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INTRODUCTION 

I f t h e Âjurrûmiyya i s t h e q u i n t e s s e n c e of A r a b i c grammar, t h e n 
a š - š i r b î n î ' s commentary on i t i s s u r e l y t h e e s s e n c e : i t i s modes t y e t 
c o m p r e h e n s i v e , n o t o v e r - l o n g , b u t d e t a i l e d enough f o r s e r i o u s s t u d y , 
and as o r t h o d o x and w e l l - m e a n i n g a s a s - â i r b ï n l h i m s e l f (whose l i f e i s 
b r i e f l y o u t l i n e d on p . 4 6 7 , E p i l o g u e n 8 ) . H i s Nur as-sajiyya fï hall 
' a l f a z al-Äjurrümiyya i s t h e d i s t i l l a t i o n of some n i n e c e n t u r i e s of 
l i n g u i s t i c s p e c u l a t i o n ; what i s l e f t i s b o t h w h o l l y u n o r i g i n a l and 
e n t i r e l y t y p i c a l of a d i s c i p l i n e which had a l r e a d y r e a c h e d i t s peak 
more t h a n two h u n d red y e a r s b e f o r e a š - š i r b î n ï ' s d e a t h i n 1570 . I t i s , 
t h e r e f o r e , an i d e a l i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e v a s t t e c h n i c a l l i t e r a t u r e 
d e v o t e d t o t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n and p r o p a g a t i o n of one of t h e w o r l d ' s few 
d i v i n e l a n g u a g e s , t h e C l a s s i c a l A r a b i c i n which t h e Q u r ' a n was r e v e a l e d 
and t h r o u g h which t h e I s l a m i c f a i t h f i n d s e x p r e s s i o n . 

T h i s e d i t i o n h a s been p r e p a r e d w i t h t h e aim of making a c c e s s i b l e 
b o t h t o A r a b i s t s and n o n - A r a b i s t s t h e main e l e m e n t s of i n d i g e n o u s 
A r a b i c l i n g u i s t i c s , and t h e r e b y a t l e a s t p a r t i a l l y f i l l i n g a l a r g e 
b l a n k i n t h e h i s t o r y of l i n g u i s t i c s , which h a s h i t h e r t o p a i d l i t t l e 
heed t o non -European t r a d i t i o n s and s y s t e m s . The r e m a i n d e r of t h i s 
I n t r o d u c t i o n w i l l h e l p t h e r e a d e r t o make t h e b e s t u s e of t h e book . 

I n t h e A r a b i c t e x t Ibn A j u r r ü m ' s own words h a v e , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 
p r a c t i c e of t h e d a y , been d i r e c t l y i n t e g r a t e d i n t o a š - š i r b î n î ' s 
commentary, and a r e t h e r e f o r e d i s t i n g u i s h e d by o v e r l i n i n g ( s e e p . 4 6 6 , 
a p p e n d i x , on t h e m a n u s c r i p t s u s e d ) . The t r a n s l a t i o n does what i t can 
t o r e p r o d u c e t h i s p e c u l i a r l y m e d i e v a l method of e x p l i c a t i o n , w i t h what 
s u c c e s s t h e r e a d e r may j u d g e , and t h i s t i m e ( f o r want of b e t t e r t y p o ­
g r a p h i c a l a l t e r n a t i v e s ) Ibn Ä j u r r ü m ' s words a r e marked by u n d e r l i n i n g . 
The t r a n s l i t e r a t i o n i s a s c l o s e a s p r a c t i c a l t o t h a t o f H. Wehr, A 
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, Wiesbaden 1979. In the ac tua l 
t r a n s l a t i o n t h e m a t e r i a l h a s b e e n b r o k e n up i n t o numbered p a r a g r a p h s t o 
f a c i l i t a t e c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e , somet imes a d o p t i n g a š - š i r b ï n i ' s own s u b ­
d i v i s i o n s where a v a i l a b l e , o t h e r w i s e q u i t e a r b i t r a r i l y . So much f o r 
form; a s f o r c o n t e n t , i t can o n l y be s a i d t h a t t h e t r a n s l a t i o n i s bound 
t o be t o o l i t e r a l f o r some and n o t l i t e r a l enough f o r o t h e r s . E i t h e r 
of t h e s e d e f e c t s , however , i s l e s s s e r i o u s t h a n o u t r i g h t e r r o r s , and i t 
i s hoped t h a t w h a t e v e r m i s t a k e s have been made a r e few and h a r m l e s s . 
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The notes, optimistically no doubt, attempt to answer as many 

forseeable kinds of questions as possible, covering technical, histo­

rical, textual and comparative topics as seems appropriate. Paradigms 

are provided in abundance (ideally all the facts of Arabic morphology 

should be there), partly to supplement the information already set out 

in transliteration in other works of reference, and partly to offer the 

reader more opportunities to verify or extend the theories advanced in 

the text and annotations. Inevitably many notes can be no more than 

hints or pointers, where space does not allow an idea to be developed 

thoroughly. But the labyrinthine further references and their frequent 

circularity are deliberate, on the one hand being a means of connecting 

together matter which is too bulky for a single note, and on the other 

hand hopefully stimulating wider enquiries, aided perhaps by serendip­

ity. The fact that annotations and text, with very few exceptions, are 

face to face, may somewhat compensate for this inconvenience. 

The notes will have achieved their purpose if they make readers 
aware of the inner coherence of the grammatical system by imparting 
some of the automatic presuppositions of the native Arab linguists, for 
whom no term, category or structure exists in isolation. The reader 
will nevertheless often come across remarks which have little justifi­
cation beyond the intrinsic interest of their contents. This is an 
inescapable predicament of annotators, who must say something about 
everything; aš-Širbïnî answers this charge in 16.4, and I will simply 
add here (with similar false modesty) these words of Sir Thomas Browne: 
'There are many things delivered rhetorically, many expressions therein 
merely tropical, and as they best illustrate my intention; and there­
fore also there are many things to be taken in a soft and flexible 
sense, and not to be called unto the rigid test of reason*. 

The principles of reference to other primary and secondary sources 

(see Abbreviations following this Introduction) are thus: 

Four representative Arab grammars are chosen, Jum. because it is an 
important early work, Muf. because it gives access to Ibn Yacîs's 
commentary and the paragraph numbers of Howell (cf. 3.53 n 6), Alf. 
(cf. 21.61 n 6) because, as well as having been translated, a whole 
array of commentaries and supercommentaries can easily be consulted 
through its verses, and Qatr because (like Āj. and Tasr.) it is a major 
source for aš-Širbïnî and has, moreover, been published in translation. 

Western treatments (Beeston, Fleisch, Bateson, Yushmanov, Nöldeke, 
Cantineau) are referred to as often as possible, as are certain stand­
ard grammars such as Wright, Reckendorf (Ar. Synt., Synt. Verh.) and 
Cantarino. Individual technical terms are often discussed at length 
in E.J. (1) & (2), to which reference is accordingly made. 
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Qur'anic quotations are attributed to the Sura (S.) and verse of the 

standard Egyptian edition. Translations are either borrowed from pub­

lished versions or are ad hoc when a particular grammatical feature 

needs to be emphasized. Bibliographical details of translations and 

well known commentaries are not given, since these references are easi­

ly traceable through Sūra and verse numbers. 

Poetry is identified by reference to Schaw. Ind., and again, translat­

ions are either borrowed or ad hoc. 

Journal titles are generally abbreviated according to Index Islamicus 
(q.v. Epilogue n 7). 

This book would not have appeared without help from many quarters. 
I thank my friend C. H. M. Versteegh for mediating on my behalf with 
the editor and publisher of this Series, and I thank Sydney University 
for providing a congenial and encouraging working atmosphere, as well 
as for some very valuable secretarial help with the preparation of the 
final copy. Above all I am grateful to the Alexander von Humboldt 
Foundation, under whose sponsorship I was able to complete the writing 
of the annotations in appropriately well equipped surroundings at 
Munich. This had not been my original plan in accepting the honour of 
a Humboldt research fellowship, but a visit to the homeland of Goethe 
was enough to prove the wisdom of his words: 

Du glaubst zu schieben und du wirst geschoben, 

M. G. Carter 

Sydney, 1981 
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