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The purpose of these collected materials is to fully document primary and related derivative 

sources regarding the existence of Aramaic Gospels from 78 CE currently housed in the Vatican 

Library. This claim is confirmed through the testimonies of chief Vatican librarians and no less 

than three popes who initiated and supported a wide variety of endeavors regarding manuscript 

collation, collection and relocation to Rome. The first part of this investigation is a sampling of 

scholarly conclusions regarding the very ancient origins of the Aramaic speaking Assyrian 

Church of the East: 

We incline then to admit, not only the traditional founding of this Church by Mar 

Adai at the close of the first century, but also its extension from Adiabene southwards 

by the teaching of Mari and his companions, as well founded in fact, though 

embroidered by later traditions. – Reverend William A. Wigram, An Introduction to the 

History of the Assyrian Church, (London: The Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge, 1910), p. 30. 

God had in great mercy preserved me through many perils, and brought me among a 

people who had received the Gospels from the Apostles and immediate disciples of 

our Savior and had preserved its doctrines with a great degree of purity.  – Dr. Asahel H. 

Grant, The Nestorians or Lost Tribes, (New York: Harper and Sons, 1841), p. 79. 

…the historian J.M. Fiey believes that the Church of Kokhe was in fact founded at the 

time of Mari. On account of the description of Mari’s chapel and the fact that, between 79 

and 116, the Tigris altered its course, he concludes that Mari must have laid the 

cornerstone before 79/116…We can be assured that, beginning in the second century, 

there existed in Seleucia-Ctesiphon an independent Christian community... – 

Christoph Baumer, The Church of the East: An Illustrated History of Assyrian 

Christianity, (New York: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2016) p. 20. 

“Persian” Christianity clearly had royal cities as its center. The establishment of the 

first church, the future patriarchal Church of Kokhe (at Ctesiphon), can be fixed at 

between 79 and 116 of the Christian era. - St Abraham's Church - History of the 

Church in Iran (irandoms.org) 

Timotheos transferred the residence of the catholicos from Ctesiphon to the newly 

founded city of Baghdad and settled on the western bank of the Tigris in the “Deir 

Kalilisho” (in Arabic, Dayr al-Jathaliq, that is, “monastery of the catholicos”). However, 

the catholicos was still consecrated in the church of Kokhe in Ctesiphon. – Wilhelm 

Baum and Dietmar Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History, (London: 

Routlege Courzan Publishers, 2000), p. 60. 



In terms of ancient testimony however, we need look no further than the 4th century historian 

Eusebius of Caesarea, who wrote the following: 

You have written evidence of these things taken from the archives of Edessa, which 

was at that time a royal city. For in the public registers there, which contain accounts of 

ancient times and the acts of Abgarus, these things have been found preserved down 

to the present time. But there is no better way than to hear the epistles themselves which 

we have taken from the archives and have literally translated from the Syriac 

language. – Church History, Book 1, Chapter 13, from Early Church Fathers, p. 100. 

Now we can continue our search by collating all the relevant testimony regarding these Aramaic 

Gospels into a single place: 

The Testimony of the Vatican Librarians and Scholars 

 

Machicha Bishop of Gesluna1 [ruled as patriarch from 1096-1111 CE2] comments at the end of 

certain series of books of the Gospels through [the help] of his secretary this transcription. 

Noting at the end of manuscripts of the Gospels as described by Achaeus, the secretary described 

it in these words:   

 

There was a very old Gospel which once existed3 in the sacred household of the Roman Church 

in the city of Baghdad. It was from the Church at Edessa (that is Aramaic Edessa as noted down 

before), ancient but still legible, not a single iota was erased, and it could be more easily read 

than many modern books, but by reason of its great age ten leaves were lost. At the end was the 

following subscription: 

 

This sacred book was finished on Wednesday the eighteenth day of the first month of Conun 

(that is, December), in the year 389 of the Greeks, in the year of Christ 78, by the hand of the 

Apostle Achæus4, a fellow-laborer of Mar Maris5 and a disciple of the Apostle Mar Adaeus6, 

whom we entreat to pray for us. Amen7.'  

Machicha also made some remarks on one of the Syriac manuscripts which were placed in the 

Vatican library during the time of Pope Innocent XIII [as mentioned] in Bibliotheca Orientalis, 

Volume 2 page 4868.  

#48: Notation at the end of a certain series of Gospel books in excellent condition that is from the 

city of Baghdad or from Babylon, where it was said to be kept, folio 1409.  

This excellent sacred book of the Gospels is the same one, the identical version, made at the 

times of Adai the Apostle10, his students being Achaeus and Mar Maris11. 

#49: Concerning this old Gospel upon the altar of the Holy Church that is in D’arta d’Rumoye 

(the Greek Castle)12 from the city of Baghdad: There was an Old Edessan Gospel that was clear 

with no missing letters and was said to be better than any new Books. Only the first section was 

lost from it from that time period and at the end was written: 

This Holy Book was finished on the 5th day in the week, the 18th in [the month of] First Conun 

[December13] of the year 389 of the Greeks (i.e. 78 AD) 14. Handwriting by the hand of the 



apostle Achaeus, the friend of Mar Maris, the student of Mar Adai the Apostle; his prayer be 

with us Amen15!   

Mar Machicha the Bishop of Gesluna wrote, saying that: I saw the end of the ancient Gospel in 

[another] Holy Church, of Mar Sabar-Yeshua, in Suq-al-Thalatha [Tuesday Market] 

neighborhood of the city of Baghdad16.  

The story could also continue, as I've heard it, that the Rassam Family in Baghdad (Chaldeans) 

had possession of it until its eventual transfer to the Vatican. You can see here in the book the 

mention of the Church of Mar Sabar-Yeshua in the Suq-al-Thalatha [Tuesday Market] quarter of 

Baghdad. This was a Patriarchal residence. This is the church my priest told me this manuscript 

was housed in by the Rassam family17. 

Assemani's library had not been destroyed [in the fire of August of 1868], but only 

damaged…the books are re-emerging from the deposits of the Apostolic Library and the 

antiquities are found in the displays of the Vatican Museums...In fact, Joseph Simon Assemani's 

personal collection had been transported to the attic: over 1,000 printed volumes, more than 600 

manuscripts: Jewish, Syrian, Arab, Turkish, Persian, Armenian, Chinese, Greek and Latin18. 

The extraordinary richness of the Vatican manuscript collections – Latin, Greek and Oriental19 – 

make it one of the world’s outstanding libraries in terms of the quantity and the quality of the 

manuscripts preserved there, which range from papyrus codices of the Gospels and of other New 

Testament writings, transcribed only a few decades after they were composed, to late antique 

manuscripts of Vergil and Terence.20 

I seek from you, Oh Holy Trinity, the cause of all and the bringer of all the living; Oh to the 

Unique Nature that is worshiped by all. Oh to the Life of all breath: Make me worthy of your 

everlasting mercy in that they are all agreeable to you, to bring to pass; and for the forgiveness of 

my debts that absolved my immense actions. Amen21!   

Reconstructing the Manuscript’s Itinerary 

From these and some other sources culled from the Vatican and the Church of the East, it is now 

possible to recover the entire itinerary of the Assemani Manuscript, from its creation in Edessa in 

78 CE to its final residence in the Vatican Library. 

One important pattern to observe is that by direct references we know that the manuscript was 

attached to the patriarchal residence, almost always this was also their chief church, wherever the 

headquarters of the Church of the East happened to be at that time. Such was the case when it 

was first written by the second patriarch of the COE, Achaeus; it remained with him until he died 

in 81 CE and Achaeus himself was buried in Edessa. 

Then, during the long ministry of the third patriarch, Mar Maris (81-121 CE), Edessa was 

invaded by the Roman Empire and occupied for two years, from 116-118 CE. It is during this 

precise time that COE records tell us Mar Maris moved the headquarters of the church out of 

Edessa22, which was in a buffer area between Rome and Parthia, and relocated to Seleucia-

Ctesiphon, which was more securely in Parthian territory, most probably in the patriarchal 

residence of the Kokhe Church in Ctesiphon, which in the Acts of Mari23 had previously been 

known as Dayr Qunni24.  



It is also virtually certain the manuscript went with Mar Maris, whom COE records tell us spent 

the rest of his life in the new location, because when Seleucia-Ctesiphon was abandoned and 

large populations of Muslims and Christians relocated to Baghdad, that is where we know the 

manuscript was seen by Patriarch Machicha I around the year 1100, in two separate places, and 

there was no opportunity to go back to Edessa once the move to Seleucia-Ctesiphon happened. 

In the very likely event also that the pattern seen in Edessa, Baghdad and Rome holds true, the 

manuscript would have also been kept in the head church at Seleucia-Ctesiphon (Kokhe Church), 

where the patriarch himself lived, died and was buried.  

In any case, when Baghdad was being established in the late 770’s, so was the Christian quarter 

where all of her churches were located, including the patriarchal residence that housed the 

manuscript. To that end the full accounting of patriarchal resident churches in Baghdad, 

according to French scholar J.M. Fiey is as follows: 

The Kalisho Monastery (Dayr al-Jathliq25)→780-831 

Monastery of Mar Pethlion and private residence of Patriarch Sabar-Yeshua II→831-835 

The Ashbagh Church of the Shamassiyah Quarter and private residence of Patriarch 

Yochanan II→835-893 

Dar al-Rum, or Greek Palace→893-1136, manuscript seen here by Machicha I. 

Mar Sabar-Yeshua Church in the Tuesday Market neighborhood→1136-1190, 

manuscript seen here by Machicha I. 

The Church of Mart Maryam of Karkh→1190-1256 

The Church of Sergius and Bacchus in Karkh→125626 

Palace of Duwaidar Ala-al-Din→1257-1281 

After Machicha I died in the year 1110, the manuscript remained in Mar Sabar-Yeshua Church. 

Then in 1258, Baghdad was invaded and sacked by the Mongol general Hulagu Khan, grandson 

of Genghis Khan. Hulagu massacred more than 90,000 Muslims, but he was married to a 

Christian lady named Doquz Khatun from the Baghdad branch of the COE and he protected the 

church and its possessions. Hulagu even consolidated the power of the man who became the new 

COE patriarch, who was directly related to his wife, and he ordered a palace built expressly for 

that patriarch. As a result, the manuscript remained safe. 

However, the pattern of changing patriarchal residences within the city of Baghdad, and 

therefore changing where the manuscript was, continued. Over the next four centuries, a 

powerful Christian family named Rassam kept watch over the manuscript by order of the 

patriarch. When Baghdad though was invaded nearly half a dozen more times by various 

enemies, the Rassam family relocated the manuscript, sometimes to their own private residences, 

for safe keeping. When the danger passed, they would then return the manuscript to the 

patriarchal residence or other prominent churches in the area that later became patriarchal 

residences. These different locations though, taking into account Qasha Klutz’s testimony, would 

have only been temporary; eventually the manuscript would return to Mar Sabar-Yeshua Church. 

Then in 1552, a rebellion broke out in the Church of the East. A breakaway sect wanted to 

establish full communion with the Roman Church and they elected a separate patriarch to head 

their order, using the terms “Chaldean” and “Babylon” interchangeably to apply to them.  



At that point also the Church of the East splintered into three separate groups and no longer had 

Baghdad as their patriarchal residence, but moved their headquarters to various places in Turkey, 

northern Iraq, and Iran (Alqosh, Amid, Seert and other places), by which time they had lost 

custody of the manuscript. Furthermore, two of these groups joined to Rome, and of those two, 

one stopped communion with Rome in 1600, while the other continued as the Chaldean Catholic 

Church. 

Later, in 1632, the Roman Catholic Church (Latin rite) set up a diocese directly in Baghdad and 

also called it the “Babylon Church,” as Baghdad was often mislabeled to be in multiple sources. 

Such then explains the second-hand oral report that Stephen Evodius recorded when he said the 

manuscript was “either from Baghdad where it was from or Babylon where it was said to be 

kept,” because there was no opportunity historically speaking to have the document be in ancient 

Babylon proper, where there was no patriarchal residence to house it in. But if it was in 

“Babylon Church” in Baghdad, this explains perfectly how the Rassam family was able to hold 

on to the precious document until it was time to take it to Rome. 

Therefore, when the Rassam family converted to the Roman Catholic faith in Baghdad, 

sometime in the 1630’s they relocated both themselves and the document to Rome, though no 

one knows the exact year27. 

What we do know however, is that it was placed in the Vatican Library during the time of Pope 

Innocent XIII (reigned 1721-1724), which was documented by the French Dominican Catholic 

scholar Charles Louis Richard in 176028 and confirmed by Pietro Pianton in 1858, the latter 

having his research further endorsed and blessed by Pope Pius IX (reigned 1846-1878)29. 

However, in a very interesting twist, before Stephen Evodius Assemani began his work in trying 

to validate the manuscript, his uncle Joseph Assemani, the previous librarian, took the 

manuscript out of the Vatican and kept it in his house along with 600 other manuscripts30. Joseph 

then very likely wrote the notes about the manuscript that his nephew found in the Vatican 

Library, but since the manuscript was not there, this created doubt in the mind of Stephen 

Evodius and other scholars if the manuscript still existed.  

Then, ten years after Stephen Evodius completed his work in 1758, a fire in the original 

librarian’s house broke out in August of 1768. Many believed that the entire collection was 

destroyed but according to the Vatican’s official newspaper (The Roman Observer, November 

7th, 2019, p. 5) the collection was preserved because it was moved to the attic in time, and then it 

was subsequently put back in the Vatican Library where Pope Pius IX confirmed it to be still in 

1858. 

From that time until the present moment, all indications point to these Aramaic Gospels from the 

year 78 CE still being there. 

  



Stages of the Journey of the Assemani Manuscript 

Map #1 (below): Adapted from The Church of the East: A Concise History, p. 98. 
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Map #2 (below): Adapted from Baghdad During the Abbasid Caliphate, pp. 107-108. 

 

 

 

Physical and Linguistic Characteristics to Identify the Manuscript 

From the Vatican sources we have been discussing, along with known aspects from wider history 

and linguistic development of the Aramaic-Syriac language, there are clear and unmistakable 

criteria we can use to validate this manuscript should it ever be found. 

The manuscript was created in Edessa, which had a particular style of Aramaic script known as 

Estrangela that later became used across the full breadth of the Church of the East and other 

ancient Aramaic assemblies. The oldest known Estrangela inscription actually dates from 6 CE 

from Edessa and is preserved in the rock face of a citadel there to this day. Below is a picture of 

it: 

Patriarchal residence and church  (893-

1136 CE) 

Patriarchal residence and church  

(1136-1190 CE); permanent home of 

doc until taken to Rome (ca. 1635 CE). 



 

In terms of how this looks on a manuscript, I have found Vat.sir.628 to be in a very similar style: 

 

We also know that there are 140 surviving folios, that is, two sided pages, and that originally 

there were ten additional leaves at the beginning which were later lost due to its great age. That 

means the original document had 150 folios, or 300 individual pages, to incorporate everything 

from Matthew 1:1-John 21:25. The loss of approximately 3% of its original text would then 

correlate to losing about 8-9 chapters of the Gospel of Matthew but keep everything else to the 

end of John intact. 

In terms of surviving manuscripts, that total corresponds very favorably. BL manuscript 14,460 

for example, dated to 600 CE, uses the more compact and cursive style of script that developed 

later, and it has 110 folios (220 individual pages) from the start of Matthew to the end of John. 

One can therefore easily extrapolate from that backwards to a more squarish, blocky and larger 

script style resulting in the need for about forty more folios. 



Another key for identifying the manuscript will rest in its internal grammar. Put simply there are 

several important grammatical conventions used that were nearly universal throughout the 1st and 

2nd centuries but were gradually dropped in the 3rd century and completely extinct and replaced 

from the 4th century onwards. A manuscript then bearing the archaic style will, much like the 

style of Shakespeare does for us in English today, acts as a kind of linguistic DNA for proving it 

came from the Apostolic Age. 

Of the half-dozen or so of these grammatical indicators, by far the most impressive, important 

and definitive is that of the 3rd person male imperfect tense. In the 1st and 2nd centuries, Aramaic 

and Syriac identified such conjugations with a y-prefix. However, beginning in the 3rd century 

the grammar began to fluctuate between this older form and expressing the same thing with an n-

prefix. A century later the n-prefix  completely took over and it is universally rendered as such in 

all surviving manuscripts in places like Matthew 2:23, 5:19 and elsewhere. For any surviving 

text of the 78 CE Aramaic Gospels then, the location of the older y-prefix will be the most 

critical grammatical feature in authenticating its text as late 1st century. 

We should also expect there to be a handful of variants that will render this manuscript as neither 

exclusively Peshitta, nor Old Syriac, nor quotes from Aramaic saints like Aphrahat and Ephrem. 

Instead, there may be a few cases of totally original and unprecedented readings that are not 

found in any other sources. For example, Mark 1:2 clearly quotes two separate prophets in its 

prologue but all versions of it only give credit to Isaiah, while the statement behold, I will send 

my Messenger ahead of you to prepare your way was never said by Isaiah but is Malachi 3:1.  

This manuscript then may address such a reading, as the Church Father Irenaeus did in around 

180 CE, by simply saying “prophets” rather than “prophet” or it may present an entirely 

unexpected solution of its own altogether.  The point is that what we have today in terms of the 

majority traditions (Peshitta) and those from Edessa (Old Syriac manuscripts) are likely both 

later attempts at standardizations from this original. How much later, of course, is a matter of 

scholarly debate that falls out of the purview and scope of this essay. 

In short, there are strong and certain indicators that will validate this manuscript once it is 

revealed to the wider world.  
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ENDNOTES 

 
1 Gesluna: In the region of Mesopotamia near Baladam. Bishopric under the Metropolitan of Nisbis, which Balad later joined.- 

Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 3, p. DCCLI, or p. 751 (1728). 
2 Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 3, pp. 549-555 (1728). 
3 The term “which once existed” may simply be referring to the fact it is no longer in Baghdad, not that it does not exist at all in 

another place.  In this case, it is no longer in Baghdad because it went to Rome.  
4 Also known as Aggai or Aggaeus. 
5 Also known as Paulut before he became the third patriarch of the Church of the East. 
6 Also known as Adai or Thaddeus. 
7 Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 2, p. 486 (1721). 
8 Father Pietro Pianton, Encyclopedia Ecclesiastica, approved and blessed by Pope Pius IX, p. 153 (1858). 

9 Stephen Evodius Assemani, Bibliotheca Apostolicae Vaticanae, Part 1, Volume 2, p. 492.This notation has proven challenging 

to integrate into the overall itinerary and chronology of the Assemani Manuscript. If we take it at face value, it sounds like the 

manuscript was taken from Baghdad to ancient Babylon. Since both places are in Iraq at first glance this seems fine. However, 

the problem is that in a great many sources from the Talmud and competing churches amongst the Roman Catholics and the 

COE, Baghdad is often called Babylon and falsely interchanged with it. The Roman Catholic Church in Baghdad, to give one 

important example, is called “the Church at Babylon” while the Chaldean Catholic Church, which is headquartered in Turkey, 

also uses the term “Babylon” to associate itself since “Chaldea” and “Babylon” are synonymous. In terms of the overall pattern 

of the Assemani Manuscript also of staying in patriarchal resident-churches, there is no such one in ancient Babylon, even though 

Scripture says there originally was with Peter writing his First Epistle from there (5:13), but this was before our document was 

written at Edessa. Once it left Edessa there seems no historical opportunity for it to be in Babylon at all. Instead, there is a very 

clear transition between going from Edessa to Seleucia-Ctesiphon, from Seleucia-Ctesiphon to Baghdad and from Baghdad to 

Rome. Therefore, the best answer I can give to this matter resides in the phrase Stephen Evodius offers here, “where it was said 

to be kept,” because this is a detail not written about by any other source, including his uncle Joseph, the original librarian. 

Instead, this is a detail Stephen heard second hand and wrote down for posterity. That being the case, we don’t know what the 

original source was that the librarian heard from or what it meant, but based on the available evidence it seems likely it referred 

to the transfer of the document from the Church of the East patriarchal residence to that of the Roman Catholic diocese, also in 

Baghdad, that was called “Babylon” prior to its final relocation to Rome. If I were to speculate further on the matter, because 

that’s all the lack of evidence allows, I would further suggest that the oral report Stephen heard was either from the Rassam 

family who brought the manuscript to Rome from the “Babylon” church at Baghdad or someone associated with them. 

10 Some Syriac sources have Adai dying in around the year 66, while others say he immersed a successor named Peqida in the 

year 104 CE and died at over a hundred years old.  It is therefore also possible to combine the historical references so that Adai 

retires as patriarch in 66 CE but continues his ministry until 104 CE, but the remaining evidence cannot absolutely prove this is 

what happened. However, Reverend William Wigram points out that if Adai was called as a member of the Seventy as a young 

man around seventeen years of age that he would be in his early 90’s in the year 104. Thus Wigram concludes that it is possible 

to view a late 1st century CE origin for Christianity at Edessa as historical fact. See An Introduction to the History of the Assyrian 

Church, p. 28.  
11 Stephen Evodius Assemani, Bibliotheca Apostolicae Vaticanae, Part 1, Volume 2, p. 492 (1758). 

12 D’arta d’Rumoye literally means “Roman Castle,” but at this time in Baghdad the term “Roman” was applied by Muslims to 

all Christians, including the COE and Greek Byzantines that were in that neighborhood.. Hence, there is a tendency to translate 

this term as “Greek Castle,” and it is depicted on maps of Baghdad as such. However, the church itself was merely near that 

structure and was the patriarchal residence of the Church of the East. 
13 The month of First Conun roughly correlates to our December, so Wednesday the 18th is based on the timings of First Conun, 

not our December. exactly All Syriac sources read “First Conun;” the month “December” is only inserted by later editors when 

translating the Syriac into Latin. Also what we call “Wednesday” is called in the Syriac “the fifth day of the week.” As a result, 

the actual date for Achaeus finishing the Aramaic Gospels would correlate in our calendar to Wednesday, December 15th, 78 CE. 
14 My thanks to my colleague at www.peshitta.org Keefa Maroun, who first did the basic translations of the Syriac portions in 

2009. I have closely followed and verified his work from my own reading of the Syriac. 
15 Translation of Syriac text, Note #49-a, recorded by Stephen Evodius Assemani, Bibliotheca Apostolicae Vaticanae, Part 1, 

Volume 2, p. 492. 

16 This is a second church where Machicha saw the same manuscript. Like the COE church near the Greek Palace, it will in the 

future be the residence of the patriarch and where several patriarchs will be buried. 
17 Personal testimony, adapted very gently for flow and consistent spelling references from an original thread by Paul Younan of 

peshitta.org, from March 21st, 2009. His source, Qasha Charles Klutz, who was the chief assistant to Patriarch Mark Dinkha IV 

and who personally baptized me into the COE in 2003, told me the exact same account of where the Assemani Manuscript was in 

Baghdad. 
18 The Roman Observer, November 7th, 2019, p. 5. This is the official Vatican newspaper. 

http://www.peshitta.org/


 
19 By Vatican classification “oriental languages” are Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac and Arabic. The main collection of these 

documents again is called Bibliotheca Orientalis. 
20 Source: Official statement of the Vatican Library’s holdings (https://www.vaticanlibrary.va/en/the-collections/manuscript-

department.html). 
21 Translation of Syriac text, Note #49-b, recorded by Stephen Evodius Assemani, Bibliotheca Apostolicae Vaticanae, Part 1, 

Volume 2, p. 492. 

22 Joseph Aloysius Assemani, On Chaldean and Nestorian Catholicos and Patriarchs: Historical Commentary, pp. 3-4 (1775). 

Also see Edwin K. Broadhead (2010). Jewish Ways of Following Jesus: Redrawing the Religious Map of Antiquity. Tubingen: 

Mohr Siebeck. In a very interesting side note to this discussion, these sources also tell us that the Jerusalem Assembly, which had 

fifteen Hebrew bishops from just after the resurrection to after the Bar Kochba Revolt, relocated to Edessa in early 136 CE. It 
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