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INTRODUCTION

The treatise edited here represents a unique document in the Islamic
religious tradition. Its significance lies in the fact that it represents
a point of intersection for many issues: Islamic-Jewish and Islamic-
Christian interactions, internal Islamic polemics regarding the manner
of approaching the Qur’an, the status of the Bible (both the Hebrew
Bible and the Gospels) in Muslim imagination, and the history of
Quranic exegesis. It is a rich and multilayered text, and we have only
begun to realize its importance. The purpose of the present critical
edition is to situate the text in its proper historical context, and to make
it available to the scholarly community.

The treatise, al-Aqual al-gawimah fi hukm al-nagl min al-kutub al-gadimah,
(The Just Verdict on the Permissibility of Quoting from Old Scriptures), was
written by al-BiqaT (d. 885/1480), a famous Qur’an commentator who
lived in the last days of Mamluk rule in the Near East. He wrote it to
defend his use of the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels in interpreting the
Qur’an. An ambitious and ingenious scholar, al-Biqa‘T wrote a Qur’an
commentary which he claimed is original in its approach. He asserted
that rhetoric had been an underused tool in interpreting the Qur’an,
and was determined to rectify this aspect of the practice of Quranic
exegesis. This was not in itself problematic; Tafsir, or Quranic exegesis,
1s a fluid genre that has accommodated a variety of approaches to the
Qur’an. However, al-BiqaT did something unexpected and unique: he
decided to quote the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels, in their official
Arabic translations, when interpreting Bible-related material in the
Qur’an. This represented a total break with Islamic religious and schol-
arly practice. Indeed, his decision was so unusual that it was bound to
attract attention. His enemies—and he had many—seeing his use of the
Bible as a break with the tradition, accused him of heresy, and called
for the book to be burned. Eventually, one of the leading scholars of
Cairo and a bitter enemy of al-BiqaT, al-Sakhawt (d. 902/1492), wrote
a treatise espousing the traditional Islamic legal prohibition against the
religious use of the Bible.

Al-BiqaT could hardly afford to let an accusation of heresy go
unanswered. He had built his reputation on a solid record of zealous
protection of the Sunnah, or the practice, of Muhammad. He had
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spent his life contending with others about what he considered as
infringements on the law of God. Indeed, his austerity and stern outlook
on legal matters are beyond doubt. Stung by the accusations that he
was glorifying the Bible and debasing the Qur’an, al-BigaT answered his
critics with the present treatise, claiming that the use of the Bible was
a venerable Islamic practice. He argued that the Qur’an, Muhammad,
the early generation of Muslims, and the leading scholars of every age
used the Bible.

The problem with al-BiqaTs argument is rather apparent. It is not
that Muslims did not use the Bible, for they often did. However, they
used it mainly in one of two ways: in a polemical context, to attack
Judaism or Christianity, or apologetically, to argue that Muhammad’s
coming had been foretold in the Old Scriptures. Moreover, the Shari‘ah
was clear about its prohibition against the reading or even handling of
the scriptures of other religions. Al-Biqa‘T thus was not only content
to break the rule, but he also attempted to change it! To undermine
the accusations of his enemies that he was innovating in religious
matters—a grave accusation—al-BiqaT solicited supporting fatwas
from the leading judges and scholars of Cairo, who all obliged. They
stood behind him on this issue, which is testament to al-BiqaTs high
standing as a scholar.

By the time al-BiqaT appeared on the scene, a legion of Islamic anti-
Jewish and anti-Christian works had already been written, and most
made attacking the “corrupted” or “altered” Bible a central theme.
Accumulated Muslim knowledge of the Bible was extensive. The tradi-
tion had also formalized its indifference—if not guarded hostility—to
the scriptures of other religions. The Bible and the Gospels were holy,
but only to the degree that they had once been uncorrupted. Opinions
differed as to how much reverence Muslims should show the Bible.
Some were more accommodating than others, but on the whole, one
did not quote the Bible as if one were quoting the Qur’an; there was
no confusion about which book was the authoritative text. The Bible
never became part of the religious scripture of Muslims. The New
replaced the Old completely.

Al-BiqaT was thus breaking away from scholarly conventions by quot-
ing the Bible in a positive religious context. He wrote a commentary
on the Qur’an in which he uses the Bible to explain the Qur’an. Never
before had anyone used the Bible in such a manner, for this amounted
to an endorsement of the Bible as Scripture. There is no avoiding the
conclusion that al-BiqaT considered the Bible to be holy enough for



INTRODUCTION 3

Muslims to use alongside the Qur’an. Forced by his enemies to account
for his practice, he wrote a detailed polemical defense. The treatise is
an apologia for a practice that is uniquely his, although he claimed
that it is an old practice. In many ways, al-BiqaT was reopening a
gate that was shut very early on in Islamic religious practice. Muslims
in the first century Islamicized much of the biblical lore (both Jewish
and Christian), and constructed a narrative of their own that acted as
the pre-Qur’an. In this regard, when Muslims needed to go back to
pre-Islamic salvific history, they already had their own retelling of that
past. Al-Biqa‘T instead made a daring return to the old Biblical sources,
and in so doing made a fascinating contrast to the usual practice.

The treatise al-Aqwal, though only preserved in four manuscripts,
seems to have enjoyed a significant circulation in the Islamic world.
Cairo has two copies, and North Africa had two (now housed in the
Escorial). We also have proof that the treatise was available in Yemen
and was read by no less an authority than al-Shawkant (d. 1250/1834).
It is very telling that al-BiqaT’s treatise should have survived, while the
treatise of al-Sakhawi, the anti-Bible treatise written in response to al-
BiqaTs use of the Bible, is now lost. If we can draw any conclusions
from this, it 1s that our customary understanding of how the medieval
Islamic tradition approached the Bible is flawed. Muslims were able,
when so inclined, to appropriate the Bible as Scripture.

The Bible treatise of al-Biqa‘T would have been simply a curiosity,
were it not for his Quran commentary, which indeed uses the Bible
to interpret the Qur'an. Together, the texts represent a momentous
example of religious affinity between the scriptures of both religions.
Al-Biqa‘T shows such sympathy to the Bible, such an attentive ear to
the word of an alien Scripture, that one stands incredulous before it.
Never before nor after him in the annals of Islamic interaction with
the Bible has there been such a keen appreciation of the Bible as Scrip-
ture. That the treatise and the commentary are from high medieval
Islamic culture is also a source of marvel. This is not an appreciation
of an alien Scripture sprung from humanist leanings; nor was al-Biqa‘T
experiencing any doubts about his faith or undergoing a conversion
experience. Al-BiqaT was a comfortably conservative Muslim scholar
who was a staunch defender of things Islamic. What impelled him to
use the Bible were hermeneutical needs, not religious tolerance as we
understand tolerance now. Yet, perusing the Bible changed his outlook,
and one can speak in this case of an openness not seen before in the
Islamic religious tradition to the Bible as Scripture on its own terms.
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It is surprising that this treatise has not attracted more attention
from the scholarly community. It is not unknown to modern scholars.
As a matter of fact, it has a venerable history by way of introduction.
The treatise was first described in a report by Ignaz Goldziher in 1876,
while in Cairo. He sent it to Moritz Steinschneider, who included the
report in his Polemische und Apologetische Literatur in arabischer Sprache, the
standard reference work on polemical Islamic literature. Meanwhile,
in 1936, a professional scribe for Dar al-Kutub tried to produce a new
copy of the treatise based on the manuscript available in Cairo, only to
fail in his attempt due to the confusing nature of the original. Someone
in the American Research Center in Egypt was interested enough to
have a photostat copy made of the same manuscript which Goldziher
described; a file of these photostats is still available in the A.R.C.E.
library. A partial summary as well as a partial uncritical edition of some
sections were published by Muhammad al-Khawlt in Majallat Ma'had
al-Makhtatat al- Arabiyah in 1980. None of these efforts seems to have left
much impression; the significance of the treatise went unnoticed.

My decision to edit the treatise came after a slow realization of its
importance and uniqueness. The treatise is engaging, argumentative,
and deeply personal. It is also a remarkable record of the scholarly
activity of a medieval scholar and his readings. In addition to its
subject matter, the number of works cited is in itself a very important
indicator of the cultural atmosphere in Cairo. I am in the process of
writing a study of the significance of the works cited in this treatise.
The treatise i3 also a corrective to our perfunctory historical knowl-
edge of Muslims’ engagement with the Bible. It is nothing short of
revolutionary in its argument that the Bible could be used by Muslims
to interpret the Qur’an. I have already published a detailed study of
the arguments of the treatise, and there is no need to repeat those
arguments here. Instead, I supply in this introduction the background
information needed for a deeper appreciation of the text. The treatise
as it stands is sanitized and divorced from the scandal that generated
it. I thus have the rather unsavory task of exhuming a scandal long
forgotten. There is a certain aspect of betrayal to the reputation of
such dignified scholars in unearthing all the unpleasant details of this
controversy, but I suppose that al-Biqa‘T would forgive this indiscretion.
He was a decent enough scholar to realize that recounting the facts is
the basis of any good scholarship. It is he, after all, who preserved for
us all these details!
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Editing the text proved to be more challenging than I had anticipated.
The presence of a large number of names and title of books meant
that I had to spend a long time searching for the references. Ironically,
it is al-BiqaTs enemy, al-Sakhawt, who has supplied us with much of
the key information needed in order to identify many of the names
in the treatise. Moreover, the treatise has given me an appreciation of
the complexity of the scholarly networks in the last Mamluk century
above and beyond the shadow of its two towering figures: Ibn Hajar
al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449) and al-Suyut1 (d. 911/1505). The last century
of Mamluk rule shaped the intellectual landscape of Islamic religious
tradition due to the large number of scholars active in its colleges
and seminaries. Whatever the political situation was in late Mamluk
dynasty—and historians have long engaged in the study of the collapse
of this dynasty—the intellectual atmosphere was profoundly complex,
and nothing if not vibrant.






CHAPTER ONE

A HERMENEUTICAL BIOGRAPHY OF AL-BIQAT

Mamluk Cairo of the Ninth Hijri Century was a crowded city. So many
illustrious names, so many big reputations, and so little modesty! By
then, autobiographies had become exercises in self-aggrandizement,
turning into heavy tomes. True, some had the obligatory opening
chapter on the virtue of recounting one’s own virtues, a most pathetic
exercise in piety; yet the meticulousness with which information about
individual histories was gathered spoke of a distinctly bourgeois sen-
sibility." We have the autobiography of al-Suyu( already at hand.”? A
more voluminous and tediously self-serving example is, however, the
one penned by al-Sakhawi, the biographer of the century and the most
avid recorder of the achievements of his generation of scholars—as
well as of their foibles and shortcomings. It should come as no surprise
that this most avid biographer of all Islamic history should turn his
attention to himself and write a masterpiece of the Islamic autobio-
graphical genre.® The thirst for autobiographies was also nourished in
an indirect way. We encounter a proliferation of book-length biographies
of famous scholars—those who were modest enough not to write full
fledged autobiographies, but were famous enough to entice others to
write their biographies. Students of such modest scholars were keen
to memorialize their unassuming teachers. There was of course a self-
serving aim to this exercise: to be the student of such illustrious figures
was a glory not to pass unrecognized. Thus, al-Sakhawt, did not neglect
to write a biography of his very famous teacher Ibn Hajar.*

! See the autobiography of al-Sakhawi, Irshad al-ghawi bal isad al-talib wa-al-rawi
bi-tarjamat al-Sakhawt, Leiden University, Cod. Or. 2366, fol. 5: al-muqaddimak: fi thana’
al-mar? ‘ala nafsihi wa-hal huwa jaiz am la.

2 E. M. Sartain, Jalal al-Din al-Suyitz, 2 vols (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1975). See also an analysis of al-Suyttt’s autobiography in Dwight . Reynolds,
Interpreting the Self: Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2001), pp. 1-5, 65-67, 87-88, 202-203.

* See note 1 above.

* On al-Sakhawt’s biography of Ibn Hajar and Ibn Hajar’s own autobiography,
see Interpreting the Self, pp. 8083, 64, 66. Al-Sakhawt wrote independent biographies
of at least five other individuals; see his al-Daw’ al-lami li-ahl al-qarn al-tas:* (Cairo,
1934), v. 8:17.
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All indications are that al-Biqa‘T (d. 885/1480) was not going to disap-
point, and had intended to leave us a revealing autobiography. He could
hardly wait to reach a more ponderable age before penning his first
short autobiography—it was written when he was at the tender age of
thirty-two, rather young for a scholar. However, it turned out to be his
first and last autobiography. Unfortunately, it stops short of being of any
real value for what concerns us here, since it was written before any of
the controversies that he came to be embroiled in.” Al-Sakhawt informs
us that al-BiqaT died a heartbroken and disgraced scholar, and there
is truth to this uncharitable assessment. Hounded by enemies, beset by
accusations, chased out of Cairo, shunned in Damascus, the man was
apparently in no mood to write an autobiography later in his troubled
life. There is, however, an abundance of information on him scattered
in his own writing, especially in his incompletely edited history.® This
history has proved essential in disentangling the history of the Bible
controversy. It should be noted here that al-BigaT never published a
clean copy of his history, and what we have is a draft (musawwadah) of
the work. The ability to read this manuscript is thus hampered by the
usual problems one encounters when working on drafts: the unruly
marginalia which are usually easier for the author to disentangle than
for any other reader. I chiefly use the unedited parts of this history to
reconstruct the controversy surrounding his use of the Bible.

Fortunately for us, al-Sakhawt was obsessed with his colleague and
classmate al-BiqaT, and there is hardly any lack of references to al-Biqa‘T
in al-Sakhawt’s writings.” Foremost among the sources about the life of
al-BiqaT is the biography written by al-Sakhawt which spans ten pages in
the printed edition.? The vitriolic tone of this biography makes it nothing
short of a voyeuristic experience for the modern reader. The animosity

> Al-Biqa‘t, Unwan al-zaman bi-tarajim al-shuyiakh wa-al-agran, ed. Hasan al-Habasht
(Cairo: Dar al-Kutub wa-al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiyah, 2004), v. 2:61-85. This short
autobiography was written in the year 841/1437.

% For the history, see the introduction of the editor to the partial edition of al-BiqaTs
Izhar al-‘asr li-asrar ahl al-‘asr, Muhammad al-‘Awfi (al-Riyad, 1992) v. 1:11-50. See
also the studies of Li Guo, “Al-BiqaTs Chronicle: A Fifteenth Century Learned Man’s
Reflection on his Time and World,” in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (C. 950-1800),
Hugh Kennedy, ed., (Leiden, 2001), pp. 121-148; id. “Tales of a Medieval Cairene
Harem: Domestic Life in al-Biqa‘Ts Autobiographical Chronicle,” Mamlitk Studies Review,
9, no. 1 (2005), pp. 101-121.

7 Al-BiqaT was aware of al-SakhawT’s fixation on him; see al-BiqaTs remark in his
apologia, al-Aqwal, Escorial ms. arabe 1539, fol. 90a.

8 See al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘, v. 1:101-111.
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between the two scholars was venomous.” Al-Sakhawt described al-Biga‘T
as “the harbinger of outrageous behavior, of calamities, of disorder,
and the holder of contradictory irreconcilable opinions.”'’ One of the
Mamluk sultans who was fond of al-Biqa‘T was reported by al-Sakhawi
to have said that had he “unleashed the spite of al-BigaT, it would have
destroyed the world.”"" Thus, even those who liked him were not blind
to his fury. Al-Sakhawt affirmed that no one was spared from al-BiqaT’s
wrath, neither the older wlama’, nor his peers (al-agran), whether in
Egypt or any other country he entered, whether through his verse or
his prose, even those who were his benefactors.”” He also informs us
that al-Biqa‘T was a constant source of trouble, “undone by his hubris
and self love, and a greed for vanity and reputation.”” When we real-
ize that this biography was written after the death of al-Biqa‘T, we can
appreciate the depth of al-Sakhawt’s feelings;'* death was no shield for
al-Biqa‘T. Al-Sakhawt sneered that al-BiqaT wrote no work on jurispru-
dence or grammar, and he even asserted, in a flight of exaggeration,
that al-Biqa‘T wrote no book in any other art! Nor did al-Biqa‘T finish
reading the six canonical works of prophetic traditions.” The explicit

% Al-BigaT was no less disdainful of al-Sakhawr; he failed to mention him by his
proper name, calling him “a commoner with no insight into any of the disciplines.” For
the attack of al-BiqaT on al-Sakhawi, see the appendix of the edition, where al-Biqa‘T
called al-Sakhawi Ibn al-Barid. There would have been no way to know who this Ibn
al-Barid was if it was not for the help of al-Sakhawt himself. Fearful that a reference
to him might go unnoticed, even if by a despising enemy, al-Sakhawt, in his short
biography of himself in his dictionary and in his autobiography proper mentioned the
fact that he was called by his enemies Ibn al-Barid. See al-Daw’, v. 8:2 “wa-yugal lahu
Ibn al-Bard. . . . wa-la yadhkuruhu biha illa man yahtagiruhu.” See also the autobiography,
al-Sakhawt, frshad, fol. 11a, line 5.

10" Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:101 “wa-salub tilka al-‘gja’ih wa-al-nawa’ib wa-al-galagil
wa-al-masa’il al-muta‘aridah al-mutanaqidah.”

" Ibid., v. 1:104 “law naffastu li-al-Biga 7 la-akhraba al-dunya.”

12 Ibid., v. 1:103 “wa-ma ‘alimt ahadan salima min adhahu la al-shuyikh wa-la al-agran,
wa-la man yalihim min kulli balad dakhalahu bi-al-nazm wa-bi-al-nathy hatta man khawwalahu
Ji al-ni‘am.”

B Ibid., v. 1:103 “wa-waqai‘uhu kathirah wa-ahwaluhu shahirah, wa-da‘awili mustafidah.
Ahlakahu al-tih wa-al-wb wa-hubb al-sharaf wa-al-sum‘ah.”

" Ibid. v. 1:105 “alladhi tala‘tuhu ba‘da mawtihi,” which means that this biography
was written after 885/1480.

Y Ibid., v. 1:102 “wa-lam yu'raf lahu kitab fi al-figh wa-al-nalw wa-la fi ghayrikima”
“bi-hayth ma ‘alimtuhu akmala al-sittata usal al-islam.” There is a faint possibility that
al-Sakhawt is actually referring to the six works of jurisprudence to be read by any
scholar who is to be counted as a Shafi‘ite jurist. For a detailed study of the issue of
essential texts in the curriculum of the Shafi‘ites see R. Kevin Jaques, Authority, Conflict,
and the Transmussion of Duwersity in Medieval Islamic Law (Brill, 2006).
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argument is that he was not a scholar—at most, he was a dabbler.'® He
was a scribe and an elementary school teacher, al-Sakhawt pointedly
remarked."” These are, needless to say, half-truths. Al-BigaT wrote on
many subjects, and there is no doubt that he was an outstanding scholar.
Al-Sakhaw is unwilling even to admit to the fact that al-BiqaT was a
Qur’an commentator. Even his low social origins are ridiculed. That
he rose from the ranks of the peasantry and acquired wealth later is
nothing particularly unique. Nor was the profession of a scribe or a
school teacher unusual for an aspiring scholar.

Despite its biased nature, this biography is essential for understanding
al-Biqa‘T and the forces that shaped him. The remarkable fact about
al-Sakhawt’s biography of al-BiqaT is that it is one of the longest in
his massive biographical dictionary. Indeed, there is a constant stream
of cross references to the works of al-BiqaT throughout the dictionary:.
Al-Sakhawt has an intimate knowledge of al-Biga‘T that only an enemy
would care to cultivate.'® What adds to the significance of al-Sakhawt’s
biography is that, despite all the self-disclosure that al-Biqa‘T offers his
readers, one needs an outsider’s view of our author in order to cor-
roborate his self-understanding. It takes an opponent to describe for us
the circle of influences that shaped al-Biqa‘t. Moreover, al-Sakhawi, by
including biographies of the people who crossed paths with al-BiqaT,
has made it much easier for us to reconstruct the web of connections
around the latter. Such was al-SakhawT’s obsession with al-Biqa‘T that
he even includes the biographies of the scribes who wrote al-BigaTs
works in his biographical dictionary:.

Al-BiqaT is also fortunate to have had the attention of many of the
editors of his works in the Arab world. Almost all of his works which
have been edited have been supplied with extensive biographies, which
are continually refined as information becomes available. More impor-
tantly, we now have a complete and detailed list of his works: a medieval
bibliographical list that has been annotated, edited, and augmented."
The editor, Muhammad al-Islahi, has also written the most extensive
biography of al-BiqaT, the caliber of which saves us the trouble of

18 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:102 “wa-la balagha martabata al-‘ulama’ bal qusara amrihi
wdrajuhu i al-fudala’ wa-tasanifuhu shahidatun ‘ala dhalika.”

7 Ibid., “al-nisakhah wa-talim al-affal.”

'8 Al-Sakhawt dedicated a whole book to al-BiqaT and his scandals, entitled “Aksan
al-masa? fi idah hawadith al-Biga?.” See al-Daw’, v. 8:17. The book did not survive.

!9 Muhammad Ajmal Ayytb al-Islahi, Fikrist musannafat al-Biga % ‘an nuskhah mangilah
min khattih (al-Riyad: Maktabat al-Malik Fahd al-Wataniyah, 2005).
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offering a detailed biography here.?” The virtue of this biography is that
it reassesses all previous Arabic biographies on al-BiqaT, and offers the
most comprehensive outline of the life of the author to date. Where
this biography fails is precisely in the area that it concerns us here: it
is oblivious to the contorted history of the Bible controversy.

Interest in al-BiqaT in European and American academe is not
lacking. Since al-BiqaT played a major role in two controversies, one
concerning the religious standing of the poet Ibn al-Iarid, and the
other centering on a philosophical issue widely debated in medieval
Islam—whether this world was the best option available for God or
not—studies on the legacy of these two issues have allowed scholars to
investigate the role of al-Biqa‘T in both.?' Li Guo has, moreover, written
two articles centering on the historical work of al-Biqa, one of which
includes a biography and detailed information about al-BiqaTs life.*

While modern Arabic studies do refer to the Bible controversy, there
is no mention whatsoever of it in European and North American
studies.” The sources themselves are in no small measure to blame for
this neglect. The details of this controversy are buried in allusions and
in unpublished manuscripts, and the issue can easily be overlooked.
It has not helped that the Bible controversy was intimately tied to
the history of Qur’an exegesis. It is perhaps this connection that has
contributed most to the neglect we see in modern scholarship. The
role of Qur'an commentary in the intellectual history of medieval
Islam is barely acknowledged. Reading all the literature available on
al-Biqa‘T in European languages, one hardly realizes that al-Biqa‘T was
a major Quran exegete.”* Th. Emil Homerin characterized al-Biqa‘T
as “primarily a hadtth scholar and biographer” an assessment echoed

2 TIbid., pp. 19-57.

2l For the controversy over Ibn al-Farid see Th. Emil Homerin, From Arab Poet to
Muslim Saint: Ibn al-Farid, His Verse, and His Shrine (Columbia: University of South Carolina
Press, 1994), pp. 55—75. Tor the philosophical treatise of al-BiqaT on the best possible
worlds see Eric L. Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought: The Dispute Over al-Ghazalis “Best
of All Possible Worlds” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 135-160.

2 See note 6 above. The biography of al-BiqaTis given in his “Al-BiqaT’s Chronicle,”
pp. 121-126.

# The only Arabic modern scholar to discuss the controversy in some (albeit inac-
curate) detail is Muhammad al-Islahi, Fahrast musannafat al-Biga %, pp. 47-48.

2 Only Guo discusses al-BiqaT hermeneutical outlook. This is done however as
an ancillary to understanding his historical outlook. See “Al-Biga?s Chronicle”, pp.
132-135.
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by Li Guo.” Al-BiqaT was a mufassir, a Qur'an commentator, first and
foremost. While he apparently did not care enough about his history
to edit it for proper publication, and left it as a draft, he spent most
of his scholarly life working on his Qur'an commentary, polishing and
preparing it for publication.

In this biography, I have thus a different concern than previous
biographies of al-Biqa‘T, both in the Middle East and North America.
I am here more interested in charting a genealogy of the influences
that shaped al-Biqa‘T’s hermeneutical outlook; while these influences
are hotly debated in the primary sources and were considered to have
exercised a nefarious effect on his outlook, modern scholars not inter-
ested in exegetical issues have disregarded them. I also am interested
in highlighting al-BiqaT as an exegete—ironically, something that was
pushed to the side the moment he died. Al-Sakhawi, a few years after
the death of al-Biqa‘T, was unwilling to grant our author the rank of
exegete, although al-Biqa‘T spent his life working on his Qur’an-related
projects, especially on his massive Qur'an commentary.

Li Guo has done an admirable job of giving us an outline of the
life of al-Biqa‘T in English, and I will rely on what he has mentioned
in his biography of al-BiqaT with some minor corrections.”® As for the
reconstruction of al-BiqaT’s intellectual influences, I depend exclusively
on the primary sources.

Al-Biqa‘T was born in 809/1406 in the region of al-Biga“ (hence
the name al-Biqa‘T), in what is now Lebanon, in a small hamlet called
Khirbit Rtihah, on the western slopes of anti-Lebanon mountain range.”
In 821/1418, a family feud resulted in the murder of al-BiqaT’s father
and two uncles. He himself was injured, and his fearful mother took
her children to Damascus. There al-BigaT showed remarkable advance-
ment in his studies, and was soon studying with the leading scholars
of the city. He then moved to Jerusalem, where he studied mathemat-
ics in addition to the traditional sciences. In 834/1431, he moved to
Cairo to become the student of the famous scholar Ibn Hajar. Even-
tually, al-Biqa‘T would accompany the Sultan of Cairo on two of his
naval military campaigns. As a warrior-scholar, he was rather unique
among the scholars of his age. Soon, he acquired a position in one

» Homerin, From Arab, p. 68; Guo, “Al-BigaTs Chronicle”, p. 121.

% Guo, “Al-Biga?’s Chronicle”, pp. 121-125.

77 Ibid., pp. 121-123; the information is also augmented from al-BiqaT’s autobiog-
raphy; see his ‘Unwan, v. 2:62-66, which was not available to Guo.
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of the mosques of Cairo as the Qur'an teacher.” It was as a result of
this teaching position that he composed his Qur'an commentary. Dur-
ing his stay in Cairo, al-BiqaT became embroiled in an acrimonious
controversy over the poet Ibn al-Farid, which undid his authority and
his reputation.”” Such was his disgrace that he felt compelled to move
to Damascus. In Damascus, he proceeded to insult the reputation of
al-Ghazali, to the disappointment of the scholars of Damascus who
had welcomed his return to his native city.”® He died in 885/1480, a
lonely and disgraced man. This is the bare outline of the life of our
author. Before I move to the main subject of my concern here, I would
also like to point out that al-Biqa‘T was a gifted poet, judging from the
little that has survived of his poetry. Even al-Sakhawl was willing to
concede that he was not a bad poet.”" In his history, al-BiqaT stated that
he stopped his poetic activities in order to dedicate himself to working
on the Qur'an commentary.”

Al-BiqaTs magnum opus and the source of his reputation in the
Islamic world is his Qur'an commentary, the massive Nazm al-durar fi
tanasub al-ayat wa-al-suwar (henceforth Nazm).” This Qur'an commentary
has two characteristics that makes it unique in the history of medieval
Quran commentaries. First, it attempts to make rhetoric and logical
causality the main method of interpreting the Qur’an. Second, it heav-
ily uses the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament as proof texts in
order to interpret certain verses in the Qur’an. I describe the various
individuals and sources that allowed al-BigaT this venture below.

% Guo, “Al-Biga®’s Chronicle,” p. 122. Guo mentions that al-BiqaT went on 100
military campaigns, citing Hajji Khalifa’s authority. I think there is a corruption in the
text here. Al-BiqaTs own autobiography, which was not available to Guo, mentions
two expeditions, ‘Unwan, v. 2:67.

# See note 21 above.

% According to al-Suyuti, the mobs almost managed to kill al-Biqa‘T; for references
see Ormsby, Theodicy, p. 32.

*1 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:107, the few lines of poetry quoted here were a dirge
written by al-BiqaT in anticipation of his death. Al-SakhawT remarks that al-BiqaT’s
vanity might have given him the inspiration that was needed to write so moving a
piece: “ka-annahu li-mazid hubbih fi madh nafsihi inba‘athat sajiyatahu.”

2 Al-Biqat, Izhar al-‘asr li-asvar ahl al-‘asr, Madinah, Maktabat al-Shaykh ‘Arif Hikmat,
tartkh 3789, fol. 228a “li-anni gad a‘radtu ‘an al-nazm la siyyama madh al-nas wa-sarafiu
kullyyyaty ila istikhray al-mundasabat.”

# Al-Biqa‘t, Nazm al-durar fi tanasub al-ayat wa-al-suwar (India, 1976). This edition, in
22 volumes, 1s a critical edition. The Beirut copy (Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyah, 1995) is a
pirated reset print which omits the critical apparatus. All references are to the Indian edi-
tion. The Indian edition has been reissued by Dar al-Kitab al-Islami (Cairo, 1992).
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In the introduction of his book, Masaid al-nazar li-al-ishraf ‘ala magasid
al-suwar, al-BiqaT summed up the objections raised against his Qur’an
commentary, the Nagm:

Some people have stated that: It is unlawful to keep this book (i.e. Nazm)
in the hands of the people for two reasons. First: it has copied from old
scriptures, and we know that these holy books have been corrupted, and
hence one should not quote them. Second, the book (Nazm) 1s all his [i.e.
al-BiqaTs] own words, with no authority to base himself upon. He is
speaking his opinion (ra’7) on the Qur'an and that is forbidden.**

This is a fair assessment of the accusations against his Qur'an com-
mentary. [ will leave the accusation—the fact that al-BiqaT copied from
the Bible, a charge he answers in his own apologia—aside for the time
being. Rather, I will concentrate on the accusation that he used his
personal opinion to interpret the Qur'an. Al-BigaT saw nothing wrong
in using one’s knowledge to interpret the Qur’an. To contemplate and
reflect on God’s word is what God orders Muslims to do in the Qur’an
itself, al-BiqaT asserts, quoting verse 38:29.% There is nothing wrong
with explaining the Qur’an as one understands it. Al-BiqaT was more-
over interested in highlighting his affinity to a line of scholars that the
Islamic intellectual tradition had all but forgotten.™ The point made
by al-BiqaT is that scholars before him have ventured where he did,
and that what he was doing had been, if not fully carried out, at least
envisioned previously.

One can identify four scholars from whom al-BiqaT derived aspects
of his hermeneutics. Ultimately, the sum total of the influences of these
scholars allowed al-BiqaT a certain intellectual freedom that I think is
at the heart of his boldness as an exegete. I will chart the influence
of these scholars, and assess how al-Biqa‘T absorbed their outlook.
Perhaps the most enigmatic and mysterious of these scholars is Aba
al-Fadl al-Maghribi al-Mashdalli (d. 864/1460). He was a maverick
charismatic scholar from what is now Algeria, who sojourned in Cairo
and the East of the Islamic world.”” Al-BiqaT was extremely fond of

3 Al-Biqa‘T, Masaid al-nazar i-al-ishraf” ‘ala magasid al-suwar, ed. ‘Abd al-Sam1* Husayn
(al-Riyad: Maktabat al-Ma‘arif, 1987), v. 1:111-112.

* He also mounts a defense of the practice of interpretation in the introduction of
his Qur'an commentary, see Nagm, v. 1:3—4.

% Al-Biqa‘t, Masaid, v. 1:137 “wa-kitabt hadha qad nawwahtu_fil bi-al-nagl ‘an_jama‘atin
ma ‘arafahum al-musawwiban ila minn, minhum al-ustadh Abi al-Hasan al-Harallr.”

% Much of what we know about this man comes from al-Sakhawi and al-BigaT. See
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this scholar, and the two were close companions during al-Mashdallr’s
stint in Cairo. He learned from al-Mashdallt a hermeneutical rule that
is the basis of his venture into interpreting the Qur’an. Al-Sakhawi

==

labeled it as “the rule that emboldened al-Biga‘T to dare and venture to
interpret the Qur'an in the manner he did.”*® The significance of this

=

rule to al-BiqaTs hermeneutical enterprise is clear from the fact that
it is quoted at the beginning of his Qur'an commentary.* Al-Sakhawi
quotes the rule in the biography of Aba al-Fadl, and it is worth giving
a translation of the rule here:

The general rule to uncover the harmony among the verses in all of the
Qur’an is to discover the aim (gharad) for which a certain Sura has been
composed, and to find out what that aim needs in the way of preliminary
matters, and to assess the degree to which these preliminary matters have
achieved that aim. Then, you have to find out how the discourse after the
preliminary matters has led the listener to anticipate what follows, whether
it is divine commandments or the other complementary necessary issues
that are essential to the purpose of the Sura; the discourse of the Sura
should thus be a discourse that 1s dictated by the rules of rhetoric such
that one is not burdened in an unnecessary manner to discover the aim
of the Sura. This is thus the fundamental rule that unearths the nexus
of connections among the various parts of the Qur’an. If you follow this
rule you will discern the manner in which the composition of the Quran
was achieved between each verse in each Sura.*

Al-BiqaT understood the rule to allow him to decipher the Qur’an in
a manner not seen before."! He was also adamant that only he was
taught this rule by this scholar.* This new and unprecedented rule calls

the lengthy biography in al-Daw’, v. 9:180—-188. See also Badr al-Din al-Qarafi, Tawshih
al-diba wa-hulyat al-ibtihd), ed. Ahmad al-Shataywi (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami,
1983), pp. 219-220. See also the introduction to Ahmad al-Baja’ts Risalat al-ghartb ila
al-habib (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1993).

% Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:102 “wa-huwa alladhi alamahu bi-al-ga‘idah allaft tajarra’
ala kitab Allah bi-ha.”

% Al-Biqra, Nazm, v. 1:17-18.

¥ Ibid. v. 1:18; see also al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 9:185, the text in al-Daw’is a replica
of the one in Nazm with only one missing word (insert al-muhaymin in line 19 after the
fourth word). Here is the text in Arabic: yTd) ser 3 SLI Slsbio ylyad wiadl S 03
M e S sy Slasidl e ool s ad) b b Ty 5y pudl A G ) o3 Jlas AT se
e e Ol ) LAt she iy Ll Slas 23 g A0 Al polally pSGNT ) sl
ot Shaio ool dery dll ol o) ) 5 131y T sl g o L)l o e el SN

S Ally 55 550 IS 3 &1, AT
" Al-Biqra, Nagm, v. 1:2 “fi_fannin ma ra’ayt man sabagani ilayhi.” i
2" Al-Biqa‘t, Masaid, v. 1:137, where he stated that only he heard the rule from Aba
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for the exegete to discover the causal connections between the verses,
and the aim for which each Sura was designed, as governed by the
rules of rhetoric. This is a marked departure from the usual micro-level
approach to the Qur’an in the tafsir tradition. The usual approach was
to decipher each word and to go from that level to the phrase level, or
the sentence or verse level, and ultimately to the level of the sura. It is
not that the earlier tradition was oblivious to the context of the verses
interpreted, on the contrary, and al-BiqaT paid tribute to his predeces-
sors in this regard. Nevertheless, previous exegetes did not make this
aspect of their approach explicit or predominant.* Al-Biqa‘T, however,
follows a reverse order, whereby the aim of the whole sura determined
how he proceeded to understand its constituent verses. Gausality—or
what al-Biqa‘T termed lamma, after the Arabic particle “since”—was a
novel method.**

Yet, al-BiqaT was not content to connect the verses in one sura, but
also sought to determine the connections among the suras themselves.
Here, he was relying heavily on the work of a previous scholar, Ibn
al-Zubayr al-Gharnatt (d. 708/1308). Ibn al-Zubayr wrote a book in
which he connected the suras of the Qur’an to each other in a causal
manner, arguing that the content of the preceding resulted in the
positioning of a particular sura after it;" Ibn al-Zubayr believed that
there is a rationale behind the ordering of the suras in the canonical
Uthmanic codex, and he set out to discover it. Such was al-BiqaTs

al-Fadl “wa-al-qa‘idah allatt iftatahtu bi-ha kitabi ‘an al-shaykh Ab? al-Fadl al-Maghribi ralumahu
Allah lam yasma'ha minhu ghayrt.”

¥ Al-BigaT, Nagm, v. 1:6-9.

" Al-BigaT called his Qur'an commentary the “Book of Lamma (since),” because
he used the particle excessively as the tool to trace the causal relationship between a
verse and what comes after it. See his tongue-in-cheek poem at the end of the com-
mentary, v. 22:447-449. The first hemistich of the poem states that “this is the book
of lamma”.

® Tbn al-Zubayr al-Gharnatt, al-Burhan fi tartib al-Quran, ed. Muhammad Sha‘bant
(Morocco: Wazarat al-Awqaf, 1990). This edition is based on an incomplete copy and
the quotations of al-BiqaT. The editor was unaware that there is an Indian manuscript
of the work; see Catalogue of the Arabic and Persian Manuscripts in the Onental Library at
Bankipore, Prepared by Maulavi Muinuddin Nadwi (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press,
1932), Quranic Science, Part II, v. XVIIL, pp. 57-58. The whole issue of the intellectual
formation of Amin Ahsan Islahi has to be reevaluated in light of the availability of
this work in India and the interest of Indian Muslim intellectuals in the Qur'an com-
mentary of al-Biqa‘T. The roots of the notions of the coherence of the composition of
the Qur’an are not as unique as Mustansir Mir makes it out to be; see his Coherence in
the Quran: A Study of Islah’s Concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-t Quran (Indianapolis: American
Trust Publications, 1986).
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admiration to the work of Ibn al-Zubayr that he decided to copy the
whole book into his Qur'an commentary.*

These two approaches to the Qur'an allowed al-BigaT to argue for
a rational connectivity among the content, composition, and organiza-
tion of the Quran. To show this underlying structure in the Qur’an,
al-Biqa‘T had to rely largely on his own analysis, instead of depending
exclusively on the previous exegetical tradition. However, the boldness
of al-Biqa‘T does not stop there. For reasons that remain mystifying
to me, he also came under the spell of a minor (and by then forgot-
ten) unorthodox exegete, Aba al-Hasan al-Harallt (d. 637/1239).%
Al-Sakhawi rebukes al-BiqaT for depending on al-Haralli, reminding
his readers that al-Dhahabi called al-Harallt a philosophizing mystic
( falsaft al-tasawwyf ). Presumably al-Sakhawt was highlighting the fact
that such an assessment by al-Dhahabi is in itself a damning judgment
on both al-Harallt and al-Biqa‘T.*® Nor was al-Dhahabi the first to call
al-Harallt a philosophizing mystic. It was Ibn Taymiyah, no less, who
raised doubts about the nature of the mystical convictions of al-Haralli.
Ibn Taymiyah states that the mysticism of al-Harallt was like that of
the philosophers;* Ibn Hajar, writing after al-Dhahabi, offers the same
harsh assessment. Ibn Hajar, moreover, adds that al-Harallt treated fafsir
in the manner in which one practiced usil al-figh, or jurisprudence.”
Ibn Hajar here rephrases and distorts the assessment of al-Ghubrini,
the scholar who produced the most extensive analysis of al-Harall’s
life and legacy.’' In that biography of al-Harallt, al-Ghubrini, a North
African scholar, defends his compatriot against the easterners and their

¥ Nazm, v. 1:6.

¥ On al-Harallt see Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Literatur (GAL), 1,
p- 414, Supplement (S), I p. 717, the name given there is al-Hiralt, or al-Harali. The
spelling I have chosen reflects al-BiqaTs own and the Arabic tradition. See al-Zirkl,
al-Alam, v. 4:256-257. The most extensive biography on al-Harallt is in al-Ghubrng,
Unwan al-dirayah, ed. ‘Adil Nuwayhid (Beirut: Lajnat al-Talif wa-al-Tarjamah wa-al-
Nashr, 1969), 143-155.

- Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:108 “wa-qad i ‘tamada al-Harallz fi tafsirihi ma* kawnili kama
qala al-Dhahab? falsaft al-tasawwuf.”

¥ Al-Dhahabi, Tartkh al-Islam hawadith wa-wafayat 631-640, ed. ‘Umar al-Tadmurt
(Bierut: Dar al-Nashir al-‘Arabi, 1998), p. 337.

% For al-DhahabT’s assessment see his Mizan al-i‘tidal, (Cairo: Isa al-Babi al-Halabf,
n.d.) v. 3:114 (no. 5785). For Ibn Hajar see his Lisan al-Mizan (Beirut: Mu’assasat
al-A'lamT li-al-Matbu‘at, n.d.) v. 4:204 (536). Ibn Hajar added the phrase “ja‘alahu
qawanin ka-qawanin usil al-figh” when describing al-Harallr’s famous epistle Mufiah al-bab
al-mugfal lLi-fahm kiab Allah al-munzal.

' al-Ghubrini, Unwan, p. 144 “kana yulqi fi al-tafsir qawanin tatanazzalu fi im al-tafsiv
manzilata usal al-figh min al-ahkam.”
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strictures. The tone of al-Ghubrint’s biography is one of complete adu-
lation and admiration, counting al-Harallt as one of the great mystics
and scholars of al-Maghrib. Ibn Hajar reverses this assessment entirely.
Al-GhubrinT does mention an altercation between al-Harallt and ‘Izz
al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 660/1262), which clearly indicates the
displeasure of the conservative ulama of the east with the hermeneu-
tical practices of this mystic. After inspecting the tafsir of al-Haralls,
‘Izz al-Din is supposed to have asked: “Where are the statements of
Mujahid, where are the statements of Qatadah, and where are the
statements of Ibn ‘Abbas?”*?

Al-BiqaT’s championing of what by his time was a neglected, unortho-
dox figure indicates the daring nature of his intellectual outlook.” It is
not clear why an austerely conservative scholar in matters of ritual, who
was waging a war against innovations in Ramadan practices and the
manner of calling for the prayer (adhan), would be so willing to venture
into what is by any standard a grey area hermeneutically.’* Al-Biqa‘T was
fully cognizant of the mainstream hermeneutical landscape of Islamic
tradition as it stood at the time, and his writing clearly shows the depth
of his knowledge of it. The towering figure of Abti Hayyan al-Gharnati
(d. 745/1344) still cast a long shadow in Cairo, yet al-Biqa‘T chose to
champion what was decidedly on the margins of this tradition. For a
non-mystic who showed aversion to many of the mystics’ practices and
who was considered by them to be an enemy, al-BiqaT kept intellectual
company with a decidedly mystical group.”

One last example of how consistent al-BiqaT was in seeking out those
on the margins of the hermeneutical tradition is his extensive use of the
Qur’an commentary of of al-Asbahant (d. 749/1349), a rather obscure
and forgotten commentator.”® The Qur'an commentary of this scholar

2 Ibid., p. 145 “ayna gawl Muahid, ayna qaw! Qatadah, ayna qawl Ibn ‘Abbas.”

* Indeed, the parts available of al-Harall’s Qur'an commentary were preserved by
al-BiqaT, who also had a copy of his other works, now available at the Bibliotheque
nationale in Paris. On this see Mahmadt al-Khayyatt ed., Turath Abi al-Hasan (al-Dar
al-Bayda’: Matba‘ah al-Jadidah, 1997), p. 11.

> Al-BiqaT is called an “angry man” by Li Guo in his article “Al-Biga7’s Chronicle”,
p- 121; al-BiqaT was not unlike Ibn Taymiyah: an austere, fearless, and unbendingly
puritan Muslim who was fond of al-amr bi-al-ma‘riaf wa-al-nahy ‘an al-munkar; see the
history Izhar al-‘asr for many instances of such fondness for commanding the good
and forbidding wrong.

» See Homerin, From Arab Poet, pp. 72-73.

% On al-Asbahant see Carl Brockelmann, Geschicte der arabischen Literatur (GAL)
(Leiden, 1949), II, pp. 110-11, Supplement (S) II, p. 137; Brockelmann gave the name
as al-Isfahant.
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has yet to be studied or published, but from the little that I have been
able to glean of this work it is clearly not of the usual ilk. The author
starts with a long theological-philosophical introduction which com-
mandeered all the sciences to serve the practice of hermeneutics.”

The hermeneutical horizons of al-BiqaT were thus decidedly of his
own making. They are not what we would have expected, but then,
given what little we know of the history of the exegetical tradition, we
should not put too much weight on our preconceived expectations. In
any case, he did strike his contemporaries as daring, and he was called to
account for some of his methods. One 1s tempted to speculate and give
reasons for his marked divergence from the established norm of doing
lafsir. My own view is that the scholastic tradition under which al-Biqa‘t
was toiling was at odds with his own creative impulses. Al-Biqa‘T wanted
to offer something new, which forced him to opt out of the mainstream.
He was certainly eager to claim originality, and the introduction to his
Qur’an commentary is aimed at establishing that fact. Indeed, when
told that Ibn al-Naqib had written something similar to what he had
done, al-Biqa‘T panicked. He rushed to al-Hakim’s mosque, where he
was told there was a copy of the work, and read a volume, only to
be reassured that after all, nobody had written anything like his own
Qur’an commentary.”®

Al-BiqaTs use of the Bible in his commentary—its main feature
to be attacked—was thus part of his general tendency to be open to
hermeneutical innovations. While a comprehensive study of the herme-
neutics of al-BiqaT will have to await a fuller analysis of the exegetes
I have mentioned here (namely, al-Haralli and al-Asbahani), it is clear
that these scholars were instrumental in enabling al-Biqa‘T to find his
own voice. Ultimately his disgrace and downfall were more the result
of his austere pietism and conservative attitude than his innovative
hermeneutical skills. There is thus no shortage of irony in the fact that
al-BiqaT was disgraced in Cairo and Damascus for being too parochial
a scholar when it came to theological issues. He frowned on mystical
poetic creativity, which he deemed tantamount to regular human speech

" See al-Asbahani, Anwar al-haqa’iq al-rabbaniyah fi tafsir al-lata@’f al-quraniyah, Ragib
Pasha 63, fol. 1-48, where he discussed twenty-three theological philosophical and
mystical concepts before starting to interpret the Qur'an. There is every indication
that al-BiqaTs interest in this exegete has saved this work from being lost. The copy
owned by al-BiqaT ended up in Istanbul, and for reasons not yet clear, al-Asbahant
became a popular author in the seminary Ottoman system. All the available copies of
this commentary were apparently based on al-BiqaTs own copy.

% Al-BigaT, Nazm, v. 1:10.
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that should be judged accordingly. No poetic license could be invoked
in order to allow ambiguous heterodox views. In al-BiqaTs opinion,
Ibn al-Farid’s poetry, for example, was blasphemous and the poet a
non-Muslim because of this blasphemy. The popularity of this poet
ensured that al-BiqaT would be rebuked for daring to anathematize him.
Going after al-Ghazali, to take another example, was foolish on the
part of al-Biqa‘, especially after the debacle of Ibn al-Farid in Cairo,
but al-Biqa‘T was nothing if not fearless. Ironically, the only battle that
he decisively won was the one over the Bible.

At the end of his life, al-BiqaT left us an account of how he under-
stood his predicament. He provided this narrative in his apologia, the
Arabic text of which can be read in the edition here. This document
shows a degree of bewilderment on his part, a perpetual incompre-
hension as to why he was not left alone. All that he wanted, al-Biqa‘T
says, was to be disregarded as one disregards the dead. He was not
after money or glory—nor, for that matter, professorial positions. He
never sought out help from anyone or reproached or carried a grudge
against anyone. He just wanted to concentrate on his work. He persis-
tently disregarded the affairs and intrigues of other people.” There is
a certain naiveté evident here. For someone who never tired of boast-
ing about his new method, of taking other scholars to task for their
shortcomings, al-Biqa‘T should have known that his turn would come.
Nonetheless, one thing is certain: his books were never sold in bulk as
scrap paper, as his enemies had predicted would happen!™ Al-Biga‘T
already knew his worth. His works survived, and are becoming increas-
ingly popular. Indeed, his Qur’an commentary is now available all over
the Muslim world.

% Al-Biqa“, al-Aqwal al-qawimah fi hukm al-naql min al-kutub al-gadimah, Escorial ms.
arabe 1539, fol. 91a.
6 Tbid., fol. 90a.



CHAPTER TWO

THE QUR’AN COMMENTARY, THE BIBLE CONTROVERSY,
AND THE TREATISE

In the middle of Ramadan 860/August 1456, al-BiqaT finished a
twenty-year cycle of interpreting the whole of the Qur’an that he had
undertaken in his capacity as the exegete of the al-Zahir mosque in
Cairo.”! Ten days later, on Friday the 26th of Ramadan 860/27th
August 1456, al-BigaT started his second round (al-bakrah al-thaniyah) of
interpreting the Qur’an. A year into the new Qur’an cycle, in Sha‘ban
of 861/June 1457, having finished with interpreting the second Sura
of the Qur’an (al-Bagarah), al-BiqaT began to employ a new method of
explaining the relationship between the verses, based on the science
of proportionality, or munasabat.”* Realizing that this was a novel
approach to the Qur’an he decided to write a commentary based
on this new method. Soon, he was carrying out a three-tiered work
program on the Qur’an. First, he had to prepare for his mi‘ad, or his
weekly seriatim lectures on the Qur'an given at the mosque; second,
he began composing the first draft of the commentary (al-musawwadah);
and, following these, he worked at producing a clean copy of the draft
(mubayyadah).®® It would take him another fourteen years to produce a
first draft (musawwadah), which he finished on the 7th of Sha‘ban 875/
28th January 1471.°* Another eight years would pass before he finally

b1 See al-Biqa‘T, Izhar al-‘asr, v. 2:203-204.

62 Thid., v. 2:204. Al-BiqaT gave a summary of the history of the composition of the
work in the colophon of his Qur'an commentary, Nazm, v. 22:443. It is here that he
gave us the date of starting the composition of his new Qur’'an commentary.

% Al-BigaT throughout his history, Izhar, documents where in the Qur'an he was
lecturing in his mi'ad, in his musawwadah, and the tahrir (or the clean copy). See Izhar,
fol. 211a. The first documented mention that I could find of his working on the clean
copy is on fol. 241a. Al-Biqa‘T was interpreting Q. 26:10 in his weekly lecturing, work-
ing on Q). 33:27 for his first composition, or rough draft of the commentary, and was
working on Q. 2:216 for his clean copy:
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produced a clean copy (mubayyadak) which he finished in Damascus
on the 10th of Sha‘ban 882/17th of November 1477.% Fearful that
his reader would fail to appreciate the time it had taken to write this
work, al-BiqaT totals up the years spent in production of this commen-
tary: twenty-two. He also makes sure to draw a comparison between
them and the number of years of the ministry of Muhammad—also
twenty-two years! Modesty was not a trait of our author. The colophon
of the commentary, written three years before he died, shows all the
bitterness of a resigned man, relieved that he managed to finish his
masterpiece but dismayed at the price he had to pay. He tells us that
he almost thought it would not be finished, and yet again he reminds
us of the story of the controversy: midway through his composing this
commentary, jealous scholars attacked it because it quoted from the
Bible.% I shall shortly tell the story of this controversy.

In the entry under the year 860/1456 of his history, Izkar, al-Biqa‘T
informs the reader that it was his habit while giving lectures on the
Qur’an to consult three works (wa-kuntu anzuru fi ghalib al-amr): al-Rashshaf
of al-Zamakhshari, the commentary of al-Baydawt, and the epitome
commentary of Aba Hayyan, al-Nahr.®” Strangely, al-Biqa‘T does not
mention consulting the authorities that I discussed in the previous chap-
ter: Ibn al-Zubayr al-Gharnati, al-Harallt, Aba al-Fadl al-Mashdalli,
and al-Asbahani. These he discusses instead in the introduction to his
commentary. It is clear that the transformation in al-BiqaTs herme-
neutical outlook that took place a year into his new cycle included
the incorporation of new exegetes. He also saw his commentary as
a meta-commentary on al-Baydawt’s Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta’wil,*®
which was the starting point of al-BiqaTs reflections on the meaning
and structure of the Qur'an.”” Al-BiqaT thus considered his own com-

% Thid.
5 Thid.
7 Izhar al-‘asr, v. 2:203.

% Al-Biqa‘T, Nazm, v. 1:4 “fa-ja‘altuhu ka-al-radif li-tafsir al-Qadi Nasr al-Din
al-Baydawt.”

5 TFor a description of al-BiqaTs manner of work see how he dealt with a writer’s
block, Izhar, fol. 211. He usually took a volume of al-Baydawr’s commentary with him
to the mosque where he was teaching and climb the minaret to contemplate nature
and hope for the best:
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mentary a fashiyah, a gloss, on the commentary literature, correcting
and explaining what was lacking in the already established parameters
of the field.

To his contemporaries, al-BiqaTs dependency on minor figures of
the exegetical tradition and his new method were not controversial.
His enemies were not able to cause him serious trouble on account
of these aspects of his commentary—even when they tried. Far more
controversial and intriguing was his decision to quote the Hebrew Bible
and the Gospels (he seemed not to care for the other parts of the New
Testament). The question as to why a late medieval exegete would decide
to quote directly from the Bible, when the whole tradition was averse
to such practice, remains a mystery. Al-Biqa‘T himself never posed this
question or sought to answer it directly. He did offer his justifications
for this innovation, but not the impetus that compelled him to revert
to the Bible in searching for the meaning of the Qur’an. We are thus
left with only indirect evidence for explaining the sources of al-BiqaTs
entanglement with the Bible.

The citations from the Bible in Nazm are substantial. Nothing similar
had been seen before in the annals of Islamic religious literature. I have
already discussed in detail the nature of the Hebrew Bible citations in
Nazm, and there is no need to go over the matter further here.” It suf-
fices to repeat that these quotations represent a remarkable moment in
Islamic appreciation of the Hebrew Bible. Al-Biqa‘T quotes the Bible in
a context where the Hebrew Bible is seen as explaining the background
to the Quranic allusions to biblical material.

Al-BiqaT also quotes from the four Gospels. Indeed his quotations
were carried out in such a manner that he managed to include in his
commentary a composite version of them. The quotations, dispersed
in his commentary, represent in their totality the first instance of an
Islamic Diatessaron. Al-BiqaT framed the composite narrative as an
elaboration on the structure of one of the gospels, namely the Gospel
of Matthew, incorporating additional and parallel material from the
other three Gospels to give a fuller narrative. There can be no question
that al-Biqa‘T is consciously aware that he is presenting a composite

70 Walid Saleh, “Sublime in its Style, Exquisite in its Tenderness: The Hebrew Bible
Quotations in al-BiqaTs Quran Commentary,” in Adaptations and Innovations: Studies on
the Interaction between Jewish and Islamic Thought and Literature from the Early Middle Ages to
Late Twentieth Century, Dedicated to Professor Joel L. Kraemer, eds. Y. Tzvi Langermann and
Josef Stern (Paris-Louvain: Peeters, 2007), pp. 335-380.
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narrative, as he states at the beginning of most of his quotations that
the narrative is composite ( jama‘tu bayna alfaziha), or summarized from
the four Gospels (mustakhlas min al-andjil al-arba‘ah), and that he is embed-
ding the narrative in a one master narrative (qala Matta [Matthew]
wa-mu‘zam al-siyaq lahu).”

Take his interpretation of Q. 2:87. Al-BiqaT starts by citing Mat-
thew 4.12-17, then adds Mark 1.14, and then goes back to Matthew
4.18-23; he then quotes a large section from John, starting with John
1.28-51, then 2.1-13, and then 4.1-4.54. Al-BiqaT then quotes Mark
1.21-22, then goes back to Matthew 4.23-25, 5.1-12, then ends with
Luke 6.23-26.

A more complex example of quotations is his explanation for Q).
2:253.7% Al-BiqaT strings together the following line of narrative:
Matt. 5.13, Luke 14.34-35, Matt. 5.14-19, 6.5-13, Mark 11.25, Matt.
6.14-15, Luke 11.1-10, Matt. 6.16-18, Luke 17.7-10, 12.13-21, Matt.
6.19-20, Luke 12.33, Matt. 6.21-25, Luke 12.22-24, Matt. 6.26-27,
Luke 12.28, Matt. 6.29-34, Luke 12.35-37, 12.41-48, 16.10-12,
12.49-53, Matt. 7.1-2, Luke 6.37-39, Matt. 7.3-12, Luke 16.17, 18.2-8,
Matt. 7.13-18, Luke 6.44-45, Matt. 7.19-23, Luke 13.23-28, Matt.
7.24, Luke 6.48-49, and Matt. 7.28.

Apart from the virtuosity of this textual maneuvering, it is clear in
these examples that al-BiqaT fashioned the Diattessaron around one
narrative from one Gospel and then supplemented it with the others.
In all, we have in the commentary an amplified version of the life of
Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels.”* Al-Biqa‘T disregarded the other parts
of the New Testament and seemed to care little for them. I am not
sure if this 1s because he only had access to the Gospels, or because
he was, like the Qur’an, fixated on the figure of Christ.

The Bible Controversy

Seven years after al-Biga‘T started working on his commentary, a contro-
versy broke out as to whether quoting the Bible was a permissible act or
not. Eventually, al-Biqa‘T wrote an apologia for his practice. When I first

' Al-Biqa‘T, Nazm, v. 2:21.

2 Ibid., v. 2:21-29.

7 Ibid., v. 4:7-19.

" A complete study of these quotations is in order.
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started working on the edition of this treatise, I noticed one anomaly in
the history of the event: there seem to be two distinct episodes in the
controversy, an early phase stemming from the year 868/1464, and a
late phase dating from 873/1469, the year he actually wrote the treatise.
However, the treatise al-Aqwal offers no clues as to how the two episodes
relate to one another and why there was a span of five years between
them. There is not enough material to disentangle the controversy.
Since then, I have acquired a copy of al-BiqaT’s history, which luckily
sheds some light on the first part of the disputation.

The Furst Phase of the Controversy

The two phases in this controversy are distinct events involving differ-
ent individuals. Al-BiqaTs opponents in the two phases were all united,
however, in their attempt to destroy him, and they used his Bible quo-
tations to attack him. The first phase began on 15th of Sha‘han 868/
24th March 1464, when a former friend of al-Biqa‘T, Abt al-‘Abbas
al-Qudsi, brought a legal case against al-BiqaT accusing him of not
having returned money he had borrowed. Abt al-‘Abbas was a very
close associate of al-BiqaT, who lodged in the mosque that the latter
controlled, and had worked with al-Biqa‘T, on his Qur’an commentary
(al-BigaT would claim that he was compelled to use him as a research
assistant). Al-BiqaT on his part brought a counter accusation, which
reveals the reason behind the feud. The matter involved pederasty
and sexual assault. The quarrel between al-BiqaT and Abu al-‘Abbas
al-Qudst was so sordid, so scandalous, that the whole of Cairo was
riveted. It is in the wake of this affair that the enemies of al-BigaT
joined forces with his now-estranged friend to accuse al-BiqaT of her-
esy for using the Bible in his commentary. They managed to get an
official Mamluk administrator to question the integrity of al-BiqaTs
character, and they mounted a campaign of wvilification against him
and his work. Thus, the affair was complicated—an acrimonious fight
between two friends that drew into its orbit a far more serious issue:
the status of al-BigaT as a believer. The legal fight between the two
friends was not directly related to the issue of the use of the Bible in
his commentary, but al-Biqa‘T and the Cairene community treated the
two issues as inseparable. It would appear, based on what we know of
the circumstances, that the scandal emboldened al-BiqaTs colleagues
and enemies, and they realized that this was the most opportune time
to attack him and discredit his scholarship.
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Historical sources are full of allusions to the incident, but hardly
reveal what actually went on. Al-Sakhawi, who was not a player in the
first phase of the saga, was too shocked to report details about the lewd
affair in his biographical dictionary, or so he claims, but he nevertheless
did not scruple to devote a whole book to the affair.” Unfortunately,
that book has not reached us. At a certain point in the controversy, an
eminent scholar tried to get the historian of the age, Ibn Taghri-Birdi,
to record it for posterity.” However, the latter demurred, claiming that
the episode was well-known, and that there is no need to record what
everybody knows already!”’

What really took place between Abi al-‘Abbas al-Qudst and al-BiqaT?
The details I offer here are derived entirely from the account in
al-BiqaT’s history.”® I myself am inclined to think that the story as told
by al-BiqaT is reliable; there is every reason to trust him as an historian
despite the fact that he is an interested party. We should also keep in
mind that this part of the history is not edited, and more significantly,
al-Biqa‘T never produced a clean copy of this work. The copy we have
is not ideal. Thus, there are a large number of marginalia that are
indecipherable. I have attempted to make as much sense as possible of
a convoluted narrative that seems to lack a causal connection between
its two main elements: the dispute between al-BiqaT and his friend, and
the Bible controversy. I can only guess as to the connection between
the two. Al-BiqaT, however, like his Cairene enemies, treated the two
events as united and interrelated. I suspect that al-Qudst might have
been told by al-BiqaT that nobody before had used the Bible in this
manner; al-Qudst informed al-BiqaTs enemies of this, and they used
this fact against him. I am only speculating here. In the story told by
al-Biqa‘T in his history, al-Qudst did not raise the issue of the Bible,

7 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 1:365:
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THE QUR’AN COMMENTARY 27

others did. Yet in the apologia, it is al-Qudst who is blamed for starting
the whole controversy.

The outline of the story as told by al-BiqaT is as follows: sometime
in 850/1447, al-Qudst moved from Jerusalem to Cairo, and sought
out his classmate al-Biqa‘T. When quizzed by al-Biqa‘T as why he had
moved to Cairo, al-Qudst mentioned that a dream of his had foretold
that only al-BiqaT could reform him. It seems that al-QudsT’s reputation
was such that he had to leave Jerusalem. Apparently, it was known there
that he was a passive homosexual. In any case, al-BiqaT suspected that
al-Qudst was trying to benefit from the political connections that he
had established in the Mamluk system. Al-Biqa‘T eventually relented,
and performed a ceremony of repentance. He brought water from the
Well of Zamzam, and asked al-Qudst about his sin; al-Qudst proceeded
to say that his main sin was 72pa’, or religious hypocrisy, the performing
of pious acts and deeds for the benefit of one’s social reputation rather
than because of inner piety or fear of God. Riya’ was a cardinal sin in
the rarified Islamic ethical system of self assessment. Al-Biqa‘T ordered
al-QudsT to drink the holy water with the intention of entering into
a new phase of his life. Al-BiqaT also placed conditions on al-Qudsi,
which amounted to a sort of apprenticeship with him.” By 867/1462,
al-Qudst was helping al-BiqaT to proofread the quotations in his new
Qur’an commentary® He worked late into the night, and complained
that the inn where he was staying kept locking him out. So al-BiqaT
allowed him to move into his mosque, where two of his servants already
lived, one a native from one of the oases of Egypt (al-wahat), the other
a black slave (‘abd zanji).

It was after this that things started to go wrong between the two
friends. The two adolescent (murahig) servants of al-BiqaT complained
to him that al-Qudst had attempted to have sex with them ( yuriduhuma
ala anfusithima). It is true that al-Qudst had a reputation in this regard,

7 Ibid., fol. 226b:
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but al-BiqaT evidently never thought that he would dare to make an
advance on his servants in his own mosque, especially when it was
known that al-Biga‘T was a strict interpreter of the Shari‘ah in the
matter of homosexuality. Al-Biqa‘T held that the death penalty was the
punishment for those who engage in such acts. Believing the accusa-
tion of the two servants, al-BiqaT took al-QudsT aside and rebuked
him. Al-Biqa‘T hoped that such a rebuke would be enough, since
he did not want to drag al-QudsI to the courts for fear of scandal.
The last thing al-Biqa‘T wanted was to go public with the accusa-
tions of the servants, which could open a floodgate of gossip about
al-Biga‘T himself.

Al-BiqaT informs the reader that he never thought that al-Qudst
would go public with this story and bring shame upon himself! What
al-BiqaT did not count on was a counter accusation from al-Qudsi—or,
more precisely, a preemptive accusation. Al-QudsT was planning to
return to Jerusalem, but he was afraid that al-Biqa‘T might start spreading
rumors about him in his absence.?’ Seeing a chance to make a profit
and to preempt the accusations he assumed would eventually surface,
al-QudsT accused the two servants of raping him, and al-BiqaT of not
returning money he had lent him.

Meanwhile al-Biqa‘T was having some trouble with the Mamluk
establishment—after having long been on good terms with them.
According to al-BiqaT, the Dawadar Yashbak al-Mua’yyidi was very
fond of him. This Dawadar was a rather learned Mamluk amir with
the nickname al-fagih (the jurist). He dabbled in the religious sciences
and was fond of religious scholars.?” He was initially extremely apprecia-
tive of al-Biqa‘T and, having inspected a volume of al-BiqaTs Qur’an
commentary, believed the claim that this was a novel approach to the
Qur’an. Yashbak would later make fun of other scholars who failed
to appreciate al-BiqaTs brilliance. Apparently, he rebuked a certain
al-Tukht (d. 880/1475) for his interpretation of a certain Quranic
verse and went on to praise al-BigaT in front of a gathering of native
Egyptian scholars. Al-Ttakht was an enemy of al-Biqa‘, and especially

81 Thid., fol. 228b:
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8 On this scholar see al-Sakhawi, Daw’, v. 10:270-272. See also David Ayalon,
“Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army”—III, Bulletin of the School of African and
Onental Studies XVI (1954) p. 63 for reference from Ibn Iyas on this Mamluk prince.
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of al-BiqaTs teacher, Abu al-Fadl al-Mashdalli, who had wrangled
from al-Tukhr a position as the exegete of the al-Manstariyah mosque.*
When al-Ttkht protested that scholars had already written on this same
topic, Yashbak went on to deride him and accused him of regionalism.
Egyptian scholars were, he claimed, unholy (manajs)—implying that
jealousy was the cause of their dislike of al-Biqa‘T, who was a Shami,
or from Syria. In this sense, al-BiqaT’s boasting and Yashbak’s remarks
might have been al-BiqaTs undoing. When a volume of al-BiqaT’s
Qur’an commentary was brought to the scholars to inspect, the first
thing they noticed were quotations from the Bible. They pointed out
that the Bible had been tampered with by the Jews and the Christians,
and hence is unreliable as scripture (mubdalah) and that some jurists have
even allowed the use of the paper of the Bible for toilet paper (al-istiya’
biha). Eventually, they quipped that “this book is better housed in a
church.”® These statements were too catchy not to have an effect on
Yashbak and others who heard them. Yashbak’s fondness for al-Biqa‘T
would soon fade.

Al-Qudst meanwhile headed to the chief Hanbalite judge of the
city, Ibn al-Shihnah, and insisted that a physical examination of his
private parts be carried out. The judge was scandalized, but in the face
of al-QudsT’s insistence, he asked two witnesses to do the inspections,
only to discover that his penis was shriveled with very small testicles.
Al-Qudst declared that a disease had rendered him impotent, and that
he had no sexual drive. He then instructed the judge to mention his
sexual impotency to al-Biqa‘t. When asked why, he proceeded to inform
him that al-BiqaT had accused him of sexual impropriety with one of
the servants.”” Al-Qudst wanted al-BiqaT to forgive him and return

8 Al-Sakhawi, Daw’, v. 4:294.
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to their previous state of friendship, but al-BiqaT adamantly refused.
Al-BiqaT of course was not swayed by this medical miracle: he simply
alluded to the private parts of donkeys and horses—how shriveled they
can be and how large they can become!

In response to the intransigence of al-BiqaT, al-QudsT mounted a
counter-offensive: whenever he met a scholar he would tell him that
al-Biqa‘T had said this and that about that scholar. Since he was a close
associate of al-BiqaT, the rumors that he spread left a bad taste, even
when scholars knew better than to trust al-Qudsi. Soon, there were
enough disgruntled scholars who had turned against al-Biqa‘T. Then,
al-QudsT lodged a formal complaint with the Hanaff judge, claiming
that he had been beaten, his honor sullied and that money had been
stolen from him by al-Biga‘T. More importantly, he claimed that al-BiqaT
ordered his two servants to “violate me.”® Al-Qudst then managed to
get Yashbak and the chief police of Cairo (ra’#s al-nawbah) Timurbugha
(who later became a sultan for a short stint) on his side.?” Thus, al-Biqa‘T
was 1n a precarious position since the Mamluk establishment had just
swung out of his favor.

We can only imagine the impact of this salacious story on Cairene
society. This was material for gossip and entertainment, and the city
was consumed with the burgeoning story.*® Al-Biqa‘T could have stopped
all of this by taking an oath denying the embezzlement charges; but
as a pious man he refused to take an oath unless formal proceedings
were held, thus making it possible for al-QudsT to escalate the situation
until he was paid off.

In this atmosphere of anti-BiqaT fervor, his enemies among the
‘ulama’ found the Mamluk establishment now more disposed to listen to
their complaints about this haughty scholar. These enemies of al-Biqa‘T
mocked his claims to originality, and told Yashbak that al-BiqaTs Qur’an
commentary should be burned.* Some of his enemies were clearly
having fun at his expense, claiming that his commentary was nothing
but quotations from the Bible with nothing Islamic in it.”” They even

% TIbid., fol. 228b: &K Y, 7y o Saiz ol sy M el
On Timurbagha see al-gakhéwi, Daw’, v. 3:40-41.
% Al-Biqa“, Izhar, fol. 229a:
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wondered if he should be dabbling with scholarship, suggesting that
he should instead go out with sword in hand and become a highway
robber, since he was such a good fighter!”!

Eventually there was a trial for al-Biqa‘T regarding the complaints
made by al-Qudst, who apparently developed cold feet. Al-Qudsi refused
to lodge the complaint formally in the presence of all the parties con-
cerned, then the presiding court called for reconciliation, and he also
remained silent. Apparently, al-Qudst was not sure that al-Biqa‘T would
not change his mind and take the absolving oath (this is a classic case
of an accusation that could be rebutted by an oath). Indeed, al-BiqaT
had realized that al-QudsT was trying to extort the money by terrorizing
and scandalizing him.”” Eventually, al-Qudst was paid the money, and
al-Biqa‘T got out of this sordid affair.

Part of al-BiqaT’s strategy in this affair was to solicit fatwas and com-
ments from the leading ulama’ of his time to defend his book and its
usage of the Bible. He was very successful in this effort, and managed
to get the whole elite scholarly establishment behind him. In this sense,
the scandal afforded al-Biqa‘T a chance to defend himself against any
accusations of heresy or innovation in the manner that he quoted the
Bible. Thus, in the year 868/1463, a year after the scandal broke out,
al-Biga‘T managed to collect an impressive number of fatwas justifying
his approach; the fatwas came from the four chief judges of Cairo and
a host of other famous scholars. These were made available in three
of al-BiqaTs books: Izhay Masa‘id, and al-Aqwal.”

The Second Phase of the Bible Controversy

The first episode of the controversy was thus a social embarrassment
for al-BigaT. It is true that he managed to get the upper hand in the
intellectual debate that became part of the scandal, but the cost was
high.”* Al-BiqaT informs us that he was so ashamed of the whole affair
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% TIbid., fols. 231a—232b; Masa‘id, v. 1:113-129; for al-Aqwal see next chapter.
9 Al-Sakhawt has preserved for us a rather pathetic self-consoling remark on
al-BiqaT’s part about this scandal: “al-Biqa‘T used to console himself, and state that
nobody would seriously believe that I stole money from Abt al-‘Abbas al-Qudst, but
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that he hated Cairo, and felt that foreigners in Cairo were not liked.”
He ceased going out and stopped socializing.” All the same, the first
phase of the affair had ended not only with the payment of the money
to al-Qudsi, but also with the four chief judges of Cairo siding with
al-BigaT on the matter of the usage of the Bible. Soon, the affair was
forgotten.

There is, however, as I said before, an anomaly, for the apologia,
al-Aqwal, was written five years after this episode in 873/1469. The
reason al-BiqaT gives for the composition of this treatise is another
confrontation with another scholar, Ibn al-Qattan (879/1475). This
scholar, who amounted to nothing, had decided for whatever reason
to stir up the affair anew, but was no match for the academic prowess
of al-BiqaT.” After a clash at a chance meeting, Ibn al-Qattan realized
that he needed the help of a more seasoned scholar to attack al-BiqaT.
Ibn al-Qattan thereupon enlisted the help of al-Sakhawi, who wrote
a treatise, al-Asl al-asil fi tafrim al-nagl min al-Tawrat wa-al-Injil, which
presented the traditional position of the Shari‘ah against the use and
the reading of the Bible.” Although there are reports that Ibn al-Qattan
also wrote a treatise against al-BiqaT, it was al-Sakhawt’s involvement
that irked al-Biqa‘T.” Thus it is this far more solid intellectual challenge
from al-Sakhawt that forced al-BiqaT to write his apologia. Although
al-BiqaT had decided early on to eliminate from his treatise the sections
containing the particulars about the second phase of the scandal, luck-
ily, the details of this episode are preserved in the draft manuscript of
al-Aqwal, which I have edited here in an appendix. It is clear that the
tone of these sections is undignified, and al-Biqa‘T may have wanted

as for my accusations of homosexuality, they have stuck! I accused him of rape, and
he ended up confessing to having been raped! Both are comprehensible! See al-Daw’,
v. 1:366:
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% For this lost work see Mashhar Al Salman, Mu allafat al-Sakhaw? (Beirut: Dar Ibn
Hazm, 1998), pp. 42-43.
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his treatise to be as impersonal as possible. It is thus exceptionally
fortunate that we have access to this background information. The
dignified fight over the Bible was thus motivated by rather mundane
considerations. It is no wonder that all those involved attempted
to present only their polemics, and kept the sordid details of the
controversy out.

Structure and Content of al-Aqwal

Al-Aquwal 1s a two-pronged treatise which attempts to prove two points:
that the religious use of the Bible (both the Hebrew Bible and the
Gospels) is a legitimate Islamic activity, and that the Qur'an commen-
tary of al-Biqa‘t, Mazm, is superior to any previous commentary before
it. There are thus two major sections in the treatise. At first glance,
the work looks like two books put together by the author for the sake
of convenience. However, this is a misapprehension, as the two issues
are related polemically: they are defending the same work, albeit from
completely different angles.

The treatise 1s divided into a preface, an introduction (mugaddimat),
eight chapters and a lengthy conclusion. The eight chapters are all
devoted to the issue of the use of the Bible in Islam. The conclusion
(al-khatimah) deals with a totally different aspect of al-BiqaTs Qur’an
commentary: its superiority to any previous work because he both
avoided certain glaring mistakes and resolved longstanding difficulties
in the interpretation of problematic verses in the Qur’an. The conclu-
sion 1s divided into two major divisions (amr awal, and amr thant). The
aim of the first section of the conclusion is to point out the flaws that
al-Biqa‘T had avoided in his commentary that other commentators
had fallen into. The second section of the conclusion is itself divided
into two sections: the first discusses eight verses in the Qur’an whose
interpretation had bewildered scholars thus far, which al-Biqa‘T had
managed to interpret correctly; the second part is a synoptic com-
parison between the interpretation of Sura 108 (al-Rawthar) as given
by Ibn al-Naqgib and al-BiqaT himself. The purpose is to provide
the reader with the two interpretations side by side, with little com-
mentary, in order that the readers could judge for themselves which
1 superior.

I have already given a detailed description of the content of the first
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part of the treatise."” The content of the second part of the treatise is
self explanatory: Al-BiqaT quotes previous exegetes on certain verses
and, pointing out that they did not get to the bottom of the verse,
he proceeds to offer his explanation as given in his already published
Qur’an commentary. I would like to highlight certain characteristics of
the treatise that I have not dealt with in my article, which add to the
significance of this unique treatise.

The first remark that needs to be made about the treatise is that it
is a composition of citations. By this I mean that most of the work
1s made up of quotations from tens of sources. The significance of
these citations is that they reflect the multiplicity of voices of authority
available in the medieval scholastic Islamic world. Far more important
is that this aspect of the treatise—the claim that it is a mere collec-
tion of authoritative statements in support of using the Bible—is the
main strategy in the cumulative argument of al-BiqaT’s defense of his
method. He simply presents statements (aqwal, the first word in the
title of the treatise) that were already available in the Islamic tradition
that supported his position on the matter of quoting old scriptures.
He thus had no need to belabor the point. The tradition spoke for
itself on this matter and the tradition was on his side. Indeed the title
page of the Dar al-Kutub, Tafsir 49 is emphatic about this aspect of
the composition. This is not a work written, or composed, a7y, rather
it is a gathering, jam '’ The use of the word “gathered” reflects the
self-presentation of al-BiqaT since this copy was personally approved
by him and is based on his own copy. By the time a scribe wrote a
copy of the treatise the word “gathered” was replaced by the more
expected “authored.”'™

The second remark I would like to mention is that the number of
works that were available to al-Biqa‘T and from which he quotes is
simply staggering. Although I have traced each author and title men-
tioned by al-BiqaT for the sake of this edition, I have decided to leave
the study of the library of al-BiqaT to a separate article. The cultural
significance of this treatise is thus multilayered. The subject matter

10 See my “A Muslim Hebraist: Al-BiqaTs (d. 885/1480) Treatise on the Bible and
His Defense of Using the Bible to Interpret the Qur’an,” Speculum, forthcoming.

191 See Dar al-Kutub, Tafstr 49, fol. 1: Kitab al-aqwal al-qawimah fi lukm al-naql al-kutub
al-qadimah, jam‘ shaykhina. . .

102 See the title page of the edition which documents the two words.



THE QUR’AN COMMENTARY 35

of the treatise is highly significant—is the Bible part of the Islamic
religious heritage or not?>—and the works it cited, mostly unedited and
lost, are themselves worthy of investigation. The significance of this
treatise will become increasingly apparent as more scholars turn their
attention to its study.






CHAPTER THREE

THE MANUSCRIPTS OF AL-AQWAL AND THE
PLAN OF THE EDITION

There are four manuscripts of al-Aqwal (henceforth Agwal). What follows
1s a detailed description of their most salient features. While all the four
were utilized in this edition, two were sparingly used since they added
little clarity to the text and represented a redundancy in the history
of the transmission of the text. The remaining two copies, because of
the peculiarity of each, and the relationship they exhibit, were essential
for this edition. Eventually, a facsimile of the two copies used for the
edition should be published, since they represent an important teaching
tool for students of Arabic paleography.

Two of the four manuscripts are housed in the Egyptian National
Library (Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah). Since Dar al-Kutub does not allow
the inspection of the originals, my analysis of these two manuscripts is
based on microfilm copies. The other two remaining copies are housed
in the Escorial Real Biblioteca. I am grateful to the director of the
Escorial, Mr. José¢ Luis del Valle Merino, for allowing me to inspect
the manuscripts and for extending to me all the necessary help while
working at the Escorial.

A Description of the Manuscripts

1) Dar al-Rutub, tafsir 49

Dated Saturday the 4th of Ramadan 873 HijrT (18th of March 1469);
the manuscript has no pagination, and consists of 56 folios and 5 inser-
tions (the technical Arabic word for insertions is al-farkhah, which is
actually used by al-BiqaT in this copy).'” These insertions were added
at folios: 4a, 11a, 18b, 19b and 46b. The Dar al-Kutub cataloger states

1% For the term al-farkhah, see Adam Gacek, The Arabic Manuscript Tradition A Glossary
of Technical Terms & Bibliography (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 108.
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in the card of the microfilm—the only instance of any description of
this manuscript from the Egyptian National Library—that it has 59
folios, which is erroneous; apparently some of the insertions have been
counted as folios."” The total number of folios and insertions is thus
61. In my reference to this copy, I use the original number of folios (56)
and refer to the insertions individually after the folio in which they are
inserted. The insertions are detached from the binding and are different
in size from the folios. Each folio has 25 lines, with an average of 12
words per line. The script is a clear scholarly naskhi script, almost fully
dotted, and sometimes complete vocalization is given for certain dif-
ficult words, especially non-Arabic words. The scribe was a certain Aba
al-Lutf, Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Ahmad b. ‘Al
The scribe was copying from the musawwadah (rough draft) of al-BiqaT,
which is of course an autograph. The colophon reads as follows:

Finished copying this work which was written by its scribe the neediest of
creatures for God’s forgiveness, Abu al-Lutf Muhammad b. Muhammad
b. Muhammad b. Ahmad b. ‘Al1, al-Khatib (the preacher) on Saturday,
the fourth of Ramadan in the year 873. I copied it from the draft (musaw-
wadah) which was written by the hand of our Sheikh al-BigaT.'®

This copy has extensive marginalia, which spilled over five insertions
for lack of space. The marginalia and the insertions were made by the
hand of al-BiqaT himself, who proofread the copy. In the last folio we
have a proofreading remark (a standard practice in Arabic medieval
proofread manuscripts) which states explicitly that it was done by the
author himself (katabahu mu allifuhu). Nowhere, however, do we have in
the manuscript an explicit indication that the marginalia were by the
author’s hand, but the matter is certain. The proofreading remark is
in the same hand as the marginalia; moreover, there are many auto-
graph works by al-Biqa‘i, enabling us to compare the two scripts. The
cataloguer of Dar al-Kutub was certain that the marginalia were writ-
ten by al-BiqaT himself, and states as much on the microfilm card.'”

1% Most of the manuscripts of Dar al-Kutub are not catalogued (only listed in the

published catalogues); each microfilm however has a card that has some bibliographic
information and basic descriptions of the manuscript.

15 For the full Arabic version of the colophon see the footnote at the last page of
the edition.

1% Now that the Dar al-Kutub transfers the microfilm copies into digital copies, they
omit the inclusion of the microfilm card, a rather unfortunate practice. Thus, when I
obtained a copy of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 from the National Library it was a digitized
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I myself reached the same conclusion independently when I double
checked the script of the marginalia with the autograph copy of al-
BigaT’s history and also his signature preserved in the ex &zbris on one of
his library books, preserved in Istanbul.'” There is no doubt that this
is his handwriting. The matter is also strengthened by the fact that the
marginalia are an integral part of the text and not a commentary. A
copy made a few months later of Aqwal and based on this copy incor-
porated the marginalia of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 as part of the text
proper. This is Escorial arabe 1540. There is thus no doubt whatsoever
both from paleographic and contextual evidence that the marginalia
and insertions are from al-Biqa‘Ts hand. The authority of this copy is
thus indisputable; although written by a scribe it was approved, edited,
and corrected by the author himself.

The scribe of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, Aba al-Lutf, left the profession
of his father, silk-making (gizazah), acquired an education, and turned
to writing as a profession.'™ He also was a companion and close ally
of al-Biqa‘T. Al-Sakhawi, the only independent source of information
about the scribe that confirms his existence, does not mention the year
of Abu al-Lutf’s death.!” It is clear that he outlived his master, however.
The biographical entry by al-Sakhawt on this scribe—an unflattering
one, it should be said, for any friend of al-Biqa‘T was fair game for al-
Sakhawi; hence the reference to the lowly origin of Aba al-Lutf—makes
it clear that he was a professional scribe (nasakha bi-al-ujrah). Al-Sakhawi
remarks that Abu al-Lutf was a dedicated friend and champion of al-
BiqaT, who suffered because of his partisanship. He also mentions that
Abu al-Lutf wrote some of the works of al-BiqaT (wa-kataba lahu iddat
tasanyf ).""° There is thus no doubt whatsoever about the provenance of
the manuscript and its close relationship to the author.

copy of the microfilm without the benefit of the catalogue card. Almost a year later,
I obtained a microfilm copy of the same microfilm from the Ma‘had al-Makhtatat al-
‘Arabiyah which did include the card with the important note of the cataloguer.

17 See Rustem Pasha 22, folio 1; the signature of al-Biqa‘T and his indexing of
this Qur'an commentary is actually on every title page of the work (Rustem Pasha
22-27).

1% On the profession of the scribe (nasikh) see Carl E. Petry, The Civilian Elite of Cairo
in the Later Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 241-242.

199 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘ (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qudst, 1355/1936), v. 9:196.

"0 We have at least two other extant works of al-BiqaT written by this scribe. On
these see, Muhammad Ajmal al-Islaht, Firist musannafat al-Biga‘i: ‘an naskhatin mangalah
min khattihi (al-Riyad: Maktabat al-Malik Fahd al-Wataniyah, 2005), pp. 140, 207.
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Copied by a professional scribe from the copy of the author, Dar
al-Kutub tafsir 49 was thus intended to be the final draft of Aqwal,
a mubayyadah, to use the Arabic term, only to have al-BiqaT change
his mind and add more to the work, thus turning it yet again into a
penultimate draft (a musawwadah). This copy is undoubtedly the most
important witness, for it allows us a step by step reconstruction of the
process of the composition of the work. The history of its composition,
culled from statements by the author himself in the body of the work,
and from the evidence of the manuscripts and the colophon, is thus:
Al-Biqa‘T wrote a draft of the work and showed it to his friend and
student, Nar al-Din, ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Muhammad
b. ‘Al al-Mahallt who added some remarks on the margins.''"" Al-BiqaT
was impressed enough with the marginalia (hawash?) of his student that
he added these to the body of the work itself, making sure to attribute
them to the student.''? A copy of this composite work was then copied by
the scribe as the ultimate copy. Thus Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, without the
marginalia which were added later by al-BigaT, represents the version
intended initially as a final draft. To this version al-Biqa‘T then added
marginalia and proofread it, thus transforming it into the work that we
now have. Thus we have in Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 two versions of the
work, its original form as first intended by al-BiqaT, which is available
as the text proper, and then the final version which consists of the text
and the additions he supplied later on the margins. The improved and
enlarged version was the basis of the later published work.

Almost all the marginalia are introduced into the text by an inverted
L (or a quarter of a circle—an arc) placed in between the words where
the addition should go with the long side pointing either right or left
(7) to indicate on which side of the page the marginalia is inserted.
In two special situations, insertions were added without the use of the
inverted L. First, when the insertion was made at the end of the line,
the author would simply continue the line into the margin. Second,
when an insertion was added to the last line where the first word of
the insertion would be squeezed slightly between two words and then
continued into the margin on the bottom of the page. There was no
confusion in these two cases, and no need for the insertion mark.'"®

""" On al-Mabhallt see al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 6:18-19.

12 See al-Aqwal, Escorial arabe 1539, fol. 2a.

13 For examples of such additions see folio 17b line 5, at the end of the line a phrase
is added; see also folio 11, line 25 (the last line in the page), where the first word of the
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There are several kinds of marginalia in tafsir 49. There are the
one-word insertions and the short phrase insertions. There are also
marginalia that correct a mistake in the text, where the word in the
text is crossed out, but this type is not common. For an example of a
two-word phrase added, see folio 2b line 12. For an addition of one
word, see folio 11b line 13. Most of the marginalia are, however, exten-
sive in the manner of additions and improvements on the text and its
arguments, and they usually run from paragraph-length up to one folio
(with a total of 62 lines on the two pages in one instance).

Moreover, the lengthy marginalia are so numerous that at one point
al-BiqaT adds a margin to one of the insertion pages!''* There are
at least four pages that are covered with marginalia on all four sides,
making it impossible to follow where one ends and the next begins
(folios 18b, 19a, 20a, and 24a). Al-Biqa‘T makes every effort to assist the
reader to find his way through the marginalia and additions, stating
at the end of a margin in the folio proper that the continuation is to
be found in the insertion and then starting with the first three words
from the insertion, to make sure the reader knows which insertion to
look at. Nevertheless, the manuscript as it stands now is such that it is
impossible to reorganize into the form intended by al-BiqaT without
external guidance, which this document cannot supply on its own. Thus,
even a few months after this copy was made, another scribe attempted
to write a clean draft of it, only to fail (see the description of Escorial
ms. arabe 1540 below under number 3). A modern scribe in the early
part of the 20th century also failed to produce a coherent copy (see the
description of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 1269 below number 2). Thus there
have been two unsuccessful attempts at producing a publishable draft
(mubayyadah) of this manuscript; one medieval, made during the lifetime
of the author, and one modern. That being said, this manuscript is
legible, even its marginalia for the most part; indeed its readings are
superior to any other surviving copy, and are essential for decipher-
ing the other manuscripts. However, its proper order is impossible to
reconstruct due the bewildering additions. One is never certain where
to add the insertions the author has put in the margins.

addition is inserted between two words and the phrase is then continued in the margin.
The reader has no trouble understanding where the additions should be.

""" See Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, fol. 20 right hand margin, the first line parallel to
the text, horizontally, where he states: yatlwhu bi-hamish al-farkhah “al-tafsir™



49 CHAPTER THREE

Finally, perhaps one of the most important features of this manuscript
from a paleographic point of view is the presence of an omission sign
in the text, informing the author (or future scribes who must have been
aware of the meaning of this sign) to omit a certain paragraph that
has been bracketed by these two signs when a clean draft is written.
Usually scholars who wanted to remove a section from their manuscript
went ahead and crossed out the parts concerned; in this case the sec-
tions selected for removal were left intact, and thus could be easily read
from the draft. Unless one knew the meaning of the signs, which are
rather unobtrusive, (a little wave-like sign like the letter sin in Arabic),
one would have no idea that one was reading material destined to be
removed. The sign must have been added by al-BiqaT, and he has
four pairs of such signs bracketing four passages. All four paragraphs
were dropped from the officially published text. Three of the bracketed
passages are mere phrases, and these I have left in the edition and
alerted the reader to al-BigaTs intentions. The fourth is a far larger
section that consists of two folios, 2a—4a, and one insertion, insertion
folio 4a. I have edited this large section separately as an appendix. The
possible reasons that prompted al-Biqa‘T to drop this section are impos-
sible to determine conclusively. The most obvious reason is, I believe,
his attempt to rid his work of any material that looks like ad hominem
attacks on his enemies.'"”

This manuscript, however, does not represent the officially published
version. There are two reasons that prevented me from using this copy
as the basis for this edition. First, it is impossible to know with any
certainty where the insertions go in the text; and second, the manu-
script does not represent a copy of the officially published work (or
promulgated work). I refer to this copy in the edition with the letter d
in Arabic (3) after Dar al-Kutub.

Ignaz Goldziher, in a report sent to Moritz Steinschneider in 1876,
described the content of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49.''° Goldziher’s report
is a bare-minimum description of the contents of the manuscript,
with no comments on its significance. A partial transcription of this

115 See the Arabic edition for these omitted phrases; see also the Arabic appendix
(mulhag).

116 Moritz Steinschneider, Polemische und apologetische Literatur in arabischer Sprache (Hilde-
sheim, 1966 reprint of Leipzig, 1877), 389-392.
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manuscript was published in 1980 by Muhammad Murst al-Khalt in
Majallat Ma‘had al-Makhtatat al- Arabiyah.'"’

2) Dar al-Kutub tafsir 1269

Dated 1st Ramadan 1354 (27th November 1936). This manuscript
consists of 245 pages, with pagination in the original by the hand of the
scribe himself (not folios). The scribe is a certain Muhammad Ahmad
Fath Allah. The script is a beautifully executed nashki modern script;
21 lines per page, an average of 8 words per line. The manuscript
dimensions are recorded by the cataloger of the microfilm: width 16 cm
and length 26 cm. As in the case of the previous manuscript, my
descriptions of this work are based on a microfilm copy.

This is a modern copy of the work; the scribe fails to properly situ-
ate the various insertions in their corresponding place in the text, with
the result that we have a confused and confusing text. Its only virtue
is that it makes clear the impossibility of reconstructing the text using
tafsir 49 on its own. Very rarely (if ever) have I used this copy for the
present edition. I only consulted it when curious to see what a scribe
who had access to the original read when confronted with a difficult
and unclear word. I have referred to this copy with the letter ha’ <C>
from the Arabic hadith, modern, since this is a very late copy.

3) Escorial ms. drabe 1540

Dated 5 Dha al-Hijjah 873 (15 June 1469). There is a seal on the title
page that I have been unable to decipher. A very brief description of
this manuscript is available in the published catalogue of the Escorial
Arabic collection.'”® This petite copy, 13 ¢cm in width and 18 c¢m in
length with 21 lines per page, was written three months after Dar al-
Kutub tafsir 49."" The colophon states that it is a third copy (al-nuskhah
al-thalithah) of the work. The only conclusion one can reach is that it
was written from tafsir 49. This is confirmed by the fact that most of

"7 Volume 26 no. 2 (1980): 37-96. The chapters published were 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6;
this transcription however did not reproduce the marginalia of the manuscript.

"8 Hartwig Derenbourg, Les manuscrits arabes de L’Escorial, Tome Troisiéme (Paris:
Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1928), 126.

19 There is every indication that the Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 was itself of the same
dimensions.
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the marginalia of tafsir 49 are included in the text of this copy. Yet
such was the confusion with chapter two that the scribe left four folios
(4a—8b) empty to be filled later, something that never happened; the
scribe appears to have failed to finish the job. I think that al-Biqa‘T was
unhappy with this copy and left it unfinished, although it is also clear
that al-Biqa‘T proofread this copy and added some missing marginalia
overlooked by the scribe.'* He must have decided that the work would
need more polishing. As an incomplete copy which is based on a copy
still available, it was a dead end.

The scribe, a certain ‘AlT b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alt b. Ahmad al-Sarawr,
was a friend of al-Biqa‘T and, it seems, a mediocre scribe (takassaba
bi-al-nishakhah)."*" Al-Sakhawt once more is our only source about this
scribe, and he specifically mentions that he wrote the works of al-BiqaT.
We are thus fortunate that al-Sakhawi showed such inordinate curios-
ity about his enemy al-Biqa‘T. Al-BiqaT was not off the mark when he
remarked that al-Sakhawi was obsessed with him! Even the scribes of
his works were deemed worthy of mention.

This copy is very faithful to Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, and I have used
it only in very few occasions in the edition. I referred to it with the
Arabic letter tha’ (&) the beginning of the word three in Arabic, since
the manuscript itself refers to itself as a third copy.

4) Escorial ms. drabe 1539

This manuscript is undated and no colophon was appended; it was
written after 880/1475 (see below for the reason for this dating), and
runs to 92 folios. This copy is briefly described in the Escorial’s cata-
logue.'* This version of Aqwal was bound with another work into one
volume. The other work is Ritab alfaz al-kufr by Muhammad b. Isma‘l
b. Mahmud b. Muhammad, known as Badr al-Rashid (d. 768/1366).'%
This work occupies folios 93a—107b. The volume is thus made up of
107 folios. Both copies were written by the same scribe. The script is
professional naskh? script, with 21 lines per page. The folios are not in
order, and they should be rearranged accordingly: 1-12b, 16a—18b,
13a—15b, 19a—92b. Both copies, Escorial ms. arabe 1540 and Escorial

120 For the proofreading notes see folios: 15b, 30b, 47b, 57a, and 77a.
121 Al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’, v. 5:211-212.

122 Derenbourg, Manuscrits, 125—126.

125 On this author see Brockelmann, S II: 88.
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ms. arabe 1539, were the property of the same owner, for both have
a laudatory phrase in the same handwriting, and are very similar in
phraseology—which I am, however, unable to decipher fully. I am
not even sure this is an ex libris note. It is in maghribi script, which
means that the manuscripts were at some time either in the kingdom
of Granada or in North Africa. It is actually rather peculiar that two
versions of the same work were acquired by the same owner. It points
to an inordinate care to acquire copies of this work. I have a suspicion
that, having acquired the incomplete Escorial ms. arabe 1540, the
owner then acquired this complete copy. This strengthens my convic-
tion that the owner was a high official of some sort, if not closely tied
to the palace (in Morocco). The inscription on the title page speaks
of a knight under the command of the Prince of the believers ( faris
amir al-muminin). I am hoping that now, as this manuscript comes to
the attention of the scholarly community, a more detailed study of its
history will be carried out.'**

The title page is written in bright red ink; some of the head words
in paragraphs and the first words of introductory statements are writ-
ten in red at the beginning parts of the text. This dwindles rapidly
until we have a text written entirely in black ink. Although the script
1s a beautiful naskhi eastern script, one is immediately disappointed on
closer inspection. This is an unfortunately dotted script—the diacritics
are usually a source of confusion, since the scribe supplied them in
a haphazard way whenever he was unable to read the original. The
professional scribe is just that—a scribe with a beautiful handwriting
but hardly any serious knowledge of Arabic. The result is a beautifully
deceptive copy, full of errors, omissions and gibberish words. Moreover,
the copy was not proofread, and only in three instances were missing
words supplied.'® The state of Escorial ms. arabe 1539 is not unusual
in the history of Arabic paleography. Indeed, a beautifully written script
is usually a bad omen! The availability of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 is
thus essential to allow us to follow the unruly Arabic text of Escorial
ms. arabe 1539.

Escorial ms. arabe 1539 is a transcription of the published version of
the work as intended by al-Biqa‘T. It was thus used as the basis for this

124 On the history of the Escorial collection see the article of Maria Jesus Viguera
Molins in the bibliography.
12 Al-Aqwal, Escorial ms. drabe 1539, folios 1a, 2b, and 82b.
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edition. I refer to it as the al-asl (J2Y)). It could not have been made
from Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, since there is a large new section, not
available in Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, that was added by al-Biqa‘T after
he had moved to Damascus. To propose that Escorial ms. arabe 1539
was made directly from Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 would also mean that
a clueless scribe was able to disentangle what he could not properly
read—and what for that matter no one but the author could read. He
must have had a clean exemplar that is derived from Dar al-Kutub
tafsir 49 in front of him.

An approximate dating of Escorial ms. arabe 1539 can be estab-
lished because in the large section that al-BiqaT had added—which is
not available in Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49—there is a reference to a date.
Al-BiqaT explicitly mentions in the added section that he had moved
to Damascus from Cairo. He gives the date of his move to Damascus
as 880/1475. He then adds that in Damascus a colleague showed
him a fatwa in his favor, which he apparently had not seen before;
the fatwa came from the colleague’s father, and al-BiqaT proceeded to
add it to the testimonials and fatwas he had already obtained in Cairo
a decade earlier. Escorial ms. arabe 1539 was thus written sometime
after 880/1475 and most probably before 922/1517, the year Mamluk
rule ended in Egypt. We do know that al-Biqa‘T bequeathed his library
to his trusted student Nur al-Din, who had to travel to Damascus in
order to bring the books of his master back to Cairo."” My reason
for choosing the year 922/1517 is because many of al-BiqaTs works
as well as his library ended up in Istanbul, and a clean copy of Aqwal
would have been brought there. The work, I am presuming, was not
in Cairo when the Ottomans conquered it. In any case, it is clear that
al-Biqa‘T updated Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 once he moved to Damascus,
and finally published a clean copy there. Escorial ms. arabe 1539 is
based on a copy derived from this clean copy or a descendent of it.

Plan of the edition

Despite all the problems Escorial ms. arabe 1539 exhibits, editing the
text was made possible with the aid of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49. Escorial
ms. arabe 1539 was used in conjunction with () to reconstruct the copy
of the author as he published it. I have thus used Escorial ms. arabe

126 See note 111 above on Nur al-Din.
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1539 as the base of my edition (al-as/) and referred to it as such in the
apparatus in Arabic (JoY)).

Since much of the diacritical pointing is mistaken and documenting
that in the apparatus would have been unnecessary, I have pointed out
the most glaring mistakes: those that are correct enough to mislead us
and plausible enough for one to seriously consider them as correct. In
addition to using Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 to correct the many mistakes
of Escorial ms. arabe 1539, I have also given precedence to the readings
of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49. Only rarely did I relegate a reading from
the more correct tafsir 49 to the apparatus—when both are equally
valid, and there was no way to determine which could be the original
word in the lost promulgated copy of the author.

Almost all the problems I have encountered in Escorial ms. arabe
1539 were solved by referring to tafsir 49. I have supplied missing
words and phrases from Escorial ms. arabe 1539 which are present in
Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 by placing them between [ ] in the text. I have
placed additions in Escorial ms. arabe 1539 that were not available in
Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49 between two crosses t+ + and pointed that out in
the apparatus. Titles of books are placed between two < > to highlight
the fact that these are titles. Quranic quotations are placed between
two { }. Folio numbers are given in Arabic numerals and placed in the
text between [ ]. I have also used the Arabic letter waw (from Arabic
wah) for a and za’ (from Arabic zahr) for b.

I have already mentioned that Aqwal is a text of quotations. The
number of quotations is simply too large for any editor to double check
them in the sources, especially since many of the works quoted are
unedited or simply lost. I have double checked the sources of Aqwal
when the quotation was either from the Qur’an, a hadith, a proverb,
poetry, and when quoting from published tafsirs. I refrained from adding
any variant readings in these sources in the apparatus, unless there was
a very cogent reason: for example when the texts of both Dar al-Kutub
tafsir 49 and Escorial ms. arabe 1539 were blatantly wrong. I added the
correction in the apparatus and not in the body of the edition. Only
in one instance did I correct the text.

There are two large sections in Aqwal that have only one witness to
rely upon: the omitted section from Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49, which did
not make it into Escorial ms. arabe 1539, which I have edited in an
appendix, and the added section in Escorial ms. arabe 1539, which is
not a part of Dar al-Kutub tafsir 49. For these two sections, I have
had to rely on my own judgment when confronted with mistakes and
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incomprehensible words. Where I emend the text of these two sections
I have referred to myself in the apparatus with the Arabic word al-
muhaqqig. There are two types of emendations: the certain and the prob-
able. The certain is referred to as tashih and the probable as takhmin.

Although both manuscripts have in some instances a smattering
of rudimentary punctuation marks, especially in rhymed prose (saja‘)
sections, I have disregarded them and offered a more modern Arabic
punctuation, mostly using the full stop and the comma. The text has
also been divided into paragraphs—the trickiest task in the presenta-
tion of the work.

I have decided not to supply any notes on my editorial decisions.
Comparing the apparatus with text should be sufficient for the reader
to guess why I choose one reading over another. Most of the scribal
mistakes are so predictable that explaining them is superfluous.

Much work went into identifying the names of scholars, poets, mys-
tics, individuals, and book titles mentioned in the text. It was especially
daunting and almost serendipitous finding out who Abu al-‘Abbas al-
QudsTt was, or Ibn al-Barid. When I did eventually find out who they
were, the context of the treatise became all the more clear. Moreover,
the titles of works were usually given in short hand or simply given
differently from how we usually know them. All of this information has
been supplied in the indexes. Readers can simply check the index when
confronted with a name or a title and can then easily find references
on the individual concerned or the title in question. I have not given
the reference to poetic lines since most of them are to be found in any
grammar handbook. Only in cases where the poem was obscure enough
and the argument raised hinged on the identity of the unnamed poet
did I give information as to where al-BigaT found it.
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©Partimonio Nacional, Expediente G. F. no. 2007/0394. Escorial ms Arabes
1539, fol. 1b.
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©Partimonio Nacional, Expediente G. . no. 2007/0394. Escorial ms Arabes:
1539 fol. 107b with a Latin summary of the content of the treatise.
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