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Abstract:  This brief note draws attention to a passage from the Syriac Cause of All Causes that describes the Pillars of Hercules, but as being three in number rather than two. The Syriac text in question has been well-known since it was published in 1889. This particular passage is studied and commented on here especially as it appears in a recently cataloged manuscript from Dayr Al-Za‘farān, in which the passage is completely divorced from its context in the Cause of All Causes.
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Among the great mass of scientific material that Syriac scholars and translators brought into their language from Greek are various incarnations of natural philosophy. Parts of the pseudo-Aristotelian De Mundo, translated by Sergius of Reš `Ainā (d. 536), for example, served as a sort of handbook for Syriac readers interested in Greek wisdom on the natural world, both on this planet and beyond.1 The eminent scholar Jacob of Edessa (c. 630-708) incorporated Greek knowledge on the natural world into his Hexaemeron commentary2 and some centuries later Gregory bar ‘Ebrāyā (Barhebraeus, 1225/6-1286)3 would combine this Greek-inspired heritage of Syriac learning with the developing scholarship in Arabic on these fields.

Geographical knowledge, part of the study of natural philosophy, on a large (rather than local) scale in the classical world would have been incomplete without reference to the Pillars of Hercules,4 the limits of the known world, and this inclusion was also carried over into Syriac scholarship in the field.5 The Pillars of Hercules were most well known as the extreme end of the Mediterranean Sea and entrance into the Atlantic Ocean. The northern Pillar, without dispute, was the Rock of Gibraltar, while the identity of the corresponding southern Pillar in northwest Africa was open to disagreement (see below).

What exactly could a Syriac reader have known of the Pillars of Hercules? The De Mundo was mentioned above. In the Greek original of this work, the Pillars are called Ἡράκλειοι στῆλαι (393a18, 393a24, 393b10) and Ἡρακλέους στῆλαι (393b23, 393b32), and the Syriac translator of the work uses the same Greek word in his Syriac version: sṭēlas.6 Rather than the Greek loanword of Sergius, Jacob of Edessa in his Hexaemeron uses the native, but etymologically equivalent, Syriac term qimātā.7 Barhebraeus gives both terms, but then later only the Greek word.8

To this short (and incomplete) inventory of Syriac references to the Pillars of Hercules we can add another from The Cause of All Causes.9 The complete text, rather lengthy, was published by Karl Kayser in 1889,10 and the passage in question will be found on pp. 259-260 in his edition. A somewhat motley and disarranged manuscript—and therefore one very difficult to date—in the collection of Dayr Al-Za‘farān (Mardin, Turkey), now numbered 197, has recently been found to have a fragment of this very passage on a single folio (70r), but it is completely isolated from its original context, and there is no reference to The Cause of All Causes as a whole or to its title. As to this fragment's immediate surroundings in the manuscript:


	On f. 68v is an olitā (“lament”) having nothing to do with what immediately follows. It is also in a different hand.

	The diagram on f. 69r is that which appears in Kayser's edition on p. 241, that is, a rather long way from our fragment. (F. 69v is blank.)

	F. 71r has the circle of the Zodiac with the signs and with the Syriac names, together with a list (in Syriac) of 1. the signs of the seven planets (sun, moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn), and 2. their metals.

	 On f. 71v begins a brief commentary in Garšūnī on the Nicene Creed (ܐܠܩܘܠ ܥܠܝ ܐܠܐܡܐܢܗ̈ ܐܠܬܠܬܡܐܝܗ ܘܬܡܐܢܝܗ̈ ܥܫܪ ܘܬܦܣܝܪܗܐ).



The text of the fragment in question runs as follows:


  
ܘܝܡܐ ܪܒܐ ܕܐܘܩܝܐܢܘܣ ܣܓ̈ܝܐܐ ܐܡ̣ܪܚܘ ܘܪܕܘ ܒܗ ܠܓܘ ܘܐܬܟܪܟܘ ܒܗ ܙܒܢܐ ܕܝܪ̈ܚܐ ܣܓ̈ܝܐܐ ܘܣܟ ܠܐ ܐܫܟܚܘ ܣܘܦܐ ܡܢ ܬܚܘ̣ܡܐ.. ܓܙܪ̈ܬܐ ܕܝܢ ܩܠܝܠ ܐܝܬ ܒܗ. ܡܢܗܝܢ ܕܡܝܬܪ̈ܢ
11
 ܒܒܢ̈ܝܢܫܐ. ܘܡܢܗܝܢ ܠܝܬ ܒܗܝܢ ܐܢܫ ܐܠܐ ܚܝ̈ܘܬܐ ܢܘܟܪ̈ܝܬܐ ܕܠܐ ܐܬܚܙܝܢ ܒܐ[ܬ]ܪ̈ܘܬܐ ܐܚܪ̈ܢܐ. ܬܡܢ ܐܝܬܝܗ̇ ܓܐܕܝܪܐ ܓܙܪܬܐ ܐܝܟܐ ܕܐܩܝܡ ܐܪܐܩܠܝܣ ܓܢܒܪܐ ܘܢܒܝܐ ܕܚ̈ܢܦܐ ܠ̈ܩܝܡܬܐ ܬܠܬ ܗܢܝܢ ܛܒ̈ܝܒܬ
12
  ܒܥܠܡܐ ܘܐܣܛܝ̈ܠܐܣ ܪ̈ܡܬܐ ܐܝܟ ܕܠܕܘܟܪܢܗ ܠܡ ܕܢܫܬܬܐܣ
 13
 ܥܘܗܕܢܗ ܒܟܠܗܘܢ ܕܪ̈ܐ ܕܥܠܡܐ.. ܘܐܢ ܗܢܐ ܐܬܦܪܣ ܘܣܒ̣ܠ ܟܠܗ ܗ̇ܘ ܥܡܠܐ ܪܒܐ ܕܒܙܒܢܐ ܣܓܝܐܐ ܘܫܦܠܐ ܕܥܡܐ
 ܪܒܐ ܘܣܘܓܐܐ ܕܢܦܩ̈ܬܐ ܕܥܘܬܪܐ ܕܠܐ ܡܢܝܢܐ ܘܡܬܩܠܐ ܥܒܕ ܘܐܩܝܡ ܠܗܠܝܢ ܩܝ̈ܡܬܐ ܬܗܝܪ̈ܬܐ ܐܝܟܢܐ ܕܠܐ ܢܬܥܛܐ ܥܘܗܕܢܗ ܡܢ ܥܠܡܐ ܟܕ ܝܘܬܪܢ ܠܝܬ ܡܢ ܗ̇ܘ ܫܦܠܐ ܪܒܐ܃ ܡܕܝܢ ܚܢܢ ܫ̈ܦܠܐ ܘܡ̈ܐܝܢܐ ܐܝܟܢ ܠܐ ܡܬܦܪܣܝܢܢ ܕܢܫܒܘܩ ܠܢ ܥܘܗܕܢܐ ܛܒܐ ܒܥܠܡܐ. ܒܝܕ ܥ݁ܒ̈ܕܐ ܛܒ̈ܐ ܘܕܘܒܪ̈ܐ ܫܦܝܪ̈ܐ. ܐܝܕ ܕܥܒܕܘ ܐܒܗ̈ܝܢ ܩܕ̈ܡܝܐ ܕܐܬܕܒܪܘ ܬܩܢܐܝܬ. ܘܒܥܠܡܐ ܡ݁ܢ ܗܢܐ ܐܬܢܨܚܘ ܘܐܬܩܠܣܘ. ܘܩܢܝܘ ܫܡܐ ܛܒܐ ܘܐܬܪܫܡ ܫܡܐ ܕܢܨܚ̈ܢܝܗܘܢ ܐܝܠ ܕܠܕܘܟܪܢܐ ܛܒܐ ܥܕܡܐ ܥܕܡܐ ܠܫܘܠܡܐ܀ ܘܒܥܠܡܐ ܕܥܬܝܕ ܝܪܬܝܢ ܡܠܟܘܬܐ ܫܡܝܢܝܬܐ ܘܚ̈ܝܐ ܕܟܐ ܥܒܪܝܢ܉ ܕܠܗܘܢ ܢܫܬܘܐ  ܐܦ ܚܢܢ ܒܨܠ̈ܘܬܗܘܢ ܐܡܝܢ.. 


A marginal note in the outer margin and in the same hand runs:14 


ܗܠܝܢ ܬܠܬ
 15
 ܩܝ̈ܡܬܐ ܐܩܝܡ ܐܢܝܢ ܒܬܚܘܡܐ ܕܡܬܥܡܪܢܝܬܐ ܘܐܢ ܓ̇ܕܫ ܘܡܬܕܚܝܐ ܐܠܦܐ ܠܬܡܢ ܡܢ ܩܛܝܪܐ ܕܪ̈ܘܚܐ. ܦܣܩܝܢ ܡ̈ܠܚܐ ܣܒܪܐ ܕܚܝ̈ܝܗܘܢ. ܡܛܠ ܕܠܐ ܡܨܝܢ
 16
 ܕܢܗܦܟܘܢ ܡܢ ܬܡܢ. ܡܢ ܨܠ̇ܝܐ ܕܝܡܐ. ܗ̄ ܕܡܫܬܪ̈ܓܠܢ ܣܦ̈ܝܢܬܐ ܘܐܙܠ̈ܢ ܒܨܠ̇ܝܐ ܕܝܡܐ ܘܠܝܬ ܠܡܗܦܟ.
 17


Translation, with the marginal note inserted in its proper place (in italics):

Many have dared to travel within the great sea, Ocean, and have gone about in it for months at a time, but they still have not found the edge of its limit. For there are some islands in it, some of which abound in people, some of which only have strange animals which are not seen elsewhere. There [at the edge of the world] is an island, Gadeira,18 where Hercules, the hero and prophet19 of the pagans, set up three20 columns, those that are famous in the world, high pillars, so that his commemoration, along with his memory might be brought21 into all generations of the world. These three22 columns he set up at the border of the inhabited world, and if it happens that a ship is propelled there by the force of the winds, sailors give up hope for their lives, since they would then be unable to return from there, the whirlpool of the sea, that is, because boats continually rush at the whirlpool and cannot return.23 If [i.e. since] he took pains and endured all this great labor for a long time and the humiliation of a great people,24 and made a considerable monetary expense without number or weight, he set up these marvelous columns, lest his memory be wiped out from the earth, there [otherwise] being no benefit from that great effort. Therefore, we, weakened and inactive, how will we leave ourselves a memory without taking pains?


Especially for the seemingly unique reference to three, and not two, Pillars of Hercules, this short fragment, which at least once was circulated independently, deserves broader notice, but even more generally, it is worth being made better known as another specific witness to Syriac interest in Greek (natural) philosophy.
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13 Ms ܕܢܬܐܫܬܐ. See discussion below.

14 There is a sign after ܕܪ̈ܐ ܕܥܠܡܐ in the manuscript which almost certainly indicates where this text should be inserted. If this is correct, it matches Kayser's text, and in the translation below the marginal addition is inserted into that spot.

15 Kayser om.

16 In Kayser: ܡܨܝܐ ܠܗܘܢ.

17 This last sentence is missing from Kayser.

18 As mentioned above, the Pillars are not infrequently referred to in Greek sources; Gadeira is specifically mentioned in connection with Hercules and the Pillars at, among others, Pindar Nem. 4.69; Herodotus 4.8.2; Strabo 3.5.3; Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 2.33; 5.1, 3; Pseudo-Nonnos, Scholia ad S. Gregorii Orat. II Contra Julianum 42 (ed. in Migne, PG 36, cols. 1055-1056; cf. J. Nimmo Smith, S. Brock, B. Coulie, eds., Pseudo-Nonniani in IV orationes Gregorii Nazianzeni commentarii, Corpus Christianorum Series Graeca 27, Corpus Nazianzenum 2 [Turnhout: Brepols, 1993]; the Scholia were translated into Syriac, and this one is no. 35 in Sebastian Brock's edition: The Syriac Version of the Pseudo-Nonnos Mythological Scholia, University of Cambridge Oriental Publications 20 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971], with the English translation on p. 151, Syriac text on p. 301; in this just named Syriac source, only qimātā is used for the Pillars).

19 The only reference to Hercules as prophet that I have found after a brief search is Hipp., Ref. omnium haer. 5.27. In this Syriac text he is called “prophet…of the pagans [ḥanpē]” and in Hippolytus he is a prophet God chose “from the uncircumcision” (ἐξ ἀκροβυστίας προφήτην ἐπελέξατο <ὁ> Ἐλωεὶμ τὸν Ἡρακλέα). While the word “prophet” does not occur in his mention of the tradition, Cyril of Alexandria, in his Commentary on Jonah § 11 (Migne, PG 71, col. 616), links the narrative of Jonah's having been swallowed by a fish to a story told among the Greeks — he specifically names Lycophron as a source — that Hercules, too, had been gulped down by a huge sea animal but that he emerged merely with the loss of his hair (Ἡρακλέα φασὶ, τὸν Ἀλκμήνης καὶ Διὸς, καταποθῆναι μὲν ὑπὸ κήτους, ἐκδοθῆναι δὲ πάλιν ἐκ τῆς ἐκφύτου θερμότητος, ἐψιλωμένης αὐτῷ τῆς κεφαλῆς, καὶ μόνης τριχὸς πεπονθότι τὴν ἀπόφασιν). It is not hard to imagine the appellation of prophet having been applied to Hercules in a more complete version of this tradition.

20 The most striking piece of information given here is that there are three Pillars, not two! The word is very clearly spelled out, not written with a letter. None of the classical sources seem to refer specifically to “three” Pillars. One possible basis for assuming three Pillars is that the author has included in this number the Rock of Gibraltar along with the two likely spots in north Africa, Monte Hacho in Ceuta and Jebel Musa in Morocco.

21 Kayser reads ܕܢܬܬܝܬܐ, and he translates the verb in its larger context as “…wo Herakles, ein Held und Prophet der Heiden jene 3 in der Welt berühmten Standbilder und hohen Säulen zu seinem Gedächtniss errichtete, dass sein Gedächtniss zu allen Geschlectern der Welt gebracht wurde,” but, as indicated above, the reading of Dayr Al-Za`farān 197 is not clear here. The manuscript seems to have ܕܢܬܐܫܬܐ, which makes no immediate sense. Most likely, this reading is a corruption of the text as given by Kayser, with the second taw > ālaf and yod > šin. Alternatively, and rather less likely, it might be the denominal(< ܫܬܐܣܬܐ “foundation”) verb ܫܬܐܣ in the form ܕܢܫܬܬܐܣ, dǝ-neštattas, i.e. etpa‘al imperfect 3rd masc. sg., i.e. “might be established.” (The text attestations of the verb ܫܬܐܣ in Sokoloff's Syriac Lexicon, p. 1614, imply that the verb is used only with physical structures, but Payne Smith's references show a broader usage [Thesaurus Syriacus, cols. 4348-4349], such that construing the verb with “commemoration” and “memory” is hardly out of place.

22 This word is missing in Kayser's edition.

23 From “that is” to the end of the sentence is not in Kayser's edition.

24 This “humiliation” probably refers to the cleaning of the Augean stables.
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