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This dissertation explores the written Qur’ān and its role in the lives of Sunnī 

Muslims in the Middle East from the ninth to the twelfth centuries.  Until now, medieval 

Qur’ān manuscripts have been largely the domain of art historians who emphasize the 

commissioning of luxury Qur’āns as demonstrations of piety and authority.  This study 

relocates the Muslim scripture, taking it off the bookshelf and placing it in the hands of 

every-day Muslims, literate and illiterate, men and women.  By combining the close 

examination of hundreds of Qur’ān manuscripts with an analysis of the book’s portrayal in 

a variety of medieval Arabic literary genres, a portrait of the Qur’ān emerges that is very 

much at odds with the prescriptions and proscriptions set forth in Islamic law regarding the 

treatment of the book and its designation as a sacred object.   

I argue that beginning with the rise of the book as a means of transmitting 

knowledge in the ninth century, attitudes toward the written Qur’ān changed at all levels 

of society.  Recognizing the increased presence of books, elite religious scholars attempted 
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to disassociate women from the transmission of the written Qur’ān.  My gendered reading 

reveals the failure of these men to rewrite the life Ḥafṣa, a wife of the Prophet closely 

associated with the preservation of the first Qur’ān codex.  With the rise of Sufism and its 

emphasis on a personal relationship with God, every-day Muslims forged a parallel 

personal relationship with their written scripture, and, ignoring Islamic law, designated 

some Qur’āns as hyper-sacred and used them as a means of intercession with God.  At the 

same time, the Sunnī Muslim masses in Baghdad raised the Qur’ān during street riots, 

exposing it to pollution and potential destruction. This dissertation reveals for the first time 

that rather than the elite Islamic scholars defining orthopraxy concerning the written 

scripture, it was every-day Muslims who determined what the Qur’ān as a book meant to 

them and how it was to be treated.   
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Introduction 

 

Muslims believe that the Qur’ān was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad through 

the angel Gabriel, beginning in the year 610 CE and continuing until just before the 

Prophet’s death in 10/632.1   The scripture was revealed in Arabic and is considered by 

Muslims to be the actual speech of God.  As Muhammad received the Qur’ān, he 

transmitted the text orally to his followers who, in turn, memorized it and transmitted it to 

others.  The Qur’ān was not collected and written down in a codex until a year or two after 

the Prophet died.  To date, the primary focus of Qur’ānic studies has been that of textual 

criticism.  This content-based approach includes the book’s relationship to other scripture 

as well as its relationship to other Islamic sciences including exegesis (tafsīr), Arabic 

grammar, and Islamic law.  Some Western scholars have also attempted to historicize the 

Qur’ānic text using various approaches to determine the origins and chronology of the 

Muslim scripture.2   

The book itself, as a material object, has been almost exclusively the domain of art 

historians and paleographers.  Art historians have focused primarily on luxury editions of 

                                                 
1 All dates are given in the standard Hijra/Common Era format. In general, when relating historical reports, 

I omit the isnāds (the list of the chain of transmitters found at the beginning of a ḥadīth or historical report 

(khabar)).  I follow common usage and use “ḥadīth” for both the singular and plural, and because Abū 

ʿUbayd and Ibn Ḥanbal use this term for reports from the Prophet and his Companions, I do as well.  To 

make this study more accessible to non-Arabic speakers, when using Arabic plurals I generally add the 

letter “s” to the Arabic singular; I also omit the blessings found after references to the Prophet and his 

Companions.  I have also standardized all spellings of the word “Qur’ān.”   
2 John Wansbrough is perhaps the best-known scholar to challenge the authenticity of the origins and 

chronology of the Qur’ān.  See his Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).  For a critical overview of Western approaches to the origins of 

the Qur’ānic text see Angelika Neuwirth, “Qur’an and History - A Disputed Relationship: Some Early 

Reflections on Qur’anic History and History in the Qur’an,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 5 no. I (2003): 1-

18. 
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the Qur’ān as expressions of piety and authority.3  Paleographers have approached the 

various scripts used to write the Qur’ān as a means of dating manuscripts,4 while a few 

scholars have examined Qur’ān codices to trace variant readings of the scripture.5  The role 

of the written Qur’ān (muṣḥaf pl. maṣāḥif) in pre-modern Muslim society has been largely 

ignored by scholars.   

This dissertation is the first study to use the Qur’ān as a material object to better 

understand what it meant to be a Muslim in the pre-modern Middle East.  It challenges the 

notion that it was elite religious scholars who determined Islamic orthopraxy.  Rather than 

following the letter of Islamic law, which states that as the Word of God, the Qur’ān must 

be set apart and treated as a sacred object, my study demonstrates that the muṣḥaf was 

meaningful to every-day Muslims in ways that went far beyond the scripture it contains.  

This is also the first study to examine the impact of the rise of the book on a society that 

was largely illiterate.6   

I argue that the written Qur’ān had a function in pre-modern Muslim society that 

was much more complex than its role as merely a sacred object.  Moreover, the role of the 

muṣḥaf was far from fixed.  Every-day Muslims used the Qur’ān in increasingly dynamic 

ways, and this study demonstrates that the multivalent uses of this book were a result of a 

                                                 
3 Cf. Sheila Blair, “Uses and Functions of the Qur’anic Text,” Melanges de l’Universite Saint-Joseph 59 

(2006): 183-208.  Blair “concentrates on the finest examples” to show how the study of art contributes to 

the understanding of the “changing nature of Muslim societies, especially at the highest levels.” 183. 
4 Francois Deroche, La transmission écrite du Coran dans les débuts de l'islam: le codex Parisino-

petropolitanu (Leiden: Brill, 2009) and Qur’ans of the Umayyads: A First Overview (Leiden: Brill, 2014) 

and Alain George, The Rise of Islamic Calligraphy (London: Saqi, 2010) and Yasin Dutton, “An Umayyad 

Fragment of the Qur’an and its Dating,” Qur’anic Studies 9 (2007): 57-87 and Estelle Whelan, “Writing the 

Word of God: Some Early Qur’an Manuscripts and their Milieux, Part I,” Ars Orientalis 20 (1990): 113-

147. 
5 Yasin Dutton, “An Early Muṣḥaf According to the Reading of Ibn ʿĀmir,” in The Koran: critical 

concepts in Islamic studies. Vol. I: Provenance and Transmission, ed. Colin Turner (London: 

RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 234-52. 
6 Richard W. Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 29, 

32, 186. 
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variety of social, religious, and political forces.  Although religious scholars, collectively 

called the ʿulamā’, attempted to control the contextual history of the written Qur’ān and to 

determine how it was to be handled, I maintain that it was every-day Muslims who decided 

what the book meant to them and how it would be used.  I further demonstrate that the 

ʿulamā’’s literary use of the muṣḥaf in historical writing had unintended consequences in 

terms of reception by the masses and their attitudes toward the written Qur’ān. 

Methodology 

Research for this study entailed a three-pronged approach.  I began by examining 

Qur’ān manuscripts produced between the second/eighth and twelfth/eighteenth centuries.  

With the exception of the earliest Qur’āns, which never included colophons, I limited my 

examination to codices that were dated in some way.  This includes manuscripts with 

colophons, of course, but also Qur’āns with endowment deeds, ownership marks, and other 

paratextual elements.  Early in my examination of around four hundred Qur’ān 

manuscripts, it became obvious that rather than being treated as scared objects, many of 

these books were used in very personal ways.7  Islamic law requires ablutions to be done 

before touching the Qur’ān, but these books were full of dirty fingerprints; there were 

doodles on the end pages; poetry scribbled in the margins; and in a few, records of births 

and deaths.  The spirit, if not the letter of Islamic law concerning treatment of the written 

Qur’ān had been violated again and again. 

The second characteristic I noticed was a chronological change in the content of 

Qur’ān codices.  Because early Qur’ān copyists were adamant about demarcating the 

Qur’ān from all other writing, early codices did not even include sūra (chapter) titles as 

these were man-made additions and not the word of God.  These titles were eventually 

                                                 
7 For instance, some Qur’āns were used to record the births of children.  See note 452 and Appendix. 
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included, but they were carefully set off from the rest of the text, making it abundantly 

clear what was and was not revelation.  Qur’ān owners had, however, made additions to 

their codices including marginal notes on proper recitation, exegesis, and, most common, 

prayers.  One of the most remarkable things I discovered was that by the twelfth century, 

Qur’ān copyists began adding a wide range of extra-Qur’ānic content to these codices 

including prayers, fal-name,8 the rules for copying Qur’āns, as well as essays on a variety 

of topics.  Moreover, these additions were in no way demarcated from the Qur’ān; the script 

and decorations were identical, making it impossible for someone not familiar with the 

Muslim scripture to differentiate between it and other content.  This, I contend, was a 

significant shift.   

I turned next to the medieval Arabic literature.  I selected works from a variety of 

genres including historical chronicles, biographical dictionaries, faḍā’il (excellences) 

works, and tafsīr (Qur’ān commentary) composed from the second/eighth to the 

eighth/fifteenth century.  I attempted to choose works that were widely read during the 

medieval period.  While survival of a work into modern times suggests that a particular 

book was popular, I relied on books that other medieval authors referenced or quoted from 

directly.  For example, in his Al-Itqān fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān, al-Suyūṭī cites by name as his 

source the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān of Abū ʿUbayd.9  I made this methodological decision in 

order to analyze the editorial choices made by these authors.  Writers from all medieval 

Arabic genres famously (or infamously) repeat the words of their predecessors, oftentimes 

word-for-word.  What an author chose to add or leave out of historical and religious 

narratives provides a remarkable opportunity to analyze authorial intent and to trace 

                                                 
8 Also spelled fāl-nāma, this is the art of using Qur’ānic verses for divination.  See Encyclopaedia of Islam, 

Second Edition (Brill Online, 2015), s.v. "Fāl-Nāma."  
9 Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Abī Bakr al-Suyūṭī, al-Itqān fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān (Cairo: Maktaba al-

Ṣafā, 2006), 1:21-19. 
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cultural and religious changes in society.10  In order to avoid selecting sources that 

supported my thesis, I tried to use largely the same authors throughout my study to look at 

a variety of topics. 

I used these literary sources with a dual purpose.  The first was to discover and 

analyze specific uses of the muṣḥaf in a variety of contexts.  I expected to find either a 

sharp contradiction between the scholarly discourse on the Qur’ān as a sacred object and 

the reality of the codices, or some level of criticism of both the treatment and production 

of Qur’āns.  What I found instead were many detailed descriptions of surprising uses to 

which the written Qur’ān was put.  These uses, including the raising of Qur’āns during 

street riots in Baghdad as well as the book’s use in rituals as intercessors to God in Mecca 

and Damascus, represented a significant shift in the function of the muṣḥaf between the 

third/ninth and sixth/twelfth centuries.  These new functions of the Qur’ān in society 

coincided chronologically with new forms and content of the maṣāḥif which I had 

discovered in my examination of the manuscripts.   I also approached these texts 

quantitatively in terms of the frequency in which the muṣḥaf was mentioned.  I argue that 

the increased occurrences of references to the written Qur’ān in literature of a variety of 

genres is an indication of both greater numbers of maṣāḥif in the material landscape and 

increased usage of these books at a number of levels of society. 

The second use I made of the medieval literary sources was to compare four 

foundational historical narratives and trace the changes in the accounts over the course of 

three centuries.  The first account is the reports about the collection and codification of the 

Qur’ān in the first/seventh century, specifically the ways male medieval scholars treat the 

role of Ḥafṣa in these projects.  I begin with the reports transmitted by Abū ʿUbayd (d. 

                                                 
10 I follow closely the methodology used by Heather N. Keaney in her Medieval Islamic Historiography: 

Remembering Rebellion (New York: Routledge, 2013). 



 

 

 

 

 6 

223/838) in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān (The Excellences of the Qur’ān).  This is one of the 

earliest and the most complete written account of the collection of the written Qur’ān by 

the first caliph Abū Bakr (r. 11/632-13/634) and the codification of the scripture by the 

third caliph ʿ Uthmān ibn ʿ Affān ((r. 23/644-35/656).  By comparing Abū ʿ Ubayd’s account 

with those written in the following three centuries, a pattern of omission emerges in which 

the role of Ḥafṣa (d. 45/665), a wife of the Prophet and daughter of the second caliph, in 

these projects is systematically diminished. 

I use changes in the transmitted reports about the assassination of ʿUthmān, in 

particular the conspicuous increase of the presence of the muṣḥaf during the murder, to 

explain, in part, why every-day Muslims elevated to the level of hyper-sacred Qur’ān 

codices associated with this caliph.  The role of the muṣḥaf in two other foundational 

narratives follows much the same pattern as the muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān.  Beginning with 

descriptions of the Battle of the Camel and the Battle and Arbitration at Ṣiffīn by Ibn Saʿd 

in his Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā and following the narratives through the early fourth/tenth-century 

accounts by al-Ṭabarī, this study reveals a palpable escalation in not only the role of the 

muṣḥaf in these battles, but also in the levels of drama and trauma surrounding the written 

Qur’ān.  The changes in these narratives, I argue, explain, in part, why Muslims in the 

fifth/eleventh-century were willing to expose their scripture to pollution and possible 

destruction during street riots in Baghdad. 

 

The Spoken and the Sacred: Secondary Scholarship on the Qur’ān as Codex 

By situating the Qur’ān in myriad contexts, including its political, religious, 

literary, and social milieux, this study complicates a number of relationships which 

scholars have generally approached in terms of binaries.  The first of these binaries, the 
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oral and the written, is, perhaps, the reason for the general neglect of the study of the Qur’ān 

as a book.  William Graham remarked in his iconic study, Beyond the Written Word: Oral 

Aspects of Scripture in the History of Religion, that “the book of holy writ (kitāb) in Islam 

is ultimately not a written or printed document, but a holy ‘reciting,’ or ‘recitation,’ which 

is precisely what the Arabic word qur’ān means.”11  While Graham was not the first scholar 

to recognize the importance of the oral aspects of Islamic scripture,12 modern scholars 

appear to have taken Graham at his word and ignored the importance, if not the existence, 

of the written Qur’ān as an integral feature of Islamic worship in the medieval period.13 

The neglect of the written Qur’ān by modern scholars is, in part, a consequence of 

the dearth of scholarship on the history of the Arabic book.14  There has been only one 

monograph published on the topic in the last century and that, by Johannes Pedersen, was 

written in 1946.15  While Pedersen makes a significant contribution to the study of the 

                                                 
11 William A. Graham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the History of Religion 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 80. 
12 Graham cites the British Arabist Stanley Lane-Poole (d. 1931) who stated, “From first to last the Koran 

is essentially a book to be heard, not read.” Graham, 79. 
13 In the last few decades a debate has developed regarding the mediums used in the transmission of 

knowledge in the medieval Middle East.  The most even-handed approach is Gregor Schoeler’s The Oral 

and the Witten in Early Islam. Schoeler has done significant work on oral and written transmission but he 

appears largely uninterested in the Qur’ān.  His section on the written Qur’ān is limited to less than five 

pages, is primarily a narrative of the codification of the text, and relies almost entirely on secondary 

sources. Gregor Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, trans. Uwe Vagelpohl (New York: 

Routledge Taylor  & Francis Group, 2006), 73-77.  Daniel Madigan has also done extensive work on the 

Qur’ān as a book, but his scholarship focuses on the variety of meanings when the Qur’ān refers to itself as 

kitāb (Arabic, book). Daniel Madigan, The Qur’an’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s 

Scripture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

14 Nelly Hannah noted very recently that “The history of the book is an underdeveloped area in the field of 

Middle East Studies.” Quoted in Shatha Almutawa, “Ex(-)Libris ex Oriente: New Database to Track the 

Transmission of Middle Eastern Books,” Perspectives on History (Jan., 2015): 9. 

15 While Pedersen notes that “in no other religion does the book play such a role as it does in Islam,” he 

allots only eight pages to the subject of the Qur’ān. Johannes Pederson, The Arabic Book, trans. Geoffrey 

French (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 12-19.  This was translated from the Danish Den 

Arabiske Bog (Copenhagen, 1946). George N. Atiyeh compiled an anthology of articles on the Islamic 

book which covers several genres unique to the Arabic world, such as the biographical dictionary, as well 

as calligraphy and oral transmission.  The anthology also includes several articles on the book in the 

modern world, covering such topics as printing and book publishing in the Middle East. George N. Atiyeh, 
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Arabic book, his focus is primarily on book production.  Pedersen emphasizes the 

importance of the book as a means of transmitting knowledge in the medieval Middle East, 

but the books in his study are rarely in the hands of the reader.  Moreover, Pedersen 

conflates the entire pre-modern period, never suggesting that book production or reception 

changed from the ninth to the nineteenth century.  This dissertation uses the Qur’ān as a 

means of addressing both of these issues by situating the muṣḥaf in medieval Muslim 

society well after the book has been produced and demonstrating that the function of the 

written Qur’ān in Islamic society changed dramatically over the course of three centuries. 

The vast majority of scholarship on the written Qur’ān has been produced by art 

historians. These scholars tend to concentrate on the richly decorated codices and 

emphasize the cultural function of these Qur’āns as visual manifestations of authority and 

piety, akin to monumental architecture.  In her article, “Uses and Functions of the Qur’ānic 

Text,” Sheila Blair “concentrates on the finest examples” of Qur’ān manuscripts to show 

how the study of art contributes to understanding society.16  Art historian David James 

broadened the study of Qur’ān production with his monograph, Qur’ans of the Mamluks, 

in which he profiled the artisans who produced these luxurious Qur’āns as well as the 

fourteenth and fifteenth-century royalty who commissioned the codices.17  Estelle Whelan 

began to complicate Qur’ān production in medieval society by situating Qur’ān scribes in 

the larger context of the production of the written word, but her untimely death halted her 

very important work.18  The foremost authority on the written transmission of the Qur’ān 

is François Déroche.  His very large body of scholarship continues to be a major 

                                                 
ed., The Book in the Islamic World: The Written Word and Communication in the Middle East (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1995).  
16 Sheila S. Blair, “Uses and Functions of the Qur’ānic Text” in Mélanges de l'Université Saint-Joseph 59 

(2006): 183.  See also her Islamic Calligraphy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 101-140. 
17 David James, Qur’ans of the Mamluks (London: Alexandria Press, 1988). 
18 Estelle Whelan, “Writing the Word of God: Some Early Qur’ān Manuscripts and Their Milieux, Part I,” 

Ars Orientalis, Vol. 20 (1990): 113-47. Part II of this study was never published. 
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contribution to the important field of paleography, in particular, the difficult science of 

dating Qur’ān manuscripts.19  While all of this scholarship is vital to the study of the 

Qur’ān, it privileges luxury codices and does do not situate the Qur’ān in Muslim society; 

with the exception of the copyists, these books have no contact with humans. My study 

attempts to remedy this by re-placing the Qur’ān in the hearts and hands of a variety of 

Muslims, from elite religious scholars to the illiterate in the streets of Baghdad. 

My chapter on Ḥafṣa and the muṣḥaf approaches the written Qur’ān from two 

different but related historiographic directions.  The first of these, broadly speaking, is the 

uses medieval Muslim scholars made of the accounts of the collection and codification of 

the Qur’ān.  John Wansbrough belongs to a school of skeptics who question the existence 

of Islam as a discrete religion in the first/seventh and second/eighth centuries.  He contends 

that the ḥadīth relating the collection and canonization of the Qur’ān are forgeries; the 

Qur’ānic text did not take on a fixed form until the third/ninth century.  Wansbrough 

contends that the accounts about the production of the first Qur’āns in the first/seventh 

century were written into the historic record by later scholars as part of a larger project to 

rewrite the origins of Islam to an earlier century.20  Estelle Whelan responds to 

Wansbrough, and using epigraphic and textual evidence, ably demonstrates that despite 

minor variations, a canonical Qur’ān was being used in the first/seventh century.21  

                                                 
19 Cff. François Déroche, La transmission écrite du Coran dans les débuts de l'islam: le codex Parisino-

petropolitanus (Leiden: Brill, 2009). The Abbasid Tradition: Qur’ans of the 8th to the 10th Centuries AD 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). Qur’ans of the Umayyads: A First Overview (Leiden: Brill, 

2014). 
20 Wansbrough bases this conclusion on the style and content of the text, and confirms his thesis with 

Joseph Schacht’s argument that the Qur’ān was not used as a source of Islamic law until the ninth century. 

Wansbrough, 43-52. 
21 Estelle Whelan, "Forgotten Witness: Evidence for the Early Codification of the Qur’ān," Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 118, no. 1 (Jan.-Mar., 1998). 
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Unlike Wansbrough, John Burton does not question the existence of a complete 

Qur’ān in the first/seventh century.  Burton does, however, accuse early legal scholars of 

fabricating and propagating the collection and canonization ḥadīth, effectively erasing and 

rewriting a momentous event in Islamic history.  In an extensive study, Burton argues that 

the Qur’ān, as it exists today, was collected by Muḥammad himself.  Burton bases his 

argument on the important role of naskh (abrogation) in the articulation of Islamic law.  

The conflict between Qur’ān and sunna (the guiding behavior of the Prophet) necessitated 

the abrogation of Qur’ānic verses, but it was unthinkable that the Prophet would have 

deleted anything from the Book of God;  legal scholars, according to Burton, covered up 

Muhammad’s collection and forged ḥadīth that credited the collection to the early caliphs.22   

Hossein Moderressi also saddles third/ninth-century scholars with the monumental 

task of expunging sacred history from the collective memory of the Muslim community.  

Like Burton, Moderressi argues for a Prophetic collection, but attributes the fabrication of 

the compilation ḥadīth to Sunnī scholars attempting to answer claims of the superiority of 

ʿAlī’ b. Abī Ṭālib (r. 35/656-40/661).  The collection accounts, which pointedly exclude 

ʿAlī’s participation, were part of an “anti-Shīʿite polemic.”23  Burton and Moderressi both 

posit theories of fabrication based on the sudden appearance of the ḥadīth in Muslim texts 

and attempt to explain the motivations for the forgeries.   

My study does not directly challenge the fabrication theories.  It, instead, proceeds 

with the understanding that the difficulty with these appearance theories is that all ḥadīth 

                                                 
22 John Burton, The Collection of the Qur’ān (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 

23 Hossein Modarressi, "Debates on the Integrity of the Qur’ān: A Brief Survey," Studia Islamica 77 (1993): 

21. Moderressi bases his argument, in part, on his assumption that al-Bukhārī was the first compiler to include 

the accounts in his ḥadīth collection. Ibid., 14.  For an overview of Western scholarship on the the collection 

and codification ḥadīth see Harald Motzki, “The Collection of the Qur’ān: A Reconsideration of Western 

Views in Light of Recent Methodological Developments,” Der Islam 78 (2001): 1-34. For an overview of 

Western scholarship on the historicity of the Qur’ānic text see Angelika Neuwirth, “Qur’an and History - A 

Disputed Relationship: Some Early Reflections on Qur’anic History and History in the Qur’an.” Journal of 

Qur’anic Studies 5 no. I (2003): 1-18. 
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were initially transmitted orally, and every extant ḥadīth, regardless of the amount of time 

it was in oral circulation, at some point appeared in writing for the first time.  Equating 

written ḥadīth with forgery would mean that all ḥadīth were fabricated.  This dissertation 

presupposes the authenticity of the reports about the collection and codification of the 

Qur’ān, while, at the same time, examines the uses third/ninth and fourth/tenth-century 

religious scholars made of these accounts in their efforts to limit the options available to 

contemporary women.   

This concept of authorial intent has been effectively applied several times to the 

study of gender by Denise Spellberg.  In one article, Spellberg traces the ways third/ninth-

century male scholars’ depicted the lives of two wives of the Prophet, ʿĀ’isha (d. 58/678) 

and Khadīja, (d. 619) and his daughter, Fāṭima (d. 11/632), demonstrating that the 

biographies of these women were appropriated and rewritten in order  to create appropriate 

exemplars for Muslim women.24   In her monograph, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic 

Past: The Legacy of ʿA’isha bint Abi Bakr, Spellberg extends this methodology to several 

centuries of medieval scholarship by both Sunnīs and Shīʿa and the political, social, and 

doctrinal uses both groups made of the reports about the favorite wife of the Prophet and 

daughter of the first caliph.25  Leila Ahmed broadens the scope even more in her 

monograph, Women and Gender in Islam.  Ahmed traces the historical development of the 

Islamic discourse on gender back to the first century of the religion.  In doing so, the author 

identifies key modifications in the narratives in a “transitional age” in which scholars 

                                                 
24  Denise Spellberg, "The Politics of Praise: Depictions of Khadīja, Fātima, and ʿĀ’isha in Ninth-Century 

Muslim Sources," Literature East & West: Images of Women in Asian Literatures 26, no. (1990): 130-48.  

See also her article, “Writing the Unwritten Life of the Islamic Eve: Menstruation and Demonization of 

Motherhood.” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28 no. 3 (Aug., 1996): 305-24. 
25 D.A. Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past: The Legacy of ʿA’isha bint Abi Bakr (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1994). 
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deviated significantly from Muhammad’s views on women and gender as well as the 

elaboration of these discourses during the early ʿAbbāsid period.26 

This dissertation very much follows the methodology used by Spellberg and 

Ahmed, in that it traces the changes made by male scholars to the narratives surrounding 

Ḥafṣa’s role in the collection and codification projects.  Ḥafṣa remains an understudied 

actor in the founding of Islam.  While this dissertation may not shed much new light on 

this remarkably complex woman, it does provide an inroad into the study of the relationship 

of women to the written word and the ways male scholars attempted to control the 

transmission of written knowledge.27 

In the case of Ḥafṣa, as I demonstrate in this study, elite religious scholars tried and 

failed to excise women from the chain of transmitters of the first written Qur’ān.  The 

relationship between these religious scholars and the orthopraxy they attempt to enforce, 

and the reality of lived religion by the masses in the medieval period is another binary 

complicated by this study.  Lived religion is, of course, difficult to get at in the medieval 

period in any region.  Modern scholars must rely on the descriptions of religious ritual and 

other forms of worship made by the very same scholars who attempted to enforce 

orthopraxy.  

                                                 
26 Ahmed utilizes her study on medieval attitudes about women as a means of explaining the discourse on 

gender in Egypt in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 
27 Two recent studies contribute to our understanding of Ḥafṣa and her role in the transmission of the 

Qur’ān.  Aisha Geissinger includes a short section on Ḥafṣa in her 2008 dissertation.  Geissinger highlights 

the importance of Ḥafṣa as the defender of the first Qur’ān and also examines some instances in which 

Ḥafṣa is interacting with Muhammad or his Companions in the transmission of these verses.  Geissinger 

presents these interactions as exegetical in that the content and correctness of the verses transmitted are 

discussed. Aisha Geissinger, “Gendering the Classical Tradition of Quran Exigesis: Literary 

Representations and Textual Authority in Medieval Islam” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 2008), 242-

51.  Ruqayya Khan buils on Geissinger’s study in a provocatively titled article, but focuses on the 

“andocentric tendencies” of modern scholars in the study of medieval Qur’ān exigesis. Ruqayya Y. Khan, 

“Did a Woman Edit the Qur’ān? Ḥafṣa and Her Famed ‘Codex.’” Journal of the American Academy of 

Religion 82, no. 1 (Mar., 2014):174-216. 
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In his 2002 monograph, Joseph Meri provides a balanced approach to the subject 

of the veneration of saints and visitation to shrines and graves of Muslims and Jews in 

Syria.  Meri includes both the theological arguments made by religious scholars as well as 

descriptions of the practices of the masses.  Meri’s study is primarily descriptive, however, 

and the author makes no attempt to explain the discrepancies between orthodoxy and 

practice.  Meri includes a chapter on devotional objects which addresses the functions of 

the relics of the Prophet in ruling authorities’ claims to religious legitimacy.28  Meri also 

has a short section on the ʿUthmānic Qur’ān in Damascus, but provides only a description 

of the rituals associated with the codex.29  Christopher Taylor published a similar study, 

but focuses on the cult of the saints and tomb visitation in medieval Egypt.  Taylor makes 

good use of the pilgrimage guides of the medieval period and provides as well descriptions 

of the lives of the saints being venerated.30   

Only one scholar has made a systematic study of the veneration of an ʿUthmānic 

Qur’ān codex.  Travis Zadeh traces the “translatio across time and space” of a fragment of 

an ʿUthmānic codex in Spain and North Africa.31  This remarkable article has much in 

common with studies of the translation of saints’ relics in medieval Europe.32  Zadeh 

approaches this manuscript fragment, which reportedly held the spilled blood of ʿUthmān 

on its pages, as a relic that provided political legitimacy to its possessors through its 

connection to the first generation of Muslims.  Not only is Zadeh’s study the first to 

                                                 
28 Joseph W. Meri, The Cult of Saints among Muslims and Jews in Medieval Syria (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2002), 108-113. 
29 Ibid., 114-16. 

30 Taylor, Christopher S. In the Vicinity of Righteousness: Ziyāra and the Veneration of Muslim Saints in 

Late Medieval Egypt. Leiden: Brill, 1999. 
31 Travis Zadeh, “From Drops of Blood: Charisma and Political Legitimacy in the translatio of the 

Uthmanic Codex of al-Andalus,” Journal of Arabic Literature 39 (2008): 323. 
32 Cf. Patrick J. Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1978). 
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examine in detail an ʿUthmānic Qur’ān, it is also the first, outside art history, to approach 

the Qur’ān as a material object.  Although Zadeh does explain the motivations of rulers 

such as the Umayyad caliph at al-Andalus, ʿAbd al-Raḥman III (r. 300/912-350/961), for 

possessing the book which ʿUthmān held when he was assassinated, neither Meri nor 

Taylor explain the processes involved in the development of the veneration of saints among 

the masses.33   

While this dissertation uses the accounts by medieval scholars and travelers of the 

rituals surrounding ʿUthmānic Qur’āns in Damascus and Mecca, the purpose of the third 

chapter goes beyond fascinating descriptions.  This study attempts to explain why medieval 

Muslims chose a Qur’ān belonging to one of the most controversial caliphs in Islamic 

history as a site of veneration.  I not only identify the evolution of this codex in literature 

as the primary source of changing attitudes about ʿUthmān and his codex among the 

masses, I also explain the myriad motivations of the scholars who raised the level drama 

and trauma surrounding the muṣḥaf in the accounts of the caliph’s assassination.  

While this dissertation is not the first study to demonstrate the discrepancy between 

Islamic law and medieval practice, it is the first one to situate the written Qur’ān in this 

context.  Travis Zadeh examined the debates by second/eighth and third/ninth-century legal 

scholars surrounding the proper handling of the muṣḥaf.34  As Zadeh notes, “Discussions 

surrounding ritual impurity and the written form of the Qur’ān emerge at the earliest stages 

of Islamic jurisprudence, concomitant with the broader formation of a system of ritual 

                                                 
33 Taylor merely notes that it is an “ancient practice,” and cites the Saḥīḥ of Muslim (d. 261/875). Taylor, 

62.  
34 Travis Zadeh, “Touching and Ingesting: Early Debates over the Material Qur’an,” Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 129.3 (2009): 443-466. Adam Gacek surveys the fourth/tenth-century work, 

Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif (The Book of Qur’ān Codices) by Ibn Abī Dā’ūd al-Sijistānī (d. 316/928) on the topic of 

the proper handling of Qur’āns.  This work is essentially a collection of every report the author came across 

regarding the muṣḥaf.  Adam Gacek, “The Copying and Handling of Qur’āns: Some Observations on the 

Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif by Ibn Abī Dā’ūd al-Sijistānī,” Mélanges de l'Université Saint-Joseph 56 (2006): 229-51. 
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purity that occurs during the Marwanid period (64-132/684-750).”35  Zadeh argues that the 

debates surrounding the handling of the muṣḥaf are evidence of an “emergent sanctification 

of the physical codex.”36   

Sacred objects, especially in the medieval period, were relatively rare in Islam.37  

In addition to the Qur’ān, the list of sacred objects may, arguably, be limited to the relics 

of the Prophet and the heads of John the Baptist and the Prophet’s grandson, Ḥusayn (d. 

61/680).  Remarkably little work has been done on these objects.  As noted above, Meri 

includes a chapter on “Devotional Objects,” in his study on the cult of the saints in medieval 

Syria. In addition to his discussion on ʿUthmānic Qur’āns, Meri includes the cloak, the 

sandal, and the walking stick of the Prophet as sources of baraka,38 and in his chapter on 

                                                 
35 Zadeh, “Touching,” 447. 
36 Ibid., 466. 

37 I use the term “sacred object” as separate from the concept of “sacred space.”  Several scholars have 

studied the sacred space in Islam and its connection to sacred history.  The most recent of these is 

Stephennie Mulder who remarks in her study of ‘Alīd shrines in medieval Syria, “Sacred history was 

emplaced: it was situated in space by means of ritual actions and behaviours that had material 

consequences.” Stephennie Mulder, The Shrines of the ʿAlids in Medieval Syria: Sunnīs, Shi’is and the 

Architecture of Coexistence (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 247.  See Mulder’s chapter, 

“A Landscape of Deeds: ʿAlid Shrines and the Construction of Islamic Sacred Topography” in this volume, 

247-266.  Meri also includes a discussion on scared topography, 12-58.  Brannon Wheeler examines the 

city of Mecca as a sacred space, arguing that “the mythology of the fall from Eden and the origins of 

Islamic civilization represented by Muslim rituals and relics can be interpreted as a narrative expression of 

an ideology stipulating the necessity of religion and the state.” Brannon Wheeler, Mecca and Eden: Ritual, 

Relics, and Territory in Islam (Chicago: The University Of Chicago Press, 2006), 12.  Wheeler applies his 

concept of sacred space to the relics of the Prophet, arguing “The dispersal and collection of these remains 

represent different conceptions of territory based on a general model in which objects associated with the 

Prophet Muhammad are transported by his followers from Mecca to the various outposts of Islamic 

civilization,” 71.  Qur’ānic verses as talismans have been studied by at least two scholars.  For a survey of 

verses inscribed on weapons such as battleaxes, shields, armor, bow guards, swords and sabers, helmets 

and daggers etc. from the 15th to the 18th century see E.A. Rezvan, “The Qur’ān and its World: VII. 

Talisman, Shield, and Sword,” Manuscripta Orientalia 4 no.iii (1998): 24-34.  On Qur’ānic talismans 

recorded by the Spanish inquisition see Ronald E. Surtz, “Morisco Women, Written Texts, and the 

Valencia Inquisition,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 32 no. 2 (Summer, 2001): 421-33.  For the role of 

sacred objects in medieval Christianity, see Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: an Essay on 

Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York: MIT Press, 2011).  Bynum argues that materiality, both the 

sacred and the profane, was central to European Christianity in the late medieval period.  
38 Meri, 108-119.  For a short description of the relics of the Prophet see David S Margoliouth, “The Relics 

of the Prophet Mohhamad,” Moslem World 27 (1937): 20-27. 
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ziyāra (visitation) he provides a short discussion on the heads of Ḥusayn,39 and John the 

Baptist.40 

My study complicates the notion of what is sacred.  In one sense, I follow the line 

of thought of Émile Durkheim, who remarked on the ironic nature of the sacred: “At 

bottom, there is no positive rite that does not constitute a veritable sacrilege, for a man 

cannot hold commerce with the sacred beings without crossing the barrier which should 

ordinarily keep them separate.”41  In my chapter on the use of Qur’āns in street riots, I 

present the muṣḥaf as a site in which the barriers have been repeatedly crossed, resulting 

in actions that may be viewed as sacrilege.  The barrier of the sacred was initially crossed 

by religious scholars through the medium of literary repetition.42  By elevating the presence 

of the Qur’ān in two key first/seventh-century battles, medieval Muslim writers 

inadvertently created a space for familiarity with the muṣḥaf, which, I argue, displaced to 

a certain extent, the nature of the Qur’ān as a sacred object.  The barrier was again violated 

by the Muslim masses when they brought their Qur’āns into riots on the streets of 

fifth/eleventh-century Baghdad. 

Chapter Outline 

                                                 
39 Meri, 191-95.  The most complete explanation of the sacred space associated with the head of Ḥusayn 

which developed from accounts of the translation of the head from Karbala to Damascus is D. De Smet, 

“La Translation du Ra’s al-Ḥusayn au Caire Fatimide,” in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and 

Mamluk Eras, ed U. Vermeulen and D. De Smet (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1998): 29-44. 
40 Meri, 200-01. 
41 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain (New York: The 

Free Press, 1957), 338.  This quotation is cited by Wheeler, 3. 
42 My discussions on the literary accounts of the assassination of ʿUthmān and the Battles of the Camel and 

the Ṣiffīn examine the role of the written Qur’ān at these three events.  I argue that the resulting hyper-

sanctification of ʿUthmānic Qur’ān codices as explained in chapter three and the personalization of Qur’āns 

described in chapter four were inadvertent consequences of the literary strategy of repletion.  For a very 

fine discussion of intentional literary strategies used by medieval Muslim writers see Fred Donner, 

“ʿUthmān and the Rāshidūn Caliphs in Ibn ʿAsākir’s Ta’rīkh Madīnat Dimashq: A Study in Strategies of 

Compilation,” in Ibn ʿAsakir and Early Islamic History, ed. James L. Lindsay (Princeton: Darwin Press, 

2002): 44-61. Donner presents the “strategies of compilation” as: selection, placement, repetition, and 

manipulation, which he defines as adding, deleting or changing the wording of the original, 47. 
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My argument is made in three stages over four chapters.  The first chapter 

demonstrates why and how the ʿulamā’43 responded to the rise of the book and the 

consequent proliferation of Qur’ān codices.  The second stage chronicles the scholars’ 

attempts to control the narratives surrounding the written Qur’ān and its transmission.  This 

is demonstrated in chapter two by an analysis of the ways male medieval scholars treated 

Ḥafṣa’s role in the collection and codification projects.  The third stage, chronicled in 

chapters three and four, examines the popular response to the efforts of the ʿulamā’ 

regarding the function and treatment of the muṣḥaf.  This section also reiterates and 

demonstrates further the efforts of religious scholars to use the narratives of the muṣḥaf for 

a variety of purposes. 

The increased presence of books, including the Qur’ān, in the physical and 

historical landscapes of the medieval Middle East had a significant impact on Muslims’ 

relationship with their written scripture.  The rise of the book, beginning in the late 

second/eighth and early third/ninth century was precipitated by an increase in the 

production of knowledge as well as government-sponsored manufacture of paper in a 

number of cities throughout the ʿAbbāsid Empire.44  The proliferation of Qur’ān codices 

in cities like Baghdad presented the ʿulamā’ with both issues and opportunities. The four 

main chapters of this dissertation demonstrate the ways in which the these scholars 

responded to the increased presence of the written scripture as well as their literary uses of 

the muṣḥaf in their political, religious, and social agendas.  The last two chapters in 

particular reveal the unintended consequences of the literary efforts of the ʿulamā’ and 

what I argue is their failure to dictate the form and function of the written Qur’ān.  I assert 

                                                 
43 The term  ʿulamā’ refers to religious scholars, and while not fully formed as a social group in the early 

centuries, I use this term for the sake of convenience through out this study.  
44 Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper before Print: The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 47-123. 



 

 

 

 

 18 

that it was ultimately the Muslim masses who determined the role and the meaning of the 

muṣḥaf in pre-modern Islamic society. 

Chapter one, “The Rise of the Book and the Elevation of the Muṣḥaf,” demonstrates 

that as books in general became more prominent in the second/eighth and third/ninth-

century Muslim Middle East, the muṣḥaf played a more central role in Islamic life.  

Although the Qur’ān continued to be transmitted orally, religious scholars began debating 

issues regarding its treatment as a sacred object.  During the third/ninth century, 

particularly in Baghdad, the muṣḥaf appears considerably more often than the previous 

century in a variety of literary genres.  Early musannaf hadith collections such as that of 

the Yemeni ‘Abd al-Razzaq (d. 211/826) did not mention the muṣḥaf in their chapters on 

the “Excellences of the Qur’an.”  In contrast, the Baghdadi Abu ‘Ubayd allotted forty 

percent of his book on the same topic to the written Qur’ān, beginning with the accounts 

of the collection and codification of the Muslim scripture.  This focus on the muṣḥaf is 

especially apparent in the first half of the century; Ibn Ḥanbal (d.241/855) mentions the 

muṣḥaf thirty-one times in his Musnad while al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) refers to the written 

Qur’ān less than half as many times in his Sahih.  This pattern of the bourgeoning of muṣḥaf 

appearances in literature, as well as its myriad causes and effects, is reiterated throughout 

my dissertation. 

Chapter two, “Ḥafṣa and al-Muṣḥaf: Women and the Written Qur’an in the Early 

Centuries of Islam,” documents the critical role played by Ḥafṣa bint ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb 

(d. 45/665), the daughter of the second caliph and wife of the Prophet, in the collection and 

codification of the Qur’ān.  I argue that late third/ninth and fourth/tenth-century accounts 

of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān illustrate a conscious rewriting of Ḥafṣa’s 

role in those projects.  I suggest that Ḥafṣa’s ability to both read and write may have been 

deemed a threat to the authenticity of the Qur’ān collected by Abu Bakr, resulting in a 
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scholarly attempt to sever her from association with the codification project. Attempts to 

eliminate Ḥafṣa from the isnād (list of transmitters) of the written Qur’ān would, in the 

end, fail. The presence of first/seventh-century women as authorities on written scripture, 

however, would be significantly diminished in medieval Islamic literature.  Ḥafṣa was 

undeniably in control of the first collected Qur’ān and during her lifetime she successfully 

rebuffed the efforts of political authorities to seize the text.  Two centuries after her death, 

the Qur’ān collected and codified in the first/seventh century would become the site of 

contestation over control of the written word of God, not only its content but its context as 

well.  The issue of who controlled the first written copy of the Qur’ān intersects with and 

is symbolic of the gendered problem of who controlled Muslim women.  The late 

third/ninth-century attempts by male Muslim writers to wrest control of this book away 

from Ḥafṣa parallel Islamic scholars’ program to sever women from the written word of 

God and the production and transmission of written knowledge.  

Chapter three, “Blood on the Text: The Muṣḥaf and the Construction of the Sacred,” 

attempts to identify and explain the religious and political processes that resulted in the 

sanctification of certain Qur’ān manuscripts, particularly codices associated with the third 

caliph ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān.  I argue that sanctification of these Qur’āns was a long process 

inextricably linked to the contentious history of the third caliphate, the rise of the book in 

the third/ninth century,  and the attempts by third/ninth-century ʿAbbāsids and ʿulamā’ to 

unify the Muslim community.  During the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries, the 

explicit status of the muṣḥaf was in flux, but by the end of the third/ninth century, scholars 

had developed a general consensus about veneration of the written Qur’ān and the need to 

be ritually pure when touching the book.45  Along with special rules regarding its disposal, 

                                                 
45 Zadeh, “Touching,” 443-466. 
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this was the extent of the book’s veneration during this period.  Brannon Wheeler notes, 

“Sacred things are conventions agreed upon by, and pertaining to, society.”46   By the 

sixth/twelfth century, when the prestige of both ʿUthmān and the written Qur’ān were 

crystalized, the unintended consequence of these processes was the extreme sanctification 

by Sunnī Muslims of maṣāḥif associated with ʿUthmān. This chapter documents the 

process and consequence of agreeing on the level of sanctity of ʿUthmānic Qur’ān codices.  

Chapter four, “Sacredness and Sacrilege: Changing Attitudes about the Sanctity of 

the Written Qur’ān,” focuses on the role of the written Qur’ān in the lives of every-day 

Muslims living in Baghdad from the third/ninth through the sixth/twelfth centuries and 

uncovers an increasingly complicated relationship between Muslims and their written 

scripture.  A close reading of historical texts combined with an examination of owned 

Qur’ān manuscripts expose glaring contradictions between Islamic law’s prescriptions and 

proscriptions regarding the treatment of the muṣḥaf and the lived reality of Muslims and 

their Qur’ān codices. As attitudes toward the muṣḥaf changed, so did the book’s function 

in Islamic society. 

There were a number of factors influencing Muslim attitudes toward the treatment 

of their written scripture.  The most obvious evidence may be found in specific contexts of 

conflict in early Islamic history.  The raising of Qur’āns by the masses during periods of 

civil strife and violence in fifth/eleventh-century Baghdad, I contend, was, in part, an 

imitation of the raising of Qur’āns by the combatants at two first/seventh-century battles, 

battles that pitted Muslim against Muslim. I have reviewed several accounts of these battles 

written between the second/eighth and the fourth/tenth century, and noticed a remarkable 

increase in the role of the Qur’ān as a potent symbol of righteousness and rectitude during 

                                                 
46 Wheeler, 3 
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these confrontations.  While the majority of medieval Muslims were illiterate, written texts 

were discussed and transmitted by scholars orally and in public, thus exposing the masses 

to current versions of their own history.47   

While the Baghdad masses were imitating the actions of the first Muslim 

community in the throes of civil war, the motivations for raising the Qur’ān during urban 

discord appears to be different.  In the first civil war, at the Battle of the Camel in 36/656, 

and the Battle of Ṣiffīn the following year, Qur’āns were raised at the order of the leaders 

as a call for peace and arbitration.  In fifth/eleventh-century Baghdad, the practice had been 

adopted by the masses with no need for guidance from religious or political leaders.  

Indeed, in at least one case the religious scholars follow the lead of the masses.  The 

Baghdad residents who participated in these riots were obviously devout Sunnī Muslims 

as indicated by the religious symbolism with which they expressed themselves.   

I contend that the use of the Qur’ān during discord in the fifth/eleventh century was 

a manifestation of a new relationship between Muslims and their written scripture, a 

relationship that was at once more immediate and more intimate, where the barriers of 

legalistic Islam had been at least partially dismantled and replaced by a more personal 

relationship with God and scripture.  These new relationships came about from two inter-

related movements: Sufism and popular preaching and storytelling, all of which began in 

the early centuries of Islam and then gained momentum during the fifth/eleventh century 

and solidified during the sixth/twelfth century.48   This chapter identifies and explains 

another aspect of the impact of the interplay between orthopraxy and reality. 

                                                 
47 The transmission of texts and public exposure to them is elaborated on in Chapter One. 
48 On the rise and development of these movements see Jonathan P. Berkey, Popular Preaching & 

Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic Near East (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 

passim. 
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This dissertation is the first study to examine the impact of the rise of the book on 

a largely illiterate population.  While we cannot know with certainty if the people could 

read the Qur’āns they raised during riots in Baghdad or the muṣḥaf they kissed in the Great 

Mosque of Damascus, it is clear that by the fifth/eleventh century, every-day Muslims had 

incorporated books as a means of expressing themselves to God and to their fellow citizens.  

Illiterate people in any place generally live lives quickly silenced by the passage of time.  

By examining these people’s changing reception and treatment of one book, the Qur’ān, 

we can better understand the influence of an increasingly textualized society on a 

population unable to read the written word.  

By identifying and examining the ways in which third/ninth and fourth/tenth-

century scholars portrayed the life of Ḥafṣa, this dissertation contributes to the study of 

gender in the medieval Middle East.  This is the first study to systematically analyze the 

relationship between medieval Muslim women and the written word and the ways male 

scholars attempted to control access to and association with the written transmission of the 

Qur’ān.  While several modern scholars have documented the program implemented by 

male, medieval scholars to limit the rights and options available to Muslim women, it is 

especially satisfying to relate one instance in which this program failed. 

This is the first study to use the Qur’ān as a material object to better understand the 

impact and implementation of Islamic law in the medieval Middle East.  By complicating 

the relationship Muslims had with their written scripture, we can better understand lived 

religion during this period.  It is also the first study to attempt to explain how this 

relationship evolved and the interplay between the legal scholars and the masses and the 

written and the oral.  As the ʿulamā’ enhanced the role of the muṣḥaf in written historical 

accounts, these narratives were transmitted orally and in public, only to be heard and 

internalized by the masses, thereby changing the ways they thought about and handled their 
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written scripture.  The voices of every-day people are hard to get at in any medieval society.  

The Qur’ān, as a book, whether in the hearts or hands of medieval Muslims, provides a 

means of amplifying those voices. 
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Chapter One: The Rise of the Book and the Elevation of the Muṣḥaf 

 

“Read! Your Lord is the Most Bountiful One who taught by [means of] the pen, who 

taught man what he did not know.” Q 96:3-549 

 

A key argument of this study is that one of the many consequences of the rise of 

the book in the third/ninth-century Muslim Middle East was a variety of new attitudes 

toward the written Qur’ān.  Because books were becoming an increasingly prominent part 

of the urban visual and material landscape, and more and more people were reading them, 

attitudes toward the written word, in all genres, changed.  While knowledge transmitted in 

writing gained authority in the eyes of scholars, the vast majority of Muslims in the Middle 

East relied on personal contact and the spoken word for the reliable transmission of 

knowledge.  This was especially true for the Islamic scripture which was first and foremost 

an oral document. 50    

As books in the third/ninth century, including the Qur’ān, were piling up, 

particularly in the cultural center of Baghdad, undoubtedly more people owned a copy of 

the sacred text.  Because there are very few colophons in extant Qur’ān manuscripts from 

this period, and therefore the codices cannot be dated with certainty, it is nearly impossible 

to estimate the number of copies in circulation in the third/ninth century.  In order to 

overcome this dearth of physical evidence, this chapter surveys several genres of Islamic 

                                                 
49 All Qur’ān verses are from the translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005).  The word “read” in this verse can also be translated as “recite.” 
50 Fred Leemhuis, "From Palm Leaves to the Internet," in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’ān, ed. 

Jane Dammen McAuliffe(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 145. 
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literature produced during this period and demonstrates that the written Qur’ān was gaining 

prominence, especially in urban centers like Baghdad.   

Scholarly output is a product of the culture in which it was written.  As such, 

literature of all genres has the potential to expose important aspects of societies obscured 

by time.  The best evidence for changing attitudes toward the written Qur’ān is, perhaps, 

the increasing frequency with which references to the book appear in third/ninth century 

literature, in a variety of Islamic genres.  For instance, Muslim tradition holds that the 

Qur’ān was collected, written down, and codified in the first half of the first/seventh 

century.  The reports of the collection do not, however, surface in the Muslim written record 

until the early third/ninth century.  One of the earliest reports of these narratives, and the 

most complete, appears in the Faḍāʿil al-Qur’ān (The Excellences of the Qur’ān) of Abū 

‘Ubayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām (d. 223/838) which relates the accounts of the authorization of 

the first collection of the Muslim holy book by the first caliph, Abū Bakr b. Abī Quḥāfa (r. 

11/632-13/634), and the canonization of the text by the third caliph, ‘Uthmān b. ʿAffān (r. 

23/644-35/656).51  The increased presence of the muṣḥaf in the material and intellectual 

landscape also required scholars to address a variety of related issues including its 

production and treatment.  I contend that this attention to the sacred book by scholars, in 

turn, magnified the physical presence of the muṣḥaf, thereby elevating it in the minds of 

everyday Muslims.   

                                                 
51 Although the accounts appear here, most scholars cite the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) as the source 

of the narratives.   For a survey of where and when the collection and codification accounts appear and in 

what form, see Harald Motzki, “The Collection of the Qur’ān: A Reconsideration of Western Views in 

Light of Recent Methodological Developments,” Der Islam 78 (2001): 1-34. 
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Moreover, with the ʿAbbāsid Caliph al-Ma’mūn’s (r. 197/813-218/833) 

proclamation of the Miḥna, the nature of the Qur’ān was at the center of the debates on 

theology and religious authority.  Abū ʿ Ubayd’s inclusion of the collection and codification 

accounts, which emphasize caliphal authority over the written Qur’ān, coincided with al-

Ma’mūn’s campaign to control religious authority as exemplified in the Miḥna.  In this 

unique instance, the caliph proclaimed not only that the Qur’ān was created, but also that 

the caliph had the right to make such determinations, determinations to which religious 

scholars must assent.  Muslims agreed that the Qur’ān was God’s speech, but there was a 

debate about what that meant and when that speech had occurred.  Literalist ḥadīth 

scholars, along with the masses, believed the Qur’ān was God’s actual speech which could 

not be separated from him, and so was coeternal with God.  Rationalist thinkers like the 

Muʿtazilites, who maintained the absolute unity of God, viewed a coeternal Qur’ān as an 

infringement on monotheism.  They believed God’s speech to be metaphorical; his speech 

was not like human speech, but rather a created sound that cannot be heard by humans.  

The Qur’ān, like the rest of God’s creation, was therefore created in time after God.52  Al-

Ma’mūn adopted this unpopular position on the Qur’ān.  While the caliph was not referring 

to the physical book in his proclamation, a created Qur’ān may have inadvertently been 

associated with the muṣḥaf in the minds of many. 

                                                 
52 Michael Cooperson, Al Ma'mum (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 115. Tayeb El-Hibri, “The Reign of the 

Abbasid Caliph Al-Ma’mūn (811-833): The Quest for Power and the Crisis of Legitimacy” (PhD diss., 

Columbia University, 1994), 301. 
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The third/ninth century saw a remarkable increase in the use of writing to preserve 

ḥadīth, legal rulings, history, and poetry.53  Including reports and rulings on the muṣḥaf 

and the accounts of the collection and codification in a written composition would have 

had a substantial impact on the literate, and because written works were often transmitted 

orally and in public,54 the attitudes of everyday Muslims toward the muṣḥaf would also 

have been affected.  Because Abū ʿUbayd was composing books in the early decades of 

the increasing use of the written transmission of knowledge, he and other writers of the 

period did not have many written sources on which to draw.  “Literary and scholarly 

material,” Shawkat Toorawa notes of this period, “was supplemented, not supplanted by 

the reliance on books and written evidence.”55   Medieval sources suggest that Abū ʿUbayd 

relied heavily on oral transmission in the majālis (scholarly learning circles) for at least 

one of his works.56  The content of his and others’ written works would have been available 

orally to any Baghdad resident pausing long enough in the mosques to listen to the 

scholarly discussions. 

This chapter begins with a brief overview of the prominence of books in the 

topography of third/ninth-century Baghdad.  In order to trace the presence and prominence 

of the muṣḥaf in literature in the third/ninth century, this chapter continues with an 

                                                 
53 Gregor Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, trans. Uwe Vagelpohl (London: Routledge, 

2006), 30. 
54 Samer Ali, Arabic Literary Salons in the Islamic Middle Ages : Poetry, Public Performance, and the 

Presentation of the Past (Notre Dame: Univeristy of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 15-16.  Schoeler, 37. 
55 Shawkat M. Toorawa, Ibn Abī Ṭāhir Ṭayfūr and Arabic Writerly Culture: A Ninth-Century Bookman in 

Baghdad (London: Routledge/Curzon, 2005), 18. 
56 The work is his lexicon, al-Gharīb al-Muṣannaf.  For a brief summary of evidence see Encyclopaedia of 

Islam, Third Edition (Brill Online, 2011), s.v. "Abū ʿubayd Al-Qāsim B. Sallām."  For a discussion of 

majālis see Ali. 
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examination of references in a work composed in the decades just prior to the rise of the 

book, Mālik ibn Anas’s (d. 179/796) al-Muwaṭṭa.  This chapter continues with an analysis 

of Abū ʿUbayd’s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān, which he wrote between 213/825 and 216/828.57  

After Abū ʿUbayd, this chapter proceeds with an examination of the Musnad of Aḥmad 

Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855), which, along with the al-Muwaṭṭa, have, according to Scott Lucas, 

“remained two of the most important religious Sunnī books for the better part of Islamic 

civilization.”58  I also look at the muṣḥaf in the Saḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) and the 

accounts of the collection and codification as presented by al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923) in his 

Tafsīr.  Together, these works illustrate what I argue is the two-fold scholarly endeavor 

that occurred over the course of the third/ninth century: as the muṣḥaf multiplied in the 

visual and material landscape of urban centers like Baghdad, and its readership grew, 

Islamic scholars were compelled to define the book’s place in both the spiritual and 

physical worlds of Muslims. They accomplished this by addressing the many issues 

associated with its production and handling as a sacred object.  At the same time, they 

needed to convince a largely oral and aural society of the reliability and authority of the 

Qur’ān on the written page.59  The scholars attempted to achieve this, I argue, by 

propagating the reports explaining the isnād (chain of transmitters) of the written Qur’ān. 

 

 

                                                 
57 Scott C. Lucas, Constructive Critics, Ḥadīth Literature, and the Articulation of Sunnī Islam: The Legacy 

of the Generation of Ibn Saʿd, Ibn Maʿīn, and Ibn Ḥanbal (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 166. 
58 Lucas, fn. 200. 
59 On orality and authority see Richard W. Bulliet, Islam: The View From the Edge (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1994), 13-22. 
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The Oral and the Written  

During the lifetime of the Prophet and in the following decades, writing was used 

for communication and the preservation of certain kinds of knowledge.  The strong oral 

tradition from the Jahiliyya period (known as the Age of Ignorance before Islam) remained 

the primary means of transmitting most types of knowledge during the early years of 

Islam.60   In an article, Michael Cook addresses the opposition to writing ḥadīth as a means 

of recording and transmitting the Traditions61 of the Prophet.  Cook notes that private 

writing, such as letters, or writing down the Traditions at home for personal use was 

acceptable; public writing was not.62  “Oralism,” for the transmission of ḥadīth, “was 

indeed originally predominant.”63  Cook also notes that the “availability of writing in a 

literate society clearly constituted a standing temptation for the would-be perpetrators of a 

scholastic oral tradition,”64 but it was not until the time of al-Zuhrī (d. 124/741) that a 

“major shift” from oral to written transmission of ḥadīth occurred.65 

 Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq (85/704-151/768) was one of the earliest Muslim scholars to 

take advantage of this changing attitude toward written ḥadīth.  His Sīrat Rasūl Allāh, 

(Biography of the Prophet) although preceded by a number of maghāzī (military campaign) 

                                                 
60 Cf. Schoeler, “Oral Poetry Theory and Arabic Literature,” The Oral and Written in Early Islam trans. 

Uwe Vagelpohl (Oxon: Routlage, 2006) pp. 87-110. 
61 I capitalize “Tradition,” which refers to ḥadīth, as a means of differentiation from what is merely 

customary. 
62 Michael Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” Arabica 44 No. 4 (Oct. 

1997): 476-481. 
63 Ibid., 482. 
64 Ibid., 521. 
65 Ibid., 439. 
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books, “had no serious rival.”66  Although the work in its entirety is no longer extant - it 

comes to us through the work of Ibn Hishām (d. 213/828 or 218/833) - Gregor Schoeler, a 

noted skeptic of the use of the written word in early Islam, states “credible authority has it 

that [Ibn Isḥaq] put his history down in writing,”67 but because of the differences in extant 

recensions of his work, Schoeler doubts the fixity of the text of Ibn Isḥaq’s Sīra.68  Schoeler 

argues that the grammarian Sībawayhi’ (d. c.180/796) was one of the first Arab scholars to 

“compose a book with a fixed text.”69   Sībawayhi’s al-Kitāb is a monumental work on 

Arabic grammar, and it is likely that his complex subject demanded nothing less than the 

use of the written word.  There were, of course, many books written during the 

second/eighth century, but in addition to the cultural aspects of communication, the written 

word during this period was hampered by the limited scribal technology available to its 

production, specifically, the material on which books were copied. 

Jonathan Bloom attributes the explosion of books in the third/ninth century to the 

introduction of paper and an “ingenious and effective system of book production.”70  Paper 

was introduced to the Islamic lands in the second/eighth century, and the ʿAbbāsid Caliph 

Harūn al-Rashīd (r. 169/786-193-809) established the first paper mill in Baghdad in 

178/794 or 179/795, and reportedly produced enough paper to replace papyrus and 

                                                 
66 A. Guillaume, “Introduction” in The Life of the Prophet, trans. A. Guillaume (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2007), xiv. 
67 Schoeler, 29. Italics Schoeler’s. 
68 Ibid., 29. 
69 Ibid., 72. 
70 Jonathan Bloom, Paper Before Print: The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001), 116. 
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parchment for administrative needs.71   In the early third/ninth century, the caliph 

established paper mills in Damascus, Hama, and Tripoli.72  Unlike paper in China, which 

was made from mulberry wood pulp, ʿAbbāsid paper was rag fiber based.  A large 

population that supplied the industry with rags and fabric scraps, as well as its rivers and 

extensive canal systems, made Baghdad the ideal location for manufacturing paper.73 

The paper made in Baghdad was of very high quality, and many considered it the 

finest available. In fact, some Byzantine sources refer to paper as “bagdatixon,” meaning 

Baghdad paper.  We have evidence of the quality of this paper; the Chester Beatty Library 

in Dublin holds a Qur’ān copied at the very beginning of the fifth/eleventh century by the 

calligrapher Ibn al-Bawwāb (d. c. 413/1022) and the paper is thin and extremely 

consistent.74  The paper mill, as a physical presence in the city as well as a source of 

employment for skilled craftsmen and unskilled laborers, was an important part of the 

topography of Baghdad.  Along with the paper it produced, the mill’s presence in the city 

would have helped convince the residents of the city of the importance, if not the primacy, 

of the written word. 

The Topography of Books 

Kharraja, to go out, and akhraja, to let it go out, are the Arabic verbs used to denote 

publishing a book.75  The first-time publishing of a book almost always took place at a 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 47-8. 
72 Ibid., 56. 
73 Ibid., 50. 
74 Ibid., 50-51. 
75 Johannes Pedersen, The Arabic Book (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 24. For a history of 

these terms in relation to book publication see Muhammad ibn Mukarram ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab 

(Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʼ al-Turāth al-ʻArabī, 1988): 5:55. 
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mosque where the author would sometimes recite, but more often read from his draft, and 

a copyist would transcribe the book and then read it back to the author.  This process was 

repeated until the author approved the written copy of the book.76    Unless the copyist was 

specifically employed by the author, however, this authorized copy of the book belonged 

to the copyist who could, and did, sell it as he pleased.77  Authors often held public readings 

of their already “published” works; Bloom notes that when one author dictated or read his 

work in public, a dozen or so copyists and scholars were present.  Therefore, twelve copies 

were produced from a single reading and “within two generations of readings” over one 

hundred copies of the book were produced.78   In addition to the production of manuscripts, 

the public reading of a book would not only have exposed everyday citizens coming and 

going in the mosques to the knowledge contained in a work, it would also have reinforced 

the importance of the written word in the acquisition and dissemination of knowledge.   

Writing nearly two centuries into the ever-increasing production of books, the 

Baghdad bookseller al-Nadīm (d. 377/987) in Al-Fihrist, an encyclopedia of contemporary 

books and writers, illustrates the attitudinal shift toward the written word. “Mahbūd said, 

‘If books had not bound together the experiences of former generations, the shackles of 

later generations would not have been loosed.’”79  Another anecdote stated, “Books are 

shells of wisdom, which are split open for the pearls of character.”80   

                                                 
76 Ibid., 26. 
77 Ibid., 45. 
78 Bloom, 116. 
79 Muhammad Ibn Ishāq Ibn Al-Nadīm, The Fihrist of al-Nadīm: a Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim 

Culture, ed. and trans. Bayard Dodge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), 20. 
80 Ibid., 20. 
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Acquiring books, however, entailed either painstaking copying, or, if purchased, a 

significant outlay of money.  There does not, however, appear to be an economic 

impediment to the access of books in urban centers like Baghdad.  As we have seen, books 

were thought “worthy of preservation,” and private collectors, including caliphs, ensured 

their survival and access to other scholars by bequeathing their collections to libraries.81  

Because of this tradition, “among the glories of Baghdad during the days of the ʿAbbāsids 

were its exceptionally fine libraries.”82  These libraries were not merely storehouses for 

books, but were in constant use by scholars as a place of access to books as well as a 

gathering place for discussions and debates.83 

Mosques were the earliest sites for learning and classes, and because they were 

legally-qualified recipients of waqfs (inalienable religious endowments), many people 

endowed entire private libraries to them.  This system of endowments resulted in the 

acquisition by every major mosque of a large library which was, by definition, a public 

institution.84  We do not have a reliable description of Baghdad in the third/ninth century 

but in the following century, al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī (d. 463/1002) lists six congregational 

mosques in Baghdad,85 and when the renowned traveler Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) visited 

the city a century later there were eleven Friday mosques and so many masjids (smaller 

                                                 
81 Ruth Stellhorn Mackhesen, “Four Great Libraries of Medieval Baghdad,”  Library Quarterly, 2:1/4 

(1932: Jan./Oct), 280. 
82 Ibid., 279. 
83 Ibid., 281. 
84 Pedersen, 126. 
85 Daphna Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition: The Sunnī ʿUlama’ of Eleventh-Century 

Baghdad (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000), 70. 
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mosques) he wrote, “They cannot be estimated much less counted.”86  It is impossible to 

know the extent of book collections in the smaller mosques, but the congregational 

mosques, as major institutions of learning, certainly had extensive libraries.  Some 

medieval mosques were even faced with the dilemma of deciding what to do when 

collections grew too large.87  These libraries would have been known not just to scholars 

but to every person who frequented a mosque. 

While the first public collection of books outside of a mosque may have been 

amassed during the reign of the ʿAbbāsid Caliph al-Mansur (d. 158/775) or his successor 

Harūn al-Rashīd,88 the “first great library in Baghdad” was founded by the Caliph al-

Ma’mūn.89  Commonly known as the Bayt al-Ḥikma, or House of Wisdom, it consisted of 

an astronomical observatory and a library.  Al-Nadīm relates in the Fihrist that al-Ma’mūn, 

reportedly after seeing Aristotle in a dream, sent a commission to the Byzantine Empire to 

acquire Greek philosophical and scientific works.90  The envoys returned to Baghdad with 

a variety of manuscripts on philosophy, geometry, mechanics, music, arithmetic, and 

medicine. 91  Al-Ma’mūn ordered the books translated into Arabic or bilingual Greek- 

Arabic editions.  As volumes continued to be added to the library of the Bayt al-Ḥikma, a 

                                                 
86 Abū al-Ḥusayn Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Ibn Jubayr, Al-Riḥla (Leiden: Brill, 1907), 238. 
87 Franz Rosenthal, “Of Making Books There is No End,” in The Book in the Islamic World: The Written 

Word and Communication in the Middle East, ed. George N. Atiyeh  (New York: State University of New 

York Press, 1995), 38. 
88 Bloom, 117. 
89 Mackhensen, 281. Dimitri Gutas contends that the “translation movement” was begun by al-Manṣūr (r. 

136/754-158/775).  See Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Gareco-Arabic Translation 

Movement in Baghdad and Early ʿAbbāsid Society (Oxon: Routledge, 1978), 29-34. 

90 Al-Nadīm, 583-4. 
91 Meckhensen, 287. 
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large staff, some of whom were Christian, was kept busy copying and translating Pahlavi, 

Syriac, Sanskrit, and Greek texts.92  These included Ptolemy’s Almagest as well as the 

earliest known written treatise on astrolabes.93  This great library, then, was not only a 

collection of books, but a major producer as well.  The Bayt al-Ḥikma and its library 

flourished until Baghdad was sacked by Mongols in 656/1258.94 

By the early third/ninth century, the warrāq (copyist) section of the market in 

Baghdad included over one hundred stalls belonging to booksellers, paper sellers, and 

copyists. The sūq al-warrāqīn spread from Tāk al-Harrānī to the new bridge on the Sarāt 

Canal; it occupied both sides of the road and extended out onto the bridge itself.95   An 

“ordinary” book cost about ten silver dirhams and a “fine one” could sell for as much as 

one hundred.96   The high price meant that books were out of the financial reach of most 

Baghdad citizens, but whether or not they were frequenting the book market itself, the 

presence of so much written material would have made everyone aware of the importance 

of books to the economic topography of the city.  

Among the stalls of the sūq al-warrāqīn in Baghdad were those of the booksellers.  

Sources frequently mention the booksellers’ shops as a meeting place for scholars.  These 

stalls were often two stories; the upper level provided the privacy needed for academic 

discussions and sometimes-noisy debates.  Al-Nadīm, the author of the Fihrist, was the son 

of a book dealer, who had a large, prosperous shop in the Baghdad market, and al-Nadīm 

                                                 
92 Ibid., 383. 
93 Bloom, 118. 
94 Meckhensen, 285. 
95 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill Online, 2011), s.v."Sūḳ."  
96 Bloom, 117. 
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worked in the store as a book seller and copyist.  The store was a popular gathering place 

for scholars; they came to look at books and discuss academic issues.  Al-Nadīm used his 

extensive exposure to and knowledge of books, as well as personal contact with a variety 

of scholars from across the Islamic world to compile the Fihrist, which probably began as 

a catalogue of the inventory in his father’s store. 97  It grew to a two-volume (printed) book.  

Some scholars found other uses for book stores.  Al-Jāḥiẓ, (c.160/776-255/868-9, a prolific 

ʿAbbāsid author, rented the stalls of Baghdad booksellers and spent the nights there reading 

because it was cheaper than buying books.98 During his long life, al-Jāhiẓ wrote nearly 

two-hundred books on subjects ranging from Muʿtazilite theology to the qualities of the 

Arabs.99  

The Muṣḥaf in the Second/Eighth Century 

 

While it may seem obvious that the Muslim scripture would be conspicuous in the 

Muslim world, the Qur’ān as a book, I argue, would not become a prominent part of the 

Muslim landscape until the third/ninth century. 100  Daniel Madigan asserts that the “full 

text of the Qur’ān played quite a limited role in the early decades of Islam,” and “there was 

                                                 
97 Bayard Dodge, Introduction, al-Fihrist, xvi-xvii. 
98 Al-Nadīm, 255. 
99 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill Online, 2011), s.v. “Al-Djāḥiẓ, Abū ʿUt̲h̲mān ʿAmr b. 

Baḥr al-Fuḳaymī al-Baṣrī." 
100 Qur’ānic writing had, of course, been a visible part of the Islamic world for more than a century.  

Because Islam rejected mimetic representation, writing was elevated as the primary means of conveying 

power and legitimacy.  The most well-known of these “images of the word” are the coinage issued by late-

seventh-century caliphs with statements of Islamic belief and the extensive inscription on the Dome of the 

Rock in Jerusalem. The Dome on the Rock was commissioned by the Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Mālik (r. 

65/685-86/705) and completed in 72/691-92, but al-Ma’mūn had the copper plaque changed to credit 

himself with the building of this magnificent structure. Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 63. Estelle Whelan, "Forgotten Witness: Evidence for the 

Early Codification of the Qur’ān," Journal of the American Oriental Society 118, no. 1 (Jan.-Mar., 1998), 
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certainly little need for the complete Qur’ān to have been carefully codified in writing.  

One might say that the principal function of the Qur’ān was to stand more as a reminder 

and as evidence that God had addressed the Arabs than as the complete record of what God 

had, or has, to say.”101  The Qur’ān was “first and foremost an oral text,”102 and in an era 

when the vast majority of the population was illiterate,103 the oral and aural Qur’ān was 

undoubtedly the text with which people were most familiar. Indeed the word al-Qur’ān 

means “the recitation.”  Jonathan Bloom notes of the earliest Muslim community, 

“Contemporaries therefore conceived the revelation to be oral texts intended to be 

rehearsed and recited, not read from a book.”104  This chapter uses textual evidence to 

demonstrate that by the late second/eighth century the muṣḥaf was becoming a more 

prominent part of the material landscape of lived religion. Muslims could see as well as 

hear that God had spoken to them.  

References to the muṣḥaf by second/eighth-century Islamic scholars are scarce.  

Although he several times relates the circumstances of the revelations of specific sūras 

(chapters of the Qur’ān), nowhere in his Sīrat Rasūl Allāh does Ibn Isḥāq (d. 151/768) refer 

to the writing down of the Qur’ān during or after the time of the Prophet, nor does he 

                                                 
101 Daniel Madigan, The Qur’ān’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s Scripture (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2001), 51, 52. 
102 Fred Leemhuis, "From Palm Leaves to the Internet," in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’ān, ed. 

Jane Dammen McAuliffe(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 145. 
103 Jonathan Bloom proposes that “the ubiquity of writing” on everything from monumental architecture to 

everyday items “suggest that medieval Muslims were more likely to be literate – or at least familiar with 

writing – than members of contemporary societies elsewhere.” Bloom, 92. 
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mention the muṣḥaf itself in any context.105  This lack of reference to the muṣḥaf in a book 

about the life of the Prophet seems unremarkable on the surface.  After all, according to 

Muslim tradition, the Qur’ān was not gathered into a single text until after the death of 

Muhammad in 11/632, so any reference to the muṣḥaf during the life of the Prophet would 

seem odd. As will be seen, however, by the first half of the third/ninth century, at least one 

ḥadīth compiler includes a number of references to the collected and written Qur’ān during 

the lifetime of Muhammad.  The earliest references to Muhammad and the muṣḥaf, 

however, can be found in al-Muwaṭṭa’. 106 

By the time Mālik b. Anas was writing in the second/eighth century, as evidenced 

in his al-Muwaṭṭa’, the muṣḥaf was common enough for its treatment as a sacred object to 

be addressed.  Mālik’s al-Muwaṭṭa’ includes a chapter on the Qur’ān (Kitāb al-Qur’ān), 

and although this chapter deals primarily with prayer and recitation, the first ḥadīth in this 

section refers to the written Qur’ān: “In the letter that the Prophet wrote to ʿAmrū ibn 

Ḥazm: ‘No one should touch the Qur’ān unless he is ritually pure.’”107  The most striking 

aspect of this ḥadīth is its use of the word “al-Qur’ān” to refer to the written text.108  In the 

                                                 
105 A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Isḥāq's Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1955). 
106 Travis Zadeh, in his study of the development of ritual purity in relation to the muṣḥaf cites a number of 

early to mid-second/eighth-century jurists.  However, these rulings are found in literature written at least a 

half-century later, beginning with Mālik ibn Anas.  While Zadeh admits that there is considerable debate 

about the reliability of these chains of transmission, he does cite Harald Motzki and his studies concerning 

the historical authenticity of ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s (d. 211/827) isnāds in his Muṣannaf.  Zadeh, “Touching,” 

450-451.  Zadeh is arguing that the debates about handling the muṣḥaf came about in a social context (mid 

second/eighth century) “in which the written form of the Qur’an is itself in contention.” 448. 
107 Mālik ibn Anas, Al-Muwaṭṭa’, 2 vols. (Cairo: Dār Iḥyāʼ al-Kutub al-ʻArabīyah, 1951), 1:199.  For a 

discussion on ritual purity and the handling of the Qur’ān see chapter four below. 
108 This word choice is very likely due to the original source to which this ḥadīth is referring; Q56:77-79 

says “This is truly a noble Qur’ān, in a protected record that only the purified can touch.” 
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report immediately following this, Mālik clarifies the prophetic ḥadīth, which is actually a 

paraphrase of a Qur’ānic verse: “Mālik said: No one should carry al-muṣḥaf by its strap or 

on a cushion unless he is pure.  If that was permissible then it could be carried by its 

cover.”109  This variation in terminology from “al-Qur’ān” to “al-muṣḥaf” when referring 

to the written Qur’ān suggests that the term “muṣḥaf” may have been in use for a relatively 

short time.  Because ḥadīth were transmitted orally in the first decades of Islam,110 and 

transmitters oftentimes paraphrased,111 we have no way of tracing changes in terminology.  

What is evident is that at some point in the decades previous to the writing of al-Muwaṭṭa’, 

the written Qur’ān had become common enough to necessitate terminology to differentiate 

it from its oral counterpart.  Also evident, is that enough people came into contact with the 

muṣḥaf to warrant a ruling from Mālik about its handling.  

Mālik uses the term muṣḥaf six additional times in al-Muwaṭṭa’.  The first of these 

is in the Book of Purity (Kitāb al-Ṭahāra).  The ḥadīth recounts a man who was holding 

the muṣḥaf of a friend and touched his (own) penis.  The owner of the muṣḥaf told the man 

to go and perform al-wuḍū’ (ritual cleansing).112  The next use is found in a Tradition that 

would be repeated in several popular ḥadīth collections in the following century.  “Abū 

Yūnis, the mawla (client or freed slave) of ʿĀ’isha, the Mother of the Believers, said: 

ʿĀ’isha ordered me to write a muṣḥaf for her.”  The account continues with instructions for 

the mawla to let her know when he reached a particular verse that she had heard from the 

                                                 
109 Mālik, 1:199. 
110 On the transition from oral to written transmission of ḥadīth see Cook, “Opponents.” 
111 Christopher Melchert, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2006), 29-30. 
112 Mālik, 1:142. 
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Prophet.113   The ḥadīth that immediately follows this one is almost identical; the only 

difference is that ʿAmr b. Rāfiʿ was “writing a muṣḥaf for Ḥafṣa, the Mother of the 

Believers;” her instructions are the same as those of ʿĀ’isha.114  There is some evidence 

that these two mawlas may have been professional Qur’ān copiers,115  and there may have 

been a specific area of Medina where Qur’āns were copied and sold as early as the 

first/seventh century.116   

Mālik also includes a ḥadīth in which the written Qur’ān is used to substantiate a 

legal ruling about dietary restrictions.  The ḥadīth reads: “ʿAbd Allāh al-Raḥman ibn Abī 

Hurayra (d.58/678) asked ʿAbd Allāh ibn ʿUmar (d. 73/692) about [that which is] cast up 

from the sea and he forbade eating it.  Then ʿAbd Allāh turned and asked for al-muṣḥaf 

and read, ‘The catch of the sea and its food are permitted to you.’”117  Mālik does not 

include a context for this ḥadīth, but it appears to be a study circle (ḥalaqa pl. ḥalaqāt) for 

students of Islamic law.  These specialized learning circles were usually held in mosques 

as the mosque had been the venue for public discussion and education since the second or 

                                                 
113 Ibid., 1:138-9. 
114 Mālik, 1:139. 
115 For this evidence see Whelan, "Forgotten Witness," fn. 13. 
116 Ibid., 12. Rafael Talmon shows that evidence exists that a second/eighth-century student at a grammatical 

school in Medina supported himself by copying the Qur’ān. Rafael Talmon, "An Eighth-Century 

Grammatical School in Medina: The Collection and Evaluation of the Available Material," Bulletin of the 

School of Oriental and African Stiudies 48, no. 2 (1985): 228.  Estelle Whelan notes, “In those early years 

there must have been sufficient demand for the newly codified scriptures, both for public use in mosques and 

schools and for private study by wealthy patrons, to ensure employment for such a group.” Whelan: 13. This 

makes perfect sense; someone had to copy the books and it makes sense that it would be done by professional 

copyists who could maintain the integrity of the content.  It does not, however, appear that the muṣḥaf was 

particularly prolific, as books in general were not. 
117 Mālik, 2:494. This is Q 5:96. 
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third decade of Islam.118  The two scholars mentioned in the ḥadīth were Companions of 

the Prophet and the two most active transmitters of Traditions.119  This singular ḥadīth is 

not enough evidence to argue for extensive use of the written Qur’ān in the first/seventh 

century, but its inclusion by Mālik without any explanation suggests that by second/eighth-

century, legal scholars were consulting the written Qur’ān on matters of Islamic law, as 

opposed to relying on memory of the text alone.  These sessions, and the scholars’ 

consultation of the muṣḥaf, do suggest that the Qur’ān was both read and recited in the 

mosques, and this dual usage would have been witnessed by the general public frequenting 

the mosque.  By the early third/ninth century, Qur’āns were piling up in mosques to such 

a great extent that special trustees had to be appointed to keep track of and care for them.120 

For our purposes, however, it is Mālik’s legal rulings concerning the muṣḥaf that 

are of the most interest because, to a greater extent than the ḥadīth, they reflect the role of 

the written Qur’ān in late second/eighth century Islamic society.  In the “Book of 

Commerce,” (Kitāb al-Buyūʿ), under the section on buying and selling gold, Mālik rules 

on the probity of the commerce in embellished items.  He uses as examples swords, signet 

rings, and Qur’āns.  He states that it is permissible to buy and sell these items if its value, 

without the decorations, is at least two-thirds of the price of the item.  Mālik based many 

                                                 
118 Wael B. Hallaq, The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2005), 63. 
119 Abū Hurayra transmitted some 5,300 ḥadīth and Ibn ʿUmar transmitted 2,600.  Jonathan A.C. Brown, 

Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009), 19. 
120 Nabia Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script and its Kur’anic Development, with a Full 

Description of the Kur’an Manuscripts in the Oriental Institute (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

1939), 57. 
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of his rulings on the everyday practices (ʿamal) of the Medinan community121 and this 

ruling appears to be of that sort because he states, “The sales continue to be permitted.  

People buy and sell them.”122  Not only was the muṣḥaf being produced for sale, it was 

being embellished with gold and silver decorations on its pages and had become a 

commodity in the market.  The buying and selling of al-maṣāḥif was common enough 

during Mālik’s lifetime for this commerce to be used as an example in a general ruling.  

This ruling could also have been intended to address price-gouging, which may indicate 

that the supply of al-maṣāḥif could not keep up with an increasing demand.  These 

embellished Qur’āns were not, of course, intended for use by the masses.  They would have 

been commissioned and purchased by the wealthy, literate elite, but everyday Muslims 

would have seen them in the stalls of the markets as well as in the mosques.  It appears that 

in late second/eighth-century Medina, the muṣḥaf was not prominent enough to elicit the 

number of legal questions about the book that would be asked in Baghdad a few decades 

later. 

The Muṣḥaf in the Third/Ninth Century  

The best evidence for the increased prominence of the muṣḥaf is, perhaps, the rise 

of a new literary genre. Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān (the excellences of the Qur’ān) literature 

emerged in the early third/ninth century, initially as chapters in ḥadīth collections and then 

as separate works.  These works provide insight about issues concerning the role of the 

                                                 
121 Yassin Dutton, The Origins of Islamic Law: The Qur’ān, the Muwaṭṭa’ and Madinan ʿamal (Surrey: 

Curzon Press, 1999), 32-52. 
122 This ruling appears is repeated as an analogy in the section on sharecropping. Mālik, 2:709 and 636. 
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Qur’ān in Muslim society.123  ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d. 211/827) was one of the earliest writers 

to include a chapter on the excellences of the Qur’ān in his ḥadīth collection, the Muṣannaf.  

This chapter addresses issues pertaining to prayer and recitation, teaching the Qur’ān, as 

well as the excellences of particular sūras and verses.  ʿAbd al-Razzāq makes no mention 

of the muṣḥaf in this section, nor does he relate the accounts of the collection and 

codification of the Qur’ān.124 He does however mention the muṣḥaf sixty-three times 

throughout the entire work and includes three sections addressing the treatment of the 

Qur’ān.  One chapter (bāb) addresses the handling of the muṣḥaf,125 another the probity of 

an imam using the muṣḥaf while leading prayer,126 and a third section discusses buying al-

maṣāḥif.127  The treatment of the written Qur’ān is clearly an issue to this Yemenī scholar.  

Worth noting is that ʿAbd al-Razzāq studied with Mālik ibn Anas in Medina or Mecca 

while on pilgrimage, and Ibn Ḥanbal was one of his students.128  ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s ḥadīth 

on the treatment of the muṣḥaf have been ably studied by Travis Zadeh,129 so there is no 

need to detail the contents here except to comment that this very long work (11 printed 

volumes) omits the collection and codification ḥadīth.  ʿAbd al-Razzāq does, however, 

include two hadith relating Zayd ibn Thābit’s search for the missing verses during the 

                                                 
123 Asma Afsaruddin, "The Excellences of the Qur’ān: Textual Sacrality and the Organization of Early 

Islamic Society," Journal of the American Oriental Society 122, no. 1 (Jan.-Mar., 2002): 1-24. The author 

surveys works from the ninth through the fourteenth centuries. 
124 ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Muṣannaf, 11 vols. (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islāmī, 1983), 3:335-384. 
125 Ibid., 1:341-45. 
126 Ibid., 2:419-24 
127 Ibid., 8:110-14. 
128 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition (Brill Online, 2014), s.v.  "ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī."  
129Zadeh, “Touching.” 443-466. See also Harald Motzki, “The Muṣannaf of ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī as 

a source of authentic Aḥādīth of the first century A.H.,” Journal of Near East Studies 50 (1991): 1–21. 
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collection project.130  Interestingly, ʿAbd al-Razzāq relates the collection of the Qur’ān by 

Abū Bakr in his Tafsīr, but not the codification project by ʿUthmān.131 

Al-Nadīm includes a list of “Books about the Virtues of the Qur’ān” in the Fihrist; 

it begins with the work of Abū ʿUbayd.132  Abū ʿUbayd was one of the first writers to 

compose an entire work on the excellences of the Qur’ān,133 and one of the most striking 

features of his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān is the space the author allots to the muṣḥaf.  The text of 

one published edition runs to 229 pages, of which ninety-six pages deal directly with the 

muṣḥaf; nearly forty percent of the work addresses issues related to the written Qur’ān.134   

This is a significant departure from the near silence on the subject in the previous decades. 

One of Abū ʿUbayd’s motivations for such attention to the written Qur’ān is 

strongly suggested in the work itself.  The last chapter of the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān addresses 

treatment of the muṣḥaf.  The first section deals with buying and selling al-maṣāḥif, and 

the reports included are mixed concerning the probity of such activity.  The first report 

states unambiguously that selling al-maṣāḥif is repugnant.  The next advocates buying the 

written Qur’ān but not selling it, while the next reporter admits to selling them and to like 

others who do the same.135  Abū ʿUbayd includes several more contradictory reports on the 

                                                 
130 ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Muṣannaf, 8:367 and 11:235-36. 
131 ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Tafsīr al-Qur’ān al-ʿAzīz (Beirut: Dar al-Kutūb al-ʿIlmīa, 1999), 1:249-50.  The 

account ends with the pages being held by Ḥafṣa. 
132 Al-Nadīm, 80-81. 
133 Muḥammad b. Idrīs al-Shāfiʿī (d. 204/820) reportedly wrote Manāfīʿ al-Qurān.  It is no longer extant.  

Abū ʿUbayd’s composition is the oldest published faḍā’il work. Afsaruddin: 2-3. 
134 Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām, Faḍā’il Al-Qur’ān (Beirut: Dār al-ʿAlamīa, 1991), 152-248. 
135 Abū ʿUbayd, 237. 
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subject, but what is clear from these accounts is that the activity was obviously taking place 

and in a manner public enough to elicit legal questions about the activity.   

The next several sections deal with the actual writing of the muṣḥaf.  The subjects 

include the use of diacritical marks, marking every ten verses in the manuscript, including 

or excluding the titles of the sūras, and embellishing the text with gold and silver.  Like the 

section on buying and selling, the opinions here are mixed.  Because they only rarely 

include a colophon, the Qur’ān manuscripts we have today are impossible to date to 

specific decades.  Abū ʿUbayd provides clear textual evidence that the written Qur’ān was 

part of the visual landscape of early third/ninth-century Baghdad and in such numbers that 

issues relating to the muṣḥaf had to be addressed.  The proliferation of written Qur’āns, 

which were very likely on the shelves of book stalls, were certainly seen by every Muslim 

who frequented the mosques.   

The Context of the Collection and Codification Ḥadīth 

Abū ʿUbayd’s long discussion on the muṣḥaf begins, however, with the chapter 

“The Writing Down of the Qur’ān and its Collection and the Locations of its Readings and 

its Sūras.”  On the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās and ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān, Abū ʿUbayd relates the 

following ḥadīth: “When a sūra came down to him, the Prophet used to call upon someone 

to write, saying, ‘Put down this sūra in such and such place.’”136  Muhammad, then, 

considered the writing down of the Qur’ān, as well as its arrangement, to be important 

enough to require his supervision. Nowhere, however, does Abū ʿUbayd relate a ḥadīth 

that attributes the collection of the entire book to the Prophet.137  Rather, the author follows 

                                                 
136 Abū ʿUbayd, 152. 
137 Muslim tradition holds that the Prophet was illiterate.  His illiteracy would not, of course, prevent 

Muhammad from supervising the arrangement of the Qur’ān.  On Muhammad’s illiteracy see Claude 
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the Prophetic contribution with this unequivocal report: “The first person who collected 

the Qur’ān between two boards was Abū Bakr.”138  This is followed by an account 

explaining the rationale for preserving the Qur’ān in writing: 

ʿAbd al-Raḥman ibn Mahdī related to us from Ibrāhīm ibn Saʿd from al-Zuhrī 

from ʿUbayd ibn al-Sibāq that Zayd ibn Thābit told him:  Abū Bakr sent for me 

after the [high] casualties among the soldiers at Yamāma and ʿUmar was with 

him.  Abū Bakr said: ʿUmar has come to me and said: The casualties were heavy 

among the reciters of the Qur’ān on the day of [the battle] of Yamāma and I am 

afraid that there will be more casualties among the reciters in other regions and 

then a large part of the Qur’ān will disappear.  I am of the opinion that you should 

collect the Qur’ān.  And I [Abū Bakr] said to him [ʿUmar]: How can I do 

something that the messenger of God did not do? He [ʿUmar] said to me: By God 

it is a good thing.  And ʿUmar did not stop pressing me about it until God opened 

my heart to [the idea] and I was of the [same] opinion as ʿUmar.  And Abū Bakr 

added: You are an intelligent young man and we do not suspect you [of 

dishonesty, dishonorable actions] and you used to write down the Revelations for 

the Messenger of God so look for the Qur’ān and collect it.  Zayd said: By God if 

he [Abū Bakr] had commissioned me to move a mountain from its mountain 

range it would not be a greater burden on me than that.  And I [Zayd] said: How 

can you do something the messenger of God did not do?  Abū Bakr said: By God 

it is a good thing.  Abū Bakr and ʿUmar continued to press me on that until God 

opened my heart for that which he had opened the hearts of [Abū Bakr and 

ʿUmar].  So I looked for the Qur’ān and I collected it from [pieces of] parchment 

and stalks of date palm and thin white stones and from the hearts of men.  I found 

the last sūra with Khuzayma ibn Thābit: “Now a Messenger has come from 

amongst you and it grieves him that you are injured,”  to the last of it until the end 

of the sūra. 

ʿAbd al-Raḥman said: a man related to me from ‘Ibrāhīm ibn Saʿd this ḥadīth: 

The pages were kept by Abū Bakr until he died, then ʿUmar kept them until he 

died, then Ḥafṣa [ʿUmar’s daughter] kept them.139 

The written Qur’ān, according to this report, had been authorized by Abū Bakr, the 

first caliph in the two crucial years after the death of the Muhammad, and instigated by 

                                                 
Gilliot, “Creation of a Fixed Text,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’ān, ed. Jane Dammen 

McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 42. 
138 Abū ʿUbayd, 152. 
139 Ibid., 152-3. The missing verse is Q 9:128. 
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ʿUmar, who would soon succeed Abū Bakr as the second caliph.  The account also 

emphasizes the justification for going against the sunna of the Prophet; the preservation of 

the Qur’ān in writing was important enough to allow for this innovation.  More importantly, 

the project was undertaken on the authority of Abū Bakr, the first caliph and most revered 

of the Rāshidūn (the Rightly-Guided Caliphs).  This report is followed by the account of 

the codification and distribution of the muṣḥaf by ʿUthmān: 

ʿAbd al-Raḥman said: ‘Ibrahīm ibn Saʿd related to us from al-Zuhrī from Anas 

ibn Mālik that: Hudhayfa ibn al-Yamān was campaigning with the people of Syria 

and the people of Iraq in the opening of Armenia and Azerbaijan where their 

differences in [the recitation] of the Qur’ān alarmed him.  He said to ʿUthmān: O 

Commander of the Faithful, preserve this community before they differ in the 

Book like the Jews and the Christians.  So ʿUthmān sent [a message] to Ḥafṣa 

[telling her] to bring us the pages so we may copy them into al-maṣāḥif then we 

will return it to you. So Ḥafṣa brought the pages to ʿUthmān and ʿUthmān sent for 

Zayd ibn Thābit and ʿAbd Allāh bin Zabīr and Saʿīd ibn ʿAṣ and ʿAbd al-Raḥman 

ibn al-Ḥarīth ibn Hishām and commanded them to copy the pages into al-maṣāḥif.  

Then he said to the group of three Qurayshī: When you and Zayd differ, then 

write it in the dialect (bi-lisān) of the Quraysh because it was revealed in their 

dialect.   When they had copied the pages into al-maṣāḥif ʿUthmān sent a 

delegation to each province with a muṣḥaf from those they had copied.  Then he 

ordered that every page or muṣḥaf, with the exception of that Qur’ān, be torn up 

or burned.140 

 

Several components of this account stand out.  The most obvious is the consensus 

that a codified scripture is necessary for the continuing unity of the Islamic community. In 

this instance not even Zayd ibn Thābit hesitates to execute ʿUthmān’s order. Zayd’s 

willingness to participate in the codification process was likely motivated by his personal 

conviction that such a project was necessary.  This narrative is explicit about the authority 

on which the muṣḥaf rests; it was the Caliph, God’s chosen leader of the first Islamic 

community, who authorized and supervised the codification of the muṣḥaf.  

                                                 
140 Abū ʿUbayd, 153-4. 



 

 

 

 

 48 

ʿUthmān, the third caliph, ordered four devout Muslims, all well-versed in the 

Qur’ān, to produce a definitive manuscript and to use as a source text the Qur’ān whose 

compilation was suggested by ʿ Umar, the second caliph, and ordered by Abū Bakr, the first 

caliph.  Noticeably absent from this process is the fourth caliph, ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib (r. 

35/656-40/661).  Although the ḥadīth transmitted by Abū ʿUbayd does not include him in 

the compilation or the canonization process, he does give ʿAlī space to voice his approval 

of the project: “ʿAlī said about it: If I had been in charge, I would have done with al-maṣāḥif 

what ʿUthmān did”141   ʿAlī is referring here not only to the codification project but also to 

ʿUthmān’s order that all other Qur’ānic texts be destroyed.  With ʿAlī’s endorsement of 

ʿUthmān’s actions, the compilation and canonization of the written Qur’ān has become a 

venture sanctioned by all four of the Rāshidūn.   

Abū ʿUbayd’s decision to include the accounts of the collection and codification of 

the Qur’ān, I argue, was due, in large part, to the environment in which he lived.  As noted 

above, the rise of the book was manifest physically in the sūq al-warrāqīn (booksellers’ 

market) in Baghdad which, in the early third/ninth century reportedly held as many as one 

hundred stalls.142  The availability of books resulted in a new readership which included 

property owners, merchants, judges and jurists, physicians, poets, and teachers as well as 

other scholars.143  In proportion to total population this new readership was, of course, still 

very small, but these new readers would, presumably, have incorporated the muṣḥaf into 

their reading curriculums as well as their book collections. This new and visible book 

culture, however, was only a piece of the system of the transmission of knowledge.  A 

variety of “collections of knowledge,” in the form of discrete lectures, recensions of 

                                                 
141 Abū ʿUbayd, 157. For a discussion of the Shī’a and the muṣḥaf see page 108 of this study. 
142 Toorawa, 14. 
143 Ibid., 1-2. He bases this list on “the fact that these individuals and groups or classes, among others, 

became the objects of writers’ attention, praise, and satire.” 
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lectures recorded in writing by students, and books in fixed form composed by authors, all 

continued to proliferate throughout the third/ninth century.144  Of those scholars who did 

compose written works, many did not give their work a fixed form.  Mālik ibn Anas is a 

case in point; he preferred to transmit his al-Muwaṭṭa’ orally, but did, on occasion, produce 

various written versions of the work.  He did not establish a “canonical version.”145  Abū 

ʿUbayd and al-Jāhiẓ were part of a group of scholars who did compose books in fixed 

form.146  The authors’ fixed forms, however, may not have been maintained after the books 

left the hands of their composers.  Books were very often transmitted via lectures and could 

be modified through successive transmitters.  Works transmitted in writing could be 

revised, intentionally or not, by copyists.147  Abū ʿUbayd was undoubtedly aware of the 

precariousness of the content of books, and I argue that he included the collection and 

codification ḥadīth in his Fadā’il al-Qur’ān to demonstrate the reliability of the text of the 

muṣḥaf.  His message is clear:  the isnād of the muṣḥaf could not be more reliable, 

including, as it does, the supervision of the first three caliphs and the approval of the fourth; 

the authority of the official written Qur’ān in circulation during Abū ʿUbayd’s lifetime was 

absolutely authentic, its legitimacy could not be questioned. 

The collection and codification ḥadīth could very well have served a second, though 

connected purpose.  The doctrine of the four Rightly-Guided Caliphs appears to have been 

“firmly established” but not “universally accepted” by the mid-third/ninth century.148  The 

reverential memory of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar was uncontested, but the status of ʿUthmān 

                                                 
144 Schoeler, 37. The phrase “collections of knowledge” is mine. 
145 Ibid., 33. 
146 Ibid., 34-5. 
147 Ibid., 37.  Marginal glosses added by a transmitter and then included as part of the text is an example of 

unintentional modification.   Schoeler notes, “From the fourth/ninth century, however, more and more 

‘stabilized’ works were transmitted in more or less fixed form.” Ibid., 36. 
148  Muhhamad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ʿAbbāsids: The Emergence of the 

Proto-Sunnī Elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1-2. 
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and ʿAlī continued to be debated; the legitimacy of ʿAlī’s caliphate was an especially 

contentious issue.149  Abū ʿUbayd’s inclusion of ʿAlī in the section of his Fadā’il al- 

Qur’ān describing a project in which the fourth caliph was not directly involved, may have 

served to “complete the Sunnī vision of the ideal caliphate,”150 and, at the same time, 

attempted to build a consensus in the Islamic community under the unifying force of the 

Qur’ān.  

As is well-known, several unauthorized Qur’ānic texts survived ʿUthmān’s 

order.151  Abū ʿUbayd gives much attention to the muṣḥaf of the Companion ʿAbd Allāh 

ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/653).  The language used in the report about Ibn Masʿūd’s defiance of 

caliphal authority is telling:  “Ibn Masʿūd said: O people of Iraq or people of al-Kūfa, hide 

the maṣāḥif that you have because you have been deceived about them.  Indeed, God says 

‘Anyone who [takes unlawfully] will carry it with him on the Day of Judgment.’ (Q 3:161).  

So they lied to him about al-maṣāḥif.”152  This language of deceit and defiance is not, 

however, the only means Abū ʿUbayd uses to impugn the actions of Ibn Masʿūd and others 

who refused to destroy their personal copies of the Qur’ān.  The author allots twenty-nine 

pages to the consequences of the propagation of unauthorized copies of the Qur’ān.  Abū 

ʿUbayd includes 124 reports concerning variations from the ʿUthmānic codex;153 most are 

instances of specific people reciting a particular verse or phrase in an atypical way.  The 

                                                 
149 Ibid., 169.  The conversation revolved around the two qualities of faḍl (superiority or who was superior 

to whom) and khayr (virtue). Ibid., 141, 152. 
150 This is Zaman’s phrase but my context. Ibid., 174. 
151 For a comprehensive treatment of these texts see Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of 

the Quran: The Old Codices (Leiden: Brill, 1937). 
152 Abū ʿUbayd, 155.  
153 Ibid., 162-190.  
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source of the variation is sometimes mentioned, including the muṣḥafs of Ibn Masʿūd154 

and ʿUbay ibn Kaʿb (d. c. 19/640-35/656).155   

Abū ʿUbayd may have included these unauthorized variations of the text of the 

Qur’ān as an illustration of the possible dangers of the proliferation of multiple Qur’ānic 

texts.  The reports are reminiscent of the situation that prompted ʿUthmān to codify the 

muṣḥaf in the first place: “O Commander of the Faithful, preserve this community before 

they differ in the Book like the Jews and the Christians.”156  All of the Rightly-Guided 

Caliphs saw it as their duty to preserve and monitor the integrity of the Qur’ān; failure to 

do so would result in the disintegration of the Muslim community.  The written Qur’ān was 

becoming increasingly important during the period in which Abī ʿUbayd wrote, but its 

reliability may have still been suspect as far as the masses were concerned.  As people 

poured into cities like Baghdad, especially new converts from a wide variety of linguistic 

backgrounds, Muslims would have been aware of the various readings of the Qur’ān.  The 

collection and codification ḥadīth would have provided the written Qur’ān with the stability 

lacking in its oral counterparts.157 

It is impossible to know what sort of expectations Abū ʿUbayd had as to the fixity 

of the collection ḥadīth included in his Fadā’il al-Qur’ān, but he would almost certainly 

have expected these accounts to reach far beyond the literate population.  From the 

                                                 
154 Ibid., 164.  
155 Ibid., 190.  
156Ibid., 153.   
157 On the relationship between conversion and urban growth during this period see Richard W. Bulliet, 

Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quantitative History (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1979). 
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beginning of Islam, poets, teachers, and scholars gathered in the public mosques for study 

circles, and in the third/ninth century, people from a variety of social and intellectual 

backgrounds began attending mujālasāt (study groups) to share and hear knowledge on a 

variety of topics.  In addition to being held in private homes and mosques, study groups 

were convened in bookshops and public gardens.158  As noted above, Abū ʿUbayd relied 

heavily on information received at these gatherings for at least one of his works.  It seems 

likely that, as a participant in these gatherings, he would also have transmitted his own 

works.  Because these gatherings were very often public, untold numbers of passersby 

would have had the opportunity to hear the collection ḥadīth from the mouth of an 

authoritative religious scholar.  Written and oral propagation of the collection and 

codification narratives included in Abū ʿUbayd’s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān combined with the 

visual presence of the muṣḥaf in the mosques and markets would have conveyed the 

impression that the muṣḥaf had value, reliability, and authority. One third/ninth-century 

scholar, however, contextualized the written Qur’ān in Islamic society a bit differently than 

Abū ʿUbayd. 

Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal and the Muṣḥaf 

Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal began his Musnad around 205/820-21.  The printed Cairo edition of the 

book contains about 27,600 ḥadīth, of which some four-fifths are repeats, meaning it 

contains around 5,200 different reports.159  The Musnad is only a small portion of the ḥadīth 

that Ibn Ḥanbal knew; his cousin Ḥanbal ibn Isḥāq (d. 273/886) quoted him referring to the 
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Musnad: “I have collected and selected this book from 750,000.  Whatever the Muslims 

disagree about by way of ḥadīth of the Messenger of God…consult it.  If you find it 

there…otherwise it is not probative.”160  It is the editorial choices made by Ibn Ḥanbal that 

are of interest here, in particular, the reports that refer to the muṣḥaf, of which there are 

thirty-one.  The compiler’s inclusion of these ḥadīth suggest that the written Qur’ān was 

an issue during the scholar’s lifetime, but unlike his contemporary Abū ʿbayd, Ibn Ḥanbal 

largely ignores the legalities regarding the handling of the Muslim scripture, and instead 

treats the book as a common part of Islamic life.  Moreover, unlike Abū ʿUbayd, Ibn 

Ḥanbal’s selection of reports about the muṣḥaf downplays, if not outright ignores caliphal 

involvement in the collection and codification projects.  This could very well be due to Ibn 

Ḥanbal’s refusal to concede that the caliph al-Ma’mūn had the authority to rule on religious 

issues, in particular the question of whether the Qur’ān was created or not.161  It is not 

surprising then that Ibn Ḥanbal would have downplayed caliphal authority involving the 

early production and standardization of the muṣḥaf.  

Several of Ibn Ḥanbal’s ḥadīth make casual reference to the muṣḥaf.  There are two 

reports in which ʿĀ’isha (d. 58/678), the wife of the Prophet, orders her mawla to “copy a 

muṣḥaf for her.”162  Three others concern an incident that presumably takes place during 

the final illness of the Prophet.  Abū Bakr was leading the prayer and the people looked at 

his face “as if it were the leaf of a muṣḥaf.”163  Another notes people weeping “until they 

                                                 
160 Ibid., 56. Ellipses Melchert’s.  
161 This was the main issue of the Mihna, on which see above. 
162 Aḥmad  Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad, 6 vols. (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islāmī lil-Ṭabāʻah wa-al-Nashr, 1969), 6:73 

and 178.  
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moistened their maṣāḥif.”164  One ḥadīth mentions Yazīd al-Fārsī, who “used to write al-

maṣāḥif.”165  Because Ibn Ḥanbal includes both Prophetic ḥadīth and reports from the 

Companions,166 if no context is given, it is difficult to know exactly when these incidents 

occurred.  Some references are easier to date, at least approximately.  In one account, a 

man who “dictated al-maṣāḥif from memory” came to the Caliph ʿUmar asking for help 

with his ulcerated hand.167  Ibn Ḥanbal also includes the account of ʿUthmān’s 

assassination while he had a muṣḥaf “between his hands,”168 and Muʿāwiya’s use of the 

muṣḥaf at the Battle of Siffīn (36/657).169  In these accounts, the muṣḥaf is so incidental as 

to be nearly unremarkable; for Ibn Ḥanbal, the presence of the written Qur’ān is a given in 

Islamic life. 

Ibn Ḥanbal’s approach to the collection of the Qur’ān is completely different from 

that of Abū ʿUbayd.  Ibn Ḥanbal relates, “They collected al-Qur’ān in maṣāḥif during the 

caliphate (fī khilāfa) of Abī Bakr, and men wrote and Abū b. Kaʿb dictated to them.”170  

There is no mention of Abū Bakr ordering the collection.  Moreover, Ibn Kaʿb’s (d. 29/649) 

involvement in the mass production of the maṣāḥif, according to Abū ʿUbayd, was under 

the direction the Caliph ʿUthmān; the Qur’ān collected by Abū Bakr was not put into the 

form of a codex per se; the word muṣḥaf is never used, the new Qur’ān is referred to in its 

                                                 
164 Ibid., 1:203.  
165 Ibid., 1:361.  
166 Prophetic ḥadīth are reports about the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad.  Reports about the 

activities of the Companions of the Prophet are termed ḥadīth al-Ṣaḥāba, on which see Brown, Hadith, 6-9. 
167 Ibid., 1:25.   The man addresses ʿUmar as Commander of the Faithful. 
168 Ibid., 1:72.  On this see Chapter Three. 
169 Ibid., 3:485. On the use of the muṣḥaf during the first Civil War, see Chapter Four. 
170 Ibid., 5:134.  
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collected form as “pages” that were put away for safe keeping.  Ibn Ḥanbal does include 

Zayd ibn Thābit as one who “wrote al-maṣāḥif.”  After omitting a verse, Zayd stated that 

he had heard the Prophet recite that verse.  ʿ Umar confirmed this so they included the verse 

in the muṣḥaf they were writing.171  Again, there is no context for this ḥadīth, but ʿUmar’s 

presence suggests it is related to the collection during the caliphate of Abū Bakr.  In another 

ḥadīth172 Ibn ʿAbbās questions ʿUthmān about his arrangement of specific sūras and his 

placements of the bismillāh.173  The plural “you” is used once in this exchange and so a 

group is presumably involved in the project, although no such project is mentioned; no 

context is given.  ʿUthmān’s response to Ibn ʿAbbās is that the Prophet, “when something 

was revealed to him, called someone to write and said to him, ‘Put this sūra where such 

and such is mentioned.’”174  This process is related three times in the report, clearly 

emphasizing prophetic involvement in the arrangement of the muṣḥaf, albeit without 

specifics.  

Ibn Ḥanbal, rather than including ḥadīth that state outright that Muhammad 

collected the Qur’ān in maṣāḥif, relates several reports that mention the muṣḥaf being used 

during the lifetime of the Prophet.  In addition to the reports mentioning the muṣḥaf during 

the Prophet’s final illness, one report states that Muhammad chose the placement of the 

muṣḥaf in the mosque; “It was between the minbar and the qibla.”175   Another transmitter 

                                                 
171 Ibid., 5:183. 
172 This ḥadīth does not contain the word “muṣḥaf” and so is not included in the thirty-one usages. 
173 “Bism illāh al-Raḥman al-Raḥīm”  (In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate) is found at 

the beginning of every sūra but one (Sura 9) in today’s Qur’ān. 
174 Ibn Ḥanbal, 1:57. 
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recalls that he heard that the Prophet forbade the muṣḥaf being taken into enemy lands.176  

In another, a man brought his son to Muhammad complaining that the boy read al-muṣḥaf 

day and night.  The Prophet told the father not to be angry because he was spending his 

nights safely.177  All of these reports about the existence of the muṣḥaf during the lifetime 

of the Prophet contradict the report, also found in the Musnad, that the Qur’ān was not 

collected into a codex until the caliphate of Abū Bakr. While Ibn Ḥanbal may be 

transmitting the term “muṣḥaf” under the assumption that the reports are referring to 

written portions of the Qur’ān only, the author may also have been emphasizing the eternal 

existence of the Qur’ān, the issue at the heart of the Miḥna, by subtly suggesting that the 

muṣḥaf has always existed.  He may also have been underscoring the reliability of the 

written Qur’ān by placing it almost in the hands of the Prophet. 

This studying of the muṣḥaf by individuals without the guidance of an authoritative 

person occurs two more times in the Musnad.  In one report a woman challenges Ibn 

Masʿūd’s prohibition of wearing false hair by declaring, “I studied what is between the two 

covers of al-muṣḥaf and I did not find what you say!”178  In a second ḥadīth, another woman 

questions Ibn Masʿūd’s proscription of women altering their bodies with tattoos, plucking 

their hair and the like, and Ibn Masʿūd  tells the woman to “go and look.”  The woman 

returns and tells him that she “did not see it in al-muṣḥaf.”179  By putting it in the hands of 

boys and women, it appears that Ibn Ḥanbal is attempting to normalize, or possibly even 
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encourage, the use of the written Qur’ān.  The Prophet does not tell the father of the boy 

who spent his days and nights reading al-muṣḥaf to be sure that his son has the proper 

supervision when interpreting the text of the Qur’ān.  In the last ḥadīth, Ibn Masʿūd orders 

the woman to inspect the Qur’ān on her own, without offering any sort of official guidance 

or interpretation of what she reads.  The muṣḥaf is authoritative and reliable; even boys 

and women are capable of reading the text on their own.  Additionally, the reports may be 

a reflection of the proliferation of maṣāḥif in Baghdad during Ibn Ḥanbal’s lifetime.  There 

were so many Qur’āns that even boys and women had access to them, and the books were 

being used by everyone, not just the scholarly elite, those who had memorized the Qur’ān 

and were capable of reading the difficult Kufic script.   

Ibn Ḥanbal’s treatment of the muṣḥaf of Ibn Masʿūd and his refusal to surrender it 

to the caliphal authorities also differs significantly from that of Abū ʿUbayd.  Ibn Ḥanbal 

makes no specific reference to ʿUthmān’s codification of the written Qur’ān or to his order 

that all other Qur’ānic texts be destroyed. Ibn Ḥanbal includes a version of the ḥadīth that 

Abū ʿUbayd related, but in the Musnad its context is only that “al-maṣāḥif have been 

ordered to be changed.”  The sentence is in the passive voice with no mention of an agent.  

Nor does Ibn Masʿūd tell the people of Kūfa to hide their maṣāḥif.  He instead states that 

he has recited seventy sūras “from the mouth of the Prophet.  Should I renounce what I 

took from the Messenger of God?”180  In another report Ibn Masʿūd explains that the 

differences in his muṣḥaf are due to the fact that the Qur’ān came down to the Prophet in 
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seven different readings.181  The defiant tone found in the accounts of Abū ʿUbayd is 

replaced with a calm logic.  The only reference Ibn Ḥanbal makes to specific discrepancies 

in al-maṣāḥif is the omission of al-muʿawwidhatān (sūras 113 and 114) in the muṣḥaf of 

Ibn Masʿūd.  The Musnad has three different reports concerning these sūras, and in each 

one Ibn Masʿūd provides an explanation for their absence.  In one he simply states that 

“they are not from the Book of God.”182  In the other two, however, he explains the 

omission with the sunna of the Prophet; Muhammad recited the verses, not as part of the 

Revelation but rather as a sort of charm to fortify his grandsons al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn.183  

Surely Ibn Ḥanbal was aware of the many different versions of the Qur’ān in circulation.  

The inconsistencies either did not bother him or they did and the only possible remedy was 

a caliphal decree akin to that of ʿUthmān, the existence of which he ignored.   

Al-Bukhārī and the Muṣḥaf 

Al-Bukhārī (194/810-256/870) does not include in his Ṣaḥīḥ any ḥadīth about the 

muṣḥaf during the life of the Prophet, nor does he include reports concerning its 

treatment.184  This is not surprising as the Ṣaḥīḥ is a collection of sound ḥadīth, all derived 

from the Prophet or his Companions and so well before religious scholars were ruling on 

the handling of the muṣḥaf.  The reliability of the written Qur’ān is, however, important to 

the scholar as is evident in the amount of space he gives to the accounts of the collection 

and codification.  Although al-Bukhārī devotes a section to the collection of the Qur’ān in 
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183 Ibid., 5:129, 130. 
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his chapter “The Virtues of the Qur’ān,” he exploits an opportunity in his “Book of 

Commentary” (Kitāb al-Tafsīr) to introduce the account of how Abū Bakr came to order 

the production of the first complete manuscript of the Muslim holy book.  The iṣnād of the 

account in the Commentary chapter differs from that in the Virtues chapter, so he is not 

duplicating the account per se.  By separating these accounts (by more than three hundred 

pages), al-Bukhārī, in essence, introduces a fresh report each time, thereby increasing the 

impact of the event on the reader.  The account about Abū Bakr is related as commentary 

on Qur’ān 9:28, which is the verse Zayd ibn Thābit had trouble locating for the Caliph’s 

collection project.   

Al-Bukhārī further emphasizes the reliability of the isnād of the muṣḥaf by 

connecting the scribe who led both the collection and codification projects directly to the 

Prophet.  In the Commentary section, Al-Bukhārī introduces Zayd ibn Thābit as “one who 

wrote down the Revelation.”185  Al-Bukhārī is not the least bit ambiguous about the writing 

down of parts of the Qur’ān during the lifetime of the prophet.  Later in his Ṣaḥīḥ, al-

Buhkārī relates a ḥadīth about a Qur’ān transcribing session: Muhammad said: “Call Zayd 

for me and have him bring the board and the inkwell, and the scapula, or the scapula and 

the inkwell.  Then he said: ‘Write ‘Not equal are those who sit-’”186  Zayd relates that many 

people were killed in battle at Yamāma, and ʿUmar, returning from the battle, told Abū 

Bakr, “I fear there [will be more] casualties among the Qur’ān reciters and a large part of 
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the Qur’ān may be lost unless you collect it.”187  As al-Bukhārī makes it clear that 

memorization no longer provided enough security for the preservation of the Qur’ān.  In 

order to ensure its survival, it must be written down. 

 Al-Bukhārī’s second account of ʿUmar, Abū Bakr, and Zayd’s roles in the 

production of the first complete manuscript of the Qur’ān is almost identical to the first.  

Al-Bukhārī also provides an account of the circumstances surrounding ʿUthmān’s decision 

to canonize and distribute manuscripts of the complete Qur’ān.  This account occurs in the 

Ṣaḥīḥ immediately after the second telling of Abū Bakr’s collection.  Both accounts appear 

in the section “The Book of the Virtues of the Qur’ān,”188 and the collection and 

codification reports are nearly identical to the much earlier reports transmitted by Abū 

ʿUbayd.  Writing a half century later, al-Bukhārī’s presentation gives a bit more depth and 

breadth to the accounts of the collection and codification.  The events surrounding the 

earliest muṣḥaf productions are pertinent not only to the “Virtues of the Qur’ān,” but to the 

understanding of its content as well as indicated by their inclusion in the “Tafsīr” section 

of the Ṣaḥīḥ.  Moreover, al-Bukhārī offsets the discussion about going against the sunna of 

the Prophet found in the collection account with the ḥadīth about Muhammad ordering 

Zayd to write down a verse on the shoulder bone of a camel.  This ḥadīth serves to put 

Muhammad’s stamp of approval on the writing of the Qur’ān and, conveniently, provides 

an isnād for at least one component of the disparate materials that Zayd collected and which 

formed the content of the first written Qur’ān; the verse came directly from the mouth of 
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the Prophet, was written down immediately on a piece of bone, and that piece was 

(presumably) one of the scraps of text used by Zayd in the collection of the first complete 

Qur’ān. 

Al-Ṭabarī and the Muṣḥaf   

 Al-Ṭabarī (225/839-310/923) includes in the introduction to his Tafsīr both the 

production of the Qur’ān under the supervision of Abū Bakr and the codification of the 

book by ʿUthmān.  Although many of the details in the accounts are the same, al-Ṭabarī 

relates some significant differences, which demonstrate the importance and reliability of 

written fixation to the scholar who reportedly wrote forty pages a day.189 

 Again, al-Ṭabarī relates, many bearers of the Qur’ān (ḥamalat al-Qur’ān) had been 

killed at the battle of Yamāma, and ʿUmar expresses his concern to Abū Bakr that the 

Qur’ān will be lost and forgotten.190  When Abū Bakr calls Zayd ibn Thābit in to consult 

about ʿUmar’s suggestion to collect the Qur’ān and write it down,191 Abū Bakr addresses 

Zayd as “the scribe of the Revelation.”192  But when Zayd, the narrator of this account, 

describes his role in the production, rather than collecting it from bones and palm stalks as 

related by al-Bukhārī and Abū ʿUbayd, he wrote this edition of the Qur’ān “on pieces of 

skin, small fragments of scapula, and palm stalks.”193  Zayd does not describe how or from 

                                                 
189 On al-Ṭabarī’s remarkable lfe as a scholar see Franz Rosenthal, “The Life and Works of al-Ṭabarī,” in 
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Rosenthal (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 5-134. 
190 Abū Jafʿar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Jāmiʻ al-bayān ʻan taʼwīl al-Quʼrān  (Miṣr: Muṣṭafá al-Bābī 
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whom he collected the materials from which he worked.  Perhaps, Zayd wrote out the entire 

Qur’ān from memory.  It was not until Abū Bakr died and ʿUmar became caliph that the 

Qur’ān from the various scraps “was written on one page,” i.e. a scroll.194  ʿUmar kept this 

scroll, and when he died it was deposited with his daughter Ḥafṣa.195 

 It is surprising that Abū Bakr would have entrusted such an important text to such 

unmanageable writing surfaces.  Abū Bakr’s reign was short, however - only two years - 

so it would appear from this account that the written Qur’ān was not in this state of disarray 

for long before it was remedied by ʿUmar, the initiator of the written Qur’ān.  The change 

in voice from Zayd’s first-person narration to the passive voice in this short passage only, 

suggests that al-Ṭabarī may have been the one who was uncomfortable with the Muslim 

scripture in such disorder.  A jar of bones would not, after all, have conveyed a sense of 

the reliability (or usability) of its contents.  In the next section, it becomes very apparent 

that the reliability of the written Qur’ān is of the utmost importance to al-Ṭabarī. 

 It is, again, Zayd who narrates the account of ʿUthmān’s codification of the Qur’ān.  

The circumstances are the same as those presented by al-Bukhārī and Abū ʿUbayd.  The 

Muslim Iraqis and Syrians were fighting together in Armenia, but in this account, the 

differences in Qur’ān recitation were not noticed by Ḥudhayfa, but by the soldiers, and the 

variations in recitations were causing severe strife amongst the troops, as Hudhayfa reports: 

“Since the people of Syria recite according to the recitation of Ubay ibn Kaʿb, they spoke 

in a way the people of Iraq had not heard before.  The Iraqis called them infidels.  And 
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since the people of Iraq recite according to the recitation of Ibn Maʿsūd, they spoke in a 

way the people of Syria had not heard before.  The Syrians called them infidels.”196  This 

lack of standardization of reciting the Qur’ān was, here, threatening not only to divide the 

Muslim army and the Muslim community, but that division was imminent, and, perhaps, 

had already begun.  This threat was extremely serious, and, as ʿUthmān’s solution to the 

problem makes clear, the cohesion of the Muslim community could only be secured by a 

standardized written Qur’ān. 

 ʿUthmān assembled a team of “intelligent men whose Arabic is pure,”197 to work 

with Zayd to write the muṣḥaf.  Al-Ṭabarī presents the work as being done much more 

meticulously than in any of the earlier accounts.  As Zayd relates, “When I finished I 

reviewed the work and I could not find [Qur’ān 33:23].”198  In al-Bukhārī and Abū 

ʿUbayd’s accounts, Zayd was unable to find one verse during the writing process, but once 

the verse was found and the manuscript finished, the task was complete.  In al-Ṭabarī’s 

account, the completed manuscript was checked for errors and omissions.  When the 

missing verse was found after much searching, and added, Zayd “reviewed the manuscript 

again.”199  This review found two missing verses.  When the missing verses were found, 

again, after going to great lengths to find them, and added, Zayd reviewed the manuscript 

a third time and found nothing missing.200  But the review process was not over.  After 

Zayd had made his third examination and found no errors, ʿUthmān asked Ḥafṣa for the 
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scroll (al-ṣaḥīfa) she had been keeping and ʿUthmān “compared the manuscript with it and 

there were no differences in anything.”201  It was not until the manuscript had been checked 

three times for errors and omissions and then compared to ʿUmar’s scroll that ʿUthmān 

ordered copies to be made.  Al-Ṭabarī, I contend, is clearly emphasizing the reliability of 

the written Qur’ān. 

 Al-Ṭabarī relates three additional, but much shorter accounts of the compilation 

and codification of the Qur’ān.  He then presents his own commentary on the implications 

of ʿUthmān’s codex: Abū Jaʿfar (Al-Ṭabarī referring to himself in the third person) said:  

He [ʿUthmān] united them over one manuscript, one recitation style and destroyed 

the various manuscripts that had been collected [for its production].  And he 

decided that all who had a manuscript of the Qur’ān different from the [official] 

manuscript should tear it up.  The community was in harmony in their obedience.  

They saw that what he had done was sensible conduct and the correct way.202  

 

In addition to underscoring the trustworthiness of the new codex, al-Ṭabarī states 

the value of the codified Qur’ān: ʿ Uthmān united the people over one manuscript; he saved 

the Muslim community from disintegration.  Moreover, al-Ṭabarī presents that community 

as recognizing the value of the codex.  As in previous accounts, there were various other 

version of the Qur’ān in circulation.  The written Qur’ān was already in use, although to 

what extent is far from clear.  But the Muslim community happily tore up these books 

because they understood the potentially divisive consequences of multiple versions of the 

Qur’ān.  They willingly submitted to the unifying power of one book. 

                                                 
201 Ibid., 1:27.  
202 Ibid., 1:28.  
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Al-Ṭabarī devotes eight pages of his Tafsīr to the collection and codification of the 

Qur’ān.  It is unmistakably important to him.  By giving prominence to the multi-step 

review process in the production of the manuscript, al-Ṭabarī is demonstrating his faith in 

the trustworthiness of the written word and the reliability of the ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf, and is 

attempting to convince his readers of the same. 

Conclusion 

By the third/ninth century, Muslim scholars understood the importance of writing 

to preserve knowledge, but the role and reliability of the written word, in particular the 

muṣḥaf, was still unsettled at the beginning of this period.  This ambiguity is reflected in 

the literature produced in the third/ninth century. The amount of space that Abū ʿUbayd 

allots to the written Qur’ān is a significant indication of the increased prominence of the 

muṣḥaf in urban centers like Baghdad.  No work before his Fadā’il al-Qur’ān examines 

the written Qur’ān and its place in Muslim society as thoroughly as does Abū ʿUbayd.  

Moreover, his inclusion of the collection and codification ḥadīth provide the very first 

complete isnād for the official written Qur’ān, underscoring the book’s reliability and 

authority.  

Ibn Ḥanbal does not address the treatment of the muṣḥaf in his Musnad, but this is 

likely due to the constraints of the genre of the work; the ḥadīth, whether from the Prophet 

or his Companions, would not have discussed the handling of the written Qur’ān as the 

Book was not yet prominent enough to warrant such attention.  One of the most striking 

aspects of the Musnad, however, is the presence of the muṣḥaf during the lifetime of the 

Prophet and its use by women and boys.  The muṣḥaf, Ibn Ḥanbal seems to imply, does not 
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need the authority of the Rāshidūn; the book came directly from the mouth of the Prophet, 

as Ibn Mas’ūd states outright, and anyone who heard the Qur’ān from Muhammad had the 

authority to transmit it in writing.  Moreover, the book is a common enough part of Islamic 

life that it can be found in the hands of women and boys. 

By the time al-Bukhārī wrote, a half century after Abū ʿUbayd, Islamic scholars 

had constructed a method of determining the authenticity of ḥadīth.  This methodology was 

based not on the content of the Traditions but on the strength of their isnād.203  It is with 

the chain of transmission of the written Qur’ān that al-Bukhārī is most concerned.  By 

highlighting the connection of the scribe of the first muṣḥaf to the Prophet, al-Bukhārī 

solidifies the chain.  But it is al-Ṭabarī who displays the most appreciation for the Qur’ān 

as a written document.  The prolific writer emphasizes the reliability of the content of the 

muṣḥaf by transmitting the reports of the codification detailing the step-by-step review 

process during the book’s production before receiving caliphal approval.  At the same time, 

al-Ṭabarī underscores the importance of a standardized Qur’ān to a unified community.  

Indeed, he attributes the continuing unity of the Muslim community to ʿUthmān’s 

canonization of the Qur’ān.  “He united them over one muṣḥaf.”  By the time al-Ṭabarī 

wrote, the Shīʿa were becoming a greater and more vocal threat to the unity of not only the 

ʿAbbāsid Empire but to the cohesion of the Islamic community as a whole.  In order to 

prevent disintegration, Muslims must speak with one voice, with one Qur’ān – the 

officially-sanctioned ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf. Together, the work of these four scholars 

                                                 
203 See Jonathan A.C. Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhārī and Muslim: The Formation and Function 

of the Sunnī Ḥadīth Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007). 
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illustrates the increased prominence and importance of the written Qur’ān in the third/ninth 

century.   
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Chapter Two: Ḥafṣa and al-Muṣḥaf:  

Women and the Written Qur’ān in the Early Centuries of Islam204 

 

ʿUthmān said: I wanted [no Qur’ān] to remain except what was written between the 

hands of the Messenger of God and that was fixed in the pages that were held by Ḥafṣa, 

the wife of the Messenger of God.205 

 

Ḥafṣa bint ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (d. 45/665), daughter of the second caliph, is, 

perhaps, best known as the fourth wife of the Prophet Muhammad.  As a wife of the 

Prophet, however, she has been largely overshadowed by ʿĀ’isha (d. 58/678) and, to a 

lesser extent, Khadīja (d. 619 CE).  After the death of Muhammad, Ḥafṣa continued to play 

an important role in the early Muslim community.  One of her most significant 

contributions to the community and, indeed, to Islam, was her successful preservation of 

the first written Qur’ān collected and recorded under the direction of the caliph Abū Bakr 

(r.11/632-13/634).  Her participation in the codification of the Qur’ān during the caliphate 

of ʿUthmān (r. 23/644-35/656) is known to Muslims primarily through the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-

Bukhārī (d. 256/870), but according to another third/ninth century scholar, Ḥafṣa also 

successfully defended that Qur’ān from destruction at the hands of the Medinan governor, 

Marwān.   

The Saḥīḥ did not become part of the Muslim canon until the fifth/eleventh century, 

and in the decades between its composition and canonization, compilers of ḥadīth 

collections consistently diminished Ḥafṣa’s role as keeper of the first written Qur’ān.  By 

                                                 
204 An early version of this chapter appears in Hawwa: Journal of Women of the Middle East and the 

Islamic World 13 (2015): 25-50. 
205 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Balādhurī, Ansāb al-Ashrāf (Baghdad: Yuṭlabu min Maktaba al-Muthannā, nd), 

5:62. 



 

 

 

 

 69 

the beginning of the fifth/eleventh century, some accounts of the collection and codification 

do not include Ḥafṣa at all; her role as defender of the Qur’ān seems to have been lost. 

This chapter examines the ways male medieval Muslim writers portrayed Ḥafṣa 

and other first/seventh-century women and their roles as authorities and authenticators of 

the written word of God.206  By tracing Ḥafṣa's ownership of the first complete written 

copy of the Muslim scripture, I identify the late third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries as a 

period of conflict over the chain of transmission of the first Qur’ān.  Medieval male 

scholars very much wanted this book authenticated, but it appears that some were 

uncomfortable with the female hand that gave it to them. I argue that late third/ninth and 

fourth/tenth-century accounts of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān illustrate a 

conscious rewriting of Ḥafṣa’s role in those projects.  I suggest that Ḥafṣa’s ability to write 

may have been deemed a threat to the authenticity of the Qur’ān collected by Abū Bakr, 

resulting in a scholarly attempt to sever her from the codification project. Attempts to 

eliminate Ḥafṣa completely from the isnād of the written Qur’ān would, in the end, fail. 

The presence of first/seventh-century women as authorities on written scripture, however, 

would be significantly diminished in medieval Islamic literature.  Ḥafṣa was a complicated 

                                                 
206 For a critique of the ways Western scholars have handled the collection and codification of the Qur’ān 

and their purported “androcentric tendencies,” see Ruqayya Y. Khan, “Did a Woman Edit the Qur’ān? 

Ḥafṣa and her Famed ‘Codex,’” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 82 no. 1 (Mar., 2014): 174-

216.  Khan is building on a short section of Aisha Geissinger’s PhD dissertation which analyzes the role of 

women as transmitters of exegetical ḥadīth.  Geissinger contends that Ḥafṣa’s role in the collection and 

codification is as a connection between her father “the lawgiver” and Muhammad.  A connection is needed 

because the collection project, instigated by ʿUmar, went against the sunna of the Prophet. Aisha 

Geissinger, “Gendering the Classical Tradition of Quran Exigesis: Literary Representations and Textual 

Authority in Medieval Islam” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 2008) 242-251. 
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woman, and her life proved problematic to the history of the Qur’ān used by Muslims 

today. 

Ḥafṣa was undeniably in control of the first collected Qur’ān and during her lifetime 

she successfully rebuffed the efforts of political authorities to seize the text.  Two centuries 

after her death, the Qur’ān collected and codified in the first/seventh century would become 

the site of contestation over control of the written word of God, not only its content but its 

context as well.  The issue of who controlled the first written copy of the Qur’ān intersects 

with and is symbolic of the problem of who controlled Muslim women.  The late 

third/ninth-century attempts by male Muslim writers to wrest control of the first written 

Qur’ān away from Ḥafṣa parallel Islamic scholars’ program to sever women from the 

written word and the production and transmission of written knowledge.207  

Much of the early history of Islam was related by the women who were close to or 

participated in the events of the first/seventh century.  ʿĀ’isha, the daughter of the first 

Caliph, Abū Bakr, and wife of the Prophet, transmitted some 2,200 ḥadīth; only three other 

Companions of the Prophet transmitted more Traditions.208  Although Ḥafṣa was not the 

originator of the reports about her own biography as presented by Ibn Saʿd (d. 231/845), 

she was an important source of ḥadīth for third/ninth-century compilers.  Ibn Saʿd’s 

                                                 
207 The distinction between the transmission of knowledge in the oral and written form is important. 

Beginning with the first century of Muslims, women have participated in the oral transmission of ḥadīth.  

Women’s participation in this activity was (and is) so acceptable, in fact, cases in which objections were 

made to female transmitters are an anomaly.  For an analysis of two such cases see Asma Sayeed, “Gender 

and Legal Authority: an Examination of Early Juristic Opposition to Women’s Ḥadīth Transmission,” 

Islamic Law and Society 16 vol. ii (2009): 115-150. 
208 Abū Hurayra transmitted 5,300; Ibn ʿUmar 2,600; and Anas b. Mālik related 2,300. Jonathan Brown, 

Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009), 19.  
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contemporary Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855) includes forty-eight ḥadīth transmitted on 

the authority of “Ḥafṣa Mother of the Believers bt. ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb.”209 

In the first century of Islam, the sunna of the Prophet was transmitted almost 

exclusively by oral means.  By the third/ninth century, oral transmission had been 

supplemented by written ḥadīth collections, and these endeavors were carried out, as far as 

we know, exclusively by men.210  As the position of women changed, second/eighth and 

third/ninth-century ḥadīth scholars were not particularly inclined to exalt women, and the 

lives of prominent first/seventh-century women were rewritten by men.211  As Denise 

Spellberg notes of third/ninth-century male scholars’ depictions of ʿĀ’isha, Khadīja, and 

Fāṭima, “It is clear that these women’s lives were appropriated by male scholars as a means 

of controlling the options available to women.”212   

Ḥafṣa in the Early Collection and Codification Ḥadīth 

The earliest written reports of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān portray 

Ḥafṣa as not only integral to these projects, but in undisputed control of the first written 

text of the Muslim holy book.  The Qur’ān was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad over a 

period of twenty-two years until his death in 11/632.  During this time, Muhammad 

transmitted the text orally to his followers, many of whom memorized the verses that they 

                                                 
209 Aḥmad  Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad, 6 vols. (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islāmī lil-Ṭabāʻah wa-al-Nashr, 1969), 

6:283-288. 
210 Denise Spellberg, "The Politics of Praise: Depictions of Khadīja, Fātima, and ʿa’isha in Ninth-Century 

Muslim Sources," Literature East & West: Images of Women in Asian Literatures 26, no. (1990): 133.  On 

the rise of writing ḥadīth see Michael Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam, 

Arabica 44, No. 4 (Oct., 1997): 437-530.  
211 Leila Ahmed, "Women at the Advent of Islam," Signs 11, no. 4 (1986): 671. 
212 Spellberg: 145. 
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heard.  Some followers wrote down portions of the text, but, according to most sources, 

the Qur’ān was not collected and recorded as one text during the lifetime of the Prophet.213  

Although modern scholars usually cite al-Bukhārī as the source of the collection and 

codification accounts,214 these ḥadīth appeared in written Muslim sources several decades 

before al-Bukhārī compiled his Ṣaḥīḥ.  As discussed in the previous chapter, one of the 

earliest written accounts is in Abū ʿUbayd’s (d. 223/838) Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān (The 

Excellences of the Qur’ān).215   According to this source, after many Qur’ān reciters were 

killed at the Battle of Yamāma, ʿUmar  (r. 13/634-23/644) came to the caliph Abū Bakr 

and expressed his fear that if the high casualties among Qur’ān reciters continued, a large 

part of the Qur’ān would be lost.  ʿUmar suggested that Abū Bakr collect the Qur’ān and 

preserve it in writing.  After much discussion and debate about going against the sunna of 

the Prophet, who had, in theory, set a precedence by not collecting the Qur’ān, Abū Bakr 

was finally convinced.  They called on Zayd ibn Thābit to carry out the project.  Zayd 

collected the pieces of Qur’ānic text which had been written on stones, shoulder bones, and 

palm leaves as well as “from the hearts of men” and wrote out the text on pages (al-ṣuḥūf).  

                                                 
213 Claude Gilliot, “Creation of a Fixed Text,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’ān, ed. Jane 

Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 41-44.  John Burton argues that the 

Qur’ān was collected during the lifetime of the Prophet. See his The Collection of the Qur’ān (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
214 Cf. Hossein Modarressi, "Debates on the Integrity of the Qur’ān: A Brief Survey," Studia Islamica 77 

(1993). 
215 Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām, Faḍā’il Al-Qur’ān (Beirut: Dār al-ʿAlamīa, 1991), 152-154.  

According to Harald Motzki, the ḥadīth appear in the Tafsīr of ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d. 211/827).  This account 

ends with the pages being held by Ḥafṣa after the death of her father.  The author does not include the 

codification.  See Harald Motzki, “The Collection of the Qur’ān, a Reconsideration of Western Views in 

Light of Recent Methodological Developments,” Der Islam 78 (2001): 19. 
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Abū Bakr kept the pages until he died, after which, his successor the caliph ʿUmar kept 

them.  When he died they were deposited with ʿUmar’s daughter Ḥafṣa.216   

Abū ʿUbayd’s account continues as a separate report. While ʿUthmān was caliph, 

his general Ḥudhayfa came to him from campaigning in Armenia and Azerbaijan. It was 

there that he had noticed that his Syrian soldiers were reciting the Qur’ān differently from 

his Iraqi soldiers.  Ḥudhayfa urged ʿUthmān to “preserve the community before they differ 

on the Book like the Jews and the Christians.”217  ʿUthmān agreed and called Zayd and a 

team of men to carry out the codification process.  ʿUthmān sent to Ḥafṣa for the pages of 

Abū Bakr’s Qur’ān, informing her why he needed them and that they would be returned.  

Using Ḥafṣa’s copy as a source text, Zayd and his team copied the Qur’ān into al-maṣāḥif.  

ʿUthmān then sent a muṣḥaf from those they had copied to each province and ordered all 

other written Qur’āns and pieces of the text destroyed.218  It is noteworthy that in order to 

acquire the pages from Ḥafṣa, ‘Uthmān explained his reason for requesting the pages and 

promised to return them.  The Caliph would not order a wife of the Prophet to turn over a 

text in her possession, not even one as important to the Islamic community as the first 

written Qur’ān.  ʿ Uthmān had to state specifically that he was not confiscating her property; 

the Caliph had to negotiate with Ḥafṣa in order to obtain the text.219  

                                                 
216 Abū ʿUbayd., 153. 
217 Ibid., 154. 
218 Ibid. 
219 On the issue of this Qur’ān being personal, inheritable property or a caliphal copy see a short discussion 

in Motzki, 8.  
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 Abū ʿUbayd’s account does not state specifically that ʿUthmān returned the pages 

to Ḥafṣa.  The writer instead includes two discrete ḥadīth relating the fate of the first written 

text of the Qur’ān.  The first ḥadīth reads:  

When Marwān was governor of Medina, he sent [a message] to Ḥafṣa asking her 

for the pages so that he could tear them up because he was afraid that they 

differed from the Book, but she prevented him from doing this.220   

 

The next ḥadīth says: 

When Ḥafṣa died, Marwān sent an order to ʿAbd Allāh b. ʿUmar (Ḥafṣa’s 

brother), when they were returning from Ḥafṣa’s funeral procession: Have the 

women send them (the pages).  Ibn ʿUmar sent the pages to Marwān who tore 

them up because he was afraid that there was something in them that differed 

from what ʿUthmān had copied.221 

   

This is followed by the author’s opinion of this ḥadīth.  “Abū ʿUbayd said: He had not 

heard a thing in any ḥadīth that Marwān was the one who tore it up except in this ḥadīth.”222  

Abū ʿUbayd does not question the authenticity of the report about Ḥafṣa’s defiance.  

Marwān’s message to Ḥafṣa is very similar to the one sent to her by ‘Uthmān.  The 

governor does not order Ḥafṣa to send the pages.  He does, however, explicitly order Ibn 

ʿUmar to surrender the text.  The first report uses the verb, “to ask” (yasa’luhā), when 

Marwān requests the pages from Ḥafṣa, and, like ʿUthmān, he must provide an explanation 

for the request.  Remarkably, Ḥafṣa refuses to turn over the pages.  One of the earliest 

                                                 
220 Abū ʿUbayd, 156. 
221 Ibid. 
222 Ibid.  
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written accounts of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān presents Ḥafṣa as not only 

the keeper of the original written text, but as its successful defender as well.   

Although other authors would, in varying degrees, include Ḥafṣa in the collection 

and codification project, this is the last time she would be portrayed as the staunch protector 

of the first written Qur’ān.  The account of Ḥafṣa protecting the Qur’ān from destruction 

did not, however, completely disappear.  Ibn Abī Dawūd (d. 316/929) includes a version 

of the ḥadīth in his Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif  (Book of Qur’ān Codices) This account differs from 

that of Abū ‘Ubayd in one important aspect: Marwan does not inform Ḥafṣa that he wants 

the pages in order to destroy them; he merely asks for them and she refuses to relinquish 

them.223  The ḥadīth was, then, in circulation in two written texts that were widely used by 

medieval Islamic scholars,224 but third/ninth and fourth/tenth-century ḥadīth compilers 

explicitly excluded it, in any version, from their collections as did writers in the centuries 

to come.  The omission is not particularly surprising; male religious scholars writing during 

these centuries certainly did not consider active defiance of male political authority an 

option for Muslim women. 

Ḥafṣa’s First/Seventh-Century Life in the Third/Ninth Century  

Abū ʿUbayd wrote the Faḍa’il al-Qur’ān sometime between 213/825 and 

216/828,225 and his depiction of Ḥafṣa’s role as keeper and defender of the Qur’ān appears 

to be a truer reflection of first/seventh-century women than those of his contemporaries 

                                                 
223 The complete Arabic text of this work is included in Arthur Jefferey, Materials for the History of the 

Text of the Qur’ān (Leiden: Brill, 1937). The ḥadīth is on page 24-5 of the Arabic text. 
224 See the discussion below on al-Suyūṭī’s use of these two works. 
225 Scott Lucas, Constructive Critics, Ḥadīth Literature, and the Articulation of Sunnī Islam: The Legacy of 

the Generation of Ibn Saʿd, Ibn Maʿīn, and Ibn Ḥanbal (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 151. 
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and the scholars who came after him.  During the lifetime of the Prophet, women attended 

mosques, listened to Muhammad’s public sermons, recited revelations, and acquired 

portions of written revelations.  Women also prayed over the dead and took part in the 

pilgrimage alongside men.226  The wives of the Prophet were, of course, a special case, and 

although ordered covered, they were by no means invisible.   After the death of 

Muhammad, ʿĀ’isha was politically and militarily active,227 and she was also consulted on 

matters of Islamic law.228  During ʿUmar’s reign, some of the most prominent men in the 

community came to Ḥafṣa imploring her to convince her father to temper his sternness, and 

the Caliph did, on occasion, accept her advice.229   

Ḥafṣa is one of the 629 women profiled by Ibn Saʿd in his Kitāb Al-Ṭabaqāt Al-

Kubrā, a biographical dictionary of ḥadīth transmitters, and his portrayal of her is 

representative of the “rather critical censorship”230 practiced by third/ninth century scholars 

when writing about first/seventh-century women.  According to Ibn Saʿd, Ḥafṣa was born 

in Mecca in the year that the Quraysh were rebuilding the Kaʿba, five years before the 

coming of the Islam, or 605 CE.  She married Khunīs b. Ḥudhāfa b. Qays and together they 

migrated to Medina, but he died soon after the Battle of Badr (2/624).  After she was 

widowed, her father ʿUmar approached ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān and offered Ḥafṣa to him in 

marriage.  His clipped reply was, “What need do I have for women?”  ʿUmar next offered 

                                                 
226 Nabia Abbot, "Women and the State in Early Islam," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 1, no. 1 (1942): 

111.  On ʿUmar’s efforts to restrict women’s participation in public worship see Ibid., 114-115. 
227 Nabia Abbott, Aisha: The Beloved of Mohammed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942), 102-

76. 
228 Ahmed, 690. 
229 Abbot, Aisha, 125.  
230 Ahmed, 671. 
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his daughter to Abū Bakr, whose only response was silence.  After the Prophet proposed 

marriage to Ḥafṣa and her father accepted, Abū Bakr came to ʿUmar and explained that 

Muhammad had mentioned Ḥafṣa, but it was a secret and Abū Bakr disliked divulging a 

secret of the Prophet; this was why he had responded to the offer with silence.231  This 

account of Ḥafṣa’s marriage to the Prophet epitomizes the Islamic form of marriage which 

abolished earlier customs that included matrilineal marriage and polyandry, as well as the 

right of women to initiate divorce.232  As Leila Ahmed notes, Islamic marriage “rendered 

exclusively normative…a type of marriage based unambiguously and categorically on the 

privilege of the male right, the father right.”233  Ibn Saʿd’s account of Ḥafṣa’s marital 

history reiterates a woman’s lack of control when marrying: it is her father’s choice.  

Ibn Saʿd includes three reports, though no motive or time frame, of Muhammad’s 

divorce from Ḥafṣa.  When the Prophet came to Ḥafṣa after divorcing her he said, “Gabriel 

came to me and said to me ‘Return to Ḥafṣa, for indeed, she is upright and abstinent and 

she is your wife in heaven.’”234  For Ibn Saʿd, the most important aspects of Ḥafṣa’s life 

were her relationship with the Prophet and the respect she garnered as a righteous woman 

and a Mother of the Believers.  These last two characteristics are demonstrated in the 

reports about Ḥafṣa’s death in 45/665.   Marwān al-Ḥakam, the governor of Medina, not 

only prayed over Ḥafṣa’s body, but carried her bier in the funeral procession.  According 

                                                 
231 Muḥammad Ibn Saʿd, Kitāb Al-Ṭabaqāt Al-Kubrā, 8 vols. (Beirut: Dār Bayrūt, Dār Ṣādir, 1957), 8:81-

2. 
232 Ahmed, 668-670. 
233 Ibid., 670. 
234 Ibn Saʿd, 8:84. 
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to one report, “Ḥafṣa died without ever breaking the fast.”235  Ibn Saʿd presents Ḥafṣa as 

the ideal Muslim women: devout, passive, and above all, obedient to male authority.  

Women and the Muṣḥaf 

Ibn Saʿd does not include Ḥafṣa’s role as keeper of Abū Bakr’s written Qur’ān, but 

this is likely due to the scholar’s near silence on the caliphal collection and codification of 

the muṣḥaf.236  The severing of female authorities from the written Qur’ān appears not to 

have begun until the late third/ninth century.  The second/eighth-century scholar Mālik ibn 

Anas (d. 179/796) refers to the muṣḥaf only seven times in his Muwaṭṭa’, yet two of those 

references concern women.  Mālik relates the following ḥadīth: “ʿAmr ibn Rāfiʿ said: I was 

writing a muṣḥaf for Ḥafṣa, Mother of the Believers.  She said: When you reach (Q 2:238) 

let me know, and when I reached it, I told her and she dictated to me (a variation of the 

verse).237  Mālik relates this ḥadīth along with a similar one in which ʿĀ’isha commands 

her mawla (client or freed slave) to copy a Qur’ān for her.238  Mālik does not hesitate to 

present women – and their memories – as authoritative sources for the production of a 

written Qur’ān, a book that would, presumably, have a very long life and be read by 

generations of Muslims. 

Ibn Ḥanbal does not include in his Musnad the ḥadīth that relates Ḥafṣa asking Ibn 

Rāfiʿ to copy a muṣḥaf for her.  He does, however, relate twice the account of ʿĀ’isha 

                                                 
235 Ibid., 8:86. 
236 Ibn Saʿd ignores the caliphal activity of the Rāshidūn, focusing instead on their time as Companions of 

the Prophet. See Heather N. Keaney, Medieval Islamic Historiography: Remembering Rebellion (New 

York: Routledge, 2013), 26-28. 
237 Mālik Ibn Anas, Al-Muwaṭṭa’, 2 vols. (Cairo: Dār Iḥyāʼ al-Kutub al-ʻArabīyah, 1951), 1:139. 
238 Ibid. 
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commanding her mawla to write a muṣḥaf for her use.239  Ibn Ḥanbal also includes two 

ḥadīth in which women are reading the muṣḥaf on their own, without male guidance.  In 

one report a woman challenges the Companion ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd’s (d. 32/653) 

prohibition on wearing false hair by declaring, “I studied what is between the two covers 

of al-muṣḥaf and I did not find what you say!”240  In a second ḥadīth, another woman 

questions Ibn Masʿūd’s proscription of women altering their bodies with tattoos, plucking 

their hair and the like, and Ibn Masʿūd  tells the woman to “go and look.”  The woman 

returns and tells him that she “did not see it in al-muṣḥaf.”241  Ibn Ḥanbal apparently 

considered women not only capable of reading and interpreting the Qur’ān independently, 

but also of challenging male religious authority.  Indeed, in the second instance, Ibn Masʿūd 

is forced to concede to the woman that his prohibition was not in the Qur’ān at all, but has 

to admit instead that, “The Prophet said it.”242 

Al-Bukhārī also relates a report of a woman as an authority on the content of the 

Qur’ān.  In one ḥadīth a man from Iraq comes to ʿĀ’isha and says, “O Mother of the 

Believers, show me your muṣḥaf.”  “Why?” ʿĀ’isha asks. The man replies, “So that I can 

arrange the Qur’ān according to it; it is recited out of the correct order.”  After a discussion 

about the order of the Revelation, ʿĀ’isha took out her muṣḥaf and read for him the verses 

and the sūras (presumably in order).243  For Mālik, Ibn Ḥanbal, and al-Bukhārī, possession 

                                                 
239 Ibn Ḥanbal, 6:73, 178. 
240 Ibid., 1:415.  
241 Ibid., 1:454. 
242 Ibid. 
243 Muḥammad ibn Ismāʿīl Al-Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ Al- Bukhārī  (Gujranwala: Sethi Straw Board Mills, 1971), 

6:483-4.  
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and use of the written Qur’ān by women was an acceptable practice, and in the last case, 

ʿĀ’isha’s muṣḥaf244 is presented not only as authoritative, but with a reputation as such.  

These three men also appear to be fairly comfortable ceding control of the content of the 

Qur’ān to women; they all relate reports of men acquiescing to women and their knowledge 

of the muṣḥaf.   

Ḥafṣa and the Canonization of Al-Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ 

Al-Bukhārī’s account of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān and Ḥafṣa’s 

role in those projects is nearly identical to that of Abū ʿUbayd and came to be accepted as 

the orthodox version of the narrative.245  This is due to the high status al-Bukhārī’s Saḥīḥ, 

along with the Ṣaḥīḥ of Muslim (d. 261/875) -  together termed the Ṣaḥīḥayn - in the Sunnī 

community.  As Jonathan Brown notes, “After the Qur’ān, the Ṣaḥīḥayn are the two most 

venerated books in Sunnī Islam.”246  The veneration of these two books was by no means 

immediate.  During the lifetimes of the two scholars, and for more than a century after their 

deaths, they were criticized for what some saw as arbitrary omissions, as well as for the 

presumed finality of the collections.  Al-Bukhārī and Muslim were seen merely as “two 

experts among many.”247  During the fourth/tenth century scholars began recognizing the 

books’ utility as a “loci of consensus”248 amid a diversity of thought and practice in the 

                                                 
244 There were a number of non-ʿUthmānic texts in circulation during this period.  Arthur Jeffery compiled 

a list of fifteen “primary codices;” three of these belong to women, all wives of the Prophet.  The texts 

belonging to ʿĀ’isha, Ḥafṣa and Umm Salama, according to Jeffery, were copies of the ʿUthmānic Qur’ān 

with small variations that appear in other alternate texts. Jefferey, 231, 235. 
245 Al-Bukhārī, 6:476-479. 
246 Jonathan Brown, The Canonization of Al-Bukhārī and Muslim: The Formation and Function of the 

Sunnī Ḥadīth Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 5. 
247 Ibid., 91, 98. 
248 Ibid., 6. 
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Islamic community.  It was not until the beginning of the fifth/eleventh century that 

representatives from all of the major Sunnī legal schools agreed on the Ṣaḥīḥayn as a 

“commonly accepted tract of the Prophetic past.”249  The inclusion of these two books in 

the Sunnī canon250 did not, of course, end the debate surrounding the criticism of the 

Ṣaḥīḥayn.  The years between the composition and canonization of al-Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ 

created a space in which others versions of the collection and codification ḥadīth were 

propagated.  These versions illustrate the efforts of male scholars to regain control of the 

first written Qur’ān and, in doing so, rewrite the life of Ḥafṣa to conform to their ideal role 

model for Muslim women. 

Ḥafṣa in the Late Third/Ninth-Century Collection Ḥadīth 

Notably, Ḥafṣa’s conspicuous presence in al-Bukhārī’s collection ḥadīth is initially 

diminished by one of his students.  By the end of the ninth century, at least one writer 

would ignore Ḥafṣa’s existence altogether.  After the Ṣaḥīḥ, the reports next appear in the 

Sunan of al-Tirmidhī (d. 279/892).251  Al-Tirmidhī was a student of al-Bukhārī, but he also 

collected ḥadīth on his own, travelling through Khurasan, Iraq, and the Ḥijāz in search of 

Traditions.252  The isnāds of al-Tirmidhī’s collection and codification ḥadīth are nearly 

identical to that of Abū ʿUbayd; the only difference is the addition of the transmitter 

                                                 
249 Ibid. 
250 There is no one set Sunnī canon.  Some fourth/tenth-century Muslim sources refer to a Four Book 

canon, which in addition to the Ṣaḥīḥayn, includes the Sunans of Abū Dāwūd (d. 275/889) and al-Nasā’ī (d. 

303/915); a Five Book canon appears in sixth/twelfth-century sources and adds the Sunan of al-Tirmidhi (d. 

279/892) to the list; The Six Book canon, from the same period adds the Sunan of Ibn Mājāh (d. 273/887), 

or the Sunan of al-Dāraquṭnī (d. 385/995) or Mālik’s (d. 179/796) Muwaṭṭa’. Brown, Canonization, 8-9. 
251 Muslim does not include the ḥadīth in his Ṣaḥīḥ. 
252 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill Online, 2011), s.v. "Al-Tirmidhī." 
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necessitated by the years spanning the lives of the two men.253  Despite the common isnāds, 

there are minor variations in the language of the ḥadīth. This is not unusual and can be 

attributed to the vagaries of oral transmission.  Completely absent from al-Tirmidhī’s 

account, however, is the discrete report which explains how Ḥafṣa came to be in possession 

of the first written Qur’ān.  Abū ʿUbayd had written, “ʿAbd al-Raḥman said: a man related 

to me from ‘Ibrāhīm ibn Saʿd this ḥadīth: The pages were kept by Abū Bakr until he died, 

then ʿUmar kept them until he died, then Ḥafṣa kept them.”254  One explanation for al-

Tirmidhī’s exclusion of this report is the anonymity of one of the transmitters described by 

Abū ʿUbayd as “a man.”  This “blank” in the chain of transmitters would have made the 

ḥadīth unsound.255  Al-Bukhārī, who included only sound ḥadīth in his collection, appears 

to have solved the gap in the narrative caused by this weak link by merging the two ḥadīth, 

including this portion of the narrative in the main account of the collection.256   

Regardless of al-Tirmidhī’s omission, the codification ḥadīth in his Sunan makes it 

very clear that Ḥafṣa was in possession of the Qur’ānic pages when ʿUthmān decided to 

codify the Qur’ān: “So he sent [a message] to Ḥafṣa to bring us the pages so we could copy 

them into al-maṣāḥif, then we will return them to her.  So Ḥafṣa sent ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān 

the pages…”257  Abū ʿUbayd and al-Bukhārī state explicitly that Ḥafṣa came into 

                                                 
253 Muḥammad ibn ʿIsā  Al-Tirmidhī, Sunan Al-Tirmidhī Wa-Huwa Al-Jāmiʻ Al-Ṣaḥīḥ 5vols. (Medina: al-

Maktaba al-Salafīya, 1965), 4:346-8.  Abū ‘Ubayd’s isnād for the collection ḥadīth is: ʿAbd al-Raḥman b. 

Mahdī  - Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd - al-Zahrī  - ʿUbayd b. al-Sibāq - Zayd b. Thābit.  The isnād for the codification 

ḥadīth is ʿAbd al-Raḥman b. Mahdī  - Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd - al-Zahrī - Anas b. Mālik.  To both of these chains 

al-Tirmidhī adds Muḥammad b. Bashār. 
254 Abū ʿUbayd, 153. 
255 For an explanation of the criteria for evaluating the reliability of ḥadīth see Brown, Ḥadīth, 77-103. 
256 Al-Bukhārī, 6:478. 
257 Al-Tirmidhī, 4:348. 
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possession of the Qur’ān via authorized caliphal channels.  The pages were first held by 

Abū Bakr, and when he died they were passed to his successor ʿUmar.  Remarkably, this 

Qur’ān was not passed to ʿUmar’s successor, but to Ḥafṣa instead.  Al-Tirmidhī’s omission 

of this portion of the narrative serves to minimize Ḥafṣa’s role in the collection and 

codification project.  She is no longer associated with a chain of transmission in which the 

other participants were caliphs.  Al-Tirmidhī, like nearly all scholars after Abū ʿUbayd, 

does not include any version of the account of Ḥafṣa preventing Marwān from destroying 

Abū Bakr’s Qur’ān. 

Ḥafṣa is completely absent from at least one third/ninth-century account.  Al-

Nasā’ī’s (d. 302/915) Sunan is considered by many as one of the six canonical ḥadīth 

collections.258  This work does not include the collection and codification ḥadīth, but a 

separate work by the scholar, Faḍā’il a-Qur’ān, relates the collection narrative but not the 

ḥadīth about ʿUthmān’s codification of the written Qur’ān.259  Interestingly, al-Nasā’ī’s 

isnād is nearly identical to that of al-Bukhārī,260 yet the ḥadīth ends with Zayd ibn Thābit’s 

collection: “Then I looked for the Qur’ān and collected it from palm branches and 

parchment and pages and from the hearts of men.”261  This is an odd place at which to end 

the account of the collection.  In this version of the ḥadīth, the Qur’ān is never actually 

written down in one place but hangs precariously in some unknown space.  Ḥafṣa has no 

                                                 
258 See note 249. 
259 Aḥmad ibn Shuʿbay  al-Nasā’ī, Faḍā’il Al-Qur’ān (Al-Maghrib: Dār al-Thaqāfah, 1980), 63.  
260 Al-Bukhārī’ and al-Nasā’ī have identical isnāds up until their most recent transmitters. Al-Bukhārī’s 

isnād ends with Mūsā b. Ismāʿīl while al-Nasā’ī’s ends with Al-Haytham b. Ayūb.  They have in common 

Ibrāhīm, b.  Saʿd - Ibn Shihāb - ʿUbayd b. al-Sibāq - Zayd b. Thābit. 
261al-Nasā’, 63. 
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role as keeper because there is nothing to be kept. In order to eliminate Ḥafṣa from the 

narrative, al-Nasā’ī had to eliminate the collected Qur’ān from the narrative of the 

collection.  

Ḥafṣa in Other Literary Genres 

Ḥafṣa’ appears to have fared better in genres outside ḥadīth collections and faḍā’il 

literature.  Writing at about the same time as al-Tirmidhī, the historian al-Balādhurī (d. 

279/892) uses Ḥafṣa to authenticate the text of ʿUthmān’s codified Qur’ān.  This account 

is not part of the collection and codification ḥadīth, but rather one of the narratives of 

historical events that contextualize the lives of the people in al-Balādhurī’s biographical 

dictionary, Ansāb al-Ashrāf.  The reference to Ḥafṣa is recorded as part of a conversation 

that took place during the siege of ʿUthmān between the Caliph and the Egyptians that 

surrounded his house in Medina.  In making their case against him, the besiegers accused 

ʿUthmān of burning the Book of God (Aḥraqta kitāb Allāh).262  ʿUthmān did not deny this 

but instead defended his actions.   

The people differed in the Recitation [saying], “My Qur’ān is better than your 

Qur’ān” with others responding, “My Qur’ān is better than your Qur’ān.” Ḥudhayfa 

was the first one to be worried by this practice and he brought it to my attention.  

So, I united the people according to the Recitation that was written between the 

hands of the Messenger of God.  The [besiegers] said: So, you did not burn the 

maṣāḥif? What about those collected by the people that were consistent with this 

Recitation? You left these as they were?  ʿUthmān said: I wanted none to remain 

except what was written between the hands of the Messenger of God and that was 

fixed in the pages that were held by Ḥafṣa, the wife of the Messenger of God. 263 

 

                                                 
262 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Balādhurī, Ansāb al-Ashrāf (Baghdad: Yuṭlabu min Maktaba al-Muthannā, nd), 

5:62. 
263 Ibid., 5:62-63. 
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Despite the codification of the text by ʿUthmān in the first/seventh century, the correct 

recitation of the Qur’ān was still being debated when al-Balādhurī wrote in the late 

third/ninth century.  The controversy surrounding the many variant recitations culminated 

in the establishment by Ibn Mujāhid (d. 324/936) of seven acceptable readings.264  Two 

Qur’ān readers were soon after put on trial for reciting variants of the accepted readings.  

Ibn Shannabūdh was tried in 323/935 and one source describes the defendant’s recitations 

as that which had been “related by ‘Abd Allāh ibn Masʿūd, Ubayy ibn Kaʿb, and others, 

from what had been recited before the collection of the official muṣḥaf by ʿUthmān ibn 

ʿAffān.”265  Although the trial took place several decades after al-Balādhurī wrote, it 

provides details of the centuries-long controversy surrounding variations of the Qur’ān, the 

center of which was the muṣḥaf codified by ʿUthmān.  It appears that al-Balādhurī used his 

account of the siege of ʿUthmān to address an issue central to Muslims in the third/ninth 

century.  Al-Balādhurī took this opportunity to reiterate the legitimacy of ʿUthmān’s 

authorized version of the Qur’ān by having the Caliph himself defend its authenticity.  As 

Christopher Melchert shows, it was during this period that Qur’ān specialists, following 

the practice of ḥadīth transmitters, “began to keep more careful track of chains of (oral) 

transmitters.”266  As told by al-Balādhurī, ‘Uthmān could not identify this text as the one 

collected at the order of the Caliph Abū Bakr; that would have skipped a link in the chain 

of the transmission of the written Qur’ān.  This book came to ʿUthmān from the hand of 

                                                 
264 Christopher Melchert, “Ibn Mujāhid and the Establishment of the Seven Qur’ānic Readings,” Studia 

Islamica 91 (2000): 5-22. 
265 Melchert quotes Ibn al-Jawzī, 20. 
266 Ibid., 11. 
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Ḥafṣa and it was the transfer from her hand to his that authenticated the text.  Rather than 

diminishing her role in the isnād of the written Qur’ān, al-Balādhurī elevates Ḥafṣa’s status 

to the most important link in the chain of transmission. 

Ḥafṣa’s Treatment by Al-Ṭabarī 

The collection and codification of the Qur’ān as well as Ḥafṣa’s role in the projects 

receives more elaborate treatment by al-Ṭabarī (d. 311/923) than by any of his 

predecessors.  Remarkably, rather than removing Ḥafṣa from the narrative, al-Ṭabarī 

carefully details Ḥafṣa’s possession of the first collected Qur’ān, but then eliminates the 

role of that Qur’ān as the source text of the official, codified muṣḥaf.   In this edited version, 

control of the canonized text is retained and maintained exclusively by men.   

Al-Ṭabarī includes the collection and codification accounts in the introduction to 

his Commentary on the Qur’ān, and he presents them as one ḥadīth with one chain of 

transmitters.267  Although that chain has two transmitters in common with al-Bukhārī, al-

Ṭabarī’s narrative has some key differences.  The most striking deviation is that Zayd, 

instead of collecting the first Qur’ān from pieces of leather, bones, and palm stalks, wrote 

Abū Bakr’s Qur’ān on those disparate materials.  In this account, it was not recorded on a 

scroll (ṣaḥīfa wāhida, one page)268 until the caliphate of ʿ Umar, and when he died, the scroll 

was kept by Ḥafṣa.  According to al-Ṭabarī’s account, the Qur’ān was codified under the 

                                                 
267 Abī Jafʿar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr Al-Ṭabarī: Jāmiʻ Al-Bayān ʻan Taʼwīl Al-Qur'ān 

(Miṣr: Muṣṭafá al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1968), 1:26-7. His transmitters are Aḥmad b. ʿAbda al-Ḍabī  - ʿAbd al-

Ghazīz b. Muḥammad al-Darāwardī - ʿUmāra b. Ghazīa - Ibn Shihāb - Khārija b. Zayd b. Thābit - Zayd b. 

Thābit.  
268 This differs from the accounts of Abū ʿUbayd and al-Bukhārī who use the term al-suḥūf, or pages, to 

describe the material on which Abū Bakr’s Qur’an was written. I am assuming here that the phrase “one 

page” refers to a scroll. 
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direction of ʿUthmān, but al-Ṭabarī attributes a much greater significance than did his 

predecessors to the standardization of the Muslim holy text.  The circumstances are the 

same as those presented by Abū ʿUbayd and al-Bukhārī.  The Iraqis and Syrians were 

fighting together in Armenia, but in this account, the differences in Qur’ān recitation were 

noticed not by Ḥudhayfa, but by the soldiers, and the disparity in recitations was causing 

severe strife amongst the troops.  Hudhayfa describes the situation:  

Since the people of Syria recite according to the recitation of ʿ Ubayy ibn Kaʿb, they 

spoke in a way the people of Iraq had not heard before.  The Iraqis called them 

infidels (takaffarahum).  And since the people of Iraq recite according to the 

recitation of Ibn Masʿūd, they spoke in a way the people of Syria had not heard 

before.  The Syrians called them infidels.269   

 

This lack of standardization in Qur’ān recitation was threatening not only to divide the 

Muslim army, but, potentially, the entire Muslim community. This was an extremely 

serious situation and the cohesion of the Muslim community could only be secured by a 

standardized written Qur’ān.  ‘Uthmān acted immediately.  In al-Ṭabarī’s account, 

however, the codification process was much more rigorous than in previous versions.  

Rather than copying the text held by Ḥafṣa, ʿUthmān sent Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ, an “intelligent 

man whose Arabic is pure,”270 to work with Zayd ibn Thābit to write the new muṣḥaf.  As 

Zayd relates, “When I finished I reviewed the work (Lamā faraghtu, ʿaruḍtuhu ʿurḍa) and 

I couldn’t find [Qur’ān 33:23].”271  In al-Bukhārī’s account, Zayd was unable to find one 

verse during the writing process, but once the verse was found and the manuscript finished, 
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the task was complete.  In al-Ṭabarī’s account, the completed manuscript was checked for 

errors.  When the missing verse was found after much searching, and added, Zayd 

“reviewed the manuscript again.”272  This review found two missing verses.  When the 

missing verses were found, and added, again after going to great lengths to find them, Zayd 

reviewed the manuscript a third time and found nothing missing.273 But the review process 

was not over.  After Zayd had made his third examination and found no errors, ʿUthmān 

asked Ḥafṣa for the scroll she had been keeping and ʿUthmān “compared the manuscript 

with it and there were no differences in anything.”274  It was not until the manuscript had 

been checked three times for errors and omissions and then compared by the Caliph to 

ʿUmar’s scroll that ʿUthmān ordered copies to be made.  Al-Ṭabarī is clearly emphasizing 

the reliability of this written Qur’ān and an exclusively male chain of custody.  While 

Ḥafṣa’s scroll is an important part of this process, it appears that for this muṣḥaf to be 

completely reliable, its source text cannot be the one held by Ḥafṣa.   

Al-Ṭabarī also includes his own opinion of the significance of the production and 

distribution of this muṣḥaf. 

He [ʿUthman] united them over one muṣḥaf, one recitation style, and destroyed 

the various manuscripts that had been collected.  And he decided that all who had 

a muṣḥaf of the Qur’ān different from the [official] muṣḥaf should tear it up.  The 

community was in harmony in their obedience.  They saw that what he had done 

was sensible conduct and the correct way.275  
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Al-Ṭabarī goes on to state explicitly that the scroll was returned to Ḥafṣa.  When Ḥafṣa 

died, “an order was sent” to her brother Ibn ʿUmar, and he turned the scroll over to “them.”  

Then it was “thoroughly washed,”276 which destroyed the text but preserved the expensive 

material on which it was written.277   

Although Zayd ibn Thābit was the one charged with collecting the Qur’ān under 

Abū Bakr, the writer of the collected text under ʿUmar is not named in al-Ṭabarī’s account.  

In fact, no details are given about this project.  This anonymity creates a weak link in the 

isnād of the written Qur’ān, and al-Ṭabarī’s removal of Ḥafṣa’s copy of the Qur’ān from 

the chain of written transmission may have been done in order to remedy this weak link. 

One of al-Ṭabarī’s predecessors may provide another reason why he chose to 

remove Ḥafṣa’s scroll from the isnād of the written Qur’ān.  In his history of the Muslim 

conquests, Futūḥ al-Buldān, al-Balādhurī includes a section on writing.278  The section is 

a series of Traditions regarding who among the first Muslims could read and/or write.  

Included here is the famous Tradition that only seventeen men of the Quraysh could write 

when Muhammad started his movement.279  Al-Balādhurī includes several reports about 

women.  According to one report, two of the wives of the Prophet, ʿĀ’isha and Umm 

Salama, could read but not write.  The report about ʿĀ’isha states specifically that she read 

the muṣḥaf.280  Two other women could both read and write.  One of these was Umm 

                                                 
276 Ibid., 1:27. 
277 Al-Ṭabarī does not specifically name the material.  Based on extant codices, it was, very likely, 

parchment. 
278 Aḥmad ibn Yaḥyā al-Balādhurī, Futūḥ al-Buldān (Cairo: Makyabat al-Nahḍa al-Miṣriya, 1956-1957), 

3:579-583. 
279 Ibid., 3:580. 
280 Kānat taqra’ al-muṣḥaf wa-lā taktub. Ibid., 3:581 
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Kulthūm bint ʿUqba, an early convert to Islam.  The other woman who could both read and 

write was Ḥafṣa.281  Could it be that, for al-Ṭabarī, a woman with this particular skill was 

a threat to the reliability of any text she possessed?  The text of the Qur’ān held by Ḥafṣa 

was, according to al-Ṭabarī, destroyed, although he does not provide details as to who 

carried this out or their motivation for doing so.  According to Abū ʿUbayd’s account, 

Marwān, the governor of Medina, wanted to destroy the pages held by Ḥafṣa “because he 

was afraid that there was something in them that differed from what ʿUthmān had copied.”   

But al-Ṭabarī states specifically that the content of Ḥafṣa’s scroll did not differ from the 

one compiled by Zayd ibn Thābit.282  Abū ʿ Ubayd’s report does not say that the pages were 

miscopied.  Instead, it strongly implies that the text that ʿUthmān copied, the text held by 

Ḥafṣa, had been altered.  The only explanation, it seems, is that Ḥafṣa was suspected by 

Marwān, al-Ṭabarī, and the un-named “they” in his report, of tampering with the first 

collected text of the Qur’ān during the fifteen years that she held it after ‘Uthmān’s 

codification.  In al-Ṭabarī’s account, Ḥafṣa and her scroll were removed completely from 

the chain of transmission, possibly because her literacy compounded the untrustworthiness 

of her gender.283  

Although he does address the fate of Ḥafṣa’s scroll, like his predecessors, al-Ṭabarī 

does not include the ḥadīth relating Ḥafṣa’s protection from Marwān of the first written 

Qur’ān.  Relating Ḥafṣa’s blatant defiance of male authority was, for al-Ṭabarī, out of the 

                                                 
281 Ibid. 
282 Fa-ʿaruḍa al-muṣḥaf ʿalayhā, fa-lam yakhtalifā fī shay’ Al-Ṭabarī, 1:27. 
283 On this topic see D.A. Spellberg, “Writing the Unwritten Life of the Islamic Eve: Menstruation and 

Demonization of Motherhood,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28 No. 3 (Aug., 1996): 305-

324. 
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question.  This characterization of Ḥafṣa’s role in the production of the muṣḥaf is in 

keeping with al-Ṭabarī’s portrayal of her in his History, in which he writes that  when 

ʿĀ’isha was preparing to fight the caliph ʿAlī (r. 36/656-7-40/661) in the first civil war, she 

“sent a message to Ḥafṣa.  Ḥafṣa wanted to come out, but Ibn ʿUmar (Ḥafṣa’s brother) 

advised her strongly against it, so she stayed.”284  It is noteworthy here that Ibn ʿUmar did 

not forbid or prevent Ḥafṣa from joining ʿĀ’isha, but merely advised her not to go.  Ḥafṣa 

was given a choice and by choosing correctly provided a model of the ideal Muslim 

woman.  With Ḥafṣa’s husband and father both dead, her brother was the male relative 

responsible for her behavior, and she readily assented to his wishes, as proper Muslim 

women should.  In al-Ṭabarī’s version of the codification of the Qur’ān, Ḥafṣa’s scroll is 

as passive as its keeper. 

By the beginning of the eleventh century, Ḥafṣa had completely disappeared from 

at least one account of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān.  Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī 

(d. 400/1010) includes the narrative in his Al-Awā’il (Firsts).  The entry is fairly short, with 

only the barest of context for the collection and codification.  Al-ʿAskarī does not include 

an isnād for the report, but the codification portion of the account appears to be a summary 

of al-Ṭabarī.285  In his and al-ʿAskarī’s versions, on ʿUthmān’s command, the Qur’ān was 

re-collected from the people even though a complete copy already existed.  The same two 

men, Zayd ibn Thābit and Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ, were charged with producing the codified 

                                                 
284 Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, trans., Adrian Brockett, vol. 16 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 45. 
285 I have not been able to identify a source for his account of the collection by Abū Bakr.  The author uses 

the term waraqa wāhid (one leaf) to describe the material on which it was written.  Other accounts use a 

singular or plural version of “page” ( ṣaḥīfa, pl. ṣuḥuf). 
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muṣḥaf.  Although al-ʿAskarī’s account has the caliph consulting the Companions on the 

advisability of the project, he uses language identical to al-Ṭabarī to describe the 

importance of ʿUthmān’s endeavor: He “united the people under one muṣḥaf.”286  What is 

notable about this narrative is the space allotted, under the same heading, to the story of 

the collection of the Qur’ān by ʿAlī.287  Although the collection by Abū Bakr comes first, 

the account of ʿAlī’s collection is longer than the preceding collection and codification 

narratives combined.288  In this case, it appears that Ḥafṣa loses space to ʿAlī.  This is likely 

due to political circumstances; al-ʿAskarī was writing under the Shiʿī Buyid regime and 

the Buyid wazirs were potential patrons of the author.289  Al-ʿAskarī needed to satisfy both 

the ruling Shiʿī minority and a majority Sunnī readership.  Nonetheless, along with political 

considerations, the brevity of the entry required al-ʿAskarī to make editorial choices and in 

a narrative that is rather short to begin with, editing means leaving out part of the story, in 

this case, Ḥafṣa’s part in the story.  If al-ʿAkarī did rely on al-Ṭabarī as a source, which 

seems likely, this would help to explain why Ḥafṣa was excluded.  In al-Ṭabarī’s version, 

Ḥafṣa’s scroll was not the source text for the final, definitive muṣḥaf, so her role in the 

process, already diminished by al-Ṭabarī, was eliminated by al-ʿAskarī. Writing a summary 

always involves editorial choices and in this case al-ʿAskarī chooses to omit Ḥafṣa’s role 

altogether.  This is rather remarkable because in doing so he must ignore the existence of 

                                                 
286 Abū Hilāl al-Ḥasan al-Askarī, Al-Awā’il 2vols. (Damascus: Wizārat al-Thaqāfah wa-al-Irshād al-

Qawmī, 1976), 1:213-14.  
287 The account of ‘Alī collecting the Qur’ān appears in other sources. Cf. Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt, 2:338.  It was 

also included by al-Suyūṭī, on which, see below. 
288 Ibid., 2: 214-215. 
289 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition (Brill Online, 2013), s.v. “Al-ʿAskarī, Abū Hilāl.” He is not to be 

confused with the eleventh Shī’ī Imam Ḥasan al-ʿAskarī (d. 260/874). 
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the Qur’ān collected by Abū Bakr; al-ʿAskari describes the collection but not its keeping 

or its use.  The scroll just vanishes and along with it, Ḥafṣa’s role as its keeper.    

Ḥafṣa In and Out of Literature after the Sixth/Eleventh Century 

The canonization of al-Bukhāri’s Ṣaḥīḥ in the sixth/eleventh century did not, of 

course, dictate the content of every scholar who wrote after that time.  Histories and 

biographical dictionaries are inconsistent in their inclusion of Ḥafṣa in the isnād of the 

written Qur’ān.  Ḥafṣa’s uneven appearance in the literature of the next four centuries 

suggests a lingering discomfort on the part of male writers to include a woman in such an 

important event in Islamic history, while at the same time, an awareness of an expectation 

on the part of the reader for Ḥafṣa to participate in the endeavors.  

Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1201) includes in his history, Muntaẓam fī Tā’rīkh al-Umam 

(A Categorized Collection of the History of Nations) an obituary for Zayd ibn Thābit which 

recounts his role in the collection and codification of the Qur’ān.290  This part of the 

obituary is an edited version of al-Bukhārī; the language in the collection account is 

identical to the Ṣaḥīḥ, but Ibn al-Jawzī omits any reference to ʿUmar’s role as well as the 

hesitation of the parties involved.  As in the account of al-Nasā’ī, Zayd collects the Qur’ān 

from the various disparate materials, but never actually writes it down.  The codification is 

reported in one sentence: “When ʿUthmān copied the maṣāḥif, he ordered Abī ibn Kaʿb to 

dictate and Zayd to write.”291   Ḥafṣa is completely absent from the project.   

                                                 
290 Abū al-Faraj ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʿAlī ibn al-Jawzī, Muntaẓam fī Tā’rīkh al-Umam (Beirut: Dar al-

Kutub al-ʿIlmīya, 1992) 5:215-216. 
291 Ibid., 5:216. 
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Writing a few decades later, Ibn Khallikān (d. 680/1282) includes in his 

biographical dictionary Wafayāt al-Aʿyān (Lives of the Nobles) an entry for Abū Bakr.  It 

is a lengthy entry but the account of Abū Bakr’s role in the collection of the Qur’ān is 

extremely brief:  

He was the first one to collect the Noble Qur’ān between two boards.  That was 

when the casualties among the Muslims at Yamāma were high and Abū Bakr was 

afraid that the Qur’ān reciters would perish and the Qur’ān was only in the hearts 

of men.  So he collected it between two boards and he called it ‘muṣḥaf.’  It 

remained with him until he died, then it stayed with ʿUmar until he died, and then 

it was kept by Ḥafṣa, his daughter.292    

 

This is a very short entry, and although ʿUmar’s role as the instigator of the project is 

omitted, the immediate fate of the book is, apparently, important and so his role as keeper 

of the Qur’ān is included as is Ḥafṣa’s. 

Ibn Khaldūn’s (d.808/1406) account of the collection and codification is unique in 

that he arranges the story so that it begins with the conversation between ʿUthmān and 

Ḥudhayfa.293  Because the Caliph must send to Ḥafṣa for the pages, she appears early in 

the narrative.  Ibn Khaldūn goes on to explain Abū Bakr’s collection, which concludes with 

Ḥafṣa’s possession of text.294  Even though the story is short, space is made for Ḥafṣa.  It 

is noteworthy that this narrative in Ibn Khaldun’s History comes under the heading “The 

Conquest (ghazw) by Ḥudhayfa” with the first sub-heading “The Order for the Maṣāḥif.”295  

Ḥudhayfa’s campaign is immediately preceded by the heading “The Conquest of 

                                                 
292 Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt al-Aʿyān (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, nd), 3:68. 
293 Ibn Khadūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar (Beirut: Dar al-Kitāb al-Lubnānī, 1957), 2:1020. 
294 Ibid. 
295 Ibid., 2:1019.   
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Ṭabarastān.”296  The collection and codification account is little more than an addendum to 

a series of military campaigns.  Ḥafṣa’s appearance in these last two accounts probably has 

less to do with the status of women at the time the books were written and more to do with 

the dominance of al-Bukhārī’s version of the story.  By the ninth/fifteenth century, most 

Sunnī Muslims would have been familiar with the collection and codification ḥadīth and 

would have expected Ḥafṣa’s presence in the narrative. 

Al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505) provides a convenient point to reassess the portrayal of 

women in relation to the muṣḥaf in literature that is overtly religious. Al-Suyūti’s Al-Itqān 

fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān (The Perfect Guide to the Sciences of the Qur’ān) is especially helpful 

in that the author includes the names of specific scholars and their works as part of the 

isnāds of his reports.  The inclusion of the works from which he draws provides definitive 

evidence as to what he had access and therefore makes his editorial choices transparent.  

Al-Suyūṭī explicitly cites the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī as the source for the primary ḥadīth on 

the collection of the Qur’ān by Abū Bakr.297  Al-Suyūṭī’s account is nearly identical to that 

of the Ṣaḥīḥ, concluding with Ḥafṣa holding the pages after the death of her father.298  Al-

Suyūṭī follows this report with several short Traditions that differ or contradict this one, 

including the report that ʿAlī collected the Qur’ān immediately after the death of the 

Prophet.   This particular report about ʿAlī is followed by the opinion that the ḥadīth is 

weak.299  Al-Suyūṭī again cites al-Bukhārī for his account of the codification ḥadīth and, 

                                                 
296 Ibid., 2:1018. 
297 Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Abī Bakr al-Suyūṭī, al-Itqān fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān (Cairo: Maktaba al-

Ṣafā, 2006), 1:163.  
298 Al-Suyūṭī, 1:163-164. 
299 Ibid., 1:164-167. 
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again, they are nearly identical.  After Ḥudhayfa reports the problems with the recitation 

among the soldiers on campaign, 

ʿUthmān sent [a message] to Ḥafṣa to bring us the pages so we may copy them 

into al-maṣāḥif then we will return them to you. So Ḥafṣa brought the pages to 

ʿUthmān and ʿUthmān sent for Zayd ibn Thābit and ʿAbd Allāh ibn Zubayr and 

Saʿīd ibn ʿAṣ and ʿAbd al-Raḥman ibn al-Ḥarīth ibn Hishām and commanded 

them to copy the pages into al-maṣāḥif.  Then he said to the group of three 

Qurayshī: When you and Zayd differ, then write it in the dialect (bi-lisān) of the 

Quraysh because it was revealed in their dialect.   They did so and when they had 

copied the pages into al-maṣāḥif, ʿUthmān returned the pages to Ḥafṣa. 300   

 

What is striking about this account is the prominence of Ḥafṣa and the care taken 

to keep track of the pages collected by Abū Bakr.  In much of the literature written during 

the six centuries between al-Bukhārī and al-Suyūṭī, Ḥafṣa’s presence in the accounts 

relating the collection and codification of the Qur’ān had been minimized to that of a 

shadow.  By the ninth/fifteenth century, the status of al-Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ was such that al-

Suyūṭī had little choice but to use it as a major source for his book on the Qur’ān.  The 

Ḥafṣa presented by al-Bukhārī in the third/ninth century would regain her centrality to the 

Qur’ān project in the ninth/fifteenth century:  When ʿUthmān asks Ḥafṣa for the pages, he 

includes a promise to return them to her.  It is Ḥafṣa, explicitly, who provides the source 

text for the codified Qur’ān. 301   

Al-Suyūṭī states specifically that the pages were returned to Ḥafṣa.302  It is notable, 

then, that the author does not provide any report about the fate of these pages even though 

                                                 
300 Ibid., 1:168. 
301 Ibid., 1:168-169. 
302 Ibid. 
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he has access to and draws heavily from two sources that provide information about what 

happened to the Qur’ān text held by Ḥafṣa.303  He cites Abū ʿUbayd’s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān 

and Ibn Abī Dawūd’s Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif by name numerous times throughout Al-Itqān.304  

Both of these works include versions of the report about Ḥafṣa’s refusal to surrender the 

pages to Marwān as well as the Tradition that it was Ḥafṣa’s brother who finally turned the 

pages over for destruction.  Al-Suyūṭī did not exclude these reports because he considered 

them unsound.  Throughout al-Itqān, the author includes various versions of events and 

oftentimes follows these reports with his or others’ opinions on the reliability of particular 

Traditions.  For instance, he follows the report about ʿAlī collecting the Qur’ān after the 

death of the Prophet with the opinion of Ibn Hajjar (d. 852/1448) that this ḥadīth is weak 

(ḍaʿīf).305  It is difficult not to conclude that al-Suyūṭī, after methodically tracking the 

whereabouts of the first written Qur’ān, excluded the reports regarding its fate because of 

the way a wife of the Prophet is portrayed.  Up until then, scholars had carefully cultivated 

Ḥafṣa as an exemplar of Muslim womanhood.  She had married the men chosen by her 

father and followed the wishes of her brother.  As a passive keeper of the first written 

Qur’ān, she made it available when asked.  In the view of male scholars, Ḥafṣa could not 

be permitted to blatantly defy male authority.   

 

 

                                                 
303 He instead includes several ḥadīth that elaborate on or vary from the main report. 1:168-169. 
304 Cf. 1:218-219 where he cites the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān by Abū ʿUbayd for a list of  people who are capable 

interpreters of the Qur’ān on the topic of Ṣalāt.  This list includes ʿĀ’isha and Ḥafṣa.  He cites Ibn Abi 

Dawūd’s Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif by name on page 164. 
305 Al-Suyūṭī, 1:164. 
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Conclusion 

 Abū ʿUbayd was one of the first scholars to include the collection and codification 

ḥadīth in a written work and his portrayal of Ḥafṣa’s role in these projects reflects the 

period in which he wrote.  Abū ʿUbayd composed Fadā’il al-Qur’ān in the first quarter of 

the third/ninth century.  In the previous century, Mālik ibn Anas had included in his 

Muwaṭṭa’ women, ʿĀ’isha and Ḥafṣa, as authoritative sources for the production of written 

Qur’āns.  Abū ʿUbayd’s contemporary, Ibn Ḥanbal related reports of women challenging 

male religious authority based on their independent study of the muṣḥaf.   Abū ʿUbayd 

portrays Ḥafṣa as an active participant in the chain of transmission of the written Qur’ān 

and names her specifically as the recipient of a document that had been previously held 

only by caliphs.  Ḥafṣa then loaned this Qur’ān to the caliph ʿUthmān only after he 

explained his intentions and promised to return the pages.  ʿUthmān used this Qur’ān as 

the source text for the codified Qur’ān that was to be used by all Muslims.  Later, when the 

governor of Medina requested Ḥafṣa’s Qur’ān in order to destroy it, Ḥafṣa blatantly defied 

male political authority and refused to surrender the pages.   

 In the decades after Abū ʿUbayd wrote, male writers appropriated the biographies 

of first/seventh-century women and rewrote their lives as exemplars to be imitated by 

Muslim women.  This attempt to control the options for women is illustrated in the 

narrative of the collection and codification of the Qur’ān as related by third/ninth-century 

writers.  Although al-Bukhārī transmitted Abū ʿ Ubayd’s version of events nearly word-for-

word, his successor, Al-Tirmidhī omitted completely the ḥadīth that enumerated the isnād 

of the written Qur’ān, eliminating Ḥafṣa’s association with the caliphal participants in the 
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chain of transmission.  Al-Nasā’ī excluded Ḥafṣa altogether, leaving the first written 

Qur’ān with no keeper.  Finally, al-Ṭabarī included Ḥafṣa in his narrative, but removed the 

document she held from the isnād of the written transmission of the Qur’ān.  None of these 

men related the report of Ḥafṣa’s refusal to surrender the pages to Marwān.  Defiance of 

male political authority by a woman whose reputation was being carefully cultivated as a 

model for imitation was extremely problematic. This incident in Ḥafṣa’s life was 

systematically ignored by scholars writing after Ibn Abī Dawūd. 

Individually, Ḥafṣa’s diminishing role in the collection and codification accounts 

in third/ninth-century religious works can be attributed to variations inadvertently made by 

any of the reporters in the chains of transmission.  Collectively, however, these accounts 

suggest a trend toward severing women from control of the written Qur’ān.  This trend is 

not limited to the collection accounts.  With the exception of the ḥadīth relating ʿĀ’isha’s 

order to her mawla to copy a muṣḥaf for her, none of the other reports of women possessing, 

reading, or relying on the written Qur’ān to support an argument are repeated after the time 

of al-Bukhārī. 

Women were important sources for the early history of Islam and medieval male 

writers depended on the reports of these women, as well as the women who transmitted 

ḥadīth, for their works on religion, history, law, and nearly every other subject associated 

with the early Muslim community.  As oral transmission of the sunna gave way to written 

ḥadīth transmission,306 women lost control of the written form of the information they 

                                                 
306 There is currently debate about the “transition” from an oral to a written society in the medieval Middle 

East.  Atif Khalil remarks that in the first two centuries of Sufism, “novice Sufis would have learned more 

directly through masters with minimum use of standard texts.  The 9th and especially the 10th century 
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transmitted.  As the role of the written word in society grew, male scholars actively exerted 

their exclusive control over the medium.  One manifestation of this bid for control was the 

deliberate severing of women from association with the written Qur’ān.  This was 

accomplished by excluding almost all references to women and the muṣḥaf from ḥadīth 

collections and fadā’il works.  The attempt by late third/ninth-century religious scholars to 

rewrite the life of Ḥafṣa and minimize or eliminate her participation in the collection and 

codification of the Qur’ān was only partially successful.  

Today, Ḥafṣa’s identity is so firmly linked to the first muṣḥaf that Jonathan A.C. 

Brown, in his brief discussion of the wives of the Prophet, describes Ḥafṣa simply as “the 

widow of a Muslim who died at Badr, and she later played an important role in the 

collection and compilation of the Qu’ān.”307  Ironically perhaps, Ḥafṣa’s role in these 

projects was inadvertently preserved by the same scholars who tried to exclude her.  By 

copying, transmitting, and eventually canonizing al-Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ, medieval Muslim 

scholars enshrined Ḥafṣa as the keeper of the first written Qur’ān.  She is not, however, 

recognized as its very first and staunchest defender. 

 

 

                                                 
marked a transition in that Sufi teachings were now more systematically explicated through the written 

medium.”  Atif Kalil, “Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī & The Nourishment of the Hearts (Qut al-Qulūb),” The Muslim 

World 102 (Apr., 2012), 343. The isnāds of al-Suyūṭī demonstrates conclusively that by the fifteenth 

century, at least some scholars depended on written works as sources.  His explicit inclusion of the written 

works by name in his isnāds strongly suggests that this was an accepted practice among scholars.  See Cook 

on the undeniable movement to preserve and transmit ḥadīth in writing.  Women continued as ḥadīth 

transmitters well after the rise of the book.  See Brown, Hadith, 49. 
307 Jonathan A.C. Brown, Muhammad: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 

49. 



 

 

 

 

 101 

Chapter Three: Blood on the Text:  

The Muṣḥaf and the Construction of the Sacred 

 

 

In the eastern corner (of the Great Mosque of Damascus) is the miḥrāb, inside 

which is a large chest and in it is the noble muṣḥaf that the Commander of the 

Faithful, ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, sent to Syria.  This chest is opened every Friday 

after prayers and the people crowd around and kiss this noble muṣḥaf.  And there, 

debtors swear an oath and people make supplications upon it.308 

 

This passage, written by the great Muslim traveler Ibn Baṭṭuṭa (d. 779/1377), 

describes a surprising and seemingly unorthodox activity carried out very publically in one 

of the most famous mosques in the Islamic world.  The writer does not, however, comment 

on the extreme reverence shown to this particular Qur’ān, nor does he appear to be 

surprised by the use of a material object as an intercessory to God.  Although the treatment 

of this codex appears to be in direct contradiction to the Qur’ānic command concerning 

intercessors309 which was clarified and elaborated on by jurists in the third/ninth century, 

by the sixth/twelfth century, attitudes toward, and treatment of Qur’ān codices had changed 

significantly.   

This chapter attempts to identify and examine the religious and political processes 

that inadvertently resulted in the sanctification of certain Qur’ān manuscripts, particularly 

those associated with the third caliph ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān (r. 23/644-35/656).  I argue that 

sanctification of these Qur’āns was a long process inextricably linked to the contentious 

                                                 
308 Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, Riḥla Ibn Baṭṭūṭa (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-Risāla, 1975), 1:105. 
309 Q 2:256 
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history of the third caliphate, the rise of the book in the third/ninth century,  and the 

attempts by third/ninth-century ʿAbbāsids and ʿulamā’ to unify the Muslim community. 

Orthodox Sunnī Islam soundly condemns both the use of intermediaries to God and 

the worship of material objects which are meant to represent the divine.310  The third/ninth 

century saw a proliferation of books used alongside the spoken word as a means of 

transmitting knowledge.  As demonstrated in a previous chapter, the rise of the book put 

the written Qur’ān front and center in the eyes of the public, literate and non-literate. 311   

In addition to copies piling up in the mosques,312 Qur’ān codices, ranging in quality from 

simple and utilitarian to gilded and perfumed books, were being sold in the markets.  As 

copies of the Qur’ān proliferated, so did the debates surrounding its status, including rules 

for its production, function, and use.313   

The written Qur’ān, as presented in the form of a codex, was closely associated 

with the third caliph ʿUthmān, whose status was also being debated during this period.  

Discussions about the muṣḥaf would have brought to mind the third caliph while debates 

about the merits or demerits of ʿ Uthmān as a member of the Rāshidūn (the first four caliphs 

considered to be Rightly-Guided) would have included the significance of his codification 

                                                 
310 Cf. G.R. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam: From Polemic to History 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).  To be clear, it was Sunnī Muslims only who considered 

these codices to be sacred.  Shīʿa Muslims do not recognize ʿUthmān as a legitimate caliph.  On this point 

and its relationship to the muṣḥaf, see below. 
311 See Chapter One. 

312 By about the beginning of the third/ninth century, mosques were appointing a special person as a 

trustee for the Qur’ans in mosques because their numbers were growing so large. Nabia Abbot, The Rise of 

the North Arabic Script and its Kuranic Development, with a Full Description of the Kuran Manuscripts in 

the Oriental Institute (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1939), 57. 

313 Travis Zadeh, “Touching and Ingesting: Early Debates over the Material Qur’an,” Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 129.3 (2009): 443-466.  This will be elaborated in the following chapter. 
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project.  It appears that several scholars deliberately conflated the two debates; they 

presented the third caliph as a martyr314 and put an open Qur’ān in the hands of the dying 

man.  Medieval Muslim scholars successfully used the muṣḥaf to salvage the reputation of 

ʿUthmān and, at the same time, confirmed the rectitude of the officially sanctioned written 

Qur’ān.  By the beginning of the fourth/tenth century, the rehabilitation of ʿUthmān by his 

martyrdom was so inextricably linked to the muṣḥaf that Ibn Abī Dāwud begins his Kitāb 

al-Maṣāḥif (Book of Qur’ān Codices) with an account of the assassination and the Caliph’s 

blood spilling onto the pages of the open Qur’ān:  “When the Egyptians came upon 

ʿUthmān, they struck him on his hand with a sword and the blood from his hand fell upon 

(Q 2:137) and someone said, ‘By God, indeed, this was the first hand to write the Qur’ān 

(al-Mufaṣṣal).315  

During the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries, the explicit status of the muṣḥaf 

was in flux, but by the end of the third/ninth century, scholars had developed a general 

consensus about veneration of the written Qur’ān and the need to be ritually pure when 

touching the book.316  Along with special rules regarding its disposal, this was the extent 

of Qur’ān veneration during this period.317  As noted earlier, the affirmation of an object 

                                                 
314 For a thorough discussion of the various uses medieval scholars made of the assassination of ʿUthmān, 

including the intentional creation of a martyr, see Heather N. Keaney, Medieval Islamic Historiography: 

Remembering Rebellion (New York: Routledge, 2013). 
315 ʿAbd Allah ibn Sulaymān al-Sijistānī, Kitāb al-Maṣāḥif (Kuwait: Gharās lil-Nashr wa-al-Tawzīʻ wa-al-

Iʻlān wa-al-Diʻāyah, 2006), 121. 
316 Zadeh, “Touching,” 450. 
317 “Later sources detail a complete sanctification  of the codex – venerated by reading with a pointer (ʿūd) 

rather than touching it directly as the written form comes to represent the material trace of the divine, to be 

kissed, perfumed, and disposed of by only special means, such as burning, burying or erasing with water.”  

Ibid., 463. 
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as sacred is a designation made by society.318  By the sixth/twelfth century, when the 

prestige of both ʿUthmān and the written Qur’ān had been crystalized, the unintended 

consequence of a number of religious, political, and literary processes was the extreme 

sanctification of maṣāḥif associated with ʿUthmān. This chapter attempts to document the 

processes and consequences of agreeing on the level of sanctity of ʿUthmānic Qur’ān 

codices.  

Qur’āns associated with ʿUthmān appear to be unique in Islamic sacred material 

culture. Other than shrines and graves, there are very few objects that can be counted as 

sacred and fewer still that are counted as intermediaries to God.  The major exceptions are 

the relics of the Prophet and the heads of John the Baptist and Ḥusayn ibn ʿAlī ibn Abī 

Ṭālib (d. 61/680).  As will be shown, ʿUthmān’s muṣḥaf is several times found alongside 

these other relics in literary accounts as well as in physical space. It makes sense for 

ʿUthmān to be associated with John the Baptist and Ḥusayn since all three men were 

martyrs. As sacred objects, however, the maṣāḥif of ʿUthmān have more in common with 

the sanctified possessions of Muhammad than with the blood relics of John the Baptist and 

Ḥusayn.  Although several narratives about the assassination of ʿUthmān include the 

Caliph’s blood spilling on the pages of the Qur’ān, it was not necessarily this particular 

book that was the object of extreme sanctification.319  Like the sandals, swords, and cloak 

                                                 
318 Brannon Wheeler, Mecca and Eden: Ritual, Relics, and Territory in Islam (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2006), 3. 
319 One exception is the fragment of a Qur’ān held by the Umayyads of Spain.  The pages purportedly 

contained the spilled blood of ʿUthmān.  For the political uses to which these pages were put see Travis 

Zadeh, “From Drops of Blood: Charisma and Political Legitimacy in the translatio of the ʿUthmānic Codex 

of al-Andalus,” Journal of Arabic Literature 39 (2008): 321-46. 
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of the Prophet, the Qur’āns of ʿUthmān are man-made, while at the same time, considered 

to have been touched by God – both were sent by him, one as the messenger and the other 

as the message.  Moreover, the origins of the process of sanctification of these codices and 

prophetic relics can be traced in literature beginning in the third/ninth century, while the 

imbuement of these objects with a distinctive connection to the divine did not solidify until 

the sixth/twelfth century when they were consistently used as intermediaries to God. 

The Quest for Islamic Unity and Consensus in the Third/Ninth Century 

 The early ʿAbbāsid period (132/749-218/833) saw the initial stages of the 

crystallization of what would become full-fledged sectarian identities within the Islamic 

community.  On one side were the proto-Sunnī, those who in the second/eighth and 

third/ninth centuries defined their identity in terms of adherence to the sunna of the Prophet.  

This included advocacy of the authority of the ḥadīth, an evolving commitment to the 

righteousness of the early Muslim community, and the “rectitude of the Prophet’s first 

successors.”320  Reverence for the memory of the first caliph, Abū Bakr (r. 11/632-13/634), 

and the second, ʿUmar (r. 13/634-23/644), was unquestioned among the proto-Sunnī, 

however, the status of ʿUthmān and the fourth caliph ʿAlī (r. 35/656-40/661) as righteous 

successors to the Prophet continued to be debated well into the third/ninth century.  Some 

proto-Sunnī recognized the legitimacy of Abū Bakr, ʿUmar, and ʿUthmān, while others 

also included ʿ Alī.  The order in which these caliphs were to be ranked in terms of righteous 

                                                 
320 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ʿAbbāsids: The Emergence of the 

Proto-Sunnī Elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1. 
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merit was also an issue during this period.321  Although all four caliphs would eventually 

be recognized by the Sunnī as legitimate with their religious merit coinciding with the 

sequence of their caliphates, this consensus was slow in coming.   

 As Muhammad Qasim Zaman notes of the importance of the issue, “It was in terms 

of the rectitude and righteousness of all four of the immediate successors of the Prophet 

that the Sunnī world view eventually came to be defined.”322  Closely related to the status 

of the successors to the Prophet is the reconciliation of the ṣaḥāba (the Companions of the 

Prophet) who participated on one side or the other in the first civil war which, arguably, 

began with the assassination of ʿUthmān.  These Companions were, after all, the only 

source for the sunna of the Prophet and their reliability as transmitters, including their 

probity as Muslims, was crucial to the body of ḥadīth on which the articulation of much of 

Sunnī Islam depended.323  The effort by religious scholars in the third/ninth century to 

achieve consensus on the issue of the Rāshidūn is evident in much of their literary output 

as will be discussed below. 

The issue of the Rāshidūn was much more complicated than a Sunnī-Shīʿī divide; in 

addition to the ʿAlīd opposition, scholars were trying to convince would-be Sunnīs of the 

rectitude of all of the first four caliphs.  There are two other groups during this period who 

held particular views on the righteousness of the early successors – the ʿUthmāniyya and 

the Murjiʿa.  The ʿUthmāniyya “represented the cause of ʿUthmān against attacks from the 

                                                 
321 Zaman, 1. 
322 Ibid., 52. 
323 For a list of which Companions took which side in the internal conflicts from 11-40/632-661 see Scott 

Lucas, Constructive Critics, Ḥadīth Literature, and the Articulation of Sunnī Islam: The Legacy of the 

Generation of Ibn Saʿd, Ibn Māʿīn, and Ibn Ḥanbal (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 226-238. 
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partisans of ʿAlī; in doing so the former also affirmed the legitimacy of ʿUthmān’s two 

predecessors, Abū Bakr and ʿUmar.”324  This group was, early on, critical of ʿAlī, but this 

attitude was softened by the time al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 255/868-9) wrote his Kitāb al-ʿUthmāniyya.  

The book itself contains almost nothing on ʿ Uthmān, but rather is a point-by-point, rational, 

side-by-side comparison of Abū Bakr and ʿAlī, refuting the ʿAlīd’s contention of the 

superiority of ʿAlī over the first three caliphs.325  The book does not, however, in any way 

denigrate the fourth caliph.  Alison Zahniser argues that the Kitābʿal-Uthmāniyya was 

written during the caliphate of al-Maʿmūm (r.197/813-218/833) and likely commissioned 

by him.326  Al-Ma’mūn famously appointed as his successor the eighth Shīʿī Imam, ʿAlī 

al-Rida, a move generally regarded by modern scholars as an attempt at conciliation with 

the increasingly vocal Shīʿī community.327  The appointment underscores the political as 

well as religious need for unity in the Islamic community.  

The second group, the Murjiʿa, recognized the legitimacy of the first two caliphs but 

deferred to God judgment on the sinfulness of ʿUthmān and ʿAlī, as well as on other 

Companions involved in the civil war.  As Zaman puts it, “The Murjiʿa refused to take the 

side of either ʿUthmān or ʿAlī, and sought on this basis a broad reconciliation of mutually 

antagonistic groups.”328  Although this group had attitudes in common with the proto-

Sunnī, including a reluctance to assign culpability to the Companions, many of the proto-

                                                 
324 Zaman, 56. 

325 Alison Howard Mathias Zahniser, “The ʿUthmaniya of al-Jahiz: An Analysis of Content, Method, and 

Sources” (PhD diss., Johns Hopkins University, 1973), 31. 
326 Zahniser, 8-26. 
327 Michael Cooperson, Al Ma’mun (Oxford: OneWord, 2005), 58-66. 
328 Zaman, 59. 
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Sunnī “severely opposed” the Murjiʿa during this period.329  The issue then was not only 

one of potential religious unity, but also the very real need to eliminate an on-going source 

of strife in the community.  At the same time, there was considerable friction among the 

ʿAlīds over the legitimacy of the first three caliphs.  The majority of the partisans of ʿAlī, 

the group that would become the Twelver or Imāmī Shīʿa, rejected outright the legitimacy 

of the first three caliphs. For them, ʿ Alī is the successor to the Prophet.  The Zaydīs, another 

group of partisans of ʿAlī, recognized Abū Bakr and ʿUmar, but considered ʿAlī superior 

to them.330   

Contention between the Alīds and the proto-Sunnī was not, of course, limited to the 

issue of the Rāshidūn.  As late as the first decades of the fifth/eleventh century, there was 

“considerable discussion” among the ʿAlīds as to the completeness of the Qur’ān codified 

by ʿUthmān concerning purported omissions from the Muslim scripture instigated by the 

enemies of ʿ Alī.  There was, however, by this time, consensus that nothing had been added.  

Specifically, they claimed missing were the verses extolling ʿAlī as well as any references 

to his imamate.331  Rejection of the ʿUthmānic codex was based, in large part, on the 

tradition that ʿAlī collected the Qur’ān immediately after the death of the Prophet.  Rather 

                                                 
329 Ibid., 60. 
330 Zaman, 43. 
331 Moojan Momen, An Introduction to Shi’i Islam: The History and Doctrines of Twelver Shi’ism (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 172.  Joseph Eliash argues that there was a juridical discussion 

among Imamī Shiʿa jurists but “it is beyond any doubt that at least as early as Kulīnī (d. 329/940), the 

Uthmanic codex had been accepted by Imami jurists.” Joseph Eliash, “The Shīʿite Qur’ān: a 

Reconsideration of Goldziher’s Interpretation,” Arabica 16 (1969): 24. Hossein Moderressi argues that the 

Prophet himself collected the Qur’ān and that the collection ḥadīth were fabricated by Sunnī scholars 

attempting to answer claims of the superiority of ʿAlī’ b. Abī Ṭālib. The collection accounts, which 

pointedly exclude ʿAlī’s participation, were part of an “anti-Shīʿite polemic.” Hossein Modarressi, 

"Debates on the Integrity of the Qur’ān: A Brief Survey," Studia Islamica 77 (1993): 21. 
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than ignoring or blatantly denying ʿAlīd claims, third/ninth-century religious scholars 

included this tradition in a number of Sunnī texts. The report continued to be included in 

works on the Qur’ān as late as the ninth/fifteenth century. Ibn Saʿd (d. 230/845) includes 

the report in his biography of ʿAlī in his Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā: 

Ibn ʿAwn heard from Muḥammad who said: I was informed that ʿAlī delayed in 

his allegiance to Abī Bakr, so Abū Bakr came to him and said: Do you dislike my 

rule (imāra)?  (ʿAlī) said: No, but I have refrained for two days from putting on 

my cloak except to pray, until I collect al-Qur’ān.  And Muḥammad (the narrator) 

said: They claimed he wrote it as it was revealed (ʿalā tanzīlihi).  Muḥammad 

said: If that manuscript (al-Kitāb) was obtained then it would be [a source of] 

knowledge.  Ibn ʿAwn said: So I asked ʿIkrima about that manuscript but he did 

not know it.332 

 

Ibn Saʿd’s inclusion of the last part of this report, which implicitly questions the existence 

of this muṣḥaf, appears to discount the trustworthiness of this account about the first 

collection of the Qur’ān. That Ibn Saʿd included a less-than-reliable Tradition in a work 

meant to highlight the reliability of ḥadīth transmitters is not particularly surprising.  The 

format, however, is unusual.  Generally, when an author included a report that was in 

circulation but that he considered suspect, he followed the report with his or someone else’s 

opinion that the tradition was unsound or weak.  Indeed, al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505) does just 

that when he includes this very tradition in the section on the collection of the Qur’ān in 

his al-Itqān fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān.  He follows the report about ʿAlī collecting the Qur’ān 

after the death of the Prophet with the opinion of Ibn Hajjar (d. 852/1448) that this ḥadīth 

is weak (ḍaʿīf).333 Ibn Saʿd’s more subtle approach in the third/ninth century, when a 

                                                 
332 Muhammad Ibn Saʿd, Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā (Beirut: Dar Beirut, Dār Ṣādir, 1957), 2:238.  
333 Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Abī Bakr al-Suyūṭī, al-Itqān fī ʿUlūm al-Qur’ān (Cairo: Maktaba al-

Ṣafā, 2006), 1:164. 



 

 

 

 

 110 

unified Muslim community was seen by many to still be in the realm of the possible, 

suggests that he may have included the report about ʿ Alī’s collection of the Qur’ān, without 

an outright denial of the reliability of the Tradition, in order to placate the ʿAlīds.334 

 ʿAlī’s Qur’ān was not the only candidate for orthodoxy during this early period.  As 

discussed an earlier chapter of this study, several pre-codification Qur’ānic texts survived 

ʿUthmān’s order that all unauthorized versions of the Qur’ān be destroyed.335  Abū ʿUbayd 

(d. 223/838) gives much (negative) attention to the muṣḥaf of the Companion ʿAbd Allāh 

ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/653) compiled by him before the codification by ʿUthmān.  Ibn Masʿūd 

was a respected ḥadīth transmitter and expert on the Qur’ān in Kufa and, likely because of 

his location, his muṣḥaf became the preferred Qur’ān of the Shīʿa.336    It was certainly no 

secret that other “unofficial” versions of the Qur’ān were in circulation, although how 

widely is impossible to tell. So, even the status of the text of the official Qur’ān was not 

completely secure during this period.337 

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān and the Muṣḥaf 

ʿUthmān is forever linked to the muṣḥaf, in part, by his own efforts to codify the 

Islamic scripture and, in part, by the prominence of the muṣḥaf in many of the literary 

accounts of his assassination.  Muslim tradition divides ʿ Uthmān’s contentious twelve-year 

                                                 
334 The publication of the collection and codification ḥadīth helped to solidify the status of the Rāshidūn, 

and, especially of ʿUthmān.  See Chapter One of this study. 
335 For a comprehensive treatment of these texts see Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of 

the Quran: The Old Codices (Leiden: Brill, 1937). 
336 Jeffery includes a list, sūra – by-sūra, of the variations from the official reading, 23-113. 
337 Al-Nadīm (d. 377/987) lists six books which specifically addressed and detailed the variations, mostly 

regional, between maṣāḥif. Abū al-Faraj Muhammad ibn Isḥāq al-Nadīm, The Fihrist: A Tenth Century AD 

Survey of Islamic Culture, ed. and trans. Bayard Dodge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 79. 
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caliphate into six good years and six bad years with the dividing mark being his loss of the 

Prophet’s signet ring.338  One of the most important accomplishments of ʿUthmān’s reign 

occurred on the cusp of this dividing line – the canonization of the Qur’ān.  Although the 

date is not certain, it is meaningful that the codification project was carried out in the 

middle of his reign since it was considered positive by most Muslims, while at the same 

time, it was criticized by others and was indeed an issue verbalized by those besieging 

ʿUthmān’s house before his assassination.339  According to most accounts, the codification 

of the Qur’ān was prompted by Hudhayfa, a general recently returned to Medina from 

campaigning in Armenia and Azerbaijan.  The general reported to the Caliph that his Syrian 

soldiers were reciting the Qur’ān differently from his Iraqi soldiers and he feared that these 

differences would eventually lead to disunity in the Muslim community.  Using the Qur’ān 

collected by Abū Bakr as a source text, ʿUthmān ordered the production of a number of 

identical copies of the officially-approved Qur’ān, and sent a codex to the capitals of the 

provinces along with an order that all other written Qur’āns, partial or complete, be 

destroyed.340 

                                                 
338 Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphates: The Islamic Near East from the sixth to 

eleventh century (London: Longman, 1986), 72.  This event is related by al-Ṭabarī.  Al-Ṭabarī, The History 

of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XV, The Crisis of the Early Caliphate,  trans. R. Stephen Humphreys (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 1990), 62-64. 
339 Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā al-Balādhurī, Ansāb al-Ashrāf (Baghdad: Yuṭlabu min Maktaba al-Muthannā, nd), 

5:62-63.  The quotation at the beginning of chapter two of this study is ʿUthmān’s response to the 

besiegers’ accusations that he destroyed the Word of God. 
340 Hugh Kennedy notes, “That he should organize this process was an important sign of his authority over 

the whole community.” Kennedy, 71. 
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Medieval Muslim sources present the codification project as a necessary means of 

keeping the geographically, ethnically, and linguistically expanding community united.341  

Al-Ṭabarī (d. 311/923) includes the collection and codification reports in the introduction 

to his monumental Tafsīr (commentary on the Qur’ān).  As described and elaborated on in 

a previous chapter, the historian and religious scholar followed the reports with his 

impression of the importance of the codification project: 

He [ʿUthman] united them over one manuscript, one recitation style and destroyed 

the various manuscripts that had been collected.  And he decided that all who had 

a manuscript of the Qur’ān different from the [official] manuscript should tear it 

up.  The community was in harmony in their obedience.  They saw that what he 

had done was sensible conduct and the correct way.342  

 

Al-Ṭabarī’s declaration of ʿUthmān’s actions as “sensible conduct and the correct way” 

suggests that the Muslim community, even by the end of the third/ninth century, was not 

in complete agreement about the probity of ʿUthmān or his muṣḥaf.  It also reflects the 

attitude of scholars that the muṣḥaf could be used to unify the Community in the third/ninth 

century just as it had in the first/seventh century. 

 The new Qur’ān was not, however, universally welcomed and objections to the 

codification by prominent Companions in the first/seventh century are related in 

third/ninth-century sources.  The most vocal opponent to the codification project was the 

                                                 
341 Cf. Muḥammad ibn Ismāʿīl al-Bukhari, Ṣaḥīḥ al- Bukhārī  (Gujranwala: Sethi Straw Board Mills, 

1971), 6:479. Abū Jafʿar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Jāmiʻ al-bayān ʻan taʼwīl al-Quʼrān  (Miṣr: 

Muṣṭafá al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1968), 1:28. Tayeb El-Hibri compares the impetus for the codification to the 

story of Babel. Apparently, Armenia was the apex of conquest when discord occurred.  He says the story of 

discord among the troops “could well have been inspired by the biblical story of the tower of Babel and the 

beginning of discord in language among the builders as they reached the peak.”  Tayeb El-Hibri, Parable 

and Politics in Early Islamic History: The Rashidun Caliphs (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2010), 132. 
342 Al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 1:28.  
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Companion Ibn Masʿūd (d.33/654), and Abū ʿUbayd, Ibn Ḥanbal, and Ibn Saʿd all include 

details of Ibn Masʿūd’s objections in their written works.  As related by these third/ninth-

century scholars, Ibn Masʿūd’s opposition to the new Qur’ān had less to do with the Caliph 

than with those chosen to carry out the project, a project that did not include him. 

ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd was preaching to us when [the command about] al-

maṣāḥif was ordered.  He mentioned deceptions (al-ghulūl) then said: Indeed, 

whoever deceives will bring [his] deception on the Day of Judgment.  They have 

deceived [about] al-maṣāḥif.  I recite according to the recitation of the one I love 

(the Prophet).  It is more preferable to me than reciting according to the recitation 

of Zayd ibn Thābit.  But for Him there is no other God.  I took from the 

Messenger of God some seventy sūras when Zayd ibn Thābit was a boy with two 

side locks343 playing with boys.  Then he said: But for Him there is no other God.  

If I knew anyone who knows the Book of God better than me, and if the camels 

could reach him, then I would go to him.  Then ʿAbd Allāh left and Shaqīq (the 

narrator) said: I have sat in the [learning] circles of the Companions of the 

Messenger of God and those of others, but I have not heard anyone refute what he 

said.344 

 

Tayeb El-Hibri notes of Ibn Masʿūd’s objections to the codification, “In the long list of 

transgressions by ʿ Uthmān, there is no mention of a dispute over accepting a particular sūra 

or āya (verse) even though there are other disputes revolving around the details of ritual or 

sunna.”345  

 That ʿUthmān’s reign was contentious is undeniably evidenced by his 

assassination at the hands of fellow Muslims, some of whom were prominent members of 

                                                 
343 On this fascinating accusation see Michael Lecker, "Zayd B. Thābit, ‘a Jew with Two Sidelocks’: 

Judaism and Literacy in Pre-Islamic Medina.," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 56, no. 4 (Oct., 1997). 

344 Muḥammad Ibn Saʿd, Al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā. (Beirut: Dar Beirut, 1957). 2:243-4. See also Ibn Ḥanbal, 

1:414-15 and Abū ʿUbayd, 155. 
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the community.346  Criticism of his reign centers on the political favoritism shown to 

members of his own clan, including the appointment of family members to provincial 

governorships and his refusal to punish family members for blatant infractions of Islamic 

law.  The denunciation of ʿUthmān during his reign culminated in his assassination in 

35/656.347  Although there were discontented groups in nearly every part of the Empire (so 

what we have is a martyr who was difficult to construct), the impetus for the assassination 

began when the caliph replaced the popular governor of Egypt with one more inclined to 

send surplus revenues from the province to Medina.  A large group of the discontented 

marched to Medina and presented their grievances whereupon ʿUthmān assured them that 

the situation would be rectified and sent them home.  On the road home, the Egyptians 

reportedly intercepted a message from the caliph to his men in Egypt ordering the deaths 

of the malcontents upon their arrival.  They then returned to Medina, surrounded ʿ Uthmān’s 

compound and demanded that he step down as caliph.  The many accounts of the siege 

differ as to the exact circumstances and degradation of talks that led to the assassination as 

well as to the names of those directly involved in the murder.  El-Hibri notes that the history 

of ʿUthmān’s reign describes, “nepotism, stubbornness, a weak will, and duplicity,” but 

“all these shortcomings are in the end overshadowed by the scene of the caliph’s murder, 

which sways the sympathy decisively toward the caliph in Islamic historical memory.”348  

While this is undoubtedly the case, I argue that third/ninth-century accounts of the Caliph’s 

                                                 
346 There are many versions of the assassination and include various instigators and attackers.  Several of 

these accounts are discussed below. 
347 For a concise description of the many issues surrounding the discontent of many during ʿUthmān’s 

reign, see Kennedy, 70-75. 
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assassination, which placed an open Qur’ān at the scene, on which ʿUthmān’s blood was 

spilled, were intended not only to rehabilitate ʿUthmān, but also to emphasize the 

correctness of the written Qur’ān officially in circulation – the ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf.  

The Assassination Accounts 

ʿUthmān was not, of course, the only member of the first generation of Muslims in 

need of rehabilitation.  The participants in his assassination as well as those Companions 

who had taken part in the battle between ʿAlī and ʿĀ’isha after ʿUthmān’s death were also 

problematic for the majority of Muslims who depended on the probity of these men and 

women as transmitters of the sunna of the Prophet.  According to Scott Lucas, “Sunnī 

solutions” to the issue of the ṣaḥāba and fitna was “the harmonization between the warring 

ṣaḥāba.”349  The most obvious solution for religious scholars was the production of faḍā’il 

(excellences) literature on specific individuals.  The Muṣannaf of Ibn Abī Shayba (d. 

235/849) is the earliest extant hadith collection to have chapters devoted to the excellences 

of particular individuals.  Two of his students, Muslim (d. 261/875) and al-Bukhāri (d. 

256/870) followed his precedence and included chapters in their Ṣaḥīḥ.350  The third/ninth-

century response to first/seventh-century issues was not limited to the faḍā’il genre.  The 

strategy spilled over into many areas of literary output including biography and history.   

In order to present all of the first four caliphs as Rightly-Guided, it was necessary 

to rehabilitate the very problematic and controversial ʿUthmān.  Although the story of 

losing the Prophet’s ring was an early attempt to mitigate or at least explain the 
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questionable decisions made by ʿUthmān during his reign, little else could be done to 

redeem his caliphate, short of omitting his widely-reported transgressions.  The key to his 

rehabilitation, then, was in his death.351   

 Ibn Saʿd includes just enough of ʿUthmān’s caliphate to explain the revolt against 

him,352 the inclusion of which was necessary to explain the murder.  As for the 

assassination, Heather Keaney notes that Ibn Saʿd “seems intent on labeling the revolt a 

fitna and ʿUthmān a martyr.”353  Significantly, Ibn Saʿd devotes a separate section to 

ʿUthmān’s death entitled, “The Account of the Murder of ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān.”354  

From al-Wāqidī: Muhammad ibn Abī Bakr (the son of the first Caliph) reached 

ʿUthmān by climbing from the house of ʿAmrū ibn Ḥazm, and with him was 

Kināna ibn Bishr ibn ʿAtāb and Sawdān ibn Ḥamrān and ʿUmar ibn al-Ḥamaq.  

They found ʿUthmān with his wife Nā’ila, and he was reading sūra al-Baqara 

from the muṣḥaf.  Muhammad ibn Abī Bakr went toward them and he took hold 

of ʿUthmān by his beard and said, “May God disgrace you, O hyena.” ʿUthmān 

said, “I am not a hyena but a servant of God and the Commander of the Faithful.”  

Muhammad said, “Muʿāwiya nor anyone else has been of use to you.”  ʿUthmān 

said, “O son of my brother, let go of my beard, for your father would not have 

seized what you have seized.”  Muhammad said, “What I want to do with you is 

more severe than my seizing of your beard.”  ʿUthmān said, “I seek God’s help 

against you.”  Then [Muhammad] stabbed him in the forehead with the broad 

head of an arrow that he had in his hand and Kināna ibn Bishr ibn ʿAtāb raised 

some iron-headed arrows that were in his hand and stabbed ʿUthmān with them at 

the base of his ear, wounding him clear through his throat.  Then he fell upon him 

with his sword until he killed him. 

 

                                                 
351 On the ways medieval scholars used ʿUthmān’s assassination see Keaney, passim. 
352 Keaney, 29. 
353 Ibid., 38. 
354 Ibn Saʿd, 3:72-75.  The account I include is actually the second account in the Ṭabaqāt; the first account 

is almost entirely the discussions that took place between ʿUthmān and his people concerning the Caliph’s 

options during the siege.  The murder, in that report, begins with the beard pulling by Ibn Abī Bakr and 

ends a sentence later with “They gathered around and killed him.” 3:73. 
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ʿAbd al-Raḥman ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz said, I heard Ibn Abī ʿAwn say Kināna ibn 

Bishr struck his forehead and hit his head with an iron rod, and he fell forward 

face-down and Sawdān ibn Ḥamrān al-Murādī beat him after he had fallen and 

killed him.  As for ʿAmr ibn al-Hamiq, he jumped on ʿUthmān then sat on his 

chest until he was just barely alive.  Then he stabbed him nine times and he 

(ʿAmr) said, “It was three times that I stabbed him for God’s sake and six times I 

stabbed him because of what was against him in my heart.”  

 

From al-Wāqidī who reports that al-Zubayr ibn ʿAbd Allah heard this report from 

his grandmother who said: when ʿUthmān was struck with the iron-headed arrows 

he said, “Bismillah, I have trusted in God,” and then the blood flowed onto his 

beard and dripped.  The muṣḥaf was between his hands (or in front of him) and he 

leaned onto his left side and said, “Praise be to God Almighty.”  When he was 

thus, he read the muṣḥaf and the blood spilled onto the muṣḥaf until the blood 

stopped flowing where it says, “But God will suffice thee against them for he is 

All-Hearing and All-Knowing.” (Q 2:137) Then he grasped the muṣḥaf and 

altogether with one blow, they beat him.  By God as my father, he greeted the 

night (death) in prostration.355 
  

The account is not long (compared to al-Ṭabarī) and Ibn Saʿd includes only one complete 

account of the assassination.  The assassination scene begins by emphasizing the caliph’s 

piety.  Rather than coming upon ʿUthmān during prayer or reciting the Qur’ān, both 

activities that the devout Muslim performs several times a day, the rebels find the caliph 

not only with but using the written scripture which he codified.  The placement strategy 

here is two-fold.  First, it immediately brings to mind one of the most positive aspects of 

ʿUthmān’s caliphate- the codification project which was instigated to ensure the unity of 

                                                 
355 Ibn Saʿd, 3:73-4. There are four short reports that follow which provide minor details of the event from 

various sources such as snippets of conversations or that he was killed on a Friday. 3:74-5. The 

assassination is followed immediately by a section on the Caliph’s piety: “The Account of ʿUthmān reciting 

the Qur’ān on His Knees;” Ibn Saʿd, 3:75-76.  Keaney translates this section title as ʿUthmān Reading the 

Qur’ān on His Knees, fn 136 on page 148, but the word “Qur’ān” is used instead of “muṣḥaf,” which 

indicates he is reciting and not reading. 
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the Muslim community – a unity that the rebels were blatantly threatening. Second, placing 

a material object at the scene provides physical evidence of ʿUthmān’s piety.  Had the 

caliph been praying or reciting the Qur’ān, interruption by the rebels would have caused 

ʿUthmān to cease this activity and any reminder to the assassins or the reader of the caliph’s 

Islamic piety would have been immediately eliminated.  But even when ʿUthmān stops 

reading, the book remains.   

Ibn Saʿd presents the actual murder in three consecutive reports.  But rather than 

different versions, these accounts provide escalating levels of detail of the murder, each 

one more violent and certainly more gruesome than the one before.  Finally, in the last 

report the blood itself is described; it flows and it drips in very close proximity to the 

muṣḥaf lying open next to the caliph.  ʿUthmān leans onto his left side, possibly to avoid 

polluting the sacred text with his blood.  Remarkably, while he was being murdered, he did 

not pray or recite the Qur’ān – both activities one would expect from a dying Muslim; he 

read the muṣḥaf.  But by this point, his blood was flowing so profusely he could not help 

but bleed onto the sacred book.  ʿUthmān’s last act in life was to grab hold of the scripture 

which he had ordered codified.  His was a last grasp at the unity of the community as 

symbolized by the canonized muṣḥaf.   

Like Ibn Saʿd, ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 290/903) seeks to present 

ʿUthmān as a martyr and to centralize the muṣḥaf in the martyrdom as a means of reminding 

the reader of ʿ Uthmān’s association with the canonized scripture. The Faḍā’il ʿ Uthmān ibn 
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ʿAffān by ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal356 is a very short work which, in many ways, 

makes the writer’s agenda easier to detect.  The book has just 155 reports, many of which 

are prophetic ḥadīth attesting to ʿUthmān’s excellences as a Muslim.  Significantly, the 

book begins with a ḥadīth in which Muhammad is exhorting a Companion to stand by 

ʿUthmān when the fitna begins and states explicitly throughout the beginning of the work 

that fitna will befall the community during ʿUthmān’s caliphate and that he will be unjustly 

killed.357  The account of the assassination is long and begins with the exchange ʿUthmān 

had with the rebels; the conversation, of course accomplished nothing – neither deposition 

on the part of the Caliph nor dispersal on the part of the rebels. 

He (ʿUthmān) had seen in a dream the Prophet say, “Break the fast with us 

tonight.”358  Then ʿUthmān opened the door and put the muṣḥaf before him (lit. 

between his hands).  Al-Ḥasan claims that Muhammad ibn Abī Bakr went up to 

him and grabbed hold of his beard.  ʿUthmān said, you have handled me in a way 

that Abū Bakr would not have.”  Then [Muhammad] went out and left him. 

Then another man went up to him (ʿUthmān) and said, “Between you and me is 

the Book of God Almighty.”  Then he went out and left him.  Then another man 

went up to (ʿUthmān) and said, “Between you and me is the Book of God 

Almighty.”  The muṣḥaf was before him, then he (the attacker) fell upon him with 

his sword but (ʿUthmān) protected himself with his hand which was cut.  I do not 

know if it was severed completely or just cut.  Then he said, “By God this is the 

first hand that wrote the Qur’ān (al-mufaṣṣal).  Then a man called the Black 

Death, went up to him and choked him and choked him.  He went out but not 

before striking him with his sword and saying, “By God, I did not see a thing but 

                                                 
356 ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal, Faḍā’il ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān (Jedda: Dār Mājid ʿAsīrī, 2000). It is 

unclear which of the works of Ibn Ḥanbal were set down in writing by him or after his death by his son 

ʿAbd Allah. In this work, however, it seems clear that the son is responsible for the writing of the work and 

possibly for its composition as the isnāds of many reports begin with “my father related to me.”  The 

modern edition of this work is indeed attributed to the son, but oddly, Keaney attributes the book to the 

father, going so far as to assign to it the name of the father as the author in her bibliography even though 

she uses the Jedda (2000) edition. 
357 Keaney makes this point., 41. 
358 The report immediately following the assassination account confirms that the Caliph was indeed fasting 

that day, and that he also had the muṣḥaf in front of him. ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad, 106. 
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that I might reach out to him from behind and by God, I throttled him until I saw 

his soul, like the soul of a jinn, shaking in his body.” 

In a ḥadīth other than the one from Abī Saʿīd, it says that al-Tujībī went to 

ʿUthmān and noticed that the blood splashed onto this verse (2:137).  It (the 

blood) is still on the muṣḥaf; it has not been scraped off. 359 

 

This account of the assassination also begins with a reference to the piety of 

ʿUthmān, but in this instance the confirmation comes directly from the Prophet himself 

who has not only predicted the caliph’s death on that day but also has stated specifically 

that ‘ʿUthmān will indeed be spending eternity in paradise with Muhammad. In this 

version, ʿUthmān is not passively reading the muṣḥaf when the attackers enter.  Instead, 

the caliph actively opens the door, and puts the muṣḥaf between himself and the assailants, 

deliberately creating a sacred barrier between himself and his attackers. This strategy was 

effective on two points.  It served, at least temporarily, to keep the rebels at bay by 

reminding them – and the reader - of its contents which forbids the killing of a Muslim 

except in exceptional circumstances.360 Additionally, it reminds the reader of ʿUthmān’s 

association with and, indeed, authority over the written Islamic scripture.  Then the 

association of ʿ Uthmān with the muṣḥaf is made explicitly, “This is the first hand that wrote 

the Qur’ān.”361  Although the author includes only one version of the assassination, he goes 

out of his way to include a separate report relating the caliph’s blood spilling onto the 

muṣḥaf.  This report goes even further, stating that this muṣḥaf is still extant; there is 

physical evidence of the events: the blood of the martyr on the pages of the muṣḥaf with 

                                                 
359 ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad, 104-5. 
360 See Q 5:35-7. 
361 ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad, 105.  



 

 

 

 

 121 

which he preserved the unity of the Muslim community.  So, the author reminded the 

Muslim community, this muṣḥaf still exists and with it the possibility of a unified Islam.   

 The last account to be examined here is from a less overtly religious work which 

was written by a scholar with close association to the ʿAbbāsid court and so could very 

well have had political motivations for his version of first/seventh-century events.  Keaney 

calls al-Balādhurī’s (d. 279/892) Ansāb al-Ashrāf “the first and last largely secular 

biographies of the first generation of Muslims.”362 In the Baghdad published edition, al-

Balādhurī allots 124 pages to the biography of ʿ Uthmān, 363  and presents his caliphate with 

all of the Caliph’s weaknesses and failings; it is a far cry from the pious individual 

portrayed by Ibn Saʿd and ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal.364  Al-Balādhurī’s focus is, 

instead, on the importance of respecting the baʿya, the oath of allegiance to the caliph.365  

While allegiance to the caliphate should ensure the unity of Muslims, the ʿAlīds continued 

to represent the greatest threat to the Islamic community and the ʿAbbāsid caliphate.  Still 

at issue at the end of the third/ninth century was the sequence and righteous merit of the 

first four caliphs and so al-Balādhurī could not leave ʿUthmān in the precarious state of 

remembrance produced by his caliphate which he had recounted in detail in Ansāb al-

Ashrāf. The author includes the assassination in a section of its own, “Narratives of 

                                                 
362 Keaney, 16. 
363 Aḥmad ibn Yaḥyā ibn Jābir al-Balādhurī, Ansāb al-Ashrāf (Baghdād: Yuṭlabu  min Maktabat al-

Muthannā, 1964), 5:1-124.  This edition has no footnotes, so this is 124 pages of original text. 
364 Keaney suggests, “This view was likely informed by al-Baladhuri’s close contact with the Abbasid 

court.  By portraying Uthman as a caliph, similar to the Abbasid caliphs with similar authority and 

temptations, al-Baladhuri reduces the ability to use the early Islamic period as a golden era with which to 

beat the current regime.” 30. 
365 Keaney, 43. 
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ʿUthmān and his Murder,”366 and begins the section stating that the caliph was fasting on 

the day he was killed, followed by several accounts of the dream he had about Muhammad, 

one of them stating specifically that the Prophet told ʿUthmān, You are a martyr (Anaka 

shāhidu) as well as the dream in which the Prophet told the Caliph he would be breaking 

his fast “with us.”367  

Al-Wāqidī said:368 Muhammad ibn Abī Bakr went up to ʿUthmān who was sitting 

with his hands at his sides and he took hold of his beard and said, “O, Hyena – 

Naʿthal (hyena) was a man of importance in Isfahan whose beard was very 

beautiful and so he compared ʿUthmān to him – Do you see how God has done 

this to you?” (ʿUthmān) replied, “Well, fear God, O son of my brother and let go 

of my beard.  Indeed, if your father were alive, he would not have taken this seat 

from me and he would not have taken hold of my beard.”  Muhammad said, 

“Indeed, my father, if he were alive and saw the deeds which you have done, he 

would rebuke you.”  Then ʿUthmān took the muṣḥaf and put it in his lap and said, 

“Servants of God, what is in here (the muṣḥaf) I will abide by, O God I swear to 

you and repent of all that you hate. O God, I swear.”  Muhammad ibn Abī Bakr 

said, “What! Now! And indeed, before this, thou didst disobey and thou were 

among the mischief makers.369” Then he raised a bundle of arrows that were in his 

hand and plunged them into him until they nicked his jugular vein, but it was not 

cut.  And (ʿUthmān) said, “Servants of God, Don’t kill me lest you will regret it 

and you are at odds with each other.”  Then Kināna ibn Bishr ibn ʿAttāb al-Tujībī 

raised an iron rod he had with him and struck (ʿUthmān’s) forehead with it.  Then 

he put it down and Sawdān ibn Ḥumrān al-Murādī, who is also called Saydān ibn 

Humrān struck him with his sword and the first drop of his blood trickled onto the 

muṣḥaf on (Q 2:137).  Then ʿAmr ibn Ḥamiq al-Khuzāʿī sat on his chest and 

stabbed him nine times with iron-tipped arrows that he had with him.  And ʿAmr 

used to say, “I stabbed him nine times and I knew he was dead after three of them 

but I stabbed him the last six times because of the rage and fury in myself toward 

him.”  And the people abandoned ʿUthmān and left the murdered man in his 

house for a day or two until four people, including his wife, carried him away.  

One of the four was Jabīr ibn Maṭʿam.370  

 

                                                 
366 Al-Balādhurī, 5:82. 
367 Ibid. 
368 There is no further isnād in this edition. 
369 Q 10:91. 
370 Al-Balādhurī, 5:82-83. 
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 Keaney argues that even in the assassination narrative, al-Balādhurī does little to defend 

ʿUthmān.  She bases this conclusion, in part, on the role the author assigns to the muṣḥaf 

during the murder.  Keaney argues that “the portrayal of ʿUthmān does not emphasize that 

he was fasting and praying, and it even shows him picking up the Qur’ān in self-defense 

rather than reading the Qur’ān when the murderers burst in (a visual illustration of how 

ʿulamā’ could view a caliph’s piety).”371  I suggest that putting the muṣḥaf in his lap is no 

different than putting the book in front of him as is done in the Faḍā’il ʿUthmān above.  

Whether or not this makes him appear more or less pious is beside the point.  What is 

significant is al-Balādhurī’s introduction of the muṣḥaf at the very beginning of the 

incident.  This account is the first of many version of the murder included in Ansāb al-

Ashrāf.  Several versions include the muṣḥaf, but this account is the first one in the section 

and it is notable that the in this report, the very first drop of the blood of ʿUthmān is spilled 

on the muṣḥaf.  The many versions of the assassination included by al-Balādhurī372 

underscores the agendas of Ibn Saʿd and ʿAbd Allah ibn Aḥmad; they had many versions 

of the events available to them, many of which demonstrated ʿUthmān piety and helped to 

solidify his place among the Rightly-Guided Caliphs.  But both writers, limiting their 

description of the martyrdom to just one version of events, chose accounts that included 

                                                 
371 Keaney, 43. 
372 Al-Balādhurī, 5:82-105.  This is one fifth of the biography of ʿUthmān.  He ends the section with three 

reports endorsing the sequence of the first caliphs and condemns criticizing or killing caliphs.  Keaney 

makes this point, 43.  Later in his entry for ʿUthmān al-Balādhurī adds a poignant detail about the muṣḥaf 

ʿUthmān was holding when he was killed. Under an entry on the Caliph’s son, Khālid, he reports that he 

was killed during the caliphate of his father. The muṣḥaf that was in ʿUthmān’s lap when he was killed 

belonged to his son. According to al-Wāqidī, Khālid was riding a mule in order to catch up to his father at 

Friday prayers when the mule dropped dead and Khālid was crushed beneath it. Al-Balādhurī, 5:116. 
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and even highlighted the role of the muṣḥaf and ʿUthmān’s closeness to it, both personally 

and historically.  

The Sixth/Twelfth Century 

 Like al-Balādhurī in the third/ninth century, al-Ṭabarī, writing in the fourth/tenth 

century, includes many versions of the assassination of ʿUthmān in his History,373 which 

was readily available to scholars in subsequent centuries.  By the late sixth/twelfth century 

the muṣḥaf was firmly established as a key element in the assassination of ʿUthmān.  

Although there were many versions available to Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1201), he relates only 

one full account of the murder in his al-Muntaẓam fī Tārīkh al-Mulūk wa al-Umam.  It 

appears that Ibn al-Jawzī’s account was pieced together from the many versions of the 

assassination related by al-Ṭabarī in his History.  

(During the siege) ʿUthmān took up the Qur’ān, weeping.  He prayed and held the 

muṣḥaf.  If he was tired he read from it.  Then the Egyptians came with fire and 

burned down the door while ʿUthmān was in prayer.  He had begun ṬaHa (the 

twentieth sūra of the Qur’ān) and he was not troubled by what he heard and he did 

not stir or stammer until he had finished. (Men come and go and) the last one 

demands the Caliph’s resignation, to which ʿUthmān replies, “I will not remove a 

shirt which God has put on me.”  Then al-Ghāfiqī went up to ʿUthmān and in his 

hand was a piece of iron, and he struck him in the head with it and his head split 

open and his blood flowed onto the muṣḥaf.  Then he (al-Ghāfiqī) kicked the 

muṣḥaf with his foot.  Then they all began to work together against (ʿUthmān) 

and Sawdān ibn Ḥumrān struck him and Nā’ila bint al-Farāfṣa (ʿUthmān’s wife) 

leapt up and, screaming, threw herself at the attacker.  Then she took the sword in 

her hand and (Sawdān) aimed at her and severed her fingers from her hand and 

then he killed ʿUthmān.  Then a slave of ʿUthmān leapt up and killed Sawdān, 

then Qutayra killed the slave and another slave jumped on Qutayra and killed him.  

Then they threw both of them (outside) and the dogs ate them.  ʿUthmān’s body 

was not washed, nor were his two slaves, but they (the plural not the dual) were 

martyrs and they (the two slaves) were buried next to ʿUthmān’s house.  Then 

                                                 
373 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XV, The Crisis of the Early Caliphate,  trans. R. Stephen 

Humphreys (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 181-223. 
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they plundered the household goods.  A man passed by ʿUthmān and his head was 

on the muṣḥaf, so he kicked his head with his foot removing it from the 

muṣḥaf.374  Then they took flight from the house.375 

 

The portrayal of ʿUthmān as a martyr seems to be the point of this narrative,376 but, as 

Keaney notes, “By this time the individual and collective image of the Companions’ 

righteousness had effectively become a point of doctrine,”377 and so there was no need to 

rehabilitate the reputation of ʿUthmān through a martyrdom narrative.  A different point is 

being made here.   

Ibn al-Jawzī, from all of the versions of the assassination available to him, 

deliberately pieced together an account in which the muṣḥaf is central.378  The prominence 

of the muṣḥaf as well as its new role in this account is remarkable.  Not only is the muṣḥaf 

being used in the traditional way as a means of demonstrating ʿUthmān’s piety – the caliph 

is physically close to the scripture and is consoled by its mere presence, but the book itself 

has become a victim of the violence perpetrated on the caliph. While al-Ṭabarī includes an 

account in which the muṣḥaf is kicked by one of the assailants, in his version the sacred 

book miraculously lands in the hands of ʿUthmān.379  Notably, in Ibn al-Jawzī’s 

sixth/twelfth-century version of events, although blood does fall onto the pages of the 

                                                 
374 Keaney translates this line as a man kicked the head and it landed on the Qur’ān.  She comments about 

the role of the muṣḥaf in this scene as a “linkage between the violence against the caliph and violence 

against religion.” 73. 
375 Abū al-Faraj ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʿAlī ibn al-Jawzī, Al-Muntaẓam fī Tārīkh al-Mulūk wa al-Umam 

(Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmīya, 1992), 5:55. 
376 Keaney makes this point, stating that no other sources develop the theme of martyrdom to this extent. 

73 
377 Keaney, 17. 
378 Keaney calls it “summarizing.” 17. 
379 Al-Ṭabarī, Crisis, 216. 
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muṣḥaf, there is no mention of the verse on which it is spilled which, in previous centuries, 

had been used as a not-so-subtle criticism of the Shīʿa.380  The most remarkable aspect of 

the muṣḥaf in this narrative is its direct and literal association with the bloody head of the 

caliph. This account strongly suggests that ʿUthmān’s head had been severed from his 

body, a detail not included in any third/ninth-century accounts of the murder.  But in the 

sixth/twelfth century, the head was lying on the open Qur’ān, and, apparently offending 

the pious sensibility of one of the attackers, the head was brutally kicked off of the sacred 

text.  To medieval Muslim readers, this would have immediately brought to mind the 

severed heads of two other martyrs: John the Baptist and Ḥusayn ibn ʿAlī.   

The Muṣḥaf and Sacred Material Culture 

 

Significantly, during this period, the heads of John the Baptist and the Prophet’s 

grandson Ḥusayn had attained the status of holy relic and both heads were closely 

associated with the muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān.  Mahmoud Ayoub notes, “In Islamic history, and 

especially in Shīʿī piety, the head of Ḥusayn played a role closely analogous to that of the 

cross in early medieval Christian history.  The Fatimids made it the crown of their great 

empire in Egypt, where the shrine which is supposed to house it stands to this day as the 

mosque of Ḥusayn.”381  The enshrinement of his martyrdom narrative in both Shīʿī and 

Sunnī communities began almost immediately after Ḥusayn was killed.  Al-Ṭabarī and al-

                                                 
380 Travis Zadeh remarks, “The blood beading up on this particular verse not only portentously 

foreshadows the sectarian divisions which come to plague the early community after ʿUthmān’s 

assassination, but also highlights the righteousness of ʿUthmān and his cause.” Zadeh, “Drops of Blood,” 

332. 
381 Mahmoud Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering: A study of the Devotional Aspects of ʿĀshūrā’ in Twelver 

Shīʿism (The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1978), 132-3. 
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Balādhurī describe in detail the first/seventh-century Battle of Karbalā at which the 

grandson of the Prophet was beheaded, and for the vast majority of the accounts, both 

historians rely on Kitāb Maqtal al-Ḥusayn by Abū Mikhnaf (d. 157/774) as their main 

source.382  

At the Battle of Karbalā, which took place on 10 Muḥarram 61/10 October 680, 

Ḥusayn ibn ʿAlī, the son of the fourth caliph and the grandson of the Prophet, and his small 

band of followers met the troops of Yazīd ibn Muʿāwiya (r.60/680-64/683), the second 

ʿUmayyad caliph.  Ḥusayn had been asked by his ʿAlīd supporters to challenge the 

ʿUmayyads for the caliphate, but they failed to provide the promised military assistance, 

leaving Ḥusayn vastly outnumbered at Karbalā.  The scene can be characterized more as a 

massacre than a battle that ended with Ḥusayn suffering multiple spear and arrow wounds, 

decapitation, and, finally, being trampled by horses.383  Al-Ṭabarī tells us that Ḥusayn had 

sustained thirty-three stab wounds and thirty-four blows and was alive until the last wound 

was inflicted.384   The number of wounds was less a testament to the constitution of Ḥusayn 

                                                 
382 D. De Smet, “La Translation du Ra’s al-Ḥusayn au Caire Fatimide,” in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, 

Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras, ed U. Vermeulen and D. De Smet (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1998): 31. This 

martyrdom narrative is now lost. 
383 For a full account of the battle and its context see Ali J. Hussain, “A Developmental Analysis of 

Depictions of Karbala in Early Islamic History,” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2001), 9-15 and 

Ayoub, 97-120. On the importance of Karbala to the Shīʿī community in South Asia see Syed Akbar 

Hyder, Reliving Karbala: Martyrdom in South Asian Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).  

On women’s participation in Karbala rituals in several countries including the United states see Kamran 

Scot Aghaie, The Women of Karbala: Ritual Performance and Symbolic Discourses in Modern Shiʿi Islam 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005). 
384 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XIX, The Caliphate of Yazīd b. Muʿāwiyah,  trans. I.K.A. 

Howard (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 161.  Al -Ṭabarī puts the Qur’ān codex 

almost at the center of the action.  On the day of the battle, after anointing himself with musk, al-Ḥusayn 

“called for a copy of the Qur’ān, which he put in front of him.  His followers fought fiercely in front of 

him…” Ibid., 121.  Just as ʿUthmān had done, Ḥusayn placed the Book of God between himself and his 

enemies.  It seems unlikely, however, that Ḥusayn would have expected any protection from a book, even 

the Qur’ān, that his status as the grandson of the Prophet did not provide. 
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than to the fact that no one on the battlefield wanted to be responsible for killing the 

grandson of the Prophet Muhammad.  Indeed, an order was specifically given to finish him 

by cutting off his head.385  The miracles associated with Ḥusayn’s head reportedly began 

on the very day it was separated from his body.  Khawalī ibn Yazīd, who took possession 

of the head immediately after the beheading, carried it to Kufa where he found the palace 

of the governor locked for the night.  Khawalī went to his own home and stashed the head 

under a wash tub.  One of his wives, horrified by what her husband had done, testified that 

she “began to see a light that spread like a pillar from the sky toward the washing tub and 

I saw white birds fluttering round it.” 386  The head was then carried to Damascus, beyond 

which its path is muddled and contradictory.  Some say the head went to Medina with 

Husayn’s son ʿAlī, while others say the head was returned to Karbala and reunited with the 

corpse of the martyr.  Finally, a number of important Traditions state that the head remained 

in Damascus and that Yazīd, out of remorse, gave the head to his son who washed it, 

anointed it with perfume, and interred it in the wall or rampart of the city, but there are 

various stories as to its exact location.  Some say it was buried in or near the wall of the 

caliphal palace and others say near the Bāb al-Farādīs (Gate of Paradise).387 

 The presumed presence of the head of Ḥusayn at Damascus demonstrates its early 

association with John the Baptist, revered by both Christians and Muslims. Shīʿī doctrine 

says that John not only announced the coming of Jesus, but also that of Ḥusayn.  Moreover, 

                                                 
385 Ibid., 160. 
386 Ibid., 164. 
387 De Smet, 32.  For the head’s journey to Cairo see Ibid., 32-43. 
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the two men had been martyred for defending justice and truth against the tyranny of 

injustice; they were both decapitated and their heads were presented on a plate after being 

profaned by an impious sovereign. “There is no doubt that the reconciliation between 

Yaḥyā (John) and Ḥusayn played a major role in the Islamisation of the great shrine of 

Damascus.”388 Several sources state that the caliph al-Walīd (r. 86/705-96/715), when 

transforming the Church of Saint John into a mosque, miraculously discovered the head of 

the Saint. It was found in a case in a basket on which was a label stating, “This is the head 

of Yaḥyā ibn Zakarīya”389 

 By the late sixth/twelfth century, one Muslim pilgrimage guide described seven 

different shrines which claimed to hold the head of Ḥusayn.390  Pilgrimages to all of these 

shrines were and are common, especially on ʿĀshūrā, the tenth of Muḥarram, the 

anniversary of Ḥusayn’s martyrdom at Karbala.  Rituals associated with the shrines include 

praying, weeping, kissing the ground, and animal sacrifice.391  In addition to the Great 

Mosque in Damascus, the head of John the Baptist is also claimed by the city of Aleppo, 

where it was purportedly transferred to the city’s citadel in 435/1043 and then the 

congregational mosque in 658/1260.  At both sites, at the shrines containing the head, 

Muslims sought blessing by touching it, kissing it, and making supplications.392  These are 

                                                 
388 De Smet, 33. 
389 Ibid., 33-4. 
390 Joseph W. Meri, The Cult of Saints among Muslims and Jews in Medieval Syria (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2002), 191.  The guide is the Ishārāt by al-Harawī. 
391 Meri, 194. 
392 Meri, 200-1.  For a discussion of the shrines associated with al-Ḥusayn and John the Baptist see 

Stephennie Mulder, The Shrines of the ʿAlids in Medieval Syria (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

2014). The author includes many color plates in this study. 
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exactly the same ritualistic activities which came to be associated with the ʿUthmānic 

Qur’ān codices. 

The Relics of the Prophet 

Because the Prophet’s sunna which includes his every word and deed was (and is) 

the exemplar for living an Islamic life, reports about the material objects with which he 

came into contact, including the bedding on which he slept and the mat upon which he 

prayed, were carefully preserved.393 Several personal objects belonging to Muhammad 

achieved the status of relic, although the process of sanctification of these items is not at 

all clear. Annemarie Schimmel notes that “veneration of the Prophet and the interest in 

even the smallest detail of his behavior and his personal life grew in the same measure as 

the Muslims were distanced from him in time.”394  The first generation of Muslims appears 

to have derived baraka (divine blessing) from material items associated with Muhammad. 

As Joseph W. Meri remarks, during his lifetime, “the Prophet’s person embodied baraka” 

and the Companions preserved the water he used to wash and used his saliva for healing.395  

 Third/ninth-century writers were careful to catalogue the physical items used by the 

Prophet, but such reports present these objects as instruments of sunna rather than items 

deserving of veneration in and of themselves.  In his biography of the Prophet, with which 

his Ṭabaqāt begins, Ibn Saʿd includes reports about these objects immediately following 

                                                 
393 Ibn Saʿd, 1:464-469. 
394 Annemarie Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger: The Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic 

Piety (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 32. 

395 Meri, 111.  Meri cites Schimmel, 76 for this.  Schimmel merely notes that it was mentioned in the 

 “maghāzī tales” and Tor Andrea (1918) Fn. 43 on 279.  
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the qualities (al-ikhlāq) of the Prophet and his physical description.396  In this section, Ibn 

Saʿd includes some thirty pages about the items regularly used by the Prophet.397  These 

include everything from his prayer mat to the cup from which he drank, as well as his 

swords and animals.  There are seventeen reports describing the Prophet’s bedding, but 

they are just that – descriptions of the materials of which his bedding was made and eye-

witness reports of the Prophet using it.398   

Some reports describe the origins of particular items, such as Muhammad’s 

swords,399 but there are only three instances of the items’ existence after the death of the 

Prophet.  The first one is a brief statement about the fate of the Prophet’s signet ring: it was 

worn by Abū Bakr, then ʿUmar, and then ʿUthmān, who lost it in the Well of Arīs.400  The 

Prophet’s wife, ʿ Ā’isha, famously reprimanded the Caliph ʿ Uthmān by publicly holding up 

Muhammad’s hair, shirt, and sandal and exclaiming, “How soon indeed you have forgotten 

the sunna of your Prophet and these, his hair, shirt, and sandal have not yet perished.”401  

In this case, the items themselves have no power save as a reminder of the guiding behavior 

                                                 
396 These include his piety as well as  such details as the way he walked, the foods he preferred, and the 

clothes he wore. Ibn Saʿd, 1:360-506.  These reports would, in the third ninth century, become a literary 

genre called shamā’il, on which see Schimmel, 32-55.  
397 Ibn Saʿd, I:464-506. 
398 Ibid., I:464-478. 
399 Ibid., I:485-7.  Wheeler includes a discussion on several centuries of references to the sword, 32-39. 

Regarding the swords and armor of the Prophet, “many of these items are preserved in the Topkapɪ 

Museum in Istanbul and are mentioned as having been included in the treasuries of the ʿAbbasid, Fatimid, 

Mamluk, and Ottoman dynasties.” Wheeler, 34. Wheeler argues that “The dispersal and collection of these 

remains represent different conceptions of territory based on a general model in which objects associated 

with the Prophet Muhammad are transported by his followers from Mecca to the various outposts of 

Islamic civilization.” 71 He shows how the relics were linked to pre-Islamic prophets and kings and the 

origins of human and Islamic civilization. 
400 Ibn Saʿd, I:472. 
401 Abbot, Aisha, 108.  Abbot cites al-Balādhurī, Ansāb. 
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of the Prophet.  The second instance is a report by a man who in 100/719 or 110/729 came 

in contact with a cobbler who claimed to have repaired the Prophet’s sandal when it was 

in the possession of one Fāṭima bint ʿUbayd Allāh ibn ʿAbbās .402   

The remaining reports about the sandals, which, or course, did become one of the 

more famous relics, are descriptions of the shoes themselves or in what circumstances the 

Prophet wore them.403  Miracles associated with these items are few and occur only when 

they are in the possession of Muhammad.  For instance, God removed an image of a ram’s 

head from Muhammad’s shield because the Prophet found it objectionable,404 and a well 

from which Muhammad drank overflowed.405  It appears that, in the early third/ninth 

century, the importance of these items was in the sunna of which they were a part. The 

prayer mat, the cup, the sandals of the Prophet and the like were merely tools used to 

express God’s will for living an Islamic life through the actions of the Prophet.  There is 

no mention, at this point in time, of Muslims deriving baraka from man-made material 

objects associated with the Prophet. 

 In “The Book of the Obligation of Khumus” (one-fifth of the war booty due to the 

Companions as decreed in the Qur’ān) in his Ṣaḥīḥ, al-Bukhārī includes a short section 

titled, “What has been said regarding the armor of the Prophet, his staff, sword, cup, and 

ring, and what the caliphs after him used of these things which had not been distributed, 

and also (what is said) about his hair, shoes, and utensils which were considered as blessed 

                                                 
402 Ibn Saʿd, I:479. 
403 Ibid., I:478-482. 
404 Ibid., I:489. 
405 Ibid., I:503. 
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things by his Companions and others after his death.”406  The section is short, containing 

only six reports, and several modern scholars have commented on the fact that the title of 

the section does not match its contents.407  There is no mention, for instance of the hair of 

the Prophet or of his staff, and the only utensil mentioned is the cup and how Muhammad 

repaired it.  What is of interest here, however, is al-Bukhārī’s phrase “[items] which were 

considered as blessed things by his companions and others after his death.”408 This section, 

however, does not include any report that even hints at the special nature of these items. 

This is presumably because al-Bukhārī was unable to locate any ḥadīth which suggested 

that these every-day items were sources of baraka for the first generation of Muslims.  The 

title of the section, however, suggests that, by the author’s lifetime, special qualities were 

being attributed to what would become the relics of the Prophet.   

According to Schimmel, the sandal of the Prophet was not mentioned in literature 

as a holy relic until the seventh/thirteenth century in Damascus,409 and so the third/ninth 

century was, or was close to, the initial period of the evolution from sacred object to 

miraculous relic with special powers.   This concept of “special qualities” of material items 

associated with Muhammad is reflected in the title of the section by al-Bukhārī but not in 

its contents.  Ibn Ḥanbal includes a tradition that there was no hair that fell from the head 

of the Prophet that was not collected by his followers.410 Al-Bukhārī and Muslim both 

                                                 
406 Al-Bukhārī, IV:218. 
407 Cf. Brannon Wheeler, 32 and David S. Margoliouth, “The Relics of the Prophet Mohammed,” The 

Moslem World 27 (1937), 21. 
408 “Yatabarraku aṣḥābuhu wa ghayruhum baʿda wafātihi,” Al-Bukhārī, IV:218. 
409 Schimmel, Muhammad, 40.  She does not cite a source for this. 
410 Wheeler, 72. 
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include a report that the prophet cut his hair after the pilgrimage and ordered it to be 

distributed to his Companions, male and female and according to ibn Hajjar (d. 852/1448) 

it was this distribution that started the tradition of the association of baraka with the hair of 

the Prophet.411  The late third/ninth-century ḥadīth compiler al-Tirmidhī (d. 279/892) 

follows the examples of his predecessors in his Shamā’il (Characteristics) of the Prophet; 

this was the first book of a new genre dedicated to describing and extolling the moral and 

physical superiority of Muhammad.412  Al-Tirmidhī describes the Prophet’s shoes (and in 

which order he put them on),413 and Muhammad’s hair (its length, texture, and how it was 

worn), but there is no mention of these items having special qualities or baraka.414  They 

are, again, merely part of the sunna of the Prophet.  

 Al-Ṭabarī also includes in his account of the life of Muhammad sections on the 

prophet’s physical description and his possessions.  He describes the Prophet’s camels, 

horses, and weapons,415 but like his predecessors, al-Ṭabarī presents the material aspects 

of the life of the Prophet in consideration of sunna only.  For example, the short section on 

the Prophet’s hair is primarily concerned with whether or not Muhammad dyed it.416  Al-

Ṭabarī does not mention any special qualities associated with the hair of the Prophet, nor 

does he mention the owners or locations of any of the items he describes. Significantly, al-

                                                 
411 Ibid. 
412 Schimmel, 33. 
413 Abū ʿĪsā Muḥammad ibn ʿĪsā al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamā’il  al-Muhammadīa Khaṣā’il Nabawī Sharḥ 

Shamā’il Tirmidhī trans. Muhammad bin ʿAbdurraḥmaan Ebrahim (Karachi: Idaratul Quran, 1993), 70-2. 
414 Al-Tirmidhī, 32-3.  Al-Titmidhi also includes sections on the prophets, clothing, ring, swords, and 

armor, 77-108. 
415 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume IX, The Last Years of the Prophet trans. Ismail K. 

Poonawala (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 148-55. 
416 Al-Ṭabarī, Volume IX, 160-61.  
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Ṭabarī relates the instructions given by the ʿUmayyad caliph Muʿāwīya (d. 61/680) for the 

treatment of his body after death. 

Muʿāwiya said during his last illness, “Indeed the Messenger of God clothed me 

with a shirt.  One day I held it up while he pared his nails.  I then took his parings 

and put them in a long-necked bottle.  So when I die clothe me in that shirt and 

cut up those parings, grind them up, and sprinkle them in my eyes and in my 

mouth.  Thus God must have mercy on me by their blessing (baraka).”417 

 

This appears to be the first extant literary reference to baraka being derived from items 

belonging to the Prophet after his death.418  It is important to note, however, that these are 

actual parts of the Prophet’s body and not man-made items, such as his sandals.   

 At issue during this period and the reason that material objects associated with the 

Prophet, while considered exceptional, were not imbued with extraordinary characteristics, 

I argue, was the troubling concept of intercession.419  The Qur’ān (2:256, the Throne Verse) 

states that no one can intercede with God “except with his permission.” This can, and has, 

been interpreted to mean that Muhammad was granted special status by God to intercede 

with Him on Muslims’ behalf.420  In the third/ninth century, the interpretation by religious 

scholars of the concept of intercession by Muhammad was limited to the Day of Judgment.  

The Prophet was not expected to grant, nor were Muslims expected to request, intercession 

for every-day, earthly burdens such as illness or drought.  To be clear, even when believers 

                                                 
417 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of al-Ṭabarī, Volume XVIII, Between Civil Wars: The Caliphate of Muʿāwiya, 

trans Michael G. Morony (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 212.  
418 Wheeler calls this report “unusual,” 72. 
419 Again, this applies to Sunnīs only. 
420 Schimmel, 83.  These attitudes would change dramatically in the 13th century due to the rise of the cult 

of the saints.  See chapter 4 and Christopher S. Taylor, In the Vicinity of Righteousness: Ziyāra and the 

Veneration of Muslim Saints in Late Medieval Egypt (Leiden: Brill, 1999). 
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were supplicating to Muhammad for intercession in the afterlife, Muslims were not 

venerating the physical body of the Prophet.  The Muʿtazilites in the third/ninth century 

took issue with the idea of Muhammad as intercessor because it contradicted the crucial 

principle of God’s absolute justice. “But on the whole the belief in his intercession became 

pivotal in Muslim religious life.”421  The upsurge of these types of activities involving the 

relics of the Prophet coincided with the rise of the veneration of the saints and the material 

objects associated with them, including not only graves but clothing and personal items, 

all of which were sought out by the faithful as intercessors to God.422  

The Muṣḥaf as Holy Relic 

By the sixth/twelfth century, rulers had the resources to obtain material objects 

associated with the Prophet and actively collected them for a number of reasons.  

Possession of Prophetic relics legitimized their rule with a physical connection back to the 

origins of Islam.  Ibn al-Jawzī describes an elaborate ceremony that took place in the year 

369/979.  The Shīʿī Buyid ruler ʿAḍud al-Dawla (d. 372/983) makes a great show of 

honoring the Sunnī ʿAbbāsid Caliph al-Ṭā’iʿ (r. 363/974-381/991) after he had asked the 

caliph to bestow upon him the title Tāj al-Mila (Crown of the Nation of Religion) and to 

place a jeweled crown on him: 

So he complied with the request.  Al-Ṭā’iʿ sat on the throne of the caliph in the 

heart of the Courtyard of Ceremony, surrounded by his private servants – nearly a 

                                                 
421 Schimmel, Muhammad, 85. Another intercessor is the Qur’an itself which, for those who have studied it 

devotedly during their lives, will appear on their behalf on the Day of Judgment.  There are prayers found 

at the end of many Qur’ān manuscripts that are to be recited after khatm, the reading or recitation of the 

complete Qur’ān, which address this hope. Ibid., 84.  This needs to be moved and qualified with dates of 

this content. 
422 Cf. Joseph Meri, esp. 111-13. 
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hundred people adorned with ornamented belts and swords.  Between his hands 

was the muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān and on his shoulders was the burda (the cloak of the 

Prophet) and in his hand the staff (al-Qaḍīb), and he was girded with the sword of 

the Prophet.423 

 

In the above description of the ʿAbbāsid caliph al-Ṭā’iʿ, Ibn al-Jawzī does not elaborate on 

the specific identity of this Qur’ān, whether it was the one ʿUthmān was holding when he 

was killed, or one he had written, or one he had ordered to be written and sent to Iraq, but 

it is clear that this muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān has apparently been elevated to nearly the same 

status as the relics of the Prophet.  The muṣḥaf and the relics both serve to legitimize the 

caliph by connecting him to Muhammad and the first generation of Muslims.424  Although 

this scene took place in the fourth/tenth century it appears in sixth/twelfth century 

literature.  This is one of the earliest descriptions of the special status of an ʿUthmānic 

Qur’ān, and in the centuries to come, Muslims would travel as pilgrims to experience the 

special qualities of Qur’āns associated with the third caliph. 

The term ziyāra, used to describe the ritual of visiting sacred sites, came into use 

as early as the second/eighth century.  During this period, activities associated with 

visitations to tombs, shrines, and mosques were dictated by the Qur’ān and ḥadīth which 

limited ziyāra activity to prayer and supplication for the deceased.425  Eventually, however, 

particular practices at these locations, not visitation itself, elicited condemnation from 

religious scholars.  There were ten practices at issue, including seeking intercession by the 

                                                 
423 Ibn al-Jawzī, 14:269. 
424 Possession and display of relics was not for propaganda purposes alone.  Leaders also derived baraka 

from them and sought to be buried with them. Meri, 108. At least one source reports that the Ayyubid 

leader of Egypt al-Malik al-Ashraf (r. 626/1229-635/1237) sought baraka by kissing the Prophet’s sandal 

and putting it on his eyes. Meri, 110. 
425 Ibid., 125. 
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dead, praying for rain at tombs, making physical contact with tombs, and asking the dead 

to work miracles.426  Iraqi cities, such as Kufa and Karbala, were important pilgrimage 

destinations, especially for the Shīʿa, beginning as early as the first/seventh century, or just 

after the martyrdom of Ḥusayn.   

By the third/ninth century, Iraq was also the heartland of Ḥanbalī jurisprudence and 

that century also saw the first concerted opposition to the ziyāra.  The Ḥanbalīs objected to 

the veneration of saints as polytheism (shirk) and to current activities at the tombs as a 

heretical innovation (bidʿa) because there is no precedence for these activities in the sunna 

or the Qur’ān.427  One of the earliest Ḥanbalīs to condemn ziyāra was Ibn ʿAqīl (d. 

313/1119), a Baghdādi and a resident of Damascus.  He blamed the “ignorant and 

wretched” for turning away from orthodox Islam because it was too difficult and creating 

innovations such as glorifying and honoring tombs, kissing them, and seeking favors from 

the dead.428  These were precisely the activities that were being carried out with ʿUthmānic 

codices. 

 The veneration of the muṣḥaf of ʿ Uthmān mentioned at the beginning of this chapter 

began, it appears, during the Crusades.  Ibn al-Qalānisī (ca. 465-555/1073-1160) reports in 

his Ta’rīkh Dimashq that a Muslim army led by Atābik (Atabeg Ṭughtakīn) made a foray 

into the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem in 506/1112 and advanced as far as the mountains 

outside Nablis.  They plundered along the way (only the town of Baysān is mentioned by 

                                                 
426 Ibid., 126. 
427 Meri, 126-7.  Ibn Taymīya (d. 728/1328) reports that the second caliph ʿUmar ordered what was 

believed to be the sarcophagus of the Prophet Daniel buried in an unmarked grave to prevent the 

inappropriate behavior associated with the shrine – specifically praying for rain.  Meri, 127. 
428 Quoted in Meri, 129. 
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name as being looted) and the populations of the villages between Acre and Jerusalem fled.  

On 21 Rabīʿ I in the year 507 (9 May, 1113), Atābik and al-Mawdūd made a triumphant 

entrance into Damascus and performed Friday prayers together at the Great Mosque.  Ibn 

al-Qalānisī goes on to say that “Blessing is sought (al-tabarrak) by gazing on the noble 

muṣḥaf that was carried by ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān from Medina to Tiberius (in Palestine on 

the western shores of the Sea of Galilee) and carried by Atābik from Tiberius to the Great 

Mosque of Damascus.”429   

Although he does not say so specifically, Atābik presumably rescued the muṣḥaf 

during the military excursion described above.430  The note about the origin of the muṣḥaf 

comes immediately after the author reports that Atābik and al-Mawdūd went to the Great 

Mosque together to perform Friday prayers, but Ibn al-Qalānisī does not state specifically 

that the muṣḥaf was brought out on this day only, nor does he mention any sort of ritual of 

opening the chest and touching and kissing the book. It seems very likely that the muṣḥaf 

had only recently arrived, perhaps on that very day, and so the rituals described by later 

writers had not yet been established.  At any rate, Ibn al-Qalānisī was born in Damascus 

and could very well have witnessed the events he describes. He does not appear alarmed at 

all by the use of this muṣḥaf as a source of baraka or that as such, believers were seeking 

blessing from God through a man-made material object. This is likely because such 

                                                 
429 Abū Yaʿlā Ḥamza ibn Asad ibn al-Qalānisī, Tā’rīkh Dimashq (Damascus: Dār Ḥasān, 1983), 298.  

According to the footnote in the pub edition, al-Dhahabī has this incident dated 492 and that they were 

afraid the muṣḥaf would fall into the hands of the Franks.  Atābik is Tughtakīn, the Atabeg of Mosul. 
430 The muṣḥaf may have been rescued earlier.  Ibn al-Athīr (d. 637/1229)  reports that Atabeg Ṭughtakīn 

was in Tiberius in 502/1109 where he battled the Franks and captured the nephew of King Baldwin.  Ibn al-

Athīr, The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athīr for the Crusading Period from al-Kāmil fī’l-ta’rīkh Part I, trans D.S. 

Richards (Ashgate: Burlington, VT, 2006), 142. 
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activities had become common place at shrines and graves, of which there were many 

around Damascus.431   In his description of the Frank’s assault on the city of Damascus in 

the year 543/1148, Ibn al-Jawzī includes the response of the Damascenes. “They took the 

muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān to the center of the mosques and the men, women, and children 

gathered around it, uncovered their heads, and they supplicated to God and he answered 

their prayers.”432  

 By the time the Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) visited the Great 

Mosque of Damascus seventy years later, the ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf had gained a central place 

in the ritual activities of the mosque.  Ibn Jubayr visited the mosque in the month Rabiʿ II 

of the year 580 (July-August, 1184), and he relates the history of the building and then 

describes its dimensions and details, down to the number of doors and windows.  He does 

not present the mosque as though it were a museum; the mosque is very much alive with 

activity, some of which the traveler relates. 

In the eastern corner of the new maqṣūra, in the miḥrāb, is a large cupboard in 

which is a muṣḥaf, from the maṣāḥif of ʿUthmān that he sent to Syria.  The 

cupboard is opened each day immediately after prayer and the people seek the 

blessing of God by touching it and kissing it and the crowds are great around it.433  

 

                                                 
431 See Meri for details of the shrines and graves in Syria and activities and rituals associated with them.  

For a discussion on the Crusades and the construction of a sacred landscape as rendered in architecture as a 

response to the Christian invasions, see Mulder, 258-64. 
432 Ibn al-Jawzī, 17-18:63. 

433 Abū al-Ḥusayn Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Jubayr, Al-Riḥla (Leiden: Brill, 1907), 268. 
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In the seven decades after arriving in Damascus, the provenance of the muṣḥaf had been 

appropriated by the city and a daily ritual had developed around it.434 By the time Ibn 

Jubayr visited, the Damascene Mosque has tightened its claim on the codex by identifying 

it as the one sent by ʿUthmān to Syria during his codification project.  This claim serves 

not only to quash competing claims for the book but also, like the relics of the Prophet, 

connects the Mosque and the city to the first generation of Muslims.435 Ibn Jubayr presents 

the touching and the kissing of the muṣḥaf in a very matter-of-fact way and does not appear 

to consider the use of this object as an intercessor to God to be objectionable in the least.  

Along with the doors and windows, it is part of the mosque. 

The North African traveler Ibn Baṭṭūṭa arrived in Damascus on 9 Ramadan 726 (9 

August 1326) and called the city’s congregational mosque, “the greatest mosque in the 

world.”436  The ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf had been subjected to at least a century and a half of 

touching and kissing and by the time Ibn Baṭṭūṭa visited, access to the Qur’ān had been 

limited to a single weekly display following prayers on Fridays.  Ibn Baṭṭūṭa describes the 

codex as the “noble muṣḥaf that the Commander of the Faithful, ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān sent 

to al-Shām,” and explains that “the people crowd around and kiss this noble muṣḥaf, and 

there, debtors swear oaths (upon the book) and people make supplications upon it.”437   

                                                 
434 The presence of this Qur’ān in the Great Mosque would have had a great economic and spiritual value 

to the city.  On the value of such relics in medieval Europe see Patrick J. Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of 

Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). 
435 Ibn Jubayr’s ascription of the Qur’āns origins differs from al-Qalānisi’s and it is possible that Ibn 

Jubayr merely presumed that this was the muṣḥaf sent to al-Shām.  The resident and historian of Damascus, 

I would argue, is a more reliable source of the provenience of this book.   
436 Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, Riḥla Ibn Baṭṭūṭa (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-Risāla, 1975), 1:103. 
437 Ibid., 1:105. 
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After two centuries of residence in the Great Mosque of Damascus, the rituals 

associated with it had been extended to include a legal function and its access had been 

limited to Fridays.  As Brannon Wheeler notes, “The rules regarding what actions may and 

may not be performed in relation to particular places and objects delineate the boundaries 

of what is holy and what is common.”438  This increasingly restricted access to the 

ʿUthmānic muṣḥaf, likely done to preserve the codex itself, also serves to elevate the status 

of the book. This Qur’ān becomes more sacred and less common and this status is reflected 

in the activities surrounding the codex.  These activities began with merely gazing at it in 

hopes of receiving blessings from God.  This progressed to touching and kissing and 

supplication for un-named gifts.  Restricting the access to the book elevated it the point of 

representing a legally binding agreement between debtor and creditor.  

 Interestingly, the Qur’ān purportedly held by ʿUthmān when he was assassinated is 

given little attention by Ibn Baṭṭūṭa or by the Muslims who attended the mosque where the 

book resides.  This lack of ritualization on the part of the believers may be due to the 

lingering animosity toward the Caliph ʿUthmān: this book is held at a Shīʿī mosque in 

Basra. Of the people of Basra, Ibn Baṭṭūṭa praises their high moral standards and notes that 

they  

perform their Friday prayers at the Mosque (masjid) of the Commander of the 

Faithful ʿAlī, then it is closed as they do not use it except on Fridays.  This 

mosque is one of the most beautiful and its courtyard is extremely spacious and 

covered with red pebbles brought in from Wādī al-Sabāʿ.  And in the mosque is 

the noble muṣḥaf that ʿUthmān was reading when he was killed.  Traces of his 

blood are visible on the leaf which has the exalted words, ‘And Allah will be 

                                                 
438 Wheeler, 1. 
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sufficient for you against them for he is All-Hearing and All-Knowing.’ (Q 

2:137)439 

 

In his meticulous description of the Prophet’s Mosque at Medina, Ibn Jubayr notes 

that near the sacred tomb is a “stand on which lies a large muṣḥaf in a locked case.  It is 

one of the four maṣāḥif sent by ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān to the provinces.”440  This muṣḥaf, it 

seems, was permanently in this state of semi-display – because it was in a case, the book 

itself could not actually be seen – and so believers were not given the opportunity to interact 

with it in any physical way.  Ibn Jubayr makes no mention of special prayers said in its 

vicinity and the barrier created by the case in which it was held may have rendered 

intercession and baraka impossible. The muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān held at the Kaʿba in Mecca, 

on the other hand, plays a very different role in the lives of the Faithful.  Ibn Jubayr visited 

the Kaʿba in Mecca in Jumāda I 579 (September 1183) and provides his usual thorough 

description of a Qur’ān held there.  

In the ʿAbbāsid Dome is a cupboard containing a large and spacious chest and in 

it is a muṣḥaf belonging to one of the four caliphs who were Companions of the 

Messenger of God.  It was written by the hand of Zayd ibn Thābit, copied in the 

eighteenth year after the death of the Messenger of God.  Many of its pages are 

missing.  It is between two covers of wood bound in leather with brass clasps.  

The pages are big and wide.  We sought its blessing by kissing it and touching it 

to our cheeks. May God benefit us from doing so.  The keeper of the Dome, who 

was responsible for showing it to us, informed us that when the people of Mecca 

suffer drought or severe increase in prices, they take out this muṣḥaf and open the 

door of the noble house, then put it in the blessed Dome with the noble maqām 

(the stone on which Abraham stood when building the Kaʿba), of the (prophet) 

Ibrahīm.  The people gather, heads uncovered, and make supplications to God 

with the noble muṣḥaf and the venerated maqām and they do not leave from their 

place until the mercy of God Almighty overtakes them.441 

                                                 
439 Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, 1:207-8. 
440 Ibn Jubayr, 193. 
441 Ibid., 104. 
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This description is curious in that Ibn Jubayr does not describe the muṣḥaf as one of the 

ones ordered copied by ʿUthmān.  The writer does, however, provide every other detail, 

surrounding the origins of this Qur’ān, leaving no doubt as to its origins.  That it belonged 

to one the first four caliphs442 and was written in the year 29/650 by the hand of Zayd, 

leaves no doubt that this was one of the Qur’āns produced as part of ʿ Uthmān’s codification 

project.443  Ibn Jubayr was still in Mecca four months later (22 Shawal 579/6 Feb 1184) 

when the muṣḥaf in question was put into action.   

After sunrise on Tuesday the 22nd of the month, all the people assembled before 

the exalted Kaʿba to pray for rain.  The Qādi, who had summoned them, had 

urged them to fast for three days before it.  And so they assembled on this fourth 

day, having consecrated their aims to Great and Glorious God.  Early came the 

Shayba and opened the venerated door of the Ancient House.  Then the Qādi, 

clothed in white, approached between his two black banners.  The maqam of the 

Friend (of God), Abraham was then brought forth and placed on the threshold of 

the door of the venerated House and the Koran of ʿUthmān was taken from its 

cupboard and opened beside the immaculate maqam, one board resting on it, and 

the other on the venerated door.  All the people were then called to prayer, and the 

Qādi prayed with them behind the maqam in the place used as an oratory.444  

 

Prayers were followed by a sermon and the ceremony was repeated for three consecutive 

days.  Ibn Jubayr does not comment on the efficacy of the ritual. The use of this ʿUthmānic 

muṣḥaf differs dramatically from that of the Qur’ān in Damascus.  Unlike the semi-private 

supplications made by individuals in Damascus, the Meccan ritual is a very public event 

                                                 
442 maṣāḥif aḥad al-khulafā’ al-arbaʿa. 
443 Ibn Jubayr’s lack of specific attribution strongly suggests that Muslims, by this period, were indeed 

very familiar with the narratives about the collection and codification projects as described in chapters one 

and two of this study. 
444 Ibn Jubayr, The Travels of Ibn Jubayr, trans R.J.C. Broadhurst (New Delhi: Goodword Books (2003), 

163-4. 
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with apparently wide participation from the members of the community.  The Meccans, all 

of whom would have been greatly affected by an extended period of drought, had a stake 

in the outcome of the ritual and so their participation is not so surprising.  Indeed, Ibn 

Jubayr had been told about the ritual months before it occurred and so the muṣḥaf-rain 

ceremony seems to have been a well-known tradition.  Remarkably, in the most holy city 

at the most holy site in the Islamic world, Muslims are participating in a public ritual which 

not only uses, but appears to require the use of a material object as an intercessor to God 

in supplication.  They are not seeking grace on the Day of Judgment, but merely relief from 

the mundane and very earthly condition of drought. 

Conclusion 

 Ibn Jubayr also provides comparisons that may be used as an indication of the 

special status accorded the muṣḥaf of ʿUthmān and the artifacts connected to the Prophet.  

When the traveler visited the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina in 580/1184, he described the 

rituals carried out when coming in contact with holy sites or sacred objects.  He writes that 

upon approaching the tomb of the Prophet, “We stood beside it in salutation and kissed the 

earth on its sacred sides.” They prayed in the space between the tomb and the minbar and 

also kissed the wooden supports of the old pulpit (al-minbar al-qadīma) “on which the 

Prophet once stood, and the rest of the palm-tree trunk that leant toward him”445  Of his 

visit to the graves of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar in the same mosque complex, he says only that 

                                                 
445 Ibn Jubayr, The Travels of Ibn Jubayr, 197 and Muhammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Jubayr, Riḥla (Leiden: Brill, 

1907), 189. 
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we made “our due salutes to the two Companions there reclining.”446   For these caliphs 

whose piety had never been contested by Sunnīs, there was no kissing of the ground around 

their tombs, nor, it seems, were any special prayers said in their vicinity.447  Although the 

piety of these two caliphs had certainly been celebrated and lauded, the level of praise was 

not such that it quite transported them or their remains from the common to the sacred.  But 

then, their lives had not been subject to third/ninth-century rehabilitation and the concurrent 

extreme adoration that occurs in martyrdom narratives.   

This process and its consequences are evident in the description by a visitor to the 

Great Mosque of Damascus soon after Ibn Jubayr.  The geographer Yaqūt (d.626/1229) 

provides a detailed description of the holy sites in and around Damascus, including 

mosques, shrines and graves, some of which have been plowed under.  He writes, “And at 

the Great Mosque is the head of Yaḥyā ibn Zakaraya (John the Baptist) and the muṣḥaf of 

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān.  They say that he copied it with his own hand.”448  This attribution of 

the muṣḥaf to the hand of ʿ Uthmān suggests a stronger and closer connection of this muṣḥaf 

to the first community and therefore an escalation in its value as a sacred object.  This 

specific provenance, I contend, was a direct result of the third/ninth-century accounts of 

the assassination in which ʿUthmān is described as the “first hand to write the Qur’ān.”449  

There is nothing in any of the accounts of the codification about the caliph copying the 

                                                 
446 Ibid. 
447 Pilgrims do, of course kiss the black stone of the Kaʿba. Travels, 138, and pilgrims expect to receive 

baraka from the waters of Zamzam. Ibid., 141. 
448 Yaqūt ibn ʿAbd Allāh al-Ḥamawī, Muʿjam al-Buldān (Miṣr: ʻalá nafqat Aḥmad Nājī al-Jamālī [wa-

ghayrih], 1909), 4:80. 
449 See above for the use of this phrase by at least two writers in the third/ninth century. 
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maṣāḥif himself.  In every version, the codices are produced by a team led by Zayd ibn 

Thābit. None of the biographies that I have seen allude to ʿUthmān copying the muṣḥaf for 

practical or spiritual reasons either.  The only reference to ʿUthmān as a writer of the 

muṣḥaf is in the assassination accounts.  This illustrates the influence these third/ninth-

century accounts had on the later status of the maṣāḥif associated with ʿUthmān.  Also 

worth noting is the equating of the book with the head of John the Baptist.  It is only natural 

that the two most important holdings of the mosque be mentioned in a description of it, but 

this is the first time these two object are mentioned together as objects belonging to the 

very brief catalog of the sacred. 

 Al-Qalqashandī (d. 821/1418) included in his Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā, a brief history of the 

Great Mosque in Damascus. 

The Sabeans built it as a place of worship for themselves, then it went to the 

Greeks and they enhanced its magnificence for their religion.  Then it was 

transferred to the Jews and they killed Yaḥyā ibn Zakarayā and they displayed his 

head on the Jayrūn Gate of the mosque in order to obtain its blessing.  Then it 

went to the Christians and they made it into a church.  Then the Muslims 

conquered Damascus and they took it for their congregational mosque.  The head 

of Ḥusayn, when they killed him, was hung in the place that the head of Yaḥyā 

ibn Zakarayā was hung.  It (the mosque) was restored by al-Walīd.  It is said that 

the head of Yaḥyā was buried with him and (also) with him was the muṣḥaf of 

ʿUthmān that he sent to al-Shām.450 

 

By the ninth/fifteenth century the most important aspects of the Islamic history of the 

Damascene Mosque are the bloody heads of the martyrs John the Baptist and Ḥusayn and 

the muṣḥaf associated with the martyred caliph ʿUthmān.  The third/ninth-century 

                                                 
450 Aḥmad ibn ʿAlī Qalqashandī, ,Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā fī Ṣinʿa al-Inshā (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1987), 

4:100. 
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rehabilitation of ʿUthmān and the placement of the Qur’ān at his martyrdom resulted in the 

sanctification of the codices associated with him. 
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Chapter Four: Sacredness and Sacrilege: 

Changing Attitudes toward the Sanctity of the Qur’ān Codex 

 

 

 [The Caliph] was with the legal scholars and nobles.  [The Mongols] killed all of 

those who were with him and then, deliberately and brutally, the Caliph.  Then 

they rode to Baghdad in order to take possession of the city.  The havoc wreaked 

on the city went on for days and the women and children went out with Qur’āns 

on their heads and the covers of the books were trampled under the feet of the 

army as they all died.451 

 

 The destruction of Qur’āns in the above passage is part of Ibn Khaldūn’s dramatic 

and poignant account of the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols and the killing of the last 

ʿAbbāsid caliph, al-Mustaʿsim (r. 639/1242-657/1258).  The events took place in 657/1258 

and writing a century and a half later the North African scholar describes the chaos in the 

streets of Baghdad and the fall of the ʿAbbāsid capital of an already truncated Islamic 

Empire.  The murder of the caliph and the trampling of Qur’āns by the Mongols suggests 

an intentional attempt to destroy a religion, which was not the case; the Qur’āns were 

merely collateral damage in the conquest of an empire which was, by this time, already 

well on its way to disintegration and the ʿAbbāsid caliph reduced to a mere figurehead with 

no real religious or political power.  That the women and children turned to their sacred 

scripture is, rather, an indication of the vibrancy of Islam and its centrality in the lives of 

the residents of the city.  Three centuries earlier, however, Islamic law had delineated the 

rules and regulations for the treatment of the Qur’ān, recognizing the book’s rare position 

                                                 
451 Ibn Khaldūn, 3:1106. 
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in Islam as a sacred object.  Why, then, would devout Muslims deliberately expose their 

written scripture to violence and destruction?  

At first glance, their actions suggest an apparent disregard for the Qur’ān as a sacred 

object and a violation of the “boundaries of what is holy and what is common.”452  The 

actions of these women and children during the Mongol invasion was not the first time that 

Baghdad Muslims had deliberately exposed the muṣḥaf to harm but rather the latest of 

many such instances.  The use of Qur’ān codices during civil unrest and street riots in 

Baghdad, I argue, was the culmination of a number of cultural and religious developments 

that occurred in the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries.  I assert that the rise of the 

book in the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries in the Islamic Middle East initiated a 

transformation in Muslim attitudes toward the Qur’ān as a sacred object.   Increased 

exposure to the written word caused by a proliferation of books in ensuing centuries, 

combined with the flowering of Sufism and other aspects of what we would call lived 

religion, further complicated Muslims’ relationship with the written Qur’ān.  This 

familiarity with books, and more specifically the muṣḥaf, and the new personal relationship 

with God through Sufism transformed the written Qur’ān from a sacred object into talisman 

that provided comfort and, at the same time, a symbol for God’s protection and power.  I 

demonstrate that in the case of the Islamic written scripture in Baghdad, by the 

                                                 
452 Brannon Wheeler, Mecca and Eden: Ritual, Relics, and Territory in Islam (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2006), 1. Wheeler is referring to William Robertson Smith’s discussion of the rules 

regarding activities associated with places or objects considered holy by a community. 
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fifth/eleventh century, the boundaries between the holy and the common, if not completely 

violated, had been blurred significantly. 

This chapter focuses on the role of the written Qur’ān in the lives of everyday 

Muslims living in Baghdad from the third/ninth through the ninth/twelfth centuries and 

uncovers an increasingly complicated relationship between Muslims and their written 

scripture.    A close reading of historical texts combined with an examination of owned 

Qur’ān manuscripts exposes glaring contradictions between Islamic law’s prescriptions 

and proscriptions regarding the treatment of the muṣḥaf and the lived reality of Muslims 

and their Qur’ān codices. As attitudes toward the muṣḥaf changed, so did the book’s 

function in Islamic society. 

There were a number of factors influencing Muslim attitudes toward the treatment 

of their written scripture.  The most obvious precedent is Islamic history itself.  The raising 

of Qur’āns by the masses during periods of civil strife and violence in fifth/eleventh-

century Baghdad, I contend, was, in part, an imitation of the raising of Qur’āns by the 

combatants at two first/seventh-century battles, battles that pitted Muslim against Muslim. 

I have reviewed several accounts of these battles written between the second/eighth and 

the fourth/tenth century, and noticed a remarkable increase in the role of the Qur’ān as a 

potent symbol of righteousness and rectitude during these confrontations. While the 

Baghdad masses were imitating the actions of the first Muslim community at war with 

itself, the motivations for raising the Qur’ān during urban discord appears to be different.  

In the Battle of the Camel in 36/656, and the Battle of Ṣiffīn the following year, Qur’āns 

were raised at the order of the leaders as a call for peace and arbitration.  In fifth/eleventh-
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century Baghdad, the practice had been adopted by commoners with no need for guidance 

from religious or political leaders.  Indeed, in at least one case the religious scholars follow 

the lead of the masses.   

The Baghdad residents who participated in these riots in the fifth/eleventh century 

were obviously devout Muslims as indicated by the religious symbolism with which they 

expressed themselves.  I contend that the use of the Qur’ān during discord is a 

manifestation of a new relationship between Muslims and their written scripture, a 

relationship that was at once more immediate and more intimate, where the barriers of 

legalistic Islam had been at least partially dismantled and replaced by a more personal 

relationship with God and scripture.  These new relationships came about from two inter-

related movements: Sufism and popular preaching and storytelling, both of which began in 

the early centuries of Islam and then gained momentum during the fifth/eleventh century 

and solidified during the sixth/twelfth century.  Together, these activities can be termed 

lived religion.  Legalistic religion, in the case of Islam, propagated by a group of elite 

religious scholars collectively known as the ʿulamā’, does not, of course, operate 

independently from popular religion and culture.  They interact with each other in a variety 

of ways and their influence is multi-directional. This chapter identifies and explains one 

aspect of the impact of the interplay between orthopraxy and reality. 

The Extant Codices 

 

Aware of the legal rulings regarding treatment of the muṣḥaf, which will be 

discussed below, I began my examination of Qur’ān codices expecting to find books that 

had been treated as sacred objects, and while many of them had been handled with care 
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and clean hands, many, many more had been treated with what can be best described, not 

as disrespect, but as familiarity.  Many of these books were full of dirty thumbprints, 

doodles, pen tests, and writing exercises, all of which seemed like a blatant disregard of, if 

not the letter, at least the spirit of Islamic law concerning the treatment of the Qur’ān.  Some 

of the most revealing evidence I found regarding what I contend is the development of a 

personal relationship with these books, are records of births written in the codices by their 

owners.  I came across these notices at nearly every institution I visited.  The earliest record 

I found was in MS 1414 at the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin Ireland.  That Qur’ān 

includes a record of the birth of a son in the year 402/1010 written on its inside cover.  The 

Qur’ān itself may be up to a century older.453  

My most remarkable findings were the unexpected changes in the content of the 

manuscripts.  In the earliest centuries of Islam, Qur’ān codices contained only the text of 

the Qur’ān.  Even sūra (chapter) titles, though designated,454 were omitted from the written 

Qur’āns because they were not part of the revelation from God, but were instead products 

of man.  Scholars and copyists were adamant about distinguishing the Qur’ān, which 

Muslims believe is God’s speech in Arabic, from all other aspects of the Arabic written 

word. As Qur’ān codices became more common, and society more literate, Qur’ān copiers 

                                                 
453 CBL MS 1414 also has a birth of a son on the 16th of Shawāl 413/1022 recorded inside the front cover. 

OR 1270 at the British Library is a luxury Qur’ān from the Maghrib. Folio 134a is an illuminated notice of 

the birth of a son in 652/1254.  Arabe 384 at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris has the birth of a son in 

648/1250 recorded on folio 1a.  OR 13382 at the British Library has the births of five children, including 

one daughter recorded on folio 286b.  The children were born between 1287/1870 and 1294/1877.  See 

Appendix. 
454 Ibn Ḥanbal includes a report in his Musnad in which Zayd ibn Thābit is discussing the arrangement of 

the first written Qur’ān.  The secretary of the Prophet refers to the chapters by name. Ibn Ḥanbal, 1:57. 
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began including the titles of the sūras. Copyists were, however, extremely careful to 

differentiate between chapter title and the word of God.  They did this by using different 

scripts, ink colors, and oftentimes decorations.   When copyists began including colophons, 

these too were carefully set off from the Qur’ānic text.455   

During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Qur’ān owners began adding a variety 

of non-Quranic texts to their maṣāḥif. Then paratextual additions were made during 

production by the copyists. The additions of poems, prayers and the like, appeared to 

muddle the Islamic concept of what constituted scripture.  Until the fifth/eleventh century, 

the content of the Qur’ān, the Word of God sent down to the Prophet Muhammad in the 

first/seventh century, had been carefully delineated from non-Qur’ānic text.  But by the 

sixth/twelfth century, these additions, such as prayers, charms, and poems, are often 

indistinguishable from the text of the Qur’ān.456   This chapter contends that the change in 

the content of Qur’ān codices was another manifestation of the changing attitudes toward 

the muṣḥaf.  By the sixth/twelfth century, the form and function of the written Qur’an had 

shifted dramatically from its designation by third/ninth-century ʿulamā’ as a sacred object. 

Qur’ān codices began fulfilling a number of personal and spiritual needs in the Muslim 

community. 

 

 

                                                 
455 Sheila S. Blair, Islamic Calligraphy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 19. 
456 See the Appendix at the end of this study for a description of these additions in specific Qur’ān 

manuscripts. 
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Bringing out the Book in Baghdad 

The Caliph al-Manṣūr (r. 136/754-158/775) began building the Madīnat al-Salām, 

the City of Peace, called Baghdad, as the capital of the ʿAbbāsid Empire in 145/762.  Due 

in large part to ʿAbbāsid patronage, the new capital quickly became the uncontested center 

of the production of Islamic knowledge.  Concurrent with and closely related to this 

development was the proliferation of written works as a means of preserving and 

transmitting that knowledge.  Khark, the commercial section of Baghdad, would eventually 

include a book market with over one hundred stalls involved in the production and 

distribution of books. 457   

By the fourth/tenth century, Baghdad was an enormous city with a population 

between a quarter and a half million people,458  but the city had declined significantly from 

the great urban center it once was.  This was due to a lack of government funds, the high 

cost of living, famine, epidemics, pestilence, an inefficient bureaucracy, and a general 

breakdown of law and order.  The canal system on which the city and its agriculture was 

so dependent, suffered a perennial lack of maintenance and whole sections became 

unusable.  Together these caused a general depopulation of Baghdad as merchants 

abandoned the city.459   

While undisputedly a Muslim city, the population of Baghdad was by no means 

homogenous and during the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries, the city was rife with 

                                                 
457 For a detailed description of Baghdad in this period see Jacob Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad in 

the Early Middle Ages (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1970). 
458 Joel L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam: The Cultural Revival During the Buyid Age 

(Leiden: Brill, 1993), 47. 
459 Ibid., 51. 
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clashes between a variety of parties.  The Bāb al-Basra (the Basra Gate) and Karkh 

neighborhoods were in constant tension; the district of Karkh was predominately Shīʿī and 

was the focus of sectarian strife throughout the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries.  

The Sunnīs in the Bāb al-Basra quarter often attacked the Shīʿa in the Karkh quarter.  The 

neighborhood was plundered by Sunnīs in the summer of 338/949 in the first episode of 

confessional unrest during the Buyid period (334-447/945-1055) in Baghdad.  There were 

additional outbreaks of violence in 340/952, 346/957, and 348/959.  In 349/961 the riots 

were so severe some prominent Hashemī families were banished from the city.460  The city 

would not be any less tumultuous in the following century. 

During these two centuries Baghdad was rife with disputes between theologians 

and jurists, grammarians and philologists, as well as other groups with intellectual and 

religious differences.  Moreover, the army brought by the Shīʿī Buyid rulers was comprised 

of Sunnī Turkish soldiers and Shīʿī troops from Daylam, the mountainous region south of 

the Caspian Sea from whence the Buyids came.  Baghdad during this period saw a cultural 

effervescence but “was a time of economic decay and social unrest.”461  Other confessional 

conflicts erupted in the neighborhoods, and the tension caused by religious and ethnic 

differences occasionally wreaked massive havoc on the city.   

The Baghdad historian Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1201) includes many occurrences of 

civil unrest and urban violence in his History.  Of interest here are those in which the 

                                                 
460 Ibid., 40. 
461 Ibid., 23, 46-48. 
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muṣḥaf is brought out by the masses, such as this incident which Ibn al-Jawzī includes 

under the events for the year 421: 

On the sixth of Shawāl (October 7, 1030), a quarrel broke out between one of the 

Turkish residents of the Basra Gate and some of the Hashemites.  Then the 

Hashemites gathered at the Great Mosque of the City (Jāma’ al-Medina) and 

raised the maṣāḥif and they called upon the people to fight.  Then the 

jurisprudents joined them as well as a large number of people from Karkh along 

with others.  Then they shouted the istaghfār (asking God’s forgiveness) and 

cursed them.  Then a group of Turks rode up and when [the gathered people] saw 

them, they raised leaves of the Qur’ān on reed sticks and (the Turks ?) raised a 

lance/bamboo pole with a cross on it.  Then the two sides began hurling arrows 

and bricks462 at each other and the deaths from the bricks were escalating.  

Finally, order was restored.463 

 

The first event that Ibn al-Jawzī lists for the year 427/1035: 

 

In the month of Muharram, al-ʿAyyārūn464 raided the house of Bulūrbek the Turk 

at the Khurasānī gate and took what was in it.  Then Abū Muhammad al-Naswī 

went to the Basra gate in order to recover the money and then he took a 

Hashemite and killed him.  The people of the district revolted and raised Qur’āns 

on reeds.  Then they went to the Caliph’s palace (seeking redress presumably) 

where he was giving a long speech.465 

 

And under the events for the year 482: 

 

                                                 
462 Ḥanbalīs also used mud bricks on Ashʿarī forces during a confrontation in Baghdad in 469/1077.  Cook 

notes that “the mud brick was to the medieval inhabitants of Baghdad what the stone is to the geologically 

better endowed populations of the western Fertile Crescent.” Michael Cook, Commanding Right and 

Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 120. 
463 Ibn al-Jawzī, 15:208. 
464 The ʿAyyārūn appear often in the texts as active participants in the civil disturbances of Buyid Baghdad.  

The descriptions of their character and activities vary, sometimes described as chivalrous Robin Hoods, 

protecting the weak and poor all the while showing patience and endurance much like the futuwwa 

organizations.  Other texts depict them as brigands extorting money for protection and acting as a sort of 

mercenary group, defending neighborhoods for a fee.  They were filling the vacuum in the absence of 

official law and order, but oftentimes creating disorder themselves. Kraemer, 51.  See also Simha Sabari, 

Mouvements Populaires Á Baghdad A L’Abbasside IXe  - XIe Siecles (Paris: Librarie d’Amérique et 

d’Orient, 1981), 77-100 and Henri Laoust, “Les agitations religieuses à Baghdād aux IVe et Ve siècles de 

l'Hégire,” in Islamic Civilisation 950-1150, Ed. D.S. Richards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 

169-85. 
465 Ibn al-Jawzī, 15:253. 
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On the nineteenth of Ṣafar (May 3, 1089), the people of the Basra Gate attacked 

the people of Karkh, killing a man and wounding another.  Then the markets of 

Karkh were closed and Qur’āns were raised on reeds.  The civil unrest continued 

to increase and decrease until Jumada I (for about three months) then its fire 

strengthened and many people were killed.  The people of Muḥāl466  took over a 

large part of Karkh and plundered it.  Then Khamārtāsh, the agent of the police, 

came down the Tigris in order to quell the fitna but he was not able to do so.467 

 

In all three of these accounts the Qur’ān, or pages from it, were intentionally 

brought into the streets by the residents of Baghdad.  Every-day Muslims were well-

acquainted with Islamic law regarding purity and pollution.  These laws, after all, were 

followed daily before prayer and other acts of worship.  Muslims would have also been 

aware of Islamic law regarding the proper treatment of the Qur’ān and yet, time after time, 

they willingly and intentionally exposed their written scripture to defilement and pollution.  

In the first account, the inherently impure pollutant blood is specifically mentioned as being 

spilled during the riots.  In the second incident, Muslims are holding a reed stick attached 

to which are pages from the Qur’ān.  These same people are being pummeled with arrows 

and bricks, some falling to the ground, injured or dead, sacred scripture in hand.  In order 

to determine how and why the muṣḥaf got to this place, it is necessary to first trace the 

evolution the Qur’ān as a sacred object.  

Sanctification of the Muṣḥaf 

 As previously discussed, the Islamic scripture was initially an oral document, and 

while committed to writing fairly soon after the Prophet’s death in 11/632, the written 

                                                 
466 I believe this is the neighborhood of the Muḥawwal Road.  See map of the neighborhood in Lassner, 

204. 
467 Ibn al-Jawzī, 16:281-2. 
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Qur’ān, as a comprehensive codex, had only a minor role in the worship of the early Islamic 

community.  Daniel Madigan argues that the “full text of the Qur’ān played quite a limited 

role in the early decades of Islam,” and “there was certainly little need for the complete 

Qur’ān to have been carefully codified in writing…The principal function of the Qur’ān,” 

he continues, “was to stand more as a reminder and as evidence that God had addressed 

the Arabs than as the complete record of what God had, or has, to say.”468  As I 

demonstrated in a previous chapter,469 all that changed with the sudden abundance of books 

and the proliferation of Qur’ān codices.  As these books piled up in mosques and markets 

and more and more people had contact with the book, Islamic legal scholars began to debate 

the nature of the Qur’ān as a sacred object and, as such, how the written scripture should 

be treated.  This chapter exposes the contradiction between, if not the letter, then at least 

the spirit of Islamic law regarding the treatment of the muṣḥaf and Muslims’ relationship 

with their written scripture. 

The Qur’ān itself appears to provide succinct instructions for the handling of the 

muṣḥaf: “This is truly a noble Qur’ān, in a protected record that only the purified can 

touch.”470  While this verse seems straight-forward enough, Travis Zadeh demonstrates 

that the issues surrounding the treatment of the Qur’ān were much more complex.  Zadeh 

argues that legal discussions about the proper treatment of the written Qur’ān were part of 

                                                 
468 Daniel Madigan, The Qur’ān’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s Scripture (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2001), 51, 52. 
469 See Chapter One. 
470 Q 56:77-9.   
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the larger debate surrounding the formation of a system of ritual purity that occurred during 

the Marwanid period (64-132/684-750) of the Umayyad Dynasty.471   

Zadeh goes on to show that among early second/eighth-century jurists, opinions 

about whether a Muslim must be ritually pure when handling a muṣḥaf were mixed.  The 

famous preacher and scholar Ḥasan al-Basrī (d. 110/728), for instance, “saw no harm in 

picking up the muṣḥaf while not having performed minor ablutions.”472   Zadeh’s argument 

here is that the incongruity in juridical opinions in the second/eighth century on the topic 

in Basra, Kufa, Medina, and Mecca represent “an ongoing debate concerning the ritual 

boundaries of scripture in its written form.”473  While Zadeh includes a sizable list of 

second/eighth-century jurists and their contradictory opinions, he relies extensively on the 

Ṭabaqāt of Ibn Saʿd for these rulings.474  Zadeh also draws heavily from early third/ninth 

century legal and exegetical discourse found in works such as the Masannafs of ʿAbd al-

Razzaq (d. 211/826) and Ibn Shayba (d. 235/849) as well as the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān of Abū 

ʿUbayd (d. 224/838).475  Using these texts, Zadeh argues that the early concerns about 

pollution and the muṣḥaf came from a context in which the written Qur’ān was contested.476  

“In order to understand these early debates, we must envision a social milieu where the 

muṣḥaf is an established part of reality, but its existence is still relatively novel and its ritual 

                                                 
471 Travis Zadeh, “Touching and Ingesting: Early Debates over the Material Qur’an,” Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 129.3 (2009), 447. 
472 Ibid., 450. 
473 Ibid., 452. 
474 Ibid., 450. 
475 Ibid., 448-9. He notes that these authors draw all of the debates together and opinions expressed on the 

status and significance of the muṣḥaf vary. 
476 Ibid., 448. 
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boundaries and symbolic significance are yet to be fully defined.”477  Zadeh is referring to 

the early the second/eighth century when the debates reportedly occurred, not when they 

were recorded in the next century. 

Without disputing Zadeh’s use of these texts as a mirror of society a century earlier, 

I contend that they are as, if not more, valuable as a reflection of the periods in which these 

scholars wrote, that is, in the early third/ninth century.  Zadeh argues that after the 

generation of Mālik ibn Anas (d. 179/796) issues such as imprinting coins with Qur’ānic 

phrases and buying and selling maṣāḥif were no longer relevant because “they no longer 

represent innovations, but rather form part of what has become the established use of 

scripture in the public sphere.”478  I maintain that the fact that scholars as prominent and 

important as ʿAbd al-Razzaq and Abū ʿUbayd were transmitting these disparate legal 

opinions suggests that the issue of the status of the muṣḥaf was only partially resolved in 

the minds of many third/ninth-century Muslims and this was likely due to the explosion of 

the number of books, including Qur’ān codices, during this period.479  Rather than settling 

the issue, it was becoming simultaneously more complicated and more urgent.  The 

proliferation of the written scripture and the increased possibility of its exposure to a 

variety of potentially negative situations, including pollution and destruction, made the 

issue of its treatment more significant than ever.   

                                                 
477 Ibid., 460. 
478 Ibid., 455. 
479 See Chapter One. 
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The earliest work Zadeh references is the Muwaṭṭā’ of Mālik about which he says, 

“the persistent view, which Mālik himself seems to have shared, that one may recite the 

Qur’ān while in a state of minor impurity, but may only touch the Qur’ān while ritually 

pure, suggests a clear dichotomy between the oral and textual lines of transmission.”480  

Mālik and Abū Ḥanīfa (d. c. 150/767), however, hold that the written Qur’ān has “a unique 

ritual status such that only the pure should even approach it.”481  When, then, is it 

permissible to touch the Qur’ān?   

Ṭahāra, the system of ritual purity in Islamic law, has been in place since the 

fourth/tenth century.  The system recognizes three types of impurity; two of these are forms 

of pollution that effect the person, and someone who is affected by either form may not 

engage in acts of worship without performing ablutions.  Contact with sacred objects, such 

as touching the Qur’ān (in a state of minor impurity) or lingering in or even entering a 

mosque (when in a state of major pollution) is prohibited.482  Minor impurity is caused by 

urination, defecation, passing gas, touching the genitals, sleep or other loss of 

consciousness, and skin to skin contact with someone of the opposite sex.483  In other 

                                                 
480 Zadeh, “Touching,” 447-8. 
481 Ibid., 450. 
482 Marion Holmes Katz, Body of Text: The Emergence of the Sunnī Law of Ritual Purity (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2002), 2. There are “discrepancies between the accepted practice and the 

apparent meaning of the Qur’anic text.”  In cases of contradiction, received practice prevails even if there is 

no significant prophetic precedence, 96. Katz relies on the Musannafs of ʿAbd al-Razzaq and Ibn Abī 

Shayba for her discussion of this period.  For a concise explanation of the Islamic system of ritual purity, 

including a glossary, see A. Kevin Reinhart, “Purity/No Danger,” History of Religions 30 no. 1 (Aug., 

1990): 1-24. 
483 Katz, 2.  Katz clarifies contact between persons of the opposite sex. It is not the woman but the act of 

touching that makes one impure and during the period covered, the schools of law had different opinions on 

things like whether or not desire was involved, pleasure received, extent of contact (Hanafīs believe that 

sex or ejaculation must occur) and relationship.  But the majority agrees that it is reciprocal: both the men 



 

 

 

 

 163 

words, one is likely rendered impure multiple times throughout the day by the requirements 

of being a physical human being.  Minor pollution necessitates minor ablutions known as 

wuḍū’ which involves washing the face and hands and wiping the head and feet.  These are 

strictly symbolic acts and do not necessarily clean the part of the body involved in the act 

of pollution.  Major impurity is called janāba and is caused by sexual activity and 

necessitates washing the entire body (ghusl).  Neither the minor nor the major acts of 

pollution are contagious, meaning contact with a person in a state of minor or major 

impurity does not render one impure.  The third type of pollution is najāsa and refers to 

“substances or beings that are inherently impure.”484  These substances are called najlis 

and can never be rendered pure.  They include (according to most schools of Islamic law) 

blood, bodily waste, alcohol, carrion, and the living or dead bodies of dogs or pigs.485 They 

are not contagious in that they do not render impure what they touch but only need to be 

removed from the body before performing worship that requires ritual purity. One does not 

need to perform ablutions.486  Najāsat al-mushrikīn is the filth of infidels,487 and while 

early on, opinions varied on the status of non-believers, a Sunnī consensus eventually 

determined that unbelievers were substantively pure (while alive).488 

                                                 
and women must perform wuḍū after touching. 152-4. Women, Katz makes clear, are not substantively 

impure, otherwise they could never purify themselves for prayer. 150. 
484 Katz, 2. 
485 For a discussion of dogs as pollutants as well as the legal community’s eventual recognition of the 

utility of the animals see Anver Munaver Emon, “Negotiating between Utility and Purity in Medieval 

Islamic Law: A Case Study of the Dog in Early Islamic Legal Debates,” (Master’s Thesis, University of 

Texas at Austin, 1999). 
486 Katz, 2. 
487 Zadeh, “Touching,” 453. 
488 This idea emerged in contrast to the Shīʿī belief that unbelievers were “impure and defiling.” Katz, 164.   
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Because of the level of violence, including bloodshed and, on occasion, death, 

during the riots in which the muṣḥaf was brought out, legal rulings on blood are of 

particular interest here.  There was a geographically wide consensus on blood among early 

jurists. Marion Holmes Katz demonstrates that “the basic rule accepted by almost all of the 

early scholars whose opinions are preserved is that the shedding of blood does rupture a 

person’s state of purity (and thus require wuḍū), but only if the blood is actively 

flowing.”489  This means that the muṣḥaf is not only exposed to substantively impure blood 

during periods of civil unrest and violence, but also that even if the book does not come 

into direct contact with the bodily fluid, a bleeding person should not touch the Qur’ān.  

Moreover, even if the person raising the Qur’ān had performed ablutions, there is a very 

high likelihood that there were many people on the streets who had not.  Riots are chaotic 

by definition and it is difficult to imagine that the carrier of a muṣḥaf would not have been 

fully aware of the potential for the pollution, if not outright destruction, of the book.  Why 

would a devout Muslim intentionally expose the sacred scripture to harm?   

One explanation is that the Baghdad masses were using the Qur’ān as a talisman,490 

but it is unclear whether or not there was an expectation of protection, physical or spiritual 

amongst the carriers of Qur’ān codices.  It does, however, appear that the muṣḥaf was being 

used as a symbol that God is on the side of the carrier of the book, as in the first incident 

when they “raised the maṣāḥif and called upon the people to fight.”  None of the incidents 

                                                 
489 Katz, 137. “No wuḍū is required if the blood is merely visible within a wound or if it is passively 

transferred out of the body, for instance on one’s finger.” Ibid. 
490 On the written Qur’ān as talisman see Ronald E. Surtz, “Morisco Women, Written Texts, and the 

Valencia Inquisition,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 32 no. 2 (Summer, 2001): 421-33. 
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appear to be overtly religious; if anything, the riots seem to have erupted more from ethnic 

tensions than from religious differences, and in at least one case, the violence began with 

the pillaging of presumably material goods.   

If raising the muṣḥaf during periods of discord was a tradition, then from whence 

did the tradition come? Tracing the use of Qur’āns in street riots in earlier decades provides 

some clues.  The following entry by Ibn al-Jawzī suggests that raising the muṣḥaf during 

street riots in Baghdad may have had roots in religious conflicts. 

In the month of Shawāl 403491 (April 1013) was the death of the daughter of the 

doctor Abī Nūḥ al-Ahwāzī and wife of Abū Naṣr ibn Isrā’il, the scribe of the 

councilor (al-munāṣiḥ) Abī al-Ḥayjā’.492  Her funeral procession was during the 

daytime and with it wailing and lamentations along with drums and zumūr (a 

wind instrument resembling an oboe), Christian monks, crosses, and candles. 

Then a man from the Hashemites stood up and denounced [the activities 

associated with the funeral procession] and began stoning the procession.  Then 

one of the retainers (ghilmān)493 of the councilor jumped on the Hashemite and 

struck him on the head with a club, fracturing his skull and spilling blood.  The 

Christians participating in the funeral procession fled to the Christian quarter (dār 

al-Rūm).  But the Muslims pursued them and plundered the church and most of 

the houses and buildings of the Christian neighborhood.  Ibn Isrā’il returned to his 

house and they (the Muslims) attacked him, but he fled from them.  Then Ibn 

Isrā’il went into hiding until he was conducted to the Dār al-Munāṣiḥ.  Then fitna 

erupted between the masses (al-ʿāmma) and the ghilmān of al-Munāṣiḥ.  The civil 

unrest increased and the maṣāḥif were raised in the markets and the doors of the 

mosques were closed.494  

 

                                                 
491 This account does not fall under the section on deaths of significant people (that section follows this 

account) but rather in the events of that year. 
492 Christians were common in the secretarial class. ʿAḍud al-Dawla even had a Christian vizier.  Kraemer, 

75.  Abū Naṣr’s name suggests he may have converted to Christianity from Judaism. 
493 This term can also be translated as Turkish slave soldier, but the context here makes translation 

difficult.  A person of the secretarial class would have employed retainers. However, this man appears to 

have been armed with a club so perhaps the occupation of these particular ghilmān was armed retainer. 
494 Ibn al-Jawzī, 15:91-2. 
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The Hāshimī were the extended family of the Prophet who, during and after the 

ʿAbbāsid Revolution, had allied with the Khurasani Abnā, literally the sons, but actually 

the sons of the revolutionaries and now settled in Baghdad.495  The Hāshimī, on occasion, 

created social unrest when their pension payments were not made,496 but this incident 

appears to have nothing to do with material concerns.  The impetus for the violence in the 

street, according to this account, is the presence of Christian paraphernalia and, probably 

more importantly, musical instruments in the streets of Baghdad.  This report states 

specifically that the Christians participating in the funeral fled to their own neighborhood, 

which strongly suggests that the funeral procession, with its attendant crosses and music, 

traversed one or more Muslim neighborhoods.  What is much more cryptic in this account, 

and of interest here, is the identity of al-ʿāmma.  The usual translation of this term is “the 

masses” or “the commoners.”  Joel L. Kraemer, however, points out that during this period 

in Baghdad the term “al-ʿāmma” was used in historical sources when in actuality followers 

of the Ḥanbal school of law were meant.497  Although the ʿAbbāsid caliphs favored the 

Ḥanafī school, the majority of the Sunnī Baghdad population considered themselves 

Ḥanbalīs.   

Based on their activities, it seems likely that the Hāshimī in the account above were 

Ḥanbalī.   Kraemer notes that the Ḥanbalīs influence in Baghdad was “palpable,” their 

traditionalism was “aggressive,” and they were more often than not the instigators of 

                                                 
495 Bosworth, “Translator’s Forward,” 2. 
496 Kraemer, 50. 
497 Ibid., 60. 
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confrontational Sunnī opposition to the Shīʿa and also to theologians and philosophers.498  

Kraemer goes so far as to call the Hanbalīs a “juridical-theological social movement” in 

Buyid Baghdad.499  Their bases in Baghdad were the Bāb al-Basra and the Mosque of al-

Manṣūr.500  It was from Bāb al-Basra that the Ḥanbalīs launched attacks on the Shīʿa of 

Karkh.  The geographical identity of the Ḥanbalīs as well as their activities as described by 

Kraemer strongly suggest that Ibn al-Jawzī used the term “al-ʿāmma” when referring to the 

Ḥanbalīs.  Moreover, according to the geographer Muqaddasī, the population of Baghdad 

during the Buyid and Seljuq periods was predominately Ḥanbalī or Shīʿī, which likely 

increased the Ḥanbalī’s confidence and thus their activity levels.501  Michael Cook 

maintains that Ḥanbalī activism undoubtedly continued throughout the Seljuq period 

“despite a lack of explicit attestation.”502  It is because of this ambiguity on the part of 

medieval chroniclers that we must here explicitly connect the dots from the use of the 

muṣḥaf during riots with the activities of the Ḥanbalīs, in this case, the performance of the 

Qur’ānic duty to command right and forbid wrong.  The Ḥanbalīs, Cook demonstrates, 

were extremely pro-active in their duty to command right and forbid wrong in Baghdad 

during the Buyid and Seljuq periods,503 the same period when the muṣḥaf was used by the 

masses during civil strife.   

                                                 
498 Ibid.,, 60. For a discussion on the possible motivations for the riots in medieval Nishapur between the 

Ḥanafī and Shāfiʿī see Richard W. Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic Social 

History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972), 28-46. 
499 Kraemer, 60. 
500 See Lassner, 95-99, 214-18, and note 9 p. 275. 
501 Cook, Commanding, 121.  Cook also notes that the weakness of the government caused by the 

bifurcation of authority (Sultan – Caliph) created a space for Ḥanbalī activities. Commanding, 122. 
502 Ibid., 118. 
503 Ibid., 114. 
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The Ḥanbalīs’ active performance of the duty went far beyond verbal exhortations 

to fellow Muslims; by the beginning of the fourth/tenth century, “Ḥanbalite violence was 

rampant on the streets of Baghdad.”504   Early in the period, under the leadership of the 

Ḥanbalī Barbahārī (d. 329/941) the Ḥanbalīs raided shops, plundered the homes of military 

leaders and others in their efforts to uncover and weed out alcohol, singing girls, musical 

instruments, and unlawful conduct between men and women.  Ḥanbalīs continued to use 

these methods through the fifth/eleventh century.505  Although this duty is to be performed 

only when Muslims are in violation of Islamic law, as Kraemer notes, “In periods of unrest 

and civil strife Christians naturally suffered along with the rest of the population.”506  

Kraemer was referring to the geography of the city in the sense that the Christians were 

oftentimes caught between warring factions and so suffered.   

The above passage, however, suggests that the Christian community was, at times, 

the target of overzealous Ḥanbalīs in their performance of this duty.  It appears that a 

fervent Hāshimī, very likely a Ḥanbalī, started what turned into a riot in an effort to forbid 

wrong, specifically the playing of musical instruments in the streets during the Christian 

funeral procession.  The performance of the duty to command right and forbid wrong was 

not specifically cited in accounts of this event.  This may have been because only Muslims 

were to have been the targets of the duty.  At any rate, the Ḥanbalī masses took up the call 

started by the Hāshimī and it appears that it was the Ḥanbalīs who raised the maṣāḥif in the 

                                                 
504 Ibid., 116. 
505 Barbahārī, according to Cook, was not only the leader of the Ḥanbalites but also of the “Sunnī 

population at large.”  The Ḥanbalī also physically assaulted Shāfiʿī. Ibid., 116-121. 
506 Kraemer, 76. 
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markets, which would have been the busiest sections of Baghdad.  These civil disturbances 

were so severe that the mosques were closed.  This level of violence on the streets meant 

that the Muslim scripture would have been exposed to all sorts of pollution including blood 

from injured rioters, street filth including feces and possibly dogs, as well as the possibility 

of being destroyed.   

If, as argued here, al-ʿāmma in these accounts were Ḥanbalīs, their willingness to 

expose themselves and their written scripture to harm as well as the violent manner in 

which this was done must be addressed.  I contend that, even though Ibn al-Jawzī is silent 

on the exact motivations of the Hashimī and al-ʿāmma, the mobs in this passage and the 

previous accounts, were carrying out their Muslim duty to command right and forbid 

wrong.  This particular entreaty, (al-amr bi-al-maʿrūf wa-al-nahy ʿan al-munkar), literally 

the enjoining of praiseworthy measures and the forbidding of reprehensible actions, is a 

duty found in several places in the Qur’ān: “Be a community that calls for what is good, 

urges what is right, and forbids what is wrong; those who do this are the successful ones.”507 

The use of the muṣḥaf during riots would have been not only a symbol, but the 

actual source of the duty which the rioters were carrying out. Michael Cook defines the 

phrase as “the duty of one Muslim to intervene when another is acting wrongly.”508  

According to al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), a Muslim’s duty is to first set himself right, then 

successively, his household, his neighbors, his quarter, his town, his surrounding 

                                                 
507 Q 3:104.  Michael Cook lists seven other instances of the use of this phrase in the Qur’ān: Q3:110’ 

3:114; 7:157; 9:71 which specifically mentions women as those whose duty it is; 9:112; 22:41; 31:17. 

Cook, Commanding, 13. 
508 Michael Cook, Forbidding Wrong in Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), xi. 
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countryside, the wilderness with its Bedouin and so on to the ends of the earth.509   Ḥanbalīs 

were, after all, very conservative traditionalists, and one would expect them to abide by the 

letter of Islamic law.  It appears that in these riot situations, the Qur’ānic duty to command 

right and forbid wrong overrides Islamic law regarding treatment of the Qur’ān itself.   The 

duty is several times explicitly stated in the Qur’ān; it is a command from God.  But as 

Cook notes, the procedure for carrying out the duty is nowhere described in the Muslim 

scripture.   

The Ḥanbalīs believe that it is the duty of every legally competent Muslim, 

regardless of his or her station in life, to command right and forbid wrong.510  The basis for 

how the duty is to be carried out comes from a prominent Tradition of the Prophet: 

“Whoever sees a wrong (munkar) and is able to put it right with his and, let him do so; if 

he can’t, then with his tongue (bi-lisānihi); if he can’t, then with [or in] his heart (bi-

qalbihi), which is the bare minimum of faith.”511  Reconciling the Qur’ānic command and 

the prophetic ḥadīth is difficult.  Muslim scholars, including the Ḥanbalīs of our period, 

generally advocate a principle of escalation.  In other words, begin commanding and 

forbidding using the minimal amount of force.  Medieval Ḥanbalīs, and others, also 

complicated performance of the duty, at least on paper:  “Performance with the hand is for 

the rulers, performance with the tongue, for scholars, and with the heart for the common 

people.”512   

                                                 
509 Cook, Commanding, 445. 
510 Ibid., 131. 
511 Ibid., 33. 
512 Ibid., 17. 
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Notably, however, Ibn al-Jawzī, the leading Ḥanbalī in Baghdad, repeatedly 

advocates the use of violence by individuals as long as they are unarmed.  His attitude is 

that if one is aware of evil in the marketplace, then it is his duty to confront it if he is 

capable.513  The theory and practice diverge early and often, as we have seen.  Commoners 

took up whatever arms were at hand in the streets of Baghdad to “encourage” others to do 

right.  When reporting on the violence in the streets, including the treatment of the muṣḥaf, 

Ibn al-Jawzī is conspicuously and consistently uncritical of his fellow Ḥanbalīs.  His 

silence may be read as tacit approval of their methods in performing the duty. 

One of the most notable aspects of Ibn al-Jawzī’s reports about the use of the 

muṣḥaf and its exposure to pollution, defilement, and destruction, is that the scholar relates 

all of these incidents without comment.  This could be because Ibn al-Jawzī was himself 

Ḥanbalī and so hesitated to blatantly criticize the pious activities of a school to which he 

subscribed.  By the time the scholar lived, the Ḥanbalīs, including and especially Ibn al-

Jawzī, were increasingly aligned with the Sunnī caliphate and the state.  As Cook notes, 

“The more we hear about the entanglement of the Ḥanbalites in the web of direct and 

indirect state patronage, the less we tend to hear about forbidding wrong.”514  This was 

also, Cook remarks, the period in which Ḥanbalism was coming into line with other 

schools.515  Moreover, Ibn al-Jawzī uses the term al-ʿāmma when he very likely meant 

                                                 
513 Cook notes that Ibn al-Jawzī is adopting the formulations of al-Ghazālī, but that he departs from al-

Ghazālī on several points concerning the role of the ruler in this duty. Cook, Commanding, 127 and 139-40. 
514 Ibid., 127. 
515 Ibid., 141. 
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Ḥanbalīs, so perhaps he is hesitant to associate himself too closely to such violence and 

thuggery.   

This lack of explicit attestation does not mean that the duty is not being carried out; 

there may have just been less reporting of it, or in the case of Ibn al-Jawzī, the narratives 

were vague concerning the motivations and identity of the mobs.  The fourth/tenth-century 

historian al-Ṭabarī, however, provides both the motivation and the identity of a third/ninth-

century resident of Baghdad and his use of the muṣḥaf during civil disturbances.  The 

Caliph al-Maʿmūn (r. 198/813-218/833) had come to power after a brutal and destructive 

civil war waged against his brother al-Amīn (r. 193/809- 198/813).516  The war was 

incredibly destructive on the physical city as well as its inhabitants, and the new Caliph’s 

reluctance to return to his capital exacerbated the already chaotic situation, in effect 

extending the civil war.  In 201/816-817, three years after the official end of the war 

between the brothers, the city of Baghdad was still in chaos.  Al-Ṭabarī reports that 

members of the troops from the Ḥarbiyya quarter of the city along with criminals and thugs, 

“indulged in evil behavior, brigandage and the seizing of youths and women openly in the 

street.”517  These thugs extorted money from the populous and pillaged entire villages and 

then brazenly sold the stolen goods in the streets of Baghdad.  “There was no government 

authority (sulṭān) which could restrain them, and none of its representatives had any control 

over them because the government authority itself depended on them for its power, and 

                                                 
516 For a poignant account of the Civil War and its impact on the city see Al-Masʿūdī, The Meadows of 

Gold: The Abbasids, Trans. And Ed. Paul Lunde and Caroline Stone, (London: Kegan Paul International, 

1989), 151-74. 
517 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXXII, The Reunification of the ʿAbbāsid Caliphate, trans. 

CE Bosworth (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 55. 
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they were, indeed, the government’s own trusted guards.”518  Finally, civilians took matters 

into their own hands.  One of these was the Khurasani Sahl ibn Salāma al-Anṣārī also 

known as Abū Ḥātim, a Baghdad resident from the Ḥarbiyya quarter who summoned the 

people to command good and forbid wrong and to “behave in conformity with the Book of 

God and the sunna of His Prophet.”  Sahl tied the muṣḥaf519 around his neck and began 

entreating first his immediate neighbors and then all of Baghdad to command right and 

forbid wrong.520   

Hugh Kennedy calls Sahl’s actions “a movement of moral and political 

regeneration,”521 and Sahl’s use of this Qur’ānic entreaty has been documented in several 

well-known Islamic works over the centuries.522  What is of particular interest here is Sahl’s 

use of the muṣḥaf in conjunction with the command.  Sahl’s motivation for displaying the 

muṣḥaf is not difficult to ascertain.  The codex was, after all, the source of the command 

and therefore a reminder to every Muslim of their duty to enjoin other Muslims, even those 

in authority, to behave according to the Word of God and the sunna of the Prophet.  Sahl, 

unlike some of his contemporary Baghdadis, believed that the duty was to be carried out 

                                                 
518 Ibid., 56.  These soldiers had been hired by al-Ma’mūn’s wazir, Fadl ibn Sahl to maintain order in 

Baghdad.  Their behavior was due, in part, to the irregularity with which they were paid.  The rebellion that 

ensued was not against the caliph but against his wazir. On this period in Baghdad see Hugh Kennedy, The 

Early Abbasid Caliphate: A Political History (Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Noble Books, 1981), 151-163. 
519 The translator uses “leaves of the Qur’ān” here, which is probably more realistic but al-Ṭabarī uses the 

term muṣḥaf. 57.  Ibn Khaldūn provides a version of these events in his History, and also states that Sahl 

hung a muṣḥaf from his neck while summoning the people to command right and prohibit wrong. Ibn 

Khaldūn, 3:524-5. 
520 Ibid., 57.  
521 Kennedy, Early Abbasid, 157. 
522 See Cook, Commanding, 107 n. 190. 



 

 

 

 

 174 

even when confronting those in authority.  Not long after these events, the Caliph al-

Ma’mūn declared a ban on forbidding wrong by private individuals.523   

By the end of the year, according to al-Ṭabarī, the majority of the city’s population 

had rallied to support Sahl ibn Salāma and his demands for Baghdad’s Muslims to behave 

according to the book.524  C.E. Bosworth calls Sahl a “local representative of Sunnī 

orthodox piety,” who, along with Khālid al-Daryūsh, “took advantage of the deep yearning 

for public order after the social chaos and strife of the Civil War years and to establish in 

Baghdad a theocratic society with the secular power made more conformable to the moral 

imperatives of the Qur’ān and Sunnah.”525  The muṣḥaf remained a powerful symbol for 

the movement as Sahl’s followers took to displaying the codex outside their homes.  Then 

in Muḥarram of 202/March 818, Ibrāhīm ibn al-Mahdī proclaimed al-Ma’mūn deposed and 

himself caliph, and this pretender vowed to eliminate the influence of Sahl and his 

followers.  In response, “every person who had pledged himself to Sahl had constructed by 

the door of his house a tower of plaster and fired brick, with weapons and copies of the 

Qur’ān on it.”526  Alas, this defense proved unsuccessful when another group of Sahl’s 

                                                 
523 Ibid., 107. Cook notes that anecdotes concerning the ban are uneven.  In one, the caliph bans only those 

who do not know what they are doing.  In another, he attempts to reserve the right for the family of the 

Prophet. Ibid., 473. The recitation of the Qur’ān was used to forbid wrong by the ascetic and renowned 

reciter Muhammad ibn Muṣʿab (d.228/843); he would stand outside the door of a house where a lute was 

being played and recited until he gathered a crowd. Commanding, 74, 98. Cook cites Tā’rīkh Baghdād for 

this so this presumably happened in Baghdad. 
524 Ibid., 75-6. 
525 C.E. Bosworth, “Translator’s Forward,” in Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXXII, The 

Reunification of the ʿAbbāsid Caliphate, trans. CE Bosworth (Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1987), 2. 
526 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXXII, 76.   
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enemies was able to pay these same residents thousands of dirhams to allow troops into the 

neighborhood. Sahl was arrested.527 

The role of the muṣḥaf as it was used on the towers is difficult to deconstruct.  The 

books’ placement next to weapons and atop towers certainly evokes a martial theme.  As 

Cook notes, the use of Q 3:104, “‘commanding right and forbidding wrong’ was a slogan 

readily adopted by rebels” and also in “political ventures that cannot be categorised as 

rebellion for lack of a functioning state to rebel against.”528  Sahl’s use of the duty would 

certainly conform to that description.  Sahl was rebelling, at the very least, against state-

sponsored thugs and using the muṣḥaf to declare that God was on his side.  Sahl’s use of 

the muṣḥaf in this capacity, I contend, was in imitation of its use on the fields of battle in 

the first/seventh century.  

The Paradox of the Qur’ān in Battle 

Concurrent with the process of sanctification of the Qur’ān codex in the 

second/eighth and third/ninth centuries, was the literary canonization of the muṣḥaf in 

narratives about the Civil Wars of the first/seventh century.  Much like the role of the 

muṣḥaf in the accounts of the martyrdom of the caliph ʿUthmān,529 the appearances of the 

written Qur’ān in these battles multiplied in the historical accounts during the third/ninth 

and fourth/tenth centuries.  The Civil War began with the Battle of the Camel in 36/656.  

This battle was a military challenge by ʿĀ’isha against the fourth caliph ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib.  

                                                 
527 Kennedy, Early Abbasid, 157. 
528 Michael Cook, Forbidding, 108-9. 
529 See Chapter Three. 
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At issue, according to ʿ Ā’isha, was ʿ Alī’s failure to punish those responsible for the murder 

of ʿAlī’s predecessor, the caliph ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān.  The two sides met in Iraq near the 

city of Basra and ʿĀ’isha remained in the thick of the battle atop her eponymous camel.  

Ibn Saʿd provides one of the earliest accounts of the Battle of the Camel.  Under his 

biographical entry for ʿAlī, Ibn Saʿd notes only that Ṭalḥa, al-Zubayr “and others” were 

with ʿĀ’isha, that the two men and others were killed, and ʿAlī was victorious.530   

The brevity of the early third/ninth-century reports about the Battle of the Camel as 

well as the reluctance to name the participants is likely an indication that the reconciliation 

of the participants had not yet been accomplished.531  Under the entry for Kaʿb ibn Sūr, Ibn 

Saʿd includes two brief versions of the dramatic death of the Companion, with no further 

information on the circumstances surrounding the battle.  “When the two groups met on 

the Day of the Camel, Kaʿb went out holding a muṣḥaf in his hand admonishing both parties 

until an arrow struck him and killed him.”532  The second version includes ʿĀ’isha’s 

attempts to draw the Companion into the skirmish and says that Kaʿb “came out and took 

the muṣḥaf and walked between the lines of men, calling them to what it contained.”  Then 

he was killed.533  Although clearly in ʿĀ’isha’s camp, in this account the Qur’ān codex is 

meant to emphasize Kaʿb as a universal Muslim, a member of the umma, as neutral in the 

conflict as the muṣḥaf he carries; indeed, the Qur’ān in this battle is intended as a powerful 

symbol of Islamic unity. The Book of God, here, is being used in a futile attempt to unite 

                                                 
530 Muhammad Ibn Saʿd, Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā (Beirut: Dar Beirut, Dār Ṣādir, 1957), 3:31-2. 
531 On the third/ninth-century reconciliation of the participants see Lucas, 255 and Chapter Three in this 

study. 
532 Ibn Saʿd, 7:92. 
533 Ibid., 7:93. 
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the Muslim community.  Ibn Saʿd’s version of these events may very well reflect the 

religio-political circumstances of the period in which he wrote.  The Battle of the Camel 

was, after all, the very first military confrontation between the two groups that would 

eventually self-identify as the Sunnī and the Shīʿa, and as described in the previous chapter, 

the proto-Sunnīs in the early third/ninth century, when Ibn Saʿd was writing, were just 

beginning to articulate a response to the increasingly-vocal Shīʿa.  Although a unified 

Muslim community was, by this time, increasingly unlikely, the proto-Sunnī scholars were 

still attempting to present an Islamic past that allowed for potential unity.  

By the end of the third/ninth century, writers allotted much more space to accounts 

of the Battle of the Camel.  Like his predecessor Ibn Saʿd, al-Balādhurī (d. 279/892) 

includes the battle as part of his entry on ʿAlī.  Al-Balādhurī, however, gives the battle a 

section all its own and provides multiple version of the events.  The first mention of the 

muṣḥaf at the battle is a brief description of the death of Kaʿb: “An arrow came at him and 

killed him and hanging from his neck was a muṣḥaf.”534  Written a half century after the 

Ṭabaqāt, al-Balādhurī’s second report about the battle includes a muṣḥaf with a dramatic 

role that may be read as a martyrdom.  Notably, this muṣḥaf is on ʿAlī’s side.  

ʿAlī ordered a man from [the tribe of] ʿAbd al-Qays to raise a muṣḥaf, so he 

raised it and stood between the two lines and said, ‘I beseech you all to what it 

contains and I beseech you all to disperse.  Remember the grace of God is upon 

you in harmony and community.’  Then he was bombarded with arrows until he 

died. It is said that when his right hand was severed, he held the muṣḥaf with his 

left hand and when it was severed, he held the muṣḥaf with his teeth.  Then he 

was shot until he died.535 

                                                 
534 Al-Balādhurī, Jamal min Ansāb al-Ashrāf (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1996), 2:238. 
535 Ibid., 2:240. 



 

 

 

 

 178 

 

A slightly different version says that when the man’s hand was severed he took the muṣḥaf 

in his teeth and did battle with his remaining hand until he was killed.536 As with the 

martyrdom narratives of ʿUthmān, over time, the muṣḥaf is put in bloodier and more 

dramatic situations.  The drama and trauma surrounding the muṣḥaf are magnified. 

Writing several decades later, al-Ṭabarī’s account of the Battle of the Camel is very 

long and detailed and includes incidents and versions of events from both sides of the 

conflict.  Notably, as with the role of the muṣḥaf in the assassination of ʿUthmān, the 

written Qur’ān is substantially more prominent in al-Ṭabarī’s accounts than those of his 

predecessors. After allotting many pages to episodes, small and large, before the outbreak 

of violence, the Battle begins almost nonchalantly.  “Then the armies met.  The first to be 

killed was Ṭalḥah, and then Kaʿb b. Sūr who was holding the Qur’ān copy and reminding 

these men and those [that they should be seeking peace], and then [there were] other 

casualties.”537 There is nothing particularly dramatic about this account.  There is no blood; 

there is not even any mention of weapons.  The muṣḥaf here is meant as a reminder of the 

piety of the holder, and although it does not say so explicitly, a reminder of its contents and 

the need for peace in the community.  Al-Ṭabarī follows this brief report with many pages 

and versions of details about the activities of both sides including several discussions about 

                                                 
536 Ibid. 
537 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XVI, The Community Divided, trans. Adrian Brocket 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 111. The explanation about peace is from the 

translator’s footnote. 
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the expectations of peace.538  In his first detailed account of the Battle, al-Ṭabarī is explicit 

about the function of the muṣḥaf.   

ʿAlī said to those around him, “Which of you will hold up this copy of the Qur’ān 

and what is in it before them? Should his hand be cut off, he will then take it with 

his other one, if that is cut off, he will take it with his teeth.” A young boy said, “I 

will.”  ʿAlī put this to everyone around him, but none volunteered except the boy, 

so ʿAlī said to him, “Hold this up before them and say, ‘Every word in this shall 

judge between you and us, and I beg of you for Allāh’s sake to stop shedding our 

blood and yours.’”  But with the copy of the Qur’ān in his hand, the boy was 

attacked.  His hands were cut off, so he took it in his teeth until he was killed.  

ʿAlī then said, “The battle is now justified, so fight them!”539 

 

The use of the muṣḥaf here is anything but the spontaneous act of piety by a devout 

believer.  Instead, its function in the battle is strategic and premeditated, an order given by 

a powerful Caliph to an innocent boy in an attempt to coax ʿĀ’isha into surrendering.  It is 

a conspicuous sacrifice of innocence as well as the conscious exposure by ʿAlī of the Book 

of God to pollution and destruction.  Al-Ṭabarī includes another version of this account 

that is even more dramatic in which ʿAlī asks three times, “Who will face death and take 

this copy of the Qur’ān to call them to what it contains?”540  After having both hands cut 

off, one-at-a-time, the young carrier “held it to his chest, with the blood flowing down over 

his tunic, and he was killed.”541  In this account the muṣḥaf is, presumably, soaked in blood. 

 The next section describes the battle from ʿĀ’isha’s side.  At this point, although 

the battle is all but lost, the troops rallied as the Mother of the Believers cried, “Kaʿb! Leave 

                                                 
538 Cf. Ibid., 121 where even as both sides took up their positions, the phrase “They were in no doubt peace 

would prevail” is repeated three times. 
539 Ibid., 126-7. 
540 Ibid. 129 
541 Ibid., 130. 
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the camel (on which she sat) and go forward holding the Book of Almighty and Glorious 

Allāh and call them to it.”  Then she “thrust the Qur’ān copy at him.”  When Kaʿb came 

up against the forces of the opposition whom ʿAlī was attempting to restrain from behind, 

ʿAlī’s men “insisted on advancing, and then when Kaʿb called to them they all shot [their 

arrows] at him at the same time and killed him.”542   

Just a few months after the Battle of the Camel, the Muslim community again 

experienced civil war.  This time the caliph ʿAlī was challenged by Muʿāwiya (d. 60/680) 

the governor of Syria and the cousin of ʿ Uthmān.  Ibn Saʿd includes a section in his Ṭabaqāt 

titled “The Account of ʿAlī and Muʿāwiya and their Battle and the Provisions of their 

Arbitration.”543  The account is short – less than a printed page and is part of the larger 

entry on ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib.  Following a list of the Companions killed at Ṣiffīn while 

fighting with ʿAlī, the account states that the people of Syria, the followers of Muʿāwiya, 

raised al-maṣāḥif and appealed to what the book contained as a trick (makīda) 

masterminded by ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ.  The trick was effective because “the people hated the 

hostilities (al-ḥarb) and pleaded for reconciliation.”544  Ibn Saʿd also includes the same 

details of Ṣiffīn, including the raising of al-maṣāḥif, in his entry for ʿAmr ibn al-Āṣ.  The 

entry is long and repeats the charge that the raising was done at the instigation of Ibn al-Āṣ 

and the appeal by the Syrians for the Iraqis to refer “to the Qur’ān and its contents from its 

opening to its close.”545   

                                                 
542 Ibid., 131-2.  Al-Ṭabarī includes a second version of this in which Kaʿb is offered but refused his armor 

and he “rushed out between the lines” imploring them to “stop the bloodshed.” 152. 
543 Ibn Saʿd, 3:32. 
544 Ibid., 3:32.  
545 Ibid., 4:255. The word “Qur’ān” is used. 
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As with the literary accounts of the Battle of the Camel, the end of the third/ninth 

century saw much greater details in the descriptions of the Battle at Ṣiffīn.  Prominent 

among the details is an increased presence of the muṣḥaf.  Al-Balādhurī includes the 

specifics of Ṣiffīn as part of the entry for “The Death of ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir at Ṣiffīn.”  

They battled until late morning.  Then ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ signaled for the raising of 

the maṣāḥif when he was afraid that the people of Syria would be annihilated 

when he saw the steadfastness of the people of Iraq and their splendor (ẓuhūr).  So 

they raised them (al-maṣāḥif) on spears and called out, “This Book of God is 

between us and you and from the mouths of the people of Syria and from the 

mouths of the people of Iraq (meaning we all recite the same scripture).”  And 

ʿAlī said, “By God, what are they but the keepers (ṣāhibūn) of the Recitation (al-

Qur’ān).  But they are doing it as a trick, and a deception.  The raising of the 

muṣḥaf had an effect on the people of the Camel and so they (the Syrians) did the 

same.  But they did not want what I wanted, so do not look at what they are doing 

but instead suffer for your godliness and your sincerity.”  But many of the 

companions of ʿAlī were favorably disposed to what [the Syrians] requested and 

withdrew from the fighting, but some disagreed.  So ʿAlī sent al-Ashaʿth ibn Qays 

al-Kindī to Muʿāwiyya in order to ask him about the reason for the raising of the 

maṣāḥif.  He said, “We raised them so that you would send a man and we would 

send a man and both of them would come to a judgment and whatever they agree 

upon by it we will abide.”546  

 

Al-Balādhurī includes several more short reports about the events at Ṣiffīn that provide 

slight variations or additional details.  Two of the reports include the effect of the muṣḥaf 

on the participants as well as the motivation for the raising.  Trickery or not, the function 

of the muṣḥaf was to bring the battle to a halt in a way that all believers on the field would 

respect.547  The muṣḥaf is used in the same way that ʿUthmān used it in the third/ninth-

                                                 
546 Al-Balādhurī, Jamal, 2:323-4. 
547 M. Hinds, “The Siffin Arbitration Agreement,” Journal of Semitic Studies 17 (1972), 96. The precedent 

for raising the muṣḥaf during battle was the Battle of the Camel where it was raised in hopes of halting the 

fight.  Hinds suggests that at this point there was no agreed on procedure for calling a halt of fighting 

because when pre-Islamic Arab tribes fought, they fought until one side was victorious or ran away. 
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century accounts of his assassination.  Indeed, the language used by the writers is 

identical.548  Here the presence of the muṣḥaf was much more effective than when used by 

ʿUthmān.  As expected, it did cause initial dissension among ʿAlī’s followers and it did 

eventually halt the fitna.549 

For al-Ṭabarī, the raising of the muṣḥaf at Ṣiffīn is so important that he included it 

in the title for the section on the call for arbitration.550  Significantly, however, in the 

paragraph immediately preceding this section is one version of the events which explains 

that when ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ realized that the Syrians were in danger of losing the battle, he 

told Muʿāwiya, “What if I put something to you that can only increase our unity and their 

division?”  He then went on to explain to the Syrian governor that because some of the 

Iraqis would agree to the arbitration signaled by the raising of the muṣḥaf and some would 

disagree, “there will be a division between them.”  On the other hand, he went on, if they 

all agree, then we have succeeded in stopping, at least temporarily, the battle we are clearly 

losing.  So they raised the maṣāḥif saying “This is the Book of God between us and 

you…”551  Although this rendering of events does not use the word trick, it makes it very 

                                                 
548 “The Book of God is between us and you.” See page 119 of this study where ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aḥmad 

uses an identical phrase. 
549Waqaʿat al-khuṣūma bayna ahl al-ʿIrāq. Al-Balādhurī, Jamal, 2:327. 
550 “The Raising of the Muṣḥaf and the Call for Arbitration,” is the title. Al-Ṭabarī, 79. 
551 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XVII, The First Civil War, trans. G.R. Hawting. (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1996), 78.  In this version, the muṣḥaf are raised on lances and the 

translator discussed the unlikelihood of this in the footnote.  He suggests that there were too few muṣḥaf this 

soon after ʿUthmān had ordered the majority destroyed and cites Hinds, “Siffīn,” 95. Most reports, including 

all of the Iraqi reports say that maṣāḥif were raised on spears, other reports mention only one and Hinds 

advises caution concerning the reports of large numbers of maṣāḥif at Siffīn.  He notes that there were 

probably few complete versions of the Qur’an at this time and it is difficult to imagine the how one would be 

attached to spears.  He suggests that muṣḥaf could refer to an amulet, citing the muṣḥaf worn by Kaʿb ibn 

Sūr at the battle of the Camel around his neck. Hinds, “Siffin,” 96: The display of one muṣḥaf, a complete 
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clear that Muʿāwiya was not calling on the muṣḥaf out of Islamic piety or a desire for unity 

but rather as a military strategy, and a rather devious one at that. 

Al-Ṭabarī’s next account of Ṣiffīn is from the perspective of the Iraqis and states 

explicitly that ʿAlī was well aware of the intention behind the tactic.  “They have raised 

them (the maṣāḥif) up only to deceive you, to outwit you, to trick you.”552  Despite ʿAlī’s 

warning, the Iraqi soldiers felt compelled to “act in accordance with what is in the Book of 

God,” and so agreed to arbitration.553   The trick worked.  Al-Ṭabarī includes several more 

pages of details and variations of the events at Ṣiffīn, but in none is the call to refer the 

matter to the Book of God presented as done with anything close to a pious motive.554  

Instead, the accounts underscore the disunity caused by the call and in one instance causes 

physical violence to erupt between the Iraqis.555  Al-Ṭabarī also includes the content of the 

document in which ʿAlī and Muʿāwiya agree to arbitration and the text of the document is 

an obvious attempt to rehabilitate the call for the raising of the muṣḥaf:  “We will comply 

with the authority of God and His Book, and nothing else will bring us together.  We will 

refer to the Book of God from its opening to its close….”556 ʿAlī’s inability to convince his 

followers of the Syrians’ deceptive motives would, of course, lead to his own assassination 

                                                 
copy, may have provoked the display of maṣāḥif that were only pieces of parchment containing verses of the 

Qur’ān. 
552 Al-Ṭabarī. XVII, 79. 
553 Ibid. 
554 One version calls the call “a trick and a cunning trap.” 89. 
555 Ibid., 81.  This could be read as a reflection of the violence caused by the muṣḥaf in the fourth/tenth 

century.  Figure out what you mean by this. 
556 Ibid., 85. 
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by the Khawārij who absolutely rejected the legitimacy of human arbitration in matters that 

should be decided by God.557 

The dramatic and bloody accounts about the muṣḥaf in the Civil War of the 

first/seventh century peaked in the early fourth/tenth century.558  But because the works of 

these three authors were so pervasive and enduring, the portrayal and use of the muṣḥaf in 

war appears to have had a profound effect on everyday Muslims, especially those living in 

Baghdad where all three writers lived and wrote and where fitna in the form of riots in the 

streets was increasingly frequent.  As discussed in the first chapter of this study, literary 

works of all genres were transmitted orally and in public, usually in the mosques.  Any 

Muslim frequenting the mosque for whatever reason would have had many opportunities 

to hear the reports about these battles.  Because the Battle of the Camel and the Battle and 

Arbitration of Ṣiffīn were formative historical events, it is very likely that many people 

would have stopped to listen to narratives about the first Islamic Community.  The stories, 

including the role of the muṣḥaf, would have been internalized by a wide variety of people 

                                                 
557 The Khawārij specifically cited the arbitration process as the reason for their secession. Al-Ṭabarī, Vol 

XVII:102. 
558 Ibn al-Jawzī (597/1201) includes Kaʿb’s brave march with the muṣḥaf.  He gets the account from al-

Ṭabarī. Ibn al-Jawzī, 5:89 and al-Ṭabarī, Volume XVII, 131. Ibn al-Jawzī does not include the dramatic 

account of the boy holding the muṣḥaf as he is slowly dismembered in battle.  Al-Dhahabī (d. 749/1348) 

also includes the account of Kaʿb.  As for the boy on ʿAlī’s side, al-Dhahabī merely says that it is said that 

the first casualty of the day was the boy named Muslim who ʿAlī had ordered to carry the muṣḥaf between 

the lines.  It says only that his fingers were severed from his hand. Muhammad ibn Aḥmad Al-Dhabaī, 

Tārīkh al-Islām (Beirut: Dar al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, 1988), 3:483-90.  Ibn al-Jawzi includes the conversation 

with Muʿāwiya where they plan the raising of the muṣḥaf as a means of causing dissention. Ibn al-Jawzī, 

5:121. Ibn al-Jawzī pulls this section from al-Ṭabarī.  Al-Dhahabī says that the raising of the maṣāḥif was a 

trick (makīda). Al-Dhahabī, 3:541. Ibn Khaldūn says the same, pretty much but also the explanation that 

“you have been deceived.” Ibn Khaldūn, 2:1110.  
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in Baghdad, literate and illiterate, women, children, and men.559  An indication of just how 

well-known the Battle of the Camel was is the Battle’s reenactment by Sunnī residents in 

the streets of Baghdad in the fourth-tenth century.  Not surprisingly, the staged production 

incited civil strife between the Sunnī and the Shīʿa and the reenactment was not repeated.560 

The ʿAbbāsids Reclaim the Muṣḥaf 

 A battle that took place during the ʿAbbāsid Revolution provides an interesting and 

ironic glimpse of the transition of the use of the muṣḥaf in times of conflict.  Near the end 

of the Revolution, in the year 131/749, the ʿ Abbāsids were led by the great general Qaḥṭaba 

ibn Shabīb and he was fighting the Umayyad forces in Iran led by ʿAmir ibn Ḍubāra whose 

army was called “the army of armies.”561   

Qaḥṭaba had twenty thousand men and Ibn Ḍubāra a hundred thousand – it is even 

said he had a hundred and fifty thousand.  Qaḥṭaba gave orders for a copy of the 

Qur’ān, which was fixed on a lance, and then proclaimed, “Men of Syria, we 

would call you to what is in this Book!”  Then they reviled him with foul 

language, so Qaḥṭaba sent the order, “Attack them!”562 

 

The Syrians were easily routed and their camp was taken.  The muṣḥaf has two purposes 

in the narrative of this battle.  The book’s first function is as a symbol of the true and correct 

Islam vocalized as a call to “what is in this Book.”  The ʿAbbāsids are claiming to be the 

                                                 
559 See my discussion on the public nature of education and transmission of texts in Chapter One.  No 

study has been done on educating the masses in medieval Baghdad.  An exceptionally fine study on the 

education of every-day Muslims in Cairo was done by Jonathan Berkey.  Because the tradition of acquiring 

knowledge during this period included travel through the Islamic lands, practices in Baghdad were very 

likely similar to those in Cairo.  See Jonathan Berkey, The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: 

A Social History of Islamic Education (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 182-218. 
560 The incident is described by Spellberg in Politics, 118.  The author cites Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidaya wa al-

Nihaya (1936), 11:275. 
561 Al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXVII, The ʿAbbāsid Revolution, trans. John Alden 

Williams (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), 127. 
562 Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXVII, 127. 
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true possessors and representatives of God’s will, just as the combatants at the 

first/seventh-century Civil War had a century earlier.  Second, the Umayyad’s rejection of 

the call to the Qur’ān is blatant proof of the un-Islamic nature of Umayyad rule.  It was 

only after the carrier of the Qur’ān had been subjected to foul language and his book 

rejected that Qaḥṭaba ordered the attack.  Moreover, the carriers of the muṣḥaf, although 

heavily outnumbered, were, in the end, victorious. The revolution was justified and the 

ʿAbbāsids the deserved winner.  The most remarkable aspect of this report is the imitation 

of both deed and words of the Battle of Ṣiffīn.  This is significant because the ʿAbbāsid 

general is imitating Muʿāwiya, the first caliph of the dynasty against whom he is fighting.   

Rightful leadership of the Islamic community was, of course, the central issue of the 

revolution and both sides claimed to “want only the Book of God.”563  God, it seems, was 

on the side that was holding the book.  The use of the muṣḥaf in internecine conflict, in 

military battles and in street riots alike, then, becomes a powerful symbol of this message. 

Bringing in the Book 

The literary output of Ibn al-Jawzī reiterates the remarkable shift in attitudes toward 

and functions of the muṣḥaf in public Islamic life.  This was due in part to the canonization 

of the muṣḥaf in the literary accounts of the first/seventh-century fitnas.  It seems likely 

that the rioters in fifth/eleventh-century Baghdad were imitating the leaders at the Battle of 

the Camel and at Ṣiffīn using the book as a symbol of God’s will which they were 

attempting to enforce.  The motivation for their actions was the quranic entreaty to 

                                                 
563 Al-Ṭabarī, Volume XXVII, 41. In this instance, it is the Umayyad al-Kirmāni making the claim. 
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command right and forbid wrong, but as conservative and traditional Ḥanbalīs, their 

willingness to ignore Islamic law concerning proper treatment of the Qur’ān must still be 

explained.  Moreover, nowhere do Ḥanbalīs specifically advocate use of the muṣḥaf when 

exercising the duty to command right and forbid wrong.  Muslims, I contend, had, by this 

time, developed a new relationship with their written scripture, a relationship that was 

largely due to the spread of Sufism as well as the influence of popular preachers and 

storytellers.  

As Annemarie Schimmel so eloquently describes the thrust and attraction of Sufism 

during this period, it was “mainly an interiorization of Islam, a personal experience of the 

central mystery of Islam, that of tauḥīd, ‘to declare that God is one,’”564  In the early 

centuries of Sufism, mystics declared a disdain for useless knowledge and the rejection of 

books. “To break the ink pots and tear the books’” was thought by some to be the initial 

step in Sufism.565  Some Sufi religious authorities even admonished their followers to 

throw all of their books in the river.  Sufis were, in fact, some of the most prolific writers 

in Islamic history and so this rejection of books should be seen more as a symbolic rejection 

of the legalism that they believed was choking the life from Islam.566  This sort of rhetoric 

undoubtedly had an influence on the illiterate masses’ deferential attitude toward the 

written word, but I use great caution in connecting the Sufis’ early rejection of books with 

                                                 
564 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1975), 17. 
565 Ibid., 17. 

566 Ibid., 18. “Sufism traces its origins back to the Prophet himself.  He is described in the Koran as ummī, 

“illiterate” (Q 7:157-58), a quality that is central to the understanding of Islamic religiosity…the Prophet 

had to be a vessel that was unpolluted by “intellectual” knowledge of word and script so that he could carry 

the trust in perfect purity.” Schimmel, 26-7. 
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Muslims’ attitudes toward the muṣḥaf; the Qur’ān, after all, was and is a very special book, 

set apart from all other written works. 

At any rate, Sufism developed at a time when Muslim orthodoxy was becoming 

increasingly intellectualized, and by the late fourth/tenth century, it was no longer 

permissible to investigate the sources of Islamic law.  This, Schimmel argues, “led to a 

fossilization of jurisprudence,” and ijmāʿ, the consensus of legal authorities, once a force 

for creative change in Islam, became the cause of its stagnation.”  Although Islamic law 

was never codified during this period, it has been handed down verbatim and the Sufis 

“have often raised their voices against the spiritless legalism that stifled free development 

of the personal spiritual life.”567 

Sufism was especially prominent in Baghdad,568 and by the fifth/eleventh century, 

“a new attitude seems to have developed that transformed Sufism from the religion of the 

elite into a mass movement, spreading the tenets to all levels of the population,” and by the 

sixth/twelfth century, there were Sufi fraternities that drew from all strata of society.569  As 

Schimmel notes, “How the crystallization process itself worked is difficult to explain; it 

must have been a response to an inner need of the community that was not being met by 

the scholasticism of orthodox theologians; people craved a more intimate and personal 

relationship with God and the Prophet.”570  I would add that they also craved a more 

personal relationship with their written scripture and that this yearning resulted in the 

                                                 
567 Ibid., 32.  
568 Ibid., 53-97. 
569 Ibid., 231.  On a more prosaic level, the practice of Sufism did not take much time; it was relatively 

easy to for nearly anyone to incorporate into a normal working day.  Ibid., 84. 
570 Ibid., 231. 
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personalization of their Qur’ān codices. The legalism developed in the third/ninth century, 

which included the sanctification of the muṣḥaf and all of the rules regarding its handling, 

was being partially rejected.  This new relationship with Qur’ān codices may also have 

been a result of the prominence of Qur’ān recitation in Sufism as a means of guiding the 

spirit and entering a meditative state.571  Personal sanctification was at the heart of Sufism 

and this sanctification as a goal and a personally empowering process would have given 

every-day Muslims a more confident and comfortable relationship with sacred objects such 

as the muṣḥaf.  In essence, the scripture became my scripture. 

During this same period, popular preaching and storytelling became more and more 

intertwined with Sufism.  Islamic activity, on many levels of society and at a variety of 

locations, permeated medieval Baghdad, and preaching was no different. As Richard 

Bulliet notes, “With thousands of people asking questions about Islam, the marketplace of 

answers was wild and colorful,” and people flocked to urban centers like Baghdad seeking 

those answers.572  Formal sermons by recognized members of the ʿulamā’ could be heard 

at congregational mosques on Fridays and “street-corner harangues” as well as the 

recitation of religiously-themed stories could be heard all over the city.573  Categorizing 

these activities as popular or more legalistic is difficult.  The “lower end of the range” 

includes preachers called wāʿiẓ (pl. wuʿʿāẓ) in Arabic and storytellers called qāṣṣ (pl. 

quṣṣāṣ).  The terms for preachers and storytellers do not refer to discrete occupations but 

                                                 
571 Ibid., 26. 
572 Richar Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 106. 
573 Jonathan P. Berkey, Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic Near East 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 4. 
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rather denote activities carried out by people from a variety of social classes with 

occupations other than street-corner preaching and storytelling, nor was preaching and 

storytelling necessarily carried out by separate parties; the two activities overlapped 

considerably.574  Popular preaching came under “sustained and coordinated attack” during 

the period under discussion and one of its best known critics was Ibn al-Jawzī, who along 

with his career as an historian, was also a respected preacher.575   

Part of Ibn al-Jawzī’s attack on the popular preachers and storytellers came in the 

form of a treatise, Kitāb al-quṣṣāṣ wa’l-mudhakkirīn (The Book of Storytellers and Those 

Who Remind [People of God’s Blessings]).  Ibn al-Jawzī based his criticism on two counts. 

The first was content; storytellers especially were known for relating spurious ḥadīth, and 

providing their own commentary on the Qur’ān.576  A second issue was the emotional 

intensity with which the sermons and stories were told as well as the passionate responses 

they elicited from their audiences.  As we have seen, sectarian and theological differences 

created a highly charged atmosphere in medieval Baghdad.  In the fourth/tenth century, 

preaching was suspended in an effort to quell the street violence between Ḥanbalīs and 

Shīʿa.577  In 469/1077 a sermon delivered by a popular preacher inspired a riot that lasted 

for five weeks, resulting in a caliphal order to suspend all of the activities of Baghdad’s 

wuʿʿāẓ.578  The issue, of course, was one of authority and control, and Islamic scholars, 

such as Ibn al-Jawzī, repeatedly attempted to rein in the excesses of the preachers and limit 

                                                 
574 Ibid., 14. 
575 Ibid., 17. 
576 On this see also Richard Bulliet, Islam, 23-36. 
577 Berkey, Popular, 60. 
578 Ibid., 59. This riot was caused by an Ash’arī scholar’s sermon condemning Ḥanbalī anthropomorphism.  
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and control the content of their sermons.  At the same time, the ʿulamā’ were well aware 

of the importance of storytellers and preachers and their role as transmitters of religious 

knowledge to the common people, and so could not be banned completely.579 

Up until now, Ibn al-Jawzī has remained remarkably silent on the mistreatment of 

Qur’ān codices in the street riots of Baghdad.  The scholar finally reports on the issue in 

an account that describes an incident in the early sixth/twelfth century. 

Under the heading for the year 521/1127, Ibn al-Jawzī includes this: 

 

Among the events of this year: that Abī al-Futūḥ al-Asfarā’īnī, who does not 

know the ḥadīth but rather acted like the common storytellers, was asked about 

the saying by the Prophet, “Ibrahīm only lied three times.”  He said: This is not 

sound (biṣaḥīḥ). But the ḥadīth is in al-Ṣaḥīḥ.  He said one day from the minbār: it 

is said to the Messenger of God: ‘How did you find yourself this morning?’  He 

said: ‘Blind are among the blind and the lost are among those who have gone 

astray.’ This was transmitted to the wazīr Ibn Ṣadiqa who then summoned him.  

He [Abī al-Futūḥ] conceded [to transmitting the ḥadīth] and began providing all 

sorts of weak and perverted explanations.  Then the wazīr said to the fuqahā’: 

What do you all say?  Ibn Sulaymān, a teacher at the Niẓāmiyya (madrasa) said: If 

this Shāfiʿī said what we accepted/agreed on from him, then he must renew his 

conversion to Islam and his repentance. He was then prevented from sitting [i.e. 

He was forbidden to hold a formal teaching post]. He tightened his belt and 

repented and then he departed from Baghdad.  Then some of the senior men who 

sympathized with his beliefs came to his aid and brought him back to his teaching 

position (al-julūs).  And he used to talk in such a way as to undermine the sanctity 

of the muṣḥaf in the hearts of the people (al-nās).  In this way he tempted and led 

astray (iftitana) many people.  And the fitna in Baghdad increased.580 

 

It seems probable that Ibn al-Jawzī mentions the mistreatment of the Qur’ān in this 

instance because, according to this account, the abuse of the muṣḥaf, or at least the attitudes 

which likely led to its misuse, were caused by a preacher whose Ashʿarī theology provoked 

                                                 
579 Ibid., 23. 
580 Ibn al-Jawzī, 17-18:245. 
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the Ḥanbalī audiences.581  Because the account focuses not on the Ḥanbalīs in the streets 

exposing the muṣḥaf to defilement, but instead on the cultural and religious influences that 

allowed for such behavior, which in this case were the enemies of the school to which Ibn 

al-Jawzī subscribed, the scholar was free to address the issue.  It is notable that in this report 

Ibn al-Jawzī uses the term al-nās, not al-ʿāmma when referring to the masses.  He appears 

to be attempting to distance the Ḥanbalīs from the issue of the mistreatment of Qur’ān 

codices.  At fault was not the Ḥanbalī masses in the streets, but the Ṣhafīʿī preachers who 

had led them astray with misinformation and misdirected fervor.  There was, as Ibn al-

Jawzī finally admits, a palpable change in the attitudes toward the muṣḥaf as evidenced by 

the actions of the mobs which the scholar had repeatedly reported without comment.  Ibn 

al-Jawzī’s editorial bias is underscored by a later report on this same incident.  Writing 

more than a century later, al-Dhahabī (d. 749/1348), a Shafiʿī, begins his report on the 

expulsion from Baghdad of his fellow Shafiʿī with a blatant refutation of Ibn al-Jawzī’s 

version of events: 

The report of al-Isfarā’īnī Abū al-Fataḥ al-Isfarā’īnī from the elders of the ahl al-

Sunna and from those belonging to the nobility and what was attributed to him 

concerning the disregard for the Qur’ān was a lie.”  Al-Dhahabī goes on to state 

that it was also a falsehood that “he and others among the Ashāʿrī declared 

infidels anyone who disregarded the maṣāḥif.582  

 

Regardless of what group was most responsible, there can be little doubt that by the 

fifth/eleventh century, the attitudes of the people toward their written scripture had changed 

                                                 
581 Berkey makes this comment about the content of the sermons in the account of Ibn al-Jawzī. Popular, 

59. 
582 Al-Dhahabī, 36:8-9. 
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dramatically enough for their outward behavior and treatment of the book to be of concern 

to the religious scholars. 

Conclusion 

The use of the muṣḥaf by the masses during street protests and riots may have been 

limited primarily to Baghdad. The people of Damascus responded to the impending 

Mongol invasion in 698/1299 without subjecting the muṣḥaf to danger.  Instead, the qaḍī 

and the leading ʿ ulamā led a procession through the town at the head of which was a shaykh 

carrying a copy of al-Bukhārī’s al-Ṣaḥīḥ, not the Qur’an.  The Christians followed with the 

Gospel and the Jews with the Torah.583  The religious and cultural milieu of fourth/tenth 

and fifth/eleventh century Baghdad, I argue, was a perfect storm of social forces which 

transformed Muslims’ relationship with their written scripture. 

Defining what is Islamic was and is a flexible process and one subject to a variety 

of pressures, both internal and external.584  Legalistic orthodox Islam filtered down from 

the religious elite, and, at the same time, the popular religious practices of the common 

people bled up from the masses.  By the fourteenth century, the jurist and social critic Ibn 

al-Hajj, a Maghribī living in Egypt, could lament the fact that instead of the common people 

imitating the religious scholars on religious matters, the scholars were imitating the 

people.585  Jonathan Berkey notes that “The construction of Islam by the full range of those 

who experience it was a complicated, sometimes even contradictory phenomenon.”586  The 

                                                 
583 Jonathan Berkey relates this incident in Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and 

Society in the Near East 600-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 248. 
584 Berkey, Popular, 56. 
585 Berkey, Formation, 256. 
586 Ibid. 
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role of the muṣḥaf in medieval Muslim society as well as its treatment was, I argue, 

ultimately determined not by religious scholars but by the common people. By transmitting 

accounts, without comment or condemnation, of the use of the muṣḥaf in street riots, the 

religious scholars, however, may have been giving the masses their tacit approval of these 

activities.   

Initially influenced by the literary accounts of the first/seventh-century battles, by 

the fifth/eleventh century, the masses in Baghdad had removed the written scripture from 

the purview of the ʿulamā’ and, quite literally, taken the codex into their own hands.  This 

was due, in part, to the spread of Sufism and its insistence on a personal and intimate 

relationship with God.  This new intimacy eroded the barriers between what is holy and 

what is common.  The status of word of God did not change; the Qur’ān remained the most 

important aspect of Islam, but the sacred status of the muṣḥaf was transferred from the 

hand to the heart.  The book was no longer the exclusive domain of scholars; the muṣḥaf 

belonged to every Muslim, literate and illiterate, male and female, and they called upon it 

in times of need, just as they would a familiar friend.  By the thirteenth century, when the 

Mongols sacked Baghdad, the written Qur’ān had become more than scripture.  For the 

common people, the book itself had had been transformed into a powerful talisman used to 

amplify their piety and, at the same time, bring with it the protection of God.    
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Conclusion 

Until now, scholarship on the written Qur’ān has been largely dominated by art 

historians and paleographers.  Modern academic approaches to the muṣḥaf and its role in 

pre-modern Islamic society have been limited to the study of the rulings by medieval 

Muslim religious scholars on the production and treatment of the book.  While Travis 

Zadeh has argued that these legal rulings on the handling of the written Qur’ān were made 

in the second/eighth century when the muṣḥaf was being contested, scholars have tacitly 

assumed that the treatment of the muṣḥaf by medieval Muslims corresponded with Islamic 

law.  This dissertation reveals the increasingly widening gap between the ideal and the 

reality of the role of the written Qur’ān in the pre-modern Middle East.  Rather than being 

treated as a sacred object, as Islamic law prescribes, it was every-day Muslims who 

determined what the muṣḥaf meant to them as well as its role in society. 

One of the reasons for the scholarly neglect of the written Qur’ān is the centrality, 

past and present, of the Qur’ān as an oral text.  While the importance of orality and the 

performative role of the Qur’ān is not disputed here, this study reveals the significance of 

Qur’ān codices in pre-modern Muslim society.  By situating the Qur’ān in an increasing 

textual society, this dissertation demonstrates that Islamic legal rulings regarding the 

handling of the Qur’ān were a result of the book’s increased prominence in urban society.  

Moreover, Muslim scholars, in turn, made good literary use of the muṣḥaf in order to attain 

a number of political and religious goals.  I contend that the increased prominence of the 

Qur’ān in at least four foundational narratives had unintended consequences in Islamic 

society as a whole.  
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I assert that the written Qur’ān did not become a prominent part of the Muslim 

landscape until the third/ninth century.  This is reflected in the increased number of 

references to the muṣḥaf in a variety of Islamic literary genres as well as the introduction 

of a new genre, faḍā’il al-Qur’ān.  By situating the Qur’ān in the context of the rise of the 

book in the medieval Middle East, I have demonstrated that the ʿulamā’ responded in a 

number of ways to the muṣḥaf’s increased presence in the material urban landscape.  More 

Qur’āns circulating in the hands of a growing readership created the need for debates 

among religious scholars concerning ritual purity and the handling of the book as well as 

proscriptions and prescriptions for its production.  

In the early decades of an increasingly textual society, however, confidence in the 

written word in general was uneven at best in this traditionally oral society.  I argue that 

beginning in the early third/ninth century, scholars began propagating the collection and 

codification ḥadīth as a means of authenticating the authority and reliability of the muṣḥaf.  

Disseminating the narratives of the collection and codification projects, which directly 

involved the first three caliphs, also served to reiterate the righteousness and rectitude of 

the Rāshidūn.  Because written works during this period were debated and transmitted 

orally and in public, everyday Muslims would have heard the narratives surrounding the 

production of the first written Qur’āns from well-known and authoritative religious 

scholars as well as the underlying messages of the reports: we have provided a complete 

chain of transmitters for the written Qur’ān; it is therefore reliable.  Moreover, Qur’āns that 

do not conform to the authorized version put forth by ʿUthmān are dangerous to the unity 
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of the third/ninth-century Muslim community just as variations in the recited Qur’ān 

threatened to tear apart the first/seventh-century Muslim community. 

The ʿulamā’ in subsequent decades, I demonstrate, were less than comfortable with 

the isnād of the written Qur’ān as propagated by their predecessors.  Early third/ninth-

century scholars such as Ibn Ḥanbal appear to have had no problem with women’s close 

association with and use of the muṣḥaf.  This scholar not only transmitted a number of 

reports about women studying the written Qur’ān without male guidance, he also included 

instances of women using the muṣḥaf to challenge the ruling of at least one male authority.  

Ibn Ḥanbal also relates traditions in which ʿĀ’isha and Ḥafṣa instruct their scribes as to the 

content of the Qur’āns they are transcribing.  Ibn Ḥanbal’s contemporary, Abū ʿUbayd, 

was one of the earliest writers to include the collection and codification ḥadīth in a written 

work.  These reports highlight the role of Ḥafṣa in these projects and Abū ʿUbayd tracks 

the pages of the first written Qur’ān held by this remarkable women, including her refusal 

to surrender them to male political authority.  By tracing changes in the narratives of the 

origins of the muṣḥaf from the third/ninth through the fifth/eleventh century, I have 

demonstrated what I argue is a systematic effort to eliminate Ḥafṣa from the isnād of the 

written Qur’ān.  The scholarly attempts to disassociate Ḥafṣa from transmission of the 

mushaf were part of a larger movement to rewrite the lives of first/seventh-century women 

as a means of controlling the behavior of and options available to all Muslim women.  The 

efforts of the ʿulamā’ to exclude Ḥafṣa from the collection and codification reports would, 

in the end, fail.   Ḥafṣa’s role in the production and preservation of the first written Qur’ān 

was canonized as part of al-Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ. Her role as that book’s defender, however, 
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would nearly be lost as would be women’s options to act as authorities in the transmission 

of the written word in general. 

The ʿulamā’’s expurgation of the accounts of the collection and codification of the 

muṣḥaf as a means of limiting the options for Muslim women was one of several ways that 

religious scholars made literary use of the muṣḥaf for a variety of purposes.  I have 

demonstrated that writers in the third/ninth and early fourth/tenth century intentionally 

escalated the drama and trauma surrounding the Qur’ān present at the assassination of the 

third caliph ʿ Uthmān ibn ʿAffān.  This was done, I argue, in order to rehabilitate ʿ Uthmān’s 

problematic caliphate and ensure his place among the other three Righteously Guided 

caliphs, collectively known as the Rāshidūn.  These powerful narratives, however, had 

unintended consequences among the Muslim masses.  It was these narratives, I contend, 

that encouraged every-day Muslims to elevate Qur’āns associated with ʿUthmān to the 

level of hyper-sacred.  At least two of these Qur’āns, one in Mecca and one in Damascus, 

were used for centuries as an intercessory to God.  The Muslim masses ignored Islamic 

law regarding intercession and in the Great Mosque of Damascus utilized an ʿUthmānic 

Qur’ān as a means of obtaining baraka.  In Mecca, a Qur’ān associated with the third caliph 

was used as part of a ritual to bring rain during drought. 

This same pattern was repeated in other foundational narratives, but with quite the 

opposite effect.  Third/ninth and fourth/tenth-century scholars also raised the profile of 

Qur’ān codices used in the first/seventh-century Battle of the Camel and Battle and 

Arbitration of Ṣiffīn.  Over the course of a century, the maṣāḥif in these narratives gained 

not only a greater presence but also a much more dramatic and bloody role in these battles.  
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This increased literary presence of the muṣḥaf in battles coincided with the rise of Sufism. 

The Sufi movement, combined with the sermons of popular preacher, created a religious 

environment in Baghdad which allowed for the personalization of Qur’ān codices.  This is 

reflected, as I have demonstrated, in the Muslim masses willingness to intentionally expose 

their Qur’āns to pollution and possible destruction by raising the books during street riots 

in fifth/eleventh century Baghdad. 

The medieval ʿulamā’ attempted to control the context of the transmission of the 

written Qur’ān as well as the reception of the physical book by the Islamic population.  By 

promulgating the collection and codification ḥadīth, scholars successfully convinced 

Muslim society of the authority and reliability of their written scripture.  This early literary 

use of the muṣḥaf was, it appears, the most successful of their efforts.  While male medieval 

scholars tried and failed to excise Ḥafṣa from the accounts surrounding the production of 

the written Qur’ān in the first century of Islam, the other  literary uses the ʿulamā’ made of 

the muṣḥaf had much more complicated consequences, many of them unintended.  

Medieval Muslim scholars used the muṣḥaf and its role in several foundational Islamic 

narratives in an effort to solidify the Sunnī doctrine of the Rāshidūn and to attempt to unify 

the Islamic community.  By elevating the role of the muṣḥaf in the narratives of the 

assassination of ʿUthmān and the Battles of the Camel and Ṣiffīn, and then propagating 

these new accounts, the ʿulamā’ lost control of their message. 

The Muslim masses heard these new accounts and, internalizing the stories, 

assigned their own meaning to the Qur’ān in the narratives as well as to the book in their 

daily lives.  Listening to tales of a martyr’s blood dripping on the pages of the muṣḥaf 
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sanctified the written Qur’ān in ways that went well beyond the designation by the ʿulamā’ 

of the Qur’ān as a sacred object.  Stories of brave, young boys walking into the thick of 

battle carrying the holy book, only to die with their blood soaking the pages, imbued the 

written Qur’ān with the power to sanctify not only the books carrier, but their cause as well.  

By the fifth/eleventh century, the muṣḥaf held a new place in the hearts and in the hands 

of Muslims in the Middle East. 
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Appendix  

 

Contents: 

Table of Eamples of Additions Made to Qur’ans 

Plate 1 BnF Arabe 401 f3b Beginning of 2nd Sura 

Plate 2 BnF Arabe 401 f460b Beginning of Prayer 

Plate 3 BnF Arabe 6997 f26a Beginning of 3rd Sura 

Plate 4 BnF Arabe 6997 f309a Beginning of Prayer 

Essay on the muṣḥaf CBL MS 1486 1b-4b 

Abreviations: 

BL – British Library, London 

BnF –Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris 

CBL –Chester Beatty Library, Dublin 
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Date Location Shelf Mark Addition Location Added 
by 

Note 

402/1010 CBL MS 1414 Birth notices Pasted 
inside 
front 
and 
back 
covers  

User Undated Kufic Qur'an - 2 birth notices, one 
inside each cover, both sons dated 402/1010 
and 413/1022 

582/1186 CBL MS 1438 Prayer 215b Copyist Luxury volume with prayer set off by design 
and script 

592/1195 CBL MS 1435 Short poem and 
eulogy to Ibn 
Muqla 

116a Copyist Luxury volume; the colophon comes after the 
prayer; the design and script of the prayer 
matches the Qur'an text. 

648/1250 BnF Arabe 384 Birth notices 1r User On 1r mention of birth in Shaban 648/Oct-Nov 
1250  

652/1254 BL OR 1270 Birth Record 134a User Luxury Maghribi volume, the birth notice of 
owner's son is illuminated.  

770/1369 BnF Arabe 394 Childbirth charm f290v User Highly decorated Qur'an on low-grade paper; 
impossible to date the addition which is 
separated from the text by blank pages 

832/1429 CBL MS 1496 Rules for copying 
this Qur'an 

1b-3a Copyist Luxury Qur'an; essay is identical to Qur'an text 
but in brown ink 

896/1491 CBL MS 1486 Essay on the 
mushaf 

1b-4b Copyist Luxury edition with waqf after essay 

950/1543 BL MS 2200 Prayers 368a-
368b 

Copyist Luxury edition; prayers are before the 
colophon and identical in scripts and 
decoration to the q text 
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Date Location Shelf Mark Addition Location Added 
by 

Note 

953/1546 BL HARL 5448 Prayer and 
instructions for 
obtaining omens 

376a Copyist Luxury edition with the decoration of the titles 
of the omen section matching the sura titles 

975/1567-8 CBL MS 1544 Prayer and Fal-
Name 

307b-
309a 

Copyist Both additions on their own carpet pages 

c. 978/1570 BnF Arabe 455 Prayers  202a-
203b 

Copyist A good hand, but no decoration except sura 
titles in red; 202a-203a prayer to be recited 
after recitting Qur'an; 203b prayer mentioning 
sultan Selim II ibn Suliman (R. 974/1566-
982/1573) 

982/1574-5 CBL MS 1534 Prayer 308b-
309a 

Copyist Prayer is on carpet page after Qur'an text, 
before colophon 

996/1587 BL OR 14313 Prayers 302a-
317b 

Copyist One prayer before the colophon; the 
remainder after but all in the same hand as the 
Qur'an text 

10th/16th c BnF Arabe 401 Prayer and Fal-
Name 

460b-
463a 

Copyist A luxury Qur'an from Iran; the layout and 
decoration of the prayer is nearly identical to 
the first page of Sura 2 
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Date Location Shelf Mark Addition Location Added 
by 

Note 

10th/16th c BnF Arabe 429 Prayers and Fal-
Name 

Prayers 
on 1a 
and 
327a 
and 
327b; 
fal-
Name 
on 
328b-
334a 

User A luxury Qur'an that appears to have blank 
pages intentionally left at the end by the 
copyist/binder on which the addittions were 
written by the user. 

1083/1672-
3 

CBL MS 1556 Charm against 
moths and white 
ants 

24b Copyist Charm is on the back of colophon page but not 
in a text box 

1113/1701 BL OR 13382 Birth and death 
notices 

286b User Maghribi; Births of 5 children between 
1287/1870-1294/1877; the first child is a 
daughter 

1204/1790 BnF Arabe 6997 Prayers 310a-
310b 

Copyist A luxury Qur'an with twelve pages of empty 
text boxes after the prayer at the end. 



 

 

 

 

 205 

 

Plate 1, BnF Arabe 401 f3b, Beginning of 2nd Sura 
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Plate 2, BnF Arabe 401 f460b, Beginning of Prayer 
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Plate 3, BnF Arabe 6997 f26r, Beginning of 3rd Sura 
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Plate 4, BnF Arabe 6997 f309a Beginning of Prayer 
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Translation of Essay at the Beginning of CBL MS 1486 

 

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.  There are six suras in which 

there are abrogating but not abrogated verses. (Followed by the list of suras) There are 

forty suras in which there are abrogated but not abrogating verses. (Followed by the list of 

suras) There are twenty-five suras in which there are abrogating and abrogated verses. 

(Followed by the list of suras)  There are forty-three suras in which there are no abrogating 

and no abrogated verses. (Followed by the list of suras) The Qur’an was revealed all at 

once from the preserved tablet to the house of ‘Azz and revealed to the Prophet (blessing) 

(then one illegible word) over a period of twenty years: at Mecca for eight years after a 

period of revelation, and at Medina for ten years.  In the first revelation (Lit. what came 

down) to him was three words.  It is said (these words were) “Recite in the name of your 

Lord.” It is also said (the first revelation was) “Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim.”  And it is 

said (the first revelation was) “O, you who covers himself” (Q 74:1).  The last verse that 

was revealed was “Fear the day when you shall return to God” (Q 2:281).  And after that 

the Prophet (Blessing) lived for seven nights.  And it is said that then Nasir Allah (S 110) 

and al-Fatihah (S 1) came.  This was reported by Muslim.  It is said that (the last verse was) 

ayat al-Rabu and ayat yastaghitunik.  It is also said (that the verse was) “There has certainly 

come to you a messenger” (Q 9:128).  These are six sayings. It is said the first sura revealed 

at Medina was al-Mutaffifin (S 83). The last sura revealed at Mecca was al-Muminun (S 

23) and al-‘Ankabut (S 29). The last sura revealed at Medina was al-Bara’a (S 9). The first 

sura that the Messenger of God (Blessing) taught at Mecca was al-Najm (S 53).  (This 

verse) came down to him on the ninth day on Friday of the Farewell Pilgrimage: “This day 

I have perfected for you your religion and completed My favor upon you and have 

approved for you Islam as religion.” (part of Q 5:3).  After that he lived for eighty-one 
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days.  A more severe verse was revealed to the people of the fire, “So taste [the penalty], 

and never will We increase you except in torment.” (Q  78:30)  A more hopeful verse was 

revealed in the Quran: “Indeed, Allah does not forgive association with Him, but He 

forgives what is less than that for whom He wills.” (The first part of Q 4:48 and 4:116) It 

is said “Every soul is a pledge for what he has earned except the companions on the right.” 

(Q  74:38-39) Al-Nawawi (blessing for a Companion) recalled that a more hopeful verse 

in the Book of God (that) the Almighty said is “And do We [thus] repay except the 

ungrateful?” (The second part of Q 34:17).   This indicates that the believer is forgiven.  It 

is said "O My servants who have transgressed against themselves [by sinning], do not 

despair of the mercy of Allah. Indeed, Allah forgives all sins.” (A slight variation of the 

first part of Q 39:53).  When “Indeed, you are to die, and indeed, they are to die” (Q 39:30) 

was revealed to him (blessing on the Prophet) He (blessing) said “Shelter me (from) 

knowing when it will happen.” So God revealed to him “When the victory of God has 

come” (the beginning of S 110). Then he (blessing) wept and said his death had been 

announced to him.  Then he was caused to say Subhan Allah and al-Hamdu Lilah and La 

Illaha Ila Allah and Allahu Akbar and Astaghfir Allah and Atawib Ilahi.  He was told weep 

because of death and indeed you are forgiven for the sins you have committed and those in 

your future.  He said so where is the terror of the place whence one will look down on the 

day of resurrection and where is the narrowness of the tomb and the darkness of the grave 

and where is the resurrection and the horrors? And after that the Messenger of God 

(blessing) lived a full year. 

People disagreed as to the number of Masahif that ‘Uthman had copied.  It was said 

four and it was said six and it was said seven.  According to Samir (Companion Blessing), 

a copy was sent to each of the provinces.  The Companions definitely wrote masahif before 

that for themselves. But they were lost upon the arrival of the Meccan and Medinan 
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editions.  It has been stated that the arrangement of the suras was determined by Gabriel, 

upon him be peace, and the arrangement of the verses came from the messenger of God 

(blessing).  And the suras that are complete and the suras that are Medinan are complete.  

As for what is Meccan and what is Medinan, this is determined by what was revealed.  In 

the time of the Messenger of God, the Qur’an was dispersed among the hearts of men and 

only three people had memorized it.  This was Zayd ibn Thabit, Abi, and Ibn Mas’ud.  

People wrote parts of it on pages and palm branches stripped of their leaves, and on [pieces 

of] pottery, wooden tablets, and on other things.  When the casualties escalated at the Battle 

of Yamama, among those killed many were carriers (those who had memorized) of the 

Qur’an.  So ‘Umar ibn al-Khuṭṭab came from the battle and said “It has come to be known 

that those killed are among the carries of the Qur’an and I am truly afraid that the casualties 

among the people of the Qur’an will escalate [there] and in other places and a large part of 

the Qur’an will be lost (lit. will go) and not be remembered.  Indeed, I think that you should 

order the collection of the Qur’an.”  He (Abu Bakr, althoughhe has not been mentioned) 

said to ‘Umar, “How can I do something that the Messenger of God did not do?”  And 

‘Umar said, “By God, it is a good thing.”  And he kept pressing (he did not cease to 

reiterate) Abu Bakr until his heart was opened to the suggestion.  So they (both of them, 

acting together) sent for Zayd ibn Thabit and they said, “O, Zayd, you are a young man 

and you used to write down the revelation, so locate the Qur’an and collect it.” And Zayd 

said, “By God, if you commissioned me to move a mountain, then I would move it and that 

would be easier than for me than ordering me to collect the Qur’an.” Or he said, “What is 

the meaning of this? Then I said “How can you two do something that the Messenger of 

God did not do?”  And they said, “It is a good thing.” Abu Bakr kept pressing me until God 

opened my heart just as he had opened the hearts of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.  So, I located 

the Qur’an from parchment and shoulder bones and wooden tablets and from the hearts of 
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men.  Al-Bukhari and al-Tirmidhi relate that he united with three members of the Quraysh; 

they were Saʿid ibn al-‘As, ʿAbd Allah ibn al-Harish, and ‘Abd Allah ibn Zubayr.  Al-

Tabari said it was Aban ibn Sa’id and with him was Zayd ibn Thabit until two verses of 

the end of a sura were lost: " There has certainly come to you a Messenger from among 

yourselves. Grievous to him is what you suffer” until the last of it (Q 9:128-129). Then he 

found them with Khuzayma ibn Thabit.  Then the Qur’an was made into pages and Abu 

Bakr kept them until he died, then ‘Umar kept them, then they were given to Hafsa bint 

‘Umar.  Anas ibn Malik recalls that the recitation was collected during the time of ‘Uthman.  

Those from Azerbaijan and Armenia and Syria and the people of Iraq differed [in the 

recitation] to the extent that there was fitna between them.  The reason for the differences 

was that each of them had memorized from masahif that had been propagated throughout 

the provinces.  They were written from (the masahif of) the Companions, such as the 

mushaf of ibn Mas’ud and Abi and others.  As reported from the audition (samaa’) of 

‘Umar ibn al-Khuttab, he heard a man reciting the sura al-Furqan and when he completed 

it ‘Umar was seized him by the collar and said “Whose recitation is this?” and the man 

said, “I was reciting from the Prophet.” And [‘Umar] said, “I was reciting from the 

Prophet.” So he brought the Prophet and said “O, Messenger of God, I heard him recite the 

blessed al-Furqan differently than I recited it. He (the Prophet) said, “Recite” and so he 

recited it. And he (the Prophet) said, “That is how it was revealed.”  Then he said to ‘Umar, 

“Recite.” And so he recited it and the Prophet said, “That is how it was revealed.  Indeed, 

this Qur’an was revealed in seven readings.”  It is said that in the mushaf of Ibn Mas’ud 

there is something from the tafsir.  He wrote it for himself and he thought that it was a 

Qur’an but it was different from the seven readings. 

When Hudhayfa ibn al-Yemen returned from the campaign in Armenia, he went to 

‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan and said that they were differing in the Qur’an to the extent that he 
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feared that they will suffer what the Jews and Christians suffered from disagreeing about 

their books.  “Uthman was exceedingly alarmed by this, so he sent to Hafsa and took the 

pages that Abu Bakr had ordered to be collected and laid them in front (of him?). And he 

made copies of the Qur’an and sent them to the provinces.   He ordered the rest of the 

masahif to be torn up or burned because the people were on the verge of quarreling, God 

bless him.  But someone said that ‘Uthman did not collect all of the mushaf from the people 

during the transfer to the mushaf of Zayd ibn Thabit; he left the mushaf of Abi ibn Ka’b 

and the mushaf of ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas’ud.  It has been said that the Messenger of God said 

“I was entrusted to recite the Qur’an to you.” And he left the mushaf of ‘Abd Allah ibn 

Masʿud. 

Indeed, the Prophet said *** *** he hears the Qur’an fresh and untouched just as it 

was revealed, thus he recites according to the recitation of ibn Um A’bd Allah (Ibn 

Mas’ud).  And ‘Abd Allah said, “I took from the Messenger of God more than seventy 

suras.  He replied that the Messenger of God demonstrated the Qur’an as demonstrated by 

‘Abd Allah and as demonstrated by Abi.  Then he demonstrated it to Zayd ibn Thabit and 

that was the last demonstration.  The Messenger of God died and he *** *** and the 

Muslims chose it thusly.  Because it was the last demonstration, if he chose it for himself 

[then] it was chosen by God Almighty.  Between that Ibn Abbas said that the Messenger 

of God used to demonstrate the Qur’an to Gabriel once during every Ramadan.  And in the 

year that it was completed, he demonstrated it to Gabriel twice. So, the reading of Zayd is 

the final demonstration.  They said that ‘Abd Allah ibn Masʿud omitted from his muṣḥaf 

or the book al-Fatihah and the last two suras.  And in the mushaf of Abi ibn Ka’b are the 

suratayn al-Qatut.  And the mushaf of Zayd ibn Thabit was intact/perfect and because of 

that, it was chosen by Abu Bakr and ‘Umar for the collection of the Qur’an.  It is said that 

Zayd ibn Thabit is *** the one who arranged the committee for ‘Uthman and who would 
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be with him [on the committee].  It is related that the Prophet arranged the verses in the 

suras and put the bismila at the beginning of the suras but he did not order it to be put in 

bara’a (sura 9). It is said that the al-Sab’ al-Tawal and the al-Mufasil were arranged during 

the time of the Prophet but he was not the one responsible for the arrangement of the suras.  

They were arranged during the time of the books.  When was the mushaf pointed and 

vowelled?  It has been told that ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan initiated it and worked on it but 

they were removed. One of the pilgrims at Wasit found it and it increased his partisanship. 

It was ordered when the governor of Iraq was al-Hasan ibn Tahia ibn Ya’m. Right after 

that he wrote a book on the recitations.  He collected in it what had been related concerning 

the differences of the people until Mujahid wrote his book on the recitations.  It has been 

said that the first one to point [the mushaf] was Abu al-Aswad al-Dawla.  It is said about 

the opening of the book (al-Fatiha), it is said that al-Fatiha was named al-Saba’ al-Muthani 

because it was revealed at Mecca and at Medina. It has been said that the exception was 

made for it, a fact which was revealed to the people (al-Umam).  It has been said that 

because it is exceptional, it is included in every raka’a of prayer.  Abu al-Faraj related that 

Ziyad ibn Abi Sufan (or Sufyan?) ordered Abu al-Aswad to point the masahif.  Al-Jahiz 

related that Nasr ibn ‘Asim was the first one to point it. It has been said about Qitada that 

he said they introduced it so they pointed it and then they marked the fifth verses and then 

the tenth verses but this was contested/denied by him.  It has been said that the omission in 

the second collection was something from Sura al-Ahzab but then it was found and the 

Qur’an was completed using the uninterrupted transmission by the Companions because 

they had memorized it separately.  And there is no disparity in the memorization of 

‘Uthman.  Indeed, ‘Ali memorized it after the death of the Prophet during the caliphate of 

Abu Bakr.  It was related that the reason he was late in giving his oath of allegiance to him 
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as he related.  Then he memorized it with the entire group of companions just as it is written 

in al-Dafin up until now.  And God knows, praise be to the one God,  etc. (more blessings). 
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