The Qur’an, Qur’anic Exegesis and Muslim
Traditions: The Case of zamharir (Q. 76:13)
Among Hell’s Punishments

In Islam, as in every other religious tradition, it is possible to distinguish different
kinds of exegetical discourse. Taking as a reference point the relationship between the
Qur’an and the exegetical narratives found in the tafasir, some of these narratives
appear to be a direct product of the explicit wording of the Qur’an; others are the
product of the need to explain a problematic or ambiguous word in the holy text; and
finally other exegetical narratives appear to be not so explicitly related to the word
of the Qur’an.' Different interrelationships between the Qur’an and exegesis also
necessarily reflect a difference in the quantity of material and traditions. Where the
Qur’an is consistent and rich with particulars, such as in some of the stories about the
prophets, or in some descriptions of the eschatological abodes of Paradise and Hell,
we usually have a profusion of later exegetical material further enriching the text.
In this sense the work of the mufassir is one of collecting, selecting, choosing, or
meaningfully omitting. As a small contribution to the study of the various exegetical
attitudes, I shall here discuss a topic related to one individual Qur’anic word. What
will emerge from this scrutiny is the outline of an exegesis that is partially ex silentio,
and not a discussion on how various authors dealt with this particular term. Apart from
the treatment of the word in the commentaries, we shall further review the traditional
reports and later religious literature which mention the term to see how it is dealt with,
thus delineating the relation of later literature to Qur’anic exegesis and to the Qur’anic
text itself.

The word to be discussed here is zamharir, a hapax legomenon appearing only in
Q. 76:13 where, describing Paradise, it is stated that people therein they shall see
neither sun nor zamharir. This is the only aya in which this word appears and we
have no other internal evidence from the Qur’an that sheds light upon its meaning.
One quite logical explanation is that offered by those interpretations stating that the
meaning of zamharir is ‘moon’, an explanation which relies upon the meaning
attested in an Arabic dialect.” Thus the aya means that in Paradise people will have
neither sun nor moon.> A different explanation is posited by those hypotheses which
state that zamharir instead means ‘cold’, or better, ‘bitter cold’.* This meaning is not
contrary to the first one but probably bears the sign of a shift in the meaning from
moon to lunar coldness and thus simply ‘cold’: the sun is accordingly to be under-
stood as signifying heat. The aya consequently means that people in Paradise will be
affected neither by excessive heat nor excessive cold.” This interpretation is suggested
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as an explanation by the oldest surviving commentary, that of Mugqatil ibn Sulayman
(d. 150/767), according to which ‘the cold of the zamharir does not hurt them [i.e.
people in Paradise] since in it [i.e. in Paradise] there is no winter nor summer’.® Lastly,
but more significantly in terms of our discussion, there are mufassiriin who advocate
the interpretation of zamharir as cold, and who, relying upon traditions, ultimately state
that it is a kind of punishment (‘lawn min al-adhab’).” The meaning evoked by the use
of the term “adhab points clearly to the punishment of men after death, in the grave or
in Hell, though this explanation is not explicitly stated in these exegetical reports.

In general, moving from the contents of exegetical reports to the attitudes of the
exegetes collecting them, it can be said that the Qur’anic commentaries, here as in
many other passages, list the various interpretations without stating an explicit
preference for one of them. Clearly here, as in all cases, an indirect preference can be
argued from ex silentio evidence. In fact only a few of them mention the brief
statement that zamharir is a kind of punishment and even fewer quote any of the main
traditions on the subject that will be discussed below. The most detailed author on the
subject is al-Qurtubi, who explains that the punishment consists in subjecting the
damned alternatively to cold and hot,8 and that the damned are taken out of the fire
and put into the icy cold of the zamharir.® As is explained, this cold does not provide
any help against the fire of Hell, since it is so intense that when the damned are put in,
and there punished, they immediately ask God to be put back again in the fire which
they consider more bearable.'®

Apart from this, no further insights can be extracted from the commentaries to explain
other ayas which have sometimes been read as referring to zamharir, such as, above
all, Q. 38:57-8. Here, among the punishments, there is mention of hamim, ghassaq
and akhar min shaklihi azwaj, that is, ‘boiling water’, ‘infected liquid’ and ‘another of
a similar kind’. All exegetes usually explain the second term or the third (indefinite)
one as meaning cold, but only a few of them go any further. Some exegetes here
suggest that this third punishment ‘of a similar kind’ is zamharir, or state that ghassagq
itself means zamharir. All commentators, in any case, maintain that one or other term
signifies a cold, cold punishment, adding nothing else to give further information.
Nothing new comes from these passages: the simple reference to the zamharir alludes
to the beliefs discussed above, but the question of its precise meaning is never
discussed here, though sometimes it is added that zamharir burns like fire.!!

The extent and the relevance of this ‘type of punishment’ explanation is made clear by
a body of later traditions which are seldom included in commentaries. According to
reports mentioned in Hadith literature, eschatological literature, etc., zamharir
emerges as a place or a condition in Hell. Its peculiarity — following the meaning of
the word as ‘bitter cold’ — is that the damned are punished in it or by it through its
extreme cold. Zamharir thus stands for the punishment of cold in Hell, thereby



144 Journal of Qur’anic Studies

introducing this type of punishment among the various other kinds which are mostly
characterised by ‘hot’ and ‘extremely hot’ punishments. Muslim Hell, as we see from
the Qur’an, is in fact above all a realm of fire.!?

In Islamic literature, the most prominent occurrence of the term zamharir is in a hadith
from the Prophet included in the Sahihayn of al-Bukhari and Muslim in which it is
stated, according to Abu Hurayra, that Hell complains to God because parts of it
consume each other, due to their fire and heat. God permits it to take two breaths a
year, one in summer and one in winter. According to some versions, the most extreme
cold in winter comes from ‘the zamharir of Gehenna’ (‘min zamharir Jahannam’/
‘min zamhaririha’) just as the most extreme heat in summer comes from the heat of
Hell (‘min harr al-nar’/min samiamiha/min harriha’)."> There can be no doubt: in
Hell there is a zamharir that means something cold, though it is not explicitly stated if
it is a kind of punishment or a peculiarly cold place. But most relevantly, some other
versions are less clear precisely on the point of interest to us. In these versions it is
said that the Prophet simply said, following a similar introduction, that ‘when Hell
breathes in winter this is the zamharir’."* This version can easily be understood as
making reference to a peculiar kind of cold on earth which takes this name and thus
does not originate from Hell.

The eschatological meaning of the word is, however, further attested in other reports
mentioned in some literature of the same age. Ibn Ab1’l-Dunya (d. 281/894) quotes a
number of reports on the question. In one of these it is stated explicitly that zamharir
is a particular place of cold in Hell, with the function of being a punishment. In one of
the traditions he quotes, the inhabitants of Hell ask Hell’s doorkeeper if they can
leave, but when they are outside they are so tormented by cold and zamharir that they
come back to the hot Hell because the cold is so unbearable.'> Furthermore, in another
report going back to Mujahid, ‘in Hell there is a zamharir by which [the damned] are
punished. They escape from it [i.e. the Hell] towards that zamharir, fall into it and
their bones are broken into pieces to the point that their sound is heard.’'®

Other reports in some later literature further explore this aspect, leaving no doubt that
zamharir is one of Hell’s punishments. So, when listing their various forms, it is said
that Hell’s punishments include heat, cold (zamharir), thirst, starvation, etc. Zamharir
in this case is the bitter cold by which disbelievers are punished in Hell.'” In a
tradition going back to Ka‘b (al-Ahbar) and quoted by Abu Nu‘aym we find once
again the motif that the zamharir is such a cold place that the damned there implore to
be put in the infernal heat of Gehenna.'® And its effect is similar to that of fire: the
zamharir burns through its cold just as fire burns with its heat.'® We also find a belief
only signalled by Ibn al-Jawzi, according to which in Hell there are 32 grades or
differing positions (martaba): sixteen of them involve zamharir or something of that
kind, while in the others there is fire (harig) or similar punishments.20
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So far, in these reports, it is not stated beyond doubt that zamharir is a particular
place, but it can be easily understood as a condition, a state of peculiar coldness. In
other reports, based on a tradition mentioned first by al-Bayhaqi and traced back to
him in later literature, and which goes back to the companions Abt Hurayra or Abt
Sa‘id al-Khudri, a further step is taken in this direction. It tells how, during extremely
hot and extremely cold days, God listens to the believers. He hears them invoking
God to be protected from the heat of the Gehenna and from the zamharir of the
Gehenna (‘ajirnt min zamharir jahannam’). God then informs Hell, in the case of
cold, that He concedes protection when the believer asks for it from ‘its’ zamharir
(‘in ‘abdan ... istajarani min zamhaririki’). To the further question (asked by people
listening to this report) about what this zamharir is, the answer is that it is a pit (jubb)
where the bodies of the damned are broken into pieces.”’ What is more relevant here
is the construction of the account: after the mention of the zamharir, as in the hadith
from Abu Hurayra and other reports, it is necessary to ask what it is, and the answer
given in response is that the zamharir is a physical place in Hell.

Until now we have seen that while there can be no doubt about the meaning of
zamharir in connection to cold in traditional reports, it appears that the term can be
intended as indicating a range of similar meanings: a peculiar extreme cold on earth, a
cold originating and present as punishment in Hell, or even a place so characterised in
Hell. Differing answers can be argued from the accounts. This is reflected also in some
other occurrences of the term, in which zamharir is proverbially quoted to point to a
terrible cold, where it is not clear or explicit if reference is made to a punishment or to
a place in Hell so called, or simply to the proper meaning of the word as denoting a
painful cold. An episode of this kind is that recounting how a certain Zubayd al-Yami
woke up during the night and reached for a vessel of water. Putting his hand inside it
he found the water so cold that he mentioned zamharir. Prodigiously, his hand stuck
inside the vessel and he could not free it until the morning when the servant found
him.?* In other reports the term is used in similar ways, as a proverbial reference to a
bitter cold.”® Relevant also are the attestations of the same kind coming from non-
religious literature. Ibn Fadlan — famous for his account of his travels in Slavic
territories — incidentally mentions the term when he says he arrived in a place so cold
with snow and icy winds that he could only think he had arrived at a ‘door of
the zamharir’ (‘baban min al-zamharz‘r’).24 ‘Door’ is a term that could be related to
the various levels or layers of Hell, or otherwise as pointing to a peculiar and definite
place, and possibly a place in Hell. Also of relevance is one of the few instances of the
term occurring in the geographical dictionary of Yaqiit where, to underline how cold a
place is, comparison is made to the zamharir with the addition that this is one of the
punishments of the damned.*

All the material so far discussed attests to the use of the term and its meaning, and the
early circulation of some accounts pointing to a punishment in hell of that kind, and to
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zamharir as meaning a proverbial terrible state of cold. The general impression is,
however, that despite the progressive growth through the centuries of accounts on
eschatological themes, the zamharir did not receive significant attention. This is
confirmed when one considers some genres of religious literature in which one would
expect to encounter the term, and even further development of the beliefs surrounding
it. In the narrative cycles of the mi‘raj, for instance, there are some mentions of
zamharir, but the first impression is that these are less substantial than would be
expected. The punishment by cold, ice and wind, that is by zamharir, could have been
enriched in details, following a pattern quite common in these so-called popular
traditions. But this is not the case and above all it is not the case in those accounts
which list so many categories of the damned and of punishments mostly connected to
images of fire and heat. In a few of the various versions of the mi‘raj work, and in
particular in the versions attributed to Ibn Abbas, it is simply said that in Hell, along
with fire, boiling substances, and animals torturing the damned, there are also seventy
thousand pits (bi°r) of zamharir.*® But that is the extent of the descriptions among all
the various versions, and in the long list of tortures and punishments given in all of
these versions. Furthermore, in the scores of versions of the story of Jesus and the
skull analysed elsewhere, which preserve long descriptions of Hell and its punish-
ments, only in one of all of these is mention made of zamharir as the name of the
seventh layer of Hell.>’ Other references do not add further details, though they attest
to the circulation of the term and concept. Al-Tha‘labi, at the beginning of his Qisas
al-anbiya’, in its cosmogonic introduction, states that ‘God made the seventh earth a
dwelling place for Iblis and his hosts. In it is his nest, on one side of which is the hot
wind (samiim) and on the other side the zamharir’ *® This term and belief is also fully
attested in the Futithat by Ibn al-°Arabi, according to whom the torment of the cold
is the punishment of Iblis and of the shayarin.>® In any case, all of these references
constitute a scanty list of occurrences if compared to the hundreds of accounts and
traditions concerning punishments involving heat and fire. It seems that zamharir
inspired prudence or otherwise did not inspire literary fantasies.

All the material relating as a whole to zamharir in religious literature surely
constitutes a further step towards the exegetical qualification of it as ‘a kind of
punishment’, though later literature did not display any particular interest in the term
and in the concept itself, nor did it attest to a wide circulation of traditional accounts
on the subject. The peculiarities of the zamharir we have described are taken from
various sources, including ancient sources, but were not consistently widespread or
evenly spread throughout the literature. In general, authors display a cautious attitude
which complies with that of the exegetes mentioned above. It thus can be suggested
that the meaning of the word zamharir as indicating a punishment in Hell was
considered either controversial or at least not worthy of deep discussion by medieval
authors. The early evidence offered by Hadith collections and Ibn Ab1’l-Dunya attest
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that quite early, according to the asanid in this literature, various reports regarding a
punishment and a place in Hell called zamharir were circulating and accepted by
some. But this early acceptance did not gain wide relevance in literature. Doubts in
some cases are also expressed directly, by authors who wanted to defend the belief.
Commenting upon al-Bukhari, Ibn Hajar states that zamharir is bitter cold and that
according to some there are doubts about its presence in Hell. He adds that instead
there must be no doubts: in Hell there is a zamhariri layer (‘tabaga zamhaririyya’).>°
The same is admitted by al-Zurqani, who states that it is not possible to deny
(according to traditions) that in Gehenna there should be places (zawaya) in which
there is fire and others in which there is zamharir, and that they must be different
places and not conditions which are located next to each other in the same place.”'
It appears that these authors were not fully convinced about the concept but according
to evidence — evidence mainly from the one hadith from Abtu Hurayra in the Sahthayn
which they quote, and not from the Qur’anic aya — they accepted the possibility that
there are states of coldness and cold punishments in Hell.

Because of this it is not unusual that authors of religious literature are explicit in their
cautious attitude towards zamharir. It is interesting to note that the major work on the
afterlife, the Tadhkira of al-Qurtubi, makes mention of zamharir in only three
places.®* Though al-Suyiti includes a chapter entitled ‘Wugiid jahannam wa-shiddat
harriha wa-zamhaririha ... >33 this is brief and secondary in relation to the other
chapters about Hell’s punishments. Al-Ghazali mentions zamharir only once in the
chapter on death in his Thya’.** Ton Kathir, in his Nikaya includes only the two main
traditions, those from al-Bukhari and from al-Bayhaqi. Only Ibn Rajab, much later,
has a longer chapter titled ‘Fi shiddat harriha wa-zamhaririha@ including a paragraph
bearing the title ‘Fasl fi zamharir jahannam’, where the most significant traditions
are mentioned.*

A few conclusions can now be suggested. The first question to be addressed is the
significance of the belief in the concept of zamharir in Islamic tradition. It is true, as
maintained in previous studies, that amongst its punishments the Islamic Hell also
includes the punishment of cold, but the literature as a whole displays differing
attitudes. The common basis is the acceptance of a generic belief which accords with
some versions of a saying going back to the Prophet which is consistent with the
Qur’anic aya where this term appears. Some of the oldest reports more clearly specify
that this zamharir is not only a punishment, but also a particular place in Hell and that
the punishment there is caused by extreme cold. The following authors display
differing attitudes and do not seem to be completely convinced in the way that an
author such as Ibn Ab1’l-Dunya is. This is, by far, more evident not in the explicit
discussions of the question but in the generally sparse attention that is given to
zamharir in literature about the afterlife, where this punishment barely rates a mention
when compared to the punishments involving heat and fire.



148 Journal of Qur’anic Studies

A number of hypotheses can be suggested to explain this situation. First of all, the
various meanings suggested for the term when quoted in the Qur’an are largely
similar. It is probable that zamharir was originally used somewhere in the Arabian
Peninsula to refer to the moon and to lunar coldness. As regards the reluctance of
exegetes above all, but also medieval authors and collectors of religious traditions, to
address the term in detail it is not easy to find an answer. As already mentioned by
Miguel Asin Palacios in his famous essay discussing the Muslim sources of Dante’s
Divina Commedia, belief in a cold Hell was also known in Zoroastrian and Buddhist
traditions.®® Notwithstanding the origin of the belief itself, it can be suggested that
maybe this belief was felt to be typical of other religious cultures and thus was highly
suspect.37

Coming now to the exegetical questions introducing this short essay, it can be stated
that the exegetes, in general, did not consider this belief related to the Qur’anic
occurrence of the word or at least had strong doubts about it. The more logical
explanation that zamharir means ‘moon’ is only sometimes followed by the
explanation that it may also mean a ‘kind of punishment’, and this appears as a result
of the circulation of traditions in that direction. In fact only a few mufassirin give a
simple statement that zamharir is also a kind of punishment, while some even remain
silent on the point, but that silence could not be the rule on this point is to be
connected to the mention of the term in the hadith of the Prophet. It thus appears that
the narratives on zamharir — that is the accounts relating to it — are not the product of
exegetical work on the term appearing in the Qur’an per se, but, nevertheless, since
the word zamharir is quoted in the Qur’an exegetes could not help but allude to these
traditions in their exegeses. The scanty attention zamharir received in popular
literature and reports amongst other literary genres attests that this belief was not
considered significant in regard to Hell’s punishments. No exegetical effort gave rise
to this tradition of the zamharir, but exegetes as a whole employed silence or brief
references to minimise what was, after all, perceived as a secondary aspect of
eschatological descriptions and, thus, not even deserving of a more refined polemical
attitude.

ROBERTO TOTTOLI
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