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To 

ODILE 

Uxori Dilectissimae 

Respect for the faith of sincere believers cannot be allowed 
either to block or deflect the investigation of the historian . . . 

Maxime Rodinson 
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PREFACE A N D 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

T -*-y wish, in the first part of the introduction, is to 
dispel the sacred aura surrounding the Arabic language, the 



Arabicscript, and the Holy Arabic Scripture—to desacralize* if 
I may coin a term1— and put them into their historical, 
linguistic, and Middle Eastern sectarian milieu; to show that 
each—language, script and text—is inexorably related to the 
Semitic, Aramaic/Nabataean, and Monotheist background 
respectively, and that each can and must be explained by the 
normal mechanisms of human history. 

In the second part I have tried to give specific examples of 
the obscurities and grammatical and logical difficulties of the 
Koran, and then argued that the ninth-century explosion of 
Muslim scholarly activity—in the composition of Arabic 
grammars, the exegesis of the Koran, the elaboration of the 
theories of abrogation and the occasions of revelations (asbdb 
a l - n u z u t ) , the fabrication of h a d i t h and the details of the life of 
the Prophet—revealed the Muslims' ignorance of the meaning of 
the Koran, and that, indeed, this activity was designed to make 
sense of this opaque text, 

I then briefly look at the various answers proposed by 
non-Muslim scholars—such as Casanova, Liiling, and 
Luxenberg—to explain the source of the Koranic difficulties. 



I end with a plea for a long overdue examination of the 
methodological assumptions of the Islamologists, suggesting that 
the latter could learn some lessons from the work of a new 
generation of biblical scholars who are much more open to the 
methods of other disciplines like anthropology, sociology, social 
history, linguistics, and literary criticism. 

The articles in this collection reflect the above concerns. 
Nevo gives the archaeological data that seem to contradict the 
traditional accounts of the rise of Islam, The essays in part 3 
discuss matters of language: the growth of Classical Arabic, and 
the importance of Aramaic for our understanding of the Koran-
The scholars in part 4 give the Qumranian and Christian 
background, proposing possible Essenian, Coptic, and other 
Christian influence on the text of the Koran; while the authors 
in part 5 not only point to the difficulties in various suras, but 
also suggest, rejecting the traditional accounts, possible 
alternative interpretations. The Islamologists in part 6, in an 
attempt to elucidate some of the obscurities of the Koran show 
that only emendations can give us a comprehensible text. In 
part 7, substantial passages from Richard Bell's I n t r o d u c t i o n t o 



t h e Qu*ran and his C o m m e n t a r y t o S u r a II underline the nature 
of the difficulties, and provide valuable exegesis. What Bell 
says of poetry in the Koran should be particularly helpful for 
understanding Rudolf Geyer's article in the following section. 
Finally, A. Grohmann discusses Koranic manuscripts, and Gerd 
Puin gives us a preliminary discussion of the finds in the 
Yemen, 

The articles by Michael Schub (5.9, 5.10), C. Heger (5.8), 
and Ibn Rawandi (8.3) are published for the first time, while 
the articles by M . Philonenko (4.3, 4.4), Raimund Kobert (4.7, 
4.8, 4.9), Claude Cahen (5.3), J. Barth (6.1), A. Fischer (6.2, 
6.3), Rudolf Geyer (8.1), and J. Wellhausen (8.2) are here 
translated into English for the first time. 

A work such as the present compilation owes it very 
existence to the research of others. We are all heavily indebted 
to the great scholars of the past—Barth, Fischer, Bell, et 
al.—represented here. But I also received help of a more 
personal kind from contemporary scholars, without which this 
anthology would not have been possible. As with my previous 
book, I am truly touched by all the help accorded me: at my 



first steps in Syriac and Hebrew; at the translation and 
transliteration of at least four Semitic and two Indo-European 
languages; at the providing of difficult-to-obtain articles, and so 
on. I was particularly grateful for the translations from the 
rather abstruse German. It is not only a duty but a pleasure to 
acknowledge all this kindness and generosity. I should have 
liked to have given the names of these scholars—indeed, it 
would make an impressive list of "who's who" in the world of 
Islamic studies, from professors at distinguished universities in 
seven countries to Dominican and Capuchin friars. 
Unfortunately, as on previous occasions, it was thought prudent 
to protect them by not mentioning them, since Ibn Warraq is 
still, "mad, bad, and dangerous to know.11 While naming names 
might enhance my credibility, it may tarnish theirs, and 
endanger them physically. However, there is someone I can 
thank by name, since he writes under a protective pseudonym, 
Ibn Rawandi {il m i g l i o r f a b b r o ) . Ibn Rawandi helped me in 
countless ways, providing me with books, articles, and advice, 
for which I am truly beholden; but above all for accepting to 
write an essay especially for this collection. 



Finally, it remains for me to stress that the opinions 
expressed, and any errors that persist especially in the 
introduction, are entirely my responsibility. 

Ibn Warraq 

January 2001 

NOTE 

1. Or more precisely, borrow one from the French, 



TRANSLITERATION A N D 
O T H E R TECHNICAL 
MATTERS 

T 
here is no universally accepted system of 

transliteration (transcription ) of the Semitic scripts. The authors 
in this anthology use two different systems for the Arabic 



alphabetAs some editors in whose journals the articles first 
appeared insisted that we not change one single letter as a 
precondition for allowing us to reproduce them, I was unable to 
standardize all the articles and adopt just one system. However, 
the two systems are not that difficult to come to grips with. 
For Arabic they are: 

(1) \ b, t, th, j , h, kh, d, dh, r, z, s, sh, s, d, t, z, \ gh, f, 
q, k, 1, m, n, h, w, y. S h o r t v o w e l s : a, u, L L o n g 
v o w e l s : a, u, I 

(2) 
\ b, t, L g, h, h, d, d, r, z, s, s, s, d, t, z, \ g, f, q, k, 1, m, n, h, w, 
y. S h o r t v o w e l s : a, u, i . L o n g v o w e l s : a, u, I 

The journal S t u d i a I s l a m i c a uses and recommends system 
(1) above; on the whole I have used this system in my own 
introduction and translations. 

The journal A r a b i c a , on the other hand uses system (2); thus, 



the articles from this journal included in this anthology follow 
suit. (Readers are also likely to encounter, though not often in 
this anthology, the following variations: dj for j , and k for q, for 
example, in £72.) 

For the Hebrew and Syriac, I use the following: 

\ b, g, d, h, w, z, h, t, y, k, 1, m, n, s, % p, s, q, r, £/s, t. 

A l l long vowels are overlined. The small raised e stands for a 
hurried or neutral vowel. Underlined letters (as in bet) are 
pronounced as fricatives, thus t = English "th" as in "thin"; p 
= "ph" as in "phial." 

Right up to the 1930s, Western scholars used the edition of 
the Koran by Gustav Flugel (sometimes spelled Fluegel), 
C o r a n i Textus A r a b i c u s (1834), whose numbering of verses 
differs from what has now become the "official" or Standard 
Egyptian edition, first published in 1928. Again, not only was it 
obviously much easier for me to leave the original Flugel num
bering in the pre-1928 articles included in this anthology, but in 
the case of Richard Bell it was even essential not to interfere 



with the original num beting, since his entire two-volume 
C o m m e n t a r y , his I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e Qur*an, and his T r a n s l a t i o n 

of t h e Q u r ' a n only referred to Flugel's edition. To have 
changed this in the extracts from the C o m m e n t a r y and The 
I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e Q u r ' a n included here to the Standard 
Egyptian edition would have impaired the concordance of Bell's 
C o m m e n t a r y and I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e Q u r ' a n with his 
Translation* Bell also refers to Fischer and Barth, both of whom 
are included in this anthology; again, all his references would 
have been out of synchronization had I changed them to the 
Standard Egyptian edition. Finally, as one scholar reminded 
me, attempting to change the numbering would only have 
increased the possibility of further errors. Thus to help readers I 
have included a table of differences (appendix B), which should 
ease their passage from one system of numbering to the other. 
In my introduction, however, I have used the Official Egyptian 
system, even where I quote from Bell. 

TRANSCRIPTION/TRANSLITERATION 

Consonants 



1 alif dad d 
u ba> b L ta> t 
O ta' t Jb za5 z 
C j tha> th/t t 

cayn c 

c jlm j /g /dj I ghayn gh/g 

c ha5 h fa5 f 

c kha5 kh/h/x qaf q/k 
J dal d J kaf k 
j dhal dh/d J lam 1 

J ra5 r f mlm m 

j zay z u nun n 
sin s 6 ha> h 

shin sh/s J waw w 

sad s yaJ 
y 

0 hamza >) 



Vowels 

fatha a 
• 

damma u 

kasra i 

Dipthongs : aw, ay 

I 5alif-madda Ja V lam-^alif la 

'i ta'marbuta -at- shadda (doubling consonant) 

I a/a 
J o 
ts 1 

& alif maqsura (pronounced like lengthening alif) a 



P a r t 1 

INTRODUCTION 



1.1 

INTRODUCTION 

I b n Warraq 

1. KORAN TRANSLATED INTO ARABIC! 



M 
T -*-uslims in general have a tendency to disarm any 

criticisms of Islam and in particular the Koran by asking if the 
critic has read the Koran in the original Arabic, as though all 
the difficulties of their sacred text will somehow disappear once 
the reader has mastered the holy language and has direct 
experience, aural and visual, of the very words of God, to 
which no translation can do justice. 

In a letter to Mme. du Deffand, who wished to compare 
Virgil to Alexander Pope, Voltaire wrote "Vous le connaissez 
par les traductions: mais les poetes ne se traduisent point. 
Peut-on traduire de la musique?" ("You know him through 
translations: but poets are not translatable. Can one translate 
music?" May 19, 1754) As John Hollander remarks, Voltaire's 
opinion "seems to prefigure the views of a later century, in 
associating with music not the beauty, or decoration, but a 



strange sort of ineffable, incomprehensible, and (hence?) 
untranslatable core of pure poetry,"1 This, I think, captures the 
Muslim's almost mystical and rather irrational attitude to the 
untranslatability of the Koran very well. 

Jackson Mathews also singles out another feature that is 
most difficult to translate: "Rhythm is the one feature of a 
foreign language that we can probably never learn to hear 
purely. Rhythm and the meaning of rhythm lie too deep in us. 
They are absorbed into the habits of the body and the uses of 
the voice along with all our earliest apprehensions of ourselves 
and the world. Rhythm forms the sensibility, becomes part of 
the personality; and one's sense of rhythm is shaped once and 
for all on one's native tongue."2 Thus, we can grant that in any 
translation, whatever the language concerned, there will be 
inevitable loss of melody and evocative power However matters 
are, as we shall see, even more complicated when it comes to 
Arabic. 

First, of course, the majority of Muslims are not Arabs or 
Arabic-speaking peoples. The non-Arabic speaking nations of 
Indonesia, with a population of 197 million; Pakistan, with 133 



million; Iran, with 62 million; Turkey, with 62 million; and 
India, with a Muslim population of about 95 million, outnumber 
by far the total number of native Arabic speakers in about 
thirty countries in the world, estimated as 150 million. Many 
educated Muslims whose native tongue is not Arabic do learn it 
in order to read the Koran; but then again, the vast majority do 
not understand Arabic, even though many do learn parts of the 
Koran by heart without understanding a word. 

In other words, the majority of Muslims have to read the 
Koran in translation in order to understand it. Contrary to what 
one might think, there have been translations of the Koran into, 
for instance, Persian, since the tenth or eleventh century, and 
there are translations into Turkish and Urdu. The Koran has 
now been translated into over a hundred languages, many of 
them by Muslims themselves, despite some sort of disapproval 
from the religious authorities.3 

Even for contemporary Arabic-speaking peoples, reading the 
Koran is far from being a straightforward matter. The Koran is 
putatively (as we shall see, it is very difficult to decide exactly 
what the language of the Koran is) written in what we call 



Classical Arabic (CA), but modern Arab populations, leaving 
aside the problem of illiteracy in Arab countries,4 do not speak, 
read, or write, let alone think, in C A . We are confronted with 
the phenomenon of diglossiafi that is to say, a situation where 
two varieties of the same language live side by side. The two 
variations are high and low. High Arabic is sometimes called 
Modern Literary Arabic or Modern Standard Arabic; is learned 
through formal education in school, like Latin or Sanskrit; and 
would be used in sermons, university lectures, news broadcasts, 
and for mass media purposes. Low Arabic, or Colloquial 
Arabic, is a dialect native speakers acquire as a mother tongue, 
and is used at home conversing with family and friends, and 
also in radio or television soap operas. But, as Kaye points out, 
"the differences between many colloquials and the classical 
language are so great that a f a l l a h who had never been to 
school could hardly understand more than a few scattered 
words and expressions in it without great difficulty- One could 
assemble dozens of so-called Arabs ifalldhln) in a room, who 
have never been exposed to the classical language, so that not 
one could properly understand the other."6 



In the introduction to his grammar of Koranic and Classical 
Arabic, Wheeler M . Thackston writes, ". . . the Koran 
established an unchanging norm for the Arabic language. There 
are, of course, certain lexical and syntactic features of Koranic 
Arabic that became obsolete in time, and the standardization of 
the language at the hands of the philologians of the eighth and 
ninth centuries emphasized certain extra-Koranic features of the 
Arabic poetic k o i n e while downplaying other, Koranic usages; 
yet by and large not only the grammar but even the vocabulary 
of a modern newspaper article display only slight variation from 
the established norm of classicized Koranic Arabic." 7 

Though he does allow for some change and decay, 
Thackston it seems to me, paints a totally misleading picture of 
the actual linguistic situation in modem Arabic-speaking 
societies. He implies that anyone able to read a modern Arabic 
newspaper should have no difficulties with the Koran or any 
Classical Arabic text. Thackston seems totally insensitive "to the 
evolution of the language, to changes in the usage and meaning 
of terms over the very long period and in the very broad area 
in which Classical Arabic has been used."8 Anyone who has 



lived in the Middle East in recent years will know that the 
language of the press is at best semilit- erary,9 and certainly 
simplified as far as structure and vocabulary are concerned. We 
can discern what would be called grammatical errors from a 
Classical Arabic point of view in daily newspapers or on 
television news. This semiliterary language is highly artificial, 
and certainly no one thinks in it. For an average middle-class 
Arab it would take considerable effort to construct even the 
simplest sentence, let alone talk, in Classical Arabic. The 
linguist Pierre Larcher has written of the "considerable gap 
between Medieval Classical Arabic and Modem Classical Arabic 
[or what I have been calling Modern Literary Arabic], certain 
texts written in the former are today the object of explanatory 
texts in the latter." He then adds in a footnote that he has in 
his library, based on this model, an edition of the R i s d l a of 
ShafH (died 204/820) that appeared in a collection with the sig
nificant title G e t t i n g C l o s e r t o t h e P a t r i m o n y . 10 

As Kaye puts it, "In support of the hypothesis that modern 
standard Arabic is ill-defined is the so-called 'mixed' language 
or 'Inter-Arabic' being used in the speeches of, say, President 



Bourguiba of Tunisia, noting that very few native speakers of 
Arabic from any Arab country can really ever master the 
intricacies of Classical Arabic grammar in such a way as to 
extemporaneously give a formal speech in it." 1 1 

Pierre Larcher1 2 has pointed out that wherever you have a 
linguistic situation where two varieties of the same language 
coexist, you are also likely to get all sorts of linguistic 
mixtures, leading some linguists to talk of t r i g l o s s i a . Gustav 
Meiseles 1 3 even talks of q u a d r i g l o s s i a : between Literary Arabic 
and Vernacular Arabic, he distinguishes a Substandard Arabic 
and an Educated Spoken Arabic. Still others speak of p t u r i - or 
m u l t i - or p o t y g l o s s i a , viewed as a continuum.14 

The style of the Koran is difficult, totally unlike the prose 
of today, and the Koran would be largely incomprehensible 
without glossaries, indeed, entire commentaries. In conclusion, 
even the most educated of Arabs will need some sort of 
translation if he or she wishes to make sense of that most 
gnomic, elusive, and allusive of holy scriptures, the Koran. 



2. THE CLASSIFICATION AND NATURE OF 
ARABIC 

According to Barbara F. Grimes 1 5 of the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics, there are 6,703 living languages in the world. 1 6 

These living languages, and the dozens of extinct languages 
whose structure are known and have been studied, are classified 
either typologically, that is, in terms of their structural properties 
(for example, according to the number and kinds of vowels they 
use, or according to the order of the subject, verb, and object in 
a simple sentence)17—or genetically—that is, on the basis of 
common origin. 

Genetically related languages have developed or evolved 
from a common parent language. As scholar I. M . Diakonoff 
put it, "The only real criterion for classifying certain languages 
together as a family is the common origin of their most ancient 
vocabulary as well as of the word elements used to express 



grammatical relations. A common source language is revealed 
by a comparison of words from the supposedly related 
languages expressing notions common to all human cultures 
(and therefore not as a rule likely to have been borrowed from 
a group speaking another language) and also by a comparison 
of the inflectional forms (for tense, voice, case, or whatever)."18 

3. AFRO-ASIATIC: SEMITIC, ARAMAIC, 
SYRIAC, AND ARABIC 

A l l the world's languages are classified into large groups or 
p h y l a (sometimes very loosely called "families"). Meirit 
Ruhlen 1 9 classifies all languages into twenty independent groups, 
each group containing genetically related languages. Arabic 
belongs to the group (or family) now called Afro-Asiatic, 
though formerly it was called Hamito-Semitic, Semito-Hamitic, 
or even Erythraean. This family of genetically related languages 
can be subdivided into six primary branches, all descendants of 



the original parent language, namely: (1) Ancient Egyptian 
(from which Coptic, the liturgical language of the Monophysite 
Christians of Egypt, is descended); (2) Berber (widespread in 
Morocco and Algeria); (3) Chadic; (4) Omotic; (5) Cushitic; 
and (6) Semitic. Arabic, like Hebrew, Syriac, and Aramaic, is a 
Semitic language. The Semitic languages are further subdivided, 
sometimes into four groups and sometimes into two. I have 
chosen Robert Hetzron's and Merrit Ruhlen's classification (see 
language tree appendix D and E), which divides Semitic 
languages into two groups. As one can see, Arabic belongs to 
the Central Semitic group, which is further subdivided into two 
subgroups, Aramaic and Arabo- Canaanite (sometimes rather 
confusedly called South-Central Semitic; I have avoided this 
term to underline that Arabic does not belong to the same 
subgroup as South Semitic, containing Epigraphic South Arabian, 
Modern South Arabian, and Ethiopian or Ethiopic). 

One of the distinctive features of all Semitic languages is 
the triliteral or triconsonantal root, composed of three 
consonants separated by vowels. The basic meaning of a word 
is expressed by the consonants, as well as different shades of 



this basic meaning are indicated by vowel changes, as well as 
prefixes and as suffixes. For example, the root k t b refers to 
writing, and the vowel pattern - a - i implies "one who does some
thing"; thus k a t i b means "one who writes"; k i t d b means "book"; 
m a k t u b , "letter"; and k a t a b a , "he wrote." The two genders, 
masculine and feminine, are found in Semitic languages, the 
feminine often indicated by the suffixes -t or - a t . The Semitic 
verb is distinguished by its ability to form from the same root 
a number of derived stems that express new meanings based on 
the fundamental sense, such as passive, reflexive, causative, and 
intensive.20 The close relationship of the languages to one 
another in the Semitic family is attested by the persistence of 
the same roots from one language to another—shn, for 
example, means "peace" in Assyro-Baby- Ionian, Hebrew, 
Aramaic, Arabic, and other languages. 

Aramaic is the name of a group of related dialects once 
spoken, by various Aramaean tribes, for centuries in what is 
Syria today. There is evidence for it since the beginning of the 
first millennium B.C.E. As the Aramaeans moved into Assyria 
and Babylonia, their language spread to all of the Near East, 



replacing Akkadian, Hebrew, and other languages, eventually 
becoming the official language of the Persian Empire, In this 
period it is spoken of as Imperial Aramaic. Aramaic was itself 
replaced by Arabic after the rise of Islam in the seventh century 
C.E. Large parts of the biblical books of Ezra (Ezra 4:8-6:18; 
Ezra 7:12-26) and Daniel (Dan. 2:4b-7:28), and smaller parts of 
Genesis (Gen. 31:47) and Jeremiah (Jen 10:11) are in Aramaic. 
Jesus1 native tongue was Palestinian Aramaic; some words of 
Jesus in the New Testament (e.g., " T a l i t h a c u m " in Matt. 5:41) 
are Aramaic. On the cross, Jesus is said to have quoted Psalm 
22:1 in Aramaic. 

The Babylonian Talmud was written in Eastern Aramaic, a 
language close to Syriac, the language of the Christian city of 
Edessa (until the thirteenth century C.E.), still the liturgical 
language of the Nestorian and Jacobite Christian Churches.21 

Edessa was an important center of early Christianity in 
Mesopotamia. (These early Christians gave the Greek name 
"Syriac" to the Aramaic dialect they spoke when the term 
"Aramaic" acquired the meaning of "pagan" or "heathen.") 
Edessene Syriac rapidly became the literary language of all 



non-Greek Eastern Christianity, and was instrumental in the 
Christianization of large parts of central and south-central Asia 
Despite the fifth-century schism between the monophysite 
Jacobite Church in Syria and the Nestorian Church of the East, 
Syriac remained the liturgical and theological language of both 
these national churches. Syriac is still the classical tongue of the 
Nestorians and Chaldeans of Iran and Iraq, and the liturgical 
language of the Jacobites of Eastern Anatolia and the Maronites 
of Greater Syria. Missionary activity spread the Syriac language 
and script to India and Mongolia, and rather surprisingly, even 
the Mongolian script, though written vertically, is derived from 
the Syriac script.22 

The importance of Syriac literature for our understanding of 
the rise of Islam was discussed by A. Mingana, J. B. Segal, 
Sebastian Brock, and Claude Cahen, and, of course, by Patricia 
Crone and Michael Cook. 2 3 But Syriac also played an important 
role as an intermediary through which Greek learning and 
thought passed into the emerging Islamic civilization, since it 
was Syriac-speaking scholars who first translated late Hellenistic 
science and philosophy from Syriac into Arabic at the D a r 



a l - H i k m a in Baghdad/ 4 Other scholars such as Mingana, 
Margoliouth, and now Luxenberg want to argue that Syriac 
greatly influenced not only the vocabulary of the Koran, but its 
theological and philosophical ideas. How this happened is not 
yet clearly understood. 

The oldest Syriac script, which dates back to the first 
century C.E., evolved from the Aramaic alphabet,25 which is 
also the ancestor of Arabic writing. Perhaps I should add here 
that in Hebrew, Arabic, and Syriac writing, vowels were at first 
omitted; symbols to indicate the vowels probably date from only 
the eighth century C.E. 

4. ARABIC 

The Arabic language, like any other language—and we must not 
forget that Arabic is like any other language, especially those in 
the Semitic group of the Afro-Asiatic family—has a history. It 
did not appear fully fledged out of nowhere, but slowly 



evolved over a period of time. Little is known about Old or 
Proto-Arabic, Early Arabic is the name given to the period 
from the third to sixth century C.E. "when over a large part of 
Arabia dialects quite distinct from Old Arabic, but approaching 
Classical Arabic were spoken, and during which Classical 
Arabic itself must have evolved.1'2 6 Hundreds of Aramaic 
loanwords entered the language during this period, through 
Jewish and Christian contacts.27 

The earliest Arabic texts seem to have been Christian 
inscriptions, suggesting that the Arabic script was invented by 
Christian missionaries probably at Hira or Anbar. 

It is probable that at least partial Bible translations into Arabic 
existed before Islam. Stylistic reminiscences of the Old and 
New Testaments are found in the Koran. A. Baumstark 
claimed a pre-Islamic date for the text of some Arabic Bible 
manuscripts. There is also a fragment of the Psalms in Arabic 
in Greek characters. Examination of this and two of 
Baumstark's texts shows a language slightly deviating from 
Classical Arabic towards the colloquials. This is typical for 



Christian-Arabic literature, for early papyri and for the 
language of scientific writing; it may be early colloquial 
influence, but also Classical Arabic not yet standardized by 
grammarians. . . . 

Wellhausen plausibly suggested that Classical Arabic was 
developed by Christians at al-Hlra. Muslim tradition names 
among the first persons who wrote Arabic Zayd b.Hamad (ca. 
500 AX>.) and his son, the poet (Adi, both Christians of Hlra, 
eAdrs language was not considered fully fasi h, which may be 
taken as meaning that Classical Arabic was still in course of 
evolution.28 

What we know as Classical Arabic was academically, and 
some would say artificially (because of its almost too perfect 
algebraic-looking grammar [root and pattern morphology]),29 

standardized between the third Muslim/ninth Christian and 
fourth Muslim/tenth Christian centuries. "Its grammar, syntax, 
vocabulary and literary usages were clearly defined under 
systematic and laborious research" 3 0 We shall return to the 
issue of the evolution of Classical Arabic later. 



Arabic words fully exhibit the typical Semitic word structure 
already mentioned (see above). An Arabic word is composed of 
the root of usually three consonants, providing the basic lexical 
meaning of the word, and the pattern, which consists of vowels 
and gives grammatical meaning to the word. This feature has 
been a positive boon to Muslim commentators, who have 
shown real genius in their inventivesness when confronted with 
an obscure word in the Koran in need of elucidation. They 
would often simply turn to the dictionary meaning of the root 
of an obscure word and try to employ an etymological 
interpretation of the word. 3 1 

Arabic "also makes use of prefixes and suffixes, which act 
as subject markers, pronouns, prepositions, and the definite 
article." 

Verbs in Arabic are regular in conjugation. There are two 
tenses: the perfect, formed by the addition of suffixes, which 
is often used to express past time; and the imperfect, formed 
by the addition of prefixes and sometimes containing suffixes 
indicating number and gender, which is often used for 



expressing present or future time. In addition to the two 
tenses there are imperative forms, an active participle, and a 
verbal noun. Verbs are inflected for three persons, three 
numbers (singular, dual, plural), and two genders. In Classical 
Arabic there is no dual form and no gender differentiation in 
the first person, and the modern dialects have lost all dual 
forms. The classical language also has forms for the passive 
voice. 

There are three cases (nominative, genitive, and accusative) 
in the declensional system of Classical Arabic nouns; nouns 
are no longer declined in the modern dialects. Pronouns occur 
both as suffixes and independent words.32 

Arabic, also like any other world language, has its peculiar 
strengths and weaknesses. For Bernard Lewis, Classical Arabic 
is a precise and accurate vehicle of thought, a language of 
remarkable clarity and an almost peerless instrument of 
philosophical and scientific communica- tion. 3 3 While according 
to Rabin, "Classical Arabic had an extremely rich vocabulary, 
due pardy to the bedouin's power of observation and partly to 



poetic exuberance; some of the wealth may be due to dialect 
mixture. It was not rich in forms or constructions, but 
sufficiently flexible to survive the adaptation to the needs of a 
highly urbanised and articulate culture without a disruption of 
its structure."34 Here is how A. Schaade assesses the strengths 
of Arabic: "Comparing it first of all with the other Semitic 
tongues we notice that the possibilities of syntactic distinctions 
are in Arabic developed to a far greater extent and brought out 
with greater precision than in any of the others. Where other 
languages have to content themselves with simple co-ordination, 
Arabic commands a large number of subordinating 
conjunctions."35 

Looking at the limitations of Arabic, Shabbir Akhtar, who 
taught for three years at the Malaysian Islamic University, 
contradicts Lewis: "In modern analytical philosophy, there is 
hardly anything in Arabic or any other Islamic tongue. 
Philosophical discussion is best conducted in English. Owing to 
the grammatical limitations of Arabic, it is impossible to express 
most philosophical claims with an acceptable degree of rigour 
and clarity. Moreover, Arabic is a devotional language lacking 



the vocabulary requisite for detached discussion of controversial 
matters."36 Lewis and Akhtar are, of course, talking of two 
different historical periods; for Lewis does add the caveat, " . . 
[Arabic's] only peer until modem times was Greek."3 7 

Furthermore, Akhtar qualified his remarks a few months later, 
" . , I concede that the attack on . . . on the suitability of 
Arabic for philosophical discussion was unfair. Arabic, like 
Hebrew, has the capacity to generate novel words and 
expressions from existing roots " 3 8 

Schaade points to other limitations: 

In one respect however Classical Arabic as well as its sisters 
compares unfavourably with the Aryan languages: while for 
the noun it has created a great number of subtle distinctions 
which enable it to express even the most abstract concepts, 
the development of the verb has been one-sided. We seek in 
vain for a distinction between inchoative and per- mansive 
forms of expression: qama means "he was standing" and "he 
rose." Similarly the different grades of the simple meaning of 
the verb which we render by means of various auxiliary verbs, 



are frequently left unexpressed: yaqra'u "he reads" and "he is 
able to read." The expression of the tenses also often lacks 
precision, in spite of the development of a number of verbal 
exponents with a temporal force (qad, kdna, sawfat etc.)-39 

5. DIGLOSSIA, THE ORIGINS OF CLASSICAL 
ARABIC, AND THE LANGUAGE OF THE KORAN 

What was the nature of Arabic before and after the rise of 
Islam, particularly between the third and sixth centuries, and 
then between seventh and ninth centuries? When did the break 
between the spoken and written language (the phenomenon of 
d i g l o s s i a ) take place? Out of what and when did Classical 
Arabic develop? In what language was the Koran written? 

Let us begin with the last two questions. According to 
Muslims, the Koran was written in the dialect of the Quraysh 
of Mecca, and C A was born out of the Meccan dialect, which 
was considered the linguistic norm. The language of the Koran, 



which is identical to the poetical k o i n e , is one of the two bases 
of CA; Muhammad, being from Mecca, could only have 
received the revelation in his original dialect, that of the 
Quraysh. 

Noldeke seems to accept the traditional Muslim view that 
the Koran and pre-Islamic poetry (poetical k o i n e ) were the two 
sources of CA, and that the Koran was written in the Meccan 
dialect: "For me it is highly unlikely that Muhammad in the 
Koran had used a form of language absolutely different from 
the usual one in Mecca, that he would have used case and 
mood inflexions if his compatriots had not used them " 4 0 

However there are a certain number of objections to the 
Muslim view. First, it is unlikely that there existed a linguistic 
norm. Mecca, being an important commercial town and center 
of pilgrimage, must have been open to the linguisitic influence 
of the Yemen, Syria, and Najd, Second, Muhammad's preaching 
had at least Pan-Arab pretensions, but these pretensions would 
seem hardly realizable if he was using only his local dialect. 
Surely Muhammad's preaching in the urban language of Mecca 
would have had no meaning for the nomads, whose language 



was considered more prestigious. 

For some Western scholars, like Blachere,41 C A was derived 
from pre-Islamic poetry and the language of the Koran. But for 
Blachere, the language of the Koran has nothing to do with the 
dialect of Mecca, but is rather the language of pre-Islamic 
poetry (the so-called poetical k o i n e ) . As Schaade put it, "The 
earliest specimens of classical Arabic known to us are found in 
the pre-Islamic poems. The problem arises how the poets (who 
for the most part must have been ignorant of writing) came to 
possess a common poetical language,—either (perhaps with the 
object of securing for their works a wider field of circulation?) 
they used for their purposes a language composed of elements 
from all the different dialects, such as may have been created 
by the necessities of trade, and which it only remained for 
them to ennoble, or the dialect of any particular tribe (perhaps 
owing to political circumstances?) achieved in pre-historic times 
special pre-eminence as a language of poetry/'4 2 

Blachere certainly accepts the idea that d i g l o s s i a is an old 
phenomenon going back to pre-Islamic times. That is to say, 
scholars like Blachere, Vollers, 4 3 Wehr,4 4 and D i e m 4 5 believe 



that the poetical k o i n e , the language of pre-Islamic poetry, was 
a purely literary dialect, distinct from all spoken idioms and 
supertribal- This situation, in which two varieties, literary and 
spoken, of the same language live side by side, is called 
d i g l o s s i a . Other scholars, like Noldeke 4 S Fuck, 4 7 and B l a u 4 8 

agree with the traditional Arab view that d i g l o s s i a developed as 
late as the First Islamic century as a result of the Arab 
conquests, when non-Arabs began to speak Arabic. 

Karl Vollers upset many people when he argued at the 
beginning of the twentieth century that the Koran was written, 
without i e r a b t inflection, or case endings, in a dialect of Najd, 
and was a result of editing and emendation carried out long 
after Muhammad with a view to harmonizing the sacred text 
with the language of so-called pre-Islamic poetry, which is that 
of Najd. Vollers is certain that the Koran as we have it today 
is not linguistically the revelation as it was received by 
Muhammad. One must take into account the numerous phonetic 
variants preserved in the commentaries and special treatises. 
These variants of a dialectal origin attest to the contrast 
between the speech of the Hijaz and that of Najd. The Koran 



preserves everywhere certain linguistic features maintained in 
Najd and on the way to disappearance in the Hijaz, according 
to Muslim grammarians; thus, the Koran represents the speech 
of Najd. The Koran is the result of adaptation, and issues from 
the emendations of the text by readers of Najdian atavism or 
influenced by the nomadic dialects of this region. As to the 
linguistic identity of the Koran and pre-Islamic poetry, it is 
explained by the fact that Muslim scholars unified them one by 
the other during the course of the establishment of the 
grammar, Vollers concludes that the Koran and pre-Islamic 
poetry are truly the two sources of CA, but with this 
reservation that the Koran is an adaptation of the Hijazi dialect 
to the norms of the poetical language. 

Blachere contended that Vollers made too much of the 
putative contrast between the western dialect and eastern dialect. 
The contrast between the Hijaz and Najd is not as clear-cut as 
Vollers makes out. Vollers also seems to accept certain linguistic 
features as true of the time of Muhammad, but which, in 
reality, were the creations of much later Muslim philologists. If 
there had been harmonization of the Koranic text with the 



dialects of Najd, one would expect to find the essential 
character of these dialects, the t a l t a l a . One would find traces of 
this adaptation in the vocabulary and syntax. 

Wansbrough has his own reasons for rejecting Vollers's 
theory: "The basic error lay in Vollers1 adherence to an arbitrary 
and fictive chronology, though that may have been less 
important than his contention that the refashioned language of 
scripture could be identified as the C A of the Arabic 
grammarians. Neither from the point of view of lexicon nor 
from that of syntax could the claim be justified."4 9 In other 
words, the language of the Koran is not Classical Arabic. 

However, Vollers's theory was revived in 1948 by Paul 
Kahle (chap. 3.3), who sees in a saying of al-FarnP promising 
reward to those reciting the Koran with i c r d b support for 
Vollers's view that the original Koran had no i e r d b . ^ 

Corriente also makes the point in his classic paper51 that 
the language of the Koran is not CA. For Corriente, C A was 
standardized by the grammarians in eighth and ninth centuries 
C.E., on the whole depending on a central core of Old Arabic 



dialects as koineized in pre-Islamic poetry and rhetoric, and the 
speech of contemporary Bedouins. Grammarians did not invent 
the i r r a b system, which must have existed in the texts they 
edited. ( I ( r a b is usually translated as "inflexion," indicating case 
and mood, but the Arab grammarians define it as "the difference 
that occurs, in fact or virtually, at the end of a word, because 
of the various antecedents that govern i t / ' ) 5 2 They did come 
with their preconceptions about what constituted good Arabic, 
but they nonetheless respected what they learned from their 
Bedouin informants in order to standardize the language, and 
thus fix what came to be CA, However, some did reject certain 
utterances of the Bedouins as being incorrect. 

Koranic Arabic is structurally intermediate between OA 
k o i n e and Eastern Bedouin Arabic and Middle Arabic, and, of 
course, the Koran cannot have been written in C A since this 
was only Finally standardized over a period of time during the 
eighth and ninth centuries. 

Native tradition identifies two groups of dialects, Ancient 
West and East Arabian, neither of them identical to the OA 
k o i n e . Corriente adds a third kind of Arabic, Nabataean, the 



immediate forerunner of the Middle Arabic of Islamic cities. It 
was very widespread indeed. 

Finally, Corriente calls attention to the fact that Bedouin 
vernaculars themselves must also have been undergoing change 
under various socio- lingusitic pressures, a point perhaps 
overlooked by the romanticization of Bedouin speech by 
overeager Muslim grammarians. 

Al l the above accounts rest on a number of assumptions 
that are not always either spelled out or subjected to rigorous 
questioning. For example, all our knowledge about the early 
dialects of Najd, the Hijaz, and the highland area of the 
southwest seems to have been gathered during the second and 
third Islamic centuries, when these dialects were already 
declining. Much of our data are preserved only in late works 
whose sources we cannot check.53 Second, these accounts also 
accept without hesitation the traditional Muslim chronology and 
the accounts of the compilation of the Koran. The first scholar 
in modern times to radically question these accounts is, of 
course, John Wansbrough, who wrote: 



To draw from the same data conclusions about the origins and 
evolution of CA involves implicit acceptance of considerable 
non-linguisitic material often and erroneously supposed to be 
''historical fact." I refer to such assumptions as that of the 
isolation of speakers/writers of Arabic within the Arabian 
peninsula up to the seventh century, or that of the existence 
of ne varietur text of the Islamic revelation not later than the 
middle of the same century.54 

Wansbrough points out that the Muslim accounts of the 
origins of C A have as their aim the establishment of the Hijaz 
as the cradle of Islam, in particular Mecca, and in the 
polemical milieu of eighth century C.E . Near East, to establish 
an independent Arab religious identity, with a specifically Arabic 
Holy Scripture. 

Suppression of claims made on behalf of other tribal groups 
to the title afsah a l - c a r a b [the most eloquent of the Arabs] is 
symbolized in the account ascribed to Farra' of how the 



inhabitants of cosmopolitan (!) Mecca (i.e. Quraysh) were in a 
position to recognize and adopt the best ingredients from each 
of the bedouin dialects in Arabia.55 Besides drawing attention 
to the role of Mecca as cultic and commercial center, this 
tradition, like the ones it eventually replaced, served to identify 
the northern regions of the Arabian peninsula as the cradle of 
CA at a date prior to the proclamation of Islam.56 

Nor can we uncritically accept Muslim claims that the 
language spoken by the bedouins must be identical with that of 
the poetry called pre-Islamic. The bedouins were hardly 
disinterested referees. But more important, "for our purposes it 
is well to remember that the written record of transactions 
between bedouin and philologist dates only from the third/ ninth 
century, and is thus coincident with the literary stabilization of 
both Quranic exegesis and Muslim historiography."57 

The polemical importance of "pre-Islamic poetry" for 
Muslims is also well explained by Wansbrough: 



Whatever may have been the original motives for collecting 
and recording the ancient poetry of the Arabs, the earliesi 
evidence of such activity belongs, not unexpectedly, to the 
third/ninth century and the work of the classical philologists. 
The manner in which this material was manipulated by its 
collectors to support almost any argument appears never to 
have been very successfully concealed. The procedure, 
moreover, was common to all fields of scholarly activity: e.g, 
the early dating of a verse ascribed to the mukhadrami poet 
Nabigha Jacdi in order to provide a pre-Islamic proof text for 
a common Quranic construction (finite verb form preceded by 
direct object), Mubarrad's admitted invention of a cJahilV 
[pre-Islamic] verse as a gloss to a lexical item in the hadith, 
and Abu cAmr b. 'Ala's candid admission that save for a 
single verse of 'Amr b.Kulthum, knowledge of Yawm Khazaz 
would have been lost to posterity. The three examples share at 
least one common motive: recognition of pre-Islamic poetry as 
authority in linguistic matters, even where such contained 
non-Unguis tic implications- Also common to all three is 
another, perhaps equally significant feature: Ibn Qutayba, who 



adduced the verse of Nabigha to explain/justify Quranic 
syntax, lived at the end of the third/ninth century, as did 
Mubarrad; Abu 'Amr, of whom no written works were 
preserved, lived in the second half of the second/eighth 
century, but this particular dictum was alluded to only in Jahiz 
(third/ninth century) and explicitly in Ibn (Abd Rabbih 
(fourth/tenth century). Now, that pre-Islamic poetry should have 
achieved a kind of status as linguistic canon some time in the 
third/ninth century may provoke no quarrel. That it had 
achieved any such status earlier must, I think, be demonstrated. 
The fact that it had not, in one field at least, can be shown: 
the absence of poetic shawdhid in the earliest form of 
scriptural exegesis might be thought to indicate that appeal to 
the authority of J a h i l i (and other) poetry was not standard 
practice before the third/ninth century. Assertions to the con
trary may be understood as witness to the extraordinary 
influence exercised by the concept of fasdhat at - j d h i l i y y a . 5 ^ 

In other words, the putative eloquence of pre-Islamic poetry 
became commonplace only in the third/ninth century; there are 
no references to pre-Islamic poetry in the early, pre-third-century 



works of Koranic exegesis. 

There are even a number of scholars, such as Alphonse 
Mingana 5 9 and D. S. Margoliouth,6 0 who think that all 
pre-Islamic poetry is forged, inspired by Koranic preoccupations. 
The Egyptian Taha Husayn, in Of P r e - I s l a m i c L i t e r a t u r e , 6 1 the 
second of his two famous books, concludes that most of what 
we call pre-Islamic literature was forged, though he seems to 
accept the authenticity of some poems, albeit a tiny number. 
This cautious acceptance of some pre-Islamic poetry as authentic 
seems to have been shared by several Western scholars, such as 
Goldziher, Tor Andrae, W. Marcais, and Tritton, who reject the 
total skepticism of Margoliouth, but shy away from the too 
generous credulity of Noldeke and Ahlwardt.6 2 Of course, if all 
pre-Islamic poetry is forged, then there was no such thing as a 
poetical k o i n e , and the language of the Koran obviously could 
not owe anything to this Active poetical language. We would 
have to look elsewhere for the origins of the language of the 
Koran. 

If the Koran did not originally have i ' r a b , then the present 
rhyme scheme63 to be found in the Koran must be a later 



addition, since rhyme depends on i'r&b, and the changes 
required in the Koranic text must have been considerable. The 
lack of original Vrab in the Koran, if true, also suggests that 
there is less of a relationship between poetry and the Koran 
than previously thought, and that the text of the Koran is 
primary. 

6. THE DIFFICULTIES OF THE KORAN 

Reading the K o r a n on its own terms, trying to interpret it 
without resorting to commentaries, is a difficult and 
questionable exercise because of the n a t u r e of the text—its 
allusive and referential style and its g r a m m a t i c a l and logical 
discontinuities, as w e l l as our lack of sure information about 
its origins and the circumstances of its composition. Often such 
a reading seems a r b i t r a r y and necessarily inconclusive.64 

G. R 
Hawting 



Ironically, far from increasing our understanding of the 
contents, as devout Muslims would have us believe, a look at 
the Koran in the original Arabic only increases the confusion. 
As Gerd-R. Puin said, "The Koran claims for itself that it is 
lmubeen' or 'clear/ 6 5 But if you look at it, you will notice that 
every fifth sentence or so simply doesn't make sense... . The 
fact is that a fifth of the Koranic text is just incomprehensible 

"66 

As Hirschfeld once remarked, Why would the Koran need 
to superfluously repeat that it is written in clear or plain Arabic 
three times, if it had really been written in plain Arabic? 6 7 Of 
course, there is much in it that is not Arabic at all, both in 
terms of the vocabulary, subject matter, and inspiration; further 
sources of obscurities are not only the large number of foreign 
words but the "new meanings pressed into service."68 

Muslim scholars themselves are aware of the difficulties and 
obscurities of their sacred text. Fuat Sezgin lists no less than 
eighteen treatises by Muslim philologists, such as Aban 



b.Taghlib (died 758) and Niftawayh (died 859), for the period 
between the mid-eighth century and the mid-ninth century 
entitled G h a r i b a l - Q u r ' d n , The R a r e [i.e,, strange] E x p r e s s i o n s 
of t h e Q u r a n . 6 9 

Muslim Exegetes divide the words of the Koran into four 
classes:70 Khdss, words used in a special sense; c A m m , 
collective or common; M u s h t a r a k , complex words that have 
several meanings, and M u ' a w w a l , words that have several 
meanings, all of which are possible, and thus require a special 
explanation. 

As an example of the latter class of words, M u ' a w w a l , we 
could look at two differing translations of Sura CVTII.2: 

Sale: Wherefore pray unto thy Lord; and slay (the victims). 

M. Ali: So pray to thy Lord and sacrifice. 

The word translated "slay" is in Arabic inhar, from the root 
n a h r , which has several meanings. The Hanafites, followers of 



Abu Hanifa (700-767) a leading fiqh scholar and theologian, 
translate it as "sacrifice adding the words "the victims" in 
parenthesis. However, the followers of Ibn Ash-Shafi£i 
(767-820) founder of the school of law named after him, say 
it means "placing the hands on the breast in prayers."71 

The sentences ( ( I b d r a h ) of the Koran are divided into two 
classes, Z d h i r , obvious, and Khaft (or bdtiri), hidden. Let us 
look at just the latter class. Khafi sentences are either Khajl, 
M u s h k i l , Mujmal, or M u t a s h a b i h . 

Khajl sentences contain words that are understood to have 
hidden beneath their literal meaning a reference to other things 
or persons. The word "thief," s d r i q , for instance, has as its 
hidden references both pickpockets and highway robbers-
M u s h k i l sentences are ambiguous, and hence, their meanings are 
very difficult to ascertain. Mujmal sentences may have a variety 
of interpretations, owing to the words in them being capable of 
several meanings. In this case, it is the tradition ( h a d i t h ) that 
settles the meaning and must be accepted. Mujmal sentences 
may also contain rare words whose meaning is not at all clear. 



Hughes gives the following example of the first kind of 
m u j m a l sentence: "Stand for prayer {saldt) and give alms 
( z a k d t ) " Both s o l d i and zakdt are M u s h t a r a k words. Muslims 
had recourse to tradition { h a d i t h ) for an explanation. According 
to the appropriate h a d i t h , Muhammad explained that s a l d t might 
mean the ritual of public prayer, standing to say the words 
"God is Great/' or standing to repeat a few verses of the 
Koran; or it might mean private prayer. Whereas, zakdt comes 
from the root word meaning to grow, zakd. Muhammad, 
"however, fixed the meaning here to that of 'alsmgiving,' and 
said, 'Give of your substance one-fortieth part/ " 7 2 

M u t a s h a b i h sentences are "intricate" sentences, or 
expressions whose meaning is impossible for man to ascertain, 
though it was known to Muhammad. As Patricia Crone puts it, 

The Qur'an is generally supposed to have originated in a social, 
cultural and linguistic environment familiar to the early 
commentators, whose activities began shortly after Muhammad's 
death and many of whom were natives of the two cities in 
which he had been active; yet they not infrequently seem to 



have forgotten the original meaning of the text. It is clear, for 
example, that they did not remember what Muhammad had 
meant by the expressions jizya 'an yad, al-samad, kalala or 
Uaf> indeed, the whole of Sura 106 (Quraysh) in which the Udf 
occurs, was as opaque to them as it is to us; and the same is 
true of the so-called "mysterious letters." Kalala is a rather 
unusual case in that several traditions (attributed to (Umar) 
openly admit that the meaning of this word was unknown; 
more commonly the exegetes hide their ignorance behind a 
profusion of interpretations so contradictory that they can only 
be guesswork. 

"It might," as Rosenthal observes, "seem an all too 
obvious and unconvincing argument to point to the constant 
differences of the interpreters and conclude from their 
disgreement that none of them is right. However, there is 
something to such an argument." There is indeed. Given that 
the entire exegetical tradition is characterized by a prolifer
ation of diverse interpretations, it is legitimate to wonder 
whether guesswork did not play as great a role in its creation 
as did recollection; but the tradition is not necessarily right 
even when it is unanimous.73 



The Koran itself admits to its own ambiguous passages whose 
meaning is known only to God: Sura II.7: "It is He who has 
revealed to you the Book. Some of its verses are precise in 
meaning—they are the foundation of the book—and others 
ambiguous. Those with an evil inclination in their heart seek after 
what is unclear in it, wishing to trouble people's minds and 
wishing to interpret it. But no one but God knows its 
interpretation. Those who are firmly rooted in knowledge say: LWe 
believe in it; it is all from our Lord/ " 

We also have the curious phenomenon of a word that can 
have two contradictory meanings. For instance, at Koran X X . 15: 
Hnna -s- $a*ata ' a t i y a t u n ' a k a d u 'ukhfiha lituj za k u l l u nafsim 
b i m d tas'd. 

Khafa is said to have the two opposite meanings, "to be 
hid" and "to reveal" M . A l i translates verse 15 above as: 
"Surely the Hour is coming—I am about to make it 
manifest—so that every soul may be rewarded as it strives."74 

Pickthall has: "Lo! the Hour is surely coming. But I will to 
keep it hidden, that every soul may be rewarded for that which 



it striveth."75 

I have gone through Bell's splendid two-volume commentary 
on the Koran, and have noted some of his comments and 
judgments on the various difficulties and obscurities of sense 
and reference. However, I have confined my search mainly to 
Sura II. I have also referred to Jeffery,76 Penrice's D i c t i o n a r y , 1 1 

Lane's A r a b i c - E n g l i s h L e x i c o n 1 1 Blachere's French translation 
of the Koran, 7 9 and the two articles in the present anthology 
by Margoliouth and Mingana. 8 0 I have classified the difficulties 
into five fairly loose and sometimes overlapping categories in 
this way, and, of course, the lists make no pretensions of being 
complete: 

[6.1 ] Individual words whose meaning is not certain. 

[6.2] Phrases or sentences whose meaning is not clear, and 
passages whose reference is not clear (who or what putative 
historical event they refer to). 

[6.3] Passages and words that are thought to be 
interpolations, insertions, or evidence for revisions. 



[6.4] Sentences containing grammatical errors from the 
Classical Arabic point of view. 

[6. 5] Phrases, sentences, and verses that do not seem to fit 
the context, and thus must have been transposed. These 
transposed or displaced verses are responsible for the disorder 
and incoherence that abounds in the Koran. 

[ 6 . 1 ] I n d i v i d u a l w o r d s whose m e a n i n g i s n o t c e r t a i n . 

[6.1.1 ] LXXX.2S . Q a d b : meaning not certain, probably "green 
herbs" of some kind. 

[6.1.2] L X X X . 3 1 . 'Abb: meaning not certain, probably 
"pasture." Cf. Hebrew: ebk; Syriac: 3ebbd3; as Jeffery notes, "The 
early authorities in Islam were puzzled by the word as is 
evident from the discussion by Tabarl on the verse, and the 
uncertainty evidenced by Zamakhshan and Baydawi in their 
comments, an uncertainty which is shared by the Lexicons (cf. 
Ibn Manzur, L i s d n a l - ' A r a b , 20 vols. Cairo: A. H., 1300-1308 i , 



p. 199; Ibn al-Athir, A/- N i h a y a fi g h a r i b a l - h a d i t h , 4 vols. 
Cairo: A. H, 1322, UO)."* 1 

[6.1.3] IV.51. J i b t : no explanation has been found. As 
Jeffery observes, "the exegetes knew not what to make of it, 
and from their works we can gather a score of theories as to 
its meaning, whether idol, or priest, or sorcerer, or sorcery, or 
satan, or what not."82 

[6.1.4] LXIX.36. G h i s l i n : according to Blachere,83 the 
Muslim exegetes do not know the meaning of this term. 
However, most translators, including Bell, seem to follow Ibn 
al-Kalbl in interpreting it as "what exudes from the bodies of 
the inmates of the Fire (i.e. Hell)." Blachere finds this 
unacceptable because of the use of the word ta'amun at the 
beginning of the verse, which reads, "Not any other food (= 
t a ' a m u n ) but g h i s l i n " Ta'amun usually indicates solid food. 
Blachere thinks the word is of foreign origin. 

[6.1.5] L X X X I X . 7 . I r a n i : as Jeffery says, the number of 
variant readings of this word "suggests of itself that [it] was a 
foreign one of which the exegetes could make nothing/' 8 4 It is 



perhaps the name of a city or country with which £Ad was 
associated; usually taken to be of South Arabian origin. But as 
Blachere notes, "It is naturally impossible to know what this 
verse could have meant for Muhammad's generation."85 

[6.1.6] XLVL28. Q u r b d n J Q u r a b a n : verse 28: "Did those help 
them, whom they had taken for qurban [as] gods [?dlihatan] to 
the exclusion of Allah/ 1 

The word Q u r b a n as it appears in III. 182 and V.27 
evidently means "sacrifice," but, according to Jeffery, here, at 
XLVI.28, it means "favorites of a prince."86 For Penrice, this 
word must be translated " 'as a means of access to God/ the 
false deities there mentioned being supposed to be on familiar 
terms with God, and therefore likely to act as intercessors with 
Him." 8 7 

Barth takes the word following q u r b a n , that is, ' d l i h a t a n , 
meaning "Gods" as a gloss on q u r b a n . This seems to be 
accepted by Wensinck88 and Bell, but is totally rejected by 
Blachere, though he does not say why. Blachere admits to being 
completely baffled by this term in this verse.89 



Bell adds that another reading, q u r u b d n could be taken as a 
plural of q d r i b , "neighbour/1 and accordingly his own translation 
reads: "Why helped them not those whom they had chosen 
apart from Allah as neighbours gods?" Bell adds as a footnote 
to neighbors, "i.e. patrons or inter- cessors."90 

[6.1.7] 11.62. S d b f t n : as Bell says, this word has "baffled all 
investigators." Literally, it may mean "the baptizers." According 
to Bell, the whole verse is out of place, while Blachere 
believes that the words "the Christians, the S a b i l n " seem not to 
belong with the natural flow of the sentence; perhaps they were 
added later to fill out the expression "those who believe in 
God . . . and do good." Some even hold that "the S d b i ' l n " must 
be a post-Muhammadan interpolation.91 It is unlikely to refer to 
the Sabaeans of Harran who were pagans and certainly did not 
practice "baptism," and cannot be considered the people of the 
Book. Perhaps the Mandaeans, a Judeo-Christian sect practising 
the rite of baptism, are meant.92 

[6.1.8] 11.78. (a) ' u m m i y y u n 

(b) 'amdniyya 



(i) Bell: "Some of them are common people [3ummiyyuri\ 
who do not know the Book except as things taken 
on trust ['amdniyya] and who only cherish opinions/1 

(ii) Blachere: "While among them are the Gentiles who 
do not know the Scripture only chimaeras, and only 
make conjectures." 

(iii) Dawood: 'There are illiterate men among them who, 
ignorant of the Scriptures, know of nothing but lies 
and vague fancies." 

(iv) Pickthall: "Among them are unlettered folk who 
know the Scripture not except from hearsay. They 
but guess." 

(v) Muhammad A l i : "And some of them are illiterate; 
they know not the Book but only (from) hearsay, 
and they do but conjecture." 

(a) ^ummiyyun 

Dawood, Pickthall, and Muhammad A l i follow the Muslim 



tradition in translating ' u m m i y y u n (plural of ' u m m i ) as 
"illiterate/' one who neither writes nor reads a writing. 9 3 

Bell thinks 3 u m m i y y u n means belonging to the h a n m a h or 
community, while Blachere translates it as "Gentiles," in the 
sense of "pagan." For the French scholar it is clear that the 
word u m m i designates pagan Arabs, who, unlike the Jews and 
Christians, had not received any revelation and were thus living 
in ignorance of the divine law. TabarT does indeed quote some 
traditions that give this sense to the word u m m i : according to 
Ibn 'Abbas, " ' u m m i y y u n (refers to) some people who did not 
believe in a prophet sent by God, nor in a scripture revealed by 
God; and they wrote a scripture with their own hands. Then 
they said to ignorant, common people: 'This is from God.' " 9 4 

However, Tabari himself does not accept this interpretation, 
instead gives a totally unconvincing and improbable account of 
the derivation of this word: "I am of the opinion that an 
illiterate person is called u m m i , relating him in his lack of 
ability to write to his mother ( u m m ) , because writing was 
something which men. and not women, did. so that a man who 
could not write and form letters was linked to his mother, and 



not to his father, in his ignorance of writing- . . . " 9 5 

There is even a series of traditions in Ibn Sa £d 9 6 that show 
Muhammad himself writing his political testament. However, 
Muslim orthodoxy translates u m m i as "illiterate" for apologetic 
reasons, to show that the Koran must have been of divine 
origin since it was revealed to an illiterate, who thus could not 
have plagiarized, as often accused, the Jewish or Christian 
scriptures. 

(b) 3 a m d n i y y a 

The meaning of >amaniyya is not at all clear For Baydawl 
it is the plural of } u m n i y y a h , from the root mny. But Bell 
prefers to derive it from the root > m n t giving it the meaning 
"tradition, dogma, a thing taken on trust."97 

[6.1.9] 11.89. y a s t a f t a h u n a : the sense is not clear.98 

[6.1.10] 11.243. >uliif: probably plural of 'alf> thousand, but 
possibly an unusual form plural of Hlf, "intimate friend."9 9 

[6.1.11 ] 11.260. sur in s u r - h u n n a : variously pointed, but is 
usually taken as the imperative of swr, taken here to mean 



"cause to come/' a very unusual meaning of the verb. Blachere 
translates it, intuitively, as "press" or "squeeze/'1 0 0 Muhammad 
A l i as "tame/7 Arberry as "twist/' while Mahmoud Ayoub, 
relying on Muslim exegetes, translates it as "cut into pieces." 
Scholars remain puzzled. 

[6.1.12] H.53, 185; ffl.3; VIII.29, 41; XXI.48; X X Y 1 : 
F u r q d n 

First Jeffery: 

In all passages save VOL42, it is used as though it means 
some sort of a Scripture sent from God. Thus "we gave to 
Moses and Aaron the F u r q d n , and an illumination/' (xxi49), 
and LtWe gave to Moses the Book and the Furqdn" (11.50), 
where it would seem to be the equivalent of the Taurah 
[Torah]. In m.2, it is associated with the Taurah and the Injll 
[Gospel], and XXV. 1, and II181, make it practically the 
equivalent of the Quî an, while in VIII.29, we read, "if ye 
believe God, he will grant you a F u r q d n and forgive your evil 
deeds/1 In VIH42, however, where the reference is to the 
Battle of Badr, "the day of the F u r q d n , the day when the two 



hosts met," the meaning seems something quite different.... 

The [Muslim] philologers, however, are not unanimous as 
to its meaning.1 0 1 

RazI in his discussion of 11.53 goes through several possible 
meanings of the word F u r q d n : 

The Furqdn [separator, or that by which things may be 
distinguished] could be either the Torah as a whole or in part. 
It may also refer to something other than the Torah, perhaps 
one of the miracles of Moses, such as his staff, and so forth. 
It may mean relief and victory, as God said concerning the 
Apostle, "and what we sent down to our servant on the day 
of the criterion [Furqdn], the day when the two parties met11 

(Koran VIII.41). The word Furqdn may refer to the splitting 
[infiraq] of the sea, or as some have said, to the Qu'ran, 
which was also sent down to Moses, 

Razi rejects the latter view as a false interpretation. He 



concludes, "The F u r q d n is that by which truth may be 
distinguished from falsehood. Thus it may either be the Torah 
or something external to i t . " 1 0 2 

[6.1.13] CV. 3. 

' A b d b l l . Bell accepts without a great deal of 
enthusiasm ' A b d b l l as the plural of ' i b b d l a h , meaning "a 
bundle," "flock." This verse is sometimes translated as "Did He 
not send against them flocks of birds . . . 7" But the sense of 
this term is not clear, and the word is rare. Kasimirski and 
Montet see in it a proper name; hence Montet's translation 
reads, "Did He not send against them the birds ' A b d b l l " Lane, 
referring to al-Akhfash and as-Sijjani as his authorities, explains 
that verse 3 means "Birds in distinct, or separate, flocks or 
bevies: [or] birds in companies from this and that quarter: or 
following one another, flock after flock." 1 0 3 

As Jeffery points out, the long account in Ibn Manzur, L i s d n 
a l - ' A r a b (xiii, 5), makes it clear that the philologers did not 
know what to make of the word. 

Some have suggested that the word has nothing to do with 



birds but is another calamity in addition, connecting the word 
with smallpox. Whereas Carra de Vaux would take t a y r a n 
' A b d b l l (flock of birds) as a mistaken reading for t i r b d b l l , 
meaning "Babylonian arrows," which caused the destruction of 
the army. The word is very probably of foreign origin, though 
this origin is so far unknown. 1 0 4 

[6.1.14] Sijjil: XI.82; XV.74; CV.4. 

Tabari and others seem to have derived it from the Middle 
Persian words sang, meaning "stone," and g i l , meaning "mud." 

It seems to designate stones resembling lumps of clay, fired 
or sun- dried, 1 0 5 and this is corroborated by sura LI.33-4 " . . 
that we may loose on them stones of clay, marked by your 
lord for the prodigal" 

As Tabari tells us, some took it to mean the lowest heaven, 
others connected it with the word k i t a b . Bayda wl points to 
those who took it to be a variant of s i j i n , meaning hell. More 
recently, F. Leemhuis 1 0 6 has argued that sijjil is in origin a 
non-Semitic, apparently Sumerian word appearing in Akkadian as 
s i k i l l u or s h i g i l l u , denoting a smooth kind of stone found in the 



Aramaic of Hatra, as sgyl or s g l , with a specialised meaning of 
"altar stone." From Mesopotamia, it must have entered the 
various Arabic dialects in Syria and elsewhere, but acquiring the 
meaning of "hard, flintlike stone."107 

[6.1.15] Sijjin: LXXXm.7,8. 

Here is Vacca's account from the first edition of the 
E n c y c l o p a e d i a of I s l a m : 

Sijjin, one of the mysterious words of the Koran, "Verily the 
register of the wicked is surely in Sijjin. And what shall make 
thee understand what is Sijjin? A book written." Explained by 
commentators as a place where a record of the deeds of the 
wicked is kept, and also as that record itself. It is said to be 
a valley in Hell; the seventh and lowest earth, where Iblis is 
chained; a rock beneath the earth or the seventh earth; a 
place beneath I b l i s , where spirits of the wicked are; a register 
comprising the deeds of the wicked, of the djinn and of 
mankind, or of the devils and unbelievers. Without the article 
it is a proper name of hell-fire. Also said to mean anything 
hard, vehement, severe, lasting, everlasting (interpretation 



influenced by the word's likeness to sijjil, [see above], 
erroneously connected with the root s -j-l). 

Though [al- Suyutl's] Jtqan classes it among non-Arabic 
words, no acceptable etymology is supplied . . . ; 
lexicographers give it as a synonym of sijn, prison, and this 
last word has evidently influenced the prevailing interpretation 
of Sijjin by Muslim commentators as a place where the record 
of the wicked is kept, rather than as that record itself. The 
text of the Koran admits of both interpretations, and most 
European translators, following Maracci, have preferred the 
latter.1^ 

[6,1.16] Sijilh XXI.104. 

As Jeffery tells us, the meaning of sijill in this passage 
from X X I . 104 was unknown to the early interpreters of the 
Koran. Some took it to be the name of an angel, or of the 
Prophet's amanuensis, but the majority seem to be in favor of 
its meaning some kind of writing or writing material- Baghawi 
takes it to be an Arabic word, while others admit that it was a 
foreign word of Abyssinian or Persian origin. It is, however, 



derived from the Greek, oiyiXA, ov, in Latin, s i g i l l u m , used in 
Byzantine Greek for an imperial edict. 1 0 9 

[6.1.17] k a l a l a : IV. 12b. 

The last five or so lines of Sura IV. 12 have been the 
source of much controversy among Muslim commentators. 
Tabari devotes seven pages to these few lines. As David Powers 
tells us: "Almost every word in the opening line of the verse is 
subject to dispute, and there may be as many as four or five 
different opinions, espoused by an even greater number of 
authorities, for every point in question." Powers shows that 
precise meaning of k a l a l a also remains a subject of 
controversy, with Tabari citing twenty-seven separate definitions 
by various authorities. It is not clear if this word k a l a l a refers 
to the deceased himself ( a l - m a w n a h ) or to the heirs of the 
deceased ( a l - w a r a t h a ) . m 

It is of the greatest consequence as to how one reads this 
particular verse, and the above example shows that the 
uncertainties of meaning and the obscurities in the Koran are 
not a trivial matter Powers himself gives his own novel 



interpretation, arguing that k a l a l a was originally a kinship term 
referring to a female in-law. 

[ 6 2 ] Phrases o r sentences whose m e a n i n g is n o t c l e a r , 
a n d passages whose r e f e r e n c e i s n o t c l e a r ( w h i c h 
h i s t o r i c a l p e r s o n o r w h a t p u t a t i v e h i s t o r i c a l event they 
refer to), 

[6.2.1] IL27. "Who violate the covenant of Allah after making 
a compact with Him, and separate what Allah hath commanded 
to be conjoined, and cause corruption in the land; these are the 
losers." 

Bell comments, "what is meant by 'separating what Allah 
hath commanded to be conjoined' is not clear, but it may refer 
to their rejection of part of the Book (verse 85) or to their 
rejection of Muhammad while claiming to believe in Allah." 

Ibn Kathlr, however, explains this verse differently: 



The covenant [!ahd ] is either the primordial covenant 
between God and humanity [mitkdq] [Koran VII, 172], the 
measure of the knowledge of God which He has implanted in 
the minds of human beings as proof against them or the 
reference may be to the Jews and Christians with whom the 
Prophet came into contact. That "which God commanded to 
be joined" means honoring the obligations of blood 
relationship or any relationship in general 1 1 1 

[6.2.2] 11.29. "He it is who created for you what is in the 
earth, as a whole, then straightened Himself up to the heaven, 
and formed them seven heavens; He doth know everything." As 
Blachere points out, the plural pronoun "them" in this verse has 
resisted all explanation.112 It is significant that certain 
translators find it hard to resist translating this passage as . . 
and He fashioned IT into seven heavens,"113 while others such 
as Arberry keep closely to the text and translate literally. Tabari 
gets out of the difficulty by insisting that samd' (heaven) is a 
collective noun which is to be treated as a plural. 1 1 4 



[6.2.3] 11.101-103. 

Verse 101: When a messenger has come to them from 
Allah confirming what is with them, a part of those to whom 
the Book has been given cast the Book of Allah behind their 
backs as if they did not know. 

Verse 102: "And follow what the satans used to recite in 
the reign of Solomon. Solomon did not disbelieve, but the 
satans disbelieved, teaching the people magic and what had 
been sent down to the two angels in B a b i l — H d r u t a n d M a r u t \ 
they do not teach anyone without first saying: LWe are only a 
temptation, so do not disbelieve/ So they learn from them 
means by which they separate man and wife, but they do not 
injure anyone thereby, except by the permission of Allah; and 
they learn what injures them and does not profit, though they 
know that he who buys it has no share in the Hereafter; a bad 
bargain did they make for themselves, if they had known." 

Verse 103: "If they had believed and acted piously, 
assuredly, a reward from Allah would have been better, if they 
had known." 



Bell thinks that "what the satans used to recite in the reign 
of Solomon" may be a reference to the Rabbinic Law. Bell 
continues, "The mention of B d b i l may further suggest the 
Babylonian Talmud. But the whole verse is obscure. It has been 
extended to undue length by the insertion of clauses designed 
to obviate misconceptions; 

Wa-ma kafara .. . as-sihr [and Solomon did not disbelieve . . . 
magic] 

Wa-ma yu'allimOm ... takfitr [and they do not teach . .. 
disbelieve] 

Wa -ma hum . . . A l l a h [but they do not . . . Allah] 

"Finally the verse [102] having perhaps given rise to 
misconceptions was discarded, and the short verse 103 
substituted for it; this is shown by the repetition of the 
rhyme-phrase."115 

As Ayoub confesses, verse 102 "has been the subject of 



much controversy. Commentators have disagreed concerning 
every phrase and even word in i t " 1 1 6 I shall give just Tabari's 
discussion of the meaning of "and what had been sent down to 
the two angels i n B d b i l — H d r u t a n d Mdrut" (wa-rnd ' u n z i l a f a l a 
' l - m a i a k a y n i b i - b d b i l a h d r u t a w a - m d r u t a ) , though I suspect the 
reader will be confused rather than enlightened by the end of 
it. 

Tabari 1 1 7 gives several opinions about the meaning of m a at 
the beginning of this passage. According to one, it is a particle 
of negation, and the corresponding interpretation of this verse 
is; They follow the sorcery which the satans recited during the 
reign of Solomon; but neither was Solomon an unbeliever, nor 
did God send sorcery down to the two angels, rather satans 
disbelieved and taught sorcery to the people in B d b i l — H d r u t 
and M d r u t . In this case, Tabari tells us, the two angels are 
Gabriel and Michael, because Jewish sorcerers falsely claimed 
that God sent down sorcery to Solomon through Gabriel and 
Michael, and the Koran denies this; and H a r i l t and M d r u t are 
the names of the two men to whom they taught sorcery in 
B d b i l Tabari recounts a second opinion: m a means "that which" 



(or "what"), and thus Hdrut and Mdrut are the names of two 
angels to whom sorcery—different from that which the satans 
received—was sent down at B d b i l 

According to a third opinion m a means "that which," but it 
refers specifically to the knowledge of how to sunder a man 
from his wife. A fourth opinion allows m a as both a negative 
particle and as a relative pronoun. Tabari himself prefers the 
interpretation of m a as a relative pronoun, and of Hdrut and 
Mdrut as the names of the two previously mentioned angels. 
Tabari goes through further opinions, though he rejects them 
since they seem to create further difficulties in interpreting the 
rest of the verse.118 

Many of the commentators took this opportunity to develop 
the story of H d r u t and M d r u t for a theological purpose, to 
prove or emphasize a point of Islamic law. Ibn Kathir and 
TabarsI, for instance, give various traditions about H d r u t and 
M d r u t , the chief purpose of which seems to have been to show 
the evils of drinking wine. 1 1 9 

Western commentators have not been idle, either: Geiger, 



Sidersky, Horovitz, and Wensinck have tried to show that the 
Muslims Commentators were inspired variously by the 
Babylonian Talmud, by an Ethiopian version of the Book of 
Enoch, and so on. Dumezil traces the origins of these myths to 
the Indian epic M a h a b h a r a t a , while de Lagarde identifies H d r u t 
and Mdrut as the two secondary divinities associated with the 
cult of Mazda in the Avesta, the Zoroastrian scriptures: 
H a u r v a t a t (Integrity) and A m e r e t a t (the Undying). 1 2 0 

[6.2.4] 11.114, "But who does greater wrong than those who 
bar the places of Allah's worship from having the name of 
Allah remembered in them, and who strive to destroy them? It 
was not for them to enter them but in fear. For them is (in 
store) humiliation in this life, and in the Hereafter a mighty 
punishment," 

As Bell says, verse 114 is difficult to understand. Baydawl 
suggests that it refers to the Romans and their destruction of 
the temple at Jerusalem, or the Meccans who prevented the 
Muslims from visiting the Ka'bah at the time of the Treaty of 
Hudaybiyya. It is typical of Muslim commentators to try to find 
links in such Koranic passages to putative events in the life of 



Muhammad. Conservative Western Orientalist scholars have 
followed suit. These attempts rest on vast assumptions about the 
reliability of the sources on which our knowledge of the rise 
of Islam is based. But as Lammens and other revisionists have 
tried to argue, many so-called events in the life of Muhammad 
were invented to explain obscure and difficult passages in the 
Koran. Similarly, once the largely fabricated story of the 
collection of the Koran was accepted by the Muslim scholars, 
the Muslim commentators set about trying to interpret in greater 
detail each and every general Koranic passage, amenable to 
every possible interpretation, within the framework of the 
traditional story of the rise of Islam, the life of the Prophet, 
and the compilation of the Koran. Baydawi's suggestions are a 
prime example of this activity. 

But once again we have vastly divergent Muslim 
interpretations, each supposedly backed up by impeccable isnads 
(the chain of authority upon which a report is based); thus 
showing, once again, they did not have a clue as to what the 
verse really referred to, or what it really meant. Wah idi, 
relying on al-SuddT and Qatada, claims that Bukhtnassar 



(Nebuchadnezzar?) destroyed Jerusalem with the aid of some 
Byzantine Christians. Then, this time depending on the authority 
of Ibn 'Abbas, Wah idl reports that this verse was sent down 
concerning the associators of Mecca when they prevented the 
Muslims from visiting and worshipping at the Ka'bah, perhaps 
at the time of Hudaybiyya. NIsabDri, also relying on the 
authority Ibn 'Abbas, tells us that "the King of the Christians 
attacked the holy house [the temple at Jerusalem], which he 
destroyed and desecrated with dead carcasses. He besieged the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, killed them, and took their women and 
children captive. He also burned the books of the Torah. 
Jerusalem, moreover, remained in ruins until the Muslims rebuilt 
it during the time of 'Umar ibn al-Khattab. Thus the verse was 
sent down concerning the sanctuary of Jerusalem." 1 2 1 

TabarsI, on the other hand, claims that the people of 
Quraysh are being referred to. Finally, Bell, a rather 
conservative Western scholar, who, on the whole, accepted the 
traditional Muslim account of the rise of Islam, finds the use 
of the plural masdjid, "places of worship," difficult to explain. 
Bells adds, "The K a ' b a h is usually distinguished as a l - m a s j i d a t -



h a r d m , and it is doubtful if there was more than one definitely 
Muslim 'mosque' in existence at this time. Masjid, however, is 
not limited to this, c f XXII.40, and particularly XVIL 1. The 
reference might therefore quite well be to Christian churches in 
Jerusalem. Jerusalem was still the q i b l a K but was in Persian 
hands, the Jews having aided them in its capture. Even this, 
however, seems far-fetched . . . . " I 2 2 

[6.2.5] Here are some more verses where the references are 
not clear: EL2: d h a l i k a ; IL6-7; a l l a d h i n a kafaru; 11.45; 11.80; 
11.153-167; those w h o have done w r o n g \ IL175; IL205; IL210; 
11.259. 

[6.3] Passages a n d w o r d s t h a t a r e t h o u g h t t o be 
i n t e r p o l a t i o n s , i n s e r t i o n s , o r evidence f o r r e v i s i o n s . 

[6.3.1] IL105. According to Bell, the word "idolators" in verse 
105 may be a later insertion; the grammar is uneven. 

[6.3.2] 11.219. The latter part of this verse, according to 
Bell, is a formal rhyme-phrase, which was probably added at a 



much later revision. 

[6.3.3] IL221 ff. Bell observes, "verse 221 f. is not like the 
surrounding verses, an answer to a question, but it may belong 
to the same period. If, however, "idolators" includes Jews and 
Christians the verse must be large, but this is hardly correct. 
The rhyme clause is again formal and has no doubt been added 
later," 1 2 3 

[6.3.4] IL217. The phrase in the middle of the verse 
w a - l - m a s j i d ... m i n h u is an insertion from later date, argues 
Bell, when the duty of pilgrimage had been recognized, and the 
Meccan opposition was preventing the duty being fulfilled. 1 2 4 

[6.3.5] 11.229. The clause HUd . . . b i h i is a later insertion, it 
shows a mixture of pronouns.125 

[6.4] Sentences c o n t a i n i n g g r a m m a t i c a l e r r o r s 1 2 6 f r o m 
t h e C l a s s i c a l A r a b i c p o i n t of v i e w . 

John Burton 1 2 7 in a celebrated article, "Linguistic Errors in the 



Qur'an," points out that Muslim scholars have been aware of 
the grammatical lapses in the Holy Book. But "the errors have 
never been removed. Either they have been complacently 
explained away on this grammatical ground or that, or, at best, 
serious efforts have been made to justify them as actually 
conforming with the usage of the Arabs." 1 2 8 Burton then quotes 
some hadith where the errors are recognized: 

When the copies of the revelations which he had ordered to 
be made were submitted to him, 'Uthman noted several 
irregularities, "Do not change them," he ordered, "the Arabs 
will change (or will correct them) as they recite."125 

Burton next quotes a version from al-Farra', where 'Urwah 
questions (A'ishah about a number of verses, IV. 162, V69, 
[discussed below] XX.63, "'A'ishah replied: 'That was the doing 
of the scribes. They wrote it out wrongly.1 " 1 3 ° 

[6.4.1 ] V.69. Bell agrees with Torrey that a s - s a b i ' u n a must 
be an interpolation here since it is grammatically out of order; 



after Hnna it should have been a s - s d b i c i n a , i.e., in the 
accusative.133 

[6.4.2] VII. 160. "We divided them into twelve tribes" {wa 
q a t t a ' n a h u m - t h n a t a y ( a s h r a t a ' a s b d t a n ) . 

Strict grammar requires the singular, since the numerals 
from 11 to 99 are followed by the noun in the accusative 
singular, hence ' a s b d t a n should read s i b t a n . 1 3 2 

[6.4.3] IV. 162. a l - m u q l m i n a is wrong grammatically; it 
should read a l - m u q l m u n a , i.e., in the nominative case, like the 
other preceding substantives in the nominative, a l - r d s i k h u n a y and 
a l - t n u ' m i n u n a , and those coming after it, a l - m u 3 t u n a and 
a l - m u ' m i n u n a . 

[6.4.4] VII.56. "Surely the mercy of God is nigh . . The 
Arabic word for "nigh," q a r i b , should agree in gender with the 
Arabic word for "mercy," r a h r n a h , which is feminine, and thus 
should read q a r i b a t u n , and not q a r i b u n , as it is in this verse. 

[6.4.5] XXII. 19. These are two disputants who have 
contended about their Lord. 



H d d h a n i k h a s m a n i — k h t a s a m u f t r a b b i h i m 

There are three numbers in Arabic: singular (rnufrad), dual 
( m u t h a n n a ) , and plural {jam'). The verb i k h t a s a m u should have 
the dual ending, and not the plural, since two individuals (or 
two parties) are involved, and thus should read i k h t a s a m d . 

[6.4.6] IX.69. " . . . You plunged about (in talk) as they 
plunged about , , . " (or, more literally, . . as they who 
plunged"). 

" W a - k h u d t t u m k a - l - l a d h l khddO." 

The word "as" is a translation of the Arabic k a , "like" or 
"as," and the relative pronoun a l t a d h h "who, which, that," 
together forming k a l l a d h t . But in Arabic, the relative pronoun is 
declined, and in this verse, it should be in the plural since it 
refers to a plural pronoun. Hence it should read k a l l a d h i n a . 
instead of k a l l a d h i P 3 

[6.4.7] LXIII.10. "O My Lord, wouldst Thou not defer me 
a little while, that I may give alms, and become one of the 
upright?" 



R a b b i l a w l a ' a 'akh-khartanf T Hid 'ajalin q a n b i n fa 
'assaddaqa w a ' a k u n m i n a - s - s a l i h i n a . 

As Wright tells us in G r a m m a r , the subjunctive mood 
occurs in subordinate clauses, and is governed by particles such 
as f a - , when this particle introduces a clause that expresses the 
result or effect of a preceding clause. The preceding clause 
must express a wish or hope. Hence the verb 3 a k u n should be 
in the subjunctive, and should read, ' a k u n a . ^ 4 

[6.4.8] XI.10. "If We cause him to experience prosperity 
after [bacda] the dearth [darrd'd] which has affected him, he 
will assuredly say: LThe evil (deeds) have departed from me'; 
lo, he is rejoicing, boastful." 

A l l prepositions (e.g., b a ' d a ) are followed by the noun in 
the genitive, and thus d a r r d ' d should in fact be d a r r d H ^ 

[6.4.9] XXXVII.123-130. "Elias was surely one of those 
sent. . . . Peace be on Elias." 

Many of the verses in this sura end with the rhyme -in. 
For the sake of this rhyme, the second instance of Elias (verse 



130) is rendered I l y a s m , as though it were a plural; a good 
example of poetic license. 

[6.4.10] XCV.1-3. "By the fig and the olive! And Mount 
Sinai! [j&iih] 

And this city made secure [at-?amln] 

(Inflectional vowels at the end of a verse are disregarded 
for the sake of the rhyme.) 

Similarly, in this verse grammar is sacrificed for the rhyme. 
Sinai (in Arabic, s m d 3 a ) is changed for s l n l n for the sake of 
preserving the -In ending; another example of poetic license. 

[6.4.11] 11.80. 'The Fire shall not touch us but for a few 
days." 

. .. i l i a 'ayydman m a c d u d a t a n . 

Arabic has two forms of plural, the plural of abundance 
and the plural of paucity. The latter is used only of persons 
and things that do not exceed ten in number, while the former 
is used for the rest. In this case, clearly a small number of 



days is meant; the emphasis is on the "fewness." Thus the 
plural of paucity would seem to be appropriate, m a ' d u d d t (when 
declined in the above verse it would then be m a ' d u d d t i n ) rather 
than m a ' d d d a (in the above verse, when declined, it is 
m a ' d u d a t a n ) } ^ 

[6.4.12] n.177. "Righteousness does not consist in whether 
you face the East or the West, but virtuous conduct is (that of) 
those who have believed in Allah and the Last Day and the 
angels and the Book and the prophets . . . and practice regular 
charity, to fulfil [al-mujuna] the contracts you have made, and to 
be firm and patient [as-sdbirina] in pain and adversity...." 

The whole verse is rather tortuous and inelegant; many of 
the verbs are in the past tense in the original Arabic { ' d m a n a , 
3dtdr

 ? a q d m a ) t when the present would have been more 
appropriate. Indeed, the translations certainly read more naturally 
in English when the present tense is used. 

Second, in the original Arabic the verse begins rather 
clumsily: "But the piety [al-birr] is he who believes . . ." 

Blachere and others prefer to read a l - b a r r u instead of 



a l - b i r r , giving the more logical reading, "the pious man is he 
who believes . . " 

There is, however, one undoubted grammatical error: 
a s - s d b i r i n a is incorrectly in the accusative, it should, like 
al-mufuna^ be in the nominative, and thus should read: 
a s - s d b i r u n a . ^ 1 

• • 

[6.4.13] 111.59. Arberry: "The likeness of Jesus, in God's 
sight is as Adam's likeness. He created him of dust, then said 
He unto him, 'Be' and he was." 

Pickthall: "Lo! the likeness of Jesus with Allah is as the 
likeness of Adam. He created him of dust, then He said unto 
him: Be! and he is." 

Pickthall translates more literally, and keeps close to the 
original Arabic tenses. However, it would be more consistent to 
use, as Arberry does, the verb "to be" in the past, "he was," to 
agree with the past tense of "he said . . " The Arabic y a k u n 
(is) should thus be k d n a (was). 

It is worth pointing out that another analysis of the above 



verse is possible. 1 3 8 

[6.4.14] XIL15- "So, when they had taken him away, and 
agreed to place him in the bottom of the cistern and We 
suggested to him the thought: LThou wilt certainly tell them of 
this affair of theirs, when they are not aware/ " 

F a - l a m m d d h a h a b u b i h i w a } a j m a s u 'ny-yaj ! a l u h u 
f l g h a y d b a t i - l - j u b b i w a ' a w h a y n d ' l a y h i l a t u n a b b V a n n a h u m b i 
' a m r i h i m h a d h d w a hum Id y a s h ' u r u n a . 

Bell comments: "In verse 15 there is no principal clause, 
unless we omit one of the connectives, either that before 
3 a j m a % or that before >awhayna\ as the clause introduced by 
the latter breaks the narrative, and verse 16 is short, there has 
possibly been an insertion. Verse 16 being the original close of 
verse 15, and w a being added,"139 

6.5 Phrases, sentences, a n d verses t h a t do n o t seem t o f i t 
t h e c o n t e x t , a n d thus must have been transposed. These 
t r a n s p o s e d o r d i s p l a c e d verses a r e r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e 
d i s o r d e r a n d i n c o h e r e n c e t h a t abounds i n t h e K o r a n . 



[6.5.1 J XLVIIL8-9. "Surely We have sent you as a witness 
[shahidan], as a bringer of glad tidings, and as a warner: In 
order that you may believe in Allah and His Apostle [rasul], 
that you may assist [ t u c a z z i r u h u ] and honor Him and celebrate 
his praises [ t u s a b b i h u h u ] morning and evening." 

Bell remarks, "Verse 9 cannot possibly be in its original 
form, for the - h u [him] in t u s a b b i h u h u cannot refer to the 
r a s u l , while that in the t u ' a z z i r u h u most naturally would; the 
middle of the verse must therefore have been inserted later, 
probably to adapt the verses as an introduction to verse I0." 1 4 0 

There is hopeless confusion about the pronoun "him" 
throughout the verse. 

[6.5.2] Even scholars who seem to, on the whole, accept 
the Muslim chronology and the traditional account of the 
compilation of the Koran admit to difficulties of sense and 
reference, and point to the frequent breaks in logic and 
coherence in the Holy Text. Goldziher, for instance, wrote: 



Judgments of the Quran's literary value may vary, but there is 
one thing even prejudice cannot deny. The people entrusted, during 
the reigns of Abu Bakr and (Uthman, with the redaction of the 
unordered parts of the book occasionally went about their work in a 
very clumsy fashion. With the exception of the earliest Meccan 
suras, which the Prophet had used before his emigration to Medina 
as liturgical texts, and which consist of self-contained pieces so brief 
as to make them less vulnerable to editorial confusion the parts of 
the holy book, and particularly certain Medinese suras, often display 
a disorder and lack of coherence that caused considerable difficulty 
and toil to later commentators who had to regard the established 
order as basic and sacrosanct. If scholars undertake one day "a real 
critical edition of the text, reflecting all the results of scholarly 
research"—a project recently urged in these words by Rudolf 
Geyer,—they will have to pay attention to the transposition of verses 
out of their original contexts and to interpolations.141 The fact of 
editorial confusion appears clearly from Noldeke's survey of the 
arrangement of individual suras.142 

The assumption of inapposite interpolations can on occasion help 



us get around difficulties in understanding the text. I would like to 
illustrate this by an example. Sura 24 (from verse 27 on) deals with 
the way virtuous people visit one another,bow they should announce 
themselves, greet the people of the house, how women and children 
are to behave on such occasions. The rules for such situations 
became confused because in verses 32-34 and 35-36 two digressions, 
only loosely related to the main theme, were interpolated. 

Then in verse 58 the theme of announcing one's visit is reintro
duced, and discussed through verse 60. Then verse 61 reads: "There 
is no restriction on the blind, no restriction on the lame, no 
restriction on the sick, nor on yourselves, if you eat in one of your 
houses, or the houses of your fathers, or the houses of your 
mothers, or the houses of your brothers, or the houses of your 
sisters, or the houses of your paternal uncles, or the houses of your 
paternal aunts, or the houses of your maternal uncles, or the houses 
of your maternal aunts, or in one whose keys you hold or in one 
belonging to your friend. It will not render you guilty of a sin, 
whether you eat together or apart. And when you enter houses, greet 
one another with a greeting from Allah, a blessed and goodly one.'1 

In this passage Muhammad permits his followers to join their 



relatives at table without any restriction, and even to go as guests to 
the houses of female blood relations. One cannot fail to notice that 
the first words of verse 61, which extend this freedom to the blind, 
lame, and sick, do not fit the natural context very well. A writer on 
medicine in the Qui°an took this juxtaposition very seriously, and 
offered the critique that while the dinner company of the halt and the 
blind is unobjectionable, a meal in the company of a sick man may 
be dangerous for one's health; Muhammad would have done better 
not to combat the aversion to it. 1 4 3 

On closer study we see that the passage out of place in 
this context strayed into it from another group of rules. Its 
original reference is not to taking part in meals at the houses 
of others, but to taking pan in the military campaigns of 
early Islam. In Sura 48, verses 11-16, the Prophet inveighs 
against "the Arabs who were left behind," those who did not 
participate in the campaign just undertaken. He threatens them 
with severe divine punishments. He appends to this verse 17: 
lIIt is no compulsion for the blind {laysa . .. harajun), no 
compulsion for the lame, and no compulsion for the 
sick"—the text agrees literally with 24:61— i.e., people 
handicapped in these or other serious ways may be excused if 



they abstain. This phrase was inserted into the other context, 
to which it is foreign. It evidently influenced the redaction of 
the verse, whose original beginning cannot be reconstructed 
with certainty. Muslim commentators too have attempted, 
naturally without assuming an interpolation, to explain the 
words in keeping with their natural sense as an excuse for the 
abstention from war of those bodily unfit for service, but they 
had to accept the rejection of such an explanation for the 
reason that if the words were so understood, "they would not 
be in harmony with what precedes and follows them" 1 4 4 

[6.5.3] 11.238 f. 

As Bell argues, "verses 238 and following have no 
connection with the context. They seem designed for those on 
some military expedition." 1 4 5 

[6.5.4.] 11.243 

Bell again 



"Verse 243 is enigmatical; it is unconnected with the context, 
and the reference is unknown. Bayda wl gives two stories: 

(a) that of the people of Dwardan, said to be a village 
near Wasit associated in legend with Ezekiel, who were 
stricken by a pestilence and fled; Allah caused them to die, 
but afterwards brought them to life; 

(b) that of some of the Israelites who refused to fight 
when summoned to do so by their king; they were caused to 
die but restored to life after eight days. 

The latter is evidently founded on a wrong interpretation 
of the verse, which has no connection with fighting, but is 
designed to enforce the doctrine of the resurrection . . . . 1 4 e 

7. KORANIC OBSCURITIES AND KORANIC 
COMMENTARIES 

In September 1996 the Ibn Khaldun Society was launched in 
London as an independent forum for moderate Muslims. At the 
inaugural conference, the participants reached, among others, the 



following conclusions: 

Muslims must become independent of tradition. Just as our 
forebears found their own way, Muslims today must find 
theirs. In the process, they need to re-evaluate the Islamic 
tradition. 

The only reliable and relevant source of faith is the 
Qur'an. Muslims need new scientific research into the Qur'un, 
and a re-examination of the Qur'anic message and its meaning 
in the 21st century. . . . 1 4 7 

Al l moderate Muslims would no doubt wholeheartedly 
endorse these laudable goals, but one wonders how many of 
them realize how much their putative understanding of the 
Koran rests entirely on Islamic traditions. 

The Muslim tradition has woven a fantastic spiderweb around 
its holy scripture from which even modern scholarship has not 
managed to disentangle itself. For all Muslims, much of the 
Koran remains incomprehensible without the commentaries; 



indeed, that is the very reason there are so many Muslim 
commentaries. As Leemhuis put it, " . . . The more of the QurJan 
that became obscure in the course of time, the more of it 
became provided with an explanation." 1 4 8 One would hardly 
need them if the Koran were truly mubeen, "clear." But, as all 
my examples above show, despite all the thousands of pages 
devoted to clarifying the text, the Koran still remains 
incomprehensible, even for those Western scholars who accept 
the traditional, specially chronological Muslim framework for the 
Koran. 

Muslim Koranic exegesis of such influential scholars as 
Tabari tended to be tafslr b i ' l - m a n h u r (interpretation following 
tradition), rather than tafslr bi3l-ra*y (interpretation by personal 
opinion). Tabarfs great work, Jdrni' a l - b a y a n ' a n t a w 1 tl ay 
a l - Q u r 3 a n t is full of exegetical h a d i t h s , where the Prophet gives 
his explanation of various obscure verses. Similarly, Ibn Kathlr 
advises that if we are unable to elucidate some passage of the 
Koran by some other Koranic passage, then one must examine 
the prophetic s u n n a , and if that fails, then one must have resort 
to the sayings of the companions of Muhammad. 1 4 9 



However, if we accept the negative conclusions of 
Goldziher, Schacht, Wansbrough, Crone, and Cook about the 
authenticity of h a d t t h s in general, then we must be equally 
skeptical of the h a d l t h s concerning exegesis of the Koran. In 
other words, we cannot separate discussions of the compilation 
and meaning of the Koran from the questions about the 
authenticity of h a d i t h and the s i m h , the life of Muhammad.1 5 0 

It is Muslim tradition that has unfortunately saddled us with 
the fiction that such and such verse in the Koran was revealed 
at such and such time during Muhammad's ministry. As early as 
1861, the Reverend Rod well wrote in his preface to the 
translation of the Koran, "It may be considered quite certain 
that it was not customary to reduce to writing any traditions 
concerning Muhammad himself, for at least the greater part of 
a century. They rested entirely on the memory of those who 
have handed them down, and must necessarily have been 
coloured by their prejudices and convictions, to say nothing of 
the tendency to the formation of myths and to actual 
fabrication, which early shews itself, especially in interpretations 
of the Koran, to subserve the purposes of the contending 



factions of the Umayyads and 'Abbasids " Even the writings of 
historians such as Ibn Ishaq are "necessarily coloured by the 
theological tendencies of their master and patron. . . . Traditions 
can never be considered as at all reliable, unless they are 
traceable to some common origin, have descended to us by 
independent witnesses, and correspond with the statements of 
the Koran itself—always of course deducting such texts as 
(which is not unfrequently the case) have themselves given rise 
to the tradition. It soon becomes obvious to the reader of 
Muslim traditions and commentators that both miracles and 
historical events have been invented for the sake of expounding 
a dark and perplexing text; and that even the earlier traditions 
are largely tinged with the mythical element." 1 5 1 

The above passage is a remarkable anticipation of the 
works of not only Goldziher but also Henri Lammens. The 
former showed by 1890 the entirely spurious and tendentious 
nature of the h a d i t h , and the latter that "on the fabric of the 
Koranic text, the h a d l t h has embroidered its legend, being 
satisfied with inventing names of additional actors presented or 
with spinning out the original theme," It is the Koran, in fact, 



that has generated all the details of the life of the Prophet, and 
not vice versa: "one begins with the Koran while pretending to 
conclude with it." Muslim tradition has often been able to do 
this because of the often vague and very general way events 
are referred to, such that they leave open the possibility of any 
interpretation that the Muslim exegetes care to embroider. 

Michael Schub shows that the traditional interpretation of 
sura IX.40 is suspect, and is more probably derived from the 
Old Testament, 1 Sam. 23:16 ff. "Faithful Muslims will forever 
believe that Quran IX.40: 4If ye help him not, still Allah helped 
him when those who disbelieve drove him forth, the second of 
two; when they two were in the cave, when he said unto his 
comrade: Grieve not. Lo! Allah is with us. Then Allah caused 
His peace of reassurance to descend upon him and supported 
him with hosts ye cannot see, and made the word of those 
who disbelieved the nethermost, while Allah's word it was that 
became uppermost. Allah is mighty, wise1 refers to the Prophet 
Muhammad and Abu Bakr, although not one word of the 
Quranic text supports this." 1 5 2 

Rippin has also argued that certain passages in the Koran 



that are traditionally interpreted as referring to Muhammad are 
not necessarily historical. Citing Sura XCIII, Rippin states that 
"there is nothing absolutely compelling about interpreting [Sura 
XCIII] in light of the life or the lifetime of Muhammad- The 
Lthee' [in verse 3: sThe Lord has neither forsaken thee nor hates 
thee'] of this passage does not have to be Muhammad. It 
certainly could be, but it does not have to be. (I might also 
point out that Arberry's translation also suggests the necessity of 
lhe' as God [i.e., 'He1] which is also not necessarily compelling.) 
Al l the elements in the verses are motifs of religious literature 
(and indeed, themes of the Qui°an) and they need not be taken 
to reflect historical 'reality' as such, but, rather, could well be 
understood as the foundational material of monotheist religious 
preaching."153 One of Rippin's conclusions is that "the close 
correlation between the sira and the Qur*an can be taken to be 
more indicative of exegetical and narrative development within 
the Islamic community rather than evidence for thinking that one 
source witnesses the veracity of another. To me, it does seem that 
in no sense can the Qur'an be assumed to be a primary 
document in constructing the life of Muhammad. The text is far 
too opaque when it comes to history; its shifting referents leave 



the text in a conceptual muddle for historical purposes. This is 
the point of my quick look at the evidence of the 'addressee' of 
the text; the way in which the shifts occur renders it problematic 
to make any assumption about the addressee and his (or her) 
historical situation. If one wishes to read the Qurban in a 
historical manner, then it can only be interpreted in light of other 
material;'1 5 4 

8. KORANIC DIFFICULTIES AND ARABIC 
WRITING 

[ 8 . 1 ] A r a m a i c A l p h a b e t 1 5 5 

The North Semitic alphabet, which was used in Syria from the 
eleventh century B.C.E . onward, is the direct or indirect ancestor 
of all subsequent alphabetic scripts (including the South Semitic 
scripts such as Ethiopic, though there is no scholarly consensus 
on this point). 1 5 6 It gave rise to the Phoenician and Aramaic 
alphabets. The Aramaic alphabet was developed in the tenth and 



ninth centuries B.C.E .; the oldest inscription in Aramaic script 
dates from about 850 B.C.E . Both the language and the script 
were used as a lingua franca throughout the Middle East. The 
Aramaic alphabet has twenty-two letters, all indicating 
consonants, and is written, like Arabic and Hebrew, from right 
to left. "It is ancestral to Square Hebrew and the modern 
Hebrew alphabet, the Nabataean and modern Arabic scripts, the 
Palmyrene alphabet, and the Syriac, as well as hundreds of 
other writing systems used at some time in Asia east of Syria. 
Aramaic also has been influential in the development of such 
alphabets as the Georgian, Armenian, and Glagolitic [Slavonic]." 
157 

[8.2] A r a b i c A l p h a b e t 

The origins of the Arabic alphabet are still imperfectly 
understood. It very probably developed in the fourth century 
c.E. as a direct descendant of the Nabataean alphabet, which in 
turn comes down from Aramaic. Some scholars, however, think 



the Nabataean inscriptions found on a tombstone in Umm 
al-Jimal (see appendix J), and dated approximately to 250 C.E. 
are examples of at least proto-Arabic writing. Some scholars 
would claim that earliest example of Arabic script that we 
know of is a royal funerary inscription, found in Namara in 
1901 (see appendix J), of the Nabataeans dating from 328 c.E. 
Others argue that this inscription, though it shows some of the 
characteristics of Arabic, is essentially Aramaic, and insist that 
the earliest extant example of Arabic writing is a trilingual 
inscription in Greek, Syriac, and Arabic discovered at Zabad 
(see appendix J), dating from 512 c.E. 

John Healey 1 5 8 sums up the two theories as to the origins 
of the Arabic script: 

Basically the view that has become prevalent, despite some 
dissent, is that the early cursive Arabic script, evidenced in 
seventh-century papyri (mostly from Egypt and Nessana in the 
Negev), derived from the Nabataean script. I have argued159 

that it derived specifically from the cursive [used for less 
formal everyday purposes] variety of the Nabataean script (a 



view for which the evidence is now strengthened by the 
publication on microfiches of more of the cursive Nabataean 
papyri). 1 6 0 . . . The alternative view has sought a Syriac origin 
for the Arabic script. This view, associated especially with the 
name of the late Jean Starcky and advocated particularly by 
the French school, argues from the broader issue of the basic 
design of the Syriac and Arabic scripts, specifically the fact 
that both "sit" upon the line of writing, while the Nabataean 
script "hangs" from an upper line.161 TTlis point is apposite, 
though somewhat weakend by the existence of Nabataean 
inscriptions and papyri in which the lower line seems to be 
more significant. It remains the fact, however, that a number 
of the Arabic letters could not have been derived from the 
Syriac.... It wou]d seem, in fact, that there is a fairly even 
split in the Arabic inventory of letters: eleven of the Arabic 
letters could be either of Nabataean or Syriac origin, while ten 
are much more plausibly related to Nabataean are hard to 
explain from Syriac, formal or cursive. It may be also noted 
that none of the Arabic letters is impossible to explain from 
Nabataean, 



It is very likely that both Hebrew and Arabic owe to Syriac 
their own system of vowel notation by supralinear and 
sublinear markings.1 6 2 

The Arabic alphabet, written from right to left, has 
twenty-eight letters, twenty-two of them being those of the 
Semitic alphabet, from which it is descended; the remaining six 
letters represent sounds not used in the languages written in the 
earlier alphabet. A l l the letters represent consonants, and thus, as 
M Cohen once put it, "the orthography always comprises an 
element of interpretation by the reader, an ideographic element." 

The shape of each letter differs according to its position at 
the beginning, middle or end of the word (initial, medial and 
final respectively); a fourth form of the letter is when it is 
written alone (see appendix K). 

Certain letters of the Arabic alphabet are identical in shape, 
and are only differentiated by the presence or absence of a dot, 
for instance, to distingush an r from a z\ j , and an h y from a 
k h , other pairs are s and sh; d and dh\ t and z; and so on. But 



as Beeston163 reminds us, in some cases the differentiation is not 
simply by presence or absence of a dot, but between varieties in 
the number and placing of dots: initial and medial b, t, t h , n , 
and y all have dots differing in number and placing, and in 
word-end position only n and y are distinctive without the aid of 
dots. Thus, a great many variant readings are possible according 
to the way the text is pointed (has dots added; these dots are 
usually called diacritic dots or even "diacritical points"—in 
Arabic, n u q a t [see appendix L]) In the first two centuries of 
Islam, diacritical dots were hardly used at all. When they were 
eventually introduced, there were additional problems since many 
of the dots were often written at some distance above or below 
the letter itself- Thus it was often difficult to detect which of 
two adjacent letters the dotting was intended to affect. 

Parallel to the problem of diacritics to differentiate the 
consonants was the problem of indicating the vowels. Following 
earlier Semitic script traditions, the earliest Arabic used "the 
letters w and y ambivalently, both as true consonants and as 
indicators of the long vowels w-, and t-; but long a- was noted 
(by an originally consonantal letter) only at the end of the 



word, hardly ever in the middle of the word. . . . As for the 
short vowels, these were . . . normally omitted altogether in 
writing." 1 6 4 

In the very earliest Qur'an codices, and in inscriptions, coins 
and papyri, no marking at all is found for short vowels or for 
a - in the middle of a word. By the early second /eighth 
century, some Qur'an codices used coloured dots as indications 
of vowels, though only to a limited extent, where misreading 
was particularly likely.165 

Short vowels eventually came to be represented by three 
orthographical signs—taking the form of a slightly slanting dash 
placed below or above the line, or a comma placed above the 
line. Using different vowels, of course, gave different readings. 
Compounding these problems was the lack of an adequate 
punctuation system. The Koran was indeed written in a s c r i p t a 
defectiva; s c r i p t a p l e n a , which allowed a fully voweled and 
pointed text, was not perfected until the late ninth century. 



Thus every Arabic text consists of three layers: 

(1) the basic (unpointed) form, shape or drawing of the 
individual word; in Arabic, r a s m , 

(2) the diacritical points, in Arabic, n u q a t , the function of 
which is to differentiate letters of the basic r a s m ; there 
are seven letters which are the unmarked members of 
pairs where the other member has over-dotting. 

(3) Signs for the short vowels, to be read with the 
consonants denoted by the basic drawing {rasm) and the 
diacritical points (nuqat). 

Giinter Luling gives the following example of the 
ambiguity of the unpointed Arabic script; the word r a s m , if 
pointed and vowelled differently, gives at least six possible 
readings: z a n a y t u m , "you have fornicated"; z a y y a n t u m , " y o u 
have adorned"; r a b b a y t u m , "you have educated"; r a n n a y t u m , 
"you have delected"; r a n a ' t u m , "you have looked at, or you 



have walked heavily"; r a ' a y t u m , "you have seen." 

It should be clear by now that the ground layer of the 
Arabic script, that is, the rasm, or basic drawing, without the 
diacritical points and signs is very difficult to interpret, and very 
easy to misinterpret,166 

The traditional explanation of the existence of variants goes 
something like this. The problems posed by the scripta 
defectiva inevitably led to the growth of different centers with 
their own variant traditions of how the texts should be pointed 
or vowelized. Despite 'Uthman's order to destroy all texts other 
than his own, older codices must have survived. As Charles 
Adams says, "It must be emphasized that far from there being 
a single text passed down inviolate from the time of 'Uthman's 
commission, literally thousands of variant readings of particular 
verses were known in the first three (Muslim) centuries. These 
variants affected even the *Uthmanic codex, making it difficult 
to know what its true form may have been." 

Muslim scholars themselves, from the early days of Islam, 
have acknowledged the existence of variants. This tradition has 



led to the compilation of all variants in a mammoth work of 
eight volumes, Mu 'jam a t - q i r a ^ a t a l - q u r ^ d n i y y a h } ^ edited in 
Kuwait recently- This dictionary lists over ten thousand variants, 
of which about a thousand are variants of or deviations in the 
r a s m . Gerd-R. Puin, the German scholar most closely involved 
with the classification of the approximately sixteen thousand 
sheets or parchments of Koranic fragments discovered in Sanca\ 
Yemen, has uncovered even more variants in the r a s m that are 
not found in the above-mentioned eight-volume dictionary. By 
comparing the r a s m of the Cairo Mushaf with a fragmentary 
H i j a z i Mushaf consisting of eighty-three sheets, which can be 
tentatively dated to the early eighth century c.E. on stylistic 
grounds, Puin discovered that the deviations in the H i j a z i 
Mushaf by far outnumber the deviations that have been 
recorded by the Muslim authorities on the q i r d ' a t and which 
have been collected in the above-mentioned encyclopaedia. This 
observation is not specific to the Koranic manuscripts of 
Yemeni provenance, but it is true for more or less all of the 
extant manuscripts preserved in Hijazi style. 

The Hijazi Korans show differences in the sytem of 



counting of verses from the two dozen or so schools of 
counting; even the sequence of suras is often at variance not 
only with the Standard Egyptian edition but with the sequence 
of suras as recorded for the Korans of Ibn Mas'ud and Ubayy 
b. Ka'b. These deviations cannot be dismissed as mere scribal 
errors ( l a p s u s c a l a m i ) , since the so-called errors are repeated 
with the same word several times in several fragments studied 
by Puin. Thus, as Puin emphasizes, it makes common 
philological sense to look for a rationale. The recurrent 
deviations from the Standard Egyptian text must be taken 
seriously, and cannot be swept under the carpet and attributed 
to scribal inadequacy. 

One of Puin's conclusions is that though there was an oral 
tradition (otherwise the Koranic text could not have been read 
at all), there were deliberate changes in the oral tradition of 
Koran reading/recitation. Thus this oral tradition was not very 
stable or elaborate—changes must have occurred as can be seen 
in the variant orthography to be found in the Hijazi 
manuscripts, in general. 

As Guillaume says, the variants are not always trifling in 



signifi- cance.1 6 9 As an example of a variant reading on the 
level of vocalization though not of the rasm, we might cite the 
last two verses of Sura L X X X V , a l - B u r u j , which read: (21) 
h u w a q u r ' d n u m majidun; (22) f i l a w h i m mahfu^urt/in. The last 
syllable is in doubt. If it is in the genitive - i n , it gives the 
meaning "It is a glorious Koran on a preserved tablet"—a ref
erence to the Muslim doctrine of the Preserved Tablet. If it is 
the nominative ending - u n , we get "It is a glorious Koran 
preserved on a tablet" 

In IV 117, the standard text ended in an obscure word: 
"They do not invoke in lieu of Allah other than . . t h e last 
word was usually read ' i n a t h a n ("females"). The problem is that 
many of the pre-Islamic deities were male. In X X I X . 16, we 
find, "You only worship in lieu of Allah ' a u t h d n a n [idols]," 
Thus, an emendation gives us idols instead of females; however, 
the form ' a u t h d n a n involved the insertion of a letter, whereas 
the form u t h u n a n was doubtful Arabic. 1 7 0 

Other examples include IIL11, where, in the account of the 
miracle of Badr, the nature of the miracle varies seriously 
according as we read "you saw them" or "they saw them."1 7 1 



It is clear that many hundreds of variants, though not all, 
were invented by Muslim grammarians, philologists, and 
exegetes of the third and fourth Muslim centuries to explain all 
sorts of obscurities of the Koran, whether of sense or reference; 
Koranic grammatical aberra- tions; 1 7 2 or, even more seriously, 
for doctrinal reasons to defend some particular theological 
position. 1 7 3 A kind of ethics of variants had developed by the 
ninth century c.E., according to which only variants that were 
not too far from Islamic orthodoxy or doctrines, or not too 
ungrammatical, were to be accepted and preserved. Hence, if 
there had been startling deviations or variants, they would have 
been suppressed. Thus, the variants that do remain are not 
always very significant. But we need to make a distinction 
between the variants fabricated by the Muslim exegetes, and the 
variants to be found in the rasm in manuscripts such as those 
examined by Puin. The sheer number of variants in the 
orthography in the earliest manuscripts certainly cast doubt on 
the traditional account of the compilation of the Koran. The 
Hijazi fragments seem to suggest that, even in the eighth 
century c.E., the text of the Koran was yet to be defined, and 



the "reading" options that the meagre r a s m allowed had to be 
limited by officially recognizing only a part of them as 
admissible q i r a ' d t . 

9. KORANIC CONTRADICTIONS AND 
ABROGATION 

Spotting contradictions in the Koran is something of a growth 
industry, particularly in the context of Muslim-Christian 
polemics, with Muslims desperately trying to keep their finger 
in the leaking dike. 1 7 4 

Contradictions do abound in the Koran, and the early 
Muslims were perfectly well aware of them; indeed, they 
devised the science of abrogation to deal with them. It is a 
very convenient doctrine that, as one Christian unkindly put it, 
"fell in with that law of expediency which appears to be the 
salient feature in Muhammad's prophetical career," 1 7 5 According 
to this doctrine, certain passages of the Koran are abrogated by 



verses revealed afterward, with a different or contrary meaning. 
This was supposedly taught by Muhammad at Sura IL 105; 
"Whatever verses we [i.e., God] cancel or cause you to forget, 
we bring a better or its like." According to al-Suyutl the 
number of abrogated verses has been estimated from five to 
five hundred. As Margoliouth remarked, "To do this, withdraw a 
revelation and substitute another for it was, [Muhammad] 
asserted, well within the power of God. Doubtless it was, but 
so obviously within the power of man that it is to us 
astonishing how so compromising a procedure can have been 
permitted to be introduced into the system by friends and 
foes."1 7 6 

Al-Suyutl gives the example of Sura 11.240 as a verse 
abrogated (superseded) by verse 234, which is the abrogating 
verse. How can an earlier verse abrogate a later verse? The 
answer lies in the fact that the traditional Muslim order of the 
suras and verses is not chronological, the compilers simply 
having placed the longer chapters at the beginning. The Muslim 
commentators, for whom the Koran and the Sira are necessarily 
and inexorably joined, have to decide the chronological order 



for doctrinal reasons. Western scholars, wedded to the traditional 
Muslim account, have also worked out a chronological scheme; 
though there are many differences of detail, there seems to be a 
broad—but by no means complete—agreement as to which suras 
belong to the Meccan (i.e., early) period of Muhammad's life 
and which belong to the Medinan (i.e., later) period. It is worth 
noting how time-bound the "eternal" word of God is. 

Let us take an example: everyone knows that Muslims are 
not allowed to drink wine in virtue of the prohibition found in 
the Koran (Sura 11.219), and yet many would no doubt be 
surprised to read in the Koran at Sura XVL67, "And among 
fruits you have the palm and the vine, from which you get 
wine and healthful nutriment: in this, truely, are signs for those 
who reflect" (Rodwell). Dawood has "intoxicants" and Pickthall, 
"strong drink," and Sale, with eighteenth-century charm, has 
"inebriating liquor" in place of 'Vine." While Yusuf Al i 
pretends that the Arabic word concerned, Sakar, means 
"wholesome drink," and in a footnote insists that nonalcoholic 
drinks are being referred to; and then at the last moment 
concedes that if " s a k a r must be taken in the sense of fer-



merited wine, it refers to the time before intoxicants were 
prohibited: this is a Meccan Sura and the prohibition came in 
Medina/ 1 1 7 7 

Now we can see how useful and convenient the doctrine of 
abrogation is in bailing scholars out of difficulties—though, of 
course, it does pose problems for apologists of Islam, since all 
the passages preaching tolerance are found in Meccan (i.e., 
early suras), and all the passages recommending killing, 
decapitating and maiming, the so-called Sword Verses, are 
Medinan (i.e., later); "tolerance" has been abrogated by 
"intolerance." For example, the famous Sword verse, a y a t 
al-sayft at Sura IX.5, "Slay the idolaters wherever you find 
them," is said to have canceled 124 verses that enjoin toleration 
and patience.178 

Here are the supposedly early suras preaching tolerance: 

CIX: "Recite: O Unbelievers, I worship not what you worship, 
and you do not worship what I worship. I shall never worship 
what you worship. Neither will you worship what I worship. 



To you your religion, to me my religion/1 

L. 45: "We well know what the infidels say: but you are not 
to compel them/1 

XL1IL 88,89: "And [Muhammad] says, O Lord, these are 
people who do not believe/ Bear with them and wish them 
'Peace/ In the end they shall know their folly." 

The exceptions are to be found in Sura II, which is usually 
considered Medinan (i.e., late): 

11.256: 'There is no compulsion in religion." 

11.62: 'Those who believe [i.e., Muslims] and those who 
follow the Jewish scriptures, and the Christians and the 
Sabians, and who believe in God and the Last Day and work 
righteousness, shall have their reward with their Lord, on 
them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve." 



Unfortunately, as he gained in confidence and increased his 
political and military power, so the story goes, Muhammad 
turned from being a persuader to being a legislator, warrior, 
and dictator. Hence, the Medinan chapters such as Suras IX, V, 
IV, XXII, XLVII, VIII, and II reveal Muhammad at his most 
belligerent, dogmatic, and intolerant—that is, for those who 
want to closely link the Koran with the life of the Prophet. 

XXII, 19: "As for the unbelievers for them garments of fire 
shall be cut and there shall be poured over their heads 
boiling water whereby whatever is in their bowels and skins 
shall be dissolved and they will be punished with hooked iron 
rods" 

The Koran also enjoins all Muslims to fight and kill 
nonbelievers: 

XLVII.4: "When you meet the unbelievers, strike off their 



heads; then when you have made wide slaughter among them, 
carefully tie up the remaining captives." 

IX.29; "Declare war upon those to whom the Scriptures were 
revealed but believe neither in God nor the Last Day, and 
who do not forbid that which God and His Apostle have 
forbidden, and who refuse to acknowledge the true religion 
[that is, the Jews], until they pay the tribute readily, being 
brought low." 

IX.5-6; "Kil l those who join other gods with God wherever 
you may find them." 

IV.76: "Those who believe fight in the cause of God . .." 

VIII. 12: "I will instill terror into the hearts of the Infidels, 
strike off their heads then, and strike off from them every 
fingertip." 

VIII.38-39: "Say to the Infidels: If they desist from their 
unbelief,what is now past shall be forgiven them; but if they 
return to it, they have already before them the doom of the 



ancients! Fight then against them till strife be at an end, and 
the religion be all of it God's." 

It is a grave sin for a Muslim to shirk the battle against 
the unbelievers, those who do will roast in hell: 

IX.39: "If you do not fight, He will punish you severely, and 
put others in your place." 

Those who die Fighting for the only true religion, Islam,will 
be amply rewarded in the life to come: 

IV.74: "Let those fight in the cause of God who barter the 
life of this world for that which is to come; for whoever 
fights on God's path, whether he is killed or triumphs, We 
will give him a handsome reward." 

We might give the following further examples of 
contradictions, though it seems rather doubtful if the doctrine of 



abrogation can deal with all of them. 

The omnipotence of God is everywhere asserted in the 
Koran; man's will is totally subordinate to God's will to the 
extent that man cannot be said to have a will of his own. 
Even those who disbelieve in Him do so because it is God who 
wills them to disbelieve. This leads to the Muslim doctrine of 
predestination, which prevails over the doctrine of man's free 
will, also to be found in the Koran. As Macdonald says, "the 
contradictory statements of the Kuran on free-will and 
predestination show that Muhammad was an opportunist 
preacher and politician and not a systematic theologian/' 1 7 9 

" T a q d i r , or the absolute decree of good and evil, is the 
sixth article of the Muhammadan creed, and the orthodox 
believe that whatever has, or shall come to pass in this world, 
whether it be good or bad, proceeds entirely from the Divine 
Will, and has been irrevocably fixed and recorded on a 
preserved tablet by the pen of fate/' 1 8 0 Here are some quotes 
from the Koran illustrating this doctrine: 



LIV.49: "All things have been created after fixed decree." 

Ill-145: "No one can die except by God's permission according 
to the book that fixes the term of life.'1 

LXXXVH.2-3; "The Lord has created and balanced all things 
and has fixed their destinies and guided them" 

VIII. 17: "God killed them, and those shafts were God's, not 
yours." 

IX. 5 1: "By no means can anything befall us but what God 
has destined for us." 

XIII. 31: "All sovereignty is in the hands of God." 

XIV. 4: "God misleads whom He will and whom He will He 
guides." 

XVIII. 101: "The infidels whose eyes were veiled from my 
warning and had no power to hear." 



XXXII13: "If We had so willed. We could have given every 
soul its guidance, but now My Word is realized—'I shall fill 
Hell with jinn and men together/ " 

XLV.26: "Say unto them, O Muhammad: Allah gives life to to 
you, then causes you to die, then gathers you unto the day of 
resurrection . . . " 

LVII.22: "No disaster occurs on earth or accident in 
yourselves which was not already recorded in the Book before 
we created them/1 

But there are, inevitably, some passages from the Koran 
that seem to give man some kind of free-will: 

LXXIV54-55: "Nay, it is surely a Reminder. So whovever 
pleases may mind it/1 

LXXVI.3: "We have truly shown him the way; he may be 



thankful or unthankful." 

LXXVI.29: "Surely this is a Reminder; so whoever will, let 
him take a way to his Lord." 

XII. 17: "As to TTiamud, We vouchsafed them also guidance, 
but to guidance did they prefer blindness." 

XVIIL29: 'The truth is from your Lord: let him then who 
will, believe; and let him who will, be an unbeliever" 

Faced with this mass of contradictions, Muslim scholars, 
leaning on verses from Suras XVL101, XXIL52, H.106, 
L X X X V I L 6 ff«, devised the doctrine of abrogation by which the 
earlier Koranic passages were abrogated by chronologically later 
ones. Essentially, "abrogation [naskh] involved the suppression 
of a ruling without the suppression of the wording. That is to 
say, the earlier ruling is till to be found in the QurJan, and is 
still to this day recited in worship, but it no longer has any 
legal force."1 8 1 



Some Muslim scholars also postulated two further types of 
abrogation: 

(a) where both the ruling and wording have been 
suppressed 

(b) where the wording has been suppressed but the ruling 
is still in force (e.g,, the famous stoning verse that 
condemns men and women to death by stoning for 
sexual immorality—ziruV)* 8 2 

It is very doubtful that the verses adduced to back the 
Muslim scholars' arguments really have anything to do with 
abrogation at all; on the contrary, the context indicates that the 
verses can interpreted very differently. Burton tried to show that 
the word dya in Sura II. 106 refers to an individual ritual or 
legal obligation, and the verb yansakh means "modification/1 

Thus, II. 106 would refer to the modification of an earlier, 
Jewish ritual or legal regulation by a later, Islamic one. 1 8 3 



A second reason for scepticism about the classical theory of 
abrogation is that there has never been a consensus among 
jurists about which Quranic passages it affects. Az-Zuhri 
(d.742), an early authority on the subject, held that 42 ayahs 
[verses] had been abrogated. After his time, the number 
steadily increased until an upper limit was reached in the 
eleventh century, with Ibn Salama claiming that there were 
238 abrogated ayahs, and al-FarTsT claiming that there were 
248. In subsequent generations, a reaction set in: the Egyptian 
polymath al-Suyutl (d. 1505) claimed that there were only 20, 
and Shah Wall Allah of Delhi (d.1762) whittled the number 
down to 5 . m 

We might add two other scholars whose calculation of the 
number of abrogated verses varies considerably: al-Nahhas, 138; 
Ibn al -<Ata>iqi, 231. 1 8 5 

The sura lists of Muslim scholars purporting to indicate 
which belonged to the Meccan (early) period and which to the 
Medinan (later) seem at first promising. 



Although no two lists are exactly the same, they all have a 
family likeness, and some of the lists are supported by isruids 
[chain of transmitters] ostensibly tracing them back to the 
period of the Companions- It seems probable, however, that 
these lists were compiled during the first quarter of the eighth 
century, at very earliest, and that they reflect the opinion of 
scholars whe were active at that time. The broad agreement 
amongst these scholars about which surah are Meccan and 
which Mad- inan is understandable, as in the majority of cases 
this can be deduced from the content. On the other hand, the 
differences of opinion about the precise order in which the 
surahs were revealed probably reflect rival views concerning 
the asbab al-nuzul [the supposed occasions when such and 
such sura was revealed to Muhammad, see below] and abro
gation. In short, there is insufficient evidence for holding that 
these lists are based on independent ancient traditions, although 
that possibility cannot of course be entirely ruled out,186 

What of the so-called asbab a l - n u z u l , the occasions of 
revelation, when, according to Muslim tradition, such and such 



verse was revealed to Muhammad? 

Surely, they settle definitively the chronology of the Koran, 
and decide which verses are Meccan and which Medinan? 

In his Q u r a n i c Studies, John Wansbrough had expressed the 
view that asbab material had its major reference point in 
halakic works, that is to say, works concerned with deriving 
laws from the Koran. Andrew Rippin, 1 8 7 however, examined 
numerous texts, and concluded that the primary purpose of the 
sabab material was in fact not halakic, but rather haggadic: 
"that is, the asbab functions to provide an interpretation of a 
verse within a broad narrative framework" This puts the origin 
of the asbab material in the context of the qussas: "the 
wandering storytellers, and pious preachers and to a basically 
popular religious worship situation where such stories would 
prove both enjoyable and edifying.11 He also notes that the 
primary purpose of such stories is to historicize the text of the 
Koran in order to prove that "God really did reveal his book 
to humanity on earth,1* and that in arguments over conflicting 
asbab reports i s n d d (chain of transmission) criticism was a tool 
that could be "employed when needed and disregarded when 



not/1 

As Hawting points out, "The very diversity of these 
'occasions of revelation1 ( a s b a b a l - n u z u l ) , the variety of the 
interpretations and historical situations the tradition provides for 
individual koranic verses, is an argument for the uncertain 
nature of the explanations that are provided. One often feels 
that the meaning and context supplied for a particular verse or 
passage of the Koran is not based on any historical memory or 
upon a secure knowledge of the circumstances of its revelation, 
but rather reflect attempts to establish a meaning. That 
meaning, naturally, was established within a framework of 
accepted ideas about the setting in which the Prophet lived and 
the revelation was delivered. In that way, the work of 
interpretation also defines and describes what had come to be 
understood as the setting for the revelation.1*188 

I shall end this section with what I wrote in an earlier 
book: 

Juynboll once said that Wansbrough's theories were so hard to 
swallow because of the obvious disparity in style and contents of 
Meccan and Medinan suras,18^ There is indeed a difference in 



language, style and even message between the so-called Meccan and 
Medinan suras. But all that shows is that there are two quite 
different styles in the Koran, and of course, Muslim exegetes solved 
this problem by assigning one set to Mecca and the other to 
Medina, with considerable tinkering (verses from the "Medinese" 
suras assigned to Mecca and vice versa). But why should we accept 
the Medinan and Meccan labels? What is the source or sources of 
this difference? To accept these labels is simply to accept the entire 
traditional Muslim account of the compilation of the Koran, the 
biography of the Prophet, and the Rise of Islam. Again, this is 
precisely what is at stake: the reliability of the sources. The 
differences, if anything, point to a history far more extensive than 
the short life of Muhammad as found in the Sira, and they do not 
have to be interpreted biographically through the history of the life 
of Muhammad in Mecca and Medina. There is nothing natural about 
the Meccan/Medinan separation. It is clear from Lammens, Becker 
and others that large parts of the sira and hadith were invented to 
account for the difficulties and obscurities encountered in the Koran, 
and these labels also proved to be convenient, for the Muslim 



exegetes for the same reason. The theory of abrogation also gets the 
exegetes out of similar difficulties, and obviates the need to explain 
the embarrassing contradictions that abound in the Koran.1 9 0 

10. ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

The full implications of the sixty or so inscriptions found in 
and around Mecca, Saudi Arabia, have yet to be worked out. 1 9 1 

Some of these inscriptions, incised on white limestone, which 
have been dated to 80 A . H . and others to 84 A.H., 98 A.H. , and 
189 A . H , , consist of what seem like quotations from the Koran-
There are clearly recognizable phrases from the Koran but 
there is never a complete verse, and often one sentence is 
found to contain Koranic quotes from two different suras; 
others show considerable deviations from the Standard Edition, 
One could argue that they are not Koranic quotes at all, or that 
the "writer" has simply badly remembered the Koran. One 
could also argue that, once again, the Koran had not yet been 



standardized, or even reduced to a written form-
11, THE SOURCE OF THE DIFFICULTIES AND 
OBSCURITIES 

Given the above examples of some of the difficulties, any 
critical reading of the Koran should prompt the exasperated but 
healthy response, "What on earth is going on here?" The fact 
that so many, but thankfully not all, scholars of the last sixty 
years have failed to even ask this question, let alone begin to 
answer it, shows that they have been crushed into silence out 
of respect for the tender sensibilities of Muslims, by political 
correctness, postcolonial feelings of guilt, and dogmatic 
Islamophilia, and have been practicing "Islamic scholarship" 
rather than scholarship on Islam. 

Some scholars did pose pertinent questions, and gave us 
important insights. I have tried to include their work in this 
anthology. And yet, so often their keen and just observations 
were vitiated by a faulty chronology, that is, they all accepted 
the traditional historical framework fabricated by Muslim 



tradition. It seems to me that their work makes far more sense 
within a broad revisionist structure provisionally constructed by 
Wansbrough and his disciples. 

To give a plausible account of the rise of Islam we must 
put back the last of the three monotheist religions in its Near 
Eastern geographical, religious, historical, and linguistic 
(Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac) context- Scholars have been well 
aware of the influences of Talmudic Judaism, heretical 
Christianity, and now even Essenians, on Islam, but relying on 
the fictive chronology of Muslim tradition has often meant the 
invention of ingenious but ultimately far-fetched scenarios of 
how Christian monks, Jewish rabbis, or Essenians fleeing 
Romans had whispered their arcane knowledge into the ears of 
an Arabian merchant. 

So many scholars have also accepted totally uncritically the 
traditional account of the compilation of the Koran. But this 
account is, in the words of Burton, "a mass of confusion, 
contradictions and inconsisten- cies," 1 9 2 and it is nothing short 
of scandalous that Western scholars readily accept "all that they 
read in Muslim reports on this or that aspect of the discussions 



on the Qur?an."i93 

Given that so much of the Koran remains incomprehensible 
despite hundreds of commentaries, surely it is time to look for 
some more plausible historical mechanism by which the Koran 
came to be the Koran, and to restore the original text. 

Despite Earth's pioneering work, there is still a reluctance 
to impugn the putative authenticity of the Koran, and talk of 
emendations- Bellamy, for instance, makes the following 
pertinent remarks, 

. . . one seeks in vain for a systematic application of the 
techniques of textual criticism to the textual problems of the 
Koran, although classicists and Biblical scholars have for 
centuries made continuous efforts to improve the quality of the 
texts that are the bases of their disciplines,... Whatever the 
reasons, Western scholarship, with very few exceptions has 
chosen to follow the Muslim commentators in not emending 
the text. When faced with a problem, the Westerners have 
resorted to etymologizing and hunting for foreign words and 
foreign influences. They have produced a great deal of 



valuable scholarship important for our study of the Koran and 
the origins of Islam, but where they exercised their skill on 
corrupt texts, they, of course, produced only fantasies194 

And yet Bellamy ends his article with almost an apology: 
"It should not be assumed that in making these emendations, I 
am in any way trying to diminish the remarkable achievement 
of Zayd b, Thabit and his colleagues in producing the 
Uthmanic recension of the Koran." Even Bellamy, it seems, 
accepts the traditional compilation story. 

Bellamy is quite right that among classicists emendations, 
and even the assumption of interpolations, practically comprise 
the definition of textual criticism. Here the typically trenchant 
remarks of the eminent classicist A. E. Housman 1 9 5 are of the 
greatest relevance: 

Textual criticism is a science, and, since it comprises recension 
and emendation, it is also an art. It is the science of discovering 
error in texts and the art of removing it. That is its definition, 
that is what the name denotes.196 



. . . [Textual criticism is not a branch of mathematics, nor 
indeed an exact science at all. It deals with a matter not rigid 
and constant, like lines and numbers, but fluid and variable; 
namely, the frailties and aberrations of the human mind, and 
of its insubordinate servants, the human fingers.197 

. . . the amount of sub-conscious dishonesty which pervades the 
textual criticism of the Greek and Latin classics is little 
suspected except by those who have had occasion to analyse 
it. People come upon this field bringing with them 
prepossessions and preferences; they are not willing to look all 
facts in the face, nor to draw the most probable conclusion 
unless it is also the most agreeable conclusion.198 

Interpolation is provoked by real or supposed difficulties, and 
Is not frequently volunteered where all is plain sailing; 
whereas accidental alteration may happen anywhere. Every 
letter of every word lies exposed to it, and that is the sole 
reason why accidental alteration is more common. In a given 
case where either assumption is possible, the assumption of 
interploation is equally probable, nay more probable; because 



action with a motive is more probable than action without a 
motive. The truth therefore is that in such a case we should 
be loth to assume accident and should rather assume 
interpolation; and the circumstance that such cases are 
comparatively uncommon is no reason for behaving irrationally 
when they occur 1 9 9 

Barth and Fischer's important work (translated here for the 
first time) on emendations and interpolations, though it did 
influence Richard Bell in the writing of his commentary on the 
Koran, was unfortunately not followed up. Even Bell, on the 
whole, is unwilling to accept emendations too readily, and most 
scholars seem to agree with Noldeke that the Koran is free of 
omissions and additions. But as Hirschfeld says, "Considering 
the way in which the compilation was made, it would have 
been a miracle, had the Qoran been kept free of omissions, as 
well as interpola- tions." 2 0 0 Some scholars did question the 
authenticity of certain verses: Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy 
was doubtful about sura 111.138; Weil of Suras III.182, X V I L I , 
XXL35-36, XXIX.57, XLVI.14, XXXIX.30; and Sprenger, 



L I X . 7 . 2 0 1 Hirschfeld questioned the authenticity of verses con
taining the name Muhammad, regarding it as rather suspicious 
that such a name, meaning "praised," should be borne by the 
Prophet: 

, . , that name [Muhammad] could not have come into 
practical use until a period of the Prophet's life when the 
material of the Qoran was all but complete Now it might be 
objected that the texts of the missionary letters which 
Muhammad commenced to send in the seventh of the Hijra to 
unconverted Arab chiefs, as well as to foreign potentates were 
headed by the phrase: "From Muhammad, the Messenger of 
Allah, to, etc." The authenticity of the majority of these letters 
. . . is very doubtful, and besides, even if the genuineness of 
the texts of the documents be admitted, the superscription may 
have been added by the traditionists who took it for 
granted.202 

Watt and Bell try to answer Hirschfeld by essentially 
assuming the reliablity and authenticity of the traditions: "[The 



name, Muhammad,] occurs, not only in the Qur'an but in the 
documents handed down by Tradition, notably the constitution 
of Medina and the treaty of al-Huday- biyya; in the latter the 
pagan Quraysh are said to have objected to the title rasOl 
Allah, and to ar-Rahman as a name of God, but raised no 
question about the name Muhammad." 2 0 3 This is an 
astonishingly naive and circular argument. First, it is the 
reliability of tradition that is the crux of the matter, and if 
tradition is capable of inserting the name Muhammad into the 
Koran, then it is equally capable of inventing the story where 
the Quraysh do not object to this name, for it is tradition that 
is our only source for the story of the reception of the treaty 
of al-Hudaybiyya. We do not have independent means of 
verifying the story. It is tradition that interpolated the name into 
the Koran, but it is also tradition that embroidered or spun out 
the details of the biography of the Prophet. As is so often the 
case, traditions contradict one another: Some traditions even 
claim that at birth Muhammad had received the name 
Qutham.2 0 4 It would seem arbitrary to pick on just one of 
them; as Burton said, "We must either accept all hadiths 



impartially with uncritical trust, or one must regard each and 
every hadith as at least potentially guilty of a greater or lesser 
degree of inherent bias, whether or not this is immediately 
visible to Western eyes."2 0 5 

Another scholar who has dared to question the authenticity 
of the Koran is Paul Casanova, whose ideas are rather 
perfunctorily dismissed by Watt and Bell. Casanova finished his 
study M o h a m m e d e l l a fin d u M o n d e in 1921, but in recent 
years his work has been, I believe unjustly, ignored 2 0 6 I 
suspect one reason for this neglect has nothing to do with the 
force of his arguments or the quality of his scholarship, but the 
simple unavailability of all three volumes of his work; volume 
three, pages 169244, being particularly difficult to come by. 2 0 7 

Casanova wrote: 

It is generally admitted that the text of the Koran, such as it 
has come down to us, is authentic and that it reproduces 
exactly the thought of Muhammad, faithfully gathered by his 
secretaries as the revelations gradually appeared. We know that 
some of his secretaries were highly unreliable, that the 



immediate successor of the Prophet made a strict recension, 
that, a few years later, the arrangement of the text was 
altered. We have obvious examples of verses suppressed, and 
such a bizarre way in which the text is presented to us (in 
order of the size of the chapters or surahs) shows well the 
artificial character of the Koran that we possess. Despite that, 
the assurance with which Muslims—who do not refrain from 
accusing Jews and Christians of having altered their 
Scriptures—present this incoherent collection as rigorously 
authentic in all its parts has imposed itself upon the 
orientalists, and the thesis that 1 wish to uphold will seem 
very paradoxal and forced, 

I maintain, however, that the real doctrine of Muhammad 
was, if not falsified, at least concealed with the greatest of 
care. I shall set out soon the extremely simple reasons which 
led first Abu Bakr, then 'Uthman, to alter thoroughly the 
sacred text, and this rearrangement was done with such skill 
that, thenceforth, it seemed impossible to reconstitute the 
Ur-Koran or the original Koran. If however my thesis was 
accepted, it could serve as a point of departure for this 
reconstitution, at least for everything that concerns the original 



revelations, the only really interesting ones from my point of 
view, the only ones, moreover, that there was any advantage in 
reworking, by means of either very light changes of the text, 
or by deplacements. There is abundant evidence that the first 
Muslims, despite the undoubtedly powerful memories of the 
Arabs, were profoundly ignorant of the Koran, and one could, 
with Muhammad dead, recite them verses of which they had 
not, at their own admission, the slightest idea. A 
rearrangement which did not change the exterior forms of the 
verses was thus the easiest. Sprenger, who had had a vague 
intimation of the thesis that I advocate, accuses Muhammad of 
having thrown the incoherence into his text himself, in order 
to get rid of the trace of imprudent words.208 I say in fact 
that it is for a reason of this kind that the incoherence was 
introduced, but not by the author—by his successors 2 0 9 

According to Casanova, Muhammad, under the influence of 
a Christian sect, put great emphasis on the imminent end of 
the world in his early proclamations. When the approaching end 
failed to take place, the early followers of the Prophet were 
forced to refashion or rework the text of the Koran to 



eliminate that doctrine from it. 

Casanova provides some very convincing arguments for the 
presence of interpolations in the Koranic text, and further 
points up its general incoherence- Whether they prove what he 
wanted to prove is another matter. But it is certainly unfair of 
Watt and Bell to pronounce dismissively that Casanova's thesis 
is "founded less upon the study of the Qur'an than upon 
investigation of some of the byways of early Islam." 2 1 0 

Casanova has anticipated just such a criticism, and we can see 
the following as an implicit anwser to Watt/B ell-type 
accusations: 

Already, at this period [Caliph, <Abd al-Malik, reigned 685-705 
c.fi.] the book [Koran] was hardly understood. "If obscurity 
and lack of coherence with the context in our modern Koran 
ought to be considered as proof of non-authenticity, I fear 
that we ought to condemn more than one verse" says 
N&ldeke.2" 

I confess that as for me I accept these premises and this 
conclusion. Obscurity and incoherence are the reasons, not to 



deny absolutely, but to suspect the authenticity [of the Koran], 
and they permit all effort to restore a more clear and more 
coherent text. 

Permit me some characteristic examples. I have collected 
them by a careful study of the Koranic text,212 I could have 
multiplied them but that would have uselessly padded out this 
book. Besides, in most cases, all the while feeling the 
strangeness and obscurity of terms, that the naive exegesis of 
the commentators only brings out the better, one is very 
perplexed to propose a rational solution, a credible restoration, 
I ought to be on my guard the more so because people will 
not fail to accuse me (that has already been done) of 
declaring falsified such and such passages because they go 
counter to my theories. To defend myself from this reproach, 
I shall add to this list of alterations a short analysis of those 
which have been noted before me by scholars totally unaware 
of my aforementioned thesis " 2 1 3 

There then follow examples of interpolations, displacement of 
verses, and so on; in other words, all the evidence of the general 
incoherence of the Koran. 



Watt and Bell's defense depends completely on tightly 
linking the Koran to the biography of the Prophet, this linkage 
is,of course, entirely derived from Muslim tradition: "As to 
[Casanova's] main thesis, it is true that the Qui°an proclaims the 
coming Judgement and the end of the world. It is true that it 
sometimes hints that this may be near; for example, in X X I . 1 
and XXVII.71-73 f. In other passages, however, men are 
excluded from knowledge of times, and there are great 
differences in the urgency with which the doctrine is proclaimed 
in different parts of the Qui^an, Al l this, however, is perfectly 
natural if we regard the Qui°an as reflecting Muhammad's 
personal problems and the outward difficulties he encountered in 
carrying out a task to which he had set his mind, Casanova's 
thesis makes little allowance for the changes that must have 
occurred in Muhammad's attitudes through twenty years of 
ever-changing circumstances. Our acceptance of the Qui°an as 
authentic is based, not on any assumption that it is consistent in 
all its parts, for this is not the case; but on the fact that, 
however difficult it may be to understand in detail, it does, on 
the whole, fit into a real historical experience, beyond which we 



discern an elusive, but, in outstanding characteristics, intelligible 
personality."214 

It requires little reflection to see, once again, the circularity 
of Watt and Bell's argument. If by "authentic" we mean that 
the Koran was the word of God, as passed on, either directly 
from God or through the intermediary of an angel, to a 
historical figure called Muhammad, supposedly living in Arabia, 
then clearly we need some independent confirmation of this 
extraordinary claim. We cannot say the Koran is authentic 
because "it does fit . . . into a real historical experience/1 

For this circular reasoning would give us the following 
tautology: "the Koran is authentic, that is, it fits into a real 
historical experience, because it fits into a real historical 
experience." 

Some have scholars have, of course, been trying to prise the 
Koranic text away from the supposed historical fit with the Sira, 
the life of Muhammad. Lammens 2 1 5 Tor Andrae, 2 1 6 and more 
modestly Andrew Rippin, 2 1 7 and Michael Schub. 2 1 8 But perhaps 
the most radical thesis is that of Gunter Luling, who, argues 



very persuasively, that at least a third of the Koran predates 
Islam, and thus, of course, has nothing whatsoever to do with 
someone called Muhammad. A third of the Koran was originally 
a pre-Islamic Christian hymnody that was reinterpreted by 
Muslims, whose task was made that much easier by the 
ambiguity of the rasm, that is, the unpointed and unvowelled 
Arabic letters. Thus both Casanova and Luling point to the 
present incoherence of the Koranic text as evidence for its later 
editing, refashioning, emending, and "re-interpretation" and 
manipulation- It is interesting to note that though he finds 
Luting's evidence "unsound, and his method undisciplined,"219 

Wansbrough nonetheless thinks that the "recent conjectures of 
Luling with regard to the essentially hymnic character of 
Muslim scripture are not unreasonable, though I [Wansbrough] 
am unable to accept what seems to me [Luling's] very subjective 
reconstruction of the text- The liturgical form of the Qur'an is 
abundantly clear even in the traditional recension, as well as 
from the traditional literature describing its communal uses. The 
detection of strophic formation is certainly not difficult, and the 
theological (as opposed to rhetorical) nature of orthodox 
insistence upon the absence from scripture of poetry and even 



(though less unanimous) of rhymed prose must be 
acknowledged."220 

Luling is reviving a theory first put forward by R 
Miil ler , 2 2 1 according to which it was possible to find in the 
Koran, as in the Bible, an ancient poetical form, the strophe or 
stanza. This form was present in seventeen suras, particularly 
Suras LVI and X X V I . For Muller, composition in strophes was 
characteristic of prophetic literature. Rudolph Geyer 2 2 2 took up 
the theory, and thought he had proved the presence of a 
strophic structure in such suras as Sura LXXVIII . These ideas 
were dismissed at the time, but perhaps make more sense now, 
if we see, as Luling does, in the Koran pre-Islamic Christians 
texts. 

Luting's thorough grounding in Semitic languages enables 
him to show that we cannot hope to understand the Muslim 
tradition's reworking of the Koranic text without an 
understanding of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Syriac. Following in the 
footsteps of Mingana, Jeffery, and Margoliouth, but going way 
beyond them, is Christoph Luxenberg,2 2 3 who also tries to 
show that many of the obscurities of the Koran disappear if we 



read certain words as being Syriac and not Arabic. In order to 
elucidate passages in the Koran that had baffled generations of 
scholars, Muslim and non-Muslim, Luxenberg used the 
following method: 

(1) He went carefully through TabarTs great commentary on 
the Koran, and also consulted Ibn al-Manzur's 
celebrated dictionary of the Arabic language, L i s d n 
a l - ' A r a b , in order to see if Western scholars of the 
Koran had not omitted any of the plausible explanations 
proposed by the Muslim commentators and philologists. 
If this preliminary search did not yield any solutions, 
then 

(2) he tried to replace the obscure Arabic word in a phrase 
or sentence that had hitherto mystified the Muslim 
commentators, or that had resulted in unconvincing, 
strained, or far-fetched explan- tions with a Syriac 
homonym, which had a different meaning (though the 
same sound), but which made more sense in the 



context. If this step did not yield a comprehensible 
sentence, then 

(3) he proceeded to the first round of changes of the 
diacritical points, which, according to Luxenberg's 
theory, must have been badly placed by the Arabic 
readers or whoever was the original redactor or copier 
of the Koran, and which had resulted in the actual 
obscurity of the Koranic passage concerned. In this way, 
he hoped to obtain another more logical reading of the 
Arabic. If this also failed to give any results, 
Luxenberg 

(4) then proceeded to the second round of changes of the 
diacritical points in order to eventually obtain a more 
coherent S y r i a c reading, and not an Arabic one. If all 
these attempts still did not yield any positive results, 

(5) he tried to decipher the real meaning of the Arabic 
word, which did not make any sense in its present 
context, by retranslating it into Syriac to deduce from 
the semantic contents of the Syriac root the meaning 



best suited to the Koranic context. 

In this way, Luxenberg was able to explain not only the 
so-called obscure passages, but a certain number of passages 
that he considers were misunderstood, and whose meaning up 
to now no one had doubted. He was also able explain certain 
orthographic and grammatical analomies which abound in the 
Koran. 

This method allows Luxenberg, to the probable horror of 
all Muslim males dreaming of sexual bliss in the Muslim 
hereafter, to conjure away the wide-eyed houris promised to the 
faithful in Suras XLIV54 and LIL20. According to Luxenberg, 
the new analysis yields LLwhite raisins" of "crystal clarity" rather 
than doe-eyed and ever-willing virgins. Luxenberg claims that 
the context makes it clear that it is food and drink that is 
being offerred, and not unsullied maidens. Similarly, the 
immortal, pearl-like ephebes or youths of suras such as 
L X X V I . 19 are really a misreading of a Syriac expression 
meaning "chilled raisins (or drinks)" that the Just will have the 
pleasure of tasting in contrast to the "boiling drinks" promised 



the unfaithful and damned. 

Luxenberg's work has only recently been published in 
Germany, and we must await its scholarly assessment before we 
can pass any judgments. 
12. CRITICAL THOUGHT AND THE SKEPTICAL 
ATTITUDE: A NOTE ON HISTORICAL 
METHODOLOGY 

Credulity does not become a n h i s t o r i a n . 

P. R. 

Davies^ 

The sources for that historical event [seventh-century Hijaz) 
a r e exclusively l i t e r a r y , predominantly exegetical, and 
incarcerated in a grammar designed to stress the immediate 
equivalence of word and world. Or, I might be i n c l i n e d to 
add: a l l we know is what we have been told. With neither 



artifact nor archive, the student of I s l a m i c origins could quite 
easily become victim of a l i t e r a r y and linguistic conspiracy. 
He is, of course, mostly convinced that he is not. Reason for 
that must be confidence in his ability to extrapolate f r o m the 
l i t e r a r y version(s) what is likely to have happened. The 
confidence is certainly manifest; the methodological premises 
that ought to support, or, at least, accompany it, a r e less so. 

John Wansbrough225 

Surely it is time for a critical examination of the methodological 
assumptions that have gone totally unscrutinized for so long. 
Despite the fact that Wansbrough's literary analysis of the 
sources has undermined the traditional account of the origin of 
Islam, the Sira, and the coming into being of the Koran, 
scholars, who made their reputations from taking the Muslim 
account at face value, have carried on as if nothing has 
happened. Conveniently ignoring the full implications of 
Wansbrough's theories, these conservative scholars have not even 
seriously tried to answer h i m 2 2 6 



But as P. R. Davies says, "it is not acceptable for an 
historian to trust the text or its unknown author Credulity does 
not become a historian. Scepticism, rather, is the proper stance, 
just as in turn that historian's own text must earn trust too, and 
not demand credence," 

In their Positivist classic of historical methodology, 
Langlois and Seignobos2 2 7 make a similar point: 

For criticism is antagonistic to the normal bent of the mind. 
The spontaneous tendency of man is to yield assent to 
affirmations, and to reproduce them It takes a special 
reason to induce us to take the trouble to examine into the 
origin and value of a document on the history of yesterday; 
otherwise, if there is no outrageous improbability in it, and as 
long as it is not contradicted, we swallow it whole, we pin 
our faith to it, we hawk it about, and, if need be, embellish 
it in the process. Every candid man must admit that it 
requires a violent effort to shake off i g n a v i a c r i t i c a , that 
common form of intellectual sloth, that this effort must be 
continually repeated, and is often accompanied by real pain. 



, . . [C]riticism is not a natural habit, it must be 
inculcated, and only becomes organic by dint of continued 
practice. 

Historical work is, then, pre-eminently critical; whoever 
enters upon it without having first been put on his guard 
against his instinct is sure to be drowned in it. 

While they warn against hypercriticism, Langlois and 
Seignobos make it clear that it is credulity that is the main 
enemy of scientific method- Certain historians "are content to 
examine whether the author was roughly c o n t e m p o r a r y with the 
events, whether he was an ocular w i t n e s s , whether he was 
s i n c e r e and w e l l - i n f o r m e d , whether he knew the truth and 
desired to tell it, or even—summing up the whole question in a 
single formula—whether he was t r u s t w o r t h y 

This superficial criticism is certainly better than no criticism at 
all, and has sufficed to give those who applied it the 
consciousness of incontestable superiority. But it is only a 



halfway house between common credulity and scientific 
method. Here, as in every science, the starting point must be 
methodical doubt. All that has not been proved must be 
temporarily regarded as doubtful . . . . 2 2 8 

The historian ought to distrust a p r i o r i every statement of an 
author, for he cannot be sure that it is not mendacious or 
mistaken. . . . We must not postpone doubt till it is forced 
upon us by conflicting statements in documents, we must 
begin by doubting 2 2 9 

An author may have any number of motives for violating 
the truth: 

(1) He or she may seek to gain a practical advantage; the 
author knowingly gives false information, he or she has 
an interest in deceiving. This is the case with most 
official documents. 

(2) The author was placed in a situation that compelled 
him to violate truth- This happens whenever he has to 



draw up a document in conformity with rule or custom, 
while the actual circumstances are in some point or 
other in conflict with rule or custom. 

(3) "The author viewed with sympathy or antipathy a group 
of men (nation, party, denomination, province, city, 
family), or an assemblage of doctrines or institutions 
(religion, school of philosophy, political theory), and was 
led to distort facts in such a manner as to represent his 
friends in a favourable and his opponents in an 
unfavourable light." 

(4) 'The author desired to please the public, or at least to 
avoid shocking it. He has expressed sentiments and 
ideas in harmony with the morality or the fashion of 
his public; he has distorted facts in order to adapt them 
to the passions and prejudices of his t ime.. . . The 
purest types of this kind of falsehood are found in 
ceremonial forms, official formulae, declarations 
prescribed by etiquette, set speeches, polite phrases." 

(5) "The author endeavoured to please the public by 



literary artifices. He distorted facts in order to embellish 
them according to his own aesthetic notions."230 

Outside the more general need for methodological doubt and 
skepticism, there is an equally urgent, if more specific, necessity 
to put Islam firmly within the gradual development of Middle 
Eastern monotheism outside Arabia; that is, within the 
Judaeo-Christian sectarian milieu. This milieu necessarily includes 
not only the theological and polemical framework and 
assumptions of the various contending sects, but also the lin
guistic background. Arabic itself must be placed squarely back 
in its Semitic surroundings; its relationship to Hebrew, Aramaic, 
and Syriac must be reexamined. Placing the Koran in its 
Hebrew and Syriac milieu has already given us the startlingly 
new theories of Luling and Luxenberg. 

What a new generation of biblical scholars, such as P. R. 
Davies,230 Keith Whitelam, 2 3 2 N . R Lemche,233 x. L. 
Thompson,2 3 4 J. van Seters,235 and G. Garbini, 2 3 6 has achieved 
by its openness to the methods of other disciplines like 



anthropology, sociology, social history, linguisitics, and literary 
criticism is very instructive indeed- "In order to deal with the 
reports of seventh-century Arabia," Wansbrough "divided the 
field into 'constants1 and 'variables': the former representing the 
Lbasic categories' common to most descriptions of monotheism; 
the latter representing local components/ that give each version 
its special character.... The constants were prophet, scripture, 
and sacred language; the variables were the specifically Arabian 
features of these.... " 2 3 7 What the new biblical scholars 
conclude about the Bible, history, and Ancient Israel is readily 
applicable to Islam, since these conclusions refer to "constants'1 

common to most descriptions of monotheism. For instance, 
Lemche writes, "It is certainly not unusual for people to 
possess their own foundation myth. It is as a matter of fact 
quite common, almost universal phenomenon, that any 
group—ethnic, national, political, religious, and occu
pational—will be in possession of a narrative about its 
foundation known to and accepted by its membership,.,. The 
myth of the exile and return has a similar story to tel l ," 2 3 8 



History is one of the remedies open to the creators of 
ethnicity, and as has become conspicuous recently, it is of 
little importance whether this history is a real history or an 
invented one. History is written in order to create identity 
among the members of certain society, congregation, or 
whatever ethnic group we may speak about. The only 
important thing seen in the perspective of the author, who 
created this history, would be that it must be acceptable for 
its readership; its readers must be able to identify with the 
history as it has been told to them. 

The biblical history about Israel . . . is simply a reflection 
of the self-understanding of the people who created this 
history and for whom it was created. This community will 
have to be understood as a religious community, not an 
ordinary living organism such as a normal people; it is the 
people of God, now past its punishment and redeemed by its 
God. It is a community with a firm conviction of belonging 
to a specific place, which it alone is entitled to possess 
because it is the gift of its God, and because its membership 
are all one and the same family, the descendants of the 



patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

Further on, Lemche 2 4 0 writes that Israel in the Old 
Testament is an artificial creation, which has little in common 
with the Israel that existed once in Palestine. Similarly, 
Hawting 2 4 1 has tried to argue that the pre-Islamic Arabia found 
in Muslim tradition is essentially a literary and ideological 
construct with probably little in common with the "real Arabia." 

Wansbrough emphasizes two points whose full implications 
are perhaps too disturbing for most scholars to draw: first, 

there is no Muslim literature which can be dated, in the form 
in which it is available to us, earlier than 800 C.E. (end of 
the second century of the Islamic era); the other is that Islam 
is a complex phenomenon the development of which must 
have taken many generations and occupied an extended 
geographical area before it attained a form resembling that 
which we know today. 

Although it is true that there are a few traditional texts 



conventionally attributed to figures who died before 800 c.E. 
(notably Ibn Ishaq and Malik b. Anas), we only have those 
works in recensions made by Muslim scholars of later 
generations, and none of the works available to us were put 
into the form in which we know them earlier than the ninth 
century C.E. (the third century of Islam).We have no biography 
of Muhammad, no commentary on the Koran, no law book, no 
collection of Hadiths, no history of early Islam, etc., which 
can be said to predate, in the form in which have it, the 
beginning of the third Islamic century. And, given the impulse 
in traditional Islamic scholarship to attribute to great figures of 
the past texts which have been formed over a considerable 
period of time and which stabilized comparatively late, it may 
be suspected that the conventional attribution to "authors11 

living in the early ninth century of a number of important 
works may be too generous. 

Wansbrough's work exhibits severe scepticism about 
these attempts to push our Muslim sources back earlier than 
the form in which we know them and he shows no interest 
in reconstructing or analyzing the isnads. His position seems to 
be that even were it possible to accept the accuracy and 



authenticity of the isnads (which seems doubtful for the most 
important, earliest, alleged links in the transmission), there 
would nevertheless be little possibility of assessing the 
transformation of the accompanying traditions as they were 
subject to the vicissitudes of transmission over many 
generations. Variant wording, the introduction of glosses, the 
removal of material from its original context, abbreviation, 
summary and expansion, incomplete transmission, and other 
features can all be assumed to have taken place. Above all, 
even though our earliest Muslim literature undoubtedly recycles 
and reworks material which originated much earlier, that 
material exists because it answers to the needs of the 
generations in whose work we finds it . 2 4 2 

Finally, Wansbrough can teach us one further lesson that 
places him directly within the revisionist tradition of biblical 
scholars mentioned above: The concept of Islam as an evolution 
from the sectarian monotheism of Mesopotamia in the wake of Arab 
migration and the establishment of Arab rule; the analysis of that 
evolution as a gradual elaboration of a series of ideas, practices, and 
institutions expressive of the independent identity of the community; 



and the understanding that an elaboration of an account of its own 
origins is a part of that evolution; these seem to me the especially 
liberating aspects of Wansbrough's approach.243 

While modern biblical studies has made great progress 
building on the works of such pioneers as Wellhausen and 
Graf, Koranic studies is still lying contentedly, self-satisfied in 
the procrustean bed prepared by Muslim tradition more than a 
thousand years ago. As Wansbrough himself said, "As a 
document susceptible of analysis by the instruments and 
techniques if Biblical criticism [the Koran] is virtually 
unknown. The doctrinal obstacles that have traditionally impeded 
such investigation are, on the other hand, very well known. Not 
merely dogmas such as those defining scripture as the uncreated 
Word of God and acknowledging its formal and substantive 
inimitability, but also the entire corpus of Islamic 
historiography, by providing a more or less coherent and 
plausible report of the circumstances of the Quranic revelation, 
have discouraged examination of the document as representative 
of a traditional literary type " 2 4 4 



Rippin endorses Wansbrough's frustration: 

. . . I have often encountered individuals who come to the study 
of Islam with a background in the historical study of the 
Hebrew Bible or early Christianity, and who express surprise at 
the lack of critical thought that appears in introductory 
textbooks on Islam. The notion that "Islam was born in the 
clear light of history" still seems to be assumed by a great 
many writers of such texts. While the need to reconcile 
vaiying historical traditions is generally recognized, usually this 
seems to pose no greater problem to the authors than having to 
determine "what makes sense" in given situation. To students 
acquainted with approaches such as source criticism, oral 
formulaic composition, literary analysis and structuralism, all 
quite commonly employed in the study of Judaism and 
Christianity, such naive historical study seems to suggest that 
Islam is being approached with less than academic candour.245 

Conservative scholars such Watt or Welch have never given 
us an epistemologically or psychologically plausible, or even 



simply commonsensical account as to how the Koran came into 
being. If they believe that the Koran is "authentic," how do 
they think Muhammad received his "revelations"? Do they 
believe that Muhammad literally went into a trance and 
somehow saw visions of angels who recited various verses to 
him, which he then revealed to his companions, who then wrote 
them down verbatim? Some of the passages and stories in the 
Koran are very long indeed. Are we to understand that 
Muhammad remembered several hundred lines of rhymed prose 
that were "revealed" to him in his trance? Do we assume that 
all his companions were literate, and able to write down his 
every word, all the time believing that their Prophet was in 
direct communion with an angel? What in fact is a revelation 
or revelation in general? How does it operate psychologically 
and epistemologically? "We do not yet possess a usable 
cross-cultural theory or typology of revelations. . . . " 2 4 6 

What exactly does "authentic" mean to non-Muslim 
scholars? Is there a coherent definition of "authentic"? Is there 
then a valid, i.e., noncircular, argument to show that the Koran 
is authentic? 



These are crucial questions that have never been asked, let 
alone answered. Then what exactly are the implications of the 
research of scholars such as Geiger, Sidersky, Hirschfeld, Speyer, 
Katsch, Torrey, Schapiro, among a host of others,247 who have 
shown the various Judaic or Christian elements that have gone 
into the making of the Koran? Did Muhammad read the 
Babylonian Talmud in Aramaic? How did he then incorporate 
what he had read into his "revelatory trances" that were then 
written down "exactly as revealed" by literate companions, who 
were already aware that their leader was a prophet from God? 

Even scholars skeptical of the sources of our knowledge of 
Islam are willing to accept the Koran as "authentic." I have 
already given the example of Watt and Bell arguing in a circle 
on this point, F. E. Peters is another very distinguished scholar 
who seems to want it both ways: 'The Holy Book of Islam is 
text without context, and so this prime document, which has a 
very strong claim to be authentic, is of almost no use for recon
structing the events of the life of Muhammad."2 4 8 How can we 
know that the Koran is "authentic" if we cannot trust any of 
our sources for the rise of Islam and the life of Muhammad?249 



It was Lammens who showed how the text of the Koran 
generated virtually every element that Muslim tradition attributes 
to the life of its prophet; as Lammens put it, "One begins with 
the Koran while pretending to conclude with i t ." 2 5 0 Furthermore, 
Peters himself believes that "Lammens' critical attack has never 
been refuted."251 And yet Peters continues to talk in traditional 
terms of early Meccan suras and later Medinan ones, and seems 
confident we can "reconstruct to some degree what appears to be 
an evolution in Muhammad's own thinking about God." 2 5 2 A 
little later Peters tells us that "Goldzihcr, Lammens, and Schacht 
were all doubtless correct. A great deal of the transmitted 
material concerning early Islam was tendentious—not only the 
material that was used for legal purposes but the very building 
blocks out of which the earliest history of Muhammad and the 
Islamic community was constructed." If this is true why take the 
traditional Muslim account seriously?253 

One of the strongest arguments against the traditional 
account, or rather contradictory accounts, of the compilation of 
the Koran is what we have learned from biblical studies about 
the canonization process. Why and how are certain texts 



included in an anthology of texts and then elevated to the 
status of scripture? It is a long complex process and the 
Muslim account(s) of the Koran are far too simplistic: neither 
religions nor sacred texts are bom fully-fledged. 

It is also an extraordinary situation that in the twenty-first 
century we still do not have a definitive, scholarly text of the 
Koran. The situation is truly chaotic, with scholars content to 
work without specifying which manuscript or edition they are 
relying on, or more probably tacitly using the so-called Standard 
Egyptian Edition, sometimes also referred to as the 1342 Cairo 
text. However even the latter text, as Adrian Brockett pointed 
out, did not have an official status in northwest Africa or Iran: 
"In the last decade [Brockett is writing in 1984], for instance, 
even in central Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 
texts differing considerably in orthography from the 1342 Cairo 
text have been printed under official approval."2 5 4 Brockett goes 
on to examine a number of printed Hafs copies available in the 
1970s, and finds that they fall into five broad traditions: Iranian, 
Indian, Turkish, Egyptian, and northwestern. "The differences 
between these Traditions comprise script, orthography, recitative 



details and textual division. . . . In some respects the two 
outlying Traditions, the Indian and the northwest African, are 
makedly different from the other more centrally situated ones. 
They have also retained a few fossil elements of orthography 
lost from the central ones."2 5 5 Neither Western scholars nor 
ordinary Muslims have, it seems, something called the Koran, 
they all make do with a Koran. 
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in 1972, during the restoration of the Great Mosque of 
Sana'a, in . Yemen, laborers working in a loft between the 
structure's inner and outer roofs stumbled across a remarkable 
grave site, although they did not realize it at the time. Their 
ignorance was excusable: mosques do not normally house 
graves, and this site contained no tombstones, no human 
remains, no funereal jewelry. It contained nothing more, in fact, 
than an unappealing mash of old parchment and paper 
documents—damaged books and individual pages of Arabic text, 
fused together by centuries of rain and dampness, gnawed into 
over the years by rats and insects. Intent on completing the 
task at hand, the laborers gathered up the manuscripts, pressed 
them into some twenty potato sacks, and set them aside on the 
staircase of one of the mosque's minarets, where they were 
locked away—and where they would probably have been 
forgotten once again, were it not for Qadhi Isma'il al-Akwa3, 
then the president of the Yemeni Antiquities Authority, who 



realizedthe potential importance of the find. 

Al-Akwa' sought international assistance in examining and 
preserving the fragments, and in 1979 managed to interest a 
visiting German scholar, who in turn persuaded the German 
government to organize and fund a restoration project. Soon 
after the project began, it became clear that the hoard was a 
fabulous example of what is sometimes referred to as a "paper 
grave"—in this case the resting place for, among other things, 
tens of thousands of fragments from close to a thousand 
different parchment codices of the Koran, the Muslim holy 
scripture. In some pious Muslim circles it is held that wom-out 
or damaged copies of the Koran must be removed from 
circulation; hence the idea of a grave, which both preserves the 
sanctity of the texts being laid to rest and ensures that only 
complete and unblemished editions of the scripture will be read. 

Some of the parchment pages in the Yemeni hoard seemed 
to date back to the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. , or Islam's 
first two centuries—they were fragments, in other words, of 
perhaps the oldest Korans in existence. What's more, some of 
these fragments revealed small but intriguing aberrations from 



the standard Koranic text Such aberrations, though not 
surprising to textual historians, are troublingly at odds with the 
orthodox Muslim belief that the Koran as it has reached us 
today is quite simply the perfect, timeless, and unchanging 
Word of God, 

The mainly secular effort to reinterpret the Koran—in part 
based on textual evidence such as that provided by the Yemeni 
fragments—is disturbing and offensive to many Muslims, just as 
attempts to reinterpret the Bible and the life of Jesus are 
disturbing and offensive to many conservative Christians. 
Nevertheless, there are scholars, Muslims among them, who feel 
that such an effort, which amounts essentially to placing the 
Koran in history, will provide fuel for an Islamic revival of 
sorts—a reap- propriation of tradition, a going forward by 
looking back. Thus far confined to scholarly argument, this sort 
of thinking can be nonetheless very powerful and—as the 
histories of the Renaissance and the Reformation 
demonstrate—ean lead to major social change. The Koran, after 
all, is currently the world's most ideologically influential text. 



LOOKING AT THE FRAGMENTS 

The first person to spend a significant amount of time 
examining the Yemeni fragments, in 1981, was Gerd-R, Puin, a 
specialist in Arabic calligraphy and Koranic paleography based 
at Saarland University, in Saar- brucken, Germany. Puin, who 
had been sent by the German government to organize and 
oversee the restoration project, recognized the antiquity of some 
of the parchment fragments, and his preliminary inspection also 
revealed unconventional verse orderings, minor textual 
variations, and rare styles of orthography and artistic 
embellishment. Enticing, too, were the sheets of the scripture 
written in the rare and early Hijazi Arabic script: pieces of the 
earliest Korans known to exist, they were also 
palimpsests—versions very clearly written over even earlier, 
washed-off versions. What the Yemeni Korans seemed to 
suggest, Puin began to feel, was an e v o l v i n g text rather than 



simply the Word of God as revealed in its entirety to the 
Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century C.E. 

Since the early 1980s more than fifteen thousand sheets of 
the Yemeni Korans have painstakingly been flattened, cleaned, 
treated, sorted, and assembled; they now sit ("preserved for 
another thousand years,'1 Puin says) in Yemen's House of 
Manuscripts, awaiting detailed examination. That is something 
the Yemeni authorities have seemed reluctant to allow, however. 
"They want to keep this thing low-profile, as we do too, 
although for different reasons," Puin explains. 'They don't want 
attention drawn to the fact that there are Germans and others 
working on the Korans. They don't want it made public that 
there is work being done a t a l l , since the Muslim position is 
that everything that needs to be said about the Koran's history 
was said a thousand years ago." 

To date just two scholars have been granted extensive 
access to the Yemeni fragments: Puin and his colleague H.-C. 
Graf von Bothmer, an Islamic-art historian also based at 
Saarland University. Puin and Von Bothmer have published only 
a few tantalizingly brief articles in scholarly publications on 



what they have discovered in the Yemeni fragments. They have 
been reluctant to publish partly because until recently they were 
more concerned with sorting and classifying the fragments than 
with systematically examining them, and partly because they felt 
that the Yemeni authorities, if they realized the possible 
implications of the discovery, might refuse them further access. 
Von Bothmer, however, in 1997 finished taking more than 
thirty-five thousand microfilm pictures of the fragments, and 
has recently brought the pictures back to Germany. This means 
that soon von Bothmer, Puin, and other scholars will finally 
have a chance to scrutinize the texts and to publish their 
findings freely—a prospect that thrills Puin. "So many Muslims 
have this belief that everything between the two covers of the 
Koran is just God's unaltered word," he says. "They like to 
quote the textual work that shows that the Bible has a history 
and did not fall straight out of the sky, but until now the 
Koran has been out of this discussion. The only way to break 
through this wall is to prove that the Koran has a history too. 
The Sana'a fragments will help us to do this." 

Puin is not alone in his enthusiasm. "The impact of the 



Yemeni manuscripts is still to be felt," says Andrew Rippin, a 
professor of religious studies at the University of Calgary, who 
is at the forefront of Koranic studies today. "Their variant 
readings and verse orders are all very significant. Everybody 
agrees on that. These manuscripts say that the early history of 
the Koranic text is much more of an open question than many 
have suspected: the text was less stable, and therefore had less 
authority, than has always been claimed.71 

COPYEDITING GOD 

By the standards of contemporary biblical scholarship, most of 
the questions being posed by scholars like Puin and Rippin are 
rather modest; outside an Islamic context, proposing that the 
Koran has a history and suggesting that it can be interpreted 
metaphorically are not radical steps. But the Islamic 
context—and Muslim sensibilities—cannot be ignored. 4To 
historicize the Koran would in effect delegitimize the whole 



historical experience of the Muslim community," says R. 
Stephen Humphreys, a professor of Islamic studies at the 
University of California at Santa Barbara. "The Koran is the 
charter for the community, the document that called it into 
existence. And ideally—though obviously not always in 
reality—Islamic history has been the effort to pursue and work 
out the commandments of the Koran in human life. If the 
Koran is a historical document, then the whole Islamic struggle 
of fourteen centuries is effectively meaningless." 

The orthodox Muslim view of the Koran as self-evidently 
the Word of God, perfect and inimitable in message, language, 
style, and form, is strikingly similar to the fundamentalist 
Christian notion of the Bible's "inerrancy" and "verbal 
inspiration" that is still common in many places today. The 
notion was given classic expression only a little more than a 
century ago by the biblical scholar John William Burgon. 

The Bible is none other than the voice of Him that sitteth 
upon the Throne! Every Book of it, every Chapter of it, 
every Verse of it, every word of it, every syllable of it . . . 



every letter of it, is the direct utterance of ttie Most High! 

Not all the Christians think this way about the Bible, 
however, and in fact, as the E n c y c l o p a e d i a of I s l a m (1981) 
points out, "the closest analogue in Christian belief to the role 
of the Koran in Muslim belief is not the Bible, but Christ." If 
Christ is the Word of God made flesh, the Koran is the Word 
of God made text, and questioning its sanctity or authority is 
thus considered an outright attack on Islam—as Salman Rushdie 
knows all too well. 

The prospect of a Muslim backlash has not deterred the 
critical-historical study of the Koran, as the existence of the 
essays in The O r i g i n s of t h e K o r a n (1998) demonstrate. Even in 
the aftermath of the Rushdie affair the work continues: In 1996 
the Koranic scholar Gtinter Luling wrote in the J o u r n a l of 
H i g h e r C r i t i c i s m about "the wide extent to which both the text 
of the Koran and the learned Islamic account of Islamic origins 
have been distorted, a deformation unsuspectingly accepted by 
Western Islamicists until now." In 1994 the journal J e r u s a l e m 
Studies i n A r a b i c a n d I s l a m published a posthumous study by 



Yehuda D. Nevo, of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 
detailing seventh- and eighth-century religious inscriptions on 
stones in the Negev Desert which, Nevo suggested, pose 
"considerable problems for the traditional Muslim account of the 
history of Islam/1 That same year, and in the same journal, 
Patricia Crone, a historian of early Islam currently based at the 
Institute for Advanced Study, in Princeton, New Jersey, published 
an article in which she argued that elucidating problematic 
passages in the Koranic text is likely to be made possible only 
by "abandoning the conventional account of how the Qur'an was 
bom." And since 1991 James Bellamy, of the University of 
Michigan, has proposed in the J o u r n a l of t h e A m e r i c a n O r i e n t a l 
Society a series of "emendations to the text of the 
Koran"—changes that from the orthodox Muslim perspective 
amount to copyediting God. 

Crone is one of the most iconoclastic of these scholars. 
During the 1970s and 1980s she wrote and collaborated on 
several books—most notoriously, with Michael Cook, H a g a r i s m : 
The M a k i n g of t h e I s l a m i c World (1977)—that made radical 
arguments about the origins of Islam and the writing of Islamic 



history. Among H a g a r i s m ' s controversial claims were suggestions 
that the text of the Koran came into being later than is now 
believed ("There is no hard evidence for the existence of the 
Koran in any form before the last decade of the seventh 
century"); that Mecca was not the initial Islamic sanctuary 
("[the evidence] points unambiguously to a sanctuary in 
north-west Arabia . . . Mecca was secondary"); that the Arab 
conquests preceded the institutionalization of Islam ("the Jewish 
messianic fantasy was enacted in the form of an Arab conquest 
of the Holy Land"); that the idea of the h i j r a , or the migration 
of Muhammad and his followers from Mecca to Medina in 622, 
may have evolved long after Muhammad died ("No 
seventh-century source identifies the Arab era as that of the 
ftyra"); and that the term "Muslim" was not commonly used in 
early Islam ("There is no good reason to suppose that the 
bearers of this primitive identity called themselves 'Muslims1 

[but] sources do . . . reveal an earlier designation of the 
community [which] appears in Greek as LMagaritai' in a papyrus 
of 642, and in Syriac as 'Mahgre' or 'Mahgraye' from as early 
as the 640s"). 



H a g a r i s m came under immediate attack, from Muslim and 
non-Muslim scholars alike, for its heavy reliance on hostile 
sources. ("This is a book," the authors wrote, "based on what 
from any Muslim perspective must appear an inordinate regard 
for the testimony of infidel sources,") Crone and Cook have 
since backed away from some of its most radical 
propositions—such as, for example, that the Prophet Muhammad 
lived two years longer than the Muslim tradition claims he did, 
and that the historicity of his migration to Medina is 
questionable. But Crone has continued to challenge both 
Muslim and Western orthodox views of Islamic history. In 
M e c c a n Trade a n d t h e Rise of I s l a m (1987) she made a 
detailed argument challenging the prevailing view among 
Western (and some Muslim) scholars that Islam arose in 
response to the Arabian spice trade. 

Gerd-R. Puin's current thinking about the Koran's history 
partakes of this contemporary revisionism. "My idea is that the 
Koran is a kind of cocktail of texts that were not all 
understood even at the time of Muhammad," he says. "Many of 
them may even be a hundred years older than Islam itself. 



Even within the Islamic traditions there is a huge body of 
contradictory information, including a significant Christian 
substrate; one can derive a whole Islamic a n t i h i s t o r y from them 
if one wants." 

Patricia Crone defends the goals of this sort of thinking. 
"The Koran is a scripture with a history like any other—except 
that we don't know this history and tend to provoke howls of 
protest when we study it. Nobody would mind the howls if 
they came from Westerners, but Westerners feel deferential 
when the howls come from other people: who are you to 
tamper with t h e i r legacy? But we Islamicists are not trying to 
destroy anyone's faith." 

Not everyone agrees with that assessment—especially since 
Western Koranic scholarship has traditionally taken place in the 
context of an openly declared hostility between Christianity and 
Islam, (Indeed, the broad movement in the West over the past 
two centuries to "explain" the East, often referred to as 
"Orientalism," has in recent years come under fire for 
exhibiting similar religious and cultural biases,) The Koran has 
seemed, for Christian and Jewish scholars particularly, to 



possess an aura of heresy; the nineteenth-century Orientalist 
William Muir, for example, contended that the Koran was one 
of "the most stubborn enemies of Civilisation, Liberty, and the 
Truth which the world has yet known." Early Soviet scholars, 
too, undertook an ideologically motivated study of Islam's 
origins, with almost missionary zeal: in the 1920s and in 1930 a 
Soviet publication titled A t e i s t ran a series of articles explaining 
the rise of Islam in Marxist-Leninist terms. In I s l a m a n d Russia 
(1956), Ann K. S. Lambton summarized much of this work, 
and wrote that several Soviet scholars had theorized that "the 
motive force of the nascent religion was supplied by the 
mercantile bourgeoisie of Mecca and Medina"; that a certain S. 
P. Tolstov had held that "Islam was a social-religious movement 
originating in the slave-owning, not feudal, form of Arab 
society"; and that N . A. Morozov had argued that "until the 
Crusades Islam was indistinguishable from Judaism and . . . only 
then did it receive its independent character, while Muhammad 
and the first Caliphs are mythical figures," Morozov appears to 
have been a particularly flamboyant theorist: Lambton wrote 
that he also argued, in his book C h r i s t (1930), that "in the 
Middle Ages Islam was merely an off-shoot of Arianism evoked 



by a meteorological event in the Red Sea area near Mecca." 

Not surprisingly, then, given the biases of much non-Islamic 
critical study of the Koran, Muslims are inclined to dismiss it 
outright. A particularly eloquent protest came in 1987, in the 
M u s l i m World B o o k Review, in a paper titled "Method Against 
Truth: Orientalism and Qur'anic Studies," by the Muslim critic 
S. Parvez Manzoor. Placing the origins of Western Koranic 
scholarship in "the polemical marshes of medieval Christianity" 
and describing its contemporary state as a "cul-de-sac of its own 
making," Manzoor orchestrated a complex and layered assault 
on the entire Western approach to Islam. He opened his essay 
in a rage. 

The Orientalist enterprise of Qur'anic studies, whatever its 
other merits and services, was a project bom of spite, bred in 
frustration and nourished by vengeance: the spite of the 
powerful for the powerless, the frustration of the "rational" 
towards the "superstitious" and the vengeance of the 
"orthodox" against the "non-conformist." At the greatest hour 
of his worldly-triumph, the Western man, coordinating the 



powers of the State, Church and Academia, launched his most 
determined assault on the citadel of Muslim faith. All the 
aberrant streaks of his arrogant personality-—its reckless 
rationalism, its world-domineering phantasy and its sectarian 
fanaticism —joined in an unholy conspiracy to dislodge the 
Muslim Scripture from its firmly entrenched position as the 
epitome of historic authenticity and moral unassail ability. The 
ultimate trophy that the Western man sought by his daredevil 
venture was the Muslim mind itself. In order to rid the West 
forever of the "problem" of Islam, he reasoned, Muslim 
consciousness must be made to despair of the cognitive 
certainty of the Divine message revealed to the Prophet. Only 
a Muslim confounded of the historical authenticity or doctrinal 
autonomy of the Quranic revelation would abdicate his 
universal mission and hence pose no challenge to the global 
domination of the West. Such, at least, seems to have been 
the tacit, if not the explicit, rationale of the Orientalist assault 
on the Qur'an. 

Despite such resistance, Western researchers with a variety 
of academic and theological interests press on, applying modern 



techniques of textual and historical criticism to the study of the 
Koran. That a substantial body of this scholarship now exists is 
indicated by the recent decision of the European firm Brill 
Publishers—a long-established publisher of such major works as 
The E n c y c l o p a e d i a of I s l a m and The D e a d Sea S c r o l l s Study 
Edition—to commission the First-ever E n c y c l o p a e d i a of t h e 
Q u r ' a n . Jane McAuliffe, a professor of Islamic studies at the 
University of Toronto and the general editor of the 
encyclopedia, hopes that it will function as a "rough analogue" 
to biblical encyclopedias and will be "a turn-of-the-millennium 
summative work for the state of Koranic scholarship." Articles 
for the first part of the encyclopedia are currently being edited 
and prepared for publication later this year. 

The E n c y c l o p a e d i a of t h e Q u r ' a n will be a truly 
collaborative enterprise, carried out by Muslims and 
non-Muslims, and its articles will present multiple approaches to 
the interpretation of the Koran, some of which are likely to 
challenge traditional Islamic views—thus disturbing many in the 
Islamic world, where the time is decidedly less ripe for a revi
sionist study of the Koran. The plight of Nasr Abu Zaid, an 



unassuming Egyptian professor of Arabic who sits on the 
encyclopedia's advisory board, illustrates the difficulties facing 
Muslim scholars trying to reinterpret their tradition. 

A MACABRE FARCE 

"The Koran is a text, a l i t e r a r y text, and the only way to 
understand, explain, and analyze it is through a literary 
approach," Abu Zaid says. "This is an essential theological 
issue." For expressing views like this in print—in essence, for 
challenging the idea that the Koran must be read literally as 
the absolute and unchanging Word of God—Abu Zaid was in 
1995 officially branded an apostate, a ruling that in 1996 was 
upheld by Egypt's highest court. The court then proceeded, on 
the grounds of an Islamic law forbidding the marriage of an 
apostate to a Muslim, to order Abu Zaid to divorce his wife, 
Ibtihal Yunis (a ruling that the shocked and happily married 
Yunis described at the time as coming "like a blow to the head 



with a brick"). 

Abu Zaid steadfastly maintains that he is a pious Muslim, 
but contends that the Koran's manifest content—for example, 
the often archaic laws about the treatment of women for which 
Islam is infamous—is much less important than its complex, 
regenerative, and spiritually nourishing latent content. The 
orthodox Islamic view, Abu Zaid claims, is stultifying; it reduces 
a divine, eternal, and dynamic text to a fixed human interpre
tation with no more life and meaning than "a trinket . . . a 
talisman . . . or an ornament." 

For a while Abu Zaid remained in Egypt and sought to 
refute the charges of apostasy, but in the face of death threats 
and relentless public harassment he fled with his wife from 
Cairo to Holland, calling the whole affair "a macabre farce." 
Sheikh Youssef al-Badri, the cleric whose preachings inspired 
much of the opposition to Abu Zaid, was exultant. "We are not 
terrorists; we have not used bullets or machine guns, but we 
have stopped an enemy of Islam from poking fun at our 
religion.... No one will even dare to think about harming 
Islam again." 



Abu Zaid seems to have been justified in fearing for his 
life and fleeing: in 1992 the Egyptian journalist Farag Foda was 
assassinated by Islamists for his critical writings about Egypt's 
Muslim Brotherhood, and in 1994 the Nobel prize-winning 
novelist Naguib Mahfouz was stabbed for writing, among other 
works, the allegorical C h i l d r e n of G a b a l a w i (1959)—a novel, 
structured like the Koran, that presents "heretical" conceptions 
of God and the Prophet Muhammad. 

Deviating from the orthodox interpretation of the Koran, 
says the Algerian Mohammed Arkoun, a professor emeritus of 
Islamic thought at the University of Paris, is "a very sensitive 
business" with major implications. "Millions and millions of 
people refer to the Koran daily to explain their actions and to 
justify their aspirations," Arkoun says. "This scale of reference 
is much larger than it has ever been before." 

MUHAMMAD IN THE CAVE 



Mecca sits in a barren hollow between two ranges of steep 
hills in the west of present-day Saudi Arabia. To its immediate 
west lies the flat and sweltering Red Sea coast; to the east 
stretches the great RabJ al-Khall, or Empty Quarter—the largest 
continuous body of sand on the planet. The town's setting is 
uninviting: the earth is dry and dusty, and smolders under a 
relentless sun; the whole region is scoured by hot, throbbing 
desert winds. Although sometimes rain does not fall for years, 
when it does come it can be heavy, creating torrents of water 
that rush out of the hills and flood the basin in which the city 
lies. As a backdrop for divine revelation, the area is every bit 
as fitting as the mountains of Sinai or the wilderness of Judea. 

The only real source of historical information about 
pre-Islamic Mecca and the circumstances of the Koran's 
revelation is the classical Islamic story about the religion's 
founding, a distillation of which follows. 

In the centuries leading up to the arrival of Islam, Mecca 
was a local pagan sanctuary of considerable antiquity. Religious 



rituals revolved around the Kacba—a shrine, still central in Islam 
today, that Muslims believe was originally built by Ibrahim 
(known to Christians and Jews as Abraham) and his son Isma'Il 
(Ishmael). As Mecca became increasingly prosperous in the sixth 
century c.E., pagan idols of varying sizes and shapes proliferated. 
The traditional story has it that by the early seventh century a 
pantheon of some 360 statues and icons surrounded the Ka'ba 
(inside which were found renderings of Jesus and the Virgin 
Mary, among other idols). 

Such was the background against which the first 
installments of the Koran are said to have been revealed, in 
610, to an affluent but disaffected merchant named Muhammad 
bin 'Abdallah. Muhammad had developed the habit of 
periodically withdrawing from Mecca's pagan squalor to a 
nearby mountain cave, where he would reflect in solitude. 
During one of these retreats he was visited by the Angel 
Gabriel—the very same angel who had announced the coming 
of Jesus to the Virgin Mary in Nazareth some six hundred 
years earlier. Opening with the command "Recite!" Gabriel 
made it known to Muhammad that he was to serve as the Mes-



senger of God. Subsequently, until his death, the supposedly 
illiterate Muhammad received through Gabriel divine revelations 
in Arabic that were known as q u r ' a n ("recitation") and that 
announced, initially in a highly poetic and rhetorical style, a 
new and uncompromising brand of monotheism known as 
I s l a m , or "submission" (to God's will). Muhammad reported 
these revelations verbatim to sympathetic family members and 
friends, who either memorized them or wrote them down. 

Powerful Meccans soon began to persecute Muhammad and 
his small band of devoted followers, whose new faith rejected 
the pagan core of Meccan cultural and economic life, and as a 
result in 622 the group migrated some two hundred miles north, 
to the town of Yathrib, which subsequently became known as 
Medina (short for Medinat al-Nabi, or City of the Prophet). 
(This migration, known in Islam as the h i j r a , is considered to 
mark the birth of an independent Islamic community, and 622 
is thus the first year of the Islamic calendar.) In Medina, 
Muhammad continued to receive divine revelations, of an 
increasingly pragmatic and prosaic nature, and by 630 he had 
developed enough support in the Medinan community to attack 



and conquer Mecca. He spent the last two years of his life 
proselytizing, consolidating political power, and continuing to 
receive revelations. 

The Islamic tradition has it that when Muhammad died in 
632, the Koranic revelations had not been gathered into a 
single book; they were recorded only "on palm leaves and flat 
stones and in the hearts of men." (This is not surprising: the 
oral tradition was strong and well established, and the Arabic 
script, which was written without the vowel markings and 
consonantal dots used today, served mainly as an aid to 
memorization.) Nor was the establishment of such a text of 
primary concern: the Medinan Arabs—an unlikely coalition of 
ex-merchants, desert nomads, and agriculturalists united in a 
potent new faith and inspired by the life and sayings of 
Prophet Muhammad—were at the time pursuing a fantastically 
successful series of international conquests in the name of Islam. 
By the 640s the Arabs possessed most of Syria, Iraq, Persia, 
and Egypt, and thirty years later they were busy taking over 
parts of Europe, North Africa, and Central Asia, 

In the early decades of the Arab conquests many members 



of Muhammad's coterie were killed, and with them died 
valuable knowledge of the Koranic revelations. Muslims at the 
edges of the empire began arguing over what was Koranic 
scripture and what was not. An army general returning from 
Azerbaijan expressed his fears about sectarian controversy to the 
Caliph 'Uthman (644—656)—the third Islamic ruler to succeed 
Muhammad—and is said to have entreated him to "overtake 
this people before they differ over the Koran the way the Jews 
and Christians differ over their Scripture." cUthman convened an 
editorial committee of sorts that carefully gathered the various 
pieces of scripture that had been memorized or written down 
by Muhammad's companions. The result was a standard written 
version of the Koran. 'Uthman ordered all incomplete and 
"imperfect" collections of the Koranic scripture destroyed, and 
the new version was quickly distributed to the major centers of 
the rapidly burgeoning empire. 

During the next few centuries, while Islam solidified as a 
religious and political entity, a vast body of exegetical and 
historical literature evolved to explain the Koran and the rise 
of Islam, the most important elements of which are h a d i t h , or 



the collected sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad; 
s u n n a , or the body of Islamic social and legal custom; s i r a , or 
biographies of the Prophet; and tafsir, or Koranic commentary 
and explication. It is from these traditional sources—compiled in 
written form mostly from the mid-eighth to the mid-tenth 
century—that all accounts of the revelation of the Koran and 
the early years of Islam are ultimately derived. 

"FOR PEOPLE WHO UNDERSTAND 

Roughly equivalent in length to the New Testament, the Koran 
is divided into 114 sections, known as s u r a s , that vary 
dramatically in length and form. The book's organizing principle 
is neither chronological nor thematic—for the most part the 
suras are arranged from beginning to end in descending order 
of length. Despite the unusual structure, however, what generally 
surprises newcomers to the Koran is the degree to which it 
draws on the same beliefs and stories that appear in the Bible. 



God ( A l l a h in Arabic) rules supreme: he is the all-powerful, 
all-knowing, and all-merciful Being who has created the world 
and its creatures; he sends messages and laws through prophets 
to help guide human existence; and, at a time in the future 
known only to him, he will bring about the end of the world 
and the Day of Judgment. Adam, the first man, is expelled 
from Paradise for eating from the forbidden tree. Noah builds 
an ark to save a select few from a flood brought on by the 
wrath of God. Abraham prepares himself to sacrifice his son at 
God's bidding. Moses leads the Israelites out of Egypt and 
receives a revelation on Mount Sinai. Jesus—born of the Virgin 
Mary and referred to as the Messiah—works miracles, has 
disciples, and rises to heaven. 

The Koran takes great care to stress this common 
monotheistic heritage, but it works equally hard to distinguish 
Islam from Judaism and Christianity, For example, it mentions 
prophets—Hud, Salih, Shu'ayb, Luqman, and others—whose 
origins seem exclusively Arabian, and it reminds readers that it 
is " A Koran in Arabic, / For people who understand." Despite 
its repeated assertions to the contrary, however, the Koran is 



often extremely difficult for contemporary readers—even highly 
educated speakers of Arabic—to understand. It sometimes makes 
dramatic shifts in style, voice, and subject matter from verse to 
verse, and it assumes a familiarity with language, stories, and 
events that seem to have been lost even to the earliest of 
Muslim exegetes (typical of a text that initially evolved in an 
oral tradition). Its apparent inconsistencies are easy to find: God 
may be referred to in the first and third person in the same 
sentence; divergent versions of the same story are repeated at 
different points in the text; divine rulings occasionally contradict 
one another. In this last case the Koran anticipates criticism and 
defends itself by asserting the right to abrogate its own message 
("God doth blot out / Or confirm what He pleaseth"). 

Criticism did come. As Muslims increasingly came into 
contact with Christians during the eighth century, the wars of 
conquest were accompanied by theological polemics, in which 
Christians and others latched on to the confusing literary state 
of the Koran as proof of its human origins. Muslim scholars 
themselves were fastidiously cataloging the problematic aspects 
of the Koran—unfamiliar vocabulary, seeming omissions of text, 



grammatical incongruities, deviant readings, and so on. A major 
theological debate in fact arose within Islam in the late eighth 
century, pitting those who believed in the Koran as the 
"uncreated" and eternal Word of God against those who 
believed in it as created in time, like anything that isn't God 
himself. Under the Caliph al-MaJmun (813-833) this latter view 
briefly became orthodox doctrine. It was supported by several 
schools of thought, including an influential one known as 
Mu'tazilism, that developed a complex theology based partly on 
a metaphorical rather than simply literal understanding of the 
Koran. 

By the end of the tenth century the influence of the 
Mu'tazili school had waned, for complicated political reasons, 
and the official doctrine had become that of i 'jaz, or the 
"inimitability" of the Koran. (As a result, the Koran has 
traditionally not been translated by Muslims for non-Arabic-
speaking Muslims. Instead it is read and recited in the original 
by Muslims worldwide, the majority of whom do not speak 
Arabic. The translations that do exist are considered to be 
nothing more than scriptural aids and paraphrases.) The adoption 



of the doctrine of inimitability was a major turning point in 
Islamic history, and from the tenth century to this day the 
mainstream Muslim understanding of the Koran as the literal 
and uncreated Word of God has remained constant. 

PSYCHOPATHIC VANDALISM? 

Gerd-R. Puin speaks with disdain about the traditional 
willingness, on the part of Muslim and Western scholars, to 
accept the conventional understanding of the Koran. "The 
Koran claims for itself that it is lmubeen* or 'clear,1 " he says. 
"But if you look at it, you will notice that every fifth sentence 
or so simply doesn't make sense. Many Muslims—and Orien
talists—will tell you otherwise, of course, but the fact is that a 
fifth of the Koranic text is j u s t i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e . This is what 
has caused the traditional anxiety regarding translation. If the 
Koran is not comprehensible—if it can't even be understood in 
Arabic—then it's not translatable. People fear that. And since 



the Koran claims repeatedly to be clear but obviously is 
not—as even speakers of Arabic will tell you—there is a 
contradiction. Something else must be going on.'1 

Trying to figure out that "something else" really began only 
in this century. "Until quite recently," Patricia Crone, the 
historian of early Islam, says, "everyone took it for granted that 
everything the Muslims claim to remember about the origin and 
meaning of the Koran is correct. If you drop that assumption, 
you have to start afresh." This is no mean feat, of course; the 
Koran has come down to us tightly swathed in a historical 
tradition that is extremely resistant to criticism and analysis. As 
Crone put it in Slaves o n H o r s e s , 

The Biblical redactors offer us sections of the Israelite 
tradition at different stages of crystallization, and their 
testimonies can accordingly be profitably compared and 
weighed against each other But the Muslim tradition was the 
outcome, not of a slow crystallization, but of an explosion; the 
first compilers were not redactors, but collectors of debris 
whose works are strikingly devoid of overall unity; and no 



particular illuminations ensue from their comparison. 

Not surprisingly, given the explosive expansion of early 
Islam and the passage of time between the religion's birth and 
the first systematic documenting of its history, Muhammad's 
world and the worlds of the historians who subsequently wrote 
about him were dramatically different. During Islam's first 
century alone a provincial band of pagan desert tribesmen 
became the guardians of a vast international empire of 
institutional monotheism that teemed with unprecedented literary 
and scientific activity. Many contemporary historians argue that 
one cannot expect Islam's stories about its own 
origins—particularly given the oral tradition of the early 
centuries—to have survived this tremendous social transformation 
intact. Nor can one expect a Muslim historian writing in ninth-
or tenth-century Iraq to have discarded his social and intellectual 
background (and theological convictions) in order accurately to 
describe a deeply unfamiliar seventh-century Arabian context. R. 
Stephen Humphreys, writing in I s l a m i c H i s t o r y : A F r a m e w o r k 
f o r I n q u i r y (1988), concisely summed up the issue that 



historians confront in studying early Islam. 

If our goal is to comprehend the way in which Muslims of 
the late 2nd/8th and 3rd/9th centuries [Islamic 
calendar/Christian calendar] understood the origins of their 
society, then we are very well off indeed. But if our aim is to 
find out "what really happened" in terms of reliably 
documented answers to modem questions about the earliest 
decades of Islamic society, then we are in trouble. 

The person who more than anyone else has shaken up 
Koranic studies in the past few decades is John Wansbrough, 
formerly of the University of London's School of Oriental and 
African Studies. Puin is "rereading him now" as he prepares to 
analyze the Yemeni fragments. Patricia Crone says that she and 
Michael Cook "did not say much about the Koran in H a g a r i s m 
that was not based on Wansbrough/* Other scholars are less 
admiring, referring to Wansbrough's work as "drastically 
wrongheaded," "ferociously opaque," and a "colossal 
self-deception," But like it or not, anybody engaged in the 



critical study of the Koran today must contend with 
Wansbrough's two main w o r k s — Q u r a n i c Studies: Sources a n d 
M e t h o d s of S c r i p t u r a l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n (1977) and The S e c t a r i a n 
M i l i e u : C o n t e n t a n d C o m p o s i t i o n of I s l a m i c S a l v a t i o n H i s t o r y 
(1978). 

Wansbrough applied an entire arsenal of what he called the 
"instruments and techniques" of biblical criticism—form 
criticism, source criticism, redaction criticism, and much 
more—to the Koranic text. He concluded that the Koran 
evolved only gradually in the seventh and eighth centuries, 
during a long period of oral transmission when Jewish and 
Christian sects were arguing volubly with one another well to 
the north of Mecca and Medina, in what are now parts of 
Syria, Jordan, Israel, and Iraq. The reason that no Islamic source 
material from the first century or so of Islam has survived, 
Wansbrough concluded, is that it never existed. 

To Wansbrough, the Islamic tradition is an example of what 
is known to biblical scholars as a "salvation history": a 
theologically and evangelically motivated story of a religion's 
origins invented late in the day and projected back in time. In 



other words, as Wansbrough put it in Q u r a n i c Studies, the 
canonization of the Koran—and the Islamic traditions that arose 
to explain it—involved the 

attribution of several, partially overlapping, collections of 
logia (exhibiting a distinctly Mosaic imprint) to the image of a 
Biblical prophet (modified by the material of the 
Muhammadan evangelium into an Arabian man of God) with a 
traditional message of salvation (modified by the influence of 
Rabbinic Judaism into the unmediated and finally immutable 
word of God). 

Wansbrough's arcane theories have been contagious in 
certain scholarly circles, but many Muslims understandably have 
found them deeply offensive. S. Parvez Manzoor, for example, 
has described the Koranic studies of Wansbrough and others as 
"a naked discourse of power" and "an outburst of psychopathic 
vandalism." But not even Manzoor argues for a retreat from 
the critical enterprise of Koranic studies; instead he urges 
Muslims to defeat the Western revisionists on the 



"epistemological battlefield," admitting that "sooner or later [we 
Muslims] will have to approach the Koran from methodological 
assumptions and parameters that are radically at odds with the 
ones consecrated by our tradition." 

REVISIONISM INSIDE THE ISLAMIC WORLD 

Indeed, for more than a century there have been public figures 
in the Islamic world who have attempted the revisionist study 
of the Koran and Islamic history—the exiled Egyptian 
professor Nasr Abu Zaid is not unique. Perhaps Abu Zaid's 
most famous predecessor was the prominent Egyptian 
government minister, university professor, and writer J a h a 
Husaym A determined modernist, Husayn in the early 1920s 
devoted himself to the study of pre-Islamic Arabian poetry and 
ended up concluding that much of that body of work had been 
fabricated well after the establishment of Islam in order to lend 
outside support to Koranic mythology. A more recent example 



is the Iranian journalist and diplomat A l i Dashti, who in his 
Twenty Three Years: A Study of t h e P r o p h e t i c C a r e e r of 
M o h a m m e d (1985) repeatedly took his fellow Muslims to task 
for not questioning the traditional accounts of Muhammad's life, 
much of which he called "myth-making and 
miracle-mongering." 

Abu Zaid also cites the enormously influential Muhammad 
'Abduh as a precursor The nineteenth-century father of Egyptian 
modernism, (Abduh saw the potential for a new Islamic theology 
in the theories of the ninth-century Muctazilis. The ideas of the 
Mu£tazilis gained popularity in some Muslim circles early in this 
century (leading the important Egyptian writer and intellectual 
Ahmad Amin to remark in 1936 that "the demise of Mu'tazilism 
was the greatest misfortune to have afflicted Muslims; they have 
committed a crime against themselves"). The late Pakistani 
scholar Fazlur Rahman carried the Mu'tazilite torch well into 
the present era; he spent the later years of his life, from the 
1960s until his death in 1988, living and teaching in the United 
States, where he trained many students of Islam—both Muslims 
and non-Muslims—in the Muctazilite tradition. 



Such work has not come without cost, however: Taha 
Husayn, like Nasr Abu Zaid, was declared an apostate in Egypt; 
A l i Dashti died mysteriously just after the 1979 Iranian 
revolution; and Fazlur Rahman was forced to leave Pakistan in 
the 1960s. Muslims interested in challenging orthodox doctrine 
must tread carefully. "I would like to get the Koran out of this 
prison/' Abu Zaid has said of the prevailing Islamic hostility to 
reinterpreting the Koran for the modern age, "so that once 
more it becomes productive for the essence of our culture and 
the arts, which are being strangled in our society." Despite his 
many enemies in Egypt, Abu Zaid may well be making 
progress toward this goal: there are indications that his work is 
being widely, if quietly, read with interest in the Arab world. 
Abu Zaid says, for example, that his The C o n c e p t of t h e Text 
(1990)—the book largely responsible for his exile from 
Egypt—has gone through at least eight underground printings in 
Cairo and Beirut, 

Another scholar with a wide readership who is committed 
to reexamining the Koran is Mohammed Arkoun, the Algerian 
professor at the University of Paris. Arkoun argued in L e c t u r e s 



d u C o r a n (1982), for example, that "it is time [for Islam] to 
assume, along with all of the great cultural traditions, the 
modern risks of scientific knowledge," and suggested that "the 
problem of the divine authenticity of the Koran can serve to 
reactivate Islamic thought and engage it in the major debates of 
our age." Arkoun regrets the fact that most Muslims are 
unaware that a different conception of the Koran exists within 
their own historical tradition. What a reexamination of Islamic 
history offers Muslims, Arkoun and others argue, is an 
opportunity to challenge the Muslim orthodoxy from within, 
rather than having to rely on "hostile" outside sources. Arkoun, 
Abu Zaid, and others hope that this challenge might ultimately 
lead to nothing less than an Islamic renaissance. 

The gulf between such academic theories and the daily practice 
of Islam around the world is huge, of course—the majority of 
Muslims today are unlikely to question the orthodox 
understanding of the Koran and Islamic history. Yet Islam 
became one of the world's great religions in part because of its 
openness to social change and new ideas. (Centuries ago, when 



Europe was mired in its feudal Dark Ages, the sages of a 
flourishing Islamic civilization opened an era of great scientific 
and philosophical discovery. The ideas of the ancient Greeks 
and Romans might never have been introduced to Europe were 
it not for the Islamic historians and philosophers who 
rediscovered and revived them.) Islam's own history shows that 
the prevailing conception of the Koran is not the only one 
ever to have existed, and the recent history of biblical 
scholarship shows that not all critical-historical studies of a holy 
scripture are antagonistic. They can instead be carried out with 
the aim of spiritual and cultural regeneration. They can, as 
Mohammed Arkoun puts it, demystify the text while reaffirming 
"the relevance of its larger intuitions." 

Increasingly diverse interpretations of the Koran and Islamic 
history will inevitably be proposed in the coming decades, as 
traditional cultural distinctions between east, west, north, and 
south continue to dissolve, as the population of the Muslim 
world continues to grow, as early historical sources continue to 
be scrutinized, and as feminism meets the Koran. With the 
diversity of interpretations will surely come increased fractious-



ness, perhaps intensified by the fact that Islam now exists in 
such a great variety of social and intellectual settings—Bosnia, 
Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, the United 
States, and so on. More than ever before, anybody wishing to 
understand global affairs will need to understand Islamic 
civilization, in all its permutations. Surely the best way to start 
is with the study of the Koran—which promises in the years 
ahead to be at least as contentious, fascinating, and important as 
the study of the Bible has been in this century, 
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T 
here exist today in Islamic studies two paradigms for 

the rise of Islam. The traditional paradigm sees Islam as arising 
in the Hijaz of the early seventh century A.D. in essentially its 
final form, to take its place in a world populated by discrete 
monotheistic religions: Judaism, and several varieties of 
Christianity. The problem with this view is that it denies Islam 
a prehistory: a period of development prior to the formulation 
of orthodoxy and scriptural canonization, such as is attested for 
other religions. Moreover, as has often been noted, the sources 
upon which this paradigm are based are all very late, so that 

what they do not, and cannot, provide is an account of the 
"Islamic" community during the 150 years or so between the 
first Arab conquests and the appearance, with the sira-maghdzt 
narratives, of the earliest Islamic literature. (Wansbrough, SM 



119). 

This is no problem for the traditional view, which accepts the 
accounts in the late sources regarding what happened during the 
period from which sources are absent, maintaining that they are 
absent only because they have not survived. 

The new paradigm, based upon the work of Wansbrough 
and previous works1 sees the Muslim sources as representing a 
late stage in the development of Islam, reflecting the stage (and 
process) during which orthodoxy was imposed and scriptural 
canonization achieved. According to this view, we have no 
orthodox Muslim sources dating from the first 150 years of the 
Hijra era simply because none ever existed during that period. 
Rather, we should expect to find, in those first 150 years, at 
least remnants of evidence for the development of the Arab 
religion from some point of origin towards Islam. Wansbrough 
has demonstrated that the point of departure is to be sought in 
inter-sectarian polemic, in which Judaic and Judaeo-Christian 
notions are much more prominent than Christian ones. And 



Pines has attested the importance of Judaeo-Christianity as a 
factor both in al-Sam and Mesopotamia, and in the Christology 
of the Qur'an. From this it would appear that Islam arose in 
the areas conquered by the Arabs, not in the Hijaz, that the 
starting point of its development was some form of 
Judaeo-Christianity, and that this process began considerably 
later than the date of the Arab conquest. 

This viewpoint does indeed give us our missing Islamic 
prehistory, but it has until recently lacked enough evidence on 
which to amplify and base its conclusions. What it needs, in 
short, is the missing link between the religion of the Muslim 
texts from the late second century A.H. on, and the (apparently 
Judaeo-Christian) religious environment of the first century A.H., 
attested by non-Muslim sources.2 

Just such a series of missing links is provided by the 
Arabic rock inscriptions scattered all over the Syro-Jordanian 
deserts and the Peninsula, and specifically the Negev, where 
most of the work of collecting and analyzing them has been 
carried out to date. Moreover, in view of these inscriptions, the 
official texts already long familiar—such as those in the papyri, 



the Dome of the Rock and the Arab-Sassanian coins—should 
be seen in a new light. It is my intention in the present paper 
to point out the existence of a considerable corpus of Arab 
religious texts dating from the first century and a half of Arab 
rule, exhibiting an Arab monotheistic creed which is 
demonstrably not Islam, but from which Islam could have 
developed. It is my opinion that Islam did in fact develop from 
some variant of this creed, mainly during the first century A . H . , 
but this paper will not be concerned with the process of that 
development. Here I wish only to indicate that the very 
existence of this corpus of texts poses considerable problems 
for the traditional Muslim account of the history of Islam, 
whereas the alternative paradigm finds in them some, at least, 
of the evidence it needs to confirm its hypotheses. 

I start with a fact to which too little attention has been 
paid. A distinctive feature of all the Arab religious institutions 
during the SufyanI and on into the Marwanid one is the 
complete absence of any reference to Muhammad. Neither the 
Prophet himself nor any Muhammadan formulae appear in any 
inscription dated before the year 71/691. This is true whether 



the religious content of the inscriptions is its main purpose, as 
in supplications ( 3 a d ' i y a r sg. du daJ), or whether it is part of a 
commemorative inscription with a religious emphasis 
(Mu'awiya's dam inscription near Ta'if). When an inscription is 
religious, the absence of any Muhammadan locution is an 
a r g u m e n t u m e s i l e n c i o of considerable weight. It is a fact that 
the name of the Prophet Muhammad and the use of set phrases 
or formulae which can be shown to be connected with his 
name occur in the Arab inscriptions only after ca. 70/690. We 
can, in fact, be more precise: The first occurrence of 
"Muhammad" and the Triple Confession of Faith, viz. L t a w h l d 
(with or without cadam al-Sirk but always with the word 
w a h d a h u ["alone"], and not, for example, the words i l i a h u w a 
['"but He"]); 2. M u h a m m a d r a s u l A l l a h ; 3. the human nature of 
Jesus (75(5) as merely r a s u l A l l a h w a - ' a b d u h u is in <Abd 
al-Malik's inscription in the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, 
dated in the inscription itself A.H. 72/691-92. And the first dated 
occurrence of the phrase M u h a m m a d r a s u l A l l a h is from just 
one year before that, from an Arab-Sassanian coin of Xalid b. 
(Abdallah from the year 71/691 which was struck in Damascus!3 



Xalid could perhaps have brought it with him when he returned 
to Basrah from Damascus after the Marwanids succeeded in 
defeating the Zubayrites in Iraq. And after 72/691-92 and all 
through the Marwanid dynasty, Muhammad's name occurs as a 
rule whenever religious formulae are employed: on coins, 
milestones and papyrus "protocols." 

If no religious text dating from before 72/691-92 had been 
discovered, we might have concluded that it took time for any 
religious notions to penetrate the Arabic inscriptions. But the 
first Arabic papyrus, an e n t a q i o n (receipt for taxes paid) from 
Egypt dated 22/642, is headed by the b a s m a l a in both Greek 
and Arabic (in that order). While the b a s m a l a is a monotheistic 
preamble-formula, it betrays no specific creed: it is 
unquestionably not Christian, but neither is it Muslim per se. 
The religious content is more pronounced in the rock 
inscriptions, which start in about the 40s of the first century 
A.H., and on the Arab-Sassanian coins prior to 71/691-92. These 
bear religious texts, but with no mention of the Prophet or of 
Muhammadan formulae. This means that the official Arab 
religious confession did not include Muhammad or 



Muhammadan formulae in its repertoire of set phrases at this 
time. I will refer to this religious stage as "pre-Muhammadan." 

The pre-Muhammadan texts exhibit what I call 
"indeterminate monotheism": a monotheistic form of belief, but 
one which contains no features specific to a known 
monotheistic religion. The Muhammadan texts differ greatly 
from them. The introduction of Muhammadan variables indicates 
the imposition of new confessional notions on a preexisting 
stratum of belief. Muhammadanism is a previously unattested 
Marwanid introduction. And the result became—overnight!—the 
state's o n l y form of official religious declaration, to be used in 
certain kinds of formal documents and inscriptions, as, for 
example, the papyrus "protocols." In short, the state decided, as 
a political act, to adopt Muhammadanism as its official creed. 

CLASSIFICATION OF THE TEXTS 

The inscriptions found in the Negev may be divided into 



several classes on the basis of religious content:4 

1) The common texts. These occur all over the Middle East 
from the mid-first century A.H. (40-60 A.H.) through the 
later Islamic periods. Their most prominent feature is the 
lack of any indication of a specific creed—Islam, 
Christianity or Judaism—and their lack of any hint of 
Muhammadanism. The t a w h i d is not mentioned, and they 
do not engage in the polemics which is the heart of the 
later, Muslim texts. The term j a m a appears, but the 
concept it expresses is unclear. There is no mention of a 
prophet, such as Moses, Jesus, Aaron or Abraham. The 
only deity mentioned is Allah, who is also referred to as 
A l l a h u m m a ( ' a l l h m ) or rabbfrabbi, though no other trait 
is assigned to Him. I call this class "common texts" both 
because of their wide distribution, and because their 
vocabulary continued to be used into the Muhammadan 
period. 

2) The basic class. These are inscriptions from the mid-first 



century currently attested only from the Sde Boqer 
site. They are distinguishable from the common texts by 
their style, and in fact this class was discerned by text 
analysis. A l l the texts of this group exhibit a 
characteristic language and content, and many of them 
were inscribed by, or on behalf of, a small number of 
individuals whose names recur. They may contain 
references to Moses and Jesus, but nothing at all that is 
definable as Muslim, Inclusion of inscriptions in this 
class was made on the basis of the unmistakable 
occurrence of certain formulae in them, or because the 
author of the inscription was also the named author of 
other inscriptions which were unmistakably of this class. 
It is quite possible that this class is in fact only a subset 
of the common texts. There is one recognizable subclass 
of basic class inscriptions, distinguished by their 
reference to Allah as "Lord of Moses and Jesus" ( r a b b 
Musd w a A s a ) . 

3) The second class, which immediately followed the basic 



class (through the end of the first century A.H.). 

4) The Muhammadan inscriptions, which are Marwanid but 
cannot be more precisely dated. 

5) The Marwanid Islamic inscriptions, which seem to be 
somewhat later than the Muhammadan texts, and continue 
through the second century A.H. They are definitely 
Islamic in language and content, without necessarily 
reflecting o r t h o d o x Islam. 

6) Muslim CAbbasid) inscriptions from the second century 
A.H. on. This class, though Muslim, is still not in perfect 
harmony with Muslim orthodoxy. 

THE PRE-MUHAMMADAN TEXTS 

The basic class texts are recognizable by the use of r a b b Musd 
w a - ' I s a in their opening phrase, and/or by a certain set of 
phrases and allusions in the text itself, such as hayyan 



w a - m a y y i t a n , and g a y r h a l i k w a - l d mafqud. (Examples of these 
and others may be seen in the attached translations and notes to 
them.) I would be inclined to read Old Testament (and not 
New Testament) connotations in at least some of them. Though 
some phrases and formulae are found in the Qur°an, these texts 
do not seem to me Quranic; rather, they appear to belong to a 
certain body of sectarian literature which developed 
Judaeo-Christian conceptions in a particular literary style. The 
resulting creed, basically indeterminate monotheism with the 
addition of Judaeo-Christian variables, is scarcely identifiable as 
that of a defined sect, but rather is the expression of belief of 
one group of indeterminate monotheists among many. 

PROPHETICAL LOGIA 

Wansbrough introduced the term "prophetical l o g i a " to designate 
sub-canonical versions of scripture,5 i.e., the components from 
which the canonical text was composed. These may have been 



produced by any Arab group affiliated to one or other of the 
Christian or Judaeo-Christian sects in the area. Wansbrough's 
"emphatically provisional conclusion"6 was that 

the canonical text of scripture exhibited separate [prophetical] 
logia collections which had for some time prior to their final 
redaction been in liturgical and homiletic use in one or several 
related communities {SM 5 1 para. 3). 

However, an attempt to investigate this thesis was, he found, 
hindered by a lack of texts for comparison: 

The practical quest for prototypes of Qur'anic diction is 
hindered both by the transmission history of the document and 
the absence of trustworthy comparative material (ibid. 69 para. 
2, emphasis added). 

Nevertheless, with the aid of Wansbrough's terminology, it 
became easy to see that the hundreds of rock inscriptions 



scattered over the Near Eastern deserts are in fact sub-canonical 
texts, providing in some measure those prototypes of Qur'anic 
diction which Wansbrough found so sorely lacking. The 
inscriptions of the first century and the early half of the 
second century A.H. include logia and formulae which are 
prototypes of QurJanic diction, exhibiting what Abbott referred 
to as "Koranic flavour" 7 They are, of course, pre-Islamic, 
within the framework of the Schacht-Wansbrough hypothesis 
concerning the Qur'an's creation and canonization. Thus now, 
some ten years after Wansbrough's work, we may regard as 
overly pessimistic his conclusion that 

we are no closer than we have ever been to the actual forms 
of pre-Islamic Arabic and . . . a change in these conditions 
seems unlikely (Wansbrough, loc. ciL). 

For not only are the religious texts of the rock inscriptions 
pre-Islamic, but the language of the chancery papyri can also 
furnish examples of "actual forms of pre-Islamic Arabic." 8 



Sde Boqer is to date the only site to yield texts with 
Judaeo-Christian variables in Arabic. But Judaeo-Christian 
Christology is inscribed in Arabic on the octagon of the Dome 
of the Rock. A l l that is written there, with the exception of 
several repetitious Muhammadan formulae, is a declaration of 
the official state opinion (i.e., decision!) concerning Pauline 
Christology- Muhammad is introduced merely as a messenger of 
Allah, with no further clarification. This is also the treatment 
Muhammad receives in the Qur'an. The Judaeo-Christian c o n t e n t 
of the Dome of the Rock inscription is no novelty to 
theologians of the seventh century A.D,, and Pines's work9 has 
shown that the Christology of the Qui°an is also 
Judaeo-Christian. The Christological text of the Dome of the 
Rock is composed of verses which occur in the Qur'an 
verbatim (the Muhammad text is not Qui°anic). I see the 
Christological text as composed of quotations of prophetical 
l o g i n , i.e., of "sub-canonical versions of scripture"; but the very 
fact that such logia were inscribed on the royal shrine of the 
newly emerged state creed may be considered a form of 
canonization of this text. One would not expect this text to be 



altered by those who refer to it as being the declaration of the 
official state faith. This canonical status is demonstrated in the 
papyrus "protocols" and on the coins, where formulaeflogia are 
reproduced in great numbers i n v a r i a t u r (though not always in 
full). This is not, of course, evidence for the existence of 
"Umayyad scripture," but for a process of ongoing 
determination of the formulae to be included in an official state 
confession, expressed in authorized texts whose formulae must 
not be altered after promulgation. This process is what I call 
"canonization of state l o g i a " which were, to use Wansbrough's 
phrase, "separated from an extensive corpus of prophetical 

logiar 1 0 

The Muhammadan texts were not accepted by the public as 
promptly as they were officially employed. For years after their 
appearance in state declarations, and not withstanding the 
exclusive use of Muhammadan formulae by the state in official 
contexts, people continued to include non-Muhammadan legends 
in personal inscriptions. In fact, Muhammadanism was not in 
common use even for routine chancery writing. Thus Qurra b 
Sank fails to include set Muhammadan phrases in his Arabic 



and Greek correspondence, though he obeys the rule of 
inscribing Muhammadan formulae on papyrus "protocols" 
bearing his name and title. Muhammadan formulae began to be 
used in the popular rock inscriptions of the central Negev only 
in Hisam's days (105-125/724-43). For instance: 

Allahumma, s a l l i 'aid Muhammad al-nabV wa-cald man yusalll 
calayhi (inscr. HS 3154(6), not reproduced here, dated 117/735). 

And there are other (dated) Muhammadan inscriptions from 
these years, in the Negev and also in Jabal Usays, east of 
Damascus. 1 1 

It thus seems that the period 71-105/690-723 is marked by 
the use of Muhammadan formulae for official purposes, but not 
by the general population. But by Hisam's days, about thirty 
years—a generation—after the introduction of Muhammadanism 
by cAbd al-Malik, it had taken root in some circles, apart from 
its official use by the state, and was perhaps gathering 
momentum. However, while these texts are Muhammadan, they 



cannot yet be called Muslim. 1 2 Texts which qualify as Muslim 
started to appear in the Negev only at the end of the second 
century A.H., approximately coinciding with the appearance of 
the first written traditional Muslim accounts. 

Having given the general background of stages of 
development, I would like to take the two ends of the 
process—the pre-Muhammadan and the Muslim texts—and make 
a preliminary attempt to compare their language and religious 
concepts. My intention in so doing is to highlight the differences 
between them: to demonstrate that by any criteria of literary 
context analysis, the pre-Muhammadan texts cannot have been 
produced by the same religious conceptual system that gave 
rise to the Muslim ones. In other words, it is very difficult to 
define as Muslim the religion found in popular expressions of 
faith dating from the first century of Arab rule. 

THE MUSLIM CLASS 



The Muslim class of epigraphical texts can be distinguished 
from the Muhammadan class by the occurrence of various 
terms and concepts, and in general by their idiom. I am still 
hesitant concerning the precision of my typology of texts as 
Muhammadan and Muslim, but the two dated groups of 
Muhammadan texts from Hisam's days found in the central 
Negev so far (one dated 112/730, the other 117/735) do not 
appear to use the same diction as the cAbbasId texts from the 
same area.13 I shall refer to the latest dated inscriptions we 
possess from the central Negev (second century A.H., facs. 
1.25-26) as examples of Muslim texts, and compare their, with 
the Judaeo-Christian texts from Sde Boqer.1 4 The latter are a 
category of basic class texts with Judaeo-Christian variables, 
which we tentatively date to the mid-first century A.H. or a 
little after. 

I draw my examples of Muslim texts from three inscriptions. 
The first two, reproduced in facs. 1.25 and 1.26, belong to Sa'Id 
b. Yazld and are dated 164/780 and 170/786 respectively. They 



were found in two wadls in close proximity to each other, 
WadT-Hafir/Nahal La'anah and Wadl Idtar/Nahal Yeter in the 
central Negev. The third inscription is the lower part (lines 
5-12) of facs. 1.12, which was made by one 'Abdallah, the son 
of the author of lines l^ t (as he indicates in the last line). 
Facs. 1.12 is thus a composite text. The father's part is 
classifiable as a basic class inscription, while the son's is 
Muhammadan or Muslim. Al l three inscriptions are 
Muhammadan; two are also typically Muslim, while the third is 
less so. A careful reading of them will enable us to distinguish 
between such Muslim texts and the basic class, with or without 
Judaeo-Christian variables. 

Chart 1 presents a content analysis of concepts in these 
three inscriptions, and the phraseology in which they are 
expressed (see p. 152). The verbs of entreaty are significant, 
and serve as identifying attributes: 



Table 1 

Word/Class Basic 
(Negev) 

Muhammadan 
(Negev) 

Muslim 
(Negev) 

s.ly 
100% 83% 

6% 
10% 
49% 

Distribution of two opening words in three classes of texts: basic class 
(second half of first century A.H.); Muhammadan class (late first-second 
century); Muslim class (third century A.H.). 

Source: Statistical pilot study made on a sample group, 1982. 

As Table 1 shows, in the basic class g.f.r is the only verb 
of entreaty found in an opening phrase;15 it is still frequent in 
the Muhammadan texts, but very uncommon in the Muslim 
ones. In the Muhammadan texts sly starts to occur, although 
infrequently, and it is very frequent in the Muslim texts (those 



in the table are from ca. A.H. 300/912). The verb r a d i y a {r.d-w-) 
(not included in the table) is not common in an opening phrase, 
and has not been found in basic class inscriptions, but it does 
occur in the Muhammadan/Muslim ones. The fact that g.f.r. is 
so uncommon in the Muslim texts means that they are devoid 
of the "sinners1 load" which is the major—in fact almost the 
only—notion governing the basic class forms of entreaty and 
supplication. 

SOLICITING GOD'S FAVOUR 

In considering whether a text is Muslim or basic class, both 
content and form of expression must be considered: both what 
the text says, and the words it uses to say it. As I noted at the 
Third International Colloquium on "From Jahiliyya to Islam" in 
1985, the Muhammadan (there called "Islamic") supplication 
texts exhibit a new attitude, 



that of approaching God to settle personal affairs. This is a 
new type of supplication, aimed at securing God's benevolence 
in order to procure a very personal list of desiderata, temporal 
as well as spiritual. The j a n n a is only one of the desired 
items .. . and recorded in the Negev inscriptions there are still 
others which together form a rather impressive list of 
requests. 

Gone are the stereotyped expressions of pleading for 
forgiveness for undisclosed and general transgressions; instead 
there is optimism, an expectation to receive God's grace: 
*urzuqhu min fadlika ("provide for him from your bounty"); 
'atimma calayhi ni'mataka/ni'amaka ("Bestow Your favour/s 
wholly upon him"); ij'alhu min al-muflihin ("make of him one 
of the prosperous") and more. 

The verb s a ' a l a , "requested, asked for" is common as a 
soliciting verb in the Muhammadan and Muslim texts, e.g., 'annt 
' a s ' a l u k a n i c m a t a k a : "I request of you your favors upon BiSr b. 
Tamlm" (inscr. HR 522, ca. 300/912). In addition, in a 



Muhammadan (or Muslim) text from Sde Boqer we find: } a s ' a l 
A l l a h a l - j a n n a : "I request of Allah a l - j a n n a " (here facs. 1.12:8). 
In the basic class, where j a n n a is not yet found, a supplicant 
noted w a - h u w a y a s 3 a l A l l a h a l - m a j a n n a : "and also he entreats 
Allah [to grant him] this sanctuary (majanna)" (facs. 1.9:5). 

Like s a ' a l a , the verb d a x a l a ("entered") is also common 
in Muhammadan and Muslim texts which solicit God's favour 
in accepting the supplicant unto Allah's r a h m a or, again, letting 
him enter a l - j a n n a . This verb is almost absent from the basic 
class; there is only one instance of it, in connection with an 
interesting occurrence of a Quranic topos (the j a n n a t a l - n a 7m); 
'adxil [Xdlid b. H u m r a n ] j a n n a t a l - n a ' i m : "let [PERSONAL NAME] 
1 6 enter j a n n a t a l - n a W (facs. 1.19:3-35). The terms j a n n a 
and j a n n a t a l - n a l m in these texts are, I suspect, not yet well 
understood; the "obvious" translation, "paradise," is very 
doubtful. 

GIVING TESTIMONY 



Verbs from the root S.h.d. are not known from basic class 
inscriptions—or common texts in general—or from 
Muhammadan texts. 1 7 I therefore consider their occurrence to 
be a Muslim trait. The very notion of testimony—giving 
witness as the mode of announcing one's faith—is Muslim, and 
is a significant aspect of the polemical features of the Muslim 
texts. It seems not to occur earlier than the cAbbasid period, or 
late in the Marwanid period. Thus in the Muslim texts, the 
claim "I witness" (aShadu or a similar expression) is very 
common. This is seen in inscriptions 1.25:2-4 and 1.26 passim, 
which routinely incorporate S.h.d. into the text. The basic class 
and Muhammadan texts, on the other hand, seem to lack it 
entirely. With this may be compared the fact that words 
derived from the root JAd . , with the meaning of "to give 
witness," are not rare in the Qur'an. In fact, the idea of giving 
witness is Qur'anic: 

' a - i n n a k u m la~ta5haduna 'anna m a c a Allahi 'alihatan Juxrd, qui: 



Id3 a$kadu, qui: Hnnamd huwa Hlahun wdhidun (Q 6:19) 

Can ye possibly bear witness that there are other gods 
{"dlihat) associated with Allah? Say: I shall not/cannot bear 
witness. Say: but in truth {innamd) He is God, one and only 
(translation following Yusuf All and Ben-Shemesh). 

n i c m a a l - m a w l a w a u i c m a a l - n a s i r 

This expression is found in the Muslim text 1.25. This exact 
phrasing is not in the Qur'an, but the concept of Allah as 
overlord (patron) and helper is well attested there, e.g., ' V t a s i m u 
b i - l l d h i h u w a m a w l d k u m f a - n i ' m a a l - m a w l a (Q 22:78): 
"Strengthen yourselves with Allah, He is your Overlord 
(Patron), a Gracious Patron and a Gracious Helper" (translation 
following Ben-Shemesh). There is also w a - m d l a k u m m i n 
d u n i - l l d h i m i n w a l i y y i n w a - l d n a s l r i n (Q 2:107): "Beside Him 
ye have neither Overlord (Patron) nor Helper." In Syria, in a 
text from Hisam's time, we have also A l l a h w a l i y y [FN], 1 8 and 



A l l a h u m m a k u n *anta waliyy Yazid b. c A b d al-Wahfd a l - A s a d l . 1 ^ 
This concept is not found in the basic class. 

kafa b i - l l d h i S a f i l i a n [ " A n d A l l a h i s sufficient as a w i t n e s s " ] 

This expression occurs in 1,26:8-9. The expression kafa b i - l l d h i , 
b i - r a b - b i k a is commonly attested in the Qui°an, e.g., Q 4:6, 
4:45, 4:69-70,4:132, 4:78-79; 48:28. But the phrase kafa 
b i - l l d h i does not occur in the pre-Muhammadan texts: it is 
Qur'anic and Muslim only. In its occurrences in the Qur'anic 
and Muslim texts, I would distinguish between the different 
k i n d s of p a t r o n referred to: the one who counts his deeds or 
money (Q 4:6); the helper (Q 4:45); the one who knows (Q 
4:69-70); the overlord, who is in charge of someone (Q 4:132); 
and finally, the phrase kafa b i - l l d h i . i a h i d a n : "and Allah 
suffices as a w i t n e s s " : 

It is He who has sent His Messenger with Guidance and the 
true din, to proclaim/to exalt20 it over the entire (other) 



din—and Allah suffices as a witness (Q 48:28). 

The notion of giving testimony to divine truth is another 
monotheistic concept well-attested in Rabbinic Judaic and 
Christian sources, where it is connected with the concept of 
self-sacrifice for the sake of such divine truth,21 In the Qur'an 
there is no question of bringing witness from scripture, 
canonical or otherwise. Allah himself gives witness, through his 
mes- senger(s), with no recourse to a book. Those who bear 
witness from scripture are not the true believers, but the 'ahl 
a l - l d t d b . This, I think, reflects the inter-sectarian polemic, current 
before the Qur'an was put together from the existing sectarian 
l o g i a , in which the adherents of a prophet, who lack a scripture 
of their own, maintain that under the new dispensation of their 
prophet such a scripture is in fact unnecessary. It is, in these 
circumstances, ironic that these phrases found their way into the 
canon. 

l a h a w l a w a - l a quwwata . 



The famous expression Id h a w l a w a - l d q m v w a t a i l i a b i - l l d h i 
a l k a l i a l - ' a z i m , "there is no strength or power but through 
Allah, the High, the Great," is not Quranic, but a saying in 
h a d i t , 2 2 and various meanings have been proposed for the 
word h a w l in this context.23 A very similar phrasing occurs in 
facs. 1.12. This inscription is undated, but its Muhammadan 
idiom and its genealogical context (the continuation of a basic 
class text written by the owner's father) lead me to date it to 
Hisam's days (r, 105-25/724-43). Again, this expression does not 
occur in the basic class. 

j a m i i i - l - x a l d H q 

The expressions j a m V u - l - x a l d i q , "all the created beings" 
(1.26:6-7); j a m V x a l q i h i , "all His created beings" (1.25:2); and 
a l - n d s , a j m a t J n , "all humankind" (1.13:4-5) have the same 
referent as ' d l a m l n in r a b b a l - ' d l a m i n , "Lord of Creation" 
(1.12:3-4; 1.13:4-5), an expression attested in basic class texts 



as well a £ as later ones. We should consider this concept, 
Lord of Creation, one of the constants of monotheism. In the 
basic class it is expressed only via the phrase r a b b a l - ' a l a m m , 
while in the Muslim texts the religious vocabulary has widened 
to included the phrases given above. 

a U n d r 

This is a Quranic concept, the opposite of j a n n a : 

bald man kasaba sayyt3atan . . . fa-ltldHka ashdbu al-ndri hum 
fihd xaliduna; wa-alladina 'amanu wa-'amilu al-sdlihdti 'uldHka 
ashdbu al-janna hum fihd xaliduna. 

'They who accumulate evil (deeds on their account) . . . such 
are inmates of the fire, where they will remain forever; but 
the faithful who perform good deeds, they are the inmates of 
al -janna, to remain there forever" (Q 2:81-82, translation 
following Ben-Shemesh). 



It would also seem to be one of the constants of the 
monotheism of late antiquity, yet it is not attested in the 
common texts, including, of course, the basic class. There are 
at least two possible reasons for this. One is that not all 
indeterminate monotheists of the late sixth and seventh centuries 
A.D. shared this concept, although it of course existed in the 
other monotheistic religions of the area. The other is that our 
basic class authors did not mention either j a n n a or n a r when 
entreating Allah for forgiveness of transgression, because of 
their specific beliefs or religious attitudes. For instance, one of 
the most striking features of these texts is their heavy 
atmosphere of dread because of undisclosed transgressions; it is 
clear that the writers regarded themselves as "sinners" in a 
general sense. It could therefore be that they did not mention 
a l - j a n n a because they believed that a sinner should not request 
such a great favour for himself.24 And perhaps n a r was not 
mentioned in order to avoid naming the unspeakable horror.25 

J a n n a is, however, requested in the second class. 



Although a l - n a r is, as stated, a Qur'anic concept, its context 
in these texts is somewhat different from that in the Qur'an. 
The writer of our inscriptions mentions a l - n a r in the context of 
seeking protection from it: W u d u b i - h i / b i - l l d h i m i n a l - n a r , "I 
seek protection through Allah from the fire" (facs. 1.12:9). In 
Hisam's days we find, 3 a s ' a l u a l - j a n n a w a - ' a ' i i d u b i - h i m i n 
a l - n a r in Syria, 2 6 but in the Qur'an, '.w.d. (a'tidu), "I seek pro
tection," refers mostly to protection from Saytan, "Satan," and 
the fire is not mentioned in this connection. 

A l l a h 

The texts consider Allah in various ways, which I shall first list 
and then discuss. 

1. H y p o s t a t i c d e f i n i t i o n s 2 1 lie at the root of the Trinitarian 
Christological controversy. 

2. S u b o r d i n a t i o n is the doctrine that everything is Allah's 



creation and subordinated to Him, including angels and 
prophets, and among the latter, Jesus. This, of course, 
contradicts any Pauline Trinitarian confession. 

3. A l l a h ' s q u a l i t i e s are distinguished from His p r e d i c a t e s , 
and both are detailed in the text. 

1. The n a t u r e of A l l a h 

In the earliest Muhammadan confession of faith, namely the 
Dome of the Rock, S:A4-5, 2 8 we find the maxim that God was 
not born and does not give birth. However, this is not attested in 
any other early (i.e., Muhammadan but non-Muslim) inscriptions, 
either from the Negev or elsewhere. It occurs in the Qur'an (Q 
112), and in our Muslim texts (e.g., facs. 1.26:9-11). It therefore 
seems most likely that it signals the Muslim layer of confessional 
phraseology. Our understanding of how it came to occur in the 
Dome of the Rock but in no other Muhammadan text must 

4 

await further research. 



God's singularity, expressed by the t a w h i d in full, 
concluded by the 'adam a l - $ i r k r appears in the Dome of the 
Rock and is attested in the later (ca. 300/913) texts. It is not 
rare, either, in earlier M u s l i m texts from the central Negev. And 
in the Qasr al-Hayr, lines 1-3, we have b a s m a l a , the t a w h i d in 
full, and M u h a m m a d r a s u l A l l a h (DKI 211, by the people of 
Hims, dating from 110/728-29). This is an official construction 
text: 

'amara bi-sina'at hddd al-madlna [= fortress(?)] <Abd Allah 
HiSdm >amlr al-mu'minln: 

"This fortress (?) was constructed by order of fAbd Allah 
(title!) HiSdm, 'amir al-mu'minin." 

But the t a w h i d does not appear in dated Muhammadan popular 
inscriptions, nor do we find it in the group of Marwanid texts 
published by Muhammad al-cUss in J U L I have thus concluded 
that the official Marwanid convention was to inscribe the 



t a w h i d (with or without the concluding 'adorn al-Sirk) in 
official texts, but that the writers of the popular texts did not 
employ this formula. 

The idea of God's singularity appears in the Muhammadan 
-Muslim t a w h i d in a form slightly different from that found in 
the Qur'an. In the t a w h i d , the reference to God's singularity 
ends with the word w a h d a h u , "him alone," e.g., in the Dome 
of the Rock, S:Al-2 and passim. In the Qui°an, singularity is 
expressed by the words w a h i d and i l i a h u w a . This would 
appear to be a minute difference, but I consider it to be 
significant, for the following reason. Most of the text of the 
Dome of the Rock is familiar verbatim from the Qur'an, but 
the locutions that are not Qur'anic are precisely the 
conspicuously Muhammadan ones, which make their first 
appearance in the Dome of the Rock: t a w h i d ; z a d a m a l - S i r k ; w a 
a i - s a l d m 'alayhi w a - r a h m a t A l l a h ; w a - t a q a b b a l Safa'atahu y a w m 
a l - q i y d m a f i u m m a t i h i ; and finally, s a l l a A l l d h ' a l a y h i . We also 
find A l l a h u m m a s a l l i 'aid r a s u l i k a w a - c a b d i k a ' h a b. Maryama: 
" A l l a h u m m a incline toward Your messenger, Jesus the son of 
Maryam" (Dome of the Rock, NW-W:B l l ) . 2 9 This verse is not 



only non-Quranic, but also foreign to the context of the 
Qur'anic verses relating to Jesus. And the expression s a l l d A l l a h 
'aid does not occur in the Qur'an. In fact, the idiom A l l a h u m m a 
s a l l i (alafsalld A l l a h f a l d y so common in the s a l ' a m , is not 
Qur'anic but Muhammadan—i.e., Marwanid—in origin, appearing 
first in relation to Jesus. I would therefore ascribe importance 
even to small linguistic differences between Qur'anic and 
non-Qur'anic locutions.30 

To sum up the question of the description of Allah's nature 
in our texts: the source for the details of the hypostatic 
definition found in our Muslim texts is the Qui°an; the same 
verbatim description is also found in the Dome of the Rock. 
But in the latter there occur a few formulae which cannot be 
found in the Qur'an. These same formulae also occur as official 
Marwanid texts, to be used on papyrus "protocols," coins, mile
stones and construction texts. They continued to be employed 
under the cAbbasids and have been used ever since, becoming 
commonplace Muslim locutions. But these official formulae did 
not, it would seem, take root at a more popular level, for in 
our Muhammadan popular rock inscriptions they seldom if ever 



occur. 

2. S u b o r d i n a t i o n 

This was a question of great ideological significance: Are all 
creatures subordinated to God, or are there exceptions? The 
idea that all of creation is subordinate is explicit in r a b b 
a l - ' a l a m i n , "Lord of Creation," and in the phrase r a b b a l - n a s 
a j m a ^ n , "Lord of the people, all of them" (facs. 1.13:4-5). The 
absolute superiority of Allah over all seems to be another 
monotheistic constant, though in the form in which it appears 
in the Arabic inscriptions it cannot be accepted by Trinitarian 
(Pauline) Christians, It is therefore interesting that one of our 
Muslim inscriptions (facs. 1.26:4-7) finds it necessary to declare 
that Muhammad, Jesus, Ezra ('Uzayr) and (or: as well as) all 
creation — j a m V u al-xald'iq—are "subordinated 
worshippers"—Hbdd m a r b u b i n (for m a r b u b u n ) . I read this as an 
addendum to Q 9:30: 



wa-qalat al-Yahud: 'Uzayr 3ibnu Allah, wa-qdlat al-Nasara: 
al-Masih >ibnu Allah 

The Jews say: ?Uzayr (= Esdras/Ezra) is the son of Allah, and 
the Christians say: al-Masih is the son of Allah. 3 1 

Our inscription (lines 4-7) pursues an internal Muslim 
controversy regarding the status of Muhammad. It denies that 
anyone, Muhammad included, can be so close to Allah as to 
merit the description "son of God," which implies a share in 
the Godhead. In the late first-early second centuries A,H., there 
were those who considered Muhammad to be qualitatively 
different from the messengers of the past, and awaited his 
second coming, another Judaic and Christian monotheistic 
constant. Nor was Muhammad the only one whose position was 
open to doubt. There are Muslim inscriptions from the Negev in 
which the supplicant entreats not only Allah but also His whole 
retinue to bestow favour upon him: 



A l l a h w m n a salli a n t a w a - m a l a ' i k a t i i k a a l - m u q a r r a b i n 
w a ' a n b i y d h i k a a l - m u r s a l l n wa-fibdduka a l - s d l i h i n ' a i d PN 

Allah! You and Your angels who are nigh unto You, and Your 
prophets who were sent and Your righteous worshippers, be 
inclined (in favour) unto 'Imru al-Qays b. Tamlm (BR 5117, 
from the Negev, 300/912; not reproduced here). 

This phrasing does not state that Allah's entourage is 
subordinate to Him; whether such was understood to be the 
case has yet to be proved. By contrast, a common text 
inscription from Iraq (near Karbalah) dated 64/684 (the 
interregnum; Muxtar in Iraq) has: 

A l l a h u m m a rabb J i b r l l wa-MIkd'U w a - l s r d f l l igfir li PN 

Allahumma, Lord of Gabriel, Michael and 'Israfil,32 forgive 
PN (DKI 163:5-8; source GAP fig. 45). 



This is a subordinationist declaration regarding the three 
archangels: Allah is their r a b b , i.e., they are subordinate to 
Him. And from the same period, there are a few basic class 
(i.e., in my opinion, Judaeo-Christian) inscriptions from Sde 
Boqer which contain a similar subordinationist formula 
regarding Moses and Jesus: Allah is r a b b M u s a w a - ' I s a . This is 
not a variation on the theme of Q 9:20, but a reference to a 
different layer of Judaeo-Christian concepts. Coupling Jesus 
with Moses, the lawgiver who spoke to God face-to-face, gives 
to Jesus the highest rank attainable by the most pious of 
human beings, and has him sharing with Moses the honor of 
serving as an identifier of God. Nonetheless, it makes Allah's 
supreme position, and Jesus' subordination, quite clear. 

3. God's Q u a l i t i e s a n d God's P r e d i c a t e s 

Eulogizing God is a common feature of religious discourse, and 
an essential element of doxology. The wording of the 



descriptions of God in our texts can indicate, to some degree, 
the author's confession. This method of classifying texts is, 
however, at a very rudimentary stage; as more information is 
gathered and sorted in future research, it will, it is hoped, be 
possible to improve our discernment of different groups of 
texts, and to penetrate their laconic language to an 
understanding of their authors* practical conception of God. 

In the basic class God's qualities are expressed succinctly, 
via predicates composed of single words, as in the Beautiful 
Names: ' a l - ' a s m d 3 a l - h u s n a . There may be minimal elaboration 
of the predicate phrase, e.g.: 

3arham al-rdhimin wa-'ahkam al-hdkimm 

the most loving among the loving ones and the best ruler 
among the rulers (facs. 13). 

These predicates are also found strung together in basic class 
inscriptions, to form a chain which itself constitutes the main 



content of the inscription (e.g., facs. 1.9). Such a string of 
predicates implies that liturgical use was the main avenue of 
development; elaboration such as "the most loving among those 
who love" (facs. 1.3) or "the one who knows what is hidden" 
(facs. 1.20) may be seen as similarly rooted in liturgy. For such 
phrases must be placed in their proper literary context, the 
communal, liturgical environment of a particular sect, which 
cannot be understood by a study of the texts that confines 
itself to thematic classification or philological and literary 
comparisons. 

In the Qur'an these and similar predicates also occur, but 
their usage differs. They occur as pausal phrases, e.g., f a - 1 

' l a m u a n n a A l l a h !aziz h a k i m (Q 2:209); f a - f i n n a A l l a h S a d i d 
al-Hqab (Q 2:211). We may see here the employment, for 
literary ends (to demarcate the component l o g i a and point out 
their moral, whether actually implicit in them or attributed to 
them), of the phrases already familiar from liturgical use. Thus 
again, the use of these phrases in pausal function in the Qui°an 
implies that they were part of the l i t u r g i c a l , not just the 
c o n c e p t u a l , environment of the sect that used them. It was the 



phrases thus familiar from liturgical use that were employed for 
literary purposes in the formation of Scripture. 

CONCLUSION 

The real meaning of the many inscriptions from all over the 
Near East lies in the insight they can give us into the spiritual 
and social phenomena which eventually matured into Islam. 
Insofar as we may judge from the evidence so far presented, it 
would appear that the common texts represent the writings of a 
(probably Judaeo-Christian) Arab sect, but not the sect whose 
l o g i a were adopted to form the Qur'an. The subset I call the 
basic class were certainly left by a Judaeo-Christian group, 
whose l o g i a similarly were not adopted into the Arab Scripture. 
Apart from linguistic evidence, such as that given here, 
regarding the absence of various words and phrases in their 
inscriptions versus their occurrence in the Qur'an and Muslim 
texts, there is also the fact that the l o g i a of the basic class are 
not attributed to a prophet specific to that sect, or presented as 



the words of such a prophet, in sharp contradistinction to the 
logia which form the Qur'an, Nonetheless, the texts (prophetical 
l o g i a , in Wansbrough's terminology) out of which the Qur'an 
was canonized reflect a Judaeo-Christian environment lacking in 
specifically Muslim concepts. The basic class texts reflect, 
similarly, a Judaeo-Christian environment and attest its existence, 
in the Negev at least, in the late first and early second 
centuries A.H., while the common texts reflect the most 
widespread form of Arab monotheistic belief during the first 
century, the stratum upon which, as it were, the more 
complicated religious edifices were built. From the fact that the 
Qur'an exhibits a "prophetical" Judaeo-Christianity and the basic 
class does not, I conclude that the general Judaeo-Christian 
sectarian environment was widespread, including at least one 
group defined by adherence to a prophet, whose corpus of 
l o g i a form the basis of the Qur'an. From the fact that the 
Qur'an contains many phrases present in the Muslim inscriptions 
of the late second century A.H. and later, but absent from the 
inscriptions of Hisam's days or earlier, I would conclude that it 
was canonized quite late, i.e., after these phrases had entered 



the religious vocabulary. Our texts demonstrate that this scarcely 
happened before the 'Abbasid era. 
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Chart 1: Content analysis of concepts in three Muslim inscriptions 

• ve rbs of e n t r e a t y : ( n o t e t h a t verbs derived f rom root j.f.r. 
were no t employed) 

1 . 2 6 : 1 

1 . 2 : 5 

1.12 : 8 *D1 J i l 
• verba of confession: 

1.25 : 2 J y i 

1.26 : 3,4,8 
1.12 

• confession of f a i th : 

1.25 : 1 -2 j i - J I ^ j ft 

1 . 2 6 : 8 - 9 UL^i jDVJ U/" 

1.12 : 10-11 ^ t «DU J^ i S ^ J 3 * ^ 

• Al lah (tawh\d) fadam al-iirk) (Chr is to logical def ini t ives) 

1.25 : 3 <1 Juji S «DI Nl 01 S «;l 

1 . 2 6 : 9 - 1 1 J j 3 H j JJIJ H XX* [ J l J U - 1 U » l C\ 

1.12 

• M u h a m m a d 
1.25 : 4 txs- j l j 

1.26 : 5 -7 OS:y.S • • X 'S i sJ-i* i ** O1 

(1.12 : 6-7] [ «DI KTJ) O * xA ] 

( 1 . 1 2 : 5 - 6 ) 

• h u m a n k i n d / a l l t h e c r ea t ed ones 

1.25 : 2 U U 

1.26 : 6 -7 J5>U.I g f r 

1.12 

• r eques t s 
1.25 
1.26 

1 . 1 2 : 8 - 9 j U ' o * * * V ' j J - 1 

Sources: In sc r ip t ions f r o m cen t ra l Negev, nos . M A 4205(14) , here facs. 1.12:5— 
12 ( t h e f a t h e r ) , no d a t e : E K I 261, here facs . 1.25, A H. 1 6 4 / 7 8 0 / 8 1 ; S T 640(34) , 
he re facs. 1 2 6 , A H. 170/786. 



Sclectcd facsimiles 

M A 4 0 9 1 .1 

V j « l l l j i 1 

^ • y 2 

o< r ^ — J 3 

^ 4 

MA 420A 1.2 
J[Jlj ^ 1 

el;I j i - \ j L j <J5 ^ ^ J i / 3 

o y i ( ^ - C J I = ) j j u j i ^ J J I [ j j i o J i 4 

O u J J I 5 

I > i . 6 

> 7 

(in a different hand] 

MA 419 1.3 
wJS JT<J t - y L» ^La* ^ vl—SM f+Ul 1 

O C J I ^ I j 2 

MA 4101 1.4 

tf A J W 2 

3 

MA 4102 1.5 
J j > 1 

o ! ^ ^ A l U ( J ] 2 

U»4j L * 3 

MA 4114 1.6 
V j ^ ' j C - i p 1 

f - i ^ J ^ y . 2 

^ y j * * </. 3 



MA 4132 1.7 
1 

^ o i 2 

O f o S 3 

O i * i j J l l j j O y ' 4 

MA 4137 1.8 

iS-y S O 1 

^ v 2 

U 3 

MA 4138 1.9 
^ 1 

r ^ o i ^ 2 

o j l l«5 y * ^XSJ I* 3 

f ^ J f J u J I J J I ^ J J I 4 

M o l < U l J - j U - J 5 

O ^ j J J l «J L > < ^ 4 ^ 6 

[in a different hand, illegible] 7 

MA4163 1.10 
c K > ) - S O > 1 

<1JI Xft- ^ 2 

U j u . U 3 

S j 4 

[illegible] 5 

MA 4204A 1.11 

C ? P iJ-W iS-t* V j 1 

MA 4205 1.12 
? 1 

«il < J > U j j i . 2 

Oy-I i ^ i i - ^ 3 

OiJ J l 4 



[_*•] 6 

< U I i - r J L - J l 7 

t J - l 8 

j \ J \ j * v i y - l j 9 

S y H 3 [ L ) J J ^ S 1 0 

p i * J l < 1 J I V I 1 1 

y S [ ] ^ 4 J J I j u J j 1 2 

M A 4 2 1 0 1 . 1 3 

1 

f ] 0 f 3 

V j I v - > j O y I 4 

O w > l ^ U l 5 

M A 4 2 5 4 1 . 1 4 

J C j T ^ li j H ^ I 1 

J J O f - 2 

[ » i 1 ^ 3 

o? 4 

< - y i l 5 

J.i 6 

[ a t t e m p t e d d e f a c e m e n t ] 

M A 4 2 6 9 1 . 1 5 

S O ^ M ) ' 1 

2 

o t — # J U J 3 

U - 4 

M A 4 2 9 3 1 . 1 6 

1 

] W ^ r 2 

M A 4 3 1 9 1 . 1 7 



(/• o ^ r ^ 1 2 

3 ^Ai; U JUA-. 3 

dbl ^>1; l y <J 4 

r ^ 1 C1] s 

OKlJC - H ' C ] 6 

MA 4342 1.18 
<UI 1 

V J 2 
3 

4 

MA 4369 1.19 
/ 1 J ^ U U jh I I I 1 

V J ^ r - 2 

o U [ 0 ] 4 

5 

[obliterated] 

MA 4371 1.20 

^ ^ J j J * 1 

O ^ j J j <JS" 2 

3 

f > U viUl 4 

5 

MA 4345 1.21 
r l / ^ b y lot) ^ (N^ 1 

j*-* 5 J * ' J * C J I ^ J U J I J J I O ' l s i t l 2 

MA 4464 1.22 
O J < U I > i 1 

v ^ 2 

|ju» 3 



MA 4467 1.23 

J J j * 1 

2 
3 

—i J 4 

MA 4900 1.24 

J ^ J J 1 

v j U U ^ ^ U 2 

[ O y ] J J I [ V j ] O y l V j 3 

d C - ' l r V j 4 

AH 164 /AD 780 81 EKI 261 1.25 

( ^ J V 1 ^ o e C ? ) tf-fjfc ^ 1 

<131 A ^ i j J U J ^ , 2 

<J o L ^ l V <1J I N l 0 1 S < ; ! 3 

<1 o A j P j j l j [ d r a w i n g ? ] 4 

6 

AH 170/786 ST 640(34) 1.26* 
1 

1 Ju 1 2 

3 

j t J^Aj 4 

5 

6 

Ou^i^* J ' 7 

8 

IJX»I c(j]i I J ^ a ju 9 

JJIJ V I jcI 10 

11 

ijytM* » J 12 



TRANSLATION 

Note: The following are translations of only some of the texts. 
Repeated locutions are translated once only. 

Facsimile 1.2. (related to 1.17). 

: 1 basmala 
: 2 Allah, forgive Mihjan b. SafId 
: 2-3 his transgressions, the first ones and those that followed 
: 3-4 verily you are (list of predicates, cf. translation of L9:3-5). 

Facsimile 1.3 



: 1 Allah, forgive As'at b. 'Isam as he lives and when he dies; 
thus forgive him any transgression he may have committed 
(= at any time). 

: 2 (You are) the most Loving/Compassionate among those who 
love, the most qualified to rule among those who rule. 

Facsimile 1.9 

: 1-2 Allah, forgive As(at b. cIsam 
: 3 his transgressions, the first ones and those that followed 
: 3-5 verily You are the Listener, the Omniscient, the One who is 

on high, Enormous, Mighty, the Ruler, the Considerate, the 
Loving one [or: the Compassionate/the Merciful]. 

: 5 Thus forgive him as he lives and when he dies 
: 5-6 and also he asks Allah (to grant him) the/this sanctuary, so 

that he shall not desist from being in retreat until he is ready 
to depart. 

; 7 Forgive my Lord [in a different hand]. 



Facsimile 1.10 

: 1-2 Forgive, Lord of Moses, Wadln b. cAbdallah 

: 3-4 as he lives: alive and well (lit.: not perished and not 
missing). 

Facsimile L12 

: 1 Forgive Allah [PN] Y b. W [ . . . ] 
: 2-3 alive and well 
: 3-4 Amen Lord of Creation 
; 5-6 May Allah bless/incline to Muhammad 
: 6-7 [Let] peace be upon him with Allah's love 
: 8 I request of Allah a l - j a n n a 
: 9 and I seek protection through Him from the Fire 
: 10-11 There is no strength for us or power but through Allah the 

Enormous 



Facsimile 1.14 

: 1-3 Allah, You whose word was accomplished/fulfilled, You 
whose throne is in the sky and earth is your footstool 

: 3-4 forgive Xalid b, Humran 
: 4-6 any transgression he may have committed (= at any time) 

Note: This recalls Isaiah 66:1: 'Thus saith the Lord: the 
heavens are my throne and the earth is my footstool," We may 
ask whether the phrase was not a part of the common stock of 
monotheistic l o g i a , see 1.19 for another *ar$, 

Facsimile 1.20 



: 1 Forgive my Lord Xalid b. Humran 
; 2-4 his transgression(s)—of every kind—the small one and the 

great, together with (wa-) the latest one and the earliest (pre
vious), the concealed and the disclosed one 

: 4-5 verily You are the Knower of the unknown 

Facsimile 1.24 

: 10-2 Forgive my Lord cUmar b, Jabir 
; 2-3 alive and well 
: 3-4 Amen Lord of Creation, Lord of Moses and Jesus 

Facsimile 1.25 



: 1 Allah [and my Lord(?)] 3 3 Sa'Td b. Yazld 
: 1-2 and He is (f-) an excellent Patron and excellent Helper 
: 2 Sa^d asks Allah and the whole of His creation to testify 
: 3 that there is no God but Allah alone. He has no companion 

with Him (or: nothing is compounded with Him) 3 4 

; 4 and also that Muhammad is His slave and messenger 
: 5 (this was) written in the year 164. 

Facsimile 1.26 

; 1-2 Let Allah be pleased with you, O Sacid 
: 2 this is the testimony of Sa (Id 
: 3-7 (and he) testifies that Muhammad and/as well as Jesus 

and/as well as 'Uzayr (= Ezra) and all creation are subordi
nated worshippers 

; 8-9 and he testifies unto Allah, and Allah suffices as a witness 
: 9-10 that He is One, One, Indivisible3 5 

: 10-11 He does not give birth nor was He born 
: 11-12 (This was) written in the year 170. 
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NOTES 

1. Schacht (1950). 

2. Pines (1984, 1985) 

3. Walker (1941) lviii. The early coins of al-Sam are not dated, 
and in any case do not bear religious legends. 

4. This classification is the founh so far attempted, and like its 
predecessors will no doubt prove to be temporary, 

5. Wansbrough, SM 2 

6. Ibid,, 57. 

1. Abbott, N. (1946). 



8. Wansbrough, referring to epigraphical linguistic evidence, 
notes that: 

"It is important to remember that from the beginning of 
[Classical Arabic's linguistic] evolution to its end the evidence 
is always that of a written language, whatever its pre-history 
may have been. The material is thus always witness to formal 
and/or formalized communication, for which emergence of a 
standard of excellence was not only its organizing principle 
but also its logical conclusion" (Wansbrough, QS 92, emphasis 
added). 

I accept his point, but I would argue that the documents of the first 
and early second centuries A.H., both chancery and popular 
inscriptions, provide us with evidence and examples of the (written) 
idiom of the pre-Islamic period—what we may call the prehistory of 
Islam. 

9. In several articles, listed in the bibliography. 

10. Wansbrough, QS 1. 

11. Al-'Usvs, JUL 



12. I distinguish between Muhammadan and Muslim texts, at least 
at present, according to the conceptions expressed and the idiom 
employed, not merely by whether the Prophet's name and the Triple 
Confession formulae are mentioned, for these are common to both 
the Muhammadan and the Muslim texts. 

13. Those from HiSam's days are recorded under the site codes 
SC and HS, but are not reproduced here. The 'Abbasid texts 
(al-Mahdl and first year of Harun's reign) are reproduced here as 
facs. 1.25-26; they were found at two different sites, YT and ST 
respectively. 

14. Reproduced here as facs. 1.1-1.20. 

15. Two verbs of entreaty have been found in the basic class 
texts at Sde Boqer, construed as a request as part of the 
supplication, not as its opening phrase (here facs. 1.9:5 and 1.19:3). 

16. Henceforth PN. 

17. In one Muhammadan text this root does occur, but in the 
form istiShdd "to take part in battle," not with the meaning "to give 
testimony" (inscription HS 3155:5, not reproduced here). 



18. JUI no. 103, 108/729. 

19. JUI no. 105, undated. 

20. I am not happy with either translation, though they do not 
matter much here, since the excerpt given is intended only to 
demonstrate the context of the kafa phrase. 

21. Compare the terms martyred, martyrion, martys in Lampe, 
Lexicon, 828 col. 1-830 col. 2; and the various forms of bearing 
witness regarding particulars of faith, common in the Rabbinic 
literature. 

22. Lane, Lexicon 2, 675 col. 3. 

23. Idem, 676 col. L 

24. Even in this case I would still argue that j a n n a did not mean 
"paradise." 

25. In the Muslim texts of ca. 300/913 we have, similarly, cases 
where the word Sarfk of the 'adorn al-Sirk was replaced by a dash: 
la—lahu (HR 507); la—k (BR 5135). Neither is reproduced here. 
This I also understand as avoidance of pronouncing the unspeakable. 



26. JUI no. 72, from ca. 113/732. 

27. The term hypostasis (literally "substance") "also came to 
mean individual reality and, from the middle of the fourth century 
onwards, especially in Christological contexts, a 'person' " (ODCC, 
s.v.). 

28. S = the south face, first strip (SJ indicates the south face, 
second strip); A = the first subdivision of the text of the first strip, 
and similarly B = the second subdivision, etc. 

29. See note 22 for an explanation of the divisions of the Dome 
of the Rock text. 

30. The phrase "there is no God but Him" is known from 
Christian inter-sectarian polemic; cf Pines (1984). 

31. Esdras/Ezra: i.e., he who, according to anti-Jewish tradition, 
rewrote the Torah from the memory of the Elders after the copy 
transmitted by Moses had been lost when the First Temple was 
destroyed. This allegation is the "fact" upon which was based the 
claim that the book which the Jews call the Torah is not that which 
Moses transmitted to the Children of Israel. 



32. Tsraf it: the angel who is to blow the horn on the day of 
resurrection (Tafslr al-Jalalayn on Q 6:73; Lane, Lexicon 4, 1351 col. 
3). 

33. I suspect here a scribal blunder, and that the first line should 
be reconstructed thus: [This is the testimony of] Sa'Id b. Yazld: Allah 
[is] my Lord, and He is an excellent patron (etc.) 

34. I understand Sirk as the Greek synihetos, equal to murakkab 
or muSakkal in meaning. It belongs to the vocabulary of polemic: 
synthetos was used derogatively to denounce inter-confessional 
opponents (see Lampe, Lexicon). 

35. Smd: I propose that it means an integer, an indivisible whole, 
a substance which cannot be split apart or compounded. 



P a r t 3 
A QUESTION 
OF LANGUAGE 



3.1 

SYRIAC INFLUENCE ON THE 
STYLE OF THE KORAN 
Alphonse Mingana 

Alphonse Mingana, "Syriac Influence on the Style of the Koran," Bulletin of the John 
Rytands library 11 (1927): 77-98. 



T 
he time has surely come to subject the text of the 

Qur3an to the same criticism as that to which we subject the 
Hebrew and Aramaic of the Jewish Bible, and the Greek of 
the Christian Scriptures. Apart from some stray comparative 
remarks by a few eminent scholars, the only comprehensively 
critical work on the subject is still that of Ndldeke, printed in 
1860, It is to be regretted that in the new edition of Noldeke's 
classical work undertaken by Schwally and Bergstrasser— 
which contains most useful references to an astounding number 
of Arabic printed books and manuscripts—the editors have not 
seen fit to multiply the critical and comparative remarks on the 
sacred text itself. Much useful information can also be gathered 
from another classical study of Noldeke: the Neue B e i t r a g e } 

A veiy recent study on the historical narratives of the 
QurJan has lately been written by J. Horovitz 2 The section 
dealing with proper names (pp. 85-155) is a hill of erudition, 



but I think that in some places he has built too much on the 
Muslim tradition and on the so-called pre-Islamic or early 
Arabian poetry. Setting aside as irrelevant the South Arabian and 
other inscriptions—I believe that we have not a single Arabic 
page on which we can lay our hands with safety and say that 
it is pre-Islamic, and I hold with Margoliouth3 that all the 
edifice of pre-Islamic poetry is shaky and unstable, and that the 
Qur'an is the first genuine Arabic book that we possess. It is in 
place here to repeat what I wrote on this subject in 1920: 

Before the seventh century we are not in a position to know 
how the Arabic poetry was constituted. The numerous poetical 
compositions known as "early Arabian poetry," and represented 
chiefly by the well-known Mufaddaliydt, M u ' a l l a q d t , 
H a m d s a h and J a m h a r a h are enveloped in a thick mist of 
prehistoricity and spuriousness, and in the present state of our 
knowledge we may assert that till fuller light dawns they can 
hardly stand in the domain of a positive study.4 

As we believe the Qurban to be the first Arabic book,5 its 



author had to contend with immense difficulties. He had to 
adapt new words and new expressions to fresh ideas, in a 
language that was not yet fixed by any grammar or 
lexicography. The risk of not being understood did probably 
deter him from coining many new words. The best policy was 
to use for his new idea of Islam the words that were 
understood by his hearers and found in a language akin to his 
that had become an ecclesiastical and religious language 
centuries before his birth and the adherents of which were 
surrounding him in all directions in highly organized 
communities, bishoprics, and monasteries. This is the reason 
why the style of the QurJan is so unlike that of any other 
classical Arabic book. 

In this respect, the author of the Qur'an has certainly much 
merit and originality, and his linguistic difficulties were much 
more formidable than those experienced, for instance, by Paul 
and by the first Christian evangelists, who had to express their 
new ideas in the language of Homer The language of Homer 
had a fine literature behind it; the language of the Qur'an had 
not. As the first Christian writers have left in their lucubrations 



stylistic peculiarities that clearly point to their country of origin, 
which was not the old Athens but the Syrian Hellenistic 
Palestine, so the author of the Qur?an has exhibited stylistic 
idiosyncrasies that stamp his work as being somewhat different 
from the classical Arabic known to us from the eighth century 
downward; his style suffers from the disabilities that always 
characterize a first attempt in a new literary language that is 
under the influence of an older and more fixed literature. This 
older and more fixed literature is, in our judgment, undoubtedly 
Syriac more than any other. 

Among modern scholars who have treated of the question 
of the foreign words found in the Qur'an mention should here 
be made of Fraenkel,6 and Dvorak,7 in the publications of the 
Vienna Academy. If I do not refer more often to these two 
scholars it is simply because I am loath to multiply footnotes 
without great necessity, but it is hardly necessary to state that I 
do not always consider all their conclusions as irrefragable; this 
applies more specially to the second work. Some good 
information may also be gathered here and there from A. 
Siddiki's S t u - d i e n i i b e r d i e P e r s i s c h e n F r e m d w d r t e r i m K l a s s . 



A r a b i s c K 1919. 

So far as the Muslim authors are concerned, the number of 
those who treated of stray the Qur'anic words of foreign origin 
is indeed considerable, and there is no need to mention them 
here by name. Among those who attempted to collect such 
words in a more or less systematic way, we will refer to the 
short poetical pieces of Taj ud-DTn b. Subki and abul-Fadl b. 
Hajar. Both of them, however, have been easily eclipsed by 
Jalal ad-Dm Suyuti—the best Qur'anic critic of Islam—who 
devoted to the subject a special chapter of his well-known 
I t q d n * and wrote on it a short and precise treatise entitled 
M u t a w a k k i l i . 9 We must remark, however, that the very restricted 
knowledge that all the Muslim authors had of the other Semitic 
languages besides Arabic often renders their conclusions very 
unreliable and misleading, and the critic should use great 
caution in handling their books, which at best are only good as 
historical preambles to the subject under consideration. 

I am convinced that a thorough study of the text of the 
Qur'an independent of Muslim commentators would yield a 
great harvest of fresh information. The only qualification needed 



is that the critic should be armed with a good knowledge of 
Syriac, Hebrew, and Ethiopic. In my opinion, however, Syriac is 
much more useful than Hebrew and Ethiopic, as the former 
language seems to have a much more pronounced influence on 
the style of the Qur'an. The only Hebrew textual influence I 
was able to discover bore on the biblical Hebraisms already 
found in the Syriac Peshitta.10 We are also apt to exaggerate in 
our Qur'anic studies the legendary biblical element that 
emanates from Jewish folklore beliefs, and to overlook the fact 
that these legends were already found in scores of apocryphal 
books circulating among the members of the Syrian churches of 
South Syria and Arabia. In this connection we may state with 
some confidence that taking the number 100 as a unit of the 
foreign influences on the style and terminology of the Qur'an 
Ethiopic would represent about 5 percent of the total; Hebrew, 
about 10 percent; the Greco-Roman languages, about 10 percent; 
Persian, about 5 percent; and Syriac (including Aramaic and 
Palestinian Syriac), about 70 percent. 

In the following pages we propose to discuss very briefly a 
f i r s t list of words bearing on some aspects of this Syriac 



influence on the linguistic peculiarities of the Qur'an. The list 
ought to be carefully examined, because if its points are 
established they will modify to a large extent our Qur'anic 
conclusions, which are mainly derived from Muslim writers, the 
best of whom flourished some two hundred years after the 
events. 

The Syriac influence on the phraseology of the Qur'an may 
be considered under six distinct headings: (a) proper names, (b) 
religious terms, (c) common words, (d) orthography, (e) 
construction of sentences, and (f) foreign historical references. 

For the sake of conciseness and in order to save our 
limited space, we shall not add any critical remarks to the 
words that to us seemed to be self-evident and clear even to 
the nonexpert eye.1 1 We propose to deal with the logical 
conclusions to be drawn from the present pages at the end of 
the second list of words, which we will publish in the near 
future. 

So far as the etymology of the common words is 
concerned, it is, of course, always difficult to decide with 



tolerable certainty whether a given Arabic word used in the 
Qur'an is derived directly from the Syriac, Hebrew, or Ethiopic 
languages, or not derived from any of them at all. There are 
thousands of concrete lexicographical words that are identical in 
all the Semitic languages, and no responsible scholar will ever 
contend that any of them is derived from this or that Semitic 
language. This applies especially to p r i m i t i v e vocables such as 
"head," "hand." and the like. Such words belong to the common 
Semitic stock found in all the Semitic languages. For the words 
that are not primitive and common to all the Semitic languages 
but found in some of them only to the exclusion of others, I 
have found the following considerations worthy of attention: 

(a) With all words, whether concrete or abstract, we must 
consider first the grammatical and lexicographical genius 
of this or that Semitic language and see how the 
Qur'anic words fit in with it; and second, the nearest 
form presented by the Qur'anic words as compared with 
the corresponding words found in this or that Semitic 
language. 



(b) With exclusively concrete words we must consider the 
history, and the geography and topography of the land, 
of this or that Semitic people, and examine the extent 
to which the Qur'anic words fall in harmony with them. 

(c) With exclusively abstract words we must consider which 
of the Semitic nations first acquired literary civilization, 
and which of them by force of circumstances or by its 
proximity to the Hijaz was more likely to exercise a 
direct influence on its language in this or that special 
branch of literature. 

For a general view of the mutual relations that bind all the 
Semitic languages together, the following works need no special 
recommendation from me: Wright's C o m p r e h e n s i v e G r a m , of 
t h e Sem. L a n g . , Brockel- mann's G r u n d r i s s , Zimmern's Verg. 
G r a m . d. Sem. S p r a c h e n , and the well-known works of Noldeke 
on the subject. 



L PROPER NAMES 

The proper names of biblical personages found in the Qur'an 
are used in their Syriac form. Such names include those of 
Solomon, Pharaoh, Isaac, Ishmael, Israel, Jacob, Noah, 
Zachariah, and Mary. The other biblical names used in the 
Jewish sacred books have the same spelling in Syriac and in 
Hebrew- The following names need some explanation. 

S o l o m o n a n d P h a r a o h . The Hebrew names are s l o m o h and 
p r e h with a final he, and for Solomon with two vowels d; so 
the Arabic S u l a y m a n and F i r ' a w n (with a final n u n ) of the 
Qur'an could only have emanated from the Syriac forms of the 
two names S l y m w n and p r ' w n . (The Ethiopic form of the last 
name has the vowel i under the pe.) The penultimate a l i p h of 
the modern pronunciation S u l a y m a n is a later addition of the 
scribes. We must here remark that the penultimate w o w of the 
Syriac name is also missing in many ancient books, and the 



name appears as Slmn in manuscripts written before the time of 
Muhammad. See the Brit Mus. Syr. MS. Add., 14, 602 ff, 82a 
and 84b. 1 2 The manuscript itself is of the end of the sixth or 
at the latest of the beginning of the seventh Christian century. 

I s a a c . Here also the Arabic I s h a q is without doubt derived 
from the Syriac *yshq and not from the Hebrew yshq or ys'hq 
(with a y o d h ) . 1 3 

I s h m a e l a n d I s r a e l . The same remark applies to Ishmael and 
Israel- Their Qur'anic equivalents, Isma'il (or Ismail) and Israel 
(with or without h a m z a h ) , are exactly the Syriac >$myl and >sryl 
or >sr y l and not the Hebrew y£ m { , l [yiS c m a c e ' l ] and ysYl 
[yis'rd'el]. For references to some Arabic inscriptions bearing on 
the name "Ishmael," see Horovitz, K o r a n i s c h e , p- 92, and 
Hartmann's A r a b i s c h e F r a g e , pp. 182, 252 sqq. 

J a c o b . To a certain extent the form of the name of Jacob 
is also more Syriac than Hebrew: Ya'qub (Arabic) = y e q w b 
(Syriac), but in Hebrew y ' q b \ y a ( a q d b ] with a short p a t a h for 
the fe and without a long vowel. The name occurs five times 
only in the Hebrew Massoretic text with the long vowel 



[yacqdb] and a quiescent ce as in Arabic and Syriac, and it is 
very probable that they represent a more modern pronunciation 
of the name. 

N o a h . The Hebrew n o h a is somewhat remote and the 
Arabic N u h is exactly the Syriac and the Ethiopic: n w h . 

Z a c h a r i a h . Here also the Arabic Z a k a r i y y a 3 is the Syriac 
zkry' with an a l a p h and not its Hebrew form with a he, or the 
Ethiopic Z a k a r i a s (taken from the Greek). 

Mary, Note the difference in the first vowel of the word; 
Arabic and Syriac M a r , but the Massoretic text M i r . It should 
be observed, however, that according to the Massorah to the 
Targum of Onkelos 1 4 on Exod. 15:20, M a r y a m was also the 
Targumic pronunciation. In Ethiopic both syllables are long; 
M a r y a m . 

There is not a single biblical name with an exclusively 
Hebrew pronunciation in the whole of the Qui°an. So far as the 
names Ishmael, Israel, and Isaac are concerned, we may remark 
that their deviation from the Hebrew pronunciation is all the 
more remarkable because in them the author (or the editor of 



the Qur'an) is running counter to the genius of the Arabic and 
Hebrew languages to follow that of Syriac. It is well known 
that the letter of the third person singular of the aorist is both 
in Hebrew and Arabic a y d d h , which in Hebrew precedes the 
above proper names, and it would have been much more 
natural that their Arabic form should have been, for instance, 
YasmaHl, and Yashaq with a yd' than ' I s m a i l and Tshdq with an 
aliph—forms which have been used by the Syrians in order to 
retain as much as possible the original pronunciation of the 
Hebrews, inasmuch as the letter of the third person singular of 
the aorist is in their language a n u n and not a y d d h as in 
Arabic and Hebrew. 

Another very remarkable fact emerging from all the above 
words is their pronunciation. I am at present engaged in the 
study of the early history of Christianity in Arabia as a sequel 
to my E a r l y Spread of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n C e n t r a l A s i a , and E a r l y 
Spread of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n I n d i a , published in 1925 and 1926, 
respectively- From that study it will be seen that the majority 
of the Christians round about Hijaz and South Syria belonged 
to the Jacobite community and not to that of the Nestorians. 



This was the state of affairs even in the middle of the ninth 
Christian century, in which a well-informed Muslim apologist, 

( A l i b. Rabban al-Tabari, was able to write: "What (Christians) 
are found among the Arabs except a sprinkling of Jacobites and 
Melchites."1 5 

Now the pronunciation used in the Arabic proper names 
mentioned above is that of the Nestorians and not that of the 
Jacobites. The latter say i s h m o l l , i s r o i l and I s h o q , etc., and not 
I s h m d % l s r d % and I s h d q , as they appear in the Qui°an. 

The Greco-Roman world is seemingly represented by two 
names only: that of the prophet Jonas, who figures as yunus, 
and that of the prophet Elijah, whose name is written Ilyds, 
and once as Ilydsin (sic) for the sake of the rhyme (XXXVII. 
130). It is highly probable, however, that these two names were 
borne by Christian Syrians and that they were taken direct 
from them; indeed, many men of the Jacobite, Nestorian, 
Melchite, and Maronite Syrians had from the third Christian 
century names either completely Greek or with a pronounced 
Greek termination only. The number of such men literally 
amounts to thousands. As an illustration of the final s i n , we 



may remark here that many Syrians were called Y o h a n n i s for 
Yohanna (John), M a t t a e u s for M a t t a i (Matthew), Thomas for 
T h o m a (Thomas), and so on. 

That the view we have here exposed is the only right one 
is borne out by the fact that in Palestinian Syriac the form of 
the two names is I l y d s 1 6 and Y u n u s } 7 as in the Qur'an. In 
Ethiopic both names appear also as I l y a s and Yunus, but from 
the Syriac vocable (dhu-n) n u n , "(he of the) fish," by which 
the QurJan names Jonah (XXI.87), it is more probable to 
suppose that he got his name also from the Syrians. 

By applying the Syriac method of proper names, we will be 
able to throw light on some strange forms of names used in the 
Qur'an. To express "John" the Qui°an of our days has the 
strange form Yahya. I believe, with Margoliouth,1 8 that the 
name is almost certainly the Syriac Y o h a n n a n . In the early and 
undotted Qur'ans the word stood as which could be read 
Yohanna, Y o h a n n a n , or Yahya, and the Muslim quira' who knew 
no other language besides Arabic, adopted the erroneous form 
Yahya. I am absolutely unable to agree with Lidzbarski 1 9 that 
this curious name is an old Arabic one. 



So far as the word cIsa (the name given to Jesus in the 
Qui°an) is concerned, it was apparently in use before 
Muhammad, and it does not seem probable that it was coined 
by him. A monastery in South Syria, near the territory of the 
Christian Ghassanid Arabs, bore in 571 c.E. the name ' I s a n t y a h , 
that is to say, "of the followers of Jesus,1' i.e., of the 
Christians. See fol. 84b of the Brit. Mus. Syr. MS. Add., 14, 
602, which is of the end of the sixth, or at the latest of the 
beginning of the seventh century.20 The Mandean pronunciation 
<Iso2i is of no avail as the guttural (e has in Mandaic the simple 
pronunciation of a hamzah. The Mandean pronunciation is 
rather reminiscent of c I s o , as the name of Jesus was written in 
the Marcionite Gospel used by the Syrians.22 

II. RELIGIOUS TERMS 

Almost all the religious terms found in the Qur'an are derived 
from Syriac. In this category we will include such terms as: 



A r a b i c Syriac 

kahin from k h n \ priest (LII.29; LXIX.42) 
masih from m $ y h \ the Christ (111.40 and passim) 
qissis from qsy&\ Christian priest^ (VS5) 
din (in the sense of) last judgment from dyn* (1.3, etc) 
safara from jpr\ scribes (LXXX.115) 
mathal from m t i \ parable24 (in an evangelical sense; 

frequently used) 
furqdn from p w r q n \ salvation25 (11.50 and passim) 

tdghut from Vywt \ error, infidelity (11.257 passim) 
rabbdnl from r b n \ perceptor,26 doctor (111.73; V.48 

and 68) 
q u r b a n from q w r b n \ sacrifice (IIL179 and passim) 
qiydma from qymt\ resurrection (frequently used) 
malakut from m l k w t \ Kingdom of Heaven (VI.75 and 

passim) 



j a n n a from 

malakfmalok from 

ruh at-qudus from 

nafs from 

w a q q a r a from 
aya from 
Afiflft from 

ialfd from 

soma from 

W^j i 'a from 

fetflfcra from 
dhabahu from 
tajolla from 

raftfra/fa from 

qaddasa from 
fo76 from 
fw&J from 

ptf*. the Garden, i.e., H e a v e n (fre
quently used) 
m l ' k \ angelT frequently used in the sin
gular and plural 
rwh qwdS', (he Spirit of Holiness (Holy 
Spirit) (XVI. 104) 
npS ', die spiritual soul (frequently 
used} 
yqr, to glorify God (XLV111.9) 
t '. sign, verse (frequently used] 
'th 1 (ancient Nestorian pronunciation 
Allahtt). God. The pre-Islamic word for 
deity seems to be represented by the 
form I t a h 
sly, he prayed, and its derivative s a l a l 
[salwah] (Arabic), from .? Iwio-
(Syriac), prayer 
sm+ he fasted, and its derivative 
sanatta, from swm', fast 
h l \ he sinned, and its derivative 
khafi'a, from h!yl' (Syriac), sin 
iq>r, he denied die faith 
d h h \ sacrifice (XXXVIL107) 
'igty, to reveal oneself (said of God), 
VIL139 
Sbh, he glorified God, and all its deriv
atives 
qdS, he glorified God (II.28) 
hwbcrime (IV.2) 
tivjf?', blessed be! beatitude (Xm.28) 



This dependence of the Qur'an upon Syriac religious terms 
is also visible in the theological expressions, such as tight u p o n 
l i g h t (= light from light), of XXIV.35 (where n u r from n w h r % 
and in all semibiblical quotations or inspirations, such as the 
story of the camel and the eye of the needle (VII.39), where 
j a m a l like gml> in Matt. 19:24, and the idea of God causing to 
die and to live (LIII.45), where ' a m d t a and 'ahyd, like J m y t and 
'hy in 1 Sam. 2:6, where the Hebrew is in the second form. 

The same applies to biblical events and facts, such as tufan 
(VH.130; X X I X . 13), flood, from t w p n \ and s a l a b a from s i b , t o 
crucify, as applied to Christ (IV. 156). As such we will also 
count, m a n n a , from m n ' 2 7 (11.54; VII.160; XX.82), s a l w d , q u a i l , 
from slwy (ibid.), }asbdt, t r i b e s , from Sbt\ Another category of 
verbal Syriacisms is to be found in the literally translated Syriac 
words; as such we will count the frequently used r a s u l . A p o s t l e , 
from 5 l y h \ and, k a l i m a , Word (of God) from m l t J (IV. 169 and 
passim). 

I believe that in the above list, the words, the Syriac origin 
of which could be denied, are very few. The list could be 



increased by scores of other words, but the above vocables are 
sufficient for the purpose of this first list. The only Qur'anic 
religious terms that betray Hebraic influence are the two 
technical terms of taurat—Torah, and T a h i t i , "ark" (11.49; 
XX.39) . 2 8 The same may to some extent be said of the late 
Aramaic, J a h a n n a m , "hell," which lacks a m l m in Classical 
Syriac- The word M a t h a n i , in XV.87 and XXXIX.24, is obscure, 
and its connection with the technical word m i s h n a h is quite 
possible but not certain. On the other hand, h a b r , "doctor," is 
both Syriac and Hebrew, with a slight change in the meaning. 

The Jewish influence on the religious vocabulary of the 
Qur'an is indeed negligible. 

In spite of the close and intimate relations that existed 
between Hijaz and Abyssinia, relations that were strengthened 
(if we are to believe the Muslim historians on this subject) by 
the fact that the early Muslims took refuge with Najashi, the 
King of Abyssinia, the only Ethiopic religious influence on the 
style of the Qur'an, is in the word h a w a r i y u n , "Apostles." It is 
also possible that the word suhuf, "leaves, sheets," may have 
been inspired by the corresponding Ethiopic word. 



Here also we must remark, as we did in the case of the 
Qur'anic proper names, that the pronunciation of the above 
Syriac religious terms is that in use among the Nestorians and 
not the Jacobites. The latter say f u r q d n and not f u r q d n , q u r b o n 
and not q u r b a n , q a s h l s h and not qashshish (with a s h a d d a h ) , 
and so on. 

III. COMMON WORDS 

There are words in the Qur'an that are somewhat uncommon in 
Arabic but quite common in Syriac. As such we will count: 



A r a b i c Syriac 

Q u r a n 2 9 

h us ban 

m u h a y m i n 
nun 
tur 
t a b a r a 

shani'a 
bariyya 
'aqna 
h a n a n 
'umm 
ubb 
misk 

t n a q a l i d 

istabraq 

from 

from 

from 

from 

from 

from 

from 

(in the sense of) 

from 

from 

(in the sense of) 

from 

from 

from 

from 

qryn' (Qur'an), a technical Syriac word 
to mean scriptural lesson, or reading 
hwSbn', numbering (VI.96;XVIIJ.38; 
LV.4) 
mhymn\ faithful (V52; LBC25) 
mvn', fish (XXI S7) 
twr", mountain (XX 82 and passim) 
tbr, he defeated, destroyed (XXV 4] 
and passim) 
sn'\ hater (CVHL3; of. also V.3, 11) 
creation from bryt' (XCVUL5-6J 
•qny, to cause to possess (LIII.49) 
fam', grace (XIX.14) 
metropolis, from >my (VI.92, etc.) 
ibba or abba, fruit (LXXX31) 
mushk, musk (LXXXIII26) [The 
word is possibly of Persian origin, but 
it passed into the Qui°im through 
Syriac J 

qelld, key (XXXIX 63; XLIL10). [The 
word is of Persian origin, but it passed 
into the Qur'an through Syriac. The 
proof is in the letter Qaf ] 
istabarg, silk brocade (LXXVL21). 
[The word appears to be of doubtful 
origin, but it passed into the Qurban 

through Syriac.]30 



Many of the above words are wholly Syriac, and no amount 
of lexicographical and grammatical subtlety will, in our 
judgment, succeed in Arabicizing n u n , Tu r, or m u h a y m i n , and 
the like. I believe also with Fraenkel31 that the word a s d t l r in 
VL25, etc., is the Syriac >$tr\ "writing, archives, any written 
thing." The meaning of "legends, stories," given to the word by 
the Muslim commentators, is arbitrary, a device to give a sense 
to a sentence that they could not understand, and is not 
warranted either by the etymological meaning of the root, or 
by its comparison with the other Semitic languages.32 

Another Syriac word in the Qui°an is r a h m a n , 
c o m p a s s i o n a t e , from r h m n \ and the recently discovered B o o k 
of t h e H i m y a r i t e s ^ shows that the word was used in Yaman 
before the time of the Prophet. 

The Palestinian form of Syriac is represented in the Qur'an 
by the word s a d l q , sdyq, a j u s t m a n , and its derivatives. In 
Classical Syriac the first letter is a Z a y n [z] but in Hebrew a 
SddhS [s]. 

The Greco-Roman world is indirectly represented by the 



three following words, which refer to the state technicalities of 
currency, weight, and measure: d e n a r i u s (111.36), d r a c h m 
(XII.20), and, Q i n t d r (111.68, etc). These are of no importance, 
and it is highly probable that d i n a r and Q i n t d r have passed 
into the Qur'an through the intermediary of the Syriac d y n r 3 and 
q n t r \ This has actually taken place with q i r t d s %apr\<; (VI.7 and 
91), which has almost certainly passed into the Qur'an through 
the Syriac qrtysK The same may possibly be said of q i s t d s 
(XVH37; XXVL182), b a l a n c e , measure. The spelling ^ c r ^ q , 
however, is nearer to the Arabic form with a final s i n (s) than 
the corresponding Syriac qsV\ on the other hand, what about the 
first Qdf [q], which is decidedly Syriac? The word, however, 
represents a technical term of weight as used in the Near and 
Middle East, and the editor of the Qur'an wrote it as it was 
pronounced in his day probably by the Palestinian Syrians. Can 
the same be said of sundus, from crovSui;, red c o l o r e d cloth 
(XVIIL30)? 

We believe it to be quite possible that the word Hblis, "the 
evil one," is derived from d i a b o l u s , through a confusion of the 
initial d a l [d] with an a l i p h by an early qari, or the first editor 



of the Qur'an- This is not absolutely impossible with some 
ancient forms of the above two letters. The connection of the 
word with the verb b a i a s a is artificial, and, if accepted, would 
throw us into a non-Arabic and an altogether non-Semitic form 
of substantives that would baffle a critic. Still more remarkable 
is the frequently used word j i n n , J i n n s , which is closely 
associated with the Latin g e n i i ; and equally remarkable are the 
words q a l a m , pen, which is reminiscent of KctXapw, c a l a m u s , 
and the word sijill (XXI. 104), which is undoubtedly taken from 
oiyiXX IOV, s i g i l l u m , through the Syriac sygylywn. The words 
used to express precious stones such as m a r j a n (LV.22), and 
y d q u t (LV.58), are cosmopolitan, and may have been taken 
either from Syriac or from Greek, but more probably from 
Syriac. 

As an instance of the curious relation that often exists 
between the Semitic languages, we may remark that it is 
possible that saut (LXXXIX, 12)—if it can be taken in the 
sense of "outpour, flood"—has some connection with the 
Ethiopic s o t a . u The commentators, however, give to the word 
the sense of "lashes, strokes of a whip" from the Syriac 



(Nestorian) S h a u t a . Perhaps the word may also be compared 
with the Syriac S h u b t a (Nestorian pronunciation: Shuta), "molten 
metal." 

Another instance of the curious results that arise from a 
linguistic comparison of the Semitic languages with one another 
is to be found in the root f a t a h a (XXVI. 118; XXXII.28), which 
seems to require in the context the sense of "to judge between, 
judgment"; a meaning that the word possesses in Ethiopic, 3 5 

As in the case of religious terms, the list of Arabic 
common words represented in, or derived from, Syriac could be 
increased literally by scores of others. 

No other language is represented in the Qur'an. Here as in 
the two previous categories the pronunciation of all the above 
Syriac words is Nestorian and not Jacobite. 

IV. ORTHOGRAPHY 



There are numerous words in the Qur'an that by their 
orthography betray Syriac influence. The following grammatical 
features will be sufficient for our purpose. 

(a) h a y a w a , "life," from h y w t ' ; s a l a w a t , "prayer," from 
sJwt*\ and so on. 

(b) The elimination of the a l i p h of prolongation, answering 
to the Syriac vowel Z a q a p h a , for example, b i n t , 
"daughters " for b a n d t under the influence of the Syriac 
b n t . A l l such plural words are written without a l i p h in 
the ancient manuscripts of the Qur°an. 

(c) The retention of the yd1 [y] in the defective verbs when 
joined to pronouns, for example, 'ajtabiyah (however, in 
Egyptian Stans-dard text = verse 122 [Flugel]/121 
^ a j t a b d h u ) (XVI. 122), "he chose him," for 'ajtabah 
(Syriac g b y h y ) . The yd* [y] as a substitute for the a l i p h 
is written in all the ancient manuscripts of the Qur'an in 



the cases under consideration, and is undoubtedly under 
Syriac influence. 

(d) We all know that in the oldest manuscripts of the 
Qur'an, thick dots take the place of the short (and 
occasionally of the long) vowels. I believe that these 
dots are almost certainly derived from the Syriac 
Massoretic p u h h d mis or n u q z i , which fill the same 
purpose in difficult or ambiguous words. 

V CONSTRUCTION OF SENTENCES 

(a) There is a sentence in which the use of h u l l denotes a 
well-known Syriac expression by means of the corresponding 
k l 7 an expression absolutely foreign to the Arabic language. 

Sura XI. 121 says: w a k u l l a n naqussu ( a l a y k a m i n 
^anbaH-r-rusuli m a n u t h a b b i t u b i h i f u ' d a k a , which translated 
literally means: " A l l we relate to thee from the stories of the 



Apostles is to confirm thy heart thereby." This k u l l betrays the 
Syriac k u l l used in phrases with the above Qur'anic meaning 
and construction, for example, k l h g y r d n h t ISywly d n h 1 myt3^ 
To explain away the difficulty the commentators resort to 
absolutely useless compromises. 

Tabari (Tafsir, XII.87) says that the basriyun think that k u l l 
is in the accusative because it is a m a s d a r to naqussu, (a queer 
masdar\\ but he prefers the opinion that the word is an 
i d a f a h ? 1 which is obviously inaccurate. The same thing may be 
said of Zamakhsharfs opinion (Kashshaf, p. 637) that the word 
n a b ' is understood after k u l l The same is asserted by NTsaburi 
(GhardHb, XIL90) and by Baydawl ( A n w a r , 1.582), edit. Bulak, 
1296 A.H.). That the resort to idafah is a worthless compromise 
is borne out by the fact (a) that there is no second term of 
idafah, (b) that the aliph and tanw'm of h u l l render the 
existence of any idafah almost out of the question. 

(b) There is a sentence in which the demonstrative pronouns 
are used immediately after the personal pronouns, in the same 
way as they are used in Syriac, but not in Arabic 



Sura IL79 has: t h u m m a ' a n t u m h a T t l a ' i t a q t u l u n a 'anfusakum. 
"Then are you the very persons who kill yourselves/* The use 
of h a w i l a 3 is here very peculiar and denotes the Syriac h d l a i n . 
The use of demonstrative pronouns without the relative 
pronouns, when followed by a verb the action of which they 
tend to corroborate, is Syriac and not Arabic. 

Zamakhshari (Kashshdf p. 87) has no good reason to offer 
for the anomaly. Baydawl ( A n w a r , i . , 95) evades the difficulty 
by giving an example of a demonstrative pronoun ( a n t a d h a k a ) , 
which is obviously irrelevant. Tabari (Tafsir, 1.314) quotes Abu 
Ja'far, to the effect that a vocative y d or such word as qaum 
are understood after a n t u m , and refers to some other devices 
which are really useless. Nisaburi ( G h a r d ' i b i., 328) believes 
that a n t u m is a "mubtada'," and "hawila' " its "khabar," by 
inserting between the two some such words as b a J d a d h a l i k a , 
and quotes also the KOfiyun to the effect that the demonstrative 
pronoun has replaced here the relative in a way that they 
cannot understand. 

(c) There is a sentence in which the word shay\ 



"something," is under the influence of the Syriac m d m , 
s o m e t h i n g , used in a meaning not sanctioned by the genius of 
the Arabic language. 

Sura L X . 11 says: w a Hn f d t a k u m shay3um m i n 3 a z w d j i k u m 
3la-l-kuf- f a n . "And if any of your wives escape from you to 
the unbelievers," I believe that the word s h a i 3 applied to a 
human being is not Arabic at all, and betrays the Syriac 
m i d d a i m , which is applied to reasonable beings (n S'mdm). 

This s h a i 3 is an unsurmountable difficulty to the 
commentators, who resort in it to worthless compromises. To 
avoid the difficulty Ibn MasJud (in Zamakhshari's Kashshdf, p. 
1475) changed s h a i into a h a d . Baydawl ( A n w a r , 11.516) believes 
that it refers to the dowry of the wives ( s h a i ' u n m i n 
m u h u r i h i n n a ) , which is obviously against the context. Tabari 
(XXVIII.49) evades the difficulty and speaks only of the dowry. 
NTsaburi (GhardHb, XXVIIL45) says that s h a i 3 means here 
a h a d , but like Baydawl makes also mention of the fact that it 
may refer to the dowry of the wives, and he finally registers 
the opinion of some linguists that s h a i 3 is here used for 
"emphasis" or "derision." This uncommon interpretation is also 



found in Zamakhsharl and Baydawi (in l o c ) . 

(d) There are in the Qur'an many sentences in which the 
Arabic word used does not fit in with the meaning required by 
the context, but when compared with its Syriac equivalent its 
right meaning becomes clear; for example: 

Sura XLVIIL12 says: w a ^ a n a n t u m i a n n a -s-saw3i w a 
k u n t u m q a w m a n b u r a n . "(But you believed that the Apostle and 
the believers would not come back to their families, and this 
appeared pleasing in your hearts), and you believed wrongly 
and you were ill advised people." 

The word b u r has been translated as meaning "worthless, 
rogue" or "an undone people," which does not suit the context. 
Is it not the transliteration of the Syriac b u r that means 
"ignorant, i l l advised"? The same meaning seems also to be 
more suitable in X X V , 19. 

In Sura X X X V I E . 2 , occurs the sentence: f a n d d u w a lata 
h i n a m a n d s i n . "And they cried but no time was it of escape." 
Let us admit frankly that this l a t is a barbarous anomaly in the 
Arabic language, and scores of pages have been written about it 



by Muslim commentators and grammarians without advancing 
our knowledge one iota, I believe that it is almost certainly the 
Syriac, lyt, "there is not, there was not," a contraction of I3 yt. 
This is also the opinion of SuyutI (Mutawakkili, p. 54) and of 
some other Muslim writers.38 In many ancient manuscripts of 
the Qui°an, the word is spelt l a t or layt, and the aliph of 
prolongation has been added or substituted for the ya3 by later 
q u r r a \ as they have done for thousands of other words with a 
medial yd3. See above the mark (c) in section 4, "orthography" 
{p. 184). 

VI. FOREIGN HISTORICAL REFERENCES 

(a) In Sura XVIII.82 sqq., there is an account of the well-known 
legend of Alexander the Great. The Macedonian conqueror first 
went westward and found the sun setting in a black muddy 
spring, and then he journeyed eastward and discovered that 
below the two mountains between which he was standing lived 



people who could scarcely understand speech. They implored 
Alexander to set a rampart between them and a wicked people 
called Ydjuj and Mdjuj. Yielding to their entreaties, Alexander 
erected a wall of pig iron across the opening between the two 
mountains, fused it into a solid mass of metal, and strengthened 
it by pouring molten brass over the whole. 

The Romance of Alexander is found in many languages; in 
Greek (that of Pseudo-Callisthenes, about 200 c.E.); in Latin 
(that of Julerius Valerius, about 340 C . E . , and of Leo the 
Archpresbyter, eleventh century); in Armenian (unknown date, 
but probably from the Greek); in Syriac (written about the 
beginning of the seventh, but known at the beginning of the 
sixth century); in Ethiopic (unknown date, but centuries after the 
Arab invasion); and in Coptic (about the ninth century). Later 
versions include the Persian, the Turkish and, m i r a b i l e d i c t u , the 
Malay and the Siamese. 

The best study of the Romance is to our knowledge that of 
Noldeke,3 9 who wrote after the publication of the Syriac text of 
the story by Budge.4 0 From the works of Jacob of Serug we 
know, however, that the story was well known in Syriac circles 



prior to 520 c.E. Of all the above peoples to whom the 
Romance was known in one form or another, the only ones 
who could have influenced the Qur°an were the Syrians and the 
Ethiopians; but since we have no evidence that the Ethiopians 
knew anything of the story in the Prophet's lifetime,41 we have 
only the Syrians left from whom the Prophet, or the editor of 
the Qur'an, could have derived his information. This may be 
corroborated by the following considerations: 

(1) Al l the early versions write the word "Gog" only as 
G o g , while the Qur'an writes it as A g o g 4 1 or, more generally, 
y a - g o g (with an a l i p h or with a yd3 and an a l i p h at the 
beginning). In a poem by Jacob of Serug written toward the 
beginning of the sixth Christian century on the Romance of 
Alexander and Gog and Magog, the word constantly occurs 
with an initial a l a p h as A - g o g . 4 3 This Syriac spelling has 
probably influenced the Arabic form of the word as used in the 
Qur'an- There is even a verse in the Syriac text4 4 in which the 
author seems to derive A - g o g from A g o g a = dytoydt;, "stream, 
aqueduct." 

(2) In the Greek of Pseudo-Callisthenes, Alexander is a 



pagan king. In the Qur'an Alexander becomes a pious man and 
a messenger of Allah. This idea could have emanated only 
from Syrians, with whom, I do not know for what reason, the 
Macedonian j a h d n - g u s h d had become a messenger and a 
prophet of God. Al l the poem of Jacob of Serug mentioned 
above is based on such an assumption.45 

(b) In Sura XXII. 17, occurs the word m a j u s , Magians* I 
believe that this word is from Syriac mgwX* 4 6 and that the 
Prophet or the editor of the Qur'an had heard of Magians only 
from Syrians and not from Greeks, Persians, or any other 
people, because curiously enough the word is meant in the 
Qur'anic text to be in the plural form from an hypothetical 
singular, the nature of which we cannot guess with certitude. 
Now in Syriac, contrary to Greek and Persian, the form of the 
word does not change in its consonants when passing from 
singular into plural, and the Prophet or the editor of the Qur'an 
used the term in the plural of Syriac and not that of Arabic, as 
he heard it pronounced in his time. This difficulty was so 
keenly felt by post-Qur'anic Muslim authors that from the 
plural form of the word as used in the Qur'an they created (as 



if it was a gentilic and ethnic vocable) a singular form, m a j u s l 

Etymologically, the Syriac word itself is derived from the 
Persian m u g h (in Zend Moghu), "a fire worshipper." 

(c) The Christians are called in the Qur'an n a s d r d , which I 
take to be from the Syriac n s r y ' . Indeed there is no other 
language besides Syriac in which the word "Christians" is 
expressed by the word n a s a r a or anything near it. Further, in 
many ancient documents, the Syriac word n a s r a y a is applied 
exclusively to Christians without any reference at all to the 
"Nazarenes." The Martyr, Simon bar Sabbac6, the great Patriarch 
of the East, is in 341 c.E. called the "head of the N a s r d y e " 4 7 

that is, of the Christians. A l l Christians are called n a s r a y e in 
the life of the same saint written about the end of the fourth 
century.48 The same name is also applied to them in more than 
one hagiographical piece emanating from writers whose country 
was situated within the boundaries of the Sassanian Empire. 
Saint Pethion was asked in 447 c.E.: "Which benefits have 
accrued to thee from thy connection with the N a s r a y e ? ^ that 
is, Christians. A Zoroastrian Persian general living before the 
Arab invasion sends a word to his Byzantine Christian opponent 



to observe a certain feast "because of the Jews and N a s r a y e 
(i.e., Christians) that are found in my army."50 There is no 
need to give more examples, but we will allude to the fact that 
in the Romance of Julian the Apostate alone N a s r a y a is used 
several times to express a Christian.51 

There is no doubt whatever that in the Persian Empire, and 
to some extent also in the Roman Empire, the Christians were 
called by non-Christians n a s r a y e (the N a s a r a of the Qur'an), 
and that the Prophet took the word from the Syrians. 

(d) In XI.46, mention is made of the fact that the ark of 
Noah stood on a mountain called j u d i . Few scholars will be 
inclined to deny the fact that this queer word is the Syriac q r d w , 
the mountain on which according to the Peshitta Version (Gen. 
8:4) and the Targum (contrary to all the other versions of the 
Bible which call the mountain A r a r a t ) the ark of Noah stood 
above water. The Prophet or the editor of the Qur'an had heard, 
therefore, the story of Noah and his flood only from Syrians. 
The reading of a w d w for a r a } (the difference between the two 
letters is very slight in Arabic script) may be ascribed to an 
early kari or to the editor of the Qur'an himself. The 



pronunciation of the initial Qdf as Gdf is used even in our days 
by almost all the Arabs of the desert, with whom every Qdf is 
invariably a gdf No other explanation of the word J u d i seems to 
me worth mentioning. 

(e) Frequent use is made in the Qur'an of the word hanlf 
which I take to be derived from the Syriac h n p \ p a g a n . This is 
also the opinion of some Muslim writers themselves.52 In its 
singular form the word is used as follows: in 11.129; III.89; 
VI.79 and 162, XVI . 121 and 124, all in connection with 
Abraham being a haritf and not a m u s k r i k ; in IIL60 in con
nection with Abraham being neither a Jew nor a Christian, nor 
a m u s h r i k , but a hanlf In IV.124 Abraham is a hanlf In X.105 
and XXX.29 the Prophet himself is ordered to be a hanlf. In its 
plural form the word is used in XXII.32, where the faithful are 
ordered to be hanifs but not m u s h r i k s , and in XCVIII.4, where 
they are ordered to be hanifs and pray and give alms. 

The Syriac derivation of the word offers to my mind no 
difficulty at all. The real difficulty lies in the fact that the word 
is used in a good sense in the Qui°an wherein it is almost 
synonymous with "Muslim." To this difficulty I can offer no 



decisive solution, but I will tentatively propose the following 
considerations: 

(1) On the one hand, the Prophet must have heard many 
Christians say of him that since he was neither a Jew nor a 
Christian, he was by necessity a hanfa; on the other hand, he 
must have also heard from them that Abraham was likewise a 
hanfa: a perfectly true assertion. By its association with the 
great Patriarch Abraham, revered and respected by both 
Christians and Jews, the word hanfa came to acquire with 
Muhammad a good and praiseworthy meaning. This is the 
reason why the Prophet is at some pains to emphasize the fact 
that Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian, but a hanfa, 
and wishes also his own religion to be h a n j u t h a , 

(2) To express "idolatry" and "idolater," the Qur'an uses 
some forms of the root s h a r a k a , which means "to associate." 
Now this "association" is always meant an association or a 
partnership of other beings with Allah, the true God, and never 
with any pagan deity, and this in spite of the fact that to 
express "idols" the Qur'an knows of a u t h a n (XXII.31; XXIX.16 
and 24), asnam (passim), and t a m d t h i l (XXI.53; X X X I V . 12), 



This bad meaning of the root s h a r a k a is naturally held to be as 
unworthy of Muhammad as it is of Abraham, and this is the 
reason why so much stress is laid on the fact that Abraham 
was not a m u s k r i k . 

No solution of the difficulty offered by Muslim 
commentators or historians is worth mentioning. Al l their stories 
concerning a class of hanifs and the good works of the 
so-called t a h a n n u f appear to me to be unhistorical and 
purposely invented to explain the difficulty created by the 
Qur'anic verses under consideration. 

(f) In X X X . 10 the word Rum is used to express the 
Byzantines, the Greeks of Constantinople, the "New Rome" 
('PtbuT) vea). Whatever our views may be as to the linguistic 
peculiarities of the word, we are not at liberty to deny that it is 
derived from the Syriac R u m a y a . Indeed the Syrians went so far 
in their application of the word to Byzantines that they often 
called simple "soldiers" Rumaye^ as if the only soldiers they 
knew were Byzantine soldiers. 
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Meyer, D i e I s m e l i t e n , p. 295. 

13. See Fraenkel, ZA, xv., 394. 
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is imitated from the Syriac Qiryan, All the biblical lessons to be 
read in the churches are called by the Syrians Qirydns. The Prophet 
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pericopes of the Revelation in the Christian churches of his day. We 
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read Qur'an or Quran without hamzah. I suspect that this reading of 
the word without hamzah is reminiscent of an earlier pronunciation, 
Qurydn or Qirydn (with a ydr), and that the hamzah pronunciation is 
a late reading adopted to make the word more Arabic and in 
harmony with the root of the verb Qara'a. 
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Gesammelte Abhandlungen, p. 13. So also Siddiki, Studien, p. 8. 
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34. Barth, Etymologische Studien, p. 14; Horovitz, Koranische, p. 
13. 

35. Cf. Horovitz, Koranische, p. 18; Noldeke-Schwally, Geschichte, 
L, 219. 

36. Breviarium Chaldaicum, i . , 383. 

37. See W. Wright, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, 3d ed. 
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subsisting between a determined noun and a determining noun. 
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Suyuti, Mutawakkili, p. 54, and Itqan, p. 325. He believes the phrase 
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39. Beitrage zur Gesch des Alexanderromans in the Vienna 
Academy's publications of 1890 

40. The History of Alexander the Great (1889). 

41. The Ethiopic story published by Budge in 1896 under the 
title of The Life and Exploits of Alexander the Great is clearly a 
post-Islamic production and is undoubtedly under the influence of the 
Qurban and of late Muslim writers. 

42. See examples in Noldeke's Geschichte des Qorans, p. 270. 

43. Ibid. p. 378. 

44. Edit, of Budge in Zeitsch. f. Assyriologie, vi., pp. 376, 382, 
389, 391, 393, 398, 400-401, and 403. 

45. About Alexander's wall see the Chronicle of Dionysius of 
Tellmahre, ed. Chabot, p. 24 sq. 

46. Cf. Noldeke, Persische Studien, i i . , 37. 

47. Pat. Syr.t ii. , 792, 818, and 867 



48. Ibid a ii., 799. Cf. Horovitz, Koranische, p. 145. 

49. Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum (ed. Bedjan), ii., 576. 

50. Land's Anecdoia Syriaca, iii., 258. 

51. See the index of Hoffmann's edition, Julianas der 
Abtruennige, p. xiv. 

52. Mas £udi's, Tanbik, in B i b l Georg. A r a b . (ed. De Goeje), viii., 
6, 90, 122, 136; cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, ii., 259-61. 

53. See the remark of Wright in Chronicle of Joshua the Stylite, 
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in the thirty-eighth section of his I t q a n , the polygraph 
Suyuti furnishes a summary of a monograph called 
a l - M u h a d h d k a b ft m a w a q a ' a f i 3 l - Q u r ' a n m i n a l - m u f a r r a b t in 
which he dealt with the question whether the Qur'an contained 
any foreign words, and if so, to what language they belonged. 
The orthodox felt some difficulty about admitting the existence 
of such an element in the language of the Sacred Book, which 
claims to be in perspicuous Arabic; it was, however, difficult to 
maintain that the proper names that occur in the volume were 
all of Arabic origin, and certain other words have an obviously 
foreign appearance. Suyuti himself compromises by admitting in 
such cases the foreign etymology, but maintaining that the 
words had received Arabic naturalization. 

Professor Jeffery's work, forming volume 79 of the 
Gaekwar of Baroda's Oriental Series, and dated 1938, is 
practically an exhaustive treatment of the subject, based on 



extraordinarily wide linguistic knowledge and no less wide 
acquaintance with what has been previously written about the 
words in question. The soundness of his judgment is throughout 
conspicuous. A good many puzzles indeed remain, for example, 
the connection of the word Hanlf with natural religion and in 
particular with Abraham. We are scarcely better off in the case 
of N a z o - r a i o s in the New Testament. 

I propose to suggest a few additions to Professor Jeffery's 
list. 

(1) In Sura XXXIV.13 the Jinn learn that Solomon is dead 
because of a termite gnawing his m i n s a ' a t ; in consequence of 
which Solomon collapsed. This word has occasioned difficulty: 
certainly the Prophet's uncle and protector is quoted for the 
word, and indeed according to Lisan al- fArab by the 
grammarian al-Farra, though whence he got the line is not 
clear; it is not to be found in the odes ascribed to Abu Talib 
in the S i r a h , which are certainly spurious. According to an 
authority quoted by Taj al-cArus al-Farra even suggested an 
emendation, m i n s a J a t i h i , supposing that sVat here stood for 
s i y a t , the curved end of a bow. To this there was the objection 



that Solomon was unlikely to be leaning on a bow. The verb 
whence m i n s a ' a t is said to be derived is given the sense "to 
drive" cattle, but whether a stick used for this purpose would 
suit the luxurious Solomon may be doubted. 

I do not remember to have seen it suggested, though I 
think it must have been, that the Arabic word is a 
transformation of the Hebrew JiJViSJD (miS'ni) to which 
Mandelkern assigns the meanings f u l c r u m , s c i p i o , b a c - u l u s , 
sceptrum* The verb whence it is derived means "to lean"; and 
doubtless the sense required in the Qur'anic verse is "scepter," 
Solomon's connection with the Jinn goes back to the difficult 
words in Eccles. 2:8, where the author among his acquisitions 
enumerates IffTW rrra (sdh w s d w t meaning "field" and 
"fields."). 11 By the time of Josephus his relations with the 
demons had assumed serious proportions. The A g g a d a h does not 
appear to have preserved anything analogous to the Qur'anic 
narrative; the Hebrew word for "scepter," meaning something to 
lean upon, is likely to have been used in it. 

(2) In Sura 0.261, there is a story of a man who was put 
to death by Allah for a hundred years, after which he was 



resuscitated Asked how long he had remained (unconscious), 
he replied: a day or part of one. No, he was told, a hundred 
years; so look at your food and drink l a m y a t a s a n n a h . The note 
of Tabari (Comm. iii , 24) on this passage is unusually 
interesting, since it records how one HanP, client of the Caliph 
'Uthman, with n i s b a h al-Barbari, acted as intermediary between 
the Caliph and the editor of the Qur'an, Zaid b. Thabit: he was 
sent by the latter to ask which was right l a m y a t a s a n n a n or 
l a m y a t a s a n n a h and the Caliph chose the latter. Tabari records 
variations as to the person consulted- He also mentions a third 
reading l a m y a t a s a n n a . It seems to be agreed that the sense of 
the word is changed, that is, neither food nor drink has gone 
bad; this gloss is traced to Wahb b. Munabbih, and scarcely 
differs from the rendering "does not stink," which derives the 
form from the group }sn or sn. The sense c h a n g e d is obtained 
indirectly from the word s a n a t u n "year," on the assumption that 
a verb "to year" might mean "to be affected by the passing of 
the years." 

I would suggest that we have here a Hebraism, the word 
being referable to the Hebrew 7\w (Snh) "to be changed," Piel 



V\VD ( s i n n a h ) "to change" (transitively), both of which have a 
tendency to imply a change for the worse. Since the person 
who underwent this experience might have found the corruption 
of his food and drink a more convincing proof that he had 
been dead a hundred years than their preservation, this detail 
occasions some surprise. It would, however, seem clear that 
their preservation is meant. 

(3) Where Arabic words are practically identical with such 
as are found in other Semitic languages of which we possess 
earlier monuments, it is at times difficult to decide whether they 
are u r s e m i t i s c h or borrowed: even L a u t v e r s c h i e b u n g , where it 
occurs, is not always a safe guide. It is a great merit of the 
Qur'an that it taught the Arabs their language, and where there 
is reason for thinking that the sense of a word was inferred 
from its usage in that book, there is a probability in favor of 
its having been introduced into the language therein. 

The word that suggests this consideration is n a t a q n a in Sura 
VIL 170, w a 3 i d h n a t a q n a I -jabala f a w q a h u m K a - a n n a h u 
l i d l a t u n : "and when We . . . the mountain over them as though 
it were an umbrella," In parallel passages recording how a 



mountain was raised over the beads of the Israelites (11.60 and 
87; IV 153), the verb corresponding with that which has been 
left untranslated is m f n d : "We raised." What, then, is the exact 
sense of nataqna*! If Ibn al-Athlr in his N i h d y a h is right, the 
word was extraordinarily appropriate to the operation described: 
it means, he says, i n t a q l a ' u sh - s h a i ' a fa-tarfa'uhu m i n 
m a k d n i h i l i - t a r m i y a b i h i : "your uprooting a thing and raising it 
from its place in order to fling it." Since the Israelites (as the 
Surah proceeds to assert) were afraid the mountain would fall 
upon them, the verb that contains the three ideas of uprooting, 
raising, and flinging suits the situation exactly. Only it seems 
more probable that the sense was inferred from the Qur'anic 
passage than that the language had a verb involving all three 
notions. Hence it is permissible to suggest that the Arabic verb 
is borrowed from the Hebrew and Aramaic pni (ntq). Moun
tains, according to Job 28:9, have "roots"; and this verb is 
applied to the pulling up of roots in Ezek. 17:9. For its 
employment in the later literature Levy gives it the sense 
t o s r e i s s e n , ausreissen. 

Ibn Duraid in his J a m h a r a h (ed. Krenkow, i i , 26) gives as 



the meaning of the Arabic verb nafada "to shake out," as when 
you shake out the contents of a vessel; he quotes for it a verse 
of the Rajaz writer 'Ajjaj (found, but corrupt, in Ahlwardt's 
edition xxiii, 3), where it is used of a camel shaking vermin 
out of the rider's cloak. It would seem then that Tabarfs 
rendering Hqtala'a, "uproot," goes back to someone who was 
acquainted with the Hebrew and Aramaic sense of the group. 

(4) A similar doubt, as to whether the word is u r s e m i t i s c h 
or borrowed, occurs in the case of h u s b d n , which is identical 
with the Hebrew )11W1 Qiisbdri), Aramaic p ( h u s b d n ) . This 
word occurs VI.96, in the Hebrew Aramaic sense "reckoning": 
"He made . . . the sun and the moon h u s b d n a n " meaning 
doubtless a means of reckoning dates. In LV.4, b i - h u s b d n 
ash-shamsu w a - l - q a m a r u seems similar, though the word looks 
like a misreading of y a s b a h d n "they twain give praise," since 
what follows is "the star and the trees prostrate themselves." 
But in a third place the rendering "reckoning" seems 
inappropriate. This is XVIII.3S, where the speaker says: 
"Peradventure my Lord will give me something better than thy 
garden, and send thereon a husbdn from heaven, and it shall 



become slippery soil." Tabari cites authorities who gave it the 
sense "punishment/' which indeed might be a synonym of 
"reckoning," but what is wanted is something more material, 
having the effect of doing away with all the vegetation. Hence, 
numerous guesses were offered for the interpretation: Ibn Kathir 
thinks violent rain must be meant; other suggestions are 
lightning, fire, and hail. Now the word in its Syriac form has 
some material sense, of which Payne Smith cites two examples 
from a pre-Islamic writer, John of Ephesus: only in both cases 
it is some personal possession, apparently an article of wearing 
apparel, as in the first example it is one of the things o n a 
person who is stripped by robbers; in the second it comes 
between books and vessels. Payne Smith, who translated the 
Syriac text, gave the word the sense "pillow," which is one of 
the meanings given the Arabic word: and that in this sense it is 
an Arabic borrowing from Syriac may be assumed. There would 
be little difficulty about supposing a cushion to be sent down 
from heaven, only the result stated in the verse, the levelling of 
the ground, would be surprising- If the word in this sense is 
really derived from hsb, and not altered from some foreign 
word, it may be suggested that it is specialization of the 



Hebrew or Syriac in the sense of "a device," a usage found 
twice in the Old Testament, once indeed in the sense of 
"engine" (2 Chron. 26:15), such as is used in wan I should be 
inclined to render the word in the text of the Qui°an by 
"device," meaning some means whereby the leveling of the soil 
would be effected, the speaker not specifying further. 

(5, 6) The following two words are dealt with by Professor 
Jeffery, but I venture to disagree with his conclusions. In Sura 
LXXXIII. 18, "the book of the virtuous" is said to be in 
'iltiyyina, which is then glossed as "written book/' In verse 7, 
"the book of the evildoers" is said to be in sijjinin to which the 
same gloss "written book" is attached- These glosses are dis
missed as worthless by Tabari and his successors. For Hywn, 
Professor Jeffery accepts the view of Frankel, who identifies it 
with ll,l7J> (cty\vn), a divine name found in the Old Testament 
and elsewhere. If this were right, there would be no occasion to 
regard the Arabic word as foreign. It may be suggested that the 
first letter should have a point, and that it is the Syriac 
g e l a y u n d , the ll,l73 (glywri) of Isa. 8:1, where it is some sort of 
tablet on which something was to be written. The words that 



follow in the Qur'an (verse 21) y a s h h a d u h u l - m u q a r r a b u n a , "to 
be witnessed by high officials" remind one of what follows in 
Isaiah: "and I took unto me faithful witnesses." The gloss of Bar 
Bahlul on the Syriac word is sijjil t u m a r , which justifies us in 
identifying the other word sijjin with the Syriac sygylywn. 

The substitution of N for L in sijjin for the sake of the 
rhyme is parallel to J i b r l n for J i b r i l (Gabriel). The use of the 
g h to represent * (g) at this period might be harder to 
illustrate; it is to be observed, however, that the letter in both 
Hebrew and Aramaic had two pronunciations. 

The glosses in the Qur'an are therefore correct, though it is 
noticeable that in Rabbinic usage the g i l l a y o n was e i n n o c k 
unbeschriebenes S c h r e i b m a t e r i a l (Levy). The difference between 
the two "books" would seem to be that the one containing the 
record of the evildoers is closed, that of the virtuous open. 

The following words may be explained from Ethiopic. 

(7) In XL.38 Pharaoh says to Haman, "Build me a tower 
peradventure I shall reach," a l - ' a s b a b a 3 a s b d b a "of the heavens 
and come in sight of the god of Moses." The word left 



untranslated is used elsewhere in the Qur' an in the sense of 
"rope"; this does not seem appropriate here, and Tabari reports 
various suggestions, "roads," "gates," "dwellings." These are all 
guesses, none of them felicitous. Dillmann gives examples of 
the Ethiopic 'asbab in the sense e x c u b i a e , e x c u b i t o r e s , s t a t i o n e s , 
and the supposition that the Arabic word which is identical has 
the meaning "guardhouses" in the Qur'anic verse seems to be 
rather plausible. In Isa. 21:8 the word HI DID n ( m i s m e r e i ) , 
properly "guardhouse," is rendered by Gesenius s p e c u l a , 
"watchtower," an elevated place whence objects at a distance 
could be seen. What Pharaoh wishes is to get a sight of the 
god of Moses, if such a being is really in heaven, and if 
Haman will build him a tower reaching the level of the 
watchtowers of heaven he will compass this object. In the book 
of Esther, Haman builds a gallows fifty cubits high; in Gen. 11 
the builders of Babylon say, "let us build us a city and a 
tower, whose top may reach unto heaven." This passage is 
somewhat nearer the narrative in Sura XXVIII.38, where Haman 
is told to "kindle for me upon the clay and make for me a 
tower, peradventure I shall come in sight of the god of Moses"; 
since the builders of Babylon say, "Go to, let us make brick 



and burn them thoroughly." Since the first meaning assigned to 
the verb far*a is a s c e n d i t m o n t e m , it might seem that Pharaoh 
by this project was justifying his name. 

(8) In Sura XLIV.23, where the crossing of the Red Sea by 
the Israelites is described, Moses is given the order w a - t r u k 
i l - b a h r a r a h w a n , "Leave the sea . . . verily they are a host that 
shall be drowned." This is the only place in the Qui°an in 
which the word r a h w u n occurs, and it is clear from Tabarfs 
note that its signification was unknown, and had to be guessed 
from the context. Hariri supposed it to mean "tranquil," as he 
writes (Maq. xxxix, ed. de Sacy, p. 432), l a m n a z a l n a s l r u w a 
l - b a h r u r a h w u n w a I - j a w w u s a h w u n , "we ceased not travelling 
with the sea calm and the weather fine," but this sense does 
not suit the Qur'anic passage, since the sea was neither calm 
nor stormy, a passage having been hollowed out, the water on 
each side being like a great mountain (XXVL62). Hence for 
"calm" authorities cited by Tabari substitute "undisturbed," that 
is, leave the sea as it is, do not restore it to its previous 
condition. I am inclined to regard the word here as the 
Ethiopic r e k h e w e , "open," of which Dillmann gives several 



examples: thus Acts 10:11, "he saw the heaven opened," XVI.27, 
"seeing the prison doors open," and many other passages. This 
sense suits the scene with which the text of the Qur°an is 
dealing, in which a way has been left open in the sea through 
which the Israelites passed: Moses is commanded not to close 
it, but leave it open for the Egyptians, on whom it will close, 
so that they will be drowned. Dillmann's statement about the 
letter k h is "the old pronunciation would sound like the Arabic 
k h , later confused with h and h (Ethiopic letters)." The words 
a n t i q u i t u s and posthac give little clue to the time at which the 
confusion began. 

(9) In Sura XLIV. 18, we read that among the injunctions 
of Moses to the people of Pharaoh was w a 3 a n la t a ' l u 'aid -l-
l a h i . This is ordinarily rendered a n d e x a l t n o t yourselves 
a g a i n s t A l l a h . This may be right; but we seem to obtain a 
more natural sense from the Ethiopic usage of the same group, 
c a l a w d which is familiar in the sense of "rebel." Dillmann's 
renderings include "rebel or be refractory, to separate oneself 
from, to abandon," r e b e l l e m v e l refractarium esse, desciscere, 
deficere, and he furnishes numerous examples; in historical texts 



the word is used for "to revolt." The same usage is found in 
XXVII.31, where a letter of king Solomon to the people of 
Saba is reproduced, beginning ' a l i a t a ' l u { a l a w a 3 a t u n i 
m u s l i m i n a , where the meaning is clearly "disobey me not, but 
come to me submissively." We are, I think, justified in 
regarding this usage as an Ethiopism. 

(10) In X X X n i . 19 there occurs the phrase Hdha d h a h a b a 
l-khawfu s a l a q u k u m b i - a l s i n a t i n h i d d d i n , evidently meaning 
"when their fear has departed, they abuse you with sharp 
tongues." The verb s a l a q a is given no fewer than eleven senses 
by Freytag, and it evidently has several sources. One of them 
is to be found in i s t a l a q d , "to lie on one's back," to the stem 
of which its relation is similar to that of s a b a q a to b a q a . 
Another is a stem found also in Aramaic, meaning "to ascend." 
The most common sense of the word, "to boil," is that of the 
Aramaic and late Hebrew p*7V ( $ l q \ whereas "ascend" is that 
of p i v (slq). For the sense "abuse" we must go to Ethiopic, 
where the derived form t a s d l a q a has the sense "to play with, 
to mock" i l l u d e r e , l u d i b r i o h a b e r e . Of this Dillmann gives 
numerous examples. Perhaps the Qur'anic usage may be 



regarded as an Ethiopism. 

(11) The two angels of 11.96 who taught people spells 
destructive of connubial happiness, Harut and Marut, have been 
the subject of many conjectures. The second of these names 
seems to be identical with the Ethiopic m d r l t M d r l t , rendered 
by Dillmann "soothsayer, prophetic" d i v i n a , f a t i d i c a . The 
masculine form, M a r l , is given the additional meaning magus; it 
seems to be likely that this Ethiopic word is the source of this 
angel's connection with magic; and Babylon, where the two 
angels are located, is the home of magic. 

Tunc Babylon Persea licet secretaque Memphis 
Omne vetustorum solvat penetrate M a g o r u m 

(Lucan, P h a r s a l i a , vi, 
150) 

The Qur'an favors the form q a t u l for foreign names, giving 
Ydjuj and M a j u j for Gog and Magog, Q d r u n for Corah, H a r u n 
for Aaron, J a l u t for Goliath, and so on. Both these angels' 



names are accommodated to this scheme, and Harut is to the 
Syriac H e r t a , "strife," what J d l u t is to Goliath. Possibly 
Lagarde's etymology may explain why these beings became 
angels, though the tracing of Qur'anic matter to Old Persian 
mythology seems hazardous: the etymologies given above 
explain their connection with magic and strife. 

I must in finishing once more express my admiration for 
Professor Jeffery's work. 
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• studying problems connected with the Masoretic text 
of the Hebrew Bible, I came across an Arabic manuscript 
belonging to the collection of rare Arabic texts of M r A. 
Chester Beatty, of which I was preparing a catalogue at that 
time. The manuscript deals with the reading of the Koran and 
seemed to me to be of a certain importance as it offered some 
striking parallels to the development of the Hebrew Masora. So 
I published the text with the translation in my Schweich 
Lectures on the Cairo Geniza and discussed the problems 
connected with the text, 1 Later on I came across a second 
manuscript confirming in several directions the results I had 
found. I have dealt with this text in an article, "The Qur'an and 
the ArabTya," which I wrote as a contribution for the 
Goldziher memorial volume (pp. 163-82), which as I hear will 
be published in the near future. But since writing this article, 
new problems have arisen, especially in connection with the 
correspondence with Professor Johannes Fiick of Halle 



University, a great authority on Islamic tradition, and I believe 
it advisable to discuss here the whole problem again. 

At the International Congress of Orientalists held in 1905 in 
Algiers, Carl Vollers, an expert not only on classical Arabic but 
also on the Arabic spoken in Egypt, where he had been for 
many years the director of the Khedivial Library, tried to show 
that the Koran was read by the Prophet in a language in which 
many of the rules of classical Arabic were not observed; that 
this language, therefore, differed clearly from the classical 
Arabic in which the Arabs are accustomed to read the Koran. 
The classical language was developed in the century after the 
Prophet on the basis of Bedouin poetry by early grammarians 
and readers of the Koran, and to this language the consonantal 
text of the Koran was adapted. 

The reading of this lecture in an Islamic country gave rise 
to a real revolt among the Muslim members of the Congress. 
Vollers then developed his theory in his book Votkssprache u n d 
Schriftsprache i m a l i e n A r a b i e n . 2 He attempted here to 
characterize the language spoken in Mecca at the time of the 
Prophet on the basis of variant readings in the Koran that he 



collected from various sources. He presumed these to be 
unofficial readings, rejected in general by the authorities, and he 
attributed their great importance to the fact that their mode of 
transmission gives every guarantee that they belong to the time 
of the Prophet, his contemporaries, or the succeeding 
generations. Thus he arrives at the conclusion that these 
readings belong to the language actually spoken in the seventh 
century in Mecca. He describes this language in his book. The 
last paragraph is devoted to the F r a b , the vocalic endings of 
Arabic words according to the rules of the classical language. 
He is convinced that, besides this official language, a more 
simple language existed in Mecca at that time that was more in 
accordance with Arabic dialects and with other Semitic 
languages, A chief characteristic of that language was that the 
Vrdb was not generally observed in it. It might have been used 
by certain tribes of the Bedouins, but even there it was only 
the privilege of the higher language, in the main restricted to 
metrical poetry. 

From this statement Vollers draws the conclusion that the 
language of the Koran had been transformed on the whole in 



accordance with the poetry of the Nejd Bedouins. This 
transformed language had been victorious and had destroyed or 
driven aside the local and individual shape of the original 
language. For more than twelve hundred years this language 
had been regarded as the original, genuine, and undisputed 
language of the Holy Book. 

It is well known that serious objections were raised to the 
whole theory of Vollers, especially by an authority like Theodor 
Noldeke. He pointed out several misunderstandings and 
shortcomings in Vollers's deductions. The material with which 
he argues is really very insufficient. Noldeke's chief objection 
against the theory was: if t h e P r o p h e t a n d h i s faithful 
c o m p a n i o n s h a d r e a d t h e K o r a n w i t h o u t I'rab, t h e t r a d i t i o n of 
it w o u l d n o t have been l o s t w i t h o u t a t r a c e . 

Traditions that the Koran was read sometimes without P r a b 
have not been generally known so far. Vollers refers to two 
traditions reported by as-Suyuti (d. 911 A.H.), but he correctly 
remarks that, for so late an authority as as-Suyuti, it was 
unthinkable that the Koran should ever have been read without 
P r d b . As-Suyuti tries to understand these traditions as referring 



to stylistic and rhetorical elegancies. 

When Gotthelf Bergstrasser was writing the new edition of 
the third part of Noldeke's G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r d n s ? he passed 
over Vollers's arguments in silence. For him the chief source of 
information on the reading of the Koran is the introduction to 
the book on the Ten Readers composed by Ibn al-Jazarl (d. 833 
A.H.) under the title A n - n a s h r f t ' l - k i r d ' d t a l - ' a s h r . This 
introduction is of value for him especially from the historical 
point of view, because it is rich in quotations from earlier 
books on this matter. Nobody will deny the great value of that 
book. But I think that Bergstrasser did not reckon with the 
possibility that in the historical retrospect of such a leading 
handbook only such problems were reported and discussed as 
were not in conflict with the generally accepted views of later 
times. Bergstrasser is not aware that the sources used by him do 
not help us to understand the real conditions in the beginnings 
of Islam. He discussed the two conditions that had been 
stipulated by Ibn Miksam (d. 354 A.H.)—correctness of the 
language and conformity with the text of 'Othman—and declares 
that the First condition was of no great importance. He tries to 



explain it by referring to the fact that a great number of clients 
(mawdli) who entered Islam often caused incorrectness in 
reading the Koran, but they were of no importance, as too 
many genuine Arabs participated in these readings who had a 
strong feeling for the correct language. 

This is hardly right for the beginning of Islam. As far as we 
know, one of the reproaches against Ibn Miksam was that points 
and vowels were added by him to the 'Othmanic text on the 
only condition that the readings were justified by the rules of 
Arabic grammar. According to Ibn Mujahid, his opponent, every 
reader had to conform to one of the Seven Readers. When in 
322 A.H. Ibn MiksanYs practice was condemned by a court of 
lawyers and readers, before which he had to appear, summoned 
by the Sultan, he had to recant and his books were burned, and 
we know of them only from occasional quotations. If these 
books had been preserved, we might find in them several things 
that could help us to understand the conditions of earlier times. 
The same may be said about many books now lost to us. 

Even Otto Pretzl did not see clearly the problems which 
exist here. In his learned article "Die Wissenschaft der 



Koranlesung,"4 he describes a number of texts dealing with the 
reading of the Koran. Many of these books were hitherto 
unknown. Pretzl refers to the fact that books on the reading of 
the Koran are generally of much later origin than books dealing 
with more profane matters, such as, for instance, grammar, and 
he suggests that books devoted to religious problems were 
submitted to a sharper scrutiny. The fact that on the whole only 
late commentaries or comparatively recent books were available 
to us was the reason that no special attention was devoted to 
these studies in the West. He hopes that on the basis of the 
material made available by him5 new results for the history of 
the language and the religion may be obtained by these studies. 

When he himself, however, would review these problems, 
he confined himself to reproducing the ideas of ad-Danl, one 
of the chief authorities for the later orthodox practice. But in 
the books composed by that authority we rarely find any new 
light shed on the early period of Islam. The reason why earlier 
books have disappeared may be that the problems discussed in 
them were uncongenial to later times. The Muslims themselves 
hesitated to propagate books of that kind. 



Nevertheless, the tradition that the Koran was read sometime 
without V r a b was not altogether lost without trace, as Noldeke 
supposed. I have already referred to the two texts that I have 
found among the manuscripts of Mr. Chester Beatty. With the 
text of al-Farra\ published in my Schweich Lectures on the 
Cairo Geniza, I will deal later on. First I have something to say 
on the other text. It is the book At-tamhTdfi ma'rifat at-tajwid, 
composed by al-Malikl (d. 438/1046), where these problems are 
discussed in full. The First part of this book contains sayings 
exhorting the people to read the Koran in a dignified and 
beautiful manner. It is of a more general character, interesting 
too, but not of special importance. The second part contains ten 
chapters of which the long chapter 6 deals with the problems 
discussed here. It has the heading "On Urging the Readers to 
Make Effort of Seeking the I ' r d b " and contains more than 120 
exhortations admonishing people to use the I ' r d b in reading the 
Koran. The First thirty-one traditions are attributed to the 
Prophet, the next thirty-six (nos. 32-67) to his companions, the 
rest (nos. 68-122) to the followers and to the followers of 
followers. The most important of these traditions are those 



attributed to the Prophet and his companions. I have published 
a translation of these sixty-seven exhortations in my contribution 
to the Goldziher memorial volume. The following specimens 
may give an impression of the kind of exhortations contained in 
these traditions. 

(1) The Prophet said: Whoever recites the Koran and reads 
with I ' r a b the whole of it, shall have for every letter forty 
recompenses. Whoever reads with V r a b a part of it and uses 
l a h n in a part, shall have for every letter twenty recompenses. 
Whoever does not read anything with V r a b , shall have for 
every letter ten recompenses. 

(2) Whoever learns the Koran and reads it with ¥rab7 shall 
have the reward of the veracious (siddtk), the martyr (shahid). 

(3) Whoever recites the Koran and does not read it with 
I ' r d b , for him God has appointed an angel who writes it down 
for him (correctly) as it was revealed, and he has for every 
letter ten recompenses. When he reads a part of it with Prfib 
and a part without I r r a b , for him God has appointed two angels 
who write for every letter twenty recompenses. And when he 



reads the whole with P r i l b , God has appointed for him four 
angels who write down for him for every letter seventy 
recompenses. 

(6) Whoever recites the Koran according to any method, 
for him God has written ten recompenses and canceled ten evil 
acts and elevated ten degrees. Whoever reads a part with I c r d b 
and a part with l a h n , for him twenty recompenses are written, 
twenty evil acts are canceled, and twenty degrees are elevated. 
Whoever recites the whole of it with Jfra&, for him forty 
recompenses are written, forty evil acts are canceled, and forty 
degrees are elevated. 

(7) Whoever recites the Koran and reads it with I ' r a b , he 
has a favor with God which is granted to him, if he desires he 
hastens it for him in this world, if he desires, he reserves it for 
him in the other world. 

(S) Whoever learns the Koran with P r d b , he is like the 
warrior on the path of Allah (mujdhid ft sabTli-lldh). 

(30) Behold, some of the poetry is wisdom, and if anything 
from the Koran is dubious to you, look for it in the poetry, for 
it is the Dlwan of the Arabs. 



(32) Abu Bekr: I would prefer to read with I l r a b a verse 
from the Koran than memorize a verse. 

(46) Abdallah b. Mas'ud: Read with I ' r d b the Koran, for it 
is Arabic. There will come a people who would like to correct 
it, but they are not the best of you. 

(67) 'Aisha from her father: Learn the poetry, for it brings 
the V r d b onto your tongues. 

These few specimens—ten of more than 120—may be 
considered sufficient. The rich material preserved by al-Maliki 
shows clearly that correctness of language in reading the Koran 
was of real importance. Offenses against the P r d b , the vocalic 
endings of grammatical forms, were much more frequent than 
scholars like Bergstrasser and Pretzl were willing to admit. 
Professor Johannes Fuck, with whom I had a long cor
respondence on this problem, pointed out that a great number 
of these traditions collected by al-Maliki could have been 
known before. Of the sixty-seven exhortations translated by me, 



he has found nearly forty in the great Thesaurus of traditions 
collected by al-Muttakl al-Hindi (d. 975/1567) in his Kanz al 
cummal, published in eight volumes in Hyderabad in 1312-14 
/ l 894-96, half a century ago. It is true that in this vast 
collection these traditions are distributed among different 
chapters and are not easily found. Al-Maliki brought them 
together in a very convenient and impressive way on about 
fifty pages of his book. 

Have we any possibility of dating the traditions collected 
by al- MalikI? From the fact that they were attributed to the 
Prophet and his companions we cannot necessarily conclude 
that they really go back to these authorities. Such texts are, 
however, of great value for studying the ideas of the people of 
that time. As al-MalikT composed his book at a comparatively 
late time (400/1010), it is very likely that not all these 
traditions are from the same time and origin. Fiick pointed out 
that none of these traditions are mentioned by al-Bukharl or 
Muslim or the other canonical collectors of HadTth, and he 
concludes that these authorities may have had the impression 
that these traditions did not belong to the first century A.H. 



That is really not very likely, as, for instance, the grammatical 
terms and other items occurring in some of these traditions 
reflect problems in which people were interested from the 
second century onward. On the other hand, traditions of that 
kind cannot be later than the second century, as al-Farra3, who 
was living in the second half of the century, knows of them. 

The traditions collected by al-Maliki show, therefore, that, 
let us say, in the second century the classical Arabic language 
was not generally used for reading Koran—that it certainly did 
not dominate in such a way as was supposed by Bergstrasser, 
for whom, as we have seen, correctness of language, one of the 
conditions stipulated by Ibn Miksam, seemed to be of no 
importance. What were the conditions in the time before? 

There are two alternatives. First, the Prophet and his 
companions read the Koran according to the rules of classical 
Arabic. In this case we have to suppose that the language 
spoken by the Kuraish in Mecca, to whom the Prophet 
belonged, was in the main identical with it. The incorrectness in 
reading the Koran that existed in the second century was 
caused by the Mawall, the non-Arabic clients who had entered 



Islam in great numbers. That was the supposition of Bergstasser, 
who, however, did not realize that the incorrectness in reading 
the Koran had spread in such a way that in about 400 an 
author like al-Maliki was able to collect more than 120 
exhortations to read the Koran correctly. The other alternative is 
that, in the language spoken by the Kuraish in Mecca, the rules 
of classical Arabic were not observed; that the Prophet and his 
companions did not use classical Arabic in reading the Koran, 
the language now connected with the Holy Book. Then we have 
to suppose that this model language was worked out on the 
basis of Bedouin poetry by the early readers and grammarians. 
To this model language the text of the Koran was adapted by a 
system of vowels and signs added to the consonantal text. This 
adaptation was finished in the second century. By that time 
people had to be admonished to use the VrSb and to observe 
all the rules of classical Arabic in reading the Koran that had 
not been observed before. That is in the main the theory of 
Karl Vollers. 

I think that the text of al-Farra? published and discussed by 
me in the Schweich Lectures on the Cairo Geniza brings a 



clear solution of this problem. Al-Farra* says: 

We have seen that the readers who know the book and the 
practice and are authorities on correct speech are agreed that it 
came down in the most correct forms of speech. This was 
opposed by some of those who investigated the poetry and 
"the days of the Arabs" They said: Those who claimed the 
excellence of the Koran have merely done so in accordance 
with what God made obligatory for honoring the Koran but 
when we look for correctness of speech, we find it among the 
Bedouins. 

But in this they disagreed. The people of Kufa said; 
Correctness is to be found among the Asad, because of their 
vicinity to them. The people of Basra said: Correctness is to 
be found among the upper Tamim and the lower Kals from 
cUkl and 'Ukail The people of Medina said: Correctness is to 
be found among the Ghatafdn, because they are their 
neighbours. The people of Mecca said: Correctness is to be 
found among Kinana b. Sa{d b. Bekr and Thaklf 

We wished to refer them through tradition, analogy and 



example to the superiority of the speech of the Kuraish over 
all other languages. So we said: Do not the Kuraish surpass 
the people in the beauty of their statures, in the sagacity of 
their minds, in the fullness of their bodies? They answered: 
We know this as well as anyone. But sagacity and beauty 
came to them merely because the Arabs were accustomed to 
come to the sanctuary for Hajj and cUmra, both their women 
and their men. The women made the circuit round the House 
unveiled and performed the ceremonies with uncovered faces. 
So they selected them by sight and thought after dignity and 
beauty. By this they gained superiority besides those qualities 
by which they were particularly distinguished. We said: In the 
same way they were accustomed to hear from the tribes of 
the Arabs their dialects; so they could choose from every 
dialect that which was the best in it. So their speech became 
elegant and nothing of the more vulgar forms of speech was 
mixed up with it. . . . 

Al-Farra' refers then to the fact that in the language of the 
Kuraish, which he takes as identical with the official language 
of the Koran, certain irregularities are not to be found that 



occur in the language spoken by the Bedouins, and he 
continues: "Correctness came to them from their selection of 
pronunciation just as they selected their wives. And by this we 
refuted their arguments and reverted to the arguments of those 
who know the Koran better than they." 

Al-FarraJ then quotes a number of traditions dealing with 
the correct reading of the Koran and exhorting people to use 
the F r a b in reading it, quite similar to those collected by 
al-Malikl. Some of al-MalikPs traditions are quoted by al-FarraJ 

also. 

Al-Farra' admits that the statement that the Koran came 
down in the most correct form of speech was a dogma that 
had validity only for a convinced Muslim. There was no doubt 
that correctness of language was to be found among the 
Bedouins. From the words of a!-FarraJ we learn that in the 
chief centers of early Islam, the early readers of the Koran 
went out to the Bedouins in their neighborhood in order to 
study their poetry. So far this poetry had been orally 
transmitted only. The early readers needed this poetry as a 
model for the language in which the Koran had to be read. 



The practical need of readers and grammarians seems to have 
given the impetus for collecting and recording pre-Islamic 
poetry at the beginning of Islam. On the basis of this material 
a model language was established. One of the characteristics of 
this model language was that the rules of V r a b were carefully 
observed. When the Muslims were admonished again and again 
to use the V r a b in reading the Koran, when they were told that 
reading the Koran with V r a b was much more valuable than 
reading it without V r a b , we have to draw the conclusion that 
the people admonished in this way had not been accustomed to 
read the V r a b in their language. "Learn the poetry, for it brings 
the V r a b onto your tongues," 'Aisha is reported to have said. 

AI-FarraJ was in a difficult position. As a g r a m m a r i a n he 
could not deny that correct Arabic was to be found in Bedouin 
poetry. As a good M u s l i m he had to believe that the word of 
God had been revealed to the Prophet in the most correct 
language. As a t h e o l o g i a n he was not allowed to admit any 
alterations in the language of the Holy Book. So he had to find 
a compromise. He found it by declaring that the influence of 
Bedouin language on the language in Mecca had taken place 



long before the time of the Prophet. From the different tribes 
of the Arabs who had come on pilgrimage to Mecca, the 
Kuraish had been able to hear all kinds of Arabic. So they had 
been able to select from the different forms of Arabic the best 
of each, just as they had selected their wives. In this manner 
their language had become superior to all the languages spoken 
by Arabs, superior also to the language spoken by the Bedouins, 
since certain inaccuracies that are to be found in the language 
spoken by the Bedouins had not been taken over by the 
Kuraish and were not to be found in the language spoken by 
the people of Mecca. In such a way the model Arabic that was 
used for reading the Koran from the end of the First century 
onward was identified by al-FarraJ with the language spoken by 
the Kuraish in the time of the Prophet. 

But the real conditions can easily be recognized- Al-Farra1 

would certainly not have reported that the early readers went 
out to the Bedouins in order to study their language, when they 
had not really done so. Why did they go? They went out in 
order to study correct Arabic. This correct Arabic was found 
among the Bedouins. If the people of Mecca were accustomed 



to hearing correct Arabic spoken at home by the Kuraish, there 
was no need for them to go to the Bedouins. What could they 
have learned from the Bedouins under these circumstances? 

The traditions preserved in these two manuscripts are really 
of importance. They not only show something of the real 
conditions of reading the Koran in the early times of Islam, 
they also give us an impression to what degree texts on reading 
the Koran have been corrected, revised, and purged. If neither 
Noldeke nor Pretzl nor Bergstrasser had been able to discover 
hints of these problems in all the texts available to them, it 
does not prove that these problems did not exist. We can only 
conclude, on the evidence of these two manuscripts, that the 
texts available to them had been brought into accordance with 
the later adopted practice. 
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^ ^ ^ ^ u r knowledge of the structure of the Arabic language 
is only to a small extent due to modern research: For most of 
it we have to thank the Moslem medieval philologists of the 
three centuries preceding az-Zamakhsharl (1075-1143 C . E . ) . The 
grammar most widely used today, W. Wright's A r a b i c 
G r a m m a r , goes back to C. P Caspari's G r a m m a t i c a a r a b i c a of 
1848, which was based principally on Zamakhsharl, with some 
slight modifications due to the observations of H . L . Fleischer. 
In twice revising the work, Wright used extensively both the 
Muslim philologists and the work of European scholars based 
upon them. The revision by R, Smith and M . J. de Goeje for 
the third edition left the framework intact, so that we may 
without exaggeration say that the university student of our days 
is essentially offered the same course in Arabic grammar as the 
student of a late Abbasid m a d r a s a . 

The treatises on Arabic syntax by C Brockelmann, 1 R 



Reckendorf,2 and R. Blachere3 depart a good deal farther from 
the medieval system, without, however, breaking with it. If one 
considers how radically modern linguistics has abandoned the 
traditional approach to the grammar of European languages, we 
cannot fail to be struck by the extent to which the categories 
established by SIbawaihi and his predecessors in the ninth 
century c.E. are still felt to be serviceable. 

In fact, upon closer examination it appears that the result 
of the extensive modern research has been mainly to show 
certain deviations from the norms set up by the Arab 
grammarians, grouped around the traditional rules somewhat like 
the deviations around a statistical curve. 

This is not accidental, nor is it entirely due to the 
thoroughness and acumen of the Arab philologists. It is due to 
the prominent place the study of the works of these philologists 
held in the education of those who wrote Arabic, combined with 
the constant reading of those very texts upon which the 
philologists had based their analysis: the Koran and the ancient 
poetry. At least since the end of the Umayyad period, Classical 
Arabic was not a spoken language, and like all purely literary 



idioms, naturally conservative, but the place occupied in its 
acquisition by systematic grammar is, as far as I know, unique 
among languages. In modern linguistics the question has been 
much debated by which psychological processes the l a n g u e , the 
system of language which lies behind our individual speech-acts, 
or lan-gage^ functions within our minds. With regard to Arabic 
there can be little doubt that the l a n g u e consisted principally of 
an articulate set of scientific statements, inculcated in one's youth. 
Reckendorf observed4 that progress in the study of Arabic syntax 
was unlikely as long as it produced only average views 
("Durchschnittsbilder"), not studies of individual periods or 
authors. The fact is that the average view is identical with the 
philologists' system, while the detailed studies provide systems 
that will always largely cover it, but where certain sets of 
deviations may in fact give the whole a markedly different 
structure. Since, however, the l a n g u e remains the same 
throughout, and does not allow any such deviations to become 
part of itself, a true diachronic treatment of Arabic grammar 
appears to be an impossibility. Vocabulary and style, on the other 
hand, though also extensively studied by the philologists, were 
not fixed by them with the same rigidity. A continuous 



development is therefore observable, and one hopes that the 
sound foundations laid for this study in J, Fuck's A r a b i y a 5 will 
lead to a rapid development of research in this field. 

Where structure is concerned, research can hope to reach 
results independent of the Arab philologists only in the study of 
that period of the language before their influence became 
decisive, a period which is, of course, also of particular interest 
as being the formative stage of the literary idiom. At first sight 
this seems a manageable task, since we possess literary remains 
of that period (sixth-eighth century C.E.) that are extensive 
enough to allow us to examine all aspects of the language and 
yet not too large to permit a total examination. As soon, 
however, as we look more closely into these sources, the 
question arises: What is it that we are investigating? 

The material falls into four groups: 

(1) Pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry. With regard to the 
former, doubts have been raised as to authenticity, and we must, 
even if we consider the corpus as a whole authentic, reckon 



with the possibility of any individual verse or poem being a 
later forgery. Both pre-Islamic and early Islamic poems have 
been revised by editors, as can be seen not only from the 
extensive variants, but also from the not infrequent cases where 
verses are quoted by grammarians for some linguistic oddity, 
while on looking up the D i w d n we find the same line slightly 
reshaped so that the oddity is eliminated. Nevertheless, we 
possess here a first-class source for the study of the pre-Islamic 
language. 

(2) The Koran. Here again, variants affecting grammar are 
frequent, and a certain amount of working-over by philologists 
is admitted, for example, in the introduction of the h a m z a - s i g n 
into an orthography representing a pronunciation that had 
eliminated the hamza. On the other hand, variants affect only 
circumscribed aspects, as the consonant skeleton has, at least 
since the Othmanic revision in ca. 650 C.E., been carefully 
guarded from alteration. 

(3) The Traditions { h a d i t h ) . These have been extensively 
used as a source for syntactic phenomena by Reckendorf, and 
recently by Bloch, 6 who employed mainly examples drawn from 



this category to represent prose as opposed to poetry. Here the 
problem of authenticity, raised first by Goldziher, is nowadays 
generally answered in the negative.7 Although even on these 
modern assumptions many traditions go back to the beginning 
of the second Islamic century, that is, before the development 
of philology, an investigation by an Oxford research student, J. 
L. Pollard—whose untimely death is a great loss to our 
studies—shows that in the form in which we get them in 
Bukharl and Muslim, they are considerably changed by the 
introduction of archaizing and pseudodialectal elements, some 
taken from poetry, which are still absent from the older 
versions of the same traditions. 

(4) A small number of first-century papyri and documents 
handed down in works on history. These include treaties and 
letters said to have issued from the secretariat of the Prophet8 

which, if genuine, would be extremely valuable evidence for 
the language used in writing at the time the Koran was 
revealed. 

Medieval Muslim writers were generally agreed on two points: 



(1) that the language in which the poems were composed was 
identical with the spoken language of the bedouins of central 
and eastern Arabia; and (2) that the language of the Koran was 
the spoken language of the Prophet, that is, the dialect of 
Quraish. Since they also held that the language of the Koran 
was essentially the same as that of the poems, and that it rep
resents Arabic at its best and purest, some9 drew the conclusion 
that the dialect of Quraish was the most correct of all Arabic 
dialects. At the same time, the philologists did not obscure the 
fact that considerable differences were known to have existed 
between the different dialects; on the contrary, they collected 
them assiduously, so much so that it has been possible to 
achieve at least a partial reconstruction of those dialects. 

In modern times these statements have been felt to be 
incompatible, though by no means by all scholars,10 In some 
cases statement 1 or 2 was accepted at its face value and the 
other rejected. Thus Ta ha Husain 1 1 drew from his acceptance 
of the identity of Classical Arabic and the dialect of Quraish 
the conclusion that all pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, except that 
attributed to Hijazi poets, must be forged. K. Vollers, 1 2 on the 



other hand, accepted the view that the bedouins of Nejd and 
Yamama spoke a form of Classical Arabic, and concluded that 
the Koran could not have been conceived in this language, but 
was only made to conform with it by an extensive process of 
revision. Its original form Vollers sought to find in the 
noncanonical readings, which provided a composite picture of a 
"vulgar tongue" that structurally belonged to the colloquials, not 
the old dialects, and in particular had lost the case endings 
(Vrab). 

It is interesting to note that both Vollers and Taha Husain 
include in their treatment of the question lengthy chapters on 
the ancient dialects of Arabia, for it is the relation of the 
classical language to the dialects that really provides the key to 
the question. 

I believe J. G. Wetzstein was the first to claim that 
Classical Arabic was not the spoken language of the poets who 
used it for their poetry. This view has been accepted by 
practically all more recent European writers who discussed the 
matter at all, whether they believed, with Wetzstein, the 
classical language to be different from all ancient dialects, or to 



be based on one or several actual dialects.13 In recent years it 
has become usual to call it the "poetic koine"—not an entirely 
happy term, since the Greek k o i n e was, after all, a spoken 
language, and Classical Arabic, on this view, resembles more 
closely the status of Homeric Greek. This language is discussed 
at length in R. Blach&re's H i s t o i r e de la l i t t e r a t u r e a r a b e , 1 4 

which also adduces numerous examples of such separate poetic 
idioms in other societies.15 

Apparently independently, H. Fleisch, 1 6 R. Blachere,1 7 and 
C. Rabin 1 8 arrived in the forties at the conclusion that the 
language of the Koran, far from being pure Meccan either 
subsequently revised (Vollers) or slightly adapted to the poetic 
idiom, 1 9 was none other than the poetic k o i n e . 2 0 The deviations 
from the usage of the poems were seen to be due to 
unconscious backsliding into the Meccan dialect. Some of them 
may, as Fuck has pointed out,21 be explained as due to the 
novelty and difficulty of its thought, as well as to the fact that 
it was perhaps the first attempt to write Arabic prose. Indeed, 
the latter aspect is put forward with much force, and with 
apposite parallels from the history of Hebrew, by H. 



Birkeland,2 2 whose discussion, though not touching upon the 
question of idiom, lends much support to the theory just 
mentioned. 

As against this, P. Kahle 2 3 about the same time went in for 
a spirited revival of Vollers's theory. Noldeke 2 4 had adduced 
against it that, if the Prophet and his contemporaries had 
recited the Koran without *fra&, the tradition of it would not 
have been lost without a trace. Kahle—whose merit in Hebrew 
studies is to have led research from late and harmonizing 
sources back to the genuine old traditions—claims that this 
impression was due to Noldeke's ignorance of certain old 
sources. He adduces numerous traditions from a tajwid work of 
about 400 A.H.25—many of them traceable in earlier 
collections—exhorting people to read the Koran with i c r d b t and 
statements in a fragment by al-FarraJ, a Kufan grammarian who 
died in 207 A.H., to the same effect. Thus he comes to the 
quite correct conclusion that in the second Islamic century the 
Koran was frequently read without Vrab. It is less easy to 
follow him in the further conclusion that this proves the Koran 
to have been recited from the beginning in this manner, and 



the case endings to have been introduced only by Koran 
readers who had studied Classical Arabic from poetry and by 
contact with Bedouin tribes. 

The tenor of the traditions quoted, which promise heavenly 
rewards for reading the Koran with full or even partial i c m b ? & 
shows clearly that private recitation by the uneducated is 
intended, not that by trained readers. The opposite of Vrab is 
called l a h n \ hence, we may conclude that the injunctions do not 
necessarily refer to complete omission of the case endings, but 
to their wrong use. We have numerous anecdotes proving that 
even noble Arabs frequently erred in this matter, and that it 
was the fear of blasphemous meanings by misplaced case 
endings that caused the insistence on correct Vrab as much as 
the desire to have the Koran recited beautifully Indeed, it 
would matter little if these traditions, instead of being probably 
invented in the second century, really went back to the time of 
the Prophet, for there must have been many among his 
followers whose divergent linguistic background caused them to 
commit solecisms. 

It is even possible that the habit of r e a d i n g without vowel 



endings is old. As is well known, the case endings are omitted 
in Arabic spelling, which writes all words as if they stood in 
absolute initial and pausal position. This, of course, is due to 
the habit of dictating slowly, with automatic pausal 
pronunciation. But if writing was slow, reading of the Kufic 
polyphonous script cannot have been fast, and the same 
adaptations may well have been made. While they did not 
matter in private letters or books, they were naturally 
discouraged in reading Koran or poetry. In ordinary prose, 
sentences were generally turned in such a way that no 
misunderstanding could arise by the omission of the case 
endings, which thus became something of a luxury.2 7 Poetry, on 
the other hand, could permit itself certain types of tmesis 
("Sperrung") that depended for their effect entirely upon the 
presence of case-signs,28 The Koran, too, contains quite a 
number of phrases that do not make sense unless they were 
conceived with case-vowels. 

The insistence on the presence or absence of case endings 
ignores the fact that the dialect of Quraish was not simply 
Classical Arabic minus the i'r&b. It is not possible today to turn 



a piece of colloquial Arabic into literary by adding case 
endings. If anything, the dialect of Quraish must have been 
more unlike the classical than the present-day colloquials, 
which, after all, are derived from Classical Arabic or from a 
Vulgarara- b i s c h closely related to it. Had the Koran been 
composed in either the dialect of Quraish or in a "vulgar 
tongue" no amount of revision without altering the consonant 
outlines could have made it as similar to classical as it is. One 
need only consider the havoc the one consistent Quraishism, the 
omission of hamza, has played with the spelling. If, however, 
the language of the Koran made concessions to the literary 
k o i n e , the ' A r a b i y y a , then it must needs have accepted also the 
case endings, that feature which was felt to be so essential that 
it was called by the same word as the use of that language 
itself, Vrab. Fuck 2 9 may well be right in seeing in the words 
Sura XVI . 103/5 w a - h a d h d l i s a n u n ' a r a b i y y u n m u b l n u n evidence 
that Muhammad himself was conscious of using the Bedouin 
' A r a b i y y a , since elsewhere in the Koran £ a r a b means 
"Bedouins" 

A question that strangely enough no one seems yet to have 



asked is this: What reasons caused Muhammad to address his 
fellow townsmen in a language that originated, and was at the 
time used, for narrowly circumscribed purposes in Bedouin 
society, and that mainly in regions fairly remote from Mecca? It 
has, of course, been long recognized that the acceptance of a 
standard language has nothing to do with the intrinsic merits of 
the dialect chosen, but is mainly determined by the social pres
tige of the group from which the dialect emanates, or, in some 
cases, by spiritual forces using the dialect for their expression. 
The biography of the Prophet suggests in some of its episodes 
that the Quraish valued their genealogical connections with 
Bedouin tribes, and were in any case interested in attracting 
Bedouins to their fairs and religious ceremonies. It is possible, 
therefore, that the self-valuation of the nomad aristocracy was 
accepted by the townspeople to such an extent that they adopted 
also the language and the poetry that were the cultural badge of 
honor in that society. Muhammad's attitude to Hassan b. Thabit 
and Ka'b b. Zuhair rather supports this, though we must 
remember that both belong to the Medinean period, when the 
Prophet was interested in extending his sway over Bedouin 
tribes. Another possibility is that Christian missionaries, starting 



from Hira, had picked upon the language of the poets, so 
highly valued at that court, as the vehicle for carrying the 
Gospel through Arabia. It would be a natural choice, because it 
was a dialect already widely understood and respected. If indeed 
these missionaries used a pre-Islamic translation of the Gospels 
into Classical Arabic3 0—and they must have had some written 
material—then the mere existence of a literature written in it 
would have lent it immense prestige and encouraged those who, 
like the Quraish merchants, recognized the usefulness of writing 
to employ the same language. Besides, there can be no doubt of 
the presence of some Christians at Mecca. The documents 
handed down as Muhammad's letters and treaties may well have 
undergone some alterations, but it seems that they provide fairly 
strong evidence that the use of Classical Arabic in documents 
was already established in Mecca at the time. However strange 
the materials on which the Companions had written down the 
revelations,3 ] the fact that they were written down shows that 
here was a society where people already placed more reliance 
on writing than on their memory, and that the language of the 
revelations was a recognized written idiom with a more or less 
established spelling. We may speak of a Meccan "office" lan-



guage, which was there to be used for the new literary 
purposes. 

This theory would also explain how Muhammad could so 
violently reject the poets while at the same time using their 
language: If he received the poetic k o i n e , so to speak, at one 
remove, he might not have been conscious of the connection. 
Finally, there may be some kernel of truth in the assertion of 
the superiority of the language of Quraish, and that it contained 
all that was best in the other dialects, if these statements refer 
to the written "dialect," not to their spoken language. After all, 
a great deal of what we are told about other tribal dialects 
refers to the special nuances of that tribe's literary usage rather 
than to their spoken dialect. If this theory is accepted, it would 
also affect our view of the Hijazi features in the style of the 
Koran. Many of them might not be due at all to the Prophet's 
imperfect command of the ' A r a b i y y a , but might have been 
taken over by him as recognized features of a local linguistic 
tradition. 

I would hasten to add that this suggestion still leaves a 
large number of loose threads. The theory of Vollers and Kahle, 



on the other hand, seems to me to founder completely on this 
very problem. If both Muhammad and the Meccan aristocracy 
were using their own colloquial exclusively, and if the 
semi-Bedouin inhabitants of Medina saw nothing wrong in 
divine revelations being delivered in a "vulgar tongue," what 
were the reasons for accepting the Bedouin language as an 
absolute authority in the first and second Islamic centuries, 
when that Meccan aristocracy was all-powerful and the star of 
the Bedouins in the descendant? If in the century before 
Muhammad we are entitled to surmise the working of social 
forces of which we have no clear record, we have no right to 
do so in a period fully in the light of history. Unless the 
prestige of the koine had been securely established before the 
conquests, I cannot see any way of it having become so 
established afterward. If, on the other hand, the respect for the 
rawf, the guardian of correct usage in the accepted literary 
language, was transmitted by the Arab ruling class to the 
M a w a l l , we can understand that the latter turned to people like 
Khalil b. Ahmed in order to perfect their knowledge of the 
language, and finally to Bedouins as informants for their 
incipient philological studies. 



Bloch's researches32 throw some additional light on our 
problem. Though restricting himself on the whole to the order 
of words, he appears to have established the point that the 
language of poetry does not, within Classical Arabic, constitute 
a special poetic variety, in the way, say, that the language of 
poetry does within biblical Hebrew.33 He shows, however, that a 
number of words and forms are preferred because they go more 
easily into meters,34 and that in general poetry freely uses 
constructions that are distinctly rare in prose. Bloch himself 
quotes G. Bergstrasser's dictum that the chief characteristic of 
Arabic syntax is the restriction of the large choice of 
proto-Semitic constructions to a few standardized types.35 This 
tendency of development is thus shown to continue into the 
development of Arabic prose out of the poetic koine. It is 
obvious that we have to reverse Bloch's approach, and not to 
treat poetry as a special case of a language principally used as 
prose but, on the contrary, prose—in Arabic at least—as a 
special use of an idiom normally associated with poetry. The 
freer syntax of the poems and of the Koran—and this is likely 
to apply to most of the Koranic particularities noted by 



Noldeke36—is the original state of affairs, while the more 
regularized constructions of prose style are peculiar to the latter. 
The only construction Bloch found to be unparalleled in prose, 
i d h a clauses with the subject following immediately upon the 
conjunction,37 appears to be an archaism preserving the 
emphatic-demonstrative character of the particle.38 

Another possible archaism of the poetic language is stated 
by W. Caskel 3 9 namely that in pre-Islamic poetry diptotes and 
triptotes "are not yet strictly distinguished. " 4 0 This would be a 
difference of great interest if it were quite sure that the 
distinction between diptotes and triptotes developed only within 
Arabic, or, according to this view, within the 'Arabiyya. 
However, it has been suggested that diptosy existed in 
Ugaritic;4 1 and Old-Accadian, in denying case inflection to 
proper names,42 seems to have a similar phenomenon. It may 
thus be preferable to follow for once the Arab philologists in 
treating this confusion as a poetic license. It may well owe its 
wide extension to different usages in this respect in the home 
dialects of the poets, a factor that is perhaps also responsible 
for the bewildering variety of case usage in coordinated 



phrases.43 

An interesting problem is raised by Bloch's list of common 
forms and constructions unsuitable for poetry because they 
contain sequences of three short syllables that fit into few 
metres, and of four short syllabes that fit into none, for 
example, f a ' a l a , f a ' a l a t a , m a l i k u k a , f a f a ' a l a h u . ^ 4 The existence 
of such forms seems to be a forceful argument against the 
theory that the language was largely created by the poets;45 the 
syllabic structure must have existed in the dialect or dialects on 
which the k o i n e was based, and which the poets did not feel 
entitled to alter. Even if such forms were never used in a line 
of verse, they existed virtually in the system, and were at hand 
when a prose emerged that was not bound to certain rhythmic 
sequences. 

No progress seems to have been made in recent years in 
solving the problem of the place of origin of the poetic k o i n e . 
We have still no data to place it any more exactly than in the 
general region of Nejd, Yamama, and the Euphrates. The 
position of Hira as an early center of poetry, and the fact that 
the earliest cycle of poems is connected with the War of 



Basus, which took place in the Euphrates region, would give a 
certain preference to that part of the area. As against this, 
Imru'ul-qais, one of the earliest great poets, was of Kinda, and 
the Kinda empire somehow seems to provide the natural 
background for the emergence of an Arab national art. 

The real clue should, of course, be provided by comparison 
with the ancient, p r e - 'A rab i yya , dialects. Interest in these dialects 
has become widespread in recent years, and between 1940 and 
1951 not less than four full-sized studies dealing with the 
subject have appeared: by H. Kofler, 4 6 L Anls , 4 7 A. 
Hammuda,48 and C. Rabin. 4 9 Kofler's is the most complete 
collection of material and references, though without an attempt 
at geographical evaluation.50 Anis concentrates on phonetic 
matters, trying to provide something like an Arabic comparative 
phonology. Hammuda draws upon an important source not used 
by the others, the Koran commentary by Muhammad b. Yusuf 
Abu Hayyan.5 1 My own treatment, along the lines of 
geographical linguistics, is an attempt to recognize the common 
features of a group of dialects, those along the Western high
lands, with particular stress upon the Hijazi dialect. 



Between them these four works exhaust pretty well the 
information that is to be gotten out of Arab philologists 
concerning the grammar and syntax of the dialects. A good deal 
of work still remains to be done on their vocabulary, and is 
likely, as in the case of European studies in geographical 
linguistics, to provide us with better criteria for dialect geog
raphy than is done by grammar. It is disappointing, however, 
that all this work has brought us no nearer to a solution of the 
problem of the k o i n e . No dialect or group of dialects within the 
above-mentioned wide area has emerged with a special claim to 
be the cradle of the ' A r a b i y y a . On the contrary, precisely those 
regions in which poetry was cultivated most—the Euphrates 
region, Tamim, the areas of Nejd bordering on the Hijaz—have 
turned out to have spoken dialects rather distinct from the 
poetic idiom. It is unlikely that a study of the vocabulary will 
give clearer results, for vocabulary is easily borrowed, and it 
has long been recognized that the poetic idiom has widely 
borrowed from different dialects. 

The mystery is deepened by the epigraphic languages of 
Arabia. After the systematic presentation of the grammar of 



South-Arabian by M . Hofner5 2 there can be no possible doubt 
that we have here a language completely distinct from Arabic, 
and the researches of W Leslau 5 3 show that it forms a group 
together with Ethiopic and possibly Accadian, so that any 
genetic connection with Arabic is becoming increasingly unlikely. 
Some of the results of Rabin, 5 4 as well as a recent study by I. 
Al-Yasin, 5 5 suggest connections of Arabic with Northwest 
Semitic. Arabic has generally been considered to form part of a 
separate branch of the Semitic languages called South Semitic or 
Southwest Semitic. Among the features distinguishing this branch 
are the preservation of a wider range of dental consonants and 
the broken plurals. The first feature is now known also to have 
distinguished Ugaritic, a Northwest Semitic language known 
since 1929, and the broken plurals are almost certain to be a 
late development, which has little value as a genetic criterion. It 
is, of course, an entirely different question to what extent 
Classical Arabic contains South Arabian loanwords, or was 
influenced in its style by South Arabian. 

While thus the various South Arabian dialects are not very 
closely connected with Arabic, there is every likelihood of a 



close connection between Arabic and several languages known 
to us only through short inscriptions and graffiti in the 
northwest of the peninsula and to a smaller extent in the 
neighborhood of the Persian Gulf. These "proto-Arabic" lan
guages are distinguished as Thamudic, Lihyanic, and Safaitic. In 
recent years the number of known graffiti has much increased, 
and grammatical research has been pushed forward.56 From 
references to various events it has been concluded that graffiti 
in these languages continued to be incised until well into the 
third century c .E. , 5 7 perhaps even up to the lifetime of the 
Prophet.58 They are thus not far removed from the time to 
which we can ascribe the data recorded as referring to the 
ancient dialects or the period generally considered to be that of 
the beginning of Arabic poetry. 

These languages resemble Arabic closely in their 
phonological system. Their vocabulary is similar but distinct. 
Because of the briefness and stylistic monotony of the texts 
their grammar is imperfectly known, but it shows some striking 
differences from Arabic, for example, a definite article h-
(sometimes hn-) resembling Hebrew. The cultural connection 



between them and the later bearers of Arabic poetry is amply 
demonstrated by the large common fund of proper names, some 
of which can be traced back as far as Assyrian inscriptions 
about fights with "Aribi" of the ninth and eighth centuries 
B.C.E., while some are still borne by present-day Bedouins in 
Arabia and North Africa. 

The strange thing is that these languages or dialects throw 
no light upon the linguistic development of Arabic. They are a 
group quite distinct from the dialects mentioned by the Arab 
philologists, and none of their distinctive traits can be traced 
among data about those dialects. The reason for this seems to 
be, partly, that the area covered by them, later called that of 
the Quda ca tribes, took no part in the poetic activities of the 
sixth century,59 and was not reckoned as part of the region 
whose Arabic was correct. Yet there are some data available 
concerning Qudaca dialects, and none of these fit in with what 
we know about the three proto-Arabic languages. As is well 
known, Arab historical tradition has much to tell about a l - ' a r a b 
a l - b a i d a , lost tribes without genealogical connection with those 
of historical times. Some such tribes were actually still in exis-



tence, such as the Jurhum, from whose language a 
second-century authority60 purports to give twenty-four words. 
Some of the dialects dealt with by the philologists differ so 
strongly as to suggest that they belong to an older layer. 
Indeed, for the Himyar dialect spoken in the uplands of Yemen 
and the Azd dialect of the isolated coastal areas of Oman in 
the east and Asir in the south,61 the map suggests that they 
were remnants of earlier North Arabian expansions surrounded 
by seas of later, more "Arabic" arrivals. 

At one time it was generally assumed that Arabia was the 
home of the Semitic peoples- The Arabic language, that is 
Classical Arabic, was likewise assumed to differ but little from 
the proto-Semitic parent language. It appeared as a quiet pool, 
opposed to the stormy development of the other Semitic 
languages. The realization that the camel was domesticated only 
around the beginning of the first millennium B.C.E., and that 
human settlement in Arabia is likely to date from that event, is 
now leading ever wider circles to a view of that country as an 
area of immigration as well as emigration, a meeting place of 
ethnic elements coming from various directions. These 



movements produced language mixtures62 and a checkered map 
of linguistic boundaries, islets, and isolated remnants of earlier 
migrations. I have tried to explain the chief linguistic cleavage 
of pre-Islamic Arabia, that of West Arabian and the eastern 
dialects, as being due to the meeting of genetically disparate 
linguistic groups.63 

Classical Arabic is seen to stand at the end of a 
development, not at its beginning. When this development 
becomes clearer, as one hopes it will now that the 
archaeological reconnaissance of the peninsula has begun, its 
ancestry may well turn out to be a highly complicated one. 

POSTSCRIPT 

The important study "Stress Patterns in Arabic" by H. 
Birkeland 6 4— which I saw only after the completion of this 
article—introduces a new problem into the question of the 
relation between the ancient dialects and the ' A r a b i y y a , The 



author shows (p. 12) that the fixed expiratory stress of the 
modern colloquials of Syria, Iraq, and Egypt was superimposed 
on a state of language that had long and short vowels where 
Classical Arabic has them, but had at that time already lost the 
hamza of words ending in -d\ He further comes to the 
conclusion that this older state of the language had no fixed 
expiratory stress at a l l Both the absence of such a fixed stress 
and the loss of hamza, however, are features of West Arabian. 
On the other hand, we find that the ancient East Arabian 
dialects had a strong fixed expiratory stress, and that the 
reductions caused by it show it to have been just in the places 
where it is in the above-mentioned colloquials. It is reasonably 
certain that the eastern dialects had preserved the hamza of - a \ 
especially as they are said to have had in a few cases - a ' as 
against Hijazi -a; 6 5 since the Arab grammarians do not know 
the concept of stress, and the structure of - a } nouns is such 
that tell-tale contractions cannot occur, we shall never know 
how these words were stressed in the ancient eastern dialects. 

In any case, the colloquial situation presents a curious 
mixture of eastern and western features. One explanation might 



be that fixed stress spread in a "wave" movement from the 
Persian Gulf area, that it reached the home of the standard 
eArabiyya too late to affect its vocalism, and affected the Fertile 
Crescent and Egypt only after their spoken dialects had lost the 
final hamza. This theory fits in with Birkeland's discovery that in 
the Maghribine colloquials the same fixed-stress pattern is 
superimposed on another fixed-stress pattern, or, in other words, 
that it reached those colloquials only after a lengthy development 
bad taken place (p. 28). The situation in the ancient eastern 
dialects is, as far as I can see, fully consistent with the 
assumption that fixed expiratory stress was a fairly recent 
innova- tion. It may even have been due to contact with 
speakers of Aramaic, a language in which the effects of stress 
play a prominent role. 
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T 
- J L . he Arabic sources appear to be unanimous about the 

outstanding role played by Bedouins in the development of 
Classical Arabic. For them, Classical Arabic is identical with 
the spoken language of the Bedouins. Whereas the Arabs 
dwelling in towns came in contact with the indigenous 
population, so that their language deteriorated, the Bedouins, it 
is claimed, preserved their speech free from contamination and 
continued to speak pure Classical Arabic, just as they had done 
in the days of the djahiliyya. Not only did a real Bedouin not 
understand the gibbering of the lower strata of the settled 
population, 1 he could not even constrain himself to utter any 
locution offending the rules of Classical Arabic. The Arabic 
sources bristle with anecdotes that show how much the linguists 
of the first Islamic centuries depended on Bedouins in 
ascertaining the proper rules of Classical Arabic.2 

Modern scholars have realized for some time that this is not 



borne out by the facts as related by the same Arabic sources. 
These tell us expressly that considerable differences separated the 
tribal languages from one another and thus confirm our a priori 
assumptions about dialects scattered over such a wide area as 
the Arabian peninsula. These various dialectal features were 
assembled in a comprehensive paper by H. Kofler3 and inde
pendently collected again and evaluated for the West Arabian 
language area by C. Rabin, who applied the criteria of dialectal 
geography.4 These works clearly prove that the dialectal 
differences were so considerable that the various tribal languages 
must, to some extent at least, be considered as different idioms. 
Consequently, it cannot be maintained any longer that Classical 
Arabic is identical with the "Common Bedouin Language,'1 

simply because no such common Bedouin language existed, and, 
as is borne out both by general considerations and by the 
traditions transmitted by Arabic sources, the Bedouin local 
dialects differed from one another. Hence, there is substantial 
agreement among modern scholars5 that to most or all of those 
who employed Classical Arabic for writing poetry it was to 
some extent a foreign idiom which had to be acquired. We may 
in this connection disregard the hackneyed question whether or 



not Classical Arabic emerged from the dialect of a single tribe. 
For our purpose it is enough to state that as early as the 
second half of the sixth century C.E., Classical Arabic showed 
every sign of being a common tribal language, being open to 
(i.e., freely borrowing from) the various Bedouin dialects in 
lexicography, and, as it seems, even in phonology, morphology, 
and syntax. Thus, it necessarily became something quite different 
from the everyday language of one tribe. Moreover, the elevated 
nature of poetic language and the subject matter of pre-Islamic 
poetry inevitably resulted in a language rather different from 
everyday speech. Typologically, however, Classical Arabic and 
the various ancient Arabic dialects were closely akin, being all 
of them languages of the synthetic type, that is, tending to 
express several notions by the same word, so that the need to 
change over from the dialects to Classical Arabic caused no real 
difficulties. 

It is somewhat surprising that although modern research 
almost unanimously agrees about the differences between 
Classical Arabic and the individual Bedouin dialects before 
Islam, scholars continue to accept stories that presuppose a 



common spoken Bedouin language identical with Classical 
Arabic in the first Islamic centuries. Rabin, it is true, has stated 
his disbelief in clear terms,6 but generally European scholars 
accept such stories. Even the most important recent publication 
on the development of Classical Arabic, J. Fuck's A r a b i y a , 1 

wholeheartedly accepts the thesis of a common Bedouin 
language, for all practical purposes identical with Classical 
Arabic- Being well aware of the dialectal differences between 
the Arab tribes before Mohammad, he arrives at the ingenious 
solution that this diversity was blurred during military 
expeditions and by the common life in the camps. Here the 
various Bedouin dialects intermingled and a common Bedouin 
language arose, which in the first centuries of Islam constituted 
the basis of Classical Arabic. Thus, though in the pre-Islamic 
centuries dialectal differences had occurred and no common 
spoken Bedouin language had existed, a common spoken 
Bedouin language emerged from the military camps. 
Consequently, it is suggested, we have no reason to doubt the 
reliability of stories depicting the dependence of the 
grammarians on the Bedouins, who, according to this view, 
were the arbiters in linguistic questions. 



Despite its ingenuity, however, Fuck's solution seems to us 
contrary both to the general trend of linguistic development and 
the express statements of our sources. It is clear that the 
centrifugal forces exceeded the centripetal. There was, no doubt, 
some general leveling of the dialects in the military camps, but 
this was only ephemeral. New dialects arose everywhere, the 
determining factor in each instance being the ancient dialect 
that happened to be prevalent.8 

We have to assume that the great conquests and migrations 
affected the ancient Arabic dialects, but they resulted only in a 
variety of dialects and did not produce any common spoken 
Bedouin language. This is attested by the contemporary sources: 
Fuck himself quotes Hamdanfs description of the complicated 
linguistic situation in South Arabic—already, it is true, in the 
tenth century—but we possess also an express statement of 
al-Djahiz9 that in every province the dialect of the tribe that had 
settled there prevailed. According to al-DjahizT this accounted for 
the difference between the dialects of Kufa, Basra, Syria, and 
Egypt. Furthermore, even the great variety of traditions about 
the most correct tribal language assume that the dialects were 



different from one another. So our contention that no common 
Bedouin language existed either before or after the Islam is 
corroborated both by general considerations and express 
attestation.10 

Since no common Bedouin language existed, the stories in 
which every ordinary Bedouin poses as an expert in every fine 
shade of Classical Arabic must be considered as apocryphal. But 
how, then, did these apocryphal stories arise? There must have 
been a background favorable for them. Rabin, in our opinion, 
goes too far in maintaining that these stories were only 
"justified by the rich speech of the Bedouins and his natural 
rhetorical ability and by the fact that a tradition of Classical 
Arabic poetry still continued among the tribes for some 
centuries, as proved by the Diwan of Hudhaih" Of these points, 
only the last is of real importance. It seems evident that the 
tradition of Classical Arabic poetry continued among the 
Bedouins largely because their conditions of life, in contradis
tinction to those of the settled population, had not changed, and 
still, as before Islam, constituted the background to Bedouin 
poetry. Another important point, adduced by Rabin, is that the 



native assistants of the schools were probably r u w a t . 1 1 These 
r u w d t , we may add, were experts in Classical Arabic poetry, as 
they continued to live among the same conditions as their 
ancestors and, therefore, were inclined to write in the same way. 
But besides these sociological reasons there was also a linguistic 
consideration that not only facilitated the survival of Classical 
Arabic poetry among the Bedouins, but, in our opinion, also 
contributed to the emergence of these apocryphal stories. This 
was the dichotomy of the Islamic Arabic dialects, divided into 
Bedouin and urban vernaculars. In an analysis of early Islamic 
papyri, the author has attempted12 to prove that immediately 
after the great conquests the dialects of the settled population, 
which came in contact with foreign elements, became 
contaminated, so that vernaculars arose that may already be 
justly considered Middle Arabic dialects. These Middle Arabic 
dialects, though separated from one another by many dialectal 
differences, emerging, developing, and disappearing again in the 
way envisaged by the wave hypothesis, nevertheless exhibit a 
certain unity when compared with Classical Arabic and the 
Bedouin dialects. If we may reduce the different and intricate 
features that typify these dialects to a common denominator, the 



most conspicuous feature that characterizes them is that they 
diverge from the synthetic type, that is, they do not tend any 
more, like Classical Arabic and Bedouin dialects, to express 
several notions by one word, and instead approximate to the 
ana- lytic type, generally expressing each notion by a separate 
word. The most obvious sign of this phenomenon is the 
disappearance of the cases and moods. Because of the chasm 
between Middle Arabic dialects and Classical Arabic, the urban 
speakers had to overcome considerable difficulties when they 
tried to use Classical Arabic, whereas even ordinary Bedouins, 
speaking, as in the Djdhiliyya, synthetic dialects closely akin to 
Classical Arabic, could do so relatively easily and were less apt 
than the urban population to make mistakes. It was therefore 
much easier for a r a m of Bedouin stock to transmit Classical 
Arab poetry. Moreover, even an ordinary Bedouin, speaking his 
own dialect, may have appeared to speakers of Middle Arabic 
vernaculars of the lower strata of the town population to be 
speaking some kind of Classical Arabic, since he used case 
endings, the most conspicuous outward sign of the literary 
language. Against this background, the emergence of stories 
extolling the linguistic faculties of Bedouins becomes quite 



understandable. Sometimes we may assume that the heroes of 
these stories were not ordinary Bedouins, but r u w a t , referred to, 
as it seems, by expressions like ' a r a b u n turdd c a r a b i y y a t u h u m 
("Bedouins whose Arabic is agreeable"), a l - ( a r a b u a l - m a w t h u q u 
b i h i m ("reliable Bedouins")* f u s a h a * u - l - f a r a b i ("correctly 
speaking Bedouins"),13 a l - c a r a b u al -Jusahd^u a l - ' u q a l d ' u 
("correctly speaking and intelligent Bedouins").14 Other stories, 
however, illustrating the linguistic faculties of ordinary Bedouins, 
must be considered apocryphal, arising against the background 
of the somewhat paradoxical Bedouin superiority in linguistic 
matters, which depended on Bedouin r u w a t and the kindred 
character of Bedouin dialects and Classical Arabic. The Bedouins 
were also extolled, as Rabin his pointed out, as a part of the 
general idealization of early Islamic society and in accordance 
with the romantic hankering after the primitive in other urban 
societies, and, we may add, sometimes also from a taste for 
paradox, since the superiority of a common Bedouin to the 
refined citizen was not without a paradoxical touch. In some 
cases, too. Bedouin boasting has to be taken into consideration. 
Only in one field does the early Arab philologist seem to have 
relied on the ordinary Bedouin, that is, in lexicography. 



Apparently, in the early period the Arab philologists excelled 
each other in collecting every lexical detail from every source 
available, that is to say, Classical Arabic remained at this time 
lexicographically "open" to the Bedouin dialects, just as it had 
done before Islam, for this fitted well the Arab flair for r a r i o r a 
( n a w d d i r ) , 1 5 On the other hand, the earliest philologists already 
seem to have restricted the range of "correct" orthographical, 
morphological, and syntactical usage, apparently adjusting the 
sources transmitted by them to the patterns they demanded. The 
fact that Koranic orthography was revised in accordance with 
the rules of Classical Arabic and that features like the omission 
of the glottal stop were excised,16 presupposes a language with 
fixed rules already firmly established- The result is that 
Classical Arabic, as transmitted by the early philologists, is rich 
in vocabulary, but much more restricted in orthography, 
morphology, and syntax than one would have expected of a 
language "open" to a great number of tribal dialects. 

We thus acquire new criteria for examining the reliability 
of stories about the linguistic superiority of the Bedouins. Some 
of these stories are, in our opinion, historical, since they refer 



to Bedouins who acted as r u w a t and were therefore masters of 
Classical Arabic. Sometimes even ordinary Bedouins were 
questioned on matters of lexicography. On the other hand, in 
matters of phonology, morphology, and syntax the ancient 
philologists were much stricter and appear to have restricted the 
old usages more and more; it is therefore unlikely that they 
relied on ordinary Bedouins in these fields. It must always be 
borne in mind that even the r u w a t did not generally speak 
Classical Arabic as their natural language. Thus, all the stories 
about Bedouins who simply could not speak anything but "cor
rect" Arabic are to be regarded as apocryphal. 

In the light of these criteria, it will be worthwhile to 
analyze an account of one of the most famous linguistic 
disputes, the so-called m a s ' a l a a z - z u n b u r i y y a . This story exists in 
several different versions. According to all of them,17 the dispute 
took place in Baghdad between the famous grammarians 
al-Kisa1! and Sibawayhi about the use of the accusative in two 
expressions. In the first, the problem was whether the 
continuation of the sentence k u n t u azunnu a n n a - l - ( a q r a b a 
ashaddu l a s c a t a n m i n a - z - z u n b u r i ("I thought that the scorpion 



stung more severely than the wasp" [ a z - z u n b u r , whence the 
name of the dispute, "the question concerning the 
wasp'1])—should be only f a ' i d h d h u w a hiya or also faHdhd 
h u w a Hyydhd ("And behold, the one is [like] the other"). The 
other problem concerned the sentence kharajtu faHdhd 'Abdu 
- l l a h i -1-qdHmu/a ("I went out, and behold, there was A., who 
was standing"), and whether it was correct to use al-qaHma as 
well as al-qdHmu. Whereas al-KisaT considered the use of both 
nominative and accusative in each case as correct, Sibawayhi 
would only approve of the use of the nominative. It was agreed 
to refer the question to Bedouins,18 who decided in favor of 
al-Kis&l. There were rumors that this decision had been brought 
about by bribery. 

The grammatical issue in the dispute was thoroughly 
analyzed by A . Fischer In the wake of H. L . Fleischer, Fischer 
demonstrated that the use of Hyyd in a phrase like f a ' idhd 
h u w a Hyydhd is attested and may be regarded as correct. The 
second accusative, however, in a phrase like faHdhd ' A b d u - l l a h i 
a l - q d f i m a , ] 9 is, according to Fischer, rather harsh, being used on 
the assumption of the Kufic grammarians that a circumstantial 



phrase may also be definite. 

The historicity of this story is generally asserted. Fischer, 
while taking account of the different versions, nevertheless 
inclines to regard the dispute as historical. Fiick, who assumes 
the existence of a common Bedouin language that provided the 
basis of later Classical Arabic, and who therefore accepts the 
traditional view of the unlimited linguistic superiority of the 
Bedouins, adduces our story as proof that Bedouins acted as 
arbiters in linguistic questions.20 Blachere apparently regards 
even the rumors about the bribe as historical, accepting them as 
proof of the low moral standards prevailing among Bedouins.21 

However, this last point, at least, seems to be apocryphal;22 this 
part of the story is always attached to the main body rather as 
an afterthought. It is generally only connected by w a y u g d l u 
("and it is said"), and the like, as, for example, in the 
M u g h n i - l - l a b l b of Ibn Hisham. 2 3 Very interesting is the passage 
quoted by Ibn al^Anbari 2 4 in the name of Basran authorities: 
3 a m m d m a r a w a u h u f a n i -l-^arabi . . . f a m i n a -sh-shddhdki 
-lladhi l a y u ' b a ' u b i h i . . . c a l d ' a n n a h u q a d r u w i y a 3 a n n a h u m 
Vffi { a l d m u t a b a ' a t i -1-KisdHyyi dju'lan f a l d t a k u n u f i q a u l i h i m 



hudjdjatun l i t a t a r r u q i - t - t u h m a t i f i - l - m u w d -faqati ("And the 
traditions of the Bedouins [permitting the use of the accusative 
in the above-mentioned expressions] , . . are so isolated that one 
must not take them into account. And there is a tradition that 
they received a bribe in order to agree to the opinion of 
al-Kisa% and if so, there is no proof to be adduced from their 
judgment, as it may be mistrusted.") This passage deserves 
special attention, as it proves that even in Basran circles the 
tradition concerning the bribe was not well founded. It is 
therefore not surprising that in some versions the bribe is 
omitted altogether, as by Suyuti. In other sources, for instance 
one source in the M u g h n i - l - l a b i b and especially Ibn 
Khallikan, 2 5 the traditions concerning the bribing of the 
Bedouins are apocryphal when they depict the Bedouins as 
unable to utter an incorrect sentence and therefore forced to say 
only "al-Kisa'i is right" instead of repeating the "incorrect" 
phrases approved by him. So one may claim that the 
acceptance of bribes was quite common among the r u w a t and, 
as Blachfere himself perhaps intended to do, regard this part of 
our story as typical rather than historical. 



Even the gist of our story, concerning the role of the 
Bedouins, seems to us unhistorical. It is so, no doubt, according 
to the version of Ibn Khal- likan, which maintains that a single 
Bedouin acted as umpire. Certainly, Bedouin dialects were 
different from one another so that an expression like faHdhd 
h u w a Hyydhd may have been familiar in one, but relatively 
unknown in another vernacular. Therefore, to apply to an 
unknown Bedouin, whose only qualification was his pure 
Bedouin speech, is rather like casting lots, since by chance this 
man may or may not have known the construction in question. 
Men like al-KisaJT and Sibawayhi, no doubt, were well aware of 
this fact and it is unlikely that they would have agreed to such 
a way of deciding the dispute. Even the tradition that several 
Bedouins acted as arbiters is not well founded. According to the 
tradition preserved by Ibn al-Anbarl, 2 6 it seems that all the 
Bedouins, of whom four are known by name, agreed with 
al-KisiTi, though it is not probable that Sibawayhi did not know 
a turn of phrase known to all or almost all the Bedouins. The 
tradition in T a ' r i k h B a g h d a d 2 1 the smoothest and so, in our 
opinion, the latest version, relates that some of the Bedouins 



supported Sibawayhi, but eventually the majority decided in 
favor of al-Kisa'I. This may have worked well, theoretically, in 
the case of faHdhd h u w a Hyydhd, which is attested in Classical 
and Middle Arabic, but this version fails to explain how the 
majority of the Bedouins decided in favor of faHdhd c A b d u 
-lldhi -l-q&Hma, which is described by Fischer as rather harsh 
and based only upon the theory of the Kufan grammarians that 
a circumstantial phrase may be definite as well. Could it, then, 
be imagined that the majority of the Bedouins would have 
supported the possibility of using such a construction, which, 
except in rhyme, could not be demanded even by d a r u r a t 
ash-shtfr! It seems, therefore, that the whole story that the 
m a s ' a l a a z - z u n b u r i y y a was decided by Bedouins is apocryphal. 

We have accordingly reached the conclusion that stories 
enhancing the role of Bedouins as arbiters in linguistic questions 
must be taken with a grain of salt. It was the dichotomy of the 
Arabic language as it emerged after the great conquests that 
produced these stories. On the one hand, there existed the 
Middle Arabic dialects of the urban population, analytic in type 
and typologically closely akin to the modern Arabic dialects, and 



on the other hand, the local Bedouin tongues, which had 
remained unchanged in their main features, and which were thus 
still close to Classical Arabic so that their speakers could 
readily change to speaking Classical Arabic. Since these dialects 
preserved, in contradistinction to the urban vernaculars, the most 
conspicuous outward sign of the synthetic trend, the case 
endings, townsmen listening to them might have been given the 
superficial impression that they were hearing Classical Arabic. If 
we also remember the fact that Classical Arabic poetry 
continued among the Bedouins for both linguistic and 
sociological reasons, the general idealization of early Islamic 
society, the romantic hankering after the primitive, the delight 
taken in the paradox that the Bedouins excelled the cultivated 
urban population, and also Bedouin boasting, we shall understand 
how these stories developed. When examining them, one has to 
bear in mind the basic fact that Bedouin dialects, however close 
to each other and to Classical Arabic, differed from one another 
and from Classical Arabic in many respects, so that unknown 
Bedouins, as distinguished from r u w a t , could not be asked 
questions concerning morphology and syntax, whereas in the 
field of lexicography Classical Arabic remained open to Bedouin 



speech for a long while. The linguistic situation of the first 
centuries of the Islam, thus revealed to us, is complicated, as 
Middle Arabic and Bedouin dialects, which had developed along 
complex lines, mingled, absorbed each other and often 
converged, whereas Classical Arabic, typologically akin to the 
Bedouin dialects, served as the literary language. 
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Dialekte. See Fischer's account in A Volume of Oriental Studies 
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TO Q U R ' A N 
TRANSLATORS 

A . Ben-Shemesh 

A. Ben-Shemesh, "Some Suggestions to Qur'an Translators," A r a b i c a 16 (1969): 83 
Reprinted with the permission of Brill Academic Publishers. 

I. THE MEANING OF "AL-RAHIM" IN THE 



QURAN 

T¬ wo of God's ninety-nine "Most Beautiful 

Names," namely, a l - R a h m a n and a l - R a h l m , are the most 
frequently mentioned in the Qur'an. Apart from several instances 
in the text, we find them joined together in the "Opening" (B 
'Surah I)1 and in the first verse of all B 'Surahs, but one. 
Macdonald renders them as: "The Compassionate Com-
passionator."2 As the Arabic root of both these epithets is r h 
m, this rendering may be accepted as a correct literal 
translation. In B JSurah XII.64, 92, however, this meaning is 
expressed by the words: A r h a m a l - R a h i m i n , 

The English, French, and German translators seem reluctant to 
accept the notion that because these two attributes have the same 
root in Arabic, they are merely a repetition. They translate, 
therefore, both words differently. 

For the purpose of this paper I shall quote a few divergent 
translations as follows: 



"The most merciful God" (Sale), "The merciful the 
compassionate" (Arberry, Bell, Palmer), "The compassionate the 
merciful" (Rodwell, Dawood), "The Beneficient the Merciful" 
(Pickthall, Muhammad Ali). Blachere translates in French: "Le 
Bienfaiteur Misericordieux," and Masson: "Celui qui fait 
misericorde, le misericordieux," while the Germans render them 
as: "Des Erbarmers, des Barmherzigen" (Henning and Paret in 
1950) and "Des Barmherzigen und Glitigen" (Paret in 1966).3 

"Des Gnadigen des Barmherzigen" (Mahmud Ahmad, Pakistan 
1959), "Des allbarmherzigen Gottes" (Grigull), "Des 
Allbarmherzigen" (Ull-mann-Winter, 1964). 

These various efforts to avoid repetition, together with the 
fact that among the ninety-nine names we find another 
attribute—al-Ra'uf—that also connotes "the merciful" or "the 
compassionate," make al-Rahfm look really repetitious and 
superfluous. 

To avoid this, I humbly suggest, in my translation of the 
Qur'an into modern Hebrew, which I am now preparing, to 
interpret a l - R a h i r n as "the Beloved." I base my proposition on 



the following grounds: 

(1) The Arabic and Hebrew root r h m denotes two main 
emotions: love and compassion. They seem to be strongly 
related to the name r h m in both languages, which denotes, 
according to the dictionaries, "womb," but originally meant "a 
female," a "mother." A relic with such a meaning is found in 
Judg. 5:30, where Rehem R a h a m a t a y i m means "a female or 
two." The ancient man, observing the natural love and 
compassion in the behavior of a mother toward the offsprings 
of her womb, called these emotions by the name the mother 
was known to him, that is, r h m. 

(2) However, these two names for the emotions of a 
mother did not enjoy an equal development. In Arabic and 
Hebrew the root was mainly used to denote "compassion," 
although we find a trace for its use for "love" in verse 2 of 
Psalm 18, where the words E r h a m h a A d o n a y mean: "I love 
thee my Lord." In Aramaic, another sister language, the root r 
h m was used to denote only "love" and not "compassion." In 
the Aramaic translations of the Bible, wherever the Hebrew root 
a h b ("to love") appears, it is translated by the root r h m. 



The use of r a h l m denoting "beloved" must have been well 
known amongst the Jews in the centuries preceding Islam, like 
its twin, r a h u m . Even in modern Hebrew, Aramaic phrases with 
such meanings are used, for example, A h l R a h i t n a ' i for "my 
beloved brother" Consequently, the Aramaic translation of the 
word E r h a m a h a (Ps. 18:2) is given as A h a b b i n a k from a root 
similar to the Hebrew a h b and the Arabic H a b b a ("love"), 
which is used in the Qui°an in the verses dealing with the love 
for God, as follows: 

(a) In B' Surah 11.160 (Per Bell's translation) a warning is 
given to the pagans "who love their idols with a love like 
that given to Allah." 

(b) In B J Surah 111.29 it is said: " If you love Allah follow 
me and Allah will love you." This is repeated also in B 3 

Surah v. 59. 

(3) The love f o r God is therefore an essential element in 



the relation between Allah and his creatures. In the ninety-nine 
attributes, however, we find only one epithet describing God's 
love, namely, al-Wadud, that is, "the very loving," and nothing 
about God b e i n g loved. We have to remember that the love 
f o r God forms a most important part of the Jewish faith. In 
the Shema, the children of Israel are ordered: "You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 
and with all your might" (Deut. 6:5). Muhammad repeatedly 
declares in the Qur'an that he came to confirm the Bible. He 
makes several allusions to the Shema and accuses the children 
of Israel of not complying with its contents (e.g., Qui°an 11.87, 
IV.48, VIII.21). 

(4) The resemblance of the Aramaic attribute a l - R a h i m to 
the Arabic root r h m caused one of the most important 
precepts of the faith, "to love God," to be overlooked. It can 
easily be rectified by interpreting a l - R a h i m to mean "the 
Beloved." This will restore it to its appropriate meaningful 
position as the third one amongst God's other attributes. 

My proposition to place the epithet al-Rahfm in its rightful 
dignified position does not preclude the use of it as an 



adjective in its "compassionate" sense. In all verses in which it 
is joined to a different root where an allegation of repetition is 
excluded, it certainly can be translated "the compassionate," and 
so in many other instances where the context so requires, for 
example, a l - T a w w d b a l - R a h i m , R a f u f R a h i m . 

The B a s m a l l a h should therefore be translated: "In the name 
of God the compassionate the beloved." 

IL THE MEANING OF FIR AWN DU AL-AWTAD 

The name Fir'own (Pharaoh) appears several times in the 
Qur'an but only in two verses with the epithet: Du al-Awtad 
(Q. XXXVIIL2 and LXXXIX.9) . The following different 
translations were given to this adjective: 

"Pharaoh the contriver of the stakes." (Sale) 

"Pharaoh the impaler" (RodweH, Dawood) 

"Pharaoh the lord of the hosts." (Muhamad Ali) 



"Pharaoh of the Stakes/1 (Bell) 

"Pharaoh, he of the tent-pegs." (Arberry) 

The German and French translation adopt similar 
renderings, which make no sense and have no basis whatsoever. 
Now, the word a w t a d appears only three times in the Qur'an: 
twice in the above-mentioned verses and once again in 
LXXVIII.7, where mountains are described as a w t a d . Relying 

on this passage it should be translated, "Pharaoh of the 
mountains." However, the only mountains a Bedouin could see 
in Egypt were the Pyramids, which look from far away like 
pointed tent-pegs, that is, a w t a d , 

I therefore suggest that F i f o w n du a l - A w t a d should be 
translated as: "Pharaoh of the Pyramids," which is a most 
fitting and sensible translation based on the Qur'an itself. 

NOTES 



1. My contention is that "Surah" is an arabirized form of the 
Hebrew name THYtO B' surah, that is, Gospel, given to the 
Christian Gospels during the early centuries of Christianity and 
adopted in the Qur'an for "revelation." 

2. Short Erie, of I s l a m , p. 34. 

3. Paret explains this change "aus rein stilistischen grunden" 
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4.1 

INTRODUCTION TO T H E 
D E A D S E A SCROLLS 

I b n Warraq 

-hundreds of Hebrew and Aramaic scrolls have been 
discovered in eleven caves near the Dead Sea since 1947. These 



documents,scrolls written on leather, one embossed on copper, 
thousands of fragments on papyrus or leather, have been dated 
to roughly between 200 B.C.E. and 70 ex., with a small portion 
of the texts perhaps going back to the third century B.C.E., and 
the bulk of the extant material dating to the first century 

The caves in which the scrolls were found are located near 
a complex of ruins known as Khirbet Qumran, near the Dead 
Sea. Excavations revealed the existence of various buildings 
showing evidence of a community, which has since been 
identified as that of the Essenians, described by Josephus, Philo, 
and Pliny the Elder. It is also now recognized that the scrolls 
found in the caves must have come from this settlement of the 
Essenes. However, not all scholars are happy about identifying 
the Qumran settlement with the Essenes.2 

In cave 11 were found eight3 noncanonical psalms, of which 
four were known, prior to the recovery of the scroll from 
Qumran, in ancient translations. The scroll now reveals to us the 
Hebrew text on which these translations were based. Al l four 
poems were originally composed in Hebrew. None of them was 



written in the first century c.E., the date of the scroll itself; the 
youngest of the four may have been written as many as two 
centuries or more before the scroll was written. The so-called 
Psalm 151, which is in two sections, 151A and 151B, was 
excluded from the Masoretic Bible (the standard Hebrew Bible) 
but was known through various manuscripts like the Septuagint, 
the Greek translation of the Old Testament made in Alexandria, 
which does not always correspond with the Hebrew Bible; in 
Latin through the Vetus Latina;4 and in Syriac through the 
Syro-Hexaplaire (a Syriac collection of five noncanonical 
psalms). The Syriac and Latin translations were very probably 
made from the Greek translation.5 

Edmund Wilson takes up the story: 

This 151st Pslam of the Septuagint now turns up in the new 
text as two separate pieces, which have evidently been 
combined in the Greek and Syriac versions and to some 
extent censored. This censoring is thought to be significant, 
because in this new Hebrew version [from cave 11 at Qumran] 
the flocks and the trees are made to respond to the music of 



David's lyre as they are not in the other versions. Now, the 
influence of the Greek cult of Orpheus, whose music was 
supposed to have enchanted its animal and vegetable hearers, 
is clearly traceable both in Jewish and Christian art, in the 
former of which Orpheus merges with David and in the latter 
of which with Christ. The animals and trees charmed by 
Orpheus are transformed into the sheep watched by David and 
the flock of that other good shpeherd, Christ. Among the 
frescoes of a third-century synagogue discovered at 
Dura-Europus on the Upper Euphrates, is one of Orpheus in a 
Phrygian cap playing his cithern to a monkey and a lion.6 

Philonenko gives Dupont-Sommer's translation. But there 
was a certain amount of controversy about this translation. I 
give Edmund Wilson's summary of the issues: 

The scholars who have translated this psalm (151) have 
differed from one another in emphasizing or minimizing the 
supposed Orphic influence to be seen in it. Almost all of them, 
like Mr. Sanders, translate the words that precede the statement 



that the trees and the flocks respond to David's music as a 
statement that the mountains do NOT bear witness to the Lord 
nor do the hills proclaim Him. The Hebrew negative is certainly 
there, but M, Dupont-Sommer, in a paper called David et Orphee 
[Institut de France annual public session of Cinq Academies. 
Monday, 26 October 1964, Paris, plaquette no. 20, 11 pages], 
avoids these apparently contradictory statements by interpreting 
these lines as questions; "Do the mountains not bear witness V 
etc. He regards the lines that follow as also betraying Greek 
influence—in this case, Pythagoreanism, a conception of the 
harmony of the world, the music of the spheres, which the pious 
musician imitates and reproduces on his lyre in homage to the 
supreme God. "For who will proclaim and who will recount the 
works of the Lord ? God sees the universe; God hears the 
universe, and he gives ear" The Hebrew phrase for the all J. A. 
Sanders simply renders as everything; Dupont-Sommer translates 
Tunivers" as I have left it above The Jews, in their reaction 
against the Greeks, would have eliminated any trace of Orphism 
of Pythagoreanism, hence the abridged version in the Septuagint 
and the Syriac texts of this Hellenistic psalm,7 



I give Geza Vermes's English translation of Psalm 151A for 
comparison. 

Hallelujah. Of David, son of Jesse 

1. I was smaller than my brothers, and younger than the sons of 
my father. 

He made me shepherd of his flock, and a ruler over his kids. 

2. My hands have made a pipe and my fingers a lyre, 

I have rendered glory to the Lord ; I have said so in my 
soul. 

3. The mountains do not testify to him, and the hills do not tell 
(of him) 

The trees praise my words and the flocks my deeds. 

A. For who can tell and speak of and recount the works of the 
Lord? 

God has seen all, he has heard all, and he listens to all 



5. He sent his prophet to anoint me, Samuel to magnify me. 

My brothers went out to meet him, beautiful of figure, 
beautiful of appearance. 

6. They were tall of stature with beautiful hair, yet the Lord did 
not choose them. 

7. He sent and took me from behind the flock, and anointed me 
with holy oil 

As a prince of his people, and a ruler among the sons of his 
Covenant.8 

151 B in J. A. Sanders's translation: 

At the beginning of David's power after the prophet of God had 
anointed him 

Then (1 saw) a Philistine 
Uttering defiances from the r[anks of the enemy] 
. . . I . . . the . 

9 



I now give Dupont-Sommers's French translation of 151A and 
B: 

Alleluia! De David, fils de Jesse. 
J'etais le cadet de mes freres 
Et le plus jeune des fils de mon pere. 
At (celui-ci) fit de moi le pasteur de son troupeau 
Et le chef de ses chevrettes. 
Mes mains fabriquerent un instrument de musique 
et mes doigts, un lyre; 
et je rendis gloire a Iahve, 
m'etant dit, moi, en moi-meme: 
"Les montagnes ne Lui rendent-elles pas temoignage ? 
Et les collines ne (Le) proclament-elles pas?" 
Les arbres priserent mes paroles 
et le troupeau, mes poemes. 
Car qui proclamera et qui c£lebrera 
et qui racontera les ceuvres du Seigneur? 
Lunivers, Eloah, le voit; 
Tunivers, Lui Tentend, et Lui prete Toreille 



II envoya Son prophete pour m'oindre, 
Samuel pour me grandir. 
Mes freres sortirent a sa rencontre, 
eux qui avaient belle forme et bel aspect, 
qui etaient de haute taille, 
qui avaient de beaux cheveux: 
Iahv£ Dieu ne les choisit point. 
Mais II envoya me prendre de derriere le troupeau, 
et II nVoignit de huile sainte, 
et I fir de moi le prince de Son peuple 
et le chef des fils de Son Alliance 

151B: 
Commencement des hauts [ fa]its de David, apres 
que le prophete de Dieu Pent oint. 
Alors j'[entend]is un Philistin qui defiait les 
Li[gnes d 'Israel] 

10 
F • • 

Psalm 151A "is made up of seven pairs, or couplets, of 



bi-colons preceded by a short title. Hebrew poetry can be 
measured in sense-accented feet, or stresses ; the bi-colons in 
our psalm generally have the 3/2 metre save for verses 4 and 
7, which have bicolons in 3 / 3 , , . . Psalm 151 A has two 
strophes clearly indicated by the slightly longer verses of 4 and 
7, each of which closes a strophe."11 

To end, I give Psalm 151 from the Septuagint: 

This Psalm is a genuine one of David, though supernumerary, 
composed when he fought in single combat with Goliad. 

I was small among my brethren, and youngest in my father's 
house: I tended my father's sheep. My hands formed a 
musical intsrument and my fingers tuned a psaltery. And who 
shall tell my Lord? the Lord himself, he himself hears. He 
sent forth his angel, and took me from my father's sheep, and 
he anointed me with the oil of his anointing. My brothers 
were handsome and tall; but the Lord did not take pleasure 
in them. I went forth to meet the Philistine; and he cursed 



me by his idols. But I drew his own sword, and beheaded 
him, and removed reproach from the children of Israel.12 

NOTES 

1. Geza Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 
(Har- mondsworth: Penquin, 1998), pp. 13-14. 

2. Others associate the Qumran sect with the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Zealots, or Jewish-Christians: see R, Eisenbaum and 
Michael Wise, Dead Sea Scrolls Uncovered (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1992), pp. 5, I t 

3. Scholars do not always seem to agree: Vermes says there 
were seven noncanonical psalms found, The Complete Dead Sea 
Scrolls, p. 301, while Dupont-Sommer insists on eight: La Bible: 
Ecrits Intertestamentaires, ed. Dupont and M. Philonenko (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1987), p. 303. 

4. Vetus Latina is a general term for all Latin translations of 
the scriptures prior to Saint Jerome's Vulgate (Saint Jerome 342 



B.C.E.-420 c.E.). They show considerable variations since they were 
not the product of one translator, and they were translated from the 
Greek of the Septuagint, unlike Jerome's Vulgate, which was 
translated from the original Hebrew, 

5. Most of the information in this paragraph, and the rest of 
this introduc- tion,comes from J. A. Sanders, The Dead Sea Psalms 
Scroll (Ithaca, NT.: Cornell University Press, 1967), pp. 93-103. 

6. EWilson, The Dead Sea Scrolls, 1947-1969 (New York, 
1969), pp. 145-47. 

7. Ibid. 

8. Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p. 302. 

9. Sanders, The Dead Sea Psalms Scroll. 

10. Dupon-Sommer, La B i b l e . 

11. J. A. Sanders, The Dead Sea Psalms Scroll, p. 94. 

12. The Septuagint Version of the Old Testament and Apocrypha, 
with English translation by Sir Launcelot Lee Brenton (London, 
1976), p. 787. 



4.2 

T H E Q U M R A N SCROLLS 
A N D T H E Q U R ' A N 

Eric R. B i s h o p 

Eric R. Bishop, -The Qumran Scrolls and the Qur'an," M u s l i m World 48 
(1958): 223-36. 



ID 
f a t h e r more than ten years ago the first cave 

containing the Dead Sea Scrolls was discovered. Since then, 
besides the uncovering of the monastery of the Qumran 
sectarians, other caves have yielded their literary treasures. 
According to computations, the books and pamphlets dealing 
with the "finds" run into hundreds. "The literature on the 
Scrolls," wrote Professor Rowley in September 1957, "is so 
enormous that any full reference to the discussions on the 
various points is impossible."1 Whether or not there has been 
much reference in this accumulation to possible contacts in 
thought or diction as between Qumran and the Qui°an, which of 
course must mean the contemporary Arabian scene at the rise 
of Islam, is an equally unknown factor for the paragraphs that 
follow. In six or seven books that have been read, whether by 
Jewish, Christian, or secular writers (some books with indexes, 
some without), there would not appear to occur very much in 



the nature of cross-references to Islamic beginnings.2 This is 
equally true of pamphlets and articles, including that in Arabic 
by Dr. Anis Frayha, whose discussion appears in the annual 
publication of essays by Near Eastern scholars, E g y p t i a n a n d 
Lebanese.3 It may be that it is still too early to look for any
thing definite or constructive. This must wait till the more 
important Qumran documents have been translated into Arabic. 
Even the "Zadokite Work" from the Cairo Genizah, though 
known to Western learning for half a century, has not yet been 
done into Arabic. 

It may, therefore, be considered somewhat presumptuous at 
this stage to suggest possible affinities between the ideas of this 
monastic or largely monastic Dead Sea Community, now fairly 
certainly dated in the era immediately preceding and succeeding 
the Christian Dispensation, and the Semitic developments in 
Northern Arabia half a millennium and more later. Yet there can 
be little doubt that some time before Islam the knowledge of 
Old Testament personalities, accruing from Arabian contacts with 
the Jewish settlements in Yathrib, Khaibar, and elsewhere, would 
have been substantiated by the merchants who frequented the 



Great Incense Road on their travels from the Hijaz or 
Hadramaut en route to Egyptian Temples or eastern 
Mediterranean ports. Such merchants would become doubly 
familiar with the story of Lot and the cities of the Plain—after 
all, the Dead Sea is still known by Arabic-speaking people as 
Bahr Lut. The Qur'an has some twenty-five verses in which Lot 
is mentioned, including those in Surat Hud—a sura which deals 
with the attitude and fate of unbelievers in familiar Near Eastern 
localities. The discovery, too, of Abraham and Ishmael in 
pre-Islamic times in some sense must have helped to pave the 
way for the importance the pair came to occupy in the 
unfolding religion, as in its two monotheistic precursors. 
Furthermore, we have come to recognize an affinity, through this 
relationship, in the ideas and even canonical pronouncements of 
the Prophet, enshrined in the Qur'an, which are today the 
treasured inheritance of so many millions across the heat belt of 
our world. 

There is surely ample research, in this field of possible 
affinity between the Qur'an and Qumran, awaiting doctoral theses 
for the rest of this century. More important, it should also 



provide scope for sorely needed cooperative effort among Jewish, 
Muslim, and Christian scholars. For an inquiry of this nature, the 
student will be absolved from the consideration of questions 
involving the identification of personalities, whether Kittians, 
Wicked Priests, or different Messiahs, The research should only 
be directed toward common ideas and the forms in which they 
are clothed. Without being more imaginative, may it be permitted 
here merely to touch the fringe of this subject of tentative 
comparisons between Qumran and the Qur'an. TTieir general 
Semitic outlook would seem to invite closer investigation. It is 
for affinities, not for Qur'anic dependence on or borrowings from 
Qumran, that we are looking. As there are similarities in thought 
and language between Qumran and the New Testament, these 
may also be found, if less distinctly, when adopted or adapted 
by Muhammad. 

A. "THE ANGEL OF TRUTH" 

In the M a n u a l of D i s c i p l i n e there is allusion to the "spirits of 
truth and error," followed by a reference to the "angel of 



darkness" and all the "spirits of his lot," who try to make the 
sons of light stumble; but "the God of Israel and His a n g e l of 
Truth have helped all the sons of light."4 If here there is some 
linguistic resemblance to the Johannine expression: "By this we 
know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error," attention must 
also be called to the phrase "His angel of truth." Both Stephen 
and Paul make reference to the service rendered by angels in 
the giving of the Law. "Ye who received law by the 
disposition of angels and have not kept it."5 "The law was 
ordained through angels by the hand of a mediator."6 What is 
plural in the New Testament, however, becomes singular in the 
Qur'an. It is true that in the Meccan suras (as Dr. Watt and 
others have pointed out)7 there is no reference to Gabriel, 
though the revelations during that period were mediated through 
Gabriel, since this archangel is generally regarded in Islam as 
the channel of inspiration. He is referred to as "the Spirit" 
along with angels in three Qui°anic contexts.8 

There is the expression in Surah LIII. s h a d i d a l - q u w w d ? as 
one who taught the revelation. Is it possible that, in the 
traditional account of the experiences of the Prophet at Mount 



Hira\ the phrase "the Truth came to h im" with the 
"annunciation" that he was the Messenger of God, c o u l d mean 
G a b r i e l , comparing the statement in the M a n u a l of D i s c i p l i n e 
concerning God's "angel of Truth"? It has often been suggested 
that, as his career progressed, Muhammad seems to have ceased 
differentiating between Gabriel and the Holy Spirit. There would 
appear a somewhat similar confusion between the "Angel of 
Truth" and the "Spirit" in the scroll. Anyhow we are confronted 
by people in the same circle of ideas; while in assessment the 
M a n u a l is nearer to the agent in i n s p i r i t a t i o n according to 
Qur'anic presentation than it is to the allusions in the New 
Testament. But there is a further point of affinity in the word 
for "Truth," which occurs so frequently in the scrolls and which 
is used (according to Dr. Gaster) "in the specific sense of the 
Mosaic Law." 1 0 Gaster says the Samaritans refer to this as 
Q u s h t a or "the Verity." The sisterword in Arabic is a l - q i s t is the 
one employed in the passage in Ibn Hisham, where the 
biographer gives a version of the closing verses of Saint John 
15, where our Lord is quoted as using the phrase r u h 
al-qist—"Spirit of Truth," or perhaps "Justice" or 'Equity."1 1 

("Justice" is how Arberry renders the word in his translation of 



the fourteen occurrences in the Qur'an). 1 2 A l - q i s t and a l - q u d s 
are not dissimilar in sound. 

B. "THE FRIEND OF GOD" 

Abraham, in the Islamic form of Ibrahim, probably occurs more 
often in the Qui°an (sixty-nine times) than the name of any 
other character.13 In Surat al-Nisa1 he is described in the same 
way as in the Epistle of Saint James14 as "the Friend of God11 

K h a l l l A l l a h the phrase coming at the conclusion of a 
description of the well-doer: 

Who is there that has a fairer religion 
Than he who submits his will to God 
Being a good doer, and who follows 
The Creed of Abraham, a man of pure faith? 
And God took Abraham for a friend.15 



Thus the Qur'an; while the Z a d o k i t e D o c u m e n t states: 

Abraham, however, did not walk in this way (that of the sons 
of Noah who went astray). Therefore because he kept the 
commandments of God and did not prefer the desires of his 
own spirit, be was accounted the Friend of God and 
transmitted this status in turn to Isaac and Jacob,"l^ 

The word translated "Creed" by Arberry is m i l l a , which has 
come to include much more than belief—it was more than this 
that Abraham transmitted to his posterity. There is an echo of 
this "cultural continuance" of the m i l l a in Joseph's remark to 
the imprisoned baker and butler—that he was a follower of the 
m i l l a of his fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.17 One way or 
another, Qumran and QurJan recognize, with Saint Paul, those 
who walk in the steps—follow the m i l l a of our Father 
Abraham, the steps of that faith which he had in 
uncircumcision.18 



C. "RIGHTEOUSNESS" 

One thing leads on to another. With Abraham the whole 
relevance of "righteousness" and "piety"—birr and taqwa—is 
involved. While it is true that the adjective b i r r only occurs 
three times in the Qur'an—of God where it is rendered 
"benign" or "beneficent," and of Yahya and *Isa, when it is 
usually translated "dutiful," there are two occasions where the 
corresponding verb appears, in each case in company with 
another from a sister root.19 The context is implicative of an 
attitude to life and society. There are references too to the 
abstract noun: "Help one another in piety and godliness." 
"Conspire not in sin and enmity . . . but conspire in piety and 
godliness." 

The prayer toward the close of Surat Al-Imran: "O Lord, 
forgive Thou our sins and acquit us of our evil deeds, and take 
us to Thee with the pious,"2 0 has the same kind of ring about 
it as the request put into the mouth of Balaam the son of 



Beor: "Lord let me die the death of the righteous, and let my 
last end be like his." 2 1 There is no need to labor the Old 
Testament emphasis on this characteristic, particularly in the 
Psalms and Proverbs, or the Pauline interpretation of 
righteousness in respect of Abraham, the paragon of piety for 
the three monotheistic faiths. But the issue is that, when the 
time comes for a fresh examination of the relationship of what 
is being called "biblical theology" with that of the Qur'an, the 
Dead Sea Scrolls must not be left out in the caves of the 
wilderness of Judaea. One of the early adjudications of Dr. 
Brownlee, quoted by Professor Millar Burrows, has relevance in 
this connection—"The Sect had its birth in Biblical 
interpretation."22 

"Even those who practice righteousness are made liable to error.1' 

"All the ways of righteousness and truth" 

"A zeal for righteous government." 

"If a man casts his portion with truth, he does righteously." 



Thus the M a n u a l , where it is also stated that the duty of the 
Community shall be "to set the standard for the practice of 
truth, righteousness and justice," This is taken up again in the 
Z a d o k i t e D o c u m e n t , the moralizing being based on the words 
of Moses: "Not for thy righteousness nor for the uprightness of 
thy heart art thou going in to possess these nations, but 
because of His love wherewith He loved thy fore-fathers and 
because He would keep the oath,"23 

For the inheritance of the ancestral covenant applied to 
those who entered the "new covenant in the Land of 
Damascus"; but for those who lapsed from the proper 
observance of the rules there would be the visitation of Divine 
judgment. But when they have repented "they shall speak each 
to his neighbour to bring him to righteousness...." "Then shall 
ye distinguish (again) the righteous from the wicked." 

Similarly the formula for the blessing of the president of 
the Community, whom God "has appointed to judge the needy 
in righteousness." The B o o k of Hymns breathes much the same 



atmosphere: "For none can prove himself righteous when Thou 
bringest him into judgment. Though man may prove more 
righteous than man, none can contend (with 'Thee') *"24 

There is the same milieu of ideas, the same Semitic outlook. 
When even in these days there is in the Near East evidence of 
the inherent Semitic sense of the meaning of justice, piety, and 
righteousness, pervading a sequence of thought through the 
centuries, we should surely recognize an affinity derived from a 
shared ancestry; though at different stages the fuller 
implications, as we might acknowledge them in Saint Paul, may 
be reckoned insular or exclusive or undeveloped- The final ver
dict of the first Christians that their interest was not so much 
in a Teacher of Righteousness as in a Righteous Teacher sui 
generis, could never have reached Islamic thinkers in its 
simplicity or the Qur'anic doctrine of b i r r would have 
approximated to the New Testament rather than Qumran. 

D. "ANCIENT SINNERS 



In the Z a d o k i t e D o c u m e n t ^ what leads to the discussion of 
"Millat Ibrahim" is the mention of the "Ancient sinners" who 
"fell" under the Divine wrath. Here is surely the correct 
Qur'anic tradition of later times. Interestingly there is natural 
reference to the contemporaries of Noah. For Qumran, those 
who went astray included members of his immediate family. 
This is again common ground with the Qur'an, though a diver
gence is noticeable in the actual personalities who suffered 
from the cat- aclysm. 2 5 The previous notices of the "Watchers 
of Heaven" or "their sons whose height was like the lofty 
cedar" have their parallels in c A d a n d T h a m u d , so far as 
Arabian folklore is concerned. For Qumran and the Qur'an, 
God's anger was kindled against such evildoers. Here the Dead 
Sea Scrolls would seem to emphasize the ultimate debt of 
much Islamic thinking to contemporary Arabian Judaism. When 
the Community was scattered by the Roman extirpation of so 
many thousands of Jews, it is tempting to suggest that some of 
the Qumran adherents, rather than "members," may have found 
their way to the already established Jewish settlements in the 



Hijaz, to the permanent enrichment of the latter. 

E. "QUMRAN, THE QUR'AN AND THE ANGELS 

Then there is the whole question of Comparative Angelology. 
Belief in the angels is fundamental in the Creed of Islam.26 

There are the Four Archangels, two of whom figure in the New 
Testament, and to one of these reference has already been made. 
On the whole, however, they do not figure in Christian thought 
as in Islamic and Qumranic. In the heavenly hierarchy in Islam, 
the archangels are supplemented by the Guardian Angels, the 
Recording Angels, the "Throne Bearers"; while there is Ridwan 
in charge of heaven; Malik, who presides over hell; Munkar and 
Naklr, who visit the graves of the dead. There is some parallel 
here with scattered passages in the New Testament, the majority 
of the allusions (the Apocalypse apart) being perhaps to 
ministering angels. The more developed angelology of the Qur'an 
is also found in the scrolls. The M a n u a l of D i s c i p l i n e , the 



Z a d o k i t e D o c u m e n t , the War S c r o l l , and the Hymns have a full 
quota of references to angelic beings. Gaster enumerates five 
groups, three of them with considerable subdivisions. Besides the 
archangels, whom he designates "Protective/' there are "Guardian 
Angels" (somewhat like the "Ministering"), and certain 
"Particular" angels possessed of special commissions. Then there 
are the angels described by another name—"Host of Heaven" or 
"of the Holy Ones," "Stalwarts" or "Glorious Ones"; and last, 
but not least, those who participate in the final eschatological 
war.27 In this analysis there would appear some crisscrossing. 
But the total list is as impressive as that of Islam; while both 
Qumran and Islam may be in debt to Persian thought. Millar 
Burrows in the "angelic" paragraphs in his chapter on Qumranic 
belief, notes a spiritual kinship with apocalyptic literature, 
agreeing that "sons of heaven" and "holy ones" are probably 
expressions that refer to angels 2 8 In the M a n u a l of D i s c i p l i n e 
he finds only one occasion where "angel" is used for a good 
spirit—"the angel of God's Truth." He refers, perhaps 
incidentally, to the curiously interesting coincidence with later 
Islamic history. The War S c r o l l tells how there are "holy angels 



with the army of the righteous." We cannot but be reminded of 
the Qur'anic account of the Battle of Badr, which probably more 
than any other was the "Hastings" of nascent Islam, and the 
"Bannockburn" of Arabian paganism! In Surat Al-Imran is the 
following allusion: 

When thou wentest forth at dawn from thy people to lodge 
the believers in their pitches for the battle—God is 
All-hearing, All-knowing—when two parties of you were about 
to lose heart, though God was their Protector—and in God let 
all the believers put all their trust—and God most surely 
helped you at Badr, when you were utterly abject. So fear 
God, and haply you will be thankful. When thou saidst to the 
believers; "Is it not enough for you that your Lord should 
reinforce you with three thousand angels sent down upon you? 
Yea, if you are patient and god-fearing, and the foe come 
against you instantly, your Lord will reinforce with five 
thousand swooping angels 

Muhammad was, of course, looking back to an event in 



recent history, and in part accounting for the Muslim victory. 
But the War S c r o l l is more interested in eschatological warfare: 

Be of good courage for the battle of God; for this day has 
been determined as the day of battle—as the day of combat 
against all flesh. The God of Israel lifts up His hand with 
wondrous power against all the spirits of wickedness. And the 
Warrior angels gird themselves for battle; they are marshalled 
in serried ranks (and mustered for the day of combat).30 

Two of the Qumrani hymns have something of the same 
conception: 

. . . the hosts of heaven give forth their voice, and the world's 
foundations rock and reel; when warfare waged by the 
soldiers of heaven sweeps through the world.31 

His legions shall go marching from end to end of the 
earth. 



Or once again in the War Scroll: 

Warrior angels are in our muster.32 

There is one difference in this attitude to angels as between the 
Qumran sectaries and some at least of the more orthodox 
thinkers in Islam. The sectaries seem to have regarded the 
possibility of angels being sinful or good, much as in the 
Epistle of Jude.33 The Qur'an, moreover, refers to two such, 
Hdrut and M d r u t , as well as to the refusal of I b l l s to worship 
Adam. In the latter case AI-TaftazanI (for instance) claims that 
I b l i s was the exception who proved the rule of angels being 
usually good. He was "a lone Jinni inexperienced in worship in 
the midst of the angels/'3 4 H d r u t and M d r u t on their part 
were, in his view, "uncommitted" angels, neither responsible for 
unbelief nor guilty of a great sin. They were rebuked like the 
prophets for inadvertence; they may have taught people magic, 
but it is not unbelief to teach magic. They failed to appreciate 
the failings of human beings, so were sent to earth for their 



resting- This difference, if such it be, should not deter us from 
recognizing some affinity in the general Qur'anic attitude to 
celestial beings with that of the Qumran sectaries. Professor 
Jeffery says that Muslim authorities are unanimous in regarding 
m a l d k as Arabic. But (he adds) there can be little doubt that 
the source of the word is Ethiopic, in which language the word 
bears the twin meanings of a n g e l u s and n u n t i u s , thus making it 
correspond exactly with the Hebrew. His conclusion is that the 
"word seems to have been borrowed into Arabic long before 
the time of Muhammad, for the Qur'an assumes that Arabian 
audiences are well acquainted with angels and their powers, and 
the form indeed occurs in the North Arabian Inscriptions."35 

There seems enough affinity in the Qumranic and Qur'anic 
systems of angelology to suggest the need for more detailed 
investigation. 

F. "FIGHTING IN GOD'S WAY" 



The Eschatological War naturally invites comparison with the 
Qur'anic conception of the ideals and purposes of J i h a d . The 
very title awarded to the scroll of the "War of the Sons of 
Light with the Sons of Darkness" brings to mind the "great 
divide" in early Islam, when the world around was either " D a r 
a l - I s l a m or D a r a l - H a r b " * 6 It is true that the War S c r o l l , as it 
progresses, seems to visualize the consummation of the world. 
But at the start there is direction for the extermination of 
opposing nations. There is a sequence in campaigning, a full 
nineteen years being devoted to warring against Near Easterners 
from Syria to Persia, from Lydia to Southern Arabia. It is quite 
obvious who, respectively, are sons of light and sons of 
darkness.37 It is just as obvious who belong to D a r a l - I s l a m 
and who to D a r a l - H a r b . For the War S c r o l l the inscriptions 
on the standards are proof enough- The warriors are to be 
"felling the slain to the judgment of God" or "subduing the 
enemy" by His might: or through pursuit to annihilate him in 
the Battle of God unto his eternal extinction, 



Thou art He that told us aforetime that Thou wouldst be in 
our midst, a great and awful God to make spoil of our 
enemies before us.., , Your God is marching with you to do 
battie for you against your foemen to the end that He may 
save you.3S 

Though in the same Semitic realm of ideas, there are 
differences to note in this call to Jihad. For the Qumrani and 
the Muslim alike Jihad was incumbent on the nation rather 
than the individual as such; but for the Muslim the 
extermination of opposing forces would not seem to have been 
primary, since the main object was winning these opponents 
over to Islam. The Qur'an can speak for itself: "The believers 
fight in the way of God, the unbelievers fight in the idols1 

way. Fight you, therefore, against the friends of Satan; surely 
the guile of Satan is ever feeble."39 

There was probably not much to choose between Satan and 
Belial- The Qumrani, however, rather tended to regard his case 



as resting for justification on the past, something to which the 
first Muslims could hardly refer Albeit it is a Semitic tendency 
to which later generations have too easily succumbed. Instead, 
in the QurJan the believer is urged to participation in J i h a d by 
current considerations and future rewards for himself and 
others. The purpose is the spread of Islam. "And fight in the 
way of God with those who fight with you, but aggress not: 
for God loves not the aggressors."40 Here however, we come 
against a contradiction with the famous verses at the outset of 
Sura IX. 

A proclamation from God and His messenger unto mankind 
on the day of the Greater Pilgrimage: "God is quit, and His 
messenger, of the idolaters" So if you repent that will be 
better for you; but if you turn your back; know that you 
cannot frustrate the Will of God. And give thou good tidings 
to the unbelievers of a painful chastisement: excepting those 
of the idolaters with whom you made covenant; then they 
failed you nought neither lent support to any man against you. 
With them fulfil your covenant till their term; surely God 
loves the God-fearing. Then when the sacred months are drawn 



away, slay the idolaters wherever you find them, and take 
them and confine them, and lie in wait for them at every 
place of ambush " 4 l 

These opening phrases are, as it were, in the best tradition 
of J i h a d , an echo of the trumpets of carnage and the trumpets 
of ambush in the battles waged against the troops of Belial, 
when the Qumrani would probably have refused quarter to the 
repentant, unlike the Quranic reservation- Then comes the 
paradox. The sectarians visualized a campaign of twenty-nine 
years or more, after six for mobilization, but every seventh 
year the recruitment of fresh soldiery is to cease and the 
sabbatical rest for Israel be observed. If in this latter 
phenomenon there is some parallel with the pre-Islamic custom 
prevalent in Arabia of maintaining guerilla warfare two-thirds 
of the year—with the remaining four months reckoned 
"sacred," when fighting was banned—-the parallel is with a 
ruling that the Qur'an abrogated. The Qumranic prohibition was 
Semitic but not Qur°anic. There came a time when the a s h h u r 
a l - h u r u m would have to be disregarded- This verse in Surat 



al-Taubah was probably first invoked when Abu Bakr was 
faced with the reconquest of recalcitrant tribes, who were 
threatening to relapse into darkness after being sons of light. 
For his Khallfah, as for the Prophet, J i h a d had become a 
matter of military necessity; for the Qumrani down by the 
Dead Sea wastes, the extermination of the ancient enemies, 
starting with Edom, Moab, and Ammon, just across the Sea of 
Lot, can never have reached much beyond the range of 
wishful thinking. There were always more Kittians in expanding 
circles. The Muslims in real life were to discover this as the 
seventh century merged into the eighth and J i h a d itself took a 
different turn. 

G. "THE PROPHET 

About two-thirds of the way through the War S c r o l l , before the 
High-priestly Benediction, there is inset a hymn, looking 
forward to the consummation of the Campaign, when Jerusalem 



shall have come into her own again. The verses have a 
Messianic ring about them.4 2 One of the Dead Sea Scroll 
discussions has centered round the Messianic idea or ideal. The 
general consensus of opinion points to "Messiah" having been 
capable of both political and religious connotation—for both 
king and priest were anointed. Professor Bruce has pointed out 
that the New Testament with the addition of "Prophet" 
attributes the combination of the three titles with their 
implications to Jesus Christ- It is, however, the "Prophet" per se 
that constitutes a parallel with Qur'anic thinking 4 3 Qumran 
would appear to have some light to throw on a controversy of 
important identification, involving Judaism, Christianity, and 
Samaritanism as well as Islam. The M a n u a l of D i s c i p l i n e or 
R u l e of t h e C o m m u n i t y (Bruce) has the very vital sentence that 
"until the coming of the Prophet and of both the Priestly and 
Lay Messiah" the Community "is not to depart from the clear 
intent of the Law to walk in any way in the stubbornness of 
their own hearts." So far as the Qur'an and the "use" of "Mes
siah" is concerned, there is little doubt that Muhammad neither 
regarded a l - m a s i h as anything else but an alternate way of 



referring to Jesus—sometimes uniting the words in a single 
phrase as in the New Testament and throughout Christian 
history—nor did he ever suggest himself as being Messiah of 
the Jews (in Arabia). If Qumran was satisfied with two 
Messiahs, respectively Aaronic and Davidic (Israelite), 
Muhammad lived at a period in Near Eastern history when the 
Christian evangelistic conviction that Jesus was proved the only 
Messiah had been accepted as decisive—had in point of fact 
become part of the normal way of alluding to him. But it was 
not quite the same with regard to the term "Prophet/1 

Muhammad's claim was that God had sent him with a message 
to the Arabs. Added to this was a confident assurance that the 
Jewish Scriptures supported his "prophethood" through a fresh 
application of the text in Deuteronomy, which had proved so 
controversial in the early days of Christianity, being quoted 
both by Peter and Stephen: "I will raise them up a prophet 
from among their brethren, like unto thee."44 

This quotation has turned up again in the fragment from 
Cave 4, which seems to be a list of proof texts for the 
Messianic era 4 5 Starting with this quotation from the Lord's 



world to Moses dealing with the "Prophet" like him, the 
subsequent "proof text" is from Balaam's prophecy of the "Star 
of Jacob." Here the implication is of the m i l i t a r y prowess of 
the king, who "would smite the brow of Moab." The third 
consists of the Mosaic blessing of Levi, and is consequently 
p r i e s t l y in character. These three traits are united according to 
Christian interpretation in the person of Christ. Whether or not 
prophets were regularly anointed (as seems inferentially likely 
from the use of the Isaiah passage by Jesus in the synagogue at 
Nazareth), the two more Messianic qualities merge in sublimation 
when used of Jesus as the C h r i s t . This Christian nomenclature 
would seem to have established itself in pre-Islamic Arabia, 
despite any meaning that the Jewish settlements in contact with 
Muhammad may have given the term. The Messenger of God in 
Arabia made no attempt to prove any "Messianic" connection 
with himself; but he does not seem to have realized that for 
Christian tribes, taking for granted the use of a l - m a s l h , 
"Prophethood" par excellence was as much wrapped up in the 
person of Jesus as the other two more generally conceded 
qualities of Messiahship. But presumably, Jewish thought in 
Arabia remained as pigeonholed as in Qumran, or as in the 



relevant parts of the Old Testament as interpreted by Judaeans 
or Samaritans. Muhammad was in consequence, then, enabled to 
regard himself as "the Prophet," whom, in accordance with 
Mosaic expectation, Jahveh would "raise." To this the Samaritan 
passage mentioned in Saint John 4 lends considerable support. 
Qumran certainly left the loophole open. There is no parallel in 
the Qur'anic use of "Messiah" with that of Qumran. There is a 
parallel in the construction put on the Deuteronomic context in 
Qumran and the Qur'an. "The Prophet was raised" wistfully for 
the Qumrani, factually for the Muslim. 

H. "WHAT ABOUT ISRAEL?" 

There is still another point in this context that brings the 
Qumran sectarians up to date; while there are passages in the 
Qur'an that come to much the same thing. It has been noted, 
as by Millar Burrows, that the Royal Messiah was normally 
expected to arise from the tribe of Judah, as in the Matthean 



explication of Micah in the Nativity story. This was also in 
con- formity with the prophecy of Balaam, who like Micah 
after him associates this question of royal rule with "Israel" 
rather than Judah 4 6 It would appear that I s r a e l is employed in 
this Qumranic list of proof texts in its more comprehensive 
connotation, as in the mocking of the priests at the time of the 
Crucifixion: "Let Christ (Messiah) the King of Israel come 
down from the Cross." 4 7 There are more than forty occurrences 
of Israel in the QurJan (two of them being alternate to 
"Jacob"). Jeffery contends for a Christian origin for the 
name—probably Syriac. 4 8 This might mean that Muhammad 
regarded the "Banu Israel" as the ancestors of the Jews 
(Yahud) in a sense wider than that of pure consanguinity. It 
was from the Jews of his time that he gathered his information 
with regard to past; they were the representatives of Israel 
spiritually and historically. "Israel" is about as synonymous for 
"Jews" as "Messiah" for "Jesus." If the identification of the 
"Prophet" is still a moot point as between the followers of the 
three monotheistic faiths, there remains the resuscitated question 
as to the real meaning of "Israel" today—is it geographical, 



political, spiritual, or what? Can Qumran and Qur'an help to 
unravel the tangled skein of rival Semitic interpretations? The 
problem is not merely antiquarian. 

L "FRAGMENTS 

Throughout the literary material from the Dead Sea Caves so 
far made available, there is scattered phraseology of a Semitic 
nature reminiscent of similar phraseology in the Qur'an—though 
there may be a somewhat different slant in some cases. If we 
leave the respective references to Gog to modern commentary 
(whether in Ezekiel, Qumran, Apocalypse, or the Qur'an) there 
are detailed similarities more rewarding that bespeak a common 
background. The "Most High God" in the Seventh Thanksgiving 
Psalm is equally Semitic as El-Elyon on the lips of Old 
Testament worthies and as Allahu Ta'ala in Qur'anic Arabia or 
even the modern Near East. Qumrani and Muslim are equally 
emphatic on the prerogative of Divine Creation. "It is He that 



hath made us and we are His" is Qur'anic and Qumranic. There 
is the repeated emphasis on the equally Divine prerogative of 
"mercy" The use of the term "Blessed" in respect of God 
comes into the same category. Qumran and 'Arafat unite in a 
chorus of "praise to the Holiest in the height." 

Both scrolls and fragments imply the provenance and 
popularity of the work of Isaiah, a popularity substantiated in 
the Gospels, in particular the command to "prepare the way of 
the Lord in the wilderness." It was this Isaianic vision that was 
as responsible as anything else for the early prayer in Islam 
that came to occupy the place of preeminence at the outset of 
the Qur'anic suras. It was always difficult through thirty years in 
Palestine not to feel i h d i n d a l - s i r a t a l - m u s t a q l m had roots in 
the previous experience of Judaism and Christianity. For this 
pregnant phrase Gaster even suggests that "the Figure of the 
Teacher of Righteousness was the prototype for the Islamic 
development of the M a h d f * 4 9 — i f so, it brings Qumran to 
Omdurman in nineteenth-century Africa. But being guided along 
the "straight path" mostly meant for the Qumrani that study of 
the Law "that all things may be done in accordance with what 



is revealed therein."50 For the Christian greater attention is paid 
to the fact that the wilderness is not out of date in the call to 
preparation for the teachings of Christ. The Muslim may feel 
that God alone can guide along this straight path and be 
inclined at times to "leave it at that." 

But the common idea derives from an Old Covenanting 
Prophet who knew the highways and byways of his Palestine 
so well as to realize that it would give his world a picture of 
what was and what might be. After all, this petition is the 
central plea of the Fatihah, and it would be entirely possible to 
rewrite this little sura in Qumranic language with comparatively 
little change in wording. Mutatis mutandis sentences in the 
closing paragraphs of Millar Burrows's chapter on the beliefs 
of the Dead Sea sectaries might well stand as true of much of 
the attitude to life and thought bequeathed by the Qur'an to the 
immediate followers of Muhammad in the seventh century. 

Here in future "Elysian Fields" are possible parallels 
between Pharisaic, Qumranic and Qur'anic conceptions of the 
Resurrection of the Body. Here, too, we note the same heedless 
way in which Divine warnings were disregarded by those of 



ancient times. But more, both Dead Sea and desert alike 
inculcated or emphasised a domestic and personal involvement. 

Unlike most other Jewish groups" the Qumran sectaries "even 
believed that they had been granted a new revelation that 
made clear the true meaning of the Scripture. In the prophets 
they found their own past and future prefigured. . . . They 
believed that all things were ordained of God. Even the 
existence of evil and the struggle between good and evil in 
human society and in the individual soul were part and parcel 
of the divine plan. At the end of the appointed time God 
would deliver His elect and destroy the hosts of 
wickedness.. . . The Covenanters firmly believed that they 
were God's elect, not only as members of the chosen people 
but also individually as sons of light, the men of God's 
lot.. . . They confidently expected the judgment and eternal 
punishment of the sons of darkness . . , they fervently hoped 
to enjoy eternal felicity in the presence of God "57 

May it not be that there is enough affinity here between 



Qumran and the Quranic scheme of life and death, to warrant 
further research into the comparative thinking of the desert and 
the Dead Sea? Writers who deal with this growingly vast 
subject refer to the tenth-century Qaraite A l - Qirqisani, who, 
among others before and after him, mentions a cave-sect, so 
named because their literature came to light in a cave—hence 
the Arabic form "Magharians," There are reasons for thinking 
that these "Adullamites" might be the Qumranis, flowering each 
side of the Christian era. If Jewish and Christian scholars in 
diverse languages have been contrasting and comparing the 
tenets of these Magharians with contemporary Judaism, or 
examining the relationship of their thought forms with New 
Testament literary expression, we must ask Islamic scholarship 
as well to make research into the treasures hidden within the 
caves. 
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T 
he question that I propose to address is undoubtedly 

rather new. The question of the Jewish influence on nascent 
Islam is not. As early as 1833 Abraham Geiger1 posed it 
dramatically in a small book, very remarkable for the period 
and, since then, it has been taken up again so many times. 
Suffice it to cite here the works of Hirschfeld,2 of Speyer3 or 
of Torrey.4 The author of a relatively recent study does not 
hesitate in concluding; "the influence of Judaism on Early Islam 
must have been very considerable, if not decisive."5 Our study 
thus rejoins all a line of research that goes way back. 

One may remark nevertheless: Essenians have scarcely been 
touched on in this discussion. More precisely, they have been 
referred to by fluke, to the extent that one is believed to have 
revealed the influence of Judeo- Christian sects on Islam in its 



early stages. Thus Renan believed that by its doctrine of the 
true prophet, Islam was connected to "Esseno-ebionism,"6 It is 
thus through this channel of Judeo-Christianity that one imagined 
that the Essenians could have exerted their influence over Islam. 
We are not in any way thinking of excluding this possibility. 
Judeo-Christianity is one of the legitimate heirs of the Essenes. 
It could very well have played here this role of an intermediary. 
It is nonetheless true that, as far as the origins of Islam are 
concerned, one has scarcely thought of the Essenes as such. 
Without doubt, in the time of Renan, it would have been rash 
to conjecture direct relations between Islam and the Essenes, 
while the sources of information on the Jewish sect amounted 
to, essentially, the brief accounts in Philo and Josephus.7 Now 
that, through the discoveries of the Dead Sea, our knowledge of 
the Essenes has been totally revitalized, new possbilities present 
themselves to the critic. As early as 1950, Father Roland de 
Vaux noted in various Arab writers traces of the Essenians 
hidden under the name of Magharia.8 This lead has been 
followed since by several others.9 But it is possible, it is useful, 
it is, we believe, necessary to go further back. Can one see in 
the Koran itself some traces of strictly Essenian influence ? 



Certain preliminary probes give a glimpse of the riches of the 
terrain whose exploration should be carried out on an equal 
footing by a specialist in Qumran studies and an informed 
Islamologist10 

We shall deliberately limit ourselves here to one Essenian 
tradition that we should like to show was taken up again by 
the Prophet. 

* * * 

The point of departure for this research was provided by Psalm 
151. Everyone is aware that the Hebrew Psalter comprises 150 
psalms- The Greek version, called the Septuagint, has 151. This 
Psalm 151 is also found to be the first psalm of a collection of 
five psalms preserved in Syriac and attributed to David. M . 
Dupont-Sommer was so kind as to suggest, in 1958, that I study 
them. The Essenian character of the collection struck me imme
diately In an article published some months later, I gave evidence 



of the Esssenian origins of these pslams from which I noted 
down the typical Qumranian expressions.11 In 1963 a young 
American scholar, J. A. Sanders, published the Hebrew text of 
Psalm 151,1 2 then, the following year, published the Hebrew text 
of the second and third psalms of the Syriac collection, all 
found in Cave 11 at Qumran.13 This discovery brought to bear 
an unexpected confirmation of the thesis I had maintained some 
years earlier. It goes without saying, however, that the original of 
the first three psalms being now known, my article needs several 
revisions and corrections. 

Psalm 151 posed a special problem. On reading it 
attentively, such as it had been transmitted to us in Greek and 
Syriac, one noticed nothing there, in contrast to the four others, 
that reflected the mystical conceptions of the sect and its own 
particular vocabulary. I concluded: "This psalm contains nothing 
typically Essenian."14 This conclusion, perfectly legitimate when 
only considering the Greek and Syriac texts, must now, how
ever, be abandoned. The original Hebrew of Psalm 151 
comprises, in effect, a certain number of phrases that are absent 
in the Greek and Syriac versions, without doubt because they 



had been deliberately edited out from the original Hebrew by a 
copyist, who had acted as a censor These sentences find their 
best explanation in the Essenian origin of the psalm.1 5 

Let us to quote this fundamental text:16 Psalm 151. 

A Hallelujah of David, son of Jesse. 

Smaller was I than my brothers 
And the youngest of the sons of my father, 
So he made me shepherd of his flock and ruler over his kids. 

My hands have made an instrument of music 
And my fingers a lyre; 
And I rendered glory to the Lord, 
I, having said, within myself: 

"The mountains, do they not render witness to Him? 
And the hills, do they not proclaim Him?" 
The trees appreciated my words, 
And the herd, my poems. 



For who will proclaim and who will celebrate 
And who will recount the works of the Lord? 
The universe, God sees it; 
The universe. He hears it, and He listens to. 

He sent His prophet to anoint me, 
Samuel to exalt me. 
My brothers went out to meet him, 
They who were handsome of figure and appearance, 

Who were tall of stature 
And who had beautiful hair: 
The Lord God did not choose them. 

But He sent and took me from behind the flock 
And anointed me with holy oil, 
And made me the Prince of His people 
And leader of the sons of His covenant.17 



Mountains and hills, trees and herds! The author of the 
Qumran psalm took his inspiration here undoubtedly from a 
canonical psalm, Ps. 148:7-8: 

Praise the Lord from the earth . .. 
Mountains and all hills; fruitful trees, and all cedars: 
Beasts and all cattle; creeping things, and flying fowl. 

It is important to recognize the biblical source of the 
Qumranian psalm, but the essential is elsewhere. As Sanders saw 
perfectly well and as Dupont-Sommer has magisterially 
demonstrated, there is in these lines—the trees appreciated my 
words a n d t h e herd my poems—a clear allusion to the legend of 
Orpheus charming the trees and the herds18 with songs from his 
lyre. It is this David-Orpheus that we meet again on the frescoes 
of the synagogue of Doura1 9 and in the miniatures of numerous 
Christian psalters 2 0 

Perhaps we should even ask in the future if the use of the 
Orphic myth among the Essenians is limited to the revival of a 
single theme: that of "Orpheus among the animals."21 



* * * 

We can now open the Koran. 2 2 David has an important place 
in it. He appears in the procession of the servants of God, 2 3 

and is, most often, accompanied by Solomon. 2 4 It is true that 
the father and the son are united to one another by a common 
wisdom. David, for the Koran, is first of all a man of wisdom. 
Thus we read in Sura XXXVIIL20: "We made his kingdom 
strong, and gave him wisdom (hikma), and discriminating 
judgment." Similarly, in Sura XXL79: "We made Solomon 
understand the case, and to each of them We gave judgment 
and knowledge." 

This continuous underlining of the wisdom of David is a 
little surprising. According to rabbinical literature, in fact, the 
wisdom of David was decidedly inferior to that of his son. Let 
us note, nonetheless, that in the psalm scroll discovered at 
Qumran, David comes through as being a sage [HKM:] to 



whom God has given "a mind of intelligence and judg
ment."25 This initial encounter of the Koranic text and the text 
from Qumran is certainly not fortuitous. 

Another important trait is retained in the Koran: David, 
adversary of Goliath. 2 6 

Evidently, in the Koran, David also appears as the bard of 
God, someone to whom God has given the Psalms.2 7 A sura of 
the second Meccan period deserves to hold our special attention: 
XXXVIII . 18-20: 

Bear with what they say, and remember our servant David so 
full of power and ever penitent. 

We made the mountains subject to him, glorifying with 
him the Lord evening and morning. 

And the birds gathered together around him, all were 
obedient to him. 

This theme is taken up again in Sura XXL79: 



We made Solomon understand the case, and to each of them 
we gave judgment and knowledge. We caused the birds and 
the mountains to exalt us, along with David, and We were 
doers. 

Likewise, in Sura XXXIV, 10: 

Assuredly, We gave David grace from Us. "O Mountains and 
birds, echo his psalms of praise!" 

The allusion to Psalm 148 is undeniable: 

Praise the Lord from the earth .. . 
Mountains and all hills; fruitful trees, and all cedars: 
Beasts and all cattle; creeping things, and flying fowl". 

The scholars, moreover, did not miss this allusion.2 8 But 
there is more in the Koranic text than a simple allusion to 



Psalm 148. The idea is that all of creation, subjected to David, 
with him give glory to the Lord. This interpretation so 
unusual—and which seems unknown in the rabbinical 
tradition—is the one that, without any doubt, appears for the 
first time in the Qumran psalm. The mountains that sing with 
David, these are the mountains attracted by Orpheus, and these 
birds gathered around David, these are the ones which charmed 
the son of Calliope. 

Thus, as in the Qumran psalter, it is David-Orpheus who 
sings in the Koran. 

* * * 

Our exegesis finds astonishing confirmation in Islamic tradition. 
The features of David-Orpheus are going to appear, in very 
pronounced relief, in certain texts inspired by the Koranic 
passages that we have pointed out. 

In the ninth century c.E., Tabari, the great Arab historian, 



commenting on Sura X X X I V , writes: 

When the sons of Israel rallied round David, God revealed 
the Psalms to him, taught him ironwork and softened the iron 
for him, and ordered the mountains and the birds to sing 
along with him when he sang. 

They say that God did not give to any of his other 
creatures a voice comparable to his. When he recited the 
Psalms—they say—the wild beasts came so close to him that 
one could take them by the neck; they listened with rapt 
attention to his voice. The devils have only fashioned flutes, 
luths and harps based on the diverse tonalities of his voice.29 

Do we not find there Orpheus, the divine bard, such as 
Virgil describes, "charming the tigers,"30 or such as Ovid shows 
him, "seated in the middle of a circle of wild beasts and a 
multitude of birds"?31 There are numerous monuments decorated 
with figures that represent Orpheus playing the lyre. Around him 
are assembled the most diverse kind of animals, the lion, the 
tiger, the serpent; birds among which we recognize the peacock, 



the eagle, the dove 3 2 Should we perhaps point out that in the 
Arabic text of Tabari there is no mention of birds? They are 
found, however, in the Persian version of his chronicle: "God 
had given David a beautiful voice, so that he sang the psalms 
with melodies of such beauty, that no one had ever heard its 
like. Now, when David began singing the praises, the birds of 
the sky would come and place themselves around his head and 
listen,"33 

The person of David-Orpheus is found again even in 
Sufism. In the eleventh century Hujwlri, a Persian author, 
treating the principles of hearing, wrote in his Kashf 
al-Mahjub:34 

You must know that the principles of audition vary with the 
variety of temperaments, just as there are different desires in 
various hearts, and it is tyranny to lay down one law for all. 
Auditors ( m u s t a m i ' a n ) may be divided into two classes: (1) 
those who hear the spiritual meaning, (2) those hear the 
material sound There are good and evil results in each case. 
Listening to sweet sounds produces an effervescence 



{ghalaydn) of the subtance moulded in Man: true {haqqj if the 
substance be true, false (bdtil) if the substance be false. When 
the stuff of the man's temperament is evil, that which he 
hears will be evil too. The whole of this topic is illustrated 
by the story of David, whom God made His viceregent and 
gave him a sweet voice and caused his throat to be a 
melodious pipe, so that wild beasts and birds came from 
mountain and plain to hear him, and the water ceased to flow 
and the birds fell from the air. It is related that during a 
month's space the people who were gathered round him in 
the desert ate no food, and the children neither wept nor 
asked for milk; and whenever the folk departed it was found 
that many had died of the rapture that seized them as they 
listened to his voice: one time, it is said, the tale of the dead 
amounted to seven hundred maidens and twelve thousand old 
men. Then God, wishing to separate those who listened to the 
voice and followed their temperament from the followers of 
the truth {ahl-i haqq) who listened to the spiritual reality, 
permitted Iblis to work his will and display his wiles. Iblis 
fashioned a mandoline and a flute and took up station 
opposite to the place where David was singing. David's 
audience became divided into two parties: the blest and the 



damned. Those whe were destined to damnation lent ear to 
the music of Tblis, while those who were destined to felicity 
remained listening to the voice of David. The spiritualists 
(ahl-i m a c n t ) were conscious of nothing except David's voice, 
for they saw God alone; if they heard the Devil's music, they 
regarded it as a temptation proceeding from God, and if they 
heard David's voice, they recognized it as being a direction 
from God. . . . 3 5 

So, then, from the mountains and the plains the wild beasts 
and birds came to listen to David, and at the sound of his voice 
the water ceased to flow, and the birds fell from the sky. Under 
the features of this David, is it not Orpheus who is once again 
revealed to us? For proof I only want the text of Seneca: 

At the sound of the voice of this poet the roar of the rapid 
torrent stopped, and forgetting to follow its course, the water lost 
its impetuous spring; when the rivers stopped thus the distant 
Bistonians thought the river Hebrus had dried up at the home 
of the Getes. Hie forest itself brought to him its birds and the 



dwellers of the wood came to him: those who were flying 
about in the air, on hearing his melodies, fell betrayed by their 
force.36 

Al l the traits applied by Seneca to Orpheus in Hujwiri are 
attributed to David. Not only are the wild beasts and the birds 
charmed by the words of one (David) and the other (Orpheus), 
not only do the rivers stop flowing for one (David) and the 
other (Orpheus), but further still the birds fall from the sky at 
the feet of David and Orpheus, who, here, are but one. 

Not only do Tabari and Hujwiri reproduce the portrait of 
David-Orpheus, but on one point they have even modified it. It 
is just that all borrowing is never mechanical and implies 
appropriation and transformation. While there was not the 
slightest allusion in the suras from which they drew their 
inspiration to an instrument of music, the one and the other 
mention one. They attribute to the devils the invention of the 
flute, the harp and the lute. The explanation for it is no doubt 
to be found in a certain austerity that rejects the instrument in 
order to keep just the human voice. But, in our context, this 
explanation is not entirely satisfactory. The Arab and Persian 



authors must have known of a tradition that attributes the gift 
of the harp or the cither to the divine bard. In fact, we know 
that Orpheus, without having invented the harp, had perfected it 
in adding to it one or two cords, taking thus in any case the 
number of the latter to nine, in harmony with the number of 
Muses. 3 7 Perhaps even the author of Psalm 151 made of David 
the inventor of the harp, when he shows David fashioning with 
his own hands his instrument. 

The fact that the allusions to the legend of Orpheus are 
even more clear and precise in the tradition than in the Koran 
poses a very delicate problem. One could admittedly think that 
the commentators, having recognized in David the Thracian 
poet, had added to the portrait of the Koranic David-Orpheus. 
This explanation cannot be rejected outright, but it remains 
insufficient. To take here only the case of Tabari, we could 
show that this compiler had access to truly Essenian sources 
and that he had very likely known Pslam 151. 

This psalm, let us recall, consists of two parts. The first is 
perfectly perserved: We quoted it earlier. Of the second part, 
we only possess fragments of the first two lines: 



Beginning of the great [de]eds [?] of David, after the prophet 
of God had anointed him. 

While I [heard] a Philistine who defied the [Israeli lines .. . 
]• 

The subject of this second part of the psalm is thus the 
battle between David and Goliath. So, in the same psalm, David 
appears under the features of the poet of Greek mythology and 
those of the adversary of Goliath. If the original Hebrew of 
this second part of the psalm is unfortunately lost, the version 
of the Septuagint, the Syriac version, and the Vetus latina 
allows us to restore it in part. The text of the Vetus l a t i n a is 
particularly interesting. One reads (Ps. 151:6-7): 

I went out to meet the stranger 
And he cursed me with his idols 
But I, he having drawn his sword, cut his head off 
And I lifted the shame from the sons of Israel 

In a manuscript in Augsbourg to which Dupont-Sommer has 



drawn attention with his usual perspicacity, we find after: "I 
went to meet the stranger, and he cursed me with his 
idols"—that is to say after verse 6—a verse that does not figure 
either in the Septuagint version or the Syriac one, or in the 
other manuscripts of the Vetus l a t i n a : "And I hurled against his 
forehead three stones, by the strength of the Lord, and I felled 
him." 3 8 This sentence is obviously inspired by the account in 1 
Samuel 17; it is evident that it is well placed in the psalm 
between verse 6, which shows David advancing to meet the 
Philistine, and verse 7, which shows him severing the head of 
his adversary: between these two actions, the psalmist could 
hardly avoid showing David striking Goliath from his sling. 
Dupont-Sommer rightly concludes then that "the manuscript of 
Augsbourg restores to us, here, it seems, something of the 
original Hebrew."39 

One point to note: the book of Samuel talks of five stones 
that David gathered in a torrent, and it was with only one stone 
that he killed the Philistine. According to rabbinical tradition, 
these five stones were amalgamated into one.40 According to 
the tradition retained in the Augsbourg manuscript, and thus 



without doubt the original Hebrew of Psalm 151, it is with 
three stones this time that David killed Goliath. Now, this 
Midrashic Essenian tradition is the same one that Tabari knew 
and which he refers to and explains in his commentary on the 
Koran for the battle of David and Goliath (Sura 11.252). Let 
us note at once that in his commentary, Tabari, just like the 
author of Psalm 151, makes of David-Orpheus the adversary of 
the Philistine: "David said to his father:... I do not hurl stones 
from my sling against something without bringing it down; . . . I 
penetrated between the mountains and I found a lion lying 
down; I mounted it and I held it by its ears; it did not get up; 
. . , I walk between the mountains and I sing; then there does 
not remain one mountain that doesnot sing with me."4 1 Tabari 
presents David in this way: "David was a stocky man, of pale 
complexion, with sparse hair. He had a pure heart. His father 
said to him: 'My child, we have prepared a meal for your 
three brothers, so that they can find the (necessary) strength to 
fight the enemy; take it to them. As soon as you have taken it 
to them, come back to me quickly.' He said, 'Yes.' Then he left 
carrying the meal of his brothers, his sack, in which he put 
stones and his sling which he used to defend his herd of sheep, 



slung over his shoulders. On the way, a stone said to him: L 0 
David, take me, put me in your sack; you will kill Goliath 
through me; for I am the stone of Jacob.' He picked it up and 
put it in his sack and continued walking.; another stone said to 
him: s 0 David, take me, put me in your sack; you will kill 
Goliath through me; for I am the stone of Isaac.' He picked it 
up and put it in his sack and continued walking; a third stone 
said to him: 4 0 David, take me, put me in your sack; you will 
kill Goliath through me; for I am the stone of Abraham.1 He 
picked it up and put it in his sack and continued walking/' 4 2 

The time for the combat came: "David put the three stones in 
his sling. He said in putting the first: Tn the name of my 
father Abraham1 ; the second: Tn the name of my father Isaac'; 
the third: Tn the name of my father Israel.' After having 
whirled the sling round, the stones became just one."43 

* * # 



But let us leave Tabari and Hujwiri there. Their testimony 
confirms our exegesis, which discovers a David-Orpheus in the 
Koran. How do we account for this strange presence in the 
holy book? 

"We made the mountains and the birds exalt us with David.11 

It is right that we recognized there an echo of Psalm 148. But 
there is more here, as we have seen, than a simple recollection 
of the biblical text, however clear-cut it may be. The Koranic 
texts take up again the Qumranian interpretation of Psalm 
148—interpretation confirmed in Psalm 151: all of creation glori
fies the Lord with David, the new Orpheus, That is to say that 
the Prophet [Muhammad] had known Psalm 148 elucidated by 
an Essenian exegetical tradition. This does not necessarily 
imply—but does not exclude either—that he had knowledge of 
Psalm 151 itself. We are thus led to inquire into the character of 
the Psalter that Muhammad could have known. 

In the Koran, the only specific quotation from the Psalter 
indeed of the entire Old Testament is found to be a quote from 



Ps. 37:29. One reads, in effect, in a sura of the second Meccan 
period (XXI.105): "Our righteous servants shall inherit the 
earth," The verse from the psalm is taken up again in VII. 128 
"Moses said to his people: A s k for help from God and be 
patient! The earth is God's, and He gives it to those of His 
servants whom He chooses. The issue ultimate is to the 
godfearing/ But this verse of Psalm 37 has scarcely occupied 
the attention of the rabbis, who cite it rarely.44 On the other 
hand, it had certainly received in the Essenian milieu a special 
interpretation. Already, the verse of the psalm is cited in the 
book of Enoch (5:7): "And for the chosen, there will be light, 
and joy and peace, and they will inherit the earth."45 But there 
is more. The discoveries at Qumran have given us a 
C o m m e n t a r y o n P s a l m 37. Verse 29, quoted in the Koran, falls 
unfortunately in a gap. Fortunately, verses 9b and 11, with a 
very similar meaning, have been preserved for us, as well as 
their commentary. Here is the text: 

But those p u t their hope in Goa\ those are the ones who will 
inherit the earth (v. 9b). The explanation of the latter is that 



those are the Congregation of His chosen ones, who carry out 
His will . ,. But the humble will possess the earth and rejoice 
in a perfect happiness (v.ll). The explanation of this verse 
concerns the Congregation of the Poor, who accept the time 
of affliction and will be delivered from all the snares of 
Belial, and then they will rejoice in all the pleasures of the 
earth, and all affliction will be expelled from the flesh.46 

The communal and eschatological interpretation of Psalm 37 
given by the Qumranian C o m m e n t a r y thus prefigures and 
prepares that held by the Koranic text. 

Would Muhammad have gotten these traditions, and others 
still, from a group of Jews, precisely—in a word, let us admit 
it—from the Essenians, in Mecca first, perhaps in Medina 
afterward? 

The hypothesis is permissable. We have been inquiring for 
a long time into the origins of the Jews that Muhammad had 
met in Arabia. Who were they? Where did they come from? 
When they did they arrive? This immigration undoubtedly 
stretched out over the course of centuries. Some Jews could 



have settled in Arabia early on, right from sixth century B .C.E. 4 7 

Others, and the idea is Noldeke's, would have arrived much 
later, fleeing the Roman legions, which in 70 c.E., under the 
command of Titus, were to take possession of Jerusalem.48 

Among these refugees, there were certainly some Essenians who 
had abandoned the site of Qumran. Certain others fled into 
Transjordan and mixed with the Judeo-Christians49 others 
emigrated to Arabia. Up to the 7th century c .E., they kept their 
traditions alive, and were able to exercise an influence over 
nascent Islam. 

Thus, we are faced with a problem whose elements are 
totally new: what is the part of the Essenians in the origins of 
Islam? Here again, the manuscripts of Qumran will thoroughly 
disperse the obscurities and will decidedly bring some 
illumination. 
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A Q U M R A N I A N 
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IN T H E K O R A N 
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T r a n s l a t e d by I b n W a r r a q 

From A t t i del Terzo Congresso di Studi A r a b i e I s l a m i c i , Raveilo, 1-6 September 
(Naples: Institute Universitario Orientals 1967), pp. 553-56. Reprinted with permission. 



In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful 

By the heaven with its constellations 
By the Promised day 
By the witness and the witnessed 
Killed were the men of the trench 
The fire abounding in fuel 
When they sat by it, 
And were themselves witnesses of what they did with the believers 
They took revenge on them only because they believed in God, 
the Almighty, the all-laudable.. . 

Sura L X X X V has always disconcerted translators and 
commentators. The whole interpretation of the text is in fact 
dictated by the reply to the question: Who are "the men of the 
trench [or ditch or the Pit]' ' 2 that curse the Prophet? 

Three major solutions have been suggested, which we shall 
make a note of here. The most widespread solution sees in the 



sura an evocation of the persecution of the Christians of 
Najran by the Jewish king Dhu Nuwas in 523.3 The 
persecuting king would have had an immense trench dug that 
would have been filled with combustible material, A great 
number of martyrs must have been hurled on the brazier. 

Other scholars, from Geiger4 and Loth 5 up to Blachfere6 see 
in our sura rather an allusion to the history of the Three Young 
Men in the furnace (Dan. 3:19-20),7 

These two interpretations come up against some difficulties 
that J. Horovitz has highlighted. The imprecations in verses 1 to 
3 could scarcely apply to past events, but presuppose, on the 
contrary, a judgement to come. Taking up again a suggestion of 
H, Grimme, s Horovitz sees in "the men of the trench" the 
impious thrown into the fire of hell and who, on the Day of 
Judgement, would have to give an account of the crimes they 
had perpretated against the believers,9 Let us note nonetheless 
that just one example has been produced where the word 
"trench" ('ukhdud10 in Arabic) could designate hell in the grip 
of flames.31 The verse in question is IV Esdras1 2 (7, 36): Then 
the place [French, Fosse] of torment shall appear, and over 



against it the place of rest; the furnace of hell shall be 
displayed, and on the opposite side the paradise of delight."13 

Such, then, is the state of a question that the manuscripts 
discovered near the Dead Sea have entirely revived.1 4 Hell, the 
Sheol, 1 5 is constantly designated there by the Hebrew Sahat, 
'trench," which already in the Old Testament designates the 
abode of the dead.16 Thus, we read in "The Teaching on the 
Two Spirits" (Rule 4, 11-13): "And the visitation of all who 
walk in this spirit shall be a mulititude of plagues by the hand 
of all the destroying angels, everlasting damnation by the 
avenging wrath of the fury of God, eternal torment and endless 
disgrace together with shameful extinction in the fire of the 
dark regions."17 

The passage is important for the exegesis of the sura. The 
Qumran text describes, in effect, the torments of the damned in 
the hereafter on the Day of Judgement: in "the eternal trench," 
they will be burned by "the fire of the gloomy regions/'1 8 

The Book of Hymns repeatedly describes in some visions of 
the Apocalypse the forces of the Trench that sweep through the 



world at the end of time. "The wombs of the Pit shall be prey 
to all the works of horror,"19 "the arrows of the Trench"2 0 fly 
in the sky; "the doors of the Pit shall close,"21 while "all the 
snares of the Pit were opened."22 

There is more. The Qumran texts expressly call the impious 
by the name of bene haS-Sahat, "sons of the Trench,"2 3 or 
better still, aneSe haS- tiahat "men of the Trench," meaning the 
damned, those who are destined for the infernal Trench.2 4 One 
thus reads in the Rule (9, 16): "And let him not reprimand the 
men of the Trench nor dispute with them"; or, in 9, 22, "eternal 
hate toward the men of the Trench because of their spirit of 
hoarding money!"25 or, better still, in 10, 19-20: 

I will not grapple with the men of perdition [the men of the 
Trench] until the Day of Revenge, but my wrath shall not 
turn from the men of falsehood and I will not rejoice until 
judgement is made 2 6 

The latter text is particularly interesting, for "the men of 



the Trench" [the men of perdition] here they are truly the ones 
on whom the punishments of the Day of Judgement will be 
exercised. 

The origin of the Koranic formula a s h d b a l - y u k h d u d is 
thus established- It is a simple transposition of the Qumranian 
expression aneSe haS-Sahat. The general sense of the sura is 
assured as a consequence. It is the scene of the Last 
Judgement. The impious shall be thrown in the trench set alight 
by hell, where they will burn on a low flame, in punishment 
for the crimes that they have committed against the righteous. 

Verse 10 corroborates our interpretation: "In truth, they who 
persecute the believing men and women, and do not repent, 
theirs will be the torment of hell, and theirs the doom of 
burning."27 Admittedly, a number of scholars have there 
detected a later addition, but this interpolation was not made at 
random. It reveals an intimate and reliable understanding of the 
sura5 for which it provided, so to speak, the oldest and most 
profound commentary. 

The presence in the Koran of a Qumranian expression as 



technical as "men of the Trench" suggests in the most precise 
manner that the Prophet had had knowledge of typically 
Essenian ideas and formulas 2 8 It is an earnest invitation to take 
up again the study of Koranic eschatology in the light of 
Qumran texts. 

NOTES 

1. I was able to discuss this text with my colleague at 
Strasbourg, T.Fahd. The translation [in French in the original article] 
that you have just read is the fruit of this discussion. [I have used 
various English translations, including those of Arberry, Dawood, 
Yusuf Ali , and Pickthall—Ed.] Sura LXXXV.1-8. 

2. [Cf. other translations: Dawood: "Diggers of the trench"; 
Arberry: "Men of the Pit"; Pickthall: "Owners of the ditch"; Bell: 
"fellows of the Pit."] 

3. See for example: A. P Caussin de Perceval, Essai sur 
Vhistoire des Arabes (Paris, 1847), vol. 1, p. 129 n. 2; T. Noldeke, 



Geschichte der Perser und A m b e r zur Zeit der Sassaniden (Leiden, 
1879), p. 186; I. Guidi, UArable anteis- lamique (Paris, 1921), pp. 
73-74; T. Andrae, Les origines de VIslam et le Chris- tianisme 
(Paris, 1955), pp. 18-20. 

4. A. Geiger, Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthum 
aufgenommen? (Bonn, 1833), p. 192 

5. O. Loth, "Die Leute der Grube," ZDMG 35 (1881): 610-22. 

6. R, Blachere, Le Coran (Paris, 1957). 

7. [Dan. 3:20: "And he [Nebuchadnezzar] commanded the most 
mighty men that were in his army to bind Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego, and to cast them into the burning fiery furnace."] 

8. H. Grimme, Mohammed (Munster, 1895), vol. 2, p. 77 n. 4. 

9. See also R. Paret, EI2, vol. 1, p. 713. 

10. [Cf. E. W. Lane, A n Arabic-English Lexicon (Beirut, 1968), 
part 2, pp. 705-706: khadda = to make a trench; ^ukhdud = furrow, 
trench, or channel in the ground.] 

11. H. Speyer, Die biblischen Erzahlungen im Qoran (Hildesheim, 
1961), vol. 2, p. 424. 



12. [IV Esdras = The Second Book of Esdras of the 
Apocrypha,] 

13. [New English Bible with Apocrypha (Oxford, 1970), p. 32 of 
the section 'The Apocrypha.'] 

14. We shall quote the Qumran texts in the translations of A. 
Dupont-Sommer, Les ecrits esseniens decouverts pres de la mer 
Morte (Paris, 1964). 

15. [In the Old Testament, Sheol has the meaning of the 
underworld, the place of departed souls. It is usually translated in 
the Authorized Version as "hell, " "grave, " or "pit"] 

16. See, for example, Ps. 16:10 ["For thou wilt not leave my 
soul in hell," King James Version; "For thou wilt not abandon me 
to Sheol," The New English Bible.]; 30:10; 55:24; Job 33:24, 28, 30¬

17. [I have used Geza Vermes's translation: The Complete Dead 
Sea Scrolls in English (Harmondsworth, 1998), The Community Rule, 
p. 102] Dupont-Sommer's French translation; 



Et quant & la Visite de tous ceux qui marchent en cet 
(Esprit), elle con- siste en 1 'abondance des coups 
qu'administrent tous les Anges de destruction en la Fosse 
etemelle par la furieuse colere du Dieu des vengeances, en l 1 

effroi kernel et la honte sans fin, ainsi qu1en Top- probre de 
l "extermination par le feu des regions tenebreuses. 

18. Compare what Josephus says of the Essenians in his De 
Bello Judaico, 11, § 155: ". . . while the evil souls, they relegate them 
to a gloomy hollow. -. ." See also I Enoch 103, 8; Liber Antiquitatum 
Biblicarum 63, 4. 

19. Hymns 3:12 [Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p. 
260]; Dupont-Sommer's translation: "Les flots de la Fosse (se 
dechainent) pour toutes les ceuvres d'epouvante/' 

20. Hymns 3:27. 

21. Hymns 3:18 [Vermes,7ft«? Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p. 260]; 
Dupont-Sommer: "les battants de la Fosse se referment." 

22. Hymns 3:26 [Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p. 



261]; Dupont-Sommer: "toutes les trappes de la Fosse/1 

23. Ecrit de Damas [Damascus Covenant or Damascus 
Document], 6, 15; 13, 14; cf; Book of Jubilees 10:3; 15:26. 

24. Cf. Dupont-Sommer, Les ecrits esseniens decouverts pres de 
la mer Morte, p. 96, n. 1 and 115 n- 2. 

25. Dupont-Sommer's translation: "haine eternelle envers les 
homines de la Fosse a cause de (leur) esprit de thesaurisation!" But 
cf. Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p. I l l : "Everlasting 
hatred in a spirit of secrecy for the men of perdition!" 

26. Ibid., p. 113-14] 

27. [Essentially, PickthalTs translation. Our author used Blachere's 
French translation ] 

28. See other examples of it in the author's "An Essenian 
Tradition in the Koran," RHR 170 (1966): 143-57; chap. 4.3 of this 
volume. 



4.5 

A POSSIBLE COPTIC 
SOURCE FOR A 
QUR'ANIC T E X T 

Wilson B . B i s h a i 

Wilson B. Bishai, "A Possible Coptic Source for a Qur'anic Text," J A O S 91> no. 
(1971): 125-28. Reprinted with permission. 



T 
he Qur'an includes certain statements about the 

creation of Adam and the fall of Satan that are so different 
from the biblical record as to pose certain problems regarding 
their possible origins and relationships. These statements are 
recorded in several suras, of which Suras VIL7-18 and 
XXXVIII.72-79 are the most prominent.1 The following text in 
Sura XXXVII I includes most of the details of this account: 



72 When thy Lord said unto the angels: lo! I am about to create a 
mortal out of mire. 

73 And when I have fashioned him and breathed into him of My Spirit, 
then fall down before him prostrate, 

74 The angels fell down prostrate, every one, 
75 Saving Iblls; he was scornful and became one of the disbelievers. 
76 He [God] said: 0 Iblis! What hindereth thee from falling prostrate 

before that which I have created with both My hands? Art thou too 
proud or art thou of the high exalted? 

77 He [Iblls] said; I am better than him. Thou createdest me of fire, 
whilst him Thou didst create of clay. 

78 He [God] said: Go forth from hence, for lo! thou art outcast, 
79 And lo! My curse is on thee till the Day of Judgment. 
80 He [Iblls] said: My Lord! Reprieve me till the day when they are 

raised. 

81 He [God] said: Lo! thou art of those reprieved 
82 Until the day of the time appointed. 
83 He [Ibhs] said: Then, by Thy might, I surely will beguile them every one, 
84 Save Thy single-minded slaves among them. 



Sura VII, 10 and 16 add to the above account the following 
statements: 

10 And We have given you [mankind] power in the earth,. .. 
16 He [Iblls] said: Now, because Thou hast sent me astray, verily I shall 

lurk in ambush for them on Thy Right Path.2 

Referring to these passages in the Qur'an, A. Guillaume 
stated that such a story about angels being ordered to worship 
man cannot be of Jewish origin, since man in Judaism is made a 
little lower than angels. Accordingly, another source, possibly 
Christian or gnostic Christian, is to be sought.3 

In 1926 Rabbi Leo Jung published an excellent study 
dedicated wholly to F a l l e n A n g e l s i n J e w i s h , C h r i s t i a n , a n d 
M o h a m m e d a n L i t e r a t u r e . He cites many accounts of the 
creation of man and the fall of Satan from Jewish, Christian, 
and Islamic sources; but he makes clear that the original source 
of these accounts must have developed from two separate 
stories—one involving Satan's objection to Adam's creation and 



the other dealing with Satan's refusal to worship Adam after his 
creation.4 Jung stipulates that the origin of the first story of 
Satan's objection to man's creation was Jewish and cites some 
samples for i t 5 However, he maintains that the origin of the 
other story of Satan's refusal to worship Adam was basically 
Christian and non-Jewish. He asserts that in Islam, Muhammad, 
and those whom he calls "the fathers of Moslem traditions" 
confused the two accounts, and put emphasis on the idea that 
revenge was the reason why the devil lurked for man and 
sought to beguile him. 6 Jung also cites translations of pertinent 
portions in the Syriac book The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s and of the 
pseudepigraphic books of A d a m a n d E v e . 1 

The Syriac book The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s was edited, 
translated into German, and published by Carl Bezold in 1883.s 

In 1927 E. A. Wallis Budge published a translation of it in 
English with ample notes and com- ments,9 Wallis Budge 
wanted to consider as its author Ephraim, the Syrian, himself, 
who died in 373 c.E. However, he finally agreed with Bezold 
that it was perhaps first written in the sixth century by a Syriac 
scribe belonging to the Ephraim school of Syriac apocryphal 



authors, who, due to great demand by the Christian 
communities of the early Christian centuries, borrowed, wrote 
and circulated many nonbiblical stories about the patriarchs, the 
prophets, Christ, and the aposdes.]0 

The particular book in the group of pseudepigraphic books 
entitled A d a m a n d E v e , which records an account of the fall of 
Satan parallel to the Qur'anic text, is the one entitled Vita A d a e 
et E v a e . It is well edited and translated in R. H. Charles's 
A p o c r y p h a a n d P s e u d e p i g r a p h a . In his introduction to these 
books, Charles asserts that the main bulk of the stories 
included are essentially Jewish, and some of them could be 
traced back to pre-Christian times.11 However, Charles maintains 
that during the early Christian centuries, many Christians and 
gnostics did borrow these stories and embellish them with 
several other clearly Christian and gnostic ideas, which were 
later translated into Latin and Greek,1 2 A clear sample of such 
embellishments can be detected in the portion in Vita A d a e et 
E v a e , which narrates the story of Satan's refusal to worship 
Adam and his subsequent fall from heaven. Both Charles and 
Jung tend to believe that the Syriac book of The C a v e of 



T r e a s u r e s was one of the background sources associated with 
such embellishments in the Wta. 1 3 

The third and most neglected account of the fall of Satan is 
included in the E n c o m i u m of Theodosius, Archbishop of 
Alexandria, on Saint Michael, the Archangel- E. A. Wallis Budge 
translated it among other miscellaneous texts in 1915 and used 
for his translation two Coptic manuscripts dated in 983 and 987 
c . E , 1 4 When I examined this document in Coptic and as Budge 
had translated it, I observed that the account of the fall of 
Satan in it was quite elaborate and by far the closest to the 
Qur'anic account. There is no reason to reject the claims of the 
two Coptic manuscripts attributing the arrangement of the 
E n c o m i u m to Theodosius, Archbishop of Alexandria, who died 
in 567 c . E . 1 5 This should not exclude the possibility that the 
ideas expressed in this E n c o m i u m were in circulation in Egypt 
before Theodosius's time. Since the account of Satan's refusal 
to worship Adam and his subsequent fall is recorded in some 
detail in the Coptic text, I shall quote from Budge's translation 
only the pertinent statements that reveal close similarities to the 
Qur'anic text. 



Adam saith,... He [God] breathed into my face a breath of 
life, He set me upon an exceedingly glorious throne, and He 
commanded all the hosts of heaven who were in truth under 
His power, saying, "Come ye, and worship the work of My 
Hands, My likeness and My image." And there was there [a 
hateful being], who was of the earlier creation, that is to say, 
Satanael, who is called the Devil, and he was an Archangel. 
Furthermore, when the command had issued from the mouth 
of God, Michael, the Archangel,... and his host came and 
worshipped And afterwards, Gabriel the Archangel and his 
host came, and they bowed low in homage even as did 
Michael, and so likewise did all the hosts of angels, each rank 
in its proper order. Finally, the Master said unto that Mastema, 
the interpretation of which is "hater," Come thou also, and 
worship the work of My hands " And Satanael answered 
boldly and said, " . . . Far be it from Thee to make me worship 
this thing (of earth)! . . . " 

And the compassionate God said unto him, "Satanael, 
hearken unto me! .. ." And the Mastema said, " , . Far be it 
from us to worship that which is inferior to us! Moreover, we 



are beings of spirit, but this creature is of the earth, .. ." 

And straightway God was angry, and He commanded a 
mighty cherubim [sic], who smote him and reduced him to 
helplessness, .. . and he cast him and all those who were 
with him forth from heaven. And the Good God cried out 
unto Michael ".. • I know that the Mastema will fight against 
My created being, wishing to cast him away from Me even as 
I cast Mastema forth from My kingdom. But behold, I entrust 
My created beings unto thee. . . " l 6 

It is very clear from this Coptic account that, with the 
exclusion of the references to Michael and Gabriel, it runs 
quite parallel to the Qur'anic rendition. Content analysis of both 
the Coptic and the Qur'anic texts reveals that the following 
eight points stand out clearly in common: 

(1). God created Adam and breathed in him the breath of 
life. 

(2) . God exalted Adam with glory. 

(3) . God ordered all angels to worship him. 



(4) . A l l angels obeyed except Satan and his hosts. 

(5) . God entered into a conversation or an argument with 
Satan about the latter's refusal to obey. 

(6) . Satan's excuse was his being created of spirit or Fire 
while Adam was created from earth. 

(7) . Satan and his hosts were cast out of heaven. 

(8) . Satan threatened to lurk for and tempt Adam in 
revenge. 

The account in The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s is quoted here in its 
entirety as translated by Wallis Budge: 

And when the prince of the lower order of angels saw what 
great majesty had been given unto Adam, he was jealous of 
him from that day, and he did not wish to worship him. And 
he said unto his hosts, "Ye shall not worship him, and ye 
shall not praise him with the angels. It is meet that ye should 
worship me, because I am fire and spirit; and not that I 
should worship a thing of dust, which has been fashioned of 



fine dust." And the Rebel meditating these things would not 
render obedience to God, and of his own free will he asserted 
his independence and separated himself from God. But he was 
swept away out of heaven and fell. 1 7 

It is obvious that in contrast to the contents of the Coptic 
and Qui°anic texts, the account in The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s fails 
to record any direct conversation or argument between God and 
Satan, and instead records a conversation between Satan and his 
own angels in which Satan asked his angels to worship him. 
Moreover, it also fails to portray the revengeful attitude of 
Satan against Adam after Satan had been cast out. 

The account of Satan's refusal to worship Adam in Vita 
A d a e et Evae is also quoted here in its entirety as translated by 
R. H. Charles: 

And Michael went out and called the angels saying: 

"Worship the image of God as the Lord God hath 
commanded." 



And Michael himself worshipped first; then he called me 
and said: "Worship the image of God the Lord." And I 
answered, ISI have no [need] to worship Adam." And since 
Michael kept urging me to worship, I said to him, "Why dost 
thou urge me? I will not worship an inferior and younger 
being [than I]. I am his senior in the Creation, before he was 
made was I already made. It is his duty to worship me." 

When the angels, who were under me, heard this, they 
refused to worship him. And Michael saith, "Worship the 
image of God, but if thou wilt not worship him, the Lord 
God will be wrath with thee." And I said, "If He be wrath 
with me, I will set my seat above the stars of heaven, and 
will be like the Highest"** 

Although this account is more elaborate than the one in The 
C a v e of T r e a s u r e s , it does not record any conversation between 
God and Satan. On the contrary, it contains a dialogue between 
Satan and Adam, in which Satan was telling Adam the 
background of why he (Satan) had been tempting Eve. During 
this conversation, Satan quotes a dialogue between himself and 



Michael—not God—in which Michael was the one who asked 
Satan to worship Adam. 

From the above comparisons, it becomes quite clear that the 
Qur'anic text concerning the fall of Satan bears more 
resemblance to the Coptic account than either The C a v e of 
Treasures or Vita A d a e et E v a e , giving rise to the assertion that 
the Coptic account constitutes a very likely source for the 
Qur'anic text. This assertion is strengthened by the fact that the 
Copts of Egypt during the early Christian centuries were known 
for their massive production of Apocrypha and 
pseudepigrapha.19 This characteristic of the early Copts should 
not be surprising to us in the light of the evidence of gnostic 
influence on the early Coptic Christian thought. The gnostics 
were literate people and well acquainted with ancient religions 
and mythology. As Christianity was spreading in Egypt, a group 
of these gnostic Christians apparently made an effort to tie old 
Egyptian myths to Christian beliefs. In this respect C. J. 
Bleeker mentions the following: 

It can be proved that a number of gnostic conceptions go 



back to ancient Egyptian religious thoughts. What is even 
more important, there is some evidence that to a certain extent 
there existed a typological affinity between the ancient religion 
of the valley of the Nile on the one hand and gnosticians at 
the other side 2 0 

A very plausible story of ancient Egypt that fitted very 
well into the biblical record of creation was the legend of the 
rebellion of Seth against Horus. Seth, a synonym of hatred and 
disobedience in Egyptian mythology, caused all sorts of troubles 
to befall man in revenge for his banishment by Horus and the 
rest of the Egyptian Ennead.21 In the minds of the early 
Egyptian Christians, Satan, as a parallel to Seth, became the 
rebel and the enemy of man, who began to lurk in ambush in 
order to drag him (man) into disobedience. As a matter of fact, 
Wallis Budge himself, commenting on the story of the fall of 
Satan in The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s , recognized its possible Coptic 
origin and remarked that the early Egyptian Christians were 
known for compiling various apocryphal stories, drawn mainly 
from ancient Egyptian legend. He even mentioned the story of 



the struggle of Seth against Horus as a possible source for the 
account of the fall of Satan in The C a v e of T r e a s u r e s . 2 2 

Since the early Coptic Church (at least until the fifth 
century) was among the leading churches in early Christendom, 
it is not surprising to find that many of its apocryphal stories 
spread throughout the Christian Middle East. By way of 
Abyssinia, Coptic ideas could have spread into Arabia, at least 
during the Abyssinian occupation of Yemen between 525 and 
571 c .E . , if not before, due to trade and religious persecution. 
In pre-Islamic times, Arabia was a haven of refuge to all 
dissatisfied and persecuted Christians, especially the Copts after 
the Council of Chalcedon had ruled against them in 451 c .E. 
Muhammad must have come in contact with many of these 
Copts and listened to their stories. Muhammad's friendship to 
Christians of Coptic faith is reflected in many aspects of his 
life. He is known to have had cordial relations with the Negus 
of Abyssinia, as indicated by the fact that he advised his 
followers at a time of persecution to flee there. He married a 
Coptic wife named Mariya, and he is reported to have advised 
his followers to be especially kind to the Copts of Egypt, 



considering them his in-laws.2 3 Such friendly gestures to the 
Copts add more credence to the possibility that Coptic was the 
most likely source of the Qur'anic account of the fall of 
Satan.2* 
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4.6 

INTRODUCTION TO 
R A I M U N D KOBERT 

I b n Warraq 

Koran XXII.30: dhalika wa man yu'azzim hurumdti—l-lahi 
fahuwa khayril-l-lahu cinda rabbihi wa 'uhillat 
lakumu-l-'an'amu 'ilia ma yutla 'alaykum fajtanibu -r- rijsa 
mina-l-'awthani wa —jtanibu qawla~z~zuri 



31: hitnafd'a lil-l- l a h i ghayra m u s h r i k l n a b i h l wa 
man-yshrik bi-l- l a h i f a k a ' a n n a m d k h a r r a mina-s- sairuVi 
fatakliafuhu- t-layru 'aw t a h w i b i h i - r - r i h u f i m a k a n i n sahlqin 

30: That (is the command) And whoso magnifies the 
sacred things of Allah, it will be well for him in the sight of 
his Lord. The cattle are lawful unto you save that which hath 
been told you. So shun the filth of idols, and shun lying 
speech [false words, qawla-z-mr\ 

31: Turning unto Allah [only], not ascribing partners unto 
Him [ m u s h r i k l n a bihT)\ for whoso ascribes partners [yshrik] 
unto Allah, it is as if he has fallen from the sky and the 
birds had snatched him or the wind had blown him to a 
far-off place. 

A number of scholars have argued that the m u s h r i k u n 
mentioned in the Koran are to be taken as referring to 
"Christians." Gunter Luling, for instance, has put forward the 
thesis that the Koran that we know today contains within it a 
pre-Islamic Christian text. The transmitted Islamic Koran text is 



the end result of several successive editorial revisions, which 
must be seen against the background of polemics against the 
Trinitarian Christians of Mecca, who associated Jesus to God 
{ m u s h r i k i m - "associators"), thus deifying him. According to 
Luling, there is "a massive number of references in the writings 
of early Muslim scholars which plainly show that they took 
m u s h r i k u n and the synonyms of this word as 'Christians1 of the 
trinitarian creed."1 For Luling, these references to Christians 
reflect a real historical situation in Mecca just before the rise of 
Islam. 

Hawting, on the other hand, wants to argue that "material in 
Muslim tradition that has been understood as informing us about 
religious conditions in and around Mecca in the time of the 
Prophet should not be understood primarily as a reflexion of 
real historical conditions. Rather it reflects two fundamental 
Muslim beliefs: that Islam is identical with the religion of 
Abraham (din Ibrahim), and that the Koran is revelation made 
in Mecca and Medina. The former belief is mirrored in reports 
documenting the persistence of elements of Abrahamic religion 
in inner Arabia in spite of its degradation by the idolatrous 



Arabs; the latter leads to the view that the opponents called 
m u s h r i k u n in the Koran must be the Arab contemporaries and 
neighbours of Muhammad."2 

Though Muslim tradition does talk about pre-Islamic Mecca 
and Medina as societies dominated by polytheism and idolatry, 
it also suggests that the Arabs had some sort of an idea of a 
supreme god, over and above their local idols, called Allah, 
who was especially associated with the sanctuary called Ka'ba. 
The latter was the locus of an annual pilgrimage (hajj). 

Hawting continues: 

It is against this background that the traditional charge of 
shirk is usually understood. That Arabic noun (to which are 
related the verbal form ashraka and the active participle 
mushrik), is,. ,. frequendy understood as "idolatry" or 
"polytheism" but in a basic, non-religious sense it refers to the 
idea of "making someone or something a partner, or associate, 
of someone else or something else." . . , According to the 
traditional material, the mushrikun were not simple polytheists 
who were ignorant of the existence of God: they knew of 



Allah arid on occasion prayed to and worshipped Him, but 
generally they associated other beings with Him and thus 
dishonoured Him.3 

Muslim tradition also tells us of the t a i b i y a , "the invocation 
made in a loud voice and repeatedly by the pilgrim when he 
enters the state of ritual taboo (ihram) for the Pilgrimage at 
Mecca. 3 ' 4 This verbal formula is called the t a i b i y a because it 
begins with the words l a b b a y k a A l l a h u m m a l a b b a y k a ("at your 
service, O god, at your service"). As Hawting adds, "In a 
completely monotheist version it is an important part of the 
Muslim hajj rituals, but tradition tells us that before Islam 
many tribes had their own versions which exhibited the 
distinctive mixture of polytheism and monotheism that 
characterised s h i r k , " 

The taibiya of the Quraysh goes: l a b b a y k a A l l a h u m m a 
l a b b a y k a la s h a r l k a l a k a i l i a s h a r i k u n h u w a l a k a t a m l i k u h u 
w a - m d m a i a k a ("at your service, O God, at your service; you 
who have no associate apart from an associate which you have; 
you who have power over him and that over which he has 



power").5 Muqatil b. Sulayman (died 767 c.E.) in his Tafslr 
gives a list of fifty-six talbiyas, "Kister6 makes it clear that for 
, . . Muqatil the various talbiyas of pre-Islamic Arabia were 
evidence of the way in which the pure monotheism brought to 
Arabia by Abraham had been corrupted in the generations that 
followed him. Commenting on Koran XXII.30, Muqatil 
identifies the 'false speech' ( q a w l az-zu r) that we are there 
commanded to shun as that contained in the talbiyas of the 
pre-Islamic Arabs. What we must avoid, he says, is attributing a 
partner to God in the wording of the t a i b i y a ( a l - s h i r k 
fi'l-talbiya)." 1 

For Hawting. 

the identification of the mushrikun as pre-Islamic idolatrous 
Arabs is dependent upon Muslim tradition and is not made by 
the Koran itself; the nature of the Koranic polemic against the 
mushrikun does not fit well with the image of pre-Islamic 
Arab idolatry and polytheism provided by Muslim tradition; the 
imputation of one's opponents of "idolatry"—of which shirk 
functions as an equivalent in Islam—is a recurrent motif in 



monotheist polemic [e.g., in Reformation Europe] and is 
frequently directed against opponents who consider themselves 
to be monotheists; the traditional Muslim literature which gives 
us details about idolatry and polytheism of the pre-Islamic 
Arabs of the j a h i l i y y a is largely stereotypical and formulaic 
and its value as evidence about religious ideas and practices of 
the Arabs before Islam is questionable . . . . 8 

For Hawting, the rise of Islam can only be understood 
against a monotheist background; Islam was born as a result of 
disputes among monotheists, not from a confrontation with real 
idolaters. Nor was it born in a remote area of western Arabia 
but probably in Palestine, Syria, and Iraq, where the monotheist 
tradition was already firmly established. 

Luling and Kobert, on the other hand, accept the traditional 
Muslim framework, both the geography and chronology. They 
point to various accounts that seem to attest to the presence of 
monotheism of various sorts in the Hijaz and even in Mecca, 
where the Ka (ba is said to have contained a picture of Jesus 
and Mary. Indeed for Luling, the Kacba had been a Christian 



church.9 However, Luling, like Hawting, also believes Islam was 
bom out of the discord between the different factions and 
confessions of Christendom- But unlike Hawting, Luling 
believes all this took place in Mecca and its environs. Luling 
and Kobert see their task as uncovering the Christian layers 
that have lain hidden, indeed deliberately disguised by Muslim 
editors, in the Koran and Muslim tradition. 

Thus Kobert tries to show that the words in sura XXII.30; 
ijtanibu q a w l d z - z u ri ("shun lying words" or "shun lying 
speech") are not just about lying but more to do with avoiding 
s h i r k , that is associating or attributing a partner to God. 

More specifically, Kobert believes that there was a t a i b i y a , 
the verbal formula frequently repeated during the rituals 
connected with the hajj, which was influenced by Christianity 
but one which the Prophet rejected as f a l s e w o r d s . 

Early Muslim tradition recognized that m u s h r i k u n referred 
to Christians, but this was gradually forgotten as the final form 
of the Muslim dogma took shape. 

Kobert then tries to show the presence of Christianity in 



the Hijaz, giving linguistic and biographical evidence. 
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4.7 

T H E SHAHADAT AZ-ZUR: 
T H E FALSE WITNESS 

R a i m u n d R o b e r t 

T r a n s l a t e d by G. A . Wells 

Raimund Kobert. "Die Shahadat az-?Qr," D e r I s l a m 34 (1959): 194-95. 



A 
few years ago in another publication1 it was 

shown that a formulation of the t a i b i y a , the hajj-festive cry, 
had existed that had been subjected to Christian influence, and 
had been rejected by Muhammad. At that time the present 
writer was not aware that tradition linked Koran XXII.30/31 
with this very taibiya and that it may well be the qawla-z-zu r 
named there. 

Traces of the correct state of affairs remain in most of the 
commentators (Tabari, Zamakhshari, Nasafi, NlsaburT). But to 
my knowledge al Khazin gives what is most complete. Hence I 
give what he says verbatim: 

[On the Koranic text:] Keep away from false words 
{qawla-z-zii r), observes Ibn Abbas: "It is a question of the 
shahadat az-zur (the false shahadat or witness).11 According to 
Aiman b. Khuraim2 there is a tradition that the Prophet rose 
for the khutba and said: "O ye people, the false shahada 



(witness), and likewise giving God a companion, is mistaken!" 
Thereupon he recited the verse: "Keep away from the dirt of 
the idols and keep away from false words." Tirmidhi quotes 
these words and comments on them: "There are differences of 
opinion about what Aiman says, and we do not know whether 
in fact he heard the Prophet." Abu Da'ud quotes the same 
passage, but from Khuraim b. Fatik. It supposedly means that 
the mushrikun said in their taibiya: "Labbayka, thou hast no 
companion other than a companion who is yours, over whom, 
and over the area he rules, thou rulest." [cf. 1 Cor 15:27: " 
For he hath put all things under his feet. But when he saith, 
all things are put under him, it is manifest that he is 
excepted, which did put all things under him. 28: And when 
all things shall be subdued unto him, then shall the Son also 
himself be subject unto him that put all things under him, 
that God may be all in all "] 

A. Khuraim b.Fatik is attested in Ibn Sacd (6, 24, 22) as a 
contemporary of Muhammad. There can hardly be any doubt 
that by q a w l a - z - z u r the s h a h a d a t az-zu r is meant, and with it 
that t a i b i y a . For if, as is usually done, one takes q a w l a - z - z u r 



as meaning "lie and slander" ( k a d h i b wabuhtdri), it is strange 
that this prohibition should come in the middle of a coherent 
passage about the hajj and interrupt it. That the expression, as 
it is to be understood in the Koran, means a perverse cult 
action, that is, the false t a i b i y a , and s h a h a d a is also clear from 
the words that immediately follow: "faithful (hunafd'a = 
m u k h l i s l n a ) to God, without giving him a companion." On this, 
the commentator notes: "These words draw attention to the fact 
that someone who takes upon himself a task of honoring God 
intends with the devotion he performs thereby to serve God 
honestly and no other" 

NOTES 

1. Biblica 35 (1954): 405 f. 

2. Cf. Ibn SaJd, 6, 25, 2. 



O N THE M E A N I N G OF THE 
T H R E E FINAL WORDS 
OF SURA X X I I . 3 0 - 3 1 
R a i m u n d R o b e r t 

T r a n s l a t e d by G. A . Wells 

Raimund Kobert, "Zur Bedeutung der drei letzen Worte von Sure 22.30-31," O r i e n i a l i a 
35 (1966): 28-32. Copyright © 1966 Editricc Pomificio Istituto Biblico. Reprinted with 
permission. 



^ u d i Paret's new translation of the Koran1 has drawn 
attention to the possibility that the words i j t a n i b u q a w l a - z - z u r i 
of Sura XXII, which are in the midst of stipulations about the 
hajj (XXII.27/28-33/34), may not mean the simple avoidance of 
false statements. Nor, as an account widely diffused in the 
West, and perhaps in Islam, too, will have it, might they be a 
statement prohibiting lying. 2 

In the first instance it seems that the plural in the 
translation "Avoid false statements" is particularly apposite if 
the words are taken as equivalent to "Avoid lies." Otherwise it 
is more difficult to justify and in any case leaves open the 
possibility of a singular. The lexical identification of 
q a w t a - z - z u r with k a d h i b , b u h t a n (lie and slander) is already 
registered after Tabari, by Mujahid.3 From him it passes 



through the commentaries of Baghawl, Zamakhsharl, Nisaburi,4 

Khazin, Mahalli, admittedly never as an ordinary prohibition of 
lying, which would be simple, relevant for all times, and even 
expected if one ignores the context. Rather it is a linkage 
always forged in often forced way with the prohibition of s h i r k , 
of the doctrine that God has an equal. For instance, in 
Zamakhsharl: 

After (the holy text) has urged that [God's] sacred things be 
honored and has found him who does so worthy of praise, it 
follows this with the command to avoid idols and lies. For to 
acknowledge God's unity, to deny that he has his equal, and 
to be honest in speaking are the highest and the first sacred 
things [of God]. The [text] brings shirk and lying together in 
a single Koran verse. For shirk belongs in the category of 
lies because its devotees allege that an idol is worthy of 
adoration. The [text] therefore says, in effect, "Avoid therefore 
the service of idols, which is the source of lies, and avoid 
every lie. Have nothing to do with any of this, because 
[thereby] one remains long in baseness and disgrace and above 
all because it is a sort of idolatry (literally: and what is one 



to think of something the nature of which is idolatry?)"5 

Mahalli, writing late and striving for brevity, is the least 
forced. He restricts himself to saying: " Therefore avoid the 
dirt of idols1; explicatory [genitive], the [dirt] which are idols. 
'Avoid false words.'"—with Mahalli the thought of the lie 
recedes—"that is to say, [the doctrine] that God has a 
companion, the doctrine which is expressed in the hajj festive 
call of the m u s h r i k u n , or 'avoid false witness ( s h a h a d a t 
a z - z u r ) ' " Here there is a new factor, the t a l b i y a t a t - m u s h r i k u n , 
which is lacking in Tabari. Most of our ancient sources for the 
tafsir are accessible in Tabari and only in him. Yet he surely 
does not comprise all that is relevant, either because everything 
was not available to him, or because he passed over much as 
of little importance, so that such items were preserved only in 
later writers. Just as he is selective in his A n n a l s , so in his 
commentary on the Koran his prime purpose is not to put 
together all that there is, but to orientate and point out a 
direction to his contemporaries. Merely to record that there was, 
at the time of the Prophet, a t a i b i y a influenced by Christianity, 



one which the prophet rejected as q a w l a - z - z u r , was, already in 
Mujahid's time, insignificant and no longer necessary for the 
exegesis of the Koran. 

The verse to be explained stands in Tabari, as is natural, in 
the context of the hajj stipulations. His interpretation, which, as 
always, he puts first, leads him back to Tsa (Basra c. 149 A . H . ) 
as also, via Ibn Abl Najlh (Mecca, c. 132 A.H.) and Ibn Jurayj 
(died 149 or 151), to Mujahid, and finally via Muhammad 
b.Safd and his authorities, to Ibn 'Abbas himself, the father of 
Koranic exegesis. According to him, [the text] says: 

Avoid the qawla-z-zur [and] means [thereby]: Be careful not 
[to propound] lies and untruths against God by saying, with 
reference to the gods: 'We serve them only so that they bring 
us close to God' (Koran XXXIX.3/3), and, with reference to 
the angels [says]: 'They are daughters of Allah." 

If one takes into consideration the religious situation of Arabia 
in the sixth and seventh centuries,6 one has to say a word that 



sounded approximately like Koran XXXIX.3/3—of course 
without the plural "gods," which can hardly have been spoken 
other than by Christians. These would accordingly be here the 
opponents of the Prophet. The designation m u s h r i k u n soon 
admitted more than one interpretation, and could mean 
"Christians" and "polytheists," although shank would not be an 
obvious term for a god of polytheists. The phrase "your, their 
s h u r a k d * for "your, their gods"— where one really has to 
envisage s h u r a k a 1 in quotation marks as if it were a phrase 
taken over from an opponent—is quite common in the Koran 
(e.g., VL22/22; X.28/29; XVL86/88; XXVIII.64/64; 
XXXV.40/38). From the context it stands for shufa'a'J 
"advocate, mediator, helper." Shaft', too, notably in connection 
with the Judgement Day, takes up Christian ideas. The clause in 
the Epistle to the Hebrews 7:25: "Wherefore he is able to save 
them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he 
ever liveth to make intercession for them," has had a profound 
effect on Christian thinking and feeling throughout the 
centuries. In the Egyptian koine and elsewhere it is rendered: 
IVannahu h a i y u n Ji k u l l i h l n i n w a - yashfa'u c a n h u m . 



Unfortunately, its first appearance in Arabic cannot be 
ascertained.8 Shank in the singular could have been an attempt 
to reproduce h o m o o u s i o s in pure Arabic. But the testimonies 
for that are not extant. One may further ask whether 
shabah—which in the t a w h i d definition of Junayd means, 
according to al-Ansari, "person"9 and which, according to the 
Mu (tazila, may not be said of God1 0—may also belong in this 
ancient layer of Christian terms in Arabic. In O r i e n t a l i a 
C h r i s t i a n a P e r i o d i c a , Rome 29 (1963), 480-481, one was 
referred to another stratum, the date of which likewise cannot 
be determined. 

But is it not altogether wrongheaded to believe that 
Muhammad was in touch with the details and niceties of 
Christian theology that have been mentioned? Is it not better to 
assume, with W. Rudolph, K. Ahrens 1 1 and others, that the 
rejection of sonship of God is due to Muhammad's having 
always thought merely of physical sonship, and the like? Crude 
misunderstandings and distortions of each other's doctrines arise 
principally when religious communities are firmly entrenched 
and live separately from each other, not so long as they are in 



touch with each other. In the case in question, that is at a 
relatively late period, if one discounts the effects of the 
polemics of the Koran, which does not distinguish between 
Christianity and polytheism. The beginning of Simeon of 
Bet-Arsam's letter of 524, the original form of which T. 
Noldeke (Tabari, 185) justly called "positively genuine," shows 
that already at that time, the Ma'add 1 2 understood the 
differences between Melchites, Monophysites, and Nestorians 
well enough to exploit them in diplomacy. Muhammad also met 
men such as Haudha b. A l l al-Hanaf!,13 and the influence of 
Hira was extensive. Public life itself there had, from the court 
downward, a Christian aspect.14 A d i b. Zayd woos Hind bint 
Nu'man "three days after Easter," that is, after our Maundy 
Thursday on Easter Monday, on which even now the time of 
marriage solemnizations begins (CIC § 1108). He first saw the 
girl in the Church of Dair Tuma, likewise on a Maundy 
Thursday, "which falls three days after Palm Sunday," when one 
went to the celebration of the Eucharist. On this occasion in 
Muhammad's time, Haudha (already mentioned) successfully 
petitioned for the release of the Tamim held captive by the 
Persians in Bahrain, and himself, with those he had liberated, 



took part in the Eucharist.15 About the middle of the sixth 
century, Kyros of Edessa held his Aramaic c e l l d t a in the 
theological school of HIra, which he had founded. These 'elldtd 
are lectures on the subject ( c e l i e t d ) of the festivals of the 
ecclesiastical year, and they have come down to us in the tract 
of East Syrian theology that has been most fully preserved.16 

In the creed of the Mu'tazila the relevant clause t a q a d - dasa 
[ i l l d h u ] c a n m u l a m a s s a t i n - n i s a 3 also stands at the end like an 
afterthought, whereas with the Sunnis l a m y a t t a k h i d s d h i b a t a n , 
in more cautious wording that strictly keeps to the Koran 
(72.3/3) is brought to the front.17 K. Ahrens and W. Rudolph 
regard it as certain that Sura 112 is directed against the Nicene 
formula y e w n Q e v x a , oil K O i n B e v z a [ b e g o t t e n n o t made]. Since 
this formula is included in the baptism symbol,1 8 it must have 
spread in Aramaic, and will hardly have been unrepresented in 
Arabic. If it may no more be said that the angels are the 
daughters of Allah, then the Koran is not here quoted verbally 
(XLIIL19/18; XVI.57/59, etc.), and that is striking. The 
difficulty of doing justice to the quotation is partly due to the 
fact that fUzza, Allat, and Manat are named daughters of Allah, 



yet the term for them, j a r d n i q a , does not denote female 
beings.19 The difficulty is also due in part to the fact that 
angels are cosmic intelligences; the most supreme of which was 
sometimes addressed as the Logos. These questions have as yet 
produced no answer and must be left aside. 

The Prophet's equating of s h a h a d a t az-zur [false witness] 
with s h i r k we find in a hadith traced back to Wa^l b. RabI 
£a. 2 0 Tirmidhi 2 1 and Abu Dawud 2 2 name a different tabil. 
Returning now with a correction to what I wrote in D e r I s l a m 
34 (1959): 195, let me repeat here the form of the tradition in 
Khazim The hadith recurs in similar form in Zamakhshari, 
Nlsaburi 2 3 and Mahalli. 

Khazin has the following: 

"Avoid the qawla-z-ztir, that is, lie and untruth. Ibn 'Abbas (in 
Baghawl: Ibn Mas'ud) said: "What is meant is the shahadat 
az-zur. According to Aiman b. Khuraim, there is a tradition 
that the Prophet rose to the khutba and said: 'Ye people, I 
regard the shahadat az-zur as the same as ishrdk bi-llah* He 
then quoted the verse: 'Avoid therefore the dirt of idols and 



avoid the qawla-z-zur.'" Tirmidhi quotes [the hadith] and 
observes: "Concerning the handing down of it there are 
differences of opinion. We do not know that Aiman had 
[heard] a word directly (sama*) from the Prophet." Abu 
Dawud quotes the same hadith: but from Khuraim b. Fatik 

Khuraim is the father of Aiman. 2 4 There it is said of the 
father that he was among the Prophet's Companions and 
passed on immediate traditions from him. If a manuscript states 
the first of two, and reads s a h i b a h u w a w a - a b u h u b i - r a s u l i - l l a h 
instead of l i - a b l h i s u b h a b i - r a s u l i - l l a h , that may be an ancient 
version, perhaps the original, inexact one, which was corrected. 
Directly or indirectly, it will have occasioned the observation of 
Tirmidhi that I have mentioned. According to the stories in the 
K i t a b a l - A g h d n i , Aiman was still alive in the latter years of 
Abd ul-Malik b. Marwam The allegation that Fatik had been 
s a h d b i , and died in the time of Mucawiya is found also in the 
K h u l d s a . 2 5 There, Aiman is called tabH. In the worst case we 
are dealing with a h a d i t h m u r s a l b i h i with an incomplete chain 
of tradition, which goes back to a court poet in matters that 



link up less with his sphere. If we believe J. Schacht, this state 
of affairs does not impugn the credibility of the tradition, since 
no one exerted himself afterward to produce a complete i s n a d , 
such as was later demanded. 

If we may return to Khazin, he appends a further 
explanation with q l l a which, in Mahalli, we found taken into 
the overall account of the verse's ending. The words are: It is 
also said that (with q a w l a - z - z u r ) the words of the m u s h r i k u n in 
their t a i b i y a are meant: Labbayka, you have no companion 
other than a companion who is yours, over whom and over 
whose realm you rule. Instead of q a w l a l - m u s h r i k l n , 
Zamakhshari and RazI 2 6 say a h l a l - j a h i l t y a . Abu Haiyan 2 7 

names in B o h r a l - m u h l t 5:351 Mujahid, Tkrima, ash-Shab'I, and 
Qatada as the source; men from the first generation after Ibn 
Abbas. The t a i b i y a itself is preserved early in the K i t d b 
a l - a s n a m 2 ^ (of Ibn al-Kalbi) where it is said that it is a hajj 
festive cry distorted by additions, and used by the Nizar at the 
i h l a l . The Nizar 2 9 and all the Banu Ismacil 

did [indeed] confess with their taibiya the one God, [but] they 



placed him beside their gods and gave the kingdom of these 
gods (according to XVHI11/111; XXV.2/2; Ash£arT Maqalat, 
156,8) into his hand; this is why God has said to his Prophet; 
"Most [people] do not believe in God, without associating with 
him other gods (XII. 106/106}"; that is, notwithstanding the 
recognition of what I really am, they confess me as one, not 
without having given me a companion from among my own 
creatures. 

A little later than Ibn al Kalbi, Ibn Habib 3 0 gave in M u h a b b a r 
311,11-13 the wording of the festive cry. Significantly, it is still 
said by Suyuti in Tafsir a l - J a l d l a i n on XII.100/106, that, by the 
shank (singular), the m u s h r i k u n meant their idols (plural: 
a s n d m ) . 

From what I have said it is certain that the formula given 
in authentic say existed in early Islam. It can also be said that 
its content is clearly reminiscent of 1 Cor. 15:27. There is less 
to be said for the view that here the rhyme, in unity with the 
thrust of the metre, was father to the thought.: l a b b a y k a 
A l l a h u m m a l a b b a y k a Id s h a r i k a l a k a ilia s h a r l k u n h u w a laka 



t a m l i k u h u w a - m d m a l a k a ("at your service, O God, at your 
service; you who have no associate apart from an associate 
which you have; you who have power over him and that over 
which he has power")- If the testimony of Ibn al-Kalbl rules 
out the assumption that the t a l b i y a t a l - m u s h r i k i n arose only in 
Muhammad's time as a Christian compromise formula, and was 
rejected by him, then one is led to the position that 
s h a r i k u - l l d h was earlier already a technical term, perhaps in the 
sense of what has been indicated above. Be that as it may in 
connection with the pilgrimage stipulations of the sura, the 
rejection of this t a i b i y a is the most immediately obvious sense 
of the final words of verse 30/31, as the forced nature of the 
other explanations shows. 

NOTES 

L See final footnote of the first side of the third installment, p. 
273, n. 38 

2. Here I am repeating, supplementing, and improving what is 



said of this passage in Bibiica 35 (1954): 405 f. and D e r Islam 34 
(1959): 195 f. In doing this, I can make grateful use of observations 
and corrections with which a number of scholars—Professors J. Fuck, 
G. Levi Delia Vida, and especially A. Spitaler—have supplied me. I 
have also used reliable secondary information when the literature it 
referred to was not accessible and so could not be fully exploited. I 
hope that this has not resulted in any substantial distortion of what 
the facts are. 

3. Ca. 102/4 A .H . in Mecca 

4. Eighth to twelfth centuries GAL S 2: 273 

5. Kashshdf [Egypt 1354 A ,H . ] ; 

6. Cf, for example, G. Graf, GCAL 1 (= SeT 118 Rome 1944); 
15-27; J. Wellhausen, Reste (Berlin 1897; 1964), p. 217; Tabari, 
Ta>rikk, I: 1723 

7. Wellhausen, Reste 219 n. 2—Koran VI 64/64 

8. 10 On the influence of the New Testament epistles, cf. K. 
Ahrens in ZDMG 84 (1930): 169-71. 

9. R. Hartmann, Kuschairi (Berlin, 1914), p. 50 



10. A s k ' a r i - R i t t t r , Maqalat, p. 155 

1L KAhrens, M. als Religionsstifter (Leipzig 1935), p. 85,200 

12. [Ma'add: a collective name for certain Arab tribes, in the 
traditional usage for those of N. Arabian origin in contrast to the 
Yemen tribes. Ed.] 

13. Orientalia 25 (1956); 307; in line 17 y q r b instead of y g r b is 
to be read. 

14. See Kitab a t - A g h a n i , 2:131, 4-5; 129, 3-6. 

15. de Goeje, Tabari, Ta'tikh, 1:987.19; A'sha Maimun, Dtwan 
13:69. 

16. See on this Willian F. Macomber, SJ. in OCR 30 (1960): 
5-38; 365-84; particularly 7-9. 

17. Asfrari-Ritter, Maqdlat, 156,13; 290,5. 

18. C. P. Caspari, Quellen (Christiania), 1,116. 

19. GdK2 I 100; otherwise J.Wellhausen, Reste 24; F Schwally, 
GdK3 I, 71; K. Ahrens, ZDMG 84, 151. 



20. Died at the time of Mu'awiya; Ibn Sa(d 6:146, Ibn Hajar, 
Isdba Nr. 9100. 

21. Book 33, [abwdb ash-shahdddt] chap. 3 {ma j d a ft shahadat 
az-zur). 

22. Book 23, [kitab-aqdiya, bab 15, fi shahadat az-zur]. 

23. Eighth to twelfth centuries GAL S 2: 273. 

24. Kitab al-AghdnP 21:7-12. 

25. Cairo, 1322 A.H . 36:16 of the Khazraji (died 923/1517; GALS 
1:606). 

26. Died 606/1209; GAL S 1:506. 

27. Died 744/1345; GAL S 2:136. GdK2 3:243. 

28. R. Khnke-Rosenberger (Leipzig, 1941), p. 4; Ibn al Kalbi: 
died 204/819 or 206. 

29. R. Klinke-R, 75. 

30. Died 245/860; G A L S 1:166. 
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ies d i e m docet, the day teaches the day, and that 
over many a long year. There is Tabari's explanation of 
XXVTI.91 ("I am commanded only to serve the Lord of this 
city Who has made it sacred, and His are all things, and I am 
commanded to be of those who submit.") and then the 
explanation of Qatada,1 which he quotes under the usual q d l a 
a h l at-tefwU—an explanation which is designated, with the usual 
b i n a h w i lladi q u l n d , q d l a a h l u t-ta> w i t , as on the whole 
concordant with his own. Whoever reads and ponders these 
will not overlook the differences that make clear to us of the 
present day the change that has occurred when, at different 
times, the question was put: From whom did Muhammad 
distance himself with this verse, or who are the people whom 
both call m u s h r i k u n 1 } For Tabari they are clearly, such as were 
quite generally until recently called, "heathen idolaters." 



Information about their gods in Arabian prehistory has been 
preserved for posterity by Ibn al- Kalbl. With Qatada it is 
different. His m u s h r i k u n , let it be said straightaway, are the 
Christians of Mecca, 2 who in the hajj of pre-Islam had their 
wuquf (statio)3 in the Wad! Muhassir4 and in Muhammad's 
time chose the hajj festive cry:, l a b b a y k a l a s h a r l k a l a k a i l i a 
s h a n k u n 5 h u w a l a k a t a m l i k u h u w a - m a m a l a k a , 'Thou, O God, 
hast no one who shares [in your power, or, as the case may 
be, in your divine being] except one, over whom and whose 
orbit thou art Lord"; this clearly following 1 Cor. 15:26. 

Simple reading of TabarTs text suffices to prove what has 
been said. He states, explaining the Koran's words (XXVII.91): 
"I was given no instruction except to worship the Lord of this 
place, which he has placed under a prohibition. To him 
everything belongs, and I was ordered to be one of the 
Muslims." Thereby God says to his Prophet: Muhammad say: I 
was given no other instruction but to worship the Lord of this 
place, namely Mecca, the Lord who has, in consideration of it, 
strictly forbidden his creatures to shed blood illicitly in it, to 
wrong some one in it, to hunt game in his name, or to soil it 



{aw y u k h t a l a k h a l a h a ) , except the idols which you m u s h r i k u n 
worship. 

The exegetes of earlier days are, on the whole, in 
agreement with what we have said. So, for instance, Bishr, 
according to Yazld, according to Sa^d, according to Qatada: 

Trie words of the Koran: "1 was given no other instruction 
than that I worship the Lord of this place, which he has 
placed under prohibition (or declared holy and inviolable)," 
means Mecca. And the words tsto him everything belongs" 
means: "Al l things belong to the Lord of this place as 
property (mulkan). I have been instructed to worship him, not 
one who possesses nothing (la man la yamliku shay'an). 

Qatada continues: 

He whose praise is sublime, the Lord of this place which he 
has made holy (harramaha) which he has [here] especially 
chosen in distinction from all other lands, although he is Lord 
of all lands, [did that] because in his grace and condescension 



he thereby wished to teach the mushrikun about the nation of 
God's messengers, who are Meccan. Whoever finds it 
appropriate to worship him (that is the sharik of the rejected 
taibiya) is denied their land, and the people are kept [by his 
supporters] at a distance. These devour each other in all 
countries and kill each other. [To be worshipped] [is] not 
someone who has obtained no grace for them and who can 
neither help nor harm them 

The words of the Koran: "and I was ordered to be one of 
the muslimun" means: [God] has ordered me to make myself 
over to him as a man of proper devotion to God (hanifart) 
and to be one of those devoted to God {muslimun) who 
follow the religion of Ibrahim, the friend of God, your 
ancestor, ye mushrikun, not one who is in conflict with the 
religion of his proper ancestor and who follows the religion 
of the Devil, God's enemy. 

A few words are needed to make the reading of the Qatada 
text precise. The catchword nudk, absent in the Koran and in 



Tabari, together with the pointed expression Id man Id y a m l i k u 
s h a y ' a n , lead directly to the s h a h a d a t az-zur, except that from 
the latter the consequence is derived that this shank of the 
Christians has neither possessions nor power. If he is 
worshiped, he can neither harm nor profit those who honor 
him, and so likewise falls under the verdict of XX.89. Grace 
for his devotees is not given him. And that these are divided 
among themselves—it follows that the Christians are meant—is 
pilloried with the sharpest of language. 

The catchword m u l k , missing from XXVII . 91 can, however, 
be found in X X V . 1^ and correspondingly in Tabari. Here is 
said: "Praise be to him . . , who has the lordship of heaven and 
earth, who gave himself no son (or no child), who has no one 
sharing ("no associate" = l a h u s h a r l k ) the dominion (mulk). . . 
Among those who are turned away with these words Tabari 
includes those of his numerous m u s h r i q l a l - ' a r a b , who use the 
t a i b i y a of the Christians. It is quoted word for word. 

At this point, namely in the face of Qatada's rejection of 
worship of a man la y a m l i k u s h a y ' a n , the two verses l Adi b. 



Zayd of Hlra wrote, c, 600 c.E., to his jailer Nu'man b. 
Mundhir, gain especial significance. They read: "The enemies 
have exerted themselves not to leave undone any evil against 
you, by the lord of Mecca and the Cross. They wish you to 
take time over *AdI so that he remains imprisoned or goes into 
the pit."6 According to this, Christ (Messiah), the crucified 
God, would have been, for Arabic Christians, the lord of 
Mecca. 

As for the term shank, it was already said earlier, and 
endorsed (e.g., by G. Luling) that, since it means "sharer" (in 
power or, as the case may be, in divine being), it is hardly 
imaginable in the sphere of polytheism, and is very unlikely to 
be found as the designation of a deity. Rather does it derive 
from the sphere of Christological discussions. Those who wish 
to regard it as an attempt to find an Arabic equivalent for 
OfioovGioq, Aramaic shwe' q y a m a , could perhaps point to the 
not inconsiderable number of Christian expressions in good 
Arabic of pre-Islamic times, for example s i b g h a = "baptism," 
with which s i b g h a t A l l a h is contrasted in II. 138, s h i q d q = 
a/iofta (11.137), and others in addition. In this way we would 



come to sharing (in power or in the being of God) as the 
basic meaning of s h i r k ; m u s h r i k would be someone who 
believes in the s h a r i k . For Muhammad this latter would be an 
additional God, s h i r k is therefore polytheism and a m u s h r i k is a 
polytheism The same is true for the whole of Islam, more so as 
time passed. Only scholars knew of the rejected t a i b i y a , but 
without clarity as to what it meant. 

The original sense of m u s h r i k seems to me to be still 
discernible also in the V.82 (Tabari, Tafsir, 7:2) which exegetes 
link with the migration, dated in year 5 of the call, of the two 
oppressed believers to Ethiopia and their friendly reception 
there, (The Negus is said to have been rewarded for this with 
the privilege of becoming a Muslim, either on the occasion of 
a personal meeting with Muhammad in Medina; or perhaps he 
began the journey but died on the way.) What I have in mind 
is the contrasting pair a l l a d h l n a a s h r a k u and a l l a d h i n a q a l u ; 
i n n a n d n a s d rd. These, the Ethiopians, have shown themselves, 
by their behavior in receiving the oppressed ones, to be true 
Christians, and justly call themselves this; while those other 
ones, the Meccan m u s h r i k u n and oppressors, are Christians 



merely in name. 

Concering the j d h i l i i n of XXXIX.64, the exegetes have 
thought of the people of the Hbadat a l - a w t d n and of the 
j a h i l i y a ( a g n o i a \ who are fools—this is not about m u s h r i k u n . 
There may well still have been those who honored the d i n 
a l - d b d 1 . But this interpretation is not compelling. 

Finally, as a summary of what I have said: An early stage 
of Koranic exegesis is visible: XXII.30 in the hadith of Aiman 
b, Khuraim b. Fatik concerning the Prophet, in Qatada on 
XXVII.91, and even in Tabari on XXV.2 . This early stage was 
later no longer relevant and disappeared, whereas there was 
agreement on how Islamic fundamentals were to be understood. 

NOTES 

1. Qatada was a m u q r i c in Basra in 170 A .H . 

2. Cf. G Luling, Kritisch-exegetische Vntersuchung des 



Qur'antextes (Warna Diss., 1970): xii and n. 21. 

3. The liturgical expression statio (goal of the pilgrim procession 
and festival celebration on a specific day of the year) is found for 
instance in "static ad sanctam crucem in J e r u s a l e m " The celebration 
took place in the statio-church Santa Croce in Gerusalemme at Rome 
on the fourth Sunday in Lent. The mystery of the cross was 
celebrated in their own territory at a place they called Jerusalem. 
Thereby the relevant place would be regarded as the location of the 
mystery itself. 

4. GdK2 (Leipzig, 1909), p. 147, 3 

5. Text variant: sharikan in Tabari, Tafsir, 18: 123 Koran XXV.3. 

6. L. Cheikho, Kitdb ash-shu'ara* an-nasrdniya (Beirut, 1890): 
pp. 451, 13 f.; Kitdb al-Aghanl 2 (Cairo, 1346/1928), p. I l l , 5. Other 
oath formulas from Hlra c. 600 c.E. are: walldhi ((Adi b. Zayd) 
Kitdb al-Aghanl 2, p. 113, 5; was- salibi wa-l-ma'mudiya ((Adi b. 
Marina) 2: 107, 3 f; wa-yammi l-Hahi (Ubai b. Zayd) 2: 113, 5; la 
camri (ibid.) 2:120, 3; wal-ldti wat-'uzzd (the Lakhmid Mundhir b. 
Mundhir died 580). 



P a r t 5 
SURAS, SURAS, SURAS 



5.1 

INTRODUCTION 
TO SURA I X . 2 9 

I b n Warraq 

qatilu -l-ladhina Id yu'minuna bi-l-ldhi wala bi-l-yawmi-l-'akhiri wala 
yuharrimuna ma harrama-l-ldhu wa rasuluhu wala yadinu-na dlna-l-
haqqi min alladhina ^utu l-kitdba hattd y u ' t u - l -jizyata ( a n yadin wa 
hum sd ghiruna. 



A 
-^"l-Baydawi (thirteenth century c.E.) on IX.29: 

'an yad, out of hand: indicating the condition of those who pay the 
tribute. Out of a hand that gives willingly, in this way indicating 
that they submit obediently; or out of their hand, meaning that they 
pay the tribute with their own hands, instead of sending it through 
others; no one is allowed to use a proxy in this case. Or again: out 
of abundance ((an ghina); thus some claim that the tribute should 
not be demanded of the poor. Or still: by a hand which has power 
over them, hence indicating that they are humbled and powerless-
"Out of hand" could also refer to the condition of the tribute. 
Meaning: paying the tribute in ready cash which is handed over 
from hand to hand.; or, as a charity, allowed to the one who is 
obliged to pay tribute. It is thus a great charity that they are spared 



from the tribute. 

And have been humbled: brought low. According to Ibn 'Abbas 
the dhimml is struck on the neck (with the hand) when the tribute 
is collected from him. 

. . . The tribute is only demanded of the People of the Book 
[which includes the Zoroastrians]. .. . But tribute may be not be 
collected from other unbelievers. However Abu Hanlfa says it should 
be collected from them . . . Malik (ibn Anas) says the tribute should 
be collected from all unbelievers except the apostates.... 1 

Ibn Kathlr (fourteenth century CM.]: " 'Until they pay the 
tribute out of their own hands; plainly humiliated/ The believers 
should then right the People of the Book until they pay the 
required tax, and cower. Those who live in a Muslim country in 
total security, enjoying the protection of the believers ought to be 
found in this state: humiliated and submitted to the tax." 2 

Bell: 



Jizya, only here, in later Muslim law was the special poll-tax 
levied upon non-Muslims living under Muslim rule, and was 
distinguished from the kharaj which rested on land. But it is 
doubtful if this distinction was introduced before the second 
[Muslim] century; and probably the word here is equivalent to 
"tribute" in general. 

An yad, the exact meaning of the phrase is uncertain 
Baydawl gives "submissively" or "in person"; the latter is 
adopted by Becker (EI art. Djizya) Another possible sense is 
"out of hand " i.e. at once, on the spot, in ready money.3 

Dozy: ' a n y a d i n in Sura IX.29, where we find the order to 
fight the Christians and Jews h a n d y u ' t u - l -jizyata c a n y a d i n . 
This expression is explained by the commentators, as we can 
see in Baydawl, in so many discordant ways, that one would be 
tempted to say that they would be better off in confessing that 
they did not understand it." 4 

E. W. Lane: i l < a n y a d i n as occurring in the Koran IX.29, 



He gave it in acknowledgement of the superiority of the 
receiver; that the power (yad) of the latter was superior to that 
of the giver: or, because of favour received; or, from subjection 
and abasement: (M:) 5 or from compulsion: (Abu £Ubayd, T.) 6 or, 
obediently: or, in ready money. (TA) 7" 8 

NOTES 

L al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzll wa-asrdr al ta*wll, ed. H. O. 
Fleischer, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1846-1848). No one seems certain of the 
date of his death; four dates have been proposed: 1286, 1292, 1293, 
and 1316. 

2. Ibn Kathlr (died 1373 C.E.): Tafslr al-Qur'an al-cazlm (Beirut, 
1385/1966). 

3. R. Bell, A Commentary on the Qur'an (Manchester, 1991), 
vol.L p. 299. 

4. R. Dozy, Supplement mix DictionnairesArabes (1881, 1st ed.), 



Beyrouth, 1981), vol. 2, p. 857 

5. Ibn Sida, al-Muhkam. Ibn Slda was an Andulasian philologist 
and lexicographer; compiled two dictionaries al-Mukhassas and 
al-Muhkam. Died 458/1066. 

6. al-Azhari, Arab lexicographer, born and died in Harat 284/895: 
370/980. Compiled dictionary Tahdhib al-Lugha. 

7. Ibn Murtada, Taj al-'Arus. Murtada died in 1205 A .H . 

8. E. W. Lane A n Arabic-English Lexicon (Beirut [1863-1893], 
1968), vol. 8, p. 3063. 



5.2 

SOME M I N O R 
PROBLEMS 
IN T H E Q U R ' A N 

Franz R o s e n t h a l 

Franz Rosenthal, "Some Minor Problems in the Qur'an,'1 The J o s h u a S i a r r M e m o r i a l 
Volume (New York, 1953), pp. 68 f. Reprinted with permission. 



T 
he basic problem involved in the following 

discussion is whether we are permitted to doubt the traditional 
understanding of the Qur'an. It is the same basic problem that, 
raised in connection with the Bible and answered in the 
affirmative, constituted the starting point of biblical criticism. In 
the case of the Bible, there can be no doubt in the philological 
mind that there is ample reason to be skeptical with regard to 
the tradition upon which our interpretation of the Bible depends 
almost completely. The astonishing discovery of the last few 
decades has been that that tradition has so often been proved to 
be reliable. Nevertheless, this fact ought to serve only to 
sharpen our critical faculties but not to assuage them. 

In the case of the QurJan, the situation is very different. 
The authorship of the Qur'an is a uniform one. The scholarly 
occupation with it goes back almost to the time of its author. 
The milieu and linguistic environment in which it originated 
were quite familiar to the early interpreters. Therefore, it is, 



indeed, permissible to question the legitimacy of any departure 
from the traditional understanding. One may add that the 
amount of independent material for purposes of control is much 
smaller in the case of the Qui°an than it is in that of the Bible. 
Furthermore, the pre-Islamic history of Arabia is much less 
known than the ancient oriental setting of the Bible, so that 
there will always be missing links between the statements of 
the QurJan and their supposed sources. 

Yet, few scholars would deny that the traditional Qur'an 
interpretation can and should be subjected to all the known 
rules of philological criticism. If the situation should require it, 
the traditional interpretation may, and ought to be, dispensed 
with. It may then be replaced by hypotheses of our own. Those 
hypotheses might, of course, often be as far from the mark as 
the rejected traditional interpretation. Still, they will have their 
rightful place and fulfill a useful purpose in the trial-and-error 
method, which alone can be expected to throw light into the 
dark coiners of scholarship: a l - z a n n miftah l - y a q i n [conjecture is 
the key to certainty]. 

There are a number of reasons that show the possible 



fallibility of the traditional interpretation of the Qur'an. It might 
seem an all too obvious and unconvincing argument to point to 
the constant differences of the interpreters and conclude from 
their disagreement that none of them is right. However, there is 
something to such an argument. Although most of the 
commentators have their special ax to grind, one should think, 
at least in a number of instances, that if an evident and simple 
explanation existed, there would have been much less obstinate 
disagreement. 

The existence of words and topics in the Qui°an that clearly 
are of foreign origin offers a better argument. Muhammad 
himself might have been acquainted with their correct 
interpretation (though, admittedly, this is an assumption that can 
hardly be proved). But it is certain that their correct 
interpretation often eluded the commentators. 

One may also refer to the tradition according to which the 
Prophet did not like to be questioned about religious matters, 
including, probably, the interpretation of the Qui^an.1 It would 
seem very plausible that when he was developing into the 
important political leader that he became in Medina, Muhammad 



was hesitant to let himself be forced into giving explanations 
concerning a great many points of the early revelation. 

Then, there is the fact that the pagan environment in which 
Muhammad grew up began to shrink—through his 
efforts—already during his lifetime. The early Muslims, who must 
have possessed a good knowledge of it, can be certain to have 
done all in their power to repress that knowledge. 

Finally, idioms change rapidly. In addition, all the efforts 
the commentators made, in order to gain authentic information 
on linguistic points, may have greatly suffered from the power 
of suggestion, which only the most highly trained and 
experienced researcher can avoid in dealing with linguistic 
informants. 

Three well-known problems in the QurJan have been here 
selected as illustrations of the preceding remarks. The solutions 
proffered are in no way considered final, but it is hoped that it 
will be considered legitimate to seek solutions along the lines 
here suggested. 



(1) QUR'AN IX.29 (29): AL-JIZYATA <AN YADIN 

The famous verse IX.29 has been of tremendous practical 
significance in the lives of millions of people. It reads: "Fight 
those who do not believe in God and in the Last Day and 
who do not consider forbidden what God and His Messenger 
have forbidden, and who do not take as their religious norm 
the true religious norm, of those who have been given the 
Book, until they give a l - j i z y a t a ' a n y a d i n w a - h u m s a g i r u n " 

S d g i r u n occurs elsewhere in the Qur'an. It means "humble, 
lowly." A l - j i z y a h and ' a n y a d i n , however, have no parallel in 
the Qur'an. The phrase c a n y a d i n has so far completely defied 
interpretation. Al l post-Qur'anic occurrences of it are based upon 
the Qur'an.2 

For the commentators, especially those who were interested 
in the legal aspects of Qurban interpretation, it was very natural 



to try to find some details about poll tax collection in the 
difficult phrases, some evidence of how it should be collected, 
since there was so very little they had to base their poll tax 
theories on. Therefore, they were eager to interpret the words 
c a n y a d i n w a - h u m s d g i r u n in a way that would give them some 
authoritative hint concerning the collection of the poll tax. 

On the other hand, it is extremely unlikely that Muhammad 
himself should have bothered with such details. The practical 
side of poll tax collection must have been entirely uninteresting 
for him in the historical situation in which the Qur°anic verse 
was revealed- There was no need for him to state anything else 
except that the People of the Book should pay something. 
Consequently, we cannot expect to find in the verse the details 
the commentators were inclined to find in it. 

The objection may here be raised that the phrase w a - h u m 
s d g i r u n actually seems to indicate some aspect of poll tax 
collection. This could be the case, if the phrase is understood 
as it sometimes is, but in order to achieve a correct 
understanding of it, we have to pay attention to a subtle nuance 
in meaning that, at times, was rather cavalierly disregarded by 



Qur'an commentators and translators.3 It is, indeed, 
grammatically possible to interpret the h a l sentence as referring 
to the mode of giving the j i z y a h : "being humble, while paying 
the j i z y a h " = "paying it humbly." However, the h a l sentence 
may refer to the status of the People of the Book at the time 
when they make their payment: "paying the j i z y a h while [since] 
they are in a state of humiliation." Both interpretations are pos
sible, but the latter alternative is the more natural one of the 
two (cf. also Qur'an XXVII.37/37). Consequently, w a - h u m 
s d g i r u n does not refer to the mode of payment, but to the 
general condition in which the people who make the payment 
find themselves. 

The phrase, therefore, would not support any interpretation 
of c a n y a d i n as referring to a detail of the manner of poll tax 
collection, and the general tenor of the revelation militates 
against it. Thus, all those interpretations that find such a 
reference in ' a n y a d i n have very little in their favor. This does 
away with such interpretations—all of them conveniently 
summarized by al-BaydawI, who, in turn, was already quoted by 
G. Sale in his translation of the Qur°an4—as m u n q d d l n , "being 



docile"; c a n g i n d , "from wealth"; naqd"" m u s a l l a m a h z a n y a d ila 
yad, "in currency, being handed from one hand to the other1'; 
m u s a l l i m l n b i - a y d i h i m g a y r bdHtm, "handing it over personally, 
not sending it." 

The last mentioned interpretation has been adopted by legal 
theorists. It found wide acceptance, especially with the 
translators. It occurs, for instance, in the translations of Marracci 
(Latin), Henning (German), C. H. Becker (in El, s. v. Djizya), 
N . P. Aghnides,5 and T. Sabbagh.6 It also has important 
philological support. In his Tafsir, at-Tabari says: " cArc y a d i n : 
from his hand to the hand of the one to whom he pays it. 
Thus, the Arabs (Bedouins) say to anyone who gives something 
to someone who has control over him: He gave it c a n y a d i h i , 
or ' a n yad" 7 

This statement of at-Tabari could well be decisive. It is 
certainly possible that a phrase such as ' a n y a d i n acquired some 
such special meaning in idiomatic usage. R. Bell, in his 
translation of the Qur'an, ingeniously translates 'an y a d i n 
through "offhand." In a footnote to the translation, he states 
that the exact meaning of the phrase is uncertain. In fact, 



"offhand" would be quite meaningless in the context. It is, 
however, a good reminder of the fact that exactly the same 
elements that we find in Arabic ' a n (off) y a d i n (hand) are 
combined in English in an idiomatic expression with a meaning 
that could hardly be guessed from its component ele- ments.8 

The same could have been the case with Arabic ' a n y a d i n , and 
the problem would be largely solved—if we could be 
convinced that at-Tabari has here preserved some genuine 
linguistic information. Unfortunately there is nothing to prove 
that this was the case. There is no independent information to 
support at-Tabari's statement. It also did not find the general 
acceptance by Qur'an commentators, which, we should think, it 
would have found if they had considered it reliable. It seems, 
therefore, not necessary for us to abide by at-Tabarfs dictum. 

Yad has very many derived meanings in Arabic. The Qur'an 
commentators naturally thought of that, not only when they 
were interested in finding details of the manner of poll tax 
collection (as in the case of g i n a , above), but apparently also 
when they had no such thought in mind. We thus find in 
al-BaydawI: c A n y a d q d h i r a h ' a l a y h i m b i - m a ' n a ' a j i z i n , "from a 



hand that has power over them, in the sense of being 
impotent"; further: c A n i n c d m ' a l a y h i m , "from [here, apparently, 
in the sense of Lfor'] 9 being shown kindness." These 
interpretations, especially the last one, seem to be on the right 
track. They render, however, no account of the meaning of e a n 
in the context, and, of course, they do not consider the 
possibility that j i z y a h , in this verse of the Qur'an, could be 
anything but the technical term for poll tax. 

In fact, it would seem possible that j i z y a h (whatever its 
origin) was assimilated here in Muhammad's mind 1 0 to the 
Arabic verb j a z d t "to rec- ompensate" and that the preposition 
e a n depends on the noun j i z y a h , which retains part of its verbal 
force. J i z y a h c a n would thus mean "recompensation for." Such 
combination of a noun (with article or another form of 
determination) and depending preposition is not infrequently 
found in Arabic; cf., for instance, Qur'an V.7 (10), etc.: n i ' m a t a 
l l a h i ' a l a y k u m , and XII.6 (6): n i ' m a t a h u ' a l a y k a ; XXII.30 (31): 
ar-rijsa m i n a l - a w t d n ; X X I . 18 (18): a l - w a y l u m i m - m d tasifun; 
XXXIII.38 (38), 62 (62): s u n n a t a l l a h i fi l - l a d l n a ; , . . and 
XCVLL4 (4): b i - i d n i r a b b i h i m m i n k u l l i a m r i n , if this verse 



must be understood to mean "with the permission of their Lord 
for everything."11 A minor difficulty is the fact that the prepo
sition depending on j i z y a h would be { a n while, in the required 
meaning, j a m is construed with h i , cf. QurJan XXXIIL24. 
Elsewhere, however, ' a n is also found in connection with the 
verb.1 2 

What, then, would be the particular meaning of y a d that 
would best fit in with the suggestion just made? It might be 
"kind treatment."11 More fitting, however, would be the meaning 
of "solidarity, support coming from solidarity shown to someone," 
as we find it, for instance, in the story of Hatib b. Abi 
Balta'ah.14 The meaning of the whole doubtful phrase would thus 
be: 

Until they give recompensation [tax] for support from 
solidarity [shown by us to them], while they are in a state of 
lowliness. 

(2) QUR'AN CXIL2 (2): AS-SAMAD 



The hapax Iegomenon as-samad occurs in one of the most 
prominent suras of the Qur'an, the famous S u r a l a l - l h l d s which, 
according to the tradition, equals one-third of the whole book. 
It has a long and varied history behind itself both in Islam and 
in Western scholarship, but its meaning has not yet been fixed 
with any certainty. 

The treatment that the word has received in Western 
scholarship can by no means be considered an exemplary one. 
As a rule, it is translated by "eternal," a meaning of as-samad 
which is indicated by some Arabic sources, but which, though 
old, 1 5 has never been credited with much authority. As far back 
as I was able to follow up the occurrence of "eternal" for 
as-samad in the West, the first scholar to have it, among other 
meanings, is A. Giggei in his Thesaurus l i n g u a e A r a b i c a e ^ 
However, for the Qur'anic passage, Giggei has: Deus a d quern 
o m n i a n o s t r a d i r i g u n t u r . P e r f e c t i s s i m u s . It might be noted that 
Giggei's predecessor, Fr. Raphelengius, in his L e x i c o n 
A r a b i c u m , 1 1 renders s a m a d with indese- c a b i l i s , i n c o r p o r e u s . 



Before that, there could be no question of adopting the 
translation of "eternal," except, perhaps, in the thirteenth-century 
Spanish translation of al-Mubassir b. Fatik's M u h t d r a l - h i k a m 
where as-samad appears to have been rendered through el 
d u r a b l e . 1 ^ The Qur'an translation produced for Peter of Cluny 
in 1143, which has been unjustly maligned as being of a poor 
quality since the days of the great Scaliger,19 has necessarium 
o m n i b u s et i n c o r p o r e u m . 2 0 The V o c a b u l i s t a i n A r a b i c o 
misunderstood the Arabic tradition and thus thought that 
as-samad meant v e n t e r ? 1 The ninth-century Theodor Abu 
Qurrah renders as-samad by cTipupOTiriiCTOt; "hammered together, 
solid." 2 2 

With the publication of A. du Ryer's French translation of 
the Qur'an in 1647, the translation of as-samad through "eternal" 
found universal acceptance. It was promoted by J. Golius's 
L e x i c o n A r a b i c o - L a t i n u m , which featured p e r p e t u u s , permanens 
among other significations of samad. 

A brief survey of a number of translations of the Qur'an 
into various languages presents the following picture:23 



G. Arrivabene (Venice 1547, from Bibliander): necessario a 
tutti, & incorporeo, 

S. Schweigger (Nurnberg 1616, 1623, from Arrivabene) not 
available, but the Dutch translation following Schweigger 
(Hamburg 1641) has: een eenich God(!). 

A. du Ryer (Paris 1647, 1649, 1672; Den Haag 1683, 1685; 
English translation London 1649, in 8° and 12°, 1688); eternal, 
eternell 

I. H, Glazemaker (Amsterdam 1696, Leiden 1721, from Du 
Ryer): eeuwig. 

L. Marracci (Refutatio A l c o r a n i , Padova 1698): Deus 
sempitemus. 

D. Nerreter (Neu eroffiiete M a h o m e t a n i s c h e M o s c h e a , 
Nurnberg 1703, following Marracci): der ewige Gott 

M . Chr. Reinecke (Leipzig 1721, following Marracci): Deus 
sem- piternus. 

G. Sale (London 1734, and numerous later editions): the 



eternal God. 

M D. Fr. Megerlin (Frankfurt 1772): Der ewige Gott. 

Fr, E. Boysen (Halle 1773, 1775) not available, but S. Fr. 
G, Wahl (Halle 1828) who follows Boysen has: Der ewige Gott. 

M . Savary (Paris 11-83), not available, but the editions 
Paris 1821, 1826, 1829 have: II est eternal. However, an undated 
Paris edition has; C'est le Dieu a qui tous les etres s'adressent 
dans leurs coeurs (cf, Kasimirski, below). 

L. Ullmann (Crefeld 1840, 1842; Bielefeld 1857, 1872; 
Bielefeld-Leipzig 1881): (der einzige und) ewige Gott. 

M . Kasimirski (Paris 1841, in G. Pauthier, Les l i v r e s sacres 
de V O r i e n t ; Paris 1847): C'est le dieu eternal- However, 
apparently under the influence of al-BaydawI, who was 
published in 1846-48, the editions Paris 1857, 1859, 1865, 1869, 
1891, and probably many other editions (cf. also J. La Beaume, 
L e K o r a n a n a l y s e , Paris 1878, p. 250) have: C'est le Dieu a qui 
tous les etres s'adressent dans leurs besoins. 

Fr. Crusenstolpe (Stockholm 1843): Gud den Evige. 



L. J. A. Tollens (Batavia 1859, following Kasimirski and 
others): Hij is de God, tot wien alle wezens zich in hun 
behoeften wenden. 

J. M . Rodwell (London 1861) not available, but London 
1876 has: God the everlasting. London-New York 1908, 1937 
( E v e r y m a n ' s L i b r a r y , p. 29): God the eternal. 

J. Penrice (A d i c t i o n a r y a n d g l o s s a r y of t h e K o r - a n , 
London 1873, s. v. samad): A Lord, one to whom reference is 
made in matters of importance; as an adjective it means, 
sublime, everlasting. 

E. W. Lane ( S e l e c t i o n s f r o m t h e K u r - d n , new edition, 
Boston 1879, p. 5): God, the Eternal. 

E. H. Palmer (Oxford 1880, Oxford-London 1928): God the 
Eternal. 

Anonymous (Milan 1882, 1912, from Savary): e eterno. 

Th. P. Hughes (A d i c t i o n a r y of I s l a m , New York-London 
1885 , s. v. as-Samad): The Eternal (followed by some reference 



to the original meaning of the word). 

E. M . Wherry (A c o m p r e h e n s i v e c o m m e n t a r y o n t h e Qur*an, 
Vol. 4, Boston 1886, London 1886): The eternal God, 

K. J. Pentakis (Athens 1886, following Kasimirski and 
others): '6 deoq 6 cticmnoc;. 

Fr. Ruckert (ed, by A. Miiller, Frankfurt a/M 1888): Bin 
ewig reiner. 

M . Klamroth (Hamburg 1890, p. 86): Allah ist ewig, nach 
Felsenart. 

Persian translation (Tehran 1893; Bombay 1325/1907); H u d a y 
b i - n i y a z (God without need).24 

C. A , Nallino ( C h r e s t o m a t h i a Q o r a n i A r a b i c a , Leipzig 1893, 
glossary, s. u samad): perpetuus, sempiternus. 

Th. Fr. Grigull (Halle 1901): Gott ist der Ewige. 

M . Henning (Leipzig 1901): Der ewige Gott. 

Sablukov (third edition, Kazan 1907):25 Krepkiy b o g (The 



strong [firm] 2 6 God). 

Muhammad <Ali (Lahore 1908): God is He on Whom all 
depend. The editions Woking 1917, Lahore 1920, have: Allah is 
the one on whom all depend followed by a long exegetical 
note, with references to Qur'an commentaries). 

E. C. Branchi (Rome 1912, from Kasimirski): E ' i l Dio, al 
quale tutti gli esseri si rivolgono nei loro bisogni. 

Mirza Abu'1-Fadl (Allahabad 1912): God the eternal. 

D. B. Macdonald (EI, s. v. AUdh, 1.303a, Leiden 1913): The 
Eternal (followed by a brief reference to at-Tabari and to the 
uncertainty of the interpretation of the term). 

A. Fracassi (Milan 1914): Dio Eterno. 

L. Goldschmidt (Berlin 1916): Der unwandelbare Gott. 

K. V. Zettersteen (Stockholm 1917): Gud, den Evige. 

Abdallah Allahdin ( E x t r a c t s f r o m t h e Holy Q u r a n , 
Secundarabad 1922, p. 4): Allah is eternek 

H. Grimme (Paderborn 1923): Ein ewig Seiender. 



E. Montet (Paris 1925, p. 268): Allah PEternel. 

R. Briinnow-A. Fischer ( A r a b . C h r e s t o m a t h i e , fourth ed., 
Berlin 1928, glossary, p. 70): Furst, Herr; c. a r t . Beiname Gottes. 

L. Bonelli (Milan 1929): Dio l'eterno. 

Hafiz Ghulam Sarwar (Singapore-Woking 1930): God 
Unique. 

M- Pickthall (New York 1930): Allah, the eternally Besought 
of a l l 

A. Laimeche-B. Ben Daoud (Paris-Oran, n. y. [1932]): Dieu, 
le Refuge des bons. 

Mahmud Muhtar-Katircioglu (The w i s d o m of t h e Q u r ' a n . 
English translation from the French by J. Naish, Oxford-London 
1937, p. 143): God the Unchangeable. 

Abdullah Yusuf AIT (Lahore 1937-38): God, the Eternal, 
Absolute. Cf. p. 292: Eternal, Free of all needs; on whom / 
Depend, to whom go back, all things (with exegetical note). 

R. Bell (Ediburgh 1939, Vol, 2): Allah, the Eternal (followed 



by a footnote which refers to the Arabic commentators, and 
suggests a connection with Semitic smd "to bind together," thus: 
The Undivided). 

As the preceding list shows, quite a number of translations 
were not available. Moreover, some translations had the good 
fortune of going through many editions, which at times 
underwent major or minor changes. Only one or the other of 
those editions was available, and at times, the first and the last 
editions were not among those available. 

However, the collected evidence makes it sufficiently clear 
that the fatuous "eternal" has been the favorite of Western 
translators since the seventeenth century. One of the contributing 
reason for its persistence probably was the fact that "eternal" 
was a plain and simple word. Since Kasimirski, there has been, 
in addition, a haphazard and arbitrary usage of the meanings 
suggested by the Arabic commentators. Occasionally, we are 
treated to a liberal dose of the translator's free imagination. To 
my knowledge, no one ever attempted to take an independent 



philological approach to the subject before Bell a few years 
ago. 

The passages in Arabic literature that deal with as-samad 
are very numerous. It would be tempting to trace the history of 
the word in Muslim dogmatics,27 philosophy2 8 and mysticism.2 9 

Though based upon the suggestions of the Qur'an commentators, 
the meanings that were attributed to as-samad to suit particular 
trends of thought are, of course, far removed from what could 
possibly have been the actual meaning of the word. Underneath 
all the glittering variety and fullness of meaning attributed to 
as-samad, the fact cannot be concealed that the most ancient 
and prosaic attempts to explain the word were not able to find 
much variety and meaning in it. 

The fundamental text for the interpretation of as-samad is 
at-Tabari's Tafslr. His discussion of as-samad will, therefore, be 
reproduced here in extenso. At-TabarT says:30 

"And His word: Alldhu s-samad expresses (the idea): The One 
who is worshiped, He the samad, nobody except Him can be 



properly worshiped. The Qur'an commentators disagree as to 
the meaning of as-samad. 

(I) Some of them say: He is the one who is not hollow,31 

who does not eat and drink.32 TTiis opinion is held by the 
following personalities: 

(1) 'Abd-ar-Rahman b. al-Aswad <Muhammad b, 
Rabrah <Salamah b. Sabur <£Atiyah <Ibn < (Abbas: As-samad 
is he (that) who (which) is not hollow, 

(2) Ibn BasSar <cAbd-ar-Rahman <Sufyan <Mansur 
<Mujahid: As-samad is the solid one [musmat] who has no 
hollowness. 

(3) Abu Kurayb <WakT <Sufyan <Mansur <Mujahid: 
ditto. 

(4) Al-Harit <al-Hasan <Warqa\ all together <Ibn Abl 
Najlh <Mujahid: (ditto).33 

(5) Ibn Bassar <Abd-ar-Rahman and Wakl( <Sufyan <Ibn 
Aba Najlh <Mujahid: As-samad is the one who has no 
hollowness. 

(6) Abu Kurayb <WakT , also Ibn Humayd <Mihran5 all 



together <Sufyan <Ibn AbT Najlh <Mujahid: ditto. 

(7) Ibn Bassar <£Abd-ar-Rahman <ar-RabIc b. Muslim 
<al-Hasan: As-samad is the one who has no hollowness. He said; 
Ar-Rabr b. a Muslim told us on the authority of Ibrahim b. 
Maysarah who said: Mujahid sent me to Sa'Id b. Jubayr to ask him 
about as-samad. He said: He who has no hollowness. 

(8) Ibn Bassar <Yahya <Isma£Il b. Abl Halid <aS-SalbI: 
As-samad is the one who does not taste food. 

(9) Ya'qub <HuSaym <Isma(il b. Abl Halid <a3-Sa*bI who said: 
As-samad is the one who does not eat food and does not drink. 

(10) Abu Kurayb and Ibn BaSSar <WakT£ <Salamah b. Nubayt 
<ad-Dahhak: As-samad is the one who has no hollowness. 

(11) Abu Kurayb <Ibn AbT Za'idah <Isma(Tl <Amir: As-samad is 
the one who does not eat food. 

(12) Ibn Bassar and Zayd b. Ahzam34 <lbn Dawud 
<(al-)MustaqIm b. 'Abd-al-Malik <SafId b, al-Musayyib: As-samad is 
the one who has no stuffing (intestines). 

(13) I was told on the authority of al-Husayn who said: I heard 



Abu Mu*ad say; <Ubayd told me: I heard ad-Dahhak say concerning 
His expression as-samad: He who has no hollowness. 

(14) Al-cAbbas b. AbT Talib <(Umar b. R u m i 3 5 <£Ubaydallah b. 
Sa*id, the guide of al-A£ma£ <Salih b. Hayyan <£Abdallah b. 
Buraydah <<Abdallah,s father—He said: I do not know (anything 
about) it (?) except that he led it back to the Prophet—who said; 
As-samad is the one who has no hollowness. 

(15) Ibn £Abd-al-A£la <Bisr b. al-Mufaddal <ar-Rabr b. Muslim: I 
heard al-Hasan say: (ditto). 

(16) Ibn Abd-al-Ala <Ibn Tawr <Mu£ammar (Ma£mar) <Tkrimah: 
(ditto). 

(II) Others say that he is the one from whom nothing comes out. 
This opinion is held by the following personalities: 

(1) Yacqub <Ibn £Ulayyah <Abu Raja1: I heard 'Ikrimafi say con
cerning His expression as-samad: He from whom nothing comes out 
and who did not beget and was not begotten 

(2) Ibn Bassar <Muhammad b. Ja£far <Su*bah <Abu RajaJ 



Muhammad b. Yusuf (kg. Sayf)36 <(lkrimah; As-samad is the one 
from whom nothing comes out. 

(Ill) Others say: He is the one who did not beget and was not 
begotten.37 This opinion is held by the following personalities: 

(1) Ibn Humayd <Mihran <Abu Jatfar <ar-RabP <Abu 1 -'Aliyah: 
As-samad is the one who did not beget and was not begotten. For 
nothing begets which is not going to leave an heir. And nothing is 
begotten which is not going to die. Thus, He informed them that He 
would not leave an heir and would not die, 

(2) Ahmad b. Manlc and Mahmud b. HidaS <Abu Sa'id 
as-San£ani: The polytheists said to the Prophet: Give us the 
genealogy of your Lord. Whereupon God revealed S u r a h 112 
For nothing is begotten which is not going to die, and nothing dies 
which is not going to leave an heir. God does not die and leaves no 
heir. "And He has no equal" And He has nobody who is like Him 
or equal to Him, and nothing is comparable to Him. 

(3) Abu Kurayb <WakTt <Abu Macsar <Muhammad b. Ka(b; As-
samad is the one who did not beget and was not begotten and did 



not have an equal. 

(IV) Others say: He is the lord (sayyid) whose lordship has reached 
its peak. This opinion is held by the following personalities: 

(1) Abu s-Sa'ib <Abu Mu'awiyah <al-Amas <5aqlq: As-samad 
means the lord whose lordship has reached its peak. 

(2) Abu Kurayb, Ibn Bassar, and Ibn 'Abd-al-Ala <WakI< <al-
Amas <Abu Wa'il: (ditto). Abu Kurayb and Ibn (Abd-al-A(la omitted 
"lordship" 

(3) Ibn Humayd <Mihran <Sufyan <al-A(maS <Abu Wall: ditto. 

(4) ( Ali <Abu Salih <Mu fawiyah <fAli <Ibn (Abbas, with regard 
to His expression as-samad: It means the lord whose lordship is 
perfect; the noble one whose nobility is perfect; the great one whose 
greatness is perfect; the kind one whose kindness is perfect; the rich 
one whose richness is perfect; the mighty one whose might is 
perfect; the knowing one whose knowledge is perfect; the wise one 
whose wisdom is perfect. He is the one who is perfect in every 
aspect of nobility and lordship. He is God, Praised be He. This is 



His attribute, applicable only to Him. 

(V) Others say: In reality, as-samad is the enduring one who does 
not disappear. This opinion is held by the following personalities: 

(1) Bisr <YazTd <Sa(Td <Qatadah, with regard to Surah 112: Al-
Hasan and Qatadah used to say: He who endures after His creation. 
He said: This is a pure (halisah) surah. Nothing is mentioned in it 
about matters of this world and the other world. 

(2) Ibn cAbd-al-A<la <Ibn Tawr <Mucammar (Ma(mar) 
<Qatadah: As-samad is the lasting one. 

(VI) Says Abu Ja'far (at-Tabari): With the Arabs (Bedouins), 
as-samad means the lord to whom recourse is had38 and 
above whom there is nobody. It is used with reference to 
their noble men. Thus, the poet says; 

TTiere came in the morning the herald of the 
death of the two best ones of the Banu Asad, 

Of cAmr b. Mas'ud and the samad lord.39 



And as-Zibriqan says: 

There is no guarantee but (better than) a samad lord . 4 0 

(Conclusion) If this is so, the meaning (of as-samad) 
which is known from the speech of those in whose language 
the Qur'an was revealed is to be preferred for the 
interpretation of the word, 

If the tradition of Ibn Buraydah on the authority of his 
father (above I, 14) were sound, it would be the statement 
most likely to be sound, since the messenger of God was best 
informed about what God meant and what was revealed to 
him. 

A l l the other commentaries, as far as they were available, 
contribute nothing of any importance for the original meaning 
of as-samad. They often refer to all the opinions which are 
found in at-Tabari; occasionally have some further expansions 



and additions;41 or restrict themselves to what they consider the 
preferable interpretation, which as a rule is (VI) combined with 
(IV), and, less frequently, (I) in the sense of "solid." It may be 
added that later authors, such as Ibn Taymlyah, 

Fahr-ad-dln ar-Razi, and as-Suyuti,42 speculate much about 
the grammatical significance of the appearance of the article in 
connection with samad. 

In examining at-Tabari, we can safely, without any further 
discussion, rule out (III). We can also say that (II) is nothing 
but a slightly different interpretation of the same basic concept 
which is at the bottom of (I). And (IV) is obviously a variant 
of (VI). 

We are thus restricted to only three interpretations. One of 
them (V) is very weakly attested and is highly suspect as it 
seems to be merely a guess at the meaning of as-samad under 
the influence of speculations concerning the divine attributes. 

On the other hand, the meaning of "solid," which is 
suggested by (I) and (II), cannot be discounted on the strength 
of the fact that this meaning was later twisted to suit dogmatic 



considerations- The meaning of "solid" is much too peculiar to 
have been invented by later dogmatists. We are forced to 
assume that the word s a m a d somehow had the meaning of 
"solid" in Arabic. It is, however, quite a different story whether 
this meaning was actually intended in the passage of the 
Qur'an. Even if as-samad, "solid," must be interpreted as one 
who has no need for food and drink, as the exegetes assert and 
as it appears to be corroborated by a very obscure verse to this 
effect quoted by the author of the L i s d n a l - ! A r a b ^ it still 
would not be clear how a word having such a meaning would 
fit into the context of Sura 112. Unless a natural application of 
s a m a d in this meaning to the context can be found, we would 
have to assume that this meaning of s a m a d is not the one 
intended in the Qur'an. 

Thus, there remains the meaning of "paramount lord," or 
"lord and refuge for those in any need whatever." This meaning 
would, of course, fit with the greatest ease into the context of 
Sura 112. Furthermore, some good philological evidence appears 
to exist for it. It is, therefore, to the credit of the philological 
acumen of Muslim scholarship that this meaning has in general 



been the preferred one. The crucial point is the significance and 
genuineness of the poetic testimonies.44 

The dubious verse just referred to, the spurious verse 
attributed to Waraqah,45 and a verse ascribed to Hassan b. Tabit 
that clearly depends on the Qur°an 4 6 can be disregarded. The 
other verses all refer to the combination a s - s a y y i d as-samad, or, 
in one instance, a l - b a y t a l - k a r l m a l - musammad. The evidence 
was most fully presented by al-Qali, who has the following 
remarks:47 

Abu 'Al l (al-Qali) said: Abu Bakr b. al-Anbari told us as 
follows: There are three interpretations of as-samad. A number 
of lexicographers said: As-samad is the lord above whom there 
is nobody because the people have recourse to him in their 
affairs. So, he said and recited to us the following verses; 

Travel ye all 'in the middle of the night and be confident. 
There is no guarantee but (better than) a samad lord.48 



Another poet said: 

I hit him with a sword, then said to him: 
Take it, Hudayfah, for you are the samad lord. 

He means Hudayfah b. Badr.49 

Another poet said: 

There came in the morning the herald of the death of the 
two best ones of the Banu Asad, 

Of Amr b. Mas'ud and the samad lord.50 

Abu A l i said: yusmadu means the same as y u q s a d u . 
Tarafah said: 

And if the whole tribe comes together, you will meet me 
At the summit of the noble musammad house.51 



Abu cAlI said: This interpreration is the one which is 
correct according to etymology and idiomatic usage . . . . 5 2 

The special meaning of as-samad as such is not indicated 
by those verses. It hardly could be "lord" because it is used as 
an attribute to the word "lord" and, thus, presumably indicates a 
quality of a noble lord. 5 3 This quality could be something like 
"solid," and then, there would be no difference between this 
interpretation of as-samad and the aforementioned one. 
However, this cannot be proven. 

Whether we should stop here with our investigation or not 
depends largely on our willingness or unwillingness to accept 
the quoted verses as genuine. That they are more than one does 
not necessarily speak for their genuineness. I submit that we 
have no means at our disposal through which we could decide 
the question. There is enough room for suspicion to permit us 
having a look at some outside evidence. 

There, we encounter a noteworthy phenomenon: the not 
infrequent religious connotation of the root smd. 



In Ugaritic, smd appears as a stick or club that is wielded 
by BacI. In the Kilammu inscription, line 15, we find b r l smd, 
apparently, b*l as the owner of his divine club. 5 4 In the Bible, 
the adherence of Israel to Baal of Peor is expressed by the 
nipcal of the root smd. The verb is translated by the Septuagint 
through & xe U o d n (Numeri 25:3, 5; Ps. 106:28). The use of 
the verb doubtlessly reflects North Canaanite religious 
terminology.55 

From Arabic sources, we learn that an idol of the c A d was 
allegedly called samud,56 which brings us rather close to the 
environment of Muhammad. 

• 

The South Arabic evidence unfortunately is not quite clear. 
It would seem little enlightening to combine a South Arabic 
proper name Smd with Arabic smd,57 and the alleged proper 
name smdn'mr, in which smdn would represent a theophoric 
element58 appears to be nonexistent. 

It is true that the Canaanite references may belong to the 
root which in Arabic and South Arabic-Ethiopic 5 9 appears as 
d m d "to bind, yoke," Aramaic, however, still has smd in this 



case (and not the expected ^ m d ) . Thus, if s a m a d should be a 
loan in Arabic, the s, instead of the d, which appears to be the 
regular root correspondence in Arabic, would not be surprising. 

In view of this material, the suggestion may be made that 
as-samad in the Qui°an is a survival of an ancient Northwest 
Semitic religious term, which may no longer have been properly 
understood by Muhammad himself, nor by the old poets (if the 
Sawdhid should be genuine). This suggestion would well 
account for the presence of the article with the word in the 
Qur'an, and it would especially well account for the hesitation 
of the commentators vis-£-vis so prominent a passage. Such 
hesitation is what we would expect if we are dealing with a 
pagan survival from the early period of the revelation. 

(3) AS-SAYTAN AR-RAJIM 

In the case of the "stoned Satan," scholars departed long ago 
from accepting the traditional interpretation as the original one, 



there is very strong evidence (cf. Sura LXVII.5/5) to show that 
Muhammad himself understood the expression in the traditional 
sense.60 The combination of rajlm with Ethiopic r ' g u m , 
"accursed," sponsored, among others, by Theodor Noldeke, is 
certainly very attractive. 

The root r g m , to which Ethiopic r a g a m a , "to curse," 
belongs, is becoming constantly better known from the other 
Semitic languages. Though the fact has occasionally been 
doubted,61 it certainly belongs to those verbs that originally 
meant "to speak," and which took on various specialized 
meanings in the different languages. Ugaritic rgm means "to 
say." Accadian r g m means "to call," "to speak up," and appears 
to be used preferably in connection with court proceedings 
where people "speak up" and complain loudly. Hence, derived 
words mean "noise." The Hebrew cognate is r g n . Its precise 
meaning would be very difficult to discover from the context in 
which the root occurs in the Bible. Neither the parallelism in 
Prov. 16:28, nor that in Isa. 29:24 is unequivocal. But the 
approximate meaning is indicated by a tradition of long-standing 
and general acceptance. In the Isaiah passage, the meaning 



would seem to be "those who make only indistinct noises," and 
in Prov. 16:28, "slanderer" would fit in very well, as it would in 
the other passages of Proverbs in which the root occurs (18:8 = 
26:22, and 26:20). For Deut. 1:27® = Ps. 106:25, the meaning 
of "to grumble" is clearly indicated. The root occurs in the later 
Hebrew and Aramaic of the Jews but seems always to be 
conditioned by the for biblical passages. In a Hebrew context, it 
is in this manner used for the rebellious talk of the snake in 
Genesis.63 In an Aramaic context, the root means "to grumble." 
The Itpa"al in the meaning of "to slander," which is indicated 
by G. Dalman in his A r a m a i s c h - N e u h e b r a i s c h e s Hand-
w o r t e r b u c h , ^ remains intangible in the absence of any 
references where the word occurs in that meaning. However, 
Jewish usage appears to be agreed that that was the approximate 
meaning of the root. 

Rajim, according to its form, could be active as well as 
passive. And if, in Arabic, it is an old survival of Jewish (or, 
perhaps, Christian, though in view of the apparent nonexistence 
of the root in Aramaic in general, this would be less likely) 
religious terminology, its meaning could be "talker," or 



"grumbler." Both those meanings would characterize Satan as 
well as the adjective "accursed." Or rajim might even be 
"slanderer = Sidpotax;." 
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1. Cf., for instance, al-Buhan, S a h l h , ch. on M s a m , 4.422 ff. 
(Krehi'8 ed.) 

2. Cf R. Dozy, Supplement awe dictlonnaires arabes, 
2.849r>-850a. 

3. The translators often avoided the issue. Thus, C. H. Becker, 
article Djizya, in EI, has "in Emiedrigung." R. BelTs translation 
(Edinburgh, 1937), vol. 1, p. 177, has "being subdued" The wrong 
side is bravely taken by N. P. Agh- nides, "Mohammedan Theories of 
Finance," Columbia University Studies in Political Science 70 (1916): 
398, who has: "in order to be humiliated" G. Sale had the same 
mistake: 4*until they pay tribute, by right of subjection (=(an yadin), 
and they be reduced low." L, Marracci (Refutatio Alcorani 305, 
Padova 1698) had a dubious: "donee persolvant tributum a manu 



(idest manibus suis) et ipsi sint parvi (idest humiles, ac subjecti)" 

4. London, 1734, p. 152. 

5. Loc. ciL, fn. 3. 

6. La metaphore dans le Coran (Paris, 1943), p. 133. 

7. Tafslr (Cairo, 1321), 10.68. 

8. Cf. also the Reader's D i g e s t June 1949, p. 80b: "he 
confiscates out of hand anything the farmer possesses," for a related 
English idiom. 

9. Such a sense of can is also implied in the interpretation of 
the Qur'anic verse that is given in at-Tabari, Annates L26571g, cf. H. 
Reckendorf, Arabische Syntax (Heidelberg, 1922), p. 69. 

10. As it was by later philologists, cf. Lisan ai-'Arab (Bulaq, 
1300-8), 18:15924: wa-hiya fi'latun min-a-l -jaza'i ka'annaha j a z a t 'an 
qatlihl. 

11. Cf. also H. Reckendorf, Die syntaktischen Verhaltnisse 
(Leiden, 1895-98), p. 157, and A. Bloch, Vers und Sprache im 
Altarabischen (Basel, 1946. A c t a Tropica, Suppl. 5), p. 84 n. 57; 
further, op. cit. 102: ma ft l-qurbi ll minki rdhatun, where minki. 



according to Bloch, depends on al-qurb. 

12. Cf. Lisan al-'Arab, loc. cit. 

13. Cf. Lisan aWArab (BQlaq, 1300-8), 20.304, with reference to 
a verse by Bisr b. Abi Hazim, see G. von Griinebaum, Journal of 
the Royal A s i a t i c Society (1939): 553. 

14. Cf. al-Buhan, Sahih 2.268 Krehl. 

15. See below, pp. 333-34. 

16. 2, col. 1375 (Milan, 1632). 

17. 248a (Leiden, 1613). 

18. In the life of Socrates, 

19. As quoted by Silvestre de Sacy, in Notices et Extraits (Paris, 
1813), 9.104. 

20. Published by T. Bibliander (Basel, 1543; also Basel, 1550), 
4.188. 

21. Cf. J. Fiick, Die arabischen Studien in Europa, in Beitrage 
zur Ara- bistik, Semitistik und Islam-wissenschaft (Leipzig, 1944), p. 
108. 



22. P a t w l o g i a Graeca 97.1545. For the derivation of these 
meanings from the traditional interpretation, cf. pp. 331 f. 

23. A bibliography of Qur*an texts and translations was attempted 
by Wm. Sage Woolworth, in Moslem World 17 (1927): 278-89. 

24. The Arabic-Persian dictionary of al-Maydani (d. 1124), 
entitled as-Sdmt fi l-asami (Ms. or. Princeton 274H, fol. 4b), was 
much closer to the interpretation of the Qur'an commentators: Mihtar 
u-pandh-i-niydwumddn (Lord and refuge of the indigent). 

25. This was the only one of the translations into Slavonic 
languages that was available, cf. The Koran in Slavonic, A list of 
translations, compiled by the Slavonic Division of the New York 
Public Library (New York, 1937, from the Bulletin of the NYPL, 
1937). 

26. Langenscheidts Taschenwdrterbuch also lists "dauerhaft, 
haltbar" among the meanings of krepkiy. 

27. Cf, for instance, al-A5(ari, Maqaldt al-Jsldmiyin 209, 305, 
505, 528, ed. Ritter (Leipzig-Istanbul, 1929-30. Bibliotheca Islamica 
vol. 1); al-Isfaraytni, At- Tabsir f t d-dln (Cairo, 1359/1940), p. 10. 



The Quran commentator who dealt with the position of 
as-samad within the doctrine of the divine attributes in the greatest 
detail is Fahr-ad-dln ar-Razi, Mafatlh al-gayb (Cairo, 1327): 8.534-6. 

A verse from a poem attributed to Waraqah b. Nawfal betrays 
its spuriousness by the fact that it reflects the dogmatic discussion 
of samad. It is, anyhow, said to have been composed in Islamic 
times. Cf. aS-SariSi, Sarh al-Maqdmdt al- Haririyah, 28th Maqdmah 
(Bulaq, 1300), 2.66 f. = 2.57 (Cairo, 1306), following Abu Bakr Ibn 
al-Anbari (GAL 1.119); al-Bagdadi, Qizanah 2.37; 3.250 (Bulaq, 1299). 

28. Cf, for instance, Ibn SIna, Tafsir as-samadiyah, which forms 
the basis of the articles Samad and Samadlya in M.-M. Goichon, 
Lexique de la langue philosophique d y I b n Sind (Paris, 1938), pp. 181 
f.; Abu 1-Barakat Hibatallah al- Bagdad!, Mu'tabar (Hyderabad, 1357), 
3.61. 

29. Cf., for instance, A. J. Arberry, The Mawdqif and 
Mukhatabdt of Muhammad Ibn cAbdi i- Jabbar al-Niffari (Cambridge 
1935. E. L W. Gibb Mem. Ser. N. S. 9), pp. 10, 33, 203, and the 
references indicated by Arberry. 



30. Tafsir (Cairo, 1321), 30.196 f. 

31. One should keep in mind that the word jawf means both 
hollowness, cavity, and belly, stomach. 

32. Cf. also al-Qali, A m a l l (Cairo, 1344/1926), 2.288. 

33. The brackets indicate that the text of the Tafslr has the full 
quotation. 

34. With ft, not h (cf. Ibn Hajar, Tahdib 3.393, Hyderabad, 
1325-57). 

35. I. e., Muhammad b. fUmar b. ar-Ruml, cf Ibn Hajar, Tahdib 
7.16; 9.360; Ibn Taymiyah, Tafsir Surat al-Ihlas (Cairo, 1323), p. 5. 

36. Cf. Ibn Hajar, Tahdib, 9 2 1 7 . 

37. For III and IV, cf. al-Buhari, Sahih, 3,398 Krehl. 

38. Often with the addition: In any need 

39. For the understanding of the verse, cf. Lisan al-cArab 5.235, 
s. v. hayr, and Ibn Hisam, Sirah 401 Wiistenfeld. Cf. below, n. 50. 

40. For those verses, cf. p. 336. 



41. Al-Qastallani, M o d as-sarl (Bulaq, 1306), 7.440, states on the 
authority of (Abdallah b. Yazid that "as-samad is a brilliant fire," 
obviously in invention of Sufi inspiration. A very detailed discussion 
of as-samad appears in the beginning of Ibn Taymiyah's Tafsir Sural 
al-Ihlas. 

42. Itqan (Cairo, 1317), chap. 42, L 192. 

43. 4.246 f. (Bulaq, 1300-8), 

44. The alleged occurrence of samad in traditions (cf. Ibn al-Atir, 
Nihayah 2.299, Cairo, 1322) can be disregarded as unauthentic. 

45. See above, n. 27. 

46. Cf. Ibn Hisam, Sirah 7389 Wustenfeld; Omar A. Farrukh, 
Das Bild des Friikislam in der arabischen Dichtung (Diss. Erlangen, 
Leipzig, 1937), p. 31. 

47. Amall 2.291 f. (Bulaq, 1324) = 2.288 (Cairo, 1344). Al-Qali 
relied upon Ibn al-Anbari who, as shown by a5-SarisT (above, n. 27), 
in addition to the other verses, also accepted the verse attributed to 
Waraqah. 



48. At-Tabarl (above, p. 334) ascribes this verse to as-Zibriqan, 
an early Islamic poet. 

49. According to Abu (Ubayd al-Bakri, al-La'ali f i Sarh Amdli 
al-Qali (Cairo, 1354, 1916), 1.932 f, this verse has <Amr b. al-Asla' 
al-<A bsi (cf. Agdnl 16.31 f, Bulaq, 1285) as its author. It is also 
quoted by al-Jawhari, Sihah (Bulaq, 1282), 1.240, who, in turn, is 
quoted in the Lisan a l - c A r a b y 4.246. 

50. The authorship of this verse is disputed. A male and a 
female poet of the sixth century are mentioned, Sabrah b. (Amr 
al-Asadl and Hind bint Macbad b. Nadlah. Cf. A. Fischer-E. 
Braunlich, Schawdkid-lndices (Leipzig, 1934 ff.), p. 55; Abu £Ubayd 
al-Bakri, loc. tit; Ibn Durayd, Jamharah (Hyderabad, 1345), pp. 2.274 
f. The last mentioned two authors attribute the verse to Sabrah, but 
a quotation by alJahiz, Sayan (Cairo, 1351/1932), pp. 158 f, which 
is distinguished by the fact that it has two additional verses, ascribes 
the verse to a woman of the Banu Asad. Cf. also above, n. 39. 

51. Cf. Tarafah, Dlwdn, ed. M. Seligsohn (25 Arabic) (Paris, 
1901. Bibliotheque de V t c o l e des Hautes £l. 128), p. 34. 



Musammad here probably means "well joined together, well 
constructed/1 It hardly has anything to do with as-samad. 

52. Al-Qali then goes on to refer to two other meanings of 
as-samad: "He who does not eat,1' and "solid." 

53. A combination of samad in this sense with slndld, "leader/1 

would be possible but is not proved. 

54. Cf. C. H. Gordon, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 8 
(1949): 115b. 

55- A disputed magical use of the root in Hebrew (cf. A. 
Guillaume, Journal of the Royal A s i a t i c Society (1942): 118 f.; G. R. 
Driver, ibid. (1943: 15) is too uncertain to be adduced here. 

56. Cf. at-Tabari, Annates, 1.231 and 1.241; al-Mas'udi, Muruj 
ad-dahab (Paris, 1861-77), p. 3.295. 

57. Cf. G. Ryckmans, Les noms propres sud-semitiques (Louvain, 
1934), 1.184. The existence of a meaning of "cette stele" for an 
alleged hsmd does not appear to be bom out by the reference to H. 
Grimme, Texte und Untersuchungen zur safatenisch-arabischen 



Religion (Paderborn, 1929), p. 45. 

58. Cf. Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum 4, no. 737; C. Conti 
Rossini, Ckrestomathia Arabica meridionalis epigraphica (Rome, 
1931), p. 222. 

59. In South Arabic, this root also seems to occur in a 
theophoric name, 'mdmd (CIS 4, no. 9735), cf. Ryckmans, op. cit., 1. 
246: (Amm est ami (?). 

60. Cf. A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an 
(Baroda, 1938), pp. 138 f. 

61. Cf, for instance, F. Praetorius, Zeitschrift der Deutschen 
Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 61 (1907): 620 f. It also would no 
longer seem advisable to attempt to establish a connection between 
rgm "to stone" and rgm "to speak," 

62. In this passage, the Targum Onkelos uses a derivation of the 
root r c m . The translator probably was influenced by etymological 
considerations of the same sort as we find them in C. Brockelmann, 
Lexicon Syriacum2 (Halle, 1928), 739a, where Accadian ragdmu is 
compared with r c e m , etc. 



63. Genesis rabbd, section 20. 

64. Second edition (Frankfurt a/M, 1922), 398b. 
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K O R A N I X . 2 9 

Claude C a h e n 

Translated by I b n Warraq 
Claude Cahen, "Koran IX.29" Arabica 9 (1962): 76-79. Reprinted with the permission 
of Brill Academic Publishers. 



T 
he traditional interpretation of this passage, which I give 

in M . Blachfere's translation, is: "Fight those who do not believe 
. , . until they pay the j i z y a , directly^?)1 while at the same time 
they are humili- ated."2 This interpretation is linked to that of 
the majority of the late commentators (and some of the early 
ones), which extract from the sacred text the obligation to inflict 
humiliation upon the d h i t n m l s in the procedure of payment of 
the j i z y a , that they must in particular carry it out by their own 
hand, that is to say, in person and in cash.3 In reality, it is far 
from the case that all the medieval commentators, not to 
mention the modem ones, were happy with this interpretation; 
they proposed several others, which proves above all that none 
of them understood the text naturally starting only with a 



knowledgeof Arabic 4 Keeping to the prevailing interpretation 
for the moment, it presents, it seems, two provisional defects: on 
the one hand, neither the word j i z y a here, nor the expression 
'an y a d i n , nor finally the expression w a - h u m s d g h i r u n a possess 
a perfectly clear and precise meaning; on the other hand, they 
are translated without bringing out the clear interconnection 
between the three neighboring expressions. I do not pretend, 
unfortunately, to provide a totally satisfying solution, either; I 
should like, however, to request permission to join, very 
exceptionally, the erudite cohort of mufassirun (commentators), to 
propose reflections, liable perhaps all the same, to direct research 
in a more rigorous fashion. 

We know that the word j i z y a , to which the later usage of 
the f t q h (Islamic jurisprudence) has gradually given the special 
sense of a personal tax on non-Muslims, in contrast to the land 
tax khardj, is not always taken, above all not in the early texts, 
in such a precisely defined f i s c a l sense, since one finds it even 
sometimes used where one would expect k h a r d j . 5 However 
there is no doubt that, in all the texts that refer to the 
conditions of agreement between the conquering Muslims and 



the conquered non-Muslims, the word j i z y a , which is almost the 
only name used for the tax, designates, whatever be the the 
fiscal contents, a payment characteristic of the submission of 
the conquered to the conqueror,6 It involves, thus, a certain 
stigma, the idea of a tax that can only affect men not enjoying 
to the full their human rights. In Byzantium and among the 
Sassanians, in the two societies Islam inherited, this stigma was 
attached to a poll tax in the strict sense of the word;7 but 
among the Arabs, who had never paid any tax before Islam, 
and still only paid an alms tax (zakdt) regarded in a different 
manner, the simple fact of paying a tax strictly speaking 
seemed to imply a sort of indignity, degradation. For the rest, 
before the conversions of the indigenous population, the khardj 
also only afflicted the non-Muslims. Still in the period during 
which the hadith were developing, several traditions established 
thus that to put oneself in a situation of having to pay the tax 
is to confess that one is in or is about to enter into the social 
class of an inferior, i q r d r b i - l - s a g h d r ? It is for this reason that 
more specifically the Taghlibites refused to pay the j i z y a , 
because, although Christian, they had their pride of the Arabs, 



and that cUmar had to impose on them a zakdt {alms tax) 
simply doubled, that is to say, a tax established in another way 
but above all seen as not really being a tax.9 It is for the same 
reason that the prince of the Ghassanids, also an Arab, and 
prince, was indignant at the thought of paying "the j i z y a of the 
peasants, j i z y a t a l - c u l u j . " 1 0 On the other hand, apart from 
minute textual variants, the treaties of submission of the 
Christian or Mazdean [Zoroastrian] towns stipulate on their 
share i q r a r al -jizya w a - l - s a g h d r , which is obviously a reference 
to the Koranic text, but all the same must be understood as 
signifying, with the acceptance of the j i z y a , the recognition of 
the status of s a g h l r . n That does not imply humiliation, I mean 
to say that it does not add to the recognition of an inferior 
status some or other humiliating procedure; the authorities 
reviewed on this subject by Tabari in his Ikhtildf 1 2 are 
unanimous on this point, and ShafrT, undoubtedly reacting 
against the opposite opinion that was emerging, makes the 
explicit point that the dhimmls paying the j i z y a were not to be 
maltreated either by acts or by words, and that the condition 
of s a g h a r signified only that they were entering under the law 



( h u k m ) of Islam.1 3 In the light of these explanations, it seems 
to me that one must translate the Koranic text thus: "(Fight 
those who do not believe) until they pay the j i z y a as [or: in 
position of] (or: in recognition of their rank as) inferiors (as 
subjects?)" 1 4 

It is now a question, which is more difficult, of finding for 
the words c a n y a d i n a meaning that goes well with the above 
translation. The expression is not met with anywhere else, either 
in the Koran, 1 5 or in the ancient literature outside the passages 
inspired by the Koran, we have no means of cross-checking in 
order to interpret it, and the solutions proposed all have 
something gratuitous about them. Without worrying about the 
late and theoretical explanations of the jurists, keeping to the 
texts that give an account, authentic or otherwise, of the 
conditions of capitulation of the conquered, it is clear that the 
formula was already understood in a varied manner, that is to 
say, already nobody was any more certain of understanding it . 1 6 

They understood it in the following way: "out of the hand," 
which is rather feeble as a rendering of the preposition f a n , and 
as if the word y a d was accompanied by the article or the 



possessive; they explain that it means "personally," because the 
authors were writing at a moment when the differentiation of 
the personal j i z y a was taking form in the general complex of 
taxation, and particularly in the face of the tax on land. 
Naturally, the physical gesture could mean something different, 
and, although referring to a different rite, another text suggests 
that it expresses submission, when we are told that the Persian 
equivalent is k h a k ber ser, "earth on head" 1 7 Another gloss on 
it is "cash," 1 8 because the later authors well knew that in their 
day the j i z y a was characterized as a fixed tax in cash, in 
contrast to others, variable and sometimes paid in kind; but why 
would the Koran have insisted on this particular detail, besides 
contrary to what we had learned of the capitulations of 
Khaybar or Najran? Another meaning, which is not explicidy 
mentioned, I believe, by anyone, but which seems to be implied 
in certain discussions between jurists is the following: children, 
women, and monks (this is a controversial point) do not have to 
pay the j i z y a , since the latter is a redemption of blood, and that 
these people, in war, should be spared;19 thus, one must 
understand the word j i z y a as having a meaning very close to 
the Arabic root "compensation," and, as in a verbal form, 



construed normally with c a n , leading to "compensation of hand11 

(struck on the conquered in order to kill him, or if necessary to 
reduce him to slavery, like the Latin m a n u s ) . Still others 
understand by it "according to their means," and it is a fact that 
in some texts of treaties, next to or in place of the formula 'an 
y a d i n , we find: " ' a i d q a d r i t d q a t i k u l l i h a l i m i n " or something 
close to that, which refers to the discussions as to what is 
legally required of the non-Muslim subjects.20 One further finds, 
"of their work," which technically corresponds however to the 
prestations of the kind of those of the people of Najran 2 1 Is it 
necessary to say that all that is equally flimsy and that, 
historically, it is in any case interesting to note the diverse 
interpretations that the social climate could have suggested? In 
the context of the Koran, perhaps we never had, and never 
shall have any more than our predecessors the true elements for 
a discussion. Logically, I should simply say that of all these 
meanings the only one that seemed to me to lead organically to 
the consequential explanation w a - h u m s d g h i r u n is that which 
sees in c a n y a d i n the indication of a gesture of submission, not 
understood, as by the later hardliners, as a form of personal, 
humiliating procedure, but the recognition of the status of 



s a g h a r . Only, to put forward this solution, which has never been 
done, we would still have to find in the pre- and peri-Islamic 
Semitic East some trace of such a rite: I am not sure that one 
can do it; simply, all the same, I should like to verify it, and I 
pose the question to those who are in a position to respond to 
it, on the basis of pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions or some 
Semitic document or something else ancient. 

NOTES 

1. [The question mark is Blachere's.] 

2. [R.Blachere, Le Coran (Paris, 1951), vol. 2, pp. 1082-83: 
"Combattez ceux qui ne croient point .. . jusqu'a il paient la jizya, 
directement (?), et alors qu'ils sont humilies."] 

3. A. Fattal, Le statut legal des non-musulmans en pays d ' l s l a m 
(Beyrouth, 1958), pp. 17, 286-88; see below, n, 13. 

4. See, for example, Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 10, p. 7; Zamakhshari, 
Kashshdf vol. 2, p. 147; Abu 'Ubayd b.Sallam, Amwdl, p. 19; 



Mawardi, Ahkam, p. 247 {trans. Fagnan, p. 300). 

5. D. C. Dennett, Conversion and the Poll Tax (Harvard, 1950), 
with the utilization and discussion of the previous works of Becker 
etc., Fr. Lokkegaard, Islamic taxation in the Classic Period 
(Copenhagen, 1950), chap. 6; Fattal, Le statut legal des 
non-musutmans en pays d'Islam, p. 265; Claude Cahen, "Djizya" in 
EI2. 

6. Besides the Koran itself, see, above all, Baladhuri, Futuh, ed. 
de Goeje, passim; for the other references to treaties, see the analysis 
and notes of Fattal, Le statut legal des non-musulmans en pays 
d'Islam, pp. 34-57. 

7. Which only afflicted the socially inferior (smallholders) and 
perhaps, religiously, in Byzantium (Jews?). 

8. Yahya b.Adam, K.al-Khardj, ed. Juynboll, p. 39 (trans. Ben 
Shemesh, p. 48); Abu <Ubayd b.Sallam, A m w a t , pp. 77-78. On the 
contrary, Shaft'!, quoted in Tabari, Ikhtilaf, ed. J. Schacht, p. 226, if 
he affirms the jizya, denies the khardj, since it is not the substitute 
for blood shed (see below, n. 18); In fact, in his time, there had 
been many conversions of men on whom the khardj had been main
tained, but who obviously would not have thought that it was, like 



the jizya from which they were exempt, a mark of inferiority. 

9. Abu'Ubayd b. Sallam, AmwaU pp. 28-29, 540-44; cf. Abu 
Yusuf, p. 68 (trans, p. 184), Yahya, p. 47, (trans., p. 50). 

10. Ya'qubT, Histoire, vol. 2, p, 161; cf. Baladhun, F u t u h , p.136. 
In the version of the letter of the Prophet to Heraclius given by 
Abu 4Ubayd, AmwaU p. 22, those subjugated to the jizya are called 
falldhun (peasant, farmer), which Abu (Ubayd explains as comprising 
in fact all non-Muslims. 

U. Esp. Tabari, History, vol. 1, p. 2674 

12. Tabari, Ikhtilaf, pp. 199, 201, 225-27, 231. 

13. Ibid., p. 231. 

14. In French: "(Combattez ceux qui ne croient pas) jusqu'a ce 
qui'ils paient la jizya en quality (ou: en reconnaissance de leur 
qualite) d'inferieurs (de sujets)?" 

15. In the Koran, the word yad, used on its own or with the 
preposition bi is taken in general, either in its real sense or in its 
current figurative sense, to mean "power." 



16. One also finds it in the plural j i z a ' a n ( a n aydihim (Tabari, 
History, pp. 2044-45). 

17. Abu cUbayd b,Sallam, Arnwat, p. 25, on the faith of Salman 
the Persian. 

18. Ibid, p. 19. 

19. See ibid., p. 31; ShafrT, quoted in Tabari, Ikhtilaf, p. 226 (see 
above, n. 6), then, for example, Zamakhshari, Kashshdf, vol. 2, p. 
206. 

20. Tabari, History, pp. 2655-59; cf. Kister, in JESHO 3 (1960): 
326 sq. 

21. Cf. Hamidullah, Le Prophete de I'Islam, vol. 2, p.616, and 
the lexicon of his Wathdiq. 
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T 
his passage has been discussed by C. Cahen in 

A r a b i c a , tome 9, fasc. I, Jan. 1962, pp. 76-79. It is the 
expression 'an y a d i n that poses the main difficulty in trying to 
achieve a satisfactory interpretation of the passage. Cahen 
mentions several of the explanations of the expression given by 
the Muslim commentators but Finds none of them acceptable. 
His own conjecture is that the phrase indicates a "gesture of 
submission": " 'compensation de main1 (port6e sur le vaincu 
pour le tuer, ou au besoin pour le reduire en esclavage, comme 
la manus latine)/* He notes, however, that no evidence of the 
existence of such a rite "in the pre- and peri-Islamic Semitic 
Orient" has come to our knowledge so far. 

It is clear that the meaning of 'an y a d i n must have a close 
relation to that of a l - g i z y a h . Lane's explanation of g i z y a h , 
based on the explanation given by indigenous lexicographers, 
runs as follows: "The tax that is taken from the free 



non-Muslim subjects of a Muslim government whereby they 
ratify the compact that ensures them protection [from gaza\; as 
though it were a compensation for their not being slain." Cf. 
L i s a n a l - ' A r a b (ed. Bairut, 1955), 14, 147 a, 3 sqq, = Ibn al-Atir, 
a l - N i h a y a h , I, 190, 22 sqq,: a l - g i z y a h : . . . w a h i y a Hbaratun c a n i 
l - m a l i l l a d i y a ' q i d u l - k i t d - b i y u ( a l a i h i d - d i m m a t a w a h i y a fi'latun 
m i n a 1-gazfiH w a k a ' a n n a h a gazat c a n q a t l i h i . Among the various 
interpretations of the phrase ''an y a d i n suggested by the Muslim 
commentators there is one, not mentioned by Cahen, that 
deserves our attention. We refer to al- Baydawi's commentary 
(ed. Fleischer, p. 383, 24): . . . ' a n i n ' a m i n c a l a i h i m f a ' i n n a 
i b q d ' a h u m b i l - g i z y a t i n i ' m a t u n ' a z i - m a t u n " [ ' a n y a d i n is also 
explained as] 4in exchange for a benefaction granted them'; for 
the sparing of their lifes In exchange for the reward (gizyah) is 
an enormous benefaction." That is, y a d - " h a n d " is used here in 
its frequently occurring meaning of "benefaction." Accordingly, 
the passage should be interpreted as follows: "(Combat the 
unbelievers . . . ) until they give the reward [due] for a 
benefaction, whilst they are ignominious." The circumstantial 
clause w a - h u m s d g i r u n a "whilst they are ignominious" refers to 
the unbelievers* failure to fight unto death. 



We must assume that the clause "until they give the reward 
[due] for a benefaction" represents a euphemistical paraphrase 
of what is really meant: "(Combat the unbelievers . . . ) until 
they pay tribute as compensation for their not being killed," 

Meir M . 
Bravmann 

i+C -+t -+! 

What seems to me the most important in the explanation of 
Professor Bravmann is not the meaning of y a d -
generosity—for whether we understand "reward for a 
benefaction" or "compensation in place of violence" comes to 
the same thing practically—but the interpretation of w a - h u m 
s a g h i r u n a as referring to the humiliation in battle. It is certain 
that following this path leads to a logical and coherent 
ensemble. I only wonder if, according to the texts of 



capitulation and others to which I referred, it is really this 
limited sense that was felt by the Muslims of the conquest; but 
that, of course, is not an insurmountable objection. While 
congratulating myself for having furnished the occasion for 
Professor Bravmann's intervention, I believe that the discussion, 
even if it has made progress, remains open. 

Claude 
Cahen 
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permission of Brill Academic Publishers. 



in our note in A r a b i c a 10 (1963): 94—95, we interpreted 
the Qur'anic verse (Sura IX.29) q a t i l u l l a d i n a la y w ' m m u n a 
b i - l l d h i , . , m i n - a l l a d i n a u t u l - k i t d b a h a t t a y u ' t u l - g i z y a t a 'an 
y a d i n w a - h u m s a g i r u n a as follows: "Combat those nonbelievers 
who are possessors of a 'book1 (i.e., Christians and Jews) until 
they give the reward due for a benefaction (since their lives 
are spared), while they are ignominious (namely for not having 
fought unto death)." One might be inclined to question why 
this commandment had not been expressed in a simpler, more 
explicit manner (without any circumlocution); for instance, as: 
"Fight the nonbelievers until they (surrender and) pay tribute." 
Our reply is that the formulation of the commandment in the 
form in which it exists implies, simultaneously, the legal 
justification for the payment of the tribute on the part of the 
vanquished, former enemy and the fact that this 
justification—and we would like to underscore this point in 



particular—corresponds to a genuine Arab philosophy of law. 
According to an ancient Arab concept (quite understandable 
with archaic, primitive social conditions), the victor in a fight 
who spare the life of an enemy taken prisoner does actually do 
the latter a good deed. This "good deed"—and this is highly 
noteworthy—involves however (and this applies according to 
the ancient Arab concept to any good deed), simultaneously, a 
legal claim to a "reward" (a reward that—-as in the case of 
any good deed—the "benefactor" could obviously waive of his 
own free will). 

In the reports on Arab intertribal wars (A yydm a l - ' A r a b , 
"The Days of the Arabs") and related accounts of actual events, 
we can find a number of references substantiating the 
above-defined application of the concept "reward for a 
benefaction." 

Agam, vol. X , pp. 41, 27 ff, (= NaqdHd G a r l r w a 
l - F a r a z d a q , ed. Bevan, pp. 667, 16 ff.), in the report regarding 
the Day of Si'b Gabalah (in or about 570 C.E.), it is said: . . . 
wa-Sadda €Awfu b n u l - A h w a s i c a l d Mtfdwiyata b n i l - 6 a w n i 



f a - 3 a s a r a h u wa-gazza n a s i y a t a h u w a - 3 a ' t a q a h u ' a i d 1-tawdbU . 
. and ( Awf b. al-Ahwas attacked Mufawiyah b. al-6awn and 
took him prisoner and cut off his forelock and set him free on 
the condition of reward." Moreover, we read in another episode 
from the same day {Agdrii, vol. 10, p. 4 = NaqaHd, pp. 671, 12 
ff.): . . . f a - l a h i q a Qaysu b n u l-Muntafiqi e A m r a b n a ' A m r i n 
f a - ' a s a r a h u f a - ' a q b a l a l - H d r i t u b n u I- A b r a s i f 1 s a r a ' d n i 
l - h a y l i f a - r a 3 d h u ' A m r u n m u q b i l a n f a - q d l a l i - Q a y s i n : in 
a d r a k a n i l - H d r i t u q a t a l a m wa-fdtaka m a t a l t a m i s u { i n d l , f a - h a l 
a n t a m u h s i n u n ilayya w a - ' i l d . nafsika taguzzu n d s i y a t i 
f a - t a g ' a l u h d f t - k i n d - n a t i k a w a - l a k a l - ' a h d u la-3afiyanna l a k a ; 
fa -fa'ala . . . f a - l a h i q a ' A m r u n b i - q a w m i h i , f a l a m m d k d n a f i 
l-Sahri l - h a r d m i h a r a g a Q a y s u n ila ' A m r i n y a s t a t i b u h u 
w a - t a b i ' a h u l - H d r i t u b n u l - A b r a s i h a n d q a d i m d e a l a 'Amri b n i 
' A m r i n ., . t u m m a i n n a ( A m r a n q d l a : y d H d r i m a l l a d i gd3 a 
b i - k a f a - w a l l d h i m a l a - k a Hndi m i n y a d i n , t u m m a t a d a m m a m a 
m i n h u f a - ' a ' t a h u m i ' a t a n m i n - a l - i b i l i . . . , . . and Qays b. 
al-Muntafiq joined cAmr b. cAmr, and this latter took him 
prisoner; then al-Harit b. al-Muntafiq arrived among the 
vanguard of the horsemen, and 'Amr saw him approaching and 



said to Qays: 'If al-Harit gets to me he will kill me and you 
will fail to obtain what you expect to get from me; would you 
like to do me and yourself a favor? Cut off my forelock and 
put it into your quiver, and I swear to you: I shall recompense 
you1; and he did it . . . and 'Amr reached his people. And in 
the holy month Qays went out to 'Amr to demand his reward 
( t a w a b ) from him; and al-Harit b. al-Abras followed him until 
both of them reached 'Amr b. (Amr . . . ; thereupon A m r said 
[to al-Harit]: 'O Harit!, what brings you to me?, for, by God!, I 
am under no obligation to you (literally: you have no 
'benefaction*—yady as in the Qur'anic passage—to your credit 
with me); indeed you had bad intentions with respect to me, 
you killed my brother and had the intention to kill me1; and 
he (that is: al-Harit) said: 'Nay, I refrained from you; and if I 
had wanted—since I reached you—I could have killed you'; 
and he (i.e., 'Amr) said: T am under no obligation to you'; 
whereupon he (i.e., Amr) sought to avoid any blame on his 
(i.e., al-Harit's) part, and gave him hundred camels . . ." 

It is to be noted that in both instances described in these 
two quotations the ransom money ifidd') was not paid prior to 



the release of the prisoner, but later on only—voluntarily as it 
were—was granted by the released, former prisoner to his 
former enemy. Thus, in other words, the tawdb, the reward, did 
not represent (in a good many cases) ransom money in its 
more accepted meaning, but rather a "reward" in its true sense, 
that is, a compensation resulting from a sense of gratitude so 
to speak for a good deed, a kind of gift; whereby the payment 
of this reward is considered however to be a self-evident 
obligation.1 

To what extent the concept of law of the ancient Arabs 
considers it self-evident that the prisoner taken captive in a 
fight reward his captor who spared his life and released him 
(instead of killing him, as he could actually have done) is 
shown by the following account. The poet al-Hutay'ah, whose 
poverty prevented him from rewarding by means of a gift (or 
"reward") in material form the hero Zayd b. al-Muhalhil al-Ta% 
known as Zayd al-Hayl, who had released him, was allowed to 
fulfill his obligation to give thanks by praising Zayd al-Hayl in 
poems; and this was explicitly recognized by the generous 
captor as having fulfilled the obligation to make a reward. We 



quote A g a n i , vol, 16, p. 5 6 : . . . f a - ' a ' t d h u K a ' b u n f a r a s a h u 
l - k u m a y t a , w a - S a k d l - H u t a y ' a t u l - h a g a t a f a - m a n n a telayhi, 
f a - q d l a Z a y d u n : a q u l u l i - e a b d i G a r w a l i n id a s a r t u h u a t i b n l 
w a - l d y a g r u r k a a n n a k a Sdciru . . . , ". . . and Ka<b [b. Zuhayr], 
gave his red horse to Zayd (as a price of ransom); al-Hutay'ah, 
however, pleaded indigence, and Zayd granted him his life and 
freedom without a price, and Zayd said (in a line of poetry): 'I 
say to my slave Garwal (i.e., al-Hutay'ah)—since I took him 
prisoner—: Reward me! you being a poet should not mislead 
y o u . . . " After some more lines by Zayd, there follow poems 
of praise in honor of Zayd by al-HutayJah; whereupon the 
report says: f a - r a d i y a ' a n h u Z a y d u n w a - m a n n a ' a l a y h i l i m a q d l a 
hddd f l h i w a - ' a d d a d d l i k a t a w d b a n m i n - a l - H u t a y ' a t i 
w a - q a b i l a h u . . . , "and Zayd was pleased with him (i.e., with 
aI"HutayJah) and granted him his life and freedom, because of 
what be bad spoken about him (in his poems), and he 
reckoned that as a reward ( t a w d b ) on the part of al-Hutay'ah 
and accepted i t " 2 We quote also al-Hutay'ah's line ( D i w d n , ed. 
Goldziher, no. 52, 1; Z D M G 47, p. 61) Hid y a k u n m d l u n y u t d b u 
fa-Hnnahu s a y a ' t i t a n a 3 ! Z a y d a n - i b n a M u h a l h i l i , "since there is 



no property to given in return [for the favor], my praise will 
come to Zayd b. al-Muhalhil"3 

Also the following line of poetry (quoted in the scholion to 
a l - Mufaddaliyydt, ed Lyall, no. 96, 20; p. 642, 20) shows in a 
very emphatic way how self-understood it was that a 
benefaction—here called yad, as in our Qur'anic 
passage—should be rewarded4: r a ' a y t u k u m i l la t a s t a t l b u n a 
n i ' m a t a n w a - g a y r u k u m u m i n d l y a d i n y a s t a t j b u h d 'T saw you 
never asking reward for a favor, while others than you ask 
reward from the one to whom a benefaction has been granted," 
with the remark of the scholiast (ibid., line 12): hddd y a d u m m u , 
y a q u l u : l a y s a l a k u m y a d u n t a r g u n a c a l a y h d l - t a w d b a , "This 
[line] expresses blame, he says: syou have no benefaction to 
your credit, for which you may hope for reward.'" In this 
last-quoted poetical passage, no specific kind of benefaction is 
mentioned. But it is quite certain that the intention is directed to 
the benefaction par excellence, that is: the sparing of the life 
of a prisoner, as this is expressly stated in the line 
{al-Mufaddaliyyat, no. 96, 7; p. 642, 12) to which the above 
line is quoted (in the scholion) as a parallel: r a ' a t n l k a - 3ufhusi 



l - q a t a t i d u ' a b a t i w a - m a massahd m i n m u n c i m i n y a s t a t i b u h d , 
"She (my she-camel) saw me with my temples bald and smooth 
as the place where the sand-grouse lays; but their baldness is 
not due to a captor who—having cut off my forelock-did me a 
favor for which he could ask reward" (but my baldness is due 
to the friction of the helmet).5 

Whereas in the (non-Islamic) examples mentioned by us 
above the good deed consists in the pardon granted by an 
individual according to his discretion to an individual who has 
been vanquished and taken captive by him, in the Qurban verse 
discussed by us the good deed, and hence also the "reward" 
(gizyah = gazd3 = t a w d b ) necessarily following it according to 
ancient Arab common law have become a practice normally 
occurring and that must be performed: the life of all prisoners 
of war belonging to a certain privileged category of 
nonbelievers must, as a rule, be spared, A l l must be subject to 
pardon—provided they grant the "reward" (gizyah) to be 
expected for an act of pardon (sparing of life). 

Early Islamic tradition expressly states that the g i z y a h 
(which literally certainly means "reward") is to be paid for the 



sparing of the lifes of the vanquished enemies (haqn al-dima3, 
cf. n. 2). We refer to Tabari, Annates, 1, 2017, 3 ff, (year 12 
A . H . ) : f a - q a b i l a m i n - h u m H d l i d u n - i l - g i z y a t a w a - k a t a b a l a - h u m 
k i t a b a n f t - h i : B i - s m i l l a h i l - r a h m d n i l - r a h l m i . M i n H d l i d i b n i 
l - W a l i d i l i - b n i Saluba l-Sawddfyi w a - m a n z i l u h u bi-£atiJi l - F u r a t i : 
Jnnaka d m i n u n b i - ' a m d n i i l l d h i — i d h a q a n a damahu bi-H't&H 
l - g i z y a t i — w a - q a d a ' t a y t a 'an nafsika w a - ' a n a h l i h a r g i k a 
w a - G a z l r a t i k a wa-man k a n a f t q a r y a t a y k a B d n i q y d w a - B d r u s m d 
alfa d i r h a m i n f a - q a b i l t u h d m i n k a .., , "and Halid accepted the 
g i z y a h from them and wrote for them a document concerning 
this: Tn the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. 
From Halid b, al-Walid to Ibn Saluba, the man of the Sawad, 
whose residence is on the shore of the Euphrates: You are safe 
tinder the protection of God'—since he (i.e., Ibn Saluba) 
prevented the shedding of his blood (saved his life) by giving 
the gizyah—Lsince you have given for yourself and for your 
people . . . thousand drachmas, and I have accepted them from 
you. 

The following passage (Tabari, Annales, 1, 2631, 7 ff.; year 
21 A .H .), in which a vanquished enemy offers, in addition to the 



payment of the g i z y a h , a reward for the sparing of his life to 
the man who captured him, may be compared with the phrase 
id h a q a n a d a m a h u bi-*ictaH l - g i z y a t i in the passage quoted 
above as well as with the Qur'anic phrase a l - g i z y a t u c a n y a d i n 
"the reward for a benefaction": . . . f a - ' a s a r a h u w a - ' a h a d a 
s i l d h a h u .. . f a - q d l a d h a b u b i ild a m l r i k u m h a t t a u s a l i h a h u ' a i d 
h d d i h i I- a r d i w a - W a d d i y a ilayhi l - g i z y a t a wa-saJni a n t a 'an 
i s a r i k a m a S i ' t a w a - q a d m a n a n t a 'alayya id l a m t a q t u l n l ., . , 
" . . and he took him prisoner and took his armor . . . and he 
(i,e., the prisoner) said: 'Go with me to your commander so 
that I make peace with him by (making him owner of) this 
land and may (permanently) pay him the gizyah] and also you, 
demand of me whatever you want for your taking [me] 
prisoner; for you have been gracious to me, since you did not 
kill me. 

Finally we note that there are certain hints in ancient 
Arabic literature that the foreigner under protection of 
Islam—that is, the Christian or Jew or member of any other 
privileged group—was marked by the missing forelock, which 
had been cut off; that means that he was distinguished by that 



mark, which in early Arab times goes with the obligation of 
the prisoner of war to pay "reward" for having been freed and 
not having been killed. We refer to the line of 6arlr (Naqd'id 
6 a r l r w a - l - F a r a z d a q , ed, Bevan, no. 50, 43; p. 342, line 3); 
w a - t a b i t u t a S r a b u Hnda k u l l i muqassasin h a d i l i I - a n d m i l i wakifi 
l - m i ' s a r i , "And you [o Farazdaq] are wont to spend lyour 
nights drinking at [the tavern of] every one whose forelock has 
been cut off, whose finger-tips are moist, and whose winepress 
is dripping." The scholion (ibid., p. 342, line 5) remarks on 
muqassas explicitly: ay: d i m m l y u n q a d qussat n d s i y a t u h u 
"muqassas: i.e., [the] d i m m i (protected foreigner, Jew or 
Christian) whose forelock has been cut off." Indeed, the 
reference to the producers and sellers of wine can at this 
period only relate to the a h l a l - d i m m a h in the accepted Islamic 
sense, that is, Jews, Christians, and the like. 

* * * 



We cannot conclude this note without discussing the 
interpretation of the Qur°anic passage under discussion which M . 
J. Kister has propounded in A r a b i c a 11 (1964): 272-78. He 
translates the verse (p. 278): " . . fight them . . . until they pay 
the g i z y a out of ability and sufficient means, they (nevertheless) 
being inferior" He assumes that yad, or ' a n y a d i n , means 
"wealth," or "sufficient resources for spending," or "on the 
expenses, means, or resources (of someone)," respectively, 
basing this interpretation of the concept on numerous literary, 
lexicographical, and exegetical sources, which are only in part 
available to us. For the sake of clarity we quote some of 
Kister's statements in extenso (pp. 276 f,): 'The expression 'an 
z a h r i y a d i n is interpreted by al-Zamahsari in a l - F a i q [III, 228, 
ed. Cairo 1945-48]: it is explained as c a n z a h r i i n ' d m i n 
m u b t a d i ' a n m i n g a y r i mukdfa'atin 'aid s a n V i n . The phrase: A (ta 
1-gazila <an z a h r i y a d i n would be rendered thus: he gave plenty, 
giving it gratuitously, i.e., without any favour being granted to 
h i m . . . . Two other expressions are recorded by al-Zamahgari in 
Asds and by Ibn Manzur in L. C A . : F u l d n u n y a ' k u l u ( a n z a h r i 



y a d i f u l d n i n idd k a n a h u w a yunflqu c a l a y h i and a l - f u q a r d ' u 
y a ' k u l u n a ( a n z a h r i a y d l l - n d s i . It is evident that the phrase 
denotes to live on the expenses, means or resources of 
somebody." 

We quote here the entire passage from Al-Zamahgari's FdHq 
(III, 248), from which Kister starts in his discussion of the 
concept e a n y a d i n : T a l h a t u ( r d ' h ) — g a l a Q a b i s a t u : m a r a ' a y t u 
a h a d a n a e t a l - g a z i l a c a n z a h r i y a d i n m i n T a l h a t a b n i 
' U b a y d i - l l a h i . A l - y a d u : a l - n i ( m a t u ; ay: 'an z a h r i i n ' d m i n 
m u b t a d i ' a n m i n g a y r i a n y a k u n a mukdfa'atan ' a i d s a n V i n . This 
must be interpreted as follows: 'Talhah b. 'Ubayd Allah: 
Qabisah said: I have never seen anyone who distinguished 
himself more in squandering bountiful gifts, out of [pure] 
charity {'an y a d i n , see below), than Talhah b. *Ubayd Allah. 
A l - y a d : 'the benefaction/ that is, [ c a n y a d i n means:] out of 
(pure) charity, spontaneously, not as a reward for a favor 
(received from the other person)." Similarly, the quotation from 
Zamahsari's Asds and from L i s a n a l - ' A r a b is to be interpreted: 
" A eats (or: lives) on the charity of B, when he (i.e., B) pays 
his (i.e., As) living expenses; and: The poor eat (or: live) on 



the charity of the people." 

Moreover, Kister (p. 276, at the bottom) refers to al-Sarif 
al-RadTs explanation of a ' t a y t u f u l d n a n kadd ( a n z a h r i y a d i n 
by r a n - i m t i n d ' i n w a - q u w a t i n : l a m u ' t i h t ' a n hifalin w a - d i l l a t i n , 
using also this definition of the expression as proof for his 
contention that y a d in ' a n (zahri) y a d i n means "means or 
resources (of somebody)." We understand also here ' a n (zahri) 
y a d i n means "means or resources (of somebody)." We 
understand also here ' a n z a h r i y a d i n as expressing the idea "I 
have given someone that and that gift o u t of [pure] c h a r i t y " 
that is, "not out of fear of him, since he did me a favor (e.g., 
since he spared my life), a favor for which he might exact a 
reward from me," rather "I have given someone a gift, without 
owing him anything, that is: out of a position of strength and 
independence, just because I possess sufficient means (that is, a 
surplus of possessions), and since I am inclined to be 
charitable." In this connection we may also refer to the line of 
Durayd b. al-Simmah ( a l - A s m a i y y d t , ed. Ahlwardt, no. 24, 3) 
quoted by Kister (p. 277 at the bottom): a ' d d i l a i n n a l - r u z ' a f t 
m i t l i H a l i d i n w a - l d r u z ' a f Xmd a h l a k a l - m a r 3 u ' a n y a d i Kister 



interprets this as follows: "O reprover, misfortune is in (the 
death of a man) like Halid, misfortune is not in what a man 
squanders (by lavish spending) out of plenty." Kister adds to 
this interpretation the remark: "Yad in this verse explicitly 
denotes wealth, or sufficient resources for spending (on the 
poor and needy), or generous distribution (of gifts)/1 For us the 
sense of the line is again: " . . but to spend one's means in 
p r a c t i s i n g ( g e n u i n e ) c h a r i t y cannot be considered a loss." 

Also here, y a d is used in the pregnant sense described 
above: "charity," that is, "generosity practiced with an entirely 
altruistic intention, based on social independence and wealth 
(see below), not caused, for example, by the fact that 
somebody has laid the other person under obligation." 

By the fact that the type of "giving" characterized by the 
term c a n y a d i n (or: 'an z a h r i y a d i n ) is in the philological 
sources quoted above defined (certainly correctly) as being 
performed spontaneously ( m u b t a d i ^ a n ) , not representing a 
compensation (mukafa'ah) for a favor, it is consciously 
conceived as the contrast of that type of granting money or 
other valuables to another person in which the benefit granted 



the other person is granted in discharge of an obligation (and 
thus, as it were, is granted under duress, ' a n hifatin w a d i l l a t i n , 
see above), namely—in the passages quoted by us—as a reward 
for the sparing of the life of the person granting the benefit by 
the person to whom the benefit is granted, that is, in the 
Quranic passage under discussion: a l - g i z y a t u ' a n y a d i n . 

Moreover, in connection herewith, ' a n y a d i n in the Qur'anic 
passage and ' a n (zahri) y a d i n in the other category of passages 
(including the line by Durayd b. al-Simmah quoted above) are 
from the formal-phraseological point of view of a quite 
different nature. In the Qur'anic verse, ' a n y a d i n ('an z a h r i 
y a d i n here would not be possible) is a necessary complement 
of the verbal noun a l - g i z y a h ; gazdhu ' a n y a d i n , "he 
compensated him f o r a favor" (cf., e.g., the sentence w a - s a l n l 
'an i s d r i k a m a SVta in the quotation from Tabari, Annates, 1, 
2631, 7 ff.). In the other category, ' a n (zahri) y a d i n is, from the 
syntactical point of view, a (not absolutely indispensable) 
complement to the sentence as a whole: "he gave gifts o u t of 
(or: as) charity." 

The granting of benefits and favors to another person on 



the basis of social independence—out of a charitable and gentle 
attitude toward one's fellowmen, and not in discharge of a duty 
(as in the Qur3anic verse and similar passages)—-represents a 
frequent motif of early Arabic sources that appears under a 
number of variations. Cf., for example, H a m a s a h , p. 516, v. 4: 
i n n a m i n - a l - h i l m i d u l l a n a n t a carifuhu w a - l - h i l m u ' a n q u d r a t i n 
f a d l u n m i n al-karamU in the translation of Riickert (Die 
Volkslieder der Amber, II, p. 19; no. 418, v. 5): "Eine Schmach 
ist Lindigkeit, du weisst es wohl; aber Lindigkeit aus Kraft ist 
ehrenvolk" Furthermore, D l w d n a l - F a r a z d a q , ed. Boucher, p. 
173, 13: a l - ' d s i b ( u ) l - h a r b a h a t t a t a s t a q i d a l a h u bi-l-maSraftyyati 
wa-l-'dfi idd q a d a r a , which must be interpreted (with Boucher, 
vol. 11, p. 521, and n, 2, against his alternative interpretation of 
q a d a r a in the text of his translation itself): "E dompte la guerre 
et la soumet a son epee, i l pardonne lorsqu'il pourrait (punir)." 
Cf. also, for example, Abu 1-Atahiyah, D l w d n , p, 58, 4: 
wa-'afdalu l-'afwi 'afwun Hnda m a q d u r a t i n , "and the best pardon 
is the pardon which one grants out of a position of strength"; 
and so on- Cf. also the saying, frequently occurring in early 
historical sources: m a l a k t a f a - ' a s g i h , "you have conquered (or: 
become possessor), so be forbearing" (frequently used with 



respect to a vanquished enemy or a prisoner of war)- With 
sayings like these we must also compare the expression 
a l - s a d a q a t u ' a n g i n a n , to which Kister, I . e . , p. 276, ult., refers. 
This expression represents a well-known h a d i t : h a y r u l - s a d a q a t i 
e a n z a h r i g i n a n (see, e.g., Buhari, S a h l h , ed. Krehl, vol. 1, p. 
361, ult.). From the affinity of this saying with the phrase 
a ' t a y t u f u l a n a n k a d d ' a n z a h r i y a d i n (see above) one should by 
no means conclude that y a d itself (in the contexts under 
discussion) is synonymous with g i n a n . The idea implied in 
h a y r u l - s a d a q a t i ' a n z a h r i g i n a n is that alms should not be 
given grudgingly—which is possibly the case if the almsgiver 
possesses only insufficient means, and is not socially 
independent—but they should preferably be given on the basis 
of sufficient means, so that an act of genuine charity is 
performed. 

Kister's interpretation of the Qur'anic passage under 
discussion—. - fight them until they pay the g i z y a h out of 
ability and sufficient means, they (nevertheless) being 
inferior"—is based on his explanation of yad, that we are 
unable to accept (see above)- But other objections may be 



raised against this interpretation of the verse. It is certainly 
correct, as Kister states, that the amount of the g i z y a h to be 
paid was not to go beyond the payer's economic ability ('aid 
q a d r i l-tdqah)—a humane principle which in early Islamic time 
was generally applied and not only with respect to the g i z y a h . 
It seems, however, strange that this point should have been 
mentioned—more exactly, implied—in the basic pronouncement 
itself by which the payment of the g i z y a h was imposed on the 
d i m m i s . We would have expected that this point—if it was 
altogether found necessary to mention it—would have been 
added in a second, independent sentence, after the sentence by 
which the command, that is: the imposition of the g i z y a h , was 
proclaimed. 

Also the addition of the clause w a - h u m s a g i r u n a , "while 
they are inferior," does not make good sense in the context of 
Kister's interpretation of the verse as a whole. Kister, indeed, to 
make the phrase more acceptable, supplies a word: 
"nevertheless." However, this word does not help remove the 
incompatibility of the phrase w a - h u m s d g i r u n a with the 
preceding phrase " . . until they pay the gizya out of ability 



arid sufficient means" Moreover, Kister's interpretation does not 
take into account the meaning of the word gizya which after all 
occurs only in this verse and should be considered as connected 
with the meaning of the verse as a whole. 

* * * 

A question necessarily to be treated in connection with the 
Qur'anic concept a l - g i z y a t u c a n y a d i n "the reward [due] for a 
benefaction/' is the semantic development of yad, literally 
"hand," into the meaning of "benefaction," and—in its use in 
the Qur'anic verse under consideration and in many other 
passages—more specifically into the meaning of "benefaction 
constituted by the sparing (saving) of somebody's life." As we 
already remarked, "the saving (rescuing)—or also: the sparing 
[by a conqueror]—of somebody's life" is the "benefaction" par 
excellence in early Arab society and is frequently characterized 
as such by ordinary terms for "benefaction," as, e.g., n i ' m a h , 



n u c m a (cf. also, for example, D l w a n I m r i } i l - Q a y s , ed. 
Ahlwardt, no. 23, 2), 

We quote the following passage from the D l w a n of 
(Antarah (ed. Ahlwardt, no. 8, 1-3): (1) N a h a f d r i s u 1-SahbdH 
w a - l - h a y l u g u n n a h u n 'aid f d r i s i n b a y n a l - a s i n n a t i m u q s a d i (2) 
w a - l a u l a y a d u n n d l a t h u m i n n d l a - a s b a h a t s i b a ' u n tahddd 
S i l w a h u g a y r a musnadt (3) f a l d takfuri l - n u c m d wa-*atni 
bifadlihd w a - l a t a 3 m a n a n m d y u h d i t u l l d h u f t g a d i : "(1) While 
the horses [were racing along, because of their speed] leaning 
to one side, the rider of the light-colored mare took the 
direction toward a horseman who, surrounded by spears, was 
threatened by outright death. (2) And if a hand of ours had not 
taken hold of him, it would have happened that beasts would 
have passed on his limbs one to another, and he would not 
have been buried. (3) Do not, therefore, deny the benefaction 
(or: do not be ungrateful for the favor) and acknowledge (or: 
praise) its excellence and do not feel safe from what God may 
do tomorrow!" 

In our opinion, the phrase (in line 2) w a - l a u la y a d u n 
n d l a t h u m i n n d can not only be interpreted, on the basis of the 



literal meaning of its component elements, by "and if a hand 
of ours had not taken hold of him," but also by "and if a 
benefaction of ours had not reached h im" or "and were it not 
for a benefaction granted him by us." That is, the term y a d (in 
the phrase n d l a t h u y a d u n m i n n d , "a hand of ours got hold of 
him") would be used here synonymously with the term nucmd, 
"favor, benefaction," occurring in the subsequent line (line 3) 
and referring to the action described by the words n d l a t h u 
y a d u n m i n n d . We also maintain that what is uppermost in the 
mind of the poet and what he primarily intends to express, is 
the idea of "a favor granted," or, more specifically, "the favor 
granted the horseman in question by rescuing his life " We 
furthermore assume that the literal sense of the sentence: "a 
hand of ours reached for him and got hold of him," is 
likewise expressed by it, but is of minor importance; that is, 
this literal sense is not primarily intended by the speaker (the 
poet). What we are dealing with here is "the simultaneous 
emergence in the mind of two distinct (interrelated) aspects of 
a notion," a semantic mechanism observed by us and described 
in our Studies i n A r a b i c a n d G e n e r a l Syntax ( P u b l i c a t i o n s de 
V l n s t i t u t F r a n g a i s d ' A r c h e o l o g i e O r i e n t a t e d u C a i r e . Textes 



a r a b e s et etudes i s l a m i q u e s : XI [Cairo, 1953]), pp. 139-50. In 
this specific semantic mechanism, the more concrete one of the 
two distinct aspects of this type of notion, that is—in the case 
here under discussion—the linguistically expressed idea of "the 
stretched hand which reaches out for the warrior whose life is 
threatened/' is of minor importance and is apt to get lost 
completely, so that only the principally intended aspect of the 
notion, which is not linguistically expressed—that is, the idea of 
"the benefaction granted the threatened warrior through the 
rescue of his life"—remains. A result of this development, 
which can be clearly sensed in cAntarah's phrase w a - l a u l a 
y a d u n n d l a t h u m i n n d (see above), was that the word y a d 
("hand") could now serve also as an expression for the 
(abstract) concept of "benefaction granted somebody by saving 
(or: sparing) his life," Finally, y a d could serve as an expression 
for "benefaction, favor" generally, regardless of the specific 
character of the benefaction. This final development in the 
meaning of y a d is based on the fact that "the benefaction 
granted someone by saving (or: sparing) his life" is in early 
Arab society the "benefaction" par excellence, and, in a sense, 
corresponds to the sporadic use of n i ' m a h , n u r m d and 



synonymous words for "benefaction" in the specific meaning of 
"benefaction granted someone by saving (or: sparing) his life." 

The situation described in cAntarah's lines quoted above: 
"someone's hand reaching out for a man surrounded by 
enemies, in order to save his life," was certainly a frequently 
occurring event in early Beduin heroic society; and since the 
term "hand" is the central concept of this process, y a d was 
from the outset liable to be associated with the concept of 
"benefaction granted someone by saving (or: sparing) his life" 
and thus with the concept of "benefaction, favor" generally. 

A parallel to this semantic development (and also based on 
the semantic mechanism referred to above) we recognize in the 
development of the term b a l d , as described by us in D e r I s l a m 
35 (1959): 19 ff. B a l d 2 basically expresses the concept of 
"exertion (in battle), steadfastness, fortitude." But as part of 
phrase like b a l d ' u f u i a n i n c i n d a f u i a n i n " A s exertion in battle 
in the service (or; for the sake) of B , " b a l d ' was apt to acquire 
the sense of "favor granted someone by another one by his 
defending him or his fighting for him," and finally b a l d ' 
adopted the sense of "benefaction" generally, without the idea 



of a warlike exertion implied (for details see I.e.). 

NOTES 

1. The same conclusion may be drawn from another episode 
from the report on the Day of Si(b Gabalah to which we only refer 
without quoting it in extenso; see NaqdHd, p. 675, lines 2-3, 5-7, 
14-17, p. 676, line 1 ; cf. also p. 675, line 10. A further interesting 
instance of this type—connected with the Day of Zubalah and 
involving the famous Bistam b. Qays—related in NaqdHd, p. 681, see 
especially lines 5-8. 

2. Cf. also ibid., p. 57, the words ascribed to al-Hutay'ah: 
fa-qad haqana dami wa'atlaqani bi-gayri fidd'in fadastu bi-kdfirin 
ni'malahu abadan ". . . and he (i.e., Zayd) spared my blood and 
released me without ransom money, and I shall never forget his good 
deed." This identification of haqn a l - d i m a \ "preventing (or: causing 
to cease) bloodshed (as a consequence of war or revenge)," as 
ni'mat-, "favor, benefaction," is frequently found; cf. also, e.g., the 
line of al- Farazdaq in Naqd'id, p. 740, 7: haqannd dimd3a 



l-Muslimina fa-3asbahat land ni'matun yutna bihafi 1-mawasimU "we 
took care that the shedding of the blood of the Muslims was 
stopped, arid we were credited with this as a benefaction which was 
praised at the fairs (taking place at the festival seasons)." This haqn 
al-dimd*—in these passages designated as nicmat-( = yad), "favor, 
good deed," which necessitated some reward—was of course the 
main problem for those non-Muslims who did not adopt Islam but 
did at the same time (in most cases) not fight unto death (therefore 
being daigrun, "ign ominous"). Cf, e.g., the following passage 
referring to the capitulation of the Jews of IJaybar arid Fadak, Ibn 
Hisam, SIrah, p. 764, 5; moreover line 8, which we quote here:... 
fadammd samica bi-him ahlu Fadaka qad sana'u ma sana'u ba'atH 
ild Rasuli-ilahi sfrm yas'alimahu an yusayyirahum wa'-an yahqina 
dimd'ahum wa-yuhallu lahu l-amwdla and when the people 
of Fadak heard of them (i.e., of the people of Haybar), what they 
had done, they (i.e., the people of Fadak) sent to the Messenger of 
God asking to deport them and to spare their blood, and they would 
leave to him (as a reward) their possession . . ." (cf. also al-Baladuri, 
Ansdb aL-a$rafy vol. 1, ed. M. Hamldullah [Cairo, 1959], p. 352, 5). 

3, In Agdni, vol. 16, p. 56, We find instead of mdlun yutdbu the 
following reading: mall bi-'dtin ("my property is not coming"), which 



we may consider as a secondary—more readily understood—reading 
(quasi a lectio facilior). 

4. How self-understood indeed it was that the "benefaction" 
{ni'mat- or yad) effected by freeing a prisoner be rewarded by the 
latter, we recognize also from the fact that the word for 
"benefaction" or "doing a benefaction" in this context has almost 
acquired itself the meaning of "reward" or of "acquiring reward," 
respectively This semantic development already perceptible in our 
above quotations becomes clearly apparent from the following 
quotation (Naqd'id, p. 1063, 10-11): fa-safala Laqitun 'Amiran an 
yutliqa lahu ahdhu fa-qdla Laqitun amma nicmatifa-qad wahabtuhd 
laka wa-ldkin ardi ahl wa-hatifi lladayni Starakd f l h i fa-ga'ala 
Laqitun li-kulti wdhidin mitotan min-a l-ibili fa-radiya . .. , "and 
Laqlt asked (Amir that he free for him his brother, and Laqit said: 

'As to my "benefaction," I give it to you (that is: I waive it), but 
you should satisfy my brother and my confederate who participated 
in the matter. . . ." It should be noted that in the parallel tradition of 
A g d n l ni'matiy "my benefaction," is replaced by hissatt, "my share," 
which, of course, seems to be far more in agreement with 
wahabtuha laka than ni fmati7 but is certainly a secondary reading. 



5. We quote the following sentences from the commentary to 
this line, which explain the phrase frequently used in contexts of 
this kind (See some of the above-quoted passages), gazza ndsiyatahu 
("he cut off his forelock"):... fa- yaqula lam yakun dahabu 5acrl 
li-'anni usirtu f a - g u z m t ndsiyati 'aid talabi I- tawdbi; wa-kaddlika 
kdnu yafaluna: idd asara ahaduhum rag ulan £ arifan §azza ra'sahu 
aw fdrisan gazza ndsiyatahu fald t a l a b i t-tdwdbi wa-fahada min 
kindnatihi sahman li-yafhara bi-ddlika, ". . . and he says: The 
disappearance of my hair was not for the reason that I have been 
taken prisoner and that my forelock was cut off to enable [the 
captor] to ask for a reward; one used to do like that: if someone 
captured a nobleman, he sheared his head; or [if he captured] a 
horseman, he cut off his forelock and took an arrow from his 
quiver in order to boast with that" (there follows a line by 
al-Hutay'ah as an illustration of the last-mentioned detail). Moreover, 
we quote the following passage concerning an episode from the year 
11 A . H . (Tabari, Annates, 1, 2007, 10 ff.): fa-qalti l-mawtu hayrun 
mimmd antum f i h i guzzu nawdsiyakum hattd ka-'annakum qawmun 
qad wahabtum li-lldhi anfusakum fa-'an'ama calaykum f a - b u ' t u m 
b i - n i ' a m i h i (variant: bi-ni'mati llahi) la'allahu an yansurakum 'aid 



hd'uldH l-zalamati fa- gazzu nawasiyahum wa-tacdqadu wa-tawdtaqu 
an la yafirra ba'duhum 'an ba'din, "and they (i.e., the Kindites in 
the wars of the Riddah, the defection from Islam) said; 'Death is 
better than your condition. Cut off your forelocks so that you 
appear like people who have dedicated themselves to God—so He 
will bestow His grace on you (i.e., will grant you victory and life) 
and you will acknowledge His favor (or: you will win His favor?); 
maybe He will grant you victory over these evildoers.' And they cut 
off their forelocks and obligated themselves mutually not to flee 
from one another," in this passage the act of the shearing of one's 
forelock as a symbol of recognition that one's life has been pre
served by someone appears very clearly. The passage is moreover 
interesting through the fact that it is here God—not a human 
being—to whom one dedicates oneself by means of the act of 
shearing one's forelocks as a symbol of indebtedness for one's life 
having been spared. 
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T 
he crucial passage of Sura IX.29 has been variously 

interpreted by commentators of the Qur'an, scholars of Hadlt 
and lexicographers. In recent years F. Rosenthal, C. Cahen, and 
M . M . Bravmann have dealt with this obscure passage.1 The 
following lines survey some of the Muslim interpretations of 
the expression ' a n y a d i n and attempt to arrive at a satisfactory 
conclusion. 

I 

Abu 'Ubayda (d. 209 A.H.) explains the expression f a n y a d i n as 
yielding on the part of the subdued by payment (scil. of some 
tax) under compulsion.2 Al-Kalbl (d. 146 A . H . ) is said to have 
interpreted the expression by y a m i u n a b i h a , they are to bring 
the gizya walking.3 This interpretation is quoted as an 



anonymous opinion by AbO fUbayd.4 To Abu (Ubayd (d. 224 
A . H . ) himself is attributed a similar explanation of can y a d i n : the 
payer would not come riding, nor would he send the gizya by 
a messenger.5 Abu 'Ubayd records other interpretations: 'an 
y a d i n denotes payment of the gizya in cash, or that the payer 
should stand while the receiver of the gizya remains seated.6 

The latter interpretation is recorded by al-Nahhas (d. 338 A . H . ) 
as an interpretation of a sahdbi, al-Mugira b. Su'ba and 
accepted by Tkrima (i.e., the m a w l d of 'Abd Allah b. 
al-'Abbas).7 In fact this interpretation, included in the famous 
conversation of al-Mugira with Rustum, is recorded by al-Suyuti 
(d. 911 A . H . ) , 8 but is given not as an explanation of 'an y a d i n , 
but of the following phrase, wa-hum s d g i r u n a . Ibn al-Arabi (d. 
542 A . H . ) rightly remarks that this explanation refers to wa-hum 
s d g i r u n a ; 9 his gloss is quoted by al-Qurtubi (d. 671 A . H . ) - 1 0 

Al-Suyuti records interpretations of early scholars. Qatada (d. 
118 A.H.) rendered can y a d i n by can q a h r i n , under compulsion. 
Sufyan b. 'Uyayna (d. 198 A.H.) explains that it denotes payment 
of the tribute in person, not through a messenger.11 Abu Sinan 
explains 'an y a d i n by (an q u d r a t i n , ability (i.e., being able to 



pay or having the ability to collect the tax—the definition is 
ambiguous).12 Abu Bakr al-Sigistanl (d. 330 A . H . ) records three 
interpretations: 'an q a h r i n , by compulsion on the part of the 
receiver and humbleness on that of the payer, 'an m a q d i r a t i n 
m i n k u m ' a l a y h i m w a - s u l t d n i n , strength and power of the 
receivers of the tribute in relation to the payers, 'an i n ' a m i n , as 
recompense for a favor, that is, the acceptance of the gizya and 
leaving their life to them is a favor and kindness.13 Similar 
explanations are given by Ragib al-Isfahanl.14 Abu Hayyan (d. 
754 A.H.) records another explanation of Qatada: the hands of 
the payers should be lower than the hands of the receivers of 
the tax.1 5 Two other explanations recorded by Abu Hayyan are 
the interpretation of the recompense for favor and the 
interpretation of the power of the receivers and the humbleness 
of the payers.16 

Three interpretations recorded by Abu Hayyan specially 
deserve to be stressed: the first one renders 'an y a d i n , 'an 
g a m d ' a t i n . This would imply that the gizya has to be paid for 
the whole community; no one would be exempted.17 The second 
interpretation is that of Ibn Qutayba (d. 276 A . H . ) : 'an y a d i n 



means mubtadi* a n g a y r a mukdfi'in; the gizya is not a remuner
ation for a favor.1 8 In the third interpretation, ' a n y a d i n does 
not refer to the receiver, but to the payer of the gizya. The 
rendering i s : . . . until they pay the gizya out of (a situation of) 
ability and (financial) sufficiency (can g i n a n w a - q u d r a t i n ) ; as 
gizya is not collected from the poor.19 

Al-Zamahsari (d. 528 A.H.) explains the expression c a n 
y a d i n 2 0 as referring both to the payer and to the receiver of 
the tax: referring to the payer it denotes obedience, compliance, 
and submission; referring to the receiver it denotes a powerful, 
compelling hand.21 Other interpretations quoted by al-Zamahsari 
are payment from hand to hand and payment as recompense 
for the kindness that their lives (i.e., of the payers) are spared. 
Bringing the tribute walking (not riding) is mentioned by al-
Zamahsari in his description of the humiliation of the payers in 
connection with the expression w a - h u m s d g i r u n a . 

Ibn al-'Arabl (d. 542 A . H . ) records 15 interpretations of the 
expression c a n - y a d i n : 1. the tribute to be given by the payer 
standing, while the receiver is seated Clkrima); 2.—giving it in 
person; the tribute is brought walking; 3,—from hand to hand; 



4.—out of strength; 5.—openly ('an z u h u r i n ) ; 6.—payment is 
made without acknowledgment (by the receiver) being made 
(gayra m a h m u d t n ) ; 7.—receiving (scil. the payer) a blow on his 
neck; 8.—being in a posture of humiliation; 9.—being in a 
situation of financial sufficiency (the payer); 10,—on the basis 
of a contract; 11.—paying in cash; 12.—admitting that the hands 
of the Muslims are above their hands (i.e., admitting the 
superiority of the Muslims); 13.—by compulsion; 14.—in 
recompense of a favor received; 15.—pay- ment not being a 
recompense for a favour or kindness received.22 

The various definitions recorded by Ibn al-Arabl are 
controversial. Ibn aPArabi is aware of this fact23 and tries to 
trace the differences back to various meanings of the word yad: 
whether it is used in the literal sense, a hand, or it is used 
metaphorically. Literally, it denotes payment from hand to hand 
in person; metaphorically, it indicates power, prompt payment or 
favor and kindness.24 

II 



One of the principal difficulties in the understanding of this 
obscure expression was to determine whether the noun y a d 
refers to the receiver of the tribute or to the payer. The 
expression ' a n y a d i n is defined as h a l 2 5 and is interpreted by 
different commentators as denoting either the payer or the 
receiver of the tax, according to the suffix added.26 The 
interpretations in which two divergent meanings are attached to 
c a n y a d i n are an interesting attempt to solve the problem. It is 
obvious that the interpretations: strength, compulsion, payment 
from hand to hand, recompense for favor or humbleness of the 
payer, were the current and prevailing ones. These definitions 
suited the views of the majority of the f u q a h d \ accorded with 
the position of the a h l - a l - d i m m a and the actual tax-collecting 
procedure.27 

In order to explain the expression in accordance with some 
of the interpretations, the preposition ' a n had to be glossed by 
the preposition for',28 In these interpretations ' a n y a d i n is 
conveniendy complemented by the following circumstantial 



clause w a - h u m s a g i r u n a . 

But nothing seems to point to the fact that these are the 
early ones. One may assume that a quite early interpretation 
was the interpretation of f a n y a d i n by ' a n ' a h d i n (no. 10 in the 
list of Ibn al-cArabi), According to this interpretation the phrase 
would be rendered: 

, . . till they pay the tribute on the basis of a pact (concluded 
by them with the Muslims) they being inferior (in status). 

According to this interpretation the tribute is in fact paid 
by the a h t a l - d i m m a in respect of their blood not being shed 
and their being allowed to reside in the abode of Islam; this is 
defined by a pact.29 Sagar is interpreted as compliance with the 
law of Islam, 3 0 This interpretation fairly reflects the spirit of 
the early period of Islam in which the conquering Muslims 
concluded pacts with the conquered. It does, indeed, seem to be 
an early interpretation. The problem whether this is in fact the 
intention of the phrase of the Qur'an is, however, not solved. 



m 

The expression ' a n z a h r i y a d i n is interpreted by al-ZamahSari in 
"al- Fa'iq": 3 1 it is explained as 'an z a h r i i n ' a m i n m u b t a d i ' a n m i n 
g a y r i mukdfa'atin 'aid s a n r i n . The phrase: Ata? l-gazlla 'an z a h r i 
y a d i n would be rendered thus: he gave plenty, giving it 
gratuitously, that is, without any favor being granted to him, 
Asds a l - b a l d g a of al-Zamahsari has the same explanation:32 'an 
z a h r i y a d i n , m i n g a y r i mukdfa'atin. Two other expressions are 
recorded by al-Zamahgan in Asds and by Ibn Manzur in L . 'A/. 
F u l d n u n y a ' k u l u ' a n z a h r i y a d i f u i a n i n Ida kdna h u w a yunfiqu 
'alayhi a n d alfuqara'u y a ' k u l u n a 'an z a h r i aydf l - n d s i } 3 It is 
evident that the phrase denotes to live on the expenses, means, 
or resources of somebody. 

Al-Sarif al-Radiyy (d. 406 A .H .) explains the word z a h r in 
the saying a l - s a d a q a t u ' a n z a h r i g i n a n as q u w w a t u n m i n 
g i n a n . 3 4 In this passage al-Sarif al-Radiyy explains the 



expression a ' t a y t u f u l d n a n k a d d ' a n z a h r i y a d i n as giving 
somebody (a gift) out of a position of strength, power of 
resistance, as opposed to humbleness and fear (an i m t i n d in 
w a q u w w a t i n , l a m u ' t i h i ' a n fufatin w a - d i l l a t i n ) . "This meaning," 
says al-Sarif al-Radiyy, "is contrary to the meaning inherent in 
the words of Allah h a n d y u ' t u l - g i z y a t a w a - h u m s d g i r u n a " "It 
seems," continues al-Radiyy, "that the omission of the word 
z a h r in the phrase of the Qui^an changed the meaning.11 

Al-Sarif al-Radiyy concludes that 'an y a d i n in the discussed 
sentence of the Qui°an denotes humbleness, submission, fear; 
the contrary of it is ' a n z a h r i y a d i n denoting strength, free 
choice and man's own w i l l . 3 5 In his Talhis a l - h a y d n , al-Sarif 
al-Radiyy explains the expression 'an y a d i n as a metaphor 
denoting paying the tribute humbly and submissively (an 
h u S u ' i n w a - d a r d ' a t i n w a - d u l l i n w a - s t i k d n a t i n ) . 3 6 

He compares this meaning with the idea inherent in the 
expression a ' t d f u l d n u n b i - y a d i h i (other explanations—already 
mentioned—are also quoted). 

It is not all the more striking to find al-Zamahsari 



interpreting 'an y a d i n in his Asds a l - B a l d g a ? 1 as paying the 
gizya in a position of submission and obedience or payment in 
cash without postponment 

In both interpretations (of al Radiyy and of al-Zamahsari) a 
line is thus drawn between ' a n y a d i n and c a n z a h r i y a d i n . 'An 
y a d i n , contrary to 'an z a h r i y a d i n , is explained as submission, 
obedience, humbleness, and so on. 

But the true meaning of ' a n y a d i n can be gauged from the 
following verse of Durayd b. al-Simma: 

A-'ddila inna l-ruz'a ft mitli Hdtidin 
wa-ld mz'aflmd ahlaka l-mar'u 'an y a d i ? % 

"O reprover, misfortune is in (the death of a man) like Halid, misfortune 
is not in what a man squanders (by lavish spending) out of plenty." 

Yad in this verse explicitly denotes wealth, or sufficient 
resources for spending (on the poor and needy), or generous 
distribution (of gifts). 

That ' a n y a d i n is identical with a n z a h r i y a d i n is explicitly 



stated by Ibn Qutayba.39 Al-Mawardl records as one of his two 
interpretations of the discussed expression: ' a n g i n a n 
w a - q u d r a t i n 7 paying the gizya in a situation of (having) 
sufficient means and resources and ability to pay.40 

It is essential to point out that Abu (Ubayd accepts the idea 
of the payer's financial ability ( w a - k d d a ' i n d a n a m a d h a b u 
l - g i z y a t i w a - l - h a r d g i , i n n a m d h u m d 'aid q a d r i l - t d q a t i m i n a h l i 
l - d i m m a t i ) as the basis for fixing the amount of the tax 4 1 This 
passage of Abu (Ubayd is repeated verbatim by his pupil, Ibn 
Zangawayh 4 2 

This seems to have been, in fact, the intention of the 
discussed phrase in the Qur'an, The aya was revealed on the 
eve of the expedition of Tabuk 4 3 The intention was not to 
give instructions regarding the ways and procedures governing 
the collection of taxes;44 it was an injunction as to the attitude 
to be adopted by the Muslim warriors towards the a h t 
a l - d i m m a . The phrase enjoined the warriors to combat the 
enemy until they agreed to pay tribute according to their means 
and capacity. This idea is clearly reflected in the terms of the 



pacts concluded with the a h l a l - d i m m a . The pacts concluded 
with the people of Isfahan and Gurgan, for instance, positively 
state that the amount of the gizya would be fixed according to 
the payer's ability ('aid a n n a ' a l a y k u m m i n a l - g a z a i f t k u l l i 
s a n a t i n ( a l d q a d r i t d q a t i k u m ) 4 5 The phrase w a - h u m s a g i r u n a is 
not a complementing phrase for ' a n y a d i n ; it constitutes a 
crucial pronouncement concerning the position of the a h l 
a l - d i m m a : but they are inferior in status. The phrase may be 
rendered: 

. . . fight them .. . until they pay the gizya out of ability and 
sufficient means, they (nevertheless) being inferior. 

It is interesting to note that this interpretation is given by 
the modern Egyptian scholar RaSld Rida. He renders ( a n y a d i n 
by ' a n q u d r a t i n wa- sa'atim45 

This rendering seems to be faithful to the original intent of 
the phrase of the Qur'an. 
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PREFACE 



T 
he gizya verse (IX.29) is an important part of 

Koranic law. This verse states that the People of the Book 
should be fought by the Muslims: h a t t a y u ' t u l-gizyata 'an y a d i n 
w a - h u m s d g i r u n . The revelation of this verse is set by Muslim 
tradition on the eve of the expedition to Tabuk (9 A.H.).1 The 
aim of this verse seems to have been to promise the Muslims 
financial compensation through the g i z y a 2 for the loss of income 
caused by the breaking of commercial relations with non-Muslim 
traders. The latter are prohibited from approaching Mecca in the 
previous verse (IX.28).3 

During the last thirty-five years Western scholars tried to 
figure out what the Koran expected of the People of the Book 
in requesting them to pay the gizya ( a n y a d i n . In order to 
elucidate the linguistic meaning of ' a n y a d i n some of them 
looked for a suitable interpretation in Muslim tafsir. In the 
present study it will be shown that the various Muslim 
interpretations of 'an y a d i n are merely reflections of views of 



later jurists. It will be demonstrated that the significance of the 
Koranic ' a n y a d i n is rather preserved in nonex- egetical material 
using the term y a d in the context of taxation. In general, the 
present study provides additional evidence that rather than 
preserve the original meaning of the Koranic legal injunctions, 
Muslim tafsir reads into the Koran legal procedures that 
developed much later. 

I 

The Muslim interpretations of ' a n y a d i n 4 fall into two main 
groups: (A) those based on the view that the term y a d stands 
for the "hand" of the payer of the g i z y a ; and (B) those based 
on the view that the y a d is that of the receiver. 

(A) yad is that of the payer 

In this group we have the following interpretations: 



(1) ' a n y a d i n - ' a n g i n a n . 5 A n g i n a n is actually an 
abridgment of the phrase a n z a h r i g i n a n . This expression occurs 
in Muslim traditions stating that charity should only be 
practiced out of sufficient means.6 The interpretation taking 'an 
y a d i n in the sense of ' a n g i n a n means that the payment of the 
gizya should not affect the economic stability of the payer. It 
seems to reflect views of Muslim leaders and scholars who 
tried to fight against overtaxing- Already the Umayyad caliphs 
were aware of the danger of overtaxing. The caliph Yazid III 
undertook in his accession speech (126 A.H.) to destroy 
nobody's income by overtaxing d i m m i s and thus causing them 
to flee,7 In h a d i t material, the first caliphs are credited with 
statements against overtaxing. Many Iraqi h a d i t s against 
overtaxing center around the figure of ;Umar.8 There is also 
one Syrian tradition about Omar's objection to overtaxing,9 The 
Kufans circulated similar traditions about ' A H . 1 0 There is also 
one prophetic utterance against overtaxing of a HigazI 
provenance,11 Notable Iraqi representatives of the Hanafi school, 



like Abu Yusuf (d. 182 A .H .) and al-Saybani (d. 189 A .H .), were 
very much concerned about overtaxing- Abu Yusuf stresses12 

that the d i m m i s should be treated with kindness (rifq); the 
Muslims are not to lay upon them rates of taxes that they 
cannot afford (fawqa t d q a t i h i m ) ; taxes may be collected from 
them only according to the obligations of the law (.. . i l i a 
b i - h a q q i n y a g i b u c a l a y h i m ) . Al-SaybanI states that the Muslims 
may collect taxes from the allied non-Muslims (= the d i m m i s ) 
only with the latter's consent and goodwill (ilia b i - t i b i 
a n f u s i h i m ) . Commenting on this, al-Sarahs! notes that taking 
taxes from the d i m m i s without their goodwill ( b i - g a y r i t l b i 
anfusihim) means violation of the treaty made with them by 
the Muslims. 1 3 

(2) 'an y a d i n - 'an z a h r i y a d i n . 1 4 The expression 'an z a h r i 
y a d i n means m u b t a d V a n , that is, of one's own volition. It occurs 
in the context of noble gestures, when something is given away 
not as recompense for a favor, but rather due to one's own 
benefaction. In this case y a d means n i ' m a ; i n ' d m P According 
to this interpretation the g i z y a should be paid in the largest 



possible suras, as if paid due to the payer's own wish to give 
as much as possible, without holding anything back. This, too, 
seems to reflect a specific tendency of later Muslim scholars 
concerning the fixation of the g i z y a sums. Some of them were 
of the opinion that the g i z y a should be as high as possible in 
order to keep the d i m m i s in a state of s a g a r (lowliness), and to 
force them to embrace Islam. For example, the SIT Imam, 
Ga'far al-Sadiq, reportedly declared that the d i m m i s should be 
forced to pay as much as they could afford in order to cause 
them depression and sagar, which is designed to make them 
prefer being Muslims. 1 6 

(3) c a n y a d i n = c a n c a h d . This interpretation 1 7 means that the 
gizya payer must have a treaty in which the rates of the taxes 
imposed on him are fixed. It is obvious that this interpretation, 
too, reflects a practice of post-Koranic period. In h a d l t material 
there is often reference to the idea that taxation should be 
based on mutually agreed treaties. The adherence to treaties 
which applied mainly to land tax, was attributed by the Iraqis 
to 'Umar. 1 8 D i m m i s with whom a treaty was made were 
considered by Sufyan al-Tawri (d. 161 A.H./778) immune against 



the increase of taxes. 1 9 The importance of treaties in 
connection with taxation was also stressed by Meccan 
authorities.20 The Prophet himself is said to have uttered 
admonitions against increasing of taxes that had been fixed in a 
treaty.21 

(4) ' a n y a d i n = ' a n g a m d ' a . 2 2 This interpretation implies that 
the g i z y a is a collective tax imposed on the community as a 
whole. This interpretation reflects a reality: the entire 
community had to participate in raising the total sum of the 
g i z y a , as will be shown below. 

(5) ' a n y a d i n = "out of one's own hand." This interpretation 
is represented in a series of variations taking ' a n y a d i n as 
signifying various aspects of the actual deliverance of the gizya 
from the hand of the humble payer to that of the superior 
receiver. These interpretations reflect the view that the social 
status of d i m m i s should remain inferior: 

a. The gizya is given in cash ('an n a q d ) 2 3 

b. Payer brings money on foot, with his own hands.24 



c. Payer gives money directly from his own hand.25 

d. Payment is made while the hand of the payer is lower 
than that of the receiver2 6 The idea behind this 
interpretation becomes clear in view of a h a d i t to the 
effect that the upper hand, that is, the hand that 
gives, is better than the lower hand, that is, the hand 
that receives.27 The intention of this interpretation is, 
therefore, to maintain the superiority of the Muslims 
although they are the receiving, not the giving, party. 

B . yad is that of the receiver 

A l l the interpretations in this group reflect the inferior status of 
the d i m m i s : 

(1) ' a n y a d i n = ' a n n i ' m a , i n ' a m . Payment is made as a 
favor on the part of the receiver, in agreeing to accept 
payment.28 In this interpretation y a d signifies n i c m a 7 as is the 



case in A(2), above. 

(2) c a n y a d i n = out of power. This view is reflected in a 
series of interpretations taking y a d as a metaphorical description 
of various aspects of the superiority of the Muslims over the 
d i m m i s : 

a. c a n q u d r a , f a n quwwa29—out of ability, or power, of 

the Muslims to overcome the d i m m i s . 

b. ! a n zuhur^—"out of triumph" 

c. c a n qahr*1—"out of oppression." 

There are more interpretations that elaborate on the 
humbleness of the d i m m i s , but although recorded as tafsir of 
c a n y a d i n , they actually pertain to the clause w a - h u m s d g i r u n ? 2 

II 

A l l the above interpretations are5 in fact, retrospective attempts 



to read into the Koranic text already existing ideas of post 
Muhammadan jurists, or existing post-Muhammadan situations 
of real life. Most of them evolve round the idea of the 
lowliness (sagar) of the d i m m i s h The wide range of meanings 
that the word y a d has in Arabic made it possible to interpret 
our verse in so many ways. Nevertheless, some Islamicists have 
been convinced that these interpretations contain a clue to the 
original meaning of the Koranic c a n yadin* They actually 
suggested one interpretation or another as the true one, but 
their suggestions seem quite arbitrary.34 Most noteworthy are the 
studies of Bravmann and Kister. Bravmann's translation runs as 
follows: ". . . until they give the reward due for a benefaction 
(since their lives are spared)."35 This is an obvious reflection of 
the interpretation taking ' a n y a d i n in the sense of ' a n n i ' m a 
(B[l]). Bravmann's argumentation in favour of his translation is 
not convincing. He says that ' a n y a d i n "is necessarily 
complement of the verbal noun a l - g i z y a : gazdhu ' a n y a d i n 'he 
compensated him for a favour.1 " It seems to me, however, that 
the phrase gazahu ' a n y a d i n is purely hypothetical; it does not 
occur in practical usage, at least not in the texts adduced by 



Bravmann himself In the Koran, 'an y a d i n is obviously a h a I 
of y u ' t u , not a complement of a l - g i z y a . 

Kister, in his study, seems to have chosen more than just 
one interpretation. He points out as credible the interpretation of 
'an g i n a n (A[l]) as well as the interpretation of ' a n z a h r i y a d i n 
(A[2]>. Kister's translation is: " . . until they pay the g i z y a out 
of ability and sufficient means . . " 3 8 But as seen above, the 
two interpretations chosen by Kister are not identical; they 
reflect two contradictory ideas about how the g i z y a ought to 
have been collected from the d i m m i s . 'An g i n a n means that the 
d i m m i s are not to be overtaxed, whereas c a n z a h r i y a d i n means 
that they have to pay the largest possible sums. In order to 
uphold his translation, Kister maintains that w a - h u m s d g i r u n is 
not complementary to ' a n y a d i n , 3 9 and translates it: . . they 
(nevertheless) being inferior." But the w o w in w a - h u m s d g i r u n 
is obviously w d w a l - h d l , which means that the g i z y a is paid 
while the payers are being in a state of sagar, not in spite of 
it. In other words, whatever the meaning of ' a n y a d i n may be, 
the clause w a - h u m s d g i r u n is complementing it. 



Ill 

If one is still to investigate the significance of the Koranic (an 
y a d i n , one may consult some nonexegetic data preserved in 
historiographical sources in which the term y a d is used in the 
context of taxation. Let us begin with the texts of some early 
g i z y a treaties concluded with the local populations of various 
places in Iraq and Persia, which are recorded in al-Tabari. 
Whether authentic or not,4 0 the linguistic usage of the term y a d 
in these texts is most instructive. 

(1) The treaty of al-Hira: This treaty was drawn upon 
behalf of Halid b. al-Walid in the year 12 A . H . 4 1 It is adduced 
by al-Tabari from Sayf b. fUmar (d. 200 A .H .), probably from 
the latter's K i t d b a l - r i d d a w a - l - f u t u h 4 2 it runs as follows: 

In the name of Allah, the merciful, the compassionate. This is 
the treaty made by Halid b. al-Walid with £Adi and 'Amr, sons 



of (AdI, and with Amr b. (Abd al-Masih, and lyas b. Qabis 
and Hayri b. Akkal—(Ubayd Allah said: " Jabri (b. Akkal)." 
They represented the people of al-Hira; the people of al-Hira 
agreed to it and told (the representatives) to (ratify) it (i.e., 
the treaty). The treaty he made with them stipulated that they 
should pay 190,000 dirhams per year, as gizya, out of their 
'hands1 in this world. [The burden should be shared by] their 
monks and priests. Exempt are those who have no "hand," 
who are deprived of temporal (matters), (or) abstain from 
them.... 

As we see, the treaty states that the gizya should be paid 
out of the "hands" the payers have in this world ((an a y d i h i m 
f t l - d u n y a ) . Exempt are those who have no "hand" (yad). It is 
clear that the term y a d (and its plural, aydi) stands, in this 
context, for property, possessions. Out of it, a certain amount 
should be given away as g i z y a . It should be observed that 
among the numerous meanings the lexicons give for yadt one 
is, indeed, m i l k , that is, property, estate.43 The general rule 
implicit in this treaty is that the g i z y a is only imposed on 



owners of property to the exclusion of those who have no 
estate (yad) of their own. Although not stated explicitly, it is 
clear that the individual rates are to be determined by the local 
leaders themselves according to the extent of property possessed 
by each payer. The Muslim authorities are only concerned with 
the total sum. 

(2) Lower and Middle Bihqubad (12 A .H .): The treaty made 
by Ha lid with the inhabitants of this region stipulates that the 
g i z y a be paid {an k u l l d l yad.44 Here, too, y a d signifies 
property: the tax should be paid by the leaders of the 
community on behalf of every owner of property. 

(3) Baniqya and Basma (12 A . H . ) : This treaty45 stipulates a 
collective g i z y a of ten thousand dinars to be (shared by) k u l l 
d i yad: every owner of property. The treaty states also that the 
individual rates should be propoitional to the total amount of 
one's own property: a l - g a w i y y u ' a l a q a d r i q u w w a t i h l , 
w a - l - m u q i l l u 'aid q a d r i iqlalihU that is, the rich in proportion to 
his resources, and the poor in proportion to his limited 
capability 4 6 



(4) Adarbigan (22 A.H.): The treaty of Adarblgan4 7 

stipulates that the g i z y a be imposed on every one who is 
capable of paying, to the exclusion of minors, women, 
chronically i l l people, and pious worshipers; these classes do 
not have in their "hand" any temporal possessions of their own 
(... l a y s a f l y a d i h i shay'un m i n a l - d u n y a ) . Yad in this case is 
not exactly the property itself but rather the hand that 
"possesses" it. 

(5) Qumis (22 A . H . ) : 4 8 The clause containing the term y a d 
in this treaty runs as follows: . . . 'aid an y u ' a d d u l - g i z y a t a 'an 
y a d i n , an k u l l i h d l i m i n b i - q a d r i ta-qatihi—"(they will have 
protection) on condition that they pay the g i z y a out of (their) 
property ('an y a d i n ) , on behalf of every adult, according to his 
ability to pay." 

Ahbar material 

A similar use of the term y a d in the sense of private property 



possessed by the taxpayers is made in a h b a r material. In a 
report from Sayf pertaining to 16 A .H . , it is related that the 
peasants of the Sawad were held responsible for the 
maintenance of roads, bridges, markets, and fields. They were 
compelled to guide the Muslim troops, as well as to pay gizya 
out of their property, and in accordance with what they could 
possibly afford: m a c a l - g a z a i 'an a y d i h i m 'aid q a d r i t a q a t i h i m . 
The Dihqans, too, had to pay the gizya out of their property 
('an a y d i h i m ) 4 9 

In view of the textual evidence of the g i z y a treaties and the 
a h b a r , 5 0 one may assume that the meaning of the same text in 
the Koranic gizya verse would not be different. The Koranic 
'an y a d i n may therefore be translated: " . . (till they pay the 
gizya) out of their property. . . ." This means that the tax 
should be levied on the property possessed by every taxpayer 
(and be proportional to it). 

It should be noted that the Koran could also have used the 
plural form: 'an a y d i h i m as is the case in several treaties, but 
the singular form— can yadin—seems to have been preferred as 
it is more poetic than ' a n a y d i h i m . The form ' a n y a d i n in the 



sense of "out of one's property" occurs in classical poetry in the 
context of noblemen who do not hesitate to spend all their 
temporal possessions for the sake of the needy.5 1 When applied 
to the Koranic gizya verse, ' a n y a d i n preserved this very 
meaning. The People of the Book should readily pay the gizya 
out of their own property. 

The final clause of the Koranic gizya verse states that the 
payers of the gizya are in a state of sagdr, that is, lowliness. In 
fact, taxes were always a sign of lowliness and submission to 
the authorities. It is a universal phenomenon, in vogue already in 
the Bible. 5 2 In the gizya treaties, too, the lowliness involved in 
taxpaying is explicit. The treaty of Taflis {22 A.H.) grants a m d n 
to the population on condition that they consent to saga r a l -
g i z y a , that is, the submission involved in the payment of the 
g i z y a . 5 3 

IV 



In spite of the resemblance between the Koran and the gizya 
treaties, the latter do not seem to draw on the former.54 The 
Koranic gizya verse appears in none of the treaties, whereas the 
Koranic form c a n y a d i n occurs in only one of them. The 
non-Koranic nature of the treaties adds considerably to their 
possible authenticity.55 It also indicates that at the earliest stages 
of the development of Muslim law the Koran was not yet 
effective.56 A possible source for the y a d principle of the 
treaties seems to have been the pre-Islamic SasanI taxation 
policy It is reported that the Persians imposed a poll tax 
graded according to the amount of wealth found "in the hands" 
of the payers ( w a - k d n a h a r d g K i s r d 'aid r u ' u s a l - r i g d l ( a l d 
m a ft a y d i h i m m i n a l - h i s s a w a - l - a m w d l ) . 5 1 The Koran itself 
may reflect the same pre-Islamic SasanI model 5 8 

Finally, a note on the value of tafsir as a means for 
unveiling the original significance of the legal parts of the 
Koran. The significance of y a d as m i l k is not represented in 
the tafsirs of the Koranic g i z y a verse. It seems to have been 



eclipsed by other interpretations that seemed to the mufassirun 
more suitable, The latter, as always, tried to read their own 
ideas into the Koran. In the case of the g i z y a they gave 
predominance to those interpretations reflecting the social status 
of the d i m m i s or the procedures of their taxation, as they were 
known to them from the discussions of the jurists, or as 
experienced by them in real life. This leads to the conclusion 
that tafsir in itself is sometimes a very poor tool for eluci
dating the earliest meaning of the Koranic text, but a very 
good one for the study of later ideas about the issues treated in 
the Koran. 
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K O R A N X X V . 1: 
A L - F U R Q A N 
A N D T H E "WARNER" 

C. Heger 

ura X X V (al -furqari), as it was transmitted, begins with 



the following verse: 

tabaraka l-ladht naizoia l-furqdna cald 'abdihl 
li-yakuna li-l-'alamina nadhiran. 

It is usually translated as: 

Blessed be He who sent down the f u r q d n on His servant that 
he might be (or: become) a wamer for the worlds, 

understanding a l -furqdn as the Koran and the "servant" as 
Muhammad. 

This traditional understanding presupposes the understanding 
of the word nadhir as "warner" Both suppositions, the 
identification of furqdn with the Koran and the understanding 
of nadhir as "warner," however, are erroneous. 

The meaning "criterion" usually maintained for f u r q d n 



results from the attempt to interpret the Syriac f u r q d n , which 
has the meaning of "redemption, salvation," in a way that 
relates both to the Arabic word farq, meaning "separation," and 
to the contexts in which the word f u r q d n is found.1 

The later and meanwhile traditional identification of f u r q d n 
with the Koran is especially odd in Sura X X V . 1. It is highly 
improbable that in the—according to traditional Islamic 
scholarship—earliest "revealed" verses the book that allegedly 
did not yet exist is already being referred to, even by its 
supposed later name. 

The general evaluation of the alleged meaning "the warner" 
for n a d h i r is made possible by the etymological circumstances 
of this word. In all Semitic languages that functioned as 
vehicles for the transport of the Bible (and other religious 
material) to Arabia—Hebrew, Aramaic and Syriac—the root 
n - d h - r uniformly has the meaning of "to vow" or "that which 
is vowed." And so we have also in Arabic for the basic verb 
n a d - h a r a , in clear etymological relation to all other Semitic 
languages, the general and main meaning "to vow," 



The noun n a d h i r on account of its form f a ' l l is a verbal 
adjective or noun of predominantly passive participle meaning. 
The Arabic dictionaries, at least partly, indeed register the 
primary meaning "vowed," "votive gift," or "consecrated to 
God"; 2 others register "warner," as does the traditional Koran 
exegesis. This peculiarity is excused with the traditional 
comment that in this case the word of this pattern fa*tl has the 
meaning as if it were of the pattern muf c i l ( = m u n d h i r , 
participle active of the IV. form of n a d h a r a , which duly has 
the meaning "warner").3 

The same lexica, on the other hand, report that the 
feminine variant of the masculine form nadhir, which reads 
n a d h l r a , has the meaning "a votive gift": that which he gives 
who makes a vow, a child appointed by his parents by a vow 
to become a minister of the Church, and the like (see Lane 
s.v.) This is quite peculiar: that the masculine noun n a d h i r for 
those lexicographers should have a totally different meaning 
than the feminine noun of the same grammatical structure. 

It can be seen from many phrases and examples of the 



usage of the word, how "to make someone vow" (IV. or 
causative form andhara) could change over to the meaning "to 
warn someone." Everybody who urges someone into a position 
where he has to make a vow brings this person into a difficult 
position and this can be paraphrased as "to warn him." But at 
the same time it becomes clear that "to warn" is not the real 
and basic meaning although it can—and this only with the 
causative (IV,) form andhara—get this secondary meaning in 
some cases. 

Since n a d h i r is a verbal adjective/noun of the basic (L) 
form nad-hara—and not the causative (IV) form andhara—it 
should originally not have had the meaning "warner," but the 
same significance as registered for the feminine form n a d h l r a 
(which can also be understood as a nomen u n i t a t i s of the 
masculine noun): namely, "votive gift" or "sacrifice," 

In the end we come to the original meaning of XXV. 1, 
namely, 

Blessed be He, who sent down the redemption on His servant 



that he might be {or: become) a sacrifice for the worlds. 

Now X X V 1 displays the central Christian teachings on 
Jesus Christ: "sent down" {John 1), "as votive sacrifice" (Eph. 
5:1; Heb. 10:10-14) "for the redemption" (Eph. 1:7 and often) 
"of the world" (John 3:17 £). 

Additionally, the r a s m of ' a l a m l n a can be read as dual. And 
the dual "the two worlds" is theologically precise and correct 
since Christian theology sees the redemption brought about by 
Christ extending to the world of the living as well as to the 
world of the dead. As a corollary we may remark: this verse 
also displays the signs of the old pre-Islamic parts of the 
Koran, namely rhyme and metric pattern, as soon as one reads 
it as vernacular Arabic: 

tabdraka lladhi nazzala l-furqdna 
cala 'abdah 
li-yakima li-l-'dlamma nadhlrd 



Blessed be He, who sent down the redemption 
on His servant 
that he might become a sacrifice for the (two) worlds 
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2. See, for instance, P. BeTot, Al-FaraitL A r a b e - F m n c a i s , 17th ed. 
(Beyrouth, 1955), p. 817, right column 

3. See, for instance, E. W. Lane, A n Arabic-English Lexicon 
(London-Edinburgh, 1863-1893). 



T H E B U D D H A 
COMES TO C H I N A 

M i c h a e l Schub 

Michael Schub, "The Buddha Comes to China," Journal of Arabic Linguistics 29 
(1995): 77-78. Reprinted with permission. 

When the humanistic study of religion succeeds, the alien seems 



less strange. 

Neusner1 

—-Jacob 

c 
^^"^lose reading of Koran verses XXX.15/14: 

... Fa-hum fi r a w d a t i n yuhbaruna = M . , . they [viz. those 
who believe and do good works] will be y u h b a r u n a in a 
lovely2 garden"; and XLIII.70: ' u d k h u l u l - j a n n a t a ' a n t u m w a - ' 
a z w a j u - k u m tuhbaruncfi = "Enter the Garden of Paradise, you 
[believing Muslims] and your wives, while you are tuhbaruna" 
leads us to suspect (as we have previously with (Vkhld, Z A L 
18-88, 95-96) that this expression in its Qur'anic context is a 
Hebraism; the one here means "congregated together." 

The commentators recognized the difficulty: al-Zamakhshari4 

reports that Mujahid thought that y u h b a r u n a means "they are 



honored"; Qatadah that it means "they are gladdened"; Ibn 
Kaysan: "they are pleased"; Abu Bakr ibn Ayyash: "crowns are 
upon their heads"; and WakT': "[it refers to] listening to 
heavenly music in Paradise." 

Al-Suyutl 5 relegates this term to the "non-HijazI dialect" of 
Qays Ghaylan [!], thus betraying his perplexity. 

All of the numerous European language translations I have 
managed to check basically follow the accepted (mashur) "they 
are happy" theme. 

The frequently occurring Qur°anic synonymous passives 
y u h s h a r u n a and y u h d a r u n a for "they are mustered, made to be 
present, etc." (the latter with a negative connotation) are 
irrefragably indigenous Arabic. 

E. Ullendorf6 explains the "bi-radical theory": 

There exist certain simple bases which run through a large 
number of 'roots' common to many Semitic languages, such as 
/ / (or f r ) 'to divide1, qt-qd 'to cut \ etc. These bases were 
apt to be expanded, and the third consonant, in initial, medial, 



or final position, came to act as a modifier 

The quotidian Hebraism was employed by the Prophet to 
complete this morphological and semantic "triplet," a term with 
a positive connotation for "they are congregated, etc." Its 
coincidence with the possibly7 indigenous Arabic root A h b r for 
"to be variegated; beautiful, etc." and its similarity in form and 
intended meaning to the two other Arabic roots catalyzed its 
infiltration into the Arabic system;8 it would appeal, at least on 
a subliminal level, to potential converts in his Jewish audience 
who would certainly be familiar with this commonplace 
Hebrew/Aramaic root.9 

NOTES 

1. J. Neusner, Take Judaism, For Example, Studies toward the 
Comparison of Religions (Chicago, 1983), p. xvii. 



2, For Vrwd -Wrdy vide infra. I = triliteral roots . . . , or 
triliteral radical . . . , or tri-consonantal root . . .] 

3. The grammatically "balanced" nature of this verset is a sine 
qua non for correct Arabicity apud al-Zamakhshari (J. P. Broch, ed., 
Al-Mufassal (Christia- niae, 1879), § 158, p. 50, in fine) and pace A. 
A. Bloch, Studies in A r a b i c Syntax and Semantics (Wiesbaden, 1986), 
pp. 1-13: "A Principle of Balancing." Cf p. 3 in medio: "We are 
not, however dealing with a linguistic rule, since the reduplicating 
pronoun may be absent." [sic]—On the concept of "grammaticality" 
in Arabic, cf. M. G. Carter, " 'Twenty Dirhams' in the Kitab of 
Sibawaih," BSOAS 35 (1972): 485-96; especially p. 494 in medio. 
Also see the same author's "An Arab Grammarian of the Eighth 
Century A.D." in JAOS 93 (1973): 146-57; and P. Abboud, 
"SlbawahYs Norton of Grammatically/' JAATA 12 (1979): 58-67. Cf. 
also JAbu 1-Fadl Tabarsi, Majma* al-Bayan fi Tafslr al-Qur'an [GAL 
1405] vol. 9-10 (Tehran, ca. 1965), p. 172 in initio: qdla z-Zajjaju: 
w hadhd la yajuzu Hlla fi sh-skiYt ii- 3anna - hum yastaqbihuna 
istaway-tu wa Zaydun. Al-Zajjaj [the grammarian]: "This is not 
possible except in poetry: because it is ungrammatical to say: 
istaway-tu wa Zaydun = "I and Zayd agree / a r e equal' [instead of 



istawaytu-tu 'and wd-Zaydun] Cf. also Z's Kashshdf ad loc. Koran 
IH2Q: (wa - m a n i ttaba'a- ni) (utifa 'aid t-td' i fl "'aslam-tu" wa 
-hasuna li-l- fdsilL [Likewise at Koran 111,20: 'ana is omitted after 
"'aslam-tu. "] 

4. Kashshdf ad.loc. Koran XXX.15[/ 14]. 

5. al-' Itqan fi 'ulum al-Qur'an (Cairo, 1951), p. 134 in fine. 

6. In C T. Hodge, ed., Afro-Asiatic —A Survey (The Hague, 
1971), p. 36. 

7. Cf W. Leslau, Comparative Dictionary of Gef ez (Wiesbaden, 
1987), p. 224, col. 2 in medio: "considered by Fraenkel [Die 
aramaischen Fremdworter im Arabischen (Leiden, 1886), p. 247] an 
Aramaic loanword." 

8. "Here we see that the interaction proceeded through a series 
of linked stages, as an initial period of 'preparation' was followed by 
the Islamic 'domestication1 of Judaism, leading to a period of 
'acceptance and independent growth' which in turn gave way to a 
long era of 'appropriation' in which Jewish ideas became so securely 
embedded in Islamic thought and practice that their foreign origin 
and antagonistic premises were substantially obscured, with Judaism 



becoming an integral part of Islamic philosophical syncretism." —R. 
M Somers, ed., in A. F. Wright, Studies in Chinese Buddhism (New 
Haven, 1990), p. x [I have merely substituted "Jewish" for 
"Buddhist" and "Islamic" for "Chinese" in the above quotation pour 
epouvanter the tenured and the comatose. (M.S.)] 

9. "[They] mocked at etymology and slighted phonology. But 
what they did was the same as trying to cross the river without a 
boat and wanting to climb a mountain without ladders " Tai Chen, in 
A. Chin and M Freeman, Tai Chen on Mencius (New Haven, 1990), 
p. 30. 



5.10 

T H E SECRET IDENTITY 
OF D H U L ' K I F L 

Michael Schub 

A 
fantastic (in both senses of the word) 

literature1 has arisen concerning the origin of Dhu 1-Kifl (Koran 
XXI.85; XXXVIII.48). In all this vastness, however, no one, to 



thebest of my knowledge, has suggested2 that DhO 1-Kifl is 
Muhammad's laqab (cognomen) for Melchizedeq. Common 
sense tells us that since Dhu 1-Kifi is linked first with Isrna' 11 
and Idrls (Enoch of Genesis 5.18, etc.) and then with Ismail 
and Elisha, he is an important biblical personage. 

Melchizedeq is mentioned, in passing, as it were, at Gen. 
14.16. The locus of his meeting Abraham is Melchizedeq's 
valley, named the valley of Shaveh. One is tempted to connect 
this name (cognate to the Arabic/ musaw in /= "equal 
[portion]" with /kifl un / (= "one of two equal3 parts"). At Ps. 
110-44 Melchizedeq has been made the Israelite king, the 
legitimate ruler of Israel by the Lord God's covenant. In the 
Dead Sea Scrolls Melchizedeq is the heavenly high priest; 
possibly by now this reflects common Jewish and Christian 
traditions.5 

Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary of Jesus of Nazareth, 
noted6 Melchizedeq "was entitled to a share" of Abraham's 
booty at Gen. 14.16. 

Melchizedeq's stature developed from the original traditum 



to the point that in early Christianity at Heb. 5:6-11, he has 
become the very paragon of priesthood and an exemplar for 
Jesus himself- And in the same Epistle (Heb, 11:5), Enoch is 
mentioned as an immortal. 

The plain sense of the name Dhu I-Kifl is "the one who 
got his share." 

At Gen, 14:16, Melchizedeq receives one-tenth of Abraham's 
spoils. At Heb. 5:4 ff., Melchizedeq is considered to be ranked 
above the Levites, whose primary function under the Law 
(according to this author) was to collect tithes from the other 
tribes of Israel. Melchizedeq is thus a fortiori / Dhu 1-Kifl /. 

In the Fatiha (Koran 14) God is called / m a l i k y a w m i 
d - d l n I that is, "Possessor on the Day of Judgment." / s a d a q a I 
is the Arabic term for "a portion given as propitiation to God." 
Thus m a l i k s—sadaqa could easily serve as a synonym for / 
Dhu 1-Kifl /. Cf. the (possibly intermediary) biblical Aramaic 
original of Dan. 4.24; / m a l k d milkT ... be- s i d q a h ...1 = 0 
King, my King . . . in righteousness...." Note also that the El 
to whom Melchizedeq is chief priest has the special appellation 



"Possessor of heaven and earth" (Gen. 14:19 and 22). (. . . he 
[Melchizedek], together with the celestial powers, will vindicate 
the judgments of God so that the righteous would become his 
L O T [emphasis Michael Schub's] and heritage" David Flusser, 

Judaism and the O r i g i n s of Christianity [Jerusalem, 1988], p. 
192.) 

tn sum, Muhammad saw Melchizedeq as he viewed 
numerous other biblical figures, through a Judeo-Christian filter 
of traditio; his Original- i t a f in this case consists in his 
conflating and condensing the various strains and in assigning 
Melchizedeq an appropriate Arabic name. 

NOTES 

1. Cf art. EI2 for extensive bibliography, 

2. Cf. L.Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London, 
1961), author's preface: ". . . it is a matter of indifference to me 
whether the thoughts I have had have been anticipated by someone 



else . . " p. 3, 

3. sic. s.v. ZAL 16 (1987): 119-20. 

4. Ps. 110:4: The Lord hath sworn, and will not repent. Thou art 
a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedeq. 

5. W. E. Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature between the Bible 
and the Midrash (Philadelphia, 1981), p. 188, in medio See also G. 
Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Harmondsworth, 
1998), pp. 85, 429, 500-502, 576, 618. 

6. J. R. Harris, ed Fragments of Philo. p. 72 on Gen. 14:18; 
and C. D. Yonge, The Works of Philo Judaeus (London, 1854), vol 
2, p. 444, 

7. J. Fiick, "Die Originalitat des arabischen Propheten," ZDMG 
90, n.f 15 (1936): 509-25. 



P a r t 6 
EMENDATIONS, 
INTERPOLATIONS 



6.1 

STUDIES CONTRIBUTING TO 
CRITICISM AND EXEGESIS 
OF THE KORAN 
/. B a r t h 

Tr u n s t a t e d by G. A . Wells 

From Der Islam 6 (1916): 113-48. 



T 
he following studies are in the main not concerned 

with establishing the chronological sequence of the individual 
suras and the circumstances that occasioned them—matters 
which form the substance of the enquiries of Sprenger and 
Muir, and of Noldeke's G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r a n s t

l of Weil's 
H i s t o r i s c h - k r i t i s c h e r E i n l e i t u n g i n den K o r a n , 2 of Grimme's 
Muhammad? and other studies. 

Instead, the present author is concerned to examine the 
internal coherence of the suras for possible evidence of 
insertions, and to make other critical (also text-critical) 
comments. Where the coherence has been disturbed, this must 
have already occurred by the time of the collection and 
redaction of the Koran, either under Abu Bakr or under 
LUthman; for we cannot assume that, after this, and after 



'Uthman's dispatch of the official redactions to the four 
provinces, there was any displacement of textual items in the 
Koran. On the other hand, when its individual parts were first 
put together—-inscribed as they originally were on parchments, 
palm leaves, shoulder bones, broad stones, and other primitive 
writing mate- rial4—and also in the case of the further 
collection under 'Uthman, it is obvious that sizable and smaller 
elements were inserted (as Muslims have to some extent 
themselves acknowledged) into passages with which they did 
not originally connect, so that they now disturb the pattern of 
the earlier sequence of ideas. Because 'Uthman ordered that all 
earlier copies should be burned, so that only the versions he 
sponsored have reached posterity, we can adduce only internal 
evidence in our inquiries. Previous research into the Koran has 
indeed pointed to such evidence, but its main concern has 
nevertheless been to assign the proper chronological place to 
each of the suras. 

So as not to have to begin with the later suras, those of 
Medina, the present study keeps to the sequence proposed in 
Noldeke's G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r a n s , except that, for our present 



purpose, the division of the Meccan suras into three stages was 
not necessary. 

Exegesis of the Koran is not possible without an 
accompanying criticism of the transmission. At times there are 
insertions in a single verse that interrupt its construction. 
Sometimes the same idea is stated twice in succession in such a 
way that the second mention does not presuppose the first. 
Again, with longer, anaphorically constructed periods, alien 
verses have been inserted between the indentical beginnings of 
the verses; and the same verses have been repeated in several 
suras, sometimes even in the same sura, even though they are 
apposite only in the one context, and in the other are left with 
no connection (see below on suras XXVIII and XL); and so on. 

More often there are corruptions in individual words. 
Sometimes their nature is such that, instead of the sense to be 
expected, they give its very opposite. In such cases Muslims 
have themselves made some modest criticisms, without 
admitting as much (see below XIII. 30; III. 147; LVII.29) One 
major cause of such obscurities is that the diacritical points that 
distinguish identical letters in the writing were lacking in the 



old script of the Koran, and were added only toward the end 
of the first century.5 The necessary result was a series of errors 
in the transmission, since not many Muslims knew the text by 
heart (and not too much confidence can be placed in the 
reliability of their memories in individual instances).6 

Additionally, the written representation of the long vowels a, i, 
w, was left to be effected in a number of different forms.7 

In many instances what the context requires can be 
reconstituted with greater or less plausibility from what we 
know of Arabic linguistic usage, in particular the usage of the 
Koran. In many other cases the original tradition has been lost 
because of textual uncertainty. There is no ground for 
considerably greater confidence in the Muslim redaction of the 
text and in the earliest oral tradition, right up to the final 
fixation of the text, than is extended to other ancient textual 
witnesses of like kind, nor for accepting the text, in the 
Muslim manner, as canonically unimpeachable, and abandoning 
all criticism of it—although this is what is usually done. 
Admittedly, the desultory style of the Koran, the fact that there 
are few instances of its voicing an idea in one single passage 



only, and that much in it is incomplete—all this puts limits to 
what we are able to achieve. But although we must keep these 
limitations in mind, we are not entitled to ignore breaks in the 
nexus and insertions into close-knit sequences of ideas, or to 
accept obvious textual corruptions without critical comment. 

For such work, help from the Arabic commentators is 
naturally not forthcoming. For them the canonical text of the 
Koran is sanctified and not to be touched. Where, in the 
interest of completeness, I quote the traditional Arab 
explanations, it was impossible to take cognizance of all, or 
even of the majority of, the existing commentaries for each 
passage. Considerations of space forbade this, as did also the 
regrettable imperspicuity of these editions, which often makes 
the hunting down of individual passages intolerably burdensome. 
I have therefore limited myself, for my purposes, which seldom 
involve reproducing the opinions of the Arabs, to three 
outstanding commentaries: that of Baghawl, (died 516), that of 
Baydawi (died 685), and the Tafsir of Al-Jalalain (whose two 
authors died in 864 and 911, respectively).8 In these are 
compiled what the Arabs have to offer by way of explaining 



critical passages- BaghawT in particular conscientiously and with 
circumspection collects the earlier accounts given by Arabic 
scholars. 

L MECCAN SURAS 

Sura XCVI 

As is well known, this ancient sura, regarded by the Arabs as 
the oldest, consists of two parts that originally did not 
necessarily belong together,9 namely, verses 1-8 and 9-19. 

In the first part, verse 1: Hqra' b i s m i r a b b i k a , which is 
given various interpretations, should in my view be rendered as; 
"Read in the name of thy God (the Koran, revealed to you 
herewith)." 1 0 As a parallel, Sura LXXXVII: 6 can be adduced, 
s a n u q r i ' u k a f a - l a t a n s a . . . , "we give thee the Koran to read, 
thou wilt not forget it"; and also Sura XCVIII.2: r a s u l u n y a t l u 
suhufan m u t a h h a r a t a n . . . . , " a messenger who reads pure 



pages." Hence verses 3 f. have "Thy Lord is the sublime one, 
who has taught (the Koran) by means of the pen." That this is 
how e a l l a m a is to be understood is evidenced by Sura LIII. 4f.: 
"It is only a revelation which is revealed," c a l l a m a - h u s h a d i d u 
at-quwa, "which he who is terrible in his powers has taught," 
namely, by a visible revelation when he appeared to 
Muhammad b i - l - ' u f u q i al-'a'ld. (the same in verse 7). Here 
likewise ' a l l a m a means God's revealing of the Koran. Sura 
L X X V . 18: fa-Hdhd q a r a ' n a - h u f a - t t a W q u r ' d n a h u also helps to 
explain the first words—God or Gabriel recites the revelation 
to Muhammad from the divine book. He is to "follow suit," in 
that he likewise reads it, as indeed Baydawl renders this as 
f a - t t a b i c q i r d ' a t a h u w a t a k a r r a r f t h i h a t t a y a r s u k h a f i d h i h n i k a . 
In the second part, Noldeke refers verses 9-10, a l l a d h l y a n h d 
c a b d a n Hdhd s a l l a to a slave being prevented by a powerful 
person from praying. But on this view, since the prophet would 
be in no way involved in this incident, verse 19 would not fit 
into the context, for here he himself is admonished, "Do not 
follow him (the oppressor), but bow down and draw near (to 
God)/' Hence ( a b d a n in verse 10 must be understood, in line 
with Arab commentators (Baydawi, BaghawT, al Jalalain), as 



Muhammad himself; compare f a - 3 a w h a Hid c a b d i h i m d ' a w h d in 
Sura LIILIO, and also Sura XVII, 1; l a m m a q a m a ! a b d u l l a h i 
y a d c u : Sura LXXIL19. 1 1 An unknown powerful opponent had 
prevented the prophet from praying and preaching (verse 12). 
This opponent had a considerable following nddiyahu (verse 17) 
behind him. But Muhammad is instructed (verse 19) "Follow 
him not, bow down and draw near!" In verse 11 the ' a - r a ' a y t a 
is an erroneous addition that has found its way here from verse 
9 or 13; for verse 11 is a continuation of 9 f.: "when he prays 
(verse 10), when he 1 2 is on the right path or enjoins fear of 
God [i.e., "preaches"]." So verse 13 speaks again of 
Muhammad's opponent: "Just say, when he calls (the one who 
proclaims) a liar [or is 'cowardly1 (cf. AghanI, V 148, 22, X V 
77 ult.)], does he not know that God sees it?" Thus, the second 
part may well come from a quite ancient time, as there is no 
talk of a believing slave. 

S u r a LXXIV 

Verses 11 ff. are spoken by a distinguished, well-situated 



Meccan. In the words introducing them, namely dharrii w a - m a n 
k h a l a q t u w a h i d a n , w a h i d a n is inappropriate; for neither "that 
God alone has created him" (Baydawi), nor "that God has 
created him alone" ("who has no children nor wealth" 
Baydawi), makes any sense. The latter is plainly contradicted by 
verse 12—-what must be read is wajidan, "whom I have created 
as a well-to do [man] [12] and to whom I have given 
extensive wealth [13] and children." Cf. wujdun: Sura LXV.6, 
LHisham 631 M . , Ma'n I, 39 and j i d a t u n "riches" Ham. 521, 4: 
wajidun "rich" Ham.698, 2 Kml. 199, 11 and other 
examples—with the old Koran script, this cannot even be 
called an alteration. Even the form wajid need cause no 
surprise, in view of f a q i r w a - g h a n i y y . (cf. also (dSyr [rich]; 
•aniy [poor] [Hebrew]; c -t -r [Syriac]) 

S u r a CXI 

It seems unlikely to me that this sura, directed against Abu 
Lahab, the prophet's uncle, is among the oldest. Admittedly, the 



perfect tense t a b b a t in verse 1 may be a wish or a curse; but 
md 'aghnd canhu mdluhu in verse 2 points—in accordance with 
standard linguistic usage of the Koran—to something that has 
already happened (cf. Suras VE.46, XV.84, and XXVI.2G7, 
among others), whereas the imperfect y u g h n i is always used in 
the case of future events. For a perfect representing a curse, l a 
'aghnd would have been used. 

The sura therefore includes an expression of triumph over 
the death of Abu Lahab, which was already past. According to 
Ibn Hisham, it is supposed to have occurred about seven days 
after the battle of Badr. 1 3 Furthermore, a few Islamic authors 
date the sura in a fairly late period, some of them even put it 
in the eighth year of the Hijra (when, however, Abu Lahab 
was long since dead), others put it in other years.14 

Sura XC 

This has undergone manifold disruptions. To my mind, verse 2, 
w a 3 a n t a h i l l u n b i - h d d h d l - b a l a d i , refers to the capture of 



Mecca and excuses i t , 1 5 and is consequently a Medinan 
interpolation from some time after the year 8 of the Hijra. That 
this is so is clear from the formal feature that in verses 1 and 
2 the same a l - b a l a d i is used in immediate succession as a 
rhyming word. 1 6 Whether verses 5-7 originally belonged in this 
context is questionable; for the continuation to verse 4 ("We 
have created man in trouble") is given by verses 8-10 (and 
then by 11-16);1 7 "Did we not give him two eyes and a 
tongue and two lips, etc.?" 

In verse 17, t h u m m a kdna m i n is a later inserion made in 
order to link the verse with what preceded it—to which, 
however, it does not belong. Moreover, the predicate of verse 17 
clearly follows only in verse 18. Rather are verses 17 f. and 19 
f. a small independent unit of two parts, constructed parallel and 
conformably to each other. The original is: verses 17, 18: 
alladhfna 3 d m a n u w a - t a w a s d w .. . 'ulaHka 'ash d h u 

4 4 
l - m a y m a n a t i ; as opposite to this come verses 19, 20: w a l l a d h i n a 
kafaru b i - ' a y a t i n d hum 3ashdbu l - n i a s h ' a m a t i [Tkh /etc.]. This 
little unit differs from the other contents of the sura and may 
have been originally independent. 



S u r a XCVII 

Verse L The object of . . . Hnna ' a n z a l n d h u does not refer to 
the Koran (as is generally supposed), so that this verb would 
here for the first time designate the revealing of the Koran 
(Noldeke). It refers to the angel Gabriel as the carrier of the 
revelation; for the n a z a l a is immediately repeated in t a n a z z a l u 
1-maldHkatu w a - l - r u h u f i h d of verse 4 as an explanation of 
verse 1. What follows these words in verse 4 namely, min kulli 
' a m r i n , cannot be construed. They can neither mean b i - k u l l i 
3 a m r i n ... (Baghawl), nor "on account of everything" (Baydawi, 
al Jalalain), for this would be represented by min. They do not 
belong in this context. But everything falls into place if the 
final words of verse 4 and verse 5 are transposed, so that they 
read, for verse 4, ' t a n a z z a l u hmaldHkatu w a - l - r u h u f i h d h a t t a 
matlaH I -fajri, and verse 5, s a l a m u n hiya m i n k u l l i 3 a m r i n , "it 
[she] is not contested18 by any [every] (evil) thing." 



S u r a X C l 

The subject "he" of verse 15, w a - l a yakhdfu c u q b a h a ... , has 
no linkage with the preceding verse 14, "God destroyed them 
because of their sin." Rather does it connect with verse 12: 
"When the unfortunate one (of the Thamud) rose up, (15) and 
did not fear the consequence." 

S u r a LXXX 

Muhammad is censured for turning grimly away from a poor 
blind man who had sought from him instruction about the 
revelation. "If (verse 5) someone is rich (6) then you turn to 
him." Verse 7 continues this with: w a - m d 'alayka 'alia yazzakd. 
It conflicts with the sequence of the ideas, to have here "it is 
not your concern and it does not harm you if he (the rich 
man) does not become pious" ( . . . laysa 'alayka ba'san fi 'an 



Id y a l a z a k k d . ) 1 9 Baydawi. On the other hand, verse 7 forms a 
good sequel to verse 10: (8) "Whoever comes to you (9) 
because he fears (God), (10) with him you do not bother; (7) 
and you don't care whether he becomes pious" 

S u r a LXXIII 

This sura cannot belong among the older of the Meccan ones, 
for the command to get up at night and recite the Koran 
(verse 4) already presupposes the existence in writing of a 
number of suras. Consonant with this is that verse 15 already 
designates Muhammad as "ambassador" ( r a s u l a n ) to his people, 
as was Moses to the Egyptians (All this quite apart from verse 
20, which is recognized as being Medinan). 

S u r a LXXXII 

Verse 19. The preceding verses 9-18 all rhyme on i n . We 



cannot assume that the rhyme was lacking only in the emphatic 
final verse. In verse 19: l i - l l d h i has dropped out after r a b b i 
l - ' d l a m m a 2 0 which is found, for example in Sura L X X X L 2 9 ; 
L X X X H L 6 . 

S u r a CI 

A . Fischer's2 1 assumption that verses 7-8 are interpolated is not 
tenable; for it presupposes that the genuine threat at the end of 
the sura stated: verse 6 "he whose balance shall be light his 
mother will be childless" or "he dies." However that is an 
unheard of thought in the Koran, quite apart from the fact that, 
if it refers to the Last Judgment, it would be senseless. In the 
Koran, the usual punishment of the wicked is hellfire. The 
combination of s a l i y a l - n d r a ( a t - j a h i m a , s a q a r a ) occurs 
twenty-four times. Never is anything threatened that would 
correspond to the h a w a t 3ummuhu as used in the general 
indeterminate sense by the poets. From this follows that the 
conclusion of the sura, n d r u n h d miyatun^ is genuine. The 



preceding, f a ->ummuhu h a w i y a t u n , is based on the traditional 
formula h a w a t ' u m m u h u 1 1 and means "he is in a bad way/1 

This general threat is then explained more precisely in verses 6, 
7 as a roasting in hell. This is indicated by the md hiyah, 
whereas, otherwise after md *adrd-ka md . . . an explanatory 
individual name follows ( a l - q a r i ' a in this sura, verse 2; 
a l - h u t a m a t u CIV.5; a l - h d q q a t u : LXIX.3) Here, however, it is 
not a name but the phrase 'ummuhu h a w i y a t u n that has to be 
explained, and moreover not in some general, unspecific sense 
but in the sense of burning in the fires of hell. 

S u r a LXXX1 

Verse 6. Among the phenomenon of the Last Judgment—in 
which all that now exists will be changed into its opposite, so 
that the stars will be darkened and the mountains will move 
(verses 2, 3) and so on—there is here mention of wa -Hdhd 
t - b i h d r u s u j j i r a t (also s u j i r a t ) , which is explained as "be set 
on fire"23 (Baydawl,al Jalalain). In Sura LXXXII.3, wa-Hdhd I-



b i h d r u s u j i r a t appears in the same context, "when the seas are 
broken through and made to run into each other," which yields 
a more natural hyperbole. Hence in LXXXI.6 the same textual 
reading must be restored as the original. That is more probable 
than that two quite different hyperbolic statements were made 
for the same wa-Hdha l - b i h d r u . . . , with two sounds identical 
in their final radicals. It is still possible to indicate what 
occasioned the corrupted portion of the text. In Sura LH.6, 
God is called r a b b i t a l - b a h r i a l - m a s j u r i , "the Lord of the fully 
swollen sea" that is, of the sea that exists now in its natural 
fulness. From here, the sajirat will have, perversely, been 
imported into LXXXI.6, where, however, the topic is the 
complete change of the nature of the sea at a future time. The 
words of LII.6 testify that s u j i r a t at LXXXI.6, is wrong; for if 
this verb designates, in the former passage, the present natural 
condition of the sea, it cannot, at L X X X L 6 , express the sea's 
complete transformation. 

S u r a LXXXIV 



After verse 5 the addition to the different Hdha has probably 
been lost, which in the corresponding passages LXXXI . 14 and 
LXXXII.5 on both occasions begins with c a l i m a t nafsun. That it 
is given in verse 2 with y d Jayyuhd l-Hnsanu would be quite 
unusual. A new idea begins with this sentence. In verse 13, 
masruran . . . is objectionable, for it cannot be alleged, as an 
earlier misdemeanor of the wicked man that he "was joyful 
among his people," when in verse 9 the pious are offered the 
prospect of the same thing as future happiness in verse 6. 
Probably masruran of verse 9 is wrong and should be a 
participle that forbodes ill such as s h i r r i r a n sharlran . . . or 
something similar. 

S u r a LXXXVIII 

Verse 8. Instead of w u j u h u n , which is opposed to w u j u h u n ... 
in verse 2 read . . . w a - w u j u h u n as in Sura L X X V 2 4 ; 
LXXX.40. 



S u r a LXXXIII 

Verses 7-9; 18-21. Here the "book" in which the deeds of the 
godless (7-9) are recorded, and the one that gives the deeds of 
the pious (18-2 1), are named in contrast to each other. Verses 
20, 21 call the latter k i t a b u n m a r q u m u n y a s h h a d u h u 
l - m u q a r r a b u n a ; verse 9 calls the former only k i t a b u n 
marqumun. In verse 9 an addition, yashhadu I . . una, is obvi
ously missing, the opposite of y a s h h a d u h u l - m u q a r r a b u n a , 
which perhaps went "with whom the low or wicked angels are 
found." Otherwise precisely the characteristic and necessary 
counterpart to verse 21 would not be expressed. The iltiyuna of 
verse 18, with whom the book of the pious is to be found 
must be envisaged as living creatures. So much is proved by 
the outer plural. They are the same as the a l - m u q a r r a b u n a of 
verse 21. From this it follows that the/? s i j j i n i n . . . of verse 7, 
which is a counterpart to fi ' i l l i y y i n a . . . of verse 18, 2 4 was 
originally likewise an outer plural. As such, possibly an 



tahtiyyina can be inferred. Its original written form without 
diacritical points [^-^r rasm] could easily lead to sijjin as a 
corruption.25 In the Koran itself, nineteen angels are recorded in 
one of the oldest suras (LXXIV.30 f.) as guardians of hell and 
overseers of the punishment of sinners; and these are therefore 
likewise lower angels. Moreover, according to Sura XLIIL35, a 
Shaitan is assigned to each sinner, and is linked ( q a r m ) to him. 
The contrast between good and evil angels already appears in 
the late religious literature of the Jews and in Christian 
writings; for example Tobit 12, 15, "I am Raphael, one of the 
seven holy angels who carry up the prayers of the holy ones." 
(There is no need for further examples.) On the other side 
there is the evil angel Asmadaj (Tobit 3, 8), the avenging angel 
in the Revelation of John 51, 1, and the evil spirits in the 
epistle of James, 2, 19, and more besides. 

S u r a LVI 

Since verse 66 includes the words of the penitents Hnna 



l a - m u g h r a t n i i n >lkh ((N.B. Hkh = etc.), the preceding tafakkahuna 
of verse 65, which introduces these words, probably represents 
an ancient error, for it means "to refresh oneself by means of 
something." The meanings Arab expositors read into it—"you 
will be surprised ( t a t a ' a j j a b u n a ) " or "regret" {tandamuna), or 
"reproach each other" { m u t a l d w i n t i n a ) , or "be downcast" 
( t a h z a n u n a ) , or "coverse with each other" ( t a t a h a d d a t h u n a ) 2 6 

are obviously contrived merely to meet the needs of the 
passage. A word like talaffahuna . . . , "you will feel pain at 
it," would fit the context. In verses 82 ff. and 85 ff., there are 
two periods corresponding to each other in parallel, fa-lawld 
i d h d and f a - l a w l a Hn. The latter has, as its added element, the 
tarjiTmahd of verse 86. But the addition to verse 82 has been 
lost, and verse 84 has replaced it. 

S u r a XXXVII 

This sura is uniformly constructed from quite short sentences 
with the same rhyme. Verse 30 interrupts the answer that those 



who are leading astray give to those being led astray—an 
answer given in verses 29 and 31. Verse 30 belongs after 31. 
The erstwhile misleading ones say (29): "You (yourselves) were 
not believing; you (yourselves) were wanton; (31) hence we 
have led you into error; for we ourselves were in error." Only 
after this is verse 30 appropriate: "Hence the word of our Lord 
afflicts us, that we shall taste (the punishment)" (refers to verse 
37: "Behold, you shall taste the painful punishment"). 

Verse 56. The 'a -fa-md n a h n u b i - m a y y i t i n a is a 
countersense. The believer (verse 54) must, on the contrary, say 
md n a h n u b i - m a y y i t l n a ' i l i a m a w t a t a n a a l - ' u l a , "we die but one 
death (i.e., only in this world) and will not be punished (as 
you will be)" This is in truth what is said in Sura XLIV.56 of 
believers: l a y a d h u q u n a f i h a a l - m a w t a ' i l i a m a w t a t a a l - ' u l a . 
Hence one must read m d instead of 'a -fa-md. Verse 159 is 
disruptive between Hnnahum l a - m u h d a r u n a . . . in verse 158 and 
the appropriate exception, Hlld ( i b d d a l l a h i , in 160. It will 
originally have been placed before w a — l a - q a d c a l i m a t in 158 
as the conclusion of the preceding section, that the possession 
of daughters is attributed to God (153-157). 



Verse 76. In my view there is a very ancient error in the 
fourfold repeated w a - t a r a k n d ( a l a y h i fl a l ^ d k h i r l n a (verses 76, 
108, 119, 129) (in NOh, Ibrahim, eta), which, according to 
Baghawl, Jalalain is suposed to mean w a - ' a b q a y n d ' a l a y h i 
thand'an hasanan, "we left him a fine reputation from the later 
ones/* But this sense cannot be comprised in the simple t a r a k a 
c a l a y h i . The combination t a r a k a ( a l a y h i without an object in the 
accusative is against all Arabic usage, even against that of the 
Koran. Moreover s a l d m u n ' a i d cannot be construed as this 
object (as . . . hikdya; an explanation given by Baghawl, 
Baydawl); for it would be a decidedly feeble reward for these 
"prophets" that later generations say of them: s a l d m u n 'aid N i i h , 
and so on "Behold, thus do we reward those who act well" 
would be almost grotesque. For this language would require not 
( t a r a k n d ) ' a l a y h i but only l a h u . Throughout one must read, 
w a - b d r a k n d ' a l a y h i f i a l - 3 d k h i r t n a , "we blessed him still among 
the later generations," as actually stands in verse 113 in I s h a q , 
completely consonant with this is that, in all four passages 
there follow } I b r d h i m a or, as the case may be, s a l d m u n 'aid 
N u h i n etc. In Arabic, the combination . . . b d r a k a ' a l a y h i is 



quite regular, as is well known, 2 7 The sense is what is to be 
expected here. The defective rendition of a in the oldest Koran 
script is attested for a great number of instances, also regularly 
for fd'ilunay f d H l i n a ^ The diacritical points were lacking in 
this writing until the second half of the first century.29 False 
resolution of the written signs thus goes back to an earlier 
period- Muhammad doubtless envisaged the promise to Abraham 
Gen. 22:18 (Hebrew: w - h - t - b - r - k - w b - z - r - ' - k k - l g-w-y-y h-*-r-
c: "and in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed . 
, ,"), and the same promise to Isaac, Gen. 26:4. 

S u r a LXXVI 

In verse % n a b t a i l h i between the "we created man from mixed 
semen" and the "and have made him able to hear and see" 
does not suit the context. It belongs rather in the next verse: 
(3) "We led him onto the (right) path, in that we tested him" 
("tried" to recognize him) 3 0 either as some one grateful or 
ungrateful, that is, whether he would be grateful or ungrateful. 



S u r a XX 

Verse 6 ("When you speak aloud"). fa-Hnnahu y a Hamu l l a h u 
a l - s i r r a w a - 3akhfdt "he (God) knows (in any case) what is 
secret and what is more concealed." The combination of a 
specific object with one that is not specific is most unnatural. It 
would be just as off-putting that there should be something 
"more concealed" ('akhfd) than the secret. Read . . . a l - s i r r a 
w a - a l - k h a f a , "God knows what is secret and hidden," khafan 
is, according to the lexicographers, equivalent to khdfin, 
khdfiyatun. A parallel to this is . . . Hnnahu y a ' l a m u a l - j a h r a 
w a - m d y a k h f d . Sura LXXXVII.7, which at the same time 
testifies to the alteration of our text. 

S u r a XV 

Verse 12 clearly does not belong after verse 11; for both the 



k a d h d l i k a . . . and the suffix n a s l u h u h u bear no relation to verse 
11. On the other hand, verse 12 follows nicely after 9: (9) 
"Behold, we send the warning and protect it; (12) in this way 
we let it enter the hearts of the evildoers.1' 

Verse 47b. 3 I k h w d n a n follows immediately from . . . ' d m i n i n a 
in verse 46; what stands between them, n a z a c n d upto m i n 
g h i l l i n , is a disturbing intrusion. 

Verse 56. Q d l a is to be deleted. The verse continues the 
address of the angels. Abraham does not speak until verse 57. 

Verse 72. The . . . l a - ' a m r u k a H n n a h u m , in Lot's direct 
speech to the Sodomites with the singular suffix ka and the 
third person plural hum referring to the Sodomites, does not fit 
this context. But it follows nicely after verse 66: (66) "We 
(God) imported this decision to him, that the back of these 
(people) would be cut off in the morning (i.e., they would be 
exterminated); (72) (saying) on your life, they are perplexed in 
their drunkenness." 

S u r a XIX 



The son of Zakariyya is named yahya in verses 7 and 13, with 
the observation (verse 8): "We have previously not given 
(allowed to arise) anyone of this same name." As John the 
Baptist is meant, I presume that yahya is a false reading from 
an original, yuhannd, which was then not known to the Arabs 
as a name.31 Since the diacritical points were lacking in the 
oldest Koran script, the misreading of a strange name is 
understandable. The immediately following . . . w a - h a n a n a n 
(verse 14) is probably an interpretation of the name Johanna.32 

Before verse 13 it seems that something has dropped out that 
concerned John's birth and early life; cf. verses 22 ff. in the 
case of Jesus. 

Sura XXXVIII 

In the narrative about Job, verses 40—44, there is some 
displacement. Verse 41 gives God's injunction that Job should 
strike the ground with his foot to assuage his pain. This 



belongs, without interruption, with verse 43: "and group a 
bundle with your hand and beat (namely your body) 3 3 with it" 
and do not sin [cf... . h i n t h u n "sin," Sura LVI.45].We found 
him (also really) patiently persisting- Verse 42 fits (as a 
reward) only after this: "We gave him his family and as many 
gain as then (had been) with them." The Arabs misinterpreted 
the . . . w a - l a t a h n a t h verse 43, in accordance with normal Arab 
usage (but not the usage of the Koran), as "do not break your 
oath." Thereby there arose the absurd legend that Job had 
sworn to reprimand his wife because she remained absent until 
very late. The ridiculousness of this is already apparent from 
the continuation of the verse, "we found him resolute [perhaps 
in beating his wife?]." 

Concerning the final section, verses 67 ff, Noldeke 
suspected that it did not belong with the earlier ones; in 
addition it has a different rhyme. But this section is not itself a 
unity. Verses 86-88 connect with their m d ' a s ' a l u k u m ' a l a y h i 
m i n 'ajrin, directly with 67, 68: "It (the Koran) is a great 
proclamation but you turn away from it." Then, after this (86): 
"I require for it no reward from you." In the part preceding 



verse 86, the ' a l a y h i of verse 86 has, according to Noldeke, no 
antecedent, and the whole verse cannot be explained. Verses 
69-85 have been inserted, forming a piece complete in itself. 

S u r a XXXVI 

Verse 4 (where tanzxli must be vocalized) belongs after verse 1; 
for verse 4 cannot refer to "you" (the prophet). Then follow 2 
and 3, to which verse 5 connects ("you are sent so as to 
warn"). Likewise verse 46 is to be put before 45, for it 
terminates the three series that begin with . . . w a - 3 a y a t u n l a k u m 
(verses 33, 37, 41)with the words: "But none of these signs 
('ayatun . . .) reaches them without their turning away from 
him." Only then do there follow two parallel units that both 
begin with wa-Hdhd q i l a l a h u m . . . ,verses 45 and 47. Of these, 
47a has its continuation in 47 b; but the continuation of 45 
has been lost. 

Verses 69, 70 (that Muhammad is not a poet, and the 
Koran is a heavenly warning) are foreign to the context of this 



pericope. Verse 71 takes up the heavenly ' a y a t u n . . . of verses 
33, 37, and 41 again. On the other hand, verses 69, 70 could 
belong before verse 70, which otherwise stands isolated. The 
chain of thought would be: (69) "Muhammad is not a poet, 
rather is the Koran an admonition (70) and a warning for 
unbelievers. (76) May their chatter (that you are poet) not upset 
you," and so on. 

S u r a XUII 

Verses 15 and IS are doublets. Hence, verse 18 cannot originally 
have followed so soon after 15. Its immediate continuation is, 
however, given by verse 20. The pair of questions }ashhidu 
k h a l q a h u m , verse 18, and 'am ' a t a y n d h u m k i t d b a n . . . , verse 20, 
belong together. Between them, verse 19 breaks the construction. 

Verse 23. Instead of q u i , read q d l a as in 22b. For the 
following q a l u . . . and f a - n a t a q a m n d m i n k u m . . . , 24a shows 
that here the objection of the earlier generations is mentioned, 
to whom a warner, verse 22, was once sent. 



Verses 25-27 do not belong here. Before them, iti verses 
22-24, there was talk of unbelieving generations, on whom God 
has avenged himself. Verse 28 accounts for why Allah has 
sustained the lives of the present unbelievers and their fathers, 
that is, those earlier ones. The two belong together But the 
reminiscence of Abraham in 25-27 breaks the connection. 

Verse 37 follows on with its singular 'idhd j d ' a n d directly 
after verse 35 and its singular: wa-man . . , lahu. Even if the 
idea of man can designate a plural, it is formally hardly 
tolerable that between, in wa-Hnnahum la-yasuddunahum . . . , 
both the subject and the object are plural and then the singular 
reappears in verse 37. Verse 36 is perhaps an early insertion to 
justify verse 37. 

Verse 51. The 'am must be changed to 'a-md {'ama is said 
to occur in Mughni according to Lane I, 93), so that only the 
Fath would have to be added: "Am I not better than this man 
7"; it is a continuation of the 'a- laysa It . . . in verse 50. 

Verses 79, 80. It is very doubtful whether both questions 
began with 'am . . . or rather verse 79 only with >a . . . , as is 



the rule (e.g., Sura LXVII. 16-17) Admittedly, according to Abu 
'Ubayda (see Lane), 'am may occur with a simple question, but 
only by way of exception. 

Verse 88. Noldeke notes that some words must have 
dropped out before 88, because wa-qflihi ... cannot be linked 
with verse 87 in a satisfactory way. But verse 89 
connects—over the head of verse 88—well with 87. The whole 
of verse 88 probably belongs elsewhere. 

Sura LXXII 

Verse 24 forms the immediate continuation of verse 21; that is: 
(21) "Speak, I cannot (effect) either damage to you or proper 
leading for you, but only the bringing (of the revelation) of 
God." The Hlla of verse 24 connects directly with the negative 
of 'in of verse 21. Hence verses 22, 23 do not belong here. 
They have found a place here only because of the same qui 
'innf in verses 21 and 22. Verse 26 also begins with qui ' i n , so 
that the verses 21, 22 will belong to our sura but to another 



place in it. 

S u r a LXVII 

Verses 16, 17, 20, 21, 22 belong with their identical question 
figures 3a . . . 'am in uninterrupted succession. Between verses 17 
and 20, verses 18, 19 are out of place. Rather is the chain of 
thought: "Are you secure from Him who is in heaven, that he 
will let the earth perish with you? (17) Or are you secure from 
him that he will rain stones upon you? (20) Can this thing3 4 

that is your army help you in the face of the All-Merciful 
One? (21) Or (rather) he who nourishes you (i.e., God against 
this army)." Likewise the further double question, verses 22 a 
and b with: 3a -fa . . . 3am. 

That verses 18, 19 are misplaced here is clear also from the 
fact that here the unbelievers are addressed in the third person, 
whereas both before and after (verses 17, 20, 21) the second 
person is used for this purpose. 



S u r a XXIII 

In verse 54 one must read wa-'inna . . . with the Kufian (see 
Baydawl) as a continuation of Hnni . . . in verse 53 b. Verse 69 
is not construable; b i h i has nothing governing it, and the Hal 
s d m i r a n no singular in the form of d h u 1-haL The correct 
reading must be b i h a . . . (sc. b i - ' d y d t l . . . verse 68) and with 
the variant . . . s u m m u r a n . 

Verse 70. Instead of 'am j d ' a h u m . . . read Hdh j d ' a h u m . The 
'am has been erroneously placed earlier from verse 71. The 
further question sentences after 'a -fa-lam ... follow only in 
verse 71a, 72a; whereas here the ground is given, because of 
which they would have to "heed." The sense is (70): "Do they 
not heed the word (of God), in spite of the fact that what did 
not come to their earlier fathers has come to them; (71) or did 
they not know the (prophet) sent to them?" and so on. 

In verses 89, 91 one must put the variant of many readers 
of the Koran, namely A l l d h u , in place of l i - l l a h i as answer to 



man; see Baydawl on this passage. The lillaki is an erroneous 
repetition from verse 87. 

Verse 101 has, with its own hatta Hdhd, no connection with 
100, There must have been mention earlier of the evil deeds or 
evil talk of the unbelievers. 

Verse 118 and its w a - q u l . . . must have been immediately 
preceded by a direct address to the prophet, to which the wa 
was linked, as in verse 95 or 99, 100. 

S u r a XXI 

Verse 42 is isolated here. It belongs after verse 37: "When the 
unbelievers see you, they mock you; (42) but the ambassadors 
have also been mocked before you. Then punishment 
encompassed the mockers for their mockery." After verse 42 at 
this point verses 43, 44 fit well. For after, it was said in verse 
37b that they "deny the mention of Rahman," verse 44 asks: 
"Say, who protects you day and night from the Rahman? (44) 



Do they have gods who can protect them from us?" On the 
other hand, once verses 43, 44 are moved up from their 
position, verse 45 fits well to 38^4 1. In 38- 41 they had asked 
why the threatened punishment does not come; and they had 
received the answer (41), it will suddenly and inescapably befall 
them. (45) "But [they ask mockingly only] because we have 
given them and their fathers enjoyment of life, so that their 
lives were long." 

The direct continuation of verses 49, 50 (Reminiscence of 
Musa, etc.) is given by verse 52. Verse 51 disturbs the 
connection. 

S u r a XVII 

In verse 106, the words w a - b i - l - h a q q i ' a n z a l n d h u w a - b i - l - h a q q i 
nazala... up to the end do not in any way belong here. The 
suffix in "we have sent it down" refers to the Koran, but it is 
not mentioned until verse 107. Those words can have stood 
only at some point after 107a. The rhyme here offers no lead, 



as it seems not to have been carried through in these verses. 

Sura XXVII 

Already Noldeke3 5 noted that there must be a gap before 
w a - ' u t l n a . . . , verse 42 (since these words cannot belong to 
the queen of Saba). In verse 68, the first hal , . , has been 
wrongly taken in advance from b. The sense demands 
something like h a l ' a d r a k a Hlmuhum m d f i a l - ' d k h i r a t i (or 
i d d d r a k a ) , "do you perhaps know what is happening in 
posterity?"36 

Sura XXV 

Muhammad here comes to terms firstly with objections to his 
status as prophet and with the way his enemies put it in 
question. These objections are mentioned in verses 5, 8, 9, 23a, 
34a; verse 43 also, from its content, belongs here. They are 



introduced with the stereotype: "and the unbelievers speak" and 
similar phrases (5, 23, 34); "and they speak" (8). The answer to 
this follows for verse 5, in verse 7 with qui. The suffix in 
' a n z a - l a h u referring to the Koran, refers back to verse 5 
{iftardhu, c a l a y h i ) . Verse 6 surely did not belong between 5 and 
7; for here the 'asdtfru al- 'awwallna are newly introduced and 
feminine pronouns are used for them. The verse belongs in the 
whole context as an argument of the unbelievers. Its 
continuation is probably 8b (which disrupts the connection in its 
present position), namely, (6) "They say, these are only old 
tales, which are dictated to him morning and evening [by 
human beings]"; (8b) "Why is no angel sent down to him, 
etc.?" The answer to this has apparently been lost. 

Verse 8. To the objection: "Why does this ambassador 
[messenger] eat food and walk about in die markets? (9) Or 
why is no treasure alloted to him, or has he a garden, from 
which he can eat?" and so on. This is answered, apart from 
verse 11, also in verse 22: "We have sent no messenger before 
you who did not eat food and walk about in the markets." 
This characteristic repetition shows that this is to be placed 



with the question in verse 8. 

In verse 19, n u t t a k h a d a is to be read, with the old Koran 
readers (see Baydawl); but then the min must be deleted. It 
originated from a misinterpretation of this verse. The speakers 
are the idols (md y a ' b u d u n a , verse 18), not their worshipers. 
The latter are spoken of in b in the third person ( h u m , na.su). 
In verse 20 one suspects, because of the rhyme elsewhere, that 
nusu r a n 3 1 (infinitive) should replace n a s r a n . 

After the historical reminiscence in verses 37-41 and the 
polemics against the enemies in verses 43-46, there follow 
proofs for the true faith in God, verses 47-51, 55, 56, 63. The 
verses 49, 50 f., 55, 56, 63 are shown by the anaphora of 
w a - h u w a a l l a d h l to belong together. 

Verses 52-54 do not fall within this context. Verse 54, with 
its b i h i . -. strikes back directly to sarrafnahu in verse 52. The 
suffix refers to the Koran. Verse 53 cannot originally belong 
between them, for otherwise the b i h i ... would, against all 
sense, refer to n a d h i r a n . 

Verse 61 belongs more closely to 57. Verse 60 is worded in 

http://na.su


the tone of verses that elsewhere conclude suras. Its original 
ending was surely k h a b l r a n . This rhyme suits its surround. 

Verse 67b. For wa-kdna, which would have no subject, read 
w a - k a n u . . . "and they are just between the two (the one 
giving too much and the one giving too little), standing quite in 
the middle." 

Verses 64-76 give a coherent depiction of the essential 
nature of the believers. Something has dropped out before verse 
77, for it addresses the unbelievers, and that with "Ye," while 
previously they and the believers were treated in the third 
person. The very abrupt l a w l d d u ' d ' u k u m between "my lord will 
not concern himself with you" and the "since you have 
designated (my messenger) a liar" is surely incorrect.38 Perhaps 
we should read w a - l d bi-du'dHkum, "God will not concern 
himself with you, nor with your cries (in hell), since you have 
declared (prophet) a liar. It (the punishment) will seize you 
firmly." 

S u r a XXXII 



In verse 4 something seems to be missing before t h u m m a 
y a ' r u j u Hlayhi f l k h , and so on. For "god" cannot very well be 
the subject here, too, as if he needed one thousand years to 
climb up to heaven. Probably there was first some mention of 
an angel who was sent down. 3 9 In verse 23, the words "be not 
in doubt about meeting with him" were already recognized as a 
foreign element by Noldeke. But verses 23-24 are surely as a 
whole alien intrusions. For verse 25 presupposes, with its 
b a y n a h u m in Hnna r a b b a k a h u w a yafsilu b a y n a h u m , that the 
two classes of believers and unbelievers came immediately 
before it, and these are treated in verses 18-22. Verses 26-29 
speak again of the unbelievers. Hence there is no room for the 
reminiscence of Moses and other imams between verses 22 and 
25. 

S u r a X L ! 

Verse 7 does not belong here; for the apostrophe to the 



Mushrikun (verse 5, end) in verse 6 is continued in verse 8. 
Between these two, the promise of reward for the believers 
would be an interruption. In verse 11, w a - hifzan is fragmentary; 
the m i n k u l l i s h a y t d n i n m a r i d i n is lacking, which follows in 
Sura XXXVII.7. For wa-zayyand is to be read wa-zayyana 
(transferred from Sura XXXVII.7); c t f a - q a d d h u n n a in a . In 
verse 34, the end, from fa-Hdha to h a m i m u n , has come in 
from elsewhere. For (1) the suffix of w a - b a y n a h u has no 
antecedent in what precedes it; (2) the suffix in y u l a q q a h d ... 
verse 35a goes over the head of 34b, to the hiya of 34a; (3) 
the content is alien here. On the other hand, the first part 
stands quite appropriately and more completely in Sura 
XXIII.98, idfac b i - l l a t i h i y a 'ahsanu a l - s a y y i ' a t a , and has surely 
been transposed from there to our passage. In verse 41, the 
predicate sentence, irma, has been lost. 

S u r a XVI 

Verse 9. Instead of the difficult w a - ( a l d l l a h i qasdu a l - s a b i l i 



read w a - ' i l d l l a h i , "the straight path leads on to God." 

Verse 35, whose subject "then" refers immediately to the 
unfaithful, does not connect with 32-34, which treat of the 
faithful. Rather does it connect with verse 31. 

Verses 43, 44 were already expunged as Medinan by 
Noldeke. Verse 45 connects directly with 40-41 and refutes 
the objection to Muhammad's prophetic status therein contained: 
(40) "they swear to God, send no one who is mortal; oh yes ! 
etc. (41) So that he makes clear to them what it is they are 
quarrelling about. (45) We have indeed sent only men before 
you to those to whom we gave revelation," and so on. 

Verse 42 is also alien in this context-
Verse 49b. At least the fa-Hnna is an error, unless 

something earlier has dropped out. Because of the contrast with 
the first unit, one would expect l a k i n n a or something similar. 
Verses 59 and 64, are from their sense, doublets; for in the ma 
yakrahuna of 64a, the same as . . . a l - banatu in verse 59 is 
comprised (see Baydawi; Jalalain). It is unlikely that in the 
same piece the same pronouncement with wa-yaj (aluna . . . fol-



lowed twice in quick succession. 

Verse 103. The insertion of w a - l l a h u y a ' l a m u b i - m d 
yunazzalu between the protasis and sequel of w a - i d h d is very 
strange. The words belong after muftarin: "If we insert a verse, 
they say, you are a liar. God knows better what he reveals. But 
most of them do not know it." The A l l a h u ya'lamu . . . and 
the ' a k t h a r u h u m l a ya^lamftna . . . belong together as opposites. 

Verse 108, The overloading of the verse with a double 
subject, man kafara b i - l l d h i . . . and w a - l a k i n man s h a r a h a 
bi-l-kufri s a d r a n . . . , shows that here a correction has been 
worked in. It comprises the words 'Hid man ' u k r i h a up to 
s a d r a n , whereby those who have been forced into infidelity by 
the Meccans are exempted from the "wrath of God," which is 
threatened only to those who (without compulsion) "expand 
their chest with unbelief." 

Verse 117a. Some corruption is probably included in the 
words w a - l i m d tasifu ' a l s i n a t u k u m u a l - k a d h i b a , which yield no 
understandable sense. The superfluous first a l - k a d h i b , followed 
asyndetically41 by a second, may be an anticipation of the same 



word, which follows twice more in our verse. 

S u r a XXX 

Verse 29. The address to Muhammad with "thou" (fa-'aqim) 
belongs more closely together with f a - 3 d t i (37), f a - 3 a q i m (42), 
and also f a - n z u r . . . (49), if the latter is original. But in verses 
49 and 53 the rhyme is Ir, whereas at other points, and also 
elsewhere throughout, un, i n , so that perhaps these two verses 
were only secondarily positioned here. Before verse 30, where 
after the singular imperative the plurals w a - f a q i m u , w a - t t a q u h u , 
m u n t b l n a , abruptly follow, at least one verse with the imperative 
in the plural must have dropped out, to which these plural 
sentences were attached. 

Verses 32 and 35 cannot originally have belonged to the 
same speech because the same double case is varied in both: 
"When what is good comes to people . . . then . . . , when what 
is bad comes to them, then . . " 



Verse 45. The w a - m i n ' a y a t i h i belongs to the fourfold 
anaphora42 of the same words in verses 21-24, The verse can 
be taken from its present place without introducing any 
disruption. Indeed, it must be put aside here, since in verse 47 
the same good deed of God is repeated. 

Verse 48. The min qabli 'an and the immediately following 
m i n q a b l i h i are not compatible in the same verse. The latter is 
a variant of the former sentence. 

S u r a XI 

In this sura, the kernel of which is the narratives of the older 
prophets, alterations or insertions seem to have occurred at the 
beginning between verses 6 and 16 because of the irregular 
rhyme. 

Verse 20 includes a corrupted element. The sequel (which 
Baydawi and Jalalain want to add),43 necessary to the rhetorical 
question 'a -fa-man k a n a , is missing. This addition, however, is 



not feasible, as it is not self-evident. One should read simply 
man kana, which forms the contrast to wa-man yakfur in b: 
"Those who have a clear proof from their Lord, and who are 
followed by a witness from him (God) etc., they believe in 
him, but those of the multitudes who deny him, for them the 
fire of purgatory is their place of assembly." 

Verse 37 does not belong here. For 36 and 38 are about 
Noah (Nuh), but verse 37 in between is about the Koran 
(iftard-hu), and this has no linkage with what precedes or what 
follows. 

Verse 90. After ' a - r a ' a y n d - h u m 'in k u n t u ' a i d there must 
follow, according to the usage of the Koran, a rhetorical 
question44 or the imper- ative.45 But here the addition is 
completely lacking. However, a similar case occurs in Sura 
XLVI.9, so a judgment on the matter is difficult. The wa-la 
' a n h a - k u m shows, because of its w a , that at some time a pro
nouncement clause preceded that is now lacking. Moreover, the 
thought "I will not, in opposition to you, myself do that from 
which I am trying to deter you" is abstruse and alien to the 
Koran. The text is obviously corrupt. 



Verse 113. The l a m a (according to Tor Andrae, l a m m d , 
which is supposedly = l a m i n m a \ according to Andrae, l u m m a n 
= jam! can) is not construable and is probably to be struck out. 

Already Schwally rightly noted that verses 99 and 112 
collide, since both treat of Moses; likewise that the review is 
already comprised in 102-111. 

The imperative f a - s t a q i m (114), w a - l a t a r k u n u (115), 
w a - ' a q i m (116), w a - s b i r (117) surely belonged originally more 
closely to w a - q u l (122); while the review of the narratives 
about the destroyed towns (verses 118, 119, 121) goes parallel to 
verses 103-105 and belonged closer to them. 

S u r a XII 

Several things in this Joseph sura are so disjointed that one 
must suspect that something has been lost. Is, for example, 
Joseph's going down into Egypt to remain unmentioned before 
verse 100? 



Verse 94. Between wa-lammd fasalati I- ( l r u and the "then 
their father said, I sense the smell of Joseph" attached to it, 
there is lacking the section about their coming to their father 
with the coat, on which he smells something of Joseph. Only in 
verse 96 does "the proclaimer" bring the coat to the father 
There seems to be some displacement here. Incidentally, the 
detail that the father smells on the coat a trace of the son is a 
reminiscence from the biblical story of Isaac (Gen. 27:27). 

Verse 9. For the y a k h l u l a k u m wajhu ' a b l h a n , "the face of 
your father will be free for you, will alone be there,"46 I 
suspect y a j l u l a k u m , "then there will (again) look at you, clear 
and bright,47 the face of your father," The Muslims already felt 
that the sense would have to be yakhlusu lakum wa-yasifu 
l a k u m (Baydawl, Baghawl) but tried to insert in y a k h l u . 

Verse 62. The double n a ' a l l a h u m is burdensome. That they 
perhaps will later recognize their tools (utensils) yields no 
sense. Perhaps the first l a ' a l l a h u m has come in prematurely 
because of the second identical word. 

Verse 64, The Hlla before k a m d ' a m i n t u k u m is to be deleted. 



Translate as: "Am I to offer you my confidence in regard to 
him just as I previously trusted in regard to his brother?" 

Verse 68. Before ' i l i a ha jatan something has probably 
dropped out. Perhaps md kdna: "It (the advice) was nothing but 
a need in Jacob's soul which he satisfied." 

Verse 75. There is some error in the repetition of the words 
j a z a ' u h u man wujida fi r a h l i h i f a - h u w a j a z a ' u h u . The second 
jazd'uhu is an erroneous repetition of the first. The following 
clause presumably had originally something like f a - h u w a r i q q u n 
ll or f a - h u w a - ' a b d u n l l "let him be a slave to me" (= Gen. 
44:17: h-w-1 y - h - y - h l-y c-b-d: he shall be my servant. Hebrew.) 

Verses 83 ff. The mechanical repetition of the same words 
b a l s a w w a l a t l a k u m 'anfusukum ' a m r a n f a - s a b r u n j a m i l u n here, 
at the loss of Benjamin, as above, verse 18, at that of Joseph, 
makes one suspect that they are repeated here in place of a 
lost answer by Jacob. The immediately following woe cries and 
the "becoming white" of the eyes also do not fit the f a - s a b r u n 
jamilun. All this is missing in verse 18 above, and also that he 
here weeps over Joseph (verse 84), when he should now be 



mourning for Benjamin. At the very least, something about 
Benjamin must have stood here, before he speaks in 84 of 
Joseph alone and in verse 87 of both sons. 

S u r a XL 

The seemingly general statement in verse 37a interrupts 
Pharoah's conversation with the believer from his people, 
which extends from verses 29-36 before this, and from verses 
38-48 after it. Moreover, the singular kabura in the predicate 
does not match the subject alladina in a. One really expects 
kaburu* Then this offensive half-clause, a l l a d h i n a y u j d d i l u n a f i 
'aydti l l a h i b i - g h a y r i s u l t d n i } a t d h u m , is strikingly repeated 
verbatim in verse 58a, where the predicate also fits well. It has 
presumably at some time been dragged from there also to verse 
37. If it is deleted here, then verse 37 follows 36 perfectly: 
(36) man h u w a musrifun m u r t a b u n (37) k a b u r a m a q t a n { i n d a 
llahi Tkh /and so on, and no longer forms a disturbing enclave. 



S u r a XXVIII 

Verse 74 repeats verse 62, and so does not originally belong 
here. Its continuation can also not have consisted in the words 
w a - n a z a ( n a m i n k u l l i ' u m m a t i n s h a h l d a n (verse 75), for these 
have no reference to the previ- ousn questioning about the 
"associates" of God, the idols. The piece about Qarun verses 
76-82 need not originally have belonged to the remaining part 
of the sura, as Schwally already noted. 

S u r a XXXIX 

Verses 1 la and 50 agree in their thought and their expression, 
even in the rare k h a w w a l a h u n i ' m a t a n (elsewhere only VI.94 is 
similar) to such an extent that they originally could not have 
belonged to the same piece. Both 11 and 50 can be absent 
without detriment to the present context. 



Verses 12, with . . .'amman h u w a , 20 J a -fa-man h a q q a ; 23 
3a-fa-man s h a r a h a ; 25, 3 a -fa-man y a t t a q l , belong by dint of 
their identical question form to a coherent construction that was 
not originally separated, as it is now, by a series of other 
verses. If verse 12 was clearly the first link in this series, then 
' a - m a n is probably to be read instead of 'amman (for the first 
link in a chain of questions does not have 'am.) The subject 
man is taken up again by a l l a d h l n a yaiamuna: "Is perchance he 
who honors God at night . . . , are they same, those who know 
and those who do not know?" (20), or he for whom the word 
of punishment stands firm; can you save him who is in hellfire 
? (23) or he whose heart God has expanded to Islam . . . ? 
(Woe unto Them, whose heart is hard [cf.verse 20]) (25), or 
perhaps he who protects himself with his countenance from the 
grievous punishment on resurrection day (predicate is lost), 
while the wicked are told, taste what you have brought upon 
yourselves. (For . . . w a - q l l a one must presumably read 3idhd 
q l l a or something similar. The link with w a to a is hardly 
feasible.) The predicates to verses 23a and 25a are now 
missing. Should they be supplied from the h a l y a s t a w i of verse 



12? Perhaps "Are the pious and the wicked equal to each other 
(12) or those whose sentence of punishment stands determined 
(20) or those whose heart God has broadened to Islam (23), or 
those who fear the terrible punishment" (25) (are these perhaps 
the same as those worthy of punishment [verse 20] ?) But 
whether the verses belong together in this way is uncertain, 
given the nature of the tradition. 

Verse 21 forms the immediate contrast to verses 17b and 18; 
(18) the unbelievers have tents of hellfire lahum minfawqihim 
l i t l a l u n m i n a l - n d r i w a - m i n t a h t i h i m z u l a l u n , (21) but the 
believers galleries l a h u m ghurafun m i n f a w q i h d ghurafun under 
which rivers flow. 

This contrasting reference is furthermore made visible by 
lakin (21). It is hardly a contrasting reference to verse 20. 
Verses 19 and 20 probably did not originally intervene. 

On the position of verse 20, cf. above, verse 73. After h a n d 
3idhd the sequel must begin without wa, as in verse 1, which 
corresponds to our verse; thus, futihat. 



S u r a XXIX 

Already Noldeke had cast doubt on verses 18-22 because of 
their present position, for they seem to interrupt the address of 
Abraham to his people (16) and their reply (23). But he then 
took the remarkable qui (19) as addressed to Abraham (as in 
XL37 to Noah), and withdrew his reservations about these 
verses. My view is that verse 17, and 18-22 with it, have been 
inserted here. The reference to "peoples before you who have 
called [their ambassadors] liars" is appropriate only on the lips 
of Muhammad, not on those of Abraham. 

Similarly, the a l - r a s u l u . . . suits the former very well, but 
not the latter, who would be designated with a l - n a b i y y u . 
Moreover, in verse 18 the third person plural yaraw is out of 
context, when hitherto Abraham has apostrophied his enemies in 
the second person plural. There is also the qui in verse 19, 
which normally refers to Muhammad, And the verse in Sura 
XI.37 seems to me, because of its 'am yaquluna ftarahu, to 



refer to the Koran, and so to Muhammad and not to Noah, and 
to have been interpolated there, together with its qui. 

In verse 22, we must surely assume an original min 
rahmatihiy instead of m i n r a h m a t l , because of the preceding 
b i - ' a y d t i l l a h i w a - l i q d J i h i . 

In verse 45 the words Hlld l l a d h l n a z a i a m u m i n h u m must, 
with Schwally, be taken as a later insertion because of the 
double exception, and because w a - q u l u doesnot presuppose 
them. When this verse originated is uncertain. 

S u r a XXXI 

For verse 5, the reading l i - y a d i l l a (see Baydawi) is to be 
preferred, for it is not about one man who misleads others, 
but—according to verse 6—about one man who himself goes 
astray. 

Verse 9. The transition from the threefold third person 
b a t h t h a , >alqd, k h a l a q a to the twofold first person plural 



"anzalnd ... f a - ' a n b a t n a is admittedly abrupt, the more so since, 
with h a d h a k h a l q u l l a h i in verse 10, the third person reappears. 
(However, the same thing occurs in, for instance. Sura X X X V . 
10; XLHI. 10.) 

Something similar is the change in the same persons in Sura 
XLIL 11. But there, w a - l l a d h i ' a w h a y n a i l a y k a (between the 
revelation to Noah and to Ibrahim the one to Muhammad!) has 
been inserted later and then subsequently the following 
wassayna remodelled. 

Already Noldeke stressed that verses 13 and 14 are 
obviously displaced. They could perhaps, in his view, belong 
after verse 18. 

Sura X L I l 

On verse 11, see above to XXXI.9. 

S u r a X 



Verse 78. The object to ' a - t a q i i t u n a l i - l - h a q q i is missing. Either 
hadha*.. has perhaps been dropped out between the two, or 
possibly after j a ' a - k u m a s i h r u n before the similar 3 a s h i r u n has 
been lost. 

S u r a XXXV 

Verse 9 is not in order; for the intermediate clause, from 
f a - ' i n n a l l a h a to man yashd'u intrudes forcibly between the first 
and the last part of . . M-fa-man zuyyina. Either the 
intermediate clause should be deleted, or placed after the final 
part, with fa-man instead of 'a -fa-man, to be read at the 
beginning. 

Translate as: "And if someone's evil behavior is decked out, 
and he thinks it fine, let not your soul expend itself in sighing 
about him; for God leads astray whom he will, and leads aright 
whom he will. Behold, God knows what they do." From the 



sense, man can refer to ' a i a y h i m \ cf,, for instance, Sura VII, 17, 

Verses 10, 12, 14 f., 16-18, which speak of God's 
omnipotence, belong together. But verse 13, which is 
inappropriate here, should, with its wa~ma y a s t a w i 'ilkh/and so 
on; be put with verses 20 and 21, which begin in the same 
way. The sense is: as in nature a sweet and a bitter ocean are 
not the same (verse 13), so it is with the good and the bad 
among mankind (20, 21). 

S u r a VII 

Verse 28, or at least the words "and direct your countenances 
to every mosque" upto a l - d i n is surely a Medinan insertion, like 
verses 156-158, recognized as such by Noldeke. 

Verse 4L The words tajri m i n t a h t i h i m i l - ' a n h a r u , 
inappropriate here, connect with k h a l i d u n a of verse 40 and 
should follow it. Only then can w a - n a z a c n a , and so on, follow. 

Verse 55. Thiqdlan here belongs, as in Sura XIII.13, to 



sahdban, which is considered to be plural. Al l the more striking 
is the masculine b i h i , A % which twice refers to it. 

S u r a XLVI 

Verse 10b. The appropriate ending to the clause is missing to 
wa-Hdh, for . . . f a - s a y a q u l u n a speaks of what the unbelievers 
will in the future say, whereas in the first clausal unit, with 
w a - q a l a l l a d h i n a , it is reported what they are now saying. 

Verse 27. The combination of the two words qurbanan 
' d l i h a t a n is surely an error, and the J a l i h a h is an explanatory 
gloss to q u r b a n a n . On the meaning "close friends," cf. I q d 2 III 
53, 9 q a r a b i n u l l a h i b a n d Q u s a y y i n . 

In our passage, the singular (if indeed present) would be a 
collective. 

Verse 32. The b i in b i - q d d i r i n has nothing governing it and 
goes against the usage of the language.49 There is some 
corruption here. 



Verse 35. The word balaghun stands quite unconnected, and 
cannot belong here. (The Arab exegesists have nothing decisive 
to say,) 

S u r a VI 

Verses 12 and 20. Very noticeable is, on both occasions, the 
unconnected a l l a d h l n a k h a s i r u 3anfUsahum, which must, in the 
present text, be the subject of f a - h u m id y u ' m i n u n a . And this 
linking of the predicate with fa is also strange. Also, one 
would rather expect some statement about their punishment. 
Perhaps there is some corruption. 

In verses 17 and 18, the rhyme on i r between those on un, 
i n , is off- putting. These verses could be missing, with no 
disturbance to the context. 

Verse 35 has been disturbed in some ways, with its double 
wa-Hn f a - i n and the following w a - l a w with no clausal 
completions to them. The first clausal unit "and if you 



(yourself) should seek an exit into the earth" was surely 
originally followed by t he now-missing "then they would still 
not believe you/ 1 

In verses 66 and 69, b i h i refers to the Koran, which, 
however, was not what the preceding verses were about. Verses 
66 and 69 belong to some position like that after verse 92 
wa-hadha kitabun, or somewhere similar. 

Verse 87. Wa-min 'dbd'ihim and so on lacks any governing 
verb to which wa -jtabaynahum would connect. The simplest 
reading would perhaps be ijtabaynd. 

Verse 109. There is surely an error in wa-md yushHrukum, 
which has no object. The ' a n n a h d ... l a y u ' m i n u n a is not 
suitable as an object for it. 

S u r a XIII 

Verse 30a is defective. The essential clausal termination lam 
y u ' m i n u or something like it, is missing to w a - l a w ' a n n a q u r 



3 a n a n ' l k h / m d so on. 

In 30b, 3 a -fa-lam y a y ' a s i is a countersense. Already old 
authorities read here y a t a b a y y a n i , "recognize," for those who do 
not believe that . . . ? (so, allegedly, A l l , and Ibn 4 Abbas, see 
Baydawi ad. loc, and this is probably correct). (Baghawi, 
Jalalain, explain yay'as with y a ' l a m u and say this is what it 
means in dialect). 

In verse 33, two sentences have been run together. The 
continuation of the beginning of the interrogative clause . . /a 
-fa-man h u w a q d ' i m u n c a l a k u l l i nafsin b i - m d k a s a b a t is 
missing, but may be comprised in the words separated from 
i t : . . . t u n a b b i ' u n a h u b i m d Id y a ' l a m u ft a l - ' a r d i . "Will you give 
to him, who stands beside every soul (and sees) what it does, 
news of what he does not know about the occurrences on 
earth?" 

The other part presumably went w a - j a c a l u l l - l l a h i s h u r a k d ' a 
q u i sammuhum b i - z a h i r i n m i n a l - q a w l i , "they put participants at 
God's side. Speak, name them by name in open speech !" The 
'am . . Jam presumably came in as a result of the running 



together of two sentences, so as to yield a superficial linkage. 

MEDINAN SURAS 

S u r a II 

Verse 19. After q a d i r u n a new verse begins. Perhaps a part 
containing the rhyme has dropped out. 

Verse 36a is a doublet to 34, inappropriately inserted after 
35. 

Verse 61. The verse ends with a l - k h a s i r i n a \ as verse 63 
does likewise, with al -jahitina. 

Verse 66. For w a - l a tasqi read wa-tasqi; in accordance with 
general usage. 

Verse 79. The words wa-Hn y a ' t u k u m ' u s a r d tufdu-hum 
break the connection; for the w a - k u w a m u h a r r a m u n . . . goes 



over their head back to b i - l - ' i t h m i w a - l - c u d w d n i . Those words 
were, then, inserted later, and only because of them was the 
explanation of w a - h u w a by Hkhrdjuhum (which is very striking) 
made necessary as a further interpolation. 

Verse 145a. The verbatim repetition of wa-min haythu up to 
al-hardm is based on an error. The scribe wanted to continue 
the parallel wa-haythu md kuntum and stumbled anew into the 
sentence already written in verse 144. 

Verse 261. The comparison word ka of 'aw ka-lladhl does 
not link up with a similar preceding one ka, as one would 
expect it to do. Admittedly, the verse is about reanimation, like 
260 and 262. But these two verses tell of Abraham, while 261 
gives the legend of someone who slept for one hundred years. 

Because of its reference to coming to life again after death, 
the verse seems to have been inserted here from another 
context in the course of the redaction of the Koran. 

S u r a XLVII 



Verse 17b. Before kaman huwa, which has no connection with 
what precedes it, a sentence has dropped out, on the lines of 
3amman h u w a fi hddhd al-na'imi,5® if indeed that half sentence 
belongs here at all. 

S u r a III 

Verse 66. The words q u i Hnna a l - h u d a hudd l l a h i are 
interpolated, for they break the connection, and another qui 
Hnna Wz/and so on follows immediately in the second half 
verse. Once it is eliminated, the verse has "some of those who 
possess scriptures" (see verse 65a) saying: "Believe only such a 
one as follows your religion! (they say this from fear) that 
something like what has been given to you (the possession of 
the scriptures) may be given to someone, or that they could 
argue against you in front of your Lord," 

Verse 147b. The words "and he rewarded you with trouble 



upon trouble" cannot be appropriately followed by "so that you 
may not be troubled at what you have missed (what has 
escaped you), nor at what has come to you."5 1 

These words surely belong in the middle of the next verse, 
148, after y a g h s h d tdHfatan m i n k u m : "Then he (God) sent 
security upon you, so that you might not be chagrined at what 
has escaped you," and so on. 

S u r a LVII 

Verse 17. A relative clause with a l l a d h i n a and a perfect have 
presumably dropped out before the harsh \ v a - J a q r a d u l l d h u 
ilkh/and so on. 

Verse 20. The w a - m a g h f i r a t u n connects not with verse 19 
but with verse 17, w a - l a h u m 'ajrun k a r v n u n ; verses 18 and 19 
stand loosely in their present position and did not originally 
belong there. 

Verse 29. Instead of l i - ' a t l d y a ' l a m a there must be its 



opposite, "so that those possessing the scriptures know"; as the 
Arabs also explain this. Others actually read l i - y a ' l a m a (see 
Baydawl, Baghawi,and Jalalain). The textual error was 
occasioned by the immediately following ' a l i a y a q d i r u n a , the 
l a of which came prematurely through the scribe's pen. 

S u r a I V 

Verse 75. Between the words "if you experience something 
good, they say" and "if only I had been with them and had 
attained great gain" come the words, quite unscrutable here, "as 
if there had been no love between you and them." One would 
expect "as if there had been love between you and them." But 
the lam is attested by the Modus apocopatus takun. The 
intervening sentence belongs in verse 74: 

"When a misfortune strikes you, says he [the remnant after 
the battle], (75) as if between you and him there had been 
no love, (74b) God has done good to me, that I was not 



present with them there." 

Verse 103, This is confused, with individual portions of the 
verse distorted. The original goes something like ("If you say 
the prayer too for them") f a - l - t a q u m td'ifatun m i n k u m m a c a k a 
f a - l - y u s a l l u m a ' a k a w a - l - t a H ta'ifatun ' u k h r a l a m y u s a l l u 
w a - l - y a ' k h u d h u ' a s l i h a t a h u m f a - i d h d sajadu f a - l - y a d u n u m i n 
w a r d ' i k u m w a - l - y a ' k h u d h u h i d h r a h u m : "then some of them are 
to stand at your side and pray with you; others, who do not 
pray, are to come and hold their weapons in their hand, and 
when they (those praying) bow down, then (the others) are to 
stand behind you and be on their guard." The situation is as in 
Neh. 4:15. 

S u r a XXII 

There is an error in yurid of verse 26, because no bi (as in 
bi-Hlhd d i n ) would govern it. The variant y a r i d (see Baydawi) 
is better. B i - z u l m i n is either a gloss to bi-Hlhddin (the more 



probable explanation), or wa-bi- zulmin must be read. 

Verse 41b. The half sentence from wa-lawld daf eu to 
kathlran or to the end of the verse is a later addition. For it 
disrupts the connection of the li-lladhlna in verse 40, on the 
one hand, and of the two alladhxna of verse 41 a and 42, on 
the other. 

S u r a XLVIU 

Verse 25. The w a - l a w l d , which has no Final part to the clause 
and is followed in same verse once again by law tazayyalii, has 
lost its termination. What is missing is not sufficiently 
self-evident to constitute an apo- siopese.52 The following 
l i - y u d k h a l a may have been dependent on the missing 
termination. 

S u r a IX 



Verse 113, The a l - s d ' i h u n a , which stands between a l - ' d b i d i i n a 
a l - h d m i d u n a and a l - r d k i e u n a al-sdjiduna and which must 
designate some behavior of service to God, is explained by 
Muslim tradition as "fasting ones" ( a l - s d ^ i m u n a ) ' p similarly 
with women, sdHhdtin in Sura L X V L 5 , which there follows 
after . , . q d Htdtin tdHtdtin ' d b i d d t i n . A supposed pronouncement 
of Muhammad is produced: s i y d h a t u ' u m m a t i a l - s a w m u . This 
explanation is all the more to be rejected as in verse 2 of our 
sura itself (the only other place where it occurs) it, with f a s l h u 
fi a l - 3 a r d i , stands with the quite different meaning "wander too 
and fro." 5 4 

I suspect that, in taking in mind the neighboring verbs in 
both suras, one should read a l - s d b i h u n a . Or, as the case may 
be, s a b i h d t i n "who praise God." The word for "praise" 
admittedly always occurs, as in Aramaic, in the second 
conjugation. Also from the subhanun one may—against the Taj 
al - c A r i i s —just as little infer the existence of the first con
jugation as a Pe'al from S -w-b-h-3 = "praise" in Syriac. But 



Mufaddal in KarmanT (quoted in TA) gives an example of 
s a b a h a "praise" with a verse: q a b a h a al-Hlahu wuj u h a Taghliba 
/ k u l l a m a s a b a h a al-Haj ij u w a - k a b b a r u i h l a l a 

[Noldeke also found the first conjugation—as he stated in a 
letter — in Jarlr, II51.4. I cannot find the passage in my 
edition, Cairo 1313]. This poet, constrained by the meter, could, 
because of the adjacent parallel participles of the first 
conjugation, have formed a corresponding participle of the first 
conjugation; and Muhammad might have done the same. This 
would fit very well in the context, and in the general train of 
thought of the Koran, with "praising ones." 

For the Koran repeatedly says "what is in heaven and on 
earth praises ( s a b b a h a ) God (LVII.l, LXII. l , LIX.24, etc.) and 
what is in them (does so too) (XVIL46), mankind in the houses 
of God (XXIV.36), the thunder and the angels (XIII.14), the 
mountains (XXI.79, XXXVIIL17) and so on" It would be 
unnatural if the otherwise so frequently mentioned tasblh were 
to be omitted in our two passages when the most diverse pious 
activities are mentioned. 



NOTES 

1. T. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, 2d ed., pp. 58-234. 

2. Weil, Historisch-Kritischer Einleitung in den Koran, 2d ed.: 

pp. 51-97. 

3. Grimme, Muhammed, II, pp. 18-29. 

4. Suyuti, Itqdn in Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, p. 191; 
Weil, Historisch-Kritischer, pp. 55 1\; Caetani, A n n a l i , II, 1, p. 211. 

5. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, as cited, p. 309 

6. This indeed was what was alleged as the reason for 
collecting the Koran and determining its text. 

7. Cf. details in Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, pp, 248 ff. 

8. The only copy of the Kashshaf of Zamakhshari that the 
royal library here possesses could not be borrowed, as it stands in 
the reading room. 



9- Tor Andrae in Le monde oriental, 15 assumes that the sura is 
all of one piece. 

10. In this I agree independently with Wellhausen, Reste, p. 241 
n. 3. 

11. It would not be said of a slave that he "enjoins fear of 
God" verse 12. 

12. Perhaps Hdhd should be read instead of J i n , as in Hdhd 
salld, verse 10. The J in can have intruded because of verse 13. 

13. Cf my article "Abu Lahab" in the Encyclopaedia of M a m , 
vol. 1, pp. 103 f: "The sequence {i.e., verses 1-4) shows that verse 4 
means that in Hell she must gather the wood for the glowing fire 
(comp. Baydawi, ad. loc), and not that in her lifetime she was 
carrying wood, that is to say, thoms, and strewing them in the way 
of the Prophet (as some commentators explain it; comp. for example 
Tabari, Tafsir, xxx. 192, and Baydawi, ad. loc), nor that in her 
lifetime she used to spread insults on Muhammad's poverty. . . , The 
sura is generally considered as a Meccan one (the preterit tabbat 
used for the prediction of the future perdition; comp. Baydawl to 



Koran, XI. 17) Noldeke counts it amongst the oldest Meccan Suras. 
Still the wording of verse 2: Md aghnd fanhu mdluhu shows, 
according to the unexceptional way of expression in the Koran, 
something that had already happened (comp. VII.46; XV.84; 
XXVI.207, passim), for in case of future events the imperfect tense 
(yaghni) is always used; neither is there any parallel to the usage of 
Md aghnd as a preterite future. According to such a wording this 
sura contains consequently a triumphant outcry over the already 
happened death of Abu Lahab, and could be composed only some 
time after the battle of Badr" 

14. Cf. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, p. 90 n. 3, and my own 
article already mentioned. 

15. Thus also: Baghawi/Jalalain. This is already one of the 
alternatives suggested as explanations by Baydawl. Cf. the address by 
Muhammad on the day after the conquest, lam t a h l i l li-> ahadin 
kdna qabli wa-la tahillu l i - } ahadin yakunu ba'dl wa-lam tahlil ll 
i l l d hddhihi l - s d ' a . . . . LHisham 823. 

16. Different from the magic formula CXIV.l, 2, 3, where the 
repetition is deliberate emphasis. However, the same rhyme follows 



twice in Sura XCVIII.5, 6, too. 

17. If the attestation in verse 11 is correct, fa-la qtahama 
l-'aqabaia constitutes a use of la in the aorist perfect (instead of 
ma), which deviates from its usage elsewhere. 

18. Cf the expression corresponds exactiy with Job 21 ;9; 
b-t-y-h-m £-l-wm. m-p-p-h-d: their houses are safe from fear. Also by 
the Arab lexicographers saldmun is presented as the infinitive of: 
salima min al-'dfali wa-l-baldH wa-l- 'amri. Lane I. 1412. 

19. Likewise Baghawl: "Nothing but the bringing (of the 
revelation) is your concern"—Jalalain give no explanation. 

20. The same in Sura LIIL62. Cf. the rhyme in verses 59-61. 

21. August Fischer, "Eine Qoran-Interpolation," in Orientalische 
Studien Theodor Noldeke zum 70. Geburtstag, 1 Band, Giessen 1906, 
pp. 33-55; chapter 6.2 of present volume. 

22. Documentary evidence for it is given by Fischer in ibid. 

23. For this meaning, cf LHisham 521, 7. 

24. The Arab expositors are as much at a loss with this singular 



as we ourselves are. They interpret it as "the book which contains 
the deeds of the satans and unbelievers," or the "seventh and deepest 
earth" or "the location of the armies of Satan" or "a rock under 
the depths of the earth" or equivalent to khassdr wa -dalldl; cf. 
Jalalain, Baghawl (Baydawl gives only the first of these alternatives). 
These are obviously merely conjectures from the context. 

25. The ending.. Ayyin is rendered in the oldest Koran script 
only with ^ (rasm); cf. Itqan II167, 12 (Cairo), Noldeke, Geschichte 
Des Qorans, p. 250. Of course, some other outer synonymous plural 
with corresponding letters could have stood there. 

26. Baghawl instances expositors who suggest these diffferent 
possibilities. Cf. also Baydawl 

27. In the Koran, too; e.g., in verse 113 (in the same context as 
here): XXI.71, 81; XXXIV.17. 

28. Details in Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, pp, 248 ff. In the 
facsimile of a page of an old Q-manuscript in Caetani, Annali II, I, 
712, which of course is not to be identified with the oldest script, . . . 
is given for masdkin, al-' amthal, ..,: al wdhid, . .. : baldgh, •..: 
al-asfdd. In the Papyri Schott-Reinh. ed. = C. H.Becker (from the 
years after 90 A .D. ) . . . = sahib, .., = 3ashab kitdb, saldm, 



and other examples, too. 

29. Cf. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, pp. 306 ff. 

30. Cf. TA wa-btalaytuhu imtahantuhu wa-khtabartuhu . . . ; al 
Raghiba, as cited, gives as one of the meanings of the words: 
tacarrufu hdlihi wa-al-wuqufu fald md yujhatu m i n 'amrihi 

31. Grimme, Muhammad II, 96 n. 4, observes about the name: 
"Probably arose from Jochai, the Aramaic diminutive from John," But 
one would first have to establish that Jochai really belonged to 
Jochanan as a diminutive, and also that that very unusual name was 
used for the Baptist in Arabia or somewhere else. 

32. Cf. also Sprenger, II, p. 184 n. 3. 

33. To assuage your pain; cf. Job 2:8: "He took him a potsherd 
with which to scrape himself." 

34. Read surely }aman as the first part of the question, to which 
>aman ... in verse 21 forms the second part. 

35. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, p. 106. 

36. Jalalain gives bat bi-macnd hal as an explanation! 



37. Cf. TA and similar words nasara nasran wa-nusu ran 
ka-qu'Udin; and in the verse of the khidash . . . in Lisan VII 66, 7 
fa-tiika al -jawdr caqquhd wa- n u s u n m d . . . ; here the parallelism 
shows that it is infinitive. 

38. How much the Arabs themselves felt this difficulty is 
evidenced byT for instance, the many strained interpretations in 
Baghawl: (du'd'ukum) Hyydhu wa- qlla lawla 'aymanukum wa-qila 
lawla Hbadatukum wa-qila lawla du'a'uhu Hyydkum Hid al-Hsldm f'lkh 
/etc.) 

39. Cf. Sura LXX.4, a passage that is close to ours: ta'ruju 
al-maldHkatu wa-al-ruhu Hlayhi f i yawmin kdna miqdaruhu khamsina 
'alfa sanatin. In Sura LVII.4, the angels are designated with . . . md 
yacruju fihd 

The variant thumma yu'raju 'ilayhi . . . of our passage (Baydawi) 
gives the sense correctly, but is insufficient because it lacks the 
active subject. 

40. It would mean "the right path is the duty of God." 
Baydawl, Baghawl, and Jalalain explain this as "explaining the right 



path." 

41. [asyndeton (rhet.) n . a figure in which the conjunctions are 
omitted. - adj. Asyndetic] 

42. [anaphora, n. the rhetorical device of beginning successive 
sentences, lines, etc. , with the same word or phrase. In this instance, 
the phrase wa-min 'dydtihi] 

43. Baydawl and Baghawl: "(Is he) like him who aspires to life 
here below"; Jalalain: "Like him who is not like this." 

44. Thus verse 30: fa-nulzlmukumuhd; verse 66: fa-man yansuruni; 
likewise man, fa-man. in Sura XLI.52; LXVIL28, 30. 

45. 'Aruni 35, 38:46, 3. 

46. In this way it would mean the same as yafrughu lakum; as 
if Jacob had until then been occupied with other things and only 
became free again for them only afterwards. 

47. Compare j a l d al-'amru li-l-nasi wadaha (Misbah), 
tajallatl al- shamsu (TA according to a tradition) in the Koran itself 
wa- l-nahdru Hdhd tajalld. Sura XC1X2. 



48. Baydawl justifies it by saying it is constructed ad vocem 
{bi-'tibdri al- lafz) 

49. According to the expositors, it is either zdHdah . . . 
(Baydawi, Baghawl), or there is a negative question: "Is he not 
powerful?1' (Jalalain, other expositors in Baydawl, Baghawl). Ja lqub 
reads yaqdiru 

50. This is what Baydawl and Jalalain propose as what preceded. 
Cf. verse 15 which is constructed in this way, 

51. If the words fa-'athdbakum ghamman bi-ghammin here are 
excised, there would be adequate coherence. But they must have 
come somewhere before verse 148, which refers back to them. 

52. [aposiopesis: a sudden breaking off in the midst of a 
sentence.] 

53. Baghawl (together with other explanations), Baydawi, Jalalain. 
This interpretation is ascribed to Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn (Abbas—'Aid1 

in Baghawl explains al-ghuzdtu al-mujahiduna ft sabili l l a h i -Tkrima: 
talabatu al-'ilmi. But how, according to these two explanations could 
the women in Sura LXVL5 have been called saHha tun ? The 



explanation "fasting ones" is an ad hoc invention. To designate this, 
sama is always (fourteen times) used in the Koran; and the meaning 
"fasting ones" for sama is not attested elsewhere. 

54. For this reason Noldeke (in a communication by letter) 
suggested a reference to itinerant monks here. In this case al-sd'ihd 
tu . . . would have to designate female itinerant monks. But, as Prof. 
G. Grutzmacher tells me, he knows nothing of female itinerant 
monks, neither in general nor for Arabia in particular- Moreover, the 
itinerant monks were mockingly called GyrovagU and despised for 
their sensual, indulgent way of living even in Christian circles, and 
synods promulgated prohibitions against their behavior (Grutzmacher 
in Protest. Realen- zykl. 3 VII, 271 -3, I am grateful to him for 
what he has told me). 

Even without this, one could not assume that their behaviour 
would have been recommended as holy to Muslims. 

A passage in Clement, de virginilate I 10, 1 (Prof. Seeberg has 
kindly shown that it is there) speaks of "shameless people (monks) 
who under pretext of god-fearing, cohabit with virgins and thereby 
incur the risk of going alone with them on paths and in the 



wilderness (Syriac: they go into the wilderness all alone .. .) a 
course which is replete with with dangers, objectionableness, traps 
and pits/1 Here nothing more than walking together in unfrequented 
places is meant. In no instance is the lifestyle of these monks 
anywhere regarded as to be recommended or as holy. Sura LXVI.5 
is also decisive in that it says "God can give you women/wives 
muslimatin ... sathatin"; here only a Muslim, not a Christian, 
institution can be meant. 



6.2 

A QUR'ANIC 
INTERPOLATION 

A . F i s c h e r 

T r a n s l a t e d by H e r b e r t Berg 

From Orientalische Studien, Theodor Noldeke zum 70, Geburtstag, 1. Band (Giessen, 
1906), pp. 33-55. 



T 
o judge by the translations that are given by the 

Western Qur'anic interpretations of Qur'an CI.5-8,1 this passage 
presents no particular difficulty. The four verses read: "(5) As 
for him whose scales are heavy, he (will have) a pleasant life 
(6) And as for him whose scales are light, his mother is 
hawiyah (7) What will convey to you what it is? (8) A 
blazing fire," The best available translations for them are: 

"Moreover he whose balance shall be heavy with good works, 
shall lead a pleasing life: but as to him whose balance shall 
be light, his dwelling shall be the pit of hell. What shall 
make thee to understand how frightful the pit of hell is? It 
is a burning fire/1 with the note: "The pit of hell; the original 



word Hawiyat is the name of the lowest dungeon of hell, and 
properly signifies a deep p i t or g u l f (Sale, 1764) 

Then as to him whose balances are heavy—his shall be a life 
that shall please him well; And as to him whose balances are 
light—his dwelling- place shall be the pit. And who shall teach 
thee what the pit (El- Hawiya) is? A raging fire! (Rodwell, 
1861, agreeing almost literally; Lane Poole, 1879; and Palmer) 

TTiose whose works weigh heavily in the balance will have a 
pleasant life. Those whose works will be light will reside in 
the pit (El-hawiya), Who can teach you what this pit is? It is 
the raging fire. (Kasimirski, 1865) 

The one whose weigh-scale is heavy, will find himself in the 
good life, however the mother of the one whose weigh-scale 
is light, will be the hdwiyak. Also, do you know what that 
means? A blazing fire," with the note: "Hdwiyak means the 
fallen and also a mother robbed of her children. One says, 
"hawat ummuhu, literally, his mother is fallen or has become 



childless, i.e., her son fell in battle. The commentators believe 
that kdwiyah means Hell" (Sprenger, Das Leben und die 
Lehre des Mohammad, II, 503) 

Now, whose weighing will be heavy, he is in pleasure and 
love; And whose weighing will be light, his mother is in the 
depth. Do you know what this is? Heat, burning hot. 
(Riickert) 

And whose scale sinks will be happy and healthy; but whose 
scale rises, falls in deep ground. What makes its nature known 
to you? It is a scorching fire-spitting mouth. (Klamroth) 

Whose weighing is heavy (with good deeds), he will see a 
happy life;—but whose weighing is light, his mother is [in] 
the abyss(Grimme, loc. c i t ) ; and so forth.2 

These are clear and, so it seems, thoroughly plausible 
translations, which differ really only on one point: the majority 



of the translators have understood the m o t h e r (in verse 6) as 
figurative (that is, as dwelling, dwelling place, residence, and so 
forth), while Sprenger, Riickert, and Grimme have maintained 
the figure, obviously without understanding it otherwise. 
Sprenger's footnote reveals, at any rate, that he must have 
found diverse "inconsistencies" in the explanation of h i s m o t h e r 
i s h d w i y a h in the native Qur'anic commentaries. As one can 
see, he quickly glided away from it, as is his nature, and 
contented himself with the traditional translation. 

Noldeke, G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r d n s (p. 78), and Hirschfeld, 
New Researches i n t o t h e C o m p o s i t i o n a n d Exegesis of t h e 
Qoran (p. 58), briefly classify Sura CI chronologically, without 
mentioning details. 

From the outset, one may accept that the portrayed facts 
are an exact reflex of the exegesis devoted to our verses in the 
native Qur'anic commentaries most used in the West. Indeed, 
Mahalli (in Tafsir a l - 3 a l d l a y n \ Baydawl, Shaykh Zadah (in his 
Hdshiyah to Baydawl), as well as al- Nasafi (in his commentary 
entided M a d d r i k a l - t a n z i l ) , Muhammad b, Abl Razi (in his 
N u m u d h a j j a l i l fi h a y d n asHla w a - a j w i b a m i n gharaHb ay a l -



t a n z i t ) , and Abu Yahya Zakariya al-Ansari (in his F a t h 
a l - R a h m a n b i - k a s h f m d y a l t a b i s fi-l-Qur'dn) give the same 
clear explanation as the Western translators. Compare: 

Mahalli: 

i 
His mother—his dwelling place—is hdwiyah; A n d what will 
convey what it is? that is, 4<what is hdwiyah7" It is a blazing 
fire, the affliction of heat. 

Baydawi (edited by Fleischer): 

His mother—his abode—is the Fire and the hdwiyah is one of 
its names. Therefore, he said, what will convey to you what it 
is? A blazing fire—possessing great heat. 

Shaykh Zadah: 



Baydawl's statement, "his abode is the Fire" is because the 
hdwiyah is among the names of the Fire and God's statement 
his mother is hdwiyah is a kind of simile; the Fire is likened 
to the mother. For their rebelliousness falls with them and 
attaches to them as the mother attaches to her children. They 
take refuge in her. God's statement what is it is a nominal 
sentence replacing the object of (the verb) convey to you.. . . 
And i t is the pronoun for hdwiyah. . . . Baydawi's statement 
ltfire" is the predicate of an implied (dropped) subject of a 
nominal clause, that is, it is a fire of the affliction of heat, 
etc. 

Nasafi: 

His mother—his residence and his dwelling place is the Fire. 
A dwelling place is called mother in the simile because the 
mother is the dwelling place of the child and his place of 
refuge. And what will convey to you what it is? is the 
pronoun referring back to hdwiyah. 



Muhammad b. Abl Bakr al-RazI (with whom Abu Yahya 
Zakariya al- Ansari almost literally concurs):3 

God said And as f o r him whose scales are l i g h t . That is to 
say, his evil deeds weigh more than his good deeds. His 
mother is hdwiyah means his dwelling place is the Fire and 
most believers' evil deeds weigh more than their good deeds. 
(We say that) the God's statement his mother is hdwiyah does 
not imply their eternal residence in it. The believer dwells in 
it the amount of time required by his sins. Then he leaves it 
for the Garden. Etc. 

Despite all of this, the meaning of the four verses has its 
problems and Muslim Qur'anic exegesis, despite Mahalli, 
Baydawi, Shaykh Zadah, Nasaii, and so forth, has from the 
earliest times also recognized and acknowledged these problems, 
at least partially. One can compare al-Tabari's Tafslr:4 



His statement And as for him whose scales are light, his mother 
is hdwiyah, he is saying "as for he whose weight of good deeds 
is light, his dwelling place is the hdwiyah in which he falls on 
his head in Hell. The interpreters of the Qur'an said much the 
same thing concerning this. Bishr related from Yazld from Sa*id 
from Qatadah:5 And as f o r him whose scales are light, his 
mother is hdwiyah, it is the Fire, their abode. Ibn (Abd al-Ala 
related from Ibn Thawr from Ma(mar from Qatadah, (who) said; 
His mother is hdwiya, the destiny in the Fire; it is the hdwiyah. 
Qatadah said, "It is an Arabic word. If a man fell into a harsh 
situation, it used to be said, 'His mother fell (hawat).' " Ibn 
:Abd al-Ala related from Ibn Thawr from Ma*mar from 
al-AslVath ibn cAbd Allah al- Ama\ (who) said: When a believer 
dies, his spirit is taken to the spirits of the believers. They 
[angels?] say, "Go to your brother! For he was in the affliction 
of the world." And they ask, "What did so-and-so do?" "He died. 
Perhaps he did not come to you?" They said, "Go with him to 
his mother the hdwiyahl" Isma'Il ibn Sayf al -fAjlI related that 
:AH ibn Mushir related that Ismail from Abl Salih6 said 
concerning his mother is hdwiyah: They fall (yahwuna) in the 



Fire upon their heads. Ibn Sayf related from Muhammad ibn 
Sawwar from Sa'Td from Qatadah, (who) said: His mother is 
hdwiyah; He falls (yahwa) in the fire upon his head. Yunus 
related from Ibn Wahb from Ibn Zayd, (who) said concerning 
his mother is hdwiyah: The hdwiyah is the Fire—it is his mother 
and his abode to which he returns and in which he abides. And 
he recited: And their abode is the F i r e ? Muhammad ibn Sacd 
related from his father from his paternal uncle from his father 
from his father from Ibn (Abbas5 (who) said: His mother is 
hdwiyah; it is a metaphor; it represents the Fire as his mother 
because his abode is just as a woman giving accommodations to 
her son. It represents her since he does not have an abode 
except the residence of his mother. And the statement: And what 
will convey to you what it is? God says to his prophet 
Muhammad (peace and blessings upon him): And what will 
impart to you, Muhammad, what the hdwiyah is? TTien he 
explains what it is. He says it is a blazing fire, etc. 

Zamakhshari, Kashshdf (ed. Lees): 



[His mother is hdwiyah] among their teaching is, if they called 
destruction upon a man, then his mother falls. This is because if 
he falls worthless and perishes, then his mother falls into grief 
and is as one who has lost a child. A poem: "May his mother 
fall. What the morning brings (him) / And what the night 
conveys when he returns (home)."9 As if it were said, "As for 
he whose scales are light, he is perished." And hdwiyah is said 
to be one of the names of the Fire. It is like the deep fire far 
into which the people of the Fire fall* As it is related, [they] 
fall in it for seventy autumns. In other words, his abode is the 
Fire. And "abode" is called "mother" allegoricaify because the 
mother is the abode of the son and his place of refuge. And 
from Qatadah, His mother is hdwiyah, his mother is his head, 
hdwiyah is in the bottom of Hell because he is cast into it 
upside down, ft is the personal pronoun of the calamity which is 
indicated by the statement "his mother is hdwiyah" in the former 
interpretation or the personal pronoun of hdwiyah, etc 

al-Fakhr al-Razi, al-Tafsir a l - k a b i r . 



As for God's statement His mother is hdwiyah, it contains 
several meanings. (1) Hdwiyah is one of the names of the Fire, 
as though it is a deep fire far into which the dwellers of the 
Fire fall. It means his abode is the Fire. Mother refers to 
"abode'1 allegorically, since the child takes refuge only with the 
mother. (2) The mother of his head (his skull) is hdwiyah in the 
Fire; that is to say, al-Akhfash, al-Kalbi, and Qatadah said that 
they fall {yahawund) into the Fire on their heads. (3) When 
they call destruction upon a person, they say "May his mother 
fall (hawd)" because when he hawd, that is, fell and perished, 
his mother fell into grieving and bereavement. Similarly, it is 
said regarding and as f o r him whose scales a r e l i g h t , he 
perished. Then he said What will convey t o you what it is? The 
author of the Khashshdf said that it is the pronoun for the 
calamity indicated by the statement His mother is hdwiyah in the 
third interpretation or the pronoun of hdwiyah, etc. 

Nizam al-DIn al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Naysaburi (The edition 
on the margins of al-Tabarl's Tafsir): 



As for His statement his mother is hdwiyah, it contains several 
meanings. (1) "Mother" is well-known, and hdwiyah is the one 
who perishes. This is among the usages of the Arabs. They 
say, "May his mother fall down {hawa)" that is, may she 
perish and fall. They mean he has a curse of affliction, ruin, 
shame, and disgrace on him. Al-Akhfash, al-Kalbl, and Qatadah 
said: The mother of his head (his skull) is hdwiyah in the 
Fire.. . . The mother is the foundation and the hdwiyah is 
among the names of the Fire because it is a deep fire and 
the meaning is his residence and his abode in which he abides 
is the Fire. This corroborates this meaning: his statement what 
i t is? that is to say, *Vhat is the hdwiyah?' This is the 
obvious meaning and the ancient [exegetes] said: the pronoun 
for the calamity that is indicated by the statement His mother 
is hdwiyah, etc. 

Khazin, L u b a b a l - t a ' w i l : 

His mother is hdwiyah, that is, his residence is the Fire. The 



residence is called mother because mothers are the foundation 
of residing. It is said that it means the mother of his head 
(his skull) is hdwiyah in the Fire and the hdwiyah is one of 
the names of the Fire. It is the abyss whose bottom is not 
reached- They fell in it on their heads. When a difficult 
situation used to befall a man, it was said, "his mother fell 
{hawat)." That is to say, she perished in grief and 
bereavement. What will convey to you what it is? It means 
the hdwiyah. Then it was explained: "a blazing fire" etc. 

Al-Khatlb al-Shirblnl, al-Sirdj a i - m u n i r . 

His mother, that is to say, that which shelters him and 
embraces him just as the earth is called mother because it 
suggests that and one lives off of it just as one lives off of 
one's mother Thus the residence is hdwiyah, that is to say, a 
very base, low fire- He does not cease falling down into it. 
He is in a loathsome life. The verse is an example of 
binding;10 it refers to the former life indicating its being cut 
off in the latter, and it refers to the mother in the latter 
indicating her being cut off in the former- The hdwiyah is 



one of the names of Hell and it is the abyss, the bottom of 
which is cannot be reached. And Qatadah said it is an Arabic 
saying: If a difficult situation used to befall a man, it was 
said "His mother has fallen {hawat)." And it was said he 
intended 4*the mother of his head (his skull).1' . . and Qatada 
and Abu Salih believe this interpretation.. . . What it i s ? , that 
is, the hdwiyah. . . . He said here What will convey to you 
what it is? (If it were said) that He had said [along with] 
first part of the surah, "What will convey to you what the 
calamity is?" and had not said, "And what will convey to you 
what the hdwiyah is?" (it would be answered) that "it is a 
calamity," which is a considerable matter, while "it is a 
hdwiyah" which is not like that. The distinction is obvious, 
etc. 

Abu al-Su'ud, Irshdd a l - c a q l a l - s a l i m : 

His mother that is to say, his abode is hdwiyah. It is one of 
the names of the Fire. Lexically it refers to the extreme limit 
of its depth and the farness of its abyss.. . . And it was said 
that it was a name for its lowest gate. . . . From Qatadah, 



Tkrimah,11 and al-Kalbl that the meaning is: the mother of his 
head (his skull) is hdwiyah in the bottom of Hell because he 
is cast into it inverted. The first [suggestion] is consistent with 
the God's statement: And as f o r him whose scales are light, 
his mother is hdwiyah. What will convey t o y o u what it is? A 
blazing fire. It is a clarification for it after some 
ambiguity. . . . It is the pronoun of the hdwiyah, etc. 

Finally, Sulayman al-Jamal, who in his gloss of Tafsir 
al-Jalalayn 1 2 along with all sorts of excerpts out of his 
predecessors that contain nothing new, makes the note: "the 
h d w i y a h is the last of the seven levels." Al-Shihab al-Khafajl,13 

Hdshiyah for Baydawi begins his comments to verse 6 of our 
sura with the words: 

(His statement, "His abode is the Fire11). The abode is called 
mother by mocking comparison because the mother of the 
child is his abode and his residence. 

He concludes in connection with with Baydawfs words "the 



hdwiyah is one of her names" with citations from al-Jawhari's 
Sahdh and Ibn Barn's glosses. 

Naturally, the Arabic lexicographers have also concerned 
themselves with our passage, principally regarding the term 
hdwiyah, which constitutes the real crucial point for the 
understanding of verses 6-8, and also regarding the nearby His 
mother. They give, all things considered, the same explanation 
as the Qur'anic exegetes, but provide some features that are 
new and not unimportant. Compare Sahdh under the entry 
hawa: 

Hdwiyah14 is one of the names of the Fire and it is definite 
without the definite article. God said His mother is hdwiyah. 
He is saying his dwelling place is the Fire and the hdwiyah is 
the abyss. He said: 

Amr, had our lances found you 
You would have been like one falling to the depth (hdwiyah).15 



You say "May his mother fall (hawat)" she is hdwiyah, that 
is to say, bereaved. Ka'b ibn Sa(d al-Ghana wl elegized his 
brother; 

May his mother fall [hawat]. What the morning brings (him) 
And what the night conveys when he returns (home). 

L i s a n a l - ( a r a b under the entry h a w a (XX.25 f): 

Hdwiyah and the hdwiyah are among the names of Hell and it 
is definite without the definite article. The statement of God, 
His mother is hdwiyah is to say that his abode is Hell and his 
dwelling place is the Fire. It is said that one who has some 
compensation coming, he will dwell in "a blazing fire." 
According to al-Farra' some said concerning His mother is 
hdwiyah that this is a curse against them just as one would 
"May his mother fall (hawat)" in the speech of the Arabs. He 
recited the statement of Ka'b ibn Sa'd al-Ghanawi elegizing his 
brother . . . [the aforementioned verse].16 The meaning of "May 



his mother fall (hawat)" is "May his mother perish." And one 
says "May his mother fall (hawat);" so she is hdwiyah, that is, 
she is bereaved (of a child). Some said, His mother is 
hdwiyah, (means) hdwiyah becomes his abode just as the 
woman gives shelter her son. There is no abode for him other 
than her, his mother. It was said the meaning of His mother is 
hdwiyah is the skull (mother of his head) falls in the Fire. 
Ibn Bam said, "Had hdwiyah been a proper name for the 
Fire, then it would not be fully inflected in the verse and so 
the hdwiyah is each abyss whose bottom is not reached." Amr 
ibn Milqat al-Tal said "'Amr . . , [the aforementioned verse],11 

And under the entry umam (XIV.299): 

God's statement His mother is hdwiyah: and it is the Fire into 
which he, who is made to enter it, falls, that is, perishes. 
And5 it is said his skull (mother of his head) is hdwiyah in it, 
that is, fallen. 

Taj a l - ' a r u s under the entry h a w a (X.416): 



Hdwiyah without definite article is definite. Al-Jawhari 
restricted it to "the hawiyah" also with the article. Ibn Sa'Id 
related it one of the names of "Hell, may God protect us 
from it" amen. And concerning [who is] correct, etc. 

All the rest is as in Sahah and Lisan; only the note to the 
verses is new: 

"May she fall (hawat)" that is to say, "May his mother 
perish" so that she does not produce the like of him. 
Al-Jawharl related it from Tha'lab: "May his mother" etc. 

And under the entry umam (VIII. 189); 

(And) the mother is (the dwelling). An example is the saying 
of God, H i s mother is hdwiyah. That is to say, his dwelling is 
the Fire. And it is said that his skull (the mother of his 
head) is hdwiyah in it, that is fallen. 



Thus the native exegesis gives instead of one single 
explanation for the passage, three different ones, of which one, 
as an even closer look will immediately show, is presented in 
four or more varieties. And their most thorough and 
conscientious advocates stand, as it is not possible to fail to 
recognize, on the point of view of n a n l i q u e t , or, in Islamic 
terms, "only God knows (Allahu a{lam)." Which of these three or 
more explanations deserves preference? Is it really the one that the 
chorus of the western translators have accepted unanimously? 

The explanations are: 

(1) "Mother" in h i s m o t h e r stands in the meaning of 
"mother of the head," "skull," also "brain," and 
"cerebral membrane (meninx)" 1 7 or of only "head" and 
h d w i y a h is simply the active particle of h a w d , "to fall, 
to tumble" (passim). 

(2) Mother stands metaphorically for dwelling, abode, 



residence, or the like (passim; Khafajl sees sarcasm in 
this metaphor), or for origin or foundation (Nizam 
al-DIn al-Naysaburi). H d w i y a h denotes Hell or the Fire 
and to be precise either as a proper noun (passim) or 
as a common noun. As a common noun it is regarded 
equivalent with abyss and chasm or as a metonymy for 
a base, lowly fire (KhatTb). 

(3) Mother means, as usual, mother and h d w i y a h is the 
active participle for h a w a t , "his mother perished" or 
"lost her children" (passim).1* 

We will skip over without further ado the first explanation, 
even though it is obviously very old and is supported by names 
such as Qatadah, Tkrimah, al-Kalbl, al-Akhfash, and the like. 
The idea that the damned fall headfirst into Hell has obviously 
been influenced by Qur'anic passages such as L.23, 25: "Cast 
into Hell every rebellious unbeliever . . . cast him into severe 
punishment"; LXVII.6: "And for those who disbelieve in their 
Lord there is the punishment of Hell, an evil destination. When 



they are cast in it they will hear the groaning even as it flares 
up"; CIV.4 "Nay, he will be flung into that which smashes"; 
XXVIL92: "And those who do evil their faces will be thrown 
down into the Fire"; XXV.36: "Those who will be gathered to 
Hell on their faces"; and the like. 

The second explanation, as one has seen, is that which has 
achieved exclusive rule in the West. That it has also won great 
popularity among Muslims. In addition to the citations given 
above,19 it is shown by the following not uninteresting passages 
as well: 

K d m i l 65: 

We had said that you joined your mother falling (hdwiyah) 
into20 the blazing Fire (the Kharijites under al-Zubayr ibn £AlI 
during their siege of Isfahan23 shouted this at a brave 
opponent whom they believed they had killed). Muhammad 
Tahir al-Pattanl, Majma fbihar al-anwdr ft ghard'ib al-tanzil 
wa-latdHf al-akhbdr, Indian lithograph from 1314 under the 
entry hawd: T : 2 2 His mother is the hdwiyah: "Mother" is "des-



tiny" and hdwiyah is the equivalent or explanation. 

and Razali, a l - D u r r a al-fdkhirah, ed. Gautier, 35: 

Perhaps a man dies a Jew or a Christian. When he arrives 
from the world to his people, they ask "what do you know 
about so-and-so?" He says to them, "He died." They say, "we 
are Allah's and we return to him." He was brought low to his 
mother23 the hdwiyah. 

Its popularity is illustrated further from the fact that the 
Qur'anic exegetes and theologians always list the h d w i y a h 
among the names of the seven gates of hell enumerated in 
Qur'an XV44. Compare, for example, with Tabari, Tafsir to 
Qur'an XV.44 (XIV.22) 

Al-Qasim related from al-Husayn from al-Hajjaj from Ibn 
Jurayj: It has seven gates. The first is Hell (Jahannam), then 
Lam, then the Hutamah, then the Sa^r, then Saqar, then the 



Jahim, then the Hdwiyah. Abu Jahl is in the Jahim. 

Zamakhshari, Kashshafi on the same passage: 

It is said that the gates of the Fire are its layers and levels.24 

The highest level is for the monotheists, the second for the 
Jews, the third for the Christians, the fourth for the Sabians, 
the fifth for the Magi, the sixth for the idolaters, and the 
seventh for the hypocrites.25 And from Ibn Abbas, Hell 
(Jahannam) is for he who feigns belief the deity, L a i d is for 
serving the Fire, the Hutamah, for the serving of idols, the 
Saqar for the Jews, the S a l r for the Christians, the Jahim for 
the Sabians, and the Hdwiyah for the feigners of belief in the 
divinity. 

fAbd al-Rahman K Ahmad, D a q d ' i q a l - a k h b d r fi d h i k r a l - j a n n a 
w a - l - n a r , ed. M . Wolff ( E s c h a t o l o g i e ) , 89: 

[Gabriel] said: As for the first gate, in it are the hypocrites 



and whoever disbelieves from the companions of the table and 
the people pharaoh. Its name is hdwiyah. 

and others.26 Nevertheless, even this explanation proves itself 
untenable after careful consideration. 

First, as Ibn Barri correctly recognized, h d w i y a h cannot be 
a proper noun, because it would then have to be diptote. 
(Compare with the correct form the proper nouns (AHshah and 
F d t i m a h and with the other names of Hell, L a i d and S a q a r ) . 
The Muslim scholars simply avoided these defects. As is 
apparent with the aforementioned passages, they replaced "the 
h d w i y a h " or h d w i y a h [diptote] for the traditional h d w i y a h 
[triptote] without any hesitation. That is completely arbitrary! 

However, if one regards h d w i y a h as a common noun, be it 
in one or the other of the two accepted meanings, one also 
gains no usable result. Understood as abyss, chasm, gulf, and so 
on and with it as associated forms huwah (abyss), huwd]ah, 
uhwiyah (abyss), hawd\ hawlyah (abyss), mahwan (abyss), 
mahwah (abyss), hawty hawtah, and h i t 2 7 (compare also 



h a w h d ' a h , "wide fountain"), it appears very persuasive at first 
glance. That it can have this meaning for the old language is 
shown from the indigenous dictionaries citation of the verse of 
(Amr b. Milqat "O A m r . . . " which I translate: "O'Amr, if 
our lances had hit you, then you would have resembled he 
who falls into an abyss in the deep"—for the more recent 
passages as K a l l l a h w a - D i m n a h , ed. Sacy, II, l : 2 a 

She said 2 7 I would like you (frogs) to you go with me to a 
nearby deep pit. Croak in it and be noisy. When he (the 
elephant) hears your voices, he will not doubt that there is 
water (in it). He will fall (yahwi) in it. They agreed to that 
and gathered in the abyss ( h d w i y a h ) . The elephant heard the 
croaking of the frogs. Thirst overpowered him so he fell into 
the deep pit. 

The verse from A m r b. Milqat is impeccable, since it is 
repeated not only with a second verse in Lisan and Taj al-(arus 
(under Tha'lab), but also appears in Aynl II, 458, as in Suyuti's 
Shar s h a w d h i d a l - M u r m (Manuscript Thorb. A 232, book XIII, 



folio 3a) in a larger fragment of the qasidah, to which it 
belongs.30 The Leiden manuscript of the Arabic K a l i l a h 
wa-Dimnah has, just as Dozy (loc. c i t ) cites under hawat, al-
h a w t a h for Sacy's a l - k d w i y a h ; the latter stands however, for 
example, also in the Mosul edition (3rd ed., 19) and has 
naturally its worth in any case. 

Pause for thought is given by the fact that the equivalent 
that the Qur'an itself employs in verse 8 for hdwiyah, "blazing 
fire," lies conceptually fairly far from h d w i y a h (abyss). It lies 
far further than other instances of the Qur'anic formula And 
w h a t w i l l convey l o y o u w h a t i s . . . introducing an equivalent 
of the expression that it is meant to explain. Moreover, the fact 
that in the Qur'an, the Prophet's authentic and characteristic 
interpretations that which begin with the stereotypical A n d w h a t 
w i l l convey l o y o u w h a t i s . . . , are otherwise used just for 
words that he himself newly coined either in form or in 
content, or those that must have been entirely new for his 
listeners—never for common Arabic expressions such as 
h d w i y a h (abyss).31 Of even greater weight in disfavor of this 
interpretation is that the trope "mother" for "abode" (or others), 



understood either literally or ironically. It is less than appealing 
and more so to those for whom Arabic is otherwise completely 
foreign. As the exegetes here accept it, they do not let 
themselves be led by their knowledge of the language or their 
feeling for the language. Rather, they are led only by the 
acceptance that, since in verse 5 the discussion was about the 
future I s h a h r a d i y a h (pleasant life) of the pious (that is, their 
life in paradise), to which stands in unmistakable antithesis 
verse 6, the latter must necessarily deal with the future 
residence of sinners in Hell. Since this residence in Hell in the 
Qur'an is ordinarily expressed by means of the word "abode,"32 

"his abode" (or something else) is substituted for our his 
m o t h e r , without any hesitation. 

These objections to the dominant interpretations of his mother 
naturally also brings the downfall of the identification of hdwiyah 
with a low, base fire. Apart from the fact that the latter is 
already in and of itself dubious. 

Finally, the last of the proper modalities, the interpretation 
of m o t h e r as "origin" (asl), etc., is in itself admissible. (The 
meaning of m o t h e r as "origin," "basis," "element," and others, 



already exists and is fundamentally nothing more than a close 
metaphor).33 So we can dismiss it because it does not bring us 
further in any way. 

Consequently only the third explanation is left over, 
according to which h i s m o t h e r i s h d w i y a h means "his mother 
perishes," more correctly "becomes childless," and is regarded 
as a kind of euphemism33 for "perish" ( h a l a k a ) . It seems to me 
that this explanation, as I will establish is the only admissible 
one. 

That h a w d can mean "dying, perishing," is shown, for 
example, by the two following verses: 

Those who rejoice at misfortune said: Ziyad is dead (hawd) 
Every blow of fate has a clear reason.35 

And, 

By my life, he shouted with his loudest voice 
He announced that your chief, Huyayy, died ( h a w d ) . 



However, with m o t h e r and others as subject, it becomes, as the 
majority of the old Arabic philologists recognize a synonym for 
t h a k a l , "bereaved of a child/' It means therefore "to become 
childless." This use cannot be surprising if, as I with 
Fleischer37 want to accept that the original meaning of h a w d is 
"to yawn, to gape," out of which can develop—through the 
intermediate meaning '*to be empty"—the meanings "to die" 
(compare f a r a g h a and k h a l d ) and "to become childless" in a 
similar manner I can provide examples with four old verses, 
namely that already given above: 

May his mother become childless (hawaf)\ What the morning brings (him) 
And what38 the night conveys when he returns (home) 

and the following three others; 

May his mother become childless ( h a w a t ) \ His grave has enclosed what 
is of (his) generosity and (his) good deeds when he rewards (goodness)39 



May his mother become childless ( h a w a t ) \ What (ropes of glory), on 
the day they stretched out 
Jayshan with ropes of glory which cut through (him) 

it was said her: Exert yourself, may you become childless (hawayti) and 
hurry to obtain the pigeon lest the watersacks run out 

The four verses are all well attested. The first two belong to a 
longer one: the Marthiyah of Ka'b b. Sa fd al-RanawI which is 
much appreciated and oft-cited by the Arabs. (According to 
other less reliable information it is by Sahm al-Ranawi, see 
K h i z d n a h , loc. cit.). It is still completely or at least mostly 
extant, in the as yet unpublished part of the Mufaddaliyat 
AsmaHyal, no. 11. 4 0 K h i z a n a IV, 374f, M u k h t a r d t of Ibn 
al-Shajari 27 ff., S h u ' a r d ' a l - n a s r d n i y a , 746 ff., and Muhibb 
al-DIn Efendi, S h a r k s h a w d h i d a l - K a s h s h d f A l f. (just the first 
of the two verses is also in Sahdh, L i s a n , and Taj a l - ' a r u s 
under the entry u m a m , as well as, Ibn al- Sikkit, Alfaz, 576 and 



Maqqari, A n a l e c t e s , II, 518). The third verse comes from Abu 
Tammam in his Hamdsah, included with fragments of another 
Marthiyah, which likewise found wide circulation (compare 
H a m . 424, II ff.; Wright, O p u s c u l a , 113; Yaq. II178; and S h a r k 
s h a w d h i d a l - K a s h s h d f 48; for our verse alone also Maqqari l o c . 
cit II, 519). Finally, the fourth one is found in a particularly 
esteemed poem of Humayd b. Thawr, that Ibn Qutaybah has 
preserved for us ( a l - S h i c r w a - l - s h u c a r a \ 231 f.). On the 
authenticity of these verses there can be hardly any doubt. The 
view of the Arabic philologists of the stereotypical h i s m o t h e r 
f e l l ( h a w a t ) in the three first verses is illustrated by the 
following passages, Ibn al-Sikklt, Aljuz, 575, 5; 

It is said concerning the curse against a man . , . "May his 
mother become childless (hawat)" That is to say, "may his 
mother become bereaved of a child (thakilat). "Ka£b ibn Sacd 
al-Ghanawi said, "May his mother . . . " 

with the following commentary of TibrizI: 



This curse employs the aspect of surprise with proficiency and 
skill. It excels others. It is said "may his mother become 
bereaved of a child" How fine is what he produces and how 
excellent his speech; its like is his statement "may Allah fight 
him," and the statement of the Prophet (blessings upon him) 
"on you, of all things, is religion. Your hands are covered 
with dust . . e t c . 

TibrizI according to Hamdsah, 424: 

This was said concerning being proud and being astonished- That 
is to say, "may their mothers be bereaved (thakilat) of them" 
And he said "may their mother fall (hawat)" That is to say, 
"may she perish." . . . Abu aI-(AlaJ said, "may their mother 
perish" is among the curses that the Arabs employed for the 
opposite. Namely, its obvious meaning is as disparagement and a 
curse on the aforementioned (person), but the intention of it is 
praise. It indicates their purpose with that (statement) that they 
do not mean anything disparaging by it. 



He, his game does not make progress (that is, it dies) 
What does he have? May he not be numbered among his ownL 

K h i z d n a h IV 375: 

The statement "May his mother fall (hawat) .. " etc. Al-Qali 
saidT 'That is to say, Lmay his mother perish (kalakat).' It is as 
though she was brought down to the hdwiyah and the author of 
the al-Kashshaf mentioned it . . . . The intention is not cursing 
someone to fall down. Rather, it is astonishment and praise like 
the statement "may Allah fight him" and means that he is 
worthy because he is envied and is cursed with destruction 
{halak). 

S h a r k s h a w d h i d a l - K a s h s h a f , 485 1: 

His mother is hdwiyah is among their sayings. One curses a man 
"may his mother fall (hawat)," because then he "falls (hawd)" 



That is to say, he falls (saqata) and perishes (halaka). His 
mother "falls (hawat)" bereaved and grieving And "may his 
mother fall" is a curse by which one does not want him to 'Tall 
down (wuqW). Rather it is said with wonder and praise. 

lisan XIV, 296, 2 ff. 

Al-Layth: When the Arabs say, "you have no mother (id umm 
la-ka)" it is praise according to them. Against it: it is said "you 
have no mother," and it is a disparagement. Abu 'Ubayd: some 
of the scholars maintained that their statement "you have no 
mother" is put in the place of praise. Ka£b ibn Sa<d al-Ghanawi 
elegized his brother "May your mother fall (hawat) . . . " etc. 
Abu al-Haytham said concerning this verse "what does this verse 
indicate?" Abu Ubayd: Rather the meaning of this is like their 
saying, "Woe to his mother," and "affliction to his mother." The 
affliction to her and not to the man in this (verse) indicates 
praise. Their saying "you have no mother" does not resemble this 
(verse) because their saying "you have no mother" indicates that 
you do not have a free mother, and this is a clear insult. This 



is due to the fact that the sons of a slave girl are reprehensible 
according to the Arabs and they do not come close to the sons 
of a free woman. A man does not say to his companion "you 
have no mother" except in anger at him, being neglectful of him 
and vilifying him. He said: As for if he said "you have no 
father," that is not a thing of vilification. And it is said the 
meaning of their saying "you have no mother" is saying "you 
are a foundling for whom a mother is not known" Ibn Barn 
said concerning the exegesis of the verse of Ka(b ibn Sa'd "may 
his mother fall (hawat)": He employs notion of astonishment like 
their saying "May Allah fight him." 

(approximately the same Taj a l - ' a r u s ) and Majd al-DIn ibn 
al-Athir, N i h d y a under the entry umam (ed. Cairo 1311, I, 42): 

They obeyed the two of them, that is Abu Bakr and 'Umar 
(may Allah be pleased with the two of them). They had been 
well guided and their mother was well guided. By "mother" 
he intends "community" (ummah). And it was said it is the 
opposite of their statement "may his mother fall (hawat)" in 



cursing him. 

From these citations one recognizes that the conception of the 
Arabic philologists of "may his mother fall" is not absolutely 
uniform, but that the majority and most important voices 
identify "may she fall (hawat)" with "may she become childless 
( t h a k a l a t ) " The reference to h a w a y t l in the verse of Humayd 
of De Goeje in the glossary to his Ibn Qutaybah can be dealt 
with analogously. Whether "may his mother fall" "may you 
fall" and the like, over which the Arabic philologists are also 
of divided opinion, is merely used as antiphrasing42 or not 
makes no difference for the purposes of our study; because 
even if, as it certainly appears that the former had been the 
case, the h a w d would nevertheless have possessed exactly the 
same meaning outside of this optative or imprecatory formula, 
as (is the case with) q a l a l a , akhzd, t a r i b a , and so forth, outside 
the expressions q d t a l a - h u A l l a h , akhza-hu A l l a h , t a r i b a t 
yadd-ka, and so forth. 

Under the circumstances no one who is very well 



acquainted with the peculiarities of the old Arabic lexicons 
would reject our explanation of h i s m o t h e r i s h d w i y a h , if the 
closing verse of the surah did not exist, which hangs 
completely in midair with this explanation- Because with 
Zamakhshari and others a bridge is established on the way, it is 
naturally unacceptable for one to apply hiyah in verse 7 not to 
h d w i y a h but to something inferred from verse 6 a l - d d h i y a h , 
"disaster," "misfortune." 

Fortunately, however, there is a way out of this difficulty 
that must have been (and still is) closed for every Muslim, 
namely the possibility of striking out verses 7 and 8 as 
interpolations. I hold to this deletion as correct on the grounds 
of the following considerations. First, as we have seen, the 
verses 6-8 next to each other mock each literal or analogous 
explanation. To fall back upon Qur'an III.5, where the Prophet 
appears to admit the existence of unclear or ambiguous 
expressions in the Qur'an, 4 3 and to accept that our h i s m o t h e r 
i s h d w i y a h would be such a deliberately unclear expression, 
naturally would not occur to a Western interpreter because such 
a method would mean bankrupting all Qur'anic exegesis. 



Second, whereas on each of the other thirteen passages in the 
Qur'an where a new word is coined by the Prophet using "and 
w h a t w i l l convey t o y o u w h a t . . . , " the coined word 
repeatedly comes after this expression. In our verse 7 instead 
of h d w i y a h the pronoun h i y a h appears (please note that the 
pronoun is not otherwise found in the whole Qur'an, nor its 
counterpart h u w a h ) . This fact must be all the more disturbing, 
since the concerning repetition obviously constitutes a 
well-known rhetorical technique of the Prophet44 and since in 
our passage neither the consideration of the rhyme nor any 
other discernible reason makes the replacement of h d w i y a h by 
hiyah necessary. Thirdly, the content of both verses is quite 
meager Verse 7 consists of an expression, that, as just 
mentioned, recurs not less that thirteen times in the Qur'an. 
And both words, those from verse 8, a b l a z i n g fire ( n a r 
h d m i y a h ) , are without doubt the most prosaic and most vapid 
among the numerous, partly effective rhetorical and graphic 
expressions with which the Qur'an portrays Hell. They appear 
here all the more pathetic since they are also found in Qur'an 
LXXXVIII.4, where they sound much better, so that the 
supposition is unavoidable that they are borrowed from there.45 



Fourth, one does not need to search far for a reason for the 
interpolation. The expression "his mother is hdwiyah" was 
obviously already unclear to a large, if not the largest, part of 
the companions of the Prophet, more precisely Meccan and 
Medinan companions; that is proved by a comparison of all the 
extant exegesis transmitted to us, particularly the first genera
tion of the chain of transmitters (asdnid) with which al-Tabari 
supports his material. Obviously the blame for the uncertainly 
was due to the fact that the Prophet had borrowed the 
expression from the 'arablyah.^ That is, at that time in the 
whole of Arabia the speech of the Bedouin was given classical 
recognition of a higher style, which differed not insignificantly 
from the dialects of Mecca and Medina. 4 7 Muhammad, despite 
his animosity toward the old Arabian poets (the chief 
representatives of 'arabiyah), repeatedly describes the language 
of his revelations in the Qur'an itself as ' a r a b i , that is, 
"classical Arabic." 4 8 In addition, it is evident from some 
traditions that even the oldest Qur'anic exegetes had to let 
Bedouin interpret certain words and expressions in the 
revelations49 However, insofar as one was unclear over the 
exact meaning of the expression "his mother is hdwiyah" one 



recognized by context that it should announce the punishment 
of the sinner, naturally the punishment of Hell. The majority of 
the Qur'anic exegetes had decided the expression to be identical 
with his abode is the F i r e . This insight caused an old Qur'an 
memorizer (hdfiz)—of course before the final redaction of the 
Qur'an—to attach verses 7 and 8 to the sura, in order to make 
clear the intention of verse 6 as the punishment of Hell to 
even the dullest eyes or ears. Naturally, the aforementioned 
Qur'an memorizer could thus have been led by the best of 
intentions. 

Perhaps one could raise two kinds of objections against this 
solution to the problem. First, until now Qur'anic interpolations 
have not been proven and so it must seem dubious, even 
though only the possibility of admitting such would be 
permissible- And second, the bare "his mother is hdwiyah" 
means "his mother becomes childless/' that is, "he perishes," is 
not contrasted effectively enough with "He is in a pleasant 
life," which immediately brings to mind Paradise and to which 
it is supposed stand in antithesis. 

To the first objection I reply that in my opinion the 



possibility of interpolations in the Qur'an, even worse than that 
asserted by me here, absolutely must be admitted. And, if such 
interpolations have not been proven until now, this mainly 
because no one has undertaken a drastic detailed criticism of the 
Qur'an. One can only imagine the absolute lack of official as 
well as private care for the individual "qur'ans" during the more 
than twenty years of Muhammad's prophetic career. In addition, 
there is the uninhibitedness with which he partly retouched older 
revelations considerably, and partly canceled them out completely, 
usually replacing them with new ones according to need and 
mood. And there is the mendacious obsession with telling tales 
of many of his companions, who, as the oldest Qur'anic exegesis 
and H a d i t h show, even include the person and the work of the 
Prophet sent by God. All these things are too sufficiently well 
known for it to be necessary to even show them in detail here. 
Even a commission working with all the methods of a modern 
scholarly training and criticism would not have been able to 
produce an absolutely authentic Qur'an from materials affected by 
such factors—how much less 'Uthman's commission which was 
devoid of all literary practice! So few of these techniques were 
employed to even avoid the confusion in chronology and in 



content and the fragmentary composition evident in many parts 
of the Qur'an. It was likewise incapable of being sure to totally 
eliminate small parasitic accretions that in the course of the 
decades—about forty years passed between the first appearance 
of the Prophet and the final redaction of the Qur'an—attached 
themselves on individual suras. Were our Qur'an really genuine 
in all its parts, the it would be truly the wonder which the 
orthodox Muslim belief, certainly in other respects, holds it to 
be. 

The second objection points out that Paradise and Hell in 
other passages of the Qur'an are placed in a direct, close, and 
(therefore at least partially perhaps) effective contrast with one 
another, as would be the case according to my explanation of 
h i s m o t h e r i s h d w i y a h in verse 5 and 6 of our sura. Compare 
LXXXHT3-14: 

As for the righteous, they will be in bliss; and as for the 
wicked, they will be in a fire; 

L X X X I . 12-13: 



And when the Fire is kindled, and when the Garden is 
brought near; 

LXXK.37-40: 

TTien, as for him who exceeds proper bounds and preferred 
the life of this world, the Fire is the abode; but as for him 
who feared to stand before his Lord and restrained (his) soul 
from lust, the Garden is his abode. 

XXXIX.71,73, and so forth. However, there is in no way a lack 
of passages where, as in our verse 6 according to my 
explanation, Hell and its torments are not directly addressed, 
rather just vaguely of a "losing the soul," a "being afraid," and 
others (as, on the other hand, Paradise and its blessings are not 
directly addressed, rather just vaguely of a "thriving," and 
others). Compare VII:7-8 (two verses that are also closely 
related to our verses 5 and 6 since they have similar wording, 



as already was mentioned above): 

The balance on that day will be true; those whose scale is 
heavy, those are the successful; those whose scale is light, 
those are the ones who forfeit their souls . . 

(almost exactly the same XXIII: 104 f,. compare also 
XXVm.67); XLII.2 1: 

You will see the wrongdoers in fear of what they have 
earned and what will fall on them; those who believe and do 
good deeds will be in the meadows of the gardens . . . 

X.46; and others. In general the threat of punishment contained 
in vague expressions were often as effective as the precise 
designation and description of the punishment. 

What I have said above about h i y a h and the general 
composition of the two ending verses of our sura might also 
suggest, among other things, that both verses are not 



interpolations- Rather, they are an old Qur'anic fragment that 
the commission of Zayd b\ Thabit and his companions or 
someone before them merely placed at the end of our sura, 
because it was less suitable elsewhere. 

In conclusion I again refer to Zamakhshari, without doubt 
not only the most astute and most clever of the Qur'anic 
exegetes, but also the best expert on the old language, who 
brings the meaning of the sentence h i s m o t h e r i s h d w i y a h that 
is adopted by me to the first position. 

NOTES 

1. According the Flugel's numbering in his edition of the 
Qui°an, which is used here by me as a basis throughout and is in 
the present case also consistent with Fleischer's Baydawi. Others, as 
for example Zamakhshari, Khashshdf edited by Lees, count verse 5 
and 6 as two each {see also Grimme's Mohammed, 12:111), but 
hardly correctly as the rhyme readily shows. Unfortunately, even a 
fairly critical edition of the Qur'an is still lacking. 



2, For he who is immersed somewhat deeper in the secrets of 
the carabiyah, there can be no doubt that among all the existing 
translations of the Qur'an, complete as well as partial, none satisfy 
very strict philological requirements. Sale's translation was a very 
respectable achievement for its time, and it continues to deserve to 
be reprinted again and again. However, it naturally now no longer 
stands up to the mark of Arabic studies and religious studies, 
especially the study of Islam. Since Sale only Sprenger, among the 
Qur'an translators who have had their translations published, has 
seriously endeavored to penetrate deeper in the understanding of the 
book. Unfortunately, though he possessed a stupendous (but in no 
way always reliable) erudition and a wealth of spirit and imagination, 
he did not also possess the necessary general philological training. 
Noldeke concluded the short examination of the literature of Qur'anic 
translations in his Orientalischen Skizzen, p. 61, with the words: 
"Unfortunately, Fleischer's translation of the Qur'an still awaits 
publication/1 Concerning this I would like to take this opportunity to 
notify, that I—in the general conviction that a translation of the 
Qur'an from Fleischer's hand would necessarily greatly exceed all 
available translations, especially in syntactical and lexical 
respects—had in mind at the end of 1901 to let Brouillon print the 



manuscript of Fleischer. Unfortunately, I must state that it has 
completely disappeared. Perhaps one of the readers can give some 
news of its whereabouts. Thorbecke's handwritten translation of suras 
50-114 (see ZDMG 45:480 no. 131 c = Ms. Tho A. 97, e) is a cur
sory work without special value. 

3. The same passage as a quotation out of Karkhi's commentary 
of Tafsir a l - J a l a l a y n , also by Sulayman al-JamaTs a l - F u t u h d t 
al-ilahiyah, a commentary of the same works. 

4. I have listed the commentators according to their seniority. 

5. Qatadah b. Di'amah, an outstanding authority on tradition and 
the Qur'an, died at the age of fifty-six around 117 A .H . I comment 
here only on the names of the most important and oldest informants 
of al-Tabari. 

6. Badham, freedman of Umm Hani', an aunt of the Prophet, 
source of traditions. 

7. Qur'an IIL 144 and XX1V.56. 

8. The well-known cousin of the Prophet and the founder of 
the official Muslim Qur'anic exegesis. 



9. For the author of the verses [and a slightly different 
translation]. 

10. Compare to this figure of speech Mehren, Die Rketorik der 
A r a b e r , p. 122, n 185. 

11. Tkrimah is the well-known transmitter, freedman of Ibn 
'Abbas, who died c. 104 A.H. 

12. See above, n. 3. 

13. Khafaji (d. 1069) is older than Sulayman (d. 1204). However, 
because of his contact with the lexicographers, I placed him directly 
before them, 

14. The vocalization is mine. As everybody knows, the Bulaq 
edition of the Sahdh that I use, unfortunately contains only 
consonantal Arabic. 

15. For the author [and slightly different] translation see page 
443. 

16. In the margin, regarding: 



"May his mother fall." Al-Saghanl said, replying to al-Jawharl 
with the report: "May his wife fall (hawat) and his good 
deeds perish when he rewards (goodness)." Al-Jawhari is 
correct. He is the one who emended the al-Azhar- revision of 
his books. 

17. Mother of the head: for example, K a m i 275; Yaq. I, 120. 
For cerebral membrane usually as "mother of the brain (dimdgh)" 
see Kdmil 64; 275; also mother of the head (ham), see ibid. Lane, 
Lexicon, see dimagh, etc. Compare with all three editions of Ibn 
al-Athir1s Murassa*. 

18. I will not allow myself to be involved with the foolish 
attempts at harmonization, such as that of al-Tabari, who attempts to 
combine the first two of these three explanations with each other. 

19. Tibrlzi, loc. cit, can be added to them: 

In the Qur'an, his mother is hdwiyah: it is said that it is a 
name for Hell, that is to say it is their abode just as the 
mother houses the child 



20. This "into (ft)" is missing in the five manuscripts used by 
Wright. In the expression is the image of the "mother" being held 
onto, but it means naturally a part of Hell, or rather Hell itself. 
Compare with the parallel report in al-Taban, Annates, II, 763: 

They began to say: "O enemy of God, verily by God, we 
hope that we surround you with your mother." He said to 
them: "O sinners, why do you mention my mother?" They 
began to say: "He defends his mother to whom he will soon 
be brought." His companions said to him: "They mean the 
Fire," and he understood. He replied: "O enemies of Allah, 
what is most irreverent to your mother is when you are 
plucked from her. This is your mother and your destiny is it 
(the Fire)." 

21. S. Briinnow, Charidshiten, 94 f. 

22. It is explained in the forward: Al-TayyibI, Shark al-mishkdh. 
Compare with Brockelmann, Gesh. d. Arab. LitL I, p. 364 

23. Gautier has "community" (ummah), with the footnote, "These 



three words [to the community of the hdwiyah] is missing in BFGH; 
C replaces 'commuting with 'people (ahl)*; D aj. The mother is 
miserable and the rank is miserable. [Gautier incorrectly has "the 
suspicious (ai-muriba).]" However, it is obvious that both 
aforementioned citations are analogous to that from al-Tabari above 
which contains His mother [instead].11 

24. Compare to level (darak) in contrast with routes (daraj). 
Hariri, Durras 49. 

25. Compare with Qur Jan 4:144: "The hypocrites are in the 
lowest level of the Fire." 

26. From Western works, compare, for example, with Palmer, 
Qur'an 1, p. LXX; Hughes, Dictionary of Islam, under the entry 
"HeD." 

27. For uhwlyah compare, for example, with Yaq. Ill, 321 
Hamasah 424; For h a w d \ plural ahwiyah, chasm, or gulf, for 
example, Qazwlni, ed. Wusten- feld, I, 144, and al-Tabari, Annates, 
Glossary; for fut Yaq. IV, 997 and ZDMG (58): 874. I also have 
examples for the remaining forms, excluding huwd'ah (compare 
however hamasah, loc. cit ), however I will refrain from citing them 



here, especially those that are found almost exclusively in younger 
sources and already by Dozy, Supplement 

28. I have taken this example from Dozy's Supplement under the 
entry hdwiyah. A second example that he gives I am not able to 
consider unfortunately, because the book in question (Ajbar machmnd, 
cronica anonima del siglo XI, dada a luz por Don Emilio Lafuente 
y Alcantara) is not accessible to me, 

29. That is, the lark, that wants to take its revenge on the 
elephant, to the frogs. 

30. For (Amr, Aws appears in all of these passages. To tahwi 
bi-hi al-hdwiyah 'Aynl remarks: that is to say, the abyss and "you 
fall" with a kasrah under the wdw, that is, you fall (tasqutu). Suyuti 
loc. cit, reads tahwi ild a l - h d w i y a h , for which t a h w l etc. would 
naturally be read, assuming the reliability of the manuscript with 
regard to i l d . 

31. One can compare for both contentions the passages under 
discussion (that all stand together in Hugel's concordance under 
adrd-kd). 



32. Compare with XXXIL20 "as for those who sin, their abode 
will be the Fire"; IV.99 "those, their abode is Hell"; V.76 "He who 
associates (other things) with God, God will forbid him the Garden 
and his abode will be the Fire," and many others. Occasionally one 
finds for "abode" {ma*wa) also related expressions such as mathwan, 
maw'id, mthfld, m a s d b , etc.; compare VI. 128 "the Fire is your 
dwelling place, abide in it for ever"; XV.43 "and verily Hell is the 
dwelling place for all of them"; VII. 39 "for them there is Hell as a 
bed"; XXXVIII.55-56 "and verily, for the wrongdoers will be an evil 
end: Hell, they will burn in it; (it is) an evil bed"; etc. 

33. Compare the lexica and for example also the ummahat 
"mothers" or elementa simlicia ( = basdHt) with the mawalladat 
"mothers" the "derived structure or compound" ( = mukarrabat); 
Qazwlnl I, 301 = Sacy, Chresfi, III, 180 (see also ibid., 485 above; 
for basd'it and m u k a r m b a t compare, for example, still, Ibn Ya*Ish 
1122; Baydawi I, 11, etc.) 

34. For euphemism by curses, see Goldziher, Abhandlgg. z arab. 
Philologic, I, 39 f. 

35. Nabira, Complement, p. 54; Lisan and Taj al-carus under 



hawd. With the latter, matin, "very solid" for mubin "clear," that 
perhaps deserves preference. 

36. Kdmil 727; Hamasah 382. With a few insignificant variations. 

37. In Franz Delitzsch, Kommentar zu Job, to VI, 2, 

38. Compare to md dka in the classical language the interesting 
chapter of Maqqari, AnnaUctes, II, 517. The interpretation of the rest 
of the verses, see Lisan XIV 296 (= Taj al-carus VIII, 190); Ibn 
al-Sikkit, Alfdz, 576; Khizdnah, IV, 375; Shark shawdkid al-Kashskdf 
48, 

39. For reflection, compare Maqqari II, 518 and 519, among 
others. 

40. Ahlwardt—I take into account naturally only the two verses 
which concern us here—has the incorrect al-subha and a l - l a y l a 
instead of al-subhu and al- lay hi; compare with Noldeke, ZDMG 
(57): 209. 

41. Imru al-Qays is regarded as the author; compare ed. 
Ahlwardt 134, no. 29; Lexika under the entry nafar and nami. Lane 
under nafar, and MaydanI, ed. Freytag II, p. 624, no. 112. 



42. Aid eal-aks. This enantisemantic expression obviously belongs 
in the large chapter on the expression li-l-tafd'ul (to regard as a 
good omen) (see my Marrok. Sprichworter, Mitteihmgen aus d. Sem. 
f. Or. Sprachen, I, Westas. Studien, 203, note 1). Compare as 
especially relevant here "may Allah shame him (akhzd-hu Allah)" 
(see the Lexica), as well as "you have no father (la abd l a - k a ) " 
Hariri, Maqdmdt, ed. Sacy2 I, 165 with commentary. 

43. The verse reads: "He is the one who has sent down the 
book to you: in it are verses of established meaning; they are the 
foundation (umm) of the book: others are ambiguous. But those in 
whose hearts is perversity follow the part that is ambiguous seeking 
discord and searching for its meaning- No one knows its meaning 
except Allah . .." 

44. Compare for example the beginning of our sura: lThe 
calamity! What is the calamity? And what will convey to you what 
the calamity is?" the beginning of Surah LXIX: 'The reality! What 
is the reality? And what will convey to you what the reality is?" 
and so forth. 

45. 1 know very well that the Quran has no lack of reiterations 



(compare for example with regard to our sura itself, verse 5b with 
LXIX.21, verse 4 with LXX.9 and verse 5a and 6a with VII.7 f, 

and XXin.104 f.). Hence, the same expressions appearing two or 
more times do not necessarily mean that one has been interpolated. 
If however one passage is already suspect, their agreement with one 
another naturally becomes a further suspicious fact. 

46. Qatadah also acknowledged that (according to al-Tabari and 
Khatib), who calls hdwiyah an Arabic word (kaiimah 'arabiyah). 
Compare also according to Nizam al-Din "this is from the usage of 
the Arabs" and so forth. 

47. To a certain degree this difference is always acknowledged 
by the modern Arabic studies also. But that it was larger than one in 
general had accepted until now, I have tried to show in 1903 at the 
General Philologist Conference in Halle in a lecture Zur Entstehung 
der Orthographie des Schriftarabis- chen (see Verhandlangen, page 
154), which I hope to be able to publish soon in expanded form. 

48. See Flu gel's concordance under the entry earabi. This 
description that Muhammad spoke classical Arabic is put forth more 
in the later official view of Muslims. Compare Muzhin ed. Bulaq, 



1282,1, 103; 

The most eloquent person (in Arabic) under any circumstances 
is our master and our lord, the Messenger of God. . . . The 
Messenger of God (p.b.u.h) said: lT am the most eloquent of 
the Arabs," The foreign companions related it and they related 
it also with the wording "I am the most eloquent of those 
who speaks with the dad" (a letter peculiar to Arabic and 
hence can refer to the Arabic language). 

49. See Suyup's Itqan, Calcutta 1852-84, 267; compare also 
282 ff. 



REGARDING 

A . F i s c h e r 

T r a n s l a t e d by H e r b e r t Berg 

From Z D M G 60 (1906): 371-74. 

QUR'AN C I . 6 



my article "A Qur'anic Interpolation" I tried to show 
that the , Qur'anic verse: "And as for him whose scales are 
light, his mother is hdwiyah" (Qur'an CI.6) meant for the 
Prophet: "And whose scale is light, his mother will become 
childless (that is, he perishes).'1 And I tried to show that the 
meaning of h d w i y a h as hell, as it is presented in the two final 
verses of the sura: "What will convey to you what it is? A 
blazing fire," was only brought in artificially. I wish here to 
further support my argument through reference to the Muslim 
Qur'anic exegetes. To be precise, even the oldest of them 
usually forcibly interpreted the term "hell" into the Qur'an. 
Obviously this is because their religious imagination, unfruitful 
in coming up with other ideas, always preferred the image of 



theunbelievers in damnation (as contrasted with the believers 
in paradise). One can compare in this connection, how the 
Qur'anic commentary expresses itself to w a y l (woe) in Qur'an 
11.73 

Woe to those who write the Book with their hands and then 
say: "This is from Allah" in order to buy with it (something) 
of little value! Woe to them for what their hands write and 
woe to them for what they earn. 

For example, al-Tabari (I, 286): 

Fa-wayl: the interpreters differed with respect to the statement 
fa-way I. 

Some of them advocated what Abu Kurayb related from 
TJthman ibn Sa'Td from Bishr ibn (Umarah from Abu Rawf 
from al-Dahhak from Ibn 'Abbas, (who) said: fa-wayl la-hum, 
"Punishment is upon them." 

Others advocated what Bashshar related from Ibn Mahdi 



from Sufyan from Ziyad ibn Fayyad, (who) said, "I heard 
Abu Tyad say, The wayl is the pus1 that flows in the base of 
Hell (jahannam)? " Bishr ibn Aban al-Khattab related from 
Waki( from Sufyan from Ziyad ibn Fayyad from Abu Tyad, 
(who) said concerning the statement fa-wayU "A cistern in the 
base of Hell in which flows their pus" 'AH ibn Sahl al-
RamlT related from Zayd ibn AbT al-Zarqa* from Sufyan from 
Ziyad ibn Fayyad from Abu (Iyad, (who) said, "The wayl is a 
river of pus in Hell" Ibn Humayd related from Mihran from 
Shaqiq, (who) said, "Wayl is water which flows with pus in 
the base of Hell," 

Yet others advocated what al-Muthanna related from 
Ibrahim ibn (Abd al-Salam ibn Salih al-Tumtarj from (AlI ibn 
Jarlr from Hammad ibn Salamah from 'Abd al-Hamld ibn 
Ja'far from Kinanah al -'Adawi from £Uthman ibn (Affan from 
the Messenger of Allah (p.b.udi.) (who) said, "The wayl is a 
mountain in the Fire." Yunus related from Ibn Wahb from 
Amr ibn al-Harith related from Darraj from Abu al-Haytham 
from Abu Sau~d from the Prophet (p.b.u.h.)> (who) said, "Wayl 
is a river in Hell into which the unbeliever falls for forty 
autumns before he reaches its bottom." 



Abu Ja(far [al-Tabari] said, 4 The meaning of the verse 
based on what was related above concerning the interpretation 
of wayl is that the punishment of drinking pus by the people 
Hell in the lowest part of the Jahim is for the Jews who 
write falsehood with their hands and then say, This is from 
Allah.1 " 

Baydawi: 

Fa-wayl, that is, the sighing and destruction. Whoever said 
that it was a river or a mountain in Hell, he means that in it 
(Hell) is a place which is occupied it by the one for whom 
the wayl is made. Perhaps it is called that metaphorically. 

There are also other examples. Naturally, this exegesis has its 
echo in the lexicography; compare al-Jawharl under wayl: 

(Ata' ibn Yasar said, "The wayl is a river in Hell. If the 
mountains were sent into it, they would melt from its heat." 



L i s a n a l - c a r a b under wayl (XIV, 266): 

Wayl is a river in Hell and wayl is one of its gates. In the 
Hadith from Abu Sa<Id al-KhudrT, he said, 'The Messenger of 
Allah (p.b.u.h.) said, The wayl is a river in Hell into which 
the unbeliever falls for forty autumns. If the mountains were 
sent into it, they would melt from its heat before they 
reached its bottom. Al-Sa'ud2 is a mountain of fire in which 
he (the unbeliever) ascends seventy autumns. Then he falls 
l ikewise.. ." Ibn al -fAnbari said, "The wayl of Satan and 
his lamenting. Concerning the wayl are three teachings: Ibn 
Mas'ud said, LThe wayl is a river in Hell,1 M etc. 

Qamus under wayl. 

Wayl is the word "punishment" and a river in Hell, or a 
spring, or a gate to it." 



(See also Taj al-'arus under wayl). Here therefore, a whole 
crowd of old—indeed the oldest traditionalists and 
Qur'anic—exegetes, among them a man such as al-Tabari 
himself (whom one would not easily assess as a dimwit), have 
construed a word as well known as w a y l which outside the 
Qur'an and the pious tradition no one would have given a 
meaning for other than "woe," without much circumlocution to 
be a place in Hell: a river or a cistern of pus3 that flows from 
the damned, a fountain, a river valley, a mountain, a section of 
hell, and so on. Indeed, they have not shrunk from putting 
these interpretations partly in the mouth of the Prophet himself. 
How, then, is one supposed to make much with the rare 
h d w i y a h in Qur'an CI, with which one does not know how to 
start? 

Actually we are justified in believing the oldest Muslims, 
by their own lack of training in literary things in matters of 
Qur'anic interpretation, capable of every stupidity. It is obvious 
the Prophet himself was not conceptually completely clear over 



all kinds passages in his revelations! 

Vollers (who agrees in the remainder of my explanation of 
Qur'an CL6-8) referred me to Wellhausen's German Waqidi 
("Muhammed in Medina") at the bottom of page 35. There 
Wellhausen translates the expression "he comes to his mother" 
a l - h d w i y a h : "OUmar . . , requested him to be allowed to chop 
off a head,) whereupon he returned nothingness home to his 
mother" At this point Wellhausen gave the notice: "Compare to 
Job 1:21, Psalm 9:18 and perhaps inn to a l - h d w i y a h (Qur'an 
101:6)." However, a l - h d w i y a h is nowhere called "the nothing" 
and inn has nothing to do etymologically with a l - h d w i y a h 
(Qur'an CI.6 calls it only h a w i y a h l ) ; also the notion, that the 
man had emerged from nothingness and with his death returns 
to nothingness, would not be Muslim, but pagan. I explain the 
expression as the closely related: 

TTiey went to his mother He was brought low by it to his 
mother al-hdwiyah. You united with your mother al-hdwiyah 
al-hdwiyah. 



For other examples that I have dealt with elsewhere, see pag 
397-422. 

NOTES 

1. Compare Qur'an XIV.19, "In front of him is Hell and he 
made to drink from festering (sadid) water." 

2. Compare with Qur'an LXX1Y.17. 

3. Sadld. See the Qur'anic commentaries and the lexicons. 



6.4 

T H R E E DIFFICULT 
PASSAGES IN T H E K O R A N 

C. C. Tbrrey 

From A Volume of Oriental Studies Presented to E. G. Browne (Cambridge, 1922), pp, 
464-71. 

L "RAQIM" AND DECIUS 



XVIII. 8-25 

JLII the first part of the eighteenth sura Muhammad alludes, 
in a characteristically cryptic way, to the Seven Sleepers of 
Ephesus, Christians who took refuge in a cave, at a time of 
severe persecution, and after being walled in by their pursuers 
slept there for about two hundred years, at the end of which 
time they were awakened and came forth. 

It is plain that Muhammad has heard the story recently and 
been interested by it; that he has tried to tell it for the 
edification of his followers, but has been embarrassed by the 
questions of certain unbelievers, who very possibly knew the 
story better than he did. He accordingly produces a "revelation," 
in which he tiptoes around the story, incidentally giving his 
divine authority for refusing to answer foolish queries. 



In verse 8 he introduces the subject with the question, 
"What think you of those associated with the cave a n d w i t h 
a i - R a q l m l Was not their experience a wonderful sign?" What 
the word raqlm means here has been an unsolved mystery. 
Some commentators explain it as the name of the mountain in 
which the cave was, others regard it as the name of the valley 
below. Others, starting from etymology, suppose it to designate 
a tablet or scroll, something i n s c r i b e d (verb r a q a m a ) , which 
may have been put up over the mouth of the cave in which 
they lay. But the popular explanation, approved by the majority 
of native commentators (always with express caution, however), 
is this, that, al-raqlm is the name of the dog that accompanied 
the sleepers, mentioned in verses 17 and 21. This explanation is 
intrinsically most unlikely. "RaqTm" is all but impossible as a 
name; moreover, Muhammad could hardly have chosen the 
form of words which he uses, if this had been his meaning. 
The dog himself was sahib al-kahf, or one of "those of the 
cave," and he plays no important part in the story in any of its 
forms. It is true that Muhammad shows some interest in this 
dog, and it is therefore no wonder that his oriental followers, 



with their love of the whimsical and their own interest in 
domestic animals, should have given the preference to this 
explanation of the strange word. But very few scholars, either 
oriental or occidental, have expressed themselves as really 
persuaded. 

The second of the passages in which the dog is mentioned 
is interesting as exhibiting Muhammad's somewhat anxious 
eagerness to show himself well acquainted with the legend. 
Verse 21: "They will say, Three, and the fourth was their dog; 
others will say, Five, and the sixth was their dog (guessing 
wildly [or, as the Arabic might be rendered, 'throwing stones in 
the dark']); still others will say, Seven; the eighth was their dog. 
Do t k o u say, My Lord knows best how many there were, and 
very few others know," It is plain that the Prophet felt "shaky" 
as to some details of the story; yet it is quite evident on the 
other hand that he had heard it in a complete version, and 
knew it welk There was indeed variation in the versions current 
at that time as to the number of the sleepers; for example, a 
Syriac manuscript of the 6th century gives the number as eight 
(Wright's C a t a l o g u e of t h e S y r i a c MSS i n t h e B r i t i s h M u s e u m , 



1090). 

There is, however, one important and constant feature of 
the legend, apparently omitted in the Koranic version, which is 
perhaps really present here in a curious disguise. In all the 
extant ancient versions of the tale, the tyrant who was the 
author of the persecution, before whom the seven youths 
appeared and from whom they fled to their cavern, is the 
emperor Decius. He is made very prominent in the story, and 
his name occurs many times. See, for instance, the texts 
published in Guidi's important monograph, / Sette D o r m i e n t i d i 
Efeso, where the name Decius is found (repeatedly in each 
case) in two Coptic (Sahidic) versions, pp. 5 ff., 13 f.; three 
Syriac versions, 18 ff., 24 ff., 36 ff.; two Ethiopic versions, 66 
f., 87; and two Armenian versions, 91, 96 ff. In two Syriac 
manuscripts the name is miswritten as Dugs, or Dukus, and in 
still other ways, and in the Christian Arabic version printed by 
Guidi (51 ff.) the form is Decianus (daqyantis); but such 
occasional corruptions count for nothing. 

The ordinary way of writing the name Decius in Aramaic 
would be u>pT, , and this is the orthography which occurs 



uniformly in the oldest and best Syriac texts, as in the version 
of this legend in Land's Anecdote Syriaca, HI, 87, 6, 10; 90, 12 
; 91, 3; 93, 7, etc., and in the version published by Guidi, 36, 2 
a f. It is therefore a tempting hypothesis, and to me at least it 
seems very probable, that when Muhammad's informant, who 
read or narrated to him this legend of the Seven Sleepers saw 
in the text before him the name V"f~\ he read it 0>p~l instead 
of D'pT. Not only the Hebrew characters, but also the Aramaic 
characters of that time and region, could very easily be a 
ambiguous, as any extensive table of ancient Semitic alphabets 
will show, 1 and the coincidence appears too striking to be 
accidental, in view of the supporting circumstances. 

2- THE EXCEPTION IN FAVOR OF "THE 
BLIND, THE CRIPPLE, AND THE SICK" 

XXIV60 



A considerable part of Sura XXIV is taken up with 
prescriptions concerning decent behavior. Muhammad and his 
immediate circle of followers have been greatly disturbed by 
the Ayesha scandal, and in dealing now with this most 
important matter the Prophet takes occasion also to lay down 
rules in regard to general considerations of chastity, modesty, 
and allied subjects. According to his mental habit, illustrated in 
a multitude of Koranic passages, he passes abruptly from one 
subject to another, and occasionally returns again suddenly to a 
theme he had previously discussed and seemingly finished. 

In verse 27 Muhammad introduces the subject of intruding 
on the privacy of men or women—but especially women—in 
their own houses or apartments. He then goes on to speak, in 
verse 31, of the duty of believing women to avoid uncovering 
themselves before those who are not members of their families. 
These are matters lingered in his mind, for he returns to them 
in this sura and also treats them, in this same order, in Sura 
XXXIII. The translation (24, 27 ff.): "O ye who believe! enter 



not into other houses than your own, until ye have asked leave 
and have saluted its people. That is better for you; perhaps ye 
will be mindful. 28 And if ye find no one therein, enter not 
until permission is given you; if it is said to you, 'Go back,1 

then go back. That is more decent behavior on your part; and 
God knows what ye do. 29 It is no trespass for you to enter 
uninhabited houses, if ye have need to do so; God knows what 
ye reveal and what ye conceal. 30 Say to the believers that 
they should restrain their eyes and guard their chastity. That is 
more decent behavior for them; verily God knows what they 
do. 31 And say to the believing women that they should 
restrain their eyes and guard their chastity; they should not 
display their ornaments, except those which are outside; they 
should pull their veils over their bosoms and not show their 
ornaments, except to their husbands or fathers, or their 
husbands' fathers, or their sons, or their husbands' sons, or 
their brothers, or their brothers' sons, or their sisters' sons, or 
their women, or their slaves, or the male attendants who are 
incapable, or to children who do not notice women's 
nakedness." 



In Sura XXXHI53 ff he brings forward the same two 
closely related subjects, in a looser and less concise mode of 
presentation: "O ye who believe! enter not into the houses of 
the prophet, unless permission is given you, to partake of food, 
without awaiting his convenient time. When ye are bidden, then 
enter; and when ye have partaken, then disperse; without being 
familiar in conversation, for this would annoy the prophet and 
he would be ashamed for you; but God is not ashamed of the 
truth. And when ye ask them (the prophet's wives) for anything, 
ask it from behind a curtain; that is purer for your hearts and 

for theirs 54 Whether ye reveal a thing or conceal it, verily 
God knows all things. 55 It is no trespass for them (the wives 
of the prophet) to show themselves unveiled to their fathers, or 
their sons, or their brothers, or their brothers' sons, or their 
sisters' sons, or their women, or their slaves; but let them fear 
God, verily God is witness over a l l . . . . 59 O thou prophet! say 
to thy wives and thy daughters, and to the wives of the 
believers, that they should let down their veils over them. That 
is more likely to make them understood aright and to protect 
them from annoyance; God is forgiving and merciful." 



The way in which the one of these two passages parallels 
the other is very noticeable; presumably the passage in Sura 
XXXIII is the older of the two. As has already been remarked, 
Muhammad returns again to these subjects farther on in Sura 
XXIV, namely at verse 57: "O ye who believe! let your slaves 
and those of you who have not reached puberty ask permission 
of you (before coming into your presence) at three times in the 
day: before the prayer of dawn, and when ye put off your 
garments at midday, and after the evening prayer; three times of 
privacy for you. It is no trespass for you or for them, after 
these times, when you are going about from one to another. Thus 
God makes clear to you the signs, and he is knowing and wise. 
58 But when your children arrive at puberty, then let them ask 
leave of you, as did those before them. Thus God makes clear 
to you his signs, and he is knowing and wise. 59 As for those 
women who are past childbearing and have no hope of marriage, 
it is no trespass for them if they put off their garments, but in 
such a way as not to display their ornaments; yet if they abstain 
from this, it is better for them; and God both hears and knows." 

The next verse is commonly rendered, and the text seems 



to require that it be rendered, as follows: 60 "It is no sin for 
the blind, nor the cripple, nor the sick, nor for you yourselves, 
to eat in your own houses, or in those of your fathers, or your 
mothers, or your brothers, or your sisters, or your uncles on 
the father's side, or your aunts on the father's side, or your 
uncles on the mother's side, or your aunts on the mother's side, 
or in those houses of which ye possess the keys, or in the 
house of your friend; there is no trespass for you in eating 
either together or separately." 

In spite of all attempted explanations of the first part of 
this verse, the fact remains that "the blind, the cripple, and the 
sick" have nothing whatever to do with this prescription in 
regard to eating. Goldziher, in his V o r l e s u n g e n i l b e r den I s l a m , 
33 f., in expressing his conviction that some passages in the 
Koran have been misplaced with very disturbing result, points 
to this clause at the beginning of XXIV.60 as the outstanding 
example. He proceeds: "Jedoch b e i n d h e r e r B e t r a c h t u n g 
g e w a k r e n w i n dass der i n diesem Zusammenhange f r e m d a r t i g e 
Passus aus etner a n d e r e n Gruppe v o n V e r o r d n u n g e n h i e r h e r 
v e r s c h l a g e n w u r d e . E r bezieht s i c h u r s p r u n g l i c h n i c h t auf 



T e i l n a h m e a n M a h l z e i t e n ausser dem eigenen H a u s e , s o n d e r n 
auf d i e a n den k r i e g e r i s c h e n U n t e r n e h m u n g e n des j u n g e n 
I s l a m s " ( p . 34). He then points out that these same words, " 
There is no compulsion for the blind, nor for the cripple, nor 
for the sick," are found also in XLVIII. 17, where the Prophet, 
after threatening those who hold back from the warlike 
expeditions of the Muslims, makes this exception in favor of 
those who are effectually hindered by physical disability, and he 
draws the conclusion that the phrase has somehow been taken 
from XLVIII. 17 and forced into this context in XXIV.60 where 
it is now so disturbing: " D i e s e r S p r u c h i s t n u n a l s fremdes 
E l e m e n t i n j e n e n a n d e r e n Zusammenhang v e r s p r e n g t w o r d e n 
u n d h a t a u g e n s c h e i n l i c h d i e R e d a k t i o n des Verses beeinflusst, 
dessen u r s p r u n g l i c h e r Anfang n i c h t i n s i c h e r e r Weise 
r e k o n s t r u i e r t w e r d e n k a n n " 

Goldziher is certainly right in holding that the clause, as it 
has traditionally been understood both by Arab commentators 
and by occidental scholars, is out of place and inexplicable, but 
it cannot be said that he has accounted for its presence in Sura 
XXIV. It is hardly conceivable that either Muhammad or any 



one of his followers should have introduced here purposely the 
exception as to participants in the holy war, for it is not merely 
isolated from every context dealing with that subject, but as it 
stands it quite plainly means something else. On the other hand, 
no theory of the accidental transfer of the clause to this place 
could be made to seem plausible. But we are not reduced to 
any such desperate straits as Goldz- iher's suggestion would 
imply. Is not the solution of the difficulty rather this, that the 
troublesome clause is to be connected with the preceding con
text, and that the dispensation in favor of "the blind, the lame, 
and the sick" refers to the regulations regarding modesty with 
which the Prophet has been so variously busied? We have seen 
how, in each place where he treats of these matters, he makes 
some provision for the natural exceptions, those members of the 
family to whom the freedom of the house must of necessity be 
given, or who cannot be held under the same restriction as 
others in regard to privacy and the exposure of their persons in 
clothing and unclothing themselves; not making the same 
exceptions in each case, but giving utterance to them as they 
happen to occur to him. In XXXIII.55 he excepts (of course) 
the nearest members of the family, and adds that the women of 



whom he is speaking have no need to be careful about 
unveiling or unclothing themselves before other women or 
before their own slaves. In XXIV.31 he makes similar exceptions 
(but in considerably different terms, showing that he had not 
formulated the matter carefully for himself), and adds to the list 
eunuchs and children. And finally, in the passage under 
discussion, XX1Y57 ff., he mentions as exceptions the slaves 
and children, and then adds that the restrictions do not apply in 
their stringency to women who have passed the age of 
marriage. To this he further adds as an afterthought (if I am 
right), that a similar liberty is to be allowed to the members of 
a household who are under serious physical disability. The 
justice of this, even its necessity, is quite obvious. 

The one objection that could be urged is the abruptness of 
the transition from the first clause of verse 60 to the passage 
that immediately follows, treating of a different subject but in its 
grammatical construction a continuation of the closest 
description. But this sudden and unexpected leap is, I would 
contend, thoroughly characteristic of Muhammad's mental habit. 
The verse granting dispensation to old women is brought to an 



end with the usual rhyming appendix; a new verse is then 
begun as follows: 

laysa 'ald-l-'a'ma harajun wala 'alu-l-maridi 
harajun wala*- ala'anfusikum 'an taykulu min buyutihum . . , 

"Upon the blind, the cripple, and the sick there is no strict 
prohibition. Nor is there (such prohibition) upon you yourselves, 
against your eating in your own houses, or the houses of your 
fathers," and so on. This is the mental habit—essentially 
dramatic—of him who composed the oft-quoted verse XII.29, in 
which the transition is equally unexpected and even more 
abrupt, taking place, as in the present instance, in the middle of 
a sentence. Other illustrations of the same general character will 
occur to all those who are familiar With the Koran. As for the 
verbal agreement of the clause with XLVIII. 17, this is by no 
means the only instance in which Muhammad repeats an 
extended phrase in widely different contexts. 



3. "HIS MOTHER IS HAWIYA 

CI. 6-8 

In an essay entitled "Eine Qoran-Interpolation" contributed to 
the Noldeke Festschrift, I, 33-55, August Fischer attempts to 
demonstrate that the last two verses, 7 and 8, of Sura CI are a 
later interpolation. He returns to the subject in the Z D M G (62 
[1910]: 371-74), bringing some additional evidence in support of 
his contention, which he regards as sufficiently established. 
Goldziher, in his V o r l e s u n g e n i l b e r den I s l a m (1910), p. 33, 
refers to this demonstration of Fischer's in a way that seems to 
show that he regards it as conclusive. Any modern critical 
edition of the text of the Koran, he says, "wird . . . auf 
Interpolationen (vgl. August Fischer, in der Noldeke Festschrift, 
33 ff,) ihr Augenmerk richten mussen." 



The matter is one of considerable importance for the early 
history of the Koran, inasmuch as interpolations in the sacred 
book (excepting those made by Muhammad himself) have not 
hitherto been demonstrated in a convincing way. Fischer's 
examination of the evidence is in some particulars very 
thorough, and makes a first impression of being exhaustive. He 
has failed, however, to take into account one or two factors of 
capital importance, as I shall endeavor to show. 

Sura CI is one of the most vigorous and picturesque of 
Muhammad's early utterances, a veritable gem. It is a terse 
characterization of the coming Dies Irae, when the last hour 
strikes, in the universal crash of dissolving heavens and earth, 
and the just and unjust of mankind are sent to the abodes they 
have deserved. It also has the external appearance of being a 
very characteristic specimen of the Prophet's peculiar rhetoric. 
It begins and ends with brief, exclamatory phrases, while the 
middle portion is made up of slightly longer sentences. There 
are two rhymes, of which the principal is the "asonante" 
termination with the vowels a-i-ah, the woeful ah! in particular, 
with its voiced ft, being just suited to the theme. This rhyme, 



after appearing in verses 1 and % is replaced by another in the 
purely descriptive verses 3 and 4, and is then resumed in 5-8. 
The text of these last four verses reads as follows: 

(5) fa 3amma man thaqulat mawdzinuhu fahuwa fi c i s h a t i n radiyatin 
(6) wa3 ammd man khaffal mawdzinuhu fa >ummuhu hdwiyah 
(7) wa md ^adrdka md hiyah 
(8) narun hdmiyah 

This is ordinarily translated somewhat as follows: " 5 Then as 
for the one whose balances are heavy, he (enters) into a joyful 
life; 6 but as for him whose balances are light, his abode is 
the pit. 7 And how dost thou know what this is? 8 A raging 
fire!" 

The starting point of Fischer's argument is the difficult 
phrase at the end of verse 6, fa Jummuhu h d w i y a h . He urges, 
very justly, that the current renderings (similar to the one just 
given) are more than questionable. H d w i y a h (without the article!) 
ought not to be rendered "the pit." There is indeed a 



well-known Arabic noun appearing in a variety of forms, of 
which this is one, meaning "pit, abyss, precipice," and the like; 
but there are good reasons why we cannot believe that 
Muhammad is using it here. He could not have omitted the 
article, in such a context, unless he intended Hawiya as a proper 
name, and it seems quite unlikely that he would have made this 
transformation of a noun of the native speech. More important 
still is the fact, emphasized by Fischer (Festschrift, 45), that the 
immediately following phrase, md adrdka . . , , is always used in 
a very significant way by Muhammad, in connection with new 
and strange vocables of his own introducing: "sonst stets nur an 
Wdrter angekniipft, die er entweder selbst der F o r m oder dem 
Inhalt nach neu gepragt hatte, oder die dock fur seine Zuhdrer 
vollig neu sein mussten" Fischer argues further, that 'ummuhu 
(literally "his mother") with the meaning " his abode" or "his 
lot" is not a natural use of the word, but sounds artificial. 
Finally he shows, with a thoroughness of demonstration that 
leaves nothing to be desired, that the phrase hawat 'ummuhu, as 
used by the Arabs in and before Muhammad's time, meant "his 
mother is bereft (of him)/' That is—and to this every Arabic 
scholar must give assent—the only natural translation of verse 6 



t a k e n by itself is: "And as for the one whose balances are light, 
his mother is (now to be) childless." But verses 7 and 8 are 
absolutely incompatible with this rendering, for they presuppose 
a reference in the phrase to the place of abode of the wicked. 
Hence Fischer sees himself forced to the conclusion that the 
sura originally ended with verse 6, and that verses 7 and 8 are 
a later, mistaken addition. 

The argument seems a strong one at first sight, but the 
more one thinks it over the less convincing it appears. The very 
considerations that make the present reading difficult stand 
opposed to the hypothesis of an interpolation; just in proportion 
as it is strange that 3ummuhu should mean "his abode," and 
evident that h d w i y a h i n its present c o n t e x t is an anomaly, does 
it become improbable that any later hand should have created 
this manifest incongruity deliberately, making a stupid and quite 
useless addition to what was clear, and changing the meaning 
of the sacred words. Sura CI, be it remembered, is one of the 
oldest of Muhammad's Meccan utterances, and from its contents, 
as well as from its striking form, we should suppose it to have 
been one of the most widely familiar. Very many of his 



Companions and followers must have known it by heart, from 
the first. Fischer attempts to break the force of this obvious 
objection to his theory by arguing (p. 51 f.) that Muhammad's 
Companions and their contemporaries in Mecca and Medina 
were unfamiliar with the phrase u m m u h i i h d w i y a , and did not 
know that it meant "his mother is bereaved." The Prophet, he 
thinks, got this idiom from the classical speech ( ' a r a b i y a ) , 
which was too high-style for his Companions generally. I do 
not believe that many Arabic scholars will find help in this 
extraordinary suggestion of Professor Fischer. It is easy to 
show, as he does by the citations in Tabari, that some of the 
Companions were more or less perplexed by the phrase as i t 
stands i n t h i s s u r a , but this gives no evidence whatever that 
they were ignorant of its "classical" use. Moreover, Mecca and 
Medina were not beyond the reach of the ' a r a b i y a ; if Abu 
Bekr and Omar did not know the classical idioms of their day, 
as Muhammad used them in the Koran, they had only to ask 
their meaning; there were plenty at hand who knew. It should 
be added, with emphasis, that if the sura had originally ended 
with verse 6, as Fischer contends, its concluding words would 
never have made any difficulty. Everyone who knew the typical 



meanings of the verb h a w d (and did not the Companions of 
the Prophet know as much as this?) could have guessed 
without fail the signification of the idiom. Fischer explains (p. 
52), that when they were perplexed by it, they "saw from the 
context" that the words must contain an allusion to the place 
of punishment. Thereupon some Koran expert, " v o n den besten 
A b s i c h t e n g e l e i t e t " added verses 7 and 8—in order to make 
everything plain! But the context, up to the end of verse 6, 
gives no such indication nor is there anything in either form or 
content of any of Muhammad's other utterances in the Koran 
that could naturally lead the reader to infer from CL l-6a that 
verse 6b contained a designation of hell. 

The supposed motive of the interpolation, then, is certainly 
not cogent; when closely examined it is not even plausible. We 
are left simply with the fact of a difficult reading and the 
question whether the supposition of two writers, one of whom 
misunderstood the other—always a desperate expedient—is the 
probable solution. 

Examination of the two verses, 7 and 8, supposed by 
Fischer to have been added by a later hand, shows that, apart 



from the postulated incongruity with verse 6, they give no 
support whatever to his theory, but rather testify strongly 
against it. Fischer remarks (p. 51) on the strangeness of h i y a h , 
at the end of verse 6: "sonst n i c h t i m ganzen Q o r a n ! " 

But the very strangeness is testimony that Muhammad, and 
not another, wrote it. This is one of the rhymes in which he 
especially revels, in some of the earliest and most fiery 
passages of his book. A good example is LXIX.4—29, where 
for the sake of this very same "asonante" rhyme d-i-ah he 
builds out the suffix of the first person singular, changing 
k i t d b l s u l t a r i i and so on into k i t d b i y a h s i d t d n i y a h , and so on, in 
six different instances. The md hiyah of CL7 is merely another 
case of exactly the same sort. We can recognize in it at once 
the voice of Muhammad, knowing his rhetorical habits as we 
do; but it would not readily have suggested itself as an 
imitation of the Prophet, and no mere interpolator would ever 
have produced it The imitator, had there been such, would 
infallibly have written : (or a l - h d w i y a h ) w a m d ' a d r d k a m a 
hdwiyah, since this is the way in which Muhammad proceeds in 
every other instance of the kind. It is from the originator of 



these forms, not from lesser scribblers, that we expect such 
sporadic yet characteristic variation. 

Fischer's assertion (ibid.) in regard to verse 8 is so 
astonishing that one is tempted to see in it a virtual admission 
of the weakness of his argument as it touches the verses 
supposed to be interpolated.2 In the process of attempting to 
show that this "appendix" to the sura is made of inferior stuff, 
he says that the phrase n a r u m h a m i y a h is the weakest and least 
poetical of all the expressions for "hell" in the Koran ("der 
p r o s a i s c h s t e u n d p l a t t e s t e A u s d r u c k " ) and designates it again as 
" a r m s e l i g " If this is a deliberate judgment and not a mere 
hasty utterance, we can only be thankful that the impassioned 
Meccan suras were composed by Muhammad and not by his 
critic. It would be possible, of course, to employ six words, or 
a dozen, or more, instead of the two used here; or to search 
out strange locutions, or circumlocutions, instead of taking the 
most familiar noun in the Arabic language and the adjective 
made obvious by sense and meter; but the man who thinks 
" r a g i n g fire" not forcible enough as a description of the future 
abode of the wicked is the one who is laboring with an 



argument, not the one who (like many of Muhammad's 
contemporaries) thinks himself in danger of going there. The 
fact is, it is impossible to conceive a more powerful ending of 
the little chapter than that which it has. From the standpoint of 
rhetoric, the termination with verse 6 would have been very 
tame in comparison. 

The whole sura was composed by Muhammad himself, 
whatever may be the solution of the difficulty at the end of 
verse 6. This is the conclusion very strongly indicated by all 
the evidence at hand. We can then hardly escape the further 
conclusion, that h d w i y a h was intended by him as a proper 
name, as it certainly was intended as a designation of hell. But 
if the word was familiar to him and his fellows as a common 
noun, why did he not treat it as such, using the article; and—an 
equally puzzling question—why did he choose the strange 
' w n m u h u instead of m d t w d h or a similar word? 

It seems to me that Professor Fischer has left out of 
account, in his argument, one of the most important 
characteristics of the Prophet's literary art, namely his singular 
fondness for mystifying words and phrases. This tendency is 



especially conspicuous, and often especially crude in its 
manifestation, in the oldest portions of the Koran. He coins 
words of his own, and far more often borrows them from 
foreign languages, with what seems to us an almost childlike 
delight in the awesome riddles that he thus furnished to his 
hearers. We certainly have an example of the kind, and 
apparentiy a twofold example, in the passage before us. 

Muhammad chose the phrase h m i m u h u h d w i y a h not because 
the people of Mecca did not know the meaning of the idiom 
hawat 3ummuhu, but precisely because he knew it was so 
familiar to them all. Whoever heard Sura CI for the first time 
would suppose verse 6 to contain the threat: "He whose 
balances are light shall perish (his mother shall be bereaved)." 
But as the Prophet went on, the hearer would see that the 
threat was far more terrible. Hdwiyah, instead of being the 
participial adjective, was a mysterious name of a blazing fire, 
while 3ummuhu contained the grimly ironical assurance that his 
acquaintance with Hawiya would not be merely temporary; she 
would be his permanent keeper and guardian. This is wordplay 
of a kind in which the Arabs have always taken special delight; 



but it is more than this, it is Muhammad through and through, 
in its combination of mystery and threat. The quality of 
strangeness, in fact, is present in every part of this little Sura, 
not by accident. 

Finally, in regard to the word hdwiyah, I believe that the 
supposition of a borrowed word, always the most probable 
hypothesis when a strange theological term is encountered in 
the Koran, has not in this instance been given the attention it 
deserves. I should not deny the possibility that Muhammad may 
have created the proper name from a native Arabic noun, but 
the supposition is an unlikely one, as Fischer and others have 
argued with good reason. The only excuse for such a 
proceeding here would be the wish to make the wordplay just 
described, but even this could hardly have seemed a sufficient 
reason. Moreover, it is not likely that Muhammad would have 
used his m d 'adrdka with reference to a n o u n whose meaning 
was already known; the case of a d j e c t i v e s such as a l - g a r i ' a 
a l - h a q q a , and the like is obviously quite different He employs 
the very significant phrase only after using words whose 
meaning must really have remained obscure without the 



interpretation which he—by the help of Gabriel—proceeded to 
give them. 

Among the old Hebrew words for the final catastrophe that 
is to overtake the wicked, there is one that corresponds exactly, 
in both form and meaning, to Muhammad's H d w i y a . The 
passage in which it occurs most significantly is Isa. 47:2, in a 
chapter that describes in very striking and picturesque language 
the doom of Babylon. Hebrew: tippol 'dlayikf h o w d h Id' tulclxy 
k a p p o r a h , 'There will fall upon thee D i s a s t e r which thou wilt 
not be able to propitiate." In form, this word howdh [Hebrew] 
is the active participle feminine of the qal stem of hwh 
[Hebrew] "to fall." Just what sort of "disaster" the Prophet had 
in mind is made plain in the following verses, in which 
Babylon's helpers and advisers are promised a share in her 
doom; verse 14: "They shall be as stubble, the fire shall bum 
them; they shall not deliver themselves from the grasp of the 
flame. It will not be coals to warm at, nor a fire to sit 
before!" We have, then, in one of the most striking passages in 
the Hebrew Bible, the same word, with the same meaning, that 
we find in our Koran passage. It occurs in the Old Testament 



also in Ezek. 7:26, howdh *al howdh [Hebrew], "Disaster upon 
disaster," and is therefore not a word upon which any doubt can 
be thrown. 

It would be interesting to discuss the corresponding or most 
nearly related words in Hebrew and the Aramaic dialects, the 
complicated questions of borrowing from one language by 
another, and so on; but all this would be a mere waste of time 
as concerns the present question. We have before us a perfect 
explanation of the troublesome passage in Sura CI, and have 
no need to look further. In every detail of the composition we 
can see Muhammad's own well-known habits and mental 
processes: his high-sounding rhetoric, his fondness for strange 
vocables, the gleaning of new terms from Jewish sources—of 
whatever sort. There is not the slightest difficulty in explaining 
how Muhammad got hold of this particular word; every 
educated Jew had it at his tongue's end. The whole splendid 
passage in Isaiah may well have been recited to Muhammad 
many times, with appropriate paraphrase or comment in his own 
tongue, for his edification. The few " hellfire passages" in the 
Hebrew Scriptures must have been of special interest to him, 



and it would be strange if some teacher had not been found to 
gratify him in this respect. 

Observe further—and the fact is most important—that the 
pet phrase md *adrdka, is used here in the very same significant 
way as elsewhere, that is, after a truly cryptic utterance; see 
especially Fischer's own words, quoted above. Note in particular 
that in seven of the ten other occurrences of the phrase in the 
Koran, the strange term to which it calls attention is either a 
designation of the Last Judgment or else (twice; 83, 8, 19) of 
certain definite features of the judgment scene; three of the 
terms, saqar, sijjin, and Hlliyyun, are proper names, apparently 
created by Muhammad himself; three of them, sijjin, Hltiyyun, 
and yawm a d - d i n , are borrowed from Jewish sources. 

As for the word 'ummuhu, scholar Khafajl was quite right 
in regarding it as an example of Muhammad's "sarcasm" 
(Fischer, p. 41), and the wordplay I have described above, with 
its sudden and ironical transformation of the familiar into the 
strange and terrible, is as characteristic as anything in the 
Koran. The word Hdwiya should, of course, be written 
hawiyatu, as a diptote. As originally used in this Koran passage, 



by Muhammad and his followers, it had the ending of neither 
diptote nor triptote, but merely the rhyming termination ah. 
That the native commentators, even the oldest, should have 
stumbled over the phrase was not only natural but also quite 
inevitable. The word was Muhammad's own, and they had no 
means of knowing where he got it. 

The translation of verses 6 ff.: 

As f o r h i m whose b a l a n c e s a r e l i g h t h i s m o t h e r is H a w i y a ! 
A n d how knowest t h o u w h a t t h a t is? A r a g i n g fire! 

NOTES 

1. For the Hebrew characters, see Euting's Tabula Scripturae 
Hebraicae (accompanying Chwol son's Corpus Inscriptionum 
Hebraicarum), cols. 67-83, fifth and sixth centuries A.D.; and for the 
Aramaic, Euting's Tabula Scripturae Aramaicae (1890), cols. 41-53, 
and also 33-40. The ambiguity might have occurred in any one of 
several varieties of the West Semitic script of about Muhammad's 



time; but it is perhaps most probable that the document in question 
was written in Hebrew characters. 

2. A similar tacit admission is to be seen in the suggestion on 
p. 52, that verses 7 and 8 may, after all, have been "an old Koran 
fragment"! 
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T 
he wonderful book is, of course, full of strange 

readings. The Prophet himself warned his hearers that there 
were a y d t that no mere human being could fully understand 
(IIL5), and aside from these deeper mysteries there are 
difficulties that every student of the Qur°an encounters. The new 
dress of new ideas, and the background of shifting conditions, 
provide obscurities enough; just what was it, we ask in this or 
that case, that the Prophet had in mind? 

The example here to be considered is of quite another 
character. We seem to be sufficiently informed about the 
circumstances, and the matter treated is one of a familiar 
nature. It concerns the duty and the behavior of Muslims in 
times when the cause of Islam calls for the active service of 
all its able-bodied men. Muhammad's practical wisdom is 
unfailing, and the advice, or command, to be issued in this case 
seems, by whatever knowledge we possess, to be definitely 



suggested; that which is actually said, however, leaves us in 
some bewilderment. 

The passage in question is LXIY14, 1 near the end of a 
short sura that is built around the command to believe and 
obey God and his messenger (verses 8 and 12). In the 
concluding portion of this sura, verses 14-18, the Prophet 
introduces again a subject upon which he touches in numerous 
other places, namely, the danger that the cares and joys of 
family life will turn aside the Muslim from his duty to the 
Muhammadan cause. 

It is a typical situation, illustrated in many places. An 
especially familiar example is afforded by the advice given by 
the apostle Paul to his converts in Corinth. Persuaded that the 
time was short, while much remained to be done, he would 
prefer that the men in his churches should not marry. 'The 
unmarried man," he says, "is anxious about the affairs of the 
Lord, how to please the Lord; but the married man is anxious 
about worldly affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests 
are divided" (1 Cor. 7:32-34). 



Muhammad's treatment of the matter, in the present context, 
is typically just and considerate. Worldly goods and children are 
a temptation (verse 15); but if a man is saved from his own 
self-seeking, he is one of the really prosperous. The true 
believer must give both himself and his substance to the holy 
cause, serving God "as much as he can" (verse 16). That which 
is lacking of his achievement will be mercifully overlooked, for 
LTf you lend to God a goodly loan, he will double it for you, 
and will forgive you: for God is gratefid and element" (verse 
17). 

But in verse 14 we find the following singular utterance: yd 
ayyuha Hladhma amanu inna min azwdjikum w a aulddikum 
caduwwan lakum f a 'hdharuhum w a - i n ta'fu wa tasfahu wa 
taghfiru f a - i n n a i l d h a ghafurun r a h i m u n . "O you who believe! 
Verily among your wives and children are foes of yours, so 
beware of them! But if you forgive, and overlook, and pardon, 
verily God is forgiving and merciful" I am not aware that any 
commentator, ancient or modern, has found difficulty in this last 
sentence, though some undertake to explain it. Every utterance of 
sacred scripture that is clearly expressed in unequivocal and 



familiar language, with the text of the passage under no 
suspicion of corruption, is readily accepted and easily 
"explained," as we all know. But the sentence before us, if it 
were in a less sacred book than the Qur°an, would be 
pronounced mere nonsense. 

The wives and children of many a Muslim were dangerous 
"enemies" to him, it is true, but simply because they were so 
strong a temptation, as verse 15 reiterates. Temptation can be 
resisted. The man with a wife and family, with a duty to his 
home, must inevitably fall short of his full effort for the 
common cause, at the time when active service for Islam is 
demanded of all those who can render it; but if he t u r n s away 
f r o m t h e t e m p t a t i o n , doing for God and his Prophet "as much 
as he can," (verse 16, he can be pardoned. 

The woman commits no crime by marrying a true believer, 
nor by continuing to perform the duties and enjoy the 
privileges of a wife; nor are the children to blame for being 
born into the Muslim world and continuing for years to be a 
burden of care and expense. They do not require to be 
"forgiven" for the strong attraction they exert. They are enemies 



to loyal Muslims in the same way that strong drink is an enemy 
to the man addicted to it He could not acquire merit by 
"forgiving" his bottle. Nor would it follow, by any means, that 
the delinquent and self-indulgent Muslim who should "pardon" 
his wife and children for keeping him from his duty, would be 
let off, inasmuch as "God is forgiving and merciful"; neither 
Muhammad nor any other leader in his place ever uttered such 
folly. The apostle Paul did not say that if the Christian would 
forgive his wife, all would be welt 

In view of this plain condition of things, it is all the more 
noticeable that three successive words meaning "forgive" are 
employed here (where there is nothing to forgive!), as though 
for special emphasis. Muhammad very frequently uses two 
synonyms in emphatic statement: indeed, two of the three verbs 
now before us, cafd and safaha, are thus joined in three other 
passages in the Qur'an, always with the same meaning, "forgive" 
(or, "forgive and pass over")- In 11.103 (B 108) the form is the 
plural of the imperative, w a f u w a ' s f a h u \ in V.16 (B 12) it is 
the imperative singular, wa fu wa'sfah; and in XXIV.22 (B 21), 
the jussive plural, wal- ya 'fu wa'l-yasfahu. The phrase was 



evidently fixed in the mind of the Prophet. In each of the 
three cases the reason for emphasis is obvious, but in no one 
of the three could a student of the Qur'an imagine the Prophet 
employing three verbs. 

There are still other points of difficulty in the passage. The 
f a - i n n a clause enters rather abruptly, and its meaning is not 
made quite clean It appears to say that if the Muslim will 
forgive his wife and children for their evil influence, Allah also 
will forgive them; but we know that this cannot be the 
meaning, for the person to be forgiven (if he deserves it) is 
the householder himself, no one else. 

In short, as was said above, the verse as it stands is 
bewildering. It does not sound like an utterance of the Prophet, 
either in its rhetoric or in its practical content. 

In Sura VIII, with its atmosphere of the battle of Badr, 
Muhammad gives to his followers the same warning that is 
given in Sura LXIV. Islam needs all its men and all their 
resources, and there must be no paltering; it is no time for a 
Muslim to be taking his ease at home. Verse 27 (B 26), "O 



you who believe! Do not play false ( l a takhunu) with God and 
his messenger, nor betray your trust! Know that your 
possessions and your children are a temptation (wa'lamu 
i n n a m d a m w d l u k u m w a a u l a d u k u m f i t n a t u n ) " the same words 
which occur in LXIV: 15. And he concludes by saying in 
effect: "If you will serve God, he will repay, and forgive.'1 

The situation is serious enough. The Prophet's words to his 
adherents are not a mere recommendation, they are a stern 
warning. The Muslim who is the head of a family is at best 
handicapped in the effort to do his duty, and is in real danger 
of betraying his trust and playing false with Allah and his 
Prophet. "Beware of the foes in your own household!" 
Thereupon would be expected: "But if you restrain yourselves, 
a n d t u r n away (from the temptation), you will be forgiven" 
( w a - i n ta'iffu w a tasfahu yughfar l a k u m ) . 

The two verbs in the protasis of this conditional sentence 
are precisely the ones to expect, neither one could be improved 
upon. The verb caffa is typical in classical Arabic for the 
expression of a b s t i n e n c e , and safaha, "turn away, retrain, refuse," 
and the like, is definitely the verb to be asso- ciatcd with it in 



the present context- The resemblance of this phrase to the 
words of LXIV. 14, w a in ta'fu w a tasfahu w a taghfiru, is 
startling, and the temptation to examine the matter further is too 
strong to be resisted. 

As far as the Qur'anic usage is concerned there is very little 
that needs to be said. Muhammad does not happen to use the 
first stem of the verb caffa, elsewhere in the Qur'an, but 
employs other stems (the fifth and tenth) several times, of 
course with the usual meaning- Aside from the examples 
already mentioned, the verb safaha occurs in the Qur^n in two 
passages, XV.85 and XLIII.4. In both of these, the verb appears 
to have its original signification, "turn away," rather than the 
derived meaning, "forgive." 

Sura XLIII is a fairly early utterance, belonging to the 
Meccan period- A Q u r ' a n in the Arabic language is announced 
in the first verses, and the Prophet is istructed to say: "Shall 
we, then, turn away from you utterly (safhan) the admonition?" 
The meaning of the complementary object ( a l - m a f u l a l - m u t l a q ) 
is assured. 



Sura XV, also of the Meccan period and of about the same 
time as the proceeding, is concerned with those peoples who in 
the past had rejected the message of Islam; and the Prophet is 
instructed how to deal with the obdurate and scoffing Meccans. 
The unbelievers of old met their fate, in spite of all that they 
had relied upon (verse 84, B 83). Those who now do not 
receive the truth, and accept Islam, are in the same grievous 
error. The Meccans mock, as did their predecessors, at the 
messenger of God who preaches to them (verses 6-15); but his 
possessions are greater than theirs. He who created the heavens 
and the earth had determined all things, and the day of 
reckoning is surely coming (verse 85). The injunction is laid 
upon Muhammad: fa'sfahi ?s-safha 7 - j a m i l a . 

Regarding the meaning of safaha in this phrase, there has 
been difference of opinion. Al-Baidawi, whose word is law, 
chose "forgive"; and accordingly all the modern translations of 
the QurUn render: "So forgive with a gracious forgiveness." 

It must be said, however, that this rendering seems out of 
keeping with the character of the Sura. Muhammad is being 



heckled by some of the leading men of the city, who do their 
best t o p r e v e n t t h e t r u t h f r o m g a i n i n g c o n v e r t s ' , who make 
sport of the Prophet's teaching and pronounce him a lunatic 
(verse 6), The whole chapter is a rebuke and a threat directed 
against such men. Verse 94 gives to the Prophet the final 
instruction: "So do what you have been bidden to do, and t u r n 
away from the mushriks." This command seems much better 
suited to the circumstances. 

One might conjecture that al-BaidawI's choice was more 
than a little influenced by the pleasing word jamil and by the 
ancient and wellfounded tradition that XV.85 was abrogated by 
"the verse of the sword" (IX.5). Neither of these considerations 
can he given weight, however, as will appear. There are other 
commentators whose judgment should be taken into account. 

We read in J a l a l a i n , as the paraphrase of XV.85: a ' r i d 
' a n n u m i ' r a d a n l a j a z a ' a f l h i , that is, "Turn away from them, 
b u t w i t h o u t I m p a t i e n c e . " In the face of persecution and ridicule 
the Prophet is to maintain his equanimity; here the word jamil 
has its rightful meaning. The KaSSaf says the same thing, more 
explicitly: f a ' r i d e a n h u m f a ' h t a m i l m d t a l q d m i n h u m i ' r d d a n 



j a m i l a n b i - h i l m i n w a i'da ' i n . It is what the circumstances 
required; the Prophet was not to pay attention to these men, 
nor to envy them (verse 88), nor to show irritation. Much 
earlier, in at-Taban's great Tafsir, the interpretation "turn away" 
is given the foremost place, and more than one of the 
commentators he quotes make the connection of verse 85 with 
verse 94. 

Instead of the translation "So forgive (your people) with a 
gracious forgiveness," the authorities above quoted would 
suggest "So turn away (from the unbelievers) in calm 
avoidance." Permitting the Prophet to interpret himself, this 
rendering of safhan j a m i l a n is given very strong support by the 
two passages LXX.5 and LXXIII.10, in which the same 
adjective is used in the same way, under the same 
circumstances. The modem renderings of XV.85 need to be 
revised. 

In any case, and by any interpretation, the verse XV.85 is 
certainly abrogated by the ayatu }s-sayfi, in which there could 
be no place for the idea expressed by the adjective jamil. 



Before returning to the passage L X I V 14, there may be 
mentioned a derivative of the root safaha that has its bearing 
on the present inquiry. The verbal adjective safuh describes the 
woman who turns away from the man, forsaking his society 
( Q d m u s : a l - m a r 3 a t u 3 l - m u c r i d a t u 's-saddatu 'I- hdjiratu). The 
stereotyped use shows how the verb would naturally be 
suggested in speaking of the man who (as far as is reasonable) 
turns away from the society of his wife and children and gives 
himself to the service of Islam. 

Let us suppose that the original reading of LXIV.14 was 
the following: y d ayyuhd ' l l a d h i n a d m a n u i n n a m i n a z w d j i k u m 
w a a u l d d i k u m ' a d u w w a n l a k u m f a 3 h d h a r u h u m w a - i n ta'iffu w a 
tasfahu yughfar l a k u m f a - i n n a ' l l a h a q h a f u r u n r a h i m u n . " O you 
who believe! Verily among your wives and children are foes of 
yours, so beware of them! But if you restrain yourselves and 
turn away from them, you will have pardon, for God is 
forgiving and merciful.*' Here is an dyat that at least reflects 
the Prophet's practical wisdom and his justice. 

The question now is, whether the present reading of the 



Qur'anic text is readily explained as derived, in the ordinary 
process of manuscript copying, from this original. The answer is 
that the explanation is easy and natural if it is assumed that the 
alteration took place in the earliest period, while there were still 
Muslim scribes who could make a mistake in copying and allow 
the slip to pass. The script at that time was continuous, there 
was no interval between words. The copyist wrote w a tasfahu 
wa, under the influence of the waw just preceding. Once 
written, the w made it necessary to continue with taghfiru and 
to omit l a k u m : unless the copyist was willing to discard the 
quire and take a new one, A waw introduced by mistake has 
proved a fatal error in very many Semitic transcriptions. 

We have need to bear in mind what Noldeke wrote in his 
G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r a n s (1860), page 203: " D i e M u s l i m e n l e g e n 
der ersten S a m m l u n g des Q o r a n s e i n e zu grosse B e d e u t u n g b e i . 
D e n n v o r A l l e m Mussen w i r a n e r k e n n e n , dass j e n e durchaus 
keine offentliche Auktoritat h a t t e , s o n d e r n e i n e blosse Privatsache 
O m a r ' s a n d A b u B e k r ' s w a r N u r d a d u r c h ward i h r Ansehen so 
g r o s s , dass sie u n t e r c O t h m a n der, k a n o n i s c h e n G e s t a l t u n g des 
h e i l i g e n Buchs zur Grundlage diente." A false reading, such as 



the one here supposed, could easily have gained its place in the 
sacred book in the time of Abu Bekr, or even of Omar. This is 
all that can be said. 

Our revered teacher and mentor, Professor Goldziher, in 
his M u h a m m e d a n i s c h e S t u d i e n , II, 242 f., made passing mention 
of those Muslim scholars—not a few—who would remove the 
difficulty of this or that verse in the Qur'an by rewriting it: and 
he cited the remark of Ibn Jinni, that such "improved" readings 
are, after all, only designed to interpret, not to emend (dass sie 
" n u r c o m m e n t i r e n d e , n i c h t c o r r i g i r e n d e B e d e u t u n g haben 
w o l l e n " ) . It is needless to say that the present criticism of Sura 
LXIV, verse 14 (13), is offered merely as comment. 

NOTE 

1. I use the verse numbers of Flugel's edition, generally 
appending to them the numbers given in the official Bulaq edition 
of 1342 A.H. , designated by the letter B. In the present case, the 



verse number in the latter edition is 13. 
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in this article, eleven difficult passages in the Koran, which 
have defied the efforts of both Muslim commentators and 
orientalists to explain them, are interpreted as corruptions 
resulting from faulty copying by scribes. Emendations of the text 
are proposed to bring it as close as possible to the form it had 
when first spoken by the prophet Muhammad, At the end, a few 
changes are made in the author's old hypothesis that the 
Mysterious Letters at the head of some of the suras are old 
abbreviations of the basmalah. 

A curious feature of studies on the Koran in the West over 
the last 150 years is the scant attention paid by scholars to the 
Koranic text as such. Orientalism has many excellent works on 
the Koran to its credit, but one seeks in vain for a systematic 
application of the techniques of textual criticism to the textual 
problems of the Koran, although classicists and biblical scholars 
have for centuries made continuous efforts to improve the 



quality of the texts that are the bases of their disciplines. It is 
difficult to see why this should be so. Early Koran scholars 
such as Fleischer, Noldeke, and Goldziher were good textual 
critics; they were all well educated in classical and biblical 
studies, and they made good editions of later Arabic texts that 
are still in use today. 

Whatever the reasons, Western scholarship, with very few 
exceptions, 1 has chosen to follow the Muslim commentators in 
not emending the text. When faced with a problem, the 
Westerners have resorted to etymologizing and hunting for 
foreign words and foreign influences. They have produced a 
great deal of valuable scholarship important for our study of the 
Koran and the origins of Islam, but where they exercised their 
skill on corrupt texts, they, of course, produced only fantasies. 

The Arabs, on the other hand, tend to paraphrase, stating in 
different terms what they think the passage must mean. 
However, their Arabic was very good, so we find sometimes 
that they sensed the correct meaning of a problematical 
passage, and then defined, or, better said, "redefined," the 
crucial word accordingly even when lexically it was impossible. 



This is of great help to the modern textual critic, who has only 
to carry the process one step further and make the necessary 
emendation. We shall see below several instances of this sort of 
redefinition. 

The earliest generation of Muslim commentators, although 
they did not emend the text, had no doubt that it did contain 
mistakes- Our sources list several acknowledged errors, and—if 
we are to believe the Arab tradition—the first textual critics of 
the Koran were cUthman, A l l , and <A?ishah. The caliph 
(Uthman, when the recension of the Koran that he had 
sponsored was presented to him, looked it over and noticed 
some mistakes ( l a h n \ and said, "Don't correct them for the 
Bedouin Arabs will correct them with their tongues-" A^ishah, 
responding to a question about them, said that they were the 
work of the copyists, who had made mistakes in writing,2 A l l 
is credited with an astute emendation. In LVI.29 the blessed in 
paradise are portrayed as strolling among heaped-up bananas 
(talk mandud). A l l said that this made no sense and one should 
rather read tai* "blossoms," and, like a good critic, he pointed 
to a parallel text in XXVI . 148, which reads ta/f. When asked if 



he would change the reading, he replied that today the Koran 
cannot be disturbed or changed.3 

Ibn fAbbas, cousin of the Prophet and a famous early 
commentator, is credited with detecting and correcting several 
errors in the text. In XQL31 we find a -fa-lam y a y ' a s i l l a d h l n a 
a m a n u , "Have not those who believed despaired?" Ibn Abbas, 
following Ibn Mas'ud, read y a t a b a y y a n , "Have they not seen 
clearly?" and said that the copyist must have been sleepy when 
he wrote yay'as. In XVH.23, w a - q a d d r a b b u k a a l i a t a ' b u d a i l i a 
i y y a h u , "Your lord has decreed that you should not worship any 
except him," he read wa-wassd, "Your lord advised," explaining 
that the copyist had taken up too much ink in his calamus, and 
that the w a w had flowed into the sad, turning it into a qdf4 

Probably none of the anecdotes cited above is really true, 
but they are important in that they show that about a generation 
after the promulgation of the Uthmanic recension, some readers 
noted that there were mistakes in the Koran, and suggested 
corrections, though they prudently did not try to alter the 
official text. They also show us that the Arab commentators 
were well acquainted with drippy pens and copyists' errors 



brought on by fatigue. 

In addition to the errors noted above, there are in the 
Koranic text many variant readings (qird^dt), which do not 
involve errors, but each of which is evidence that a mistake 
was made in the tradition at some time or other. Otherwise we 
must admit that the Prophet may have recited a passage in a 
certain way when it was first revealed, but then changed it in 
a subsequent recitation—not impossible, but this could not 
account for all the variants. Most of the q i r d ' d t derive 
ultimately from the fact that the Uthmanic recension was 
published without diacritics—though they did exist at that 
time—and without vowel signs, which were not invented until 
some years later. They are important to us here because they 
prove that there was no oral tradition stemming directly from 
the Prophet strong enough to overcome all the uncertainties 
inherent in the writing system. 

Given the fact that the Koran contains acknowledged errors 
and, in the qird'dt, evidence of many more, it is impossible to 
deny that still more mistakes, as yet undetected, may lie hidden 
in the text. In this article I shall attempt to isolate several errors 



and then to emend the text in order to restore it as nearly as 
possible to its original form. In the Koran "original form" 
means, of course, the form the word or phrase had when it 
was first uttered by the prophet Muhammad. 

The first step in this process is the isolation of possible 
errors. The most important clue that an error may have been 
made is the lack of good sense in the word or passage and the 
resulting variety of opinion among scholars as to what it means. 
Another clue is when the word is transmitted in more than one 
form. In general, different views about the meaning and/or form 
of a particular word make it likely that the word is wrong. Still 
another clue is when the word in question is said by the 
lexicographers to be dialectal or foreign. Some such claims may 
be the result of academic pretentiousness, but others indicate 
that the word was not known to the Meccans and the Medinese 
and hence is probably a mistake. 

In proposing emendations, I shall follow rules laid down by 
classicists. In order to be acceptable, an emendation must make 
good sense, better than the received text; it must be in 
harmony with the style of the Koran; it must also be 



palaeographically justifiable; and finally, it must show how the 
corruption occurred in the first place. 

The cases examined below share a common feature; each 
occurs in a context of simple, everyday words, which makes it 
most unlikely that the difficult word represents something 
mysterious, arcane, or foreign. Indeed, in some cases, as noted 
above, the meaning required is obvious, or nearly so, so all we 
have to do is search for a simple, everyday word that will fill 
the slot and, at the same time, meet the requirements for 
emendation listed above. The results are likely to be dull and 
commonplace, since they will lack the ambiguity of the 
mistakes that allows the imagination of scholars to soar. 

1. HASAB: FUEL 

We shall begin with a case in which, by a lucky accident, both 
the original and the error have been preserved. In XXI.98 we 
read: i n n a k u m w a - m d t a ' b u d u n a m i n d u n i l l a h i 



h a s a b u j a h a n n a m a , "You and what you worship other than God 
shall be the fuel of hell." However, Ubayy read hatab instead 
of hasab, as did CA1T and cA Jishah, 5 Bell translates, "coals," but 
in a note says it literally means "pebbles";6 Paret has 
"Brennstoff1 with a query. 7 

H a s a b , in the meaning of fuel, is found only here. The 
basic meaning of the verb hasaba is "to pelt with pebbles" or 
"to scatter pebbles.11 From this sense the lexicographers redefine 
it to mean "to throw pebbles (i.e., fuel) on a fire"; others limit 
it to fuel that is thrown into an oven, or used as kindling, but 
they offer no shawdhid in support of any of these meanings. In 
order to explain its strangeness, they hold that hasab is 
Ethiopic, or in the dialect of Nejd or the Yemen;8 the word is 
also said to mean "the fuel of hell" in Zanjiyah.9 All this only 
goes to show that it was not known to the Meccans and 
Medinese. Rabin 1 0 apparently takes the Yemeni ascription 
seriously, but does not mention Nejd or Ethiopia. He relates it 
to the Hebrew hasabh, the agent noun of which, hbsebh, occurs 
in Isa. 10:15, as the hewer or chopper with an ax. However this 
is the only occasion on which the word "apparently" refers to 



cutting wood, the other instances refer to hewing stone.1 1 We 
note, too, that the regular Old Testament verb for cutting or 
gathering firewood is h a t a b h = Arabic h a t a b a . 

Obviously correct is h a i a b \ it is the regular word in Arabic 
for firewood and occurs elsewhere in the Koran (CXL4 and 
LXXIL15) in that meaning. Closely parallel to XXI.98 is 
LXXII.15: w a - a m m d l - q d s i t u n a f a - k d n u l i - j a h a n n a m a h a t a b a n , 
"As for the unrighteous, they shall be fuel for hell." It is easy 
to see how the mistake occurred; in copying h a t a b , the scribe 
forgot to write the vertical stroke of the r, turning it into a s. 
This is much like our forgetting to cross a t or dot an i, 
something that everyone does from time to time. 

2, UMMAH: TIME, WHILE 

The word ummah appears twice in the Koran in the apparent 
meaning of "while, time": XLS reads w a - l a - i n a k h k h a r n d 
' a n h u m u I- ' a d h d b a ild u m m a t i n m a ' d u d a t i n l a - y a q u l u n n a md 



y a h b i s u h u , "And if we postpone for them the punishment for a 
reckoned (amount of) time, they will surely say, LWhat is 
holding it back?'" And in XII.45: q d l a l l a d h l najd m i n h u m d 
w a - d d a k a r a b a 'da u m m a t i n , "And the one of them who was 
saved remembered after a time and said." 

These two occurrences have not attracted much attention 
from Western scholars. Paret, in a note on XI.8 says only that 
here and in XII.45, ummah means "Frist, Weile" thus accepting 
the meaning given by the majority of the commentators.12 

Blachere translates XI.8 by "jusqu'a un moment compte,"13 and 
XII.45 by "s'amendant apres reflexion," and notes that he 
translates by intuition, and that the commentators take it to 
mean "apres un temps," which has little relation to the sense of 
the root.1 4 

U m m a h , of course, cannot mean "time, while," but this is 
one of the cases in which the commentators instinctively 
grasped the meaning necessary and went on to redefine the 
word accordingly. In XI. 18 they all assert that the word means 
"time, while" ( h i n a , z a m d n ) , but there is some variety of 
opinion on XII.45. In addition to "time," some suggest immah 



"favor"15 (poorly attested), and a m a h or amh "forgetting,"16 

Ummah makes its way into the list of dialect words in the 
meaning sinln "years" (Azd ShanQ'ah) and as "forgetting" 
(Tamlm).17 

The meaning plainly must be "time, while," as the majority 
of the commentators held, and this we can restore simply by 
emending h to dt and reading amad, which means "time, term, 
period of time." The addition of the feminine ending to m a ' d u d 
would occur naturally to anyone reading ummah for amad; the 
copyist may have thought he was correcting the text, but he 
may have done it instinctively without being aware of it. A m a d 
occurs four times elsewhere in the Koran, 111,30, XVIII. 12, 
LVII. 16, and LXXIL25. 

3, A B B : FODDER, PASTURAGE 

In a brief passage in Surah LXXX:26-32 God enumerates some 
of the blessings—specifically foodstuffs—that he has bestowed 



on mankind. T h u m m a s h a q a q n d l-arda s h a q q a n 26, f a - a n b a t n a 
f i h d h a b b a n 27, w a ' i n a b a n w a - q a d b a n 28, w a - z a y t u n a n 
w a - n a k h l a n 29, w a - h a d a ? i q a g h u l b a n 30, w a - f a k i h a t a n w a - a b b a n 
31, m a t d ' a n l a k u m w a - l i - a n ( d m i k u m 32; 'Then we split the earth 
and caused to grow in it grain, grapes, and clover, olives and 
date-palms, and luxurious orchards, and fruit and abb, as a 
benefit for you and your livestock." 

The crux in this passage is the word abb in verse 31, 
though there is some uncertainty about q a d b in verse 28 as 
well. Blachere translates the latter as "cannes" (canes; possibly 
he means sugar-cane), apparently tacitly emending q a d b to 
qasab.1* Paret translates: "Futterpflanzen" and marks the Arabic 
word with a query.19 Neither annotates the word. I believe that 
q a d b is correct here; the word is well attested in the 
dictionaries where it is defined as "clover" ( r a t b a h , fisfisah), 
"lucern" (qati), or anything that is cut and eaten while it is 
green. There are several shawahid and several other words with 
related meanings derived from the same root.2 0 It may be that 
Blachere preferred qasab to q a d b because he felt that the needs 
of the livestock were taken care of by abb, but this is not so. 



They were taken care of by qadb. 

The word abb is glossed by the commentators as "fodder, 
pasturage" ( m a r ' a n , k a l a ' ) , as "grass" (cushb\ "straw" ( t i b n ) , and 
"dried fruit." 2 1 They were doubtless influenced by verse 32, 
and since they could not know what abb really meant, "fodder, 
pasturage" was the best choice under the circumstances. There 
are hints, however, in our sources that some were not sure of 
the meaning and admitted their ignorance. Abu Bakr, when 
questioned about abb, exclaimed, "What heaven will cover me, 
or what earth will carry me, if I say about the book of God 
something I do not know?"22 cUmar after reciting the verses 
remarked, "I know what f d k i h a h is, but what is a b b ? " Then at 
once he checked himself and exclaimed that this was 
presumptuousness (takalluf). In another version of the same 
story he states, "Sufficient for us is what we already know."23 

Abb was assigned by some to the dialect of the People of the 
West (ahl a l - g h a r b ) , presumably the Berbers!24 

Among commonplace words such as grain, olives, and 
date-palms, abb was very cryptic, so scholars felt obliged to 
work hard to give it similar currency. In addition to redefining 



the word, they invented s h a w a h i d , both prose and verse, trying 
to show that abb meant pasturage. An anonymous poet is 
quoted as saying: "Our tribe is Qays and our home is Najd; we 
have there pasture (abb) and a watering place."25 In the list of 
poetic shawdhid falsely ascribed to Ibn Abbas we find another 
anonymous verse: "You see in it pasturage (abb) and gourds 
mingled together, on a way to water beneath which willows 
run." 2 6 Zamakhshari cites the following expression: F u l d n u n 
rdca l a h u l - h a b b u w a - t a ' a l a h u l - a b b u p which Lane translates: 
"Such a one's seed-produce [or grain] increased and his pasture 
became ample."28 Another statement is ascribed to the legendary 
Quss b. Sa'idah: F a -ja'ala y a r t a ' u a b b a n w a - a s i d u d a b b a n , 
"And he proceeded to graze on abb while I hunted for 
lizards."29 The prose expressions may not have been invented to 
deceive, but may have been coined after abb as "pasture" had 
been absorbed into the vocabulary of educated people. One 
should not underestimate the power of the Koran to generate 
new expressions such as these. 

A. Jeffery, following earlier scholars, relates abb ultimately 
to Hebrew }bb "to be green," but assumes that it came into 



Arabic directly from Syriac > b \ 3 D which means "fruit" = fakihah. 

Despite these attempts at redefinition and etymologizing, the 
fact remains that abb was not understood by the first 
commentators on the Koran. The word is not found in Arabic 
literature before or after its occurrence here (except the spurious 
verses and the proverbial expressions cited above) and it stands 
in the midst of common words that everyone could understand. 
Stylistically it is disturbing. What could be the purpose of 
reminding people of God's blessings using a word that not 
even the experts could understand? Everything points toward its 
being a word as commonplace as grain, olives, fruit, and so 
forth. In short, abb has to be a mistake. 

We can restore the text with a very simple emendation, by 
reading l u b b a n instead of a b b a n . The copyist's pen, as it turned 
to the left after the lam, for a split second ceased to flow, thus 
breaking the connection with the following bd> and converting 
the l a m into alif. L u b b is a common word meaning "kernel" or, 
according to the dictionaries, anything of which the outside is 
thrown away and the inside eaten; specifically mentioned are 
pistachio nuts and almonds. Today, if one buys Ubb from a 



street vendor in the Near East, he gets sunflower seeds or 
pumpkin seeds. Stylistically, fruit and nuts go together much 
better than fruit and pasturage. 

4. S I J I L L : WRITER OF A DOCUMENT 

In XXI. 104 God describes how he is going to proceed on the 
last day: yawma n a t w l l-sama'a ka-tayyi l-sijilli lil-kutubi, 'The 
day on which we shall fold up the heavens as the sijill folds 
up the writings." 

The meaning of sijill, a well-known word in Arabic, is 
"document," consequently the "document" could not do any 
folding or rolling up of other documents. This problem has 
been approached from two directions. Some of the 
commentators realized that sijill had to be the subject of the 
masdar tayy, so they interpreted it as the name of an angel, a 
man's name, or the name of the prophet's scribe. Others, 
however, held that sijill was a sheet of vellum or papyrus 



(sahifah) and redefine the phrase to mean: ka-tayyi l-sijilli 'aid 
md f i h l m i n a l - k i t d b , "as the sijill is folded over the writing 
that is on it." T abari prefers the latter explanation since he says 
sijill is well known, and that there is no angel or scribe known 
by this name.31 The redefinition of the function of the 
preposition l i - , however, is too drastic to be credible. 

The Westerners generally follow Theodor Noldeke's opinion 
that Muhammad mistakenly took the name of the document for 
the writer of it. 3 2 This idea, however, is untenable. Although he 
may have been illiterate, the Prophet was nevertheless 
surrounded by writing. He was a merchant and so was his wife. 
He dictated portions of the revelations to scribes, and he 
doubtless dictated his correspondence as well, and must have 
received letters that were opened and read before him. He had 
a share in the drafting of two important legal documents, the 
Constitution of Medina, and the Treaty of Hudaybiyah. In short, 
writing was so widely employed at that time that Muhammad 
could not have confused the document with its writer. 

Those commentators who saw in a l - s i j i l l the writer and the 
subject of tayy were correct, although they could not take the 



last step necessary for reaching the correct reading. This 
problem can be solved with a simple emendation, by changing 
a l - s i j i l l to a l - m u s j i l or a l - m u s a j j i L The loss of the min is easy 
to explain. In older hands the mim after the definite article does 
not turn back under the lam as it does in later hands, but is 
often no more than a thickening of the connecting line between 
the lam and the letter following. Here, too, a leaky pen may 
have run the mim into the first tooth of the sin, causing the 
mim to lose its identity; and possibly one of the teeth was 
indistinct, thus facilitating the misreading. 

5. H I T T A H : FORGIVENESS 
I 4 * 

This and the following emendation are of mistakes that arose 
from the inability of the writing system to indicate all the 
hamzahs that had been lost in the Hijazi dialect33 but were 
added at a later time when it was decided that the Bedouin 
pronunciation should prevail. Usually the absence of hamzah is 



indicated by one of the consonants alif, waw, or ya\ but not 
always. In these two cases the absence of a possible carrier for 
the hamzah had already resulted in the erroneous readings that 
we find, so the revisers did not suspect that hamzahs were 
etymologically justified. 

In Sura 11.58 God recalls that he told the children of Israel 
to enter the village and eat from it wherever they wished in 
ease, and then says: u d k h u l u l - b d b a sujjadan w a - q u l u h i t t a t u n 

naghfir l a k u m k h a t d y d k u m , "Enter the gate prostrating 
yourselves and say h i t t a t u n ' and we shall forgive your sins." In 
VII. 161 we find essentially the same phrase repeated. 

Bell and Paret leave the word untranslated,34 but Bell says 
it may come from Hebrew he? "sin," and Blachere translates 
"dites, Pardon!"35 On page 645 he refers it to the Hebrew 
h a t t a , "sinners," Of the translators Blachere comes closest to 
the Muslim exegetes, who take the word to mean "forgiveness," 
that is, a "pulling down" of the burden of sin. Some 
commentators say that h i t t a h means "speak the truth" (imptv., 
masc. pi.) in Zanjiyah.3 6 



The word, however, must surely be the Arabic k h i t a h , the 
Hijazi form of the Classical khit'ah, which is a masdar of 
k h a t i ' a , "to commit a sin." The spelling is like that of shth = 
s h a t ' a h u , "its sprout, shoot" (XLVIL29); cf. G d Q , 3:43. The 
people, of course, are appealing for forgiveness but to obtain 
this they must first confess their sins. Khitatan < khifatan with 
the implied omission of the verb k h a t l n d < k h a t i 3 n a is the 
equivalent of "We have sinned!" The word may have been 
pronounced k h i t t a t a n , since some readers read a l - m a r r i for 
al-marH (VIII.24) and juzzm for j u z ' u n (XV.44). 3 7 Usually, 
however, this doubling is limited to w a w and yd3.3^ 

We note finally that h i t t a h is the only word in the Koran 
derived from the root hit, which means basically "put down," 
that is, from a higher to a lower level. There are twenty-two 
words, however, derived from kht3, all of which have some 
meaning related to sin. 

6. S U R H U N N A I L A Y K A : INCLINE THEM (THE 



BIRDS) TOWARD YOU 

In 11.260 Ibrahim asks God to show him how he raises the 
dead. At first God doubts that Ibrahim really believes, but he 
insists that he wants to see the process only to ease his heart, 
so God gives him the following instructions: fa-khudh 
a r b t f a t a n m i n a l - t a y r i f a s u r h u n n a ilayka t h u m m a p a l 'aid k u l l i 
j a b a l i n m i n h u n n a j u z 3 a n t h u m m a d ' u h u n n a y a ' t i n a k a s a y a n , 
"Take four birds and incline them toward yourself, then put a 
part of them on each mountain, then call them, and they will 
come to you flying/1 

The crux lies in the words f a - s u r h u n n a ilayka, which is the 
reading of the seven canonical readers without exception, but one 
finds also sir, rare and late seem to be surrahunna, "tie them," 
and sirrahunna, " shout at them,"35 

Blachere translates: "et serre-les contre toi (pour les 
broyer),"40 and says that he translates by intuition. Bell has 
"incline them to thyself," noting that the sense is uncertain.43 

Paret: "richte sie (mit dem Kopf?) auf dich zu (und schlachte 



sie?)."42 In K o m m e n t a r , he notes that the commentators either 
read "incline them," which is not understandable, or "cut them 
up," with which the following "to yourself* does not f i t 4 3 In 
short, neither of the accepted readings makes good sense. The 
meaning "cut up" is said to be Nabataean; others take it to be 
Greek. 4 4 

Tabari devotes several pages to these words 4 5 He cites the 
two major views on the meaning of sur, "incline" and "cut up," 
and decides emphatically for the latter, because the overwhelming 
majority of the exegetes hold this opinion, and he takes issue 
with a few Kufan lexicographers who insist that s d r a , yasu ru 
never means "cut up" in the language of the Arabs. 

Both these groups are right, each in its own way. The 
lexicographers are right in denying that s d r a means "cut up"; 
the shawdhid are late or suspicious, so it looks as if the 
exegetes had redefined the word in the way we have noted 
before. However, the context clearly demands that the phrase 
read "cut to pieces," so the exegetes are "right" as well. One 
of them even goes so far as to insist that the pieces of the 
birds are all mixed up: "The wing of this one is with the head 



of that one, and the head of that one is with the wing of this 
one."46 Others say that the flesh and feathers are mingled.47 

Since the meaning must be "cut them to pieces and mix 
them up," we can restore the text as follows: f a - j a z z i h i n n a 
( w a - ) l b u k , which, not surprisingly, means "make them into 
pieces and mix (them) up." The emendation of sad to jlm is 
no problem since the two letters resemble each other closely 
enough for such a misreading to occur. Jazzi, of course, is the 
classical j a z z i 3 ; the change of final-hamzated verbs to final-ya3 

verbs is well known, and was doubtless universal in the Hijazi 
dialect, where, as noted above, all the hamzahs had been lost. 
The meaningless ilayka is removed by reading u l b u k without 
any change in the r a s m at all; the wswas dropped when the 
word was misread as i l a y k a . Another possibility is that this 
phrase originally read w a - l a b b i k , which has the same meaning, 
on the assumption that the waw was mistaken for an alif. This 
is not impossible if the handwriting was small 

7. SABCAN M I N A L - M A T H A N I : SEVEN MATHANI (?) 



This and the following two emendations are of special interest 
since, in addition to correcting the text, they depend on 
assuming the same mistake. One could argue from this that all 
three were copied by a single scribe with a certain peculiarity 
in his handwriting. 

The mysterious word m a t h d n l occurs twice in the Koran, 
first in X V : 8 7 : w a - l a - q a d d t a y n d k a sob'an m i n a l - m a t h d n i 
w a l - q u r ' d n a l - ' a z l m , "We have given you seven m a t h d n l and the 
mighty Koran." It is found in a group of verses (86-97) in 
which God comforts the prophet in his disappointment at the 
doings of those who pay no attention to his message. The verse 
seems to be a reminder that God has favored him above all 
others with these special gifts. 

M a t h d n l is also found in X X X I X . 2 3 : A l l a h u n a z z a l a a h s a n a 
l - h a d l t h i k i t d b a n m u t a s h d b i h a n m a t h d n i y a taqshaHrru m i n h u 
j u l u d u l l a d h i n a y a k h s h a w n a r a b b a h u m t h u m m a t a l l n u 
j u l u d u h u m w a - q u l u b u h u m ild d h i k r i l l d h , "God has sent down 
the best account, a book alike (in its parts), mathdnl, at which 



the skins of those who fear their Lord creep, then their skins 
and hearts become soft to the remembrance of God." 

The problem of the m a t h d n l has generated much scholarly 
writing, most of which shall be ignored here.48 

Muslim authorities derive the word from the root thny, and 
most of them assign it the meaning of something repeated, as 
can be seen in two of the translations above. However, the verb 
thand means "to double, to fold, to make something twofold by 
adding a second element to the first," but the idea of repetition 
easily follows. One of the meanings ascribed to Form II of the 
verb is "repeat, iterate."49 Others suggest that it comes from the 
Form IV verb athnd "to praise." 

An early suggestion by A. Geiger that the word is derived 
from the Hebrew Mishnah, or, as preferred by Noldeke, the 
Aramaic m a t h n l t h d , has been accepted by many Western 
scholars, but the word as used in the Koran does not reflect 
the character of the Mishnah. 

The number seven has caused as much trouble as the word 
m a t h d n l itself. The exegetes say that the seven m a t h d n l are the 



seven longest suras of the Koran, or the seven verses of the 
Fatihah, which is the most popular view, or they are the suras 
that have less than a hundred verses but more than the shortest, 
which are called a l - m u f a s s a l d t \ all of these definitions reflect 
the idea of repetition in some way. We note further that s a f a r i 
is a masculine numeral, so it demands a feminine singular. The 
only word that approaches the idea of repetition would be the 
past participle of Form II, m u t h a n n d h , but this would take a 
plural m u t h a n n a y a t , not m a t h d n l . 

Western scholarship has mostly accepted the theory that 
they are seven punishment stories that are scattered throughout 
the Koran because of the effect they have on the hearers. This 
is only speculation, but it is not refuted by our emendations. 

I believe that the word in XYS7 should be emended to 
read a l - matdllyU and in XXXIX.23 to m a t a l l y a , meaning 
"recitations," literally, something that has been, or is to be, 
recited. This is the broken plural of m a t l u w u n , as in m a k t u b u n , 
makdtibu "writings" and mazmurun, mazdmiru "psalms," and 
others. The copyist mistook the lam for a nun because it was 
too short; having accepted nun the only other word that could 



be formed from the r a s m was m a b a n h which could not be 
right, so he had to decide for mathdnl, and so initiated the idea 
of redoubling or repeating. 

One reason that the scribe failed to read m a t a l i is that the 
word does not appear in the Koran nor does the singular 
m a t l u w . The verb t a l d , "recite," however, is very common, 
occurring more than sixty times in a variety of forms both 
active and passive, so the past participle is surely possible. It is 
likely that the verb t a l d was not much used in the common 
speech of Mecca, but came suddenly into extensive use only in 
the Koran, so the copyist was not alert to the possibility here. 
In the dictionaries, the space allotted to t a l d in this meaning is 
quite small and there are no shawdhid. Additional evidence that 
the word was little used is provided by a m u k h a d r a m poet, 
Khufaf b. fUmayr al-SuIami, who in describing his beloved's 
campsite misuses the agent noun under the impression that it 
means "scribe": k a ' a n n a h a suhuftin y a k h u t t u h a t a l l , "as if they 
were pages written by a t a l l . " 5 Q 

Tald is usually used with a y d t "signs" as its object or 
passive subject, but we find it with other words as well, 



including kitdb (seven times, see concordance), so there is no 
discrepancy in XXXIX.23 in equating the k i t d b and the m a t d l l 
The distinction, however, between k i t d b and q u r ' a n (XV.87) is 
found elsewhere in the same sura (v. 1): t i l k a dyatu l - k i t d b i wa-
q u r ' d n i n m u b i n , "Those are the signs of the book and (of) a 
clear Koran." 

It is also necessary to emend s a b ' a n , which I believe should 
be read shay'an. The mistake occurred when the scribe 
carelessly wrote a small loop resembling an c a y n instead of the 
minim of the yd'. This is comparable to our writing a small e 
when we intend to make the shaft of an i. The next copyist, 
seeing s", could hardly do anything other than add the bd\ 
Seven was also doubtless congenial to him; it is virtually a 
sacred number in the Near East, and many things come in 
sevens. Since he did not know what m a t h d n l meant, he must 
have felt that the number seven was appropriate for such a 
mystery. 

So XV.97 should read: w a - l a q a d d t a y n a k a shay'an m i n a 
i - m a t d l i y i w a l - q u r ' d n a l - ' a z i m , "We have given you some 
recitations and the mighty Koran." 



8. TAMANNA; F l UMNIYATIHI: TO DESIRE; IN 
HIS DESIRE 

In XXIL52 God points out that Satan distorts the message 
brought by messengers and prophets: w a - m d a r s a i n d m i n 
q a b l i k a m i n r a s u l i n w a - l a n a b i y i n i l i a idlid t a m a n n d a l q d 
l - s h a y t a n u fi u m n i y a t i h i f a - y a n s a k h u l l d h u m d y u l q i l - s h a y t d n u 
t h u m m a y u h k i m u l l d h u a y d t i h i , "We have not sent down before 
you any messenger or prophet but that when he desired, Satan 
injected (something) into his desire, but God cancels what 
Satan injects, then God makes his signs strong." 

Tamannd and u m n i y a t i h i in the meaning "desire" (verb and 
noun) have caused problems for the translators. Bell has "but 
when he formed his desire Satan threw (something) into his 
formulation," with a note saying that the meaning is doubtful.51 

Paret has "ohne dass ihm, wenn er etwas wunschte, der Satan 
(von sich aus etwas) in seinen Wunsch unter- schoben hatte."52 



Blachere has "sans que le Demon jetSt [Fimpurite (?)] dans leur 
souhait, quand ils (le) formulaient."53 All three rely on the dic
tionary definition of tamannd, but none of them annotates the 
passage. 

Tabari devotes most of his commentary on this verse to the 
reason for its revelation;54 it was sent down as a comfort to 
the prophet for having inadvertently, because of Satanic 
interference, spoken favorably of the pagan goddesses Allat, 
cUzza, and Manat. But on pages 113 f. he quotes from exegetes 
who hold that t a m a n n d here means q a r a ' a , t a l d , and h a d d a t h a . 
Ibn Hisham reports on the authority of Abu 'Ubaydah that the 
Arabs used t a m a n n d in the meaning of q a r a % and cites two 
shawdhid, obviously spurious since both refer to the recitation 
of the book of God. 5 5 

This is another example of the redefinition by the exegetes 
and/or lexicographers of the crucial word in a problematic 
passage in which the redefinition is correct. One should emend 
t a m a n n d to read y u m l i , "dictates" and f i u m n i y a t i h i to fi 
imlaHhi, "in his dictation"; the latter was originally written 



' m l y h , with no alif for the long a , a common feature of 
Koranic spelling. The nun was written for lam because the 
latter was too short, as in m a t h d n l and one of the minims was 
lost. The word was probably pronounced i m l d y i h u or i m l d y h u , 5 ^ 
After reading t a m a n n d , u m n i y a t i h i was, of course, inevitable. 
The copyist may have felt more comfortable with the perfect 
t a m a n n d , since i d h a y u m l l does not appear in the Koran; idhd 
t u t l d , however, is found a number of times, and the two words 
mean much the same thing. 

9. I L L A AMANIYA: EXCEPT DESIRES 

Sura 11.74-79 is a polemic against the Jews but directed to 
Muslim listeners. The Jews are denounced for perverting the 
true scriptures and for pretending to believe when they really 
do not. In verse 78 we read: wa- minhum ummiyuna l a 
yaHamuna l - k i t d b a i l i a a m d n i y a wa~in hum i l i a y a z u n n u n a , 
"And among them are ummiyuna who do not know the book 



except desires and they can only guess/' The passage then ends 
with an imprecation against those who write a book with their 
own hands and say that it is from God just to make a small 
profit. 

The meaning of ummiyuna has been much discussed by 
scholars and need not delay us here, since in this context it 
must mean ignorant people who do not know the scriptures. 
The problem for us is the meaning of i l i a a m d n l y a . Bell, p. 11, 
translates, "except as things taken on trust, and who only 
cherish opinions," and notes that the meaning of the word is 
uncer- tain. 5 7 Blachere has "qui ne connaissent point l1Ecriture 
[mais] seulement des chimeres, et [qui] ne font que 
conjecturer."58 Paret translates "Unter ihnen [i.e., the Jews] gibt 
es Heiden ( u m m l y u n ) , die die Schrift nicht kennen, (ihren 
Ansichten und Behauptungen) vielmehr (eigene) Wii nsche 
(zugrunde legen) und nur Mutmassungen anstellen/'59 It is very 
unlikely that this one word can carry all the nuances that are 
heaped on it in the last translation. 

Some exegetes define a m d n l y a as lies (kadhib), talk 



(ahddlth). Others cite the phrase y a t a m a n n d 'aid l l a h i a l - b a t i l a 
xva-md laysa lahum, which seems to mean "and they want to 
get vain things from God and what is not due them/' Tabari 
himself prefers the meaning "lies, falsehood" and in arguing for 
it has to maintain that t a m a n n d here cannot mean t a l d ( = 
a m i d ) , which as we have seen, was derived from XXH.52, nor 
have its usual meaning "desire," but must mean t a k h a l l a q a , ta 
k h a r r a s a , and ifta'ala, all of which mean "falsify, fabricate." He 
accuses the ummiyuna of committing such sins because of their 
ignorance of the book, that is, the Torah. 6 0 It seems, however, 
that the meanings other than "to desire" and "to ask, i.e., 
someone to satisfy one's desire" all derive from this passage in 
the Koran. Here we get more help from the lexicographers than 
the exegetes, since the former redefine the word as "recitation." 
Aba Ishaq al-Zajjaj (d. 311/923), in discussing this verse, says 
plainly: m a ' n a h u l - k i t d b a i l i a t i l d w a t a n , "its meaning is: (they do 
not know) the book except by recitation."61 

I believe that a m d n i y a , like m a t h d n l and t a m a n n d , is a 
result of the copyist's mistaking lam for nun, and should be 
emended to read a m d l l y a "dictations." So the passage should 



run; "And among them are ummiyuna who do not know the 
book except dictations {from it) and so they can only guess." 
These poor ignorant people know of the scriptures only what 
the evil perverters of the word and the forgers mentioned in 
the following verse will let them know. They are victims to be 
pitied and not reproached. Since they had no scriptures at all, 
they could not be the perverters of it, nor could such ignorant 
people be so effective as forgers as to write out the book with 
their own hands, as mentioned in verse 79. The perverters and 
the forgers must be the same group and the people they 
deceive are the u m m i y i i n a , certainly not the Muslims, who now 
have the true scriptures. 

10. SIBGHAT A L L A H : GOD'S RELIGION 

Sura II. 134-41 is a segment in which God answers the 
Christians and Jews who urge people to be Christian or Jewish 
in order to be rightly guided: q u i b a l m i l l a t a Jbrdhlma hanifan 
w a - m d kdna m i n a l - m u s h r i k l n a 135, q u l u d m a n n d b i l l d h i w a - m d 



i m z i l a ilayna ... 136, f a i n d m a n u b i - m i t h l i m d d m a n t u m bihi 
f a - q a d i h t a d a w w a - i n t a w a l l a w f a - i n n a m d hum f i s h i q d q i n 
fa-sa-yakfikahumu l l d h u w a - h u w a l-samVu I'alTm 137, s i b g h a t a 
l l a h i w a - m a n ahasanu m i n a l l a h i s i b g h a t a n w a - n a h n u l a h u 
c d b i d u n 138. "Say (sg., addressed to Muhammad), no, rather the 
community of Ibrahim, a h a n l f for he was not one of the 
polytheists- Say (pi. addressed to the Muslims), we believe in 
God and what has been sent down to us . . . (here follow the 
names of all the prophets whose messages the Muslims believed 
in). . . . And if they believe in the same things you believe in, 
they are rightly guided, but if they turn away, they are in 
schism, but God will take care of them for you (sg.), for He 
hears and knows; the s i b g h a h of God! and who is better at 
s i b g h a h than God? so we worship Him." 

Bell translates: "The savour of Allah, and in savour who is 
better than Allah? Him are we going to serve," and notes that 
the exact meaning is uncertain. ("Savour" is singularly ill 
chosen.)62 Blachere has "Onction (?) d'Allah! qui done est 
meilleur qus Allah en [Son] onction? [Dites] Nous sommes Ses 
adorateurs." In a note he rejects the explanations offered by the 



exegetes (see below), but admits that "onction" is not 
satisfactory, and suggests it might mean: "L'allure procure par 
Dieu a l'homme convert] au Monoth6isme d'Abraham,"63 Paret 
translates: "Das baptisma (? sibga)"; in K o m m e n t a r he cites the 
commonly held views, and adds the opinion of E. Beck (from 
L e M u s e o n 65 [1952]: 92) that the word, which means baptism 
(Taufe) is used here in a more general sense for religion, which 
agrees with the exegetes* views,6 4 Jeffery derives it from the 
Syriac but does not discuss its meaning in the Koran. 6 5 

The word gave considerable trouble to the exegetes. They 
knew it meant the Christian baptism, but because in the 
passage the Jews are referred to as well, some of them 
expanded its meaning to include cir- cumcision.6 6 However, it is 
the Muslims who receive the s i b g h a h of God and so neither 
baptism or circumcision can apply—the Jews and the pagan 
Arabs already practiced circumcision. The exegetes therefore 
redefine the word z s f i t r a h , d i n "religion," i m a n "faith," or they 
equate it with the m i l l a t a I b r a h i m in verse 135, which they take 
to mean Islam. Thus Tabari paraphrases: b a l i ttabfoi m i l l a t a 
I b r d h i m a s i b g h a t a lldh; and Qatadah says: w a - i n n a s i b g h a t a l l a h i 



l - l s l a m . 6 1 With this interpretation, however, the comparison at 
the end makes little sense; can one really ask, "Who is better 
at Islam or i m a n than God?" Other redefinitions of sibghah are 
s h a r V a h "law," and k h i l q a h "constitution, make-up."68 

Grammatically, most of the commentators take sibghah to be in 
apposition with m i l l a h , even though the two are rather far 
apart. Those who take sibghah to mean i m a n take it as the acc. 
internal object of a m a n n d in verse 136. 

In this case I believe that the exegetes were far off track. 
It is to me inconceivable that one should find in the Koran the 
name of a Christian sacrament used—even metaphorically—for 
Islam or I m a n . The whole idea runs counter to the general 
attitude toward Christianity and Judaism in the Koran, and is so 
disturbing that the word practically announces itself as a 
mistake. 

Neither the exegetes nor the orientalists have considered 
that sibghata l l a h might refer simply to the words immediately 
preceding: f a - s a - y a k f i k a h u m u l l a h . Taken thus, sibghah is an 
exclamatory acc, used in praise of God's action in sparing the 
prophet the trouble of dealing with his own enemies. There are 



two emendations that would give this sense. The first is to read 
s a n V a h , "favor." This emendation can be effected without 
altering the r a s m at all if we assume that the original s a d did 
not have the little nub on the left—this is often omitted in 
manuscripts—but that the next copyist took the nun to be the 
nub. Otherwise we can add a minim to the rasm, a minor 
change which is easily acceptable. 

The second possibility is to read kifayah, the m a s d a r of 
kafa, which would have been spelled kfyh, the long a without 
alif In older MSS and inscriptions the initial kaf is often written 
without the diagonal stroke that we add separately. The line of 
the letter runs parallel to the line of writing so that it sometimes 
closely resembles sad and ddl. The copyist first misread kaf as 
sad, and then carelessly took the loop of the fd} as a minim. 
Kifdyah is what we should most likely expect grammatically, 
given fa-sa-yakfikuhum above, but on the whole I prefer s a n i ' a h 
since fewer changes are required to bring it into line. Both 
"favor" and "sufficiency" are stylistically better in this position 
than any of the other meanings proposed, and the comparison at 
the end of verse 138 makes good sense with either of them. 



11. A S H A B A L - A 'RAF: T H E PEOPLE OF THE 
HEIGHTS 

Sura VII.46 and 48 speak of a group of men who are situated 
in some coign of vantage from which they can observe both 
the blessed in heaven and the damned in hell: w a - b a y n a h u m a 
h i j d b u n w a - a l d l-a'rqfi rijdlun ya'rifuna k u l l a n b i - s i m a h u m 
w a - n a d a w a s h a b a l - j a n n a t i a n s a l d m u n ' a t a y k u m l a m 
y a d k h u l u h d w a - h u m y a t m a ' u n a 46, "Between them is a curtain 
and on the a'rdf are men who know each by their mark and 
they call to the people of heaven. Peace be with you; they 
have not entered it but they hope to." However, these same 
men, when they look at the people of hell, pray to God not to 
put them with the sinners, and we then read: w a - n a d d ashdbu 
l-a^rdfi rijdlan y a ' r i f u n a h u m b i - s i m a h u m q d l u m d a g h n d 
c a n k u m j a m ' u k u m w a - m d k u n t u m t a s t a k h b i r u n a 48, "and the 
people of the a'rdf call to men whom they know by their 



mark; they say, Your collecting (of money) has not helped you 
nor has your arrogance." 

The word a c r a f is the plural of (urf, which means "mane" 
or "comb of a cock," so if correct here it must be used 
metaphorically. Bell, however, translates "men of recognition," 
reading i c r d f instead of a'rdf.69 However i ' r q f does not mean 
"recognition" but only "inform someone of his misdeeds and 
forgive him," and "to have a sweet odor" (from carf), and "to 
have a long mane" (from c u r f ) , 7 Q Bell's i ' r d f is rejected by 
Blachere, who leaves the word untranslated, but has a long note 
in which he reviews the opinions of some of the exegetes, he 
makes no suggestion as to the lexical meaning of the word. 7 ] 

Paret translates simply, "auf den Hohen" and "die Leute der 
Hohen" 7 2 

The problem in this passage is both textual and 
eschatological. The eschatological problem concerns who the 
ashab al-afrdf really are. Some orientalists, notably Bell and 
Tor Andrae, think that they are the inhabitants of the highest 
realm of heaven, but in order to get this out of the text they 
have to take the people of heaven as the subject of lam 



y a d k h u l u h a w a - h u m y a t m a ' u n a 46. This results in very clumsy 
Arabic and the exegetes are doubtless correct in keeping the 
ashab a l - a ' r a f as subject here and in the following verse (47). 
The ashab a l - a ' r a f are men who are not yet sure whether they 
are going to heaven or to hell. 

I would first point out that acraf may not be incorrect. The 
word might be used here metaphorically of some high place on 
which these observers are located. What makes it a bit 
suspicious is that the metaphor does not appear to have been 
used in Arabic either before or after the revelation of this 
passage. Furthermore, if the word refers to the top of the 
hijdb, as some think, one would expect <ala a c r a f i h i . We can 
propose two emendations here, neither of which has to be 
metaphorical, though the second one may be. 

The first is ajrafi plural of j u r u f or jurf, which means 
"bank," specifically of a wadi that has been undercut by the 
current, or simply, "a bank or ridge that rises abruptly from the 
bed of a torrent or stream."73 Such a position would allow the 
observers an unimpeded view of what was going on below. 
Palaeographically there is no difficulty. Sometimes in early 



manuscripts and papyri initial ha* begins with a lead-in line like 
a small arc with the concavity facing right, which then 
continues downward to the right completing the main body of 
the letter If this arc is exaggerated, the whole letter can easily 
be taken for an cayn. 

The other suggestion is ahruf plural of harf, which means, 
among many other things, "point, ridge, brow, ledge, of a 
mountain " 7 4 The same emendation, (ayn to ha', is needed here 
as in ajrdfi and the alif presents no problem. It might have 
been introduced at the time of the Uthmanic recension, or it 
could have been added by TJbaydallah b. Ziyad, who, during 
his governorship of Kufah (53-59/673-679), instituted a reform 
in Koranic orthography that consisted of the introduction of 
about two thousand alifs into the text.75 Taken this way, ahruf 
is not metaphorical, but we find the singular, harf, used 
metaphorically in Sura XXII- 11: w a - m i n a l - n a s i man y a ' b u d u 
lldha 'aid harfin f a - i n asabahu k h a y r u n i t m a ' a n n a b i h i w a - i n 
asabahu f i t n a t u n i n q a l a b a c a l d w a j h i h i k h a s i r a l - d u n y d w a l -
d k h i r a t a , "And among the people there are those who serve 
God on a harf, and if good comes to them they are at ease 



with it, but if trouble comes to them, they turn back to their 
(old) ways. They lose both this world and the next." These 
people who serve God "on a ridge" are fencesitters and 
summer soldiers who are not sure which way they will jump, 
since circumstances can vary. The same is true of the ashab 
al-a'raf who are not sure whether they will end up in heaven 
or hell, since it depends on God's will, which they do not yet 
know. The two usages are not exactly parallel since al-a(raf is 
plural and def. and harf is singular and indefinite; nevertheless, 
the similarity is striking. In general, I prefer the reading ahruf 
but would suspend judgment on whether it should be taken 
metaphorically or not. 

12. AGAIN THE MYSTERIOUS LETTERS 

Some years ago I wrote an article76 in which I argued that the 
Mysterious Letters (the f a w d t i h a l - s u w a r or a l - h u r u f 
a l - m u q a t t a ' a h ) of the Koran were old abbreviations of the 
basmalah. The argument was based on the assumption that 
these abbreviations, like the words studied above, had been 



corrupted through copyists' errors, so it is not inappropriate 
here to add a few additional observations on the fawdtih, and, 
in particular, to record a change of opinion with regard to 
some of them. 

At that time I was anxious to avoid any suggestion that the 
emendations proposed might be arbitrary, so I left out of 
account those groups of letters that might, as they stood, be 
considered abbreviations of the basmalah. In so doing I 
relegated H M to a footnote (p. 280, no. 72), although I was 
convinced that it derived from an original B M or BSM. I think 
now that I was somewhat overcautious, since H M— t o be read 
BSM and not BM—is the best evidence in favor of the 
hypothesis. 

The derivation is well supported palaeographically. The ba3 

of the basmalah often begins with a flourish, which in some 
cases, especially in carelessly written manuscripts and papyri, 
starts above the line to the left, proceeds to the right and then 
turns under to form the rest of the letter, giving it a form that 
can easily be mistaken for ha3. Today in printed texts the ba3 

is written taller than usual and bends slightly to the left. This 



practice probably descends from the ancient practice, which in 
handwriting could be exaggerated. 

The sin of the basmalah is often flattened out to such an 
extent that it appears to be omitted altogether. Tradition tells us 
that Zayd b. Thabit disapproved of writing the bsm of the 
basmalah without the sin, and Ibn Sinn did not like people to 
stretch the ba' to the mim until the sin had been written. The 
caliph (Umar is said to have beaten a scribe for omitting the 
sin from the basmalah.77 

These anecdotes date from a time when interest was 
growing in how the Koran should be written, and in which the 
Kufic hand was in the course of development. In fact, Ibn 
Slrln (ha. 110/728) might well have taken an interest in such 
matters. 

Tables 3 and 4 (p. 282) can now be largely ignored since 
they make the process of corruption much more complicated 
than it really was. In H M <SQ, I would now keep the two 
"words" separate as they regularly appear in the Koran. Both 
segments I believe represent an original B S M . The first to be 



written was the second segment, which was eventually 
corrupted to read ; SQ; this was not understood by a subsequent 
copyist or editor who added at the beginning another BSM, 
which was later misread as H M . The copyist may have been 
the same one who wrote B S M (> HM) in all the suras where 
the latter appears. 

The original BS was misread as SS by the Uthmanic editors 
and as simple S by Ibn Mas£ud because of uncertainty as to the 
number of minims. The first two were probably badly written 
as well since they resembled an initial 'ayn. Ibn Mas'ud's SQ is 
closer to the original than the Uthmanic £SQ. 

K H Y S turns out to be less of a problem than I had 
originally thought The real crux is in the ha\ but this can be 
solved by dividing the letters into two segments, K H and YCS, 
following the example of H M CSQ. 

In discussing the word kifayah, we pointed out how kaf 
closely resembles dal and sad in some early hands; it may also 
resemble the carelessly written ba' that we have seen in H M , I 
believe that this kaf was originally a ba\ and with this reading 



all the other difficulties vanish. The resulting BH—which could 
have been an original BSM—is a good abbreviation of the 
basmalah, and in Y'S we can see how the ydf and the 
open-topped c a y n were miscopied from an original s i n in which 
the teeth were not clearly written. There may even have been a 
fourth minim representing bd\ which could have been 
swallowed up when the two segments were combined later on. 
The original form was like Ibn Mascud's variant SQ (= S M < 
BSM). 

Similarly, I conclude that Y J S was written first, then not 
understood by a later copyist, who added B H or B S M (> KH) 
to represent the basmalah. 

The final point concerns those abbreviations in which the 
letter td> is found. In the article referred to (p. 280), I assumed 
that these /J's all went back to an original BA. This, however, 
is not satisfactory, for since the basmalah in XXVII.30 at the 
head of Solomon's letter to the Queen of Sheba is spelled 
without alif, it is not likely that any abbreviation of the phrase 
would contain that letter. I now believe that the vertical strokes 
of the fa's were originally cancellation marks, added by some 



copyist when he went through his old surahs to write out the 
basmalah in full. The vertical cancellation mark is well known 
from later manuscripts and there is no reason why it should not 
have been employed here. One should keep in mind that the 
Arabs at the time of Muhammad were not an ignorant people 
struggling toward literacy; writing was widely used, though not 
for literature apparently, especially in urban centers such as 
al-HIrah, where a chancery style must have been employed. The 
heads of the t a % now unencumbered by alifs, become simple 
M's, written in the same careless way as the others that are 
concealed under H M , and the resulting BS, BSM, and BH are 
all good abbreviations of the basmalah. Although it is not 
necessary for the argument, I believe further that BS and BH 
also go back to an original BSM. The final flourish of the sin 
and the final ha' could both easily have been miscopied from 
a m i m . 

I am now more than ever convinced that the f a w d t i h are 
indeed old abbreviations of the basmalah that suffered 
corruption at the hands of later copyists. And 5 after all, what 
can more properly stand before a surah than the b a s m a l a h l 



* * * 

It should not be assumed that in making these emendations I 
am in any way trying to diminish the remarkable achievement 
of Zayd b. Thabit and his colleagues in producing the 
Uthmanic recension of the Koran. When one considers that the 
Arabs at that time had no literary culture based on written 
texts, their accomplishment becomes truly monumental, and one 
can readily believe that Zayd really said when ordered to do 
the editing, "By God, if they had charged me with carrying a 
mountain, it could not have been heavier for me than this." 
Without any experience of editing or, indeed, of reading a 
book of similar size and content, they were able to publish a 
work that has taken its place as one of the three or four 
greatest books that mankind has produced. It remains for 
modern scholarship to correct the few mistakes that they 
overlooked, and to restore the text to the form it had when 



first spoken by the prophet Muhammad. 
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7.1 

INTRODUCTION TO 
RICHARD B E L L 

I b n Warraq 

T 
- * f c he Rev. Dr. Richard Bell was born in Scotland in 1876, 

and educated at Edinburgh University, where he studied Semitic 



lariguagesand divinity. He became a minister of the Church of 
Scotland in 1904, and ordained to the parish of Wamphrey in 
1907. After fourteen years in the parish ministry, Bell returned 
to Edinburgh as lecturer in Arabic, attaining the position of 
reader in Arabic in 1938, a position he held until his retirement 
in 1947. He died in 1952.1 

Bell seems to have a led an uneventful life, having 
dedicated his entire life to the church and his scholarly pursuits. 
After an initial interest in Arabic mathematical manuscripts,2 Bell 
switched to and concentrated on the Christian influences on the 
development of Islam, and the structure, chronology and 
composition of the Qur'an. He gave the Gunning Lectures at 
the University of Edinburgh in 1925, and these were published 
the following year as his first book, under the title The Origin 
of I s l a m i n its C h r i s t i a n E n v i r o n m e n t ^ In the latter book Bell 
argued that "the key to a great deal both in the Qur'an and in 
the career of Muhammad lies . . . just in his gradual acquisition 
of knowledge of what the Bible contained and of what Jews 
and Christians believed."4 

Henceforth, Bell concentrated on the Qur'an, producing 



seven articles on various aspects of Qur'anic studies, before 
bringing out his English translation of the Qur'an, The Q u r ' a n 
T r a n s l a t e d , w i t h a C r i t i c a l R e - a r r a n g e m e n t of t h e Surahs.5 

Further articles followed,6 and finally what had been his 
class lectures on the Qur°an appeared posthumously in 1953 as 
I n t r o d u c t i o n to the Q u r b a n . 1 

But as Bosworth and Richardson point out it is the "The 
Q u r ' a n T r a n s l a t e d which may be regarded as Bell's magnum 
opus... . By closely examining the Qur'anic text verse by verse, 
observing the lengths of verses, their external and internal 
rhymes and assonances, etc., he came to believe that the 
structure of the Qur°an was far more complex than had hitherto 
been believed. He concluded that the revelations underwent con
siderable revision, including expansion, replacement of certain 
portions by others, re-arrangements, etc;, and that the use of 
written documents was involved, under the Prophet's guidance, 
so that the Qur°an as we know it took shape in the last eight 
years or so of Muhammad's mission at Medina, i.e. from A . H . 
2-10 / C . E . 624-32. This corresponded to what Bell called "the 
Book period," when a written scripture was produced out of the 



revelations previously used largely for liturgical purposes. His 
The Q u r a n T r a n s l a t e d endeavored therefore to show 
schematically on the printed page, by the use of significant 
indentation, dotted lines separating passages, parallel columns, 
and so on, in order to show which pieces of revelation had 
been substituted for others or written on the back of one frag
ment of writing material, whilst at the same time retaining the 
traditional order of what Bell nevertheless now regarded as 
highly composite suras," 8 

Bell explains his objectives in the preface to his translation 
of the Qur'an: 

"The main object has been to understand the deliverances of 
Muhammad afresh, as far as possible in their historical setting, 
and therefore to get behind the traditional interpretation. But 
the Moslem commentators have not been ignored. Baydawl has 
constantly, and other standard commentaries have occasionally, 
been consulted. But dogmatic prepossessions sometimes vitiate 
their exegesis, and in many passages the grammatical 
construction is evidently difficult even to them."9 



L*The translation goes frankly on the assumption that the 
Qur'an was in written form when the redactors started their 
work, whether actually written by Muhammad himself, as I 
personally believe, or by others at his dictation 

All the possibilities of confusion in written documents 
have had to be considered—corrections, interlinear additions, 
additions on the margin, deletions and substitutions, pieces cut 
off from a passage and wrongly placed, passages written on 
the back of others and then read continuously, front and back 
following each other." 1 0 

For Bell, the Qur'an was revealed in short passages. Rippin 
sums up Bell's views thus: 

'Abrupt changes in rhyme patterns, repetition of rhyme words, 
rupture in grammatical structure, sudden variation in verse 
length, and unwarranted shift in personal pronouns all point to 
revisions undertaken by Muhammad due to a change in 
purpose sometime during his career Bell suggests that three 
periods may be separated in Muhammad's career: the early 



period in which 11 signs" and praise of God play the pre
dominant role; next, the Qur'an period which covers the later 
Meccan and Medinan era up to the year 2 A.H.; and finally 
the Book period which is from the year 2 A .H . on" 1 1 

Watt also sums up Bell's hypothesis and then examines 
Sura LXXXVIII.17-20 to bring out Bell's meaning: 

[Bell's] theory was not simply that parts of the QurJan had 
been written down at a fairly early stage in Muhammad's 
career, but more particularly that the occurrence in the middle 
of a sura of a passage wholly unrelated to the context was to 
be explained by the supposition that this passage had been 
written on the back of the 'scrap of paper ' used for one of 
the neighbouring passages which properly belonged to the 
sura 

Bell's arguments can be presented most clearly in the case 
of sura LXXXVIII.17-20: 



'The sura begins with a description of the Judgement and the 
fate of the wicked, and then continues with a picture of the 
righteous 

(10) in a garden lofty ('aliya) 
(11) wherein they hear no babbling; (laghiya) 
(12) therein is spring running; (jdriya) 
(13) therein are couches upraised {marfu'a) 

(14) and goblets set out (mawdiTd) 
(15) and cushions in rows (masfufa) 
(16) and carpets spread, ( m a b t h u t h a ) 
(17) Will they not look at the camels, how they have been created 

{khuliqat) 
(18) at the heaven, how it has been uplifted; (ruft'at) 
(19) at the mountains, how they have been set up; {nusibat} 
(20) at the earth, how it has been laid flat? {mtihat) 
(21) So warn. You are only a warner . . . {mudhakkir) 



The argument here is as follows. The passage 17-20 has no 
connection of thought either with what goes before or with 
what comes after; and it is marked off by its rhyme. It is thus 
difficult to know why it has been placed here. If one assumes 
that its position has been given to it by a collector, one may 
still ask whether a responsible collector could not have found a 
more suitable place for it. Bell's hypothesis is that verses 17-20 
have been placed here because they were found written on the 
back of verses 13-16. He further holds in this particular case 
that 13-16, which are marked off by rhyme from the preceding 
verses, were a later addition to these, and happened to have 
been written on the back of a "scrap" which already contained 
17-20" 1 2 

In his preface to the translation of the Qur'an, Bell 
regretted that "owing to the cost of printing, the mass of notes 
which have accumulated in the course of the work have had to 
be suppressed. . . " These notes were eventually reworked into 
a commentary, but were never published during Bell's lifetime. 
Sometime in the early 1970s, a microfilm of the typescript of 
this commentary was entrusted to Professor C, E . Bosworth by 



the then secretary of the Edinburgh University Press. The 
microfilm was taken home, and then lay forgotten in a 
cupboard for nearly twenty years, until a chance remark 
brought the existence of the microfilm back to mind. 1 3 As a 
result, we have the two volumes of Bell's Commentary, edited 
by Bosworth and Richardson. 

Welch, in his article on the Qur'an in the E n c y c l o p a e d i a of 
Islam, 2nd edition,14 considers Bell a pioneer, and Bosworth 
and Richardson think that it "would be hard to imagine the 
radical, contemporary approaches to Qur'anic scholarship 
represented, in differing ways, by e.g. John Wansbrough and 
Angelika Neuwirth, without the pioneering work of Bell.*' 1 5 

Muslim scholars consider him a "Scottish crackpot";36 and 
Rippin, while admitting that Bell's C o m m e n t a r y is valuable for 
his efforts at determining meaning in the Qur'anic text "in terms 
of providing a reading strategy for the Qur'an, however, the 
work reveals its age," Rippin ends his article on a positive 
note, however: "What merit there is in [Bell's Commentary] lies 
in its emphasis on discerning the meaning of the text; we will 
be able to consider the appearance of the book worthwhile if, 



as a result of its circulation, it helps move scholarship away 
from a preoccupation with theories about the Qur'anic text and 
turn attention to the actual text itself."17 
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7.2 

F R O M INTRODUCTION 
TO THE Q U R ' A N 

Richard Bell 

From Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qur'an (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1958). Reprinted with permission. 

THE STRUCTURE AND STYLE OF THE 



QUR'AN 

-B- ^/zymes.— The Qur'an, then, presents itself in the form 
of suras divided into verses. The questions arise whether the 
suras are unities, and, if so, whether they show any organic 
structure; or, if they are not unities, whether we can discern 
how they have been built up. In approaching these questions, if 
we follow the method of starting from externals, it will be 
well to be clear as to the nature of the rhyme that marks the 
close of verses. 

There is no attempt in the Qur'an to produce the strict 
rhyme of poetry. In an Arabic poem each verse had to end in 
the same rhyme-consonant surrounded by the same vowels—an 
interchange of i and u was allowed, though considered a 
weakness. Short, inflectional vowels following the 
rhyme-consonant were usually retained, and, if retained, were 



pronounced long at the end of the line. Only in very 
exceptional cases is it possible to find this type of rhyme in 
the Qur'an- What we find is, rather, assonance, in which short, 
inflectional vowels at the end of a verse are disregarded, and 
for the rest, the vowels, particularly their length, and the fall 
of the accent, that is, the form of the end word of the verse, 
are of more importance than the consonants. Of course the 
consonant may remain the same, but that is not essential. Thus 
in CXII the four verses rhyme in -ad, if we disregard the 
inflections; in C V we have the rhyme in -U, if we disregard 
end vowels and allow u in place of I in the last verse. In CIII 
r is rhyme-consonant, but the inflections vary and have to he 
disregarded, though, for pronunciation, we require a short vowel 
sound of some kind after the r, or, alternatively, a short vowel 
before it which is not in the form. In LIV, where r as the 
rhyme-consonant is carried through fifty-five verses, we have 
not only to disregard the end vowels but to accept variations of 
the preceding vowel, i and u and even a occurring in that 
position; the assonance is -faHU that is, an open syllable with a 
short vowel that takes the accent, followed by a syllable with a 



short vowel closed by r that thus becomes a rhyme-consonant. 
On the other hand, the accusative termination -an is often 
retained, being probably pronounced as -a; for example in 
XVIII, LXXII, and C, where the accusative termination seems 
to be essential to the rhyme. Further, the feminine termination 
-atun dropped not only its inflections but also its t sound; cf. 
CIV, where, if we drop end vowels and pronounce the 
feminine termination as a or ah, we get a consistent assonance 
formed by an accented syllable followed by a short unaccented 
syllable and the ending, that is fcTaiah, in which both vowels 
and consonants are variable, but the place of the accent and 
the ending -ah remain the same. The actual rhyme-words are: 
l u m a z a K c d d d a d a h , d k h l a d a h , a l - h u t a m a h , a l - h u t a m a h , 
a l - m u q a d a h , a l - 3 d f i d a h , mfrsadah, m u m d d d a d a h ; this illustrates 
the retention of the same sound formation with variation of 
consonant, and even of vowel. In XCIX we have a similar 
assonance, formed by a long accented a, followed by a short 
syllable, and the feminine suffix -ha, that is, - a l a l i a , the -ha 
being in one verse replaced by the plural suffix -hum. The 
assonance of XLVII is the same, but with greater variation of 



suffix. 

The structure of the Arabic language, in which words fall 
into definite types of forms, was favorable to the production of 
such assonances. But even in the short suras we find a 
tendency to rely for the assonance on grammatical terminations, 
for example, the suffix -ha as in XCIX above, and in XCI 
assonance -tha. In the longer suras this tendency increases. Thus 
in L V the assonance depends very largely upon the dual-ending 
-ah. Fairly often in the longer suras, though hardly ever carried 
through unbroken, we find the assonance -d(l)s that is, a long a 
vowel followed by a (variable) consonant; so in parts of II, EG, 
XIV, XXXVIII (almost complete), XXXIX, X L , and sporadically 
elsewhere. But in the great majority of the suras of any length, 
and even in some of the short ones, the prevailing assonance is 
-ff/), that is, a long i or u sound (these interchange freely) 
followed by a consonant. This depends very largely on the 
plural endings of nouns and verbs, -un and -in, varied by 
words of the form fa% one of the commonest forms in 
Arabic. By far the greater part of the Qur'an shows this 
assonance. 



With an assonance depending thus upon grammatical 
endings there may occasionally be doubt as to whether it was 
really intended. The varying systems of verse numbering depend 
to some extent, though not entirely, upon varying judgment as 
to where the rhyme was intended to fall in particular cases. 
But that assonance at the end of verses was intended and 
deliberately sought for can hardly be questioned- In passages 
with short verses and frequendy recurring assonances the 
intention is unmistakable. But even in suras in which the verses 
are long, we find special turns of phrase employed in order to 
produce the assonance. Thus the preposition min with a plural 
participle is often used where a participle in the singular would 
have sufficiently given the sense; so that we get phrases like 
"one of the unbelievers" instead of simply "an unbeliever" 
because the former gives the rhyming plural ending, while the 
latter does not: for example, IH.53, 75;VH. 103. K a m i with an 
imperfect or participle in the plural often takes the place of a 
simple perfect plural; for example in 11.54, VDL35. Or an 
imperfect plural may be used where a perfect might have been 
expected, as in V.74. Occasionally a phrase is added at the end 



of a verse that is really otiose as regards sense but supplies the 
assonance, as in XII. 1 0;XXI.68, 79, 104. Sometimes the sense 
is strained in order to produce the rhyme, for instance in IV, 
where statements regarding Allah are inappropriately thrown into 
the past by the use of kana in front of them, the accusative 
ending on which the rhyme depends being thereby obtained. 
The form of a proper name is occasionally modified for the 
sake of rhyme, as S l n i n , XCV, Ifydsfn, XXXVII. 130. 

Rhyme-phrases.—Statements regarding Allah occur frequently 
at the end of verses, especially in the long suras, where the 
verses also are of some length. Where the verses are short, the 
word or phrase that carries the rhyme forms as a rule an 
integral part of the grammatical structure and is necessary to 
the sense. But in some passages we find that the phrases that 
carry the rhyme can be detached without dislocating the 
structure of what remains, as in XLL8 ff. Sometimes, in fact, 
the rhyme phrase interrupts the sense, as in VI.142 ff.; but this 
is exceptional. Usually the phrase is appropriate enough but 
stands apart from the rest of the verse. These detachable rhyme 
phrases—most of which carry the assonance in - t ( i ) — tend to 



be repeated, and to assume a set form that recurs either 
verbally or with slight changes in wording. Thus, i n n a f t 
d h d l i k a la-^dyatan l i - l - m u ' m i n i n often closes the account of a 
"sign." 'Aid l l a h i f a - l - y a t a w a k k a l i l - m u > n i n u n ( i l - m u t a w a k k i l u n ) 
occurs nine times. Wa-lldhu {allm hakim occurs twelve times, or, 
if we include slight modifications, eighteen times. There are 
other combinations of adjectives referring to Allah that are 
frequently used in the same way. Perhaps the most frequent of 
all such phrases is i n n a l l a h a f a l d k u l l i s h a i ' i n q a d i r , "verily 
Allah over everything hath power," which is used six times in 
II, four times in III, four times in V, and some eighteen times 
in other suras. To have a stock of such phrases was no doubt a 
convenience for a busy man who had adopted a rhyming style 
of utterance- But there is also a certain effectiveness in their 
use. These sententious phrases regarding Allah are most often 
used to close a deliverance, and serve at once to press home a 
truth by repetition and to clinch the authority of what is laid 
down. They act as a kind of refrain. 

Refrains.—The use of actual refrain, in the sense of the 
same words occurring at more or less regular intervals, is sparse 



in the Qur'an. It is anything but effectively used in LV, where 
the same words "Which then of the benefits of your Lord will 
ye twain count false?" occur in verses 12, 15, 18, 21, 23, 25, 
28, and from there on in practically each alternate verse, 
without regard to the sense, which they frequently interrupt. The 
same tendency to increasing frequency and disregard of sense 
appears in the use of the words, "Woe that day to those who 
count false!" as a kind of refrain before sections of Sura 
LXXVII. Didactically effective, on the other hand, is the use of 
refrain in the groups of stories of former prophets that occur in 
various suras. The stories in these groups not only show sim
ilarities of wording throughout, but are often closed by the 
same formula; cf. those in XI, XXVI , XXXVII, and LIV. 

Internal Rhymes.—In addition to the rhymes that occur at 
the end of the verses, we can occasionally detect rhymes, 
different from the end rhymes, occurring in the middle or 
elsewhere in the verse. These give the impression of a varied 
arrangement of rhymes. R. Geyer pointed out some of these in 
an article in the G o t t i n g e r G e l e h r t e Anzeigen (1901), and argued 
that stanzas with such varied rhymes were some times 



deliberately intended in the Qur'an. If that were so, we should 
expect the same form to recur. But in going through Geyer's 
examples we do not get the impression that any preexisting 
forms of stanza were being reproduced, or that any fixed forms 
of stanza at all were being used. There are no fixed patterns. 
All that can he said is that in some passages we do find such 
mixtures of rhymes, just as, quite often, we find, within a sura, 
breaks in the regular recurring rhyme at the end of the verses. 
But, as we shall see, these facts are to be otherwise explained. 

Strophes.—A similar argument applies to the contention of 
D. H. Mueller in his book, D i e P r o p h e t e n i n i h r e r 
u r s p r i l n g l i c h e n F o r m (Vienna, 1895). He sought to show that 
composition in strophes was characteristic of prophetic literature, 
in the Old Testament as well as in the Qur'an. From the Qur'an 
he adduced many passages that appear to support such a view, 
for example, LVI. But if we are to speak of strophic form, we 
expect some regularity in the length and arrangement of the 
strophes. Mueller, however, failed to show that there was any 
such regularity. What his evidence does show is that many suras 
of the Qur'an fall into short sections or paragraphs. But these 



are not of fixed length, nor do they seem to follow any pattern 
of length. Their length is determined not by any consideration of 
form, but by the subject or incident treated in each. 

Short Pieces.—Interpreted in this way, Mueller's contention 
brings out a real characteristic of Qur'an style. It is disjointed. 
Only very seldom do we find in it evidence of sustained 
unified composition at any great length. The longest such pieces 
are the addresses found in some of the later suras. The address 
before Uhud has become broken up and is now difficult to 
unravel from the middle of III. But the address after the Day 
of the Trench and the overthrow of the Quraizah, XXXm.9-27, 
and the assurance to the disappointed Muslims after the truce of 
Hudaibiyah, XLVIIL18-29, may be taken as examples of fairly 
lengthy pieces evidently composed for one special purpose. 
Some of the narratives, too, in the Qur'an, especially accounts 
of Moses and of Abraham, run to considerable length. But they 
tend to fall into separate incidents, instead of being recounted 
straightforwardly. This is particularly true of the longest of all, 
the story of Joseph in XII. In other suras, even where we can 
trace some connection in thought, this paragraph arrangement is 



very evident. In L X X X , for instance, we can persuade ourselves 
that a line of thought governs the collection of the separate 
pieces, running from the Prophet's dissatisfaction with his 
cajoling of the wealthy, through the sublimity of the message 
that ought to commend itself, but is thwarted by man's 
ingratitude for religious and temporal benefits, up to the 
description of the final Judgment day. But one has a stronger 
impression of the distinctness of the separate pieces than of 
their unity; and one of them, verses 24-32, bears evident traces 
of having been fitted into a context to which it did not 
originally belong. In the longer suras devoted largely to political 
and legal matters we find, as is natural enough, that subjects 
vary, and, while we do find here and there considerable blocks 
of legislation devoted to one subject, for example, the rules 
regarding divorce in IL228 ff., we do not get the impression 
that an effort has been made to produce a sura dealing sys
tematically with any subject. One sura may contain passages 
dealing with many different subjects, and the same subject may 
be treated in several different suras. 

The Qur'an itself tells us that it was delivered in separate 



pieces, XVII. 107, XXV.34. Neither of these passages tells us 
anything as to the length of the pieces. But Muslim Tradition, 
which assigns different 'occasions 1 to passages consisting of a 
verse or two, favors the assumption that the pieces were short. 
We were led to this by consideration of Muhammad's method 
of composition. It corresponds to what we actually find in the 
Qur'an. Not only are there a considerable number of short 
pieces standing alone as separate suras, but the longer suras 
contain many short pieces that are complete in themselves, and 
could be removed without serious derangement of the context. 
Consideration of the passages introduced by formulae of direct 
address will show that. 11.173-175, for instance, deals with 
retaliation; it comes indeed among other passages addressed to 
the believers and dealing with other subjects, but it has no 
necessary connection with them. V.14 stands quite by itself, 
clear enough, if only we knew the event to which it refers, but 
if it had been absent we should never have suspected that 
something had fallen out. XLIX. 13 may be quoted as 
illustrating the form of these passages: "O ye people, We have 
created you of male and female and made you races and tribes, 



that ye may show mutual recognition; verily, the most noble of 
you in Allah's eyes is the most pious; verily Allah is knowing, 
well-informed." Here, following the address, we have an 
indication of the subject that has called for treatment, then 
comes a declaration regarding it, and finally the passage is 
closed by a sententious maxim. This form is found not only in 
passages with direct address, but in a multitude of others. They 
begin by stating their occasion; a question has been asked, the 
unbelievers have said or done something, something has 
happened, or some situation has arisen. The matter is dealt with 
shortly, in usually not more than three or four verses; at the 
end comes a general statement, often about Allah, which rounds 
off the passage. Once we have caught this lilt of Qur'an style 
it becomes fairly easy to separate the suras into the separate 
pieces of which they have been built up, and this is a great 
step toward the interpretation of the Qur'an. It is not, of course, 
to be too readily assumed that there is no connection between 
these separate pieces. There may, or there may not, be a 
connection in subject and thought, and where that is absent 
there may still be a connection in time. On the other hand, 
there may be no connection in thought between contiguous 



pieces, or the sura may have been built up of pieces of 
different dates that have been fitted into a sort of scheme. 

Style o f the Qur'an.—It is only when we have unravelled 
these short units of composition that enter into the structure of 
the suras that we can speak of the style of the Qui°an. The 
insistence so frequently met with on its disjointedness, its 
formlessness, its excited, unpremeditated, rhapsodical character, 
rests too much on a failure to discern the natural divisions into 
which the suras fall, and also to take account of the 
displacements and undesigned breaks in connection, which, as 
we shall see, are numerous. We have to remember, too, that 
Muhammad disclaimed being a poet, and evidently had no ear 
for poetry. 1 He claimed that he had messages to convey. We 
have to seek, therefore, for didactic, rather than for poetic or 
artistic, forms. 

Slogans.—One of these forms, the prevailing one in later 
suras, has been spoken of above. But the simplest form of the 
kind is the short statement introduced by the word "say." There 
are about 250 of these scattered throughout the Qui°an. 
Sometimes they stand singly; here and there we find groups of 



them standing together, though really quite distinct from each 
other, for instance in VL56 ff.; sometimes they are worked into 
the context of a passage. These statements are of various kinds, 
answers to questions, retorts to arguments or jeers of his 
opponents, statements of Muhammad's own position; there are 
one or two prayers, for example 111.25; there are two credal 
statements for his followers to repeat, the word "say" being in 
the plural, II 130, XXIX.45, to which may be added CXII, 
though the verb is singular; finally, there are a number of 
phrases suitable for repetition in various circumstances, such as, 
" Allah's guidance is the guidance," II. 114; "Allah is my 
portion; on Him let the trusting set their trust," XXXIX.39, 

It is evident that these phrases were designed for repetition; 
they were not composed originally as parts of suras, they were 
of the nature of slogans devised for public use, and found their 
way into suras later. Where a context is given, usually in the 
later parts of the Qur'an, we get a hint of how they were 
produced. A question has been asked, II. 185, 211;V.6;VIII.l; 
and so on, or some argument or jeer has come to the Prophet's 
knowledge, and he has thought over it until the "'suggestion" 



of the answer has come. He has "sought guidance" and has 
been told what to say. The statement thus becomes a part of 
one of the paragraphs already described as characteristic of 
Qur'an style. 

These slogans are difficult to date, and it is doubtful if any 
of those that appear in the Qur'an are very early, though some 
of them may quite well be so. But they are so common that 
the presumption is that they were a constant element in 
Muhammad's methods of propaganda, and that from the first he 
made use of carefully prepared formulas for repetition. 

The use of assonance in such formulas would be natural. 
But those that actually occur hardly support the idea that it was 
by this route that assonance became a feature of Muhammad's 
deliverances. Most of them fall naturally enough into the rhyme 
of the sura in which they occur, but few of them rhyme within 
themselves. XXXIV45 and XLI.44 possibly do, and CII.I, 2 
looks like an early rhymed slogan, though not preceded by 
"say." It is more likely that the suggestion of rhyme came from 
the saje of the soothsayers. 



Kahin-Form.—Muhammad protested against being classed as 
a soothsayer, LII.29, LXX.42, and, as the form and content of 
his deliverances developed, the disclaimer was justified; but to 
begin with, his position was similar enough to that of a kahin 
to suggest that he may have taken a hint from the soothsayers 
as to the form of his utterances- Actually, there are five 
passages in the Qur'an that are quite in kahin manner, 
X X X V I L 1 - 4, (5); LL1-6; LXXVII.1-7; LXXIX.1-14; C.l-6. 
In these we have a number of oaths by females of some kind, 
forming a jingle, leading up to a statement which does not 
rhyme with the oaths. The statement is mostly quite short; but 
in L X X I X it is of some length and may have been extended. 
The feminine participles are usually thought to apply to angels; 
the Qur'an itself gives some support to this, XXXVII. 165. But 
this is probably an afterthought, and it may be doubted if 
originally any definite meaning was attached to these 
asseverations. The soothsayers, no doubt, often used a string of 
cryptic oaths without much sense, simply to prepare the way for 
the statement and make it impressive. 

Asserverative Passages.—Muhammad apparently found 



these random oaths unsatisfactory. LXXXIX.1-4 , which is so 
cryptic as to be unintelligible, may indicate this. LIL1-8 still 
shows the same device of making the statement stand out by 
having a different assonance from the oaths, but the oaths, 
though still difficult to interpret, had evidently a clear enough 
sense in the prophet's own mind. In other asseverative passages, 
of which there are not a few,2 the oaths are chosen as having 
some bearing on the statement to which they lead up, and this 
statement in the same assonance makes an effective close to the 
passage. The best example is perhaps XCI.1-10, where four 
pairs of oaths by contrasted things, sun and moon, day and 
night, heaven and earth, and what formed the soul and 
implanted in it its wickedness and piety, lead up to the 
statement of the contrast between him who purifies his soul 
and him who corrupts it. This asseverative style seems to have 
gradually been discarded. There are a number of passages where 
a single oath appears at the beginning, but in pasages certainly 
Medinan oaths hardly appear at all. 

"When" Passages.—A modification of the asseverative 
passage is seen in the use of a number of temporal clauses, 



introduced by i d h d or y a w m a , leading up to a statement pressing 
home the fact of the Judgment upon the conscience. In one 
passage, LXXV.26-30, it is a death scene that is described in the 
temporal clauses, but usually it is the Last Day that is conjured 
up by a selection from its awe-inspiring phenomena. In 
L X X X I Y 1-6 the statement of the main clause is left unrhymed, 
but in all the others it has the same rhyme as the clauses that 
lead up to it. The longest of these passages is LXXXI.1-14, 
where twelve i d h d clauses lead up to the statement: " A soul 
will know what it has presented," that is, the deeds laid to its 
account. The effectiveness of such a form is even more evident 
in some of the shorter pieces, and there can be no doubt that 
they were carefully designed for repetition to impress the 
conscience of hearers.3 

Dramatic Scenes.—This homiletic purpose is evident 
throughout the Qur'an. The piling up of temporal clauses did 
not continue, but at all stages of the Qur'an the scenes of the 
Judgment and the future life are evoked, not for any speculative 
purpose, but in order to impress the conscience and clinch in 
argument- With all the details which the Qur'an gives of the 



future abodes of the blessed and the damned, we nowhere get a 
complete description. Where such a picture seems to have been 
attempted, as in LV, L X X V I , and LXXXIII, the attempt appears 
to break down in confusion. On the other hand, we get short 
well-polished pieces describing luscious attractions or lurid 
terrors. The same applies to the descriptions of the Judgment; 
Muhammad evidently is interested in these scenes not for their 
own sake but for their homiletic value. Only once or twice 
does he make any attempt to describe the theophany, and it is 
not sustained, XXXIX.67 ff., LXXXIX.23 f. Attention should, 
however, be called to the dramatic quality of many of these 
scenes, which is often unrecognized, but which is really very 
effective. Some of them are difficult to understand, because, 
being designed for oral recitation, they do not indicate by 
whom the various speeches are made; that was left to be made 
clear by gesture or change of voice as the passage was 
delivered. As examples may be cited, L . 19-25 and 
XXXVIL48-59; in both of these passages we have to use our 
imagination to supply the accompanying action of the speeches, 
but are rewarded by little dramatic scenes which must have 
been very telling if delivered with dramatic action. This 



dramatic quality is, in fact, a pervading characteristic of Qur'an 
style. Direct speech is apt to be "interjected" at any point, and 
we have to imagine the personages spoken of in the narrative 
as expressing themselves in words. If, for instance, we look at 
the story of Moses in X X , we find that more space is occupied 
by the spoken words of the actors than by actual narrative. 
Even where narrative does predominate, the story is hardly ever 
told straightforwardly, but tends to fall into a series of short 
word-pictures, the story advancing incident by incident, and the 
intervening links being left to the imagination of the hearers. 

N a r r a t i v e s a n d Parables.—In narratives, too, the homiletic 
element is apt to intrude. Thus in the story of Joseph in XII, 
we find every now and then an aside introduced to make clear 
the intention of Allah in what happened. This homiletic element 
is also apt to intrude unduly into Qur'an mathals or parables. 
The best of these is the parable of the Blighted Garden in 
LXVIII; that of the Two Owners of Gardens is less clear and 
more didactic, XVIII.31-42. Others are little more than 
expanded similes, XIV.29 ff., XVL77 f., XVIII.43 f., XXX.27, 
XXXIX.30. That of the Unbelieving Town, X X X V I . 12 ff., is 



difficult to classify; it is perhaps a simile expanded into a story. 

Similes.—The Qur'an contains a good number of similes. 
These occur in all contexts. In descriptions of the Last Day, 
when the heavens are rolled up like a scroll, XXI. 104, when 
the people are like moths blown about, and the mountains are 
like carded wool, CI.3, 4, the similes are sometimes borrowed 
with the rest of the material, but the Prophet had at all of his 
career a gift of coining vivid and sometime grimly humorous 
comparisons. Jews who have the Torah but do not profit by it 
are compared to an ass loaded with books, LXIL5. Some who 
in the early days in Medina made advances to Muhammad and 
then drew back are likened to those who have lit a fire that 
has then gone out and left them more bewildered in the 
darkness than ever, 11.16; cf. 18 f Polytheists who imagine other 
gods besides Allah are like the spider weaving its own frail 
house, XXIX.40. The works of unbelievers, from which they 
hope to benefit at the Judgment, are like ashes blown away by 
the wind, XIV.21, or like a mirage that appears to be water, 
but, when one comes to it, turns out to be nothing, XXIV.39. 
People who pray to gods other than Allah are like those who 



stretch out their hands to water, which, however, never reaches 
their month, XIIL15; the prayer of unbelieving Quraish at the 
Ka'bah is only whistling and clapping of hands, VIIL35. 
Lukewarm supporters, asked for their opinion and getting up to 
speak, no doubt hesitatingly, are compared to logs of wood 
propped up, LXIII.4. For other comparisons, see 11.166, 263, 
266, 267; III. 113; VII.175; X.25; XVIIL43; LVIL19; LXXIV.5 1. 
Where the simile is complicated by an attempt at allegory, the 
result is not so happy, XXX.27, XXXIX.30. 

Metaphors.—Metaphors are still more common. T. Sabbagh4 

has collected well over four hundred metaphorical uses of 
words. Many of these, however, were, no doubt, already so 
much a matter of course as to be no longer felt as 
metaphorical. It is not easy to say how far the Qur'an added 
new metaphors to the language. The number of commercial 
terms transferred to the religious sphere is noteworthy.5 It is, of 
course, only what might be expected from Muhammad's 
upbringing, and his taking up his mission in a commercial 
town, but it did help to stamp its legalistic character upon 
Islam. The deeds of men are recorded in a book; the Judgment 



is the reckoning; each person receives his account; the balance 
is set up, and men's deeds are weighed; each soul is held in 
pledge for the deeds committed; if a man's actions are 
approved, he receives his reward, or his hire; to support the 
Prophet's cause is to lend to Allah. From Bedouin life come 
the designation of the delights of Paradise as n u z u l , "reception-
feast," and the application of the verb d a l l a , "to go astray," to 
those who follow false gods. The application of bodily 
functions to spiritual matters is almost unavoidable; thus 
unbelievers are deaf, unable to hear, blind, unable to see; they 
cannot discern the truth; they have veils over their hearts, 
heaviness in their ears; they are in darknesses. The revelation is 
guidance and light, and the function of a messenger is to lead 
people out of the darknesses into the light. Doubtful supporters 
are said to have disease in their hearts; after their conduct at 
Uhud they are dubbed mundfiqm, "jinkers," "those who dodge 
back into their holes like mice." 

B o r r o w e d M e t a p h o r s a n d Words.—Many of these metaphors 
can be paralleled in Jewish and Christian literature. It must not, 
however, be too readily assumed that that is proof of their 



having been borrowed. Some of them are so obvious that they 
may quite well have been employed independently. Borrowed 
words, on the other hand, generally show their foreign origin 
by some peculiarity. That the Qur'an contains a number of 
words that are not native Arabic was, a little reluctantly, 
recognized by Muslim scholars, though, in their lack of 
knowledge of other languages, they often failed to elucidate 
their origin. Modem scholarship has devoted a good deal of 
attention to these words, and with wider knowledge of the 
languages and dialects prevailing in the Near East in pre-Islamic 
times has for the most part succeeded in tracing their source. 
Here again, however, we must be on our guard against 
assuming that every word of foreign origin used in the Qur'an 
was by that use introduced into Arabic, Apart from proper 
names, Dr. Jeffery6 has collected some 275 words that have 
been regarded as of foreign origin. The majority of these, 
however, can be shown to have been in use in Arabic in 
pre-Islamic times, and many of them had become regular 
Arabic words. Of only about seventy can we say that the use 
was new, or that they were used in new senses. Of these 
seventy, half come from Christian languages, many from Syriac 



and a few from Ethiopic; some twenty-five come from Hebrew 
or Jewish-Aramaic; the rest, of little religious importance for 
the most part, come from Persian, Greek, or unknown sources. 
It must, however, be remembered that between Syriac and 
Jewish-Aramaic the decision is often difficult, and the exact 
provenance of some of these words is still in dispute. 

Language.—That there occur unfamiliar words and words 
used in an unfamiliar sense is shown by the fact that 
explanations are sometimes added. But it is only natural to 
assume that the Qur'an was delivered in the language of the 
people so far as possible, and that even these borrowed words 
were already known to Muhammad's followers from their 
intercourse with Jews and Christians. As a matter of fact, the 
language of the Qur'an, so far as we can judge, is on the 
whole the classical Arabic language. We have seen that in 
assonance at the end of verses inflectional vowels were dropped 
and the feminine ending modified, as in colloquial speech. How 
far this was done in the middle of the verses, we have no 
means of knowing. For, as the Qui°an is now pointed and 
recited, these vowels and terminations are strictly exhibited and 



pronounced. This may be due to later revision and assimilation 
to the classical poetry, as Vollers7 argues, and many dialectical 
forms may have, been removed in the process. A few irregular 
forms, which we may perhaps assume to be colloquial or 
dialectical, still remain, for example, yazzakkd for y a t a z a k k d 
(LXXX.3, 7), yadhdhakkam for yatadhakkam (11.272, III.5, 
LXXX.4) , i d d a r a k a for t a d a m k a (VII.36, XXVII.68). 

The style of the Qur'an is held to be unique and inimitable. 
It certainly is characteristic and unmistakable, in spite of its 
variations from sura to sura and from section to section.8 Its 
artistic, dramatic, pictorial, imaginative qualities have often been 
lost sight of in theological treatment of the 'the inimitability' of 
the Qur'an, but they have always exercised a spell upon the 
Muslim worshiper. 

THE COMPILATION OF THE SURAS 

Revisions and Alterations 



We have seen that the unit of composition in the Qur'an is not 
the sura, but the short piece. The suras, except the very short 
ones, have been constructed rather than composed. The question 
then arises whether they were put together by Muhammad, or 
by those who collected the Qur'an after his death. The tradition 
as to the collection of the Qur'an seems to leave the latter 
possibility open, and there are even special traditions that 
ascribe the placing of certain passages to Zaid b. Thabit. On 
the whole, however, tradition seems to take it for granted that 
the suras were found much in their present form. The question 
is one that has really never been thoroughly discussed, and 
which we shall probably never be able to answer with 
complete certainty. There is, however, a great deal of evidence 
that the Prophet himself had more to do with the compiling of 
the suras than has been usually assumed. Some general 
considerations already mentioned argue against the collectors 
having had a free hand in the matter. The great variation in the 
lengths of the suras is hardly to be accounted for by difference 
of subject or rhyme or form, though that may explain why 



some of the short pieces were kept as separate suras. The 
occurrence of the b i s m i l l a h , which we found reason to think 
belonged to the composition, would mark at least the beginning 
of a sura. The occurrence of the mysterious letters also seemed 
to imply that not only suras, but also groups of suras, were 
already in existence when the Qur'an came to be arranged in 
its present order. The existence of suras is borne out, too, by 
the challenge the Prophet gave to his opponents that, if they 
believed that he had invented the Qur'an, they should produce 
ten suras like it, XI. 16. He must, at that time, have had at least 
ten pieces of the nature of suras that he could produce if the 
challenge were taken up. The date is indeterminate, but is 
probably not later than early Medinan times, and many other 
suras may have taken shape within the Prophet's subsequent 
lifetime. But the most conclusive proof of the Prophet's part in 
the compiling of the suras comes from a detailed study of 
their structure, which discloses evidences of revisions and 
alterations such as could hardly have been made without his 
authority, and for which we can, in many cases, assign a 
reason in his own changing circumstances and aims. 



That passages were not only placed in certain suras, but 
were sometimes adapted to their position in them, is shown by 
the occurrence of hidden rhymes. The real explanation of what 
led Geyer to the assumption of a kind of sonnet formation is 
that passages that had originally rhymed in one assonance have 
been adapted to stand in a sura, the assonance of which is 
different. For example, XXIII.12-16 rhyme in - i (/), the asso
nance of the sura as a whole; V.14, however, is long, and 
breaks up into five short verses rhyming in -ah, with a rhyme 
phrase added carrying the -((/) assonance, but not entering into 
the structure of the verse. The rhyme -ah can be found also in 
verses 12 and 13 by dropping the end words of each, and this 
can he done with advantage to the sense. Thus we get in verses 
12-14 a complete little piece rhyming in -ah describing the 
generation of man as a sign of Allah's creative power. This has 
been fitted into the surah by adding rhyme phrases and verses 
15, 16, which speak of the resurrection. The passage that 
follows, XXIII. 17-22, has been similarly dealt with. The rhyme 
phrases are detachable, and, when they have been removed, 
traces of an assonance in fdHl can be found underneath. Quite 



a number of other passages have been treated in this way.9 

Attention may be called to a few cases in which the rhyme 
of the sura changes. The beginning of III rhymes in - a ( l ) s as 
does also the end; the middle, however, has the rhyme in - i ( l ) . 
Near the point at which the change occurs stands a passage, 
verses 30 ff., dealing with the story of Mary and Jesus, which 
has originally rhymed in -d(l) but into which phrases have been 
inserted to carry the rhyme - i ( l ) . It is as if a portion with the 
latter rhyme had been inserted into a sura that had originally 
rhymed in - a ( l ) and an attempt had been made to dovetail the 
two pieces together at the start. The impression is strengthened 
it we notice that the rhyme -1(1) occurs at the end of verse 16, 
carried by a phrase the construction of which causes some 
difficulty and which leads over to verse 20 f. rather than to 
verses 17 f. In XIV also the rhyme changes in the middle of 
the sura and at the junction there is a passage, verses 29 ff., in 
which the original rhyme has been altered. In XIII something 
similar appears to have happened at the beginning, verses 2-4, 
and In XIX near the middle, verses 52-58, 59, but these cases 
are not quite so clear. 



There are many passages in which the rhyme phrases can 
be detached without revealing an older rhyme underneath. In 
these cases it is not quite so certain that revision has taken 
place, for, as we have seen, the detachable rhyme phrase often 
appears as the mark of the close of a passage. When, however, 
it appears at the end of a number of consecutive verses, as in 
VI.95 ff., it is reasonable to assume that it has been inserted 
into an originally unrhymed passage in order to give it the 
rhyme of the sura. In two cases this seems to have been done 
with a list of names, VI.84 ff. and XXXVIII.45 ff.; cf. also 
XIX.52-58. 

Nor is this the only way in which passages have been 
adapted. VI.142-145 cannot be grammatically construed as they 
stand, but by taking the first part of each verse we get a list 
of Allah's bounties in produce of the soil and animals; into 
this, sentences have been introduced combating heathen food 
taboos. In VIL55 f. the sign of Allah's revival of dead land 
and the varying response of different soils—perhaps a simile of 
the varying response of men to the divine message—has been 
transformed by inserted sentences, marked by a sudden change 



of pronoun, into a corroboration of the resurrection. 

If passages could be adapted to their place in a sura, they 
could also be adapted to the needs of a different situation. The 
Qur'an itself practically tells us that such revisions were made, 
for we are told that Satan may influence a prophet's 
formulation of his message, but Allah adjusts his signs and 
abrogates what Satan has thrown in, XXII.51 ff. And the 
Prophet is assured that if he is made to forget a verse, he will 
be given a similar or a better one, 11.100. Muslim theology, too, 
founding on these and other passages, has always recognized 
that a deliverance may be modified or completely annulled by a 
subsequent one. 1 0 This is usually regarded as applying to 
separate deliverances, but XXII.51 ff. seems to imply that 
alterations were made upon actual passages, and examination of 
the Qur'an shows that both methods of revision were freely 
used. 

Now, it is no doubt possible to revise a passage so 
carefully that no sign of patching remains, but as a rule a 
critical reader will detect the modification from some 
unevenness in the style. As a matter of fact, there are many 



such roughnesses in the Qur'an. There are not only hidden 
rhymes and rhyme phrases not woven into the texture of the 
passage, but there are abrupt changes of rhyme, and repetition 
of the rhyme word or phrase in adjoining verses. Abrupt 
changes of subject are natural to the paragraph style of the 
Qur'an, but often we find a quite extraneous subject intruding 
into a passage apparently meant to be homogeneous. Or the 
same subject will be treated in somewhat different ways in 
neighboring verses, often with repetition of words and phrases. 
There are breaks in grammatical construction that trouble the 
commentators. There are abrupt changes in the length of verses, 
and sudden changes of dramatic situation involving changes of 
pronoun from singular to plural, or from second to third person 
and vice versa. Sometimes apparently contradictory statements 
appear side by side. Passages of different dates stand together, 
and late phrases enter into earlier verses. So common are these 
things in the Qur'an that they have often been regarded as 
characteristic of its style not calling for further study, but they 
certainly demand an explanation. The explanation may, of 
course, vary in each case, but in the great majority of cases it 
will be found in some revision or alteration of an earlier text. 



Glosses, that is to say, short explanations occasioned by 
some obscurity, which may be supposed to have been written on 
a manuscript by some later reader, are not numerous in the 
Qur'an. Examples may be found in VL12, 20; VII.90; XXX.48, 
104; XXVII.7; XLI.16; LXXVI.16. How these have originated it 
is impossible to say, but in 11.79 we find one that is evidently 
considerably later than the writing of the original passage. Here, 
the word ikhrdjuhum is inserted to explain the pronoun h u w a , 
but immediately in front of that is a phrase that evidently 
belongs to the preceding verse; when that is removed to its 
proper position, there is no difficulty about the reference of the 
pronoun; the insertion of ikhrdjuhum must, therefore, be 
subsequent to the misplacement of the preceding phrase. 

Explanations are sometimes added11 in the form of an 
extension of the passage. In twelve places 1 2 we find after a 
rather unusual word or phrase the question: "What has let thee 
know what . . . is?" and this is followed by a short description. 
That in some the description has been added later is clear from 
the fact that it does not correspond to the sense in which the 
word or phrase was originally used. The most striking case is 



CI.7 ff., but XC.12 ff. and CIV.5 ff. are similar, and the addition 
is never an exact definition. 

There are additions and insertions of other kinds, of which 
the following are examples taken from the shorter suras. In XCI 
it is evident that the passage, when composed, ended at verse 
10 (see above, p. 836), but this is followed by a summary of 
the story of Thamud, which may have been added to illustrate 
the moral, or placed here just because of the similar rhyme. 
LXXXVIII.6, 7 are marked as an insertion by the different 
rhyme, LXXVIII.33, 34, by breaking the connection between 32 
and 35. In LXXXVII a sudden change in the dramatic situation 
in verse 16 marks an addition that might possibly be 
contemporary—as if the Prophet, having recited his revelation, 
had turned to impress its point upon his audience—but is 
probably much later. In LXXIV, verses 31-34 are clearly 
marked as an insertion by the different style and length of 
verse. Some of these examples already suggest that Muhammad 
himself was responsible for the addition, though it is possible 
to hold that they were due to some later collector or reader. 

There are, however, other additions that can hardly have 



been made without authority. The misplaced phrase of 11.79, for 
instance, though it looks like a gloss written on the margin and 
taken in by a copyist at the wrong place, makes a real addition 
to the regulation laid down. There are not many such 
misplacements, but short additions that make substantial 
alterations to the sense are frequent enough. In LXXIV.55 we 
have a Umitation of the freedom of man's choice that virtually 
takes back what had been stated in 54; cf. LXXVI.30 f., 
LXXXI.29. This corresponds to the hardening of the doctrine of 
predestination that took place in Medinan days. Reservations 
introduced by i l i a , "except/' are especially frequent. We must 
not, of course, assume that every such reservation is a later 
addition, but in quite a number of cases13 there are independent 
reasons for such an assumption, as in LXXXVII.7, and XCV.6, 
where ilia introduces a longer verse with characteristic Medinan 
phraseology into an early passage with short rhythmic verses. 
Such additions, making as they do a distinct modification of the 
statement, must have been deliberately introduced. In at least 
some of them we can discern the motive for making the 
exception. 



Longer additions can sometimes be easily distinguished. 
Thus in LXXIII a long verse occurs at the end that, by 
containing a reference to Muslims being engaged in fighting, is 
clearly marked as Medinan, and is recognized by everyone as 
being so. But the rest of the sura, and especially the beginning, 
is in the short crisp verses characteristic of early passages. The 
reason for the addition is that the passage at the beginning, 
which really refers to the composition of the Qur 3an, 1 4 had 
been adapted so as to recommend night-prayer; but as this was 
being overdone, it became necessary in Medina to counsel 
moderation. 

Additions in the middle of suras are very common. A few 
examples will suffice. The, first part of XIX has the assonance 
in -Jyd, but this is interrupted by verses 35-41, which have the 
common -;(/) assonance. These verses follow an account of Mary 
and Jesus, and, by rejecting the idea of Allah having offspring, 
were evidently meant to combat the Christian doctrine of the 
Son of God. III. 125-128 warn against the taking of excessive 
interest, and promise heavenly reward to those who act gener
ously. The passage evidently closed with the rhyme phrase of 



verse 128, but two verses follow giving a further description of 
those who do well by repenting and asking forgiveness, and a 
promise of heavenly reward that is practically a repetition of 
that already made. Those who have transgressed but are 
prepared to reform are thus included. XXII.5-8 argue for the 
resurrection as in line with Allah's power otherwise manifest, 
and close with a scoff at those who "without knowledge, 
guidance, or light-giving book" argue to the contrary. Verses 9, 
10 join to this rather awkwardly and threaten not only future 
punishment, but "humiliation in this life," a Medinan threat, to 
those who so act. The change of tone and attitude shows clearly 
enough that these verses did not belong to the original passage. 
In XXXVII we have accounts of various biblical persons, 
closing in the first four cases with the refrain: "Thus do We 
reward those who do well. Verily he is one of Our servants 
believing." But in the case of Abraham this refrain is followed 
by a statement about the posterity of Abraham and Isaac. This 
must have, been added after the passage was composed. 

Then we often find that a passage has alternative 
continuations, which follow each other in the present text. This 



will be marked by a break in sense, and by a break in 
grammatical construction, the connection being not with what 
immediately precedes, but with what stands some distance back; 
there may also be the repetition of a word or phrase. Thus in 
XXIII we find following upon verse 65, which speaks of men 
continuing a defective course of conduct, three passages 
introduced by hatta idhd, 'until when.' verse 66, verse 79, and 
verse 101. It is possible, with some straining, to join verse 79 
to verse 78, but verse 101 will not join to verse 100. But hatta 
idhd requires before it a reference to something continuing. 
Verses 101 f. are in fact the proper continuation of verse 65, as 
is evident if we read them together; the other verses introduced 
by h a t t a idhd are substituted for them. In V, verse 46 begins 
with a phrase sammd'una l i - l - k a d h i b , which is entirely out of 
connection. The same phrase occurs in verse 45, and we can 
quite well replace it and what follows of verse 45 by verse 46. 
At the end of X X X I X there is a verse that appears isolated. It 
follows a Judgment scene and evidently belongs to it; but the 
scene is already finished; judgment has been given, the unbe
lievers have been sent to Gehennah, the pious have entered the 
Garden; then we find ourselves back at the scene of Judgment 



where judgment will be given with truth. This phrase, which 
has already occurred in verse 69, indicates what was the 
original position of verse 75; it followed the first phrase of 
verse 69 and completed the scene; at some later stage it was 
displaced by the much longer description in verses 69-74-15 

Occasionally a change of rhyme may accompany such a 
substitution as in L X X X , where verses 34—37 have their 
assonance in - i h , while verses 38-42, which join equally well to 
verse 33, have the -ah assonance that runs through the whole 
of the rest of the sura. More frequenUy the occurrence of the 
same rhyme word or phrase is a sign that such a substitution 
has been made, the new version being made to end with the 
same rhyme as that which it replaced- Thus in II, verses 96 and 
97 both end in l a w k a n u y a ' l a m u n a , which gives a 
presumption that verse 97 was intended to replace verse 96; in 
III, the similar ending indicates that verse 138 is a substitute for 
verse 139- See also IX.U8 and 119, XXXIV51 and 52, XLV27 
and 28, and LXXII.25 and 26-28. It may be noted that in such 
cases the alternative continuations often stand in reverse order 
of date, though one cannot take this as all invariable rule. It is 
as if the paper1 6 had been cut and the alternative inserted. 



Occasionally we may find a substitution made at the beginning 
or in the middle of a passage, as if an alternative had been 
written above or between the lines, or two versions may be 
interwoven, as in III. 122-124, as if the substitution had been 
somehow written through a text already written down; cf. 
X X X V L 1-4. 

The conviction that we have here written documents grows 
upon us as we deal with these evidences of revision, and an 
assumption that such is the case seems necessary to explain 
another phenomenon of frequent occurrence in the Qur°an. 
There remains a multitude of disconnected pieces, sudden 
changes of subject, even grammatical breaks, which no 
discursiveness of style or additions or alternative continuations 
will explain. Take, for instance, LXXXIV.16-19; here we have 
a little piece in kahin style, a number of cryptic oaths, 
followed by in emphatic statement. It is evidently complete in 
itself, has its own rhyme, and has no apparent connection in 
thought with the rest of the sura. How did it come to stand 
where it does? A collector may have thrown it in at random, 
but a responsible collector would, one might think, have sought 



a more suitable place. The same thing appears In 
LXXXV.16-19 and LXXXVIIL17-20. In these two cases it is 
fairly evident that immediately before the unconnected piece an 
addition has been made to the preceding passage, for the added 
verses have a different rhyme. In L X X X I V there is no abrupt 
change of rhyme, but if we consider carefully we shall see that 
verses 13-15 destroy the balance of the preceding piece, verses 
7-12, which is complete as it stands, two verses being given to 
describe the fate of each class. In each case, then, all addition 
has been made, and the addition occupies approximately the 
same space as the extraneous passage that follows. The 
presence of this latter would be explained if we were to sup
pose that it had stood on the back of a scrap of paper on 
which the addition was written, and that both sides of the 
paper had been read and copied consecutively when the Qur'an 
came to be made up in the form of a codex. Similar examples 
may be found throughout the Qurban. To take an example from 
near the beginning: 11.16 compares those who have accepted the 
Prophet's guidance and then gone back upon it to people who 
have lit a fire, and then it has gone out, leaving them blinded 
in the darkness. Verse 17, "Deaf, dumb and blind, they do not 



return/' evidently closes the passage, but verses 18, 19 contain 
another simile: they are like people in a thunderstorm, the rain 
pours down, the thunder deafens them, the lightning blinds 
them. Evidently this is a parallel to verse 16 and should have 
preceded verse 17. It has been added later. There follows a 
passage, verses 19b, 20, quite unconnected with the context, 
appealing for the worship of Allah and adducing signs of his 
power and bounty. This appears to be continued, after a break, 
in verses 26, 27. Now verse 25, while not evidently in addition, 
is probably so, for verse 24 finishes with a reference to the 
"reprobates," which is conclusive enough. But verse 25 proceeds 
to describe a special class of "reprobates/' who violate a 
covenant after having made it. Further, we find in verses 
158-160a a passage that, by the use of the rather unusual word 
andddy "peers," is marked as almost certainly a continuation of 
verses 19b, 20, 26, 27. Here we have, not preceding but 
following, a passage, verses 160b-162, which returns to the 
theme of verses 156, 157, and must have been intended as an 
addition to that passage. This whole section is an interesting 
example of how a passage has been expanded by additions. 
The point, however, here is that we find a passage originally 



dealing with the worship of Allah apparently cut up, and the 
back of the pieces used for making insertions into other 
passages. 

An interesting example of the same kind is found in Sura 
IX. The last two verses of this sura are said by tradition to 
have come to the knowledge of Zaid b. Thabit when he had 
almost completed his task of collecting the Qur'an, and were 
placed here as the most convenient position at the time. This is 
evidently an attempt to account for the fact that there is a 
break in connection between verse 128 and verse 129, and 
between verse 129 and verse 130. These two verses seem to 
stand isolated, but verse 130 will connect well enough with 
verse 128, though the latter verse ends as if nothing more were 
to be said. It is a case of something having been later added to 
a passage, and we may suppose that the back of verse 129 was 
used to write it on. By some accident (verse 128 had itself 
been used for the writing of another passage) the back was 
read by the compilers before the addition. But this is not all; 
verse 40 of the same sura stands isolated, though it evidently 
requires something in front of it. The pronoun "him" must 



evidently refer to the Prophet, of whom there has been no 
mention in the context, but verse 129 speaks of the Prophet, 
and if we read verse 129 and verse 40 together we get a 
moving appeal for loyalty to the Prophet addressed to his 
followers. This has evidently been cut in two, one part being 
added to verse 128 and the other placed after verse 39. 

The reverse seems also to have taken place; scraps of paper 
were somehow pasted together to form a sheet. XIV.8-17—an 
evident addition to the account of Moses—-in which he 
addresses his people in regular Qur'an style, is followed by a 
series of disjointed pieces, verses 18-20, 21, 22, 24-27, 28, 
which together occupy practically the same space. In fact, it is 
almost a rule in the later parts of the Qur 'an that an addition 
or connected deliverance of any length is preceded or followed 
by a number of disconnected pieces that together make up 
approximately the same length. An interesting instance of this 
occurs at the end of II. There we find a long deliverance 
dealing with the recording of debts, verses 282, 283. This 
occupies approximately the same space as verses 278-281, a 
deliverance forbidding usury, verse 284 a separate verse, and 



verses 285, 286 a profession of faith of the believers. Into this 
piece two little sentences intrude at the junction of the verses; 
they have no connection with each other or with the context 
and break the connection of verse 285 and verse 286, which 
must have originally formed one verse. If now we suppose the 
deliverance regarding debts, verse 282 f., to have been written 
on the back of a sheet (or part of a sheet) which contained 
the deliverance on usury, verses 278-281, and on that of a 
second sheet containing verses 284, 285 f., we find that the 
intrusion into the latter piece comes practically opposite a 
proviso introduced into the debts deliverance excepting from its 
scope transactions in the market where goods pass from hand 
to hand. This we may suppose was written on the back of two 
scraps and inserted into the deliverance. To do so, the sheet was 
cut and the proviso pasted in. Hence the appearance of two 
extraneous scraps on the other side of the sheet. 

The same thing occurs in IV, where, if we suppose verses 
90-93 to have been written on the back of verses 81-89, a 
proviso introduced by i l i a , verse 92a, will come opposite verse 
84 which breaks the connection between verse 83 and verse 85. 



This passage is further interesting in that the passage verses 
81-83, 85, 86 is almost certainly private and was not meant to 
be publicly recited. There are quite a number of passages of 
this kind included in the Qur'an. The most striking of them is 
III, 153, which can hardly have been intended for publication 
either at the time or later; cf. also verses 148c and 155. 

As further proof that these alterations and revisions belong 
to Muhammad's lifetime, we may consider some of the 
passages dealing with subjects and situations we know to have 
presented critical problems to him. It is just at these points that 
the Qur'an becomes most confused. 

A simple case is that of the ordinance concerning fasting. 
When he removed to Medina, Muhammad hoped for support 
from the Jews and showed himself willing to learn from them. 
Tradition says that he introduced the Jewish fast of the 'Ashurd, 
which was the Day of Atonement, preceded by some days of 
special devotion. Later, the month of Ramadan was prescribed. 
Now, in 11.179-181 these two things lie side by side: verse 180 
prescribes a fast of a certain number of days, verse 181 the 
month of Ramadan. The two verses are, of course, generally 



read consecutively, the certain number of days of verse 180 
being regarded as made more precise by the mention of the 
month of Ramadan in verse 181. But a certain number of days 
is not naturally equivalent to a month, and the repetition of 
phrases in the two verses shows that the one was intended to 
replace the other. We have, in fact, a case of alternative con
tinuations of verse 179. Further, we find that verse 182 is 
entirely unconnected; not only has it no reference to fasting, 
but whereas in the preceding verses the believers are being 
addressed and Allah spoken of in the third person, in it Allah is 
speaking, the Prophet is being addressed, and men spoken of in 
the third person. Verse 183 returns to the subject of fasting and 
the dramatic setting of verses 179-182. If we consider the 
length of verse 181, we shall find that when written out it 
occupies approximately the same space as verse 180 and verse 
182 together. The presence of this latter verse seems to have 
arisen from the necessity of adding to the space afforded by 
the back of verse 180 by using the back of a verse from some 
other context. 

The marriage laws in Sura IV are a clear case of alternative 



continuations. Verse 27 lays down the forbidden degrees of 
relationship, and reproduces the Mosaic list with some adaptation 
to Arab custom. That this was deliberate is shown by verse 31, 
which states that "Allah desireth . . . to guide you in the 
customs of those who were before you." At a later time, 
however, some relaxation appeared necessary, and verses 29, 30, 
and perhaps 32a were substituted for verse 31, allowing 
marriage with slaves. Finally verse 28, which gives ample 
liberty, was substituted for verses 29, 30, and verse 32b was 
added to give a verse ending. The similar endings of verses 31, 
32a, and 32b show that substitutions have been made. 

The change of q i b l a h affords another example. The passage 
dealing with it, II. 136-147, is very confused; verses 139-147 
especially are unintelligible as they stand. When analyzed, 
however, they turn out to contain (a) a private revelation to the 
Prophet of the solution to his problem, verses 139a, 144 ; (b) a 
public announcement, using part of (a) accompanied by an 
appeal for obedience based on gratitude, verses 139a, 145-147; 
and (c) the final form of the ordinance, 139a, 139b. 

The process of the introduction of the religion of Abraham 



is outlined for us in II. 124-135. It takes the form of answers 
to the assertion of Jews and Christians: verse 129a, "They say: 
'Be ye Jews or Christians and ye will be guided.'" This is 
followed by three retorts introduced by "say." Verses 133-135 
claim that the Prophet and his followers have a perfect right to 
serve Allah in their own way, as did Abraham and the 
patriarchs who were an independent religious community long 
since passed away. This passage was cut off and replaced by 
verses 130, 132, in which it is claimed that Muhammad and his 
followers stand in the line of Abraham and the patriarchs, 
Moses, Jesus, and all the prophets. It was again modified by the 
insertion of verse 131 in place of verse 132. Finally, the short 
retort of verse 129b was written in, professing the creed of 
Abraham, who was a hanlf and no polytheist. The back of the 
discarded passages was then utilized to add an account of the 
transmission of the religion of Abraham to his sons. This now 
stands as verses 124—128, having been put before verse 129, and 
not after it as was evidently intended. 

The question of the pilgrimage, which was part of the 
religion of Abraham, also caused difficulty. The ceremony was 



recognized and Muhammad's followers were counselled to take 
part in it, but as hanifs, followers of the religion of Abraham, 
not as polytheists, XXII.32. Sacrificial animals were to be sent 
to Meccah, verses 35a, 34. But the bloodshed to which Muslim 
attacks on Meccan caravans, and especially the clash at Badr, 
led made it dangerous for any Muslim to visit Mecca. It was 
therefore laid down that the animals dedicated for sacrifice 
might be slaughtered at home and their flesh given to the poor. 
This we can deduce from XXII.30-38. 1 7 

Fighting in the sacred months also caused difficulty. 
Muhammad's attitude is made clear by the analysis of Sura IX. 
They were at first recognized as a period of truce, by a 
deliverance which consisted of IX.36a, 2, 5, but as the 
intercalary month, which kept the Arab lunar year in con
formity with the seasons, was decreed from Mecca, 
misunderstandings as to what months were sacred would soon 
arise. Hence the deliverance that now stands as IX.36, 37, 
abolishing the intercalary month and decreeing that war with the 
polytheists was to be carried on continuously. 

The discarded verses dealing with the sacred months now 



appear as verses 2 and 5, because the back of them was used, 
with other material, for the writing of a renunciation of 
agreements with polytheists, in fact the denunciation of the 
treaty of Hudaibiyah, which stands at the beginning of IX. As 
the heading informs us, however, this is also a proclamation to 
be made at the pilgrimage. It has been altered and added to 
for this purpose after the fall of Mecca. 1 8 

The defeat of the Muslims at Uhud was naturally a severe 
blow to the prestige of the Prophet. The passage dealing with 
the battle, 111.97 ff., is in great confusion. Analysis shows that 
there was an address intended for delivery before the battle, 
which consisted of verses 97, 98, 99, 106a, 111-113, 119, 
133-137, 139-144, 152, 154, Part of this, perhaps from verse 
133 onward, was redelivered, with a few alterations, some time 
after the battle. Reactions to the defeat appear in a reproof to 
the Prophet himself for having, without authority, promised the 
assistance of angels, verses 117, 120, 121 and parts of verses 
122-124, That was later revised as an explanation and rebuke to 
his followers. That he had been inclined to speak angrily to 
them is indicated in the private verse, 153, Part of this "rough11 



speech may be embedded in verses 145-148, a passage that has 
been revised and added to in a milder sense later. In fact, we 
can see the attitude to the defeat growing gradually calmer and 
more kindly toward the faithful. Finally, when the setback had 
been overcome, part of the original address was used again, 
with a new continuation added after verse 106a, in preparation 
probably for the attack on the Jewish tribe of Nadir, verses 
106b—110; and the back of a discarded piece was used for the 
writing of an ordinance prohibiting usury, which has thus come 
to be mixed up with the Uhud material.19 

Treated in this way the Qur'an certainly becomes much 
more intelligible. Much remains obscure, not only because the 
analysis is uncertain, but because we do not know enough of 
the circumstances. But we can at least discern something of the 
way in which Muhammad inspired and guided the nascent 
community of Islam. Occasionally we even get a glimpse into 
the inner mind of the Prophet, and learn something of his 
plans, his occasional misgivings and self-reproaches, and his 
ever-renewed assurance. 

It seems clear, then, that the present form of the Qur'an, 



which is practically the form given to it at the revision in the 
reign of 'Othman, rests upon written documents that go back to 
Muhammad's lifetime. Whether these were written by his own 
hand is really immaterial. We know that in his later years he 
employed secretaries, and there are even traditions that tell of 
them being employed in writing the revelation. It is, in fact, 
difficult to believe that no record was made of the legal 
deliverances, often of some length, that were given in Medina. 
But if we read between the lines of LXXXVII.1-9, we may 
gather that he distrusted his memory, and suspect that he very 
early took to writing out his Queans and memorizing them 
beforehand. That he kept the fact secret is possible, though 
XXV.6 implies that it was at least suspected in Mecca. Secrecy 
may help to explain the scarcity of writing material that led to 
backs of sheets and scraps being used, though perhaps the fact 
that Medina was not a trading community like Mecca may be 
sufficient to explain it. That the 'Othmanic recension was based 
upon suhuf, or "sheets," which were found in the possession of 
Hafsah, we know. Tradition asserts these to have been the 
collection of the Qur'an made by Zaid b. Thabit after 
Muhammad's death. We have seen above that this tradition is 



open to various criticisms, and in particular it is difficult to see 
how such an official collection, if it was made, came to be in 
the possession of Hafsah, even though she was the daughter of 
the caliph (Omar. She was, however, also one of the widows of 
the Prophet, and as likely as any of his wives to have been 
entrusted with the care of precious documents. The suhuf may 
have been in her possession not as 'Omar's daughter, but as 
Muhammad's widow. 

NOTE ON THE MOSLEM DOCTRINE OF 
NASIKH A N D M A N S UKH 

This doctrine is based on verses of the QurJan: : 

11.100: "For whatever verse We cancel or cause (the messenger) to 
forget, We bring a better or the like." 

XHI.39: "Allah deleteth or confirmeth what He willeth; with Him is the 
mother of the Book." 



XVI. 103: "When We substitute one verse for another—Allah knoweth 
best what He sendeth down—they say: 'Thou art simply an 
Inventor'; nay, most of them have not knowledge.'1 

XXII.51 : "We have not sent a messenger or prophet before thee, but 
when he formulated his desire Satan threw (something) into his 
formulation; so Allah abrogateth what Satan throweth in, then 
Allah adjusteth His signs." 

What is referred to in the last verse is supposed to have been 
completely removed, so as not to occur in the Qur°an. 

The doctrine has been voluminously discussed in Islam, not 
from the point of view of literary criticism, but from that of 
Law, it being important for Islam to decide what ordinances of 
the Qur'an were abrogated and what remained valid. In some 
respects the doctrine was extended, on the one hand to include 
the abrogation of laws of the Pagan Arabs, or of Jews or 
Christians, through the revelation of the Qur'an, and on the 



other to admit the possibility of an ordinance of the Qur'an 
being abrogated by the Sunnah. Ash-Shafri, however, laid it 
down that when this happened there must be something in the 
Qur'an to confirm the Sunnah. Others held that, the proper 
sense of naskh was that one verse of the Qur'an abrogated 
another, and that in regard to this we must not follow the 
opinions of exegetes or the founders of legal schools, but have 
the authority of a direct statement of the Prophet or of one of 
the Companions, though it might be possible to infer naskh 
from plain contradiction of two verses, combined with a 
knowledge of their dates. Other restrictions of the doctrine 
were introduced; it applies only to commands, not to narratives 
or promises or threats; alterations of practice, such as the 
recommendation of patience in Mecca and fighting in Medina, 
are not properly included under abrogation, but are rather 
instances of postponement of promulgation of the full law of 
Islam because of unsuitable circumstances. There are other cases 
in which, though a different law is laid down, it remains 
allowable to act according to the earlier one. As-SuyuG in his 
I t q d n , adopting these restrictions, reduces the number of cases 
of abrogation proper to twenty, of which he gives a list. 



One should not perhaps expect the result of such legal 
discussion to confirm results of literary analysis, though in a 
few instances it does. What interests us is that Islam does 
recognize that deliverances were sometimes replaced by others. 
Further, the fact that these abrogated deliverances have been 
retained in the Qur'an as it has come down to us affords a 
strong presumption that no attempt was made to adapt it to any 
preconceived ideas. The retention of the recitation, with 
abrogation of the ordinance, is a difficulty for Islam. As-SuyutI 
gives two grounds, (a) the abrogated verses were the Word of 
Allah, which it was meritorious to recite; (b) abrogation was 
generally directed to making things easier, and the earlier 
ordinance was retained as a reminder of God's mercy. 

NOTES 

L See the story in Ibn Hisham, p. 882. 

2. A list of the chief asseverative passages may here be given; 



XXXVI 1 ff.; XXXVII. 1-4; XXXVIII.l; XLIII.l; XLIV.l ff.; L l ff; 
LI. 1-6; LIU-8; LHL1 ff; LVI.74 ff.; LXVIII1 ff; LXIX.38-43; 
LXXIV.35^K>; LXXV. 1-6; LXXVIL1-7; LXXIX. 1-14; 
LXXXI.15-19, 22, 24, 25, 27; LXXXIV.16-19; LXXXV.1-7; 
LXXXVI.l , 4, 11-14; LXXXIX.1^1; XC.1^1 ff.; XCI.1-10; XCII.1-4 
ff.; XCm.1-3 ff.; XCV.1-5; C.l-6; CIII.l f. 

3. "When" passages, introduced by idhd: LVI.1-9 
(LXIX.13-17); LXXIV.8-10; LXXV.7-12, 26-30; LXXVII.8-13; 
LXXIX.34-41; LXXXI.1-14; LXXXII.1-5; LXXXIV.1-6; XCIX.1-6 
(CX.1-3); introduced by yawma: LXX.8-14; LXXVIII.18-26; 
LXXX.34-37 (CL3-6). 

4. T. Sabbagh, La Metaphore dans le Coran. 

5. C. C. Torrey, The Commercial-Theological Terms in the 
Koran. 

6. Arthur Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an. 

7. K. Vollers, Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alten Arabien. 

8. For the use of these as evidence of date, see Introduction to 
the Qur'an, chap. 6. 



9. See 111.30 ff, 40 ff.; VII. 160 ff.; Xffl.2 ff.,; XIV.29 ff.; 
XVI.10 ff., 50 f., 53.; XXV.47 ff., 55 ff., 62 f.; XXVH.60 ff.; 
XXXII.15-20; XL.59 ff., 71 ff.; XLI.8 ff.; XLIII.8 ff. 

10. See note on the Muslim doctrine of Abrogation (pp. 
865-867). 

11. See p. (843-849). 

12. LXIX.3; LXXIV.27; LXXVII.14; LXXXII.17; LXXXIII.S, 
9; LXXXVI.2; XC.12; XCVII.2; CI. 2, 7; CIV.5. 

13. 11.155, 229, 282; m. 83; IV.145; XI.14; XIX.61, 90; XXIII.6 
f.; XXV. 70; XXVI.227; LHI.27; LXXVIII.25; LXXXIV.25; 
LXXXVII.7; LXXXVIU.23 f.; XCV.6; CIII 3. 

14. See Bell, O r i g i n of I s l a m in its C h r i s t i a n E n v i r o n m e n t , pp. 
97 f. 

15. To give a full list of such substitutes is tedious and 
unnecessary, some of the more striking cases may be here listed: 
11.95 ff., 129 ff., 139 ff., 179 ff., 192 ff.; m.43 f., 61 ff., 97 ff., 106 
ff., 137 ff., 145 f., 164 f.. 177 ff.; IV.27 ff., 130 f; V.45 f., 52 ff., 
76 ff., 92 f.; VI.87 ff.; VH38 f„ 163 ff; VIII.73 f.; IX.87 ff. (82 



ff.), 112 £, 118 f., X.104 ff.; XI.42 ff.; XIII.19 ff.; XV.87 ff.; 
XVI.16 ff.; XVII.47; XXVH.38 ff.; XXXIV.50 ff; XXXV.26 ff.; 
XXXVI.79 ff.; XXXIX.48 f., 69 ff.; XL.31 ff.; XLV.26 ff.; L.21 ff.; 
LIV.43 ff.; LVH.13 f.; LIX.5 ff.; LXin.7 f.; LXXH.26 ff.; 
LXXIV.31 ff.; LXXX.33 ff. 

16. "Paper" is used in the general sense of writing material of 
whatever nature that may have been. Papyrus sheets seem probable. 

17. See my article "The Origin of the, 'id al-adk a," Moslem 
World 23 (1933): 117 ff. 

18. See my article "Muhammad's Pilgrimage Proclamation," JRAS 
(1937): 233 ff. 

19. For my analysis of other complicated passages, see "The Men 
on the A'raf " (VH.44), The Moslem World, 22 (1932); "<Surat al 
Hashr" (LTX), 38 (1948). 
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M. E. J. Richardson, editors, Journal of Semitic Studies Monographs. 



PREFACE 

Some explanation of the form of these notes on the Qur'an is 
required, and may best be given in a short account of their 
origin. 

When I began to prepare my lectures on the origin of 
Islam, my investigations were directed to the background and 
surroundings of early Islam rather than to the Qur°an itself. The 
results of European scholarship at that time seemed to point to 
Muhammad's dependence on some form of Christianity for the 
initiation and early content of his prophecy. I hoped to sum up 
the results, and perhaps by reading in Christian literature to 
extend them. Quite suddenly, when one day I was verifying a 
reference to the Qur'an, it dawned upon me that I was on the 
wrong track; that Muhammad could never have been in close 
contact with any form of Christianity. The echoes of Christian 
language, which one hears occasionally in the QurJan, must have 
come to him in the course of his mission. Time pressed, but a 



fresh study of the Qur'an had to be undertaken. 

In this study, the aim—impossible, of course, to 
realize—was to get away from previous interpretations, both 
Muslim and non-Muslim, and to read the book as openmindedly 
as possible, with the help of dictionary, grammar, and above all 
the Concordance. Noldeke's order of the suras was retained. 
The first form of the notes consisted of short jottings of my 
impressions of the man behind the book, his teachings and his 
aims; answers to the questions "What was aimed at by this 
deliverance?" and "How would it be understood by those who 
heard it delivered?" 

Interest in the Qur°an having been thus aroused, I set 
myself as soon as my lectures were off my hands to work 
through the book, making a translation and keeping notes of 
difficulties, and any tentative solutions at which I arrived. I now 
made use of commentaries, especially that of Baydawi, and of 
European studies, so far as they were available to me, but I 
aimed always at an independent interpretation. I aimed further at 
dividing the suras into their component parts; for I was 
convinced that they consisted of short pieces, and that verses 



were not to be assumed to be connected simply because they 
happened to be placed together. Here perhaps I should 
acknowledge a special debt to Earth's article in Der Islam 7 
(1916), which first called my attention to the grammatical 
unevennesses and interruptions of sense that occur in the 
Qur'an, That interpretations were sometimes adopted for their 
novelty and that breaks were discerned where there was no 
necessity to assume them, were natural- But this working over 
did bring out the main divisions and the breaks in connection. 
So far there was little attempt to explain how the dislocations 
had occurred. My aim was analysis, not reconstruction- The 
notes consisted largely of philological and exegetical matter, 
along with discussions of date. There was no attempt at a 
systematic commentary, 

The idea had, however, been growing in my mind, and now 
I began to type out the translation and notes simultaneously, 
making drastic revisions, omissions, and additions. By this time I 
was fairly sure that I was dealing with written documents, and 
was on the outlook for explanations of confusions and 
displacement of verses. The suras were still being dealt with in 



Noldeke's order, and it must have been in working through his 
Medinan suras that the idea that sheets and parts of sheets might 
have been covered with writing on both sides and later read 
consecutively, began to take shape in my mind. Used as a 
tentative solution, it worked in many passages. When by its help 
I was able to solve to my own satisfaction the confusion at the 
beginning of Sura IX, the truth of the hypothesis seemed to be 
assured. From then on I used it freely, and found that it often 
gave a simple explanation of passages that had formerly seemed 
difficult and complicated. 

Before publication could be thought of, however, it was 
necessary to work through the whole again. For it was only 
toward the end of revision that this idea had become clear to 
me, and it had now to be applied throughout the Qui°an. 
Besides, the notes, filled out with discussions and gropings after 
solutions of difficulties, had expanded to a rather formidable 
length. I therefore began to revise both translation and notes, 
compressing the latter as much as possible. I worked now in the 
traditional order of the suras, but before I had proceeded very 
far, I lost hope of finding a publisher for the notes. They were 



laid aside, except for my own use, and were no longer revised 
to correspond with changes made, not so much in the actual 
translation as in the arrangement of the contents of the surahs. 

After the publication of my translation, regrets at the 
suppression of the notes were expressed by most of the 
reviewers, and inquiries about them were made from various 
sides. But no way to their publication appeared, and I felt I 
had spent enough time and labor on the Qur'an and had no 
mind to take up these notes and revise them again. So matters 
rested until the autumn of 1947. The Justice Faiz B. Tyabji, 
who had written me from Bombay about my T r a n s l a t i o n , paid 
a visit to this country and came to see me in Edinburgh- By 
his friendly interest and encouragement, he persuaded me to 
resume the work I had put aside, in the hope that the notes 
might have an interest not only for C h r i s t i a n s * but for Muslims 
as well. Should this hope—which, presumptuous as it is, I could 
not in the light of my friend's example entirely reject—ever be 
fulfilled, and a Muslim consult the opinion of one of another 
faith on the meaning of the Qur'an, I must apologize for any 
offense to Muslim sentiment in the form and manner of 



expression. These notes were not written with any polemical 
object- They are simply the deposit of an honest effort to 
understand Muhammad and the Qur'an. 

The work of revision has gone slowly; it has not been so 
thorough as it might have been. Evidence of the haphazard way 
in which the worki took shape, no doubt, remains. There are 
perhaps repetitions; there may even be inconsistencies. Of the 
latter I hope there are not many. But varied ideas found 
expression in the notes at different times. Some variation may 
remain. I have thought, however, to bring the whole into con
formity with my final results expressed in the arrangement of 
my Translation. The notes are meant to be used along with the 
T r a n s l a t i o n , paragraph by paragraph, and to explain shortly and 
clearly why the arrangements of the materials of the suras were 
adopted. 

SURA II 

Verses 1 - 6 



The introduction consists of three parts. 

Verses 1-4 describe the true believers for whom the book is 
being delivered. The description is duplicated in verses 2 and 3. 
With verse 3 compare verse 130, which dates probably a little 
before the adoption of the religion of Abraham. Verse 2 is 
later, but the date cannot be determined. 

Verse 1 

'alif lam mim. This combination of letters occurs at the 
beginning of Suras II, III, XXIX, X X X , XXXI, XXXII, 
accompanied by other letters in VII and XIII. Other 
combinations occur at the beginning of many other suras. No 
satisfactory explanation of these mysterious letters has yet been 
given, though many attempts to explain them have been made. 
The fact that they come after the bismillah indicates that they 



belong to the sura and not to the editorial heading. In nearly 
every case they are followed as here by some reference to the 
book. 

dhalika. The reference is uncertain; it would naturally refer 
back to the mysterious letters, but it may refer forward to what 
is to follow- It is also uncertain whether it should be taken as 
demonstrative pronoun, or as adjective, "that Book," 

la raiba fihi. Usually in connection with "day" or "hour" of 
the Book, in X.38, XXXII.l. 

Verse 2 

al-ghaib, "that which is absent, hidden, or unseen" is frequent 
in the Qur'an, generally in an eschatological sense. 

Verses 5-6 



alladhlna kafaru, "those who have been ungrateful" or "have 
definitely disbelieved," is often applied to the Meccans, 
sometimes to the Jews of Medina. The reference here is not 
certain. 

For phraseology of verse 6, cf. VI.46, XLL22, and the like. 

Verses 7-19a 

These verses describe unsatisfactory believers among the people 
of Medina. 

Verse 9, however, does not continue verse 8, but the conduct of 
those who try to deceive Allah and the believers is described in 
verse 13. This evidently refers to Jews who hover between 
joining Muhammad and keeping on good terms with the Jewish 
leaders; cf. 111,65- A more pronounced attitude on their part is 



indicated in the gibe recorded in verse 12, which probably 
displaced verses 13-14 as the continuation of verse 8, verses 
10-11 begin and end similarly to verse 12, having been modelled 
upon it. verses 9-11 therefore displaced verses 8-12 as the 
continuation of verse 7. 

Verses 15-17 may be the continuation of verses 13-14, though 
in some ways the simile is more appropriate to those who had 
definitely gone back upon Muhammad, as is implied in verse 
12. 

The simile of verses 18-19 fits those who are hesitating in 
their attitude and support him so far, but are doubtful as to 
where he is leading them. It is therefore an addition referring to 
"those in whose hearts is disease.'1 

Verse 9 



This phrase designates those who were later dubbed Munafiqln. 

Verse 10 

>alsada, "to cause corruption" and Jalsaha, "to set things right" 
refer to secular actions that affect the morale of the 
community. 

Verse 13 

For "satans"' as applying to Jewish rabbis, cf. verse 96; VI.112, 
121. 

Verse 15 

cf, verse 170; III. 170, 184, and the like. 



Verses 19-20 

These are quite out of connection; their presence here is 
explained by the addition of verses 18-19, having been written 
on the back of them. They are regarded by NS, i, p. 173) as 
of Meccan date, but the address "O ye people" is prevailingly 
Medinan. 

Probably the same "sign" arguments were used in Medina as 
had been used in Mecca, and we have here the beginning of 
one of these early Medinan addresses. 

"Dome" is Bd.'s explanation of bina\ "building." 

Verses 2 1 - 2 2 



These do not connect with the general context, nor with verses 
19b-20. The back of them has been used for the addition of 
verse 23. 

"Scripture," for the derivation of surah, the word here used, cf. 
Bell, O r i g i n of I s l a m , p. 52. For similar challenges cf. X.39; 
X L 16; XXVIIL19. 

"Witnesses," that is divine testimony to the truth of the 
revelation, as Muhammad claimed Allah as his witness. 

For people as "fuel of the Fire" cf. IH8; LXVI.6. 

Bd, interprets "the stones" as "idols," but quotes the explanation, 
attributed to Ibn Abbas, "sulphur" or "brimstone.'1 



The date of this passage is uncertain. Its presence is due to the 
introduction of verse 23. 

Verse 23 

This is an addition, probably later than verses 18 f., designed to 
balance the condemnation of opponents and uncertain followers 
by an assurance to believers. It has been written on the back 
of verses 21-22. 

For "pure spouses" cf. III. 13; IV,60. 

Verse 2 4 

This belongs perhaps to about the same time as verse 16; it 
may have been occasioned by some discussion of the simile of 



that verse. 

Verses 2 5 

This is an addition making the epithet fasiqin of the previous 
verse apply to a particular section of the people, that is, 
probably to the Jews. 

For their "violating the covenant of Allah," cf. verses 77 ff. 

What is meant by "separating what Allah hath commanded to be 
conjoined" is not clear, but it may refer to their rejection of part 
of the book, (verse 79) or to their rejection of Muhammad 
while claiming to believe in Allah. 

Verses 2 6 - 2 7 



These are directly addressed to the people. They are the 
continuation of verses 19a-20 and have been used for the 
addition of verse 25> which therefore probably belongs to about 
the same time as verses 18 f. 

Verse 2 6 

The Resurrection here takes its place not as a doctrine to be 
argued for, but, alongside the production of living men in the 
first half of the verse, as a sign or proof of the supreme 
power of Allah. 

With verse 27 cf. X L ! 10. 

Verses 2 8 - 3 7 



The story of Adam has come from different sources, as is still 
shown by the change from "thy Lord" (verse 28) to "We" 
(verse 32), and the change from 'Iblls (verse 32) to "Satan" 
(verse 34). It has, however, probably been placed here as a 
whole, having already taken its shape at an earlier period; cf. 
VII. 10-18; XV.2S-44; XVIL63-68; XX,115ff; XXVIIL71-86. 
Verse 37 has perhaps been added at this time. 

Verse 2 8 

khallfah, "vice-gerent," cf. XXXVIII.71, where it is applied to 
David; the variant khaliqah, "creature," is of no authority. 

Verse 3 1 

For Adam giving names, cf. Gen. 2:20, and the passage quoted 
by Geiger, p, 98, from Midrash Rabbah on Numbers, par. 19; 



cf. X X . 115a, XXXVIIL74. 

Tblls is probably a corruption of Greek SidpoAos (cf. Jeffery, 
F o r e i g n V o c a b u l a r y , s.v.). 

Verse 33 

Cf, VII, 18. 

Verse 34 

Cf, VII.23, from which it is clear that the mutual enemies are 
mankind, not man and Satan. 

Verses 35 f . 

Cf. X X . 120 f. The change of pronoun and apparent repetition 



(Earth) come from there. 

In the Syriac Cave of Treasures, God makes a promise to 
Adam when he leaves the Garden (Budge's translation, p. 67); 
but it may be doubted if it is necessary to go beyond the 
biblical account for an explanation. 

'imma, the enclitic ma makes Ihe conditional particle more 
indefinite, "if ever." 

Verses 3 8 - 6 9 

These are in the form of an appeal to the Children of Israel, 
the Jews of Medina being probably specially in mind. In the 
main this will be earlier than the introduction- But the passage 
is not homogeneous, as is evident from the two beginnings, 
verses 38 and verse 44, and the appearance of revisions and 
additions within the sections. 



Verses 38-43 appear on the whole to be later than verses 44 
ff., and may at one time have displaced that passage. It is, 
however, composite. 

Verse 3 8 

This is long and there is a verse ending at fa-rhabuni very 
similar to that at the actual end of the verse. This indicates that 
a substitution has been made. 

Verse 3 9 

It is not clear whether the covenant referred to is the 
Covenant of Sinai or the covenant made with the people of 
Medina after the Hijrah; cf. verses 77 f; cf. also IIL70; VLI53; 
XVI.93. 



Verse 4 0 

The zakat is the legal contribution for the support of the 
community. The date of its enactment is uncertain, but was 
probably toward the end of the year 2 or beginning of the 
year 3. 

Verses 4 2 - 4 5 

These seem to be addressed to the believers rather than to the 
Jews, and verses 39-48 are probably later than the rest. The 
arrangement is not certain, but probably verse 38b, wa-'awfu 
. . . fa-rhabum has been substituted for the rest of verse 38 
and verse 39; verses 40-41 have then been added later on the 
back of verses 42-43. 

Verse 42 



Cf. verse 148. The pronoun has nothing to refer to, the verse 
being out of its context. 

Verses 4 4 - 4 5 

These recognize the privileged position of the Ban! Isra'TI, and 
are probably earlier than the preceding; but cf. verses 116 f., 
also VII.136 and XLV.15, It is not certain that the Christian 
doctrine of atonement or of intercession is aimed at in verse 
45, but it seems probable. 

cadl is interpreted by Bd. as "ransom," some take it as 
"substitute"; cf. VI.69. 

Verses 4 6 - 5 0 



The deliverance of the Children of Israel from Egypt and 
giving of the Law at Sinai are recalled as the basis of the 
appeal for gratitude and belief. 

Verse 5 0 

furqan, from Syr. purqana, "salvation/' cf. Bell, O r i g i n of 
I s l a m , pp, 118 ff.; Jeffery, F o r e i g n Vocabulary, s.v,; as it is here 
associated with the book, it is evidently thought of as of the 
nature of law or what distinguishes between right and wrong or 
between believers and unbelievers. Possibly the Heb, poraqmi 
may have influenced its use, as well as the meaning of the 
Arabic root; cf. XXL49. 

Verse 5 1 

This repeats the incident of the Golden Calf, already referred 



to in verse 48, and is possibly a substitute, somewhat less 
friendly, for verses 48-50. 

fa-qtulu 3anfusakum, "slay yourselves"; it is interpreted by Bd. 
in a spiritual sense of humiliation and mortifying of the body, 
but cf. Exod, 32:26 f., on which this is probably founded. 

Verses 5 2 - 5 8 

These are the continuation of verse 51, rather than of verses 
48-50, as they recount the perversities of the Children of 
Israel, rather than Allah's benefits to them. 

Verse 52 

Cf. Exod. 19:17 ff., 33:18 f; Moses1 request to see God's glory 
has perhaps been transferred to the people; cf IV.152. 



Verse 53 

Rodwell refers to Sanhedrin v, for the statement that the 
Israelites who had died were restored to life. 

Verse 5 4 

Cf. Numbers 11; as the guiding pillar of cloud is referred to in 
Num. 10:34, that, rather than the clouds and thick darkness at 
Sinai, may be what is meant here. 

The change of pronoun at the end of the verse may be due to 
following VIL166. 

Verses 5 5 - 5 6 



Cf. VII. 161 f; there is no certain explanation of this, but 
probably there is a reminiscence of the failed attempt to enter 
the Promised Land at Kadesh-Barnea mingled with something 
else, whether the High Priest's entrance into the Holy of Holies 
on the day of Atonement, as Hirschfeld suggests, or the parable 
of the Pharisee and the Publican, is doubtful. 

hittah, probably an attempt to reproduce the Heb. het5 "sin"; 
(see Jeffery, F o r e i g n V o c a b u l a r y , s.v,); cf. the reference in Ibn 
Hisham, p. 741. 

Verse 5 7 

Cf. Numbers 20 

Verse 5 8 



This is founded on Num. 11:4 ff.; the second half of the verse 
is, however, later in tone and phraseology and there is an 
abrupt change of pronoun at wa-duribat 'alaihim. It is a later 
insertion. Possibly the original end of the verse is found at 
verse 285b. 

For the charge of killing the prophets cf. 111.20, 108, 177; 
IV.154; Matt. X X I I L 3 1 . 

Verse 5 9 

This has no connection with the context; the back of it has 
been used to make the insertion of verse 58b. 

alladhlna hadu, a pun on the name Yahud, "Jews." Nasara, 
"Christians." 



sabi'in has baffled all investigators. The verse aims at a 
recognition of all monotheists. 

Verses 6 0 - 6 I a 

These return to Sinai, and would be in place after verse 50. 
But as the account in VII is to some extent being followed in 
this, we may note that VIL 170, which corresponds to this, is 
also out of its proper place as referring to the Covenant of 
Sinai. It may be that the continuation of verses 51—58a begins 
here. 

Verses 6 1 b - 6 2 

These seem to be based on VIL 163 ff.; see notes on that 
passage. It may be noted that the particular story there referred 
to has disappeared, probably because it had caused difficulty as 



not being scriptural, and the charge becomes the general one of 
"transgressing in the matter of the Sabbath." 

Verses 6 3 - 6 8 

Hirschfeld's suggestion that this rests on a confusion of Num. 
19:1-10 and Deut. 21:1-9, is probably correct- No source has 
been discovered for the questioning of Moses by the people. It 
probably reflects Muhammad's own experience with the Jews. 

Verse 69 

This is the close of the appeal, and indicates that Muhammad 
has now given up hope of gaining the Jews. The reproach is 
perhaps of Christian suggestion, cf. Ahrens, ZDMG, 84 (1930): 
16 f, though there are sufficient references to the Jews1 

hardness of heart in the Old Testament. 



The reference in "stones which have fallen in reverence for 
Allah" is enigmatical; the idols of the Philistines (?), Dagon, I 
Sam. v (?). 

Verses 7 0 - 7 6 

These are addressed to believers, but are directed against the 
Jews. 

Verses 70-72 accuse them of double-dealing, cf. verses 7-8, 13 
f. 

Verse 70 

kalam Allah is interpreted by Bd. as meaning the Torah, which 
gives the ordinary charge of perverting the Scriptures; more 



probably it is Muhammad's deliverance, which they listen to, 
and then pervert to ridicule behind his back. 

Verse 71 

This seems to imply that Muhammad's followers have been 
getting information from Jews. 

The sense of "dispute with you in the presence of your Lord" 
is not clear. It probably implies that the Jews wish to withhold 
information out of jealousy, lest Muhammad's followers should 
be rivals in the favor of God. 

Verse 73 

This might be interpreted to mean that some Jews had 
attempted to palm off writings on Muhammad that were not 
Scripture; but more probably it refers to Jewish writings, such 



as the Mishnah, which the "common people1' are allowed to 
regard as Scripture. 

ûmmiyyun, belonging to the'ummah or community, possibly 
therefore, Arabs, but perhaps the Jewish phrase cam ha-'ares 
has influenced the meaning here. The meaning of 'amaniyya is 
not certain. Bd. takes it as plural of 'umniyyah (XXII.51), but 
in spite of the fact that the word is there connected with the 
verb tamanna, "to wish," it is doubtful if we should take the 
word here as derived from the root mny. It would more 
naturally come from 'mn, and would then mean something like 
"tradition, dogma, a thing taken on trust." This would suit the 
context here, and also in verse 105; IV. 122. 

Verses 7 4 - 7 6 

These are the conditions of salvation. There is no need to 
assume that this refers especially to the Christian doctrine of 
purgatory. For the Jewish belief that no Israelite would be 



consigned permanently to Gehenna, cf. Weber, L e h r e n des 
Talmuds i, pp. 326 ff. 

Verses 7 7 - 8 1 

These are addressed to the Jews and interrupt the argument of 
verses 70-76, which is continued in verses 82 ff. Their position 
suggests that they were written on the back of that passage. 
They are hostile in spirit, and probably belong to the same 
time as Job. The Jews are charged with breaking the covenant. 

Verses 7 7 

This refers to the Covenant of Sinai. The contents of this 
covenant, as given here, reproduce some of the Ten 
Commandments, but correspond still more closely to the 
essentials of Muhammad's teaching; the Jews had, of course, 
perverted their religion after having received it. 



The mention of the zakat as a recognized institution is 
evidence of fairly late date. 

Verses 78 

This refers to the compact made with the inhabitants of 
Medina, including the Jews, shortly after Muhammad's 
settlement there (see Ibn Hisham p. 341 ff.); some of its 
provisions are reproduced, and the phrase 5ithm wa-cudwan 
actually occurs in it. 

The prohibition of shedding their own blood refers to the 
prosecuting of blood feuds within the community. 

Verse 79 



wa-Mn ya'tukum 'usara tufadukum. This clause evidently 
belongs to verse 78, as one of the provisions of the compact. 
It seems to have been written on the margin, and taken in by 
a copyist at the wrong place. 

'ikhrajukum is a gloss rendered necessary by the misplacing of 
the clause. 

The beginning of the verse charges the Jews with breaking the 
compact. Unfortunately it is impossible to say on what specific 
actions this charge is founded, but it must refer to conduct 
after Muhammad's settlement in Medina, and the making of the 
compact. From the time of the battle of Badr and the attack 
on the BanI Qainuqa5 that followed, the attitude of the Jews 
must have been suspect, and the intrigues of some of them 
with the Quraish may have given occasion for this charge. 



For the second half of the verse cf. verse 108; verse 37, 45; 
XXII.9; XXXIX.27; XIX15. 

Verse 80 

la yukhaffafu canhum ul-'adhabu, cf. verse 157; III.82; 
XVI.87; XXXV.33. 

Verse 81 

This recounts the privileges given to the Jews, and their 
perversity. The giving of the book to Moses is frequently cited. 
The following up by messengers is mentioned in LVII.27 (a 
reference to the prophets, cf. Jer. 25:4). Jesus is also sent to the 
Ban! Tsra'il (in. 15) but rejected by the Jews. 



al-bayyinat may refer to the miraculous "evidences" there 
associated with Jesus, ruh al-qudus, the "spirit of holiness," cf. 
verse 254, verse 109, both of which passages refer to Jesus. In 
XVI. 104, the only other occurrence of the phrase, it is 
associated with the revelation of the Qur'an and is interpreted 
as referring to Gabriel. But as associated with Jesus, it no 
doubt refers to the Holy Spirit of Christian belief. 

For the charge of killing the prophets, cf. verse 61. 
It may be recalled that the occasion for the attack on the Ban! 
Nadir was an alleged plot to kill Muhammad. Ahrens 
( M u h a m m a d , pp. 191 f.), however, thinks, probably rightly, that 
in these and similar passages we have an echo of Christian 
polemic against the Jews. 

Verses 8 2 - 8 7 



These continue the attack upon the Jews interrupted by the 
preceding passage. 

Verse 82 

This puts in the mouth of the Jews a New Testament charge 
against them (cf. Acts VII.51); it is also found in the Old 
Testament (cf. Jer. 9.26). If actually used by the Jews, it must 
have been in mockery. 

Verse 83 

contains a repetition lamina ja'ahum, which is broken in 
construction, at wa-kanu, or, if we take this as a circumstantial 
clause, there is a break at fa-lamma. The first clause was 
inserted, after Muhammad had begun to deliver the book, as a 
substitute for the second, wa-kanu . . . carafu. 



The sense of yastaftahuna is not clear, but it looks as if Jews 
had appreciated Muhammad's deliverances against idolators and 
had asked for more of them. 

"What they recognized" that is, as being the same as what was 
in their own Scriptures. 

Verse 8 4 

Their refusal to accept Muhammad's deliverances as revelation 
is attributed to jealousy. 

Verses 8 5 - 8 7 

These meet the Jewish refusal to accept any new revelation, 
while accepting their own Scriptures, by pointing out that they 



have always been unbelieving, even in Moses1 time. 

Verse 8 7 

This refers to the covenant of Sinai, cf. verse 60. 

sami'na wa -*asaina is a punning reproduction of the Hebrew 
shama'nu wa'asinu (DeuL 5:27). 

Verses 8 8 - 9 0 

These deal with the claim of the Jews to be the exclusive 
people of God in a grimly humorous fashion., cf. LXII.6. 

In verse 90 the mention of the idolators is probably later, as 
the phrase comes in awkwardly and is difficult to construe. 



Verse 92 

This was perhaps the continuation of this passage, though the 
rhyme phrase of verse 90 is one that often closes a passage. If 
so, angels were probably at this stage thought of as the channel 
of revelation, by the rejection of which the Jews show their 
enmity. This is confirmed by verse 91, which begins in the 
same way as, and is evidently intended as a substitute for, verse 
92. It is an assurance to the Prophet of the reality of the 
revelation through Gabriel, who now, but not untill now, 
appears as the medium of the revelation. As what is given to 
Muhammad still confirms previous Scriptures, the change must 
have been made not all too long afterward; perhaps before the 
time Muhammad assumed complete independence. 

Verse 93 



This continues verse 91. As the back of verse 92 did not give 
sufficient space, another scrap, verse 94, was used. This is out 
of place where it stands, but inasmuch as it charges the Jews 
with breaking covenant, it belongs to this context; where is 
uncertain. 

Verses 9 5 - 9 7 

These ascribe the rejection of the Messenger to the rejection of 
Scripture and the adoption of "what the satans recited in the 
reign of Solomon, and what had been sent down to the two 
angels in Babil, Harut and Marut." This has given rise to 
much speculation and investigation. On Harut and Marut cf. 
Wensinck in E I , s.v. It must be confessed that no satisfactory 
explanation has been found. 

"Those to whom the Book has been given" is a frequent 



designation, which includes both Jews and Christians. The 
context suggests that the "part" of them here referred to is the 
Jews. This leads us to think of the Rabbinic Law as what is 
referred to at the beginning of verse 96, cf. the use of "satans" 
of the Jewish rabbis in verse 13. 

The mention of Babil may further suggest the Babylonian 
Talmud. But the whole verse is obscure. It has been extended 
to undue length by the insertion of clauses designed to obviate 
misconceptions: 

wa-ma kafara are... as-sihr; 
wa-ma y^allimani - . . takfur; 
wa-ma hum . . . Allah. 

Finally the verse, having perhaps given rise to misconceptions, 
was discarded, and the short verse 97 substituted for it; this is, 
shown by the repetition of the rhyme phrase. 



Verses 9 8 - 1 0 4 

These are addressed to the believers, presumably in Allah's 
name, and are probably designed to prepare the way for a 
definite break with the Jews. 

Verse 9 8 

The objection to ra cina is said to have been that the Jews 
laughed at it as meaning "our bad one"; but cf IV.48, which 
implies that it was a Hebrew word, possibly mispronounced. 
Hirschfeld suggests re'eh-na, "see now"; in any case, the sense 
must have been similar to that of the Arabic word to be 
substituted for it. 

Verse 9 9 



"Idolators" may again be a later insertion, the grammar is 
uneven; cf. verse 90; for the sense cf. verse 84. 

Verse 1 0 0 

The alteration of verses may have been noticed, or the way is 
being prepared for the changes that are to come. 

Verse 102 

Cf. verses 63 ff. for the questioning of Moses. 

Jahl al-kitab, "the People of the Book," may include both Jews 
and Christians, but probably refers here mainly to Jews. 

Verse 103 



Their criticism is discounted as arising from envy, and is to be 
suffered in the meantime. 

'amr, in the sense of "affair," that is, special intervention. 

The rhyme phrase would be the natural end of a passage, 
verse 104? with its mention of the zakat, is therefore a 
somewhat later addition. 

Verses 1 0 5 - 1 1 1 

These resume the theological attack, interrupted by the 
preceding passage. It now definitely includes Christians as well 
as Jews. 

Verse 105 



This deals with the exclusive attitude of both religions; note the 
form hud, apparently a plural, only here and in verses 129, 134. 

Verse 1 0 6 

This introduces the idea of Islam, conjoined with good conduct, 
as the criterion of acceptance with God. 

The sense of 'aslania is no doubt the Arabic one of "surrender," 
that is, humble obedience. While this might theoretically be found 
in all three religions, it was inevitable that, as Muhammad 
claimed to be delivering the message of Allah, it should soon 
come to imply the acceptance of his directions. 

Verses 1 0 7 - 1 0 9 



These deal with the mutual enmity of Jews and Christians, who 
reject each other's claims. 

"Those who have no knowledge" must refer to the Arabs, who 
agree in rejecting the claims of both. 

Verse 1 0 8 

This is difficult to understand. 

Bd. suggests that it refers to 

(a) the Romans who raided the Temple at Jerusalem, or 

(b) the Meccans who prevented the Muslims from visiting 
the Ka'bah at the time of Hudaibiyah. 



This latter event is too late, but the charge of barring the way 
to the Kaebah was brought against the Meccans much earlier, 
cf. VIII. 34, though probably not before the change of qiblah, 
for which the following verse 109 is a preparation. Bd.'s first 
suggestion is ruled out by the fact that the context is directed 
against Jews and Christians. 

The use of the plural masajid, "places of worship/1 causes 
difficulty. The Ka fbah is usually distinguished as al-masjid 
al-haram, and it is doubtful if there was more than one 
definitely Muslim "mosque" in existence at this time. Masjid, 
however, is not limited to this, cf. XXII.41 and particularly 
XVIII.25. The reference might therefore quite well be to 
Christian churches in Jerusalem. Jerusalem was still the qiblah, 
but was in Persian hands, the Jews having aided them in its 
capture. 

Even this, however, seems far-fetched; we should expect the 



verse to report some contemporary conditions affecting the 
Muslim community; VIL28, 29 seem to imply that believers 
may worship at any shrine provided they consciously direct 
their worship to Allah. It may be that the Jews objected to 
such use of their synagogues. 

Verses 110 f . 

This distinctly rejects the Christian doctrine of the divine 
sonship. 

Verse 112 

This belongs in form to what precedes, but deals not with Jews 
and Christians, but with some among the Arabs (cf. verse 107) 
who are asking why no revelation or "sign" has come to them. 
They do not, of course, recognize Muhammad as a prophet, and 
probably he, at this stage, claimed simply to confirm previous 
revelations and to make clear the signs, that is, the evidence of 



God's being and acts. 

"Those who were before them," that is former unbelieving 
peoples. 

Verses 1 1 3 - 1 1 5 

These follow this up by an assurance to him that he has really 
been sent by Allah. This is addressed to him personally and 
was probably not intended for public recitation. He was no 
doubt disturbed by his disagreement with the followers of both 
religions, who, as monotheists, he had expected to agree with 
him, but he cannot doubt the truth of his own mission. 

Verse 114 

Cf. verses 195, 129, and for the latter part of XIII.37. 



millah from Syr meltha\ "word," that is, creed or form of 
religion. 

"The guidance of Allah," that is, the divine promptings that 
come to the Prophet; he must follow these. 

Verse 115 

It would be possible to translate, 'Those to whom We have 
given the Book recite it as it should be recited; they believe in 
it," but in that case the verb yatluna would more naturally 
have come first; as it stands it is to be taken as circumstantial. 

The pronoun "it" in yu'minuna bihi refers to Muhammad's 
own message. He has not yet given up the idea that he is in 
fundamental agreement with previous revelation, properly 
interpreted, and some of the People of the Book still support 



him. 

Verses 1 1 6 - 1 2 3 

The first two verses repeat verses 44 f. almost verbatim and 
lead up to a reference to Abraham as an example to follow. 
The idea may have been to make a final appeal to Jews and 
Christians to agree with him on the basis of Abraham, whom 
both claim, but who was "neither a Jew nor a Christian." 

Verse 118 

kalimat, "(certain) words," is probably a reference to the 
command to offer his son. 

'imam, here in the sense of model or example. 

Verse 119 



This attributes the establishment of the Ka'bah as a place of 
worship to Abraham. The attempt to find a basis for this in the 
traditions of local Jews or Christians fails for want of 
evidence; cf. Snouck Hurgronje, H e t mekkansche Fest, p. 33 ff. 
But the introduction of Abraham and the Kacbah in place of 
Moses and the blessing bestowed through him, is here abrupt 
and unprepared for (see below). It is, however, evidently con
nected with the change of qiblah. 

"The House" is the Ka*bah. It may be doubted whether the 
"station of Abraham" meant any other place. The name is now 
applied to a small building to the east of the Ka'bah. The 
circling of the Ka'bah was an ancient Arab rite. 

"Cleave" seems to be the sense of the verb 'akafa; in XXII.5 
it seems to refer to those who live near the Ka'bah, but one 
would expect some religious action to be referred to here. 



In XXIL27 the word al-'akifin is replaced by al-qa'imln, 
"those who stand" in prayer. Whether bowing and prostrating 
themselves was an ancient Arab custom is doubtful, but these 
actions must have been part of Muslim worship before this 
time. 

Verse 1 2 0 

The security of the haram of Mecca is represented as having 
been established in response to Abraham's prayer. 

Verse 123 

The sending of Muhammad is similarly represented- One is 
tempted to translate zakka here as "impose the zakat on"; but 
unless this passage be considerably later, it is doubtful if it had 
yet become a legal prescription. 



Verses 1 2 4 - 1 3 5 

This is a confused but important passage that shows, when 
unraveled, some of the steps by which Islam was freed from 
dependence upon Judaism and Christianity. 

We have seen the widening rift between Muhammad and the 
People of the Book, known from tradition, reflected in the 
preceding passages from verse 44 on. But we have had nothing 
to prepare us for the virtual substitution of Abraham and the 
Kacbah for Moses and the deliverance from Egypt, which 
appears in verses 116-25. For some of the intervening steps we 
have to turn to III, especially verses 57 ff., but others will be 
found here. Even with verses 116-23 preceding, the mention of 
"the religion of Abraham" in verse 124 comes in abruptly. 

This question would certainly be more in place if it followed 
the statement at the end of verse 129, where the "religion of 
Abraham" appears again. But if we place it there, we are struck 



by the fact that the beginning of verse 129 carries us back to 
the context of verses 1054 ff, where statements of Jews and 
Christians are being controverted. Here in answer to a claim of 
Jews and Christians, we have again the religion of Abraham 
abruptly introduced. 

Now the "Say" of verse 129b is twice repeated in what 
follows. 

Verse 130 does not join in verse 129 as it at present stands, but 
is in place if we take "Say ye," like the "Say" of verse 129b, 
as introducing the reply to the "They say" of verse 29a. So 
also "Say" in verse 133 which is unmotived as it stands. The 
rhymes also confirm that some substitution has taken place, for 
verses 128, 134, and 135 have all the same rhyme word; in 
fact, verses 128 and 135 are practically the same. 

Taken as answers to the claims of Jews and of Christians in 
verse 129, these passages arrange themselves best by taking 



verses 133 ff. as the earliest. Here the assertion is that 
Muhammad's followers serve the same God as the Jews and 
Christians and have an equal right to claim his guidance. Their 
works may differ, but are equally based on service to the One 
God. This is the claim of verse 114, and reminds us of Saint 
Paul in Rom. 14:26. 

Curiously enough, Abraham, who serves Saint Paul in his 
argument against the bondage of the law (Rom. 4:1 ff), comes 
in here also as a stepping stone to the freedom of Islam. But the 
approach is so different that we cannot attribute this to 
borrowing. The point of verse 134 is that Abraham and his 
family were not Jews or Christians, seeing they lived prior to 
both the law and the Evangel, and if they were accepted of 
God, as was admitted, his grace could not be confined to Jews 
or to Christians, cf. 111.58 ff. 

Verses 138 f. goes a step further. The claim that Muhammad's 
followers are to make (note the plural qulu) is that they believe 



in God, and accept whatever he has revealed, be it through 
Muhammad, Abraham and the Patriarchs, Moses, Jesus, or any 
other prophet, without distinction—provided, of course, they 
could be sure that it really came from God. This attempt at 
accommodation, cf. III.57, having failed, we find the religion of 
Abraham put forward by itself in verses 129b, 124-126; cf. 
116-123. 

The present arrangement of the passages may be explained as 
follows: verse 129a belonged somewhere in the context of verse 
105, and was followed by verse 133, probably not by the whole 
of verses 133-135 (see below). This was detached and verses 
130 and 132 were substituted for it. A later alteration was made 
on this that introduced verse 131 (see below). This again was 
discarded, verse 129a being still retained, and now verse 129b 
was added to it and the continuation, verses 124-128, written 
on the back of the discarded passages. 

The disparity in length may be accounted for by the additions 



made to these passages, having been crowded onto the same 
sheets. As it so happened, this was left in such a way that 
verses 124-128 appeared to come before verse 129 and that 
verse appeared to be followed by 130 ff. 

Verse 124 

safiha nafsahu, the accusative causes difficulty, some take it as 
direct object, "has rendered himself stupid," others as accusative 
of respect, "has become stupid in soul." 

millat ̂ rahlm is pretty much equivalent to Islam. The idea of 
Islam has already appeared in verse 106. 

Verse 1 2 6 

"Jacob" is read as nominative and also as accusative; the 
former perhaps to be preferred. The implication seems to be 



that the religion of Abraham was handed on and ought 
therefore to have been accepted by his descendants. 

Verse 1 2 8 

This rather conflicts with the above (see below); it is really 
repeated from verse 135 and ends the substitution. 

Verse 1 2 9 

hud as a name for the Jews appears in verse 105; in verse 107 
the usual form yahud appears, another indication that this 
verse originally belonged to the neighborhood of verse 105. 

hanlf is the singular of hunafa', the Syriac hanaphe, 
"heathen," the term applied by Syriac-speaking Christians to the 
Arabs. As the founder of the Arab religion, Abraham was a 
hanlf; but that religion, according to Muhammad's ideas, had 



been, to begin with, pure monotheism. It had degenerated into 
idolatry, as the other two religions had degenerated from the 
purity of their beginnings. It is futile to look for the hanifs as 
a pre-Islamic sect in Arabia. The use of this phrase shows that 
the idea of an original Arab monotheism, and the break with 
the People of the Book, were already complete. 

Verse 1 3 0 

This is a profession of faith for Muhammad's followers, when 
confronted with Christian and Jewish assertions, cf. verse 285; 

m.78. 

"Abraham , . . and the Patriarchs" are grouped together, 
apparently on an equal footing; indeed, the gist of the 
declaration is that all revelation from Allah is accepted equally. 
Patriarchs, asbat, properly "tribes," sing, sibt, Heb. sebet. 



Verse 1 3 1 

This cannot be part of the declaration, but is addressed to the 
believers, of course through the Prophet, as the singular 
pronoun at the end shows. The attitude also differs, for 
implicitly the belief of the Muslim community is now made the 
standard, from which to differ is to be in "schism." 

shiqaq, "separation," "cleavage"; cf. IV.39, but usually in the 
Qur'an of reprehensible separation from the community, cf. 
XXII.52; XLL52. 

Verse 132 

This is apparently unconnected. 



Zam. connects sibghata llahi with 'amanna bi-llahi, verse 130, 
as absolute object. This would be possible if verse 131 were 
absent, which, as we have seen, is different in attitude from 
verse 130. 

Now the present rhyme-phrase of verse 130 is very similar to 
that of this verse differing by the use of muslimin instead of 
Tibidin. This, then, which fits in quite well as part of the 
declaration, was the original end of verse 130, which has been 
displaced by the present end phrase and verse 131. 

sibghah has been frequently derived from Syriac sbac "baptize." 
But that is not the usual verb for "baptize" in Syriac, and there 
is no need to go beyond the Arabic, in which sabagha means 
to "dye," "color," or "flavor" a thing; note especially the use, 
cited by Lane, as applied to a girl brought into the household 
of someone. To believe in a revelation from Allah is to take 
the flavor or color of Allah and to become, as it were, one of 



his household servants. 

Verse 133 

This an answer for the Prophet to use against the assertions of 
Jews and Christians. It is based on common service to Allah; 
cf. XLII.14. 

For the point of verse 134a, cf. above. 

Note the form hud, a confirmation that verses 105, 129a, and 
this originally belonged closely together. 

Verse 1 3 4 b 

Introduced by another "Say," this does not continue verse 134a, 
but gives a retort to a claim, more likely to be made by Jews 



than by Christians, that Abraham belonged to them. To say so 
is to claim to know better than Allah. For Allah has made 
clear in the revelation given to Moses, that is, in the Torah, 
that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Patriarchs lived 
before the time of Moses and the establishment of the Jewish 
religion. This revealed fact, shahadah, the Jews are accused of 
having concealed, a tacit admission that it had not been known 
to Muhammad until recently. 

Verse 135 

This is the original continuation of verse 134a; note the similarity 
of the rhyme words of verses 134 and 135 as an indication that a 
substitution has taken place. Abraham and his descendants were 
neither Jews nor Christians, but were a community that had 
passed away, for whose works, or code of conduct, no one was 
now responsible. This seems to exclude any claim even by 
Muhammad and his followers to have historical continuity with 
Abraham and his followers. Islam is an independent revival of the 



religion of Abraham; cf. 111.60 f 

Verses 1 3 6 - 1 4 7 

These deal with the change of qiblah or direction of prayer. 
The date of this is given sometimes as Rajab, sometimes as 
Sha'ban of the year 2. Possibly the change was not carried 
through all at once, but there was an interval during which no 
specified qiblah was followed. 

Verse 139a seems to imply that, cf. verses 109, 172. Perhaps 
verses 136-138 belonged to this interval, but the position of 
verse 137 is doubtful. The repetitions in verses 139, 144, and 
145 indicate that revisions have taken place. 

The suggested reconstruction is that verse 144 was the original 
continuation of verse 139a., and that this was private. When the 
new qiblah was promulgated, it was done in verse 139a (which 



was retained) and verses 145-147. These latter were written on 
the back of verses 141 and 142, (a scrap that probably has no 
reference to the qiblah), verses 143 and 144, (now detached 
from verse 139a). This deliverance counts on a certain amount 
of reluctance on the part of his followers, and argues and 
appeals for the adoption of the change. 

Finally, when the need for argument was past, the shorter 
prescription, verse 139b, was substituted as the continuation of 
verse 139a. This was written on the back of verse 140, which 
was also probably private, and belonged to about the same time 
as verse 144, that is, the time when the adoption of the new 
qiblah was privately decided upon. It is recognized that this 
meant a final break with the Jews and the Christians. 

Verse 136 

As the future is explicitly indicated, the change has not yet 
taken place, or at least is so recent as not to have attracted 



outside attention. 

as-sufaha' min an-nas will most naturally be Arabs, not Jews, 
cf. verse 12. 

Verse 137 

On the other hand, this implies that the change is past; unless, 
as may quite well be, it belongs to what the Prophet is to say 
in answer to the "stupids," 

By the change of qiblah, the Muslims have become a 
"community." This sense of 'ummah seems to belong to North 
Semitic, cf. Heb. 'ummah, but is pre-Islamic 

wasat, only here, is usually taken as an adjective, unchangeable 
for gender and number, and is given the sense of "good," 
"best," that is, following the mean and avoiding extremes, or 



sometimes, especially by European translators, "middle/1 

"intermediate." We thus get the sense "a good community" or 
"an intermediate nation" (Sale), between the Arabs and other 
nations, or between the Jews and the Christians. This latter 
seems to suit the historical situation. 

But wasat is really a noun, and is here in apposition to 
'ummah; so that what we have here is a statement that the 
Muslims have now become an independent community, and that 
they as a community are "an intermediate (body)" between Jews 
and Christians, or better as giving due weight to what follows, 
between the Prophet and the rest of the people (of Medina); 
he is to watch over them, and they are to watch over the rest 
of the people. 

The Muslims appear as an 'ummah in the Constitution of 
Medinah, but that document belongs probably to about this time 
(see Buhl-Schaeder, D a s Leben M u h a m r n a d s , pp. 211 f). 



Verse 1 3 8 

"The qiblah which thou hast been observing" can only refer to 
the Jerusalem qiblah; the Prophet is being addressed as the 
representative of the community. As its appointment is 
represented as a test of the loyalty of his followers, it cannot 
have been popular, and must have been introduced after the 
Hijrah in the endeavor to conciliate the Jews. 

Verse 1 3 9 

The change of pronoun may be explained by the Prophet being 
the representative of the community, but the beginning of the 
verse seems more personal, while the second part ordains the 
people to turn in the direction of "the Sacred Mosque," that is 
the Kabbah at Mecca. If the above reconstruction be adopted, 
"turn thy face" is repeated from verse 144 or verse 145. Note 



also the repetition of the rhyme phrase from verse 144. 

Verse 1 4 0 

This refers to the qiblah, and seems also personal to the 
Prophet, It stresses the separation from the People of the Book, 
which the introduction of the new qiblah will cause. 

Verses 1 4 1 f. 

These do not connect closely with any verse in the context; so 
it is not clear that what the people of the Book recognize, as 
they recognize their own sons, is the new qiblah. That would 
be a bold statement, and in VI.20 where similar words occur, 
the reference is to the Qur'an, or the revelation given to 
Muhammad. Probably it is the same in this detached verse. The 
similar statement in verse 139 repeats this and is to be similarly 
interpreted as referring to the revelation, which now includes 



the new qiblah. 

Verse 143 

"Each" would most naturally refer to individuals, and the verse 
would imply that when it was revealed there was no fixed 
qiblah. If "each" refers to communities, the Muslims must have 
had their own fixed qiblah. 

Verse 144 

This is similar to verse 139b, but seems more personal to the 
Prophet. It is probably the original continuation of verse 139, 
which was displaced by verses 145-147. 

"As thou hast gone forth" or "from where thou hast gone 
forth," that is, from Meccah. 



Verse 1 4 5 

This begins with the same phrases as verse 144, but evidently 
the community is now in mind. 

For the use of hujjah, cf. IV.163; the Arabs had evidently been 
critical of the Jerusalem qiblah; the ground of their criticism 
will now be removed. 

"Those of them who have done wrong" possibly refers to the 
Jews. 

Verses 1 4 6 f. 

These make an appeal to the loyalty and gratitude of the 
believers, the effect of which is heightened by the change from 



"We" to T at the end 

zakka, "purify" by almsgiving; the zakat has probably not yet 
become a definite impost. 

Verses 1 4 8 - 1 6 2 

The basis of this passage is a short deliverance dealing with 
those slain at Badr (Ramadan II), consisting of verses 148, 149, 
156, and 157. The part dealing with the Muslim dead was 
expanded, probably after Uhud, by the addition of verses 
150-152, which were written on the back of the scraps verses 
153 and 154 f. That dealing with the Meccan dead was 
expanded by the addition of verses 160-162, written on the 
back of verses 158-160a. 

The date of these verses is uncertain. As the rhyme is different, 
they were not added at the same time as verses 150-152. The 



scrap on which they were written seems to be connected with 
the discourse verses 19b, 20, 26, 27; note the recurrence of 
"peers" in verses 20 and 160a. If so, it was probably made 
shortly after verses 18 f were added. 

If it were certain that "those who have done wrong" referred 
to the Jews, (see verse 145), one might surmise that it referred 
to some of them killed at the siege of the BanI Qainuqa', 
though we are not told of any casualties at that time. 

Verse 1 4 8 

Cf. verse 42. 

Verses 1 5 0 - 1 5 2 

As NS point out, the Muslims are in adversity. 

Verse 153 



This is an addition to the regulations for the pilgrimage, 
apparently in answer to a question. The date is uncertain. 

Permission is given to perform the run between Safa and 
Marwah, two heights in the neighborhood of the KaLbah. This 
was, therefore, an Arab custom. 

sha'a'ir, "manifestations," things that make Allah known. 

The fumrah was the lesser pilgrimage or visit to the Ka£bah. 

Verses 1 5 4 / 

These refer to the Jews' concealment of things in Scripture; the 
date is again uncertain. It is also uncertain whether "the Book" 
refers to the book in the hands of the Jews, or to that which 



Muhammad was now delivering; probably the former, the 
concealed fact perhaps being that of Abraham's priority to 
Moses. 

Verse 1 6 0 

This is evidently broken in the middle. 

Verse 1 6 1 

"Those who have been followed" would most naturally refer to 
religious leaders, but might possibly refer to false gods; cf. 
XXVII. 63. 

Verses 1 6 0 b , 1 6 1 , a n d 162 

These have the assonance in -a(l) while the context has it in 
-id). 



The rest of the sura is mainly taken up with legislation. First 
we have in verses 163-219 revisions of previous regulations, 
rendered necessary by the changed attitude toward the People 
of the Book, and the independence of Islam. These revisions 
will date from the period between Badr and Uhud, though still 
later revisions have sometimes been made. 

Verses 1 6 3 - 1 7 1 

These verses deal with food. 

The earlier regulation, stating Muhammad's original attitude of 
unrestricted freedom, is contained in verses 163-164; the revised 
law in verses 167-168 and probably verse 169, though the 
connection of this latter verse is not certain. This was written on 
the back of the discarded verses 163 f., and, as that did not give 
sufficient space, verses 165-166 were also used. These seem to 



belong to the early Medinan discourse of which we have found 
other portions in the sura and probably were the continuation of 
verse 160a. 

Verse 171 is a later addition of uncertain date, suggested by 
verse 169. It has been written on the back of verse 170, of 
which the connection is uncertain. 

Verse 163 f . 

khutuwat ash-Shaitan, "footsteps of Satan"; the sense is not 
clear, cf. verse 204; VI143; XXIV.21, but probably the 
reference is to heathen customs. It can be hardly be to Jewish 
customs, as this, though Medinan, presumably dates from before 
the break with them. 

Verses 165 f . 



These refer to heathen, and "what Allah has sent down" is 
revelation in general; for the Jewish attitude cf. verse 85. 

nazaqa, only here, "to croak," with bi "to call to" (animals). 

Verse 1 6 7 

This repeats the sense of verse 163, which it replaces. 

The restrictions in verse 168 are Christian rather than Jewish, 
cf. Acts 25:20, 29. 

'uhilla probably refers to invocations of the name of the god 
when an animal was slain, cf, Robertson Smith, R e l i g i o n of the 
Semites, pp. 340, 431. This restriction will correspond to "meats 
offered to idols." 



Verse 1 6 9 

This, no doubt, refers to the Jews and their concealment of 
Scripture, but the phrase "eat nothing but fire in their bellies'1 

probably shows that it is connected with this passage, and it 
may imply rejection of Jewish food laws. 

Verse 1 7 0 

This is out of rhyme. The exact reference is lost. 

Verse 171 

This appears to be later, cf. verse 131. Allah has now revealed 
the book to Muhammad, so that the real content of revelation 
is known. 



Verse 172 

This must originally have belonged to the period when the 
qiblah was indefinite, but the reference to the bestowal of 
wealth led to its being revised to include others than those 
originally specified. 

What exactly has been added to the verse is difficult to say. It 
may have ended originally with al-masakin, "the poor," and the 
rest has been added now, though the mention of captives and 
the zakat suggests even later addition, for zakat must here be 
a fixed impost, as almsgiving has been already mentioned. Or 
the concluding clauses may also have belonged to the original. 

cala hubbihi. The suffix would naturally refer to wealth, but it 
might refer to Allah. 



ibn as-sabil, "son of the way," probably refers to those whose 
presence in the community is due to their adherence to the 
"way" or cause of Allah, that is, those who have migrated to 
Medina to join the Muslims, and who have thereby been 
impoverished. 

Verses 1 7 3 - 1 7 5 

The original prescription consisted of verses 173a, and 175. The 
latter was rejected, and verses 173b-174 (no verse ending 
at 'ihsan) substituted. The revision is an alleviation of the 
original Jewish and Arab l e x t a l i o n i s , recommending forgiveness 
of injuries within the Moslem community rather than revenge. 

kutiba 'alaikum probably implies scriptural authority. 

Verses 1 7 6 - 1 7 8 



These prescribe the making of a will before death, for which 
also scriptural authority is assumed. There is no mention of 
writing. The revision consists of verse 178, which allows 
interference, probably at the time the will is being made, on the 
part of a hearer for the purpose of preventing injustice. 

jinf, only here, "inclining" away from the right, "unjust 
partiality." 

Verses 1 7 9 - J 8 6 

These deal with fasting. The original consisted of verse 179, 
which may have stood alone, but was probably followed by 
verse 180, which in any case belongs to the time between the 
Hijrah and the first occurrence of the Jewish fast of 'Ashurah, 
which is here adopted. 



For this latter verse, verse 181, prescribing the fast of 
Ramadan, was now substituted, being written on the back of it. 
As more space was required, the back of another scrap, verse 
182, was utilized. Verse 183 was added later as a relaxation, 
written on the back of verses 184, 185, and 186(7). The date of 
this is uncertain; the mention of "judges" in verse 184 probably 
implies a fairly late date and if verse 186 was used for the 
insertion, it must date from the year 7 at the earliest. 

Verse 1 7 9 

Fasting is Medinan, not Meccan, 

"Those before you" are the People of the Book, as is implied 
in kutiba; here particularly the Jews, as being most closely in 
contact. 



Verse 1 8 0 

The junction with verse 179 is not quite smooth, but, if we 
regard the rhyme phrase of verse 179 as parenthetical, or 
possibly later added, the two verses join quite well. 

Jayyaman ma'dudatin is accusative of time to siyam, a fixed, 
and probably small number of days. 

If we take this verse by itself, and as belonging to the early 
months in Medina, when approaches were being made to the 
Jews, there is no reasonable doubt that what is here in view is 
something corresponding to the Jewish fast of 'Ashurah, or the 
Day of Atonement on the tenth day of the Jewish year, in 
preparation for which the preceding nine days were kept sacred. 
Provision is made for those who are sick or on a journey. 
Those who can afford it may redeem the fast by feeding a 



poor man, but this is a pious duty that should be done 
voluntarily, and not as substitute for a fast. Fasting is, in any 
case, better. 

Verse 181 

This institutes the fast of Ramadan. The general similarity of 
form, and the actual repetition of the provision regarding sickness 
or absence, show that this was intended as a substitute for verse 
180. This agrees with the historical tradition, which asserts that the 
fast of Ramadan took the place of the'Ashurah. It is noteworthy 
that the provision as to buying off the fast is not repeated. 

shahr is read as nominative; Bd. suggests several constructions, 
none of them satisfactory; he records, however, a reading as 
accusative, which would correspond to 'ayyaman in verse 180. 

There has been considerable discussion as to why Ramadan 



was thus distinguished, but no satisfactory reason has been 
suggested; (see E l , sverses R a m a d a n , S a w m ) . The battle of Badr 
was fought in Ramadan II, and in spite of the difficulty as to 
the traditional date of the institution of the fast, we may 
surmise that it was that important victory that led to it. 

The reason given is that the Qurban was sent down in that 
month. This is often interpreted as the sending down of the 
Qur'an to the lower heaven on lailat al-qadar, which is placed 
in Ramadan. But cf VIII.42, from which we learn that 
something had been sent down on the day of Badr. Probably 
that is here referred to; for the Qur'an is several times spoken 
of as something special, cf. XV.87, and the later suras speak of 
the revelation of the book, not of the Qur'an. 

furqan, cf. verse 50. 

Verse 182 



has no reference to fasting, but rather to prayer, which Allah is 
ready to hear and to answer. 

Verse 183 

This returns to the subject of the fast, which is now, however, 
an established institution. The Muslims have assumed that 
marital intercourse was forbidden during the [nights of the] 
fast; it is now explicitly permitted. This must be considerably 
later. The method of keeping the fast is also laid down. The 
rule of abstinence by day and breaking the fast at night is said 
by NS, i, p. 179 (note 1) to have prevailed only among the 
Manichaeans and to have presumably been adopted from them. 
But it seems to have been fairly common among Oriental 
Christians to end fasts at nightfall or even earlier in the day 
(see ERE, s.v. "Fasting"). 



rafath, only here and in verse 193, "sexual converse," 

"What Allah hath prescribed for you" may refer simply to the 
relaxation here laid down, but is usually interpreted as meaning 
"offspring." 

'akafa, cf. verse 119 and Goitein, in Der Islam 18 (1929): 192. 
The sense seems to be that this relaxation is not to interfere 
with times of devotion in the mosque. 

Note 3ayat in this and similar phrases, not in the sense of 
"wonderful sign" nor exactly in that of "verses," but rather 
"deliverances" or "pieces of revelation " 

Verse 1 8 4 



This is quite detached. It refers to gambling and bribery. For 
the mention of judges, which implies a fairly advanced date, cf. 
IV.39, 61 f. 

Verse 185 

This is also quite detached. It answers a question as to new 
moons, and condemns some pagan custom connected with 
them. 

Verse 1 8 6 

This deals with fighting. It has no connection with what 
precedes, but the following verse continues the subject. 
Considerations of space however, require the use of this verse 
also for the insertion of verse 183, so that it was probably a 
separate piece. It shows a peaceable disposition and would suit 



well the attitude adopted on the expedition that ended at 
Hudaibiyah. 

ictada, "to transgress" or "to show oneself hostile"; cf. verse 89. 

Verses 1 8 7 - 1 9 1 

Verses 187 ff. display a much more bellicose attitude than verse 
186, and cannot belong to the same time. They belong to the 
time of the final expedition against Mecca, and stand here 
because verse 186 had introduced the subject of fighting. 

Verse 189, however, does not connect with verse 188, but with 
verse 187, Verse 188 is a substitute for it, inserted when 
negotiations had opened the prospect of a peaceable entry into 
Mecca. This deliverance was written on the back of verses 190 
and 191. 



That verse 190 belongs, as Snouck-Hurgronje argues 
( V e r s p r e i d e G e s c h r i f t e n , i, p, 38), to the time of Hudaibiyah, is 
possible but not certain. The sacred months had been broken 
much earlier, for example, by the Quraish raid after Badr. 

The verse is later than IX.5, but earlier than DC37b. 

Verse 191 is surely not so late as the year 6, but is more likely 
to belong to the period between Badr and Uhud, when the 
danger of Quraish attack was pressing, and contributions had 
not yet been regularized. 

Verse 1 8 7 

"From whence they have expelled you," that is, from Mecca, or 
more particularly, the Ka£bah. 



Verse 1 8 9 

fitnah has several meanings; here probably it has the sense of 
"persecution." The object is to put an end to Quraish 
persecution of Muslims, and establish the religion of Allah in 
Mecca. 

Verse 1 9 1 

For the meaning of the second clause of the verse, cf. A. 
Fischer and P. Schware, in ZDMG, 65 (1911): 794-96, and 66 
(1912): 136-38, 294-99, "hand not yourselves over to 
destruction," "put your hands in the power of destruction." 

Verses 1 9 2 - 2 0 3 



Passages dealing with the pilgrimage have become mixed with 
verses dealing with another subject. Rhymes also are mixed. 
The confusion is perhaps inextricable; the following suggestion 
is at best tentative. 

The pilgrimage was probably dealt with at the time of the 
adoption of the religion of Abraham; verses 119 ff. prepare for 
it. But after Badr, it must have been extremely dangerous for 
Muslims from Medina to visit Mecca, and the pilgrimage could 
no longer be insisted on as a duty. The original deliverance is 
perhaps to be found in verses 192a and 199, which recommend 
the performance of the pilgrimage "to Allah" and the spending 
of at least two days in this act of remembrance. 

A question having arisen as to taking part in the trade which 
was usually combined with the pilgrimage, verse 199 was 
detached from verse 192a, and verses 194-195 substituted. This 
permits trading and substitutes for the two days' remembrance 



of Allah, a special act of remembrance at the Sacred 
Monument, and the doing otherwise as the rest of the people 
do. Or verses 194 and 195 may simply have been added to 
verses 192a and 199. 

Badr having intervened, a new deliverance altogether was given, 
consisting of verses 193, 196, 197, and 198. This has the rhyme 
in -al and perhaps did not belong to this sura; but this rhyme 
occurs in other parts of the sura in additions made about this 
time, cf. verses 160 ff. This deliverance is permissive only, and, 
by its insistence on strictness of conduct, discouraging rather 
than encouraging. It was, of course, essential in the 
circumstances that Muslims should give no offense. The 
connection in the middle of verse 196 is doubtful, but verses 
196b-198 are perhaps in place here as enforcing the pious 
attitude Muslims should observe, and discouraging too great 
eagerness to take part in trade at the pilgrimage. 

This gave the model for verses 200-203, which were probably 



written on the back of verses 196-198 (now detached from 
verse 193), and of the detached verse 199 (see above). This 
passage was evidently occasioned by some event, and, from the 
reference to destruction of tillage and stock, it may be surmised 
that it was the assistance rendered by some of the Ban! 
n-Nadlr to the raid of the Quraish after the battle of Badr. 

The final regulation, verse 192, retained verse 192a and 
continued on the back of verses 193, 194, and 195. It is much 
later, but its exact date is difficult to determine. The sense is in 
some parts uncertain. 

The injunction not to shave their heads until the gift, that is, 
the animals for sacrifice, has reached its place, would naturally 
refer to those who have been prevented but have sent a gift, 
but it might refer to those who actually perform the 
pilgrimage; and the exact sense of "making use of the time 
between the !umrah and the hajj," is not clear. As it refers to 
those whose families are not present, it would seem to be a 



permission to absent themselves from Mecca, or engage in 
trade if they so desire and feel that they can safely do so. The 
regulation is late, for the way to Mecca is evidently open; all 
that can be said is that it must be later than the conquest of 
Mecca. 

Verse 193 

"Specified months" may refer to the one particular month of 
each year, or to the three sacred months in each year in the 
middle of which the pilgrimage fell; more naturally the latter. 

Verse 194 

"Seek bounty from your Lord," that is, engage in trade. The 
"Sacred Monument" is a height on the eastern side of 
Muzdalifah on which a minaret has been built It is probably a 
pre-Islamic place of worship; see Rutter, Holy C i t i e s , i, p. 166. 



Verse 195 

The Muslims are evidently at this time inconspicuous members 
of the crowd. 

Verse 1 9 6 

khalaq, "portion" probably Heb. heleq (Hirschfeld); the phrase 
is Medinan. 

Verse 1 9 7 

Cf. VIL155 and, for the rhyme phrase, in . 14, 188. 

Verse 1 9 9 



The actual pilgrimage usually occupied three days; Muslims are 
permitted to omit one day. 

Verse 2 0 0 

This would appropriately refer to Jews, who claim to worship 
Allah, but dispute Muhammad's claims. 

Verse 2 0 1 

Abu Sufyan, the leader of the Quraish raid, having obtained 
information from one of the leaders of the BanT n-Nadlr, 
destroyed some palm plantations and then withdrew (Ibn 
Hisham, p. 545). Possibly, however, this is too early a date for 
the passage. Muslim commentators make it apply to an 
individual, al-Akhnas b. Shariq, but the indefinite pronoun, man, 
though construed as a singular, may refer to a group, and the 



reference is perhaps to Muhammad's opponents in Medina, 
especially some of the Jews who, between Badr and Uhud, and 
even later, were intriguing with Quraish and others, stirring up 
enmity against the Muslims. 

Verse 203 

This also describes a group, the true believers. 

Verses 2 0 4 - 2 1 0 , 212, 213 and 215(?) 

For the address in verses 204, cf. 98, 148, 173, 179. 

The two latter passages suggest that verses 212 f. originally 
followed the address here, as verse 212 is in the same form as 
these verses. Fighting is prescribed as a duty for believers. 

Whether verse 215 followed verse 213 is not certain, but is 



possible. It promises the "mercy of Allah" to those who have 
left their homes and fought in Allah's cause. These verses were 
cut out later and replaced by an appeal for unity, the present 
verses 204-205. 

silm occurs only here; salm, in VIII.63; XLVIII.37. According 
to Bd. the meaning is "resignation" or "obedience"; but cf. the 
verse of al-Asha quoted by Lane, s.v., which gives the sense 
as "peace," "living in accord with each other," as opposed to 
war. 

Verse 210, which prepares believers for suffering and 
disappointment, probably formed part of this declaration, or may 
have been added after Uhud. This verse was later discarded, 
and the philosophical explanation of the disunity among the 
followers of revealed religion, verse 209, was attached to the 
appeal for unity in verses 204-205. It ascribes the division not 
to any difference in the revelation, but to jealousy arising 
among them after the revelation had come. This cannot be 



dated with any certainty, but is probably still fairly early 
Medinan, The verse was written on the back of scraps that now 
stand as verses 206-208. 

These verses are entirely out of connection here, are out of 
rhyme and are not even connected with each other. They 
cannot be placed. 

For the form of verse 206, cf. VL159, VIII.51, X.102, XVL35, 
XXXV.41, XXXVI.49, XLIII.66, XLVII.20, especially VI.159 
and XVI.35; it is just possible that "the angels" may be an 
afterthought here. 

For the theophany, cf. XXXIX.69 and LXXIX.25. As the verse 
is detached, it is impossible to say to whom it refers. 

Verse 2 0 7 



This must date from before the complete break with the Jews, 
though there is already a hint of the charge that they change 
the good gift of Allah, that is, the revelation; cf. XIV.33. 

Verse 2 0 8 

This might be Meccan, but is more likely to be early Medinan, 
while the believers were suffering poverty and distress. 

Verses 2 1 1 , 2 1 4 , a n d 2 1 6 - 2 2 2 

These are a series of answers formulated to questions that 
believers ask, or are likely to ask. The earliest of them, at least, 
were not intended to form part of the book, and were not in 
rhyme. These are verses 216 and 217, wrongly divided in 
Flugel, in an attempt to get rhyme. The rhyme phrase in verse 
217 has been inserted later. So probably also the rhyme phrases 



of verse 219 (verses 218-219 should be only one verse), verse 
221 (verses 200-221, only one verse), and possibly verse 222. 

Verse 211 

This was written on the back of verses 212-213 (see above); it 
took the place of verses 216b-217; note the similar beginning 
and that here we have an answer not to the question "what," 
but "for what." The rhyme phrase may have been added later 
here also. 

ibn as-sabil, see verse 172. 

Verse 2 1 4 

This deals with the question of fighting in the sacred month. 
This would arise in consequence of 'Abdallah b. Jahsh having 
attacked a Meccan caravan on the first of Rajab of the year 2; 



so Bd. and MS i, p. 182. It apologizes for this on the ground 
of the continued persecution of Muslims who had remained in 
Mecca, and the prevention of others from declaring themselves. 

The phrase in the middle of the verse wa-l-masjid . . . minhu, 
is an insertion from a later date, when the duty of pilgrimage 
had been recognized, and the Meccan opposition was preventing 
the duty being fulfilled; note that wa-l-masjidi depends upon 
saddun 'an, not upon kufrun; the latter phrase was probably 
intended to be omitted when the change was made. 

This verse was written on the back of verses 215, 216, 217 
(the latter probably not at the time having the rhyme phrase). 
The concluding phrase was written on the other side below 
verse 217, and now stands at the beginning of verse 218. Later, 
when a rhyme phrase was added to verse 214, the former 
concluding phrase was rewritten along with it at the foot. 

Verse 2 1 6 



This must have been discarded when verse 214 was written. 
Wine and maisir were afterward forbidden altogether, verse 92. 
The answer to the question about contributions was also 
discarded. It must belong to the early days of the demand for 
contributions, veree 211 being considerably later. 

maisir, an old Arab gambling game. 

Verse 2 1 7 

For al-cafw, "the redundant," cf. VII. 198, and Lane, s.v. The 
rest of the verse is a formal rhyme phrase, which was probably 
added at a much later revision. 

Verse 2 1 8 



For the first phrase, see above. It is difficult to say whether 
these two verses belong to the time of verses 216 f. or to that 
of verse 214; most probably to the former. They seem earlier 
than IV.2, but Bd. makes them subsequent to IV. 11. The rhyme 
phrase has again been added later. 

Verse 220f. 

This is not, like the surrounding verses, an answer to a 
question, but it may belong to the same period- If, however, 
"idolaters" includes Jews and Christians (so Bd.) the verse must 
be large, but this is hardly correct. The rhyme clause is again 
formal and has no doubt been added later. 

Verse 222 

This perhaps implies that some regulation concerning marital 



relations had preceded, but not necessarily. For a similar 
attitude to menstruation, cf. Lev. 18:19; 20:18. 

Verse 223 

This may, then, be earlier than verse 222. It declares marital 
intercourse to be unrestricted. From this verse 222 excepts the 
period of menstruation. 

'anna is indefinite in meaning, "how" and "when." The use of 
the simile of cultivated land shows that it is natural intercourse 
that is thought of. 

qaddimu is usually interpreted as recommending the doing of 
some meritorious act or uttering a pious phrase before coition. 
The concluding phrase is again loosely attached, and out of 
construction; cf. IX, 113, and verses 23, 150. 



Verses 2 2 4 - 2 2 5 

These are placed by Bd. at the time of the trouble 
wihVAJishah and made to refer to the oath of Abu Bakr not to 
have anything more to do with Mirtah, who had harbored 
suspicions against "A'ishah. That would suit well as an occasion, 
but the words are quite general. The similar rhyme phrases 
argue that the verses were modeled on verses 226 f., but the 
phrase "setting things right amongst the people" is against 
taking them as a later treatment of the same purely private 
matter; especially as that follows in verses 228 ff. 

The sense seems to be that people are not to plead oaths, 
which may have been hastily uttered, as an excuse for not 
doing what is right and for the public good, cf. verse 91. 

Verses 2 2 6 - 2 2 7 



The verses deal with divorce, and recommend a waiting period 
of four months from the cessation of intercourse before divorce 
is finally determined on. The continuation is probably to be 
found in verse 242. The verses were discarded in favor of the 
fuller treatment that follows. 

Verses 2 2 8 - 2 4 3 

These also deal with divorce, the treatment of divorced women, 
and that of widows. This is later than verses 226 f., whether it 
belongs to the same time as verses 224 f. is doubtful, but it 
can hardly be earlier than that time. Muslim law as it finally 
took shape hardly does justice to the spirit of these regulations; 
see my article in The M o s l e m World, 29 (1939): 55-62. 

Verse 2 2 8 



This verse is really a substitute for verses 226 f. and the 
intention evidently is that there should be an interval of 
between three and four months (quru\ "menstrual courses of 
women") before divorce becomes final, and that, during that 
interval, both spouses should keep the way open for the 
resumption of marital relations. 

Verse 2 2 9 

Divorce of this kind, which has not been made final, may 
occur twice, with the option each time of reconstituting the 
marriage during the period, or of finally dismissing the wife at 
the end of it. Presumably if it occurs a third time, the parties 
are to separate finally. If the divorce be made final, the 
woman's dowry must be paid up in full. 

The clause Jilla . . . bihi is a later insertion; it shows a mixture 



of pronouns. 

The pronoun in khlftum is usually taken as referring to the 
judges who deal with the case; it probably, like preceding 
second persons, refers to the Muslim community, as 
representing who the Prophet is here being addressed. 

The idea of the insertion probably is that if the payment of the 
dowry is an obstacle to the dissolution of marriage otherwise 
desired, the woman may sacrifice part of her dowry to 
purchase her freedom, cf. verse 231. 

Verse 2 3 0 

This would naturally refer to the case in which divorce has 
been actually carried through, on any of the occasions on which 
it may have been contemplated- Muslim law, however, regards 
it as the consequence of a third complete divorce. Muhammad's 



intention apparently was to make divorce a serious step, by 
allowing a period for reflection and ordaining that, if a man at 
the end of that period still insisted on divorce, he had to 
reckon with the probability that it would never be allowable 
for him to take the woman as his wife again. 

Verse 2 3 1 

This condemns unfair advantage being taken of the option 
stated in verse 229; the woman is not to be retained against 
her will. It is earlier than the insertion in that verse that 
recognizes a method adopted by women to avoid what is here 
condemned. 

'ajalahunna, that is, the term stated in verse 228. 

al-kitab wa-l-liikmah, cf, verses 123, 146; IIL158, and so on. 



Verse 232 

This is usually taken as addressed to the woman's relatives, 
forbidding them to interfere and prevent her returning to the 
husband who has divorced her. More naturally it would be the 
complement of verse 231; a woman provisionally divorced is not 
to be retained by force, nor is she to be vexed if she chooses 
to marry another husband at the conclusion of her 'iddah. 

Verse 233 

This deals with the case in which there is a child of the 
marriage. The husband can demand that the divorced wife 
suckle the child until it is two years old, but he must during 
that time provide for her according to his means. They may, 
however, agree to make other arrangements. 



Verse 2 3 4 

This verse extends the principle of the 'iddah to widows. 

Verse 2 3 5 

Marriage with them may meantime be contemplated, but must 
not be actually carried through, nor must there be any binding 
promises, until the expiry of the £iddah. 

"Until the book has reached its term" must mean "until the 
term prescribed in the book has been reached." The book is 
here that given to Muhammad of which the preceding 
regulations are part. 

Verses 237f. 



These deal with divorce taking place before the marriage has 
been consummated, and are perhaps a somewhat later addition. 
The marriage portion would normally be settled at the time of 
the marriage, so that in all probability the marriage of minors 
is here contemplated. This is confirmed by the phrase "he in 
whose hand the bond of marriage is" (verse 238). It is usually 
taken as referring to the husband and as meaning that he may 
give more than half the dowry. But the use of cfw in this 
sense is unusual. More probably it refers to the girl's guardian, 
who may remit part of the demand on her behalf. These two 
verses were probably written on the back of discarded scraps. 

Verses 2 3 9 f 

These have no connection with the context. They seem designed 
for those on some military expedition. They are earlier than IV. 
102 f. (NS). The middle prayer is said to be the afternoon 
prayer, but though the verse might possibly include the five 



canonical prayers, it would be more natural to take it as 
referring to three, morning and evening, and a prayer during the 
day, perhaps recently introduced and therefore more liable to be 
omitted. In danger, the prayers may be performed without the 
customary formality, and supplemented by special remembrance 
of Allah later; cf. verses 192, 194. 

Verse 2 4 1 

This verse deals with the same subject as verse 234, and was 
discarded in favor of that verse. It must be earlier also than 
the detailed regulations for inheritance in IV. 12 ff. 

Verse 242 

This may have been the continuation of verses 226 f, and was 
discarded in favor of the fuller treatment of divorce in verses 
228 ff. 



Verse 243 

This is formal, and it is impossible to say whether it was 
originally connected with verse 242 or not; cf. verses 112, 183, 
217, and 221. 

Verses 2 4 4 - 2 5 9 

The kernel of this lengthy passage is a parable drawn from the 
history of the Children of Israel designed to illustrate and 
enforce the duty of fighting, verses 247-252. 

Verse 247 is perhaps earlier than the rest. It was written on the 
back of scraps, verse 244 (which suggested the beginning), 
verse 245, and verse 246. 



Verses 248-252, which illustrate the victory of a small band 
and conclude by inculcating the duty of defense may have been 
revealed before Uhud. It was written on the back of a number 
of older passages, verses 253, 254, 255, 256, and 257-59. 

Verse 2 4 4 

This is enigmatic; it is unconnected with the context (but cf. 
verse 260), and the reference is unknown. 

Bd, gives two stories: 

(a) that of the people of Dawardan, said to be a village near 
Wasit associated in legend with Ezekiel, who were stricken by 
a pestilence and fled; Allah caused them to die, but afterward 
brought them to life; 



(b) that of some of the Israelites who refused to fight when 
summoned to do so by their king; they were caused to die 
but restored to life after eight days. 

The latter is evidently founded on a wrong interpretation of the 
verse, which has no connection with fighting, but is designed 
to enforce the doctrine of the resurrection. The former is 
perhaps founded upon Ezekiers vision in Ezekiel 47. Something 
of the kind may lie behind the verse. Muhammad Ali takes the 
reference to be the exodus of the Children of Israel from 
Egypt, but that can hardly be, unless the verse be pretty early 
in date 

Juluf, probably plural of Jalf, "thousand," but possibly an 
unusual plural of 'ilf, "intimate friend." 

Verse 245 



This is an unconnected scrap, and as recommending fighting, is 
Medinan in date. 

Verse 2 4 6 

This is also unconnected, and also Medinan; cf. verse 263; 
LVIL11. It is an appeal for funds for war and other purpose. 

Verse 2 4 7 

This evidently refers to the demand of the Israelites to Samuel 
to appoint a king over them, 1 Sam. 8:5; the second half of 
the verse is suggested by the position of the Muhajirln, rather 
than by any biblical incident. The initial reluctance of 
Muhammad's followers to fight is reflected in it. 



Verse 2 4 8 

The form Talut for Saul is influenced by Jalut for Goliath in 
verse 250, Objections to Muhammad's authority in Medina are 
perhaps reflected in the objections to Saul as king. 

Verse 2 4 9 

The return of the Ark, 1 Samuel 6, is associated with Saul. 

tab fit for the Ark of the Covenant is late Hebrew; cf Geiger, 
pp. 45 f. and Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, s,v. 

It ought to be feminine, and Bd, therefore takes fihi as referring 
to the coming of the Ark, and saklnah "assurance" as in other 
passages, cf. IX.26, 40; XLVIII.4, 16, 26. But as sakinah is 



coordinate with baqiyyan, it is more natural to take f i hi as 
referring to the Ark itself, and sakmah as something which was 
supposed to be contained in it. The word is the Heb. shakinah 
and this is no doubt the earliest use of it in the Qur'an; in the 
other passages the sense has been influenced by that of the 
Arabic root. 

For the relics of the family of Moses and Aaron contained in 
the Ark, cf. Exod. 25:6 ff.; I Kings 8:9; and especially Heb. 
9:4. That the angels carry the Ark is probably a reminiscence 
of the cherubim. 

Verse 2 5 0 

This mixes the story of Gideon, Judges 7:5 f., with that of 
Saul. Goliath is regarded as leader of the opposing forces. The 
end of the verse combats the feeling of weakness in face of a 
stronger force, possibly before Uhud. 



Verse 2 5 1 

cf. VII. 123; VIII.I1, 

Verse 252 

Cf. XXII.41; there was still some aversion to war among the 
people of Medina. 

Verse 253 

This is quite detached, though it may have originally preceded 
verse 254. 

Verse 2 5 4 



This is out of connection; it must have followed some list of 
previous messengers; cf. XVH.57. It belongs to the period of 
controversy with Jews and Christians, cf. verse 81. It deals with 
the problem of the differences between the monotheistic 
religion. 

man kallama llah, "to whom Allah spoke" as to Moses, but 
Allah is sometimes read as object, "who spoke to Allah"; cf. 
verse 208, 

Verse 255 

This is also unchanged, but may be complete in itself- For the 
address cf. verse 204, and for parallels, XIV.36; LXIIL10. The 
rhyme phrase is loosely attached. 

Verse 2 5 6 



The famous verse of the throne, also stands by itself 

al-hayy al-qayyum, c f III. 1; XX.110. 

qayyum is by Muslim interpreters derived from Arabic qama 
bi, and taken in the sense of "all-sustaining," but it is probably 
the Aramaic qayyam, "eternal," 

NS suggests that the verse may be the translation of a Jewish 
or Christian hymn, see NS, i, p. 184, m, for references to 
Jewish literature, from which phrases may have been borrowed. 
More probably, it has been composed on the basis of 
knowledge acquired in early Medinan days, particularly of the 
Psalms, cf. Ps. 121:3, 24:1, 50:10 f., 139, 11:4; also Isa. 40:13, 
28; 66:1. The verse may have formed part of the early 
Medinan address in praise of Allah, portions of which have 
already appeared in the sura, cf. verses 19b, 20, 26, 27, and 



158-160a. 

The intercessors referred to seem to be angels, cf. XIX.65. 

Verses 2 5 7 - 2 5 9 

These might possibly connect with verse 256, but are probably 
separate. This seems to be the only passage in which 
compulsion in religion is deprecated; it is probably early 
Medinan. 

For the opposition of ar-rushd and al-ghayy, cf. VII. 143, 
also LXXXII.2. 

taghut from late Heb. ta'uth (Geiger), Aram, ta'yutha 
(Grimme); Jeffery decides in favor of Ethiopic as the source 
from which the required sense of "idols" may be derived. The 
occurrence of the word in early Medinan passages would, 



however, favor Jewish influence. From verse 259 it appears that 
the word was regarded as plural. 

al -'urwah al-wuthqa, cf. XXXI.21. 
"bring out of the darkness into the light," cf. V.18; XIV. 1, 5; 
XXXIII.42; LVn.ll . 

Verses 258-259 should form only one verse. 

Verses 2 6 0 - 2 6 8 

These verses consist of a series of deliverances dealing with 
contributions, verses 263-268, which have been written on the 
back of verses 260-262, which belong to the same context as 
verse 244. The disparity in space is perhaps to be explained by 
verse 265, and the close of verse 266 being later insertions. 
The fact that verse 244 was evidently detached when verses 
247 ff, was written may perhaps argue that these deliverances 



were earlier than the preceding passage. 

Verse 2 6 0 

This begins in the same way as verse 244, and like it, deals 
with the revival of the dead. Bd. says the reference is to 
Nimrod, but no satisfactory source has been discovered. 

Verse 2 6 1 

This verse connects with verse 260, and also deals with the 
resurrection. 

The reference is quite uncertain, Ezekiel's vision may have 
suggested the first part of the verse (Muhammad Ali); others 
find in it a reference to Nehemiah's restoration of Jerusalem. A. 
Miiller, in Z D M G 42 (1888), recalls the story in the Ethiopic 
Book of Baruch, according to which the friend of Jeremiah 



falls asleep for years, and when he is restored, finds his 
provisions still fresh. The verse may be based on a confusion 
of the two stories. 

For the phrase khawiyah 'ala furushina, cf. XVIIL40; 
XXIL44; 

kam labithta, cf. XVIIL18; XXffl.114 f. 

Verse 262 

This is perhaps founded on a verse recollection of Gen. 15:9 ff. 
It belongs to the same context as verses 260-261. 

sur, in surhunna, is variously pointed; it is usually taken as 
imper. of swr, used here in the sense of "cause to come." This 
is an unusual meaning of the verb, but no better suggestion has 
been made. 



Verse 263 

This is an appeal rather than a command for contributions, and 
is complete in itself. The simile perhaps shows a recollection of 
the parable of the sower. For the close of the verse, cf. verse 
246. 

Verse 2 6 4 

This is a similar appeal. 

mann, properly "favor" or "bounty," must be here in the sense 
of presuming upon favors bestowed to affect superiority, 
playing the bountiful. The concluding phrase shows that the 
verse was originally complete in itself. 



Verse 265 

This is probably a later addition. 

Verses 2 6 6 - 2 6 7 

These probably originally formed only one verse. The 
concluding clause of verse 266 interrupts the parable, and 
breaks the construction; it was probably introduced later to give 
a rhyme and break an overlong verse. The parable contained in 
the verses seems to show reminiscences of the parable of the 
sower and Matt. 7:24 ff.; perhaps also Isa. 6:1 f. 

"For the sake of appearances/1 c f Matt. 6:1. 

Verse 2 6 8 



This seems to be another parable emphasizing the point of the 
preceding one. Those who contribute for show may seem to 
have a nice garden of good works, but when they need it 
most, it is suddenly swept away 

Verses 2 7 1 - 2 7 4 a 

These verses are complicated, and the arrangement adopted in my 
Translation is not satisfactory. Verse 272 is out of rtiyme. Verse 
273 has a verse ending in the middle, which would give the 
same rhyme as as that of verse 272. A similar rhyme is found in 
verse 271 a and verse 272a; verse 274a has no connection with 
the context, while verse 271 and verse 272 have very little 
connec- tion with the subject of contributions. The rhyme phrase 
of verse 271 is loosely attached and rather disrupts the connection. 
It was probably inserted later to divide the verse and introduce 
the assonance of this surah. If it be removed, verses 271-272 
may be read as one verse, with assonance in -a followed by a 



consonant, or as consisting of at least three verses, verse 271 a 
(bi-l-fahsha1); verse 271b (fafla[n] [?]); verse 272a (yashaJ); verse 
272b (al-albab). 

The presence of this passage, which deals with Allah's free 
bestowal of wisdom, is no doubt due to verses 269-270 having 
been written on the back of it. 

Though verse 273a does not connect with verses 271-272, it 
has the assonance and probably belongs to the earlier strand. 
The back of it was used for the writing of verse 273b, which 
forms a (perhaps later) annex to verses 269-270; as that did not 
suffice, the concluding phrase was written on the back of 
another short phrase, which stands isolated at the beginning of 
verse 274. 

Verse 2 7 1 



Cf. verse 164; XXIV.21. 

al-fahsha1 can hardly mean "nigardliness," which is the usual 
interpretation here, but is an attempt to adapt the passage to the 
present context. 

Verse 272 

Cf. verse 252, XXXI . 11. 

Verse 2 7 3 a 

For rhyme phrase, cf. III. 189. 

Verse 273b 

Cf. Matt. 6:4; verse 275. 



Verse 2 7 3 c 

kaffara is the Hebrew kipper, and is a Medinan word; the 
subject to the verb here is usually taken to be Allah, but may 
be the action described. 

For the phrase, cf. IV.35; IIL194; verse 15, 70; VIII.29; 
XXIX.6; XLVIII.5; LXVL8. 

Verses 274b-27S 

Verse 2 7 4 

This verse is long, even after detaching the initial phrase, which 
does not belong to it, and has a break, with a rhyme, in the 
middle, at tuzlamuna. 



li-l-fuqara1 has nothing to depend on in its present position. It 
is parallel to lî anfusikum, and the second part of the verse is 
a substitute for the first, beginning at the latter word. For 
additional space, the back of verse 275, itself a separate 
deliverance on alms-giving, cf. XIV.36, was utilized. 

"Restricted in the way of Allah," Bd. takes to mean "occupied 
with the jihad," but more probably it refers to Muhajirin, who 
have been reduced to poverty and for some reason or other 
cannot engage freely in trade. Whether the fact that they can 
be recognised by their mark implies that they devoted 
themselves to pious exercises is doubtful; cf. VII.44, 46; 
XLVII.32, (XLVIII.29); LV.41. 

Verses 276-277 

These verses deal mainly with usury, but are not uniform. 



Verse 277 consists really of two verses, with an ending at 
'athim. The second half has no connection with usury. 

Verse 2 7 6 

This is long, but has a break at al-mass. 

Up to here the verse is a dissuasion from taking usury because 
of its moral consequences at the Judgment. The rest of the 
verse implies that usury has already been forbidden, and repeats 
the prohibition more emphatically. This previous prohibition 
may be that of Jewish Law, or that contained in verse 277, 
which possibly may have been the original continuation of 
verse 276a. The sense seems to be that usury is done away 
with; it is alms freely given that bear interest, that is, in 
spiritual reward. 



Verse 2 7 6 b 

This has been written on the back of the two separate verses 
contained in verse 277. 

Verse 2 7 6 

"Arise," that is, at the resurrection. 

takhabbata, only here in the Qur'an, "to strike obliquely," as a 
camel with the forefoot, "to overthrow." 

The "touch" of Satan probably refers to demoniacal possession 
or insanity. 

"Retains what is past," that is, the prohibition is not to apply 



to what has already been received, of which no account is to 
be taken. 

Verses 2 7 8 - 2 8 6 

The main part of this is a long and probably late enactment 
dealing with borrowing and the recording of debts, verses 
282-283, which may have been designed to replace previous 
deliverances dealing with usury. In any case it was written on 
the back of 

verses 278-81 (a prohibition of usury), 

verse 284 (a verse from some other context setting forth 
Allah's knowledge), 

verses 285a-286b fa profession of faith and prayer). 



A modification excepting ordinary business transactions from 
the necessity of being recorded was inserted into verse 
282,5idha . . . tabaya'tum. This was written on the back of the 
scraps verses 285b-286a, and when it was inserted in its proper 
place in the new enactment, these scraps interrupted the 
connection of verse 285a and verse 286b on the other side. 

Verses 2 7 8 - 2 8 1 

These verses are very peremptory in tone and, being addressed 
to believers, are difficult to date. They are probably later than 
verse 276b. They forbid, under threat of war, the collecting of 
interest that has already been agreed upon, but has not been 
paid. One would be inclined to regard this a directed against 
the Jews, but they could hardly be addressed as believers. 
Tradition says it was the Thaqlf who demanded usury from 
some of the Quraish; this would imply a later date. 



The pronoun in verse 280 refers to the debtor; the indulgence 
to be granted refers to the repayment of capital, not interest. 

Verses 2 8 2 - 2 8 3 

These imply that writing was a fairly common accomplishment 
in Medina, but not in the country districts. For similar 
regulations regarding the recording of bequests, cf. V.105 f., 
which is perhaps earlier than this. 

alladhl (alaihi I-haqqu. that is, the debtor; by dictating the 
agreement he acknowledges the debt. 

waliyyuhu is not the other party to the contract, but the 
representative of the debtor. 



tijarah hadirah is read by cAsim as accusative, by all the 
other readers as nominative, without much difference in sense. 

tijarah must be in the concrete sense of "merchandise." The 
exception introduced refers to goods passing from hand to hand 
in the ordinary course of business. 

yudarra may be either active or passive, that is, either those 
who write the agreement or witness it are not to do an injury 
by writing or testifying what is false, or they are not to suffer 
an injury by being involved in the transaction. The latter seems 
preferable on account of the following clause. But perhaps "ye" 
is to be taken as including the writer and witness; that is, if 
writers and witnesses from among you do an injury. 

Verse 283 



On a journey amongst the Bedouin, it might be difficult to find 
a "writer"; there are variants, kitab, kutub, kuttab; but the 
context supports katib. In that case a pledge may be taken, as 
equivalent, or as evidence of the debt. Or the lender may 
dispense with formalities and simply trust the debtor, in which 
case the debtor must, as a pious duty, fulfill his obligation. 

Verse 2 8 4 

This verse is almost certainly Medinan, because of its insistence 
on Allah's knowledge of concealed opinions, but its context is 
uncertain. 

Verse 285f. 

This dates from about the time of the break with the Jews, cf. 
verse 92 and verse 130, also IV135. The end of verse 285 is, 



however, out of connection; note the grammatical break at 
wa-qalu. 

There is also a grammatical break at ktasabat in verse 286, 
and the beginning of this verse is also quite out of connection, 

The introduction of these two scraps is explained by the 
insertion of the exceptive clause in verse 282. With their 
removal, verse 285 and verse 286 join together as a declaration 
of belief on the part of the messenger and the believers, 
followed by a prayer. 

With the declaration of belief cf. verse 130; the date must be 
somewhere about the time of the change of qiblah. 

F o r verse 2 8 5 b 

Cf. verse 87. It may have been the original ending of verse 58, 



but that is uncertain. 

The original context of verse 286a is still more uncertain. A 
similar idea occurs in the second part of the verse; cf. also VI. 
153; VIL40; XXIII.64. 
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P a r t 8 
POETRY A N D T H E K O R A N 



8.1 
T H E STROPHIC STRUCTURE 
OF THE KORAN 
Rudolf Geyer 

T r a n s l a t e d by G. A . Wells 

From W Z K M 22 (1908): 265-87. 



T 
he purpose of this article is to draw attention to a few 

perhaps not unimportant observations pertaining to the strophic 
structure of the Koran—observations I myself cannot pursue 
further as I am fully occupied with other tasks. D. H. Muller 
based his division of various Koran suras into stanzas on 
purely stylistic and rhetorical considerations, whereas I came to 
my all too brief study of the Koran rhymes a propos of 
reading Vollers's Volksspmche u n d S c h r i f t s p r a c h e . 1 The results 
of my investigations were nevertheless surprising, and will soon 
be published in my review of Vollers's book in G o t t i n g e r 
Gelchite Anzetge. In many respects what I say there overlaps 
with what I am putting forward here. But here I am making 
some additional observations, which are not included there 
because they go beyond what is relevant in that context. Also, 



quitea few points touched on there are taken up again here 
and stated with greater clarity and precision. 

The Koran text appended by W. N. Lees to his edition of 
Zamakhshari's Kashshdf gives a division into verses that differs 
from the text of Fingers edition. Zamakhshari's text (designated 
Zam. henceforth) does not merely record the division into suras, 
and into JUZj2 and verses, as Flugel does, but also makes the 
rulings concerning pauses and prostrations (Arabic, Rukuc) when 
the text is read out ritually. The Juz> divisions are marked with 
all manner of signs, corresponding to the extended system of 
Ibn Tayfur as-Sajawandl and enumerated by Noldeke in 
Geschichte des Q o r a n ? while the ruku( are given the siglum, 
(ayn £ (the Arabic letter). It is a priori obvious that these 
prostrations must mark the more forceful sections of the 
recitation and hence also of the textual content. 

And this is indeed almost invariably the case, at least in 
Lees's case. When in some few instances there is deviation 
from this rule, we are justified in assuming that either the 
ruku( has been put in the wrong place, or that there has been 
some disruption of another kind. That this assumption is correct 



is confirmed in that we find, on the one hand, that no break 
between two suras is without ruku*, and on the other, that every 
ruku( coincides with the ending of a verse (according to the 
division in Zam.) 4 It is then striking that the end of a verse 
that comes at a ruku( often departs from the rhyming context, 
as with Xm.26; XIV6, 32; XVL72; XIX.41 (from verse 35 on 
in -un); XXII.34; XXIV.56; XXVIIL28; LXXXIX.3Q; XC.20; 
XCIII.ll; XCVL19; XCVIII.8; CXL5 (further examples in my 
review in the G o t t G e l A m . ) . Finally, the change in rhyme not 
infrequently coincides with a ruku' (I give numerous examples 
in my review in that journal).Whether the distribution of the 
ruku* is identical or variable in all recensions of the Koran, or 
in all Islamic rites, would still have to be investigated. However, 
that there are fluctuations and differences between the individual 
recensions is suggested by the fact that Zam. shows in Sura II. 
19 after q a d i m n , a verse division not present in Flugel— one 
which at the same time is provided with a ruku1. If we now 
consider those suras that, in the view of D. H. Miiller, show 
strophic divisions, and take into consideration the ruku1 noted in 
Zam., then such prostrations are prescribed in Sura VII before 
verses 57, 63, 71, 83, 92, 98, 106, 124, 127, 138, 146, and 151; 



in Sura XI before verses 27, 38, 52, 64, 72, 75, 85, and 99; in 
Sura X V before verses 16, 26, 45, 61, and 80; in Sura XIX 
before verses 16, 42, 52, 67, and 86; in Sura X X V I before 
verses 9, 33, 52, 69, 105, 123, 141, 160, 176, and 192; in Sura 
X X X V I before verse 33; in Sura XLIV before verses 29 and 
43; in Sura LI before verses 24 and 31; in Sura LIV before 
verses 23 and 41; in Sura LVI before verses 38 and 74; in Sura 
LXIX before verse 38; in Sura L X X V before verse 31; and in 
Sura LXXVIII before verse 31. In the remaining four suras 
considered by D. H. Miiller, only the beginning and the end are 
given ruku(. Thus, of the fifty-two ruku( enumerated here, only 
seven—namely those before Sura VIL98, 124, 127, 151; XIX.86; 
XLIV.29; and LVL38—are internal to MUUer's stanzas, whereas 
forty-five coincide with the strophic divisions posited by Muller. 
The textual division conjectured by Muller from the stylistic 
and rhetorical premises agrees, then, within the thirteen suras 
being considered, at forty-five out of fifty-two points with the 
sections marked with prostration in the recension in Zam. What 
is true of rukuc that do not fall on strophic divisions remains to 
be discussed in the relevant individual instances. But before I 



move onto this, I must indicate two features of importance for 
the strophic structure also of the Koran which I have treated at 
length in my article in the Gott Gel. A m . , and to which, in 
consequence, I need only briefly refer here. In the article I 
have shown, by comparing Fliigel's text with Zam., that the 
division of the Koran into verses varies considerably in the 
different recensions; and I believe that from this, we may 
confidently infer that this division was introduced at a relatively 
late stage. On the other hand, I have shown there that the divi
sion into verses in at any rate these two recensions—probably 
also in all others—does not keep strictly to the rhyming units 
of the text, but ignores all manner of internal rhymes and 
often—intentionally or otherwise—obscures beyond recognition 
quite complicated rhyme-strophe complexes. I have made it 
clear with various examples that the ruku( divisions frequently 
coincide with these complexes. And so all these various features 
must be kept in mind when studying the poetic forms of the 
Koran; and in this sense I will now discuss the suras treated by 
Muller. 



SURA I 

Sura I shows, in its short construction, an ending in verse 6 
that deviates from the rhyme. If we take the rhyme as our 
criterion, we obtain six lines, with verses 6 and 7 comprised in 
the final one. The sura divides into two equal parts of three 
lines each, and in each part the rhyme sequence is as follows: 
i n , imr In. The first half praises God; the second gives the 
prayer for proper guidance. Possibly the division of the sixth 
line into two verses was effected in order to bring about the 
holy number seven in the Fatihah. 

SURA v n 

A regular division into stanzas is not visible in this sura, as 
Muller already showed. But if we consider the distribution of 
the ruku1, we can discern a more or less definite subdivision in 
the contents, which develops in the following way: 



(a) verses 1-9. Threat of being called to account at the 
Last Judgment 

(b) verses 10-24. Rebellion of Tblis, and the Fall 

(c) verses 25-29. The ordering of apparel 

(d) verses 30-37. Punishment of unbelievers in hell 

(e) verses 38-45. Distinguishing the just and the unjust 

(f) verses 46-5 L Tardy repentance of unbelievers 

(g) Verses 52-56. Evidence of God in nature 

(h) verses 57-62. Noah 

(i) verses 63-70. Hud 

(k)5 verses 71-82. Salih (71-77) and Lot (78-82) 

(1) verses 83-91. Shu'ayb 

(m) verses 92-97. The scheme according to which the 
prophets were [are] sent 



(n) verses 98-123, Practical (moral) applications following 
therefrom (98-100); dispatch of Moses and conversion 
of the magicians (101-123). 

(o) verses 124-126. Pharaoh's resistance and Moses1 

encouragement of his people 

(p) verses 127-137. Unbelief of the Egyptians and Exodus 
of the Israelites 

(q) verses 138-145. Moses on Sinai 

(r) verses 146-150. The Golden Calf and Moses' anger 

(s) verses 151-156. Moses1 giving of the Law 

(t) verses 157-162. Israel in the wilderness 

(u) verses 163-170. Legend of Elath 

(v) verses 171-180. God's signs in history [or in the story] 

(w) verses 181-188. God's punitive court and judgment 

(x) verses 189-205. God the refuge of believers. 



The ruku( seems not always to occur in the correct place; 
for instance, it should surely be moved from verse 150 to the 
division between 152 and 153. The prostration after verse 97 is 
also noteworthy, and would really be expected after verse 100, 
which is where Muller places the divide. It comes as no 
surprise that in this sura, sloppily put together as it is, Miiller's 
divisions are not always confirmed by the positioning of the 
ruku'. It is all the more to be noted that, where the division 
according to content, marked by responsion,6 is more evident, 
Miiller's sections coincide exactly with the rukO'. Thus it is 
precisely the irregularities of this sura that give visible 
indication that his theory is correct. Closer study of the way 
the rhymes are arranged would perhaps eliminate many of those 
irregularities. But such a study would lead us too far afield, and 
is also made very difficult by the sura's rhyming in the 
characteristic un-sound. (The [austretenden] rhymes that drop out 
of 139, 143, 146, 157, 186, are dropped in the distribution given 
in Zam.) 



SURA XI 

Miiller's strophes verses 27-98 coincide exactly with the ruku* 
sections, with only the ruku* after verse 46 missing. In this way 
the Noah legend would divide into only two sections of 11 (2 x 
6 - 1 ) and 14 (2 x 7) lines, and so is strongly analogous to 
the following legends of Hud, Abraham and Shu'ayb.7 If one 
takes note of the rhyme formation, the legend of Salih divides 
likewise into two parts; the first comprising four lines rhyming 
in lb (ub\ as verse 66 forms a single line with verse 67 
because the rhyme has dropped out. The second part consists 
of two lines (verses 69 and 70 4- 71), rhyming in iz (ud)s and 
introduced by the responsion formula f a - l a m m a j d 3 a . . . (when 
our decree issued . . . ]. The whole is thus made up of six lines 
which fits the remaining stanzas (as half?). Incidentally, the 
structure of the Abraham strophe changes considerably if the 
rhyme is taken into consideration. It then divides—by splitting 



verse 84 after mandudin—into two equally long sections of 
seven lines each, which incidentally are linked by terminal 
responsion f a - l a m m d d h a h a b a . .. a r - r a w ' u w a j d ' - a t h u i 
b u s h r d [verse 77] and f a - l a m m d j d ? a a m r u n a (verse 84). The 
rhyme is formed by the elements i d and lb in all manner of 
combinations, while in the Shu'ayb strophe, constructed in the 
same way, two elements terminating in in are entwined 
additionally in each half. The rest of this sura (not discussed 
by Muller), which contains practical applications from the 
Moses legend, also falls—by the rukuc mark after verse 
111—into two equally long strophes, linked by their initial wa 
l a - q a d ' a r s a l n a M u s d bi-> d y d t i n a . . . [verse 99] = w a l a - q a d 
>dtaynd M u s d I - k i t d b a [verse 112], and their final responsion 
w a i n n a l a - muwaffuhum naslbahum g h a y r a manqusin [verse 111 
] = w a ma r a b b u k d b i - g h a f d i n eammd t a ' m a l u n a [verse 123], 
each comprising fourteen lines (if one adds the new verse 
endings indicated in Zam.: m u b i n i n in verse 99, m u k h t a l i f l n in 
verse 120, and 'dmiluna in verse 122). The first of the two 
strophes begins with non-rhyming line ( m u b i n i n ) and then has 
two sequences of five lines each, the first four of which in 



each case terminate in ud, while the fifth (verses 103 and 108) 
departs from the rhyme but both assonate among themselves (lb 
= Iq). An abgesang (concluding section) of three lines forms 
the end of the strophe, the First two lines rhyming again in ud, 
while the third and final line departs completely from the 
rhyme ( m a n q u s i n ) . The second strophe is much more simply 
constructed. It begins likewise with a nonrhyming line muribin, 
followed by a distich in i r (u) but the remaining eleven lines 
terminate in the all-purpose rhyme un. 

SURA XV 

The ruku4 here also come at Miiller's strophic divisions, but in 
such a way that a different division into groups is formed from 
that advocated by Muller, The first ruku1 division accords with 
Muller's group 1, whereas group 2 would extend only to verse 
25, and group 3 begins already at verse 26, In this distribution, 
groups 2 and 3 would correspond through their initial 



words—on the one hand wa l a - q a d j a ' a l n a fi s-samd'i 
b u r u j a n (verse 16) and on the other Wa l a - q a d k h a l a q n a 
l-Hnsana (verse 26), This grouping is also justified because of 
the content, for in group 1 the disposition of the whole sura is 
given, while group 2 tells of God's care in his creation, and 
group 3 of the angelic fall of the Iblis, Miiller's linking strophe 
(verses 45-50) is not divided off by the ruku( division in Zam., 
but belongs there to a group that extends to verse 60 and 
which, beginning with mention of the joys of paradise, narrates 
Abraham's visitation by the angels. The next ruku1 strophe 
(verses 61-79) repeats the punishment of the Sodomites, while 
the final one (verses 80-99), after a brief reminiscence of the 
affair with Hijr, draws the moral and gives an exhortation to 
fear of God and to faith. The number of lines in the individual 
ruku' strophes form the following series: 15 + 10 + 19 + 16 + 
19 + 20. Nothing much can be inferred from brief consideration 
of the rhymes terminating in the an sound. From the 
distribution of the ruku', it would seem that that the 
construction of the strophes is somewhat irregular. But I would 
stress the possibility that larger or smaller units have been lost, 



bearing in mind that the reports of punitive judgments, known 
from other suras, have been substantially abbreviated and 
sharpened into pure exemplifications. In verses 78 and 79, 
which Miiller9 wishes to eliminate, there may be a residual 
fragment of a longer account. Miiller's divisions into groups are 
not further impaired by the results of the comparison. In 
particular, to include the linking strophe verses 45-50 (which 
quite looks as though it did not originally belong in the context 
of the sura) in the following rukuf section is quite intelligible 
from its origin as an interpolation. As the sense of the section 
between verses 44 and 51 was already firmly fixed, the 
intrusion could be reckoned as well with the pre- ceeding as 
with the following section; the latter was preferred, as the sub
stance of the interpolated piece could just about be suitable as 
an introduction to the mention of the "friend of Allah," whereas 
it had no point of contact with the naming of hell, which 
concludes the earlier section. 

SURA XIX 



Here, too, the division proposed by Muller is on the whole 
confirmed. But study of the disposition of the rhymes makes 
the strophes much more regular than Muller himself assumed 
them to be, retaining as he did the division into verses of 
Fliigel's edition of the text; for if we eliminate verse 3, 1 0 

which deviates from the rhyme, by joining it to verse 4 (so as 
to make a line comparable in length to verse 5); and if we take 
note of the internal rhyme taqiyyan verse 14, which in Zam. 
appears as a special break, so that the correspondence with 
verse 33 is even more forcefully stressed; then the principal 
group concerning the Baptist episode (verses 1-15) becomes 
divided into three equally long strophes of five lines each, 
assuming that the end of verse 7 (drawn in Zam. together with 
verse 8) in Yahya (in the not impossible pronunciation Yahiyya) 
rhymes with s a m i y y a n . Even if this assumption is not tenable, 
the sequence of lines 5 + 4 + 5 remains symmetrical. In the 
Mary episode, making verses 26 and 27 into one {effected also 
in Zam.) is justified by the absence of rhyme, and then the 
lines are distributed in the individual strophes in the ratio of 6 



+ 5 + 7 . Closer comparison of the third strophe of each of the 
two principal groups shows that the address of Yahyas in verse 
13 has no proper link with what precedes it, and the analogy of 
verse 30 would lead one to expect here a question of the 
people to Zakariyya. If one may assume for this reason that a 
line has dropped out before verse 13, then we obtain the 
following distribution of units to the two principal groups: 
Yahya 5 + 4 + 6; Tsa 6+5+7, and the stanzaic structure is 
firmly secured by manifold interlocking of responsion elements. 
The additional strophe verses 35-41 is appended by the ruku* 
positioning of the Mary episode, as with D. H. Muller. The 
process is here the same as with the interpolation in verses 
45-50 in sura XI. Miiller's Abraham strophe (verses 42-51) is 
bounded by two rukuf marks, whereas there is no such mark 
after verse 58, and, on the other hand, the two strophe verses 
52-58 and verses 59-66, which Muller regards as belonging 
together, are kept apart from each other by a ruku*. The uncer
tainty here is due not to Muller—even though he stresses 
(Pwph. 1.29) the difficulties obtaining here—but to those 
considerations which were dominant in distributing the ruku5. So 



much is clear from the notable absence of a ruku£ after verse 
75, where both the division according to content and the change 
of rhyme suggest that there would be one here. Study of the 
disposition of the rhymes shows that Muller's division remains 
in essence secure also for the final section of the sura, 
prominent by virtue of its novel rhyme—in spite of the badly 
misplaced ruku( after verse 85. For if we allow for the internal 
rhymes w a l a d a n in verses 91 and 93 and ' a b d a n 1 1 in verse 94, 
all moved to the end of new verses by the division of the 
verses in Zam., then we obtain three strophes, of which the first 
(verses 76-83) has eight, the second (verses 84-90) seven, and 
the third (verses 91-95) eight lines, while verses 96-98 form a 
special coda to the great symphony and solemnly summarize the 
promise of eternal bliss for the godfearers, and eternal 
punishment for unbelievers. The ruku( inserted here between 
verses 85 and 86 can, as already said, make no difference to 
this, because it blatantly disturbs the content, and also because 
verses 84-87 arc shown to be closely linked by the 
intertwinement of the rhymes c i z z d - d i d d d - >azzd—'addd. 
Additionally there is the fact that—characteristic of the sense of 



form documented in the structure of the whole sura—the rhyme 
termination -zza* which otherwise occurs only in this passage 
(verses 84 and 86), turns up once again in the final verse of 
the coda. Whether the distribution of the ruku1 in this sura 
reappears in other recensions of the Koran would have to be 
determined by comparison, which I am at present unable to 
make. But even if all rites agreed, this would not make the 
striking displacement of the two final prostration marks any 
more acceptable. Both have obviously been moved too far back, 
and probably belong after verse 58 or, as the case may be, 
after verse 75. Comparison of the division into stanzas of this 
sura proposed by Muller (Proph. 1.33) with the one that 
emerges from the above discussion yields the following 
configurtion: 

First section (verses 1-15). Birth of John 5 + 4 + 5(6) (M. 6 + 
5 + 4) 

Second section (verses 16-34). Birth of Jesus 6 + 5 + 7 (M. 6 



+ 6 + 7); addendum (verses 35-41) Polemics against 
Christianity 7 (M 7) 

Third section (a) (verses 42-58) Various prophets 10 + 7 (= 
17); and (b) (verses 59-75). Period without prophets, 
resurrection 8 + 9 (=17) (M. 10 + 7 + 8 + 9) 

Fourth section (verses 76-95). Polemics against those of other 
faiths, 8 + 7 + 8 and coda (verses 96-98). The reward of 
faith, punishment of infidelity 3 (M. 8 + 7 + 8). 

The comparison shows clearly how surprisingly the results 
of the two so different methods of observing the data agree. 

SURA XXVI 

In this sura the ruku* marks fall invariably on Mullens intervals 



between the strophes, and also, with one single exception (after 
verse 32) on those that Muller emphasizes with division marks. 
A section marked off in this manner with the rukuf distribution 
placed also between verses 32 and 33, which are not separated 
in this way by Muller, seems justified to me because of the 
introduction of the Egyptian medicine men in the next section. 
The part played by the number eight in the line numbering of 
the Moses legend is striking and was already stressed by Muller. 
If one eliminates the nonrhyming verse 59 1 2 by combining it 
with verse 60, one then obtains a regular eight-line stanza 
instead of the nine-line one. There then remains only the 
irregularity of the seven-line strophe, verses 33-39, explicable as 
the result of a line dropping out, as one misses any mention 
between verses 38 and 39 of the persons speaking in the latter 
verse. Miiller's division gives irregular strophes in the Abraham 
legend. In spite of what he says (Proph. 1.41), I would place 
the division of the second from the third strophe after verse 
86, where a new theme begins; and I would put verse 96 with 
the fourth strophe, to which its subject matter is better suited. 
In this way we obtain four equally long strophes of nine lines 



each—a number that reappears in the strophes of the following 
legends of Noah and Hud. The story of Salih covers—if one 
allows for the internal rhyme yufsiduna in verse 152—two 
equally long strophes of ten lines each, while the legends of 
Lot and Shu'ayb return to the regularity of eight lines in each 
of two strophes—a regularity dominant in the final part of the 
sura. I would advocate taking the units of five and three lines 
together—Miiller makes them alternate—because of verse 197, 
which because it does not rhyme must be fused with verse 198, 
whereas verse 194 divides into two lines after the internal 
rhyme litakuna. To be sure, a fresh five-line unit could end 
with verse 195 and the three-line unit begin at verse 196. The 
subject matter would allow this. MUller makes the final section 
into a unit of five lines; but with the fusion of verses 227 and 
228, justified by the subject matter, since the mention of the 
Shayatin in verse 221 leads on immediately to verses 224 ff. to 
the polemics against the poets inspired by him. In fact, no 
prostration is prescribed at this point. Our analysis, while 
strikingly confirming Muller's divisions, demonstrates that this 
sura possesses a far more regular form, one that is completely 



rounded off, apart from the insignificant aberration the fourth 
strophe, as the following tabulation makes clear: 



I. Introduction 1. Strophe (v. 1-8) 
Rukff! 

8 lines 

II. Moses and Pharaoh 2 Strophe (v.9-16) 
3 Strophe (v. 17-32) 

RukQ:! 

III. Mbses and the Magicians 4 Strophe (v.33-39) 
5. Strophe (v.40-47) 
1 Halfstrophe (v.4$-51) 

Ruktf! 

IV Exodus 

V. Abraham 

VI Noah 

Vn. Hud 

VIII. Sllih 

IX. Lot 

X Shu'ayb 

Ruktf! 

Ruku*! 

R u W ! 

Ruku<! 

RukQ:! 

RukQ:! 

6. Strophe (v.52-60) 
7 Strophe (v.61-68) 

8. Strophe (v. 69-77) 
9. Strophe (v. 78-86) 

10 Strophe (v.87-95) 
11. Strophe (v. 96-104) 

12. Strophe (v. 105-109. I l l 
13. Strophe (v. 114-122) 

14 Strophe (v. 123-131) 
15. Strophe (v. 132-140) 

16. Strophe (v.141-150) 
17. Strophe (v. 151-159) 

18. Strophe (v. 160-167) 
19. Strophe (v. 168-175) 

20. Strophe (v. 176-183) 
21. Strophe (v. 184-191) 

8 lines 
8 + 8 lines 

7 ( 8 - 1 ) lines 
8 lines 
4 lines 

8 lines 
8 lines 

9 lines 
9 lines 
9 lines 
9 lines 

Ruku'! 

XI. Practical application 22. Strophe (v. 192-199) 
(or drawing the moral) 23. Strophe (v. 200-207) 

24. Strophe (v. 208-215) 
25. Strophe (v. 216-223) 

2 Halfstrophe (v.224-228) 
Rukti'! 

-113, 110) 9 lines 
9 lines 

9 lines 
9 lines 

10 lines 
10 lines 

8 lines 
8 lines 

8 lines 
8 lines 

8 lines 
8 lines 
8 lines 
8 lines 
4 lines 



That a literary configuration that is so well-proportioned in 
its form could not have risen by chance is quite obvious. 

SURA XXVIII 

Muller gives only a brief analysis of this sura, without quoting 
the text. The ruku( in Zam. are distributed in the intervals after 
verses 12, 20, 28, 42, 50, 60, 75, and 82. I am not attempting 
any more accurate account, but should like to refer briefly to 
the third section (Moses' adventure in Midian), the eight lines of 
which have their rhymes embraced as follows: first and last 
verse i l \ second to fifth verse tin, Ir, Ir, Tn; sixth and seventh 
verse In. Miiller's divisions accord approximately with the niku1 

marks. 

SURA XXXVI 



Miiller's division, established by the responsion, overlaps with 
the arrangement of the rukuc only insofar as the second ruku1 

of the sura does in fact fall on the inteval between strophes 1 
and 2; here, too, I have no desire to anticipate a closer study 
of the structure. 

SURA XLIV 

Here the first of the ruku( noted in Zam. falls in the middle of 
Muller's strophe 4, while the second, following the sense, 
comes to stand between strophes 5 and 6. But the position of 
the first ruku( is hardly tenable, because the legend of 
Pharaoh's punishment is thereby cut into two in a quite 
unintelligible way. In this instance, light will come only from 
comparison of the various recensions. 



SURA LI 

If we ignore the nine (really eight) verses of the initial 
invocation that deviate from their rhyme—I discuss them in 
Gott. Gel. Anz—then the sura divides first into a fourteen-line 
proclamation of punishment and reward (verses 10-23), then 
into a legend section of twenty-three verses in all (verses 
24-46), followed by fourteen lines of pointing the moral (verse 
47-60). In the legend section fourteen lines are devoted to the 
birth of Isaac and the judgment on Sodom. There are those 
Muller discusses in his "Prophets." The remaining nine lines 
comprise fragments of the other well-known judgment legends, 
and here the question arises as to what extent the abbreviating 
is original or attributable to later mutilation. No one can fail to 
recognize the rhythmic role of the number seven in the other 
parts. The three ruku( that have been entered come after verses 
23, 30, and 46 and confirm Muller's division. 



SURA LIV 

Here, too, the principle on which Miiller bases his 
sectionalization is confirmed by the positioning of the ruku(. 
For the rest, the sura seems to be in a pretty mutilated 
condition. (See Proph. 1.54) 

SURA LVI 

The ruku( after verse 37 is seemingly without proper sense, and 
placed where it really disturbs the recitation. But it may 
indicate that at this point something is not right with the text 
It is in fact the case that in the preceding section, verses 13 
and 14, which clearly form a responsion, stand in a quite 
different context. From the tafsir literature the sense of these 



verses is that many of those who were pious before 
Muhammad was active will belong to the foremost in paradise, 
and only a few of those who came later, namely, the oldest 
and most faithful members of his community. These verses thus 
answer the question: Who really are the sdbiquna (foremost)? 
Verses 38 and 39 must have a similar sense and reference. It is 
very natural to suspect that originally they also had an anal
ogous position. Accordingly, they would belong between verses 
26 and 27 as an answer to the question: m d a s h d b u l-yaminfl 
What will be the companions of the Right Hand? That a 
remark of this kind is not to be expected from "the people of 
the left hand," the sinners, lies in the nature of things. Of such 
people there were countless numbers before and after 
Muhammad's call. But the answer to the relevant question lies 
in the words of verse 49; i n n a l - ' a w w a l l n a w a - l - } a k h a n n a ; Yea, 
those of old and those of later times. Here, too, we find 
responsion to the passages just discussed, which gives fresh 
support to Midler's theory, even if in certain details I 
sectionalize in a different way. Above all it is significant that in 
Zam., verse 22 divides after ' i n u n , and verse 40 after the first 



a s h - s h i m a l i , whereas Muller makes verses 46 and 47 into a 
single verse. It is important to stress the division of verse 40, 
because by analogy it leads to dividing verses 8, 9, 10, and 26 
in the same way—something justified also by the rhyme 
dispositions of these units. If we further take cognizance that 
this latter is valid also for verses 3 and 32, we then obtain for 
verses 1-56 of the text a series of 63 lines to encompass these 
into strophic configurations, one must note that: verses 1-7 form 
an eight-line introductory strophe, in which the first four units 
have a uniform rhyme and the two middle lines only an 
assonating one, while the second half comprises three 
assonating lines and finally a nonrhyming one. Then there 
follows a transition strophe (verses 8-10) of six lines consisting 
of identical rhyme pairs. Here the three categories of wretched 
souls on the day of the Last Judgment are enumerated. 

(In verse 10 the interrogative md has presumably dropped 
out and must be supplied.) Each one of these three groups is 
then discussed with reference to the fate awaiting it. Each 
strophe begins by repeating the question that is put in the 
transitional strophe. Only the first strophe (verses 11-25) which 



treats of the group of the "foremost ones" named there in third 
place, is linked with it, appropriately to the sense, merely with 
a connecting demonstrative clause. The second strophe (verses 
26, 38, 39, 27-37) discusses "the people of the right hand," the 
third (lines 40-55), "the people of the left." Each of these 
three principal strophes comprises, if one takes into 
consideration the features indicated above, sixteen lines. Verse 
56 stands quite isolated at the end, giving a r£sum6 of the 
portrayal of Judgment Day, and in my view it refers not merely 
to the third group but to the whole. The isolated framework 
verses, which Muller posits for the second and the third main 
division of the sura, thus Finds here, too, in the First part, 
something corresponding to them. By dividing the strophe in 
this way the ruku4 that Muller places in the middle of the 
second strophe (after verse 37) comes at its end, and so 
confirms, if a minor uneveness is eliminated, the correctness of 
his proposals as a whole. What Muller (Proph. 1.24 ff.) says to 
justify his proposal that verses 24 and 25 should come after 
verse 39 is obviated by isolating verse 56 (or is obviated 
because it implies isolating verse 56). Rather does verse 37 
come to a satisfactory and natural conclusion with the words 



Li-3ashd bi l-yamini. Its relation to the recapitulation in the 
final strophe, verses 89 and 90, is thereby disturbed only in 
respect of a minor detail, and otherwise retains its full force. 
Miiller's sectionalizing of the second main group is so firmly 
vindicated by the responding components that there can be no 
doubt about it. 

Concerning the third main division, it is above all 
noteworthy that the isolation of verse 73 is assured by the 
positioning of the ruku1 after it. Zam/s drawing of verses 91 
and 92 together into one, on the basis of their sense (double 
rhyme at the end of verse occurs again and again in the 
Koran), would seemingly upset the progression of the number 
of lines posited by Muller for the strophes of this section. But 
if one takes verse 95 with the final strophe, which the sense 
makes perfectly feasible (in that such a conclusion, which 
strongly reaffirms the recapitulation, also rounds off the 
strophe's content), then not only is the progression restored, but 
also the identity of the framing verses 73 and 96 is more 
forcefully emphasized by the isolation of the latter. And so 
here, too, we have on a purely formal basis—in spite of some 



seeming displacement of MuTler's presuppositions in individual 
instances—striking confirmation of his fundamental arguments. 

SURA LXIX 

The principle operative in Sura LVT, of framing strophes by 
means of isolated verses, is seen again here in a different form, 
in that the principal section (verses 4—29) distinguished by its 
rhyme from the final section of the sura, is framed by two 
framework elements of three lines each. These vary in their 
rhyme both from the main section and from the final one, and 
also from each other, and the length of their lines becomes 
progressively longer The principal section, marked out in this 
way, divides, for its part, into two subsections, the structure and 
rhyme dispositions of which are clarified by Muller (Pwph. 
11.49 ff.). Muller puts a line of demarcation between verses 12 
and 13, but I think this gives too sharp a division. I also think 
that the line drawn after verse 32 is misplaced, because it cuts 



into two the speech of the judgment angel, which all belongs 
together It is better transferred to after verse 37, where it 
coincides with the ruku* marked in Zam. The strophe verses 
33-37 thereby still forms part of the principal section, and 
forms a sort of coda to it, the rhyme of which is continued in 
the tripartite abgesang11, (the final unit) that follows: If verse 
44 is put with verse 45, because there is no rhyme, then the 
abgesang yields the symmetrical strophic sequence of 5 + 4 + 
5 lines that Muller has found in so many instances. 

SURA LXXV 

Muller's division, so clearly confirmed by the change in rhyme, 
is further supported by the ruku£ after verse 30. The sura 
thereby divides into a principal section and a two-strophe 
abgesang. When the internal rhymes are taken into account, the 
distribution of the lines turns out to be even more regular than 
it is with Muller. Verse 16 seemingly deviates with its ending 



from the rhyme pattern, but in fact consists of two halves, 
rhyming with each other and dividing after the first bihi. In 
this way the third strophe comes to consist of seven lines, like 
the second. The fifth strophe has—taking the internal rhyme in 
verse 29 as-sdq/as-saqu into account—six lines. The number of 
lines in the different strophes is thus, in sequence, 6 + 7 + 7 + 
6 + 6 in the aufgesang [the initial sections], and 5 + 5 in the 
abgesang. Each strophe has its own particular rhyme. Only the 
third has a more complicated rhyme configuration (a + a, b+b, 
c+c+c), and the two strophes of the abgesang rhyme identically. 

SURA LXXVIII 

This strophe, too, is divided into an aufgesang and an abgesang 
by a rukuc after verse 30. While the former discusses God's 
signs in nature and threatens with the punitive Last Judgment, 
the latter begins by depicting the joys of paradise and repeats 
the admonition about the judgment of the world. Each of the 



two parts divides again into two (unequal) halves: the first after 
verse 16; the second after verse 36, The line count gives 5 + 6 
+ 5; 4 + 6 + 4 for the aufgesang; and 6 + 4 (verse 40 does 
not not rhyme and forms a single line with verse 41, as in 
Zam.) for the abgesang. The arrangement of the rhymes is 
noteworthy. The first strophe (verses 1-5) rhymes in t i n , the 
remainder of the first half of the principal section in add, with 
various assonating deviations, which are nevertheless so ordered 
that again and again a rhythm is discernible. Thus, in the 
second strophe (verses 6-11); in each case the first two and 
last two verses have pure rhymes with each other, while the 
third assonates more closely with the final ones {djd: a s h a ) , 
and the fourth more closely with the initial ones (atd: add). In 
the third strophe (verses 12-16), add assonates with did in the 
first and fourth verse, the second and third verses rhyme with 
djd, and the fifth ends with an assonace equally remote from 
both groups. In the whole of the rest of the sura the rhyme 
abd is dominant, likewise punctuated with rhythmically ordered 
assonances, which on the one hand serve as intimations of add, 
and on the other as suggesting djd. It is worth stressing that the 



deviations from the principal rhyme aba are consistently put at 
the beginning or at the end of the strophes (half-strophe in the 
a b g e s a n g ) . The fourth strophe (verses 17-20) begins in its first 
verse with aid followed by the second with djd (assonance 
with d q d ) . X A The third and fourth verses have d b d . T h e fifth 
strophe (verses 21-26) has add, abd, a b a , a b a , dqdT dqd\ the 
sixth (verses 27-30), aba throughout; the seventh (verses 31-36, 
beginning of the abgesang) has dm (assonance with dqd), aba, 
abd, dqa, aba, abd; the eighth (verses 37-41), has aba 
throughout. If we note that dfd in verse 16 sounds closer to 
abd; there results the following rhymes and strophe scheme for 
the sura, in which the exponent x designates the assonance with 
the basis in general, and the exponent e the approach of the 
basis to the basis e:15 



I. Strophe v. I 
v .2 
v. 3 
v. 4 
V < 

2. Str:plw 

Aufxcsanx 

Abgestuig 

3. Strophe 

4. Strop** 

5. Seophc 

6. Sncphc 

7. Stn>ptw 

8. Stroghc 

v. 6 
v. 7 
v.S 
v. 9 
v. 10 
v. n 

v. 12 
v. 13 
v 14 
V 1=5 

x. 16 

V. 17 
v. 18 
v. iy 
y.2L' 

v.21 
v. 22 
v. 2? 
v. 
v. 25 
v. 26 

.• 27 
V 28 
v, 29 
v. 30 
HukCf! 

v. 31 
v. tt 
v. 33 
v. 34 
v. 35 

36 

v. 37 
v. 38 
v. 35 
v. 40 + 41 

x 

cc 
cc 

b 
e< 
e i 
t» 
At 

b 
tx\ 
d 
d 

b 
d 
d 
d 
e 
c 

a 
a 
a 
a 

cx 
a 
>i 
e 
a 
d 

d 
c 
c 
d 

hall strophe 

Tiilf jihr 



SURA LXXX 

Here, too, it is quite apparent that Muller's ordering of the 
strophes is confirmed by the rhyme. One needs to add that 
verse 15 is to be divided off after the internal rhyme 
safaratin/safamh, as is the case in Zam. In this way the strophic 
schema for the first part is improved to 4 + 6 + 6. It is not 
feasible to terminate verse 18 with the nonrhyming nutfatm. It 
presumably extends to k h a l a q a h u in verse 19, whereby a rhyme 
identical with verse 17 is achieved. In the fifth (nine-line) 
strophe (verses 24-32) it is notable that every third verse departs 
from the strict rhyme scheme. The framing of this strophe with 
the verse endings t a ' d m i h i and l i ' a n ' d m i k u m is also of interest. 
They can be taken as rhyming with each other by analogy with 
Sura XLVII. The rule according to which the different pronoun 
suffixes do duty for each other here has yet to be investigated. 
Whether, on the other hand, verse 33 may be taken as a 
particular line seems doubtful to me, because it lacks any rhyme. 



If we put it with verse 34, the strophic scheme of the second 
part becomes 8 + 9 + 9 (i.e., compared with that of the first 
part; 2 x 8 + V2 x 6 + V2 x 6), 

SURA LXXXII 

Muller's divisions, justified by the content and the rhymes, 
would become even more rounded by dividing verse 12 after 
the internal rhyme y a e m a l u n a . The sura would then fall into 
two parts, the first comprising a strophe of five lines, the 
second consisting of two equally long strophes of seven lines 
each. It is of no significance that the final verse deviates from 
the rhyme structure 

The divisions of Suras X C and CXII are quite clear and 
need no further confirmation. 

* * * 



I deliberately omit any summary of the observations made in 
this paper, since many details need further study, with recourse 
to recensions of the Koran that have not been considered here, 
and to possible ritual deviations. Moreover, as already stated, 
my illumination of the relevant rhyme patterns are not put 
forward as definitive. One thing, however, must be stressed; 
namely, from this study, only two of the seven ruku1 

enumerated above that clash with Midler's proposals concerning 
divisions—namely, those postioned in the difficult Sura VII after 
verses 12 and 126—have stood firm (have survived criticism), 
and therefore serve to refute those proposals decisvely. In all 
other instances—that is, in fifty out of fifty-two—Muller is 
proved right. 

From the evidence I have given it does seem to emerge 
that closer study of the Koran's poetic forms will be able to 
disclose all manner of not unimportant facts. Above all, I think 
I have shown how correct the presuppositions are from which 
Muller proceeded. I myself was for long, if not skeptical, then 



at any rate indifferent toward his observations. All the more 
forcefully has the agreement of facts chanced upon, and 
unknown to Muller himself, with his examples of strophic 
divisions in the text of the Koran, convinced me that his views 
are correct. 1 regard it as fairly certain that in the future, 
following what has already been established, a whole series of 
strophe like configurations will be demonstrated going far 
beyond Muller's own expectations. To be sure, it is equally cer
tain that not all such forms will evince the characteristics of 
concatenation and responsion that formed Miiller's point of 
departure. But he himself stressed as much in the case of some 
of the individual texts that he discussed. On the other hand, one 
thing seems to to me to result irrefutably from my account; 
namely that the whole science of Koran study is forced to 
operate on very insecure ground so long as a principal 
requirement to its apparatus is lacking, that is, a European 
edition of the Koran that is really scholarly, meeting all the 
demands of criticism, and containing all relevant historical, 
philological, religious and liturgical material, set out discursively 
and with the appropriate comparisons. Without this, all indi
vidual research into the Koran must remain disjointed 



patchwork. This is how I regard my own contributions here, and 
I publish them only to stimulate further study after the manner 
of Muller's work, and to demonstrate how unsatisfactory the 
existing text editions are. 

NOTES 

1. Karl Vollers, Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alien Arabien 
(Strassburg, 1906). 

2. [JuzJ = One of the thirty portions into which the Koran is 
divided.] 

3. [Theodor Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans (1860), p. 352. 
[Geyer obviously could only have been referring to the first 
edition] 

4. In contrast, there are Juz' sections without ruku*, as, for 
instance, before Juz' 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 20, 23. Juz' 21 
coincides (according to the division in Zam.) with a ruku' (after 
Sura XXIX.43), whereas, from Flugel, it would be after verse 44 



without R. 

Further deviant Ajza* in Zam,: Juz1 20 after Sura XXVIL56 and 
Juz1 23 after Sura XXXVI.20. 

5. [Geyer does not have (j). I have kept his notation.] 

6. ["An answer or reply; a response. Now rare." O.E.D. Cf. 
"Responsory: A liturgical chant traditionally consisting of a series of 
versicles and responses, the text usually taken from Scripture. The 
arrangement was designed for alternate singing of sentences or lines 
by different people." CODCH.] 

7. David H. Miiller, D i e Propheten in i h r e r ursprunglichen F o r m . 
D i e Grundgesetze der ursemitischen Poesie, erschlossen und 
nackgemesen in Bibel, Keilinschriften und K o r a n und in i h r e n 
Wirkungen e r k a n n t in den C h o r e n der griechischen T r a g o d i e , 2 vols. 
(Vienna, 1896), vol. 1, p. 43 n. 

[Other works of Muller on strophic composition include: 
Stwphenbau und Responsion. Neue Beitrage. (5. Jahresbericht der 
israelisch-theologischen Lehranstalt in Wien 1897/1898) Wien, 1898; 
"Die Formen der judischen Respon- senliteratur und der 
muhammedanischen Fetwas in den sabaischen Inschriften," WZKM 14 



(1900): 171; "Komposition und Strophenbau." Alte und neue Beitrage 
(Wien 1907).] 

8. The different dental sounds rhyme (assonate) with each other 
in the Koran. Examples in my review of Vollers, R. Geyer, review 
of Karl Vollers, Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alten Arabien, 
Gottinger GelekrterAnzeiger 171 (1909): 10-56. 

9. Muller, Die Proheten in ihrer ursprunglichen F o r m , vol. 1, p. 
48. 

10. In my frequently mentioned article I assumed that shayban 
could be included in the rhyme by softening of the b. But closer 
scrutiny has convinced me that such a development is improbable. 

11. On the capacity of f a c l a , f i ' l a , f u c l a to rhyme with fa'al, fa 
% fa'ul, ficat, f i % f i ! u l s f u c il, fu'al, fu' ul, see Vollers, Volkssprache. 
pp. 97ff. 

12. There is nothing notable in the fact that the same verse 
ending in verse 16 must be counted in, as there is often a nonrhyme 
at the end of a strophe. 

13. [German Aufgesang = the first two sections of ternary 



strophe; German Abgesang = its concluding part.] 

14. In the coinciding of these I discern a sort of anticipatory 
approach in the pronunciation of the q (Arabic letter, qaf) to the 
palatization to z effected in the later language. Compare with this 
what Vollers has to say about the pronunciation of the q (qaf) in 
the Koran. 

15. Concordance of the rhyme types and rhyme syllables: 

a = un, Im 

b = add 

bx = did 

ce = asa, asha 

d = aba 

dx = afa 

e = aqa 

ex = aja, aza 



O N T H E K O R A N 

Julius W e l l h a u s e n 

T r a n s l a t e d by G. A . Wells 

From Z D M G 67 (1913): 630-34. 



T¬ he divine name a r - r a h m a n is generally 

translated as "the merciful one" and regarded as a 
Jewish-Aramaic foreign word. But how it was formed does not 
seem at all clear. If the word means "merciful" it cannot derive 
from the PC(al, 1 the meaning of which is "to love." Also, the 
ending an for the nomen agentis does not occur in the P*al, 
Rather is it the case that: rahman = merahman (Hebrew). 

In Syriac the prefix me of the nomen agentis is absent only 
from roots with four sounds, except for [rahman] itself. But in 
Palestinian-Jewish-Aramaic, it is surely also missing from those 
with three sounds, which are really equivalent in the Pe*al to 
those with four. For instance, n a h m a n (Hebrew), "comforter" 
[ M e n a h e m ; Christian-Palestinian: m n h m n ' (Syriac), 
izapaxkryvoq (Greek)], [parSdn (Hebrew), "expositor"; Saddekan 
(Hebrew), "marriage broker," which German Jews distort to 
"schadchen" used as a neuter. There is also qanne'an (Hebrew) 
= zealot, £T)k©Tf|<; (Greek). In the New Testament, q n W 
(Hebrew) has become Kavaavaio^ (Greek) Canaanean; likewise 



perils #J (Hebrew), 5> apio aio<; (Pharisee). These are the only 
examples I have at hand, but probably more can be found. 

* * 

In the al-AsmaHyydt, ed. Ahlwardt2 No. 20, there is a poem 
ascribed to the Jew Samaual, and its relation to the Koran 
deserves attention. I translate it here, adding a few comments in 
brackets; 

(i) I originated in my time as a drop of semen. It was 
given a destiny, and I grew in it. 

(ii) God preserved it in a secret place (the mother's body); 
and its place is hidden, if I were hidden (?).3 

(iii) I am dead in that (drop?), then alive, then after life 
(again) dead, in order to be awakened. 

(iv) If my understanding leaves me, then consider, O 



woman, that I am old and defective. 

(v) Make, O God, for my upkeep, what of acquisitions is 
permissible, and make purity my innermost substance, 
for all my life. 

(vi) Make my conscience tight against deception. May 
penury never impel me to grasp at goods entrusted to 
me, so long as I am preserved. 

(vii) I have heard much abuse in silence, have not 
demurred at much that is improper, and have rested 
content in the face of it. 

(viii) If only I knew—when in due course it will be said, 
"Read the inscription," and I read it— 

(ix) whether the surplus is in my favor or goes against me 
(i.e., whether I have a plus or minus) when I am 
called to account. My lord is empowered to call me 
to account. 

(x) I was dead for an eternity, then I entered into life, but 



my life stands surety for the fact that I will die. 

(xi) And tidings have reached me that, after death, when 
my bones have rotted, I am to be awakened. 

(xii) Shall I say . . . when my mind . . . and collapses upon 
me, that I am surprised, 

(xiii) either with grace and kindness from the heavenly 
king, or with a burden of guilt, which I have sent 
before me and for which I now pay the price? 

(xv4) And tidings have reached me of the Kingdom of 
David, and this pleases and delights me. 

(xiv) Permitted, limited sustenance is profitable, but not so 
the sustenance that is abundant and shameful. 

(xvi) The rich man does not obtain too much, nor the poor 
and lonely one too little. 

(xvii) Rather everyone allotted what is his due, even if the 
greedy man toils excessively. 



I cannot understand the second half of verse 2, nor really 
the end of verse 17 (cf. Noldeke, B i e t r a g e , p. 72). I cannot 
translate the words omitted in verse 12 even literally, Sura 
XXVII.68 notwithstanding- For '-nn-y (9), I read, following a 
suggestion in the Lisan,5 r-bb-y, Verses 4 and 15 stand isolated. 
The latter breaks the the connection between 14 and 16, 17, and 
comes as a parallel to 11, with the same introduction. The 
theme of 1-3 recurs in 10-13, and that of 5-7 reappears in 14, 
16, 17. 

The reason why the poem is ascribed to Samaual lies in 
verse 6, where it is said "May I never grasp at goods entrusted 
to me." That seemed to point to the famous Samaual of Taima, 
memory of whom was linked with his faithful preservation of 
the weapons given by him by the prince of poets, Imru1 

al-Kays.6 But the statement in verse 6 is worded quite generally 
and timelessly, and our poem certainly does not come from the 
Samaual whose poem stands as no. 49 in the Hamasa.7 From 
this latter it differs both in form and content: in form because 
of q - r - y - t (8) instead of q - r - J - t; and because of m-b~c-w~t, 



k h - b - y - l (11, 14), instead of m - b - ' - w - t h , k h - b - y - t h (see Abu Zaid, 
N a w a d i r 104). These Aramaisms are admittedly preserved only 
in the rhymes, whereas the interior of the verse now has the 
correct Arabic pronunciation f - q - r - ' (8) and b - { - t h , t h - m m , (4). 
As to its material, our poem differs from that other one because 
of its striking contacts with the Koran: Thus b- f-th (awaken 
from death, 4, 11), m u q i t . (empowered 9; Sura IV87), t - d - ' - r - k 
h i l - m - y (12; Sura XXVIL68); further, the equating of the first 
procreation leading to earthly life with the second leading to the 
future life (1-3, 10), the sending on into eternity of good and 
evil actions (13), and, in particular, the note that is handed to 
the resurrected person and which allocates him his place in 
heaven or hell (8; Sura LXIX.19; cf. Revelation 2:17). 
However, this latter idea differs, in its externals, quite markedly 
from the corresponding one, in the Koran, and so is not taken 
from it. Altogether, the poem ascribed to Samaual in the 
Asma4yyat is too original to be regarded as a Muslim forgery 
based on the Koran. Rather, does it stem from the same 
tradition from which Muhammad also drew. The Kingdom of 
David (15) also seems to be Jewish. It cannot be understood as 
the historical Kingdom of David, but only as the future one; 



that is, the messianic kingdom. Admittedly, such a late Jewish 
writer might not be expected, as is the case in some passages, 
to regard the resurrection not as an established doctrine, but 
only as a secret hope, of which he has tidings (1 1 , 15). 

* * * 

A propos of Sura LV.46-78, Noldeke8 observes: "The normal 
form of the words, and even their sense is at times changed 
for the sake of the rhyme. For instance, in Sura LV. there is 
mention of two heavenly gardens, each with two springs and 
two types of fruit, and additionally of two other similar 
gardens; and it is clear that here these duals have been used 
for the sake of the rhyme." 

Surely strangest of all are two other similar gardens 
(LV.62-77) that follow the first two (LV.46-61) and have the 
same dual in the rhyme both in their described features and in 
the refrain repeated as a stereotype after each individual feature. 



Also in the contents, the individual features described in 46-61 
are repeated in almost the same sequence in the description of 
62-77, as indicated below: 

46.62 two gardens. 

48.64 two overhanging branches, with deep green foliage; 

50.66 with two murmuring springs, 

52.68 with different types of fruit 

54.76 with cushions on which one lies, 

56-58,70-74 with beautiful girls. 

This doubling of the double paradise can hardly be the 
original conception. Rather, it is the clearest example of two 
variants of the same revelation, which came to be regarded as 
different and were then placed the one after the other. To make 
this sequence possible, an editor has inserted wa min dunihima 
into verse 62 and thereby effected what is at least an external, 
spatial differentiation of the two really identical descriptions of 
paradise. 



* * 

The word b u h t d n , which occurs in the Koran in what is called 
the homage formula of the woman (LX.12), is strange. It is 
supposed to mean "slander" and occurs in this sense also in 
Aghanl XV, 118, l , 9 again in q a w m u n b u h t u n Ibn Hisham, 353, 
13 1 0 and also in Kamil 685, 2, 1 1 Then it has nothing to do with 
the genuine Arabic b-h-t, for that means "suddenly attack" or 
"make frightened," like Hebrew b - ( - t and Arabic b - g h - t (e.g., 
Aghanl, IL 28, 20, 1 2 Tabari, L 877, 12. 3182, 11. HI, 821, 5.). 
On the other hand, it can readily be linked with Aramaic b-h-t 
= Hebrew b-w-s (as r - h - t = r - w - s ) , for which there is no 
Arabic equivalent. The idea of slander would then be traceable 
to that of what is disgraceful. 

That b u h t d n in Arabic is a loan word is shown also by its 
form. Admittedly, fitidn as an infinitive is surely genuinely 
Arabic, as is also r u d w d n . But the correct nouns of this form 



are not. There are not very many of them. The origin of ' u n w d n 
is obscure- B u r h d n derives from the Abyssinian; s u l t a n , tufdn, 
f u r q d n , q u r b a n , from Aramaic. The vocable b u h t d n cannot, it is 
true, be found in extant Aramaic literature; but it will 
nevertheless surely be Aramaic, if the verb form which it 
derives is also Aramaic. One then has to assume that it was 
used by Arabic Jews or Christians whose ancient mother tongue 
was Aramaic; or perhaps that it was newly constructed from the 
type which very frequently occurs in Aramaic. 

The noun q u r ' a n will likewise go back to Arabic Jews or 
Christians. It seems to come from giving a slight Arabic twist 
to q e r y d n a \ cf. Schwally in his edition of Noldeke's G e s c h i c h t e 
des K o r a n , 133.34. Also the verb qara3a in the sense of "read 
aloud, recite" (e.g., the greetings formula) is not genuinely 
Arabic. The Arabs have other expressions for "to call," from 
which "to read" derives. Perhaps c u n w d n is also connected with 
'inyana. 

NOTES 



1. [Pt(al = "Most verbs in Syriac have three consonants. These 
root consonants appear in a number of patterns or stems. The basic 
pattern is called the simple stem of the verb. This simple stem of 
the verb is described as pC£al on the basis of the set of root letters 
pH: Syriac \pel being the 3rd masc.singular of the root in this 
stem)." J. Healey, First Studies in Syriac (Birmingham, 1994), p. 27. 
Cf. Arabic stem f a ' a l a . ] 

2. Al-Asma% "al-Asmaciyyat," in Sammlungen alter arabischer 
Dickter, ed. Ahlwardt (Berlin, 1902). This anthology by the Basran 
philologist Al-Asma4i (died 213/828) contained seventy-two fragments 
attributed to pre-Islamic poets, or those who lived in the first half 
of seventh century. Poem number 23 (according to the E l l article 
"al-Samaw'although Wellhausen says it is number 20) is attributed 
to al-Samaw'al b. 'Adiya, a Jew, who lived in the middle of the 
sixth century. This poem "contains reflections on birth, death and the 
Day of Judgment which may be . . . references to Aggadic literature 
. . . thus pointing to the Jewish religion of its poet. The authenticity 
of the poem was defended by J. W. Hirschberg (Der Diwan as 
as-Samau'al ibn cAdija, Cracow, 1931) against Noldeke's negative 



verdict (T. Noldeke, Beitraege zur Kenntms de Poesie der A l i e n 
Araber, Hanover 1864, pp. 52-86). Levi Delia Vida ("A proposito di 
as- Samaw'al,'' in R S O 13 (1931): 53-72) drew up the very probable 
hypothesis that the poem was in fact created by one of 
al-SamawJaTs descendants, who had already converted to Islam but 
still was acquainted with Jewish tradition" X Bauer, "al-Samaw5al b. 
(Adiya," E l l . 

3. [It is indeed Wellhausen's question mark in brackets.] 

4. [Wellhausen does give 15 before 14 in the original.] 

5. L i s a n a l - ' A r a b , Arabic Lexicon of Ibn Manzur, 20 vols. (Cairo, 
1308). 

6. [Here is the story of Imru3 al-Qays: The poet and Kinda 
Prince Imru' al-Qays entrusted his arms to al-Samaw'al. When the 
Ghassanid phylarch al -Harith b. Jabala heard about this, he set out 
against al-Samaw'al, who dug in inside his castle, al -Harith managed 
to kidnap al-Samaw'aTs son, threatening to kill him unless the father 
handed over the consigned weapons. Al-SamawJal remained faithful 
to his promise, preferring to see his son killed than to betray his 
friend] 



7. [Dlwan al-hamdsa (Book of Valor) was an anthology of texts 
compiled by Abu Tammam (died 231/846). It includes mainly 
pre-Islamic and early Islamic poets, though also some from the 
cAbbasid period.] 

8. T. Noldeke, Geschichte des Korans, 1st ed., p. 30 = 2d ed., p. 
40. 

9. Abul-Faraj 'All ibn al-Husayn al-Isbahanl, Kitdb at-aghdni, 20 
vols. (Cairo, 1285). 

10. Abu Muhammad (Abd al-Malik Ibn Hisham, Sirat Rasul 
A l l a h , ed. F. Wustenfeld, 2 vols. (Gottingen, 1858-1860). 

11. The Kamil of al-Mubarrad, ed. W. Wright (Leipzig, 
1864-1892). 

12. Abu Ja'far Muhammad al-Tabari, Ta'rlkh al-rusul wa'l-muluk, 
ed. M, J, de Goeje et al., 15 vols. (Leiden, 1879-1901). 



O N PRE-ISLAMIC 
CHRISTIAN STROPHIC 
POETICAL TESTS 
IN T H E K O R A N 
A CRITICAL LOOK AT THE 
WORK OF GUNTER LULING 

I b n R a w a n d i 

INTRODUCTION 



™ unter Liiling was born in Varna, Bulgaria, in 1928. 
The first period of his academic life was spent at the 
University of Erlangen, Germany, between 1956 and 1961. His 
original intention was to work as a theologian on the 
theological themes of the Koran, but owing to the opposition 
of his professor to this idea, he agreed to work on the theme 
of the adoption of Greek science by Arab scholarship. Due to 
continuing bad relations between himself and his supervising 
professors, he was forced to leave the university in 1961, 
"without any achievement to show for those years."1 

This bad experience, however, was in reality a blessing in 
disguise, in that it led to him obtaining the post of director of 
the Goethe Institute at Aleppo, Syria, in the years 1962 to 1965. 
It was here that he learned what he could not have learned if 
he had remained in academic life at a German university: a deep 



acquaintance with the Arabic vernacular. It later turned out that 
knowing the Arabic vernacular was one of the essential require
ments for critically analyzing the text of the Koran, In 1966 
Luling seized the opportunity to return to academic life in 
Germany: first, as assistant professor at the Faculty of Medicine 
at Erlangen, supervising studies in the history of antique and 
early medieval Arab medicine, and then transferring at the end 
of 1967 to the post of assistant professor at the Erlangen 
Institute of Arabic and Islamic Studies. He was now in a 
position to freely pursue the dogma-critical approach to the 
Koran that he had always intended.2 

The chief result of Luling's research was that underlying 
about one-third of the Koran text there are pre-Islamic, 
antitrinitarian Christian, strophical hymns, dating from the 
beginning of the sixth century C . E . , approximately one hundred 
years before the time of Muhammad; the postulated background 
to this discovery being a predominantly Christian central Arabia, 
including a Christian Mecca, Kaaba, and Quraish. In 1970 
Luling submitted a 180-page dissertation on his research as a 
thesis for a Ph.D. degree. The official reports on the thesis 



were enthusiastic, stating that: "the proof for strophical ur-texts, 
which can be reconstructed, can be regarded as established.... 
The work places the history of the origin of Islam and the 
history of the dogmatics of early Oriental Christianity into new 
dimensions," and was consequently awarded the highest possible 
note of extmum opus. Within a fortnight, however, the tone of 
the university authorities changed and he was told that he could 
no longer look forward to the habilitation that an e x i m u m opus 
entitled him. According to Luling, his ideas had incurred the 
wrath of the Arabist Anton Spitaler of Munich, the leader of 
the pure philology school of German Arabic studies. Spitaler 
refused to give up the conventional method of judging the 
Koran by the laws of Classical Arabic, and feared that 
Luling's results would, "certainly turn upside down the hitherto 
existing notions about the history of the origin, the text and the 
contents of the Koran." Such was Spitaler's influence that by 
the end of 1972 Luling was officially dismissed from the 
University of Erlangen.3 

The implementation of this decision, however, could be 
delayed by legal proceedings against it, and this was the course 



that Luling took. He was encouraged in this move by the 
support of the French Koran expert Regis Blachere. After 
studying Liiling's dissertation, Blachere wrote to him: "Highly 
eminent colleague. In this way (i,e., with Luling's methods) the 
tradition continues of that German school of scholarship to 
which we owe so much grateful appreciation. I hope that owing 
to your generation there will be kept alive a curious speciality 
of worldwide importance with regard to Islamic studies which 
alone offers the chance for a global understanding of the 
problems." Unfortunately, Blachere died a few months after he 
wrote this letter, but Luling persisted in arguing his case. In 
1973 he presented the whole of his collection of restored 
Christian strophic texts, under the title On the Pre-Islamic 
C h r i s t i a n S t r o p h e P o e t i c a l Texts i n t h e K o r a n , to the Faculty of 
Philology at Erlangen as his Habilitationsschrift, essential for the 
continuation of his academic career. In February 1974 this, too, 
was voted against by a majority of faculty members, according 
to Luling, after much politicing on the part of the "pure 
philology" faction. The decision was disputed in court, but 
without success, and Luling was finally dismissed from the 
university in July 1978.4 



In 1974, however, he had published his Habilitationsschrift 
under the title U b e r den U r - Q u r a n , which was well received 
by many outside the academic establishment in Germany. It is 
this work, revised and expanded for the English edition under 
the title O n t h e P r e - I s l a m i c C h r i s t i a n P o e t i c Texts in t h e 
K o r a n , that forms the basis for the present exposition and cri
tique of Liiling's ideas. In addition, Luling has also published a 
work on the Prophet Muhammad: D i e W i e d e r e n t d e c k u n g des 
P r o p h e t e n M u h a m m a d , The Rediscovery of t h e P r o p h e t 
Muhammad, which will be referred to occasionally. 

THESES AND METHODOLOGIES 

Luling's approach to the text of the Koran is based on four 
fundamental theses. 

Thesis 1 



About one-third of the present day Koran text, as transmitted 
by Muslim orthodoxy, contains as a hidden groundlayer an 
originally pre-Islamic Christian text 

(a) Difficulties i n i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e o l d A r a b i a n s c r i p t . 

Every Arabic text today, as for the past fourteen or fifteen 
centuries, consists of three different layers. First, the basic letter 
shape, or drawing (rasm). Second, the diacritical points (nuqat), 
the function of which is to differentiate the otherwise similar 
letters of the rasm. And third, the strokes for the vowels, 
(harakdt), which are not shown in the basic consonontal text of 
the rasm. The crucial point here is that in pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic times the diacritical points were not set at all in 
everyday writing, because they were not yet known or not 
commonly accepted. In the Koran text, at least during the first 
century of its existence, diacritical points were even forbidden, 
ostensibly out of pious reverence for the holy text. All the older 



Koran codices that have come down to us display the text 
without diacritical points and signs, not to speak of the strokes 
for the vowels, which were introduced even later. This means 
that finding the originally intended sequence of consonants, and 
hence the originally intended meaning of the text, becomes 
something of a lottery, often determined by the preconceptions of 
the redactor as to what the text ought to mean,5 

(b) The difference between s t r o p h i c p o e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s a n d 
p r o s e texts i n t h e K o r a n as a very i m p o r t a n t key t o t h e 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of t h e p r e - I s l a m i c K o r a n h i d d e n i n t h e 
present-day K o r a n . 

It has always been recognized that in the traditional Koran 
some suras very clearly contain strophic refrains, although the 
repetition of these refrains mostly does not follow a perceptible, 
strict metric measure. This fact has for a long time been taken 
by some Islamicists as an indication that the Koran originally 
contained strophic structures, the strict order of which has been 



destroyed by later redaction of the text. This converted the old 
strophic or hymnodic speech into prose and changed the 
wording and meaning of the older material. This apparently 
occurred when texts were collected and redacted to serve as the 
holy book of the nascent Islamic community. 

According to Luling, uncovering these old strophic texts 
requires a threefold methodology: (1) philological (grammatical 
and phraseological), (2) strophe-metrical, and (3) dogma critical; 
the last two methods having been neglected since the 1930s, 
this approach represents a fresh start. The special genre of 
religious hymnody detectable in the ground-layer of the Koran 
belongs, form historically, to a chain of strophe-poetical 
traditions reaching from Old Egyptian, Old Testamentarian, pre-
Islamic old Arabian, and Old Jewish models, across the 
equivalent Byzantine, Coptic, Syriac, Arabic, and Ethiopian 
hymnody of pre-Islamic and early Islamic times, up to late 
medieval and modem strophic poetry. 

Luling regards it as beyond question that the rich Christian 
Ethiopian hymnody of the early sixth century goes back in the 
main to a Christian Coptic original, sometimes word-for-word 



across hundreds of strophes, the sequence of which is neatly 
maintained. Frequent misunderstandings of the Coptic original in 
the Ethiopic translations result from typical misunderstandings 
of an ambiguous Arabic text minus its diacritical points and 
vowel strokes. To Luling, this indicates that these voluminous 
Ethiopic strophic texts of c. 500 C.E., which stem from Coptic 
sources, must have passed through a central Arabian stage of a 
likewise voluminous, but now lost, pre-Islamic Christian strophic 
hymnody. This thesis involves regarding as authentic the strophic 
poetry of the purportedly pre-Islamic Imru (ul-Qays, and an 
almost complete recasting of the original Christian hymnody by 
the earliest Koran text collectors and redactors, who changed 
poetry into prose and altered its original meaning. 

(c) Different l a n g u a g e s i n t h e K o r a n . 

The language of the Christian strophic texts that Luling finds 
underlying the Koran is without diacritical points or vowel 
strokes, and resembles what he calls "Old Arabian," indicating a 
tradition of literate education and erudition. This non-Classical, 



vernacular, though nevertheless literary Christian Arabic had 
many grammatical equivalents to the language of early Christian 
literature; a middle-standard, educational, and literate Arabic 
which served as an intertribal lingua franca, or koine, over the 
whole Arabian peninsula. Luling regards the grammatical license 
and rules for medieval strophic poetry, conveyed to us by 
medieval Arabic philologists, as applying also to the pre-Islamic 
Christian hymnody in the Koran. 

(d) The techniques of t h e M u s l i m re i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h e 
e r s t w h i l e C h r i s t i a n u r - K o r a n h i d d e n i n t h e g r o u n d l a y e r 
of t h e t r a n s m i t t e d o r t h o d o x K o r a n . 

(1) The deviating reading of vowels, which would later 
mean the deviating setting of vowel strokes, but 
nevertheless maintaining correctly the original 
groundlayer layer of the Arabic script. 

(2) The deviating reading of consonants, which would later 
mean the deviating setting of diacritical points for 



ambiguous consonant signs, but nevertheless, out of 
piety, correctly retaining the r a s m groundlayer. 

(3) The slight alteration or deformation of the consonontal 
signs of the groundlayer ( r a s m ) , while simultaneously 
reading alternative consonants and vowels, and 
eventually changing the diacritical points and vowel 
strokes. 

(4) The omission, addition, or replacement of single 
characters of the consonontal text of the groundlayer 
( r a s m ) , of single words, sentences and sections. 

(5) Taking advantage of varying or different (vernacular or 
high-standard) orthography. 

(6) Taking advantage of the concurrence of different 
meanings of one and the same word or word root 
within Hebrew, Aramaic (Syriac), and vernacular and 
high-standard Arabic. 

(7) Giving a deviating meaning to single words on the 
basis of vague associations, so that a series of Koranic 



lexical meanings must be classed as invented. 

(8) The disregarding of grammatical and particularly 
syntactical rules during the initial deviating reading of 
the erstwhile Christian hymnody. 

This last technique, in order to defend the peculiarities of 
language it produced, led some Arabic grammarians to assert 
that the content of the Koran is not defined by Arabic 
grammar, but that Arabic grammar is defined by the Koran. 
Thus the Koran, in part, not only contradicts the rules of 
common secular Arabic, but itself, when it says: "We (God) 
never sent any messenger but with the speech of his people, 
that he might make (things) clear to them" (XIV.4); and: "This 
is clear Arabic language" (XVI. 103) In view of these texts, the 
further explanation of the grammarians that the grammatical 
peculiarities of the Koran are due to the ecstatic utterances of 
the Prophet is hardly convincing. 

Thesis 2 



According to the statements of thesis 1 the transmitted text of 
the Koran contains four different kinds, or layers, of text. 

These four kinds of text are: 

First, because historically the oldest, the texts of the 
pre-Islamic Christian strophic hymnody. These are called 
"erstwhile Christian texts." 

Second, and historically later, the texts of the new Islamic 
interpretation pressed on the groundlayer of erstwhile Christian 
texts. These are called "second-sense Koranic texts." 

Third, and historically parallel to the second layer, the 
originally pure Islamic texts; that is to say, texts that are to be 
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. These are called "single 
sense Koranic texts," They make up about two-thirds of the 
whole Koran, the remaining third being the erstwhile Christian 
texts transformed into second-sense Koranic texts. 

Fourth, and historically post-Muhammad, are the 
single-sense Koranic texts that have been reinterpreted by 



Koran editors in such a way that the original ideas of the 
Prophet have been distorted. These texts are called "texts of the 
post-Muhammadan Koran editors/' 

Further analysis of these four different textual layers. 

(a) The I s l a m i c s c h o l a r l y t e r m i n o l o g y f o r different l a y e r s of 
K o r a n t e x t 

(1) a l - m u t a s h d b i h a t : "texts that are similar to something 
else," or "texts that contain different aspects of 
interpretation." These are the original meanings of the 
term, but later it was interpreted as referring to "the 
anthropomorphic expressions of the Koran," probably to 
divert attention from awkward texts, such as those 
containing an original Christian hymnody. 

(2) a l - m u h k a m a t : "texts that are decided, firm, 
unambiguous." This came to mean the whole of the 
Koran, but originally referred to the third kind of text 



listed above, those attributable to the Prophet and 
without any underlying erstwhile Christian text. 

(3) al-mufassal: "texts that are commentary/* This term must 
be a subcategory of a l - m u h k a m since not all muhkam 
texts are mufassal, but a mufassal text is always 
muhkam If muhkam denotes the third layer identified 
above, mufassal must denote the glosses and 
commentaries inserted into the texts of the first and 
third layers in order to pin down the eventually 
preferred meanings of those layers to prevent the 
original sense from showing through. Such insertions 
would have been indispensable at the time when 
diacritical points and vowel strokes were not yet per
mitted in Koran texts. A clear example of such an 
inserted commentary is IX.16. 

(b) On t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y d i s t i n c t contents of t h e 
different k i n d s of K o r a n t e x t 

It is in the distinct contents of the different kinds of Koran 



text that the dogma-critical aspect of Luling's threefold 
methodology comes into play. He argues that the Islamic 
intellectual content that was pressed on the erstwhile Christian 
r a s m groundlayer was determined by pagan Arabian 
conceptions, in fact, by the old Arabian tribal religion of 
pre-Islamic times, and that it is from this position that these 
texts are turned against Christian and Jewish dogmatics. Luling 
regards this classification of these earliest Islamic texts as 
pagan not as a slight upon them but as a positive evaluation. 

Luling sees original Christianity, not that of the later, 
Unitarian-imperialist Hellenistic church, as the resurfacing of 
popular pagan/tribal religion from the underground of peasant 
religion. It was, in fact, the revival of the old Semitic and old 
Israelite tribal religion at the High Places or Holy Groves, 
where the cult at the shrines of the primeval Messianic Heroes 
of the tribes had blossomed. This old religion was persecuted 
and stamped out by the imperialist Jewish religion of Yahweh, 
and after a brief revival by Jesus, stamped out again by 
imperialist Christianity. Luling sees the old religion as having 
spread very early into tribal society all over Arabia, and even 



surviving there until the twentieth century. 

Contrary to the portrayal of the central motive of the 
ur-Islamic movement by later Islamic orthodoxy, depicting it as 
the defeat of central Arabian paganism, Luling sees the 
ur-Islamic movement led by Muhammad as a movement away 
from central Arabian Christian, especially trinitarian conceptions, 
toward the old Semitic pagan/tribal religion, under the slogan: 
"Return to the religion of Ismail and the tribes." This shift 
toward tribal religion is detected in an ur-Islamic reinterpretation 
of the Hellenistic Christian groundlayer of the Koran text, 
especially in those sections that fight against the "Garden," the 
pagan-Arabic Grove of Fertility, condemned by Judaism as the 
cult at the High Places. These Hellenistic Christian antipagan 
passages, originally contained in the rasm text of the Koran, 
have each, with the exception of XVIII.40, been reinterpreted 
by early orthodox Islamic redactional devices, so that the pagan 
"Garden" thereafter appears as the revered Islamic "Paradise," 
with its pagan religious erotic pleasures, differing so markedly 
from the Christian heaven. Another example of this ur-Islamic 
shift away from Christian conceptions is that texts of the 



Christian groundlayer referring to salvation in Christ were 
reworked to apply to the Koran, or supplied with editorially 
added negative signs, interpreted as applying to foes of the 
Prophet. 

The Islamic single-sense Koran texts are also considerably 
influenced by these pagan Arab tribal ideas, and can be identified 
above all in the ur-Islamic prose texts pressed on the rasm 
groundlayer of the erstwhile Christian hymnody. Such single-sense 
texts were often inserted as glosses and commentaries into the 
reinterpretation of the Christian texts, and often appear as new, 
textually neat versions or doublettes of lexically and gram
matically clumsy texts, resulting from the original reinterpretation 
of the strophic texts. Such new versions or doublettes are usually 
placed at some distance from the clumsy originals, which they 
repeat in a linguistically neat form. This gives rise to the 
suspicion that these new neat text versions are not only located 
far from their clumsy originals in terms of textual space, but 
also in terms of time of composition. That is to say, they have 
been composed much later than the original clumsy interference 
with the rasm, which necessitated their eventual composition for 



sake of clarification. 

(c) O n t h e l i t e r a r y f o r m of t h e different k i n d s of K o r a n text. 

The Islamic second- and single-sense Koran texts were 
originally designed and then handed down as prose texts. In the 
second-sense texts, as a consequence of the disregard or 
dropping of the internal rhymes of what was once a Christian 
strophe, a type of verse or sentence has been developed for 
which the term "Koranic rhymed prose" came into use in 
Western scholarship; the later, originally single-sense Koran 
texts, emulate this type of early Koranic rhymed prose. From 
the time of the Islamic reinterpretation and elimination of the 
strophic hymnody onward, each Koranic prose verse, or 
sentence, now rhymes with its last word, though now far 
remote from the preceding and next-to-last words of its sur
rounding long prose verses or sentences; these are now long 
and monotonous because of the annulment of the internal 
rhymes. In the latest of the single-sense texts, emulating the 



oldest so-called Islamic rhymed prose, the sentences became so 
long that, although each of them finishes with a remote rhyme 
word, one can hardly speak any longer of a rhyming effect. 
This underlines the fact that the so-called rhymed prose of the 
Koran is not a genuine form of poetic art, but a peculiar 
technique developed from the leveling out of the sophisticated 
Christian strophic poetry, and the necessity of disguising the 
strophical structure of the Christian hymnody. 

As a result of his research, Luling holds that the equation 
of the terms "rhymed prose" and saj\ which has been made 
here and there in Western scholarship, must be abandoned. The 
say is a longer, emphatically pronounced sentence, usually 
uttered by a pagan soothsayer, consisting of very short syntactic 
parts, the endings of which are not arranged to rhyme 
according to a strophe-metrical order, although the saf shows 
alliterations and unsystematically scattered rhymes. 

In the Koran the saf comes across only as an Islamic 
single-sense text, often placed before or after an erstwhile 
Christian strophic groundlayer, on which a new Islamic 
interpretation has been pressed. Since Luling attributes the 



single-sense texts to Muhammad, and they are usually in the 
form used by soothsayers, he sees this as a confirmation of his 
thesis that the ur-Islamic movement led by the Prophet had 
actually been a movement away from Western, Hellenistic, 
trinitarian, imperialist Christianity, toward the ur-Semitic tribal 
religion, symbolized by its progenitors Abraham and Ismail. This 
use of saf by the Prophet would explain why his Meccan 
opponents, who Luling considers to have been trinitarian 
Christians, considered him to be a kahin or soothsayer. Those 
sections of the Koran that are hostile to poets, such as 
XXVI.224-226, are to be attributed to pre-Islamic Christian 
invective against the people of the pagan Holy Groves or High 
Places, which, of course, included the pagan soothsayers. 

(d) O n t h e l i n g u i s t i c aspects of t h e different texts of t h e K o r a n . 

Luling's linguistic analysis of the different Koran texts yields 
the result that despite the fact that the canonic Koran is written 
in what is usually called high-standard or classical Arabic, it in 
fact contains four different types or standards of Arabic that, 



insofar as they can be distinguished, follow each other in time, 
and can be labeled as language strata, or language layers. 

(1) The oldest Arabic language layer is that of the erstwhile 
Christian strophic hymnody. This Arabic, in itself a highly 
literate vernacular, differs considerably and in several 
respects from high-standard classical Arabic. First of all, the 
grammatical case endings of nouns and the grammatical 
modal endings of verbs are either missing, or appear 
arbitrarily to fill in gaps in the rhythm of the strophe lines, 
and to supply secondary rhyme endings; all this without 
regard to the grammatical correctness of such endings. 
Indeed, it seems very often that the rhyme composer 
misuses classic grammatical endings intentionally and 
humorously, as a skillful poetic device. This is a feature of 
popular and vernacular poetry in many languages, and 
underlines the literary form of the pre-Islamic strophic 
poetry- But this vernacular yet literate language not only 
differs from high-standard classical Arabic in its grammar, 
but also lexically in its vocabulary. Besides the expected 
difference in word choice and meaning between vernacular 



and classical, there are also a lot of Semitic words that have 
intruded into this, as Luling calls it, pre-Islamic central 
Arabian Christian Arabic, from neighboring Semitic 
Christian literatures, especially from contemporary biblical 
Aramaic, Syriac, and, less frequently, Hebrew. These are 
words that, although stemming from the same Semitic word 
root, had in the long-term development of these different 
Semitic languages assumed slightly different meanings, but 
sometimes even essentially different ones. 

To sum up: the language of the Christian hymnody in 
the groundlayer of the Koran is grammatically a vernacular 
Arabic, and moreover, a vernacular language the 
lexicography of which is thoroughly impregnated by 
neighboring Semitic Christian literatures. It is therefore 
absolutely indispensable for research into this ur-Koranic 
Christian hymnody to use both a grammar of early 
Christian Arabic,6 and to consult all the available Iexica of 
all the neighboring Semitic Christian literatures. 

(2) Second comes the language of the second-sense Koran texts. 
This language is actually not a language in the true sense of 



the word, but a selective and unique conception of speech for 
the occasion, a consequence of the attempt to force a new 
interpretation on an ambiguous but decisive script. The erratic 
nature of this speech has been, and is still being excused 
unconvincingly, by orthodox Islamic Koran scholarship and by 
many Western Islamicists, as resulting from the ecstatic state 
of the Prophet during his experiences of revelation. The 
explanation, however, of how ecstatic speech was transformed, 
on the spot, into the text of scripture, is still missing. 

(3) The third language is that of the early editorial glosses 
and commentaries, inserted into or added on to the 
second-sense texts, in order to pin the new interpretation 
to the underlying groundlayer of the rasm. This 
language, with its conspicuous preference for nominal 
instead of verbal constructions, forms a striking contrast 
to the literate language of both the underlying 
Christian hymnody, and old and present-day classical 
Arabic. This mostly nominal language discloses by its 
lack of elegance its identity as a nonliterate language; at 
least as a language without a discernible distinct literary 



tradition. 

(4) The fourth language is that of the late and latest 
single-sense texts. That is, those originally Islamic texts 
that are neither immediately nor directly related to the 
erstwhile Christian r a s m groundlayer, but which present 
larger cohesive complexes of prose texts in classical 
Arabic. This language, in its phraseology and 
grammatical sophistication, and in its skilful and 
therefore elegant appearance, is to be thoroughly 
distinguished from the language defined in the preceding 
paragraph. 

Based upon information transmitted in Islamic 
tradition, Luling concludes that this language must be 
attributed to the Prophet himself or, rather, to the literate 
secretaries who were charged with recording his 
pronouncements. 

While for languages 1, 2, and 3, it is beyond question that 
they do not present high-standard classical Arabic and should 



not originally have been read as such, it still remains an open 
question whether the fourth and last type of language was 
originally intended to be so read, including case endings (I'rab). 
Luling presumes not, but as even this last language has been 
distorted and reinterpreted by post-Muhammadan Koran editors 
it is, again, a language especially created for the occasion. This 
fourth and last language layer is not Luling's major concern, 
since he is most intent on uncovering the vernacular Christian 
hymnody of the ground-layer. 

Thesis 3 

The transmitted Islamic Koran text is the final of several 
successive editorial revisions. 

Three essential motives for the different successive 
Koran-text editorial processes can be discerned. These processes 
obviously went on over several decades, and in all probability 
three successive periods of editorial work on the Koran. 



(1) The first and main motive for the editorial reworking 
of the Koran is dogmatic. 

It is the motive for both the Islamic reinterpretation 
of the erstwhile Christian hymnodies and for the 
collection and recording of the original Islamic revelation 
texts. In Luling's view it has its cause in a 
national-Arabi an/pagan-Arabian antagonism toward a 
central Arabian, and especially Meccan Hellenistic trini
tarian Christianity of the Prophet's time. This Christianity 
had kept good relations with the trinitarian Christianity 
of all the neighboring nations and, like them, was split 
into different parties and confessions. Luling considers 
that this national-Arabian/ tribal-Arabian countermovement 
against the foreign-dominated Christianity of central 
Arabia, as not necessarily originating with Muhammad, 
but that it could have begun even with his grandfather 
(Abd al-Muttalib. Likewise, the editorial reworking of 
the Christian hymnody may have begun before the 



Prophet's time, being in no way initiated by him, and 
then added to the text of the Koran after his passing. 

This pagan or tribal-Arabian ur-Islamic movement, 
would have been incited by discord between the different 
factions and confessions of Christians in Mecca, which 
had been established there for some two centuries before 
Muhammad, during which time the Kaaba had been a 
Christian church, Luling pictures Mecca as containing 
quarrelsome parties from all the different Christian 
church denominations of the surrounding countries— 
Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and Ethiopia. The 
Christian groundlayer of the Koran, in the view of 
Luling, contains an archaic ur-Christian angel-christology, 
involving the idea that Christ is an angel and therefore a 
created being. This Judaic or Ebionite Christianity had 
been condemned as heretical by all the Christian 
confessions extant at Mecca, who were still controlled by 
their Hellenistic mother churches. Only the central 
Arabian heretics (hanlf), the few descendants of the 
earliest ur-Christian and therefore angel-christological 



communities in central-Arabia, continued to stick to their 
creed. This nontrinitarian, ur- Christian angel-christology, 
found by Luling in the strophic hymnody of the 
ur-Koran, was also eventually abandoned by ur-Islam in 
its turn to its own tribal-religious traditions under the 
slogan: "The religion of Abraham, Ismail and the tribes.'1 

This would explain the curiosity that Muhammad was 
considered both champion and betrayer of hanifdom. 

(2) Historically, the second motive for a renewed editorial over
working and enlargement of the Koran comes from the 
victory of Islam over the Meccan "associators" ( m u s h r i k u n ) , 
whom Luling sees as the Christians of Western trinitarian 
theology, who deified Jesus as God's son. The effect of this 
reworking was to tone down the original defection from 
central Arabian Christianity in order to appease former 
enemies, and to propagate the idea that there had never 
been any institutionally established Christian community in 
central Arabia, least of all in Mecca, the inhabitants of 
which were thereafter portrayed as pagan idolators. 

(3) The third fundamental motive for the editorial reworking of 



the Koran derives secondarily from the national Arabian/tribal 
motivation and becomes gradually autonomous. That is, the 
motive of overworking the Koran text in order to make it 
read from beginning to end as a high-standard classical Arab 
prose text. This relatively late linguistic redaction consists, 
therefore, on the one hand, in the removal of the strophic 
structure of the original Christian text of the r a s m 
groundlayer, and on the other, in the linguistic reworking of 
the entire Koran text, including all the second- and 
single-sense texts, in order to replace the hitherto vernacular 
reading without case endings, by a high-standard classical 
Arabic reading with case endings. The time when this 
redaction took place would be the time when the diacritical 
consonant points and diacritical vowel strokes had become 
accepted as permissible in Koran codices. 

The motivation for changing the Koran into a 
classical Arabic prose text, as opposed to a strophic text, 
was probably to erase the memory of its original 
Christian contents, in the form of hymnody and 
responsories; to do this, rhythm and rhyme, the twin 
pillars of memory, had to be erased. Whether the 



Prophet himself ever knew and performed the Christian 
hymnody in its original form is impossible to say for 
sure, but Luling is inclined to the opinion that he did. 

The predilection of rising Islam for the 
national-Arabian cause brought about a preference for 
high-standard classical Arabic over the international 
Arabic vernacular, spoken beyond central Arabia in the 
surrounding nontribal countries with an urban culture; this 
"national" high-standard Arabic was pressed on the r a s m 
groundlayer in a gradual process of grammatical and 
orthographical reworking- While in the earliest phase of 
developing Islam the lexical and grammatical differences 
between the Christian Arabic koine and the Old Arabian 
high-standard language had been used for the 
reinterpretation of the Koran, it seems that the 
high-standard Arabic reworking was relatively late, 
probably long after the death of the Prophet- This exclu
sively linguistic, as opposed to dogmatic, reworking was 
not only chronologically the last, but also, in its effect on 
the meaning of the Koran text, the least significant. 



Thesis 4 

The presence of the successive layers in the Koran text can be 
confirmed by material in Muslim tradition that has hitherto 
gone unnoticed or been misinterpreted. 

On the basis of Liiling's findings of an ur-Christian and 
ur-Islamic groundlayer beneath the text of the present-day 
Koran, the existence of Koranic ideas, thoughts, and expressions 
in the pre-Islamic Old Arabian poets would cease to be 
anomalous. It would then appear that the pre-Islamic poets were 
indeed influenced by the Koran, but it was the much older 
Christian ur-Koran contained in the rasm groundlayer of the 
Islamic Koran. The thesis of Louis Cheikho that the 
pre-Islamic old Arabian poetry had been largely Christian would 
then be confirmed, since innumerable pre-Islamic Christian 
poems would have been reinterpreted using the same editorial 
techniques as those used on the erstwhile Christian texts of the 
ur-Koran. Furthermore, on the basis of Luling's uncovering of 



the history of the formation of the Koran text, Islamic 
traditions can be read in a new light and exposed to a 
historicocritical analysis from a new perspective. 

EXEMPLIFICATION: UNCOVERING THE 
HYMNODY 

The evidence for the theses outlined above is laid out by Luling 
in five chapters of over five hundred pages of small print. 
These contain examples from some seventeen different suras and 
long footnotes on related topics, together with numerous 
"excursuses" on related topics. The scholarship is overwhelming, 
and unless one can retain a sure grasp of the theses being 
argued for, the average reader is likely to get lost in an endless 
forest of detail. Because of limitations of space we must confine 
ourselves to two brief summaries of this material from the first 
and final chapters. 

In the Koran as transmitted by Muslim orthodoxy, the text 



is divided into numerous sections. These sections are interpreted 
by Muslim tradition according to an extra-Koranic frame 
narrative, which assigns them to some purportedly historical 
incident to give the text a particular meaning. These 
interpretations are such that they cannot be legitimately derived 
from the text section alone and in itself on the basis of 
grammar and lexicography. Indeed, they are often so fantastic 
that they furnish no parallel, either from non-Koranic or from 
pre-Koranic Arabic texts. 

On the other hand, a word-for-word interpretation of such 
texts, relying on nothing other than the transmitted rasm text, 
neglecting even the transmitted pointation, which is in effect the 
first commentary, yields a cohesive and self-contained text 
which needs no supplementary elucidation, and certainly no 
reference to allegedly historical incidents. As a rule, the acribic 
analysis of the broader rasm text, that is to say, the text 
sections before and after a dubious section, uncovers one long 
line of thought, whereas the traditional Islamic interpretation 
yields several short sections with, as to their content, 
independent and extremely short lines of thought, usually with 



totally disconnected ideas. 

Luling begins the demonstration of this thesis in chapter 1 
with an examination of Suras XCVI and X X X , Sura XCVI is a 
particularly suitable place to begin, since it is a Sura where the 
original pre-Islamic Christian sense of the r a s m groundlayer 
can be uncovered without the necessity of changing a single 
letter of the r a s m script. Sura XCVI can also be said to be the 
pivot upon which the whole edifice of Islam rests, since this 
text has been taken by Muslim tradition as the first instance of 
Koranic revelation, the purported historical context of which 
forms the guarantee of the Koran's transcendental origin. If 
Sura XCVI turns out to be other than what Muslim tradition 
has portrayed it as being, that tradition will be shown to be 
false, indeed, to be a knowing and deliberate falsification, and 
the Koran to be not a revelation but a man-made text like any 
other. 

According to the traditional Islamic interpretation, Sura XCVI 
falls into three thematic parts: verses 1-5, 6-8, and 9-19. In the 
cases of the first and last sections, a frame narrative has been 
attached to the text that has no basis in the actual words of the 



texts themselves. In the first and crucial section the frame 
narrative has the angel Gabriel appearing to Muhammad and 
appointing him Prophet, first of the Arab nation and then of all 
mankind, and presenting him with a script and commanding him 
to read. By this non- Koranic, pseudohistorical narrative, the 
interpretation of the introductory imperatives: i q m 3 "read" 
(XCVL1, 3), are pinned down in a definitive fashion. The text 
immediately following these two imperatives is then taken for the 
text Gabriel presented to the eyes of the Prophet-to-be to recite.8 

Yet the idea that the two commands to read are the only words 
of Gabriel, and that the rest is the script to be read by 
Muhammad is not indicated in the text in any way at all; 
moreover, the actual names "Gabriel" and "Muhammad" are 
wholly gratuitous and likewise do not appear in the text. The late 
and spurious nature of the references to Gabriel in Islamic tradi
tion is confirmed by the fact that in the only other places in the 
Koran where Gabriel is mentioned (VI.97 f.; LVI.4) are so 
marginal in content as to be classified as glosses added later; 
also, in Islamic tradition concerning the life of the Prophet, texts 
that deal with Gabriel display an unproblematic Arabic grammar 
and lexicography, whereas surrounding passages apparently dealing 



with facts of history show many such problems. 

In a similar fashion, the frame narrative attached to the 
third and final section of Sura XCVI (verses 9-19), has 
obviously been concocted to supply an acceptable meaning to an 
otherwise incomprehensible text. This time it concerns a member 
of the developing Muslim community, either a slave or even 
Muhammad himself, who is hindered in the performance of the 
ritual prayer. Between these two larger sections, 1-5 and 9-19, 
the short section, 6-8, is of such general significance that it 
could be attached to either the preceding or following sections, 
or even to any religious statement whatever. The curious thing 
is that although this middle section can, because of its general 
relevance, be understood as a proem to the third section, it is 
instead joined by Muslim tradition to the preceding section, to 
which it is much less suited because of its postponed position. It 
is a strange rule of the Arabic grammarians, in fact derived 
from this crude Koranic interpretation, that the expression k a l l a , 
meaning "not at all," which introduces this middle section, is 
only ever used as a negation of a preceding sentence, which 
merely compounds the hardly understandable connection between 



the middle and final sections of Sura XCVI. 

At this point it will help to have before us both a 
conventional translation of Sura XCVI and Luting's 
reconstruction. The following is a simplified English version of 
Rudi Paret's translation: 

(1) Recite in the Name of your Lord who has created 

(2) has created man out of an embryo! 

(3) Recite! Your Lord is magnanimous as nobody else in 
the world 

(4) [He] who has taught the use of the writing cane 

(5) has taught unto man what he didn't know. 

(6) Not at all! Man is really rebellious 

(7) since he considers himself independent 

(8) however, to your Lord everything returns. 

(9) What do you think about him who restrains 



(10) a slave when he performs the ritual prayer. 

(11) Do you believe that he is following the guidance 

(12) or gives the order to be god-fearing. 

(13) Do you believe that he pronounces lies and turns away. 

(14) Does he not know that God sees. 

(15) Not at all! If he doesn't cease we shall definitely grab 
him by the forelock 

(16) a forelock full of lies and sinful. 

(17) May he then call for his clique. 

(18) We will call up the bailiffs. 

(19) Not al all! Do not obey him! Prostrate and approach. 

It should be obvious to everyone that this text is, for the 
most part, incoherent nonsense, and makes a mockery of the 
Koran's description of itself as "of clear Arabic language," 
Indeed, what little coherence this text has in translation is only 
achieved by supplying numerous words that are not in the 



original Arabic text at all, but drawn from the wholly spurious 
frame narrative supplied by Islamic tradition. Other illustrious 
translators, such as Arberry or Bell, only achieve whatever 
fluency their translations have by the same dubious method. It 
is impossible to produce a coherent translation because there is 
no coherence in the original Arabic, and it is precisely this fact 
that necessitated the invention of the traditional Islamic frame 
narrative. Muslims themselves had no idea what this text meant 
until an orthodox interpretation was concocted and spread 
abroad in Koran commentaries. 

According to Luling this incoherence results from the fact 
that the basic r a s m text has been manipulated in order to 
disguise its original form as a pre-Islamic Christian strophic 
hymn. Luting's translation and reconstruction follows, arranged 
in its original strophic form: 



Verse Strophe Line 

1 1 Invoke the Name of your Lord 
2 who created, 

2 3 created man from clay. 

3 1 Invoke! For thy Lord is the most generous 
4 2 who taught by the writing cane, 
5 3 taught man what he didn't know. 

6 1 Not at all that man should be presumptuous 
1 2 When ever he sees Him overbearingly independent! 
8 3 Behold, to God is the recourse 

9 1 Have you ever seen 
2 that He denies 

10 3 a servant when he prays? 

11 

12 

1 
2 
3 

Have you ever seen 
—when he clung firmly to the creed? 
—or spoke as a God-knower? 



13 I Have you ever seen 
2 that He betrayed and turned away? 

14 3 Have you not learned that God sees? 

15 1 Not at all! If He is not given peace 
2 truly He will be seized 
3 by His forelock 

16 (L1a lying sinful forelock." Late gloss to be canceled.) 

17 1 So call for His High Council! 
18 2 You will then call up the High Angelship! 
19 3 Not at all! Be you not presumptuous against Him! 

Prostrate and approach! 

The strophic or poetic nature of this text is apparent from 
the frequent repetition of words, phrases, ideas, and synonyms. 
Moreover, it now appears as a single text with a theme 
common to all its parts, rather than three separate texts 
arbitrarily stitched together. However, there is still much that 



would strike the ordinary reader as obscure and puzzling. 
Luling justifies his translation and rearrangement of Sura XCVI 
in sixty pages of small print in which every word and line is 
discussed at length. For reasons of space we can only report 
briefly some of the more important parts of this analysis. 

The first thing to be considered is the opening word of 
Sura XCVI , } i q r a \ which is usually translated "read," or "recite." 
It is upon this interpretation that the whole idea of the Koran 
as a revealed text rests, as well as the idea of Muhammad as 
its passive recipient. Luling takes his cue for reading Hqra* as 
"Invoke," rather than "read," or "recite," from the relatively 
early Arab philologist AbO 'Ubayda (<L 203/818). (Ubayda re
marked that the verb q a r a ' a in XCVI . l has the same meaning 
as the verb dhakara: "invoke, laud, praise." While in the West, 
long before Luling, the scholars Gustav Weil (1808-1899) and 
his contemporary Hartwig Hirschfield had stressed the point that 
the Hebrew expression q d r a 3 be shem Yahwe, "to invoke (with) 
the name Yahwe," widespread in the Old Testament, must be 
taken into account in the interpretation of Sura XCVI. 

Understanding 'iqm> as "invoke," rather than "read" or 



"recite," becomes plausible when it is realized that in the 
ancient world reading was invariably reading aloud, so that the 
distinction between reading and invoking would not have been 
what it is today. If it was unfamiliar or even totally unknown 
to an Arab of the sixth and seventh centuries to read silently, 
the Arabic expression q a r a ' a must have meant "to articulate 
loudly." One can therefore easily understand the significance of 
"Articulate loudly the Name of God!" (XCVL1) as being the 
equivalent of "Invoke the Name of God!" and, as far as the 
"name of God" is here a hypostasis, as equivalent to "Invoke 
God!" At the time of the rise of Islam there must still have 
existed a self-evident sense of magic in the solemn utterance of 
words with a religious connotation, which virtually excludes the 
interpretation of q a r a ' a as a merely aesthetic reciting of 
something to be stated. 

A significant consequence of abandoning the traditional 
Islamic frame narrative for XCVI. 1-5, and taking up AbO 
'Ubayda's interpretation of *iqra> as "invoke (your Lord)/' is 
that there is no longer any need to treat the first five verses as 
a separate section. One then realizes the striking fact that 



scattered throughout the whole sura there are a total of seven 
references that equally, but in different words, express the 
meaning of "prayer": in XCVI . l and X C V L 3 , q a r a ' a "invoke"; 
in XCVL10, salld "perform the ritual prayer," in XCVI, 17 and 
XCVI. 18; d a c d "call for or intercede in prayer"; in XCVI. 19 
sajada "prostrate for prayer"; and in the same verse, i q t a r i b 
"apprach (God)." These seven verbs with the meaning "to pray," 
could be the thread that runs through the whole sura as its uni
fying theme. 

A word that cries out for explanation is k a l l d , "not at all, 
by no means," which occurs no less than three times in Sura 
XCVI. Its first appearance at XCVI.6 is senseless, since it 
cannot be a negation of the preceding section no matter how 
those verses are interpreted. Against the stipulation of Arabic 
grammarians and Koran commentators that kalld can only apply 
to a preceding sentence, Luling, following H. L . Fleischer 
(1801-1888), treats kalld as a negating particle equally 
applicable tp preceding as well as following sentences, 
preferably to the latter. For XCVI.6 this means that a vocal 
sign from the third layer of the Arabic script must be changed 



to establish the relation of the negation to the following 
sentence, so that XCVI.6 will read: "Not at all that man shall 
be presumptuous," rather than the awkward: "Not at all! Behold: 
man is presumptuous." This use of kalld is important since it 
not only makes sense out of the otherwise incoherent Sura 
XCVI but, as we shall see, performs the same function in Sura 
LXXIV, the other sura that is sometimes claimed by Islamic 
tradition as the first to be revealed. The stipulation of the 
grammarians that kalld can only apply to a preceding sentence 
thus appears to be deliberately devised to block a return to the 
erstwhile Christian reading of texts. 

The other phrase that draws attention to itself by a triple 
repetition is a - r a ' a i t a , "have you (ever) seen?" or "do you 
believe?" which introduces verses 9, 11, and 13. The strophic 
structure underlying the prose text shines through particularly 
clearly here, since the three a - r a ' a i t a would make up the 
anaphoric initial word of three successive strophes. This being 
the case it would reveal the application of an artistic device 
that is common in strophic poetry everywhere. 

In explanation of the curious reference to a "forelock" in 



verses 15 and 16, Luling uses the dogma-critical aspect of his 
threefold methodology. He observes that in the simile "to seize 
God by the forelock," there appears not only an 
anthropomorphism offensive to the Islamic understanding of 
God, but an attitude toward God that is foreign to the whole 
world of orthodox Islamic religious ideas. It is, however, 
familiar in Jewish and Christian conceptions of God, and was 
carried over from the Old Testament to the New and on into 
evangelical Protestantism. For Luling, pre-Islamic Arabian 
Christianity, as far as dogma was concerned, had an archaic 
Jewish-Christian or quasi-Arian character, so that in it we are 
entitled to take an understanding of prayer as an appropriate 
pestering of God for granted. The topos of struggling with God 
in prayer belongs to the oldest Jewish and Christian 
eschatological attitudes, and thus, on Lining's hypothesis, to the 
earliest form of the Koran text. The forelock in old Arabian 
normally had a positive meaning as the seat of honor, so the 
Koran redactors had to stress that the forelock of the 
reinterpretation of XCVI. 15 had an unfamiliar negative 
significance instead, just for this special and extraordinary case. 
The redactors could not make such a curious switch without 



inserting a gloss or commentary to the word "forelock"; hence, 
the addition of the spurious "a lying sinful forelock," as verse 
16. 

The reference to "His high Council" in XCVI. 17, also 
betrays Che Christian origin of the text, in that nddi, "council," 
has the Koranic synonym mala, which is applied in at least two 
cases (XXVII.8 and XXVII.69) to the High Council of the 
archangels. This council is in the Greek Septuagint version of 
Isa. 9:6, called the m e g a t a b o u l a , "the Great Council," where 
God consults with the highest angels, the highest of which is 
the Messiah, the angel kataxochen: megalos b o u l o s a n g e l o s , "the 
Angel of the High Council of God." It is in this biblical sense 
that the word nadiyah, of XCVI.96;17, is to be understood. As 
a hypostasis, this High Council of Angels appears almost to be 
a synonym for God, so that to call for the "Council of God," 
means practically the same as to call for God. In the following 
line the mysterious word z - z a b d n i y a t a , a Koranic hapax 
legomenon, translated by Paret as "bailiffs of hell," and by 
Richard Bell as "imps of hell," is reconstructed by Luling to 
read a r - r a b b d n i y a , "ruling, governing, or powerful angels." This 



reading is achieved by only the slightest change to the 
pointation of the rasm, removing one point and setting one 
additional doubling sign. To reinforce these interpretations, 
Luling then goes into a lengthy excursus on the significance of 
the rabbdnTyun, the Angels of the High Council of God, in 
early Near Eastern theology, the Koran, and early Islamic 
literature. 

Lastly, there is a remnant of two words that in the orthodox 
Koran text are counted as verse 19. Both these words have 
endings that offer no possibility for a rhyme on long a to fit 
the previously uncovered strophic order of Sura XCVI. However, 
these words: wa-sjud w a - q t a r i b , "and prostrate, and approach," 
can easily be understood as the title or "headline" of the sura. 
Historically, the convention was to have a "footline," instead of 
a "headline," that is, the title was normally given at the end of 
a poetic or literary piece, and this seems to be the case here. 
They therefore do not belong to the body of the strophic hymn 
and should be eliminated along with verse 16. The effort to 
bring the number of verses up to nineteen in the sura designated 
as the first to be revealed may be not unconnected to the 



matter of nineteen in Sura LXXIV. This is not noted by Luling. 

This brief but, we hope, representative selection from 
Luting's case for a Christian strophic hymn underlying Sura 
XCVI must suffice for the moment; all readers should consult 
Luting's own text for the argument in full. At this point we 
must turn from the first to the final chapter of Luting's book 
for a resume of his analysis of Sura LXXIV. 1-30. Suras XCVI 
and LXXIV. 1-30 are related in that they have both been 
considered by orthodox Muslim tradition as candidates for the 
first to be revealed; they may also be related for a more 
controversial reason, as we shall see. 

Sura LXXIV. 1-30 is of primary importance in Luting's 
analysis, since it not only exemplifies all the techniques of his 
methodology but brings to the fore his contentions about the 
nature of the Christianity he finds underlying the Koran. 
According to Luling, the pre-Islamic Christian hymnody 
contained in the Koran is theologically and dogmatically highly 
heretical, and unacceptable to the official trinitarian Christianity 
contemporary with the rise of Islam. With regard to the central 
issue of understanding the person of Christ in his relation to 



God, the pre-Islamic Christian hymnody confesses the blunt 
heresy that Christ is created. For Luling, this so-called heresy 
is in fact the original truth of Christianity, and the victorious 
trinitarian creed, its falsification. Luling maintains that Sura 
LXXIV. 1-30 contains an extraordinary pre-Islamic hymn in 
which, in the form of a formulaic confession of faith, there 
occurs the explicit statement that God created Jesus Christ. This 
pre-Islamic hymnody is therefore of inestimable value as a 
residue of ur-Christianity, and the archaic biblical dogmatics of 
central Arabia in pre-Islamic times, which, again according to 
Luling, formed the starting point for the new world religion of 
Islam. 

As a whole, Sura L X X I V contains fifty-six verses in its 
orthodox recension. The restriction to verses 1-30 is justified by 
the fact that verse 31 is acknowledged, even by Islamic 
scholarship, to be a late insertion. Even the layman can 
recognize this from the length of verse 31 in comparison with 
the preceding and following verses. While verses 1-30 have an 
average of about four to six words each, verse 31 has no less 
than sixty-six words, and the following verses again small 



quantities. So verse 31 is quite obviously a commentary on the 
enigmatic number nineteen, mentioned in the previous verse: 
"Over it are Nineteen." Nevertheless, this over-length 
commentary in verse 31 is not an insertion into a large 
pre-Islamic text unit, because the second half of Sura LXXIV, 
although of a seemingly similar structure to 1-30, is in fact 
different in kind. Sura LXXIV.32-56 is what Luling calls a 
single-sense Islamic text, made up of phrases that occur 
elsewhere in the Koran in slightly different form, sometimes as 
reinterpreted sentences of pre-Islamic Christian hymn texts. The 
possibility cannot be ruled out that LXXIV.32-56 contains 
some scattered fragments of the hymn in LXXIV.1-30, since 
that is only the introductory part of a larger text, but the last 
part of Sura L X X I V is too damaged for a fruitful 
reconstruction. 

At this point it will help to have the text of Sura 
LXXIV. 1-31 before us in its canonical form. The following 
translation is Luting's depending on Bell and Arberry: 



(1) O thou who shrouds himself in the mantle, 
(2) arise, and warn! 
(3) And thy Lord magnify. 
(4) And they garments purify. 
(5) And defilement flee! 
(6) And bestow not favour to gain many 
(7) And for thy Lord wail patiently 
(8) For when the trumpet shall be sounded 
(9) that day will be a harsh day. 
(10) For the unbelievers far from easy. 
(11) Leave me with him who T have created alone. 
f 12) And for whom I have appointed wealth extensive, 
(13) and sons as witnesses 
(14) For whom I have made everything smooth 
(15) Whti then desires that I shall do more. 
(16) Nay, to Our signs he has become obstinate. 
(17) I shall constrain him to a hard ascent. 
(IS) Lo, he reflected and determined! 
(19) Blast him! How he determined. 
(20) Again, blast him[ how he determined! 
(21) Then he looked, 
(22) Then he frowned and scowled 
(23) Then he turned his back and looked great 
(24) And said: "This is nothing but magic made impressive, 
(25) This is nothing but human speech," 
(26) I shall roast him in hellfire ( s a q a r ) . 
(27) And what will teach thee what is hellfire? 
(28) It leaves not over and it leaves not off. 
(29) Scorching the flesh. 



(31) We have appointed only angels to be masters of the 
fire, and their number we have appointed only as a 
trial for the unbelievers, that those who were given 
the Book may have certainty, and that those who 
believe may increase in belief, and that those who 
were given the Book and those who believe may not 
be in doubt, and that those in whose hearts there is 
sickness, and the unbelievers, may say: "What did God 
intend by this as a similitude?" So God leads astray 
whomsoever He will, and he guides whomsoever He 
will; and none knows the hosts of thy Lord but He. 
And it is naught but a Reminder to mortals. 

As with Sura XCVI, it is the introductory words of Sura 
L X X I V that led it to be considered a candidate for a first 
revelation; in both cases this interpretation rests on a 
reinterpretation, or even a misrepresentation, of the underlying 
r a s m text. A further parallel is that the traditional interpretation 
of these two suras derives from extra-Koranic frame narratives 



that have only a minimal basis in the text itself. Sura L X X I V 
is divided into different sections, seemingly without any 
coherence as to their content, each of them receiving its 
general idea from its respective frame narrative adduced in the 
commentaries of later orthodox Islamic Koran scholarship. The 
two basic sections of Sura LXXIV. 1-30 are 1-10 and 11-30, 
each with its own frame narrative; the most curious of these is 
that attached to the crucial second section. This frame narrative 
has it that God himself utters threats to a Meccan foe of the 
Prophet named al Walld ibn al Mughlrah, a distinguished, 
extraordinarily rich Qurayshite, friendly to Christians. Not much 
is known of this person other than that he is very rich and, in 
addition to some daughters, has no less than seven sons; all this 
conjured from the contents of verses 12 and 13, in the orthodox 
form of the text. 

Luling's point of departure for a christological reading of 
Sura LXXIV. 1-30 lies in verses 11-17. As in Sura XCVI.6, the 
key to uncovering the original meaning of the r a s m text is to 
ignore the arbitrary rule of classical Arabic grammar that k a l l a , 
"not at all," can only relate to a preceding sentence, even if 



there is no preceding sentence, and never to a following 
sentence. As was seen in the analysis of Sura XCVI, this rule 
seems to have been deliberately devised to prevent a return to 
the original reading of the text. The annulment of this 
theoretical rule, which has practically no support in vernacular 
Arabic, results in the change of k a l l d t n a h u , "Not at all behold 
him . . . " to k a l l d a n n a h u , "Not at all that he . . . ," which 
requires no change in the r a s m and results in a reverse of 
meaning; this provides the clue for a reconstruction of the 
whole context about Jesus Christ, closely corresponding to the 
usual Christian phraseology. This means that Sura LXXIV.16, 
instead of reading: "Nay! He has rebelled against Our signs" 
(Paret), will read, "Not at all that He was rebellious against 
Our signs." Parens translation, "he has rebelled," is simply 
wrong, and the correct translation provides a christological 
topos: the suffering servant of Isa. 52:13, 53:7, and 53:12; Phil 
2:6-11; and Heb. 5:1-10. 

This reading is confirmed by the following verse, 
LXXIV. 17, which in its orthodox form is an exemplary case of 
a fantastic interpretation with no lead in the text. This verse 



consists of only two words: s a - ' u r h i q u h u s a ' u d a n , and the key 
word is sa'udan, "a height, hill, ascending path." According to 
orthodox Koran scholarship this refers to the central mountain 
of hell, up which sinners will be rushed until, after seventy 
years, they fall off in order to begin the process again, but 
none of this can be derived from the accompanying verbal stem 
r - h - q . 

The solution to the problem lies again in interpreting both 
these words as literally as possible, but with the freedom of 
changing the punctuation, which is a late phenomenon and as 
such highly dubious. The r a s m of sazudan [s'wd] is 
comparatively unproblematic, because there are no reasonable 
variants on the basis of another punctuation, so its general 
significance of "height, hill, ascending path," remains valid; 
there only needs to be found a plausible christological topos 
involving the key word "height." This emerges when the first 
word is read as sa-3azhaqahu, rather than s a - ' u r h i q u h u , which 
can be done with no change of the rasm. This means, quoting 
Lane's lexicon word for word: "He [God] caused his soul to 
go forth, pass forth, or depart." If this meaning is added to the 



second word, we get the sentence for LXXIV. 17: "finally He 
[God] made him pass through death to height," which is the 
christological topos of Christ ascending, or being elevated after 
his death. Moreover, the word sa(ud in L X X I V 17, is a 
technical term in the Arabic-speaking church: the Ascension of 
Christ in the Christian Arabic Church was from of old called 
sa'Ud a r - r a b b , "the ascending of the Lord," and the feast of 
the Ascension was known as Trf as sa'ud 

The traditional interpretation of LXXIV. 11-15 has a series 
of statements by God expressed in the first person singular, 
supposedly referring to some anonymous evildoer, the details of 
which are supplied by the highly imaginative extra-Koranic 
frame narrative; this in itself is highly suspicious. It seems 
likely that this person was only invented to give the transmitted 
r a s m text, within the very limited range of deviating punctu
ation possible, a fundamentally different meaning because the 
original christological content had to be eliminated. 

The second half of the transmitted text of LXXIV. 1 1 
reads: wa man khalaqtu wahidan, and is interpreted as: "(the 
evil doer) whom I (God) created as a single being." This is 



nonsense, and does not even correspond grammatically to the 
text as it stands. The first person singular here is almost 
certainly due to the Koran editors, and to get back to the 
original christological hymnody needs to be changed to the 
third person: w a man k h a l a q a h u w a h i d a n , "and whom He 
(God) created (him) as a unique being." This makes it easier to 
understand the first half of LXXIV. 11, which traditionally 
reads: d h a r m , "let me go, dismiss me," but which Luling reads 
as: d h a r a ' a n t , "He has created M e " making d h a r a ' a a synonym 
for khalaqa, "to create"; this has precedence elsewhere in the 
Koran at Suras VI. 136; VIL 179; XVL13; XXHL79; XLII . l l ; 
and LXVII.24. Sura L X X I V . l l now reads: "He has created me 
and whom he has created as a unique being" a clear 
christological statement. 

This grammatical reconstruction of L X X I V . l l is justified on 
dogma-critical grounds by the fact that in most of the Christian 
creeds there is the custom of first mentioning God's creation of 
the cosmos in general and man in particular, and only afterward 
to mention Jesus Christ. In the case of Sura 74:11 ff. we have, 
according to Luling, an ur-Christian, angel- christological creed. 



Whereas in the trinitarian creeds, the statement about Christ's 
creation cannot occur at all, because Christ is identified with the 
creator; the ur-Christian angelogical creed, preserved uniquely 
in L X X I V . l l ff., has the two statements following each other 
God created Jesus Christ as the lastly added remedy for the 
entire creation, so that Christ might become, as God's suffering 
servant, the salvation of the world. This explains why, even in 
the old creeds of trinitarian Christianity, Jesus Christ is only 
mentioned after the creation of the cosmos and mankind. The 
ur-Christian creed of Sura L X X I V . l l ff. would be the original 
form of all Christian creeds before the triumph of trinitarianism. 
Luling regards the designation of the Quraish of Mecca as 

m u s h r i k u n , "associators," as evidence that they had converted to 
a Hellenistic-Christian trinitarian creed, and had rejected the 
pre-Islamic angel-christological hymnody. The early Islamic 
movement abandoned faith in Jesus Christ as a central issue and 
reinterpreted the hymnody to fit a wholly Islamic Koran. The 
only people who remained faithful to the pre-Islamic hymnody 
were the hanifs, or heretics, who were eliminated by victorious 
Islam. 



In a similar manner to those analysed above, verses 12-15 
of Sura L X X I V can be reconstructed to read as parts of a 
pre-Islamic, angel-christological hymn, and the reader is referred 
to Luling's text for the lengthy and detailed arguments. After 
verses 11-17, Luling turns his attention to section 
LXXIV. 18-30, and in particular to the crucial section 
LXXIV.26-30, which concerns Christ's descent into hell. 

Attention is first drawn to a conspicuous inconsistency in 
the text of L X X I V 18-30, in that in the closely following 
verses 25 and 29, the word b a s h a r , "flesh," is in the first 
instance given its normal significance of transitory human being, 
while in the second it is given the context: "and is scorching 
the flesh (in hell)." The latter is especially suspicious in that 
the rasm, lawwdhatun, interpreted as yielding the verbal 
predicate "is scorching," cannot mean this since the verb l-w-h 
always means elsewhere in Arabic, apart from this single 
Koranic instance, "to shine, to beam," and has nothing to do 
with fire and burning heat. The only plausible alternative 
reading of the r a s m is as l a - w d h a t u n , "verily, an oasis," so that 
the whole of LXXIV.29 would read: l a - w d h a t a n l i - l - b a s h a r , 



"verily, an oasis for the transitory flesh." This is a very suitable 
expression for the underworld, the place of the dead until the 
day of Last Judgment- It also unites the two instances of the 
word b a s h a r , in verses 25 and 29, with a single meaning. 

If there is no reference to hellfire in LXXIV.29, we are led 
to suspect that the word saqar in LXXIY26 does not refer to 
hellfire either, since the spurious nature of LXXIV.29 is only 
constructed to provide an answer to the question: "What has let 
thee know what saqar is?" in LXXIV.27.; if saqar does not 
mean: "the heat of hellfire," as the traditional interpretation of 
the r a s m would have it, then the accompanying verb s - l - w will 
not mean: "to roast, to stew." The word saqar holds a key 
position in the interpretation of the section LXXIV.26-30, and 
thus of the whole section LXXIV. 1-30; Luling devotes some 
fifteen pages of fine print to its analysis, of which we can only 
give an indication here. 

Saqar, with the meaning: "hellfire, heat of hell," as assigned 
to it by Islamic tradition, has no certain origin in Arabic or any 
other Semitic language. If Luling is right in his theory that the 
original r a s m of Sura LXXIV. 1-30 contained a pre-Islamic 



christological hymn, and that that hymn concerned Christ's 
descent into hell, then it is reasonable to assume that the word 
saqar had some connection with the idea of an underworld or 
realm of the dead, rather than simply of hell or hellfire. This 
underworld would be hell in the older sense of a receptacle for 
the dead, good as well as bad; a realm ruled by Death, into 
which Christ would bring salvation and the sacraments of the 
New Covenant for the benefit of the deceased of earlier, 
pre-Christian times. If this line is taken one stumbles upon 
remarkable connections and coincidences in the Arabic language, 
which are at the same time probably etymological relations. 

Luling suggests that the Koranic word saqar, which he 
interprets as meaning "underworld" or "place of the dead," is an 
irregular derivation from the tenth verbal stem of the verb q - r - r , 
"to be stationary," "to be cool/cold," an appropriate description 
of both the dead and the place where they reside. The direct 
phonetic parallel to s a q a r in Hebrew is s h a q a r , which probably 
originally meant the womb as the underworld, the receptacle of 
the dead as well as the place of rebirth and resurrection. As 
such this is an archaic messianic concept, originally centred in 



the cult of the heroic ancestors at the High Places, which as 
burial sites represented a womb. This was a wholly positive 
idea of the underworld, the notion of eternal punishment in 
hellfire being an innovation of the newly invented monotheisms, 
which sought to destroy the old religion of the High Places and 
turn the saqar idea into its opposite: deceit, delusion, illusion, 
hallucination, lie. The positive idea of the underworld as womb 
and place of resurrection can also be traced in Akkadian, 
Assyrian, and Babylonian, where it has no connotation of heat 
or hellfire, but, on the contrary, that of coolness. 

So the reconstructed meaning LXXIV.27 now reads: "And 
what has taught you what the underworld is?" which makes 
more sense of the following enigmatic verse LXXIV.28 when 
translated: "it (the underworld) doesn't let remain and doesn't 
let go"; it doesn't leave anyone remaining on earth and doesn't 
let anyone go until the final judgment. In conformity with these 
reconstructions, LXXIV.26: s a - a s l a h u s a q a r a , can now be 
translated: "So He (God) has finally exposed him (Christ) to 
the underworld," the verbal root s-l-y being given its core 
meaning of: "to turn oneself or something toward something," 



as in the verb salla, to pray. 

We are now in a position to consider some of the 
ramifications of the controversial verse LXXIV.30: 'alayhd 
t i s ' a t a casham: "Over it are Nineteen." As noted above, Sura 
LXXIV.1-30 is composed in a very homogeneous form, in that 
every verse has the same rhythmic style and approximately the 
same length of, on average, three to four words, which in itself 
is a good indication that it was originally a strophic text. This 
makes the contrast between L X X I V 1-30 and the following 
verse LXXIV.31, which is a prose text taking up half a page, 
so conspicuous that it could not fail to draw the attention of 
commentators. Even traditional Islamic Koran scholarship has 
classified LXXIV.31 as a late insertion into an earlier text; late 
and early in that context referring of course to Medinan and 
Meccan. Luling proposes that this traditional classification 
should be abandoned in favor of the contrast: "pre-Islamic 
Christian strophic texts," and "Islamic texts." However, the 
essential point to grasp about the juxtaposition of verses 
LXXIV.30 and 31 is that, although they are quite clearly 
different types of text, it is also quite clear that the latter is a 



commentary on the former. This raises all sorts of questions 
about how this could have come about. 

The traditional interpretation of Sura LXXIV.31 is that it is 
a commentary on the immediately preceding words of 
LXXIV.30, yet in order to make sense of that text it utilizes 
the frame narrative of verses 11-30, which, if Luling is correct, 
is a late interpretational device of those wishing to disguise the 
meaning of the original rasm. Since verse 31 twice mentions 
"those who were given the Book/' presumably meaning the 
Koran, when, according to the traditional picture of events, the 
Koran was not assembled into a book until long after the 
Prophet's death, we have in this verse a major anomaly. Why 
would the Prophet, at Medina or anywhere else, receive a 
revelation about a book that did not yet exist, even a particular 
verse of that book? 

The whole idea of a book, and that book being the Koran, 
arises out of the text of verses 25 and 26: "This is nothing but 
magic made impressive. This is nothing but human speech," 
which is taken by the commentary of verse 31 as an insult by 
the protagonist of the frame narrative to the revelatory 



utterances of the Prophet, for which he is condemned to roast 
in hellfire (saqar). But if Luling's interpretation of saqar is 
correct there is no hellfire and no roasting, only an underworld. 
Moreover, there is still no explanation for the appearance of the 
number nineteen. Even if nineteen refers to angels who watch 
over the underworld or over hellfire, why would "their number" 
be a "trial for unbelievers," and why would it give certainty to 
those that have the book, and cause the unbelievers to say: 
"What did God intend by this similitude?" 

According to Luling the number nineteen arises from a 
misreading of the r a s m of LXXIV.30, the true meaning of 
which must be sought in conformity with the whole preceding 
section, 1-29, and in particular to the section 26-29, which 
concerns Christ's descent into the underworld Most probably 
LXXIV.30 should be seen as still part of the answer to the 
question set in LXXIY27: "and what has let thee know what 
saqar is?" Verses 28 and 29 are the first two answers to that 
question, and verse 30 would be a third. 

Everyone whose job it is to read old Arabic manuscripts, 
which are very poorly supplied with diacritical dots> will have 



been in the situation of being unable to decide whether to read 
t i s ' a , "nine," or sab% "seven," because these two numbers, 
when written in words, are indistinguishable in a r a s m without 
dots. This means that the original r a s m of LXXIV.30 could 
have read "On it are seventeen," rather than the traditional "On 
it are Nineteen," and apparently there is at least one record of a 
variant reading of this kind.9 It is therefore quite possible that 
there could have existed in verse LXXIV.30 solely the number 
seven, so that the following word, which is written separately, 
need not have been ten, extending the preceding seven to 
become seventeen, but a noun designating something that is 
counted by the preceding number seven. So the text of 
LXXIV.30 may have originally read: "on it there are seven x," 
where x stands for something expressed by a noun hidden 
behind the r a s m of teshara. It so happens that there is a very 
plausible candidate for this hidden noun, bearing in mind 
Luling's translation of saqar as "underworld." 

It was a common idea in the old Orient as well as in Islam 
that the underworld had seven sections or levels, corresponding 
to the seven heavens above, and that these seven levels had 



seven gates. Referring to "Gehenna/7 which originally meant the 
underworld, Sura XV.44 reads: "it has seven gates to every one 
of which belongs a section partitioned off," This brings to mind 
the fact that the Semitic and Arabic word 'ashar, "ten," very 
much resembles in both its script and its sound the Hebrew 
word sha'ar, "gate." It would not be exceptional if the Hebrew 
word s h a ' a r had an offshoot in pre-Islamic old Arabic, where 
the Arabic word would have had the form sa'ar, or sa'r. The 
difference between the alternative words "ten" and "gate," 
consists in Arabic script of the metathesis of only one 
consonant: s-'-r c-s-r. It therefore appears quite possible that the 
early Koran editors, in the course of their reinterpretation of 
the whole section LXXIV.1-30, "corrected" the original rasm of 
the Hebrew loanword "gate" to get "ten." So the original text 
of LXXIV.30 may well have read "On it are seven gates," 
rather than "On it are Nineteen," 

On this reading of LXXIV.30 the number nineteen arises 
solely from a deliberate misreading of the original rasm, which 
could have been read as either seventeen or nineteen. 
Apparently it was sometimes read as seventeen, but this was 



dropped in favor of nineteen, presumably, if Luting's diagnosis 
is correct, to further remove it from the original seven of the 
rasm. The commentary in the following verse 31 is read by 
Luling as a threat against those who still remembered the 
Christian hymn and the number seven hidden in the original 
rasm, but this hardly seems an adequate explanation for all the 
nuances of the text of verse 31. 

Even if Luling is correct about the substitution of nineteen 
for seven or seventeen, why would the redactors deliberately 
draw attention to it by incorporating such an obvious and 
anomalous commentary into the text? Presumably the 
"correction" of the r a s m of verse 30 was one of the first 
editorial acts perpetrated on the material that eventually formed 
the Koran, perhaps even before the life of Muhammad, 
whatever dates are give to that life. The commentary, however, 
is quite obviously late, and must have been concocted by those 
engaged in one of the final stages in the production of the 
canonical Koran, a t i m e when t h e K o r a n was already some 
f o r m of book. Verse 31 appears to be there to draw attention to 
some feature of that book that would cause problems for 



unbelievers and convince believers of its supernatural nature. 
This feature is of such a kind that it can be called a 
"similitude/1 Of what could the number nineteen possibly be a 
similitude? There appears to be only one plausible answer: 
nineteen is a similitude of the book's supposed author, the One 
God, Allah. 

By the ahjad system of substituting numbers for letters, 
nineteen is the number of the Arabic word w d h i d , meaning one. 
If the Koran was formed in a sectarian milieu of competing 
forms of Christianity in which the trinity was a bone of 
contention, the oneness of the One God of emergent Islam 
would have been its distinguishing feature. What better simil
itude of this One God could there be than that his revealed 
book be permeated throughout by recurring patterns of the 
number nineteen. This would be especially telling in a milieu 
where it was well-known that Jewish and Christian books were 
based on numbers revelatory of their nature; for instance, 
Ecclesiastes was based on the number fifty-six, the number of 
the word hebel, "vanity." This feature of the holy book of the 
Muslims may have been most prominent and pervasive in its 



early recensions, only the ruins of such a scheme being 
apparent in the Koran as we have it today. The idea of 
nineteen in the Koran has lingered in the corners of the 
Muslim mind for centuries, and has become a matter for dis
pute in recent times, but is too detailed to be pursued here.10 

Having shown in some detail LUling's method of 
reconstruction of LXXIV.11-17 and 26-30 in order to show the 
underlying pre-Islamic Christian creed in the form of a strophic 
hymn, the remaining text L X X I V 1-10 and 18-25 needs less 
attention. This is because the main points that identify this 
underlying text as a Christian angelogical creed have already 
been made, and the remaining sections, although not without 
puzzling elements in need of explanation, simply confirm the 
preceding analysis; the reader is referred to Liiling's own text 
for his punctilious line-by-line and word-by-word argumentation. 

We are now in a position to present Luling's reconstruction 
of the whole pre-Islamic hymn present in L X X I V 1-30: 



Verse Strophe Line 

1 1 0 thou hesitating one! 
2 2 Arise and solemnly promise! 
3 3 And say that thy Lord is great! 
4 I 4 And thy garments purify! 
5 5 And defilement flee! 
6 6 And bestow not favor to regain many! 
7 7 And for thy Lord wait patiently! 

8 1 And when the trumpet will be sounded. 
9 2 2 That day will be a harsh day 
10 3 For the unbelievers not easy. 



1 1 

12 

13 
14 

15 

16 

17 

1 8 

19 
20 

21 

22 
23 

24 

25 

26 

27 
28 
29 

30 

He (God) has created me and whom he cre-
ated as a unique being. 
And He (God) made him (Chr.) a property 
obedient to his will. 
And He testified him by witnesses. 
And he pave him the way. 
Then he (Chr.) desired that he (Chr.) might be 
increased. 
Not at all that he was rebellious against his 
signs (commandments). 
Finally He (God) made him pass through 
death to height. 

Behold him! He (Chr.) was tortured and 
despised. 
So he (Chr.) was killed as it was decided. 
He (Chr.) accomplished. He (Chr.) was killed 
as He (God) had decided. 

He stopped looking around reflectively. 
He stopped scowling and making a stern face. 
He stopped disputing and said "God is great." 

And he said: "What else is this but the seducer 
who desires. 
What else is this but the voice of the transitory 
flesh!" 
So He (God) has finally transferred him to the 
underworld. 

And what has let thee know what saqar is? 
It doesn't let remain and doesn't let go. 
Indeed an oasis for transitory flesh. 

On it are seven gates. 



The reader should be aware that there is a caesura before 
the last line of each strophe, since this was sung by the lay 
audience as a response to the preceding lines which were 
usually sung by a soloist priest or deacon. It should also be 
noted how the content of the hymn is arranged by strophe. 
Strophe 1 being a prelude admonishing the congregation to be 
vigilant; strophe % a reminder of doomsday; strophe 3, a 
creedlike assessment of God's preparing Christ for the salvation 
of mankind; strophe 4, a description of Christ's Passion and 
death as decided by God; strophes 5 and 6, a description of 
Christ in Gethsemane giving up his will to the will of God; 
and strophe 7, a description of the nature of the underworld,. 

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

The question of whether Luling's uncovering of a pre-Islamic 
Christian hymnody underlying about one-third of the Koran is 
in the end convincing, must be left to specialists in the field 



of Arabic language and philology. However, these linguistic and 
textual problems are only half of Liiling's thesis about the 
origin of Islam. Just as important is the historical and 
geographical context in which he envisages this adaptation of 
Christian texts to have taken place. 

His position might be characterized as at once traditional 
and revisionist. He is traditional in that he accepts without 
question the Muslim account of the origin of Islam in central 
Arabia and the Hijaz towns of Mecca and Medina. He also 
accepts that a major role in the birth of Islam and the Koran 
was played by a prophet called Muhammad, who had roughly 
the dates and a good part of the biography assigned to him by 
Muslim tradition. The most radical difference Luling has with 
this traditional picture is that he sees practically the whole of 
the Arabian peninsula as thoroughly Christianized, even to the 
extent of Muhammad's own tribe of the Quraysh being 
Christian. This view of the religious allegiance of the people of 
central Arabia is, in a sense, forced upon him by trying to 
reconcile the fact of the Koran having Christian hymns hidden 
in its rasm, with the fact of its having originated in central 



Arabia or the Hijaz. Where could these Christian hymns have 
come from if there was not a widespread Christian population 
at hand already making use of them? 

To bolster this assumption of a thoroughly Christianized 
central Arabia, even to the extent Mecca being a center of 
Christianity for some two centuries before the birth of 
Muhammad, Luling has to make the most of every piece of 
Muslim tradition that can be interpreted in a way that would 
support his thesis. Chief among these are the stories that the 
Kaaba at Mecca contained biblical pictures, including Jesus and 
Mary, as well as architectural features that Luling interprets as 
indicating a Christian church oriented toward Jerusalem. He also 
reads the Koranic term m u s h r i k u n , meaning "those who adjoin a 
companion to God," as referring not to the idol-worshiping 
polytheists of the j d h i l i y y a , as Muslim tradition would have it, 
but to trinitarian Christians. Now, all these items of information 
may be significant for assessing the origin of Islam, but none 
of them necessitate the interpretation given them by Luling as 
backing his thesis of a Christianized cental Arabia; indeed, the 
very opposite may well be the case. 



The inherent implausibility of Luling's assumption of a 
widespread Christianity in central Arabia in pre-Islamic times is 
shown by the paucity of contemporary scholarship that he can 
adduce in support of the idea. Apart from some German 
Protestant theologians, he only mentions S. Trimingham as 
insisting on the existence of organized Christian communities in 
that area in pre-Islamic times, but if Trimingham's book on the 
subject is actually consulted nothing substantial is found that 
supports Luling's thesis. 

In discussing the presence of monotheism in West Arabia, 
Trimingham remarks that: "Christianity was non-existent among 
the Arabs of western Arabia south of the Judham tribes." In a 
chapter headed "Christians in the Hijaz," after describing the 
history of Mecca according to the Muslim sources, plus its 
geographical location, he concludes that "these factors are 
sufficient to explain why Christianity in any of its available 
forms could have no influence upon its inhabitants." 1 1 The 
following section is promisingly entitled "Christians in Central 
Arabia," but is concerned mostly with the nomad alliance state 
of Kinda. The main body of Kinda lived in the Hadramawt, 



but early in the fourth century some sections separated and 
moved into the Najd area of central Arabia among clans of 
MaJadd, with whom they formed alliances; because of a subse
quent alliance with the Byzantines it is assumed that the Kinda 
confederation must have adopted some form of Christianity. 
This would at least appear to be true of the ruling clan, 
judging by an inscription found in a convent church at Hlra on 
the Euphrates.12 Hira is over six hundred miles from Mecca 
and can hardly be called central Arabia. 

The other scholar to whom Luling refers is Irfan Shahid. In 
his B y z a n t i u m a n d t h e A r a b s i n t h e Fifth C e n t u r y , Shahid 
makes the remark, "Places with distinctly Christian association, 
such as Maqbarat al Nasara, the cemetery of the Christians, are 
attested in Mecca in later Islamic sources and these could not 
possibly have been fabricated." 1 3 To which one is inclined to 
reply: Why not? When so much other material in Muslim 
tradition has been either invented or transposed, why not a 
Christian cemetery at Mecca? The source of the information is 
Azraql's "Meccan Reports," A k h b a r M a k k a , assembled some two 
hundred years after the supposed lifetime of the Prophet and 



published a hundred years after that, so there is no reason to 
think it any more trustworthy than any other literature produced 
at the same time. Moreover, if it is true, as many scholars 
believe, that much of the material referring to Mecca in the 
southern Hijaz has been transferred there from somewhere much 
farther north, then the whole picture changes. The elements of 
Muslim tradition that Luling attributes to a Christian milieu in 
the midst of which Islam emerged, need not indicate the Hijaz 
and central Arabia at all, but a place where we know for a 
fact, rather than unsubstantiated hypothesis, that such a society 
existed. 

These considerations bring us to the crucial point that is 
likely to make Luling ?s thesis unacceptable to the majority of 
scholars. It is not that the posibility of a Christian hymnody 
hidden in the rasm of parts of the Koran is inherently unlikely 
or unacceptable, but that the historical context of this 
possibility, as postulated by Luling, is simply too far-fetched 
and involves too many unverifiable presuppositions. There is 
also the problem that all those who adopt a skeptical attitude to 
a body of tradition cannot at the same time use that tradition 



to reconstruct "what really happened," since the criteria for 
selection from that tradition will then be entirely arbitrary; 
whatever supports the favored hypothesis is treated as true and 
genuine tradition, while the rest is ignored or dismissed as 
irrelevant fabrication. Also, a conscious burying or falsification 
of history that is generally known to be true, as Luling's 
hypothesis requires, seems inherently less likely than a gradual, 
unconscious, construction of a tradition that no one knows to 
be false. 

It is now well-known that the consensus of scholarly 
opinion on the origins of Islam underwent something of a 
seismic shift in the last quarter of the twentieth century.14 This 
change of view was initiated by John Wansbrough in his 
Q u r a n i c Studies, published in 1977; behind the scenes 
Wansbrough had also been a crucial influence on Patricia Crone 
and Michael Cook, who published their H a g a r i s m : The M a k i n g 
of t h e I s l a m i c World in the same year. These two books made 
a radical break with the traditional picture of the origins of 
Islam. The shift is one of both place and time, in that the 
location for that origin is no longer the Hijaz in the lifetime 



traditionally attributed to Muhammad, but the Fertile Crescent 
some time after his death and subsequent to the Arab conquests. 

The key to the thinking behind this new view of things is 
to be found in the following passage from Q u r a n i c Studies: 

The frequendy adduced view that the text of revelation was 
easily understood by those who had witnessed its first 
utterance, as well as by their immediate successors, but by 
later generations would not be, is in my opinion not merely 
ingenuous, but belied by the many stories of early efforts 
towards the interpretation of scripture associated with the 
figures of (Umar b. Khattab and Abdallah b. £Abbas. 
Whatever the reasons for production of those stories, it seems 
hardly possible that at the beginning of the ±ird/ninth century 
the Muslim community had to be reminded of what it had 
once known. Tafsir traditions, like traditions in every other 
field, reflect a single impulse; to demonstrate the Hijazi ori
gins of Islam [our italics].15 

In other words, the whole Muslim tradition of the origin of 



the Koran, including both the "occasions of revelation," ( a s b a b 
a n n u z u l ) , and their meaning, is a fabrication of the ninth 
century. The purpose behind this literary effort was to convince 
both Muslims and non-Muslims that Islam had its origin not in 
the civilized region of the Fertile Crescent conquered by the 
Arab tribes, as contemporaries might presumably have supposed, 
but in the Arab homeland desert region of the Hijaz. This set 
Islam apart, both geographically and theologically, from the 
Judaism and Christianity with which it obviously had so much 
in common. 

The final divine revelation had descended not upon the 
corrupted Hellenes of the north, but upon the unspoiled Arabs 
of the pristine desert of the south, the final chosen people 
whose divinely guided destiny it was to rule the civilized world 
in the name of the one true God, Allah. 

Because so much of the Koran and Hadith is obviously 
dependent upon a historical context in which the presence of 
Jews and Christians is taken for granted, it was necessary for 
Islamic apologists to populate the Hijaz with Jewish and 
Christian communities for which there is little or no evidence 



outside Muslim literature; Liiling's attempt to fill central Arabia 
and the Hijaz with Christians is just a continuation of this 
project into modern times. Remarking on this phenomenon with 
regard to the necessity for postulating Jewish influence on the 
collection of and commentary upon the Koran, Wansbrough 
says: 

Some scholars , . . have been excessively generous in their 
assessment of the documentary value of Islamic source 
materials for the existence and cultural significance(!) of 
Jewish communities in the Hijaz about which Jewish sources 
are themselves silent. References in Rabbinic literature to 
Arabia are of remarkably little worth for purposes of historical 
reconstruction, and especially for the Hijaz in the sixth and 
seventh centuries. The incompatibility of Islamic and Jewish 
sources was only partially neutralised, but the tyranny of the 
"Hijazi origins of Islam'1 fully demonstrated, by insistence 
upon a major Jewish immigration into Central Arabia.16 

LUling's insistence on a major Christian immigration into 



central Arabia is just as undocumented and unlikely, and just as 
much a product of a dogmatic insistence upon the "Hijazi 
origins of Islam/' In this matter Luling takes Muslim tradition 
wholly at face value, regardless of how much he wishes to 
undermine and call it into question in other respects. 

If a plausible Mecca is necessary to account for all the 
material in the Muslim sources, a suitable candidate would be 
Moka, a town in Arabia Petraea mentioned by Ptolemy; not far 
distant was a "Kaaba" toward which Muslims prayed in early 
times, as witnessed by Jacob of Edessa.1 7 Such locations in 
northwest Arabia, far north of Mecca in the Hijaz, provide a 
suitable environment for the origin of Islam, which obviates the 
necessity to postulate large-scale migrations of Jews and 
Christians into Arabia. Indeed, anywhere in the arc of the 
Fertile Crescent would provide a suitable location for the 
notorious foreign vocabulary of the Koran, which indicates 
familiarity with a cosmopolitan environment far removed from 
the southern Hijaz. 1 8 

However this may be, there is a sense in which the 
geographical location of the original Mecca or Medina is 



irrelevant, in that the only fact about which there can be no 
doubt is that in the second quarter of the seventh century there 
was a large-scale occupation of the Hellenic Middle East by 
Arabs. The crucial point at issue is the exact nature of this 
event: was it simply an act of political opportunism, taking 
advantage of an exhausted opponent, or was it driven by some 
kind of religious zeal? The first alternative is favored by 
Wansbrough, who sees the development of Islam as wholly 
subsequent to the establishment of a religiously unspecific 
polity: "Both the quantity and quality of source materials would 
seem to support the proposition that the elaboration of Islam 
was not contemporary with but posterior to the Arab occupation 
of the Fertile Crescent and beyond."19 Both the Muslim and 
Christian accounts of "what happened" are read by Wansbrough 
as indicating "the persistence of Judaeo-Christian sectarianism in 
the Fertile Crescent under Arab political hegemony, the 
establishment of a modus v i v e n d i between the new authority 
and the indigenous communities, and the distillation of a doc
trinal precipitate (a common denominator) acceptable initially to 
an academic elite, eventually an emblem of submission ( i s l a m ) 
to political authority."20 Thus, one of the few "facts" that we 



have about early Islamic history is that "the religious movement 
later identified with the state begins as the sectarian expression 
of a scholarly elite."21 

If the "doctrinal precipitate" that we know as Islam first 
appears to us in documents produced by a literary elite c. 800 
c.E., it seems reasonable to suppose that there were earlier 
documents that have not survived. "What really happened" may 
not be what the literary elite would have liked us to think 
happened, but whatever the exact process, the emergence of 
Islam involved a gestation of at least 170 years, which left 
traces other than documents. It is perhaps significant that such 
documentary evidence as survives from the Sufyanid period 
(661-684) makes no mention of Muhammad as the messenger 
of God, and the coinage invokes Allah without mentioning his 
prophet, but by the Marwanid period (684-744) coinage was 
being struck which identified Muhammad as r a s u l A l l a h , and 
thereafter reference to Muhammad as messenger of God 
becomes standard on Arab coins. It was the caliph A b d al 
Malik (685-705) who devised the classical solution for 
Arabic/Islamic coinage, when he produced a coin with no 



images, only Arabic script containing a distinctly Islamic 
message: 'There is no God but God and Muhammad is his 
messenger who He sent with guidance and the religion of Truth 
to make it supreme over all others whether the polytheists like 
it or not" 2 3 Since the caliph was in effect the state, the 
crystallization of the idea of Muhammad as messenger of God 
and Islam as a distinct religion had been adopted by that 
institution within seventy years of its foundation. At the same 
time, there was at least an incipient version of a collection of 
texts that was eventually canonized as the Koran, as witnessed 
by the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock, also completed in 
the reign of A b d al Malik. 

None of this is, of course, sufficient to validate the picture 
of the origin of Islam that was propagated by the literary elite 
of the ninth century, but does indicate that more history is 
available to us than can be derived from documents. This issue 
constitutes the main difference between the approaches of 
Wansbrough, on the one hand, and Crone and Cook, on the 
other, to the origins of Islam. While Wansbrough eschews any 
attempt at a reconstruction of "what really happened," beyond 



such gnomic utterances as those quoted above, Crone and Cook 
put forward a positive thesis that contradicts the traditional 
account and lays itself open to refutation and critical attack; but 
even Wansbrough's sparse assertions are vulnerable to the hard 
facts of architecture and numismatics. 

Once the traditional picture of the origin of Islam is laid 
aside the problem resolves itself into two questions: (I) Did 
Islam as a religious phenomenon begin before or after the Arab 
conquests? (2) Was it a development from or against Judaism 
or Christianity or both? Crone and Cook would answer the 
first question "before," and the second "from Judaism"; 
Wansbrough would answer the first question "after," and the 
second question, probably, "from and against both"; Luling 
would answer the first question "before," and the second 
question "from and against Christianity." When scholars who 
have spent their lifetimes examining the same source material in 
the original languages can come up with such contradictory 
conclusions, the problem is obviously not easily solved, and is 
perhaps susceptible to whatever bias is brought to the subject. 
The old Pascalian adage may apply here as elsewhere: There is 



always enough evidence for those who want to believe 
(whatever), and never enough for those who do not. 

If the Koranic texts on the Dome of the Rock and the 
inscriptions on the coinage are taken as our hardest evidence 
for what counted as "Islam" at the end of the seventh century, 
there is a case for taking the Koran and the Prophet as 
fundamental elements of the faith from the beginning, 
remembering that "Koran" simply means "reading" or 
"recitation," and that rasul Muhammad could be an office that 
never had an incumbent. The danger is that given the existence 
of these ideological shibboleths we read into them, at the 
seventh-century stage, all that the scholarly elite of the ninth 
century would like us to believe about them. It has been 
argued, for instance, that because the inscriptions on the Dome 
of the Rock resemble phrases and short passages from the 
canonical Koran, that text must have existed in the reign of 
(Abd al Malik as a perfect exemplar from which it was 
permitted to deviate in order to form an argument against 
Christians.25 The logic of this assertion is hard to follow. Why 
could not a fixed text have been assembled later from already 



existing fluid and fragmentary texts? All the inscriptions on the 
Dome of the Rock and the coinage demonstrate is that Koranic 
sentiments and phraseology were in circulation at the end of 
the seventh century. This is hardly surprising and does not 
contradict Wansbrough, since he never denied the existence of 
Koranic logia from an early period. Apart from these con
siderations it is obviously impermissible to argue from the 
existence of fragments of a text to the existence of the whole, 
especially when those fragments are either polemical or of a 
type used in prayer and thus most likely of all to have existed 
from the beginning. 

If the sentiments of the Dome of the Rock and coinage 
inscriptions are anti-Christian, in their assertion of one God as a 
refutation of "polytheists" in the sense of trinitarians, this could 
be in favor of monotheist Judaism, as Crone and Cook might 
argue, or of a nontrinitarian aboriginal Christianity, as argued by 
Luling. Whichever the case, it could have begun either before 
or after the conquests, either in northern Arabia or the Fertile 
Crescent. What the role of Muhammad might have been in 
such a development is, again, a matter of choice. In 



Wansbrough's account of postconquest developments, the 
Prophet appears as little more than a cipher, a more or less 
inevitable feature of any religious evolution from Middle 
Eastern monotheism, necessary as a channel for revelation and 
as a moral example for the nascent community. Basing 
themselves on Syriac and Greek sources contemporary with the 
conquests, Crone and Cook have no doubts about Muhammad's 
historicity.26 Indeed, Crone seems most enamored of the 
traditional, not to say Romantic, image of the Prophet: "There 
is no doubt that Muhammad lived in the 620s and 630s A.D. , 
that he fought in wars, and that he had followers some of 
whose names are likely to have been preserved,"27 and even 
goes as far as to declare that "it is a fact that whichever way 
the origins of Islam are explained, Islamic civilization is the 
only one to begin in the mind of a single man."2 8 In this 
respect, if in no other. Crone is in agreement with Luling, the 
difference resides in their wholly opposed conceptions of the 
nature of ur-Islam. 

As already noted, the companion volume to Luling's On the 
U r - K o r a n is his Rediscovery of t h e P r o p h e t M u h a m m a d : A 



C r i t i c i s m of t h e " C h r i s t i a n " O r i e n t . We have already had 
occasion to mention most of the features of Liiling's 
"rediscovered" Muhammad when illustrating his reconstruction 
of the Christian hymnody in the text of the Koran. The chief 
feature of Luling's newly discovered Prophet is that he is the 
messenger for an Ebionite Judaeo-Christianity, which is taken as 
the ur-Christianity of Christ himself. This ur-Christianity is also 
an ur-Judaism in the form of a cult of the Hero Messiah at the 
groves on the High Places of the northern kingdom of Israel, a 
cult known to Luling's Muhammad as the religion of Abraham, 
Ishmael, and the tribes; this ur-Christianity is opposed to the 
Hellenistic trinitarian Christianity of the imperial Roman 
Church. Both these Christianities are imagined by Luling as 
existing in central Arabia and the Hijaz during Muhammad's 
lifetime. 

Now, in comparison with the views of Wansbrough, Crone, 
and Cook, this is obviously a very different kind of thesis; one 
not so much drawn from the sources usually utilised for 
establishing the origins of Islam, as one born elsewhere and 
brought to those sources seeking confirmation wherever it can 



be found. It is in fact a thesis that brings with it a lot of 
baggage carried over from a German Protestant, liberal theolog
ical study of the Old and New Testaments, and a 
psychologically driven reading of anthropology, linguistics, and 
world religions; a thesis born of an obssessional program 
extraneous to Islam as such. Liiling's Muhammad is, in effect, 
the embodiment and protagonist of his own preoccupations; not 
so much a "rediscovery" as a reinvention in his own image. 

Extraordinary as it might seem, the mission for world peace 
and understanding of Muhammad in seventh-century Arabia 
turns out to be the same as that of Giinter Luling at the 
beginning of the third millenium: the abandonment of the 
imperialistic orthodoxies of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and 
a return to a prehistoric henotheism. Even more extraordinary, 
Luling appears to expect modern Muslims to welcome his 
rediscovery of this previously unknown Muhammad, along with 
his uncovering of Christian hymnody at the base of their holy 
book, and embrace his vision of a new/old religion as spiritual 
inspiration in the new millenium, even though it is not a new 
millenium for them. For a man who has spent a large part of 



his life in the Middle East, this shows a surprising naivete 
about the mentality of Muslims. 

Luling's view of Muhammad and the origin of Islam is not 
only opposed to the traditional account, but also to the 
"revisionist" hypotheses of Wansbrough, Crone, Cook, and 
Hawting- In a lengthy preface written for the English edition of 
his book on the ur-Koran, Luling makes an attempt to refute 
the revisionist approach to the origins of Islam. In general 
terms, the revisionists are castigated for dismissing the huge 
body of Islamic literature, dating from 800 c.E, and later, as 
historically worthless, rather than painstakingly sifting through it, 
using the source-separating and text-separating methods of 
linguistic, literary, historical, and theologico-dogmatic text 
criticism. These are the methods, presumably, that enabled 
Luling to come to his equally revisionist conclusions about 
Muhammad and the origins of Islam; the difference being that 
whereas Luling questions everything in the Muslim sources 
apart from their overall geographical and chronological 
framework, the anglophone revisionists question this, too. The 
problem with the methods advocated by Luling is that the 



researcher tends to end up with evidence for whatever 
prejudice he starts out with. If he takes it for granted that the 
traditional Islamic account of events must be basically true, he 
will find evidence for that; if, like Luling, he assumes there 
has been a massive coverup of what really happened, he finds 
evidence for that, and so on. Luling manages to find evidence 
for both the traditional account with regard to the framework, 
and his own idiosyncratic version of revisionism, as it suits him. 

A contemporary scholar whose methods Luling would 
probably approve is Michael Lecker,2 9 who has sifted throgh 
mountains of detailed source material about early Medina in 
search of "hidden pearls" of historical truth, the assumption 
being that it all has to be either true or fabricated, since "it 
would be absurd to argue that the fine, detailed information we 
have on certain aspects of early Islamic Medina is unusable or 
entirely the outcome of later inventions."30 Unfortunately, as 
Patricia Crone has pointed out,31 Lecker's "hidden pearls" of 
historical truth turn out to be nothing of the kind, but simply 
endless contradictory anecdotes that make no difference to the 
overall picture of events. Anecdote piled upon anecdote is in 



fact what makes up the bulk of historical material on early 
Islam, all carried by the basic framework of a Hijazi origin at 
Mecca and Medina, if that goes the rest goes with it, at least in 
that context. 

Luling also objects to the revisionist thesis on the grounds 
that it shows a superficial understanding of such concepts as 
monotheism, polytheism, Judaism, and Christianity, as well as 
plain ignorance of the religio-histor- ical situation in central 
Arabia, so that it has to be conjectured that a religion such as 
Islam could not possibly have originated there. A further com
plaint is that the "mainstream of oriental monotheism" 
(Wansbrough), out of which Islam is supposed to have emerged, 
is chiefly identified by the revisionists with Judaism rather than 
Christianity; the classic texts of C. C. Torrey and A. Katsch on 
Judaism on Islam,32 are said to have been long since disproved, 
but we are not told how, where, when, or by whom. Gerald 
Hawting is especially singled out for attention, seemingly because 
in his book on idolatry and early Islam,33 he is seen as having 
trespassed on Liiling's patch without giving him due recognition, 
especially with regard to his insistence upon a Christian 



presence at Mecca and elswhere in central Arabia. Hawting lists 
Liiling's book on Muhammad in his bibliography, but does not 
refer to him in the text, probably because he had already pub
lished his views on Liiling's theories almost twenty years 
previously, when they first appeared in their German editions. 

In his review of The Rediscovery of t h e P r o p h e t 
M u h a m m a d , Hawting acknowledges that Luling has made 
several important points with which he can agree: 

for example, the drawing of attention (pp. 153 ff.) to the 
tension which is observable in Muslim sanctuary traditions and 
practises between, on the one hand, the concept of the 
sanctuary as something which is entered and within which 
rituals are performed and, on the other, the idea that the 
sanctuary is closed and venerated externally, seems perceptive 
and important. I also share Liiling's views on the importance 
of the traditions about the area of the sanctuary called al hijr 
(pp. 133 ff.) and the curiously unconvincing nature of the 
reports about the idols said to have been destroyed by the 
Prophet at the time of the fath (pp. 168 ff.). Again, I find 



attractive the argument (pp. 183 ff.) that words like shirk and 
mushrikun may, in the Qur]an and elsewhere, be understood as 
polemic and not as references to polytheists or idolators in the 
literal sense. More generally, his view that the Qur°an can be 
seen as containing material which cannot all be attributed to 
one individual is, when expressed in this way, in keeping with 
recent Qur'anic studies, and the similarity between Muslim 
prophetology and what we know of the prophetology of 
Judaeo-Christianity, which Luling adopts from H. J. Schoeps, 
is striking and, as Schoeps presents it, persuasive.34 

However, the way in which these points are elaborated and 
developed into a wider thesis show "significant weaknesses in 
argumentation and in method/'35 

Now, Liiling's thesis about the origin of Islam, no less than 
that of the revisionists, involves the rewriting history; what, up 
to now, is generally thought to have happened, is not what 
either party thinks really happened. The main difference 
between them being that Luling is convinced he has found the 
truth; there is only one right way of reading the evidence, his 



way. In Luling's writing arguments are always "proven," or 
"clearly demonstrated," and counterarguments are long since 
"disproved," and unworthy of attention; nothing is put forward 
as a hypothesis for consideration, but as established fact 
resulting from an infallible method, while those who disagree 
are either ignorant or ill-motivated. Luling accuses the 
revisionists, Hawting in particular, of dismissing Muslim 
tradition as unreliable while at the same time relying on it 
when it suits them. B u t t h i s i s p r e c i s e l y w h a t he does himself. 
According to Luling there has been a massive rewriting of 
history by the Muslim traditionists themselves, but he still relies 
on that tradition to confirm his favored theses about Christians 
in Mecca, the appearance and use of the Kaaba, Muhammad's 
biography, and so on. Moreover, if both parties are guilty of at 
once dismissing and using the tradition as it suits them, Luling 
is the more guilty in that he assumes that the truth of "what 
really happened" was generally known, but that a massive 
amnesia was somehow imposed by "orthodox" Islam, whereas 
the thesis of the revisionists is that "what really happened" was 
not known, which is precisely the circumstance that favored the 
invention of so many conflicting stories. The traditional Islamic 



picture of the origin of Islam was not a massive rewriting of 
events that were common knowledge, but the pious filling of 
an embarrassing void. 

The problem with Luling's general method of arguing was 
well diagnosed by Hawting as a failure to distinguiush between 
evidence which unambiguously says what he wants it to say, of 
which there is hardly any, and evidence that can somehow be 
made to support his hypotheses: 

Having argued, for instance, that the mushrikun were not 
really polytheists (and there is no way of proving this), 
Luling then goes on to show that they were Hellenistic, 
trinitarian and iconodule Christians. His proofs for this, 
though, seem to be entirely external, in the sense that they 
depend on other arguments, which themselves start from 
questionable presuppositions; the identity of the mushrikun is 
not clearly or persuasively shown from the information 
pertaining to them in the Muslim traditions.. . . Again, the 
traditions about al-Hijr do not themselves lead to Luling 1s 
conclusion that it was once the apse of a church. 



This conclusion . . . is rather imposed on the material and 
rests on ideas which depend on other evidence and the 
inferences drawn from it. In short, it seems to me, that there 
is a failure to maintain a proper relationship between the 
author's ideas and the evidence, and one is involved in a sort 
of circular argument where conclusions about one body of 
evidence constantly depend upon conclusions about another.36 

If these strictures apply to Luling's arguments for the 
historical background of early Islam, they must apply also to 
his reasoning on the nature of the material he thinks he finds 
in the r a s m of the ur-Koran. As Hawting goes on to say, 
describing Luling's methods of restoring this supposed ur-
Koran: 

In general the method of restoration consists of the 
reinterpretation of certain key words, slight changes in the 
vocalisation or consonant structure of the text which has come 
down to us, and sometimes in the relationship which has 
traditionally been accepted between certain sentences or 



clauses. Again, it seems to me that the argument is essentially 
circular and that since there is no way of controlling or 
checking the recomposed Ur-Qur'an, there is a danger that it 
will be recomposed to suit one's own preconceptions about 
what one will find in it. 3 7 

In short, Liiling's case for finding Christian hymnody in 
the ur-Koran is unverified and unverifiable. Perhaps this is 
overstating the case against. The material in the Koran has to 
have come from somewhere and, as we have seen, Hawting 
himself admits that it cannot all be attributed to one individual. 
If Luling is right about central Arabia being full of Christians, 
or, more likely, if the revisionists are right about the milieu of 
early Islam being the predominantly Christian Hellenistic north, 
the likelihood surely is that at least some of the underlying 
material in the text of the Koran would be of Christian origin. 
There is evidence that this could have been the case that does 
not involve any of Liiling's dubious speculations and circular 
arguments, as we hope to indicate in the conclusion. 

Without his grand plans for the spiritual future of mankind, 



and without his assumption of a large Christian presence in 
central Arabia, Liiling's main thesis on the ur-Koran is not 
implausible. The main problem is his insistence upon Mecca and 
the Hijaz as the location where it all happened. Once again the 
crucial objections to his postion have been well stated by 
Hawting when he points out that Luling 

accepts that all of the material which Muslim tradition 
preserves and applies to the Ka'ba at Mecca did in fact 
originate with regard to the Meccan Ka'ba. 

In other words, he accepts the view that in the time of 
the Prophet Islam took over the Meccan sanctuary, and that all 
the many reports, often difficult to understand and sometimes 
contradictory, about the develoment of the sanctuary in the 
early Muslim period, in fact refer to the sanctuary at Mecca. 
If one is starting from a sceptical position, then there is no 
reason why one should accept this, and it seems to me to 
make more sense to envisage that some of the sanctuary 
material did not originally relate to the Meccan sanctuary but 
that it has been adapted by Muslim tradition and made to 



apply to Mecca at a secondary stage. 

Again, the general point is that if one believes, as Luling 
does, that Muslim tradition has deliberately falsified the 
historical record, why should we accept the main framework 
which that tradition provides?351 

This is not only the main argument against Luling, it is the 
main revisionist argument against the traditional Muslim picture 
of the origin of Islam, and all the Western scholarship that has 
taken it at face value. 

A final point worth noting is one upon which Luling is 
more radical than the revisionists. In his newly composed 
preface to the English edition of his book on the ur-Koran, he 
criticizes Wansbrough for taking the Islamic tradition seriously 
with regard to there having been an oral tradition in the 
transmission of Koran texts. Basing himself on the work of 
Fritz Kernow and others, Luling declares that there was in 
principle no oral tradition at all, neither for old Arabic poetry 
nor for the Koran, and that Wansbrough, in using this 



traditional idea in his revisionist theory, goes against his own 
principles. If Luling is right about this it would explain the 
role of the qussas, the storytellers of early Islam, who appear 
to have had a free hand in inventing the provenance and 
meaning of Koran texts; they could say whatever they liked 
because there was no one who knew any better in order to 
contradict them. Once a text was known to be "Koran" it 
would be remembered for use in prayers, sermons, and polemic, 
but it was not remembered as issuing from the mouth of "the 
Prophet." 

CONCLUSION 

That there was a pre-Islamic Koran is something about which 
Luling and the revisionists can agree. Speculating on the 
reasons for there being so much that is obscure in the text of 
the Koran, not only to us but also to the earliest Muslim 
commentators, Michael Cook proposes two possible 



explanations: 

One is to suppose that the materials which make up the 
Koran did not become generally available as a scripture until 
several decades after the Prophet's death, with the result that 
by the time this happened, memory of the original meaning of 
the material had been lost. The other is to speculate that much 
of what found its way into the Koran was already old by 
the time of Muhammad [our italics]. The two approaches do 
not exclude each other. Each has its attractions, and each has 
its problems—notably the need to reject much of what our 
narrative sources tell us.39 

As far as the revisionists are concerned, what most needs 
to be rejected from the narrative sources is the origin of Islam 
at Mecca and Medina in the Hijaz. 

Remaining true to the fundamental thesis of H a g a r i s m , 
Cook draws attention to several factors that indicate a non-Hijazi 
region as the background for Islam. The Koran often speaks of 
seafaring, when there is no record in the s i r a of Muhammad 



ever having been to sea. In this connection it is curious to note 
that the most plausible etymology of "Quraysh," the Prophet's 
tribe, is that it means "shark," or at least some kind of fish.40 

Why would a central Arabian tribe be named after a fish? 
There is also the curious fact that XXXVIL133-38 refers to the 
site of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19), 
which is traditionally located on the borders of Palestine, as a 
place that "you," presumably meaning Muhammad, pass by "in 
the morning and the night." Why would he do this if he was 
centered in the Hijaz? It is from this same region that we have 
the important testimony of the fifth-century Christian historian 
Sozomenus, who tells of a group of Arabs who had come into 
contact with Jews and learned from them their biblical descent 
from Abraham's son Ishmael, and who thereafter adopted Jewish 
laws and customs.41 As Cook acknowledges, this would not 
amount to Islam as we know it, but it provides a plausible 
location for the acquisition of a fusion of monotheism and 
Arab identity, long before the Koran and the Prophet. 

In conformity with the drift of these facts is the 
archaeological evidence from the Negev desert, marshaled by Y. 



D. Nevo and J. Koren. They note that, despite extensive 
excavations in the Syro-Jordanian desert, the Arabian peninsula, 
and especially the Hijaz, no remains of pagan sanctuaries from 
the sixth and seventh centuries have been found, and that in 
fact there are very few indications that the Hijaz was much 
inhabited in the fifth to seventh centuries c.E., and certainly not 
by any people using any form of classical Arabic. On the other 
hand, there is evidence for an active pagan cult in the central 
Negev that existed from Nabatean times down to the start of 
the Abbasid period in the second half of the second/eighth 
century. Moreover, many features of the material remains of 
this cult resemble the Muslim descriptions of the shrine at 
Mecca, while there is also literary and epigraphical evidence of 
a monotheistic cult of Abraham in the Negev. The largest pagan 
sanctuary at Sde Boqer shared its site with a sect of 
monotheistic Arabs whose many rock inscriptions in classical 
Arabic in the Kufic script reveal a Judaeo-Christian flavor. 
These features conform to elements in the traditional account of 
early Islam, for which they could well have served as models, 
and then transferred to Mecca and the Hijaz in the literary 
sources, as suggested by Hawting and others.42 



We have already seen how Luling cites J. S. Trimingham's 
C h r i s t i a n i t y A m o n g t h e A r a b s i n P r e - I s l a m i c Times as 
confirming his thesis of widespread Christianity in the Hijaz 
and central Arabia, and how, in fact, it does nothing of the 
kind; not only that, but this work in reality provides much 
evidence for the revisionist thesis of a northern origin for 
Islam. 

To take a few points more or less at random, we may note 
the following: "The particular form Allah need not be thought 
of as an Arab contraction of at-Hldh, but as a proper name for 
God, coming through Aramaic, as the absolute state of A l d h d , 
the most used form in Syriac (see Payne Smith, Thesaurus 
Syriacus, I. col. 195-96). This was the name of God among 
Nabateans and other north-Arabian inscription writers. Its usage 
in compound names like w h b ' l h necessitates vocalising as Wahb 
A l l a h , "Gift of God," not "gift of the god," showing the divine 
name to be A l l a h and not a contraction of a l - H l d h " 4 3 

While discussing the spread of Christianity in the Syro-Arab 
region, Trimingham refers to two tribes that are mentioned in a 



number of inscriptions: the Khaseteroi and Audenoi of the 
villages of Merdoch and Rimea in the Hawran east of 
Palestine. Of the Khaseteroi he says: "It has been suggested 
that they were a clan of the Azd who migrated to southern 
Syria around A . D . 200 under chiefs Jafna, Mujalid, cAws and 
Khazraj (clan names). The last two groups of (Aws and Khazraj 
returned later to settle in the Hijaz, but other clans stayed in 
Syria to make their reappearance as the Banu Ghassan."44 How 
do we know any of this? If it is only from Muslim sources, it 
must be regarded as suspect. The Aws and Khazraj were 
parties to the notorious "al Aqaba" and "Constitution of 
Medina" agreements. Why could they simply have never moved 
from the Hawran region on the borders of Palestine, and this 
be the real location where the "Constitution of Medina" was 
contracted, "Medina" being any town in the region? 

When discussing the heads of the Tanukh tribe, Trimingham 
mentions Jadhima (or Judhaima) al Waddah al Abrash, who, 
Tabari (1.750) reports Ibn Kalbl as saying, ruled the territory 
that "lay between Hira, Anbar, Baqqa, Hit, and district."45 Hlra, 
Anbar, and Hit all lay along the Euphrates, but the location of 



Baqqa appears to be unknown. Could this be the location of 
the Baqqa mentioned in the Koran (111.90), which most exegetes 
are eager to identify with Mecca in the Hijaz, but which really 
lay somewhere between Anbar and Hit, on the Euphrates? It 
may also be significant that the Arabic script known as Kufic 
was in common usage among the Ibad, the Arab Christians of 
al Iraq al Arabi. Tabari ( T a ' r i k h , I. 206) reports that when the 
Arabs of that region were asked, "From whom did you learn 
letters?" they replied, "We learned the script from the Iyad." 
Trimingham goes on to say: "It is claimed that the script 
through which the Qur'an was preserved was taken from the 
Christian Arabs of Hira and Anbar, carried to Duma and from 
there to Mecca." 4 6 Perhaps, in reality, the last part of that 
journey was unnecessary. 

The Syriac influence on the Koran has long been noted. A 
crude word count of the foreign vocabulary shows a 
predominance of Syriac words, closely followed by Aramaic; 4 7 

the latter was the Middle Eastern lingua franca, and Syriac the 
language of the semi-independent Syriac church, split into the 
factions of Monophysites and Nestorians. Of particular sig-



nificance is the influence of Syriac on the Koran's religious 
terminology, almost all of which is derived from that language, 
including the words for God, soul, last judgment, salvation, 
sacrifice, resurrection, heaven, angel, priest, Christ, and prayer; 
this influence also appears in such theological expressions as 
"light upon light," and upon semibiblical quotations and biblical 
events and facts. In comparison, the Jewish influence upon the 
religious vocabulary of the Koran is negligible. Alphonse 
Mingana, who is the source of these observations, also remarks 
on the fact that, given the proximity and alleged intimacy 
between the Hijaz and Abyssinia, "the only Ethiopic religious 
influence on the style of the Kurgan is in the word h a w a r i y u n . 
Apostles.' "4* 

The Syriac church regarded itself as descended from Saint 
Thomas rather than Saint Peter, and had many distinctive 
features that may account for the odd character attributed to 
Christianity in the Koran. From the beginning the church 
emphasized that there is one God, the God of the Old 
Testament, who sent the Messiah. Doctrinally it was divided 
between the factions of the Nestorians and Monophysites, 



regarded as heresies by the parent Greek church. 
Monophysitism, the idea that Christ had one nature, not two as 
defined by the Council of Chalcedon (451), produced, in the 
territory of the Arab tribe of the Banu Ghassan, a reaction in 
the form of a farther heresy, tritheism, the idea that since the 
divine nature belongs to each of the hypostases (Father, Son, 
and Holy Ghost) there are in reality three gods. This could 
have contributed to the Koranic notion that Christians worship 
three gods (e,g,, V.116).4 9 This point gains credibility when the 
widespread presence of the Diatessaron in the Syriac church is 
taken into account. 

The Diatessaron (Gr. "through [the] four [gospels]") is a 
gospel harmony created about the year 172 by the 
Mesopotamian scholar Tatian. 5 0 Its importance lies in the fact 
that it is the earliest extant collection of second-century gospel 
texts, and is probably the form in which the gospels first 
appeared in Syriac, Latin, Armenian, and Georgian. The 
importance of this work for the study of the Koran rests on 
the fact that, in addition to the four canonical gospels, it 
incorporated Judeo-Christian elements, most probably from the 



G o s p e l of t h e H e b r e w s . 5 1 It is from this source incorporated in 
the D i a t e s s a r o n that the Koranic notion of tritheism in the 
form of God, Jesus, and Mary most probably derives, since it is 
in this gospel that an assimilation of Mary to the Holy Spirit 
took place. Origen, in a commentary on the G o s p e l of t h e 
Hebrews, tells us that it depicts Jesus as saying: "Even now did 
my mother the Holy Spirit take me by one of mine hairs, and 
carried me away unto the great mountain Thabar." Such an 
expression probably derived from the fact that in Hebrew the 
word for "spirit" is feminine.52 

The Diatessaron sets sections of Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
into John's framework. It begins with the Johannine prologue 
about the Word, continues with Luke's account of the angelic 
annunciations to Zechariah and Mary, and follows with 
Matthew's report of how Mary was found to be pregnant by 
the Holy Spirit This is similar to the Koran's view of Jesus as 
God's Word, which he casts into Mary, and with the apparent 
identification of the angel Gabriel with the Holy Spirit. It is 
also worthy of note that the Diatessaron says of Mary that no 
man had known her, rather than that she did not know a man 



(Luke 1:34), making the male the active partner, reflected in 
m.47 and XIX.20. 5 3 

Familiarity with the Diatessaron in the hands of Nestorian 
and Monophysite Christians may well have given the impression 
to non Christian Arabs that the gospel (injil) was one book. In 
addition, it would explain several features of the Koranic view 
of the Old and New Testaments, particularly the fact that the 
Old Testament personages are, with few exceptions, of the 
patriarchal period. Adam, Abel, Noah, Abraham, Lot, Isaac, 
Jacob, Moses, David, Elijah, Elisha, and Jonah, are all mentioned 
in the Koran and the Diatessaron with either complete identity 
of spelling or a close relationship.54 

Knowledge of the Diatessaron, or even the canonical 
gospels in their Syriac interpretation, is not of course sufficient 
to account for all the features of Jesus and Christianity to be 
found in the Koran; much is obviously drawn from the 
apocryphal infancy gospels such as the Protevangelium of 
James, the Infancy Story of Thomas, and the Gospel of Pseudo-
Matthew. Nor is it possible to say that the influence is more 
Monophysite than Nestorian. As Neal Robinson has said of the 



Koran: "In agreement with the Nestorians it stresses the full 
humanity of Jesus and Mary. In agreement with the 
Monophysites it emphasises that God is One. In opposition to 
both it rejects all Trinitarian language and all talk of divine 
Sonship no matter how it is understood,"55 What is clear, 
however, is that the milieu in which much of the Koran took 
shape was strongly Christian, albeit of a somewhat less than 
orthodox nature. 

Such a conclusion is hardly new or radical.56 In the days of 
the old scholarship, before the appearance of the revisionists, 
when the Hijazi origin of Islam and the traditional biography of 
the Prophet was more or less taken for granted, all such 
conjecture as those above would have been accompanied by 
speculations as to where, when, and how Muhammad could have 
acquired all the diverse and obscure information in the Koran, 
usually on his trading trips to the north. Giinter Luling, in a 
move that is at once revisionist and traditional, solves the 
problem by shifting all those influences into the Hijaz, making 
Mecca a cosmopolitan center for practically every religious 
faction existing in the seventh-century Middle East. Since the 



evidence for this is either nonexistent or susceptible to alterna
tive explanations, the solution of the revisionists appears to hold 
the field. 

Without the Hijaz, and without the Prophet as sole source 
for the Koran text, many new hypotheses become possible, 
including that of pre-Islamic hymnody in the rasm of the 
ur-Koran. If the milieu of Koran formation was antiorthodox 
Christian, as we have seen that it probably was, Luling could 
even be right that the Christian element underlying the Koran 
was not straight forward Hellenic orthodoxy, but was antitrini-
tarian and considered Jesus as both created and angelic. The 
provenance of such views, however, is already known in the arc 
of the Fertile Crescent. To postulate an unverified and 
unverifiable location in the Hijaz appears an unnecessary 
extravagance that jeopardises the acceptance of valuable 
insights. Luling needs the revisionists, and the revisionist should 
regard Luling as one of their own. 
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9.1 

T H E P R O B L E M 
OF DATING 
T H E EARLY Q U R ' A N S 

Adolf G r o h m a n n 

Adolf Grohmann, "The Problem of Dating the Early Qufans," Der Islam 33 (1958): 
213-31. 



I 
-•^n 1947 Prof Dr. Giorgio Levi della Vida1 published a 

valuable and interesting contribution to Arabic palaeography by 
editing fragments of parchment Queans, acquired by the Vatican 
Library in 1946; they formerly belonged to the collection of 
Tammaro de Marinis, and were probably acquired in Egypt, This 
publication was made with the usual thoroughness and accuracy 
characteristic of all the works of Levi della Vida. In his cus
tomary cautious manner, he avoids taking a definite position on 
the difficult problem of dating, especially since it is just this 
dating of the oldest Qur'an-manuscripts that is still controversial 
and undecided. However, I think I am right in assuming that he 
is more inclined to prefer an earlier dating, proposed by 
Bernhard Moritz and Nabia Abbott, for he considers the early 
dating, namely, the second half of the first century of the 
Islamic era, as at least not impossible, since inscriptions and 
papyri of this period show a type of writing completely 
analogous to that of the earliest Qui°an copies. 



So Levi della Vida has, in passing, indicated the only 
passable way in which the problem of dating the oldest extant 
copies of the Qur'an can be solved in a satisfactory manner; and 
when I here—in a limited way—enter into a discussion of the 
problem, I would, first, like to express my thanks to the learned 
scholar on the occasion of his jubilee2 for his above-mentioned 
contribution, and then, to explain what more new material, 
recently brought to light, has contributed toward the solution of 
this problem of dating. 

While—with one exception3—we hitherto possessed Qur'anic 
texts on papyrus written only for subsidiary purposes, i.e. in 
pericopes and included in magic texts,4 real leaves from a 
Qur'an codex have made their appearance in the Collection of 
George Michaelid&s in Cairo, which put scientific research on 
quite a different basis. As a welcome completion thereto I 
discovered in the National Egyptian Library in Cairo quite a 
good number of valuable fragments of early parchment Qur'ans, 
which had apparently been collected and mounted between two 
glass plates by the former director of the Egyptian Library, my 
ever memorable friend B. Moritz, but which obviously had not 



been utilized by him for his studies. Finally, the last finds of 
Arabic papyri in Khirbet Mird (Palestine-Jordan) which were 
liberally made accessible to me by G. Lankester Harding, have 
enriched our knowledge of the early Arabic script used outside 
Egypt, and furnished new, hitherto unknown material for 
palaeographic investigation. T now give a short survey of the 
state of the problem of dating the oldest Qui°an manuscripts up 
to the present. 

Since Jacob Christian Lindberg5 made the first attempt at 
dating the parchment Qur'an manuscripts in the Royal 
Collection in Copenhagen in 1830, and Johann Heinrich Moller,6 

in the appendix to his collection of thirty-one facsimiles of 
Qur'an fragments from various centuries in the Ducal Library in 
Gotha, laid down the first principles and distinctive marks for 
dating these manuscripts in 1842, showing a fine comprehension 
of this hazy problem, definite dating of old parchment Qur'ans 
was practiced by Josef Balthasar Silvestre.7 He dated specimens 
from Kufic Qur'ans, formerly belonging to the collection of 
Michelangelo Lanci (Rome), in the seventh (PI. iv), ninth (PI. v, 
vi), and tenth centuries (PI. vii, , viii), while William Wright8 



dated the parchment Qui°an Or. 2165 in the British Museum in 
the eighth century c.E. But the most important and extensive 
contribution to Qur'an palaeography is due to B. Moritz, 9 in 
whose monumental work Qur'an manuscripts formed the 
overwhelming majority. He dated, for example, the big 
parchment Qur'an in the Egyptian National Library {formerly in 
the Amr-Mosque in Old-Cairo) and the copy of the mosque of 
Sayyidna Husein in Cairo into the first to second century of 
the Higra, and a Qur'an from the mosque in Fuwwah (Delta) in 
the second/third century. 

His datations met with a severe criticizm from the part of 
J. v. Karabacek, who dated the parchment Qur'ans in PI. i-xii 
in the third century A . H , (instead of the first suggested by B. 
Moritz), xvii-xxx into the third century A . H . (instead of the 
second, as Moritz did), and PL xxxix, xl, xliv in the second 
century A . H . (eighth century c.E.) instead of Moritz's third 
century.1 0 The monumental publication on the masterpieces of 
Muhammadan Art, exposed in Munich in 1910, contained Qur'an 
manuscripts also, among them Codex Gothanus no. 565, 
ascribed to the eighth century A . D . , 1 1 which dating was contested 



by J. v. Karabacek,12 who suggested the ninth century c .E . In 
1914 Eugen Tisserant13 published four plates containing Qui°ans 
of the eighth to the sixteenth century c .E. , and in the following 
year Eugenio Griffini, 1 4 one page of a Kufic parchment Qur'an 
without dating it. An important contribution to Arabic palaeog
raphy and especially also the palaeography of Koranic writing 
was then published in 1919 by Prof. Gotthelf Bergstrasser,15 

who, nevertheless, gives relative datings only ( " d l t e s t e , 
a l t e r t u m l i c h e K o r a n e " ) , qualifying Arabic palaeography PI. 44, 
Brit. Mus. Or, 2165 and Paris. Arabe no. 328 (1) and 328 (4) as 
the oldest or most archaic Qur'an-copies. Some years later16 he 
published a short survey of the script of the Qur'an manuscripts 
of the first four centuries of the Higra, and stated that dated 
copies occur more frequently after the third century A . H . 1 7 He 
discerns three styles of writing: (1) Lapidary Kufi (e.g., Arabic 
Palaeography PI. 1); (2) a script between this lapidary style and 
the cursive writing known from the papyri (hijazi), e.g., the 
Qur'an in the British Museum Or. 2165; and (3) Maghrabi 
writing. Eight plates with ten photographs complete his short 
essential survey. 



Therewith the main bulk of material, available for the study 
of the question of dating this kind of Arabic bookscript, was 
concluded. 

The main difficulty for dating this material is obviously 
formed by the fact that clearly dated copies of the Qur'an, 
which could serve as landmarks for dating, are still exceedingly 
rare; one dated copy exists from the first century and two exist 
from the second,18 seven only from the third century of the 
Hijra. 1 9 Among the Qur'ans of the first century A . H . there 
should be—according to I. Y Kratchkovsky20—also included the 
Qu'ran from Samarqand.21 At any rate, the opinion about the 
age of early Qur'ans differs considerably; I shall quote only 
some of the most important examples: on one hand, Nabia 
Abbott,2 1 for example, considers the Qur'ans reproduced in B. 
Moritz's Arabic Palaeography, Pis. i-i2, 31-34 as "the very 
earliest extant Korans," while Arthur Jeffery is inclined to doubt 
"whether any fragments we have are from so early a period as 
the first Islamic century, and one would hesitate to date more 
than a very few in the second century."23 I shall come back to 
these statements later. 



But the most spectacular announcement was made by M. 
Minovi in his "Outline History of Arabic Writing,"2 4 where he 
said that the extant early Qur'anic specimens are a l l either 
forgeries or suspect, and that there was a widespread use of 
the various c u r s i v e scripts in early Qur'anic writing- This 
spectacular and autoritative statement deserves closer inves
tigation. M i n o v i starts from the illustration of the 
Meccan-Medinan script in the Chester-Beatty codex no. 3315 of 
I b n a n - N a d l m ' s K i t d b a l - F i h r i s t in the National Library of 
Ireland (Dublin), foL 3 verso last line (see Fig. 1), which he 
classifies as cursive, and concludes thereform that early Qur'ans, 
said to be written in the Meccan-Medinan scripts, were written 
in c u r s i v e scripts.25 He then refers to the G a l i l , T u m d r , 
T h u l u t h a i n , and T h u l u t h , all of which he considers as 
predominantly and equally cursive scripts, restricted to Qur'anic 
writing since the coming of the Abbasids, that is, since the 
second half of the eighth century c.E. He further says that 
even the new Qur'anic scripts, developing at this time, w e r e a l s o 
c u r s i v e , for example, the m u h a q q a q , and that cursive scripts 
were widely used for early Qur'anic writing. Then he says that 



not many early Qur'ans have survived from the early centuries, 
and that these Qur'ans were wholesale forgeries in Kufic script, 
which was considered by the forgers as the script current in the 
first centuries of Islam. He corroborates this theory by pointing 
to instances of forged documents and some Qur'ans attributed to 
the Caliph (A1I ibn Abl Ta lib. 

Naturally enough, these suppositions of Minovi met with a 
severe and just criticizm by N. Abbott, who, in her article 
already quoted,26 gave her opinion extensively on Minovi's 
statements. 

a. b. 
Fig. 1. The Basmala in Meccan-Medinan script. 

a. facsimile drawn by Minovi b. the drawing in the original 
(Sw/vey II, p. 1710.% 580) 

(1) She surmises that the illustrative Basmala in the Chester 



Beatty codex of the K i t a b a l - F i h r i s t is in a different script from 
that of the whole text (p. 70a). 

(2) If this specimen represents t h e t r u e c u r s i v e v a r i e t y of 
t h e M e c c a n - M e d i n a n s c r i p t , other specimens in this script 
s h o u l d be e a s i l y f o u n d in documents dating from these 
centuries or even from the third. As a matter of fact, N. 
Abbott could not find any documents from these early centuries 
written in the script of the sample of the Meccan-Medinan 
script in the Chester-Beatty codex. The peculiar Alif of this 
sample, with its sharp-hooked bend to the left of the top is to 
be met with in the fourth- and fifth-century script (p. 70 b). 

(3) Although Minovi is convinced that this sample really 
corresponds to the description of the Meccan-Medinan script 
given by I b n a n - N a d i m , N. Abbott is convinced that it does n o t . 
Minovi has obviously misunderstood and misinterpreted this 
description when he says, "the Mecca and Medina scripts were 
charcterized by an alif with a slightly oblique l o w e r t e r m i n u s , 
slanting to the right, and a f i n a l h o o k e d i n t h e opposite 
d i r e c t i o n , together with a slightly swaying rhythm."27 The 
c o r r e c t interpretation is that there is in its alifs a turning to the 



right and a raising high of the fingers (i.e., the upright strokes) 
and there is in its form a slight slant (p. 71).28 

(4) In contradistinction of Minovi's supposed mass 
destruction of old Qur'anic copies, Miss Abbott (p. 72) surmizes 
that a good number of early Qui°anic manuscripts have 
survived, although the extant number of manuscripts is not 
s u s p i c i o u s l y large. 

(5) While Minovi states his conviction that the great 
majority of extant Qur'anic specimens are forgeries of later 
centuries, he gives no r e a l proofs for this supposition, but 
promises to do so in a forthcoming monograph. Miss Abbott 
correctly states that even f o r g e d specimens are expected to give 
a fair reprensentation of Qur'anic scripts and practices of the 
earlier centuries (p. 72b). Although cases of forged deeds and 
letters are recorded in Arabic literature,29 she has not come 
across any references to Qur'anic forgeries in general, and even 
if a few such references would appear, they would not prove 
that our extant Qur'anic specimens are a l l , or almost all, 
forgeries, and although one should be reasonably suspicious of 
extant Qur'an copies attributed to c Ali , 'Uthman, or Ibn Moqla 



and Ibn al-Bawwab, it would be oversuspicious to extend these 
suspicions to all extant Qur'ans of the angular types, as does 
Minovi. 3 0 

So far Miss Abbott's objections. 

It was clear from the beginning that the capital point in the 
discussion is the sample of the Basmala occurring in the 
Chester-Beatty codex of I b n a n - N a d i m ' s K i t d b a l - F i h r i s t , 
published in facsimile by Minovi 3 1 (see Fig. 1). Miss Abbott 
has not had the opportunity to see the original drawing, which 
obviously forms the cornerstone of Minovfs statements. Since 
every and even minute detail could be of great importance for 
the questions under discussion, I asked for photographs of the 
pages referring to Arabic script in the Chester-Beatty codex no. 
3315, and especially also of the Basmala in Meccan-Medinan 
writing, and I am greatly obliged to M r J. V. S. Wilkinson, 
librarian of the Chester-Beatty Library in Dublin, for sending 
me the respective films. A close inspection of the photographs 
had the following results: 

(1) The text of the locus classicus concerning the oldest 



Arabic scripts given by Ibn an-Nadim (fol. 3 verso) is obviously 
identical with that offered in the Edition of G. Flugel, p. 63 ff 
and the edition of Cairo, Rahmaniyya Press, 1929/30, p. 8 ff,; 
it runs: 

Q d l a M u h a m m a d u ' b n u Ishdqa: 
fa-'awwalu'l-^i^'l-'arabtyad^-f^iUu 'l-Makkiyu wa-ba'dahu 
' l - M a d a m y u tumma 'l-Basriyu tumma 'l-Kiifiyu. F a - 3 a m m a 
'l-Makkiyu w a - H - M a d a m y u f a -fi alifdtihi ta'wlgun 'ila yamani 
'l-yadi w a - H ' l a 3 u }l-'asdbi'i wa-fi Saklihi indi§dcun yasirun w a -
hddd m i t l u h u : Bismi ' l l a h i ' r - R a h n d n i ' r - R a h i m i . 

"Muhammad ibn Isha q says: The first Arabic scripts are: 
the Makkl-script, and after it the Medinan, then the Basran, 
then the Kufan. As far as the Meccan and Medinan are 
concerned, there is in its Alifs a bend to the right side of the 
hand, and a raising high of the vertical stokes (hastae, 
fingers) and in its shape a moderate inclination to the side " 

So it is quite evident that Minovi's translation is incorrect 
and misleading (cf above p. 218); for nothing is said of an 



oblique lower terminus and a final hooked in the opposite 
direction, and the translation of wa-H'Ui* ul'asabtfi (a raising 
high of the h a s t a e ) is missing.32 

(2) It is surprising that the Basmala sample in this codex is 
not, as should have been expected, in a quite different script 
from that of the whole text, but in a hand not essentially 
differing from the text in which it is included- This becomes 
clear from a comparison of the Basmala on fol. 1 verso line 1 
and the Meccan Basmala on fol 3 verso last line; the former 
differs only in the shape of the slightly curved Alif, and vertical 
Lam, both of which lack the hooked tops; but those barbed 
Alift and Lams recur several times within the text, just as in 
fol. 3 verso. Besides, Minovi's copy of the Meccan-Medinan 
Basmala sample is not quite exact; it shows throughout barbed 
tops of the Alifs and Lams, which really occur in Lam of 
i r - R a k m a n i r - R a h i m i and in the Alif of a r - R a h m d n i only, while 
the Alif in a l l d h i shows a thickened head as in the Mushaf, no. 
77 in the Egyptian National Library. The initial Ha has, in 
Minovi's facsimile, a small loop coming down below the basic 
line of the letters, quite different from the form in the original, 



which shows a pointed triangle on the basic line. The tail of 
the Mim in Bismi shows a slight swing in the facsimile, while 
in the original it is straight, and finally, the flat, slightly curved 
tail of final-Mim in ar-Rahimi is too short in Minovi's facsimile. 
All these are inaccuracies that should be avoided in such an 
important sample of writing. 

But is there really any chance that the sample of the 
Basmala in Meccan-Medinan writing in fact represents this 
script? 

If we compare it with the description if the 
Meccan-Medinan script given by Ibn an-Nadim, we must state 
that two main characteristics are completely missing in the Alifs 
of the facsimile, that is, the bend to the right and the 
pronounced height. Furthermore, the thickened head of the Alif, 
which may ressemble either a fishing hook or a knob, does not 
occur before the third century of the Higra, for example, in 
PER Inv. Ar. Pap. 1920, A P E L II no, 50 1 PL vi (third century 
A.H . , ninth century C .E . ) , and is more frequently found only in 
the second half of the fourth century A . H . for example, in 
A P E L I no. 37 (PL III); that is just about the time when Ibn 



an-Nadlm composed his K i t d b a l - F i h r i s t and the first copies 
thereof came into existence. So it seems doubtful whether the 
facsimile in the Chester-Beatty codex could be considered as a 
real representative of the old and original Meccan-Medinan style 
of writing- Already Prof Dr. A- Jeffery33 has referred to the 
fact that Ibn an-Nadim's illustration of the Himyaritic 
musnad-scnpt does not encourage confidence that his infor
mation regarding early Arabic script was much more accurate. 
Although the illustration of this musnad-scnpt is much better in 
the Chester-Beatty codex (fol. 3 verso) than in the Cairo 
edition (p. 9), even here some characters are obviously 
misunderstood and others completely ficticious. 

The illustration of the Meccan-Medinan script offers 
therefore no criterium for the dating of early Qur'an copies, and 
gives no clue respecting the genuinity of these copies. 

But have we really to give up any hope of dating these 
Qur'an copies or to content ourselves with general and 
somewhat vague characterisations as, for example, "oldest, most 
archaic " and so on? 



In the first place we have to state that it is in fact very 
difficult to date the first group of Qui°ans, written in a 
"lapidary style."34 The hieratic character of this script, the 
intention to create something special and extraordinary, has led 
the creative and ingenious calligraphists to develop a copious 
set of different styles, of which Ibn an-NadTm35 gives a long 
list, I refer only to plates I, iii-vi, viii in G. Bergstrassers treaty 
in the G e s c h i c h t e des Q o r ' d n s to give a general idea of some 
of the rich possibilities prevailing for the purpose of rendering 
the Book of God conspicuous and to distinguish it from other, 
secular books by a special type of large writing, which is 
significant of the large-sized Qur°ans of the mosques. 

But the second style, called hijazi by Berstrasser and others, 
allows dating, owing to its affinity with the script of papyri. 
Dated papyri can thereby serve as landmarks,36 and it is quite 
important to state that this style of writing is—in 
contradistinction to the hieratic lapidary script—a s e c u l a r script, 
used even for economic purposes, as, for example, PER Inv. 
Ar. Pap. 11077 and 11154, two lists of payments, 11161 a list of 
persons, 11163 a receipt, and so on, all representing Egyptian 



writing and coming from the ruins of al-Fustat. If we compare 
the Queans Brit. Mus. Or 2165, Mss. Paris. Arabe 328 (1), 328 
(4)3 7 Codex Vat. Ar. 1605,38 Arabic Palaeography PL 44, 
Istanbul, Saray, Medina 1 a, 3 9 the parchment no, 1700 in the 
Papyrus-collection of the National Egyptian Library in Cairo 
(Plate III a) and Inv, Perg. Ar. 2 in the Archduke Rainer 
Collection in the National Austrian Library in Vienna (Plate 
Va) with these papyri, it is fairly possible to ascribe them to 
the first century of the Islamic era (seventh or beginning of 
eighth century c.E.)- Also the papyrus fragment Arabic 
Palaeography PI. 43, ascibed by B, Moritz to the third century 
of the Higra, belongs still to the first century of the Islamic 
era. Anyhow, this fragment is severely mutilated. But the Qur'an 
fragment no. 32 in the Collection George Michaelides in Cairo 
is large and much better preserved, and may therefore serve as 
a good example of the early Koranic book-hand on papyrus. 



Plate I 

Recto Verso 

P. Michaclidi's no. 32. 



Qur'an LIV. 11-38, 45-55, LV.1-32 

Brown, fine papyrus. 14.8 x 5.9 cm. On the recto twenty 
lines, containing Sura LIV 11-38, are written in black ink 
parallel to the horizontal fibres, the verso bears eighteen lines, 
running at right angles to the vertical fibres, containing verses 
45-55 of Sura LIV, and verses 1-32 of Sura 

On the recto: 



y ] J v i l l ^ > L * ] 9 

[ t - - 5 

a 

U ^ j ^ l ] 7 

[ c ^ ^ ^ 1 2 

t ^ j T v i 1 6 

8. Ms. I z - (<1<J<IC<I) — 9. (fully dot toc) . — 11. Mi. ^ - J a u a j j ^ . 

17. Mb. , fw' th * dMh instead of a c o t above the Dal) . 



On the verso : 



W - i y ^ l t ^ U V j 10 

h 

f . ^ ' f c V H M b ^ U - dufVt&i&l 16 

- IJ. M. Lrff- ~ 11 

• J7. in la tWd T-tl ' ' r . i ipir.^,. 





LV. In line 4, at the end of verse 50, a verse-division mark is 
visible. Sura 54 is divided from LV by two parallel horizontal 
lines running over the full width of the page, and filled in 
with an ondulating line with pearls in the compartments. 

Place of discovery unknown. 

The script has become obliterated in some places and the 
papyrus is torn upon all sides. The fragment shown here (Plate 
1) comes from the middle of the page, which as the line 
originally contained about three-times as much as at present, 
would have been about 17.7 cm. wide. This Qur'an was 
certainly destined for private use only, and belongs to the small, 
oblong sizes, particularly used for private owners already in 
very early times. 

Before entering into the question of dating4 0 it will be 
recommendable to give a palaeographical analysis of the script 
of P. Michaelides no. 32. The Alif (line 8), the most significant 
letter of the Arabic alphabet, as J. v. Karabacek has said,4 1 

shows a definite bend to the right side, as it is already the case 
in PER Inv. Ar. Pap. 94 (ca. 30 A . H . , 650 C ,E .) . 4 2 It differs, 



therefore, from the straight, vertical Alif in PERF no. 558 4 3 in 
the bilingual protocol B M 1473,44 in Arabic Palaeography PI. 
43 and in the Qui°an Paris, Arabe 3284 5 as well as from the 
Alif, curved to the right at the basis, shown by the Qur'an 
Medina la in the Saray in Istanbul 4 6 

The Dal corresponds to the form offered by PERF no. 558, 
P. Berol. 15002 (Plate lib), P. Mich. 6714 (Plate Ha), P. Berol. 
9177 (124 A.H., 742 c.E.) and the parchment Qur'an Paris. 
Arabe 328 (1). 

The Ra (Zay) is similar to the same letter in PERF no. 558, 
R Berol. 15002, PERF no, 573 (Plate lie, 57 A.H., 677 c.E.). 

In S i n , the tail of the final letter (recto line 6) goes down 
in an almost straight line, as in the Nun occurring in PERF no. 
558, 573, PER Inv. Ar. Pap. 94. It therefore differs from the 
final Sin with a curved tail occurring, for example, in PERF 
no. 558. 

The 75 has a rectangular body and a vertical stroke bending 
to the right side, as, for example, in Paris. Arabe 328 (4).47 

The latter characteristic feature already occurs in PERF no. 558 



and P. Loth II, further in the legend of copper coins from the 
second decade of the first century of the Higra 4 S and in the 
Qurra-papyri,49 where it interchanges with the straight form. 
This characteristic feature is preserved in the third century of 
the Higra (ninth century c.E.) in the papyrus script,50 and in 
early Christian Arabic manuscripts forming the transition to 
Magkrabi-writing,51 in which it is preserved until recent times. 
Possibly this form of the Ta was also significant for the 
Makki-script, while the old scripts of al-KOfa, al-Basra and 
Damascus preferred the vertical stroke. 



i I.. '- III 



The Nun has about the same form as in PER Inv. Ar. Pap. 
94. 

An additional characteristic feature is the reverted Ya (e.g., 

All these characteristics show, together with the general 
impression of the writing, that the script of P. Michaelides no. 
32 cannot be dated later than the first century af the Higra 
(end of the seventh or beginning of the eighth century c.E.). 

Some orthographical peculiarities should be added here. 

The Alif madda is frequently omitted: 

in ^ recto line 2 and in verso lines 9, 16). 

On the verso line 2 

On the recto line 3 W>- for LLS^ 

for ^ o . L 

for 

for 

A remarkable thing here is ^ L J I in line 18 for ^ L - J ' and 



l ^ ~ J 1 in P. Michaelides no. 235 line 2 (first century A .M . , 
seventh century C.E.). D i a c r i t i c a l dots are used sparingly and 
are formed in the same way as in PERF no. 558 already 
described in CPR III, 1/i, pp. 70-71. Once a short dash is used 
in Dal (on the recto line 17 in — instead of a dot. Such 
diacritical dashes are used very early. We find them—apart 
from the parchment Qur'an Paris. Arabe 328 (l) 5 2—in PER Inv. 
Ar. Pap. 8181 (first cent, of the Higra, seventh century c.E.), 
10136 (second century of the Higra, eighth century c.E.), Inv. 
Perg. Ar. 186, in P. Mich. 6714 (22-75 A .H . , 643-694 c.E.), 
where the short dashes are similar to oval dots. There can be 
no doubt whatever that in all these examples the dots or dashes 
respectively are set by t h e o r i g i n a l h a n d . 

The occurence of dots in such an early Qur'an as P. 
Michaelides no. 32 is of some importance, since Prof. A. 
Jeffery,55 the greatest living Western authority in Qur'anic 
science, emphasizes the fact that the oldest Qur'anic codices 
were g e n e r a l l y without diacritical points, and the lines replacing 
dots (occuring only in some old codices and fragments) may 
well be nothing more than scribal fantasy. 



P l a t e IV 



It is quite possible that the dashes, used as diacritical marks 
in some old Qur'an manuscripts, for example, Arabic 
Palaeography PI. 1 ff., were added later. But the occurence of 
such dashes—and dots—would no longer militate i n se ipso 
against a dating in the first century of the Higra, since dashes 
are not unusual in papyri of the first century of the Higra and 
the use of dots is proved by papyri as early as even the first 
half of the first century of the Higra. 5 4 

Another important statement, made by Prof. A. Jeffery55 is 
that the oldest Qur'ans had no rubrics or marks for divisions, 
which were reproved by traditions traced back to early 
authorities, and that the occurrence of marks indicating divisions 
of ten verses would argue against so early a dating as the first 
to second century of the Higra, attributed by Miss N. Abbott to 
some specimens in the collection of the Oriental Institute in 
Chicago University. 

As a matter of fact, there is one mark indicating the ending 
of a group of ten verses after verse 50 of Sura LIV on the 
verso of P Michaelid£s no. 32 line 4. It consists of a a 



surrounded by dots.56 It is said 5 7 that the marking of the 
endings of groups of five or ten verses was introduced by 
al-Haggag ibn Yusuf, the governor of the 'Iraq (75-95 A . H . , 
674-714 c.E.) or by Nasr ibn cAsim al-Laithi (died 89/90 A . H . , 
708/709 c . E . ) . 5 8 The occurence of a ten-verses division mark in 
P. Michaelides no. 32 argues in favor of these authorities, and 
shows that Qur'an copies containing these marks could well be 
placed in the time suggested by Miss N. Abbott. Another 
question is the origin of these marks. 

I have suggested already in 1929 that these division marks 
were an imitation of the use of plain circles as punctuation 
marks in Pahlawi literary papyri, for example, PERF no. 446 
and P. Berol. 4442.59 Such plain circles recur still in Arabic 
papyri of the second and third centuries of the Higra 
(eighth/ninth century C.E.), 6 0 and when it is just an Iraq! 
governor who is credited with its introduction, Persian influence 
is thereby very probable. 

Still more important is the occurrence of an ornamental sura 
division after Sura LIV on the verso of P. Michaelides no. 32 
between lines 6 and 7. It is formed by two parallel horizontal 



lines, framing an undulating line, the curves of which are filled 
in with pearls. 



P l a t e V 

b< P E R T No. 51C * j i . . 6X5 7(15 



The oldest extant parchment Qur'ans are apparently destitute 
of any rubric or indication of the ending of a sura or the 
beginning of a new one, and there are even several traditions 
disapproving such a practice, which, nevertheless, made its way 
into copies of the Qui°an of the first century of the Islamic 
era, and even those destined for private use, as the example of 
R Michaelides no. 32 shows. A comparison with another 
fragment of a papyrus Qur'an in the Collection Michaelides (no. 
190, PI. IV), forming the leaf of a quire, comprising two 
columns on each side, folded in the middle, which contains 
Sura L I X . l l to LXV.4, furnishes interesting details for the early 
adornment of Qui°an manuscripts (see Plate IV). This fragment 
is apparently considerably later than P. Michaelides no. 32, and 
may, according to the script, appartain to the end of the second 
or beginning of the third century of the Higra (first half of 
the ninth century C.E.) . 

Here we see a simple intertwined band ornament at the end 
of Sura LXI (on the recto, left column, line 8) and perhaps 
also at the end of Sura LXIV (on the verso, right column, line 
16). The end of Sura L X (on the recto, right column, line 14) 



is marked with a hexagram and an intertwined band ornament. 
The simple design in this papyrus codex was obviously more 
elaborate in large copies of the Qur'an, destined for the use in 
the mosque; a good example of an ornamented band concluding 
the sura is offered by the codex Saray no. 50395 in Instanbul.61 

The development of the practice of emphasizing the division 
of the chapters in Qur'an manuscripts may have happened in 
the following way: 

The first step was to an empty space between the end of a 
preceding sura and the beginning of the following sura;6 2 such 
empty spaces divide also the various parts of documents and 
occasionally of letters.63 

Then a simple ornament, for example, a composition of 
intertwined or intersecting lines, as we see it in P. Micha61idfes 
no. 32, 190, marked the end of a sura. Possibly such bands 
were taken over from Greek or Syriac manuscripts, in which 
they marked the beginning of a new chapter or paragraph. 

In a more elaborate execution, an intertwined band, 
beautifully ornamented, extended over the whole lenghth of a 



page in big liturgical copies of the Qur'an, as we see it in the 
Qur'an from the cAmr-Mosque 6 4 or that from Sarmaqand.65 

These ornamental flourishes are often a clear imitation of the 
clavi in late Roman textiles. 

In the meantime, it had probably become customary to 
mark the beginning of as sura by a special formula mentioning 
its origin (whether Meccan or Medinan), the name of the sura 
and the number of its verses. 

In R Michaelides no. 190 ^ T i ^ ^ i ^ J i ^ , 6 2 

accompanied by a simple intertwined band, opens sura L X (on 
the verso, left column, line 13), while the same plaited band is 
repeated after the Basmala (line 14). 

The opening of sura LXI is unfortunately partially 
destroyed. It begins with the Basmala, followed by an 
intertwined band, then a lacuna and ijU—' ~ & ^ (on the 
recto, right column, LINES 14-15). 

Still more damaged is the beginning of sura LXIV (on the 
verso, right column, line 3), where *J *Jtr±tJ^ ' U*J 

followed by an intertwined band and the Baslama, opens the 



chapter. It is not to be made out, whether also here — o ^ 
and t*^ 1 V-** , respectively, are to be supplemented in 

the lacuna. 

Since this fragment comes apparently from a Qur'an 
destined for private use, the scribe was not restricted to the 
observation of a severe tradition of adornment, but was able to 
apply a liberal selection of various ways of indicating the 
beginning of a sura. 

Finally, the title of the sura, including the mentioning of its 
place of origin and the number of its verses, thus forming a 
real rubric, was set within the intertwined band, which now 
formed its ornamental frame. This last step of a long 
development was then standardized, and survived in the old 
lapidary style of writing within the embellished copies of 
Qur'an, now written in beautiful, big T h u l u t h or other, younger 
scripts. 

We may summarize our article under the following 
headings: 

(1) The supposition of Minovi, that the extant early Qur°ans 



are wholesale forgeries, is not only unjustified, but in itself 
highly improbable. 

(2) The sample of Meccan-Medinan writing in the 
Chester-Beatty codex of the Kitdb al-Fihrist by Ibn an-Nadim 
does not really represent the original Meccan-Medinan script, 
but we can form an opinion of this script by a close study of 
the writing in the papyri of the first century. 

(3) These papyri can indeed form the basis for the dating 
of early Qur'ans, and it is fairly possible to date some of them 
in the first century of the Islamic era. 

(4) The existence of diacritical dots or dashes, or even of 
punctuation and verse-decade marks and rubrics in those early 
Qur'an manuscripts would not prejudice a dating in this period, 
and Arabic sources, mentioning these peculiarities as existing in 
Qur'an codices of the first century of the Higra, are reliable. 

So a small fragment of a simply adorned Qur'an leaf has 
contributed essentially to our knowledge of the early history of 
the Holy Book of Islam, and it is to be hoped that future finds 
may widen this knowledge and help to solve the problems 



whose solutions are still pending. 
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NOTES 

1. Frammenti Coranici in carattere Cufico nella Bibliotheca, 
Vaticana, (Codici Vaticani Arabi 1605, 1606), Studi e testi no. 132, 
Citta del Vaticano, 1947. 

2. The present article was originally destined as a contribution to 
the Scritti offerti a G. Levi della Vida, but could not be completed 
in time for reasons of health. 

3. A r a b i c Palaeography by B. Moritz, PL 43, containing Sura 
XXVIII. 48-57. J. V. Karabacek, WZKM 20 (1906): 137 expressed 
his doubts concerning the existence of papyrus Queans, since this 
plate did not convince him owing to the bad state of the verso of 
the papyrus. 

4. Loth II, cf. ZDMG 34 (1880): 688. 

5. Lettre a M. le Chevalier P. O. Bronsted sur quelques 
Medailles cufiques dans le Cabinet du Roi de Danemark . . , et sur 
quelques manuscrits cufiques, Copenhagen, 1830, paragraph 8, pp. 33 



ff. 

6. Palaographische Beitrage aus den herzoglichen Sammlungen in 
Gotha, fasc. 1, Erfurt, 1842. 

7. Paleographie universelle, Paris, 1839, English edition by 
Frederic Madden (London, 1850), PI. xxxii-xxxvi. 

8. Facsimiles of Manuscripts and Inscriptions, Palaeographical 
Society, Oriental Series, London 1875-1883, PI. xlix; the date is 
accepted by J. v. Karabacek, WZKM 5 (1891): 324, 20 (1906): 137 
who places the piece in early eighth century c.E. or end of the first 
century and beginning of the second century A.H., respectively. 

9. Arabic Palaeography, A Collection of Arabic Texts from the 
First Century of the Hidjra till the Year 1000 (Cairo, 1905), 
Publications of the Khedivial Library no. 16; cf. B. Moritz's remarks 
on Kufic Writing in Queans in Encyclopaedia of Islam 1, p. 388. In 
his article "Ausfliige in der Arabia Petraea," Melanges de la Faculte 
Orientate (Umversite Saint Joseph, Beyrouth) III (1908), p. 430, B. 
Moritz, dated the Qur'an from the cAmr Mosque ca. 100 A .H . 

10. WZKM 20 (1906): 133 ff., Sb. Ak. Wien 184/3 (1917): I2f., 



33 a 2. In Th. W. Arnold and A. Grohmann, The I s l a m i c Book 
(Florence 1929), p. 22, I have tentatively dated the Qur'an manuscript 
reproduced in Pis. I-XII at about 107 A .H . (725 C.E.) and that 
reproduced in Pis. X X X I - X X X I V at 102 A .H , (720 c.E.). 

11. D i e Ausstellung von Meisterwerhen muhammedanischer Kunst 
1 (Munchen 1910), PL 1. 

12. Sb. Ak. Wien 172 (1913): 35 n. 1. Karabacek (in a note in 
his posthumously examined manuscripts) bases his contestation on the 
form of the Alifs, the foot of which shows a curved turn to the 
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T 
he plan of Bergstrasser, Jeffery, and later Pretzl to 

prepare a critical edition of the Qui°an was not realized, and 
the collection of variants derived from real old codices failed 
to survive the bombs of World War II.] Many more old 
manuscripts are accessible now, which would justify a new 
approach, but no such undertaking is in sight. It is true, 
unfortunately, that the (scriptural) variants are hardly helpful for 
a better understanding of much of the text which is still far 
from being as mubln ("clear") as the Qur'an claims to be! 
Thus, even if a complete collection of variants could be 
achieved, it will probably not lead to a breakthrough in 
Qur'anic studies. Certainly, though, it will help to reveal the 
stages of Qur°anic (and Arabic) orthography. 

An exciting "excavation" of old Qur'anic fragments took 
place in the Yemeni capital of San'a1 from 1980 onward.2 The 
fragments were discovered in 1972 in the loft of the Great 



Mosque. Subsequently the (then) G e n e r a l A u t h o r i t y f o r 
Antiquities and L i b r a r i e s took care of them in the D a r 
a l - M a k h t u t a t . Meanwhile, the many thousand pieces of 
parchment have been cleaned and identified according to 
Mushaf Surah, and Ayah; at this stage a complete microfilm 
documentation is needed in order to make the fragments 
available for study and for the preparation of a catalog. 
Unfortunately, the priorities of neither the German sponsor of 
the restoration project (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) nor of the 
Yemeni antiquities administration seem to favor the idea. 
Hopefully better times will come. Since no complete microfilm 
documentation is available,3 the details presented below are left 
without exact reference to the manuscripts from which they are 
taken. 

Among the fragments of roughly nine hundred different 
parchment Mushafs, about 10 percent are written in a peculiar 
"pre-Kufic" variety of script, Hijazi or MffiL It is this group of 
manuscripts that was examined in a preliminary way in order to 
prepare a questionnaire for a more comprehensive investigation. 
Examples of these observations are recorded here according to 



the type of deviation from the Rasm of the Egyptian standard 
edition of the QurJan. My observations do not claim to be 
either new or unexpected,4 except for the last paragraph, which 
discusses the different arrangements of the Surahs. 

(1) Defective w r i t i n g of t h e Alif constitutes the most common 
"deviation" from the Rasm of the printed standard edition. The 
scriptural appearance of the following examples presupposes an 
established oral tradition of correct reading, much more than 
the familiar Rasm—which has the plene Alif—does: 

i> J» J » j>~* f£>**++• 

q a l u q d l a q d l a t kdntl s d h i r b i - s d h i b i k u m 

The standard Rasm is easily recognized as ^ a b d ' u k u m , 

whereas in the Hijazi manuscripts, again, requires the oral 
tradition for the same pronunciation! In cases like ^ 
b i - l - h a q q i or ^->\y>l£ k a - l - j a w d b i the Alif of the article is 
written defectively, but there can be no doubt about the correct 



reading. Evidently, no orthographic convention was connected 
with the Alif al-wiqdyah, either (Jl* instead of WJ rataw). On 
the other hand, does ka-lladhl imply that the second letter 
Rp should not be pronounced at all? 

(2) If it is true that the defective writing of the Alif is more 
archaic than the plene version, then the same is true for those 
cases where the Alif is written in lieu of (Semitic) H a m z a h . 

for shayHn (as if shayin was intended), o L * for sPat, and 
even LJ1 for as-sayyPa. 
(3) Most of the canonical "readings" (Qird'at) of the Qur'anic 
text do not presuppose a different Rasm; but although the 
proportion of the cases that deviate from the standard Rasm is 
relatively low, it is amazing how many of these cases of 
deviations—in absolute figures-—-are reported! We can now 
easily check any variation of the Rasm with the accumulated 
tradition of Muslim scholarship on the Qird'dt, thanks to the 
eight-volume dictionary Mu j a m al-qircPdt a l - q u r ' a n i y y a h . 5 By 
doing this we discovered that 'our' manuscripts contain many 
more Qira'at than are recorded by the old authorities. These 



examples may suffice: In XIX.62 the original 1 Id tasmtf 
was later corrected to l a tasma'una (instead of the usual l a 
y a s m a ' u n a ) . Instead of q u i j d ' a l - h a q q u in XXXIV.49 we find 

q i l a j d ' a l - h a q q u . The systems of the seven, ten, or 
fourteen Q i r d ' a t are, consequently, younger than the variants 
observed in Sanl(?. 

• 

4. The same is true for the variants in counting the verses. 
Even in the most archaic manuscripts, the end of a meaningful 
portion of the text is marked by dots, strokes, Atifs, or similar 
signs. Many of the separators in the Yemeni manuscripts are 
placed in positions, however, that are not counted as the "end 
of a verse" according to the "Kufan*' counting. The Islamic 
tradition is aware of different regional counting systems, of 
which Spitaler has compiled a condensed, easy-to-handle 
survey;6 all together, twenty-one systems are distinguishable 
according to his sources. The San'anI early manuscripts in 
question seem to favour the "Kufan" counting, but in a 
substantial number of manuscripts we find no thorough 



correspondence with any of the other traditional systems. If we 
compare, for example, the verse separators/verse counting 
realized in one archaic manuscript (no. 00-25.1) with the 
traditional systems of verse counting, the ratio of identical ( + 
) or diverging (-) countings can be summed up as follows; 

Basra 10 + 15 - , Kufa 4 + / l l - , Makka II + /4 - , Madlna 11 

+ /4 - . 

It is noteworthy that in some of the Hijazi manuscripts the 
Basmalas at the outset of the Surahs are always marked by a 
verse separator. Would these manuscripts reflect the opinion that 
the Basmalas are primordial parts of the Qur'anic text? 

In general the number of separators seems to exceed the 
number of verses counted, which is clear from contradictory 
use of separators and markers for groups of five or ten verses. 
Separators are observed even at places where the Egyptian 
standard edition has the recitation mark { a l - w a s l u a w l a , 
"enjambement is preferable")! 



(5) Two early Qur'an authorities are reported to have kept their 
"private" Qur'an manuscripts, which they refused to destroy or 
harmonize with the official version promoted by the caliph 
eUthman: Ibn Mas'ud and Ubayy b. Ka (b. Lists of the different 
a r r a n g e m e n t s of the Surahs in their respective Mushafs have 
been preserved,7 but until now no such differing arrangement 
has been traced in a manuscript. The implications of the 
"validity of these reports" are far-reaching and apt to shed 
some light on the question of what the Qur'an looked like at 
the time of, say, the "Righteous Caliphs." "But if most of the 
suras were written down and put into approximately their final 
form during Muhammad's lifetime, then there would be no 
strong reason for rejecting the validity of these reports [i.e., on 
different arrangements) outright," A, T. Welch8 connects the two 
issues of the arrangement and the time of the Qur'an's 
composition. Now, since we do have examples of different 
arrangements in Sanca*—are we allowed to invert Welch's 
argument, concluding from their existence that most of the 
Surahs w e r e n o t w r i t t e n d o w n a n d p u t i n t o a p p r o x i m a t e l y 



mately t h e i r f i n a l f o r m d u r i n g Muhammad's lifetime?—The 
San(ani specimens are, however, not only proofs for their 
existence, but allow for the hypothesis that even more 
arrangements were in use which differed from the official 
sequence as well as from those reported to go back to the two 
authorities Ibn Mas*Qd and Ubayy: 

In one case, the end of Surah X X V I is followed by the 
beginning of Surah XXXVII (on the same page, of course!), 
which corresponds exactly with the leap reported about Ibn 
Mas'ud's arrangement—while Ubayy's Mushaf is said to have 
lept from Surah XXVII to XXXVII. Two other leaps observed, 
namely, from Surah XIX to XXII and X X X V I to XXXVIII are 
close to the Ubayy list (who has the sequences 11-19-26-22 
and 27-37-38-36), while the leap LXVII to LXXI is somewhat 
closer to Ibn Mas'ud's codex (49-67-64-63-62-61-72-71-58), 
again. Finally, there are the leaps LXXII to LI and LXVII to 
LXXXIII. which are not even remotely reflected in one of the 
lists. The last three "leaps" are, of course, not of the same 
importance as the preceding ones, as they are situated in the 
higher numbers of Surahs where the placement is rather arbitrary 



and not as easily determined as with the, say, first fifty Surahs. 

NOTES 

1. Information about the ambitious project can be gathered from 
scattered sources, like Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the 
Text of the Qur'an (Leiden: Brill, 1937), pp. vii, 3̂ 1 (esp. n. 6); Otto 
Pretzl in Geschichte des Qorans. Dritter Teit: Die Geschichte des 
Korantexts, ed. Theodor Noldeke, G Bergstrasser, and 0. Pretzl 
(Leipzig, 1938; reprint, Hildesheim: Olms, 1981), pp. 249-251, 274; 
Anton Spitaler, [[Otto Pretzl, 20. April 1893-28. Oktober 1941. Ein 
Nachruf," ZDMG 96 (1942): 161-170; A. Fischer, "Grammatisch 
schwierige Schwur- und Beschworungsformeln des klassischen 
Arabisch" Der Islam 28 (1948): 5-6 n 4; Arthur Jeffery, The Qur'an 
as Scripture (New York, 1952), p. 103. 

More recently, Angelika Neuwirth in her GAP article "Koran" (p. 
112, see fn. 3) has given the impression that it was the photographs 
taken in order to build up the "Koran-Archiv" in Munich which were 



destroyed at the end of World War H, This impression is false, and 
thus it is an amazing fact that evidently no attempt has been made 
since to study the photographs! 

2. Under the supervision of Albrecht Noth5 Hamburg; the present 
writer was in charge of the scholarly as well as practical organization 
of the project from 1981 until 1985, when he was succeeded by his 
collegue H.-C. v. Bothmer for another two years. 

3. Meanwhile, microfilms have been made for the D a r 
a l - M a k h t u t d t in San(aJ, and one copy is with my colleague. Dr. H.-C. 
Graf v. Bothmer, Saar- brucken. 

4. Cf especially Noldeke, Bergstrasser, and Pretzl, Geschichte des 
Qorans, Werner Diem, "Untersuchungen zur fruhen Geschichte der 
arabischen Orthographie" O r i e n t a l i a . R o m a . 48 (1979): 207-257; 49 
(1980): 67-106; 50 (1981): 332-383; 52 (1983): 357̂ 104. 

For a detailed bibliography see Angelika Neuwirth, "Koran," in 
Grundrifi der Arabischen P h i l o logic. B a n d II: Literaturwissenschaft, 
hrsg. von Helmut Gatje (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1987), pp. 98-135, 
passim. 
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(I* dad), Mit'jam al-qira'dt al-Qufaniyyah, ma* a maqaddimah f l 
l-qird'at wa-ashhar al-qurrd*, 8 vols. (al-Kuwayt: Dhat as-Salasil 
1402-1405/1982-1985). 

6. Anton Spitaler, Die Verszdhhmg des Koran. Miinchen 1935 
(Sitzungsberichte der Bayer. Akad. d. Wissenschaften. Philos.-histor. 
Abt, Jg. 1935, Heft 11). 

7. Jeffery, Materials, pp. 20-24; Hans Bauer, "Ober die 
Anordnung der Suren und uber die geheimnisvollen Buchstaben im 
Qoran," ZDMG 75 (1921): 1-20; Muhammad b. Ishaq an-Nadim, The 
Fihrist of al-Nadlm. A Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim Culture, 
trans. Bayard Dodge (New York, London: Columbia University Press, 
1970), vol. 1, pp. 53-57, 58-61. 
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n CONVERTING FLUGEL KORANIC VERSE 
NUMBERS INTO STANDARD EGYPTIAN 

T 
he left-hand column gives Flugel's numbers; the 

corresponding numbers in the Egyptian text are obtained by 
adding or subtracting as shown. At the points of transition this 
applies only to part of a verse in one of the editions. 



1-6 +1 
1-19 +1 

19-38 +2 
35-61 +3 
61-63 44 
63-73 +5 
73-137 +6 

138-17? +5 
173- 212 +4 

213-216 +3 
217-218 +2 
219-220 -Fl 
236-258 -J 
259-269 -2 
270-273 -3 

273- 274 -2 
274- 277 - 1 

1-4 +1 
4-JS +2 

19-27 +1 
27-29 +2 
29- 30 +3 
30- 31 +4 
IMS 4-5 
43- 44 +6 
44- 68 +7 
69-91 +6 
92-9S +5 
99-122 +4 

122-126 +5 
126-141 +6 
141-145 +7 
146-173 46 
174- 175 +5 



Ill COM 

rv 

v 

180-190 +3 
191-193 t-2 
194 +1 
196-198 +1 

3-5 fl 
7-13 - 1 

14 -2 
15 -a 
16-29 -4 
30-32 -5 
32-45 - t 
45-47 -3 
47-48 -2 
49-70 -3 
70-100 

10O-J06 -J 
118-156 +1 
156-170 f2 
171-172 + ] 

174-175 fj 
3 ^ - 1 

S-8 -2 
9-18 -3 

18-19 -2 
20-35 3 

35-52 -4 
53-70 -5 
70-32 -A 
82-83 -3 
88-93 -2 
93-95 -J 

101-109 f-1 
66-72 +] 

136-163 - 1 



VII com 2R-103 1-2 
103-131 *-3 
131-139 +4 
140-143 *3 
144-146 t2 
147-157 +1 
166- [86 t l 
191-205 +] 

VIII 37-43 -1 
44-64 -2 
54-76 -1 

rx 52-130 l 
X 11-30 -I 

XI -J 
7-9 -2 

[0-22 -3 
22-54 -2 
55-77 3 
77-84 -2 
84-87 -1 
38-95 -2 
96-99 -3 
99-120 1 

120-122 - I 
XII 97-103 I 
XIII 6-13 -1 

ZS-30 +1 
XIV 10—11 -I 

12-13 -2 
14-24 -3 
25-26 -1 
27-37 -5 
37 -4 
37^*1 -3 



46- 47 
47- 51 

XVI 22-24 
35-1 JO 
110-123 

XVII 10-26 
17-4* 
49-53 
53-106 
106-103 

Will 2-21 
23-31 
31-53 
56-31 
83-34 
85-97 

XIX 1-3 
3-14 

27-76 
77-7B 
79- 91 
91-93 
93- 94 

XX 1-9 
16-34 
40-41 
42-63 
64-75 
75-79 
80- 31 
81- 88 
59-90 
90-94 
94- 96 

106-115 
11S-121 
122-123 

XXI 29-67 



XXI1 coil. 26-43 -1 

+1 

XXDI 28-34 -1 
33—11? -2 

Ill -J 
XXJV 14-IS -1 

44-60 11 

XXV *-2fl -1 
21-60 -2 
60-66 -] 

XXVI 1-4? -I 
228 -1 

XXVII 43-66 I 
67-93 -2 

xxvm 1-23 • 1 

XXIX 1-51 -1 
XXX 1-54 4 
XXXI 1-32 i-I 
XXXD 1-6 -1 

XXXIIJ 4i -[ 
XXXJV 10-53 -I 
XXXV 3-20 - I 

20-21 +1 
21-25 +2 
25-34 +3 
33-41 +2 
42-44 +J 

XXXV t L-M hi 
XXXVII 29-47 hi 

47400 +2 
101 • l 

XXXVIIJ 143 •i 1 
76-35 -J 

XXXIX -| 

5-9 -a 
1044 -3 
14-19 -2 
19-63 -1 

XL 1-2 •Hi 



XL c o n 13-39 -2 
40-56 -3 
56-73 -2 
73-74 -] 

XLI 1-26 +1 
XLII L—11 +2 

12-31 +-1 
314-2 +2 
43-5C +1 

XLItl 1-51 + 1 
XLIV 1-36 • 1 
XLV 1-36 +1 
XLVI L-M +: 
XLVII 5-ld -1 

IV—iC -2 
L 13-44 +1 
Lin 21-58 -1 
LV 1-16 +-1 
LVL 22-46 i : 

66-91 4-1 
LVD 13-19 1 | 
L.VII1 3-21 - J 

LXXt 5-22 +-1 
26-29 I 

LXXI1 23-26 -1 
LXXXIV M - j 

33 -2 
34^1 -2 
41-43 -2 
42-51 -1 
54-55 *: 

Lxxvm 41 - l 
L X X X 15-18 +: 
LXXXDt 1-14 +l 

17-25 l 
xcvm 2 7 *'. 
a :•: • i 

5-6 *a 
6-8 t-3 



GLOSSARY 

Abu 1 -Qasim. Father of Qasim, i.e., Muhammad, the Prophet; a 
kunya for Muhammad, the Prophet. 

adab. Belles-lettres; refinement, culture. 

'adalah. Probity; synonym of ta'dil. 

adib. Writer of adab; man of letters. 

fahd. Covenant, treaty, engagement. 

Ahl al-Bayt. The people of the house, Muhammad's household (the 
family of the Prophet). 

ahl al-Hadlth. Those collecting and learned in the Hadith. 

Ahl al-Kitab, "People of the Book/1 especially Christians and Jews, 



ahl al-raJy. People of reasoned opinion; those using their own 
opinion to establish a legal point. 

ahl as -suffa. The people of the bench, of the temple at Mecca; they 
were poor strangers without friends or place of abode who 
claimed the promises of the Apostle of God and implored his 
protection. 

akhbar. Reports, anecdotes, history. 

ralam. Signs, marks, badges. 

aman. Safe conduct. 

amarat al-nubuwwa. Marks of prophethood. 

'amm. Collective or common words. 

ansa r. The helpers; early converts of Medina, and then later all 
citizens of Medina converted to Islam; in contrast to the 
Muhajirun, or exiles, those Muslims who accompanied the 
Prophet from Mecca to Medina. 



aqiqah. The custom, observed on the birth of a child, of leaving the 
hair on the infant's head until the seventh day, when it is shaved 
and animals are sacrificed. 

'arabiyyah. The standard of correct Arabic usage of the sixth and 
seventh centuries C.E., as envisaged by the eighth-century 
grammarians. 

fasabiyyah. Tribal solidarity. 

asbab al-nuzul. The occasions and circumstances of the Koranic 
revelations. 

asha b al-nabi. Companions of the Prophet. (A single companion is 
a sahabi.) 

assonance. A repeated vowel sound, a part rhyme, which has great 
expressive effect when used internally (within lines), e.g., "An 
old, mad, blind, despised and dying king," Shelley, "Sonnet: 
England in 1819" It consists in a similarity in the accented 
vowels and those which follow, but not in the consonants, e.g., 
creep/feet skin/swim. Examples in the Koran at VL 164; XVII. 



15, etc., e.g., wa-la taziru wazir -aum wizrn ukkra 

AwS'iL The ancients; the first people to do something, 

ayah (pi. ayat). Sign, miracle; verse of the Koran, 

ayyam al-cArab. "Days" of the Arabs; pre-Islamic tribal battles, 

bab. Subchapter, especially in Hadith literature. 

basmalah. The formula "In the name of God, the Merciful, the 
Compassionate" {bi-csmi 'illaki 'l-Rahmani e l-Rahim). 

bint. Girl; daughter of. 

da'If (pi. clu'afa3)- Weak, as classification of a Hadith; traditionist of 
dubious reliability. 

dala'il. Proofs, signs, marks. 

dar Abode. 

Dar al -Harb. The Land of Warfare, a country belonging to infidels 
not subdued by Islam. 



Dar al -Islam, The Land of Islam, the Islamic world, 

dhimmah. Security, pact. 

dhimmi. Non-Muslim living as a second-class citizen in an Islamic 
state; Christian or Jew. 

diglossia, A situation where two varieties of the same language live 
side by side. The two variations are high and low: High Arabic 
and Low Arabic 

din. Religion. 

dlwan. Register; collection of poetry by a single author or from a 
single tribe. 

duca'» Prayer; generally used for supplication as distinguished from 

salat or liturgical form of prayer. 

fadiPiL Merits. 

i'akhr. Boasting, self-glorification or tribal vaunting 



faqlh (pi. fuqahaJ). One learned in fiqh. 

fatihah. The first sura of the Koran, 

fiqh. Islamic jurisprudence, 

al-fit a hi. The time before the Rood. 

fitnah. Dissension, civil war; particularly the civil war ensuing on the 
murder of the Caliph 'Uthman. 

fusha. The pure Arabic language. 

futuh. Conquests; the early Islamic conquests. 

gharat. Raids. 

gharib. Rare, uncommon word or expression; a rare tradition, or such 
traditions as are isolated, do not date from one of the 
companions of the Prophet, but only from a later generation. 

ghazwah {pL ghazawat). Early Muslim military expeditions or raiding 
parties in which the Prophet took part; synonym of maghazi. 



habl. Covenant, treaty, engagement. 

Hadith. The corpus of traditions of the sayings and doings of the 
Prophet. 

hadith (with a small initial). Such a tradition 

h ĵj. The annual pilgrimage to Mecca in the month of Dhu (1-Hijjah. 

halaL Licit, permitted; opposite of haram. 

hanlf. A Koranic term applying to those of true religion; seeker of 
religious truth. 

haram. Sacred enclave; esp. those of Mecca and Medina, 

haram. Forbidden, illicit; opposite of halal. 

harakat Vowels. 

hasan. Category of hadith between sound (sahih) and weak (daTf). 

hijrah (hijra). Muhammad's migration from Mecca to Medina in 622 
c.E. 



hiikm* Judgment, 

ibn. Son of. 

i 'jaz, Inimitability of the Koran. 

ijazah. License given by a scholar to his pupil, authorizing the latter 
to transmit and teach a text. 

ijnnY. Consensus; the consensus of the Islamic community. 

illah (pi. ilal). Cause; defect; esp. gap in chain of authentic 
transmission of a hadith 

• 

imam. Leader, esp. religious leader; leader in communal prayer. 

Injil. The Gospel. 

Icrab. Usually translated as "inflection," indicating case and mood, 
but the Arab grammarians define it as the difference that occurs, 
in fact or virtually, at the end of a word, because of the various 
antecedents that govern it. 



isnad. Chain of authorities; in particular in Hadith and historical 
writings. 

Isrs!\ Journey by night; the famous night journey of Muhammd to 
Jerusalem 

Jahiliyyah. Period before Muhammad's mission; era of ignorance; 
pre-Islamic period. 

jihad. Holy War. 

jizyah. Poll tax; capitation tax. 

kafir. Unbeliever. 

kahin. Pre-Islamic soothsayer. 

kalala. (a) one who dies leaving neither parent nor child, or, all the 
heirs with the exception of parents and children; (b) a bride, 
daughter-in-law, or sister-inlaw. 

kalam. Scholastic theology. 



karshum. Syriac alphabet adapted to suit the Arabic language, 

khabar (pL akhbar). Discrete anecdotes, reports. 

khafi. Sentences whose meanings are hidden 

khaji. Sentences in which other persons or things are hidden beneath 
the plain meaning of a word or expression contained therein. 

Khass. Words used in a special sense. 

khassiya, khasais. Privilege, prerogative, feature, trait. 

khatlb. Orator; person pronouncing the Friday khutbah. 

khulq. Disposition, temper, nature. 

khutbah. Oration; address in the mosque at Friday prayers, 

kiblah. See qiblah 

kissa. See qissah. 



kitab (pi, kutub). Writing; Scripture, book; in Hadith, a division 
approximating a chapter. 

kuflc. Style of Arabic script, used in early Koran codices. 

kunya (konia, kunyah). A patronymic or name of honor of the 
form Abu N or Umm N (father or mother of N). 

kussas. See qussas. 

mab cath. Sending; the Call, when Muhammad was summoned to act 
as God's Prophet. 

maghazl. Early Muslim military expeditions or raiding parties in 
which the Prophet took part. 

majlis (pi. majalis). Meeting, session, scholarly discussion. 

manaqib. Virtues, good qualities. 

mausukh. Abrogated. 



mashhun Well known, widely known; a statement handed down by 
at least three different reliable authorities. 

mathalib. Defects. 

matn. Main text; narrative content. 

mawla (pi. mawall). Client, non-Arab Muslim. 
Midrash. (Hebrew for "exposition or investigation.") A Hebrew term 
for the method of biblical investigation or exegesis by which oral 
tradition interprets and elaborates on the scriptural text. This 
investigation became necessary because the Written Law in the 
Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament) needed to 
be reinterpreted in the light of later situations and disagreements. 
The Midrashim are usually divided into two broad groups: 

I. Halakha Midrash, which is the scholastic deduction of the 
Oral Law (Halakha) from the Written Law; the totality of 
laws that have evolved since biblical times regulating 
religious observances and conduct of the Jewish people; tend 
to be rather dry and legalistic. 



2. Haggada Midrash, which consists of homiletic works whose 
purpose is edification rather than legislation; while less 
authoritative than halakhic ones, they are often highly 
imaginative stories, with a great deal of charm. 

mi *raj< Ascent; the Prophet's vision of heaven. 

Mu'allaqah (pi. Mu'allaqat). A collection of supposedly pre-Islamic 
poems. 

Mu'awwal. Words that have several significations, all of which are 
possible. 

mubtada'. Beginnings. 

Mufakharah. Contests of vaunting, a war of words constituting a 
literary genre. 

Midas sur. Explained. A sentence that needs some word in it to 
explain it and makeit clear. 

Mufassal. Set forth or described minutely or in great detail. 



muhaddith Hadith. Scholar, collecting and studying the Hadith. 

muhajirun. Those who went with the Prophet from Mecca to 
Medina at the time of the h i j m k . 

Muhkam. Perspicuous; a sentence the meaning of which there is no 
doubt. 

Mujmal. Sentences that may have a variety of interpretations 

muruwwah. Manliness, chivalry, prowess; the qualities of the ideal 
pre-Islamic Arab. 

musannaf Classified, systemized compilation. Hadith compilations 
arranged according to subject matter. 

mushaf. Koran codex. 

mushkil. Sentences that are ambiguous. 

mushtarak. Complex words that have several significations; 

musnad. Work of hadith in which individual hadith can be 



attributed to the Prophet himself, 

mut ah. Temporary marriage, 

mutakallim. Scholastic theologian. 

mutashabih. Intricate sentences or expressions, the exact meaning of 
which it is impossible for man to ascertain. 

Muctazilah. Theological school that created speculative dogmatics of 
Islam. 

mutawatin A report handed down successively by numerous 
Companions, which was generally known from early times, and 
to which objections have never been raised. 

nabi. Prophet. 

nahdah. Renaissance 

nasab (pk ansab). Genealogy. 

nasikh. Passage in the Koran or Sunnah that abrogates another 
passage. 



Nuqat. The diacritical points, the function of which is to differentiate 
letters of the basic rasm; there are seven letters that are the 
unmarked members of pairs where the other member has 
over-dotting. 

Peshitta (PSitta). The official text of the Bible in Syriac. 

Poetical koine. The written but not spoken language common to 
pre-Islamic poetry. (Not a happy term, as Rabin says (chap. 3.4) 
since the Greek koine was a spoken language; thus Classical 
Arabic resembles more closely the status of Homeric Greek.) 

Qaddarites* A group of teachers during ther Abbasid period who 
championed free will against the theory of predestination. 

QadL Judge of a sharTah court. 

qara'a fala. Literally, read aloud to; study under. 

qarP (pl.qurra3). Reader, reciter of the Koran. 

qiblah. Direction of prayer. 



qira'ah. Recitation of the Koran; variant reading of the Koran. 

qissah (pi. qisas). Story, fable, narrative tale; the narrative tales of the 
Koran. 

qiyas. Analogy; the process of arriving at a legal decision by analogy 

qussas. Storytellers, relaters of qisas. 

Rashidun. The first four caliphs (the orthodox or righdy guided 
caliphs), that is, Abu Bakr, 'Umar, cUthman and 'All. 

Rasm, The basic (unpointed) form, shape, or drawing of the 
individual word. 

Rasul. Messenger; apostle. 

Raw! (pi. ruwah). Reciter, transmitter. 

ra*y. Opinion. 

rijal (sing, rajul). Men; trustworthy authorities in Hadith literature, 

risalah (pi. rasa'il). Epistle, 



riwayah. Transmission (of a nonreligious text); recension; variant 
reading in poetry. 

Sadaqa. Alms, charitable gift; almsgiving, charity; legally prescribed 
alms Lax. 

Sahabah. The group of the Companions of the Prophet. 

sahifah (pl.suhuf). Page leaf; in the plural: manuscripts, documents 
containing Hadith material. 

sahih, Sound (category of Hadith); name of the Hadith collections 
of al Bukhari and Muslim. 

saj*. Balanced and rhyming prose. 

saraya. Early Muslim military expeditions at which the Prophet was 
not present, 

shadhdh. Peculiar; esp. unacceptable variants of the Koranic text, 

shama'il. Good qualities; character, nature. 



shari'ah. The corpus of Islamic law. 

shawahid. Piece of evidence or quotation serving as textual 
evidence. 
ShFah. Sect that holds that the leadership of the Islamic community 
belongs only to the descendants of 'Alland Fatima. 

Shu'ubiyyah. Anti-Arab political and literary movement, especially 
strong in Iranian circles. 

Sira/sirah (pi. siyar). Biography, esp. of the Prophet. 

Sitz im leben. (German: situation or place in life.) A term used 
initially in biblical criticism to signify the circumstances (often in 
the life of a community) in which a particular story, saying, etc., 
was created or preserved and transmitted 

stanza/strophe. Some poems are divided into groups of lines that 
stricly speaking are called "stanzas"; though in popular language 
they are often called "verses." The stanza will have a 
predominating meter and pattern of rhyme. For example, the 



Omar Khayyam stanza has four iambic pentameters, rhyming 
AABA; it receives its name from its use by E. Fitzgerald in his 
translation of the Rubaiyat. 

sunnah. Way, path; customary practice, usage sanctioned by tradition, 
the sayings and doings of the Prophet that have been established 
as legally binding, 

sura/surah. A chapter of the Koran. 

tabaqat. Historical works organized biographic ally. 

tabirun (sing. Tabi'), Followers, the generation after the Prophet's 
Companions (saha bah) 

ta fdIL Confirming the credibility of a muhaddith. 

tafslr. Koranic exegesis. 

tafsir bi'l-ma'thur. Interpretation or exegesis of the Koran following 
tradition 

tafsir bi'l-ra'y. Interpretation or exegesis of the Koran by personal 
opinion. 



tajwid. The art of reciting the Koran, giving each consonant its full 
value, as much as it requires to be well pronounced without 
difficulty or exaggeration. 

tanzil. The divine revelation incorporated in the Koran; occasionally, 
the inspiration of soothsayers. 

ta'rikh. History. 

tawhid. TTie doctrine of the unity of God. 
ta'wil. Interpretation; sometimes used as a synonym for tafsir; later 
acquired specialized sense of exposition of the subject matter of the 
Koran, in contrast to the more external philological exegesis of the 
Koran, which was now distinguished as tafsir. 

ummah. Folk; the Islamic community. 

Ur-. (German origin; prefix.) Primitive, original. 

usfll. The fundamentals of jurisprudence. 

warraq. Paper seller, stationer, bookseller, copyist. 



wad iV , Ablution. 

zakah. Alms tax of prescribed amount, 

zuhd. Asceticism. 



T H E GENETIC RELATIONSHIP 
A M O N G SEMITIC LANGUAGES 
M e j r i t t R u h l e n 

l languages are given in capital and lower-case letters; 
language groups, in all capitals. Languages and language groups 
preceded by a dagger are extinct. The number of extant 
languages in each genetic group is given in brackets following 
the name of the group. Languages preceded by an asterisk are 
discussed by Merritt Ruhlen in volume 2, Language Data, of his 
work A Guide to the World's L a n g u a g e s (Stanford, forthcoming.) 



VI. SEMITIC [19]: 
[0]: fEblaic 

A. tEAST [0]: *tAkkadian 
B. WEST [191: 

J. CENTRAL [6]: 
a. ARAMAIC [2]; 3fOld Aramaic, tSyriac, "Assyrian, Aramaic 
b ARABO-CANAANITE [4J: 

i. CANAANITE [1]: "tClassical Hebrew, J:Hebrew, tPhoeoidan, 
"tUgaritic, fMoabito 

ii. ARABIC [3]r *f Classical Arabic, sEastern Arabic, "Western 
Arabic, "Maltese 

2. SOUTH [13): 
[11: tEpigraphic South Arabian, Ŝouth Arabian 
a. ETHIOPIC [12]; 

i NORTH [2]: 
[0]: *fGM7_ 

a. NORTH PROPER [2]: *Tigre, '"Tigrinya 
ii. SOUTH [101: 

a TRANSVERSAL [4]: 
I AMHARIC-ARGOBBA [2]: "Amharic, Argobba 

E. EAST GURAGE-HARARI [2J: "Harari, Ease Gurage 
B. OUTER [6]: 

L N-GROLTP[2J: 
[0]: sTGafat 

A. N-NORTH GURAGE [2]: Sotldo, Goggot 
H. TT-GROUP[4]: 

A TT-NORTH GURAGE [1]: ?Muher 
B. WEST GURAGE [3]: 

[1J: Masqan 
1. CENTRAL & PERIPHERAL [2]: "Central 

West Gurage, Peripheral West Gurage 

Reprinted hum A G u i d e t o t h e Wodd's L a n g u a g e s , vol I: Clannifi^ittton, by Menitt Ruhlen, with [he 
permission of the publishers, Stanford University Press. Copyright 1987, 1991 by the Board of 
Trustees of the r.eland Stanford Junior University. 



SEMITIC LANGUAGES FAMILY T R E E 
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D E V E L O P M E N T OF A R A M A I C SCRIPTS 

A 
•^•ramaic was used as an official language by the 

Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persians. After the collapse of the 
Persian Empire, the Imperial Aramaic language and script, 
which had been more or less unified across the empire, began 
to break up, and local dialects and scripts developed, such as 
(Square) Hebrew; Nabataean, from which Arabic eventually 
emerged; Palmyrene; Hatran, Syriac (several forms); and 
Mandaic. 1 

Column 1 Transcription 

2: [Modern Square] Hebrew 



3: Aramaic inscription on stele of King Zakkur of 
Hamath, 780-775 B .C .E . 

4: Aramaic, sixth century B.CE. 

5: Aramaic, cursive form, fifth century B ,C ,E . 

6: Palmyrene, first/second century C.E. 

7: Nabataean, first century C.E. 

8: Nabataean, second century c .E . 

9: Syriac-Estranghelo, fifth century C.E. 

10: Syriac-Jacobite, eighth century c .E . 

11: Mandaic 

12: [Samaritan, developed from Old Hebrew script, 
which, in turn was derived from Early Phoenician. 
While the Jewish community as a whole 
abandoned the Old Hebrew script in favor of the 
Aramaic script, certain Jewish sects, such as the 
Samaritans, retained it.] 



Reproduced with the kind permission of Pere Jean-Hugo 
Tisin o.p, Pere Tisin also helped, with much generosity and 
patience, with all matters Aramaic and Syriac, for which I 
thank him warmly. 

NOTE 

1. John F. Healey, The E a r l y Alphabet (London /Berkeley, 1990), 
p. 42 
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A COMPARATIVE T A B L E OF SYRIAC, 
HEBREW, A N D ARABIC SCRIPTS 
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A COMPARATIVE T A B L E 
OF NABATAEAN AND ARABIC 
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NABATEAN A N D ARABIC INSCRIPTIONS 

From J. Catineau, L e N a b a i i e n (Paris, J930); Regis BJachere> Histoire dc la Litterature 
Arabe, vol 1 (Paris, 1952); John F. Healey, The Early Alphabet (Berkeley, 1990). 

he Nabataeans were the founders of the first 
independent northern Arab kingdom centred on Petra in 
modern Jordan (see map). They spoke a form of Arabic 
but used Aramaic for their inscriptions. The Nabataean 
Aramaic script is found in two forms: a formal script used 
for monumental inscriptions, and a more flowing cursive 
script used on papyrus. It is fairly certain that the 
Nabataean script is the origin of the Arabic script. 
Unfortunately, the epigraphic evidence is meager. 



In modern discussions, the point of departure is the 
bilingual Greco-Nabataean inscription found at Umm 
al-Jimal, to the west of the volcanic plateau of Hauran 
(south of Bosra) in modern Syria. It was studied by 
Littmann, and dated to roughly the end of the third century 
C.E. The language is Aramaeo-Nabataean, and the script is 
characterized by numerous ligatures. 

The next inscription of importance is that of 

U m m al -Jimal, third century c.E. 



an-Namara, discovered in 1901 by Dussaud and Macler at 
an ancient Roman site east of Jabal Druze (northeast of 
Bosra) This proto-Arabic inscription was found on the 
lintel of the door of a mausoleum, built for the King 
ImruM-Qays, who died in 328 c.E, The writing used is 
similar to that at Umm al-Jimal. The number of ligatures 
has increased, the letters are more rounded, though certain, 
like the 'ayn or the final tn of the plural already prefigure 
Kufic writing. 

Namara Inscription, 328-329 c.E. 



* * ** - * 
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Transcription 

Translation: 

This is the tomb of Imru-I-Qays, the son of Amr, 
king of all Arabs, who assumed the crown (2)which 
subdued (the two tribes) of Asad, and Nizar and their 
kings, who scattered MHDJ until now, who carried 
the day (3) at the siege of Najran, the town of 



Chammar, who subdued the tribe of Ma cadd, who 
divided among his sons (4) the tribes and organized 
that the latter like a cavalry corps for the Romans. 
No other king attained his glory (5) to this day. He 
died in the year 223 [328, C.E.], the seventh day of 
Kesloul. May happiness reign over his descendants. 

The third epigraphic piece of evidence was discovered 
in 1879 by Sachau on the lintel of a door of a sanctuary 
dedicated to Saint Sergius, in the small village of Zabad. 
The Arabic text, engraved next to two inscriptions, one in 
Greek and the other in Syriac, seems to have been added 
later. It simply gives the names of the founders, all 
Aramaic. The script, dated to 512 C.E., very different from 
that of the an-Namara inscription, deserves to be called 
properly "Arabic," since it shows all the characteristics of 
cursive writing. Obviously, we lack all the intermediate 
steps in the evidence that leads from Namara to Zabad. 



i f 
Zabad, 512 c.E. 

The fourth piece of evidence is a bilingual inscription 
discovered by Wetzstein in 1864, at Harran, northwest of 
Jabal Druze on the borders of the plateau Leja, It 
represents the dedication of a martyrium, which the Greek 
text tells us was consecrated to Saint John the Baptist, and 
the door bears the date 463, the era of Bosra (568 C.E.)-
The style can be called "kufic." With this document clearly 



dated, we have a specimen of a system of writing 
definitively established. (Notice the Christian context.) 

IJarran, 568. 



Transcription 

- C i . J * > 463 2 
3 

4 

Translation: 

I, the Sharahil, the son of Talemu, built this, (2) in the 

Year 463; after the corruption (3,4), prosperity. 



T H E ARABIC A L P H A B E T 

he form of the Arabic letters varies according to 
whether the letter is in initial, final, or medial position in a 
word. 
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A D O T OR T W O C A N M A K E 
A L L T H E DIFFERENCE 
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ARABIA A N D T H E N E A R E A S T 



Map adapted from J. Catineau, Lc Sabateen. Paris. 1930 Inset adapted f rom 
Diaionnairt Je la Bible, Supplement. Ed. Pirot. Robert ct a). Tome 7. Paris, 1966. 
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NOTE 

1. A. Hourani, "Islam and the Philosophers of History,11 in 
E u r o p e and the M i d d l e East (Berkeley, 1980), p. 73, quoted in The 
Jewish Discovery of I s l a m , ed. M. Kramer (Tel Aviv, 1999), p. 35. 



"The author died on February 12, 1992, The article was seen through the press 
by the editors. 



'Prof. Margoliouth seems lo have interpreted Eccles. 2: 8 in his own fashion, for 
the Hebrew Bible (Biblia Mebraica, Stuttgart, 1952, p. 1213) reads Srym wSrwt. This is 
a difficult passage, which has been variously interpreted; the older interpretation gives: 
sommeliere and sommelieres (wine waitresses?). Modem editors of the Biblia Hebmica 
propose the reading: srh wSrwt, meaning: prince and princes. The King James Version 
has men and women singers.—Ed. 



"The typescript is not at all clear; there is room for another word. 

christians* page 1187



tThere is not quite enough room for both these words in the unclear typescript. 

work* page 1188
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