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The Diatessaron is a bold and painstaking

harmonization of the four Gospels into

one narrative (diὰ tessάron = “through

four”) prepared by TATIAN (ca.120–173), an

“Assyrian” student of JUSTIN MARTYR at Rome

(Oratio ad Graecos 42.10–11). He may have

compiled it originally in his native Syriac

after returning to the East in about 170

(Petersen 1986; see Clem. Strom. 3.12.81;

Epiphanius Pan. 46.1.11; Theod. Haer. 1.20).

However, Greek is just as likely (Kraeling

1935), or perhaps even Latin. In any case, the

Diatessaron was probably the earliest part of

the New Testament in Syriac and it became

the standard Gospel text in Syriac churches

up to the middle of the fifth century (Petersen

1994). Along with inscriptions and the

Peshitta Old Testament, the Diatessaron is

one of the earliest Syriac texts known and,

as such, has been seen by scholars as formative

of Syriac Christianity at EDESSA (Drijvers

1984: }1). However, because of Tatian’s repu-

tation for encratic heresy (see ENCRATISM), the

Diatessaron suffered a damnatio memoriae,

being proscribed by Rabbula of Edessa

(fl. ca. 411–431) and Theodoret of Cyrrhus

(fl. ca. 423–460) and, eventually replaced by

the Peshitta (“simple” or “current”) text. In the

fourth century, Ephrem the Syrian composed

a very influential commentary on the Diates-

saron, which seems to have been known to

Romanos the Melode in sixth-century Con-

stantinople (Petersen 1985). A Syriac manu-

script of this commentary was discovered in

1957, with many missing pages being added

in the following decades (McCarthy 1993).

Since the original text of the Diatessaron is

impossible to reconstruct, this is a very impor-

tant witness, although recently doubts have

been raised as to the commentary’s authorship

(Lange 2005). The Diatessaron’s relation-

ship to other biblical texts is also a contested

issue. It has been argued that Tatian made use

of the Peshitta Old Testament, prepared

(in part, at least) by Jewish translators (Joosten

2001; cf. Shedinger 2001). More secure perhaps

is the influence of the Diatessaron on the Old

Syriac and Peshitta texts of the NT (Joosten

1996: 5–22).

In addition to (1) the Ephremic commen-

tary in Armenian and Syriac (McCarthy 1993),

there survive (2) five Arabic manuscripts of a

Gospel harmonization; (3) one Persian manu-

script; (4) the Latin harmonization from the

Codex Fuldensis of about 541–6; (5) medieval

harmonies, especially a medieval Dutch ver-

sion, the Liège Diatessaron; and (6) fourteen

lines of a Greek fragment (ante 256/7) uncov-

ered in Dura-Europos (Kraeling 1935). The

Greek fragment may suggest a Greek original,

but some scholars have even questioned its

Diatessaronic identification.
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