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2 Main categories of variance 
The following is an attempt to study and categorize variance in the manuscripts 
of Arabic didactic poetry in all its major manifestations. 

In the manuscripts of the didactic poems examined, variance has been ob-
served in five categories: in relation to 1. work-titles, 2. text, 3. number of verses 
and their sequence, 4. page-layout, 5. context. Finally, by way of conclusion, var-
iance in the dependability of the medium is examined.33 

2.1 Work titles 
There is considerable variance in the titles of the works examined. The existence 
of a multiplicity of titles shows that little or nothing was predetermined, nor can 
one  know if the author gave the work its title. This statement made by Gregor 
Schoeler (Genesis 72) with reference to the beginnings of Arabic literature seems 
to be equally true of the didactic poems under examination – poems composed 
between the eleventh and seventeenth centuries. Only exceptionally is the title 
mentioned in the text itself as is the case with al-Ūshī’s poem.34 Even here there 
is ambiguity inasmuch as there are two title variants which are both derived from 
the first hemistich and both are treated as work titles (Yaqūlu l-ʿabdu / Badʾ al-
amālī). Titles not chosen by the authors themselves may have been given based 
on content (e.g. al-Qaṣīda al-Kalāmiyya al-Lāmiyya) or they are appelatives 
(Schoeler, loc. cit.) including a reference to the rhyme consonant (e.g. ʿAyniyyat 
Ibn Zurayq).  

1.1. Ibn Zurayq 

The poem of Ibn Zurayq is generally known by a title indicative of the region in 
which it was composed, viz. al-Qaṣīda al-Andalusiyya, but the alternative title al-
Qaṣīda al-ʿAyniyya (referring to its rhyme consonant) has also been applied to the 
text. Al-Ṣafadī, Wāfī 6,285, likewise refers to the poem by its rhyme word but 
omits the expression Qaṣīda as being superfluous, namely: ʿAyniyyat Ibn Zurayq. 

|| 
33 In describing variance, one may speak of a triad of dimensions, i.e. form, content and extra-
textual aspects (e.g. layout, format and other graphical aspects). 
34 In other didactic poems such as the -Urjūza al-Raḥbiyya fī ʿilm al-farāʾiḍ on the law of inher-
itance by Ibn al-Mutaqqina (d. 577/1181-2 or later; GAL 1,490 S 1,675) the title is mentioned in the 
very last verse of the text. 
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Mostly however – and this is confirmed by the present group of manuscripts – 
the generic title Qaṣīda, in association with the author’s name, either as a genitive 
or in a prepositional construction (Qaṣīdat Ibn Zurayq, Q. li-Ibn Z.), is used as a 
heading (e.g. SBB, We. 1547, Spr. 1228, Spr. 1239, Mq. 117). It may be assumed that 
none of these titles have been chosen by the author.  

1.2. al-Ūshī 

The most widely used variant and possibly the original title of al-Ūshī’s poem is 
Badʾ al-amālī (e.g. Ms. Ahlwardt no. 2408/3; Basel no. 161/5, VOHD XVIIB3 no. 
112) and, as a rule, it is written as a heading above the first line. Similarly, the title 
Qaṣīdat Yaqūlu al-ʿabdu (e.g. Ms. Ahlw. no. 2408/2 [al-Jawhar al-fard wa-hiya 
Qaṣīdat Yaqūlu, etc.]) has often been used. These two variants are derived from 
the first hemistich of the poem which begins with the words Yaqūlu l-ʿabdu fī badʾ 
al-amālī. In Ms. Ahlw. no. 2408/1, on the cover page, the title K. al-Amālī fī ʿilm 
al-tawḥīd (the initial word Badʾ has been omitted and a characterization of the 
poem’s contents has been added to the title instead) has been inscribed; in Ms. 
Ahlw. no. 2408/6, similarly, with the addition of the word ʿaqīda but lacking the 
word ʿilm, the title runs: ʿAqīdat Badʾ al-amālī fī l-tawḥīd. A more lengthy charac-
terization, emphasizing God’s oneness, can be found in the title written above the 
Basmala of Ms. Süleymaniye, Denizli 1468: hādhihī risāla fī ithbāt waḥdāniyyat 
Allāh taʿālā wa-dhātihī wa-ṣifātih. In BSB Cod.arab. 1610, which contains both the 
poem and a commentary preceding it, the title runs simply: Qaṣīdat Amālī - which 
is a variant of the title in Ms. Ahlw. no. 2408/1 without the added characterization 
(see fig. 1). 

 The same variant, with a different addition, may be found in VOHD XVIIB5 
no. 104: hāḏā Kitāb Amālī ʿā (=ʿalā) madh-hab Imām Māturīdī al-Ḥanafī 
mawḍūʿāt al-ʿulūm. This heading includes a classification of the work which is 
designated as treating the “subjects of the religious sciences” and specifies that 
they are explained according to the school of al-Māturīdī.  

In BSB Cod.arab. 1735 the text is merely entitled “Poem of Shaykh soandso”, 
hādhihī Manẓūmat al-Shaykh al-Uwaysī, with a gross misspelling of the author’s 
name which betrays the scribe’s lack of knowledge. A rare variant, viz., al-Uṣūl 
al-Lāmiyya, can be found in Ms. Ahlw. no. 2407 (= We. 1842) which contains a 
reference to the rhyme consonant of the poem, viz. –l, to which is added the noun 
uṣūl, “principles”, i.e. of Sunnī dogma. Özverli mentions (TDVİA 11,73-75) that the 
poem has also been called al-Qaṣīda al-Ḥanafiyya (GAL S 1,764) and, since the 
sixteenth century, in the Ottoman Empire, Lāmiyya-i kalāmiyya (e.g. Ms. Süley-



 Work titles | 13 

  

maniye, Fatih 1664: al-Qaṣīda al-Kalāmiyya al-Lāmiyya). One Turkish commen-
tator who wrote during the reign of Sultan Murād III (reg. 1574-95) is said to have 
employed a title variant in Turkish, Sherḥ, which has since been used by some 
scholars (TDVİA 11,73b). 

 

Fig. 1: Al-Ūshī: Badʾ al-amālī, 1080/1669; title ([Matn] Qaṣīdat Amālī) written in red beneath 
the frame-line (BSB Cod.arab. 1610, fo. 37v). 

In a few instances more than one title variant may be found in a manuscript, as 
is the case, e.g. with Süleymaniye, Fatih 1664. Here the title is given on the first 
page, above the first verse and written with red ink, as Muqaddima fī ʿilm al-
tawḥīd wa-l-qāʾid (!, = ʿaqāʾid), whereas on the page preceding the incipit there 
can be found, again written in red, the above-mentioned variant al-Qaṣīda al-
Kalāmiyya al-Lāmiyya. 

In many manuscripts however the copies are completely devoid of a title (e.g. 
Ahlwardt no. 2408/4, VOHD XVIIB3 no. 113, B5 no. 105).  
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1.3. Ibn al-Wardī 

The variants of the title of Ibn al-Wardī’s didactic poem are relatively numerous. 
They contain references to 1. the intended pedagogical function of the composi-
tion (Naṣīḥa, Waṣiyya), 2. the rhyme consonant (Lāmiyya), 3. the poetical form 
(Qaṣīda); 4. one apparently aberrant title (Lāmiyyat al-ʿarab) has also been trans-
mitted in the manuscripts. 

In Ms. Ahlw. no. 3998 the title was transmitted in association with the au-
thor’s name, with the added information that the “admonition” or “testimony”, 
English translations for Waṣiyya, was directed to the poet’s son (Waṣiyyat al-
Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn ʿUmar b. al-Wardī li-waladihī raḥimahumā llāh taʿālā). 

Also in Ms. Ahlw. no. 3999/1 the title is given as Waṣiyya and it includes the 
author’s name and two nisba’s as well as an indication of the addressee of the 
text, Kitāb Waṣiyyat Ibn al-Wardī al-Maʿarrī thumma al-Ḥalabī li-bnihī; a similar 
variant is Ms. Ahlw. no. 3999/9 (Waṣiyyat al-Shaykh ʿUmar b. al-Wardī raḥimahū 
llāh, etc.). 

In Ms. Ahlw. no. 3999/4, the title is only hinted at and given in the form of a 
present participle active of awṣā added to the author’s name, “… admonishing 
his son”. The name includes ism, shuhra, titles and designation of the profession 
he exercised (li-l-Shaykh al-Imām al-Qāḍī ʿUmar b. al-Wardī mūṣiyan li-bnihī). 

The Süleymaniye Ms. I. Ismail Hakki 3385 offers the variant: al-Naṣīḥa, i.e. 
“counsel” or “advice” which is a synonym for waṣiyya. The expression is also in-
cluded in a description of the poem’s function, in BSB Cod.arab. 587: Lāmiyyat al-
Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn ʿUmar b. al-Wardī fī l-naṣīḥa. 

The title in Ahlwardt no. 3999/5 is simply Qaṣīda plus the author’s name, 
thereby referring to the poetical form of the text (Qaṣīdat Ibn al-Wardī). In Ahl-
wardt no. 3999/7, where the same variant is transmitted, the title al-ʿAllāma or 
“highly learned”, precedes the author’s name (Qaṣīdat al-ʿAllāma Ibn al-Wardī) 
which, in addition, is followed by a prayer.  

The variant title given in Ahlwardt no. 3999/2 implicitly contains the infor-
mation that the poem ends with the consonant lām, i.e. al-Qaṣīda [al-]Lāmiyya(!), 
li-Ibn al-Wardī and is grammatically incorrect. 

The title Lāmiyya can also be found, without the prefixed word Qaṣīda, joined 
with the author’s name and with an indication of the author’s intention: Lāmiyyat 
al-ʿAllāma al-Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn ʿUmar b. al-Wardī naẓamahā / naẓẓamahā 
waṣiyyatan li-bnihī (Ahlw. no. 3999/8); the same variant is transmitted in Ahl-
wardt no. 3999/10, with a misspelling of the title: hādhihī alāmiyya(!) al-Adīb al-
Fāḍil, etc. 
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Ms. Ahlwardt no. 3999/6 has the variant Lāmiyyat al-ʿarab thereby again in-
dicating the rhyme consonant. However, some confusion arises due to a similar-
ity between Ibn al-Wardī’s poem and that of the pre-Islamic poet al-Shanfarā 
(GAS 2,133-37) also known as Lāmiyyat al-ʿarab. One reason for this confusion 
may be the fact that in this manuscript – as well as in some others (infra) – Ibn 
al-Wardī’s text is followed by the famous poem entitled Lāmiyyat al-ʿajam of 
Muʾayyad al-Dīn al-Ṭughrāʾī (d. 515/1121; GAL 1,286-88) which is often copied in 
association with al-Shanfarā’s (but not in the above Berlin Ms.). The multiple-text 
volume of the Süleymaniye, I. Ismail Hakki 3385 however includes all three afore-
mentioned poems successively: Ibn al-Wardī, Naṣīḥa; al-Ṭughrāʾī, Lāmiyyat al-
ʿajam; al-Shanfarā, Lāmiyyat al-ʿarab. BSB Cod.arab. 1235, finally, has the analo-
gous variant al-Lāmiyya al-ʿarabiyya (li-Ibn al-Wardī).35  

1.4. al-Laqānī 

The work of al-Laqānī (d. 1041/1632), the youngest of the four poets, is generally 
known as Jawharat al-tawḥīd, “gem of the declaration of God’s unity”, as in-
cluded, e.g. in a poetical preface to the text in SBB, Hs. or. 4831. This title contains 
a reference to the area of knowledge which the poem treats, namely tawḥīd, 
dogma. The same reference is included in the variant ʿAqīdat al-jawhara fī ʿilm al-
tawḥīd li-l-Shaykh, etc. (Spr. 1956) where Islamic “science” is mentioned along-
side with the prefixed explanatory words fī ʿilm (“on the science of, etc.”). This 
title variant is also preceded by the expression ʿaqīda which implies that the 
poem is a credo or catechism. The same term is found on the title page of Mq. 618 
where the expression matn is placed in front of the title: ʿAqīdat matn al-Jawhara 
li-l-Shaykh al-Imām ilkh., i.e. “text of the gem of Shaykh so-and-so, a credo”. The 
rather minor fluctuation in the title variants of this work may be interpreted as an 
indication that the title was chosen by the author himself. 

1.5. al-Sanūsī 

The prose text on dogma by al-Sanūsī (d. 892/1486 or 895) was unquestionably 
more popular than the above poems and there is considerable variance with re-
gard to the title of work: The reductionist title al-Sanūsiyya (Ms. We. 1685) or matn 
al-Sanūsiyya (Ms. We. 1793) implies that this work is perhaps the most representa-
tive of all the credos written by the author, whereas the variants ʿAqīdat ahl al-

|| 
35 Cf. fig. 21. 
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tawḥīd al-ṣughrā or al-ʿAqīda al-musammātu bi-l-ṣughrā (Ms. Carullah Ef. 2125) set 
the work in relation to other credos by the same author - of which it is declared to 
be the shortest. Finally, there is the variant Umm al-barāhīn, probably chosen by 
the author himself, which refers to the dialectical nature of the text including 
proofs of God’s unity and Muḥammad’s prophecy and it implicitly claims that it 
is the matrix (umm) of all Islamic catechisms.36 

2.2 Textual Variance 
The phenomenon of textual discrepancy may be differentiated in a general way 
using a number of opposing categories of variants: primary and secondary; sub-
stantial and non-substantial (real/unreal, possible/impossible); or intentional 
and unintentional (conscious/unconscious). 

In assessing actual instances of textual variance, viz. the individual variants, 
one can posit a spectrum between the possible at one end and the impossible at 
the other, the main criterion for placement within the spectrum being probability. 
Among the criteria for considering a variant to be probable, the following should 
be included: 1. metre, 2. graphy (appearance of the letter), 3. syntax and gram-
mar, 4. lexicon, 5. authority of transmission (e.g. collation marks).  

Reducing the above criteria to the categories of semantics (i.e. referring to 
meanings) and grammar, and proceeding from the impossible to the possible, 
four kinds of variants may be identified: 

1. Semantically and grammatically impossible, 
2. Semantically possible and grammatically impossible, 
3. Semantically impossible and grammatically possible (these variants, in 

many cases, result from misspellings), 
4. Semantically and grammatically possible (“real variants”). 

|| 
36 Claudia Ott, in her doctoral dissertation on the Arab epic Sīrat al-mujāhidīn has included, i.a. 
an interesting discussion on variance in the titles by which the epic work was transmitted (2003, 
34-42). Ott, in her second profession as orchestral conductor with diploma, distinguishes be-
tween title elements, “Titelelemente” (protagonists, group of actors, themes of the plot) and be-
tween types of titles, “Titeltypen” (i.e. short titles by which the work has been referred to within 
the texts and in the secondary literature). She has listed the title variants in her book (which also 
boasts of numerous photographs of manuscript pages) in the order of their frequency in the text 
copies. 
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As to the dichotomy intentional/unintentional, it may be helpful to give the fol-
lowing explanations:37 
1. Unintentional alterations include such types as are caused by a) visual reasons, 
namely haplography (‘skip of the eye’ which often results from homoioteleuton), 
haplology (contraction of a word through omission of consecutive similar letters), 
dittography (repetition) or by b) aural reasons, namely due to homophones (hom-
onyms) or mistakes of the memory (substitutions of synonyms or similar phrases, 
additions of words or transpositions of words to a more usual order); or by c) 
faulty interpretation of marginal notes which may be unintentionally incorporated 
(conflation).38 
2. Intentional variance includes such phenomena as, e.g. addition, omission and 
substitution, aiming to make meanings clearer or to standardize the orthogra-
phy.39 

The point of reference of the variants differs according to the questions asked; 
variance may be assessed with relation to the autograph or to the linguistic envi-
ronment in which the scribe lived at the time. A variant may be considered an 
inferior deviation when it differs from a basic text as e.g. in the case of the Koran 
and its canonical readings;40 or, when there is no basic or canonical text, a variant 

|| 
37 This classification is based on a draft paper on variance written by the tibetologist Orna Al-
mogy. 
38 A further category is unintentional variance, which is due to external causes such as physical 
damage to the exemplar (caused by water, excess of ink, etc.), resulting in lacunae and illegibil-
ity. 
39 In Koran manuscripts, besides unintentional variants (or scribal errors, i.e. variants which 
resulted from scribal carelessness and inattention; cf. Small, 2011, 65), intentional changes have 
also been detected. Keith Small points out that one issue central to intentionality in the study of 
Koran manuscripts is that a unified canonical text form was maintained in the copies against 
which the variants were compared (139). Mostly, intentional changes were made “without an 
intention to substantially change the meaning of the text” (132). In Koran manuscripts the major 
category of intentional variants was the improvement of orthography - which was done in par-
ticular by adding diacritical marks to distinguish between the consonants (135). Smaller catego-
ries were variants done for grammatical improvements and to support a dogmatic position, “ex-
egetical variants”, or “variants introduced to conform the text to a form established by the 
religious/political authority” (135-36). 
40 However, a high degree of variation in the pronunciation of the Koran was permitted, until 
the standardization effected by Ibn Mujāhid (d. 324/936; Khaṭīb [1349/1931] 5,144-48) in the late 
third/ninth century. Variation was also allowed, in the early period, according to the reader´s 
personal understanding of grammar (Small 2011, 168, quoting C. Melchert). In Koran manu-
scripts, including palimpsests, Small has detected various categories of textual variants, 
namely: orthographical variants involving long vowels, a. letters alif, yāʾ and hamza, b. involv-
ing proper names (ch. 3); diacritical mark variants and variants affecting grammar (ch. 5); rasm 
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may be considered simply as an alternative reading which is neither better nor 
worse than the point of reference. 

In the manuscripts of the didactic poems, primary variants proved to be rare 
by comparison with what may be termed secondary or minor variants. Primary 
variants are those that fit with the metre of the poem, are grammatically correct 
and meaningful, i.e. they are admissible with regard to both content and lan-
guage.41 

By contrast, the majority of variants found in the manuscripts are of a sec-
ondary type and seem to constitute scribal errors (deviations) rather than “real 
variants”. Specifically, such variants differ from the reference text, ideally, the 
author’s poem, through a. their gender; b. their orthography;42 c. change of word 
order; d. the use of the singular instead of the plural numerus and vice versa; e. 
omission of individual letters or whole words.  

The discovery of a mixed system of transmission as regards the sequence of 
verses (ch. 2.3) has an equivalent in the variants which are related to the text it-
self. In a more penetrating study of the manuscripts, it proved necessary to ex-
pand the simple taxonomy possible/impossible with different degrees of proba-
bility and dimensions (lexical, syntactical, etc.). The dimension “caused by 
written transmission” versus “caused by oral transmission” had to be comple-
mented by mixed forms such as “hearing mistakes in dictation” or “memorizing 
mistakes”, etc. 

However, it has been observed that it is often quite difficult to uncover the 
motivations of variants and it had to be accepted that the cause remains un-
known. This observation implies that it is often impossible to determine whether 
a variant is caused by a hearing mistake (“Hörfehler”) or a writing / copying mis-
take (“Schreibfehler“ or “Abschreibfehler”). To these unintentional variants may 
be added those which are caused by the memory’s inclination to err which gives 
rise to a category of memorizing mistakes (“Memorierfehler”), or more appositely, 

|| 
variants, i.e. variants to the consonantal line (ch. 6), e.g. an alif added to make a particular pro-
nunciation more explicit; variants affecting grammar due to an added letter (78); a different word 
through addition of letters (79); word variants, i.e. a category restricted to single words (79-80); 
synonyms using different conjunctions (e.g. wa-, instead of fa-; 80); a missing word (81-82); 
transposition variants (82); conflation of phrases (82-83); additional words and phrases (op. cit. 
83-84). 
41 It has been observed in the manuscripts that often a lectio facilior replaces an original, more 
difficult wording. 
42 Sometimes the orthographic variance may be explained through the use of a defective script. 
A very common type of variant is the apparently meaningless misspelling of rare words.  
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mistakes of reproduction (“Reproduktionsfehler”) from memory. The copying mis-
take on the other hand is caused by a wrong reading.43 

The major types of scribal errors which came to light in the present study of 
manuscripts thus seem to be the following four (arranged by motivation): 
1. Spelling mistakes such as li-dhī ahli l-baṣīra for ladā ilkh. (-Ūshī, Badʾ al-amālī, 

v. 9b) are variants (errors) caused by a written transmission which would 
hardly have occurred during dictation. Letters in these misspellings have 
been added or, more often, were omitted. 

2. Dictation (or hearing) mistakes as may have been caused by the scribe’s lack of 
familiarity with Arabic grammar and/or orthography, e.g. in the writing of 
the difficult and pleonastic expression وما ان wa-mā in (-Ūshī, v. 10a). 44 

3. Memorizing mistakes are errors caused by poor memory. These should be dis-
tinguished from mistakes caused by misspelling or wrong hearing and they 
often turn out to be “real”, i.e. semantically and metrically possible, variants. 

4. Intentional deviations are variants which are semantically possible but in 
which the metre is disregarded, e.g. maḥfūẓāt, for maṣūnāt. These variants 
may be considered as more or less successful attempts to fill a lacuna or cor-
rect an expression which was illegible for the scribe. 

Examples of variants in the manuscripts 

In order to study the phenomenon of textual discrepancy in the manuscripts of 
the four didactic poems (and the one prose text), we have created a typology of 
variants found in the individual copies and have marked some variants (selec-
tively) in order to highlight the type of deviation. Bold markings indicate variants 
relating to semantics and metre; “impossible” variants are left normal. An at-
tempt has been made here to develop a more refined typology, distinguishing be-
tween variants which result from written transmission and those which may be 
explained through oral transmission of the text. In the examples listed below, all 

|| 
43 In the indigenous manuscript tradition the concept of misreading was called taṣḥīf and has 
been defined as “reading a passage in a way that differed from the author´s intention and from 
the consensus on it” (Hirschler 2012, 92-93). The similarity between the shapes of some letters 
was identified by prominent scholars as the root of the problem. One of these, viz., the Khaṭīb al-
Baghdādī (fifth/eleventh century), in his taṣḥīf-works, discussed problems which arose from 
homograph names and from missing or unclear diacritics (93). 
44 Some misspellings like the word shafāʿat (“intercession by the Prophet”) wrongly written 
with letter tāʾ ṭawīla instead of tāʾ marbūṭa, as a correct use of Arabic demands, seem to betray 
the Turkish or Persian origin of the scribe (e.g. -Ūshī, Ms. Ahlw. no. 4950, fo. 52r, l. 4, tāʾ marbūṭa 
is written as tāʾ ṭawīla). 
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taken from al-Ūshī’s Badʾ al-amālī (!), the manuscripts in which the variants have 
been detected are not identified (for a full documentation of the variants see the 
list appended to the chapter on al-Ūshī’s poem). The reference manuscript which 
provides the lemmata is Ahlwardt no. 2408/1, the longest of the copies of the SBB 
examined.45  

I. Possible variants 

v. 15b 
 : واحوال وازمان

 (word order inverted) وازمان واحوال 
 
v. 18a 
 : طرا
  (variant of the majority of the copies) قھرا 
 
v. 23b 
 : بالنوالي 

واليتبال   
 
v. 24b  
 : ذي جمال

 ذي جالل 
جمالذو     

Both the nominative and the genitive case are grammatically possible. 
 
v. 32b 
 : وھم

  (variant of the majority) فھم
  

|| 
45 However the longest version of the copies is neither that shared by the majority of copies nor 
the “Urschrift”. 
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II. Impossible variants 

In order to indicate the presumed causes of misspellings, the following taxonomy 
may be proposed: 1. Spelling mistakes which occured in the written text trans-
mission; 2. Dictation or hearing mistakes; 3. Scribal errors either caused by a 
hearing or a copying mistake (the cause being unknown); 4. Memorizing mis-
takes; 5. Intentionality (semantically possible but disregarding the metre); 6. Er-
rors rooted in the nature of the Arabic script (these may therefore be assessed 
more mildly). 

1. Spelling mistakes 

This type of mistake may be divided into instances of omission and addition, 
mostly involving individual letters only. 
v. 9b 
 : لدى اھل البصيرة
  لذي اھل البصيرة 

  لدى اھل البصرة
 
v. 15a 
  : الديان

  الذيان
 
v. 21b  
 : اھل االعتزال
  (metrically impossible) الھل االعتزال  
 
v. 23a 
تصديق رسل    : 

تصديق ارسل   (the letter alif has been added to ruslin – a rare case: in 
most cases of misspelling, letters have been omitted, not added) 

 
v. 24a 
 : وختم الرسل
  (wrong vocalization) وختم الُرُسل 
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v. 27b  
  :وارتحال
  (letter rāʾ omitted) واتحال 

2. Dictation / hearing mistakes 

A typical dictation mistake is māʾin (v. 10a), a pseudo-genitive, caused by the 
scribe’s unfamiliarity with the pleonastic expression mā in. 
v. 10a 

  : وما ان

  (irregular orthography) وماءٍ   

ماِءنو   (irregular orthography)  

Also in v. 22a mā in has been misspelt through omission of in: 

  : وما ان فعل

  (metrically impossible) وما فعل     

 

v. 30b 

 : فاحذر

  (fakhzar, an obvious hearing mistake) فخزر 

3. Scribal errors either caused by a hearing or a copying mistake 

v. 7a  
طرا ... صفات الذات   : 

طر  ...صفات الزاة     
 
v. 21a 
 : اذا راوه
 metrically impossible;  the variant idh raʾawhu may have been dictated)  اذ راوه  
from memory by someone who did not know the metre; or it may be a copying 
mistake). 
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4. Memorizing mistakes 

These mistakes may have been caused by an error of memory. 
v. 17b  

 : ذو الجاللة والمعالي

 (variant of the majority) ذو الجالل وذو المعالي

لجالل والمقالا  ذو  

  ذو الجالل وذو المعاني

  ذو الجالل ذوالمعال

The variant of the reference copy (dhū l-jalālati) may be faulty (although metri-
cally and semantically possible); probably dhū l-jalāli is closer to al-Ūshī’s origi-
nal text, as is indicated by the textual evidence in the majority of manuscripts. 

5. Intentional variants 

v. 7b 

   : مصونات

-maḥfūẓāt is semantically possible, and yet not a “real variant” be)  محفوظات  
cause metrically impossible)  

6. Errors rooted in the nature of the Arabic script (“non-substantial variants”) 

v. 8b 

   : خالي

  (defective writing) خا لٍ 

 (ḥālī for khālī; omission of a diacritical point) حال

v. 9a 

  :غيرا للمسمى

سميغير الم   (grammatically impossible)  
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as a result of the omission of a single point ghayr turns into ʿ) عير للمسمى ayr; 
in the same hemistich, alif has changed to lām: al-musammā > li-l-musammā). 

2.3 Variance relating to the number and sequence of verses 
Having looked at the variations of the work titles, we may see that variance also 
manifests itself in the number of the verses found in the copies of a poem. It can 
be observed that there is considerable discrepancy in the length of the copies of 
a given poem, even if one disregards those manuscripts which, for various rea-
sons, are incomplete.  

In the case of Ibn Zurayq’s poem, the number of verses varies from 30 to 41 
throughout the copies (most copies have 40 verses), the manuscripts of al-Ūshī’s 
Qaṣīda vary from 44 to 75 verses: Whereas the standard version represented by 3 
manuscripts (see below) comprises 64 verses, the longest text-witness (BSB 
Cod.arab. 1735) includes 5 additional, apocryphal verses. Ḥājjī Khalīfa, in his 
turn, mentions in Kashf 4,559 that the qaṣīda includes (exactly) 66 verses. Al-
Laqānī’s poem, on the other hand, shows an identical number of verses through-
out the manuscripts: Apart from the Süleymaniye manuscript which is defective 
at the beginning, the copies all contain 144 verses. As to Ibn al-Wardī, if the apoc-
ryphal verses which all come at the end of the poem are taken into account, the 
number of verses throughout the copies ranges from 68 (9 verses missing) to 82 
and a half (Ms. SBB Pm. 8). 

Stating the number of verses is a means of protecting the poem against devi-
ation and may be found in various places in the copies of some of the poems. 
Certain poems have extra verses, in a few manuscripts, which are then indicated 
in the poem (e.g. in Ms. Ahlw. no. 3999/3, a copy of Ibn al-Wardī, the penultimate 
of 5 apocryphal verses); in some cases notes added to the text give the same in-
formation.46 The scribe’s attempt to protect the poem against deviations in its 
length is thereby apparent. Of course, such notes can also be found in the copies 
of other (didactic) poems which do not belong to our corpus. In the margins of a 
copy of al-Būṣīrī’s Burda (Ms. Süleymaniye Hüsnü Paşa 231, sixth part) there is a 
note about the number of verses which is specified as 161. A statement of the ap-
proximate number of verses of a didactic poem is included in a hemistich of one 
of the very first lines of the urjūza of 1000 verses (abyātuhā alfun bi-mā qad 
zidtuhā) entitled Naẓm Ṣafwat al-zubad treating tawḥīd, Shāfiʿī law and Sufism 

|| 
46 E.g., al-Ūshī, in We. 1718 = Ms. Ahlw. no. 2408/1, on the title page; or in BSB Cod.arab. 1610, 
in the colophon. 
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(cf. BSB Cod.arab. 1738, fo. 2v).47 Here it is the author himself and not a copyist 
who wanted to safeguard the poem against the addition or elimination of verses. 
The number of verses of some poems can also be found encoded through the use 
of the “alpha-numerical” notation system,48 as is the case in the copy BSB 
Cod.arab. 1814 of al-Jamzūrī’s (d. ca. 1198/1784) poem on Koran recitation titled 
Tuḥfat al-aṭfāl, viz., in the first hemistich of the third last verse (see fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2: Al-Jamzūrī: Tuḥfat al-aṭfāl, urjūza on Koran recitation for children, 1322/1904; colophon 
and indication of number of verses encoded in a hemistich (BSB Cod.arab. 1814, fo. 2v-3r) 

Analogous statements may also be included in the commentaries written in ex-
planation of the didactic poems. In the Tuḥfat al-murīd written by al-Bājūrī (d. 
1277/1860), commenting on v. 7 of al-Laqānī (wa-hādhihī urjūzatun laqqabtuhā 
ilkh.), the Egyptian scholar specifies that the verses amount to 144 abyāt or to 288 
hemistichs (p. 34 of the printed edition). At the beginning of his commentary on 

|| 
47 For further details of this manuscript see p. 263. 
48 Cf. Gacek 2009, 11-13 (lemma “Arabic alpha-numerical notation”). 



26 | Main categories of variance 

  

Ibn al-Jazarī’s (d. 833/1429) poem on Koran recitation, entitled al-Muqaddima fī 
tajwīd al-Qurʾān, Zakariyyāʾ al-Anṣārī (d. 926/1520) mentions that the poem, in 
the majority of manuscripts, extends to 107 verses whereas in a minority of copies 
it includes 108 verses (BSB Cod.arab. 1952, fo. 63v).  

Finally, a statement of the number of verses of a given poem may also be 
found in the scholar’s biography. A case in point is the collection of biographies 
titled -Mirqāt al-wafiyya fī ṭabaqāt al-Ḥanafiyya (GAL S 2,236,18) which al-
Fīrūzābādī (d. 817/1415; GAL 2,231-4) dedicated to some Ḥanafī jurisprudents. The 
collection, i.a. includes the vita of al-Ūshī and mentions the number of verses of 
his Qaṣīda as amounting to 60 (quoted in Nābulusī, Riḥla 53-54).  

Secondly, variance manifests itself in the sequence in which the verses are 
arranged in any of the manuscript copies.  

To express this sub-category of variance in numbers, we have devised a sys-
tem in which every addition, omission and transposition of one single verse has 
been considered as one instance of deviation from a reference manuscript. As a 
point of reference for describing such deviation, a manuscript has been chosen 
which has the sequence found in a majority of copies. This sequence of verses 
may be designated as a “democratic” sequence or as a “standard order” of verses. 
The standard order as regards, for example, al-Ūshī’s poem was found in three 
manuscripts, 1. SBB Hs. or. 4496, 2. Princeton no. 5130 (= Mach no. 2272/4), 3. 
Princeton no. 5310 (= Mach no. 2272/8). In the 28 copies of this poem examined, 
the number of deviations from the standard order ranges from 1-35.49 

Originally SBB We. 1718 was chosen as the reference manuscript since it is 
the longest of all the copies, but thereafter Princeton no. 5043 seemed to be the 
copy best qualified to represent the majority version. Thus all sequence numbers 
of any verses of al-Ūshī’s poem given in the following study – unless explicitly 
stated otherwise50 – refer to SBB We. 1718.51 The justification for having acted in 
this way is not only pragmatic, it is also based on the fact that we were interested 
in relative deviation and not in the reconstruction of a hypothetical archetype. 
For the sake of convenience, the edited text of the poem, as transmitted in two 

|| 
49 For a study of deviation in the order of verses in some manuscripts of al-Ūshī´s poem see 
also Seidensticker 2009. 
50 Reference manuscript in the tables on pages 168-69 is SBB Hs. or. 4496. 
51 After a re-examination of the manuscript copies it was noticed that Princeton no. 5043 in-
cludes an apocryphal verse and we now judge that the above-mentioned 3 manuscripts (Prince-
ton UL and SBB) ought to be regarded as representing the standard order. 
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manuscripts of the SBB, viz., We. 1718 (the longest copy), and Hs. or. 4496 (a rep-
resentative of the “democratic” version), precedes the description of the individ-
ual manuscript copies. 

Two manuscripts share the sequence of verses of Hs. or. 4496 which has been 
identified as the majority version. However, both of these manuscripts (Princeton 
no. 5130 [= Mach 2272/4], 5310 [= Mach 2272/8]) are commentaries which include 
the poem’s verses and they closely follow (with 1 deviation only) the verse se-
quences of the copies of the Qaṣīda (Princeton no. 5130 [= Mach 2260/4], 5310 [= 
Mach 2260/11]) in their respective manuscripts. In these two copies there are no 
deviations from the “democratic” version.  

Two characteristics of deviation have been observed52 in the manuscripts of 
al-Ūshī’s Qaṣīda: 

1. A family of 15 manuscripts53 shows minor deviations from the standard or-
der, i.e. at most 7 instances of deviation. In these copies there are, roughly speak-
ing, no deviations, before the last third of the poem.54 All copies of this group, 
except for three which display 1 or 2 instances of deviation at the beginning of the 
poem, show no deviation from the standard order before v. 48, after which the 
deviations somewhat increase in number. A possible explanation may be that the 
manuscripts were written down from memory (or from copies transmitted orally) 
and that memory worked better for the first two thirds of the poem than for the 
last. 

However, if one looks at the copies more closely, one may observe that the 
deviations in the last third of the poem are due to the addition of apocryphal 
verses (“C” after 48, “A” after 49, “B” after 53, “O” + “P” at the end); there are 
also some other features of deviation which occur in multiple copies of this group, 
viz., verse 50 missing (in 5 copies as well as in Ms. Lb. 428); verse 51 transposed 
after 57 (in 4 copies as well as in Ms. We. 1721). Neither the addition of apocryphal 
verses nor the afore-mentioned pattern of deviation involving omission and 
transposition of identical verses, it seems, can be explained by poor memory. If 

|| 
52 These observations were first made and described by Tilman Seidensticker 2009. However, 
there are some, mainly numerical, divergences between the findings laid out in the following 
and those reported in his article; this is due to the fact that he had a relatively small number of 
copies at his disposal and that the tables provided to him had not yet been completed. To further 
complicate the situation, at that stage of the project, a different manuscript had been chosen as 
the reference. 
53 Princeton 5014, 5043, 5130, 5310, 5729, 5807/a, 5807/b, 5729; SBB Spr. 1956, We. 1754, Hs. or. 
4505, 4944, 4950; Süleymaniye Aya Sofya 1446, Denizli 1468. 
54 In the charts presented to Seidensticker, all copies but one show no deviations before v. 28, 
and all but two show none before v. 39 (cf. Seidensticker 2009). 
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one therefore eliminates these types of deviation from the calculation, the expla-
nation proposed above (for the apparent concentration of deviation in the last 
third of the copies of this group) no longer applies, i.e. orality has played a 
smaller role55 than had at first appeared. 

As to the family of manuscripts with more numerous deviations (8-35) there 
is a group of five copies in which the poem begins with any one of the apocryphal 
verses, “E”, “J”, “K”, either before verse 1, or after verse 1 or 2, either in combina-
tion or individually.56 

In 14 copies, i.e. in half of the complete corpus, the apocryphal verse “C” can 
be found mostly following v. 48. In 16 copies, the apocryphal verse “A” can be 
found, mostly after v. 49 (less often: after 18, 57), and mostly in the very same 
copies, verse “B” is included as well (13 instances; after verses 53, 58 or 64 or else 
after “A”).  

Again, as regards apocryphal verses, there is a group of four manuscripts, in 
which the poems end with the rarely transmitted verses, designated by the letters 
“H”, “I”, “J”, “K”, “N”, “O”, “P”, viz., Ms. Süleymaniye Aya Sofya (“O”, “P” after 
64), Princeton no. 3174 (“H”, “I” after 64), BSB Cod.arab. 1735 (“H”, “I”, “F”, “G”, 
“Ga”), We. 1718 (“J”, “K”, “N” after 64); We. 1804, finally, has verse “B” after 64. 
It looks as if some copyists felt they had the license to add extra verses of their 
own making some of which were considered felicitous formulations and were 
copied again by others as forming part of the original poem. Most of these verses 
found at the end of the poem are poor semantically and contain salutations to the 
Prophet and his companions as the main motive (verses “F”, “G”, “Ga”, “H”, “I”, 
“O”, “P”). 

Besides displaying apocryphal verses, regular features observed in the copies 
with numerous deviations include the following patterns: verses 51 after 57, 49 
after 51, mostly followed by “A” after verse 49 (9 instances); verse 10 missing or 
transposed (8 instances); verse 19 missing or transposed (7 instances); transposi-
tion of verse 49 (7 instances). The regularity in which these patterns of deviation 
can be detected throughout the manuscripts again indicates that written trans-
mission prevailed over oral, which served only as an adjunct to the former.  

|| 
55 The two deviations, verse 64 missing in SBB 4944 (although it is also wanting in Ms. Prince-
ton [Mach] 2264) and verse 55 missing in SBB Spr. 1956, may have been forgotten by the memo-
rizer who inscribed the poem in the manuscript.  
56 Ms. Princeton no. 3174, We. 1804, and BSB Cod.arab. 1735 feature all three verses at the be-
ginning, Ms. Süleymaniye Izmir 780 has only “E” after v. 2, as is the case with Ms. We. 1718 which 
however has verses “J”, “K” and “N” at the very end of the poem. 
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2. A peculiar type of transposition of verses was found in a small group of 
copies, viz., the three manuscripts SUB Gött. 176/6, Princeton no. 3563, SBB We. 
1804. Here, longer blocks of verses are affected, and not single lines. In the Göt-
tingen manuscript a block of 9 verses, viz., 32-40, has been placed after v. 22, 
whereby the section covering the sanctity of the Saints and excellence of the 
rightly guided Caliphs from among the Prophet’s Companions is found, rather 
inappropriately, before that of the Prophet himself. This dogmatic consideration 
indicates that this instance of variance was not intentional, but was rather the 
result of an error. In the Princeton manuscript an even larger block of 20 verses, 
i.e. 30-49, has been inserted after v. 19, and in the Berlin manuscript a block of 9 
verses, 31-39, almost identical with the transposed block in Ms. SUB Gött., has 
been placed after v. 21, which means that, in this case also, the place of insertion 
is almost the same, with only one verse difference. As indicated by this nearly 
identical transposition, SUB Gött. 176/6 and SBB We. 1804 may have been copied 
from manuscripts which were (ultimately) based on the disordered copy, i.e. they 
share the same filiation.57 This type of transposition could be explained in two 
ways: Either the poems were memorized blockwise and only the sequence of the 
blocks was subject to erroneous transposition or copies were made from loose 
sheets whose order was not fixed by foliation or catchwords.58  

 In the Princeton manuscript (no. 3563) a number of other deviations can also 
be observed, such as the interlinear insertion on fo. 53r of the apocryphal verse 
“A”, after 50, and the addition of verses 20-25, 28-29 which have been supple-
mented in the margins of fo. 50r above v. 30ff. However, as a palaeographic ex-
amination reveals, all these additions seem to have been made by an alien hand. 
If one ignores these insertions as well as the transpositions caused by a disorder 
in the leaves or through faulty memorization, it appears that the copy with the 
highest number of deviations is in fact a representative of the majority version 
with nil deviations. 

Just as the commentators and other users of the copies of al-Ūshī’s poem were 
aware of the changeability of the number of verses of which the Qaṣīda is com-
posed, so they also expressed an awareness of the variability of the order of verses 
in the manuscripts.  

One of al-Ūshī’s commentators, al-Harawī (d. 1014/1605; GAL 2,517-23), in his 
Ḍawʾ al-maʿālī li-Badʾ al-amālī, commenting on v. 25, as preceding v. 28 (Prince-
ton no. 5729, fo. 184r, l. 8), says that in some manuscripts there is added, at this 

|| 
57 There is also one smaller block of three transposed verses (52-54) inserted before their proper 
place, in SBB We. 1804. 
58 Cf. Seidensticker 2009, 3. 
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place, the verse wa-marjuwwun shafāʿatu ahli khayrin, i.e. v. 58. Ad v. 52 al-
Harawī mentions that the verse is included in some manuscripts but not in others 
(fo. 189v, l. 11). Before verse 55 he adduces v. 62 which he says is added in some 
commentaries (zīda hunā fī baʿḍ al-shurūḥ): dukhūlu l-nāsi, etc. (fo. 190r, l. 15). On 
fo. 192r, ad v. 61, he mentions that v. 63, in some manuscripts, follows v. 61 
whereas in his own commentary it comes before it (and after v. 19 = fo. 181v, l. 5: 
wa-fī baʿḍ nusakh al-mutūn hunā bayt zāʾid, “an additional verse”, wa-huwa 
qawluhū: wa-lā yafnā ilkh.). 

By contrast, an examination of the sequence of verses in the copies of al-
Laqānī’s Jawharat al-tawḥīd shows that deviations from the reference manuscript 
(SBB Hs. or. 4831)59 are relatively few. This seems surprising considering that the 
poem, encompassing 144 verses, is about twice as long as the Badʾ al-amālī of al-
Ūshī. Of the seven manuscripts of al-Laqānī’s text studied in this project, four 
show an identical sequence of verses, in three further manuscripts (SBB Spr. 1953, 
We. 1732; Süleymaniye Haci Selim Aga 657) there are deviations which however 
are minimal: one which is incomplete at the beginning (We. 1732) has two devia-
tions (two verses are missing), whereas two manuscripts (Spr. 1953, Haci Selim 
Aga 657) show but one transposition in the middle of the poem (v. 72 comes before 
v. 71) which may be interpreted as the mark of an identical filiation. 

Apart from the one transposition in the two manuscripts and the two omis-
sions of verses in the acephalous manuscript We. 1732, there is an overall stability 
in the structure of the poem. This steadfastness can be explained through a writ-
ten transmission of the text which has certainly played a much greater rôle here 
than in the poem of al-Ūshī. The higher number of verses of which the Jawhara 
consists has possibly made it more difficult to memorize. Also, judging by the 
documentation available to us, there are relatively few extant copies of the 
Jawharat al-tawḥīd, a fact which indicates that this poem has enjoyed a lesser 
popularity in the Eastern lands of Islam60 than did the Badʾ al-amālī, and hence 
was less often memorized. The more limited popularity of the poem of al-Laqānī 

|| 
59 My choice of the reference manuscript was done by a process of elimination and copies were 
excluded for a number of reasons: While SBB We. 1732 is acephalous and SBB Pet. 703 is illegible 
on the first folio page, Ms. Süleymaniye Haci Selim Aga has only been available to me for a short 
time and could therefore not be examined exhaustively. Ms. Spr. 1956, on the other hand, alt-
hough complete, is of a rather recent production (middle of nineteenth century) and was also 
discarded. As a result, the reference had to be chosen from the remaining manuscripts and SBB 
Hs. or. 4831 appeared to be the most carefully executed copy of al-Laqānī´s work accessible to us. 
60 In the Maghrib and in Sudanic Africa, on the other hand, the relationship has been the exact 
reverse: in this peripheral region, al-Ūshī´s Qaṣīda has been copied only exceptionally, while 
relatively many copies of the Jawhara have been preserved in the libraries (cf. Hall 2011). 
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(d. 1041/1632), in the Mashriq, may be explained through the notion of constant 
decline and the corresponding glorification of the earlier period. As an expression 
of their disdain towards their own period, some scholars even condemned the 
composition of literary works at that time.61 

As for the deviations in the poem of Ibn Zurayq, in the 11 copies available to 
us, and which all belong to the SBB, there is again a relatively small number of 
deviations (1-7 instances) from what has been chosen – for pragmatical reasons 
– as the standard text, viz., the version integrated in al-Ṣafadī’s Wāfī. There is but 
one transposition of verses (7 after 9) found in a narrow majority of copies. Nearly 
all of these manuscripts also lack verse 31; thus it seems justifiable to speak of 
two major groups or families of manuscripts which here, for the sake of conven-
ience, have been abbreviated as G I and G II. Within group G II, featuring the pat-
tern of one transposition and one omission, there are minor variations relating to 
two verses which are missing in some copies. Three other copies show higher de-
viation numbers (5-7 instances) and belong to two different sub-groups although, 
since they do not show the pattern of transposition and omission, these copies 
are nearer to the reference manuscript, al-Ṣafadī, than to the G II copies. One 
manuscript (Spr. 1128) deviates from all other copies through an additional trans-
position of verses (19 and 24) and through a high number of verse omissions (6). 
In two manuscripts, forming a second sub-group within the G I family, there is 
some disorder in the middle of the poem and they include two apocryphal verses.  

The copies with numerous deviations from al-Ṣafadī’s version may well be 
considered as resulting from the oral transmission of the poem. This certainly ap-
plies to Ms. Spr. 1128 with its six omissions and one transposition and it has likely 
been written down from memory or from manuscripts which were not directly 
copied from a model. Also with the two manuscripts Lb. 243 and Mq. 117 of the G 
I sub-group, orality seems to have played a greater rôle in the text transmission 
than in most other manuscripts. Likewise, Ms. We. 1547, with three instances of 
deviation, may have been copied from memory. The other copies,62 with only one 
deviation from any of the two versions, are more likely to have been copied from 
a manuscript model than from memory. 

Two manuscripts (BSB Aumer 587, SBB We. 409 [B 3998]) which have the se-
quence of 77 verses shared by most copies of Ibn al-Wardī’s poem have been cho-
sen as the reference in this study of the sequence of verses. Also Ms. Pm. 241 (= B 
3999/5) has the same order but adds, at the end of the poem, two extra, “apocry-
phal” verses – which it shares with Ms. Pm. 8 (= B 3999/3). The copy with the 

|| 
61 On the notion of constant decline cf. Hirschler 2012, 22. 
62 Ms. Pm. 193,1, Ms. Pm. 193,2, Ms. Pm. 542, Ms. Mq. 674, Ms. Spr. 1239, Ms. Glas. 37. 
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highest number of verses – which therefore has been treated as the reference in 
the synopsis of textual variants – is Ms. Pm. 8. This copy has six and a half devi-
ations, viz., 1 transposition of verses, 3 verse additions after v. 77 and 5 apocry-
phal hemistichs. 

As regards the sequence of verses there is again a high degree of text stability: 
of 15 manuscripts, 10 have at most one alteration in the verse order – mostly the 
deviations are verse omissions or additions after v. 77. The remaining 5 copies 
show deviations in the verse order of the standard text ranging from 2 to 7 in Ms. 
Pm. 696 ( = B 3999/6). The last-mentioned copy also has the highest number of 
verse omissions, viz. 9 lines. If one ignores the addition of apocryphal verses, the 
overwhelming majority of copies shows deviations of only 1-3 verses which were 
either omitted or changed in their order. Only in 3 copies is there somewhat 
greater deviation (4 verse transpositions in Ms. We. 183 [B 3999/7], 1 missing and 
7 transposed in Ms. Pm. 696 [B 3999/6], 9 verses missing and 5 verses transposed 
in Ms. Spr. 1966 [B 3999/11]). 

There is a small number of verses at the end of the poem which do not occur 
in the “democratic” version, and there are considerable deviations, in some man-
uscripts, in the verses following 77 which include blessings on Muḥammad and 
his companions. The three apocryphal verses included in SBB Hs. or. 4438 have 
been explicitly identified by a commentator called al-Ghumrī (fl. 1031/1622), who 
was associated with the Azhar mosque university, as not forming part of the au-
thor’s text. They may rather be considered the result of an exercise of piety on the 
part of the scribes towards the prophet of Islam, and have come to be seen as part 
of the text by virtue of the adoption of the poem’s format. Al-Ghumrī’s gloss, on 
the other hand, is clear evidence of an awareness of the existence of an original 
(author’s) text and of an intrusion of verses not composed by the author. 

It may be tentatively concluded that the first 12 manuscripts of Ibn al-Wardī’s 
poem were copied from an exemplar, whereas the last three (B 3999/6. 9. 11) were 
written down from memory. 

As evidenced by the relatively great text stability characterizing the poems of 
Ibn Zurayq, Ibn al-Wardī and al-Laqānī, scripturality – in contrast to al-Ūshī’s 
text – seems to have played a significantly greater role than orality. And yet the 
instability which can be observed in some copies of these three poems shows that 
orality has also played a role in their transmission, although on a lesser scale than 
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with al-Ūshī. The manuscripts of the didactic poems may be seen as vestiges of 
an interaction of oral and written transmission of knowledge. 63 

2.4 Variance in relation to page layout 
The arrangement of the various elements appearing on a page is known as layout 
or mise-en-page. Not only the text, but also the margins, the decoration and the 
relationship between these elements play their part (cf. Déroche 2005, 168). The 
oldest manuscripts in Arabic script show that the earliest copyists opted for long 
lines. The Arabic manuscript tradition then followed this model, with the length 
of lines remaining constant throughout a manuscript. Usually, also the number 
of letters per line and page remained stable. Poetry represents an exception to 
this rule of long lines, as it is usually laid out in two or sometimes more columns. 
These are pseudo-columns of course which means that the text of the poem is to 
be read from the right to the left, and not from the top to the bottom, or - in other 
words - the hemistichs of one verse are to be read horizontally across the two col-
umns and not vertically as is the case with real columns. The frame (jadwal) is 
used to highlight the division of textual components and may have been intro-
duced in areas of Persianate culture (cf. Déroche 2005, 173). 

In the copies of the didactic poems of all four authors, the verses are – in 
accordance with the above - basically laid out in two columns. 

Exceptionally, the verses in some manuscripts are written not in columns but 
as pairs of which every second hemistich is indented (e.g. al-Ūshī, SBB Hs. or. 
4496).  

Also, very seldomly, the poem may be arranged in such a way that two verses 
form a pair each: In SSB Hs. or. 4950 the verses, apart from v. 1-4 which are writ-
ten as one block, are arranged in pairs. Of these every alternate pair is written 
with an indentation.  

Verses may be copied without interruption between two hemistichs: the hem-
istichs of Ms. Princeton, vol. no. 3563 (al-Ūshī), are written, without any visible 
interruption between the two units (no verse markers), in one line each. Thus, the 
impression of a page layout in columns does not arise. This case however is a rare 
exception.  

|| 
63 For a more detailed discussion of the relationship between orality and writing in the text 
transmission of the above poems - as reflected in the manuscripts - see the pertinent sections in 
chapter V. (e.g. p. 125, 246). 
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Another copy of al-Ūshī’s text shows a layout where three hemistichs are writ-
ten one after the other in one line, separated only by a small circle: The verses 
have been written continuously over the line mostly, but not always, comprising 
three hemistichs (BSB Cod.arab. 2615, fo. 39r-40r). Sometimes the last (third) 
hemistich is carried over into the next line which is an instance of enjambement 
(Göttingen, 8o Cod. Ms. arab. 176). 

An interesting exception from the standard layout is the copy of al-Ūshī in 
Ms. Haci Selim Aga 657, a collective volume which includes both al-Laqānī’s 
poem and the Badʾ al-amālī following it as a second didactic poem. Here the sec-
ond hemistichs precede the first ones of each subsequent verse in each line. The 
reason for this extreme anomaly in the page layout is that the very first hemistich 
- by virtue of the work-title’s inclusion in it - has been set apart and written as the 
first line of the poem, so that the second hemistich of v. 1 follows in the second 
line of which it forms the beginning, etc. 

By including the space offered by the margins, the copy of the text of Ibn 
Zurayq’s poem in SBB Glas. 37 (= Ahlwardt no. 7607,1), fo. 165r, also represents 
an exception to the standard layout:  

The first 24 verses of the poem are written in two columns, the following 12 
verses have been written, in four columns, in the outer margin of the page: the 
hemistichs have to be read from right to left. With the last two verses which con-
clude the Qaṣīda the arrangement changes again. These are also written in the 
outer margin, but not at a right angle to the two long columns of the main text. 
They constitute an additional column which however is written upside down. An-
other irregularity is that the final four hemistichs are written above one another 
thus constituting a real column.  

The hemistichs may be separated from one another by single drops or clus-
ters thereof, or by similar devices. Alternatively, a broad vertical bar running 
down the page may separate the hemistichs (e.g. Ms. Princeton, vol. no. 5310). 

In the copies examined, the poetical texts are mostly devoid of a frame, but 
in some more prestigious manuscripts the text is framed by a single line, or a dou-
ble line frame (e.g. SSB Sprenger 1966) is drawn against the margin. 

The spaces between the lines and columns as well as in the margins are a 
further component of the page layout. The space between the lines in some copies 
is conspicuously wide and was obviously motivated by the desire to leave space 
for glosses.  

Besides serving a decorative function, the page layout of a manuscript may 
also have been influenced by concerns such as easing the task of text memoriza-
tion. The creation of the layout of the manuscript copy BSB Cod.arab. 2055 of the 
didactic poem on the Shāfiʿī law of marriage, entitled (Naẓm) Hidāyat al-fattāḥ li-



 Variance in relation to page layout | 35 

  

māniʿ al-sifāḥ by the otherwise unknown author Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Rifāʿī 
was, in part at least, motivated by the desire to facilitate the memorization of the 
text. The poem is a versification of 325 verses of the legal tract entitled K. Māniʿ 
al-sifāḥ fī taʿlīm ʿāqiday [misspelt as ʿāqidayn] al-nikāḥ, etc., “Prevention of for-
nication as regards the instruction of couples who contract marriage”, by one ʿAlī 
al-Munayyir al-Shāfiʿī (GAL S 2/975,30) whose biographical data seem to be un-
known (cf. VOHD XVIIB12). The headings in the text – the second of five parts of 
the composite Ms. copied between 1122/1710 and 1268/1852 – which specify the 
subject matter treated in each section, interrupt the two columns and thereby al-
low the student to memorize the verses by blocks which form independent se-
mantic units. The wording of the headings begins with the expressions bāb, faṣl 
or farʿ, respectively. It may be assumed that the division of the text into chapters, 
passages and sub-passages can also be found in the underlying prose text. Both 
the headings and the text of the poem as a whole have been written with full vo-
calization and diacritical points. A thicker qalam has been used to highlight the 
headings. Red dots have been inserted as markers between the hemistichs but 
they are missing on the pages following fo. 19v. 

The verses of the poems may have been numbered, in the margins of the man-
uscript, by the scribe himself, or by an alien hand (see fig. 3); one can be quite 
sure that this numbering will have helped the student to memorize the text. In 
the undated copy of the Alfiyya of one thousand verses on grammar composed by 
Ibn Mālik, BSB Cod.arab. 2053, verse numbers, albeit already ending with v. 30, 
have been entered in the margins by a more recent hand. In BSB Cod.arab. 1931, 
an undated copy of only 10 leaves including a fragment of the Alfiyya as well as 
the Raḥbiyya on the law of inheritance by Ibn al-Mutaqqina, numbers have been 
entered in the margins, apparently by the scribe, with red ink, the same ink which 
been used for the thematical headings that interrupt the columns in both texts. 
The verse numbers in this Ms. are given in tens in Arabic numerals. The first num-
ber, viz. 10, inscribed in the margin of both texts, is headed by the word ʿadad 
(number). Also in BSB Cod.arab. 2051, a copy of the Naẓm Ṣafwat al-zubad on 
dogma, law and Sufism by Ibn Raslān, dated 1285/1868, an original system of 
numbering verses has been used, albeit with more refinement: Alternating col-
ours have been used to count the verses in the margins, in tens, starting with pink 
and, after fo. 10r, in red. The numbers are headed by the letter ʿayn for ʿadad. 
After the hundredth verse the numbering is resumed starting again with 10 how-
ever the numeral 1 is henceforth placed above the letter ʿayn until verse 200, after 
which the numeral 2 is written above letter ʿayn, etc. Towards the end of the man-
uscript, namely from fo. 44 onward, the numbers in sequences of 10 verses are 
written in full, e.g. 990, 1000, etc. 
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Fig. 3: Al-Laqānī: Jawharat al-tawḥīd, end of poem; copious glosses, verse numbers, in tens, in 
the margins (SBB-PK, Pm. 703, fo. 50v-51r). 

Finally, it may be mentioned that providing the rasm of the text of a didactic poem 
with full vocalization and diacritical points, as is the case, for instance, with the 
copy of Naẓm Ṣafwat al-zubad included in BSB Cod.arab. 2051, may again have 
been motivated by the desire to facilitate memorization.64  

|| 
64 Since questions relating to the page layout of Arabic manuscripts form the subject of the 
project “Formen und Funktionen des Layout in arabischen Manuskripten anhand von Ab-
schriften religiöser Texte” within the SFB 950 at the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures 
of Hamburg University in collaboration with the ISKVO at Friedrich Schiller-Universität Jena, 
there is no need to delve any deeper into this aspect of variance in the present work. An article 
on the page layout of Arabic Mss. (“Standards and specifics – the Layout of Arabic Didactic Po-
ems in manuscripts”) has been written by Frederike-Wiebke Daub 2012/13, where she studies 
such things as verse arrangement, verse markers, framing, coloration etc. (she has also included 
illustrations of a number of Mss. analysed in the present study). The preliminary observations 
presented in her article will be treated more fully in a monograph dedicated to the same subject 
which she is also preparing for publication. 
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2.5 Variance in relation to context 
Generally speaking the copies of the didactic poems under investigation are in-
cluded in multiple text manuscripts, “Compilations”,65 which is the primary co-
dicological unit, or – when various physically and textually independent units 
have been gathered together by the book binder66 – in composite volumes. The 
latter are treated by the present author as secondary codicological units (the cor-
responding Arabic term is majmūʿa, pl. majāmiʿ for both units) and the poems are 
surrounded by texts mostly differing from one manuscript to another. However, 
certain patterns in the association of texts are discernible. There seems to be a 
tendency that certain texts go together with certain other texts.67 

Ibn Zurayq’s poem, in a number of manuscripts, is integrated in anthologies 
of Arabic verse which are more entertaining, lyrical or panegyrical than didactic. 
More regularly however the -Qaṣīda al-Andalusiyya is introduced by a word on 
the meritoriousness of memorizing the text next to a few other things to be ob-
served by a man who wants to be considered elegant. Variance comes into play 
in the enumeration and selection of these things which include wearing a carnel-
ian bezel or studying the law associated with the name of al-Shāfiʿī. The poem 
also tends to be accompanied by a frame story preceding and/or following it 
sometimes supported by a chain of transmitters (isnād) which explains the cir-
cumstances of its composition including the tragic death of its author. 

Al-Ūshī, on the other hand, in consonance with its dogmatical contents, is 
inserted in many manuscripts among texts written in prose or verse which treat 
the doctrine of Sunnī Islam. In quite a number of volumes the Qaṣīda is collocated 
with a commentary which is placed before it (e. g. BSB Cod.arab. 1610, Princeton 
vol. 5807, 5729) or after it (e. g. Princeton, vol. no. 5130), written by an anonymous 
author (e.g. Ms. Princeton vol. 5310, 5807) or by an authority like al-Harawī (e.g. 
Ms. Princeton vol. 5729; VOHD XVIIB4 no. 176/6). In Ms. Süleymaniye, 
Kasidecizade 116, the Qaṣīda is even preceded by two commentaries of which the 

|| 
65 „A compilation is usually a miscellaneous collection of texts from different sources, and gen-
erally by different writers, set out in a single manuscript or printed book. The compiler may or 
may not be himself the scribe in whose hand the texts are entered, but is the person responsible 
for the overall gathering, selection, and possibly arrangement of those texts or textual extracts” 
(cf. Beal 2008, 85; quoted in Camillo A. Formigatti, Composite Manuscripts [draft paper], Febru-
ary 2010). 
66 Cf. Beal 2008, 85.  
67 This observation of course also applies to other texts than the didactic poems under scrutiny. 
In a number of manuscripts which originated in the Ottoman Empire certain texts on grammar 
in both poetry and prose have been copied together (cf. p. 59).  
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first is by al-Harawī and the second by an anonymous author. In Süleymaniye, 
Kılıç Ali Paşa 1027 the Sharḥ precedes the Qaṣīda from which it is separated by 
two commentaries on two other poems. A few multiple-text volumes have been 
seen by the investigator in the Süleymaniye library which include, besides al-
Ūshī’s text, the didactic poem of al-Laqānī and one of the credos of al-Sanūsī (e.g. 
Ismail Hakki 4053, Izmirli I. Hakki 3673, Hasib Efendi 527; in Ms. Fatih 1664 the 
Qaṣīda is followed by al-Sanūsī’s Umm al-barāhīn). In Ismail Hakki 3385, on the 
other hand, al-Ūshī is associated with Ibn al-Wardī’s Lāmiyya and a few other 
texts most of which are poetical. The -Qaṣīda al-Nūniyya, also called Jawāhir al-
ʿaqāʾid, of Khiḍrbeg b. Jalāl al-Dīn (d. 863/1459; Princeton (Mach) no. 2309) how-
ever has a dogmatic content and can also found in association with al-Ūshī’s 
poem in a number of multiple-text volumes (e.g. Hüsnü Paşa 231, Laleli 689, per-
haps also in Karaçelebizade 347 where the Nūniyya lacks an author’s name) – 
however the poem is not be be confused with another, parenetical Qaṣīda rhym-
ing in –n composed by Abū al-Fatḥ al-Bustī (d. 401/1010; Princeton (Mach) no. 
4052) and which is likewise collocated with al-Ūshī (e.g. in BSB Cod.arab. 1610 
and in Ismail Hakki 3385; Kılıç Ali Paşa 1027 includes both al-Ūshī and the com-
mentary of ʿ Abdallāh b. M. Nukrakār, Sharḥ Qaṣīdat al-Bustī; cf. Princeton (Mach) 
no. 4053). 

In the luxurious Mamluk manuscript Aya Sofya 1446, al-Ūshī is collocated 
with an elegical poem and a tract on the Ḥanafī school of law which both al-Ūshī 
and probably the majority of his readers and audience belonged to. Elsewhere 
however (BSB Cod.arab. 2005), the Badʾ al-amālī has been copied in conjunction 
with some poetical lines ascribed rightly or wrongly - but eponymously - to 
Muḥammad b. Idrīs al-Shāfiʿī of the Shāfiʿī law school (d. 204/820; GAL 1,188-90). 
All the texts gathered together in this manuscript are poems and have been writ-
ten in an identical format of 15 or 16 lines, in two columns. Al-Ūshī’s Qaṣīda takes 
pride of place as the first text (fo. 1v-3v) in the booklet of only 6 folios and is said, 
in a rudimentary colophon written in the space between the columns (fo. 3v), to 
have been copied (namaqahū) by one Ḥāfiẓ Aḥmad in 1192/1778. Another curious 
trait of this copy is the addition, after the last, i.e. the 67th, verse and after the 
expression tammat written thrice (the first two incidences with red colour), of a 
Turkish verse with the same rhyme consonant elaborating on the theme of the 
final verse – of which it may be considered a translation: Baŋa bir kez duʿā qïlan 
ṣadīqïŋ / ola tevḥīd-i ḥaqq ākhir maqāli (see fig. 4). 

Rather exceptionally the Qaṣīda is associated with a prose text on disputation 
(baḥth) as is the case in Ms. Süleymaniye Denizli 404. Here al-Ūshī is followed by 
a risāla which, given the incipit, is identical with the Sharḥ al-Risāla al-
Ḥusayniyya fī adab al-baḥth. The majmūʿa BSB Cod.arab. 1610 includes as many 



 Variance in relation to context | 39 

  

 

Fig. 4: Al-Ūshī: Badʾ al-amālī, 1192/1778; rudimentary colophon between the columns; preced-
ing the Qaṣīdat Imām Shāfiʿī, a Turkish verse has been added commenting on the last line of 
al-Ūshī´s poem (BSB Cod.arab. 2005, fol. 3v-4r). 

as 16 texts, poems and commentaries, which deal mainly with Sufism but also the 
subjects of doctrine and prophetology are represented. 

Since the subject matter of Ibn al-Wardi’s text is not easily defined, the 
Lāmiyya is sometimes found among texts on ʿaqīda, in others it is placed else-
where. As a waṣiyya, an admonition which could also denote the last will of a 
dying father to his son (or daughter),68 the poem is fittingly placed at the end of a 
collective manuscript, e.g. SBB We. 183; furthermore, in this manuscript it differs 
from preceding texts by being copied less carefully. In the Süleymaniye Ms. Is-
mail Hakki 3385, Ibn al-Wardī’s Naṣīḥa, constituting the third text, is followed by 
two other famous poems likewise rhyming in –l, namely al-Ṭughrāʾī’s Lāmiyyat 
al-ʿajam and Shanfarā’s Lāmiyyat al-ʿarab and eventually by al-Ūshī’s Badʾ al-
amālī which comes in sixth place and ends with the same consonant. In Ms. Esad 

|| 
68 The term is explained as tamlīk muḍāf ilā mā baʿd al-mawt, “transfer of ownership beyond 
death”, in ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Jurjānī´s (d. 816/1413; GAL 1,613 2,280-81) lexicon of scientific 
terminology, entitled Taʿrīfāt (e.g. BSB Cod.arab. 1988, fo. 132v). 
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Efendi 3690 the poem is placed within a group of tracts most of which deal with 
politics, such as e.g. the ethics of ministers, the imamate and the sultanate. The 
penultimate text preceding Ibn al-Wardī however is the famous juridical “legacy” 
entitled Waṣiyya of Abū Ḥanīfa, ascribed to the latter’s disciple Abū Yūsuf, 
which, like all the other works gathered in this multiple-text-volume, is a prose 
text. 

 Laqānī’s Jawharat al-tawḥīd, which has also been studied at the northwest-
ern periphery (Hall 2011, 138), fits the picture found in a number of manuscripts, 
inasmuch as it has been copied together with some of al-Sanūsī’s credos: In Ms. 
Spr. 1956 the Jawhara is followed by the ʿAqīda al-ṣughrā. 

Likewise, the copies are preceded or followed by various types of para-texts 
as e.g. verses of love poetry in the Turkish language; these are written beneath 
the colophon in Ahlwardt no. 2408/5 (Diez oct. 50) and are wholly unrelated to 
al-Ūshī’s poem on dogma; again, in Ahlwardt no. 2408/6 (We. 1804), we find 
magical recipes including a device to induce a woman’s conception, following 
the last line of the poem. Ibn al-Wardī’s poem is also followed, in Ahlwardt no. 
3999/2 (We. 1793), by a magical recipe introduced by the generic expression 
fāʾida that may be translated as “something useful”.  

On the other hand, of course, there are para-texts which are semantically 
connected with the poems to which they have been added by the scribe or by an 
alien hand. The traditions added to Ibn Zurayq’s poem have already been men-
tioned. Some further examples: 

In Princeton no. 5729 (Mach no. 2260/9), another copy of al-Ūshī, a recipe is 
given beneath the end verse; here the recipe is directly related to the didactic 
poem, namely it is an aid to memorizing it. The recipe is recommended for dispel-
ling “the recurrence” of forgetfulness. Any person prone to forgetfulness is told, 
after completing the reading of the text, that, in order to memorize it, he should 
say a prayer in which he “deposits” with God “what he has read or heard” and 
which Allāh may give back to him when he needs to remember it. 

2.6 Variance in dependency of the medium 
In the process of transmission of the poems, the medium manuscript seems gen-
erally to have had a stabilizing function, in contrast to orality, which tended to-
wards destabilization. Accordingly, written transmission may be said to account 
for a relatively small degree of variance. This general impression is based mainly 
on the following observations:  

In the manuscripts of al-Ūshī’s Qaṣīda, variance is seen to have occurred in a 
transmission process where orality played a more important role than in the 
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transmission of the other poems. In the layout of the pages, the manuscripts of 
this poem exhibit the peculiarity that they mostly have broad margins and wide 
spaces between the lines. Thus, plenty of room has been provided to enter vari-
ants and to stabilize the text. However, the space has also been used for glosses 
which, in some cases, were regarded as variants and found their way into the text 
and contaminated the transmission. Thus, on the one hand, the empty space in 
the manuscripts serves a philological function comparable to the critical appa-
ratus of a modern text edition and it has stabilized the text thereby, but, on the 
other hand, it facilitates the composition of glosses which may have a destabiliz-
ing effect. However, the variance caused by glosses transported from the margins 
into the text, plays only a small part in the overall variation found in this group 
of manuscripts. 

Scribal mistakes resulting from a wrong reading of text can be found in the 
manuscripts of our corpus. On the whole variants of this type are less numerous 
in al-Ūshī’s poem than in al-Laqānī’s, because, in the transmission of the latter, 
scripturality has predominated over orality. Scribal mistakes indicative of a writ-
ten transmission are even more numerous in the manuscripts of al-Sanūsī’s tract. 
With al-Ūshī’s text however variance caused by the medium manuscript amounts 
to 20-30 percent at most.69 Here, variance is conditioned not so much by a me-
dium which is barely legible, as by the scribes’ inattentiveness, mental indolence 
and lack of education. On the other hand, faulty oral transmission is reflected 
through the medium manuscript into which it has been inscribed and can only 
be recognized through the orthographical image.  

To sum up, the medium manuscript serves to control the text but also leads 
to a destabilization or barbarization, as it were. Thus, generally speaking, the 
findings concerning the relationship between the medium and variance are con-
tradictory. 

|| 
69 If one includes the variance caused by the disordered leaves of some manuscripts of al-
Ūshī´s poem which had an important effect on the text-transmission, the percentage is some-
what higher. 



  

 

 


