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Abstract

This research article presents a historical and critical analysis of the
arguments proposed by the British orientalist and missionary, William St.
Clair Tisdall (1859-1928), regarding the influence of Christian apocryphal
literature on Quranic narratives. Tisdall, a key figure in the Church
Missionary Society, argued in his seminal work, The Original Sources of the
Qur'an, that Islamic scriptures were not divinely revealed but were a
compilation of earlier Jewish and Christian traditions. The study specifically
scrutinizes Tisdall’s claims that the Quranic accounts of Mary (AS) and Jesus
(AS)—including the service in the Temple, the birth under a palm tree, and the
miracle of speaking in the cradle—were derived from non-canonical texts such
as the Protoevangelium of James, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, and the
Arabic Gospel of Infancy. By evaluating the manuscript traditions,
chronological dating of these apocryphal works, this paper exposes significant
historical discrepancies in Tisdall’s hypotheses. The findings suggest that
many of these apocryphal texts were either compiled or significantly redacted
after the advent of Islam, indicating that the Quranic text stands as an
independent, divine corrective rather than a derivative work. The research
further refutes the alleged Gnostic influences on Quranic Christology,
concluding that Tisdall’s methodology was primarily driven by missionary
polemics rather than objective historiography.

Keywords: William St. Clair Tisdall, Quranic Narratives, Christian
Apocrypha, Orientalism, Missionary Polemics, Protoevangelium of James,
Infancy Gospel of Thomas, Arabic Gospel of Infancy, Christology, Quranic
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"The object of the present work is to investigate the sources from which the
Islam of Muhammad’s days and of the present time was derived, and to show
how much of it was borrowed from earlier systems."*
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"We shall find that there is hardly a single doctrine or a single practice in
Islam which is not either a direct copy from some earlier system or a slight
modification of what had existed for ages before."
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"The crux of Geiger’s analysis was his observation of the many conspicuous

parallels between Quranic episodes and the narratives of the midrash, rabbinic
exegesis of the Hebrew Bible. Essentially, Geiger explained the apparent
deviations of Quranic stories about the patriarchs and prophets from their
parallels in the canonical Hebrew Bible as due first and foremost to their
derivation from what he assumed must be Jewish prototypes of those stories
found in the midrash."14
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"Much of Muhammad's teaching about the Person of Jesus was evidently
taken from apocryphal sources."15
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" From the careful examination of the whole subject dealt with in this chapter
(i.e., The influence of Christianity and Christian Apocryphal books) we
therefore conclude that the influence of true and genuine Christian teaching
upon the Quran and upon Islam is general has been very slight indeed, while
on the other hand apocryphal traditions and certain respects heretical doctrines
have a claim to be considered as farming one of the original sources of
Muhammadan faith."16
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" Muhammad having but an imperfect knowledge of the Gospel, learned from
these people, who were all around him, what he believed to be the purport of
the New Testament. It was his object to establish a faith which should embrace
and unite all races of the Peninsula, and the Christians among the rest. He
therefore entered in the Quran very much of the teaching and vain
imaginations of these ignorant sects."17
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"Muhammad was never brought into contact "with pure Gospel Christianity;
and it is largely to the false forms which the faith had then almost universally
assumed that the rise of Islam is really due, since repulsion from these
prevented Muhammad from ever really seeking to discover the truth contained
in the Gospel, and thus impelled him to found a new and anti-Christian
religion.."18
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"In an Arabic apocryphal book, called the History of our holy Father the Aged,
the Carpenter (Joseph), there is given the following account of Mary as a
child. Her parents took her to the Temple when three years old, and she
remained there nine years. Then when the Priests saw that the Holy Virgin had
grown up, they spoke among themselves, — Let us call a righteous man, one
that fears the Lord, to take charge of Mary till the time of her marriage, that
she may not remain in the Temple. But before that time when her parents
brought her, a new occasion had arisen, of which we read as follows in the
Protevangelium: —

The Priest accepted the child, and having kissed and blessed her, spake thus to
her:— May the Lord glorify thy name over all the races on the face of the
earth. The Lord God will in the latter days manifest to thee the ransom of the
house of Israel. And Mary remained like a dove in the Temple of the Lord,
and received food at an angel's hand. And when she was twelve years of age,
the Priests came together saying: — See now, Mary is twelve years old, and
still in the Temple of the Lord; what then shall we do with her?....And behold
an angel of the Lord stood beside him and said: — Zacharias; Zacharias! come
forth, and bring together all the widowers of thy people, and let each carry his
rod, and whom the Lord God." will signify, his wife shall she be. And the
criers went over the whole land of Judea, and proclaimed it by the trumpet of
the Lord, and all flocked together; and Joseph also carrying his rod hurried to
the Synagogue. So having come together, they went to the Priest, who,
gathering all their rods, went into the Temple and prayed. Having finished the
prayer, he came forth, and gave to each man his rod, but upon none of them
was there any mark. Joseph's rod came to him last of all. And lo! a dove came
out of the rod, and sat upon Joseph's head. Then the Priest said to him: - Thou
hast been chosen to take the Virgin of the Lord; take her therefore under thy
protection .... And Mary, taking a pitcher went forth to fill it with water; and
lo! a voice saying, — "Hail thou highly favoured one: the Lord is with thee;
blessed art thou among women." And she looked to the right and to the left to
see whence the voice came; trembling she returned to her house, and putting
down the pitcher, sat upon her seat ....And lo, the angel of the Lord from over
her cried, "Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found favour with the Lord and shalt
conceive by his word." Mary hearing it, became anxious in her soul, saying,
Am | to conceive, as every woman doth, and bring forth? And the angel said
unto her: - "Not thus, Mary, for the power of the Highest shall overshadow
thee: therefore that Holy Child shall be called the Son of the Highest, and thou
shalt call his name JESUS."20
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"When placed by Hanna in the Temple, Mary was fed there like the doves, as
the angels of the Lord brought her food from the heavens. When she
worshipped the Lord in the Temple, they did reverence to her, and often
brought her fruit from the Tree of Life, which she did eat with cheerfulness.....
Mary lived in the Temple, a pure and holy worshipper, till twelve years of age.
She had been her first three years in her parents’ home, and nine years in the
Temple. Then the Priests seeing that she was growing up a virtuous and God-
fearing maiden, consulted together, saying:— "We must seek for a righteous
God-fearing man to whom she may be given in marriage." And so having
summoned the tribe of Judah together, they chose twelve men according to the
names of each of the twelve tribes of Israel, and the lot came out upon that
good old man Joseph. Then when she became with child, Mary was
summoned with Joseph before the High priest, who thus addressed her: — O
Mary, what is this thou hast done, and debased thy soul: thou who in the Holy
of holies feddest from the hand of an angel, and heardest their hymns, ....what
is this thou hast done? Weeping bitterly she answered:— By the living God |
swear that I am pure before him and have known no man. "21
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"Mary, the Palm-tree, etc., we give an extract from an apocryphal book called
the History of the Nativity of Mary and the Saviour's Infancy:— Now on the
third day after she had set out, Mary was wearied in the desert by the heat, and
asked Joseph to rest for a little under the shade of a palm-tree. So he made
haste and made her sit down beneath it. Then Mary looking up and seeing its
branches laden with fruit, said, — | desire if it were possible to have some of
that fruit. Joseph answered:— | wonder at what thou sayest, since thou must
see how lofty the branches of the palm-tree are; and besides, | am anxious to
get water, for all in my vessel is done, and there is none anywhere about to fill
it with. Just then the child Jesus, looking up with a cheerful smile from his
mother's bosom, said to the palm-tree:— Send down thy branches here below,
that my Mother may eat fresh fruit of thee. Forthwith it bent itself at Mary's
feet, and so they all ate of its fruit. When they had gathered all the fruit, it still
remained bent, waiting for orders to arise. Then Jesus said:— O palm-tree,
arise with cheerfulness, be one of my Father's trees in Paradise; but with thy
roots open the fountain beneath thee; and bring me here for my refreshment
some of the water flowing from that fount. At once the tree became erect, and
began to pour from its roots water beautifully clear and sweet before them. So
when they saw the water, they were all filled with delight, and drank of it with
their cattle and servants, till they were satisfied and praised the Lord. Between
this story, as told here and in the Qur'an, there is just this divergence, that with
the latter the Palm-tree appears at the time of the Messiah's birth, whereas this
ancient Christian tale belongs to a somewhat later period, namely, after the
journey of Joseph and Mary into Egypt."22
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" The origin of this legend is not far to seek. We have already seen that one of
the apocryphal Gospels represents Christ, when on His journey to Egypt in His
infancy, as addressing the palm-tree and bidding it how down and permit His
Mother to pluck its fruit. But probably the source from which Muhammad
borrowed the incident is Injilu't Tufuliyyah, better known as the Arabic
Gospel of the Infancy. In the first chapter of that work we read:—

"We have found it recorded in the book of Josephus the Chief Priest, who was
in the time of Christ (and men say that he was Caiaphas), that this man said
that Jesus spake when He was in the cradle, and said to Mary His Mother,
‘Verily I am Jesus, the Son of God, the Word which thou hast borne,
according as the angel Gabriel gave thee the good news; and My Father hath
sent Me for the salvation of the world "23
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" This book of the Childhood was translated into Arabic from the Coptic
original, and must have been known to the Prophet's Coptic hand-maiden,
Mary. From her he must have heard the tale, and believing it to have come
from the Gospel, adopted it with some little change, and so entered it in the
Qur'an."24
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" He gladly adopted the assertion of certain heresiarchs, with whose views in
other respects he had little in common. Several of these had, long before
Muhammad's time, denied the actual suffering of Christ. Irenaeus tells us with
reference to the teaching of the Gnostic heretic Basilides, who flourished
about A.D. 120, that, in speaking of Jesus, he taught his deluded followers
"That He had not suffered; and that a certain Simon of Cyrene had been
compelled to carry His cross for Him; and that this man was crucified through
ignorance and error, having been changed in form by Him, so that it should be
thought that he was Jesus himself."25
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" The same idea is contained in an apocryphal work called the Travels of the
Apostles, which Photius in his Bibliotheca refers to. It is asserted in this book that
'Christ had not been crucified, but another in His stead."26
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"such as these have nothing to do with the Gospel, but like those before of the
cradle, palm-tree, etc., have been taken from imaginary and fabulous Christian
writings, such as the following from a Greek story-book called The Gospel of
Thomas the Israelite: — The child Jesus, when five years of age, was playing
on the road by a dirty stream of running water; and having brought it all
together into ditches, immediately made it pure and clean; and all this by a
single word. Then having moistened some earth, he made of it twelve
sparrows. And it was the Sabbath day when he did these things. There were
many other children playing with him. Now a Jew, seeing what Jesus did, that
he was playing on the Sabbath day, forthwith went his way to his father
Joseph; Behold, he said, thy son is at the stream of dirty water, and having
taken up some mud, hath made of it twelve sparrows, and hath thus desecrated
the Sabbath. On this Joseph went to the spot, and cried out:— Why dost thou
do these things on the Sabbath day which it is not lawful to do? Whereupon
Jesus, clapping his hands at the sparrows, cried aloud to them, — Go off! So
they, clucking, flew away. The Jews seeing it, were astonished, and went and
told their Rulers what they had seen Jesus do."27
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"....the Protoevangelium of James, sometimes referred to as the Infancy
Gospel of James." 28
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"In ch. 25 the author claims to be James of Jerusalem."29
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"In PJ 25. i the author claims to be James the step-brother of Jesus by Joseph's
first marriage. and the Gelasian Decree identifies him with James the Less of
Mark 15: 40."30
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" In fact the author is unknown. He is not likely to have been a Jew: there is in
PJ a great ignorance not only of Palestinian geography but also of Jewish
customs (e.g. Joachim is forbidden to offer his gifts first because of
childlessness; Mary is taken

to be a ward of the Temple; Joseph plans to go from Bethlehem to Judea).”31
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" The familiar designation 'Protevangelium ' is not old . It is to Postel and
Neander that it owes its established position . PBodmer 5 has 'Birth of Mary .
Revelation of James , the later Greek manuscripts mostly 'Story'. 'History' or
Account ' and then , eithr with or without mention of James, give the contents,
which they usually describe as ' Birth of Saint Mary. Mother of God'. The
Syriac translation bears the title Birth of our Lord and our Lady Mary'. Origen
mentions our document as '‘Book of James ' (o n the title cf. de Strycker. La
forme, pp . 208-216)."32
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" Most scholars now date PJ, or at least the bulk of the first draft of PJ, to the
second half of the second century......... The Bodmer Papyrus V has been
dated to the third century and already shows secondary developments.*33
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The text of the Protevangelium, which was probably originally composed in
the second century, was particularly popular in the East. Over 150 manuscripts
of it in Greek have survived. These are dated from several centuries, thus
indicating its long-standing popularity. It was translated into several early
versions (Coptic, Syriac, Georgian, Armenian, Ethiopian and Slavonic)
showing that it was also popular in a wide geographical area. Latin versions
also exist, albeit not in great numbers. (The most complete manuscript in Latin
is Paris, Bibliothéque Sainte-Geneviéve 2787, recently edited by Rita
Beyers."34
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A" Most surviving Greek manuscripts of PJ are later than the tenth
century."35
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" The first edition of the printed Greek text, based on a now unknown
manuscript, was by M. Neander (Neumann) in 1564. His text was used in the
editions of Grynaeus, Fabricius, Jones, and Birch. Birch's may be seen as the
first text-critical edition; in addition he made use of two Vatican manuscripts.
Thilo's edition was based on Paris 1454 (= Tischendorf's C) with an apparatus
that included seven other Paris manuscripts and Birch's two Vatican
manuscripts. Suckow's text reproduced a Venice manuscript (= Tischendorf's
A)." 36
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"It was only with the discovery of the Papyrus Bodmer 5 (edition: M. Testuz.
Papyrus Bodmer V Nativiti de Marie. 1958 ; the papyrus is probably to be
dated to the 4th cent, rather than to th e 3rd , as by Testuz ) that a new phase
began in research into the Greek tradition . In 1961 E.de Strycker published
his great investigation (for title, see above), in which he wrought the printed
Greek texts and the versions into a text which was intended to present ‘the
most ancient form' . In the process the significance of PBodmer 5 was
certainly rated very high , but it was not overestimated . Thus de Strycker was
able on the one hand to correct many errors in Testuz ' edition , and on the
other to show that some development of the text had already preceded the
Bodmer papyrus."37
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"The Syriac translation, of which we have four manuscripts (in part, however,
fragmentary). probably originated in the 5lh century. It can claim a great

significance, alongside PBodmer. since here we have a text older that the 6th
century, even if the quality of the text is not so good as that of PBodmer 5."38
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" Subsequent church opinion in the West found such teaching unacceptable: Jerome
wasinstrumental in condemning this teaching in PJ as wrong, and he argued that Jesus'
siblings were his cousins. Jerome's explanations met with papal approval and were
responsible for the decline in the use of PJ in the West."39
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"The historical value of the stories in PJ is insignificant. The names of Mary's parents, the
names of Reuben, Zacharias, and Samuel are all fictitious. Zacharias is wrongly identified
with Zacharias of Matt. 23: 35. Simeon was not a high-priest. The water of jealousy was not
administered to men. The oracular plate on the forehead is not known outside PJ. Other
peculiar details include the contradiction of the angelic annunciation (12. 2, cf. u) and the
warning given to the Magi not to go to Judea when they were already there (21. 4).2 Such
details do not necessarily indicate the author's use of variant sources; they may result from his
own lack of interest in, or awareness of, such apparent inconsistencies."40
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"The choice of Thomas (who is now called an apostle, now an 'Israelite
philosopher™) as the author may be connected with the tradition of Thomas' s
apostolate in India."41
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"The commonly used title is a misnomer. Most of the manuscripts do not claim that it
was written by Thomas, nor does this "Gospel" tell of Jesus' infancy."42
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"This text was probably originally written in Greek and comes from the
second century.

Translations were made early into Syriac, in which language the earliest form
of this work seems to have survived, and into Latin (in two versions), as well
as into Ethiopic, Slavonic and

Georgian."43
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" The earliest form of Infancy Thomas seems to be the Syriac, but the tradition
seems to go back to a Greek model: the Greek alphabet figures in one
story."44
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"Tischendorf's Greek A is the longest version and is based on two manuscripts
both of the fifteenth century: one in Bologna (Univ. 2702), the other in
Dresden (i 187). Mingarelli's text had been based on the Bologna manuscript;
Thilo added to this the Dresden manuscript and a fragment containing chapters
1-2 then in Vienna (and edited by Lambecius (see Tischendorf, EA, p. xliii))
but now lost. Athos Vatopedi 37 is unedited but is said to resemble Greek A.
The fifteenth-sixteenth century Paris 239 containing chapters 1-7, edited
originally by Cotelerius (and translated into English by M. R. James), is cited
in Tischendorf's apparatus to the text of his Greek A. Delatte's publication of
the Athens manuscript of the Greek came after Tischendorf's day. This
manuscript shows links with the Latin, especially in Latin chapters 1-3. Both
this fragment and the Latin try to provide a link with PJ: the Athens
manuscript even attributes the authorship of both to James. Tischendorf's
Greek B was first edited by him from a fourteenth-fifteenth century
manuscript he had discovered on Mount Sinai."45
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"The version of the 2" century , is not yet possible . ' A final critical edition is
still awaited . But even if such an edition should succeed in reconstructing a
text underiying the later manuscripts and translations, the question still
remains whether the original infancy gospel can be reconstructed at all. and
whether any statements about the date of composition will be possible."46
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"At any rate Mohammed was familiar with this tradition , and adopted many
of the legends into the Koran."47
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"The Arabic Infancy Gospel or Arabic Life of Jesus is a composite apocryphal
gospel that reworks traditions known from at least two other earlier
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apocryphal texts, the Protoevangelium of James, sometimes referred to as the
Infancy Gospel of James, and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas."48

Mario E. "Ues 19735/ _"Henricus Sike"/iﬁ&dﬂdj%u{.dﬁ;l697<K.Lfd@g/ud/d.‘§!&k/gﬂ
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"The Arabic Infancy Gospel has been presented thus far in two editions. In 1697, Henricus
Sike edited the text together with a Latin translation, based on a manuscript owned by Jacob
Golius. This manuscript is Ms Oxford, Bodleian Libraries, Or. 350, dated 1442 CE. In 1973,
Mario E. Provera published an edition and Italian translation of an even earlier manuscript.
His base manuscript was Florence, Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Or. 32 (n. 387), dated
1299 CE"49
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"The style of the Arabic of this apocryphal Gospel, (Gospel Of The Infancy)
however, is so bad that it is hardly possible to believe that it dates from
Muhammad's time."50
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"Both the Arabic Infancy Gospel and the Arabic Apocryphal Gospel of John
show the influence of Islam on the transmission of Christian apocryphal Jesus
material. Genequand has already noted the Islamicization of vocabulary in the
Laurenziana manuscript of the Arabic Infancy Gospel over and against the
Bodleian manuscript edited by Sike. Indeed, there are many pieces of evidence
for a redaction of the Laurenziana manuscript.”51
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"The Gospel of Ps.-Matthew is primarily a reworking of the Protevangelium
of James, to which Ps.-Matthew adds some "unique” material, including in
particular the story of Mary’s encounter with the date palm during the flight
into Egypt. It was long thought that the Gospel of Ps.-Matthew was quite late,
having been composed only in the eighth or ninth century.” 52
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"The first printed edition was Thilo's, based on a fourteendi-century
manuscript (Paris 5559). This text ends with the Holy Family reaching Egypt.
He published this under the title Historia de Nativitate Mariae et Infantia
Salvatoris. Thilo was also aware of another Paris manuscript (1652) dial
contained the same material as 5559 but concluded witii miracles taken from
Infancy Thomas, i.e. Pseudo-Matthew 25-42 (this second part is entitled De
Miraculis Infantiae Domini Jesu Christi). Tischendorf's text was based
principally on Vatican 4578 of the fourteenth century and on three other
manuscripts, two of the fourteenth century (including Paris 5559) and one of
the fifteenth."53
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" He gladly adopted the assertion of certain heresiarchs, with whose views in
other respects he had little in common. Several of these had, long before
Muhammad's time, denied the actual suffering of Christ. Irenaeus tells us with
reference to the teaching of the Gnostic heretic Basilides, who flourished
about A.D. 120, that, in speaking of Jesus, he taught his deluded followers
"That He had not suffered; and that a certain Simon of Cyrene had been
compelled to carry His cross for Him; and that this man was crucified through
ignorance and error, having been changed in form by Him, so that it should be
thought that he was Jesus himself."54

A EGE120 0 Fl o Yo e\ F LI JEF Lo B 6 S
L F G E St GG e Tt Ll F Lo 7E 006 nF L3} o Fhn L Sar 5
spzls i TSN G uni iy i e\ P LI JFE S rar

" It has been supposed that Muhammad derived many of his notions concerning
Christianity from Gnosticism, and that it is to the numerous gnostic sects the Koran
alludes when it reproaches the Christians with having "split up their religion into
parties." But for Muhammad thus to have confounded Gnosticism with Christianity
itself, its prevalence in Arabia must have been far more universal than we have any
reason to believe it really was. In fact, we have no historical authority for supposing
that the doctrines of these heretics were taught or professed in Arabia at all. It is
certain, on the other hand, that the Basilidans, Valentinians, and other gnostic sects
had either died out, or been reabsorbed into the orthodox Church, towards the middle
of the fifth century, and had disappeared from Egypt before the sixth." 55
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! Clair Tisdall, The Original Sources of the Qur'an (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge,
1905), 11.

2 Clair Tisdall, The Religion of the Crescent: Being the James Long Lectures on Muhammadanism (London:
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1906), 148.
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