochian saints and his histories of 

Antiochian patriarchs, hoping to ensure that he would continue to be commemorated at least 

once a year. His son Paul b. al-Za‘īm (1627-1669) copied one of the two extant manuscripts of 

the Life within a collection of texts relevant to the history of the great city.37 The importance of 

Christopher as a martyr was central to the importance of Antioch as a city, whether his relics 

were physically present or not, and it was in the interest of Antiochian Church leaders to keep his 

memory alive. 

A. Writing Martyrdom Accounts from a Position of Power 

 Many martyrdom narratives, especially those describing the early martyrdoms, were not 

written in the context of persecution that they describe, but were written after the so-called 

“Peace of the Church,” when Christians had become the dominant group in Roman society. 

Though some accounts of course predated the rule of Constantine, the vast majority were 

composed in this period, and it was only then that the discourse of martyrdom took on its fully 

developed classical form. This is not true of the neomartyrdom accounts, in which the classical 

martyrdom discourse was adapted to a new context in which Christians perceived themselves as 

persecuted, but it is nonetheless an interesting and important aspect of the Christian 

understanding of martyrdom. 

 Moss argues that this is an indication of the intention and function of martyrdom 

narratives.38 Taking the few martyrdom accounts that were already in writing and adding more, 

Eusebius of Caesarea and other fourth-century Christians made martyrdom a central part of 

 
37 Habib Zayat, “Vie du patriarche melkite d'Antioche Christophore (†967) par le protospathaire Ibrahim b. 

Yuhanna: Document inédit du Xe siècle,” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 13-14. 
38 “Antecedents can be found in the New Testament and writings of the early church fathers, but the idea of 

the persecuted church truly developed in the fourth century and later, with the dawn of Christian historiography. The 

credit seems to lie with historians like Eusebius of Caesarea, Christianity’s first great church historian, and with 

anonymous hagiographers who preserved, edited, and invented the overwhelming majority of the martyrdom stories 

we have today.” See Moss, Myth, 216. 
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Christians’ communal self-conception, which played a key role in the rise of Christian power 

under Constantine and his successors.39 For Moss, therefore, the primary function of martyrdom 

is to increase the power of an already powerful Church by encouraging Christians to be 

constantly on the lookout for the persecution of their own community. By perpetual vigilance on 

their own behalf and by demonizing all others as potentially complicit in the satanic persecution 

of the Church, Eusebius and other Christians hoped to perpetuate their dominance of the Roman 

social order. Moreover, this use of the discourse of martyrdom has continued until today, with 

modern Christians in Christian-dominated societies taking advantage of worldwide stories of 

sometimes exaggerated “persecution” in order to increase their community’s vigilance and 

buttress their own power.40 

 Even if Moss’s account is somewhat one-sided, it is an interesting interpretation to 

consider as we approach the stories of Christopher’s death, for one major reason: unlike most 

neomartyrdom accounts, the Life of Christopher and other relevant texts were generally written 

under the Christian rule of the Byzantines, not in a subordinate context under Islamic rule. 

Whatever other issues of community construction and local prestige may have been at issue for 

Ibrāhīm and his fellow Christians—and of course none of these goals are mutually exclusive—it 

is also possible that, as Moss indicates, reliving the story of Christopher was a way to build up 

the power of the (Chalcedonian) Christian community against all of its religious others. Were the 

authors of the texts describing Christopher’s life and death intending to foment hostility against 

non-Christians or non-Chalcedonians, and if not, do the texts lend themselves to this usage in 

spite of authorial intent? 

 
39 Moss, Myth, 216. 
40 Moss, Myth, 8-14. 
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 Certainly, non-Chalcedonians and non-Christians did not always have it easy in 

Byzantine Antioch, and there continued to be warfare between Byzantine Christians and 

Muslims along the border, which the imperial authorities were interested in promoting. 

Martyrdom stories could be useful in this context. Almost all of the Arabic synaxaria that 

mention Christopher describe him as “martyred in the days of the Muslims,” and this could 

surely encourage some anti-Muslim hostility among the Christians who heard this description 

intoned in their churches, though it does not explicitly blame Muslims for his death.41 Syriac 

synaxaria, which have a much shorter entry on Christopher than in the Arabic, do not describe 

him as a “martyr” at all. 

 In other Arabic texts, it is noteworthy that only Ibrāhīm, Makarios, and al-‘Ujaymī 

describe Christopher as a martyr. From the beginning of the Life, Christopher’s status as a 

“martyr” is crucial to his identity. The title of the work—which may not be original to Ibrāhīm’s 

composition—and the first mention of its protagonist both use the term. In total, not including 

the title paragraph, the Life refers to Christopher as a martyr (or to his death as a martyrdom) six 

times, and compares him to the “earlier martyrs” once.42 Despite the close ties between Ibrāhīm 

and Yaḥyā, the Dhayl never uses the term, and thus for Yaḥyā Christopher’s death remains a 

“killing,” not necessarily a “martyrdom.” Perhaps the term was simply too charged with 

polemical meaning for Yaḥyā to feel comfortable using it. 

 Like Ibrāhīm, Makarios finds it important that Christopher died a martyr’s death, using 

this terminology to describe him at least four times.43 Michael Burayk, in contrast, never uses the 

term. The same is true of all the Byzantine Greek sources, as well as Bar Hebraeus, our only 

 
41 See Chapter 1 for the full list of manuscripts. 
42 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §13, §15, §17, §18, §20. 
43 Vat.ar.689, f. 111v-112r, 122r. 
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known West Syrian source for Christopher’s life. All of these sources, of course, can easily be 

read as part of a wider discourse about Christians who died for their faith, but they avoid 

explicitly presenting Christopher as a martyr. Some may have avoided the term because they 

feared it would unnecessarily vilify Muslims, others (especially Bar Hebraeus, but perhaps the 

Greek sources as well) because they did not feel themselves part of the same community as 

Christopher and thus did not see his death as “their” martyrdom in the truest sense. On the other 

hand, as al-‘Ujaymī bridges the gap between the Byzantine sources and his own Arabophone 

community, his highly polemical text is comfortable with the term. Whatever the reasoning, only 

Ibrāhīm, Makarios, al-‘Ujaymī and the Arabic synaxaria use the word “martyr” (Arabic shahīd 

and related terms) for Christopher. 

 This means that only a few sources actually draw explicitly on the martyrdom tradition 

that Moss criticizes, though certainly many of the other texts are written from the same implicit 

perspective. In the sources that call Christopher a martyr, moreover, we are left with an 

important question: does the invocation of this term necessarily and unavoidably create exclusive 

“us-and-them,” mutually hostile groups, as Moss fears? It can be difficult for Christians, or any 

group, to honor their dead in a way that does not foment hostility against religious others. I have 

already argued that Ibrāhīm is more concerned with the dangers of “envy” than the dangers of 

Muslims, and that his text displays no overt hostility toward his non-Christian neighbors. 

Perhaps he was intentionally speaking into a context in which Christopher’s status as a martyr 

was being used for purposes that he perceived as negative, and he wished to write a saint’s life 

that would counteract some of these tendencies, especially around the time that Christopher was 

being explicitly and lavishly honored by Patriarch Nicholas. I argue that Ibrāhīm wished to write 
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a martyrdom account that would avoid some of the issues raised by Moss, issues that he likely 

perceived himself. 

 

III. Categorizing Christopher’s Martyrdom 

 Sahner sketches a schema categorizing the martyrdom accounts from the early Islamic 

period, allowing scholars to more carefully examine these texts in the context of their close 

analogues. His categorization includes three major groups, of which the first is the most 

numerous: “Christian converts to Islam who then returned to Christianity,…Muslims who 

converted to Christianity without any prior affiliation with their new religion,…[and] Christians 

who slandered the Prophet Muḥammad, usually before a high-ranking Muslim official.”44 

Almost all martyrdom accounts from this period fall into one of these categories. Although 

Christopher’s Life was composed over a century after the majority of the texts examined by 

Sahner, we might expect it to fit into one of the typical types of martyrdom story with which 

Christians living under Islamic rule were familiar. Certainly, we can expect that Ibrāhīm was 

familiar with some of these accounts, especially because he was a member of the Chalcedonian 

Church that produced the majority of them. 

 Though both of the first two categories include the element of conversion, their features 

and implications are distinct. Sahner writes that converts, a diverse group in this and subsequent 

periods, included Muslim converts to Christianity—both those born Muslim and those who had 

previously converted in the other direction—in addition to the Christian converts to Islam with 

whom historians are generally more familiar and who gradually shifted the religious majority of 

 
44 Sahner, Martyrs, 3. Mark Swanson’s list is similar: “persons put to death for the crimes of invective 

preaching against Islam, converting from Islam to Christianity (i.e. apostasy), or being instrumental in the 

conversion of others.” See Mark N. Swanson, “Arabic Hagiography,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 

Byzantine Hagiography, ed. Stephanos Efthymiadis (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2011), 1:354. 
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the region over a period of centuries.45 Naturally, similar phenomena occurred with Judaism and 

other religious groups under Islamic rule. All of the groups converting away from Islam were in 

danger, depending on local circumstances and personal connections and choices, of dying 

martyrs’ deaths, and some intentionally cultivated such a result. 

 For example, ‘Abd al-Masīḥ al-Ghassānī was martyred in the eighth or ninth century.46 

He was born a Christian in Najran, a city with an important Christian history, but fell in with a 

group of Muslim raiders and spent many years living as a Muslim in their company. When he 

heard a priest reciting the Gospel in Baalbek, however, he felt convicted of straying from his 

ancestral faith and immediately became a Christian again. He eventually rose to the highest 

position at the monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai, despite an unsuccessful attempt to 

provoke his own martyrdom, but was eventually discovered by some of his former companions, 

brought before the governor, and executed. Parallels are found in numerous other accounts, 

which could help Christians under Islamic rule think about their place in a society where 

conversion—generally in one direction only—was common. The boundaries and identities of the 

religious communities were being established, sometimes by state violence. 

 Coming to the end of his discussion of the first two categories of martyrs, both of which 

include certain forms of converts from Islam, Sahner notes that although apostasy from Islam 

was very rare, it occurred throughout the parts of the Muslim world that had large Christian 

populations, “which in the early period meant most territories west of Iran.”47 While these stories 

 
45 Converts “included Christians who embraced Islam but regretted their decision and returned to their 

original faith, the children of religiously mixed marriages who spurned their fathers’ Islam and adopted their 

mothers’ Christianity, and a small but significant group of Muslims from Muslim backgrounds who converted to 

Christianity.” See Sahner, Martyrs, 30. 
46 Sahner, Martyrs, 46-49; John C. Lamoreaux, “Hagiography,” in The Orthodox Church in the Arab 

World, 700-1700: An Anthology of Sources, ed. Samuel Noble and Alexander Treiger (DeKalb, Ill.: NIU Press, 

2014), 123-128. 
47 Sahner, Martyrs, 114. 
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aim to establish boundaries between the religions, they also show how complex religious 

affiliation could be in this period, including numerous religiously mixed families and some 

individuals who converted multiple times in multiple directions. The stories also help to instill 

religious confidence in Christians, recounting examples of people who believed that Christianity 

was so obviously superior that they would convert or revert to it in spite of the obvious potential 

consequences. Surely if Islam needed to use the threat of state violence to keep its adherents 

from choosing Christianity, the stories argue, Christianity was truly the superior tradition, and 

anyone would naturally choose it if not constrained by the tyrannical Muslim authorities.48 

 Very little of this dynamic is present in the recorded memories of Christopher’s life, 

however. There is no evidence that Christopher’s martyrdom occurred as a result of any 

ambiguity or change in his own religious affiliation. True, Ibrāhīm notes that he does not know 

much about Christopher’s parents, including—implicitly—their religious community, and his 

birth name of ‘Īsā could perhaps be assumed in some contexts to be a more likely name for a 

Muslim than a Christian.49 However, this is far from a definitive indication of religious identity, 

and Ibrāhīm says nothing to indicate that ‘Īsā/Christopher was anything but a Chalcedonian 

Christian from birth. Thus, the Life is not a conversion martyrdom story. 

 The only discussion of conversion in the Life is in the account of Christopher’s 

intervention on behalf of poor Antiochian Christians who faced difficulties in paying the jizya. 

According to Ibrāhīm, “whoever does not pay it is led without a choice into the religion of 

 
48 Note the similar genre of the “monk in the emir’s majlis,” described in Sidney H. Griffith, The Church in 

the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2008), 77-81. 
49 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. For example, an early modern Egyptian preface to a collection of Yaḥyā b. ‘Adī’s 

(893-974) work explains to its Egyptian readers that in the early Islamic Syrian and Iraqi context—unlike the 

Egyptian context—it was not uncommon for Christians to have names like Yaḥyā and ‘Īsā. In Egypt, on the other 

hand, these names were apparently used more or less exclusively by Muslims. This preface can be found in Aleppo, 

Salem Ar 239 (Sbath 1041), f. 1v-2r. 
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Islam,” but thanks to Christopher’s effective solicitation of Sayf al-Dawla’s assistance, he was 

able to ensure that every member of his flock had enough to pay the tax debt.50 As a result, “not a 

single Christian went over to the religion of Islam during his time,” an impressive feat that 

Ibrāhīm believes can attest to his political skill and his concern for the Christians under his 

care.51 While it is certainly possible that the lack of ex-Christian converts angered the rebels who 

became Christopher’s assassins, especially if they saw the protection of the Christians as a 

failure of Muslim supremacy openly abetted by Sayf al-Dawla, the text is not explicit about any 

of this, and Ibrāhīm does not make any direct tie between issues of conversion and the death of 

Christopher. 

Although the patronage relationship between Christopher and Sayf al-Dawla, which grew 

substantially as a result of their jizya negotiations, was a crucial part of the grievance against 

Christopher, the patronage itself seems to have been more of an issue than the specific nature of 

that patronage and its connections to (a lack of) conversion. The assassins accuse Christopher of 

corresponding “with the servant of Ibn Ḥamdān,” but they do not mention the jizya.52 This 

martyrdom account is clearly not one in which conversion, of either of the two sorts laid out by 

Sahner, is a central factor. It therefore cannot be considered part of Sahner’s first or second 

category. 

 With both conversion-focused categories eliminated, the category of blasphemy-based 

martyrdoms remains. Does Christopher fit into this group? Most of the martyrs in this third class 

are Christians from birth, not converts, who provoked their own martyrdom by verbally attacking 

the Prophet Muḥammad and the religion of Islam in public, often intentionally doing so in the 

 
50 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
51 Ibrāhīm, Life, §10. 
52 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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presence of a high-ranking judicial official. Perhaps the most famous group of martyrs in this 

category are the Martyrs of Córdoba, a group of 48 Christians executed during the 850s.53 Some 

of the Córdoba martyrs were also converts, finding a wide variety of religious places and 

practices within the complex and diverse society of ninth-century al-Andalus, but nearly all of 

them provoked their martyrdoms by engaging in public blasphemy. 

 It seems that most blasphemers, as they were defined by Muslim legal authorities, were 

deeply concerned about the blurring of religious boundaries as Christians became further 

integrated into the structures of Islamic society, especially in al-Andalus. Many opportunities 

were available to those Christians who adopted certain elements of Muslim dress and speech, 

and even those Christians who did not enjoy a prominent place at court were often becoming less 

distinguishable from their Muslim neighbors.54 For some Christians, these phenomena 

represented an inexcusable loss of the distinction between self and other, and in order to 

reinscribe this distinction, they entered the public sphere and expressed their antagonism toward 

Islam. Though the authorities generally tried every option to convince blasphemers to recant and 

save themselves, their desire was for martyrdom, and they generally achieved it. 

 For Muslim authorities, on the other hand, the legal understanding of blasphemy 

(typically called sabb) developed rather slowly.55 No punishment for the defamation of Islam or 

the Prophet is specified in the Qur’an, and the legal discourse on blasphemy as a particular crime 

developed gradually over a period of centuries.56 Still, despite its jurisprudential imprecision, 

 
53 Sahner, Martyrs, 140-154. 
54 Coope, “Conversion,” 54-63. 
55 Sahner, Martyrs, 120-125. Matthew Anderson also provides a thorough account of the development of 

this legal tradition and its apogee in the medieval period; see Matthew M. Anderson, “Prohibited Speech and the 

Sacred: Critically and Constructively Engaging Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī’s (d. 756/1355) al-Sayf al-maslūl ‘alā man 

sabba al-rasūl” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2018). 
56 “It took many years for Muslim scholars to think systematically about blasphemy as a specific category 

of crime.” See Sahner, Martyrs, 124. 
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public blasphemy was considered a serious offense from an early period, and it led to the deaths 

of many of the Martyrs of Córdoba along with several other recorded blasphemers. In fact, given 

the lack of extended discussion of blasphemy in early works of fiqh, Sahner notes that Christian 

martyrdom accounts are a valuable witness to the development of blasphemy punishments before 

the law was fully worked out. These sources reveal that even without a clearly delineated legal 

framework, Muslim officials felt that they could not simply tolerate such direct public challenges 

to their authority, and after strenuously attempting to elicit a recantation from the blasphemers, 

they eventually put them to death. 

 Is there any justification for placing Christopher in the category of blasphemy-centered 

martyrdoms? None of the sources use the typical legal term sabb or terms for “blasphemy” in 

other languages, and there is no recorded incident in which he disparages the Prophet, the 

doctrines or practices of Islam, or any other element of the Islamic tradition, so an incident of 

“blasphemy” is not obvious from the histories. According to Ibrāhīm, the patriarch’s assassins 

were angry at the prospect that he, an “infidel,” “will be sitting in court while we ourselves are 

punished,” furious that he might usurp their rightful place at the top of the social hierarchy.57 In 

order to obtain a fatwā justifying his death, they accuse him of plotting “against one of the 

fortresses of the Muslims,” but not of blasphemy, and the implication is that they do not truly 

believe this accusation, but are simply using it to obtain their quasi-legal validation.58 

 When Ibn Mānik confronts Christopher in his home, he claims that “you are one of the 

people of this town, dwelling among us, yet you have a bad opinion of our interactions and act 

against us,” arguing that the patriarch has been disloyal to his home city, but not that he has 

 
57 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
58 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
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disparaged the Islamic religion in any way.59 When asked for specifics, he alleges that “you 

correspond with the king of the Romans, and you correspond with the servant of Ibn Ḥamdān.”60 

We may debate the precise nature of these offenses in the eyes of Ibn Mānik and his colleagues, 

but it is clear that these are not claims of sabb. Moreover, even if Christopher did correspond 

with these people—which he denies—he obviously did not do so in order to insult Islam publicly 

and thereby provoke his own martyrdom. Insofar as we can read the assassins as upset by the 

success of an “infidel” at the expense of Muslims, and thus as attempting to rectify a challenge to 

Islamic dominance, the Life of Christopher is closer to a blasphemy martyrdom text than a 

conversion martyrdom text, but in the end we must conclude that it does not fit comfortably in 

any of these categories. Though Ibn Mānik calls him “the enemy of the Muslims” and claims that 

he “wants to hand over this city,” the accusation of sabb is simply not present.61 

 Even if Ibrāhīm’s Life of Christopher was composed later than most of the texts analyzed 

by Sahner, it is somewhat surprising that it does not conform to the literary conventions 

established by its predecessors, depicting its protagonist as neither an apostate nor a blasphemer. 

Alongside these major categories, Sahner mentions “smaller numbers of Christians who were 

executed for refusing forced conversion, who were killed fighting the Arabs in times of war, or 

who died as a result of random, nonreligious violence,” but even these classifications fit very 

loosely onto Christopher’s story.62 The only category that could possibly apply to him is 

“random, nonreligious violence,” but this does not quite capture the reasons for his death that are 

presented by Ibrāhīm and the other sources. The violence that took Christopher’s life may have 

been “nonreligious,” according to Ibrāhīm—though not according to, for example, Leo the 

 
59 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
60 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
61 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
62 Sahner, Martyrs, 3. 
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Deacon—but it was far from “random.” The reasons behind the assassination are clearly 

elaborated by several authors, unlike the raids and other outbursts of “random” violence that 

Sahner seems to have in mind. Christopher was a carefully targeted victim, not a random 

bystander. 

 Turning from hagiography in the Islamic context to Byzantine hagiography, meanwhile, 

the eleventh century saw little in the way of original composition.63 Most of the hagiographic 

works composed in this period were collections of earlier lives, and almost none focused on 

recent saints, making Ibrāhīm’s account somewhat unusual in the Byzantine context. According 

to Symeon Paschalidis, “during this period the view was widespread that it was no longer 

possible to become a saint.”64 We may therefore see Ibrāhīm as intervening in an ongoing 

Byzantine debate to insist that there were, in fact, new saints who had lived and died in the recent 

past, most notably his own childhood mentor and his disciples. 

 Even if we look at the Byzantine martyrdom accounts of the tenth and earlier centuries, 

models from which Ibrāhīm might have drawn inspiration, the Life of Christopher does not 

easily fit into an obvious genre. Few saints from the Islamic context were noticed in the Empire, 

even though—as Stephanos Efthymiadis notes—the tenth century saw a “centrifugal tendency” 

that brought more provincial saints to the awareness of imperial elites and placed less emphasis 

 
63 Symeon Paschalidis notes that “scholarship has for a long time characterised the eleventh and especially 

the twelfth century as particularly unproductive and disappointing as regards Byzantine hagiography. This 

judgement is based on the general observation that the number of vitae of new saints declines dramatically by 

comparison with production of original hagiographic texts about saints active during the period of Iconoclasm in the 

preceding centuries.” Marina Detoraki also mentions that “hagiography of contemporary martyrs was temporarily 

eclipsed” in this period. See Symeon A. Paschalidis, “The Hagiography of the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries,” in 

The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography, ed. Stephanos Efthymiadis (Farnham, Surrey: 

Ashgate, 2011), 1:143; Marina Detoraki, “Greek Passions of the Martyrs in Byzantium,” in The Ashgate Research 

Companion to Byzantine Hagiography, ed. Stephanos Efthymiadis (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 2:89. 
64 Paschalidis, “Hagiography,” 1:148. 
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on the capital than in previous eras.65 This period witnessed an increase in episcopal saints, 

which would naturally include Christopher, but most such bishops were not martyrs and were 

simply revered for their pious and ascetic lifestyles.66 The Byzantine context of the period 

included few commemorations of contemporary martyrs, especially martyrs who lived across the 

border under Islamic rule, and the Life of Christopher therefore seems somewhat out of place 

once again. 

 By avoiding the tropes of most contemporary martyrdom accounts, Ibrāhīm gives us an 

account with an unusual message. Rather than driving home the prevailing assumptions that 

conversion and blasphemy were the most important challenges for Christians under Islamic rule, 

choices that the most committed Christians were prepared to defend to the death, the Life speaks 

of personal vendettas, interfaith friendship, and unique political circumstances. The Life does not 

intend to convey that Christians were generally “persecuted” under the Muslims, the sort of 

dangerous historical polemic lamented by Moss and other scholars. The text makes no attempt to 

argue that Christopher’s assassination was part of a larger trend by drawing on the familiar 

tropes of martyrdom literature, and thus the patriarch’s sacrifice is held up for veneration in all of 

its specificity. Naturally, his death is compared to the sacrificial death of Christ, and some 

martyrdom tropes are fully exploited—such as the finding of his remains by Christians who must 

venerate them in secret—but the picture of the killers is far too nuanced to be read as a 

generalized account of a persecuting community. 

 The same cannot be said of such sources as Leo the Deacon or even the Arabic liturgical 

synaxaria. The liturgical texts say only that Christopher “was martyred in the days of the 

 
65 Stephanos Efthymiadis, “Hagiography from the ‘Dark Age’ to the Age of Symeon Metaphrastes (Eighth-

Tenth Centuries),” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography, ed. Stephanos Efthymiadis 

(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2011), 1:121-125; Detoraki, “Passions,” 2:83-84. 
66 Efthymiadis, “Hagiography,” 1:123-124. 
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Muslims” and thereby place him within the larger context of Islamic-era neomartyrs, while Leo 

explicitly claims that Christopher was killed for his faith.67 Al-‘Ujaymī says that when the 

Muslim ruler killed Christopher, “he did not even have a reason against him, except because he 

was the head of the Christians, as Leo the Deacon informs us.”68 Ibrāhīm’s rejection of such 

larger claims makes the Life of Christopher and the Arabic historical texts that draw from it far 

less effective as an anti-Muslim polemic or as an attempt to establish firm boundaries between 

religious groups, for reasons that will be explored in depth in the next chapter. Ibrāhīm’s agenda 

is different from that of most martyrdom authors, and far friendlier to non-Christians as a result. 

Avoiding the tropes of most similar texts, while still insisting that Christopher was a martyr and 

should therefore be venerated as a saint, means that Ibrāhīm is able to avoid the polemical traps 

described by Moss. 

 

IV. Other Martyrdom-Related Issues 

A. State Violence and Mob Violence 

 Throughout the martyrdom accounts discussed by Sahner, one recurring theme is the lack 

of extragovernmental violence against Christian martyrs. Those who were punished or killed, 

almost without exception, suffered at the hands of the state rather than the mob.69 As far as the 

testimony of these texts is concerned, it seems that Muslims who became aware of a serious 

religious offense typically brought the offender before the recognized governmental authorities 

 
67 Sauget, Recherches, 380-383. 
68 Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale 155, f. 125v. 
69 “It is clear from the martyrologies that many Muslims looked to the state as the only legitimate authority 

for punishing religious offenses…Mob violence is almost never attested in the lives of the martyrs, and even 

beatings prior to incarceration are rare” (Sahner, Martyrs, 166). The “state” in question is of course very different 

from the modern state, but I will nevertheless use the term to refer to the entire recognized governmental apparatus 

of the premodern Islamic world. For more on the term and its applications in premodern contexts, see Henri J.M. 

Claessen and Peter Skalník, “The Early State: Theories and Hypotheses,” in The Early State, ed. Henri J.M. 

Claessen and Peter Skalník (The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1978), 3-5. 
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rather than simply meting out “justice” in the street or in the privacy of the home. To return to 

the story of ‘Abd al-Masīḥ, when he attempted to incite the mob against him he was foiled by a 

divine miracle that made him invisible, and when a former companion later discovered him on 

the road, he and the other angry Muslims brought the monk before the governor in Ramla to be 

dealt with.70 

 Of course, this is far from the modern concept of the “monopoly on the legitimate use of 

physical force” described by Max Weber and rooted in the theories of such thinkers as Thomas 

Hobbes. Non-state actors could employ violence in limited circumstances, such as the frequent 

raids on Byzantine and other enemy territories. Furthermore, executions of Christian martyrs of 

course involved a collaboration between state authorities and the masses, who brought captured 

offenders before their rulers on the understanding that they would see them punished. If the 

people did not have an expectation that the “criminal” would be punished in a way they believed 

to be fitting, we may assume that they would have found a way around the leniency of the state. 

Still, in cases of apostasy, blasphemy, and other crimes, it seems that standard procedure was to 

recognize the sole legitimacy of the governmental authorities in handing out punishments, and 

the martyrologies frequently depict these cases coming before the highest authorities in the 

caliphate.71 Sahner explains that although this might be read as a dramatization of the martyr’s 

trial or a trope drawing on encounters with Roman authorities in the early period, it also reflects 

the legal status of these crimes as ḥadd offenses, to be treated with the utmost seriousness. 

 Though the state’s violence against unruly members of subordinate religious 

communities may be seen as unjust today, and was clearly seen as unjust by the authors of 

 
70 Lamoreaux, “Hagiography,” 126-127. 
71 “The martyrologies give the impression that the very highest echelons of the state oversaw the 

sentencing, which, if true, tells us the importance the state ascribed to crimes such as apostasy and blasphemy.” See 

Sahner, Martyrs, 166. 
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Christian martyrdom narratives, Sahner explains its purposes as understood by its practitioners: 

“to assert the primacy of Islam and the Islamic character of the ruling regime at a moment when 

Muslims were vastly outnumbered by their non-Muslim subjects” and “to forge boundaries 

between groups at a time of exceptional mixing.”72 Under Muslim rulers who believed in the 

importance of an Islamic state governed by a clearly defined group of Muslims, actions that 

called into question the distinction between groups or their rightful ranking in the social 

hierarchy were severely punished. As in so many other contexts, the assumptions of the 

dominant group about the “public good” and the proper stratification of society prevailed over 

the desires of other groups for greater civil liberties.73 

 Compare this emphasis on proper legal procedure in most martyrdom literature with the 

story of Christopher. As I have already discussed in the previous chapter, Christopher’s assassins 

had to work with extreme skill to exploit a legal system that would normally have blocked their 

plot at every turn. In the end, the patriarch was killed in a wholly extrajudicial way, when Ibn 

Mānik simply summoned a visiting Khorasanian army and encouraged them to kill his guest on 

false pretenses. The conspirators knew that they could not rely on state authorities to kill their 

enemy, so they worked around the law and had him killed in a moment of governmental 

collapse. The message of the Life is therefore quite different, again, from most martyrdom 

accounts: rather than displaying how Islamic governments used state violence to keep religious 

boundaries and hierarchies clearly defined, Ibrāhīm argues that the state was the main force 

available to protect Christopher from his Muslim rivals, and even to promote him to a place of 

prominence above them. 

 
72 Sahner, Martyrs, 161. 
73 See Anver M. Emon, Religious Pluralism and Islamic Law: Dhimmīs and Others in the Empire of Law 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 123-126. 
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 Do the Life and the sources in its tradition intend to show us a Muslim-ruled society in 

which Christians were persecuted? Far from it. Ibrāhīm, in contrast to most authors of 

martyrdom stories, presents a state that protected Christians and other subordinate religious 

groups even as it imposed very real hardships and inequalities on them. Only when the state had 

collapsed were the villains of the story able to carry out their plot, knowing that they had to act 

before “after a while, a governor arrives here, so that [Christopher] will be sitting in court while 

we ourselves are punished, as we were in the time of Sayf al-Dawla.”74 The contrast with the 

orderly operation of the court system in other martyrdoms shows the uniqueness of Ibrāhīm’s 

account more clearly, as does the contrast with the account of Leo the Deacon, who blames 

Christopher’s death on Antioch’s “former Hagarene ruler.”75 Sayf al-Dawla’s role in society, 

according to Ibrāhīm, was that of a caring patron, not a cruel persecutor. 

B. Burning the Head 

 Sahner writes that “the brutality of Umayyad and ‘Abbasid officials is nowhere clearer 

than in the practice of burning martyrs.”76 The idea that martyrs’ bodies should be burned, often 

justified as a necessary means to prevent the veneration of their relics, has a long pedigree in 

martyrdom accounts, including in stories about the Neronian persecutions in 64. Even Tacitus, a 

contemporary non-Christian historian, reports that Nero’s Christian victims “were fastened to 

crosses, and when daylight faded, they were burned to serve as lamps by night.”77 Numerous 

early martyrdoms, according to the sources, featured the burning of all or part of the martyr’s 

body, and Eusebius claims that this was done in order to “overcome God and deprive the martyrs 

 
74 Ibrāhīm, Life, §13. 
75 Leo the Deacon, History, VI.6. 
76 Sahner, Martyrs, 176. 
77 Sahner, Martyrs, 176. 
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of their restoration” on the day of resurrection.78 Even the second-century martyrdom of 

Polycarp reportedly included the burning of his remains to prevent relic veneration, a seemingly 

anachronistic detail that leads Moss to reject the historicity of the account.79 Many martyrs’ 

bodies were also thrown into rivers for similar reasons, and both of these posthumous 

punishments feature prominently in the accounts of Christopher’s death. 

 On the other hand, Sahner details the early Islamic legal debates on the topic of 

desecration by fire, a complex set of conversations in which opposing opinions and opposing 

practices are sometimes attributed to the same person.80 Although there are aḥādīth describing 

the burning of opponents by the Prophet Muḥammad, there are also aḥādīth in which the Prophet 

commands his followers not to punish people with “the punishment of God, meaning fire.”81 The 

use of fire to punish criminals was highly controversial and hotly debated in this context, though 

the Christian martyrdom accounts mention it in numerous cases.82 It is possible that the Christian 

sources are simply repeating tropes from earlier martyrdoms and that Muslim rulers only rarely 

burned the bodies of martyrs, but it is also possible that Muslim rulers who sentenced apostates 

and blasphemers to death cared little for the theoretical restrictions that some jurists hoped to 

impose on burning. Even in the extant sources regarding Christopher, there seems to be 

uncertainty about whether or how the burning actually took place. 

 The burning of Christopher’s head is only described in Arabic histories. The most 

detailed source, however—the Life—gives only cursory information about this event, at least in 

the S manuscript. Ibrāhīm simply says that “his head was first cut off, then his pure body was 

 
78 Sahner, Martyrs, 177. 
79 Moss, Myth, 102-103. 
80 Sahner, Martyrs, 177-179. Such debates have resurfaced in recent years as the so-called Islamic State has 

punished some of its captives by burning them alive. 
81 Sahner, Martyrs, 178. 
82 Sahner, Martyrs, 180-185. 
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taken and dragged around on a ladder by the command of the one who had rejected both God and 

goodness. It was immediately thrown into the river after the gate was opened for it at night.”83 

He later adds that “it was said that that infidel had burned” the head.84 While clearly interested in 

the ways that the patriarch’s body was desecrated and the methods that the assassins used to keep 

the body from the local Christian community, Ibrāhīm does not focus on the fate of Christopher’s 

head. 

 Yaḥyā, whether working from an unknown source or simply inventing details to enliven 

the story, explains that Christopher’s severed head was “thrown into the furnace of the bath in 

the neighborhood of Ibn Mānik’s house.”85 This claim, apparently borrowed from Yaḥyā, 

appears in the Z manuscript of the Life and therefore in Habib Zayat’s 1952 edition and 

translation, but the older and more reliable S manuscript does not include it. It is also repeated by 

both Makarios and Burayk in the early modern period, and Makarios adds that this bath “was in 

the middle of the city of Antioch.”86 Although the origin of this assertion is somewhat cloudy, 

and even Ibrāhīm implies that he is unsure of its veracity (“it is said”), it became standard in 

these later accounts of Christopher’s death. On the other hand, all of the Arabic historical sources 

agree that Christopher’s headless body was thrown into the river and recovered by the local 

Christian community. In a common martyrological trope, the oppressors’ efforts to hide or 

destroy the sanctified and sanctifying body ended in failure when the river itself yielded up the 

body for veneration, “caught on an oak tree” on an island.87 

 

 
83 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
84 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
85 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. 
86 Vat.ar. 689, f. 111v; Mīkhā’īl Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya, 

ed. Nā’ila Taqī al-Dīn Qā’idbayh (Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 111. 
87 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 



215 

 

C. Divine Retribution 

 An important argument throughout the Life is that God’s vengeance eventually brought 

about the deaths of Christopher’s murderers, proving that the world is governed by the justice of 

providence. Moss notes that this is a common thread throughout many martyrdom stories, and in 

fact the martyrs often explicitly foretell the destruction of their oppressors as they are about to be 

killed.88 The martyrs, on the other hand, receive plentiful rewards in Paradise after their deaths. 

For Moss, both the rewards of the martyrs and the painful destruction of their enemies indicate 

something of a moral failing on the part of the martyrs, who are not as selfless as some modern 

Christians might imagine them to be. She sees them as humans who are just as driven by flawed 

and selfish desires as everyone else, though her point is that present-day Christians sometimes 

claim that martyrs died in a spirit of total self-sacrifice in order to hold them up as perfect 

examples for emulation.89 The posthumous reward and vengeance that martyrs expected means, 

according to Moss, that we should not think of them in these purely selfless terms. 

 Unsurprisingly, Ibrāhīm does present Christopher as a selfless martyr who dies an 

explicitly self-sacrificial death. Using traditional sacrifice imagery, he is called a “lamb” three 

times and particularly described as “a lamb going to the slaughter of its own free will” who 

“stretched out his neck as he sat without any alarm, waiting for his head to be taken.”90 In his 

second conversation with Theodoulos, he argues that if he does not allow himself to be killed, his 

assassins will instead persecute the larger Christian community of Antioch. He very clearly lays 

out the ideology informing his decision to sacrifice himself: 

 
88 Most martyrs “are confident not only in their future vindication, but in the destruction of their accusers 

and attackers.” See Moss, Myth, 204. 
89 “It’s easy to empathize with the martyrs. Why wouldn’t they look forward to the downfall of their 

enemies? Why wouldn’t they want to be there to see it? Who hasn’t entertained the occasional revenge fantasy about 

someone responsible for a wrong?” Moss, Myth, 206. 
90 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. The S manuscript actually replaces one occurrence of “lamb” (kharūf or ḥamal) with 

“sacrifice” (dhibḥ). 
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If I slip out of their hands and they do not inject their venom into me, then after that, they 

will not leave behind a single Christian or a single church. This is the time, O man, when 

I must not only say “I am the good shepherd,” but I must say in addition that “the good 

shepherd is the one who lays down his life in place of his sheep.” In just a little while, 

you will see this beard dyed with my blood.91 

Ibrāhīm wishes to make it clear that Christopher is not going to his death for any selfish reason, 

but to protect the Christians under his care. 

 Nevertheless, Ibrāhīm makes no attempt to hide the fact that Christopher was looking 

forward to an impressive heavenly reward. He writes that the martyr “has reached the dwellings 

of the priests in the highest heavens, mingling with the righteous, standing with the ascetic 

monks in the ranks of the earlier martyrs.”92 For Ibrāhīm, unlike Moss, Christopher’s lack of an 

earthly reward is enough to safeguard his selflessness, and he notes that “he was not looking 

toward a present reward, but was ensuring that he would receive the unseen reward for which he 

had asked.”93 Despite the veneration given to his relics and his exalted place in the afterlife, 

Ibrāhīm maintains that Christopher died a sacrificial death without any concern for his own 

desires. 

 Ibrāhīm is also clear that divine providence brought about a just resolution to the story by 

ensuring that the assassins received painful and humiliating ends. Already before Christopher 

had even arrived in Antioch, the Life claims that it was divine providence that brought him from 

Iraq to Syria: “The management of all of this was with God, who lays the foundations of things 

in advance, so that at last they come to a praiseworthy end from which all people can benefit. So 

he (great and powerful) continuously makes small things the prologue to great things that do not 

 
91 Ibrāhīm, Life, §14. 
92 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
93 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
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occur to the mind beforehand.”94 This emphasis on the divine management of earthly affairs 

returns in force as the aftermath of the assassination is described. 

 In contrast to several of the early martyrdom accounts described by Moss, Christopher 

does not explicitly tell his murderers to expect divine vengeance, nor is there any indication that 

he will participate in their judgment at God’s side.95 Perhaps Ibrāhīm thought that these were too 

much to claim in his account of Christopher, that they made his protagonist look too vengeful or 

that they violated his theological assumptions about divine judgment. In any case, he still 

emphasizes God’s judgment of the assassins and retribution on Christopher’s behalf without 

relying on these tropes. 

 At the moment of Christopher’s murder, Ibrāhīm compares the daggers of the Khorasani 

assassins to the sword of God’s judgment, writing that “the sword of God was sharpened, but at 

that time it was put back, as is customary for God’s judgments, awaiting punishment at another 

time.”96 This explains why the evil plot was not stopped, as providence was simply waiting to 

repay the murderers at a later date. Ultimately, however, “justice in this case could not delay in 

avenging the blood of the martyr,” and Ibrāhīm asserts that Christopher’s story should allow 

anyone to verify “what is found in prophecy on the topic of descending and falling into the hands 

of the Living God: both that it is terrifying and fearful, and that repayment might come quickly, 

or else a part of it might come quickly, in which case it is evidence of the existence of what will 

come later.”97 In fact, he says, if God’s judgment is delayed for some time, this only means that 

“it comes to you more perfectly later on.”98 According to this view of the world, God allowed 

 
94 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
95 Moss, Myth, 204-205. 
96 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
97 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. 
98 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. 
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Christopher to be killed, in part, because it provided an opportunity to display God’s just 

management of earthly affairs as the subsequent events unfolded. 

Moreover, God’s judgment is sometimes carried out in this world by human actors: when 

the Byzantines conquer Antioch and capture Christopher’s killer, one of their leaders argues that 

“if we are Christians, then we must avenge for him the injustice that happened to him.”99 In the 

end, all three of the assassins “received the recompense for their actions, and in the afterlife they 

await eternal punishment.”100 Far from Moss’s claim that the expected punishment of oppressors 

indicates a type of selfish ambition on the part of the martyrs, Ibrāhīm’s view seems to be that 

the martyrs’ selflessness is revealed in their desire to rely on God alone for their vindication, 

whether in this world or in the world to come. This allows Ibrāhīm to hold up Christopher as 

both a model for emulation and a divinely favored saint, without any contradiction. 

D. Imitation of Christ 

 Much as Christopher is held to be an exemplar for Christians, Ibrāhīm insists that 

Christopher was imitating Jesus Christ in his suffering and death. Moss explains the importance 

of this trope in early Christian martyrdom ideology, and the sources for Christopher’s life show 

that it was still a common point of emphasis in his time and beyond. According to the Gospels, 

Jesus called his followers to take up their crosses in imitation of him.101 Luke’s account in Acts 

of the martyrdom of Stephen, the “protomartyr” and thus model for all later martyrs, is very 

clearly patterned after his account of Christ’s death in his Gospel.102 In Paul’s letters, too, the 

 
99 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. 
100 Ibrāhīm, Life, §19. 
101 Matthew 16:24, Mark 8:34, Luke 9:23. See Candida R. Moss, The Other Christs: Imitating Jesus in 

Ancient Christian Ideologies of Martyrdom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 29-30. 
102 Moss, Christs, 33-34, 54-56. 
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apostle “inaugurates a tradition within Christian communities in which the suffering of 

Christians is understood in terms of mimesis.”103 

These New Testament emphases remained powerful for many centuries as Christians 

found ways of understanding their history of martyrdom and its significance. The stories of early 

martyrs were written in order to show how the suffering of persecuted Christians followed in the 

patterns laid out by Jesus, using both obvious and subtle rhetorical tools to make the connections 

clear. This emphasis could appear in various ways, but no matter the particular interpretation of 

martyrdom, it became standard to depict martyrs as imitators of Christ, to be imitated in turn—to 

a point—by the Christians who heard their stories recited in a regular liturgical context.104 

Though they might not be called to seek out literal bodily martyrdom for themselves, Christians 

could participate in the martyrdom of their predecessors by participating in their liturgical 

commemoration. 

 By connecting martyrs such as Christopher to their divine forerunner, authors and 

ecclesiastical institutions could claim a connection to God that would give them authority to 

shape affairs in their communities.105 The Church authorities in Antioch could point to the 

Christlike suffering of their hero, given the long-established importance of the martyrs and their 

imitation of the Savior, as a way to claim authority against opponents, both by commemorating 

Christopher in the liturgy and by presenting his relics for public veneration, as Patriarch 

 
103 Moss, Christs, 23. 
104 “For some writers, the possibility that Christians would have to endure and suffer the same fate and 

suffering as Jesus seems to have been expected as part of either the nature of discipleship or the new covenant 

inaugurated by Christ. For others, suffering and dying like Christ will serve as a transformative and perfecting 

experience, one in which discipleship and imitation of Christ are fully realized.” See Moss, Christs, 44. 
105 “The imitation of Christ in the characterization of the martyrs was about more than the ideals of 

suffering and Christly imitation. The performance of Christ in the body of the martyr serves the social, theological, 

liturgical, rhetorical, and political needs of the communities using these texts.” The rhetoric of the imitation of 

Christ “amplified the authority of the already powerful martyr. It endowed those who shaped the martyr’s memory 

with the authority to adjudicate in ecclesiastical matters, to promote particular values, ethics, and doctrines, and to 

elevate the standing of particular churches against their competitors.” See Moss, Christs, 174-175. 
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Theodore did when he arrived after the Byzantine conquest. As Moss writes, “resurrecting Christ 

in the martyrs was a powerful move that invoked the unassailable character of the Savior to 

promote a particular agenda.”106 

 The imitation of Christ appears repeatedly throughout the Life. Ibrāhīm notes that both 

Christopher’s birth name—‘Īsā, meaning “Jesus”—and his patriarchal name—meaning “Christ-

bearer”—indicated that he would imitate Christ, “and just as he had put on Christ in baptism, so 

he would also put him on in his blood.”107 As patriarch, he showed himself to be “a worthy 

disciple of Christ, the meek lover of humanity, who bends his sympathy and inclines his ear to 

anyone who asks, anyone who needs his mercy and compassion,” indicating that his imitation of 

the Savior was in his virtues as much as in his sacrificial suffering and death.108 This point is 

driven home as Ibrāhīm writes that “his head, his zenith, the prototype to whom he adhered and 

whose likeness he bore—Christ, the imitation of whom was always in his thoughts, whom he 

desperately wished to emulate—was not content to fill the bellies of thousands with a few pieces 

of bread, but his pure hands added another satisfying gift: he washed the feet of his disciples.”109 

Following this divine model, Christopher personally served food to those suffering during a 

famine in Antioch, and “it is thus clear that he was a faithful slave of Christ, imitating him in a 

way that no other could equal.”110 

 As his suffering and death draw near, Ibrāhīm compares Christopher to Christ, the “good 

shepherd,” who “lays down his life in place of his sheep.”111 As I have already discussed, this 

shepherd is also the sacrificial lamb, whose death can protect his Christian flock from the 

 
106 Moss, Christs, 175. 
107 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
108 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8. 
109 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8. 
110 Ibrāhīm, Life, §8. 
111 Ibrāhīm, Life, §11, §14. 
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“venom” of his envious opponents. The patriarch’s imitation of Christ, signified already in his 

names and displayed in his virtuous actions and his sacrificial death on behalf of his people, 

made him worthy of imitation and veneration by later generations of Christians, and Ibrāhīm’s 

Life was a key part in ensuring the perpetuation of this memory. 

 In addition to Christ himself, Ibrāhīm presents Christopher as an imitator of numerous 

biblical saints, most notably Abraham, who set the precedent for the young ‘Īsā’s journey from 

Iraq to Syria.112 Ibrāhīm proceeds through the entire biblical canon, from Abraham to Paul, in 

order to explain how Christopher compared to these holy predecessors.113 In some cases he 

actually presents Christopher as an improvement on the biblical forerunner—for example, 

Christopher received his blessings and divine rewards without any deceit, unlike the biblical 

Jacob. In other cases, Christopher is not quite on the level of the biblical example, as when 

Ibrāhīm notes that the patriarch did not fully possess “the gentleness of David,” because “a small 

remnant of the vanity of the secretaries remained within him.”114 Overall, Ibrāhīm argues that 

Christopher “was a close follower and a near adherent of some of those saints. Others he 

contended with and neither exceeded their position nor came in behind them. And he came in 

before others and surpassed them, as is obvious from his actions and the well-known evidence of 

his deeds.”115 Whether Christ himself or another biblical exemplar, Christopher was seen as a 

worthy imitator of the most godly models. 

 Despite this emphasis on Christopher’s imitation of Christ and the saints, Ibrāhīm never 

emphasizes the divinization of his protagonist in the manner of some earlier martyrdom 

accounts. As I have mentioned before, he does not claim that Christopher will judge his killers or 

 
112 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1, §20. 
113 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
114 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
115 Ibrāhīm, Life, §20. 
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that he has become equal to God in any way, even if he is “standing in the heavens before the 

great dais.”116 As Moss notes, this had been hotly debated as Christians came to terms with the 

complexities of their martyrdom traditions, and John of Damascus tried to balance competing 

beliefs in the eighth century by arguing that martyrs could become “by grace through 

participation with [God] what he is himself by nature.”117 Ibrāhīm seems to avoid weighing in on 

this nuanced debate, elevating Christopher as an exalted model worthy of emulation and 

veneration, but not explicitly attributing divinized status to him. 

E. Control over Collective Memory 

 Martyrs, such as Christopher, had—and still have—power in the collective memory of 

many Christian communities around the world. However, this latent power needed to be brought 

under discursive control in order to generate a usable past for the various authors who included 

the story of Christopher in their texts.118 Each author presented Christopher’s story in a slightly 

different way in order to shape their community’s collective memory in their preferred direction. 

Thus the Byzantine Greek accounts of his death could present the martyrdom in a strikingly 

different way from the Antiochian accounts, even those written under Byzantine rule. For the 

Byzantine historians, a usable past was one that emphasized the mutual hostility between 

Christians and Muslims, while this was less welcome among authors writing in the religiously 

mixed (or recently so) atmosphere of Antioch. 

 
116 Ibrāhīm, Life, §21. 
117 Moss, Christs, 170. 
118 Castelli describes some of the questions and issues taken up by the authors of martyrdom accounts: 

“What constitutes a social, political, religious, or relational norm? What constitutes deviance? How are 

contemporary debates over identity mapped backwards onto a shared past, out of which exemplars and models 

might be generated? Memory is at the heart of answering these questions in the context of martyrological 

writing…The history of martyrdom and memory resides here, a history that oscillates and adapts itself over time, 

sacrificing none of its authority in its changing focus, its amplification of details, and its transformation of its 

object.” See Castelli, Martyrdom, 137. 
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 Castelli notes that “one of the paradoxical dimensions of collective memory…lies in its 

capacity to become fixed and formulaic, on the one hand, and its malleability or openness to 

change, on the other.”119 Within each tradition of memory regarding Christopher, a certain set of 

fixed claims arose that were repeated by subsequent authors, even as these authors shaped the 

memory in subtle ways. Castelli connects these traditions of collective memory to 

“mythmaking.”120 Liturgical texts, by their nature, tend heavily toward the formulaic, generally 

repeating the words of their predecessors without alteration, but even within the historical 

tradition, certain claims tend to recur with little change. Makarios’s account of the martyrdom is 

not strikingly different from that of Ibrāhīm, though it is highly condensed and placed in a 

different context that emphasizes the unbroken line of Antiochian patriarchs rather than the 

importance of Christopher and his disciples in tenth-century Syria. Ibrāhīm gives only passing 

attention to Christopher’s predecessors and successors on the patriarchal throne, whereas they 

are the focus of Makarios’s account. 

 None of this shaping of collective memory by different individuals and groups should be 

surprising. Castelli, drawing on the foundational theory of Maurice Halbwachs, argues “that 

individuals within social groups routinely and inevitably lay claim to a much wider and deeper 

past than the one constituted by their own personal or historical experience and that they discern 

the meanings of that past through the group’s accounting of it.”121 One issue that she points out 

in Halbwachs’s theory, however, is the stark distinction that he draws between “memory” and 

“history.” She warns of the temptation to use the term “history” to mean “what really happened” 

 
119 Castelli, Martyrdom, 137. 
120 Castelli, Martyrdom, 22. 
121 Castelli, Martyrdom, 20. 
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in opposition to the imperfections of “memory,” a distinction between fact and value that has 

come under serious attack by postmodern historiographers.122 

It should be obvious from this discussion of the various memories of Christopher’s life 

and death that we have no direct access to an objective “historical reality” beyond the memories 

that have been preserved in texts and inscriptions, even if we can make some educated 

deductions based on the information in the sources. Ultimately, “whether a particular martyr 

actually died in a particular spot on a particular date matters much less [in Castelli’s work and 

my own] than the work that the memory of that event does at later points.”123 On the other hand, 

this should not be taken to mean that collective memory should be taken at face value as “truth” 

without any attempt at investigating or reshaping it, because such a simplistic approach can have 

dangerous consequences.124 Memories are shaped and reshaped for different purposes by 

different authors, and these purposes can be interrogated by later scholars and challenged when 

necessary. This, too, is part of the collective memory process: its malleability makes it open to 

critique. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 By the time Christopher lived, died, and came to be remembered, martyrdom was well 

established as a powerful phenomenon throughout the Christian world. This meant that the death 

of a Christian at the hands of non-Christians had a latent power that needed only to be drawn out 

and rhetorically controlled by various parts of the Christian community who remembered it. As 

 
122 “The temptation is strong to fall back into a conceptual opposition whereby ‘history’ becomes 

coterminous with ‘what really happened’ and ‘memory’ signifies an imperfect simulacrum, a mere distortion. Such a 

distinction, however, remains deeply fraught and increasingly difficult to sustain in the era of postmodern 

historiography.” See Castelli, Martyrdom, 21. 
123 Castelli, Martyrdom, 29. 
124 “When it is simplistically reified and left unqualified or uninflected, memory as a category can do 

potentially dangerous political work.” See Castelli, Martyrdom, 23. 
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Grig writes, “the paradoxical logic of the martyr act worked both to elevate the hero and, at the 

same time, to contain this elevation.”125 Christopher had died, but his martyrdom needed to be 

made, and made usable. This began early, with the local Christian community preserving and 

honoring his remains after finding them in the Orontes, and it achieved official status when 

Patriarch Theodore brought the body triumphantly into the city for display and veneration. The 

accounts of his life and death by Greek-speaking Byzantine authors, and later by Arabic-

speaking Antiochian authors, as well as the liturgical references to him in both Syriac and 

Arabic, represent so many attempts to place his martyrdom within a larger narrative about 

Christian life in Antioch and beyond. 

 Christopher’s Life and related texts are unusual among martyrdom stories, because they 

describe a martyrdom that took place under Islamic rule but were written under the Christian rule 

of the Byzantine Empire. As I have detailed above, the Life does not fit well within any of the 

usual categories of martyrdom accounts, especially those from the Islamic period: Christopher 

was neither an “apostate” nor a “blasphemer,” nor was he killed in an officially sanctioned court 

context. Based on Ibrāhīm’s text and its derivatives, it would be hard to make the argument that 

Christopher’s death was part of a larger trend of Christian persecution within the Islamic world, 

in contrast to many of the other martyrdom stories discussed in detail by Sahner. On the other 

hand, many of the common elements found throughout classic martyrology are present in the 

story: the killers attempt to destroy Christopher’s body and head to prevent his veneration, he is 

presented as an imitator of Christ who will receive honor in this life and in the next, and his 

murderers are justly punished with humiliating deaths. These elements place Christopher safely 

 
125 Grig, Martyrs, 144. 
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within the larger tradition of martyrdom and establish him as a model worthy of emulation, even 

for those Christians who will not face martyrdom themselves. 

 From the Life of Christopher, we see that Ibrāhīm wished Christopher to be honored as a 

hero of Antiochian history, but not—as in so many martyrdom texts—to be used against 

Muslims as a tool for increasing interreligious hostility. In the next chapter, I will discuss the 

political context that may have informed Ibrāhīm’s decision to present his mentor in these ways. 

There were various collective memories surrounding and constructing the potent symbol of this 

martyr, from the Byzantine approach that viewed him as a victim of Muslim hatred to the very 

different presentation in the Arabic texts. Through their textual productions and their acts of 

ritual veneration, through the preservation of his relics and the annual feast day in his honor, the 

diverse powers in Antioch and beyond attempted to use Christopher to shape Antioch in ways 

that would further their agendas. In the next chapter, I will place these agendas within the larger 

political world that surrounded and impacted Antioch in the tenth and eleventh centuries.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE PATRIARCH AND THE EMPIRE 

 

 

 كتبو حدود البلد

 .ع جسدي و جسدك

They wrote the country’s borders 

  On your body and my body. 

—Mashrou’ Leila, “Kalam (S/He)” 

 

If there is anything that radically distinguishes the imagination of anti-imperialism, it is 

the primacy of the geographical element. Imperialism after all is an act of 

geographical violence through which virtually every space in the world is explored, 

charted, and finally brought under control. For the native, the history of colonial 

servitude is inaugurated by the loss of the locality to the outsider; its geographical 

identity must thereafter be searched for and somehow restored. 

—Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism1 

 

 

 At this point, we must begin to draw together the threads of the previous chapters and 

turn toward the conclusion of this study. I have argued that Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā’s Life of 

Christopher and—to a lesser, but clear, extent—its literary heirs engage the collective memory 

of Christopher’s death in a strikingly different way from the other sources, especially those 

originating near the center of Byzantine power in Constantinople. Ibrāhīm’s view of Antioch is 

far closer to Doreen Massey’s “progressive sense of place,” emphasizing Antioch’s role in an 

interdependent network of other places, its constant change and internal diversity.2 His account 

of interfaith relations in Muslim-ruled Antioch is not framed in terms of Muslim hostility to 

Christian faith, as is Leo the Deacon’s, and his depiction of Christopher’s martyrdom defies the 

stylistic and generic expectations that by then had been established for centuries. In the context 

of eleventh-century Syria, the Life is an unusual text. 

In part this is because the Life’s audience, the “collective” to whose memory Ibrāhīm 

appeals, is different from that of Leo the Deacon or John Skylitzēs: writing for a primarily 

 
1 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), 225. 
2 Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 151, 156. 
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Arabophone audience in Antioch and its surrounding region will not elicit the same account as 

writing for the imperial court. Still, this does not entirely explain the differences in tone, 

especially because Ibrāhīm purportedly translated his own Life from a Greek original that was 

likely meant for an audience including the higher reaches of his bureaucratic hierarchy. In this 

chapter, I will address the imperial context that shaped all collective memories of Christopher’s 

life and death, arguing that Ibrāhīm’s unusual account arose in large part as a subtle critique of 

Byzantine policy and ideology. 

My analysis in this chapter is shaped by postcolonial theory, especially the discourse 

analysis of Edward Said. While this field has historically focused on the colonized subjects of the 

modern era, we can take some of its insights and interrogate the rhetoric employed in earlier 

situations of imperialism as well. In fact, Ibrāhīm and the Life are perhaps ideal candidates for 

such an analysis, because the text claims to recount Ibrāhīm’s memory of the transition into 

imperial rule and thus provides a comparison of life before and after the arrival of the empire. 

Before 969, Antioch had some connections to the center of the ‘Abbāsid Caliphate in Baghdad, 

but the caliph was largely a figurehead under the control of the Būyids, and the small Ḥamdānid 

emirates of Aleppo and Mosul were practically independent. The situation before the arrival of 

the Byzantines could thus hardly be called “imperial.” I will discuss the imperial context of these 

texts and their distinct responses to that context.3 

 
3 Certainly, the premodern and early modern form of empire was vastly different from that of the 

nineteenth-century British, French, and other empires. Based on the definitions of the key terms used by postcolonial 

theorists such as Robert Young, “colonialism” is not an appropriate term for the practices under consideration here; 

see Robert J.C. Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2001), 

15-17, 25-26. Was this “imperialism?” The term “empire,” of course, has a long and diverse history, and Young 

argues that most historical empires actually predated the concept of “imperialism.” According to Young 

(Postcolonialism, 27), “imperialism is characterized by the exercise of power either through direct conquest or 

(latterly) through political and economic influence that effectively amounts to a similar form of domination: both 

involve the practice of power through facilitating institutions and ideologies.” It is our task here to examine some of 

the “institutions and ideologies” that the Byzantines used to facilitate their domination of Antioch in the tenth and 
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I. The Imperial Context 

 In previous chapters, I have already had occasion to address the events surrounding 

Christopher’s death as they related to the Empire, but I will briefly recount the basic narrative 

here. Seemingly acting against the orders of Nikephoros II (r. 963-969), Byzantine military 

leaders including Peter the Stratopedárkhēs and Michael Bourtzēs conquered Antioch on 

October 28, 969.4 According to the Byzantine historians—no doubt writing with the benefit of 

hindsight—a rumor or prophecy was already circulating that Nikephoros would die soon after 

Antioch was taken, and indeed it was less than two months before he was assassinated in his own 

palace chamber by conspirators under the leadership of John Tzimiskēs, who became John I (r. 

969-976).5 It was John who set about rearranging affairs in Antioch in order to bring it fully 

under imperial control for the first time in three centuries. He sent bureaucratic administrators, 

 
eleventh centuries, and to excavate the creative ways that Ibrāhīm and other imperial subjects responded to this 

domination. 

The term “postcolonial” refers to the historical moment of its genesis, after the independence of most 

colonies yet still deeply enmeshed within the imperial domination of the postwar global order, thus not 

“postimperial.” Postcolonial theorists frequently analyze the discourses and ideologies of the colonial empires of the 

past, however, and nothing is to prevent us from applying such an analysis to empires before the heyday of 

imperialism. Even if the concept of “imperialism” was not yet widespread, many of the same practices and rhetorics 

were used to administer premodern empires as were used for their modern descendants. Said (Culture, 318)—

inspired by Michel Foucault—insists that “reading and writing texts are never neutral activities: there are interests, 

powers, passions, pleasures entailed no matter how aesthetic or entertaining the work,” and continues to be 

influential in his application of this principle to the reading and writing carried out by imperial elites. Those with 

power in eleventh-century Constantinople chose to read and write particular sorts of texts, informed by the 

institutions and ideologies that upheld a system so beneficial for them. Their accounts of Christopher’s death, when 

they mentioned the patriarch at all, were informed by their networks of information and by the discourses in which 

they participated. 

Ibrāhīm and the other Antiochian authors of the eleventh century were not typically involved in popular 

resistance movements, in contrast to such postcolonial heroes as Frantz Fanon, but by their writing they articulated 

their critiques of the imperial system, and occasionally their leaders attempted to rebel against the rulers in 

Constantinople. Fanon notes that, from the perspective of one suffering under imperial domination, “colonialism is 

not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and emptying the native's brain of all form and content. By a 

kind of perverted logic, it turns to the past of the people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it”; see Frantz Fanon, 

The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1963), 210. Antiochians 

who read Byzantine accounts of Christopher’s life and death, or of other elements of life in Antioch, may have felt 

some of the same hostility in the face of stories that did not match their own collective memory, and it is our task to 

examine these accounts and the Antiochian responses here. 
4 Anthony Kaldellis, Streams of Gold, Rivers of Blood: The Rise and Fall of Byzantium, 955 A.D. to the 

First Crusade (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 63. 
5 Leo the Deacon, History, V.5-9; John Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.17-23. 
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military units, and Patriarch Theodore II (patr. 970-976) to manage the city. Simultaneously, the 

remnant of the Ḥamdānid state in Aleppo was besieged and reduced to a Byzantine client state in 

early 970.6 

 This context is crucial for our understanding of the transition point represented by the 

reconquest of Antioch, which influences the accounts found in all the texts. I should also note 

that Nikephoros the Deacon, who may have been the primary source for Skylitzēs’s account of 

these events, likely wrote during the reign of John.7 As important as the events surrounding 969, 

however, is the history that unfolded in the Empire in the decades after this conquest, when the 

major primary sources were composed. From the conquest to the time when Ibrāhīm was writing 

his Life in the late 1020s, by far the most dominant figure in the Empire was Basil II (r. 976-

1025), who technically ruled with his brother Constantine VIII (r. 1025-1028), but was de facto 

the sole emperor for nearly 50 years. 

Basil’s reign was characterized by military success and territorial expansion, but the 

eastern frontier was frequently restless, and Antioch was an important participant in two major 

rebellions led by Bardas Sklēros (d. 991) in the late 970s and late 980s. In fact, the bishop of 

Aleppo became Patriarch Agapios II of Antioch (patr. 978-996) in 978 by promising to bring 

Antioch back under imperial control during Sklēros’s first rebellion.8 Agapios successfully 

followed through on his promise and became one of only two Antiochian patriarchs of Syrian 

origin during the 115-year epoch of restored Byzantine rule.9 Skylitzēs claims that during the 

 
6 Kaldellis, Streams, 74-75. 
7 Warren Treadgold, The Middle Byzantine Historians (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan, 

2013), 226-236. 
8 Kaldellis, Streams, 84. 
9 Klaus-Peter Todt, “The Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch in the Period of the Renewed Byzantine 

Rule and in the Time of the First Crusades (969-1204),” in Tārīkh kanīsat Anṭākiya lil-Rūm al-Urthūdhuks: Ayya 

khuṣūṣiyya? (Tripoli, Lebanon: Manshūrāt Jāmi‘at al-Balamand, 1999), 36; V. Grumel, “Le patriarcat et les 

patriarches d’Antioche sous la seconde domination byzantine,” Echos d’orient 33 (1934): 134-136. 
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second failed rebellion, Sklēros made an agreement to divide the Empire with Bardas Phōkas—

nephew of Nikephoros II and doux of Antioch—in which Sklēros would end up ruling greater 

Syria and Mesopotamia from a second capital in Antioch, while Phōkas would inherit the 

remainder of the realm.10 Meanwhile, Leo the Deacon likely wrote his history in the 990s.11 

 Throughout the period of the Sklēros rebellions, Byzantine power in Syria was also 

threatened by foreign rivals, including the Fāṭimids in Cairo and the Būyids in Baghdad—the 

real power alongside the ‘Abbāsid figurehead caliphs. A 1000 truce with the Fāṭimids, however, 

brought a rare sense of peace and stability to the Syrian border for about 50 years.12 Coupled 

with the stability of the long-lived Emperor Basil, this was an optimistic time for many 

Byzantines. This is also the period in which Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd and other Chalcedonian Christians 

fled into the Empire from Fāṭimid territory when things became precarious for them in the later 

years of the caliphate of al-Ḥākim bi-Amr Allāh (r. 996-1021). Yaḥyā moved from Egypt to 

Antioch in about 1015 and there completed his Dhayl, a continuation of the history of Eutykhios 

of Alexandria (patr. 933-940). The Dhayl may have originally extended to the 1060s, but the 

extant text ends in 1034 with the death of Romanos III (r. 1028-1034). 

Major efforts to Byzantinize Antioch, bringing it securely within the unity of the Empire, 

were undertaken in this time of imperial power and prosperity. Imperial officials such as 

Nikephoros Ouranos and Philetos Synadēnos were sent to the frontier (Antioch and Tarsus, 

respectively), and an early eleventh-century letter from Synadēnos records his pleasure that 

“even all Byzantium seems to have moved” to Antioch, reshaping it in the Byzantine image.13 In 

 
10 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XVI.17; Gilbert Dagron, “Minorités ethniques et religieuses dans l’Orient byzantin à 

la fin du Xe et au XIe siècle: L’immigration syrienne,” Travaux et mémoires 6 (1976): 205. 
11 Treadgold, Historians, 236-246. 
12 Kaldellis, Streams, 109. 
13 Jean Darrouzès, ed., “Épistoliers byzantins du Xe siècle” (Paris: Institut Français d’Études Byzantines, 

1960), 257-258. 
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the ecclesiastical realm, perhaps the most notable project was the effort to translate the liturgy of 

the Church of Constantinople from Greek to Syriac so that it could replace the traditional liturgy 

of Antioch.14 This liturgical reform effort continued for centuries, fluctuating with the political 

fortunes of the city, and as a result the Church in Antioch has used a fully Byzantine liturgy since 

about the fourteenth century. Most of the liturgical texts that mention Christopher are products of 

this eleventh-century translation movement, later copies of such manuscripts, or even later 

Arabic translations of them from the period after Syriac had fallen out of liturgical use. 

 With the death of Basil, Constantine was finally placed in control of the Empire after 63 

long years in the shadow of his co-emperors, a period of de jure imperium that had begun when 

he was only about two years old. His reign was fated to be short and proved to be largely 

unremarkable, but Anthony Kaldellis notes that he preferred to remain in Constantinople and 

favored civilian leaders, which alienated the military and had a detrimental effect on their ability 

to hold the Byzantine frontiers.15 This bore fruit for Syrian Muslim rulers under Constantine’s 

successor Romanos, who was chosen for the succession as Constantine lay dying and had to 

divorce and remarry—no small task under the strictures of Orthodox canon law—in order to 

legitimate himself as a member of the royal family. 

 A religious conflict rocked eastern Anatolia during Romanos’s reign, with roots going all 

the way back to the days of Nikephoros. As he conquered territories in the East, Nikephoros 

made an arrangement with the leadership of the Syriac Orthodox Church: if they would resettle 

in the region of Melitene, from which most residents had fled to escape the border wars, they 

 
14 Todt, “Patriarchate,” 40, 44; Sebastian Brock, “Syriac Manuscripts Copied on the Black Mountain, near 

Antioch,” in Lingua restituta orientalis, ed. Regine Schulz and Manfred Görg (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 

1990), 66-67; Joseph Nasrallah, “La liturgie des patriarcats melchites de 969 à 1300,” Oriens christianus 71 (1987): 

156; Joseph Nasrallah, “‘Abdallah Ibn al-Fadl,” Proche-Orient chrétien 33 (1983): 143. 
15 Kaldellis, Streams, 155-158. 
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would be granted religious toleration in spite of their “heretical” beliefs.16 Patriarch John VII 

(patr. 965-986) and many of his community members accepted the offer, though they soon felt 

that the emperor had betrayed them and intended to compel them to convert. Hostilities between 

the Syriac Orthodox and their Chalcedonian neighbors flared repeatedly over the ensuing 

decades, and the patriarchs were summoned to Constantinople for more or less compulsory 

interfaith dialogue on several occasions. So it was that John VIII (patr. 1004-1030) was called to 

the capital in 1029 after a complaint from the Chalcedonian bishop of Melitene. John refused to 

convert and died in exile, at which point the Syriac Orthodox patriarchs returned to Muslim-

ruled territory in order to escape imperial authorities.17 Ibrāhīm and other Antioch-based authors 

were certainly aware of these conflicts and of their effects on Syriac Orthodox (and Armenians) 

in Antioch, whose situation rose and fell with the political concerns of the Empire and the local 

Chalcedonian leadership.18 

 The Mirdāsid family had taken control of Aleppo in 1024, and with the death of the 

dynasty’s founder, Ṣāliḥ b. Mirdās (also known as Asad al-Dawla, r. 1024-1029), Romanos saw 

an opportunity to secure his domestic position with some eastward expansion.19 Against the 

advice of his generals, he set out for Syria, arriving in Antioch in July 1030. In August, they 

were ambushed and soundly defeated by Mirdāsid forces, but the Arab leaders failed to exploit 

their victory and the Byzantines were able to gain the upper hand. In 1031, a new treaty was 

signed that once again made Aleppo a vassal state of the Empire, as it had been in 970.20 Despite 

 
16 Dagron, “Minorités,” 186-188. 
17 Dagron, “Minorités,” 203-204. 
18 Agapios II, for example, was particularly zealous in persecuting Miaphysites in Antioch; see Grumel, 

“Patriarcat,” 135-136. 
19 Kaldellis, Streams, 160-163. 
20 Kaldellis, Streams, 161. 
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this strategic gain, the stability of the frontier was called into serious question and some Roman 

subjects doubted Romanos’s ability to provide security. 

 Less than a year before the death of Basil, in January 1025, Nicholas II (patr. 1025-1030) 

was sent from the capital to become patriarch of Antioch. He replaced John III (patr. 996-1021), 

another Constantinople transplant, who in turn had replaced Agapios, a Syrian native.21 Agapios, 

it seems, had sympathized with the revolt of the 980s, and after six years of exile in the capital he 

was forced to abdicate his throne. Controversially, John allowed himself to be enthroned as 

patriarch by the Church hierarchy of Constantinople instead of that of Antioch, fearing that 

Agapios loyalists in Syria would prevent his ordination—perhaps because of his relatively 

“foreign” origin. This new tradition was followed by his successors until the patriarchate of Peter 

III (patr. 1052-1056), another Syrian.22 Nicholas, hegoumen of the prestigious Stoudios 

Monastery in Constantinople, was dispatched to handle this fractious situation. We know little 

about his tenure as patriarch, but Ibrāhīm tells us that he was the one who reinstalled 

Christopher’s relics in the “house of the holy St. Peter,” an even more prominent place than their 

previous location in the Great Church.23 

 At some point during the patriarchal tenure of Nicholas, the aged Ibrāhīm composed his 

Life of Christopher. He had already become well known for his Arabic translations of patristic 

texts, as discussed in Chapter 1, and worked in the imperial bureaucracy. Yaḥyā continued to 

work on his Dhayl, compiling an account of events that reached to at least 1034 and perhaps into 

 
21 Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 135-136. 
22 Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 140; Willem J. Aerts, “Nikon of the Black Mountain, Witness to the First Crusade? 

Some Remarks on His Person, His Use of Language and His Work, Named Taktikon, Esp. Logos 31,” in K. Ciggaar 

and M. Metcalf, East and West in the Medieval Eastern Mediterranean: Antioch from the Byzantine Reconquest 

until the End of the Crusader Principality (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2006), 1:164-165; Nikon of the Black 

Mountain, Das Taktikon des Nikon vom Schwarzen Berge, ed. Christian Hannick (Freiburg im Breisgau: Weiher, 

2014), 2:822-825. 
23 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
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the 1060s. This period, shortly after the death of Emperor Basil, was a rich period for Antiochian 

interactions with the memory of Christopher, whether the physical manipulation of his relics or 

the literary representation of his memory. 

 

II. Christopher and the Empire 

Throughout the period of restored Byzantine rule, imperial officials repeatedly showed 

their interest in Christopher and his legacy. A monk named Theodore, on a visit to the capital 

from his monastery in the Armeniac Theme (northeastern Anatolia), was personally selected as 

the new patriarch by Emperor John, who delivered him to Church authorities for a thorough 

examination.24 Ibrāhīm emphasizes that John “rushed” (bādara) to fill the position, no doubt 

hoping to secure his hold on the hearts and minds of his new subjects by appointing a leader who 

would be both loyal to the Empire and acceptable to the people of Antioch.25 He must have been 

a supporter of the new emperor, which Leo implies by noting that he was said to have predicted 

the ascent of both Nikephoros and John to the throne.26 Finding that Theodore was well versed in 

theology, if not in other fields, the Church of Constantinople deemed him sufficiently orthodox 

for the important position and sent him to take up the vacant see. John made sure to vest him 

with all the privileges and territory reserved to his position in canon law, including a designated 

residence in the capital city.27 

According to Ibrāhīm, the new patriarch wasted no time asserting his claim to succeed 

the martyred Christopher. Again, the language is full of phrases that draw attention to the speed 

 
24 Leo, History, VI.6. A few texts mention another patriarch named Eustratios (patr. 969), sent by 

Nikephoros from the nearby town of Flavias (now Kozan, Turkey), who only served for about a month and may 

never have been officially enthroned. Little is known about Eustratios, and the sources that mention Christopher do 

not discuss his brief tenure, but he was likely a close ally of Nikephoros; see Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 130-133. 
25 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
26 Leo, History, VI.6. 
27 Aerts, “Nikon,” 1:162-163; Nikon, Taktikon, 2:822-823. 
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and urgency of Theodore’s actions: once in Antioch, he “proceeded immediately” (li-waqtihi) to 

ask about Christopher and find his relics, then “he did not wait around or delay” (lam yataṣabbar 

wa-lā tathāqala), but brought the body triumphantly into the city.28 These phrases are all the 

more striking as they come directly after the author has noted that Ibn Dughāma and Ibn 

Maḥmūd were left to rot in the prison of Tarsus for some time before the imperial authorities felt 

it was important to deal with their cases.29 Ibrāhīm is putting the priorities of the conquerors on 

display, as he wants us to understand them. Makarios III (patr. 1647-1672) maintains the Life’s 

emphasis on haste, but Yaḥyā and Michael Burayk tell the story in a more concise style that 

omits these phrases.30 

Ibrāhīm thus presents the ceremonial reinstallation of Christopher’s relics as one of 

Theodore’s first priorities, even his first priority of all, upon arriving in Antioch to take up his 

new position of authority. The body—without the head, which the assassins had burned—was 

placed in a prominent location in the city’s Great Church, where it remained until the time of 

Patriarch Nicholas in the 1020s. Processing into the city with “the pure clergy and a crowd of 

believers” in “a great assembly,” Theodore made himself highly visible to the entire population 

of the city and ostentatiously showed his respect for his martyred predecessor.31 

It is clear that Theodore, along with the powers of Church and state that placed him on 

the patriarchal throne, was concerned about what Joseph Roach calls “surrogation.”32 Everyone 

involved was aware of Christopher’s story and the power it must have held in the collective 

 
28 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
29 Ibrāhīm, Life, §17. 
30 Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, “Histoire de Yahya-Ibn-Sa‘ïd d’Antioche, continuateur de Sa‘ïd-Ibn-Bitriq,” ed. and 

trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A. Vasiliev, Patrologia orientalis 18, no. 5 (1957): 832; Vat.ar.689, f. 112r-112v; 

Mīkhā’īl Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq al-wafiyya fī tārīkh baṭārikat al-kanīsa al-Anṭākiyya, ed. Nā’ila Taqī al-Dīn Qā’idbayh 

(Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 113. 
31 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
32 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1996), 2. 
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memory of Antioch, giving Theodore immense shoes to fill. This was especially concerning for 

Theodore and his imperial backers because he was an outsider, chosen by John instead of the 

populace or clergy of the city, likely ignorant of the Arabic spoken by most of his new flock, and 

had an urgent need to show that he could fit smoothly into the patriarchal line of succession. 

Roach writes that “into the cavities created by loss through death or other forms of 

departure…survivors attempt to fit satisfactory alternates. Because collective memory works 

selectively, imaginatively, and often perversely, surrogation rarely if ever succeeds. The process 

requires many trials and at least as many errors.”33 This is a fraught process in any context, and 

in the context of imperial conquest it could only be more anxious for Theodore and John. 

Even if he could not hope to equal the martyred Christopher in Antiochian eyes—and 

Roach notes that most departures are met with rhetoric claiming that the departed figure “can 

never be replaced”—Theodore hoped to show his intention to carry on Christopher’s legacy.34 

By honoring him in the cathedral, which was under the new patriarch’s control, he wished to 

shape the narrative of Antiochian collective memory in an Empire-friendly direction. Unlike the 

Muslims, whose rule meant that the relics had to remain hidden in a nearby monastery, Theodore 

and the imperial system would ensure that Christopher enjoyed a prominence befitting his 

impressive place in local lore. Laying claim to this succession meant that Theodore could hope 

for Antiochians to respect him as they would respect his predecessor. This was a key part of 

normalizing the new imperial order, and Theodore’s haste shows that he was well aware. 

In the context of Western Europe, Peter Brown explains the importance of the discovery 

of relics and their ceremonial arrival in a city. Such events were a manifestation of God’s mercy 

on the people, and the fact that they were brought about at the hands of the city’s bishop and 
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rulers was auspicious and beneficial for those same elites.35 In fact, the ceremonies by which 

new relics were brought triumphantly into a place “were consciously modeled on the ceremonial 

of the emperor’s adventus, or ‘arrival in state’ at a city.”36 There could be few more appropriate 

events to mark the transition from Ḥamdānid to Byzantine rule than a replication of the 

Roman/Byzantine emperor’s adventus, carried out by his newly delegated ecclesiastical 

representative and designed to enlist the support of the entire populace for the new regime. As 

Brown writes, “all groups in the community could unite in acclaiming the emperor’s presence 

among them,” as reflected by Ibrāhīm’s description of the participants in this procession.37 If 

John could not personally come to enlist the Antiochians in support of the Empire, Theodore’s 

procession and installation of the martyred body was a fitting substitute rich in effective 

symbolism. 

Theodore was not the only Byzantine-era patriarch to manipulate Christopher’s legacy, 

however. Immediately after recounting Theodore’s placement of the body in the Great Church, 

Ibrāhīm adds that “after a few years Abba Nicholas the patriarch also moved him from there with 

honor and put him inside the house of the holy St. Peter the Head of the Apostles.”38 The exact 

relationship between the Great Church and “the house of the holy St. Peter” is unknown, but the 

text makes it clear that this “house” was the location of the city’s most prominent and esteemed 

relics. Nicholas had found a way to elevate Christopher to an even higher status than that 

bestowed by Theodore, perhaps reflecting a growth in the status of his reputation as his memory 

was passed down over the course of the decades. 

 
35 Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press, 1981), 92-93. 
36 Brown, Cult, 98. 
37 Brown, Cult, 98. 
38 Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
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Little is known of Nicholas’s background and life, but after he was called from the 

Stoudios Monastery to take up the patriarchal throne on the frontier, Nikon of the Black 

Mountain says that he maintained a strictly ascetic lifestyle.39 He was involved in imperially-

mandated dialogue with Syriac Orthodox Patriarch John VIII in Constantinople in 1029, urging 

John to accept the Council of Chalcedon at the behest of Emperor Romanos.40 Nikon, who was 

ordained by one of Nicholas’s protégés, mentions a scandal that dogged his patriarchate because 

of his habit of enclosing himself in his cell and burning a substantial amount of “aromatic herbs” 

to achieve a form of intoxication, but adds that he died when he contracted a urinary disease and 

refused—on ascetic grounds—to enter a bath for treatment as recommended by his physicians.41 

There is no record of when, during Nicholas’s five-year patriarchate, he chose to reinstall 

Christopher’s body. Perhaps he followed in Theodore’s footsteps by using this as his opening 

act, to speak in performance terms. If this is the case, his motivations—as an outsider newly 

arrived in the City of God—must have been similar to Theodore’s, aiming to cement his rightful 

claim to the patriarchal throne and his place as a fitting successor to the great patriarchs of the 

past. Ibrāhīm does not use the same language of “haste” that he uses for the earlier event, but this 

is an inconclusive lack of evidence. It is also possible that Nicholas felt it necessary to put 

together this ceremony later in his tenure, perhaps when Emperor Basil died and there was 

concern about the future of the Empire. Emperor Romanos arrived in Antioch to fight the 

Mirdāsids in July 1030, three months before Nicholas’s death, so it is not impossible that the 

celebration was timed to coincide with the emperor’s adventus and secure divine blessing for his 

 
39 Nikon, Taktikon, 1:404-407. 
40 Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 137. 
41 Nikon, Taktikon, 1:404-407. 
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campaign. Ibrāhīm’s advanced age—over 70 by this point—makes an earlier date slightly more 

likely, but we cannot know with certainty. 

Whenever the translation took place, the patriarch must have been concerned about the 

relationship between city and Empire. The conspicuous commemoration of an honored figure in 

local history was one way to reiterate the Empire’s concern for its prized possession in the East. 

Christopher’s story could also be put to good use as a way to stoke fear about victims of Muslim 

violence and thereby secure popular support for the Christian rule of the Byzantines, as was 

likely one reason for its use by some Byzantine historians. Given the different versions of the 

story that we have already seen, it is likely that different factions within Antioch had a variety of 

perspectives on these events. In this context, Ibrāhīm—one of the few living Antiochians who 

knew or remembered Christopher—decided to commit his own version of the story to writing. It 

is possible that he was enlisted by Nicholas or another local leader to write an official account 

that could be read, at least in part, at the ceremony honoring Christopher. His Life was used for 

official commemorations on Christopher’s feast day for centuries afterward, as its presence in at 

least one Sinai menologion attests.42 Such an official commission would also explain why he 

composed the Life in both Greek and Arabic, for ecclesiastical use and for comprehension by the 

majority of the local populace, respectively. In the end, however, we cannot be sure whether the 

initiative was Ibrāhīm’s own or came at the request of the authorities. 

In the Life, Ibrāhīm tells Christopher that “I planned several times to write down your 

story, so that it might not be forgotten in the length of time. Therefore have compassion on me 

even now, and pardon me for delaying to such an extent the necessity of speaking about you.”43 

This is a rhetorical device, to be sure, but if there is any truth to the supposed dates of Ibrāhīm’s 

 
42 Sinai ar. 405, the S manuscript, dated to 1335. 
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life—likely born in the 950s, likely writing in the late 1020s—then he truly was nearing the end 

of his life, one of the few who could remember Christopher, and must have been discussing the 

martyr’s legacy with interested friends and colleagues throughout his many years. Whether he 

was officially enlisted to write the Life, or simply wrote it in frustration with the narratives that 

were swirling around the reinstallation of his teacher’s relics, he was certainly aware of the ideas 

about Christopher that had developed over the decades (in the histories of Leo the Deacon and 

Nikephoros the Deacon, for example), and was able to provide an account that would carefully 

distance itself from ideas he found harmful. In the remainder of this chapter, I will examine the 

subtle arguments about empire that can be found in the Life, arguing that they were intentionally 

included by the author in order to counteract some of the harmful versions of Christopher’s story 

that had been circulated and exploited by leaders such as Theodore and Nicholas. 

 

III. The Life of the Secretary 

 One major thread throughout the Life is the attitude that Ibrāhīm displays toward 

secretaries or scribes (kuttāb), especially as it seems that he was a member of this category for 

the majority of his adult life. The heading that the text bears in Sinai Arabic 405 simply describes 

Ibrāhīm as “the royal prōtospathários” in Antioch, a title that, by the tenth and eleventh 

centuries, could be simply honorific, without a necessary connection to either the palace guard or 

the bureaucracy.44 This title originated as a prestigious term for the emperor’s head bodyguard in 

the fifth century at the latest, but after several centuries its luster grew less as it was more and 

more widely distributed and even sold for money.45 By the time of Ibrāhīm, it was a title in 

 
44 Ibrāhīm, Life, Preface. 
45 R. Guilland, “Études sur l’histoire administrative de l’empire byzantin: Les titres auliques des eunuques: 
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decline, and it tells us little about its holder’s actual position or occupation, except that he was 

successful enough to merit or purchase a respectable title, if not an extremely high-ranking one. 

Its bearers continued to be considered members of the senatorial class. A century later, however, 

the term had all but disappeared.46 Despite its multiplication in the medieval Empire, it was 

unique enough in an Arabophone context that it is used in almost every reference to Ibrāhīm as a 

way to distinguish him from others who shared his common Arabic name. 

 Although the title of prōtospathários does not tell us much about Ibrāhīm’s career, 

several manuscripts refer to him by a slightly more descriptive term: royal (or “imperial”) 

secretary (kātib).47 Kātib was the typical Arabic term for a member of the caliphal bureaucracy, 

tasked with the jobs of copying and composing all manner of government documents and 

expected to be erudite and comfortable in the social context of the court.48 Ibrāhīm himself 

describes Christopher’s qualifications for this position by explaining that “the period of his 

education in his own city was brief, only as much as he needed to become well-educated in the 

elementary sciences, then to master what he could of eloquent speech, and beyond that to master 

the production of handwriting.”49 The Byzantine bureaucracy was similar in many ways, 

including the close association between imperial secretaries and the imperial court. If the 

“Abramios” mentioned in a 1031 decree by Patriarch Alexios of Constantinople (patr. 1025-
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1043) is the same as our Ibrāhīm, his title of mystikós further indicates his status as a prominent 

secretary to the emperor himself.50 

 It is possible to read “royal secretary” (al-kātib al-malakī) as “Melkite secretary,” in 

reference to Ibrāhīm’s denominational affiliation, but I believe this would be an error. Most of 

the manuscripts using the phrase were written by “Melkites” (Chalcedonians) who would have 

little reason to distinguish him in this way. Moreover, one Syriac liturgical manuscript claims 

that it was translated from Greek “in the days of Abrāhām, the secretary of the king [kātūbā d-

malkā].”51 Although the manuscript was copied in 1056, Sebastian Brock believes that this is a 

reference to Ibrāhīm, in whose time the text (a Triodion) was translated for the first time.52 In 

fact, the colophon distinguishes between the translator (Antonios) and the copier (John, son of 

Joseph), so the time of translation must have been earlier than 1056, likely during Ibrāhīm’s 

lifetime.53 

This manuscript adds to the evidence for Ibrāhīm’s close connection to the emperor and 

service as some form of secretary in the bureaucracy. It suggests that kātūbā d-malkā should be 

read as a Syriac equivalent to al-kātib al-malakī and thus that the Arabic phrase is a reference to 

Ibrāhīm’s role in the service of the emperor, not a reference to his Christology. The colophon 

even suggests that he had some connection to the translation movement that brought the 

Constantinopolitan liturgical tradition (including the Triodion) into the Syriac language used in 
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Antiochian church settings. After all, given the impressive quantity of other translations 

attributed to him—all of which, admittedly, are in Arabic—this was perhaps a natural field for 

his talents. Whether he was personally fluent in Syriac or not, he may have been involved in 

overseeing those who did this translation work, including Antonios. 

The relationship between Ibrāhīm’s role in the bureaucracy and his work as a translator is 

also unknown. As the colophon of the Syriac Triodion suggests, his translations may have been 

commissioned as part of his official work, perhaps to bring Antioch more deeply into the 

tradition of the Greek patristic authors who had influenced Byzantine Christianity so much. On 

the other hand, some of the texts may have been his own projects. As with the writing of the Life, 

itself a work of (self-)translation, we ultimately do not know the relationship between Ibrāhīm’s 

personal initiative and the Empire’s direction. It is noteworthy, however, that several 

manuscripts of Ibrāhīm’s translations purport to convey some aspect of his audience and the goal 

of his work. He is said to have translated these patristic texts “for his brothers the 

Antiochians…desiring to benefit the people of his town.”54 

These statements may be original to the translation as Ibrāhīm wrote it, or they may have 

been added by later transmitters who made assumptions about Ibrāhīm’s motives. If they reflect 

his intentions, however, they are a unique insight into his view of his own community and his 

hopes for that community. These statements indicate that even as Ibrāhīm worked his way 

through the imperial bureaucracy, likely living in the capital for extended periods, he still valued 

the city of his birth and did translation work—including, perhaps, overseeing the translation of 

the liturgy into Syriac—for the benefit of those in his hometown who could no longer understand 

the Greek texts. It is difficult, especially without knowing whether these translations were 
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commissioned by his superiors, to know how he understood the relationship between his imperial 

employment and his desire to create translations and original works that would benefit Antioch, 

but a close reading of his statements about secretaries in the Life may give us an indication. 

Of course, postmodern literary theory argues that the intention of the author is ultimately 

impossible to know with certainty, and that it matters less in the end than the impact of the text, 

which may or may not cohere with the author’s supposed intentions in writing it. Jacques 

Derrida, for example, emphasizes that the endless play of signs (différance) prevents us from 

reconstructing the “original intention” of the “author,” if such a thing can even be said to exist at 

all.55 Meanwhile, Michel Foucault argues that the text’s role in a discourse of power, and thus its 

unintended effects as part of such a discourse, is far more important than what the author may 

have intended as an individual.56 I have no wish to dispute these arguments—in fact they are 

highly influential for my own understanding of “history,” memory, and myth, as conveyed by 

Ibrāhīm and other authors—and I hope to consider later in this chapter the effects that the Life 

and other texts may have had as part of larger discourses that go far beyond the intentions of 

their authors. Still, I believe that if we can find hints of Ibrāhīm’s goals in writing, even with the 

caveat that we may have been deceived by his text, we can attain a better understanding of the 

context and the discourses that shaped his own approach to Christopher’s memory as well as the 

approaches of others in his community. It is such an understanding that I pursue here. 

What we know in the end, therefore, is that Ibrāhīm was an elite among the conquered 

people of Antioch, well integrated into the imperial apparatus even as he maintained some 
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connection to his place of origin. He was able to move fluently in both Greek-speaking and 

Arabic-speaking circles, and his translation work testifies to his comfort with both languages. He 

clearly collaborated with the Byzantine government to a great extent, though I hope to show in 

the following section that there are reasons to believe that he regretted this life of luxury and 

power as he neared the end of his life and composed his magnum opus, the Life of Christopher. 

We must keep in mind, however, that when we read Ibrāhīm we are not dealing with the most 

marginalized Antiochian source, and it is difficult to get a clear sense of how people of other 

classes may have remembered Christopher without further evidence. 

A. Secretaries in the Life 

 It seems that the manuscript published by Habib Zayat in 1952 was missing the ethical 

preface with which the Life originally began. The discovery of the preface in Sinai ar. 405 allows 

us to see Ibrāhīm’s overall vision for the text much more clearly. The opening section sets the 

expectation for what will follow and frames the theme of the text. Specifically, the preface 

reflects on the potential for moral improvement in a person’s life and the necessity of judging 

each person according to their moral status at the end of their life, not judging on the basis of 

earlier bad habits that have been overcome. I will quote a portion that lays out this moral vision 

with particular clarity: 

God (blessed be his name), who is the first good, made us and created us to do good, so 

that good might be our goal and our intention. After we have deviated from it, we return 

to it, so that we might begin to ascend toward it after turning away from it, because the 

only thing that prevents us from doing so is not God (powerful and great), but our own 

will…So if it is necessary that he will judge us according to what we are found doing at 

the end of our days, then we too should picture all those whom we see according to their 

image at the end of their days, whether they have been good and righteous or have 

returned to goodness and righteousness after straying far from them. If they have 

returned, we must praise and commend them, because we know that although nothing 

prevented them, they turned toward this image freely, without anything hindering them.57 
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 This opening contemplation on the potential for moral improvement tells us what to 

expect in the account of Christopher’s life that follows. Ibrāhīm offers Paul and Matthew as 

specific scriptural examples of repentance and improvement: Paul after his early years of 

persecuting Christians, Matthew after working for the Roman government as a tax collector.58 

This too is an interesting glimpse into Ibrāhīm’s opinion of government workers, though it is also 

a traditional part of Christian discourse and may not tell us much about Ibrāhīm personally. In 

conclusion, the author tells us that anyone who lives a morally questionable life, but later repents 

and changes their ways, should be celebrated as Paul and Matthew are celebrated. 

 However, Ibrāhīm is aware that not everyone can be considered purely good or purely 

bad, and so he steps back from this discourse on bad people who change their ways, briefly 

addressing the situation of someone “who was not in error before, but was rather in the middle 

rank of people.”59 Having already established that a bad person should be praised if they turn to a 

good life, it is obvious to Ibrāhīm that a neutral person who turns to a good life “must certainly 

be considered virtuous and placed among those for whom abundant praise is necessary.”60 This 

introduction provides the framework for us to understand the structure of the text as a whole, 

starting from the abstract before turning to a specific example of this concept: a person who is 

morally neutral, at best, before turning to a better life and thus meriting our praise and respect. 

The text makes explicit this transition from abstract to concrete, with Christopher as the example 

of a neutral-person-turned-good, stating that “one person whom we know to be in this image is 

Christopher.”61 This is the point at which Zayat’s edition and translation begins. 
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 With this preface in mind, we must read the Life as an account of someone who started 

life without any particular moral distinction—even if he was not particularly evil either—and 

then turned to a pious and saintly life. We are left wondering, however, what this questionable 

past was, from which Christopher had to repent and change his ways. Ibrāhīm clarifies 

immediately, noting that Christopher—“the blessed, fortunate one, the great patriarch and the 

noble martyr”—fits the image described in his preface “as a result of the payments he received 

before, when he was a secretary. He was great in endurance in his later struggle and devotion, 

though he did not have an earlier custom or precedent of religious exercise.”62 This brings us 

directly back to the question being considered here, namely Ibrāhīm’s perspective on the life of 

the secretary. Ibrāhīm is clarifying for us, from the very beginning of the text, that secretaries 

receive extensive payments and do not live ethical lives. At best—and clearly he believes 

Christopher was one of the best—they may be considered morally neutral, but the job is not 

conducive to a truly pious life. 

 More attention is given to the life of the secretary as a life of luxury, with the potential to 

seduce bureaucrats away from the asceticism and piety that are truly valuable in the eyes of God, 

as the text continues. After his career in service to “one of the great emirs of the wilderness,” the 

duration of which is not specified, ‘Īsā (the future Christopher) is selected to be the new patriarch 

of Antioch.63 After the death of his employer, Sayf al-Dawla (r. 945-967) allows him to take up 

the position, and Ibrāhīm states that at this point Christ “led him away from the path of ease, 

although his life of luxury had simply been another rough and difficult path.”64 He claims that 

Christopher took up a life of intense asceticism as patriarch, reiterating several times that this 

 
62 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
63 Ibrāhīm, Life, §1. 
64 Ibrāhīm, Life, §4. 



249 

 

was especially difficult because he had no experience of such a lifestyle. Finally, he argues that 

“anyone who has experienced this or has been told about it will surely know the difficulty of this 

path and intention for a man who was raised in luxury.”65 

 The clear implication of Ibrāhīm’s statements about the transition from ‘Īsā’s life as a 

secretary to Christopher’s life as the pious patriarch is that these two lifestyles are directly 

opposed to each other. From luxury, Christopher made the difficult transition to piety, and 

Ibrāhīm—a secretary himself—wants to make sure we know how hard this was. Life in the 

service of the government, according to Ibrāhīm, may provide an ample salary, but it corrupts all 

who participate in it by drawing them into the temptations of luxury, ensuring that they cannot 

devote themselves to the hard life of moral uprightness. The word “luxury” (turfa) also has 

connotations of ease, softness, even effeminacy, and wealth is further critiqued as the gateway to 

envy (ḥasad) in the story of the miser Ibn Maḥmūd, who became one of Christopher’s 

assassins.66 

Note too that there is never any suggestion that ‘Īsā’s piety was compromised specifically 

because he worked as secretary to a Muslim ruler. This was his situation, but Ibrāhīm’s claims 

are always about “secretaries” in general, and their life of luxury, not about secretaries for 

Muslim rulers in particular. It would perhaps not be surprising for ‘Īsā’s job in the service of an 

emir to lead him away from Christian piety, but it is clear that these critiques of the bureaucratic 

lifestyle apply to the ostensibly Christian Byzantine bureaucracy as well. 

To some extent, these critiques of the luxury of the secretaries are a way to set up the 

rhetorical turn that shows the classically pious patriarch disdaining the perishing goods of this 

world. On the other hand, there is insight to be found in reading these passages through an 
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autobiographical lens. Ibrāhīm, by this point an old man, is critiquing the lifestyle of wealth and 

pleasure in which he has spent his entire life, perhaps hoping to repent and improve himself just 

as Christopher did. We see rhetorical signs of this in his impassioned pleas for Christopher to 

accept his effort, despite the long delay in producing it, and guide him toward goodness.67 This 

is, of course, largely a display of good rhetoric and pathos, but it may reflect something about 

Ibrāhīm’s assessment of his own long life. 

 We also see a critique of the secretaries near the end of the Life, where the author 

compares Christopher to the great heroes of the Bible. As we might expect, in almost every case 

Christopher compares favorably to his predecessors—after all, this is a saint’s life and is 

intended to present its protagonist as an ideal model of Christian piety. In some cases, Ibrāhīm 

even indicates that Christopher was better than the biblical saints, as when he notes that 

Christopher needed no trickery to secure “blessings from the mouths of many,” unlike the 

biblical Jacob.68 

 A moment of tension arises, however, when Ibrāhīm comes to David, whose “gentleness” 

(da‘a) he seeks to compare to that of Christopher.69 “By my life,” he says, “he did not possess it 

completely, for a small remnant of the vanity [‘ujb] of the secretaries remained within him.”70 

The nuances of this statement are missed in Zayat’s text and translation, partly because his 

manuscript has taḥajjub (seclusion) in place of ‘ujb, leading Zayat to read “scripture” (kitāb) 

instead of “secretaries” (kuttāb). Zayat also attributes the lack of gentleness to David rather than 

Christopher. From the S manuscript, the meaning is much clearer: Ibrāhīm is claiming that 

Christopher’s time in the bureaucracy forever compromised him on at least one moral point. He 
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suggests that Christopher spent his life working on this issue and speculates that perhaps he 

actually needed to retain some of this “vanity” in order to handle his (bureaucratic) duties as 

leader of the Antiochian Church. 

 Ibrāhīm continues through the list of biblical characters, later noting that Christopher 

“resembled Paul in his change of position, but he did not change from persecuting religion, but 

from the confusion of the world and the bondage of the self.”71 This is his final statement about 

the life of the secretary, and it is a strong one. The life of luxury that ‘Īsā enjoyed before his 

patriarchal ordination and that Ibrāhīm enjoyed throughout his life represents “the confusion of 

the world and the bondage of the self,” a pathway to self-centeredness and greed that Ibrāhīm 

feels he can justly compare to Paul’s early years as a violent persecutor of Christians. To be sure, 

the young ‘Īsā worked in the service of the Ḥamdānid emirs, not the Byzantine Empire, but given 

Ibrāhīm’s biography, we must read these statements as the reflections of someone who is deeply 

ambivalent, at best, about his decades of imperial employment. 

These claims about the life of imperial bureaucrats reflect very poorly on the Empire that 

employs them, calling into question its claims to be a Christian enterprise. As I have mentioned, 

this is perhaps to be expected when working for a Muslim ruler, but Ibrāhīm is critiquing the 

Christian-ruled Empire and its bureaucracy as well. In fact, given that the Life was written by a 

Byzantine subject in the context of the Byzantine Empire, not the Ḥamdānid Emirate, these 

passages’ most immediate point of reference, in the minds of their author and audience, would be 

Byzantine secretaries. A critique of the bureaucracy delivered in the Antioch of the 1020s was a 

critique of the Byzantine bureaucracy, at the same time that it was a rhetorical way to establish 
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Christopher’s turn to asceticism and piety in his later life. We must keep this in mind as we 

examine the remainder of Ibrāhīm’s claims about the Empire and its relationship to Antioch. 

 

IV. Imperial Politics in the Life and Other Texts 

 The Life of Christopher, written under Byzantine rule, nonetheless devotes extensive 

space to praising Sayf al-Dawla, the Syrian Muslim ruler of the past. The first time that the 

Ḥamdānid emir appears, Ibrāhīm says that “he showed concern for every virtuous person who 

had nobility and high ambition, so he was like a magnetic stone whose goodness attracted people 

from all other countries.”72 The physician Ibn Buṭlān (d. 1068), another medieval Christian of 

Baghdadi origin who made the long journey and spent his final years in Antioch, lamented the 

ambiguity of the magnet, asking, “Does iron seek the stone out of longing for it, or does the 

stone attract it to itself by compelling it? How shameful it is that we do not know!”73 Both sides 

of Sayf al-Dawla’s magnetism are fully visible in the Life—desire for his friends, compulsion for 

his enemies—yet it is clear that Ibrāhīm wishes to focus on the positive, with Christopher 

counted among the emir’s friends. 

 It is noteworthy that ‘Īsā, the future Christopher, grew up in “the City of Peace, Baghdad, 

which the early children of Hagar substituted for the city of Ctesiphon as the city of their rule, 

the land of their sciences and their pure language,” yet he nevertheless set out for the distant land 

of Syria.74 This was a period in which the magnetic pull of the imperial (caliphal) center in 

Baghdad had lessened due to political turmoil, and smaller states like the emirate of the 
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Ḥamdānids were asserting their own roles as centers of power that could draw talented “people 

from all other countries.” Sayf al-Dawla was certainly one of these rulers, and his court included 

some of the most talented poets and scholars of the day, such as al-Mutanabbī (d. 965).75 Perhaps 

frustrated by the economic or political atmosphere of the capital, the talented young ‘Īsā was 

drawn to Aleppo to start a new life. 

 Ibrāhīm presents this event as a providential act of divine care for the people of Antioch 

and as a reenactment of the biblical journey of Abram from Ur to Harran. The attraction of Sayf 

al-Dawla’s court was so powerful that “the one who had imitated the ancient father [Abram] in 

his migration headed in his direction.”76 Thus Sayf al-Dawla was such a good ruler, according to 

Ibrāhīm, that he was able to facilitate an act of divine intervention that laid the foundation for 

Christopher’s story. This is high praise indeed, a depiction of Sayf al-Dawla as an integral part of 

God’s plan to bless the Church of Antioch. 

 The good rule of Sayf al-Dawla continues to be a theme throughout the text, and his favor 

for ‘Īsā/Christopher is emphasized repeatedly.77 When Christopher faces the challenge of helping 

his poor congregants pay the jizya/barā’a, an issue facing Christian leaders in many Muslim 

contexts throughout history, he is only able to solve the problem because Sayf al-Dawla “was 

generous in nature and he was especially, intensely favorable to the patriarch.78 According to 

Ibrāhīm, then, Sayf al-Dawla was inherently, naturally generous, in addition to his particular care 

for the patriarch. Their relationship, that of a good patron and a good client, blossomed. Ibrāhīm 

uses this for a digression on human nature and patronage relationships in general: 
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This is part of human nature: not only does the one for whom good is done trust in the 

patronage of their benefactor, but the benefactor also adds to the benefits given to them. 

The beneficiary derives benefits from patronage, but then the benefactor also wishes to 

give them still more benefits, going to great lengths in both quantity and duration—

especially if they have goodness in their nature—so that their previous benefaction will 

not be made futile by their miserliness.79 

Sayf al-Dawla’s goodness is a constant theme, perhaps in contrast to the Byzantine rulers of 

Ibrāhīm’s time. Without speculating wildly, we might wonder if Ibrāhīm was frustrated with the 

generosity of his own imperial patrons and wanted to show an example of a better benefactor, 

even among the Muslims. 

 After Sayf al-Dawla successfully suppressed the Antiochian revolt of 965-966, the 

duality of his magnetism became much more obvious, as Ibrāhīm tells it. Christopher was drawn 

into his most trusted inner circle as “an influential friend, not to be accused or belittled,” while 

the rebels experienced the magnetic force that compelled them to submit, “punished…with 

beatings, abuse, and other types of torment that are impossible to bear.”80 Ibrāhīm’s praise for 

Sayf al-Dawla becomes more muted and ambivalent as the story continues, including a pointed 

criticism of his failure to restrain his subordinates as they plundered the Antiochians after the 

rebellion.81 Still, none of these failures in the emir’s final days can detract from the effusive 

praise with which Ibrāhīm has already showered him in his prime. In the Life of Christopher, 

Sayf al-Dawla is presented as a model ruler, a challenge to anyone reading the text. 

 We may compare this to his description of Nikephoros, such as it is. Each time the 

emperor is introduced, he is given a positive epithet: “blessed King Nikephoros,” “praiseworthy 

King Nikephoros,” “holy King Nikephoros.”82 Ibrāhīm certainly does not openly say anything 
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negative about the conqueror. On the other hand, these one-word expressions of approval pale in 

comparison to the extensive celebration of Sayf al-Dawla that appears earlier in the text. 

Moreover, when Nikephoros is first introduced, his role is that of a violent threat to the people. 

He has already taken “possession of the border country, most of it by violence and war,” and 

now the people of Antioch are concerned that they might be next.83 The emperor makes 

exorbitant demands and their efforts for a peacefully negotiated surrender collapse, continuing to 

cast him in a threatening light. He scarcely appears in the story, a distant “blessed king” whose 

armies eventually conquer Antioch for the Empire. 

 To be sure, Byzantine officials are agents in an act of divine providence, just as Sayf al-

Dawla was. After Christopher is assassinated, the plot turns to a discussion of God’s justice, an 

effort to show that it was not unusual for Christopher’s death to be permitted by God or for 

retribution to be delayed by several years. As Ibrāhīm puts it, “the sword of God was sharpened, 

but at that time it was put back, as is customary for God’s judgments, awaiting punishment at 

another time.”84 The scribe of the S manuscript had grown so accustomed to Sayf al-Dawla’s 

name by this point that they mistakenly wrote Sayf al-Dawla instead of “sword of God” (sayf 

Allāh) and had to cross it out, unintentionally reflecting the emir’s role as God’s agent in earlier 

parts of the text. At this point in the story, however, Sayf al-Dawla has died, and so it falls to the 

Byzantines to teach the reader that God’s justice “is terrifying and fearful, and that repayment 

might come quickly, or else a part of it might come quickly, in which case it is evidence of the 

existence of what will come later.”85 
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 Retribution begins with the decisive Byzantine victory over the Khorasani forces of 

Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā, some of whom participated in the murder and subsequently sacked the 

Church treasury. This battle sparks a downward spiral of political chaos in Antioch, culminating 

in the Byzantine conquest in 969. During the taking of the city, Ibn Mānik—the lead 

conspirator—flees into the mountains, thinking he has been able “to trick, deceive, and lie to 

God and the angels, so that they had carried him through the air and saved him.”86 His 

confidence is misplaced, however, as he is captured by a band of Syrians and returned to the 

Byzantine authorities in Antioch, so that God’s “delayed judgment” comes to him decisively in 

the end.87 As the Byzantine generals debate whether to kill Ibn Mānik or bring him to 

Nikephoros, Eustathios Maleinos makes the convincing argument that “if we are Christians, then 

we must avenge for [Christopher] the injustice that happened to him.”88 The generals kill him on 

the bridge where he had thrown Christopher’s body into the Orontes, then cut his body into 

pieces and leave them for the birds and dogs. 

 Ibn Maḥmūd and Ibn Dughāma are thrown into a prison in Tarsus and left to rot. Ibn 

Maḥmūd dies there, while Ibn Dughāma survives until “the just hand of the patrician [Michael] 

Bourtzēs” arrives in Antioch and has him thrown into the river to sleep with the fishes.89 This is 

a subtle detail, and not clearly expressed in Z: Ibrāhīm praises Bourtzēs as the “just” ruler who 

can bring God’s judgment to completion for Christopher’s assassins. Bourtzēs, as it happens, was 

a key force in the capture of Antioch, for which he expected an imperial reward that was not 

forthcoming. Furious with Nikephoros for this slight, he became a leader in the conspiracy of 
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John Tzimiskēs that assassinated the emperor and placed John on the throne.90 Again, Ibrāhīm 

does not want to openly attack Nikephoros because of his imperial context, yet he portrays the 

emperor as a distant ruler, includes a scene of debate among the generals to make it clear that the 

emperor was not involved in any of the acts that brought divine retribution for Christopher’s 

death, and places one of the emperor’s key rivals and assassins in the lead role. Unlike Sayf al-

Dawla, Ibrāhīm’s Nikephoros is far from the ideal ruler, and if anyone is responsible for carrying 

out God’s justice, it is the imperial generals. John, the only other emperor mentioned in the text, 

does not even receive the cursory epithets given to Nikephoros. 

 All of this is especially striking given the context. Ibrāhīm is writing in an Antioch that 

has been under Byzantine rule for almost 60 years already, and he knows that he must be careful 

with his words, especially if—as may or may not have been the case—he is writing an official 

Life for the celebration of Christopher’s reinterment under Nicholas. Nevertheless, he repeatedly 

emphasizes the greatness of the final ruler of Muslim Antioch and has nothing in particular to 

say about any of the Byzantine emperors. Without openly criticizing Byzantine rule, he is 

showing its shortcomings, including the distant and faceless nature of the emperors in 

Constantinople. While Christopher could be in Aleppo, in the presence of Sayf al-Dawla, in a 

single night—at least before the emir traveled to Mayyafāriqīn, which brought a slew of serious 

problems to Antioch—no Antiochian could expect to see the emperor with any regularity, or to 

receive the same sort of generosity that they had known under Sayf al-Dawla. 

 One more scene in the Life shows Ibrāhīm’s insistence on distancing Christopher from 

imperial entanglements. As Christopher is confronted by his assassin, the basic accusation that 

Ibn Mānik brings is that “you are one of the people of this town, dwelling among us, yet you 

 
90 Kaldellis, Streams, 63-64. 
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have a bad opinion of our interactions and act against us,” essentially alleging that Christopher is 

not loyal to Antioch and thus deserves death.91 When asked for clarification, he specifies two 

forms of disloyalty: “you correspond with the king of the Romans, and you correspond with the 

servant of Ibn Ḥamdān.”92 For Ibn Mānik, love for Antioch entails a rejection of both 

Constantinople and Aleppo. Christopher’s loyalty to the Ḥamdānids is well established by this 

point, however, showing that for him and for Ibrāhīm, Antioch and Aleppo are two tightly 

connected nodes in a network of places. 

On the other hand, it is not clear whether Christopher has been “corresponding” with 

Qarghuwayh, the “servant of Ibn Ḥamdān,” encouraging him to assert control over Antioch in 

the wake of Sayf al-Dawla’s death. Nor is there any indication that he has contacted the 

Byzantines, a point that Ibrāhīm wants his readers to notice. As it turns out, Christopher denies 

the charges, asking Ibn Mānik to produce the evidence, and at that point he is killed. 

 Ibrāhīm here clearly denies that Christopher was secretly working with the Byzantines (or 

the Ḥamdānids, whose claim to Antioch was all but a fiction after Sayf al-Dawla’s death) to 

incite an attack on Antioch. As we will see, this sort of suspicion was not uncommon among 

Muslims when dealing with their Christian subjects, especially with the Chalcedonians, who 

continued to be called “Romans” (Rūm) in Arabic. Sharing their Christian affiliation with the 

Empire, a common assumption has been that these “Melkites” would prefer to be under the rule 

of their coreligionists rather than that of the Muslims, yet Ibrāhīm makes it obvious that this was 

not the case with Christopher. Christopher was loyal to Sayf al-Dawla, and even if his loyalties 

after the emir’s death remain unknown, the accusation that he was corresponding with 

Nikephoros in the hope of sparking a regime change is presented as a baseless one. 

 
91 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
92 Ibrāhīm, Life, §15. 
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 At this point, it will be instructive to compare Ibrāhīm’s account of imperial politics with 

that of the other relevant texts. As on most issues, the Arabic Christian histories tend to follow 

Ibrāhīm’s lead, even copying portions of his text verbatim. However, they make minor changes 

that may reveal a difference in perspective. For example, none of these historians shares 

Ibrāhīm’s tendency to praise Sayf al-Dawla effusively, even when they discuss Christopher’s 

friendship and favor with him. The emir does not serve the same rhetorical purpose for Yaḥyā, 

Makarios, or Burayk that he serves for Ibrāhīm, so his role is either minimized or presented as a 

straightforward instance of favoritism, without any argument that he was an ideal ruler or an 

especially beneficent patron. 

 On the other hand, Yaḥyā—and Burayk following him—counterbalances his limited 

discussion of Sayf al-Dawla’s character by making a few notable changes in the pivotal 

assassination scene. Yaḥyā removes the mention of Sayf al-Dawla’s servant Qarghuwayh from 

the dialogue, making Ibn Mānik’s accusation of Christopher much more straightforward and 

clear: “you correspond with the Romans, incite them to come toward us, and encourage them 

against us.”93 In this presentation, the death of Christopher is very directly tied to Antioch’s 

relationship with the Empire, a topic that must have deeply interested Yaḥyā’s readers in and 

around Antioch. Ibrāhīm can include the reference to the Ḥamdānids here because he has already 

devoted so much attention to Christopher’s relationship with the emir of Aleppo, but Yaḥyā 

chooses to remove this reference and focus in on Byzantium. 

 He further clarifies the situation by including a strong denunciation of the accusation, 

where Ibrāhīm simply has Christopher point to the lack of evidence for it. Yaḥyā’s Christopher, 

in addition to asking for proof, “swore to him that he never corresponded with the Romans, nor 

 
93 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 111. 
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did they correspond with him.”94 Yaḥyā has here taken Ibrāhīm’s denial of any connection 

between patriarch and Empire and made it much more forceful. As he is writing from Byzantine-

ruled Antioch, likely around the same time that Ibrāhīm wrote his Life, his choice to sharpen this 

message should be read as a rejection of the idea that Antioch, or the Christian community 

residing in it, has any natural link with its imperial rulers. His perspective on this event is at least 

as anti-imperial as Ibrāhīm’s, but he does not use pro-Muslim messaging to make this point as 

much as Ibrāhīm does. 

 In chapter one, I mentioned that a Greek inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān has led several 

modern scholars to come to the conclusion rejected by Ibrāhīm, Yaḥyā, and Burayk. William 

Saunders and Klaus Fitschen argue that the inscription, with its reference to “Christopher, our 

most holy patriarch of the City of God, Antioch,” is a sign that the patriarch was “corresponding 

with the Romans” after all.95 Does this negate the Arabic historians’ insistence that the 

accusations were entirely false? In chapter one, I argued that Saunders and Fitschen may have 

read too much into Christopher’s decision to make the inscription in Greek, and I want to 

reiterate this here. When he became patriarch, ‘Īsā took a Greek name, as his predecessors 

always had. Perhaps he and the other patriarchs in the chain considered Greek an ideal language 

for things like throne names and monumental inscriptions, showing their connection to Antioch’s 

classical and biblical heritage. This does not necessarily indicate any sense of loyalty to the 

Byzantine Empire, although it does complicate the picture presented by the Arabic historians. 

 
94 Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809; Burayk, al-Ḥaqā’iq, 111. 
95 Jacques Jarry, “Trouvailles épigraphiques a Saint-Symeon,” Syria 43, no. 1/2 (1966): 108; W. Saunders, 

“Qal’at Seman: A Frontier Fort of the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries,” in Armies and Frontiers in Roman and 

Byzantine Anatolia, ed. Stephen Mitchell (Oxford: British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara, 1983), 293; Klaus 

Fitschen, “Die zweisprachige Bauinschrift aus dem 10. Jahrhundert auf Qal‘at Sim‘ân im Kontext der byzantinisch-

syrischen Kirchengeschichte,” in Syriaca: Zur Geschichte, Theologie, Liturgie und Gegenwartslage der syrischen 

Kirchen, ed. Martin Tamcke (Münster: Lit, 2002), 106. 
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 To complicate things further, we may turn to the description of Christopher found in the 

Byzantine Greek histories. There the entire story is told from an imperial perspective, viewed 

from Constantinople. Leo, for example, presents Emperor Nikephoros as a great lover of 

Antioch, giving him an eloquent speech before the city walls and depicting him personally 

carrying the first boulder for the fortress that the Byzantines would eventually use to retake the 

city.96 Far from the threatening or condescending invader found in the Arabic histories of the 

Antiochian authors, this emperor cares deeply for the city and does not wish to see it reduced to 

rubble. 

 When he turns to the story of Christopher, moreover, Leo transforms the assassin’s 

accusation until it is unrecognizable. According to Leo, the murderer of Christopher (Antioch’s 

“former Hagarene ruler”) killed him because he brought “against the man the charge of 

reverence for Christ the Savior.”97 While Ibrāhīm and Yaḥyā claim that Christopher was accused 

of betraying his city through imperial correspondence, Leo makes the incident a question of 

religious loyalties. This emphasis on Christianity and Islam allows him to bury the issue of 

imperial politics entirely, depicting the assassination as a result of perennial Muslim hatred that 

could have been avoided if the Christian Byzantines were in charge. This argument served 

Byzantine interests well, given their constant attempts to extend their eastern border. Ibrāhīm 

must have known about Leo’s account, given his role in the imperial bureaucracy, and the Life 

intentionally presents a different version of the event. 

 Skylitzēs goes slightly further than Leo, implying that Christopher was in fact 

corresponding with imperial agents. After claiming that the Muslims of Jerusalem killed 

Patriarch John VII (patr. 964-966) because he had allegedly been encouraging Nikephoros to 

 
96 Leo, History, IV.11. 
97 Leo, History, VI.6. 
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attack, Skylitzēs notes that “the Antiochians also did the same, killing Christopher, their chief 

priest.”98 He does not explicitly say that Christopher was in league with the emperor, but he 

implies that he was at least accused of the same crime as John, such that the Antiochians did “the 

same” as the Jerusalemites. Thus, rather than keeping imperial politics below the surface, 

Skylitzēs gives the impression that Ibrāhīm and Yaḥyā are simply mistaken or lying: Christopher 

was corresponding with the Empire after all, and for that reason he was killed. This too would be 

a fitting argument for an imperial historian, implying that all Orthodox Christians in Muslim-

ruled Syria and Palestine were hoping for imperial conquest and working to bring it about. With 

the claims of Leo and Skylitzēs in view, the anti-imperial message of the assassination scene as 

told by Ibrāhīm and Yaḥyā becomes all the clearer. 

 

V. Autonomy and Reach of the Church 

 Another key emphasis of Ibrāhīm’s Life is that the Church in Antioch enjoyed a high 

level of autonomy and authority under the Ḥamdānids that was stripped away with the arrival of 

Byzantine rule. The Church, under the leadership of its patriarch, was able to connect Antioch to 

places as distant as Baghdad and Tashkent and to give the Antiochians influence over events 

there. In fact, Ibrāhīm claims that when he was a boy, he was eyewitness to the arrival of “three 

emissaries [who] came to the city of Antioch from Romagird requesting the ordination of a 

catholicos,” which must have been a major event in Antioch.99 Even though Antioch was not a 

major center of political or economic power in this era, the Church was a way to put Antioch “on 

the map” and make connections across vast distances. 

 
98 Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
99 Ibrāhīm, Life, §2. 
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 Although parts of the territory between Antioch and Romagird were ruled by a number of 

distinct dynasties—two groups of Ḥamdānids, Būyids, and Sāmānids—it seems that movement 

between these zones was mostly free. This is in contrast to the border between Byzantine and 

Islamic territory, which saw plenty of exchange and trade, but was also shaken by war nearly 

every year. We hear little more about relations between Antioch and the seats of the two 

catholicoi after the arrival of the Byzantines, and indeed it is hard to imagine the caliphs and 

emirs in Baghdad approving of leaders appointed by a patriarch with such a close connection to 

the emperor.100 After the conquest, the patriarchs looked up to their rulers in Constantinople, but 

Ibrāhīm is nostalgic for a time when Iraqi and Central Asian Christians were looking to Antioch 

for leadership instead. 

 Similarly, Ibrāhīm declares his preference for the independence that the Church enjoyed 

while it was ruled by the Muslims. When Agapios I (patr. 953-959) dies and it is time to choose 

a new leader, Ibrāhīm recounts that 

here, the choice did not belong to metropolitans and bishops—who care about nothing 

except what will improve their own situation, and do not care about what improves the 

situation of the masses—as is the custom in other places. But here, the choice was 

available to everyone whom this issue affected, and so commoners and elites alike cared 

about it and had a choice in it.101 

This is a strong declaration of what makes “here” different from “other places,” and it is focused 

on the ability of the local people to decide for themselves who will lead their religious life. 

Ibrāhīm does not reflect on the ways that this system would impact Christians in Romagird, 

 
100 We know of one catholicos of Romagird, likely from the thirteenth century, named Yūḥannā ‘Abd al-

Masīḥ; see Alexander Treiger, “Sinaitica (1): The Antiochian Menologion, Compiled by Hieromonk Yūḥannā ‘Abd 

al-Masīḥ (First Half of the 13th Century),” Khristīanskīĭ Vostokʺ 8 (2017): 233-238. 
101 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3. See C. Karalevskij, “Antioche,” in Dictionnaire d’histoire et de géographie 

ecclésiastiques, ed. Alfred Baudrillart (Paris; Librairie Letouzey et Ane, 1924), 3:612. 
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Baghdad, or even Aleppo, who would be disenfranchised if only “Antiochians” were involved in 

the selection process. 

 Still, this unusual method of choosing patriarchs forms a stark contrast to the reality after 

the conquest of 969. The only thing Ibrāhīm tells us about the selection process for Patriarch 

Theodore is that it was rushed. He only mentions one person’s involvement: Emperor John, who 

wanted to appoint a new patriarch as soon as he was enthroned and faced no significant obstacles 

to his plan. Although Leo claims that the clergy of Constantinople subjected Theodore to an 

examination before approving his appointment—another process that did not involve any input 

from the people of Antioch—all we hear from Ibrāhīm is that John “rushed to send 

Theodore…and to make him patriarch of the City of God, Antioch.”102 Far from the quasi-

democratic process under Muslim rule, this is a pure autocracy, even more extreme than the 

usual situation in which “metropolitans and bishops” choose the patriarch. The appointment of 

patriarchs at the whim of the emperor is not a system designed to satisfy the desires of the 

Antiochians, yet it continued throughout the period of restored Byzantine rule. There was some 

negotiation, to be sure, and the emperors appointed Syrians to the throne twice during this period 

(Agapios II and Peter III) as a concession to the wishes of their Antiochian subjects, but in reality 

the patriarchs were chosen in order to enact imperial policies.103 

 Moreover, we are not left to wonder whether Ibrāhīm prefers the vote of the people, the 

vote of the clergy, or the choice of the autocrat, because he tells us explicitly that “if one 

considers the meaning of choice, they will find the pattern used here to be unspoiled by personal 

desires, and therefore also pleasing to God.”104 This is one of his strongest expressions of 

 
102 Leo, History, VI.6; Ibrāhīm, Life, §18. 
103 Todt, “Patriarchate,” 36-37. 
104 Ibrāhīm, Life, §3. 
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preference for life under Muslim rule, stated in a way that is only the slightest bit veiled, but is 

nevertheless an unmistakable critique of Church politics in the Empire. Even if Ibrāhīm was not 

officially commissioned by Patriarch Nicholas to write the Life for his grand commemoration of 

Christopher, this is a bold statement in the context, and if the text was in fact read at the 

celebration, it is frankly astonishing that he includes this. At its core it is a direct indictment of 

Nicholas and the system that has put him in power, framed as a nostalgia for traditional 

Antiochian practices. Coupled with the other statements about the Empire that are found in the 

Life, Ibrāhīm’s desire for a return to Antiochian autonomy and local Church authority is 

apparent. 

 We can now see how anti-imperial messaging and emphasis on an inclusive local identity 

are intertwined throughout the Life. Insofar as Ibrāhīm argues against imperial intervention in 

local affairs, he also presents a memory of life in Muslim-ruled Antioch that argues against 

imperial claims about the dangers of interaction with Muslims. As the Empire works to foment 

interreligious hostility in the context of its wars on the eastern frontier, Ibrāhīm argues for the 

positive role of Muslims in the Antioch of the past in order to combat their vilification in the 

present.105 His inclusion of Muslims is surely limited, and there is also no evidence that he 

wishes to invite more Syriac Orthodox or Armenian Christians—for example—to live in 

 
105 This strikes at the heart of one of the most important debates within the field of postcolonial theory: the 

value of nationalism in the context of anti-imperial struggles. Of course, Ibrāhīm did not have the modern concept of 

the nation-state in mind when he wrote about Antioch, but one issue that plagues theorists of nationalism today is 

the way that resistance movements can become violently exclusive and reactionary as they seek to purge their lands 

of imperial occupiers; see Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998), 102-110; Said, Culture, xxiv. Many elite subjects of imperial rule have utilized nationalist 

discourse in order to seize power for themselves and replicate the exclusive power structures of the empire. Fanon 

defends nationalists on the grounds that they are needed to expel the oppressors so that the newly independent nation 

can work out its own issues with inclusion and exclusion rather than depending on the decisions of its distant rulers; 

see Frantz Fanon, “On National Culture,” in Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Patrick 

Williams and Laura Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 36-45. Ibrāhīm can serve as a 

counter-example, however, in that his anti-imperial discourse is deeply entwined with his emphasis on the inclusion 

of Muslims. 
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Antioch. None of this is spelled out in the Life. However, the way that local identity and plurality 

are tied together in Ibrāhīm’s writing shows one possible response to an imperial politics 

founded on interreligious hostility. 

 

VI. The Life of Timothy 

 There is a text with some similarities to the Life of Christopher that—I would suggest—

can help us understand the unique aspects of Ibrāhīm’s text that I have described throughout this 

study. The Life of Timothy of Kākhushtā recounts the story of a hermit and holy man who lived 

in an otherwise unknown village east of Antioch, likely around 800.106 A native of Kākhushtā, 

Timothy became a monk in the nearby village of Kafr Zūmā before his family convinced him to 

return to his hometown and live his ascetic life there. He gathered disciples and admirers, 

performing miracles and teaching until he died at a ripe old age. 

 The author of his Life is unknown, but it seems it was originally written in Arabic by 

someone connected to Timothy’s rural monastic community. One version is preserved in Paris 

ar. 259, but it and other sources were reworked into a second, longer Arabic version that is 

preserved in Ṣaydanāyā 94.107 This second version originated in the urban context of Antioch 

shortly after Timothy’s relics were translated from Kākhushtā to Antioch by Patriarch Theodore 

III (patr. 1034-1042), thus in a very similar context to that of Ibrāhīm and the translation of 

Christopher’s relics a decade earlier. The new version was quickly translated into Greek in the 

multilingual atmosphere of Byzantine-ruled Antioch. The Greek is lost, but it was in turn 

translated into a Georgian version that survives.108 Notably, Patriarch Theodore was remembered 

 
106 John C. Lamoreaux and Cyril Cairala, “The Life of Timothy of Kākhushtā,” in Patrologia orientalis 48, 

no. 4 (2000): 439. 
107 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 451-456. Both are manuscripts of the fourteenth century. 
108 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 449-450. 
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for his efforts to increase Antiochian control over the Georgian Church, so it is perhaps not an 

accident that the text was translated at this time.109 

 The differences between the old and new Arabic versions are instructive. Most 

importantly, the Ṣaydanāyā version begins with an introduction that is not found in its 

predecessor. While the Paris text simply begins, “There was a man” (kāna rajul), the later 

version begins with a much more elaborate and pointed message: 

As for the commemoration of the righteous father Timothy, who was a recluse in the 

village of Kākhushtā, of the district of the doux [?], this one, because he was a Syrian 

[Suryānī], the Romans have not established [his commemoration] in Constantinople, as is 

their custom in neglecting things like this, especially since he was in the era of the 

Hagarene Ishmaelites, I mean the Muslims. However, his affair is well known among 

them in the greatness of the gifts of God that he obtained, by which he did signs that all 

description falls short of characterizing…And it is not wanted for anyone to publicize 

them among [the Romans], except what he did with the patriarch of Antioch 

Theodoret.110 

This is a striking direct challenge to Byzantine authority, even more openly anti-imperial than 

anything to be found in the Life of Christopher. It was added to the text shortly after Ibrāhīm 

composed his Life, reflecting a current of Antiochians who felt that their regional religious 

heritage was not being adequately commemorated by the powerful Church authorities in the 

capital. 

 Other changes in the eleventh-century Arabic version of the Life of Timothy are also 

noteworthy, though I wish to mention just one here. One of Timothy’s miracles is the healing of 

a Persian man’s son, which he accomplishes after the man makes a harrowing journey from 

Persia to Syria to seek him out, nearly being killed by robbers and losing everything along the 

 
109 Grumel, “Patriarcat,” 138-139. 
110 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 468-469, 526-527. I have consulted Lamoreaux and Cairala’s 

translation, but I diverge from it at certain points. Theodoret was patriarch of Antioch in the late eighth century, 

perhaps into the ninth, and the miracle in which Timothy saves Theodoret from caliphal captivity can be found on 

Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 504-511, 578-587. 
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way.111 The account is quite different in the two versions, and the most significant changes in the 

later version are focused on the interreligious dynamics of the interaction. The Persian man’s 

religion is not specified, but the Ṣaydanāyā version of the text makes it abundantly clear that he 

is not a Christian, and he may be taken as a stand-in for all non-Christians. 

 In both versions of the story, the desperate father is tempted by Satan on his journey. In 

the Paris version, however, Satan simply tells him that the saint will not be able to heal his son. 

In the later recension, the temptation is different, and it is spelled out in much greater detail: 

Satan says that when the man reaches Timothy, the saint will surely say, “If you were upon our 

faith, your son would be healed, but since you are not upon our religion, your son will not 

recover.”112 The man resolves to maintain his religion even if it means the loss of his son, and 

though he considers turning back, he presses on in hopes that the saint will simply fail to mention 

his religion. 

 In the end, the Persian man receives far more than he could have hoped, as Timothy 

assures him explicitly that “the religion of the Christians is not needed” (laysa dīn al-Naṣārā 

muḥtāj ilayhi) and that he heals without discrimination.113 He continues: 

The cursed one whispered [waswasa] to you and indicated that you should return and told 

you that I want you to leave your faith behind. But know that God does not compel 

[yulzim] anyone. And because your intention is toward God, first, and toward me after 

him, God has accepted [qabila] your faith, and your prayer [ṣalāt] has been accepted 

before God concerning your son.114 

A more religiously welcoming statement could hardly be imagined, and the editor of the new 

eleventh-century version of the Life of Timothy chose to include this in a narrative where the 

Paris recension had not mentioned religious affiliation at all. It is possible that the editor of the 

 
111 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 520-523, 598-603. 
112 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 600-601. 
113 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 600-601. 
114 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 600-601. The use of the term ṣalāt  
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Ṣaydanāyā version was working from earlier accounts in now-lost versions of the text, but they 

were making editorial choices nonetheless. In the end, the man returns to Persia, where he finds 

his son healthy and happy, and both of them return to Syria on a yearly basis to show their 

gratitude to the saint. They never leave their religion, which the author presumably means us to 

imagine is Islam, but could perhaps also be Zoroastrianism. 

 This combination of friendliness to non-Christians and anti-imperial rhetoric is 

reminiscent of what we have already seen in the Life of Christopher, if perhaps more 

pronounced. The emphasis on the Antioch region as a religious destination for people from 

faraway lands is also familiar, presenting a sacred geography in which a peripheral region—

Antioch, a city with little political importance in the early Islamic period, or its rural 

hinterland—is actually the center of a vast spiritual network. Of course, this was in the days 

before the patriarchs were being sent from Constantinople to impose imperial religious policy on 

the City of God. Theodore III, for example, who translated Timothy’s relics to the city, is 

described by his alternate name as “Sergios the Cretan,” again noting his “foreign” origin.115 No, 

Antioch was the autonomous center of this spiritual network “in the era of the Hagarene 

Ishmaelites, I mean the Muslims,” according to the author of the new Life of Timothy, and both 

Lives present a vision of an inclusive, pluralist society as part of their rejection of the Christian 

emperors currently controlling their affairs.116 

 As it turns out, the Life of Timothy’s criticisms of Constantinople’s relationship to 

Antioch were well founded, and over the centuries, gradual Byzantinization of the Syrian liturgy 

led to the loss of both Timothy and Christopher’s official commemorations. Both saints now 

appear in Tūmā Bīṭār’s collection al-Qiddīsūn al-mansiyyūn fī al-turāth al-Anṭākī (The 

 
115 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 526-527. 
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Forgotten Saints in the Antiochian Heritage), and Bīṭār explains the process by which their 

memories faded away.117 Major translation movements brought the liturgy of Constantinople 

from Greek into Syriac beginning in the eleventh century and from Greek into Arabic in the late 

sixteenth and seventeenth. Both occurred in the wake of a conquest of Antioch by 

Constantinople—the first under the Byzantines in 969, the second under the Ottomans in 1517. 

In fact, Ibrāhīm may have played a significant role in the first of these movements, as discussed 

above. In both cases, many unique aspects of the Antiochian liturgy were lost with the arrival of 

the new Byzantine style. People’s admiration for the power of the capital eased the adoption of 

these new rites, but saints who had been in the Syrian calendar were no longer mentioned. 

 Of course, there were already some Constantinopolitan-rite liturgical books in Arabic 

before the sixteenth century, as discussed in chapter one. However, a major translation 

movement under the leadership of Patriarch Euthymios II (patr. 1634-1635), which began long 

before he ascended the patriarchal throne, brought essentially the full liturgical corpus into 

translation and made the process of Byzantinization much more final.118 Although Christopher 

made it into some of the Greek-rite synaxaria that were translated into Syriac in the eleventh 

century, and from there into their later copies and Arabic translations, Euthymios’s new wave of 

translations from the Greek meant that his tradition was overwhelmed and left to fade into 

oblivion. Makarios III and his son Paul al-Za‘īm (1627-1669) did much to preserve local 

history—Paul even copied the Z manuscript of the Life—but the place of Christopher in the 

religious life of the Christians of Syria was lost.119 The gradual split between Greek Orthodox 

 
117 Tūmā Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn al-mansiyyūn fī al-turāth al-Anṭākī (Duma, Lebanon: ‘Ā’ilat al-Thālūth al-

Quddūs, 1995), 12-17. 
118 Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 15-16. Euthymios is also known as Meletios Karmah, his name during his time as 

metropolitan of Aleppo, which lasted much longer than his short patriarchate. 
119 Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 16. 
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and Greek Catholics that swept Syrian Christianity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

did nothing to help in the preservation of local traditions, as both groups looked toward one 

Rome or the other for leadership.120 

 Furthermore, it is probably no coincidence that the Greek versions of both the Life of 

Christopher and the Life of Timothy are the ones that have not survived. Ibrāhīm’s Arabic and 

the Life of Timothy in both Arabic and Georgian were preserved in at least a few manuscripts, but 

the Greek versions have vanished. As the Life of Timothy says, “the Romans have not established 

[his commemoration] in Constantinople, as is their custom in neglecting things like this.”121 The 

influence of Constantinople on Antioch was largely unidirectional, and very few Antiochian 

practices or commemorations became standard in the Byzantine-Ottoman capital. Christopher’s 

veneration did not survive the pressures of power, as the Life of Timothy had feared. 

 The politics of translation are clearly at play here in a major way. As Susan Bassnett and 

Harish Trivedi note, “Translation is not an innocent, transparent activity but is highly charged 

with significance at every stage; it rarely, if ever, involves a relationship of equality between 

texts, authors or systems.”122 In modern contexts of colonialism and imperialism, one of the most 

common issues is the replacement of oral and written texts from the heritage of the colonized 

people with more prestigious texts translated from the language of the empire. The translated 

text, moreover, is often viewed as an inferior copy of the original, though Bassnett and Trivedi 

note that this fetishization of originality is a modern phenomenon and that “medieval writers 

and/or translators were not troubled by this phantasm.”123 Still, in a context of inequality between 

 
120 Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 16. 
121 Lamoreaux and Cairala, “Life,” 526-527. 
122 Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi, Post-Colonial Translation: Theory and Practice (London: Taylor & 

Francis Routledge, 2002), 2. 
123 Bassnett and Trivedi, Translation, 2. 
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cultures—and this is, as I just noted, an incredibly common context in which translations 

occur—prestige is typically accorded to texts from the more powerful group. 

This was clearly the case with the translation movements that brought Greek liturgical 

and theological texts into Antioch in major waves, when the power of Constantinople shaped 

people’s view of the correct way forward for the Antiochian Church. This process was 

encouraged by the fact that, at least in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the Empire was actually 

sending patriarchs to lead the Church of Antioch on their behalf, but it could also occur under the 

guidance of patriarchs of local origin, as was the case in the seventeenth century. All that was 

needed was a fascination with the cultural products of the dominant place and a willingness to 

adopt these products in lieu of those that have been used in the local context previously. This was 

the case in Antioch when it was under the power of Constantinople, and Ibrāhīm was clearly 

involved in this process of cultural transfer, even if he may have regretted this in his later years. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

Bīṭār, writing from an Antiochian perspective, says that “Constantinople has always been 

in our thoughts, there is no doubt about that. The ‘imperial city’ has been a model to be imitated 

and a chain to be broken. It has been a dream and it has been a nightmare. It has been a savior 

and it has been a curse.”124 In this chapter, I have examined the ways that this double fascination 

has impacted the texts that speak of Christopher’s memory, especially Ibrāhīm’s Life. It is 

impossible to understand the subtleties of these texts without an understanding of Antioch’s 

relationship to Constantinople and the Empire (or empires) of which it was the center. There was 

clearly an appreciation for many elements of imperial culture, as evidenced by the translation 

 
124 Bīṭār, al-Qiddīsūn, 13. 
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movements in which at least some Antiochians enthusiastically participated, even if they were 

spearheaded by imperial decisions. Coupled with the danger of overt criticism, this means that 

the texts are unlikely to explicitly attack imperial rule. The new Life of Timothy comes closer 

than most texts to such an attack. 

At the same time, this sort of counter-reading uncovers some of the evidence that Ibrāhīm 

and other Antiochian authors were dissatisfied with their lot under imperial rule and found ways 

to convey this in their writing. Details such as Ibrāhīm’s repeated criticism of the bureaucratic 

world, his clear longing for the autonomy and quasi-democratic structure of the pre-conquest 

Church, and his constant praise for Sayf al-Dawla as the ideal ruler show this to be true. 

Especially when read in conjunction with the Life of Timothy, we get a sense that these feelings 

were not unique among eleventh-century Antiochians, and we can see how anti-imperial leanings 

were at least sometimes tied closely to inclusive views of Muslims. 

Moreover, we can begin to see how influences were not as unidirectional as they may at 

first appear. Antioch was a topic of much discussion in Constantinople, even if the elites there 

felt no need to adopt Antiochian styles or practices, and Christopher came up in conversation as 

well. He is noted in several of the histories of the period, though the imperial powers clearly felt 

the need to both minimize his story and reframe it as a tale of the violent hatred of Christians by 

Muslims. The Life of Timothy reflects a similar dynamic: “His affair is well known among [the 

Romans] in the greatness of the gifts of God that he obtained, by which he did signs that all 

description falls short of characterizing…And it is not wanted for anyone to publicize them.”125 

Antioch’s multireligious past and restive present were concerns that shaped imperial policy, but 

they were also concerns that many at the center of the Empire felt the need to sweep under the 

 
125 Lamoreaux and Cairala, Life, 526-527. 



274 

 

rug. Antioch, and the memory of Christopher that was a part of Antioch, were ultimately 

unsolvable problems for those at the center of imperial power, as repeated rebellions and other 

unrest can attest. The Life of Christopher represents this tension, coming from the pen of a 

successful imperial bureaucrat yet reflecting a dissatisfaction with imperial rule in the City of 

God.
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the 

struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and interesting because it is not 

only about soldiers and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and 

imaginings. 

— Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism1 

 

The fact of convivencia is exactly what the word implies: living together. As anyone who 

has ever had a roommate knows, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. 

— S.J. Pearce, “Translating in the Land of Liberty”2 

 

 

 Christopher was killed by disgruntled rebels in a power vacuum after their ruler had died, 

or he was killed by the Muslim ruler of Antioch. He was killed for his loyalty to a competing 

patron, or he was martyred because of his reverence for Christ. His life reminds us that those 

who live evil lives of luxury—such as imperial bureaucrats—can change for the better, yet his 

death makes him useful for the propaganda of imperial hierarchs. His relics are the center of 

attention in Antioch, housed alongside the most important heroes of the city’s Christian history, 

yet his memory barely registers in Constantinople. He was a loyal client and friend of Sayf al-

Dawla, or he was plotting to deliver Antioch to the Byzantines. He was a beloved friend of his 

assassin, or they were no more than neighbors. If we continue to dig into the minutiae of the 

situation, we find more divergences at every level. Memory is complex and not easily controlled, 

and all the more so when groups of people preserve it collectively. 

 Throughout this study, I have illustrated the characteristics that distinguish Ibrāhīm’s 

remembered places and emplaced memories from those of the Byzantine historians, showing that 

their historical and political contexts shaped the ways that they told stories about Antioch and its 

 
1 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), 7. 
2 S.J. Pearce, “Translating in the Land of Liberty,” La corónica Commons, 

http://lcc.ku.edu/articles/translating-in-the-land-of-liberty. 
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connections to other places. After laying out the sources in chapter 1, chapter 2 showed the 

uniqueness of the geographical network into which Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā places Antioch in the 

Life of Christopher. Chapter 3 demonstrated the importance of the concept of “friendship” across 

religious boundaries in these sources, while chapter 4 focused on the particularly fraught 

interreligious issue of martyrdom and Ibrāhīm’s avoidance of so many traditional martyrdom 

narrative tropes. Bringing everything together with an eye to regional politics in chapter 5, I 

argued that Ibrāhīm, shaped by his experience of the Antiochian context and the transition from 

Ḥamdānid to Byzantine rule, cast a critical eye toward the Empire and expressed this in the Life. 

This critical view likely grew stronger in the later years of his life, after many years of 

distinguished bureaucratic service by the esteemed prōtospathários. 

Even if we know only the basics about a source’s context, the divisions between different 

contexts can be fascinating. When it comes to Christopher’s memory, there are only a few major 

communities of collective memory, which in some ways makes his story particularly useful for a 

case study of this kind. First and foremost are the Arabophone Christian historians of Antioch, 

primarily Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā and Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, along with their early modern heirs Makarios 

III and Michael Burayk. These authors provide a wealth of information about Christopher not 

available in other communities of memory, most of which can be traced to Ibrāhīm’s valuable 

firsthand testimony to his mentor’s life and death. Moreover, Ibrāhīm’s experience of the 

transition from Ḥamdānid to Byzantine rule and of the first 60 years or so of the new Byzantine 

era in Antioch makes him a unique resource for our understanding of Antiochian perceptions of 

these two regimes. 

 A second community of memory is formed by the Byzantine historians who preserve 

alternative accounts of Christopher, primarily Leo the Deacon and John Skylitzēs. Leo makes a 
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strong statement that Christopher was killed as a result of his “reverence for Christ the Savior,” 

while Skylitzēs makes the claim much more vague and general, saying simply that “the 

Antiochians” killed him and implying that this was a result of his advocacy for Byzantine 

intervention in Antioch.3 Their entire account is filtered through the lens of imperial goals and 

ambitions, so that Leo does not tell Christopher’s story at its expected chronological setting, but 

only when he has reached the point when Emperor John I wants to appoint a new patriarch and 

has to carefully choose someone who will be loyal to him and acceptable to the Church. 

 There are numerous other sources that do not fit neatly into either of these groups, in 

large part due to their brevity: Christopher’s Greek inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān; the numerous 

synaxaria that mention him; the distant, nameless memory preserved by Bar Hebraeus. All of 

these have their own interests and concerns and participate to one extent or another in the 

collective memory of the Antiochian historians and their Byzantine counterparts, who of course 

have plenty of collective memory in common despite their clear divergences. There is also the 

noteworthy fact that Christopher appears to be completely absent from Muslim collective 

memory, indicating that even if premodern Muslim historians were interested in the 965 

Antiochian rebellion against Sayf al-Dawla, they were far less interested in the Christian 

patriarch who played a supporting role on Sayf al-Dawla’s side. 

 After establishing the basic historical context of these sources and their relationships to 

each other, chapter 2 surveyed their views of Antioch and its place in a network of places, as 

described by Doreen Massey. For the Byzantines, it is clear that Antioch was an important place 

tied to the past glories of Roman power, a glorious “second capital” that had to be built up and 

Byzantinized without allowing it to eclipse the first capital. For most Muslims, as we can see 

 
3 Leo the Deacon, History, VI.6; John Skylitzēs, Synopsis, XIV.21. 
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from the sources studied by Zayde Antrim, Antioch was a minor place in the border region 

eclipsed by the newfound importance of Aleppo and Damascus. In either case, its place on the 

border made it a potential asset and a potential threat. 

 I have argued that Ibrāhīm’s Life of Christopher aims to establish Antioch’s place in a 

different network, founded on the centrality of the Church and its Antiochian patriarch. Ignoring 

the old network of the Pentarchy, in which Antioch was one of the lesser patriarchal sees, 

Ibrāhīm places Antioch at the center—in significance if not in geographical position—of an 

ecclesiastical network stretching to Baghdad, Tashkent, and beyond. This also minimizes the role 

of the “ecumenical patriarch” in Constantinople, always eager to appoint and control the 

patriarch of Antioch when possible. The ecumenical patriarch would likely have been a primary 

figure in the geographical networks imagined by most of the patriarchs of Byzantine-ruled 

Antioch. In contrast, Ibrāhīm does not mention the patriarch of Constantinople at all, but argues 

that the situation was better under Sayf al-Dawla when the Antiochians could select their own 

patriarch democratically instead of receiving him involuntarily from the emperor. 

Ibrāhīm’s ecclesiastical network is deeply intertwined with political structures, especially 

the geography of the early Islamic empires, but it also transcends the limits imposed by 

Antioch’s peripheral place in these structures, layering the Church networks over the political 

ones. The arrival of the Byzantines and the southward movement of the border placed a 

potentially irreparable strain on this network, and contacts with the two catholicoi in the East 

were no longer as simple as they had been before 969. 

In chapter 3, my analysis of interfaith relationships in Antioch was built on this 

understanding of its place in a wider geographical network. As Antioch enjoyed a close 

relationship with Aleppo in the Ḥamdānid era, threatened—in the view of Ibrāhīm—by the 
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discontent of the Antiochian rebels, so Christopher enjoyed a close relationship with Sayf al-

Dawla, one that Ibrāhīm and other Arabic historians describe as “friendship” (ṣadāqa). Rather 

than a friendship in the truest sense, this relationship was a type of patronage built on mutual 

trust. Christopher was granted the autonomy to act as he saw fit in most cases, as when he 

interceded on behalf of the rebels and secured release from punishment for many of them. The 

patronage relationship between the emir and the patriarch was in turn used to benefit the 

Christians of Antioch, a chain of good governance that was broken in the wake of the Byzantine 

conquest. 

This friendly relationship across religious boundaries is also reflected, on a more level 

playing field, in the trust that Christopher had in his neighbor Ibn Abī ‘Amr. Ibrāhīm’s emphasis 

on these friendships—whether built on patronage or on the mutual assistance of neighbors—is 

alien not only to the Byzantine accounts of Christopher’s life and death, but to the tradition of 

Christian martyrdom accounts, as discussed in chapter 4. Ibrāhīm’s strange martyrdom story 

seems carefully designed to avoid inciting the hostility toward non-Christians that martyrdoms 

are so often used to encourage. 

Perhaps it is impossible to tell the story of a Christian killed by Muslims without some 

audience members taking it as reason for anti-Muslim sentiment, but Ibrāhīm is trying. He is no 

doubt working against hostile narratives such as that found in the history of Leo the Deacon, 

narratives that must have been widely known in Byzantine Antioch. Ibrāhīm, by way of contrast, 

emphasizes friendship with Muslims, the good governance of Sayf al-Dawla, and the legal and 

extralegal contortions that were necessary for the assassins to justify their actions in an Islamic 

context. His focus is on the non-representative character of the perpetrators, not their place in an 

unbroken chain of non-Christian killers. By atomizing the event and placing it in its full political 
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and historical context, he attempts to stave off some of the hostility that imperial leaders were 

working to foment. 

Ibrāhīm does this, I have argued in chapter 5, because he is dissatisfied with the state of 

Antioch under Byzantine rule. The geographical network of the Antiochian Church is now 

disrupted, its semi-autonomous patronage-friendship relationship with the rulers of Aleppo is 

broken, and the Empire is using the story of Christopher’s martyrdom to build support for its 

unending frontier war. Ibrāhīm writes to remind his Antiochian neighbors of another way to tell 

Christopher’s story, one that honors his memory without building itself upon anti-Muslim 

sentiment. In so doing, he holds open the possibility of building solidarity among all 

Antiochians—or at least Chalcedonian Christians and Muslims—in alliance against Byzantine 

imperial overreach. 

This is somewhat surprising in a field where it is customary to classify Christians 

according to their Christological affiliation and assume they have no higher loyalty. Ibrāhīm is 

not writing to impress or placate a Muslim ruler, nor is he conceiving of the dividing lines 

between Churches in a doctrinal way that would count the Byzantines as Chalcedonians on equal 

terms with the Antiochians. He eulogizes the rule of the Muslims so that he can chastise the 

shortcomings of the Byzantines, nominally members of the same Church as him. His 

geographical loyalties, in this case, override his ecclesiastical loyalties, and he intervenes in 

Antiochian collective memory to draw the boundaries of inclusion in places we might not expect. 

As Jack Tannous notes, the boundaries drawn by scholars—whether late antique theologians or 

modern historians—are never a transparent reflection of the complexities of everyday life.4 

 
4 Jack Tannous, The Making of the Medieval Middle East: Religion, Society, and Simple Believers 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018). 
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Importantly, this story of memory is also a story of forgetting. Christopher’s memory was 

not fated to endure, except in a few obscure manuscripts here and there. As I discussed in chapter 

5, the preface to the second edition of the Life of Timothy paints a vivid picture of the difficulty 

facing Syrian Christians who hoped to have their local saints recognized and commemorated in 

Constantinople and in the mainstream Byzantine liturgy. Given the balance of political and 

religious power in the time of Byzantine reconquest, memory tended to flow in one direction 

only. The gradual adoption of the Constantinopolitan rite in the medieval and early modern 

periods dealt an ultimately fatal blow to whatever remaining place Christopher may have had 

within the memory of the general Christian population. 

Even in the scholarly and ecclesiastical world that might have preserved a more detailed 

textual account such as that found in the Life of Christopher, the Greek version of the Life was 

entirely lost and the Arabic was reduced to two—and now, possibly, only one—manuscripts in 

Middle Eastern monastic libraries. We could speculate that one reason for the disappearance of 

the Greek version was its unflattering depiction of the Byzantine Empire in comparison to the 

Ḥamdānid emirate of Sayf al-Dawla, but there is no way to be sure. As the Life of Timothy 

argues, perhaps the odds were against it from the beginning. 

While early modern Syrian Christians such as Makarios, his son Paul, and Michael 

Burayk tried to preserve Christopher’s memory by including him in their histories and copying 

his Life, much had already disappeared, and the tide could not be turned. His body must have 

been lost no later than the time of the First Crusade. Other than the few obscure manuscripts that 

mention him, the only remaining memory of Christopher was the inscription at Qal‘at Sim‘ān, 

itself hardly a place of living memory mere decades after the patriarch’s brief residence there.5 

 
5 Biscop, Jean-Luc, “The ‘Kastron’ of Qal‘at Sim‘ān,” in Muslim Military Architecture in Greater Syria: 

From the Coming of Islam to the Ottoman Period, ed. Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 83. 
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With the monastery of the Stylite abandoned in the wake of tenth- and eleventh-century battles, it 

became a place of past stories, without a living community of monks to bear witness to the name 

of Christopher etched on their stones. Christopher was, for the most part, a forgotten saint. 

In the interest of remembering stories that have often been forgotten, this dissertation has 

re-examined the life and death of Christopher in the light of what we know about the various 

extant sources for his memory. Should the project continue, there are several threads that could 

be studied further, threads that time has not permitted me to address here. These suggestions for 

future research would also enable us to place the memories of Christopher into a larger context 

and thus broaden our understanding of the medieval Byzantine frontier and the perennial themes 

to which the study of this history can speak. 

First, further study is needed regarding the relationship of the Life of Christopher to other 

hagiographies of this time and region. I have begun this effort in the foregoing chapters, but there 

are more directions to go. I have already discussed the Life of Timothy of Kākhushtā and briefly 

mentioned the Life of Theodore of Edessa, and more could certainly be suggested. The Life of 

Theodore, in particular, is appealing as a potential contrast to the message conveyed by the Life 

of Christopher. While its authorship, original language, and date of composition have long been 

disputed, Robert Volk has shown that it was almost certainly composed in Greek at Mount 

Athos, and was soon translated into Arabic in the context of the tenth-century Byzantine 

conquests in Syria.6 In fact, Sidney Griffith and other scholars argue that “the work was written 

for apologetical purposes, as part of a propaganda campaign to go along with the Byzantine 

 
6 Robert Volk, Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos VI/1: Historia animae utilis de Barlaam et 

Ioasaph (spuria) (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009), 81-95. 
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reconquest of parts of Syria.”7 This would make it a nearly perfect counterpoint to the Life of 

Christopher, and this battle of imperial and anti-imperial propaganda deserves to be investigated. 

It is noteworthy that the Life of Theodore exists in far more copies today than its counterpart, 

testifying to the reach and impact of imperial power. 

Another point of comparison is Ibrāhīm’s much more famous successor in the Antiochian 

translation movement, ‘Abd Allāh b. al-Faḍl al-Anṭākī. In the words of Venance Grumel, “a 

certain local patriotism within or beside the patriotism of the empire, and a certain particularist 

spirit” marked the atmosphere in eleventh-century Antioch, and Ibn al-Faḍl was informed by this 

spirit just as Ibrāhīm had been before him.8 A thorough assessment of Ibn al-Faḍl’s extant 

corpus, much more extensive than Ibrāhīm’s, will allow us to see the ways that his work 

participates in Antiochian opposition to Byzantine rule or counteracts it. We have already seen 

how translation from Greek became a double-edged sword in this period, both enabling 

Arabophone Syrians to access the early Christian heritage and facilitating the imposition of the 

Byzantine rite and other imperial elements—first in Syriac, but later in Arabic. Ibn al-Faḍl must 

have been aware of these tensions, and a full exploration of his work through this lens will no 

doubt be rewarding.9 

In terms of larger themes, this study has contributed to the rising theoretical discourses on 

place and on collective memory, and further application of these theories to premodern texts will 

be beneficial. We have already seen the insights arising from the collision of the Life of 

 
7 Sidney H. Griffith, “The Life of Theodore of Edessa: History, Hagiography, and Religious Apologetics in 

Mar Saba Monastery in Early Abbasid Times,” in The Sabaite Heritage in the Orthodox Church from the Fifth 

Century to the Present, ed. Joseph Patrich (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2001), 154-155. 
8 V. Grumel, “Le patriarcat et les patriarches d’Antioche sous la seconde domination byzantine,” Echos 

d’orient 33 (1934): 129. See also Joseph Nasrallah, “‘Abdallah Ibn al-Fadl,” Proche-Orient chrétien 33 (1983): 144. 
9 Alexandre Roberts has recently written his dissertation on the topic of Ibn al-Faḍl—soon to be published 

under the title of Reason and Revelation in Byzantine Antioch—and addresses such issues. Unfortunately, I have not 

been able to consult the dissertation in time for the submission of this project. 
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Christopher with Massey’s concept of place, for example, and such an approach could be taken 

to similar texts. In the light of the comparisons and connections mentioned above, a fuller picture 

of the dynamics of place and memory in the medieval Byzantine period is sure to develop. These 

perspectives will help us to understand our own world in greater depth. 

Christopher’s memory has taken many twists and turns, and this study is ultimately just 

one more. Just as we have explored the interests and goals of those who preserved his memory 

before, I have written in ways that betray the interests of my own networks today. As scholars, 

we hope to understand how inclusive communities have been created and sustained through the 

cultivation of certain kinds of collective memory, and a contained corpus of texts such as those 

that discuss Christopher provides an ideal case study. This dissertation contributes to the fields of 

religious studies and history by pointing to an episode that has been little studied and considering 

it in the light of current theory. 

Furthermore, this study speaks to the history of Christians and Muslims in the Middle 

East in a new way. Some scholars have viewed Chalcedonian Christians under Islamic rule as 

little more than temporarily embarrassed Byzantines, and indeed this was a common way to view 

them in the early Islamic period as well. They were often called al-Rūm—Romans—not to 

mention their traditional pejorative nickname of “Melkites,” the people of the king. They were 

frequently treated more severely than other Christians due to suspicion of their potential loyalty 

to the emperor.10 Yet the story of Christopher shows that when political conditions were right, 

Chalcedonian Christians could be found among the most valued and trusted supporters of their 

Muslim authorities. Even more importantly, Chalcedonian authors like Ibrāhīm could describe 

 
10 For one example of the Chalcedonians being treated as a potential fifth column, see the catholicos 

controversy of the early tenth century: Ken Parry, “Byzantine-Rite Christians (Melkites) in Central Asia in Late 

Antiquity and the Middle Ages,” Modern Greek Studies (Australia and New Zealand) (2012): 98. 



285 

 

the benefits of past Muslim rule in a context where we might expect to find him extolling the 

blessings of life under Chalcedonian Christian imperial authority. Despite their historic ties to the 

Empire, three centuries of independent development meant that not all “Melkites” rushed back to 

Constantinople with open arms.11 

Ibrāhīm b. Yūḥannā, writing in his old age, hoped that Christopher would be remembered 

and that his memory would shape a better Antioch in the years and centuries to come. Perhaps 

regretting much of his own life experience, Ibrāhīm told the story in a way that would encourage 

its readers and hearers to do things differently. His Life of Christopher challenges the Empire to 

govern as effectively and generously as a Muslim emir, allowing Antioch to live autonomously 

and to help its subordinate religious groups thrive instead of expelling them. It also challenges 

the Antiochian populace to reject the venom of envy (samm al-ḥasad) and live up to the example 

set by Christopher’s Muslim neighbor and friend, Ibn Abī ‘Amr. The Life, in its ethical preface 

and throughout its text, holds out the possibility that a person—or a community—can change for 

the better. This is a hint of Ibrāhīm’s purpose in writing: not only to show his own desire to 

change, but to reshape the collective memory of his home city, the City of God, in such a way 

that it too will create a better future. Martyr and mentor, Christopher represented many causes to 

many people, but to Ibrāhīm he represented a life of asceticism and pluralism that could call the 

imperial project to change its ways.

 
11 This adds to what Griffith has already argued about the unique identity of Arabic-language 

Chalcedonians; see Sidney H. Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the 

World of Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 139; Sidney H. Griffith, “The Church of Jerusalem 

and the ‘Melkites’: The Making of an ‘Arab Orthodox’ Christian Identity in the World of Islam (750-1050 CE),” in 

Christians and Christianity in the Holy Land: From the Origins to the Latin Kingdoms, ed. Ora Limor and Guy G. 

Stroumsa (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2006), 175-204. 
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APPENDIX: AN ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF THE LIFE OF CHRISTOPHER 

[111v]1 In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, the one God. The 23rd 

day of May. The story of the Life of the patriarch of Antioch, the martyr Christopher, and his 

martyrdom there. Ibrāhīm b. Yuḥannā, the royal2 Prōtospathários there, composed it in Greek, 

then translated it also into Arabic. May God benefit us by it, amen. 

Nature and all things that accord with the divine image [ṣūra]3 are among the deeds of 

God (blessed be the remembrance of him). As for sin and all things that diverge from the outlines 

of that image [ṣūra], they are among the deeds of the Evil One. 

And as for our own deeds, we say first that they are among the deeds of God, because 

everything recognizes that he (exalted be his name) created all things that exist out of nothing 

that existed, and ennobled humans by his own hand when he created them in his image [ṣūra]. 

But we say secondly that they are among the deeds of Iblīs, because he envied our father Adam 

for the nobility that he had attained, so he deceived and misled him with the hope of divinization 

and caused [aṣāra] him to sink and fall away from the natural virtues and outstanding traits of 

the image [ṣūra] upon which he was formed [ṣawwara]. Thus [112r] it became [ṣāra] a virtue to 

establish our nature upon its original foundation and basis and to bring to an end our separation 

from the center of the image [ṣūra], and it became [ṣārat] the opposite—a vice—to remove 

ourselves from the duties of our nature, to turn away from its original basis in any direction at all, 

 
1 S=Sinai Arabic 405 (1334). Z=Habib Zayat’s text, published from a 17th-century manuscript whose 

whereabouts are now unknown; see Habib Zayat, “Vie du patriarche melkite d'Antioche Christophore (†967) par le 

protospathaire Ibrahîm b. Yuhanna: Document inédit du Xe siècle,” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 11-38, 333-

366. Folio numbers in brackets refer to S. Red text at the beginning reflects the red text of the heading in S. 
2 “Royal” (malakī) could also be translated “Melkite” in a reference to Ibrāhīm’s Christological affiliation. 

However, compare British Library Or. 8607, f. 28b, where an Abraham (possibly this author) is described as “the 

king’s scribe,” kātūbā d-malkā. See Sebastian Brock, “Syriac Manuscripts Copied on the Black Mountain, near 

Antioch,” in Lingua restituta orientalis, ed. Regine Schulz and Manfred Görg (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 

1990), 62, 66-67. 
3 The preface uses the ṣ-w-r and ṣ-y-r roots as a running motif. Throughout the preface, I have noted all 

occurrences of these roots in brackets to emphasize this point. 
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to abandon the confines of the image [ṣūra] upon which we were formed [ṣawwarat], and to turn 

our faces toward its opposite. 

Thus the prophet’s saying, “I will judge you according to what I find you doing at the 

end,”4 became [ṣāra] necessary. By my life, this is one of the most necessary and important of all 

things! For God (blessed be his name), who is the first good, made us and created us to do good, 

so that good might be our goal and our intention. After we have deviated from it, we return to it, 

so that we might begin [naṣīr] to ascend toward it after turning away from it, because the only 

thing that prevents us from doing so is not God (powerful and great), but our own will. How, 

then, is this saying not necessary? So if it is necessary that he will judge us according to what we 

are found doing at the end of our days, then we too should picture [ṣurnā] all those whom we see 

according to their image [ṣūra min al-ṣuwar] at the end of their days, whether they have been 

good and righteous or have returned to goodness and righteousness after straying far from them. 

If they have returned, we must praise and commend them, because we know that although 

nothing prevented them, they turned toward this image [ṣūra] freely, without anything hindering 

them. They will attain the farthest-reaching good and the longest-lasting tradition. 

When we find someone who first made a mistake, then apologized for it, it is no 

embarrassment to praise and exalt them on account of what they became afterward. So it is 

necessary for the “chosen vessel,”5 despite his previous [112v] acts of persecution, to be highly 

praised, since his struggle6 ended on the side of truth. Likewise Matthew, because he became 

[ṣāra] an evangelist after collecting taxes.7 So if anyone is like these two, who first went one 

way, but afterward returned to virtue, it is necessary for them to be praised, since they returned 

 
4 Ezekiel 7:3? 
5 Saul/Paul; Acts 9:15. 
6 Jihād. 
7 Cf. Matthew 9:9. 
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afterward. And if this is true of those who were in error before, what can we say about one who 

was not in error before, but was rather in the middle rank of people, between those who were 

polluted (voluntarily or involuntarily) and those who were higher than everything we have said? 

The person whose image [ṣūra] this is must certainly be considered virtuous and placed among 

those for whom abundant praise is necessary. 

 

I. The Early Years 

One person whom we know to be in this image [ṣūra] is Christopher, [the blessed, 

fortunate one,]8 the great patriarch and the noble martyr, [as a result of the payments he received 

before, when he was a secretary.]9 He was great in endurance in his later struggle10 and devotion, 

though he did not have an earlier custom or precedent of religious exercise. He had a powerful 

passion and zeal for even the smallest good works and later had an even greater passion for 

speaking the truth boldly. 

 His homeland was the City of Peace, Baghdad, which the early children of Hagar 

substituted for the city of Ctesiphon as the city of their rule, the land of their sciences and their 

pure language. As for his parents, I am unaware what their image was like, but in any case they 

must have been prominent and important, because they were the parents of someone like him. 

And the period of his education in his own city was brief, only as much as he needed to become 

well-educated11 in the elementary sciences, then to master what he could of eloquent speech, and 

beyond that to master the production of handwriting. For when he wrote, no [113r] one could 

decide which was more perfect in his calligraphy: its beauty or its speed. For these two qualities 

 
8 Omitted in S. The text of Z begins here. 
9 Omitted in Z. 
10 Jihād. 
11 Ta’addub. 
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had never been equally present in a single person. In him, not only were they equal, but everyone 

who saw him thought that they were competing and striving for precedence over each other. 

For this reason, and due to his virtue that we have mentioned—or rather, due to the 

concern of divine providence for the see of the Head of the Apostles12 that is here with us—it 

was not possible for him to dwell in his homeland for long. But when he had become as well-

educated as he could, as we have mentioned, he imitated the chosen father13 who had migrated 

from those regions; he too migrated, because he too was going to become the great father of a 

multitude. He migrated from the land of the Chaldeans to the land of the Syrians. And by “the 

land of the Syrians,” I do not mean “the land of the Canaanites,” which is now the land of 

Palestine, but I mean the town near us, not far away—the town of Aleppo. The management of 

all of this was with God, who lays the foundations14 of things in advance, so that at last they 

come to a praiseworthy end from which all people can benefit. So he (great and powerful) 

continuously makes small things the prologue to great things that do not occur to the mind 

beforehand. 

In this case, Ibn Ḥamdān, whose surname was Sayf al-Dawla and whose renown was 

great, was important at that time and had a powerful influence in this region. He showed concern 

for every virtuous person who had nobility and high ambition, so he was [like a magnetic stone 

whose goodness attracted]15 people from [113v] all other countries. Therefore, the one who had 

imitated the ancient father in his migration headed in his direction. His name was originally 

‘Īsā,16 and he was going to become what he had been named—or rather, what he was going to be 

 
12 Ra’s al-salīḥiyyīn, i.e. Peter, whose first see was in Antioch. 
13 Abram/Abraham, whose two names mean “great (or high) father” and “father of a multitude,” 

respectively; cf. Genesis 11:31-12:9; 17:5. 
14 S: Mabādi’an. Z: “a herald” [munādiyan]. 
15 Lacuna in Z. 
16 The typically Muslim name for Jesus (the typically Christian name is Yasū‘). Z adds: “because he was 

going to become a patriarch like Abraham, though he did not know it. But he was later named Christopher.” 
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named came first, so he was named it.17 And just as he had put on Christ in baptism,18 so he 

would also put him on in his blood. 

‘Alī b. Ḥamdān handed him over to one of the great emirs of the wilderness, named 

Khalīfa b. Jundī, whose emirate was in the area of Shayzar. So ‘Īsā was with him,19 and all of his 

affairs were handed over to him. 

 

II. The Christians of Iraq and Central Asia 

He was not known among the Antiochians at first; no one had heard of him or his 

description, but afterward he became known due to what we are about to discuss. Ctesiphon, 

which we have mentioned, was large and greatly renowned, because it was the frontier and 

boundary of the kingdom of the Persians. And there was a community of Christians20 there 

whose pastor was not called21 a metropolitan, because the rank of metropolitan was not sufficient 

to shepherd such a large group throughout all the countries of Persia and to hand over their 

affairs to bishops alone. For they were also nearly too few, but the situation called for numerous 

bishops, so numerous that it was not possible for one metropolitan to name and ordain22 them, so 

the situation necessarily called for numerous metropolitans. Moreover, those regions were 

distant, far from our23 city that is called by the name of God,24 and the place was in the kingdom 

 
17 This sentence is confusing, and quite different in the two manuscripts. It seems, however, that the idea is 

that Christopher is going to live up to his name by becoming a bearer of Christ. The second part of the sentence 

suggests a correction to the first: he was already a bearer of Christ, and that was why he chose the name Christopher 

when he became patriarch. This assumes a knowledge among the audience that the Greek name Christopher means 

“bearer of Christ.” 
18 Cf. Galatians 3:27. 
19 Z: “was grieved.” 
20 Naṣārā. 
21 Z: “was especially.” 
22 Yusharṭin. 
23 Z: “his.” 
24 A reference to Antioch’s Greek title of Theoú Pólis, or “City of God.” 
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of the Persians, which meant that at most times, they were forbidden to travel to [114r] Antioch 

so that a metropolitan could be appointed for every place. 

There was already another policy among the ancients for this situation, the likes of which 

had been used for different nations and distant places, such as the land of the Georgians,25 the 

Abkhaz, and the Bulgars26: a person would be ordained27 whose authority would be greater than 

the authority of a metropolitan, and he would be called a catholicos, as they were called in those 

places that we mentioned. Our predecessors followed this custom, and the leader of our city 

ordained a catholicos for the city of Ctesiphon. 

When the Hagarenes28 built the City of Peace, which is Baghdad, they wanted to move29 

the Christians away from its vicinity, so they moved them to a land distant from the lands of the 

Persians, called Shash,30 and sent the catholicos into exile there along with his exiled 

companions. That relocated tribe was called “the community of the Romans,” and by necessity 

their group was called by this name.31 

So the residence of the catholicos was in Shash for some time, and no one challenged or 

disputed it. But when a group of Roman prisoners began to accumulate and some of them 

obtained their freedom, then32 a dispute began between the two sides. The group of Christians 

gathered in Baghdad said, “The catholicos belongs to us, and we are more deserving of him, 

 
25 Z: al-Khazarān. There is no known catholicate among the Khazars, and Marius Canard suggests that 

Ibrāhīm intends Jurzān, the Georgians. This seems to be the reading in S, though it could also be read as Khurzān; 

see M. Canard, “Une vie du patriarche melkite d’Antioche, Christophore († 967),” Byzantion 23 (1953): 562. 
26 S: al-Burghar. 
27 Yusām. 
28 Z: “children of Hagar.” 
29 Z: “arrest.” 
30 Now part of Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 
31 Apparently a reference to Rōmagird (Persian)/Rhōmagyris (Greek), the name of this Christian colony in 

Central Asia. The etymology of the name is disputed, and difficult to reconcile with Ibrāhīm’s jamā‘at al-Rūm; see 

Néophyte Edelby, “Note sur la catholicosat de Romagyris,” Proche-Orient chrétien 2 (1952): 40; Canard, “Vie,” 

563. 
32 Z: “them followed, the evil of.” 
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because his residence was in Ctesiphon, and Ctesiphon is in our neighboring area, near us.” And 

the people in Shash said, “We are the people of that place, who were moved from there to here 

with the catholicos of all the East, and as a person is nobler than any piece of land, it is necessary 

for us to have the catholicos, who moved here with us. We have precedence, if we must speak 

about what is appropriate, and it is more proper [114v] for us than for you, because you ask that 

you should have precedence on account of nothing but stones and dust.” 

While the quarrel between the two sides was in this condition, it happened that the 

current catholicos died, and there was need for another person after him to carry out the ministry 

of the priesthood there. Due to the need for such a person, three emissaries came to the city of 

Antioch from Romagird requesting the ordination of a catholicos. One was a priest and the other 

two were deacons. I, the speaker and writer, saw them—while still a boy—residing in our church 

and saying that they would not return until they were heard and allowed to take the catholicos 

whom they had come from the end of the earth to request. And the aforementioned ‘Īsā heard of 

their coming, and he was not pleased with the goal for which they had come, [because he was a 

Baghdadi and one of their opponents on the topic of the catholicos—in fact, the leader of that 

side. Taking care to put an end to their goal,]33 he did not delay or rest, but left behind the service 

he had and took up the pain of the journey to Antioch to drive them away from their goal. 

Moreover, there was no one who appointed him to do this, but he took up the cause of his own 

accord, simply out of zeal for his homeland. 

At that time, the one entrusted with the administration of our town named for God was 

the late Agapios34 b. Qa‘barūn, who managed the patriarchate before him. So the dispute, 

discussion, and quarrel over the installation of the catholicos took place in his presence, and the 

 
33 Omitted in S. 
34 S: “Agathon.” This is Agapios I (patr. 953-959). 
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aforementioned ‘Īsā fiercely contended for the people of his country, presenting their arguments 

and seeking victory for them: to bring the catholicos to their city, which is the City of Peace and 

the replacement for Ctesiphon. [115r] The ruling patriarch seemed35 not to be swayed by what 

‘Īsā was requesting, but he recoiled from the power that he had at that time and was ashamed to 

face him, so he left the matter hanging.36 ‘Īsā was then satisfied and departed, but he had shown 

the Antiochians that he was a man of great endurance and that he had a fierce zeal for the affairs 

of the Church. 

 

III. His Election to the Patriarchate 

It was only a little later that the patriarch died, and it became the concern of the 

Antiochians to choose a patriarch and pastor to succeed him. For here, the choice did not belong 

to metropolitans and bishops—who care about nothing except what will improve their own 

situation, and do not care about what improves the situation of the masses—as is the custom in 

other places. But here, the choice was available to everyone whom this issue affected, and so 

commoners and elites alike cared about it and had a choice in it. If one considers the meaning37 

of choice, they will find the pattern used here to be unspoiled by personal desires, and therefore 

also pleasing to God. 

When the Antiochians set about doing this, a group of them spoke at length about 

choosing one person or another. But they did not find anyone more agreeable to them or more 

suitable for their see than ‘Īsā. So when their community agreed to choose him, they brought 

their request to Sayf al-Dawla, because he was in command of these regions. He was pleased 

 
35 Z: “patriarch before him was.” 
36 Z: “he closed the matter.” 
37 Z: “mind.” 
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with their position, because he was partial and favorable toward ‘Īsā. But he had no way to 

approve their choice, because he was wary of the impudence of the desert Arab38 whom he was 

serving, [115v] a man of great ruggedness, boldness, and audacity. He had no doubt that the man 

would fight to keep ‘Īsā, his secretary at that time. 

It was good fortune from God, who (blessed be his name) willed for such a man to 

become patriarch here, that that Qarmaṭī Bedouin39 traveled with Sayf al-Dawla on one of his 

raids.40 His horse threw41 him from Ṣārikha42 Bridge and he drowned in the Halys43 River. Then 

Sayf al-Dawla gave permission for the selection of ‘Īsā, and the chosen one was then quickly 

elevated to the exalted and God-honored see of the Head of the Apostles, and he received 

ordination from the metropolitans, as is required. The ordination was splendid and dignified, and 

he took the name Christopher, [as was necessary,]44 for it was obvious from his actions that he 

bore all goodness within his breast—to speak more precisely, we could say that he bore Christ 

within his heart. 

 

 

 
38 A‘rābī. 
39 Badawī. The Qarmaṭīs were an apocalyptic revolutionary branch of Ismā‘īlī Shī‘ī Islam (at some points 

also closely associated with Zoroastrianism) who gained numerous adherents in Syria, among other regions, in the 

early tenth century. The movement lost much of its appeal, however, after the infamous, bloody Qarmaṭī raid on 

Mecca during the ḥajj season of 930. At this point, numerous Qarmaṭīs entered the service of Sunnī rulers, including 

the Ḥamdānids. See Marius Canard, Histoire de la dynastie des H’amdanides de Jazîra et de Syrie (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1953), 1:315-318, 602-606, 632-634. 
40 Ghazawāt. 
41 S: “slipped with.” 
42 Z: “Mārikha.” 
43 S: “al-Lasan.” Z: “al-Sinn.” As Canard notes, this is a slightly garbled reference to the Halys (Arabic 

“Alis”), now the Kızılırmak in northern Turkey. Ṣārikha appears in Byzantine and Muslim sources as well, and 

Canard writes that this text allows us to place it precisely on the Halys, “without doubt upstream from Sivas.” Zayat, 

on the other hand, takes “al-Sinn” as the correct term and places it on the Tigris. The connection to Ṣārikha (as it 

appears in S, though it is misspelled in Z) makes Canard’s reading more likely. See Canard, “Vie,” 567; Zayat, 

“Vie,” 26. 
44 Omitted in Z. 
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IV. His Asceticism and Piety 

From this point he45 led him away from the path of [ease,]46 although his life of luxury 

had simply been another rough and difficult path. For although he had not become a monk, he 

exceeded all monks in his practices—that is, after his ordination, he tasted nothing of meat. 

Because he had no previous custom of following the monastic lifestyle, he was [not]47 satisfied 

with the things that his monastic predecessors had done, whether in fasting or vigils or rising for 

prayer. Rather, he exceeded and surpassed them in all of these things. He fasted every day from 

nighttime to nighttime, from the beginning of the year to the end, for from the time when he 

became patriarch, there was not a single day when he ate a bite of food before evening. Nor was 

he concerned with different types [116r] of food, but he made no distinctions among the things 

he ate, and his table was spread in whatever way, often without eggs or fish or any fine thing. His 

drinking did not go to excess, but included little wine and plenty of water. 

As for his rising [for prayer,]48 on ordinary days it included a large portion of the night, 

long before dawn.49 On Sundays, it was from the evening before Sunday until the morning. The 

priests took his vigils as a model, on account of the great love that he had for God and the 

greatness of his soul. And often he would not leave his rising for a long time, so that I even saw 

him nearly fall to the ground on numerous occasions, due to the intensity of the standing. 

We have mentioned a few things on this topic to show the difficulty of the life that he led, 

in which he had no prior experience. Anyone who has experienced this or has been told about it 

 
45 That is, Christ. 
46 Lacuna in Z. 
47 Omitted in S. 
48 Omitted in S. 
49 Fajr. 
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will surely know [the difficulty of]50 this path and intention51 for a man who was raised in 

luxury. 

 

V. The Catholicos Issue 

At this point, the normal way of speaking is for the discussion to turn to what he did after 

his ordination. Necessity called for the ordination of bishops for the sees that were vacant. Which 

sees did he turn to first? He did not turn somewhere uncontested, nor to another see in which he 

had no history of opposition or favoritism or contention, but to the two sees in which he had 

defended one and opposed the other. His concern for them was not the same as it had been at 

first, partial and headstrong. Rather, when he realized within himself that he had previously done 

either more or less than what was appropriate, as a result of [116v] his favoritism and opposition, 

he decided to confront the aspects of the situation that he had previously ignored and to reform 

both his own intention and the affairs that were now under his control, even reforming his own 

beliefs. 

In any case, he approached the situation with a just balance,52 but also with wisdom and 

kindness. So he weighed the ordination on this balance and created two catholicoi: one for the 

City of Peace, his homeland, who was a man of Aleppo named Mājid,53 and the other a man of 

Antioch named Eutykhios, for Romagird (which he had opposed). What person will not praise 

him for this kind and correct54 policy that led to peace and harmony? For he did not wrong his 

 
50 Omitted in Z. 
51 S: “dimension.” 
52 Z: “he was distinguished in treating the situation.” 
53 S: “David.” Tūmā Bīṭār suggests that Mājid might be the author of a tenth-century Arabic commentary 

on the Nicene Creed, though the evidence is limited. See Tūmā Bīṭār, Al-Qiddīsīn al-mansiyyūn fī al-turāth al-

Anṭākī (Duma, Lebanon: ‘Ā’ilat al-Thālūth al-Quddūs, 1995), 385-386. 
54 S: “harsh.” 
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own city, but he also looked well upon the other, and he gave them55 harmony of souls and 

removed them from discord and contention. 

 

VI. Other Vacant Sees 

But did he then lie down on the issue of the other vacant sees? When he looked into the 

issue, did he consider bribes or intercessions, or a ruler’s pleasure, or the terror of a powerful 

person’s frown? No! On the contrary, when he saw that the delegation from the city requesting a 

bishop had mentioned someone worthy of ordination, and that person was pleasing to God and to 

him, he would lay his hands upon him immediately and confirm him, being pleased with what 

pleased them and yielding to their request. Or if he was not pleased with that person, he would 

choose someone else with whom they were also pleased, and would lay his hands upon him with 

the consent of the [following]56 synod. There was no delay, because the metropolitans who were 

before him could see that his mind was judicious, [his determination was strong, no favoritism 

affected him, and he did not desire gifts or bribes. So how could they contradict him in anything 

he intended?]57 

 

VII. Church Administration 

[117r] He had a strong determination, a great heart, and a zeal to beautify the Church and 

to reform its affairs. He fought for it and defended it, never being moved or turned back. It 

should not be a problem for us to mention here an account as proof. There was a priest, a 

physician, who committed a small fault, so the blessed father restrained him and prohibited him 

 
55 Z: “and it was necessary for them not to be seduced away from.” 
56 Lacuna in Z. 
57 Repeated in S. 
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from exercising the priesthood for some time. This priest was serving one of the Ḥamdānid 

emirs—a fierce tyrant, generally obedient to no one, not even Ibn Ḥamdān. He asked him to 

intercede with the patriarch to secure his release and the cancellation of his suspension. His 

intercession came without delay, because he believed that no one—not even one of the most 

powerful Muslims—would dare to disobey him. So how could the patriarch,58 especially as he 

was a [Christian]59 dhimmī? 

Therefore he addressed the patriarch gladly, saying, “Whatever sin was committed by my 

doctor, the priest, transfer his offense to me, O patriarch, and forgive him.” He answered him, 

saying, “That is not possible for me, O my lord the emir.” He sent back to him, saying in 

response, “O uncircumcised man, don’t you fear me? Yet you dare to tell me ‘that is not possible 

for me’? What could be impossible for you if I have commanded it?” That bold man60 sent back 

to him, saying [in response,]61 “Many [such]62 things are impossible for me, O emir, if they relate 

especially to my religion, my doctrine, and my law.63 For we are in obedience to64 you,65 and in 

other things it is not possible for us [117v] to disobey you. But as for what religion has 

forbidden, when it comes to these things we are prepared to face prison and the blades of 

swords.” So he sent back to him: “At least let me know what is this grave offense that has 

violated your religion.” The disciple of Christ said, “Before this, O emir, the crime was only a 

little one and it would be easy to make satisfaction for it. But now it is great, and it is undesirable 

to forgive it, because he asked you to intercede66—a Muslim, who disagrees with us in 

 
58 Z: “delay, trusting in his kindliness.” 
59 Omitted in Z. 
60 Z: “that speaker.” 
61 Omitted in Z. 
62 Omitted in S. 
63 Dīnī wa-madhhabī wa-nāmūsī. 
64 S: “we do not obey.” 
65 Plural. 
66 Z: “because I find it horrible.” 
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doctrine67—and the truth of this case is no secret,68 since the matter concerns only our Church.” 

The Hagarene answered him, saying, “From now on, be armed to the teeth, and know beyond a 

shadow of a doubt that you are going to die. I would take your head even if it were on the breast 

of the Great Emir.” 

What did this bold man69 do after that? Was he anxious? Did he relent? Did he bend 

over? Did he stop to send a message about it to Ibn Ḥamdān? Absolutely not! Rather, he 

considered all of that to be nothing more than scattered dust, having no importance for him. He 

set out at once for Antioch, [since he was then in Aleppo,]70 and entrusted it to God, his 

defender. Praise God, his aim did not miss the mark.71 And this was the image of his zeal and 

ambition for all that would beautify and adorn the Church.72 

 

VIII. Care for the Poor 

If the way73 of this virtuous man in these things was as we have described, was his image 

in other things the same—the image of one who does not bend over or [yield?]74 No! [How 

would he then have shown by his actions that he was a worthy disciple of Christ,]75 the meek 

lover of humanity, who bends his sympathy76 and inclines his ear to anyone who asks, anyone 

who needs his mercy and compassion? In this other arena,77 who was stronger in compassion 

than Christopher, or more tender [118r] in sympathy for the afflicted, or stronger in mercy for 

 
67 Madhhab. 
68 Z: “case does not occur.” 
69 Z: “this speaker.” 
70 Moved to the end of the sentence in S. 
71 S: “God, he was not harmed in his aim.” 
72 Bī‘a. 
73 Madhhab. 
74 Omitted in S. 
75 Omitted in S. S adds: “not.” 
76 Z: “mind.” 
77 Z: “limit.” 
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those in need, or more abundant in giving to those who were pure? His wealth was not abundant, 

on account of the fact that he was working among the Gentiles,78 and so his revenues were 

diminished. Nevertheless, as far as it was possible for him, he would never cut short his 

generosity, support, care, and giving—not only one time, but many, and not only on occasion, 

but continuously—if possibility allowed him, easy conditions helped him, and difficult 

conditions did not oppose him.79 

Messages were brought to him, and he never failed to read them and to record with his 

own hand that one of those asking80 should be given money,81 another given clothing, another 

food, another drink, and still others similar things. I myself, the composer of this text, saw a 

priest who had brought a story to him, so he brought him into his presence and asked him about 

it, saying, “How many dependents do you have?” He answered him, saying such and such, so he 

said, “Let him be paid this much wheat, this much oil, and this much wine,” enough to last him a 

year. When the priest was beginning to leave, he said to him, “Come back here. Where, O 

unfortunate one, will you get the price of flour or any seasoning? No, pay him this too, whatever 

is enough for him.” The saint did not let him leave until he had taken care of everything that 

would satisfy him for the whole year. 

Furthermore, whenever the story of an imprisoned or unjustly extorted person came to 

him, if it was possible to redeem them with small gifts, he did not hesitate to give and to redeem 

them from whatever was demanded of them. But if there was an intense difficulty, he never 

failed to ride over to the one making the demands, [118v] asking them to forgive whatever they 

 
78 Umam. 
79 Z: “allowed him, he helped humanity and did not oppose his community.” 
80 Z: “of the poor.” 
81 Waraq, i.e. paper money. 
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wanted the person to pay and to make any possible [reduction]82 to the sum. This was the image 

of a new Nicholas83 [among us,]84 passionate in concern for all who were in hardship and need. 

All of this85 is evidence86 of the things he would do of his own accord, and of his generous 

kindness. 

His head, his zenith, the prototype to whom he [adhered and]87 whose likeness he bore—

Christ, the imitation of whom was always in his thoughts,88 whom he desperately wished to 

emulate—was not content to fill the bellies of thousands with a few pieces of bread,89 but his 

pure hands added another satisfying gift90: he washed the feet of his disciples.91 So this disciple 

of his also strove92 not to be satisfied with what we have described in the foregoing discussion, 

but his hands added another service93 for those who were his brothers in their connection to his 

teacher. [That is,]94 there was then in Antioch an intense famine that of necessity affected all the 

people. Therefore Christopher gathered a group of those most severely injured by hunger—the 

elderly, the sick, priests, deacons, young people, and orphans. [He gathered them, organized 

them into schools, and had them sit at tables while he stood, not satisfied simply because they 

had abundant food, but sometimes taking the task into his own hands and serving them drinks, 

 
82 Lacuna in Z. 
83 Fourth-century bishop of Myra, famed for his generous gifts. Inspiration for the modern Santa Claus and 

his counterparts. 
84 Omitted in Z. 
85 Z: “he tore down.” 
86 Z: “in exchange.” 
87 Omitted in Z. 
88 Z: “Christ, by the thought of whom he was always supported.” 
89 S: “few good things.” 
90 S: “other treatments.” 
91 Cf. John 13:1-20. 
92 Ijtahada. 
93 Z: “civility.” 
94 Omitted in S. 
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one by one. It is thus clear that he was a faithful slave of Christ, imitating him in a way that no 

other could equal.]95 

 

IX. Educational Works 

[Since I have now mentioned young people and orphans,]96 I must explain who these 

young people were. It is clear to me, O reader, that he did [not]97 only extend his soul in love for 

the weak, but also in excellence of mind and in the benevolent administration of everything that 

was for the greater good. He saw the restriction and difficulty of the time, and that for this reason 

people were falling behind in their learning—and not only the poor and those who did not even 

have the most basic types of food,98 but even the notables, the people of esteem, were99 failing in 

it. The [holy]100 Church of God was lacking, and most of the people had no [119r] thought or 

care for learning. 

So he thought of a major program by which his good administration would become clear: 

he chose from among the great people of wealth101 twelve young people, intelligent and 

distinguished, and handed them over to an insightful teacher, [who would teach them]102 the 

ecclesiastical sciences that surpass all others. Then he cast lots to choose other people from 

among the poor, especially orphans whose situation was bad103—they numbered 150 young 

people—and handed them over to [three]104 teachers who would teach each one whatever they 

 
95 Omitted in S. This lengthy variant is likely an accidental omission in S due to the repetition of “young 

people and orphans.” 
96 Omitted in S. 
97 Omitted in S. 
98 Z: “need.” 
99 S: “time.” 
100 Omitted in Z. 
101 S: “circumstance.” 
102 Omitted in Z. 
103 Z: “was like theirs.” 
104 Omitted in Z. 
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were able to do skillfully.105 He directed that three large kettles106 full of food should be cooked 

every day, that each of the kettles should be taken to one of the schools, and that every one of the 

young people should be given whatever was enough for them, along with however much bread107 

they needed. It must be recognized how many benefits he brought together here, including three 

major ones: first, [giving]108 food that the eater did not have to labor for; second, education for 

which no price or payment is taken; third, noble service to the Church.109 These are all among his 

deeds in this area. 

 

X. Defending the Faith 

An even greater help for the poor and support for the faith was added to this. The 

Hagarenes extract a tax110 from all Christians in their countries, which we call the “head tax,”111 

but they call the “quittance,”112 because it acquits those who pay it of any damages or 

prosecution. None of the Christians who live there can escape113 from paying it, because 

whoever does not pay it is led without a choice into the religion of Islam. An amazing and 

lamentable spectacle can be seen there among those who are afflicted by it. Some Christians pay 

the quittance with a righteous intention, if they can, and consider [119v] it a charitable gift and a 

good deed, because it is something they pay on account of their religion. But other people are 

oppressed by it because they are impoverished. Thus the strongest of them in religion is not the 

 
105 Z: “to use.” 
106 S: Marājil. Z: Mawājil. The same later in the sentence. 
107 S: “good.” 
108 Omitted in S. 
109 Bī‘a. 
110 Jizya. 
111 Jizyat al-ru’ūs. 
112 Barā’a. 
113 Z: “opposite.” 
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one who hesitates to pay what they can, but rather the one who [gives to]114 assist the weaker 

person with whatever is demanded of them. 

When Christopher, who held Christ within his breast, saw the harshness of these things, 

giving was not enough for him,115 and he was not satisfied with making additions to people’s 

quittance payments,116 but he went beyond that and paid from his own wealth the entire quittance 

of those who could not pay.117 However, his wealth was wearing out and it was not118 easy for 

him to do these things in the way that he believed he should, because he did not have abundant 

revenues. So how do you think he approached this issue? With a precise care to imitate John the 

Merciful,119 master of the city of Alexandria. He was happy to ask the emir, Sayf al-Dawla, to 

help him in his love for the poor, and he did not reject him, because he was generous in nature 

and he was [especially,]120 intensely favorable to the patriarch. He ordered the tax121 collectors to 

forgive 10,000 dirhams for him every year, and he122 would write messages to them on behalf of 

whomever he wished to help. So he might write forgiving the entire quittance for one person, and 

write for another forgiving half123 of what was asked of them. Thus not a single Christian went 

over to the religion of Islam during his time. 

In this way the patriarch received—along with rewards from God—a strong welcome124 

from Sayf al-Dawla the emir, and also favor from the same Sayf al-Dawla. For this is part of 

human nature: not only does the one for whom good is done trust in the patronage of their 

 
114 Omitted in Z. 
115 Z: “he did not hem the gift.” 
116 S: “wilderness.” 
117 Z: “quittance when he could.” 
118 S: “When everything was.” 
119 John V, Chalcedonian patriarch of Alexandria 606-616, known for his almsgiving. 
120 Omitted in S. 
121 Z: Barā’a. S: Kharāj. 
122 I.e. Christopher. 
123 Z: “some.” 
124 S: “saying.” 
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benefactor, [120r] but the benefactor also adds to125 the benefits given to them. The beneficiary 

derives benefits from patronage, but then the benefactor also wishes to give them still more126 

benefits, going to great lengths in both quantity and duration—especially if they have goodness 

in their nature—so that their previous benefaction will not be made futile by their miserliness. 

 

XI. Loyalty to Sayf al-Dawla 

Thus when intense opposition and rebellion broke out against Sayf al-Dawla and 

persisted for a long period of time, the patriarch alone maintained a distance from it and did not 

enter into the group of Antiochians who were rebelling against him. He did not even wish to 

speak to any of the insurgents. 

Now, the reason for this rebellion is that the blessed King Nikephoros127 took possession 

of the border country,128 most of it by violence and war. He took Tarsus alone129 by a treaty of 

safe conduct, for hunger had debilitated130 its people, and they had reached a [disastrous]131 state, 

inadequate for war.132 At the time, Sayf al-Dawla was suffering from paralysis133 in 

Mayyafariqin.134 As for the people of Tarsus, they came to the city of Antioch with their wives135 

and children. The Hagarenes of Antioch were also concerned for themselves, so they went to Ibn 

 
125 Z: “benefactor’s opinion is also.” 
126 Z: “to inherit.” 
127 Nikephoros II (r. 963-969). 
128 Balad al-thaghr. Zayat translates this phrase as des villes du littoral, another potential (especially 

modern) meaning of thaghr, but it seems more likely that this is a reference to the Islamic geographical concept of 

al-Thughūr, the border fortresses on the front lines of Muslim-ruled territory, especially on the Byzantine border. 
129 Amān. Z: “violence, and destroyed Tarsus and took it.” 
130 S: “ravished.” 
131 Omitted in S. 
132 Z: “state beyond description.” 
133 Aflaja. The primary meaning of this word is “to be victorious,” but the context (along with other 

historical sources) makes it clear that Sayf al-Dawla was suffering from paralysis, or fālij. 
134 Modern Silvan, Turkey. 
135 S: “young people.” 
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al-Zayyāt,136 their governor,137 asking and begging him to stay with them and manage their 

affairs, since things were falling apart [and becoming fragile.]138 When [Ibn al-Zayyāt]139 saw 

that things were in such a state, he became worried about King Nikephoros. He loathed the idea 

and absolutely refused to stay. 

The fear of the Antiochians increased as a result of his refusal, which drove them to seek 

out Rashīq,140 Ibn al-Zayyāt’s141 second-in-command. They asked him the same thing they had 

requested of the other, and he responded positively, but indicated that they should submit to King 

Nikephoros and yield to his rule. He reminded them [120v] that this was the way of prosperity142 

and that they would never attain the perfect calm and tranquility that they desired if they did not 

obey him. They accepted his counsel and sent messengers to the king offering to bring143 money 

and to secure their agreement with pledges. Because the king was resolute and wary of them, he 

responded to the message they had sent, saying, “As for money, I do not accept it because the 

king of the Romans has no need of it, and because the Muslims might give it today and refuse it 

tomorrow. Nor do I accept pledges, because while they have meaning for some people, most do 

not even think about them. I only request one thing, whenever you wish and whenever you 

realize that it is an easy and insignificant thing for you to fulfill.144 That is, I wish to build a 

 
136 Z: “al-Zamān.” 
137 That is, the governor of Tarsus. 
138 Omitted in Z. 
139 Omitted in Z. 
140 Z adds: “al-Nasīmī, who had come from Tarsus and was.” This is the first of the edits that have been 

made to Z in order to bring it in line with the Dhayl of Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd; see Yaḥyā b. Sa‘īd, “Histoire de Yahya-Ibn-

Sa‘ïd d’Antioche: Continuateur de Sa‘ïd-Ibn-Bitriq,” ed. and trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A. Vasiliev, Patrologia 

orientalis 18, no. 5 (1957): 797. 
141 Z: “al-Zamān’s.” 
142 Z: “mistake.” 
143 Z: “obtain.” 
144 S: “agree.” 



307 

 

fortress on a rock formation within your city, in which I will have a stratēgós and a small 

number of others to defend you,145 and by means of them I will conquer.” 

When the Antiochians refused that, Rashīq felt ashamed and thought that he had become 

the very image of a useless person, so he decided to “uncover his head”—as the saying goes—in 

rebellion against Sayf al-Dawla, especially because of his pain146 and inability to move, which 

allowed people to have little regard for him. When Rashīq had made this decision,147 he gathered 

his supporters together, assembled, and headed for the city of Aleppo.148 He took it by force 

without much effort, and began149 to fight against its citadel, and it would not budge. A servant 

of Sayf al-Dawla named Qarghuwayh150 was there, and he would send out men every day to 

fight Rashīq. One of them—it was not clear who—struck him with a spear thrust during the 

battle, [121r] so his death took place there, and when he fell dead, those with him151 fled to 

Antioch. When they reached it, they were concerned for themselves, and they set a member of 

their group at their head and made him their emir.152 They remained firmly committed to their 

[opposition and]153 rebellion. The one who encouraged them in this was a person of Antioch 

 
145 Z: “them.” 
146 S: “paralysis.” 
147 Z: “him. Then a man of Antioch known as al-Ḥasan al-Ahwāzī attached himself to Rashīq and took over 

the management of his affairs with the help of the people of Antioch. He was intense and dynamic, and he gave 

them hope that Sayf al-Dawla would never return to Syria [al-Shām]. Dizbar al-Daylamī and a group of Daylamites 

who were with Qarghuwayh, the servant of Sayf al-Dawla, sought the protection of Rashīq. Rashīq and Ibn al-

Ahwāzī set out.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 797-798. 
148 Z adds: “Many battles took place between him and Qarghuwayh, and.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798. 
149 Z: “looked.” 
150 The spelling of this name is very uncertain. Zayat transliterates it as Qarghoyah, and Canard (Histoire, 

649-651) as Qargawaih. 
151 Z: “citadel for three months and ten days. Afterward Rashīq was killed by a spear thrust that hit him, and 

his companions.” Yaḥyā includes the “three months and ten days” detail, but not the detail about the spear thrust, 

which is probably a summarized form of the S text of Ibrāhīm; see Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798. 
152 Z: “concerned and afraid, and they made Dizbar al-Daylamī their emir and Ibn al-Ahwāzī his manager.” 

See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798. 
153 Omitted in Z. 
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named Ibn al-Ahwāzī, an intense, dynamic, and active person, and he had been the manager of 

their affairs in the time of Rashīq. 

What did the patriarch do during this time of154 chaos in Antioch, which would only lead 

to greater difficulty? His well-managed mind led him to remain firm in the patronage155 of Sayf 

al-Dawla, so he sought refuge at156 the monastery of the holy St. Symeon of Aleppo. For even if 

Sayf al-Dawla was paralyzed at that time, his mind had not completely faded, and his tongue had 

not lost the power of speech. So during the time when the patriarch [and those with him]157 were 

staying in the monastery, [his situation was revealed by night to those in Aleppo, and]158 it was 

unbearable for the rebel.159 He [began to]160 seek out the patriarch’s connections and to arrest and 

harass his closest companions. He sealed up everything else in the patriarchal cells,161 and said 

aloud that if the patriarch did not come and put his affairs in order, he would do even more that 

would fill him with grief. 

Did the patriarch surrender to162 him, or grow worried about him, [or yield to him? 

No!]163 Rather, he remained completely firm. One of his closest companions saw him doing this: 

Theodoulos, who became bishop of Seleucia after he was killed, and who built two beautiful 

 
154 Z: “rebellion. Qarghuwayh headed for Antioch and a battle took place between them, but Qarghuwayh 

fled and returned to Aleppo. Dizbar al-Daylamī went to Aleppo after him, but the companions of Qarghuwayh met 

him, fought him, and repulsed him, so he returned to Antioch. When the patriarch saw this.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 

798. 
155 Z: “in his place.” 
156 S: “he withdrew to.” 
157 Omitted in S. 
158 Omitted in Z. 
159 Z adds: “Ibn al-Ahwāzī. He was infuriated and.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798. 
160 Omitted in Z. 
161 Z adds: “due to the inclination of the patriarch and those with him toward Sayf al-Dawla, which had 

been revealed to him.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 798. 
162 Z: “worry about.” 
163 Omitted in Z. 
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churches164 in Antioch, for the Arkhistrátēgos165 and for Chrysostom. He grew bold and said to 

him, “Sir, when this is all over, do you intend to say in your church,166 [121v] ‘I am the good 

shepherd’?167 [Do not]168 leave your sheep for the [ravishing]169 wolves to snatch them up! [If 

you consider the matter, then go and extend a hand to help and to aid them, and do not consider 

what the rebel would prefer, but whatever will benefit you and your flock.” The patriarch said to 

him, “Hold your tongue and be silent,]170 because you don’t know what you are saying.” So he 

had to hold his tongue. 

After a little while, the servants of Sayf al-Dawla could no longer bear their shame 

patiently. They set him on his journey and helped him get up, so he journeyed from 

Mayyafariqin to the area of Ma‘arrat Miṣrīn, and war broke out between the two sides. The 

victory went to Sayf al-Dawla, and the chief officers of the Khawārij171 were taken prisoner. He 

put them in shackles and chains.172 

Then the patriarch173 made his way to174 Aleppo, as happy as one who had triumphed in 

an agonizing175 struggle. Sayf al-Dawla gave him the warmest welcome, and [at that point]176 he 

 
164 Haykalayn. 
165 S: al-Aksīrātīqūs. Z: al-Azkis‘ūṭus. I take this to be the Greek arkhistrátēgos, “supreme commander” (a 

common epithet of Michael, the “supreme commander” of the heavenly forces), as suggested to me by Dmitry 

Morozov. Dick’s edition has al-Iksābtirīghūs, Greek hexaptérygos, meaning “six-winged” (seraph). This must be 

Dick’s guess at the original word, because it is not supported by either manuscript. The meaning is almost right, 

however, even if the word is not. See Ighnāṭiyūs Dīk, Sīrat al-baṭriyark Kharīsṭūfūrus al-Anṭākī ṣadīq Sayf al-

Dawla (Aleppo, 1997), 15, 46. 
166 Bī‘a. 
167 Cf. John 10:11,14. 
168 Omitted in Z. 
169 Omitted in Z. 
170 Lacuna in Z. 
171 Z: “and Dizbar and Ibn al-Ahwāzī and a large group of their soldiers.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 805. 
172 Z adds: “brought them to Aleppo, and killed them, and he made his servant Taqī governor of Antioch.” 

See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 805. 
173 Z adds: “Christopher.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 806. 
174 Z adds: “Sayf al-Dawla in.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 806. 
175 Not fully legible in either Z (where it is omitted entirely) or in S. It is here read as lūyā, as in Dick’s 

edition (Dīk, Sīrat, 47), but in S there seems to be at least one letter between the wāw and the yā’. It could perhaps 

be emended to lūdiyyā and read as a reference (likely via Syriac) to the gladiator games, Latin ludi. 
176 Omitted in S. 
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became his close companion in all things, a helpful177 and well-liked intercessor. He moved from 

the status of an insignificant follower to that of an influential friend, not to be accused or 

belittled, because in the earlier time of hardship he had been faithful, constant, and patient in 

spite of his affliction. What he had given in the time of distress was repaid in the time of 

happiness with special treatment and preference.178 

He saw those who had grieved him punished [before his very eyes]179 with beatings, 

abuse, and other types of torment that are impossible to bear, but the matter was not pleasing to 

him as it was pleasing to others. He did not then grow arrogant on account of his victory, but 

rather he mourned, his chest felt tight, and his thoughts were troubled, and he said, “Have mercy, 

sir, and go easy on those you have defeated, for the sake of [122r] the one who helped you 

against them! Do not refuse to intercede and forgive180 to the extent that your duty dictates.” 

When he saw among those being punished one of his neighbors, one of the Muslims of 

the city of Antioch,181 who had been struck with far too many lashes, he did not sit patiently, but 

stood up. Then he threw himself on the ground and asked that the man’s crime be given to him, 

and his request was not rejected. But what misfortune and evil grew182 out of this for him, the 

later discourse will explain. And that should not be surprising, even if it is necessarily 

improbable and strange. For in this way the nature of envy is imprinted on malicious souls, such 

that their fire is ignited by goodness more than it is extinguished by kindness. So when that 

 
177 Z: “sought-for.” 
178 Z adds: “because he was grateful to him for his act of distancing himself from those who rebelled 

against him, and so he preferred him and gave him special treatment.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 806. 
179 Omitted in Z. 
180 S: “to enjoy.” 
181 It is not entirely clear, but it seems from his description in §13 that this may be Ibn Mānik, the future 

leader of the assassination plot (not actually named in S until §17). 
182 Z: “evil felt sympathy.” 
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envious one was set free183 and released from everything that had been imposed on him, he 

returned to Antioch exempt from all consequences.184 If only it had not been so!185 

 

XII. Return to Antioch 

As for the patriarch, he resided for a little while after that in Aleppo, [then]186 went to his 

city, bringing187 signed notes from Sayf al-Dawla to the companions whom he had dispatched to 

Antioch in order to pay back anyone who had helped188 the Antiochian Khārijīs against him. In 

them he ordered them not only to absolve the patriarch and all of his companions of any 

responsibility, but also to approve—as far as approval was possible—his requests for the rest of 

those for whom he was mediating, for the patriarch had made this his concern in most cases. 

When he arrived in Antioch, he found a governor there, [a servant of Sayf al-Dawla]189 

known as Taqī.190 He also found the patrician Kulayb191 there, seizing [the wealth of the people, 

though he had not been commanded to seize]192 absolutely everything, [122v] and193 fining its 

owners whatever amount their hands possessed. Sayf al-Dawla did not [show kindness to them 

by]194 restraining him from seizing their goods, [but acted out of pure self-interest, for he could 

 
183 Z: “that one was released from being present.” 
184 S: “from the Church.” 
185 Z adds: “Even still, there were many other elders of Antioch with whom Sayf al-Dawla was angry on 

account of their rebellion and whom he had arrested. The patriarch interceded with him for some of them and acted 

as his mediator with them, and he granted his request regarding them. So at that time, because they had witnessed 

his powerful situation with Sayf al-Dawla, their souls became set in envy and resentment of him.” See Yaḥyā, 

“Histoire,” 806-807. 
186 Omitted in Z. 
187 Z adds: “two.” 
188 Z: “back the ugliness of.” 
189 Omitted in Z. 
190 Z adds: “al-Dīn, whom we have mentioned.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 805. 
191 Kulayb, a Christian (perhaps Syriac Orthodox), later became basilikós of Antioch, and eventually 

Melitene, under Byzantine rule. 
192 Omitted in Z. 
193 S: “but.” 
194 Omitted in Z. 
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see that the seizure of their goods was]195 impoverishing the people, bringing the country to ruin, 

and preventing any revenue. As for the fines, they had brought people to such a state that they 

barely had enough to pay for housing, for taxes, and for other such things. When the patriarch 

saw the people of Antioch being worn out by these demands, whom did he not deliver and 

redeem from most of what was demanded? Whose burden did he not lighten? Whom did he not 

redeem entirely, if he was able to redeem anyone entirely? 

Now there was a man among the residents196 of Antioch who was incredibly rich and 

wealthy because he owned extensive real estate and received great revenues, but who thought of 

nothing but himself. He would hunch over as he walked, never raising his head from the ground, 

on account of his arrogance and his great miserliness.197 For the wretch had never used a bit of 

his money to help anyone, not even himself. So the companions of Sayf al-Dawla seized him, 

began to punish him, and demanded from him three [and a half]198 qinṭārs199 of gold. He sent to 

the holy patriarch in the midst of his punishment and said to him, “Have mercy, sir, on a wretch 

such as me.” By my200 life, the patriarch got to work quickly, as was his usual way, eager to help 

anyone who asked for his aid. He rode over at that very moment and hour, relieved him of his 

torment, and mediated for him regarding the amount that was demanded from him. He did not 

cease to make requests for him until he had reduced the massive sum from 25,000 [123r] dīnārs 

to a tenth of that, i.e. 2,500 dīnārs. The tax collectors said to him, “He will not pay even this 

amount without punishment and beatings.” So the disciple of Christ, who resembled him in every 

 
195 Omitted in Z. 
196 Z: “youth.” It is not entirely clear, but it seems from his description in §13 that this may be Ibn 

Maḥmūd. 
197 Z: “his self-aggrandizement.” 
198 Omitted in Z. 
199 From Latin centenarius/Greek kentēnárion, the qinṭār is a variable weight equivalent to 100 arṭāl and 

sometimes used to refer to an indeterminate (large) amount. Based on the typical Syrian qinṭār of 256 kg, the 

amount demanded from this miser was likely almost 900 kg (nearly one ton) of gold. 
200 S: “our.” 



313 

 

situation, said to them, “I am asking you not to go overboard by punishing him any longer, but to 

hand him over to me, and I will be responsible to you for the whole sum.” He was handed over to 

the patriarch, and the tax collectors would demand from the patriarch [the entire sum, and then 

the patriarch would have to]201 demand it from him. Whenever the patriarch would write to him 

on this topic, it was as if his heart was being pierced, as the arrows of envy worked within him. 

And thus he later consented to the killing of the one who had been his benefactor. 

 

XIII. The Assassination Plot 

Now as for the killing of the patriarch—or rather,202 his martyrdom—which was carried 

out by [the decision of]203 this man and others, it was organized in secret and proceeded204 little 

by little. For as a result of the inclination of Sayf al-Dawla toward him, the raw material of envy 

had accumulated in the hearts of the Muslims. However, not all of them were agreed on killing 

him. On the other hand, those who did agree to that were among those whom he had most 

generously benefited, for [the father of]205 envy was clearly at work within them. 

The proof of that was as follows: after Sayf al-Dawla died,206 people came from the land 

of Khorasan; they were raiders on their way to Antioch, so they hurried there.207 That cursed one 

whose benefactor the patriarch had been,208 in whom the venom of envy was at work, to whom 

the thought had occurred that those empowered by the patriarch would later plot against209 him, 

 
201 Omitted in S. 
202 Z: “patriarch—like.” 
203 Omitted in Z. 
204 Z: “and was dated.” 
205 Omitted in Z. 
206 February 9, 967. 
207 Z: “Khorāsān intending to raid the Romans, so they traveled to Antioch, and its people gave them the 

most beautiful welcome. Ibn Mānik.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 807. 
208 Z: “whom the patriarch had taken under his wing.” 
209 Z: “regarding.” 
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was afraid. When the leader of the Khorasanis210 arrived, he feared that he would not be able to 

convince him, and so the possibility of killing him would slip away. 

So he summoned211 Ibn Maḥmūd, [for whom [123v] the patriarch was financially 

responsible,]212 who had made known to him what he had against him in his soul; [and he 

summoned]213 another person, also a neighbor of the patriarch,214 called Ibn Dughāma. He said 

to them, “What do you say? Are you of the opinion that we should leave this215 infidel alive 

until, after a while, a governor arrives here, so that he will be sitting in court while we ourselves 

are punished, as we were in the time of Sayf al-Dawla?” They said to him, “That is not216 right.” 

So he said to them, “Then what is your opinion about requesting a written fatwā217 from the 

jurist218 regarding him?” They praised his opinion on this topic and with one mind, they wrote a 

note that they call a fatwā.219 They did not mention the patriarch by name, but said, “What is 

your opinion, O jurist, on what justice demands for someone who plots against one of the 

fortresses of the Muslims?” He answered that it is necessary to kill him. 

The leader of the decision and plot said [to the other two,]220 “This fatwā221 is the way: if 

we show it to the masses, they will kill him immediately on their own.” This was not actually his 

opinion—rather, because he was also a Persian and knew the language222 of the Khorasanis, he 

was planning within himself to summon a group of their soldiers who had been sent to 

 
210 He is not named here, but Yaḥyā (“Histoire,” 807) claims that his name was Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā. 
211 Z adds: “three of the elders and model citizens of Antioch for whom the patriarch had mediated and 

interceded: the first was.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 807. 
212 Omitted in Z. 
213 Omitted in Z. 
214 Z: “of theirs.” 
215 Z: “should keep the.” 
216 Z: “him, ‘No, we see it as.” 
217 Z: fatwa. S: fīta [?]. 
218 Faqīh. 
219 Z: futya. S: fīta [?]. 
220 Omitted in Z. 
221 Futya. 
222 Z: “motives.” 



315 

 

Antioch223 and show them the fatwā224 so that they would kill the patriarch without any protest. 

This helped to convince them and to spur them toward what he225 wanted. 

 

XIV. The Patriarch’s Decision 

One of the patriarch’s neighbors, a notable Muslim named Ibn Abī ‘Amr who was a true 

friend and adviser to him, [found out about this.]226 So he rushed over to him and said to him, 

“What are you doing? Get up quick and take care of yourself! Otherwise, you should know that 

you will be killed shortly.” He said to him, “Why? For what reason? On account of what?” He 

said to him, “Because [124r] a malicious group has gathered against you, and the law227 was 

consulted, and the jurist gave228 a fatwā229 that mentions the necessity of killing you.” He asked 

for more information and said to him, “What do you think I must do?” He said to him, “At the 

moment you are not under arrest, so leave through the city gate at the end of the day, and when 

morning breaks upon you, you will be [in the region of]230 Aleppo, and no one will follow you. 

This is what I think.” He said to him, “As for you, sir, may God reward you with good things. As 

for me, my path is to think about what I will do.” 

The man departed, and the patriarch summoned that man who had said to him earlier, 

when he was at the monastery of the holy St. Symeon, “Why is it not necessary for you to travel 

to Antioch in the time of rebellion? Are you, sir, the sort of person who can say after this, ‘I am 

the good shepherd’?”231 When such a man had arrived in his presence, he said to him, “You 

 
223 Z: “of the Khorāsānīs.” 
224 Futya. 
225 Z: “they.” 
226 Omitted in Z. 
227 Nāmūs. 
228 Z: “you, and they obtained.” 
229 Futya. 
230 Omitted in Z. 
231 See §11. The man’s name is Theodoulos. 
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should know, [O person,]232 that our neighbor so-and-so came to me within the hour and 

indicated to me such-and-such. What do you think?” That man233 said to him, “What could be 

better than this, sir? Ask God’s blessing and do it!” He said to him, “If I do this, O insolent one, 

you will be among those who mock me afterward, saying, ‘[After this,]234 are you prepared to 

say tomorrow, “I am the good shepherd”?’” That man answered him, saying, “Sir, that was 

something different.”235 [So the patriarch said to him, “Yes, it is not hidden from me that that 

was something different.]236 For that reason, because I was not then in agreement, I did not do it. 

And when I did not do it, even you knew that none of the Christians would be harmed as a result, 

because my murder was not what was demanded at that [124v] time. But now, my murder is 

what is demanded, and not simply demanded, but demanded with intense desire and deliberate 

effort. For those who demand my murder are envious, and the venom of envy is concealed within 

their bodies.237 So if I slip out of their hands and they do not inject their venom into me, then 

after that, they will not238 leave behind a single Christian or a single church. This is the time, O 

man, when I must not only say ‘I am the good shepherd,’ but I must say in addition that ‘the 

good shepherd is the one who lays down his life in place of his sheep.’239 In just a little while, 

you will see this beard dyed with my blood.” With that, he moved his hand toward it. His 

speech240 was concluded with this saying, and no word could be returned after it; he was almost 

ashamed241 at the thought. 

 
232 Omitted in Z. 
233 Z: “He.” 
234 Omitted in S. 
235 Z: “was for a different reason.” 
236 Repeated in S. 
237 S: “belches.” 
238 Z adds “immediately.” 
239 Cf. John 10:11. 
240 Z: “and everything.” 
241 Z: “enlightened.” 



317 

 

XV. The Assassination 

Afterward, he thought and decided to meet with that evil man near him who was prepared 

to act against him. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he had brewed for him the coffee242 

of death. However, he did not think that he would do it to him in his home, for no desert Arab,243 

nor any person of esteem244 among the Muslims, would consider this a good way to commit their 

crime. So after a little while, he sent him a little letter,245 showing him neither wariness nor fear: 

“Sir, I would like to meet with you. Please inform me if you agree and you are available for me 

to come to you.”246 The saying represented opportunity and easy prey to him, and he said, “I am 

not available for you at this moment, but later247 I will send for you.”248 Then he spent his entire 

day on the plot and did not send him anything on account of his busyness in deceiving him [and 

in strengthening what he was cooking up for him.]249 

When [125r] night had come and much of it had passed, and the patriarch had eaten the 

food that it was his custom to eat, [that cursed one]250 sent to him, saying, “I am now available 

for you, O patriarch, so if you decide to come, then come.” When the lamb of Christ heard this 

message, at such an unusual time, he was stunned and said to his companions, “What is the right 

thing for us to do, O people, when we are in the presence of two irreconcilable options? Going at 

this time of night is neither proper nor appropriate, because the food is already in my mouth, and 

 
242 Qahwa. This Arabic word became the word “coffee,” the ultimate source of the beverage’s name in all 

languages, including English. However, the coffee beverage was (most likely) not discovered for several centuries 

after the composition of this text. At this time, according to Lisān al-‘Arab, qahwa referred to a type of wine. In any 

case, the metaphorical meaning of the phrase is clear. 
243 A‘rābī. 
244 Z: “no one but one of the people of choice.” 
245 S: “So he sent to him, speaking a little.” 
246 Z adds: “When Ibn Mānik heard this.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808. 
247 Z: “but if I become available.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808. 
248 Z adds: “and let you know.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 808. 
249 Omitted in Z. 
250 Omitted in S. 
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also my strength—I am too weak to speak in this state. But postponing would also lead to 

trouble, because then we ourselves would be the ones who missed the appointment.251 But there 

is a way: can one of you check my breath? If you sense the odor of wine on me, we will use that 

as an excuse and say that it is not possible for us at this time. But if my breath is pure, we will go 

anyway.” So when one of them checked his breath [and there was no odor,]252 he went on his 

own two feet, like a lamb [going]253 to the slaughter254 of its own free will. 

That cursed one welcomed him and greeted him with a greeting of affection, even as 

deceit was concealed within his heart. When they sat together, his bones were255 full of wrath 

and hatred256 against him, so he could not wait for the patriarch to begin257 to speak, but said to 

him, “What are you thinking, O patriarch?258 You are one of the people of this town, dwelling 

among us, yet you have a bad opinion of our interactions and act against us.” The patriarch said 

to him, “And how is that, sir? What do you mean?” He said to him in response, “Because you 

correspond with the king of the Romans, and you259 correspond with the servant of Ibn 

Ḥamdān.” So he said [125v] to him, “And what is the evidence for that, sir? Who has found a 

letter from me with such an image?” He260 got up as if he were searching for a letter, then 

suddenly stood and spoke in Persian, summoning the Khorasanis whom he had prepared for the 

murder. 

 
251 S: “the passing time.” 
252 Repeated in S. 
253 Omitted in S. 
254 Cf. Isaiah 53:7; Jeremiah 11:19; Acts 8:32. 
255 S: “together, he was.” 
256 Z: “of hatred and wrath.” 
257 Z: “rush.” 
258 Z: “him, ‘O patriarch, what are you thinking?’” 
259 Z: “Romans, incite them to come toward us, and encourage them against us, and you also.” See Yaḥyā, 

“Histoire,” 809. 
260 Z: “Ibn Mānik.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. 
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Still, he was worried261 and trembling. Not only was he a coward, but his image at the 

time,262 to both heart and eye, was that of a bat. For his stature almost did not exceed a span,263 

except by a little. His appearance was like a bat in color, in the way he glanced around, and in 

complexion. So when the people whom he had prepared and summoned arrived, he then said to 

them in their language, his teeth chattering, “This is the one you are looking for! This is the man 

who wants to hand over this city! This is the enemy of the Muslims! [Here you are, and here he 

is! Cut him to pieces without pity!” 

If he were the enemy of the Muslims,]264 you mouse’s eye, you complete rat,265 then how 

was he not your enemy266 in the time of difficulty? Rather, he was your friend, [the friend]267 

who was helpful to you and delivered you from torment. But this one whose soul was that of a 

crocodile, requiting goodness with evil, when he commanded what he commanded [with regard 

to him,]268 the lamb269 of Christ stretched out his neck as he sat without any alarm, waiting for 

his head to be taken. 

Those people did not have swords, but long daggers. One of them made him stand up 

while the other struck him with a long dagger, and all of the iron passed through his belly. The 

sword of God270 was sharpened, but at that time it was put back, as is customary for God’s 

judgments, awaiting punishment at another time. When the martyr fell to the ground, his head 

 
261 Z: “looking.” 
262 Z: “image among men.” 
263 Z: “little.” A span (Arabic shibr) is the distance from the end of the thumb to the end of the little finger, 

roughly 23 cm—obviously hyperbole in this case. 
264 Lacuna in Z. 
265 Z: “generosity.” 
266 Z: “how did your enemy argue.” 
267 Omitted in Z. 
268 Omitted in Z. 
269 S: “sacrifice.” 
270 Sayf Allāh. In S, the scribe has mistakenly written Sayf al-Dawla before crossing out al-Dawla and 

writing Allāh. 
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was first cut off, then his pure body was taken and dragged around on a ladder by the command 

of the one who had rejected both God and goodness. It was immediately thrown [126r] into the 

river after the gate was opened for it at night.271 

But this could not be hidden from the Christian populace, and when their shepherd fell, 

they were stunned, struck by what had happened to them so suddenly, and intensely anxious. 

They scattered into the houses of some of the Muslims, where they hid. However, they were not 

sought out by anyone, for it was necessary that the saying of their father, who had said it before, 

should be fulfilled: “If they satisfy their thirst for revenge by killing me, and inject into me the 

venom that they have concealed within their hearts, they will not pursue anyone but me.” 

 

XVI. Plundering the Church 

As for that animal with the ferocious272 image, always increasing in beastliness, he kept 

still for most of the night, because he was on the edge of losing his mind for good. But when 

time had passed until dawn, he returned to himself and, before morning, directed his guards 

toward the church273 and the patriarchal cells. There was a group [to search each of the two 

places.]274 In the patriarchal cells, they found nothing but some foodstuffs, such as [wheat,]275 

figs, and oil,276 that he had preserved as provisions for the Church and nourishment for the 

brothers in Christ. How could they find anything else when there was no gold [or silver]277 

hoarded there? How could he hoard when his expenses exceeded what was coming in? Nor was 

 
271 Z: “off, and thrown into the furnace of the bath in the neighborhood of Ibn Mānik’s house. Then his pure 

body was immediately brought out of the city gate by night and thrown into the river.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. 
272 S: “tiny.” 
273 Bī‘a. Z adds: “the Church of Cassian [Kanīsat Qusyān].” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809-810. 
274 Lacuna in Z. 
275 Omitted in Z. 
276 Z: “raisins.” 
277 Omitted in S. 
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there any clothing. How could there be any [clothing]278 belonging to one whose clothing was 

only wool,279 without even a monastic habit280 upon him? But there were a few precious281 

priestly garments282 there that he had, belonging to283 his predecessors throughout time, and they 

took all of them. 

And they opened the treasury of the church, and when they did not see anything 

[collected in it,]284 they punished the treasurer until he showed them all of the hidden gold and 

silver utensils [of the church,]285 [126v] along with the silk garments286 that were kept to 

decorate the church. They left nothing but a few copper things and manuscripts, not many.287 Out 

of all this, the cursed one did not present to those who had been responsible for shedding the 

pure and innocent288 blood, [those of his nation,]289 everything that they had agreed. Some of it 

he kept back in order to show benevolence to the Persians whom he was expecting to come on 

their way to the country of290 the Romans. In the midst of all this, these people arrived, and all 

the Antiochians welcomed them magnificently. That cursed infidel was of special concern for 

them, not only because of what he brought them, but also because he shared their tribe [and 

language. And they began to raid the Roman border regions]291 and to devastate them. 

 

 
278 Omitted in S. 
279 Ṣūf. 
280 Askīm rahbāniyya. Askīm is from Greek skhḗma. 
281 S: “reedy”? 
282 Z: “things.” 
283 Z: “had, that had been prepared by.” 
284 Lacuna in Z. 
285 Omitted in S. 
286 Z: “predecessors.” 
287 Z adds: “And they also took the chair of St. Peter the Apostle, which was made of palm wood overlaid 

with silver. They kept it in the house of one of their elders, known as Ibn ‘Āmir, and it remained in his house until 

the Romans took possession of the city.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 810. 
288 Z: “intelligent.” 
289 Omitted in S. 
290 Z: “to struggle against [jihād].” 
291 Omitted in S. 
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XVII. Divine Retribution 

Now the blessed King Nikephoros was busy in the direction of the Bulgars.292 When this 

reached him,293 he sent Peter the Stratopedárkhēs,294 who had a battle with the Khorasanis in the 

area of [the city of Alexander known as]295 Alexandria, and the Persians were put to flight after 

extensive fighting. With them296 were a group of Muslim [assassins]297 of Tarsus298 who had 

advised them not to join the fighting, nor to persist in making war, for they said, “This army that 

is fighting you is a royal army, and you have no power against them.” The Persians did not 

accept that from them, but persisted until their bravest men299 and most of the others were killed, 

and their chiefs were taken captive. 

[All]300 of that was a necessary judgment from Heaven, for justice in this case could not 

delay in avenging the blood of the martyr. Here it seems that we301 may go on speaking for too 

long—even if it would be weak, coming from us—in clarifying the marvelous and efficient 

system, working according to an uninterrupted arrangement, by which the wicked received an 

evil repayment for their deeds. But telling the story contains some [127r] benefit, for from these 

facts everyone can verify what is found in prophecy on the topic of descending and falling into 

the hands of the Living God: both that it is terrifying and fearful,302 and that repayment might 

 
292 S: al-Burghar. 
293 S: “When he returned.” 
294 An army commander. S: al-Isṭirāṭūs. 
295 Z: “the little.” This is Alexandretta, now known as İskenderun. 
296 Z: “Alexandria, which is between Mopsuestia and Antioch, as they were returning from their raids. He 

attacked them, killed their bravest men, and took the sālār of the army and others as captives. With the Khorāsānīs.” 

See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
297 Futtāk. Omitted in Z. 
298 Z: Tartous. 
299 Z: “their heroes.” 
300 Omitted in Z. 
301 S: “he.” 
302 S: “is intensely anxiety-inducing.” 
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come quickly, or else a part of it might come quickly, in which case it is evidence of the 

existence of what will come later. 

One of the chiefs of the Hagarenes303 imprisoned in that war304 was the sālār305 of the 

army, so the Antiochians purchased him for a massive amount of money, numerous garments, 

and prisoners306 who were in prison in Antioch, [whom the people had taken captive.]307 When it 

was done,308 he came to Antioch, and [a group of]309 its people welcomed him [with honor and 

praise] and celebrated his arrival extensively. However, as much as he entered in honor at that 

time, and they honored and exalted him beyond every legitimate honor, so his exit in the end was 

likewise the most shameful and disgraceful exit. For the Antiochians could not endure what they 

were undergoing at the hands of310 his men who had escaped the fighting. They had returned311 

naked and barefoot,312 and he had also returned like them. Thus necessity called them to seize 

whatever would preserve them, and so their hands sometimes stretched toward the wealth of the 

Antiochians. They313 did not endure that from them, but they resisted them,314 war broke out 

between them, and the people of the city drove them out315 naked. 

 
303 Z: “Khorāsānīs.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
304 Z: “at that time.” 
305 A Persian word for a chieftain or leader. 
306 Z adds: “whom they had previously taken captive from the Romans.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
307 Omitted in Z. 
308 Z: “When the salār was set free.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
309 Omitted in Z. 
310 Z: “time, his actions toward them were the opposite.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
311 Z: “They were.” 
312 S: “returned as shepherds.” 
313 Z: “so they overpowered the Antiochians and began to seize their wealth and their goods. The 

Antiochians.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
314 Z adds: “they feared them.” The subject of the verb seems to be the Khorāsānīs in this phrase, unlike the 

other phrases in this sentence. 
315 Z: “and they drove them out of the city.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 814. 
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The Antiochians who were responsible for fighting them were in two bands, and the chief 

of one316 turned against the chief of the other317 and killed him. For at that time someone had 

come from Egypt,318 who had escaped from the poor people319 of Tarsus [and was there. He 

returned]320 with a small band to raid the border regions of the Romans.321 The chief of the other 

[remaining]322 band was a Kurd of the people of Būqā323 called ‘Allūsh, [and the one who came 

from Egypt was a Black man named324 al-Rughaylī.]325 [127v] At that point the city was in the 

hand of ‘Allūsh.326 Al-Rughaylī entered and greeted him, and when he bent over to take his 

hand, his sword was sideways on his knees. So al-Rughaylī drew it, struck him with it 

[immediately,]327 and killed him. Thus he dared to do two major328 things at one time [without 

any preparation]329: drawing a chief’s sword from his lap, and hurrying to kill him without any 

pause. So the men serving the one who had been killed were scattered, though they were many, 

and command passed to the killer, though his men were [very]330 few.331 

However, his rule did not last beyond that, and his time was not long, for after a little 

while Peter the Stratopedárkhēs came with a huge contingent from the army of the praiseworthy 

 
316 Z adds: “of the sides.” 
317 Z adds: “side.” 
318 Z: “A Black man had come from Egypt to Antioch.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
319 “Poor people” translates ṣa‘ālīk, which could also mean “bandits.” My impression is that this man had 

escaped from Tarsus during the Byzantine conquest. 
320 Z: “known as al-Rughaylī.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
321 Z adds: “This was the chief of the first band.” 
322 Omitted in Z. 
323 Often spelled Būqa, a fortress and village near Antioch, somewhat important in the early centuries of 

Islam but eventually lost. 
324 “Named” is repeated in S. 
325 Omitted in Z. As with many of the names in this text, the correct spelling of the name “al-Rughaylī” is 

uncertain (in Arabic as well as English). 
326 Z: “in his hand.” 
327 Omitted in S. 
328 S: “numerous.” 
329 Omitted in Z. 
330 Omitted in Z. 
331 Z adds: “and al-Rughaylī took control of Antioch.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
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King Nikephoros. When he came down, he conquered the aforementioned great city at night332 

and never left. He found it333 weak due to the previous raids on its territories, and its people 

neglecting to preserve and protect it, because they had not heard the news334 that someone was 

coming for it at that time. They could not [in one moment]335 gather enough men to ascend the 

mountain and defend the wall, so the Romans336 rushed to ascend it. They found it empty,337 so 

they were able to ascend it. They took possession of the city and338 took captive everyone in it, 

and no one escaped except that cursed one who was the foundation339 of the calamity.340 

Now see here, you who are hearing this speech, the delayed judgment of justice for what 

came before, how it comes to you more perfectly341 later on. For he had gone out of the city at 

night, seeking to find safety in some place within342 the countries of Islam, and at first his affair 

remained hidden. He was happy about that, not only because [128r] he alone was saved from 

captivity, but also because he was able—as he thought—to trick, deceive, and lie to God and the 

angels, so that they had carried him through the air and saved him. His usual habit had long been 

this way, and he had mastered343 the art of tricking, swindling, and lying to the Lord of the 

Worlds.344 However, just judgment got ahead of him here, and on the road, a bāqūlā345 of 

 
332 Z: “Nikephoros and descended upon Antioch. Michael Bourtzēs, who was in charge of the fortress of 

Baghrās, joined him, and they continuously besieged the great city.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
333 Z: “It was.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
334 Z: “they did not realize.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
335 Omitted in Z. 
336 Z adds: “saw it empty and.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
337 Z: “They did not see anyone on it.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822. 
338 Z: “city on Thursday, when 13 nights had passed from Dhū al-Ḥijja, in the year 358. The Muslims threw 

fire to turn away the Romans from them and opened the Sea Gate, and some people left through it. And the 

Romans.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 822-823. 
339 Z: “the chief head.” 
340 Z adds: “Ibn Mānik.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 823. 
341 S: “it is rendered.” 
342 Z: “in one of the.” 
343 S: “had been precise in.” 
344 Rabb al-‘Ālamīn. 
345 S: rāqūla. Z adds: “that is, a gang [‘aṣaba].” This seems to be an obscure Syriac word, only mentioned 

in Thomas Audo’s dictionary: the agent-noun form of the equally obscure verb bqal, usually used for plants, 

meaning “to sprout, blossom, shoot up.” The literal translation would thus be “one who shoots up” or “springs up,” 
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Syrians met him on Jabal al-Aqra‘.346 [They did not know that the city had been conquered.]347 

They seized348 him and brought him [there once they found out about its conquest from the 

people who were with him. At that time the stratopedárkhēs was in Aleppo, and its people were 

seeking a peace settlement from him. They agreed on a massive amount of money and brought it 

to him, and after he had checked the amount, he returned. So the people of the bāqūlā349 brought 

him that cursed one, whom they had taken captive; he was known as Ibn Mānik.]350 He handed 

him over to someone who would guard him until he could determine what he needed to do in his 

case. [And he bestowed massive favors on the people of the bāqūlā.]351 

[The chiefs of the army gathered to deliberate on this issue,]352 and some of the chiefs 

advised that he353 should be brought to the king. But others disagreed with them and said, “And 

who is this man, that he is worthy to be brought into the royal presence?354 Rather, the most 

appropriate thing is to kill him, in order to avenge that innocent355 blood that he shed.” But the 

others, who were advising that he be brought, answered them,356 saying, “It is not right for that 

 
perhaps indicating that these Syrians were a band of outlaws “springing up” in rebellion against the various rulers of 

Aleppo, Antioch, and beyond. Such outlaws would no doubt find the mountains a congenial site for their operations. 

Another possibility is that this is the Greek word bákyla, meaning “sticks” or even “fasces,” or Syriac būqālā 

(cowherd). Could there be a connection to the Qarmaṭī rebels known as Baqliyya, the “green vegetable people,” due 

to their ascetic vegetarian diet? This is not impossible, especially given the presence of Qarmaṭīs in other parts of the 

Life, but mentions of the Baqliyya are mostly confined to the Sawād region of southern Iraq, and it would be strange 

to hear of Qarmaṭīs who are also Suryān (and thus likely Christian). Canard (“Vie,” 565) even suggests that this may 

be the name of a tribe. If rāqūla is the correct form, the Arabic word rāqūl, referring to a type of rope, is a possible 

origin, along with Syriac rakālā (peddler, merchant). The derivation of the present meaning is unclear in any case, 

and it is no surprise that the scribe of Z—or one of their predecessors—felt the need to insert a less obscure Arabic 

gloss. 
346 Also known as Mount Kasios, now on the border between Turkey and Syria, just south of Antioch. Z 

adds: “They used to raid Antioch.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 823. 
347 Omitted in Z. 
348 S: “took.” 
349 S: rāqūla. 
350 Z: “to the stratopedárkhēs.” 
351 Omitted in S. 
352 Omitted in Z. 
353 Z: “that that cursed one, Ibn Mānik.” 
354 Z: “the presence of the king.” 
355 Z: “intelligent.” 
356 S: “him.” 
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pure blood to be polluted by this impure blood.” At last the patrician Eustathios, stratēgós of 

Cappadocia, known as Maleinos, said, “Is the patriarch here ordering us to kill him, so that he357 

can be ‘polluted by his blood,’ as you say? As for him, he is a person who completed what was 

necessary for him to do, [128v] then departed and arrived at the place where he awaits a beautiful 

reward from God. But as for us, if we are Christians, then we must avenge for him the injustice 

that happened to him.” 

When he said this sort of thing to them, it convinced them, and they sent the one who had 

been judged to the bridge at the Sea Gate, from which he himself had thrown the noble body into 

the river. He was cut apart with swords, piece by piece, but the pieces were not thrown into the 

river, for he was not worthy of that. Rather, each of them was thrown at random onto the ground, 

and they became food for the birds and the dogs. As for the other two,358 who had shared with 

him in spilling the359 blood, they were sent to the prison360 of Tarsus.361 They were not sought for 

at that time, [and no judgment was sent down on their case.]362 

 

XVIII. The Remains of the Saint 

Now it happened that the king363 was killed before learning the truth of the news from 

Antioch, and the kingdom passed to the son of Tzimiskēs.364 He rushed to send Theodore,365 a 

monk of the people of Koloneia, and to make him patriarch of the City of God, Antioch. He 

 
357 Z: “we.” 
358 Z: “for Ibn Maḥmūd and Ibn Dughāma.” 
359 Z adds: “intelligent.” 
360 S: “bridge.” 
361 Z adds: “and remained there a long time.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 825. 
362 Omitted in Z. 
363 Z adds: “Nikephoros.” 
364 John I (r. 969-976). 
365 Theodore II (patr. 970-976). 
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arrived here with those who366 brought him and proceeded immediately to inquire367 about the 

story of the martyr and to seek out the remains of his pure body. For his body had appeared eight 

days after his martyrdom, which was on the night of the 23rd day of the month of May.368 It 

appeared on an island in the river, where it had been caught on an oak tree.369 The noble head 

was not with it, for it was said that that infidel had burned it. A group of Christians of Antioch 

went out secretly and buried it in the holy monastery known as Arshāyā.370 When Patriarch 

Theodore learned that, he did not wait around or delay in sending [for what was]371 [129r] there, 

but went to the holy monastery and took up the relics372 of the saint with the pure clergy and a 

crowd of believers. They went before it [to the city]373 in a procession374 and a great assembly 

and put it in a fine marble sarcophagus, which they placed on a marble table in the western part 

of the Great Church.375 

However, after a few years Abba376 Nicholas the patriarch377 also moved him from there 

with honor and put him inside the house of the holy St. Peter the Head of the Apostles, with his 

 
366 Z: “here, then.” 
367 S: “and inquired immediately.” 
368 Z adds: “in year 356 from the hijra.” This year corresponds to 967 CE. See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 809. 
369 Ṭarrāsh, from Syriac ṭarāshā. 
370 Located just outside Antioch. See Joseph Nasrallah, “Deux auteurs melchites inconnus du Xe siècle,” 

Oriens christianus 63 (1979): 85; Claude Cahen, La Syrie du Nord à l’époque des Croisades et le principauté 

franque d’Antioche (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1940), 324. 
371 Omitted in Z. Repeated in S. 
372 Z: “body.” S has limsanā, which I take to be a garbled version of the Greek leípsana, “relics.” 
373 Omitted in Z. 
374 Lītīn. Zayat and Dick both interpret this word as a transliteration of the Greek litḗn (Zayat simply writes 

it in his French translation as λιτή), meaning “procession.” I see no preferable alternative translation for this 

enigmatic word, though as Marius Canard notes (“Vie,” 569), “one would like to find there a note and other 

examples.” 
375 This seems to be the Church of Cassian mentioned earlier. 
376 Z: “saint.” 
377 Nicholas II (patr. 1025-1030). 
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staff,378 his chair, numerous balms,379 the relics380 of both Patriarch Babylas381 and Patriarch 

Ignatius, and other things: balms of St. John the Baptist, the honorable lance,382 the staff of383 

Chrysostom, the belt of St. Symeon the Stylite of Aleppo, and so on. All of them are in the 

treasury of the holy St. Peter until our own time. 

 

XIX. More Divine Retribution 

However, the highest judgment did not rest long after that with regard to those who 

shared in the killing. One of the two, Ibn Maḥmūd, was in the prison of Tarsus in total misery, 

distress, and pain of soul and body.384 He was punished for his deeds until [he handed over]385 

his miserable soul, which had [rejected goodness and]386 repaid its benefactor with a vileness that 

cannot be exceeded.387 As for the other, Ibn Dughāma, he remained in prison until [the just hand 

of]388 the patrician389 Bourtzēs came to Antioch. At that time he sent people to take him, weigh 

him down with a stone, and throw him into the river.390 So the three—Ibn Mānik, Ibn Maḥmūd, 

and Ibn Dughāma, who had taken responsibility for the murder of the saint—received the 

recompense for391 their actions, and in the afterlife they await eternal punishment. 

 

 
378 Shabūqa, from Syriac shabūqtā. 
379 Ḥuyūl. As Canard notes (“Vie,” 568), this is a technical term for a “miraculous liquid that oozes from 

certain icons,” as described by Zayat in his history of Ṣaydanāyā; see Habib Zayat, Khabāyā al-zawāyā fī tārīkh 

Ṣaydanāyā (Harissa, Lebanon: Imprimerie de Saint Paul, 1932), 144-151. 
380 Libsānāt, from Greek leípsana. 
381 Z: “the clothing of the fathers, the patriarchs.” Libāsāt (“clothing”) is a confusion for libsānāt (“relics”). 
382 Z adds: “of the lord.” Cf. John 19:34. 
383 Z adds: “John.” 
384 Z: “and certain, massive pain.” 
385 Omitted in Z. 
386 Omitted in Z. 
387 Z adds: “perished.” 
388 Omitted in Z. 
389 Z adds: “Michael.” See Yaḥyā, “Histoire,” 825. 
390 Z: “sea.” 
391 S: “recompense in opposition to.” 
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XX. Comparison with Other Saints 

As for [129v] the saint, he has reached the dwellings of the priests in the highest heavens, 

mingling with the righteous, standing with the ascetic monks in the ranks of the earlier392 

martyrs. For he was a close follower and a near393 adherent of some of those saints. Others he 

contended with and neither exceeded their position nor came in behind them. And he came in 

before others and surpassed them, as is obvious from his actions and the well-known evidence of 

his deeds. 

For394 Abraham left his homeland by the command of God and became the father of 

many nations.395 Did this man not also set out of his own accord and give birth to many spiritual 

children? And Isaac became engaged to Rebekah by correspondence,396 but this man became 

engaged to the holy Church directly. And Jacob inherited the blessing of his father, but by a 

trick—[he took it as a son, but to be precise, he took the blessing itself by the aforementioned 

trick.]397 And as for his two wives, he took them only after labor and misery on their account, all 

the while looking toward a reward that he would take in an outward sense.398 But as for this man, 

without fraud and in complete truthfulness he received blessings from the mouths of many, and 

while he was not lacking in labor for the sake of the spiritual bride that he took, he was not 

looking toward a present reward, but was ensuring that he would receive the unseen reward for 

which he had asked.399 

 
392 Z: “holy.” 
393 Z: “companion.” 
394 Z adds: “the ancient.” 
395 S: “of nations and their sweet water.” Cf. Genesis 12:1-9, 17:1-8. 
396 Cf. Genesis 24. 
397 Omitted in Z. Cf. Genesis 27. 
398 Cf. Genesis 29:15-30. 
399 Z: “unseen earlier reward.” 
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As for the gentleness of David, by my life, he did not possess it completely, for a small 

remnant of the vanity400 of the secretaries remained within him. The right path in this matter is to 

say that even if a bit of that still touched him, and he was never able to eliminate it completely, 

perhaps he still struggled with it. He may even have held onto some of it intentionally on account 

of his position of leadership and the discipline that necessarily goes along with it. As for 

Solomon, he was not able to attain [130r] to his wisdom, but as a substitute for it, he had a firm 

faith in God and neither submitted401 to passions nor to the temptation of obscene things.402 [By 

my life,]403 this is nobler than the wisdom of the world and more preferable in the sight of God. 

As for the Pródromos,404 who dwelled in deserts, this man had nothing [of his,]405 for he 

was neither a prophet nor a forerunner and he did not dwell in the desert. However, he did call to 

faith and display the beauty of worship, and was well known for that. By my life, he did not 

baptize a multitude, but he saved many from casting aside and avoiding406 baptism, helping 

them407 to preserve it by his expenditures and gifts. And after that, he was making ready for them 

the greater, higher baptism, which is not polluted by any dirt or persistent408 filth. 

From Peter, he received a boiling sort of faith, but he nevertheless avoided his cowardice 

and his act of cutting himself off.409 And he resembled Paul in his change of position, but he did 

not change from persecuting religion,410 but from the confusion of the world and the bondage of 

 
400 Z: “seclusion.” 
401 S: “and was not light.” 
402 Z: “of life.” 
403 Omitted in S. 
404 A Greek word meaning “forerunner,” a title of John the Baptist. 
405 Omitted in Z. 
406 Z: “and rolling over.” 
407 Z: “baptism, and their custom was.” 
408 S: “second.” 
409 Z: “his motion.” A reference to Peter’s denial of Christ; cf. Matthew 26:69-75, Mark 14:66-72, Luke 

22:54-62, John 18:15-18,25-27. 
410 Cf. Acts 9:1-19. 
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the self. And if he did not make it from Jerusalem to Illyricum to preach411—[for only Paul made 

it that far, and he is the one who was snatched up to the third heaven and heard the speech that 

cannot be explained]412—this man certainly did not fall short in what he was able to do. There 

were people he supported and strengthened, people he warned and informed, people he 

restrained and rebuked and, in many situations, rescued and saved from great difficulties. 

 

XXI. Address to the Patriarch 

But O divine crown,413 possessor of all purity, who was especially loved by me and 

generally venerated by the masses, O you who resembled all of those mentioned here, who loved 

so many of them, who was first to every good deed, receive this speech from me. [130v] Either 

imagine it as a eulogy414 or imagine it as an elegy415 or a consolation, and receive it in your 

splendid life, even if it is a deficient416 speech, for it is done according to my ability. You did not 

disdain to run on your own two feet for my sake, until you could hand me over to that excellent 

divine educator—perhaps you hoped that I would become excellent,417 or perhaps you knew 

beforehand that I would become, as you had been, lacking418 in the sciences, though in any case 

you knew the spiritual419 knowledge. In the same way I planned several times to write down your 

story, so that it might not be forgotten in the length of time. Therefore420 have compassion on me 

even now, and pardon me for delaying to such an extent the necessity of speaking about you. Do 

 
411 Cf. Romans 15:19. 
412 Omitted in Z. Cf. 2 Corinthians 12:1-4. 
413 Z: “not by divine weapons.” 
414 Z: “as fortunate.” 
415 Z: “as arranged.” 
416 S: “poor.” 
417 Z: “that I would describe and wait a little.” 
418 Z: “excellent.” 
419 Z: “case I was taught the animal.” 
420 S: “likewise.” 
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not forbid me, now that you are standing in the heavens before the great dais—as you longed for, 

as you eagerly strove for—but look upon me421 and intercede for me. My father422 relied on your 

care in making me and my brothers—may God be pleased with all of them423—your deputies.424 

And you continue to go to the greatest lengths, asking and begging that my sins be forgiven, that 

my actions be noble for the remainder of my life, and that I be saved from difficulties and go 

toward what pleases God and brings me nearer to him. 

 

XXII. His Disciples 

You had a number of followers and helpers, the children whom you fathered in Christ 

and guided425 in the way that leads to what pleases God. They were holy branches, spiritual 

flowers, and pleasing vanguards from our precious, divine town.426 

Among them was Abba George the Elder, your plant and seedling, who met the holy 

King Nikephoros and was head of the monastery of St. Symeon the Stylite of Aleppo, [the one 

on the mountain.]427 

Abba John the Marvelous was able to become catholicos [131r] over the country of the 

East. 

 
421 Z: “look to the Lord.” 
422 Z: “There were those who.” 
423 Raḍiya Allāh ‘an al-jamī‘. 
424 Khilāfa. 
425 Z: “covered.” 
426 Z: “vanguards before the divine soul.” 
427 Omitted in Z. 
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Abba Chariton II was the diligent archimandrite of the monastery of St.428 Symeon the 

Marvelous, the one by the Sea, which is on the Marvelous Mountain, Lukkām.429 

Abba Ya‘īsh the Hermit430 struggled431 upon various pillars [of seclusion and performed 

marvelous feats. 

Abba Ephrem, the man of God,]432 was a hermit who patiently bore the confinement of 

many cells and did not turn away from his singular path. He was [primarily]433 confined434 by 

us—or rather, by Christ—in the monastery of St. Gregory the Theologian [in Bityas.]435 

Abba Jeremiah,436 his marvelous companion, was head of the monastery of Our Lady the 

Mother of God, known as al-Jarājima,437 which he himself founded on the holy Jabal Lukkām. 

The blessed Father Eutykhios, son of Farkhos.438 

The virtuous Abba Gregory the Elder was head of the monastery of Our Lady the Mother 

of God, known as Dafnūnā,439 and it suffices to mention how famous his virtues were. 

I have also devoted to each of them an individual account, as they deserve to be 

remembered, even though I have been far too brief. The simple fact that they were planted by 

 
428 Z: “of Saba.” Z lists Symeon the Marvelous as if he were another disciple of Christopher, but Symeon—

also known as St. Symeon the Stylite the Younger, or as St. Symeon of the Marvelous/Admirable Mountain—lived 

in the sixth century. 
429 That is, the Black Mountain (“Lukkām” is from Syriac ūkkāmā, meaning “black”), the ancient Amanos, 

just north and west of Antioch. This monastery is southwest of Antioch, where the southern end of the Lukkām 

range overlooks the Orontes near its mouth. 
430 Z: “Ya‘īsh of Aleppo.” Ya‘īsh is mentioned, along with Jeremiah, as a contemporary of St. Timon in 

several synaxarion entries for March 25; see Joseph-Marie Sauget, Premières recherches sur l’origine et les 

caractéristiques des synaxaires melkites (XIe-XVIIe siècles) (Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1969), 367-369. 
431 Jāhada. 
432 Omitted in Z. 
433 Omitted in Z. 
434 Z: “beloved.” 
435 Omitted in S. Bityas is also within the Lukkām mountain range, now called Batıayaz, west of Antioch. 
436 Jeremiah is mentioned, along with Ya‘īsh, as a contemporary of St. Timon in several synaxarion entries 

for March 25; see Sauget, Recherches, 367-369. 
437 The Jarājima, known to the Byzantines as Mardaites, were a Christian group living in the mountains 

near Antioch, often serving as mercenaries for the Byzantines or their enemies; see Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 81-82. 
438 Z: “Farjos.” 
439 Z: “Daqnūnā.” Dafnūnā is a reference to Daphnē (modern Harbiye), a suburb south of Antioch with an 

important history as a pre-Christian religious center; see Nasrallah, “Auteurs,” 83. 



335 

 

you suffices as a eulogy and commemoration for them. May your intercession, [your prayers,]440 

and the prayers of all of them save and preserve us,441 now and ever and until the furthest 

[end]442 of [all]443 the ages. Amen. [May all the people say amen.]444

 
440 Omitted in S. 
441 S: “him.” 
442 Omitted in S. 
443 Omitted in Z. 
444 Omitted in Z. 
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