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Abstract: This article examines a famous element in the reports on the canoniza-
tion of the Qur'anic text under the auspices of Uthman, in which the committee of
scribes that were to write the standard text came to a disagreement on how to write
the Qur'anic word for at-tabiit “Ark.” After examining the different versions of the
report that contain this episode, and concluding that the report of this episode goes
back to the common link of Tbn Sihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/741-2), it is shown that early
on the linguistic details of this disagreement were no longer understood. However,
by examining how Aramaic and Classical Ethiopic loanwords that end in stem-fi-
nal -it or -0t are treated, this report can be understood as referring to two com-
peting adaptations of this foreign word into Arabic. On the one hand at-tabit, the
form that ends up in the standard text, and on the other hand at-tabah (or more
precisely: at-taboh), which shows a similar strategy of adaptation as several other
central loanwords in the Qur'an such as as-salah “prayer” and az-zakah “alms.”

Keywords: Qur'anic studies, Qur'anic Arabic, loanwords, Ark of the Covenant, Ihn
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Introduction

There are a number of traditions about the collection and writing down of the offi-
cial Qur'anic text under the auspices of ‘Utman, which MoTzk1 has shown all go
back to the common link of the major traditionist Ihn Sihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/741-2).
The major partial link, Ibrahim b. Sa‘d (d. 162/779 or 163/780) as well as the ver-
sions transmitted by ‘Umarah b. Gaziyyah (d. 140/757-8) and Yanus b. Yazid al-Ayll
(d. 152/769 or 159/776) all contain mention of an episode where the scribe tasked with

1 MortzKr1 2001.
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collecting and writing down the Uthmanic text, Zayd b. Tabit al-Ansari (d. 45/665),
has a disagreement with his Qurashi assistants over how to write the word at-tabut
“ark.” The conflict is eventually resolved by ‘Utman in favor of the Qurashis. While
this episode is specifically of linguistic relevance, it has not yet received a proper lin-
guistic evaluation. In this paper, I examine the different reports and then provide a
novel proposal on how the two competing spellings (Zayd’s » &l versus the Qurashi
& ill) should be understood.

The Reports

As pointed out by MoTZKI, there are four partial common links that transmit the
report of al-Zuhri about the ‘Utmanic collection, that of Ibrahim b. Sa‘d, Yunus,
Su‘ayb, and ‘Umarah b. Gaziyyah, but not all of these partial common links include
the relevant portion of the report. I believe only the Ibrahim b. Sa'd and ‘Umarah b.
Gaziyyah recensions can be identified with certainty as partial common links that
contain the portion that discusses the relevant word at-tabiit.

All the versions transmitted from Ibrahim b. Sa‘d are very similar. The main
difference ultimately comes down to whether, after ‘Utman expresses a judgment
on which spelling the committee should adhere to, what the precise wording of
his reasoning is. This vacillates between explicitly expressing that the Qur'an was
revealed in the language of Quraysh, to simply saying that the spelling is to be pre-
ferred because it is Qurashi, or simply giving no such endorsement at all.

The relevant passage as related in Gami' al-Tirmidi* and Ibn Abi Dawud’s Kitab
al-Masahif® (Muhammad b. Ba3$ar < ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi « Ibrahim b. Sa‘d <
Ibn Sihab al-Zuhri), Ibn Sabbah’s Ta’rih* al-Madinah (Sulayman b. Dawud al-Hagimi
« Ibrahim b. Sa‘'d < Ibn Sihab al-Zuhri) goes as follows:

fa-htalafi yawmdidin fi <53 wa- 53 fa-gala [n-nafaru l-qurasiyytna (Ibn 'Abi Dawad)/l-
qurasiyyuna (al-Tirmidi)/bnu z-zubayri wa-saidun wa-‘abdu r-rahmani (Ibn Sabbah)?] sl
wa-qala zaydun » 2, fa-rufi‘a htilafuhum ‘ila ‘utmana fa-qala ktubtihu <23 fa-innahti [nazala
(al-Tirmid1)] bi-lisani quraysin.

One day, [the committee tasked with standardizing the Qur'an, consisting of Zayd b. Thabit
and three Qurashi men] disagreed on <5 or » 523, The Qurashis said that it is <l whereas

2 Al-Tirmidi, Gami‘(1996), 182.

3 Ibn Abi Dawad, al-Masahif (2002), 199.

4 Thn Sabbah, Ta’rih (n.d.), 1000-1001.

5 In the Ibn Sabbah version, Zayd’s opinion is mentioned before the three Qurashi’s.
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Zaid said it was o, So their disagreement was brought to ‘Utman, and he said: “write it as
&l for it is (revealed) in the speech of the Quraysh.”

The recension of ‘Umarah b. Gaziyyah as related in the version of al-Tabari in his
Gami* al-Bayan® (Ahmad b. ‘Abdah al-Dabbi/Nu‘aym b. Hammad « ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b.
Muhammad al-Darawardi < ‘Umarah b. Gaziyyah < Ibn Sihab al-Zuhrl) is a bit
more elaborate:

Qala zaydun: fa-amarani ‘utmanu bnu ‘affanin an aktuba lahtt mushafan wa-qala: “innt mudhi-
lun ma'aka ragulan labiban fasihan fa-ma gtama'tuma ‘alayhi fa-ktubahu wa-ma htalaftuma
fihi fa-rfa‘ahu ilayya. Fa-ga'ala ma‘ahit abana bna sa‘tdi bni l-asi. Qala: fa-lamma balaga “inna
ayata mulkihi an yatiyakumu t-tabutu” qala zaydun: fa-qultu » 3 wa-qala abanu bnu saidin
<5l fa-rafa'na dalika ila ‘utmana fa-kataba <533,

Zayd said: “Utman b. ‘Affan ordered me to write for him a Mushaf, and he said: ‘I will have an
intelligent and eloquent man join you. Whatever you two agree on write it down; and what-
ever you disagree on bring it to me.” So he assigned Aban b. Sa‘id b. al-‘As to him. [al-Zuhr1]
said: “when the two of them arrived at the Ayah ‘Indeed the sign of his authority will be that
the Ark (<5l will come to you.” (Q 2:248) Zayd said: “I said that it is » 53l and Aban b. Sa‘1d
said it is <25\, so we brought that to Utman and he wrote < s:1l.”

There is one transmission in Ibn Sabbah’s Tarih’ through al-Layt b. Sa‘d that
MoTzKI thinks is a version of the partial common link Yainus (but this is not explicit
in the text), which includes this episode but this time with Ubayy b. Ka'b as the one
of the people opining on the spelling:

wa-kana hina gam'i l-qurani gu'ila zaydu bnu tabitin wa-ubayyu bnu ka'’bin yaktubani l-qur'ana,
wa-guila ma'ahum saidu bnu l-asi yuqimu ‘arabiyyatahii. Fa-qala bnu kabin-i - 3 wa-qala
safidu bnu l-asi innama huwa <\, Fa-qala ‘utmanu radiya llahu ‘anhu ktubthu kama qala
sa‘idun fa-katabii < 513V,

It was at the time of the collection of the Qur'an that Zayd b. Tabit and 'Ubayy b. Ka’b were
assigned to write the Qur'an, and appointed with them was Sa‘id b. al-'As to correct its Arabic.
So Ubayy b. Kab said » 2t and Sa‘id b. al-‘As said it is only ever < sill. So ‘Utman said: write it
like Sa‘'id has said it, and they wrote < sUll,

The second version related by Ibn Sabbah is worded quite differently, although still
clearly related to the al-Zuhri version (despite being transmitted through another
chain: Ibn Wahb < ‘Umar b. Talhah al-Laytl <~ Muhammad b. ‘Amr b. ‘Alqamah «
Yahya b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Hatib):®

6 Al-Tabari, Gami‘(1954), 59-62.
7 Ibn Sabbah, Tarth (n.d.), 1002.
8 Ibn Sabbah, Ta'rth (n.d.), 999.
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Qala salamatu bnu ‘abdi r-rahmani: amara ‘utmanu radiya llahu ‘anhu fityanan mina l-‘arabi an
yaktubii l-qur'ana wa-yumliya ‘alayhim zaydu bnu tabitin, fa-lamma balagii < s qala zaydu
bnu tabitin-i ktubitha » 3 wa-qali: la naktubu illa <\ fa-dakari dalika li-utmana fa-qala
ktubti < 5\3 fa-innama anzalahu llahu ‘ala ragulin minna bi-lisanin ‘arabiyyin mubinin.
Salamah b. ‘Abd al-Rahman said: ‘Uthman ordered young men from among the Arabs to write
the Qur'an, and Zayd b. Tabit was dictating to them, but when they reached <Gl Zayd b.
Tabit said: write it o513l and they said: We only ever write it < Ul so they mentioned that to
‘Utman and he said: write it <5, after all, God sent it down to a man among us in a pure
Arabic tongue.

The partial common link of most of the above reports is clearly Ibrahim b. Sa‘d
who transmits from Ibn Sihab al-Zuhri, while a notably different version that nev-
ertheless clearly relates the same event is transmitted from ‘Umarah b. Gaziyyah,
who likewise transmits from al-Zuhri. Finally, there is a version from Yanus that
rewrites the details of the people involved in the writing of the Mughaf but likewise
transmits from al-Zuhrl. It therefore stands to reason that the report of the spelling
controversy about the word for “Ark” at least goes as far back as the lifetime of
al-Zuhri (58-124/677-8-741-2).

As we will see, it is specifically the linguistic feature that caused the contro-
versy that carries significant realism for having come from the early Islamic period,
although the linguistic implications were soon forgotten in the Islamic tradition.
This further corroborates the early date of this report.

Issues with the Traditional Understanding

In the above, I have kept the vocalization of the two versions of the words < -\ and
» il untranscribed because it is exactly the precise vocalization whose significance
has been lost over time. Modern print editions, when they vocalize these forms
at all, consistently vocalize them as at-tabiitu and at-tabithu. This understanding
seems to be quite old since as early as al-Farra’ (d. 209/822) we see that the contro-
versy is understood this way; in Lugat al-Qur'an” he says the following:

Wa-l-‘arabu gamian ‘ala t-tabtutu bi-t-ta’i, ‘illa l-ansara, fa-innahum yaqulina “at-tabith” bi-l-
ha’i. Haddatani bi-dalika sayhun ‘an qatadata qala: “t-tabuhu” lugatu l-ansari.

All Arabs pronounce at-tabut with a ta’ except for the Ansar, for they say at-tabith with a ha’.
A Sheikh on the authority of Qatadah told me about that, saying: at-tabithu is the dialect of
the ansar.

9 Al-Farra, Lugat (2014), 43.
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But the reading of at-tabiith is linguistically rather unlikely. We must first recog-
nize that the form historically had a final ¢, as it must derive from Aramaic tébita
“chest, ark,”*° most likely through the intermediary of Classical Ethiopic tabot “ark
of Noah, Ark of the Covenant” on account of the shared idiosyncrasy between
Arabic and Classical Ethiopic of unexpectedly having a as an initial vowel rather
than Arabic ay or Classical Ethiopic é that one would have expected as approxima-
tions of the original € in the Aramaic word."

As such, we would have to assume that the dialect of the Ansar (i. e., Medina)
would have undergone a -t > -h shift. While such a shift would not be unusual in a
pausal position, the report as we have it seems to suggest this shift even happened
in a non-pausal position. Moreover, had such a shift indeed taken place in a central
Hijazi dialect such as that of the Ansar, we would expect other words with a similar
ending in -iit to have likewise be reported with this shift, but words like, for example,
< sSie ‘ankabit “spider;,” < el ar-tagit “false idols,” and < Sk malakiit “kingdom”
are, to my knowledge, never reported to undergo such a shift, pausally or otherwise.

At the same time, if we take these reports to reflect any amount of truth at all,
the ha’ reported cannot simply be an alternative way of writing the final ta’ either
as in that case the two words would become homophonous, while most reports dis-
cussed above seem to imply that there was a linguistic difference between the way
these two were pronounced rather than being a purely orthographic difference.

A New Proposal

The common understanding that Zayd b. Tabit (one of the Ansar) would have pro-
nounced the word for “Ark” as at-tabith(u) therefore creates a problem, and the lin-
guistic reality that lies behind this report has been obscured. I would like to make
a proposal that resolves this conundrum. To get a better understanding of this sit-
uation, we must examine the strategies that we see in Qur'anic Arabic when adopt-
ing Aramaic and Classical Ethiopic words that have a stem that ends in -t or -0t.
Qur’anic Arabic attests a number of words that either come from Aramaic directly,
from Aramaic through Ethiopic, or from a native Ethiopic word that in these lan-
guages end in -iit and -6t. In the reading traditions of the Qur'an, we find that there
are two distinct solutions to adapting such words, which are moreover orthograph-
ically distinct in the Qur'anic Consonantal Text (QCT). Table 1 provides an overview.

10 SOKOLOFF 2002, 1203; SOKOLOFF 1990, 580.
11 LESLAU 1987, 570.
12 NOLDEKE 1910, 49.
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Table 1: Loanwords of Aramaic and Ethiopic words the end in -at/-6t.

Aramaic Ethiopic QCT Reading Tradition
malkata “kingdom”  malakat “Godhead” e.g.,Q6:752Sk  malakitu “kingdom”™
ta‘ata “error; a spirit”  tast “idol, ungodliness” e.g., Q 2:256 @ gadall at-tagatu “false idol”™
slota “prayer” saldt “prayer, vow, intercession”  e.g., Q 2:3 o sball as-saldtu “prayer”"
zakatd “merit”® - e.g,Q2:43-553  az-zakatu “alms””’

- maskot “window” Q 24:35 0 5888 ka-miskatin “niche”"®

As we can see in Table 1, Aramaic and Ethiopic words that end in -iit or -0t are
borrowed either with word-final -iit or with what in the reading traditions of the
Qur'an (and Classical Arabic) is the feminine form -at- (pausal -ah#). In all of these
cases the long vowel that precedes the feminine suffix is spelled with a waw.

This standard Classical Arabic feminine singular ending -at- (pausal -ah#) is
used in native vocabulary for final weak roots, regardless of whether this final root
consonant is waw or ya’ In Classical Arabic orthography these are spelled with alif
followed by the ta’ marbiitah (21), but in Quranic orthography there is a distinction
depending on the final root consonant. When the final root consonant is waw, it is
spelled » », and when the final root consonant is ya, it is spelled 4. The former in all
reading traditions is pronounced -dat- (pausal -ah#), but there are clear indications
that these were once pronounced with a more backed vowel -0t- (pausal -0h#) at
the very least among reciters of the Hijaz."® The latter is pronounced -ét- (pausal
-eh#) or -dt- (pausal -dh#) in the reading traditions that retain a phonemic distinc-
tion between a and é. Table 2 gives an overview of the native words with these two
feminine endings that occur in the Qur'an.

13 SOKOLOFF 2002, 681; LESLAU 1987, 344; NOLDEKE 1910, 33.

14 SOKOLOFF 2002, 509; LESLAU 1987, 584; NOLDEKE 1910, 35.

15 SOKOLOFF 2002, 964; LESLAU 1987, 557; NOLDEKE 1910, 36.

16 SOKOLOFF 2002, 412.

17 JEFFERY 2008, 153.

18 LEsLAU 1987, 365; NOLDEKE 1910, 51.

19 Sibawayh reports such readings as being acceptable in the recitation of the Qur'an, stating
explicitly that the people of the Hijaz would pronounce as-salat, az-zakat, and al-hayat with an alif
at-tafhim “a backed @,” i. e., something akin to 6 (Stbawayh, Kitab (1988), 1v, 432). For a discussion
on the historical origins of these forms, see AL-JALLAD 2017, VAN PUTTEN 2017, and VAN PUTTEN
2022, 29-30, 124.
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Table 2: The reflexes of *-awat- and *-ayat- in native Arabic words

QcT Reading Traditions® Qur'anic Arabic
o sl “life” e.g., Q 2.85 al-hayat- (-Gh#) al-hayoh
o sl “refuge” Q 40:41 al-nagati (-Gh#) al-nagoh
o5 “Manat” Q 53:20 manata (-ah), mand’ata (-a’ah#) manéh
o531l “in the morning” Q 6:52; Q 18:28 bi-I-gadati (-Gh#), bi-I-gudwati (-ah#) bi-I-gadoh
4 3 “trivial (f.)” Q 12:88 muzgetin (-eh#), muzgdtin (-Gh#), muzgatin (-ah#) muzgeh
43 “as a precaution”  Q 3:28 tugétan (-€h#), tugdtan (-Gh#), tugatan (-ah#), tugeh
taqiyyatan (-ah#)

The loanwords that we discussed above that in Classical Arabic had the pronun-
ciation with -at- are likewise to be understood as having had the feminine ending
-0t-/-0h#, as is made explicit for as-saloh and az-zakoh by Sibawayh, and can safely
be extended to miskoh as well.

We therefore find that Qur'anic Arabic employed two different strategies to
borrow the Aramaic -uit-/-0t- and Classical Ethiopic -ot: it was either borrowed
with the ending -iit- (e. g., malakit, and at-tagut) or it was borrowed with -0t-/-0h#,
which in the Classical Reading traditions ends up being pronounced as -at-/-ah#
(e.g., as-saloh, az-zakoh and miskoh). It is exactly this ambivalent strategy that
can help us understand the specific linguistic difference that is being addressed
in the report about the conflict over the spelling of “Ark” of the borrowing of the
Classical Ethiopic tabot. Both at-tabut and at-tabot- (pausal at-taboh#) would have
been natural ways of borrowing this word, and the expected orthographies for the
two borrowing strategies of this word would have been < Ul and -4, respec-
tively, that is, exactly the spelling that we find to have been the point of contention
between the Ansari scribe Zayd b. Tabit and his Qurashi colleagues. The difference
in dialect between Zayd and his Qurashi colleagues, then, was clearly not that the
former pronounced it at-tabith and the latter at-tabit. Instead, Zayd appears to
have pronounced it at-taboh (in line with loanwords like as-saloh, az-zakoh and
miskoh) rather than as at-tabit (in line with malakit, and at-tagut).

While the correct understanding of the linguistic detail was clearly lost with
time — evidently no longer transparent already at the end of the second century AH,
as shown by the comments from al-Farra’ - the expected orthography was well-pre-
served, and now with a deeper insight into the historical linguistic development
of Quranic Arabic and loanwords present in the Qur'an, we can understand this
conflict as concerning a rather natural and even expected point of contention in the

20 Ibn al-Gazarl, Nasr (2018), 111, 1621, 1648, 1635-6, 1682-5; 1v, 2235, 2658.
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adaptation of this loanword. This fact lends considerable credibility to the archaic-
ity of this element in the report.
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