Marijn van Putten

The Development of the Hijazi Orthography

Abstract: This paper examines the main orthographic innovations of the early Islamic
orthography in comparison to the Nabataean orthography and traces through new epi-
graphic evidence when and where these innovations came to be used. It is shown that
a number of them clearly develop already in the pre-Islamic period. Besides this, the
paper looks at the complexities of Arabic orthography and morphophonological spell-
ing as it is reflected in the Quranic orthography as well as pre-Islamic inscriptions and
argues that the early Islamic orthography represents the continuation of a developed
Hijazi scribal tradition.

1 Introduction

The Arabic script started as an offshoot of the Imperial Aramaic script adopted by the
Nabataean kingdom (ca. 3rd century BCE to 106 AD). Throughout the centuries during
which it has been in use, it has undergone radical change. The Aramaic script was al-
ready a poor match for the Arabic language to begin with, as it lacked many signs to
distinguish sounds absent in Aramaic but present in Arabic, yet as the centuries pro-
gressed and the script became more cursive, some originally distinct signs started to
merge. This led to a highly ambiguous Arabic script that in word-medial position
only distinguishes 14 of its 28 letters by shape, and in word-final position has only
18 distinct shapes. The development of the script was a fairly gradual process, as
laid out in detail by Laila Nehmé.

The spelling principles, on the other hand, would initially strike one as having un-
dergone a much less gradual and more radical transition. The start of the Islamic pe-
riod looks like a marked departure from the principles present in the pre-Islamic or-
thography — primarily found in the onomasticon as the (transitional) Nabataean
inscriptions are mostly written in Aramaic. The orthographic developments were
laid out in detail in a series of extremely insightful articles by Werner Diem written
around the early 1980’s.> These studies were strikingly prescient but do show their
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age today. Diem’s observations of the Islamic era orthography were based on the 1924
Cairo Edition of the Quran. This print edition uses very archaic spelling but is never-
theless based on medieval works describing the Uthmanic orthography, rather than
being based on early Islamic manuscripts to reconstruct the actual original Uthmanic
orthography. This is understandable, as at the time early Quranic manuscripts were not
easily accessible to the researcher?

In recent years, research into the Arabic language both in its late pre-Islamic and
early Islamic phases has seen a (digital) transformation. Both amateur and professio-
nal epigraphers have started collecting hundreds of both pre-Islamic and early Islamic
inscriptions — photographs of many of which are freely available online. Likewise, the
access to early Islamic Quranic manuscripts has seen a revolution, and many of our
early codices are now easily accessible through digital repositories like Corpus Corani-
cum (https:/corpuscoranicum.de). As a result, it has become possible to conceive of a
much more detailed picture of the development not just of the Arabic script, but
also the appearance of the distinctive Islamic orthography from the earlier Nabataean
orthography. The current article wishes to re-evaluate the evolution of Arabic orthog-
raphy as it eventually comes to be accepted in the Islamic period. With a more detailed
insight, can we determine to what extent this was a concerted effort at an orthographic
reform?

Diem considered the Quranic orthography to be “the result of a very deliberate and
clever spelling reform”* (das Resultat einer sehr iiberlegten und klugen orthographi-
schen Reform) and Robin appears to place such a reform with the start of the Medinan
caliphate.’> Now that we have a much higher-resolution view of the crucial years when
such a reform could have taken place, we are able to see that there was not a single
“deliberate and clever” spelling reform, but that it was rather a series of steps that
seem to have occurred over the course of the fifth and sixth centuries.® Moreover, to
whatever extent some of the innovations were a single event, it seems clear that no
such event took place in the early Islamic period during the time of the ‘rightly guided
caliphs’. Rather, several of these innovations already took place in the pre-Islamic pe-
riod and some of these specifically within the Hijaz. Therefore, we need to think of the
spelling reform as a specifically Hijazi process, and the Quran, which was composed in
Hijazi Arabic,” as the prime example of this Hijazi orthography in the early Islamic pe-
riod.

This article consists of two main sections. Initially, it will examine the main ortho-
graphic innovations that can be identified as setting apart the Islamic era orthography

3 Many of the necessary corrections to Diem’s original observations have been published in recent
years, most recently in the appendices to van Putten 2022: 233-319 and the articles cited therein.
4 Diem 1983: 257

5 Robin 2006: 157-202.

6 This possibility was already anticipated by Al-Jallad previously, and with these recent discoveries this
can largely be confirmed, see Al-Jallad 2021: 209-11.

7 Van Putten 2022: 99-149.
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and examines new epigraphic evidence to evaluate when these innovations are first
introduced into Arabic writing. From this it will be clear that, while not all innovations
are first attested in pre-Islamic period, a significant portion are, which challenges the
idea of a single early Islamic reform of the Arabic script. The second part of the article
then focuses on some of the complexities of the Islamic orthography. It will demon-
strate that the Islamic era orthography from its earliest period has a well-developed
and thoughtful orthography with significant orthographic depth. This orthography can-
not be the result of a first impromptu attempt at writing the Hijazi Arabic dialect. In-
stead, it is one that shows significant complexity that could only be achieved with the
presence of formal institutions. This points to the existence of a distinct formal scribal
school which has developed a number of its idiosyncrasies already in the pre-Islamic
period.

2 The Corpus

To examine the development of Hijazi orthography, it is necessary to make use of a va-
riety of early sources, both from the Islamic and pre-Islamic period. For the Islamic
period, the main point of departure is the Quranic text, by far the longest text that
we can access from the early Islamic period, which therefore gives us quite detailed
insight into the early Islamic orthography. Besides this, also several of the early Islamic
inscriptions and papyri will be referenced. Such sources are sometimes earlier than
the Uthmanic text of the Quran, and on occasion give earlier evidence for orthographic
practices.

For the pre-Islamic period, the current paper focuses on the growing number of
late pre-Islamic inscriptions (ca. 5th to 7th century) in the so-called palaeo-Arabic
script.® The palaeo-Arabic script is defined as the evolution of the Nabataean script
that is recognisably similar to the Islamic Arabic script. Based mostly on the inscrip-
tion’s contents and several small palaeographical differences that disappear in the Is-
lamic period, however, the script remains identifiable as pre-Islamic. Important sour-
ces of palaeo-Arabic inscriptions are several well-known and previously published
examples such as the Zebed inscription (512 CE), Jabal Usays inscription (528-9 CE),
the Harran inscription (568 CE)° as well as DaJ144PAr1 (54849 CE)'® and the few in-
scriptions found near Hima as published by Robin, al-Ghabban and al-Said."* But espe-
cially in recent years, a number of exciting inscriptions have been collected by a group

8 Aljallad and Sidky 2021: 203.

9 The most up-to-date editions of these three inscriptions may be found in Michael Macdonald 2015:
373-433.

10 Nehmé 2017: 121-64.

11 Robin 2014: 1033-128.
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of amateur enthusiasts on social media.'> The amateur group Fariq al-Sahra'® have
started publishing several palaeo-arabic inscriptions from the Hijaz."* These inscrip-
tions as well as an as-of-yet unpublished palaeo-Arabic inscription in preparation by
Ahmad Al-Jallad and Laila Nehmé will form an important basis for our discussion of
the development of the Hijazi orthography.

3 The Main Innovations

A number of suggested orthographic differences between the Quran and earlier Arabic
writing more properly belong, I believe, to the realm of linguistic change, rather than
being the result of a spelling reform. For example, the Quranic Arabic use of the ya’ for
what in Classical Arabic becomes a is not so much an orthographic practice of writing
a with the letter ya’, but clear evidence that Quranic Arabic had a fourth vowel & which
in later forms of Arabic shifted to @.'® The loss of the hamzah spelling which I do dis-
cuss below belongs to this category as well, but this development is an important pre-
requisite for another orthographic innovation (use of ‘alif for word-internal a), which is
why I have chosen to include it. The seven main orthographic innovations in early Is-
lamic orthography compared to the earliest stages of Arabic written in the Nabataean
script are discussed in the following sections.

3.1 Loss of wawation

In the earliest phases of pre-Islamic inscriptions in the Nabataean script, triptotic
names are as a rule followed by wawation, a word-final waw at the end of a
name.'® Many of the Nabataean inscriptions are written in Aramaic, so we only ever
find Arabic names that show such wawation. But in the earliest Arabic language in-
scription, the En Avdat inscription (can be dated after 95 BCE and before 125 Cp)Y
such wawation (and indeed also ya’ for the genitive and ‘alif for the accusative) repre-
sent living final case vowels in Nabataean Arabic. In the centuries that follow the case

12 Most importantly the Hijazi ‘Abd Sams inscription, an initial edition of which was published by Al-
Jallad and Sidky 2021: 210.

13 Their website: https:/alsahra.org (accessed March 6, 2023).

14 See the collection of palaeo-arabic inscriptions published here https:/alsahra.org/2017/09/%d9%86%
d9%82%d9%88%d8%b4-%d8%b9%d8%h1%d8%a8%d9%8a%d8%a9-%d8%a8%d9%84%d9%83%d9I%86%
d8%a9-%d9%86%d8%a8%d8%h7%d9%8a%d8%a9 (accessed March 6, 2023), which I will cite here under
the sigla names Fa$S 1-8. A publication of these inscriptions is currently in preparation by Laila Nehmé.
15 Van Putten 2017: 47-74; pace Diem 1979: 237-40; Robin 2006: 347

16 Noldeke 1885: 73; Aljallad 2022: 87-103.

17 Fiema et al. 2015: 400.
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system starts to break down, thus in JSNab 17 (267 CE), both names and nouns have
wawation, but they no longer inflect for case.'®

In the course of the 4th century CE, wawation appears to have been lost completely,
at least in some varieties of Old Arabic, and it had become a completely orthographic
device retained on triptotic names only, and irregularly even there." By the 6th centu-
ry in Arabic inscriptions, such as the Zebed inscription (512 CE),*° some names are still
found with wawation, while others that one would expect to have it, lack it completely.
The first dated Arabic inscription that lacks any wawation on names is the Jabal Usays
inscription (528-9 CE).**

The orthographic situation that we find in the Jabal Usays inscription is eventually
what we see feeding into the early Islamic period, where wawation is only consistently
retained in the spelling of the triptotic name ‘amr s <. Due to the lack of the name
‘Amr in the Quran, there are no examples at all in the Uthmanic text of this once wide-
spread practice. In the corpus of late (but mostly undated) pre-Islamic inscriptions col-
lected by Fariq al-Sahra we see a mixed situation. Some names lack wawation, while
others preserve it, thus FaS 5b attests s«= with wawation for qays, whereas 2 halid
in Fa$S 7 lacks it. To my knowledge, the only Islamic era texts that retain wawation
on a name other than ‘Amr are PERF 558 (22 AH / 643 CE)*? and the Yazid, which if
it indeed refers to the Umayyad calph Yazid the I would not date later than the time
of his death in 683 CE.*® PERF 558 contains the wawated name sus hudayd, and the
Yazid inscription shows wawation on sx » yazid.

3.2 Loss of hamzah

One of the most notable changes in orthography between the pre-Islamic inscriptions
in the Nabataean/transitional Nabataean script and that of the Quranic and early Is-
lamic writing, is that its orthography reflects a dialect that has lost the hamzah. This
is surprising, as what comes to be accepted as Classical Arabic has a very conservative
retention of the hamzah. Research into the Quranic rhyme and orthography, however,
has made it highly plausible that — unlike most Quranic reading traditions — the lan-
guage of composition of the Quranic consonantal text had indeed lost the hamzah in
almost all positions.?* Its use of waw and ya’ as “seats of the hamzah” there is not
just an orthographic device, but a genuine reflection of the dialect it was meant to rep-

18 Fiema et al. 2015: 403.

19 Aljallad 2022: 97-101.

20 Fiema et al. 2015: 410-11.

21 Fiema et al. 2015: 412.

22 Grohmann 1924.

23 Younis al-Shdaifat et al. 2017: 315-24.

24 Van Putten 2018: 93-120; van Putten 2022: 257-58.
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resent. This loss of the hamzah has traditionally been identified as a typical feature of
the dialects of the Hijaz.”®

The pre-Islamic inscriptions denoted the hamzah with the sign that is, historically,
to be expected: the ‘alif This makes it clear that the Nabataean Arabic had conservative
hamzah realization.”® In the rare cases where a word carrying a hamzah shows up in
palaeo-Arabic inscriptions, these still use the archaic ‘alif for hamzah rather than the
innovative waw or ya’ as we see in the Islamic era orthography. For example, the
month name al-mu’tamar in the PalArl (513 AD) as ,«\[1],*” and the name hunay’ as
L in the Zebed inscription (512 AD) are both spelled with ‘alif for hamzah.?® In the Hi-
jazi palaeo-Arabic inscriptions, no examples of spelling that point to a loss of hamzah
have been attested so far. This absence is not particularly striking, however, as there
are not many opportunities for it to appear in the palaeo-Arabic inscriptions that
have been found. The only unambiguous example is found in FaS 1 J/ s for the
name Samaw’al with ‘alif for post-consonantal hamzah.*® The other rather doubtful
case is FaS 4 «lall which, if it represents al-dibah ‘the she-wolf’, would be an example
of hamzah still being written with ‘alif But this interpretation is far from secure. Al-
most always inscriptions of this type are clearly patrilineal, and it is difficult to imagine
how a name with the meaning ‘the she-wolf” would have been carried by the father.

The only apparent examples of a lost hamzah can be found in theophoric names
that end with ‘EL Examples for this occur in the Harran inscription (568 CE)* in the
name ks Surahtl and in FaS 2 J»d which should probably be understood as the Ara-
bic Theophoric name with the Arabic verb Taa ‘to obey followed by El ‘He obeys
EL*" The lack of the hamzah in both of these names could be interpreted as a pre-Is-
lamic example of the loss of hamzah. But theophoric names with El more frequently
lack the hamzah. Compare, for example, Quranic 7sma?il ‘Yishmael’, perhaps a reflec-
tion of a later Hebrew pronunciation, as the aleph in the Hebrew reading tradition is
also silent in Yxynw» yismdel. One might also compare Quranic gibril/gabril ‘Gabriel’
(also read with hamzah: gabra’ll and gabra’il).** However, that name retains the glottal
stop in the Hebrew reading tradition 5x™2s gabrrel This irregular behaviour of the
hamzah of such Elistic names seems to be ancient. The name Ta()il is also attested

25 Van Putten 2022: 120-22.

26 Of note however is that the ‘alif al-wasl of the definite article/theonym allah is treated quite irreg-
ularly in Nabataean inscriptions, see Norris and Al-Manaser 2020: 450 -51.

27 Robin, Al-Ghabban, and Al-Sa‘ld 2014: 1122-23.

28 Fiema et al. 2015: 410-11.

29 This spelling of ‘alif for post-consonantal hamzah followed by fathah is later introduced again into
much later medieval orthography, but in the Quran, and most early Islamic writings a word like yasalu
would be spelled without an ‘alif, i.e. J=. For a discussion of a notable exception in the early Quranic
manuscript DAM 01-291 see van Putten, “Hamzah in the Quranic Consonantal Text,” 111-17

30 The most up-to-date editions of these three inscriptions may be found in Michael Macdonald’s con-
tributions to Fiema et al. 2015.

31 I thank Fahad Alsharif for pointing out this compelling interpretation of this name to me.

32 ’Abu al-Hayr ibn al-Gazarl, Nasr al-Qira‘at al-Asr, ed. Suwayd (2018), iv, 2180.
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in Safaitic both with (<t"l>, HCH 196, C 1584, WH 3008, ZeGa 6, RQ.D 7 BES15 559) and
without hamzah (<t1>, C 1138, C 1877 C 1879, C 5232, AbaNS 672),%® even though Old Ara-
bic of the Safaitic inscription is usually very conservative in terms of retention of ham-
zah. We therefore probably cannot make too much of the absence of hamzah in either
of these names to inform us about the state of the hamzah spelling in pre-Islamic
times.**

3.3 Use of alif for word-internal a

As a result of the loss of the hamzah, words that historically had the sequence a’ shift
this sequence to a. E.g. .+, ‘head’ or JSG ‘you eat’ were originally spelled etymologically
to represent ra’s and ta’kul, but came to be pronounced as ras and takul. This phonetic
shift allowed the ‘alif to be reinterpreted as a mater lectionis in word-internal position
for a rather than be a sign for the hamzah.*® This shift is complete in the early Islamic
period, and ‘alif for a is used frequently both in our earliest Quranic manuscripts, pap-
yri, and inscriptions.

In the early Islamic period, many cases of word-internal a are still spelled defec-
tively. In what eventually becomes Classical Arabic orthography, most of these cases
of defective spelling eventually come to be spelled plene, with only a few high frequen-
cy words that retain a historical defective spelling (e.g. ' for hada and 4} for ilah).
While there appears to have been some degree of optionality of defective or plene
spelling in the early Islamic period, this does not mean it was a free-for-all. A clear
set of rules, dependent on the shape of the word, determines whether a is written
plene or not. Only words that fall outside the general rules that either require plene
or defective spelling show some amount of optionality. Some of these rules were de-
scribed first by Diem.*® However, his description was based on the modern Cairo Edi-
tion and therefore contains a number of inaccuracies in comparison to our earliest
manuscripts. I have elsewhere described rules that better represent the orthography
of the ‘alif in early manuscripts.*’

Plene spelling of a is as of yet unattested in the pre-Islamic record. This does not
necessarily need to mean that such a spelling practice is an innovation of the Islamic
period. The inscriptions that are attested indeed lack plene spellings where they could
have had them (e.g. gital as J= in FaS 8), but even in early Quranic manuscripts these
are not the type of words that would usually be spelled plene. Only in the Islamic pe-

33 Safaitic inscriptions were accessed through the OCIANA database (http:/krcfm.orient.ox.ac.uk/fmi/
webd/ociana) and the sigla used therewith (accessed March 6, 2023).

34 Compare also the name Sarahil well-attested in the Islamic historical record and in the Harran in-
scription.

35 Diem 1976: 258; van Putten 2018: 96-97.

36 Diem 1979: 255-56.

37 Van Putten 2019a: 284 —-86; van Putten 2022: 234-35.
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riod do we have a large enough corpus that the presence of plene spelling can easily be
confirmed, for example in our earliest Islamic papyrus PERF 558 from 22 AH, which
spells $ah ‘sheep’ as o8

3.4 Invariable feminine ending

In the earliest layer of Nabataean writing, Aramaic words with the feminine ending
follow the feminine spelling convention <-h> in the absolute, <-t> in construct and
<t> in the definite form. However, Arabic names show a different distribution.
Here, we see that the feminine ending is invariably <-t> even in what would be an ab-
solute position. This suggests that in early Nabataean Arabic the feminine ending was
pronounced /-at/, as was the case in the Arabic of the Safaitic inscriptions. Construct
phrases are of course also spelled with <-t>, as, for instance, in the Namara inscription
<mdynt Smr> /madinat Sammar/ ‘the realm of Shammar’.

In later writings in the Arabic script, we increasingly see that the feminine ending
has undergone a shift of -at to -ah and thus the feminine ending is with 4 (e.g. FaS 2 4.<
for Kinanah, FaS 5b » sl 5 for wa-l-quwwah, Fa$ 6b 4= for Talabah). The feminine end-
ing in construct, when it occurs, is still spelled phonetically with < (e.g. FaS 4
—auall e S5 wa-kiramat ad-dayf ‘and kindness to guests’).

By the time we get to the Uthmanic text, the orthography has undergone an unusu-
al development. Not only does it use the « for all the indefinite and definite forms
where it would be pronounced as -ah, it even starts to be written as such in construct,
an environment where it was presumably never pronounced -ah. This orthographic de-
velopment is therefore decidedly non-phonetic. This shift to this new non-phonetic
spelling is not yet complete, and a good number of construct feminine forms (about
22 % of the total) in the Quran are still written with a < in construct, while many
phrases occur in both spellings.*

Only once Classical Arabic orthography crystallizes does the regular use of « in all
positions become the standard. The Uthmanic text thus serves as a nice example of an
orthographic reform in progress, although the construct feminine form in the pre-Is-
lamic record is not attested often enough in our corpus to be sure that such a change
was not already underway. The absence of a construct feminine spelled with 4+ may just
be an accidental gap.

38 Robin appears to have missed this spelling, and instead says that the earliest example is found in an
inscription of 40 AH, near the end of ‘All b. 'Abi Talib’s reign (40 AH / 661 CE). Of course, since the stan-
dard text of the Quran, which has plene spelling and likely dates to the reign of ‘Utman, we have textual
evidence that predates 40 AH, even if we for some reason do not accept the data found in PERF 558, see
Robin 2006: 345.

39 Van Putten and Stokes 2018: 164.
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Tab. 1: Spelling of the feminine ending in different periods

Nabataean Nabataeo-Arabic/ Early Islamic Classical
Palaeo-Arabic

Definite/Indefinite <t> <-h> <-h> <-h>

Construct <t> <t> <h> & <-t> <-h>

3.5 ’Alif al-Wigayah

One of the more remarkable features of the Quranic orthography is its use of the alif
al-wiqayah. This is the employment of a non-phonetic word-final ‘alif after an expected
word-final waw: In Classical Arabic orthography, this is a purely morphological sign,
which marks plural endings -t and -aw: But this is not the spelling practice found in
pre-Classical orthography. In the Uthmanic text as well as in early-Islamic writing
the ‘alif al-wiqayah is used for any word-final -t or -aw, regardless of whether it is a
plural verbal ending or not. Other cases of word-final waw such as a consonant fol-
lowed by -w or word-final -aw or -uww are spelled without the alif al-wigayah in
early Islamic orthography.*’

This orthographic device is not present in our earliest Nabataean inscriptions,
where word-final -7 is simply written with waw: This is clear in the transparently Ara-
bic word ‘adhalu ‘they introduced’ which is spelled <dhlw> in UJadhNab 109, dated to
455-56 CE.*' However, a recent discovery of a palaeo-Arabic inscription has now con-
firmed that the orthographic innovation of adding ‘alif al-wigayah to word-final -i pre-
dates the Islamic period. The inscription is dated to 548-49 CE and contains fa-agabiti
‘amra-hti ‘so they obeyed/answered his command’ spelled » ;! | s:ala, proving that the
orthographic innovation of the ‘alif al-wiqayah was already in use in the middle of the
6th century.**

3.6 Morphologically spelled definite article

In the Islamic period, the Arabic definite article is spelled morphologically, that is, it is
spelled with 1 regardless of whether the lam is actually pronounced or is assimilated to
the following consonant. This could be explained in two ways: 1) this could be an indi-

40 Van Putten 2022: 239-49.

41 Nehmé 2018: 142.

42 The inscription in question was photographed by the amateur archaeological group Fariq al-Sahra,
and was read by A. Al-Jallad and L. Nehmé and presented by L. Nehmé at the conference “Epigraphy, the
Qur’an, and the Religious Landscape of Arabia” held in Tiibingen on September 810, 2022. An edition
of the text is currently in preparation.
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cation that the definite article did not assimilate to the following coronal consonants in
the register on which the orthography is based. This would find support in Greek tran-
scriptions of Arabic that lack this assimilation, such as the Damascus Psalm fragment
and the Petra Papyri.*® 2) it could be morphological spelling, which at least in the
Quran appears to be the more likely explanation. There, the definite article is even
written as - before words that start with [, a place where it is certainly a morphological
spelling, as a word like <&kl al-latif or 4V allah would always be pronounced with a
geminate and thus always have assimilation.

This is an orthographic innovation from the perspective of Nabataean Arabic,
where the definite article is <1-> before most coronals (presumably because the defi-
nite article did not assimilate in Nabataean Arabic) but assimilates to [, as can bhe
seen primarily in instances where the divinities allah and allat are mentioned, spelled
<Th> and <1t> with only a single lam respectively. In the Quran, such phonetic spellings
occur in a couple of cases, most notably seen with the regular spelling of al-layla as Jd
(an idiosyncrasy it shares with Fa$ 5b, if that word is read correctly) as well as all rel-
ative pronouns that are spelled with a single lam. But in the majority of cases, it is spel-
led morphologically with two lams, e.g. = al-lanah ‘the curse’ and U Allah ‘God’.**

While in a number of the late pre-Islamic inscriptions Allah is still written with a
single lam (Fa$S 4, FaS 7, FaS 8), the vocative Allahumma #&) with double lam has now
been found in two inscriptions: Fa$ 4a and the ‘Abd Sams inscription** found in the
region of Tabuk. Moreover, the spelling I is now found in two inscriptions near al-
Ta'if.** Aljallad & Sidky argue that writing the definite article may be an orthographic
innovation that specifically belongs to the Mecca/al-Ta’if orthographic practice. This
would then also be the way through which the Quran would have inherited this orthog-
raphy.

3.7 Loss of BAR logogram

A typical feature of the pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions, which betray the origins of the
Nabataean script, which used to be employed primarily to write Aramaic, is the use of
the logogram BAR. This logogram started off as the consonantal spelling of the Aramaic
word <br> bar ‘son of’, to write the Arabic word ibn. This shape becomes more and
more cursive, so that eventually the shape looks neither like Arabic ¢» nor like Arabic
4 but it is transparently an evolution from the original Aramaic <br>. As shown by
Sijpesteijn,*” this orthographic practice continues in the Islamic period in the admin-

43 Al-jallad 2020: 24; Aljallad 2018: 39.

44 Diem 1983: 379; van Putten 2019b: 14-16; van Putten 2022: 251.

45 Aljallad and Sidky 2021: 210; The inscription was first photographed and published, though not read
or edited in Nayeem 2000: 79 -80.

46 AlJallad and Sidky forthcoming.

47 Sijpesteijn 2020: 446 —50.
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istrative papyri and inscriptions, and as I point out elsewhere,*® also in a number of
early Quranic manuscripts (e.g. DAM 01-291, Arabe 330 g; Codex Amrensis I).

Nevertheless, writing the word ibn phonetically with (alif) ba’ ntin becomes more
and more dominant in the early Islamic period. In inscriptions, we probably see its
first securely dated example in 43 AH / 66364 CE.*° A little earlier than that, it prob-
ably also was part of the Uthmanic archetype. While several early manuscripts use the
BR logogram, the majority of early manuscripts including, for example, the Codex Par-
isino-Petropolitanus (last quarter of the 7th century?) use ¢! It is noteworthy that Qu-
ranic manuscripts that use the modern spelling always use ¢ with the ‘alif al-wasl,
even in ‘Name son of Name’ constructions like a = & e Tsé ibn maryam, where strict
classical Arabic orthography would require the spelling cx.

3.8 Dating the innovations

The above seven changes are the most notable developments of the Arabic orthography
that can be shown to have been more-or-less complete in the early Islamic period and
are reflected in the orthography of the Uthmanic text. Some of these innovations have
been attested now in pre-Islamic inscriptions whereas others are only first evidenced
in the early Islamic period, so far. The table below lists these seven innovations along
with their earliest attestations.

Tab. 2: Seven innovations of the Arabic orthography and their earliest attestations

Earliest Attestation Example

Loss of wawation Jabal Usays Inscription (528 CE) (o s¥! s j2a a4l ‘ana rugaym bin muarrif al-
‘aws7 ‘I am Rgym son of M'rf the Awsite’

Loss of hamzah  PERF 558 (22 AH / 643 CE) 4w katayiba-hd ‘squadrons’

Alif for word- PERF 558 (22 AH / 643 CE) ol $ah ‘sheep’

internal @

Invariable femi-  PERF 558 (22 AH / 643 CE) @ov 4nls palifat tidrdg ‘the representative of Theo-
nine ending drakos’

Alif al-Wigayah ~ Unpublished (548 -49 CE) ) sale fa-'agaba ‘so they obeyed’

Morphological ‘Abd Sams inscription (late 6th / agl)l Slaws bi-smika /lahumma ‘in your name O God’
definite article early 7th century CE)

Loss of BAR Hisma 1 (43 AH / 663-64 CE)  «S » s2e Adiyy ibn Kab
logogram Uthmanic text (ca. 650 CE) S s2e Tsé ibn Maryam

48 Sijpesteijn, 446 n. 47,
49 Al-Sa1d and al-Baytar 2017: 14.
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So far three of these appear in the 6th century:
— Loss of wawation

— ‘alif al-wigqayah

— Morphological definite article.

Three more can be seen to have become complete in our very earliest Islamic docu-
ments:

— Loss of hamzah

—  Use of ‘alif for word internal a

— Invariable feminine ending.

One innovation is not yet complete in the early Islamic period (loss of BAR logogram).
The first clear evidence of the replacement of the BAR logogram appears a couple of
decades after the earliest Islamic attestations. But the use of the BAR logogram contin-
ues into the 2nd century AH.

The difference in attestation suggests that the Hijazi spelling reform that gives us
the Islamic era orthography was not a single event in which the whole spelling system
was abruptly changed. Although it should be noted that earliest attestation of an inno-
vation of course does not mean that this represents the first employment of said inno-
vation.*

What we can exclude with certainty is that all of the typical orthographic develop-
ments that we see in the Islamic period were only innovated with the rise of Islam. But
we may ask ourselves to what extent it is possible that the three innovations that we
only see for the first time in the Islamic period did indeed originate at that time.

Robin believes that the use of ‘alif for @ was innovated in the Islamic period.>* Yet
his conviction seems to be based on the mistaken notion that our earliest piece of evi-
dence of the ‘alif used as a mater lectionis is first attested in 40 AH. But, in fact its first
attestation is already in PERF 558 from 22 AH, as well as in the Uthmanic Archetype,
which must have been canonized somewhere during the reign of Utman b. ‘Affan
(23 AH-35 AH).’> The Uthmanic text as seen in the earliest Quranic manuscripts,
and thus also the archetype, already displays a fairly complex and conventionalized
set of rules of when to write and not to write the ‘alif to represent 4, which means
that it already had had some time to develop. It is worth noting that the one preserved
non-Uthmanic Quranic text, the Sanaa Palimpsest, likewise follows these scribal con-
ventions.

I would therefore carefully propose that this innovation was already under way in
the pre-Islamic period. This innovation was presumably localized to the Hijazi scribal
school as it presupposes the typically Hijazi phonetic innovation of the loss of the ham-

50 For similar cautionary observations about readily attributing innovations to the early Islamic state
see Al-Jallad 2021: 206-8.

51 Robin 2006: 351.

52 Van Putten 2019a.
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zah. Given that this innovation is dependent on the loss of hamzah spelling, that inno-
vation too must be placed in the pre-Islamic period.

As for the generalization of the feminine ending, I agree with Robin that this
seems to be a continuation of an orthographic development that was already under
way.>® The feminine endings that were actually pronounced as -ah, i.e., when the fem-
inine ending was not in construct, already began to be spelled that way some centuries
before Islam. The central innovation then is the rather unusual choice to apply this
spelling non-phonetically to construct forms. Even in the early Islamic period, spellings
with ta’ are not at all uncommon. In the Quran, as many as 22 % of the construct fem-
inine nouns are still spelled phonetically.>* It is possible that this spelling practice —
perhaps a wish for a standardized spelling that enforced a single word form regardless
of context® — was indeed only introduced in the Islamic period, and the relative fre-
quency of the older phonetic spelling in the early period is then explained as a not
quite complete application of this reform. Hopefully, in the future more palaeo-Arabic
inscriptions in the Hijaz will be discovered that will allow us to confirm or disconfirm
the hypotheses about the date of the innovations of these innovations that up to now
have not been attested in the pre-Islamic record.

4 The Orthographic Depth of the Early Islamic
Orthography

As we have seen above, several of the typical features that mark the Islamic orthogra-
phy already started developing in the pre-Islamic period. The apparently continuous
development of the orthography from the pre-Islamic to the Islamic period suggests
that a continuous presence of a developing writing tradition. Another piece of evidence
that shows that the early Islamic orthography represents the outcome of a developed
scribal tradition that started in pre-Islamic times and continued with the expansion of
the early Islamic state is the significant amount of “orthographic depth” of the early
Islamic orthography. Orthographic depth is an indication of the degree to which an or-
thography deviates from a one-to-one mapping of sound to letter. Scripts, like the un-
vocalized Arabic script, already have some amount of inherent orthographic depth be-
cause of the fact that they do not write vowels. A pronunciation therefore cannot be
derived unproblematically from a written form. However, of greater importance for
the evidence of a developed scribal tradition is rather the difficulty one has in repre-

53 Robin 2006: 339-40.

54 Van Putten and Stokes 2018: 164.

55 Such a movement towards generalizing spellings is also found with nouns that end in ‘alif mamdu-
dah in construct, which in the Quran are still frequently written with final waw in the nominative and
final ya’ in the genitive, but are mostly spelled with final ‘alif — which is the practice that eventually
becomes standard in Classical Arabic, see van Putten 2022: 286—87.
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senting the sounds of a language into writing, and the unintuitive deviations that may
appear in. As we will see below, the Arabic orthography of the Quran and the early
Islamic papyri and inscriptions show a number of complexities which are unlikely
to have been produced by naive scribes and rather point to a systematic form of edu-
cation in writing.

One of the axes along which languages may differ in orthography is the extent of
morphological spelling. Many languages, especially in early stages of adoption of a
script, display a fairly one-to-one mapping of letters to sounds. Depending on the influ-
encing languages, such mapping of letters to sound may be irregular, or chaotic — per-
haps because the donor language and script had multiple signs to express the same
phonetic representation. But nevertheless, such uses of script have little “orthographic
depth” and knowing the signs basically allows for the reader to write the language as
they pronounce it, and write correctly according to the norms of such a society. In such
orthographies, assimilations are often written exactly as pronounced. Literacy in such
orthographies is not particularly difficult: to learn the signs is to learn to be able to
write the language. Examples of such low depth orthographies are seemingly the old
Arabic as written in the Safaitic script and less controversially the mass folk literacy
among the Tuareg which does not have any regulation on orthography, but neverthe-
less sees most people literate.*®

On the other end of the spectrum, however, are languages with a significant
amount of orthographic depth which can present itself in a variety of ways. A situation
of chaotic orthographic norms may crystallize so that only one of the chaotic spelling
options comes to be considered correct, but as a consequence spelling any word cor-
rectly becomes highly unpredictable. Such an example may be found in English, e.g.,
red and reed are both homophonous to read depending on how one pronounces the
latter (cf. “I will read (= reed) a book” and “Yesterday, I read (= red) a book”), but
none is allowed to be confused for the other in writing. In other cases, the standard
orthography is in fact a decent representation of the phonetics of a stage of the lan-
guage, but not its current stage. Orthography became crystallized in an ancient phonet-
ic spelling, which lost its connection with its modern pronunciation. Such a situation
may be found in Tibetan orthography, whose orthography remembers a stage of the
language with highly complex consonant clusters, like bsgrubs ‘completed’, but has
lost such complex onsets entirely: bsgrubs these days is pronounced [tlp]. Syriac is an-
other example that is perhaps closer to home for those who work with Arabic. Syriac
has lost all word-final vowels, and has assimilated pre-consonantal n to following con-
sonants, but in its orthography, these are still written. Thus, =¥ <mdynt> spells
mditta (from early *madinta) and ktab ‘he wrote’ and ktab ‘they wrote’ are homopho-
nous but spelled distinctively as =ha <kth> and aska <kthw> respectively (for earlier
*katab and *katabu).

56 Macdonald 2005: 45—-113.



The Development of the Hijazi Orthography — 121

A third way that an orthography can have orthographic depth is through the use of
morphological rules. Rather than representing certain forms phonetically, morpholog-
ical spellings represent the underlying structure of a word. Such spellings may be the
result of historically regular spellings like Tibetan and Syriac but need not necessarily
be. A good example of an orthography that has a rather phonetic spelling, but one with
quite some orthographic depth due to a number of morphological rules, is Dutch.

For example, Dutch devoices word-final /d/ to [t], merging with /t/ in this position.
But in Dutch orthography this distinction is maintained, and the only way a speller
may recover which form to use is to look to the plural formation of said word, compare
raat [rat] ‘honeycomb’ pl. raten ['Ra.ta] to its homophone raad [rat] ‘council’ pl. raden
[rRa.da]. The correct spelling cannot be deduced from its sound, but only from its mor-
phological behaviour. Another similar issue where one needs to have access to morpho-
logically underlying form in order to correctly spell Dutch is found in the verbal sys-
tem. The second- and third-person present verb ends in -t. Ik loop ‘1 walk’, hij loopt
‘he walks’. But this final -t is even added to words that end in -d which are already pro-
nounced with a final [t]. While the verb worden ‘to become’ is pronounced identically
as ['vort] both in ik word and hij wordt, the spelling distinguishes the two words. Both
of these rules carry with them significant complexity, and naive young spellers of
Dutch who have just started learning to write will usually spell such words phonetical-
ly, thus raad as raat, and word or wordt both as wort. The rules to distinguish raad
from raat are internalized by most spellers, but correctly spelling the word~wordt dis-
tinction remains quite difficult even for writers of Dutch that have finished primary
education — or even have a PhD. Due to the otherwise rather phonetic spelling of
Dutch, it is fairly easy to learn to spell words correctly by hearing alone (something
that is impossible for English or Tibetan), but the morphological rules of Dutch cannot
easily be learned by exposure and can only really be internalized through a degree of
formal education. Such formal education is only necessary because there is an official
standard which considers phonetic spellings such as **wort for word or wordt to be
incorrect.

This preamble into the specific types of orthographic depth and the troubles a
child that learns to write Dutch runs into serves a purpose: Early Islamic Arabic as
it is attested in the Uthmanic Text likewise shows signs of significant amount of ortho-
graphic depth, especially of the morphological type as we find in Dutch orthography,
although sometimes it also shows signs of the historical crystallization type that we
find in Syriac or Tibetan.

Two examples of morphological spelling we have already seen. On the one hand
there is the morphological spelling of the definite article al-, which is written ‘alif
lam even if the next word starts with an ! (with some exceptions), or if it stands before
a consonant where we might expect it to have assimilated. On the other hand, there is
the surprising innovation of writing the feminine ending as « even in construct posi-
tion, where it would never be pronounced as -ah but always as -at. There are several
other examples that betray a rather developed scribal practice which we will discuss
below.
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4.1 Morphophonological spelling of suffixes

In Arabic (and even more generally Semitic) orthography, geminate consonants are not
spelled distinctly from singleton consonants. Thus, nazala and nazzala are written ho-
mographically as J and can only be distinguished by context. The same is true when a
verbal form ends in the same consonant as a subject pronoun suffix. Thus mit-tu® ‘I
died’ (Q19:23) is spelled <« with only a single ta, and likewise ‘aman-na ‘we believe’
(Q2:8) is spelled ! with only a single niin. This is different, however, when the prono-
minal suffix is a second- or third-person object suffix.*® If these occur right after an
identical consonant, they are consistently spelled as two separate consonants. Thus, yu-
drik-kum ‘overtake you’ (Q4:78) is not spelled phonetically **»<,~ with a single gemi-
nate kaf but morphologically <,x with two kafs. The same is true for yuwaggih-hu
4¢3 ‘he directs him’ (Q16:76) and yukrih-hunna cs4_S: ‘compels them’ (Q24:33). To cor-
rectly spell words like these in such a manner requires a significant amount of mor-
phological awareness on the side of the scribe and implies formal education in proper
orthographic spelling.

It is worth noting that with the first-person pronominal suffixes -nf and na, no such
morphological spelling principle is observed. Thus, la taftin-nT ‘don’t put me on trial’
(Q9:49) is spelled with only a single niin & Y. This same process is observed quite fre-
quently even across vowels. Thus, we find examples like S« (Q18:95) which is recited
makkan-ni ‘has established me’ for what in Classical Arabic would be makkana-ni, and
L3 (Q12:11) which is recited tamanna, taman*na or tamanna ‘trust us’ for what in
Classical Arabic would be tamanu-na.®® This kind of assimilation across short vowels
is seemingly attested once in the pre-Islamic record for the second person plural bar-
aka-kum spelled <+ in the Ri‘ al-Zallalah inscription.®

4.2 La- as ¥

One of the orthographic practices that is rather unusual, as it creates ambiguity rather
than resolving it, is the frequent appearance of the spelling of the asseverative particle
la- followed by a word that starts with a hamzah with lam-alif (resulting in a sequence
lam-"alif-'alif). The most well-known example is no doubt the one found in modern
print editions of the Quran, Q27:21 4~ la-‘adbahannaht ‘I will certainly slaughter
him’, but a decent number of other examples are found irregularly in early manu-
scripts, as well as a fair number where the readers disagree whether the ¥ should
be read as la- or la. Moreover, it is clear that this orthographic practice continued

57 There is also a variant reading mut-tu for this verh, see ibn al-Gazari, Nas, iv, 2245-46.
58 Diem 1983: 382-83.

59 Van Putten 2022: 261-67.

60 Al-Jallad and Sidky 2021: 204-5.
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also in early Christian Arabic.®" It should be noted that this specific orthographic prac-
tice needs to likewise be learned by the scribe to do correctly. The obvious spelling
would simply be with a single ‘alif, and doing so actually helps the reader as in such
cases the la- cannot be mistaken for the negative particle.®

Due to the frequent appearance in the corpus of late pre-Islamic inscriptions of the
formula la-Tusikum ‘let me certainly urge yow’, likewise spelled several times with two
‘alifs, we now have clear evidence that this unusual orthographic practice had already
developed in pre-Islamic times. This spelling occurs in three inscriptions: FasS 4, FaS 5b,
FaS 8 aS<a i3, The inscription FaS 7 o< s> spells it with only a single ‘alif.

4.3 Consonantal dotting

Robin suggests that the consonantal dotting as we see it in the Islamic period is an in-
novation of the early Islamic Medinan polity.%® But there are certainly some caveats to
be placed with this conclusion. While it is true that as yet, not a single pre-Islamic Ara-
bic inscription has been found that has consonantal dotting, this can hardly be consid-
ered compelling evidence of its absence. Of the thousands of early Islamic inscriptions
that have been documented, only an extremely small percentage uses any consonantal
dotting at all — significantly less even than contemporary papyri. Considering the much
smaller corpus of pre-Islamic inscriptions, the absence of consonantal dotting in the
pre-Islamic period could be entirely coincidental. It is a bizarre stroke of luck that
the very earliest Islamic Arabic inscription, the Zuhayr inscription (24 AH / 644-
45 CE), just so happens to have consonantal dots.

The evidence so far remains inconclusive, but I can think of some arguments in
favor and against the idea that the consonantal dotting was introduced in the early Is-
lamic period. In favor is the fact that the use of consonantal dotting was not yet entirely
standardized, something we could perhaps have expected had the dotting been in use
for a long time already. Nevertheless, the points of disagreement are quite sparse. Most
words are distinguished with consonantal dotting as they are used to today, save for the
qaffa’ distinction, which are distinguished with a dot above and below. There is, how-
ever, some disagreement between different documents which of the two gets which
placement. Some manuscripts follow the Maghrebi practice of putting a dot above
for the qaf and a dot below for the fa’, while other (most notably manuscripts in the
C.I style) have the reverse situation with a dot below the qaf and a dot above the

61 Van Putten 2022: 249 -50.

62 Note that al-Farra’ (d. 207/822) explicitly considered this “among the terrible spelling practices of
those of old”, clearly suggesting he disapproved of this idiosyncrasy and that it was an ancient one,
see Sidky 2020: 181; 'Abu Zakariyya Yahya al-Farrad’, Maani al-Qurian, ed. al-Naggar and al-Nagatl
(1983), i, 439 -40.

63 Robin 2006: 343—-45.
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fa.** Likewise, manuscripts in the LH/A style seem to systematically use an undotted
denticle to denote ya whereas ba, ta, ta’ and niin are consistently dotted, whereas
the consistent dotting with two dots below only developed later.® Both of these behav-
iors seem to suggest that dotting was not yet completely standardized. The lack of
standardization of dotting might lead us to the conclusion that the system had not
been in use for a long time yet.

What speaks in favor of the system being more archaic, however, is that its usage is
highly idiosyncratic, and scribes almost appear to go out of their way in order to dot
exactly the words that least need it. There is a pervasive pattern both in Quranic manu-
scripts as well as early papyri to dot word-final niin, one of the few letters that is com-
pletely unambiguous in the Arabic script. Adam Bursi shows that there are a number
of recurring practices of dotting that seem to point to a developed and often idiosyn-
cratic scribal practice.®® Such idiosyncrasies give the impression of a system that has
already had quite some time to develop. As it stands now, it is impossible to be sure
whether the dots really were invented in the Islamic period, the absence of dots in
pre-Islamic inscriptions can certainly not be used as compelling evidence in favor of
that.

4.4 Other complexities

There remain several other orthographic complexities that show up in early Quranic
manuscripts which are sufficiently specific and difficult to understand, that it seems
unlikely that they are recent innovations. For example, we find that if a word starts
with a hamzah and is followed by a ya’ with an intervening short or long vowel,
and such words are preceded by the prepositions bi- or li- the ya’ is spelled twice.
Thus, we find forms like WY for li-ayatina, 24 for fa-bi-ayyi, ~x\ for bi-ayyami
etc.”” Such orthographic practices have not yet been attested in the pre-Islamic record
but are quite complex while not resolving any ambiguities. Such an idiosyncrasy sug-
gests a developed scribal practice.

Another case in what appears to be a related practice is a mixed-historical spelling
of words that historically contained a hamzah that was adjacent to i, T or y*® These are
irregularly spelled with ‘alif followed by ya’ word-internally. The most well-known case
of this is 4 for mi'ah 100’, which is an orthographic practice that continues into the
Islamic period, but several other cases occur in early Quranic manuscripts. The ‘alif no
doubt points to a historical memory of the presence of a hamzah, but what is surpris-

64 Cellard and Louis 2020: 61-62.
65 Cellard forthcoming.

66 Bursi 2018: 111-57.

67 Van Putten 2022: 253-54.

68 Van Putten 2022: 251-53.
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ing is that it always occurs in the order ‘alifya’, even if logically the ya’ precedes the

V>

hamzah, such as in gra ‘it was brought’ spelled ¢\, Say’ ‘something’ spelled L,

5 Conclusion

In this paper, I have examined the specific orthographic developments of early Islamic
writing. I identify seven main orthographic innovations that one finds in the early Is-
lamic orthography which do not yet show in the earliest phases of Arabic being writ-
ten. These seven are:

loss of wawation

loss of hamzah

introduction of ‘alif as a mater lectionis

introduction of the invariable feminine ending

the introduction of the alif al-wiqgayah

the morphological spelling of the definite article al-

the replacement of the logogram BAR with the phonetic ibn.

~N O Ul W DN

Of these seven, recent pre-Islamic epigraphic discoveries have uncovered that at least
three already developed in pre-Islamic times (1, 5, 6), one actually continued some time
into the Islamic period (7), and three for now remain only attested in the Islamic period
(2, 3, 4), although are quite likely to have developed in the pre-Islamic period already.

Especially the innovations 4 and 6 are quite complex non-phonetic morphophono-
logical spellings, which could not have developed in a context of informal script learn-
ing, but rather point to a well-developed scribal practice that undoubtedly requires
some form of formal education. In the second part of the article, I highlight several
other cases of advanced morphophonological spelling that suggest the scribes had a so-
phisticated understanding of word-formation. Likewise, a number of idiosyncrasies
such as the unusual semi-historical spelling of hamzah in the vicinity of 7, i, or y
with ! as well as the highly unusual practice to spell la-- with 'Y — which is now de-
monstrably attested in the pre-Islamic Hijaz — all point to a single conclusion: Not only
has the Arabic script had a long and storied history, it is clear that there was a formal-
ized system of scribal practice with significant sophistication and idiosyncrasy that
must have been present and developed already in the pre-Islamic period. This challeng-
es the notion that the pre-Islamic Hijaz was a “non-literate” society as for example Ste-

69 Robin says that such words are spelled L= and that it spells ga'a not the passive gTa. This seems to be
a misunderstanding of Gerd Puin’s explanation of such forms. Gerd-R. Puin, like Diem, has indeed hy-
pothesized that L= was the original spelling of g7a, since this would be the etymologically expected
order. However, it is vital to note that > spellings are quite frequent, whereas spellings with the “ex-
pected” order ya’ followed by ‘alif are completely unattested in early Islamic manuscripts. See Robin
2006: 348; Diem 1980: 104; Puin 2011: 164.



126 —— Marijn van Putten

phen Shoemaker would have it.”® Neither the Quran, nor the pre-Islamic inscriptions of
the centuries leading up to the rise of Islam, show the kind of ad hoc non-literate lit-
eracy as one sees among the Tuareg or may hypothesize for the nomadic pre-Islamic
Arabic writers that employed the Safaitic script. Instead, there was a formalized scribal
practice that required formal education to properly execute according to the existing
norms.”
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