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1. Introduction

A striking feature in modern Assyrian and Chaldean churches is the fact
that often more than one language is used in the Sunday liturgy. Usually,
part of the liturgy is in the Classical language, the traditional vehicle for
the liturgy of these churches, but often important parts of the liturgy are in
Arabic or Neo-Aramaic. In addition, one may hear Persian, Dutch, Swedish,
English, French or German—depending on the countries where the liturgy
takes place and from where the participants originate. The easy shifting
between languages is continued during coffee afterwards, when a variety of
modern spoken languages are used. It seems likely that this use of multiple
languages is a long-established feature of these churches. One of the objects
of this contribution is to investigate how three languages, Classical Syriac,
Neo-Aramaic, and Arabic, were used in the Church of the East and the
Chaldean Church between 1500 and 1800.

The Assyrian Apostolic Church of the East and the Chaldean Church,
the two churches that are the subject of this paper, originated in the church
that around 1500 was known to outsiders as the “Nestorian Church”. In
1553, the “Church of the East”, as it called itself, experienced a first split
when part of the church had a counter-patriarch consecrated in Rome. Al-
though this early union was followed by a three-century history of broken
and renewed unions that only in 1830 reached their final form, 1553 is com-
monly seen as the beginning of the uniate Chaldean Church.! It is these
two communities, whose mutual boundaries remained fluid for much of this
period, that form the context of the language discussion in this paper.

It is also this period of increasing uniatism that sets the period for this
study, a time that more or less coincides with the advent of Ottoman admin-
istration in the Mosul and Diyarbakir provinces, where most of the Church

1For a detailed history of this period including the spread of uniatism, see Wilmshurst
2000; Habbi 1966; Lampart 1966; Murre—van den Berg 1999b and forthcoming (a).
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of the East communities were found. This period is characterized by a
relatively stable political and economical situation, and it is likely that at
least part of the increasing manuscript production within the Church of
the East can be explained from these circumstances.? Thousands of man-
uscripts from this period have been preserved and, although often studied
only to the extent of a short entry in a catalogue, form the basis of this
investigation into the language use in this period. In addition, observations
on the use of language in these communities are taken into account, often
dating to the 19" or early 20*" century. A discussion of the 19" century,
although also characterized by Ottoman dominion, increasing uniatism and
significant literary production, is not included. In this period the activities
of American Presbyterian, British Anglican, and French Roman Catholic
missions gave rise to new developments such as the introduction of general
education and printing. For this reason the language situation in this period
deserves separate treatment.>

In this contribution the three most important languages of the Church
of the East and the Chaldean Church are considered. Initially, a focus on
Classical Syriac and Neo-Aramaic seemed appropriate for a conference on
Aramaic. However, the linguistic situation in the 16% to 18" centuries
would be grossly misrepresented if Arabic would not be included. Other
languages could have been drawn into the picture—one could think of Ot-
toman Turkish, Azeri Turkish, Persian, and Kurdish. It is likely that these
languages, in their spoken and written forms, also formed part of the linguis-
tic milieu of the Church of the East. However, written evidence pertaining to
the period under discussion is scarce or absent, which not only complicates
a responsible discussion of their status, but also suggests that their impor-
tance within these Christian communities was less than the three that are
indeed reflected in the sources: Classical Syriac, Neo-Aramaic, and Arabic.

In the first part of this paper I will present an overview of the use of
these three languages in the Church of the East and the Chaldean Church.
What language is used in which texts, and what do we know about the
accompanying spoken languages? In the second part of the paper I will
suggest a possible explanation for the distribution of the languages described
in the first part.

2. The Use of Classical Syriac, Neo-Aramaic, and Arabic

The vast majority of texts produced in the Ottoman period in the Church
of the East are in Classical Syriac. In practically all types of texts, Classical
Syriac specimens form the majority, and most of the genres are completely

2Wilmshurst 2000: 8-15. His book further includes a helpful list of manuscript cata-
logues and a list of dated manuscripts based on these catalogues.
3See Murre—van den Berg 1999b and forthcoming (b).
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translated by Budge (Budge 1894 and 1902).

HBaumstark 1922: 334-335; Macuch 1976: 48-49; Cardahi 1874: 96-100. He is tra-
ditionally equated to the founding father of the Shikwana scribal family, although no
manuscripts of his hand have survived; see further Wilmshurst 2000: 243—245.

2Baumstark 1922: 335; Macuch 1976: 49; Cardahi 1874: 130-135. The scribal family
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