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Preface

This book could not have been written were it not for my long-term
cohabitation with the three monotheistic religions in the place of their birth,
or at least of their spiritual origin. It is rooted ultimately in insights that reach
back far in time, to my time as a student in Jerusalem, living in the Old City,
in immediate proximity to the Haram al-Sharif and the eastern churches and
synagogues. What elsewhere would have to be collected in the imagination—the
sound of Qur’an recitation as a clearly audible voice in a concert of various litur-
gical chants and the presence of Qurlanic script, its calligraphy, as a strikingly
abstract-geometrical representation amidst the omnipresent images exhibited
in the other religions—belonged there to everyday experience. Accordingly, the
Qur’an could scarcely be perceived other than as part of an ensemble of related
holy scriptures, all of them sensually present side by side. It is this experience
above all that is reflected in the volume presented here.

At the same time, however, one cannot ignore that the Quran is the core tes-
timony of Arabic verbal creativity. I was fortunate to enjoy the unique possibility
to experience this language in its daily performance and as an object of zealous
scholarly discussions about its subtlest nuances, not only as an observer but as
a participant as well, during a six-year guest professorship at the University of
Jordan, in Amman. The explanations that are set forth in the present volume
have been nourished hermeneutically by the numerous and diverse sugges-
tions offered to me by Arabic-speaking students and colleagues in Jordan, with
whom I had the opportunity to read texts of classical Arabic literature over the
course of several years. These early experiences were re-actualized often, above
all during periods of teaching in Egypt, during my work as the director of the
Orient Institute in Beirut and Istanbul and, not least, during my still ongoing an-
nual teaching activities at the Dormitio Abbey in Jerusalem.

But teaching experience in Germany has also played into this book. My
work at diverse German universities made me painfully aware that important

ix



x Preface

preconditions for a synopsis of the widely divergent perceptions of the Qur'an
and of the Arabic language in the East and the West are still missing. Arabic-
Islamic studies are pursued in the universities of Europe and the Islamic world in
almost complete isolation from one another. The two academic traditions remain
bound to their respective hermeneutic principles, so that the interpretation of
the foundational writings of Islam, especially the Qur’an, often leads to incom-
patible, even contrary results. These often idiosyncratic views on the Qur’an have
research fanned out in Western research into vastly differing models of reading
the Qurian. To track one’s way through the thicket of these competing theses and
hypotheses, a comprehensive presentation of the results of research achieved up
to now is required. It is hoped that such an overview is accomplished here; a mere
retracing of the differences will not suffice.

Western research on the Qur’an is not only almost unmanageably subdivided
and ramified but is also highly controversial. Though more recently, in research
into the Qurians “milieu” or tradition, linguistic and theological data from the
neighboring religions are being systematically taken into account, their reflec-
tion in the Qur’an is most often assessed in the framework of “reception history;’
as data testifying to the survival and vitality of Jewish and Christian traditions
beyond their narrow religious realms. To avoid such a “EBurocentric” reading, it
is therefore essential to re-pose the question of the historical anchoring of the
Qur’an in time and place. A radical turning of perspective is required, away from
the focus on reception history and toward the history of the text’s emergence as a
scripture in its own right. This entails a new reflection on the Qur’an in relation
to Late Antiquity research, a field that has only in recent times been extended to
encompass the Arabian Peninsula.

Although the initial intention for this volume was to lay the ground for a con-
cise commentary on the Quran, to be published in several subsequent volumes,
it can also be read as a general introduction to the Qur’an, setting it systematically
for the first time into the context of its milieu of emergence, the Near Eastern
culture of Late Antiquity. This requires that the Quran no longer be treated
hagiographically, as part of the vita of the prophet, the Sira, as has so frequently
been the case in introductions up to now, that is, as part of Islamic tradition,
but rather historically, as a document of “community formation” within a “sec-
tarian milieu,” a landscape of debate, of arguments fought out between diverse
groups, Christians, Jews, and pagans alike. This implies a 180-degree turn of per-
spective, from the Islamic Qur'an to the Late Antique Quran, a turn that bears
culture-critical implications that are highly relevant for the current moment. To
claim that the Qur'an emerged from Late Antique culture makes this scripture,
which has so far been treated only as an Islamic document—to put it acutely—
recognizable as a European legacy as well, a voice in the concert of traditions
of an age that is now being recognized as a formative epoch for later European
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culture. The Quran thus becomes a text that should be significant for Europeans,
a text that binds together Muslims and non-Muslims alike.

In order to reach scholarly oriented readers as well as those interested more
generally in religions, certain compromises have been necessary in the presenta-
tion of the text. Individual sub-chapters of this volume, which have grown from
lectures on subjects already quite well known, may appear more easily acces-
sible than others that set forth new theses and seek to challenge the reader to
undertake a critical examination of the existing research literature. But wher-
ever it was deemed necessary, particular problems, in the interest of fostering
a broader comprehension, have been explained with reference to their wider
context. Occasional repetitions that were produced thereby have been allowed
to stand, in order to make the individual chapters comprehensible if read indi-
vidually. Through the explanation of technical terms and the systematic trans-
lation of all quotations, effort has been made to ease access to the text also for
nonspecialists. The use of scientific transliteration, even of long original Arabic
citations, may seem irritating at first view; it was unavoidable, however, as the
linguistic guise of Qurianic discourse is an essential part of the message itself, and
textual discussions must therefore make reference to the exact linguistic form.
Citations cannot be replaced by mere references to the printed original text, since
the printed text merges Quranic verses into unstructured text blocks obscuring
their original poetic character. Readers who are not familiar with Arabic and
have no interest in the sound-image of the Quran can easily skip over the trans-
literations, which are set into italic type.






Postscript

The original German text of this volume, Der Koran als Text der
Spitantike: Ein europdischer Zugang, which appeared in 2010, was the outcome
of long-term scholarly exchange with colleagues, co-workers, and students in
various parts of the world, who are gratefully remembered. Meanwhile, I am
indebted to still another supporter of my cause, my patient and enduring trans-
lator, Sam Wilder, who has coped successfully with the often complicated issues
of my German style. I equally owe thanks to the Volkswagen-Stiftung, whose
generous funding made the translation possible. Seven years have passed since
the publication of the original—a time span in which our thesis that the Qur’an
is part and parcel of the Late Antique culture of the Eastern Mediterranean has
found approval in wide parts of the scholarly world. During these years, further
evidence could be provided in a number of new publications: It is now pos-
sible to consult the historical literary “concise” commentary on nearly half of the
Meccan sura corpus (Angelika Neuwirth, Der Koran Band I: Friihmekkanische
Suren, Berlin, 2011, and Der Koran Band 2/1: Friihmittelmekkanische Suren,
Berlin, 2017). In addition, a collective volume of articles on both literary and
theological aspects of the Qur'an has been published (Scripture, Poetry, and
the Making of a Community: Reading the Quran as a Literary Text, London,
2014), as well as more recently an extended essay on the development of the
Qur’anic proclamation viewed as a dialectical process of an enchantment and
a subsequent disenchantment of the world (Die koranische Verzauberung der
Welt und ihre Entzauberung in der Geschichte). Many of the ideas expounded
in the present programmatic volume have been developed further in these later
publications.

The translator wishes to thank Michael Ladner, Charly Wilder, and Harlene
Hipsh, for their help in the completion of this work.
Beirut, December 2017
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Introduction

I.1 THE QUR’AN AS THE DOCUMENT OF THE EMERGENCE
OF A RELIGION

The objective of this volume, to discern the emergence of a new religion through
the gradually unfolding textual form of its foundational document, may seem
overly ambitious. But in the case of Islam, there is no serious alternative. Later
historical evidence, such as the biographies of the Prophet, reflect the final vic-
tory of Islam as it was ultimately achieved, to which they in turn give literary
form. Only the Quran is the genuine testimony of the development of the culti-
cally marked movement from which the earliest community emerged, already
during the lifetime of the Prophet. Today, such a focus on the “emergent Qur’an
text” appears as unfamiliar as ever. Such a focus must not only compete her-
meneutically with the challenges of very divergent approaches and projects but
has to proceed from a conception of the Quran that is not identical with that
of research up to now. This is because it is not in the transmitted “anthological”
form of the text, with its 114 suras organized by text length, that the new religion
inscribed itself first, but rather in the pre-form of this text: the oral proclamation
that preceded the text’s codification.

The distinction between these two manifestations of the Qur’an is no trivial
matter for textual history; rather, a focus on the oral “proclamation” implies a
significant hermeneutic revision, one that resets the Quran into an epoch to
which it has not yet been closely connected. In its pre-canonic oral manifesta-
tion, the Qur’an text can no longer be considered as exclusively “Islamic,” but
instead forms an integral part of the debate culture of Late Antiquity, an epoch
that has only in recent times gained the attention it deserves in Near Eastern
studies.! To uncover this oral proclamation, which remains, as it were, hidden
beneath the final canonized text of scripture and to retrieve the interaction be-
tween the speaker and his hearers engaged in the discussion of prior traditions
is a central aim of this book. Despite its experimental character, and despite the
numerous hypotheses that must be entertained in course, the radical alteration
of research perspective that is attempted here—a turn from the final canonical
text to the communication process of Quranic proclamation that must first be

1. See the discussion in Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 12-17.



2 The Quran and Late Antiquity

reconstructed—appears to be the only viable route to the restoration of an im-
portant semantic dimension of the Qurian that tradition has submerged. Only
when the text is read as a “transcript” that accompanied an oral proclamation can
the Quran be reconceptualized as a novel and rhetorically plausible response to
central questions of its time, a response that proved persuasive to its hearers and
united them into that new community that only a short time later would trans-
form the cultural map of the wider region.

I.2 A “EUROPEAN READING”

The project that is developed here pursues several goals. On the one hand,
it is primarily an attempt to contribute to the inner-European or “Western”
state of research. A critical discussion of modern contributions to research
should bring some order to a body of Western scholarship that is hetero-
geneous in method and divided among a number of divergent schools, and
simultaneously draw attention to the political dimension of the knowledge
production involved in Qur’an research that is all too often neglected. This
should be a contribution to bridging the prevailing hermeneutic polarity be-
tween Muslim and Western research projects. At the current moment, when
Islam has long been a part of the European lifeworld, Western and Muslim
Qur’an researchers remain separated more than ever by hermeneutic barri-
ers. Western researchers accuse Muslims of being beholden to theological
dogmas, while Muslim researchers perceive their Western colleagues as po-
lemical and triumphalist, devoid of the most elementary empathy for Islam.
Although the period between the two world wars saw European researchers
of Islam being appointed to positions at Arab universities, and visiting pro-
fessorships by German scholars of the Qurian were welcomed in Jordan and
Egypt as late as the 1970s and 1980s, such mutual curiosity and openness
have now become things of the past. Between then and now lie decisive polit-
ical events and developments, which have led to the ubiquitous present-day
phenomenon of a sahwa islamiya, an “Islamic awakening.” In the scholarly
arena, there have also been conflicts, “text wars,” which have led to a no-
table breakdown in the East-West academic relationship, a breach of mutual
trust. In this situation, itself scandalous, where two great research traditions
stand opposite each other without entering into creative exchange, Qurian
research as such must be newly rethought. The present book offers a con-
tribution toward the fulfillment of the desideratum of (self-)critique within
Western research, in order to prepare the way for an open conversation en-
gaging inner-Islamic research on the Qur’an.

But this project is not only European in that it problematizes various
Western discourses; more crucially, it is also European in its historical
perspective. This volume, and the commentary volumes that will appear
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subsequently, aim to make the Qurian recognizable again to Western read-
ers for what it was at the time of its emergence in the early community: a
literarily extraordinary and intellectually engaging text. Because the Qur'an
emerged out of an engagement with Late Antique discourses and inscribed
itself in those already extant Christian and Jewish traditions commonly held
to be a European heritage, it too is itself a part of the historical legacy of Late
Antiquity to Europe. To read the Qur’an anew can and should open European
readers who are grounded in the Western-Christian tradition to a new view
of their own theological and spiritual history and empower them to grasp the
Qur’an as a vital part of the reception history of their own familiar texts. It is
hoped that this book will make Western readers aware of the Qur’an’s close
connection to an epoch that has been reclaimed for European identity.

This does not entail, however, that this book has nothing to say to Muslim
readers. Certainly, the historical-critical and literary method followed here is the
outcome of a long hermeneutic tradition honed on Western texts, and its sys-
tematic application to the Quran may therefore appear new and perhaps even
foreign—despite the various projects aimed at historicization that took root
within the traditional inner-Islamic literature, such as the scholarship on the
“circumstances of revelation,” asbab al-nuzul* the “disputes over abrogation,” al-
nasikh wa-l-mansiikh, the discussions of Medinan additions,> and the modern
“literary exegesis,” or tafsir adabi.* The ambivalent impression often imparted to
Muslim readers by historical Quran research, especially by older scholarly works
not always devoid of prejudice,® has been reinforced in recent times by research
on early Islam that is heavily colored by polemic. It is for just this reason that
this book does not seek, despite its orientation toward the historical methods
of Europe, to remain in conversation only with readers acculturated within the
West, but rather seeks at the same time to offer a contribution to the long-overdue
convergence of Western and inner-Islamic research.

Indeed, this work starts from the recognition that the first step toward un-
derstanding must consist in placing the Quran on the same eye level in Western
perception as the scriptures of the two older religions, Judaism and Christianity.®
The disentanglement of the Qur'an from the context of something that is essen-
tially “other” and therefore admits of arbitrary interpretation is the necessary

2. See also Rippin, “The Exegetical Genre ‘asbab al-nuzal,” and Rippin, “The Function of ‘Asbab al-nuzil?”

3. See Nagel, Medinensische Einschiibe.

4. See Wielandt, Offenbarung und Geschichte, and Wieland, “Exegesis, modern”; cf. also “History of Research”
in chap. 1.

5. See William Muir’s biography of Muhammad, The Life of Mohammad, and Khalidi, Irmage, 249-251, on
earlier Western-Eastern scholarship.

6. This objective is in keeping with Mohamed Arkoun’s Lectures du Coran, which takes Western scholarship’s
historical-critical approach to task for the contemporary malaise. Without a historical rehabilitation of the Koran,
the comparison Arkoun is trying to make between the Koran and other texts cannot be accomplished in a her-
meneutically adequate way. The present writer offers an Arabic summary of the earlier work on the Late Antique
Koran, “An yu‘allam al-Qur’an fi Uritba ka-nass ‘uribi,’ (Teaching the Koran in Europe—as a European text).
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precondition for all further steps of reliable Qurian research. Put into prac-
tice, this entails a methodological insistence on treating the Qurian in the same
manner as the two other scriptures, as will be presented here through examples.
Our project therefore aims at an “inner-European revision™: the critique of in-
dividual, historically problematic premises maintained in Western research, to
which an opposing model will be offered by the re-embedding of the Qur’an in
an epoch shared by both Near Eastern and Western history.

With this goal in mind, our reading offers a “cultural translation,” rather than
an attempt at a comprehensive interpretation of the Quran text. Let there be no
illusion about this: a truly adequate interpretation of the Quran as the scripture
of the Muslims must include the great hermeneutic tradition of Islamic scholar-
ship, that is, the living Islamic tradition that embeds the Quran into the lifeworld
of Islam. This necessary second step, the integration of the Islamic tradition, can
only occur through intensive collaboration with Muslim scholars, a practice to-
ward which we hope this work will do something to prepare the way.

But what emerges positively from the investigations set forth here is that just as
the Qur’an belongs to the Islamic tradition, so too does it belong to the European
tradition; the proclamation recorded in the Qurian is part of a discourse that
crosses the boundaries of religions. It is a new and consistently perceptible voice
in the concert of theological-philosophical discussions of its time, which were
fundamental not only for the emergence of the Islamic religion but also, to put
the emphasis elsewhere, for the formation of Europe. The Qur’an is an integral
part of this process of development, which began in the close interaction be-
tween religious cultures. In that we read the Quran both as an innovative answer
to Christian and Jewish questions of Late Antiquity and as a challenge raised in
opposition to them, our reading is of significance not only for the historically
informed European reader. Rather, these very discussions into which the Qur’an
enters also gain new historical relevance for Muslim readers, who can reclaim the
entire debate culture of Late Antiquity, in which the Qurlan participates, as a part
of their own spiritual history.

1.3 THE QUR’AN AS PROCLAMATION

The Qur’an, although available since the death of the Prophet as a collection of
text units, or “suras” (Arabic sira, pl. suwar), is nevertheless not a book com-
posed in writing. All too clearly, the form and content of the suras make evident
their function as oral proclamation. Accordingly, the text is not—as one might
conclude from its frequent self-designation al-kitab, “the writing”—a “book”
conceived by an author that unfolds according to a preconceived plan; rather, as
is clear from its equally frequent self-designation qur’an, “lecture, reading,” it is a
proclamation. Given that this proclamation took place over a span of some two
decades, it is no wonder that differing styles of language supersede and follow
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each other and that after a long period of poetic speech, a more prosaic and in-
structive discourse becomes the rule. But there is a rich set of characteristics
shared between these two differing discourse forms, which allows us to speak
of a formal and thematic continuity, evidence of one and the same language-
forming genius. Even if we rarely find explicit personal references or specifica-
tions of time and place in the Quran, nevertheless the transmitted text of the
Qur’an can plausibly fit into the frame given by Islamic tradition. According to
this tradition, the Qurlanic texts were communicated by their proclaimer, who
entered history as the Prophet Muhammad, in the years between 610 and 632, to
a growing number of hearers and followers. Though we will proceed heuristically
from this rough framework in what follows (if not from all its traditional details
and specific interpretations of events), the legitimacy even of this framework can
only be proven through the results of a literary description of the Quran.

Because the proclaimer cannot be separated from the proclamation, at
least a summary reconstruction of the outer circumstances of the appear-
ance of Muhammad as a prophet cannot be dispensed with. This epitome can
only be partly brought out through the Qur’an itself but must also be derived
in part from the contemporary milieu of the Qurian’s emergence—here, the
results of critical research into the biographies of the Prophet (sira) cannot be
excluded entirely.” Perhaps the most important characteristic of his appear-
ance is the proclaimer’s increasingly forceful claim to communicate divine
inspirations, followed by his claim to play the role of a prophet in his society.?
This manifests itself in the Qur’an on the one hand in mantic discourse forms
in direct “you” address, maintained throughout the entire text, and on the
other in the strongly pronounced and continuous biblical intertextuality of
the Qur’an. If one follows the references in the Qur’an itself, during his min-
istry in Mecca (610-622), the audience consisted, alongside pagan followers
of the local cult,” mainly of monotheistically oriented though not confession-
ally bound hearers, whose religious knowledge would have been part of the
formation of the local elites. On the other hand, after their compelled migra-
tion (hijra) in the year 622 to the oasis settlement Medina, the proclaimer
and his community also encountered learned Christians and, above all, Jews
knowledgeable in tradition, with whom they entered into controversial dis-
putes and orally conducted discussions, as is shown by a great number of
negotiations of Jewish traditions in the Qur’an.

7. See also Motzki, Biography of Muhammad, and Schoeler, Charakter und Authentie, and now also Goerke and
Schoeler, Korpus ‘Urwa b. az-Zubair, and, in contrast, Berg, Development of Exegesis.

8. Andrae, Ursprung, Bobzin, Muhammad, and recently Schéller, Muhammad, offer an overview of the life and
works of the proclaimer. On the problems with the Prophet’s biography, see Rubin, Biography, and Chabbi, “Histoire
et tradition sacrée”

9. See Ammann, Geburt des Islam, and Krone, Al-Lat.
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The turn that occurred at this time, when the proclaimer and his commu-
nity entered into an increasingly significant political role and a political en-
tity emerged,' is set up by the Islamic calendar as the beginning of a new era.
Although the hijra itself is not mentioned explicitly in the Qur'an nor granted
any of its later aura as the primal scene of political self-determination for the
Islamic religious community, or umma," the migration to Medina marks a new
factual beginning. In terms of textual development, this fissure can hardly be
overestimated, since political engagement in Medina brought about sustainable
religious-political consequences that are reflected in the text. What had been
the freely available stock of monotheistic traditions that circulated in Mecca be-
came the object of controversy in Medina, so that biblical and post-biblical tradi-
tions were now represented by concrete interpretive communities and reclaimed
as monopoly by learned Jews and Christians, so that the new community was
obliged to make claims against them—an interaction that still needs to be recon-
structed critically in detail.”?

Alongside and in parallel to the process of proclamation, we see already
in Mecca the formation of a belief community possessing a distinctive cult, a
process—as can be gleaned from the Qur’an itself—that is supported ideolog-
ically and documented textually by the proclamation. This occurs in a kind
of zigzag movement: after a time in which the cult was shared with the pagan
Meccans,"” we see a clear turning point toward monotheistic liturgical models al-
ready familiar to many pious people of the region, then later in Medina the local
ancient Arab cult forms and orientations are again granted an important rank.
Islamic cult practices, which at the end of the development consist of several
daily prayers, fasting, and pilgrimage, reflect these several changes in orientation.

I3.1 Two Simultaneously Acquired Achievements: A Scripture
and a Community

The proclamation process thus at once generates a new scripture and a new
community—a unique simultaneous “twin birth” of two historically crucial
achievements, which does not occur in the emergence of either the Hebrew Bible
or the New Testament." This double development is no longer recognizable in
the traditional reading of the Qur’an accompanied by commentary, as a text al-
ready fixed in writing. In that reading, historical developments that were only
later implemented are read teleologically back into the narrative of the emer-
gence of the Qur’an, thus ideas still being the object of negotiation in the Qur’an,

10. Noth, “Friiher Islam?”

11. See the critical examination of the early Islamic concept of hijra in Crone, “Concept of Hijra.”

12. For the topics debated here, see Busse’s account, Theologische Beziehungen, 8-29.

13. Our knowledge of this phase is largely due to Uri Rubin’s studies; above all see Rubin, “Morning and
Evening Prayers”

14. On the development of the Hebrew Bible from scribal culture, see Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture.
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because they loom large in later Islam, are no longer palpable in the earlier ef-
fective power they wielded in the Quran. This double emergence of a text and
a community is also elided from the synchronic reading that is predominant
in current Western research, which takes the entire text into view as a fait ac-
compli. It only becomes evident from a chronologically oriented reading of the
text, which traces the process of development of the various fundamental ideas
treated by proclaimer and community and seeks to explain their sequence in
time plausibly. This progressive treatment has until now remained beyond the
horizon of Muslim researchers, even of such scholars as Fazlur Rahman' and
the (post-)modern Turkish exegetes,'® despite the fact that they postulate the ne-
cessity of a historical reading, that is, a reading oriented toward the transmitted
“circumstances of revelation,” the asbab al-nuziil.

The form in which the proclamation was dressed is the sura. It is attested in
the manuscript tradition from the very beginning; thus its validity not only lit-
erally but also in terms of the history of the tradition must stand beyond ques-
tion. It is a textual unit unknown in liturgy up to that time, polythematic and
consisting of various elements such as address, prayer, hymn, and narrative. It
undergoes substantial alterations during the proclamation process. The Qurian in
its final form, which appeared already in the seventh century, includes 114 such
suras, arranged into a text corpus by order of decreasing length. The first (incom-
plete) manuscript evidence dates to around forty to sixty years after the death of
the Prophet in 632; the oldest Quranic inscriptions are explicitly dated to the
year 691. Since manuscripts and inscriptions are extant from a time shortly after
the proclamation, if not from the time of the Prophet himself, the surviving state
of the text handed down to us can be referred back with high probability almost
to the time of its genesis. Although the existence of early manuscripts indicates
that the redaction of the Quran occurred already during the seventh century,
without, however, confirming the positive emergence of the text in precisely the
time presupposed by tradition, still no serious reason compels us to doubt the
genesis of the text from the proclamation of the Prophet at the point in time
asserted by tradition. The final redaction and authoritative publication of a textus
ne varietur, a text claimed to be binding and based on preceding written and
intensive oral tradition, is to be placed at the latest in the time of the Umayyad
caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (ruled 65-86 / 685-705), it thus followed the emergence of
the text much more quickly than in the cases of the Old and New Testaments.
Alongside the Quran, Islamic tradition also developed a grand narrative of the
birth of Islam, clad in the form of the Life of the Prophet (sira; in what follows

15. Rahman, Major Themes in the Quran.

16. See Korner, Koranhermeutik in der Tiirkei.

17. See now Déroche, La transmission écrite du Coran; Marcus Fraser (unpublished lecture) has drawn atten-
tion to even earlier manuscripts.
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“Sira”) compiled by Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/768) and revised by Ibn Hisham (d. 214/
829 or 219/834)," which, however, clearly reflects the perspective of a later stage
in the history of mentalities.

The presentation in this volume will build essentially not on this Prophet vita,
which is frequently relied on for Qurianic history, but rather on the Quran it-
self and the evidence of its spatial and temporal environment, even if certain
basic data are adopted from the Prophet vita, such as the scenario “proclaimer
Muhammad—Meccan and Medinan hearers” and the skeletal outline of the most
important political events.

The text of the Qur’an is available in numerous printed editions, among which
the textual tradition of Hafs (d. 180/796) according to ‘Asim (d. 128/745), the
Hafs ‘an ‘Asim text, has become particularly widespread due to the impact of
the first inner-Islamic Qur'an printing prompted by the Azhar school (Cairo
1925)." This edition, and all other printed editions in circulation today, is based
on the so-called Uthmanic consonantal text, which Islamic tradition dates to
the 750s. European translations of the Qur’an are widely available. Among those
in German, that of Rudi Paret® still enjoys the highest prominence in scholarly
usage. The Qur'an quotations in this volume are based on an original translation,
which attempts to display the character of the text as proclamation; it should be
read alongside the sequence of critical Quran commentaries that will follow this
volume.

L.3.2 Autonomy of the Quran as “Oral Scripture”

It is not accidental that from the beginning, the Qurian declares itself to be an
oral text through its Arabic name al-qur’an, “recitation”—this is a marked dif-
ference from the case of the Bible, whose name goes back to Latin biblia “the
book (as such)” or Greek ta biblia, “the (canonical) books” The accent on orality
in the name al-qur’an touches upon an essential point in several respects: the
Qur’an is not only a text composed orally but one that was also transmitted orally
throughout history and is today represented primarily in this way. Nevertheless,
as Western readers we have become accustomed to perceive it as a book like the
Bible, or even as something that is irritatingly close to it, a book that therefore
bears the onerous reputation of epigonality, precisely because of this closeness.
This is no light verdict, since the Bible not only possesses status as “the book
of books” from a religious perspective but also makes further universal claims

18. Rotter offers a partial German translation of the Life of the Prophet in Das Leben des Propheten; a complete
English translation is available in Guillaume, Life of Mohammad.

19. Al-Qur’an al-karim, Cairo, 1925. Other text traditions, some in print but primarily circulating in the form
of lithographs, do not offer an essentially different version of the text but, rather, deviations in spelling and orthog-
raphy; see chap. 4, 161-163. On the principles of the Cairo edition, see Bergstrisser, “Koranlesung in Kairo”

20. Paret, Koran. Newer German translations exist: Khoury, Koran, Zirker, Koran, und Karimi, Koran; a liter-
arily sophisticated translation by Bobzin was published in early 2010.
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of a unique kind. It is not by accident that it has cleared away all other monu-
ments of ancient Near Eastern literature from the field,”" so that it is the only
continuously read and taught work from its various eras of emergence. Offering
prophetic discourse, narrative, wisdom, and poetry that claim to be worthy of
permanent memory, it has set standards in literature that are virtually unattain-
able, becoming the “canonical text” as such. Because the Qur’an for its commu-
nity of believers came to substitute for the Bible, the Qur’an’s status within Islam
seems to give substance to the Western accusation of epigonality, an accusation
that developed quite early: a book similar to the Bible but coming after the Bible
could only be a pale imitation. Perhaps it is this tense closeness to the Bible that
is chiefly responsible for the widespread denigrating judgments of the form and
contents of the Qur’an that have long been prominent in Western perception.?

In order to free the Qur'an from this verdict of epigonality, we have taken
a number of routes. There is a current trend in American research to read the
Qur’an simply as an updating of the Bible, one that makes the biblical memory
meaningful for its new recipients by bridging the ontological gap between the
biblical past and the Quranic present” through particular literary exegeses.” The
problematic nature of the often cryptic Qurlanic narratives is solved through
interpreting them as attempts to decenter the linearity of the biblical textual
environment, to undermine Jewish and Christian scripture and thus eliminate
the idea of a clearly restorable message.” The Qur’an is thus treated as a biblical
apocryphon, the outcome of a preconceived textual intention. Such an exegetical
concept would only be comprehensible for a text compiled by an author, which
is here assumed as a matter of course for the Qur'an. This presently prevalent
research trend, which reads the Qurian purely synchronically and exclusively in
terms of text-referentiality, steers clear of the problematic of the Quran’s emer-
gence, which is—as has to be admitted—loaded with hypotheses. By renounc-
ing the texts temporal and spatial coordinates, this approach, however, takes
the question of historical emergence too lightly. Insofar as this reading does not
treat the relative chronology of each of the discussed texts, its reconstructions of
Qur’anic developments must fall apart as arbitrary and often untenable.”

In this introductory volume, as against that, the difficult attempt will be made
to place the Qurianic proclamation into its historical sequence, because only in
this way does the processuality of its textual genesis and its communal forma-
tion become recognizable. It is here that the most significant analogy that binds
the emergence of the Qur'an to that of the two other monotheistic traditions
emerges, since the central texts of each of these traditions also reflect a communal

21. Cf, for instance, Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts.
22. See also Wild, “Schauerliche Ode.”

23. Hughes, “The Stranger at the Sea”

24. See Brown, The Apocalypse of Islam, 87.

25. See also, in general, Sinai, “Qur’an as Process.”
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process of dealing with tradition. The Quran represents a religious genesis that
corresponds to these other two major processes of religious genesis; it is not a
post-biblical text with no commitment whose conditions of emergence are of no
interest. Precisely because the Quran is a scripture that is so disputed between
East and West, to reckon with it seriously is to do much more than simply inter-
pret a text. What must be reconstructed is the development of the Qur'an as a
communal document, that is, as the genuine evidence of the emergence of a reli-
gion in Late Antiquity, analogous to the emergences of the two other traditions.
The opposite approach to the Qur’an as a written fait accompli either implicitly
denies or willfully ignores its worthiness of this rank. The exclusively synchronic
approach cannot be justified through the argument that it was only the later read-
ings of the community that first laid the foundations for the inner-Islamic under-
standing of the Quran today, and these therefore must form the ideal basis for a
dialogue with Islam. The Qur’an can only be perceived appropriately in terms of
the history of knowledge, that is, in terms of its engagement with the two other
traditions, when it is considered as evidence of the “drama of argumentation”
that played out between the community and the contemporary representatives of
the contemporaneous traditions. The logic and hermeneutics of the Quran only
become clear when viewed as a recourse to the great questions of its time, an an-
tithesis to the premises current in its particular space, and not as the context-free
discourse of an isolated speaker or, worse, an author. This requires an arsenal of
methods, including the philological approach offered here, which perhaps today
enjoys the weakest reputation. Although the Qur'an appears to many research-
ers as a textual challenge to be taken up primarily by literary scholarship, it is
of primary importance that Qur’an research first engages the tasks of philology
and the history of theology, in order to lay a solid foundation for literary-critical
undertakings.

L3.3 “Multi-mediality”

With respect to its media of representation, the Qur’an holds a very special status
in religious history. In a much more vital way than in the case of the other scrip-
tures, the Qur'an was and is still present audibly in daily life, where it is recited in
various forms of cantilene. Its unique Sitz im Leben has always been liturgy: each
of the five daily prayers of Islam includes several Qur’an recitations, chosen in-
dependently by the worshipper and recited by heart in melodic recitation. The
Qur’an is thus tied inextricably with performance intended for aesthetic affect,
whose emotional potential becomes unrecognizable in the mute reading of the
text that so often forms the basis of critical research.?® This additional acoustic-
aesthetic dimension, which for the scriptures of the other religions is confined

26. An approach to this aesthetic dimension is introduced by Kermani, Gott its schon.
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to the social context of collective worship, is the ubiquitous form of presence of
the Quran, which maintains its affective power outside of collective worship as
well.”” Since claims for aesthetic quality were already involved in its emergence
and earliest diffusion, it is no surprise that the Quran soon took on a further
aesthetic manifestation beyond the acoustic as it was set into writing in Arabic
letters: the Qur’an is also omnipresent visually, in calligraphic reproductions of
individual suras and verses that are present in public and private space. As the
reference text par excellence for calligraphic art, it has exercised an effect on
Islamic aesthetics throughout history that cannot be overstated.?

That this formal plurality of appearances, this “multi-mediality;,” is a unique
quality of the Quran, and that a special attraction adheres to its visual and au-
ditory manifestation, has often been noted in research, but serious conclusions
have rarely been drawn from this. The Qur’an’s three forms of appearance have
never been studied together in Western research, the visual appearance of the
Quran being the subject of art history, while the acoustic one remains a spe-
cial area of ethnomusicology. On the other hand, the textual appearance of the
Qur’an, as a post-biblical prophetic writing, is excluded from the only discipline
that might be entitled to comprehend it, theology. Instead, the Quran has been
considered exclusively through the lens of Arabic philology, which, concerned
with the study of the entire stock of Islamic writing, took the Qurian to be one
among the various bodies of evidence of Arabic literature, ignoring its special
status as the founding document of a world religion. Accordingly, the Quran has
been submitted mainly to grammatical and stylistic analyses. Though many of
these foundational works—produced by outstanding scholars—are still of great
value, they have rarely been able to bring the Qur’an closer to the Western reader
aesthetically or hermeneutically—a failure that is due not least to the application
of inappropriate standards. The criteria for judgments about the linguistic cor-
rectness, level of style, and literary rank of the Qur'an have been derived from the
same sources by which one measured Arabic literature as a whole, being derived
from the grammatical and lexicological writings on the “classical” Arabic lan-
guage, the ‘arabiya,” which were all composed some centuries after the Quran.
Although this body of rules and regulations is invaluable for any approach to the
development of secular post-Quranic classical Arabic, its strict application to
the Qur’an is an anachronism, since the Quran emerged well before the fixing of
“classical” grammar. Taking into account the further important aspect that the
Quran cannot be isolated stylistically from biblical tradition, it becomes clear
that the paradigms developed in later Arabic literature that are applied to the
Qur’an in Western research offer only arbitrary standards. It is no surprise, then,

27. Nelson, Art of Reciting.
28. Blair, Calligraphy.
29. Spitaler, “Arabisch.”
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that philological analyses have sometimes amounted to “catalogues of vices”
rather than elaborations of a poetics of the Qur'an.*® Indeed, it would be no exag-
geration to claim that until the end of the last century,” with the single exception
of the German poet and “imitative stylist” of Near Eastern literature Friedrich
Riickert (1788-1866),% no researcher in the German-speaking world has taken
a noteworthy interest in the Qur’anic speech style—a judgment that probably
can be extended to the rest of the European research tradition, where it was
only translators, including George Sale (1697-1736)* and his later countryman
Arthur Arberry (1905-1969),* who alone showed any evidence of a sensibility
for Quranic literary form.* In the German-speaking world, we can, however,
expect a feedback of the Quran into German literature in the near future; two
literary translations, by Hartmut Bobzin and Stefan Weidner, are presently in
preparation, or have already appeared.*

I.4 Two MISREFLECTIONS OF THE QUR’AN: TELEOLOGY AND
THE SYNDROME OF EPIGONALITY

The list of false perceptions of the Qurian can be continued. Above all, two con-
tinuously encountered research perspectives stand in the way of an objective and
open-ended textual investigation: teleology and, often in conjunction with it, the
assumption of epigonality. We constantly encounter an unquestioned concep-
tion of the Quran as a “finished book,” whether in the sense of a great authorial
venture by the Prophet that still during his lifetime would alter world history
or in the sense of a successful later compilation that grounded this success ret-
roactively in salvation history. This reduction of the genesis of the Quran to a
“parthenogenesis,” to the production of a consummate book intended as such,
is accompanied by a second reductive conception, which claims that the text is
a mere surrogate of the Bible, or at most an epigonal attempt to recreate it in
Arabic. With few exceptions, modern Qur’an researchers shy away from granting
the Qur’an its own creative process of emergence and avoid granting the final
sacral-coded text any dimension of meaning that exceeds its verbal pronounce-
ments; above all, they avoid recognizing it as a document of communal history.
Qur’an research, and research in early Islam in general, is thus beholden to
the teleological conception of the appearance of the Qur’an as a “primal scene”—
this is so regardless of whether the Qurian is seen as Muhammad’s “book” in

30. Noldecke, “Zur Sprache des Koran” (“register of sins”).

31. That s, up to the publication of Kermani, Gott its schon, in 1999.

32. Riickert, Koran (completed 1844, first edition 1888).

33. Sale, Koran, London, 1734.

34. Arberry, Koran, Oxford, 1964.

35. Some short suras were analyzed for their tonality in the exceptional study of Michael Sells, “Sound, Spirit,
and Gender”; this is an approach he adopts also in his synoptic work Approaching the Quran.

36. Bobzin, Der Koran.
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its traditional temporal and spatial coordinates, as in traditional research, or
whether it is construed by skeptical researchers as a “book” produced by anon-
ymous redactors. The “book” is conceived as an authorial text or, put briefly, a
finished theological design, a fait accompli that marks a new historical beginning
or, in the eyes of the skeptics assuming a later, politically conditioned compi-
lation, asserts in retrospect a new beginning for an already established Islamic
society. In the cases of the individual phases of development of the Quran’s gen-
esis, however, such as the migration of the Prophet from Mecca to Medina in the
year 622, the construction of a primal scene has recently been sharply critiqued
and debunked as untenable. Thus a recent study shows that the event of the hijra,
which occurs during the Quran genesis itself, was not initially a foundational act
that set the standards for a new epoch in Islamic history, but only became such
retrospectively, through a hindsight that underlays it with teleological necessity.*’”
The most crucial such event, the emergence of a “book,” the gradual “hypostasiz-
ing” of the proclamation into the word of God manifest in codex form, should
be subject to just such an interpretive archaeology. It is evident that the “closure
of the text,” which is a necessary precondition for this hypostasizing, did not
occur during the period of the Quran’s genesis. Within the Qur’an itself, one can
detect traces of an adaptation of a Late Antique logos theology, which raised the
audibly recited Qur'an, al-qur’'an in statu nascendi, to the rank of a “hypostasis,”
a manifestation of the word of God perceivable to the senses. The Quraan’s ele-
vation to a transcendent status as a materialized “book” is a later phenomenon,
one that is often carried forward in modern apologetics. Islamic reform thinkers
such as Muhammad Shahrur begin their critique here;*® likewise, structuralist
researchers such as Mohammed Arkoun have long called for the deconstruction
of the sacralized “book,” or what Arkoun called the “livre-livre”; but this critique
has not been pursued in connection to historical analysis.” Even in “skeptical”
research, the task of historically criticizing the construction of Islamic primal
scenes and their mythical ramifications has only barely been perceived, and often
short-circuited through the “transportation” of the Quran text out of its “pri-
mary milieu,” the Hijaz of the seventh century, into a later, “demythologized his-
torical period” or a more “historically transparent” geographical region such as
Syria. It is on this crucial point of Qur'an research that the volume here presented
adopts a fundamentally new position: the Qurian should be perceived as a text
that grew historically, prior to its later achievement of a unique religious aura.
It must be loosed from both the historically later discourse of Islamic tradition
and the speculative horizon of Western projections and placed back into the Late
Antique milieu of its emergence—as a unique and new voice in the theological

37. Crone, “Concept of Hijra”
38. Eickelman, “Muslim Politics.”
39. Arkoun, Lectures du Coran; Arkoun, Rethinking Islam.
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debates of its time. In this project, it will not always be possible to proceed be-
yond hypotheses.

This project of freeing the Quraan from its teleological cocoon has a culture-
critical dimension that goes beyond academic concerns and that touches upon
not only the very position of Western research but also the position of research
in the Near East, which does not appear much better off than that of Western
research. According to the dominant Islamic view, relevant Arab history begins
with the Quranic revelation, and “only a chaotic image remains from the pre-
vious time, condensed in the concept of jahiliya, which is understood as the
“Time of Ignorance’”* As the Lebanese historian Samir Kassir emphasizes, this
origin myth, which refers everything back to the “role of Muhammad,” reduces
prehistory to an epoch characterized almost exclusively by nomadic forms of life.
The jahiliya, construed as pre-Islamic “barbarism” and “ignorance,” thus serves
as a pure binary contrast to the new civilization brought about by Islam. But
jahiliya understood in this sense,

of which Arabic historiography preserves only poetic evidence and gene-
alogical myth, would in the best case cover the immediate hundred years
preceding the Prophet only. The chaotic image cannot be maintained if
one reviews the results of research into Hellenistic and Roman history
documented by archaeology, epigraphy, and numismatics. Indeed, the
Arab cities in the northern Hijaz were fully Romanized, even to the point
that they gave rise to Roman emperors. Warlike nomadism, a notion nour-
ished in the later Arabic conceptual world, should then be thoroughly
relativized, so that one can imagine what sort of Copernican revolution
would be initiated by the recognition of a golden age that preceded the
actual golden ages."!

Kassir pleads for the freeing of the Arabic-Islamic vision from the teleolog-
ical compulsion of the assumption of religious predetermination, the assump-
tion that all Arab history stems originally from the revelation proclaimed by
Muhammad—a mythologizing of history that, mutatis mutandis, also underlies
the alternative nationalistic vision that attributes a “golden age” to the Arabic ex-
pansion movement under the first caliphs. Kassir’s plea is valuable for its recon-
textualization of Arabic-Islamic history alongside Jewish-Christian, syncretistic,
and pagan Late Antiquity, and for its opening of Islamic history to a pre-Islamic
pluricultural past that releases the Qur'an and early Islam from their respective
isolation.

The burning question of the evaluation of the jahiliya current in Islamic dis-
cussions has its counterpart in discussions around the European construction of

40. Kassir, Das arabische Ungliick, 38fF., cf. below 22fF.
41. Ibid., 39.
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Late Antiquity. Jahiliya and Late Antiquity are two sides of the same coin. But they
are difficult to bring together, as each in turn is based on a principle of exclusion.
Though the Islamic jahiliya construction, with its ostracizing of the pre-Islamic
mentality, is geared above all to the pagan way of life, it consigns however—with
the denigration of an entire epoch as an obsolete “pre-time”—those processes
and actors not in conformity with later Islam to historical oblivion. Late Antique
Arabia has become an “empty Hijaz,** as James E. Montgomery has pointedly
expressed it, a region emptied of its cultural setting. The traditional concep-
tion of a “culturally remote” Hijaz has not only caused skeptical researchers to
search for the milieu of the Qurans emergence in another region; it also seems
co-responsible for the exclusivist Western construction of Late Antiquity, which
has long excluded Islam. Islam was received as signaling a cultural break, induc-
ing the “decline” of the plural older cultures of the Near East that had survived
into Late Antiquity—a construction that has only begun in recent times to be
weakened by a more inclusive view.* But the Qur’an itself has not yet been given
a place in the world of Late Antiquity.

I.4.1 Epigonality

The second distorting mirror, the projection of the Qurian as an epigonal re-
prise of the Bible, has effects that are no less disfiguring. If nearly all available
introductory presentations show traces of a pejorative assessment of Qurlanic
religious discourse* and draw a strikingly dismissive picture of the development
of the Qurlan’s textual form, this is largely due to a conception of the Qurian as
a weaker replica of the Bible, with nothing essentially new to offer. These reser-
vations about the text have even deeper roots: if we read the Qurian as a mere
replica of the Bible, the text seems to put forth trains of thought and images in
a way that has long become obsolete in the secular West. Qurlanic practices and
positions, such as ritualized piety and the awareness of standing within primor-
dially concluded covenantal bonds, would thus appear too outdated and obsolete
to deserve a systematic review of their gradual development as results of a long
and constant religious conversation.*

The Qur’an, as a post-biblical scripture, is also caught between the meshes
of a new secularized reading of the “Bible as literature” As a paraenetic text,
a communication with admonishing-instructing intentions, the Quran does
not meet the classical standards of biblical narrative, where strict narrative
logic and artistic composition of theological elements take precedent. It is even
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further from fulfilling the expectation imposed on the text today, that it should
be “rooted in reality” and “animate” The Bible itself has only recently been
widely rediscovered as “literature,” a discovery whose representatives boldly
discredit previous exegetical readings oriented to allegory and typology as hin-
drances to the recognition of the full “humanistic dimension” of biblical dis-
course. Here too a judgment emerges that is drawn exclusively from Western
secular ideals. This verdict hits the Qur’an all the harder, since this scripture as
such already reflects an exegetical reading of biblical narratives, and thus is not
highly amenable to readings rooted in reality or concentrating only on narra-
tive techniques.

The teleological conception of the Qur’an as a pregiven book and the re-
fusal to include a reading of its sacral coding (the “religious ballast” long
disregarded in the Western tradition) have operated as distorting mirrors
and ultimately eliminated the Qurlan’s epistemic dimension, the process of
dealing with diverse older traditions. That which is revolutionarily new, what
the reading of the Qur'an makes most attractive intellectually, thus remains
unrecognized. In this volume, special significance and constant attention will
be given to the contextualizing of the Qur’an not only with the Bible but also
with rabbinic, patristic, and liturgical literature. Of course, “parallels” and
“models” for Qurianic texts have long been recognized, but they have gener-
ally been treated as mere evidence for comparative studies. Here, by contrast,
their re-functioning in the context of communal formation will become the
central point of focus.

We will also oppose the widespread notion that the Qurian can be under-
stood in isolation from ancient Arabic poetry. It is not enough to concede that
the Quran inverted the heroic ethos of murii’a, “heroism,” or integrated it where
possible into new Islamic categories. The confrontation of the Qurianic com-
munity with this local “great tradition” brought forth a complex new discourse,
which, no less dramatically than the biblical-Quranic discourse, radically over-
turned central conventions of thought. Perhaps the most significant rewriting is
to be seen in the rigorous new formation of the ancient Arabic construction of
space, which is given form in the nasib, the opening section of the qasida (gasida)
that includes the convention of the poet’s lamenting at the abandoned camp-
site. The space of the ruins, emptied of sense, in which the ancient Arab speaker
locates himself, is not only reversed in its qualities but raised in its reformula-
tion to the rank of a linchpin for the new eschatologically marked worldview: it
returns in the form of a garden full of sensory fulfillment, which awaits the pious
in the hereafter.”

47. Neuwirth, “Zeit und Ewigkeit in den Psalmen und im Koran?”
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I.5 THE “QUR’ANIC COMMUNITY”

A third new aspect of our approach lies in the focus on the Quranic commu-
nity. We do not assume an “author” behind the Quran, but rather—apart from
the very first suras, which reflect an individual conversation between God and
man—a protracted communal discussion that lasts over the whole period of the
Prophet’s ministry. The expectation of the hearers that is fulfilled in the Quran
is conditioned by their previous knowledge: successful communication is condi-
tioned on a body of knowledge that existed already in ongoing discussions. This is
not to discard the assumption, firmly held also in our hypotheses, that it was the
proclaimer himself who ultimately gave the text its verbal and literary form. But
in terms of content, the pronouncements also belong simultaneously to the early
community, which is constantly present in the text. In what follows, particular at-
tention will be given to the hearers—here termed the “Qurianic community”—as
co-formers of the discourse and intended hearers of the text, though the central
actor in the interaction scenario remains, just as before, the proclaimer himself.
While older works speak in general of “Muhammad” and newer ones of “the
Qur’an,” here we speak generally of the “proclaimer;” with respect to the com-
munication process that overrides all of this; this term can be understood as the
common denominator of his frequent self-designations as “warner,” nadhir; later
“apostle,” rasiil; and then yet later “prophet;” nabi. The name Muhammad appears
first in Medinan texts, perhaps as an honorific, at a time when the proclaimer
already occupies a ruling and ceremonial function evoking theocratic models.
Account should be given to the Qur’anic language usage as it developed through
a number of stages; to avoid anachronisms, referring to the “proclaimer” there-
fore appears to be most rewarding.*®

I.6 QUR’AN RESEARCH AS HISTORICAL AND LITERARY-
CRITICAL PROJECT

It is hard to deny that the Qur'an remains a text that is difficult to approach for the
Western reader. In its transmitted form, it does not invite a continuous reading.
But its unapproachability is not based primarily on its historical age, on the fact
that it is a Late Antique text dating to the seventh century and thus stands at a
distance from the modern thought world; nor is it based on the fact that it is an
Arabic text, the particular cultural references of which are not familiar to the
European reader. Rather, the text’s unique obstacle lies in its particular formal
traits, as a document of proclamation in a mantic discourse form that has not
yet been analyzed through literary-critical methods. In common perception, the
Qur’an stands as an erratic block within its own literary landscape, disconnected

48. On scholarly uncertainty, see Crone, “What Do We Actually Know about Mohammed?”
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from the Arabic literature that preceded it and isolated in its textual position from
the neighboring, more familiar Jewish and Christian literatures. “Uprooted” in
this way from its semantic and aesthetic context, the text appears full of forced
metaphors, occasionally labored mysteriousness, and trains of thought that are
ambiguous to the untrained eye; above all, it is the order of suras, which evinces
no chronological or narrative logic, that makes the Qur’an appear to be a text that
undercuts any continuous reading. Added to this is the centuries-old perception
of the text’s foreignness in the Western world, of simultaneous nearness to and
distance from the Bible, a trait that has been willfully overplayed again in recent
scholarly literature. The contemporary call for a re-reading of classical Greek po-
etry that would concentrate on aesthetics and not overemphasize cultural spec-
ificity and foreignness is relevant also, mutatis mutandis, for the Quran—even
if, in our case, the historical reconstruction of the milieu of emergence is still far
from achieved. An additional hindrance to this project is the teleological ballast
of a traditional Western reading, which is based on the preconceived notion that
the Qur’an is a kind of “reduced form” of the Bible and thus a literary fossil. This
ballast must be discarded, if one wants to make comprehensible the actual and
irrefutable aesthetic affective power of the Quran, which has been so powerful
throughout the centuries and remains so.

Indeed, we find that all of the text-specific obstacles to understanding listed
above can be explained and dispelled historically. Each must be worked through,
if the new reading is not to remain speculative. And the conditions for this are
more amenable than ever: not only has our knowledge of the environment of the
Quran and its historical, religious-historical, and social-political conditions of
emergence progressed significantly in recent times, so that one speaks now of
regionally different “Late Antiquities” in the broader region in which the Qur’an
emerges;* additionally, promising new methodological approaches are being de-
veloped for the study of the formal particularities of the Qur’an. It is therefore
not too ambitious to suggest a new reading, through the laying out of the con-
ditions of emergence as well as the functions and forms of Qur’anic discourse,
and through a detailed commentary: a new reading will invite the reader of the
Qur’an to discover the historical complexity of the text and to recognize its com-
plex rhetorical structure as an integral part of the religious message itself.

This optimism may be surprising given the current state of Qurian research,
where the most diverse projects and methodologies are employed side by side
but hardly ever checked against each other. Certainly, the project of an introduc-
tion to the Qur’an that brings together all relevant aspects will remain illusory, in
view of the diverse innovative individual research projects that now stand only in
their beginning phases. Yet just such an introduction is long overdue, if only as a

49. On this, see Neuwirth, Sinai, and Marx, Qurin in Context. Robin has presented important new insights on
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practical attempt to break through the hermeneutical barriers erected in Quran
research between the different methodologies. This confidence is based in the
conviction that through the linking of literary-critical and historical approaches,
a firm basis for new Qur’an research can be laid. This means that we must develop
a linking model that also allows the knowledge attained within disciplines that
have until now been kept distinct from philological or historical studies, such
as cultural anthropology® or art theory,” to be bundled and made fruitful for
a more complex understanding of the Qurian. The present volume, which situ-
ates itself in the tradition of philological-literary studies, assumes that serious
academic Qur’an research cannot proceed without an interest in the historical
dimensions of the Qur’an, and that even an inexperienced, less ambitious reader
applying an ahistorical reading would make it only halfway through the Quran.
At least heuristically, the text must be placed within a cultural milieu.

L.6.1 The Indispensability of Chronology

A crucial precondition of this project is the reconstruction of the chronology that
is no longer immediately evident in the transmitted textual form, despite the fact
that such a reconstruction has often been discredited in modern studies as an
obsolete research goal.” It is chronology that constitutes the scaffolding for the
understanding of the pre-redactional text, that is, the successive proclamation of
the Qur'anic message that should be the centerpiece of historical comprehension
of the Qur’an, whereas chronology for the understanding of the post-redactional
text interpreted by the exegetes is not as urgently required.

Still, questions surrounding the chronology of individual texts have played no
insignificant role in the Islamic tradition from the beginning. They were the ob-
ject of theology and legal science, where the interpretation of Quranic citations
often requires one to confront the question of when and under what circum-
stances the texts under scrutiny were proclaimed. Assigning a historic sequence
to the individual Qurlan texts, the traditional Islamic sciences distinguish be-
tween Meccan and Medinan suras.” This differentiation does not, however, af-
fect the interpretation in general, but rather remains limited to verses already
problematized theologically or in terms of legal specifics. Initiatives toward a
chronological ordering of texts have also been developed in the discipline of the
determination of the “circumstances of the revelation,” asbab al-nuzal; but since
this discipline involves the Sira and therefore merges with hagiographic litera-
ture, its results cannot be evaluated as historical in strict sense.
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On the other hand, specialized European research—above all Gustav Weil (1808-
1889),> followed significantly by Theodor Néldeke (1836-1930), whose Geschichte
des Qorans (The History of the Qur an) appeared in 1860—refined the division into
two periods of emergence established in Islamic tradition. Primarily on the basis of
formal observations, Noldeke distinguished between three Meccan periods and one
Medinan period. For several generations, European research relied on this chro-
nology as the backbone of its understanding of the Qur’an, taking interest above all
in a reconstruction of the development of the proclaimer and his message. Though
Noldeke’s work remained beholden to several prejudices, and although he treated
the Qur’an as above all an authorial work rather than the reflection of an interaction
between speaker and community, nonetheless his The History of the Qur’an laid the
basis for all later work on the formation and development of the Qur’anic message.
In the time since, it has been possible to refine the chronology he laid out in essen-
tial ways.” For the development of the pre-redactional text, that is, the proclamation
itself, chronology, though it remains ultimately hypothetical, must serve as an indis-
pensable guideline if the succession of discourses and theological positions is to be
comprehended.

1.6.2 The Problem of Historicity

The Qur’an is not only a difficult text but also a contested one in the contemporary
moment, one whose historical location is controversial in Islamic and Western
research. Certainly, in view of the disproportionately short time that Islamic tra-
dition assigns to Muhammad’s lifework, it is to be expected that doubts may arise
about the unprecedentedly grand career of a man from a remote corner of the
contemporary oecumene. If we follow the historical reports, he was born around
570, first appeared publicly in Mecca in 610, and was forced into exile to Medina
in 622, where, after the successful spread of his teaching across a wide range of
the Arabian Peninsula, he died ten years later in 632. Much of this presentation
seems to differ from what is familiar from religious history: the Qur'an, a mes-
sage to the pagans of the Arabian Peninsula, led within only twenty-two years to
the founding of a new religion? A holy scripture becomes fixed and canonized
a short time after the death of the founder, and then transmitted authentically
down to the present? It is thus hardly surprising that hypotheses drawing on
the course of developments in Judaism and Christianity have been continually
formulated, not only in recent times, seeking to rewrite early Islamic history and
place the emergence of the Qur’an in another region, another time,*” occasionally
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even without the participation of Muhammad.*® But these new reconstructions
cannot be brought into agreement, nor do they yield a plausible new picture of
events, raising instead innumerable new questions. It has not been possible so far
to construct an alternative history of the emergence of Islam. The risk assumed
by the skeptical elimination of the inner-Islamic historical tradition has so far
yielded no historically viable result.

But the inner-Islamic positioning of the Qur’an in history is also not without
its problems, as the critique of the historian Samir Kassir has already made clear.”®
There is a tendency here to construct a pure historical origin in the Qur’an and to
denigrate the preceding times as an “age of ignorance.” The fact that Samir Kassir,
in his call for the reconnection of Arabian history to Late Antique culture, has
in mind primarily the social and ideological links with non-Arabian actors® and
does not problematize inner-Arab verbal and literary relationships is not due to
his personal specialization as a historian alone. Arabic research looks back to a
long tradition of linguistic and literary work on the Qur’an and ancient Arabic
poetry stretching back over many centuries, so that the urgency of venturing new
readings in this realm may not be immediately felt. But critical Qur'an research
must take up, as a second axis of the undertaking, so to speak, a new cultural-
critical and literary study of the evidence of poetry and epic of the sixth and
seventh centuries.

Indeed, ancient Arabic poetry, whose reincorporation into Late Antiquity
is now being advocated by ever more voices,® has not been adequately studied
with a view to its rich intertextuality reaching across languages and cultures. This
poetry has long been explained in conformity with indigenous Arabic language
scholarship, as originating entirely from a nomadic, or in exceptional cases pro-
vincial and courtly, culture; it has thus appeared as essentially particular and
wholly limited to Arab culture. But, as James E. Montgomery has shown, what
we are dealing with here is rather a consciously Bedouinizing elitist poetry, that
fits into the Hellenistically imprinted culture of its wider environment. Particular
characteristics, such as the wistful call to that which has passed on, the ubi sunt
qui ante nos in mundo fuere* motif that is so characteristic of the Hellenistic pe-
riod and which is repeated in ancient Arabic poetry, come immediately to mind.
As these ideas also undergo a new interpretation in the Quran, this poetry is
to be considered one of the formative foundations for the Qur'an community,
comparable in rank to the monotheistic religions. That the Quran employs and
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turther develops the poetic language has long been recognized. But this research
path has rarely been pursued in any detail since the work of Alfred Bloch.® It
is obvious that a treatment of the Qurian that neglects its literary form and its
reference to poetry—a deficit that is reflected still in the Western Qur’an com-
mentaries presently in use®*—cannot adequately capture the dimensions of the
text’s significance.

1.6.3 Plurality of Methods

Only thirty years ago, one could make the claim, with an apologetic but also opti-
mistic tone, that “Qur’an research still stands in children’s shoes.” In the time since,
it has grown up into a complex discipline, in which a diversity of methodological
projects are being tested anew. Yet these complex approaches to the Qur'an do not
tend to build on each other, but rather give rise to a kind of chaos, in which the
actual object of research, the Quran itself, no longer comes into focus. However
welcome this diversity of research methods may be, it remains ineffectual so long
as the individual projects and their results are not brought together and the re-
spective underlying hypothetical premises are not explicitly expounded.

At present, the Qurian’s textual history and exegesis are more controversial
than ever.®® Above all, we are further away than ever from the important goal of
setting the third monotheistic scripture on the same level with the two others, of
setting the Qur’an into relief as a reference text equal to the Bible, a text to which
no less promising historical, literary, and theological questions can be set than to
the biblical writings themselves. This justifies the urgency of a serious analysis
of the structures of the text that is to be informed by biblical studies, a treat-
ment that handles it not in an “essentialist” way, as an exotic text, but rather with
an “egalitarian” method, that is, with the same methodical apparatus and corre-
sponding strategies as employed for the biblical writings. According to the guid-
ing principle of biblical studies, which calls for the primacy of “lower criticism,”
the Qurian must first be submitted heuristically, in its current state of transmis-
sion, to a microstructural reading, which will test the coherence of its unities, the
suras, before it can be made the object of such textual experiments as have be-
come frequent in recent studies, seeking to prove hypothetical pre-Islamic prec-
edents or the contrary, a text produced later within Islam.

It is thus no longer possible to base oneself on a single, particular method.
The present study is principally dedicated to the historical-critical approach, an
approach that is being questioned, however, from various perspectives in recent
times.*® Alongside the numerous alternative synchronic Bible readings, which
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are not applicable to the pre-canonic Qur’an, an approach oriented toward recep-
tion history,*” poses new challenges to Qur’an research. Thus, certain Jewish® and
Christian® exegetes plead that the Bible should no longer be understood from
outside the context of its beginnings, but should rather be re-embedded into its
living liturgical and theological tradition, which has been maintained down to
today. In this, they point to the decisive break with tradition that began with the
secularization of biblical studies in the eighteenth/nineteenth century, when the
traditional hermeneutic rules were displaced through the rigorous application of
historical-critical methods, and, to put this briefly, the study of the prehistory of
the Bible came to replace the study of the Bible itself.

But Qur’an research, unlike this new direction of biblical studies, is not faced
with the task of reconnecting the Qur’an to its traditional exegetical context.
In contrast to the Bible (at least in its mainstream interpretations), the Quran
stands within a virtually unbroken tradition of dogmatically bound exegesis. But
Qur’an research, even as it adopts principles from the historical-critical method,
should learn from these new reflections in biblical studies. What is still required
for the Quran is focus on it as a text that already reflects the traditional Jewish
and Christian traditions of exegesis that are now being rediscovered in biblical
studies. What is called for now is not, as in new Jewish and Christian Bible re-
search, the reconstruction of the Qur'an’s own traditional exegesis; rather, be-
cause the Quran itself is a part of the history of post-biblical exegesis and presents
reworkings of allegorical and typological interpretations of earlier writings; what
is demanded is the laying open of these particular post-biblical intertextualities
in the Quran itself. From this perspective, the inclusion of post-biblical exeget-
ical traditions newly reclaimed in biblical studies and historical-critical analysis
can be meaningfully brought together. Apart from this, the fact that a reading of
the Qur'an embedded in its exegetical tradition still presents a challenging field
of research in itself is shown fully by exemplary new studies on the commentary
literature.”

What must be brought up to speed in Qur’an research, however, are attempts
to anchor the text historically in Late Antiquity, a task wherein the historical-
critical method must be combined with newer approaches: the investigation
presented here will in no way end in literary-critical “deconstruction,” since the
primary object of study on which it seeks to shed light consists of the individual
suras in their complete and final form. The single suras are not to be treated in
isolation, however, but rather should be regarded as parts of the sequence of suras
that must be reconstructed, that is, as phases of the proclamation. In this, the
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posing of questions about the history of redaction connects to the interests of the
so-called canonical reading (canonical approach), which has been propagated
since the 1970s in American biblical studies.”! The canonical approach under-
stands the genesis of a canon as a process of growth. Canon in this context no
longer means simply the binding, codified final form of a scripture but rather “a
consciousness deeply rooted in this very writing of obligation, which is estab-
lished through processes of updating and intertextuality that are reflected in the
text””>—“Even if this genesis, conceived as a canonic process, comes to an end
with the end of the growth of the text, the final form of the writing offers neither
a form without tension nor one that levels out the traces of the gradually grown
text. With the final form, the site of interpretation is displaced. Up to that point it
has occurred in the text as productive updating or redaction, and from that point
on it occurs through commentary and interpretation alongside, or on, the text””’

Differently than in, for example, the case of the Psalms, with the Qur'an we
are not attempting to stitch together a meaningfully ordered total corpus of
proclamations—for in the case of the Quran, these proclamations never consti-
tuted a meaningfully ordered written ensemble, but rather consisted at most of
a virtual corpus made up of the suras assigned to their historical sequence. The
most important goal of the reconstruction of a Qur'an chronology is, rather, an
understanding of the suras themselves that meets the demands of literary crit-
ical scholarship. That the suras are rich in intertextual references has already
been highlighted by John Wansbrough;* but Quranic intertextuality does not
make reference exclusively to extra-Qurianic texts that arise out of the biblical
tradition. Rather, the Qur'an—as has been highlighted by Navid Kermani,” who
most recently has made the case for the poeticity of the Quran—predisposes its
addressees “through announcements, open and hidden signals, familiar charac-
teristics or implicit references, to a very particular kind of reception. . . . In the
case of the Qurlan it must be added that the Qur’an is to a high degree a self-
referential text, a text which reflects on itself in many places, which comments on
itself, which makes a theme of its own linguistic awareness, more than any other
scripture in the history of world religions””®

Literary research into the Quran thus stands before a double task: it must on
the one hand take into its horizon the insights of the hermeneutics developed
within Islam, that is, integrate classical Arabic linguistic stylistics and modern
literary exegesis, tafsir adabi. This important task is yet to be attempted. Its other
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task is a “poetological analysis” in the Western tradition, and here important
precedents already exist in Psalm research; “the approaches of structural literary
studies, aesthetic stylistics and rhetoric, speech-act theory, but also research in
motifs and symbols, allow one to treat the differing images and communication
structures, and especially the ornamental and structural form . . . , in the most
precise way possible. This endeavor is combined with the program of close reading
of the so-called final-text exegesis, which, in contrast to the frequent privileging
of the “first form” of a text, demands that the ‘end form’ of a text be taken seri-
ously””” In the Psalms as well as the Qur’an, the dialogue between individual texts
plays a decisive role. In the first instance, the recognition of the inner-Quranic
intertexts, as they emerge on the basis of chronological analysis, allows a full
understanding of an individual sura. The reconstruction of a chronology is thus
above all a desideratum for further literary studies, even while it itself is carried
out in turn through the initial investigatory steps of literary studies.

That all of these projected steps in our limited frame cannot be dealt with in
more than a programmatic way at best, is self-evident. The knowledge required
for this, belonging as it does to various disciplines, does not converge in the minds
of individual researchers, but can only be generated through the cooperation
of research teams. The project Corpus Coranicum, which has been underway
since 2007 in the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, has envisaged this
new kind of work on the Quran text reaching across disciplinary boundaries,
bringing together literary scholars, historians, Arabists, Semiticists, scholars of
Judaism, and researchers on the Christian Orient.”® The present is meant to lay
the basis for a concise commentary on the Qur’an that will appear in successive
volumes, and which in turn is conceived as a kind of pilot project for the publi-
cation of a major commentary work, to be made available online, edited by the
Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences.

I.7 THE QUR’AN AS PANORAMA —ILLUMINATED
IN THIRTEEN CHAPTERS

The present volume consists of three parts. The first part consists of three intro-
ductory chapters (chaps. 1-3), the first of which is an overview of research. This
overview consciously does not limit itself to a recital of the approaches and results
of earlier research,” but attempts to summarize them critically, to draw attention
to the problematics and occasional prejudices of Western research. But the cur-
rent self-imposed isolation of research into the Quran and early Islam, high-
lighted by Samir Kassir, is only partially due to the indigenous Islamic tradition
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itself. It is also a reaction to Western approaches, in particular those of the so-
called skeptics, whose research has until now not been successfully explained to
Muslim readers “constructively;” as products of a given critique-provoking re-
search tradition, nor has the Western approach of connecting the Quran to its
biblical intertexts.

It immediately stands out that alongside the “traditional” Western research
interests in the Qurian, as a text read through the lens of the Prophet’s biography
and thus already “Muslim,” there was and still is a parallel interest in generating
an “archaeology” of the Qur’an, following the tradition of historical-critical Bible
exegesis. This search to find the foundational “source texts” of the Quraan rarely
contented itself with illuminating the Quran historically, but rather corroborated
the image of the Qurlan’s substantial dependence on biblical and post-biblical
traditions, its epigonality.

The results of this “source research” are apt to bring to light the biblical or
Late Antique intertexts that served as premises for Qurianic argumentation. Such
intertexts should be considered part of the image store of Late Antiquity, a col-
lective stock of knowledge familiar to the proclaimer and his first hearers from
oral tradition, that needed to be negotiated and tested for their compatibility with
the new worldview taking shape. The historical overview presented here follows
discussions of the Quran back into the nineteenth century (chap. 1, “Sketch of
Research”).

In research up to now, the already canonized text has almost without ex-
ception consistently occupied the foreground. While individual verses have
been recognized as results of the appropriation of older traditions, this did
not result in the perception of the Qurianic communication process as a con-
tinuous negotiation of traditions. These two projects—the assessment of the
already completed Qur’an and the appraisal of the preceding processes of its
communication addressing a not yet Islamic, pluricultural listenership—have
not been presented adequately in their dialectical tension in the research up
to now, but have regularly been simply conflated. In place of the “Islamic
revelation” or the Quran already fixed literarily, the “Quranic proclamation”
must therefore be brought to the fore, and the dialectic tension between both
manifestations of the Qur’an should be described. A glance on Qur’anic self-
referentiality is helpful here, since it shows how the Qur’an itself reflects on
the process of the mediation of its message, and thus reflects on its own emer-
gence. What is at stake is the gradual taking shape of the Quranic end form
and its sacral coding, which has triggered irritation in Western discussions,
even giving rise to the formulation of a “theory of inlibration” in analogy
to the incarnation of the divine word in Christianity (chap. 2, “Qur’an and
Scripture”).

The relationship between the Qurian and history is an area of particular con-
troversy. The question of the status of history in the Quranic worldview has up
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to now been addressed only cursorily,*® and has been answered generally in an
entirely negative way. The Qurianic conception of history itself is considered to
be cyclical, a judgment that disregards the complex ideological developments in
the course of the Qur'an’s genesis, being derived almost entirely from the early
suras. This view cannot be maintained if one takes into account all the evidence
concerning history in the Qurian. Above all, it has gone unnoticed up to now
that the Qur’an takes serious positions on contemporary “history discourses”™ on
the one hand it offers a new view of the biblical valuation of history as a his-
tory of providence, and on the other it takes up historically specific questions
current in ancient Arabia and employs them as groundwork for new concep-
tions. Moreover, the later texts of the Qurian exhibit a successive expansion of
the inherited salvation history, finally involving the development of the Quranic
community itself. Viewed within the project of understanding the Quran as a
text of Late Antiquity, the Qur’an’s view of history seems in a sense to “run back-
wards,” taking into account disputes with Late Antique hearers and their expec-
tations. In that this project connects Quranic content and form with the debates
of Late Antiquity, it necessarily builds on foundations that are both historical and
literary (chap. 3, “Quran and History”).

This general introductory section is followed in the second part (chaps. 4-9)
by sketches of individual domains of scholarship within Qur’an research, begin-
ning with the history of the text and its redaction. The prehistory of the later
fixed codex, despite its extraordinarily rich documentation, is not an object of
widespread scholarly consensus; mutually exclusive heuristic scenarios still com-
pete against each other in research. As a matter of fact, the history of Quranic
discourse itself reaches back in time before this redactional history. It is through
the persuasiveness of the arguments brought forward in the reconstruction of
the sequence of Qurlanic discourses on the one hand and through an accurate
history of the transmission of the codex on the other that the historicity of the
Qur’an, which has been questioned by some researchers, has to be tested. (chap. 4,
“History of the Text and Its Redaction”).

Equally of fundamental significance is the reconstruction of the chronology
of the Quran. In which way—continuing, modifying, or revoking—do indi-
vidual suras build on each other? Although an abundance of material has already
been brought together for the assessment of extra-Qur’anic intertextuality,® the
inner-Quranic references between suras have hardly been noted or studied at all.
The basis for the reconstruction of the chronology is the textual unit of the sura,
the semantic and formal-structural elements of which can be traced across the
course of the Qurianic development. It is surprising to find that Western research

80. Paret, “Das Geschichtsbild Mohammeds.”
81. Speyer, Die biblischen Erzihlungen im Qoran, and many others; cf. as well Hartwig, “Die ‘Wissenschaft des
Judentums.”
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has only rarely chosen to investigate the unit of the sura, the (re)discovery of
the sura being a relatively recent phenomenon. Nevertheless, a structural anal-
ysis of the sura is indispensible, since only if chronological ascriptions are based
on a multiplicity of formal and semantic evidence can the reconstruction of a
Qur’anic chronology be safeguarded against circular reasoning. As a third cate-
gory of chronological evidence, alongside form and semantics, the strategies for
the authorization of the Qurianic message reflected in the texts must be taken
into account (chap. 5, “Sura Structure and Chronology”).

The fait accompli of the “book” Qur’aneasily allows one to forget that the text
represents, so to speak, a twin of the Qurianic community, which enters into his-
tory simultaneously alongside it, and which first constitutes itself as a community
of worshippers. In view of the fact that the Qurianic proclamation documents the
emergence of the community, while also acting as a liturgical text to influence
the formation of this community, the two should be treated in close connection.
This duplicity is supported by the distinction made in the early Islamic tradi-
tion itself between two manifestations of the Qurlan: qur’an, “recitation, reading,”
and mushaf, “codex” In the mostly synchronic readings of the Quran in recent
Western research, only the fixed text is considered, without attention paid to the
dynamic development of its thought and its continuous engagement with a pre-
Islamic milieu. Parallel to the development of the text, a development of cult
takes place, which has gone largely ignored, and which reaches a turning point
in the middle Meccan and again in the Medinan period. Two mutually opposing
processes are manifest here: the emergence of complex sura structures and, later
on, their dissolution, both achieved within the Quranic development. It is the
investigation of the text as to the traces of its performance, set within particular
coordinates of place and time, that can set the Qur’an into relief as a liturgical text
and allow it to be comprehended as a dynamic confrontation with pre-Islamic
traditions (chap. 6, “The Liturgical Qur'an”).

Once one does not set up the person Muhammad as author but rather rec-
ognizes a steadily growing and changing group of actors standing in discussions
with the proclaimer, it becomes legitimate to search for particular “discourses,”
following onto each other that should have occupied the minds of the proclaimer
and the community successively. We must elicit key questions for the individual
periods, the sequence of which can lead to insight about the ideological develop-
ment undergone by the community. In this process, a number of thematic com-
plexes can be recognized, ranging from consolation, affirmation of providential
care, Prophetic warning, and an elementary theology of signs in the early Meccan
phase, to the self-construction of the community as a new people of God and a
new self-presentation in cult in the middle Meccan period, to the production of,
and reflection on, the textual genre of the parable or “likeness,” which in the late
Meccan phase provides not only a new forum for the critique of tradition but
also a strategy of self-authorization. In Medina, we note a new reflection on the
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covenant with God, reflections on violence in the context of military activities,
legislation, and, above all, the integration of the ancient Arabic cult into the new
ritual. Finally, the new religious-political situation proves challenging, since the
new community is confronted by learned representatives of Jewish and occasion-
ally Christian exegesis, not only raising claims for the interpretive monopoly over
the biblical tradition but also putting forward significant and novel statements
of belief developed within their own exegesis. A comprehensive “theologizing,’
a sharpening of insight into the ideological significance of tradition, becomes
manifest, often in the form of polemic, leading in the Medinan period to a pro-
found re-reading of individual suras that were already proclaimed in Mecca. This
sequence of discourses, resulting frequently in later revisions of earlier texts, is
only plausible against the background of a continuous oral proclamation (chaps.
7-9, “Stations of Community Formation”).

A third part (chaps. 10-13) is dedicated to the literary, kerygmatic, and theo-
logical dimensions of the Qur’an. It first explores the relation between Qurian and
Bible. Eliciting the similarities and differences between the two corpora in their
entirety allows us to refine the hermeneutical and theological questions that can
be adapted from Jewish and Christian scholarship on the Bible and applied to the
Qur’an, above all the question of the either allegorical or literal reading of textual
passages. While we find only occasional and reticent employment of allegorical
discourse, and biblical and post-biblical allegories are occasionally even resolved
veritatively in the Qur’an, the hermeneutical tool of typology proves crucial in
the Qurian. The new positioning of the Qur’an in Late Antiquity invites investi-
gations in the exegetical strategies developed post-biblically and then employed
in the Qurian as means of connecting to the biblical paradigm of a scriptural
religion. A comparison of biblical and Qur’anic prophetic speech as appellatory,
and a treatment of the narrative forms in both text corpora, allows us to set the
Qur’an’s autonomy more sharply into relief (chap. 10, “Qur’an and Bible”).

The characterization of the Qur'an’s particular narrative technique is still
heavily contested in Qur’an research. Here, the question of authorship presents
a difficult problem, in that we cannot assume for the proclaimer a continuously
maintained and intentional mode of presentation. Narrative in the Qur'an seems
to convey a different intention than that of biblical narrative: as in Jewish and
Christian traditional literature, rather than in the Bible itself, the Qurian privi-
leges references to authoritative texts and their norms, over an interest in the
imitation of lived reality. Moreover, the appellatory gesture of speech entailed in
the communication of “prophecy,” by which a divine plan “behind the things”
is made present, persistently colors the narrative presentation. Reading the
Qur’anic narratives not as communications about biblical protagonists but rather
as evocations of authority-inspiring models, and above all as the reflection of a
sharpening consciousness of the significance of these figures for the gradually
forming communal vision of history, one should attend less to the deviations
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from putative biblical models and more to Late Antique strategies of persuasion,
interpretation, and typology (chap. 11, “Biblical-Quranic Figures”).

Bound up with the sequence of discourses is the question of the distinct “Arab
character” of the Quran, and thus its relationship to the literary corpus of ancient
Arabic poetry that already laid claim to paramount collective significance before
the Quran’s appearance. In the biblical tradition, not only are prophecy and po-
etry closely interweaved, but the relationship between these two modes is even an
object of controversy within the Bible, as it is in the Qur’anic context. Yet a con-
textualization of the Qur'an alongside ancient Arabic poetry is almost entirely
lacking in contemporary research. The existing comparative studies that seek to
connect the ethical orientations of Quran and poetry present the Quran as tes-
timony of a worldview sketched in opposition to poetry, where particular values
upheld in poetry are inverted.® This approach, since it is pursued synchronically,
does not pay due attention to the dynamic quality of the debates between the
traditions that were in contest with each other at the time of the genesis of the
Qur’an. The Qurian texts still await to be studied more systematically in relation
to the broader spectrum of intellectual-historical questions raised in the poetry
(chap. 12, “Quran and Poetry”).

Not least, the Quran is also a document of a community and a society that
was familiar with highly developed rhetorical and intellectual poetry, for whom
language itself stood out as an object of artistic experiment and reflection. As
a Late Antique text, standing within a culture of debate, the Qurlan is not al-
ways spontaneous prophetic speech but is also, and to a large degree, exegesis,
reflective engagement with predecessor traditions both sacred and profane; it is
therefore, to a much higher degree than the Bible, a text founded in rhetoric. The
rhetorical dimension of the Qur’an is inextricable from its liturgical function; the
primacy of the mode of realization of formal recitation is manifest clearly in the
textual form. The aural form of presentation, whose affective power can hardly be
overstated, carries forth a tradition of performance of scriptural texts refined and
backed by cantilena that was ubiquitous in the religious cultures of the Near East.
Acoustically, and above all as a clearly rhetorically marked theological text, the
Qur’an shows itself to be a document of Late Antiquity (chap 13, “The Rhetorical
Quran”).

L71 The Two Faces of the Quran

Like a number of other research initiatives on the Near East currently being
undertaken, the description of the Quran offered here is meant as a contribution
to the project of integrating early Islam into Late Antiquity. Through the strict
observance of chronology, and the combination of historical and literary-critical

82. Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran.
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approaches, this volume aims to contribute to the setting of the Qurian on the
same level with the biblical scriptures, and thus to contribute something new
alongside the two companion volumes to the Quran®.

This new element consists in the discovery of the “not yet Islamic,” Late
Antique dimension, which complements the Qur’an’s significance as the founding
document of the Islamic religion. The Quran has two faces, and they are diffi-
cult to hold in view at once. One needs to resort to a maneuver familiar from
visual representation: one can treat the Qur’an as a puzzle-picture, revealing two
quite different faces, depending on the perspective of the beholder. From one
perspective, we see the founding text of Islam; from the other, we see a “Near
Eastern-European” text that participates in the formation of later Europe. This
latter face, which has been so little noticed, should become more visible and
nuanced in what follows. By inscribing itself in the complex cultural palimpsest
of Late Antiquity as the last world-historically significant scripture, the Qur'an
became interwoven forever into the texts that preceded it. By virtue of its histor-
ical effects as scripture, the Quran can still be viewed as the exclusive inheritance
of the Muslims; but at the same time it makes its entry into the Western textual
canon and offers a significant legacy of Late Antiquity to Europe.**

83. McAuliffe, Cambridge Companion; Rippin, Blackwell Companion.

84. Maria Teodorova, “Europa als Palimpsest,” differentiates between “legacy as continuity” or “inheritance”
and “legacy through perception” While the former pertains to the safeguarded relationship Muslims have with
the Koran, the latter is more of a latent connection that should be claimed for the relationship of Europeans to the
Koran, even if they have not yet become aware of their relationship to the Koran.






How the Quran Has Been Read So Far

A SKETCH OF RESEARCH

1.1 PROJECTS OF BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP

The historical-critical reading of the Quran that forms the basis of this study
is indebted to models from biblical scholarship.! In that field, for more than
two hundred years, historical-critical reading has constituted the backbone of
research and laid the foundations not only for a historically conscious micro-
structural reading of the text but also for the variety of new, no longer diachron-
ically oriented approaches that now fill out our image of the text. Although since
the 1970s, a paradigm shift has taken place—one now reads the Bible in modes
that are poststructuralist,” psychoanalytical,’ ideological,’ feminist,” and not least
narratological and poetological—it remains the historical reading, that which
seeks to understand the text as a document of its cultural environment and the
ideological currents of its time, that provides the necessary pre-condition for
any recognition of what is decisively new in the text.® It is the step of historical-
critical research, the freeing of the scriptures from their theological context, that
makes possible all later, secularly oriented approaches. But there are problems
within this historical-critical reading project that must not be overlooked. Recent
Jewish and Christian exegetes have drawn attention to the fact that the onset
of the historical-critical method around the middle of the eighteenth century
signaled a severe break in the history of biblical interpretation, a rupture that,
according to Marius Reiser, “was more decisive than all earlier breaks. . . . With
the emergence of the historical disciplines in the eighteenth century, Bible schol-
arship became its own world,”” adopting as its object a new context, far removed
from religion. It is well known that no comparable change of orientation has

1. Individual parts of this chapter are based on an overview of scholarship published in 2007, “Ein Versuch der
historischen und forschungsgeschichtlichen Verortung des Koran,” and on the essay “Die Korangenese zwischen
Mythos und Geschichte” For a brief introduction, see Andrew Rippin, “Western Scholarship and the Qur’an,”
and Fred Donner, “The Quran in Recent Scholarship.” Critical assessments are offered in contributions by Harald
Motzki, “Alternative Accounts,” and Marco Schéller, “Post-enlightenment Academic Study”

2. Carroll, “Poststructuralist approaches.”

3. Ricceur, Hermeneutik und Psychoanalyse.

. Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative.

. Loades, “Feminist Interpretation.”

. For an introduction and defense, see Barton, “Introduction,” and Barton, “Historical-Critical Approaches.”
. Reiser, Bibelkritik und Auslegung.
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occurred in the inner-Islamic reception of the Qur’an. It is true that a number of
Islamic exegetes heralded the arrival of a historicizing approach to the Qurlan as
early as the nineteenth century.® Their readings of the Qurian in isolation from
its centuries-old tradition however appeared too theologically explosive to be
hermeneutically acceptable to the majority of traditional Muslim scholars. But
it would be an exaggeration to speak of any systematic inner-Islamic historical-
critical research program centered on the Qurian. Furthermore, even if such a
project were applied to the transmitted text as it stands, this would not lead to a
break with tradition comparable to that in the Jewish-Christian tradition, since
the most serious result of such a project, the breaking down of the scripture into
individual texts of various origin and authorship, is not feasible for the Quran in
view of the text’s original emergence over a period of scarcely more than twenty
years. Thus, Richard Bell (1876-1952)—in his attempted “documentary analysis”
of the Quran® was compelled to attribute all the individual traditions that he
declared as “doublets” to a single, original author, the Prophet himself. His de-
construction of the text into numerous short units shows itself to be a meth-
odological dead end. John Wansbrough (1928-2001),'" in his related attempt to
elicit varying individual transmissions by means of form criticism, had to extend
the traditionally accepted period of the Quran’s emergence by more than a hun-
dred years in order to allow for the participation in the Qurian’s genesis all the
plural authors and traditions that he posited. Wansbrough’s deconstruction of
the Qur'an by means of form criticism led to results that have since been refuted
on the basis of the external facts of textual history. What, then, if we turn to the
second fundamental pillar of historical-critical research, that is, the probing of a
new context of scripture, the replacement of “exegetical tradition” by “historical
environment”? To what extent does a historical reading distinguish itself from a
traditional one? If one considers that between the emergence of the text and its
canonical reception no breaks occurred comparable with the Jewish-Christian
situation, then one must assume a smoother transition from the collective of
hearers to the later religious community. For unlike in the case of the Hebrew
language, which had ceased to be spoken in its biblical form, no such extraordi-
nary linguistic development took place in Arabic in this intervening phase; nor
did a centralized religious authority appear, as in the case of the New Testament,
to enforce the dogmatic obligation of new interpretations often quite far from the
literal sense. What changed fundamentally between the collective of hearers and

8. On the modern Muslim exegetes of the Qur’an, see primarily Rotraud Wielandt, Offenbarung und
Geschichte, and Wielandt, “Exegesis, Modern” On Arkoun, see Rippin, “God”; on the contemporary aspects of
Muslim intellectuals’ dealing with the Qur’an in general, see Stefan Wild, Mensch, Prophet; on the Turkish exegetes,
see Felix Korner, Koranhermeneutik in der Tiirkei heute, and Korner, Revisionist Koran Hermeneutics. Apart from
the exegetes introduced here, who are trained in methods of Western scholarship, there are also the traditional, en-
cyclopedic Quran commentators; see Johanna Pink, “Sunnitische Korankommentare”

9. Bell, Quran.

10. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies.
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the later religious community is less the semantic understanding of individual
pronouncements than, as will be shown, the hermeneutic approach to the text
as a whole. The post-canonical Quran, that is, the text read through commen-
tary, loses its dialectical tension once it is uprooted from the debate landscape of
Late Antiquity. By its loosing from the communication situation and its exclu-
sive binding to a transcendent source, the text is “immobilized,” so to speak, it
changes from a polyphonic, aural text, a document of processes of exchange, into
a monologic text, a transcendent discourse. A fundamental break in the percep-
tion of the Quran is thus achieved, whose long-term effects cannot be ignored.
The full dimensions of this break can only be grasped through diachronic studies.

New methodological approaches are now available for the redressing of this
break. In biblical scholarship, a number of researchers are working toward a re-
assessment of the text’s hermeneutical development, considering the possibilities
of a renewed linking of the biblical text back to the exegetical tradition."" At the
same time the rigorous analytical orientation of the historical-critical is being
relaxed. The initial search for a putative “original text” and “original meaning”
has long since given way to an interest in the process of the text’s development
as a site of interaction between writers and recipients, between proclaimers and
their hearers. One speaks now of a “canonic process”'? leading through many
intervening phases to the end form of the text. But while in the case of the Bible,
this continual writing and rewriting of a growing nucleus of texts reached across
centuries,” in the case of the orally communicated Qur’an the canonic process
stretches over slightly more than twenty years, a period in which the Qur'an
existed as an open-ended communal engagement with earlier texts, in which we
can trace the successive canonization of text units through the acceptance of the
hearers.” If one wants to treat the Quran not as post-canonical fait accompli,
a published text for reading, but rather as the pre-canonical manifestation of a
proclamation, one must engage with both historical-critical analysis and with the
complementary “canonical approach” to reading.

But since this proclamation occurred in poetic language, it also requires a
literary analysis. Here, certain new approaches in current Bible scholarship, ori-
ented more toward rhetoric than the narratively focused approaches mentioned
above, seem to provide the most promising avenues for progress."” Indeed, the
Quran is not a narrative but rather a discursive text, one that is marked, to put
it briefly, by engagement with other, mostly equally discursive texts. This “origin
of the Quran from textual engagements” is reflected in the text’s literary from,

11. Wilken, “In Defense of Allegory,” and Kugel, The Bible as It Was.

12. Childs, Biblical Theology; Sanders, Canon and Community. This approach has been probed for the Quran
in Neuwirth, “Referentiality and Textuality.”

13. On this, see primarily Kugel, The Bible as It Was.

14. Cf. Sinai, “The Qur’an as Process.”

15. See Riceeur, Biblical Interpretation, and Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament.
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which discourages and impedes cursory reading and immediate understanding.
For this reason, research began from early on to attempt the reconstruction of
the historical context of the Qur’an, but it has greatly oversimplified this task,
relying on the Sira tradition, that is the biography of the Prophet that arose a
century and a half after the emergence of the Quran. This often uncritical re-
course to a myth of origin'® not only has led to the drawing of an image of the
emergence of the Qurian that remains anachronistic but also, even more seri-
ously, has introduced an element of teleology to the history of the Quran, so
that both the Quran as it is available to us today and the early triumph of the
Islamic community appear to be the necessary results of divine revelation and
right guidance given to Muhammad, his inspired speech and charismatic action.
What a historical reading requires, then, is both releasing the Qur’anic genesis
and the formation of the community epistemically from the later framing within
Islam and relocating the text and listenership within the epoch from which Islam
emerged. The Qur'an must be recognized as a Late Antique text that arose along-
side a community of hearers that gradually took shape, who were acculturated
to Late Antiquity. In our view, such a contextual reading stands in agreement
with the readings of individual Islamic scholars, such as Amin al-Khuli, Fazlur
Rahman, Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid, Mehmet Pagaci, and Omer Ozsoy.17 Thus, Abu
Zaid distinguishes between the universal Quranic message and the contingent
“code” in which it was dressed.’® But we must go yet a step further and decline to
treat the text as a fait accompli, focusing instead on the engagement of the com-
munity with the pluricultural traditions of the period, an approach which carries
with it theological consequences.

It would be an oversimplification, however, to treat the Qurian according to
the modern Protestant conception of the Bible and to describe it, for example, as
“a universal message in a contingent code.” As is evident from the strong reser-
vations of wide circles of observant Muslims to any approach to the Qurian that
suppresses its transcendent claim that this text does not merely correspond to
a scripture, understood as “subjected to the conditions of understanding of any
other literature”"® but constitutes the hypostasized word of God, capable of being
experienced sensibly in recitation, a conception that comes close to that of the
incarnate word of God.” An accurate reading of the Quran as a Late Antique
text must include in its horizon the complexly differentiated concepts of God’s
word that developed in this epoch and which had already prevailed in the two

16. The model of the Qur'an’s genesis in Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, only appears as an exception, since
he also contextualizes the Qur'an with the Sira, judging both of them to be contemporaneous later historical
constructions.

17. OnRahman, see Saeed, “Fazlur Rahman”; on Pagaci and Ozsoy, see Korner, Revisionist Koran Hermeneutics.

18. Abu Zaid, Mafhiim al-Nass; see Kermani, Offenbarung als Kommunikation.

19. See Bultmann, Glauben und Verstehen, 2:231.

20. See Wild, Mensch, Prophet, 6., cf. chap. 2, 89-95.
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older religions by the time of the Qur’an’s genesis. What is revolutionarily new in
the Quranic proclamation can only be extracted from a study of the synergism
between speaker, community, and the representatives of traditions present in this
environment.

The reading suggested here is primarily an engagement with historically ori-
ented Western research, but it also attempts to give an account of the complexity
of the Quranic forms of appearance by paying attention to particular forms
of inner-Qurianic intertextuality. The Western tradition of research demands
an initial approach oriented to biblical scholarship, if only to warrant an equal
treatment for the Quran and to “synchronize” the three scriptures, to set their
respective perceptions on the same level. The following presentation will sketch
the path of Western research up to now, so that, viewed through a critical lens
occasional excesses of historical analysis can be discerned. Apparently what is
lacking here is the hermeneutic corrective of knowledge accumulated in the
inner-Arabic linguistic-stylistic tradition. At present, historical Western research
is only breathing with one lung, so to speak. The second lung, the Arabicity and
poeticity?' of the Qur’an, has not yet been utilized. Engagement with the aesthetic
dimension of the Qur’an still remains the exclusive domain of inner-Islamic ex-
egesis. It has hardly been treated in Western research and, consequently, is only
discussed marginally in this volume (see chapters 12 and 13). But the aesthetic
knowledge that awaits discovery, and which could ultimately permit the Quran
to be set into relief as an “Arabic scripture” in an Arabic literary context, is neces-
sary for any future comprehensive interpretation of the Quran.

1.2 A GREAT RESEARCH TRADITION AND ITS
VIOLENT INTERRUPTION

1.2.1 The Science of Judaism (Wissenschaft des Judentums) as Founding
Discipline of Critical Quran Research

The challenge to read the Quran more as a Late Antique text than an Islamic
one, that is, to assign it back into its pre-Islamic pluricultural milieu, become
an urgency only in recent times.?” It is however not at all new: it is a direction
of research that bore fruit for over a century, originating within the Science of
Judaism.” Already from the 1830s onward, scholars within this field began to
read the Quran historically against the background of the plural cultures of Late
Antiquity. Abraham Geiger (1810-1874), in his groundbreaking work Was hat

21. Here, the works by Kermani, Gott ist schon, and Graham, “Recitation and Aesthetic Reception,” deserve
attention as rare exceptions. Cf. also Sells, “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Surahs”; Sells, “Sounds, Spirit and
Gender in Sarat al-Qadr”; Sells, “Sound and Meaning in Surat al-Qari‘a”

22. The discussion was initiated by Wansbrough, Quranic Studies; see also his Sectarian Milieu, and cf. Rippin,
“The Qur’an as literature”; Rippin, “Quranic Studies, Part IV, 39-46; and Rippin, The Quran: Style and Content.

23. On this, see now Neuwirth, “Im vollen Licht der Geschichte”; Hartwig, “Die ‘Wissenschaft des Judentums.”
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Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen (What did Muhammad adopt
from Judaism) (1833), was the first to attempt to identify the biblical and post-
biblical traditions reflected in the Qur’an. The critical Qurian research introduced
by Geiger,** which built on the historical-critical research of the Bible, was carried
forward by other researchers with Jewish training (after Geiger, above all Hartwig
Hirschfeld [1854-1934] and Ignaz Goldziher [1850-1921]), in conjunction with
scholars trained in classical Arabic literature or biblical texts (such as Theodor
Noldeke [1836-1930] or Julius Wellhausen [1844-1918]). Later researchers from
the tradition of the Science of Judaism, above all Josef Horovitz (1874-1931)
and his school, especially Heinrich Speyer [1897-1935]), further refined this ap-
proach in the first half of the twentieth century and employed it fruitfully in im-
portant studies on personal names,” narrative forms,* eschatology,” polemics,*
and prayer.”” In recognizing the receptions of biblical and, above all, post-biblical
Jewish literature in the Quran, they made a decisive contribution toward the
transfer of the Qur’an from its traditional frame of reference in relation to a ster-
eotyped and “wholly other” paganism, jahiliya, connecting the Islamic revelation
to the wider context of formative Near Eastern traditions. The contextualization
of the Qur’an text alongside rabbinic literature,” introduced by Abraham Geiger,
was to characterize Qurian research decisively and until the violent abruption
of this research tradition with the seizure of power by National Socialism pro-
duced a number of standard works that remain indispensable down to today. The
last significant work of this school, Henrich Speyer’s Die biblischen Erzihlungen
im Qoran,” makes conveniently available the Jewish traditions reflected in the
Qur’an, as far as they were known up to that time, without laying claim to these
traditions as direct templates for the Qur’an.

But we must not neglect the fact that the perspective adopted in Quran re-
search within the Science of Judaism, according to which Muhammad was
viewed as slavishly dependent on the earlier traditions the Quranic texts being
presented as reproductions or often distortions of older texts, constitutes a se-
rious weak point in this research, marring its results especially in the beginning.
Here traces are recognizable of the old established Christian polemical tradition
against Islam, which asserted Muhammad’s responsibility as author of the Qur’an
only in order to indict him as a willful falsifier of divine truth.’® Even if, after the
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Enlightenment, the person of the Prophet was rehabilitated as a sincere seeker of
God without false intentions,* nevertheless the Quran itself was reduced, despite
this new evaluation, to the lesser dimensions of an epigonal text produced by an
author of only moderate theological understanding.

This perception was supported not least by the historical-critical approach
itself, one of whose primary objectives is the search for the “original” text, the
urtext. In relation to the Bible, this search had brought to the fore a great number
of ancient Near Eastern traditions apt to illuminate the historical context of the
biblical texts and thus facilitated their earliest meaning. But while these early
traditions were scarcely ever seen to seriously compete with the Bible in their
literary form and theological significance, in the case of the Quran the oppo-
site was true: what came to light in the form of predecessor texts was not mere
documents of “cultural precursors” but rather the most prestigious text of all, the
Hebrew Bible itself. Its authority was to overshadow the Qurian from the very
beginning. What was bear on the image of the Quran most heavily was the ex-
clusivity of the historical analysis, which did not allow for alternatives: unlike the
Bible, which was familiar to every educated person even beyond the context of
historical-critical research, the Qur’an, at least at the time when it was submitted
to Geiger’s rigorous source criticism by Geiger, was a widely unknown text even
in scholarly circles. Thus, what in Western biblical scholarship represented a crit-
ical turning point and renewal was taken in Western Qur’an research not as a
re-thinking but as an absolute and unprepared beginning. The variety of methods
prevalent in Bible scholarship were not accessible to Quranic scholarship, which
was historical-critical without alternatives. Since its critical deconstruction was
not preceded by overarching studies of the Qur’an as a whole, there was no image
of the Qur’an as a scripture in its own right,. fit to balance or to cancel the hasty
verdict of epigonality.

In the wake of the Science of Judaism, the measuring stick for the evaluation of
the Quran was provided almost exclusively by biblical texts—which being more
ancient counted as more “authentic” The early representatives of the Science of
Judaism, who oriented their evaluation of the Qur'an exclusively toward more
ancient texts, were not unique in underestimating the Quran: others arrived
to a pejorative evaluation of the Quran by measuring it against the standards
of earlier secular literature. The founder father of Qurlanic philology, Theodor
Noldeke, whose Geschichte des Qorans (History of the Quran) (1860) offers a still
unsurpassed chronology of the suras and who assumed Muhammad’s role as au-
thor to be self-evident granted him an essentially lower artistic status than the
ancient Arabic poets, on grounds of linguistic and stylistic deviations from the
poetic language.™
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All these initiatives were pursued in a space wholly aloof from contemporary
Muslim scholarship. It is astonishing to discover that the critical Quran scholars
of the nineteenth and early twentieth century almost never took notice of con-
temporary Muslim research activities, although some outstanding researchers,
such as Alois Sprenger (1813-1893) and later Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921) and
Josef Horovitz (1874-1931), did cooperate closely for some time with Muslim
scholars. In fact, in the nineteenth century and especially the early twentieth, new
approaches developed in India and above all in Egypt were opening the Qur’an
for new modern questions independently of the premodern commentary liter-
ature that had served as the exegetical basis up to that point. This inner-Islamic
work on the Qur'an not only remained wholly absent from contemporaneous
Western Quran research (apart from Gotthelf Bergstréisser’s [1886-1933] text-
historical researches which he carried out in cooperation with Arab scholarly
circles)® but also has never been adequately integrated into the Western horizon
of research in the time since. Rather, this period of inner-Islamic research has
been “objectified” in retrospect, made an object of rather than a contribution to
research. Western Qur’an research thus begins with a double asynchrony: on
the one hand in relation to biblical scholarship, to which it ultimately connects
only superficially, and on the other hand in relation to Muslim research, which it
excludes from its scope from the start.

1.3 RETREAT TO IsLAM-HISTORICAL POSITIONS
1.3.1 The “Life of Muhammad Research”

The innumerable “intertexts” of the Qur’an, that is, those biblical and post-
biblical traditions reflected in the text that were identified by representatives of
the Science of Judaism, are currently being amassed and studied in the frame-
work of the Berlin project Corpus Coranicum. But these intertexts will only be
fruitful for Qur’an research if they are evaluated in relation to Qur’anic the dis-
course, that is, if the decisive questions around their reworking and refunction-
ing in the frame of the Qurianic communication process between proclaimer and
community are addressed. Nonetheless, the early research, in its uncovering of
the polyphony of the Quran, has the unquestioned merit of having reopened the
possibility of recognizing texts as what they were in the phase of their emergence,
prior to the canonization of the Qurian as the founding document of a new re-
ligion, namely: answers to burning questions of the time, confrontations with
theological positions of the neighboring religions—partly to be accepted, partly
negotiated, altered, refuted, or replaced by new ones. It is this process that above
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all illuminates the success of the proclamation manifest in the emergence of a
community that lasted beyond the death of the proclaimer.

The loss that set in with the politically compelled deletion of this tradition of
research and the expulsion of Jewish scholars from German universities cannot
be overstated. The researchers of the Science of Judaism had viewed the Quran
as a text still untouched by exegesis, and thus focused on its transitional state
during the phase in which the new pious were still on their way toward their later
self-understanding as a religious community. The disappearance of this direc-
tion of research within German scholarship brought about a serious downturn
in Qurlan research, the salient contributions of the Science of Judaism not only
remaining without further progress but also soon downplayed in their signif-
icance. Although in the 1920s, researchers such as Tor Andrae®* (1885-1948),
Richard Bell,”” Wilhelm Rudolph (1891-1987), and Karl Ahrens* uncovered
traces of Christian traditions in the Quran in analogy to the reception research
of the Science of Judaism, by the 1930s a new tendency was setting in. Most
prominently, the Arabicist Johann Fiick? (1894-1974) laid the stress on the
“originality of the Arabian prophet” and viewed the “examination of questions
of dependency” as a dead end that entailed the “dismantling [of] the being of the
Prophet into a sum of a thousand particulars” The “Muhammad research” that
became prominent at this point took up the task of showing “how the Prophet,
drawing from the spiritual stimulations of his environment, succeeded in uniting
a number of elements of the most various kinds into a synthesis that was original
and viable in its consummation”*" Additionally, they looked to the Qurlan as a
document of the psychological development of the Prophet, an impulse that led
positively to the composition of several biographies of the Prophet.** But an un-
mistakable narrowing of the previous horizon of considerations was evident: in
its view toward the genesis of the Qur&an itself, scholarship became oriented,
anachronistically, to the Islamic biographies of the Prophet that were fixed in
writing from about a century after his lifetime.

There is a notable exception in the approach followed by Richard Bell in his
translation of the Qur’an, where he turns back to the text itself to test a “doc-
umentary hypothesis”* His two-volume 1953 translation* is still valuable
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today and is one of the most dependable Quran renderings. But in his reor-
dering of the text, Bell pursues the no longer tenable thesis that the striking
phenomenon of the multiple formulations of individual stories and themes in
the Quran is to be explained mechanically by the external circumstance of the
limited availability of writing materials. Recurring text elements, considered
as doublets, would then be explained as new versions written on the reverse
sides of older ones, thus leading to multiple versions being included in the final
text collection. Bell, who drew here on biblical source criticism, disassembled
the text into a variety of individual revelations, which he assigned to various
contexts of emergence, thus fragmenting the text into unrecognizability.

In the Quran research of the postwar period, which was largely marked by
W. Montgomery Watt (1909-2006),* Regis Blachere (1900-1973),* and Rudi
Paret (1901-1983),” but for which the standards had already been set by August
Fischer (1865-1949) and Johann Fiick, the person of the Prophet generally stood
as the central point of interest—an emphasis that can best be explained in rela-
tion to the model of the critical “life of Jesus” research that was pursued vigor-
ously in Germany in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Disenchanted
by the philological treatments of the Qur'an because of the lack of literary-critical
criteria,*® and unable to appreciate its dialectical relation to the religious prede-
cessor texts due to a lack of the necessary knowledge of Jewish traditions, they
turned to the psychological development of the putative “author” of the Qur’an,
that is, the Prophet. Earlier approaches had attempted to illuminate the textual
form, if not in terms of literary-artistic criteria, then at least in terms of formal
ones. Thus, Karl Vollers (1857-1909)* investigated the language of the Qur’an
for its dialect interferences, and Alphonse Mingana (1878-1937)* attempted
to determine its Syriac interferences. Around the same time, Anton Baumstark
(1872-1948)*" contributed fundamentally to a new appreciation of the Qur'an
as a liturgical text by pointing out the Jewish and Christian liturgical formulas
echoed in the Qurian. The only contribution that was literary-critical in a strict
sense, after David Heinrich Miller’s (1846-1912) early and still rough attempt
to detect biblical-prophetic speech forms in the Qurian,® was Gustav Richter’s
(1906-1934) Der Sprachstil des Koran (The rhetorical style of the Qur’an), which
remained incomplete.”
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Approaches within literary studies remained largely invisible in the postwar
period; only text-critical work continued to be pursued.* In retrospect, we can
see in this option a significant step backwards, in that the attempt to deal with
the reception of earlier materials in the text is given up, and even the most
fundamental groundwork of historical Quran research itself was relinquished,
namely, the chronology of the suras worked out by Theodor Noldeke. In Rudi
Paret’s commentary, which has been treated as standard since its appearance,”
the chronology of the suras is given hardly any significance. The commentary
treats the texts in the order of their occurrence in the text corpus and gives
hardly any notice to the chronological sequence and accompanying functional
relationships between the suras. However useful as Paret’s work remains, in-
cluding as it does what is widely considered the most reliable translation®
into German alongside his reissuing of a collection of earlier research into the
Qur’an,” his strongly simplifying perception of the Qurianic text expounded
in his summary presentation Muhammad und der Koran, where he attempts to
explain the Qur’an entirely in terms of the personal disposition of the Prophet,
is utterly disappointing. This perspective, which remains aloof from the text,
had already impaired his commentary. Since it does not allow to recognize
the Qur'an’s complex intertextuality and substantially new approach to pred-
ecessor texts, this discursive level falls short of that of earlier authors such as
Josef Horovitz and Tor Andrae, whose work he himself reissued.

In the time since, we can document a true boom of presentations of
Muhammad—occasionally in fulfillment of demands for concise new summaries—
but most notably two extensive monographs by Tilman Nagel,”® which, however,
do not mark any revolutionary step forward. Although Nagel’s extensive studies
explicate the life of the Prophet in detail, the mode of presentation remains se-
lective and ultimately arbitrary, drawing on hadith traditions without employing
the requisite methodological step of isndd-cum-matn analysis, and thus mixing
late material with early.®® A wholly new approach is ventured by Tarif Khalidi,
who, in his detailed history of the inner-Islamic reception of Muhammad,
takes account also of the biographies of Muhammad that have emerged in the
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Arab world since the 1920s, which are elsewhere often disregarded in Western
research.®

The Qurlan research that has occurred in the postwar period and later
seems, if treated summarily, to be characterized by a narrowing of perspective.
This “Muhammad research” has not been able to avoid the tendency to assume
Muhammad to be the lone decisive actor in communal formation and the au-
thorial composer of the Quran. It also harbors a simplified conception of the
emergence of the Qur'an and of Islam, failing to interrogate critically the tradi-
tional Islamic image of the miraculous nature and transhistoricity of the Qurlanic
event, but only, in the best case, reversing it: in place of the miracle of “a holy
book virtually falling out of the sky,” the new image—no less miraculous—of
the refashioning of older traditions by Muhammad himself, raising the figure
of the proclaimer to the rank of the sole actor responsible for the theological
development reflected in the Qur'an and the formation of the nascent Islamic
community. With this understanding, Muhammad’s individual “correct” or
“false” understanding of previous textual traditions would alone be decisive for
the emergence and shaping of the new belief as it takes shape, ignoring the con-
tinuous interaction between proclaimer and community and allowing no shared
creative treatment of previous traditions. The Qur’anic question of authorship is
not to be solved simply by substituting the person of Muhammad for God, nor
can the history of the Qur'an’s genesis be written merely on the basis of the Sira.

1.3.2 Problematic Birds-Eye Views

Flashing out the open question of the development of the Qurianic message,
Gustav von Grunebaum attempted in 1960, and then again in 1965,% to explain
the success of the Qur'anic message by means of a particularly suggestive theo-
logical sketch of the Prophet. Von Grunebaum’s (1909-1972) impressive presen-
tation is still worthy of attention as an understanding of the reform work brought
about through the Quran.®® But it is heavily impaired by a lack of criticism of tra-
dition and, more so, by the author’s teleological projection of later cultural polar-
izations back into the period of the Quran’s genesis. Von Grunebaum finds that
“from an Arabic standpoint, the teaching of Muhammad [signifies]Junmistakable
progress toward greater religious and intellectual maturity”® But he stipulates
teleologically that “the Arabs” were the intended “receivers of the teaching of
Muhammad,” thus removing them by essentialist logic from the wider circles of
listeners educated in Late Antique lore and establishing a firm polarity between
the Jews and Christians (who appear only later as theological opponents) on the
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one hand and the putative pure “Arabs” on the other. Although he highlights
central characteristics of the Qurianic message, these characteristics do not seem
to have constituted any doctrinal program during the period of Muhammad’s
ministry. Von Grunebaum does, however, convey the impression that there is an
effective economy in the treatment of theological themes in the Quran:

It must be maintained that the Quranic revelation limits itself to rela-
tively few themes, all of extraordinary significance for the peoples of the
Middle East in the seventh century, both within and outside the Arabian
Peninsula. This begins with the revelation through the elected speaker,
and the securing of inviolable authority in the life of the community, and
the assurance of direct divine guidance; this is followed by monotheism
and the book. The recognition of these concepts opened a level of reli-
gious thought to the Arabs that had arrived to their future subjects some
centuries earlier, and without which the conqueror would not have been
capable of dialogue or intellectual respectability. (One should be clear that
the reliance on revelation and a book contributes to the development of
identical criteria of what is cognitively acceptable and the recognition of
similar theological and epistemological problems—a further factor in the
creation of an atmosphere in which shared basic beliefs ensure the success
of a new teaching.) In any case, for quite a long period the belief in a Final
Judgment that would hurl sinners into eternal fire and the pious into par-
adise, alongside the conviction in a pre-existing end of the world, created
a cluster of themes of extraordinary emotional power.®®

As apt as this characterization of the Qurianic message may be from the birds-eye
view of theology, it grants no rightful place to the characteristics of the Quran
that consist not simply in the assumption or discarding of earlier theologumena
but in such novelties as the crucial interpretation of the world as a “sign system”
of God® and the granting of the faculty of understanding, logos, which is bound
up in creation. Von Grunebaum conceives of the genesis of the Quranic teaching
as a kind of pre-meditated project with the goal of simplifying the available the-
ologies thus offering a promise of salvation that is more easily won:

The discarding of an overly complicated Trinitarianism, that recourse to
Docetism that among Christian sects fulfilled the function of a certain
primitive rationalism; the rejection of original sin and of the burden of
unavoidable original guilt that also represents the personal responsibility
of the believer; an optimistic view of human nature as more in need of
guidance than salvation, and thus the elimination of the more extreme
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forms of askesis . . . ; in short, Islam’s more realistic but also more crude
alignment with this world provided the average believer with a system of
beliefs that satisfied his essential religious needs and freed him from the
Christian paradox of being in but not of the world, and which further
freed him from participation in the debates over doctrinal subtleties the
acceptance or rejection of which all too often bore actual consequences.
With this different view of man and his contractual relation (hukm) to
the majesty of God, all lived significance fell away from the mysteries of
salvation through the suffering of God-man, who was God’s son but not a
second divinity, mysteries the formulation of which had so often led into
error—indeed, the Islamic God is above all will, which can be felt by man
in the experience of his majesty; obedience becomes the door to salvation,
a door that is not difficult to open.”

In von Grunebaum’s work, the Quran is presented as a teaching that reflects,
and was developed by, the proclaimer, for which he presupposes uncritically the
scenario sketched in the Sira, where Muhammad is confronted predominantly
by “the Arabs,” and not a heterodox or syncretistic group of people with plu-
ricultural formation within a peripheral space of Late Antiquity. The birds-eye
view adopted here not only arrives at a de-historicization of the Qurian but also
leads at the same time to an affirmation of its otherness, its origin from a pu-
tative purely Arab context, and its exclusive designation for “the Arabs” With
the demotion of the theological points recognized in the Qurian to the status of
mere conveniences or maneuvers required tactically to achieve politically advan-
tageous facilities in debate, this perspective relinquishes the possibility of per-
ceiving the Quranic teachings as the result of behaviors and adaptations of the
theological traditions of the Late Antique environment and, above all, fails to
understand them as communicative contributions to debates that reach across
religious borders. Von Grunebaum’s perspective is closed to the perception of the
Qur’an as a new voice in the polyphonic concert of Late Antique post-biblical tra-
ditions that has today come to be seen as the spiritual underpinning of Europe’s
later development, a heritage from which the Qurian has been excluded due to
such perspectives. Von Grunebaum’s influential presentations have strongly im-
pacted later research, without the methodological flaw of the teleological pro-
jection of later developments back into the Qurianic beginnings having been
objected. Wherever a theological-historical contextualization of the Qur’an has
been undertaken in recent research, it has been in a summary form, as if the
codification of the Qurian text was not preceded by successive negotiations of
the positions of belief that were current in that space and time. Most notably, the
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essentialist scenario of interaction involving an “Arab proclaimer” and “Arabs as
hearers” has widely been maintained.

1.4 THE QUR’AN WITHOUT THE MEMORY OF THE
CoMMUNITY? NEW VOICES IN THE “AUTHENTICITY DEBATE”

1.4.1 Wansbrough, Crone, and Cook

In part as a response to such tendencies to “flatten” the text, we should con-
sider the revolutionary work of John Wansbrough, who categorically questioned
the notion of the Prophet’s authorship that had been accepted up to that point,
sketching a new scenario. It is hardly an exaggeration to claim that Wansbrough's
Quranic Studies® introduced a decisive turn in research on early Islam.® Through
his work, the entire historical paradigm developed by the Islamic tradition, held
as foundational up to that point, was called into question: in view of its striking
echoes of biblical and post-biblical traditions, the Quran appears, according to
Wansbrough's thesis, to be the product of inter-religious debates that can best be
conceived as having occurred in Mesopotamia during the eighth/ninth centuries,
among scholars of a syncretistic community containing Jewish and Christian
adversaries. The Quran would thus appear to be a later compilation, and the
scenario of the Arabian Peninsula and the depiction of the Prophet would ap-
pear to be retrojections supplied as necessary proofs of the Arabian “rootedness”
of the origins of the new religion. Wansbrough's Quranic Studies was followed
in the same year, 1977, by a similarly rigorous attempt at deconstruction by
Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, who in Hagarism introduced an alternative
origin scenario in the form of a messianic movement connected to Palestine.
In this presentation, distilled wholly from non-Islamic sources, Muhammad
acted politically as a messianic proclaimer, not, however, as the proclaimer of the
transmitted Quran. While his original teaching within the messianic movement
that he led focused on the genealogical derivation of the Arabs from Abraham
and Hagar (thus “Hagarenes” and “hagarism”), this teaching later, following the
Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik’s break with the Jews, had to be universalized,
thus leading to the stylization of the person of Muhammad as a prophet on the
model of Moses in the Qur’an as it was now being compiled.”

These works, with their classification of the Quran as a compilation achieved
later with political considerations in mind, introduced a turn, primarily in
Anglosaxon research on early Islam (Andrew Rippin, Patricia Crone, Michael

68. See the reviews by Graham, Ullendorff, Nemoy, and Neuwirth.

69. For a detailed, tradition-critical discussion of Wansbrough’ thesis, see Radtke, Offenbarung, and see now
Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation, 23-31.

70. An extensive presentation, with criticisms of sources and methods, is offered by Robinson, Discovering the
Quran, 47-59. See now also Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation, 35-38.



48  The Quran and Late Antiquity

Cook, Gerald Hawting).”! Only few researchers, such as Neal Robinson” and
David Marshall,” resisted this change in orientation and saw through the prob-
lematics of its complete suppression of the memory of the community. According
to the revisionist researchers of the Wansbrough school, it is not Muhammad
who “took over” the traditions of other religions; rather, a circle of redactors,
who cannot be further defined, members of a sectarian milieu in Syria or
southern Iraq, introduced questionable doctrines into the text. Alongside this,
they embedded the “logia” of a mythical Prophet in diverse text sorts, chiefly
simulations of disputes, thus compiling a “Meccan-Muhammadan” gospel, with
the goal of rooting the later-developed founding myth of Islam’s origin in the
original homeland of the Arabs. Any notification of Islamic tradition would thus
be groundless, since historical reality had been so fundamentally deformed by
ideological compulsions that nothing precise could be yielded regarding the pre-
history of the Islamic scripture. The form-historical approach introduced into
Qur’an research by Wansbrough, that once had been developed in biblical schol-
arship to deal with secondarily compiled texts of various authors, was applied
in isolation from the rest of philological methods, such as the preconditional
step of lower criticism; it equally led far away from the drama-theoretical ap-
proach required for the analysis of the communication process. Even within his
ambitious project, Wansbrough is not consistent: he omits lower criticism, as a
means of testing the unity or secondary compilation of the individual Quranic
texts, the first step required in the sequence of methods of biblical scholarship.
The suras, which are clearly delineated already in early manuscripts, and which
are clearly intended units whose formal design suggests a genetic coherence, go
unnoticed by him. Wansbrough’s form-critical attempt at atomization of a text
that, if treated with a consistent method, is clearly recognizable as coherent, is a
theoretical dead end. His thesis of a late dating, developed in analogy to the re-
daction of the Mishna and the New Testament Gospels, stands as a whole-cloth
judgment rather than the result of concrete comparative analysis. But Quranic
Studies, by breaking down hardened positions and raising a wide spectrum of
new questions, represented an epistemological breakthrough. Although his im-
portant assertion of the processuality of the emergence of the Qur’an “threw out
the baby with the bathwater” by leaping to a late dating and foreign ascriptions,
nevertheless the idea that the Quran is the result of a dynamic, complex com-
munication process is a step forward from which Quran research can no more
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retreat. It is however not enough to accept this claim alone, but the further step of
reconstructing this process, a step that has not been attempted by the revisionist
researchers is still due. Indeed, because codicological research now indicates a
much earlier final Qur’an redaction,” much of the revisionist approach to recon-
struction has become obsolete.”

It should not go unmentioned that almost twenty years later, in an article
published in 1994,7 Patricia Crone suggested a softening of the late dating put
forward earlier, but still assuming the drafting of the final text to have occurred
later, in the Umayyad period. This is based above all on “a whole sequence of
anomalies in early Islamic Quranic usage, which indicate a striking disconti-
nuity between the Qur’an on one side and tafsir and figh on the other, . . . which
are not to be explained against the background of the conventional scenario
of the Qurans emergence””” Nicolai Sinai has examined all of the individual
arguments critically and found convincing explanations for the phenomena that
Crone claims make a late dating necessary. But the basic error, the proton pseu-
dos, lies rather in the approach itself. What probably would require no special
pleading in the case of any other premodern text must always be stressed again
in the case of the Quran: as long as one renounces a microstructural reading
of the text on the basis of philological research previously conducted and does
not consider the text’s Late Antique references, no adequate judgment can be
rendered about the text’s drafting. External testimonies gleaned from the re-
ception of the text that argue against a composition of the text in the time of
Muhammad must be taken seriously and checked, but they cannot be taken to
outweigh the internal indices that argue for such a drafting. The revisionist re-
search in de-embedding the Quran from its coordinates of place and time and
brusquely assigning the genesis of a Meccan-Medinan original community to
the realm of legend turns away high-handedly from these traces of the contem-
poraneous development of text and community.

Revisionist scholarship induced a paradigm shift. The removal of temporal-
spatial definition from the Qur’an genesis and the shift of the historical event
that occurred with this genesis to another time and place was, after initial rec-
ognition, brought into doubt and rejected by later research, yet it did introduce
a sustained reinterpretation of the Quran: the Quran became an “open” text,
that is, a text that was ultimately not to be defined safely in terms of time, space,
and authorship. What was to remain effective was a rigorous de-historicizing of

74. Cf. chap. 4, 158-161.

75. It should be noted that certain hermeneutically insensitive formulations of the revolutionary hypotheses of
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the Quran; the new perspectives on the Qur’an as a historically undefinable text
seemed for some time to have removed the foundations from the philological
approach that had been pursued up to that point. Thus, for example the Studien
zur Kompositin der mekkanischen Suren (Inverstigations into the Composition of
the Meccan Suras) that appeared by the present author in 1981, offering the first
form- and genre-critical analysis of the individual Meccan suras, was long dis-
regarded, overshadowed by the revisionist theses. Likewise, an opposing model
that was contemporary with Wansbrough’s negation of the Quran’s genesis, and
which conformed to tradition, developed in another British university by John
Burton,”
drawn from legal history and hadith criticism, Burton argued for a text collec-
tion already completed by the Prophet himself.

Is Wansbrough's work a long overdue introduction of methods of biblical
scholarship into Qur’an research? It appears rather to be an ambitious attempt in
this direction that runs up against a fundamental objection. It targets his proce-
dure to derive entire models of thought, concepts of genre, and historical concep-
tions from biblical scholarship and to impose them on the Qur’an or early Islam.
Wansbrough attempts to generate a kind of “form history” on the model of bib-
lical studies, that is, to explain forms through their history, which however first
needs to be reconstructed. But this had already been recognized within biblical
studies as producing a vicious cycle.” In Qur’an research, it is a rash step. What is
first required is a form analysis that closely reads the particularities of the various
suras and sura sections, a close description of this formal texture.*

was scarcely taken into consideration. Supported by observations

1.4.2 The Quran—An Originally Christian Writing?

Two other attempts at a revision of the traditional image of the Qur’an genesis,
developed in German research, show themselves to be essentially simpler and
more positivist, claiming that the Islamic Qurian should be considered merely
a corruption of a Christian predecessor. Already in 1972, Glinther Liilling® had
started a controversy, claiming that the Quran text transmitted to us was not au-
thentic, but that behind it, as an ur-Qur’an, lay a collection of Christian strophic
songs in Arabic dialect that was then reworked into a new text by Muhammad,
who, as the “author” of the text, exploited the ambiguity of the old Arabic script
that was not yet vocalized. In the form in which we have it, the Quran text would
then be due to yet a later redaction, which, as Nicolai Sinai summarizes, “inverted
Muhammad’s original message, which had been a radical critique of monotheist

78. Burton, The Collection of the Quran. See also Neuwirth’s review of Burton.
79. Bultmann, Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 5.

80. Cf. Richter, Exegese als Literaturwissenschaft, 72-79.
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high religion from the standpoint of ancient Arabian polytheism, into its very
opposite, due to political opportunism”*

Lilling, who resumes Karl Vollers’s (1906)* hypothesis of an originally di-
alectical form of the Qurlan, presupposes a background for his “ur-Quran”
that is heretical Christian, or at least positioned against the imperial church.
The Arabian Peninsula of Late Antiquity would then be “the refuge of an anti-
Trinitarian Jewish Christianity, not yet contaminated by the speculations on
the Trinity in Greek theology. Byzantine orthodoxy, armed with the imperial
means of compulsion, would have pushed this authentic ur-Christianity back
ever more on the defensive, ultimately into Arabia, and Muhammad responded
to this through a sharpening of the Jewish-Christian critique of Hellenized the-
ology, with the intention of restoring a pagan fertility cult,” which Liilling also
sees as a driving force of ur-Christianity. Jesus and Muhammad thus share the
same fate: both revolted against a type of militant orthodoxy for which they
were appropriated posthumously. . . . Liilling’s undertaking is motivated by a
fundamental impulse that is radically civilization-critical, whereby human his-
tory appears as a history of human self-forgetting and self-deception, a chron-
icle of the fall from good origins.*

Critics found his theory to be conspiratorial and selective, and, above all, be-
holden to a circular logic®—but what seems even more grave is the basic attitude
of the author, whose own reconstructions of the “ur-Qur’an” text, in contrast to
the transmitted Qur’an, sound conventional and without tension: Liilling’s “au-
thenticity parameter;” the maximal closeness of the texts of the “ur-Qurlan” to
Christian hymns, is ultimately based on a prejudice, which affords to Christianity
alone a genuine religious self-expression and sees Muhammad or his community
as nothing more than manipulators of Christian poetry. The correct observation,
that certain Qurianic forms developed according to earlier Christian ones, all too
quickly turns into a claim of one-sided dependency, into epigonality.

In more recent times, Christoph Luxenberg has offered a further attempt
at reconstruction in his book Die syro-aramdische Lesart des Koran (The Syro-
Aramaic Reading of the Koran),* which appeared in 2000. He argues within the
discourse of linguistic history. The work postulates a lectionary as the basis of
the Qur’an, consisting of a translation from Syriac into a form of Arabic that did
not have any literary precedent. In view of its strong proliferation of Syriac ele-
ments, this language would represent a Syriac-Arabic admixture, which would

82. Sinai, “Liilings apokalyptische Koranphilologie.”

83. Vollers’s thesis, which holds that the Qur'an was recorded in a Hijaz vernacular, was based on the assess-
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have been immediately comprehensible to the addressees of the Qur'an but not
to the later Arab elite that was removed in place and time from this place of or-
igin, who reinterpreted the hybrid text as purely Arabic. For Luxenberg, a non-
Arabic Christian original text lies behind the Qur'an, which was rewritten into an
Arabic-Islamic text in a way that he himself cannot explain. Once again we find
the accusation of epigonality.

Luxenberg demonstrates his method of reconstruction of the “original”
wording, which often presupposes several steps of transformation, through a
number of examples.”” What is central is the elimination of two Qur’anic theo-
logumena, which he holds to be irreconcilable with a post-biblical text: the com-
munication of the proclamation through divine inspiration (wahy), and the
existence of maidens of paradise (hurun ‘in). According to Luxenberg, both owe
their presence in the Qurian to errant conclusions drawn from misunderstood
Syriac predecessor texts. The Quranic self-designation wahy, “inspiration,” must
signify, if clarified by means of Syriac etymology, nothing other than “transla-
tion.” The Qur’an thus reveals itself as the translation of an earlier text. The con-
ception of the maidens of paradise in the Quran also appears to be the result of
misreading—in its place we should see reference to white grapes, an interpreta-
tion that ignores the fact that already in Syriac literature, such as in the Hymns
of Ephrem, grapes within a paradisiacal context are not to be taken in the literal
sense but rather stand allegorically for sensory pleasures, above all the erotic.
Even the putative Syriac predecessors are, however, reproduced by Luxenberg
in a curtailed form. In order to demonstrate his sensational thesis, a number
of “misreadings” in the context of the passages involving the maidens, have to
be “corrected” as well, again through recourse to Syriac etymologies, producing
connections to grapes. It is a linguistic tour de force, whose positive provoca-
tion for research lies in the fact that it contests the exclusive interpretive mo-
nopoly of Arabic studies over the Quran; but along with this legitimate critique,
which ably demonstrates that one cannot approach the historical situation of
emergence without profound knowledge of the non-Arabic religious writing of
Late Antiquity, Luxenberg himself attempts to lay claim to just such an interpre-
tive monopoly. If one thinks Luxenberg’s thesis through to its end, Arab readers
would have no access to the “true Qurian,” which would be the exclusive domain
of experts and specialists in the Syriac-Aramaic church language.

But perhaps the most convincing demonstration of the “reductionism”
of the Luxenberg approach is provided by a contrast of his high-handed con-
structions of dependencies with examples of methodologically well-founded

87. Luxenberg’s methods of linguistic derivation encountered intense criticism within Semitic studies; see De
Blois, “Islam in Its Arabian Context”; see also his review of Luxenberg, and the review by Hopkins. See also Wild,
“Lost in Philology?,” and Saleh, “The Etymological Fallacy” In contrast, Luxenberg’s theses were widely received as
a welcome provocation by a number of scholars without linguistic access to the Quran, and by those unwilling to
recognize the Quran as a literary artifact; see the reviews of Baasten and Jansen.
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contextualizations of Qurianic texts with their predecessor traditions in
Syriac: here, above all, the works of Joseph Witztum are encouraging.® The Syriac
predecessor traditions do not figure in his work as “urtexts,” but rather consti-
tute an exegetical “middle stage” in the palimpsest of traditions based on the
Bible and its initial Jewish exegesis, then overlaid by Christian interpretation,
into which the Qurian ultimately enters. Witztum’s investigations also open new
insights into the Qurlan’s particular approach to Christologically laden traditions
and their earlier foundations; his work thus promises to yield important findings
for the history of theology.

Such curiosity stands outside discussion in Luxenberg’s tendentious approach.
This is all the more deplorable since his thesis of the Christian origin of Islam has
provoked far-reaching speculations on the part of researchers who are not spe-
cialists in the study of the Near East. The volume edited by the theologian Karl-
Heinz Ohlig with Gert Ridiger Puin, Die dunklen Anfiinge: Neue Forschungen
zur Entstehung und friihen Geschichte des Islam (Dark beginnings: New research
on the emergence and early history of Islam) (2005),* and Ohlig’s book, edited
with Markus Grof3, Schlaglichter: Die beiden ersten islamischen Jahrhunderte
(Highlights: the first two Islamic centuries)(2008), attempt to rewrite the early
history of Islam into one that is entirely Christian. Both initiatives gamble away a
number of highly relevant individual results through an openly exhibited apolo-
getic stance, which ridicules the requirements of unbiased research.

The construction of a supposed Christian history that extends for more than a
century into the Islamic period is bound up with a new explanation of the name
Muhammad, literally: “the praised,” which is asserted, through the use of philo-
logical acrobatics, to designate Christ rather than the Arab Prophet. This inter-
pretation permits the person of Muhammad to be eliminated from history. But
even this foundational element of the argumentation has been called into doubt.
The suggestive reinterpretation of the name cannot be maintained in view of the
parallel cases documented in South Arabian research of the adoption of divine or
theophoric titles of honor reclaimed by privileged persons from the circle of wor-
shipers. The name Muhammad, “the praised,” which first occurs in the Qur’an
in the Medinan suras (Q 3:144, 33:40, 47:2, and 48:29), appears plausibly in this
light as a title of honor given to the Prophet as one sent by God.*”

88. See Witztum, “The Foundations of the House (Q 2:127)”; a more extensive study on the revision of Syrian
treatments of Biblical stories (Joseph and Adam) in the Qur’an is now in preparation.
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In any case, the burdening of a single lexical element with serious real histor-
ical conclusions points to a reductive approach. Such equivalencies as the claim
of a correspondence of Muhammad to “Benedictus,” thus indicating Christ, or
Luxenberg’s equation of qur'an and “lectionary;” thus indicating a factual Syriac
predecessor scripture to the Qurian, could certainly arise within a Late Antique
sectarian milieu, but this derivation of history from the explanations of single lex-
emes belongs rather to polemically motivated speculation than to serious schol-
arship. The immensely complex background of individual and collective naming
is shown by the studies of Carsten Colpe,” who probes a Jewish-Christian char-
acterization of the earliest community.

Despite the ideological coloring of the investigations presented in the Ohlig
circle, its results must be checked in detail. The conference volume edited by
Neuwirth, Sinai, and Marx, The Quran in Context: Historical and Literary
Investigations into the Quran, confronts critically some of the ideas set out in the
volumes compiled in the service of the hypothesis of Christian origin.”> Above
all, the studies by Norbert Nebes,” Barbara Finster,” Stefan Heidemann, Peter
Stein,” and Mikhail Bukharin® demonstrate the significance of archaeology, ar-
chitecture, numismatics, and epigraphy for the reconstruction of the original
milieu of the Qurian. A first general overview was offered in 2001 by Robert
Hoyland.”

In the meantime, recent research on South Arabia has shaken the legitimacy
of the long-unquestioned focus on the northern Hijaz and Syria as the primary
cultural catchment area of the ministry of Muhammad, challenging also the
derivation of early Islam from Christianity. Christian Robin,” whose research
concentrates above all on pre-Islamic South Arabia, has opened a new scope on
important religious phenomena that were previously derived summarily from
the Syriac-Christian region. Meanwhile, Jewish mediations of concepts from
South Arabia have been found to be central in the formation of ritual and li-
turgical elements that were previously set wholly in a Christian context, such as
zakat, “almsgiving,” or salat, “prayer” It is nothing new that important ancient
Arabian festivals that entered Islam not only coincide with Jewish festivals in
their annual locations and earliest etiology but in part also have names identical
to Jewish festivals. A connection to South Arabia, which was marked by Judaism
for over two centuries, could plausibly clarify these correspondences that have
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remained unexplained for so long. While the pre-Islamic and Qurlanic ajj is
synonymous with the hag ha-sukkot, the Festival of Tabernacles, the pre-Islamic
‘umra corresponds to the Jewish spring festival, Pesach. * The fast that is not
named explicitly in the Quran but identified unambiguously in the tradition, the
“Ashura” fast'® observed by the community before the institutionalizing of the
Ramadan fast, carries a name in the tradition (but not in the Qur’an) that is de-
rived from the Aramaic name (‘asora) for the fast day known in Hebrew as Yom
Kippur. The religious pluralism that we see here appears to have been formative
for ancient Arabian culture, as we see with clarity in the anthologies edited by
Gerald Hawting, The Development of Islamic Ritual, and Francis E. Peters, Arabs
and Ancient Arabia on the Eve of Islam. This plurality is ill served by a distortion
of history that limits it only to Christianity.

1.5 THE ARABIC SIDE OF THE QUR’AN: MIRROR OF THE
ARABIAN ENVIRONMENT

Thomas Bauer has rightly denounced a further one-sidedness found in Quran re-
search up to now, the fact that the Qur’an is systematically contextualized with its
Christian and Jewish neighboring traditions, while its relation to its own Arabian
environment remains thoroughly neglected. Although since Julius Wellhausen'"'
early Arabic religious conditions have been studied and recognized as impor-
tant reference points for Quran readings,'* such attention has not been paid to
the ideological coordinates, in a broader sense, that are reflected in the ancient
profane texts. Rather, as Aaron Hughes points out,'® a “hermeneutically sealed
border” has been constructed between Islam and pre-Islam in the research, in
a manner that follows the Islamic tradition.'"™ Ludwig Ammann has rightly
pointed out that between religion and poetry there exists a “division of labor,
which assigns to religion the task of dealing with occasional conflicts and crises,
and leaves to poetry the reflection on enduring malaise and aporia.” Poetry must
therefore be brought into view alongside ancient Arabic religion, if one wants to
mark out the spiritual horizon of ancient Arabia. An important new approach is
sketched by Bauer in his programmatic article “The Relevance of Early Arabic
Poetry for Qurianic Studies,” which demonstrates a powerful “negative inter-
textuality” in Qur’anic citations of poetry.!”® Beyond this, the Qur’an reflects a
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decisive reinterpretation of ancient Arabic concepts of time and fate, wherein the
cyclical conception of time of ancient Arabic poetry is replaced by a linear one.
This important change of orientation in the Qurian has not yet been systemati-
cally studied,'® and is less derived from explicit Qur'anic pronouncements than
it is indirectly deduced from the positions taken on history and the future: the
Qur’anic proclamation accomplishes this change of orientation through the fact
that it throws into question the norms of behavior bound up in pre-Islamic po-
etry to the perception of cyclical time; above all, the Bedouin ethos founded on
a cyclical perception of time is transmuted into an ethics oriented to the unique-
ness of God and a linear construction of history.'””

In the comparative analysis of poetry and Qur’an, special significance should
be attached to the diverse literary genres and topoi that figure in both literary
corpora. Deserving special attention here is the text type of the mathal,'®® the
parable speech built up into a short narrative, which is already familiar from po-
etry,'” but in the Quran also reflects New Testament and Jewish precedents.'?
Which tradition does the Quranic parable follow? Does it stand in the service of
an “empirical explanation,” as the poetry would suggest, or rather in the service
of a theological interpretation of its object, as in religious tradition?'"* A further
example can be found in “praise,” fakhr, which recurs in the Qurian as hymn, and
“invective,” hija’, which is also known to the Qur’an."? Here too, systematic com-
parisons are still lacking. Finally, there are topoi, such as the unanswered ques-
tion expressing an existential aporia, which belong to a repertoire of discourse
forms employed in poetry and Qur’an alike.'”® Poetic topoi can also be trans-
ferred into an entirely new context, such as the “immortality discourse;” khulid,
which is predominant in poetry, and which is transmuted from a hero’ striving
through physical endurance toward inner-worldly praise into an assurance of
the timelessly preserved blessedness of the righteous. Certain pre-Islamic virtues
recur in the Quran, such as jid “generosity, which is transmuted from the hero’s
ultimately self-interested bravado expressed in self-expenditure on behalf of the
Bedouin collective into the responsibility required of the individual toward the
body politic of an urban society, or hamdsa, “bravery;” which is repurposed into
sabr “patience;” a concept of heightened intensity and permanence. All of these
terms are divested of their ancient Arabic excessiveness. The Qurian is thus just
as much a new reading of the poetry as it is a new reading of biblical traditions.
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This approach to the Arabic heritage has not yet been pursued, although impor-
tant beginnings have been made, which we see in the studies of Omar Farukh'*
and M. M. Bravmann,'” and, in more recent times, Jaroslav Stetkevych''® and
119

Suzanne P. Stetkevych,'” Agnes Imhof,"® and Salam al-Kindy.

1.6 THE NEw CENTER: NOT BOOK OR PROPHET,
Butr COMMUNITY

1.6.1 In Western Research

In the wake of the critical rejection of the hypotheses of Liilling and Luxenberg,
who posited a pre-Qurianic Christian form of the Qurian, and the failure of
Wansbrough's reduction of the Qurian to a kind of “Islamic Mishna,” we must
confront a new challenge: to make the Quran recognizable as a rhetorically
marked text and a mirror of collective formation. This means that we must set
the two great developments that were formative for the genesis of Islam into
meaningful relation: the emergence of the community and the collection of texts
with canonical authority that are united in the Quran. This task is evaded by the
skeptical researchers, who obstruct their own access to this problematics and too
quickly ignore the Quran itself, which must be the textual basis for this investi-
gation, degrading it to a salvation-historical construct tailored to later collective
requirements, or even to an ideologically motivated “rewriting” of ancient “orig-
inal texts”

The accusation that is implied in this, which Andrew Rippin has made ex-
plicit,® that the Qur'an shows no stylistic continuity and therefore could scarcely
be the creation of “one and the same forming hand,” remains a mere prejudice,
as Nicolai Sinai stresses, so long as composition and the gradually developing
formation of the successive discourses and leitmotifs are not submitted to sys-
tematic study. “If one emphasizes, on the other hand, the emergence of the text
not from a preexisting overall plan, but rather from the complex interaction be-
tween a charismatic leader, an increasingly heterogeneous set of followers, and
a group of opponents setting his authority into question polemically, then the
literary heterogeneity of the Qurian appears to be thoroughly comprehensible.”**!
The skeptical position, represented most often by historians, stands opposed to
the positive view held by literary scholars, who recognize no substantial breaks in
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the stylistic development.’*? That the assumption of several forming hands would
open up new historical questions, which remain unanswered by the proponents
of these theories, makes this hypothesis even more problematic.

But after the shifting of positions once thought to be secure that was trig-
gered by Wansbrough, one can no longer simply assert the person of the Prophet
as the sole “originator” of the Quran but should rather assign more weight to
the contribution of the hearers and transmitters. The very preservation of the
proclamation, in oral tradition, was a task that lay on many shoulders, and its
codification after the death of the proclaimer required further transmitters. Like
the Bible, the Quran is not “author literature” but rather a piece of “tradition lit-
erature” What Ernst Axel Knauf stresses for the Bible is true, mutatis mutandis,
for the Qurian: “The biblical absence of the ‘author’ corresponds to the absence
of the book as artifact, as product, as a good in the biblical world. Certainly there
were books, i.e., scrolls, in the archives. . . . But literature remained the spiritual
possession of each group that possessed it and had access to it. . . . The expec-
tation of a particular author figure for a text referred by tradition back to di-
vine inspiration ultimately stems from the Enlightenment and Romantic period,
which did away with divine inspiration to make room for the ‘genius of the orig-
inal author’ ”** In the Qur’an too, the concept of “tradition literature” should be
rethought, as a designation for a text emerging from the interaction of a group
“formed by tradition,” even if this text may have received its final form through
a single forming hand.

Here, Islamic tradition, if viewed critically, is of inestimable value. As the
source-critical studies of Gregor Schoeler,'** Harald Motzki,'* Marco Scholler,'*
and Andreas Goerke'?” show, tradition supplies relevant historical contexts for
the changing situations of the proclamation. It is doubtful, however, if a coherent
image of the proclaimer will ever emerge such as was provided, for example,
for Jesus by David Flusser (1917-2000),'* who was able to check the words of
the Gospels against the Hebrew and Aramaic traditions current at the time of
Jesus for possible ideological reworkings. While Flusser proceeds with carefully
sorting out later additions and reinterpretations of the Gospels to bring forth a
clear image of Jesus, the procedure of the biographer of Muhammad, Tilman
Nagel,'” is marked by a contrary bias: to give voice to the bulk of traditional
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material that emerged in the century after Muhammad, failing however to convey
Muhammad’s personal aura and the factual impact of his ministry. The immense
mass of material should not obscure the fact that it reflects a later perception; it
stems from a phase in which the community no longer stood in dispute with oth-
ers, but was already established as a religious community of its own. What pos-
itively can be brought to light about the proclaimer is essentially his convictions
that resound in his proclamation. Since these proclamations—unlike in the case
of Jesus—are not elaborations of firmly identifiable biblical traditions but rather
answers to current questions and challenges that are today difficult to grasp, a
biography of the proclaimer in the present state of research can in no way rely on
secure foundations.

What is much more amenable to research is the Meccan and Medinan mi-
lieu."** Exemplary investigations of this are available in the works of the “Jerusalem
school” around M. Y. Kister (1914-2010), who, building on Ignaz Goldziher’s ap-
proach to the critical evaluation of hadith, succeeded in historically illuminating
important stages in Muhammad’s ministry."*" His work has been continued by
Michael Lecker."*? Uri Rubin—a pioneer in the history of the early community’s
cult—in a number of groundbreaking studies has demonstrated how the intricate
cultic practices of ancient Arabian Mecca and Medina that shed light on the re-
ligious personality of the Prophet can be reconstructed even from contradictory
reports’**—an approach that follows on the works of Shlomo Dov Goitein (1900-
1985),"3* Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918),"*> and—despite his tendentiousness—
Henri Lammens (1862-1937)."¢ The new store of knowledge that Rubin gleans
from hadith and historical texts is meanwhile being supported by the findings
of epigraphical and archaeological studies, of which Robert Hoyland'*” has pro-
vided a first synoptic overview. An important further document, the work on
pre-Islamic history preserved on papyrus by Wahb ibn Munabbih (110/728 or
114/732),% who drew extensively on non-Muslim sources, promises further
insights into the historical picture of the environment of the Prophet.

While future Qur’anic research will not be able to do without either archae-
ological or epigraphical evidence, nor without the critical evaluation of Islamic
tradition, it is not this archive of knowledge that should form the starting point
for Quran research but rather the text itself, read as the mirror of a commu-
nication. The communication structure of the Quran, which has received little

130. See Noth, “Frither Islam.”

131. Kister, “Labbayka.”

132. Lecker, “On the Markets of Medina.”

133. Rubin, “Tlaf”; Rubin, “Meccan Trade”; Rubin, “The Shrouded Messenger”; Rubin, “Hanifiyya and Ka'ba.”
134. Goitein, Islamic History and Institutions.

135. Wellhausen, Reste altarabischen Heidentums.

136. Lammens, LArabie occidentale.

137. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs.

138. Khoury, Wahb ibn Munabbih.
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attention up to now, finally has to be focused in its relation to the interaction
between the proclaimer and his hearers. In Nicolai Sinai’s words, the Qur’anic
texts document a process that can be characterized as trial and error as a gradual
mutual approach of text and hearers’ expectations: the role of Muhammad must
accordingly be thought of anew. It consists on the one hand of his speaking to
the hearers, perceived by Muhammad himself more and more clearly as inspired
speech, and on the other hand of his triggering of debates that were to engage the
hearership. His import would thus rather consist in his role as a catalyst and ulti-
mate form giver than in that of an author in the conventional sense.

What is required, then, is not to describe the Qurian in retrospect as an al-
ready homogenized founding document or divinely designed unit—this has
already been done in numerous presentations of the canonical Quran; rather—
we must trace the text in statu nascendi, in its genesis through the interplay of
multiple actors and traditions. The cultural and social environment of the Hijaz,
which lay on the periphery of two great empires, is still widely unresearched,
though the negative assessment of this region as being devoid of culture, barren,
and monotonous has by now become obsolete.'* It has also been contested en-
ergetically by Jacqueline Chabbi,'*® whose monograph Le Seigneur des Tribus is
based on the conviction that it is above all local Bedouin traditions that mark the
characteristics of the Qur'an. Though this requires a further discussion of details,
it confirms the notion that the Hijaz poses no serious problems as a milieu for the
emergence of the Quran."! The Hijaz is the homeland not only of ancient Arabic
poetry but also of an epic-narrative tribal tradition that still awaits evaluation as
historical evidence. At present, epigraphical and material evidence already at-
test amply to the liveliness of cultural activity intensive enough to render the
search for another milieu of emergence for the Qur'an superfluous. One of the
most careful and insightful experts in the history of this region, Robert Hoyland,
summarizes: “This makes it difficult to see how historical scenarios that require
for their acceptance a total discontinuity in the historical memory of the Muslim
community—such as that Muhammad did not exist, the Quran was not written
in Arabic, Mecca was originally in a different place etc.—can really be justified.
Many of these scenarios rely on absence of evidence, but it seems a shame to make
such a recourse when there are so many very vocal forms of material evidence
still waiting to be studied”'*? Recent studies show that neither the (non-Arabic)
written sources from the period nor the received epigraphical and numismatic

140. Chabbi, Seigneur, and recently Chabbi, Le Coran décrypté. The monotheistic intertexts do not however
receive their deserved attention here. The attempt at a reconstruction of the “réalité vécue” is carried out as in self-
delimitation against tradition, labeled “le phantasme et I'illusion” (Le Coran décrypté, 23). In doing so, the Judeo-
Christian traditions already echoing in the Qur’an are suspected as reflections of later Islamic thought.

141. See also Finster, “Arabia in Late Antiquity”; Stein, “Literacy in Pre-Islamic Arabia”; and Bukharin, “Mecca
on the Caravan Routes.”

142. Hoyland, “New Documentary Texts and the Early Islamic State”; Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs.
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evidence call into question the localizing of the Qur’an in its traditional milieu
of emergence. Religious diversity, held together by a shared Hellenism-imprinted
culture, should be assumed for the Near East in general so also for the milieu and
period of the ministry of the Prophet. What is required is not speculation but
rather the comparative accounting of the diverse religious and profane traditions
that were involved in this, so as to illuminate the cultural “space of resonance” in
which the emergence and reception of the Quranic texts played out.'*’

1.6.2 In Arabic-Language Inner-Islamic Research

That being said, it is hard to overlook the fact that the text-centered, literary ap-
proach proposed here has a major correlate, baffling in certain important points,
within inner-Islamic research, in the school of tafsir adabr, “literary exegesis,” as
it was named by its founder, Amin al-Khuli (d. 1966).** The new Qur’an reading
that was developed by al-Khuli, Bint al-Shati (Aisha Abd al-Rahman, d. 1998)'*
and Muhammad Ahmad Khalafallah (d. 1998)'¢ stands in the tradition of the
reform of religious thought that was introduced in the nineteenth century by
Muhammad Abduh (d. 1905)* and Rashid Rida (d. 1935)'*® and the new crit-
ical philology endorsed by Taha Husayn (d. 1973)."* With some daring, one
could speak of this exegetical direction, which has not yet been made fruitful
for Western scholarly dealings with the Qur’an, as an analogue to the somewhat
earlier emergence of Western critical Qur’an research introduced by Abraham
Geiger in 1833; indeed, both new directions are clearly historically directed. They
move beyond the traditional Islamic commentary focusing on the text itself. The
fact that in these two cases, the historicizing of the Qurian was to proceed on
two distinctly different paths—Western historical-critical research concentrating
on intertexts versus inner-Islamic exegesis focused on the form of the Quran—
renders the task to “synchronize” the two strains as phenomena of a period of
rupture, in Europe the nineteenth century and in the Near East of the early twen-
tieth century, no less urgent.

The “Egyptian school” of new Quran exegesis, in contrast to the beginnings
of critical Qurlan research in the West, is still widely unresearched. The éclat
caused by the censorship measures with which the local religious establishment
reacted to the new approaches was internationally noted: bans on publication

143. A new, exemplary study of the genesis of the Qur'an that provides a long overdue, stringent model of re-
flection, is offered by Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation.

144. Al-Khuli, Manahij al-taqalid.

145. Abd al-Rahman (Bint al-Shati’), al-'Iljaz al-Bayani. On her, see Boullata, “Modern Qur'an Exegesis”; on
the fafsir adabi in general, see Wild, “Die andere Seite”

146. Khalafallah, al-Fann al-Qasasi; Khalafallah, al-Qur'an wa-mushkilat Hayatina.

147. Abduh and Rida, Tafs'1r al-Mana'r. On Abduh, see Hasselblatt, Herkunft und Auswirkungen.

148. Ziyadeh, “Rachid Rida””

149. Husain, Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahili. On him, see Cachia, Taha Husayn.
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such as that imposed on Taha Husayn in the 1930s, and even firings, as experi-
enced by Muhammad Khalafallah and, in more recent times, Nasr Hamid Abu
Zaid;" Sayyid Qutb (executed 1966),""' who in the early years of his work also
belonged to this movement, fell victim to state power for more far-reaching re-
ligious reasons. The Arabic scholar Islam Dayeh, who works on the history of
modern Arabic philology, notes: “All of these scholars pleaded for the necessity
of treating the Qur’an as a literary and aesthetic work, alongside other prose or
dramatic literature, visual art or music. The text appears to them as a verbal arte-
fact, ruled by an inherent and coherent logic, stylistics, and grammar"** In tafsir
adabi, the Quran is released from the confines of the centuries-old, dogmatically
binding commentary tradition to be investigated as to its language, its literary
topoi, and its imagery. Rotraud Wielandt, who has provided the most detailed
analysis of the “literary exegesis” conducted by Khalafallah, cites the justifica-
tion put forward by the author himself: “It is clear that the Qur’an is human in
its means of expression, human in style, and that it appeared in agreement with
what was customary among the Arabs in linguistic art and eloquence—in view of
all this, how can one claim that one should not understand the Quran according
to these rules and stylistic characteristics?”'** Khalafallah goes one step further in
his historical contextualization, claiming that “a new religion . . . will meet with
belief only if it connects to what is long known,” which for him entails not only
the linguistic but also the earlier ideological positions and usages, which were
“corrected” through the proclamation of Muhammad. The studies of Khalafallah
and his circle, which have precursors in the often less rigorous work'* of earlier
scholars such as Muhammad Abduh, Rashid Rida, and al-Shatibi,'** are inter-
esting not least as engagements with the European thought models of the time.**
But up to now, they have been taken into account only by means of a kind of “ob-
jectification,” that is, as the object of research on modern exegesis, and not dia-
logically, as scholarly contributions as such toward an inclusive Western-Eastern
Quran exegesis. The studies that emerged from the so-called Egyptian school,
even if they often present themselves apologetically as demonstrations of the
inimitability of the Quran, should be synchronized with the contemporaneous
Western Qur’an research as important contributions to a critical Qurian exegesis.

150. On this, see Wild, Mensch, Prophet, whose observations demonstrate that it was in particular the insist-
ence on the nonhistoric paraenetic quality of the Quranic Prophet legends that led to the drastic measures taken by
the religious authorities against modern exegetes in individual instances; this pattern has indeed been continued.
On Sadek Jalal al-Azm (1934-2017), see ibid., 40fF.

151. Qutb, Fi Zilal al-Qur’an.
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Already through their focus on the text and its addressees, in place of the ear-
lier concentration on the transcendent speaker, they deserve recognition as new
contributions to literary Quran reading. In this, they go a decisive step further
than those exegetes from the Indian subcontinent, Ashraf Ali Thanavi (d. 1943),
Hamid al-Din al-Farahi (d. 1930), and Amin Ahsan Islahi (d. 1997), whose work
has been brought to attention by Mustansir Mir."” Their pronounced interest in
the Qurians composition, its nazm, is documented not least in the fact that they
treat the individual sura as a unit of interpretation, which they attempt to under-
stand through defined recurring ideas. Yet they do not go so far as to accept a
reading of the Qur’an as a literary artifact like other texts.

What is true for the tafsir adabi, which can be accounted not as a majoritarian
exegesis but as a relatively well-known and thoroughly challenging reading, is
true also for the approach of Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid,"*® who submits the Quran to
text-linguistic analysis. “In his model, we find the following scheme: a code of the
message, Arabic; a message, the Quran; the receivers of the message, the Prophet
Muhammad and his contemporaries; and the sender of the message, God”** Abu
Zaid introduces a concept of scholarship that—excluding from its purview of re-
search the “inspiration,” namely, the stage preceding the communication of the
Qur’an to the hearers—makes the view clear toward the communication pro-
cess: “What the researcher can provide is an understanding of the Qur’anic text as
the contemporaries of the Prophet understood it. Language usage, cultural back-
ground, and the horizon of understanding of the contemporaries of the Prophet
become the inherent factors in the understanding of the text!®

Though it is true that within Islamic scholarship the Qurianic use of
language—in the context of the proclamation’s social setting—has already come
to occupy the central place of a new interpretation, this is still not yet the case
for the other languages involved in the history of the Qur'anic emergence. The
cultural background, the landscape of debate of Late Antiquity, which can only
be tapped through historical and theological-historical investigations that reach
far into the non-Arabic language tradition, still remains a domain of Western
scholarship. It is here that the dialogue must begin between Islamic and more re-
cent Western Qur’an research, which is occupied with collecting and evaluating
these plurilinguistic Syriac, Hebrew, and Greek intertexts. We must approach the
Qur’an text from both perspectives—from the inner-Arabic aesthetic, linguistic,
and hermeneutical perspective and from the historical-critical perspective—to
rid ourselves of the currently prevailing one-sidedness and to achieve a theo-
retically well-founded modern Qurian exegesis. Western and Eastern research
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strains are already converging to a higher degree than it may seem. Even if Abu
Zaid’s Qur'an exegesis, whose ultimate interest is in the implementation of the
“inner meaning” of the Qur’an, its maghza, in social life, seems to be less a con-
tribution to the historical or literary exploration of the text than a normative new
reading of the Qurian, its reform intention is nevertheless based on a reading of
the Quran that remains very close to the text. This reformist direction, which
already distinguished the modern interpretations of the “Egyptian School,” may
ultimately provide the most promising interface between the interpretations cur-
rently operating in East and West. Indeed, reflective Western research—when it
is aware of its inescapable political role as cultural critique—is ultimately also an
act of reform, if not of Islamic culture itself, then of the European perception of
this culture. We must decisively reset our perspective on the Quran, recognizing
it as a genuine and historically documentable testimony of the emergence of a
new religion, if the third scripture of monotheism is finally to be set on the same
plane as the others.



The Quran and Scripture

2.1 “SENDING DOWN,” TANZIL, AND “INSPIRATION,” WAHY

We are accustomed to designating the Quran immediately as the “revealed
scripture” of the Muslims. In doing so, we carry out the transference onto Islam
of a Jewish-Christian concept' whose appropriateness still requires systematic
testing—even if this designation, frequent in Western media, has long been used
also by Muslim researchers themselves. With this designation we direct our at-
tention primarily to the transcendent dimension of the Qur’an, its being a reve-
lation, which—deemed exclusively a matter of belief of Muslims’—frees us from
the necessity of reflecting on the position of the Qur’an beyond the limits of its
Islamic reception history, within our own theological history. In what follows,
a change of perspective will be suggested: in place of the “Islamic revelation,”
the “Qurlanic proclamation” should come to the fore, entailing a reading of the
Qur’an not as the exclusively Muslim founding document of a religion but rather
“inclusively;” as a document of Late Antique theological debates. At the same
time, a view should be given to the process reflected in the Qur’an of the com-
munication of its message, and thus its genesis. The Qur'an does indeed yield
information self-referentially about the process of its emergence, information
that is given already in the early suras through the depiction of various scenes
of emergence. The designation “revelation,” which is so commonly used today,
in fact stands for several Quranic concepts at once: for wahy, “inspiration,”* and
for tanzil, “sending down.”” In what follows, we will seek to illuminate the central
Qur’anic texts on wahy and tanzil and then present the Qur'anic conception of
an orally recited scripture, alongside Late Antique reflections over heavenly and
earthly writing. After a detour through debates conducted in Western research
about the concept of “inlibration,” an attempt will be made to sketch an overall
image of the medialities of the Qur’an, which in reality are more complex than
they might seem.

Yet, skepticism is warranted not only in relation to the Jewish-Christian
designation “revelation™ the two inner-Quranic designations waly and tanzil,

. On the biblical background of the concept, see Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 205-232.
. Cf. Arkoun, Lectures du Coran; Arkoun, “The notion of revelation”

. See Wiedenhdfer, “Offenbarung”
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. See Wild, “We have sent down to thee the book.”
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which in Islamic exegesis are used without distinction for the whole Qur’an, also
should not be accepted immediately as a Qur’anic-sanctioned fait accompli. For
more than twenty years, the Quran was a communication process, before it be-
came fixed as a text and was later canonized. It is precisely its self-referentiality,
brought to expression in the images of “sending down” and “inspiration,” that
must be investigated and “historicized,” that is, viewed in connection with the
otherwise detectable traces of the process of text genesis, alongside an engage-
ment with extra-Qurianic predecessors.

Islamic tradition itself also clearly marks a distinction between two manifesta-
tions of the Qur’an, as fixed written text and oral communication, in that it distin-
guishes between the concepts mushaf, “codex,” and qur’dn, “reading/recitation.”®
It would be difficult to overstate the importance of this distinction. Only after the
oral communication process, qur'an, came to a standstill with the death of the pro-
claimer were the texts gathered systematically and perceived, through a process
of textualization, as canonical scripture (mushaf),” to be read both ahistorically as
a divine monologue and historically as a document initiating a new epoch and
marking the victory of Islam over the rivaling traditions. Once this latter manifes-
tation of the Qur’an came to play a predominant role in the identity construction of
the religious community, those traits of the Quran’s genesis that are significant for
the researcher of Late Antique religious history, the traces of the Quranic commu-
nity’s engagement with the older traditions, became virtually irrelevant for Islam.
Accordingly, they were marginalized in inner-Islamic exegesis, and it is on this one-
sided exegesis that Western Quran translations and overview presentations down
to today are still strongly dependent,® so that both scholarly traditions draw the
image of a largely homogenous Arab scenario of the Qur'ans emergence. Indeed,
Islamic tradition allows for the participation in the Quranic communication sce-
nario of individual Christians and Jews who were knowledgeable about, or even
quite learned in, religious traditions, but these always remain minor characters. It is
historically warranted, however, to assume that there was a lively exchange between
members of the different traditions that went well beyond such a circle of people,
since the Quran reflects a multiplicity of negotiations, modified appropriations,
rewritings, and even decided rejections of earlier traditions.

2.1.1 Tanzil

The image evoked by tanzil, “sending down,” the vertical communication of the
divine message, is by no means present in the Qurian from the very beginning.

6. Cf. chap. 3, 109-114.

7. The process of canonization should be seen as gradual. On its implications, see Al-Azmeh, “The
Muslim Canon,” and Al-Azmeh, “Chronophagous Discourse,” and see now also Sinai, Studien zur friihen
Koranauslegung, 1-22.

8. So in Fiick, “Die Originalitit des arabischen Propheten”; see also Watt, Muhammad at Mecca; Watt,
Muhammad at Medina; Paret, Mohammed und der Koran; Paret, “Der Koran als Geschichtsquelle”
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The idea of the sending down of the Qur'an through the divine sender, which
occurs for the first time in early Meccan suras (Q 97:1, 69:43, and 56:80), seems
on first view rather to cohere with the older Arabian conception of the vertically
conceived communication of supernatural wisdom associated with poetic inspi-
ration.’ “God’s sending down” could then be understood as a corrective of the
common pre-Islamic imagination of supernatural verbal conveyances through
inspiring spirits, jinns'® or satans, which “bring down” their wisdom, gleaned
through eavesdropping on the higher spheres, to the individuals to be inspired,
that is, to poets or soothsayers. The associating of the proclaimer to these com-
municators is rejected implicitly in the middle Meccan sura Q 26:221-222.:

hal unabbi'ukum ‘ald man tanazzalii I-shayatin
tanazzalu ‘ala kulli affakin athim

Shall I let you know upon whom the satans descend?
They descend upon every sinning liar [i.e., poets]

Other early texts, such as Q 69:41-43, even turn explicitly against this insinu-
ation of the proclaimer’s inspiration on the model of the poets, whose “muses”
in the ancient Arabian context are the inspiring demons. Their gawl, that is,
their “speech,” which is not guaranteed transcendently, is contrasted to the word
of God:

wa-ma huwa bi-qawli sha‘irin qalilan ma tu’ minin
wa-la bi-qawli kahinin qalilan ma tadhakkarin
tanzilun min rabbi I-'alamin

It is not the speech of a poet—how little you believe!
Nor that of a seer—how little indeed you recall!
It is rather a sending down from the Lord of the worlds."

So the sending down, set into this “pagan” context, should be understood at first
in the sense of a “correction,” that is, an apologetically motivated replacement
of an existing mythic configuration, not the result of theological reflection. It is
notable, however, that tanzil in later Quranic texts is also the mode of commu-
nication of the other scriptures, which are viewed collectively as munazzal, “sent
down,” and represented as “excerpts” from a preexisting heavenly writing. In the
later period, then, tanzil is not a trait specific to the Quran.

But was tanzil ever a trait specific to the Qur’an, a mode of reception that only
occurred in the Qurian? The earliest tanzil verses suggest the possibility that the
image of sending down connects to older monotheistic conceptions rather than

9. See Wild, “We have sent down to thee the book”
10. Cf. Chabbi, “Jinn”; on reflections of jinn in the Quran, see Hawting, “Eavesdropping.”
11. On these texts, see chap. 12, 427-429.
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pagan ones. In Q 97:1, we read innd anzalnahu fi laylati I-qadr, “Truly, we sent
it down in the night of destiny,” a verse which, interpreting “it” in the sense of a
determined text, would give rise to an interpretive aporia. The referent of—hu,
“it,” cannot be identical to that which has just been recited; Q 97:1 refers to a new
usage. It stands rather for an authoritative manifestation of the word of God,
an analogue to the “embodiment” of the word of God in the neighboring tradi-
tions.'? In the Nicene Creed it is said of Christ, “He descended from the heavens”
(Greek katelthonta ek ton ouranon, Arabic nazala mina I-sama’). The image of the
sending down should then be considered in the early Meccan period to be a man-
ifestation of the word of God that goes beyond the verbal-semantic proclamation
and thus stands as a “vocal embodiment” alongside the teaching and guidance
given with scripture. Although the Quran becomes manifest not through incar-
nation but rather as the verbally delineated word of God, it nonetheless shows
distinct structural analogies to the word of God becoming man, to the incarnate
logos (see p. 90-92). It has recently even led to discussions of the Quran in terms
of “‘inlibration,” “the becoming book of God’s word” This designation reflects
a problematic understanding of the Qur’an, as will be shown below, and reveals
how far apart we still are from a proper understanding of al-qu’an and al-tanzil
in relation to “writing;” or in relation to a manifestation of God’s word that tran-
scends writing.

2.1.2 Wahy

The mode whereby the message arrived to the proclaimer is presented in two
distinct scenarios in the early texts. The first is a vision. Here, the message itself is
designated as wahy, “inspiration,”* and its authority is corroborated through the
evocation of a divine communication, Q 53:4-12:

in huwa illa wahyun yitha
‘allamahu shadidu I-quwa

dhti mirratin fa-stawa

wa-huwa bi-l-ufuqi l-a‘la
thumma dana fa-tadalla
fa-kana qaba qawsayni aw adna
fa-awha ila ‘abdihi ma awha
ma kadhdhaba I-fu’adu ma ra’a
a-fa-tumariunahu ‘ala ma yara

12. On the hypostatization of the word of God in the Jewish tradition of Late Antiquity, cf. Boyarin, “The
Gospel of the Memra,” and Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 221-227; cf. below, 91-94.

13. See Izutsu, “Revelation as a Linguistic Concept,” and Izutsu, God and Man in the Quran, although he does
not take account of biblical and non-biblical traditions. Cf. also Chabbi, Le Coran décrypté, 81-92, which connects
the delivery of the message to an inspiration of jinns.

14. Cf. on the vision and its relationship to the narrative of calling.
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It [the reading] is but an inspiration inspired,
taught to him by one immense in power

of great prestige. Erected high he sat enthroned
on the upper horizon,

then he drew near and hung suspended

and was two bows’ distance away or nearer
and inspired in his servant what he inspired.
The mind did not question what it saw.

Do you dispute with him what he saw?

This scenario reflects in some details Isaiah’s vision in Isaiah 6:1-11:"

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord, high and exalted, seated
on a throne; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were
seraphim, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces,
with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they
were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; The
whole earth is full of his glory” . . . Then I heard the voice of the Lord
saying, “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?” And I said, “Here
am 1. Send me!” He said, “Go and tell this people . .”

The historically embedded, dynastically dated first-person report of Isaiah’s
calling as a Prophet contrasts with the Qurlanic report of the communication of
divine teachings to the proclaimer, which is told in the third person and not set
into historical time. The proclaimer’s vision is not reported for its own sake, but
is embedded within an argument that sets out to authenticate the transcendent
origin of the proclamation as such. But still, the two visions are related: in both
scenes, the envisioned sits upright on the throne. The verb istawd, “to stand/sit
upright,” is to be understood as an abbreviation for ‘ala I-‘arshi stawa, “he sits up-
right on the throne” (Q 20:5, 13:2, 10:3, passim); dhii [-‘arshi, “he of the throne,’
“the enthroned,” (Q 81:20), a frequent image in ancient Near Eastern and biblical
tradition,'® may reflect the image of the enthroned pantokrator,"” which is fre-
quent in Late Antique iconography and is present verbally in both Jewish and
Christian liturgy.”® In both vision scenes, something is proclaimed: in the bib-
lical text the praise of God articulated by the seraphim, in the Qur’anic text an
inspiration to the proclaimer. But the two throne visions differ in some crucial

15. On the scene with Isaiah, see Irsigler, “Gott als Konig.”

16. Cf. Hooke, Myth and Kingship; Brettler, God Is King; Schmidt, Kénigtum Gottes.

17. Rippin, “God,” bases the kingly image of God on the Qur’anic predications of God, without naming con-
crete biblical intertexts.

18. The Kedushah, an exclamation evoking the divine holiness within Jewish prayer, contains the encomium
of the seraphim from Isaiah 6:3, “Holy, Holy, Holy, The Lord of Hosts, The entire world is filled with His Glory.” The
Christian liturgy recapitulates this calling in an anaphoric prayer during mass (“with Your Glory”).
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characteristics: in contrast to Isaiah, the divine appearance in the Quran is not
static, but seems rather to move toward the onlooker.”” The two prophet visions
also part ways in further details: unlike the speech of God in Isaiah, the “inspi-
ration,” wahy, in the Quran does not form part of a prophetic calling, even if
the inspired speech is identical semantically with the proclamation whose tran-
scendent source the report of the vision is meant to confirm. Above all, the bib-
lical image of God undergoes decisive changes in the Qur’an that does not allow
for anthropomorphic traits.

This is in tune with the report in the earlier sura Q 81:19-23 of the vision of
a phenomenon that also appears on the horizon (bi-l-ufugi I-mubin), a report in
which the proclamation is identified not as God’s immediate speech but rather
as the “word” (gawl) of a “noble messenger with power before the enthroned”
(rasulin karim / dhi quwatin ‘inda dhi I-‘arshi makin). Here too the entire procla-
mation is authorized through the vision of a supernatural phenomenon, but now
of an angel, similar to the seraphim in Isaiah, one who is “closely related to the
enthroned”

The two vision scenes that evoke Isaiah’s vision (Q 81:19-23 and 53:4-12)
are complemented by a third, immediately following Q 53:4-12, in which no
divine communication is given to the proclaimer. Here, the experience of divine
closeness is confined to the visual, the divine person manifesting himself only
emblematically through a natural phenomenon, a bush changed in its appear-
ance (Q 53:13-18)—an evident reference to the shrub figuring in the calling of
Moses. All the three Quranic vision reports are clearly not immediate imitations
of reality, but rather are “overdetermined,” charges with biblical textual evoca-
tions. At the same time, the biblical models are also “corrected”: in sura 81, an
angel is interposed as speaker, so that God himself does not need to speak. In Q
53:4-12 a divine communication follows, but manifests itself, unlike in the bib-
lical report, as nonverbal speech. Again unlike the message of the angel, which
appears as “(understandable) speech,” gawl, God’s address is introduced as waky,
“(nonverbal) inspiration” The striking fact that God speaks directly in none of
the visions is no accident: the Qurianic presentation here undertakes a “correc-
tion,” quite in concert with the theological tendencies of its time, of the anthro-
pomorphism that dominated the biblical reports to various degrees. With wahy,
unlike in the case of angelic speech, no clear communication is intended—but
what exactly then is meant by waly?

The word, already common in pre-Islamic poetry, indicates not an articu-
lated message but rather one signaled through suggestive signs, as might exist

19. This is not a Qurianic innovation, but rather reflects a biblical notion developed after Isaiah: James Kugel,
How to Read the Bible, 600-606 (as suggested in a personal communication from Dirk Hartwig) points out that the
throne was already understood to be in motion in Ezekiel’s time; God left Jerusalem and was ascending to heaven in
a transportable chariot throne, having left his temple during the first wave of exile to Babylon.
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for example in the chirping of birds or in an unreadable writing on a rock.” The
Egyptian thinker Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid*' recontextualizes the Quranic waly,
which is reclaimed in the Islamic tradition to mean divine speech, with its an-
cient Arabic usage, and determines that it refers to a communication that is not
yet verbalized, a “suggestion” or “inspiration” that can only become comprehen-
sible through a “translation” achieved by the recipient. Everything that precedes
this process of resetting into human speech remains inaccessible to the outsider,
and thus to the researcher as well (this is the important point for the reformist
thinker Abu Zaid), who must properly limit himself to the already verbalized
speech of the Prophet, that is, to his “horizontal” communication with his hear-
ers,” dispensing with treating the transcendent side of the text. This “horizontal”
manifestation of waky can be understood—to proceed beyond Abu Zaid’s ideas—
as part of a drama? that plays out between the proclaimer, the community as it
forms, and which is reflected in the Quranic texts that have been “translated” by
the proclaimer into verbal language. The Qur’an, it is true, is formally almost con-
tinuously the speech of a divine “I” or “we” to a Prophetic “you,” through which
one can, however, “hear” the social situation that is involved in the address. In
light of its dramatic communication to the hearers, the text is polyphonic, in that
some hearers and hearer groups enter the text alongside the proclaimer who is
present as the addressee, or at least are spoken about in their absence.

Only in the post-Quranic period, after the death of the proclaimer, is wahy
generalized to become a designation of the Qurianic message as a whole. With
the proliferation of the dogma of the non-createdness of the Qur’an in the ninth/
tenth century, the concept of waly grew massively in authority. But only in recent
times has this authority come to operate so restrictively within conservative cir-
cles as to withdraw the Qur’an entirely from the access of analytic approach. Pre-
canonically, that is, understood with Abu Zaid in the context of ancient Arabic,
extra-Qur’anic evidence, waly means a preverbal inspiration that is far remote
from its understanding in the later developed dogma of verbal inspiration.

2.1.3 Vigils as Frames of “Inspiration’

The visions, of which there are three recorded in the Qur’an, are rare exceptions
as a frame for the communication of messages.* There is a second scenario that

20. Cf. the function of waliy in early Arabic poetry, see chap. 12, 444-447.

21. Abu Zaid, Mafhiim al-Nass; see also Kermani, Offenbarung als Kommunikation.

22. This occurred in conjunction with the Mu'tazila theology, which, in the eighth/ninth century, assumes a
distinction between the uncreated, intrinsic, knowledge of God and his created word, and asserts the existence of a
necessarily not-eternal substrate for the retention of this word; see the evidence in Maalouf, La place du verbe. The
fact that this position was replaced a century later with the dogma of the uncreatedness of the Qur’an is related to
anti-Christian polemic.

23. See Neuwirth, “Structure and the Emergence of Community”

24. The Qur’an gives accounts of two visions in three places: Q 53:4-12; 53:13-18 and one, Q 81:23f,, that is
arguably identical with the first vision mentioned in sura 53.
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presents the receipt of God’s word less dramatically, namely, as the result of as-
kesis, as new texts growing out of the nightly recitation of texts that were already
in circulation. Here, the receipt of texts presents itself as resulting from the recita-
tions performed by the proclaimer in his vigils, which must have been conducted
with highly intense concentration. The most evident case is Q 73:1-9:

ya ayyuha l-muzzammil
qumi I-layla illa qalila
nisfahu awi nqus minhu qalila
aw zid ‘alayhi wa-rattili I-qur’ana tartila
inna sa-nulqi ‘alayka qawlan thaqila
inna nashi' ata I-layli hiya ashaddu wat an
wa-aqwamu qila
inna laka fi l-nahari sabhan tawila
wa-dhkuri sma rabbika wa-tabattal ilayhi tabtila
rabbu I-mashrigi wa-I-maghribi
la ilaha illa huwa fa-ttakhidhhu wakila

You who are enwrapped in your garment,
Stand the night, the large part of it,
Half of it, or take away some of it,
Or add something to it,
And chant the reading in clear chant.
We will charge you with a weighty speech.
In the beginning of the night impression are strongest and words
are the most collected.
You have in the day long-lasting activity.
So remember the name of your Lord
and give yourself entirely to him.
He is the lord of the sunrise and the sunset.
There is no God but him! So take Him as a protector!®

Although here we also find language related to divine visitation—God himself
gives the proclaimer admonitions for the right disposition toward the reception
of the messages and “gives to him heavy speech”—the new texts emerge not least
through human effort, namely, through the recitation in vigils of texts already
known. These vigils may have consisted of recitations of Psalm-like liturgical
texts such as constituted by the early suras. The text itself reflects this close re-
lation to the Psalms: verse 2, qumi I-layla, “stand the night,” recalls “at midnight
I stand up, to praise you” (Psalms 119:62); verse 8, wa-dhkur sma rabbika, “recall

25. On the relationship between text genesis and cult development, cf. chap. 6, 205-208.
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the name of your Lord,” recalls “praise the name of the Lord” (Psalms 113:1), and
verse 9, rabbu I-mashriqi wa-1-maghribi, “Lord of the sunnrise and sunset,” recalls
“from rise to setting of the sun” (Psalms 50:1).

The early Qurian consists to a large extent of paraphrases of psalms; it forms part
of Late Antique psalmic piety which for the first time finds its place in the Arabic
language, there being no Arabic translation of the Psalms extant before the ninth
century.®® At this early stage, the text is still very little interested in self-definition; the
word qur’an itself at the beginning refers to the process of recitation rather than to
the text itself. Only with the growth of the community and the emergent necessity of
self-assertion does the urgency of self-authorization arise, which, as we should ex-
pect, occurs on the one hand through self-distinction of the proclaimer against an-
cient Arabic predecessors, in particular the poets,” and on the other hand through
contrast between the text and the preceding scriptures of the two older religions,*
which are known in the form of scrolls or codices.

2.2 AL-QUR’AN: COMMUNICATION OF TEXTS FROM THE
HEAVENLY SCRIPTURE

In contrast to these scriptures, the Qurian presents itself at first as a new formation
in altered verbal dress, as a new message that follows, and confirms, the earlier scrip-
tures. But above all, already in the earliest community, the conception took shape
that the oral Qur'an stemmed from the “preserved tablet” that is with God, al-lawh
al-mahfiiz, an original and heavenly writing; cf. Q 85:21-22.: bal innahu qur anun
majid / fi lawhin mahfiz, “Truly, it is a glorious reading [qur'an] / on a preserved
tablet” The Qur’an thus has its origins and roots in a transcendent original writing,
from which excerpts are “sent down,” so to speak, as divine messages for recitation
(Q 56:77-78: innahu la-qur anun karim / fi kitabin makniin, “Indeed, it is a generous
reading [qur’an] / preserved in a hidden writing”).

Narratives in the later Meccan suras are often explicitly presented as elements
of “the writing,” al-kitab. This writing is viewed as unchanging and extensive,
perhaps a Quranic adaptation of the idea of the book of the heavenly register,
which is found in the book of Jubilees, a Jewish apocryphon of the second cen-
tury BCE, but which was a widely prevalent notion already in the ancient Near
East.”® The Quranic references to the writing, al-kitab, presuppose a kind of ar-
chive, a store of narratives that exist already fixed in writing to be communicated

26. On the Arabic tradition of the psalms, see Schippers, “Psalms.”

27. See Farrukh, Das Bild des Friihislam, and now also Bauer, “The Relevance of Early Arabic Poetry”

28. There have only been a few studies on this, primarily Speyer, Die biblischen Erzéihlungen im Qoran; Busse,
Die Theologischen Beziehungen; and, on Quranic engagement with the Psalms, Neuwirth, “Psalmen.”

29. See Jeffery, The Quran as Scripture; Madigan, The Quran’s Self-Image.

30. On the role of writing in the book of Jubilees, see Najman, “Interpretation as Primordial Writing,” and
Kugel, The Bible as It Was. On the history of this idea, see Van Doorn, Scribal Culture, 214-227.
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to the proclaimer by the sender in the form of clearly defined pericopes, resem-
bling the textual units read out in the services of Jews and Christians. In the
Qur’anic proclamation, these pericopes are framed by introductory and closing
parts and are set into a Qur’anic unit of recitation, a sura, which includes various
sorts of texts.

Narrative communications from the heavenly scripture are at first clearly dis-
tinguished from less universal elements, such as debates over ephemeral issues
of the community. The particular rank and ceremonial function of the narratives
transmitted from biblical tradition but ultimately originating from the heavenly
scripture is underlined by introductory formulas such as wa-dhkur fi I-kitab, “re-
call in [the communication of] the scripture” (Q 19:16). It is only in a later phase,
in Medina, that the entire message communicated to the community is consid-
ered to constitute “scripture,” that is, that communal issues discussed in Quranic
speech are themselves recognized as a part of salvation history, so that entire
suras are counted as manifestations of al-kitab.”!

But even at this stage of development, the distinction between the message and
its transcendent sources is maintained. The claim raised so energetically today in
fundamentalist circles of a transcendent rank also for the materially present text,
a rank that withdraws it from scholarly analysis, is not founded in the Quran. It
can rather be connected to the dogma of the uncreatedness of the Qur’an that be-
came widespread in the ninth/tenth century,* according to which the Arabic lan-
guage of the Quran does not stem from social convention but rather from divine
imposition, so that exegesis of the Quran falls within strict theoretical limits of
veritative, “literal” explanation. That the insistence on the transcendent character
of the Qur’an as an exclusive feature of Islam is in no way an inherited tradition
but rather something new, and that it represents a withdrawal into essentializing
self-isolation that is obviously politically conditioned, is shown by the tradition
of the Qurian interpretation through the past 1,300 years. Throughout history,
the Qurlan was in fact always of two natures: a scripture of transcendent origin
and the inner-worldly focal point for a form of life, and thus the object of wide-
ranging theological reflection.

Above all, to give a monopoly to the transcendent origin of the Qur'an con-
tradicts the text itself, which insists on the shared origin of all three monotheistic
scriptures and invites Jews and Christians, as older “possessors of scriptures,”
ahl al-kitab, to acknowledge the shared genealogy of the three monotheistic reli-
gions, which according to the later evidence of the Quran all stem from one and
the same transcendent archetype. The Qur'an here occupies a pioneering posi-
tion, since, as William Graham emphasizes,* the concept of holy writings beyond

31. Cf. Neuwirth, “Structure and the Emergence of Community.”
32. See Wild, Mensch, Prophet, 7.
33. Graham, “Scripture and the Quran”



The Quran and Scripture 75

one’s own religion, which has become widely familiar only since the nineteenth
century, is already self-evident in the Qur'an: countless verses speak not only of
the heavenly writing, kitab, but also of its forms of appearance already established
in this world, the “writings,” kutub, of other religions, the Jews and Christians.

The later Quran sketches a “scriptural community;” a concept that is then
thwarted by the process of canonization after the closure of the proclamation.
But while the Quranic text itself stresses at great length its consubstantiality with
the other scriptures, it nonetheless features unambiguously in later Islamic the-
ology as the final manifestation of divine speech that perfects all other scriptures.
Between the statements of the proclaimed Quran text and its later interpretation
lies the break of canonization, which grants a new predominance to the tran-
scendent dimension. The historic-dialogic character of the Qurian at the time
of the proclaimer, a polyphonic religious conversation with and about others,
becomes a univocal text after the death of the proclaimer, a divine monologue. In
the context of the reading of the Qur’an as a Late Antique text, we therefore have
to go back behind canonization.

Canonicity, which involves the social recognition of the already victorious
community, imposes a substantially new reading. It no longer reflects the his-
torical drama of engagement with others characterized by trial and error, but
rather sees the scripture as a triumphant symbol of victory, even granting it the
authority to unseat chronometrical time. If we follow the historian and cultural
critic Aziz al-Azmeh, the canonical text not only raises the claim of eternal va-
lidity but is also structured a-historically.® Canonization is a reconfiguration, so
to speak, from a sequence of speeches conditioned by time into an array of time-
less individual texts. In place of the historically developing genesis of the text
as it unfolds under the eyes of the analytical-historicizing reader, the reader of
the canon beholds an original myth, which henceforth covers the text like an
opaque screen: namely, the myth of the event, transcending history, of the grant-
ing of the scripture to the Prophet. Each individual or collective Quran recita-
tion is thus a restaging of the event of revelation, in that it repeats mimetically
the act of the physical-acoustic recording of the heavenly writing by the Prophet
Muhammad. Thus the universalist character of the Quran is drowned out by the
emphasis laid on its “Islamic character,” its particularistic belonging to one single
religious community exclusively, which is conveyed by the daily prayer ritual. Yet
this cultic role of the Qur’an over the course of Islamic history was only one of
several manifestations of the text, which was simultaneously present as a literary
text, as a rhetorical model, and as a kind of score for artistically sophisticated
recitations.*

34. Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation, 1-22.
35. Al-Azmeh, “Chronophagous Discourse,” 163-164.
36. On this image, cf. Kermani, Gott ist schon, 197-205.
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2.3 ORALITY AS THEOLOGUMENON

Like the other scriptures, the Quran emerged out of an extensive corpus of
heterogeneous traditions, from which excerpts eventually crystallized into a
coherent writing, a process which occurred through the proclamation to the
emerging community. What distinguishes the Qurianic situation is its spe-
cific milieu, in which scripture had already materialized into written codices
and become a familiar phenomenon. As Nicolai Sinai has convincingly dem-
onstrated,” the emerging Qurlan had to assert itself vis-a-vis Jewish-Christian
conceptions of scripture, in order to set out its own claims to authority. It is
surprising that in this process it was not the conception of a written manifesta-
tion of scripture that was followed, but a new concept, that of an “oral writing
was developed. Daniel Madigan first propounded the thesis that “nothing about
the Qur'an suggests that it conceives of itself as identical with the kitab [i.e., the
heavenly book],”*® that is, in no phase of its development did the Qur’an pursue
the objective of a closed written corpus. This claim of “an ontological differ-
ence between the recitation and its transcendent sources” is linked to certain
conditions, as Sinai shows.* The first requirement was the consciousness of an
essentially oral character as the goal of the Quran in its process of formation,
independent of the occasional use of writing as a mnemotechnic aid. Secondly,
convincing arguments were required to explain the absence of the conventional
ceremonial frameworks that surrounded the revealed word of God in the neigh-
boring cultures.

The community’s consciousness of the special feature of Qurianic medial-
ity took shape gradually. It is striking that in the earliest suras, there is not
yet explicit language about the divine source of the recitation. Clearly, some
time was required before the revelation claim implicit in the Prophetic second-
person address was perceived reflexively enough that the problem of the rela-
tion of the Quran to written models could arise. This development, which was
at first gradual, is easily comprehensible in view of the Quranic beginnings.
The earliest suras stand in an already pre-founded tradition, that of the Psalms;
they thus existed in a genre of oral liturgical speech and required no explicit
authorization.

The important step toward Qurlanic self-legitimation, toward the introduc-
tion of an explicit reference to authority in the texts, was required only later,
toward the end of the early Meccan period, and in reaction to a challenge from
outside. This can be deduced from verses such as Q 69:40-42:*

37. Sinai, “Qurianic Self-Referentiality.”

38. Madigan, The Qur'an’s Self-Image, 177.
39. Sinai, “Qurianic Self-Referentiality;” 110.
40. Ibid, 111.
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innahu la-qawlu rasalin karim
wa-ma huwa bi-qawli sha'irin qalilan ma tu'minin
wa-la bi-qawli kahinin qalilan ma tadhdhakkariin

It is the speech of a noble messenger
not the speech of a poet—how little you believe!
Nor the speech of a seer—how little you recall!

An antagonistic “misreading” of the literary genre of the recitation, with implica-
tions about its particular type of inspiration, is “corrected,” through reference to
its divine origin, verse 43: tanzilun min rabbi I-'alamin, “A sending down from
the lord of the worlds”

This specific Qurianic self-referentiality, which legitimizes speech through ref-
erence to its transcendent origin, “must thus be understood as having grown up
successively out of the process of confrontation with the audience, whose expec-

tations and views had to be convincingly addressed

2.3.1 Strategies of Justification for the Orality of Scripture

The Quran itself confronts the problem of its non-written form and the lack of
the paraphernalia of writing. Sinai points to the problematic already raised by
Madigan: according to Madigan, the central problem in every attempt to inter-
pret the concept of kitab lies in the fact that the Quran understands itself on
the one hand as “of a piece with carefully guarded, lavishly appointed, and scru-
pulously copied sacred codices and scrolls, while itself remaining open-ended,
unwritten, and at the mercy of frail human memory”** According to Sinai, this
tension can best be explained via “a need to balance the obvious situatedness of
Muhammad’s recitations with a strategic interest in imparting to them the glow
of scripturality that was felt, by his audience, to be an indispensible concomitant
of genuine revelations”*

The familiar complaint brought against the proclaimer by his opponents is
brought to a point in the question in Q 25:32: law la nuzzila ‘alayhi I-qur’anu
jumlatan wahidatan, “Why is the reading not sent down to him in one go, as
a complete communication?” The incompleteness and situation-boundedness
of the message were clearly perceived as defects by the hearers, which set these
recitations apart from the conventional manifestations of God’s word, and which
therefore had to be compensated for through additional forms of authentication,
so that they might better correspond to the familiar models. These had to do with
writing, since revelation in the Jewish and Christian context was tied to the con-
cept of a written corpus.

41. Ibid.
42. Madigan, Self-Image, 45, cited in Sinai, “Qur’anic Self-Referentiality,” 113-114.
43. Sinai, “Qurianic Self-Referentiality,” 114.
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Sinai sees this compensation realized in a group of early suras, which assert a
connection to the heavenly book as a form of authorization. Thus, in Q 80:11-16,
the Qurianic communications are presented as a kind of excerpt from the heav-
enly original text:

kalla innahu tadhkirah
fa-man sha’a dhakarah
fi suhufin mukarrama
marfii‘atin mutahharah
bi-aydi safarah

kiramin bararah**

No indeed, it is a reminder

—Who so desires may remember it—
inscribed in hallowed scrolls

sublime immaculate

by the hands of scribes

noble, virtuous.

The expectations of the hearers could only be fulfilled in this way because the
“heavenly writing” as an emblem of authority was a firm component of the
differentiated spiritual conceptions in Late Antiquity. Karel van der Toorn,
who has retraced the long process of the Bible’s formation as a corpus charac-
terized by scribal culture, points to the conception, common since the books
of Enoch (third century BCE) and Daniel (ca. 160 BCE), of the heavenly source
of writing, which is accessible to individual Prophets through visions.* Such
efficacious older traditions concerning heavenly writings as the sources of
revelation should also—the real, physical, manifestations of writings in the
neighboring traditions notwithstanding—have played a role in the Qur’anic
authorization of the message through heavenly writing. The heavenly source
of the Quranic message is elsewhere designated as a “tablet” (Q 85:22) and
somewhat later, in the middle Meccan period, even as “the mother of the
script,” umm al-kitab (Q 43:4), conceptions which may ultimately go back to
the book of Jubilees. This apocryphal work,* which posits a heavenly tablet
written by divine instruction on which all wisdom and the events of salvation
history are recorded, had an intense reception in Late Antiquity and brings to
a point the complex conceptions of writing that are reflected in various late
books of the Bible.

44. See Q 85:21-22: bal huwa qur anun majid / fi lawhin malifiz, and 56:77-80.
45, Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 227-231.
46. Najman, “Interpretation as Primordial Writing”; Grintz, “Jubilees.”
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2.3.2 Qur’an versus Kitab

What is the relationship between the performed qur'an and the heavenly kitab?
After the two had long been kept neatly separate from each other, the dichotomy
between the Quranic recollections from the kitab (i.e., biblical recollections)
and other types of Quranic proclamation increasingly softens in the late Meccan
suras: al-kitab becomes the designation of a heavenly “mode of storage,” as Sinai
formulates it, while al-qur’an comes to refer to earthly realization. But the two are
never treated as wholly identical, since the proclaimer does not receive excerpts
from the kitab in an unchanged form, but rather these excerpts are adapted to
the particular needs of the recipients in the course of their transmission. Sinai
stresses this difference, which the Qurian itself reclaims as a particular herme-
neutic coding, even designating it with a particular technical term: tafsil. The
locus classicus for this perception is Q 41:2-3:

tanzilun mina l-rahmani l-rahim
kitabun fussilat ayatuhu qur’anan ‘arabiyan
li-qawmin ya'lamiin

A sending down from the Merciful, the Compassionate,
a scripture, whose verses are made distinct
an Arabic reading, for a people who have knowledge.

According to Sinai, tafsil thus implies a kind of paraphrase of the kitab, by
which the texts are adapted to the horizon of the hearers.”” This observation also
throws light on the fact, often perceived with irritation, that individual stories
are recalled in more than one place and in differing versions in the Qurian. In
light of the tafsil hermeneutic, these differing narratives can be seen as succes-
sive repetitions of a single kitab pericope, which are formulated anew multiple
times and adapted to changing communal situations. Sinai then states: “From the
qur’anic perspective, then, the celestial scripture cannot be given to man in any
other shape than mufassalan (Q 6:114). The kitab is partially accessible, but never
available: it can be tapped via divine revelation, but due to the need to tailor such
revelations to a specific target audience, the kitab as such is at no one’s disposal,
not even in the form of excerpts”*® Thus, in late Meccan time, the orality of the
holy script assumed the rank of a Quranic article of belief, a theologumenon—a
phenomenon that is unknown in the case of any other scripture.

This being said, the basic conception of the possibility of adapting scripture
to the changing situations of the recipients is not specifically Quranic, but is al-
ready a biblical stereotype. The textual growth of the Bible also incorporates the

47. A similar conception is advocated by Kadi and Mir, “Literature and the Qur’an.
48. Sinai, “Qurianic Self-Referentiality,” 126.
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advent of new expectations in the addressees. Multiple biblical books appeared
that retold things already known but provided new aspects to the subject. James
Kugel even sees this possibility of “self-actualization” as one of the principles of
the Bible’s development. The Qur’an, with its retelling of biblical stories, sets itself
in this tradition, which was already established in the development of the Bible.”
Indeed, it puts this praxis into the service of its own oral mediality. Orally com-
municated versions of the biblical stories are more flexible than written texts;
they allow for back-references and even, on the occasion of the renewed per-
formance of an already preached text, of clarifying expansions, a kind of oral
glossing.

Only in Medina are there critical reflections on the medium of sacred scrip-
ture in human hands.*® The members of the two older religions are now perceived
as competitors vying with the Qur'anic community for the inheritance of the
monotheistic tradition, which until that point was available to all, and was not
assigned to particular confessions. It is in this function that the members of the
older religions in the late Meccan period are designated as “possessors of scrip-
ture, ahl al-kitab, in their function as “rivals in a contest of inheritance,” making
claims on the basis of their writings as a kind of “title deed” Their first mention in
Q 29:46 already stands in the context of a virtual conflict, which can only be pur-
sued through “fair dispute”: wa-1a tujadili ahla I-kitabi illa bi-llati hiya ahsanu,
“Do not dispute with the people of the scripture, except in a way that is seemly!”
This first designation of the members of other religions as ahl al-kitab should be
surprising, since it seems to evoke a characteristic also shared by the Qurlanic
community. Since there is no disparaging connotation in this quotation, the ex-
pression may reproduce a self-designation of the Jews and/or Christians, which
perhaps was linked to their most important distinction: Jewish-Christian scrip-
turality against the Quranic orality of God’s word. In contrast to the scripture
that was claimed by these others and reified materialiter, the Quran remained
a “virtual sacred script” at the time of the Prophet, an orally preserved message.

2.4 LATE MECCAN REFLECTIONS ON HEAVENLY
AND EARTHLY SCRIPTURES

2.4.1 Announcements and Confirmations of Revelation

The late Meccan suras attest to a greater degree of attention paid to the function
and significance of writing. Exegesis now comes to the foreground. The idea of

49. Kugel, The Bible as It Was. Furthermore, one could refer to the Targumim, which convey Bible texts not
only in a new language but in one that would be appropriate to the expectations of later listeners and readers. Cf.
also Shinan, “Midrash on Scripture.”

50. On the differentiation made at this time between various kinds of written verses, unambiguous and ambig-
uous, see Neuwirth, “Mary and Jesus,” and cf. chap. 9, 324-327.
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God’s people, which was already developed in the middle Meccan period, and
which implied the idea that election is expressed through the communication of
scripture, becomes the key point of a new discourse: the reflection about one’s
own role in the “scripture,” that is, the status and function of the continuously
unfolding or already unfolded communications of the heavenly “writing” In
view of the expanding circle of hearers, which seem to also have included mem-
bers of the neighboring religions, these communications had to be reflected on
anew. This reflection is mirrored in the late Meccan period not only in later “cor-
rections,” that is, additions to older suras, but also in a critique of the handling
of writing of the earlier possessors of scripture, whose idealized role comes into
doubt in this phase.

The Qur’anic sign theology, according to which God manifests his presence
in creation and intext,”! is refined, so that the successive oral communication
of transcendently written pericopes adapted to the respective situations of the
hearers comes to be understood as a specifically Qur’anic privilege—this is quite
different from the scriptures of the Jews and Christians, which are presented as
having been revealed all at once.

In the late Meccan period, the sura structures become stereotyped to such a
degree that a particular typus develops for the sura’s beginning: the “announce-
ment of revelation,”* a form that occurs only twice in the middle Meccan suras
(suras 26 and 27).> As a rule, it correlates with a later mention of scripture, a
“confirmation of revelation,” that regularly introduces the suras closing part.
With only six exceptions, all late Meccan suras begin—either implicitly or explic-
itly deictically**—with an introduction that is related to scripture. This incipit sets
the tone, so to speak, for the further course of the text, and is referred to again at
the close of the sura.

One should perhaps imagine the frequently deictic announcement to have
been underscored by gestures. In any case, a ceremonial significance comes to
attach itself to this stereotyped beginning, which first becomes frequent in the
late Meccan suras. Their introduction authorizes what follows as a speech of tran-
scendent origin, and this is as a rule underlined again by the closing confirmation
of revelation. That the recited text is thus itself understood as “signs” or a “sign
system” seems to be confirmed by the initiatory naming of letters or letter com-
binations in the form of minimal textual units.” The majority of all late Meccan

51. See chap. 7, 244-277.

52. When labeling both kinds of texts, the term “revelation” is used for the Qur'an despite the preliminary
problems with the term, since it most clearly relays the transcendental origin. Cf. chap. 5, passim.

53. Mentions of the Qur'an were also common before, but they rather assumed the form of an oath, see
Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 264-289.

54. That is, fifteen of twenty-one suras. For the exceptions, meaning those with a different introduction, such
as with a hymn in suras 6, 34, 35, or suras without a distinctive introduction, such as Q 16, 29, 30, reference should
be made to Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 276-313.

55. Cf. chap. 4, 144-146.
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suras that are introduced by references to writing also begin with detached letter
names, such as for example sad, alif lam ra, etc. Although there is no consensus
in the tradition or in Western research about the function of these letters, their
interpretation as representing the smallest elements of the acoustic performance
of the word of God seems to be the most convincing. More explicitly, this under-
standing of the text as signs, which sets before the listener/ reader the epistemic
task of decoding, is evinced by its frequent designation as the “signs of scripture,”
ayat al-kitab. As in Q 12:1-2:

alif lam ra’ tilka ayatu I-kitabi I-mubin
inna anzalnahu qur'anan ‘arabiyan la‘allakum ta'qulin

Alif lam ra. Those are the signs of the clear scripture.
We send it down to be an Arabic reading,
so that you may understand.

The notion of signs of writing is supplemented by the further sign dimension
of the hearers’ native tongue,*” through which knowledge (‘agl) will be enacted.
The frequency of the description of the qur'an as “Arabic” seems to allow fur-
ther conclusions: here clearly a transformation is attested, of a universal kitab
into a sensorily, aurally perceptible manifestation that serves to communicate
the message but exceeds the semantics of the proclamation as something new
and unique. In these verses, the Qurian assumes a new dimension as a tran-
scendent communication, which approaches a hypostasis, an “embodiment,” in
this case sonic, of the word of God. Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid has spoken in this
connection of a “trans-formation” of God’s word into the form of the Arabic
language.™®

At the conclusion of the sura, in Q 12:111, the intention standing behind the
narration of biblical stories is named:

la-qad kana fi qasasihim ‘ibratun li-uli l-albabi ma kana hadithan
yuftara wa-lakin tasdiqan li-lladhi bayna yadayhi wa-tafsila kulli shay'in
wa-hudan wa-rahmatan li-gawmin yu miniin

In the telling of them is a lesson to those possessed of minds. It is no story
that has been invented, but rather a confirmation of what came before it, a
clear explication of all things and a guidance and mercy for a people who
believe.

56. Also in suras 10, 11, 13, 28, 31, and 41.
57. On this particular self-referentiality, see Wild, “An Arabic Recitation.”
58. See Abu Zaid, Islam und Politik, 63; cf. on “inlibration” 92-95.
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The written signs confirm the message of the earlier revelations (fasdig); they set
out their message as adapted for the respective proclamation situations (tafsil)*®
and teach those with understanding (ili I-albab).

The introductory announcement of revelation and closing confirmation of
revelation correlate also in sura 14, which in its opening verses (1-2) raises the
high claim of leading the community out of the condition of ignorance into that
of insight:

alif lam ra@" kitabun anzalnahu ilayka li-tukhrija I-nasa mina l-zulumati
ila I-nari

Alif lam ra. A scripture, which we have sent down upon you, so that you
may lead men from darkness to light.

The initial pronouncement gains further pathos through the following hymnic
recollection: allahu lladhi lahu ma fi l-samawati wa-ma fi l-ardi, “It is God, to
whom what is in heaven and earth belong” (verse 2). This entails an expressive
statement about the transcendent dimension of the two works of creation: tran-
scendent writing and cosmos. Yet, despite this sublime origin, scripture should
serve the pragmatic goal of the teaching of men. The closing confirmation (verse
52) thus declines to offer an affirmation of the transcendent character, underlin-
ing instead the appellatory character of the message for those with understanding
(aliz I-albab).

hadha balaghun li-1-nasi wa-li-yundharii bihi wa-li-ya'lamii annama huwa
ilahun wahidun wa-li yadhdhakkari alii I-albab

This is a proclamation to the people. Let them be warned thereby, and rec-
ognize that He is but one God, so that those possessed of minds remember.

In sura 28, the announcement and confirmation of revelation are motivated apol-
ogetically (verses 1-3):

ta sin mim

tilka ayatu I-kitabi I-mubin

natlii ‘alayka min naba’i Miisa wa-Fir‘awna bi-l-haqqi
li-qawmin yu' miniin

Ta sin mim.

Those are the signs of the clear scripture.

We recite to you the reports about Moses and Pharaoh in truth,
to the people who believe.

59. Sinai, “Quranic Self-Referentiality”
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In this sura opening, the intermediary role of the proclaimer is confirmed
alongside the authenticity of the scripture, whereas at the sura’s end he is exon-
erated of the accusation of authorial interference; the sura’s conclusion begins
thus (verses 85-88):

inna lladhi farada ‘alaya I-qur’ana la-radduka ila ma'adin

qul rabbi a'lamu man j@'a bi-l-huda wa-man huwa fi dalalin mubin
wa-ma kunta tarji an yulqa ilayka I-kitabu illa rahmatan min rabbika
fa-la takananna zahiran li-l-kafirin

wa-la yusuddunnaka ‘an ayati llahi ba'da idh unzilat ilayka

He who ordained the Quran upon you will bring you back to a home
place. Say: my Lord knows better, who brings right guidance and who
is in clear error.

You had not expected that scripture would come down to you,

it happens only through mercy of your lord.

So do not be a supporter to the unbelievers

And do not turn yourself away from the signs of God, after they have been
sent down to you.*

This reflection over the status of scripture as a text world that opens itself to the
receivers not through their own witnessing (Q 3:44), or through their appropri-
ation of wisdom (Q 18:26-27), but only through inspiration is also thematized
elsewhere; cf. Q 29:48.

That the proclaimer himself perceives signs of creation and of scripture as in-
extricably linked is shown in Q 45:1-6:

hd mim

tanzilu I-kitabi mina lladhi |- azizi I-hakim

inna fi l-samawati wa-l-ardi la-ayatin li-l-mu’minin
wa-fi khalgikum . . .

tilka ayatu llahi natliiha ‘alayka

Ha mim.

A sending down of scripture from God, the powerful and wise.
In the heaven and the earth are signs for the believers,

And in your creation . . .

Those are signs of God that we recite for you.

The neglect of the signs, which are not specified, is set into a description of hell
as a reason for punishment, which is followed by a doxology that closes the sura;
Q 45:35:

60. For an example of the resistance to similar misrepresentations, cf. Q29:48-49.
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dhalikum bi-annakumu ttakhadhtum ayati llahi huquwan wa-gharratkumu
I-hayatu I-dunya

That, because you have taken God’s signs lightly and this lowly world has
beguiled you.*!

The sign value of scripture is strengthened several times by the sign character of
creation. Thus, there is the complaint in the closing part of sura 29, which begins
exceptionally without kitab-introduction, that the unbelievers require “[wonder]
signs,” even while the recitation itself consists of clear signs that can be under-
stood by knowledgeable hearers; Q 29:50-51:

wa-qali law la unzila ‘alayhi ayatun min rabbihi qul innama I-ayatu ‘inda
llahi wa-innama ana nadhirun mubin
a-wa-lam yakfihim anna anzalna ‘alayka I-kitaba yutla “alayhim

They say: if only a sign came down to him from his Lord!

Say: the signs are with God; I am only a clear warner.

Is it not enough for them that we have sent down the scripture upon you,
so that it can be read out to them?

Miracle signs and written signs are indicated through a homonym in Arabic,
as in Syriac,” which is a shibboleth for the unbelievers, and at the same time a
hermeneutic challenge for the pious. In the same sura, and for the first time in
the Qurian, we find mention of the existence of present hearers who are also in
possession of scripture, with whom a disputation is clearly underway; Q 29:46:

wa-la tujadilii ahla I-kitabi illa bi-llati hiya ahsanu

illa lladhina zalami minhum

wa-qulit amanna bi-lladhi unzila ilayna wa-unzila ilaykum
wa-ilahuna wa-ilahukum wahidun

wa-nahnu lahu muslimiin

Do not dispute with the people of the scripture except in a seemly way—
save those who do wrong—

and say: we believe in what has been sent down to us and to you,

your God and our God are one, and to Him we submit.

Although the exhortation does not allow us to draw precise conclusions about
the concrete content of the exegetical controversy, it transpires that the previous
imagination of being able to deal with biblical tradition autonomously has begun
to totter.

61. Furthermore cf. Q42:1-2, taken up again in Q42:48-49.
62. On the Qurianic theology of signs in more detail, chap. 7, 264-277.
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2.4.2 Decryption of Signs as a Touchstone among
the Receivers of Scripture

While the signs (ayat) still serve in these texts as pointers toward insights into the
truthfulness and divine origin of one’s own scripture,* they elsewhere become
the object of struggle between religious parties. Sura 11 begins:

alif lam ra@’ kitabun uhkimat ayatuhu
thumma fussilat min ladun hakimin khabir

Alif lam ra. A writing, of which the signs are set right,
and then made distinct from on high by one wise and knowing.

The hymnic statement is relativized at the beginning of the sura’s close, which is
not a confirmation of revelation of the Qur’anic message but rather confirms the
revelation character of earlier messages, namely, the scripture of Moses. The mes-
sage to Moses has triggered dissent, Q 11:110:

wa-la-qad atayna Miisa I-kitaba fa-khtulifa fihi
wa-law la kalimatun sabaqat min rabbika la-qudiya baynahum
wa-innahum la-fi shakkin minhu murib

We gave Moses the scripture, and disputes arose concerning it.
Were it not for a prior word from your Lord

judgment would have been passed upon them.

They are in perplexing doubts concerning it.**

Sura 10 begins similarly with an announcement of scripture signs; Q 10:1:
alif lam ra’ tilka ayatu I-kitabi I-hakim
Alif lam ra. Those are signs of the wise scripture.

Here too, the closing part of Q 10:93 makes reference not to the Quranic mes-
sage but to the benefactions granted to the Israelites, and the same disunity is
stated:

la-qad bawwa'na bani Isra’ila mubawwa'a sidqin
wa-razaqnahum mina I-tfayyibati

fa-ma khtalafii hatta ja ahumu I-‘ilmu

inna rabbaka yaqdi baynahum yawma l-qiyamati
fi-ma kanii fihi yakhtalifiin

63. Further suras, which argue apologetically in the opening section and/or closing section based on the signs
of scripture and creation, are sura 46 (verse 1 and 29fF.), 40 (verse 1 and 77fF.), 39 (verse 1 and 41fF.), and 31 (verse
1 and 20ff.).

64. Also the case in sura 32, which in the closing section (verses 22-25) depicts the collapse of consensus;
accordingly also Q41:1 and 41ff.
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We have given to the Israelites an abode befitting the just

and supplied them with good things.

They quarreled not until knowledge came to them.

Your Lord will judge between them on the day of resurrection,
about that over which they quarreled.

The dissent is not named explicitly, but in terms of religious history it is probably
best to think here of the Jewish-Christian schism, which also resonates in the po-
lemical commentary on the story of Jesus in sura 43.% What is important is that
the historical fact of the splitting of the earlier communities on account of dis-
agreement over the meaning of given signs compromises them as predecessors
of the community. The new community must rely on itself to cope with its prob-
lems. They now confront the hermeneutic problem that persists until the end of
the Meccan period, that of communicating the signs probatively to those who do
not yet believe: sura 30, which begins without a kitab introduction, contains the
passage Q 30:52-53:

fa-innaka la tusmi‘u I-mawta wa-la tusmi'u I-summa I-du'd’a
idha wallaw mudbirin

wa-ma anta bi-hadi I-'umyi ‘an dalalatihim

in tusmi‘u illa man yu’ minu bi-ayatina fa-hum muslimin

You will not make the dead hear, nor make the deaf hear the call,
if they turn and walk away.

Nor can you guide the blind away from their error.

You will only make hear those who believe in our signs

and submit themselves.

The passage closes with a controversy over the much disputed Late Antique tex-
tual type of the parable (mathal), in which the Qurianic speaker recognizes a
particular medium for authorization of the message, but which is a weak point of
his rhetoric in the eyes of the opponents. Q 30:58-60 states:*

wa-la-qad darabna li-l-nasi fi hadha I-qur’ani min kulli mathalin,
wa-la’in ji'tahum bi-ayatin, la- yaqulanna lladhina kafari,

in antum illa mubtilin

ka-dhalika yatba“u llahu ‘ala qalbi lladhina la ya'lamin

fa-sbir inna wa'da llahi haqqun

wa-la yastakhiffanka lladhina la yiqiniin

65. See chap. 8, 300-301.
66. See chap. 8., 305-310.
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We have struck for people in this reading all kinds of parables. But when
you bring them a sign/verse, those who disbelieve speak:

you only put forward what is preposterous.

So does God stamp the hearts of those who do not understand.

Have patience, the promise of God is true.

And be not disheartened by those who are not convinced.

Resignation is expressed even more drastically in sura 13, although the begin-
ning confirms both the character of scripture as revelation and the election of the
proclaimer, Q 13:1:

alif lam ra’ tilka ayatu I-kitabi
wa-lladhi unzila ilayka min rabbika I-haqqu

Alif lam ra. Those are the signs of the scripture.
What was sent down by your Lord to you is the truth.

The close of the sura, which again confirms the sending of the proclaimer, also
complains of the stubborn unbelief of the opponents, who are not impressed
even by the long history of punishment sentences. Even exceedingly clear signs
such as miracles remain unnoticed, as Q 13:30-31 states:

ka-dhalika arsalnaka fi ummatin qad khalat min qabliha umamun
li-tatluwa ‘alayhimu lladhi awhayna ilayka

wa-hum yakfurina bi-l-rahmani . . .

wa-law anna qur’anan suyyirat bihi I-jibalu

aw qufi‘at bihi l-ardu aw kullima bihi l-mawta

bal li-llahi I-amru jami an®

We have sent you to a nation, before whom many nations have passed away;,

so that you may recite to them what has been inspired in you,

while they do not believe in the Merciful . . .

Even if it were a reading wherewith mountains are moved from their place,

or the earth is cut into pieces, or the dead are spoken to. Indeed, this entire
matter is God’s.

The signs themselves are not thrown into question by the failed handling of scrip-
ture by the earlier peoples, nor by the doubt of those without understanding. Nor
are they shaken in their truth value by the “possessors of scripture,” who appear
on the stage later in Medina, and whose polemic brings to light the existence of
divergences between the old and new scriptures.®® Already in Mecca, one sees a

67. Sura 7 commences similarly, and it also remains apologetic in the closing mention of the proclamation.

68. In the dispute with these new adversaries, there was an increase in the frequency of the introduction of
arguments that had already been tried and tested in the long tradition of biblical scriptural apologetics. See Lazarus-
Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds, 19-28.
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softening of the erstwhile firm conviction in the persuasive power of the scrip-
ture, as the sura dispenses in its final part with the positive confirmation of revela-
tion and replaces it with the mention of the scripture of Moses with its schismatic
consequences, thus sending out a negative signal. Though this reorientation does
not affect the announcement of revelation at the start of the suras, which remains
stable due to its ceremonial function, the previously prevailing ring composition
of the late Meccan suras is broken. This maceration of the composition, alongside
the replacement of the narrative section by a discursive middle part, which also
occurs in the late Meccan period, is a further step toward a freer, or at least less
predictable, sura structure.

But faith in scripture as such remains unshaken. The scriptural signs of God
are presented as beyond measure. Q 31:27 takes up an idea also familiar from
the Bible:

wa-law annama fi l-ardi min shajaratin aqlamun
wa-l-bahru yamudduhu min ba'dihi sab‘atu abhurin
ma nafadat kalimatu llahi inna llaha ‘azizun hakim

If all the trees of the earth were writing pens

and the sea [full of ink] extended so that beyond it were seven more
seas, still the words of God would not be exhausted; God is powerful
and wise.

2.5 INLIBRATION OR QUR’ANIC LOGOS THEOLOGY?

The designation reserved for the members of the older religions, ahl al-kitab, lit-
erally “people of scripture,” which already occurs once in a neutral sense in a late
Meccan sura (Q 29:50), becomes in Medina an expression of a decidedly critical
perception of the Jewish and Christian treatment of scripture, to which is now
ascribed an exclusivist and particularist bias that eliminates the new believers.
The very concept ahl al-kitab has long been treated as an ideal starting point
for interreligious dialogue.®® The essential commonality between the three reli-
gions seemed to lie in their shared access to scriptures with a monotheistic mes-
sage. According to this paradigm, Muhammad becomes a figure corresponding
to Christ, in that both brought a message that would become a scripture.” But the
fact that this analogy does not hold has long been recognized. What should in-
stead be seen as analogous, as Stefan Wild and Daniel Madigan have stressed, are

69. Madigan, “Gottes Botschaft an die Welt”
70. This parallelization is the main content of the inscriptions in the Dome of the Rock from the year 691,
which include almost exclusively Qur'anic verses; see Neuwirth, “The Spiritual Meaning of Jerusalem”
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Christ and the Quran.”" Madigan, who follows the traces of this insight through
early Islamic theological history investigating the concept kitab, “writing,” arrives
to the image of the Quran as a hypostasis of God’s word.

But what we still lack is an investigation of the Quranic proclamation itself as
to development of the understanding of the received word of God. The question
arises to what extent the reception of the message was understood already by the
community itself through the categories of Jewish or Christian logos-theology.
The Quran was constituted in Late Antiquity, a period in which scripture-
discourse had become highly differentiated. Alongside scripture, other forms
of the appearance of God’s word had manifested themselves by this time, such
as wisdom, Sophia, or the “word,” memra (Aramaic for logos), that functions
to communicate divine knowledge to men. The perception of the divine logos,
memra, at work in the world, which was upheld in early synagogue Judaism, but
which—as a “second power in heaven,””>—was to draw heavy polemics from the
rabbis, in Christian tradition is interpreted Christologically, most emphatically in
the prologue of John.” The word of God, embodied in the logos or even incarnate
in Christ, thus takes its place alongside the divine self-communication through
scripture. This increase in complexity in the understanding of the word of God
is reflected not only in the later treatment of the Qur’an, whose formal recitation
in the Friday communal worship stands in the position of the Eucharist of the
Christian service,”* but also already in the genesis of the Quran itself. It has left
behind clear traces, above all in the much-recited prologue to sura 55.”

2.5.1 Preexistence of the Qur'an?
2.5.1.1 Traces of a Logos Theology in the Quran

This prologue (Q 55:1-4) presents a praise of the Quran as the preexistent word
of God, in a solemn-pathetic tone that is unexampled elsewhere in the entire text
corpus. With its linguistic style and its theological claim, it raises the expectation
that an authoritative pronouncement from the older traditions is being answered.

al-Rahman
‘allama I-qur’an
khalaga l-insan
‘allamahu I-bayan

71. Wild, Mensch, Prophet, 6. Recognition of this problem was primarily advanced by Madigan, “Gottes
Botschaft an die Welt” Madigan refers to Nathan Soderblom (1866-1931) as the first advocate of the analogy
Christ-Qur’an.

72. Segal, Two Powers.

73. See Boyarin, Borderlines, 89-127; Boyarin, “The Gospel of the Memra.”

74. On the dispute between early theologians, for whom the proximity of the Qur'an to the incarnate word of
God itself became a problem, see van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 4:615, 6:411; Thomas, Early Muslim Polemic
against Christianity, 37-59. On the Islamic dogma of the “inimitability of the Qur'an,” cf. chap. 13, 458-462.

75. Cf. chap. 3, 125-127.
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The compassionate,

He taught the reading,

He created man

And taught him understanding / clear speech.

The word qur'an in verse 2 raises problems. It cannot mean the later-achieved
text corpus, nor can it mean the praxis of recitation. That something else is in-
tended here, something that transcends history and reality, comes out already
from the naming of qur’an before the naming of the act of creation. The power of
divine-human communication that is at work here shows clear similarity to logos
conceptions, which present this power as an intermediary between the divine
and human spheres.

The particularly solemn form of the sura prologue is striking. It may have
originated in a competitive situation, through the necessity of offering an equiva-
lent to an already available and similarly outstanding text. Such a theological key
text within the Christian tradition, dedicated to the same phenomenon of the
word of God, is the prologue to the Gospel of John (Jo 1:1-5). As Daniel Boyarin
has shown,” this text reflects a wisdom literature midrash on the creation re-
port preserved in the Targumim, which tells of the memra that descends into the
world in order to strengthen the bond between God and man, but which fails in
this and. In the Christian version of the prologue it is only able to accomplish its
work through incarnation.

In the beginning was the word,

And the word was by God, and God was the word.

The same was in the beginning by God

All things are created through it, without it nothing is created.

In it was life, and life was the light of men.

Light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not taken it. . . .

He was in the world, the world arose through him, but they rejected him.

A short comparison of the texts yields no truly consistent parallels: both pro-
logues present the word of God as preexistent—in the sura this is named simply
as qur’an, and is therefore not terminologically distinct from the Quran text it-
self. But the qur’an possesses no power of creation, which belongs only to God.
Rather, God manifests himself in the communication of wisdom insofar as it
is “taught” (verse 2); the Qurianic logos thus appears, not unlike the Torah in
earlier Jewish tradition, in the form of the revelation. Its fate among men is not
disclosed, but there is no indication either of its failure. The failure of the logos
attested by the older traditions is avoided in the Qur’anic view through divine
intervention. For the addressees are prepared for its reception, as shown by verse

76. Boyarin, “The Gospel of the Memra.”
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4, which displays yet another trace of the logos: ‘allamahu I-bayan, “he taught
him understanding.” This capability of understanding, which is granted to man,
enables him to receive the logos. At the same time, it lends plausibility to the
Qur’anic conception of the world as a sign system that man must read—a vision
that recalls Philo’s conception of the kosmos noetos, the archetypal world of ideas,
which has its origin in logos and is made amenable to understanding through
logos.”” Thus on the one hand logos is hypostasized as qur’an, as authoritative
power that manufactures human-divine communication, and on the other hand
logos is represented through the capability of understanding given to men by
God, his bayan, through which the world becomes intelligible. A very particular
significance thus comes to adhere to language, which again recalls Philo’s logos
teaching. “Philo idealizes language more than man. For him, the ideal language
does not at all belong to the realm of createdness. It rather seems to have preex-
isted with God Himself”® In the Quran, this dimension of the logos is repre-
sented through bayan, which oscillates in meaning, and which can mean “clear
speech,” as well as “faculty of understanding”

Certainly, the thrust of the sura prologue is different from that of the Gospel’s
prologue. It does not aim to raise the logos up to a “second power in the heaven,’
as rabbinic polemic found objectionable in the early Jewish logos-teaching.
Rather, the Qurianic logos manifests itself in divine teaching and in the epi-
stemic proliferation of creation. The Late Antique and Qur’anic conceptions of
the working of the logos on the world are thus different. Yet it should not be
overlooked that sura 55 engages with logos conceptions and reinterprets them in
the light of the new manifestation of God’s word. As the text treats the working
of the logos from a new perspective, not as failure but rather as divinely prepared
success, it inverts the negative prehistory of the Johannite incarnation. Since the
logos is not dismissed but rather adopted, the theological necessity of incarnation
is invalid. Although the logos given by the qur'an does not possess far-reaching
powers in comparison to the Jewish-Christian equivalent, it is still the logos that
successfully penetrates the world and works in it. This initial investigation of a
single text makes the exploration of the Qurians self-referentiality for further
logos references appear a promising avenue of research.”

2.5.2 Inlibration?

What could be set in parallel, then, both in terms of theological history and in
terms of the Qurianic pronouncements themselves, is the becoming-human of

77. On the forces involved in Logos and Sophia, see Schifer, Weibliche Gottesbilder im Judentum, 64-68.

78. Niehoff, “What Is in a Name?” 224, cited in Boyarin, “The Gospel of the Memra,” 115.

79. 'The power to produce order is, however, granted to the Quran through the force of liturgical texts. An
extensive litany commemorating the Laylat al-Qadr names a number of beneficial interventions in creation, which
are solicited “through the Qur'an,” bi I-qur’an. (The age of these texts, which is taken for granted in contemporary
usage, is difficult to determine.)
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God’s word in Christ, and the “becoming Qur'an” of God’s word. The historian of
philosophy Harry A. Wolfson attempted to bring the relationship between these
two to a point with the neologism “inlibration,” which he coined for this pur-
pose.? The Quran would then be the embodiment in book form of God’s word,
just as Christ is the word’s embodiment in the flesh. For the historian of philos-
ophy, this abbreviation will possess particular suggestive power. At least on first
view, it seems that later reflections over the eternality or createdness of the Qur'an
cannot be imagined in isolation from the Christological challenge. Already soon
after the death of the Prophet, the recording of the Quran on the “preserved
tablet” appeared to some traditionists to have been accomplished before the crea-
tion of the world;* but it was only later, after the objections voiced by the rational
theologians of the Mu'tazila, who felt the closeness to Christology to be a threat
and who were partisans of the createdness of the Quran, that the preexistence of
the Qur’an as a divine attribute became a precondition for correct belief in Sunni
theology.®> And it was only later still that its eternality became dogma.®

But even outside of theological speculation, the parallels between the
becoming-human and “becoming Quran” of God’s word go even further: the phi-
losopher of religion Seyyed Nasr writes that “the medium of the divine message
in Christianity is the Virgin Mary, while in Islam it is the soul of the Prophet,”®
thus making a parallel between the virginity of Mary and the traditionally main-
tained illiteracy of the Prophet: just as Mary bore a child although she “knew no
man” and God’s work was thus accomplished, so according to Islamic tradition
Muhammad is presented as wholly untouched by previously acquired knowledge
of scripture. Al-nabi al-ummi (Q 7:157-158) is thus understood as “illiterate
prophet,”® so that the Quran can be recognized as a purely divine work.

Despite these incontestable parallels, which were already recognized in early
Islamic history, some skepticism regarding the designation “inlibration” is re-
quired, as Madigan has already pointed out. The designation not only reads
Islamic phenomena through a Christian lens, transferring onto Islam the myth-
imprinted Christian thought figure of the divine assumption of corporeality,
despite the fact that Islam is broadly amythical and myth-critical. Even more
misleading is the fact that the suggestion of an entelechy “book” or “writing”
leads wrongly to the assumption that “while the Christians believe in a living,
active and personal word of God, the Muslims have only a closed canon, dead

80. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 244-245.

81. See Madigan, “Preserved Tablet”; Maalouf, La place du verbe.

82. Madigan, “Gottes Botschaft an die Welt.”

83. See van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 4:628.

84. Seyyed Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam, 43fF.

85. See Giinther, “The Illiterate Prophet.” This interpretation is not tenable in historical-critical scholarship. In
the Qur’an, the designation of the proclaimer as al-nabi al-ummi designates rather his affiliation with the “faithful
among the (non-Jewish) peoples”; see chap. 11, 402-405.
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letters”® This sounds something like the Pauline polemic against the “dead let-
ters” of the law, which are contrasted to the “heart writing” of the Christian
Bible. But it is just such a writing of the heart that is reclaimed for Islam by the
Muslim religious philosopher Seyyed Nasr, in arguing for the analogy Christ-
Qur’an, when he claims that the medium of the divine message in Christianity
is the Virgin Mary, while in Islam it is the soul of the Prophet.®” We cannot deny
in substance the analogy Christ-Qurian that already struck some early Islamic
theologians, whose verdict makhliiq, “created,” can be recognized as a negative
echo to the Nicene genéthenta ou poiéthenta, Arabic mawlid ghayr makhliq,
“born, not created”®® But the term “Qur’an” must be filled out differently. Thus,
Seyyed Nasr does not speak explicitly of the Qur'an’s manifestation as a book as
analogue to Christ. This would scarcely be conceivable for a Muslim, because
the written character of the Quran is only one, and by no means the central,
manifestation of the divine message. The central manifestation is instead the
recitation, performed by heart. What must be maintained then is the analogy of
logos embodiment: the incarnated word of God in Christianity and the acousti-
cally present word of God in Islam.

One cannot capture the dimension of significance of logos in the Qur’an if one
reduces the Quran to its message. Hartmut Stegemann notes: “Bible and Qur’an
are not merely ‘holy scriptures’; beyond that, in both religions, they are the ‘word
of God, but in quite different senses”® These differing “self-understandings in
Islam and Christianity” that are illuminated by Stegemann cannot be reduced
to contrasting statements: “For Islam, the Quran is the direct word of God, for-
mulated by Allah himself and communicated only to the Prophet Muhammad.
The Quran is a gift from God, which guides men rightly and enables them to
lead their lives according to the directives of God. For Christians on the other
hand, their Bible is only indirectly the word of God. It becomes the word of God
in the sermon. . . . Apart from that, the Bible is at the same time the word of
humans. . . . The Bible is testimony . . . on a scale that is personal”® Here, the
evidence of the Qur’an itself is ignored, which never speaks of a pre-formulation
by God (according to Stegemann, “Allah”). The Qur’an not only is “writing” and
“word of God in the sense of right guidance,” but also claims for itself, already
during the course of the proclamation, the status of a unique, sensorily percep-
tible self-manifestation of God’s word—its own reception of logos theology.

Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid has offered a challenging contribution to the clarifi-
cation of the Christian-Islamic analogy, which, as Andreas Meier emphasizes,

86. Madigan, “Gottes Botschaft an die Welt”

87. Cf. note 84 above.

88. Thus, we can see here an attempt within the proclamation of the Qur'an to avoid proximity to a Trinitarian
idea of God; see Nader, Le systeme philosophique, 101, and Maalouf, La place du verbe, 85-107.

89. Stegemann, “Gedanken zum Johannesprolog,” 178.

90. Ibid.
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draws for illustration on the concept of transformation (tahawwul), which is re-
lated to traditional Christian dogma: “The Arabic language represents the me-
dium of the Islamic revelation, into which and through which the transformation
becomes real, just as flesh and blood, namely, Mary, represent in Christianity the
medium into which and through which the transformation is made real” Meier’s
interpretation, that the “paradoxical reality of incarnation must be taken seri-
ously in a view toward the Qur'an and humanity;” is certainly applicable.”’ Abu
Zaid’s observation, which gives terminological priority to an early Islamic posi-
tion,” gains even more weight if one considers the Quranic-Christian analogy
not simply as a fait accompli, nor, as has been done up to now, merely as an object
of early Islamic theological discussion, but rather takes into view the epistemic
relationship with the Late Antique and incarnate logos that developed over the
course of the revelation of the Quran. The observation then shows itself to be
an important corrective to the inlibration theory, which is so widely taken at
face value.

It is then not that a book stands in place of the incarnation as the embodiment
of God’s word, but rather, as Madigan also stresses, that a sensorily perceptible
acoustic-linguistic manifestation takes on this status, which does not first come
to the fore in the tradition studied by Madigan but is inherent in the Quran itself.
A religious conversation with Islam that does not aim to remain arbitrarily selec-
tive therefore would gain substantially from a diachronic reading of the Qur’an.
For the determination of the Quranic relation to Christian traditions, the nego-
tiations of logos theology, that is, the dialectic of the Quranic self-localization in
relation to the surrounding logos conceptions, must be taken into account—a
task that can only be accomplished through a diachronic treatment of the Quran.

2.6 MEDIALITIES OF THE QUR’AN
2.6.1 The Restaging of the Sending Down in Recitation

Writing is just one of the medialities of the Quran. With the conclusion of the
canonization of the Qur’an, at the very latest, a third, new foundational experi-
ence is thus set beside the Old Testament and Christian myth of origin. Not the
inscription of the tablets of the law for Moses as the document of God’s covenant
with the elected people nor the notion of “love as fulfilment of the law” guar-
anteed by Christ’s self-sacrifice (Romans 13:10), but rather the divine teaching,
continuously over many years, of God’s verbal addresses to Muhammad and his

91. Meier, “Gottes Wort in Knechtsgestalt,” 71-73, cited in Elsas, “Religionswissenschaftliche Vermittlung,
185-186.

92. Here we can think of someone like Ibn Kullab, a contemporary of Ibn Hanbal, according to whom the mes-
sage communicated by Gabriel to the Prophet is only a rendition, not the direct word of God; see van Ess, Theologie
und Gesellschaft, vol. 4, 614-615.
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community, stands as the central event in Islamic self-understanding. In com-
parison to this event, what is narrated in the Qur'an about other Prophets is
downsized to the status of typological precedents. Since the speech of God is
recalled as a decisive event of listening, the Qurian remains, even later, chiefly an
acoustic experience. From the very beginning, there is a particular “language” of
the Qur’an that adheres to its acoustic realization.

According to Islamic tradition, the Quranic message begins with the chal-
lenge to announce the divine word: “Read, igra’, in the name of your lord, who
created” (Q 96:1). This verse is traditionally interpreted as the first divine ad-
dress to the Prophet. Although what stands behind this exhortation maybe a cur-
rent liturgical exhortation familiar from the Jewish and Christian tradition, the
verse remains emblematic of the early Meccan suras, in which the occurrence of
the proclamation, quran, is a central theme. Navid Kermani has justly spoken
of the Qur’an as a score, which requires a musical resetting for its realization.”
Indeed, the speech of God is cultic speech, which can only be adequately re-
flected through the backing of the text by a cantilena. This sacral performance of
the text is not a new discovery of the Qur'anic community but rather an answer
to the forms of worship of the plural cultures in the milieu of the Qur'an’s emer-
gence, which however assumes a central significance for Islam.

Already for the earliest Quranic community, the recited Quran had its own
setting in life, its Sitz im Leben in ritual prayer, which in its form, fixed at the latest
in the second Islamic century but probably already during Muhammad’s min-
istry, and valid down to today, consists of a sequence of short formulas accompa-
nied by gestures and, as its most crucial component, several instances of Qur’an
recitation. Through this ceremony, the worshipper exits the profane frame of
time and space and enters a sacral state that includes him in an imaginary simul-
taneity with all the other worshipers and places him in a spatial proximity to the
central sanctuary. This sacral frame opens a space for different degrees of spir-
itual fulfillment, which were described by the medieval theologian Muhammad
al-Ghazali (1058-1111): “If I recite, I hear the Quran immediately just as if a
reciter performed it for me, then with greater profundity, as if the Prophet recited
it for me, and then finally I hear it as if it were spoken out by God himself”**
It is not by chance that the Quran’s physical-spiritual reception, accomplished
through recitation, has been compared with the taking-into-self of the Eucharist
in Christian ritual.”” Not the book, then, but the recitation is the manifestation of
God’s word approachable by humans.*

93. Cf. the discussion of the sura in chap. 7, 248-252.
94. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:402.

95. Cf. Wild, Mensch, Prophet.

96. Cf. Lacocque, Apocalyptic Symbolism.
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The anthropologist Kristina Nelson has referred to the Qur’an as a text that is
oral in its very being.”” In fact, one can easily extract the Qurianic determination
for recitation out of the text structure itself. Not only does the Qur'an consist of
verses, first of short, rhythmically catchy poetic verses and later of long and syn-
tactically complex speech units that manifests themselves as verses through their
rhyming end colons.”® It is also structured rhetorically so that units of sense and
breath coincide—differently, for example, from the case in the speech units of the
Hebrew Bible, the Gospels, or the letters of Paul. Namely, in its early parts the
Qur’an comes very near to the Psalms or the speeches of the biblical prophets. But
even in its later suras, where one must speak of artistic prose rather than poetry,
the Qur’an is rhetorical to a very high degree. Here, in place of the tonally marked
rhymes, closing clausulas are now formed, which allow the text to be scanned
not only rhythmically but also semantically, or theologically, so to speak, again
and again introducing references to transcendence into the text. Thus, many of
the long narrative Qur’an verses end with a closing clausula such as inna llgha
I-sami u I-basir, “God is the hearing, the seeing” (Q 17:1), or inna llaha yuhibbu I-
mugqsitin, “God loves those who act justly” (Q 60:8). These commentary formulas
sprinkle divine evaluations of justly repaid human deeds or references to God’s
ubiquitous presence and almighty power throughout the text. The commenting
clausulas are not monotone interruptions that halt the flow of speech, as is often
claimed in the critical literature; rather, through their linking back of all events to
the will of God, they form the backbone of Qur'anic discourse.” It is no wonder,
then, that in the praxis of recitation they undergo a particular melodic design,
similarly to the concluding half verses in Gregorian choral. The sacral recitation
of the Qur’an is thus designed to strengthen the significance of the transcendent
origin of the Qur'an, which has come to be regarded as so central in recent times.
This particular speech praxis also re-enacts the emergence of the Qurian, which
is said in the origin myth to have come from a process of divine oral inspiration.

But independently of the linkage to prayer, Quran reading, as Andreas
Kellermann stresses, is “in itself already ritual”'® It creates a unity of reader and
hearer that would never exist in a solitary reception of a written text. The per-
formance as a “ceremonial making present of the social stock of sense”'"* repeats
the proclaimed truth not with the goal of the communication of information
but rather as “practiced wisdom,” in order for “institutionalized forms of coming
together” to come into existence.'” A striking example of this is the widespread
praxis in the countries of the Maghreb, especially Morocco and Algeria, of group

97. Nelson, Art of Reciting.

98. See chap. 5, 321-324.

99. See Neuwirth, “Yasuf-Sure”; cf. chap. 13, 472-477.
100. Kellermann, “‘Die Miindlichkeit’ des Koran.”
101. Assmann, “Nachwort,” 270.
102. Ibid., 274.
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reading (gira’a jama‘iya), in which those who have learned the Quran by heart
or are currently learning it meet daily in order to recite together a thirtieth part
of the Quran, juz, at a very fast tempo. This group reading is also practiced on
festive occasions.'” The performance, described in detail by Kellermann, is con-
cerned above all with the rules of pronunciation, “orthoepy” (tajwid), and the
melodic shaping of the reading.’** While the orthoepy of tajwid within the canon
of knowledge is no more than a propadeutic for the science of reading,'®® the
tajwid rules remain practically indispensable for the Quran reader.

They come to be considered as a component of the text itself, so that their
omission counts as a distortion of the text and thus a sin: man lam yujaw-
widi I-qur’ana athim, “He who does not recite the Quran with fajwid is
sinful”% We see here a clear position that emerged in the course of the
tradition, taking the Qur’an to be the word of God even on the level of its
expression; tajwid preserves the text’s archaic language condition, which
guarantees the distinction of the divine speech from colloquial language
and intensifies the effect of secondary complexity generated through po-

etic means, as it controls the text’s intonation.'”’”

Regarding the melodic forming of the reading, two styles are distinguished: murat-
tal and mujawwad. The former is a relatively unadorned style used in teaching
and liturgy, “characterized by a stereotyped melodic course. The emphasis lies
in the exact realization of tajwid rules. The latter, on the other hand, is formed
as art music, characterized by frequent repetitions of single passages, strong
contrasts of registers, and an interaction with the listeners that is articulated
through cheers”'*® Kellermann concludes his presentation of the conditions of
the Quranic performance thus: “A classification of the Quran into the category
of purely written literature must . . . appear inadequate. The designation of the
Prophet as author of the Quran, which was often adopted automatically by ear-
lier Orientalists, is rooted in this kind of treatment, whereby the text is uprooted
from its social situation and, in Goody’s words, ‘decontextualized, thus having to
rely on a ‘name that supports it” 7% In contrast to this, the Qur’an always requires
performance in a ritual context. Here, the individual metaphysical experience of
the Prophet as the addressee of the revelation and sender of the message in its
reenactment becomes a sonic experience that always manifests itself again as new
and different, in which the personal religiosity of the reader finds its medium

103. Kellermann, Koranlesung im Maghreb, describes this in detail.

104. Kellermann also dwells on the particular of the text used (gira'at); cf. chap. 4, 149-155.
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of expression, so that he has the possibility to encode his “I” for the purpose
of “knowledge and determination of his own wisdom”"*® The ritual of Quran
reading consists in the personal reliving of the act of revelation, so that not only
an “initial speech act” but also the positioning of the receiver and of the contem-
porary oral transmitters are comprehended as a means toward the public glorifi-
cation of God—and that is much more than can be represented with writing”'"!
It is notable that the aural performance of the Qur’an in no way remains lim-
ited to the private and collective cultic sphere, but also exists in more recent times
as a means of the proliferation of the Qur’an alongside the printed volume. Since
the 1960s, alongside the printed mushaf, the “codex,” there also exists a mushaf
murattal, a “recited codex” In 1961, Egyptian radio broadcast the first complete
recording of the Qur’an, recited by the highest authority in Qur’an recitation at
the time in al-Azhar University, Mahmud al-Husari.'? Since then, innumerable
recordings by various readers have become available, which are distributed on all
the newest audio devices. Although already in the 1930s audio records of Qur’an
readings were being produced and individual Qur'an recordings were broad-
cast on radio,'” the regular radio broadcast of the mushaf murattal represents
something new. With the mushaf murattal, according to Andreas Kellermann,
“we find an intention that goes well beyond mere conservation, and throws light
on the Muslim understanding of the Qur'an: namely, the usage of modern mass
media for the maintenance of the tradition of performance of the Quran vis-a-vis
the progressive textualization of Islamic culture. . . . For even today, with the un-
limited written reproducibility and availability of the Qur’an, the conception has

not been abandoned that the text must be made into sound in performance’**

2.6.2 Writing as Coding

The Qurian not only is ubiquitous in discourse through its text, and in sound
through its recitation, but also proliferates as calligraphy in Islamic art, so that
one can speak of the visual as a further “language” of the Qur'an. The Arabic al-
phabet itself, although fully developed only through the praxis of Qurian writing,
is already a theme in the Qur’an itself: twenty-nine suras begin with the naming of
one or several letter names, such as sad, alif lam mim, etc.'”” The heavenly writing
paraphernalia, the reed pen and above all the writing tablet, also play a striking
role in the Qur’an and can be seen at the intersection of important developments,
in a phase of the community’s new orientation toward a writing-supported

110. Lotman, Die Struktur literarischer Texte, 101.
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115. On these letters groups, misleadingly denoted in scholarship as “ciphers,” see chap. 4, 144-145.
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biblically inspired self-understanding. Indeed, we can see an analogy between
what occurred for Arabic culture in the genesis of the Quran and what has
been described for various ancient cultures by Jan Assmann as a transition from
“ritual” to “textual coherence” that occurs with the onset of writing."'s After an
early phase, in which the new proclamation still stood in the frame and context
of the Kaaba rites, a profound process of change can be observed in the early
Meccan community, namely, from an ancient Arab self-positioning to a bibli-
cally imprinted one. The biblical stories that had up to that point been evoked
in short allusions now come to the foreground, and the protagonists of the early
historical narratives, ancient figures of the Arabian Peninsula, give way to bib-
lical figures, while the Holy Land itself—though less as a geographical space
than a spatial oscillation between heaven and earth—enters as a backdrop in
place of ancient Arabia. The biblical sacred-historical past, set in place of the
inherited historical memory, crystalizes into a text world that competes with the
now-problematic Meccan realities. This “other world” is referred to in gestures,
enacted in prayer: through the new direction of prayer toward Jerusalem, the
central biblical sanctuary. The act of writing plays an important role in this—it
is in this phase that the proclamation is recorded for the first time (admittedly
for purely mnemotechnic aims) in writing;'"” written scripture was the emblem
of the older religions, the Jews and Christians who are later designated as “pos-
sessors of scripture” In the Qurianic view, their revelations owe their authority
to their relation to writing; like the emerging Qur’an, they are excerpts from the
heavenly original writing, given visual form as the “preserved tablet,” al-lawh
al-mahfiz. A poet of the early twentieth century, the Egyptian Ahmad Shawqi,
presented the process of the communication of this “writing” to men as a kind of
liquefaction of letters into drops of speech:!*®

wa-l-wahyu yaqturu salsalan min salsalin
wa-l-lawhu wa-l-qalamu I-badi'u rawwa'
ismu l-jalalati fi bahd’i hurafihi

alifun hunalika wa-smu Taha I-ba’i

Inspiration pours down in drops of pearls,

While the tablet and the astounding pen are shining

The name of Majesty in the glory of its letters

The A is there, and the name of the Prophet follows like B.

116. Assmann, “Kanon und Zensur”; on an application of the model to the Qurian, see Neuwirth, “Vom
Rezitationstext”; cf. also chap. 6, 205-208.

117. This newly introduced textualization is referred to in the introduction of the suras by the invocation
formulation bi-smi llahi l-rahmani I-rahim “In the name of God, the compassionate the merciful,” the so-called
Basmala—analogous to the Christian practice of preluding textual elements with the formulation, “In the name of
the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.”

118. Shawqi, al-A'mal al-Shi'riya al-Kamila, 34.
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From this perspective, writing transcends its functionality as a sign system: a
transcendent universe out of letter signs, which obtain their significance through
their supernatural beauty, their “glory;” corresponds to the writing that is percep-
tible in the world, which consists of semantically functional signs, granting to it
and elsewhere unknown aura.

Although supported by the same object of the tablet, the Qur’anic process
of becoming scripture is thus substantially different from the episode of the
granting of the tablets in the Hebrew Bible, and even more so from its later
Christian interpretation. The theologian Friedrich Wilhelm Graf has clearly
outlined the significance of the description of the tablet for religious history,
which is foundational above all from the Protestant perspective: “At Sinai, the
transcendent God sealed a covenant with his people, of which the conditions
are literally the moral laws. This sealing of the covenant at Sinai, seen from the
perspective of religious history, signifies an entirely new conception of the rela-
tion between God and man, characterized by radical transcendence of God, an
unconditioned claim to exclusive worship by his people, and a moralistic and
legal order'"

It is true, already in rabbinic Judaism, a more comprehensive perception of the
communication of God’s word, the fora mi-Sinai, the teaching communicated on
Sinai, had been superimposed onto the event of the handing down of the tablets,
so that the post-Mosaic tora she be-‘al pe, that is, the oral teaching, had come to
outweigh the written. For the Quran, the Mosaic event is submerged into an epi-
sode that, reported in an entirely de-dramatized text in sura 7, has completely lost
its history-generating dimension.’”® The Ten Commandments, which are listed
three times in the Qur’an, are never linked to this event. Seen from the Qur’anic
perspective, divine writing is withdrawn from human access, God sends only
oral excerpts from the heavenly tablet to his Prophets—a transformation that
negates the uniqueness of the biblical event without, however, devaluing it. What
occurs in medieval Christian reception, where at the entrance to Gothic cathe-
drals we find the figure of the synagoga, a feminine figure blindfolded and with
broken staff, symbolizing the “fall of the tablets,” which literally slip down from
the figure—an allegory of Judaism deemed obsolete in pre-modern Christian tra-
dition —is not imaginable in an Islamic context.

The Islamic equivalent of the tablets, the heavenly writing, is a source of cultic
rather than moral authority. It not only manifests God’s transcendence but also
remains transcendent itself. For that reason, not only is there no image of the
handing down of the tablets in Islam, but there is also no historic precedent for
such a representation in written form of the divine word such as is so common

119. Graf, Moses Vermdchtnis.
120. See Neuwirth, “Meccan Texts, Medinan Additions?”
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in Western reception'”’—an even stronger challenge to the imagination of the

believers to take possession of this ultimately heavenly writing through art.

For according to the Quran, not only letters or the Quran verses but in-
deed all created things are “signs,” dyat, of God. Creation is understood as a sign
system in analogy to writing, which man is constantly called upon to “read” in
the Quran.'” These signs of creation, such as the cosmic order, the blessings of
nature, and the historical fortunes of the community, are unfolded narratively in
the Qur’an, and thus take on a verbal form through the prophetic proclamation.
But since they had already existed in written form in the original Qur’an, the
“mother of the writing,” umm al-kitab, they are at the same time coded in writing.
Without this coding, things could be represented figuratively without problem—
as they are in other cultures. Instead, in view of their anchoring in the heavenly
writing, it is the form of writing that suggests itself as their visual, inner-worldly
presentation; in place of the image, we thus have the “script image” Language
and writing unite in this image, which, as in Ahmad Shawqi’s poem, glorifies the
majestic name of God.

2.6.3 Text, Sound, and Body

In looking for commonalities between the three monotheistic religions, it is
problematic to rely on external shared traits, which can be represented in sug-
gestive coinages such as “Abrahamic religions,”'> “possessors of scripture,”'** or
“revealed religions” More interesting are the differences, expressed for instance
in the diverse medialities of the respective proclamations. We could observe here
that what we are accustomed to designating as “Quranic revelation” was con-
nected by its receivers with other, completely different experiences. Alongside
the communication that was experienced quasi-vertically, the “sending down”
(tanzil) and the “inspiration” (wahy), which both also describe the experience of
earlier prophets, there was the completely amythical emergence of performance
texts, generated during the intensive ascetic practice of the proclaimer during
his vigils. Here, it was an aural experience, also called wahy, that came about in
the course of the recitation of already received texts. An important feature is the
still preverbal quality of the “inspiration” wahy, discussed by Nasr Hamid Abu
Zayd," which first had to be decoded and verbalized before it could be passed on
to the hearers. With the absence of the proclaimer, rearticulation came to take the
place of the listening. The recitation of the community or of the single worshiper
is an imitatio of the Prophet.

121. See the evidence of this in images and texts in Graf, Moses Vermdchtnis.

122. Cf. chap. 7, 264-277.

123. On the problem of abbreviating the three monotheistic religions as “Abrahamic,” see Nagel, “‘Der erste
Muslim’—Abraham in Mekka.”

124. On “inlibration,” see above, 92-95, and Madigan, “Gottes Botschaft an die Welt.”

125. See Kermani, Offenbarung als Kommunikation.
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Even as it makes use of the same verses, the Prophet imitatio implies an en-
tirely new reading of the Quran. It de-historicizes the earlier message, since the
divine communication, which had once been spoken in a defined historical time
through the resumption of Prophetic time, the illud tempus, becomes a sacral
recollection that removes the reciting hearer/speaker from time. Simultaneously,
it restages the original scene of the genesis of Islam; the text thus becomes exclu-
sively Muslim.

Contrarily, within the Quranic self-understanding, the divine message re-
corded on the “preserved tablet,” from which the proclaimer receives his commu-
nications, was still perceived as universal, that is, it was destined for monotheistic
believers in general. The “mother of the scripture,” umm al-kitab, most likely has
its equivalent in the hypostasizing of the logos or wisdom as the first-created
thing of God known from ancient Judaism; cf. Prov. 8:22-36. In that all crea-
tion is already recorded in the “original writing,” it is coded “scripturally”—a
Qur’anic conception that can be traced back to preceding Jewish speculations
over the relationship between word/book and body, even if the acoustically real-
ized word remains of prime importance for the Islamic conception of divine
self-communication. What the American Kabbalah researcher Elliot R. Wolfson
has claimed for the Jewish and Christian relationship between word and body
can be extended also to Islam. According to Wolfson, both Jewish and Christian
thought are based on a particular correlation of body and book/word,"* but with
a reversal of their respective emphasis, in a way that can be summarized as fol-
lows: “For Christians the body is the embodiment of the book, for Jews the book
is the textualization of the body”'#

Looking for an “embodiment of God’s word” in Islam, one should not seek
to find it in a “book” representing scripture, as presupposed in the concept of
“inlibration,” but rather in the living recitation of the Arabic Qur’an. This has its
place in an organic “resonant cavity, which, as is appropriate for a ceremonial-
acoustic performance such as Quran recitation, is fit to incorporate spoken word
and cantilena. This “resonant cavity” is not to be sought in transcendence but
rather, since spiritual and aesthetic experience are innate in the creation of man,
in human nature itself.

126. Wolfson, “The Body in the Text.”
127. Ibid. 482.
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3.1 HisTory oF COMMUNICATED SPEECH
3.1.1 The “Ahistorical” Quran

The consciousness of historicity is often perceived to be a discovery of European
culture that is claimed to have been developed nowhere else independently. The
Qur’an, whose central interest in timelessness is indisputable, seems to confirm
this verdict. For many critics, it serves as a key example of indifference to history.
This is the judgment of the historian of early Islam Fred Donner:

The purpose of stories in the Qur'an, then, is profoundly different from
their purpose in the Old Testament; the latter uses stories to explain par-
ticular chapters in Israel’s history, the former to illustrate—again and
again—how the true Believer acts in certain situations. In line with this
purpose, Qur’anic characters are portrayed as moral paradigms, emblem-
atic of all that is good or evil. Moreover, as stories, they are not imbued
with much, if any, development—which is why they can appear as de-
tached fragments. In this sense, the Qur'an can be seen to be profoundly
ahistorical; it is simply not concerned with history in the sense of devel-
opment and change, either of the prophets or peoples before Muhammad,
or of Muhammad himself, because in the Qur’anic view the identity of the
community to which Muhammad was sent is not historically, but morally
determined.'

This verdict by Fred Donner does not stand alone. Hans Zirker, author of two
monographs on the Quran with a Christian-theological bent,” bemoans the lack
of a linear conception in the Qur’an: “Revelations are in the Islamic view grant-
ings from God that recurred in the past numerously and identically. They were
meant to remedy the harms caused by men and to enable them to live according
to God’s directives. Accordingly, they are always isolated occurrences that in-
deed triggered historical consequences, but which cannot be integrated into an
encompassing goal-directed history of revelation.

1. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 84.
2. Zirker, Christentum und Islam; Zirker, Der Koran: Zuginge und Lesarten.
3. Zirker, Christentum und Islam, 68.
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This negative judgment against any Quranic interest in history is not new.*
In comparison with the two older monotheistic scriptures, it on first glance does
appear plausible. Certainly, the Quran offers no sacred historical drama pursued
through the great acts of creation, election, exodus, conquest, exile, and the hope
of liberation, as does the Hebrew Bible, nor does it offer a goal-oriented history
of proclamation and of the earliest believers, as does the New Testament. The
canonized Qur’an begins famously not with the story of creation but rather, after
an introductory prayer (sura 1), with a kind of dedication to the receivers, that is
the community that is constituting itself, followed by narratives, legislation, and
polemic (sura 2).> Above all—apart from the final partial corpus, the “final thir-
tieth,” juz’ ‘amma,® that stands at the text’s end—the suras that follow each other
generally belong to different periods of emergence, and thus do not connect to
each other with any narrative logic. Nor do the biblically inspired Qurianic narra-
tives follow the order of their biblical sequence; nearly all narratives occur more
than once, not only in different versions but also in different contexts. Some nar-
ratives that take shape early follow one and the same striking model: a messenger
of God preaches the message of the one God and of eschatological reckoning to
his people, but meets with rejection and must experience the fatal punishment
that falls on his people, while he himself is saved from catastrophe. Evaluating
this narrative type to the exclusion of all others, scholars have often alleged to the
Qur’an as such a cyclical view of history.”

But is the Quran wholly “ahistorical”? Are the earlier, pre-Qurianic rev-
elations that are recalled in the Qurlan truly “numerous and interchangeable”?
Can one designate the messenger figures of the Qurlanic narratives universally
merely as “moral models,” that is, ideal types without development that are only
of avail for the ethical message of the Quran? Above all, does the image of the
proclaimer remain static, without change or development? This widespread im-
pression in current research emerges if one reads the Qur’an post-redactionally,
post-canonically, that is, as a document closed in itself, a composite of chron-
ologically and theologically equivalent evidence, without registering the pro-
cesses of change reflected in the language, style, and referentiality of the Qur’an.
Narratives featuring the same actors displaying the same behavior must in this
synchronic reading appear as historically irrelevant reiterations. This “holistic”
approach—though without the concomitant negative valuation correlates with
the perspective of the Islamic tradition itself, where the invariability of the image
of the Prophets—indeed, the ideality of the prophetical type as such—possesses
a dogmatically binding significance. Islamic theology’s lack of interest in the

4. Cf. Neuwirth, “Qur’an and History.

5. Among these, an extensive story of creation is depicted in Q 2:29-39.

6. Cf. chap. 5, 166-170.

7. 'This assessment from Rudi Paret’s influential essay “Das Geschichtsbild Mohammeds” (1951) is generally
adopted by later scholars without further critical examination.
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historical communication process—though not true without exception for the
entire tradition—is not surprising. It is a consequence of canonization, which
established an obligatory teleological reading, according to which the Quran
reflects not the process of trial and error in the development of a socially con-
sensual mode of thought but rather merely different manifestations of one and
the same truth. This reading obscures the progressive self-reflection of the pro-
claimer and his community and their increasingly innovative exegetical treat-
ments of biblical stories, which in Medina even lead to a kind of counter-history
in the face of biblical history, a rewriting of biblical narratives that involves a
reversal of their ideological thrust.®

In what follows, we intend to free the Qur'an from its perception as an authorially
conceived “book” and reclaim it as an open-ended communication process occur-
ring in history. The conception of the Qurian as the homogenous scripture of Islam,
which is suggested most persuasively by the Sira, will be flashed out. The value of
a traditional reading oriented toward the Sira is not to be contested, tradition does
however treat the Qurlanic genesis from the teleological viewpoint assumed by the
later community, and therefore cannot illuminate the text in statu nascendi. The Sira
must therefore be perceived not as a rival to the historical image, as evidence of a
competing truth claim, but rather as a document of a distinctly new scriptural dis-
course. At the same time, what must be avoided is the eclectic perception upheld in
Western research that identifies the Quran with the later canonized codex reading
it—ignoring its non-chronological sura order and sacral coding—as a historical
report, as if it were immediately evaluable as a document of the state of affairs in
Mecca or Medina. Such a reading skips the step of a microstructural examination of
the texts of the respective suras registering the topoi, formulas, and speech modes
called for by the textual genre of the sura as such, which is required before the text
can be evaluated for its historical information.

In addition, the current study does not share the skeptical premises that de-
mand that the temporal and spatial coordinates of the Quranic emergence should
be suspended; rather, we assume heuristically, despite the almost complete lack of
explicit namings of place, the traditional scenes of Mecca and Medina.® Nothing
compels us to view the milieu of the Qur’an as a culturally undeveloped space.
Indeed, the cultural and social scenario of the peripheral Hijaz is only being
explored by research; yet the literature that we already possess, in particular
poetry and heroic prose narratives, justifies an image of a society whose verbal
sensibilities and literary formation defy all clichés of an “empty Hijaz”'® The

8. See chap. 11.

9. This heuristic position distinguishes the account presented here from the position of those skeptical schol-
ars, many of whom no longer insist on the late dating of the Qur’an, but who continue to consider a shift in its local-
ization, or treat it altogether as a purely literary creation; for example, see Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry, and Crone,
“What Do We Actually Know about Mohammed?”

10. Montgomery, “The Empty Hijaz.” Cf. also Noth, “Frither Islam.
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extensive corpus of hero stories of the so-called ayyam al-'arab," the “battle days
of the Arab tribes disparately transmitted prose texts interspersed with poetry
that report the tribal confrontations of sixth/seventh centuries, offers—despite
the fact that it was written down only in retrospect—an authentic record of au-
tochthonous nomadic culture, and provides convincing explanations of the so-
cial and ideological preconditions for the changes that set in with the Qurianic
proclamation. Despite the gaps in research that still exist, a rough image is al-
ready taking shape, allowing historians such as Robert Hoyland to state positively
the compatibility of the known facts about the peninsula with the basic data of
the Islamic tradition.'? Peter Brown even claims that within the Arabic language
area, the living heritage of Hellenism, which developed a universal nomenclature
and iconography for the locally worshipped pagan divinities and united different
cultural groups through the phenomenon of a shared verbal koine, was at least
partially responsible for the fast success of Islam with its strongly universalizing
tendency.”

Seen against this background Jaakko Hameen-Antilla’s hypothesis, based on
the stylistic closeness of the early Qurlanic proclamation to the ancient Arabic
soothsayer speech, that Muhammad first worked on the peninsula as a wan-
dering “seer” (kahin), before settling down in Yathrib/Medina as a Prophet in the
biblical style, proves anachronistic." The Quran in its early parts is not mono-
lithically ancient Arabic, but rather makes frequent recourse—as a glance at the
intertextual inventories such as Heinrich Speyer’s Die biblischen Erzahlungen
im Koran (The biblical narratives in the Qurian) evinces—to a multitude of Late
Antique religious traditions, which it appropriates through creative reposition-
ing. Even if we cannot generally name these traditions with any precision, they
nonetheless call for an open, intertextual microstructural reading of the Quran
that pays attention to the older traditions that resonate recognizably in the text.
The text is thus to be perceived as polyphonic, as a conversation with other texts;
it justifies its emphatic message—presented or the first time Arabic language
through its nearness to the older traditions and grounds its authority not least
in its participation in existing debates underway among the learned traditions of
the two older religions.

11. A convincing depiction of the social significance of this literature is conveyed by Montgomery, Vagaries
of the Qasidah. The ayyam al-'arab have been given very little scholarly attention since Briunlich, Bistam ibn Qais,
Caskel, “Ajjam al-Arab,” and Meyer, Aiyam al-Arab. Al-Qadi, “La composante narrative,” represents a newer study.
A research project by Toral-Niehoff, Die Ayyam al-Arab als “Tribal History” der arabischen Spitantike, is currently
being conducted at the Freie Universitat Berlin.

12. See Hoyland, “New Documentary Texts and the Early Islamic State”; Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs: From
the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam.

13. Brown, The World of Late Antiquity; cf. also Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity.

14. Hiameen-Anttila, “Arabian Prophecy.” On this connection, see chap. 12, 424-430.
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3.2 TwWO MANIFESTATIONS OF THE QUR’AN

If we do not accept to understand the Qurian,"” in conformity with much recent
scholarship,'® as a kind of apocryphon, as a mere rewriting and reconfiguration of
biblical and post-biblical traditions, that is, as a written text conceived for readers
and of random origin, we cannot avoid reflecting on the conditions of its emergence.
It is not a matter of indifference whether a text designs a particular new formation
of extant materials “for readers,” or if rather these readers—as hearers—themselves
participate in this reconfiguration. Some of the prima facie most compelling inter-
pretations of single verses or passages'” that result from the synchronic reading of the
Qur’an as an authored text lose their persuasiveness once they are checked against
the communication situation of the pre-canonic Qur’an, that is, the protracted “re-
ligious dialogue” occurring over time and involving a number of agents. To ascribe
to the whole Qurian the intention of “decentralizing and subverting earlier tradi-
tions,”'® as occurs sometimes in recent American research, entails the assumption
of an authorial intention that is not compatible with its character as proclamation.
However many liberties a purely canon-referential interpretation may offer to the
researcher, it is unwarranted in the case of the Qur’an, as long as it cannot be adapted
historically to the proclamation process. It is not merely that synchronic readings go
halfway."” They also implicitly contest the Qurians status as a founding document
of a gradually formed communal consensus and thus the rank of the foundational
document of a new religion—a methodological short circuit with ideological impli-
cations, arising from the essentialist perception of the Quran as a kind of biblical
apocryphon.

It is an unmistakable fact that the early history of Qur'anic discourse went
through two phases. These can be identified with some simplification as the phase
that lasted up to the death of the Prophet, which was primarily oral, and the one
belonging to the generation after him, which additionally relied on writing. But
these two phases are rarely differentiated strictly either in the tradition or in later
research, partly because of their close chronological sequence. Since this distinc-
tion relates not only to pure chronology and different media of communication,
but also to different configurations of the text in the consciousness of the recipi-
ents, we will consequently distinguish in the following between “two Qurans,’

15. This section is based on previously published preliminary works, such as Neuwirth, “Eine europiische
Lektiire des Koran”

16. See the methodologically insightful essay by Hughes, “The Stranger at the Sea”; similarly, Cuypers, The
Banquet.

17. This also applies to Hughes’s essay “The Stranger at the Sea” (where a later-achieved, critical picture of
Moses is employed to explain an earlier text) and, most importantly, to Brown, “The Apocalypse of Islam,” which
adduces a Quranic position only reached in Medina through the involvement of Jewish exegetical principles, to
explain a middle Meccan text.

18. Brown, “The Apocalypse of Islam,” 87.

19. On the overall problem, see Sinai, “The Qur’an as Process.”
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the pre-canonic and the canonic text.? It is worth remarking that the Islamic
tradition itself maintains a distinction between two different perceptions of the
Qur’an, even if it does not apply the two concepts as terms relevant to religious-
historical development. It distinguishes between the oral text, the recitation of
the Prophet, qur’'an, and the written Quran codex, mushaf, which was handed
down through the centuries by tradition subjected to strict philological controls,
until finally, it merged in the year 1925, into the form of a printed text.

The Qurian codex lies before us as a “anthology” of individual texts, suras,
the arrangement of which follows no chronological order, let alone any narra-
tive logic. Its 114 suras are arranged according to a conceivably arbitrary crite-
rion: their length, in descending order. But it is just this “raw form” of overall
structure that fits poorly with the presupposition of skeptical researchers of a
compilation of the corpus by anonymous scholars undertaking the construction
of an Arabic foundational myth based on the sayings of a mythical prophet. The
mechanistic representation of text reflected in the Quran codex would be quite
astonishing to find within the later epoch assigned by skeptical researchers—the
eighth century—a time from which we have artfully composed extant literary
texts. But it fits unproblematically into the scenario suggested by the Islamic tra-
dition: that of a “dealing with inheritance” practiced on the part of Qurlan col-
lectors after the Prophet’s death. Indeed, the heterogeneous masses of text that
the redactors brought together from memory and from the transcripts of the
companions of the Prophet (sahdaba) can most plausibly be thought of as an un-
ordered stock published without exterior intervention. The ancient canonic for-
mula “You must add nothing and take nothing away” (Deut 13:1) was already
deeply inscribed in the consciousness of the proclaimer, for whom the problem
of the integrity of his proclamation had often been an occasion for troubling
self-testing, as the Qurian itself shows. Clearly, at the time of its proclamation
the text was already sacrosanct as an “inspiration” (waly) or a “sending-down”
from God (tanzil). It is likely this perception of the protected character of indi-
vidual texts that motivated the redactors to renounce every insertion on their
side into the text, so that it emerged without any literarily ambitious formula-
tion of its theology, such as could have recommended itself following the model
of the biblical books. Abstaining from every semantic or chronological control
over individual texts, the redactors however at the same time denied the reader
any aid and support of their approaching the text—a serious shortcoming often
bemoaned by outsiders. From the perspective of the redactors, such a renunci-
ation of readability would have been acceptable, since at the time of the text’s

20. Zwettler, “A Mantic Manifesto,” also insists on a distinction between the “scripture” existing in codex form
and its pre-canonical, previous “revelation” However, in our context the communication of the text to listeners
should be at the fore in place of this distinction. The mantic quality of the oration should not be marginalized, as it
forms part of the persuasio of the communication, the persuasion strategy.
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first binding codification, a period following Muhammad’s death by at most sixty
years and perhaps as few as twenty,”! the written form of the text was meant only
as a control: through writing, the textual stock could be authoritatively delimited,
and the ordering and the shape of the individual texts be fixed.”> What was not
fixed, however, was the exact articulation of the text, as the early scribal tech-
nique foresaw neither the representation of short vowels nor the differentiation
of graphically identical signs for consonants.?

3.2.1 Mushaf, a Ceremonially Framed Sacral Text

Regardless of the mechanistic sequencing of individual texts, the codex serves
the formal expectations bound up in Late Antiquity with a scripture: that the
most sublime “book” should have a beginning highlighted by special pathos
and a correspondingly expressive end. In fact, the Qurian text is embedded
in a solemnly phrased frame that is clearly recognizable as such. The intro-
ductory unit, al-Fatiha, “the opening,” is an exceptional text, not a sura in the
strict sense; since it does not consist of God’s speech to men, but is rather a
prayer spoken by the community of believers, forming the religion’s central
communal prayer, comparable to the Christian Our Father.* The Fatiha, which
opens the corpus as a sort of prooemium, serves as a petition for divine guid-
ance in the ritual situation of approaching the scripture. The text is not chosen
by accident: although the name al-Fatiha could indicate its function as an
opening of the written corpus, it was clearly already in use in a scarcely less
prominent opening role, namely as an entrance formula or introitus for the
Islamic ritual of prayer, which should go back to the praxis of the Quranic
community. With the Fatiha then, a liturgically central text of the community
was chosen as an opening of the Quran codex.”” Analogous to this also are
the last two suras, which, despite the fact that they are introduced formally
through the divine command qul, “Speak [the following text],” and thus are
presented as divine speech addressed to the proclaimer, are also not conven-
tional suras. In these texts, two apotropaic formulas that were arguably already
common use—marked by the words a‘idhu bi-rabbi, “I take refuge with the
Lord .. ”—are adapted for a new function, to shield the Qur’an from the influ-
ence of demons. The positioning of suras 1, 113, and 114—which are lacking in
the early Qur’an exemplar of Ibn Mas‘td, an early collection that preceded the
canonized edition**—must apparently be attributed to the formal conceptions

21. Cf. chap. 4, 140-144.

22. Neuwirth, “Structure and the Emergence of Community.”

23. Cf. chap. 4, 212-213.

24. Winkler, “Fatiha und Vaterunser.”

25. Neuwirth and Neuwirth, “Sarat al-Fatiha”

26. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, 1:108-110, identifies both of the last two suras as preexisting texts
“adopted” in the Qur'an. On the absence of the suras in Ibn Mas'ad, see Jeffery, Materials, 20-24. On the editing
the Quran, see chap. 4.
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of the redactors of the so-called Uthmanic text, who were confronted with the
task of fixing a textus ne varietur, a text with claims to bindingness. It is no
wonder that a similar apotropaic formula—not recorded in the mushaf—that
is traditionally pronounced before the beginning of a Qur’an recitation, a‘itdhu
bi-llahi mina I-shaytani I-rajim, “I take refuge with God from the accursed
Satan,” sounds like an echo of the two closing suras.

If one looks past these framing parts, what is yielded for the Qur’an is a “book
block,” at the beginning of which stands a kind of dedication of the corpus; the
scripture is intended for those who share the belief in the oneness of God and
tulfill three basic obligations (Q 2:1-5):

alif lam mim
dhalika I-kitabu la rayba fihi
hudan li-I-muttaqin
alladhina yu miniina bi-1-ghaybi
wa-yugimuina l-salata
wa-mimma razaqnahum yunfiqin
wa-lladhina yu miniina bi-ma unzila ilayka
wa-ma unzila min qablika
wa-bi-l-akhirati hum yuqinin
uld’ika ‘ald hudan min rabbihim
wa-uld'ika humu I-muflihiin

Alif lam mim.

That is the scripture—no doubt is in it,

a right guidance for the God fearing,

who believe in the unseen and perform the prayer
and spend from that which we supply them,

and who believe in that which was sent down to you,
and who are aware of the life hereafter.

They are rightly guided from your Lord

and they are the blessed ones.

It ends with a concise formulation of the Islamic creed in sura 112, “the Pure
Faith”:?

qul huwa llahu ahad

Allahu I-samad

lam yalid wa-lam yilad

wa-lam yakun lahu kufuwan ahad

27. The sura is discussed in chap. 13, 477-480.
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Say: He is God, one

God, the constant.

He did not beget and was not begotten,
and there is none equal to him.

The two more ancient scriptures commence and end quite differently: the Hebrew
Bible begins and ends historically. At its beginning, we even find two reports
about the creation of the world: “In the beginning God created the heaven and
earth” (Gen 1:1), and “On the day when God created heaven and earth . . . God
planted a Garden in Eden. .. ” (Gen 2:4, 2:8). Just as the oldest event of human
history stands at the beginning, so at the end we find the chronologically most
recent events in the history of the people of Israel, their return to the prom-
ised land: “As the word of God was fulfilled out of the mouth of Jeremiah, God
awoke the spirit of Cyrus, and he had the following announced by mouth and by
writing: so speaks Cyrus, the king of the Persians: God gave to me all kingdoms
of the earth, the God of the heavens. He commissioned me to build Him a house
in Jerusalem. Whichever of you how belongs to his people, let his God be with
him! Let him go up!” (2 Chr 36:22-23.)

The New Testament is given a similar historical frame: The Gospel of Matthew
begins with a genealogy of Jesus: “Book of the ancestry of Jesus Christ, of the
son of David, of the Son of Abraham. Abraham begot Isaac” (Mt 1:1),”® and the
Gospel of John even begins with a reference to Gen 1:1: “In the beginning was
the word, and the word was by God” (Jo 1:1). The New Testament ends with an
eschatological announcement of the Second Coming of Christ: “He who testifies
this, says: yes, I am coming soon. Amen. Come Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20).

Contrarily, the Qurian does not take up history in its two ultimate positions.
Rather, at the beginning it takes up scripture, kitab, that is, the divine teaching,
and at its end the image of God in distinction from that of the two older religions.
It begins with three of the emblematic letter names (alif [am mim) and ends with
the word “one;” ahad. The redactors could have easily found a report of creation
or a Quranic evocation of events from communal history, if they had intended to
make the Quran recognizable as a “history book” of the new community with a
setting of history in initial and final positions. The most likely explanation for the
fact that this did not occur is the still undeveloped notion of a scripture, which
prevented the proclaimer or his contemporaries from envisioning such a project
of compilation.”

28. The Gospel of Mark begins with a quote from Isaiah: “The beginning of the good news about Jesus the
Messiah, the Son of God, as it is written in Isaiah the Prophet: I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will
prepare your way” (Mark 1); the Gospel of Luke begins with a historical localization: “In the time of Herod King of
Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was
also a descendant of Aaron” (Luke 1).

29. See Madigan, The Quran’s Self-Image; cf. chap. 2, 140-144.
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The Qurlan after the death of the Prophet continued to be communicated
orally, supported by the memory of the companions of the Prophet. The out-
come of the first codification, an initiative that was—according to the tradition—
prompted by state power, therefore was not the production of a continuously
readable book, as in the cases of the Hebrew Bible or New Testament, but rather
the production of what the word qur’an alongside “recitation” and “reading” also
signifies: a lectionary. The official Qur’an is a lectionary, a collection of pericopes,
that is, a corpus of texts for the selection of liturgical recitations. The Qurian
in a unique way insists on its liturgical function—not only by virtue of its self-
designation—while also maintaining its close connection to the other scrip-
tures. William Graham has stressed that the recognition of scriptures beyond
one’s own, which in the West was first developed in the nineteenth century, is
already evident in the Qurian:*® countless verses speak of the “scripture,” kitab,
or the “scriptures,” kutub, of other religions, a category that the Qur’an, although
still oral, will also claim for itself by the end of its development. According to
Graham, the Qur’an is the only scripture that identifies itself as such through its
self-referentiality.

One should or course not imagine this “community of scriptures” of Torah,
Gospels, and Quranic proclamation, sketched in the Qur’an itself, to be a kind of
co-equal siblinghood valid for all time. As much as the text of the Quran stresses
at length its essential compatibility with the other scriptures that it seeks to con-
firm, so too is the Qur'an valid within Islamic theology as the final legitimate
scripture that perfects all others. Between the pronouncements of the Quran
text and its later interpretation lies the break of canonization,’ which effects a
transformation in perception: the historical-dialogical character of the Quran as
a religious conversation with and about others becomes, through canonization,
turns into a divine monologue.

3.2.2 The Pre-canonical Quran (Qur’an)—Drama
of Community Formation

Yet before the text is solidified through codification and finally assumes the form
of a binding codex, mushaf, it is a drama, an interaction in flux between a pro-
claimer and his community. As Andreas Kellermann has pointed out, research
has too often treated the texts assembled in the Quran “implicitly as a literary
product’ compiled by an ‘author” in a fixed form.”*?* Thus Theodor Noldeke refers
to the Qurian as a book “the text of which is preserved for us quite unadulter-
ated,”* and Carl Brockelmann and others automatically apply the concept of

30. See Graham, “Scripture and the Qur’an”; Wild, “Why Self-Referentiality?”

31. On the implications of canonization, see Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation, 1-22; al-Azmeh,
“Muslim Canon.

32. Cf. Geyer’s review of Vollers, Volkssprache, cited in Kellermann, “Die ‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran,” 3.

33. Noldeke, Sketches from Eastern History, 1-2, cited in Kellermann, “Die ‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran,” 3.
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drafting in writing to the Qur'an.* In critical philology, the question of the “orig-
inal text” of the Qurian dominates, prompting the quest to arrive at the original
sense intended by the Prophet, as well as the search for possible source texts and
for the original “speech form” employed “by the author” Thus, the written ver-
sion of the Qur’an is often viewed as a unity, and studied with the criteria of liter-
ature composed and received in writing, with no regard for the differing contexts,
functions, and forms of the originally independent individual texts. In this, the
Qur’anic language and style (or the “talent” of the author) are often denigrated
in a trivial”® and prejudicial way.* In this unquestioned assumption of literality
and authorship, Kellermann sees an obscuring of the complex character of the
Qur’an, which is equally oral and written; preferring to position the Quran in
the “gray zone between a purely written and a purely oral literature,”*” he there-
fore approaches the text text-linguistically. Although the present attempt to dis-
tinguish these two commingled manifestations of the Quran follows a more
historical-traditional goal, it confronts the same necessity: to call into question
the supposed written form of the Qurian and its ascription to an “author”

In order to do justice to the text-generating interaction between the char-
ismatic speaker and his community as it took shape, one should replace the
conventional author-reader relation with a model borrowed from the theory of
drama, which distinguishes between two levels of communication. There is on
the one hand an “inner communication level,” the “interaction drama” that plays
itself out between the protagonists (the proclaimer and his community), which
can be described by historical research;®® here, dialogues emerge and a mass of
rhetorical strategies are applied as a means of persuasio. This level is vaulted by
the “outer communication level” occupied by the “I” or “
ifest in the text and in the later readers/hearers of the Qurian. In the that initi-
ates the text corpus (Q 2:2), it can be demonstrated how distant the view of the
Quran as a “textual result of a charismatic interaction” (Nicolai Sinai) is from
conventional Islamic and Western approaches: reading the Quran as a homog-
enous, post-redactional corpus, as mushaf”® (the “outer communication level”),
one has to translate the verse cited above (Q 2:2), dhalika I-kitabu la rayba fihi
hudan li-l-muttaqin, as “This [i.e., the Quran] is the scripture in which is no
doubt, a right guidance to the God fearing”; reading it however as a testimony of
the proclamation process, the “inner communication level,” one will take kitab
to mean not the Quranic corpus, but rather the heavenly scripture reclaimed by

b2l . .
we” speaker, it is man-

34. Cf. in detail Zwettler, Oral Tradition, 174, note 15.

35. Cf,, e.g., Kopf, “Religious Influences,” 48, cited in Kellermann, “Die ‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran,” 3.

36. Kellermann, “Die ‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran,” 3.

37. Ibid.

38. The further text-immanent level of communication, generated by rhetorical effects, in which a divine
speaker turns to a Prophetic recipient—and occasionally also directly to the remotely addressed listeners—needs
to remain outside our scope.

39. See Madigan, The Qur'an’s Self-Image.
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the Prophet as a “template of revelation™ “That is the [heavenly] scripture, no
doubt is in it, a right guidance for the God fearing”*’ The text read in this way has
been reconfigured from an already closed “book’, the “Qur’an)”—present here
and now—to an open text that is still on its way to closure. The canonic “mis-
reading” of this important verse is not, however, arbitrary. If we set the Fatiha
aside as an introductory prayer and look past the introductory letter names alif
lam mim, the verse presents the first pronouncement of the Qur’an. It can easily
be comprehended that, understood in this sense by the redactors after the death
of the Prophet, appeared as particularly suited for the beginning of the codex,
where it can fulfill the function of an expressive dedication of what the Quran
book that has become the substitute for the voice of the proclaimer addressing
the already constituted community.*!

3.3 THE CONVERSATION WITH THE OLDER
TRADITIONS: STATIONS OF COMMUNITY FORMATION

Certainly, the pre-canonic Qurian formally is almost consistently the speech of
a divine “T” or “we” addressing the proclaimer—“you”; but, as in an overheard
telephone conversation, the situation in which the conversation takes place can
be reconstructed easily from the fragments of speech that are heard. In view of
the plurality of actors that participate in this Qurlanic drama, the text becomes
polyphonic; for alongside the addressed speaker Muhammad, individuals and
groups of hearers are pictured as present in the text or at least spoken of in their
absence. These persons and groups are for their part involved in debates that are
not always explicitly divulged in the text, but without knowledge of which the
innovativeness of the Qurianic position remains obscure.

Let us take three simple examples: in the Quran, Jesus is identified as ‘Isa ibn
Maryam, “Jesus, Son of Mary”” Since other prophets appear without genealogical
distinction, such a reference should not be strictly necessary for Jesus. Clearly
what is occurring is a “theological correction,” a replacement, recognizable to
the hearers, of the Christian title “Jesus son of God,” a title that—being a clear
confessional designation—did not fit with the new strict monotheism. Without
this title—which is eliminated and reformulated for the hearers—Jesus can be ac-
cepted without problems among the biblical prophets by the universally oriented
community. An even more striking parallel case is the Basmala, the wording of
which, bi-smi llahi I-rahmani l-rahim, “In the name of God, the compassionate
merciful,” is a clear reworking of the Christological formula of invocation “In the
name of the Father and the Son and Holy spirit” Both the Qur’anic designation of

40. It should not be surprising that the translations usually undergird the distant deictic reference to the “scrip-
ture,” which is presented as already existing, through renditions with “this is” (Paret).
41. Neuwirth, “Structural, Linguistic and Literary Features.”
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Jesus and the new coinage of an Islamic invocation formula, are samples of com-
munal interpretive history. A further example would be the “preserved tablet,”
al-lawh al-mahfiz (Q 85:22): in the Qur'an, unlike in the Hebrew Bible and the
Jewish tradition, there is no mention of two tablets written exclusively for Moses’s
covenant with God, but rather of a single tablet preserved in heaven® as textual
support of the revelation. This tablet, unlike the tablets of Moses, does not suffer
destruction within history, but rather remains “preserved” in the transcendent
realm. It also enjoys universal authority; contrary to the Jewish tradition, since
it is not an elected people of God but rather all men who obtain the writing
preserved on the tablet. Although this tablet is already known from the biblical
apocryphon of the Book of Jubilees, the express qualification as “preserved”
should be read as an intentional Quranic response to the biblical tradition.

A similar innovation emerges in the phrasing of the Islamic creed in sura 112,
“The true belief,” which has already been cited. Its opening verse, “Speak: God
is one” qul huwa llahu ahad, is a free translation of the Jewish creed “Hear
Israel: the Lord, our God, is One,” shema“ Yisra'el adonai elohenu adonai ehad
(Dtn 6:4), the key word of which “one;” ehad, still resounds in the Quran text in
its Arabic shape, ahad. This audible citation across linguistic borders underlines
all the more clearly the Qur'anic turn—signalized through qul, “speak!,” directed
to all mankind—from a national to a universal cult.*’ It is interesting that this dis-
covery has also been made in recent Turkish Qur'an research by Mehmet Pagaci,*
but it is not attributed in his work to the innovation of the Qur’an but rather is
seen as an indication of the continuity of local traditions. Pagaci sees in the “ci-
tation” not an engagement between the Qurlan and an individual older text but
rather a manifestation of the monotheistic “Semitic religious tradition,” which
is presupposed by Pacaci to be a constant. The novelty of the Qur’an, the social
handling and new theological formulation of older texts, thus remains obscured.
One thus avoids the fundamental question of how far the Quranic communi-
cation process reflects the theological intentions of the community itself—for
example, the intention to “counter” a tradition already firmly founded by the
surrounding religions, in order to set up its own new formulation according
to its developing theology. Investigations of the Qur’anic intertexts have so far
not attempted to take into account the dialectical engagement of the commu-
nity with older traditions. Yet the Qur’anic new formulations are, according to

42. This source of authority exhibits an affinity with the important divine book of accounts or registers the
book of Jubilees (second century BCE), which also exists in a competitive relationship with Mosaic writing on the
tablet. This intertext still remains relevant for the later period, where the divine “original” is denoted as kitab, “scrip-
ture”; cf. chap. 8, 285-286.

43. See Sinai and Neuwirth, “Introduction”; cf. chap. 13, 472-475.

44. Pagaci, “Sag: Gott ist ein einziger.”” On more recent Turkish Qur'an theology overall, see Korner, Revisionist
Koran Hermeneutics. While attempts at contextualization seem to be missing in Arabic Qurian scholarship, they
have been taken up with great enthusiasm in Iranian scholarly circles, especially within the Merkaz-e Adyan in
Qom, as a lecture tour by the supervisor of the Berlin project Corpus Coranicum in 2007 demonstrated.
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our hypothesis, stations within a communal formation, milestones along the way
from a post-biblical syncretism to a Qurianic theology of its own.*

If one does not deal with the connections between individual versions of
respective themes received in the Quran, then what is historically new in the
accentuations of the Qurian remains unrecognized. The purposeful pronounce-
ments of the Quran lose their pungency and their direction of impact to become
monotonous to the outside reader. For the Muslim reader, who reads the Quran
as a canonical text and as the founding document of an already established, ex-
clusivist religion, the prophetic politics of universalization documented in the
text belong to a history that is already decided, and thus is without great impor-
tance for the perception of the Qur’an. The aura of a victorious religion that sur-
rounds the Quran, and its status as the immediate self-communication of God,
do not encourage the reconstruction of its historical unfolding. The critical re-
searcher will however recognize the “prophetic politics” reflected in the text as
one of the discursive strategies that can help explain the wondrous success of the
Qur’an in history.

In contrast to the fixed canonical codex, the pre-canonic Qurian should be
understood as the transcript of a communication process, an ensemble of texts
that have their Sitz im Leben in a public and audibly pronounced performance
(qur‘an). These performance texts document the results of theological debates
carried out within this very community. It is not that the proclaimer “devel-
oped himself” as an individual (as conventional Western research sees it), but
rather that debates in the community took shape. In this process a consensus
emerges concerning particular messages; whose evaluations of individual figures
therefore do not require justification when the texts are recited again by the pro-
claimer. This is clearly reflected in the figure of Satan, who first occurs as Iblis,
“Diabolos,” in much the same sense of the Satan figure of the Book of Job, en-
tertaining a dialectic relation to God and ambivalent in many respects, and who
is later slips into the role of the New Testament Satan, as a manifestation of evil,
the dualist opposite to God.* The community at this stage has agreed on an ex-
clusively negative understanding of the figure in the sense of the Christian Satan.

Such a result of community formation can also be recognized in the stratagem
of the clausula that becomes frequent in the middle and late Meccan periods,
forms such as inna I-llaha I-‘azizu I-hakim, “God is the powerful, the wise,” which
reflect a consensus reached by the community in their image of God as a ubiq-
uitous power."

Yet another striking textual characteristic can be added: textual correc-
tions, which can occasionally already be observed in Mecca, but which become

45. See chap. 8, 278-282.
46. Neuwirth, “The Qur’an, Crisis and Memory.”
47. See chap. 13, 472-477.
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frequent in Medina. As the community broadens and over time comes to include
Jews among the hearers in Medina, certain recitation texts turn out to be in need
of later revision and expansion. The Medinan expansions of Meccan suras, many
of which were first studied by Noldeke and Schwally, have frequently been treated
as simple additions, evidence of later states of knowledge, or even as bothersome
interruptions of the flow of suras, but rarely considered as evidence for the con-
tinual process of community formation.* Yet the “additions” clearly attest to new
religious-political demands: the presentation of theologically significant episodes
of Israelite salvation history time and again needed to be deepened discursively
or to be revised. Such a revision was intended by the Medinan extension of the
Meccan narrative of the Golden Calf in sura 20, where, following an initial rec-
itation of the episode as an edifying story within a longer Moses cycle, a strong
interpretive point is added to it in Medina. In its extended Medinan form, which
in individual formulations evokes the Jewish Yom Kippur liturgy, it is reread
through a new theologically significant interpretation, which accommodates the
discourse of sin and guilt which in Jewish tradition is bound up with notions of
history.*

3.4 HisTORY DISCOURSE
3.4.1 Jahiliya: Attaching Taboo to the Pagan Way of Life

The historical period in which Islam emerged is disputed in both Western and
inner-Islamic research. We find a shibboleth in this period’s frequent designa-
tion as jahiliya, namely, “(time of) ignorance,” a highly ambivalent concept in
the Islamic tradition that has not been unanimously explained in Western re-
search.™® Aaron Hughes has investigated the concept’s representation in recent
research and has criticized the persistent perception of this period as “separated
from Islam by a sealed border™' Etymologically, jahiliya is a derivative of jahl
(“rashness”), the antonym of ‘ilm (“level-headedness”), and refers to excessive,
heroic zeal,* so that jahiliya came to mean a “time of barbarism.”** In view of the
Qur’anic equation of the jahl of the pre-Islamic heroes, their heroic passion, with
religious ignorance, jahiliya has been understood in the Qur'an in the sense of

48. Numerous later additions to the early suras were already recorded in the inner-Islamic tradition. Nagel
attempted to show historic evidence for these additions They are, however, often not congruent with the additions
established in critical scholarship. In order to identify later expansions, one has to adhere to Noldeke’s formal crite-
ria and systematically subject alleged additions to the same historic examination as those of all other Qur'an texts.

49. Neuwirth, “Medinan Additions”; cf. chap. 10, 318-324.

50. Ultimately, see Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, 31-35.

51. Hughes, “The Stranger at the Sea””

52. See Goldziher, “Was ist unter al-Gahilijja zu verstehen?” Cf. also the discussion in Hawting, The Idea of
Idolatry.

53. A different etymology is suggested in Chabbi, Le Coran décrypté, 28-29, which seeks to understand the
word in the sense of an inaccessible space auguring calamity.
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“(time of) ignorance”* The word occurs in the Qur’an no more than four times,
always in the context of Medinan critiques of pagan emotionality or excessive
forms of behavior. In European translations, jahiliya—appearing as an abstract
term because of its -7ya ending—is generally reproduced neutrally as “paganism.”
The four Quranic jahiliya verses are as follows:

Then, after grief, he sent down to you safety and drowsiness,

which overcame a group of you,

indeed the people of another group

were anxiously occupied with themselves,

while they employed conjectures about God,

as one kept doing in paganism [jahiliya], and said:

“Does something stand before us of the matter [for decision] (Q 3:154)

Do you wish for yourselves the modes of decision of paganism [jahiliya]?
Who could better decide for people
who are convinced than God? (Q 5:50)

Remain (you women) in your house,
do not show yourselves off, as one was accustomed to do in paganism
[jahiliya], perform the prayer. (Q 33:33)

(Then,) when the unbelievers let the impetuousness of paganism [jahiliya)
penetrate their hearts,

upon which God sent down his sakina [inner peace]

on his messengers and the believers

reminding them of the word of fear of God.

They deserved it truly and were worthy of it

God has knowledge of all. (Q 48:26)

Although the translation of jahiliya as “paganism” may appear fit at first glance, in
the Quran the concept certainly had not yet acquired its later epoch-referential
meaning, a sense that would presuppose the breakthrough of a new period that
had not yet occurred at the time of the proclamation. The translation as “pa-
ganism” is only legitimate under the presupposition of a canonized Quran that
has already “formed history;” so that the time before the proclamation could
be viewed as a “prehistory” that had already been overcome. But what did this
word mean for the proclaimer and his community, who were not yet aware of
this looming development? The only inner-Quranic explanation is due to Franz

54. Wellhausen, Reste altarabischen Heidentums, 71,nl, already saw a correlation between jahiliya and the
Pauline agnoia, the “days of ignorance” (Acts 17:30); so also Pines, “Jahiliyya.” This Christian term may in fact have
been known and could have been transmuted into jahiliya. But even if such a precursor was already available, the
pathos with which the term is used in the Quran (esp. in Q 48:26) points to a different understanding: less in the
sense of a temporal attribution than in a sense of an approach to life.
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Rosenthal. He interprets the ending -iya as a plural rather than abstract ending,
so that al-jahiliya would mean in all instances “the unknowing ones,” the “reli-
giously stubborn”—in the Qurianic context, a characteristic of the unbelievers.
Yet, given the special emphasis with which the morphologically unfamiliar word
is used in the cited verses, there seems “to be hidden a specific and more sig-
nificant connotation.”* Rosenthal is struck by the categorical devaluation of a
clearly outmoded way of life, brought to expression by the word jahiliya, and this
recalls for him a similar categorical devaluation of a culturally nonconforming
life mode encountered in post-exilic Judaism. His proposed solution®® would be
to understand jahiliya as an echo of the Jewish concept of galut, Aramaic galutha,
“exile;” “diaspora,” the articulation of which is similar to the new word formed
from the root j-h-1, being identical in two consonants.” This calque, a neologism
integrating elements from two languages, could according to Rosenthal have

emerged at any time, since the usage of the widespread Jewish term does
not necessarily presuppose friendly or close contact with Jews. It is easy
to recognize the affinity between galut in the way in which it was un-
derstood by Jews and jahiliya as the expression was likely understood by
Muhammad. In the Mishna, Avot 5:9, it is said that exile comes into the
world as a result of idolatry, unchastity (incest), and bloodshed. Exile is
a punishment for these sins, which however are not thereby repaid. Exile
remains therefore a situation in which these sins persist. . . . Galut thus
stands for the same characteristics of barbarism, lack of morals, and igno-
rance in face of the true God that Muhammad criticizes in the jahiliya.™

Thus understood, the neologism jahiliya would confirm the strategy that can be
observed already by the middle Meccan period, the linking of individual new
ideas to special and additional authority through connections to already estab-
lished religious discourses of the surrounding environment.

If one accepts this interpretation and pushes it yet further, the galut discourse
that is central to post-exilic Judaism can hardly be overestimated as a counter-
part to the perception of jahiliya: by way of this connection of the situation of
the unbelievers to the concept of an exclusion from salvation imposed by God,
the division between believers and unbelievers could evoke the notion of a deci-
sive point between epochs. In connecting itself through the keyword jahiliya to
a Jewish historical dichotomy according to which there exists a condition that
needs to be viewed as absolutely negative and only used as a negative foil, not as

55. Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, 33.

56. For prior clarifying suggestions, see the discussion in ibid.; cf. also Tamer, Zeit und Gott, 6.

57. Hebrew gimel, g, corresponds to the Arabic jim, j.

58. Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, 35, further underlines the connection of jahiliya and sakina, Hebr.
shekhina, in Q 48:26, which also has a precursor in rabbinic literature, see Avot de-Rabbi Nathan: “As long as Israel
commits these sins, the shekhina will stay far away from the Jews.



122 The Quran and Late Antiquity

a historical time relevant in itself, the Quranic community laid the basis for the
ostracizing of the prehistory of Islam. But reservations regarding Rosenthal’s in-
terpretation remain. It is striking that the community itself did not fully exploit
the polemical potential of this distinction. Mentions of jahiliya in the Qur’an are
limited to no more than four pronouncements, all closely bound up to situation
and context, and not at all programmatic.

The construct of jahiliya was to prevail for only a short period. As is well
known, the verdict against the “pagan” past suggested by the Qurian held only
for the first few Islamic generations, for whom al-jahiliya may have signified a
“an age of wrong belief, dominated by conflicting tribal interests and rivalries”>
This position in the Umayyad and Abbasid periods gave way increasingly to a
new evaluation, in which jahiliya stood for a “ past, where the Arabs were uni-
fied, in which the ‘true’ values of Arab ethnic identity were manifested, and even
emphasized as against Persian values”® It was only with later epochs, when the
Islamic religion was given top status as the uniting bond of society above and be-
yond Arabic nationality and culture, that the pendulum swung back in the other
direction.

3.4.2 Quran and Ancient Arabic Time: Quranic Answers
to the Images of History in Poetry

However insecure the boundaries of the preceding period might have been, it can
nonetheless be asserted that the self-positioning of the new religious movement
in the continuum of time was an important concern of the community from an
early point. The entry into a history discourse indeed began long before an aux-
iliary construction for the demarcation was found in the name jahiliya. It can
even be claimed that the initial discovery of an irreconcilable conflict between
pagan thought and that of the new movement had to do with a conflict between
two incompatible understandings of time. In a recent monograph, Georges
Tamer® has discussed the connection between the ancient Arabic perception of
“all-consuming time,” dahr, in the poetry, which is also reflected polemically in
the Quran, and earlier Greek and Hellenistic conceptions. In doing so, he has
brought to light an important “overlaying”: the role of the Hellenistic Aion, who
“turns the ages,” being superseded by the working of the one God, whose dis-
position over time is occasionally equally expressed through the metaphor of
turning. This trace should be pursued, since this paradigm shift does not exclu-
sively consist in the replacement of a cosmic or mythical figure by the personal
unique God. The Qurianic engagement with the understanding of time of the

59. Drory, “The Abbasid Construction,” 35.

60. Ibid.

61. Tamer, Zeit und Gott, 6. A new reflection on time in ancient Arabic poetry is offered in Dmitriev, Das
poetische Werk, 129-139.
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pre-Islamic poets does not only manifest itself in supersession or polemic, nor
is it confined to descriptions of God’s dealing with the times of day and their
particular metaphors,** although such examples are particularly striking. The ap-
plication of the new conception takes place above all in quite neutral, seemingly
“non-discursive” contexts, which already imply the new understanding of time.
Because this has to do with the predominance of eschatological thinking and the
replacement of a cyclical understanding of time with a linear one, the argumenta-
tions are frequently embedded into eschatological contexts. Examples are found
already in the early Meccan period, for example, in sura 95, “The Fig Tree,” al-tin:

wa-I-tini wa-l-zaytin
wa-tiri sinin
wa-hadha I-baladi I-amin
la-qad khalaqna l-insana fi ahsani tagwim
thumma radadnahu asfala safilin
illa lladhina amani wa-‘amili I-salihati
fa-lahum ajrun ghayru mamniin
fa-ma yukadhdhibuka ba‘du bi-I-din
a-laysa llahu bi-ahkami I-hakimin

By the fig tree and the olive tree
by Mount Sinai
and this [hadha] secure city.
We created man in the most beautiful form
and brought him down to the lowliest measure.
But those who believe and do good,
for them is their deserved reward.
What then [fa-ma] leads you still to lie about the judgment?
Is God not the most righteous judge?

The hymnic sura® is one of the earliest Qurian texts to give poetic form to the
new linear understanding of time. It begins with four oaths, which closer study
reveals to contain an implied notion of time: a pair of types of tree (or fruit) are
invoked, which figure as symbols of the divine abundance of creation, but also
as trees/fruits emblematic of the Holy Land, thus referring to the biblical topo-
graphia sacra. What follows, also in pairs, is the naming of two places: Mount
Sinai®* and Mecca, which is recognizable from the deictic hadha, “this” As the

62. Tamer cites Q 39:5 and Q 24:44 as convincing examples, Zeit und Gott, 209.

63. On structure, see Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 230.

64. Tur sinin in place of saynd’, with the pronunciation sinin compelled by the rhyme, is the Quranic
Arabization of an Aramaic toponym; see Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, 184-185; the Aramaic fitra de-Sina—the
common name of Mount Sinai for Jews and Christians—appears in the Targum to the Song of Songs 8 as the site of
the conveying the divine teachings, in juxtaposition with the Mount of Olives, fiir zetaya, the site of the resurrec-
tion. Traditional juxtapositions like this (see Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, 123-125) may resonate in the
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parallelism with the place of revelation Sinai signalizes, Mecca is addressed
likewise as a sanctuary, the sacral inviolability of which is elsewhere expressly
highlighted (Q 106:4). The two oaths upon places combine two no longer com-
pletely parallel references to authority that are not wholly parallel, for while the
apparition on Sinai, which is a frequent them in early suras (Q 79:15ff,, Q 53:36,
Q 87:19), is supported through a biblical narrative, the sacredness of Mecca is
vouched for only by the local cult of the rabb hadha I-bayt, the “Lord of this
[holy] house” (Q 106:3).° Nevertheless, both constitute references to the divine
self-communication in prehistoric times. A pagan, ancient Arabic convention
of style, the oath cluster belonging to the discourse of the seer, is filled out with
biblical references (fig tree, olive tree, Mount Sinai), and is thus reclaimed for a
context that is biblically imprinted.

The oath pronouncement focusses as is frequent with the topos of the rep-
rimand of man (cf. Q 75:3, 80:17, 86:5, 90:4, 91:6, 100:6), in an assertion of the
weakness of “man,” insan,* which here refers to an instability not to be blamed
on man himself but rather to one dependent on the creator: after the achieve-
ment of physical perfection, man-falls prey to the frailty of age. Leaving the ad-
ditional verse 6 aside the closing pair of verses, presents a general exhortation to
the hearer, They compress what is said into an argument that draws the conclu-
sion (fa-ma, “what then”) of the logical necessity of the Final Judgment.

Involved in this construction are, first, the notion of primordial time reach-
ing back to creation and the communication of divine teaching, then the limited
period of human life, and then finally the eschatological time of judgment. In
what relation do they stand together in the sura? There is no immediately evident
logical-causal relation between the discursive elements suggested by the rhetor-
ical question “What lets you still lie about the judgment?” The relation becomes
clear only through the sequence of symbols,” already schematic in the early
suras which starts with evocations of creation (here: figs / fig tree, tin, and olive
/ olive tree, zaytiin), to be followed by references to divine self-communication
(here: Sinai and Mecca), and which have to be understood as initial scenes arous-
ing the expectation of corresponding concluding settings. Thus creation, which
in verse 1 is evoked with the image of the trees, ends necessarily with the end
of the created world, not alone with the death of the individual (verse 5), but
more generally with the resolution of the cosmos in the final day. Equally, the di-
vine self-communication/teaching highlighted with the Sinai reference in verse

Qur’anic oath cluster alluding to the covenant, verses 1-2. Evocations of Sinai as an emblem of divine self-revelation
are found in the early suras (see Q 61), even before Moses’s revelation was presented in narrative; on the Quraanic
stories of Moses, cf. Speyer, Qoranische Erzihlungen.

65. Cf. on such authorization references chap. 5, 171-172.

66. On this topos, see ibid.

67. See Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors.” Cf. also chap. 5, 166-168.
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2 necessarily requires the repayment of the pledge of knowledge through the ac-
counting at the end of times. A mention of the final day, which indeed follows
at the end of the sura (verse 7-8), has therefore already been anticipated by the
hearer after the mention of creation and divine self-communication.

The sura closes with a suggestive rhetorical question about God’s function
as judge. It reverses the empirically grounded verdict about the negative fate
of man hurrying to life’s end (verses 4-5) introducing an element of God’s ac-
tive intervention: God cancels the end and grants to man a duration that goes
beyond death. This reversal of the sentence of mortality is also implemented
rhetorically: indeed, man sinks down to the “lowest measure” (literally: to the
“lowliest of the lowly”), but God, who already at the beginning of times worked
as creator and teacher, appears at the end of times as restorer of order, as judge
of all judges®®*—the identical comparative construction in Arabic of both pro-
nouncements (verses 5 and 8) underlines their comparably secure truth. God
removes the power of cyclical time, according to which the end of mankind
brings death, while he extends linear time back into preexistence (khalagna, “we
created,” verse 4) and forward into eternity (din, “judgment,” verse 7). A “sacred
historical time,” an eschatologically determined term for mankind, has begun
with this teaching. It runs in opposition to his natural created lifetime in a non-
cyclical way, and thus softens the threat of the physical end given by the accom-
plishment of the cycle.®

3.4.3 Sura 55: Quranic Answers to Biblical Images of History

While the time discourse in sura 95 appears as an already achieved position
embedded in a creation theology and does not seem to require explicit justifica-
tion against other points of view, there are also Quranic attestations of histori-
cally specific positions taking shape before the ears of the hearers, so to speak, in
contradistinction to existing models of thought. The example that is perhaps the
most striking for its intertextuality is the early Meccan sura 55, which engages a
widespread biblical text that is very prominent in the liturgy of the Jewish and
Christian traditions.

The sura, celebrated in Islam as ‘ariis al-qur’an, “bride of the Qur'an,” can for
its part be counted as one of the most poetic texts of the Quran. It presents a cen-
tral theological point, the complete symmetry of the divine order of creation, not

68. On God’s function as a judge, see Rippin, “God.” God as judge is a common image in the Psalms: Psalms
67:5: “because you judge people with fairness”; Psalms 98:9: “because He comes to judge the earth; He will judge the
world righteously; and its people fairly”

69. The formulation of exception in verse 6 is revealed to be a post hoc addition through the excessive verse
length and the analytic construction. It expresses the audience expectations of a later period, when the faithful
listeners desired to be excepted from the negative judgment on man through a general eschatological reassurance.
The fact that these softening formulas collide semantically with the pronouncements of the sura and contrast with
its poetic character through its formulaic-analytic style has been accepted only reluctantly; cf. chap. 5, 185-187.
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only semantically but also grammatically, that is, morphologically, syntactically,
and tonally. It begins with a short hymn (Q 55:1-4):

al-Rahman
‘allama I-qur’an
khalaga l-insan
‘allamahu I-bayan

The merciful

he taught the Quran

he created man

taught him understanding / clear speech.

The conveyance of teaching (verse 2) and the faculty for clear thought/speech
(verse 4) on the one hand and of creation (verse 3) on the other are the two great
themes of the sura. While the text is dedicated semantically almost constantly
to creation or to its fulfillment in paradise, the secondary theme of teaching and
clear speech” is unfolded less in argument than linguistically, by means of rhet-
oric. Balanced order is thus a characteristic of the signified, creation, as also of
the sign itself, language. Since the recital of the Qur’an itself counts as the most
sublime speech act, bayan, “clear speech,” can be understood above all as an evo-
cation of Quranic language, and the sura should be recognized as an exposition
of the interworking of khalg, “creation,” and qur’an, “revelation, divine teaching”
Two ideas invested in creation itself pervade the sura: the symmetrically balanced
order that informs both the world, physis, and the medium of its hermeneutical
understanding, logos. The morphological dual form that pervades the entire sura,
though it is often judged pejoratively as merely ornamental in research, cannot be
disparaged in its form and functionality.

We thus have a text that is almost philosophical, which sets itself outside of
the communication scenario that is so frequently bound up with circumstances
in other Meccan texts of this period. It is not merely that the frequent refrain,
with its rhetorical questioning, is directed to the mythical dual group of men
and demons rather than to the historical hearers.” In addition, the discursive
thread of the sura itself moves outside of worldly reality. The first part (verses
1-13) summarizes the primordial work of creation, while the second part (verses
14-36) contrasts the creation of men and demons and refers to potential reb-
els among the demons, who would rebel against the order of creation within its
cosmically determined limits. The eschatological ending (verses 37-78) recalls
cursorily the “historical” liars (verse 43) but remains elsewhere devoted to the

70. Bayan, literally “making clear,” “clarification,” can refer to thought as well as its articulation. On the pro-
logue to sura 55, see also chap. 2, 89-92.
71. See Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors”
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mythical ensemble of men and demons, who appear on the Final Day in the
situation of the judgment, where they are granted their verdict and retribution.
In this, the fate of the damned is only briefly glanced, while for the righteous
the place of their otherworldly bliss is painted with a detail unknown elsewhere,
employing a unique arsenal of stylistic means. This part, the double description
of paradise, forms the actual climax of the sura, as we shall see. The life in the
hereafter, occurring within a spatially imagined eternity, is the central theological
point of the sura.

A number of shared ideas and formulations, chiefly the unique antiphonic
structure of the sura, show that this text stands in an intertextual relation to
Psalm 136, which is also an antiphonic text. In sura 55, we not only have an exe-
getical reworking of this psalm but also a new theological reading, a counter-text
intended as such, that deals above all with the psalmic understanding of time and
eternity and evaluates these anew. Already the characteristic that is most closely
bound to both texts, the refrain, is not identical. In the psalm it is an assurance of
providence, ki le-‘olam hasdo, “for in eternity shall be his grace” In the Qur’an it
takes the form of a rhetorical question with a triumphant tenor, directed to crea-
tion as a whole, both men and demons: fa-bi-ayyi ‘ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban,
“Which of the signs of your Lord will the two of you two deny?” God’s grace is
here not a promise for eternity but rather a reality, which can be “read” out of the
signs of creation.”

Both texts at first unfold semantically in close relation to each other, as their
beginning parts treat creation. But then the sequence of thoughts of the sura
turns away from that of the psalm, which engages in a detailed recollection of
history. A number of divine interventions, acts of the annihilation of enemies,
are enumerated, whose salvific impact on the addressed confirms the truth of
the promise of divine providence that is pronounced in the refrain. Historical
recollection as a warrant of divine promise, as assurance of providence, had also
played a role at the start of the proclamation, when historical memory shared
with the pagan Meccans could still be set forth (e.g., sura 105).”> With the shift
toward the eschatological future, and with the appearance of the proclaimer as a
prophetic speaker in the strict sense, history presents itself in retrospect, in light
of the perception of contingency now standing at the center, no longer as worthy
of trust but rather as a sequence of episodes of human failure that have brought
about divine acts of punishment.

Although sura 55 remains beholden throughout to the refrain structure given
by the psalm, it develops into a counter-text in its crucial section: it sets a dia-
metric opposite against the psalmic historical memory, offering a future projec-
tion and eschatological description that, following the principle that permeates

72. Cf. chap. 7, 264-277.
73. Ibid.
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the sura of demonstration of symmetry, is further dominated by pairs. The fig-
uration of the “two gardens,” jannatan (verse 62), connected to two further gar-
dens, is not, as some critics claim, a result of the compulsion of rhyme’ but rather
depends on a stylistic convention of ancient Arabic poetry that employs dual
descriptions of place to express the vastness of space; jannatan signifies—as some
native Arabic philologists have pointed out””—“gardens upon gardens, endless
gardens” As an illustration of the two paradise descriptions that are unfolded in
the sura, verses 46-61 and verses 62-78, we present the latter:

wa-min diunihima jannatan

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
mudhammatan

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
fihima ‘aynani naddakhatan

fa-bi-ayyi ald’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
fihima fakihatun wa-nakhlun wa-rumman

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
fihinna khayratun hisan

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
hirrun magqsiratun fi l-khiyam

fa-bi-ayyi ald’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
lam yatmithhunna insun qablahum wa-1a I-jann

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
muttaki'ina ‘ala rafrafin khudrin wa-‘abqariyin hisan

fa-bi-ayyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban
tabaraka smu rabbika dhi I-jalali wa-l-ikram

And aside from these are two gardens.

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Of thick green.

Which signs of your Lord will the two of you deny?
Therein are two rich over-bubbling springs.

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Therein are fruit trees, palms, and pomegranates.

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Therein are young girls, good, lovely—

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?

74. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, 1:30: “If for example in sura 55 there is mention of two heavenly gardens,
two types of fruits, and two further similar gardens, one sees clearly that the dual form is used on account of the
rhyme”—a passage that is taken over by Schwally unaltered in GdQ? 40. Noldeke repeated his assessment in 1910 in
Neue Betrige zur semitischen Sprachwissenschaft, 9: “Rhyme necessitates the heavy dual forms in sura 55

75. See Neuwirth, “Symmetrie und Paarbildung.”
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With black eyes, shielded in tents—

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Which no man or demon has ever touched—

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Leaning on beautiful green cushions
Lying there on abgari tapestries.

Which of the signs of your lord will the two of you deny?
Praised be the name of your lord, full of majesty and honor.

3.4.4 Sura 55: Quranic Answers to Historically Specific Aporias
of Ancient Arabic poetry

The vision of the ultimate future in sura 55 is surprising in its closeness to worldly
scenes. The striking references to civilization in the praising of paradise, verses
70-76, require an explanation. Josef Horovitz’® has explained such references to
material luxury as the “green cushions,” and “abqari tapestries,” and the presence
of beautiful young women (verses 70-74) in relation to the contemporary ap-
preciation of banquets, and above all the poetic descriptions of wine drinking.
But sensory pleasure in a promised hereafter is in no way unique to the Quran.
Early church fathers such as Irenaeus of Lyon (around 140-200) claimed that the
interaction between the sexes will persist in paradise’””. The paradise hymns of
the Syriac theologian and poet Ephrem (306-373) although not explicit are also
clearly erotically encoded.” But mere reference to literary models for individual
images does not suffice to explain the particular interweavings of nature, eroti-
cism, and civilization in the Quranic paradise. Indeed, ancient Arabic descrip-
tions of wine drinking occur without reference to luxuriant nature, and Ephrem’s
paradise hymns are without references to civilization. Yet all three elements do
play a central role within pre-Islamic poetry: in the nasib, the nostalgic opening
part of the ancient Arabic long-form poem (the qasida).

The paradise description in sura 55 is thus not only an answer to the psalmic
presentation of the presence of God as lord of history that is expressed in Psalm
136. It is above all an engagement with late antique traditions that can be found
in texts lying closer to the Quran in time. The references to Ephrem’s paradise
hymns are unmistakable, although these still require systematic study. But the
sura is equally close to ancient Arabic scenes, though less to the poetic banquet
scenes assumed by Horowitz than to the situation presented in the nasib, the
complaint of the poet on the ruins, the atlal. For only this scenario makes recur-
ring reference to the entire trio of nature, erotics, and civilization. Not only do

76. Horovitz, “Das koranische Paradies.”

77. See McDannell and Lang, Heaven, 47-68, who contrasts the representative of the sensual pleasures of par-
adise, Irenaeus of Lyon, with the ascetic Augustine of Hippo (354-430).

78. See Beck, Ephrims Paradieshymnen.
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beautiful young women play a role there, so do the luxury objects found in the
paradise description, pillows and tapestries, which are among the accessories of
the litters carrying the women of the tribe, among whom is found the beloved
praised by the poet for her beauty, who disappears from his sight on the morning
of parting. What is present in the paradise description are objects of longing of
the ancient Arab poet as well. But above all, it is his poetic location, the space of
earlier social interaction that is now desolate, that serves as the trigger for the
poetic complaint of the past that has found an inverted image of the luxurious
and festive scenario of the banquet in paradise. While the poetic banquet scenes
merely depict a moment of temporary pleasure that also includes elements dis-
approved of by the Qurlan,” the nasib scenario stands closer discursively to the
Qur’anic paradise descriptions: the Qur’an takes up the poet’s complaint of the
past and transfers it—with clear reference to the nasib topos of complaint about
the loss of socially animated nature, erotics, and civilization—into a praise of
immortality.

In sura 55 and Psalm 136 we have two contrasting texts about divine power
and God’s administering of care toward created beings. The psalm has to do
with God’s creation and preservation, and the election of his people throughout
time and history. The sura pertains to creation and worldly preservation as
well, but is substantially concerned with the restoration of lost communication
and historical reflection. While the psalm sees the proof of the divine presence
in the dramatics of salvation and annihilation, in the Qur’an it is the sensible
order of creation that stands at the center, and of which the verbal presenta-
tion of the proclamation is itself the proof.*® Putting it in a pointed way one
might say: the sura has less to do not with historical memory as such than with
hermeneutics.

The new Quranic reading of Psalm 136 thus marks a reversal of the direc-
tion of impact in history and inner-worldly time, in favor of eschatology and
hermeneutics—God-man interaction consists primarily not in divine interven-
tion in social-political life but rather in a sharing of signs, the verbal announce-
ment of revelation, and the “figurative handwriting” of creation. This kind of
self-referentiality is foreign to the psalm. But the Qur’an, the product of an age of
rhetoric, is not confined to hymnic speech, but rather orchestrates, together with
the praising of God as the creator and teacher, a depiction of the triumphant idea
of verbal virtuosity reachable in Arabic, and thus implicitly praises the herme-
neutic sensibility of the historical community of hearers.

79. The uninhibited speech (laghwun wa-lahwun) favored in that setting is a target of Qur'anic criticism, see Q
88:11, 78:35, 56:25, 19:62. Still, the cups, wine, and musk that are attributed to the banquet may be reminiscences of
the poetic feast descriptions cited by Horovitz.

80. Neuwirth, “Form and Structure of the Quran.”



The Quran and History 131

3.5 HISTORY IN THE QUR’AN
3.5.1 Al-Umam al-Khaliya: The “Lost Peoples”

How does the Qur’an view the history that preceded the proclamation? In view
of the “canonical process™ which is at work in the Qurian and the plural dis-
courses that develop in succession within it, the question must be addressed on
several levels. At the beginning of the development stands the conception of the
divine assurance of providence, which derives from divine care experienced on
the personal level and intervention on the social level, as well as trust in the fur-
ther preservation and caretaking of God.® But this discourse, which stands in the
psalmic tradition and counteracts the ancient Arabic worldview with its notion
of the “contested” and always threatened space, is superseded already in early
Mecca by a discourse based on eschatological visions, which are typologically
more Prophetic. In the center of this stands contingency, the reality of the order
of nature that is revocable at any time, and which was previously celebrated as
safe and supported by God. In this context, the punishment legends, the stories
of the “past/lost/by-gone peoples,” al-umam al-khaliya, and the “messengers”
mursaliin, sent to them, who call out for a pure faith in unity of God but do not
prevail, play a central role. Here the Quran presents, as Tarif Khalidi has put it, “a
landscape where time is less a chronology than a continuum.* It is nonetheless
a continuum in which mankind is oftered a kairos, unique point in time to make
a fateful decision.

The histories of the peoples of the peninsula who were obliterated by punish-
ment due to their refusal to accept belief in one God have been treated in the ex-
emplary study by Josef Horovitz.** They occur in the Qurian above all in the early
Meccan period, but are later called to mind again and again.® All of them must
have been familiar to the hearers from oral tradition, as allusions to such legends
occur also in ancient Arabic poetry.*® As some of these legends are localized in
the further surroundings of the community, their traces can serve as empirically
founded instructions. The events reported in the stories ultimately reflect the sit-
uation of the proclaimer in his milieu and are meant to influence the decisions
required in reality by the hearers. Empirically perceptible “archaeology” finds a
theological interpretation in the Qurlan: ruins take on an explanation, supported
by the senses, as monuments of human moral failure in history. Together, the

81. See the introduction, 22-25.

82. Cf. chap. 7, 244-247.

83. Khalidi, Arab Historical Thought, 8.

84. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen; see also the study by Marshall, God, Muhammad and the Unbelievers,
39-115.

85. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 20-25, bases his theory of a later Qur'an compilation from separate, indi-
vidual traditions inter alia on the frequent repetitions of these stories.

86. See Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs, 223-224.
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punishment legends give expression to the biblical perception exemplified by the
tower of Babel, that hubris before God cannot be maintained.

Yet unlike the case in Gen 11, it is not alleged to al-umam al-khaliya that
they intended, as did their arrogant predecessors, to make a name for them-
selves; rather, they simply behaved out of folly, out of arrogated “independence”
The Qur’anic reference to the ruins of the predecessors goes beyond referring to
an intended moralist lesson. The model of al-umam al-khaliya and its centrality
can only be adequately explained if one sets it in the context of ancient Arabic
poetry—concretely, if one connects it, as was proposed for the description of
paradise, to the central motif of the nasib, the description of the atlal, the weath-
ered traces of earlier encampments. The speech of the poet standing nostalgically
before these ruins opens to an aporia that is even often made explicit, the ques-
tion of the whereabouts of the inhabitants of the historical past, the ubi sunt qui
ante nos in mundo fuere?® One might hold that the question that remains open
in the poetry finds an answer in the Qurian. Certainly, the earlier inhabitants of
the peninsula are not identical to the poetry’s vanished inhabitants of former
settlements, who were forced to follow the climatically conditioned nomadic
cycles of movement and to disband at the new year, thus abandoning their places
and disrupting former amorous interactions, breaking their emotional and so-
cial bonds. But the standpoint of each of these respective observers is similar, as
in both cases he stands before abandoned traces of former social life. Indeed, in
the Qurian the earlier occupants of the space have themselves brought about the
necessity of their disappearance and obliteration, for, as the punishment legends
clearly evince, they missed their chance to turn back, their kairos. The viewing of
their traces in the Qurian is thus not the trigger of individual melancholy, as in
the poetry, but rather an incentive toward critical self-reflection concerning the
fate of the collective.

The histories of destruction are not—as in the biblical histories of the de-
struction of the enemies of Israel—primarily proofs of the divine power to in-
tervene in history, nor are they primarily divine assurances of God’s continuous
caretaking out of loyalty to an elected people; indeed, the histories mention no
salvation of the community’s forebears. Their positive message lies elsewhere.
Punishment stories in the Qurlan are at the same time stories of the triumphs
of those who remain steadfast. The godly messengers involved in the respective
events, predecessors of the proclaimer, triumph even if their mission remains
unsuccessful; they are saved through divine interference and—in a later phase—
raised up to become part of the liturgical memory of the community, their
names receiving a eulogistic epithet, such as salamun ‘ala Nihin, “peace upon
Noah” (cf. Q 37:79, 109, 120, 130). Through their persistence, the messengers

87. See Becker, “Ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere?”



The Quran and History 133

convert the virtue of “bravery;’ hamdsa, which was practiced excessively and
sporadically by the ancient Arabic hero, into “patience,” sabr, mitigating but also
extending it. Sabr becomes a “cardinal virtue” of the Quranic community; the
punishment legends are therefore also exempla of patient persistence.® Even if
this role of the godly messenger is only implied in sura 91, “The Sun,” nonethe-
less the unnamed godly messenger stands implicitly in this sura as the typus of
the patient man (Q 91:1-15):

wa-l-shamsi wa-duhaha
wa-l-qamari idha talaha
wa-l-nahari idha jallaha

wa-I-layli idha yaghshaha
wa-l-sama’i wa-ma banaha
wa-l-ardi wa-ma tahaha
wa-nafsin wa-ma sawwaha
fa-alhamaha fujiiraha wa-taqwaha
qgad aflaha man zakkaha

wa-qad khaba man dassaha

kadhdhabat Thamudu bi-taghwaha

idhi nba'atha ashqaha

fa-qala lahum rastlu llahi naqata llahi wa-suqyaha
fa-kadhdhabiihu fa-‘aqariha

fa-damdama ‘alayhim rabbuhum bi-dhanbihim fa-sawwaha
wa-la yakhafu ‘ugbaha

By the sun and the early morning

and the moon when it follows it.

By the day, when he lets it shine,

and the night when he covers it.

By the heavens and that which built it,
and the earth and that which spread it out.
By a soul and that which formed it

And gave it its disloyalty and its piety!
Blessed it the man who keeps it pure!

Woe to him who tramples on it!

The Thamud lied in their rebelliousness

when the wretched one appeared among them.
For the messenger of God said to them:

“God’s camel, let her to drink”

88. Cragg, The Event of the Quran, 158.
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But they called him a liar and threw it to the ground.
Your Lord came over them for their sin

And made them the same as the face of the earth,
Without fearing the consequences.

The two-part sura prepares the way for the narrative with an eight-verse oath
series (part 1: verses 1-8). Although this series seems from its content to have
no reference to the punishment legends that follow, it offers the structural key
for an interpretation that goes beyond the mere moralistic message. It consists
entirely of contrasting or complementary pairs, so that the liturgical idea evoked
by the naming of the prayer time of duha (cf. Q 91:1, 79:29),% and thus a human
participation in the divine unity, is first hidden by the wealth of opposites within
creation: after the contrast in the cosmic domain of heavenly bodies (verses 1-4)
and of heaven and earth (verses 5-6), which is at first conveyed neutrally, that is,
shown without moral implications, the various contrary inclinations of man are
thematized as part of the divine work of creation (verses 7-8). In that the oppo-
site pairs can be read at the same time as mutual completions representing the
divine work of creation in its totality, the ambivalent final oath verse fa-alhamaha
fujiraha wa-taqwaha, “and gave it its disloyalty and its piety” obtains a posi-
tive connotation: “God has put into the soul [the choice between] disloyalty and
piety” Only on account of this freedom can man choose for himself. But if the
catalogue that becomes moral toward its end owes its impact above all to the con-
trast, it increases the tense expectation of the hearer for a breaking of the chain
of contrasts, until finally opening into the oath pronouncement (verses 9-10). It
contains a liberating exclamation of benediction over those who have made the
right choice between the options of the relevant pair of contrasts® and an evoca-
tion of woe for the thoughtless ones.

The punishment legend that ensues in the second part (verses 11-15), the ear-
liest Qurlanic example of this genre, is not an isolated moral narrative, but rather
demonstrates the ambivalence of human creation evoked in the oath cluster in
a concrete event. The story, which may have been in circulation in pre-Islamic
times as a familiar local legend regarding a cultic sacrilege of the Thamudians
(Thamud),” obtains in the Qur’an a theological point. Here the offense, the sac-
rilegious slaughter of a consecrated camel, is presented in connection with the
punishment-legend topos of rebelliousness against the messenger of God. The
sacrilege is a hostile act against the messenger of God, who—probably in re-
sponse to his sermon—is accused of lying (verse 14). Sacrilege and defamation
are paid for with the destruction of the insubordinate people.

89. Cf. chap. 5,172-173.
90. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors.”
91. Bencheikh, “Iram ou le clameur de Dieu.”
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But at the same time, the legend is presented in service of an argument. It is
an exemplum of the false choice between the contrasting possibilities offered in
the oath statement: “Blessed is the man, who keeps it [the soul] pure! Woe to the
man, who tramples on it!” (verses 9-10). For it attests the refusal of the purifica-
tion of the “soul,” nafs. This purification (verse 9) is no purely individual act; it
is at once a contribution to the safeguarding of the structures of creation. For in
view of the extensive and increasingly moralistic catalogue of contraries, the pu-
rification comes to seem like a liberating interference into the chain of contraries,
which can only be broken if its ambivalence (verses 8-10) is canceled by the in-
sertion of a positive position free of contrast.”? This and the contrary decision are
both eschatologically relevant, as both final calls aim toward the evaluation in the
hereafter of those deciding in the here and now, who must decide (verses 9-10).

In that the legend demonstrates the failure to realize at the moment of deci-
sion, the kairos, initiated in the oath statement, which had been evoked again in
the call of the messenger of God (verse 13), it throws a threatening light onto
the situation of the hearers who refuse the message of the proclaimer, to whom
a kairos, a chance for their own salvation, is opened.”® At the same time, the per-
suasive power, persuasio, that stems from the creation-theological embedding of
the legend makes possible an insight into the dimension of meaning attached to
the acceptance of the message of the messenger, one that far exceeds the decision
for one’s personal well-being.

3.6 PROPHETIC SUCCESSION, COUNTER-HISTORY, AND
CHRONOLOGICAL HISTORY

This early punishment-legend discourse, which is much more concerned with
the theological anchoring of the delivery of the message than with concrete his-
tory, and from which linear historical perceptions cannot be gleaned, is to be
distinguished clearly from a later conception that takes shape in the middle and
late Meccan phases of the Qurlan genesis.”* Here, a new paradigm is established,
which redirects the focus from the abandoned settlements in the present envi-
ronment to the area, familiar only through textual references, of the messengers
of God of the earlier Jewish and Christian traditions. The new center, which also
becomes the orientation point of the direction of prayer, is no longer the local
but rather the “distant” sanctuary, the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The biblical
messengers of God are now thematized increasingly clearly as a succession of
prophets, a firm sequence, which stems from Noah through Abraham, Moses,

92. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors”

93. The messenger’s direct speech and the account of its disregard (verses 14 and 16) probably originally stood
together, so that the sura would have ended with the destructions of the Thamudians in verse 15; see Neuwirth,
Studien zur Komposition, 228-229.

94. Cf. chap. 8, 277-279.
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and Jesus and finally reaches down to the proclaimer himself. Their activities not
only fill out a scenario composed of a differentiated sequence of historical epi-
sodes, but also show a tendency toward chronological order. Their interactions
reflect concrete social experience and show themselves to be suited to serve as
representative examples for the behavior of the proclaimer and the community
in situations of crisis and, even more often, to offer a key to the understanding of
their own plight.”> Here, we can no longer speak only of the projection of one’s
own contemporary experience against the image of the past, which was represen-
tative for the earlier discourse; on the contrary, it is the experiences of the past
that becomes a model for the understanding of one’s own present. The commu-
nity, which now inscribes itself as a new people of God in the salvation history
of the earlier ones, selecting the Israelites led by Moses as a model and assuming
the prayer direction of Jerusalem, thus constructs a counter-history in the face of
its own local tradition.

It must have been the diverse upheavals in connection to the wholly new sit-
uation in Medina that later introduced yet another turn in historical perception.
In the Medinan period, salvation history was displaced from the Holy Land to
the peninsula itself. Thus, the community left the biblical text world that it had
shared with the older religious groups, which held the Holy Land as the core of
its imagined topography. This was manifested outwardly in the changing of the
prayer direction from Jerusalem to Mecca.’ But above all, the change of direction
is reflected Medinan narratives. The central protagonist now is no longer Moses
but Abraham, who is set into relief as the founder of the Meccan sanctuary and
originator of the pilgrimage. The Kaaba and its rites now obtain a new dimension
of meaning from the perspective of the exilic community, and now require, since
Mecca has assumed the rank of an exilic sanctuary, a clear localization in the new
religious discourse characterized by Abraham’s worship of God.

Abraham thus acquires diverse new functions, among which his building
of the Kaaba and his founding of the pilgrimage take pride of place.”” His ap-
pearance as builder of the Kaaba in Mecca is neither biblical nor vouched for by
post-biblical traditions, but is all the same vested with biblical authority, as the
Qur’anic report restages an Abraham-Isaac scenario that is unfolded narratively
in the Jewish and Christian tradition but now links the story to Abraham and
Ishmael.”® The foundation of the Kaaba presents itself here on the one hand as
an analogue to the consecration of the Solomonic Temple and on the other hand
as corresponding to the establishment by Isaac and Abraham of the sanctuary
on Mount Moria, the site of the later Jerusalem Temple. It follows the model of

95. Neuwirth, “Erzéhlen als kanonischer Prozess.”

96. See chap. 9, 332-337.

97. Sinai, Studien zur frithen Koraninterpretation, 135-144.
98. See chap. 11, 401-404.
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post-biblical retellings of the Abraham-Isaac story, but it alters it from a legitima-
tion story for the election of the descendants of Abraham through Isaac into an
etiology of the Arabian Meccan sanctuary, exchanging the persons of the heirs
of Abraham: the forefather of the Arabs, Ishmael, takes the place of Isaac, who in
Judaism heads the Abrahamic tradition.” The Meccan sanctuary is thus a foun-
dation of Abraham, deemed to be universal, but which is bound up in salvation
history to the forefather of the Arabs. Its cultic legend corrects, so to speak, the
older versions of a sanctuary foundation involving Abraham and Isaac, so that
here we can speak of a renewed Quranic counter-history, counter to the biblical
story followed earlier.

Finally, in Medina some verses also refer to actual history—military victories
and defeats, and confrontations waged with learned Medinan Jews. Although
these historical memories describe these events as divine interventions, or at least
as being achieved with God’s help, they do not assume a form of presentation that
would be suitable to mold the reports into a narratively coherent history to be
preserved for all time in memory. What therefore remains remarkable—and here
we agree with Fred Donner—is the fact that despite the increasing interest in
history in the Qur’an, the events in which the community itself is involved at no
point crystalize into a grand narrative'® such as we can read in the Hebrew Bible
or its emulation in the Gospels. The Qur’an reflects no sequence comparable to
the biblical world drama,'*" as could be further developed in liturgy into an an-
nual cycle of worship. A corresponding realization of history is thus also lacking
in the finally fixed Islamic cult.

But one’s own participation in history, with the entrance of the Quranic
community into the world of communities equipped with scripture, which was
achieved in Medina, was understood as an event of seismic dimensions: law
anzalnda hadha I-qur’ana ‘ala jabalin la-ra’ aytahu khashi‘an mutasaddi‘an min
khashyati llahi, “If we had sent down this Qur'an on a mountain, you would see it
falling and shattered from the fear of God” (Q 59:21)."* Such a triumphant con-
firmation of the authority-giving revelation could hardly have been thinkable in
the earlier stages of the Qurianic development. It marks a caesura in the percep-
tion of one’s own history.

In view of the still awaited historical conclusions that can only be gained
through a microstructural diachronic reading, it must be surprising that the value
of a chronological reading of the Qur’an is more often than not disputed or even
relinquished by historians.'”® Certainly, one might agree with Marco Scholler’s

99. Witztum, “The Foundation of the House.”
100. Cf. chap. 9, 313-316.
101. Cf. chap. 6, 208-212.
102. Khalidi, Arab Historical Thought, 7. The verse is Medinan.
103. Rippin, “Muhammad in the Qur'an”; see additionally the criticism in Marshall, God, Muhammad and the
Unbelievers, 8-15.
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assertion of the merely “accidental historicity of the Quranic pronouncement.”**

The Quran itself is not essentially interested in exterior chronology, but rather
in the sense of what is presented. But even if the Qur'an stands particularly far
from the model of a history book in comparison to the two other scriptures,
and even if it speaks above all paraenetically and increasingly raises the claim to
timelessness in the course of its development, it should be deemed all the more
remarkable how clearly it gives information about the history of perceptions, as
it relates stories from different perspectives, from varying dispositions of space
and time. Although the Qur'an draws no continuous history of its past and pre-
sent, still a history of the Qurlanic perspective, that is, of the changing view of
world and self of the proclaimer and his community, can well be constructed in
its rough outlines.

104. Schoeler, Exegetisches Denken, 8-15.



Redaction and History of the Text

4.1 HISTORY OF TRANSMISSION UP TO
THE UTHMANIC REDACTION

In the dispute being waged at present in the media and in some polemical writ-
ings about Islam over the “authenticity” of the transmitted Quran,' skeptics in-
creasingly focus on the relevance of unpublished manuscripts that putatively
conceal revolutionary alternative forms of the Quran—as if the relevance of the
text should stand or fall entirely on its early manuscript transmission. But the
Qur’an text, which is intensively poetic and shaped to fit memorization, was not
transmitted primarily in writing but above all orally—indeed, even the standard
modern print edition of 1925 is based not on manuscripts but rather, as Gotthelf
Bergstrasser has expounded in a thorough investigation, on oral philological
tradition.” The scholarly storm surrounding the origins of the Qurian, with its
stubborn focus on manuscripts, thus comes to nothing. What it does demon-
strate is exaggerated skeptical zeal, widespread in general vis-a-vis Islamic cul-
tural achievements or claims which in this particular case casts doubts on the
community’s capacity to have achieved the unprecedentedly rapid collective
agreement on a fextus ne varietur for the Quran. As John Reeves has recently
shown,’ such ultra-rigorous standards could never be applied to the Hebrew
Bible—where it has long been accepted that the Masoretic text, regarded canon-
ical since the Middle Ages, is neither the oldest nor the best transmitted text. Yet
no one would seriously throw doubt for that reason on the text of the Hebrew
Bible questioning its “authenticity” Nor does the diversity of apocryphal gospels
from the second century onward,* illuminated by international Bible scholarship
in the modern period, undermine the canonical New Testaments status as an
authoritative corpus. A glance at the much more transparent state of the tradi-
tion of the Qurlan not only shows that no comparable spectrum of competing
traditions is involved, it moreover compels the insight that in the case of the

1. The chapter is an extended and revised version of an account in Neuwirth, “Der Koran” On the contempo-
rary debates, see Burgmer, Streit um den Koran, 82-97; Ohlig, “Einleitung”; see also Marx, “Was ist eigentlich der
Koran?”

2. Bergstrisser, “Koranlesung in Kairo.”

3. Reeves, “Problematizing the Bible”

4. On the theological relevance of the Nag Hammadi findings, cf. Pagels, Fiinftes Evangelium, and in general,
Ehrman, Lost Scriptures, and Ehrman, Lost Christianities.
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Qur’an we are confronted with only one single tradition, which seems in neither
its oral nor its written transmission to have generated substantial variants. The
accusations raised in early Shiite circles against Qurian redactors, alleging that
they suppressed alternative text forms, do not make up a valuable counterar-
gument.® The arguments adduced in the Shiite sources—claiming that explicit
mentions of persons from the Prophet’s family have been eliminated in the ca-
nonical edition—are hardly convincing in view of the Qurlanic general tendency
to leave contemporary individuals unnamed. Two short individual suras ascribed
to Ubayy’s codex have already been shown by Noldeke® to be no more than epi-
gonal imitations of short Qur’an suras.

Our emphasis on the reliability of the tradition that has come down to us
with the Uthmanic text is not meant, however, to downplay the significance of
manuscripts, on which we must rely, primarily for the accurate orthographic re-
construction of the oldest text forms. In view of the primacy of the oral transmis-
sion and the still little developed codicological research, the following summary
presentation will sideline the issue of the manuscripts and deal primarily with the
literary manifestation of the oral tradition.”

4.1.1 The Quran at the Death of the Prophet

Any attempt to reconstruct the first processes of collection after the death of the
Prophet in the year 632 meets with problems in evaluating the reports of the in-
digenous transmitters. Though the individual hadith traditions contradict each
other in personal and chronological details,® they share the zeal to highlight the
miraculous, which is acknowledged as immanent in the Quran, to be equally
involved in the initiative of the gathering of the Qurian. Their presentation, ac-
cording to which the corpus for the first Quran collection was carefully carried
out under the supervision of the Prophet’s scribe Zayd ibn Thabit under the reign
of Abt Bakr (r. 11-13/632-634) or ‘Umar (r. 12-23/634-644), drawing from dis-
parate fragmentary materials such as palm stalks, potsherds, shoulder bones, etc.
and only secondarily from the memory of the hearers, cannot be maintained in
view of the results of literary analysis and must therefore be considered a strong
exaggeration.’

5. See Brunner, Schia; Brunner, “Einige schiitische Stimmen”; Amir-Moezzi and Kohlberg, Revelation and
Falsification.

6. Noldeke and Schwally, G, 2:33-43.

7. An intensive examination of the script traditions, in continuation of an older, intermittently interrupted
survey project, is underway in the Corpus Coranicum project. See “Handschriften,” 267-273.

8. The various traditions are discussed in Welch, “Kur’an,” 404-409; cf. also N6ldeke and Schwally, GAQ?, 1-27.
See now also Motzki, “The Collection of the Quran.”

9. Burton, The Collection of the Qurin, argued that the Prophet intended to make final edits himself and must
have left behind a complete codex intended to be normative. The surviving accounts of a post-Muhammad edition
have no real basis, but rather served to enable the usil-scholars to ascribe the legal practices not supported by the
vulgate text to the Koran, the first source of law. By appealing to auxiliary traditions—following Burton—these
traditions would have been postulated for just this purpose. However, Burton does not sufficiently address the
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For Theodor Noldeke,'* who first submitted the indigenous tradition to sys-
tematic critique, this exaggerated notion of fragmentedness offered a confirma-
tion of his own image of the suras as often secondary, redactional compositions.
Contrarily, the editor of his work, Friedrich Schwally,'! in his analysis of the suras
arrived at the conclusion that a large number of them should have received their
final form already from the Prophet himself, though Schwally did not go so far
as to see this as the norm. Noldeke’s reservation, repeated also in other works,
against the sura as an originally intended unit remained decisive for research,
despite Schwally’s revision. Régis Blachére again adopted the theory of the sec-
ondary compilation of the suras in his Introduction au Coran'> and repeated it
in his Histoire de la littérature arabe.”® Arthur Jefferey, who produced multiple
summaries on the first collection of the Qur’an,' favored the view that the suras
received their traditional divisions and composition only through the later re-
daction. Richard Bell, in his Introduction to the Qur’'an,” does assume a written
fixing of a larger sura groups by the Prophet himself, and considers the written
recording of all revelations within his lifetime possible, but assumes in many
cases later reworkings by the Prophet himself or, more frequently, errant confla-
tions of doublets and authentic textual materials by the redactors. According to
his scenario the Prophet when reworking already proclaimed messages, replaced
obsolete passages with revised versions, the new version being written on the
back side of the old version, so that both versions were erroneously taken to
be equal parts of the sura and accepted into the collection one after the other.
Bell attempted by using typographical means in his Qur’an translation' to make
recognizable this kind of putative secondary expansion of suras labelling them
“doublets” According to his hypothesis as well, a large number of suras would
have to be considered accidental forms or haphazard conglomerates of single
revelations that were no longer recognizable in their original form. Focusing on
the pre-redactional text, this problem can only be approached on the basis of
literary-critical studies."”

fundamental issue, that the theory of abrogation does not only refer to controversial interpretations or to missing
verses from the vulgate text, but rather is motivated to a much greater extent by contradictions in the Uthmanic
text itself. His approach could only explain elements of the codex variations that are relevant legally, while the ques-
tion about the emergence of merely stylistically or grammatically interesting variations remains unexplained; cf.
Neuwirth’s review of Burton, The Collection of the Qurin.

10. Noldeke, GdQ.

11. Néldeke and Schwally, GA@Q?, vol. 2.

12. Blachere, Introduction au Coran.

13. Blachére, Histoire de la Littérature arabe, vol. 2.

14. Jeffery, Materials, 1-18.

15. Bell, Introduction; see also Watt, Bell’s Introduction.

16. Bell, The Qurin Translated; see also Nagel, “Vom ‘Quran’ zur Schrift”

17. On the Meccan suras, see Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition. On more recent studies, cf. chap. 5, 163-166.
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All Islamic traditions agree that at the time of the death of the Prophet, the
Qur’an did not yet exist as a closed official collection. That the Prophet had in-
tended such for a long time was taken for granted in view of putative Qur’anic
self-references, which Arthur Jeffery discussed in detail in The Quran as Scripture.
Since then, however, Daniel Madigan has shown'® that these Qur’an texts require
a different interpretation,” there being no evidence within the lifetime of the
proclaimer for the ultimate goal of producing a distinct written scripture of its
own. It is true that the proclaimer felt challenged by the liturgical readings of
the “possessors of scripture” (ahl al-kitab) of his religious milieu to equip the
Arabic language speakers with similar liturgical texts for recitation, yet these
texts were not meant to take the form of a closed book, but were rather to be
communicated orally only. It is true that the term quran, often adduced as evi-
dence for the written-scripture-conception, which within the Qur'an designates
“recitation,” “reading,” “text to be read,” in its Syriac signifies counterpart means
“lectionary” (qur'an = qeryana), yet at no phase of the Qurianic proclamation
does the word signify a written corpus. The seemingly unambiguous word kitab,
“writing,” “book;” “scripture,” indicates throughout the Qurlan the transcendent
writing, though excerpts from it had already assumed material form in the hands
of the Jews and Christians. Indeed, criteria such as the structure and length of the
middle and late Meccan verses, which are no longer easy to memorize, indicate
that the proclamations must have at some point assumed written form for mne-
motechnic support. It is plausible that already in the middle Meccan period the
proclaimer took care to fix the individual communications in writing.

One indicator within the text itself suggests that it was already in the middle
Meccan period, in the so-called Rahman-period, that is, the period in which the
name of God “al-Rahman” becomes the norm, that the recording of suras had
begun. An important hint is given in this period by the practice of introducing
the suras with an invocation formula, the basmala: bi-smi llahi I-rahmani I-rahim,
“in the name of God, the merciful compassionate,” which in view to its use of the
term al-Rahman. assigns itself to the so-called-Rahman-period. That this for-
mula, a radical reinterpretation of the Christian invocation of the Trinity “in the
name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,” should, like its Christian
counterpart, have been used not least to introduce a piece of writing is apparent
from a Qurian verse that connects it to writing, namely, the quote from a letter
sent from Solomon to the Queen of Sheba, which in the Quran is introduced
by the basmala (Q 27:30). This attestation of the introductory function of the
basmala may indicate that already in this period the suras to which the basmala
was being added had obtained the form of written pieces in addition to their
oral manifestation. If one agrees with the frequently drawn conclusion® that the

18. Madigan, The Quran’s Self-Image.
19. See chap. 2, 76-80.
20. See Schoeler, “Schreiben und Veroffentlichen”; Nagel, Medinensische Einschiibe, 113-127.
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writing down of suras began in Mecca, one has to assume the systematic partic-
ipation of writing in the process of the emergence of the suras—a decisive turn
in the consciousness of the community that appears analogous, if incompletely
so, to the transition from ritual to textual coherence of a society described by
Jan Assmann.” The assumption of a consequent recording of the proclamations
no longer must confront opposing arguments based on the assumption of the
relatively undeveloped knowledge of writing in ancient Arabia. Already Nabia
Abbott* had shown that among the contemporaries of the proclaimer, literacy
should be assumed for a relatively wide circle of people.?

That parts of the Quran were memorized by numerous private persons for
liturgical use, and that larger groups of suras were even committed to memory
by official Quran reciters in Medina, is a fact well attested.”* Thus, the written
form receives the status of a mnemotechnic support for the oral tradition, func-
tioning as templates for the purposes of teaching and learning. As such, written
recordings were a necessary precondition for the preservation of the long verses
of the Medinan suras. A structural analysis of the Meccan suras has shown that
the inner logic of the sura compositions in this part of the corpus disproves the
hypothesis of a genesis from broken fragments or the assumption of rows of
duplicates.” We are thus confronted with the task of a new interpretation of the
evidence, which also bears on the first Qurian collection. Provisionally, the most
probable theory seems to be that at the death of the proclaimer, the revelations
received by this time had been fixed in writing, in the form of copies that had
been established with his approval by some of his companions, although these
forms were not submitted by the Prophet himself to a final redaction in the form
of a codex. The ordering of the suras in a particular sequence—liturgically of sec-
ondary importance—cannot be assumed to have been fixed by this time.

4.1.2 The First Collections

The indigenous tradition assigns the first official redaction, carried out by one of
the scribes of the Prophet, Zayd ibn Thabit, to the time of the first caliph, Aba

21. Cf. chap. 7, 279-282.

22. Abbott, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri. See now Schoeler, “Schreiben und Veroffentlichen”; Stein,
“Literacy”

23. Bell’s assumption of a consequent written fixing of the text is thus warranted. Yet Bell takes the traditions
about the disparate and small-sized writing materials too literally when he uses them as the basis for his explanation
of similar Qurianic passages—considered as doublets—due to having been written on the two sides of such small
pieces of material. Indeed, as Grohmann, Arabische Paliographie, vols. 1-2, demonstrated, writing materials were
widespread in ancient Arabia. Schwally, GdQ?, already noted a tendency in the accounts about the writing materials
to overemphasize the efforts of the early collectors. Especially for the long suras, the use of consistent writing mate-
rials like papyrus—cf. Endress, “Handschriftenkunde”—or parchment can certainly be assumed. Grohmann offers
a great deal of evidence for the existence of these materials at the time of the Prophet; see now Schoeler, “Schreiben
und Veroffentlichen.”

24. Cf. Sayyed, Die Revolte des Ibn al-Ash'ath.

25. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition; cf. chap. 5.
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Bakr, and claims that his successor, ‘Umar, also participated in it. Though the
reports over this are obviously not free from bias,”® an unofficial yet systematic
collection of revelations undertaken by Zayd is probable; such early collections
(suhuf, “leaves™; masahif, “codices”), which one should imagine as complete to
varying degrees, are also attested for other companions of the Prophet (sahaba),
and slightly divergent readings are transmitted from them.”

It is a specific feature of the Qur’an’s textual transmission that due to the double
existence of written and oral traditions, many orally transmitted textual variants
are preserved in text-historical and exegetical literature. Important materials have
been collected by Arthur Jeffery in Materials for the History of the Text of the Quran.
With the expansion of the Islamic hegemony, three collections by the companions
acquired the status of authoritative codices for reading in several of the new urban
centers (amsar): those of ‘Abd Allah ibn Masad (Kufa), Aba Masa al-Ash‘ari
(Basra) and Ubayy ibn Ka'b (Damascus). For the texts of Ibn Mastd and Ubayy;,
not only do we have transmitted readings, but we also have two slightly divergent
lists of their contents and sequencing of the suras. Ubayy’s Quran contains two
short suras beyond the stock of the Uthmanic edition, whose original status as part
of the revelations appears very unlikely given the concerns about vocabulary and
phraseology raised by Schwally.® They may represent early prayers from the time
of the Prophet, similar to the opening and closing suras of the Uthmanic edition
(suras 1, 113, 114), which are excluded by Ibn Mastd from his collection.

That further text forms were also in circulation alongside the standardized
codex has been shown by a new analysis of three early Umayyad fragments.”

4.2 THE “FIRST OFFICIAL QUR’AN EDITION OF 'UTHMAN”

We are informed—though only incompletely—about the divergences between
the old codices of the amsar by the non-canonical readings that have reached

26. The assumption that all the traditions about the process of collecting the Qur'an go back to the eighth or
ninth century was a hypothesis made in Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, who claimed that the individual revelations
were not collected during the generation after the Prophet but were rather united with the corpus “Quran” over the
course of the first two centuries. The Uthmanic redaction would thus belong to the realm of fiction, fabricated for
the purpose of reproducing the model of traditions on the rabbinic redaction of the Mishna. In truth, the corpus
itself, with its frequent modifications of a fixed group of topics, does not fit well with the notion of a redaction from
the different traditions retaining “logia” of the Prophet achieved only later, during the emerging of the community;
see chap. 1, 47-50, and cf. Neuwirth’s review of Wansbrough, Quranic Studies. On the contrary, clear compositional
rules can be substantiated for the literary character of the Qur’an, so that a kind of technically external explanation
for the genesis must be eliminated. As precarious as the indigenous accounts may be individually, their portrayal
of the course of events s still the most plausible explanation for the form of the text we have available to us today.

27. On the individual collections and the discernible relationships between them, see Jeffery, Materials; on
the value of codices that can be traced back to “pre-canonical” interpretations, see 151-152. Atwan, al-Qird’at,
illuminates local Syrian traditions.

28. Noldeke and Schwally, GdQ?, 33-38.

29. Dutton, “An Umayyad Fragment”; cf. also the treatment of a further fragment in Puin, “Ein frithes
Koranpalimpsest.”
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us, the gira'at shadhdha or shawdadhdh. The confrontations between the Syrian
and Iraqi troops over the correct textual form, which are said to have occurred
amid conflicts with the Armenians around the year 30/650-651, are reported to
have motivated the official redaction triggered by the caliph ‘Uthman (r. 23-35/
644-656), thus already presupposing significant differences between the texts.
The varying forms of reading thus seem to have presented a danger for the early
Islamic state that could only be averted through the standardization of the text.*
According to the tradition, Zayd ibn Thabit was commissioned again, now in col-
laboration with three representatives of the Quraysh tribe, to produce transcripts
from the codex which he had already compiled, which were to be sent out from
Medina to the four most significant Islamic centers, Mecca, Damascus, Kufa, and
Basra, thus replacing the codices of the sahaba that were locally circulating—a
process that must have come to completion more gradually than the tradition
about the old codices being destroyed by the order of ‘Uthman would suggest.
The reports of resistance on the part of Ibn Mas‘tid on the one hand and com-
pliance on the part of Aba Misa on the other reflect a process of transition,
which—depending on place—was completed either slowly or quickly from one
reading tradition to another in these centers.’ It is the five centers designated as
amsar, Medina, Mecca, Damascus, Kufa, and Basra, from which the later canon-
ical readings derive the names of for the slightly divergent orthographies of their
variants. Although the Uthmanic redaction cannot be safely verified historically,
the term rasm ‘uthmani, “Uthmanic consonantal script,” has been adopted for
the ultimately canonized consonantal form of the text, which also underlies the
printed Cairene text edition that is standard today and on which the following
presentation also relies.

4.2.1 The Sequencing of the Suras and the Sura-Opening Letter Groups

The three independent collections from which sura sequences have been trans-
mitted, the Uthmanic text and the pre-Uthmanic codices of Ubayy and Ibn
Mas‘ud, display different orders. These differences notwithstanding, they follow a
shared principle: putting the longest suras at the beginning, and then continuing
in descending order to the shortest ones.”” Hans Bauer succeeded in showing
that the ordering of the suras according to their length was applied relatively
strictly in all three versions, as long as this principle did not violate another pri-
ority: keeping together suras that already belonged together.” This consideration

30. See GdQ? 47-50. On the social-historical background and impact of the Uthmanic redaction, see Sayyed,
Die Revolte des Ibn al-Ash'ath.

31. None of the pre-Uthmanian codices have reached us in writing; a few of the palimpsest sheets are still con-
troversial as to attribution (cf. Bergstrisser, Gd(Q?, 3:53-57, 97-100; Diem, “Geschichte der arabischen Orthographie.
I, IT, III, IV”) or offer only very short excerpts of texts (see Dutton, “An Umayyad Fragment”).

32. See Noldeke and Schwally, GdQ?, 63-68; Bauer, “Die Anordnung der Suren.”

33. See now Dayeh, “Al-Hawamim.”
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is evident especially for suras whose text is preceded by individual letters or letter
groups, Arabic fawatih “(sura-) opening elements” This principle, of keeping
together the suras with preceding letter names, is applied consistently in the
Uthmanic recension, partially in that of Ibn Mas‘ad, but not in Ubayy’s Quran.
A solution to the problem of the letters therefore would also shed light on the
question of the original ordering of the suras.

The Islamic tradition treats the letters or letter groups that introduce the suras
as integral parts of the revealed text, interpreting them as abbreviations of words
or sentences with the function of sura names, or else as enigmatic demarcations
by the Prophet for cosmic phenomena and the like. According to a third view,
they represent the smallest elements of the language of revelation—an inter-
pretation worthy of consideration, which is also taken up in arguments for the
inimitability of the Qur'an.** In Western discussions,* we find the additional in-
terpretation of the letters as redactional additions. This view, according to which
the letters were carelessly allowed to stay and then penetrated into the recitation
text, has little appeal in view of the care for textual integrity observed elsewhere
in the early Islamic community.*

An observation already maintained in the commentary of Fakhr al-Din ar-
Razi (d. 1209) is worthy of consideration: the beginning verses of those suras that
are “coded” by a letter or letters almost always indicate their content as revealed
word of God—this inner connection between letters or letter groups and sura
types contradicts the assumption of the addition of the signs for merely technical
redactional reasons. The signs must have been found extant already by the redac-
tors at the start of the suras, since these redactors by grouping together with iden-
tically or similarly coded suras had to violate the principle followed elsewhere of
ordering according to length. One should therefore consider a genetically close
connection between the suras introduced by letters, an indication that they were
perhaps treated by the proclaimer himself in his disposition of texts as belonging
together. That the letters themselves were no accidental choice is corroborated by
Alford Welch’s observation®” that most of the suras so introduced continue in the
rhyme of the last-mentioned letter’s name, and that the letters are identical with
the fourteen (consonantal) letter forms of the Arabic (Kufic) alphabet, leaving
out the fourteen further ones derived from them through additional signs. The

34. The traditional interpretations are discussed in Abd ar-Rahman, Al-I'jaz al-Bayani, 127-139.

35. An overview is offered by Schwally, GdQ? 68-78 (up to 1908), Bellamy, “The Mysterious Letters,” and
Welch, “Kuran.” See also the contributions on the problem gathered by Paret in Paret, Der Koran.

36. Noldeke later rescinded his earlier interpretation, in Orientalische Skizzen, and affiliated himself with
Islamic tradition, which aims to recognize in the letters clues to the divine, original text of the Qur'an. Meanwhile,
Bellamy, “The Mysterious Letters,” attempted to find abbreviations of the basmala in the letters. The unintelligi-
bility of the symbols, which is already attested early on, does not agree well with the requirement that the letters
are supposed to stand for a universally known formula. See the attempts to explain this in Hans Bauer, “Uber die
Anordnung der Suren”; Goosens, “Ursprung und Bedeutung”; Jeffery, “Mysterious Letters of the Koran”; Massey,
“Letters of the Quran”; Massey, “Mysterious Letters.”

37. Welch, “Kuran,” 414.
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conclusion here, that the fawatih represent the Arabic alphabet, becomes plau-
sible against the background of the high esteem attributed to the phenomena of
writing, teaching, and clear speech.

4.3 THE IMPERIAL PROJECT OF ‘ABD AL-MALIK

If the historicity of the Uthmanic redaction is hard to verify, it is even harder
to maintain the hypothesis of an essentially later compilation of the Qurian.
Manuscripts discovered in the 1960s, only later evaluated, have brought to light
Qur’anic fragments that can be dated contemporaneously with, or even prior to,
the rule of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (r. 65-86/685-705).
These fragments remain unpublished but are known from non-comprehensive,
scattered reports.”® According to our current state of knowledge, they essentially
attest to the textual form familiar to us today. Further, similarly ancient—but
also incomplete—manuscripts preserved in the collections of various European
libraries are now being studied in part by Francois Déroche.” This transmission
develops historical contours thanks to unquestionable testimonies from early
Islamic literature about the initiatives toward fixing a textus receptus in this pe-
riod. Omar Hamdan describes an initiative of ‘Abd al-Malik to unify the differing
Quran texts in circulation at his time, for which purpose a number of large-
scale exemplary codices were produced.” Estelle Whelan has brought to light
reports about scribal workshops, “scriptoria,” for the production of codices.*' It
is possible to reconstruct from the philological literature the important measure
of an orthographical reform during the time of ‘Abd al-Malik, which coincides
approximately to the onset of the Kufic script, which comes to replace the earlier
“Hijazi” or ma’il script.** Islamic tradition maintains that it was already the third
caliph ‘Uthman (r. 23-25/644-655) who was responsible for the decisive stand-
ardization of the text, and that he was the first to produce an edition and publica-
tion of the Quran. In fact, some issues, above all the reports about a competition
between the versions maintained by reciters from the circle of the Prophet and
those of the newly binding text, undergird the assumption of an early complete
collection. But even with the contrary assumption of such a final redaction car-
ried out not before ‘Abd al-Malik, as Alfred-Louis de Prémare holds,* the date of
the fixing of the Quran text draws quite near to the end of the textual production,

38. Puin, “Observations on Early Qur'an Manuscripts in San'a"”; Dreibholz, Early Quran Fragments. See also
Leemhuis, “Codices”; Bothmer, “Architekturbilder im Koran”; Bothmer, Ohlig, and Puin, “Neue Wege”

39. On the transmission history, see especially Déroche, Les Manuscrits du Coran; Déroche, “Manuscripts”;
Déroche, La transmission écrite; cf. also Leemhuis, “From Palmleaves to the Internet.”

40. See now Hamdan, Studien zur Kanonisierung; cf. also Hamdan, “The Second Masahif Project.”

41. Whelan, “Writing the Word of God”

42. Fraser, unpublished lecture, given at the Freie Universitit Berlin on December 19, 2010.

43. De Prémare, “Abd al-Malik.”
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which is the death date of the Prophet. Even if one does not admit a redaction
by ‘Uthman around 655, in no case could more than sixty years have passed be-
tween the conclusion of the text and its binding publication—a term that, despite
the conclusions of de Prémare, is too short to assign adequate space for authorita-
tive, targeted, and theologically relevant modifications of the text, let alone a new
construction of an Arab myth of a “golden age under the rulership of the Prophet
and his companions.” At the time of ‘Abd al-Malik and the wars of expansion,
Islamic history was already in full swing,* and Quranic texts were already the
object of learned disputes being played out at the court of ‘Abd al-Malik.*

‘Abd al-Malik’s well-attested initiative to unify the writing of the Qurlan is
referred to properly by Omar Hamdan as forming part of an “imperial project”
that also included the Arabization of the chancellery and the minting of coins.
Such a reform of orthography concentrated on the Qur’an should most probably
be conceived of as occurring on the basis of an already constituted binding text.
For the historicity of its emergence, we do not need to rely merely on reports but
can also see evidence in the traces of vocalization and differentiation between
consonants in the inscriptions in the Dome of the Rock that were carried out
under ‘Abd al-Malik.

That building, which now stands as the most striking testimony of the “im-
perial project” of the caliph, shows in its inner ambulatorium a 240-meter band
of inscriptions consisting almost entirely of Qurian citations. This, the oldest
Qur’anic document,*® dating from the years between 690 and 700, has been ana-
lyzed by Estelle Whelan.” In agreement with Christel Kessler,*® she argues for
distinguishing between two separate inscriptions. She concludes: “With slight
deviations, these Quran passages reflect the text that is familiar to us from the
Cairene edition” She holds that the insertion into the Qurian citations of the
basmala and the repeated credo formulas (shahada) is consistent with the image
familiar elsewhere from inscriptions. The inscriptions in the Dome of the Rock
offer an anthology of Qurianic pronouncements about Christianity and the per-
sons of Jesus and Mary in particular—both of whom are celebrated in Jerusalem
by numerous magnificently decorated churches. It is the religious-political goal
of the inscriptions to downgrade Jesus, who is celebrated in Jerusalem as the son
of God, to his “Quranic dimension” as a mere servant of God, and to put the

44. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 84.

45. See van Ess, “Abd al-Malik and the Dome of the Rock.”

46. At the same time, relevant works mention an epitaph from Cyprus from the year 650 containing sura
112; see Grohmann, Arabische Paliographie, 2:71, and Combe, RCEA I, no. 5. This Quran document, possibly the
earliest, has not been found to date, and appears to be first attested in the pilgrimage account of al-Harawi, Kitab
al-Isharat (personal communication by Jens Sauer).

47. Whelan, “Evidence.” A photographic reproduction of the inscription is offered in Grabar, The Shape of the
Holy, 92-99; an English translation can be found in ibid., 60. On the inscription text, see Neuwirth, “The Spiritual
Meaning,” and now Hoyland, “New Documentary Texts.”

48. Kessler, “Abd al-Malik’s Inscription”; see also Blair, “Date of the Dome of the Rock”
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Prophet of Islam, who is highly honored in heaven and earth—as is pronounced
in the verse Q 33:56, cited several times in the inscription—on equal footing
with him. Whelan discusses further reports of Quran inscriptions in the main
mosque of Medina that are no longer preserved and collects reports indicating
the existence of a copyists’ workshop in Medina prior to the rule of ‘Abd al-Malik.

The assumption that the Quran, transmitted above all orally in the various
centers of the emerging realm, obtained a binding textual form consistent with
the form and arrangement of the text as we have it, perhaps around 655 but at
the latest in the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik around 690, can no longer be dismissed
out of hand.

Of course, within these twenty or even sixty years, verses may have been
manipulated, added, or eliminated; above all, there is no guarantee that all of
the proclamations of Muhammad were preserved. There is a gray area here that
cannot be illuminated. There are indeed some few elliptical textual units that are
perhaps to be explained through the assumption of missing textual elements.
“Non-canonical” readings, which are transmitted to us from some old pre-
Uthmanic text traditions,* occasionally show slight deviations. Palimpsests that
have recently come to light, which were found in the main mosque of Sanaa in
the 1960s and are now finally being analyzed, promise insight into further diver-
gences.” But revolutionary finds are not expected.

4.4 TeXT HISTORY
4.4.1 Early History of the Uthmanic Text

With the replacement of the early Quran exemplars of the Prophet’s compan-
ions, the sahaba, in the new centers, amsar, those text forms deviating from the
Uthmanic text were not yet eliminated. The victory of the Uthmanic text was
only guaranteed once it was recognized as the binding basis for the recitation.
In the early stage of the development, in which oral tradition was dominant, the
sensitivity for the exact reproduction of the text was not yet very developed; one
simply eliminated linguistic and semantic offenses through slight textual altera-
tions. Soon, however, two principles were established for the interpretation of the
consonantal text: linguistic correctness, ‘arabiya, and compatibility with the con-
sonantal text, the rasm, of the Uthmanic codex, the mushaf—thus the language
mastery of the Qur’an reader and instructor was considered the most important
source of authority for the formation of the text.**

49. Jeffery, Materials.

50. They are currently being edited by Christian Robin, Paris, and Behnam Sadeghi, Stanford. Already pub-
lished are Dutton, “An Umayyad Fragment,” and Puin, “Ein frithes Koranpalimpsest.”

51. See Beck, “Der uthmanische Kodex.”
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With the spread of Islam and the concomitant increase in demand for reciters
and Qur’an instructors, the emphasis shifted from the oral transmission to the
written text. In his interpretation of a text that was ambiguous in both its con-
sonantal skeleton and its vocalization, the Quran reader initially was free to de-
cide his interpretation of the ambiguous consonant signs, al-ikhtiyar bi-I-hurif,
and choice about vocalization, al-ikhtiyar bi-I-qira a. But fixed schools soon took
shape, where only the eclectic texts of renowned scholars were recognized, so that
as a third criterion for the fitness of a reading now the principle of tradition took
hold, that is, the transmission on the basis of a reliable chain of transmission,
isnad. With increasingly firm adherence to the tradition, the guaranteed right
to one’s own critique warranted by the other two criteria became less perceived.
Roughly contemporary with the renouncement of independent interpretation of
the consonantal text, the non-Uthmanic variants were also relinquished: while it
was only in the third/ninth century that legal scholars reached agreement about
the cultic unfitness of all non-Uthmanic text forms, it was already in the second/
eighth century that the complete victory of the Uthmanic text was achieved.

Textual history entered a new stage with the introduction of signs to dif-
ferentiate between consonants and signs of vocalization—a measure probably
adopted after the model of the Syriac and Hebrew Bibles, or simultaneously with
the Christian and Jewish practice. While the differentiation of consonants began
already in the first/seventh century, the vocalization by means of additional signs
for short vowels,** initially only in words with competing possibilities of pro-
nunciation, was introduced generally into the text from the end of the second/
eighth century onward. In the third/ninth century, we find the introduction of a
consistent scriptio plena for long vowels.”

The confrontation between advocates of a unified form of writing and trans-
mitters who championed an exact preservation of the old consonantal form,
the rasm, with all its orthographic arbitrariness, has been sketched by Edmund

52. The legitimacy of the entry of additional characters into the holy text was initially controversial; the ritual
reservations are reflected in the consistent use of a different color of ink; see Endress, Herkunft und Entwicklung,
179; cf. also Griindler, Development. For examples beyond the literature mentioned there, see James, Qurans and
Bindings, nos. 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, 15, 16, 17.

53. On “orthography reform,” see Blachere, Introduction au Coran, 75-102, where indigenous traditions are
discussed and paleographic evidence is evaluated, but see now especially Endress, “Herkunft und Entwicklung,”
171-181, and Hamdan, Studien zur Kanonisierung. On orthography generally, Bergstrasser, GAQ?, 3:19-26, stresses
the most important idiosyncrasies in the Uthmanian text. This fundamentally descriptive portrayal was expanded
with a historical outline in Diem, “Geschichte der arabischen Orthographie. I, IL, III, IV An orthography of a pre-
Uthmanic fragment is given in Bergstrasser, GdQ? vol. 3, 53-57. But see also Diem, “Geschichte der arabischen
Orthographie. I, II, ITI, IV On the idiosyncrasies of orthography of an Iragi codex from the third century as against
later ones, see Jeffery and Mendelsohn, “Orthography.” On the orthographic characteristics of codices in the Hijaazi
ductus, see Pretzl, GAQ?, 3:254-256. Pretzl offers an overview of the indigenous literature on writing the Quran in
GdQ?, 3:238- 240. Pretzl himself also edited what is considered in Islam to be the standard work on Qur'an orthog-
raphy, Kitab al-Mugni' by Aba Amr al-Dani (d. 444/1053).
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Beck.* The conflict was decided in favor of the traditionalists, as is shown by the
Qur’anic orthography used down to today, which is not thoroughly consistent.>

4.4.2 Non-canonical Readings

Due to the exclusion of the non-Uthmanic textual form of the recitation, the early
“non-canonical” readings (gira’at shadhdha, shawadhdh), which date back to the
codices of the sahidba, had to rely entirely on an extra-Quranic literary trans-
mission. Indeed, no longer recognized as part of a text for recitation (qur’an) yet
bearing substantially the same meaning, the non-canonical readings entered the
commentary literature and, on account of their close relation to the textus recep-
tus, were incorporated into Qurian-specific philological works.

Bergstrisser, in the context of his collection of materials for the Apparatus
criticus zum Koran (see under “Manuscripts”), published critical editions of
the only two existing early collections of non-canonical readings known in his
time, those in the Mukhtasar fi shawadhdh al-Qur’an min Kitab al-Badi' by Ibn
Khalawayh (d. 370/980) and those preserved in the collection by the founder of
scholarship on the Quran text, Ibn Mujahid (d. 324/936), in excerpts preserved
in the work of the grammarian Ibn Jinni (d. 392/1001).> A further source, the
Kitab al-Masahif of Tbn Abi Dawid al-Sijistani (d. 316/926), was edited by Arthur
Jeffery.”” Jeffery also supplemented Bergstrasser’s Ibn Khalawayh edition with
marginalia.”® The relevant chapter from the Fada'il al-Qur’an by Abt ‘Ubayd ibn
Sallam (d. 224/838) has since been edited and evaluated by Anton Spitaler.”

Jeffery compiled an extensive collection of the scattered non-canonical read-
ings available in his Materials,” the material of which is culled from twenty-
seven early codices in total. But Jeffery neither notes the respective sources of the
readings nor assesses their value; a major edition of the readings presenting all
of this evidence envisaged by Jeffery could no longer be realized. On the other
hand, in his collection of the variants of Ibn Mas‘ad and Ubayy, Bergstrasser
attempted to produce an assessment:® while the authenticity of the variants
ascribed to Ubayy appears improbable to Bergstrésser, a major portion of the
readings ascribed to Ibn Mas‘iid seem in fact to go back to his codex. The ques-
tion of whether these readings are closer to or further from the original procla-
mation than the canonical text has not been addressed. A much more negative
picture is drawn by Edmund Beck for the readings of Ibn Mas‘ad preserved in

54. Beck, “Der uthmanische Kodex.”
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the Quran commentary by al-Farra’ (d. 207/822).%* The variants collected here
appear for the most part to be secondary textual interventions complying with
the explanations of particular grammatical phenomena upheld by al-Farra’.

A narrower selection of non-canonical variants, or shawadhdh, namely, forms
that are due to a punctuation or vocalization of the consonant text that is not
compatible with the rules of classical grammar, has been collected by Karl Vollers
in his Volkssprache, Popular Language and Written Language in Old Arabia.®® He
views these forms as representing the original textual form of the Quran. Even if
this thesis itself has been rejected,* the work still shows that the transmitted dia-
lectal variants contain sufficient authentic linguistic material to be valuable, if not
for the Qur’an itself, then at least for Arabic linguistic scholarship. Comparable
language-historical relevance can be presupposed for the dialectal variants that
have come to light since then.*®

4.4.3 The Seven, Ten, and Fourteen Canonical Readings

The history of the Qur’an text since the second/eighth century appears as a pro-
tracted process of standardization. The end of the first main phase is marked by
the elimination of the non-Uthmanic text forms and the freely construed read-
ings. In the next phase of the development, which begins in the early third/ninth
century, in which the oral tradition again predominates, there is a new criterion
applied to judge the reliability of the reading: the principle of the majority, ijtima’
al-‘amma, ijma’, according to which a reading is only reliable when supported
by the majority of readers. The ijma‘ principle, which came to replace the tra-
dition principle, further restricts the freedom of the reader and soon led to the
standardization within each of the respective amsar, and later between the amsar.
But a decision in favor of a particular textual form was still based on the critical
evaluations of particular readers, that is, the established praxis consisted in tartib,
the linking together of readers of different origins, which in Bergstrasser’s view
would have led, had it continued unhindered, to the production of a more sat-
isfyingly representative textus receptus than the version that has received nearly
exclusive validity, if only very recently: Hafs ‘an ‘Asim (Hafs d. 180/796; ‘Asim
d. 127/745).

Meanwhile, at the initiative of the Qur’an scholar Ibn Mujahid (d. 324/936)
in the year 322/934, seven readings, that is, seven transmitted versions of the en-
tire Qur'an each based on one authority, were recognized as canonical, while all
other forms of the recitation were excluded—a concession to the Qur’an schools

62. Beck, “Die Zuverlassigkeit”; Beck, “Die Ibn-Mas ad-Varianten,” nos. 1, 2, 3.

63. Vollers, Volkssprache.
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loyal to the tradition principle (taqlid). This constriction of the earlier freedom
must have impeded the formerly free discussions of the Qur’an text. Ibn Mujahid
not only sought to work against the eccentric reading of individual passages but
was also interested in legitimizing complete recensions of the Qur’an through
chains of transmitters with respect to entire texts. The choice of the canonical
seven readings (al-gira’at al-sab’), one for each of the amsar and three for Kufa,
was not made arbitrarily, but rather confirms the prominence of individual rec-
ognized Qur’an authorities of the second/eighth century in the recitation praxis
and in the schools operating at the time. Those selected were Nafi' (d. 169/785—
Medina), Ibn Kathir (d. 120/738—Mecca), Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala (d. 154/770—
Basra), Ibn ‘Amir (d. 118/736—Damascus), ‘Asim (d. 127/745—Kufa), Hamza
(d. 156/773—XKufa), and al-Kisa'1l (d. 189/804—Kufa). The choice did not go
unchallenged; the community understood the seven as an approximate and ne-
gotiable number allowing the unavoidable addition of other readings, and also
developed systems of eight, ten, and finally fourteen readings.

In this process of Qurian teaching, closed readings came to take the place of
individual open types of reading. Ibn Mujahid himself in his Kitab al-Sab‘a® pre-
sented his treatment as a concordance of the seven parallel versions and thus laid
the foundation for an extensive commentary literature, hujaj al-qira at, which
provided grammatical reasoning, ta'lil, for the individual readings of the seven
and later also of the ten and fourteen readings. The oldest such commentaries are
the Kitab al-Hujja fi I-qira’at al-sab‘ by Ibn Khalawayh (d. 370/987), the Kitab
al-Hujja fi I-qira’at by Aba ‘Ali ibn Ahmad al-Farisi (d. 377/987), and the Kitab
Hujjat al-qira'at by ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad Abit Zur‘a (d. 403/1013).
The development of grammatical explanations was strongly advanced through
close collaboration between grammarians and Qur’an readers at the court of the
Hamdanids in Aleppo and, after the dispersal of this scholarly circle, shifted to
the new center of Cairo. Here, it was also communicated to the two Maghrebian
Qur’an readers whose works on the seven readings and the phonetic formation
of the text, tajwid (see pp. 155-156), would be decisive for the later period: Abu
‘Amr al-Dani (d. 444/1053) and Maki ibn Abi Talib al-Qaysi (d. 437/1045). With
them, the science of reading ultimately became bound up with grammar as a
propaedeutic science. In numerous supercommentaries, but especially the ver-
sification by Aba I-Qasim al-Shatibi (d. 590/1194) titled Hirz al-amani wa-wajh
al-tahani, al-Dant’s work on the seven readings, Kitab al-Taysir fi I-qira at al-sab’,
was preserved in Qurlan teaching down to the present day.®” The other approved
systems received corresponding treatment. For the ten readings, Ibn al-Jazari
(d. 835/1431) wrote the decisive grammatical commentary, the Kitab al-Nashr
fil-qira’at al-‘ashr, whose numerous supercommentaries in the following period

66. Ibn al-Mujahid, Kitab al-sab'a.
67. Cf. Neuwirth, “Koranlesung zwischen Ost und West”; Neuwirth, “Maki ibn Abi Talib al-Qays1.”
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provide the foundations for scholastic teaching. For the fourteen, Ahmad al-
Dimyati al-Banna’ (d. 1117/1705) gives the standard explanation in Ithaf fudala’
al-bashar fi qira’at al-arba‘ata ‘ashar.

Existing attempts to describe the seven readings have not gone beyond the ge-
neral observation that the divergences are essentially of a phonetic kind.*® A more
exact description can be glimpsed through a “horizontal sectioning across the
mass of readings” in the reading of one of the fourteen, al-Hasan al-Basri (d.
110/728), undertaken by Bergstrisser.”” Among the differences relevant for the
assessment of the text of Hafs ‘an ‘Asim, which achieved success in the east of
the Arabic world, the treatment of the hamza, the glottal top, deserves particular
notice. Among the few dialectal interferences that can be presupposed for the
Prophet himself is a more propulsive pronunciation or “lightening” of the hamza,
which is reflected by the Qurianic orthography. But the question of whether the
hamza was pronounced by the Prophet himself or his Hijazi followers within
verse contexts is not easy to answer.” It is certain that some rhymes written with
hamza require the pronouncement of the sound, but others do not allow it. We
cannot exclude the hypothesis that hamza in the Qurian was originally as a rule
articulated and lightened only where a rhyme required it. For the transmission, it
is significant that the Iraqi readers, among whom ‘Asim achieved validity in the
east, are just those who realize the hamza most consistently.”!

One can easily be led by the dominance of the Hafs ‘An ‘Asim reading in the
Islamic east, and its increasing prominence even in the Maghreb since the 1925-
printed Cairo al-Qur’an al-Karim,” to lose sight of the fact that it is only one of
the seven canonical readings that are held as equally valid by the strictest Islamic
orthodoxy. Correspondingly, the relation between the textual variants among the
seven systems are not to be understood in the sense of textus receptus and variant
readings.” If one wants to speak of a textus receptus, one should understand by
this all seven readings and not any one of them, since in the classical period Hafs
‘an ‘Asim was by no means the most widespread text, but rather stood behind
Abu ‘Amr (d. 154/770) in the east and behind Warsh ‘an Nafi* (Warsh d. 197/
812; Nafi' d. 169/785) in the west. One must recall that there was not one uni-
form and unified text accepted everywhere, but rather a number of textual forms
in usage side by side, and that the educated Muslim knew this and was brought
up with an astoundingly productive freedom in dealing with his scripture. The
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projection of the notion of an official, unified text back into those highly crea-
tive times would equal a blacking out of one of Islam’s greatest spiritual and cul-
tural attainments and would be an enormous anachronism. The full scale of the
liveliness and legitimacy of the discussions of the grammarians, commentators,
jurists, and theologians is only to be understood against this background. The
final aim must be to realize that Islam in its classical period found a solution for
the problem of the textual uniformity of its scripture that was as pragmatic as it
was elegant, and which linked tolerance in view of the unattainability of an abso-
lutely uniform text to the legitimate need for unity in ritual, maintaining a high
level of linguistic sensibility.”

The extensive task of evaluating the canonical and non-canonical readings ac-
cording to stylistic and compositional criteria remains to be done. Tradition has
sidelined the non-canonical readings on purely practical grounds, and thus left
open questions about the respective “original” readings.”

4.5 INSTRUCTIONS FOR QUR’AN READING AND THE CONTROLS
OF THE TEXTUAL FOorRM

4.5.1 “Beautiful Pronunciation”

The doctrine of “beautiful pronunciation” (tajwid) of the Qur'an developed out
of the comprehensive complex of ritual performance rules for Qur'an readers
(adab hamalat al-qur an). They first received independent treatment in works of
the fourth/tenth century, where they are represented according to purely linguis-
tically/phonetically methods independently from the ritual aspects of approach-
ing the Quran. They find their initial treatment in the didactic poem of Abu
Muzahim ibn Khagan (d. 325/937), titled al-Qasida fi tajwid. In that work,
varying ways of performance are characterized and diverse phonetical problems
are dealt with utilizing the terminological apparatus of Arabic linguistics. The
Qasida was commented on by Aba ‘Amr al-Dani, who also composed an inde-
pendent fajwid-textbook, Kitab al-Tahdid fi ‘ilm al-tajwid. His work, as also the
Ri‘aya fi I-qira’a of his fellow Andalusian and contemporary Maki ibn Abi Talib
al-Qaysi, offers detailed compendia on the articulation sites of the consonants,
the linking and doubling of the consonants, contraction, assimilation, the con-
textual use of case endings (tanwin), and so on. In Aba ‘Amr al-Dani, we also
already find variations of vocalic pronunciation, such as the coloring of the a
(imala), the dropping of vowels (sukiin, the pause), ishmam, rawm, nasalization.
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These materials become fixed inventories added as propaedeutic components to
the classical gira at-works on the foundations of pronunciation, usul, which form
the basis for the presentation of individual differences in pronunciation, farsh
al-hurif.

A special area of tajwid, which already received theoretical discussion from
the second/eighth century onward, is the teaching of the positioning of pauses in
speech during performance (wagqf).”” The performance of longer verses required
a structuring of the elements of discourse into smaller semantic units, which
were most often preserved in the oral tradition, but which required express clar-
ification in syntactically controversial cases. For the application of such pauses,
several grades of necessity were distinguished, which are marked in the Quran
exemplars with various symbols. A literary-critical investigation of the principles
of this internal structuring of verses would add essentially to our knowledge of
the indigenous reception of the Quran as a verbal work of art.

Also within the area of tajwid falls the cantilena.”® Only in recent times have
attempts been made by Western researchers to write these with musical notation.”
Meanwhile, in the Islamic world sound recordings of the Quran on cassettes
and CDs are ubiquitous. This was initiated with the first complete recording by
Shaykh Mahmud Khalil al-Husari, al-Mushaf al-Murattal.® This recording, com-
pleted in 1962, is an acoustic counterpart to the Cairene Qur’an edition, insofar
as the reciter chosen for the recording, al-Husari, possessing the status of shaykh
al-maqari’ al-misriya, represented the highest ranking representative of the Al-
Azhar University on these matters. The sociological consequences of this influ-
ential recording for the tradition of recitation have been illuminated by Bernard
Weiss.®! The initiator of this collection of vinyl recordings, which was conceived
as an official recording, Labib al-Sa‘id (‘Ayn Shams University, Cairo), presented
its principles and motives in a treatise that accompanied it.** The Qur'an reci-
tations broadcast by many Arabic radio and television stations would offer the
possibility of recording a diversity of different reciters and analyzing their types
of performance (in collaboration with musicologists). Important findings on the
musical and social significance of contemporary recitation practices® can also be
gained from the recording of contemporary live Qur'an performances.* These are
by no means always solo performances, but rather, as Andreas Kellermann has
shown, are frequently organized as group recitations, especially in the Maghreb.

77. See Pretzl, “Die Wissenschaft der Koranlesung”; Pretzl, GdQ?, 3:234-237.

78. Onits artistic configuration in time see Talbi, “La qira’a bi-alhan”

79. Bergstrisser, “Koranlesung in Kairo”; Cantineau and Barbes, “La récitation coranique”; and Kellermann,
Koranlesung im Maghreb.

80. See Kellermann, “Die ‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran.”

81. Weiss and al-Sa'id, The Recited Koran

82. Al-Sa‘id, Al-Jam' al-sawfi al-awwal.

83. See now the overview by Nelson, The Art of Reciting.

84. An isolated example is offered in Kellermann’s unpublished dissertation, “Koranlesung im Maghreb.”
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4.5.2 Verse Counting

The history of the tradition of verse counting, which goes back to the end of
the first/seventh century, has been sketched by Otto Pretzl.* Since the middle
of the second/eighth century, the discipline of the counting of verses has been
transmitted as an auxiliary discipline alongside Qurlan reading; being bound up
practically with the positing of pauses in reading (wagf) it remains the object of
theoretical discussion. Reading pauses that are to be respected in performance—
or to be avoided—are regulated within a separate discipline, al-waqf wa-I-ibtida’,
“the pausing and beginning again,” which also has retained a slot for optional
pauses in reading that are neither obligatory nor forbidden. The position of
pauses in reading in some cases can decide between theologically relevant textual
interpretations but is in general relevant only for the reciter as a guide to produc-
ing a desirable sensory experience of the text, accordingly they are marked in the
text of the 1925 Cairene edition. The numbering of verses has been subject to
greater interest among researchers. A detailed overview and critical evaluation
of the individual works on verse numbering is given by Anton Spitaler at the
start of his systematic presentation of the Islamic verse-numbering traditions,
which are related to the five amsar.® In the Cairene text, which reproduces the
Kufic reading of Hafs ‘an ‘Asim, the verse numbering follows the Kufic tradition,
namely, the presentation of al-Shatibi (d. 590/1194) in his work Nazimat al-zuhr
fil-a’dad wa-khtilaf ahl al-bilad.¥

With his compression of all the recognized verse endings recognized in the
tradition into overview lists for each individual sura, Spitaler offered an impor-
tant contribution not only to textual criticism but also to the comprehension of
the indigenous understanding of form. For while Islamic tradition is primarily
concerned with verse numbering, it is worthwhile noting that the fixing or non-
fixing of the verse end entails a decision about the structuring of the text, which
can be checked as to its validity through literary-critical criteria. The Qur’an verse
as a rule bears a recognizable end marker in its final rhyme, but in some cases a
sound complex suitable for rhyme closure also occurs within verses, and in some
cases a rhyme does not correspond to the schema offered by neighboring verses,
so that differences in the treatment of respective verse groups can emerge. The
evaluation of the Islamic divisions and the principles that lie behind them is still
in its beginnings, but a critical review of the verse divisions of the Meccan suras®
has shown already that none of the Islamic systems reflects a consistent proce-
dure of verse division, and that not even a consensus of the traditional systems

85. Pretzl, GAQ?, 3:237f.

86. Spitaler, Verszihlung.

87. See the explanation (ta'ligat) following the Cairo text; cf. Bergstrasser, “Koranlesung,” 10, and Spitaler,
Verszihlung.

88. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 11-63.
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can guarantee a “correct” division in agreement with the text’s discernable lit-
erary structure. Rather, in the Meccan suras alone in at least twenty-one cases
a verse ending must be asserted or dropped against all traditional dictates. The
analysis of the text thus cannot blindly follow the privileged tradition, but must
rather recheck all transmitted verse endings critically.

4.6 MANUSCRIPTS

The predominance of the oral as against the written tradition in Quranic trans-
mission is unmistakable. Gotthelf Bergstrisser, though himself a pioneer of re-
search in Qurianic manuscripts, highlighted the value of scholarship based on
orality, not overlooking however the necessity of evaluating manuscripts:

One could almost go so far as to claim that it was only the spirit of the ‘ilm al-
qira'at that could create such an edition [i.e., the Cairo Qurian of 1925]: all
European philological meticulousness and care toward collation would
hardly have reached the nearly absolute accuracy that was achieved by the
Egyptian Quran scholars thanks to their lifelong-practiced memory, their
mastery of all details, and their religious reverence for the smallest items.
While it is the ancient tradition that lives on in this most punctilious ex-
actness, what is even more vividly alive are the signs of independent prog-
ress that goes beyond what is received from tradition. . . . We have to
accept the difference in scientific approach, whereby the Islamic scholar
takes as a basis the newest presentations and oral transmission, while our
historical methods require reference back to the oldest reachable sources,
the oldest manuscripts of the Qurian itself and the oldest literature about
its text. For a textual edition, the difference in result is less than one would
expect. ... We too, in an edition of the Qur’an text, could hardly offer an-
ything other than the consonants of the Uthmanic Qurian with reading
signs following the recension of the Hafs ‘an ‘Asim; the number of places
where our alternate evaluation of the sources would lead us to present this
text differently would be slight.®

Yet this situation should not obscure the fact that for the recording of textual
forms prior to the prevailing of the closed readings, we must rely on the earli-
est Quran manuscripts in addition to the non-canonical readings.”® In order to
determine the oldest reachable non-reconstructed form of the consonantal text,
the Bavarian Academy of Sciences had conceived the project of a collection of
photographs of the oldest preserved Quran manuscripts,” a project that, under

89. Bergstrisser, “Koranlesung in Kairo,” 112.
90. On the script, see the standard work by Déroche, Islamic Codicology.
91. Bergstrisser, “Plan eines Apparatus Criticus zum Koran.”
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the title Apparatus criticus zum Quran, was supervised from the late 1920s on-
ward by Gotthelf Bergstrasser himself. Following his death in 1934, it was carried
forth by Otto Pretzl.”> He set himself the goal of “determining through research
in the Quran manuscripts themselves the oldest attainable non-reconstructed
form of the consonantal text, and illustrating the textual history of the Qur’an in
the earliest centuries through a critical apparatus of reading variants”* In 1938,
relying extensively on codices from Istanbul collections, Pretzl issued a brief in-
troduction to the problems and methods of research in Qurianic manuscripts,”
wherein he distinguished on paleographic grounds between three groups of co-
dices, which on the basis of their information on orthography and verse divisions
can be assigned with some certainty to particular branches of tradition.

Prior to this, the textual history of the Quran had been the subject of inde-
pendent scholarly pursuits, which resulted in the well-known great collections of
Qur’an manuscripts (above all in London, Paris, St. Petersburg, and Berlin) and
which led to the first publications of manuscripts. A palimpsest whose under-
writing (scriptio inferior) shows the Quran text in archaic ductus and whose
upper layer (scriptio superior) shows a Christian-Arabic text was edited at the
start of the twentieth century.” A substantial step forward in our knowledge of
the manuscripts was achieved by the manuscript finds of Sanaa: there, in 1972
and 2007, in a false ceiling of the great mosque, numerous Quran manuscripts
from quite different epochs were discovered, including some from the earliest pe-
riod. Among the manuscripts that became known in 1972 was a palimpsest with
a Qur’an text on both the superior and inferior surfaces.

Although manuscripts from the time of Muhammad do not seem to have sur-
vived, the oldest ones do reach back to the first Islamic century. One of these
codices, which can probably be dated to before the time of ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 65-
86/685-705), has been reconstructed to a great extent and analyzed by Francois
Déroche.” Marcus Fraser dates several hundred fragments back into the first
century.” Sergio Noja Noseda has made a number of early codices available in
facsimile editions with facing transcription in the Naskhi script that is current
today.”® While all of the early codices that have come down to us are preserved in
differing local varieties of the early Arabic monumental script (“lapidary,” with
its two variants, the Hijazi and the so-called Kufic ductus), the earliest Qur'an
manuscripts are likely those unofficial documents that show a cursive that also
occurs in a highly developed form in secular papyri from the first half of the

92. Pretzl, “Die Fortfilhrung des Apparatus Criticus zum Koran”

93. Pretzl, GAQ’, 3:247.

94. Pretzl, GAQ?, 3:249-273.

95. Mingana and Smith Lewis, Leaves from Three Ancient Qurdns.

96. Déroche, La transmission écrite.

97. Fraser, unpublished lecture at the Freie Universitit Berlin, December 19, 2010.
98. Noseda, Les manuscrits de style Higazi, vols. 1-2.
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first/seventh century.”” In the Hijazi script, also called ma’il, “leaning,” due to
its form, different scribal hands can easily be distinguished. It is a great merit of
Marcus Fraser to have traced its development through comparison of the indi-
vidual characters not only in manuscripts but also in dated coins and inscriptions
from the first Islamic decades, and to have offered detailed documentation of the
transformation into the Kufic ductus through an intermediary phase.

In the next phase, the Kufic script represents a calligraphically sophisticated
scribal ductus, which Fraser associates with an orientation toward the Greek-
Latin majuscule script; though the Kufic is not to be considered a new script,
but rather a monumental development from the Hijazi script. Dated inscriptions
allow us to date the beginnings of this calligraphically sophisticated script to the
time of the third Umayyad caliph, ‘Abd al-Malik. The famous inscription on the
inner side of the circular arcade (ambulatorium) of the Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem dates from the year 691; to the same period belong milestones with
engraved inscriptions, which mention the rule of ‘Abd al-Malik. The begin-
nings of the Kufic script can thus be set at about sixty years after the death of the
Prophet.

Less is known about the scribal workshops, the scriptoria, from which the
oldest manuscripts originate. Estelle Whelan'® has collected reports from histor-
ical sources about scriptoria in Medina. Marcus Fraser succeeded in deducing the
sites of three centers of manuscript production from the paths of transmission
of concrete codices: Sanaa, Fustat, and Damascus. He considers the future dis-
covery of manuscript hoards on the peninsula to be possible—perhaps confirm-
ing the scriptoria in Medina that are mentioned in historiographical sources.'

In recent years, first datings of writing materials with radiocarbon analysis
(carbon-14 methods) have been carried out for Quran manuscripts.'®> The re-
search of textual history, which, apart from the identification of text variants,
also undertakes the chronological assignment of all its textual evidence, is today
inspiring hope thanks to international collaboration. Above all, Bergstrasser’s

project of the apparatus criticus to the Quran,'” which was interrupted for a long

99. On the history of the development of the Lapidaris, especially of the Kifi, see Grohmann, Arabische
Paldographie, vols. 1-2; a short overview is offered in Grohmann, “Die Entstehung des Korans”; reproductions
of old codices can be found in Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script; Levi della Vida, Frammenti coranici in
carattere cufico; Vajda, Album de paléographie arabe; Al-Munajjed, Le manuscrit arabe jusquau Xe siecle de 'Hégire
I; Lings, The Quranic Art of Calligraphy; James, Qurans and Bindings. A detailed paleographic analysis of the
Damascene Quran scrolls, which supposedly go back in some parts to the first century, is given by Ory, “Un nou-
veau type de mushaf”; synoptically, see Endress, “Herkunft und Entwicklung”
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101. Fraser, lecture December 19, 2009.
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“An Umayyad Fragment”; Dutton, “Some Notes.”
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over to the Corpus Coranicum project, as a permanent loan from the Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften.
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time after Otto Pretzl’s death in 1941, was taken up again in the year 2007 in a new
form: the approximately 450 Agfa film rolls left by Bergstrisser are now being
digitized as part of the Corpus Coranicum activities of the Berlin-Brandenburg
Academy of Sciences and are being utilized for the systematic textual documen-
tation that forms part of that research project. Other parts of the bequest of the
Munich Quran Commission have now been partly examined and await evalu-
ation in the coming years. Bergstrisser’s conception of text-historical analysis
proved groundbreaking for the activities of the academy, which in the coming
years will realize Bergstrasser’s research plan through the gradual publication of
the photo collections long thought destroyed.'® A French-German research pro-
ject, Coranica, integrated with the Corpus Coranicum, has set itself the goal of
providing an edition and scientific investigation of the oldest preserved Qur’an
manuscripts—a task to which Sergio Noja Noseda had devoted himself for well
over a decade, in collaboration with Francois Déroche and Christian Robin.
Special attention should be paid here to the dating of the relevant manuscripts.
The anticipated results should lay the groundwork for a history of the Arabic
script and the evolution of Arabic orthography, the development of the distri-
bution of text units within suras and so on. The goal of this research, which will
be supplemented through the inventory of the oldest datable Qur’an citations in
inscriptions on stone, coins, papyri, ornamental objects, textiles, and the like, is
the development and publication of relevant materials for a systematic scientific
edition of the text.

4.7 NEW QUR’AN EDITIONS AND TRANSLATIONS

The spectrum of Quran texts available today is broad. Modern Qur’an manu-
scripts and lithographs in the Islamic east generally follow the tradition of Hafs
‘an ‘Asim, in the west that of Warsh ‘an Nafi, or, in Libya, of Qalin ‘an Nafi'
(Qalan d. 220/835). They have not been treated bibliographically. Lithographs of
the Hafs over time text assimilated more and more to the standardized orthog-
raphy of secular texts. The first printed Qurlan edition in the Near East backed
this tendency with purist principles: in order to restore the Hafs text to its earliest
orthographic form, the editors of the official Cairo Qurian (Qur'an Karim, 1344/
1925) oriented themselves strictly to the Uthmanic script; their edition repre-
sents a reconstruction of the early consonantal text on the basis of individual and
relatively recent orthographic works. Since according to Bergstrésser’s judgment
the degree of exactness could scarcely have been heightened by the reproduc-
tion of older materials, the official Qur’an should be considered the best edition
currently available. It is generally used as a basis in Western research and has

104. See Marx, “Ein Koran-Forschungsprojekt”; Marx, “Der Koran nach Agfa”
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replaced the previous edition by Gustav Fliigel,'” which is based on no consistent
Islamic tradition. While Fliigel's edition should be considered fundamentally ob-
solete, his accompanying concordance is still valuable,'” since in taking into ac-
count grammatical function words it goes beyond the concordance to the Cairo
text by Fu'ad ‘Abd al-Baqi, Al-Mu‘jam al-mufahras li-alfaz al-Qur’an al-Karim.'"”

Such a vast number of translations is now available into European languages
that we can give no adequate account of them here. An overview of the earliest
European Qur’an translations is offered by Arthur Jeffery.'® Further translations
into European languages are given in summary by Jeffery’® and Rudi Paret,'?
and into (non-European) Islamic languages by J. Pearson."! The critical schol-
arly translations of Richard Bell,'> Arthur Arberry,'” Regis Blachére,'* and Rudi
Paret'® still count as standard works. Paret's German translation has not been
superseded by the newer and more readable editions of Adel Theodor Khoury**®
and Hans Zirker,'” or by the outlandish one by Ahmad Milad Karimi."'® All
translations that have appeared in English from the start of the twentieth century
down to today are discussed critically by Matthias Radscheit.'"* The most artisti-
cally valuable German translation, and the one that comes closest to the original
in its linguistic attitude, is still the selection by Friedrich Riickert."*® A new and
dependable translation with artistic claims has been made available by Hartmut
Bobzin;'*' a modern poetic version is expected from Stefan Weidner.

105. Fligel, Corani textus arabicus; see Bergstrisser, “Koranlesung in Kairo,” 12-13.

106. Fliigel, Concordantiae Corani arabicae.

107. Abd al-Baqi, Mu'jam.

108. Jeffery, “Progress in the Study of the Qurian Text””

109. Jeffery, “The Present Status of Quranic Studies.”

110. Paret, Vorwort zu Der Koran.

111. Pearson, “Translations of the Kur’an.”

112. Bell, The Quran Translated.

113. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted.

114. Blachére, Le Coran, vols. 2-3.

115. Paret, Der Koran: Ubersetzung, accompanied by Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz.

116. Khoury, Der Koran.

117. Zirker, Der Koran.

118. Karimi, Der Koran.

119. Radscheit, “Aktuelle deutsche Koraniibersetzungen im Uberblick”

120. Riickert, Der Koran, im Auszuge tibersetzt, ed. A. Miiller. For criticism of some translations of the Qur’an,
cf. Fischer, Der Wert der vorhandenen Koraniibersetzungen, as well as Paret, Der Koran, which collects reviews of
individual translations of the Qur’an.

121. Bobzin, Der Koran.



Sura Structures and Chronology

5.1 THE SURA AS NOVELTY

5.1.1 An Unrecognized Genre

A desideratum articulated more than thirty years ago remains unfulfilled: “The
Qur’an has had a fate in Western research not dissimilar to that of early Arabic
poetry: as historical, cultural, and grammatical-verbal evidence, it became the
object of a scholarly literature that cannot be dismissed, but as that which it is
in essence, as it was conceived of from the very beginning, that is, as liturgical
discourse and text intended for recitation, it has scarcely ever been appreciated.™
Indeed, in the time since then, research into ancient Arabic poetry has made sig-
nificant progress, so that the “evaluation” of the poetry for historical or practical
information is no longer the central pursuit, yet the Qur'an remains primarily a
quarry for data of the most various kinds: the life circumstances of the Prophet,
his ideological goals, the religious practices of his contemporaries, even their
means of physical nutrition. But the perception of the Qur’an as a text existing
in progress and reflecting a communal formation, which is always constructing
anew its scenario of proclamation and having its primary Sitz im Leben in litur-
gical performance, has not prevailed and, with the proliferation of the skeptical
approach, remains further than ever from the central focus of research.

If one wants to approach the liturgical Qur’an, the primary object of formal
investigation cannot be the textual compilation of the Qur’an, but must rather
be the unit that was intended by the Prophet himself as the formal medium of
his proclamation: the sura. Although smaller thematic units may have emerged
in connection to particular “occasions of revelation,” asbab al-nuzul, what is rel-
evant for literary-critical interrogation is not these external occasions for the
handling of a theme but rather their formation and insertion into a composi-
tion. In this investigation, we will adhere to the unit of the sura as a heuristic
basis—despite the tendency predominant in recent research toward atomizing or
ignoring this form.

That the sura unit®> must have belonged to the formal conceptions of Qurianic
discourse itself is attested externally by the oldest surviving Quran manuscripts,

1. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 1.
2. Neuwirth, “Sura(s).”
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which already mark the sura beginnings and ends as we find them in the later
canonized codex.’ The name siira (pl. suwar) is apparently first coined within
the proclamation itself; it is reserved for the Qurianic textual unit and is used
nowhere for texts outside the Qurian (before the modern period). Within the
Qur’an, stira signifies in the first instance a smaller textual unit of undefined ex-
tent. The word occurs first in the middle Meccan period, in the “challenge pro-
nouncements,” the so-called tahaddi—verses, where opponents are challenged to
bring forth a textual unit of the same sort: “Speak: so bring then a siira like it,
and call out to whom you can other than God” (Q 10:38, similarly late Meccan
Q 11:13 and Medinan Q 2:23; cf. also Q 9:64, 86, 124, 127; Q 24:1 and Q 47:20).
When exactly this textual unit became identified with the units distinguished as
suras in the codex remains unclear, but the most probable etymology seems to
indicate that what was initially intended was a short textual unit. It has long been
assumed the derivation of the Arabic sira from a Syriac sirtd, “line,” “line of
writing,* a connection now seems more likely with Syriac shiraya, “beginning,”
or, in a liturgical context, “introduction (of the reading of scripture by a psalm
reading).”® The designation siira would then in Qur’anic usage make reference to
a textual unit that elsewhere is clearly liturgical, and which, similar to the older
suras in ductus and extent, would be kept relatively short and poetic. What we
now have as suras may have circulated early on under individual names similar
to those used now, which pick up on either a beginning word of the text or an
especially striking word from within it, although secure information on the ear-
liest state of affairs is not available.® That different names remain in circulation
until today for some suras show that the orally transmitted text was known well
enough to guarantee that its individual texts could be recalled by the help of var-
ious key words.”

It seems that for some time the sura unit came to fulfill for the Quranic
community the function of those liturgical reading pericopes known from the
neighboring religions; that is, they corresponded to the parasha in Jewish wor-
ship and the pericope in Christian worship. But while within those traditions,
the “excerpting” or pericopizing of the text for reading only occurred when the
canonical text was already available in its entirety, the Quranic sura unit was
from the beginning conceived as such and used as the object of a continuous
performance praxis, a social frame of communication that is reflected clearly in
many suras.® Thus, suras are not excerpts from a complete delineated text, but

3. This also applies to the manuscript finds of Sanaa; cf. chap. 4, 158-161; they reflect a clear differentiation
between the suras, and in general follow the order of the suras in the dominant textual tradition.
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6. Occasionally, the Fatiha can be evoked in later texts with its concurrent name, al-hamd, as in sura 15; cf.
Neuwirth, “Referentiality and Textuality.”

7. On the names of the suras, see Kandil, “Surennamen,” 44-60.

8. For detail on this development, see chap. 6.
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rather elements of a communication that remained open-ended for a significant
period. While Meccan suras as a rule clearly evince the character of intentional
performance units, the long Medinan suras yield problems in this light. In view
of the extent of time required for their performance, they can hardly have been
intended as singular performances. But not all the long Medinan suras can be
dismissed as secondary, redactional collections. In this sura type, which is no
longer suited to performance in its entirety, one must consider a newly conceived
aim, perhaps that of a biblical book. There is much to indicate that in Medina,
the polythematic sura, tailored in length and ductus for performance,’ is being
superseded by other forms of proclamation, so that the neatly composed Meccan
sura ultimately leaves the scene; it is largely for this reason that the unit “sura”
has received little attention in inner-Islamic scholarship. Although the classical
commentaries follow the sequence of suras, they focus their exegesis as a rule
on individual verses and hardly ever sum up their exegetical results for an entire
sura. The modern “literary commentary; the fafsir adabi, also does not take en-
tire suras as its basis.

If one interprets “sura” not as a kind of chapter heading but rather as the des-
ignation of a genre in the context of proclamation, it becomes evident that the
genre “sura” has scarcely been adequately studied. For Richard Bell and Régis
Blachere, who both studied the style and composition of the Qur’an, the sura
does not stand as the central point, but rather the smaller compositional units
from which they are composed. As against that, Theodor Néldeke had based his
chronology on the sura as a whole—without however taking an interest in the
“sura” as a genre concept. A foundational contribution to the description of the
composition of suras is offered only by Josef Horovitz, who in the frame of his
treatment of Qurlanic narrative pays close attention to the appearance of formu-
las or coined expressions with introductory and concluding functions, and thus
provides an important criterion for the demarcation of the individual building
blocks of suras. It is only in recent times that analyses of suras have been under-
taken,' in which the choice of the sura unit however seems to be pragmatically
motivated—the sura is a clearly delimited unit—rather than driven by an in-
terest in its literary form and function within the Qur’anic corpus—an approach
from which only the much-studied exceptional case of the monothematic sura
12, “Joseph,” is an exception. In what follows, the sura structures particular to
the individual phases of the Qurians development will be presented briefly in

9. Cf. chap. 6, 255-229.

10. See Mir, “Coherence in the Qurian’; Mir, “The Sura as a Unity”; Mir, “The Qur’anic story of Joseph”;
Neuwirth, “Yusuf-Sure”; de Prémare, Joseph et Muhammad; Sells, Approaching the Quran; Sells, “A Literary
Approach to the Hymnic Surahs”; Sells, “Sound, Spirit and Gender”; Sells, “Sound and Meaning”; Waldman, “New
Approaches”; Zahniser, “The Word of God and the Apostleship of Tsa”; Zwettler, “A Mantic Manifesto.” Cf. also
Neuwirth, “Sura(s).” See now also Schmitz, Sure 2, and Cuypers, The Banquet. A list of his interpretations of indi-
vidual suras can be found ibid., 517.
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their formal and thematic elements, and some new criteria will be drawn for the
chronological attribution of the texts.

5.2 THE EARLY MECCAN SURAS
5.2.1 Overview

In contrast to the already-established canonical codex, the pre-canonical Quran
should be understood as the textual remnant of a communication process, and
thus as an ensemble of texts that have their Sitz im Leben in a public or at least
audibly performed recital (qur’an). These individual texts are to be identified, at
least for the Meccan period, with the suras. The suras equate to the “scenes” of
the Quranic drama, so to speak, while the great “acts” are the discourses that de-
veloped one from the other, and which are debated within larger sura groups.*!
In the attempt to recognize the individual “scenes” of this drama, it is still a valid
principle, 150 years after the first appearance of Theodor Noldeke’s Geschichte des
Qorans, to divide the text corpus heuristically into three Meccan periods and one
Medinan period—intending with “period” not chronologically determinable,
absolute, or even relatively dated text sequences, but rather text groups distin-
guished by formal similarities and unmistakable shared discourses.

In Noldeke’s chronology, the first Meccan period includes suras 51-53, 55-56,
69, 70, 73, 75, 77-83, 85-102, 104-109, and 111-114: in essence, the so-called
“last thirtieth” of the Qur'an, which down to today represents a partial corpus
of suras used prominently in ritual prayer.'? They are mostly short texts, at first
monothematic, later also polythematic. They testify to an experience of consola-
tion undergone by the person of the proclaimer, who is addressed as “you.” Apart
from the second-person address, which is an element introduced by the Qur’an,
this consolation is conveyed in a style that is highly evocative of the Psalms,
which are in fact paraphrased time and again.” This partial corpus, in which re-
search has long attempted to uncover biographical allusions to the proclaimer’s
situation, should rather be considered as an Arabic expression of psalmic piety, as
a microstructural reading shows. The early texts are text-referential rather than
situation-referential; they do not yet always reflect the scenario of the speaker-
hearer situation that will soon become ubiquitous. With Harris Birkeland, one
can plausibly assume the earliest sura group to be the five suras (93, 94, 106,
107, and 108) that give expression to comfort, encouragement, and the assur-
ance of providence." Closely following is a number of suras that project the Final

11. On these discourses, see chap. 7-9.

12. On the overriding oral character of the Qur’an, see Graham, Beyond the Written Word; cf. also Nelson, Art
of Reciting.

13. Neuwirth, “Psalms.”

14. Birkeland, The Lord Guideth; now also Sinai, “Qur’an as Process”; cf. chap. 7, 241-243.
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Judgment in metaphors that often recall the Revelation of John, a vision of the
future presented as shockingly close that radically redresses the erstwhile pre-
dominant cyclical understanding of time. Time is now extended linearly, back to
an original beginning before the chronological time of man, reaching from the
creation of the world and the first divine self-communication down to the end of
human time: the dissolution of the created world, the judgment and the ensuing
retribution. The new theologumenon of linear time, central for this early phase,
wherein everything leads ultimately to a rendering account is instrumental for
a decisive “turn” in the worldview of the Qur’anic community, toward an escha-
tological fulfillment of time, a turn that is decisive enough to give every human
interaction a new, ethically relevant quality. But these “eschatological suras”—
like the preceding ones—do not yet draw their authority from the reference to a
divine speaker who has introduced himself as an actor. They rather make use of
authorization strategies drawn from pre-Islamic sacral speech; such as clusters
of oaths upon natural phenomena, and ultra-rhythmic, short speech units thus
exploiting the almost magical power of language to project the foreseen apoca-
lyptic events.

What in the early Meccan suras counts in consideration of the imminent judg-
ment is not only ethically correct behavior but also ritual observance. Day and
night are subdivided into sacral sections of time reserved for prayer, which are
often evoked in the introductory parts. But the most important time-specific in-
novation is the introduction of eschatological prophecies. With their expressive
and strikingly repetitious structures, these prophecies strongly mark the audible
and rhythmic shape of the early suras. Their most important characteristics are
the oath clusters and the so-called idha-phrase-series—rows of sentences begin-
ning with idha “if (and when),” which conjure eschatological scenes at the begin-
ning of a sura."” Unlike biblical oaths the Quranic oath clusters do not function
as invocations of a supernatural power from outside of the text, but rather draw
their authority from their very linguistic force. The value claim of the early suras
is not yet grounded in an extratextual authority: one should speak here of a po-
etic rather than a theological truth claim.

The hymnic passages, characterized by parallelism, also follow a scheme of
repetition. In their attitude of thankfulness for divinely guaranteed safety and
preservation, they seem to form counterpoints to the eschatologically marked
texts with their dreadful projections of punishment, yet the argumentation that
accompanies them often leads similarly into eschatological trains of thought.

Toward the end of the early Meccan period, the consolations and exhorta-
tions, at first directed toward the proclaimer individually and positioned at the
conclusions of suras, give way to a new mode to confirm the truth claim of the

15. See Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 190-193; cf. below, 174-176.
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proclamation now involving the collective of hearers: the “affirmation of revela-
tion,” which will become the prevailing form of sura conclusion in the following
periods.

5.2.2 Elements of Form and Semantics
5.2.2.1 The Sura Beginning

Of the approximately thirty early Meccan suras, no less than fourteen begin with
an oath or an oath cluster.® This observation invites a closer treatment of the
oaths, firstly because typologically marked openings of literary compositions of
a shared genre often carry significance for the overall structure that goes beyond
their individual semantic value, as can be seen, for example, within pre-Quranic
Arabic literature in the opening of the ancient Arabic qasida, the nasib."” On the
other hand, the Qur’anic oaths deserve attention since they are controversial in
research: although the few available studies on the overall composition of early
Meccan suras do not yet allow conclusive judgments as to the function of the
introductory oaths, individual observations on these sura openings—supported
by indigenous traditions that are by no means warranted—have spawned far-
reaching hypotheses about the specific Prophet type of Muhammad. In particular,
on the basis of the sura-introductory oath clusters, whose rhetorical structure is
closely related to that of the pronouncements of the ancient Arabic seers and
soothsayers, the kuhhan, some have arrived at the conclusion that the early suras
might be seen as proclamations of this particular speaker type.'® In this argumen-
tation, a particular evidential power is assigned to the oath clusters, since these
clusters display an “obscurity of sense, which is everywhere more implicated than
executed”” In view of the insecure transmission of the few pronouncements of
the kuhhan that have been traced up to now from other sources, the comparison
itself cannot be verified. But it remains a desideratum to describe the types and
forms of oaths and oath clusters in the Qur’an as to their function in the Quranic
discourse.

It should be asserted at the outset that the discourse type “oath”—which taken
in the strict sense consists of only the verbal part of an act made up of both
words and particular symbolic gestures*—does not serve in the Qur’an as the

16. On the complex problems of Qur'anic oaths, see Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors”; Neuwirth, Studien
zur Komposition, 187-188; Robinson, Discovering the Quran, 102-103.

17. See Lichtenstidter, “Das Nasib”; Jacobi, Poetik der altarabischen Qaside; J. Stetkevych, Zephyrs of the Najd;
S. Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak; Montgomery, Vagaries of the Qasida.

18. This circular reasoning was expressed by Wellhausen, Reste, 135: “The most important documents for the
style of the Kahin are the oldest suras in the Qur'an.” Cf. further Watt, Bell’s Introduction to the Quran, 77-79; Paret,
Mohammed und der Koran, 24-25. Contrast the more reserved statement in Blachére, Introduction au Coran, 178-
179. A new attempt has been offered by Himeen-Anttila, “Arabian Prophecy;” 115-146, which constructs a kahin’s
career for the proclaimer of the Qurian.

19. Noldeke and Schwally, GdQ?, 75.

20. On the type of oath in the context of religious speech, cf. Heiler, Erscheinungsformen, 311-314; Lehmann,
“Biblical Oaths.”
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trigger for any magic effect or legal obligation, but is rather used exclusively as
an artistic, literary means to produce an emphatic effect. With this in mind, one
can give an account of its striking formal characteristics: first, the accumulation
of oath formulae, which often form a kind of rhythmical startup for the suras,
corresponding here to other types of stereotyped introductory clusters. That nei-
ther magical influence nor legal obligation is intended becomes evident from
the simple verbal formulation, which is limited to the naming of the oath object
(“by X”) and the oath pronouncement, without any other immanent compulsion
being expressed, usually phrased “inna X la-Y. Yet there are shared character-
istics between the literary oaths of the Qur'an and genuine—that is, binding—
oaths, first of all the particular relation between the two parts of the oath. Both
types of oaths draw for their assertion on the reference not on phenomena of
the everyday world surrounding the speaker but to phenomena of a different,
in most cases hierarchically superior realm. Genuine oaths do this in order to
summon these phenomena as guarantors or testimonies for the truth of the ensu-
ing pronouncements, while literary oaths, on the other hand, employ enigmatic
phenomena to give particular force to the unambiguity of their pronouncements.
Between the oath cluster itself and the pronouncements that require underscor-
ing lies a clear break not only syntactically but also semantically. As a rule it is
only the ensuing section to which the oath cluster connects semantically pro-
viding it with a structural or iconic matrix (“Bildmatrix”) for its pronouncements.

Three major groups of oath clusters emerge in the Qurian: (1) oaths by ani-
mate beings or phenomena not named explicitly (fa‘ilat oaths, “tableaux”): suras
100, 79, 77, 51, and 37; (2) oaths by sacred sites: suras 95, 90, and 52; and
(3) oaths by cosmic phenomena and times of the day and night: suras 93, 92,
91, 89, 86, 85—this last category also includes some oaths that occur within the
interior of suras.*

5.2.2.2 Oath Clusters as Tableaux

There are five introductory oath clusters that do not name their oath objects
with a distinct designation, but rather employ a metonymical use of the femi-
nine active plural participle, identified in Arabic grammar as fa'‘ilat. Not without
ambiguity, the verbs employed in the oath clusters communicate the impres-
sion of swift and violent movement (Q 100:1-3: wa I-‘adiyat dabha, “by the fast
runners’)* or violent action (Q 79: 1-4 wa-Il-nazi‘at gharqa, “by the violently
pulling”), contributing to a sensibly threatening tone. The frequent usage in the
Qur’an of this participle form for the metonymical paraphrase of a catastrophic
event, as for example al-gari‘a, “the knocker” (as herald of a natural catastrophe,
Q 101:1-3), gives additional frightening effect to the pronouncement, which

21. A discussion of all the oaths is offered in Neuwirth, “Der Horizont der Offenbarung.”
22. Sura 100 is discussed in chap. 10, 359-362, and chap. 12, 428-434.
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remains enigmatic in terms of its concrete accompanying circumstances. The
fa‘ilat series, in that they draw up entire tableaux in order to illustrate an onrush-
ing calamity through natural phenomena, can probably be best likened to a bib-
lical seer vision. An example is Q 77:1-7:

wa-l-mursalati ‘urfa
fa-1-‘asifati ‘agfa
wa-l-nashirati nashra
fa-l-farigati farqa
fa-mulqiyati dhikra
‘udhran aw nudhra

inna ma ti'adina la-waqi'

By those sent out in rows

Then violently roaring,

Then spreading out widely,

Then driving out from each other,

Then raining down reminding
Forgiveness or warning:

That which is threatened to you falls here.

The oath series (verses 1-6) draws a panorama of meteorological and natural phe-
nomena, the stormy movement of which is translated finally into a verbal warning
(verse 6), thus achieving a threatening introductory tone. One can imagine storms
as the subjects of the movements referred to in this oath series, and the objects of
nashirat, “spreading” and fariqat, “driving apart,” are most likely rain clouds; both of
these occur in a shared context also elsewhere (cf. Q 79:1-5). According to this in-
terpretation in the sense of forward-driving rain clouds—which is suggested by the
particular powers introduced only metonymically through qualification—the oath
cluster evinces the immediately comprehensible image of a directed and contin-
uous sequence of movement. What is surprising then is how, at the end of the series
(verses 5-6), the rain clouds are supposed to have the ability of verbal articulation
(dhikr, remembrance, ‘udhr “forgiveness,” nudhr, “warning”). Does this tableau, the
fa‘ilat forms of which are stereotypically bound up in the Qur'an with eschatological
connotations, conjure up the events of the Final Day, as in suras 100* and 79? Or, in
view of the connection of the movements of nature with verbal pronouncements, is
it an illustration of the communication process of the Qurianic message?

The oath pronouncement (verse 7) expresses explicitly the “coming down” of
the events announced in the oath series—in the image of the rain clouds driving
on the storm: inna-ma tu'adiina la-wagqi’, “that which is threatened to you falls
here” In view of the parallels, this threat is clearly eschatologically directed. Even

23. See the discussions of this sura, chap. 10, 359-362, and chap. 12 428-434.
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if the oath series, with its storm-driving clouds (verse 1) possessing violent move-
ment (verse 2) and destructive power (verse 4), does not function exclusively as
a prefiguration of eschatological events and the loosing of creation, but rather at
the same time reflects the dynamic of verbal communication between heaven and
earth, still their morphological form in the fa‘ilat structure evokes unmistakable
eschatological associations. The oath series thus persists in its double readability
as an evocative nature tableau functioning as an apocalyptical harbinger, and a
(super)natural image of the process of revelation. It is this ubiquitous subtext and
matrix of images that remains present throughout the entire sura.**

5.2.3 Oaths by Sacred Sites

In addition to these fa‘ilat oath clusters, we find a small group of oath series upon
particular sacralized sites (suras 95, 90, and 52), which serve to evoke the existing
knowledge of the hearers regarding the salvation historical meaning of the given
sites that is only hinted at in the oath; for example, the naming of Sinai to evoke
the revelation to Moses. These oaths not only serve as epitomized recollections of
revelation recalling salvific acts of God but also form a kind of subliminal argu-
ment, even when no direct logical relation to the oath pronouncement obtains. In
Qur’anic thought, divine care through self-revelation in history is tied to the ex-
hortation for fit human action that will become clear on the day of reckoning—the
oaths thus stand in service of an argumentation for the necessity and unavoidability
of the Final Day. This progression of ideas is formed, for example, in Q 52:1-8:

wa-l-tar

wa-kitabin mastir

ft raqqin manshir

wa-I-bayti I-ma ' miir
wa-I-saqfi I-marfi’
wa-l-bahri l-masjar

inna ‘adhaba rabbika la-waqi’
ma lahu min dafi’

By the mountain

and a writing, inscribed

on parchment, unrolled.

By the much-visited house,

and the roof raised high,

by the roaring sea.

The punishment of your lord arrives,
none can avert it.

24. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors,” 9-11.
25. Tbid., 13-18.



172 The Quran and Late Antiquity

The oath series evokes two scenes of divine self-revelation: Mount Sinai and
Mecca. Both are clearly recognizable as symbols, for they are bound to each other
by two further elements of monotheistic emblematics: written down, “codified”
writing, kitab mastir, and “parchment,” raqq, the material basis of writing. The
two sites are named indirectly, as in sura 95: Sinai is named through the Aramaic
term for mountain, fird, immediately recognizable as the holy mountain. Mecca
or its sanctuary is evoked in its function as pilgrimage site, bayt ma‘miir. The ho-
liness of both places is founded on the divine self-revelation that occurred histor-
ically on site, in which an obligation was imposed on mankind. In agreement with
the conventions of early Meccan texts, the primordial divine self-communication
(verses 1-4) is bound up with the idea of the beginning of creation, which in this
symbolically laden context is evoked through two images culled from the cosmic
arena: the firmament of heaven and the sea (verses 5-6). The conceptual combi-
nation of divine creation and teaching is, as elsewhere, the precondition for the
idea of eschatological resolution and rendering account, so that with the naming
of both an expectation is awoken in the hearers. Its fulfillment is not delayed, as
in the two other suras that begin with the same sequence of creation teaching,
suras 95 and 90, but rather the threat of punishment is immediately expressed in
the oath pronouncement itself (verses 7-8).

5.2.3.1 Oaths by Heavenly Phenomena

The third and most extensive group of oath series are oaths by heavenly phe-
nomena,” by times of day or, more frequently, night. These oaths stand in no
direct, unambiguous connection to what follows immediately. They are neither
projections of catastrophe nor expressions of the double thought-figure creation-
teaching/dissolution of the cosmos-accounting, but rather often thematize times
of prayer service, as Q 93:1 al-duha, “the bright day;” or Q 89:1 al-fajr, “the sun-
rise;” and Q 103:1 al-‘asr, “the late afternoon,” which have to be assumed as prayer
times by the early Meccan period.” References to the night can frequently be
understood as references to the vigils of the proclaimer and his community.
Moreover, these oath objects are often exploited hermeneutically: they are bound
respectively to oppositional or complementary pairs, and in some cases bring out
the ambivalent oppositionality of the elements of creation, as in sura 91, or, in
other cases, the balance of creation, which also implies the contradictory strife of
human inclinations, as Q 92:1-4, 5-13:

wa-I-layli idha yaghsha
wa-I-nahari idha tajalla
wa-ma khalaqa I-dhakara wa-I-untha

26. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors,” 18-28.
27. Rubin, “Morning and Evening Prayers”; cf. chap. 6, 215-217.
28. Cf. chap. 3, 132-135.
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inna sa‘'yakum la-shatta

fa-amma man a’ta wa-ttaqa

wa-saddaqa bi-l-husna

fa-sa-nuyassiruhu li-lI-yusra

wa-amma man bakhila wa-staghna
wa-kadhdhaba bi-l-husna
fa-sa-nuyassiruhu li-I-'usra

wa-ma yughni ‘anhu maluhu idha taradda
inna ‘alayna la-1-huda

wa-inna land la-1-akhirata wa-1-ila

By the night, when it covers everything
and the day, when it shines bright.

By Him, who created male and female.
Your striving is disparate.

He who gives and is God-fearing

and recognizes the most beautiful as true,
for him we ease his way to easiness.

But he who is greedy and proudly repellent
and lies about the most beautiful,

for him we ease his way to hardship.

His possessions will not help him when he plummets.
The guidance is only with us

and to us only belongs the first and last.

The oath series (verses 1-3) begins with the naming of the night, the time of the
vigil,” which is bound by verse 2 to the oppositional pairing day/night. Then fol-
lows, as a further pair of contrasts, the naming of the two genders willed by the
creator as such. These oppositions, immanent in creation, prepare the central pro-
nouncement of the sura, the reality of the morally differing directions of human
striving, with which the hearers are directly confronted in verse 4: “Your striving
is disparate” The two elementary contrasting pairs of the oath series, day/night
and male/female, prove to be the structural matrix for the “contradictoriness of
the strivers” that is unfolded in the subsequent confrontation of the pious and the
proud (verses 5-13). Verses 5-7 and 8-10 draw up a double image of the morally
and liturgically approved and of those deficient in both respects, whereby the
negative wing of the image (verses 8-10) is strengthened through verses 11-13
by a proportionally balanced extension (verses 11-13). The righteous behavior as
well as the misconduct are twofold: they are manifest in social conduct (verses 5
and 8) and in belief/unbelief in the hereafter (verses 6 and 9). The punishment of

29. On the proclaimer’s vigils, see chap. 2, 71-73.
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the damned emphasizes the frailness of supposed human power, and once again
refers the decisive oppositional pair, the here and the hereafter (verse 13), to God
alone. (An additional second part of the sura follows, which again takes up the
theme of the vigil that is evoked in the oath series.)

In addition to this characteristic of providing an image or structural matrix for
the wider sura text, the inner dynamic of the oath series has been highlighted.*
It results from the accumulation of parallel syntactical elements, which form a
rhythmic buildup, and then shapes the hearers” expectations, through the amass-
ing of image elements, into a resolution of the images into explicit proclamations.
It is no accident that it is this type of expressive sura introduction from which the
characteristic initial image of later suras finally developed: the writing, al-kitab.
The “writing” or the “scripture” is thus the only relic from among a complex en-
semble of the manifold accessories of revelation originally comprising complex
cosmic, vegetative, topographic, and cultic-social elements.

5.2.3.2 Eschatological Scenes and Processes

While oath clusters allude to eschatological events only in the case of the fa‘ilat-
series, and there only indirectly, this eschatological reference is the rule in an-
other type of early Meccan sura introductions: the idha-phrase clusters, that is,
the array of “if (one day)” phrases: it forms the first verse cluster of an ensemble
that consists in total of three parts, comprising an “eschatological scenario,” an
“eschatological process,” and a “double image” or “diptych”* Eschatological
prophecies are introduced as a rule by short, linked rows of idha . . . (“if one
day . . ”) followed by subject and predicate, which thematize the events of the
Final Day, that is, the loosing of the cosmos and the waking of the dead (e.g., in
Q99:1-3, Q 84:1-5, and Q 77:8-11). They form an “eschatological scenario” that
is continued by an “eschatological process,” the display of human behavior on the
Final Day. In some cases, the idha sentences are not limited to natural or cosmic
phenomena but include also preparations for the scenario of judgment, such as
the erection of the throne, the blowing of the trumpets, and the opening of the
books, as in Q 81:1-14:%

idha l-shamsu kuwwirat
wa-idha I-nujimu nkadarat
wa-idha l-jibalu suyyirat
wa-idha l-‘isharu ‘uttilat
wa-idha l-wuhiishu hushirat
wa-idha I-biharu sujjirat

30. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors,” 31-32.

31. On the eschatological elements, see in detail Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 190-193; Robinson,
Discovering the Quran, 105-106.

32. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 221.
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wa-idha l-nufisu zuwwijat
wa-idha l-maw’tidatu su’ilat
bi-ayyi dhanbin qutilat
wa-idha I-suhufu nushshirat
wa-idha l-sama’u kushitat
wa-idha l-jahimu su“irat
wa-idha l-jannatu uzlifat
‘alimat nafsun ma ahdarat

When the sun is rolled up

and the stars cease to shine

when the mountains are made to move
when the pregnant camels are left alone
and wild animals are herded

when the seas overflow

when souls are put in pairs

and the hidden is asked

for what sin she was murdered

when scrolls are unfolded

and the sky is removed

when hellfire is kindled

and the garden is brought near,

then a soul will know what it accomplished.

The two-part sura is filled out with two exactly equal parts of eschatology and
polemic, respectively. The first part (verses 1-14) is made up of a single idha
cluster with following pronouncements. The cluster, consisting of twelve snap-
shot images, is unfolded in pairs. The first pair thematizes catastrophic cosmic
changes of sun and stars (verses 1-2). What follows is a pronouncement about
the earth, followed by its correlate, the sea (verses 3 and 6, which follow later due
to a displacement of the verse). A further pair (verses 4-5) focuses on scenes of
the Bedouin lifeworld, which is presented as a “topsy-turvy world”: following the
convincing interpretation of Nicolai Sinai, the pregnant camels, which are partic-
ularly valuable as livestock, are left unattended, and therefore come into danger,
while wild isolated animals, which otherwise move on their own, are grouped
into herds. This is followed by a depiction of humankind (verses 7-9), whose
souls are re united with their bodies; in this restoration of mankind, carefully
kept secrets come to light, as in the case of the guiltlessly murdered and buried
newborn girl, who is introduced as an interrogator (verses 8-9)**—this too is
clearly a Bedouin reference. It is only here that the preparation for the judgment

33. Wa'd, “burying alive,” was practiced in impoverished Bedouin societies to dispose of unwanted female
progeny.



176  The Quran and Late Antiquity

begins, with the unrolling of the register of deeds (verse 10) and the raising of
the curtain: the sky is “taken away,” to clear the stage for the judgment (verse 11).
Finally, the two places in which the blessed and the damned will make their stay
are prepared or “brought near” (verses 12 and 13).

Following this highly dramatic idha cluster, which is formed through such
strong parallelisms and which is unique due to the featuring of animals not men-
tioned elsewhere in eschatological scenarios, the pronouncement is performed,
limited to just one verse, consummating the significant pathos that has accumu-
lated from the long preceding sequence. It is all the more emphatic because it
yokes its word order chiastically to that of the preceding verses. While in the oath
series the verb stood at the end and formed the rhyme, it now stands at the begin-
ning and thus carries the stress of the verse; in this way, the thought of wisdom
or insight obtains special emphasis: ‘alimat nafsun ma ahdarat, “a soul knows
what it has accomplished” (verse 14). The cluster offers an impressive rhythmic
buildup to the final pronouncement, which consists in the laying open of the
knowledge of man about his earthly conduct. Beneath this, as a subtext, we can
make out a polemical confrontation with the Bedouin world known from heroic
poetry, which is inserted through the negative image of the buried girl.

In place of idha we can also find yawma, “on the day when” (e.g., in Q 101:4-5,
Q 79:6-7). The idha/yawma clusters are followed formally by a sentence of the
type “then only [occurs],” the so-called eschatological process, which imagines
the psychic condition (Q 81:14) and behavior of man experiencing the apoca-
lyptic situation and illuminates the division of mankind into groups of blessed
and damned. Here, in place of a description, can also occur an exclamation of
woe (Q 52:9-12) or an address to the damned (Q 52:13-16).

5.2.3.3 Double Images, “Diptychs”

The concluding descriptions of the hereafter that then follow bring into the pic-
ture the blessed who are granted paradise after the judgment and those who are
damned to punishment in hell.** These elements are clearly divided into two cor-
responding parts. Introduced by stereotyped formulas such as fa-amma . . . fa-,
“as for the (x), the (x) are”; wa-amma . . . fa-, “but as for the (y), the (y) are”
(Q 101:6-7; 8-9, Q 92:5-7; 8-10) or wujihun yawma'idhin X. . . wujithin
yawma'idhin Y. . . “Some faces on that day are X, other faces that day are Y” (Q
80:38-39; 40-42), they contrast the situation of the blessed in the gardens of par-
adise with that of the damned in hellfire. It is striking that both utopian images
are heavily laden with metaphors, and together they form a double image, the
parts of which show either exactly equal verses or proportional verse numbers to
each other—so, for example, in the cited example: Q 92:4-7 and 8-10 together
with 11-13. As such, they recall the contrasting images of the two scenes of the

34. Cf. chap. 7, 257-263, and chap. 12, 441-444, where a further example is discussed.
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hereafter in early Christian iconography, and could be described as a kind of
diptych. Not rarely, these diptychs include recollections of the earthly behavior
of men. In these cases flashbacks follow that provide a justification for the ver-
dict, but which occasionally may turn into direct attacks on the opponents of
the proclaimer. They serve for the most part to enumerate vices that are to be
avoided (cf. the “vice catalogue,” e.g., in Q 75:31-33, Q 83:29-33) and virtues to
be imitated (cf. the “virtue catalogue,” e.g., in Q 51:16-19). Such descriptions of
the lot of the judged in the hereafter and the virtue and vice catalogues may also
occur unconnected to the double images. As an example of a double image with
a flashback to the earthly behavior of the judged and a kind of vice catalogue, we
present Q 69:19-24, 25-32, 33-37:

fa-amma man dtiya kitabahu bi-yaminih
fa-yaqilu ha'umu qra’ kitabiyah

inni zanantu inni mulaqin hisabiyah
fa-huwa fi ‘ishatin radiyah

fi jannatin “aliyah

qutifuha daniyah

kulit wa-shrabii hant an

bi-ma aslaftum fi l-ayyami I-khaliyah
wa-amma man titiya kitabahu bi-shimalih
fa-yaqilu ya laytani lam dta kitabiyah
wa-lam adri ma hisabiyah

ya laytaha kanati I-qadiyah

ma aghna ‘anni maliyah

halaka ‘anni sultaniyah

khudhithu fa-ghullith

thumma l-jahima sallih

thumma fi silsilatin dhar‘uha sab‘tina dhira‘an fa-slukith
innahu kana la yu minu bi-llahi I-'azim
wa-la yahuddu ‘ala ta‘ami l-miskin
fa-laysa lahu l-yawma hahuna hamim
wa-1a ta'amun illa min ghislin

la ya'kulithu illa I-khati tin

He who is handed his register in his right hand will say:
“Here it is! Take my register and read it to me.

I thought I was to meet my reckoning”

He shall have a life of contentment

in a lofty garden

whose pickings are within reach.

“Eat and drink in good health,

because of your former deeds in days gone by”
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And he who is handed his register in his left hand will say:
“I wish I had not been handed my register,

nor known my reckoning!

If only my death had been final! My wealth does not help;
My power has collapsed around me”

Seize him and shackle him,

then scorch him in hell,

then lash him in chains, seventy arms in length.

He did not believe in God, the most powerful,

and did not encourage the feeding of the poor!

So today here he has no friend

and no food but the dirty water of hell,

which only sinners drink.

Sura 69 begins with the announcement of a punishment, which is first exemplified
by the fates of the destroyed peoples (verses 1-12). The second part of the sura
(verses 13-37) is filled out eschatologically. The apocalyptic event is announced
by a trumpet blast (verse 13); shakings of earth and mountains follow (verses
14-16). The splitting of the heavens (verse 16) opens the stage for the entrance
of angels, who carry the throne of the divine judge, and the entrance of men who
themselves will be judged. The assignment of the judged among the blessed or
the damned (verses 19-37) is shown through the handing over of their register of
deeds (kitab, verse 19, 25), from which they take away their “accounting” (hisab,
verse 20, 25). The concluding double image of the judged first inserts the fate of
the blessed (verses 19-24), to whom is granted the stay in a garden with ample
fruits, accompanied by welcoming and appreciative speeches. The negative part
of the double image (verses 25-32) depicts the punishment that is readied for
the thoughtless, who are not prepared for the judgment: torture and hellfire. This
part is expanded into an exhortation to the guards of hell and a flashback, so that
the description of the damned occupies the doubled space of that of the blessed.
The different treatments of the judged contrasted in this double image—the
pleasantries of the blessed (gardens, rich meals, friendly speech) set against the
excessive torment of the damned (chaining and penalty by fire, and finally nau-
seating meals) presuppose familiarity with earlier, more detailed descriptions.
In this double image, belonging already to the end of the early Meccan period,
we see a contrast above all of the inner attitudes of the blessed ones, who have
directed their lives toward God’s judgment, with that of the damned, whose dis-
obedience to divine authority is connected to their neglect of social duties—this
results in the end in satisfaction for one and regret for the other.

5.2.4 Narratives: Lessons from History

Early Meccan suras often refer back to abandoned sites that were apparently occu-
pied in the past by prospering societies, whose downfall, manifest in the collapse
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of buildings and irrigation systems, is identified not as due to natural catastro-
phes but as punishment for the unbelief of the occupants and the rejection of
the divine messengers sent to them (see for example Q 91:11-15, Q 85:4-8, Q
51:24-46). The places that remain behind in a demolished state, which in part
appear as already familiar to the hearers, are presented as collective monuments,
lieux de mémoire, illustrating an order willed by God, according to which human
misbehavior attracts divine punishment and eventually also annihilation. Josef
Horovitz, who investigated the Qurlanic stories according to historical, narra-
tive, and linguistic criteria, speaks aptly of “punishment legends” Here, we can
make an elementary distinction between stories that are filled out with narrative
details (in suras 105, 91, 79, 68, and 51) and mere evocations of stories presumed
already familiar (in suras 85, 89, 69, 51, 53, and 73). Suras 89, 69, 51, and 53
present examples of the minimal form of the “list” It should be emphasized that
longer narratives, often introduced with formulas such as hal atdka hadith . . .,
“has the news reached you of . . . ;” are also assumed to be familiar, or at least sug-
gested to be so. In these narratives, what occurs is less a communication than a
re-presentation. Q 89:6-14 offers a narrative sequence:

a-lam tara kayfa fa'ala rabbuka bi-'Ad
Irama dhati I-‘imad

allati lam yukhlaq mithluha fi I-bilad
wa-Thamiida lladhina jabii I-sakhra bi-l1-wad
wa-Fir'‘awna dhi l-awtad

alladhina taghaw fi I-bilad

fa-akthari fiha I-fasad

fa-sabba ‘alayhim rabbuka sawta ‘adhab
inna rabbaka la-bi-1-mirsad

Have you not seen how your Lord dealt with ‘Ad,

with Iram of the pillars,

who had no equal in the land

and with Thamud, who hewed into the rock in the valley,
and with Pharaoh the lord of the poles,

who were defiant in the land

and wrought so much havoc.

Your Lord poured out a flood of punishment over them.
Truly, your Lord is lurking!

The recollection of the punishment legends is preceded by an oath on liturgi-
cally relevant times (verses 1-5), to which this narrative follows immediately, in
the position of an oath pronouncement. It develops—in continuation of the idea
of the “relevant times” from the oath series—the idea of the fatefully decisive

35. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, 1-77.
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time. Earlier societies, in full possession of the material signs of earthly greatness,
did not recognize their decisive chance, their kairos, and fell to a divine verdict
of punishment. Verses 6-14 bring together, under the theme of divine evalua-
tion, the fates of three ancient peoples presented as defiant and destructive, as the
formal introduction already announces (verse 6): a-lam tara kayfa fa'ala rabbuka
bi-X, “Have you not seen, how your Lord has dealt with X?” The retribution that
overtakes them is pronounced in a metaphor: fa-sabba ‘alayhim rabbuka sawta
‘adhab, “for your Lord poured out a flood of punishment over them” (verse 13).
The addressed hearers (verses 17-20), standing in an equally decisive time, must
keep in mind not to miss the assignment that is set to them.

It is striking that it is through the Qur’anic stories drawn from history, no
less than the enumeration of great divine deeds in creation, that the value of
“signs,” ayat, is measured. Equally to such enumerations, the stories point to his
omnipotence, which also includes the power to awaken the dead. The narra-
tives are thus involved, either explicitly or implicitly, in an argument about the
theological point in dispute among the hearers: of the resurrection. This kind
of embedding of the narratives into an argument, which later becomes fre-
quent, in the early Meccan suras is not yet linked explicitly to the term “signs.”*
Instead, what occurs are introductory formulas of warning such as “Have you
not seen. . . ,” which prod the listener to think about the testimony of his eyes
or his memory.

It should be emphasized that all the major narratives occurring in the early
Meccan period are structured into halves, so that two equal main parts are
yielded: in sura 79 six to six verses, in sura 51 seven to seven, and in sura 68 nine
to nine. Apparently, the intended function here is as mnemotechnic aids for the
reciter.

5.2.5 Hymnic

A distinction should be made between “pure hymns,” that is, texts in which God
is praised for His own sake out of man’s feeling of dependency and gratitude,
and those paraenetic texts in which the praise and admiration of God’s omnipo-
tence and deeds primarily offers a threat against the high-handed, or a “sign” and
warning to men of understanding.”’

One might regard sura 106 as the oldest nucleus of a pure Qurlanic hymn; the
two similar sura beginnings Q 87:1-5 and 96:1-5 then appear as its direct exten-
sion. In both texts, the understanding of the liturgical word granted by God to
man is expressed already as qur'an. Q 87:1-8:

36. For discussion of the punishment legends, see chap. 3, 131-135.
37. See Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 192-195; Robinson, Discovering the Quran, 109-110; Baumstark,
“Gebetstypus.”



Sura Structures and Chronology 181

sabbihi sma rabbika I-‘ala

alladhi khalaqa fa-sawwa

wa-lladhi qaddara fa-hada

wa-lladht akhraja I-mar‘a

fa-ja‘alahu ghuthd an ahwa
sa-nuqri' uka fa-la-tansa

illa ma sha’a llahu

innahu ya'lamu l-jahra wa-ma yakhfa
wa-nuyassiruka li-I-yusra

Glorify the name of your Lord, the highest,

who creates and forms

who measures and guides

who produces the pastures

and makes them dark chaff.

We will have you read, and you will not forget
except what God wants

He knows what is in the open and what concealed.
We shall ease your way toward ease.

The sura begins with a call to the praise of God (verse 1), which then leads
into a hymn (verses 2-5) composed of three parallel predicates introduced by
alladhi, “who?” God is praised as the Creator, who forms man, measures his up-
keep, and guides him rightly. But God’s life-giving attention, his bringing forth
of spring pastures, provides no safety, for he lets the life of nature be erased
again in the sequence of the seasons and thus, as one can adduce from ancient
Arabic poetry, repeatedly shakes the society of the nomadic tribes brought to-
gether by the flourishing of nature in the winter and spring. God is also the
lord of time, the cyclical natural sequence of which does not follow fate—as in
ancient Arabic poetry—but rather God’s will. The hymnic enumeration of the
divine bounties thus ends in a remembrance of loss that is familiar from the
poetry, but which has now been detached from its pessimistic thrust, in that it
is divinely willed. After this accumulation of titles of power, the divine voice
turns, as if to authorize the hymn, and promises communication to the pro-
claimer, that is, further divine communication: with verses 6-8, the hymn turns
suddenly into a address of God to the reciter, to whom help in memorizing
the received speech is ensured and salvation in the hereafter is promised. The
promised safeguarding against forgetting (verse 6) underlines the preservation
of integrity demanded for the transmission of the text. The partial taking back
of divine assurance, added later in the form of a formula of exception, is per-
haps based on an experience of the unsustainability of this project experienced
in the intervening time.
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On the other hand, those hymns that have a polemical function, the “polem-
ical ayat,” are already discernible from their formal introductions. They begin, for
example, with an emphatic prompting, fa-I-yanzuril-insanu ila . . ., “Man should
look to .. (Q 86: 5, Q 80:24), or more frequently with rhetorical questions such
as a-fa-la yanzuriina, “Do they not see?” (Q 88:17), a-lam naj'al, “Have we not
designed?” (Q 78:6, Q 77:25), or a-yahsabu l-insan, “Does man think perhaps”
(Q 75:27). In one instance, the rhetorical question even precedes a formula of
damning: qutila I-insanu ma akfarah “Damned be man, how unthankful he is!”
(Q 80:17).

5.2.6 Encouragement to the Proclaimer and Polemic

As speeches of consolation, we can name above all the complete suras 94 and
93. Two further verse groups console specifically about attacks from the unbe-
lievers: Q 68:1-7, in which the end of the verse group is shored up with a dox-
ology, and Q 70:5-7, which is held together by shared rhyme.

The calls that exhort the proclaimer to worship, recitation, and praise of God
are located most frequently at sura endings and beginnings, such as in Q 52:48-
49, exhortation to patience in Q 53:62, 56:74, 69:52, 73:1-4, 74:7, 87:1, 96:1-3,
and 96:19; calls to proclamation in Q 51:55 and 52:29; calls to praise of God in Q
84:24, 87:9, 88:21, and 93:11.

Exhortations to patience, also already integrated into polemical pronounce-
ments, are frequent, as in Q 51:54, 52:48, 68:8-9, 68:10, 68:48-50, 73:10, 74:7,
and 86:17.

Some polemical elements carry clear formal markers. Pronouncements of woe
according to the formula waylun li- . . . alladhi . . ., “Woe to . . ., who. .., occur
for example in Q 107:4-7 and in 83:1-3, where a threat of the Final Day follows.
In Q 83:10 and Q 52:11, waylun has the function of the direct introduction of
eschatological verse groups, waylun yawma'idhin li-l-mukadhdhibin/kadhibin,
“Woe on that day to the liars” In Q 51:60, fa-waylun introduces the closing verse.

As damning formulas, we find in Q 80:17 qutila, “Be damned,” and in Q 111:1
tabbat yada, “May the hands wither” In the last case, what follows is a mockery of
the attacked that is closely derived from poetic models and concerns punishment
with hellfire (lahab, “flame”) (Q 111:1-5):

tabbat yada Abi Lahabin wa-tabb

ma aghna ‘anhu maluhu wa-ma kasab
sa-yasla naran dhata lahab
wa-mra'tuhu hammalata I-hatab

fi jidiha hablun min masad

38. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 196, 200-201. Cf. also Robinson, Discovering the Quran, 109-110, 122.



Sura Structures and Chronology 183

Withered should be the hands of Aba Lahab! And he himself!
Of no use to him will be his possessions and what he has gained.
He will burn in a fire that flames high!

And his wife—carrier of firewood!—

Around her neck is a braid of palm fibers.

As August Fischer already recognized in 1937,” the sura represents an early
Qur’anic example of ancient Arabic invective, hija’. While other Quranic invec-
tives aim at groups of opponents, in this sura the attack aims at an individual op-
ponent, who is prominent enough to be harmed by the threatened loss of his legal
capacity—the right hand is required for swearing. Though his identity remains
unrevealed in the Qur’an, it must be a man who, along with his wife, is of noble
origin, for the social downgrading of his wife that we meet in the text and which
is not located only in the eschatological future but rather, as is suggested by the
direct address, in the present imagination of the speaker indicates a privileged
position for the couple. The reversal of the image of the neck of the woman hung
with jewels, celebrated equally in ancient Arabic poetry and Hellenistic iconog-
raphy alike, by the materially worthless and socially stigmatizing mark of a slave
woman represents an attack on the private life of the couple.

Threatening speeches are recognizable through characteristic phrasings. Either
attention is drawn to the disapproved by a-ra’ayta lladhi, “Have you seen the one
who” (Q 107:1-3, 96:9-18, 53:33-37), or God announces that he himself will take
over their punishment: dharni, “Leave to me” (Q 74:11-17, 73:10-18). The evil
are warned of, fa-la tuti'i l-mukadhdhibin, “So do not obey the liars” (Q 69:8),
or fa-tawalla ‘anhum “So turn from them” (Q 51:54). Accusations are simply
observed (for example in Q 105:1-2: “Do you see not, how your Lord . . .? Has he
not . . . your cunning?), or more often strengthened with emphatic exclamations
such as kalla, “no!” and bal “nay rather” (Q 89:17-20, 87:16-17, 82:9, 75:20-21).

The defense of the Qurlan performance against those who despise it repre-
sents a special case of polemic. These parts most often form the conclusion to
a sura and show the following characteristic opening phrases: fa-ma lahum la
yu'minan, “What is with them that they do not believe?” (Q 84:20-23), fa-ma
li-lladhina kafarii qibalaka muhti‘in, “What is with the unbelievers, that they
stretch their neck to you?” (Q 70:36-44), fa-ma lahum ‘ani I-tadhkirati mu'ridin,
“What is with them that they turn away from the reminder? (Q 74:49-55), fa-
ayna tadhhabin, “Where are you going?” (Q 81:26-28), a-bi-hadha I-hadithi
antum ta'jabiin, “Are you amazed by this communication?” (Q 53:59-61).

As positive counterparts to this, we find confirmations of the character of the
revelation of the Qur’an, which are formulated more freely. The announcements

39. See Fischer, Wert der vorhandenen Koran-Ubersetzungen. On hija’ in general, see van Gelder, The Bad and
the Ugly.
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of revelation—to be interpreted, with Nicolai Sinai, as its own category—explain
the origin, authority, and function of the Qurianic proclamation. They frequently
show a “free-floating” pronominal reference to the Quran: in huwa illa dhikrun
li-1-‘alamin, “It is nothing but a reminder to mankind” (Q 81:25-28; cf. 81:19-21,
80:11-16, and 51:23, 53:4).

5.2.7 Initiating Questions

A particular characteristic of Qurianic argumentation is the employment of
an “iniating question.” Such questions phrased as wa-ma adraka ma X, “What
makes you know what is X?”—posed after mentioning a newly introduced con-
cept or image X that is generally unfamiliar—serve to emphatically stress the
novelty of the concept by means of a delay of the progression of discourse. What
follows then for the most part is not a concise explanation, but rather a contextu-
alization of the questioned word within eschatology. With the three exceptions of
Q 86:2-3, 90:12-16, and 97:2-4, all the initiating questions refer to eschatology.
Two initiating questions are found in the short sura 101 (verses 1-3, 4-11):*

al-qari‘ah

ma l-qari‘ah

wa-ma adraka ma l-qari‘ah

yawma yakinu I-nasu ka-I-farashi I-mabthuth
wa-takinu I-jibalu ka-I-‘ihni I-manfiish
fa-amma man thaqulat mawazinuh
fa-huwa fi ‘ishatin radiyah

wa-amma man khaffat mawazinuh
fa-ummuhu hawiyah

wa-ma adraka ma hiyah

narun hamiyah

The knocker

What is the knocker?

What makes you know what is the knocker?
On a day when mankind will be like scattering moths
when the mountains will be like ruffled wool,
then he whose scales are heavy

will have a full life.

But he whose scales are light

his mother is the pit.

Do you know what that is?

Burning fire.

40. On this, see Sells, “Sound and Meaning”
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With the repetition of the onomatopoetic al-gari‘a three times in rhyme position,
the catastrophe, which announces itself through knocking, is summoned. The
first “initiating question,™! about its nature (verses 2-3), remains unanswered,
but it awakens the expectation of a particularly relevant communication. An es-
chatological scenario is presented as an explanation (verses 4-5: two conditional
phrases), drawing the apocalyptic tableau of a cosmos that is coming loose. The
“knocker” is thus to be understood as a heralding of this event. The catastrophic
event is demonstrated on the one hand by the disintegrating structure of human
society and on the other hand by the collapse of landscapes that had seemed
stable. Both similes not only shrink men to the measure of insects and turn
mountains to formless masses but draw drastic images of a world turned upside-
down: both the firmness of mountains and the aloofness of man in family groups
are topoi of ancient Arabic poetry and figure in early Meccan suras as signs of the
power of divine creation. The eschatological scenario leads into a scene of judg-
ment (verses 7-9), represented by the twice-named symbol of the scales, which is
given special highlighting through its position in rhyme, made possible only by
a break of the rhyme scheme. After this, the just and the damned are submitted
to opposing evaluations: while the just receive the unambiguous prophecy of a
fulfilled life, the fate of the damned is at first kept hidden in fog by a threatening
and enigmatic metaphor, until, after a second initiating question increasing the
tension (verses 10-11), it is unveiled as hellfire. This second initiating question
again first brings the procession of ideas to a halt by means of an especially im-
portant and yet ambiguous statement, in order to draw the hearers’ attention. Its
answer, as usual, is not an actual clarification of matters but rather a picturing of
the consequences of the situation that was evoked. *2

5.2.8 Later Additions

Additions to the early Meccan texts,” which originate in later periods, can have
various functions and assume different forms. A frequent type is the mitigation
of a verdict, a formal addition of the form illa X, “except X, or “but otherwise
for X” (Q 103:3, 95:6, and 84:25: ill lladhina amanii wa-'amili I-salihati lahum
ajrun ghayru mamniin, “except for those who believe and do good deeds, for
them is unstinted reward”). Behind the exemptions seem to stand the attempts of

41. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 232.

42. Verse 9, ummuhu hawiya (literally: “his mother is given over to the fall;” so that hawiya is to be under-
stood as an adjective), can also be understood as a euphemistic paraphrase, meaning doom. Similarly, the meta-
phorical meaning of umm could possibly be “home, haven,” so that hawiya would then represent a neologism. The
double meaning is probably intended. For the translation, which can only express one meaning, the more logically
smooth rendition, “haven,” is preferable. The unfamiliar appellative hawiya is understood by Torrey, “Three Difficult
Passages,” as an Arabization of the Hebr. howa, “doom” (Is 47:11, Eze 7:26). The wording, however, appears rather
as a Qurianic ad-hoc creation, a neologism.

43. See Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 201-203, and now Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation,
153-160.
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the hearers to be explicitly excepted from the assignation to negative categories,
which is a clear index of the repeated recitation of early Meccan texts in later
phases of communal formation. On the other hand, a sura that sounds all too
threatening can be made more bearable through conciliatory additions. An ex-
ample is Q 70:1-7:*

sa’ala sa’ilun bi-‘adhabin waqi’

li-1-kafirina laysa lahu dafi’

mina llahi dhi I-ma‘arij

ta‘ruju I-mald’ikatu wa-l-rithu ilayhi

fi yawmin kana migdaruhu khamsina alfa sanah
fa-sbir sabran jamilan

innahum yarawnahu ba‘ida

wa-tarahu qariba

A questioner questioned the imminent punishment
—nothing can keep it from the unbelievers—

from God the Lord of the ladders

to whom the angels and the spirit ascend

in a day that spans fifty thousand years.

So have patience for the time being!

They see it in the distance

but we see it quite near.

The sura begins with an actual question, about the point in time of the arrival
of the threatened punishment (cf. Q 77:7; 69:15, 52:7-8, 51:5-6), which is then
dismissed with the mere mention of its inevitability. The punishment is imposed
by God, the “Lord of the ladders” If one understands this predication, which
occurs only once in the Qur’an, in agreement with the threatening context (verses
5-7), then one would have to think of ma‘arij as the ladders knotted from fraying
ropes in the Christian image tradition, across which those awakened from death
go over the abyss into heaven, so that only the good are safe from falling into
the abyss—a conception which is also reflected in the traditional Islamic siraf
image of a rope ladder stretched across an abyss, which occurs in later literature.*
Without the addition of verse 4, the introductory part is a threat of judgment that
seamlessly leads into an eschatological scenario (verses 8-18). The threatening
tone is upheld in the rest of the sura, in which only a catalogue of virtues (verses

44. A detailed interpretation is offered in Sinai, Studien zur friihen Koraninterpretation, 154-156.

45. It is worth noting that both interpretations of the stepladder have found impressive iconographical mani-
festations: the slender stepladder, which gives passage to those awakened on doomsday and reaching to the redemp-
tive “other side,” is used as a means of threat both in Byzantine iconography and in later Islamic folklore (sirar). As
against that, Jacob’s ladder, which is not explicitly mentioned in the Quran, symbolizes the connection between
heaven and earth. It lives forth as an allegory for Mary in Byzantine iconography.
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23-35) temporarily strikes a conciliatory tone.* It may have been that this dark
mood was considered difficult to bear, and in any case it was supplemented with
verse 4, which, with its extra length and citing of a number, clearly breaks the
frame, and which replaces the image of the “testing ladder” with the conciliatory
scenario. The insertion of the climbing up and down of angels, a later associa-
tion, and the “spirit” al-riih, causes the reinterpretation of the third verse from
a threat of eschatological punishment into a proof of divine favor, in a similar
formulation as the equally ambivalent laylat al-qadr in Q 97:4. The expansion in
form to a two-part verse belongs to the middle Meccan period, in which verses
of this length are frequent and where an entire sura (Q 37) is largely devoted to
the angels. An encouragement to the Prophet closes the first part of sura 70. The
exhortation to be patient that closes the first part (verses 5-7) flows into a po-
larizing statement, which makes the belief in the final day, “the punishment,” a
criterion for the distinction between a “we” binding the speaker and community
and a “they” of the “others”

5.3 THE LINGUISTIC FORM OF THE SURAS
5.3.1 Formal-Structural Elements: Rhyme

One of the mediums of presentation that most strongly characterizes the lin-
guistic register of the early Qur’an is the aural correspondence between discourse
elements that exists between the ends of individual units of speech.” In Western
Arabic studies, this is usually designated as “rhyme,” although Islamic Qur’an
studies reserves the term “rhyme,” gdfiya, for poetry and for the Qurian speaks
simply of a “divider;” fasila. In fact, Quranic rhyme follows its own formal rules
that are independent from poetry. On the other hand, as Theodor Noldeke al-
ready stressed,”® the Qurianic rhyme is not to be simply equated with the prose
rhyme of saj’, rhymed prose, in that the Qurian, unlike saj’ prose, does not
“rhyme” only identical consonants but also merely related and later even essen-
tially different consonants. The evaluation of rhyme as exclusively ornamental,
which, since N6ldeke, has long held sway, has obscured the fact that in a literary
genre in which the rhyme changes, rhyme can be applied functionally as a me-
dium of composition. In fact, in the Qurian, the change of rhyme is not arbitrary,
nor does it principally point to a secondary composition. A detailed description
and classification of Qur’anic rhyme, presented in 1981, makes possible a secure
evaluation of the rhyme structures in the Qur’an texts.*

46. Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 213.

47. See in detail in Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 67-115.

48. Noldeke, GdQ, 1:37.

49. See the tables on the rhyme structure of the Meccan suras in Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, from 90.
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As the means of rhyme change is applied more frequently and consistently in
the early Meccan time than later, and often serves to produce particular rhetor-
ical effects, it is worthwhile to illustrate the range of rhyme changes in the early
Meccan suras through the example of Q 80:33-42:

Eschatological scenery (cosmic catastrophe):
fa-idha ja ati I-sakhkhah

Eschatological scenery (with reference to mankind):
yawma yafirru I-mar'u min akih

wa-ummihi wa-abih

wa-sahibatihi wa-banih

Eschatological process:

li-kulli mri’in minhum yawma'idhin sha’ nun yughnih
Double image—the good:

wujithun yawma'idhin musfirah

dahikatun mustabshirah

Double image—the evil:

wa-wujithun yawma'idhin ‘alayha ghabarah
tarhaquha qatarah

uld’ika humu I-kafaratu I-fajarah

But when the Scream comes to pass,

that will be a day when a man flees from his brother,

from his mother and his father,

from his wife and his children:

each one of them that day will have something to preoccupy him.
Some faces that day shall be radiant

laughing, full of cheer;

and some faces that day shall be covered with dust,

laid with gloom.

These are the blasphemers, the dissolute.

The semantic structure is depicted in sound by rhyme bundles:

33 eschatological scenery (cosmic catastrophe: isolated rhyme) aCCah*
34-36  scenery (with reference to men) 3(C)Cih
37 eschatological process 3(C)Cih
38-39 double image—the good 3CCirah
40-42  double image—the evil 3Carah

The closing part of the sura presented here begins with an eschatological scene
(verse 33), which first names the appearance of the catastrophe that will deafen

50. C = consonant, 3 = any short vowel (a/i/u).
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the ears, presented in a single verse in isolated rhyme, which possesses onomat-
opoeic force through its vowel form (long a), supported by an intensified mor-
phological form (doubled kh). What follows is a presentation of the catastrophic
relations of the Day of Judgment, confirmed by the alienation of man from his
closest genealogical relatives (verses 34-37), held together by an end-stressed
rhyme in a shrill -7h. It pictures an overturned world, in which man flees from his
closest kin. The scene is continued by a double image (verses 38-42), in which
human beings are represented by their expressions, which are either joyful or
saddened. The double image is held together by the slightly transferred ante-
penultimate rhyme, in which the happiness of the good is reflected in a rhyme
form with light i, while a dark a in the same position correlates to the gloomily
described expressions of the bad.

The composition of sense units supported by rhyme belongs among the
Quranic innovations in relation to poetic language—it is something never
attempted in ancient Arabic poetry, which is held together throughout by
monorhyme. The sonic marking of semantic breaks supported by rhyme can
be treated as characteristic for the early Meccan suras, even if not all breaks in
thought are underlined with a change in rhyme. That phonetic elements are
also exploited for the composition in other respects is stressed above all by Neal
Robinson and Michael Sells.”*

5.3.2 Structural and Formal Elements: Verse Structures

In view of the intermediary position of the Quran between poetry and prose, we
should treat the suras on the one hand as sequences of verses and on the other
hand as sequences of sentences; and to define the respective relations between
these two elements in the frame of the individual suras, and in the frame of the
respective stages of development. The Quran verse is of course not a constant
quantity. Verses containing units smaller than a sentence occur alongside verses
that extend over a long sequence of sentences. They also do not share rhythm or
meter. What is shared by them all is only the end rhyme, even if the character
of the rhyme changes markedly in the Meccan period. Occasional doubts about
the originality of these verses are based on confusion of verse divisions and verse
numbering. The division of verses is marked by rhyme position and should have
already come to bear on the recitation by the proclaimer and his community. The
particular marking of these rhymes in Qur'an manuscripts and their numbering
as against that were first developed and recorded in the course of transmission.™
The recording of verse numbers in the text was introduced by Western schol-
arship only later to easy references to text units in the written codex. There is

51. See Robinson, Discovering the Quran, 167-176; Sells, “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Surahs”; cf. also
chap. 12, 441-444.
52. On the age of this prosody, see Spitaler, Verszihlung, 1-2.
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a decisive difference in the status of “verse division” in the originally intended
form of the suras and that in the prose books of the Old and New Testaments,
which only later, in their Western tradition, that a different type of division and
numbering was laid over the text like an external net.

The Arabic philological tradition rightly distinguishes between the Qurian
verse, with its special term, dya, pl. ayat, literally: “sign (of God’s power)”; the
single verse of poetry, bayt; and the qgarinat al-saj’, the speech unit of the rhymed
prose of ancient Arabic seers and soothsayers. While the Quran verse of the early
Meccan suras still reflects its origin from ancient Arabic saj’, rhymed prose, that
of the middle Meccan period shows a increasing tendency to establish a new, in-
dependent form, for which Arabic literature offers no analogue. The expression
“rhymed prose” for the Qur’an is not felicitous, since the early parts are not prose,
and in the later parts rhyme is only one of several important formal criteria.

Verses in the early Meccan suras display various structures. The minimal
verse size is a single syntactic element, or several syntactic elements, which still
do not form a full sentence, as for example dhawata afnan, “with fruit pods”
(Q 55:48), or ka-amthali I-lu'lu’i I-makniin, “like hidden pearls” (Q 56:23). As
a rule, the verse contains a phrase or a sentence and is accounted then as an in-
dependent verse, such as fa-sabba ‘alayhim rabbuhum sawta I-‘adhab, “So your
Lord poured down on them a flood of punishment” (Q 89:13). What follows as
the next longest are two-part verses, consisting of two complete sentences, such
as fa-aqimi I-wazna bi-1-qisti wa-1a tukhsirii I-mizan, “So carry out the weighing
rightly and do not cheat with the weight” (Q 55:9). These short structures, in
which a rhyme is still clearly audible as an end signal, become rarer already in the
middle Meccan period.

5.4 DEFINING CRITERIA OF CHRONOLOGY
5.4.1 Authorization Strategies

Noldeke’s chronology, his “sequences of development;” was based in the first
place on formal criteria such as verse structures, sentence structures, and verse
lengths, but also on semantic reference points, with a view above all to the re-
ligious knowledge current among the proclaimer and his hearers, which is
assumed to have increased in extent and precision over time. These criteria must
be re-checked, however, in view of the frequently raised accusation of circularity,
and must be supplemented.”® As has been shown, in those text types described
as early Meccan—such as the hymn, the oath cluster, and others—formal charac-
teristics established for the early suras such as relative verse length, correspond
to the semantic ones. In contrast, suras of the middle and late Meccan periods

53. See Sinai, Studien zur frithen Koraninterpretation, 59-96.
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display semantically and formally different elements. Yet, additional criteria for
chronological classification are demanded.

These can be deduced, for example, from the situation of the hearers reflected
in the text. Who really were the first hearers of the early suras? The Islamic tra-
dition, which imagines the pre-Islamic epoch as a time of “ignorance;” jahiliya,
presents them as mostly pagan, and therefore biblically illiterate, while admit-
ting the existence of some individuals close to Christianity or otherwise imbued
with religious knowledge, as well as some learned Jews. Certainly, the observance
of the Kaaba rites, which seems to have persisted until the cult reform of the
Prophet and which can be deduced from the early suras, points to an audience
that was not monotheist in the strict sense, not at least in terms of liturgical prac-
tice. But the proportion of Syriac-Aramaic loan words, and above all the echoes
of monastic ideas in the Qurian,* evince a familiarity not only of the proclaimer
but also of the nascent community with biblical and post-biblical traditions.> In
our view, those present at the Qurianic performance, generally recorded as pas-
sive and uninvolved hearers, are to be understood—at least in part—as identical
with the Quranic community taking shape. Their presence in the text can there-
fore be counted as an important index for the Sitz im Leben of a given sura, for
its situation of proclamation. Are hearers presumed to be present in the text and
eventually addressed directly, as it seems to be reflected in the suras recognized
as early? Or are they rather to be imagined as absent, as later texts would suggest?
Does the community manifest its presence through the insistence on defined
positions, for example, by opposition to accept the harsh Quranic judgments
against “men” in general, al-insan? Q 103:1-3 offers an example:

wa-l-‘asr

inna l-insana la-fi khusr

illa lladhina amani wa-‘amili I-salihati
wa-tawasaw bi-l1-haqqi wa-tawasaw bi-l-sabr

By the late afternoon.

Truly, man is at a loss

Except those who believe and do good
and call each other to truth and patience.*

54. See Baumstark, “Gebetstypus” Although the hypotheses of Liiling, Urkoran, und Luxenberg, Syro-
aramdische Lesart, which suppose a Christian origin of Quranic texts, are methodologically and historically un-
founded, they do bring awareness to the often underestimated dimension of Christian cultural presence in the
urban centers of the peninsula. However, pace Luxenberg, Christian knowledge was already prevalent and did not
need to be mediated by the Qur'an.

55. Crone, “The Religion of the Qurlanic Pagans,” identifies the Meccan enemies of the proclaimer, who in
the Quran—albeit only in the middle Meccan period—figure as mushrikin, as “pagan monotheists.” See Hawting,
The Idea of Idolatry. The differentiation between pagans and believing listeners, influenced by the Bible, needs to be
explored further; cf. chap. 6, 203-208.

56. Cf. Q 95:4-6.
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In such later additions of exceptions to the rule, something of the “canonical
process” is reflected, stretching over the entire Qur’anic genesis: older communi-
cations are not cast to the side as closed, but rather undergo “further rewritings”
clad in a new recitation, through revision and expansion, even if, in the case of
the proclamation, this remains oral.

Further indices for textual development are provided by the increasingly dif-
ferentiated authorization strategies of the texts. While at the beginning verbal
authorizations are chosen and Qurian texts are “legitimized” in their tran-
scendent origin by their rhetorical reference to authoritative speech acts of ear-
lier mantic speakers, as for example the oaths that were previously employed by
seers, kuhhan, and hymnic formulas already current from the monastic tradition,
at a later stage the self-reference of God in the form of “I” and “we” discourse
becomes the standard from of self-authorization of a text. This new ubiquity of
God as focus of a scriptural religion is reflected also in the later oath references.
With the differentiation of the cult, which toward the end of the early Meccan pe-
riod no longer revolves centrally around the rites of a sanctuary,” the references
at the start of suras to holy sites and liturgically relevant times,*® which occurred
in the early oath clusters, fade into the background, giving way in the following
period to the introductory mentions of scripture, kitab.

5.5 MIDDLE AND LATE MECCAN SURAS

According to Noldeke, the middle Meccan suras are Q 15, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23,
25, 26,27, 36,37, 38,43, 44, 50, 54, 67, 71, 72, and 76; the late Meccan suras are Q
6,7,10,11, 12,13, 14, 16, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 34, 35, 39, 40, 41, 42, 45, and 46. Both
stocks of texts are treated together summarily in what follows.

5.5.1 New Sura Structures

In contrast to the early Meccan suras, the claim to validity of the later texts is
unambiguously grounded from the beginning in an authority external to the
text. This new referentiality can be deduced most clearly from the changed func-
tion of the Quranic narrative and from a new prominence in the recitations of
“(excerpts from the heavenly) scripture,” al-kitab. The turn toward this new self-
understanding of the collective of hearers as a community authorized by scrip-
ture can be deduced from the middle Meccan sura 15, which for the first time
shows the form of a communal prayer service, in which a reading from a written
text, introduced as such, stands as the central, crucial part.*® Also, in the same
text, we find confirmation of the existence of a communal prayer, the Fatiha. The

57. Rubin, “Morning and Evening Prayers”
58. Neuwirth, “Images and Metaphors,” 18-28 (for pagination see above)
59. Cf. chap. 6and 7.
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reproductions of biblical stories within suras now take on a liturgical function,
marking the divine confirmation of God’s work in history. In view of the growing
interest of the community in the biblical inheritance as a part of their developing
biblical-monotheistic identity, it is no wonder that the bulk of the middle and late
Meccan suras, which have now developed into long prose texts, seem to reflect a
monotheistic prayer service, beginning with an introductory appellatory section,
that is, a hymnic, apologetic, polemical, or paraenetic introitus, and close with a
section in a related genre, most frequently containing an affirmation of the char-
acter of revelation of the Qurian. These framing sections have been compared
with the supplication litanies of the church, that is, introductory and concluding
responsories recited by a presbyter or deacon and responded to by the commu-
nity.® The center of the monotheistic prayer service, as against that, and similarly
of the fully developed sura of the middle and late Meccan period is made up of
biblical recollections; in the case of the prayer service, this is a biblical reading; in
the case of the sura, it is a story from the biblical narrative stock. With recourse
to a concept coined by Jan Assmann,* one can describe the change in orientation
of the community as a transition “from a ritual to a textual coherence.”

5.5.2 New Authorizations: Recited Excerpts from
the Heavenly Writing (Kitab)

By the later Meccan suras, the oath clusters employed earlier as authorization
have given way to mentions of the “scripture” By far the majority of the later
Meccan suras begin with an emphatic evocation of the scripture, often preluded
by an individual letter name from the Arabic alphabet or, more frequently, a
combination of several letter names such as nin or kaf, sad, ha’, ‘ayn, mim, etc.
In these enunciations of letter names, the interpretation and function of which
is disputed in both Islamic tradition and Western research,” we should most
likely see an evocation of the “heavenly alphabet,” the minimal units of the tran-
scendent writing. This interpretation would also clarify why they are never used
for early Meccan but only appear in the later suras. This incipit employing an
introductory mention of writing, and referring back to al-kitab, seems to indi-
cate a new cultic function of the recited text, which is no longer conceived as an
intermediate communication of a divine message through the proclaimer to the
community, but instead is perceived concretely as a performance from the heav-
enly script thought to be preexistent and only realizable through recitation.

60. See Neuwirth, “Sarat al-Fatiha”; cf. chap. 6, 215-217.

61. See Assmann, Das kulturelle Geddchtnis; Assmann, “Kanon und Zensur.”

62. See the attempts at explanation by Hans Bauer, “Anordnung der Suren”; Goosens, “Ursprung und
Bedeutung”; Jeffery, “The Mysterious Letters”; Bellamy, “The Mysterious Letters”; Massey, “Letters of the Qur'an”;
Massey, “Mysterious Letters.”
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In the middle and late Meccan suras, furthermore, a new spatial framing of
the message can be noted. The texts, which exhibit numerous biblical stories,
expand the field of vision of the hearers, who are transferred in their imagina-
tion from their local environment into a far-off landscape, the Holy Land, which
is familiar as the stage of the history of the spiritual forebears of the commu-
nity, the Israelites. The introduction of the direction of prayer, the gibla, toward
Jerusalem, should be viewed as an eloquent testimony of this general change in
spatial orientation.®® It was introduced at a phase of development in which a pal-
pable expansion of the horizon among the nascent community was setting in,
relating to both time and space, through the new focus on the biblical heritage.
One could speak of the Jerusalem gibla as the gestural expression of a genuine
experience of having reached new spiritual horizons. Two fundamental novelties
created a new self-understanding of the community: the newly achieved conver-
gence of the Qurlanic proclamation with the scriptures of the two other mono-
theistic religions, and the simultaneous adoption of the topographia sacra of the
earlier religions. The community was now to be among the receivers and bearers
of scripture and to take part in the recollection of salvation history as it was con-
veyed through the medium of scripture. Through the gesture itself, the direction
of prayer toward Jerusalem indicates this new connection between the Quranic
community and the older religions. It is not surprising that the Quranic refer-
ences to the Meccan sanctuary and its rites as safeguards of social coherence—
references that occurred several times in the introductory parts of the Meccan
suras—are now replaced by stereotyped evocations of the scripture, al-kitab. The
scripture now counts as the most significant shared spiritual possession, a spir-
itual space that supersedes the symbolic power of real space.

5.5.3 Reduction of Rhyme and New Verse Structures

The great majority of verses of the later periods include several phrases or peri-
ods. With respect to their length, verses in the late Meccan period would cor-
respond to whole verse groups of the early Meccan period. The increasingly
complex thought structures in these discursive texts require more complex hy-
potactic constructions in place of the parataxis that dominated early on, so that
analysis has to respect a complex internal structuring of the verses (through par-
allelism, antitheses, coordination and subordination of clauses). In the case of
these complex suras, the colometric approach, based on the “colon,” the breath
unit, as a basic overarching category for the description of verses proves ap-
propriate.* It is evident that in these text a rhyming verse ending no longer is
sufficient on its own as a means of structuring, since the respective preceding

63. See Neuwirth, “Erste Qibla”; Neuwirth, “The Spiritual Meaning of Jerusalem.”
64. A colometric analysis was undertaken by the author in Studien zur Komposition. For this approach in ge-
neral, cf. Norden, Die antike Kunstprosa; as well as Lausberg, Rhetorik. 65. Cf. also chap. 13, 472-477.
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rhyme can no longer be recalled after the long and complex statements that has
followed it. Indeed, the verses that simply end in the now frequent sounding
-in/-in can no longer to be understood simply as “rhyme verses.” Rather, what
makes the correspondence between the late verses is the entire end colon, that
is, the entire final breath unit, which is at most a formula, or at least a sen-
tence standing isolated from its verse context. This sentence, which concludes
the verse and in many cases does not take part semantically in the main line of
the statement, offers an interpretive addition to the pronouncement, or presents
metatextually the spiritual world as looming behind the earthly one, frequently
referring to God’s omnipotence as a source for all earthly events. A “closing
clausula” has thus taken the place of rhyme.® The examples in the Qur’an are
innumerable; an clausula that comments on the pronouncement preceding it
within a verse is: ma khalqukum wa-la ba‘thukum illa ka-nafsin wahidatin inna
llaha I-sami‘u I-basir, “The creation and the awakening of you all is as that of a
single being; God is the hearing, the seeing” (Q 31:28). The argument for the re-
ality of the Final Day, proffered from an inner-worldly perspective, is strength-
ened and imbued with greater authority by reference to the transcendent God
watching over mankind.

An often repeated objection to Quranic form, which has—particularly in the
circles of historically oriented scholars—raised doubts about the actual shared or-
igin of the short poetic texts and the more prosaic long ones, is the lack of general
stylistic coherence. Certainly, the verse structures and the amplitude of their cola,
that is, the breath units united into one verse, vary over the periods of develop-
ment, often even within single suras, while the sequences of themes for their part
offer a turbulent picture. However, on the basis of thematic criteria, supported by
the control of the syntactic and morphological connections existing between the
verses, the middle and late Meccan suras can be explained as holding to firm com-
positional schemes, which in the middle Meccan period are frequently confirmed
by changes of rhyme at the joints of the composition. That the short early Meccan
suras are not yet based on similarly schematic plans is easily understandable. Yet
from the earliest point onward there is a binding principle at work, which becomes
dominant for the later compositions: to construct the suras out of clearly propor-
tioned building elements. Already in the suras of the early Meccan period, one
can frequently find small units formed symmetrically in relation to each other,
while other verse groups also occur that stand in contrast to one another in a 1:2
proportion. In the middle and late Meccan period, it is a common phenomenon
for there to be proportions between at least two of the three main parts and be-
tween verse groups determined by content. These proportions between building
elements, typical for the character of the Meccan suras, have not been sufficiently

65. Cf. chap. 13, 472-477.
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clearly recognized up to now.*® They could not be recognized, because the neces-
sary precondition for their identification, the critical checking over of the tradi-
tional verse divisions, had not been carried out, while the checking of the verse
endings, for its part, must be based on study of rhyme and verse structures. This
work has now been completed for the Meccan texts.

5.6 MEDINAN SURAS

5.6.1 Overview of the Medinan Developments

5.6.1.1 Oratory Suras

The Medinan suras are Q 3-5, 8-9, 22, 24, 33, 47-49, 57-59, 60-61, 63, 66, 98,
and 110. They can be grouped roughly into short, frequently monothematic “or-
atory suras” (sura 22, 24, 33, 47, 48, 49, and 57-66) on the one hand and “long
suras” (suras 2-5, 8, and 9) on the other. An important development impacting
the understanding of scripture that was achieved in Medina is the new relation-
ship between the heavenly scripture and proclamation: while in Mecca, qur'an,
performance conditioned by situation, and kitab, excerpt from the heavenly scrip-
ture, were kept clearly distinct from one another, the two become difficult to dis-
tinguish in Medina. Now, while texts about often ephemeral communal affairs are
recorded in performances of “(excerpts from the heavenly) writing,” the recita-
tion of the proclaimer becomes wholly identical with the excerpts of the kitab, the
heavenly scripture. The fact that Quranic community has achieved its entrance
into salvation history is reflected in new texts that involve an address to the com-
munity, the members of which are directly approached with formulas such as ya
ayyuha I-nas, “O people!” At the same time, the Prophet takes on a new aura in
these suras. Designated as al-nabi, the proclaimer is no longer a mere mediator
of the message but now enters into the text itself. He is personally addressed by
God with the formula ya ayyuha [-nabi, “O Prophet!”* (Q 33:22); he becomes an
actor who works synergetically with the divine personage; and is thus mentioned
in the combination Allahu wa-rastiluhu, “God and his Prophet” (Q 33:22). This
development reaches its culmination in sura 33, with the establishment of the
proclaimer as an intermediary figure: inna llaha wa-mald’ikatuhu yusallina ‘ala
I-nabiyi ya ayyuha lladhina amanii salli “alayhi wa-sallimii taslima, “Truly God
and his angels pray for the Prophet, O believers, pray for him and wish him well”
(Q 33:56). But the verse could also perhaps be read declaratively: “O believers,

3%

say about him, ‘God bless him and give him peace,” in which case the formula of

66. The valuable observations on individual suras in Miiller, “Die Propheten in ihrer urspriinglichen Form,”
were not yet sufficiently proven, and so were not widely received.
67. See Bobzin, “The ‘Seal of the Prophets’”
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blessings that later became obligatory would have already been institutionalized
at the time of the Prophet.

The Medinan suras have not yet been investigated as to their structure, so here
only a rough overview of their forms and liturgical implications can be given.
What is new is a type of sura—following quite distinct formal rules—in which
the historical memory so extensively avoided in the late Meccan suras is further
put to flight, now in favor of oratorical prophet speech. A group of suras that
has been brought together to form a small partial corpus (22, 24, 33, 47, 48, 49,
57-66), perhaps already before the redaction, consists of an address to the com-
munity, the members of which are addressed directly. These suras, which in some
cases (59, 61, 62, 64) are introduced by hymnic introductory formulas reminis-
cent of the Psalms, such as sabbaha li-llahi ma fi l-samawati wa-l-ardi, “All that
is in heaven and on earth shall praise God” (Q 57:1), can only be understood
from their composition as address. For the most part they deal with an isolated
theme, often a point of political-social controversy, or eventually an issue having
to do with the privileges and terms of respect reserved for the household of the
Prophet. The person of the proclaimer is now no longer a mere mediator of the
message, but rather works synergetically with the divine person.

The suras of this type mark a new transformation of form: they are structur-
ally homogenous, devoid of the variety of “classical” composition elements used
in the beginning of the older suras, such as hymns, catalogues of virtues, and
confirmations of revelation, or the classical contents of the middle section, such
as historical reminiscence or historical reflection and concluding topics such as
revelation polemic or confirmation of revelation. In contrast, their structure is
seemingly quite simple: a rather stereotyped hymnic introduction is followed im-
mediately by the exposition of the subject of the speech, in the style of the rhyme-
clausula speech. The “oratory sura” is only rarely artfully constructed. The sura
has now become an address styled by simple cultic devices.

5.6.2 Long Suras

With the long suras, we are no longer dealing with units meant for perfor-
mance. In this sura type, with the authorization as suras of text masses that
have grown purely through accumulation, the development arrives at a new
stage: the majority of the long suras (Q 2-5, 8, 9)% dispense with any overall
composition; they no longer attest to transparent composition schemes. Apart
from their conventional introduction, they function rather as catchalls for

68. Examples of certain secondarily merged long suras are suras 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, and 9. The fact that it is worthwhile
to search for underlying structures in these suras was demonstrated by Zahniser, “Guidance and Exhortation” In
order to contextualize the results, there must be a search for a communal usage, a Sitz im Leben, for the presupposed
intentional long form. This step is not possible for researchers who proceed simply from Muhammad’s “authorship”;
see, e.g., Schmitz, Sure 2; Cuypers, The Banquet.
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isolated verse groups related to classical topoi, now supplemented by quite
specific statements, such as calls to battle and historical reminiscences. The
collection of the individual elements into the transmitted long suras is difficult
to date. A compilation of the long suras as we have them only in the course
of the redaction in some cases cannot to be excluded, but they could just as
well have been compiled before the redaction. Some of these long suras might
simply have been scattered “stores” of verse groups long held to be suited for
further expansion, which however in Medina were no longer considered for a
reworking to achieve the shape of the conventional compositions. In this pe-
riod, the orientation toward scripture was no longer warranted primarily by
the memory shared with the Israelites, the Bant Isra‘il, but rather was bound
up with the activity of the Prophet himself. The current form recited in liturgy,
therefore, is no longer the complex sura with the salvation historical memory
at its center, but rather the “oratory sura” It is not to be rejected outright,
however, that a formal intention also lies behind the long suras. If what has
been demonstrated with high probability for sura 3% should turn out to be ap-
plicable also to other long suras, then these texts should best be compared to
entire biblical books.

The community’s shift of interest from largely cultic concerns to religio-
political and social interests is reflected in new formulas of authorization.
Although directives—mostly affecting the cult but also ethical rules such as the
Ten Commandments, Q 17:23-39—are occasionally given already in Mecca,
these directives take on a new form in Medina. In one case, a Medinan in-
struction lightens a stricter Meccan one: in place of the instruction to hold
vigils lasting long times of night, which was directed to the proclaimer in the
early Meccan sura 73 and expressed in short saj* verses (1-3), a legislation to
the people follows in Medina, presented in prose, which contains a lightening
of the collective obligation for vigils, in the extension of the sura, verse 20. But
as a rule we encounter directives whose obligatoriness is underlined through a
reference to the transcendent source, such as kutiba ‘alaykum, “It has been pre-
written for you” (Q 2:183-187), or faridatan mina llahi, “as an obligation laid
down by God” (Q 9:60).

A further new element of Medinan suras is the reports about events occurring
contemporaneously, whether these are events experienced by the community or
events staged by them, such as the battle of Badr, 2/624 (Q 3:123); the battle of
Uhud, 3/625 (Q 3:155-174); the expulsion of the Banit Nadir, 3/625 (Q 59: 2-5);
the siege of Khaybar, 7/628 (Q 48:15); the expedition to Tabuk, 9/630 (Q 9:29-
35); or the later so-called farewell sermon of the Prophet, 10/631 (Q 5:1-3). Since

69. Zahniser, “The Word of God and the Apostleship of Isa”; cf. also Neuwirth, “Mary and Jesus.”
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these reports no longer display a prominent literary form, it is not surprising
that, in contrast to the situation in Judaism or Christianity, where biblical stories
are crystallized to form a kind of mythical drama, no “grand narrative” arose on
the basis of the Qur'an. A meta-historical overall picture of the genesis of Islam
was first constructed only later, through the inclusion of a mass of non-canonical
traditions, through the Sira.






The Liturgical Quran

ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF CULT AT THE TIME
OF THE PROCLAMATION

6.1 THE ANCIENT ARABIAN PRECONDITIONS

The worship of God reflected in the Quran' in its peculiar relation to pre-Islamic
Arabian religiosity, which is most frequently described as henotheism, is a cen-
tral theme of traditional overview presentations on the emergence of Islam.?
These treatments generally describe the transition to monotheism as a civilizing
step of progress away from the earlier pagan period, at times even as a historically
predetermined development. Islamic tradition adapts a similar view. It combines
a strongly negative evaluation of pre-Islamic cultic practices with a rigorous dis-
qualification of the pre-Islamic period as a whole, considering it a “time of bar-
barism” or a “time of ignorance,” jahiliya, a period that gave way, with theological
necessity, to the more illuminated epoch of Islam.’> But why not turn the tables
and perceive the pre-Islamic past as a time of flourishing? Such a perspective
would be justified by literary history: from the perspective of the polycultural
classes of the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, the jahiliya represented an epoch
of spiritual freedom and limitless creativity, displaying exemplary character and
great educational worth for the new educated elites.* This “secular” perception
of pre-Islam inspired the intense activities of collection and editing carried out
by philologists, genealogists, and connoisseurs of poetry, who not only compiled
collections of highly artistically developed poetry but also supplied an extensive
mass of narrative literature providing plots and dialogues full of brilliant ele-
ments. The tribal past of the Arabs, despite its Islamic condemnation, is far better
documented than that of other ethnicities, even if this evidence largely still awaits
assessment. The pre-Islamic Arabian Peninsula is just now being discovered as an
object of Late Antiquity research.”

1. This chapter is an extended and heavily revised version of the essay “Vom Rezitationstext iiber die Liturgie
zum Kanon?”

2. Watt, Muhammad at Mecca; Paret, Mohammed und der Koran; Bobzin, Muhammad; Cook, Der Koran.

3. Cf. chap. 3, 119-125.

4. Drory, “The Abbasid Construction.”

5. Montgomery, “The Empty Hijaz”
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Western researchers who share in the valorization of pre-Islamic literature
often do not accept the claims of the “underdevelopment” of the pre-Islamic pe-
riod that are made in the Islamic tradition. Yet they assume—not without teleo-
logical reasoning—a kind of decadence in the pagan religion, which seemed to
herald a predetermined breakthrough toward monotheism. This conception of
decadence was rejected by Ludwig Ammann in his revolutionary 2004 mono-
graph Die Geburt des Islam (The birth of Islam). For him, ancient Arabian pa-
ganism, with its adherence to tribally binding rites, was in no way vanishing
at the time of Islam’s genesis. Rather, if one broadens one’s view from rites to
other forms of collective self-expression, then paganism’s vitality becomes clearly
recognizable: this anthropocentric pagan culture does not solve the problem
of coping with contingency through cult alone, but does so equally through a
kind of division of labor between ritual, practiced religion and a kind of poetry
distant from the cultic realm but aware of the problems of the time. Thus, rites
serve to cope with acute situations of emergency, while poetry poses decisive
life-philosophical questions, solving them for its audience through the formula-
tion of specific sequences of thoughts that are exemplified time and again within
the moment of poetry performance. Going beyond Ammann’s claims, one can
see here a substitute liturgical function of poetic performance, in which the au-
dience shores up its own central values and goals by listening to a familiar se-
quence of evocations of prototypical scenes.® Andras Hamori has brought these
observations, also touched upon by Renate Jacobi” and Gottfried Miiller,® to a
point: “Already in the sixth century, before the coming of Islam, these poems,
rather than myths or religious rituals, served as the vehicle for the conception
that sorted out the emotionally incoherent facts of life and death, and by the
sorting set them at the bearable remove of contemplation. Qasida poets spoke in
affirmation of a model they shared; their poetry tended to become a shared expe-
rience, all the more as the affirmation was through the replay of prototypal events
which the model so successfully charted”

Ammann, who integrates the poetry into the religious thought of pre-Islam,
attempts to illuminate the development of cult reflected in the Qur’an in light
of the pre-Islamic religious situation, which in his view formed a basis to which
“foreign” concepts were then added only secondarily. In his own, distinctly so-
ciological, phrasing, he clarifies that his “reconstruction of the Meccan phase of
the revelation . . . assumes that the sources of meaning (available to the Meccans)
served as points of reference for searches after new meaning, which could lead

6. Cf. chap. 12, 444-447.
7. Jacobi, Studien zur Poetik der altarabischen Qaside.
8. Miiller, Ich bin Labid.
9. Hamori, The Art of Medieval Arabic Literature, 22.
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to the further development of accepted meanings and the adoption of foreign
options of sense.”*

Crucial here is the “endogenous dynamic,”" that is, the processes of change
that results from within the ancient Arabic situation itself. For Ammann, then,
the development in worldview occurs first and primarily in the consciousness
of the Prophet Muhammad, who is considered as the main actor, a person
whom he sees, similarly to Jacqueline Chabbi,'? as deeply rooted in the tribally
organized world of the pagan Meccans, and who in his view was individually
motivated to no small degree by his peculiar biographical conditions, to ques-
tion the religious routines of his society. Unlike the Islamic tradition, however,
which assigns Muhammad a comparably unique role as a religious individual,"
Ammann (although closely clinging to the Prophet’s vita) describes the career of
the Prophet as in no way historically pre-determined, but rather as an unforesee-
able breakthrough.

In the following, some of Ammann’s observations will be submitted to a
“Quranic cross-check,” so that, inter alia, a more strictly defined liturgical devel-
opment will come into focus, while the /ajj and the social interactions connected
to it will be sidelined." Indeed, in the first instance, the Qur’an is a liturgical text
and at the same time a document of its own reception and of the formation of a
community. Its self-referential approach to its own performance throws light on
the identity construction of the community that occurred simultaneously with
the genesis of the Qurian. The following presentation is more narrowly limited
than Ammann’s, but must diverge from it, since the Qur’an itself allows no con-
clusions about the personal development of the proclaimer, who must therefore
recede into the background.

Such a systematic interrogation of the Quran in relation to the development
of cult was already attempted in 1980 by Fazlur Rahman," who also drew, how-
ever, from the Sira, and therefore, like Ammann, foregrounds the person of
the Prophet as a lone actor. This focus is problematic, since the Qurianic text
indicates a much more complex scenario; it is filled with actors who are already
familiar with those sense directives that Ammann treats as “foreign,” namely,

10. Ammann, Die Geburt des Islam, 35.

11. Ammann, Die Geburt des Islam, 89, sets his observation into a wider context: “The cultural frame of the
Arabian Peninsula can be seen as a dynamic balance between the Bedouin and peasant-urban forms of life. Our
admittedly speculative thesis is that this also relates to poetry and religion, as complementary references of orien-
tation. If we concede a diachronic sense to the discourse of a “Heldenersatzreligion” (poetry serving as a substitute
for religion) and “Ersatzgedicht der Frommen” (the Qur’an serving as a substitute of the poem for the pious), then
we may state that Bedouinization favors the deconstruction of cult, i.e., secularization, while settlement favors the
building up of cult, i.e., desecularization.

12. Chabbi, Le Seigneur des Tribus.

13. See Khalidi, Images of Muhammad.

14. See Hawting, The Development of Islamic Ritual.

15. Rahman, Major Themes in the Qur'an. Marshall, God, Muhammad and the Unbelievers, examines the
shifting perception of unbelievers solely on the basis of the Qur’an; see 18-19.
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those produced by the encounter with Jews and Christians. In other words, the
exchange with bearers of “foreign” traditions that triggered such revolutionary
developments for Ammann is already underway in the Quran, but not as a con-
versation with outsiders—rather, this exchange takes place among pluriculturally
educated hearers. Certainly the Quranic message became sharper over time and
adopted increasingly complex arguments, but if we follow the text, we see that
this does not occur at a stage in which the proclaimer “comes to consciousness,
perhaps through comparison with Christian and Jewish Arabs, of the rift be-
tween theory and praxis, between the imposition of formulas and one’s own acts;
and the routine, as soon as it falls victim to reflection, appears as meaningless or
not sufficiently full of meaning”'® Following the Qur'an, we must reckon with a
greater number of people in Mecca already possessing a strongly distinct Jewish/
Christian religious identity, who were also not untouched by ancient Arabic po-
etry. It will be argued here that these “preformed” hearers have to be assumed
as already involved in the formation of the message, at least on a preparatory
level, even if their development into a community first gets underway through
the charismatic appearance of the proclaimer and the early recitations, for which
he alone is responsible."”

6.1.1 “Precarious Monotheism”

Ammann describes pre-Islamic religion quite conventionally as henotheism—

that is, “a form of situational and therefore short-term monotheism,”*® in which

a high god, elevated from the world and concerned with primordial but not daily
interests, holds sway above a greater pantheon. Patricia Crone,” on the other

hand, would see the “unbelievers”—whom she would identify for the whole

20

Quran as mushrikiin, or “associators”**—as “pagan monotheists,” who scarcely

distinguish themselves from the believers. She convincingly locates the Qurlanic
image of the mushrikin within late antique religious history, and identifies the
Qur’anic unbelievers as representatives of a kind of worship of God known from
the Greco-Roman context, in which a highest god, acknowledged as such, is

16. Ammann, Die Geburt des Islam, 36.

17. The biography of the Prophet condenses to a minimum the monotheistically educated contemporaries of
the Prophet, in order to exalt the proclaimer and transform him into a figure that inevitably unleashed revolutionary
developments through his Prophetic gift.

18. Ammann, Die Geburt des Islam, 26-27: “A worshipper or a group of worshippers turns in a state of emer-
gency principally to one single deity—he asks, hopes for, and expects everything from him; the mentioning of other
Gods is thus excluded”

19. Crone, “Religion of the Quranic Pagans.”

20. The word mushrikiin only becomes terminological in the late Meccan period; at first sharik and shuraka’
occur as commercial metaphors for the act of assuming partners, as in Q 68:41 (end of the early Meccan period).
Shirk is only documented five times in total, each time in a late Meccan context. In order to avoid anachronism, a
study of the repudiators of the Quranic message would have to first discuss the earliest mentioned form of Meccan
polytheists, namely, “the deniers,” al-mukadhdhibiin. Hawting’s interpretation in The Idea of Idolatry, which assumes
a later compilation of the Qur’an, is problematic in that it dismisses the chronological data.
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evoked in some situations directly, but as a rule only through instances of media-
tion: “There can, of course, be no doubt that the widespread identification of local
and foreign deities (a process formerly known as syncretism) and the increasing
prominence of the One testify to a radical transformation of paganism. But to
pagan monotheists, the one and the many coexisted instead of competing. The
input of Biblically derived monotheism was required in order for the many to
be seen as illegitimate”® But what is the benefit of this terminological correc-
tion by Crone, put forward as a plea for a new classification of the mushrikiin?
What are the differences, with respect to the direct worship of God or that carried
out through intermediaries, between the “two monotheisms,” that of the deniers,
mukadhdhibiin, later mushrikiin, and that of the proclaimer and his community?
Are these differences in fact insignificant in substance, a mere shibboleth be-
tween the adherents of different cult practices?

6.1.2 “Firmly Fixed” Monotheism?

In order to make these differences perceptible, Crone’s plea for a contextualiza-
tion of the mushrikun within Late Antiquity should be extended to those who
would become the “pure monotheists,” the proclaimer’s hearers. For it is they
who first perceive the mushrikun as such, who first construe them in a polemical
way. This construct shows an interesting development: the polemical application
of expressions using the root sh-r-k, which is clearly a commercial metaphor,
begins at the end of the early Meccan period, as the community increasingly
orients itself toward written religious traditions. Sharik, “partner,” and mushrik,
“one who takes a partner;” refer here, and very often later, to the “partners” of the
criticized group itself: the mushrikiin are those who attract “partners,” shuraka’,
in their “business with God” The perspective is thus not directed toward God,
but rather toward the unbelievers themselves: am lahum shuraka’u fa-l-ya'ti bi-
shuraka’ihim, “Or if they have partners, let them bring their partners!” (Q 68:41).
At the same time, the partners are associated with a nearness to God: am lahum
ilahun ghairu llahi, subhana llahi ‘amma yushrikin, “Or do they have a God
other than God—he is exalted above that to which they ascribe partners!” (Q
52:43). The theologically explosive perception that is documented here for the
first time, that the opponents not only have partners but also ascribe this to God,
becomes virulent in a later period: wa-yawma yaqulu nadii shuraka'iya lladhina
za‘'amtum, “On the day when he said to them: ‘Call my partners here, whose ex-
istence you have claimed’” (Q 18:52, also Q 16:29, Q 28:62, 74).% Josef Horovitz

21. Crone, “Religion of the Quranic Pagans,” 181-182.

22. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, 61, states: “This variance could be based on the fact that Muhammad
intentionally employs sharik playfully, or that he was confronted by the existing term mushrik and was unsure of its
explanation. . . . Perhaps Muhammad took this significance already from South Arabian usage. On the other hand,
the Arabic term recalls Jewish shittef in the special significance of ‘associating something/someone to God, as in
[BT] Sukka 45b: ha meshattef shem shamayyim we-dabhar aher ne‘'eqar min ha-‘olam.
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considers it possible that we should see here a conscious playing on both reg-
isters of meaning, and points to a similar usage of a commercial metaphor in
a South Arabian inscription and in the Babylonian Talmud: “Whoever associ-
ates (meshattef) something else with the God of heaven, is excluded from the
coming world” (bSuk 45b). The key term “associator;” which is first introduced
in Hebrew, takes on an ironical coloring in the Qurlan through the association of
a “company” between men and God, into which they have now contracted part-
ners. In other places, however, the notion is taken more seriously theologically.
The two usages of mushrik/shirk are intertwined, and the thought of an eternal
punishment for “God associators” is difficult to imagine without the already ex-
isting rabbinic discourse about the “part played in the future world,” which we
see expressed in the Talmudic parallels. The adoption of this meaning of shirk as
“God association,” which begins in the middle-late Meccan period, fits well with
the tendency in this phase to authorize Qur’anic statements through precedents
in the written religions.

The dependents of the proclaimer are not simply monotheists on the Jewish
or Christian model, but rather become such in the course of their engagement
with their nearby and more distant milieu. What distinguishes them—according
to the Quranic evidence—from the “deniers” and later “associators” is their ori-
entation toward writing. Their worship is toward a God manifesting himself in
writing, to whom one can draw near through liturgy—a concept of God that is
quite obviously foreign to the “deniers” The successive formation of a polemical
designation for the opponents is an exemplary case of this process of gradually
occurring self-construction of the believers.

We should thus assume heuristically that we have before us in the hearers
of the proclaimer in Mecca persons who already possess a religious formation,
who, through their cultural “hybridity,” their nearness to several traditions,
show themselves to be products of Late Antiquity. Several earlier critical pre-
sentations have instead viewed these “preformed hearers and speech partners”
as informants,” that is, preferred to see them as actors indifferent to the process
of communal formation, from whom the proclaimer has extracted knowledge
in order to then pass this information on to his listeners in the form of revela-
tions: a short-circuited interpretation of the diversity of traditions reflected in the
Qur’an. If one really assumed, as is frequent in traditional Qur'an research, that
the proclaimer turned to Jews and Christians present in the city in order to widen
his biblical knowledge and that these figures were prepared to teach him, a gro-
tesque picture would emerge:** one would then have to imagine the proclaimer

23. Noldeke, “Hatte Muhammad christliche Lehrer?”; Lammens, Fatima; Goitein, “Mohammad’s Chief
Teachers,” and recently especially Gilliot, “Les ‘informateurs’”; Gilliot, “Informants”; Gilliot, “Zur Herkunft”; Gilliot,
“Authorship of the Qur'an”

24. Rahman, Major Themes in the Qur’an.
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as a constant seeker of information, and assume that the community forming
around him took no active role in the development of new collective identity
documented in the Quran.

But such an acquisition of traditions obtained by a single individual within
the “pagan horizon” is unlikely, particularly because the Qurian from the start
assumes important theological aspects to be familiar or at least immediately
comprehensible. Already the oldest suras reflect the awareness, shared between
the proclaimer and a growing number of the hearers, that binding divine mes-
sages have occurred previously, in proximity to the new performance, and with
shared transcendent sources, so that this new text is no longer subject to human
intervention and already guaranteed referentially through the commandment
“You must add nothing and take nothing away.” Even if this text is not recognized
from the beginning as a scripture in its own right, nevertheless it is recognized
early as an oral communication from a transcendent script, as a scripture reading
(quran).

From around the middle Meccan period, the original heavenly writing, recog-
nized as the source of earthly manifestations of scripture, moves into the center
of the community’s interest. Here, a similar development can be seen for the
Qur’anic community as that which Jan Assmann has described for the passing of
entire cultures from illiteracy to the use of writing.” In the case of this commu-
nity, no new introduction of technical means of writing took place—this would
already have been familiar to some hearers, while others remained without it;
rather, what came about was consciousness of the crucial meaning of a heav-
enly and all-inclusive script, which opened a new view of the world and, above
all, opened the space of cultural memory. It is not that one learned to write, but
rather that one realized that God writes. He conveys knowledge that reaches the
audience orally but is authorized through writing. Even if this development does
not coincide exactly with what Assmann meant by the passing from memory
culture to writing culture, still we find reflections of some of his most important
conclusions in the Quran. Assmann proceeds from the assumption that “at the
stage of pure memory culture, cultural memory coincides extensively with what
circulates within the group of sense. It is only with writing in the strict sense that
there is the possibility of self-sufficiency and greater complication of this outer
level of communication. Only now does a form of memory take shape that goes
beyond the horizon of the sense communicated and transmitted in a previous age
and exceeds the region of communication, just as the individual memory exceeds
that of consciousness”® Assmann speaks here of a “society’s passing from ritual
coherence to textual coherence.”

25. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gediichtnis, 87fF. The purely technical procedure of the recording of texts, which
Nagel, Medinensische Einschiibe, 113-127, assigns to the late Meccan period, is not adequate as an explanation of
the new, scripturally referential paradigm.

26. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedichtnis, 22-23.
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In the emerging community, one can indeed see a gradually achieved “textual
coherence” Alongside the newly discovered central concept of the writing activity
of God or his scribes, we can note also the codifying activity undertaken by certain
individuals in the community—if one assumes, quite plausibly on the basis of the
text itself, that the writing down of the suras had begun already in the middle Meccan
time, during the so-called Rahman period,” that is, when the name al-Rahman
becomes frequent.?® These assumptions are based generally on the mere frequency
and prominence of the term kitab, “writing;” in texts of this period; but the Qur'anic
use of writing is not fully captured by these mentions of writing, where it is per-
ceived only in the sense of a mnemotechnical aid—yet researchers like Richard Bell,
and more recently Tilman Nagel, have drawn far-reaching conclusions from this.”
What we see here is a complex process: in the case of this particular transition to
written culture, codification does not replace memorization and oral performance,
but rather the performance texts live on in a cultic frame through the medium of a
living recital, while further texts are subjected to the same mode of performance. In
terms of the arena of performance, no substantial transformation takes place. What
is gained, rather, is a new consciousness of participation in a scripture, together with
the perception of proximity to typological precursors, a consciousness that, with its
discovery of a new time-space framework derived from the salvific historical past,
effects a change in the text’s rhythm and its linguistic and literary forms. As will be
shown, the genesis of the Quran deserves a revision with regard to this new aspect.
It now appears as a gradual transformation of a community of listeners, changing
from a group held together by shared rites and short recitations, that is, ritual coher-
ence, to a new community entrusted with scripture and applying the technology of
writing to preserve the portion of scripture that has been given to them, that is, tex-
tual coherence. This transformation shows its results most significantly in the con-
text in which Qur’an recitation took place as living recital, that is, in cult. Given the
impossibility of tracing the early development of cult through non-Quranic sources,
we must rely on the text of the Qur’an alone for its reconstruction.

6.2 CULT AND CANON IN ISLAM

In view of the unparalleled rapidity with which the emergence of the Qurlanic
corpus took place and the swift subsequent appearance of an authoritative codifi-
cation (Gregor Schoeler speaks rightly here of the “publishing” of the Quran), a
second process that occurred in parallel to this might slip from view all too easily,

27. Cf. chap. 8,290-292.

28. Cf. chap. 4, 141-143.

29. The assumption by Nagel, Medinensische Einschiibe, of a systematic construction of a scripture for the
Qur’an, has been shown to be untenable by Madigan, The Qur’an’s Self-Image.

30. Schoeler, “Schreiben und Verdffentlichen” On the particular attempts at reconstruction of the textual his-
tory, cf. chap. 4.
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namely, the formation of a comprehensible living recitation, whose Sitz im Leben
is Islamic liturgy and obligatory worship, with its central prayer ritual of salah. It
should be stressed here that what took place is not merely the formation of two
modes of “publication” but also the development of two Qur’anic spheres of in-
fluence and affect—which would later become separate institutions, in the forms
of teaching and cult. The orally recited Quran is an immediate cultic practice,
that is, a performance and a communication, not an objectifying textual study.
The question of the relation and interaction between writing and cult in the sev-
eral stages of development prior to the fixing in writing or institutionalization
has only been sporadically touched upon in scholarship.®® A history of Islamic
cult, on the model of the standard work for Judaism by Ismar Elbogen,* has
never been produced and is hardly to be expected. Instead, we have only isolated
individual studies, which, despite the useful collection by Gerald R. Hawting,*
still offer no comprehensive picture.

In what follows, the Quranic text itself will be investigated for indications of
the interaction between scripture and ritual. In addition, we will seek to inves-
tigate the status of the cultic practices documented in the Quran. On the other
hand, the suras or sura parts, recognized as intended unities, are to be investi-
gated using genre criticism for their possible function as liturgical speech re-
alizable within a cultic frame.** In view of the lack of basic preliminary work
on the Medinan suras and the prevailing uncertainties in their periodization,
our present examination will be cursory and will not go beyond a preliminary
sketch. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to establish a method that responds to
John Wansbrough’s call for a form-critical analysis of the Qur’an, but does not
renounce the attempt to evaluate the particular literary indications of a progress
achieved in the development of the cult.

The thesis that there was a concurrent and interrelated formation of ritual
and scriptural canon, which we suggest existed from the very beginning, is not
suggested by the static relationship between cult and canon that was ultimately
established in Islam. Namely, if one looks at the two complexes of “Quran” and
the “official, or obligatory, Islamic prayer service,” salah, from the perspective of
the functions assigned to them in the Sunna, and which remain valid in the re-
ligious life of Muslims, then one gets the impression of an interaction that was
quite intense in places but that on the whole is limited. Certainly, the prayer ser-
vice devotes a prominent position to the Qur’an: the daily prayer and the ending

31. See especially Baumstark, “Gebetstypus”; Goitein, “Prayer in Islam”; Denny, “Islamic Ritual.”

32. Elbogen, Der jiidische Gottesdienst. In the time since, both high religious festivals have received consider-
able sociological and religious-historical attention; see Denny, “Islamic Ritual”; Roff, “Pilgrimage”; Nabhan, Das Fest
des Fastenbrechens; but the historical and phenomenological approach represented in Wellhausen, Reste; Goitein,
“The Muslim Month of Fasting”; and Wagtendonk, Fasting in the Koran, has not been exhausted.

33. Hawting, The Development of Islamic Ritual; the volume contains no analysis of a text applied in ritual.

34. For the Meccan suras, see Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition; there is still no systematic examination of
the Medinan texts.
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part of the Friday prayer service include the recitation of short Qurian passages
in several places, and the sermon makes recourse to individual verses; but the
prayer services are not centered on scriptural reading; rather, ritual concerns
are given priority. On the contrary, prayer services have always been scheduled
around preestablished times of day, and to that extent are cosmically oriented.
They call for strictly regulated ritual provisions® and for most of their durations
require that prescribed physical positions are rigorously adhered to,* which leave
no doubt in substance as to their ritual character. Even where recitation from the
Qur’an is obligatory, in the mostly short reading sections (gird a) at the start of
the first and second prayer sequence, rak‘a, usually these are taken from only a
delineated, partial Qurlanic corpus. Since the Friday service adopts the prayer
ritual as its final part but does not allocate a place to an extensive Qur’an reading,
the situation there is similar. Thus, in official cult, the Qur’an is represented ei-
ther by short suras or sura excerpts; thus, its more extended forms are no longer
represented as liturgical units in official cult.

The structurally integral elements of the Qur'an have their liturgical place,
rather, in occasions of private piety, such as in the extensive recitations on the
individual days of Ramadan, when the Qur’an is divided up into thirty parts,
each to be read on a single day, and in the observance of important rites of pas-
sage such as circumcision, marriage, and the obsequies for the dead—none of
which is recitation prescribed for in the Quran itself. Complete longer suras are
listened to in private houses and cemeteries, but not in obligatory prayer or the
Friday collective prayer services, which were the cultic frameworks that included
obligatory Qur’an reading from an early period.

That this state of affairs represents the endpoint of a process of development
will become apparent once we look at those complex suras, which, on the basis
of formal criteria, can be proven to have been intended by the proclaimer as
self-contained units of recitation. They belong primarily to Theodor Noldeke’s
middle and late Meccan periods,” and thus for a long time proved formative for
the shape of the sura, until finally giving way to either a simple monothematic
structure or a long sura no longer displaying a clearly structured composition.
The structure of the complex middle and late Meccan suras—characterized by
narrative passages framed by strongly formulaic appellatory or dialogic introduc-
tory and concluding passages—seems to indicate that the entire text would have
been recited in a single public setting. But the public recitation of such a com-
plex text sequence in its entirety, which would have been the norm during the
Meccan period of the Prophet’s ministry, was no longer the prevailing practice

35. On the primarily ritual nature of the Islamic prayer service, see Graham, “Islam in the Mirror of Ritual’;
Denny, “Islamic Ritual”

36. Itis remarkable that the later “pillars of prayer,” arkan al-salah, fixed in legal literature, more often than not
refer to postures, but not to verbal articulations by the person praying.

37. On the structures of these suras, see Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 238-333. Cf. also chap. 5,192-196.
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in the Medinan period. As exceptions to this, we can name the tarawil evening
prayers during Ramadan, which in some traditions call for a complete recitation,
khatima, of the Quran, in which a thirtieth of the Quran, a juz, is given a public
recitation on each day. This resembles the later “thirtieths” that also contain com-
plete suras.®

It hardly needs to be stressed that in this situation, which does not allow
for more extensive units of meaning, there are no prescribed pericopes for
Friday or holiday services that invite the presentation of theologically indispen-
sable passages from scripture. This state of affairs is significant. What formed
the backbone of cult in the other two religions—the recollection of the foun-
dational events of salvific history condensed into a cycle of scriptural readings
throughout the year—is missing in Islam. In Judaism, this scripturally aided
remembrance is intensified by accompanying prayer formulae and hymns that
together serve to conjure up the great drama of Israel’s history with God: the
election of the Israelites as God’s chosen people, their exodus, their settling down
in the Promised Land, their exile, and the anticipation of the Messiah.* In the
Christian tradition, the commemoration is celebrated in the reading of the scrip-
ture in the Eucharist, epitomizing the two great stages of Christ’s ministry and
his redemptive sacrifice.*’ These forms of commemoration have no equivalent in
the Islamic cult.

A comparable commemoration does take place within Qurian recitation,
which is most frequently embedded in the prayer ritual, where it is not episodes
from salvific history, however, but rather the original scene of Islamic religious
genesis itself, the onset of revelation through the Prophet Muhammad, that is
re-enacted. This commemoration takes center stage, so to speak, in place of the
progress of salvific history, and equally small-scale is its performance, which
cannot be bound to a liturgical course of the year. No Friday service recalls those
parts of inner-Islamic sacred history that could be considered milestones in the
foundation of the new religion, such as Muhammad’s visions reflected in the
Qur’an; his dream journey to the Jerusalem temple, masjid al-aqsa; the hijra; his
shocking victory over the overpowering enemy in the battle of Badr; or the re-
form of the pilgrimage rites. We do not find service elements that recall explicitly
the individual phases of inner-Islamic, let alone pre-Islamic and mono-theistic,
sacred historical memory. This development will become virulent only later; it is,
however, founded in the genesis of the Qur’an.

38. This practice of the tarawih is not the standard everywhere. The author experienced it in the Mohammad
Al-Amin Mosque in Beirut, but not in the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus or the Fatih Mosque in Istanbul.

39. The perception of a sacred historical memory already institutionalized in cult is strongly attested in Zobel,
Das Jahr des Juden, 11-12. Rosenzweig’s classic formulation from 1921 (Der Stern der Erlosung, 369), “What the Jew
possesses as an event in the annual turn of the seasons, the immediacy of all individuals to God in the complete
society of all to God, he no longer needs to acquire in the long passage of world history,” has been studied in its
cultural-historical implications by Assmann, Politische Theologie, 112.

40. On the early theology of Sunday, see Klinghardt, “Sabbat und Sonntag”



212 The Quran and Late Antiquity

Two remarkable particularities thus need to be explained: on the one hand the
complete lack of institutionalized recollections of salvific history* through the
year, carried out in cult, that is, in Qur'an performance, and on the other hand
the relinquishment of the original type of sura whose structure had been that of
a complex liturgical unit that included a narration. Both particularities stand in
close relation to each other, as the following synopsis of textual and cultic devel-
opment will show.

6.3 EMERGENCE OF A LITURGY

In our summary of cultic and textual development, let us turn first to the oldest
suras, which do not yet introduce the central theme of salvific historical narra-
tive.* We should investigate them for traces of a social frame for the recitation,
and pursue also the question of cultic orientations shared between the proclaimer
addressed as “you” and his hearers. Only with a rough conception of the imme-
diate shared cultic praxis of all those reached by the Qur’anic recitation can we
come to recognize the change that would divide the new identity of the “believ-
ers’® from the ancient Arab identity. The early suras, and the debates carried
out in them, offer a viable path for this. For, proceeding from the fact that the
proclaimer addressed as “you” did not present his message in private missionary
work in a free sermon style, but rather presented it to his hearers in his culti-
cally styled “Qur’anic” speech, one must see the people addressed or mentioned
in the plural grammatical forms in the text as real persons from his environ-
ment, before whom or in whose surroundings the performance takes place. One
must also identify the forum of the public debates reflected in the suras with the
scene of their liturgical performance. The text is thus a supplementary writing
to the proclamation itself. If one draws conclusions without recourse to the Sira,
the Quranic scenario consists of the proclaimer (“thou”) alongside the hearers
addressed as “you”” In addition, there are absent adherents, “you,” or, more fre-
quently, opponents, “they.” The proclaimer enters as a messenger with a message
that has perhaps already been formed beforehand; that is, he enters into “a space
that is distended in time and space”** But he may also perform his message spon-
taneously. These two possibilities of text genesis are only clearly distinguishable
in cases where the recitation itself responds to accusations or behaviors of the
group imagined as present (“you” or “they”) or, meta-textually, makes commen-
tary pronouncements about what has already been performed.

41. Contrary to that, modern sermon handbooks for proclamation do follow the annual sequence of Fridays
but do not reflect the course of Islamic salvific history at all.

42. With the exceptions of suras 51 and 79, the early Meccan texts do not contain Prophet narratives; the same
is true of the middle Meccan material, apart from suras 50, 67, 72, and 76.

43. Amana only becomes a term in middle Meccan usage, but from an early point the group around the pro-
claimer already identified itself through collective practices and convictions.

44. Ehlich, “Text und sprachliches Handeln?”
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Are there recognizable insights and convictions shared by the speaker and
parts of the hearership that unite them into a community of identity? Following
roughly the process of Assmann, who coined the phrase “cultural memory” as an
abbreviation for the complex interaction of cultural identity and reference to the
past, we will first discuss the question of the significant space recognizable in the
suras. “Significantly, place plays the primary role in collective and cultural mne-
motechnics, the culture of memory. . . . Memory culture operates by the setting
of signs into natural space. Even, and especially, entire landscapes can serve as
the medium of cultural memory. They are then not so much accentuated through
signs and monuments, but rather elevated as a whole to the rank of a sign. ... It
is a matter of topographical ‘texts’ of cultural memory, of a ‘mnemotope’”* Let
us now look to the Quran.

6.3.1 Mecca and Rites of the Shrine as Central Memory Figure

It is hardly surprising that Mecca and its sacred area, haram, appear as the cen-
tral mnemotopes in the early Meccan suras.” Mecca is frequently represented
among the places that recur in the thirty-two typologically early suras. Outside
the two narrative historical recollections (suras 105 and 106) that commemorate
the repulsion through divine intervention of an aggressor from the shrine, that
is, from the /iaram foundation given by God to the Quraysh,” Mecca is evoked as
a symbolic site in the context of oaths introducing the suras, as the theater of the
theophany, whose only equivalent is Mount Sinai: twice Mecca occurs in this po-
sition in connection to the foundational site Sinai, indicated deictically as hadha
I-balad al-amin, “this secure city” (Q 95:3), or as al-bayt al-ma‘miir, “the house
of God visited [by pilgrims]” (Q 52:4). Mecca is thus not introduced through its
quotidian place names, but rather through a cultic circumlocution: as a settle-
ment attached to a sacred area and a pilgrimage site. A third time, again in an
oath context, a coded mention of Mecca is connected to the foundation of social
life as such, Q 90:1-3.

At the same time, the haram of Mecca must be presupposed quite concretely
as the theater of social interaction: above all, the site of the rites accomplished
there, although this is not made explicit in the Qur'an,* and an explicit naming of
the Kaaba is entirely lacking. Cultic instructions to the speaker, such as fa-salli li-
rabbika wa-nhar, “So pray to your Lord and sacrifice” (Q 108:2), designate those
cultic behaviors that have their natural place in the shrine in combination with
sacrifice, which Uri Rubin has documented for the surroundings of the Kaaba;
namely, these are the saldh rites. Q 96:19 records the element of prostration,

45. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedichtnis, 59-60.

46. On the ritualistic functions of the holy site, see Rubin, “The Ka'ba.”

47. See chap. 7, 244-247.

48. The Islamic tradition is unanimous here; on the reconstruction of the cultic situation, particularly in refer-
ence to the area of the sanctuary reserved for sacrifice, see Rubin, “The Ka'ba”
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sajda, that belong to salah: fa-sjud wa-qtarib, “So throw yourself down and come
nearer.” In the same sura position, namely, at the end, we see elsewhere exhorta-
tions to the proclaimer to conduct another practice that is akin to prayer, the
cultic recitation: wa-amma bi-ni‘'mati rabbika fa-haddith, “The grace of your
Lord, proclaim it!” (Q 93:11), fa-dhakkir innama anta mudhakkir, “So remind,
for you are a reminder!” (Q 88:21), fa-sabbil bi-smi rabbika I-‘azim, “So praise
the name of your Lord, the powerful” (Q 56:96). In Q 52:48-49 (wa-sabbil bi-
hamdi rabbika hina taqiim / wa-mina I-layli fa-sabbilihu wa-idbara I-nujiim, So
give praise to your Lord, when you stand up [or: when you stand in prayer], / and
of the night and by the decline of the stars”), there is even mention of an estab-
lished time for vigils: the nighttime until the fading of the stars.* Here, it is best to
assume a ceremonial utterance in private space. Similar exhortations occur else-
where only at the beginnings of suras: iqra bi-smi rabbika lladhi khalaq, “Recite in
the name of your Lord who created” (Q 96:1); sabbihi sma rabbika I-a‘la, “Praise
the name of your Lord, the High (Q 87:1); quim fa-andhir / wa-rabbaka fa-kabbir,
“Rise up and warn / and praise the loftiness of your Lord [or: say a ‘God is great’
over your Lord]” (Q 74:2-3); qumi I-layla illa qalila / . . . wa-rattili I-qur'ana
tartila, “Stand throughout the night, except for a short time / . . . and perform
the reading in clear recitation” (Q 73:2-4). That the recitation that is required
here should be seen in close connection to the salah ritual is documented by the
short catalogue of virtues that calls for saldh and hymnic recitation: gad aflaha
man tazakka / wa-dhakara sma rabbihi fa-salla, “Prosperity to him who purifies
himself / and praises the name of his Lord and prays” (Q 87:14-15), and by the
fact that in the context of a Quran recitation (Q 53:59: a-fa-min hadha I-hadithi
ta'jabin, “Do you wonder at this speech?”), we find the statement fa-sjudi li-llahi
wa-"budii, “Throw yourself down before God and pray to him” (Q 53:62). Clearly,
for the proclaimer and his dependents, the two belong together: performed or
heard recitation and saldh rites. Since no indication is given of any scene apart
from Meccan cult, we are to imagine the old and new prayer service first in a
shared context, a thesis that is supported in traditional history by the (recon-
structed) notion that the prayer times were at first identical and the rites were
accomplished together.*

6.3.2 Critique of the Behavior of Cult Participants

What speaks in favor of this claim above all are the critiques of individual cult
participants. The critical references to cult behaviors become increasingly frequent
and more detailed, and they are set into a frame that unites the pagan Meccans
and the new cult participants, so that on the basis of the Qurlanic evidence we can

49. If hiina taqamu is to be understood as a reference to a prayer ritual, then praise of God would be imposed
in this prayer and in this vigil.
50. Rubin, “Morning and Evening Prayers”
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assume the Kaaba rites to have been initially shared. We find objections to a lack of
seriousness, and to both ritual and ethical laxity: fa-waylun li-l-musallin / alladhina
hum ‘an salatihim sahian / alladhina yuraan / wa-yamna'tna I-ma‘an, “Woe to
those who pray / who take their prayer lightly, / who want to be seen / and who
refuse to give help,” where the same people are condemned for ethical and ritual
laxity (Q 107:4-7). Going further, there are condemnations also of the handicap-
ping of dependent persons in cult (a-ra’ayta lladhi yanha / ‘abdan idha salla, “What
do you think of he who hinders / a servant when he prays?” Q 96:9-10), or even the
refusal of the ritual altogether: galii lam naku mina l-musallin, “They say: we were
not among those who pray” (Q 74:43), and fa-la saddaqa wa-la salla, “He did not
recognize [the message] as true nor did he pray” (Q 75:31). Cultic omissions are
rebuked, in analogy to the salah context, and also in connection to a recitation per-
formance, alongside the omission of postures of humility: wa-idha gila lahumu rka‘t
la yarka'ana /. . . fa-bi-ayyi hadithin ba' dahu yu'miniina, “If it is said to them: bow
on your knee, they do not bow. /.. . In what message after this would they believe?”
(Q 77:48-50), or disrespectful laughter in place of being moved emotionally: a-fa
min hadha I-hadithi ta'jabin / wa-tadhakina wa-la tabkin / . . . fa-sjudii li-llahi
wa-"budii, “Do you wonder at this speech / and laugh rather than cry? /. .. Throw
yourself down before God and pray to him!” (Q 53:59-62). The salah rite, which in
some of these cases appears to form part of the recitation of the proclaimer already
in the early period clearly consists of the physical gestures of humility that later
Islamic cult established as obligatory: sajda (Q 53:62), rak'a (Q 77:48), and giyam
(Q 73:2). But we learn nothing about which prayer texts are pronounced here. It is
important that the prayer rites mentioned in the Qurian, Q 107:4 and Q 108:2, are
nowhere distinguished unambiguously from the ancient Arab ones; it is clearly the
inherited form, with the elements rak‘a, sajda, and giyam, that is to be conceived
as the frame for the recitations. Its exclusive mention at the beginning or end of the
sura may refer to an introductory or closing function of the rite within the liturgical
service developing in connection to the recitations.

If one takes into account that the proclaimer views his opponents as among
the cultically lax hearers, that he bemoans their lack of respect in regard to his
own liturgical contribution (the recitation), and that those who follow him in
their prayer are exposed to the mockery of these same opponents (Q 83:29), then
one can find here further evidence for an initially established cultic commu-
nity shared between the proclaimer and his Meccan compatriots in the shrine.
Shlomo Dov Goitein also presupposes an already existing pre-Islamic prayer rite,
which the new community continues to follow—without, however, observing the
“reform” of the cult initiated through the additional liturgical element of recita-
tion.”! This reform, which has not been noted in the research up to now, is an

51. Inaletter from February 18, 1962, Goitein wrote the following to Paret, who wanted to date verse Q 107:4f.
to the Medinan period: “In reference to the salat of the Meccans, I believe that this expression familiar to Christians
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important developmental step in both the Qur’an genesis and the formation of
the community.

6.3.3 The Ritually Determined Prayer Times and Their Reform

Particularly in those parts of suras that receive emphasis through oaths, we find
confirmation of the centrality of the rites as “memory figures,” mnemotopes, in
yet another sense, in relation to the medium of time. That is no surprise, since
““memory figures” must be actualized at a particular time. The contents of the
recollections are connected to time both through the attachment to primordial or
extraordinary events and through the periodic rhythm of references to memory.
The calendar of holidays, for example, reflects a collectively lived time.”*> The
daily sequence of times of day (structured by sacred times reserved for divine
service) is the microstructure corresponding to the macrostructural calendar of
holidays. Some of the times of the day that were later fixed for prayer occur quite
early, and indeed emphatically, in oath contexts, clearly carrying great weight for
the symbolic function of the oaths: ‘asr, “late afternoon” (Q 103:1); fajr, “sunrise”
(Q89:1, 74:33, 52:48); and duha, “bright day” (Q 93:1, 91:5).% Oaths sworn by the
nightly vigil time, layl (Q 91:4, 92:1), are also linked to a liturgically relevant time.
Uri Rubin has been able to distill from the wealth of traditional materials the fact
that in ancient Arabic cult, a morning prayer (duhd) was current, while the after-
noon prayer (‘asr) was perhaps introduced by the proclaimer himself in Mecca.
For all other prayer times, he can find no ancient Arabic evidence.* Accordingly,
for the times mentioned in the oaths, at least apart from duhd and ‘asr (Q 103:1),
the adoption of an early Meccan praxis is probable. We also find an oath upon the
consecrated period of ten days, al-ayyam al-‘asr, “the ten days” (Q 93:2), which
perhaps indicates the beginning of the /ajj period.*® In this emphatic echo of li-
turgically relevant times, we see a possession of signs shared between proclaimer
and his hearers, which in part refer to cosmically determined times relevant to
the rites of the Kaaba.

What becomes usual in the more complex suras, the clear assignment of ritual
acts of divine service to particular sacred times, is already foreshadowed in the
early suras: in the closing verses of sura 52, we find the following call to hold oft
on prayer at the break of day: fa-sabbih bi-hamdi rabbika hina taqum / wa-mina
I-layli fa-sabbihhu wa-idbara I-nujiim, “So praise your Lord, when you stand up

and Jews was already used for the superficial cult of the pagans. Muhammad was indignant that his countrymen did
not take their own cult seriously. At the beginning of his career, Muhammad himself believed in the numen of his
home city”; see Paret, Koran: Kommentar, 525. Cf. Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institutions, 88; Birkeland,
The Lord Guideth, 85.

52. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gediichtnis, 60; cf. Assmann, Das Fest und das Heilige.

53. Rubin, “Morning and Evening Prayers”

54. Ibid.

55. See Wagtendonk, Fasting in the Koran.
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[or: when you stand in prayer], / and at night, and at the fall of the stars” (verses
48-49). Here a morning prayer and vigils seem to be called for, wherein the time
of morning prayer is to be identified with fajr, “sunrise;” rather than duha “the
bright day” According to Rubin, the fajr prayer replaces the pagan duha prayer,
the latter of which had as its model the Jewish shaharit service. Accordingly, al-
ready in the early Meccan period, the community possesses two prayer times no
longer shared with the Meccans. Whether one should presuppose an orientation
to Jewish cult, as Rubin suggests, or rather one toward monastic worship—also
responsible for the vigils referred to so intensely in the Qurian (Q 73:1-5, 20;
74:2)—so that with fajr and ‘asr we have an adaptation of orthros and hesperinos
rather than shaharit and minha, we cannot here decide. What is important is that
the worship of the proclaimer grew out of liturgical practices of the Meccans and
first went its own way through gradual alteration of the prayer times.

If we revisit the early suras while bearing in mind their function as comple-
ments to the prayer rites, as we have sketched above, their ancient Arabian
elements no longer appear stylistically surprising. The technique of the oath in-
troduction, a continuation of the kahin style of oration, or the stereotypical idha
series® of the eschatological sura beginnings, and indeed, the entire saj* ductus
with its short constituents, is based on the repetition of the same formal elements
in the same position; one can thus interpret them as a translation of the ritual
performance, which is equally reliant on repetition into linguistic expression. It
is in light of their close association with the Kaaba rites—attested from the very
beginning—that the unique form of the early suras must be understood. This as-
pect may equally provide an explanation for the fact that these suras, and these
suras alone, constitute a partial corpus reserved in a special way for the salah
ritual down to the present day.”

6.4 CuLrTtic AND TEXTUAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MIDDLE
MEccAN PERIOD

6.4.1 Al-Kitab as Nucleus of Divine Self-Communication

If one acknowledges the close relationship between the central memory figure
of the haram rites and the particular form of the earliest suras, which seem to
integrate themselves smoothly into these rites, then one must assume a dif-
ferent frame of emergence for the longer and formally more complex structured
suras: they must derive from a new state of the development of the cult. Our

56. Cf. chap. 5, 174-176, and Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 188-189.

57. The “final thirtieth of the Qur'an,” juz’ ammad, is taught first in traditional schools. Mastering this partial
Qur’anic corpus, which is mostly made up of early Meccan suras, is considered a sufficient requirement for the nec-
essary readings on ritual prayer; cf. Neuwirth, “Der Koran—Mittelpunkt des Lebens.”
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investigation then turns from the short suras to those compositions that take
narratives of the past as a new and central theme.

If one asks about this group, which, to simplify for our purpose, will be des-
ignated “history suras”—which generally begin with a reference to their origin
from writing®*—what is the central memory figure that anchors them in time
and place and seeks also to trace the indications of circumstance and perfor-
mance framework of the suras, then quite a new picture emerges. In place of
the spatial and temporal references to rites at the emphatic sura beginnings and
the heightened sura endings, we find a direct mention of the writing (kitab), or,
more rarely, of the recitation text (qur’an).”® Only three of the complete twenty-
two history suras begin without direct reference to writing. All six of the suras
of this type that still contain an opening oath evoke mentions of divine writing
rather than any reference to spatial and timely ritual.®® But in these suras, the
oaths themselves are quickly superseded by a solemn deictic introduction that
now becomes the rule, beginning demonstratively: “that is the writing” (dhalika
I-kitab),*" or else beginning with a nominal phrase consisting of a single word—
“it is a writing” (kitabun).%* These introductions remain frequent until the end
of the Quran genesis. Remarkable also is the employment, which now becomes
frequent, of one or an ensemble of letters, which occur mostly in addition to an
evocation of writing, and are most likely to be understood as sacral correspon-
dents or “intonations.”*

6.4.2 Formation of Liturgies and Scriptural Pericopes

The recourse here to writing, since there was no corpus of written Quranic text
for the later Meccan suras to draw upon, most likely refers to an entity beyond
a concrete book. This entity may be taken to be the heavenly scripture that was

58. “History suras” that lack an introduction with reference to scriptural elements are the suras 21, 23, 54; the
two suras that contain a doxology in nuce, suras 25 and 67, constitute an exception. In services in Jewish and Eastern
Christian worship, scriptural reading is also preceded by a doxology.

59. The relationship between them is controversial in scholarship. The stipulation made by Nagel, “Vom
Qur’an zur Schrift,” 165, seems to be strongly dominated by an idea of Muhammad as an author, whose individual
shift in consciousness is seen as responsible for the significant developments in the Qur'an: “Thus the development
of the concept of ‘writing’ in the Qur'an may show to us the stages of the routinization of the Prophetic experience
granted to Muhammad. In the end Islam shows itself to be a religion based on the legal provisions that go back to
the ‘scripture.”

60. The introductory oaths to suras in which “scripture” and the qur'an are found: Q 36:2, 50:1, qur’'an; Q 37:3,
dhikr, “exhortation”; Q 38:2, qur'an dhii dhikr, “reading with the admonition”; Q 43:2, 44:2, kitab.

61. Deictic reference to “scripture;” dhalika I-kitab, “This is the scripture,” or more often: tilka dyatu I-kitab,
“These are the signs of scripture,” introduce suras 2, 10, 12, 13, 15 26, 27, 28, and 31.

62. The introductory verses refer to the scripture by means of monopartite nominal sentence, Q 7, 11, 14,
kitabun; similarly suras 32, 39, 40, 41, 54, and 46: tanzil I-kitab, “[this is] a sending down of the scripture”; sura
19: dhikru rahmati rabbika, “[this is] a reminder of your lord’s compassion”; and sura 24: siratun anzalnaha, “[this
is] a sura, which was sent down to us” However, one can also read these verses as appellatory: “A scripture!” and
so forth.

63. But cf. the explanation attempt that goes in another direction in Paret, Der Koran.
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made available for recitation, qur'an, and remembrance, dhikr (Q 19:2.51), from
which texts are now “sent down” in spurts.** According to the middle and later
Meccan suras, to receive the “writing” is a distinction that had already been
bestowed on earlier messengers; yet the proclaimer does not have knowledge of
these texts from books, but rather from oral communications. What unites the
various receivers of writing is not the vouchsafed identity of the respective cor-
pora that emerge and whose identity would scarcely be possible to check across
the language barriers, but rather the consciousness concomitant to the high val-
uing of the symbol of writing, that there exists in the transcendental realm one
comprehensive, integral text that only requires that it be sent down, proclaimed,
and arranged into suitable form for divine service, and subsequently subjected to
exegesis to make it accessible to mankind. The fact that the text in its entirety was
not at the disposal of the proclaimer but was only conveyed to him as fragmen-
tary recollections does not contradict this. In this “excerpting” of writing into the
Arabic language, which is occurring here for the first time, we can see a process
analogous to the pericopizing of entire works, which was a common practice
among Jews and Christians.

Such a narrative pericope from the heavenly writing stands—in close
analogy to the Jewish and Christian service,”® where the central element is a
reading from the Torah or Gospel—in the center of the cultic sura recitals per-
formed in Mecca. Surrounding this scriptural reading, the dhikr, which consists
above all of recollections of history, we find hymnic, polemic, and revelation-
confirmatory elements, so that a structure emerges for the entire recital that can
be understood as a reprise of a Jewish or Christian liturgy. It is remarkable that
different Prophet histories and individual biblical figures are expressly identi-
fied as “recorded in the writing,” while other Quranic topoi, such as polemic,
are presented without reference to writing, but rather in commentary form, as

» «

in, “If they say . . ., then say . .. ” “Divine origin” is thus not to be taken in this
phase as wholly synonymous with “excerpt from the heavenly writing” Even if
eventually the Quran—as its name qur'an (a loanword from Syriac, geryana,
“lectionary, pericope, reading”) already seems to suggest—will become, after
the death of the proclaimer, its own pericope book for the extraction of texts for
cultic recital by Muslims, during the proclamation itself the individual recital
texts are constituted heterogeneously, namely, out of a narrative excerpts from
the heavenly writing, to which are added verse groups of various liturgical and

discursive genres as framing elements.

64. For a discussion of scriptural evocations, see Madigan, The Qur’an’s Self-Image.
65. Both Jews and Eastern Christians know of pericope books, apart from their biblical codices: tigqun soferim
and evangelistarion, which present decontextualized daily liturgical reading portions for practical, oral usage.
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6.4.3 Easing of Forms and New Mnemotechnic Supports

The recourse to “writing” indicates an expansion of consciousness that can hardly
be overestimated: First, the sacred topography that was confined up to that point
to Mecca is widened to include the homeland of earlier messengers, so that the
Holy Land comes forth as a particularly blessed region.* Second, the temporal
setting of the message has been extended into the distant periods of salvific his-
tory, and, what is more, the speaker’s entrance among the group of those who
received messages from a writing that is only ever released in spurts, above all
the Israelites, was to transform the new community into a people of God related
to them. In the end, this entails nothing less than the adoption of the memory of
the Israelites as their own memory,” the crossing over into the Israelites’ tradi-
tion and thus a necessary distancing from the Meccan identity that was preserved
above all by rites. It is remarkable that this new orientation is also expressed ges-
turally in the prayer service, namely, in the adoption of a direction of prayer that
is no longer locally determined but rather suggested by sacred history. The new
theological quality of this adoption of a prayer direction, involving not only ritual
but also an act of memory, has not yet been perceived sharply enough.

6.4.4 Gestural Orientation in “Textual Space”: The Direction
of Prayer toward Jerusalem

The alignment toward Jerusalem—in place of the cosmic orientation to the east
that was current up to this point®*—makes gesturally manifest, so to speak, the
profound change that took place in the early community in the middle Meccan
period, and which we have attempted to discuss in analogy to the transition
from a ritual to a textual coherence developed by Jan Assmann.® After the early
phase, in which the new proclamation still stands in the frame and context of the
Kaaba rites, we observe in the Qur'anic community a kind of conversion process,
namely, the change from an ancient Arabian orientation based on oral ances-
tral traditions to a biblical one based on writing. The biblical stories that were
previously evoked at most in short allusions now come to the foreground in the
middle Meccan period. The protagonists of the early historical narratives are at
first equally figures from the Arabian Peninsula and biblical figures, but over time
the Arabian figures become less prominent than the biblical figures, and the Holy
Land itself enters the scene in place of the local Arabian one. The biblical sacred-
historical past that replaces their own historical memory now forms a “text
world” in competition with reality, approached in prayer through the physical

66. On evocations of the Holy Land in the Qur’an in detail, see Neuwirth, “The Spiritual Meaning of Jerusalem
in Islam”; cf. also chap. 8, 287-289.

67. Cf. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gediichtnis, 40-42.

68. Or to the front of the Kaaba, as Rubin assumes, “Ka‘'ba,” 319-320.

69. Assmann and Assmann, “Nachwort,” 272. Cf. chap. 8, 285-287.
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gesture of facing the prayer direction and in cultic recitation—both practices that
are already familiar in the surrounding monotheistic traditions.

One example among many for this new orientation is offered by the history
of the Jerusalem temple, which is told in Q 17:4-7;"° following the suras 106, 95,
90, and 52, there is no more reference to the Meccan sanctuary, with the one ex-
ception of a short evocation in Q 29:67: a-wa-lam yaraw anna ja‘alna haraman
aminan wa-yutakhattafu I-nasu min hawlihim, “Do they not see that we have
set up a secure sanctuary, while the people around them are robbed?” The only
middle Meccan exception is the reference to al-masjid al-haram, the “holy place
of worship,” in Q 17:1, which serves however to place Mecca into a tense relation
to Jerusalem. The verse” speaks of a night rapture of the proclaimer from the “sa-
cred” to the “far[thest] place of worship,” al-masjid al-aqsa:

subhana lladhi asra bi-‘abdihi laylan mina l-masjidi I-harami ila I-masjidi
l-aqsa alladhi barakna hawlahu li-nuriyahu min ayatina innahu huwa
I-sami‘u I-basir

Praised be He who led his servant out at night from the sacred place of
worship to the far[thest] place of worship, around which we have blessed,
in order to show him our signs—He is the hearing, the seeing.

This verse reflects the replacement in the middle Meccan period of the local sanc-
tuary orientation toward the Israelite sanctuary in Jerusalem, a step that goes much
further than a mere change of ritual praxis. The change in emphasis marks a new
phase in the development of worship, which is manifest in new forms. The suras no
longer show poetic speech in the tradition of ancient Arabic saj’, but rather develop
as biblical “readings” narrative texts that are framed by dialogic (hymnic, polem-
ical, or apologetic) elements. The suras not only break the frame of a verbal sup-
plement to a given ritual but also show themselves liturgically and stylistically to
have outgrown their old frames: in their structure, they are reprises of older forms
of worship, and, in their diction, they clearly make reference to Jewish-Christian
formal language.”” At the same time, the technique of the narrative section requires
the length of individual verses to be expanded, in order to differentiate the various
narrative levels through hypotaxis and more complex sentence formations. What
emerges is the pluripartite Qur'an verse containing more than two cola, which is
no longer easy to memorize, especially as its monotone conclusion at the end of
the final clause offers very little help for memory. From this period on, it seems
that the codification of the new compositions has been taken care of. The more

70. Neuwirth, “Erste Qibla.”

71. Q 17:1 is discussed in chap. 8, 287-289. Cf. also, on its relevance as proof of the Prophet’s succession to
Moses, chap. 11, 408-412.

72. Baumstark, “Gebetstypus.”
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complex structure of the verses, in which rhyme no longer offers mnemotechnic
help, almost requires this step. In the Quran, then, we do not find an “invention
of writing”—what we can observe, rather, in the reorientation to the kitab (the
“writing”) is a transition toward a technique of memory through writing. This tech-
nique, which is bound up with the transcendent original image of writing, now
becomes a kind of exterior storage that flanks memorization.

6.4.5 The Clausula

As the stereotypically formed final clause now replaces the end-verse rhyme, this
entails not only a stylistic and mnemotechnical change of form but also a change
in the intended function of the Qur'an text.”” With the new form—prose dis-
course consisting of interspersed recollections of God, evaluations, and admoni-
tions of behavior—we see the creation of an effective stylistic medium for the
sacral encoding of discourse, as well as a remarkably flexible theological means
of binding inner-worldly affairs to the transcendent God. The verse-end clausulas
are not simply end markers of a complex semantic-syntactic verbal unit; they are
also, and above all, paraenetic pronouncements about what is presented in the
main text, meta-textual reminders of the source of the discourse, God himself, or
at least his admonitions and valuations. Q 12:23 offers an example:

wa-rawadathu llati huwa fi baytiha ‘an nafsihi wa-ghallaqati I-abwaba
wa-qalat hayta laka qala ma'adha llahi innahu rabbi ahsana mathwaya
innahu 1a yuflihu I-zalimin

She coveted him, the one in whose house he [Joseph] was, she locked the
doors and called: “Come here” He said: “God forbid, He is my Lord, who
has made my stay beautiful” Sinners do not prosper.

The clause “Sinners do not prosper,” a negative evocation of the benediction qad
aflaha man tazakka, “Blessed be he who purifies himself” (Q 97:14),” introduces
a new, transcendent, reference and turns the speech of Joseph from the inner-
worldly connection—a trick of his Lord would be an act of ungratefulness—
toward the transcendent. Not only Joseph’s speech but the entire report of the
verse is commented upon: following the norms established by God, what awaits
the violator is loss, despite any external gain.

Thus, already in the middle Meccan period, numerous pronouncements make
a direct or indirect appellatory point by means of the self-descriptive clausula,
which opens up a theological discourse that transcends the level of the report.
Qur’anic salvific history itself is here turned to cultic address and takes on an
appellatory character.

73. Cf., for more detail on the form and function of the clausulas, chap. 5, 195-196; on its text-strategic efficacy
for theological messages, cf. chap. 13, 472-477.
74. Similar calls for blessing are found in Q 91:9 and Q 23:1.
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It is notable that the texts, at least in the middle Meccan period, use devices
beyond the clausula to facilitate their own memorization, often through mne-
motechnical assistance, by employing fixed proportions between individual parts
of suras.” This seems to indicate also that the longer texts were entrusted to a
circle of individuals capable of cultic recitation. For the use of these individuals,
who would have been active also in the absence of the proclaimer, the symmet-
rical proportions would have offered a welcome mnemotechnic aid. The oral tra-
dition remains the primary form of the text’s preservation, as we can see from the
scriptless reading out within salah, which is maintained down to today.”®

6.4.6 A New Temporal and Spatial Situation

As has been shown, this change of form coincides with the community’s move
away from the former times of day determined for ritual. In fact, in the history
suras, cultic directions appear for the observance of the morning and evening
times, but no longer as symbolically loaded oath objects, however, and rather to
signal recommended prayer times. That is easily understandable, since these rul-
ings are innovations: in place of the familiar prayer time of duhd, shared with the
Meccans, is the time of fajr”” wa-sabbih bi-hamdi rabbika qabla tulii‘i I-shamsi
wa-qabla ghurabiha, “Give praise to your Lord before the rise of the sun and be-
fore it goes down” (Q 50:39). We find mention of these same two prayer times
also in Q 11:114 (wa-aqimi l-salata tarafayi I-nahari wa-zulafan mina I-layli,
“Hold the prayer at the two ends of the day and across a phase of night),”® where
in addition a vigil is also intended. Q 17:78-79 speaks of an evening prayer (‘asr)
and of a recitation at the time of fajr, attesting to the fact that rites and recitation
were already combined in the middle Meccan period. In addition to this, a vigil
is also further recommended (Q 17:78-79):

aqimi l-salata li-duliiki shamsi ila ghasaqi I-layli wa-qur’ana I-fajri inna
qur’ana l-fajri kana mashhida

wa-mina l-layli fa-tahajjad bihi nafilatan laka ‘asa an yab‘athaka rabbuka
maqaman mahmuda

Perform the prayer when the sun declines, until the night darkens. And
the recitation of the sundown, truly, this recitation will be witnessed!
And stay awake at night amid the recitation, as an additional service, so

that perhaps your Lord will raise you up to an honorable place.

75. See the scheme of composition in Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition.

76. Cf. Graham, “Islam in the Mirror of Ritual”; Graham, Beyond the Written Word; Kellermann, “Die
‘Miindlichkeit’ des Koran.”

77. The fact that this prayer was already evoked in the early Meccan period indicates that it existed early on
alongside the dulia prayer, which it would later come to replace.

78. Rubin, “Morning and evening Prayers,” 121-122.
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We see that the only prayer preserved from the early Meccan period is the ‘asr
prayer, which, like the fajr prayer, was not a pre-Islamic Meccan rite according to
Uri Rubin’s research. Although one should assume for these prayers that a reci-
tation practice was integrated into the rites, it is in no way certain that these also
included the new, longer suras; rather, one can imagine the continued use of the
short suras for these rites.

In favor of their persisting role in cult, we can state on the one hand the ob-

servation that many early Meccan suras undergo a reworking in this period and
are adapted to a new situation, in which the hearers desire to find their image
affirmed in the cultic texts. They seek now, for example, to be excepted from the
“reprimand of mankind” as ambivalent creatures that is so often pronounced in
the early Meccan period (as for example wa-I-‘asr / inna l-insana la-fi khusr, “By
the late afternoon! Truly, man is at a loss,” Q 103:1-2), so that additions are now
made to the recitation through formulas such as illa lladhina amanii wa-‘amilii I-
salihati wa-tawasaw bi-l-haqqi wa-tawasaw bi-l-sabr, “except those / who believe
and do good deeds and are inspired toward truth and patience” (Q 102:3). But
above all, the later suras themselves have taken on so much complexity that they
can no longer be imagined as “verbal accompaniments” to a rite, but seem rather
to require their own separate performance frame.
A further centrally important innovation occurs at this point: the middle Meccan
sura 15 confirms the existence of a newly introduced prayer formula, the Fatiha,
Q 1:1-7,” in which the “we” form—which, in contrast to the “thou” style of the
other suras, exhibits a reversal of the relation between speaker and receiver—
presupposes the real existence of an ensemble of worshipers, a new cult society.
The Fatiha can be dated approximately, and belongs to the Rahman period.*

bi-smi llahi I-rahmani l-rahim
al-hamdu li-llahi rabbi I-alamin
al-rahmani l-rahim
maliki yawmi I-din
iyaka na‘budu wa-iyaka nasta‘in
ihdina l-sirata I-mustaqim
sirata lladhina an‘amta ‘alayhim
ghayri l-maghdubi ‘alayhim wa-la I-dallin

In the name of God, the compassionate, the merciful.
Praise be to God, the Lord of the worlds,

the compassionate, the merciful,

the king of the day of judgment.

79. See Neuwirth and Neuwirth, “Sarat al-Fatiha”
80. Cf. chap. 4, 142-144.
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It is you we serve, you we call on for help.
Lead us to the right way,

the way of those you have shown grace to,
not those toward whom you are angry
and not those who go astray

The Fatiha, because of its constant use both within and outside of worship serv-
ices, has been compared with the Christian Our Father,* with which it shares
some structural characteristics (invocation, universal then individual pleading,
evocation of positive and negative forms of divine intervention). But at the same
time, it also resembles the Christian introductory to the prayer service, the
Introitus—with which it shares an initial position, “opening” the Islamic prayer.*
Without being able to decide between these two functions, it should be noted
that in the Fatiha, which is also acknowledged as an addition within the Quran
(Q 15:87), we now find a text that supplements the available elements of the ser-
vice (the rites and scriptural recitation),” adding a crucial element, namely, the
communal prayer. With the new availability of this, a distinct cult is already cre-
ated in nuce, going beyond recitation supported by rites.

In view of the prayer times that are no longer shared with the pagan
Meccans, it is questionable whether this extended prayer service still occurred
by the Kaaba. The Qur’anic text gives no indication of its location. What sug-
gests the increasing exclusiveness of an audience already won over by the mes-
sage is the observation that we no longer find dramatic scenes involving the
opponents as protagonists. Rather, the increasingly polemic passages in these
later suras often refer to disputes already past or simulate arguments still to
come;* that is, they follow the scheme “If they say, then say” (qul). In view of
the simultaneous exhortations to recitation and prayer® that now become firm
elements of the sura conclusions, recitation seems to have continued to form
part of the prayer rite. Yet we need to assume that the longer sura readings
should have obtained additional frameworks of their own.

6.5 CULTIC AND TEXTUAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE LATE
MEccAN PERIOD

To sketch the development of the further Meccan suras, which are similarly
complex but of a stronger polemical character and which widely dispense with

81. Winkler, “Fatiha und Vaterunser.”

82. See Neuwirth and Neuwirth, “Siirat al-Fatiha”

83. See Neuwirth, “Referentiality and Textuality”

84. Radscheit, Die Koranische Herausforderung, thus concludes in favor of the subsequent construction of such
scenarios. However, his hypothesis presupposes an authorial origin of the Qur’an, and thus does not consider argu-
ments based on the interactions between proclaimer and hearers that are reflected in the text.

85. See the analysis of suras in Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition.
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narrative® would require preliminary analytical work giving specific treatment
to the structures of argument, far beyond of the scope of the present study. In
lieu of this, an attempt will be undertaken on the basis of a single sura to gain
some insight about the liturgical Sitz im Leben and hearership of the late Meccan
suras. Sura 29, “The Spider;” Al-‘Ankabut, which is addressed indirectly to its
hearers (a-hasiba I-nasu . . . 2, “Do the people perhaps believe . . . 2" verse 2), con-
fronts central communal problems from the very beginning: a crisis is underway,
which resulted from disappointment about the half-heartedness of some people
initially counted among the believers, who then became apostates (verse 10).
The entire beginning part (verses 1-13) gives the impression of an experience
of fitna, a divine testing (fatanna, verse 2), in which creed alone does not count,
but rather the “hearts of men” will be tested (verse 10). The crisis is aggravated
by the fact that under the difficult conditions of the conflict with the unbelievers
(verse 12, alladhina kafarii, verse 48, al-mubtilin), a new quality of loyalty is re-
quired, which, in the case of differing religious orientation within families, even
displaces the authority of parents (verse 8), so that the necessity of honoring one’s
parents, which had already been preached in the Decalogue (Q 17:23), must now
be rewritten. In this situation of rigorous self-restriction, we find the first intro-
duction of the image of jihad, athlon,* that is, inner struggle (verse 8, and again
finally verse 69). What is striking is the nearly complete relinquishment of direct
address to those present, which is only lifted in the case of the controversial ex-
hortation to possibly show one’s parents disobedience (verse 8).

Despite this introduction, which clearly displays the form of a speech, the sura
goes on in a conventional way. In the usual position of the sura’s middle part, the
Prophets Noah (verses 14-15), Abraham (16-27), and Lot (29-35) are recalled,
introduced simply through the formula la-qad arsalna . . ., “We have sent down
already . . ., so that Abraham’s sermon against idolatry, including the deriva-
tion of God’s power to resurrect from his power of creation, carries over topoi
from the sermon of the proclaimer in remarkable ways. Then follow reminis-
cences of the fates of the peninsular Arabian peoples Madyan (verse 36-37) and
Thamud (verse 38), and finally those of other stubborn unbelievers (verse 39),
whose punishments are recalled in a litany-like catalogue (verse 39). In all this,
what is striking is a new, paraenetic point of emphasis: instead of creating ten-
sion by pursuing the narratives to their climax, their paraenetic points (such as
Lot’s wife having to stay behind as punishment) are unveiled from the beginning.
The series of narratives is concluded by a parable (mathal), introduced explicitly
as such, whose educational value is highlighted again at the end (verse 43): the

86. For the sequences of themes in the late Meccan suras 6, 10, 13, 16, 28, 30, 32, 35, 39, 41, 42, 45, and 46, see
the analysis in Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 290-313.

87. The conception of jihad, as struggle in application of the affairs of God, precedes the idea of violent jihad.
A monastic Christian ideal (athlon) may be reflected here, such as is present in 1 Tim 2:5.
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construction of “auxiliary deities” is just as incapable of carrying a load as the
web of the spider (verses 41-43). Apart from this parable, placed emphatically at
the conclusion of the historical recollections, nothing is new in this part of the
sura—the narrative section can for that reason be explained best as the fulfill-
ment of already established expectations of the hearers, who anticipate finding
in the center of the performance salvific historical recollections—just as is the
custom in Jewish and Christian services where readings from biblical history
occupy the center.

The announcement of the final part (verse 44) is, on the other hand, litur-
gically striking, amounting to an emphatic signal that is almost an exclama-
tion: khalaga llahu l-samawati wa-l-arda bi-l-haqqi inna fi dhalika la-ayatan
li-I-mu’ minin, “God created the heaven and earth in truth, and in that is a sign
for the believers.” The verse is not linked semantically to what follows and serves
with its great cosmic reference solely to signal a new beginning, whereby atten-
tion will be aroused. In this function, it recalls above all the hymnal formula with
which the community in the synagogue accompanies the relocating of the Torah
scroll in the shrine: hodo ‘al erez we-shamayim, “His majesty is over the earth
and the heavens” Without considering a direct derivation, the parallel shows the
rhetorical efficiency that a cosmic reference can have for the introduction of a
new part of a prayer service. As in the majority of the Meccan suras, the final
part begins with a consolation of the Prophet confirming the transcendent origin
of the message (verses 46-49). The concluding polemic in the “they” form aims
at apparently absent opponents, who would concede to God creation (verse 61),
preservation (verse 62), and even occasional rescue from danger (verse 65), but
do not grant worship to him alone, although their privileged social situation as
neighbors of the Meccan sanctuary (verse 67) should be a clear sign to them. The
conclusion entails an exhortation to jihad, to militant, if at this stage still nonvio-
lent, commitment in the cause of God.

That the Qur’anic ecclesia militans that is reflected here stands in close relation
to its Christian interlocutor is evident, not only from the recognized necessity
to conduct disputes with the “people of scripture” in a conciliatory way (verse
46: wa-la tujadilic ahla I-kitabi illa bi-llati hiya ahsan, “Do not dispute with the
peoples of the scripture, except in a friendly way”). It follows that disputes are
already underway. The community recognizes the scriptural revelations of the
others, some of whom are perhaps even present among the hearers: fa-lladhina
ataynahumu I-kitaba yu mintina bihi wa-min ha'uld’i man yu minu bihi, “Those
to whom we have given the writing, believe in it, and also among those here
[some] believe in it” (verse 47). The community recognizes the God of all of them
as one and insists at the same time on the genuineness of the revelation to the pro-
claimer. The argument seems to be carried out constructively; the turning toward
the Christians is clearly no momentary event. Rather, a number of references to
the New Testament point to an already existing exchange, an appropriation of



228 The Quran and Late Antiquity

the forms of Christian forbearance of adversities. Most striking are the references
to the carefree “birds among the heavens” (Mt 6:26), which recur in the Qurian
generalized to “animals” (verse 60), and to the “apartments in the house of the
Lord,” which become the apartments of paradise (verse 58), and finally the pre-
dictions from Mt 16:28, Mk 9:1, and Lk 9:27 that some contemporaries will “not
taste death, before they have experienced the lordship of God on the earth”—a
prediction that is reformulated in the Qurian into the universal statement that
“every soul will taste death” (verse 57).

Although in its rhetoric and its unfolding of numerous arguments the sura is
clearly an address, it is not a direct confrontation with the fickle or the unbelievers;
it no longer presupposes a scenario occupied by hearers of different provenance, but
rather comments from an elevated position on a public addressed neutrally as “you,”
while maintaining a concern about their belief and nonbelief and the kinds of beha-
vior required by them. Despite these evocative traces of a sermon, the sura is none-
theless oriented toward liturgy: it still follows the three-part scheme known since the
middle Meccan period, which reflects the reading of scripture in the middle, and in
which the confirmation of revelation in the closing part is announced to the hear-
ers through a clear signal. Although formally a dialogue—interrupted only a single
time (verse 8)—between God and proclaimer, the sura itself recalls a collective ex-
perience: already in the rhetorical question at the beginning, a-hasiba I-nds, “do the
people believe,” reminds one of earlier introductory formulas for the expression of
disapproval of a false view, a-yahsabu l-insan, “does man believe” (Q 75:3.36, 90:5, 7,
104:3). Even if the text avoids direct approach to the hearers or addressees, there is
still a clear connection between speaker and hearers given through inner-Quranic
textual references. The sura thus reflects a liturgical reading before a hearership al-
ready familiar with the Qurianic discourse, which now begins to open itself up to the
“people of the scripture;” while renouncing ever more harshly the non-monotheistic
unbelievers.

While sura 29 still preserves the old tripartite structure with historical rec-
ollections in the middle part, the majority of the late Meccan suras (eleven of
twenty suras)**—which are structurally no longer clearly tripartite—no longer
entail any narratives. Their place has been taken by the historical reflections or
the yet more clearly paraenetically oriented parables, amthdl, a classical mono-
theistic textual type—indeed, a topos of the sermon. But the late Meccan suras
remain polythematic. The step toward a monothematic sermon, which is yet to
come in Medina, does not occur in Mecca.

Cult, insofar as it concerns the praise of God embedded in a prayer context,
seems to have expanded: not only are the two morning and evening prayer times
confirmed, but a midday prayer, zuhr, and a late evening prayer, ‘ishd’, are also

88. Lacking a narrative are the suras 13, 16, 28, 30, 32, 35, 39, 40, 41, 42, and 45; those with narratives are suras
6,7, 10, 11, 14, 29, 31, 34, and 46. See Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition, 290-313.
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emerging: fa-subhana llahi hina tumsina wa-hina tusbihin / wa-lahu I-hamdu fi
I-samawati wa-l-ardi wa-‘ashiyan wa-hina tuzhiriin, “Praised be God when you
come in the evening and in the morning, to him is due praise in the heaven and
earth, in the late evening and when you come in the midday” (Q 30:17-18).%
The recitation is also now preceded by a formula for the avoidance of mischief,
a‘udhu bi-llah mina I-shaytani I-rajim, “I take refuge with God from the cursed
Satan”: fa-idha qara’ta I-qur’ana fa-sta‘idh bi-llahi mina I-shaytani I-rajim, “If you
recite, then utter the formulas: I take refuge with God from the cursed Satan” (Q
16:98).

6.6 CuLTiC AND TEXTUAL DEVELOPMENT IN MEDINA
6.6.1 New Sura Types and Their Sitz im Leben

Medinan suras can be roughly grouped into the short, frequently monothematic
“oratory suras” (22, 24, 33, 47, 48, 49, 57-66) and the long suras (2-5, 8, and
9). As a development important for the understanding of scripture, we find in
Medina a new relation to the heavenly scripture and the proclamation: while in
Mecca qur’an, situationally conditioned performance, and kitab, excerpt from
the heavenly writing, were held clearly separate from each other, the two become
difficult to distinguish in Medina. We now find texts about occasional, ephem-
eral communal matters within the performances of “excerpts from the heavenly
scripture”; thus, the qur’an, the recitation of the proclaimer, becomes identical
with the excerpts from the kitab, the heavenly scripture. In tune with the Qur’anic
community’s entrance into salvific history that is thus attested, we find new
texts, consisting of an address to the community, whose members are directly
addressed in formulas such as ya ayyuha I-nas, “O people” At the same time,
the Prophet appears with a new aura in these suras, which in some cases (suras
59, 61, 62, 64) are introduced by stereotyped hymnal introductory formulas that
evoke the Psalms. Designated as al-nabi, he is no longer the mere mediator of
the message but has now moved to stand beside the text. Only now does he bear
the name “Muhammad” (Q 3:144, 33:40, 47:2, 48:29), which should be under-
stood as an honorific title, “the Praised” He is addressed directly by God by the
formula ya ayyuha I-nabi, “You Prophet,”® and becomes an actor who works in
synergy with the divine personage and is mentioned in the combination Allahu
wa-rasiluhu, “God and his messenger”

Closely linked to the proclaimer, a number of locations now appear, called
masajid, especially the masjid al-haram in Mecca. The entire cult is now organized

89. Hawting, “Introduction,” xvii, discusses the finally established three daily prayers; in contrast see Horovitz,
“Terminologie des islamischen Kultus.”
90. See Bobzin, “The ‘Seal of the Prophets’”
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around this old center,”* which is perceived explicitly as the original place of the
rites.”? The rites of the pilgrimage are accorded late recognition as a legacy of the
masjid al-haram, which now, as a result of a longstanding Meccan tradition rec-
ognizing Abraham as its founder,” is recognized also as the natural foundation of
the new religion, which in its other aspects, however, is much more indebted to
the legacy of Moses.”* It is notable that the change of the direction of prayer, gibla,
in Medina, just like its initial introduction,” once again displays an element of
the particular consideration accorded to the psychic situation of the proclaimer
and, implicitly, of the community.*

The suras of this period mark a new transformation of form: they are struc-
turally homogenous and dispense with the multiplicity of “classical” composi-
tional elements of the older suras (e.g., the characteristic beginning and closing
elements of hymn, catalogue of virtues, and revelation introduction; the clas-
sical middle sections with historical recollection or discussion; and the closing
revelation polemic and confirmation). The new oratory suras display a com-
paratively simple structure: a mostly stereotyped hymnic introduction is fol-
lowed immediately by the exposition of the subject, in the form of a speech
showing end rhyme. The “oratory sura” is only rarely carried out artfully; it has
become a ritually stylized address, a new form achieved through comparably
simple means.

The emergence of a sura type without a distinctive composition indicates a
shift in emphasis toward the end of the development. There seems no longer to
be expectations of firmly structured liturgies. Polythematic compositions, with
their attendant complex discourses often discharged on different generic levels,
are replaced by a simple form. The sura has now approximated itself to the genre
of the sermon. The proclaimer has come to feature beside the text as a represen-
tative charged with socially and politically relevant duties, and addressed person-
ally with the title ya ayyuha I-nabi, “You Prophet!” The similarity to the form of
address later familiar in the Friday sermon is not accidental: it is at this period

91. With the single exception of Q 17:1, all Qurianic references to al-masjid al-haram are Medinan and there-
fore occur in the context of debates surrounding the rights of the Prophet and his community: Q 2:144, 150 gibla
shift; Q 2:191 declaration of war; Q 2:217 remembrance of the expulsion of the faithful from the Kaaba cult; Q 5:2
invocation to respect the Meccan cult symbols; Q 8:34 indictment of the expulsion of the faithful from the Kaaba
cult; Q 9:7 pact with the umrat al-qada’; Q 9:19 assessment of the sigaya and ‘imara duties; Q 9:28 expulsion of the
faithful; Q 22:25, Q 44:25 judgment of the expulsion of the faithful from the Kaaba; once, in Q 5:96-98, pilgrimage
regulations are discussed.

92. The gibla shift from Jerusalem to Mecca becomes binding with Q 2:144-150.

93. See Rubin, “Hanifiyya and Ka'ba”; cf. Sinai, Studien zur friithen Koraninterpretation, 135-160.

94. See Goitein, “Prayer in Islam” A clear testament to Moses’s function as a prototype of Muhammad is
traditionally offered by the establishment of the Jerusalem gibla in sura 17; see Neuwirth, “Erste Qibla,” where
Muhammad and Moses are compared several times.

95. The connection between the first establishment of gibla and the night journey of the proclaimer to
Jerusalem is also established in the traditional exegesis; cf. the evidence in Duri, “Jerusalem in the Early Islamic
Period”

96. Cf. chap. 9, 334-337.
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that the Friday service was first institutionalized.” The Quranic mention of its
establishment occurs in the context of a defense of the proclaimer as an Arabian
prophet, a “messenger from within your midst,” Q 62:1-5, who is contrasted ex-
pressly with those Jews who possess the Torah but do not understand it. As it is in
the context of this confrontation that a day of gathering, jum‘a, is introduced, it
might be concluded—though without explicit evidence—that the intention here
is to establish an opposing model to Shabbat.”®

It is noteworthy that native “proto-Islamic” history is touched upon, but never
unfolded narratively.” This prefigures a momentous development: not only the
renunciation of general monotheistic historical memory but also the relinquish-
ing of the community’s “proto-Islamic” historical memory as a backbone of the
prayer service. The person of the proclaimer himself stands increasingly as the
focal point. The generally highly formulaic introductions of these suras may in-
dicate their recitation at the beginning of a longer ceremony, which, given the
absence of conventional sura endings at this stage, may have most likely been
concluded with a following prayer ritual.

With the second Medinan sura type, the “long sura,” the discrepancy between
the textual unit sura and the pericope designed for recitation within a cultic
frame, which had occasionally already arisen with the longer late Meccan texts,
becomes the rule. Given their length, the long suras as such could no longer serve
a cultic function. But since even the shorter Medinan suras, being for the most
part monothematic, no longer fit the older complex model, the expectation of
the hearers for a complex prayer service presenting salvific historical memory
in the form of a narrative from the biblical traditions as its centerpiece, seems
to have faded away. It is no surprise, then, that the Islamic prayer service in its
ultimately fixed form includes no performance of complete suras, but only short
pieces inserted into the rites.

6.6.2 Medinan Additions

We find an important index of the continued recitation of older suras during
Muhammad’s ministry in Medina in those texts that can be identified as addi-
tions to Meccan suras.'® They serve precisely to actualize the older texts that

97. See Q 62:9; see also Goitein, “Friday Worship,” Becker, “Zur Geschichte des islamischen Kultus.”

98. See Goitein, “Friday Worship” A non-canonical reading of jumu‘a (Q 62:9) makes the chronological
framework of the new day of worship explicit: the Aramaic borrowed word, ‘ariiba, “eve,” points to a day of prepa-
ration for Shabbat, apparently concretely to a Friday market, see ibid.

99. An example of the few verses that reflect the fateful event of victory at Badr is Q 8:41-44; see Wagtendonk,
Fasting in the Quran. Here, an event is interpreted mythically in detail, point by point, but is still not condensed
into a mythical story. The verses clearly aim at the evocation of a memory presumed to be living among the hearers.

100. Hence what is intended here is not the Medinan additions accounted for in the tradition, which Nagel,
Medinensische Einschiibe, collected and discussed, but whose criteria for identification still need to be checked. This
has more to do rather with verses that stand out for formal and text-logical reasons, thus indicating a Medinan in-
teraction scenario.
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were still in use, but that required concretizing or modification in light of new
communal developments. This became a means, for example, for the expression
of the increasingly demanding life circumstances of some members of the com-
munity, who as tradespeople or fighters could no longer dedicate themselves to
protracted vigils. Q 73:1-4, with its exhortation valid within the early Meccan
period, ya ayyuha lI-muzzammil / qumi l-layla illa qalila / nisfahu awi nqus minhu
qalila / aw zid ‘alayhi wa-rattili I-qur’ana tartila, “You, wrapped one, / stand
through the night / half the night or somewhat less / or somewhat more / and
perform the reading in clear recitation,” is thus extended by a Medinan closing
verse, mentioning the groups to be exempted explicitly, which lightens the strict
command for them: fa-qra’i ma tayassara minhu, “So recite what comes easy to
you from him/it” (Q 73:20). Similar lightenings are attached also to the cultic
instructions concerning the Ramadan fast, which was first issued in Medina: Q
2:187 cancels the obligation of sexual abstinence for the nights of Ramadan im-
plied in Q 2:185.

But the additions also reflect interactions across the borders of the community,
to which the recitation responds. In the early Medinan period, a new group of
hearers appears on the stage, if not in reality, then at least virtually: the Medinan
Jews. Jews appear as believers (Q 2:62, 5:69, 22:17), or in other places they are
confronted with the requirement of accepting the new message (Q 4:162). In
some Quranic texts, they belong to the “peoples of the writing” (Q 3:113-114)
and obtain assurances of a doubled reward in view of their belief in their own re-
vealed writings and the Qurian (Q 28:52-54).'°! But the full significance of their
presence only becomes clear by means of a Quranic strategy that seems to pre-
suppose Jewish hearers: older Qurlanic texts are extensively reworked, and thus
adapted to the expectations of a more complex Medinan listenership. Textual
analyses show that some biblical narratives that were already formulated in Mecca
were subjected to a revision in Medina, and thus gained theological dimensions
that clearly relate to Jewish biblical exegesis.'” In the case of the story of the
Golden Calf,'® which is told in the Meccan period in Q 20:84-99, and again in
Q 7:142-156, the additions, which appear clearly as such through their stylistic
form, make distinct reference to a contemporary Jewish exegetical reading of
the Exodus text.'®* Divine wrath—which is not a theme in Mecca, where human
repentance brings about immediate forgiveness—now enters the community’s
horizon of knowledge, most probably as a result of disputes with Jewish scholars.
A new theological reflection is required, which disputes the image of God pre-
dominant in the rabbinic tradition from Exodus 34:6-7, the so-called thirteen

101. Rubin, “Jews and Judaism”; Rubin, Between Bible and Quran.
102. Neuwirth, “Meccan Texts”; cf. chap. 9, 318-324.

103. See Hawting, “Tawwabin.”

104. Neuwirth, “Meccan Texts.”
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attributes, which plays a central role in the atonement ritual of the day of re-
pentance (Yom Kippur). The extensive “correction” of the understanding of the
previously narrated Moses story may be a tribute to Jewish hearers, who in the
early Medinan period are clearly assumed to be among the proclaimer’s audience.

Examples such as the development of the story of the Golden Calf can illumi-
nate the debates that would have played out between the Jews and the new com-
munity. Both groups set out to become competing exegetical trustees of the same
heritage and thus into rival interpretative communities. Medinan additions, as
such, were conceded early on to exist by the Islamic tradition,'” but have still
not been submitted to systematic study as to their implications for the Qurlanic
process of communication. Observations on the different Qurianic readings of
the story of the Golden Calf suggest the successive development of a discourse of
guilt and atonement, which over time came to involve the new community and
the Medinan Jews, before these became the target of serious Qur’anic polemic.

That such interpretive “corrections” of stories or faith positions that were ini-
tially presented without religious political implications, but which were required
by the new situation of dialogue, became commonplace in Medina is attested by
the intake of Jewish creeds in the Qur’anic horizon. In the short sura 112, we even
witness an offer of consensus to the Jewish hearers, while the Nicene Christian
confession of divine sonhood is rigorously paraphrased in the sense of a negative
theology, so that a clear negation is offered to the Christians.'* The new forms of
the community’s religious credos that emerge, above all the creed formulated in
sura 112, may have arisen out of the debates with Jewish interlocutors, just as the
Fatiha was due to inner-community reflection over Christian forms of worship
circulating within the area.'””

This kind of emergence of cultic forms from the negotiation of Jewish tra-
ditions, which is typical for the Medinan context, is reflected in a particularly
strikingly mode in the shaping of the two high feasts that were institutionalized
during the Medinan period. The Ramadan month of fasting, typologically a re-
pentance festival, clearly developed out of the nucleus of the ‘Ashara’ fast, an ad-
aptation of the rites of the Jewish day of atonement, Yom Kippur.'®® Shlomo Dov
Goitein succeeded in finding clear traces of the Yom Kippur liturgy, above all the
repentance litany, in Q 2:186, a verse that forms part of the Ramadan legislations
of Q 2:183-187. But what is striking above all is a close connection to the role of
Moses in salvific history, reflected in the etiology of Ramadan, which is founded
on the reception of the furgan, “the deliverance / delivering decision” (Q 2:184).
Just as Moses received the scripture and the deliverance, furgan (Q 2:52), so these

105. Nagel, Medinensische Einschiibe, 113-127.

106. Cf. chap. 13, 477-480.

107. Neuwirth, “Sarat al-Fatiha”

108. Goitein, “The Muslim Month of Fasting”; cf. also chap. 9, 410-415.
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two distinctions are also granted to the Prophet, who not only received the scrip-
ture, the Quran, but also like Moses was able to deliver his community thanks
to divine intervention from the greatest danger—namely, in the battle of Badr,
which is evoked in Q 8:42-43. These distinctions are remembered in Ramadan.
While the Ramadan month of fasting, which is marked strongly by liturgy,
is linked in no small measure to older liturgical models such as the repentance
liturgy cited by Goitein,'” the pilgrimage festival, although closely related typo-
logically to the Jewish pilgrimage for the Feast of Tabernacles (hag ha-sukkot),
presents itself rather as a reform of ancient Arabian rites. In the case of the pil-
grimage, which had already taken shape in pre-Islamic times, and which seems
10 a salvific historical interpre-
tation was provided. It focuses on the person of Abraham, which in the local

to be a pure festival of the change of seasons,

tradition was already linked to the Meccan sanctuary, and refers the duty of
the pilgrimage—Q 22:27-29—back to him. At the same time, it is he who in a
prayer—Q 2:127-129—predicts the appearance of a Prophet of writing, and thus
the emergence of verbal worship at the Kaaba. The Abraham connection works
in two ways: on the one hand, it is directed against the Jews’ claim of special
godliness in recognition of the piety of Abraham—Abraham’s demand for the
privileges for his descendants, Q 2:124, is decided negatively—and, on the other,
it establishes an opposing tradition, which claims that the first son of Abraham,
Ismail, the forefather of the Arabs, participated synergetically, in place of the bib-
lical Isaac, in the founding of the sanctuary by Abraham.'"!

6.6.3 Summary

With the appearance of the long sura, there arose for the first time a discrep-
ancy between the textual unit of the sura and its oral performance in a ritual
setting: the long suras as such are too long to serve a cultic function within a
single service. For the ritual part of the prayer service, short suras or verse groups
are required; in the service part, the sermon-like “oratory suras” proved more
suitable for the liturgically framed communications. Thus, the need for a com-
plex form of verbal service involving polythematic compositions such as were
common in Mecca was no longer present. In addition, the short Meccan suras,
which continued to be recited, fulfilled an important liturgical purpose. Whether
because sufficient structured performance texts already existed by that time or
because formal emphases other than the liturgical became more important, in
the Medinan sura types we no longer see the response to an expectation of a
complex prayer service developed around salvific historical memory at its center.

109. Ibid.

110. Wellhausen, Reste.

111. Cf. chap. 11, 394-395. On the foundation of the holy site, see especially Witztum, “The Foundations of the
House”; Sinai, Studien zur frithen Koraninterpretation.
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New forms, which no longer constitute a literary genre, such as citations of leg-
islation, which are unfamiliar in terms of their genre and structure, replace the
old compositions. This turn toward simpler forms initiates the path toward the
erosion of the literarily through-composed sura. Once individual texts could be
excerpted from the long suras without particularly violent intervention, it was
only a short step to the pericopizing of the Quran, which would later become
common in Islamic worship: the excerpting of texts for recitation from the longer
suras based solely on considerations of the desired content or extent. Whether
or not this praxis goes back to the time of the Prophet’s ministry, in any case the
Qur’an contains, in the “compromise form” of the long sura, the formula for the
dissolution of its own compositions.

6.7 FrRoMm QUR’AN TO IsLamic CULT

The simplicity of Islamic cult in its finally fixed form, the fact that both the
daily salah and the Friday service focus on the ritual rather than verbal ex-
pression of the worshipper, has challenged scholars time and again. Shlomo
Dov Goitein''? attempted to explain this, above all, assuming that this format
served the needs of an audience that took shape in Medina after the wars of
conquest, which had scarcely any previous religious formation. A simple ritual
would have met the needs of this new audience. The new believers required a
simple cult. Eugen Mittwoch'”® and Carl Heinrich Becker,'* who both investi-
gated the structure of the Friday service, also considered the conditions after
the first wave of conquest to have been decisive in its formation. Becker rec-
ognized clear reflections of a Christian liturgy in the Friday service, while
Mittwoch finds Jewish liturgical reflections instead. The Friday service, it is
true, can only be explained in the details of its final form by its encounter with
the cultic forms of the two older religions. But if we follow the evidence of the
Qur’an itself, both substantial elements, the sermon on the one hand and the
salah at the close of the ceremony on the other, already stem from an intrinsi-
cally Qur’anic (in the case of the salah even pre-Quranic) development. Thus,
the decisive question remains unanswered: Why is the final form of the verbal
service in Islam comparably plain—why is it not closer to the Jewish-Christian
structure, that is, a typologically more diversified form of worship?

The development sketched earlier makes the whole problem appear much
more complex. After all, what was described is a move from simpler to more
complex forms, from a cult determined by ritual in the beginning to one deter-
mined by verbal service in later Mecca, which in the end becomes once more

112. Goitein, “Friday Worship.”
113. Goitein, “Friday Worship.”
114. Becker, “Zur Geschichte des islamischen Kultus.”
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simplified, still in the lifetime of the Prophet, resulting in a combination of ritual
and a sermon-like oration.

Let us once more recapitulate the hypotheses presented here regarding the
development of canon and ritual: The pre-Islamic saldh rites at the Kaaba were
adopted as the framework for the liturgical recitation of the Qur’an, which con-
stituted the initial stage of a verbal service. The new practice was dignified and
legitimized through its performance in a particular, revered space and at specific
times of day that were considered to be auspicious. The early suras verbally imi-
tate, so to speak, the basic pattern of the rites, translating the fast and rhythmical
repetition of gestures into verbal linguistic forms, repetitive rhymed prose. But
the practice of a shared cult of the pagan Meccans and the nascent community
did not last long; the believers soon relinquished the customary prayer times,
and thus oriented themselves more closely to biblical models. Formally, the rec-
itation texts developed beyond their ritual frames, constituting, from the middle
Meccan period, text ensembles that clearly recall in structure the monotheistic
prayer services. The consciousness of participating in a “scripture” into which
the stream of relevant tradition merged, opened their eyes to history, and fur-
thermore allowed them to assimilate as their own the memory of the followers of
the two older religions, who were already living in a scriptural culture. This new
orientation manifested itself in the new genre of the “history sura,” which can be
understood as a reflection of the Jewish and Christian verbal service, in which
the salvific history of the Bana Isra’il, and especially the leadership of Moses,
plays an essential role. History, or, in the late Meccan suras that do not contain
narratives, the interpretation of history, is clearly the backbone of these suras,
which were composed of paraenetic exhortation and narrative with a view to
being recited. The “scripture,” as the emblem of the transcendent God and with it
the consciousness of a stream of tradition that had incorporated the individual’s
experience of a divine power exerted in history, which now finds its first expres-
sion and pronouncement in Arabic, asserts a new conception of time. This con-
cept of time is no longer cyclical and predetermined, but rather linear and open
to human intervention. Perception expanded not only into times past but into
the faraway space of the other recipients of scripture, whose ritual center was
even adopted as the gibla. Thus Jerusalem took the place of Mecca, which for the
community had evolved into a space of inner exile.

Later, the more the proclaimer came to occupy a position of authority along-
side the text with the aura of a divinely authorized dignitary, and the more the
community approached the models of the older faith communities, the more
urgent it became to interpret the present through sermon-like paraenesis. In
Medina, the resetting of the ritual center adopted from the “other” religions by
the community’s own inherited local sanctuary and the readopting of the pil-
grimage that is so significant from pre-Islamic ritual practices indicate the ero-
sion of the erstwhile significance of the memory inherited from the Bana Israil.
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All these developments are linked to the change in orientation from a verbal
service in the Jewish and Christian vein to more ritual forms of service. The em-
phasis on Abraham’s founding of the rites endowed the emerging community
with additional weight as against the piety of the Banu Isra’il and their Jewish
and Christian heirs, which had been considered in Mecca as exemplary and had
found expression in the complex “history suras.” But not only their particular fig-
ures of memory that had become ambivalent through the real history of events
but equally the community’s own experiences were henceforth denied narrative
exposition. The emerging “scripture” indeed undergoes a completion, and the
collation of even isolated groups of verses was taken care of in the long suras.
However, the last phase of Quranic genesis was not exploited to mythologize
past experience of achievement; its purpose was not to fix historical recollection,
but rather to interpret the present through oral proclamation and to provide re-
assurance of divine guidance in the future. The two tenets are pursued and docu-
mented by the oratory suras.

The short salah suras, closely connected to the rites, have accompanied the
entire process (some, like Q 78:20, even undergo Medinan expansions); they
thus shaped the post-Qur’anic notion of the pericope, the text selection suited
for prayer consisting of a short verse group that was easy to memorize. As for the
notion of the sura, which for the proclaimer of the Qur’an had been a significant
organizing factor for the composition of recitation units intended as such, little
remains beyond its relevance for Qurianic philology, as a historically inherited
textual demarcation, without notable practical consequences for the reception.

If we find the suras, in spite of all this, appearing in the final text canon as
distinct units marked by the basmala, this fact does not reflect the practice con-
temporary to the final redaction, of the liberal use of the Qur’an as a book of peri-
copes. On the contrary, it directly acknowledges the claim to canonicity raised by
the transmitted shape of the Qur’an that had evolved long before. It is true that a
continuous text oriented transparently according to the history of creation and
the development of the monotheist faith did not evolve—after all it was not a the-
ological school that determined the conclusion of textual growth and its defini-
tive ordering, but rather external circumstances. However, while the textual stock
extant at the time of the final redaction was arranged into a corpus according
to external, even mechanical criteria, it is impossible to overlook the signs of
an elementary care employed to create a consummate scripture: the Qurlan is
opened by a “proem”—the Fatiha, a text that does not belong to the genre of the
sura—and is concluded by a kind of colophon, with the apotropaic gestures of the
two last suras, 113 and 114. The actual corpus thus begins'** with the evocation

115. The fact that the first and final two suras were taken up in the Koran is thanks to the redaction based on
the Uthmanic textual material alson, as the suras lack in the reports about the pre-canonical codex of Ibn Masad;
see Jeffery, Materials, pg. 23. Cf. ch. 3, pg. 109-113.
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of writing followed by a short Islamic catechism: alif lam mim dhalika I-kitabu la
rayba fihi hudan li-I-muttaqin, “Alif lam mim. That is the scripture—no doubt is
in it—a right guidance for the God-fearing” (Q 2:1-2), and ends with a text that,
like its liturgical model, the Shema® Yisrael,''® has compressed the confession
of God’s unity—both as a statement and as an emphatic motto—into the most
urgent formula possible: qul huwa llahu ahad, “Say: he is God, one!” (Q 112:1).

The question, raised by Ludwig Ammann, about the exogenous or endoge-
nous dynamic in the formation of cult is answered differently in our survey of
the Qur’an than in his work: the development of cult is surely not to be explained
through the pagan and the pre-Islamic alone, even if one gives due consideration
to the “taking over of foreign forms” The sura structure, which for some time
reflected the shape of Jewish/Christian service and which was gradually formed
in accordance with these services, should have been due to a living experience
of such services, not to mere hearsay about them. One should therefore assume
already for the Meccan periods the presence of a hearership that was formed
in monotheism. For them, we should presuppose that the Lord’s Prayer or the
service Introitus, the Christian equivalents to the Fatiha, was certainly already a
part of their religious formation, as was the wording of the Jewish credo Shema'
Yisra’el, which is audible in sura 112, familiar to the Medinan hearers. The oscil-
lation between different forms of service, at first determined by ancient Arabic
rites, then the dominant three-part monotheistic worship of the suras of the
middle and late Meccan period, and finally the refocusing on ritual in Medina,
where the ritually determined performance of the /ajj is reestablished—all this
does not indicate a development initiated by “foreign patterns of meaning” but
rather a continuous negotiation of forms of worship within the community itself,
which joined interlocutors of diverse provenance and orientation, to construct a
shared identity.

116. On the text cf. chap. 13, 477-480.



Stages of Communal Formation in
the Early Meccan Period

7.1 COMMUNAL ENGAGEMENTS WITH LOCAL
TRADITIONS: SUCCESSIVELY PURSUED DISCOURSES

If one assumes that the Qur’an is a document of a communal formation, and that
it thus exhibits important phases of inner-communal debate, then one should
seek to understand the proclamation as it developed through the sequence of
theological, ethical, liturgical, and other discourses that engaged the early com-
munity. But how can this sequence be determined? Attempts at a diachronic
reading of the Qurian up to now have been based on the Sira,' which sketches a
broad panorama of the proclamation, without however including the communal
engagement with older religious cultures into its scope. As a rule, however, the
Qur’an was assumed to be a closed scripture, so that researchers limited them-
selves to surveying anthologically documentary evidence on individual themes,’
without asking questions of development. It is true, even in the present attempt to
read the Quran diachronically and without exegetical backing, as a communica-
tion process against the background of the traditions preceding it, that one enters
into necessary compromises. Indeed, the chronology that is chosen as a starting
point, which has been worked out in critical research, relies for its most basic
data (e.g., the time spans of the proclamation, the two milieus of communal for-
mation, the hijra) on the Sira tradition, it thus remains hypothetical to some de-
gree.’ But the probability of this chronology itself, and of the theses derived from
it, is bolstered fundamentally once investigations into the individual discourses
can substantiate a clear sequence, or indeed an irreversible development.*

In relation to this sequence of discourses, the early Meccan development can
be divided heuristically into a number of phases, which will be given in overview.
In the foreground initially stand ideas such as consolation of the Prophet and the

1. Cf. Watt, Muhammad at Mecca; Watt, Muhammad in Medina; Paret, Mohammed und der Koran; Cragg, The
Event of the Qur’an.

2. Cf. Rahman, Major Themes; Jomier, Bible and the Koran; Jomier, Great Themes. Exceptions are Robinson,
Discovering the Qur'an, and Marshall, God, Muhammad and the Unbelievers.

3. The sura sequence constructed by Noldeke, on the basis of preliminary work by Weil, is based on a critical
examination of the Islamic exegetical tradition, see Noldeke, GdQ, 1:58-234; cf. chap. 5, 163-168.

4. See now the theoretical reflections on the possibilities for reconstructing the chronology in Sinai, Studien
zur frithen Koraninterpretation, 59-74.
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divine promise of loyalty, “assurance of providence,” formulated in texts that rely
to a large degree on psalmic models. But in the same early Meccan period, other
texts already reflect the prophetic vocation of the proclaimer, which imposes on
him the special office of warning of the Final Judgment, bringing to the fore the
prospect of a “withdrawal of providence,” the apocalyptical loosing of the cosmos
and the judgment in the hereafter. These short early Meccan texts standing in
proximity to each other operate with similar formal means. Orienting them-
selves primarily to the needs of the individual pious man embodied in the ex-
emplary figure of the proclaimer, they quickly become the liturgical inventory
of the community members at large, who continuously recall the texts already
extant in their own ceremonies of recitation.’ Thus, for this early phase, the two
discourses of “consolation”/ “assurance of providence” and “prophetic warning
of the judgment,” can be seen as the lowest common denominators of the com-
munal debates. Both discourses make use of topoi: in the consolation, these often
refer back to the Psalms, while in the case of the warning of judgment they evoke
Christian-monastic sermon topics,® reformulating these in an innovative way.
They construct new image complexes, which not only bring together exclusively
biblical or post-biblical traditions but also integrate the local social experience
transmitted in the indigenous ancient Arab society. This applies especially to the
descriptions of the hereafter—thus for example, a central Bedouin virtue, exces-
sive generosity with hospitality at its center, is subverted into the counter-image
of the entertainment of the damned, introduced by cynical toasts with nause-
ating meals in hell.” Also, the reflections over the “peoples gone by, al-umam
al-khaliya, which since John Wansbrough have been adduced as evidence for the
presence of older monotheistic topoi in the Qur’an,® are not merely biblical remi-
niscences in the Qur’an, but rather display a reinterpretation of a motif treated in
ancient Arabic poetry, which ultimately gives form to the Late Antique ubi sunt
complaint against transitoriness.’

A third discourse revolves around a particular creation theology, the interpre-
tation of creation as a sign system of God. The praise of creation is indeed already
a topos of the Psalms, but in the Quran it is repurposed into an argument in
the debate about God’s omnipotence and power to resurrect. The early Meccan
suras develop an elaborate new, epistemically oriented interpretation of creation,
to which the later suras will refer time and again. One could certainly cite fur-
ther relevant themes in the early Meccan suras, for example, the “reversal” of the
conception of time from a cyclical to a linear, eschatologically directed time—a

5. This persistent continuation of use can be deduced from the later inserted expansions of many early suras;
cf. chap. 6, 231-233.

6. Andrae, Person Muhammads; Andrae, Ursprung; Andrae, Mohammad.

7. Cf. chap. 5, 176-178.

8. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 21-27.

9. Becker, “Ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere”
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debate that was carried out not for its own sake but rather as a part of the greater
discourse about judgment. The attempt undertaken here to pursue discourses
following each other in sequence intentionally restricts itself only to the most
apparent developments.

To ground this method of the definition of dominant discourses, which devel-
oped their own concomitant formal structures, one can refer to a new practice in
biblical scholarship, which speaks in this context of “rhetorolects”: “With the help
of three literary genres, biographical-historical gospels, letters, and apocalyptics,”
the New Testament scholar Vernon K. Robbins writes, “the Christians of the first
century wove six socio-rhetorical discourse forms, wisdom miracles, prophetics,
sufferings of death, apocalypse, and creation, into a discourse form capable of con-
nection, which would become canonical for the Christians of the Mediterranean
world. . . . In the socio-rhetorical model, every particular discourse represents a
“rhetorolect,” which constitutes itself through particular topoi, discourse figures,
and formulas”® If one adapts this model to the Qurian, then it is the discourses
we have cited—consolation and assurance of providence, warning of the judg-
ment, and reflection on the signs of God in creation and scripture, followed by
additional discourses in the middle and late Meccan time—which would each
form a rhetorolect. As in the model of biblical scholarship, here t