
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corso di Dottorato di ricerca 

in Studi sull’Asia e sull’Africa 
ciclo XXXI 

 

 
Tesi di Ricerca 

in cotutela con Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster 

 

New Perspectives on Tawriya 
Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

SSD: L-OR/12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Coordinatore del Dottorato 

ch. prof. Patrick Heinrich 

Supervisore 

ch. prof.ssa Antonella Ghersetti 

Supervisore cotutela 

ch. prof.ssa Syrinx von Hees 

 

 
Dottorando   

Luca Rizzo 
Matricola 812448 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

À Angélique 

  



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 3 

Table of Contents 

 

 

 

 

I Acknowledgments       p. 6 

II Transliteration system        p. 8 

III List of abbreviations       p. 9 

 

0. Introduction         p. 11 

 

1. The received theory of tawriya: al-Ṣafadī’s Faḍḍ al-ḫitām and  

al-Ruʿaynī’s Ṭirāz al-ḥulla       p. 22 

1.1. The received theory of tawriya according to al-Ṣafadī   p. 22 

1.1.1. The introduction       p. 23 

1.1.2. The first muqaddima      p. 26 

1.1.2.1. Remarks on the morphology of the word tawriya  p. 26 

 1.1.2.2. The classification of tawriya     p. 40 

1.1.2.2.1. al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary of Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya  p. 43 

1.1.2.2.2. The tawriya section      p. 45 

1.1.2.2.3. al-Ruʿaynī’s addition on tawriya    p. 58 

1.1.3. The second muqaddima      p. 64 

1.1.3.1. Ištirāk: the foundation of tawriya    p. 64 

1.1.3.2. Infelicitous tawriya       p. 69 

1.1.3.2.1. Erroneous homonymy     p. 69 

1.1.3.2.2. al-Tawriya l-nāqiṣa      p. 71 

1.1.3.2.3. al-Tawriya l-baʿīda      p. 74 

1.1.3.3. Common mistakes in the use of ištirāk    p. 78 

1.2. Conclusions        p. 79 

 

2. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya: a forgotten attempt at tawriya   p. 82 

2.1. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya in Ibn al-Aṯīr’s view    p. 83 

2.1.1. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya miṯliyya    p. 84 

2.1.2. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya naqīḍiyya    p. 95 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
4 

2.1.3. al-Alġāz wa-l-aḥāǧī      p. 98 

2.2. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya in Ibn al-Naqīb’s view   p. 101 

2.3. The tawriya in al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī’s view     p. 101 

2.3.1. The Muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya      p. 103 

2.4. Conclusions        p. 105 

 

3. Tawriya and the Koran        p. 108 

3.1. (Q 39:67)        p. 111 

3.1.1. ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī      p. 112 

3.1.2. al-Zamaḫšarī vs Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī     p. 116 

3.1.3. Later authors       p. 125 

3.1.3.1. al-Zanǧānī       p. 126 

3.1.3.2. Ibn al-Zamlakānī      p. 129 

3.1.3.3. al-Qazwīnī and al-Subkī     p. 131 

3.2. (Q 20:5)         p. 134 

3.2.1. ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī      p. 134 

3.2.2. al-Zamaḫšarī       p. 136 

3.2.3. Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī       p. 138 

3.2.4. al-Sakkākī        p. 145 

3.2.5. Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī      p. 146 

3.2.6. al-Qazwīnī and later authors     p. 149 

3.2.6.1. al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī      p. 150 

3.2.6.2. al-Taftāzānī       p. 151 

3.2.6.3. al-Suyūṭī       p. 153 

3.3. The Ẓāhirite view       p. 156 

3.3.1. Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064)      p. 162 

3.3.1.1. On God’s hands, eyes, and foot    p. 165 

3.3.1.2. On ‘istawà ʿalà l-ʿarš’      p. 169 

3.3.2. Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī (d. 745/1344)    p. 178 

3.3.2.1. On God’s hand      p. 179 

3.3.2.2. On ‘istawà ʿalà l-ʿarš’      p. 182 

3.3.3. al-Maqrīzī (d. 848/1442)      p. 189 

3.4. Conclusions        p. 192 

 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 5 

4. Tawriya and poetry: a selection and study of tawriya-epigrams  p. 201 

4.1 Introduction        p. 201 

4.2 Texts         p. 204 

4.3 Loans or plagiarism? Some examples     p. 264 

4.4 Conclusions        p. 274 

 

5. Towards a semiotic approach of tawriya: the case of taḍmīn and iqtibās p. 279 

5.1. Introduction        p. 279 

5.2. Methodological references      p. 280 

5.3. The case of taḍmīn       p. 286 

5.3.1 Preliminaries       p. 286 

5.3.2 The reader’s path       p. 288 

5.3.3 The maṯal        p. 293 

5.3.4 The structure of the maṯal      p. 298 

5.3.5 Text packing       p. 300 

5.4 The case of iqtibās       p. 306 

5.4.1 Preliminaries       p. 306 

5.4.2 The Koranic quotation      p. 309 

5.4.3 Narrative Worlds       p. 310 

5.4.4 Merging Worlds       p. 313 

5.5 Conclusions        p. 319 

 

6. Conclusion         p. 323 

 

IV.  Bibliography        p. 329 

V.  Index of Koranic verses       p. 370 

VI.  Index of rhymes       p. 377 

VII.  Index of names        p. 382 

VIII. Glossary        p. 390 

IX. Abstracts        p. 394 

  



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
6 

I. Acknowledgements 

 

 

 

 

Funding for my Ph.D scholarship was made possible by the testamentary trust of the 

late Prof. Dr. Seeger Adrianus Bonebakker, who donated his library to Ca’ Foscari 

University of Venice, together with a monetary bequest for the books to be 

catalogued. The library comprises about 8,000 volumes, and will be of great value for 

all students in the Department of Asian and North African Studies. Special thanks to 

his wife, Adelita Dieneke Bonebakker van Enter, who agreed that some of the 

bequest be used to fund young researchers. I did not know Prof. Bonebakker 

personally, but I hope through my writing to honour the memory of the generous 

person and outstanding scholar that he was. 

This work would not have been possible without the encouragement and advice of 

many people over the years. My sincere gratitude to my first supervisor and mentor, 

Prof. Dr. Antonella Ghersetti, without whom this work would have never seen the 

light. She guided me for more than ten years during my studies at Ca’ Foscari 

University of Venice, enduring my delays and indecisions, and accompanying my 

hesitations with her acute reflections. My gratitude also to my second supervisor, 

Prof. Dr. Syrinx von Hees, who helped me conclude an agreement for a joint Ph.D 

between Ca’ Foscari University and the University of Münster. She guided me during 

the years of my stay in Münster and always encouraged me during the various phases 

of the research. A special thanks to Prof. Dr. Thomas Bauer, who welcomed me at the 

Institut für Arabistik und Islamwissenschaft, and allowed me to participate in the 

ALEA (Arabische Literatur und Rhetorik Elfhundert bis Achtzehnhundert) group that 

he leads. I am indebted to all members of the ALEA group for their valuable advice 

and time spent translating and interpreting poetic texts: Dr. Alev Masarwa, Dr. 

Andreas Herdt, Dr. Anke Osigus, Dr. Hakan Özkan, Dr. Ines Weinrich, Dr. Nefeli 

Papoutsakis, and Samir Mubayd. To them my deep gratitude for the advice that they 

gave during these years and for their infinite friendliness and helpfulness. A final 

thanks to Prof. Dr. Geert Jan van Gelder, who re-read some of my translations and 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 7 

gave me fundamental advice to help me understand and interpret some obscure 

passages better. My gratitude and affection to all of them for allowing me to grow 

personally and professionally. Lastly, thanks to Dr. David West and to Kyle Goodall, 

who made my macaronic English readable. I am of course solely responsible for any 

misinterpretations of the textual sources and for any other shortcomings. 

 

 

Münster, 03.06.2020 

  



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
8 

II. Transliteration system 

 

 

 

 

N ن  Š ش  ʾ ء 

H ه  Ṣ ص  B ب 

W و  Ḍ ض  T ت 

Y ي  Ṭ ط  Ṯ ث 

-, T ة  Ẓ ظ  Ǧ ج 

A َ  ʿ ع  Ḥ ح 

I ِ  Ġ غ  Ḫ خ 

U ُ  F ف  D د 

Ā اـ  Q ق  Ḏ ذ 

À ىـ  K ك  R ر 

Ī ِي  L ل  Z ز 

Ū وـ  M م  S س 

 

 

Iʿrāb is omitted except in Koran and poetry, initial ء is never transliterated, definite 

article, monoliteral particles, and suffix pronouns are separated from the noun with 

a dash (al-). ة is not transliterated except in the case of genitive construction (t). 

Arabic words commonly used in English are not transliterated (Damascus). 
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0. Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 ماعطلا  حلملا ملالا  عيدلا عاونأ

 تاموسوملا لخلا  ةشلاو تانجولا  لاخلاو

 )٩٣ ،زارط ،انرغلا يعرلا(

 

 

 

 

My aim is to study the figure of speech tawriya (double entendre) in depth, with 

particular reference to: 1. How the theoretical disquisition provided an explanation 

of the phenomena encountered in literary practice, 2. The close relationship between 

tawriya and the Koran, with particular reference to the ambiguous verses 

(mutašābihāt), and 3. How it was used in poetic texts, in particular in the epigrams of 

the Mamluk period (1250-1517). The purpose is to implement our knowledge of this 

figure and to fully understand how it operates on a textual and extra-textual level. In 

order to combine the two aspects of the composition of the textual structure and the 

reception of the work of art by the reader,1 I will propose a semiotic analysis capable 

of combining these two aspects, in order to highlight how the twofold meaning of an 

ambiguous word is the source of aesthetic enjoyment in the reader. 

Why then a thesis dedicated to a single figure of speech, which is a single drop in a 

theoretical system that counts more than a hundred? 

To answer this question, it is enough to turn our attention to premodern sources. The 

importance of this figure is proved by the interest that premodern scholars have 

shown towards it, not only at the level of the theoretical discussion, but also at the 

level of the literary production. As al-Ṣafadī (d. 764/1363) (Faḍḍ) pointed out, tawriya 

 
1 When in the text I refer to the ‘reader’, I do not mean an interpretation ad litteram, the word reader, 
rather, means the ‘user of a text’, be he or she a person who physically reads a text, or who listens to 
it. 
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is a figure of speech that will see its greatest flowering in the Ayyubid and Mamluk 

periods, especially in the regions of Egypt and Syria. About a century later, Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 

l-Ḥamawī (d. 837/1434) (Kašf) will devote enormous space to tawriya by compiling a 

treatise which aims to outdo that of al-Ṣafadī. However, the work where he will 

devote wider space to this figure is his encyclopaedia (Ḫizāna). In that work, if one 

does not consider ǧinās (paronomasia), tawriya occupies the largest space, and Ibn 

Ḥiǧǧa collects about 2,000 loci, especially epigrams. But not only that. Al-Tanasī (d. 

899/1494) (Naẓm) – also quoted in van Gelder (1992, 85) – will say that tawriya is to 

figures of speech what the pupil is to the eye. This shows how tawriya was a device 

that embraces the entire Arab-Islamic world and was not a phenomenon closely 

linked to a specific geographical area. What is certain is that tawriya from the 12th 

century permeates poetic compositions up to and beyond the Mamluk era, from east 

to west of the Arab-Islamic world, without exception. A testimony of the importance 

that tawriya will continue to play even in the Ottoman era can be found in al-

Nābulusī’s(d. 1143/1731) (Nafaḥāt), a treatise in which he dedicates much space to 

this figure. By this, I do not mean that tawriya was the only figure used in poetry and 

prose. Indeed, many are the figures found in the literature of the epoch, and they 

reflect the literary taste addressed towards an extensive use of the devices found in 

the ʿilm al-badīʿ (lit. figures of speech). Tawriya, however, was not just an artistic 

habit, a passing fashion to conform to. Tawriya, by its ambiguous nature, acts at the 

level of the text as a pivotal point on which a second or even a third text can create. 

This is one of the reasons why tawriya has become the expressive medium of 

generations of poets and writers, who have seen in the use of this figure the means 

to express artistic needs different from those of previous epochs; needs that are 

rooted in the social fabric and which reflect the culture in which literary production 

and fruition meet. 

 

*** 

 

In general, the studies on the figure tawriya could be divided into two categories: 

those which focus on the Muslim Spain, and those which focus on the mašriq.  
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On the one hand, Gibert (1962) is the first scholar to devote an article to an author 

who composed a small collection of tawriya poetry: Ibn Ḫātima (d. 770/1369), an 

Andalusian historian and litterateur. In her article, she briefly summarises the 

quadripartite classification of tawriya based on al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ) and Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 

(Ḫizāna), suggesting as a definition for the use of tawriya within taḍmīn tawriya 

taḍmīniyya, which, however, is not found in the sources. Subsequently, she analyses 

Ibn Ḫātima’s small collection, proposing the edition and translation of some epigrams 

which she comments, applying the ‘canonical’ classification of tawriya. It will be only 

twenty years later that Gibert (1983-1984) will publish a full edition of the Arabic text 

of this short collection of tawriya-poetry, accompanied by a Spanish translation. 

This first approach to poetic practice, will be expanded by Del Moral (1985-1986), 

who aims to investigate how the poets from Granada have also used the beauties of 

tawriya in their compositions during 13th to 15th centuries. This study has the merit 

of collecting the best examples of western tawriya-poetry and is the first which is not 

focused on theory; rather it provides a picture of the poetic practice, focusing on its 

authors and themes.  

An even more interesting study of the poetic practice in the Muslim Spain is Chakor 

Alami (1995), who investigates the poetry of the Naṣrid epoch (1231-1491) with 

particular reference to the 8th/14th century. He maintains that tawriya experienced 

such a diffusion fundamentally for socio-cultural reasons, which played an important 

role in the reception of tawriya-poetry in the readers. This is because, Chakor Alami 

maintains, tawriya is not an easy to understand rhetorical device, since the public to 

whom it is addressed must have a sufficient culture in order to appreciate its use 

within a work of art. To explain its functioning, he resorts to the concept of open work 

as it has been described by Eco ([1962] 2006), and suggests the need for the reader 

to be able to understand the double isotopy – which he calls allotopy – introduced in 

a work of art where a tawriya is at play. The reason he provides for the use of a 

tawriya is that, in his opinion, it is functional to produce ġarāba, i.e. strangeness (Fr. 

étrangeté), in the reader – namely, the perception that there is a deviation from an 

expected state of affairs. At the same time, however, he posits that tawriya is a figure 

which conveys a less quantity of information than other figure, e.g. metaphor, and it 

is thus based on the repetition of an already known amount of information from 
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which the public derives pleasure. That is, the pleasure of tawriya lies in the 

repetition of information already known, without a real new information input. In his 

opinion, this characteristic of tawriya finds its cause in the psychological compulsion 

of repetition of the public, which reflects the pervasive fear of death in the Muslim 

Spain at the time of the Christian Reconquista. I quote his closing remarks: 

 

Quant à nous, la tawriya nous est apparue dans la poésie naṣride comme un acte 

culturel, dans le sens où le poète comme son public trouvait son plaisir dans la 

rencontre, sans cesse répétée, du déjà connu.  

On peut conclure que la poésie utilisée comme acte culturel, parce que destinée à 

une caste précise, s’est isolée du grand public dont l’ouverture lui aurai apporté un 

dynamisme profitable à son renouveau. Autrement dit, pour se faire accepter d’une 

société fermée, le poète s’est vu poussé à exprimer ce qu’il est sûr que son public 

acceptera, parce que l’expérience lui évite l’imprévisible. Ce qu’il ressent importe 

peu devant ce que son public veut ressentir, n’oublions pas que nous sommes dans 

une période où les commentaires et les compilations étaient en vogue. (Chakor 

Alami, 1995, 270) 

 

It is worth giving attention to Chakor Alami’s conclusion. I must admit my ignorance 

of the poetry of the Naṣrid epoch, and the examples quoted in that article, are not 

enough to provide a sound image of the literature of that part of the Arab-Islamic 

world. For this reason, I must assume the correctness of Chakor Alami’s analysis, 

unless it will be proven wrong by future research. However, there are some points 

which I want to highlight. First, Chakor Alami’s final statements echo the inḥiṭāṭ 

(decadence) paradigm from which we are freeing ourselves after decades.2 If his 

analysis of a society in decay and plagued by fear of death can be valid in the kingdom 

of Granada under the pressure of the Spanish reconquest, this cannot be considered 

valid in the eastern part of the Arab-Islamic world, especially in Egypt and in Syria. As 

we will see in Chapter 4, changes in society will allow some social classes to be a part 

of the literary debate, influencing it towards a renewal. Second, I disagree that 

 
2 On this paradigm and its influence on the Arabic studies, see Homerin (1997), Conermann and Pistor-
Hatam (2003), Conermann (2013), Irwin (2003), Bauer (2005b; 2007b; 2013a, b), Kilpatrick (2009), von 
Hees (2017), to quote only the most important. 
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tawriya is a figure with low informational content. Tawriya, instead, is a figure with a 

high informational content. Indeed, it is capable of conveying multiple information, 

ranging from double reading of a text to the creation of ‘texts within texts’, as we will 

see in Chapter 5. Third, tawriya is not a mere repetition of worn-out concepts; at 

least, it is not more so than other figures and themes. It is capable of exploiting 

widespread genres and themes and of adapting them to new social realities; and, at 

the same time, creating new ones to meet the new needs of the literary taste. Fourth, 

I agree with the use of concepts such as ‘open work’ and ‘isotopy’, from the literary 

and semiotic sciences. However, it must be recognised that Chakor Alami does not 

provide any practical feedback (if not on a single epigram) about how these theories 

can improve our understanding of the tawriya phenomenon, limiting himself at citing 

some definitions that could be applied indiscriminately to almost any literary 

phenomenon. Fifth, if the idea of a passive audience can be adopted in the Naṣrid 

Granada, this judgment cannot be adopted in the mašriq, where literary creation and 

fruition are combined together and develop each other.  

 

On the other hand, the first scholar who devoted an entire study to tawriya, its origin, 

its development, and its functioning, was Bonebakker, who published in 1966 a 

monograph entitled Some early definitions of the tawriya and Ṣafadī's Faḍḍ al-xitām 

ʿan at-tawriya wa-ʾl-istixdām. He deserves credit for being a pioneer in the study of 

this figure in a time when the premodern literature of the Mamluk era suffered from 

the stigma of the decadence (inḥiṭāṭ), which prevented a true scientific approach to 

the literature of that era until a few decades ago. Bonebakker approaches the study 

of this figure starting from an autograph manuscript and outlines a theoretical 

framework whose precision has greatly reduced the fields still to be explored. 

Specifically, he reconstructs with great precision the birth and development of this 

figure of speech in the writings of al-Ṣafadī’s predecessors. The first use of the word 

tawriya to indicate an independent figure of speech is to be attributed to Usāma b. 

Munqiḏ (d. 584/1188), who in (Badīʿ, 60) defines tawriya as “a word which has two 

meanings, you intend one of them and you conceal it with the other.” At about the 
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same time, Rašīd al-Dīn al-Waṭwāṭ (d. 578/1182-1183) proposes in (Ḥadāʾiq, 135)3 

the term īhām – to which he associates the term taḫyīl (image evocation) as a 

synonym – to define a figure in which the author “mentions some expressions which 

have two meanings, one near (qarīb) and the other remote (ġarīb).” Bonebakker 

demonstrates that these two definitions are those which will subsequently enter the 

works of literary critics substantially as synonyms. They are found, for example, in al-

Sakkākī’s (d. 626/1229) (Miftāḥ), which reports the word īhām, while al-Qazwīnī (d. 

739/1338) (Talḫīṣ; Īḍāḥ) will adopt the word tawriya. Bonebakker points out that the 

real interest in this figure will develop only starting from the Ayyubid era, when 

tawriya begins to be widely used in poems and literary compositions. He shows, then, 

how the theoretical disquisitions are proportional to the spread of tawriya in literary 

practice, and how tawriya began to occupy a wider space in treatises of rhetoric and 

literary criticism, in which the loci are increasingly taken from the poetry of modern 

authors, i.e. from the Ayyubid era on. Again, Bonebakker should be recognised for 

having collected and analysed all the relevant sources, providing an exhaustive 

picture to which very little can be added. As for the discussion of the Ṣafadian 

treatise, Bonebakker (1966, 69-98) proceeds following al-Ṣafadī’s exposition point-

by-point, of which he summarised each section and provided at least an example. 

Bonebakker closes his work with an overview of post-Safadian authors, who will not 

develop the theory of tawriya except in some small details. The Dutch scholar must 

be acknowledged to have made an accurate examination of the sources and to have 

illustrated with precision the theoretical system on which tawriya theory is built. He 

concludes his work by stating that premodern Arab critics were unable to analyse 

tawriya in detail, especially regarding the potential of homonymy / polysemy and the 

double reading engendered by tawriya. He also admits that the work he has done is 

focused, above all, on theoretical disquisition, without dealing with literary practice 

in detail. 

An accurate review on Bonebakker’s monograph is due to Heinrichs (1968-1969), 

who, while praising Bonebakker’s work, postulates three research paths that, in his 

opinion, deserve exploration. They are: 1) The role of context. With the word 

 
3 The work was originally written in Persian, but I refer to the Arabic translation. 
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‘context’, Bonebakker and Heinrichs both refer to what I call co-text in this work.4 

Heinrichs stresses that context is an essential factor for the actualisation of tawriya, 

especially in the tawriya muǧarrada. That is, in the type of tawriya that does not 

present any correlative in support of one of its two senses (cf. section 1.1.2.2); 2) The 

difference between theory and literary practice, and how the former describes the 

latter; 3) The relationship between tawriya and the Koran, with special reference to 

the mutašābihāt and the different rhetorical devices used to describe them. On this 

last topic, Heinrichs underlines that there is a close relationship between taḫyīl and 

tawriya, and suggests an in-depth investigation that takes into account al-Taftāzānī’s 

(d. 793/1390) (Muṭawwal) statement according to which the definition of tawriya 

can be explained according to the view of the Ẓāhirite school. I took these three 

suggestions as the basis on which to build my work of research.  

 

Besides the studies that I have mentioned above, no other scholar devoted a whole 

article or monograph to tawriya. This does not mean that this figure has not received 

attention in different contexts, and it appears in many studies of leading scholars. For 

instance, van Gelder (1992) focuses in the second part of his article on the use of 

tawriyas in Abū Nuwās (d. 198-200/813-815), showing how the ambiguity of meaning 

expressed by the use of a tawriya can also be found in early poets, while remaining a 

distinctive feature of the later epochs.  

Neuwirth (2009), in an article devoted to the analysis a maqāma by al-Ḥarīrī, provides 

the only study in which the use of tawriya is investigated in a prose context. She 

demonstrates that in that text, tawriya plays a role in creating a double reading of 

the text, one referring to the legal discourse, and the other to the sexual discourse. 

Many are the scientific articles which mention tawriya. Almost every scientific work 

devoted to the literature of the Mamluk period mention at least once the importance 

of this figure. Providing a list of scholars, who mentioned tawriya in their works will 

be of no use. I limit myself to mention Bauer (2003a), who, investigating an elegy by 

Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī (d. 768/1366), points out that the “tawriyah was the rhetorical 

figure par excellence for the Mamluk period, and Ibn Nubātah was indisputably its 

 
4 With co-text I refer to the set of lexemes actualised within a text, while with context I refer to the 
context of the enunciation, therefore external to the text. 
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greatest master. It is hardly accidental that the career of the tawriyah coincided with 

the increasing participation of ulama in the system of literature, because in the 

tawriyah the ulama could create consciously the ambiguity they were used to 

detecting in the sacred texts during their exegetical activities” (2003a, 84). What is 

all the more surprising is that, despite the wide diffusion of this figure of speech, no 

in-depth research has been carried out thus far with the aim to describe its use in a 

representative corpus of literary works. That is why, I agree with Bauer’s (2003a, 84) 

call to the study of tawriya: “many such studies would be necessary, however, to 

ascertain the proper place of this rhetorical figure, its achievements, and the specific 

usage made of it by different poets in different poems.” 

My research work comes from the considerations expressed in these pages.   

 

*** 

 

Before describing the contents of this work, I would like to point out what the reader 

will not find in these pages. First, the history of the formulation of tawriya in the 

sources previous from al-Ṣafadī will not be covered – except the muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya, which I will deal with in Chapter 2. This is because Bonebakker (1966, 

24-62) has already collected all the relevant sources prior to the ‘canonical’ 

formulation of tawriya, commenting them widely, and providing all the explanations 

necessary to understand and rediscover the history of this figure. Further analysis 

would not bring anything innovative to the discussion. Second, I will not deal with the 

figure of speech istiḫdām “pivoting” (Cachia, 1998, 72). Although al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ) and 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf) combine tawriya with istiḫdām, these two figures are treated 

separately in all the works of rhetoric and literary criticism. There is no doubt that a 

similarity between these two figures exists, as both are based on the homonymy / 

polysemy of a word or phrase. In this case too, I refer to Bonebakker (1966) for an 

introduction to the topic. It should be noted that a comprehensive study of istiḫdām 

has not yet been undertaken and therefore remains a desideratum. Third, although 

tawriya is associated with other figures, which are also based on semantic ambiguity, 

they will not be treated within this work except in a superficial way and only when 

associated with tawriya. Other figures, such as tawǧīh, ibhāmī, tawhīm, ištirāk 
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(except in the use that al-Ṣafadī makes of it), etc., are treated separately in each 

treatise on rhetoric and stylistics, and therefore are not fundamental in 

understanding tawriya (see, Cachia, 1998). In the selection of poetic texts, I will not 

consider the poets of the maġrib, not because their production is not interesting, but 

rather because it has already received due attention in the studies that I have 

mentioned above. We come now to the contents of the research. 

 

This work is divided into two parts. The first (Chapters 1-3) is devoted to the 

theoretical foundation of tawriya. The second (Chapters 4-5) aims at analysing the 

functioning of tawriya in the poetical output with particular reference to the epigram.  

In the first chapter, I will present what can be called the ‘canonical’ formulation of 

tawriya, as it has been expressed by Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ṣafadī in his work Faḍḍ al-ḫitām 

ʿan al-tawriya wa-l-istiḫdām. Starting from Bonebakker’s (1966) analysis, I will 

examine in depth some aspects that have not received due attention yet. First, I will 

discuss the morphology of the word tawriya as it has been put forward by al-Ṣafadī, 

showing how it represents a mediation between the linguistic theories of his 

predecessors on letter substitution (ibdāl al-ḥurūf). Second, I will move to the analysis 

of the ‘canonical’ definition of tawriya. To do so, I comply with the analysis proposed 

in al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī’s (d. 779/1377) commentary Ṭīrāz al-ḥulla wa-šifāʾ al-ġulla on 

Ibn Ǧābir al-Andalusī’s (d. 780/1378) badīʿiyya entitled al-Ḥulla l-siyarā fī madḥ ḫayr 

al-warà, a source which has not received due attention yet, either on its theoretical 

system described in al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary, or its poetic contents found in Ibn 

Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya. Al-Ruʿaynī carefully describes each subdivision of tawriya as they 

were versified in the badīʿiyya, broadening al-Ṣafadī’s system by adding two new 

subdivisions which will implicitly be embraced by later scholars. Third, the chapter 

ends with al-Ṣafadī’s discussion about infelicitous attempts to use a good tawriya in 

poetry.  

The second chapter takes a step back from the canonical theory of tawriya and aims 

to analyse a figure of speech that is a precursor to tawriya, i.e. the muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya. The aim is to demonstrate that authors such as Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr 

(d. 637/1239), Ibn al-Naqīb (d. 698/1298), and al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī (d. 745/1344 or 

749/1348) used tawriya not as a specific label of a single figure of speech, but rather 
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as an umbrella term to define a semantic ambiguity. In these authors, the muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya is a first attempt to theorise how this figure was dependent on the co-

text and the context of enunciation in order to be able to act on a textual level. An 

attempt that will be reabsorbed later in the tawriya theory. 

The third chapter responds to that imperative postulated by Heinrichs (1968-1969) 

to investigate tawriya in the sacred text, and it is also as a link between theory and 

practice. In particular, I ask the question of when and why tawriya was associated 

with the explanation of some mutašābihāt, in particular (Q 20:5), (Q 39:67), and (Q 

51:47). The analysis will be carried out on two types of sources: on the one hand, 

sources of rhetoric to literary criticism, and on the other, exegetical commentaries 

on the sacred word. The use of both types of sources is due to the deep 

interconnection and interdependence which bind religious sciences and linguistic-

rhetorical sciences in the premodern Arab-Islamic world. The Koran is the absolute 

example of linguistic perfection, and it is precisely on this perfection and on the 

dogma of the inimitability of the Koran (iʿǧāz) that one of the branches of Arabic 

rhetoric (ʿilm al-balāġa) will develop, i.e. ʿilm al-maʿānī (lit. science of meanings, but 

which denotes, more precisely, a pragmatic approach to language). The aim is to 

demonstrate how the study and interpretation of the divine word is of fundamental 

importance for the development of the theory of tawriya and how the application of 

this figure also responds to theological dictates. 

The second part of the thesis responds to the need to investigate the functioning of 

tawriya in literary practice. The mere theoretical discussion as it has been handed 

down to us by premodern sources is not enough to explain all the nuances of the use 

of this figure in literature. Obviously, the investigation cannot be conducted 

indiscriminately on a potentially infinite literary corpus. For this reason, I have 

introduced two fundamental limitations: one of a chronological nature and another 

of a formal one. First, I will limit the analysis to poetic compositions written in the 

Mamluk era, this is because tawriya, as evidenced by the sources – e.g. al-Ṣafadī 

(Faḍḍ) and Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf; Ḫizāna) – and by contemporary scholars – e.g. 

Bonebakker (1966) and Bauer (2003a) – saw its heyday starting from the Ayyubid 

period and developed even more in the Mamluk age. The second restriction led me 

to choose the epigram as the textual form to be investigated. This choice is due to 
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the diffusion of this type of text in the literature of the time, which, although not the 

only expressive vehicle of poets and writers, increased in its importance as an 

expressive medium capable of giving shape to the genres and motifs of poetry in an 

era of social change. I will present, therefore, a reasoned selection of epigrams, 

translated and commented, in order to demonstrate how tawriya is strongly linked 

to the context of the enunciation and how it needs a ‘competent’ reader in order to 

succeed in its aesthetic intent. 

In the fifth and final chapter, I will propose a new approach to tawriya used in the 

contexts of intertextuality engendered through taḍmīn and iqtibās. To better 

understand how these figures act together, I will resort to the notion of text 

expressed by Marrone (2001; 2014), to the semiotic theories of textual analysis 

developed by Greimas (1966; 1970; 1983), and, above all, to the principle of 

interpretative cooperation of the text found in the works of Eco ([1979] 2006; 1994). 

The work is accompanied by an index of the Koranic verses, an index of rhymes, an 

index of names, and a glossary which contains the most important Arabic technical 

terms with the related translations. 

 

*** 

 

Some practical notes. All translations, unless explicitly reported, are mine. In 

translating poetic lines, I did not aim to reproduce the stylistic effects given by the 

rhyme and the metre, nor did I aspire to present a ‘poetic’ translation, preferring to 

limit myself at presenting an understandable and clear text. In the translations, I will 

note the maʿnà qarīb in italics, while the maʿnà baʿīd underlined. The translations of 

the Koranic verses are taken from Droge, Arthur J. (2013). The Qurʾān. A New 

Annotated Translation, Sheffield and Bristol: Equinox. Whenever I use the word 

epigram in the text, I refer to the Arabic maqṭūʿ pl. maqāṭīʿ as in van Gelder (2012e) 

and Talib (2018). 



1. The received theory of tawriya: al-Ṣafadī’s Faḍḍ al-ḫitām 

and al-Ruʿaynī’s Ṭirāz al-ḥulla 

 

 

 

 

1.1 The received theory of tawriya according to al-Ṣafadī 

 

When we talk about the figure of speech tawriya, we spontaneously turn our 

attention to the author who first devoted an entire treatise to this figure. I am 

referring to al-Ṣafadī (d. 764/1363)1 and his work Faḍḍ al-ḫitām ʿan al-tawriya wa-l-

istiḫdām. He was not the first scholar who turned his attention to this figure of 

speech, nor was he the last. Indeed, many later scholars included this figure in their 

work and broadened the spectrum of analysis, providing additional loci and 

implementing the theoretical basis on which al-Ṣafadī built his system of tawriya. He 

was certainly the first who recognised in this figure a characteristic sign of poets, 

prose writers, and literati in general, of the Ayyubid era and of his contemporaries, 

placing the beginning of the so-called ‘golden age’ of tawriya with the poets and qāḍīs 

al-Qādī l-Fāḍil (d. 596/1200) and Ibn Sanāʾ al-Mulk (d. 608/1211), who excelled, 

according to al-Ṣafadī and to later scholars, in the art of the use of this figure. From 

then on, tawriya became a hallmark of the literary production of the mašriq during 

the Ayyubid and Mamluk ages. Al-Ṣafadī must also be recognised for his effort of 

systematisation of the previous material and the desire to give tawriya a theoretical 

 
1 Trying to summarise the profile of a litterateur like al-Ṣafadī in the few lines of a footnote is 
impossible. Just to give an example of his productiveness, Rowson (2009, 341-342) lists forty-nine 
works attributed to him, not to mention the five of dubious attribution. Al-Ṣafadī, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Ḫalīl b. 
Aybak Abū l-Ṣafāʾ al-Albakī, was born in Ṣafad in 696/1297, but spent his life between Egypt and Syria, 
particularly between Cairo and Damascus, where he died in 764/1363. During his travels, he had the 
opportunity to make contacts with the most important scholars of the time, such as Abū Ḥayyān al-
Ġarnāṭī (d. 745/1344), Ibn Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī (d. 749/1349), and Ibn Nubāta (d. 768/1366), with 
whom he made a strong friendship, which later turned into open contrast designed to force Ibn 
Nubāta to denounce the plagiarism of his themes and verses by al-Ṣafadī, cf. Schallenbergh (2007) and 
Bauer (2009a, 198). It is difficult to find a field of knowledge into which al-Ṣafadī did not venture. He 
was a poet and a fine theorist and critic, he compiled numerous anthologies and his biographical 
dictionaries are an unquestionable work allowing us to know the literary milieu of his and previous 
epochs. See for reference Rosenthal (2012b), Lāšīn (2005), and Rowson (2009). 
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background, on which he could base the analysis he intended as definitive.2 Al-

Ṣafadī’s Faḍḍ al-ḫitām is structured into four parts: an introduction, two muqaddimas 

(premises) ending with a natīǧa (synthesis) – where he approaches the theory of 

tawriya from many different angles and lists some of what he judges to be the best 

examples of tawriya as well as some infelicitous examples thereof – and finally a 

selection of his own tawriya-poetry, in which he collects some of his best 

compositions focused on this figure of speech.3 The parts into which his treatise is 

divided makes it a perfect example of adab work, in which theory is discussed with a 

particular eye oriented to the gathering of good poetic examples and, one must say, 

with a particular interest in showing off his literary abilities, with that pinch of self-

esteem of which al-Ṣafadī was certainly not devoid. This encyclopaedic work is 

pervaded by the “philological orientation” which Talib (2019) describes in relation to 

another work by the same author, Ṣarf al-ʿayn, and which will prove to be applicable 

in describing the constituent parts of the Faḍḍ al-ḫitām, and in particular the first 

muqaddima, in which al-Ṣafadī approaches tawriya from a philological point of view 

before even explaining its structure and functioning. 

 

1.1.1 The introduction 

 

In the introduction to his work, al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 39-61) enumerates the aims that 

made him devote an essay to tawriya, describing the causes of its diffusion in the 

literary outputs of his contemporaries and the reasons as to why they excelled in its 

use. Since Bonebakker (1966, 69-74) has already summarised the introduction, I will 

limit myself to a list and add here some essential points to better understand the 

background upon which al-Ṣafadī collocates his theoretical system. First, he posits 

 
2 It must be remembered that al-Ṣafadī’s project for tawriya is not an isolated example, for he devoted 
the same efforts to three other figures of speech, writing for each of them a single treatise. I refer 
here to the ǧinās, or taǧnīs, commonly translated by ‘paronomasia’, ‘alliteration’, etc., the al-qawl bi-
l-mūǧib, translated by Cachia (1998, 95) with ‘deflection’, i.e. “A retort that alters the applicability of 
someone else’s statement”, and the tašbīh, i.e. ‘simile’, ‘comparison’. See al-Ṣafadī (Ǧinān; Hawl; 
Kašf), Bauer (2003b). For ǧinās, see Heinrichs (2012d). For a close reference to the term paronomasia 
and its use and reception, see Diem (2007). For a perspective on the use of this figure in the Mamluk 
age, see Ismail (2014). For tašbīh, see van Gelder (2012d). 
3 A kind of anthology that Bauer (2003b, 74) ranges among “Anthologien, die durch ein literarisches 
Thema definiert sind, in solche eher partikulären Zuschnitts.”   
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that figures of speech can be ranged in four categories: mawǧūd (existent), mafqūd 

(inexistent)4, maqbūl (acceptable), and mardūd (objectionable),5 for they are not 

necessary in a speech, and when they are present, it does not mean that they are 

correctly used to achieve the desired aesthetic effect, leaving the reader with the 

final judgment on their effectiveness. Al-Ṣafadī’s interest in tawriya, which he judges 

– together with istiḫdām – as the best expression of the ʿilm al-badīʿ, is part of this 

picture, as it foresees a direct effort on the part of the reader in understanding the 

various facets of the text, and it is precisely through this ‘intellectual’ commitment 

and devotion to understanding the hidden implications of the text that aesthetic 

enjoyment is achieved. 

Indeed, interest in the ambiguity of meaning and wordplay is found in Arabic 

literature of every age. However, al-Ṣafadī warns against wanting to read the lines of 

poets prior to the Ayyubid era as real examples of tawriya, as the use of this figure, 

although successful in some cases, does not represent the poet’s true and personal 

will. For this reason, he specifies that for ancient poets (al-qudamāʾ) the use of figures 

of speech in their compositions is not due to a stylistic research aimed at highlighting 

the expression through a mannerist language, but is simply the result of properties 

of language and eloquence, which the people of the desert innately possessed, a real 

natural disposition at the service of poetic art. The authors who came after (al-

muwalladūna min al-šuʿarāʾ al-umawiyyīna wa-ġayri-him) lost much of this innate 

knowledge of their predecessors, but some of them managed to make good use of 

figures of speech, so as to witness an increasing refinement towards some specific 

figures by some poets, such as the excellent use of ǧinās in the work of Abū Tammām 

(d. 231-2/845-6), to quote only one example. But if this is valid for figures of speech 

in general, al-Ṣafadī states for tawriya in particular that only later authors (al-

mutaʾaḫḫirūna min al-šuʿarāʾ wa-l-kuttāb) will be able to integrate this figure into 

their compositions in a way that is not perfect, but at least satisfactory. One of them 

 
4 Mafqūd also has legal meaning as a synonym of ġāʾib, but suggesting a doubt about the existence of 
the absent thing. Tyan (2012) defines ġāʾib as follow: “Absent, usually means in law the person who 
at a given moment is not present at the place where he should be. […] If to this first notion is added 
that of uncertainty concerning the person’s existence, the term used is not g̲h̲āʾib but mafḳūd, 
although sometimes the state of the mafḳūd is called also g̲h̲ayba.” See also Yanagihashi (2014). 
5 These two last descriptions are also applied to iqtibās (Koranic quotation), see Van Gelder (2002-
2003), and Orfali (2018). About this figure see chapter 4. 
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is al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/955), from whom al-Ṣafadī quotes two verses taken from a 

qaṣīda.6 In general, al-Ṣafadī attributes the success of tawriya in the ‘late’ era to the 

particular needs of this figure. Specifically, he says that the essential basis for creating 

a good tawriya is that the poetic composition as a whole should not be excessively 

complex from a syntactic point of view, and nor should it be padded with words that 

are obsolete and difficult to understand. This is why the ‘moderns’ are more skilled 

in the use of this figure than the ‘ancients’, an affirmation demonstrating the 

awareness of a different aesthetic taste during the Ayyubid and Mamluk ages – 

during which, while not forgetting the Arabic literary tradition, that taste deviates 

from the tradition in search of new means of expression, poetic forms, genres, and 

motifs.  

As previously mentioned, al-Ṣafadī fixes the beginning of the golden age of tawriya 

with two very important figures in the literary panorama: al-Qādī l-Fāḍil and iIbn 

Sanāʾ al-Mulk. These are the two pioneers of the modern use of tawriya whose 

successors will travel the path they traced. Among those named by the author, I 

quote Sayf al-Dīn b. Qazal al-Mušidd (d. 656/1258), Abū l-Ḥusayn al-Ǧazzār (d. 

679/1281), Ibn Luʾluʾ al-Ḏahabī (d. 680/1281), Muǧīr al-Dīn Ibn Tamīm (d. 684/1285), 

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (d. 692/1293), Sirāǧ al-Dīn al-Warrāq (d. 695/1296), Ibn al-Naqīb (d. 

698/1298), Ibn Dāniyāl (d. 710/1310), and Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ḥammāmī (d. 712/1312).  

Al-Ṣafadī strongly recognises in Egyptian and Syrian literati the pioneers and best 

composers of tawriyas. The justification is expressed by al-Ṣafadī through another 

figure of speech, that is ḥusn al-taʿlīl (fantastic aetiology),7 for which he attributes the 

merit of the literary success of Egyptians and Syrians to the water of the Nile, which 

is one of the rivers of paradise, and to the air that people breathe in Syria, which is 

the same sweet air of paradise: there is no water like that of the Nile, nor air like that 

of Syria. Whether or not al-Ṣafadī believed this cause is not a matter of discussion; 

for my part, I can put forward the hypothesis that he wanted in some way to sacralise 

 
6 I will analyse these verses in the next chapter as an example of muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya, see chapter 
2.1.1. 
7 “In traditional Arabic literary criticism, ḥusn al-taʿlīl is the term used for the invention of a fanciful, 
fantastic, imaginary, imaginative or witty cause for a certain phenomenon – a cause other than the 
true one – by means of a creative reinterpretation of ‘reality’.” van Gelder (2008, 221). 
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the position of coeval and previous poets as representatives of a new approach to 

literature which uses different methods and tools than in the past. 

 

1.1.2 The first muqaddima 

 

The author then moves into the first part of his treatise: the first muqaddima, which 

is divided into four subchapters (aṣl) and a conclusion (tatimma). As I have underlined 

above, this treatise is an appropriate example of an encyclopaedic adab work with 

an evident interest in the philological side of the subjects discussed within it.  

Since tawriya is a figure of speech which plays at the level of the semantics of words 

in order to create ambiguity, the side of philological research on the poetic text is 

certainly essential. But for al-Ṣafadī, the philological interest crosses the limits of the 

poetic text itself. As already pointed out by Talib (2019) about (al-Ṣafadī, Ṣarf), the 

treatise is not limited to the mere enumeration of poetic examples in which the word 

ʿayn is uttered. Instead, it covers a wider spectrum of research in which disquisitions 

of linguistic, etymological, lexicological, and scientific character – for example, the 

medical connotations of the word ʿayn – are discussed separately and together they 

merge creating an all-encompassing work. The Faḍḍ al-ḫitām is no exception. If we 

approach the first muqaddima, we see that al-Ṣafadī opens the disquisition with a 

purely philological approach, discussing the etymology and morphology of the word 

‘tawriya’.  

 

1.1.2.1 Remarks on the morphology of the word tawriya 

 

Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 63) opens the first muqaddima by analysing the morphology and 

etymology of the word tawriya. Bonebakker (1966) does not address the first of these 

two topics, namely the morphology and substitution of segments, which al-Ṣafadī 

reports having involved the word tawriya. Specifically, al-Ṣafadī posits that the 

pattern of the word tawriya is tafʿila, in which we can recognise a mutation of the 

first segment of the pattern: the original form is not tawriya but *wawriya, having 

experienced a substitution comparable to this of the words *wawlaǧ > tawlaǧ, 

*wurāṯ > turāṯ, and *wawṣiya > tawṣiya. The author does not provide any comment 
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or explanation on his statement, which makes us reflect on the morphological change 

in a word which every one of us would have classified as a maṣdar issued from the 

second augmented form faʿʿala. I need to confess that when I first read al-Ṣafadī’s 

words, I asked myself the reason of such an analysis, without being able to 

understand his position. Thus, I think it is worth spending some efforts to understand 

al-Ṣafadī’s view by perusing the relevant sources on morphology. First of all, I shall 

start from al-Ṣafadī’s opinion:  

  

Know that the original form (aṣl) of tawriya is *wawriya, since the first wāw has been 

substituted with tāʾ. This phenomenon is frequent in the language of the Arabs, e.g. 

they said tawlaǧ8 [instead of] *wawlaǧ, turāṯ, whose original form is *wurāṯ, and 

tawṣiya, whose original form is *wawṣiya, for the radical (mādda) of the first is w l ǧ, 

of the second w r ṯ, and of the third w ṣ y. Its pattern (wazn) is tafʿila like tabṣira, 

takrima, and taḏkira. (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 63) 

 

No other scholar who dealt with tawriya prior to al-Ṣafadī had mentioned *wawriya 

as a supposed original form of the word tawriya. To understand al-Ṣafadī’s theory 

better, we should consider the two pillars on which it is based. First, the segment /t/ 

is a substitution for the first radical letter of the word: w; second, the pattern of the 

word is tafʿila. The first affirmation sounds dubious to an Arabist ear and seems to be 

in full contrast with the second affirmation, which, if true, invalidates the first, making 

al-Ṣafadī fall into a contradiction. For this reason, it is worth providing a brief 

overview of the phenomenon called ibdāl al-ḥurūf (letters substitution)9 to 

understand better what this morphological change is and how it applies to particular 

words with a weak letter as first and last radical letter.    

 

 
8 I do not provide the translations of those words used by the author as examples of substitution and 
mutation, for they are quoted only to show a morphological change and not for their meanings. 
9 This is the case of ibdāl called grammatical ibdāl; on this topic, see El Berkawi (1981, 27-48), Bohas 
et Guillaume (1984, 223-267), Hämeen-Anttila (2007). Ibn al-Sikkīt (d. 244/858) devoted a whole work 
to the issues of qalb and ibdāl, which is, however, less informative for this investigation than the other 
sources I will discuss in these pages; see for reference (Qalb, 62-63). On the other hand, the lexical 
ibdāl “refers to phonologically and semantically related doublets, triplets, or longer series in the 
lexicon.” Hämeen-Anttila (2007, 2:280). See also Hämeen-Anttila (1993).  
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Sībawayhi (d. ca. 180/769)10 was the first author to mention the ibdāl – or badal – as 

a morphological phenomenon involving the substitution of a segment in given words. 

In his Kitāb, he addresses the topic as follow: 

 

Sometimes, they substituted the wāw with tāʾ when the first is vowelled with ‘u’ in 

the way I have already described, for the letter tāʾ is one of the letters of 

augmentation (ḥurūf al-ziyāda), and the substitution is like that of hamza. In this 

case, the substitution with tāʾ is not a general rule, therefore they say: turāṯ, being 

derived from wariṯa, as well as anā is derived from wanaytu, for the woman has been 

made indolent, as well as aḥad is derived from wāḥid, aǧam from waǧam whereas 

they said aǧam in that way, for they substituted the initial wāw vowelled ‘u’ or ‘i’ 

with hamza. Likewise, al-tuḫama for it is derived from al-waḫāma, al-tukaʾa for it is 

from tawakkaʾtu, al-tuklān for it is from tawakkaltu, and al-tuǧāh for it is from 

wāǧahtu. […]  

Sometimes, when two wāws have met, they substituted [one of them] with tāʾ, as 

they did with tāʾ in the above-mentioned examples. This substitution is not a general 

rule and it is not as frequent as when the wāw is vowelled with ‘u’, for the wāw 

vowelled with ‘a’ is compared, thus, with the wāw in waḥad and it is not as frequent. 

It could have been substituted anyway despite its rare occurrence as it is the case 

with tawlaǧ, about which al-Ḫalīl (d. ca. 160-175/776-791) affirmed that [its pattern] 

is fawʿal and they substituted the wāw with tāʾ. He stated that fawʿal is more suitable 

than tafʿal, because you will not find in the language tafʿal as a noun, while fawʿal is 

frequent. Among them, someone says dawlaǧ meaning tawlaǧ, which is the place in 

which you enter. […]  

You say tawʿida and yawʿid in forming the pattern tafʿila and yafʿil from waʿadtu, 

when they are nouns and not a verb, as you say mawḍiʿ and mawrika. Both yāʾ and 

tāʾ are in the place of this mīm and the wāw does not disappear as it did in the verb. 

It is also not suppressed in mawʿid because in it there is no cause [for its suppression] 

as there is in yaʿidu. This is due to the fact that it is a noun and their saying tawdiya, 

 
10 Abū Bišr ʿAmr b. ʿUṯmān b. Qanbar, usually known only as Sībawayhi (d. ca. 180/796), a nickname 
probably meaning ‘little apple’ (sēbōe) or ‘apple fragrance’. He is the father of Arabic grammar, which 
he outlined in his only work commonly known as Kitāb Sībawayhi or simply al-Kitāb. Many are the 
works about the importance of Sībawayhi in the foundation and development of the Arabic grammar, 
as well as his legacy in later grammarians; see, for example, Carter (2003; 2012), Baalbaki (2008), 
Versteegh (2009), and Marogy (2009). 
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tawsiʿa, and tawṣiya demonstrate to you that the wāw remains unchanged. 

(Sībawayhi, Kitāb, 2:392-394) 

 

In this extract, Sībawayhi highlights the fact that the substitution of the first radical 

letter w is not a general rule (ġayr bi-muṭṭarid) and it is usually applied when w is 

vowelled with ‘u’, whilst it is less frequent when w is vowelled with ‘a’, hamza being 

preferred in this case. Moreover, when the pattern applied to a root with a weak first 

radical letter is a pattern expressing a noun, the semivowel w is not suppressed, as it 

is, in contrast, in the conjugation of the muḍāriʿ verb.    

 

About the difference in the morphological changes depending on the type of word – 

noun or verb – al-Sīrāfī’s (d. 368/979)11 Šarḥ provides us with an explanation of 

Sībawayhi’s words:  

 

About what he said on the pattern tafʿila: tawʿida and tawʿid, he meant the 

difference between tawʿid and tawʿida as two nouns or two verbs. For when you 

conjugate the verb from the root al-waʿd on the patterns tafʿil and yafʿil, you say taʿid 

and yaʿid, as per the cause which we have explained about the fall of this wāw in the 

verb and its being restored in this very case in its whole original form. About the fall 

of wāw in the verb yaʿid, its original form is *yawʿid. The wāw is between a yāʾ and a 

vowel ‘i’: this is heavy (ṯaqīl) and the verb is also heavy making the wāw falling. Then, 

the rest follows the yāʾ: taʿidu, yaʿidu, and aʿidu.  

While when you form a noun, the noun is lighter (aḫaff) than the verb and the 

presence of a wāw in a noun between a yāʾ and a vowel ‘i’ is lighter than its presence 

between them in a verb. Their words tawsiʿa and tawdiya witness the difference 

between the noun and the verb; if it were in a verb, you would have said tasiʿu and 

tadī. (al-Sīrāfī, Šarḥ, 5:225) 

  

 
11 His name was Abū Saʿīd al-Ḥasan b. ʿAbd Allāh b. al-Marzubān, he was born in Sīrāf and died in 
Baghdad in 368/979. He studied religious sciences and acted as a judge; he was also an appreciated 
copyist. He is especially known as a staunch supporter of the supremacy of grammar over logic, a 
thesis he defended in a controversy with Mattā b. Yūnus (d. 328/940), and for his commentary on 
Sībwayhi’s Kitāb. See Humbert (2012). 
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Al-Sīrāfī’s commentary on Sībawayhi’s words explains why the first radical letter w 

falls in the muḍāriʿ paradigm of verbs, putting the verb conjugation into contrast with 

that of the nouns. The verb is ṯaqīl (heavy) as well as the consonant y and the vowel 

‘i’ between which the w is found. This is why in the third-person singular the w falls, 

mutation happening for analogy in the other persons alike: *yawʿid > yaʿid, *tawʿid > 

taʿid, *awʿid > aʿid.12 This is not applicable if the pattern is applied to express a noun 

instead of a verb, since the noun is lighter (aḫaff) than the verb and, even if the letter 

immediately after the w is vowelled with ‘i’, it does not entail the fall of the 

semivowel, e.g. w s ʿ  > tawsiʿa (tafʿila). If we apply this reasoning to the word tawriya, 

it results that the segment /ta/ is not a substitution for a first radical w, contrary to 

what al-Ṣafadī maintains, since it is but a letter of the pattern, added to the radical 

letters to derive a nomen verbi.  

At this point, how can we explain the fact that al-Ṣafadī states that tawriya has as 

pattern tafʿila but provides an explanation for the presence of the segment /t/ at its 

beginning as a substitution of the letter w with t, while Sībawayhi assigns to the most 

common words which experienced this ibdāl the pattern fawʿal instead of tafʿil-

tafʿila? The first impression the reader has is of a misunderstanding on the part of al-

Ṣafadī, but is this so? I will now try to outline an answer to this question by focusing 

the attention on some aspects of the substitution (ibdāl), of the compensation 

(ʿiwaḍ), and the specific nature of the patterns tafʿila and fawʿal.  

Some hints to interpret al-Ṣafadī’s statement better can be found in the words of al-

Mubarrad (d. 285/898-9),13 who in his Kāmil states that the reasons for this 

substitution are fundamentally phonetic: 

 

The wāw can be turned into tāʾ when there is no tāʾ after it, for example turāṯ from 

wariṯtu, tuǧāh from al-waǧh, and tukāʾa. This has been done because of the aversion 

towards the wāw vowelled with ‘u’. The nearest to the wāw of the letters of 

 
12 Cf. al-Mubarrad (Muqtaḍab, 1:126). 
13 Abū l-ʿAbbās Muḥammad b. Yazīd b. ʿAbd al-Akbar al-Ṯumālī l-Azdī, commonly known by his 
nickname al-Mubarrad (cooled) – probably a joke made of his nickname al-Mubarrid, which Sellheim 
(2012) reports having the meaning of al-muṯbit li-l-ḥaqq (he who affirms truth) – was a leading 
philologist and grammarian who was born in Baṣra in 210/826 and died in Baghdad in 285/898-9. His 
works range from morphology and syntax to adab, collecting in them prose and poetry as well as 
linguistic issues and discussions. See Sellheim (2012) and Bernards (1997).  
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augmentation and substitution (badal) is the tāʾ. Thus, it has been turned into it and 

it can be turned into it as a substitution (badal) also when the vowel is not ‘u’, for 

example: ‘this is atqà than this’ and ‘I hit him until I made him to fall’ (atkaʾtu-hu).14 

When after the wāw there is the tāʾ of the iftaʿala pattern, the way is the mutation 

(qalb) to obtain the assimilation (idġām). (al-Mubarrad, Kāmil, 1:100)15 

 

In these lines, al-Mubarrad sets two conditions for which the substitution of w with t 

is possible. First, a w can be substituted with t when it is not followed by another 

segment t; and, second, when the substituted w is vowelled with ‘u’, to avoid the 

encounter of the sounds wu. The choice of t as substitution for w is due to the fact 

that, for al-Mubarrad, this letter is among the ḥurūf al-ziyāda, which has the point of 

articulation closer to w. This example helps us to understand why such a substitution 

occurs in some words and in which cases it is considered mandatory, or just 

admissible and actualised only in some variants. The case of tawriya does not pertain 

to the phonetic substitution case of wu > tu, but, as al-Mubarrad points out, this 

change can occur also when the vowel of the w is ‘a’. This seems to be the case of 

tawriya if we believe al-Ṣafadī’s words. However, al-Mubarrad adds that in this case 

the substitution of w is more common with hamza:  

 

If it were asked of you to build the pattern fawʿal from the root waʿada, you would 

say awʿad, being its original form *wawʿad, because wāw is its first radical letter and 

after it there is the wāw of fawʿal, then you turn the first into hamza, as I have 

described to you. (al-Mubarrad, Muqtaḍab, 1:131-32) 

 

In these two passages, we deduce that the substitution w > t is a general rule when 

the w is vowelled with ‘u’. However, when the w is vowelled with ‘a’, the general rule 

suggests a substitution with hamza, as we have seen in the previous passage from 

Sībawayhi’s Kitāb. In this case, the pattern of the word under examination plays an 

important role in distinguishing whether t is a part of the root or not. Certainly, in the 

word tawriya the augmentation letter is t, which is part of the pattern of the nomen 

 
14 The radical letters of atqà are w q y, while those of atkaʾtu are w k ʾ.  
15 Cf. al-Mubarrad (Muqtaḍab, 1:102-103; 1:129). 
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verbi, while w is the first radical letter of the word. Why, then, does al-Ṣafadī claim 

that t is but a substitution for an original w? Does he consider it as an augmentation 

letter or a part of the radical? And if the pattern were not tafʿila?  

To investigate this topic, I will turn my attention to Ibn Ǧinnī (d. 392/1002),16 who 

provides us with an account of the difference between the letter t used as a radical 

letter and as an augmentation letter: 

 

Another thing shows that in the word tawʾam the augmentation is the wāw and not 

the tāʾ. This thing is that the pattern fawʿal is more frequent in the speech than tafʿal. 

Do you not see that the category kawṯar, ǧawhar, qarṣawa, ḥawqal, and kawkab is 

more frequent than the category taʾlab? What is more frequent is considered the 

general rule. (Ibn Ǧinnī, Munṣif, 119) 

 

Ibn Ǧinnī then continues then with a more specific account of the use of t as a 

substitution for a first radical letter w: 

 

Abū ʿUṯmān17 said: “With this they substituted the wāw with tāʾ when after it there 

is no tāʾ. So, they said: atlaǧa yutliǧu, atkaʾa yutkiʾu, this is atqà than this, and 

taqiyya. Its original form is awlaǧ and awkaʾ since they are derived from tawallaǧtu 

and tawakkaʾtu, atqà is derived from waqaytu as well as taqiyya, whose pattern is 

faʿila, but they substituted the wāw with tāʾ since it was lighter to them.” 

Abū l-Fatḥ said: “He says, if they had substituted the wāw with tāʾ in these places 

where there is no tāʾ after the wāw is because it is more suitable for their sake of 

lightening. So that they substitute it with tāʾ in the category iftaʿaltu assimilating the 

substituted tāʾ with the one of the pattern iftaʿala and believing its change of state 

and accord to the preceding vowels better.” 

Abū ʿUṯmān said: “al-Ḫalīl maintains that his speech 

 

 
16 Abū l-Fatḥ ʿUṯmān Ibn Ǧinnī was born in Mosul in 300/913 and died in Baghdad in 392/1002. He was 
the son a Greek slave and the pupil of Abū ʿAlī l-Fārisī (d. 377/987). He is best known for his works on 
etymology ištiqāq and for having written a commentary of al-Mutanabbī’s Dīwān. See Pedersen (2012) 
and Grande (2003). 
17 Abū ʿ Uṯmān Bakr b. Muḥammad al-Māzinī, whose date of death is uncertain, probably between 223-
249/847-863, author of the Kitāb al-taṣrīf, of which Ibn Ǧinnī’s al-Munṣif is a commentary. 
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  18 وْل اج ت تٍاوضَعِ ن
َ

مِ اذخَِّتمُ  

Gaining a hiding place among the thorny trees (?) 

 

it is the pattern fawʿal from the root walaǧtu and not tafʿal, for tafʿal is rare while 

fawʿal is frequent.  

However, it is known that if there were in its original form a wāw, it must be turned 

into hamza lest two wāws meet at the beginning of the word. Therefore, wāw is 

substituted with the tāʾ for the frequency of its use instead of wāw in the category 

of walaǧa, e.g. when they said atlaǧa, mutliǧ, and this is atlaǧ than this. This use has 

not been gathered except from the reliable authorities.”  

Abū l-Fatḥ said: “He says, if they substituted the wāw with tāʾ in atlaǧa, mutliǧ, and 

atlaǧ, and if they produced them, then it would not be mandatory to them the elision 

(ḥaḏf), nor the mutation (qalb). Instead, they substituted it with a letter of this 

category, of which the mutation is a general rule. If it was not substituted with tāʾ, 

its substitution with hamza would have been mandatory and better. It is tawlaǧ for 

if it was not substituted with tāʾ, it would have been mandatory to say awlaǧ because 

of the meeting of two wāws.” (Ibn Ǧinnī, Munṣif, 207-208)19 

 

In these examples, we understand that the pattern of the word with its specific 

vowels influences the morphological changes that happen to the radical letters when 

assuming a specific pattern. In particular, although the general rule sees the 

substitution of a first w vowelled with ‘a’ with a hamza, the linguistic evidence and 

different variants (luġāt) show a category of words in which t is preferred to hamza 

as a substitute for w. These words are built on the pattern fawʿal, which is a pattern 

used for nouns and which is more common than the patterns tafʿal-tafʿil. But it is also 

a pattern that is at first sight not connected with the word tawriya. Or is it?  

To my knowledge, Ibn Ǧinnī is also the first author to quote a word formed from the 

root w r y as an example of substitution of the first w with t: the word tawrāt, and he 

does so when discussing its etymology, for which he proposes an Arabic origin: 

 
18 The variant تاوعض  > تاوضع نم  is more convincing. The attribution of this verse is not unanimous. 
In some sources, such as al-Saḫāwī (Sifr, 333), Lisān, and Tāg al-ʿarūs (s.v. w l ǧ), it is attributed to Ǧarīr 
as a hiǧāʾ against the poet al-Baʿīṯ; others have no attribution as in al-Sīrāfī (Šarḥ, 5:223), Ibn al-Anbārī 
(Asrār, 23). In Ǧarīr (Dīwān), Muḥammad b. Ḥabīb (Šarḥ), Abū Tammām (Naqāʾiḍ), and Abū ʿUbayda 
(Šarḥ) the hemistich is not found. 
19 Cf. Ibn Ǧinnī (Taṣrīf, 34-36). 
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As a substitution instead of wāw: it is substituted with tāʾ as a proper substitution 

when wāw is the first radical letter, for example: tuǧāh on the pattern fuʿāl from al-

waǧh, turāṯ on the pattern fuʿāl from wariṯa, and taqiyya on the pattern faʿīla from 

waqaytu. From the same root taqwà on the pattern faʿlà, tuqā on the pattern fuʿala.  

Tawrāt ( ةىٰروت – ةاروت ) for us is [built] on the pattern fawʿala from wariya l-zand (the 

fire stick produced fire) being its original form *wawraya. The first wāw has been 

substituted with tāʾ. This is due to the fact that, if they had not substituted it with tāʾ, 

it would have been mandatory to substitute it with hamza because of the meeting 

of two wāws at the beginning of the word. The same applies to tawlaǧ, on the 

pattern fawʿal from walaǧa yaliǧu – as it is the rule for these two letters – being its 

original form *wawlaǧ.  

On the other hand, for the school of Baghdad, tawrāt and tawlaǧ are on the pattern 

tafʿal, but to refer to them as fawʿal is better because of the frequency of fawʿal in 

the speech and the scarcity of tafʿal. The same applies to tuḫama, whose original 

form is *wuḫama because it is fuʿala from al-waḫāma, and tukaʾa because it is fuʿala 

from tawakkaʾtu. Besides tuklān being fuʿlān from tawakkaltu, tayqūr is also fayʿūl 

from al-waqār. (Ibn Ǧinnī, Sirr, 1:145-46) 

 

Ibn Ǧinnī mentions tawrāt as an example of substitution of w due to the pattern 

fawʿala applied to the root w r y.20 Some later sources do not bring new perspectives 

to this discussion. By way of example, I quote al-Zamaḫšarī (d. 538/1144) Mufaṣṣal, 

who does not add any particular explanation, limiting himself to listing the same 

words listed in the previous sources: 

  

The letters wāw, yāʾ, sīn, ṣād, and bāʾ are substituted with tāʾ. It substitutes the wāw 

when it is first radical, as in ittaʿada and atlaǧa-hu. The Poet said: 

 

21 ث ب نم مٍار َّبرُ
ُ

فك جلِتْمُ * لٍع
َّ

ق  هِ
َُ

ەْ  

 

Such a marksman of the banū Ṯuʿal introduces his hands in the lurking-places 

 
20 On the word tawrāt, see Jeffery (2007 [1938], 95-96), Lazarus-Yafeh (2012), and Adang (2006). 
21 Imruʾ al-Qays (Dīwān, 123), also quoted in Åkesson (2001, 351). 
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and tuǧāh, tayqūr, tuklān, tukaʾa, tukala, tuḫama, tuhama, taqiyya, taqwà, tatrà, 

tawrāt, 22 tawlaǧ, turāṯ, tilād. (al-Zamaḫšarī, Mufaṣṣal, 175)23 

 

No more explanations are given in Ibn al-Ḥāǧib’s (d. 646/1249)24 (al-Īḍāḥ, 2:415), 

which does not take into account either the word tawrāt, or the word tawriya. This 

is the same as Ibn ʿUṣfūr’s (d. 669/1270)25 (al-Mumtiʿ, 254-56; al-Muqarrib, 536), 

while al-Astarābāḏī (d. 686-688/1287-1289)26 in Šarḥ Šāfiyat Ibn al-Ḥāǧib stresses the 

fact that w is substituted with t because of their point of articulation: 

 

Know that tāʾ is close to wāw on its point of articulation (maḫraǧ), since tāʾ is an 

alveolar consonant (min uṣūl al-ṯanāyā)27 and wāw a labial (min al-šafatayn) and they 

have the hams28 in common. The tāʾ is a frequent substitution for wāw, however, it 

is not a general rule unless in the category iftaʿala.29  

 
22 In another edition of the Mufaṣṣal ed. Imīl Badīʿ Yaʿqūb, Bayrūt: Dār al-kutub al-ʿilmiyya, the editor 
reads tawriya instead of tawrāt. I believe that it could be a misinterpretation of the Koranic writing 
for tawrāt: ةىٰروت . 
23 Ibn Yaʿīš’ (Šarḥ, 2:1381) provides us with a short explanation in accordance with Ibn Ǧinnī: “They 
called tawrāt one of the revealed books, the tāʾ in it is a substitution for the wāw, its original form is 
*wawrāt [on the pattern] fawʿala derived from warà l-zand.” Åkesson (2001, 351) comments on a 
similar passage in Ibn Masʿūd quoting Zamaḫšarī’s and Ibn Yāʿīš’ commentaries without, however, 
listing the word tawrāt. 
24 Ǧamāl al-Dīn Abū ʿAmr ʿUṯmān b. ʿUmar b. Abī Bakr al-Mālikī was born after 570/1174-5 in Egypt 
and died in Alexandria in 646/1249. He is known for having been a Mālikite scholar and judge, but 
especially for his works on grammar. The most important are al-Šāfiya and al-Kāfiya, the former on 
morphology and the latter on syntax. See Fleisch (2012). 
25 Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. Muʾmin al-Ḥaḍramī al-Išbīlī was and Andalusian grammarian who was born in 
Seville in 597/1200 and died in Tunis in 669/1270. He concentrated his efforts in the fields of syntax, 
morphology, and literary criticism. See Weipert (2018). 
26 Raḍī l-Dīn Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Astarābāḏī, was a grammarian whose life is unknown to us. 
The only works he is known for are the commentaries Šarḥ al-Šāfiya and Šarḥ al-Kāfiya on the works 
of Ibn al-Ḥāǧib, the second of which was completed in 683/1284-5. Mango (2012) claims that he 
adhered to the Šiʿīte creed. See Mango (2012), Weipert (2009). On his grammatical thought, see 
Sheyhatovitch (2018).  
27 Fleisch (1949-1950, 230-231) points out that al-Ḫalīl calls this consonant niṭʿiyya, i.e. postalveolar.  
28 Arab grammarians distinguish between letters maǧhūra and mahmūsa, i.e. the manner of 
articulation. Cantineau (1946, 117-118) maintains that for Arab grammarians “la corrélation 
mahmûsa-maǧhûra correspond à une corrélation de pression, les maǧhûra étant des consonnes 
« pressées », à forte tension des organes au point d’articulation et non soufflées, tandis que les 
mahmûsa sont des consonnes « non pressées », à faible tension des organes et accompagnées d’un 
souffle.” To this analysis Fleisch (1949-1950, 233-237) replies that “les dénominations maǧhūra, 
mahmūsa, en elles-mêmes se réfèrent à la voix : « éclatantes », « étouffées » et non à une modalité 
du travail articulatoire.” (233). See also Fleisch (1961, 219-223). It has to be noted, however, that t is 
mahmūsa, but w is maǧhūra. See Fleisch (1949-1950, 228-229).  
29 To turn wāw into tāʾ when the pattern is iftaʿala is a general rule: “When they saw that their 
outcome is to change it (i.e. wāw) according to the change of the conditions of what precedes it, they 
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It happens [in some words], for example turāṯ, tuǧāh, tawlaǧ, tatrà – from al-

muwātara –, tulaǧ, tukaʾa, taqwà – from waqaytu –, and tawrāt, which is considered 

by the Baṣran school formed on the pattern fawʿala derived from warà l-zand – like 

tawlaǧ – being God’s book light. On the other hand, the Kūfan school considers them 

tafʿala and tafʿal. The first of them is more appropriate, for fawʿal is more frequent 

than tafʿal. (al-Astarābāḏī, Šarḥ, 3:80-82) 

 

How has this overview helped us better understand al-Ṣafadī’s statement according 

to which the original form of tawriya is *wawriya and the segment /t/ is nothing but 

a substitution (ibdāl) for the first /w/? To claim that this was only a mistake is 

misleading.  

Starting from the fact that both tawriya and tawrāt share – at least for Arabic 

philologists – the same etymology, I posit that this close connection justifies al-

Ṣafadī’s view. First, al-Ṣafadī continues trying to demonstrate in the same chapter 

that the original radical letters of tawriya are in fact two: w and r. Combining them 

with alif (and not y), he claims to prove that the six possible letter combinations 

convey a similar meaning (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 63-66; Bonebakker 1966, 74-75). In 

particular, when discussing the combination w r ā, he reports the word tawrāt, 

providing the same etymological explanation we have already seen in Ibn Ǧinnī, Ibn 

Yaʿīš, and al-Astarābāḏī. Second, if we look at the Koranic commentaries, we find that 

the word tawrāt seems to have experienced a change, which modified its original 

form. In Koranic commentaries, the question of its etymology remains open and is 

located between of the acceptance of its foreign origin and the will to make it be 

derived from an Arabic root. An enlightening example of this attitude is found in Abū 

Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī (d. 745/1344),30 who provides all the hypotheses about the 

etymology of tawrāt: 

 

 
turned it into tāʾ because it is a strong letter, which does not change with the change of the conditions 
of what precedes it. Moreover, it is near to the point of articulation of wāw and in it there is a hams 
compatible with the being līn of wāw (i.e. soft letter, w and y) to harmonise its pronunciation with the 
pronunciation after it. Therefore, it is assimilated and pronounced all at once” (Ibn Yaʿīš, Šarḥ, 2:1380-
81). See also Åkesson (2001, 229). 
30 Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī and his tafsīr are the subjects of a wider investigation in sections 3.3 and 
3.3.2. 
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Tawrāt is a Hebraic noun, on which the grammarians forced its etymology and 

pattern. This has been done after the grammarians established that the etymology 

does not apply to foreign nouns, neither the pattern is applied, forcing an Arabic 

etymology.    

About the etymology of tawrāt there are two theories. The first [sees it derived] from 

warà l-zand (the fire stick produced fire) when it has been struck and the fire 

appeared from it. Likewise, the tawrāt is a light against the error. This etymology is 

the saying of the majority. Abū Fīd Muʾarriǧ al-Sadūsī (d. 195/810) was of the opinion 

that it is derived from warrà, as it has been transmitted that [the Prophet] “When he 

wanted to go on a journey, he concealed it with something else”31 because the 

greater part of the tawrāt is an allusion. 

About its pattern, al-Ḫalīl, Sībawayhi, and the other grammarians of the Baṣran 

school were of the opinion that its pattern is fawʿala, in which tāʾ is a substitution for 

wāw, as it has been substituted in tawlaǧ whose original form is on the pattern 

*wawlaǧ, for they are derived from warà and walaǧa, like ḥawqala. On the other 

hand, al-Farrāʾ (d. 207/822) was of the opinion that its pattern is tafʿila like tawṣiya, 

then the vowel ‘i’ of the ʿayn has been substituted with ‘a’ and the letter yāʾ with alif, 

as they said: nāṣiya and ǧāriya becoming nāṣā and ǧārā. Likewise, tawṣiya > tawṣā 

is permitted but not attested, said al-Zaǧǧāǧī (d. 337/948 or 339-40/949-50). Some 

of the Kūfan grammarians were of the opinion that its pattern is tafʿala, the ʿayn 

vowelled with ‘a’, derived from I kindled (waraytu) for you my fire sticks. […]  

Al-Zamaḫšarī said32 that tawrāt and inǧīl are two foreign nouns, whose etymology 

has been forced [to derive from] al-warī and al-naǧl, while their patterns are ةلعفت  

and ifʿīl. This is true only after considering them Arabic. What he said is true, except 

that a correction should be made in his speech about ةلعفت . He did not mention that 

for the Baṣran school its pattern is fawʿala and did not indicate whether the ʿayn was 

vowelled with ‘a’ or ‘i’.33 (Abū Ḥayyān, Tafsīr, 2:386-87) 

 

Given these sources, al-Ṣafadī’s statement about the etymology and morphological 

mutation of the word tawriya is less unclear. To explain it, I propose the following 

 
31 For the sources of similar ḥadīṯ, see section 2.3, and Zaġlūl (1996, 6:31). 
32 See al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 1:526). 
33 Cf. al-Ṭūṣī (Tibyān, 2:390-91), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 7:171-72), al-Bayḍāwī (Tafsīr, 1:243), al-
Qūnawī (Ḥāšiya, 6:7-8). 
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hypothesis: convinced of the connection between the two words tawriya and tawrāt 

and starting from that connection, al-Ṣafadī gives a similar morphological derivation. 

Talking about tawrāt, he posits that it has a foreign origin (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 64), as we 

have seen in Abū Ḥayyān’s commentary. However, he considers the Arabic derivation 

as well, embracing the Baṣran view for which tawrāt experienced a letter 

substitution, which transformed the original form *wawriya – on the pattern fawʿala 

– into tawrāt.  This point has to be stressed because al-Ṣafadī does not affirm that 

the original form is *wawrāt. Instead, he says *wawriya (Faḍḍ, 63, 64). This, in my 

opinion, is a connection with the tradition of Koranic commentaries, which report not 

only the Baṣran view, but also the Kūfan view represented by al-Farrāʾ, according to 

whom tawrāt has as pattern tafʿila and experienced a mutation of the vowel ‘i’ of the 

second radical letter in ‘a’ entailing a mutation of the letter y in ā: *tawriyat > 

*tawrayat > tawrāt. This is all the more plausible if we look at the examples that al-

Ṣafadī gives. He quotes the word tawṣiya (Faḍḍ, 63), saying that its original form is 

*wawṣiya, which is the same word used in Abū Ḥayyān’s commentary in describing 

al-Farrāʾ’s opinion: *wawṣiya > tawṣiya > tawṣā. It seems plausible that al-Ṣafadī 

mixed these two etymological views, since on the one hand he maintains that the 

original form of tawriya is *wawriya, as it could be justified if we adopt the Baṣran 

position, which explains the change as a letter substitution (ibdāl al-ḥurūf). On the 

other, he states that tawriya’s pattern is tafʿila, like the words tabṣira, etc., adopting 

the Kūfan position, which entails the change ‘i’ > ‘a’ therefore y > ā. It is but a short 

step to claim that *wawriya > *tawriya > tawrāt. 

The hypothesis for which al-Ṣafadī mixed the two theories – Baṣran and Kūfan – is in 

my opinion justified if we look at the explanations that the Arab philologists gave 

about the pattern of the verbal noun of the augmented verb faʿʿala, to which tawriya 

belongs: warrà > tawriya. First, the morphological mutation is not a letter 

substitution (ibdāl), but a compensation (ʿiwaḍ). Following Ibn Yaʿīš  

 

The commentator said: “The substitution is that you place a segment instead of 

another. It can be necessary or discretionary and approvable. Often, they 

distinguished between the substitution (ibdāl) and the compensation (ʿiwaḍ). They 

said: what substitutes is more suitable than what has been substituted and what 
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compensates [is more suitable] than what has been compensated. This is why it 

stands in its place, for example the tāʾ in tuḫama and tukaʾa, or the hāʾ in haraqtu. 

This and the like are what is called substitution and not compensation, for the 

compensation is that you place a segment instead of another, but in a different 

position, such as the tāʾ (ة) in ʿida ( ةدع ) and zina ( ةنز ), and the hamza in ibn ( نبا ) and 

ism ( مسا ).”34 (Ibn Yaʿīš, Šarḥ, 2:1356) 

 

Second, the pattern tafʿīl is not an original form of the verbal noun, for it is fiʿʿāl. An 

example can be found in Ibn Ǧinnī’s words:  

 

Among them, the tāʾ in tafʿīl is a compensation for the first ʿayn in fiʿʿāl and it is 

additional. It is suitable that the compensation is an additional [letter] too, because 

[to change] an additional letter with another additional letter is more similar to the 

original, therefore the first ʿayn in qiṭṭāʿ is the additional, for tāʾ in taqṭīʿ is the 

compensation thereof. Likewise, the hāʾ (ة) of the verbal noun tafʿila is a 

compensation for the yāʾ in tafʿīl. The two of them are additional. (Ibn Ǧinnī, Ḥaṣāʾiṣ, 

3:69) 

 

In his words, Ibn Ǧinnī posits that the phoneme t in the pattern tafʿīl is a 

compensation for the first ʿ ayn of the original form fiʿʿāl,35 which is an additional letter 

to the primary root f ʿ l. The same reasoning applies to the final segment h (ة), which 

is a compensation for the long vowel ‘ī’, especially in the verbal nouns derived from 

verbs with a weak third consonant.36  

It is clear that, in the view of Arab philologists, the word tawriya neither represents 

a case of ibdāl al-ḥurūf, and nor has to do with the (forced) Arabic etymology of the 

word tawrāt, for its original form cannot be *wawriya. Instead, we face a common 

case of double compensation, which affects the verbal nouns issued from a weak-

third-rooted verb. This is to say that in the word tawriya the first radical letter w has 

 
34 See also Bohas’ translation (1984, 223-24). Cf. Ibn Ǧinnī (Ḫaṣāʾiṣ, 1:265-6). 
35 “Moreover, you made the tāʾ of tafʿīl being a compensation for the ʿayn of fiʿʿāl. This is their speech: 
qaṭṭaʿtu – taqṭīʿ, kassartu – taksīr. Do not you see that the original form is qiṭṭāʿ and kissār?” (Ibn Ǧinnī, 
Ḫaṣāʾiṣ, 3:290). 
36 “Likewise, hāʾ in the verbal nouns tafʿila is a compensation for the yāʾ of tafʿīl or the alif of fiʿʿāl. For 
example: ṣallaytu - taṣliya and rabbaytu - tarbiya.” (Ibn Ǧinnī, Ḫaṣāʾiṣ, 3:302). 
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not been substituted, and nor is the w and augmentation letter due to the pattern of 

the word. Thus, there is no case of ibdāl al-ḥurūf.37 

 

This overview is certainly not intended to nitpick with regard to al-Ṣafadī’s work. The 

aim is rather to underline how a few pages contain deep philological knowledge, 

intertwined with different disciplines. This treatise is not a mere collection of poetic 

examples divided into categories, but represents a broader project. This project 

represents very well the spirit of the time – that is, the encyclopaedia prototype 

devoted to a single theme that brings together the best inside of what is offered in 

the ‘humanities’, aiming at exhaustiveness on a specific topic. 

 

1.1.2.2 The classification of tawriya 

 

In the third part of the first muqaddima, al-Ṣafadī deals with what is the main topic 

of the entire treatise: namely, the definition of tawriya and its typological subdivision. 

In this case, too, Bonebakker’s analysis (1966, 9-18; 80-84) is exhaustive and nothing 

can be added which has not already been mentioned, translated, explained, and 

commented. 

To summarise al-Ṣafadī’s classification, we can point out that the essential element 

for a tawriya is a word or a phrase which has at least two distinct meanings, one of 

which the reader perceives instantly, and the second, subsequently. The first 

meaning takes the name of maʿnà qarīb (near meaning) and it is that which hides 

(muwarrà bi-hi) the second meaning, the maʿnà baʿīd (distant meaning) or hidden 

meaning (muwarra ʿan-hu). Of these two meanings, only one is what the author of 

the text really intends. However, and it is fundamental to underline it, although it is 

only one of the two meanings to be defined as the intended meaning (al-maʿnà l-

murād), both meanings expressed by the tawriya contribute to the success of the 

figure. This means that, even if one of the two possible readings results in a 

misleading interpretation, they both equally contribute to the reader’s decoding of 

 
37 The only substitution (ibdāl) concerns the phonemes y and ā: “It follows that yāʾ of tafʿīl is a 
substitution for the alif of fiʿʿāl, like tāʾ at its beginning is a compensation for one of its ʿayn.” (Ibn 
Ǧinnī, Ḫaṣāʾiṣ, 3:305). 
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the text. In this way, the one becomes functional of the other, and the concept of an 

‘intended meaning’ is nothing more than a preferential reading of the two possible. 

This is the less complex version of tawriya, i.e. a tawriya muǧarrada (bare tawriya). 

A second element of tawriya, one that is constitutive but not essential for its 

existence, is a lāzim (correlative), i.e. a word or a phrase different from tawriya that 

refers to one of the two meanings of it, corroborating and directing the reader’s 

interpretation towards one of the two meanings. We can therefore have a text with 

a lāzim referring to the maʿnà qarīb or a text with a lāzim referring to the maʿnà baʿīd. 

In the first case, tawriya is called muraššaḥa (prepared tawriya); in the second case, 

it is called tawriya mubayyana (explained tawriya). The presence or absence of a 

lāzim does not involve the existence of the tawriya itself, as it is not the presence of 

a lāzim that necessarily induces the reader to understand the two meanings of the 

tawriya; rather, it helps the reader by suggesting an interpretation. 

The last type of tawriya described by al-Ṣafadī is the tawriya muhayyaʾa (supported 

tawriya), i.e. a tawriya that necessarily needs a second element in order to be defined 

and understood as tawriya. Unlike the previous case in which the lāzim did not affect 

the existence of the tawriya, the tawriya in this case relies on another segment of 

text to realise the potential of its two-fold meaning. 

In general, the loci presented in support of this classification have survived historical 

periods practically unscathed and appear in the works of most authors in a sort of 

pre-established scheme, without significant change over the years, up to the 

publications of contemporary scholars. That is why, instead of repeating in this 

section verses already widely analysed in Bonebakker (1966), I will make a detour and 

consider the work of two scholars coeval to al-Ṣafadī, who had the opportunity to 

meet him. I am referring here to Ibn Ǧābir al-Andalusī (d. 780/1378), author of the 

badīʿiyya38 called al-Ḥulla l-siyarā (i.e. siyarāʾ) fī madḥ ḫayr al-warà, and his colleague 

 
38 “A badīʿiyya is a poem illustrating the various figures of speech and stylistic embellishments 
collectively known as badīʿ and usually takes the form of an ode on the prophet Muḥammad. Many of 
these poems were composed in specific emulation of the badīʿiyya by the Iraqi poet Ṣafī al-Dīn al-Ḥillī, 
who also set the trend of providing a commentary for the poem. The genre flourished in Arabic until 
the late-nineteenth century.” van Gelder (2009). Generally, a badīʿiyya was composed as an ‘imitation’ 
of al-Busīrī’s (d. 694-6/1294-7) Burda, thus using thus the same metre, i.e. basīṭ, and the same rhyme, 
i.e. -mī. See also Bauer (2006a) and van Gelder (2007). Pinckney Stetkevych (2010, 219-227) posits 
that badīʿiyya has as its peculiarity the attribution of the role of mamdūḥ to the prophet and is 
therefore is configured as a real “contractual obligation” between poet and prophet as if the praised 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
42 

and friend al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī (d. 779/1377),39 who wrote a commentary on this 

called Ṭirāz al-ḥulla wa-šifāʾ al-ġulla. In doing so, I hope to contribute with an initial 

investigation of a work that has not yet received due attention from scholars. 

Furthermore, it represents a literary genre which sees its birth in this period and will 

develop later, becoming an archetype for wider works, such as the encyclopaedic 

work Ḫizānat al-adab by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī (d. 837/1434),40 which has as its starting-

point the commentary on his own Badīʿiyya composed to compete against those of 

Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (d. 749/1348)41 and ʿIzz al-Dīn al-Mawṣilī (d. 789/1387).42 

 
person were the local lord from whom the poet asks for protection. In this case, obviously, the plea to 
the prophet aims at his intercession on the day of judgment: not a pecuniary benefit, but a spiritual 
one. On the other hand, badīʿiyya also fulfils a more practical purpose. According to Pinckney 
Stetkevych, being a poem in praise of the prophet, it carries and conveys strong emotions and passions 
and, through the mnemonic form of poetry, facilitates the memorisation of concepts and definitions 
of the ʿilm al-badīʿ. 
39 The full name of Ibn Ǧābir was Abū ʿAbd Allāh Šams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. ʿAlī b. Ǧābir al-
Andalusī l-Hawwārī l-Marī and he spent his life closely connected to his dear friend and colleague al-
Ruʿaynī, whose name was Abū Ǧaʿfar Šihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad b. Yūsuf b. Mālik b. Ismāʿīl b. Aḥmad al-
Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī l-Uryūlī l-Ilbīrī. They lived their lives extremely connected to each other and were 
known as the blind (Ibn Ǧābir) and the seeing (al-Ruʿaynī). Originally from Muslim Spain, their dates of 
birth are unknown, but both had the same education, attending the lessons of al-Qīǧāṭī (d. 730/1329). 
They decided to leave Spain together in the year 738/1337-8 to perform the pilgrimage travelling 
through Egypt and Syria, where they had the opportunity to meet important scholars such as Abū 
Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī and al-Ṣafadī. To the latter, Ibn Ǧābir asked an iǧāza for the Faḍḍ al-ḫitām 
(Bonebakker, 1984, 80 n. 31). Their friendship lasted until Ibn Ǧābir married, but the latter 
nevertheless composed an elegy for the death of al-Ruʿaynī. Al-Ruʿaynī died in 779/1377, and Ibn Ǧābir 
in 780 / 1378-9. On their lives and al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary, see Bonebakker (1984, 2012c). On al-
Ruʿaynī’s poetry with specific reference to his descriptive and tawriya poems, see Del Moral (1985-
1986; 1987). Ibn Ǧābir’s poems have been edited in (Dīwān; Šiʿr). 
40 His full name was Abū Bakr Taqī l-Dīn b. ʿAlī b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Ḥamawī l-Qādirī l-Ḥanafī l-Azrārī. He was 
born in Ḥamā in 767/1366 where he also died in 837/1434. Having studied in Damascus, Mosul, and 
Cairo, he moved to Damascus and was in the city during the siege of Barqūq (d. 801/1399) in 791/1389. 
He was appointed munšī in the dīwān after the interest of the sultan al-Muʾayyad’s (d. 824/1421) 
personal secretary al-Bārizī (d. 830/1427). His works include the badīʿiyya, which is an ode in praise to 
the Prophet composed to rival and overcome the badīʿiyya of ʿIzz al-Dīn al-Mawṣilī and Ṣafī l-Dīn al-
Ḥillī, and for which he composed a commentary entitled Ḫizānat al-adab also known as Taqdīm Abī 
Bakr; Qahwat al-inšāʾ, a collection of official and private correspondence; the poetic anthologies 
Ṯamarāt al-awrāq and Maǧrà l-sawābiq. See Brockelmann (2012), and Stewart (2009a).   
41 His full name was Ṣafī l-Dīn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. Sarāyā Abū l-Maḥāsin al-Ṭāʾī l-Sinbisī l-Ḥillī, although he 
was the best-known poet of the eighth century, the date of his birth and death are unclear. He is said 
to have been born in al-Ḥilla in the 678/1279 or one year before, and he died in ca. 749/1348. During 
his life, he received declarations of esteem from other great literati such as al-Ṣafadī and Ibn Nubāta; 
he enjoyed a respectful rivalry with the latter. In this context, it is essential to underline how al-Ḥillī is 
considered the first poet to compose a badīʿiyya in praise of the prophet, structuring it as a muʿāraḍa 
of al-Busīrī’s Burda, using the same metre and rhyme. His diwan has been preserved and has been 
reprinted several times, even if a critical edition is still a desideratum. For more details, see DeYoung 
(2011a) and Heinrichs (2012e). For his badīʿiyya, see in particular Pinckney Stetkevych (2018). 
42 ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn b. ʿAlī b. Abī Bakr al-Dimašqī l-Ḥanbali, known as ʿIzz al-Dīn al-Mawṣilī, was born in 
Mosul, from where he travelled first to Aleppo and then to Damascus, where he died in 789/1387. His 
most important work is the badīʿiyya in the praise of the prophet. The distinctive trait of his poem is 
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1.1.2.2.1 al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary on Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya 

 

Al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary is more detailed than the other typical badīʿiyya 

commentaries, excluding Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s Ḫizāna. This is evident if we compare his work 

with another very well-known commentary by a coeval author: Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī’s Šarḥ 

al-kāfiya al-badīʿiyya, a commentary on his own badīʿiyya, which is considered the 

archetype of the genre.43  

As Bonebakker (1984) points out, although al-Ruʿaynī states in the introduction 

(Ṭirāz, 94) that Ibn Ǧābir followed the structure of the ʿilm al-badīʿ proposed in al-

Qazwīnī’s (d. 739/1338)44 Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ, in reality the order of the figures presents 

first the figures of expression (lafẓiyya) followed by the figures of meaning 

(maʿnawiyya), as in the work of Badr al-Dīn Ibn Mālik (d. 686/1287)45 al-Miṣbāḥ. The 

reason why Ibn Ǧābir adopted this arrangement is explained by al-Ruʿaynī, who 

stated that, since the vehicle for the meaning (maʿnà) is the expression (lafẓ), it had 

 
that he mentions in each line the name of the figure of speech depicted in the line, by way of 
tawriya/tawǧīh, i.e. playing with the proper meaning and the technical sense. See Bauer (2018). 
43 Also known as al-Natāʾiǧ al-ilāhiyya fī šarḥ al-kāfiya al-badīʿiyya; see Heinrichs (2012e). For 
Bonebakker (1984), the question of whether Ibn Ǧābir was inspired by al-Ḥillī’s badīʿiyya or the other 
way around is still open. 
44 Known as Ḫaṭīb Dimašq, his name was Ǧalāl al-Dīn Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. 
ʿUmar al-Qazwīnī; he was most probably born in Mosul in 666/1268. He moved with his brother to 
Damascus in ca. 689/1290, where he served as qāḍī and teacher, until he became chief qāḍī of the 
army of Syria in 724/1324. He was also appointed ḫaṭīb and imām at the Umayyad Mosque in 
706/1307. During those years, he had contacts with intellectuals and literati of the epoch such as Ibn 
Nubāta l-Miṣrī. Only two of his works have survived: the Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ, which is an abridgement of 
the third part of al-Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, and al-Īḍāḥ fī ʿulūm al-balāġa, which is an explanation of 
his previous work, enlarged and richer in loci. The importance of these two treaties in the history of 
Arabic rhetoric is shown by their widespread diffusion they had in every country of the Arab-Islamic 
world. The systematisation made by al-Qazwīnī of the previous rhetoric material became the canonical 
formulation of ʿilm al-balāġa which endures to the present day and is reported in contemporary 
manuals on rhetoric – e.g. al-Ǧārim and Amīn (1999). He died in Damascus on 15 Ǧumādà 739/30 
November 1338. On al-Qazwīnī and his work, see among others Maṭlūb (1967), Jenssen (1998), 
Bonebakker (2012). 
45 Badr al-Milla wa-l-Dīn Abū ʿ Abd Allāh Muḥammad b. Ǧamāl al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ʿ Abd Allāh b. Mālik, 
was the son of the famous author of the Alfiyya, Ibn Mālik (d. 672/1274), who was his first teacher. 
He lived first in Damascus, then in Baʿlabak, and returned finally to Damascus to succeed to his late 
father at the madrasa ʿĀdiliyya. He died in Damascus in 686/1287. What is of most interest among his 
works is the Kitāb al-miṣbāḥ, which is a shortened version of the third part of al-Sakkākī’s (d. 626/1229) 
Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm. Although preceding al-Qazwīnī’s abridgement, it was not as successful. Nonetheless, 
al-Miṣbāḥ was disseminated widely and was known by the literati; it was also widely quoted in later 
sources, such as in Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, Ḫizāna). Indeed, he was the first to settle the tripartite division of 
the balāġa into three distinct ʿilm: al-maʿānī, al-bayān, and al-badīʿ. For reference, see Maṭlūb (1964, 
1967) and Simon (2009). 
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to be investigated first. While adopting al-Qazwīnī’s classification but in the order laid 

down by Badr al-Dīn Ibn Mālik, al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 91-92) also points out that the 

division in lafẓiyya and maʿnawiyya is not fully satisfactory. Given that some figures 

only play at the level of expression, and others play at the level of meaning, such as 

tawriya, there are still figures which play at both levels, such as the muṭābaqa 

(antithesis). Nonetheless, al-Ruʿaynī does not adopt this tripartite division, but 

complies with the dual scheme passed down by his predecessors. Being based on the 

section of ʿilm al-badīʿ, several tropes are omitted from both in the badīʿiyya and the 

commentary, i.e. those classified within the ʿilm al-bayān: istiʿāra (metaphor), tašbīh 

(simile), and kināya (metonymy). 

Al-Ruʿaynī’s system of analysis is very similar to that of al-Ṣafadī in his commentary 

on the Lāmiyyat al-ʿaǧam entitled al-Ġayṯ al-musaǧǧam fī šarḥ lāmiyyat al-ʿaǧam.46 

Taking Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya as a path to follow, al-Ruʿaynī starts each chapter with 

the name, definition, categorisation, and subdivisions of the figure of speech at play 

in the line or lines that Ibn Ǧābir composed on the figure. He adds, then, other loci 

mainly issued from poetry and the Koran, but sometimes also from prose pieces. The 

distinctive feature of al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary is that, for each quoted verse of Ibn 

Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya, he proceeds through a five-points analysis. Given the single line, he 

begins with (1) al-luġa, where he explains the lexical difficulties which the reader 

encounters, elucidating the keywords to understand the figure of speech at play and 

possible unusual terms. After that, (2) he clarifies the syntax (al-iʿrāb) of the line, and 

then (3) addresses the istišhād by carefully explaining what the figure consists of and 

how it is presented within the line. In this section, al-Ruʿaynī usually inserts other 

examples, be they poetry or prose, in which one can find the use of the same figure 

and, in the case of particular subdivisions, the use of that specific type or subdivision. 

He closes (4) the investigation of the verse with any addition (al-ziyāda), in which he 

lists other figures possibly used in the same line, and finally (5) al-maʿnà, where he 

paraphrases the verse elucidating its meaning also in relation to the other verses 

composing the whole badīʿiyya. 

 

 
46 Compare Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (Šarḥ), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz), and al-Ṣafadī (Ġayṯ). 
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1.1.2.2.2 The tawriya section  

 

Al-Ṣafadī organised his system into four aqsām (types): 1. Tawriya muǧarrada (bare 

tawriya), 2. Tawriya muraššaḥa (prepared tawriya), 3. Tawriya mubayyana 

(explained tawriya), and 4. Tawriya muhayyaʾa (supported tawriya). He then divided 

these four types into seven subdivisions (aḍrāb): 

 

It has been settled by what I have said before that the tawriya is divided into four 

types (aqsām), which are subdivided into seven subdivisions (aḍrāb). The muǧarrada 

has a unique subdivision. The mubayyana has two subdivisions: a first in which the 

lāzim (correlative) of the muwarrà ʿan-hu (hidden meaning) precedes [the tawriya-

word], and a second in which it follows it. The muraššaḥa has two subdivisions: a first 

in which the lāzim of the muwarrà bi-hi (hiding meaning) precedes [the tawriya-

word], and a second in which it follows it. The muhayyaʾa has two subdivisions: a first 

in which the supporting element (tahayyuʾ) is realised in one part, and a second in 

which it is realised in both parts. (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 83) 

 

On the other hand, al-Ruʿaynī borrowed al-Ṣafadī’s scheme and developed it in detail, 

adding two more subdivisions not mentioned by al-Ṣafadī: “Know that the poet (i.e. 

Ibn Ǧābir) established that the tawriya is of four types (anwāʿ) comprising nine 

subdivisions (aqsām)” (Ṭirāz, 450). His analysis goes as follows: 

1. Tawriya muǧarrada (bare tawriya) (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 76-77), (al-Ruʿaynī, Ṭirāz, 

450): it is a tawriya which has no lāzim (correlative), nor referring to the maʿnà 

qarīb (near meaning), or to the maʿnà baʿīd (distant meaning). On this point, al-

Ṣafadī and al-Ruʿaynī do not differ. However, the latter adds that, in order to 

classify this tawriya as muǧarrada, there can also be two lawāzim each 

referring to one of the two meanings of the tawriya-word. If this happens, there 

is a balance in the utterance for which neither of the two meanings prevails 

over the other. Therefore, the reader is not led to one of the two possibilities, 

since he/she is actually led to both, which cancel each other out.47 

 
47 “Or a correlative is mentioned for each of them (i.e. the maʿnà qarīb and the maʿnà baʿīd), thus they 
are equal to each other and neither of them outweighed the other, as if no correlative has been 
uttered at all. Thus, it is muǧarrada too” Al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 450). 
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2. Tawriya muraššaḥa (prepared tawriya) (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 78-80), (al-Ruʿaynī, 

Ṭirāz, 450): it is a tawriya which has a lāzim referring to the maʿnà qarīb, which 

can precede or follow the tawriya-word. Both authors share this definition, but 

al-Ruāʿynī also underlines that the name muraššaḥa points to the fact that this 

type of tawriya has been ‘prepared’ so to say – namely, it has been reinforced 

since the near meaning needs to be intensified, for it is considered ‘weak’, and 

uttering a lāzim referring to it gives it strength. Since the near meaning is not 

the intended meaning of the tawriya-word, we can identify in the attitude of 

inserting a lāzim referring to the qarīb the will of reinforcing the perception in 

the reader of the not intended meaning, so that a decoding of the poetic 

message becomes more difficult and consequently the aesthetic effect is 

greater.  

3. Tawriya mubayyana (explained tawriya) (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 78), (al-Ruʿaynī, Ṭirāz, 

450-451): it is a tawriya which has a lāzim referring to the maʿnà baʿīd, which 

can precede or follow the tawriya-word. Both authors share this definition and 

al-Ruʿaynī only adds that its name is due to the effect of the lāzim referring to 

the intended meaning, i.e. it makes the tawriya-word clear and manifest. 

4. Tawriya muhayyaʾa (supported tawriya) (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 80-81), (al-Ruʿaynī, 

Ṭirāz, 451): it is a tawriya whose tawriya-word needs another expression (lafẓ) 

to be an effective tawriya and without which the tawriya-word would not be a 

tawriya at all. On this point, al-Ṣafadī and al-Ruʿaynī agree. The particularity of 

this type of tawriya is that the disclosing expression can refer to one of the two 

meaning of the tawriya-word – thus having a tawriya supported by another lafẓ 

referring either to the maʿnà qarīb or to the maʿnà baʿīd – or to both of them, 

giving rise to a perfect balance.  

This is the categorisation that Ibn Ǧābir followed in writing his badīʿiyya, where he 

provided for each type and each subdivision of tawriya a poetic line as an example, 

which I will quote (numbers refer to the lines in Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya). 

 

ةلازغَلا نمَ  ١٠١
ُ

ت مل يَدجلا رَوزت لا نأ مار ول * هتعاطلِ تَّْدرُ دق 
َ

 مِر

قلا اد  ١٠٢
ُ

فعَلا لُمجَ فِوطُ
ْ

قاض ام * رٌدِتَقمُ و
َ

 مِرَلا عُسِاو نٍاجلِ هُنمِ 
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فرْيَ لا  ١٠٣
َ

ق سَأرَلا ضُفِخَْ ل * مْهُحُنَمَ َجِارلل َْعَلا عُ
َ

لاوْ
ً

 مِِتَحْاف كَاه 

ق ع اهــُ دبلا عَطِاق ا  ١٠٤
َ

ق اذ تَحَصأ دْقل هلإ اقوْش * مٍدَ
َ

 مِدَ

قل  ١٠٥
َ

ت لا * مهنوفجُ مٍاوقأ تَمْصَتعْا دِ
َ

 مِدَ بِاضخِ نم اولخُ فسلا فُرع

فرَو * تْعَنِمُ ىوجَلا لِعْفِ نعِ ْصَلا مُزاوج  ١٠٦
ْ

لاإ لَاح هُعُ
ّ

ق لَاح 
ــُْ  مِهِِ

ق حِلا لِهأ نم فِرْطَلاو بِلقلا   ١٠٧
َ

 مََِحُ بِحْرَلا ەُامح مْصِتَعَْ نمَ * رٌمَ

ت نأ ع َمهتمُ ا  ١٠٨
ُ

لاجُرَ اودجِن
ً

 مِهََّتم حْبِصُْ ملو منع لُسَ مل * 

 48مَِشِلاو تِاذلا مَاركِ ا اودجِنأف * انحَزان دِعُلا رَ رٌهد رَاغأ  ١٠٩

 

101 He is the one whose obedience the she-gazelle/sun has been brought back to. 

If he desired that she does not visit the kid/the Capricorn, she would not have 

departed.  

102 He is the one approaching the grape bunches, good in forgiveness, the 

powerful. For his part, the wide magnanimity did not narrow for a 

gatherer/criminal.    

103 He does not raise the eye/gold for those pleading bestowing on them, rather 

he lowers the head saying: ‘Here you are, act freely!’ 

104 O crosser of the deserts, you travel through them on foot yearning for him 

(i.e. Muḥammad). [By God,] you do have a foot/predecessor.  

105 You sought refuge in people whose eyelids/scabbards do not know the sword 

free from the dye of blood. 

106 The apocopate governors/breakers of endurance were prevented from the 

verb/action of the ardent passion, its nominative/its removing transmuted [in 

every condition] except in the condition of their proximity. 

107 There is a moon in (between) Antares/the heart and Alterf/the eye of the ahl 

al-ḥimà; whoever seeks refuge in his unconfined protection, he will be held in 

reverence. 

108 O people going to Tihāma, perhaps you go to Naǧd/help a man who did not 

forget you and has not been suspected [ever].   

 
48 The whole badīʿiyya is published in Ibn Ǧābir (Dīwān, 510-519; Šiʿr, 134-146) and amounts to 177 
lines.  
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109 The time entered al-Ġawr/plundered and afflicted who is far away with 

distance; then go to Naǧd/help, o people, noble of an innate disposition. 

 

101. In this verse, Ibn Ǧābir presents the first subdivision of the tawriya muǧarrada, 

namely a verse whose tawriya has no lāzim. In this line, the wordplay concerns two 

words which are not new to this kind of wordplay: the words al-ġazāla and al-ǧady. 

The word al-ġazāla refers to the female gazelle and this first reference is considered 

its maʿnà qarīb, while the maʿnà baʿīd is the sun. The second tawriya-word, in turn, 

means ‘the kid’ and it is immediately perceived as maʿnà qarīb, but it also denotes 

‘the sign of Capricorn’ (Kunitzsch, 1959, 112-113; 1961, 22),49 which is the maʿnà 

baʿīd. This line is considered a tawriya muǧarrada because a lāzim is uttered for none 

of the tawriya-words. In his analysis, al-Ruʿaynī objects to this interpretation, arguing 

that there are actually two lawāzim for both words – or, better, each word is a lāzim 

for the other. This could be considered correct if we acknowledge that the 

immediately perceived meaning of ġazāla is connected with the first meaning 

perceived in ǧady, thus enclosing the sense of the poetry in the semantic field of 

animal life. If it were true, this line would have been classified as a tawriya muraššaḥā 

for the presence of two lawāzim referring to the maʿanà qarīb. However, al-Ruʿaynī, 

like al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 76) before him, rejects this opinion, stating that the essential 

condition for being a lāzim is that the word actualising it must not be a muštarak 

(homonymous) word.50 This is what prevents these two words from being lāzim for 

each other. 

It should to be noted that, in choosing these two words for his verse, Ibn Ǧābir lacks 

originality, since the same wordplay is found in the often-quoted two-line poem by 

al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ (d. 544/1149), which is given as example of the tawriya muǧarrada:51 

 

 للحُلا نم اعاونأ نونا رهشل * هسلام نم ىدَهأ ناسن نّأ 

 
49 It also indicates the polar star: “al-ǧudayy ‚das Böckchen‘. Der Polarsterne, α Ursae Minoris, hieß 
bei den Araben seit alters al-ǧdy […] was einfach al-ǧady ‚der Bock‘ zu lesen wäre, gleichlautend mit 
den Namen des Tierkreisbildes ‚Steinbock‘, al-ǧady.” Kunitzsch (1961, 62). 
50 See also Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 269; Ḫizāna, 3:535). 
51 Many are the examples of the word ġazāla used as a tawriya-word, which are impossible to list. 
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فرخَ ىدَمَلا لوطُ نم ةلازغلا وأ
َ

 52لمَحَلاو يدْجَلا ب قِّرفت امف * ت

 

It is as though Nīsān had given of its own clothes various dresses to the month of 

Kānūn 

Or as though the sun/she-gazelle had become weak of intellect through old age and 

could no longer distinguish between the sign of Capricorn/the kid and the sign of 

Aries/the lamb.53 

 

In commenting on this poetry, al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 76) had already pointed out that the 

lāzim referring to the tawriya-word must be an unequivocal (ṣarīḥ) word and not a 

muštarak. He also reported that the word ġazāla is not used in the language of the 

Arabs to denote the female gazelle, for which for the word ẓabya is used, but is (or 

at least should be) only used to denote the sun. Of course, this statement then casts 

doubt on the existence of the tawriya itself, since the use of ġazāla-gazelle is 

incorrect. Nonetheless, al-Ṣafadī does not go so far and seems to accept, albeit only 

implicitly, that this word can be understood as a common use denoting a female 

gazelle. 

Thus, where is the originality in Ibn Ǧābir’s line in praise of the prophet? Al-Ruʿaynī 

highlights the fact that the tawriya is not the only figure at play in this line, the most 

important being the iqtibās, a quotation from the holy book or from the ḥadīṯ of the 

prophet.54 In this very case the quotations – or better the references – are two, and 

both are to the ḥadīṯ.  

 

The first ḥadīṯ is that commonly known as ḥadīṯ radd al-šams. It reports a story 

related to the prophet and his son-in-law and fourth caliph ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (d. 

40/661), I report the version quoted in al-Albānī (1992, no. 971).:  

 

 
52 Ibn Mālik (Miṣbāḥ, 260), Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ (Taḥrir, 270), Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 216), al-Qazwīnī 
(Īḍāḥ, 6:40), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 76), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 453), al-Subkī (ʿArūs, 2:346), al-Taftāzānī 
(Muṭawwal, 652), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 269; Ḫizāna, 3:535), and al-Suyūṭī (ʿUqūd, 260). 
53 Bonebakker’s translation (1966, 11). 
54 I deal with this figure and its relationship with tawriya in the chapters 4 and 5. 
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“The prophet performed the ẓuhr prayer in al-Ṣahbāʾ, then he sent ʿAlī to attend to a 

matter. He came back when the prophet had already performed the ʿ aṣr prayer, then 

the prophet laid down on ʿAlī’s breast and slept. ʿAlī did not move the prophet until 

the sun set. [When he woke up] the prophet said: ‘O God! If it complies to your will 

and to the will of your messenger, bring back the sun.’ Asmāʾ said: ‘I saw it setting, 

then I saw it rising after having set.’.”  

 

There is no consensus among ḥadīṯ premodern scholars on the status of this tradition. 

Some consider its transmitters reliable and therefore judge the ḥadīṯ ṣaḥīḥ (sound).55 

On the other hand, some scholars judge this tradition based on unreliable 

transmitters, and therefore argue that the entire ḥadīṯ cannot be accepted. 

Specifically, there are two traditions that refer to the prophet’s prodigy of not only 

stopping the sun, but of making it retrace its steps. The author who took it upon 

himself to gather these two positions and to bring together the arguments for and 

against the validity of this tradition was al-Suyūṭī, who devoted the treatise Kašf al-

labs fī ḥadīṯ radd al-šams to this issue.56 Al-Suyūṭī enumerates 17 different variants 

of this ḥadīṯ, attentively reporting the isnād for each of them and eventually leaning 

towards a positive judgment on its soundness. If we look at his sources, we note that 

the arguments that he advances derive mainly from two authors, al-Ṭaḥāwī (d. 

321/933)57 and the famous Ḥanbalite scholar Ibn al-Ǧawzī (d. 597/1200).58 

The former was among those who argued for the soundness of this ḥadīṯ. In his Šarḥ 

muškil al-āṯār (Muškil, no. 1067-1074), he points out that this ḥadīṯ is among the 

ʿalāmat al-nubuwwa (the signs of the prophecy)59 and that it can be accepted as 

 
55 On the terminology of ḥadīṯ science and its development, see Pavlovitch (2018; 2019). 
56 An even more accurate treatise is al-Ṣāliḥī l-Šāmī (Muzīl). 
57 Abū Ǧaʿfar Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Salāma b. ʿAbd al-Mālik al-Azdī al-Ḥaǧrī was an Egyptian scholar 
of fiqh and ḥadīṯ criticism who adhered to the Ḥanafite school and applied himself to the diffusion of 
this maḏhab. Later ḥadīṯ scholars, such as Ibn al-Ǧawzī, strongly criticised his work and competences. 
He died in 321/933. See Calder (2012).    
58 He is one of the most important representatives of the Ḥanbalite maḏhab. His full name was ʿAbd 
al-Raḥmān b. ʿAlī b. Muḥammad Abū l-Faraš b. al-Ǧawzī, he was born in Baghdad in 510/1126, where 
he also died in 597/1200. He was a faqīh, wāʿiẓ, and ḥadīṯ scholar, one of the most influential 
personalities of his time, and he became the director of five madrasas in Baghdad and enjoyed the 
esteem of the caliph and the ruling class. His disgrace is dated to 590/1194, when the vizirate passed 
into Šīʿite hands. He was arrested and forced into exile until two years before his death. It is important 
to underline his rigour regarding not only the non-Sunnī schools, but also against Sunnī scholars guilty, 
in his opinion, of bidʿa. See Laoust (2012).  
59 On this topic, see Schimmel (1981), in particular chapter 3.  
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trustworthy on the basis that other aḥādīṯ provide a ground on which the actions of 

the prophet and the happenings of the ‘radd al-šams’ ḥadīṯ are judged as conforming 

to the prophetic status of Muḥammad. Specifically, there are three main reasons: 1) 

we find in aḥādīṯ that the sun only stopped for Joshua (Yūšaʿ b. Nūn) and for nobody 

else. Although this is true, al-Ṭaḥāwī specifies that in Joshua’s case the sun stopped 

before setting and did not retrace its steps after setting, so the fact that the sun can 

stop only for Joshua does not exclude the fact that the sun may retrace its steps after 

having already set for Muḥammad. 2) There are aḥādīṯ that state the importance of 

not skipping any prayer, so it is possible that the sun moved back to permit ʿAlī to 

perform the maġrib prayer. 3) Although there are aḥādīṯ warning those who sleep 

during the day, and in particular between the two prayers of ʿaṣr and maġrib, their 

asānīd are munqāṭiʿ (interrupted) and therefore the fact that the prophet fell asleep 

between the two prayers cannot be regarded as a disgraceful action. The same 

judgement has been expressed by Ibn Ḥaǧar al-ʿAsqalānī (Fatḥ, 6:255-256), who, in 

commenting on (al-Buḫārī, Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 3124), states that this is a great miracle 

performed by the prophet and that Ibn al-Ǧawzī was wrong in defining it as mawḍūʿ.  

On the other hand, Ibn al-Ǧawzī was among the scholars who judged it as not 

complying with the reliability requirements of the chain of transmitters and who 

expressed his disapproval of those supporting its soundness. Unlike al-Ṭaḥāwī, Ibn al-

Ǧawzī claimed that the transmitters of the this ḥadīṯ cannot be considered 

trustworthy, for they are commonly judged by other hadīṯ scholars as liars, weak 

transmitters, or inventors of traditions.  

 

The second ḥadīṯ relates the story of the prophet’s encounter with a she-gazelle, 

which asked the prophet to untie her so that she could suckle her babies. I report the 

version quoted in al-Albānī (1992, no. 6737): 

 

The messenger of God was in the desert. And behold, someone calling him: ‘O 

messenger of God!’. He turned around but could not see anyone, then he turned and 

saw a tied she-gazelle (ẓabya). She said: ‘Approach me, o messenger of God’ He 

approached her and said: ‘What do you need?’ She replied: ‘I have two babies on 

that mountain, untie me so that I can go and suckle them, then I will be back to you’ 
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the prophet asked: ‘Will you?’ She answered: ‘God will punish me with the 

punishment of the ʿaššār 60 if I do not do it’. He set her free, so she went, suckled her 

two babies, and came back. Then the prophet tied her. The Bedouin noticed [what 

had happened] and asked: ‘What do you need, o messenger of God?’ He replied: 

‘Yes, set her free.’ So he set her free and she went out galloping and saying ‘I testify 

that there is no deity but God and that you are the messenger of God.’    

 

This ḥadīṯ is found in al-Ṭabārānī (d. 360/971)61 (Muʿǧam, 23:331-332). Variants of 

this ḥadīṯ are reported in other sources, such as Abu Nuʿaym al-Iṣfahānī (d. 

430/1038)62 (Dalāʾil, no. 274) and by al-Bayhaqī (d. 454-458/1062-1066)63 (Dalāʾil, 

6:34-35), the latter assigning to this ḥadīṯ the grade of ḍaʿīf.  

 

Beyond judging the reliability of the transmitters and how this tradition is accepted 

by premodern and contemporary Muslim scholars, how can we describe its use 

within Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya? In light of what I have described so far, we can see how 

the use of tawriya in Ibn Ǧābir’s line allows the poet to refer to two prophetic aḥādīṯ 

by uttering two equivocal words; that is, to recall a frame of reference in the reader 

that depicts the prophet in the act of performing miracles or prodigies. Specifically, 

the first ḥadīṯ – commonly known as ‘radd al-šams’ – refers to within this verse by 

the verb ruddat and the noun al-ġazāla, which replaces the noun šams or šarq usually 

found in aḥādīṯ collections. The second ḥadīṯ refers to by the words al-ġazāla, which 

replaces ẓabya (she-gazelle) found in the sources; and from the noun al-ǧady, which 

is substitute for the noun ḫišf (baby). Moreover, it also refers to the ‘Capricorn’ and 

pairs with to the noun al-ġazāla, when understood as ‘sun’. If we analyse the 

structure of the verse, we can see that the first hemistich is a small synopsis of the 

 
60 ʿAššār or ʿāšir pl. ʿuššār: tax collector, broadly someone who takes someone’s else wealth without 
having the right to do so, i.e. God will punish me with death. 
61 Abū l-Qāsim Sulaymān b. Ayyūb b. Muṭayyir al-Laḫmī died in Iṣfahān in 360/971. He was a ḥadīṯ 
scholar especially known for three ḥadīṯ collections. He was the teacher of Abū Nuʿaym al-Iṣfahānī. 
See Fierro (2012).  
62 Abū Nuʿaym Aḥmad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. Aḥmad b. Iṣhāq b. Mūsà b. Mihrān al-Šāfiʿī l-Iṣfahānī died in 
430/1038. He was a ḥadīṯ scholar especially known for his works on mysticism. See Chabbi (2011). 
63 Abū Bakr Aḥmad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Bayhaqī was born in Ḫusrawǧird in 384/994, and is said to have 
died in Nīšāpūr in 458/1066 or in Bayhaq in 454/1062. He was a ḥadīṯ scholar and adhered to the 
Šāfiʿite school; he was also recognised by Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) as the most important ḥadīṯ 
scholar of his law school. See Dickson (2011). 
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ḥādīṯ relating how the sun was made to retrace its steps by the will of God and his 

prophet, allowing ʿAlī to perform the ʿaṣr prayer. On the other hand, if we observe 

the second hemistich, we notice that it is the synopsis of the second ḥadīṯ, a 

reference depending on uttering the word ġazāla in the first hemistich. We therefore 

have an intertwinement of narrative worlds – that is, access through the poetic verse 

to a wider range of data on the prophetic nature of Muḥammad and the prodigies 

that he performed. The choice and mention of these two aḥādīṯ have a clear logic. 

First, they are aḥādīṯ that, although not part of the prophet’s established tradition 

since they are not mentioned in the six canonical collections, are nonetheless part of 

the traditions which demonstrate his prophetic nature. Specifically, the poet’s 

purpose lies in praising the person of the prophet described as the person who has 

power over creation: with the will of God, the prophet was able not only to stop the 

sun, as happened for Joshua, but even to make it rise in the sky after it had already 

set. At the same time, Muḥammad can speak to animals and is described in the 

second ḥadīṯ as a righteous person who gives freedom to a gazelle after she has kept 

her word and returned to captivity. In this story, we can certainly see a reference to 

Solomon (Sulaymān b. Dāwūd), who, in addition to his wisdom, was also known for 

his gift of talking to animals. In this way, the prophet Muḥammad stands above 

creation and other prophets, being the last one, the seal. And this is the meaning that 

Ibn Ǧābir wants to convey with this line, and he does so by utilising the evocative 

power of two tawriya-words. It should be highlighted that this is an appropriate 

example both of how the meaning of the tawriya-words exist and interact to convey 

the intended meaning, and above all of how the two meanings do not exclude each 

other, since a perfect double reading of the line is possible. 

 

102. In this verse, the poet presents a tawriya muǧarrada of the second type, i.e. a 

tawriya-line in which two lawāzim are uttered, one for the maʿnà qarīb and the other 

for the maʿanà baʿīd. 64 The tawriya-word is the noun ǧānī, the nomen agentis of the 

verb ǧanà, which has as its first signification ‘to gather, to pluck’, e.g. ǧanà l-ṯamara 

(he gathered the fruits), but which can also be used with the preposition ʿalà, 

 
64 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 277; Ḫizāna, 3:545) agrees on calling this the second type of tawriya muǧarrada. 
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meaning ‘he committed a crime (ǧināya)’. This last use is the meaning intended by 

the poet. It is to this meaning that the lāzim ‘ǧamīl al-ʿafw’ (good in forgiveness) 

refers, while the maʿnà qarīb has the phrase ‘dānī l-quṭūf’ (approaching the grape 

bunches) as lāzim. The encounter between these two opposing lawāzim makes the 

tawriya muǧarrada. Unlike the previous line, the two meanings in this case, although 

being plausible, are not at the same level, for the interpretation which pictures 

Muḥammad as a magnanimous person prevails over the other, and the sense that 

the author wants to convey is precisely that. 

This type of tawriya is also listed by al-Suyūṭī (ʿUqūd, 261), who proposes to call it 

tawriya muqtarana (combined tawriya).  

 

103. Having presented the two subdivisions of tawriya muǧarrada, Ibn Ǧābir then 

moves to the second type: tawriya muraššaḥa, and in this line he presents its first 

subdivision, i.e. when the lāzim comes after the tawriya-word. Once again, Ibn Ǧābir 

chooses an unoriginal tawriya-word, one often present in tawriya poetry and deeply 

discussed by lexicographers, poets, and literati in general: the word ʿayn. Among its 

many meanings, the two which are at play in this line are ‘gold’ and ‘eye’, the former 

being the intended meaning (baʿīd), and the latter, the non-intended (qarīb). The 

lāzim referring to the qarīb meaning ‘eye’ is the noun ‘head’ (al-raʾs).  

 

104. The second subdivision of the tawriya muraššaḥa, where the lāzim precedes the 

tawriya-word, is presented in verse 104. The tawriya-word is the phrase ḏā qadam 

at the end of the last hemistich. Its qarīb meaning is ‘foot’, which the lāzim yusrī-hā 

‘to travel by night’ refers to, since it is an action to be accomplished on foot, as al-

Ruʿaynī points out. The maʿnà baʿīd, on the other hand, is sābiq ‘predecessor, 

antecedent’, as we will see.65 The meaning that the poet wants to convey in this line 

is that God bestows his grace on the sincere believer who, like Muḥammad, faces the 

hardships of life with his heart turned to God and animated by true and deep faith.  

 

 
65 Cf. Ibn Ḥazm’s analysis of the attributes of God in section 3.3.1. 
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105. With this verse, we shift to the third type of tawriya, the mubayyana, which has 

a lāzim referring to the maʿnà baʿīd. Here, the lāzim al-sayf ‘sword’ follows the 

tawriya-word ǧufūn ‘eyelids’, which is the maʿnà qarīb, and ‘scabbards’, the intended 

meaning. The latter is easily understandable, since the addressee takes refuge in 

people who are accustomed to war, ready to maintain their positions, to the point 

that their swords are sheathed only when they are sprinkled with the blood of their 

enemies. 

 

106. The second subdivision of tawriya mubayyana is presented in line 106, in which 

the lāzim ṣabr ‘endurance’ precedes the two tawriya-words fiʿl ‘verb’ and ‘action’, 

and rafʿ ‘nominative’ and ‘elevation’. The two meanings belonging to the technical 

terms used in syntax (naḥw) are not the intended meanings, the qarīb, while the baʿīd 

meanings are those derived from the primary meanings of the verbs: in the first case, 

an action producing an effect; in the second, the removal of something. However, 

this verse shows greater complexity since, in addition to the two tawriya-words just 

listed, there is another tawriya-word at the beginning of the first hemistich: ǧawāzim. 

It has, as qarīb meaning, the technical term used in naḥw, i.e. ‘apocopate governors’; 

and, as baʿīd meaning, ‘breakers’. This tawriya-word is, in turn, connected to the 

lāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd ṣabr, which follows the tawriya-word, therefore making it 

an example of tawriya mubayyana of the previous subdivision. The meaning of the 

whole line is a hymn to love: the power of passion has affected the reason, and 

nothing can endure in the hearts of lovers since its vestiges have been cancelled. 

Nothing can cure the sign left by passion except the closeness of the two lovers, ready 

to spend their nights and their days together. It should be noted that al-Ruʿaynī does 

not consider the word ḥāl a tawriya-word, too, the most likely reason being that he 

considers it as an example of ǧinās tām, i.e. two words that have the same phonetic 

form, but that pertain to two different parts of speech: ḥāl-verb ‘transmute’ and ḥāl-

noun ‘condition’. Another clarification on this line concerns the tawriya-words which 

belong to a specific language of the sciences of grammar and syntax. At this stage of 

the formulation of tawriya, the use of these words was fully considered as an 

example of tawriya. It was only later, and only after the formulation given by Ṣafī l-

Dīn al-Ḥillī, that the use of technical terms and their double reading was considered 
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a type of tawǧīh, specifically tawǧīh2: “The tawǧīh is when the speaker aims, in some 

words of an utterance or in the whole utterance itself, at harmonious nouns [meant] 

in their technical use, such as proper names, scientific principles, etc. willing to match 

the second meaning of the expression, without being a real ištirāk unlike tawriya.” 

(al-Ḥillī, Šarḥ, 122). In al-Ruʿaynī’s commentary on Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya, the section 

devoted to tawǧīh still reports the formulation of tawǧīh1, i.e. “That the utterance 

bears a twofold meaning: first a praise, and second a dispraise” (al-Ruʿaynī, Ṭirāz, 

607).66    

 

107. With this verse, the poet introduces the last type of tawriya, the tawriya 

muhayyaʾa, with its three subdivisions. In this line, the tawriya-words are two: al-

qalb, or qalb al-ʿaqrab, is the name of the star α Scorpionis or Antares, the red 

luminous start in the constellation of Scorpius and it is the eighteenth lunar station 

(Kunitzsch 1959, 169; 1961, 91); and al-ṭarf is the ninth lunar station and corresponds 

to the λ Leonis or Alterf, i.e. the eye of the lion. Sometimes this name is also used for 

β Cancri (Kunitzsch 1959, 139-140; 1961, 114). To these astronomical meanings, we 

can also add the more common meanings denoting ‘heart’ and ‘eye’. While reading 

this line, the reader does not perceive immediately the astronomical senses and 

limits himself/herself to understanding the line as a reference to two parts of the 

human body. Al-Ruʿaynī points out that what distinguishes this tawriya is the fact that 

it is not perceived as such unless another word or phrase opens to the reader the 

twofold nature of the word. In this case, the muštarak words are ‘supported’ by the 

word qamar ‘moon’ which follows them and widens the semantic field of reference, 

allowing the reader to identify in the two previous words a clear reference to the 

astronomical terms used to indicate two bright stars and two lunar stations through 

which the moon completes its journey through the sky. Therefore, without the 

 
66 Taǧīh1 is also known as ibhām, for example in Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ (Taḥrīr, 596-598; Badīʿ, 306-313), Ibn 
Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 2:110-124). The use of the term tawǧīh as a synonym for tawriya is contested by al-
Ṣafadī, who clearly specifies the differences between these two figures and argues against using it to 
define tawriya, see al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 69-74), and Bonebakker (1966, 20-22). The essential difference 
lies in the fact that tawǧīh1 and ibhām are figures which provide the whole utterance – and not the 
single word – with two opposite meanings, neither of which is preferred over the other, while tawriya 
has a an intended meaning (al-maʿnà l-murād, al-maʿnà l-baʿīd) which is concealed by the near 
meaning (al-maʿnà l-qarīb). Cf. also Bauer (2016, 33-34). 
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mention of qamar, the tawriya would not have existed at all. One must say that the 

introduction of the word qamar makes a difference in the perception of the qarīb vs 

baʿīd issue. Indeed, when the reader first reads this line, it seems obvious to assign 

the common meanings ‘heart’ and ‘eye’ to the tawriya-words, being them qarīb 

meanings. But, once the word qamar has been uttered, the reader will understand 

as qarīb meaning the astronomical one, since it is deeply related to the movement of 

the moon. It is precisely on this shift that the aesthetic effectiveness of tawriya lies: 

the astronomical reading becomes the qarīb meaning and conceals the baʿīd – 

namely, the first meaning understood by the reader, the former qarīb.  

 

108. The second subdivision of tawriya muhayyaʾa is represented by the tawriya-

word tunǧidū, which is preceded by the noun muthimīna (lit. ‘those entering Tihāma; 

those going to Tihāma, i.e. Mecca) without which the tawriya would have not been a 

tawriya. The process is comparable to the one that I discussed in the preceding line. 

Without muthimīna, the reader would have assigned to tunǧidū only one meaning 

(namely, to help), while with the presence at the beginning of the text of a noun 

disclosing another possible meaning causes the reader to assign immediately the 

suggested meaning to the verb.Thus, the qarīb meaning becomes ‘to enter the Naǧd, 

to go to Naǧd’, while ‘to help’, not suggested by the preceding muthimīna, becomes 

the baʿīd meaning, the intended one.  

 

109. Ibn Ǧābir’s section on tawriya ends with line 109, in which the poet describes 

the very last subdivision of tawriya muhayyaʾa – namely, a tawriya constituted by 

two interdependent tawriya-words: two expressions that give each other the status 

of tawriya, and without which neither tawriya-word would have existed at all. In this 

line, these two expressions are the verbs aġāra and anǧidū, which both depend on 

each other, since the baʿīd meanings ‘to make a foray’ and ‘help’ are concealed by 

the qarīb meanings ‘to enter al-Ġawr, to go to al-Ġawr’ and ‘to enter the Naǧd’ as in 

the previous line. These qarīb meanings would not have been understood as 

concealing meanings if one of the two had not been there. This late subdivision of 
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tawriya recalls another figure, which is a kind of predecessor to tawriya: the 

muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya, which I will return to later.67   

 

1.1.2.2.3 al-Ruʿaynī’s addition on tawriya 

 

While commenting on Ibn Ǧābir’s badīʿiyya, al-Ruʿaynī added to his friend’s verses 

other loci describing each tawriya subdivision, most of them taken from examples 

already cited by other authors and commonly associated with tawriya in various 

literary works. He closes this examination of the examples with a qaṣīda containing 

in each verse one or more names of sūras used as tawriya, for a total of 55 lines (Ṭirāz, 

475-480). But what is of interest are the four tanbīhāt that he adds at the end of the 

chapter, where he clarifies some issues, the most important being the relationship 

between tawriya and luġz (riddle), which was not contemplated in al-Ṣafadī’s 

analysis. 

 

1. Not every homonymous word is a tawriya, for some words which can be used as 

homonyms are not in common circulation among people to express one of the 

meanings intended by the author. This is the case, for example, of variants (luġāt), 

which are known and used in a closed community of speakers but are not commonly 

diffused and recognised. Al-Ṣafadī adds that toponyms known by a small community 

are not to be considered homonyms as well. Both authors stress the importance of 

the mutual understanding of a word as a homonym to make it a good attempt at 

tawriya. I will devote the next section to the definition of homonymy (ištirāk) in al-

Ṣafadī’s thought; although not the first to associate tawriya with ištirāk,68 he was the 

first to provide a theoretical basis for their mutual relationship. This remark will also 

be reported by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī in (Kašf, 276; Ḫizāna, 3:545).  

2. Tawriya muǧarrada is more common than tawriya muhayyaʾa, for the former does 

not need any other word or phrase to be actualised in a text, while the latter needs 

 
67 See chapter 2. 
68 See chapter 2. 
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another text segment which opens the twofold reading of the tawriya-word. This 

second remark is connected to the third clarification. 

3. Difference between a lāzim and a lafẓ yuhayyiʾu. As I have already stated, the 

presence of a lāzim referring to the tawriya-word in a given text is not a necessary, 

for tawriya is actualised even without it. On the other hand, when one of the two 

meanings of a word needs another text segment to be actualised – a ‘supporting 

expression’ – is a case of tawriya muhayyaʾa, thus this element (lafẓ yuhayyiʾu) is 

necessary.  

 4. Tawriya vs luġz. The use of tawriya aiming at an ambiguity of the whole text, and 

therefore a differentiation between levels of understanding, is well suitable to the 

formulation of riddles and word plays. In this regard, al-Ruʿaynī says: 

 

Know that the intended meaning of the expression (lafẓ) of the tawriya is indicated 

through the expression, be it ḥaqīqa or maǧāz. While the expression of a riddle (luġz) 

does not indicate its intended meaning nor in a haqīqa, or maǧāz way and it is not 

among the meanings (ʿawāriḍ, lit. happenings) of that expression. It is a concept 

understood through derivation (ḥads)69 and guessing (taḫmīn), this is why the 

intellects differ about its solution, depending on their sharpness and their devotion 

to it. There are those who are fast in its understanding and those who are slow. How 

many people are the intellectually sharper but the slower in its solution because they 

are not used to it and how many people are the contrary thereof! (Ṭirāz, 481-482) 

 

This is the difference reported by al-Ruʿaynī between luġz70 and tawriya, a difference 

that has been already underlined and explained by previous authors, such as Ḍiyāʾ al-

 
69 Lit. ‘conjecturing’. In (Lisān, s.v.), the maṣdar ḥads is glossed al-tawahhum fī maʿānī l-kalām wa-l-
umūr (make an opinion on the meanings of the speech and the concepts). The idea at the basis of ḥads 
is that one tries to understand something starting from a set of information and trying to make an 
image of a state of affairs, thus conjecturing about something. Cf. (OED, s.v. conjecture). In this case, 
the translation ‘derivation’ is more appropriate because it matches the idea that one can reach a 
certain solution through the information given in the riddle and underlines the rational effort to be 
applied to reach its solution. Terms like deduction, induction, and inference are too much bound to 
the technical terminology of formal logic to be used in this context. In the case of riddles, there is no 
logical inference stricto sensu, i.e. the inference of a true proposition starting from true premises or 
premises whose truth is assumed. 
70 Riddles, quizzes, enigmas, and charades are wordplays that have their roots in the pre-Islamic era, 
but which only saw their true flowering and diffusion in the Ayyubid and Mamluk ages, up to the 
Ottoman age. This literary genre saw an interesting development in literature, and there are many 
collections and anthologies of riddles and puzzles, often accompanied by the solutions. I cannot go 
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Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr (d. 637/1239) and al-ʾAlawī l-Yamānī (d. 745/1344 or 749/1348).71 

Among the examples that al-Ruʿaynī gives for the luġz, there is the two-line riddle 

epigram which has as its solution the molar tooth (ḍirs).72 But what I will present here 

is at the same time a riddle and a wordplay, a funny word play, one must say (Ṭirāz, 

483): 

 

ةلاخ ِوَ
ٌ

ةَّمعَ و * اهلاخ انأو 
ٌ

  اهُّمعَ انأو 

ف
َ

  اهُّمأ هُُّمأ أ َّنإف * اهل ٌّمعَ انأ لا امّأ

ةلاخ و* أ اهوخأو أ اهوبأ
ٌ

 اهمُحُ اذكه 

 

I have a maternal aunt and I am her maternal uncle; I have a paternal aunt and I am 

her paternal uncle. 

About whom I am her paternal uncle, the mother of my father is her mother. 

His father is my brother and her brother is my father; I have a maternal aunt and 

that is what she thinks. 

 

These three verses embed two different situations with different characters at play. 

The explanation of this riddle given by al-Ruʿaynī is difficult to understand without 

drawing a sketch of it: 

  

 
into detail, but refer to the basic bibliography in Bencheneb (2012) and Bosworth (2012). For a careful 
analysis, I refer to Papoutsakis (2019), who offers an interesting study regarding al-Ḥaẓīrī’s (d. 
568/1172) Kitāb al-iʿǧāz fī l-aḥāǧī wa-l-alġāz, the first treatise-cum-anthology of riddles. She provides 
the first account of this unpublished work, with particular reference to the structure of the work and 
the types of riddles collected within it, to the sources used by the author and the poets he cited. On 
the development of the genre in the Ottoman era, I refer to Papoutsakis (forthcoming), where she 
particularly addresses a type of riddle, the muʿammà, which witnessed a particular diffusion in that 
era. 
71 I will deal with the works of these two scholars in chapter 2.  
72 See chapter 2.1.2. 
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1. 

 

 s      marriage 

 

     marriage   j        marriage 

 

 

       brotherhood j 

 

     ḫāl/ḫāla     

    

     sisterhoo 
 

2. 

 

 J     marriage 

 

 

 

 

   h         brotherhood 

 

      ʿamm/ʿamma 

       
      brotherhood 

 

The sketch makes the whole familiar intertwinement results clearer. The difficulty of 

this riddle lies in the fact that the solution is not conveyed by the words and phrases 

composing the riddle. As al-Ruʿaynī pointed out, the meaning of the riddle, its 

solution, is not given through a semantic discovery of its constituents, but through 

the use of the faculties of the intellect. The reader should be able to understand, and 

above all to imagine or deduce, the relationships linking the subject of the narrative 

Zawǧa 1 

Walad 

Umm Abī 

Fulān 

Bint 

Abū Zawǧa 

1 

Zawǧa 2 Fulān 

Bint 

Aḫū Fulān 

Abū Fulān Umm Fulān 

Fulān 

Bint aḫī 

Fulān 
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to the other characters by hypothesising other actors who are not mentioned in the 

text. 

The fact that the resolution of a riddle is based on the intellectual skills of the reader 

does not mean that it cannot be formulated through the use of figures of speech, and 

especially of tawriya, which, as we have seen, is well suited to creating a semantic 

ambiguity at the level of the text. The following verses are an example of using 

tawriya as an enunciative tool for a luġz (Ṭirāz, 484): 

 

 يرالا ةٍمَدْخِ  دٌهِتَجْمُ * دٌجِاس عٌار بٍوحشُ يذو
 يراج هِفِرْطَ نم هُعُمْدَو * اهتِاقمِل سَمْخَلا مُزلاُ

 

An emaciated one, bending, prostrating, and struggling to do the service of the 

Creator/reed carver, 

It keeps to the five prayers/fingers at their appointed time, while its blood is flowing 

from the eye/nib. 

 

This is an interesting two-line epigram showing how tawriya used in a riddle helps 

the reader to understand the solution to it. Who or what is the subject of the enigma? 

To reach an answer, the reader should start with the hints found in the tawriya-

words. Here, there are three. First, the word al-bārī (i.e. bāriʾ) is commonly 

understood as an epithet of God, one of his names, meaning ‘the creator’. This is its 

first meaning, the one that immediately understood by the reader. This qarīb 

meaning is connected with the beginning of the first verse, where the co-text clearly 

suggests a religious practice, that of prayer, through the words rākiʿ and sāǧid, both 

suggesting an agent performing two movements of the canonical prayer. This is all 

the more plausible if we look at the first hemistich of the second verse, where a 

second tawriya-word, al-ḫams, clearly denotes the five daily canonical prayers, i.e. 

its qarīb meaning. The very last hemistich is in turn connected with the first verse, 

where the subject of the riddle is depicted as emaciated, altered (wa-ḏī šuḥūb) and 

struggling to perform a task into which the subject puts great effort (muǧtahid). This 

depicts the cause of the events narrated in the very last hemistich, where we read 
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about a subject whose blood is flowing from the eye, qarīb meaning of the third 

tawriya-word ṭarf. So far, everything suggests that the riddle has a human subject 

who is completely devoted to the service of God and who abides by this service 

despite the pain and struggle that he feels. Or at least this is what is suggested to us 

if we interpret the tawriya words according to their qarīb meanings. However, if we 

consider the tawriya-words in their baʿīd meanings, we discover that the subject 

could be quite different. The word bārī, if understood as nomen agentis of the root b 

r w, denotes the creator of a reed pen, someone who fashions or carves it. This maʿnà 

baʿīd seems to be completely at odds with the co-text found in the first line, and is 

therefore is not grasped immediately by the reader. For this reason, the other two 

tawriyas intervene – which, as we have seen, agree with the qarīb meaning of the 

first and with the co-text. This adds two other reading keys that direct the reader 

towards the solution. Specifically, ḫams refers, in addition to the prayers, to the five 

fingers which grasp the hypothetical dip pen shaped by the bārī, a dip pen equipped 

with a ṭarf (tip, nib), from which the ink flows like blood, the blood of an individual 

exhausted from the continuous service imposed on him by the writer.  

This demonstrates how the interaction between tawriya and reader can lead to the 

solution of the riddle. As in the previous example, the solution is not given at the 

semantic level. Nonetheless, the semantic level provides the means by which the 

message intended by the text can be inferred, and tawriya is, at least in this last 

example, an essential vehicle for the solution. 

 

It is with this digression on riddles that al-Ruʿaynī closes the section on tawriya in his 

commentary.  

Returning to al-Ṣafadī and his Faḍḍ al-ḫitām, the first muqaddima ends with a 

subchapter on istiḫdām and a tatimma on the use of taḍmīn (quotation) as a tawriya, 

i.e. changing the meaning of one or more words through tawriya in order to change 

the meaning of the primary text segment inserted in the second text. As I have 

already stated in the introduction, I will not consider istiḫdām in my work, and I will 

deepen the relationship between tawriya and taḍmīn in chapter 5, to which I 

postpone the discussion on al-Ṣafadī’s pages. 
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1.1.3 The second muqaddima 

 

The second muqaddima consists of four parts: the first three sections are devoted to 

ištirāk, while the fourth part is devoted to three infelicitous cases of tawriya. The 

second muqaddima ends with a tatimma about the most common mistakes when 

trying to use ištirāk. 

 

1.1.3.1 Ištirāk: a foundation of tawriya 

 

One of the theoretical foundations on which tawriya is based is ištirāk. Al-Ṣafadī pays 

much attention to this linguistic aspect by devoting the entire second part of his 

treatise to the question of homonymy. In the first part he discusses the advantages 

of using homonymous words, while in the second part, he focuses on the linguistic-

theoretical foundations of ištirāk.  

As pointed out by Bonebakker (1966, 87-89), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 96-101) associates two 

main advantages with ištirāk; or, better, he sees the use of a muštarak word as a way 

to express two different enunciative situations. The first case is what can be called 

‘meaning condensation’ (iḫtiṣār al-kaṯīr fī l-qalīl) – namely, the will of the speaker to 

condense his utterance by using a word which shares more than a meaning, thus 

sharing in the same signifier several or many signifieds. The example of istirāk always 

used is the word ʿayn, and al-Ṣafadī makes no exception, pointing out that it has 

fifteen different meanings.73 Al-Ṣafadī does not explain at length why ištirāk should 

be used in this way, only saying that “You designate heterogeneous things in their 

ḥaqīqa with expressions sharing their meanings” (Faḍḍ, 96).  

The second case is more complex, and al-Ṣafadī devotes more space to it in his 

treatise. It is for him the “freedom that the one hiding his matter obtains in 

concealing his condition being, however, necessarily truth (i.e. saying a truth 

 
73 Al-Ṣafadī wrote an entire book on this topic, Ṣarf al-ʿayn ʿan ṣarf al-ʿayn fī waṣf al-ʿayn, where he 
dealt with the word and concept ‘ʿayn’ from many points of view: from its etymology to its nature as 
a homonym, from its use as a technical term in science to its use in literary contexts. For the meanings 
of the word ʿayn, see in particular (Ṣarf, 2:85-159). In a whole chapter (Ṣarf, 2:160-175), al-Ṣafadī 
devoted much space to the description of the homonymy phenomenon, providing the same 
explanation that he gives in (Faḍḍ, 96), but more accuratly and supported by more examples. See also 
Talib (2019). 
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statement). So, the antagonist is satisfied with which suits what he sought [to know], 

‘For in equivocal speech there is the freedom of lying’”.74 In other words, the use of 

a tawriya allows the speaker to hide in his utterance a second utterance 

corresponding to his real communicative intentions in order to conceal it from the 

reader, or to allow only the sharp reader to perceive it or those who share with the 

speaker the same set of knowledge, the same ‘Encyclopaedia’ (Eco, [1979] 2006). Al-

Ṣafadī provides three main examples of this use, accordingly to the aim of the 

speaker. The first case corresponds to the need to answer a question sincerely, while 

at the same time having to hide one’s thoughts. One of the examples cited by the 

author is an anecdote referring to the prophet, who concealed his identity without 

lying.75 The second case concerns riddles, as we have already seen in the previous 

section. The third and last case that al-Ṣafadī cites is the desire to conceal theories, 

practices, and beliefs so that only the initiates can grasp the true meaning hidden 

beneath the surface. An example is the line by ʿAfīf al-Dīn al-Tilimsānī (d. 690/1291): 

 

ذإ اهنِسحُ  اهل تُجِع
ْ

ت كاذ دَعَْ عم ةَِّلأ * تْدَّرفت 
ََ

 76تَِّن

I wondered at her, for she was unique in her beauty in whatever sense after she 

bent [her body]/was double. 

 

Al-Ṣafadī points out that the aim of the poet was to conceal in a love poem his views 

on al-waḥda, i.e. unity, and he is probably referring here to waḥdat al-wuǧūd: “The 

oneness of being or the unity of existence” (Chittick, 2012). I have some difficulties 

to understand this line, but two interpretations are possible: 1. The verb tafarrada 

refers to the unity of God, i.e. his unique way to exist, and 2. The union between the 

two lovers stands for the union between the ṣufī and God, two beings becoming one.  

 

As for the theoretical part, al-Ṣafadī devotes much more space to the principles upon 

which ištirāk is based and delineates its theoretical structure. He opens by giving the 

 
74 Bonebakker’s translation (1966, 87) of li-anna fī l-maʿārīḍ mandūḥa ʿan al-kaḏb. There are many 
reports about this tradition, see for reference al-Buḫārī (Adab, no. 885), al-Ṭaḥāwī (Muškil, 7:369-370), 
al-Ṭabārānī (Muʿǧam, 18:106-107). 
75 I will analyse this anecdote in the next chapter, see section 2.1.1. 
76 ʿAfīf al-Dīn al-Tilimsānī (Dīwān, 1:133 with variant: تنت دق اهدع > تنت كاذ دع ), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 101). 
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definition of ištirāk: “Know that the ištirāk consists in an expression coined (lafẓa 

mawḍūʿa) for two – or more – proper meanings (ḥaqīqatayn) as a first coinage 

(waḍʿ),77 whence they are both like that.” (Faḍḍ, 101; Ṣarf, 2:160). Al-Ṣafadī intends 

to point out with this statement that the real ištirāk occurs in a word which shares at 

least two meanings which are proper meanings and not derived through a figurative 

process (maǧāz). This is the first remark that the author specifies, saying that the 

expression is a first coinage (bi-l-waḍʿ al-awwal), i.e. to coin an expression for a given 

meaning, so the meaning becomes the proper meaning of this expression. Once 

again, the example is the word ʿayn, whose phonetic expression encloses more than 

a meaning, such as ‘eye’, ‘gold’, etc. The expression ʿayn has been assigned to all of 

these meanings separately and thus the expression happened to refer to more than 

an object, becoming a muštarak. On the other hand, al-Ṣafadī does not consider real 

ištirāk a word which denotes a proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) and another figurative sense 

(maǧāz). For instance, the case of the word ṣalāt, whose proper meaning is ‘prayer’, 

but connotes also the set of movement performed during it and through a figurative 

process it became its figurative sense. The figurative derivation is not a case of first 

coinage, for it consists in an assignment of a new meaning to an already exiting 

word.78 He also underlines that a condition for ištirāk is the absolute identity of the 

expressions conveying different meanings in their letters and patterns (fī l-ḥurūf wa-

l-ṣiyaġ); its opposite is called by al-Ṣafadī a mutawāṭiʾ expression, namely a set of 

words different in components and patterns but sharing the same meaning, thus the 

case of synonymy, commonly called tarāduf.79 The example given by the author is the 

object ‘sword’, which can be called sayf, murhaf, and ṣārim.  

 
77 I adopt the translation ‘coinage’ for waḍʿ following Sheyhatovitch (2018; 2020). Weiss (1987) is the 
author of a seminal work on ʿilm al-waḍʿ, which he translates as ‘philosophy of language’, in which he 
underlines that it is a late science in comparison with other ‘linguistic sciences’ such as ʿilm al-ṣarf 
(morphology), ʿ ilm al-naḥw (syntax), and ʿ īlm al-luġa (lexicography). In translating waḍʿ, Weiss chooses 
‘positing’ and for its agent – wāḍiʿ – ‘Positor’. On the theoretical basis of this science, see Weiss (1987; 
2012). 
78 Cf. Sheyhatovitch (2018, 78-81; 2020, 68-70) outlining the concept of first and second coinage in al-
Fārābī (d. 339/950). 
79 The concept of synonymy is commonly called tarāduf. Premodern Arab authors are divided in the 
approach towards this phenomenon. Some are in favour of synonymy, while others deny it in principle 
by arguing, for example, that the synonymous terms are nothing but qualities which designate an 
object and not the object itself, e.g. sayf and ṣārim, where the latter is only a quality – the being sharp 
– of the sword. On this topic, see Bettini (1983; 2011b). 
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Having defined the concept of homonymy, al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 103, Ṣarf, 2:161-164) 

reports the conflicting opinions of the scholars regarding this phenomenon. To those 

who deny the ištirāk and claiming that, if several meanings could be contained in a 

single expression, then mutual understanding would be impossible,80 al-Ṣafadī replies 

that what is fundamental for mutual understanding is the context of enunciation and 

the co-text (qarāʾin min al-ḥāl wa-l-maqāl) within which the homonym is uttered. It 

is clear that for al-Ṣafadī the existence of ištirāk is obviously essentially for two 

reasons: 1. The expressions are in finite number since they are composed of a finite 

number of letters, while the expressible concepts are potentially infinite, making the 

ištirāk is essential and necessary, and 2. The same predicate can be used for more 

than a single thing, even if the actualisation of such a predicate differs in relation to 

the entity to which it refers. Al-Ṣafadī uses the example of the predicate ‘existence’ 

(wuǧūd), which applies to both God and creature, but in a different manner, so that 

to predicate the existence of God and of the creature does not imply predicating the 

same quiddity and essence in both subjects. Therefore, one cannot say that the word 

wuǧūd refers to a unique concept, a unique maʿnà; rather, it is a muštarak.81 Having 

said that, we can infer that for al-Ṣafadī a homonymous expression – a muštarak – is 

due to at least two different acts of coinage (waḍʿ), for the coiner (wāḍiʿ) settled a 

word for each meaning he wanted to express and these words happened to have the 

same phonetic expression.  

Although homonymy is usually actualised in words pertaining to the same lexical 

category, and al-Ṣafadī specifies that it generally occurs between nouns, he also 

highlights that ištirāk can also be actualised in a word whose morphological form can 

be interpreted as two different parts of speech. For instance, the case of words 

expressing a meaning as nouns and another meaning as verbs or particles. The words 

asīru and lālā (lāʾlāʾ) are a representative case. The first expression can be read as a 

 
80 E.g. the view of Ibn Durustuwayhi (d. 346/957), see Bettini (2011a). 
81 “The word ‘existence’ (al-wuǧūd) is predicated for the existence of the necessary one (i.e. God) and 
the existence of the possible (wuǧūd al-wāǧib wa-wuǧūd al-mumkin) by way of their essential reality 
(ḥaqīqa). The existence of whatever is the quiddity (māhiyya) itself, as it was established in theology. 
[…] The essential reality of the necessary differs from the essential reality of the possible, then to 
predicate the ‘existence’ about both of them is by way of ištirāk” (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 103; Ṣarf, 2:163-
164). On ḥaqīqa and māhiyya, see Gardet (2012). 
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noun meaning ‘prisoner’, or as a muḍāriʿ verb meaning ‘I travel’; the second can be 

read as a particle (an adverb in this case) repeated twice ‘no, no’, or as a noun ‘joy’.82  

In general, al-Ṣafadī seems to give much importance to the concept of ištirāk, but it 

should be emphasised that for the author the true ištirāk is only in one word whose 

two different meanings are both considered proper meanings and not derived 

through figurative processes such as metaphor (istiʿāra) or metonymy (kināya). 

However, his opinion is not shared by other writers, such as al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505)83 

(Muzhir, 1:374-375), also quoted in Bettini (2011a), who underlines how only some 

of the numerous meanings of ʿayn are actually to be considered as proper meanings. 

He says: “What ʿayn refers to is divided into two parts: the first of them traces back 

to the seeing eye, while the second does not. The first is divided into two parts: the 

first by way of etymology (ištiqāq) and the second by way of figurative process 

(tašbīh)”.84 This is true if we consider some of the meanings of the word ʿayn; for 

example, this word is used to express the spy (ǧāsūs) for, as al-Suyūṭī explains, it is a 

meaning derived from the action of the eye, i.e. seeing. Therefore, the spy is someone 

who sees and reveals unknown facts.85 

 
82 See the two epigrams translated by Bonebakker (1966, 91), which play with these two words taken 
from al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 105). 
83 Abū l-Faḍl ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. Abī Bakr b. Muḥammad Ǧalāl al-Dīn al-Ḫuḍayrī “famous Egyptian 
scholar, at present recognised as the most prolific author in the whole of Islamic literature” (Geoffroy, 
2012). He was born in 849/1445 in Cairo, where he also died in his house on Rawḍa island in 911/1505. 
Before he was 18, he held the position of his father as a Šāfiʿite law teacher in the Šayḫū mosque, 
distinguishing himself by competence and rigour. His works and his fame soon reached the limits of 
the Arab-Islamic world, which resulted in a large number of admirers who looked at his works with 
esteem, but which also earned him a good number of detractors, first of all al-Saḫāwī (d. 902/1497), 
who stigmatised the claims of al-Suyūṭī regarding the exercise of iǧtihād. Al-Suyūṭī was an intellectual 
who approached every field of science, from religious sciences to erotica, making his mission to 
preserve and spread the Arab-Islamic knowledge of the previous centuries. On his life, see Sartain 
(1975), Spevack (2009), and Geoffroy (2012). The most recent publication on al-Suyūṭī is the volume 
edited by Ghersetti (2016); on his legal thought, see Hernandez (2017); and also Lagarde’s (2018) two-
volume translation of the Itqān fī ʿulūm al-Qurʾān. 
84 In this case, tašbīh does not refer only to the simile, but embraces the whole spectrum of figurative 
language, such as istiʿāra (metaphor), kināya (metonymy), etc. 
85 An interesting analysis of the phenomena of homonymy and polysemy was given by a contemporary 
scholar who devoted much effort to the study of Arabic lexicology and lexicography. Ben Mrad (2011) 
highlights that the term muštarak is often used in pre-modern sources to designate both phenomena, 
a designation that we have seen does not apply to al-Ṣafadī, for ištirāk is only applied to a word sharing 
two or more proper meanings and not a proper and a derivate sense. In order to distinguish between 
homonymy and polysemy, Ben Mrad (2011, 331-332) resorts to Milner’s Introduction à une science du 
langage, Paris: Seuil, 1989, and borrows three categories: 1. L’appartenance catégorielle (= C), 2. La 
forme phonologique (= P), and 3. La signification lexicale (= S). To these categories, Ben Mrad adds 4. 
La forme morphologique (= M), which represents the pattern upon which an Arabic word is built, its 
ṣīġa pl. ṣiyaġ, and 5. L’origine étymologique (= E). These are properties of the words whose lack or 
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1.1.3.2 Infelicitous tawriya 

 

Having approached the ištirāk phenomenon from a theoretical point of view, al-

Ṣafadī turns his attention to the misuse of homonymy in a poetic context. We can 

define this second part of the second muqaddima as a counterpart to tawriya theory. 

Or, rather, as a series of clarifications on the use or abuse of (pseudo)homonymous 

words. As pointed out by Bonebakker (1966, 91-92), al-Ṣafadī demonstrates a solid 

knowledge of the Arabic lexicon above all in this section and in the others that follow. 

There are three categories to which these incorrect uses of tawriya can assigned: 1. 

When an error occurs in homonymy (fī-mā ḥaṣala min al-wahm fī l-ištirāḳ), 2. The 

imperfect tawriya (al-tawriya l-nāqiṣa), and 3. The far-fetched tawriya (al-tawriya al-

baʿīda). 

 

1.1.3.2.1 Erroneous homonymy 

 

Al-Ṣafadī discusses in the section on erroneous homonymy (Faḍḍ, 105-115) many 

examples of the use of a word thought to be a homonym, but which does not denote 

the meanings that the poet wanted to convey. This can happen for several reasons. 

For instance, there is the need for the poet to respect the constraints of Arabic 

poetry, in particular the rhyme. This is the case in a two-line poem by Abū l-Ḥusayn 

 
presence distinguish them. Applied to words, he notes the difference between them by (-) when there 
is no difference, thus a resemblance, and (+) when the words differ. For instance, the author proposes 
the examples of the words nāmūs (law) and nāmūs (mosquito) which he analyses as follow [- P, - M] 
[+ C, + S, + E], i.e. they are phonologically and morphologically similar, but their categories, meanings, 
and etymology differ. Another example he gives are the words ḫurṣ (palm) and ḫurṣ (earring): [- P, - 
M, - C] [+ S, + E], i.e. they differ only in meaning and etymology. Therefore, these two cases are 
homonyms. On the other hand, when he turns his attention to the word ʿayn, he affirms that all its 
meanings are connected to the first signification, thus having a common etymology [- E], i.e. ‘eye’. A 
case of polysemy. From his analysis, he deduces that a general rule for polysemy runs as follow: [- P, - 
M, - C, - E], [+ S]. On the other hand, there are three possibilities for homonymy. Two of them are 
those already described, while the last is depicted by the properties [- P, - M, - E], [+ C, + S], for example 
the word ʿadl, which is used as noun and adjective [+ C] and thus assuming two different meanings [+ 
S]. It should be noted that for Ben Mrad, the difference of category, i.e. their being two different parts 
of speech, is a sufficient criterion to categorise them as homonymy and not as polysemy. 
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al-Ǧazzār (d. 679/1281), where the word quriḍa has as its first meaning ‘it has been 

cut’, but is intended by the author as quriẓa, i.e. ‘it has been tanned’.86  

 

 اضرع يذلا دِلا اذو ءِاتشلا اذل * بٍهَأ نم تَدْدَعأ ام لاق لٍئاقو

ق دق بِلقلا  اقشو احلشَمُ * اندََ  تُددعأ دقف عد تُلقف
ُ

 اضر

 

To whom said, ‘You have not prepared the equipment for this winter and this cold 

which came.’ 

I replied: ‘Leave me! I did prepare for me a coat of wool and misfortune, which has 

been already cut in my heart.’ 

 

Or, for instance, two epigrams where the word šifā (šifāʾ) denoting the primary 

meaning ‘cure’ is intended by the poet as išfā, i.e. the awl of a shoemaker 

(Bonebakker, 1966, 92). Another kind of ‘false’ ištirāk is represented by the 

association of a plural form with two singular forms having two different meanings. 

Or the use of a word with a given pattern to represent another word which differs 

from the first by a single vowel. Such is the case with the word riqqa, nomen verbi of 

raqqa, which means among other things ‘pity, mercy’. It is intended by the poet Sayf 

al-Dīn al-Mušidd (d. 656/1258) as raqqa, i.e. a piece of land near a river which is 

flooded and is therefore very fertile, referring in this epigram to the saliva of the 

beloved that heals the distress of the lover: 

 

فلاو قِوشلا رّح بَهل * ەرُجهَ دروأ نٍداشو
ُ

 هْقر

قر هلق نم  تَلف * هِقر إ نَارّح تُحصأ
ّ

 87هْ

 

 
86 The difference between the letter ḍ and ẓ has always been a topic of discussion among Arab scholars. 
The two letters often overlap, and this ambiguity can be seen in many words, which Arab scholars 
have always tried to rectify by compiling lists of words where the speaker can confuse these segments. 
All the sources I could check report the difference between qaraḍa and qaraẓa. See, for instance, 
Ǧamāl al-Dīn b. Mālik (Urǧūza, v. 94-95). For another tawriya epigram where the difference lies in s 
and ṣ, see Gibert (1962, 556). 
87 Al-Mušidd (Dīwān, 114, with varaiant: هح > ەرجه , 120, with variant: تشم > تحصأ ), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 
108). 
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O young gazelle, the separation from him brought me the burning flame of desire 

and separation. 

I became thirsty for his saliva; would I have mercy from his heart. 

 

Another instance of false ištirāk is the use of combined words. For instance, al-šāmāt, 

which is the plural of šāma ‘mole’, but which could be understood as al-šāh māt 

(namely, the final move in the game of chess). In this regard, al-Ṣafadī clearly states 

that the elision of the h – due to the naḥt process by which two independent words 

blend to form a unique word (Ali, 2006, 451-455) – in al-šāh invalidates any ambition 

to present a good tawriya.  

Al-Ṣafadī collects many other examples in this part of his treatise, which occupies a 

comparatively large amount of space. In most cases, the loci refer to situations in 

which the poet creates a tawriya, a homonymy where in reality one does not exist. 

As in the examples that we have seen, most of these are changes of vowel, 

attributions of the same plural form to different singular words, combinations of 

words in order to create an assonance inducing the reader to think that there is a 

tawriya where in fact there is not one, etc. Finally, al-Ṣafadī says at the end of this 

section that a given word, despite being a perfect homonymous word, cannot be 

considered a tawriya if one of the two meanings is closely related to the toponymy 

of an area not universally recognised and known, an area that only a few readers 

have knowledge of in their Encyclopaedias. For, the purpose of tawriya is for the 

public to recognise and decode it. 

 

1.1.3.2.2 al-Tawriya l-nāqiṣa 

 

Having described infelicitous ištirāk, al-Ṣafadī opens the section about the imperfect 

tawriya (al-tawriya l-nāqiṣa) (Faḍḍ, 115-119). Bonebakker (1966, 92-93) has already 

presented the essential points of this section, in which al-Ṣafadī lists some examples 

of tawriya nāqiṣa which, unlike the previous category, is based on a real ištirāk. This 

is indeed the essential characteristic for which the two categories described so far 

stand out. If in the previous a real ištirāk was not there, in tawriya nāqiṣa the ištirāk 

is actualised in a word which could then result in a double reading of the text where 
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it is uttered. If, however, the ištirāk is realised, what prevents the double reading of 

the homonymous word is, in most cases, the different attribution of grammatical 

case. This means that one of the two meanings of the homonymous word, although 

plausible within the semantic frame of the text, cannot be considered as a part of it 

because it is expressed by a word whose case cannot refer to one of the two 

meanings. This is the case in the example cited by Bonebakker (1966, 92), in which 

the word āba, although denoting a verb, i.e. ‘to return’, and a noun, i.e. ‘August’, can 

only be interpreted as a verb, since the attribution of the accusative case to the name 

would result in a syntactically flawed phrase, a sentence ġayr mufīda. A very similar 

example is found in the verses of al-Asʿad Ibn Mammātī (d. 606/1209): 

 

ن دق
َ

ف
َ

 رْهَزُلا رُهْزَلا هَشأو *رْحَسَلا رُحْسِلا ثَ

 رْجَشَلا قِاروأ بَاث * ىدنلا رُوفا َّلَو

ذإ بُلدنعلاو
ْ

فصَ ضورلا مََّرحَمُ * ىأر 
َ

  رْ

 

The enchantment blew the false dawn and the blossom resembled the three nights 

at the beginning of the month. 

The moisture of the camphor moistened the garments of the leaves of trees. 

And the nightingale whistles, when it sees the prohibited gardens. 

 

According to al-Ṣafadī’s, the author uses in this epigram an imperfect tawriya based 

on the words muḥarram and ṣafar. The qarīb meaning of the former is the past 

participle ‘forbidden’ in the position of a direct object of the verb raʾà ‘to see’, an 

action attributed to the nightingale. As for the latter, its qarīb meaning is the verb 

ṣafara, i.e. ‘to whistle, to chirp’, also attributed to the nightingale. On the other hand, 

the poet seeks as intended meaning the two months of muḥarram and ṣafar; 

however, if interpreted according to these meanings, the utterance is not complete, 

and the sentence is ġayr mufīda. This is due to the fact that, if we interpret ṣafar as 

a noun and not as a verb, it would be the second direct object of the verb raʾà, which 

would make the sentence require completion, i.e. the protasis introduced by iḏ would 
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lack the apodosis represented by the verb ṣafara. Therefore, tawriya is nāqiṣa – 

namely, one of its two senses leads to a syntactically incorrect sentence. 

 

Other examples have been quoted by Bonebakker (1966, 93). One is the citation of a 

book by abbreviating its title, where the abbreviation is not commonly applied to this 

title. Al-Ṣafadī considers this to be an imperfect tawriya – i.e. the book Tashīl al-

fawāʾid wa-takmīl al-maqāṣid by Ǧamāl al-Dīn b. Mālik, usually abbreviated as al-

Tashīl and not as al-Fawāʾid, for one should not refer to the muḍāf ilay-hi without 

mentioning the muḍāf (al-Ṣafadī, Faḍḍ, 118-119).88 Another example he quotes is 

about the juxtaposition of two concepts that logically contradict each other, al-ǧamʿ 

wa-l-ḫuluww, which, if meant to be the union of togetherness and aloneness, are 

mutually contradictory as if we pretend to find the property of being at the same 

time divisible and indivisible in a number.  

The last example is somewhat strange, since it should be assigned to the previous 

section on the false ištirāk rather than to that of tawriya nāqiṣa. It is a two-line poem 

by Ǧamāl al-Dīn Ibn Maṭrūḥ (d. 649/1251) that plays on the word suwayd: 

 

 دِص يأ ادص دَسلأا دُصَ * ىُْبِ ەانيأر دق ظو

 يدَْسُ اذه حاصل تُلقف * ادسلا نم لاق لصلأا تُلقف

 

Such a he-gazelle/beautiful boy, we saw him in Buṣrà hunting lions/men, whatever 

prey he was.  

I asked: ‘Where are you from?’ He answered: ‘From al-Suwaydāʾ.’ I said to my 

companion: ‘This is my little lord.’  

 
88 The three-line poem by Saʿd al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ʿArabī (d. 656/1258-1259) runs as follow: 

نإ
ّ

 هلهّأ ملعلا لو ههلاإ * هلضّف نيدلا لامج ماملإا 
 هلمّأت بّل يذل ادفم لزي * مل دئاوفلا مسا هل ااتك مأ
نإ * اهعمج وحنلا  ةلأسم لف

ّ
 هل ظن لا عمج دئاوفلا 

God made the Imām Ǧamāl al-Dīn excel and made him worthy of the spread of the knowledge. 
He dictated a book called al-Fawāʾid, which never ceased to be useful to those with an investiganting 

intellect. 
He collected (yaǧmaʿu) every subject of grammar; indeed the benefits (fawāʾid) is a plural (ǧamʿ)/al-

Fawāʾid is a collection (ǧamʿ) which has no equal! 
Contrary to what al-Ṣafadī states, al-Suyūṭī (Buġya, 1:132-133) points out that Ǧamāl al-Dīn b. Mālik 
was the author of a book called al-Fawāʾid, of which the Tashīl al-Fawāʿid was an abridgment. Thus, 
the tawriya in this verse is correct. 
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As I have just pointed out, this looks like an example pertaining to the category of 

false ištirāk rather than to that of tawriya nāqiṣa. This is because al-Ṣafadī judges 

negatively the use of suwaydī as a relative adjective. The only possible meaning for 

the morphological form suwaydī is that of the diminutive ‘my little lord’; it is incorrect 

to  associate with this form the meaning of the relative adjective ‘from al-Suwaydāʾ’ 

– indicating the origin of the young man – because the correct forms are only 

suwaydāwī and suwaydāʾī. 

It is clear that it is necessary for al-Ṣafadī that a tawriya supports both readings 

suggested by the homonymy. Therefore, if it does not support one of the two senses 

of the homonymous word at the syntactic or logical level, then the tawriya is 

incomplete, imperfect. This does not mean, however, that this tawriya does not exist, 

and here lies the difference between an incorrect tawriya and a false ištirāk. For al-

Ṣafadī, a false ištirāk does not give rise to a tawriya, while a tawriya nāqiṣa, albeit 

imperfect, is still a tawriya, given that the homonym is understandable by the reader, 

but cannot be judged as a successful example of tawriya. 

 

1.1.3.2.3. al-Tawriya l-baʿīda 

 

Al-Ṣafadī devotes the penultimate section of this second muqaddima to what he calls 

tawriya baʿīda (far-fetched tawriya), i.e. the third and last type of the three possible 

unhappy attempts to formulate a tawriya. It must be admitted that this section is 

characterised by a certain level of difficulty and sometimes the few examples that al-

Ṣafadī provides are not easy to grasp. Let us start first with the definition in (Faḍḍ, 

120), also in Bonebakker (1966, 93-94): “The tawriya is baʿīda because of the use of 

a concept connected (mutaʿallaq) with the muwarrà bi-hi or of a correlative (lāzim), 

instead of the muwarrà bi-hi itself. Or putting a concept connected (mutaʿallaq) with 

the muwarrà ʿan-hu or a correlative (lāzim) in its stead”. Al-Ṣafadī does not provide 

many examples of this kind of tawriya, which seems to be based, above all, on the 

association of ideas that a certain segment of text should suggest to the reader a 

second segment which can then be read as a tawriya. I will try to make this 
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explanation clearer through some examples. The first that the author quotes is an 

epigram by al-Šabb al-Ẓarīf (d. 688/1289): 

 

قعُلا بُلسَْ نٍدِاشوَ
ُ

 اهلمِهْيُف ىوهلا  اهلهِمُْ * لاو لَو

ت
َ

ف هظاحلأ لُزغ
َ

ف م
َ

قار نمَ بلق  * تْتَ
َ

ت هُ
َ

 اهلُّمأ

ةددج
ُ

ت مل رحْسِلا 
َ

ثيدح * ادأ لْز
ُ

 89اهلزَغْمَو ىوهلا  اه

 

Such a he-gazelle, he steals the mind and does not allow the passion to last, rather 

he abandons it. 

His looks are spinning/flirting, how often did they bring death in the heart of the 

person who loves to contemplate them? 

Always new enchantment, their speech and their spindle/flirting never end in the 

passion.  

 

In this epigram, the last word should be vowelled miġzal - or muġzal, cf. (Lisān, s.v.) 

– that is, a nomen instrumenti that means ‘spindle’. Al-Ṣafadī points out that in this 

case it is not possible for the word to be vowelled maġzal, i.e. a nomen verbi meaning 

‘love talk, flirting’, because, at least as far as I have understood, he does not foresee 

this form of maṣdar, despite it being reported in the dictionaries and used in poetry 

(Lisān, s.v.). It is clear, therefore, that within this text the first meaning is not 

applicable. How, then, can the presence of this expression be justified? Al-Ṣafadī 

(Faḍḍ, 120) explains that the word ġazal, nomen verbi of ġazila, denotes the love 

talking, the conversation between the lovers, the flirtation; and the noun ġazl is the 

nomen verbi of ġazala, i.e. ‘to spin, e.g. cotton’. The poetic use introduced and 

legitimised the use of the word ġazl instead of the word ġazal to mean ‘flirtation, 

love talking’. In the case in question, in the second verse the verb taġz_lu could be 

the muḍāriʿ tense of both verbs depending on the vowel attributed to the second 

radical letter. Since the looks are the subject of the verb, the only possible image is 

that of the looks engaged in a love conversation; therefore, the poet intends the 

 
89 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 120, with variant: اهل هم ف ىرولا  اهل مه ي > اهل مه يف ىرولا  اهل هم ), al-Šabb al-Ẓarīf (Dīwān, 
217). 
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meaning ġazila-yaġzalu-ġazal. Looks which speak of love, but which have a deadly 

effect on those who contemplate them. By virtue of the use of the maṣdar ġazl to 

mean ġazal, al-Ṣafadī attributes to the poet the use of the word miġzal to actually 

mean the maṣdar ġazal, as if it were an association of ideas for which the qarīb 

meaning of miġzal, i.e. ‘spindle’, suggests the maṣdar ġazal ‘love talking’, by virtue of 

the fact that it can be replaced by ġazl ‘the spinning’. According to this analysis, it is 

possible to say that a concept connected to the muwarrà ʿan-hu is replacing the 

muwarrà ʿan-hu itself. 

A second example of tawriya baʿīda has been already analysed by Bonebakker (1966, 

94). It is a two-line epigram by Ibn Luʾluʾ al-Ḏahabī (d. 680/1281): 

 

 بُحْسُلا اهدَاربأ تقمن دق * ةٍضور  حارلا سَوؤك رْدِأ

 90ُّبص اهب ءِاملا لُوَدجَوَ * مٌرغْمُ قٌِّيشَ اهيف ُطلا

 

Make the cups of wine go around in a garden, the garments of which have been 

skilfully woven by the [rain]clouds. 

And in which the birds are longing and amorous, and the brook of water is love-

lorn.91 

 

These two lines are easier to understand than the previous. Bonebakker (1966, 94) 

paraphrases al-Ṣafadī’s words stating that the word sabb has as qarīb meaning 

‘lovelorn’ and as baʿīd meaning ‘rushing down’. However, al-Ṣafadī affirms that only 

the augmented form taṣabbub actually bears this baʿīd meaning, and ṣabb is used 

when refers to the rain as in (Q 80:25): “We pour out water in abundance”92 (an-nā 

ṣababnā l-māʾa ṣabban). The use that he attributes to the poet is justified by the fact 

that the brook (ǧadwal) is a correlative (lāzim) of the rain – in this case, it is better to 

speak of a consequence, i.e. the rain is the cause of the brook. But it results in a far-

fetched tawriya.  

 
90 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 121), Ḥamd (2012, 222). 
91 Bonebakker’s translation (1966, 94). 
92 All the Koranic translations are taken from Droge (2013). 
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A third two-line epigram by al-Šabb al-Ẓarīf is quoted as a third case of tawriya baʿīda. 

It is based on an antithesis which fails due to the difficult syntax of the line in which 

the poet has turned the linear order upside down (Bonebakker, 1966, 95). 

The very last example to be found in this section is attributed to the pen of al-Mušidd: 

 

ذإ هُمَّوق * دق ِّدخلا كاذ بُتا
ْ

قشَمَ 
َ

 هْ
َ

خس
ٌ

تَُّ * ەِْخَ زُاجم 
ُ

قحَمُلا هُ
َّ

ق
َ

 93ه

 

The copyist of this mark did it accuratly when he wrote it elegantly (or: copied it). 

A copy, the way/figurative sense of his waist is its centre-piece/navel well 

executed/real. 

 

These two verses focus on the use of technical terminology for the art of writing. 

According to al-Ṣafadī, the poet’s aim is to create an antithesis between maǧāz and 

muḥaqqaqa. The former has two meanings: the first is ‘way, path’, while the second 

is the most familiar to us of ‘figurative sense’. The second word is also understood as 

tawriya bearing two meanings, the first is connected with the activity of copying and 

is defined by Gacek (2001, 34-35): “1. Ancient book hand used by the scribes […] 2. 

Family of scripts characterized by a clear execution of letters. 3. The principal 

rectilinear script (used mostly for the copying of the Qurʾān) characterized by tapered 

descenders”. The second meaning should be the word ḥaqīqa ‘proper meaning’. Al-

Ṣafadī’s judgement is clearly negative towards this composition since the use of the 

pattern mufaʿʿala instead of faʿīla is not recorded for the meaning ‘proper meaning’, 

and it therefore cannot be accepted. 

 

This section ends with al-Ṣafadī’s words warning against defining these infelicitous 

examples as tawriya, and he claims that the terms īhām al-tawriya and ṭayf al-

tawriya (illusory tawriya) are more appropriate. 

 

 
93 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 122), al-Mušidd (Dīwān, 117). In the edition of the Dīwān available to me, these 
verses are not an independent epigram, but only the last verse is a part of a longer qaṣīda of 23 lines. 
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1.1.3.3 Common mistakes in the use of ištirāk 

 

After describing these three cases of the infelicitous use of a homonymous word to 

create a tawriya, al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 123-130) closes the second muqaddima with a 

tatimma, in which the person who wants to compose tawriyas is warned against 

some common mistakes in the use of ištirāk. Bonebakker (1966, 95-96) has already 

summarised the essential points of this section, and I will complete Bonebakker’s 

analysis by indicating the points to which al-Ṣafadī directs our attention. Al-Ṣafadī 

underlines the importance of not underestimating two essential aspects in the search 

for the homonym: namely, the mādda (radical) and the ṣīġa (pattern) of each single 

expression from which a tawriya is to be obtained. The author presents six cases. 

1. The first case is represented by nouns with the same mādda but different ṣīġa, 

such as لاط , which can be understood as ṭalan ‘new-born, kid’, ṭilan (as well as ṭilāʾ) 

‘grape juice reduced of two thirds by cooking’, or ṭulan (pl. of ṭulya) ‘sides of the 

neck’. In this case, it is clear that al-Ṣafadī’s purpose is to underline how being a 

homograph is not a sufficient condition for judging an expression to be a homonym, 

since homophony is also necessary. 

2. The second case is found in verbs which have the same mādda but a different ṣīġa 

when in their māḍī form, leading to a diversity of meaning and preventing the use of 

one of the two forms for both meanings. The example cited by al-Ṣafadī is the verb 

qarra, which, if vowelled with ‘i’ in the second radical letter, means ‘to be cooled’, 

e.g. qarirtu bi-hi ʿayn (thereby I became cool-eyed.); and, if vowelled ‘a’, means ‘to 

settle’, e.g. qarartu fī l-makān (I settled in the place). 

3. The third case refers to those verbs that have a unique ṣīġa when in māḍī tense, 

but differ when in muḍāriʿ, therefore also differing in meaning. For example, the verb 

ḥalla, which, if conjugated yaḥullu, means among other things ‘to descend in a place’, 

and, if conjugated yaḥillu, means ‘to be allowed’. 

5. In this case, the verbs present a single ṣīġa when in māḍī tense, but two different 

mādda when in muḍāriʿ, as in the case of ḥāra yaḥāru ‘to be confounded’, but yaḥūru 

‘to return’. 

6. The last point that al-Ṣafadī counts depicts the verbs that agree when in māḍī 

tense, but differ when in muḍāriʿ, e.g. sarà and sarā – which al-Ṣafadī judges agreeing 
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each other – conjugated respectively yasrī ‘to travel by night’ and yasrū ‘to have good 

virtues’. 

 

A closing remark ends the second muqaddima, in which al-Ṣafadī states that the 

aesthetic effect engendered by figures of speech in general, and by tawriya in 

particular, is much stronger when the figure is uttered in the word containing the 

rhyme.   

 

1.2 Conclusions 

 

What I have presented in this chapter is what we can define as the canonical 

formulation of tawriya, i.e. the description and categorisation which will remain 

almost unchanged in the writings of al-Ṣafadī’ successors.  

He was not the first to introduce a classification for tawriya. For example, Badr al-Dīn 

Ibn Mālik (Miṣbāḥ, 260-262) introduced a quadripartite classification: muǧarrada, 

muraššaḥa bi-mā qabla-hā, muraššaḥa bi-mā baʿda-hā, and muraššaḥa bi-lafẓayn 

kull min-humā yuraššiḥu ṣāḥiba-hu. The last is what al-Ṣafadī and al-Ruʿaynī will 

categorise as tawriya muhayyaʾa. This first attempt to classify the types of tawriya 

will not be adopted by Ibn Mālik’s successors. The reason for that is because his 

system is not suitable for the description of the different types of lawāzim with 

respect to the meanings (qarīb and baʿīd) to which they refer. Not even al-Qazwīnī 

(Talḫīṣ, 97; Īḍāḥ, 6:38-40) applies his quadripartite division and only adopts the 

definitions of muǧarrada and muraššaḥa.  

Among al-Ṣafadī’s successors who criticised his work, we find Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī, 

who felt compelled to compose his own treatise in which he criticised his predecessor 

especially for having devoted parts of his treatise to discussions of little value, e.g. 

taḍmīn, and for having devoted too much space to ištirāk without having discussed 

it together with ǧinās. He also criticised al-Ṣafadī for having collected in the last part 

of the Faḍḍ some epigrams of his without spending a single word on their 

classification. However, if we look at the two works of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf; Ḫizāna), we 

note that the theoretical part is entirely based on that proposed by al-Ṣafadī and does 

not differ from it. The merit of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s works is that they collect a huge number 
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of loci (more than a thousand in Kašf alone, and almost double that in Ḫizāna) that 

he uses to introduce us to the best poetic compositions containing this figure of 

speech. His selection is an invaluable source and tool that provides us with a picture 

of the poetic aesthetics of the epoch. It must be said that, despite criticising his 

predecessor for not having assigned each tawriya-epigram to its subdivision, Ibn 

Ḥiǧǧa commits the same sin by giving us a rich encyclopaedia of unanalysed lines.  

Some clarification to Ṣafadian theory was provided by al-Ṣafadī’s contemporary al-

Ruʿaynī, who did not subvert the theory, but added some details that later scholars, 

like Ibn Ḥiǧǧa and al-Suyūṭī, would the accept. Al-Ruʿaynī must also be recognised for 

having drawn from the previous tradition some clarification about the use of this 

figure in the art of riddles by integrating it within the theory of tawriya. This choice 

could indicate al-Ruʿanī’s knowledge of previous authors such as Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-

Aṯīr, who integrated a section on the difference between tawriya and riddles in the 

chapter of the Maṯal al-sāʾir devoted to the muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya (semantic 

misleading). Furthermore, the example of tawriya muhayyaʾa expressed in verse 109 

by Ibn Ǧābir seems closely connected to the muġālaṭa, which presents a structure 

based on the mutual relationship of two homonymous words (this I will discuss in the 

next chapter). That said, it can be assumed that both Ibn Ǧābir and his commentator 

al-Ruʿaynī based their works on different sources and not only on the works of Badr 

al-Dīn Ibn Mālik, al-Qazwīnī, and al-Ṣafadī. This statement seems to be correct if one 

analyses the chapter on tawriya. However, it would be appropriate to verify this 

hypothesis by studying those other sections of this commentary that have not yet 

received adequate attention. 

Another foundation of al-Ṣafadī’s treatise is the description of the ištirāk. In Ṣafadian 

thought, one can speak of ištirāk only if two words are homographic and 

homophonic, and if they have been coined independently for two different concepts. 

He therefore does not include the words that, despite being homographic and 

homophonic, have two meanings, one of which is derived from the other through a 

figurative process. This distinction is essential for al-Ṣafadī, but it will not be taken up 

by later authors who will not grant the same interest to ištirāk. However, it should be 

stressed that, although al-Ṣafadī considers ištirāk to be the foundation of tawriya, in 

his work he provides examples of tawriya which are not strictly homonymous. This 
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clarification is valid above all if we consider the Koranic verses quoted in the treatise, 

verses containing tawriya-words whose meanings are not always proper meanings, 

but often figurative derivations from a primary sense. 

If considered as a whole, this treatise, which, as hypothesised by Bonebakker (1966, 

98), was perhaps never finished, has in itself all the essential characteristics of an 

adab work typical of his time. Not unique in its kind, it is deeply pervaded by the spirit 

of the epoch. It is a treatise-cum-anthology aspiring to exhaustiveness from all points 

of view and comparable with Talib’s (2019) analysis. This is evident when considering 

the parts comprising the treatise. Al-Ṣafadī starts with an introduction describing the 

topic of his treatise, he then moves to the first part where he starts with a philological 

section and afterwards deals with the definition and classification of tawriya. The 

second part opens with ištirāk and ends with some examples of the infelicitous use 

of ištirāk and tawriya. The seal of the work is a selection of epigrams in his own hand. 



2. The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya: a forgotten attempt at tawriya 

 

 

 

 

During the first phases of the theorisation of tawriya – i.e. from approximately the 

time of its first formulation as īhām by Rašīd al-Dīn al-Waṭwāṭ (d. 578/1182-1183)1 in 

his Ḥadāʾiq al-siḥr and as tawriya by Usāma b. Munqiḏ (d. 584/1188)2 in his al-Badīʿ 

fī naqd al-šiʿr, until its final quadripartite canonical formulation in al-Ṣafadī’s (d. 

764/1363) Faḍḍ al-ḫitām and in the work of his successors – different authors 

discussed tawriya in relation to other figures of speech. In doing so, some authors did 

not use the term tawriya, but other terms instead. An example of this is found in 

authors who used the term muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya (semantic misleading), which sees 

among its advocates three important authors such as Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr (d. 

637/1239)3 in his al-Maṯal al-sāʾir, Abū ʿAbd Allāh Ǧamāl al-Dīn Ibn al-Naqīb (d. 

698/1298) in his Muqaddimat tafsīr Ibn al-Naqīb,4 and Yaḥyà b. Ḥamza al-ʿAlawī l-

Yamanī (d. 745/1344 or 749/1348)5 in his al-Ṭirāz al-mutaḍammin. Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 

 
1 Rašīd al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Ǧalīl al-ʿUmarī, better known as Rašīd al-Dīn al-
Waṭwāṭ, died in 578/1182-1183 at the age of 97. He was chief secretary and renowned for his writing 
skills in both Arabic and Persian. Of particular importance in his work are the collections of bilingual 
letters, his dīwān with more than 8500 verses, and his book on figures of speech, Ḥadaʾiq al-siḥr fī 
daqāʾiq al-šiʿr, where he was the first to name the figure tawriya. See de Blois (2012). 
2 Usāma b. Muršid b. ʿAlī was born in Šayzar in 488/1095 and died on 23 Ramaḍān 584/16 November 
1188. He was above all a warrior and a politician, but his literary merits are certainly not inferior to his 
military ones. A source about his life is the Kitāb al-iʿtibār, a book of memories containing interesting 
information on the life of the epoch and on the ‘cohabitation’ with the crusaders, wherefrom its pages 
in which he describes their customs. Often involved in power games and accused of having 
participated in some attacks against political authorities, he was forced to leave Syria and take refuge 
in Egypt, from where he was then forced to flee once again to take refuge in Damascus. He ended his 
life in the service of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn (d. 589/1193), although he spent the last few years of his life away 
from the political scene. In addition to his autobiography, his works include his dīwān and al-Badīʿ fī 
naqd al-šiʿr, a treaty about figures of speech which is my source for tawriya. See Humphreys (2012), 
and DeYoung (2011c). 
3 Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Abū l-Fatḥ Naṣr Allāh was born on 20 Šaʿbān 558/24 July 1163 and died on 29 Rabīʿ al-
ṯānī 637/28 November 1239. He was very active in politics and was the wazīr of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn’s son in 
Damascus. He ended his life as kātib al-inšāʾ in Mosul and died while travelling to Baghdad during an 
embassy journey. He wrote several works mostly devoted to prose, poetry and literary criticism. See 
Rosenthal (2012). 
4 His work Muqaddima fī tafsīr Ibn al-Naqīb was edited and printed in Cairo in 1909 under the title 
Kitāb al-fawāʾid and attributed to Ibn Qayyim al-Ǧawziyya (d. 751/1350). See Saʿīd ʿAlī (1991). 
5 Yaḥyà b. Ḥamza b. ʿAlī b. Ibrāhīm al-Ḥusaynī l-ʿAlawī l-Ṭālibī was born in Ṣanʿāʾ in 669/1270 and died 
in 745/1344 or 749/1348. As a Zaydite imām, he exercised his authority over part of Yemen until his 
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75) is aware of Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr’s use of this definition, and limits himself to 

saying that “it is a close definition”. Unlike his response to other definitions of 

tawriya, he does not add any further comment.  Al-Ṣafadī does not completely reject 

Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr’s definition, but somehow relegates it to a subordinate place. 

Is there anything more to discover about the relationship between muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya and tawriya? 

In this chapter, I will present the views of these three authors and demonstrate that 

in their work the muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya shares the same theoretical background of 

tawriya, and that it is often possible to analyse the loci probantes given by the authors 

using the same approach and terminology of tawriya.  

 

2.1 The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya in Ibn al-Aṯīr’s view 

 

Bonebakker (1966) quotes Ibn al-Aṯīr among the predecessors of al-Ṣafadī, 

underlining that he uses the term tawriya in a wider sense and not as a specific 

technical term to designate a particular figure of speech. This is shown at the very 

beginning of Ibn al-Aṯīr’s chapter on muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya: 

 

This type (i.e. the muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya) is among the most pleasant [figures] that 

are used in the speech and its expressions, for there is a tawriya. It consists in 

mentioning a meaning (maʿnà) which has a similar or an opposite [meaning] in 

something else. The opposite is better and finer. The first – the one which happens 

to have a similar meaning – takes place in the homonym expressions (fī l-alfāẓ al-

muštaraka). (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:76) 

 

In commenting on this definition, Bonebakker points out that this “can hardly be 

called a definition” (1966, 46-47 n. 5). Even though this statement is true, Ibn al-Aṯīr’s 

treaty by Ibn al-Aṯīr is still very useful for the loci that he presents from both poetry 

 
death. His works are mostly theological and legal, but he also composed a commentary on al-
Zamaḫšarī’s (d. 538/1144) Mufaṣṣal, and the Ṭirāz al-mutaḍammin, whose sources are Ibn al-Aṯīr and 
most likely Badr al-Dīn Ibn Malik (d. 686/1287). See van Gelder (2012c) and Bonebakker (2012b). 
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and prose; starting from these loci, we can draw a parallel with tawriya.6 First, let us 

consider his definition. Within the definition, the word tawriya is not used to 

designate a singular and specific figure of speech. Instead, it represents a wider 

category, which we can call ‘ambiguity’ or ‘obscurity’,7 meaning the whole result of a 

semantic play based on the concealment of a second sense or an articulated concept. 

The figure that Ibn al-Aṯīr describes is called muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya.8 It consists of a 

word or phrase that bears a twofold meaning, or a meaning which can be interpreted 

in more than one way. The muġālaṭa can be either miṯlī or naqīḍī, depending on the 

nature of the two conveyed meanings in question. The miṯlī type is based on 

homonymy.  

 

2.1.1 The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya miṯliyya 

 

To exemplify the muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya miṯliyya, Ibn al-Aṯīr quotes three lines by al-

Mutanabbī (d. 354/955): 

 
قأ ِّلِ مُهُلشَُ

َ
ن َّب

َ
 رُاخلا لِْخَلا ع هسِرافل * دٍهْ

 رُاممُ مٌدَ هنم ْبَعْلا ع * ەُاناج لُسِع َّمصَأ لّو
ثل هُتَُّبلو * هِلإ تٍفِتَلم َّل رُدِاغُ

َ
 9رُاجو هِِلعْ

  

He drives them away with every lean and strong mount, and its horseman has the 

choice upon all the others about how to proceed.  

And every solid spear, its sides quiver and on the joints thereof blood is poured.  

He leaves behind everyone who turns towards him making his breast a den/spear 

wound for his fox/spear-head. 

 

 
6 For example, al-Zarkašī (d. 794/1392) (Burhān, 3:445) cites muġālaṭa among the synonyms of 
tawriya, together with īhām, taḫyīl, and tawǧīh. 
7 Similar, but not entirely superimposable to the obscuritas in the Greek-Latin rhetorical tradition. Cf. 
Lausberg ([1963] 1984, §§ 132-133). 
8 Bonebakker translates it as “suggesting erroneous interpretations” (1966, 46). 
9 Al-Mutanabbī (Dīwān, 400), Ibn Ǧinnī (Fasr, 3:67-70), Ibn al-Aṯīr (Maṯal, 3:76), al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī 
(Ṭirāz, 3:36-7), al-Yāziǧī (ʿArf, 2:226-27), Bonebakker (1966, 47 only the last verse). 
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The ambiguity results from the union of the two words ṯaʿlab and wiǧār, which can 

be interpreted according to their two different meanings. In the case of the word 

ṯaʿlab, ‘fox’ and ‘spear-head’ are the two possible readings. In turn, the word wiǧār 

has as its first meaning ‘den’, e.g. a hole made by an animal in the subsoil. Ibn al-Aṯīr 

underlines that the union of the two meanings of ṯaʿlab makes it possible for a 

transfer of meaning for the word wiǧār that is appropriate to the second meaning of 

the word ṯaʿlab. That is to say, the hole caused by the spear-head is a metaphorical 

‘den’ for the weapon.  

The peculiarity of the last line is that the wordplay entails two words which are 

connected by a transfer of sense: “naqal al-maʿnà min miṯli-hi ilà miṯli-hi” (Maṯal, 

3:76). In other words, the meaning ṯaʿlab1 ‘fox’ corresponds to the meaning wiǧār1 

‘den’, while the meaning ṯaʿlab2 ‘spear-head’ corresponds to the meaning wiǧār2 

‘spear wound’. In this way, a parallelism is created through which the figure of speech 

achieves its goal, resulting in a good balance and making the reader connect these 

two words through a figurative process. Curiously, though, this line is not quoted by 

any other scholar either as an example of tawriya, or as an example of any other 

figure of speech. In my opinion, these three lines from a 66-line qaṣīda versifying Sayf 

al-Dawla’s (d. 356/967) report of his attack on rebellious tribes can be considered a 

correct example of tawriya. If we look at the words used, we can affirm that this is 

what the critics following Ibn al-Aṯīr define as a tawriya muhayyaʾa, for the preceding 

co-text supports the meaning ‘spear-head’ for ṯaʿlab with the presence of lawāzim 

(correlatives) such as aṣamm and damm mumār, which can only refer to the this 

meaning. The use of the word wiǧār opens the possibility of interpreting ṯaʿlab as 

‘fox’, and it is only through the utterance of this word that actualises this meaning. 

Besides these three lines, which have not received such wide attention in later 

authors, Ibn al-Aṯīr quotes a second example: two lines by al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/955), 

which will also be quoted by al-Safadī, Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī (d. 837/1434), and Ibn 

Maʿṣūm (d. 1120/1708)10 as an early attempt at tawriya. This attempt was successful, 

it was but not at the same level of their contemporaries.   

 
10 His full name was ʿAlī Ḫān Ṣadr al-Dīn Ibn al-Amīr Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad; he was born in Medina in 
1052/1642 and died in Shiraz in 1120/1708. He wrote poems and literary anthologies. His most 
important work is a badīʿiyya consisting of 147 lines, where he enumerates the figures of speech and, 
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غرَبِ
ْ

قرَاف بٍش مِ
َ

فك فُسلا 
َّ

لاعِلا ع اناو * هُ
ّ

 نِاحِطَص تِ

قفرَ * هِفِْسَلِ تْلاق سانلا بَاقر َّنأ
ُ

ق كَ
َْ

 11امَ تَنأو ٌِّ

 

In spite of Šabīb, the sword abandoned his hand, although they have been 

companions under all circumstances. 

As if the necks of people said to his sword: ‘Your companion is a Qays while you are 

Yemenite/a good-forge sword. 

 

These two lines are taken from a 27-lines qaṣīda dedicated to Šabīb b. Ǧarīr al-ʿUqaylī, 

who was killed in Damascus in 348/959 during the battle against Kāfūr al-Iḫšīdī (d. 

357/968). Ibn al-Aṯīr maintains that this muġālaṭa “is like the first, but more subtle 

and obscure” (Maṯal, 3:77). This is due to the fact that the equivocal word yamānī 

needs to be interpreted in light of the co-text. The intended meaning is the one 

related to the battlefield, i.e. ‘a good-forge sword’ suggested in the co-text by the 

word sayf in the first line and the phrase riqāba l-nās in the second, both lawāzim of 

the maʿnà baʿīd. On the other hand, the adjective ‘Yemenite’ – even though it does 

not need any particular explanation or hint to be understood as related to the 

provenance of a person – needs to be linked with the word Qays, which introduces a 

new context: tribal rivalry. The rivalry is supposed to be between the tribes Qays and 

Kalb, the latter having Yemenite origins.12 Therefore, the meaning depicted in the 

second line leads us to identify the protagonist of the poem in opposition to his 

faithful companion, the sword. This opposition is due to the death of the protagonist, 

which leads the sword to forsake the hand that wielded it. This is as though the two 

actors – the protagonist and his sword – were members of two rival tribes. Without 

the word Qays, with is paired with yamānī, the sense of strong rivalry would not have 

been expressed. Thus, we can understand Qays as a lāzim of the maʿnà qarīb. It is not 

 
like al-Mawṣīlī (d. 789/1387), names them; he also provided a commentary of it called Anwār al-rabīʿ 
fī anwāʿ al-badīʿ, which he completed in 1093/1682. See Lowry (2009; 2017).    
11 Al-Mutanabbī (Dīwān, 475), Ibn Ǧinnī (Fasr, 4:718), Ibn al-Aṯīr (Maṯal, 3:76-7), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 42, 
90; Ġayṯ, 2:27 with variant كوّدع > كقفر ), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 2:79, 3:187; Kašf, 52), Ibn Maʿṣūm (Anwār, 
2:50), al-Yāziǧī (ʿArf, 2:348-49), Bonebakker (1966, 70). 
12 Cf. Watt (2012c); Fück and Dixon (2012).  
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easy at this point, to classify this type of muġālaṭa-tawriya, since both meanings 

seem to have lawāzim referring to them.13 None of the other authors gave any 

explanation on its classification. Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 42), for example, does not even 

explain the wordplay and limits himself to referring to al-Mutanabbī’s commentators, 

while in (Ġayṯ, 2:27) he provides only a short gloss of yamānī. Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī (d. 

837/1434) explains the twofold meaning of these lines in both (Kašf, 52) and in the 

tawriya chapter of (Ḫizāna, 3:187). He also arranges (Ḫizāna, 2:79) al-Mutanabbī’s 

lines in the ṭibāq (antithesis) chapter, presenting them as a good example of 

interaction between tawriya and ṭibāq: “Among those who clothed the muṭābaqa 

with the silk dress of tawriya, there is Abū l-Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī when he said […] by 

my life, Abū l-Ṭayyib elevated the value of the muṭābaqa and effaced its meanness 

by his proximity with this figure of speech, which became of great value among the 

literati.” In this case, the ṭibāq is not a mere opposition of two contraries, but a 

complex figure whose value lies in the opposition of the nature of the two actors in 

the narrative: on one side, the protagonist who, once killed, leaves the sword, his 

most trusted companion; on the other, the sword, which is also deprived of its 

companion. The antithesis is not only in the association of the two tribes, Qays and 

Kalb. It develops between the word rafīq ‘companion’ and the fact that, being 

separated, they are compared through a metaphorical process to the distance and 

rivalry which have always distinguished the Qays and Kalb tribes. These two lines, 

then, are from the point of view of the rhetorical devices that they use more complex 

than they seem. They are the union of at least three figures of speech which 

participate equally in the success of the final pathos – that is to say, a tragic vision of 

the death of the hero.  

A classification of this lines as a mere example of muġālaṭa – or tawriya – is to some 

extent unhelpful. The tawriya makes possible an interpretation of the text through a 

metaphorical understanding of the companionship between the hero and his sword 

as if they were two enemies instead. This engenders an opposition of senses resulting 

in a ṭibāq.14 

 
13 It could be classified as a second type of tawriya muǧarrada, with lawāzim referring to both 
meanings. But, as we will see, these lines are more complex. 
14 The same explanation is found in Ibn al-Maʿṣūm (Anwār, 2:50). 
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Another interesting example of muġālaṭa that is quoted by Ibn al-Aṯīr is a four-line 

epigram. None of the later critics quoted it among the tawriya loci probantes. 

However, I consider it a relevant example to demonstrate that muġālaṭa is 

comparable to tawriya. 

 

ةلاسر هَجوَلا ّع غٌلِْمُ نمَو
ً

ت لا نَا نْو * 
ُ

 لُئاسرلا هِْدَل يدجْ

ت
َ

ذمَ
ْ

ذإ هُتَقرافو * لٍنح نبا دَع نِامعْنُلل تَْهَ
ْ

تزَوَعْأ 
ْ

 لُِملا كَ

ت امنّلو * انُّيدت فِاشلا يَأر تََْخْا امو
َ

 لُصاح هنم يذلا ىوهْ

 15لُئاق انأ املِ نْطَفاف كٍلام إ * رٌئاص َّكش لا تَنأ لٍلق امّعَو

 

Who is going to deliver to al-Waǧīh a letter from me, even if the letters are useless 

for him?  

You chose to follow the school of Nuʿmān after having been Ḥanbalite, but you 

abandoned it when the provisions became scarce to you. 

You did not choose the Šāfiʿite rite piously, but you only like the profit you earn 

from it.  

There is no doubt that very soon you are going to approach Mālik b. Anas/the 

guardian Mālik, so be aware of what I am saying.  

 

This satirical epigram is quoted in several sources and it is attributed to al-Tikrītī (d. 

599/1202),16 who reprimands al-Waǧīh Ibn al-Dahhān (d. 612/1215) for his 

behaviour.17 The story behind this satirical epigram describes the tendency of Ibn al-

 
15 Ibn al-Aṯīr (Maṯal, 3:77-8), Ibn Ḫallikān (Wafayāt, 4:153 with variants لوق > يأر ؛امّل كلذو > ذإ هتقرافو ), 
Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī (Iršād, 6:236 with variant نيد > يأر ؛هلإ > هدل ؛لاأ > نم ), Ibn al-Dubayṯī (Ḏayl, 1:210, 
5:34), al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī (Tirāz, 3:37 with variants عمساف > نطفاف ؛وه يذلا > هنم يذلا ), al-Ṣafadī (Nakt, 234 
with variant وه يذلا > هنم يذلا ؛نيد > يأر ؛امّل كلذو > ذإ هتقرافو ؛لاأ > نم , Wāfī, 2:82-83, 25:49). 
16 Al-Muʾayyad Abū l-Barakāt Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. Saʿīd b. Abī l-Farǧ al-Tikrītī. Ibn Ḫallikān 
(Wafayāt, 4: 153), Ibn al-Dubayṯī (Ḏayl, 1:209-210), al-Ṣafadī (Nakt, 234; Wāfī, 2:82-83), Bougamra 
(1983, 246-247). He was a pupil of Ibn al-Dahhān. 
17 Abū Bakr al-Mubārak b. Abī Ṭālib al-Mubārak b. Abī l-Azhar Saʿīd al-Waǧīh Ibn Dahhān al-Naḥwī l-
Ḍarīr al-Wāsiṭī. Born in 532-534/1137-39 and died on the 26th of Šaʿbān 612/20th of December 1215. 
Ibn Ḫallikān (Wafayāt, 4: 152-53), Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī (Iršād, 6:231-238), Ibn al-Dubayṯī (Ḏayl, 5:33-34), 
al-Ṣafadī (Nakt, 233-34; Wāfī, 25:47-49), al-Ziriklī (Aʿlām, 6:152 s.v. al-Mubārak b. al-Mubārak), Talas 
(1939, 72-73), Bougamra (1983, 191-201). According to Bougamra (1983, 191), Ibn al-Dahhān “est 
probablement le dernier des grands grammairiens qui ont enseigné à la Niẓāmiyya”. He also points 
out that there is no mention in the sources of why he converted to the ḥanafite rite, and that the 
sources do not confirm Talas’ claim that Ibn al-Dahhān abandoned the ḥanbalite rite in order to 
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Dahhān to change maḏhab depending on his convenience. As reported by his 

biographers, he was at first a Ḥanbalite, and then embraced the Ḥanafite maḏhab for 

no specific reason. But this was not the end of his chameleon behaviour. When he 

was appointed as a teacher of grammar at the madrasa Niẓāmiyya, he faced the 

problem of not being Šāfiʿite, given that the school’s waqf foresees the assignment 

of chairs only to people belonging to this rite (Talas 1939, 34-35; Bougamra 1983, 69-

75). To remedy the problem, he embraced the Šāfiʿite rite.18  

The polemical content of al-Tikrītī’s satire is expressed through the tawriya-word 

‘Mālik’, which plays on two proper names. As suggested by the co-text, the maʿnà 

qarīb is the name of Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796), eponym of the Mālikite maḏhab. The 

maʿnà baʿīd is Mālik ḫāzin al-nār (Mālik the guardian of hell) (al-Maḥallī and al-Suyūṭī, 

Tafsīr, 495), as described in (Q 43:74-78): “Surely the evildoers will remain in the 

punishment of Gehenna. * It will not subside for them, and there they will be in 

despair. * We did not do them evil, but they themselves were the evildoers. * They 

will call out, ‘Master [i.e. Mālik]! Let your Lord finish us off!’ He will say, ‘Surely you 

will remain. * Certainly we brought you the truth, but most of you were averse to the 

truth.’” (Inna l-muǧrimīna fī ʿaḏābi ǧahannama * lā yufattaru ʿanhum wa-hum fī-hi 

mublisūna * wa-mā ẓalamnā-hum wa-lākinna kānū hum al-ẓālimīna * wa-nādaw yā 

māliku li-yaqḍi ʿalay-nā rabbu-ka qāla inna-kum mākiṯūna * la-qad ǧiʾnā-kum bi-l-

ḥaqqi wa-lākinna akṯara-kum li-l-ḥaqqi kārihūna). The estrangement consists in the 

opposition described by the poet in which al-Waǧīh Ibn al-Dahhān, as quick as he is 

in changing rite, is depicted as ready to embrace the last rite that he has not yet 

embraced, or – and this is the intended meaning – to step in front of the keeper of 

 
become the preceptor of the caliph’s sons. Nonetheless, he was the preceptor of the son of ʿAḍud al-
Dīn Abū l-Faraǧ Ibn Raʾīs al-Ruʾasāʾ and used to live in his house. See Talas (1939, 72-73) and Bougamra 
(1983, 191-194). Most probably, he was appointed at the Niẓāmiyya after 590/1194, when he 
embraced the Šāfiʿite rite. Bougamra (1983, 197) comments: “Les hésitations intellectuelles d’Ibn al-
Dahhān nous autorisent, quant à nous, à faire deux constatations toutes simples. La première 
concerne le souci légitime de cet homme invalide [he was blind] de s’assurer, en toute circonstance, 
des conditions matérielles confortables et la deuxième le peu d’intérêt qu’il accordait aux divisions 
doctrinales entre les différentes écoles de la sunna”.       
18 It has to be noted that the Šāfiʿite clause was not as strict as depicted. Several teachers appointed 
at the Niẓāmiyya, as well as lecturers, were not Šāfiʿite. For example, Abū Manṣūr al-Ǧawālīqī (d. 
539/1144) was Ḥanbalite. Bougamra (1983, 74-75) maintains that the Šāfiʿite clause was most 
probably applied to the teachers of legal sciences, but it was flexible in case of teachers of naḥw and 
luġa.   
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hell and probably to spend his afterlife burning into the fire as a punishment for his 

hypocrisy. The co-text provides hints and correlatives referring to the near meaning: 

Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855), eponym of the Ḥanbalite school; al-Nuʿmān (d. 150/767),  

i.e. Abū Ḥanīfa al-Nuʿmān b. Ṯābit, eponym of the Ḥanafite school; and al-Šāfiʿī (d. 

204/820), eponym of the Šāfiʿite school. No correlative refers to the distant meaning. 

This is why these four lines are a good example of tawriya muraššaḥa (prepared 

tawriya). 

Ibn al-Aṯīr continues providing other poetic examples, before turning his attention to 

the analysis of the muġālaṭa in prose texts. He provides a total of eight extracts taken 

from his own prose. I will quote the three that I consider helpful in a comparative 

analysis with the canonical formulation of tawriya. 

The first example that he gives is the double entendre attributed to the prophet: 

 

It is reported in the information mentioned about the expedition of Badr that the 

Prophet was journeying with his companions directed to Badr, when an Arab man 

met them and asked: ‘From which people are you?’ The Prophet replied: ‘From māʾ. 

The man started thinking and saying: ‘From māʾ from māʾ’, trying to understand 

which clan of the Arabs was called māʾ. The aim of the Prophet was to hide his 

matter. He continued, then, on his way. 19 (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:79) 

 

This is a frequently quoted anecdote to show how the prophet could hide his identity 

without lying. Ibn al-Aṯīr affirms that the muġālaṭa in this text is represented by the 

word māʾ, which has two meanings: ‘water’ and the name of a tribe.20 The wordplay 

relies on the fact that the prophet could conceal his identity while avoiding lying. His 

reply ‘māʾ’ allowed him to make the person that he was addressing think that māʾ 

was the name of a tribe, while the prophet himself meant that they had been created 

from water. This muġālaṭa miṯliyya is completely comparable to the figures described 

in the poetry excerpts mentioned above.   

 
19 Also quoted in al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī (Ṭirāz, 3:39), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 97), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 453), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 
(Kašf, 52; Ḫizāna, 3:187, 3:534).  
20 See Kaḥḥāla (Qabāʾil, 3:1023). 
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The following is another interesting prose extract in which the muġālaṭa plays on 

historical figures and is strictly combined with the text of revelation:  

  

I knew my reed pen being used to adorn itself with the nouns of eloquence, and its 

motifs were emerging from its darkness, since my hand, with regard to it, became 

ḥammālat al-ḥaṭab/the carrier of the firewood, while my mind became Abū 

Ǧahl/ignorant after having been Abū Lahab/brilliant.21 (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:80) 

 

The author judges this excerpt as a good example of muġālaṭa, saying that it is a 

tawriya laṭīfa. The wordplay involves the words ḥammālat al-ḥaṭab, Abū Ǧahl, and 

Abū Lahab. Abū Lahab is the name of the famous ʿAbd al-ʿUzza Abū ʿUtba, half-

brother of the prophet’s father and leader of the clan Hāšim of the Qurayš,22 

nicknamed Abū Lahab for his handsomeness. Despite initially protecting Muḥammad, 

he withdrew his protection after Abū Ǧahl and ʿUqba b. Abī Muʿayṭ had accused 

Muḥammad of evil speech against the ancestors. He died after the battle of Badr in 

2/624. He is mentioned together with his wife in the Koran in sūrat al-masad (Q 

111:1-5): “The hands of Abū Lahab have perished, and he has perished. * His wealth 

and what he has earned were of no use to him. * He will burn in flaming Fire, * and 

his wife will be the carrier of the firewood, * with a rope of fibre around her neck” 

(Tabbat yadā abī lahabin wa-tabba * mā aġnà ʿan-hu mālu-hu wa-mā kasaba * sa-

yaṣlà nāran ḏāta lahabin * wa-mraʾatu-hu ḥammālata l-ḥaṭabi * fī ǧīdi-hā ḥablun min 

masadin).23 The use of Koranic verses or, as in this case, a clear and understandable 

reference to them, is a figure of speech called iqtibās, which means “‘taking a live 

 
21 Wa-ʿahdī bi-qalamī wa-huwa yataḥallà min al-bayān bi-amsāʾi-hi wa-tabruzu anwār al-maʿānī min 
ẓalmāʾi-hi wa-qad aṣbaḥat yadī min-hu wa-hiya ḥammālat al-ḥaṭab wa-aṣbaḥa ḫāṭirī abā ǧahl baʿda 
an kāna abā lahab. 
22 See Kaḥḥāla (Qabāʾil, 3:1207). 
23 The religious significance, in this case, is not to the direct service of the development of the 
muġālaṭa; it is, nonetheless, recognised by the reader and remains in the background. Nevertheless, 
the theological disquisitions presented by the various Koran commentators are not of particular 
interest in the analysis of this text. Therefore, I will limit myself to mentioning the references to two 
commentaries of which that I will make wide use of in the next chapter: al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 6:455-
459), and al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 32:165-173). 
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coal or a firebrand (qabas) from a fire’ [and] denotes a quotation or borrowing from 

the Qurʾān or ḥadīth with or without explicit acknowledgement” (Orfali, 2018).24 

Abū Ǧahl, however, is the nickname given by Muḥammad to ʿAmr b. Hišām b. al-

Muġīra Abū Ḥakam, chief of the Maḫzūm clan of the Qurayš,25 a strong opponent of 

the prophet and a supporters of the battle of Badr against the Muslims. He perished 

during the battle.26  Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr explains that the object of this figure is the 

ḫāṭir ‘mind’, which is associated with the good qualities of Abū Lahab expressed by 

his kunya in its literal meaning, i.e. burning, glazing. On the other hand, the mind is 

also described as ignorant and stupid after the association with Abū Ǧahl and his 

kunya. The author goes to point out that another double entendre association is 

between the qalam ‘reed pen’ and ḥammālat al-ḥaṭab. When someone wants to 

blame the pen, in the sense of blaming the art of writing, calls it ḥaṭab ‘firewood’. 

Here, the hand of the writer is holding the pen/firewood, exactly as Abū Lahab’s wife 

is carrying the firewood in hell.  

This text extract represents the use of proper names as muġālaṭa denoting a second 

meaning. This motif will not remain confined to this piece. By way of example, I quote 

an epigram by al-Šābb al-Ẓarīf (d. 688/1289) in which the figure of speech is expressed 

by the same words: 

 

ت مل ول
َ

ةنبإ نْ
ُ

ف  دِوقنْعُلا 
َ

 بِهَل وبأ اقلا ەِِّدخ  نا ام * هِمِ

ت
ةلامّحَ * هُتُنَجْوَوَ هف ذاع اد تََّْ

ُ
ةلامّحَ لا دِرْوَلا 

َ
 27بِطَحَلا 

 

If only the daughter of the bunch of grapes had not been in his mouth, there would 

not have been Abū Lahab/the flame in his blood-red cheek.  

May the hands of the person who blames me about him perish! And may his cheek 

be the bearer of roses rather than of firewood/ḥammālatu l-ḥaṭabi.  

 
24 See also Van Gelder (2002-2003). This text is an appropriate example of how muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya 
– and tawriya in general – can be combined with iqtibās and work together within a text. I will devote 
a whole chapter to this topic, and limit myself here to mentioning only the information needed to 
appreciate Ibn al-Aṯīr’s text. See chapter 5. 
25 See Kaḥḥāla (Qabāʾil, 3:1058). 
26 On these two protagonists in Islamic history, see Rubin (2007) and Watt (2012 a, b). 
27 al-Šābb al-Ẓarīf (Dīwān, 70), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 116-17; Ḫizāna, 3:285), al-ʿAbdarī l-Šaybī (Timṯāl, 1:153). 
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This epigram is quoted by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 77; Ḫizāna, 3:224) as an example of tawriya 

expressed by the Koranic quotation embedded in the text. The two Koranic verses 

are (Q 111:1, 4) and are marked in italics in my translation. The Koranic meaning 

which recalls the story of Abū Lahab and his wife is the maʿnà qarīb conveyed by the 

poet, but not intended by him. Here, the Koranic text is used in a ġazal text and helps 

to express the intensive and burning flame that the beloved has in his cheeks by a 

comparison suggested by the destiny of Abū Lahab and his wife to end their days 

burnt in the eternal fire of hell. The cheeks are therefore the carriers of the fire, 

altered by inebriation, whilst the poet lashes out against those who reproach him for 

loving that young man, imagining and hoping that his red cheeks inebriated by wine 

could be rosy, fresh and tender as rose petals. 

In both these examples, Ibn al-Aṯīr’s extract and al-Šābb al-Ẓarīf’s epigram, the maʿnà 

qarīb is related to the historical figures, while the maʿnà baʿīd is expressed by the 

literal meanings of these phrases. In the first text, ḥammālat al-ḥatab means ‘carrier 

of firewood’, i.e. the hand is carrying the firewood, which denotes the reed pen in a 

pejorative sense, extending the blame from a single reed pen which becomes the 

symbol of the art of writing. The intended meanings in the names Abū Ǧahl and Abū 

Lahab are to be understood as compound expressions of the type ‘abū plus noun’ 

corresponding to ‘have a quality’, ‘be such and such’. In this case, the mind is 

‘ignorant’ in its literal sense, and ‘flaming’ in the figurative sense of ‘brilliant’.  

In the epigram, the first expression ḥammālat al-ḥaṭab shares the same meaning 

with the preceding text, i.e. ‘bearer of the firewood’, which denotes the inebriated 

cheek of the beloved. Abū Lahab, however, denotes a ‘vivid flame’ i.e. the manifest 

sign of inebriation.  

The last extract is a muġālaṭa based on two words with a technical meaning:  

 

I have learned that that pleasure [I felt] near him has as a consequence the loneliness 

and that the first gulp from his encounter makes the bowels thirsty. Indeed, the 

nature of the time is to replace the clearness with turbidity, to prolong the days of 

its/his disobedience, and to shorten the days of its/his obedience. What I only say is 

that it perceived that stolen happiness and it imposed upon it the punishment of 
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severing. It saw the life being pleasant/ḫafḍ thus it put an end to it by an opposite 

case/rafʿ.28 (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:81) 

 

The figure in this extract relies on two words: ḫafḍ and rafʿ, which are also an example 

of ṭibāq. From a semantic point of view, they are two antithetical terms, since ḫafḍ – 

maṣdar of ḫafaḍa – means literally ‘to lower’, while rafʿ – maṣdar of rafaʿa – means 

‘to raise’. They are therefore an appropriate example of ṭibāq. On the other hand, 

the term ḫafḍ applied to the noun al-ʿayš ‘life’ conveys the sense of ‘an easy life’, ‘a 

pleasant life’. The joy of life, experienced through the closeness of the beloved and 

being able to ‘drink’ from him, comes at the end by the adverse fate, the tyrant time. 

The end of this experience of joy is described through the action of an opposite event: 

namely, the word rafʿ, which in this case assumes the meaning of ‘to put an end’. The 

power of this antithesis is enhanced by the use of two words with a twofold meaning. 

The first meanings that we have just described see in parallel two other meanings 

that are, however, related to the technical use of the terms in question. In fact, if we 

turn our attention to grammar, we note that ḫafḍ and rafʿ are the terms that 

designate the genitive case and the nominative case respectively, while the term 

ʿāmil indicates the regency operator who assigns a specific case to a word. In applying 

to this muġālaṭa the theoretical ground of tawriya it results that the maʿnà qarīb of 

the two antithetical words is their technical meaning, while the two maʿnà baʿīd are 

those which express the pleasure of life and its coming to an end. Although the 

presence of two antithetical terms could suggest classifying this example as a 

muġālaṭa naqīḍiyya, the naql al-maʿnà that we have seen above is preponderant in 

the construction of the figure. The naql is based on the parallelism ḫafḍ : rafʿ = 

pleasant life : end of it. The phrase which triggers the muġālaṭa is ʿ āmil al-rafʿ, making 

possible a reading of ḫafḍ as a technical term, for if ʿ āmil al-rafʿ were substituted with 

another phrase bearing the baʿīd meaning, the whole muġālaṭa would not have been 

actualised, since ḫafḍ acquires its technical meanings once paired with rafʿ. The co-

 
28 Wa-qad ʿalimtu anna ḏālika l-uns bi-qurbi-hi yuʿqibu īḥāš wa-anna tilka l-nahla min liqāʾi-hi taǧʿalu 
l-akbād ʿiṭāš fa-inna šīmat al-dahr an yubaddila l-ṣafw kadr wa-yuwassiʿa ayyām ʿaqūqi-hi ṭūl wa-
ayyām birri-hi qiṣar wa-mā aqūlu illā anna-hu šaʿara bi-tilka l-masarra l-masrūqa fa-aqāma ʿalay-hā 
ḥadd al-qaṭʿ wa-raʾà l-ʿayš fī-hā ḫafḍ fa-azāla-hu bi-ʿāmil al-rafʿ. 
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text strongly suggests the maʿnà baʿīd and gives no room for a possible double 

reading of the extract based on the maʿnà qarīb. In this case, too, the muġālaṭa-

tawriya could be compared to a tawriya muhayyaʾa. 

What is more interesting, however, is that in this short text the muġālaṭa shares with 

the tawriya the relation to another figure of speech called tawǧīh, or better, the 

second formulation thereof: tawǧīh2 namely, the use of technical terms from the arts 

and sciences in a text in which only the non-technical meanings provide a sound 

reading.29 Tawǧīh2 and tawriya are often in fact overlap, and tawǧīh2 can be 

considered a tawriya, given that it is based on the same theoretical ground (a word 

with two meanings), with the only difference being that one of them is a technical 

term from the arts and sciences or a proper name.  

 

2.1.2 The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya naqīḍiyya 

 

The second type of muġālaṭa described by Ibn al-Aṯīr is a figure based on a semantic 

opposition. He quotes only one poetic line by an unnamed poet: 

 

 ءُاشْأ امو
ن نْإف * لٍام اهــَْ

َ
ف
َ

ق
َ

 30نُوكت ام دُسَأف تْ

 

What are goods you buy for money, since if they are much in demand/perish they 

are worthless in the market? 

 

Ibn al-Aṯīr underlines that the muġālaṭa naqīḍiyya is less frequently used than the 

muġālaṭa miṯliyya. This is due to the fact that this figure is based on a word which 

has one of its two meanings in antithetical opposition with another word in the text. 

This is the case in the line quoted above, where the verb nafaqa has two opposite 

meanings. When referring to merchandise, it means ‘to be much in demand, to sell 

well’, but, when referring to animals, it means ‘to perish, to be exhausted’. The 

opposition is between the first sense of the verb nafaqa and the following word 

 
29 See section 1.1.2.2.2 
30 al-Ḥātimī (Ḥilyat, 2:191), Ibn al-Aṯīr (Maṯal, 3:82), Ibn al-Naqīb (Muqaddima, 253), Bonebakker 
(1966, 48). 
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aksad, derived from the verb kasada, which means ‘to find no market, to sell badly’. 

The opposition therefore appears to be a contradiction: a highly sought-after good 

should sell well and not the other way around. The aesthetic value of this figure lies 

precisely in the role of the reader, who must set aside the first meaning of nafaqa 

and reduce it to the role of maʿnà qarīb, while highlighting the sense of ‘to perish’ 

commonly applied to animals, which then becomes the intended meaning. In doing 

so, the line emerges from the contradiction and acquires coherence. 31 

The second example that Ibn al-Aṯīr gives is an extract from his own prose: 

 

The attendant sought someone who would report from him the explanations of 

these events which he summarised and would present their images to whom was 

absent like they presented themselves to whom was present. And whose status in 

regard of intelligence is outstanding like the status [of these events] is. They are the 

brides of the acts. So only the most eloquent of the people is eligible to achieve their 

beauties. Who brings them is that man, who is the relator of the news about their 

victory whose veracity lies in the numerous wounds of the men. And the higher 

authorities of its transmission have been taken from the extremities of the spear-

shafts. The nights and days have their transmitters. What about if the days and nights 

transmit themselves?32 (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:83) 

 

Ibn al-Aṯīr comments on this extract, saying that both the muġālaṭa naqīḍiyya and 

miṯliyya are at play within it.  

The phrase expressing the naqīḍiyya is “wa-huwa rāwī aḫbār naṣri-hā allātī ṣiḥḥatu-

hā fī taǧrīḥ al-riǧāl”, which must be read in the light of the technical terminology of 

the science of the ḥadīṯ, where it is essential to establish the reliability of the 

transmitters. Ǧarḥ is a technical term that indicates the weakness and unreliability of 

 
31 It shoul to be noted that the verb šarà is a Janus word, its meaning being both ‘to sell’ and ‘to buy’. 
This is called ḍidd (enantiosemy). However, in this line it seems that it does not play any part in the 
understanding of the figure, since none of the critics spend a single word on it. 
32 Wa-qad irtāda l-ḫādim man yuballiġu ʿan-hu mašārīḥ hāḏā l-waqāʾiʿ allātī ḫtaṣara-hā wa-yumaṯṯilu 
ṣuwara-hā li-man ġāba ʿan-hā ka-mā tamaṯṯalat li-man ḥaḍara-hā wa-yakūnu makānu-hu min al-
nabāha karīm ka-makāni-hā wa-hiya ʿarāʾis al-masāʿī fa-aḥsan al-nās bayān muʾahhal li-ibdāʿ ḥisāni-
hā wa-l-sāʾir bi-hā fulān wa-huwa rāwī aḫbār naṣri-hā allātī ṣiḥḥatu-ha fī taǧrīḥ al-riǧāl wa-ʿawālī 
isnādi-hā maʾḫūḏa min ṭaraf al-ʿawālī wa-l-layālī wa-l-ayyām la-hā ruwā fa-mā l-ẓann bi-riwāyat al-
ayyām wa-l-layālī. 
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a transmitter, which can lead to the invalidation of the chain of transmission itself.33 

The adjective maǧrūḥ is therefore applied to the man who is not reliable in his 

transmission, for example because he is known to be a liar or to be of unsound 

intelligence. Within the text under analysis, the truthfulness of the battle events 

narrated is based on the taǧrīḥ of the men who participated in it. In this case, the 

word taǧrīḥ does not take on its technical meaning of ‘make someone ǧarḥ’, but 

rather its etymological meaning, namely ‘to have suffered many wounds’ by the men 

who participated in the battle. Precisely these numerous wounds are the undeniable 

eyewitnesses of struggle and victory. The opposition is therefore represented by the 

shift from a negative meaning – weak, unsound – to a positive one – incontrovertible 

witness. 

The second figure is the muġālaṭa miṯliyya contained in the phrase “wa-ʿawālī 

asnādi-hā maʾḫūḏa min ṭaraf al-ʿawālī”. The word on which the figure hinges is 

ʿawālī. As the plural of ʿālin, I have translated it with ‘higher authorities’ in the sense 

of the closest authorities to the prophet, those that can never be reproached with 

ǧarḥ. The second occurrence of the word, however, no longer refers to the 

transmitting ‘authorities’ of the facts, but to the means by which they were taken: 

the ‘spear-shafts’. In the text, the trustworthy authorities are those who transmit the 

events of the battle, as if they were ḥadīṯ transmitters. But what is the seal of their 

credibility? The answer lies in the way that they were ‘selected’: through the 

extremities of the spears. Witnesses and transmitters, every wound is a sign of the 

truth.  

No other examples are given for the muġālaṭa naqīḍiyya, and Ibn al-Aṯīr limits himself 

to ending the chapter by underlining the difference between the muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya and the taǧnīs: 

 

If it were said: ‘The first type (i.e. muġālaṭa miṯliyya) of this category is the taǧnīs 

(paronomasia),34 which has a single expression and a different meaning, like the 

example you gave, i.e. the words ṯaʿlab and wiǧār in the verses by Abū l-Ṭayyib, for 

 
33 See Robson (2012). 
34 Paronomasia covers only some aspects of the taǧnīs; in this case, for example, a better translation 
would be antanaclasis – even if it covers several phenomena, cf. Lausberg ([1963] 1984, §§286-292) – 
or simply repetition of two homonyms. Cf. Cachia (1998, 19-31), and Heinrichs (2012). 
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ṯaʿlab is both the animal and the very point of the spearhead. Akin are the other 

examples’. The answer would be: the difference between these two categories is 

evident and it is that in the taǧnīs the single expression is mentioned twice, and it is 

equivalent in the form but is different in the meaning. (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:83) 

 

The difference between these two figures can therefore be summarised thus. On the 

one hand, taǧnīs is a figure based on the repetition of the same word, each time 

expressing one of the two meanings of the word; it is, so to say, a figure in praesentia, 

since the word must be uttered as many times as there are meanings to be conveyed. 

On the other, the muġālaṭa-word is a figure uttered only once and includes in itself 

both senses; it is a figure in absentia, because two meanings are contained in a single 

uttered word. This type of taǧnīs is called taǧnīs – or ǧinās – tāmm (perfect taǧnīs or 

antanaclasis) (Cachia 1998, 21).  It is still open as to whether the last prose extract 

quoted by Ibn al-Aṯīr, which contains the repetition of the word ʿawālī, should be 

taken as an example not of taǧnīs, but of muġālaṭa miṯliyya instead. 

 

2.1.3 al-Alġāz wa-l-aḥāǧī 

 

After his chapter on muġālaṭa, Ibn al-Aṯīr turns his attention to a figure that is often 

confused with muġālaṭa, but which, while presenting similarities at the level of 

semantic ambiguity, is completely detached from it. These are alġāz (riddles) and 

aḥāǧī (quizzes). Some later authors, as we have seen, will also clarify the difference 

between these figures. Ibn al-Aṯīr distinguishes them according to solid theoretical 

definitions. On alġāz, he says:  

 

This type of figure is also called muʿammà (puzzle). It is, sometimes, similar to the kināya 

(metonymy), and sometimes to the taʿrīḍ (euphemism). It is also similar to the muġālāṭa and 

almost all the masters of this art dealt with it. (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:84) 
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He therefore sees a similarity between kināya, taʿrīḍ, and muġālaṭa.35 But where 

does the difference lie? Ibn al-Aṯīr continues his chapter by underlining some 

fundamental differences between these figures and describing the prerequisites on 

which they are based: 

 

When it is about homonyms, it goes under the muġālaṭa chapter and not under the aḥāǧī 

chapter. Alġāz are a separate matter from all of this, for if ever they would have been [the 

same matter] altogether, it would have been said luġz and uḥǧiyya, while it has been said 

kināya and taʿrīḍ instead. Moreover, a part thereof is what is called muġālaṭā and another 

which does not belong to it, so they are called luġz and uḥǧiyya.  I have already said that the 

kināya is an expression denoting from one side the proper meaning (ḥaqīqa); from the other 

side the figurative meaning (maǧāz), and the expression conveys both of them together. 

About the taʿrīḍ, it is what is understood from the side of the expression and neither from its 

proper nor figurative denotation. The muġālaṭa is what is uttered and what is conceived as 

two things, the first of which is the denotation by the expression of two meanings through 

conventional homonymy; the other is the denotation by the expression of a meaning and its 

contrary. Concerning the luġz and uḥǧiyya, they are a unique thing, i.e. every meaning which 

is extracted through derivation (ḥads) and guessing (ḥazr) and not through either the proper 

or the figurative denotation of the expression, nor it is understood from its side. (Ibn al-Aṯīr, 

Maṯal, 3:85) 

 

These definitions are very clear and accurately represent the difference between the 

various figures of speech described. As for the kināya, I cite just one example to frame 

what Ibn al-Aṯīr says about the two sides of the meaning: ḥaqīqa and maǧāz. In the 

chapter devoted to kināya, he cites as an example the Koranic phrase contained in (Q 

4:43) and (Q 5:6), “Or if you have touched women” (aw lāmastumu l-nisāʾ) (Maṯal, 

3:51), affirming that both meanings conveyed by the expression are to be considered 

correct. The first refers to its ḥaqīqa sense, skin contact; the second, to its maǧāz 

sense, sexual intercourse.  

 
35 The concepts metonymy and euphemism do not pretend to be perfectly superimposable onto the 
translated words kināya and taʿrīḍ, but I propose them as working translations. For example, Cachia 
(1998, 64, 66-67) prefers to translate kināya as ‘concomitance’ and taʿrīḍ as ‘obliqueness’. Cf. also 
Pellat (2012). 
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On the other hand, the taʿrīḍ is based on the understanding of a meaning which is 

neither the proper nor the figurative meaning; instead, it is the result of both 

conveying another meaning without it ever being affirmed. An example is when a 

request is not formulated, but is understood in an utterance such as “wa-laysa fī 

yadayya šayʾ” (Maṯal, 3:56) (there is nothing in my hands), meaning that I need help 

and I am asking for it without uttering the question. 

Riddles are therefore different to the other three figures mentioned because they 

entail the use of the reasoning in order to understand and guess the desired meaning, 

since it is not understandable by referring either to a conventional or to a figurative 

meaning. I give only one example of a riddle, which Ibn al-Aṯīr cites without 

attribution:  

 

فنَلِ شَ * هُتَبَحْصُ رَهْدَلا ُّلمُأ لا بٍحاصو
ْ

 دِهِتجم َْسَ سو 

ف اصخْشَ هل تُأر نْإ ام
َ

ذمُ
ْ

ف انقفا هلع يْع * تْعقو 
ُ

قر
َ

ة
َ

 36دَِلأا 

 

Such a companion! I am not tired of the time of his companionship. He grows for 

my advantage and he strives himself to the utmost effort. 

I never saw him in person but since my eye settled on him, we became separated 

forever. 

   

Who is the companion of whom the poet has lost? Who is the companion whom the 

poet never saw until the day he departed forever? Well, it is the molar tooth, or the 

wisdom tooth (al-ḍirs).  

The solution to this riddle cannot be found by looking at the meaning of the single 

words, since they do not convey the solution through their semantic connections at 

the level of proper and figurative meanings, and nor through the implied meaning of 

the whole sentence, since the luġz 

 

 
36 The author is Usāma b. Munqib: (Dīwān, 203 with variant ت لا بحاصو > هتبحص...بحاصو

ُ
 ؛هُتُبَحْصُ رهدلا ُّلمَ

قلأ مل > هلع...نإ ام
َ

َّيرظانل اد حف انبحاصت ذم هُ ), Ibn al-Aṯīṛ (Maṯal, 3:85), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 482), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 
(Ḫizāna, 4:196). 
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It is not indicated that it is the molar tooth by way of the proper meaning, nor the figurative 

sense, nor the implied meaning (mafhūm), for it is something which is derived and guessed, 

and the minds differ in being fast or slow while solving it. If it were said: ‘The riddle is 

understood by way of the implied meaning and these two lines are understood through the 

implied meaning.’ The answer would be: what is understood through the implied meaning is 

the taʿrīḍ, as in his words ‘I am poor, I am needy’. This utterance does not connote the 

request nor the demand by the proper meaning nor the figurative sense: it is only understood 

that the person who uttered it is using a euphemism for his demand. These two lines are not 

like that because they comprehend nothing but what is understood through derivation and 

guessing and nothing else. This applies to every luġz. (Ibn al-Aṯīr, Maṯal, 3:85-86) 

 

That there is a certain similarity between the muġālaṭa and the aḥāǧī is undeniable, 

especially if we consider the upper level within which these two figures are inserted 

– namely, that of ambiguity. The common point of these figures is precisely the 

ambiguity, which Ibn al-Aṯīr defines as tawriya. As he explains, the resolution of these 

figures by the reader occurs in different ways. As far as muġālaṭa (but also in other 

figures) is concerned, the resolution occurs at the lexical level based on the proper 

meanings or figurative senses of the equivocal words or phrases. The luġz, on the 

other hand, presents a wordplay that cannot be solved at the lexical level, but 

requires the reader to be wise and witty to be able to derive the intended meaning 

from the initial utterance, without it being explicitly stated.37 

 

2.2 The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya in Ibn al-Naqīb’s view 

 

The second author who discusses muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya is Ibn al-Naqīb (Muqaddima, 

252-257). From a theoretical point of view, he does not offer many more details 

about this figure than his predecessor Ibn al-Aṯīr. Nonetheless, in contrast to Ibn al-

Aṯīr, who classified the muġālaṭa phenomenon into two types, he maintains that the 

muġālaṭa is, in fact, branched into three types.  

The first is the muġālaṭa naqīḍiyya, an example of which is the above-mentioned line 

that plays on the verb nafaqa. The second is the muġālaṭa miṯliyya, of which he 

 
37 Cf. also al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 481-482) and section 1.1.2.2.3. 
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quotes the same loci quoted by Ibn al-Aṯīr, such as al-Mutanabbī’s verses. The third 

contains the riddles: alġāz and aḥāǧī. This is the only difference between Ibn al-Naqīb 

and Ibn al-Aṯīr, the latter, as we have seen, clearly distinguishing between muġālaṭa 

and alġāz. Not much else can be added on what Ibn al-Naqīb presents in his 

Muqaddima, and nor can his contribution broaden reflections already presented by 

his predecessor.  

 

2.3 The tawriya in al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī’s view 

 

Al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī is the last author that I consider in this chapter. His point of view 

is comparable to that of Ibn al-Aṯīr, given that he arranges muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya and 

alġāz separately. However, he considers both the muġālaṭa and alġāz as two 

subdivisions of a wider category, which he calls tawriya. As underlined by Bonebakker 

(1966, 46-47 n. 5), the definition given by Ibn al-Aṯīr lacks details and is somewhat 

obscure. In contrast, al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī provides a more detailed definition of the 

phenomena under analysis. However, he does not provide different loci, limiting 

himself to repeating some of those already quoted by his predecessors. He starts the 

chapter with the following definition of tawriya:  

 

Know that this noun [i.e. tawriya] is denoting everything from which a meaning is 

understood, whose manifest meaning of the expression does not denote it, but it becomes 

understood through its utterance. Its etymology derives from the speech ‘You concealed this’ 

in the sense of ‘You hid it’. It is found in the ḥadīṯ “When he desired to travel, he concealed 

with something else” (kāna iḏā arāda safar warrà bi-ġayri-hi),38 i.e. he hid it, alluded to it, 

and made to think that he wanted something else. This is like the kināya, the taʿrīḍ, the 

muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya, the aḥāǧī, and the alġāz. These concepts are all sharing their being 

denoting given concepts on the plan of their manifest meanings. However, when uttered 

other concepts are understood, which are not given on the plan of their manifest meanings. 

We have already spoken about the kināya and the taʿrīḍ, we gave examples, we showed the 

 
38 Most probably kāna iḏā arāda ġazwatan warrà bi-ġayri-hā. See Ibn Ḥaǧar al-ʿAsqalānī (Bulūġ, no. 
1270), Abū Dāwud al-Siǧistānī (Sunan, no. 2637). Cf. with variants al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 2947, 2948) 
and al-Nasāʾī (al-Kubrà, no. 8727, 8728). Cf. Bravmann (1971), who does not quote the ḥadīṯ, but only 
the Sīrat Rasūl Allāh by Ibn Hišām (d. ca. 213-218/828-833). 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 103 

distinction between them, and there is no need to repeat it. Now, we are only talking about 

the muġālaṭa, the ilġāz (speaking through riddles), and the uḥǧiyya, which is included in the 

ilġāz without distinction. We are going to mention what is related to any one of these two 

categories. All these concepts, if they are easy to approach, then they are easy to perceive. 

Great eloquence and magnificent purity of language do not concern them, but they are not 

devoid of multifariousness of speech and vagueness. They indicate the turning [of the 

speech] into an eloquent usage, the ability to manipulate the expressions, and the capacity 

[to express] the motifs. They are not excluded from one of the arts of eloquence: the figures 

of speech. Many a scholar of rhetoric mentioned and discussed them; thus, we have certainly 

presented them and did not deprive this book of them. (al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī, Ṭirāz, 3:36)     

 

Tawriya is, thus, more than a single figure of speech: it is an overarching category 

which contains in itself various nuances of ambiguity. As we have seen in Ibn al-Aṯīr, 

several figures share similarities. The core of tawriya is for al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī the fact 

that it has the power to convey a meaning which crosses the border of the 

conventional and manifest meaning, and forces the reader to make an effort to 

understand the second meaning beyond the superficial level. This second meaning 

has to be understood in view of the whole utterance and not of the single word 

exclusively. This is all the more true if we consider a figure such as the luġz, in which 

no lexical hint is given to the reader to figure out the word or phrase object of the 

wordplay. On the other hand, muġālaṭa presents in a single expression both 

meanings which must be recognised by the reader on the basis of the co-text, the 

context of enunciation, and the reader’s ability to discern which of the two is the one 

desired by the author.  

 

2.3.1 The muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya. 

 

While showing less interest than Ibn al-Aṯīr in providing loci with which to support his 

theoretical claims, al-Alawī l-Yamanī focuses on explaining in more detail the 

epistemological foundations of this figure of speech. His definition of muġālaṭa 

presents some interesting points, especially with regard to the concept of intention: 
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Know that the muġālaṭa consists in a single expression denoting two meanings by means of 

homonymy. They are meant by the intention and not by the expression itself. This is due to 

the fact that the convention of the homonym expression is to denote two meanings and 

more by means of substitution. This is the foundation of the convention of the homonym 

expression. In contrast, when the two meanings are meant through their utterance, [they are 

only meant] by aim and not by the expression itself. The difference between the muġālaṭa 

and the ilġāz consists in the fact that the muġālaṭa, as we have said, happens only with 

homonym expressions which denote one of their two [meanings] by means of substitution 

in a given convention. They are all meant by aim and intention. On the other hand, the ilġāz 

does not denote two meanings by means of homonymy. Instead, it denotes a meaning by 

means of its expression and the other meaning by means of derivation, not through the 

expression. (al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī, Ṭirāz, 3:36) 

 

The ground of this figure of speech is constituted by a homonym which presents at 

least two different meanings. The subsequent clarification that the author provides 

is fundamental to understanding the reader’s action in the success of the figure. In 

this regard, al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī emphasises that the two meanings of the word are not 

understood through the expression itself, but through the intention (niyya)39 which 

resides, as the author points out, outside the acoustic and/or graphic actualisation of 

a given word or phrase. In other words, that two distinct meanings can correspond 

to two identical words on an acoustic and graphic level – two homonyms therefore – 

is a fact that is found on the level of conventional semantics. This means that these 

meanings are combined with such words and expressions and are thus 

interchangeable when outside a given co-text and co-occurrence, and context of 

enunciation. Without these circumstantial determinants, they are perfectly 

equivalent to each other. Once the homonym has been uttered, its meanings are 

bound in a given context of enunciation, and their occurrence inserted in a specific 

co-text, which forbids their complete interchangeability. This is, in my opinion, what 

al-ʿAlawī l-Yamanī means by niyya and qaṣd; that is to say, the intention of the 

speaker to use a homonym and suggest one or two of its possible conventional 

 
39 Not to be confused with religious niyya: “The acts prescribed by the Islamic sh̲̲arīʿa, obligatory or 
not, require to be preceded by a declaration by the performer, that he intends to perform such an act” 
Wensinck (2012). 
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meanings. In those given conditions, the meanings have to be recognised by the 

reader, who is responsible for reconstructing the entire message. The basis on which 

this work of recognising and reconstructing relies is convention, i.e. the meanings 

conventionally attributed to a given word and recognised by a community of 

speakers. The difference between muġālaṭa and alġāz hinges on this. The riddle is by 

its own nature an enigma; and, in expressing a riddle, the teller must not convey the 

solution by a word whose conventional meaning is its solution.   

I have not mentioned the loci that he presents for both muġālaṭā and ilġāz, since 

they are the same as those already discussed in the section on Ibn al-Aṯīr.  

 

2.4 Conclusions 

 

Some general conclusions can be drawn from what we have seen in the works of 

these authors. 

First, the use of the word tawriya. Although Usāma b. Munqiḏ (Badīʿ, 60-61) had 

already established it as a specific figure of speech, it acquires a wider sense in the 

works of these three authors. I have translated tawriya as ‘ambiguity’ or ‘obscurity’ 

to give it a broader sense which can be applied to several figures – such as muġālaṭa, 

alġāz, aḥāǧī, and in a sense also kināya and taʿrīḍ – and in general to a text in which 

these figures act. These three authors also seem not to take into account the figure 

īhām – synonym of tawriya – already described by al-Waṭwāṭ (Ḥadāʾiq, 135-138), and 

nor does the work of Ibn al-Aṯīr’s contemporary al-Sakkākī (d. 626/1229),40 who 

continued using the word īhām in his (Miftāḥ, 537). If we compare the definitions of 

tawriya, īhām, and muġālaṭa, we can see a fundamental similarity: all of these figures 

are based on homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk) and play on a word or phrase conveying 

 
40 Abū Yaʿqūb Yūsuf b. Abī Bakr b. Muḥammad al-Ḫwārazmī Sirāǧ al-Dīn al-Sakkākī was born in Ḫwārazm 
on 3 Ǧumādà 555 or 554/11 May 1160 or 1159. He was a supporter of the Muʿtazilite school. His 
importance in the landscape of Arabic studies is due to his unique book Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, an all-
encompassing work on linguistic sciences, which covers all the fields from morphology to lexicography, 
from syntax to rhetoric and stylistics, from phonetics to etymology. The third part of his book about 
ʿilm al-maʿānī wa-ʿilm al-bayān is the basis upon which Badr al-Dīn Ibn Mālik (d. 686/1287) and al-
Qazwīnī will build their rhetorical systems destined to be the canonical formulation of ʿilm al-balāġa. 
He died in Raǧab 626/June 1229. The most complete information on al-Sakkākī is Maṭlūb (1964). See 
also Smyth (1992a; 1992b; 1995) and Heinrichs (2012a). For a study of the section on ʿilm al-maʿānī, 
see Simon (1993).  
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two meanings. The question that arises is why these three authors feel the need to 

use the term muġālaṭa instead of conforming to the terminology already used, 

namely tawriya and īhām. Do muġālaṭa and tawriya therefore completely 

overlapping? This question takes us to the second remark.  

Analysing the texts presented by these authors, and in particular by Ibn al-Aṯīr, we 

can see that the homonymy is the key factor for muġālaṭa. Nonetheless, although 

homonymy is necessary, it is not a sufficient condition. Regarding the muġālaṭa 

miṯliyya, the necessary condition is an element which triggers the second meaning of 

the homonym word, for example the words wiǧār and Qays in the lines of al-

Mutanabbī mentioned above. The combination of homonym and trigger word 

constitutes the parallelism which is the structure of this figure.41 I admit here a 

certain difficulty in understanding the parallelism in al-Tikritī’s lines. It could be 

explained by the presence of the trigger words referring to the other eponyms of the 

law schools, but the intended meaning ‘guardian of hell’ conveyed by the satirical 

poem only makes sense if we consider the whole text, which is strongly critical of 

hypocritical behaviour. On the other hand, al-Tikritī’s lines are an appropriate 

example of a possible double reading, since both readings – namely, Mālik b. Anas 

and Mālik the guardian of hell – express the satirical content of the epigram, albeit in 

a lighter way in the case of Mālik b. Anas. The same analysis applies to the muġālaṭa 

naqīḍiyya, in which the trigger word must create an opposition, an antithesis, not 

dissimilar to ṭibāq. That said, in the majority of cases a similarity between muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya and the tawriya muhayyaʾa that I have described in the previous chapter 

is evident. 

The role of the trigger word – or, if we want to use tawriya terminology, al-lafẓ 

yuhayyiʾu – opens up a third remark. Is it possible to apply tawriya analysis to 

muġālaṭa? In the previous pages, I have used tawriya vocabulary to describe 

muġālaṭa loci, trying to establish a parallel. Both figures present two meanings. 

Sometimes only one of them is intended by the author, and sometimes a double 

reading is possible even if one of them is still preferred. Moreover, we could consider 

 
41 A parallelism similar to, but not superimposable on, another figure of speech called murāʿāt al-naẓīr 
and translated by Cachia (1998, 73) as ‘association’.  



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 107 

the trigger word as a kind of lāzim or lafẓ yuhayyiʾu referring to one of the two 

meanings of the tawriya-word. The difference between tawriya and muġālaṭa seems 

to lie in the fact that muġālaṭa needs this trigger element, while tawriya only needs 

it in the case of a tawriya muhayyaʾa. But, as we have seen in the previous chapter, 

this is a less common case of tawriya. Due to their substantial similarity, however, 

the theoretical tools created for the tawriya are helpful in explaining how muġālaṭa 

functions. 

This is perhaps why (and this is my fourth and final remark) there is no room in later 

theoretical works on balāġa and badīʿ for muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya. The tawriya theory 

was better able to account for certain phenomena of homonymy/polysemy in poetic 

and prose texts, forcing the theory of muġālaṭa into oblivion. Unable to adapt to 

subsequent developments in poetic theory, the latter was thus absorbed into the 

wider category of tawriya.



3. Tawriya and the Koran 

 

 

 

 

My goal in this chapter is to investigate how and when tawriya and its synonym īhām 

became a reading key for the mutašābihāt. To do so, an approach which only takes 

into account literary and rhetorical criticism is not enough. Many – if not all – treatises 

on rhetoric and stylistics have been written by scholars of religious studies, in 

particular Koranic exegesis and legal hermeneutics. For this reason, works of a 

rhetorical and stylistic character together with Koranic and ḥadīṯ commentaries 

cannot be considered as non-matching pieces. Often, the use of religious works is 

necessary to understand subtleties of thought which are not clearly expressed in 

other works.  

As underlined by Heinrichs (1968-1969; 2008), the theory of tawriya presented by 

Bonebakker (1966), who mentions Koranic passages in which a 

homonymic/polysemic word (muštarak) could lead to the understanding of a verse 

as an example of tawriya, lacks some details. Investigating these verses will provide 

us with a better understanding of when and why tawriya was used as a reading key 

in some Koranic verses, and above all in those verses which suggest an 

anthropomorphistic interpretation. This is the case with the frequently quoted 

examples of Koranic tawriya: (Q 20:5)1 “al-Raḥmānu ʿalà l-ʿarši stawà” (The Merciful 

is mounted upon the throne), (Q 39:67)2 “Wa-mā qadarū llāha ḥaqqa qadri-hi wa-l-

arḍu ǧamīʿan qabḍatu-hu yawma l-qiyāmati wa-l-samawātu maṭwiyyātun bi-yamīni-

hi subḥāna-hu wa-taʿalà ʿammā yušrikūna” (They have not measured God [with] due 

measure, when the entire earth will be His handful on the Day of Resurrection, and 

 
1 ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 391), al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 4:67), al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 22:2), al-Sakkākī 
(Miftāḥ, 537, 714), Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 216), al-Qazwīnī (Talḫīṣ, 97; Īḍāḥ, 6:38-39), al-Ṣafadī 
(Faḍḍ, 75), al-Subkī (ʿArūs, 2:345), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 452), al-Taftāzānī (Muṭawwal, 652), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 
(Kašf, 51, 268; Ḫizāna, 3:186, 534), al-Maqrīzī (Mawāʿiẓ, 4:448), al-Suyūṭī (ʿUqūd, 237, 259), Ibn Ḥazm 
(Fiṣal, 2:123), Abū Ḥayyān (Tafsīr, 6:214). 
2 ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 358), al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 5:320-323), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Nihāya, 
175; Tafsīr, 27:15-19), al-Sakkākī (Miftāḥ, 537), al-Zanǧānī (Miʿyār, 2:127), Ibn al-Zamlakānī (Tibyān, 
178), al-Ḥalabī (Ḥusn, 65), al-Nuwayrī (Nihāya, 7:132), al-Qazwīnī (Īḍāḥ, 5:110), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 75), 
al-Subkī (ʿArūs, 2:292), al-Suyūṭī (ʿUqūd, 237), Abū Ḥayyān (Tafsīr, 7:421). 
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the heavens will be rolled up in His right [hand]. Glory to Him! He is exalted above 

what they associate), and (Q 51:47)3 “Wa-l-samāʾa banaynā-hā bi-aydin wa-innā la-

mūsiʿūna” (The sky – We built it with [Our own] hands, and surely We were [its] 

extenders indeed).4 

 
3 al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 5:618-619), Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 216), al-Qazwīnī (Talḫīṣ, 97; Īḍāḥ, 
6:38-39), al-Subkī (ʿArūs, 1:115; 2:345), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 460), al-Taftāzānī (Muṭawwal, 98, 652-653), 
al-Zarkašī (Burhān, 3:445), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 51, 270; Ḫizāna, 3:536), al-Suyūṭī (ʿUqūd, 261), Abū Ḥayyān 
(Tafsīr, 8:140). 
4 It is worth underlining that these three verses are not the only examples of Koranic tawriya. For 
example, Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ (d. 654/1256) (Taḥrīr, 270) quotes (Q 12:95) qālū ta-llāhi inna-ka la-fī ḍalāli-
ka l-qadīmi (They said, ‘By God! Surely you are indeed in your [same] old error’) as a good example of 
tawriya in the sacred book. The wordplay revolves around the tawriya-word ḍalāl, which has two 
meanings, says Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ. The first is ḥubb (love) while the second is ḍidd al-hudà (the opposite of 
going in the right way). The explanation he provides is that the meaning hubb has been neglected in 
favour of the use of the meaning ḍidd al-hudà, but the intended meaning (al-murād) is the one 
neglected and not that apparently meant. This verse must be understood within the framework of the 
story of Joseph; in particular, this scene depicts the blind Jacob waiting for his sons’ caravan and feeling 
the presence of Joseph even though he did not know that he was still alive. So, a paraphrasis of the 
verse reads as follows: ‘They said, ‘By God your capacity of judgement still be under the influence of 
your ancient attachment towards Joseph.’ Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 3:324) and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 
(Tafsīr, 18:212). Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ in a later work entitled Badīʿ al-Qurʾān (Badīʿ, 102-103) lists in the 
tawriya chapter, in addition to (Q 12:65), two more examples. The first is (Q 10:92) fa-l-yawma 
nubaǧǧī-ka bi-badani-ka li-takūna li-man ḫalfa-ka āyata (Today We rescue you with your body, so that 
you may be a sign for those who succeed you). In this verse, the author points out that the word badan 
is commonly used to denote the body (ǧasad), but the concealed and intended meaning is in this case 
‘coat of mail’ (dirʿ). This meaning is glossed by the author affirming that the rescue of Pharaoh is a sign 
of posterity precisely because Pharaoh managed to save himself from the Red Sea wearing his coat of 
mail. Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 3:172) and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 17:164). The second verse is (Q 
2:145) Wa-la-in atayta llaḏīna ūtū l-kitāba bi-kulli āyatin mā tabiʿū qiblata-ka wa-mā anta bi-tābiʿin 
qiblata-hum wa-mā baʿḍu-hum bi-tābiʿin qiblata baʿḍin (Yet even if you bring every sign to those who 
have been given the Book, they will not follow your direction. You are not a follower of their direction, 
nor are they followers of each other’s direction), where the equivocal word is qibla. Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ 
explains the reference to the qibla as the direction of prayer which has been given to the Muslims, 
which is in a middle way (wasṭ) between the direction observed by the Jews and that observed by the 
Christians. This middle position, or medietas, is also the best way to behave, since it is a balance of 
two extreme positions. It is glossed by Ibn Abī l-Iṣbāʿ and by other exegetes with the word ḫiyār 
(choice, the best). As Griffel (2003) points out, this gloss is commonly explained by the word ʿadl 
(justice), meaning that the Muslims are the people of the middle position, i.e. justice and good 
behaviour. This is what is meant by Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ when he says that the word qibla could mean in this 
context choice, i.e. the justice and the medietas of the good Muslims. Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 1:337-
345), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 4:107 and following). It is worth underlining that Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ does 
not mention any of the verses that I analyse in this chapter, and nor in the tawriya chapter or under 
any other figure of speech. Another author who undertook the challenge of listing the figures of 
speech in the holy book is al-Zarkašī (d. 794/1392) in al-Burhān fī ʿulūm al-Qurʾān. Curiously, in the 
tawriya chapter (Burhān, 3:445-446), in addition to (Q 51:47), he does not list any of the verses given 
by his predecessor Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ. The first verse he quotes is (Q 55:6) wa-l-naǧmu wa-l-šaǧaru 
yasǧudāni (And the star and the tree prostrate themselves), saying that the word naǧm means ‘stars’ 
and ‘herbage’. The hearer thinks that the intended meaning is ‘stars’, since the preceding verse 
contains the words sun and moon; however, the intended meaning is herbage. Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī 
(Kaššāf, 6:6), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 29:90). The second is (Q 3:39) wa-huwa qāʾimun yuṣallī fī l-
miḥrābi (While he was standing, praying in the place of prayer), glossed with wa-l-murād al-maʿrifa (?) 
(the intended meaning is knowledge (?)), but I could not find any explanation for this meaning, either 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
110 

 

 

I will thus base my investigation on a broader typology of sources, and reconstruct 

the history of inclusion and interpretation of these anthropomorphic verses in the 

discussion on tawriya. Of the three verses mentioned, I will analyse only (Q 39:67) 

and (Q 20:5), since the explanation of (Q 51:47) is comparable to that of (Q 39:67) in 

both rhetorical and theological works.5  

 
in al-Zamaḫšarī’s Kaššāf or in Faḫṛ al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s Tafsīr. The third verse that he cites is (Q 88:8) wuǧūh 
yawmaʾiḏin nāʿimatun ([Other] faces that Day will be blessed), where nāʿima is understood by the 
reader as connected to nuʿūma (delicacy), while the intended meaning is connected to niʿma (grace) 
and karāma (magnanimity). Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 6:364), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 31:154). The 
third is (Q 76:19) wa-yaṭūfu ʿalay-him wildānun muḫalladūna (And boys of eternal youth circulate 
among them), where muḫalladūna means ‘having earrings’ (muqarriṭūna) and is not derived from 
ḫulūd (eternity). Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 6:25 on Q 56:17), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 29:150-151). 
The fourth is (Q 47:6) wa-yudḫilu-humu l-ǧannata ʿarrafa-hā la-hum (And He will cause them to enter 
the Garden – He has made it known to them), where ʿarrafa-hā means ʿallama-hum manāzili-him fī-
hā (he made them know their place in it), but it is concealed with the perceived meaning derived from 
ʿarf, which means ṭīb, i.e. an odour, a scent particularly associated with paradise. Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī 
(Kaššāf, 5:518), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 28:48). The fifth is (Q 5:4) wa-mā ʿullimtum min al-ǧawāriḥi 
mukallibīna (And what you have taught some of [your] hunting animals [to catch], training [them]), 
for which al-Zarkašī does not provide any explanation. Comparing al-Zamaḫšarī’s (Kaššāf, 2:197) and 
Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s (Tafsīr, 11:146), I could hypothesise that the ambiguity is in the word mukallibīna, 
which has four possible interpretations based on etymology and use: a) It means the domesticator 
and is derived from kalb (dog) because domestication (taʾdīb) is usually applied to dogs; b) Every 
predatory animal (sabʿ)  can be called kalb, e.g. the lion (asad); c) kalb can be derived from ḍarāwa 
(being accustomed [to the chase], greed); and d) the meaning of the verse is nothing more than 
permission to hunt with dogs. The sixth verse that al-Zarkašī quotes is (Q 9:21) yubašširu-hum rabbu-
hum bi-raḥmatin min-hu wa-riḍwānin wa-ǧannātin (Their Lord gives them good news of mercy from 
Himself, and approval, and [there are] Gardens), where riḍwān is understood as ‘approval’ but refers 
to Riḍwān, the guardian of paradise. The seventh is the word rāʿinā in (Q 2:104) lā taqūlū rāʿinā wa-
qūlū nẓurnā (Do not say, ‘Observe us’, but say, ‘Regard us’); al-Zarkašī reports that this word means 
arʿi-nā samʿa-nā, i.e. listen to us, and it is not the nomen agentis of the noun ruʿūna, i.e. foolishness. 
Cf. al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 1:307), Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 3:242). The penultimate example that al-
Zarkašī gives is (Q 42:28) wa-huwa llaḏī yunazzilu l-ġayṯa min baʿdi mā qanaṭū wa-yanšuru raḥmata-
hu wa-huwa l-walī l-ḥamīd (He [it is] who sends down the rain after they have despaired, and displays 
His mercy. He is the Ally, the Praiseworthy), in which walī and ḥamīd could refer to God, i.e. the 
believers’ friend and praiseworthy/praised, or walī can be understood as ‘rain of the spring’ connected 
to ġayṯ and thus ḥamīd meaning maḥmūd refers to the rain. The last verse quoted is (Q 12:42) uḏkur-
nī ʿinda rabbi-ka fa-ansā-hu l-šayṭānu ḏikra rabbi-hi (‘Mention me in the presence of your Lord’. But 
Satan made him forget to mention [him] to his Lord). In this verse, rabbi-hi could refer to God if the 
subject of the verb is Joseph, while it can refer to the king, i.e. the ruler of Egypt, if the subject of the 
verb is the person of whom Joseph interpreted the dream. Cf. Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 18:147-148). 
It should be noted that the inclusion of these verses in the tawriya chapter is found only in a few 
works, which are not mainly focused on rhetoric and stylistics. When mentioning a Koranic verse as 
an example of tawriya, scholars, literati, and theorists of rhetoric limit themselves to the mutašābihāt 
verses which I will approach in this chapter. To extend the analysis to all the verses mentioned by each 
scholar of religion and rhetoric, both ancient and modern, would not be fruitful, and nor would it help 
us reconstruct the history of Koranic tawriya.  
5 Cf., for example, al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 5:618), al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 29:226), and Abū Ḥayyān (Tafsīr, 8:140).  
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3.1 (Q 39:67) 

 

The first to quote the Koranic verse (Q 39:67) as an example of īhām was Faḫr al-Dīn 

al-Rāzī (d. 606/1209)6 in (Nihāya, 175). However, he did not provide any explanation 

for his choice, and nor did he point to the possible double reading of the verse in the 

light of the homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk) of its words. This verse belongs to the 

category which van Ess (2012) defines as “anthropomorphism proper” – namely, the 

anthropomorphism expressed in verses which attribute human limbs to God.7 The 

reason why Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī categorised this verse as an example of īhām is 

because the words qabḍa and yamīn (which, according to their proper meanings, 

mean ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’) are open to a double reading. It is therefore important 

to verify, whether explaining the quoted verse, he mentions this figure in his tafsīr.  

However, before analysing Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s work, I will consider the opinion of 

ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (d. 471/1078),8 who was a predecessor of al-Rāzī and who 

 
6 Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad b. ʿUmar b. al-Ḥusayn born ca. 534-544/1149-50 in 
Rayy, where he acquired his instruction. He then moved to Ḫwārizm and to Transoxiana, where he was 
involved in bitter diatribes with Muʿtazilite exponents. After various moves, he settled in Herat, having 
already acquired a reputation as a scholar in religious sciences. There he spent the majority of his life 
and his reputation was so high that it is said that he had more than 300 pupils. He was versed in 
philosophy and kalām, and staunchly defended Sunnism against Muʿtazila and the anthropomorphism 
of Karrāmiyya. He adhered to Ašʿarism, although he also criticised atomism. He died in 21 Muḥarram 
606/26 July 1209. For a list of his works and more bibliographical references, see Anawati (2012). His 
Koranic commentary, Mafātīḥ al-ġayb, is a late work. As underlined by Jomier (1977), the oldest 
credible date of achievement of sūrat al-ʿimrān commentary is 595/1199; even though a prior date is 
mentioned, this seems unlikely. Despite the mention of the date of achievement at the end of some 
sūras, it is not possible to establish without any doubt whether the whole commentary was completed 
by Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, or whether only the commentary on some sūras can be ascribed to his pen, as 
suggested by Ibn Ḫallikān (d. 681/1282). After comparing the manuscripts available in the Turkish 
libraries, Jomier (1977) points out that the question remains open. The most recent work on Faḫr al-
Dīn al-Rāzī is Arnaldez (2002), who first contextualises the figure of al-Rāzī in the philosophical and 
intellectual milieu of his epoch, describing the legacy that this intellectual left in the field of religious 
and philosophical studies, before addressing the work of al-Rāzī as a Koranic commentator on the one 
hand, and as a philosopher on the other. 
7 Van Ess (2012) proposes a fourfold classification of anthropomorphism: “(a) anthropomorphism 
proper, concerning God’s outward appearance, His shape; (b) God’s actions like speaking, sitting, etc.; 
(c) His feelings like wrath, satisfaction, etc., so-called anthropopathisms; and (d) ‘passive’ 
anthropomorphisms inasmuch as God may be the object of human perception: when He is seen, 
heard, etc.” On anthropomorphism, see also Baljon (1988), Abrahamov (1996), Martin (2001), 
Williams (2009), Holtzman (2011), and Chaumont (2013).  
8 Abū Bakr ʿAbd al-Qāhir b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Ǧurǧānī was born and spent his entire life in Ǧurǧān, 
where he died in 471/1078. He is especially known for his two works on rhetoric and stylistics, Dalāʾil 
al-iʿǧāz and Asrār al-balāġa, which can be considered the two pillars on which the later rhetorical 
tradition will be founded. He was also well versed in grammar, prosody and poetry. For a list of his 
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wrote two works which laid the foundations for the development of rhetoric (ʿilm al-

balāġa): Dalāʾil al-iʾǧāz and Asrār al-balāġa. The reason for doing so is that, in his 

introduction, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Nihāya, 24-25) himself recognises ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-

Ǧurǧānī as the person who both laid the foundations for the scientific study of the 

balāġa, and indicated its fundamental principles and elucidated its rules. Al-Rāzī 

refers in particular to the works by al-Ǧurǧānī mentioned above as being the founding 

works of this science, and commits himself to taking the best from both of them and 

rearranging this material in Nihāya. This is why it is also important to investigate the 

reasons for al-Rāzī’s decision to place (Q 39:67) in the īhām section in the works of 

those who inspired his own work. This brief detour will therefore provide us with a 

better understanding of the evolution of the explanations and interpretations of this 

Koranic verse in a linguistic and rhetorical reading key. 

 

3.1.1 ʿAbd al-Qāhir al- Ǧurǧānī  

 

ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 358-362) underlines the semantic value of the 

expressions ‘right hand’ (yamīn) and ‘hand’ (yad), recurring in Koranic verses and 

poetry alike. He states: 

 

About ‘the hand’ standing for the power (qudra) by way of allusion (talwīḥ) through the maṯal 

(metaphorical image)9 and not through a clear reference. You can even see many of the 

people asserting ‘Indeed it means the power (qudra)’ and they make the word have two 

meanings, e.g. in the speech of God (Q 39:67) “The heavens will be rolled up in His right 

[hand]” (wa-l-samāwātu maṭwiyyātun bi-yamīni-hi). You see them saying ‘The right hand 

(yamīn) means the power (qudra)’ and they connect it with al-Šammāḫ’s line: 

 

 
works and the methodological features of his linguistic thinking, see Ritter (1959), who edited and 
translated the Asrār; Ghersetti (1998a), who proposes using modern theories of linguistic pragmatics 
to provide a detailed pragmatic analysis of Dalāʾil; and Abu Deeb (1979; 2012), who focuses on poetics. 
See also El Ferrane (1990), Sharlet (2011), and Harb (2015; 2019). 
9 Maṯal is a difficult word to translate. Ritter (1959, 384, 386) proposes for talwīḥ bi-l-maṯal “Gleichnis 
nur angedeutet”, and for maṯal in particular “bildliche Redeweise”. I have translated maṯal as 
‘metaphorical image’ to try to match its nature of a picture based on comparison. 
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10 ت * دٍجْمَلِ تْعَفِرُ
َ

قل
َّ

ةارعَ اها
ُ

ملا  ةَار ام اذ
ٌ

 إ 

 

When a banner is raised for the glory, ʿArāba11 will take it with his right hand. 

 

As Abū l-ʿAbbās did in al-Kāmil:12 he recited the line and said ‘The men of letters said that its 

meaning is the strength (quwwa)’ and said almost the same about God’s speech (Q 39:67) 

“And the Heavens will be rolled up in His right [hand]”. This is their explanation (tafsīr) of the 

sentence, the aim is to quickly negate the meaning ‘limb’ (ǧāriḥa) fearing for the hearer of 

ideas befalling the ignorant and those who compare God to the creatures (ahl al-tašbīh). 

However, they do not aim at explaining nor the method or the way through which it 

happened to be understood as the power (qudra) and the strength (quwwa). But, when you 

examine the matter, you will understand that it is understood through the maṯal. We know 

as well from the beginning of the verse – which is His speech (Q 39:67) “The entire earth will 

be in His handful on the day of resurrection”– that the conveyed meaning is the power 

(qudra), then we do not approve turning the grip (qabḍa) into a name denoting the power 

(qudra). Instead, we come to the power through the interpretation (taʾwīl) and the maṯal. So 

we say: indeed the meaning is – but God knows better – that the maṯal of the earth, in its 

being acted under the command (amr) of God and his power (qudra) – and nothing in what 

there is in him of his authority escapes [its power] – is like the maṯal of the thing which is in 

the grip of a human being who collects it in his hand. […]  

When you are saying ‘The whole command pertains to God’, you know in this way that there 

is no authority (sulṭān) and no control (istibdād) in anybody else. The same applies when you 

say to the human being ‘The command is in your hand’ meaning the maṯal ‘The command is 

like the thing which is in his hand from which he cannot abstain himself’. What does this 

hesitation about the right hand being a maṯal and not a noun denoting the power like a new 

variant mean? From where is that imagined (yataṣawwaru) since you do not see its use being 

admissible in the cases when there is no approach based on maṯal and tašbīh (simile)? It is 

 
10 al-Šammāḫ (Dīwān, 335-336), Ibn Rašīq (ʿUmda, 1:111; 2:788), Ibn Manẓūr (Lisān, s.v. y m n). Ibn 
Rašīq quotes another line before that, which is followed in the dīwān by another line prior to the line 
quoted by ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī:  

ةَارعَ تُْأرَ
َ

لأا 
َ

قلا عَطِقنْمُ تاخلا إ * ومسَْ َِّوْ
َ

 ن
 نضَ زحِل دٍماجك سَلف * ادجْمَ دَافأو ادمِاحمَ دَافأ

I saw ʿArāba l-Awsī seeking treasures withdrawn from the companion. 
He acquired commendations and glory, but he is not stingy and niggardly like an avaricious man. 

11 ʿArāba b. Aws b. Qayẓī l-Anṣārī (ca. 60/680). He was a Medinan contemporary of the prophet and an 
esteemed man in his community. al-Mubarrad (Kāmil, 75), Ritter (1959, 386), al-Ziriklī (Aʿlām, s.v. 
ʿArāba l-Awsī).  
12 i.e. al-Mubarrad (Kāmil, 1:75, 396). 
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not said ‘He is mighty in his right hand’ (huwa ʿ aẓīm al-yamīn) meaning ‘He is mighty in power’ 

(ʿaẓīm al-qudra), as well as ‘I saw your right hand on this’ (ʿaraftu yamīna-ka ʿ alà hāḏā) as you 

say ‘I saw your power’ (ʿaraftu qudrata-ka).13 (ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, Asrār, 331-333) 

 

This extract from the Asrār al-balāġa describes an interpretation of the verse (Q 

39:67) preceding that of Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī. According to ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, 

this verse represents an example of maǧāz and specifically an example of talwīḥ bi-l-

maṯal (allusion through the metaphorical image), which is opposed to maṯal ṣarīḥ 

(clear metaphorical image).14 Al-Ǧurǧānī quotes al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898-9) among 

the authorities who defend interpreting ‘the hand’ as ‘the strength’, citing as an 

example a line by al-Šammāḫ, in which the word ‘hand’ could be interpreted as 

‘strength’. ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī does not completely reject this interpretation, 

but instead raises some doubts about the motivation which led his predecessors to 

discard so quickly a possible literal interpretation of (Q 39:67). First, he states that 

the emphasis on the figurative sense of the verse can be attributed to the desire not 

to falling into literalism resulting in pure anthropomorphism. Second, he criticises his 

predecessors for having failed to provide any clear and plausible explanation for their 

choice, which he said was not entirely justified. He thus provides an explanation of 

the verse resorting to the maṯal. The key assumption is that the single word qabḍa is 

not a perfect synonym of ‘power’. This is because he does not consider the word 

qabḍa to be a homonym for these two significations; hence, it is not through the 

single word that the figurative sense of ‘power’ or ‘strength’ is understood.  

Instead, we should take the first part of this verse together, since it is in its wholeness 

that it conveys the figurative sense (maǧāz), reached by means of the interpretation 

through a maṯal. The maṯal is therefore described as a kind of comparison. The sense 

‘power’ is conveyed through a non-uttered comparison, which relates the image of 

the earth held in the hand of God, like a human being would grasp something and 

 
13 Cf. Ritter (1959, 386-388). 
14 An example of maṯal ṣarīḥ is the expression ‘fulān ṭawīl al-yad’ (literally, ‘such a long-handed one’), 
meaning ‘someone who has a great power’, ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 330), Ritter (1959, 384-
385). The explanation given by al-Ǧurǧānī is that if ever one wants to substitute the word yad with 
another word with the same meaning of the sense intended, i.e. power, the whole sentence will 
become nonsense. This is due to the fact that in this sentence the words ṭawīl and yad are in a 
relationship of genitive construction, and they thus mean ‘great power’. 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 115 

hold it tight in his or her grip. God has the power to act on the earth like a human 

being has the power to act on whatever is in his or her hand. For example, an 

expression like ‘the command is in your hand’ means having control over something 

or someone as if that something or someone were subjugated. This explains why the 

verse connotes the power and the control of God over creation. However, if the maṯal 

leads to the figurative sense through the picture that  it provides, then we cannot 

affirm that the process underlying the reception of the maṯal in the reader is based 

on ištirāk. ʿ Abd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī refuses to call the word yamīn a homonym for two 

main reasons. First, the figurative sense is conveyed by a whole sentence which 

provides a picture based on comparison, through which the understanding of the 

sense ‘God’s power’ occurs. Second, the word yamīn cannot convey both meanings 

of ‘right hand’ and ‘power’ because, if we substitute them on a paradigmatic level, 

resist being interchanged and thus fail the commutation test.     

For al-Ǧurǧānī, (Q 39:67) is therefore a case of tamṯīl (analogy).15 The main difference 

between tamṯīl, istiʿāra, and tašbīh is that tamṯīl is a figure of speech based on a 

phrase or sentence, while the other two can be realised in a single word.16  Abu Deeb 

(1979, 237-242) emphasises that two types of tamṯīl exist for al-Ǧurǧānī, the first of 

related to metaphor (istiʿāra), and the second to simile (tašbīh). The case of (Q 39:67) 

is a maǧāz and an apt example of tamṯīl based on istiʿāra. This is true if we consider 

the verse as a whole and not only the two words that apparently have two meanings: 

qabḍa and yamīn. In ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī’s view, these two words taken 

separately cannot convey the figurative sense of the sentence, and “therefore, the 

expression, as one unit, is a form of maǧāz. No single word has been used in a non-

literal sense; the maǧāz element is a quality of the expression as a whole and because 

of this the expression cannot be called istiʿāra” (Abu Deeb, 1979, 238). The literalness 

of the single elements within the verse is a fundamental point to understand the role 

that al-Ǧurǧānī attributes to tamṯīl. In contrast to what al-Ǧurǧānī attributes to other 

literati regarding the double meaning of the words qabḍa and yamīn, (Q 39:67) 

contains in his opinion the word qabḍa, which is not synonymous with quwwa, and 

the word yamīn, which is not synonymous with qudra. This is proven at the 

 
15 See Abu Deeb (1979, 155-156, 237-242), El Ferrane (1990, 127-130), van Gelder (2012b). 
16 See ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 84-88, 219-220), Ritter (1959, 259-260).  
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paradigmatic level since they are not interchangeable. This means that the two words 

in question must necessarily have their proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) within the verse. It 

is only through their connection and relationship with the context that they are a 

maṯal, giving rise to a figurative sense (maǧāz), which is not intrinsic to any of the 

words that form the sentence. 

If we have in mind the tawriya, we quickly understand that, although he never 

explicitly spoke about tawriya, and nor even mentioned the term, and although he 

lived about a century before the term was first formulated, ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī 

considers this figure not to have any kind of application in this verse, since we have 

seen that the two words that should have two meanings have nothing but their 

proper meanings for al-Ǧurǧānī, and he rejects calling them muštaraka. Why, then, 

is (Q 39:67) the first Koranic verse cited in chronological order among the examples 

of tawriya, or rather of īhām? To answer this question, I will consider the work of 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, who as I have already said, drew on al-Ǧurǧānī’s work. 

 

3.1.2 al-Zamaḫšarī vs Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 

 

As mentioned above, al-Rāzī does not provide an explanation in (Nihāya, 175) of why 

he chose (Q 39:67) as example of īhām. If we turn our attention to (Tafsīr, 27:15-19), 

we notice that he does not mention the figure īhām when explaining this verse. But 

he takes care of course to underline the double reading of the two words, and in 

doing so, often refers to and strongly criticises his predecessor al-Zamaḫšarī (d. 

538/1144)17 (Kaššāf, 5:320-323), citing entire passages which I quote below. The text 

in curly brackets is not quoted by Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, which is designed to show how 

the thought of these two scholars differ. 

 

 
17 Abū l-Qāsim Maḥmūd b. ʿUmar b. Muḥammad b. ʿUmar Ǧār Allāh al-Zamaḫšarī was born in 
Zamaḫšar on 27 Raǧab 467/18 March 1075. He approached the study of grammar and theology, 
becoming a strong partisan of Muʿtazila. Despite his Persian origins, he was a supporter of the Arabic 
cause against the šuʿūbiyya. His intellectual interests ranged from grammar to lexicography and 
paremiology, from literature to religious sciences. He died in Ǧurǧāniyya on 10 Ḏū l-Ḥiǧǧa 538/14 June 
1144. For a list of his works and more information on his life, see Lane (2006, 9-47, 267-298), Versteegh 
(2012), and Madelung (2012). 
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The aim of this utterance, if you take it in its wholeness and totality, is to depict (taṣwīr) his 

majesty and to put before our eyes the essence of his loftiness, {nothing else,} without 

understanding ‘grip’ (qabḍa) and ‘right hand’ (yamīn) with reference to the proper meaning 

(ḥaqīqa) neither the figurative sense (maǧāz). The same judgement as well of what is 

transmitted: “A Jew came to the messenger of God and said: ‘O Abū l-Qāsim, indeed God will 

grab the heavens in the day of resurrection with a finger, the earths with a finger, the 

mountains with a finger, the trees with a finger, the moist earth with a finger, and the rest of 

the creatures with a finger. Then he will shake them saying ‘I am the master’’. The messenger 

of God laughed astonishing of what he said. He read, thus, [the following verse] to correct 

him (Q 6:91; 39:67) “They have not measured God [with] due measure” (wa-mā qadarū llāh 

ḥaqqa qadri-hi).”18 The most eloquent of the Arabs laughed and astonished because he (i.e. 

the Jew) did not understand of the verse nothing but what those scholars of eloquence who 

do not make themselves an image (taṣawwur) of the act of grabbing, of the finger, of the act 

of shaking, and the like, understand. Instead, his (i.e. of the Prophet’s) understanding of the 

whole utterance met the main point and essence which are the demonstration (dalāla) of 

the shining power and the great actions which are easy to Him (i.e. God), but from which the 

understandings and minds [of the humans] are bewildered, and of which the thoughts do not 

perceive the essence. {The hearer is not brought to the understanding thereof, except by 

resorting to the interpretation on the way of an image evocation (taḫyīl).} You do not see any 

category of the ʿilm al-bayān finer, nor more delicate, or more elegant than this category. 

{You neither see anything more useful and more helpful to undertake the interpretation 

(taʾwīl) of the ambiguous verses (muštabihāt) of the speech of God in the Koran, in the other 

revealed books, and in the speech of the prophets.}19 (al-Zamaḫšarī, Kaššāf, 5:320-321), (Faḫr 

al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Tafsīr, 27:15-16) 

 

We can see at a glance that Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s decision to mention only some of 

what his predecessor al-Zamaḫšarī had written about (Q 39:67) is motivated by his 

desire to adopt some of his ideas and to reject others. The ḥadīṯ quoted assumes in 

both authors the value of a strong condemnation of the vulgar anthropomorphism 

committed by the literalists, i.e. by that school of thought which gives an extremely 

literal reading of this and other verses, thus attributing to God a body of flesh and 

 
18 Cf. with small variants al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 4811, 7412-7415), Muslim (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 2786 a-d. In the 
edition I use book 54 no. 7046-7049), al-Tirmiḏī (Ǧāmiʿ, no. 3238). 
19 Cf. Heinrichs (1994, 239). 
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blood, whence precisely anthropomorphism (taǧsīm). This condemnation is all the 

more stronger in al-Zamaḫšarī, who, as a good Muʿtazilite,20 strongly rejects giving 

God any parts of the human body. The same applies to any kind of resemblance 

between the divinity and the human being.  

On the other hand, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, while condemning taǧsīm, has a different 

approach to the words denoting limbs when attributed to God. He seems to share 

with al-Zamaḫšarī the judgment expressed on these passages of the Koran, espousing 

the idea that they are the best cases of figurative language of eloquence. 

Nevertheless, the two authors diverge on the nature and type of the tropes which 

underlie the explanation and interpretation of these verses. For al-Zamaḫšarī, 

whoever listens to this verse cannot understand its meaning if he/she stops at the 

superficial level of the literal plan, but must interpret it through the taḫyīl, i.e. 

through a figurative reading of the verse made possible by an image evocation 

capable of creating an idea of the intended meaning in the reader.21 Al-Zamaḫšarī 

continues, then, by explaining the double reading of the words and their intended 

meaning: 

 
20 Is al-Zamaḫšarī’s Tafsīr a real Muʿtazilite commentary? Lane (2006) argues that Kaššāf is not so 
impregnated with Muʿtazilism: “The statistics indicate that al-Zamakhsharī’s Muʿtazilism simply did 
not have any significant influence on him as he composed his commentary. Furthermore, not only is 
the Kashshāf’s Muʿtazilite content minimal, its Muʿtazilite ‘method’ is non-existent” (Lane, 2006, 147). 
And then “There is, in fact, so little Muʿtazilism in the Kashshāf and so many missed occasions to inject 
some, that to call it such is a misnomer; nor is there any ‘special outlook’ or ‘distinctive approach’ that 
can be discerned in the Kashshāf by which its Muʿtazilite character could be redeemed. […] One could 
also speak of ‘Muʿtazilite influences’ in the Kashshāf but that is stretching things, for the necessary 
Muʿtazilite content is lacking” (Lane, 2006, 229-230). See also Lane (2012). On the other hand, Mourad 
(2007) stresses a certain inconsistency of the theses expressed by Lane: “The first major problem is 
that Lane does not demonstrate that he is able to recognize the Muʿtazilite aspect of al-Zamakhsharī’s 
al-Kashshāf. […] First, Lane’s study does not show sufficient familiarity with the Muʿtazilite scholarship 
on the Qurʾān. […] Second, this book shows insufficient familiarity with what Muʿtazilism is, after all, 
about. Muʿtazilism is about theology. To establish whether or not al-Kashshāf is a Muʿtazilite 
commentary, one needs only to determine whether, and in what manner, al-Zamakhsharī defends 
some or all of the five principles of Muʿtazilite theology.” (Mourad, 2007, 409-410). From my point of 
view, while admitting a substantial lack of familiarity in theological questions, I believe that the issue 
of anthropomorphism is not adequately treated in Lane (2006). Based on the Kaššāf extracts quoted 
so far and on those that I will mention later on in this chapter, I can affirm that al-Zamaḫšarī strong 
rejection of anthropomorphist interpretations can be considered as completely in line with the 
Muʿtazilite precepts. On Muʿtazila in general, see Schmidtke (2003), Gimaret (2012). 
21 Heinrichs (1994, 228) defines taḫyīl in the context of al-Zamaḫšarī’s commentary as “reducing some 
abstract notion such as God’s omnipotence to a hypothetically posited corporeal image which is 
intended to make the abstract notion tangible”. See also Heinrichs (2008; 2012b). For a translation of 
the principal sources on taḫyīl, see the first part of the volume edited by Hammond and van Gelder 
(2008, 15-127), which ends with an exhaustive bibliography. The second part is devoted to critical 
studies on the taḫyīl (131-286). 
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The grip (qabḍa) is the nomen vicis issued from ‘the gripping’ (al-qabḍ): (Q 20:96) “And I took 

a handful [of dust] from the footprint of the messenger” (fa-qabaḍtu qabḍatan min aṯari l-

rasūli), while the handful (qubḍa), vowelled with ‘u’, is the measure of what is gripped with 

the hand. It is also said ‘Give me a handful of so-and-so’ meaning the handful called with the 

verbal noun, as it is also reported ‘He forbade to catch animals of prey’.22 Both meanings are 

acceptable. The meaning is ‘The earths altogether will be his handful’ – i.e. all of them in his 

grip, he grips them in a single grip, namely that the earths altogether with their greatness 

and extension do not reach but a single one of his grips like if he grips them in a unique-hand 

grip. […]  

When the meaning ‘handful’ is meant, [the expression] is clear, for the meaning is ‘The earths 

altogether are the measure which he grips with a single hand’. […]  

It is said that ‘his grip’ (qabḍatu-hu) means ‘his dominion’ (mulku-hu) without opponent or 

competitor. About ‘with his right hand’ (bi-yamīni-hi), it means ‘with his power’ (bi-qudrati-

hi); about ‘folded in his right hand’, it means ‘destroyed’ because of his oath for he swore to 

destroy them. Indeed, this interpretation will be manifest to those who smelt the perfume 

of our science. (al-Zamaḫšarī, Kaššāf, 5:322-323) 

 

In speaking about qabḍa and yamīn, al-Zamaḫšarī explains first their proper meanings 

that give rise to figurative senses. The interpretation of these two words clearly 

reveals that al-Zamaḫšarī’s belonged to the Muʿtazilite theological school.23 This is 

evident from his explanations as to why it is possible to interpret this verse 

anthropomorphically. In fact, in the passage quoted, al-Zamaḫšarī rejects the 

possibility of interpreting the verse literally, explaining that if this were true, i.e. if 

God possessed a hand, then this hand would be like a unit of measure that could 

contain all the earths altogether in a handful. It follows that the only possible way to 

interpret the verse is according to its figurative meaning. However, understanding 

this figurative sense is something that only people acquainted with the science of 

eloquence can do. As Heinrichs (1994; 2008; 2012a) argues, taḫyīl assumes in al-

 
22 Cf. Lane (Lexicon, s.v. ḫ ṭ f), i.e. ḫaṭfa ‘a single act of seizing’. 
23 For another Muʿtazilite theologian and his interpretation of (Q 39:67), see ʿAbd al-Ǧabbār (d. 
415/1025) (Mutašābih, 2:598), who provides a similar explanation of qabḍa and yamīn without, 
however, recurring to taḫyīl. Cf. also al-Ṭūsī (d. 459-60/1066-67) (Tibyān, 9:45-46), Muʿtazilite and 
Šiʿite scholar, who focuses more on the iʿrāb of the sentence and cites the line of al-Šammāḫ to prove 
the figurative interpretation of yamīn. He resorts neither to taḫyīl nor to tamṯīl. 
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Zamaḫšarī’s thought a particular signification depicting neither a metaphor nor a 

simile, since the words ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’ cannot be connected by means of 

metaphor with their figurative sense of ‘dominion’ and ‘power’. For, if that were the 

case, we should ask ourselves what this metaphor stands for – if, as the Muʿtazilite 

al-Zamaḫšarī assumes, no human characteristic can be attributed to God.  

It is certain that, while not going deeply into the details of the process by which the 

maǧāzī sense is understood, al-Zamaḫšarī opens up a figurative interpretation of the 

verse without, however, mentioning any plausible explanation based on 

homonymy/polysemy. 

 

In contrast, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī provides a more detailed explanation of the process 

by which the reader understands the figurative sense through the proper meaning: 

 

We say: here the words ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’ have as proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) the specific 

limb and you cannot turn away from the literal meaning of the speech (ẓāhir al-kalām) unless 

the dalāla (demonstration) shows that the accord of these expressions with their literal 

meanings is rejected. In this case, their accord with the figurative senses (maǧāzāt) is, thus, 

mandatory. Then, it is made clear through the dalīl (evidence) that the turning of the meaning 

so-and-so from that proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) to the figurative sense (maǧāz) is correct. 

Moreover, it is made clear through the dalīl that this figurative sense is more appropriate 

than the other way around. When these premises are realised and their sequence follows 

this path, this becomes the correct way on which the interpretation (taʾwīl) of those who 

profess the truth (ahl al-taḥqīq, i.e. the Ašʿarites) is based, and you did not reach this field 

following a new way, nor an obscure speech, yet it is the same thing mentioned by those 

who profess the truth. (Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Tafsīr, 27:16) 

 

In this extract, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī is clearly rejecting al-Zamaḫšarī’s opinion in 

regarding the reference of the two words ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’ to their proper and 

non-figurative meanings. If, in fact, al-Zamaḫšarī excluded the possibility that these 

words refer to their proper meanings (ḥaqīqa), al-Rāzī states that this reference 

cannot and must not be excluded a priori. The difference is fundamental.  

For al-Zamaḫšarī, the denied reference makes it impossible for the given word to 

have two meanings per se in the given context, i.e. even if the words qabḍa and yamīn 
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have both a proper meaning and a figurative sense, the fact that they cannot refer to 

God in their literal meaning means that the first meaning is nothing but the element 

that enables the reader to create the taḫyīl image in order to access the desired 

meaning. We are therefore in the presence not of two separate meanings, but of two 

words whose first literal meanings can generate a second, figurative sense.  

For al-Rāzī, the basis is the literal meaning, and it is only after certain conditions have 

been fulfilled that we can derive a figurative sense from it. In other words, the proper 

meaning of the two words is not bound to its being a mere trigger for a taḫyīl process. 

Instead, these words in this context bear two meanings that are linked by the proper-

figurative relationship and are not mutually exclusive. It should be emphasised that 

the process of reasoning that leads from the literal meaning to the figurative sense is 

a predetermined: it follows the path from premises to conclusion. Indeed, recourse 

to maǧāz occurs only after understanding the ḥaqīqa meaning and concluding that it 

cannot be applied to the given context since there is a dalīl pl. dalāʾil, evidence that 

clearly and incontrovertibly leads to the rejection of the literal meaning. In Faḫr al-

Dīn al-Rāzī, the dalīl is of primary importance in the hermeneutics of the sacred word. 

As we will see in particular in the next section on (Q 20:5), dalīl – whose primary 

meaning is ‘sign’ – assumes in Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s work the meaning of rational 

apodictic proof. In his work called Muḥaṣṣal afkār al-mutaqaddimīna wa-l-

mutaʾaḫḫirīna, he first posits the difference between an amāra, which is just a hint 

through which a real and apodictic knowledge of anything cannot be reached – so 

the amāra only engenders the supposition, the conviction of the existence of an 

abstract or concrete entity to which the hint refers, without providing strong 

evidence or proof – and a dalīl, which is inferential reasoning through which a process 

of deduction or induction leads to sound knowledge of the abstract or concrete entity 

to which the dalīl refers. The only kind of dalīl that Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī judges valid is 

the dalīl ʿaqlī (rational dalīl), for it is the only which provides a statement that can be 

proven to be true through an incontestable method: namely, one can infer the 
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consequence from the cause and the cause from the consequence, or a condition 

from a given condition.24 

Given this premise, the recourse to the figurative sense, which is achieved through 

the literal meaning, becomes necessary only when the latter sense can be refuted 

without any doubt, which is not the case. But how does al-Rāzī mediates between 

these two possibilities? He explains:   

 

We say: there is no doubt that the words ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’ are known to be these 

members and limbs unless the dalāʾil al-ʿaqliyya forbid the assignment of these members 

and limbs to God. Thus, the accord of these members following the way of the figurative 

sense is mandatory. We say: it is said ‘Such a one is in the grip of such a one’ when he is in 

his control and his subjection. The Almighty said: (Q 23:6) “Except from their wives or what 

their right [hands] own” (illā ʿalà azwāǧi-him aw malakat aymānu-hum), its intended 

meaning (murād) is ‘its being possessed’. It is said ‘This house is in the hand of such a one 

and such a one is the possessor of the hand’, the intended meaning (murād) of all of them is 

the power (qudra). The jurists say in their legal stipulations ‘Such a one took possession 

(qabaḍa) of so-and-so and it became of his property’, meaning nothing but his specific 

 
24 Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī defines the dalīl as follow: “The dalīl (evidence) is what entails with its knowledge 

the knowledge of the necessary existence of the madlūl (what is proven), while the amāra (hint) is 

what entails with the knowledge thereof the conviction of the existence of the madlūl.  Each one of 

them can be exclusively ʿaqlī (rational), exclusively samʿī (traditional), or composed (murakkab) by 

both. About the ʿaqlī, it must be in such a way that its existence entails the existence of the madlūl, so 

that the consequence (luzūm) is actualised (ḥāṣil) and it necessarily follows in this type. If it is not 

actualised, it is of another type: the istidlāl (inference) from given conditions (šurūṭ) of another 

condition (šarṭ) like the istidlāl from [the condition of] knowledge (ʿilm) to [the condition] of being 

living (ḥayāt). If it is actualised by the other type, it is the inference by the particular cause (al-istidlāl 

bi-l-ʿilla l-muʿayyana) of the particular ‘caused’ (al-maʿlūl al-muʿayyan), and by the particular ‘caused’ 

of the absolute (muṭlaqa) or particular cause. […] About the exclusively samaʿī, it is impossible, 

because it was predicated something which was not rationally known: its veracity was not inferred. 

About the murakkab, it goes without saying” (Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Muḥaṣṣal, 50-51). See Anawati and 

Gardet (1948, 162-163). For an overview of the concepts of logic which played a role in Islamic 

theology and their development and use in different contexts, see van Ess (1970). For a philosophical 

interpretation of dalīl and derivatives, see Goichon (1938, no. 251-254). As we will see in the third 

section of this chapter, the notion of dalīl changes in the thought of the Ẓāhirites. 
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property. When the difficulty of according these expressions to the proper meanings 

(ḥaqāʾiq) is proven, their accord with the figurative senses (maǧāzāt) is mandatory to 

preserve these quotations from the divesting of God of his attributes (taʿṭīl). This is the true 

speech about this matter. We wrote a single book25 about the affirmation of the 

transcendentalism (tanzīh) of God against anthropomorphism (taǧsīm) and localisation 

(makān).26 (Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzi, Tafsīr, 16-17) 

 

Not wishing to explore detailed theological issues here, I nonetheless need to make 

a clarification in order to understand better the viewpoints of al-Zamaḫšarī, a 

Muʿtazilite, and al-Rāzī, an Ašʿarite and strong opponent of the Muʿtazilites.27 Asked 

whether God has limbs or not, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī replies that, without evidence 

(dalīl), it is not possible to deny that he has, for example, a hand. The fact that ‘right 

hand’ has a figurative sense known and inscribed in common uses of the language is 

not a sufficient condition to make it implied in the understanding of the Koranic 

verse, even if the Koran itself contains other verses whose figurative sense of the 

given word is to be considered the intended meaning. This is the case with (Q 23:6), 

in which ‘right hands’ cannot refer to a limb and is therefore to be interpreted in its 

figurative sense. Recourse to the dalīl is therefore necessary to justify the 

interpretation deviating from the literalness of the Koranic text. However, whenever 

a dalīl is missing, the transition from proper to figurative is not possible. Or, better, 

the two meanings do not become mutually exclusive. This is the case with (Q 39:67), 

where the literal meaning is not to be considered to have been quashed by the 

figurative sense; rather, it is to be considered valid according to the theory of 

transcendentalism (tanzīh), which, although not attributing human characteristics to 

God, accepts the possibility that anthropomorphistic expressions – such as the hand 

– refer to him. This explanation is subject to the principle of bi-lā kayfa, i.e. not 

questioning the nature of these elements attributed to God and merely accepting 

them as a principle of faith.28 Not accepting this position is for Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 

 
25 i.e. Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Asās), see in particular pp. 123-134. 
26 On kawn and makān, see Gimaret (1990, 99-120). 
27 On Ašʿarism see Frank (1989;1991), Gimaret (1990). 
28 On the bi-lā kayfa, see Abrahamov (1995), who presents the most relevant theories on bi-lā kayfa 
and provides an overview of the most important sources to show how the concept developed over 
time. 
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synonymous with taʿṭīl, i.e. depriving God of his own qualities and characteristics. 

What does this reflection on the semantic level of the words qabḍa and yamīn cited 

in (Q 39:67) involve? In al-Zamaḫšarī, the literal meaning functioned solely and 

exclusively to create an image, an idea, which within the taḫyīl process develops in 

the reader the consciousness of a figurative sense. Therefore, the literal meaning 

within this specific context does not exist, because the literal meaning, if applied to 

the verse, would lead to a wrong reading, since God cannot have limbs. It follows 

from this that yamīn in (Q 39:67) can, in al-Zamaḫšarī’s opinion, only lead to the sense 

qudra. If we think in terms of īhām and tawriya, we cannot but agree that this figure 

in these terms, in this verse, is not applicable. On the other hand, Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, 

who categorically rejects al-Zamaḫšarī’s view since for him it leads to taʿṭīl, admits 

the simultaneous presence of proper meaning and figurative sense within this verse, 

arguing that the two cooperate with one another and express two different but 

perfectly compatible senses. This is one of the possible forms of tawriya. Faḫr al-Dīn 

al-Rāzī’s view is even more explicit in this J’accuse addressed to al-Zamaḫšarī and his 

followers: 

 

Al-Zamaḫšarī said: ‘It is said ‘his grip’ (qabḍa) means ‘his dominion’ (mulk) and ‘his right hand’ 

(yamīn) means ‘his power’ (qudra), and also ‘folded in his right hand’ means ‘destroyed by 

his oath’, for he swore to grip them.’ When he mentioned these opinions, he went back to 

what has been said first, i.e. that they are weak opinions, and that to accord this speech with 

the pure analogy (tamṯīl) is more appropriate. He exaggerated in fixing this speech and 

passed the limit. I say: if this man turns away from engaging himself in improving his method 

and in rebuking the method of the predecessors, it will be very astonishing. Indeed, if his 

teaching were to permit to abandoning the literal meaning of the expression (ẓāhir al-lafẓ) 

and to proceed to the figurative sense (maǧāz) without any dalīl, it will be, thus, an attack on 

the Koran and its exclusion of being proof (ḥuǧǧā) for whatever. Moreover, if his teaching 

were that the basis in the speech is the proper meaning (ḥaqīqa), and that it is not permitted 

to him to abstain from it unless the presence of an adjunctive dalīl, it will be, thus, the method 

with which the predecessors agree. So, where is the speech he maintains to have the 

knowledge of? Where is the knowledge which nobody else knows? Nevertheless, he 

maintained difficult interpretations and weak assertions. If they say: ‘The intended meaning 

(murād) is when the dalīl indicates that the intended meaning of the expressions ‘grip’ and 
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‘right hand’ are not the limbs, then it is mandatory for us to be satisfied with this decree and 

not engage in specifying the intended meaning. We commit rather its knowledge to God and 

say: this is the method of the unitarians (muwaḥḥidūna) who say ‘Indeed we know that God’s 

intended meaning by these expressions are not the limbs.’ About the specification of the 

intended meaning, we commit its knowledge to God. This is the method of the early Muslims 

(salaf) who discarded these interpretations.29 It has been established that these 

interpretations to which this man came are not based on anything of any use, but God knows 

better. (Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Tafsīr, 17-18) 

 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī postulates clearly that interpreting this passage of the Koran as a 

mere figurative speech means denying the nature of the Koran itself. In doing so, the 

Koran will end up being an allegorical text and lose its status as proof (ḥuǧǧa). To 

avoid this, the interpretation should be both literal and figurative, for nobody has the 

knowledge of the transcendence of God to deny either of the two. So why did al-

Zamaḫšarī do this, and on what did he ground his thought, since he seems to be the 

only one who has this knowledge? Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī attributes this claim to the 

unitarians (muwaḥḥidūna), who pretend, in his view, to be aware of matters of which 

only God can actually be aware. The solution is ultimately bi-lā kayfa. 

 

3.1.3 Later authors 

 

Having examined two Koranic commentaries, I now want to return to the treatises 

on rhetoric and stylistics. The other sources quoting (Q 39:67) as an example of 

tawriya-īhām can be roughly divided into two categories. The first are those that 

support a vision closer to the interpretation of al-Ǧurǧānī, which therefore sees in 

tamṯīl the solution of the interpretation of the verse. The latter are the partisans of 

al-Zamaḫšarī, who will report what the Muʿtazilite scholar stated, making taḫyīl a 

synonym of īhām, also on the basis of what had already been stated by Rašīd al-Dīn 

al-Waṭwāṭ (d. 578/1182-83) (Ḥadāʾiq, 135).  

 
29 See Abrahamov (1995, 374), who quotes Ibn Taymiyya’s (d. 728/1328) reference to the salaf, e.g. 
Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796), who maintained the difference between knowing the action of God – such 
as his sitting upon a throne – and its modality, which is not known and never could be known by 
humans. 
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Among the most interesting of these sources are al-Qazwīnī (d. 739/1338) and his 

commentator Bahāʾ al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 773/1371-72),30 who do not report this verse 

as an example of tawriya, but follow the way traced by ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, 

placing it in the chapter on maǧāz murakkab (composite figurative speech).  

On the other hand, al-Sakkākī (d. 626/1229) limits himself to quoting (Q 39:67) 

together with (Q 20:5) in the īhām chapter of (Miftaḥ, 537), without giving any 

explanation besides the definition of the figure.  

 

3.1.3.1 al-Zanǧānī 

 

Another author who included (Q 39:67) in the īhām chapter is al-Zanǧānī (d. ca. 

660/1261-62),31 who draws on al-Zamaḫšarī to explain why this verse is an example 

of īhām:  

 

According to the scholars of eloquence, the taḫyīl is the depiction of the proper meaning 

(ḥaqīqa) of something, as in the words of the Almighty (Q 39:67) “The entire earth will be His 

handful on the Day of Resurrection, and the heavens will be rolled up in His right [hand]”. Its 

aim is to make an image (taṣawwur) of his majesty and to put before our eyes the essence 

of his loftiness, without interpreting the words qabḍa and yamīn as proper meaning (ḥaqīqa), 

or figurative sense (maǧāz). Like in his words ‘We are nothing but a handful among the 

handfuls of our Lord.’32 He has already treated the discourse about this topic exhaustively in 

what precedes. Al-Zamaḫšarī said: ‘We do not see any category of the ʿ ilm al-bayān finer, nor 

more elegant than this category. Either [you see] anything more useful or more helpful to 

 
30 Bahāʾ al-Dīn Abū Ḥāmid Aḥmad b. Taqī l-Dīn ʿAlī l-Subkī was born in 719/1319 and died in Mecca in 
773/1371-72. He is best known for his commentary on al-Qazwīnī’s (d. 739/1338) Talḫīṣ al-Miftāḥ 
entitled ʿArūs al-afrāḥ fī šarḥ Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ. See Schacht and Bosworth (2012). 
31 ʿIzz al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb b. Ibrāhīm b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Ḫaraǧī al-Zanǧānī. Little is known about 
him, even his date of death is situated around or after 660/1261-62. His works include the Kitāb al-
taṣrīf on morphology, which was also commented on by al-Taftāzānī (d. 793/1390), and one of the 
first books available in a Latin translation; and the Kitāb al-miʿyār, a book on prosody and rhetoric 
which is divided into three sections covering ʿilm al-ʿarūḍ, ʿilm al-qawāfī, and ʿilm al-badīʿ. See al-
Ḫafāǧī’s introduction to the edition of al-Zanǧānī (Miʿyār). 
32 Inna-mā naḥnu ḥafnatun min ḥafanāti rabbi-nā. Cf. Lane (Lexicon, s.v. ḥ f n) “We shall be but little, 
on the day of Resurrection, like a ḥafna, in the estimation of God; meaning we shall be but a small 
thing in comparison with the dominion and the mercy of God”. Attributed to Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq (d. 
13/634), see Ibn Manẓūr (Lisān, s.v. ḥ f n). 
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undertake the interpretation (taʾwīl) of the ambiguous verses (muštabihāt) of the speech of 

God and in the speech of the prophets.’ (al-Zanǧānī, Miʿyār, 2:127) 

 

Al-Zanǧānī’s words suggest a reflection. He calls this figure of speech īhām and the 

definition he gives does not deviate from the standard definition, which sees the 

figure composed of an expression, or word, with two meanings. The question that 

arises is why he indicates as an example of īhām a Koranic verse that he seems to 

interpret according to the thought of al-Zamaḫšarī – so using taḫyīl – instead of 

conforming to the definition he has given. Indeed, he clearly states that in the 

thought of the ʿulamāʾ al-bayān, this figure is identified with the taḫyīl of which he 

provides an explanation borrowed from al-Zamaḫšarī. What is odd is that, if one 

adopts al-Zanǧānī’s statement, that is to say that since the figure is based on a 

taṣawwur – taṣwīr in al-Zamaḫšarī – then neither the word qabḍa nor the word yamīn 

can be understood in their ḥaqīqa or maǧāz meanings. In this case, the tawriya - īhām 

would not exist at all, since the words in question do not really possess two meanings 

which the reader perceives as such; rather, they are only two words creating an 

image which conveys a different meaning, i.e. the one that is really intended. What 

we notice is that the author says that this kind of figure has already been dealt with, 

which is the reason that he does not provide more details. If we look at the loci 

mentioned in the work, we can find one similar to (Q 39:67): a line by Labīd (d. ca. 

40/660-61) in which the poet uses the word yad ‘hand’: 

 

غوَ
َ

ذإ * ةٍَّرقِوَ تُفشَك دق حــــر ةِاد
ْ

 33اهمُامز لِامشَلا دَِبِ تْحََصأ 

 

And many’s the morning of wind and cold I’ve kept at bay when its reins lay in the 

fingers of the bitter north.34 

 

This line is quoted among the loci of istiʿāra (metaphor), in particular as an example 

its second type. Al-Zanǧānī divides istiʿāra into two types:  

 
33 Labīd (Dīwān, 315), al-Zanǧānī (Miʿyār, 2:33). 
34 Arberry’s translation (1957, 146). On the metaphor ‘The hand of the northwind’ and the ‘old’ type 
of metaphor, see Heinrichs (1977, 1-15). 
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The first: the same [principle] of the simile (tašbīh) is purposed. It consists in two things 

sharing a quality (waṣf) and one of them has less of the quality than the other, so the one 

lacking is given with an adjunctive noun to intensify the affirmation of its quality. For 

example, when you say: ‘I saw a lion’ and you mean a man. (al-Zanǧānī, Miʿyār, 2:33) 

 

As the example lion = man shows, this is the classic definition of istiʿāra, in which two 

words share a common quality – in this case, bravery – but at a different level. To 

express and intensify the courage of a person (the metaphrand), the speaker has 

chosen the most courageous animal: the lion (the metaphier). The substitution of the 

word ‘man’ with the word ‘lion’ engenders a metaphor in absentia and, subsequently, 

the man acquires the feature ‘bravery’. What is of more interest, however, is the 

definition of the second type. He says: 

 

The second: its consequences (lawāzim) are purposed. It consists – when the kind of sharing 

(ištirāk) is a conventional meaning (waḍʿ) – only in the fact that it is realised as it is in its 

metaphier (mustaʿār min-hu) by means of another concept. Then the concept realises itself 

in the metaphrand (mustaʿār la-hu) intensifying the actualisation of the sharing (ištirāk).  

[…Labīd’s line…]  

Here, there is no alluded (mušār ilay-hi)35 which makes possible to the noun yad to refer to 

it, as the lion refers to the man. Yet, it causes itself an image to be provoked (ḫuyyila) that 

the north wind, in the morning change of the winds, is in compliance with its nature, like the 

man who has authority (mutaṣarrif) disposes of the power having his reins and his means of 

leading in his hand, since the acting of the man is, at the best, only through his hand. Thus, 

the hand is like the instrument through which the strength of acting accomplishes itself. And 

when the aim was the realisation of the quality (waṣf) of the authority (mutaṣarrifiyya) – and 

this is among what does not accomplish itself unless the presence of the hand – it would have 

been necessary, to affirm the aim, that the north wind had the firmest hand; then the 

judgement (ḥukm) of the reins stands in the metaphor (istiʿāra) for the morning and the 

judgment of the hand stands in the metaphor for the north wind. (al-Zanǧānī, Miʿyār, 2:33) 

 

 
35 I.e. the first element of the metaphor, the one replaced by a second element. 
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Unlike the first type, this second type of metaphor is not based on a transfer of 

qualities. If we consider the two words object of the figure (namely, ‘hand’ (yad) and 

‘power’), the bond linking them is established by a conventional use of a word to 

express the other, or rather by the potential which a word has to evoke an image 

capable of describing the meaning intended by the speaker. The hand has the 

potential to evoke an image which associates the term ‘yad’ with possession and 

control over something. Just as in reality, control is often achieved through the use 

of the hand, for example to grasp or tighten. In the poetic line, the hand holds the 

reins tightly, as the north wind holds the morning, clutched in its authoritarian grip. 

This type of metaphor has the particularity of developing through an image (ḫayāl), 

and is therefore called istiʿāra taḫyīliyya.36 If we consider the definition and example 

given by al-Zanǧānī in this chapter, we can say that they correspond to (Q 39:67) 

quoted as an example of īhām-taḫyīl, since in the Koranic verse the image of God’s 

strength is expressed in the image provoked by the ‘right hand’ (yamīn). It is 

important to note that, in al-Zanǧānī’s treatise, neither taḫyīl nor tamṯīl are treated 

as independent figures. The taḫyīl is in fact included in the category of the istiʿāra 

taḫyīliyya. Once again, we are faced with a discrepancy between a definition of īhām 

and one of the examples given to illustrate the figure. Al-Zanǧānī seems to follow the 

path of his predecessors in defining (Q 39:67) as an example of tawriya-īhām. But, in 

quoting al-Zamaḫšarī, he seems to distance himself from ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, 

who used the tamṯīl category, with al-Zanǧānī preferring instead the notion of taḫyīl 

and of image (ḫayāl), rather than tamṯīl and maṯal. 

 

3.1.3.2 Ibn al-Zamlakānī 

 

Al-Zanǧānī’s preference was taken up by Ibn al-Zamlakānī (d. 651/1253),37 who 

borrowed from al-Zamaḫšarī the concept of taḫyīl. We have seen that al-Zanǧānī, 

 
36 “The istiʿāra takhyīliyya is characterised by the lack of a substratum, as in ‘the claws of death’, where 
the metaphor ‘claws’ is not tied, as other metaphors often are, by an underlying simile to a part of 
death, because death does not have any part that could be likened to claws. But the metaphor creates 
an illusion that there is such a part. The technical term takhyīlī is thus apt, but it has little to do with 
al-Jurjānī’s notion” Heinrichs (2008, 13). 
37 Kamāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Wāḥid b. Ḫaṭīb Zamalkā Abū Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Karīm b. Ḥalaf al-Anṣārī l-
Zamlakānī l-Simākī l-Šāfiʿī died in 651/1253 in Damascus. Very little is known about his life, but his 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
130 

who was influenced by the work of al-Waṭwāṭ,38 placed (Q 39:67) in the īhām chapter, 

stating that taḫyīl is a synonym of īhām. Writing in his al-Tibyān fī ʿilm al-bayān, his 

contemporary does not even count tawriya among the figures composing badīʿ, and 

thus he classifies (Q 39:67) in the chapter on taḫyīl, giving the following definition: 

 

It is the depiction [through] the proper meaning of a concept (ḥaqīqat al-šayʾ), so that it is 

imagined that it has a witnessing shape which is among what can be seen with the eyes, like 

in the words of God (Q 39:67) “When the entire earth will be His handful on the Day of 

Resurrection, and the heavens will be rolled up in His right [hand]” and (Q 37:65) “Its fruits 

are like the heads of the satans” (ṭalʿu-hā ka-anna-hu ruʾūsu l-šayāṭīni). You cannot find a 

category of the ʿilm al-bayān more elegant than it, nor finer and more helpful to undertake 

[the interpretation] of the ambiguous verses (mutašābihāt).39 (Ibn al-Zamlakānī, Tibyān, 178) 

 

This is certainly not a detailed definition, but we can deduce two things from it. The 

first is that there is a distinction for Ibn al-Zamlakānī between tawriya – or, better, 

tawriya defined as a muštarak word – and taḫyīl. In fact, he does not mention 

tawriya, nor a comparable figure of speech, in his work. Second, he borrowed the 

definition of taḫyīl from al-Zamaḫšarī by giving as an example the same Koranic verse 

and, as we have already seen, for al-Zamaḫšarī, taḫyīl is not comparable to an ištirāk-

based tawriya. This clarification places this author – as already stated by Maṭlūb and 

al-Ḥadīṯī40 – in the ‘oriental’ school (maḏhab al-mašāriqa), which has ʿAbd al-Qāhir 

al-Ǧurǧānī and al-Zamaḫšarī as its main exponents and which refers to their thought 

even if they treat tamṯīl and taḫyīl in different ways. In particular, he refers to al-

 
biographers report that he was versed in ʿ ilm al-maʿānī and ʿ ilm al-bayān and in other sciences; he was 
a judge in Ṣarḫad and mudarris in Baʿalbak, but what he taught is not reported. For a list of his works, 
see the introduction by Maṭlūb and al-Ḥadīṯī in (Ibn al-Zamlakānī, Tibyān, 12-13). Cf. also al-Subkī 
(Ṭabaqāt, 8:370-371), Ibn al-ʿImād (Šaḏarāt, 7:438), (GAL G1:415, S1:736), al-Ziriklī (Aʿlām, s.v. ʿAbd al-
Wāḥid b. ʿAbd al-Karīm). 
38 Cf. Heinrichs (2008, 14). 
39 Cf. Badīʿ Yaʿqūb (2006, 4:288), Heinrichs (2008, 14). This same definition was taken up more than 
half a century later by Šihāb al-Dīn al-Ḥalabī (d. 725/1324-25) (Ḥusn, 65); about this author see al-Šāwī 
(2011), and Buʿaywī and al-Šāwī (2016). The exact same quotation is found in al-Nuwayrī (d. 733/1333) 
(Nihāya, 7:132). On this author and his work, see Muhanna (2016; 2018). 
40 “Ibn al-Zamlakānī was a scholar and judge of Syria, who broadened his opinions and diffused them 
to the public through his book al-Tibyān, which was an ‘extension’ of the ‘oriental’ school by means of 
a finer explanation. It was actually an ‘extension’ of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī’s school” (Ibn al-
Zamlakānī, Tibyān, 9). It should be noted that Ibn al-Zamlakānī adopts al-Zamaḫšarī’s classification, 
preferring taḫyīl to tamṯīl. 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 131 

Ǧurǧānī and his Dalāʾil al-iʿǧāz as a source for al-Tibyān and calls him the authority 

who set the norms of ʿilm al-maʿānī and ʿilm al-bayān (Tibyān, 30). It is nevertheless 

important to underline how Ibn al-Zamlakānī adopts the opinion of al-Zamaḫšarī and 

not that of al-Ǧurǧānī on the verse in question. From a general point of view, Ibn al-

Zamlakānī’s chapter on taḫyīl provides neither new information on or improvements 

to īhām-taḫyīl theory. 

 

3.1.3.3 al-Qazwīnī and al-Subkī 

 

The last two authors whom I quote are al-Qazwīnī and his commentator Bahāʾ al-Dīn 

al-Subkī, who both use (Q 39:67) as an example of maǧāz murakkab. I start with al-

Qazwīnī’s Īḍāḥ: 

 

Like that are the words of God (Q 39:67) “When the entire earth will be His handful on the 

Day of Resurrection”, for the meaning – but God knows better – is that the metaphorical 

image (maṯal) of the earth, in its being controlled under the command (amr) of God and his 

power (qudra), is like the maṯal of the thing which is in the grip of a human being who collects 

it in his hand. As well as the words of God (Q 39:67) “And the heavens will be rolled up in His 

right [hand]”, i.e. he attributes to them the quality of ‘folding’ so that you see like the papers 

folded in the single right hand. The right hand is particularly known for being higher and 

greater in rank for the maṯal, because it is the more noble and the stronger of the two hands, 

and that without which the other has no usefulness. Nobody can rejoice of anything unless 

he started it with the right hand and made it (i.e. the hand) ready to obtain it (i.e. something, 

whatever he wants to obtain). In case he aims to do something having care of it, he does it 

with the right hand. However, in case he aims the contrary, he does it with the left. (al-

Qazwīnī, Īḍāḥ, 5:110) 

 

As we can see in this excerpt, al-Qazwīnī summarises in his explanation of the verse 

what has already been stated by ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī.41 It is clear that, for al-

Qazwīnī, the authority to follow in the interpretative hypothesis of (Q 39:67) is al-

Ǧurǧānī and not Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī. In fact, if we examine the chapters devoted to 

 
41 See the excerpt of Asrār al-balāġa quoted above; the part about the difference between the right 
and the left hand can be found in (Asrār, 334) and Ritter (1959, 389). 
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tawriya in both (Talḫīṣ, 97) and (Īḍāḥ, 6:38-40), neither mentions (Q 39:67) among 

the loci of this figure of speech. He therefore shares the explanation of al-Ǧurǧānī, 

who had stated that the imaginative process underlying the understanding of this 

verse was none other than the tamṯīl, bringing as an example the above-mentioned 

line by al-Šammāḫ (iḏā mā … bi-l-yamīn), which al-Qazwīnī also quotes.  

This rhetorical figure is once again described as functioning collectively and not in 

terms of a single word or expression. As in ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, tamṯīl is a figure 

which is constructed at the sentence level, and therefore at a higher and more 

complex level than that of the tawriya, which is usually based on a word or phrase.42 

The resulting image is not attributable to a homonym, but rather to an imaginative 

effort on the part of the reader, who, stimulated by the lemmas and the relationship 

between them, imagines, figures, the meaning that the author of the utterance wants 

to communicate. This is the result of the process stimulated by the maṯal, the 

metaphorical image, on which the figure is based: “This is all called tamṯīl ʿalà sabīl 

al-istiʿāra, generally called tamṯīl. When its use in this manner becomes common, it 

is called maṯal. This is why the examples do not change” (al-Qazwīnī, Īḍāḥ, 5:113). 

 

Al-Qazwīnī’s thought was clarified by Bahāʾ al-Dīn al-Subkī, who, while commenting 

on the Talḫīṣ, also mentions the Īḍāḥ and this passage is a case in point. From a 

theoretical point of view, he did not add anything to what his predecessor had 

already stated. Rather, he focuses on explaining how maǧāz murakkab and tamṯīl 

function: 

 

The confirmation thereof is that the speech in itself has a proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) in respect 

of its components. However, it is a maṯal of something else. The metaphor (istiʿāra) lies in its 

sum and differs from the maǧāz al-ifrād (figurative speech in a single word) because the 

figurative telling (taǧawwuz) in it lies in the single word. It also differs from the maǧāz ʿaqlī 

(inferential figurative speech) – also called maǧāz murakkab (composed maǧāz) – since the 

figurative telling within it lies in the metaphorical attribution (isnād).  

 
42 At least if we take the definitions found in the sources that I analysed in chapter 1. But, as we shall 
see in chapter 5, I am persuaded that tawriya can also play at the sentence level. 
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About the tamṯīl, the components thereof are in their proper meanings (ḥaqāʾiq), so there is 

no mutual metaphorical attribution (isnād); and the figurative telling lies in their sum. If you 

ask: ‘If the tamṯīl has a proper meaning (ḥaqīqa) and you aimed its components, how is it 

possible that its sum results in a maǧāz?’. I will reply: ‘You are already aware of the speech 

about the metonymy (kināya) through what precedes. In what follows you will learn that the 

intention (irāda) is of two types: the intention towards the conventional meaning (istiʿmāl, 

i.e. the use of a word by the community of the speakers with a given meaning shared within 

it) and the intention towards the informative content of the sentence (ifāda). And the tamṯīl 

is close to it, since your utterance ‘Zayd moves forward with one foot and back away with 

the other’ are used in their proper meaning (ḥaqīqa), for it sought its significatum (madlūl) 

through a conventional meaning (istiʿmāl) and did not seek the informative content of the 

sentence (ifāda). What is sought by the informative content of the sentence is what creates 

a maṯal (yumāṯilu) [conveying] its composite meaning through repetition. Nevertheless, the 

difference between them and the kināya is that the significatum (madlūl) by its expression 

(lafẓ) is real. For example, when you say ‘Zayd has a lot of ashes’, you aim to inform about 

the big amount of ashes to make understand its implicature (lāzim). The big amount of ashes 

is real, while the tamṯīl does not have as condition the reality of what you inform about. (al-

Subkī, ʿArūs, 2:292-293)   

 

Al-Subkī states that here is a similarity between maǧāz murakkab (or, in this case, its 

synonym tamṯīl) and kināya. Both figures play at the levels of ḥaqīqa and maǧāz, 

given that in both of them a literal sense of the components corresponds to a 

figurative sense that the speaker wants to convey to his or her listener. The 

substantial difference lies in the fact that kināya ensures that the literal sense is in 

some way actualised, which can be seen in the example of the abundance of ash in 

Zayd’s house. Since he is a very hospitable person (the figurative sense of the 

sentence), he cannot but have accumulated a great deal of ash (literal sense), which 

signals his hospitality. Tamṯīl, on the other hand, does not ensure that the literal 

sense is actualised. If we consider (Q 39:67), its literal meaning (namely, the image of 

God who tightens the earth and folds the heavens in his right hand) is nothing more 

than an image that serves to convey the figurative sense: God’s power and control 

over all creation. The fact that the literal sense is not actualised certainly does not 

mean that it is not possible.  
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This overview of (Q 39:67) has aimed to highlight the dynamics underlying the choice 

and classification of a Koranic verse as an example of tawriya. It is important to 

emphasise that (Q 39:67) is the least quoted among the Koranic verses when it comes 

to tawriya; yet, it was the first ever quoted, and this is the reason that it arouses 

interest. Only having recourse to works of rhetoric is often not enough to account for 

the nuances that led individual authors to support their points of view and to mention 

certain loci or not. Therefore, having recourse to religious works, and in particular to 

exegesis of the sacred text, can highlight features of the thought of individual authors 

that other works cannot highlight. The most appropriate example is the difference in 

thought between al-Zamaḫšarī and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī. I will now turn to the line most 

quoted by premodern Arabic authors when speaking about tawriya: (Q 20:5), the 

famous verse of the throne. 

 

3.2 (Q 20:5) 

 

The verse in the Koran that is most  immediately associated with tawriya is (Q 20:5): 

“al-raḥmānu ʿalà l-ʿarši stawà” (The Merciful is mounted upon the throne).43 This 

verse suggests a kind of God’s anthropomorphism of the type that attributes to God 

a human action, in this case, the action of ‘sitting’. Although it was not the first verse 

to be associated with tawriya in chronological terms, it is the verse that has come to 

represent this figure in the Koran. This might be because it is only those authors who 

named this figure tawriya and not īhām who associated this verse with this figure. As 

with the previous verse, it is appropriate to approach (Q 20:5) by taking into account 

works not only of rhetoric and stylistics, but also of exegesis. 

 

3.2.1 ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī 

 

 
43 This is not the only Koranic verse in which the word ‘throne’ (ʿarš) appears; in total, there are 21 
verses in which ʿarš is mentioned in relation to God: (Q 7:54; 9:129; 10:3; 11:7; 13:2; 17:42; 20:5; 
21:22; 23:86, 116; 25:59; 27:26; 32:4; 39:75; 40:7, 15; 43:82; 57:4; 69:17; 81:20; 85:15). On this topic, 
see Elias (2006). 
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I will begin my examination with ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, who quotes (Q 20:5) only 

once in his Asrār al-balāġa. Contrary to what we might expect, al-Ǧurǧānī quotes the 

Koranic verse in the context not of investigating how a figure of speech functions, but 

rather of a wider discourse that is addressed to those who misrepresent and 

misinterpret the word of God, in particular some exegetes. Al-Ǧuǧānī begins by 

stressing the importance of the study of eloquence, especially for those who want to 

approach the understanding and interpretation of the divine word, given that 

ignorance in this field can favour the work of Satan in making the believer lose the 

right way. ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī identifies two attitudes which lead the reader to 

the error: the ifrāṭ (literally, ‘to go too far’, ‘to exaggerate’) and the tafrīṭ (literally, 

‘to leave behind’, ‘to neglect’). These two attitudes are nothing more than an over-

interpretation of the text (ifrāṭ), i.e. the crossing of the literal meaning, becoming lost 

in false interpretations, and an under-interpretation of the text (tafrīṭ). As an example 

of the latter attitude, al-Ǧurǧānī quotes three Koranic verses of which, on of which is 

(Q 20:5): 

 

About the tafrīṭ, it is what you find in people who [interpret] God’s words (Q 2:210) “Do they 

expect [anything] but God to come” (Hal yanẓurūna illā an yaʾtiya-humu llāh), (Q 89:22) “And 

your Lord comes” (wa-ǧāʾa rabbu-ka), (Q 20:5) “The Merciful is mounted upon the throne” 

(al-raḥmānu ʿalà l-ʿarši stawà), and the like, in contrast with the statements of those who 

profess the truth (ahl al-taḥqīq) even when it is said to them that the ‘coming’ (ityān and 

maǧīʾ) is the moving (intiqāl) from a space (makān) to another space and is one of the 

qualities (ṣifāt) of the bodies (aǧsām); and that the ‘sitting’ (istiwāʾ), if it is accorded to its 

literal meaning (ẓāhir),  is not admissible except in a body which occupies a given portion of 

a space (ḥayyiz) and a space (makān). God, however, is the creator of spaces (amākin) and 

times (azmina), he is the generator of everything on which movement (ḥaraka), translation 

(nuqla), fixity (tamakkun), steadiness (sukūn), separation (infiṣāl), unity (ittiṣāl), contact 

(mumāssa), and parallelism (muḥāḏā) are applicable. And that the meaning of ‘[Do they 

expect anything] but the command of God to come’ and ‘The command of your Lord comes’, 

must be interpreted in the light of his words (Q 59:2) “But God came upon them from where 

they were not expecting” (Fa-atā-humu llāh min ḥayṯu lam yaḥtasibū). As well as the speech 

‘I come to you from where you do not notice’ meaning ‘I will send down to you adversity and 
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I will make what is a repayment for your evil action when you are not expecting it, and at a 

time you feel safe from its happening to you.’ […] 

What is understood by it is that if he is not taking God’s words (Q 12:82) “Ask [the people of] 

the town” (wa-sʾali l-qaryata) on their literal meaning (ẓāhir), because he knows that 

inanimate beings are not asked – even if one pretends to be ignorant and maintains that God 

created life in that village, and the village even understood the question, answered to it, and 

talked, he was not uttering a speech denying God, making known his falsehood about it, 

nothing more – then he should not stop himself at the literal meaning and not spread out 

the veil without hearing and seeing, so that he is not aware nor considers it. Moreover, 

whenever it is understood in its literal meaning, he is going to be exposed to perdition and 

to the fall into polytheism.44 (ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, Asrār, 361-363) 

 

In this extract, al-Ǧurǧānī strongly argues for the importance of going beyond the 

literal meaning of the Koranic verse, affirming that those people who pretend to 

understand God’s action of sitting upon the throne – and in general the verses 

depicting God’s actions in an anthropomorphic way, especially when they limit 

themselves to the literal meaning of these verses – are clearly misinterpreting the 

meaning intended by God’s words: this is an under-interpretation. Curiously, al-

Ǧurǧānī does not provide an explanation of what the Koranic passage means, and nor 

of the figures of speech in these verses. He merely and perfunctorily refutes the literal 

reading by stating that God cannot perform actions such as movement that only real 

bodies can perform, since God cannot be inextricably linked to a concrete space or 

to a limited time, both of which he created.  

 

3.2.2 al-Zamaḫšarī 

 

An interpretation of this verse in terms of the opposition between literal meaning 

and figurative sense is provided by al-Zamaḫšarī, who, in his Koranic commentary, 

clarifies the difference between the use of the word istawà in its proper meaning of 

‘sitting’ and its figurative sense of sovereignty and possession: 

 

 
44 Cf. Ritter (1959, 420-422) 
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Since the sitting upon the throne – i.e. the king’s chair – is among the synonyms of 

sovereignty (mulk), they have made it a kināya standing for the sovereignty. They said ‘So-

and-so sat upon the throne’ meaning ‘he ruled’, even if he was not sitting upon the throne. 

They also said it (i.e. sitting upon the throne) because of its notoriety and equivalence with 

sovereignty (mulk) [to render] its significance, since it is clearer, simpler, and more indicative 

of the image of the command (amr). An analogous example is when you say ‘The hand of 

such a person is outstretched (mabsūṭa) and the hand of such a one is chained (maġlūla)’, 

meaning that he is generous (ǧawād) or avaricious (baḫīl). There is no difference between 

the two expressions except in what you have said: even for whom who never stretched his 

hand to give a favour, or had not a hand at all, it would be said about ‘His hand is 

outstretched’ because they make no difference between this [expression] and their words 

‘He is generous’. Of the same tenor are God’s words (Q 5:64) “The Jews say, ‘The hand of 

God is chained’” (wa-qālati l-yahūdu yadu llāhi maġlūlatun), i.e. he is avaricious, and (Q 5:64) 

“No! Both His hands are outstretched” (bal yadā-hu mabsūṭatāni), i.e. he is generous, 

without imaging (taṣawwur) a hand, nor a shackle, nor extension, and explaining with the 

grace and cunningly insisting to repeat for whom is narrow-minded. To turn away from the 

ʿilm al-bayān is the way of common people.45 (al-Zamaḫšarī, Kaššāf, 4:67) 

 

Unlike al-Ǧurǧānī, al-Zamaḫšarī does not provide any theological explanation to 

justify the interpreting (Q 20:5) in a figurative sense. In fact, he uses a rhetorical 

explanation, emphasising how the verb istawà can be used not only to express the 

act of being seated, but also to define a person who has a certain authority over 

something and someone, such as for example a sovereign. The proof for al-Zamaḫšarī 

is the fact that being seated on a throne is not a necessary condition to define a 

person’s authority and that the quoted utterance ‘So-and-so sat upon the throne’ 

clearly expresses the authority of the subject, even if in reality he is not seated on 

any throne. The figure of speech in this verse is therefore a kināya, since the act of 

being seated on a throne serves to express the authority deriving from it.46 The 

 
45 For another Muʿtazilite commentary, see al-Ṭūsī (Tibyān, 7:159-160), who interprets this verse by 
arguing that the act of sitting is not possible for God because it applies only to bodies; this therefore 
anticipates al-Zamaḫšarī’s explanation. There is no mention of (Q 20:5) is found in ʿAbd al-Ǧabbār 
(Mutašābih). 
46 Al-Ṭībī (Tibyān, 155) recalls al-Zamaḫšarī’s words about (Q 20:5) and (Q 39:67), and points out that 
this particular rhetorical figure is a type of kināya called īmāʾ, i.e. an indication. He does not quote (Q 
20:5) or (Q 39:67) in the chapter on tawriya (which he calls īhām) and only cites these two Koranic 
verses in this kināya context. See also Kuḥayl (2004, 175). 
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figurative sense of authority is therefore transmitted by this expression not through 

the evocation of an image (taṣawwur, taṣwīr) – as it was the case in (Q 39:67) – but 

through contiguity, i.e. being seated on a throne is the symbol of the possession of a 

certain authority, and therefore the use of this expression is appropriate to describe, 

for example, a person who exercises a certain authority over a place or group of 

people. To support his argument, al-Zamaḫšarī quotes the example, ‘The hand of 

such a person is outstretched and the hand of such a one is chained’ connected with 

the interpretation of (Q 5:64). For al-Zamaḫšarī, it is evident that this statement 

should be understood not in its literal, but rather its figurative, sense. In fact, if we 

wanted to interpret it literally, we would have to imagine God with his hands tied and 

chained, unable to act, which must be considered false. Therefore, as in the previous 

case, there is a logical derivation that leads to the figurative interpretation of the text: 

any man with chained hands is unable to give, just as avarice chains the hands of the 

miser. Similarly, having outstretched hands is a symbol of the propensity to give to 

others. In this case, too, the path to the figurative sense does not entail the formation 

of an image through which it is understood: thus, we will not imagine a hand 

outstretched or chained. 

For both authors, the intended meaning of (Q 20:5) is the figurative sense. While ʿ Abd 

al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī’s explanation is theological in nature, while al-Zamaḫšarī’s is 

based on rhetoric.  

 

3.2.3 Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 

 

The author who was able to combine both of these aspects into a single exhaustive 

treatment is Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, who devotes ample space in his Koranic commentary 

to the explaining and interpreting this verse, and in doing so combining fine 

theological disquisition with the precision of rhetoric. I will translate the whole 

passage not only to demonstrate its logical rigour, but and also because it is an 

appropriate example of dalīl, the apodictic explanation, which for al-Rāzī’ is that the 

root of every interpretative effort. 
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The ambiguity (mušabbaha) in this verse is due to the fact that their deity is sitting upon the 

throne and this is rationally and traditionally untenable (bāṭil bi-l-ʿaql wa-l-naql) for several 

reasons.  

1) The first is that there was no throne and no space (makān) and when he created creation, 

he did not need any space, but was self-sufficient (ġanī) from it. Thus, he is such an 

everlasting condition unless one does not assert that also a throne is everlasting together 

with God. 

2) The second is that the one sitting upon the throne must be the actualised part (al-ǧuzʾ al-

ḥāṣil) thereof on the right of the throne and not the actualised on the left of the throne. Thus, 

he is himself composed and composite (muʾallaf murakkab), so anything like that needed the 

creator and the composer (muʾallif wa-l-murakkib), which is impossible (i.e. that God had a 

creator). 

3) The third is that the one sitting upon the throne is either able to go elsewhere (intiqāl) and 

move (ḥaraka), or that is not possible for him. If it were the first case, he would become the 

place of the movement (ḥaraka) and the steadiness (sukūn), thus being necessarily created 

(muḥdaṯ). If the second, he would be like fastened, rather like the invalid, rather in a worse 

condition! Since the invalid, when he wants to move his head and pupil he can, but this is not 

possible to their deity. 

4) The fourth is that their deity either exists in every space (fī kull makān), or in a space non-

space (makān dūna makān). If he existed in every space, it would be necessary to them that 

he exists also in the space of impurities and evil dispositions, and this cannot be said by a 

rational man. If, however, he existed in a space non-space, he would be in need of a 

particularising entity which exclusively particularises him with that space, thus being in need 

(muḥtāǧ), but this is impossible for God. 

5) The fifth is that his words (Q 42:11)  “There is nothing like Him” (laysa ka-miṯli-hi šayʾun) 

mean the denial of the equivalence under all aspects by means of the evidence (dalīl) of the 

soundness of the exception, since it is sound to say that nothing is like him except in the act 

of sitting (ǧulūs), except in the extent (miqdār), and except in the aspect (lawn). Then the 

soundness of the exclusion implies the inclusion of all these concepts under him: if he were 

sitting, someone comparable to him in the act of sitting would exist, but in this case the 

meaning of the verse would have been untenable.  

6) The sixth are his words (Q 69:17) “And they will bear the throne of your Lord above them 

on that Day – eight [of them]” (wa-yaḥmilu ʿarša rabbi-ka fawqa-hum yawmaʾiḏin 

ṯamāniyatun). If they are the porters of the throne and the throne is the space of their deity, 

it is necessary that the angels are bearing their creator and deity, but this is not reasonable 
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because the creator is he who preserves the creature, while the creature does not preserve, 

nor bear, the creator.  

7) The seventh, if it were possible to the one settled in the space to be a divinity, how would 

it be known that the sun and the moon are not a divinity? Because our method to negate the 

divinity of the sun and the moon is that they are characterised by the movement and the 

steadiness. Whatever like that is created and is not a divinity. When you claim this method 

untenable, the door of the calumny [consisting in stating] the divinity of the sun and the 

moon will close up upon you.  

8) The eighth is that the earth is a sphere, so the side (ǧiha) which is above from our point of 

view is beneath from the point of view of the inhabitants of the other side of the earth, and 

the other way around. If the deity were specifically characterised by a side, that would be 

above for some people and would be beneath for others. However, by agreement of the 

rational people (ʿuqalāʾ), it is not possible to say that the deity is under anything.  

9) The ninth is that the community of the believers agreed on the fact that his speech (Q 

112:1) “Say: ‘He is God, One’” (qul huwa llāhu aḥadun) is one of the clear verses (muḥkamāt) 

and not one of the ambiguous (mutašābihāt). If he were specifically characterised by space, 

the side which adjoins what is on his right would not be the same as the side which adjoins 

what is on his left. Thus, he would be composite (murakkab) and divided (munqasam) and 

not one and the same in the essence, and his words (Q 112:1) “Say: ‘He is God, One’” would 

become false.  

10) The tenth are the words of al-Ḫalīl (i.e. Abraham) (Q 6:76) “I do not love what vanishes” 

(lā uḥibbu l-āfilīna). If the deity were a body (ǧism), he would be always transitory and always 

vanishing and would be classified under his speech (Q 6:76) “I do not love what vanishes”.  

It is, therefore, established through this evidence (dalāʾil) that it is impossible to apply to God 

the ‘being settled’ (istiqrār). About this, people have two opinions.  

A) The first, we do not engage in the interpretation, rather we maintain that God transcends 

space and side, so we abandon the interpretation of the verse. Al-Ġazālī (d. 505/1111) 

reported from some companions of the imām Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (d. 241/855) that he 

interpreted three traditions: “The black stone is God’s right hand on the earth”, “The 

believing heart is between two of the Merciful’s fingers”, and “Indeed I experience the 

essence of the Merciful through the right”. Know that this speech is weak (ḍaʿīf) for two 

reasons.  

A.a) First, if it is maintained that God transcends space and direction, it is maintained that 

God’s intention is not the action of sitting (al-istiwāʾ wa-l-ǧulūs). This is the interpretation. If 
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it is not maintained that God transcends space and direction, rather a doubt lasts, he is 

ignorant of God. O God, would he say ‘I am maintaining that what is perceived from the literal 

meaning (ẓāhir) is not meant (murād) for God, rather what is meant is something else.’ 

However, I do not specify what is meant fearing the error, and this will be near.  

A.b) But it is also weak because the almighty, when he addressed us in the language of the 

Arabs it was necessary that he meant to express himself following the speaking conventions 

of the Arabs. Since there is no other meaning in the language for istiwāʾ than the ‘being 

settled’ (istiqrār) and the ‘possession’ (istīlāʾ), and its accord with the ‘being settled’ has 

already been [judged] impossible, it is necessary to accord it with the ‘possession’. If not, the 

expression will bear a divesting meaning (taʿṭīl), which is not possible.  

B) Second, it is a conclusive probative value (dalāla) that one must go back to the 

interpretation. That is, that the rational probative value (dalāla ʿaqliyya), when it was 

furnished for the refusal of the ‘being settled’ and the signifier istiwāʾ denotes the meaning 

‘being settled’, then or α) we put into operation each one of the two signs, or β) we leave 

them together, or γ) we prefer tradition (naql) over rationality (ʿaql), or δ) we prefer 

rationality and we interpret tradition. (α) is untenable, since otherwise the single thing must 

necessarily transcend space and exist in the space, and this is impossible. (β) is also 

impossible for it entails a contradiction, and this is untenable. (γ) is untenable, for rationality 

is the basis of tradition. Indeed, until the existence of the agent (ṣāniʿ), his knowledge (ʿilm), 

his power (qudra), and his sending messengers (baʿaṯatu-hu li-l-rusul) was not established 

through the rational evidence (dalāʾil ʿaqliyya), the tradition (naql) was not established, 

either. So, the unsoundness in rationality (al-qadḥ fī l-ʿaql) entails the unsoundness of 

rationality and tradition together, so that we can only maintain the soundness of rationality 

and engage in the interpretation of tradition, and this is conclusive proof (burhān) of the 

meaning sought.  

Once this established, we can say ‘Some scholars said that the intended meaning of istiwāʾ is 

the possession (istīlāʾ).’ The poet said:  

 

47 ِ ىوتسا دق
قِارهم مٍدو فٍْسَ غ نم * قِارعلا ع ُْ  

 
47 On the line, cf. Lane (Lexicon, s.v. s w y); see also Ibn Manẓūr (Lisān, s.v. s w y). Bišr b. Marwān b. al-
Ḥakam Abū Marwān (d. ca. 73-75/693-695), son of the Umayyad caliph Marwān I (d. 65/685), see 
Veccia Vaglieri (2012). Ibn Kaṯīr (Bidāya, 9:7) attributes this line to the Christian poet al-Aḫṭal (d. ca. 
92/710), but it is not mentioned in al-Aḫṭal (Dīwān). Ibn Kaṯīr also reports an anecdote about the 
encounter between the poet Ǧarīr (d. ca. 110/728-29) and al-Aḫṭal: “Niftawayh (d. 323/935) reported 
that one day Ǧarīr came to see Bišr b. Marwān while al-Aḫṭal was there. Bišr asked to Ǧarīr: ‘Do you 
know him?’ Ǧarīr replied: ‘No, I do not, who is this, o prince?’ He answered: ‘He is al-Aḫṭal’ then al-
Aḫṭal said: ‘I am the one who defamed your honour, who made your night sleepless, who harmed your 
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Bišr took possession of Iraq without sword or bloodshed 

 

If it was said: this interpretation is not possible because of some reasons and notably:  

x) The first is that the meaning of possession is the actualisation of gaining power after 

powerlessness, which is impossible in relation to God.  

y) The second is that it is said ‘so-and-so took possession of so-and-so’ when he has a 

contender who contends him, and who possessed it was existing before that. But this is 

impossible in relation to God, for the throne came into existence only through his creation 

and his origination.  

z) The third: the possession is actualised with reference to all the creatures and there is no 

benefit in mentioning the throne in particular. 

The answer is: we, when we explain the ‘possession’ with the ‘having the power’ (iqtidār), all 

of these weaknesses disappear.   

The writer of the Kaššāf said: “Since the sitting upon the throne – i.e. the king’s chair – is 

used only in connection with sovereignty (mulk), they have made it a kināya standing for 

sovereignty. They said: ‘So-and-so possessed (istawà) the country’ meaning he ruled, even if 

he was not sitting upon the throne. With that, they asserted the existence of the sovereignty, 

since it is clearer, and stronger in indication (dalāla) than saying ‘So-and-so is a king’. An 

analogous example is when you say ‘The hand of such a person is outstretched and the hand 

of such a one is chained’, meaning that he is generous or avaricious. There is no difference 

between the two expressions except in what you have said: even for he who never stretched 

his hand to give a favour, or had not a hand at all, it would be said about ‘His hand is 

outstretched’ because they make no difference between this and their words ‘He is 

generous’. Of the same tenor are his words (Q 5:64) “The Jews say, ‘The hand of God is 

chained’”, i.e. he is avaricious, and (Q 5:64) “No! Both His hands are outstretched”, i.e. he is 

generous without imagining (taṣawwur) a hand, nor a shackle, nor extension, and explaining 

with the grace and cunningly insisting to call for whom is narrow-minded.” 

 
people.’ Ǧarīr replied: ‘About your speech ‘who vilified your honour’, how could the sea be harmed by 
the vilification of he who is sinking in it? About your speech ‘who made your night sleepless’, if you 
had left me sleeping, it would have been better for you. About your speech: ‘who harmed your 
people’, how could you harm anyone, you who pays them the tax?’ al-Aḫṭal was a converted Christian 
Arab whom God rendered shameful and to whom distanced the refuge.” (Bidāya, 9:261). On the role 
of al-Aḫṭal within the Umayyad court, see Pinckney Stetkevych (2016).  
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I say: indeed we, if we had opened this door, the interpretations of the bāṭiniyya48 would 

have emerged. They also say that the intended meaning of (Q 20:12) “So take off your shoes” 

(fa-ḫlaʿ naʿlay-ka) is ‘to be fully involved in the service of God’, without imaging an action. 

And his words (Q 21:69) “Fire! Be coolness and peace for Abraham!” (yā nāru kūnī bardan 

wa-salāman ʿalà Ibrāhīma), its intended meaning (murād) is to save Abraham from the hand 

of that wrongdoer without there being definitely any fire or speech. Akin is the discourse 

about everything found in God’s book, rather the principle is that every expression found in 

the Koran must be interpreted with its proper meaning (ḥaqīqa), unless a conclusive rational 

probative demonstration (dalāla ʿaqliyya qaṭʿiyya) exists, which forces us to deviate from it 

(i.e. the proper meaning). If only those who did not know anything would not have 

undertaken this path! This is the conclusion of the discourse about this verse. (Faḫr al-Dīn al-

Rāzī, Tafsīr, 22:5-7) 

 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī devotes the first part of his analysis of the verse to the theological 

argument. His starting-point is to consider the verse in its literal sense, i.e. to attribute 

to the figure of God the act of being seated on a throne, with the throne is being 

understood as any throne or bench on which a human ruler can sit. For Faḫr al-Dīn 

al-Rāzī, the idea that God could be the agent of this action is completely impossible, 

and the arguments that he uses are the same as ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī’s, who 

argued that it is impossible to attribute human actions to God, if these actions are 

understood literally.49 We can paraphrase Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s ten points by stating 

that, if God were really definable as being seated on a throne, then he should identify 

himself with the throne, and the act of being seated would become an identifying 

quality of God. If that were so, then, since God transcends time and space, and has 

therefore always existed, even the throne should share eternity with God. This 

statement is for Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī necessarily false given that the throne cannot be 

uncreated and eternal on the basis of (Q 42:11), which affirms the uniqueness of the 

nature of God. Likewise, the act of sitting can only be attributed to bodies, which, as 

 
48 Bāṭiniyya indicates here a negative general use: “Sunnī writers have subsequently used the 
term bāṭiniyya polemically to condemn any writers who, in their judgment, go beyond the recognition 
of a bāṭin meaning in scripture, to the rejection of the evident meaning of scripture in favour 
exclusively of such a bāṭin” Hodgson (2012). Cf. Walker (2009). 
49 These theses had already been proposed by the eponym of the Ašʿarite school, al-Ašʿarī (d. 324/935-
6). See (Ibāna, 33-37). 
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such, are subject to rules without any exceptions, such as occupying a certain space 

and existing in a given time, being subject to a beginning and an end, and therefore 

deteriorating and continuously becoming, being created and comprising several 

parts, etc. This set of bodily characteristics cannot be attributed to the uncreated 

God, eternal and unique in its uniqueness and self-sufficiency.  

Once the tašbīh, i.e. the comparison of the creator to the creatures, has been 

excluded, thereby avoiding the danger of attributing to God actions and qualities 

contrary to his divine nature, the next step consists in enabling an interpretation of 

the text which not only takes into account the literal meaning expressed in the verse, 

but also identifies its possible figurative sense.  

So, what is the figurative sense? It can be identified starting from the assumption that 

the language of the Koran is Arabic, and that therefore the Koranic word must be 

understood according to the conventional meanings that the Arabs attribute to the 

expressions that they use in the language. In this way, we can identify two senses in 

which the verb istawà is used: ‘being settled’ (istiqrār) and ‘possession’ (istilāʾ). The 

arguments listed above exclude the first, as it would lead to irrational arguments and 

contradictions. The need therefore remains to interpret the verse rationally in light 

of the ‘possession’ sense. To affirm the validity of this interpretation, Faḫr al-Dīn al-

Rāzī uses a poetic line showing how the verb istawà is used to mean someone’s 

authority, possessed, or acquired, over someone or something. But it is precisely the 

sense of acquiring possession that could lead us to think to a change of state in God. 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī responds to this objection by suggesting that the meaning of 

possession should not be understood as a path of acquisition, but rather as ‘having 

power over’ (iqtidār), which is always true with regard to God. The relationship 

between proper and figurative is explained by al-Rāzī through the words of al-

Zamaḫšarī, with whom he agrees, with al-Rāzī warning, however, against the danger 

of the over-interpreting of the text. As we saw in the previous section, from a 

theological and logical-rational point of view, the choice of which interpretation of 

the word of God to adopt is based on an evidence (dalīl), rational proof leading to the 

correct interpretation; and, for Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, the dalīl forces us to prefer the 

figurative over the literal sense. It is important to emphasise that, while not affirming 

it explicitly, al-Rāzī seems to agree with the theoretical explanation of al-Zamaḫšarī, 
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who explains with kināya the logical-rational mechanism through which the literal 

meaning leads to the figurative sense. 

 

However, if this verse has so far been interpreted as an example of kināya, then why 

did it later become one of the most apt examples of tawriya? 

 

3.2.4 al-Sakkākī 

 

As we have seen for (Q 39:67), the rhetorical interpretation of a Koranic verse is 

inextricably linked to its theological interpretation. The first author to place (Q 20:5) 

and (Q 39:67) side by side as an example of īhām was al-Sakkākī (Miftāḥ, 537), who 

placed this verse in the īhām chapter, without (again) giving any precise information 

regarding his decision. What is of interest is that he cites this verse at the end of his 

book, too, in a subchapter of the ḫātima fī iršād al-ḍalāl (conclusion about the right 

guide to avoid error) entitled maṭāʿin al-ḍāllīna wa-l-radd ʿalay-him (weaknesses of 

the wrongly guided people and the refutation of them). Once again, the aim is to 

reprimand those scholars who misinterpret God’s word. The following extract does 

not present a rhetorical analysis, but is still interesting because it confirms the view 

explained above. He says: 

 

They say about the ambiguous verses: they decided that it is appropriate to range them 

among what for the masters of eloquence are the figurative expressions (maǧāzāt), 

metaphors (istiʿārāt), allusions (talwīḥāt), indications (īmāʾāt), etc. However, their aspects of 

beauty are – when they entail the contrary of what is sought by his revelation – the leading 

astray of the creatures, instead of leading the right way. Is this not a shame and the 

entailment the leading astray evident? That is that you say: ‘Indeed, the Koran is a discourse 

with the humans and the jinns and you know that among them there are the truthful person 

and the liar, the wise and the unwise.’ They say, when the anthropomorphic verse (Q 20:5) 

“The merciful is mounted upon the throne” is heard: ‘Is it not assumed as a staff on which its 

untenability relies, while the leading right way, sought by it (i.e. the Koranic verse) is 

reversed, helping in the leading astray, aiding the erring, and strengthening the untenability? 

Does the same apply to the non-anthropomorphic, when what agrees with its literal meaning 

meets its untenability?’ It is said to this similar teller: ‘Your love for the matter makes blind 
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and deaf. Is it not, when the anthropomorphic verse is taken, used as evidence for his 

method?’ It has been said to him: ‘Perhaps God lied’, he replies ‘How is it possible that God 

lies?’ It is said ‘For a whatever need inducing him to the lie.’ He says: ‘How is it possible that 

God has needs?’ It is replied to him: ‘Is not God a body in your opinion? So which body has 

no need?’. Thus, he perceives his error and returns to a better righteous conduct and more 

eloquent guidance, as you see it with respect to the liar. About the truthful person, who hears 

him, he calls it nothing but speculation. He started acquiring the recompense for his 

speculation, then when his opinion is not satisfying, he submits it to the scholars. That causes 

for the profits no return and no go away. (al-Sakkākī, Miftāḥ, 714-715) 

 

In this passage, al-Sakkākī, although not explicitly mentioning the rhetorical figure 

expressed in the verse, classifies it within the expressions of figurative language. 

Despite being more interested in stigmatising anthropomorphism, this passage 

shows us how the non-literal interpretation of the verse has become the accepted 

interpretation, and how from that moment the works of rhetoric and literary criticism 

will always cite (Q 20:5) as an example of tawriya. 

 

3.2.5 Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī 

 

It is thanks to an incisive voice that the connection with the previous tradition 

represented by al-Zamaḫšarī, who explained the rhetorical artifice in (Q 20:5) with a 

kināya, and al-Sakkākī’s arrangement in the īhām chapter, will be included in the 

tawriya theory, through an analysis which links them together. This author is Rukn 

al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (d. 729/1329),50 who places (Q 20:5) and (Q 51:47) in (Išārāt, 216) 

under the entry tawriya, stating that the double meaning in these two verses is 

corroborated by a qarīna ʿaqliyya, namely a rational correlative.51 The nature and 

 
50 Muḥammad b. ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Astarābāḏī l-Ḥillī l-Ġarawī died after 729/1329. Little is known 
about him. He was an uṣūl and kalām scholar born in Ḥilla. He studied with al-ʿAllāma l-Ḥillī (d. 
726/1325), with whom he shared the Šīʿite creed. He translated Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 672/1274)’s 
philosophical work al-Fuṣūl al-naṣīriyya from Persian into Arabic. In the introduction to his work 
(Išārāt, 12), he clearly states that the reason for him to write this book is to emend and clarify the 
deviations, negligence, and forgetfulness of his predecessors who undertook the study of ʿilm al-
balāġa, and he commits himself to providing a clear and correct account of this fundamental science, 
adopting a polemical approach as described by Valle (2006). See al-Amīn (Aʿyān, 14:258-260 no. 9850), 
Kaḥḥāla (Muʾallifīna, s.v. Muḥammad b. ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Ǧurǧānī), Valle (2006). 
51 Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī and Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (Šarḥ, 135) both use the word qarīna rather than lāzim. 
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function of this qarīna ʿaqliyya are not explained in length in the short tawriya 

paragraph in which the author limits himself to giving a few examples of tawriyas 

arranged depending on whether there is a qarīna ʿaqliyya or a qarīna lafẓiyya at play. 

To understand better what Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī means exactly by qarīna and how 

it plays a role in the understanding of the tawriya, we should go back in the chapter 

of al-Išārāt wa-l-tanbīhāt devoted to maǧāz, where he explains at some length the 

difference between them and how they help or mislead the reader to decode a figure 

of speech:    

 

The maǧāz, if it is taken into account together with the correlative (qarīna), is implied 

(malzūm) for the intended meaning (al-maʿnà l-murād) through the mediation of the 

conventional meaning (waḍʿ) and the reasoning (ʿaql) together. When you say ‘I saw a lion 

shooting’, the intellect makes a transfer from the acoustic form of the expression (samāʿ al-

lafẓ) to the predatory animal by means of the conventional meaning (waḍʿ); then it makes a 

transfer from it to the brave man by a rational transfer (intiqāl bi-l-ʿaql) through the 

mediation of the judgment (ḥukm) about the impossibility of referring the predication of 

‘shooting’ to the animal. Also, when you say ‘Ask the village’, the intellect makes the transfer 

[from the acoustic form], because of the conventional meaning, to the meaning ‘the village’. 

Then, by means of the impossibility of questioning the village, it makes the rational transfer 

a second time to its inhabitants. The same applies to the other types of maǧāz. The 

reasoning, by way of the correlative (qarīna), makes the transfer from the known expression 

to the intended meaning by two transfers. The first is conventional (waḍʿī) while the second 

is rational (ʿaqlī); this is the meaning of indication of the implication (dalālat al-iltizām).  

The correlatives of the maǧāz, although they are many, are united by a single thing: i.e. what 

leads to the impossibility of its accord with its proper meaning. [The first] is a diverting 

correlative (qarīna ṣārifa), which does not suffice to guide [the reader] to the intended 

meaning (murād), because the knowledge of the meaning intention (irāda) of something 

does not necessarily cause the [knowledge] of the meaning intention of anything else. Thus, 

a guiding correlative (qarīna hādiya) is necessary. The guiding attribute is one of the 

correlations (nisba) already mentioned between the proper meaning and the figurative 

sense. The reasoning, by means of the two correlatives, becomes rightly directed to the 

intended figurative meaning, so that the proper meaning is not intended: the more it is not 

intended, the more the figurative sense is intended. The first premise (muqaddima) is 

motivated through the diverting correlative and the second through the guiding correlative. 
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This is a type of acquisition because of which the figurative indication of implication (al-dalāla 

l-iltizāmiyya l-maǧāziyya) has been preferred instead of the corresponding indication (dalāla 

muṭābaqiyya). The scholars of eloquence called the guiding qarīna relation (ʿalāqa) 

incontestable in the technical usage. (Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī, Išārāt, 163-164) 

 

This is an interesting explanation of how maǧāz works in relation to the qarīna. Rukn 

al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī’s purpose is to demonstrate how the figurative sense is a meaning 

deduced through the use of the intellect starting from the acoustic form of the word, 

i.e. from the act of utterance, after which the hearer is able, through the use of 

intellect and through the conventional meaning established and recognised in the 

language, to combine acoustic form with its proper meaning. Having recognised the 

proper meaning, the hearer notices at the level of the uttered text the presence of 

an element (qarīna) which refers to a word or phrase in the text with which it is, 

however, in apparent conflict. This conflict will lead the hearer to identify through a 

rational process the figurative sense of the word and therefore the final intended 

meaning of the utterance.  

The first example that which Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī uses to support his argument is 

a typical metaphor (istiʿāra):52 ‘I saw a lion shooting’. The first process through which 

/ʔasad/ is associated with the meaning ‘predatory animal’ occurs through the 

knowledge of the conventions of the language which establish the connection 

between acoustic form and meaning. However, the presence of the qarīna ‘shooting’ 

(yarmī) reveals to the hearer the impossibility of agreement between this predicate 

and the proper meaning of the subject. This is therefore the factor which helps the 

hearer to decode the message through a rational effort that makes the transition 

from the proper meaning ‘predatory animal’ to the figurative sense ‘brave man’ 

possible. The rational effort allowing the transition from animal to human is the 

understanding of the quality shared by metaphrand and metaphier: namely, courage 

and bravery.  

On the other hand, the second example based on (Q 12:82) is a classic example of 

kināya.53 As with the previous utterance, the hearer connects through a process 

 
52 See the chapter on istiʿāra in Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 164-182). 
53 See the paragraph išāra ilà nisbat al-ziyāda wa-l-nuqṣān in (Išārāt, 186-187). 
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guided by the convention established in the language, the acoustic form /qarja/ with 

the meaning ‘village’; subsequently, the imperative verb sal – qarīna referring to the 

village – allows the hearer to understanding that the proper meaning is not the 

intended meaning, and therefore through a rational effort he or she will be able to 

reach the awareness that the word ‘village’ connotes nothing but its inhabitants. In 

Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī’s opinion, the presence of an attribute is necessary to lead the 

hearer to the understanding of the maǧāzī sense of an utterance. He defines this very 

particular attribute as qarīna hādiya, since it is through it that the rational transfer is 

made, and the proper meaning is crossed. This kind of qarīna is opposed to another 

which he calls qarīna ṣārifa, namely a whatever attribute which can be addressed to 

a word or phrase, but which does not contribute in the rational transfer. In the 

examples above, there are two qarīna hādiya. The first is the verb yarmī, which 

cannot refer to a lion, but entails a human agent. The second is the imperative sal, 

which cannot refer to an inanimate being, but entails a human agent, too.  

How, then, does this help us understand why (Q 20:5) is an example of tawriya? Rukn 

al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 216) quotes this verse, stating that a qarīna ʿaqliyya is at 

play, and that it is through this qarīna ʿ aqliyya that the intended meaning of the verse 

is understood. This process is very similar to the one described with regard to the 

maǧāz, given that we can recognise even in this case a series of transfers that the 

hearer makes, starting from the acoustic form of the word (in this case, the verb 

istawà) and coupling it with the conventional meaning. However, this verb has two 

conventional meanings: one proper (ḥaqīqa), i.e. to sit, and one figurative (maǧāz), 

i.e. to have the authority, to possess. In this case, the discriminant that leads to the 

adoption of a maǧāzī meaning of the verb instead of a ḥaqīqī is of a rational nature. 

In other words, rationality cannot deny that someone is sitting on a throne, yet 

rationality denies the possibility that the one seated on the throne is God, for 

theological reasons. Given these premises, the hearer will make a rational transfer 

from the conventional meaning of istawà ʿalà l-ʿarš (is mounted upon the throne), 

attributing to this phrase a figurative sense (maǧāz), namely the second meaning of 

tawriya, its distant and intended meaning (baʿīd). 

 

3.2.6 al-Qazwīnī and later authors 
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If the works of al-Sakkākī and Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī already mentioned (Q 20:5), it 

will be in al-Qazwīnī’s treatise Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ, and in its commentary al-Īḍāḥ, that 

this verse will see its definitive systematisation in what will become the received 

tawriya theory. As we have seen, the acceptance of the figurative sense is for Rukn 

al-Dīn due to a rational process that excludes the proper meaning. This rational 

process is based on premises and causes that are outside the text itself, i.e. the 

rational judgment that leads to the exclusion of the predication of sitting in relation 

to the agent God is based not on the statement of (Q 20:5) itself, but on that set of 

knowledge and arrangements of the world available to the hearer which Eco ([1979] 

2006) defined Encyclopaedia. 

Due to the concise nature of his works, the vision of al-Qazwīnī (Talḫīṣ, 97; Īḍāḥ, 6:38), 

is limited to classifying this verse as an example of tawriya muǧarrada (bare tawriya) 

in which no correlative (lāzim) refers to one of the two meanings of the word. He 

provides no reason as to why one meaning is to be preferred to another. Neither 

does al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 75) provide more information, but only quotes (Q 20:5) as an 

example of tawriya without placing it in any category of tawriya.  

 

3.2.6.1 al-Ruʿaynī 

 

To see a short explanation of the verse, we should consider al-Subkī’s commentary 

ʿArūs al-afrāḥ and al-Ruʿaynī’s (d. 779/1377) Ṭirāz al-ḥulla. The following extract is 

from the latter: 

 

Because the istiwāʾ has two meanings: the first of them is the being settled (istiqrār) in the 

space and is its near meaning (al-maʿnà l-qarīb), according to the use. The second is the 

possession (istīlāʾ) and the sovereignty (mulk) and is the distant meaning (al-maʿnà l-baʿīd), 

according to the use, the one intended (murād) here. No correlatives (lawāzim) are 

mentioned, nor for the first thing (i.e. the being settled) or the second (i.e. possession and 

sovereignty). Thus, it is a tawriya muǧarrada (bare tawriya). Everything, be it a Koranic verse 

or a passage from a ḥadīṯ in which the tašbīh is evident is connected to this explanation. (al-

Ruʿaynī, Ṭirāz, 452-453) 
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It is not worth adding anything about the explanation of the tawriya of (Q 20:5) in al-

Ruʿaynī’s Ṭirāz. The only remark that is to be made is that al-Ruʿaynī states that the 

mutašābihāt in the Koran and ḥadīṯ should be interpreted by applying the tawriya 

scheme. This is a clear, but unacknowledged, reference to the tafsīr quoted above by 

al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 5:320-321), who, having commented on (Q 39:67), suggests 

that taḫyīl is the interpretative key for the anthropomorphic verses.  

 

3.2.6.2 al-Taftāzānī 

 

This non-explicit reference to al-Zamaḫšarī allows us to move to another 

commentator on al-Qazwīnī’s Talḫīṣ: al-Taftāzānī (d. 793/1390) and his commentary 

al-Muṭawwal. It is interesting to report his gloss on the Talḫīṣ because he brings 

together the theoretical framework of (Q 20:5)  with that of (Q 39:67) previously 

seen, and applies it to (Q 51:47), i.e. “wa-l-samāʾa banaynā-hā bi-aydin” (The sky - 

We built it with [Our own] hands). As we will now see, he mixes the two frameworks, 

perhaps introduces some small inaccuracies, but closing his explanation with a clue, 

one that is very important for my research and one to which I shall return later. His 

commentary runs as follows: 

 

If you say, the author of the Kaššāf has already stated about his words (Q 20:5)  “The Merciful 

is mounted upon the throne” that it is a tamṯīl (sic!), for since the sitting upon the throne – 

i.e. the king’s chair – is among the synonyms of sovereignty and they have made it a kināya 

standing for sovereignty. And since, in this place, the proper meaning (al-maʿnà l-ḥaqīqī) is 

refused, it becomes figurative (maǧāz) like in his words (Q 5:64) “The Jews say, ‘The hand of 

God is chained’”, i.e. he is avaricious, (Q 5:64) “No! Both His hands are outstretched”, i.e. he 

is generous, without imagining (taṣawwur) a hand, nor a shackle, nor extension, and 

explaining with grace and cunningly insisting on repeating for whoever is narrow-minded. To 

abandon the ʿilm al-bayān is the way of common people. The same applies to his words (Q 

51:47) “The sky – We built it with (Our own) hands” (wa-l-samāʾ baynā-hā bi-aydin), which 

are a tamṯīl and a depiction of his majesty and the putting before our eyes the essence of his 

loftiness, without recurring for the word ‘hand’ to either the proper meaning or the figurative 

sense. Instead, it leads to the understanding of the main point and the essence of the speech 
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without its single words being susceptible of having a proper meaning or a figurative sense. 

Strengthened is the rejection about the explanation of the hand with the grace (niʿma), the 

hands with the power (qudra), the istiwāʾ with the possession (istīlāʾ), and the right hand 

with the power (qudra). The šayḫ (i.e. ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī) stated in his Dalāʾil al-iʿǧāz54 

that if they were saying that the intended meaning of the right hand is the power, then this 

explanation is about the whole sentence and their aim is to quickly negate the meaning ‘limb’ 

fearing for the hearer of ideas befalling the ignorant and those who compare God to the 

creatures. All of this is [to be understood] by way of tamṯīl. I said, the composer purposed to 

make these two verses two examples of tawriya based on what is well-known among the 

Ẓāhirite Koran commentators. (al-Taftāzānī, Muṭawwal, 652-653) 

 

Al-Taftāzānī opens his explanation of (Q 20:5) by paraphrasing the words of al-

Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 4:67) that we have seen above. It is curious to see that al-Taftāzānī 

claims that al-Zamaḫšarī had defined (Q 20:5) as a tamṯīl, since al-Zamaḫšarī had in 

fact defined it as an example of kināya, as indeed al-Taftāzānī will later remark. In the 

second part, al-Taftāzānī continues to cite and paraphrase al-Zamaḫšarī’s words by 

attributing to the verse (Q 51:47) al-Zamaḫšarī’s (Kaššāf, 5: 320) interpretation of (Q 

39:67).55 In the same way, he reports the words of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Asrār, 

332) in relation to (Q 39:67), referring them instead to (Q 51:47). Although al-

Taftāzānī’s reading is somewhat imprecise, he must be credited with having 

(re)united tawriya with al-Ǧurǧānī’s tamṯīl and with al-Zamaḫšarī’s taḫyīl, since for 

al-Taftāzānī both (Q 20:5) and (Q 51:47) should be interpreted in the light of these 

two figures – although he quotes only tamṯīl. This means that the interpretation is at 

the level not of the single words, but of the sentence. This applies not only for (Q 

51:47), which he thinks can be interpreted in the same way as (Q 39:67), but also to 

(Q 20:5). For al-Taftāzānī, therefore, the figurative sense is conveyed only at the 

sentence level through a maṯal made possible by a process of reasoning based on a 

kināya conveying the cause – i.e. possession, authority, sovereignty –  by means of 

the depiction of the consequence, i.e. the being seated upon a throne. But what 

makes us reflect on the nature of tawriya is the closing statement in which al-

 
54 See the extract from Asrār al-balāġa quoted above. The verse (Q 51:47) is not mentioned in ʿAbd al-
Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī (Dalāʾil). 
55 See the translation of this passage at the beginning of this chapter. 
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Taftāzānī attributes to al-Qazwīnī the will to base his choice on a vision of the 

mutašābihāt inspired by the explanation given by the Ẓāhirite exegetes, whose 

opinions were well known according to al-Taftāzānī. It should be underlined that he 

is the first and only author who mentions the Ẓāhirite views, and this sibylline 

affirmation must not be underestimated, above all because we have so far 

considered the writings and theories of authors who are not strictly literalists, or who 

are even strong opponents of literalism. For this reason, the third section of this 

chapter will be devoted to the Ẓāhirite point of view on the two Koranic verses 

examined so far. 

 

3.2.6.3 al-Suyūṭī 

 

To conclude my investigation of (Q 20:5), I should mention two final authors. The first 

is Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī (Kašf, 51, Ḫizāna, 3:186, 3:534), who does not contribute to the 

discussion with a different view, but simply mentions al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 5:321), 

who he says is a ḥuǧǧa, and reports what has already been handed down by his 

predecessors. The second is al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505), who quotes (Q 20:5) together 

with (Q 39:67) in two different chapters of his Šarḥ ʿuqūd al-ǧumān, a commentary 

on his own versification of al-Qazwīnī’s Talḫīṣ.56 In the tawriya chapter, he reports as 

usual al-Zamaḫšarī’s words and point of view, but what is of interest is that he also 

quotes (Q 20:5) in the kināya chapter. Al-Qazwīnī (Talḫīṣ, 91-92) argues that the 

kināya can be divided into three types, for which al-Suyūṭī gives the following gloss:  

 

1) First: what is sought by it (i.e. kināya) is neither a quality (ṣifa) nor a correlation (nisba), 

but rather the depicted thing (mawṣūf) itself. To it pertains what is a single meaning, since 

the characteristic is made agreeing in one of its qualities with a given depicted thing. It (i.e. 

the kināya) is then mentioned to reach it (i.e. the depicted thing) through it (i.e. the quality), 

like your speech ‘hospitable’ which is a kināya for Zayd because of his characteristic. 

 
56 Al-Suyūṭī was also co-author together with Ǧalāl al-Dīn al-Maḥallī (d. 864/1459) of a Koranic 
commentary called Tafsīr al-Ǧalālayni, since both scholars have the same first name. It could be 
expected that in their tafsīr the two authors would have devoted much more space to explaining the 
ambiguous verses. However, they limit themselves to a brief gloss of the words ʿarš and istawà, as the 
sarīr al-malik (the chair of the king, throne), and istiwāʾ yalīqu bi-hi (the action of sitting suitable to 
him) respectively (al-Maḥallī and al-Suyūṭī, Tafsīr, 406). 
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2) Second: what it is sought by it (i.e. kināya) is one of its qualities (ṣifa) like the generosity, 

magnanimity, etc. It is of two categories:  

2.1) Near (qarība), i.e. what the intellect transfers from it to what is sought without any 

mediator (wāsiṭa). It is of two types:  

2.1.1) Clear (wāḍiḥa), i.e. the transfer stems from it easily, like their words ‘[A man] of long 

sword belt’ (ṭawīl al-niǧād | niǧādi-hi) expressing metonymically tallness (ṭūl). […] 

2.1.2) Concealed (ḫafiyya), it is what bases the transfer from it on reflection (fikr) and 

consideration (taʾammul), like in their words ‘[A man] of wide nape’ (ʿarīḍ al-qafā) expressing 

metonymically stupidity. For the wideness of the nape is among what indicates stupidity. 

Stupidity is its implied [characteristic] (malzūm) according to the conviction, but the transfer 

from it is a kind of concealment.  

2.2) The second category is what is transferred in it by a mediator, thus being distant (baʿīda), 

as in their words ‘Abundant in ashes’ (kaṯīr al-ramād) metonymically expressing the 

magnanimity, since it is transferred from the abundance of ashes to the abundance of wood 

coals under the pot; then from the abundance of coals to the cooking, to the abundance of 

meals; then to the abundance of meals to the abundance of guests and finally from it to the 

goal, i.e. magnanimity (karam).  

3) Third: what is sought by it is its correlation (nisba), i.e. to affirm a concept with a concept 

or its negation, as in their words ‘The glory is between his two clothes’ (al-maǧd bayna 

ṯawbay-hi) and ‘The magnanimity is between his two garments’ (wa-l-karam bayna burday-

hi). It did not become clear to him through the affirmation of glory and magnanimity that he 

says that he is characterised by them or the like. Instead, it is expressed metonymically by 

their being between his two garments or clothes, then they are made to be among what 

characterises him and wraps him. (al-Suyūṭī, ʿUqūd, 236) 

 

These three kināya types are those described by al-Qazwīnī. However, al-Suyūṭī adds 

two more types to this subdivision: 

 

4) It rests for the kināya a fourth type, which was not undertaken in the Talḫīṣ and which I 

have mentioned among my additions. What is sought by it (i.e. the kināya) is a quality (ṣifa) 

and a correlation (nisba) together, like in our words ‘Ashes are copious in Zayd’s court’ 

(kaṯura l-ramād fī sāḥa zayd). It is a kināya about the correlation of his hospitality. It was said, 

in adducing an excuse for their non-abundance, that it is not a single kināya, but two kināyas. 

In the first, what is sought by it is the quality itself, i.e. the abundance of ashes is a kināya for 
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Zayd’s hospitableness. In the second, what is sought by it is the correlation of Zayd’s 

hospitableness, i.e. to add the word ‘his court’ to state its affirmation (i.e. of the 

hospitableness). This is the meaning of my speech ‘It is the realisation of two kināyas’. 

5) al-Zamaḫšarī coined a fifth type of kināya, i.e. that in a sentence, the kināya purposes a 

meaning which is different from the evident meaning (ẓāhir). Thus, the essence is understood 

without considering its single words either in their proper meanings (ḥaqīqa) nor figurative 

senses (maǧāz), so that the goal is expressed thereby. As you say, for example: (Q 20:5) “The 

Merciful is mounted upon the throne”, indeed it is a kināya of sovereignty (mulk), for the 

sitting upon a throne does not exist unless there is sovereignty, so it has been made a kināya 

of it. The same applies to (Q 39:67) “When the entire earth will be His handful on the Day of 

Resurrection, and the heavens will be rolled up in His right [hand]”, which is a kināya for the 

image of his majesty and the essence of his loftiness. (al-Suyūṭī, ʿUqūd, 237) 

 

Al-Suyūṭī attributes this fifth type of kināya to the pen of al-Zamaḫšarī, and in 

particular associates, like al-Taftāzānī before him, the analysis of (Q 20:5) with that 

of (39:67). In this case, it is evident that al-Suyūṭī suggests that there is substantial 

similarity of interpretation between the two verses, which could be read as 

representing a taḫyīl (if we want to adhere to the Zamaḫšarian) that is to say, a 

representation of a mental image which suggests to the hearer the figurative sense 

of the whole utterance. In this specific case, the formation of the image is possible 

thanks to the metonymic operation, so that the effect (being seated on a throne) 

expresses the cause (possession, authority, sovereignty). The fact that the 

metonymic relationship is what links proper meaning and figurative sense confirms 

what Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī expressed in other terms, i.e. the rational transfer from 

a proper meaning to a figurative sense. Although al-Suyūtī does not specifically 

mention the rational effort that the hearer has to make to carry out the transfer from 

proper to figurative, it is nevertheless the basis of the interpretation of these two 

verses. 

 

This overview of the sources and different ways of interpreting (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5) 

cannot be complete without first taking up al-Taftāzānī’s suggestion and proceeding 

to an investigation of how Ẓāhirite scholars approached the definition and 
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theorisation of the Koranic mutašābihāt, especially from a perspective which 

develops in the sense of homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk). 

 

3.3 The Ẓāhirite view 

 

As we have seen in the preceding section, al-Taftāzānī suggests an interpretation of 

the Koranic mutašābihāt according to the Ẓāhirite view. If we can take for granted 

that, for al-Taftāzānī, the Ẓāhirite approach presented, at least for his contemporaries 

and for literary critics in general, a certain degree of homogeneity and recognisability, 

the view is for us less clear and easy to make out.57 As Heinrichs (1968-69; 1994; 

2008) has underlined, Bonebakker (1966) did not discuss at length the question of 

whether the rhetorical interpretation of these Koranic verses should be traced back 

to a specific theological school, and nor has any other contemporary scholar so far 

considered the possible Ẓāhirite contribution to the field of tawriya. The question 

which arises is whether an approach based on the writings of the Ẓāhirite scholars 

could help us ‘discover’ an approach which deviates from the explanations that we 

have already classified and discussed.  

 

The first problematic that we face in answering this question is that the Ẓāhirite 

‘school’ is far from being homogeneous, and the textual evidence that we have is 

quantitatively inferior compared to other theological and juridical schools. This 

problem becomes explicit when we are confronted with substantial interpretative 

differences among the various Ẓāhirite authors. Furthermore, the act of identifying 

the authors itself poses two substantial problems. First, there are a limited number 

of authors who openly identified themselves as Ẓāhirite, and their writings have not 

 
57 It is worth pointing out that the development and spread of Ẓāhirite ideas during the centuries is 
not homogeneous, and nor can we affirm without any doubt that Ẓāhirite ideas played a role in legal 
and hermeneutical discussions in the fourteenth century. As Wiederhold (1999, 206) notes when 
describing the intellectual environment of the Mamluk age: “Altogether, the sources available do not 
clearly indicate whether Zahirism – 500 years after its introduction as a doctrine into the legal-
theological discourse of Islam – was still a significant factor of intellectual and social life. Different 
kinds of sources, including legal, historiographical, and biographical works, contain only scattered 
information suggesting that the Sunni elite rejected Zahirism in general. At the same time, individual 
representatives of the Sunni madhhabs occasionally referred to Zahiri tenets in legal argumentation 
without expressing any disapproval of the views cited.” 
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always survived. Secondly, not every author defined as ‘Ẓāhirite’ by his 

contemporaries or by later historiographers can be associated with the theological 

and legal thought of the ‘Ẓāhirite school’. These two points have already been made 

by Wiederhold (1999), who, in describing the fitna ẓāhiriyya that occurred in 

Damascus in 788/1386 (and therefore at a time when al-Taftāzānī, who died in 

793/1390, was still living), disagrees with Goldziher (1884) and suggests that the 

word ‘Ẓāhirite’ was used not only to refer to the legal doctrine, but also as an epithet 

which “could to some extent be understood as a label that was used in order to 

stigmatize them as scholarly rivals or political adversaries” Wiederhold (1999, 224). 

This is proven by the historical accounts that he provides about four scholars of the 

epoch who were labelled as Ẓāhirite. It is not possible to demonstrate that they were 

supporters and partisans of this school, and Wiederhold suggests that the accusation 

of being Ẓāhirite was during the epoch of the fitna most probably a way to discredit 

rival scholars, who were thereby accused of inclining towards a legal practice that the 

majority of the scholars rejected.  

 

The second issue is that we cannot refer to the Ẓāhirite ‘school’ as being 

fundamentally theological; rather, it was a legal school. This is a point already made 

by Goldziher (1884), who affirms 

 

Die Ẓâhirrichtung wird immer nur als Maḏhab fiḳhî, also als eine Abzweigung der 

muhammedanischen Orthodoxie erwähnt, welche sich nur in der praktischen 

Gesetzwissenschaft von den übrigen Richtungen des orthodoxen Islâm unterscheidet. Unter 

den Maḏâhib kalâmijja begegnen wir der Ẓâhirschule nicht. Und in der That, wenn wir die 

uns bekannten Koryphäen der Ẓâhirschule in den verschiedenen Zeitaltern auf ihren 

dogmatischen Standpunkt hin einer vergleichenden Betrachtung unterziehen, so werden wir 

bald finden, dass die verschiedenartigsten, einander diametral entgegenlaufenden 

dogmatischen Richtungen sich mit ihrer Zugehörigkeit zur ẓâhiritischen Fiḳhschule vereinigen 

liessen. Da finden wir z.B. neben Ibn Ḥazm, der die Lehre von der Existenz göttlicher Attribute 

als Irrlehre verdammt, Al-Maḳrîzî, der die Attribute zulässt, aber nur in dem Sinne der 

voraśʿaritischen Orthodoxie der Imâme der traditionstreuen Schule, dabei mit Ibn Ḥazm das 

Taʾwîl d.h. die allegorische Auslegung der Schriftworte verwirft. (Goldziher, 1884, 131-132) 
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Goldziher is correct from the theoretical point of view. However, we cannot deny that 

the writings of Ẓāhirite intellectuals that have come down to us contain de facto 

important references to the theological thought of the person who wrote them. If we 

consider the two authors cited by Goldziher, i.e. Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064)58 and al-

Maqrīzī (d. 845/1442),59 then neither focuses centrally on the aspect of theological 

disquisition. Nonetheless, as we will see later, we can trace some fundamental 

 
58 Abū Muḥammad ʿ Alī b. Aḥmad b. Saʿīd b. Ḥazm b. Ġālib b. Ḫalaf b. Maʿdān b. Sufyān b. Yazīd al-Fārisī 
was born in Cordoba on the 30 Ramaḍān 384/7 November 994, and died in Montija on the 28 Šaʿbān 
456/15 August 1064. Known above all for being the great theorist of the Ẓāhirite school, he applied 
himself to many fields of knowledge, including, theology, law, history, philosophy, and literature. He 
grew up in a well-to-do family. His father was in fact vizier of the Amirid governors, which allowed him 
to embark on his journey towards knowledge, although he complained about the comfortable life 
which prevented him from real learning during his youth. This state of affairs lasted until his father 
lost his influence at court and was imprisoned after 400/1010 and died in 402/1012. Political instability 
and insecurity led him to move to various places on the Iberian Peninsula, including Almeria, Malaga, 
and Cordoba. During these journeys he was able to meet the scholars of the time and soon gained a 
reputation as a polemicist. In 408/1018, after supporting the claim to the caliphal throne of ʿAbd al-
Raḥmān IV al-Murtaḍà (d. 408-1018), Ibn Ḥazm was imprisoned and subsequently released. It was in 
412/1022 that he wrote the work for which he is still known today: Ṭawq al-ḥamāma, a treatise on 
love and on lovers in which many autobiographical notes can be found. Having been appointed as 
vizier twice, and having fallen into destitution both times, he devoted himself solely to intellectual 
work. In this period, he did not spare violent criticism of Mālikite jurists, who, in his opinion, were too 
accommodating and ready to support whomever had the power, against the legitimate caliphate 
abolished in 422/1031. From the point of view of the juridical thought expressed in the work Kitāb al-
muḥallà, he strongly opposes what was established by the Ḥanafite and Šāfiʿite jurists, and opposes 
even more strongly the Mālikite jurists. He rejected analogical reasoning (qiyās) altogether, and also 
placed strict limits on consensus (iǧmāʿ), restricting it to the consensus handed down by the 
companions of the prophet. Ibn Ḥazm was also an expert in the history of religions and showed deep 
knowledge of the different theological rites and currents of Islam. This is evident from his Kitāb al-
fiṣal, a work of historical, polemical, and heresiographical character in which he demonstrated a sound 
ability in theological and philosophical refutation. There are numerous sources and studies on the life 
and works of Ibn Ḥazm, of which the following are the most important: Asín Palacios (1927-1932, vol. 
1), Arnaldez (1956; 2012), al-Ḥamd (1986), DeYoung (2011b), and Adang et al. (2013). 
59 Taqī l-Dīn Aḥmad b. ʿAlī b. ʿAbd al-Qādir b. Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm Abū l-ʿAbbās al-Maqrīzī was an 
Egyptian historian who was born in Cairo in 766/1364-5 and who died in Cairo on 26 Ramaḍān 845/7 
February 1442. Although his father ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn ʿAlī (d. 779/1378) was a Ḥanbalite scholar, al-Maqrīzī 
received a Ḥanafite education, thus following the maḏhab of his maternal grandfather Ibn al-Ṣāʾiġ (d. 
776/1375), whose classes he attended from an early age. It was only at the age of about 20 that he 
decided to opt for the Šāfiʿite rite, most likely for career prospects, even if his theological positions 
were closer to the literalism of the Ḥanbalite school. He quickly gained the trust of the ruling class of 
the time and obtained several appointments in the administration – so much so that it earned him a 
position as ambassador to Tamerlane. After 815/1412, al-Maqrīzī experienced a decline in favour of 
the ruling class towards him, to the point of inducing him to retire to private life and devote himself 
to his writing activities. Al-Maqrīzī is undoubtedly one of the most important historians in the Arab-
Islamic panorama, surpassed only by Ibn Ḫaldūn (d. 808/1406) who deeply influenced al-Maqrīzī. 
Among his most important works are his universal history al-Ḫabar ʿan al-bašar; and pioneering 
regional and local historical works such as Ittiʿāẓ al-ḥunafāʾ, the first story of Fatimid Egypt, al-Sulūk li-
maʿrifat duwal al-mulūk, which covers the period of the Ayyubid and Mamluk rulers, and finally the 
monumental Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-iʿtibār fī ḏikr al-ḫiṭaṭ wa-l-aṯār. On his life and works, see Rabbat (2003) 
and Bauden (2010; 2014). 
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aspects of Ẓāhirism to their interpretations of God’s word and in this very case of the 

mutašābihāt and divine attributes. No Ẓāhirite author composed a commentary on 

the Koran from which we can isolate the individual verses and their explanations as I 

did previously. The analysis will therefore have to consider juridical and historical 

works in order to be able to extrapolate Ẓāhirite theological thought. There is one 

exception: Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī (d. 745/1344),60 former Ẓāhirite who then 

embraced the Šāfiʿite rite. This author is universally known for having written the 

Koranic commentary al-Baḥr al-muḥīṭ, in which we can find some fundamental 

themes of the Ẓāhirite doctrine. 

 

Third, affirming the presence of a Ẓāhirite ‘school’ suggests that it should be 

contrasted with the Muʿtazilite and Ašʿarite schools at the theological level, and with 

the other four canonical juridical schools at the jurisprudential level. I have already 

mentioned how the accusation of being Ẓāhirite could be levelled at rivals to discredit 

them in the continuous struggle for well-paid places of influence and power. This 

raises the following question: why did al-Taftāzānī mention the Ẓāhirite view in order 

to explain the concept at the basis of tawriya in an epoch when ‘being Ẓāhirite’ was 

universally recognised as a disadvantage, when he could have used the notion of 

homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk) already advanced in al-Ṣafadī’s treatise? The first and 

 
60 Abū Ḥayyān Aṯīr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Yūsuf b. ʿAlī b. Yūsuf b. Ḥayyān al-Nafzī al-Ġarnātī al-Andalusī 
was born in Granada in 654/1256 and died in Cairo on 28 Safar 745/11 July 1344. There is no news 
about his family, nor much information has come down to us about his childhood in Granada where 
he began his studies. At the age of about 24 in 678-679/1280, he decided to leave the Iberian Peninsula 
and begin his journey towards the Muslim East. The real reasons why he left his country are unknown 
and in the next 20 years he travelled far and wide the mašriq. Returning later to Cairo, he was a disciple 
of the grammarian Ibn al-Naḥḥās (d. 698/1298), whom he replaced at the Madrasa Manṣūriyya after 
his death. He was also an expert in religious sciences and started to teach tafsīr from 710/1304. One 
event that more than anything else marked his life was the death of his daughter Nuḍār, to whom he 
dedicated a series of elegies; see (Homerin 1993). An intellectual and multifaceted writer, he applied 
himself to various fields of knowledge. He is recognised as an esteemed grammarian – it is said he 
knew the Kitāb of Sībawayhi by heart – and was nicknamed ‘the prince of grammarians’ by some of 
his contemporaries. Among his works on grammar are the Manhaǧ al-sālik, a commentary on the 
famous Ibn Mālik’s Alfiyya, see (Glazer, 1941; 1942) and Glazer’s introduction to (Abū Ḥayyān, 
Manhaj), (al-Ḥadīṯī, 1966); and a grammar of the Turkish language entitled al-Idrāk li-lisān al-atrāk, 
see (Bouvat, 1907), (Lancioni, 1996), and (Emers, 1999). He also excelled in the religious sciences. He 
authored one of the most important Koranic commentaries: al-Baḥr al-muḥīṭ, in which he 
demonstrates profound knowledge of his predecessors and extreme competence in the use of the 
ḥadīṯ of the prophet and the traditions of his companions. He was also the author of a poetic collection 
and renowned composer of muwaššaḥāt, see (Abū Ḥayyān, Dīwān, eds. intr.), (Homerin, 1991), and 
(Del Moral, 1995; 1998).  
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easiest answer is that he did not know al-Ṣafadī’s work. But this cannot be proven 

and sounds very unlikely, especially since al-Ṣafadī’s works were already widespread 

during his life and continued to be a reference for later scholars. The second possible 

answer is that al-Taftāzānī recognised the role of the Ẓāhirites in approaching the 

issue of the divine attributes from a point of view which did not question the literality 

of the sacred text. In their strict limiting of taʾwīl, Ẓāhirite scholars could not base 

their analysis on allegorical interpretation and, by doing so, they could not draw from 

the heritage of figures of speech as ‘freely’ as other scholars. The result is a specific 

attention to the semantics of words and, as Heinrichs (1968-69), drawing on 

Goldziher (1884) and Arnaldez (1956), has already suggested, to 

homonymy/polysemy. Therefore, it will be through the study of the texts, and 

limitedly to the purpose of this work, that an investigation of this proposal will be 

presented in this section. It is worth pointing out here that I use theological and 

juridical reasoning and arguments to identify why ambiguous Koranic lines should be 

interpreted from a rhetorical point of view differently than how schools and currents 

already seen interpret them. The three authors I will present in this section are Ibn 

Ḥazm, Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī, and al-Maqrīzī. 

However, it is essential to stress that the only Ẓāhirite of the three from both a 

theological and juridical perspective is Ibn Ḥazm, who is universally recognised as the 

undisputed theorist of this school after its founder Dāwūd b. ʿ Alī b. Ḫalaf (d. 270/884). 

Why, then, should we also consider the other two authors? 

Abū Ḥayyān was born in al-Andalus and studied there until he decided to leave his 

country at the age of 24. Even if the sources about his Andalusian life cannot confirm 

this supposition, it is very probable that he could have been in contact with Ẓāhirite 

scholars and he could have read Ibn Ḥazm’s works. Once in Cairo, he adopted the 

Šāfiʿite rite, which he might have done because this maḏhab was the most 

widespread in Mamluk Egypt, and because it could help integrate him into the 

intellectual milieu of the country. Goldziher (1884, 187-193) quotes two of his 

biographers – al-Maqqarī (d. 1041/1632) and Ibn Ḥaǧar al-ʿAsqalānī (d. 852/1449) – 

to highlight how he was perceived as a Ẓāhirite scholar, as it could be inferred from a 

passage in his last will in which he warns against Ašʿarite and Muʿtazilite 

interpretations of the nature of God. Moreover, Ibn Ḥaǧar claims that his Ẓāhirite 
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attitude was evident even in his work on grammar, i.e. Abū Ḥayyān respected the 

‘authorities of the language’ like Sībawayhi (d. ca. 180/796) as he respected the 

prophet and his companions in the religious field. This is proven if we turn our 

attention to the Koranic tafsīr al-Baḥr al-muḥīṭ, in which his attention to the textual 

evidence and the use of the traditions of the prophet, as well as the accounts related 

about the interpretation of his companions, is at the basis of the explanations that 

he gives for the Koranic verses. Without a doubt, Abū Ḥayyān’s tafsīr is the best 

example at our disposal of a Koranic commentary with Ẓāhirite influences, and this is 

the reason why its inclusion among the sources of this study will prove rewarding. 

As for al-Maqrīzī, if we consider his family life and the education that he received, we 

can see two distinct directions. The first was laid down by his father, who adhered to 

the Ḥanbalite juridical school, i.e. the school of the four Sunnite schools which applies 

principles most closely bound to a literal reception of the sources of law. The second 

is represented by the maternal side of al-Maqrīzī’s family, and in particular by the 

figure of his maternal grandfather Ibn al-Ṣāʾiġ, who pointed his young grandson to 

the path of Ḥanafite practice. Rabbat (2003) reports that al-Maqrīzī opted for the 

Šāfiʿite legal school in 786/1384 presumably for two complementary reasons: the 

desire for intellectual independence from his previous education, and the 

opportunity to join the intellectual milieu of the time. The Ẓāhirite sympathies 

attributed to him by contemporary and later biographers cannot be fully proven. As 

Rabbat (2003) points out, al-Maqrīzī, although never openly affirming adherence to 

Ẓāhirite principles, did not oppose them and in some ways sympathised with them. 

This hypothesis is corroborated if we consider the chronicle of the events of the 

Ẓāhirite revolt of 788/1386, which he does not define as fitna, and for which he 

provides the theological justifications that triggered it. Furthermore, if we dwell on 

the biographical account of the leader of the uprising, al-Šayḫ al-Burhān (d. 

808/1406),61 we notice that, while not openly espousing the Ẓāhirite doctrine, al-

Maqrīzī feels great respect and affection for him. Moreover, Goldziher (1884, 197) 

suggests that al-Maqrīzī may have deliberately omitted the Ẓāhirite maḏhab from his 

work al-Ḫiṭaṭ to avoid having to speak openly in its favour. It is for this reason that I 

 
61 Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Ẓāhirī, see Goldziher (1884, 193-196), Wiederhold (1999). 
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consider the work of al-Maqrīzī, who, as we will see, shares some features with the 

Ẓāhirite theological interpretation of the divine attributes, most probably due to the 

influence both of the Ẓāhirite opinions with which he came into contact, and of the 

Ḥanbalite ideas that he was given by his father. 

Through the writings of these three authors, I will try to outline a third way to 

interpret the tawriya in the Koran – even though none of them actually used the term 

tawriya. 

 

3.3.1 Ibn Ḥazm 

 

As we have seen, the interpretation of the two Koranic lines (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5) is 

often based on the difference between ḥaqīqa (proper meaning) and maǧāz 

(figurative sense). Within this opposition, more than one solution is possible. For 

example, some authors resorted in the interpretation of the mutašābihāt to the 

figure of speech kināya (metonymy), while others preferred istiʿāra (metaphor), and 

others still adopted the tawriya-taḫyīl-tamṯīl to the point that these two lines, 

together with (Q 51:47), became the canonical examples of Koranic tawriya. 

We shall start with two clarifications of Ibn Ḥazm’s thought. First, since Ibn Ḥazm did 

not compose any tafsīr in which the explanation proceeds line by line, I cannot limit 

myself to the two lines mentioned above. I have therefore broadened my focus to 

include the ensemble of the divine attributes (ṣifāt), especially because Ibn Ḥazm 

does not discuss all of them in the same way, nor proposes a unique solution to solve 

their ambiguities. Second, it is worth pointing out that the application of the maǧāz 

sense is stricter for Ibn Ḥazm than for non-Ẓāhirite scholars. In his al-Iḥkām fī uṣūl al-

aḥkām, Ibn Ḥazm defines the limits to the recourse to the figurative sense in 

approaching the sacred word and the prophet’s ḥadīṯ: 

  

ʿAlī (i.e. Ibn Ḥazm) said: People have different opinions about the maǧāz. Some of them 

allowed its application to the Koran and the sunna, whilst others prohibited it. What we say 

about it – and the success is in God – is that the noun, when a text (naṣṣ), or consensus 
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(iǧmāʿ), or potentiality (ṭabīʿa),62 make us incontrovertibly aware through evidence (dalīl)63 

that it is transferred from its conventional meaning (mawḍūʿ) in the language to another 

sense, then it is necessary to comply with it since God is he who taught Adam all the nouns 

and it is his prerogative to call whatever he wants as he wants.  

On the other hand, as long as we do not find any evidence (dalīl) of the transfer of the noun 

from its conventional meaning in the language, it is not permitted for a Muslim to say that it 

is transferred, for God said (Q 14:4) “We have not sent any messenger except in the language 

of his people, so that he might make [things] clear to them” (wa-mā arsalnā min rasūlin illā 

bi-lisāni qawmi-hi li-yubayyina la-hum). Every message God or his messenger addressed to 

us is in its conventional meaning in the language and it becomes known in the language only 

by a text (naṣṣ), or consensus (iǧmāʿ), or the evidence of the senses (ḍarūrat ḥiss). We witness 

that the noun has been transferred by God or by his messenger from its conventional 

meaning to another sense; if that takes place, we accept it as it has been transmitted. (Ibn 

Ḥazm, Iḥkām, 1:325) 

 

This excerpt is essential to understanding the Ẓāhirite approach to the texts 

underlying Islamic law. Recourse to the figurative sense (maǧāz) in explaining any 

passage of the Koran and the sunna of the prophet is not arbitrary, and nor is it 

established by the single exegete or jurist. As faithful to the word as it is expressed 

(i.e. to its manifest meaning), Ibn Ḥazm places strict restrictions to which one must 

 
62 Arnaldez (1956, 41 n. 2) warns against understanding ṭabīʿa as nature, and points out that in Ibn 
Ḥazm the meaning of ṭabīʿa should be understood as “le caractère naturel d’un être”, i.e. the natural 
disposition. On the origin of the language and the ṭabīʿa, Ibn Ḥazm (Iḥkām, 1:28-29) affirms: “It 
remains only to say that language is an action of the natural disposition (fiʿl al-ṭabīʿa). ʿAlī said: This 
statement is made untenable by a necessary proof, i.e. that the natural disposition does only one 
action and not different actions. The composition of the language is a voluntary action, freely acting 
in different ways. Some [scholars] referred to a kind of confusion, i.e. to say that the places make 
necessary to their inhabitants by means of the natural disposition to speak in each one of the 
languages they speak. ʿAlī said: This is impossible and forbidden because if the languages were due to 
what the natural disposition of the places makes necessary, the existence of every space would have 
been possible only through its language, whose natural disposition makes it necessary.” On Ibn Ḥazm 
and the conception of the divine creation of the language, see Arnaldez (1956, 37-47). Wolfson (1976, 
576-577) – also mentioned in Haq (2012) – advances the translation ‘potentiality’ for the notion of 
ṭabīʿa , i.e. the potentiality inherent to the natural disposition.   
63 It should be noted that Ibn Ḥazm uses dalīl differently to the authors we have seen so far, e.g. for 
Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, the dalīl is a rational argument; see above. As Arnaldez (1956, 158) points out, 
“Bien que le mot dalīl, soit employé techniquement en philosophie pour désigner un argument, nous 
ne pouvons ici le prendre dans ce sens. Ibn Ḥazm n’admet pas à proprement parler, un raisonnement 
sur les textes ou à partir d’eux. C’est dans le texte même que se trouve le dalīl. Il suffit de le voir, de 
l’expliciter là où il est condensé, de le souligner là où il est patent. En lui-même, il est donc un indice 
qui guide la compréhension et rien de plus.” For a wider discussion of the dalīl in Ibn Ḥazm’s thought, 
see Arnaldez (1956, 158-165). 
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conform. First, the figurative sense can be preferred to the conventional meaning if 

and only if evidence (dalīl) of the attestation of the use of a particular word in its 

figurative sense is provided by at least one of these three factors: textual evidence 

(naṣṣ), consensus (iǧmāʿ) restricted to some authorities, i.e. the prophet and his 

companions, and the natural disposition (ṭabīʿa). In the absence of at least one of 

these factors, the figurative sense cannot be adopted, as there is no tangible 

confirmation, i.e. there is no attestation in the language that the figurative sense is 

derived from a conventional meaning. As a result, if we applied a figurative sense 

which is not found in the language, then we would be adopting an innovation which 

is not expected by the language itself, thus attributing de facto a certain degree of 

obscurity to the sacred word such that interpretative speculation is justified. 

According to Ibn Ḥazm, interpretative speculation is completely denied by (Q 14:4), 

which affirms the absolute intelligibility of the Koranic word at the time of revelation 

for the people to whom it was addressed. This verse also explains why consent must 

be limited. According to Ibn Ḥazm, in fact, consensus must be limited to the 

companions of the prophet and not be based on the abstract and analogical 

reasoning of the individual jurists; it should therefore be grounded on the Koranic 

word and the sunna of the prophet, and can be considered valid only if it is not in 

contrast with them for, as it is stated in (Q 14:4), the explanation of the sacred word 

belongs to the prophet to whom it was given.64  

Let us now turn to how Ibn Ḥazm faces the problem posed by the verses that suggest 

an essence or behaviour of God in an anthropomorphic key. First of all, despite the 

fact that Ẓāhirism is linked to a literal interpretation of the texts, it also severely 

condemns the anthropomorphism of God. What is Ibn Ḥazm’s solution to this 

problem? The excerpts that I will present now are taken from Kitāb al-fiṣal, which is 

not a Koranic commentary and thus does not allow us to investigate the two 

individual verses (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5). I will begin this section by considering the 

broader discourse which Ibn Ḥazm proposes for the explanation of the divine ‘limbs’, 

and then move on to the istiwāʾ action.  

 

 
64 See Arnaldez (1956, 245-248). 
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3.3.1.1 On God’s hands, eyes, and foot 

 

Ibn Ḥazm advances the following analysis of the verses in which God seems to 

attribute to himself limbs such as hands and eyes: 

 

The Almighty said (Q 48:10) “The hand of God is over their hands” (yadu llāhi fawqa aydī-

him), (Q 38:75) “What I created with My two hands” (li-mā ḫalaqtu bi-yadayya), (Q 36:71) 

“From what Our hands have made – livestock” (mim-mā ʿamilat aydī-nā anʿāman), and (Q 

5:64) “No! Both His hands are outstretched”. The messenger of God said about God’s right 

hand ‘Both his hands are right’.65 The anthropomorphists affirmed the untenable (bāṭil) 

statement we have already mentioned (i.e. limbs of flesh and blood). The Muʿtazila affirmed 

that the hand is the grace (niʿma) and it has no sense either, for it is a pretension with no 

definitive proof (burhān). Al-Ašʿarī (d. 324/935-6) said: ‘The intended meaning of God’s word 

‘aydī-nā’ (our hands) is nothing but two hands (yadāni) and the mention of the ‘aʿyun’ (eyes) 

means nothing but two eyes (ʿaynāni).’  This is untenable as well, and leads to the claim of 

the anthropomorphists.  

Rather, we say that this is a predication (iḫbār) about God through which he who mentioned 

the hand does not reduce [God] to anything similar to him (i.e. there is no tašbīh). We 

establish that God – as he said – has one hand, two hands, more than two hands; he has an 

eye and more than two eyes as the Almighty said (Q 20:39) “You might be brought up under 

My eye” (li-tuṣnaʿa ʿalà ʿaynī), (Q 52:48) “Surely you are in Our sight” (fa-inna-ka bi-aʿyuni-

nā). To nobody is permitted to describe God as having two eyes since the text did not refer 

to this. We state that the intended meaning of everything we have mentioned is God and 

nothing else. The Almighty said, reporting the words of someone, (Q 39:56) “Alas for me, in 

regard to what I neglected concerning God” (yā ḥasratā ʿalà mā farraṭtu fī ǧanbi llāhi). This 

is its meaning: in regard to what refers to God and about the obedience to him. The traditions 

‘Both his hands are right’ and ‘The Merciful’s right hand’ transmitted from God’s messenger 

are sound. They are comparable to his words (Q 4:3) “Or what your right [hands] own” (aw 

mā malakat aymānu-kum) intending what you own. When the yamīn is considered in the 

language of the Arab, it means ‘the fortune is with the excellent man’, as al-Šammāḫ said 

[…]66 meaning that he takes it with the utmost effort. The prophet’s words were ‘Both his 

 
65 This ḥadīṯ is found in Muslim (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 1827. In the edition I use book 33 no. 4721). 
66  Above-mentioned line by al-Šammāḫ. 
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hands are right’, i.e. everything that emanates from him is a benefit and he is the most 

elevated.  

Likewise, the tradition ‘Indeed hell will not become full until he places his foot (qadam) in 

it’67 transmitted from God’s messenger is sound; as it is sound ‘Until he places his foot (riǧl)’.68 

Its meaning is what God’s messenger has already elucidated in another sound ḥadīṯ, in which 

he informed that God says to paradise and hell: ‘For each one of you two there is its filling’.69 

The meaning of qadam in the above-mentioned ḥadīṯ is nothing more than what the 

Almighty said (Q 10:2) “That for them [there is] a sure footing with their Lord” (anna la-hum 

qadama ṣidqin ʿinda rabbi-him), intending sure ancestor (sālif ṣidq), being its meaning the 

community (umma) with which God already knows that he will fill hell. The meaning of riǧl is 

likewise, for riǧl in the language is the group of people (ǧamāʿa), i.e. he will place in hell the 

group of people whom he knew already that he will fill hell with.70 (Ibn Ḥazm, Fiṣal, 2:166-

167) 

 

This text is based essentially on two points: the anthropomorphic attribution to God 

of the word ‘hand’ (yad, yadāni, aydin), and the equally anthropomorphic attribution 

of the word ‘foot’ (qadam, riǧl). As for the first, the Koranic text in lines (Q 48:10), (Q 

38:75), (Q 36:71), and (Q 5:64) attributes to God one and more than one hand. Ibn 

Ḥazm opens this section of his treatise by listing the explanations provided by his 

predecessors who belonged to other theological schools. First, the 

anthropomorphists (muǧassima), whose claims he quickly rejects, not admitting at 

all the comparison between the creator and his creation. Similarly, Ibn Ḥazm does 

not accept the interpretation of the Muʿtazilite school, which interprets the word 

‘yad’ with ‘grace’ (niʿma), as we saw earlier in al-Zamaḫšarī’s Kaššāf. For Ibn Ḥazm, 

this interpretation cannot be correct and must therefore be rejected en bloc, since 

recourse to the figurative sense (maǧāz) is not grounded on evidence, i.e. on a dalīl 

with the characteristics that I have described above. The third opinion which he 

rejects is that of al-Ašʿarī, who reduces the predication about God of the plural words 

 
67 This ḥadīṯ is found in Muslim (Ṣaḥīḥ, 2846b. In the edition I use book 51 no. 7173), with variants in 
al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 4848, 4849, 7449). 
68 This ḥadīṯ is found in al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 4850), Muslim (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 2846d. In the edition I use book 
51 no. 7175). 
69 This ḥadīṯ is found in al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 4850, 7449), Muslim (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 2846, 2847. In the edition 
I use book 51 no. 7172, 7173, 7175, 7176) 
70 Summary in Asín Palacios (1927-1932, 3:213-214). 
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‘hands’ and ‘eyes’ (aydin, aʿyun) to the dual meaning of them, namely by positing 

that, although they are plurals, they are intended to be dual. Thus, they indicate and 

attribute to God two and only two hands. Ibn Ḥazm can only strongly reject this 

explanation for two main reasons. The first is that the explanation tends dangerously 

towards the claims of anthropomorphism. The second is that there is little textual 

evidence to suggest that, by ‘hands’, God meant ‘two hands’. At this point, we can 

recognise a pillar in Ibn Ḥazm’s criticism of other theologians: namely, the attribution 

of a ṣifa to God in the absence of textual evidence in which God uses it to refer to 

himself; as we will see, this will be a topic also used to explain the ambiguous action 

of God ‘istawà’. So, how does Ibn Ḥazm solve this ambiguity? First, he argues that, in 

stating these ṣifāt, there is no risk of tašbīh. Second, as can be seen from the Koranic 

word, it is God himself who ascribes the nouns yad, yadāni and aydin, as well as the 

ṣifāt ʿayn and aʿyun, to himself. For this reason, if God speaks of himself in these 

terms, then denying them is an act against faith. This, however, should not lead to 

analogical reasoning that, if God has one, two, or more than two hands, then each of 

these nouns expresses the same intended meaning, ‘two hands’, especially if one 

wants to apply the same reasoning to the nouns ʿ ayn and aʿyun, causing the reduction 

of them to the meaning ‘two eyes’, which is necessarily false inasmuch as God does 

not predicate it of himself. The only possible solution in Ibn Ḥazm’s view is to state 

that, when referring to these specific divine ṣifāt, their utterance refers to anything 

other than God himself, since they are not distinguishable from his essence. This 

interpretation is supported by Ibn Ḥazm through the verse (Q 39:56) where, for Ibn 

Ḥazm, the word ǧanb refers to God himself. 

If, therefore, in Ibn Ḥazm, the hand of God is none other than God himself, the same 

cannot be said of the right hand (yamīn). On this matter, Ibn Ḥazm cites two hadīṯ 

ṣaḥīḥ attributed to the prophet, in which the prophet clearly predicates of God that 

he has two right hands. He explains, then, that the word yamīn can be glossed on the 

authority of the Koranic verse (Q 4:3), where an idea of possession corresponds to 

the word yamīn, the same idea conveyed by the line of al-Šammāḫ that we saw above 

quoted by ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī. By adopting this explanation, one is sheltered 

from any possible anthropomorphist drift which would attribute to the words of the 

prophet an affirmation of the ‘carnal’ nature of divine limbs. In fact, to explain the 
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prophet’s ḥadīṯ supporting the presence in God of two right hands, Ibn Ḥazm adopts 

an interpretation according to which the right hand is a symbol of strength and 

possession. For this reason, there is no better metaphor to express the power and 

the benevolence of God. 

This interpretation of the ṣifāt is counterbalanced by another explanation that he 

advanced for two other ambiguous nouns recurring in the sunna of the prophet: 

qadam and riǧl, both meaning ‘foot’. For these two words, Ibn Ḥazm presents an 

explanation that is based on the dichotomy not of ḥaqīqa and maǧāz, but of 

homonymy/polysemy. While he does not say that these two words are muštarak, he 

makes clear that the meaning intended by these two ḥadīṯ is not linked to the more 

common, conventional meaning of the two words qadam and riǧl, but to two other 

meanings – probably used less in common language – which are to some extent 

synonyms of each other, and homonyms with respect to qadam and riǧl:  1) he who 

precedes in time, ancestor, and 2) a group of people. In both cases, the intended 

meaning leads back to the human being, i.e. to the unfaithful humanity of which God 

is already aware and which will be destined for the flames of hell. Once again, Ibn 

Ḥazm leans on textual proof, (Q 10:2), which testifies to the fact that the word qadam 

is used not only with the most common meaning of ‘foot’, but also in its meaning of 

‘footing’. Once again, he does not specifically state that these are homonyms. 

In the first part of this text, then, Ibn Hazm openly contradicts the anthropomorphist, 

the Muʿtazilite and the Ašʿarite perspectives. For Ibn Ḥazm, the hand of God is 

nothing but God himself, and he therefore proposes an exact identification according 

to the model A = B; not the Muʿtazilite model related to figurative speech of the type 

A stands for B, and nor the Ašʿarite model based on the bi-lā kayfa. On the other 

hand, in analysing the right hand of God, a figurative meaning can be accepted on the 

basis of the Koranic text. Although not clearly stated, we can deduce from the words 

of Ibn Ḥazm that the underlying model is A stands for B in a metaphorical sense, i.e. 

the positive qualities of the right hand are transferred to God to describe goodness, 

munificence and strength. 

Recourse to the homonymic explanation seems adequate when it applies to the 

prophetic ḥadīṯ in which the words qadam and riǧl appear. Ibn Ḥazm sees these 

words from the perspective not of A = B or of A stands for B, but of A and B; that is, a 
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single signifier correspons to two or more signifieds, which are linked neither 

etymologically, and nor by a figurative derivation. It should be noted that, despite the 

presence of two meanings, they are not mutually interchangeable within the 

sentence, since the signified ‘foot’, although conveyed by both signifiers, is from the 

theological point of view neither justified nor acceptable. On the contrary, it is only 

the second signified, which denotes the damned of hell, that can be adopted 

theologically. Thus, we face a mutually exclusive disjunction between the two. 

We can impute to Ibn Ḥazm a certain lack of consistency71 from the viewpoint of 

theological disquisition. But what is of interest to us here is that Ibn Ḥazm was the 

first to 1) suggest an interpretation of some anthropomorphic passages based on 

homonymy/polysemy, and 2) provide an explanation whose definition of tawriya was 

based on two homonymous words. Does he adopt the same approach towards the 

action istiwāʾ? 

 

3.3.1.2 On ‘istawà ʿalà l-ʿarš’ 

 

Which is the connection in Ibn Ḥazm’s thought between the anthropomorphism 

proper that I have described above and the attribution of the action istiwāʾ to God? 

Let us now turn to his analysis of the famous line on the throne, and start with his 

words: 

 

The discourse about the space (makān) and the istiwāʾ. 

Abū Muḥammad said: (A) the Muʿtazilite affirmed that God is in every space and allege in 

support of this claim God’s words (Q 58:7) “There is no secret talk of three men but He is the 

fourth of them” (mā yakūnu min naǧwà ṯalāṯatin illā huwa rābiʿu-hum), (Q 50:16) “We are 

closer to him than [his] jugular vein” (wa-naḥnu aqrabu ilay-hi min ǧabli l-warīdi), and (Q 

 
71 Which was already highlighted by Goldziher (1884, 167-168): “Wir sehen, dass Ibn Ḥazm in der 
Erklärung der anthropomorphistischen Stellen des Koran und der Tradition seinem eigenen Systeme 
untreu wird und an den Ausdrücken der Schrift dieselbe interpretative Willkür begeht, die er sonst 
dne Muʿtaziliten in schonungslosen Ausdrücken zum Vorwurf macht. Angesichts der grossen Anzahl 
von anthropomorphistischen Stellen, die der Koran aufweist, war es in diesem Punkte dem Ibn Ḥazm 
nicht möglich, jene in dogmatischer Beziehung unbequemen Stellen der Tradition, bei deren 
Interpretierung seine ẓâhiritische Worttreue zu Schanden wird, als unecht oder nicht genügend 
bezeugt zu verwerfen, ein Vorgang, den er sonst, wie wir selbst bisher zu wiederholten Malen sehen 
konnten, als ultima ratio in der Entkräftung der Argumente der Gegner anzuwenden liebt.” 
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56:85) “We are nearer to him than you, only you do not see [Us]” (wa-naḥnu aqrabu ilay-hi 

min-kum wa-lākin lā tubṣirūna). Abū Muḥammad said: God’s speech must be accorded to its 

literal meaning (ẓāhir) [unless] anything that another text (naṣṣ) or consensus (iǧmāʿ) or 

evidence of the senses (ḍarūrat ḥiss) prevented it. We have already apprehended that 

everything which is in a space occupies that space, it fills it, and it is shaped in the shape of 

the space, or the space is shaped in its shape: one of these two possibilities is necessary. We 

have also apprehended that everything that is in a space is limited by the finitude of its space 

and it has six or five sides limiting its space. All of them are attributes of the body and whereas 

what we have recalled is true, we apprehend that his words (Q 50:16, Q 56:85, and Q 58:7) 

are nothing but the control (tadbīr) over that and the all-encompassing knowledge of it. It is 

necessary to refute whatever deviates from it. Moreover, their statement that God is 

everywhere is an error because it is indispensable for this statement to be effective that he 

fills all the spaces, and [it is indispensable] that what is in the spaces [contains] God, [but] 

God is exalted above that and this is impossible. […] 

(B) Some other people affirm that God is in a space non-space, but this statement is unsound 

on the basis of what we have previously mentioned with no difference. Those adduced as 

proof the words of God (Q 20:5) “The Merciful is mounted upon the throne”. Abū 

Muḥammad said: the Muslims have provided four interpretations of this verse. 

(1) The first of them is the statement of the anthropomorphists (muǧassima) but we already 

clearly argued, by the power of God, about its unsoundness (fasād).  

(2) The other has been affirmed by the muʿtazila and consists in saying that its meaning is 

(2.1) ‘to take possession/to possess’ (istawlà) as they composed ‘Bišr took possession of 

Iraq’.72 Abū Muḥammad said: this is unsound (fāsid) because, if it were so, the throne would 

not have been the worthier [space] to be settled on than all the other creatures, and it would 

have been possible to us to say ‘the Merciful is settled on the earth’ since he possesses the 

earth and everything he created. However, nobody says this. Thus, this statement is a 

pretension without evidence (dalīl) and becomes invalid.  

(3) Some of the companions of the Kilāb tribe affirmed that the istiwāʾ (i.e. being straight) is 

an attribute of the essence, and its meaning is the negation of his bending (iʿwiǧāǧ). Abū 

Muḥammad said: this statement is of the utmost degree unsound for several reasons.  

(3.i) First, the Almighty did not call himself mustawī, and nor is anyone allowed to call God 

with an epithet with which he did not call himself; for whoever does this loses the limit of 

God’s prescriptions about his names, i.e. he deviates from the truth. God settled some limits 

 
72 Here, Ibn Ḥazm is referring to the above-mentioned line by al-Aḫṭal. 
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on how to call him, and said: (Q 65:1) “Whoever transgresses the limits [set by] God has done 

himself evil” (wa-man yataʿadda ḥudūda llāh fa-qad ẓalama nafsa-hu).  

(3.ii) Second, the community of believers agrees that nobody invokes God, saying: ‘O the 

straight one, have mercy on me’; nor does anyone call his son ʿAbd al-Mustawī.  

(3.iii) Third, [the logical principle for which] whatever is denied about God does not 

necessarily entail the actualisation of its opposite. Although we deny the steadiness (sukūn) 

of God, it is not allowed to call God moving (mutaḥarrik). In the same way we deny the 

movement (ḥaraka), but it is not permitted to call him steady (sākin). We deny his being a 

body (ǧism), but it is not permitted to call him shares (sihām). Likewise, we deny from him 

the sleep (nawm), but it is not permitted to call him awake (yaqẓān) nor wakeful (muntabih); 

nor is it permitted to call him upright (mustaqīm) because of the denying of the bending 

(inḥināʾ). This is valid for every divine attribute the text has not provided, so that the istiwāʾ 

and the iʿwiǧāǧ are together denied about him. God is exalted above that because all of them 

are attributes of the bodies and of the totality of the accidents (ǧumlat al-ʿarāḍ), while God 

is exalted above the accidents.  

(3.iv) Fourth, it is necessary for whoever affirmed this unsound statement to posit that the 

throne is such an everlasting condition together with God, for the istiwāʾ is bound with the 

throne so that if the istiwāʾ were everlasting, then the throne would be everlasting, too. This 

is heresy! 

(3.v) Fifth, if the istiwāʾ were the negation of the iʿwiǧāǧ, there would not have been any 

meaning for its ascription to the ʿarš, being indeed an unsound utterance with no sense.  

If they object, saying: ‘You call him samīʿ (hearing) and baṣīr (seeing) and this is an everlasting 

condition, so it will be necessary to you [to admit] that all the heard and seen things are 

everlasting, too.’ We will reply to them – and by God we strongly affirm it – it is not necessary 

for us [to admit the eternity of the heard and seen things] since we call God only with the 

epithets he used to call himself. So we say ‘God the hearing and the seeing said’, having said 

by this that the being hearing and seeing are everlasting in his very essence (bi-ḏāti-hi). We 

do not say that he does not hear nor see so we add nothing to what the text relates; we only 

affirm that God did not cease being hearing for what is heard neither seeing for what is seen. 

He sees what is visible and hears what is hearable. The meaning of this is that he is ʿālim 

(knowing) of all of that, as he said: (Q 20:46) “Surely I am with both of you. I hear and I see” 

(inna-nī maʿa-kumā asmaʿu wa-arà). All of this is the meaning of the ʿilm (knowledge), which 

does not necessitate the existence of everlasting known entities, rather [it means that] he 

knows – in its very truth – about what will exist that it will exist, he knows what is as it is, and 

he knows what was as it was. […] 
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(4) The fourth statement about the istiwāʾ is that the meaning of his words (Q 20:5) “Is 

mounted upon the throne” is an action he did on the throne, i.e. the conclusion of his 

creation with it and after the throne nothing more has been created. This is demonstrated 

by the fact that God’s messenger in mentioning the heavens (ǧannāt) said: “Ask God about 

the most elevated paradise (firdaws). It is in the middle of the heavens, the most elevated of 

them, and on top thereof there is the throne of the Merciful”.73 It is true that beyond the 

throne there is no creation and it is the end of the body of the creatures of which its creation 

is not empty nor filled. Who disavows that the universe has an end at the levels of the surface 

(misāḥa), the time (zamān), and the space (makān), then he agrees with the statement of 

the Dahriyya74 and abandons Islam. In the language, the istiwāʾ applies to the conclusion 

(intihāʾ). God said: (Q 28:14) “When he reached his maturity and established (himself), We 

gave him judgement and knowledge” (wa-lammā balaġa ašadda-hu wa-stawà ātaynā-hu 

ḥukman wa-ʿilman), i.e. when he attained force and goodness; (Q 41:11) “Then he mounted 

[upward] the sky, while it was [still] smoke” (ṯumma stawà ilà l-samāʾi wa-hiya duḫḫānun), 

i.e. that he created and made it reaching the sky after having established the earth as it is, 

and the success is in God! This is the truth which we affirm by the soundness (ṣiḥḥa) of its 

proof (burhān) and the untenability (buṭlān) of what deviates from it. 

(C) The third statement about the space is that God is not in space nor in time at all. This is 

the statement affirmed by the majority of the Sunnite about which we say that this is [the 

only possibility, for] other statements are not possible because of the untenability of 

everything deviating from it and also because of his words (Q 41:54) “Is it not a fact that He 

encompasses everything?” (a-lā inna-hu bi-kulli šayʾin muḥīṭun). This entails the necessity 

that he is not in space since, if he were in space, then the space would have encompassed 

him from one or more sides, but this is not applicable to the creator because of the text of 

the mentioned verse. The space is a thing without any doubt, and it is not possible that a 

 
73 The ḥadīṯs describing paradise and the throne of God are found in Ibn Māǧa (Sunan, no. 4331), al-
Tirmiḏī (Ǧāmiʿ, no. 2530), al-Buḫārī (Ṣaḥīḥ, no. 2790, 7423). 
74 “Holders of materialistic opinions of various kinds, often only vaguely defined. […] The 
relative dahrī will therefore have two philosophical connotations. It denotes, firstly, the man who 
believes in the eternity of the world whether in the past or in the future, denying, as a result of this 
opinion, resurrection and a future life in another world; secondly, the mulḥid, the man who deviates 
from the true faith. […] The dahriyya are defined in the Mafātīḥ al-ʿulūm (ed. Van Vloten, Leyden 1895, 
35) as ‘those who believe in the eternity of the course of time’; the Ik̲h̲wān al-ṣafāʾ call them 
the azaliyya, those who believe in the eternity of the cosmos, as opposed to those who attribute to it 
a creator and a cause (ed. Bombay 1306, iv, 39; ed. Beirut 1376/1957, iii, 455). In this respect 
the Mutakallimūn are opposed to them, affirming the beginning in time of bodies and of the world 
created by God, and to this adding an affirmation of the divine attributes, God being alone eternal and 
alone powerful (ibid. Bombay 39-40 and Beirut 456).” Goldziher and Goichon (2012). 
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thing is in space being it encompassing its space. This is rationally impossible, and its refusal 

is known to be necessary, and the success is in God! Moreover, the fact that he could not 

have been in space unless he was a body or an accident in a body is what does not permit 

[the existence of] anything equal to him and what does not figure in the intellect and the 

thought anything other than him at all. When it is refuted that God is a body and an accident, 

then it is refuted that he is in space, and by God we are strengthened. About his words (Q 

69:17), “And they will bear the throne of your Lord above them on that day – eight [of them].” 

(wa-yaḥmilu ʿarša rabbi-ka fawqa-hum yawmaʾiḏin ṯamāniyatun) they are the truth and we 

certainly believe in them since God knows better the intended meaning of his words. 

Perhaps, he meant the seven skies and the chair which are eight bodies – at that time and 

nowadays – between us and the throne; perhaps, they also are eight angels, but God knows 

better. We only affirm what our Lord affirmed, and we declare that its literal meaning is the 

certain truth, but God knows better its signification and intended meaning.  

About the superstitions, we have nothing to do with them, and nor do they contain any true 

account about the prophet, yet we say that they are undiscoverable mysteries (ġuyūb) with 

no evidence for us about their intended meaning; rather, we affirm (Q 3:7) “We believe in it. 

All [of it] is from our Lord” (amannā bi-hi kullun min ʿinda rabbi-nā). Everything which God 

affirmed is true! In it, nothing is contradictory to rational [thought]; rather, all of it, before 

the Almighty informed us about it, was for us at the limit of conceivability. Then, when the 

Almighty informs about it, it becomes a certain mandatory truth. He said (Q 40:7) “Those 

who bear the throne, and those around it” (allaḏīna yaḥmilūna l-ʿarš wa-man ḥawla-hu), it is 

certainly sound that there are carriers of the throne and they are the angels submitted to his 

command as we say ‘I bear this command’, i.e. I do it and undertake it. He said (Q 16:50, 

66:6) “They do what they are commanded” (yafʿalūna mā yuʾmarūna), they acquiesce to the 

command. The bearer of everything and the holder of everything is God, who said (Q 35:41) 

“Surely God holds the heavens and the earth, or they would move. If indeed they moved, no 

one would hold them after him” (inna llāha yumsiku l-samāwāti wa-l-arḍa an tazūlā wa-la-

ʾin zālatā in amsaka-humā min aḥadin min baʿdi-hi).75 (Ibn Ḥazm, Fiṣal, 2:122-126) 

 

In this chapter of the Fiṣal, Ibn Ḥazm deals with a fundamental theme of Islamic 

theology: the question of the space referred to God, or, rather, what is the 

relationship between the deity and spatiality, and whether in this he is comparable 

 
75 Summary in Asín Palacios (1927-1932, 3:175-177). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
174 

to a body or not. The discussion on spatiality originates from the divine word itself, 

as for example in verses (Q 58:7), (Q 50:16), and (Q 56:85), which suggest the 

closeness of God to creatures and his precise positioning in space. This is where Ibn 

Ḥazm begins his reflections, which then proceed, as we saw in the previous abstract, 

by presenting and refuting the theories of the other theological schools, before finally 

forwarding his own point of view with the demonstration that he considers 

conclusive. In total, he enumerates three different theses. 

The first is advanced by the Muʿtazilite school, which, drawing on the verses quoted 

above, affirms the presence of God in every space. Ibn Ḥazm affirms the 

groundlessness of this thesis, developing his argumentation through logical 

reasoning. Recalling the criteria for accepting the literal meaning and the possible 

recourse to the figurative sense according to the principles explained at the beginning 

of this section, Ibn Ḥazm proceeds to dismantle the thesis of God’s ubiquity, arguing 

that, since God is not a body, he cannot participate in physical limits intrinsic to 

bodies. From this, it follows that, if God occupied a space, he would be limited by the 

space itself as he would be contained within it, a limit that cannot in any way be 

asserted about God since the spatial dimensions would become the limits of God. 

Moreover, besides attributing to him characteristics typical of bodies, what is lost in 

the intrinsic quality of God, namely his unity, implicitly posits that God is divided into 

several places, thus resulting in his fragmentation and ‘atomisation’. Ibn Ḥazm’s 

argument is based on a deductive process, and it will be used by other theologians, 

such as Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, who also argued against the spatialisation of God. It is 

clear that this first thesis must be rejected in its entirety. The solution proposed by 

Ibn Ḥazm is also in this case to adopt to a figurative interpretation, i.e. God’s ubiquity, 

suggested by some verses such as (Q 58:7), (Q 50:16), and (Q 56:85), should be 

understood from the point of view not of space or physicality, but of his divine 

essence. By this, he means that God is everywhere, but not physically. Rather, he 

means that God’s control (tadbīr) and power reach everywhere and act on every 

created thing; and that, in his all-encompassing knowledge (ʿilm) of the facts and 

accidents of the world, he perceives every single thing. 

The second thesis concerning the spatialisation of God is to situate the divinity in a 

non-space, a claim which Ibn Ḥazm considers indefensible and which he opposes with 
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the same reasoning as with the first thesis. According to Ibn Ḥazm, it is precisely in 

this discussion that (Q 20:5) is used by the supporters of the ‘space non-space’ theory 

to prove their claim. 

The third and final thesis is the one with which Ibn Ḥazm agrees: namely, that God is 

not in space and time, but transcends them, a position that is similar to the one we 

saw earlier, but not yet formulated in terms of tanzīh. Once again, the argument 

which strengthens this thesis put forward by Ibn Ḥazm and by most of the Sunni 

school is based on the Koranic word, and specifically on line (Q 41:54), which 

describes God as ‘encompassing everything’. This can be considered true if and only 

if transcendence is attributed to God in space and time, for otherwise one would err 

once again in comparing God to the creatures, assigning him attributes and 

characteristics typical of bodies, such as being in space and time. Bodies and things – 

such as space itself – are bound to the being and becoming; their being here and now 

prevents their being ubiquitous and rationally excludes the possibility that a limited 

body can be an encompassing entity just like God. Human reason cannot touch the 

knowledge and understanding of the transcendent being of God. The rational 

impossibility of transcendence in the created bodies of the world and the necessary 

transcendence of God are nothing other than the proof of what is stated in verse (Q 

42:11), which makes explicit that nothing is similar to God. In this case, Ibn Ḥazm 

introduces the principle of unknowability of the true and profound meaning of some 

expressions recurring in the divine word, only saying that such expressions must be 

accepted in their literal sense as they were transmitted. The literal meaning of the 

divine word is for Ibn Ḥazm totally in accord with reason and cannot contradict it. 

However, its content cannot be conceived and understood starting from human 

reason, but becomes conceivable and understandable for humans only after God has 

given his revelation to which every believer must adhere. It is clear that the human 

mind’s ability to understand is not sufficient to reach the knowledge of the divine 

essence, which is why the human being cannot grasp the transcendence of God. 

We can now turn our attention back to the ‘sitting upon the throne’. Ibn Ḥazm’s 

analysis of (Q 20:5) is incorporated into the discourse on God’s spatialisation as an 

argument leading to the demonstration of the fallacy of the thesis that God is in a 

space non-space. It is structured as a parenthetical element that begins by refuting 
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previous theories and closes by presenting his personal explanation. Ibn Ḥazm 

enumerates four different arguments in the interpretation of the action istiwāʾ. 

As usual, the first is that of the anthropomorphists, which, as we already know, is 

unacceptable. 

The second is the Muʿtazilite interpretation, which attributes to the action istiwāʾ the 

figurative sense of ‘to possess, have possession, have control over someone or 

something’ (istawlà), an interpretation which will find a true supporter in al-

Zamaḫšarī. Ibn Ḥazm rejects this interpretation, too, arguing that, if the Koranic verse 

had a figurative meaning, then the possession of the throne, or the exercising of 

possession on it/from it, would not conform to reality. That is, it would describe only 

a part of the reality, since God exercises his authority over all creation. For this 

reason, if interpreting the verb istawà as istawlà were correct, then the use of istawà 

should also be applicable to other things of creation, such as the earth: istawà ʿalà l-

arḍ. But, for Ibn Ḥazm, we cannot accept the use of this verb in this very figurative 

sense, since we have no textual evidence confirming it. 

The third interpretation is the one that Ibn Ḥazm devotes more space to refuting, and 

it is also the interpretation that would find only little resonance later. According to 

this interpretation, the action istiwāʾ is the negation of iʿwiǧāǧ, i.e. istawà is given 

the meaning of ‘being straight, upright’, which gives it the value of what it is opposite 

to (namely, ‘being bent). Ibn Ḥazm makes a five-point rebuttal of this interpretation: 

1) One cannot attribute to God any attribute that he has not already attributed to 

himself, such as al-mustawī (the upright). 2) Al-mustawī cannot be an attribute of 

God also because in the common language no one turns to God using this epithet, 

and nor does this attribute identify with God as in the case of al-raḥmān. 3) Nothing 

can be said of God if he has not already said it of himself. The mere fact that we must 

refuse an attribute to God does not entail having to accept its opposite. For example, 

even if we deny to God the being muʿwaǧǧ, this does not entail his being mustawī. 4) 

If the being upright of God were linked to the throne, then the throne should also 

participate in the divine essence of eternity, which is undoubtedly impossible.76 5) 

 
76 Linked to this fourth point, Ibn Ḥazm relates an objection to two other attributes, namely the seeing 
(baṣīr) and the hearing (samīʿ). For Ibn Ḥazm, these two attributes are in no way considered to be 
related to the eternal presence of entities that can be perceived by sight and hearing, and therefore 
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Finally, Ibn Ḥazm points out that, if the istiwāʾ action really were the opposite of 

iʿwiǧāǧ, then there would be no reason to bind this action to the throne, since the 

resulting utterance would be complete nonsense. 

The fourth and final interpretation that Ibn Ḥazm puts forward to explain the istiwāʾ 

action is his personal point of view, and it is therefore the one of most interest to us. 

According to Ibn Ḥazm, the throne of God is the last work of his creation; it is situated 

on top of the firdaws, the last and highest of the heavens, according to the authority 

expressed by the prophet in a ḥadīṯ whose transmission goes back to the prophet 

himself. It is precisely on the basis of this textual proof that Ibn Ḥazm states that 

creation has an end and is therefore limited in time and space, just as time and space 

are limited. The throne of God is on this limit, the last created object, the seal of his 

creation. The explanation of this interpretation is for Ibn Ḥazm a reading of the verb 

istawà in the meaning of intahà, i.e. ‘to arrive at a conclusion, to conclude an act’. 

Once again, we can see that Ibn Ḥazm draws (albeit not explicitly) on 

homonymy/polysemy. Unlike the homonym interpretation which sees in istawà a 

verb expressing a state contrary to iʿwaǧǧa, Ibn Ḥazm justifies the homonym 

interpretation of istawà in the meaning of ‘to conclude’ by pointing to textual 

evidence found in the two Koranic verses (Q 28:14) and (Q 41:11). These attest to the 

use of this verb in the sense of ‘to reach’: specifically, (Q 28:14) is used to express the 

achievement of adulthood, the becoming mature, while in (Q 41:11) the verb is used 

in the sense of reaching a place, of heading towards a place. Thus, this is for Ibn Ḥazm 

the textual evidence which, according to his criteria, cannot be ignored and therefore 

invalidates any further speculation on the meaning of istawà ʿalà l-arš. Together, 

these two pieces of textual evidence, i.e. the Koran and Sunna of the prophet, ‘oblige’ 

interpreting the line in relation to the act of creation. To paraphrase the line: God 

ended the act of his creation by creating the throne and placing it above the heavens, 

at the extreme limit of creation.  

 

 
God does not need eternal objects and bodies which can be seen and heard, as God possesses these 
attributes independently of the objects at the mercy of becoming. In what sense is God then seeing 
and hearing? The answer given by Ibn Ḥazm is simple: these two attributes refer only to God’s 
omniscient knowledge of all the facts of creation, past, present and future. 
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For Ibn Ḥazm, then, the use of homonymy/polysemy to explain some of the divine 

attributes does not apply to all the occurrences of the mutašābihāt. Although Ibn 

Ḥazm does not use the term homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk), the process by which he 

assigns one of the possible meanings of the word is clearly based on the semantic 

differentiation of the word and on the relationship of homonymy (between two 

words that are not related etymologically) or of polysemy. However, to what extent 

can this approach be seen as corresponding to the later Ẓāhirite view? How far did 

the approach spread and develop through the writings of later authors? 

 

3.3.2 Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī 

 

The second author whom I will discuss is Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī, a former Ẓāhirite 

who, once in Cairo, converted to the Šāfiʿite rite. 

As with the previous authors, I will examine Abū Ḥayyān’s key texts to understand his 

view of the mutašābihāt under analysis. Abū Ḥayyān is the only Ẓāhirite – or, better, 

former Ẓāhirite – for whom we have a complete and philologically very accurate 

Koran commentary, commonly known as Tafsīr al-baḥr al-muḥīṭ. If we look at his 

method, we can see how important tradition (naql) is to him, and how accurately he 

reports the interpretations of his predecessors. While certainly paying the greatest 

consideration to the explanations of the Koranic verses offered by the prophet’s 

companions and by the authorities of the first Islam, Abū Ḥayyān also mentions later 

authorities in the field of Koranic exegesis, with two being particularly important in 

his tafsīr: the exegete al-Zamaḫšarī, who, as we have seen, belongs to the Muʿtazilite 

school and supports a ‘rhetorical’ approach in his interpretation of the Koran, and 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, an Ašʿarite who was often in conflict with his predecessor al-

Zamaḫšarī.  

The second characteristic of Abū Ḥayyān’s Tafsīr is the attention that he pays to 

lexicology and syntax, which, as we will see, he uses to explain and justify some 

readings rather than others, and to emphasise how assigning a different inflexion 

mark can give rise to different valid readings of the Koranic text. 

Taking the two verses (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5) as a starting-point, I will also draw on 

other verses to present the view adopted by Abū Ḥayyān. 
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3.3.2.1 On God’s hand 

 

I will begin with (Q 39:67) and the problem of attributing human limbs to God. At the 

beginning of his reasoning, Abū Ḥayyān (Tafsīr, 7:421-423) states that, since human 

beings – and in particular the Meccan unbelievers at the time of the revelation – 

cannot understand the essence and greatness of the power of God, revelation was 

brought down so that even mortals could understand these characteristics through a 

process of taṣwīr and taḫyīl. In this regard, he cites the passage of al-Zamaḫšarī which 

I have already quoted and commented on, where he states that this line should be 

understood neither in its ḥaqīqī meaning nor in its maǧāzī sense, since the purpose 

is the creation of an intelligible image (taḫyīl). The second opinion that he cites 

(without attributing it to a specific author) is one that we have already encountered 

in Ibn Ḥazm and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī: namely, that one must attribute to the revelation 

its literal meaning (ẓāhir), unless the presence of a dalīl clearly prevents doing so. In 

the case in question, the ẓāhir meaning refers to corporeality and is therefore to be 

rejected, with preference being given to the maǧāz sense instead. I will not dwell on 

what follows these two interpretations, as Abū Ḥayyān discusses the syntactic 

elements at play in the line, and this does not offer anything to our discussion – with 

the exception of a brief closing quote with no attribution: “It is said that ‘his grip’ 

means ‘his dominion’ without opponent or competitor. About ‘with his right hand’, 

it means ‘with his power’” (Tafsīr, 7: 423).77 

As can be seen from this overview, Abū Ḥayyān does not produce original ideas in 

explaining (Q 39:67), and nor is this passage of great help in attempting to reconstruct 

a hypothetical Ẓāhirite theory of mutašābihāt. For this reason, it is appropriate (as I 

have already done for Ibn Ḥazm) to broaden the focus of my research and to look at 

other passages that enable us to derive an approach closer to Ẓāhirism, or an 

approach tending towards interpretation through figurative language. 

The first verse to consider is (Q 3:73): qul inna l-faḍla bi-yadi llāhi yuʾtī-hi man yašāʾu 

(Say: ‘Surely favor is in the hand of God. He gives it to whomever He pleases’), where 

 
77 Already in al-Zamaḫšarī with no attribution, see above. 
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God is depicted as having a hand. Abū Ḥayyān has no doubts about this passage, and 

he actually interprets the verse as a kināya: “The favour is in the hand of God, i.e. 

controlled by him like something in the hand. This is a kināya expressing the power 

of the control and the mastery. The Creator is free from limbs” (Tafsīr, 2:521). He 

proposes the same analysis for verse (Q 51:47), stating that bi-aydin means bi-

quwwatin, through a metonymical approach (Tafsīr, 8:140). 

If we limit ourselves to the analysis of these three verses, we can say that Abū 

Ḥayyān’s interpretation is in accordance with that of the authors presented in the 

first section of this chapter: namely, that the interpretation of the ambiguous 

passages referring to the hand, or hands, of God is essentially a figurative use of the 

language, and is thus closer to Muʿtazilism than to Ašʿarism. However, to understand 

Abū Ḥayyān’s point of view better, I will now turn to his analysis of another 

ambiguous line, since it clarifies his criteria for drawing on figurative language. 

The verse in question is (Q 5:64): wa-qālat al-yahūdu yadu llāhi maġlūlatun ġullat 

aydī-him wa-luʿinū bi-mā qālū bal yadā-hu mabsūṭatāni yunfiqu kayfa yašāʾu (The 

Jews say, ‘The hand of God is chained’, [May] their hands be chained, and [may] they 

[be] cursed for what they say! No! Both His hands are outstretched: He gives as He 

pleases). In commenting on (Q 5:64), Abū Ḥayyān first describes the position of the 

Jewish community as being fundamentally based on taǧsīm, for they describe God 

with human characteristics – such as having white hair, having limbs, and being 

subject to tiredness so that he has to rest at the end of creation. Abū Ḥayyān counters 

this position by quoting some Koranic verses which refute the anthropomorphic 

interpretation of God and which justify a non-literal interpretation of (Q 5:64), 

thereby excluding any possibility of interpreting the word ‘hand’ in its proper 

meaning of ‘limb’, since God cannot have a chained hand. He concludes by affirming 

the substantial transcendence of God and a figurative interpretation of the sacred 

text (Tafsīr, 3:533), which he endorses thus: 

 

Those who profess the truth posit that God is not a body and has no limb, he does not 

resemble anything of the creature; he is not specified, nor is he occupying a space and the 

accidents do not occur to him. This matter is established in the ʿilm uṣūl al-dīn (i.e. ʿilm al-

kalām, speculative theology). The majority maintains that this is an istiʿāra (metaphor) about 
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his generosity (ǧūd) and his ample bestowal (inʿām). They also add that the hands shall be 

interpreted as the Arabs do in their words ‘Such a one dispenses with both his hands’. 

Another example is 

 

78 ف دٍجْمَ اد كَاد
َ

ةدفم ٌّف
ٌ

ت لِاملا َّنضُ ام اذإ ٌّفكو * 
ُ

قُفِن  

 

Your hands are hands of glory since one palm gives and the other dispenses [also] when it is 

stingy of money. 

 

They claim that the word yadayni in this utterance means the bestowal (inʿām), correlative 

(qarīna) of the dispensation (infāq). Whoever considers the language of the Arabs will 

certainly become acquainted with the fact that the extension of the hand and its contraction 

are an istiʿāra standing for generosity and avarice. (Abū Ḥayyān, Tasfīr, 3:534-535) 

 

These words clearly show a predilection for the figurative interpretation of these 

particular mutašābihāt. According to Abū Ḥayyān, this interpretation is confirmed by 

the common use of figurative language in Arabic, for which he gives an example 

quoting the verse of al-Aʿšà (d. after 625), a pre-Islamic poet and therefore a reliable 

source on the use of specific linguistic constructs at the time of revelation. The hand 

of god is therefore neither chained nor outstretched, and cannot be a hand similar to 

that of human beings; these two expressions simply indicate in a figurative, 

metaphorical way generosity and avarice, as already postulated by other exegetes, 

including al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 2:265) and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 12:44). In this 

sense and from what emerges from his commentary, Abū Ḥayyān embraces the 

argument that mutašābihāt of the type anthropomorphism proper are to be 

interpreted through the use of figurative language. This is even more evident if we 

consider how he closes his comment on (Q 5.64), where he argues that quoting 

authorities from the early days of Islam, such as Sufyān al-Ṯawrī (d. 161/778), is not 

sufficient to justify adopting a specific interpretative method. 

 

 
78 This line is found in al-Aʿšà (Dīwān, 225).  
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The majority of the community of the believers maintains that they (i.e. the ambiguous 

verses) are explained through the rules of the language and the trope of metaphor and other 

types [of figures] of the discourse. Some people – and among them the qāḍī Abū Bakr Ibn al-

Ṭayyib – affirm that all these divine attributes are additional in the essence, permanent in 

God without tašbīh (comparison with the creature) or taǧdīd (innovation). Some people – 

and among them al-Šaʿbī, Ibn al-Musīb and al-Ṯawrī – said: ‘We believe in them (i.e. the divine 

attributes) and confirm them as they appear in the text. We do not specify their explanation 

and the investigation (naẓar) has no precedence in their [explanation].’ These two discourses 

are the account of whoever did not examine closely the language of the Arabs and the proof 

regarding this issue is to be found in the science of uṣūl al-dīn. (Abū Ḥayyān, Tasfīr, 3:535) 

 

We can conclude from the passages from Abū Ḥayyān’s commentary analysed so far 

that, when dealing with the Koranic passages in which this anthropomorphism proper 

appears, Abū Ḥayyān adopts the point of view of those who interpret mutašābihāt 

by resorting to figurative language. Certainly, this is an opening with respect to the 

conception of Ibn Ḥazm, who instead adopted the principle that divine attributes – 

such as hand and eye – are unquestionable because they are mentioned in the 

scriptures, while at the same time being beyond the comprehension of the human 

mind. In this case, Abū Ḥayyān does not prove to have true Ẓāhirite tendencies. On 

the contrary, he accepts an interpretation that Ibn Ḥazm would have rejected. Does 

this also apply to (Q 20:5), the line of the throne? 

 

3.3.2.2 On ‘istawà ʿalà l-ʿarš’ 

 

Contrary to what one might expect, Abū Ḥayyān’s comment on (Q 20:5) is not very 

helpful in understanding how an ex-Ẓāhirite jurist and theologian approached the 

interpretation of this line. In fact, he devotes more attention to reflecting on the 

different cases of inflection of the word al-raḥmān, and on how a different syntactic 

interpretation of the phrase acts at the level of the whole sentence, i.e. lines (Q 20:4-

6), resulting in a change of meaning. He does not mention the action ʿ alà l-arš istawà. 

This is because Abū Ḥayyān refers to the discussion on this point which he has already 

presented while analysing a previous line in which this identical action is mentioned. 
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Specifically, it is (Q 7:54) “Inna rabba-kumu llāhu allaḏī ḫalaqa l-samāwāti wa-l-arḍa 

fī sittati ayyāmin ṯumma stawà ʿalà l-ʿarši” (Surely your Lord is God, who created the 

heavens and the earth in six days. Then He mounted the throne). In his commentary, 

Abū Ḥayyān dwells in particular on the meanings of the words ʿ arš and istawà, stating 

that they contain more than one meaning in themselves, and listing each of them. 

We can appreciate his analysis better by looking at the entire extract: 

 

About his being sat upon the throne, some people accord to it its literal meaning (ẓāhir) of 

‘being settled’ (istiqrār) in his essence upon the throne. The majority of the early Muslims 

(salaf): the two Sufyān – i.e. Sufyān al-Ṯawrī (d. 161/778) and Sufyān b. ʿUyayna (d. 196/811) 

–, Mālik, al-Awzāʿī, al-Layṯ, Ibn al-Mubārak, and others in the accounts of the divine attributes 

(ṣifāt) [claim] the faith in them and the going beyond what God intends without specification 

of the intended meaning (murād).  

Some people interpreted them in many ways. Sufyān al-Ṯawrī said: ‘He did an action on the 

throne which is called istiwāʾ’. It is reported from Abū l-Faḍl b. al-Naḥwī that he said: ‘ʿArš is 

the nomen verbi of ʿaraša yaʿrišu ʿarš (to build [a trellis, a wooden structure, a house, etc.]) 

and the intended meaning by ʿarš in his words (Q 7:54) “Then he mounted the throne” is 

this.’ What has been established in the šarīʿa conflicts with [what is said] that he is a 

particularised created body. The issue of the istiwāʾ is mentioned in the science of uṣūl al-

dīn. Al-Qaffāl and Abū ʿAbd Allāh al-Rāzī devoted their efforts to the establishment of what 

can be established. This is also mentioned in the Taḥrīr and elucidated there.  

The word ʿarš shares (muštarika) many meanings. ʿArš means the king’s chair (sarīr al-malik) 

[as in the verses] (Q 12:100) “He raised his parents on the throne” (wa-rafaʿa abaway-hi ʿalà 

l-ʿarši) and (Q 27:41) “Disguise her throne for her” (nakkirū la-hā ʿarša-hā). It is also the 

covering (saqf): everything which is high and provides shade is a ʿ arš. It is also the sovereignty 

(mulk), the authority (sulṭān), and the might (ʿizz), Zuhayr said:    

 

79 دقو اسعَ امتُرَادت
ْ

ث 
ُ

شرعَ َّل
ُ

ذو * اه
ُ

نابْ
َ

ذإ 
ْ

ز 
َ

قأِ تْل
ْ

لُعْنَلا اهمِاد  

 

You relieved the ʿAbs, when their might was already destroyed; and the Ḏubyān,80 since the 

sandals slipped with their feet. 

 
79 Zuhayr (Dīwān, 86 with variant: دق > ذإ ،دق فلاحلأا > دقو اسع ), al-Ḫalīl b. Aḥmad (al-ʿAyn, s.v. ʿ r š), al-
Zamaḫšarī (Mustaqṣà, 2:34), al-Maydānī (Arabum, 1:267, 1:587), Ibn Manẓūr (Lisān, s.v. ʿ r š).  
80 On the two tribes mentioned in this line, see Fück (2012b).   
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Another said: 

 

81 شورعُ
َ

ةَتَعُِ * مْهُ
َ

بِاهش نبْ ثراحلا نبْ  نإ 
ْ

قَ 
ْ

دقف كَولتُ
ْ

ث 
َ

تَلل  

 

If they slay you, and you have already toppled their thrones (i.e. their authority) with 

ʿUtayba b. al-Ḥāriṯ b. Šihāb.82 

 

ʿArš is also the wood with which the well is cased after its bottom has been cased with stones. 

ʿArš is also the name of four small stars situated in the lower part of al-ʿawwāʾ83 which are 

called haunches of the lion and ʿarš al-simāk too.84 ʿArš is also the part linking the instep, 

where the toes are.  

The verb istawà is also used meaning ‘to settle’, ‘to be settled’ (istiqrār), meaning ‘to be 

elevated’ (ʿalā), meaning ‘to direct oneself’ ‘to be directed’ (qaṣada), meaning ‘to be or 

become equal’ (sāwà - tasāwà), and it was said having the meaning ‘to possess’, ‘to take 

possession’ (istawlà). A poet said: 

 

85 فِ اتسا امه
َ

غِ كِولملا شرْعَ ع * اعمج امهلضْ
ز َْ

ُ
رو  

 

 
81 Without attribution in al-ʿAskarī (Ǧamhara, 2:92), Rukn al-Dīn al-Ǧurǧānī (Išārāt, 228), al-Šaybī 
(Timṯāl, 2:406). Attributed to al-Rubayyiʿa Abū Ḏuʾāb al-Asadī in Abū Tammām (Ḥamāsa, 150), al-
Tibrīzī (Šarḥ, 1:545), Ibn al-Aṯīr (Maṯal, 1:293), Ibn Manẓūr (Lisān, s.v. y m n, with variant: مهشورع تللث 

مهتويب تكته > ). 
82 Famous pre-Islamic hero, see Bosworth and Kindermann (2012).  
83 “Mondstation 13. Ibn Qutayba 60, 14: vier Sterne hinter aṣ-ṣarfa (= β Leonis), sie ähneln einem 
ungeteilten (ġayr mašqūqa) kāf oder auch einem unten ausgezogenen (mamdūdat al-asfal) alif. Ṣūfī 
193, 2-8 (Yehuda XXVI, 2) fand in einem Teil seiner Quellen unter diesem Namen fünf Sterne 
verzeichnet, die er mit dem 5., 6., 7. [dieser steht fī zāwiyat al-kāf ‚an dem Winkel des (Buchstabens) 
kāf‘], 10. Und 13. Stern des ptolemäischen Bildes Jungfrau = βηγδε Virginis identifiziert; er fügt aber 
hinzu (193, 9), daß einige den von ihm mit dem 10. Ptolemäischen = δ Virginis identifizierten Stern 
fortließen und die restlichen vier al-ʿawwāʾ nannten. Die Bedeutung des Namens ist nicht sicher 
feststellbar; die arabischen Grammatiker selbst schwanken zwischen der Ableitung aus ʿawā ‚heulen, 
jaulen‘ (und sehen hier vier bzw. fünf Hunde, die hinter dem Löwen herbellen) oder ʿ awā ‚biegen‘ (weil 
die Figur am unteren Ende umgebogen sei).” Kunitzsch (1961, 45). See also Kunitzsch (1959, 53-57; 
78). 
84 “‚Thron des unbewaffneten simāk‘. Ibn Qutayba 62, 11 (bei den unter Mondstation 14 
mitbehandelten Sternen): arbaʿat kawākib bayna yaday as-simāk al-aʿzal munḥadira ʿanhu fī l-ǧanūb 
murabbaʿa ʿ alā ṣūrat an-naʿš ‚Vier Sterne vor as-simāk al-aʿzal [= α Virginis], schräg unterhalb im Süden 
im Viereck, wie die Form von an-naʿš [αβγδ Ursae Maioris]‘; auch erwähnt 73, 5. Ṣūfī 321, 4 (Yehuda 
XLII, 3; auch 313, 5) identifiziert sie kurzerhand mit dem gesamten ptolemäischen Bild Rabe, das aus 
sieben Sternen besteht; genauer sind jedoch die vier Sterne βγδε Corvi gemeint.” Kunitzsch (1961, 44). 
85 I could not identify the poet.  
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Together, they took possession with their superiority of the throne of the kings without 

force. 

 

Ibn al-Aʿrābī said: ‘We do not know the verb istawà meaning istawlà.’ 

It is possible that the pronoun in his speech (Q 7:54) “Then he mounted the throne” refers 

to the nomen verbi which the verb ḫalaqa (to create) denotes: ‘Then his creation settled 

upon the throne’. The same applies to the verse (Q 20:5) “The Merciful is mounted upon the 

throne”. The accord of the pronoun in the utterance ‘istawà’ with the noun ‘al-raḥmān’ is 

not mandatory, since it is possible that al-raḥmān is a predicate of an elided inchoative and 

that the pronoun in the verb istawà refers to the creation (ḫalq) understood from his words 

(Q 20:4) “As a sending down from the One who created the earth and the heavens” (tanzīlan 

mim-man ḫalaqa l-arḍa wa-l-samāwāti l-ʿulà). This is to say ‘He is the merciful whose 

creation came to an end with the throne’. For he is the almighty, when he stated the creation 

of the heavens and the earth, he did it to state that he is bigger, greater, and wider than the 

heavens and the earth. This is what is possible about ʿarš, istawà, and the ‘returning’ 

pronoun.  

The accord of the verse with its literal meaning is not mandatory and this is due to the rational 

evidence (dalāʾil ʿaqliyya) they have provided about its impossibility.  

Al-Ḥasan said: ‘He elevated his authority’. Mālik b. Anas asked a man about this verse, the 

man said: ‘How did he sit?’ Mālik bowed his head for a while because of the sweat of fever, 

then replied: ‘The istiwāʾ is well known but how [it happens] is not rationally understandable 

(ġayr maʿqūl) and having faith in it is mandatory, while asking about it is a heresy. (Abū 

Ḥayyān, Tafsīr, 4:310-311) 

 

What immediately makes us reconnect the commentary of Abū Ḥayyān to a point of 

view tending to Ẓāhirism is the importance that he attributes to the authorities of 

early Islam, especially to the companions of the prophet, who are cited as the source 

of Koranic hermeneutics. What interests us in this excerpt is not the enumeration of 

the different interpretative theories, which do not differ much from the 

commentaries seen so far, but the more lexicological approach to the issue posed by 

the verb istawà and the noun ʿarš. To sum up, he considers different possibilities, in 

the order: a) That the verb istawà is to be considered in its meaning of ‘being settled’ 

(istiqrār), and that this action is an attribute of the divine essence; b) That one must 

believe in this action of God as a dogma, in that the intended meaning is not 
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graspable by man. This will also be the point with which Abū Ḥayyān concludes the 

explanation of (Q 7:54) by stating the bi-lā kayfa principle on the authority of Mālik 

b. Anas; c) That the verb is a particular action that God performs on the ʿarš, in this 

case similar to the vision of Ibn Ḥazm; d) The noun ʿarš is actually the maṣdar of a 

verb that means ‘to build’, and therefore the action can probably be interpreted as 

an act concluding the divine creation. In no case, however, must this action be put in 

relation to a spatialisation of God, whose rational denial is maintained by the author 

referring to the rational argumentation provided by Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī.  

That said, Abū Ḥayyān’s comment presents two interesting points for our analysis. 

The first is a lexicological approach to the question, while the second is a syntactic 

approach. 

In the first case, the author clearly states that the words ʿarš and istawà are 

muštaraka words, i.e. words that have polysemy and/or homonymy as an intrinsic 

characteristic. To demonstrate this property, he refers not only to the divine word, 

but also to the corpus of the poetic tradition. If we observe the progression of 

meanings and examples that Abū Ḥayyān provides for the word ʿarš, we note that it 

is the same progression given, for example, in Lisān (s.v. ʿ r š). It is obvious that, due 

to the very nature of the dictionary, the Lisān provides a greater number of meanings 

and loci which Abū Ḥayyān summarises. Therefore, the first meaning reported by 

both is that of ‘throne’ (sarīr al-malik), and in both cases this meaning is supported 

by Koranic verses: in Abū Ḥayyān, (Q 12:100), referring to the story of Joseph, and (Q 

27:41), referring to the story of the Queen of Sheba and Solomon. The second 

meaning reported in the Tafsīr is that of ‘covering’ (saqf), while the more general 

meaning of bayt reported in Lisān is not mentioned. The meaning of ‘sovereignty’ 

(mulk) follows – and also synonyms such as sulṭān and ʿizz – for which Abū Ḥayyān 

proposes a line by Zuhayr and a line probably by al-Asadī. The central expression of 

the line that conveys the sense of sovereignty and might is the phrase ṯulla ʿaršu-hu, 

which is a proverbial expression cited in the major paremiological collections. For 

example, this phrase is glossed zāla qiwām amri-hi (the subsistence of his authority 

ceased) in both al-Zamaḫšarī (Mustaqṣà, 2:34) and in Lisān, while it is glossed wa-l-

murād ḏahaba ʿizzu-hu wa-sāʾat ḥālu-hu wa-l-ʿarš yuṭlaqu ʿalà l-sarīr wa-ʿalà l-bayt 

min al-ʿaydān (the intended meaning is: his might ceased and his condition 
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deteriorated. The ʿarš is said meaning the throne or the abode made from hard palm 

wood) in al-Maydānī (Arabum, 1:267-268) and al-Aḥdab (Farāʾiḍ, 1:129).86 Although 

not explicitly mentioned in the sources, it is clear that the process by which the word 

ʿarš acquires the meaning of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘might’ is of a metonymic type, 

according to the principle that the effect, i.e. being seated on a throne, expresses the 

cause, i.e. sovereignty and power, as we have already seen in al-Suyūṭī. Finally, Abū 

Ḥayyān mentions three last meanings of the word ʿarš. The first is related to the 

building of a well denoting its wooden part; the second is related to astronomy and 

denotes the name of a star or a group of stars; and the third is related to anatomy 

and denotes a part of the foot.  

Abū Ḥayyān’s second lexicological overview concerns the verb istawà. In this case, 

his progression also follows that found in Lisān. He does not report all the meanings 

recorded in the dictionary, but lists five, two of which are interesting for our 

purposes. Both are meanings that we have already encountered in the works of other 

authors. The first is ‘being settled’ (istiqrār), while the second is ‘to possess, to take 

possession’ (istawlà), for which he quotes a line of an anonymous poet. However, 

unlike other sources, he reports the judgment also mentioned in Lisān of Ibn al- Aʿrābī 

(d. ca. 231/846), for whom the meaning istawlà assigned to the verb istawà is not 

recorded in the Arabic language. 

Abū Ḥayyān’s second approach is syntactic. He suggests a different reading of the 

verse involving the elimination of any reference to the tašbīh by simply linking a 

different subject to the verb istawà. To understand this step better, we must also 

consider the initial part of the verse and not only the phrase that we have analysed 

so far: (Q 7:54) “Surely your Lord is God, who created the heavens and the earth in 

six days. Then He mounted the throne” (inna rabba-kumu llāhu llaḏī ḫalaqa l-

samāwāti wa-l-arḍa fī sittati ayyāmin ṯumma stawà ʿ alà l-ʿarši). Abū Ḥayyān suggests 

that the pronoun of the verb istawà, which is elided in this form, refers to the maṣdar 

of the verb ḫalaqa (to create) uttered in the first phrase, i.e. al-ḫalq (the creation). 

According to Abū Ḥayyān, this reading is also possible in another Koranic passage, 

namely in (Q 20:4-5), where the depiction of the creation of the heavens and the 

 
86 For a longer description of the proverb and more loci, see al-Šaybī (Timṯāl, 2:405-406). 
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earth immediately precedes God’s sitting upon the throne. If we consider (Q 7:54), 

the substitution of the pronoun’s referent of the verb from huwa/Allāh to ḫalq is 

possible, but from the syntactic point of view it is not entirely convincing. This is 

because, though possible, assigning as a new referent of the verb a noun that, as 

such, does not appear in the text is counterintuitive at least. The same problem of 

counterintuitivity is found in (Q 20:4-5), where not only must we assume for the verb 

istawà a different agent with respect to the more obvious noun al-raḥmān, but we 

must also justify the nominative inflection of this noun. The hypothesis presented by 

Abū Ḥayyān is that the noun al-raḥmān is actually a ḫabar referring to an elided 

mubtadaʾ. It follows that the verb istawà should refer to an elided nomen verbis 

which is inferred from a previously uttered verb, while al-raḥmān would refer to an 

‘huwa’ also elided.87 This is quite clumsy. The resulting reading is close to what was 

stated earlier by Ibn Ḥazm, who argued that this action can be seen as the last action 

in the series of actions with which God gave life to his creation: namely, the throne is 

the seal of the creation itself, the last of the created things. 

This passage, together with the enumeration of the various meanings of the words 

ʿarš and istawà, is what links Abū Ḥayyān’s discourse to the Ẓāhirite school and his 

predecessor Ibn Ḥazm, without however making him an absolute supporter of this 

school. In fact, despite being a former Ẓāhirite, Abū Ḥayyān shows few or very few of 

the characteristics of the Ẓāhirite maḏhab. This is evident from the conclusion to the 

comment on this part of verse (Q 7:54), where he reaffirms the rational inconsistency 

of wanting to accept a literal reading of the verse. He does not give any particular 

explanations, but he might well be referring to what Ibn Ḥazm and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 

had previously expressed. The passage concludes with a quotation from Mālik b. 

Anas, one that will form the basis of the bi-lā kayfa theory. 

Although Abū Ḥayyān expressed a clear interpretative position regarding 

anthropomorphism proper, we should note that we cannot find the same attitude 

regarding the verses on the throne. As we have seen in the commentary, Abū Ḥayyān 

does not take a real position, and nor can we say beyond any reasonable doubt that 

he embraces Ẓāhirite theories. However, he does not fully reject them, either. 

 
87 Cf. the explanation of (Q 20:4-5) in Abū Ḥayyān (Tafsīr, 6:214). 
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Indeed, he somehow leaves things open, perhaps inclining towards what he prefers 

and has expressed using the arguments of syntax, a science in which he was the 

master of his time. 

 

3.3.3 al-Maqrīzī 

 

Unlike the previous two authors, al-Maqrīzī is not mainly known as a theologian or a 

jurist, although he still had a profound knowledge of theology due to his study of 

Islamic sciences. He was a historian and his works are of fundamental importance 

both for the quantity of data that he presented and for the precision with which he 

presented them. But how can a historical work help us to approach the question of 

mutašābihāt in the Koran? Al-Maqrīzī focuses in al-Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-iʿtibār fī ḏikr al-ḫiṭaṭ 

wa-l-aṯār (commonly known as al-Ḫiṭaṭ) on the history of Egypt and in particular of 

Cairo, especially from an urbanistic and architectural point of view. He also devotes 

two very detailed chapters of this work to the juridical and theological schools which 

had spread in the Egyptian land from the Islamic conquest until the diffusion and final 

adoption of the Ašʿarite maḏhab. His treatise is very interesting because it describes 

in detail even those currents and schools of thought that had limited success, 

including those whose thought was and still is considered heterodox. From this point 

of view, al-Maqrīzī’s work can be considered a reasoned exposition of the theological-

juridical theories that had preceded him, and this can help us understand what an 

author of the fifteenth century thought of Ẓāhirism. An interesting trait of his 

approach is precisely that it provides us with an overview of his predecessors’ 

theories and interpretations, as can be seen in this excerpt: 

 

The Ašʿarites are called the ṣifātiyya because of their affirmation of the eternal attributes 

(ṣifāt) of God. Then, they are divided about the expressions occurring in the book and the 

sunna – e.g. the istiwāʾ, the nuzūl (the descending), the aṣbuʿ (finger), the yad (hand), the 

qadam (foot), the ṣūra (form), the ǧanb (side), and the maǧīʾ (the coming) – into two groups. 

One group interprets all of that in different ways admitted by the expression. The other did 

not address the interpretation, nor resulted in tašbīh; they are called ‘the aṯarī Ašʿarites’ (al-

ašʿariyya l-aṯariyya).  
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On this topic (i.e. God’s attributes), Muslims have five opinions. The first is the strong 

adherence to what is understood as it is in the common language. The second is the absolute 

abstention from speaking about them. The third is the abstention from speaking about them 

after denying that the meaning intention is the literal meaning. The fourth is to ascribe them 

to the maǧāz. The fifth is to ascribe them to homonymy/polysemy (ištirāk). Each group 

argues with evidence and proof contained in the books of uṣūl al-dīn. (al-Maqrīzī, Ḫiṭaṭ, 

4:446) 

 

This excerpt embodies all the points of view and the different ways of interpreting 

that we have seen so far in this chapter. It is important to point out that al-Maqrīzī 

does not name the Ẓāhirite school in his list. A first and simple explanation is that, 

since the Ẓāhirite school never really took root in Egypt and has never played a 

leading role in theological-juridical discussions in Egypt over the centuries, it would 

have been pointless to mention it in a work focused on the history of Cairo and Egypt. 

A second explanation is that al-Maqrīzī intentionally refrains from mentioning the 

Ẓāhirite school so that, assuming that his Ẓāhirite sympathies were real, he does not 

have somehow to express his predilection towards it. 

We can identify the following schools of thought in al-Maqrīzī’s description: 1) the 

anthropomorphists, 2) the prophet’s companions and the first Muslims, 3) those 

supporting the bi-lā kayfa principle, 4) the Muʿtazila, and 5)  the Ẓāhirites. The fifth 

cannot be deemed completely valid and proven. As we have seen, Ibn Ḥazm, the only 

true Ẓāhirite of the three authors dealt with in this chapter, does not present a 

homogeneous treatment of divine attributes, but seems to assert convincingly that 

words denoting a divine attribute are often polysemic or homonymic, which is why 

the first meaning, the one most commonly used, is not always the one applicable in 

interpreting some passages of mutašābihāt. If we also see Abū Ḥayyān not as a real 

Ẓāhirite, but as a scholar who at least absorbed some Ẓāhirite ideas, we can notice a 

certain interest in his Tafsīr in providing an overview of the multiple meanings of an 

equivocal word, as is the case, for example, with the words ʿarš and istawà. We can 

therefore reasonably hypothesise that an explanation on the basis of polysemy and 

homonymy is closer to Ẓāhirite thought than it is to Ašʿarite or Muʿtazilite thought. 

This is because Ẓāhirite thought greatly limits, if not completely rejects, drawing on 
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figurative language. The concept of polysemy and homonymy ascribes to a word 

more specific/proper meanings and does not derive them through a figurative 

process, thereby justifying a Ẓāhirite reading that is based on the exoteric form of the 

utterance and that does not have to draw on explanations based on figurative 

language. This, for example, is what Ibn Ḥazm does in his interpretation of riǧl and 

qadam. However, the question now is why this alternative to the ḥaqīqa/maǧāz 

dichotomy was really never adopted in theological works. Al-Maqrīzī’s answer is very 

clear: 

 

Those who affirm God’s attributes strongly denied that they compare the loftiness of God to 

the bodies either literally or figuratively. They knew, however, that this utterance 

comprehends words used in an alternative way for both the creator and his creatures and 

they avoided calling them muštaraka (homonym/polysemic, ‘shared words’), because God 

has no šarīk (associate). For this reason, the salaf (early Muslims) did not interpret anything 

of the accounts about the divine attributes. We know it definitely that for the salaf the divine 

attributes diverged from what the beliefs of the ignorant people understand regarding their 

resemblance to the attributes of the creatures.88 (al-Maqrīzī, Ḫiṭaṭ, 4:448) 

 

I shall emphasise two things in this excerpt. The first is that, according to al-Maqrīzī, 

the exegetes were reticent in using the word ištirāk because they were aware that a 

given word (for example, ‘hand’ (yad)) can refer to both God and the human being, 

but that to admit that it is muštaraka would open the way to the ‘association’ of the 

creature to the creator, which is pure heresy since God has no šarīk (associate). It is 

my opinion that in this precise passage al-Maqrīzī refers with the word muštaraka to 

the property of a word that can be assigned both to the creator and to the creature, 

and not to the abstract concept of polysemy and homonymy. This justifies the 

attitude of the salaf described by al-Maqrīzī, according to whom they did not 

interpret the sacred word, but merely accepted it as it was revealed.  

The second is that al-Maqrīzī adopts an attitude very similar to that of Ibn Ḥazm, who 

pointed out that the salaf did not need to interpret the divine word, as nothing was 

hidden from them and there was nothing that they did not understand. They guarded 

 
88 Cf. Goldziher (1884, 200). 
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themselves from attributing an anthropomorphic appearance to God, as al-Maqrīzī 

reports: 

 

The truth about which there is no doubt is that God’s religion is ẓāhir (exoteric) without any 

bāṭin (esoteric meaning), and there is no secret beneath the substance (ǧawhar). It is 

mandatory for everyone, without any indulgence. God’s messenger did not hide even a single 

word of the šarīʿa, and nor did he reveal [only] to the people close to him – being them the 

wife or the cousin – anything of the šarīʿa, which he hid to the white or the black man, nor 

to the common shepherds. He had no secret, and nor did he express himself by allegory. 

There is no bāṭin other than what summoned all the people to him. If he had hidden anything, 

he would not have delivered the message that he had been ordered to deliver. Whoever 

claims it, he is an unbeliever by unanimous agreement of the community of the believers. 

The origin of every innovation (bidʿa) in religion is to move away from the words of the salaf 

and deviate from the faith of the early period of Islam.89 (al-Maqrīzī, Ḫiṭaṭ, 4:449) 

   

This is a clear statement which links al-Maqrīzī to Ẓāhirite thought and to Ibn Ḥazm’s 

view, and puts him among the partisans of Ẓāhirism, for which there is no need to 

interpret the divine word since nothing can be concealed within. The proof that he 

advances is based on the fact that the revelation is in clear Arabic, so there is no need 

to resort to the stratagems of figurative language. Furthermore, to affirm the 

presence of an esoteric meaning would be tantamount to accusing the prophet of 

not having transmitted the revelation as it had been sent to him, and of concealing 

some of it from the community, making it a prerogative of a small circle of people.  

Now, it is evident that both al-Maqrīzī and Ẓāhirism acknowledge the importance of 

the salaf, with al-Maqrīzī attributing to them complete understanding of the revealed 

word. Every disagreement with their thought, e.g. an esoteric interpretation or an 

interpretation strongly conditioned by the recourse to figurative language, can only 

be a bidʿa and must therefore be rejected. 

 

3.4 Conclusions 

 

 
89 Cf. Goldziher (1884, 201). 
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I have discussed in this chapter the relevant sources on Koranic tawriya and how 

theologians and scholars of rhetoric approached the Koranic mutašābihāt. I have 

enumerated a large number of sources to show that the decision made by many 

rhetorical treatises to place the two Koranic verses (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5) in their 

chapter on tawriya was based on arguments encompassing the religious and 

linguistic sciences, so that to define these verses as a tawriya also means embracing 

both a rhetorical-stylistic and a purely theological analysis, both of which are 

essential to the other. 

Therefore, what might seem a mere list of texts containing the most varied 

theological-rhetorical opinions is but the demonstration of how tawriya developed 

not only through derivation from poetic studies, with Rašīd al-Dīn al-Waṭwāṭ (d. 

578/1181-2) and Usāma b. Munqiḏ (d. 584/1188), who laid the foundations for the 

future development of tawriya, being the pioneers here, but also through study of 

the Koranic word. I have shown how tawriya solved an ‘issue’ already faced by most 

theologians: how to interpret the Koranic mutašābihāt. In fact, before Faḫr al-Dīn al-

Rāzī proposed including (Q 39:67) among the loci of the figure īhām, many explained 

these verses by applying different rhetorical devices and semantic derivations. This is 

summarised in Table 1.  
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1. Abd al-Qāhir al- ur ānī d. 471/1078)         Ibn azm (d. 456/1064)   4. Ibn azm (d. 456/1064) 

(Q 39:67): tam īl. Utterance must be aqīqa,        qadam: foot and ancestor A and B  yad and ayn = God: A = B 

ma āz engenders from it through the ma al.        ri l: foot and group of people A and B  yamīn > the best: A > B  

(Q 20:5): ∅. Interpretation must cross          (Q20:5): istiwā  A and B    isti āra 

the literal meaning. 

      2. al-Zama šarī d. 538/1144)    3. Fa r al-Dīn al-Rāzī d.     

      (Q 39:67): ta īl. Neither aqīqa, nor ma āz,  (Q 39:67): ∅ [Tafsīr], īhām [Nihāya]. Ḥaqīqa   

      image evocation in the reader engendering   and ma āz not mutually exclusive for a lack   

      a ma āz sense of the utterance.    of dalīl: bi-lā-kayfa principle.    

 

         al-Zama šarī d. 538/1144)       

         (Q 20:5): kinā a. Istiwā  > mulk like 

         yad mabsū a > ūd without  

ta awwur of the hand. 

 

Fa r al-Dīn al-Rāzī d.  

(Q 20:5): kinā a. Istiwā  > istīlā  = iqtidār. 
 

      al-Sakkākī d.  

Ibn al-Zamlākānī d.      (Q 39:67): īhām. 

(Q 39:67): ta īl.     Isti āra ta yīliyya. (Q 20:5): īhām. 

 

      al-Zan ānī d. -2)    Rukn al-Dīn al- ur ānī d.     

      (Q 39:67): īhām  ta yīl.    (Q 51:47): tawriya.  

            (Q 20:5): tawriya. Ma nà qarīb > aqīqa, 

            ma nà ba īd > ma āz. Qarīna aqliyya and  

            rational transfer. 

al-Qazwīnī d.    

(Q 39:67): mu ā  murakkab.          al-Qazwīnī d.  

            (Q 20:5): tawriya.  

Bahā  al-Dīn al-Subkī d. -2)            

(Q 39:67): ma ā  murakkab = tam īl:         Abū ayyān al-Ġarnā ī d.    Abū ayyān al-Ġarnā ī d.  

components aqīqa, result ma āz. The intention        (Q 20:5): istawà and arš are muštaraka: A and B  (Q 5:64): isti āra yad mabsū a > gūd 

(irāda) is in the content of the sentence (ifāda). 

al- afadī d.  

al-Taftāzānī d.        (Q 20:5): tawriya. 

(Q 20:5): tawriya.  Tam īl (sic!) and kinā a 

   (Q 51:47): tawriya. Tam īl = ta yīl. No ta awwur     Bahā  al-Dīn al-Subkī d. -2) 

            (Q 20:5): tawriya. 

 

al-Ru aynī l-Ġarnā ī d.  

            (Q 20:5): tawriya.  

            (Q 51:47): tawriya.  

            

    al-Maqrīzī d.  

    muštaraka words: used for both God and humans. 

 

al-Suyū ī d.  

         (Q 20:5): tawriya through kinā a. 

         (Q 39:67): kinā a. 

         (Q 51:47): tawriya through kinā a.                     Table 1 
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This Table organises the authors into four macro-sets divided into the four vertical 

columns representing the four models of analysis to which all the authors presented 

in this chapter belong. The first column represents the model headed by ʿ Abd al-Qāhir 

al-Ǧurǧānī, who took (Q 39:67) as his object of analysis, and was the first to provide 

an interpretation based on a rhetorical device: tamṯīl. The other two authors who 

embraced the analysis of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī are al-Qazwīnī and Bahāʾ al-Dīn al-

Subkī, who adopted the maǧāz murakkab as an interpretative key for (Q 39:67). We 

can see in these three authors a real school of thought that develops the idea that 

the components of the utterance have their specific semantic value, i.e. their proper 

meanings (ḥaqīqa), the sum of which results in the enunciative intention (irāda): 

namely, the figurative (maǧāz) content of the sentence. This is the essential 

peculiarity of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī’s tamṯīl, i.e. the fact that the individual 

elements are ḥaqīqa, while the maǧāz sense is the meaning of the utterance given 

by the sum of the single terms and through the mediation of a maṯal, i.e. of a 

metaphorical image capable of creating in the reader an image conveying the 

intended meaning. 

If we turn our attention to the second column of the Table, we note that al-Zamaḫšarī 

offers a very similar analysis to that of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, with a small but 

fundamental difference. If for the former the individual terms have their ḥaqīqa 

meaning, for the latter they have neither their ḥaqīqa meaning nor their maǧāz 

sense. The essential difference between Ǧurǧānian tamṯīl and Zamaḫšarian taḫyīl lies 

in this very point. For al-Zamaḫšarī, the only truly conceivable meaning of the 

utterance is its overall meaning, as it was also for ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī, given 

through the evocation in the reader of an image. Other authors will refer to this 

second approach of analysis, bringing nothing innovative to the theoretical discussion 

on this point. The only author who united the thoughts of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī 

and al-Zamaḫšarī was al-Taftāzānī. This scholar, although aiming to comment on al-

Qazwīnī’s Talḫīṣ, gave an explanation of (Q 20:5) and (Q 39:67) taking up the words 

of al-Zamaḫšarī, to whom, however, he attributes the definition tamṯīl belonged to 

ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī. That is why in the Table he is ranged in a median position 

between his two predecessors.  
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Why, then, did this substantial similarity of analysis give way to tawriya? The reason 

is to be found in the work of Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī. Theologian and scholar of rhetoric, 

he is the originator of the third current of interpretation. He placed (Q 39:67) in the 

īhām chapter of (Nihāya) for essentially theological reasons, although in his Koranic 

commentary he does not use the word īhām. As the text of the Tafsīr shows, Faḫr al-

Dīn al-Rāzī does not support the version of his predecessors, for whom the only really 

intended meaning is the figurative one. Rather, he, so to speak, leaves the question 

open by using the theological principle of bi-lā kayfa, which also has repercussions 

on the level of rhetorical interpretation of the Koranic utterance. As a matter of fact, 

the rational undecidability of the nature of ambiguous words due to the lack of a dalīl 

results in a rhetorical ambiguity which can only be expressed through tawriya. By 

this, I mean that the ‘theological ambiguity’ whereby it cannot be incontrovertibly 

asserted that yamīn does not have a proper meaning – stressing however that one 

should not incur in tašbīh – results in a ‘semantic ambiguity’ expressed through 

tawriya, i.e. a figure which juxtaposes two meanings, but which does not lead to the 

mutual exclusion of them, allowing the existence of both within the utterance. This 

is the characteristic of tawriya: although the enunciative intention is aimed 

specifically at one of the two meanings of the word or phrase, it does not exclude a 

priori the fact that the other meaning could also be somehow actualised within the 

utterance. We can therefore attribute a real interpretative turn to Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī. 

But is that really the case? 

If we had to rely on what al-Taftāzānī said, the Ẓāhirite school would have suggested 

a similar explanation, which, although not enunciated as tawriya, suggested the 

presence of homonymous/polysemic words on which the interpretation of the whole 

utterance depended. As the Table shows, Ibn Ḥazm suggested that there is 

homonymy only for some specific cases: namely, specific words have a meaning A 

and a meaning B. However, the essential difference is that for Ibn Ḥazm the two 

meanings involved are mutually exclusive within the Koranic utterance. For example, 

although the word riǧl has at least two meanings, i.e. foot and a group of people, it 

can have one and only one in this specific utterance, since one of the two meanings 

would lead to anthropomorphism, which is obviously unacceptable in Ibn Ḥazm’s 

eyes. He applies the same analysis to the action istiwāʾ, arguing that for this verb 
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more meanings are possible, but that rationality prevents applying the meaning that 

designates an action pertaining to created bodies. Once again, we face the principle 

of a mutually exclusive homonymy, and we therefore cannot speak for Ibn Ḥazm of 

an ante litteram tawriya, since the two different meanings of the homonym are not 

at play in understanding the text. It follows that, although a word, e.g. riǧl, bears the 

meanings A and B, there is when it is applied to the Koranic utterance not a 

conjunction of meanings, but an absolute disjunction of the type A or B.  

The difference between the approach taken by these two authors therefore seems 

to be based on the principle of mutual exclusion of the meanings of the homonymous 

word, which becomes all the clearer when we consider Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s analysis 

of (Q 20:5). Al-Rāzī embraces al-Zamaḫšarī’s analysis and explains the line of the 

throne through the use of kināya and not īhām, which, I think, is mainly because he 

provides a detailed rational explanation that renders inapplicable one of the two 

possible meanings of the verb istawà. If he had placed (Q 20:5) in the īhām chapter, 

he would have laid the foundations for excluding one of the possible meanings of the 

sentence, and specifically the literal meaning. Instead, he adopts the Zamaḫšarian 

view, which claims that there is no taḫyīl in this verse, i.e. there is no metaphorical 

image formed in the reader’s mind, but instead a simple metonymic process by which 

the effect means its cause. 

In my opinion, this is the essential point which demonstrates how the approach to 

the revealed text influenced the development of tawriya, a development which saw 

al-Sakkākī as the first author to bring these traditions together. He was the first and 

only to quote (Q 39:67) and (Q 20:5) together in the īhām chapter of his treatise. 

From then on, tawriya began to assume its definitive formulation, especially in the 

contributions of his successors, until its final formulation in which the two meanings 

of the tawriya-word can be both ḥaqīqa, both maǧāz, or one ḥaqīqa and the other 

maǧāz. In the same way, we can witness in the works of the later authors the 

replacement of (Q 39:67) with (Q 51:67), the latter suggesting the applicability of the 

only sense maǧāz, since the ḥaqīqa meaning, ‘hands’ (aydin), would be too close to 

anthropomorphism. This shows how in the later authors there is a clearer division of 

what can be considered tawriya and what not. For example, if we take al-Qazwīnī and 

his commentator Bahāʾ al-Dīn al-Subkī, we notice two things. On the one hand, how 
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the concept of tawriya develops mainly on the fact that single words or short phrases, 

such as in (Q 20:5) and (Q 51:67), become increasingly linked to the concept of ištirāk, 

which will form the basis of al-Ṣafadī’s theory of tawriya. And, on the other, that verse 

(Q 39:67) is structurally more articulated in that it involves a process of complex 

semantic derivation and a greater commitment on the part of the reader. Therefore, 

this verse preserves its status as tamṯīl-maǧāz murakkab. The inclusion of (Q 20:5) in 

tawriya marks the incorporation of the maǧāz as a derivative method for the second 

meaning of the muštarak word. This is the precise difference between Faḫr al-Dīn al-

Rāzī and later authors, i.e. the fact that the ḥaqīqa meaning of (Q 20:5), excluded by 

al-Rāzī, is instead the point of departure of tawriya in later authors, not because it 

can be applied to God, but because it engenders in the reader the understanding of 

the second maǧāz meaning through a process not of tamṯīl-taḫyīl, but of kināya – as 

can be seen, for example, in al-Suyūtī’s work.  

What conclusions can be drawn from this investigation? 

The first is that each author adopted a heterogeneous set of methods of analysis, 

based above all on their theological affiliations and backgrounds. This can be seen 

most clearly in the difference that we observed between the Muʿtazilite, the Ašʿarite, 

and the Ẓāhirite adherents, who provided contrasting explanations for the same 

issues, which of course is a matter of how their theological creeds influenced their 

thoughts. On the one hand, the Muʿtazilites allowed to reasoning a wider 

interpretative space in their theological argumentations than the Ẓāhirites. The 

former used the figurative interpretation of the Koranic word, permitting a less strict 

approach based on the difference between ḥaqīqa and maǧāz, while the latter 

rejected or strictly limited the figurative interpretation, asserting that the sacred text 

is fundamentally transparent – at least for the prophet and for those salaf to whom 

the Koran was revealed. On the other, the Ašʿarites are in the middle, since they argue 

that a figurative interpretation is justified in those cases where a literal 

understanding of the holy scripture would lead to a meaning that a rational and 

apodictic demonstration could prove to be untenable, i.e. the dalīl that we saw in 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s exposition of (Q 20:5). It is clear that a different theological 

interpretation often results in a different rhetorical interpretation. 
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The second conclusion is that a series of ambiguous verses interpreted in different 

ways can be classified under a single rhetorical figure capable of accounting for all 

their possible nuances of meaning. Indeed, the different opinions regarding the 

figures of speech at play in these verses are all based on the dissolution of a semantic 

ambiguity through the use of figures based on the semantic shift from one level to 

another. The first level is that of the literality of the text as it is perceived by the 

reader, while the second is the semantic level hidden under literality, a level 

accessible only through the interpretation of the previous meaning, which returns a 

different, figurative sense. These two levels are interdependent. The transition from 

the first to the second takes place through a process of decoding of the intended 

message by means of a metaphorical or metonymic derivation, which connects the 

two levels of the discourse inferentially. Thus, for example, the enunciation of the 

words qabḍa and yamīn in (Q 39:67) contrasts the levels of literal meaning and 

figurative sense, i.e. the literal meanings ‘grip’ and ‘right hand’ are contrasted with 

the figurative meaning of ‘God’s power’. This is similar to the act of sitting on a 

throne, where the literal meaning of the utterance in (Q 20:5) takes the reader to the 

figurative sense of ‘divine sovereignty over creation’. 

Tawriya is therefore equivocal not only because it is based on the ambiguity of a word 

or phrase, but also because of how it functions. Or, rather, tawriya is equivocal in its 

being equivocal, since its ambiguity can be a semantic derivation developed through 

the use of other rhetorical devices which exploit the proper meaning to create a 

figurative sense. For example, the fact that the right hand of God connotes his 

‘power’ is nothing more than a metonymic derivation of the initial denotation ‘hand’, 

and the same reasoning can be applied to the action of sitting on a throne. This 

derivation removes tawriya from the theories outlined by ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Ǧurǧānī 

and al-Zamaḫšarī, leading it to its ‘canonical’ form. Moreover, tawriya allows us to 

explain the Koranic mutašābihāt in different terms than the mere dichotomy ḥaqīqa 

and maǧāz. Besides being an ambiguous figure, the peculiarity of the tawriya is that 

it is a figure based on the double perception of the reader. This is another reason why 

this figure is particularly suited to being applied to ambiguous lines, since it is not 

only the homonymous nature of the word that is in question, but also the perception 

that the reader has of the expression. The focal point of tawriya is therefore the 
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reader’s perception of the first, obvious meaning, which hides a second meaning, the 

meaning intended by the enunciator. In poetry, this results in an ‘incorrect’ 

perception on the part of the reader, which, after the reader has disclosed the 

intended meaning, leads in turn to the aesthetic enjoyment of the work of art. When 

it comes to the divine word, the perception of the first meaning is functional to 

understanding the second, i.e. to understanding the real value of the divine word. 

This is the very reason that tawriya became the ‘umbrella’ figure for heterogeneous 

figures and interpretations, ranged in the superordinate category of ambiguity.



4. Tawriya and poetry: a selection and study of tawriya-epigrams 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I intend to collect a representative sample of epigrams in which 

tawriya is the focal point of the narrative.1 All epigrams are composed by authors 

who lived in the Mamluk era, particularly in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 

Why, then, should we choose the epigram and why authors of the Mamluk era to 

represent the functioning of tawriya? 

As already pointed out by van Gelder (2012e), the epigram was a literary form used 

mainly from the early Abbasid period as a short and independent composition, and 

did not necessarily indicate a certain number of lines extrapolated from a longer 

composition – as the names maqṭūʿ, maqṭūʿa and qiṭʿā wrongly suggest. In a series of 

articles, Bauer (2003b; 2005b; 2007d; 2008c; 2013a) describes in minute detail how 

the literary form of the ‘epigram’ (maqṭūʿ pl. maqāṭīʿ) saw an unprecedented 

flowering precisely in the Ayyubid and Mamluk eras, when the first anthologies of 

epigrams – composed by a single author, or as thematic collections including poems 

by multiple authors – were composed and published. The first author to collect his 

own epigrams, which he wrote as stand-alone poems and did not extrapolate from 

longer compositions, and to order them thematically was Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī (d. 

768/1366), who was followed by other authors such as Ibn Ḥābīb (d. 779/1377) and 

Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (d. 749/1348) (Bauer, 2008c). The reason why the epigram spread is 

not to be found in a simple passing fashion. Rather, as Bauer (2013a) argues, it is to 

be found in the nature of the epigram as a highly communicative form. In particular, 

 
1 With the term narrative, I refer to the French term récit as it was defined by Barthes ([1966] 1981), 
Bremond ([1966] 1981), Morin ([1966] 1981), and Genette ([1966] 1981), and as it will be subsumed 
in the definition of text provided by Marrone (2001; 2010). Although they are poetic texts, they share 
with other narrative texts the characteristic of presenting a Narrative Schema and an Actantial 
structure. Moreover, we can obtain a narrative sequence, a Fabula, even from non-narrative texts as 
already pointed out and described by Eco ([1979] 2006, 105-107). 
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he provides three specific reasons for its success.  First, the epigram stimulates the 

production of other epigrams in both an oral and written context, creating a series of 

participated texts. Second, it is based on the interpretative cooperation of the literary 

text. In fact, in order to achieve its communicative purpose, each epigram requires 

the decoding effort of the reader, who must possess the necessary knowledge to 

interpret the text, as described by Eco ([1962] 2006; [1979] 2006; 1994). Third, 

precisely because of its communicative purpose, the epigram is linked to the extra-

linguistic context of its enunciation, a peculiarity which is revealed in the language 

used in epigrams, i.e. a language that belongs to the social context of the person who 

utters it or of the person to whom it is addressed. These three reasons demonstrate 

how the essence of the epigram as a ‘pointed’ text is closely linked to the context of 

enunciation, one that reflects the changes in society in the post-Abbasid era, i.e. the 

participation of many more social classes in literary production and consumption, and 

the social mobility which mirrors an increased access to education for middle-class 

members of society (Behrens-Abouseif, 2011), (Herzog, 2013).2 The result is what 

Bauer (2005b, 108) calls a “process of ulamaization of adab” and “adabization of 

ulama” on the one hand, and the opening up of the literary art to classes of craftsmen 

and professionals, to the “Bürgertum”, on the other (Bauer, 2013a, 7). 

Another reason why the epigram is the literary form that I have chosen for my 

analysis is that it is a short text of a maximum of six lines, and contains a finished or 

finishable Narrative Schema. In a recent work, Talib (2018) has argued that most 

epigrams are based on a specific narrative structure: “Maqāṭīʿ begin with a 

proposition (or premise), which is then developed and fleshed out, and by the end of 

the poem, usually at the very end (the point), the premise is resolved, often with a 

witty turn of phrase (resolution)” (Talib, 2018, 23). This structure makes them 

particularly suitable for the use of the figure tawriya, which normally constitutes its 

final point, revealing its ambiguous semantic content in a double reading of the text, 

i.e. the reader’s discovery of alternative interpretations within the same text. But not 

only. As we will see in this chapter, and even more closely in the next chapter, tawriya 

 
2 On the other hand, Perho (2011) argues that social mobility was actually very limited, and only a few 
people born as commoners attained high ranks and became part of the ‘nobility’. 
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can give rise to multiple readings of the text through the development into the text 

of other texts engendered from the tawriya-word. Or, a tawriya can play on the level 

of a text embedded into another. This is the phenomenon defined by Genette (1982, 

8) as intertextuality (Fr. Intertextualité).3 Moreover, the choice of the epigram is also 

justified by the need to find a short poetic form in order to be able to afford a greater 

sampling of texts, genres, and literary motifs, to give an account of the tawriya-

literature of that time as accurately as possible, even in the awareness that this is 

only one of the many expressive means of literature.  

For these reasons, the selection of epigrams that I present in this chapter will try to 

depict the tawriya-literature of the Mamluk era as fully as possible. Without 

pretending to analyse in depth each specific sub-genre and motif, I hope to provide 

the reader with a reliable guide to understand and appreciate the use of the figure 

tawriya in this specific poetic form. Furthermore, I will focus on the experience that 

the reader of that time had when enjoying a tawriya-epigram. 

The selection, translation, and analysis of the epigrams were carried out mainly by 

relying on the works of the two authors of that time who best knew how to gather 

the best expressions of the use of this figure: al-Ṣafādī (d. 764/1363) and his Faḍḍ al-

Ḫitām, and Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī (d. 837/1434) and his Kašf al-liṯām and Ḫizānat al-

adab. The latter two anthologies bring together around two thousand loci and poems 

as examples of good and bad uses of tawriya. Given this number, it is clear that a 

selection cannot account for every aspect and nuance of the pieces of poetry quoted. 

For this reason, I have selected the texts that seemed more suitable to describing the 

aesthetic taste expressed in the literature of that epoch, and to accounting for those 

changes at a social and artistic level that are the peculiarity of the Mamluk-era 

 
3 In a broader discussion on transtextuality, i.e. the mutual relationship between the texts, Genette 
(1982, 8) defines the concept of intertextuality as “une relation de coprésence entre deux ou plusieurs 
textes, c’est-à-dire, eidétiquement et le plus souvent, par la présence effective d’un texte dans un 
autre. Sous sa forme la plus explicite et la plus littérale, c’est la pratique traditionnelle de la citation 
[…] sous une forme moins explicite et moins canonique, celle du plagiat […] sous une forme encore 
moins explicite et moins littérale, celle de l’allusion.” I adopt Genette’s definition for reasons of 
convenience and brevity. Intertextuality was first postulated by Kristeva and Bakhtin. Subsequently, it 
became the subject of study of numerous linguists and semiologists such as Jenny, Riffaterre, and 
Barthes among others. An important contribution to the studies on intertextuality is the number 13 
of Cahiers de Narratologie entitled Nouvelles approches de l’intertextualité. For the history of this term 
and how it developed, see in particular Martel (2005), Biagioli (2006), Gignoux (2006), and Limet 
(2006). 
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literature. To do so, I apply the Arabic theory of tawriya as formulated by al-Ṣafadī 

and the other theorists, with the aim of highlighting its strengths and, above all, its 

weaknesses, such as a certain theoretical rigidity towards literary practice, and 

sometimes a certain difficulty in describing those shared and widespread literary 

choices made by literati.  

Some practical notes. There are several figures which create the complexity of a 

poem and participate in the aesthetic success of the composition. In every one of 

these epigrams, the figure tawriya is not the only figure at play. For the sake of 

brevity, I will not mention every single figure found in the text under analysis. Since 

this work is devoted to the tawriya only, I will only mention those figures which are 

directly involved in the textual development of this device, and only when necessary 

for the investigation into tawriya. The Arabic text between inverted commas 

indicates a taḍmīn, while the Arabic text underlined indicates an iqtibās. I will not 

provide minor variants of the epigrams quoted, limiting myself to quoting major 

variants and only if they change the text fundamentally.   

 

4.2 Texts 

 

 لمالا نم )١٢٨١٦٨٠( هذلا ؤلؤل نبا1 

ثَّدمـلا اهُّيأ ا * ادًقار كل امف و دق دُلا
ِّ

 لُِّمَّزمـلا رُ

 4لُلهَتَيَ احلاو كُحَض ضُورلاو * هُنَسْحُو عيلا هَجوَ ىرت اموَأ

The cold passed, so why are you still sleeping o you the enwrapped, the cloaked? 

Do not you see the face of the spring and its beauty, the smiling garden and the 

delighting reviving rain? 

 

In this two-line poem by Badr al-Dīn Ibn Luʾluʾ al-Ḏahabī (d. 680/1281), the tawriya is 

actualised in the second hemistich of the first line, in which an iqtibās suggests a two-

fold meaning of the words mudaṯṯir and muzammil. Al-muzammil is the opening 

verse of (Q 73:1), while al-mudaṯṯir opens (Q 74:1), both verses addressing the 

 
4 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:261) credits this epigram to Ibn Luʾluʾ al-Ḏahabī, but it has to be noted that it is 
also quoted in the mulḥaq section of Ibn al-Wardī’s (Dīwān, 498). 
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prophet as the ‘cloaked’ and ‘enwrapped’ one, which refers to the act of the prophet 

of wrapping himself in a state of reverence after the revelation has come down to 

him, probably an act that recalls the preparation of the pre-Islamic kāhin (Buhl and 

Welch, 2012). Both epithets are among the seven names by which the prophet is 

called in the Koran.5 Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 30:171) lists five different possibilities 

for the epithet al-muzammil, of which I quote only those which are closely related to 

the content of the sūra and of the epigram. In both texts, there is a reference to the 

action of sleep. In particular in (Q 73:1), the angel Gabriel is said to have spoken to 

Muḥammad – who was sleeping enwrapped in his clothes – to wake him up and spur 

him to the tahaǧǧud (night vigil), i.e. the practice of praying and reciting the Koran 

during the night, a practice which became supererogatory after the five daily prayers 

had been set (Wensinck, 2012b). In the first line of the epigram, the scene depicts a 

sleeping man and is, in this respect, comparable to (Q 73:1). The difference is 

introduced at the very beginning of the line, where the word al-bard explains the 

cause of the being enwrapped and cloaked of the Subject of the narrative. Unlike the 

prophet, the Subject of the epigram is enwrapped because of the winter cold and not 

because he is in awe. The structure of the epigram is essentially a dialogue in which 

an Interlocutor addresses an Interlocutee with an exhortative question. The tawriya 

plays at the level of the first line, where the iqtibās introduces a two-fold meaning, 

i.e. the immediately understood Koranic meaning (maʿnà qarīb) referring to the 

prophet, and to the angel Gabriel exhorting him to perform the tahaǧǧud, and a 

second meaning of a cold sleeping one (maʿnà baʿīd) suggested by the word al-bard 

(lāzim), a meaning which will be disclosed in full in the second line where the co-text 

depicts a spring scene of a reviving nature. Since there is a lāzim referring to the 

maʿnà baʿīd, I propose to classify this epigram as an example of tawriya mubayyana.  

 

 براقتملا نم ،)١٢٨٥٦٨٤( ممت نبا نيدلا جم 2

فحْجَ  روْغَلا إ انلزن
َ

ن * لٍ
ُ

 انيملسمـلا نَم اموق لُتِاق

ق
َ

ةعلا انعْطَ
َ

ــْحَ    6انضئاخـلا عم مهيلإ انضْخُوَ * مهِِ

 
5 The others are Muḥammad, Aḥmad, Ṭā Hā, Yā Sīn, and ʿAbd Allāh. 
6 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 90-91; Ḫizāna, 3:246). 
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We descended to al-Ġawr with a numerous army and fought against Muslim 

people. 

In fighting them, we broke šarīʿa law/we cut the way to the water and we plunged 

towards them together with those who were plunging. 

 

The scene depicted is a battlefield. As reported by al-Ṣafadī (Wāfī, 5:149-154) and Ibn 

al-ʿImād (Šaḏarāt, 7:679-80), Muǧīr al-Dīn Ibn Tamīm (d. 684/1285) was a soldier 

settled in Ḥamā in the service of its governor al-Malik al-Manṣūr and most probably 

he took part in this battle.7 

In this epigram, a first tawriya can be found in the phrase qaṭaʿnā l-šarīʿa, which has 

a two-fold meaning. Firstly, it can be understood as ‘we broke šarīʿa law’ (maʿnà 

qarīb) supported by the phrase nuqātilu qawman min al-muslimīna, ‘we fought 

against Muslim people’ (lāzim). Secondly, it could be understood as ‘we cut the way 

to the water’ (maʿnà baʿīd), which in the context of a battle describes a military 

strategy.  

A second tawriya can be found in the very last hemistich, where an iqtibās of (Q 

74:45) introduces a two-fold meaning. As in the previous example, the qarīb meaning 

is the Koranic interpretation of the verb ḫāḍa-yaḫūḍu, which in the context of (Q 

74:45) must be interpreted as ‘plunging in false and vain discourse’ – cf. Lane 

(Lexicon, s.v.), and al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 30:211), who glosses this verse with al-abāṭīl – i.e. 

those people who spent their life lying and devoting themselves to unfaithful 

behaviour, people for whom the fire of Hell will be the last abode. The primary 

meaning of the verb, and second meaning of it in this epigram (maʿnà baʿīd), is ‘to 

plunge’, ‘to wade’, ‘to enter into the water’, and its maǧāz derivation of ‘plunging 

into something’, i.e. plunging into the battle, rushing into battle. These two 

 
7 Most probably, it is the battle of ʿ Ayn Ǧālūt (Ibn ʿ Abd al-Ẓāhir, Rawḍ, 63-66), (al-Maqrīzī, Sulūk, 1:422-
35), which took place in 568/1260 and was fought between the mamluk troops commanded by Quṭuz 
al-Malik al-Muẓaffar (d. 658/1260) and the future Baybars I (d. 676/1277) – who took power after 
murdering Quṭuz, (Khowaiter, 1978, 24-27), (Wiet, 2012), and (Little, 2012) – and the Mongol troops 
commanded by Kitbuġā (d. 658/1260), lieutenant of Hülegü (d. 663/1265) (Jackson, 2018). It must be 
said that, if on the one hand, the mention of al-Ġawr (Buhl and Sourdel, 2012) leads us to think that 
the battle in question opposed Muslim and Mongols, on the other, the first line states that the conflict 
was against Muslim people, and therefore cannot be ʿAyn Ǧālūt. I could not find in the source a final 
answer to the question of whether the battle mentioned is this or not; it could also be a minor conflict 
against the other Syrian rulers of Aleppo, Ḥimṣ, or Damascus.  
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interpretations of the iqtibās mirror the two-fold interpretation of the first tawriya 

and proceed in parallel, actualising a double reading of the epigram. We thus have 

two texts in parallel, each relating a different narrative. On the one hand, the 

admission of reprehensible behaviour in having fought against coreligionists and the 

affirmation of eternal punishment by mentioning the Koranic verse. On the other, the 

description of a battle scene, during which the commander of the troops adopted a 

military strategy of blocking the way to the water supply. Here, the image of the 

troops conveyed by the poet is that of an impetuous plunging into the battle, 

probably crossing the course of a river, to defeat the enemy. If my interpretation is 

correct, the only lāzim in this epigram refers to the qarīb meaning, making these two 

lines an example of tawriya muraššaḥa, although both readings of the epigram return 

a correct interpretation of the text.  

 

 طسلا نم ،)١٢٨٩٦٨٨( فظلا باشلا 3 

ت مل ول
َ

ةنبإ نْ
ُ

ف  دِوقنْعُلا 
َ

 بِهَل وبأ اقلا ەِِّدخ  نا ام * هِمِ

ت
ةلامّحَ * هُتُنَجْوَوَ هف ذاع اد تََّْ

ُ
ةلامّحَ لا دِرْوَلا 

َ
 8بِطَحَلا 

If only the daughter of the bunch of grapes had not been in his mouth, there would 

not have been Abū Lahab/the flame in his blood-red cheek. 

May the hands of the person who blames me about him perish! And may his cheek 

be the bearer of roses rather than of firewood/ḥammālatu l-ḥaṭabi. 

 

See section 2.1.1.  

 

 لمالا نم ،)١٢٩٣٦٩٢( رهاظلا دع نبا 4

قاَّشعلا تنا نإ
ُ

 لاوسرَ بِبحلا إ مَسلا اولعج * مْهقِاوشأ نم 

تأ يذلا انأف
ْ

تا تُنك * تيل ا مْهُل ول
ّ

ذخ
ْ

 9لاس لِوسرلا عم تُ

If the lovers, because of their desires, send the sweet wind/Nasīm to the lover like if 

he were an emissary, 

 
8 al-Šābb al-Ẓarīf (Dīwān, 70), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 116-17; Ḫizāna, 3:285), al-ʿAbdarī l-Šaybī (Timṯāl, 1:153). 
9 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 77; Ḫizāna, 3:224), al-Ġuzūlī (Maṭāliʿ, 1:68), Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 2:415). 
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I am the one who recites to them “Would that I had taken a way with the 

messenger.” 

 

As reported in al-Ġuzūlī (Maṭāliʿ, 1:68-69), Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (d. 692/1293) addressed 

this epigram – and several others – to a young singer called (al-)Nasīm, which is also 

the noun denoting the breeze, a soft and sweet wind. This is the first tawriya, in which 

the qarīb meaning is the wind, while the baʿīd is the name of the beloved. Al-

Nasīm/the wind is sent to his lover – ḥabīb denotes specifically the active partner of 

the relationship – and is compared to an emissary, a rasūl, which is the epithet with 

which the prophet Muḥammad is called (rasūl Allāh). This introduces the second line 

in which there is an iqtibās from (Q 25:27), where the word rasūl denotes specifically 

the messenger of God and relates the repentance of those who have not been able 

to embrace Islam and follow its prophet, so that on the day of judgment they will 

regret their deeds and will be sent to the flames of hell. This Koranic sense (qarīb) is 

paired by a more literal meaning (baʿīd) connected with the first line, in which the 

rasūl is not the prophet, but rather the sweet beloved/wind who gives pleasure to 

the heart of the lover, and whom the poet wishes to follow in his path. The structure 

of this epigram is such that it should be considered an example of tawriya muhayyaʾa, 

since the two-fold reading of the Koranic quotation in the second line depends on the 

presence in the first line of the word nasīm – which, being a homonym, cannot be a 

lāzim – and especially on the first utterance of the word rasūl, which refers to nasīm, 

qualifying it and allowing the shift of meaning between ‘messenger of God’ and 

‘emissary of love’. 

 

 لمرلا نم ،)١٢٨١٦٧٩( رازجلا سحلا وبأ 5

لاإ حَار * دٌفِْسمُ مهءَاج ام ٌعم
ّ

 ُِعمُ مهنم وهو 

قَ نم مهو رٌازّج انأ
َ

ق وْأر ام * ر
َ

لاإ ُّط
ّ

ن 
َ

ف
َ

 10اور

They are a community and whoever comes to them asking for their favour, he ends 

up being a poor person. 

 
10 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:211). 
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I am a butcher and they are cattle/[Banū] Baqar: whenever they see me, they run 

away. 

 

This epigram is an appropriate example of how the production and fruition of literary 

works experienced a popularisation during the Mamluk era in comparison to the 

Abbasid era, and how literature is no longer only a means of expression of a literary 

elite created for the use and consumption of the same elite or of the ruling elite 

(Bauer, 2013a). As Bauer argues, the poet may also belong during the Mamluk era to 

the class that he defines as “Bürgertum”, as is the case with the author of this 

epigram, who – as the name by which he is known suggests – was a craftsman, a 

butcher. Abū l-Ḥusayn al-Ǧazzār (d. 679/1281) brings into his poetry his daily life and 

profession, often showing a strong pride towards the latter, even though, as we will 

see, it did not give him enough to live a rich and carefree life. Indeed, he abandoned 

this profession and devoted himself completely to belles-lettres, but was then forced 

to resume it after finding it difficult to earn enough money to survive and having to 

rely on the benevolence of his patrons (Bauer, 2005b; 2016b).11 

This two-line poem depicts the poet-butcher’s spirit of revenge towards a group of 

people, a community (maʿšar) most likely the ruling elite or a specific class of people, 

e.g. the kuttāb, to whom the poet turned in the hope of finding a patron. The tawriya 

develops in the phrase banū baqar in the second line, whose meaning qarīb is ‘cattle’, 

which takes on a particular value if considered after the statement made by the 

author who qualifies himself as ǧazzār (butcher), a lāzim connected to the qarīb 

meaning. The baʿīd meaning is the name of a tribe, the [Banū] Baqar, which settled 

in Egypt (Kaḥḥāla, Qabāʾil, 1:89), meaning that maʿšar in the first line is a lāzim. Since 

these lines have two lawāzim, each referring to a different meaning of the tawriya-

word, they can be classified as a tawriya muǧarrada with two lawāzim opposing each 

 
11 It is important to note that Abū l-Ḥūsayn al-Ǧazzār was not the only butcher who decided to devote 
himself to belles-lettres without obtaining the results desired. Pérès (1953, 291) – also quoted in 
Bonebakker (2002-2003, 27) – reports that another butcher in Muslim Spain faced the same situation 
as Abū l-Ḥusayn. He is Yaḥyà b. Muḥammad al-Saraqusṭī, better known as al-Ǧazzār al-Saraqusṭī (d. 
606 / 1202-1203?), who fiercely defended his profession by stating that, as a butcher, bands of dogs 
and cats were standing adoring in his presence. Moreover he describes himself as someone who could 
defeat alone entire tribes such as the Kalbs, the ʿAnzī, and the Ṯawrī, a word-play which, as we will see 
in the compositions of Abū l-Ḥusayn, is based on the name of those tribes and on the literal meaning 
of the expressions, i.e. calves, goats, and bulls (Ibn Bassām, Ḏaḫīra, 3:905-906). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
210 

other. The two readings engendered by the tawriya interpenetrate each other, and 

the image developed by the epigram is that of the poet looking for a patron within a 

community that shuns not only the poet, but all those who turn to it in search of its 

favour. Its escape is in this case compared to the fear and stampeding of the cattle 

when faced by the butcher ready to slaughter them. 

 

 جهلا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 6

 هأ نعو وق نع لُ * أسَْ يذلل لْق لاأ

 دقـل
َ

فلا مِارك * مٍوق نع لُأس
َ

 لِصلأاو ع

ت
ُ

تو * بٍل ونب مهيجّرَ
َ
 12لِجعِ ونب مهاشخْـ

Indeed, say to whom asks about my tribe and my family 

‘Surely, you are asking about a tribe of noble descendants and ancestors. 

The Banū Kalb/dogs hope for them and the Banū ʿIǧl/calves fear them.’ 

 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 68; Ḫizāna, 3:210) defines this epigram as an excellent tawriya (samīn 

al-tawriya), in which the poet plays with his profession. This is an example of how the 

poet translates the pride of belonging to the butchers’ ‘corporation’ into poetry. The 

epigram is essentially an excerpt of fictitious dialogue, in which the Interlocutor 

addresses a fictitious Interlocutee, describing his own people as an ancient lineage 

whose ancestors and progeny are noble, feared and respected. As in the previous 

epigram, the tawriya develops in two words in the last line. Banū kalb and banū ʿiǧl 

are both names of two tribes (Kaḥḥāla, Qabāʾil, 3:991-92, 2:757) and their immediate 

meanings (qarīb) are suggested by the lawāzim qawmī, ahlī, qawm, farʿ, and aṣl 

uttered in the two previous lines. Based on the qarīb meaning, the epigram leads us 

to interpret the affiliation of the poet to a tribe that has supporters in the Banū Kalb, 

while opponents or those subjugated are in the Banū ʿIǧl. However, the meaning that 

the poet wants to convey is linked to the baʿīd meanings of the tawriya-words, 

namely ‘dogs’ and ‘calves’. If we interpret the epigram according to the baʿīd 

meanings, we can understand that the tribe to which the poet refers is not composed 

 
12 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 70), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 46), Ibn Ḥiǧǧā (Kašf, 68; Ḫizāna, 3:210). 
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of men and women descending from a common ancestor and connected by kinship. 

Instead he refers to the ‘tribe’ of butchers who feed dogs with their scraps (and hence 

the dogs place hope in the butchers), and inspire fear in the calves, whom they are 

ready to slaughter. In this way, al-Ǧazzār raises his profession to the highest degree 

by comparing it with the ancestral roots of a tribe and dressing it with nobility, which 

is a clear example of the pride of a member of the productive Bürgertum. The 

presence of several lawāzim referring to the qarīb meaning classifies this tawriya as 

a muraššaḥa.  

 

 طسلا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 7

إ
ّ

فسَ عْم نمِل 
ْ

ت تَمرُ نْإ مُهُنْعَ لْسَوَ بٌأد * مهل ءِامدلا كُ
َ

 دص

ت
ُ

 13قِ مُاّأ مهمِاّأ ُّلف * مهُصُارعِ اقاإ مِدَلا ءُِ

I am a part of a community which has as custom the shedding of blood. Ask about 

them, if you desire to be sure that I’m truthful. 

Their courts are shining, saturated with blood, and all their days are days after the 

sacrifice/of meat cutting. 

 

As in the previous example, al-Ǧazzār introduces an element of pride in describing 

his profession. In the first line and in the first hemistich of the second line, the tribe 

to which the poet belongs is characterised by the shedding of blood, a custom that 

can suggest the battle achievements of a tribe devoted to war. The tawriya is uttered 

in the last hemistich and plays with a religious meaning. The first meaning (qarīb) of 

the phrase ayyām al-tašrīq is linked to the rituals of the ḥaǧǧ and more precisely 

refers to the three days following the ʿīd al-aḍḥà in the 10th of Ḏū l-Ḥiǧǧa, i.e. from 

the 11th to the 13th of Ḏū l-Ḥiǧǧa, a period during which the pilgrims stay in Minà and 

give themselves to worldly pleasures, besides throwing seven stones every day on 

each of the three positions that compose the ǧamra. A possible explanation of the 

name tašrīq is that this refers to the slicing of the sacrificial meat in order to be able 

to dry it under the sun, an explanation not convincing for (von Grunebaum, [1951] 

1976, 34), (Paret and Graham, 2012), or (Mittwoch, 2012), however. This qarīb 

 
13 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 58), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 46), Ibn Ḥiǧǧā (Kašf, 68-69; Ḫizāna, 3:210). 
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meaning corresponds to the meaning intended by the author (baʿīd), i.e. the literal 

meaning of the expression ‘days of meat cutting’, referring to the profession of the 

butcher, a profession which justifies the custom of blood-shedding and its result, 

which is to make their courts, i.e. the courts where they practise their slaughtering, 

full of blood. Once again, the tribe to which the poet belongs is not composed of 

ascending and descending members, of blood relatives. Rather, it is a tribe of people 

who share a profession. And, in this way, he intends to make it rise to a compact 

group in which to place his pride of belonging. None of the words and phrases of the 

epigram can be correlated with one of the two meanings of the tawriya-word – the 

shedding of blood is connected with both meanings. Therefore, I list this example as 

a tawriya muǧarrada, even if the presence of a technical term makes it possible to 

range it in the figure tawǧīh2. 

 

 حملا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 8

أتلا نُسحُ
ّ

 فُلتخْت ظوظحُلاو فلا قِزْر * ع ُعُ امّم 

ت نيأ نم فُرع" * هترازج  راص ذم دُعلاو
ُ

ؤ
ْ

 14"فُتِلا لُ

It is a good way to act that which helps the man [to obtain] his livelihood. But 

fortune alternates, 

and the servant of God (i.e. himself), from the time he acquainted himself with 

butchery, he knows from where the shoulder is eaten/he knows how to act. 

 

This is al-Ǧazzār’s reply to an epigram that his friend Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ḥammāmī (d. 

712/1312) had sent to him (al-Ṣafadī, Wāfī, 27:66; Ibn Ḥiǧǧā, Kašf, 69; Ḫizāna, 3:212), 

both playing with their respective profession. Unlike the previous cases, we do not 

witness in these two lines the display of pride of belonging to a particular social and 

professional group, but we are introduced to the sphere of life and personal history 

of the poet. He describes his life as an alternation of good and bad luck that has seen 

in the art of the butcher an essential point of his existence. Through this art, he has 

been able to overcome adversity, since this very profession enabled him to earn the 

means of subsistence. Tawriya develops through the taḍmīn of a proverb in the last 

 
14 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 56), al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 46, Wāfī, 27:66), Ibn Ḥiǧǧā (Kašf, 69; Ḫizāna, 3:212). 
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hemistich. The saying is (inna-hu la-) yaʿlamu min ayna tuʾkalu l-katifu15 (lit. he knows 

from where the scapula is eaten). This proverb is mentioned in paroemiac sources as 

a way of addressing someone who knows the right way to do things, who knows what 

he is doing. For example, al-ʿAskarī (Ǧamhara, 2:328) reports that, when addressing 

a weak man, one says, “He is not able to eat a shoulder” (lā yuḥsinu akl al-katif). The 

use of this expression with this figurative meaning has its roots in the method used 

to separate the meat from the bone of the shoulder blade before eating it. 

Specifically, the sources report that, if the meat is separated from the scapula bone 

from the lower part, this is simpler as the meat separates from the bone without any 

effort; it is more difficult to separate the meat from above, due to the presence of 

cartilage tissue intertwined with the meat. Therefore, who more than a butcher is 

aware of how an animal’s meat should be slaughtered and eaten? This is exactly the 

focal point of the epigram. The literal meaning of the expression and its figurative 

meaning cannot be easily categorised either as maʿna qarīb, or maʿna baʿīd. This is 

because we face in the epigram a perfect double reading of the tawriya. Al-Ǧazzār, 

by virtue of his profession, knows the secrets of butchering meat, so the expression 

in its literal meaning is true, as it is in its figurative meaning, since it is his profession 

which allows him to face the ups and downs of life and earn his daily bread. The 

presence of the word ǧizāra suggests that it is a lāzim of the literal meaning of the 

expression; in this case, it can be assumed that it is a tawriya muraššaḥa if we 

consider the literal meaning as qarīb and the paroemiac meaning as baʿīd, for we can 

hypothesise that the poet aimed more at transmitting pride in his profession than 

informing the reader of his qualities as a butcher, it being understood that both 

readings are valid and cooperate in the aesthetic success of the epigram. 

 

ثتجملا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 9
ّ

. 

ت لا
َ

 سُْل يرمأ ُّلف * ال نم جَعْ

نو * لٌام َّمث ام ِو
َّ

 16سُفن َّمث ام

 
15 Abū ʿUbayd (Amṯāl, 100), Zayd b. Rifāʿa (Amṯāl, 288), al-ʿAskarī (Ǧamhara, 2:328), al-Maydānī 
(Arabum, 1:63), al-Zamaḫšarī (Mustaqṣà, 2:413), al-ʿAbdarī l-Šaybī (Timṯāl, 2:594), al-Aḥdab al-
Ṭarābulusī (Farāʾid, 1:37). A possible variant is min ayna > min ḥayṯu. 
16 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:204). 
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Don’t be astonished by my clothes, since all my condition is clothes/confusion. 

By God, there is no money, rather there is only the soul. 

 

Here we have an example of a poem in which the poet complains about his condition 

and misfortune. According to Bauer (2014a), one can list this two-line poem as an 

example of the muǧūn in the Mamluk age.17 More specifically, it finds its place in 

category B, i.e. “Poems about all different kind of misfortune: Things do no work as 

they should; trouble and embarrassments of all kind arise” (Bauer, 2014a, 165). As 

Bauer stresses, this kind of muǧūn portrays “a certain degree of self-deprecation” 

(165), and this epigram seems to be a good example of how a poet and craftsman 

talks about his humble condition in a correspondence with his friend Šihāb al-Dīn al-

Warrāq (d. 695/1296). Al-Ǧazzār addresses his interlocutee, saying that nothing is left 

to him now except the clothes he is wearing, which are worn-out enough to cause 

amazement in the eyes of the beholder. Tawriya plays precisely on the ambiguity of 

the last word of the first line, which can be vowelled in two different ways. If it is 

vowelled ‘libs’, it means ‘clothes’, and the word libāsī in the first hemistich appears 

to be its lāzim. If, however, it is vowelled ‘labs or lubs’, it means ‘confusion’. In this 

case, too, we have a perfect double reading of the epigram with both meanings of 

the tawriya-word returning a reading in line with the communicative purpose of the 

poet. To give a classification, I would suggest adopting libs/clothes as maʿnà qarīb 

and libāsī as its lāzim, while labs/confusion as the maʿnà baʿīd, thus a tawriya 

muraššaḥa. It is important to underline that this wordplay in which the tawriya is 

based on changing one or more vowels of a word – and is therefore essentially based 

on two words with two different ṣiyaġ – would have been classified by al-Ṣafadī as an 

example of erroneous homonymy (fī-mā ḥaṣala min al-wahm fī l-ištirāk), such as the 

two lines of Sayf al-Dīn al-Mušidd analysed in section 1.1.3.2.1.18 

 
17 For a comprehensive study of muǧūn, see Szombathy (2013), who proposes this definition for 
muǧūn: “Mujūn is any text or behaviour which is meant or perceived to constitute a breach of ordinary 
norms of writing or conduct, and which is meant or perceived to be jesting rather than serious” (308). 
18 Although al-Ṣafadī considers this use of tawriya an erroneous homonymy, al-Ǧazzār is not the only 
one to make use of it. The most fitting example is the phrase al-qaṭr al-nubātī/al-nabātī, a theme used 
by Ibn Nubāta and which will also be the title of his collection of epigrams. As Bauer (2014a, 182) 
points out, it can mean “1. Sugar molasses, 2. Ibn Nubāta’s drops, i.e. his epigrams, which are ‘drops’ 
compared to longer poems, and 3. It could refer to himself, who is the ‘drop’ = offspring of ʿAbd ar-
Raḥīm Ibn Nubāta.” Other examples are epigrams no. 45 and 47.  
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 حملا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 10

 مِسْقِلا رَفِاو امز لَوط * ِّمهَلا نم اندلا  تُلز ام

ن امسلا قِفأ  َّحَ * هُمُحُ يذلا  دُمحلاف
َ

 جْ

ةحئار ام فُرعأ * لا تبلا و امًاحّل تُحصأ
ُ

 مِحللا 

لاإ هنم ح سلو
ّ

ق * هُمُسا 
َ

 مسلإا كلذ نم تُعنِ

قف نم تُضتَعاو
ْ

 ِّمشَلا مِعْطَلا ذِاذتِلا نع * قاف نمو ير

ف هُتُلهج
َ

ق
ْ

 19مِلع ع  هُلضَأ * يذلا تُنكف ارً

I have never ceased, during my worldly life, to feel a copious part of disquietude. 

Praised be God whose judgment made my star wander until the remote side of the 

sky. 

I became a butcher, but at home I do not know the smell of meat. 

I have no portion of it (i.e. meat) but its name, and I was satisfied with the name. 

For my poverty and indigence, I received instead of deliciousness of food [only] the 

smell. 

In poverty, I was ignorant of it (i.e. deliciousness of food), since I was the one whom 

God led astray knowingly/God made to miss it despite the knowledge. 

 

This is another example of muǧūn in which al-Ǧazzār develops the theme of his 

misfortunes. He does so according to a technique that we have already seen, i.e. he 

introduces an iqtibās in the last line where the tawriya produces a re-semanticisation 

of the Koranic verse. Specifically in (Q 45:23), reference is made to those who have 

not followed the path traced by God, to those who have chosen worldly passions and 

desires, and to those who have been knowingly led astray, guided far from the right 

path, and to whom the heart has been sealed. The first interpretation linked to the 

Koranic text is to be considered the qarīb meaning. Within the entire epigram, we 

can see how the first two lines are somehow related to this meaning: in particular, 

the mention of earthly life and how God made the poet’s star wander in the universe, 

perhaps linked to an astrological sense of bad luck due to a wandering star. In 

 
19 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 79), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:210). 
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contrast, lines three, four and five introduce the second meaning (baʿīd) of the 

Koranic quote, linked in this case to a more literal interpretation of the verse. 

Although the poet is a butcher and therefore has to work every day in his shop by 

slaughtering and selling meat, he has never been able to eat it because of his poverty 

and therefore knows only its smell and not its taste. The Koranic verse can therefore 

be read as the intervention of God, who prevents al-Ǧazzār from tasting the delights 

of food despite butchery being his profession and granting him the knowledge of 

meat and its smell.  

There are no specific words or phrases in the six lines of this poem that refer to one 

or the other meaning. In my opinion, the narrative consists of two parts: the first two 

lines suggest the Koranic meaning, while the next three open up the interpretation 

based on the nonsense of trading meat without being able to taste its delight. 

However, if the co-text had not introduced this interpretation, the Koranic verse 

would never have assumed its ambiguous meaning. For this reason, I think it is 

appropriate to classify this example as a tawriya muhayyaʾa. 

 

 حملا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 11

فارحِ سْحَ
ً

فرْحِ ا
َ

ذعَمُ اهنم تُحصأ * سَحَ 
َّ

 بِلقلا بَ

خَّسوَمُ
َ

ةفحصلاو بِوثلا 
ُ

ذ اسا لوط * نم 
َ

ن
 بِسك لا اًْ

 ؟نذ امف اشعلا هُنم لُانأ * لاو ءِاشعلل مِحللا  لُمعأ

خسِوَ مٌف و يداؤف لاخ
ٌ

نأ * 
ّ

 20ل رازج  

The quantity of misfortune due to my craft suffices me.  Because of it, I became 

heart-tormented, 

dirty dressed. And my income register/the records of my actions, is/are without 

gain/acquisition, because of acquiring sins. 

I work with meat until the night, and I do not obtain dinner. What is my sin? 

My heart became free of fault and I have a dirty mouth as if I were my dog in my 

butcher’s shop. 

 

 
20 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 30), Ibn Ḥiǧǧā (Ḫizāna, 3:210-1). 
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This epigram follows the precedents and is in some way a condensed example of the 

themes that we have seen. Once again, al-Ǧazzār gives the reader a text focused on 

his condition of misfortune and indigence due to his profession, his ḥirfa. He takes up 

a theme that we have already seen in poem no. 9, in which he compared his condition 

to the only clothes he wears, clothing that in the first line of this epigram is dirty and 

filthy. The tawriya is presented to us immediately in the second line and is based on 

two words that have a double meaning. The first is ṣahīfa, whose literal and primary 

meaning is “A flat object, a plaque, a leaf, whence a surface or material on which one 

can write” (Ghédira, 2012). Of the various meanings it can assume, what is relevant 

in our case is that mentioned in the Koran. Ṣuḥuf, the plural of ṣaḥīfa, is mentioned 

in (Q 81:10), “And when the pages are spread open” (wa-iḏā l-ṣuḥufu nuširat), and 

refers to what in other verses of the Koran is mentioned as kitāb – (Q 17:71), (Q 

18:49), and (Q 69:19) – i.e. the records of the deeds of every human, which must be 

presented on the day of judgment and which cannot contain any falsehood, but the 

true actions performed by each one. To this first meaning, the second meaning of 

‘register’ is added, which is derived from the subsequent use of defining the sheets 

of paper ṣaḥīfa-suḥuf, too. In this epigram, it assumes the meaning of the register of 

revenue of al-Ǧazzār’s butchery. A second tawriya is associated with this first one, 

which in its two meanings corresponds to the two meanings of the first tawriya. The 

word kasb essentially means ‘earnings, income’ and in this case the earnings from a 

business. On the other hand, the word kasb also takes on the theological meaning of 

‘acquisition’ and ‘appropriation’ (Gardet, 2012b), i.e. “Appropriation ou imputation 

juridique, par laquelle Dieu ‘attribue’ aux hommes leurs actes” (Anawati et Gardet, 

1948, 57), namely that human deeds are created by God and ‘attributed’ to humans 

upon whom is the juridical consequence of them. These two meanings pair together, 

whereby the theological meaning is coupled with the Koranic meaning of ṣaḥīfa, 

while the meaning of ‘earnings’ is coupled with the meaning of ‘revenue register’. 

Which of the two meanings is qarīb and which baʿīd is not obvious. In the opening of 

the epigram, the poet clearly refers to his profession as the cause of his bad luck, 

preparing the ground for the ‘economic’ reading of the text. However, in the third 

line, the poet rhetorically wonders what sin he committed for now having to live such 

a grim life, a sin that the poet lets us understand he did not commit for there was no 
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acquisition of the sinful action. That is why he can say he has a heart free from sin. 

This reading takes us to a higher level than in previous epigrams. The blame for his 

failure is not entirely attributable to himself or, as we will see, to parsimonious 

patrons. Here, the guilt almost seems to be attributed to God, even if in a non-explicit 

and very attenuated way, since he, denying the attribution (kasb) of sinful actions, 

can be said to be sinless.  

A double reading is possible in this poem, too. But, in my opinion, the immediate 

meaning (qarīb) deriving from the ‘economic’ reading serves to conceal the intended 

meaning suggested by a ‘religious’ reading (baʿīd), through which the poet proclaims 

his purity of spirit towards a situation of misfortune which he finds profoundly unjust. 

These two readings are linked and indissoluble: if one of the two tawriya-words had 

failed, the entire epigram would have lost its double reading. It should therefore be 

classified as a tawriya muhayyaʾa. 

 

 ففخلا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 12

ت لا
َ

ق تَيْأرَ ام اذإ نـ * ـدِلا فَََ يدس ا مل
َ

 ااَّص

ةرازجِلا رُكشأ لا فك
َ

فرْأو اظافحِ تُـ * ـشْعِ ام 
ُ

 اادلآا ضُ

ت بُلالا تِرَاص اهــو
ُ

 21الالا وجرأ تُنك رعْشِلاو ـ * ـجّرَ

Don’t blame me, my lord Šaraf al-Dīn, when you see me again as a butcher. 

How can I not thank constantly butchery, as long as I live, and abandon belles-

lettres? 

With butchery, the dogs were hoping for me, and with poetry I was hoping for the 

dogs/parsimonious patrons. 

 

This is one of al-Ǧazzār’s best-known epigrams, and is the one which best embodies 

his sentiment of ḥirfat al-adab. The term ḥirfat al-adab means “to express the 

disappointment felt by a poet when he leads a life of poverty and full of uncertainties, 

even threats to his life” (Bonebakker, 2001, 147). As Bonebakker points out, the word 

ḥirfa is a homonym, in that, besides meaning ‘ill-fate’ and ‘misfortune’, it also means 

 
21 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 30), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 69; Ḫizāna, 3:211), Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 3:165), Bonebakker 
(2002-2003, 28). 
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a ‘profession’, a ‘craft’, the profession by which one obtains an income. When linked 

to the word adab (in its sense of literary activity, belles-lettres), the homonym leads 

us to have two intertwined meanings. Often, the profession of the literate – poet, 

prosateur, or secretary – corresponds to a certain difficulty in obtaining the means of 

subsistence. In a similar way to the previous epigram, the words ḥirāf and ḥirfa 

represent this duplicity of meaning. As already stated, al-Ǧazzār left his job as a 

butcher for a period of time to devote himself to belles-lettres, but without success. 

In this sense, Bonebakker’s (2001, 159) description fits perfectly: “Whenever an 

author speaks of ḥirfat al-adab, he considers, or want us to consider, his dealing with 

adab to be an undesirable profession”. For, the reward promised for his services is 

often not given to him, as is the case for our author. 

Addressing Šaraf al-Dīn b. Qalīǧ or Qilīǧ,22 al-Ǧazzār explains his refusal to continue 

his ‘literary career’ and his return to his previous profession, and he uses the 

rhetorical device of tawriya to express his ḥirfat al-adab. The tawriya-word is in this 

case the word kilāb, which has as its first meaning (qarīb) ‘dogs’. As we saw in epigram 

no. 6, the dogs are always alert waiting for the butcher to give them some leftovers 

from his shop. A second, fully figurative meaning is added to this first meaning, one 

that resemanticises the word ‘dog’ to connote the parsimonious patrons whom the 

poet addresses (a meaning that is only linked to the context of this epigram). Hence, 

if the dogs wait for the butcher’s leftovers, the poet, while waiting for the ‘leftovers’ 

of the so-called patrons, is degraded to the role of a begging dog, whose survival is 

linked to the few scraps that he fights over with other dogs, to which the negative 

connotations of being an impure animal are added. 

The nature of this tawriya is linked entirely to the context of enunciation and the co-

text that surrounds the tawriya-word. The word kalb-dog/patron is not a homonym, 

and nor can the use of kalb to define parsimonious patrons be traced within the 

semantic sphere of figurative use, except in the use that al-Ǧazzār makes of it, since 

it is linked to his personal history. As in previous poems, there are references within 

this three-line poem to the semantic spheres of both poetry and butchery. But is 

there a specific lāzim connected to one or both meanings? One hypothesis is that the 

 
22 Al-Ǧazzār (Dīwān, 30). I could not identify this person with any certainty. He perhaps belongs to the 
same family of Sayf al-Dīn b. Qilīǧ (d. 643/1245-1246); see Ibn Kaṯīr (Bidāya, 13:171).  
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words qaṣṣāb and ǧizāra are lawāzim of the qarīb meaning, while ādāb is a lāzim of 

the baʿīd. If this is true, then the sources do not discuss the case of three lawāzim. 

We should perhaps consider it as an example of tawriya muǧarrada even if, as I have 

already stated, it depends much more on the extra-linguistic context than it does on 

the co-text. 

 

 ففخلا نم ،رازجلا سحلا وبأ 13

ت لا
َ

ف * باصّقلا ةِعنْصِ بْعِ
ذأ ََْ

ْ
بِادلآا نعَ نم   

23 بِلاِلا لَضف تُوْجَرَ اًيدأ ذمُف بِلالا ع ضف نا
ْ

  تُ * ْ 

Do not blame me because of the art of the butcher, since it is more fragrant than 

the perfume of amber of belles-lettres. 

I offered my surplus to dogs, but since, when I became a literatus, I was hoping for 

the surplus of dogs/parsimonious patrons. 

 

This epigram closes my selection of al-Ǧazzār’s poetry and contains the motifs that 

we have already seen. The pride in his profession makes him assert that the perfume 

of the meat is even better and more fragrant than that of belles-lettres; and, as a 

butcher, he no longer has to beg for some leftovers at the court of the powerful on 

duty. Like the previous poem, this is an example of tawriya muǧarrada.24 

 

 لطلا نم ،)١٢٩٦٦٩٥( قارولا نيدلا جا 14

 ەُرُكذ َّرم دقو يدع  لِاحلا نع * ئاس نا نمَ رحنلا دِعِِ تُجأ

قارولا لِأس لاف * ەُدُع دُعلاو رُازّجلا لَطَُ اذإ
َ

 25ەُرُذع رُذعُلاف 

I replied on the day of sacrifice to the person who was asking about my condition 

during the festival – and he has already been mentioned: 

 
23 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 69; Ḫizāna, 3:211), Bonebakker (2002-2003, 28). 
24 Another interpretation is given by Weintritt (2005, 383), who reads the tawriya in the word faḍl: 
“Tadle mich nicht wegen meines Schlachterberufs! Er richtet allemal besser als der Amber der 
literarischen Kūnste (al-ādāb). Vorrang (faḍl) hatte ich stets vor den Hunden. Doch seit ich ein adīb 
geworden bin, muß ich darum bitten, was die Hunde übriglassen (faḍl). (Oder: Ich muß die Hunde um 
ihre Güte (faḍl) beiiten)”. Although a possible and correct reading, I do not think that it is the point of 
the epigram, and nor the tawriya intended by the author.  
25 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:200). 
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‘When the butcher/al-Ǧazzār becomes unoccupied, though the festival is his 

festival, do not ask the bookseller/al-Warrāq, since he does have an excuse!’ 

 

This epigram is a response to an epigram by al-Ǧazzār and is an example of the 

correspondence between literati and craftsmen of the time. Again, we are faced with 

an epigram in which the poet complains of his condition and does so by basing his 

narrative on a double reading of two tawriya-words, which denote both the 

professions and the protagonists of the exchange of letters. As stated in the first line, 

the occasion for this exchange is the ʿīd al-naḥr, or ʿīd al-aḍḥà, i.e. the festival of 

sacrifice on the 10th Ḏū l-Ḥiǧǧa, with which the ritual pilgrimage ends and precedes 

the tašrīq, which I have already described (von Grunebaum, [1951] 1981, 33-34). It is 

clear how this festival is linked to the butcher’s job precisely because of the sacrifice 

of cattle. For this reason, al-Warrāq turns to al-Ǧazzār, calling it the day of his festival, 

the day of greatest profit for a butcher. The first tawriya is precisely the word al-

ǧazzār, which has as its first meaning (qarīb) ‘butcher’ and as its second meaning 

(baʿīd), the name of his companion. The second tawriya is in the word warrāq, which, 

in addition to ‘bookseller’26 (qarīb), also designates the author of the poem (baʿīd). 

The narrative plays on the fact that the butcher-al-Ǧazzār is unemployed, although 

the festival of sacrifice is the festival during which he should have the greatest 

amount of work. Al-Warrāq’s answer is joking but potent: why should the butcher 

investigate the condition of indigence of the bookbinder, when even the former is in 

a state of destitution despite the fact that this day should favour him? And why 

expect the bookbinder to do better than he does? 

The two tawriya-words return an equivalent double reading and the professions are 

linked to the protagonists of the story. In this case, while noting that the co-text 

introduces a very precise temporal reference point (the day of sacrifice), I do not 

 
26 To translate warrāq as ‘bookseller’ is correct, but it should be stressed that this noun denotes a 
profession of someone ‘involved with paper’, i.e. papermaker, stationer, copyist, scribe, bookbinder. 
See Gacek (2001, 150). For this epigram, I have chosen ‘bookseller’, as it seems more appropriate for 
the context of buying and selling, while in the next epigram the co-text suggests that ‘bookbinder’ is a 
more appropriate translation. In epigram no. 16, I translate ‘copyist’, for the co-text suggests the idea 
of blackened paper, e.g. because of ink. However, it is very probable that Sirāǧ al-Dīn al-Warrāq 
practised all these professions. 
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think that it can be considered a lāzim of the qarīb meaning of ‘butcher’. Therefore, 

I consider the tawriya in this epigram to be a tawriya muǧarrada. 

 

 لمالا نم ،قارولا نيدلا جا 15

ن
َ

غ اشحلا بَصَ
َ

ذإ سَطَرْقف اضرَ
ْ

قادحلأا اهمُاهسِ بُولقلا و * ر 
ُ

 

لاصْوَ هُتُلأسو
ً

قارّولا وه نمَ يرعشِ تَل ا * جّح لاقف 
ُ27 

Having as his aim the innermost, he hits the target when he shoots. They are the 

hearts; their arrows are the eyes. 

I asked to be together with him/a ‘paste connection’ and he answered arguing with 

me: ‘O, I wish I knew who is al-Warrāq/the bookbinder.’ 

 

Sirāǧ al-Dīn al-Warrāq (d. 695/1296) is another example of that productive 

Bürgertum, the class of artisans and craftsmen who devoted themselves in the 

Mamluk era to literary activity, while not leaving their work but instead remaining 

rooted in the social context from which they came. As the name by which he is known 

suggests, he was a warrāq, a noun which brings together a profession with many 

facets, ranging from bookseller, to bookbinder, paper maker, and copyist. He often 

uses technical terms from his craft in his poetry, and this ġazal epigram is an example. 

Al-Warrāq begins by describing his beloved’s eyes, which penetrate like pointed 

arrows, ready to hit the hearts of those who admire his beauty. This first line contains 

a motif typical of love poetry, as it is the first hemistich of the second line in which 

the poet asks his young beloved for a waṣl, i.e. a union of the lovers, the being 

together. And it is precisely in this word that the first tawriya of the epigram 

develops. However, if this word commonly used in the lexicon of love poetry had 

been used by any other poet, it could not have expressed its double meaning. As 

already said, the use of technical terms from a specific art is the distinctive sign of the 

poets-artisans especially of the Mamluk era. The use of this term by al-Warrāq is 

deliberately linked to his profession, since it designates: “1. Straight line (drawn with 

a ruler); 2. Connection (between two sheets when pasted side by side); line of paste 

(kollesis); 3. Piece, leaf (of parchment or paper forming an integral part of a roll, darj), 

 
27 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 62; Ḫizāna, 3:202). 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 223 

collema (Kollema)” (Gacek, 2001, 151).28 If we look at the context of the epigram, it 

seems obvious that the poet did not want to ask the boy whose eyes had pierced his 

heart for a ‘paste connection’, nor anything else related to the wirāqa. The presence 

of this double meaning of the word waṣl is presented to us only when we read the 

boy’s answer. Unable or unwilling to express a clear refusal, the Interlocutee creates 

a wordplay linking waṣl to its technical meaning, replying to the Interlocutor that he 

is not the right person to ask for a waṣl, since he is not a warrāq, and thus has no 

acquaintance with this art. Of course, the word al-Warrāq is also meant as the name 

of the poet. And, if we look more closely at the first line, we can find three more 

words which, although not real tawriyas, recall the art of wirāqa. The verb naṣaba 

could recall the naṣab, i.e. “1. Straight line, stroke; the letter alif; 2. Pallet-like tool” 

(Gacek, 2001, 142); the noun ḥašā could recall the ḥašw or ḥašwa, i.e. “1. Decorative 

panel or geometrical figure (in illumination or book cover decoration); 2. 

Interpolation, parenthesis” (33) and also ḥāšiya, i.e. “1. Edge, turn-in; 2. Border (on a 

book cover); 3. Margin (of a page); 4. Also taḥšiya – marginal gloss, scholium, apostil; 

marginalia; collection of glosses; superglosses.” (33); and finally the verb qarṭasa 

could recall the word qi(u-a)rṭās, i.e. “Sheet of roll of papyrus, parchment or paper” 

(114). These three words provide a co-text in which a double reading of the term waṣl 

is suggested and made possible. It is not easy to answer the question of whether 

these ‘suggesting words’ can be considered lawāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd. If we base 

our speculation on the received theory of tawriya, we will not find an adequate 

answer. They are not tawriyas, because they are not homonymous words; and, by 

homonym, I mean here a word with two proper meanings, or with a proper and a 

figurative meaning, which broadens al-Ṣafadī’s positions. Not being homonymous, 

they could be lawāzim, but the suggested meanings are not the meanings of the 

words uttered, for those words have different siyaġ, or different ʿirāb, to those that 

the words should have to convey these meanings. In my opinion, this is a case of what 

 
28 Of course, the use of the word waṣl as a technical term is not tied to the wirāqa. For instance, it 
means in prosody “A letter of prolongation following the rawī […] The waṣl can also consist of a 
vowelless hāʾ preceded by a short vowel (as in yaḳtuluh, yaḳtulih, yaḳtulah) or a hāʾ followed by a 
letter of prolongation and preceded by a short vowel” (Bonebakker (2012d)); and, in grammar, in 
which waṣl and ṣila are used “to express the general idea of ‘connecting’ two linguistic units” 
(Versteegh (2009b, 4:235)). Neither plays a role in this epigram. 
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al-Ṣafadī calls tawriya baʿīda (far-fetched tawriya), for which I gave an account in 

section 1.1.3.2.3. None of the words in the first hemistich are tawriyas in the form 

that they are uttered, but they nevertheless have the power to lead the reader 

towards a discovery. I think that this shows how the context of the enunciation and 

the reader’s encyclopaedic knowledge play a fundamental role in decoding the 

poetry. First, the reader must be acquainted with the art of wirāqa to detect the hints 

leading to the decoding of the two-fold meaning. Second, would this epigram have 

had the same effect if its composer had not been al-Warrāq/a bookbinder? The fact 

that the poet’s instance enters directly into the narrative of the text creates the basis 

on which the reader develops his or her path through the text. In the absence of clear 

guidelines in the sources, I tend to consider these tawriyas baʿīda – or, rather, 

‘suggested meanings’ created by the co-text – as an essential element for the 

development of tawriya in the second line, although they cannot be defined as 

lawāzim. The best solution seems to be to consider this epigram as an example of 

tawriya baʿīda and tawriya muhayyaʾa, since, if we only consider the two words waṣl 

and warrāq, they are dependent on each other. 

 

 لمالا نم ،قارولا نيدلا جا 16

غ ادًوس ئاحصَو لجخ ا
َ

 قِاإ  راربلأا فُئاحص * تْدَ

ــَمَو  29قارّولا فُئاحص نُوكت اذأ * لٍئاق ةِماقلا  َِ خّ

O my shame! My papers/records of actions are/is black, while the records of the 

pious became shining. 

Someone will say, blaming me at the final judgment: ‘Are the papers/records of the 

copyist/al-Warrāq so?’ 

 

I will not elaborate on this epigram as it presents elements that we have already seen 

in the comment on epigram no. 11. It is clear that, in the context of the enunciation 

of the epigram, it is the poet who reports about his life, the qarīb meaning of the 

word ṣaḥāʾif being ‘sheets of paper’, since it is the primary work tool of a warrāq. The 

 
29 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 62-63, 149; Ḫizāna, 2:308, 3:202). 
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baʿīd meaning of ṣaḥāʾif is instead the Koranic meaning of the word ṣuḥuf in (Q 

81:10), i.e. ‘records of actions’ containing the earthly actions of every human being. 

If one wanted to split hairs and apply al-Ṣafadī theory to the letter, one could say that 

the use of the plural ṣaḥāʾif to mean ṣuḥuf is an example of erroneous homonymy, 

as the plural form ṣaḥāʾif is not attested in the Koran with this meaning and therefore 

tawriya should not be considered as such, it is actually no tawriya at all. But, as we 

also saw in example no. 9, poets do not limit their inventiveness to perfect 

homographs and homophones; and this is a fundamental difference between theory 

and practice which demonstrates how the aesthetic aspect and the search for 

particular stylistic effects often transcend the limits imposed by a theory perhaps 

unable to depict all the nuances of literary production. The narrative therefore 

develops on two readings, both of which are valid. As a warrāq, the poet owns and 

works with paper and parchment, and the fact that they are blackened introduces an 

antithetical vision compared to the normal course of things. The poet’s intended 

meaning is instead that of ‘records of actions’ supported by two lawāzim: abrār and 

yawm al-qiyāma. For this reason, tawriya is a mubayyana. 

 

 حملا نم ،قارولا نيدلا جا 17

 اسوبحمَ تُف منع َِرْط * تْسََح دق تُدمرَ ذم ّعش

فََ دَاز  دمحلاف
ً

 30اسوناف تُف اجًا تُنك * ا

Since when my eyes became inflamed, my veil debarred my sight from you, so I 

became a prisoner. 

Praised be God, who increased myself in dignity: I was Sirāǧ/a lamp and I became a 

lantern. 

 

This epigram by al-Warrāq, as well as the previous and the following, perfectly 

represents the anecdote quoted by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 59; Ḫizāna, 3:198) about the 

poetry of al-Warrāq: “It was said to Sirāǧ al-Dīn al-Warrāq ‘If it were not for your 

nickname and profession, half of your compositions would never have existed’”. 

While the play on words in the previous epigrams was based on his profession, this 

 
30 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 59-60; Ḫizāna, 3:198). 
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and the next are based on the ambiguity of his proper name: Sirāǧ. In the first line, 

the poet compares his condition to that of a prisoner. His jailer is not a real person, 

but the inflammation of the eye, probably caused by his work as a copyist and 

bookbinder, makes him partially blind; this partial blindness forces him to wear a veil 

to protect his eyes, with this veil being the bars of his prison: he has to wear the veil 

to protect his sight, but the veil prevents his seeing the person whom he loves. In the 

second line, the unhappiness caused by not being able to see the beloved is mitigated 

by the fact that this lack has actually increased his inner virtue, because perhaps the 

beloved was male or because this relationship would have been illicit. This transforms 

the poet Sirāǧ from the lamp he was in a lantern, therefore increasing the fire of his 

virtue, while the ‘light’ decreased. Fānūs is the lāzim of the manà baʿīd and the 

tawriya is mubayyana. 

 

 ففخلا نم ،قارولا نيدلا جا 18

قاش
َ

ن رعشلا  ثملو * عٌيد رٌعش صنلل 
َ

ق
ْ

 ُصَ دٌ

ث
ُ

 31ُصنلا مَعنِو وْمَلا مَعْنِ تُلق * هف كَمسا تُعمس امّل َّم

A badīʿ (or: new) poem for the protector/by al-Naṣīr delighted me, and people like 

me have an acute criticism in poetry. 

Then, when I heard your name on it, I said: ‘What an excellent lord, what an 

excellent protector/al-Naṣīr.’ 

 

Here we have another example of correspondence between literati. As al-Ṣafadī 

(Wāfī, 27:66) and Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 65; Ḫizāna, 3:201) report, this epigram was recited 

by al-Warrāq after listening to a qaṣīda by Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ḥammāmī (d. 712/1312) in 

praise of Tāǧ al-Dīn.32 It is not the case of a written correspondence, but this epigram 

elicited the answer of al-Ḥammāmī (epigram no. 19). In analysing this epigram, we 

should keep in mind that it is a reaction to a recited madīḥ poem. The wordplay is 

based on the name of the poet, i.e. Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ḥammāmī and the Koranic verse 

 
31 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 65-66; Ḫizāna, 3:201). 
32 Whom I could not identify. 
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(Q 8:40) which refers to God as mawlà and naṣīr.33 This example of tawriya is a 

textual intertwinement which plays on three levels of understanding. 

The first tawriya is the phrase li-l-naṣīr in the first hemistich, which can be read as 

‘for the protector’, i.e. addressed to the mamdūḥ Tāǧ al-Dīn, or as ‘by al-Naṣīr’, i.e. 

the composer of the poem. Both readings are possible and equivalent, since the 

poet’s name is Naṣīr al-Dīn, and the poem which elicited the epigram was addressed 

most probably to a local lord. Of these two readings, I retain as maʿnà baʿīd, the 

intended meaning, the name of the poet, since I presume that al-Warrāq’s aim was 

to praise both the lord and the poet, but a little more his friend al-Ḥammāmī. The 

same tawriya can be found in the very last hemistich, for which the same analysis 

applies, if it were not for a phrase which introduces another reading for the tawriya. 

It is niʿma l-mawlà, which is paired with niʿma l-naṣīr, resulting in a string found in (Q 

8:40), where those two epithets refer to God. It is difficult to say whether this Koranic 

meaning is a third meaning of a tawriya or a third meaning in the background which 

gives more strength to the two-fold meaning of the tawriya-words. In my opinion, it 

is not the case of a three-meaning tawriya. Instead, I suggest that the Koranic 

quotation provides a supporting sense for both readings of the tawriya. The result is 

a greater semantic scope for both real subjects that the two meanings refer to, and 

therefore both the mamdūḥ and the composer of the madīḥ poem are invested with 

a certain degree of sacredness, which brings them closer to the divine figure – 

although not explicitly compared to it. This example is interesting not so much for the 

discovery of the hidden meanings of the tawriya, but as proof of how tawriya can be 

intimately linked to the context of the enunciation and only actualised through it. The 

reading key is therefore external to the text; if we were not aware of the real context 

of enunciation in which this epigram was produced, and we are because of the 

paratext handed down in the sources of the time, then we would not have perceived 

the double meaning of the word al-naṣīr as such. This is because reference to the 

proper name, in contrast to what we have already seen, is not to the poet himself, 

but to a third person, as well as the mamdūḥ is a real person that is assumed and 

implied in the epigram. How to define such a tawriya? I think we should classify it 

 
33 It should be noted that al-Ṯaʿālibī (Iqtibās, 2:58) quotes another two-line poem as an example of a 
bad use of iqtibās, for the mamdūḥ is compared to God. Cf. also van Gelder (2002-2003, 7). 
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simply as muǧarrada in that there is no lāzim referring either to the qarīb or the baʿīd 

meaning. 

 

 لطلا نم ،)١٣١٢٧١٢( امّحلا صنلا 19

 

ذل نم رَّدكت * لا كَتِيغَ امّح تَرَّْدكو )أ
ّ

 َْمَ وُفصَ اهتا

 بَِْمَ لّ نم شُعَلا اهيف رَّدكت * لا كَتِيغِ امّح تَرَّْدكو )ب

 34بِّط اهيف ءِاملا بُلق نا لاو * اهب احًمُ ضوْحلا رُدص نا امف

A) You made my ḥammām/al-Ḥammāmī muddy by your absence; there the 

limpidity of my water became turbid whatever its pleasures [are]. 

B) You made my ḥammām/al-Ḥammāmī muddy by your absence and there the life 

became afflicted in every watering spot. 

And the surface of the basin/breast was not pleased by it, nor had the inner part of 

the water/heart within any goodness.35 

 

This epigram is al-Ḥammāmī’s reply to his companion al-Warrāq after hearing the 

words he spent about his composition in praise of the lord. In this epigram, the author 

expresses the displeasure that he feels for not having seen his friend for a while, and 

he describes this feeling by comparing himself to his ḥammām. In what follows, I 

develop the interpretation given only by variant A, which is reported by al-Ṣafadī 

(Faḍḍ, 48; Wāfī, 27:66), while variant B is reported by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:214). This 

epigram is interesting precisely because there is a personification of a place, the 

ḥammām, which represents the feelings of the poet. The representation of the poet’s 

 
34 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 48; Wāfī, 27:66), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:214), Weintritt (2005, 383).  
35 Weintritt (2005, 383) bases his translation on the variant B and gives the following translation of the 
full epigram: “Du hast mein Bad (ḥammāmī) durch deine Abwesenheit getrübt in Ihr wollte kein 
Getränk mehr schmecken. (takaddara l-ʿayšu min kulli mašrabī) | Auch die Wasseroberfläche des 
Beckens (ṣadru l-ḥawḍi) konnte nicht mehr erfreuen. Und das Wasser hatte seine Wirkung verloren. 
(wa-mā kāna qalbu l-māʾi bi-ṭayyibī)”. I disagree with this translation. I recognise that the word mašrab 
could signify ‘beverage’ and one must also point out that ʿayš could also be taken with a general 
meaning of ‘food’, but I do not think that this image is the one the poet wanted to convey. Is that 
another ‘suggested meaning’, a tawriya nāqiṣa? The reader certainly takes up those hints, too. There 
is another possible reading of the first line: A. allatī tukaddiru min laḏḏāti-hā ṣafwa mašrabī (ca.: which 
(i.e. the ḥammām or your absence) turns the limpidity of (my) water into turbidity whatever its 
pleasures [are].); B. allatī tukaddiru fī-hā l-ʿayša min kulli mašrabī (which (i.e. the absence) makes life 
unpleasant in it (i.e. the ḥammām) whatever the watering spot [is]. 
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persona with the ḥammām is uttered in the first line through the tawriya ḥammāmī, 

denoting both the poet and his workplace – for, as his name suggests, he was the 

owner of several bathhouses (Weintritt, 2005; Bauer, 2016c). He addresses his 

Interlocutee, saying that his being absent and not visiting him in his ḥammām/himself 

causes the water of the basins to become turbid. This is a metaphor for the innermost 

part of the poet, thus also the reading my water. Two other tawriyas in the second 

line reinforce this image by completing the personification of the place. The word 

ḥawḍ (the basin inside a ḥammām) is connected and recalls the word mašrab in the 

first line. The basin of a bathhouse contains water, whose surface (ṣadr) represents 

the breast of the poet, and the inner part (qalb) of it represents his heart. The 

personification of the place occurs not through a metaphorical or metonymic 

process, but through a tawriya, i.e. through a single expression denoting two distinct 

things. Hence, ṣadr and qalb do not stand for the poet, but are the poet himself; and 

they are the surface of the water and its interior at the same time. The interpretation 

of these two expressions is a branch issued from the main tawriya expressed by the 

word ḥammāmī, which denotes at the same time the place and the poet. In this case, 

the double reading is perfect since both meanings actualise an independent narrative 

schema. Nevertheless, it is from their union that the complex meaning of the epigram 

is intended, i.e. the description of a person’s most intimate feelings, reached through 

the description of a place. And it is precisely the description of the place that is 

predominant in this epigram, although it is not the meaning intended by the poet 

(baʿīd), even if it is supported by the second hemistich of the first line, whose image 

of clear (ṣafw) water become turbid (takaddara) – a well-made example of ṭibāq – 

suggests and strengthens the qarīb meaning, i.e. the ‘spatial’ reading. For this reason, 

I will classify this tawriya as a muraššaḥa. 

 

 زجرلا ءوزجم نم ،امّحلا صنلا 20

فورعم لٌم 
ُ

غ لُهنْيُ * هُ
َ

ثي
ً

 بْحُسُلا ا

ذعُلا اذ لَُقأ
ْ

 36بْنُجُلا رَاجلا مُرأو * ه ر

I have a house whose favour gives rain to drink like the clouds. 

 
36 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 48), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 1:431, 3:214). 
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In it, I receive who has an excuse, and I honour the stranger neighbour/who needs 

to perform the total ablution. 

 

This last epigram by al-Ḥammāmī takes us once again to his working place, the 

ḥammām. The poet presents his bathhouse to us as a home, a place where one 

descends, and where the pleasure one feels inside is described as reviving rainwater, 

water that is the basis of the bathhouse’s functioning and an essential element of the 

washing and purification process inside the ḥammām. These are in fact the two main 

purposes for which a ḥammām is visited.37 The last hemistich refers precisely to this 

through a tawriya. The textual segment al-ǧār al-ǧunub is part of (Q 4:36) and in that 

context it means ‘the neighbour not belonging to the same family, not related by 

kinship’. This meaning enters the epigram and is perceived by the reader as the qarīb 

meaning. The other side of tawriya, its baʿīd meaning, is linked to the aspects of ritual 

purity in Islamic law. More precisely, the term ǧunub refers to the state of major 

impurity (ǧanāba) in which the individual finds himself after practising coitus, and for 

which the major ablution (ġusl) is prescribed, as it is mentioned in (Q 4:43). This is 

the meaning intended by the poet. At this point, an erotic reading of the entire 

epigram is possible. For example, we could trace the pleasure mentioned in the first 

line to sexual pleasure, while the life-giving water of the rains can be read as the 

effluvium of sperm after orgasm. This is the reason why the visitor of this house is in 

a state of impurity and needs to perform the ablution. Since there is no lāzim 

referring to any of the meanings, it is a tawriya muǧarrada. 

 

 رفاولا نم ،)١٣٤٨٧٤٩( حلا نيدلا ص 21

فطَ كِارتلأا بَ نمِ قٍاسوَ
ْ

 قِافرلا عمْجَ ع ه هُتأ * لٍ

ر وهو يداقِ هُلمَأ
ّ

فأو * 
ْ

 38اس وهو ِيْعَِ هِد

A tender Turkish cupbearer, with him I lose my way together with the companions. 

 
37 They are not the only aims, however. The literature about the ḥammām and its practices is vast and 
impossible to present here. See, for reference, Rizzo (2018), where I summarise the most important 
facts about ḥammām practice and how they play a role in the reader’s understanding of poetry. 
38 Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (Dīwān, 315), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 60; Ḫizāna, 3:524). 
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He is my slave, but I make him rule me. I ransom him with my eye/myself, but he is 

my leg/‘my cupbearer’. 

 

Even if Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī was the most well-known poet of the 8th/14th century 

(Heinrichs, 2012e), he was not considered the most versed in the use of tawriya (Ibn 

Ḥiǧǧa, Ḫizāna, 3:523-524). Nonetheless, he is still of major importance for the study 

of badīʿ devices and for the poetry of the epoch, as we have already seen. It is 

therefore worth presenting a few examples of his poetry here. 

This ġazal epigram fits into the subgenre of compositions aimed at young 

professionals or servants, and does not have a particularly complex structure. The 

pun on which tawriya is based is the homonymous word sāq. In the first line, it is to 

be understood only as ‘cupbearer’, while, at the end of the second line, it assumes 

its double meaning of ‘cupbearer’ (intended meaning, baʿīd) and ‘leg’ (qarīb 

meaning). This doubling of meaning is made possible by another homonymous word 

in the previous phrase: namely, ʿaynī. As we have already seen, ʿayn is the classic 

example of homonymy, and it keeps this ambiguous aspect in this epigram by 

returning the qarīb meaning ‘my eye’ and the baʿīd meaning ‘myself’. Here, the 

reading based on the qarīb meanings therefore leads to the coupling of the words 

‘eye’ and ‘leg’, a reading that does not return a full understandable meaning to the 

epigram. On the other hand, the reading based on the baʿīd meanings returns the 

image of a poet whose affection for the cupbearer led him to lose his mind and 

friends, to the point that, despite the cupbearer being his slave, the roles are inverted 

and the young man commands his master so much that he is ready to redeem his 

servant with his own person. This ‘improbable’ tawriya, i.e. the fact that the 

cupbearer is a poet’s leg, leads Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:524) to suggest that Ṣafī l-Dīn al-

Ḥillī’s attempt to use a tawriya was unsuccessful, and that this proves that the use of 

this figure was not his speciality. 

Given the interconnection of the two tawriyas, this epigram can be classified as an 

example of tawriya muhayyaʾa. 

 

 لطلا نم ،حلا نيدلا ص 22

ذإ سَأ ملو
ْ

غ دقو * ةٍضورب بُبحلا رَاز 
َ

ف
َ

ةاشوُ انّع تْل
ٌ

 مُاوّلو 
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و دَودخُـلا دُرولا شَرَف دقو
 مُلاعأ ِّضغَلا نسَوْسَلل هِمِدَقمَـل * تَُِّْ

 مُامْلإ َوْح مِامّنللو انيلإ * صٌخاش ضّغَلا سجِْلا فُرْطو لُوقأ

 39مُامّن حِاَلا  ّحو انيلع * نٌـُعأ قِئادحلا  ّح ُّبرَ اأ

I have never forgotten when the beloved came to visit in the garden whilst 

calumniators and blamers were neglectful of us. 

The rose displayed on the cheeks and has been spread out, whilst banners 

[announce] the arrival of the fresh lily/beloved. 

I say, whilst the glance of the tender narcissus/eye was raising and around me there 

was a dream vision of the mint/calumniator: 

‘O my Lord! Even in the gardens there are spies watching me and even among the 

aromatic plants there is some mint/a calumniator.” 

 

Unlike the previous example, Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:260) considers this epigram a good 

example of tawriya, even if he emphasises that the motif is inspired by an epigram of 

Badr al-Dīn Ibn Luʾluʾ al-Ḏahabī.40 Although not a poem devoted entirely to nature 

and plants, the motif of the description of the garden and its flowers fits perfectly to 

frame a ġazal epigram. This poem describes a typical theme of the ġazal and of the 

zahriyyāt,41 the category to which Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī’s Dīwān assigns these lines: 

namely, the meeting between the two lovers is disturbed by a spy, a slanderer, who 

ruins the love idyll. Unlike the previous example, this epigram actualises a double 

reading of the tawriya, the two readings being consistent with the co-text. The text 

opens by describing a loving encounter in a garden, which takes place away from the 

prying eyes of spies and blamers. A rose appears on the cheeks of the beloved, a 

metaphor for the redness of his cheeks due to the shame that he feels. Unfortunately, 

 
39 Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (Dīwān,360), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 60; Ḫizāna, 3:260). 
40 From which Ibn Nubāta (d. 768/1366) will also draw inspiration. Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 477), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 
(Kašf, 97-98, Ḫizāna, 3:260). 

مُاسَّ ضوْرلا هُهُجوو * انحَاورْأ بُهَنْيَ فٌَهأوَ  
ت
َ

خ ُّمنُ
ّ

د
َّ

ف * ىرولا لِتق ەُا
َ

خ
َ

د
ُّ

مُاَّمنوَ دٌرْوَ ەُ  
A slender one plunders our souls while his face is smiling like the garden. 

His cheeks reveal the assassination of the mankind; therefore, his cheek is rose and mint/calumniator. 
41 The zahriyyāt, nawriyyāt, rawḍiyyāt, and rabīʿiyyāt, i.e. poetic compositions devoted to the 
description of flowers, gardens, and spring, are a genre that had considerable development in Arabic 
literature, especially in the Abbasid era. In this regard, see Schoeler (1974, 2012). 
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this love idyll cannot last long. While the tender narcissus, which symbolises the gaze 

of the beloved, settles on his lover, the most nefarious vision of those who spy on the 

encounter appears: a hidden slanderer ready to betray the two lovers, hidden like a 

mint plant between the other fragrant flowers and grass. The use of the ‘rose’ 

metaphor to signify the cheeks of the beloved and ‘narcissus’ to signify his eyes is a 

widely attested use in Arabic literature (Heinrichs, 1991; 2012c), (Glünz, 2012). What 

makes their use interesting in the epigram is that their metaphorical interpretation 

takes on the role of the intended meaning (baʿīd) of a tawriya. In the same way, the 

lily, besides representing the flower, can be interpreted as the beloved. Finally, there 

is one last tawriya in the word nammām, i.e. mint and slanderer. Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s positive 

judgment on the poem is certainly due to the perfect double reading of the epigram. 

The first reading is the description of the garden and the meeting of the two lovers 

represented by flowers, a meeting that is disturbed by mint, a strong aromatic plant 

grown amongst other sweet and fragrant herbs. The second reading is in contrast a 

‘humanised’ reading of nature, with each flower and plant mentioned corresponding 

to human figures or sensory organs. It is precisely by virtue of this double reading 

that I consider the words ‘rose’ and ‘narcissus’, as well as ‘lily’ and ‘mint’, to be not 

simply metaphors, but real tawriyas that are capable of developing two independent, 

but also interdependent, textual readings. This is an example of tawriya muǧarrada, 

since the double meaning of these words is not suggested by any particular lāzim. 

Unless rawḍa in the first line is considered a lāzim of the qarīb meaning, and wuššā 

and lawwām are considered lawāzim of the baʿīd meaning – in this case, too, though, 

it would be a tawriya muǧarrada. 

 

 طسلا نم ،)١٣٤٩٧٤٩-١٣٤٨( رامعملا مهاربإ 23

قفر * :هل تُلق ِّدخلا رُاذعِ ىدّت امّل
ً

لاهمَو ا
ً

اجلا اهيّأ هلع   
42 ت لاو

ُ
قرْعِ هلع َّطـخَُ نْأ * لٌمَتحم كاذ  امف نْـِّشـخَ

ُ
نِاحرَْ   

I said to him, when the cheek-down beard appeared: ‘Tenderness and gentleness 

towards it, you who plucks his hair/you criminal!’ 

 
42 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 579), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 179; Ḫizāna, 3:413). 
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And do not be rough! Since doing it is unbearable, for the root of the basil should be 

written on it (i.e. on the cheek). 

 

Ibrāhīm al-Miʿmār (d. 749/1348-49) was another representative of the productive 

Bürgertum. As his name suggests, he was a master-builder and well rooted in the 

productive fabric of Cairo. Indeed, this meant that his activity as a poet was not aimed 

primarily at obtaining the means of subsistence. Nonetheless, he was a valuable and 

appreciated poet in his time, and his poems were read widely. Like his predecessors, 

he introduced many technical terms from his craft into his compositions, often as 

tawriya (Bauer, 2002; Özkan, 2013). The epigrams that I will present by this poet 

belong mainly to the ġazal and muǧūn-erotic genre, with the latter being especially 

prevalent in his diwan. 

This first epigram is an example of ġazal and describes when the lover’s attentions 

turn to a young man whose cheeks are beginning to grow hair, a sign that time is 

passing and that he is becoming an adult man, the external sign of which is a thick 

beard that will grow on his face (Bauer, 2014b). This early beard is the source of 

attraction, and the Interlocutor reprimands his Interlocutee and apostrophises him 

with the word al-ǧānī, which is the tawriya on which the epigram is based. The two 

meanings of this nomen agentis are: ‘the one who gathers’, ‘the one who plucks’ 

(from the verb ǧanà), which is its primary meaning; and ‘criminal’, i.e. the one who 

commits a ǧināya. In this two-line poem, both meanings return a correct reading of 

the epigram, as the Interlocutor reprimands his Interlocutee and begs him not to 

touch the early beard because it is a sign of his beauty. He also compares it to the 

root of the basil (another well-known metaphor used in the ġazal genre), which 

writes on the cheek and makes it even more beautiful. Both meanings of the tawriya 

return a correct reading and no lāzim refers to either the qarīb or the baʿīd meaning. 

If we really wish to designate which one is the qarīb and which one is the baʿīd, I 

would prefer ‘criminal’ as the intended meaning, for it conveys a stronger meaning. 

It is therefore a case of tawriya muǧarrada. 

 

 لمالا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 24
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ت خاّط ل
َ

قُفِاويُ َقشاعلل هُجُازمِو * هُنُسحُ عََّنَ  
43 غ مو ەُافجَ نم اخمَ نل

َ
قُفِاوخَ رودصلا  بٌولق هُنم * تْدَ  

I loved a cook whose beauty is multiform, and his mixture/temperament is suitable 

for the lovers. 

However, how many palpitating hearts in the breasts went away from him fearing 

his harshness. 

 

This epigram is an example of the ġazal genre addressed to a young professional or 

craftsman – a topic which has many examples in the literature of the epoch (Bauer, 

20013a; 2014b). The protagonist of this two-line poem is a beautiful cook, whose 

behaviour is so harsh that people, although attracted by his beauty, shy away from 

him. It is nonetheless precisely this characteristic that makes the cook charming. It is 

his mizāǧ which distinguishes him from others, and the tawriya lies in this word. As 

the qarīb meaning, I adopt the reading ‘mixture’, which denotes the product of the 

cooking process, i.e. a drink or food mixture, as in (Q 76:5, 17) and (Q 83:27); as the 

baʿīd meaning, I adopt the technical term of medicine, which denotes ‘temperament’, 

i.e. the balance of the four fundamental elements constituting the human 

temperament (Sanagustin, 2012). The poet’s intended meaning was not to present a 

cook whose culinary qualities had an aphrodisiac effect that enabled him to trap his 

customers. Rather, he wanted to describe him as a man with a strong temperament, 

most probably dominated by fire, an element which is also linked to his profession as 

a cook. In this interpretation, the word ṭabbāḫ is the supporting lāzim referring to 

the qarīb meaning, and therefore the tawriya is muraššaḥa.  

 

 عــــلا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 25

 ەِِّدخَ ع َّلطُ مٌدَ و * تاق ىوهلا عَ  تُماح

تاف
َّ

ت * هل اظحل مُاحلا مَهَ
َ

قحَ
َّ

ةنتفِلا قَ
َ

 ەِدِنع نمِ 

ق عم لَام يبح َّدق * ىأر امّلف ِّقحلا إ لَام
ّ

44ەِِّد
 

 
43 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 333), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 182-183; Ḫizāna, 3:414-415). 
44 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 159), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 183; Ḫizāna, 3:415). 
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I summoned to judgment my murderer before the law of love, and my blood was 

shed unavenged on his cheek. 

The judge suspected [him] just looking at him, then confirmed that the temptation 

was caused by him. 

He took the way of justice, but after he had seen the figure of my beloved, he took 

the side of his whip/he took the side of his figure. 

 

This epigram represents an interesting use of the legal setting – an example of 

literature called fiqhiyyāt45 – to describe unrequited love or love with an unhappy 

ending. The lover is described as the victim of a murderer, who killed his love and his 

deepest feelings – so much so, in fact, that the victim’s blood is flowing unavenged 

on the beloved’s cheeks. This metaphor turns the image of the blood-stained red 

cheeks of the lover into evidence of the crime. In order to gain revenge, the lover 

goes to the judge, who cannot but confirm that the beloved was responsible for the 

fatal temptation, and the judge orders him to be punished. But a tawriya in the last 

line leads to a double reading. If we take the reading suggested by the meaning of 

qadd (‘whip’), which is a punishment adopted for both ḥadd and taʿzīr crimes (Carra 

de Vaux and Schacht, 2012; Dien, 2012), then the judge decrees immediately after 

seeing the figure (qadd) of the beloved that he be flogged. But it is the second reading 

that the poet wants to convey: namely, as soon as he sees the figure (qadd) of the 

beloved, the judge ‘takes the parts of his figure’ (qadd) and, like the lover before him, 

is struck by fatal attraction. There are numerous lawāzim supporting the reading of 

qarīb as ‘whip’ and recalling the legal setting: the verb ḥākama (‘to summon to 

judgment’), šarʿ (‘Islamic law’), qātil (‘murder’), dam ṭulla (‘unavenged blood’), ḥākim 

(‘judge’), ḥaqq (‘justice’), all of which support the qarīb meaning and make the 

tawriya an example of muraššaḥa. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 26

 ەَّْرطُ هل ل رٌاذع لاو * بٌراش هل سل نٍداشو

 
45 For an introduction to the link that binds literature and legal discourse, and how these two spheres 
sometimes intertwine, see Szombathy (2018).  
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ةَْ هِقِر نم يَافكِ
ٌ

 46ەَّْرجَ ع هنم َْحَ اوَ * 

A young he-gazelle, who has neither moustache nor beard, but has a forelock. 

A draught of his saliva suffices me. O could I capture him in the trap!/O could I have 

a jar of it! 

 

This ġazal epigram is a classic example of the genre. The beloved is described 

metaphorically as a gazelle, which is then humanised through the description of his 

being beardless. The beloved boy has neither moustache nor beard, but only a 

forelock that attracts the attention of the lover, who hopes to have at least one small 

drop of his saliva. The tawriya develops in the last hemistich, where a double reading 

of the word ǧarr is suggested by two different lawāzim previously uttered. The first 

meaning (qarīb) is suggested by the lāzim šādin and is conveyed by the word ǧarr, 

which in this case means ‘trap, snare’. Therefore, the image conveyed is that of the 

lover’s wish to be able to entrap the beautiful gazelle/beloved. The second meaning 

is suggested by the word ‘saliva’ (rīq) and is conveyed by the word ǧarr(a) with its 

meaning of ‘jar’. This conveys the image of the lover who wants a jar full of the 

beloved’s saliva. This is a perfect double reading generated by a tawriya muǧarrada 

and supported by two lawāzim. 

 

 رفاولا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 27

نإف * عْد :لَاق ّحُ لَاصو تُلأس
َّ
بُاجُ لا راقتفا  كَـ  

47 بُاصنِ سْوَ و رقف   يذِ * َدْأ بِلقلا بَبح :هل تُلقف

I asked for a meeting with my beloved, but he said: ‘Leave me alone since you are in 

a state of need which will not be answered!’ 

I replied to him: ‘My sweetheart, I am called the one who is in need, and at my 

waist there is something on which one should pay the tax/there is a handle at my 

waist.’ 

 

 
46 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 224), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 190; Ḫizāna, 3:419-420). 
47 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 45), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 187; Ḫizāna, 3:423-424). 
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With this epigram, we begin to venture into a terrain that is halfway between the 

genres of ġazal and muǧūn. In this text, the explicit and questionable act is not 

uttered openly, but instead suggested somehow, and the reader is responsible for 

taking these clues to develop the meaning expressed by this play of spoken-

unspoken. The epigram opens with the request for a meeting, i.e. the union of lover 

and beloved (wiṣāl), with the latter refusing the former’s ‘state of need’. The 

Interlocutor’s answer is ambiguous because it admits two readings based on the 

double meaning of the word niṣāb. The first is introduced by and linked to the word 

faqr (‘need, poverty’), which introduces the idea of a lover in need of daily 

sustenance. For this reason, this lāzim suggests reading niṣāb as a technical term of 

Muslim law, i.e. the minimum amount of wealth on which the zakāt must be paid 

(Zysow, 2012). The image conveyed by this reading is that of a poet in need, whose 

sole wealth hangs from his waist, a wealth large enough to pay upon it a share of 

alms. On the other hand, though, the second reading exploits the literal meaning of 

niṣāb, intended as a ‘handle, e.g. of a knife’ hanging from the lover’s waist. This refers 

metaphorically to the penis, which assumes in itself the need previously attributed 

to the lover. The image is that of a man whose only need is to satisfy his sexual organ. 

Although both meanings develop two valid readings, I consider the legal meaning to 

be qarīb, and the sexual metaphorical meaning to be baʿīd. These two meanings 

develop from the tawriya-word, with the lawāzim istiqār and faqr linked to the qarīb 

meaning. It is therefore a case of tawriya muraššaḥa. 

 

 لمرلا ءوزجم نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 28

 امحْلوَ امًدَ  رَاص * ەُاوه رازّجّ َّبرُ

ف
ُ

 48امحْشَ َلق لاتَمْاو * هُنم ةَِللأا تُزْ

What a butcher! My love for him became to me blood and flesh. 

I acquired from him some tail fat/I gained his buttocks, then my heart became full 

of bad fat. 

 

 
48 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 409), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 183; Ḫizāna, 3:415). 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 239 

With this two-line poem, we approach the muǧūn genre, and it can be classified in 

the sub-category that Bauer (2014a, 164) defines as “highly explicit”. As in epigram 

no. 24, the central figure is a craftsman, in this case a butcher, and the lexicon used 

in this poem refers to his craft. The love expressed for this butcher is not spiritual, 

but carnal, to such an extent that the poet defines it as flesh and blood. The tawriya 

is found at the beginning of the second line, where the poet says that he acquired 

from the butcher some alya, which has as its first meaning (qarīb) the fat tail of a 

sheep or goat, which was considered a delicacy (Rodinson, 2012). On the other, the 

second meaning (baʿīd) conveyed by alya is that of ‘buttocks’, and refers to the 

butcher’s backside, suggesting that the poet had intercourse with him. This reading 

is all the more valid if we consider the last hemistich of the second line, where the 

poet reports that acquiring the alya resulted in the development of šaḥm in his heart, 

i.e. the fat that surrounds the internal organs, the eating of which is forbidden. The 

contrast is between the fat that is allowed (alya) and the fat that is prohibited (šaḥm), 

and the double reading of the tawriya yields two images. The first is that of the poet 

who buys a piece of fat tail and eats it, thereby increasing the fat inside his body, and 

the second suggests that, by eating alya, i.e. having intercourse with the butcher, the 

poet now has due to the sinful action a weight on his heart symbolised by the fat 

šaḥm. The epigram’s co-text contains lawāzim, which suggest the maʿnà qarīb, such 

as ǧazzār, dam, and laḥm, and the tawriya is therefore muraššaḥa. 

 

 لمالا ءوزجم نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 29

ق تُلقو مَ *اني  يريأ تُمْعَطْأ
َ

قتَسا امف َّر
َ

 رّْ

لائاق َسَ مَاق ل
ً

نا مَعِطُ اذإ نمَ انأ * 
ََْْ49 

I fed my penis so that it could sleep. I said: ‘Rest!’ But it did not. 

Instead, it began being active saying: ‘I am the one which goes after having 

eaten/becomes erected when it has been fed.’ 

 

This epigram is an example of muǧūn in which the tawriya is an iqtibās. The epigram 

is a dialogue between the poet and his insatiable penis, and is an example of the 

 
49 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 244), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 186; Ḫizāna, 3:423). 
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ayriyya genre, i.e. poems whose main character is the penis (Bauer, 2002). Despite 

having been fed (which most likely refers to masturbation), the penis shows no sign 

of losing its erection. The reason for this is expressed in the Koranic verse (Q 33:53), 

which refers to how diners should behave when invited to the prophet’s table: after 

eating, they should leave (intašara) and not stay for idle chatter. The Koranic meaning 

is the maʿnà qarīb, while the baʿīd is based on the twofold meaning of the verb 

intašara, which, when referring to the penis, is understood as ‘being erected’. If the 

subject were not the penis (ayrī), the twofold meaning of the tawriya-word would 

not have been understood, and the tawriya is therefore muhayyaʾa. 

 

 حملا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 30

عَمُلا ەُولمَاع ذم * ەُرُجَتْمَ بَاخ دِرْمُلا عم يريأ
 هَْصْنَلا ََّ

ثلا ماقو ەُوَُأوَ * هِلِصاح لِام سَأر اوعَّضَف
ُ

ق
 50هَْْ

The business of my penis failed with the beardless youths, since they made it 

stumble in a snare. 

They wasted the residual capital/residual of the glans, broke it, then it came to lie in 

a hole/then it stood up in the anus. 

 

This muǧūn epigram is based on the use of a trade-related lexicon to convey a sexual 

sense. The protagonist is once again the penis, which unlike in the previous epigram, 

is not described as powerful, but instead as a loser, as it is unable to cope with young 

beardless boys, who have set a trap and deceived it. The reading could be improved 

if we see the term murd (sing. Amrad) as connoting ‘rent-boy’, as Bauer has already 

hypothesised (2014a, 179). The theme of business is mentioned in the first line in the 

word matǧar, and is taken up again in the second line in the two tawriya-words. In 

the first hemistich of the second line, the raʾs māl phrase has as its first meaning 

(qarīb) ‘capital’, suggested by the lāzim matǧar. This word could also be interpreted 

as ‘glans’, which is suggested by the word ayrī in the first line. A second tawriya can 

be found in the word ṯuqba, which refers to the qarīb meaning if understood as a 

 
50 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 37), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 184; Ḫizāna, 3:420). 
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‘hole in the capital’, but refers to the baʿīd meaning if understood as ‘the anus’ in 

which the broken penis lies. This is an example of tawriya muǧarrada. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 31

ةَْمَعُ
ٌ

ن تَيَ ماق 
َ

تدلج * يد
ُ

ث هُ
ُ

 يدلو ا تُلق َّم

ف ضَْق  تَنأ اه
َ

ت نو * عْواط
ُ

ت كاصخُ اع
َ

 51يد تَحْ

The little ʿUmar/penis stood up desiring the last drop of my milk, so I flogged him/I 

masturbated, then I said: ‘Boy, 

you are in my power/hand, so comply with me. If you resist, [remember that] your 

testicles are in my power/under my hand.’ 

 

This muǧūn epigram is an example of a perfect double reading in which the poet plays 

on the two levels of childish behaviour and sexual fulfilment. The speaker addresses 

ʿumayra, a noun which can be interpreted in two ways, either as the diminutive of 

the proper name ʿUmar, i.e. little ʿUmar, or as the penis. The whole epigram hinges 

on this ambiguity. In wanting and demanding to be satisfied, the boy/penis annoys 

the protagonist,52 whose response is a tawriya which continues the double reading 

of the text. The reaction that the boy/penis elicits after his/its request is to be 

flogged/masturbated, which is possible due to the twofold meaning of the verb 

ǧalada, which conveys the sense ‘to flog’ when connected to the boy, but the 

meaning ‘to masturbate’ when applied to the penis. The epigram continues with a 

passage of direct speech addressed to the Interlocutee that warns the boy/penis to 

comply with the Interlocutor’s will and to stay quiet, since the Interlocutor keeps 

him/it in his qabḍa, a tawriya-word that, as we have already seen in chapter 3, can 

be understood in its proper meaning of ‘I grasp you in my hand’ when referring to 

 
51 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 177), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 186; Ḫizāna, 3:422). 
52 The verb nakida, of which nakad is the nomen verbi, can be interpreted in this epigram as ‘to give 
little, to refuse to give [what one wants or requests]’, so the first line could run as follows: The little 
ʿUmar/penis stood up desiring what I refuse [to give him] […]. On the other hand, this verb also 
designates ‘a camel which has scarce milk, or a well having little water’, which gives the reading I 
suggested in my translation. The alternative translation for the first line might be considered even 
better than what I have used in the text. However, I preferred to give an interpretation which 
strengthens the double reading of the epigram, providing the image of a child complaining about 
having more milk and that of the penis wanting to reach orgasm until every drop of sperm is spent.  



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
242 

the penis, and in its figurative sense of ‘you are in my power’ when referring to the 

boy. A similar tawriya closes the epigram, the expression taḥta yadī (the twofold 

meaning of yad has already been discussed in chapter 3) playing on the same 

opposition of proper meaning and figurative sense. The proper meaning of the 

expression refers to the testicles, i.e. the testicles are under my hand when 

masturbating, and the figurative sense is ‘under my power’, i.e. the boy is under my 

power. As already stated, the epigram yields a perfect double reading, with every 

element linked to the other, thereby creating a twofold interpretation in which the 

innuendo is preferred as the intended meaning. Hence, it is an example of tawriya 

muhayyaʾa. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 32

 ەْدئاف لا تُلق كْحَ لاقو * هِهِجو ع مَان ٌِّغَصُ

ق
ُ

ت لا لاقف * يدّس ا دَوماعلا لِخِدْاو مْ
َ

 53ەْدعاقلا مُرخَنْ

A little one (i.e. penis) was lying down, asleep. He said: ‘Rub it!’ I replied: ‘It’s no 

use! 

Stand and let enter the column/penis, my lord!’ He replied: ‘The capital/arse is not 

pierced!’ 

 

I conclude this section on al-Miʿmār’s muǧūn epigrams with a two-line poem where 

the author uses two tawriya-words related to the specific terminology of his 

profession. The two tawriya-words are ʿāmūd and qāʿida, which, like others, al-

Miʿmār often uses in his compositions (Bauer, 2002; 2014a; Özkan, 2013). Once again, 

the scene depicted is that of a sexual encounter involving a penis and a boy with his 

buttocks. Although limp, the penis, as soon as it receives the right impulse, is ready 

to do its duty and stands like a column (ʿāmūd) to be inserted into its capital (qāʿida). 

The latter also represents the beloved’s buttocks, which are not pierced and cannot 

accommodate the column inside, however. The use of these two words without any 

lāzim makes the tawriya an example of muǧarrada. 

 

 
53 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 173), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 186; Ḫizāna, 3:422). 
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 لمرلا ءوزجم نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 34

وَو لَضفلا رَمَعَ * لٌضف  لِضف نبلا
َّ

 

 54خأو َّلا مَلِعَ * ٌِّعَ وَهْوَ لا فك

Ibn Faḍl Allāh has a merit: he revived the donation and paid it in full. 

Could it be otherwise since he is [such an] eminent person? He knows the secret 

and the more hidden. 

 

Al-Miʿmār did not of course compose only ġazal and muǧūn. This epigram and the 

next are two examples of madīḥ where tawriya plays an important role in reinforcing 

the praise that the poet wants to convey. As the editors of al-Miʿmār’s (Dīwān, 107) 

maintain, the dedicatee of the praise is the kātib al-sirr ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn b. Faḍl Allāh (d. 

769/1368), to whom the poet dedicated and sent several poems. The opening line 

repeats the same word (faḍl) three times, each time with a different meaning: the 

name of the mamdūḥ, the merit and generosity of the kātib, and the favour or 

donation that he bestows upon people. This repetition is a figure of speech called 

ǧinās tāmm (‘perfect paronomasia’ (Cachia, 1998, no. 19)). The tawriya is at the end 

of the second line, when, having proclaimed the eminence of Ibn Faḍl Allāh, the poet 

utters a phrase taken from (Q 20:7). In the Koranic context, this expression refers to 

God, who knows whatever men utter secretly and even what is not spoken but 

concealed in the human soul. The tawriya plays on the word sirr, the whispered 

secret of the Koran (qarīb), which is intended as the role performed by the mamdūḥ, 

i.e. kātib al-sirr (baʿīd). In doing so, the poet attributes God’s characteristics to the 

secretary, thus reinforcing his praise. As there is no lāzim, the tawriya is muǧarrada. 

 

 رفاولا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ 35

لاضفو * ادًوجُ تَزْحُ نسِاحمَـلا رَد اأ
ًً

 انيمِـلاعلا ب عَاش 

ف مِارِلا نم تَنكو
َ

 55انيِتالا مِارلا نم تَِف * اطّخَ تَزْحُ

O full moon of the beauties, you embraced generosity, and your gift is spread all 

over the worlds. 

 
54 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 321), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 181; Ḫizāna, 3:417), Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 3:374). 
55 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 438), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 181; Ḫizāna, 3:418), Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 3:374). 
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You were among the generous and acquired the art of writing, so you became a 

part of the writing angels/noble secretaries. 

 

Highlighting the word badr in the first hemistich, Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 3:374) suggests 

that this epigram was dedicated to a kātib named Badr. It is therefore a tawriya, too. 

Badr is described as possessing the art of writing and as belonging to a group of noble 

and generous men, the noble secretaries (kuttāb). The tawriya is in this last phrase, 

which is quoted from (Q 82:11) and brings its Koranic meaning into the epigram. The 

Koranic reference to the writing angels, i.e. to those who record human deeds, is the 

qarīb meaning, immediately perceived by the reader. This citation strengthens the 

efficacy of the praise sustaining the baʿīd meaning ‘noble secretaries’ by attributing 

to it a certain degree of holiness through an unspoken comparison between the 

mamdūḥ and the angels. The whole co-text suggests the interpretation of the 

epigram as a madīḥ directed to a secretary, and in particular the word ḫaṭṭ (writing) 

serves as lāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd, making the tawriya an example of mubayyana. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،)١٣١٦٧١٦( ادولا 36

ت
َ

 اقلا مِدلا تْحارو اضبِ * مُدْأ تْدغ امّـل اوبَّجعَ

 56نِأش  وه مٍوي َّلــف * ىوهلا ِّبرَو رط اوبجَعْت لا

They marvelled when my tears were white in the morning and became dark red like 

blood in the evening. 

Do not be astonished of my eye! By the Lord of desire: every day it is engaged in 

some task/every day it is engaged in crying. 

 

 ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn ʿAlī b. Muẓaffar al-Wadāʿī (d. 716/1316) was another important figure 

who lived between the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century. 

Originally from Egypt, he lived in Damascus, where he was occupied in the dīwān al-

inšāʾ a few years before his death. Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:289-291) reports that he was 

talented in the use of tawriya and accused al-Ṣafadī of not having given space to his 

poetry and to Ibn Nubāta’s poetry in (Faḍḍ). It is worth pointing out regarding these 

 
56 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 132; Ḫizāna, 3:304-305). 
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two poets that pre-modern sources, e.g. Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 2:355, 3:291), mention 

how Ibn Nubāta was ‘inspired’ by al-Wadāʿī’s poetry and ‘borrowed’ many of his 

motifs – as Zaġlūl Sallām (Adab, 3:318) and Bauer (2008a, 16) also mention. 

This epigram seems to be a cry of unhappiness uttered by an abandoned lover or a 

lover who could not be with his beloved. Tears fall from his eyes, which are clear in 

the morning, but which become tears of blood through suffering. His eyes never stop 

crying, but are always intent on shedding tears. The last hemistich is the one in which 

the poet expresses the industriousness of his eye through an iqtibās of (Q 55:29) used 

as a tawriya. The Koranic meaning of the phrase kulla yawmin wa-huwa fī šaʾnin 

(Every day he [is engaged] in some task) refers to the incessant activity of God, who 

is never in a state of ‘doing-nothingness’, but is always occupied.57 This Koranic 

meaning is joined by the meaning intended by the poet (baʿīd), who resemanticises 

the line and attributes to the eye the incessant activity that is nothing but constant 

crying, eternal like the activity of God. The tawriya is muǧarrada, unless we want to 

attribute the role of the lāzim of the maʿnà qarīb to rabb, in this case making a 

tawriya muraššaḥa. 

 

 لطلا نم ،ادولا 37

ةَّنج نسحُلا  حَار لٌازغ ورب
ً

ت * 
َ

قَّشعَ
ْ

 دِجولا نم تُمهِف عأ هُتُ

ت * هِنيمب ادئاق ىدَّت ام اذإ
قََ

َّ
قح تُنْ

َّ
نأ ا

ّ
ةَّنج هُ

ُ
 58دِلخلا 

I would ransom with my soul a gazelle in whose beauty one perceived paradise. I 

fell passionately in love with a blind one and I have lost reason because of the 

passion. 

When he shows himself leading with his right, I know the truth: it is the garden of 

the blind rat/the heaven of eternity. 

 

 
57 The interpretative traditions of this line are varied. As reported by al-Zamaḫšarī (Kaššāf, 6:12-13) 
and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Tafsīr, 29: 109-110), a ḥadīṯ of the prophet reports that the occupations of God 
include listening to the believers, forgiving them, and giving them relief. Other traditions report that 
for God time is only divided into two, i.e. the creation – and therefore the life of the world – and the 
day of judgment. Other interpretations report that this line runs counter to the Jewish tradition that 
God rested on the seventh day. 
58 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 125-126; Ḫizāna, 2:360-361, 3:296). 
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With this epigram, I want to show how two different figures are interconnected, with 

both playing a role in the aesthetic success of the poetic composition. This is a typical 

ġazal text in which the object of love has a physical defect, a motif which was not 

foreign to the poetry of the time (Richardson, 2012). In addition to classifying it as an 

example of tawriya, Ibn Hiǧǧa also places this epigram in the tawǧīh chapter as an 

example of what I have already called tawǧīh2. The technical terms on which the 

ambiguity of this two-line poem is based are ġazāl and ḫuld. The first designates the 

gazelle (al-Damīrī, Ḥayāt, 3: 294-301), which is also a typical way of addressing the 

beloved, with the metaphor transferring the gazelle’s beauty and elegance to the 

beloved. It could be considered tawriya if we wanted to assume metaphrand and 

metaphier as two meanings of the word, one proper and the other figurative. The 

true tawriya/tawǧīh2 does not lie here, however. The word that releases the 

ambiguity is actually ḫuld, which in the technical terminology of zoology designates 

a blind mouse, a mole (al-Damīrī, Ḥayāt, 2: 234-242). The other meaning, related to 

the sense of the verb of which it is the nomen verbi, is ‘eternity’ as it appears in (Q 

10:52) and (Q 32:14), where it refers to the eternity of punishment in hell (ʿaḏāba l-

ḫuldi), and in (Q 41:28) to hell itself, which is called dār al-ḫuld; or in (Q 20:120), 

where šaǧarati l-ḫuldi (the tree of eternity) is the tree of knowledge of good and evil; 

or in (Q 21:34), where it refers to the impossibility of eternal life in this world. But 

what is more important is that, in (Q 25:15), al-ḫuld qualifies al-ǧanna, i.e. the garden 

of eternity, paradise, the ǧannatu l-ḥuldi, quoted at the very end of the epigram and 

being an iqtibās within it.  

Having specified the role of ambiguous words in the text, we can better understand 

the intertwinement of the themes and the different readings of the epigram and the 

images that they convey. The beloved is depicted as a gazelle whose beauty manifests 

the beauty of paradise. The words ġazāl and ǧanna introduce in the first line the two 

isotopies on which the tawriya will be actualised: the first is inherent in the animal 

world and the second in the paradisiacal world. In the second hemistich of the first 

line, the beloved is qualified as blind, an epithet that reconnects to gazelle, giving the 

image of a blind gazelle and a beautiful and elegant beloved, who is also blind. In the 

first hemistich of the second line, the statement that the blind beloved advances with 

his right hand (bi-yamīni-hi) can be interpreted in two ways. Linking this information 
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to the blindness of the beloved yields the image of a blind boy/gazelle that advances 

by extending his right hand to feel where he is going, or perhaps to ask for alms. On 

the other hand, if we reconnect his advancing with his right hand to the paradisiacal 

setting suggested in the first line, then we obtain a reading recalling (Q 17:71), (Q 

69:19), and (Q 84:7), which depict the moment on the day of judgment when those 

allowed to enter paradise are given the record of their deeds in their right hand, while 

all others burn in hell. This reference yields a paradisiacal reading, which sees the 

blind beloved advancing towards the gates of paradise with his right hand 

outstretched to receive his ‘pass’ to the eternal garden. These two readings will find 

their completeness through the tawriya in the very last hemistich, where the qarīb 

meaning of the word ḫuld (‘mole, blind rat’) reconnects to the animal isotopy coupled 

with ġazāl on the one hand, and to the blindness isotopy, when coupled with the 

word aʿmà and the image of the boy who steps forward with his right hand, feeling 

the place or asking for alms, on the other. As for the baʿīd meaning of the tawriya, it 

is based on the paradisiacal vision put forward in the first line and recalls the Koranic 

word describing those who are upright entering paradise, and thus conveys the image 

of a man worthy of entering paradise. 

The final statement can also be read as a double meaning conveying both a negative 

interpretation, i.e. the garden of the blind mouse, and a positive interpretation, i.e. 

the garden of eternity. Could this be a case of tawǧīh1/ibhām? This epigram certainly 

contains enough semantic density and intercorrelation of internal isotopies to make 

it an excellent example of tawriya and double readings. Given the presence of more 

than one lāzim referring to both meanings, it is appropriate to classify this epigram 

as an example of tawriya muǧarrada.59  

 

 ففخلا نم ،ادولا 38

 
59 As I have said, Ibn Nubāta was inspired by some of al-Wadāʿī’s motifs and used them in his 
compositions. He did it with this motif, too, as quoted in Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 126; Ḫizāna, 2:361, 3:296). 
This epigram is found in his dīwān: Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 162). 

تُْل * هُظحل ادمَغمُ ًعأ هِدفأ
َ

دخ  
ِّ

 يدرولا ەِ
دخ نم يَانيع تْنكمت

ِّ
ةنّج يذه تُلقف * ەِ

ُ
خلا 

ُ
 دِل

May I ransom a blind one whose glance is sheathed, that one may graze on his rosy cheek! 
My eyes took possession of his cheek, so I said: ‘This is the garden of the blind rat!’/‘This is the 

heaven of eternity. 
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ق * وْشلا بُتك بٌتا فِرْطلا نم 
ُ

 هْلمَأ دُاؤفلا اذإ هلإ 

 60هْلقم نبا تِلاسلسمُ متيأر له * يدّخَ ةِفحص  عُمدلا لَسلس

There is a secretary in my eyes to whom desire writes when the heart dictates it. 

The tears interlocked/streamed on the page of my cheek. Have you ever seen Ibn 

Muqla’s interlocked writing?/the pupil’s rivulets? 

 

This epigram is a ġazal poem written to a beloved who was a kātib – or at least this 

is what one perceives in this two-line poem. As in the previous example, the 

intertwinement of isotopies makes this poem dense. In the first hemistich of the first 

line, the phrase lī min al-ṭarf kātib introduces two isotopies which will be the basis 

for the double meaning of tawriyas: the eye-and-sight isotopy, and the isotopy of the 

profession of the kātib (kitāba) and art of writing (ḫaṭṭ). Desire writes (yaktubu) to 

this kātib when the heart dictates (amalla), and these two verbs are a part of the 

kitāba-ḫaṭṭ isotopy. In the first hemistich of the second line, tears stream (salsala) on 

the page (ṣaḥīfa) of the cheek, where salsala is a tawriya having as its qarīb meaning 

a technical use of the term, i.e. qalam al-musalsal, which is “relative of al-tawqīʿ script 

in which all letters are interlocked and the alif and lām look like links in a chain” 

(Gacek, 2001, 70). And the baʿīd meaning is ‘to pour’, ‘to stream’, referring to water 

or, in this case, to tears. Both readings of the tawriya are integrated into the two 

isotopies of kitāba-ḫaṭṭ, and eye-and-sight. The term ṣaḥifa with which the cheek is 

described is a lāzim of the maʿnà qarīb, for it is connected with the kitāba-ḫaṭṭ 

isotopy. After this first tawriya has been uttered, we can look back at the first line 

and note that the words kātib, yaktubu, and amalla, pertaining to the kitāba-ḫaṭṭ 

isotopy, are lawāzim of the maʿnà qarīb, while the word ṭarf, pertaining to the eye-

and-sight isotopy, is a lāzim of the maʿna baʿīd.  

The epigram closes with another tawriya in the phrase musalsalāt Ibn Muqla. Its qarīb 

meaning is connected to a well-known kātib, Ibn Muqla (d. 328/940), whose full name 

was Abū ʿAlī Muḥammad b. ʿAlī Ibn Muqla. Despite managing to climb to the top 

government positions, he died in disgrace, in prison and having had his right hand 

and tongue cut off (Huart, 1908, 75; Sourdel, 2012). What interests us, though, is that 

 
60 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 130; Ḫizāna, 3:302). 
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he was a renowned calligrapher and innovator of writing styles. As Huart (1908, 74-

79) points out, Ibn Muqla was responsible for abandoning kūfī writing and replacing 

it with nasḫī; he also formulated some rules and principles governing the harmony 

and proportion of letters. But he was not the only member of his family to enjoy such 

renown, since his brother Abū ʿAbd Allāh Ḥasan Ibn Muqla (d. 338/949) had a writing 

style whose beauty surpassed even that of his brother. The writing style that Ibn 

Muqla developed is called al-ḫaṭṭ al-mansūb, i.e. a “proportionate writing or scripts, 

which according to the Arabic tradition, use the principle of ‘tanāsub’ elaborated by 

Ibn Muqla” (Gacek, 2001, 42).  

As for the baʿīd meaning, it develops from the literal meaning of this expression, i.e. 

the rivulets. From this literal meaning, one understands that the son of the eye pupil 

is nothing but tears (already uttered in the preceding hemistich) streaming down the 

cheek like rivulets. In this sense, the word damʿ at the beginning of the second line is 

a lāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd of the expression ibn muqla. The overlapping and 

interpenetration of these two isotopies yield the image of a lover with a broken heart 

who writes to his beloved. He pours tears that form rivulets on his cheeks, these 

rivulets being so dense and interlocked that they resemble the splendid calligraphy 

of the famous kātib Ibn Muqla. 

As stated, this epigram has a certain density of content within its structure, which is 

reflected in the intertwinement of the two isotopies and in the numerous lawāzim 

supporting the twofold meaning of the tawriyas. The lawāzim suggesting the maʿnà 

qarīb are kātib, yaktubu, amalla, and ṣaḥīfa, while those suggesting the baʿīd are ṭarf 

and damʿ. Given the preponderance of lawāzim referring to the maʿnà qarīb, I 

propose to classify this example as a tawriya muraššaḥa.61 

 

 ثتجملا نم ،)١٣٦٦٧٦٨( ةتان نبا 39

 
61 As Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 131; Ḫizāna, 3:302) reports, Ibn Nubāta took this motif too. 

لاإ ُّطق * ەُارأ ام يذلا بِتالل تُلق
ّ

قنو 
َّ

ش عُمدلا طَ
َ

 هْل
نإ

ْ
ت 
َ

خ
ُ

عمدلا َّط
ُ

دخلا  
ِّ

خ لاقف ّسَُ ام * اطّخ 
َ

قمُ نبا ُّط
ْ

 هْل
I said to the secretary who never showed himself unless the tears had pointed a vowel/had fallen in 

drops on his figure: 
How is it called if the tears flow through the cheek writing lines? He answered: ‘Ibn Muqla’s 

writing/the furrow of the pupil’. 
Another use of this motif is found in the poetry of Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī (d. 745/1344), see Del Moral 
(1985-1986, 24). 
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 كِاشِو اهُّدمَ * خاخفِ علومُو

 62ارك تُلق دُصَ * اذام ُعلا َِ تْلاق

Such a lover of snares and nets, he spreads them! 

The eye asked me: ‘What does he hunt?’ I replied: ‘Cranes/Your sleep.’ 

 

There is no doubt that Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī was the most important poet of the 

fourteenth century. As Bauer (2008a, 2009a) reports, his contemporaries all agreed 

that his talent in poetry and prose was unmatched – only al-Ṣafadī, who also praised 

Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī’s compositions, gave prominence to Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī, most 

probably for personal reasons. Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī was also an excellent poet in the 

use of tawriya and also the first to collect his epigrams and to publish a collection 

containing only epigrams thematically arranged (Bauer, 2009a; 2014a). Thus, a 

selection of epigrams, though limited, cannot exclude such a figure. 

This first epigram by Ibn Nubāta l-Miṣrī does not present a dense intertwinement, but 

is nonetheless an interesting example of a ġazal epigram disguised in a ‘hunting’ 

poem. From the first line, the scene depicted is that of a hunt; the speaker is watching 

someone spreading nets and snares to capture wild animals. In the second line, a 

dialogic sequence begins, in which the eye of the speaker asks what prey the hunter 

is hunting. The speaker replies with a tawriya: karākī. Of the two meanings of the 

tawriya-word, the first and qarīb sense does not deviate from the hunting theme, for 

it is the plural of the word kurkī, i.e. crane (al-Damīrī, Ḥayāt, 3:572-581). As for the 

baʿīd meaning, it is this that develops the ġazal reading of the epigram. In this case, 

the word karākī must be split into karà (‘sleep’), to which the pronoun -ki is added, 

giving the reading ‘your sleep’. This reply to the question asked by the eye makes us 

aware that the beauty of this hunter is such that the eyes of the person looking at 

him will no longer be able to sleep. The first line suggests only the hunting theme, 

with the lawāzim-words fiḫāḫ and šibāk suggesting the qarīb meaning, while no lāzim 

is uttered for the baʿīd meaning. This tawriya is thus a muraššaḥa.63 

 
62 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 370), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 137; Ḫizāna, 1:353, 3:311). 
63 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 137; Ḫizāna, 1:353, 3:311) reports that al-Ṣafadī took this motif and composed a 
similar epigram; see also in al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 177): 

 احُ رودلل لٌازغ اركـ * ـلا ر امدنع ىرلا حَْ ع رَاغأ
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 لمرلا نم ،ةتان نبا 40

ذ َّلتحاو بُحاصلا قَبس * اهلواح نْمـل العلا تِلاق
ُ

 اهار

نإ اعمـلا بَسْك اوعدف
ّ

ةجاح * اه
ٌ

 64اهاضق بَوقعَ سفن  

The lofty rank said to the one who is trying to attain it: ‘The vizier has already 

reached it and occupied its top. 

Do not try to reach elevated ranks, since they were/it was a need in Yaʿqūb’s soul 

which he satisfied.’ 

 

This is an interesting example of a madīḥ epigram where the tawriya is expressed 

with an iqtibās. Bauer (2008a) explains how social relations and ties with the ruling 

elite, as well as with members of the class of kuttāb, religious scholars, and powerful 

families, were fundamental to Ibn Nubāta throughout his life. For instance, this two-

line poem is dedicated to Šaraf al-Dīn Yaʿqūb (d. 729/1328-1329), who was nāẓir of 

Aleppo (Bauer, 2008a, 33). The epigram begins by personifying loftiness, which 

addresses its interlocutee and warns him that the mamdūḥ has already reached the 

lofty rank, and that every attempt at acquiring a high rank will end in failure, since 

this is the exclusive preserve of Yaʿqūb. This last hemistich is an iqtibās of (Q 12:68) 

used as a tawriya. The Koranic meaning (qarīb) is related to the story of Joseph, and 

specifically when Jacob tells his sons that, when they go to Egypt for the second time, 

they should enter the city through different gates and not in a group through the 

same door. In contrast, the baʿīd meaning is given by the word Yaʿqūb, which is the 

given name of the mamdūḥ, so that the need which has been satisfied is not that of 

Jacob father of Joseph, but of Šaraf al-Dīn Yaʿqūb. It should be noted that the word 

al-ṣāḥib in the first line is to be coupled with al-maʿālī in the second, resulting in ṣāḥib 

al-maʿālī, i.e. the title given to a high-ranking person. And those two words are two 

lawāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd, and the whole tawriya is a tawriya mubayyana. 

 لمالا نم ،ةتان نبا 41

 
 ارك دَاص فَك هِظنت مْلأ * هِنسح دِرو نع ُع ا جرْا تُلقف

He attacked during the course of sleep when a gazelle who resembles the full moons shot at the 
cranes. 

I said: ‘O eye, desist from the rose of his beauty, did not you see how he hunted cranes/your sleep?’ 
64 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:348) 
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ةروص نِاويدلا  نَلافل
ُ

نأو * اح 
ّ

 بِاّغُلا ةِلمج نم هُ

ةموزخم ام ردْ مل
ٌ

ةدجو 
ٌ

 65بِاسح غ هِقزار نَاحسُ * 

There is someone in the dīwān whose being present is as though he were among 

the multitude of the absents. 

He did not know what a letter and a register are. Praised be God, he is providing 

him without reckoning. 

 

If in the previous example Ibn Nubāta addresses an epigram of praise to a minister 

and kātib, this epigram is the opposite: the poet is mocking someone who works in 

the dīwān, and he does so by using an iqtibās as a tawriya. The kātib is depicted as 

someone whose incompetence in carrying out his duties in the dīwān is such that it 

is comparable to his total absence. He has no idea of the foundations of his profession 

and even ignores its basic tools such as a letter and a register. His incompetence is 

such that he gives money left, right, and centre without accounting for a single coin. 

To express this last idea, Ibn Nubāta quotes a phrase taken from (Q 2:212), (Q 3:37), 

and (Q 24:38), in which the subject who gives without reckoning is God, and the 

expression refers to immense and never-ending grace and generosity. To this qarīb 

meaning, a resemanticisation of the Koranic verse changes the subject from God to 

the kātib, and expresses the idea of an officer who spends money like water (baʿīd). 

The resemanticisation of the Koranic verse would not have been possible without a 

clear reference to another subject. This subject is uttered at the very beginning of the 

epigram: it is the fulān, who is the person that we will find out is a kātib. For this 

reason, the tawriya would not have been a tawriya at all if the resemanticisation 

could not be based on another text segment. Therefore, the tawriya is muhayyaʾa. 

 

 حملا نم ،ةتان نبا 42

لأاو هُنم َخلا يشل * هِتلغْ مَاجِل دص عَا
ُ

 امدُ

 66امجُللا لُأ كَاذ ع وهف * هُتُيارجِ تْحار هلع اهاو

My friend sold the bridle of his she-mule to buy bread and seasoning. 

 
65 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 49-50), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:356). 
66 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 481), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:360). 
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Alas for him! His provisions ended quickly and now he is eating the bridles/became 

a slave. 

 

This is another jesting epigram by Ibn Nubāta. It does not have a dense structure, but 

is nonetheless a good example of the jesting genre. Someone who is suffering 

financially decides to sell what is perhaps his last remaining asset: the bridle of his 

donkey. From the sale, he buys himself something to eat. But the food does not last 

long, and he soon finds himself having to eat the bridle. If we consider the expression 

‘eating the bridle’ in its literal meaning, we are faced with nonsense. How can he eat 

the leather of the bridle, especially as he has already sold it? This initial qarīb meaning 

serves precisely to confuse the reader, who will seek a solution in another figurative 

sense connected to the expression ‘eating the bridle’. The baʿīd meaning is therefore 

connected to the idea of tightening bridles and has nothing to do with eating them. 

The person who holds a bridle has power and command over something, while the 

person who eats a bridle, i.e. who bites the bit, is controlled and commanded by 

someone. Here, the protagonist of the epigram therefore has nothing more to sell to 

enable him to buy food, and finds himself forced to sell himself. This is the baʿīd 

meaning, the image of a man biting a bit like a donkey. The expression ‘yaʾkulu l-

luǧum’ has a twofold meaning – a proper and a figurative – and it does not require 

another element. But the word liǧām in the first line can be seen as a lāzim suggesting 

the qarīb meaning. The tawriya is therefore muraššaḥa. 

 

 لمالا نم ،ةتان نبا 43

 رادقلأا يوذ نمِ ةِحلملا ِّبحُ *  دَاعو حَيلملا كَرت بٌحاص 

 67رادلا دُع وهو ضأف نسحُ *  بِوسملا لهشلأا دع نا دق

I have a friend who left the handsome boy and pursued the love of the handsome 

young woman of the notable people. 

He was ʿAbd al-Ašhal/the slave of the beautiful eyed, the one descending from 

beauty, then he became ʿAbd al-Dār/the slave of the house. 

 

 
67 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 236), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:359). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
254 

This is another, and final, jesting epigram by Ibn Nubāta. Playing on the names of 

tribes in a way similar to al-Ǧazzār’s epigrams 5 and 6, it describes someone as having 

left a young handsome boy to pursue a relationship with a noble young woman, with 

this relationship changing the status of the protagonist. This change is described by 

way of two tawriya-phrases: ʿabd al-ašhal and ʿabd al-dār. 

Kaḥḥāla (Qabāʾil, 2:722) reports that the ʿAbd al-Ašhal are an offspring of the 

Qaḥṭāniyya, the tribe which is said to be the root of the southern Arabs of the Yemen, 

while the ʿAbd al-Dār b. Quṣayy (Kaḥḥāla, Qabāʾil, 2:723), whose eponym is Quṣayy 

b. Kilāb (Levi della Vida, 2012), are an offspring of the ʿAdnāniyya, the ancestors of 

the northern Arabs. Thus, the protagonist of the epigram belonged to the first tribe, 

but then joined the second tribe after beginning a relationship with the young 

woman. He is described as a member of the ʿAbd al-Ašhal, a tribe that fought against 

the Aws to control Medina before the hiǧra (Watt, 2012d), and the young woman is 

described as min ḏawī l-aqdar, i.e. part of a noble lineage that we discover to be the 

ʿAbd al-Dār. This was a tribe based in Mecca, whose eponym Quṣayy protected the 

city and rebuilt the kaʿba, and was also considered the eponym of the Qurayš. It is 

evident that this reading suggests a union through which the protagonist could climb 

the social ladder and enter a noble family more prominent than his own, or perhaps 

he joined a family equal to his own. But at a price. This first reading is joined by a 

second reading provided by the second meaning of the tawriya. The literal reading of 

the two phrases ʿabd al-ašhal and ʿabd al-dār returns the image of the protagonist as 

a slave of the man with beautiful eyes (ašhal), where the word ašhal designates a 

man with eyes of a particular shade of blue.68 Not only did this man have beautiful 

eyes; he could also boast that he was a descendant of beauty itself, its only ancestor. 

Yet, after abandoning this man, the protagonist then finds himself literally a slave in 

the house and family that he has joined. Both meanings of the tawriya return two 

readings that are compatible with the epigram and that are not mutually exclusive. 

Rather, they contribute to the semantic enrichment and aesthetic value of the text. I 

 
68 Lane (Lexicon, s.v. šuhla) “A tinge, or mixture, of zurqa [i.e. blueness, or grayness, or greenish hue] 
in the black of the eye less than zaraq and more beautiful than this, in the black of the eye. Or a tinge 
of redness in the black of the eye, not in lines, like šukla, but consisting in a paucity of blackness of the 
black of the eye, so that it is as though it inclined to redness; or a hue of the black of the eye between 
redness and blackness.” 
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suggest assigning the role of qarīb to the ‘tribal interpretation’, and the role of baʿīd 

to the literal interpretation. I also suggest assigning the role of lāzim of the maʿnà 

qarīb to the phrase min ḏawī l-aqdār, and the role of lāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd to the 

phrase al-mansūb fī ḥusn. As two opposite lawāzim, the tawriya can be classified as 

muǧarrada. 

 

 لمرلا نم ،ةتان نبا 44

 اغْصَ نُسحلا اهلام دق دٍودخ نم * ادجسع يع نَاسإ تْلأمَ

ناف رأ فَدْرلا تُلق
َْ

 69طَْ نُاسلإا اذكه تلاق َّمث * تْنَ

From her cheeks filled by beauty with colour, she glutted the pupil of my eye with 

gold. 

I said: ‘Show me the buttocks.’ But she turned away and said then: ‘In saying that 

the man/the pupil exceeds the limit.’ 

 

This is a ġazal epigram where the tawriya is based on an iqtibās. The protagonist is 

watching a beautiful young woman, whose beautiful cheeks and face fill the pupil of 

his eye (insān ʿaynī) with gold. This idyllic vision of beauty is then interrupted when 

the protagonist brazenly asks to see the young woman’s backside, to which she 

replies by quoting (Q 96:6). The Koranic meaning (qarīb) conveys the idea that, 

despite the revealed signs, the human being continues to transgress and exceeds the 

limits by not accepting the faith in God. In the Koranic context, the word insān 

therefore means ‘man, human being’. The second reading of this line is based on the 

second meaning of insān, i.e. ‘eye pupil’, which reconnects to the first line in which 

the protagonist’s pupil is described as being full of the beauty of the young woman. 

In this case, it is the pupil that exceeds the limits by asking to see what modesty hides 

underneath the clothes. Both readings return a correct interpretation of the poem 

and both convey a similar meaning. Insān ʿ aynī in the first line grants a double reading 

to the word insān at the end of the second line; without it, the word insān would not 

have a double meaning, since it is the co-text of the first line that makes possible the 

meaning of ‘pupil’ in the second line. Hence, this tawriya is muhayyaʾa. 

 
69 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 322), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:344). 
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 عــــلا نم ،ةتان نبا 45

ت لا رُيأ ا
َ

ت * لاو قٍلعِل نْرْ
َ

 هِسفن عم هُكرتاوَ ه قْثِ

ت لاو
نأ * ىري نَّمم َّدوُلا ِّجَُ

َّ
ف إ جٌاتحم كَ

َ
 70هِسِل

O Penis, do not rely on a rent-boy and do not trust him: leave him alone! 

Do not hope to be loved by someone who thinks that you need his money/anus. 

 

Bauer (2014a, 179) interprets this two-line poem as an example of muǧun of the B 

“Poems about all different kinds of misfortune” and C “Poems about troubled 

friendship” categories, and as an epigram intended “to warn against relationships 

that are based on money”, since “they never lead to honesty and friendship” (Bauer, 

2014a, 179). I agree, but I think that this analysis ignores the turning-point, since 

there is a tawriya in the last hemistich. For my analysis, I use the variant reported in 

Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 270), which is the same as that reported in Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 158-

159; Ḫizāna, 3:354), and not that used by Bauer. I do so because this variant helps us 

understand the epigram and its tawriya better. 

In the first hemistich of the first line, the narrator tells the penis that it should never 

trust a ʿilq, which is the word denoting the passive partner in a relationship, a 

catamite, or a rent-boy. Why should the penis not rely on a ʿilq? Because the rent-

boy thinks that the penis is in need of money. But this does not make sense, for it is 

the passive partner who is more likely to sell his body to earn money from adult men, 

and not the other way around. That is why the word fals, besides meaning ‘money’, 

also means ‘anus’. This baʿīd meaning could be a figurative sense derived from the 

proper meaning of the word fals, i.e. a coin made of copper or bronze. The figurative 

derivation is metaphorical, since the form and shape of the anus resembles the form 

and shape of a coin. Another possibility is based on Badawi and Hinds (Dictionary, s.v. 

f l s), who account for the use of the word fils to mean ‘anus, arsehole’, without 

connecting it to fals ‘coin’,71 making the use of fals-fils a case of what al-Ṣafadī called 

 
70 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 270), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 158-159; Ḫizāna, 3:354), Bauer (2014a, 179). 
71 Although Badawi and Hind is not a historical dictionary of the Egyptian dialect, it could be assumed 
that the term had already entered common use. Personally, I prefer the metaphorical explanation, 
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erroneous homonymy. This reading makes the epigram clearer. The intended 

meaning (baʿīd) is the anus, and the penis, which wants to perform anal intercourse, 

should not trust the rent-boy whom it pays, since the boy knows that the penis is in 

a state of need and that he can profit from this need. If we now try to classify this 

example of tawriya according to the received theory, we understand how much this 

variant of the first hemistich is fundamental to its double reading. The words ayrī and 

ʿilq introduce the two concepts of ‘sexual need of the genital organ’, as it is the 

personified protagonist of the narrative, and ‘prostitution’. Both words therefore 

refer to the maʿnà baʿīd, and the tawriya is mubayyana. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،ةتان نبا 46

لاحار ا
ً

 ەَّْوجُرْمَ خلل لُاخم * تْلَقأ ام دِع نم 

لاوْحَ لْمِتَكت مل
ً

ثرَوْأو 
ْ

 72ەْوّق لاو لَوْح لاف افعْضُ * تَ

O deceased one, after the hoped-for promising signs of excellence had appeared [in 

you]; 

you did not complete one year/you did not reached force and made me inherit 

weakness. There is no year/no power and no strength. 

 

Ibn Nubāta was a poet who composed touching elegies (Bauer, 2003a) (Talib, 2013). 

The following epigrams are taken from those that he composed in which he used the 

figure tawriya. As we will see, these elegies contain a high narrative density, often 

developed in two or more isotopies and narrative images. 

This epigram is a riṯāʾ that Ibn Nubāta wrote after his son’s death before he had 

reached the age of one (Ibn Nubāta, Dīwān, 546), (Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, Ḫizāna, 3:364). The first 

line is an example of what Bauer (2003a, 60) describes as a narrative strategy 

characteristic of elegies addressed to a child: given that it is difficult to find 

accomplishments to praise in a child, “poets instead talked about what the child did 

not become”. Despite the limited space of a line, Ibn Nubāta mentions the maḫāyilu 

li-l-ḫayri marǧuwwa, the hoped-for signs which had made the poet anticipate a great 

 
even if we cannot exclude the other. For example, fils could be the result of a diachronic fals>fils 
transformation in the spoken language. 
72 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 546), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:364). 
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future had the child not died prematurely. These signs that made the poet hope to 

see his son as an adult were not enough to ward off his death in the first year (ḥawl) 

of life, which prevented the child from reaching the force and vigour (ḥawl) of an 

adult man. The sadness of the poet finds its expression in this first tawriya. The death 

of a young and defenceless child made the poet inherit nothing but weakness (ḍuʿf). 

This image is particularly touching, since the weakness inherited by the father mirrors 

the weakness of a baby, transforming the body of an adult man overcome by the sad 

event. Moreover, it reminds us of the fact that an inheritance should pass from father 

to son and not the other way around, as if the vigour of the poet should have passed 

to the young son. The image is strengthened by the ṭibāq of these two words, ḥawl 

and ḍuʿf, the first of which is repeated at the end of the epigram in the ḥawqala, 

where the tawriya plays again with its two meanings. It is difficult to say which 

meaning should be considered the qarīb and which the baʿīd, since they actually play 

the same role in the intertwinement of the text, providing two correct readings of it. 

I propose to consider ‘force’ as the baʿīd meaning, since its actualisation also plays a 

role in the ṭibāq, which is a pillar on which the communicative force of the epigram 

is based. The word ḍuʿf then becomes a lāzim of the maʿnà baʿīd, and the tawriya is 

thus mubayyana. 

 

 عــــلا نم ،ةتان نبا 47

 مْحرلا دِْعَِ ٍّرد اذ ناو * هُلسِ وَ دق لٍمشَل اهآ

 73مْي ارّد ُّردلا كاذ شَاعو * ىدرلا هُنع تُقلا تيلف

Alas for the union of the string whose thread became weak and whose 

pearl/achievement was ʿAbd al-Raḥīm. 

Would I have met death in his stead, this pearl had lived like an orphan pearl/an 

incomparable achievement! 

 

This epigram was written after the death of Ibn Nubāta’s son ʿAbd al-Raḥīm in 

734/1333-1334. He was not the only child who predeceased him, but Bauer (2008a) 

hypotheses that he might have been Ibn Nubāta’s favourite son, since he bore the 

 
73 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 480), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 161; Ḫizāna, 3:364). 
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name of Ibn Nubāta’s famous ancestor ʿAbd al-Rahīm Ibn Nubāta (d. 374/984-985), 

who was the preacher (ḫaṭīb) of Sayf al-Dawla (d. 356/967).   

There is a motif in this epigram that is similar to the motif in the previous epigram. 

To mourn his child, the father mentions what his son might have achieved, and he 

does so by using a tawriya. In the first line, the poet complains about the breakdown 

of a state of union symbolised by a weak thread, whose pearl (durr) was ʿAbd al-

Raḥīm. The mention of the pearl and the thread creates the image of a necklace of 

joined pearls which has ʿ Abd al-Raḥīm as the most important element. Death cuts the 

bond that symbolises the family’s lineage, and snatches the child from his affections, 

leaving a desperate father. A second reading of the line is added to the first, 

penetrating and enriching it. If we read darr ‘achievement’ instead of durr ‘pearl’, 

then the image depicted is that of the familiar thread that had its completeness, its 

greatest achievement, in ʿAbd al-Raḥīm. Although not described in detail, the 

achievement for which ʿAbd al-Raḥīm was destined makes us imagine how the father 

had seen a great future in his son’s eyes. These two images continue in the second 

line, where the father wishes that he could have died instead of the pearl of his son, 

a pearl (durr) that would have lived as an orphan (yatīm), or a pearl/boy that would 

have reached immeasurable achievements (darr yatīm). These two tawriyas return 

two readings perfectly integrated into the text, and both acting to create a discursive 

plot aimed at describing the deceased as a precious and irreplaceable object, and at 

the same time as a person destined for a great future. Again, saying which of the two 

meanings should be considered the maʿnà qarīb and which the baʿīd can be 

misleading. For sure, the image of the pearl is the first to be perceived, while the 

image of the child’s future is perceived subsequently. If we want to adopt this 

hypothesis, then the ‘pearl’ reading is the qarīb, of which the union (šaml) and the 

thread (silk) are lawāzim, while the ‘achievement’ reading is the baʿīd. The tawriya is 

thus muraššaḥa.74 

 
74 Ibn Nubāta wrote another tawriya-elegy on the death of his son ʿAbd al-Raḥīm; see Ibn Nubāta 
(Dīwān, 18), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 161; Ḫizāna, 3:364), Bauer (2003a, 89): 

 اد او يْوجْش او هلإ وش * او مِحرلا دِع ع لق فَهْل ا
نونا رهش 

َ
قرَحأ * دقل مُامحِلا ەُافاو 

ْ
نونا ا رانلا تَ

ُ
 اشحأ 

O grief of my heart for ʿAbd al-Raḥīm, o my longing for him, o my distress, o my sickness. 
Death took him in the month Kānūn and you, o fireplace/Kānūn, you burnt my inside with fire. 
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 طسلا علخم نم ،ةتان نبا 48

ةعلط اهل اف * ىراوت هِلِاح و اد
ً

ق 
َ

 ه

ةرهَوج
ٌ

لاإ تُملع ام 
ّ

ققع اهل يع عَمد * 
َ

 75هْ

He rose and right after he disappeared. O what a luminous appearance. 

A precious gem, I knew anything but the tears of my eye flowing in a rivulet/which 

is a carnelian/had a ʿaqīqa. 

 

This epigram is dedicated to another dead child. The son that he is mourning died at 

the very beginning of his life, as we can understand it if we read the epigram carefully. 

In the first line, the child is described as a magnificent apparition, just like a bright 

sun which, however, disappeared immediately after rising. Birth and death are so 

close that the poet is unable to know anything about the baby but can only console 

himself with tears. At the end of the second line, the word ʿaqīqa hides a tawriya. 

One of its meanings is ‘rivulet’ and can be interpreted in connection with the word 

damʿ ‘tears’, returning the image of a poet whose cheeks are furrowed with tears. A 

second interpretation is linked to the meaning of the word ʿaqīq ‘carnelian’, a 

precious red stone. In this case, the interpretation is suggested by the word ǧawhara 

(precious gem) at the beginning of the line and defines the image of the poet crying 

tears of blood or having red eyes like carnelian because of his constant crying. A third 

interpretation is given by the meaning of ʿaqīqa as a social practice. ʿAqīqa is a series 

of rituals performed after the seventh day of a baby’s birt, the most important of 

which are shaving the baby’s hair, giving him a name, and making a sacrifice (Juynboll 

 
Another example is the following epigram: Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 51), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 161; Ḫizāna, 
3:365), Bauer (2003a, 49, 51). 

نلاف اولاق
ٌ

فج دق 
َ

 هُُيجُ دُاَ لاف ضقلا مَظن * ەُرُافأ تْ
دع هُنم رعشلا مُظن تَاهيه

َ
دلو بَالا نَكسَ * ام

ُ
 هُُبحو ەُ

They said: ‘Such a man whose thoughts kept him away from composing poetry, he barely answers.’ 
It is hard to believe that he can compose poetry after his child/Walīd and dear beloved/Ḥabīb has 

settled in the earth. 
Where walīd refers to al-Walīd al-Buḥturī (d. 284/897) and ḥabīb to Ḥabīb b. Aws, i.e. Abū Tammām 
(d. 231/845 or 232/846).  
75 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 356), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:365). In Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, there is the variant ʿalimtu > 

ʿamiltu, in this case the second line could be interpreted as: A precious gem, the only ʿaqīqa I could do 

was the tears of my eye.  
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and Pedersen, 2012). Aubaile-Sallenave (2007) points out that this ritual indicates the 

transition from foetal life to integration into society, which is why the baby’s hair is 

cut. Lane (Lexicon, s.v. ʿaqīqa) reports that this word is also used to denote the piece 

of foreskin cut after circumcision, which can take place from the seventh day after 

the birth onwards. The reading given by this meaning reconnects to the idea of the 

transience of life and the very short time that the child has lived on earth. His life was 

so short that his father could not even perform the ʿaqīqa; only his tears could have 

had an ʿaqīqa for they lasted well over seven days. 76 This epigram is a condensation 

of information on the life of the child who, through the tawriya and its lawāzim, 

conveys a lot of information on the poet’s state of affliction. Of these three possible 

meanings, I consider baʿīd the meaning ʿaqīqa-social rite, while the other two are 

qarīb and counted two lawāzim: ǧawhar and damʿ. For this reason, the tawriya is 

muraššaḥa. 

 

 لطلا نم ،ةتان نبا 49

غرَ ع تَّْحصَو * ىدنلاو سألل ُّوجُرْملا لُضفلأا م
ْ

تافو ةِافعُلا مِ
ُ

 هُ

ؤاس نٍزح تْتام وأ تام امو
ُ

تامحَ دِلالا نِازحأ تتامو * ەُ
ُ

 77هُ

Al-Afḍal, whose courage and generosity one hopes for, has passed away. His death 

proved to be true despite the seekers of his favour. 

He died and so his women died for sorrow and his mother-in-law/Ḥamā died for the 

sorrows of the land.   

 

In this epigram, Ibn Nubāta mourns the death of al-Malik al-Afḍal (d 742/1341). He 

introduces a small hint of facetiousness while depicting a sad event like the death of 

his patron. In the first line, he describes the death of al-Malik al-Afḍal, combining the 

astonishment at his death with the memory of his generosity. He died, and pain also 

killed his wives just as it killed his mother-in-law (ḥamā). Obviously, this last word is 

 
76 One could also notice that the word ʿaqīqa is said to mean “a leathern water-bag” and “lightening 
which one sees in the midst of the clouds, resembling a drawn sword” (Lane, Lexicon, s.v. ʿaqīqa). 
Although I do not think that these two meanings play a role in the epigram, they are in a way connected 
to the whole meaning of the text. For example, one can think about a water-bag full of tears, or about 
a fork of lightening in the clouds that is as transient as the newborn’s life.     
77 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 81), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:365).  
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a tawriya, with mother-in-law being the qarīb meaning, and the city of Ḥamā, where 

al-Afḍal was the governor, being the baʿīd meaning. The word nisāʾ serves as the 

lāzim of the maʿnà qarīb and therefore the tawriya is muraššaḥa. 

 

 زجرلا ءوزجم نم ،)١٣٧٩٧٨١( اقلا نيدلا ناهرب 50

 هِثِمَ لَوْط رقفلا  * تَشا دق مٍلاع م

 78هِثِرحَ  هل دَز * حراس روْث ُّلو

How many savants complained about staying in poverty for a long time. 

While every freely grazing bull/stupid man has been given increase in its/his 

harvest. 

 

Burhān al-Dīn al-Qirāṭī (d. 781/1379) presents in this epigram a theme that we have 

already seen, i.e. a complaint about one’s condition, and points out that it is difficult 

for people of science and for literati to earn enough to live, while life is often easier 

for ignorant and stupid men, who possess more wealth than their intellectual 

capacity would merit. To express this idea, the poet utilises the tawriya-word ṯawr, 

which means ‘bull’ (qarīb), but is understood in its metaphorical meaning of ‘stupid 

man’ (baʿīd). To express the idea that stupid men are rewarded more than savants, 

he quotes (Q 42:20), where the harvest denotes the harvest in the hereafter and in 

this world. Whoever wants to enter paradise must commit himself during his life on 

earth to reaping the fruits of his deeds in paradise. Those who want to reap the fruits 

of a comfortable life on earth will have no chance of entering paradise. Quoting this 

verse within the epigram, al-Qirāṭī, while complaining about the indigence of the man 

of letters, reminds the reader that those who focus only on earthly goods will have 

to account for their deeds on the day of judgment. ʿĀlim is the lāzim of the baʿīd 

meaning, and the tawriya is mubayyana. 

 

 طسلا نم ،)١٣٩٢٧٩٤( يملا راطّعلا نبا 51

ةعرأ دُلاولأاوَ لَاطّ تُحصأ
ٌ

ثلاثو دٌمحم * 
ٌ

توْمَ 
ُ

بُجَِ مهُ  

 
78 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 177; Ḫizāna, 3:410). 
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79 بُجَعَ لا لُاطّلا دٍمحم   وبأ * محِدْم قٍزر  لََّحت نْإف

I became al-Baṭṭāl/unemployed, and the sons are four: Muḥammad and death is 

incumbent for the other three. 

There is no wonder, if Abū Muḥammad al-Baṭṭāl/Muḥammad’s father the 

unemployed is tricking in praising you to obtain the means of subsistence. 

 

Ibn al-ʿAṭṭār al-Miṣrī (d. 794/1392) was a poet who excelled in writing epigrams, some 

of them praising the powerful people of the time, and others criticising and mocking 

his rivals. 

This epigram is another example of the difficulties experienced by men of letters to 

earn their livelihood, narrated in a playful way. In the first line, the poet says that he 

has become baṭṭāl, a word that reminds us immediately of the figure of ʿAbd Allāh al-

Baṭṭāl (d. ca. 123/740), who was a general in the Umayyad army and fought against 

the Byzantines, and who became a sort of legendary Muslim hero (Canard, 2012) 

(Athamina, 2011). This qarīb meaning is joined by the baʿīd meaning of ‘unoccupied, 

unemployed’, and is supported by the rest of the first line, which says that he has 

three children, one of whom is called Muḥammad, while the other two are about to 

die. The solution to this catastrophe is to find a patron and praise him in the hope of 

receiving some money. And this is exactly what Abū Muḥammad al-Baṭṭāl – i.e. qarīb 

meaning referring to the hero by his kunya – / Muḥammad’s father the unemployed 

– the protagonist of the epigram called with his kuniya – does. This is an example of 

tawriya mubayyana, since the second part of the first line suggests the protagonist’s 

indigence, and thus refers to the maʿnà baʿīd. 

 

 ثتجملا نم ،يملا راطّعلا نبا 52

 اسئر مهيف تُمشِ ام * ەُوحدَم نمَو ع

 80اسعو اًمحَ نل * اسًانأ تُأر امو

ʿĪsà together with he who praised him, I did not see among them a chief, 

nor did I see humans, but donkeys and [yellowish white] camels/ʿĪsà. 

 
79 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 225; Ḫizāna, 3:481). 
80 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 226; Ḫizāna, 3:481). 
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This is another example of how tawriya can be used to ridicule someone. Ibn Ḥaǧar 

al-ʿAsqalānī (Durār, 1:340) reports that he exchanged hiǧāʾ with Šaraf al-Dīn ʿĪsà l-

ʿĀliya (d. 807/1405), who is the addressee of this epigram. The pun is very easy. The 

poet describes ʿĪsà and his adulators as stupid people without a real guide; they are 

not even humans, but donkeys and camels. The word ʿīsà denotes both the proper 

name (baʿīd) and the collective ‘camels’ – a particular kind of yellowish-white camel 

– (qarīb) suggested by the lāzim-word ḥamīr ‘donkeys’. The tawriya is muraššaḥa.  

 

 رفاولا نم ،يملا راطّعلا نبا 53

 رُهاظ سانلا دنع ثُحلا اذهو * ٍّلام عم فاش لَداجت

 81رُهاط بُللا ُّلاملا لَاقو * سٌجْر بُللا ُّفاشلا لَاقف

A Šāfiʿite and a Mālikite were involved in a dispute, and this investigation is obvious 

to people. 

The Šāfiʿite said: ‘The dog is impure’, but the Mālikite said: ‘The dog is pure/Ṭāhir b. 

Ḥabīb.’ 

 

The object of mockery in this epigram is Ṭāhir Ibn Ḥabīb (d. 808/1406), who was kātib 

al-sirr in Cairo (Ziriklī, Aʿlām, s.v. Ṭāhir Ibn Ḥabīb). The poet plays on the proper name 

of his addressee through the legal language staging the dispute between two jurists, 

a Šāfiʿite and a Mālikite, whose divergence lies in considering the dog an impure (riǧs) 

or a pure (ṭāhir) animal. The tawriya is precisely in the word ṭāhir, which can be read 

as an adjective of the word kalb (‘dog’), returning the reading ‘the dog is pure’ (qarīb), 

or as a proper name, resulting in the reading ‘the dog is Ṭāhir’ (baʿīd). The word riǧs 

is the lāzim of the maʿnà qarīb and therefore the tawriya is muraššaḥa. 

 

4.3 Loans or plagiarism? Some examples 

 

One of the characteristics of the literature of the time is the high degree of 

intertextuality and the exchange-loan plagiarism of poetic motifs from one author to 

 
81 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 226; Ḫizāna, 3:482). 
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another. No author escaped the scrutiny of his contemporaries and later biographers, 

and often the elements of loan and plagiarism in poetic compositions are highlighted. 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa does that in his work (Ḫizānat, 1:352-353; 3:310-311), where he underlines 

how Ibn Nubāta drew inspiration from his predecessor al-Wadāʿī, and how al-Ṣafadī 

drew inspiration from his master Ibn Nubāta, the latter having openly accused al-

Ṣafadī of plagiarism.82 However, it should be remembered that he who lives by the 

sword shall die by the sword, and in fact Šams al-Dīn al-Nawāǧī (d. 859/1455), a 

contemporary of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, did not miss the opportunity to write a treatise entitled 

al-Ḥuǧǧa fī sarīqāt Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (The proof of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s plagiarism) (Bauer, 2009b). 

The following selection of epigrams aims to show how the circulation of poetic 

themes was part of everyday life, and how almost every author drew inspiration from 

his predecessors and contemporaries. Limited to those epigrams in which tawriya 

plays a role, the selection is not exhaustive.  

 

1) The first motif is related to the toponymy of the city of Damascus. As we have seen 

in chapter 1, al-Ṣafadī considers a homonym a tawriya when it is understood by the 

public. This also applies in the case of the use of toponyms that need not be linked to 

a small reality and be unknown to most people. This is not the case with these four 

epigrams, whose tawriya is based on the twofold meaning of the words ǧunk and 

duff ‘harp’ and ‘tambourine’, but also two toponyms of the city of Damascus found 

in the area called Rabwa). Rabwa is a “pleasant place at the feet of the western 

mountain where there is a place which has the epithet of miḥrāb; it is said that it was 

Jesus’ cradle which is visited and consecrated to him” (al-Badrī, Nuzha, 48). There, 

Duff and Ǧunk are located, where “Two mountains face each other and join together: 

the western mountain that has at its base an acclivity (daff) of saffron, and the 

eastern mountain, whose top resembles a harp (ǧunk). This is why the poets exerted 

themselves to describe it” (al-Badrī, Nuzha, 50). 

 

ثتجملا نم ،ادولا 54
ّ

 

 
82 The diatribe between Ibn Nubāta and al-Ṣafadī, and the former’s accusation against the latter, is 
analysed by means of some poetic examples in Schallenbergh (2007). 
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ةورَ ا
ً

 تْهَ َ تََّْسحَو * تََْطْأ 

ذإ
ْ

 83كِنجو ٍّفد ب ام * اهيف حَُبأ تُسْل 

O Rabwa, it affected me with lively emotion and ameliorated my [state of] disgrace 

when I am still on it among a tambourine and a harp/between Daff and Ǧunk. 

 

Rabwa is a place of peace and tranquillity where refuge can be taken in the midst of 

nature. There, the poet can take shelter from his worries. It is his refuge, between 

the daff-tambourine and the ǧunk-harp. The toponyms are the baʿīd meanings and 

the tawriya is muhayyaʾa, for the presence of the word ‘Rabwa’ makes it possible for 

the tawriya-word to acquire its twofold meaning. 

 

 لمالا نم ،ةتان نبا 55

 راجشأ ِّفد  * مٌئامح قَشمد غمَ نم كِنْجلا
َ

قوش
ُ

 اهفطل 

غ * هِسِأ َُِّّشلا اهل رَاشأ اذإف
َ

فدو اهِنْج هِلع تَّْن
ِّ

 84اه

On the Ǧunk of the abode of Damascus, there are doves on the side of trees which 

delight with their grace. 

When the grieved one points at them with his glass, they sing with their harp and 

tambourine/on their Daff and Ǧunk. 

 

Ibn Nubāta’s epigram has a more complex narrative structure. In the first line, the 

poet describes the image of a pleasant place, near Damascus, where the doves placed 

on the trees of the Ǧunk and Daff cheer people with their songs. Especially those who 

are afflicted can find consolation in their singing on the Daff/with the tambourine 

and Ǧunk/with the harp. The image of the singing doves is reinforced by the presence 

of the words ǧ*nk and d*ff, which besides the meanings described above, can be 

interpreted in a third way. Specifically, the word ǧink refers to dancers who, although 

not directly involved in the narrative development of the epigram, remain in the 

background and suggest the idea – especially after the utterance of the tawriya – of 

a group of joyful dancers dancing to the rhythm of the tambourine and harp, and 

 
83 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 128; Ḫizāna, 3:298-299), al-Badrī (Nuzha, 51). 
84 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 333), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 128; Ḫizāna, 3:299), al-Badrī (Nuzha, 50). 
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accompanying the singing of the doves. Similarly, the word daff recalls the world of 

ornithology if we interpret it as a nomen verbi of the verb daffa – yadiffu, meaning 

‘to flap the wings’. This meaning is connected to the protagonists of the story (the 

doves in the trees), and conveys the idea of doves in movement and singing to cheer 

the hearts of the person afflicted. 

In this epigram too, the toponyms are the baʿīd meanings, while tambourine and harp 

are the qarīb. I think that we can consider the word ‘Damascus’ as the indispensable 

element to trigger a tawriya muhayyaʾa.85   

 

 عــــلا نم ،يدفصلا 56

ذللا نم دْجت * اعتِمْتَسمُ ةِولا إ ضْهنإ
ّ

 ك ام تِا

 86ِّفدُلاو كِنجلا ب ضورلا  * ەِدِوع ع ّغ دق ُطلاف

Rise towards the Rabwa seeking pleasure and you will find what suffices you of the 

pleasures. 

The birds sang in the garden on their lute/branch with the harp and the 

tambourine/ between the Daff and the Ǧunk. 

 

In this epigram, al-Ṣafadī takes the motif not only of ǧunk and duff, but also of the 

singing birds. In Ibn Nubāta’s epigram, the singing birds were the doves, while al-

Ṣafadī uses a more general ṭayr. What is of interest is that the latter adds a third 

tawriya to those already mentioned: ʿūd, a word which means branch (where birds 

are perched) and of course the lute, which matches with ǧunk and duff. The tawriya 

is muhayyaʾa, since the word ‘Rabwa’ is the indispensable element for the tawriya.  

 

 
85 Talib (2018, 126-127) translates the following variant of the epigram: 

 اهفطع لثمت راجشأ فّد  * هقرو ودش كنجلا يداوب نسحأ
فدو اهكنج هلع تنّغ * ەّتم هسأ لوانت اذإف

ّ
 اه

How excellent that valley of harps: its doves sing sweetly on the sides (daff) of trees, which lean to 
the side (ʿiṭf). 

And if a relaxed one should take his cup in hand they sing for him with their cymbals and 
tambourine. [Talib’s translation] 

This variant presents the same wordplay on the tawriya-words ǧunk and duff, which are introduced 
by the phrase wādī l-ǧunk referring to the valley between the Ǧunk and the Daff. 
86 Al-Ṣafadī (Faḍḍ, 169), al-Ruʿaynī (Ṭirāz, 466), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 128; Ḫizāna, 3:299), al-Badrī (Nuzha, 
51). 
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 عــــلا نم ،يدرولا نبا 57

 حت ام ةولا نع كِحْاو * اهفصو  تَش ام لْق قُشمد

 87كِنجلاو ِّفدُلا ب ضورلا  * ەِدِوع ع ّغ دق ُْطلاف

Damascus… say whatever you want in describing it! Relate about the Rabwa 

whatever you report! 

The birds in the garden sang on their lute/branch between the tambourine and the 

harp/between the Daff and the Ǧunk. 

 

The last epigram in this group is a poem by Ibn al-Wardī (d. 749/1348-1349). It 

presents the same motifs and tawriya-words as in al-Ṣafadī’s lines. We cannot say 

who wrote them first, but that is not the point here. As in the previous epigram, the 

tawriya is muhayyaʾa. 

 

2) The second motif is the use of a resemanticised Koranic verse in the context of an 

epigram. I will present here the use of the phrase idfʿ bi-llatī hiya aḥsan, lit. repel with 

what is better, which appears in two Koranic verses: (Q 23:96) and (Q 41:34).88 The 

Koranic meaning of this verse enters the epigram and assumes the function of maʿna 

qarīb, for the reader immediately recognises it and associates it with its Koranic 

context. In these two sūras, this verse is used to express the idea that a believer who 

follows the path of God must repel evil deeds (sayyiʾa) and perform good deeds 

instead. For instance, one should be reconciliatory even towards those who behave 

wrongly. 

 

 لمالا نم ،ةتان نبا 58

ةلمج راهنلا سُمش ذاع ا
ٌ

ذلأ نَتِاف لُامجو * 
ّ

 نُزَْأو 

لاِّمأتَمُ امهِيَْسْحُ إ رْظناف
ً

فداو * 
َ

 89نُسَحْأ  لا كَمَلام عْ

 
87 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:299), al-Badrī (Nuzha, 51). 
88 The sole phrase bi-llatī hiya aḥsan appears in (Q 6:152), (Q 16:125), (Q 17:34), (Q 17:53), and (Q 
29:46), too. 
89 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 486), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 1:355-356, 3:226, 314). In Dīwān, these two lines belong 
to a longer qaṣīda praising al-Malik al-Muʾayyad, with the following variant:  

 نزأ ةحلملا كلت مأ سمشلا * ىرد ام ّح اهيف مولو
 نسحأ  لا كملام عفداو * ەذهو كلت نسح رظنا ئلا ا
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O you who blames me, the sun of the day is beautiful, but the beauty of my girl is 

more pleasant and charming. 

Look at these two beauties in contemplation and repel your reproof with what is 

better. 

 

These two lines by Ibn Nubāta do not present a dense narrative structure. It is a ġazal 

in which the speaker addresses the almost omnipresent figure of the blamer, saying 

that his beloved young woman is more beautiful than the sun and summoning his 

addressee to contemplate both the sun and his beloved so that he can finally repel 

his blame with what is more beautiful (bi-llatī hiya aḥsan), i.e. his beloved. It is a case 

of tawriya muhayyaʾa, since the double meaning of the tawriya would not have been 

actualised without the co-text and the reference to the young woman, which provide 

a referent. 

 

 لمالا نم ،يدفصلا 59

ةاتف أ
ٌ

 نُُيـعلأا رُاحَت اهتِجهب لِامجو * اهتافص لِام نم 

 90نُسَحأ  لا تَّْدت امّـل * اههِجو نع ذاوع تُعفد دق م

Could I ransom with my father a young woman whose perfect qualities and 

beautiful splendour make the eyes confounded. 

How often did I repel my critics from her face when she showed herself with what 

was better. 

 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa reports that al-Ṣafadī drew inspiration from Ibn Nubāta’s motif when 

writing this epigram. In this ġazal, the poet praises the beauty of a young woman who 

enchants anyone who looks at her. Whenever she shows her beautiful face, the best 

of her, the lover needs to repel the eyes of the critics. As in the previous example, the 

tawriya is muhayyaʾa. 

 

 
Is this a case where Ibn Nubāta took some of his poem and readapted it in the form of an epigram? I 
cannot answer this question, but I will take these two lines as an independent text for the sake of this 
analysis. 
90 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 1:356, 3:226, 314). 
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 ففخلا نم ،)٧٨٩١٣٨٧( صوملا نيدلا زع 60

ت لُامجلا ه هٍجو تِاذ * دٍوْخَ حيلمـلا نع انوْلسَ دق
َ

ف
ََّْ 

فدَو * هف كُِّتهتلا نع انعجرو
َ

 91نْسحأ  لا ەُانع

We found consolation from the pretty boy in a nice girl, whose face has a many-

sided beauty. 

We escaped the shame and we repelled it with what/whom was better. 

 

This last epigram was written by ʿ Izz al-Dīn al-Mawṣilī (d. 789/1387), who reports that 

he has left a handsome young boy to have a relationship with a tender young woman. 

In doing so, he has escaped the shame of having a love affair with a boy by choosing 

what is better, i.e. having a love affair with a young woman. The tawriya is 

muhayyaʾa, since, without mention of the ‘boy’ and the ‘girl’, there would not be a 

referent for the ‘better’ of the two.   

 

3) The last motif that I will take into account in this selection of epigrams is the 

muṭawwaq dove motif, i.e. a ring-necked dove thus called because it has a black 

feather ‘collar’ at the back of the neck. This sobriquet comes from the word ṭawq, a 

neck-ring used as an ornament. Moreover, the word can also have a negative 

connotation when referring to a neck-ring on a prisoner or slave, but also a positive 

connotation when referring to a figurative neck-ring, which is a sign of the favour 

received by someone (Lane, Lexicon, s.v. ṭawq). There are many poems where this 

motif appears, and I have selected five to represent the use of this word as a 

tawriya.92 

 

 ففخلا ءوزجم نم ،ادولا 61

قرْوُلا تِلاق
ُ

 اقَّوشَو اهاجشَف * ادش ذإ 

قمُ انيأرَ ام
َ

 93اقَّوطَمُ اذه لَق * اقطر

 
91 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:226). 
92 For a selection of epigrams focused on the motif ‘dove’ – ḥamām, warqāʾ, muṭawwaq – see Talib 
(2018, 118-127). 
93 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:301). 
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The grey doves said, when he sang and caused them to lament and rendered them 

desirous: 

‘We never saw a tunicked one before this ring-necked dove/neck-ringed one’. 

 

In this epigram, al-Wadāʿī makes the doves (wurq) speak and, contrary to what 

normally happens, they listen to a human and feel touched by his singing to such an 

extent that they say that they have never seen such a (talented) human, i.e. someone 

wearing a tunic,94 before this ring-necked. This tawriya gives a double reading of the 

epigram that is mutually exclusive. If we take the qarīb meaning (namely, the dove), 

we have an image of a human who is animalised: since his singing is so moving and 

touching, she is compared to a ring-necked dove. On the other hand, we can 

understand the word muṭawwaq as it is applied to a man (baʿīd), which results in the 

image of someone singing out of grief at having been taken prisoner or because he is 

a slave, for example. The tawriya is muǧarrada, since there are two lawāzim, each 

referring to one of the two meanings: wurq to the qarīb, while muqarṭaq to the baʿīd.   

 

 زجرلا ءوزجم نم ،ادولا62 

ةنّج ا
ً

ثوْك 
َ

قَّورَمُلا هُُاضرُ * اهرُ
ُ

 

قوفو
َ

غ 
ُ

ق نص
َ

قَّوطَمُ ەُرُاذع * ەِِّد
ُ95 

O paradise, his clear saliva is its river 

and his cheek-down is a ring-necked dove/neck ring on the twig of his figure. 

 

This is a ġazal epigram that plays on the image of the neck-ring and the sprouting 

beard of a youth. The lover describes his beloved’s saliva as the river of paradise, 

where on a twig there is a ring-necked dove (qarīb). The intended meaning (baʿīd) is 

 
94 On the word qurṭaq, Dozy (Vêtements, 362) reports, quoting Richardson (Dictionary, s.v. krtk): “Or 
le mot kartah ou kurtah désigne en persan, suivant le Dictionnaire de Richardson: une courte veste ou 
chemise, portée par le femmes, qui prend sur les épaules et qui va jusqu’au milieu du corps. Le mot 
persan kurtī semble avoir le même sens et le diminutif kartak désigne : une courte chemise qui va juste 
au corps, avec des manches qui vont jusqu’aux coudes.” Steingass (Dictionary, s.v. krtk) uses the exact 
words used by Richardson, who defined kurtak as “a short tunic close to the body like a cuirass, with 
sleeves reaching to the elbows. Feathers (of ostriches, cranes, or herons), which they wear in the head-
dress. A species of sewing or embroidery.” See also Maṭlūb (1995, 96). 
95 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:301). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
272 

the image of a slender and beautiful boy (the twig image was commonly used to 

represent a beautiful, slim body) who has begun to grow hair (down) on his cheek, a 

soft beard similar to a neck-ring. As there is no lāzim, this tawriya is muǧarrada. 

 

 زجرلا ءوزجم نم ،ادولا 63

ق نصْغُلِ رٌهْزَ * هُمُسِْمَ نمَ تُدف
َ

 ەِِّد

غدْصُوَ
ُ

قَّوطَمُ هُ
ٌ

 96ەِِّدخّ نم ةٍضور  * 

May I ransom one whose teeth are blossoms on the twig of his figure. 

And his lovelock is a ring-necked dove/neck-ring in the garden of his cheek. 

 

The last ġazal epigram by al-Wadāʿī describes his beloved through two images. The 

first is a common simile in this genre: the teeth are flower petals and buds on a thin 

stem that symbolises his/her slim figure. The second is related to the tawriya and is 

that of the lovelock, which is a dove in the garden of his face (qarīb), or is similar to a 

neck-ring (baʿīd) in the garden of his face. The presence of elements that refer to the 

environment of the garden and botany can be considered as a lāzim of the maʿnà 

qarīb. The tawriya is therefore muraššaḥa. 

 

 طسلا علخم نم ،ةتان نبا 64

قوّط
َ

قَّوعَأ هِحِدْمَ نع تُسلف * يدجِ رزولا دُوجُ 
ْ

 

قَّوطمُلا عَجَس نأ وَرْغ لا * ەُلاعُ  حدملا عُجَسأ
ْ97 

The munificence of the vizier conferred his favour upon my neck; yet I am not 

hindered from his praise. 

I compose praise rhymed prose about his sublimity: there is no wonder that the 

ring-necked dove coos/the neck-ringed composes rhymed prose. 

 

Ibn Nubāta was not new to this kind of tawriya: he titled one of his works al-Saǧʿ al-

muṭawwaq, which means ‘The cooing of the ring-necked dove’ and ‘The saǧʿ of the 

ring-necked one’. This epigram is based on the dichotomy presented at the beginning 

 
96 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:301). 
97 Ibn Nubāta (Dīwān, 356), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 3:301-302). 
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of this section: namely, the neck-ring can be used metaphorically to represent both 

the munificence bestowed on someone, and slavery. These two meanings sometimes 

overlap, and neither excludes the other, as exemplified by this epigram. Ibn Nubāta 

reports that he has obtained the vizier’s favour, which is like a mark upon him, as if it 

were a neck-ring. It can also be interpreted in a negative way, though, as the neck-

ring is a symbol of submission, therefore yielding the image of a poet forced to praise 

his benefactor-master. This image continues in the second line, where the poet states 

that 1. it is obvious that the dove coos (qarīb), and 2. whoever has a collar around his 

neck is obliged to praise his ‘master’. Since the maʿnà baʿīd is suggested by the first 

hemistich of the first line, this is a tawriya mubayyana. 

 

 لمالا نم ،ةجح نبا 65

ةقوّطم تْحَان
ُ

 هِِّحُ ةِقرف دع نَُّولمـلا مد * ىرج دقو ضالا 

ةقوّطم تْدغف * تْلخات عمدلا نلتب نْل
ً

 98هِ تْلخِ امـ 

The ring-necked dove of the garden cooed, and my [blood-] coloured tears had 

flowed already after the separation from its love. 

But it became more and more stingy with blood-coloured tears that it became a 

ring-necked dove/ring-necked with what it was avaricious with. 

 

This epigram is more complex than the others: besides the muṭawwaq motif (ring-

necked dove/ring-necked person), there is also an iqtibās, which introduces the 

meaning that the word muṭawwaq has in the sacred text. The poem opens with an 

image of a garden in which a ring-necked dove, metaphor of the beloved, is cooing 

after seeing her lover weeping blood-stained tears due to the separation from her. 

But, while the lover cries tears of blood, the dove does not seem to want to give free 

rein to her emotions. Indeed, she seems to have the opposite attitude to the lover, 

and their separation does not seem to have the same effect on her: always assuming 

that she is touched as much as her lover by the separation, but her singing/cooing 

reveals that she is not. Despite her detachment, her lover’s tears will have an effect 

 
98 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 126; Ḫizāna, 2:297). Variant: 

ةقوّطم تْحَان
ُ

ف دع مد نَلت * تْأر دقو ضالا 
ُ

هِِّحُ ةِقر  
ةقوّطم تْدغف * تْلخات تُحمس امّـل ه نل

ً
هِ تْلخِ امـ   
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on the beloved/dove. The last hemistich contains the tawriya expressed through an 

iqtibās. The Koranic phrase muṭawwaqa bi-mā baḫilat bi-hi is taken from (Q 3:180), 

which is a verse warning the unbelievers not to be parsimonious with the grace given 

by God, for their avarice will result on the day of judgment in a neck-ring made of 

everything that they have been parsimonious with: “And let not those who are 

parsimonious with what God has given them of his favour think that it is good for 

them. No! It is bad for them. What they are parsimonious with will be hung about 

their necks on the Day of resurrection. To God [belongs] the inheritance of the 

heavens and the earth. God is aware of what you do”. The word muṭawwaqa takes 

on two meanings in the context of this epigram. The first is obviously that of a dove, 

which refers to the beloved cooing in the garden. The second is suggested by the 

Koranic verse, obviously resemanticised, where it is no longer God who confers his 

grace on men, who may be generous or parsimonious with what they have received, 

but the lover, who gives his beloved-dove his bloody tears of despair. Contrary to her 

lover’s wishes, the dove does not seem to experience the same emotions, and does 

not shed a single tear. She is therefore described as increasingly lacking in emotions 

and tears – to such an extent, in fact, that a spot shaped like a neck-ring has formed 

on her neck. It is her lover’s tears of blood; she has been so parsimonious with such 

tears that they have left their mark on her delicate neck, precisely like the misers in 

the Koranic text who have a collar around their neck comprising what they have been 

parsimonious with. I propose to classify this example of tawriya as a mubayyana, 

where the intended meaning is that suggested by the Koranic sense of the iqtibās and 

is introduced by the verb tabāḫalat, which is its lāzim. 

 

4.4 Conclusions 

 

I would like to close this selection by presenting some reflections on what the study 

of these epigrams shows. 

First, the theory of tawriya does not always manage to describe the practice of the 

poetic discourse. If we look at the examples collected in these pages, we notice that 

the rigorous application of the theoretical dictates as they were formulated in works 

of rhetoric and stylistics is often not simple and is even sometimes counterintuitive. 
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It is misleading to see a dichotomy between maʿnà qarīb (immediately perceived) and 

maʿnà baʿīd (successively perceived), where only one of the two is the maʿnà murād 

(intended meaning). Indeed, as we have seen in these epigrams, both meanings of 

tawriya intertwine within the narrative structure of the poetic text, and cooperate in 

realising its aesthetic effect. One example is Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s judgment on epigram no. 21 

by Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī. As we can infer from the reading of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s judgement, the 

failure to use this figure is mainly due to the lack of a double reading of the text. None 

of the sources that I have presented so far (chapter 1-3) gives particular emphasis to 

the importance of the double reading. However, if we compare the sources and the 

judgments made by the various authors (especially al-Ṣafadī and Ibn Ḥiǧǧa), then we 

can infer that a tawriya must admit the syntactic possibility of a double reading, and 

it is preferable if this also happens at the semantic level. The only author who clearly 

states that the condition for a successful use of tawriya is the ability to engender a 

double reading of the text is an Ottoman author: al-Nābulusī (d. 1143/1731), who in 

(Nafaḥāt, 197) – also quoted in Bonebakker (1966, 104) – states that “the condition 

for tawriya is that the discourse results are admissible for both meanings, as it is 

known by those who practise this art”. 

Second, Al-Ṣafadī was the only author to introduce in his treatment of tawriya some 

sections on imperfect uses of this figure, and to describe them in a detailed way. As 

we saw in chapter 1, he distinguishes between α. Erroneous homonymy, β. Tawriya 

nāqiṣa, and γ. Tawriya baʿīda, stating that, in these three cases, the tawriya cannot 

be deemed successful. However, the study of poetic practice, and the numerous 

examples cited in anthological works, have shown that the use of tawriya is not 

strictly confined to what theory has made of it. Specifically, we have encountered in 

this selection some poems regarded as good examples of this figure that al-Ṣafadī 

would have considered as being infelicitous uses: for example, epigram no. 9, in 

which al-Ǧazzār does not use a perfectly homonymous word, but only a homograph, 

to express the tawriya: libs vs. labs. This also happens in other poems that we have 

seen, such as epigrams no. 26 by al-Mʿmār (ǧarr vs. ǧarra); no. 45 (fals vs. fils), no. 47 

(darr vs. durr) by Ibn Nubāta; and those epigrams where the wordplay is based on 

Daff/duff and Ǧunk. The use of these words implies that the understanding of tawriya 

and the success of the work of art are strongly linked to the reader’s ability to decode 
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the text, and therefore involve a wealth of knowledge that he/she can use for this 

purpose. The reader must therefore have an encyclopaedia provided with these 

means (Eco, [1979] 2006). 

Third, if we assume that we are not the Model Reader to whom these poems are 

addressed, then one difficulty that we face is to look at the poetry of that time with 

the eyes of the reader for whom it was intended. For example, what distinguishes 

the ideas in a collective encyclopaedia from those in an encyclopaedia belonging to 

a specific class of individuals? What literary, scientific, and technical competences 

can be considered (almost) universal? Let us consider epigram no. 5, where the use 

of the phrase banū baqar as a tawriya implies that the Model Reader is able to 

understand that another meaning is added to the literal meaning, the interpretation 

of which requires that the reader is aware of the existence of a tribe called Banū 

Baqar. Can this information be considered part of the common encyclopaedia of the 

reader of that time? We could answer this question if we were aware of how much 

the Arab tribal ‘system’ was still considered an integral part of the social fabric in the 

Mamluk era. It could be assumed that belonging to an Arab lineage was a way for a 

person to detach himself or herself from a non-Arab power elite. Similarly, if we 

consider epigram no. 7, we can say that the tawriya based on the phrase ayyām tašrīq 

is completely understandable for a reader of that time, since this information is an 

integral part of every Muslim’s encyclopaedia. The same is true where the tawriya is 

a Koranic verse or a proverb. If we shift our attention to epigram no. 15, can we say 

that the encyclopaedia of the average reader is provided with sector information for 

which he is able to recognise the technical terms of wirāqa? The answer is negative, 

since this sector information is something that only a limited number of people have 

and is assumed by the author in the Model Reader to whom he refers, i.e. a reader 

who has some technical notions that he or she shares with the author. However, this 

does not mean that the epigram cannot be understood even by a wider audience. In 

fact, the poem can be described as a text built on two levels whose understanding 

depends on the encyclopaedia of the reader. Those who do not have this information 

in their encyclopaedia will only have access to the first level of understanding of the 

text, i.e. an epigram in which the Subject wishes to be together with the Object (i.e. 

person) of quest. This will allow enjoyment of the poetic text that we could define as 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 277 

‘standard-first-level’.99 A second level of understanding and enjoyment of the text is 

given by the identification of the tawriya-word, which will open the possibility of a 

second interpretation, creating a second text – cf. chapter 5 – within the first in which 

it is enclosed, and with which it cooperates for the aesthetic success of the work of 

art. This is the peculiarity of this figure, which, unlike other tropes or figures, acts not 

only at the level of extra-textual reception, in the cognitive world – for example, a 

metaphor acts at an extra-textual level since the reader understands the information 

which the author wants to express through the comparison of a quality between 

metaphrand and metaphier. Rather, it also acts at a textual level. The double reading 

of the text provided by the tawriya generates another text within it which branches 

out from the first and develops new ramifications depending on the degree of 

understanding of the reader, i.e. from the match between empirical reader and 

Model Reader, i.e. an example of open work (Eco, [1962] 2006) and of interpretative 

cooperation (Eco, [1979] 2006; 1994). 

Being strongly based on interpretative cooperation, a text in which there is a tawriya 

requires the reader to be hard-working. This is the fourth reflection. If the reader has 

to decode the text, then he or she becomes an integral part of the text itself, in the 

sense that I will explain. In the introduction to this chapter, I argued that the epigram 

in its brevity presents a finished or a finishable Narrative Schema, and, as we will see 

in chapter 5, the reader must interact with the text to reconstruct any phases missing 

from his or her narrative schema. One example is epigram no. 27, where the reader 

must derive a sexual meaning from the text. Obviously, not all poetic texts require a 

high level of interpretative cooperation on the part of the reader. This is the case, for 

example, with the muǧūn epigrams presented in this chapter. The cooperation 

required is sometimes minimal, and the communicative purpose is nothing but a 

divertissement. It is precisely for these reasons that interpretative cooperation and 

poetic form are closely linked.  

 
99 “Any such text is addressed, above all, to a Model Reader of the first level, who wants to know, quite 
rightly, how the story ends (whether Ahab will manage to capture the whale, or whether Leopold 
Bloom will meet Stephen Dedalus after coming across him a few times on the sixteenth of June 1904). 
But every text is also addressed to a Model Reader of the second level, who wonders what sort of 
reader that story would like him or her to become and who wants to discover precisely how the model 
author goes about serving as a guide for the reader” Eco (1994, 27). 
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Fifth and finally, another essential characteristic of tawriya is based on these 

fundamental factors which, when applied to epigrams, turns out to be an expressive 

method in line with one of the principles of balāġa: al-kaṯīr fī l-qalīl, al-īǧāz (van 

Gelder, 1981; Simon, 2019). As we have seen, the use of a homonymous word allows 

a poet to express multiple concepts, and to develop them in one or more texts. The 

epigram is by nature a short text (most epigrams written in the Mamluk era consist 

of two or three lines), and it must adhere to the constraints of poetic art, such as 

rhyme and metre. For this reason, tawriya can be used to express a great amount of 

information in a limited text. Take, for example, epigram no. 48, in which Ibn Nubāta 

mourns the death of one of his children. In just two lines, the poet manages to 

transmit a great amount of information mainly due to the tawriya in the word ʿaqīqa, 

which contains three possible meanings. In doing so, he not only expresses his pain, 

but also gives us information about his child’s death: namely, that it occurred just a 

few days after his birth. 

In summary, tawriya perfectly reflects the spirit of the time when it was most 

widespread. It allows a direct interaction between author and reader, which reflects 

changes in society at the time. Poetry is no longer an elevated art, something to be 

used and consumed by an elite, and something totally detached from society and 

daily life. Instead, it is based on society itself, and draws from it themes, motifs, and 

expressive power. Poetic discourse develops within a network of literati, poets, 

craftsmen, ʿulamāʾ, clerks, etc., who communicate with each other and with the 

reader. This is the reason that tawriya saw its maximum development at that time: 

being rooted in the extra-linguistic context of enunciation, it is capable of 

transforming the reader from a passive into an active entity in the reception and 

production of the work of art.



5. Towards a semiotic approach to tawriya: the case of taḍmīn and iqtibās 

 

 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the theoretical framework as it is described in 

works of rhetoric and stylistics has proven to be insufficient to describe and 

understand the functioning of tawriya in poetical texts, which suggests a certain 

distance between poetic practice and the theory which describes it. For this reason, 

I propose in this chapter a new approach to analysing tawriya. To do so, I will apply 

semiotic theories to two case studies in which tawriya operates on the level both of 

the single word, and also of a text segment embedded in a poem. I refer here to the 

use of taḍmīn (quotation) and iqtibās (Koranic quotation). The sources showed that 

quotations – from the holy book, from the tradition of the prophet, from other 

poetical works, or from paroemiac wisdom – can also contain, or be used as, a 

tawriya, and many examples of this use can be observed in Arabic literature. In 

particular, if we consider the encyclopaedia Ḫizānat al-adab by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa l-Ḥamawī 

(d. 837/1434), we notice under the entry ‘tawriya’ that many pieces of poetry are 

introduced by the words wa-qāla muḍamminan or wa-qāla muqtabisan. The first 

refers to the quotation of a well-known utterance in the poem (for example, another 

line, a saying), while the second specifically refers to the incorporation of a Koranic 

utterance or a tradition of the prophet. Proof can be found in the selection of 

epigrams that I presented in the previous chapter, where many texts contain a verse 

of the Koran and one contains a saying. 

When a quotation is introduced into another work, two narrative worlds come 

together which, born as separate and non-communicating entities, merge and share 

the narrative process. To account for this process, I adopt a semiotic analysis that 

aims to take into account all the factors constituting the literary work. The reason 

that I adopt an approach that is based mainly on the semiotic theories of the 

Greimasian and Echian traditions is that they are able to describe the two 
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foundations on which the aesthetic success of tawriya-epigrams is based: the 

structure of the text and its intertwining, and the role of the reader in the 

interpretative cooperation of the work of art.  

First, I aim to analyse the internal structure of the epigram and its narrative 

construction. The hypothesis that I will put forward will be to consider the epigram 

as a Text,1 as it is conceived by Marrone (2001; 2014). I will apply the method of 

analysis to the concept of Text according to which each text can be considered as the 

development of a Narrative Schema whose protagonists are Actants in the theory 

outlined by Greimas (1966; 1970; 1983). 

Second, I will focus on the role of the reader. As we saw in the previous chapter, much 

of the success of the poetic composition lies in the interpretative cooperation 

between text and empirical reader: namely, on the match between Empirical Reader 

and Model Reader. The description of how the reader perceives and contributes to 

the success of the work is taken essentially from the work of Umberto Eco ([1962] 

2006; [1979] 2006; 1994), who outlines how the work of art is open to interpretation 

and how the reader plays a fundamental role in the success of the work itself.2 

 

5.2 Methodological references 

 

Stating that I will consider the epigram as a Text may seem a trivial clarification, but 

it actually points out that a Text is such because it has very specific characteristics, 

and not because it is an ordered set of words written on a sheet from right to left, or 

vice versa; nor is it such because it is conveyed by a linguistic code such as English, 

Arabic, or Kirundi. What, then, a Text? Marrone (2001, xx) argues that conceiving of 

a text in terms of a pure code/message dichotomy is misleading. The text is a complex 

organisation, a “conglomerato di senso complesso stratificato, coerente nelle sue 

varie parti e coeso come un tutto, esso è relativamente autonomo rispetto ai codici 

che lo hanno posto in essere: se da un lato esiste grazie a essi, dall’altro li deforma, 

 
1 The specific lexicon of semiotics will be annotated with a capital initial so that the reader can 
distinguish it from any generic use of the word. 
2 English translations of Eco’s, Greimas’, and Marrone’s works do not always respect their original 
versions. For this reason, I prefer using these sources in their original language (French and Italian). 
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costruendo microcodici finalizzati ai propri scopi comunicativi, i quali poi, grazie alla 

propria diffusione, si distribuiscono nel sociale riverberandosi sui macrocodici”. For 

this reason, it cannot be said that the reading of epigrams, such as those collected in 

the previous chapter, only presupposes a reader capable of carrying out a simple 

decoding of the linguistic code used, and capable of understanding the message 

expressed by that code. The Text ‘epigram’ is a condensate of meaning produced in 

a specific culture to be enjoyed in a specific culture; it is a system of signification, the 

use of which increases the social reality in which the Text was produced, offering 

another model of signification that will enrich that set of Texts communicating with 

each other, which is culture. This is why the notion of Text becomes a notion that 

pertains to a wider field of knowledge and study: sociosemiotics. To describe this 

approach and help further development, Marrone establishes some criteria to define 

a Text and how it functions. First, the principle of negotiation by which “given certain 

conditions even a small sign, a symbol, a logo can become an actual text, as well as, 

in other given conditions, they can become just parts of a larger textual occurrence” 

(Marrone, 2014, 82).  Second, its biplanarity, i.e. “the reciprocal presupposition of 

two planes, the one of expression and the one of contents, each of which is made up 

of a matter (quite irrelevant) and a form (constitutive)” (83). Third, a Text must be 

closed, which does not mean that it is impenetrable; rather, Textual closure indicates 

that the Text has its beginning and its end within given limits. Fourth, from an internal 

point of view, a Text is characterised by a principle of ‘holding’. Like the Saussurian 

‘tout se tien’, “the holding of the textual whole generates at the same time the 

internal articulation of the text (its structure) and its boundaries” (85). The level of its 

internal articulation is nothing but a processuality and each Text “has its deep 

narrative organisation where a pragmatic/passionate program and a clash of subjects 

bring about a subjective transformation that can be both individual or common” (86). 

The last two remarks that define the Text as the basis of the sociosemiotics approach 

is that a Text contains multiple levels, both at the level of its profound structure and 

at the level of its enunciation. Finally, the relationship between a text and other texts, 

i.e. the intertextuality that relates a new text to its predecessors and to the cultural 

constructs in which the Texts are created. This is a fundamental notion that helps us 

understand how Texts are not stand-alone units with uncrossable borders. Rather, 
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while keeping their specificity and internal coherence, they are articulated in an 

interchange of intertextuality. This type of interchange and intertextuality means 

that there are no Texts which do not contain other Texts, even if at the minimum 

level of semantic entailment, e.g. every epigram in which a young man is described 

with an incipient beard (ʿiḏār) contains in itself an allusion to other previous Texts in 

which this motif has appeared, and the reader will – or should – be able to recognise 

and actualise them. 

Now, given a Text, the person who uses it is the reader,3 who is the Empirical Reader, 

i.e. who materially reads a text at any given moment. The person reading these pages 

is an Empirical Reader, regardless of who, where, and when. To understand a Text, 

the reader must have the competences to actualise it. These competences are even 

more necessary since, as Eco ([1979] 2006, 51) points out, a text does not contain all 

the semantic information needed to actualise it, but is made up of a certain amount 

of ‘unspoken’ which must be actualised by the reader. Hence, Eco’s well-known 

definition: “un testo è un meccanismo pigro (o economico) che vive sul plusvalore di 

senso introdottovi dal destinatario [...] un testo vuole lasciare al lettore l’iniziativa 

interpretativa, anche se di solito desidera essere interpretato con un margine 

sufficiente di univocità. Un testo vuole che qualcuno lo aiuti a funzionare” Eco ([1979] 

2006, 52). For this reason, the Text foresees its reader, i.e. the competences that the 

reader must have in order to interpret it. It therefore foresees also a Model Reader, 

i.e. “un testo è un prodotto la cui sorte interpretativa deve far parte del proprio 

meccanismo generativo” (54). The author of a Text is, then, a pragmatic entity, in the 

sense that he or she constructs the Text based on the competences that its Model 

Reader must have to interpret it, and to ensure that the Model Reader can actualise 

the Text through a cooperative act of interpretation. The Model Reader is not a 

subject in flesh and blood, but a textual strategy, i.e. “è un insieme di condizioni di 

felicità, testualmente stabilite, che devono essere soddisfatte perché un testo sia 

pienamente attualizzato nel suo contenuto potenziale” (62). The set of competences 

 
3 ‘Reader’ is not understood in its primary meaning of one who reads a written text, but it could be 
understood also with a general sense of user. For example, a space can be considered a Text and it 
has its Model Reader/User. 
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that are required and presupposed in the Model Reader for the purpose of actualising 

the text are defined as Encyclopaedia. 

The Text is therefore a participated Text generated within a given culture and built in 

a way that envisages a specific Model Reader capable of actualising its content. But 

while Eco highlights the aspects of the production and reception of the Text and the 

inferential walks that the reader must perform in order to actualise the Text (Eco 

[1979] 2006; 1994), Greimas (1966; 1970; 1983) turns his attention to the textual 

structure and the inner logic of a Text. In short, each text has a common structure, 

the Narrative Schema, which is conceived as a universal regularity.  

The Narrative Schema consists of four distinct but interconnected phases. 1. 

Manipulation, i.e. the action of a Sender with regard to a Receiver, where the first is 

“the one which communicates to the Subject-Receiver (belonging to the immanent 

universe) not only the elements of modal competence, but also the set of values at 

stake. The Sender receives the communication concerning the results of the Subject-

Receiver’s Performance; it falls to the Sender to sanction” (Greimas and Courtés, 

1982, 294). 2. Competence, or the acquisition of the skills of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ to 

actualise the Narrative Path as it was expressed in the previous phase. 3. 

Performance, which is the Narrative Path by which what is expressed in the 

Manipulation phase is achieved. 4. Sanction, the last phase of the Narrative Schema. 

It is the sanction of the Sender towards the Receiver about what it did in the two 

previous phases. It may be a Pragmatic Sanction, i.e. “an epistemic judgement, 

passed by the judge-Sender, concerning the conformity of the behaviour and, more 

precisely, of the Narrative Program of the performing Subject”, or a Cognitive 

Sanction, i.e. “an epistemic judgement of the being of the Subject” (Greimas and 

Courtés, 1982, 267).  

In a Text we can recognise universal figures which, independently of the actors who 

interpret them, are the basis of any narrative development and which play in the 

Narrative Schema. These figures are called Actants: functions existing regardless of 

the semantic investment actualised in the Text. The basic Actants of a Text are: 1. the 

Sender (Fr. Destinateur) and Receiver (Fr. Destinataire), whose definition I have 

already given. 2. The Subject, i.e. the actantial figure to whom the Sender 

communicates the Values at play, and who will have to acquire the Competence and 
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actualise the Performance. It can be a Subject of Being, which is defined by whether 

or not it is conjoined with the Object of Value; or a Subject of Doing, i.e. a Subject 

which performs certain actions in order to be conjoined with the Object. 3. The 

Object of value “is then defined as the locus wherein values (or qualifications) are 

invested and to which the subject is conjoined or from which it is disjoined” (Greimas 

and Courtés, 1982, 217).4  

The function that leads the Subject of Doing to be conjoined with the Object of value 

– i.e. the realisation of a Subject of Being conjoined with its Object of value – takes 

the name of Narrative Program. The concept ‘Value’ is fundamental, for it is the Value 

with which the Object is invested that makes the Subject want to be conjoined 

(positive, euphoric value) or disjoined (negative, dysphoric value) with it. To better 

understand Greimas’ Narrative Schema and Actants, let us try to apply it to a 

narrative text like the fairy tale. 

 

A terrible fire-breathing dragon kidnaps a beautiful princess from her castle and takes 

her to its dark cave. The king, father of the princess, assigns a daring knight in his 

shining armour to save the poor princess. To save the princess, the knight must learn 

the dragon language, and he manages to do so in a few days. After learning this 

extraordinarily difficult language, the knight journeys to the dragon cave, duels with 

the terrible beast and kills it; he frees the princess, and takes her back to her castle. 

As soon as the king sees his daughter safe and sound, he gives her as a bride to the 

brave knight. And they lived happily ever after. 

 

In this very short text, we can see the phases of the Narrative Schema and the Actants 

involved in the narrative process. The dragon is the Opponent, an actantial figure 

who opposes the Subject; the princess is the Object of value; the knight is the Subject; 

and the King is the Sender. The Manipulation occurs when the Sender instructs the 

Subject to free the princess/Object. The competence is actualised when the knight 

 
4 These are only the basic actantial figures that we will need for the analysis that I propose in this 
chapter. The theory developed over the years starting from Greimas’ writings (who developed 
Vladimir Propp’s morphology of the tale) has undergone evolutions and changes that are impossible 
to summarise. For this, I refer to the final bibliography. 
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has learned the dragon language. The killing of the dragon and the rescue of the 

princess is the Performance. The final wedding is the Sanction. 

Such a scheme, which is intended to be universal, cannot always be depicted in a Text 

in its wholeness. In fact, there are Texts in which only a part of the Narrative Schema 

is depicted. The epigram is a short Text, and often does not actualise the whole 

narrative process of the Narrative Schema from its initial to its final phase. Usually 

only a part, or some parts, are actualised by the Text, while those missing can be 

implied, so that the reader can reconstruct them starting from Frames contained 

within his or her Encyclopaedia; or he or she can imagine them through his or her 

predictions. For example, in epigram no. 1, the only moment actualised is that of the 

Manipulation; epigram no. 20 describes the Performance; epigram no. 12, in which 

al-Ǧazzār puts an end to his literary career, depicts the final moment of the Narrative 

Schema, the moment of the Sanction; and epigram no. 10 describes both the 

moments of the Performance and the Sanction. 

This methodological introduction does not try to describe exhaustively the semiotic 

theories developed over the past half century. On the contrary, it is only a very brief 

summary for introductory purposes, so as to be able to clarify the starting-points of 

the analysis applied to the two case studies taḍmīn and iqtibās. Applying these 

semiotic theories to epigrams means accepting that they are universal, and therefore 

accepting that they are able to describe Texts with a high cultural specificity, such as 

tawriya-epigrams. The definition of Text as it is expressed in sociosemiotics provides 

an idea of a layered and complex Text, the characteristic of which is to be the 

expression of a specific cultural fabric. Given this assumption, approaching a Text on 

a semiotic level guarantees considering all the components that make this 

mechanism a mechanism that acts in the world. Specifically, the act of creating a new 

Text, its internal structure, the action that the Text exercises in the Reader, the action 

that the Reader exercises in the Text, and, above all, its being a part of an 

intertwinement of Texts, intertexts, allusions, rewritings, which are the literary 

culture of a society. 

The two types of intertextuality that I will address in the next two sections are 

presented by pre-modern Arab critics as two types of figures of speech and inserted 

in the treatises as an integral part of the rhetorical devices. For this reason, before 
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proceeding to the semiotic analysis of the texts, I will briefly recall some essential 

points of the description provided by pre-modern Arab literary criticism. 

 

5.3 The case of taḍmīn 

 

5.3.1 Preliminaries 

 

Al-Qazwīnī (d. 739/1338) (Īḍāḥ, 6:137-143) discusses iqtibās and taḍmīn in the 

chapter devoted to sariqāt (plagiarism). According to him (Īḍāḥ, 6:140), taḍmīn is 

when “the piece of poetry includes another piece of poetry by someone else, 

acknowledging it clearly if it is not known among eloquent people (bulaġāʾ)”, i.e. what 

Sanni (1989a) calls “rhetorical taḍmīn”.5 Al-Qazwīnī also points out that taḍmīn is not 

limited to the quotation of a whole line, but can also be a hemistich or part of a 

hemistich. What is of interest is that he underlines how a successful taḍmīn occurs 

when the incorporation of the poetic segment brings a semantic change from the 

meaning of the segment in its original context through the use of tawriya or tašbīh 

(simile) (Īḍāḥ, 6:143). In general, the use of taḍmīn is not considered as sariqa as far 

 
5 Taḍmīn is a technical term which refers also to other phenomena which are not the topic of this 
work. It could refer to the enjambment, i.e. the “grammatical taḍmīn” (Sanni, 1998, 1-7) as it is 
described in van Gelder (1982), and Sanni (1989a; 1998, 1-7); or to the concept of “hermeneutical 
taḍmīn” as it is called by Sanni (1998, 17-19), or “implication of meaning” as it is called by Gully (1997). 
See also Fudge (2007). Of course, the concept ‘taḍmīn’ experienced a theoretical development in 
works of rhetoric and stylistics. Sanni (1998, 7-17) retraces the history of taḍmīn from its first 
appearance in Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s (d. 296/908) (Badīʿ, 64), where this figure is called ḥusn al-taḍmīn, i.e. 
good quotation, but who did not spend a word on its theoretical foundations. A later systematisation 
is due to al-Ḥātimī (d. 388/998) (Ḥilya), who, however, does not apply to ‘quotation’ the name of 
taḍmīn, but differentiates between a good quotation (iǧtilāb and istilḥāq) and a bad quotation, i.e. 
when the aim of the poet is to sell other people’s lines as his own (iṣṭirāf) (Sanni, 1998, 8-9). The author 
who will devote much more space to taḍmīn is Ibn Rašīq (d. 456 or 463/1063-4 or 1071) (ʿUmda, 2:702-
710). Sanni (1998, 10-11) underlines that for Ibn Rašīq it is better to use a taḍmīn in a context different 
from the original one, and to use it as an iḥāla (insinuation) or išāra (allusion) to the original segment 
in a new text. The first who included the use of paroemias as taḍmīn was Ibn Ḫalaf (d. 455/1063 ?). 
Successively, authors like Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr (d. 637/1239) (Maṯal, 3:200-205) and Ibn Abī l-Iṣbaʿ 
(Taḥrīr, 140-142) will use the term taḍmīn also for quotations from the Koran and the ḥadīṯ instead of 
the term iqtibās. This use did not prevail and two different terms are used in rhetoric to refer to poetic 
and paroemiac quotations (taḍmīn), and Koranic and ḥadīṯ quotations (iqtibās), e.g. al-Qazwīnī’s (Īḍāḥ, 
6:137-143). For two studies of taḍmīn in poetic practice, see Wagner (2010) and Orfali (2011). 
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as it is recognisable, and the poet who makes use of it does not sell it as his own 

poetry.6  

Al-Ṣafadī devotes the final section (tatimma) of the first muqaddima of his treatise 

Faḍḍ al-ḫitām to the use of taḍmīn together with tawriya. In doing so, he adopts in 

(Faḍḍ, 91) – cf. Bonebakker (1966, 86) – the definitions of his predecessors, and states 

that taḍmīn is the insertion of either a line of poetry, or a well-known saying, into 

another piece of poetry or prose, and judges it worth when it is subject to a 

resemanticisation. For this reason, he deals at length with the topic of taḍmīn and 

tawriya, providing some interesting examples of how a tawriya resemanticises a 

whole text and reconnects it to the new one in which it is embedded. The examples 

that al-Ṣafadī cites in this section are poetic extracts in which tawriya always acts at 

the level of the single word; it is contained in the quoted text, and is in co-reference 

with the new co-text that surrounds it. Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 41) will not spare himself from 

criticising al-Ṣafadī for inserting a section on taḍmīn in a work devoted to tawriya. 

This is because, in his opinion, among those things to reproach al-Ṣafadī, there is that 

of having delved into topics of little interest for tawriya, and among those the use of 

taḍmīn, which is judged by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa as a misplaced digression. Nonetheless, we 

notice that he includes in his two works (Kašf; Ḫizāna) many cases of taḍmīn among 

the examples of successful tawriya.  

In the previous chapter, I presented an epigram by al-Ǧazzār (no. 8) where there was 

an insertion of a well-known saying. In this section, I will analyse an epigram where 

the insertion is a hemistich of a raǧaz composition. My aim is to show how the use of 

tawriya and taḍmīn implies the capability of the reader to understand the given 

 
6 The literature about sariqa (plagiarism, theft, borrowing) is wide and worth being briefly recalled. A 
seminal study of it is due to von Grunebaum (1944), who reports all the theoretical contributions of 
premodern Arab critics, from the first formulation of sarq al-šiʿr by Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī (Ṣināʿatayni), 
to the scholastic rhetoric of al-Qazwīnī (Īḍāḥ), punctually analysing every definition and every 
difference in the terminology adopted by the authors. Heinrichs (1987-1988), however, focuses on the 
practical level of the poetical production, explaining the relation between sāriq (the plagiariser) and 
masrūq min-hu (who is plagiarised) through an analysis of some of al-Mutanabbī’s (d. 354/955) sariqāt 
as they are discussed by al-ʿAmidī (d. 433/1042). Mainly referred to the terminology used and its 
different use by different authors, the two contributions by Bonebakker (1997a-b; 1999) purpose the 
analysis of this terminological labyrinth with reference to the work of al-Ḥātimī (Ḥilya). Contrary to the 
contributions cited so far, Naaman (2011) proposes an investigation not centred on the theoretical 
discussion, but offers an interesting contribution in terms of poetic practice, in particular by addressing 
his attention to the figure of al-Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿAbbād (d. 385/995). For sake of exhaustiveness, I refer here 
to other two studies which I could not consult: Bonebakker (1986), and Sanni (1989b). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
288 

epigram, in the light of the previous textual evidence and his or her own 

Encyclopaedia. The whole understanding of the literary work is closely related to the 

definition by the Empirical Author of his Model Reader, who, through a series of 

inferential walks (Eco, [1979] 2006; 1994), should be able to trace back the quotation 

to its ‘Ur-model’.  

The use of taḍmīn is a process realising intertextuality through a recontextualisation 

of a given phrase or sentence, taken from a first text in which it appeared, and 

inserted into another text. This brings us to a fork on the road: either the quotation 

does not experience any resemanticisation, and its meaning remains unchanged; or 

the quotation experiences a resemanticisation through its recontextualisation, which 

causes a shift from a first meaning to another. The use of taḍmīn resemanticised 

through tawriya leads to an enrichment of the text, which deserves to be studied 

more deeply. In this sense, I can say that I am more Ṣafadian than Ibn Ḥiǧǧan. That is 

why I will analyse in this section the relationship between these two figures and I will 

do so through a case study of an epigram by Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, with all due respect to his 

criticism of al-Ṣafadī. 

The epigram is the following: 

 

 زجرلا نم ،ةجح نبا

فضَمُ انمِوْنَبِ ادغ دقو * لٌدِسَْمُ ەِرعْشَ لُلو انِْ
َّ

 ار

ث حُبصُ لاقف
َ

 7"ىُلا مُوقلا دُمحَْ حاصلا دنع" * امسَِبْمُ ەِرغ

We travelled, while the night of his hair was falling down on the shoulders, and it 

became plaited in our sleep. 

The smiling daybreak of his teeth said: ‘At the break of dawn, people praise the 

night journey.’ 

 

5.3.2 The reader’s path 

 

 
7 Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 247; Ḫizāna, 3:512). For the embedded text, see Abū ʿUbayd (Amṯāl, 231), al-Ǧāḥiẓ 
(Ḥayawān, 6:508), al-Mufaḍḍal al-Dabbī (Fāḫir, 199-200), Zayd b. Rifāʿa (Amṯāl, 162), al-Maydānī 
(Arabum, 2:70-71), al-ʿAskarī (Ǧamhara, 2:38), al-Zamaḫšarī (Mustaqṣà, 2:168), and al-Šaybī (Timṯāl, 
2:473-474). These sources will be analysed in depth in section 5.3.3. 
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What happens when someone reads these two lines? And what is the interpretative 

effort that he/she must make to understand this text? The first thing the reader does 

when entering a text is a pragmatic action of identifying the Topic. This action can be 

summed up in plain words in the question, ‘what is the text about?’. Eco ([1979] 2006, 

87-92) describes this action as basically aimed at formulating an interpretative 

hypothesis of the text on the one hand, and on the other as a method to limit the 

possible interpretations of the text, following a familiar path by resorting to 

internalised Frames, i.e.  

 

when one encounters a new situation (or makes a substantial change in one’s view 

of the present problem) one selects from memory a structure called a Frame. This is 

a remembered framework to be adapted to fit reality by changing details as 

necessary. A frame is a data-structure for representing a stereotyped situation, like 

being in a certain kind of living room, or going to a child’s birthday party. Attached to 

each frame are several kinds of information. Some of this information is about how 

to use the frame. Some is about what one can expect to happen next. Some is about 

what to do if these expectations are not confirmed. (Minsky 1974)8  

 

For example, the reader of all times in reading one of al-Mutanabbī’s Sayfiyyāt 

recognises a series of textual elements and co-textual recurrences which direct the 

interpretation towards a well-defined poetic genre, activating in the reader the 

‘madīḥ’ Frame. Therefore, it is not expected to find in the Mutanabbian poem an ode 

to the penis similar to epigram no. 29 that we saw in the previous chapter. Of course, 

we must not forget that the poetic form ‘epigram’ is by its nature short, and therefore 

the process of identifying the Topic as an interpretative hypothesis will be 

immediately put to the test by the imminent conclusion of the text. What, then, is 

the interpretative hypothesis formulated by the reader of this epigram? Reading the 

text allows us to formulate two interpretative hypotheses: 

 

(1) Description of a night journey 

(2) Description of a night tryst 

 
8 Which Eco, ([1979] 2006, 80) calls sceneggiature. 
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Once the two interpretative hypotheses have been established, we can approach the 

analysis of the text in its components to identify the narrative Isotopies and establish 

a first cooperative interpretation. The term Isotopy (Fr. Isotopie) has been borrowed 

by Greimas (1966; 1970) from natural sciences, and it has been applied to semiotics 

to indicate “un ensemble redondant de catégories sémantiques qui rend possible la 

lecture uniforme du récit, telle qu’elle résulte des lectures partielles des énoncée et 

de la résolution de leurs ambiguïtés qui est guidée par la recherche de la lecture 

unique” (Greimas, 1970, 188).9 The concept of Isotopy experienced a development 

during time, and its use widened from simply signifying an iterativeness of Classemes 

(Fr. Classèmes (Greimas, 1966, 50-51); It. Selezioni Contestuali (Eco [1979] 2006, 15-

19)).10 It became a concept applied to various semiotic phenomena, which pushes 

Eco ([1979] 2006, 93) to define the Isotopy as an umbrella-term indicating “la 

coerenza di un percorso di lettura” (the coherence of a reading path). 

Let us now turn our attention to Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s epigram. The Classemes actualised in the 

co-text suggest four main Isotopies: A. Travel, B. Night, C. Day, D. Tryst, which 

mutually cooperate within the text, and whose lexemes are in a mutual co-reference.  

The first line opens with the Actant Subject speaking in the first-person and reporting 

events that are perceived as finished by the reader. The first verb (sirnā) introduces 

the Isotopy of travel. The verb is immediately followed by the description of the hair 

of the beloved – the Actant Object – which is compared to the night (laylu šaʿri-hi), a 

common metaphor which associates the beloved’s hair with the night, i.e. associating 

the image of tender dark hair flowing on the shoulders (munsadil) like the drapes of 

a dark night. This phrase is in a co-reference with the previous verb and leads us to 

the fusion of the two Isotopies ‘travel’ and ‘night’, bringing the first image of 

travelling by night, i.e. the Isotopy ‘night journey’. This is all the more the case in the 

 
9 Cf. also Greimas (1966, 69-101) and Greimas and Courtés (1982, 163-165). 
10 Eco ([1979] 2006, 17) distinguish between contextual and circumstantial selections: “Una selezione 
contestuale pertanto registra i casi generali in cui un dato termine potrebbe occorrere in 
concomitanza (e quindi co-occorrere) con altri termini appartenenti allo stesso sistema semiotico. 
Quando poi il termine concretamente co-occorre con altri termini (quando cioè la selezione 
contestuale si attualizza) ecco che abbiamo un co-testo. Le selezioni contestuali prevedono dei 
possibili contesti: quando si realizzano si realizzano in un co-testo. Quanto alle selezioni circostanziali 
esse rappresentato la possibilità astratta (registrata dal codice) che un dato termine appaia in 
connessione con circostanze di enunciazione.” 
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second hemistich, where the Isotopy of the night is even closer to the Isotopy of the 

travel experience. Here, bi-nawmi-nā is in a co-reference with the travel and develops 

two alternative but complementary readings, i.e. ‘night journey’ and a ‘night dream-

sleep’. In the same hemistich, a co-reference between muḍaffar, mundasil and ša  ͑r 

invokes the image of the night, linking it with the hair of the beloved which, in turn, 

becomes like a rope tying the lovers together. These two images merge together in a 

tableau where the night envelops the lovers and intertwines their bodies like scented 

hair in a tress. The final image in the first line can be developed in a Macro-

proposition opening to the interpretation of the second line: 

 

P1: During the night, my beloved and I engaged in a love travel, and while sleeping 

the night enveloped us in a union. 

 

Let us now turn our attention to the second line.  

The beloved is depicted by a metonymy-synecdoche: ṣubḥu ṯaġri-hi. Here the 

beloved is identified by his smile (a part for the whole, synecdoche), which is 

described as bright and shining by the use of ṣubḥ, i.e. a metonymy describing the 

effect by mentioning the cause. By these words, we discover a third Isotopy, that of 

‘day’. The relation between ‘night’ and ‘day’ is one of opposition, and it is expressed 

in the two first hemistichs, which create together an opposition on the semantic 

level. This is why the new Isotopy introduces a change in the course of the event: if 

the action depicted so far was a night journey/tryst, now daybreak leads the lovers 

to the end of their union. The negative value of dawn becomes evident in the very 

last hemistich, in which the beloved Object voices his grief for the end of the ‘night 

journey’ he spent with his lover/Subject. In saying this as dawn broke, the lovers’ 

journey came to an end, and they are left with only the tender memory of their 

intimacy. Within this line, there is a second opposition between the words ṣubḥ and 

ṣabāḥ. In the first hemistich, ṣubḥ had a positive connotation describing the 

splendour of the beloved’s smile; but in the second hemistich the arrival of ṣabāḥ has 

a negative connotation because it indicates the end of the love idyll. The final image 

in the second line can be developed in the following Macro-proposition: 
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P2: Dawn broke, shining in its splendour like the smile of the beloved. However, the 

lovers are aware that it means the end of their union, like a dream which vanishes at 

the very moment of awakening and leaves only grief and sorrow.   

 

If we join together P1 and P2 we obtain the Fabula of the epigram, namely its narrative 

development, which confirms the second Topic as a solid reading hypothesis, but 

then restricts the first Topic to the role of metaphor by which the second Topic is 

depicted and understood. It must be said, however, that both reading hypotheses 

are mutually connected and work together in constructing the semantic image 

conveyed by the epigram, as we will see.  

From the point of view of the Actantial Figures, the internal narrator is the Subject, 

who is from the beginning of the Narrative conjoined with his Object of value, the 

beloved. Since Subject and Object are from the beginning joined together, the whole 

Narrative Trajectory, which made possible the union of the lovers, is not depicted: 

the first step of the Narrative Schema with which the epigram begins is the 

Performance, in which Subject and Object are conjoined. However, as we have seen, 

this union is not destined to last, for dawn brings the end of the tryst with the words 

of the beloved-Object ‘ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-qawmu l-surà’. He states by his own 

words a Cognitive Sanction, namely the very last step of the Narrative Schema, i.e. an 

epistemological judgment which can be paraphrased as follows: ‘our state of union 

cannot last and our being conjoined came to an end.’ 

At this point we can draw this scheme of the epigram’s levels of enunciation:11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Inspired by those drawn in Eco (1994). 
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epigram 

 

Empirical Author 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa 

 

 

 

 

 

As Empirical Author, Ibn Ḥiǧǧa builds his epigram. On the one hand, he gives the role 

of the Narrator to the Actant Subject, who narrates in the first person. On the other, 

the very last hemistich is the direct speech of the Actant Object, who, to express his 

grief, utters a well-known saying. 

This is, in fact, the turning point of the whole epigram: ‘ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-

qawmu l-surà.’ 

 

5.3.3 The maṯal 

 

The turning point of this epigram is in the last hemistich, where the text segment 

ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-qawmu l-surà is inserted as a taḍmīn. This is a case of a well-

known saying (maṯal)12 listed in almost every paroemiac source. The first who quoted 

this raǧaz hemistich in his collection of sayings was Abū ʿUbayd (d. 224/838).13 He 

provides two explanations for this half-line:  

 

1. “During their night, they endure the struggle and the suffering of the night 

journeying without any rest. But when they find themselves in the morning, and they 

have already left the distance behind them, they praise what they did at that time.” 

(Abū ʿUbayd, Amṯāl, 170);   

 
12 Among the contributions on maṯal, the article in EI2 is at present the most accurate and detailed 
study: Sellheim (2012b). On the topic, see also Rosenthal (1989), about whose work I will talk later; al-
Dhubaib (1973) who carried out a taxonomic research on al-Maydānī’s collection of amṯāl; Pellat 
(1976) and Ruiz Moreno (1998) who investigated the origins of the paroemiac expressions.  
13 As a reference for the authors of anthologies of amṯāl that I use in this section, see Sellheim (2012b). 

Narrator 

First-person 

Actant 

Subject 

Fabula 

P1 + P2 

Actant Object 

 

‘ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-

qawmu l-surà’ 
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2. “Its meaning is: they strove themselves during the night in a sleepless and restless 

journey, but when they find themselves in the morning, and they have already 

covered the distance, they praise what they did at that time.” (Abū ʿUbayd, Amṯāl, 

231) 

 

Both explanations refer to the same meaning, which takes us back in time when the 

night journey, especially in the desert, was harbinger of dangers and terror: one 

crossing in the dark with the only companions – if not alone – and mounts. But the 

night journey is also a literary topos and a means often used by poets from the pre-

Islamic era onwards to underline their physical and moral strength.14 

Al-Ǧāḥiẓ (d. 255/868-869)15 (Ḥayawān, 6:508) reports a line of poetry attributed to 

Bakr b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Muzanī (d. 106/724-725) running as follows: 

 

 ىرلا تُااغ مهنع جنتو * ىُلا مُوقلا دُمحَْ حاصلا دنع

At the break of dawn, people praise the night journey and the veils of the sleep 

vanish. 

 

However, al-Mufaḍḍal al-Dabbī b. Salama (d. 291/903) (Fāḫir, 199-200) provides 

another attribution for this last line, one linked to an anecdote about the origin of 

the maṯal and about the first person who uttered it. The anecdote runs as follow: 

 

The first who uttered it was Ḫālid b. al-Walīd (d. 21/642). Abu Bakr (d. 13/634) sent 

for him while he was in al-Yamāma. Abū Bakr ordered him to travel to Iraq across the 

desert. Rāfiʿ b. ʿAmr al-Ṭāʾī said to al-Walīd: ‘I have already crossed it in pre-Islamic 

time (ǧāhiliyya), and it is a four-day journey without water16 for the camels to arrive, 

I do not think that you can afford it without carrying the water with you.’ Ḫālid 

replied: ‘Thus, carry a huge amount of water.’ He bought one hundred old she-camels 

 
14 On this topic, see Papoutsakis (2009) in particular chapter 2 and 3, where she provides an excursus 
of the main topics of ‘travel’ and ‘desert’ in ancient poetry, with particular reference to Ḏū l-Rumma 
(d. ca. 117/735). 
15 Abū ʿUṯmān ʿAmr b. Baḥr al-Fuqaymī l-Baṣrī was born in Baṣra around 160/776, where he died in 
255-868-869. He was a prolific writer known above all for Kitāb al-ḥayawān and Kitāb al-buḫalāʾ, see 
Pellat (2012b). For two recent studies, see Behzadi (2009), and Hefter (2014). 
16 Ḫims, i.e. “The drinking of camels on the fifth day, counting the day of the next preceding drinking 
as the first” Lane (Lexicon, s.v.). 
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and made them thirsty. After that, he watered them until they had drunk enough; he 

made them kneel down and muzzled their mouths. They departed to cross the 

desert, but after two days have gone by, the people and the horses feared the thirst 

and feared also that what was inside the camels’ bellies would perish. [To prevent it] 

he slaughtered the camels and took the water that was inside their bellies to give it 

to drink to the people and the horses; then, they pursued the travel. During the 

fourth night, Rāfi ͑ said: ‘Look! Do you see enormous lotus trees? Do you see them or 

are they nothing but the result of exhaustion?’ The people looked at them, saw the 

lotus trees then informed him and exalted God. They rushed to the water, and Ḫālid 

said: 

 

أ عفِارَ ُّردَ 
ّ

ف * ىدتها 
َ

زَّو
َ

ق نمِ 
ُ

ىوسُ إ رقِار  

17 دنع
َ

دمَحَ حاصلا 
ُ

تو * ىُلا مُوقلا 
َ

ىرلا تُااغ مهُنْعَ جَنْ  

How great has Rāfiʿ been: he found the right way through the desert from Qurāqir 

to Suwà. 

At the break of dawn, people praise the night journey and the veils of the sleep 

vanish. 

 

If the attribution of the line to Ḫālid b. al-Walīd as reported by al-Mufaḍḍal al-Dabbī 

is correct, the origin of this expression, and its subsequent reception until it became 

part of the proverbial expressions, will have to be predated by about a hundred years 

compared to what is reported by al-Ǧāḥiẓ, and therefore to be placed in the earliest 

times of Islam. But is it really so? 

Authors such as Zayd b. Rifāʿa (d. 373/983) (Amṯāl, 162) do not try to find a 

hypothetical ‘first author’ of this expression; others, such as al-Maydānī (d. 

518/1124) (Arabum, 2:70-71), embrace al-Mufaḍḍal al-Dabbī’s attribution and quote 

the anecdote about the crossing of the desert made by Ḫālid b. al-Walīd and Rāfiʿ; 

and others still, such as al-ʿAskarī (d. ca. 395-400/1005-1010) (Ǧamhara, 2:38), do not 

conform to either al-Ǧāḥiẓ, or al-Mufaḍḍal al-Dabbī, and go for another origin of the 

line/maṯal. For example, al-ʿAskarī maintains that this line is found in a poem by the 

 
17 Al-Aḥdab al-Tarābulusī (Farāʾid, 2:2) adds a line in between: 

 ىريُ سٌإ هِلِق نمِ اهراس ام *  شُجلا ه راس اذإ اسمخِ
A four-days-waterless distance! The army was lamenting when marching towards it. Nobody before 

him has ever done this! 
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pre-Islamic Iranian poet al-Ǧumayḥ (d. 571) and quotes six lines of a qaṣīda, of which 

I report the last three: 

 

ت له لاقو 
َ

قنْمُ لِطلا سلل سَْلأ * ىرأ ام نَوْرَ
َ

 

ق
ُ

لاأ حاص يِّزعَأ تُل
ّ

 ىلا موقلا دمح حاصلا دنع *  

 ىرلا تُااغ مهنع قنتو

He shed tears and said: ‘Do you think what I think? Is there no end to the long 

journey?’ 

I said: ‘I exhort my companion to endure: certainly, at the break of dawn people 

praise the night journey, 

and the veils of the sleep vanish.’ 

 

He closes his quote with a brief explanation of the meaning of the maṯal: “It is a saying 

quoted when one is affected by affliction and exhaustion” (Ǧamhara, 2:38). 

According to this last author, the origin of the line is therefore to be found in the pre-

Islamic era. But this is not the end. Al-Zamaḫšarī (d. 538/1144) (Mustaqṣà, 2:168) 

quotes only two and a half lines of a 20-line urǧūza attributed to al-Ǧulayḥ b. Šumayḏ, 

a coeval of al-Šammāḫ (d. ca. 30/650) with whom he was traveling (al-Šammāḫ, 

Dīwān, 353 n.4; 377-384): 

 

 ىدتفلا ءًادف ءاملا لئس ول * ثنا رولا ع سجلا اذإ إ

 ىلا موقلا دمح حاصلا دنع * ىرأ دق تلق تُعتأ م لاقو

 18ىرلا تاامع هنع جنتو

Indeed, when the lazy man is bent on the saddle, if he had been asked for water as 

ransom, he would have ransomed himself. 

He said: ‘How I exhausted myself’, I replied: ‘I see’. At the break of dawn, people 

praise the night journey, 

and what is left of the sleep vanish. 

 
18 It must be noted that this urǧūza is quoted in Dīwān aš-Šammāḫ and many lines of it have not been 
quoted by al-Zamaḫšarī, thus the whole meaning can be slightly different.  
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Later sources do not add anything to what I have presented so far. The only author 

worth mentioning is al-Šaybī (d. 837/1433), who reports al-Maydānī’s anecdote, and 

adds some quotations of later poetry based on the motif al-surà, and also two poetic 

examples in which the maṯal is not quoted with its wording, but there is only an 

allusion to it (Timṯāl, 2:473-474).19  

This short overview shows how the maṯal’s authorship is dubious. On the one hand, 

it is attributed to Ḫālid b. al-Walīd, one of the commanders of the Islamic army at the 

time of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar. On the other, to two pre-Islamic poets.20 This conflict of 

attribution is very similar to that described by Rosenthal (1989), who tried to 

establish the birth of a saying, and its linked anecdote, which describes the 

circumstances of its first enunciation.21 In his analysis, he argued that it is unlikely 

that the saying and the anecdote to which it is associated are coeval, but it is more 

probable that an addition has been made at a certain point during transmission. This 

statement seems to be applicable also for our maṯal, since it could explain why in al-

Balāḏurī’s (d. ca. 279/892)22 (Futūḥ, 1:131-133) there are only these two lines at the 

end of Ḫālid’s anecdote, without any mention of the maṯal: 

 

أ عفار ُّردَ 
ّ

 ىوسُ إ رقارق نم زََّوف * ىدتها 

 ىريُ سإ نم كَلق اهزاج ام * ثنا سُجِلا هم ار اذإ ءٌام

 
19 For example, a line by Ibn Sanāʾ al-Mulk (d. 608/1211) (Dīwān, 157-161) praising al-Qāḍī l-Fāḍil (d. 
596/1200). The whole qaṣīda is of 67 lines, I quote only that reported by al-Šaybī – no. 30 in the Dīwān:  

دخلا رَان تُسآ
ِّ

 ىلا حبص لا رغثلا حَبص تُدمحو * ىرقِلا ران لا 
I cheered the fire of the cheek and not the fire of the entertainment. I praised the dawn of the teeth 

and not the dawn of the night journey. 
This is a case of taḍmīn where the wording of the original segment is not respected, but it is still clearly 
recognisable in the new text where it is embedded.  
20 I do not consider the attribution provided by al-Ǧāḥiẓ which seems to be the less probable.  
21 He investigates a well-known saying: inna l-balāʾ muwakkal bi-l-manṭiq and the related line of poetry 
with which it is commonly associated: 

نإ * تتف لوقت لا كناسل ظفحا
ّ

 قِطنملا لٌوم ءلالا 
Guard your tongue from speaking and thereby suffering affliction! Indeed, affliction may come from 

talk. (Rosenthal’s translation). 
22 Aḥmad b.Yaḥyà b. Ǧābir b. Dāwūd al-Balāḏurī. Despite his importance as historian, there is not much 
information about his life. He is known for his Futūḥ al-buldān and Ansāb al-ašrāf. See Becker and 
Rosenthal (2012).  
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How great has Rāfiʿ been: he found the right way through the desert from Qurāqir 

to Suwà. 

A water well, when the coward seeks it, he turns away. No human being before you 

has ever done it. 

 

Irrespective of whether Ḫālid b. al-Walīd, al-Ǧumayḥ, or al-Ǧulayḥ uttered it or not, 

we can describe the meaning of the saying as an encouragement for someone to 

endure the difficulties of life, for only with patience and abnegation can one succeed 

and, at the end, he/she will praise his/her own efforts.  

If we compare these sources, we can deduce that the saying has entered common 

use only in its first part: a hemistich in raǧaz metre extrapolated from an entire line, 

i.e. the first hemistich ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-qawmu l-surà. This segment of text 

became enough to convey the meaning that the whole expression wants to convey. 

This kind of elliptical form is often a consequence of the widespread reception of a 

saying having become commonly used in the language. An example of a non-Arabic 

expression, which is understood and used almost all over the world, is the Latin 

proverb de gustibus non est disputandum, which is commonly used in the elliptical 

form de gustibus and which, like the expression ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-qawmu l-

surà, has not a real ‘inventor’ and, in the case of the Latin proverb, it may not even 

be of classical origin (Bartels, 2014).  

 

5.3.4 The structure of the maṯal 

 

How does the maṯal fit into the epigram? To answer this question, I adopt the analysis 

advanced by Milner (1969),23 who argues that the characteristic of a traditional 

saying24 is “the symmetrical structure of its form and content” (200) and that the 

overall value of a traditional saying is given by the ability of the form to reproduce 

the background. His analysis is based precisely on the distinction between traditional 

 
23 A revised and expanded version has been published in French: “De l’armature des locutions 
proverbiales. Essai de taxonomie sémantique”, in L’Homme, 9 iii (1969), pp. 49-70. 
24 In the French version, traditional saying is translated as “locution proverbiale”, which in my opinion 
fits to this kind of Arabic maṯal better. 
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sayings and other paroemiac utterances, stating that a traditional saying is a 

quadripartite utterance.25 By this definition, he intends that a tradition saying 

“consists of four quarters (minor segments), standing in a balanced and structured 

relationship to one another both in their form and content, and that it is the exact 

nature of the relationship between the separate parts which determines the force 

and meaning of the saying as a whole” (200). The words or phrases that constitute a 

traditional saying are placed within these four quarters. To each of them, Milner 

assigns either a positive (+) or a negative value (-), depending on their semantic value 

within the saying. Each quarter is in turn divided into two halves, which Milner 

defines as “major segments” (200). He assigns to each primary segment a value (+) 

or (-) according to the component of the traditional saying inside the quarter, 

obtaining that for each quarter there are two values (+) (+), or (-) (-) , or (+) (-), or (-) 

(+). The internal sum of these values can give a positive value to the quarter, when 

the sum is of two equal poles (+) (+), or (-) (-); or a negative value, when the sum is of 

two opposite poles (+) (-), or (-) (+). For this reason, Milner distinguishes between an 

initial part, which he calls head, and a final part, which he calls tail, whose assignment 

of positive and negative values, and their sum, gives rise to 16 different combinations. 

I will spare the reader the list of all the different possibilities and I will immediately 

pass onto the practical application of this theory. 

Let us consider the form ىلا موقلا دمح حاصلا دنع  as an ellipsis, which is used instead 

of the whole expression دنع
َ

دمَحَ حاصلا 
ُ

تو * ىُلا مُوقلا 
َ

ىرلا تُااغ مهُنْعَ جَنْ . If we assign 

to every component of the paroemia a sign (+) to the positive elements and a sign (-

) to the negatives, we obtain the following result: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 It is important to emphasise that this analysis does not apply to any type of paroemiac utterance. It 
is particularly suitable for the maṯal object of this study, but it could hardly be used for many of the 
proverbs of the Arabic tradition which have another type of structure. For a taxonomic classification 
of Arabic amṯāl, see Al-Dhubaib (1973). 
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+ 

 

- 

دنع
َ

دمَحَ     حاصلا     
ُ

 ىُلا     مُوقلا     

    -           +           +            + 

 

           -                         + 

 

- 

تو
َ

 ىرلا    تُااغ        مهُنْعَ   جَنْ

                 -                              + 

 

The first part of the line is its head. I have assigned to the element qawm a positive 

pole, for it stands for the human beings all together. Then, I assigned a positive pole 

to the verb yaḥmadu, since it denotes, in this specific text, a positive action. Al-ṣabāḥ 

is clearly a positive pole, for it contrasts with al-surā, which, in turn, is the negative 

pole, for it is charged with all the negative aspects of the night journey. Regarding 

the elements of the tail – the second hemistich – I assigned to ġayābātu l-karà a 

negative pole, since this phrase bears the negative traits of something impeding the 

view and creating difficulties for people, which is balanced by the positive verb 

tanǧalī. We have as a result a negative head and a negative tail, which, when summed 

up, give a positive meaning for the whole maṯal. It should be noted that, even if only 

the first part of the maṯal is uttered as ellipsis for the complete sentence, this does 

not change its positive sense, since the meaning conveyed is recognised as such even 

if the second half is not uttered (Milner, 1969, 201-202), and since it has been 

extensively demonstrated by the reception of the saying in the paroemiac collections 

that I have described in the previous section. 

 

5.3.5 Text packing  

 

In comparing the saying with the epigram, we notice that it plays with two Isotopies: 

‘night journey’ and ‘human affliction’.  Their bond is metaphoric. In other words, 

‘night journey’ is the metaphier by which the metaphrand ‘human affliction’ is 

understood; the first Isotopy denotes a ‘night journey’ and connotes the second 

Isotopy of human ‘affliction’. This raises the question of how the epigram’s Fabula 

and the maṯal merge in the text of the epigram. 
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Greimas (1960, 57) defines a proverb (Fr. proverbe) as “un système de signification 

fermé”. He views the proverb as a Signifier which has a global Signified (according to 

the well-known definition given by Saussure ([1916] 2005, 99)), and postulates that 

a proverb is a connotated element, where connotation is a semantic shifting that 

occurs in the proverb. This first approach has changed over time, while maintaining 

a fundamental coherence. A better definition is one that considers proverbs as 

examples of Discursive Configurations, which are defined by Greimas and Courtés 

(1982, 49) as “kinds of micronarratives with an autonomous syntactic-semantic 

structure, which can be integrated in larger discursive units and acquire thereby 

functional significations corresponding to their positions in these larger units”. This 

definition of Discursive Configuration accurately emphasises the nature of the 

proverb and how it acts when it is inserted into another Text, for a Configuration 

“does not depend on its context, that it can be extracted from it and manifested in 

the form of a self-sufficient discourse” (50). Thus, we can postulate that a proverb is, 

in its wholeness, an independent Text with its own level of expression and meaning, 

both levels being codified in a given socio-linguistic environment and becoming part 

of common wisdom, morals, and ethics – in other words, of the Doxa, which is “the 

body of established or unquestioned attitudes or beliefs held generally within a 

particular society, community, group” (OED, s.v.). Therefore, to quote a maṯal in an 

epigram is to insert a Text into another Text: namely, a ‘meaning box’ inside another 

‘meaning box’. At this point, we can modify the enunciative scheme previously 

outlined: 
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epigram 

  

Empirical Author 

Ibn Ḥiǧǧa  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compared to the first scheme, this shows how there is within the epigram (the first 

Text (T1)) another Text (T2), which is based on common knowledge (the Doxa). It is 

evident that, by using a well-known saying, the author expects his Model Reader to 

know it and to understand its conventional meaning, especially its whole positive 

signification, as we have seen above. Moreover, to enjoy the whole epigram, the 

reader should be able to connect the Isotopies in the Texts. Firstly, in T1, the two 

Isotopies ‘night journey’ and ‘tryst’ are in a metaphoric mutual relation, for the 

denotation-metaphier ‘night journey’ stands for the connotation-metaphrand ‘tryst’. 

Secondly, in T2, the two Isotopies ‘night journey’ and ‘human affliction’ are in a 

metaphoric mutual relation, too, in which the denotation-metaphier ‘night journey’ 

stands for the connotation-metaphrand ‘human affliction’. In both Texts, the phrase 

ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ (at the break of dawn) represents the end of the previous state of 

affairs, i.e. the turning point in the Narrative Schema. It is negative in relation to the 

Fabula of the epigram, and positive in relation to the maṯal. 

But let us go back to my first hypothesis of reading: namely, the Topics. Regarding 

the epigram’s Topics, I listed two possibilities:  

 

T1 

(11) Description of a night journey 

(21) Description of a night tryst 

Narrator 

First-person 

Actant 

Subject 

Fabula 

P1 + P2 

Actant Object 

 

ʿinda l-ṣabāḥ yaḥmadu l-

qawmu l-surà 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Doxa 
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If we consider the maṯal, we can list two similar Topics: 

T2 

(12) Description of a night journey 

(22) Description of human affliction 

 

But how do the two Isotopies of each Text interact with each other based on the 

interpretative hypotheses formulated in the Topics? And how do the Texts interact 

with each other? 

Let us consider for a moment the Texts separately, starting with the maṯal. The 

Reader can interpret the maṯal according to the interpretative hypotheses that he or 

she has already formulated, based on the Topics that he or she has chosen. Thus, if 

the reader is a Bedouin, a caravan driver, a traveller, etc. he or she will interpret the 

maṯal according to the denotation conveyed by the components of the paroemiac 

utterance. This means that, being aware of how a night journey is a harbinger of 

dangers, and a night journey as such being part of his or her Encyclopaedia, this will 

allow him to adopt the interpretative hypothesis formulated in the Topic (12) ‘night 

journey’. If, on the other hand, the reader has not experienced night journeying, his 

interpretative hypothesis would be guided by the Topic (22) ‘human affliction’, 

especially if his or her Encyclopaedia provides a set of data for ‘human affliction’ or if 

he has personal experience of it. Should we therefore interpret the resolution of the 

maṯal as an utterance in which we are faced with an either/or disjunction? In this 

case, the disjunction should be considered inclusive. The two Isotopies within the 

maṯal are of the type that Eco ([1979 2006, 98) defines as “Isotopie narrative 

vincolate a disgiunzioni isotopiche discorsive che generano storie complementari” 

(Narrative Isotopies bound to discursive Isotopic disjunctions which create 

complementary stories), i.e. given the Isotopy ‘night journey’ and the Isotopy ‘human 

affliction’, both are possible based on the interpretative hypotheses formulated by 

the Topics. This classification is capable of describing the informative content of the 

maṯal as the above analysis has shown. In this case, it is a Text which goes beyond 

the level of the sentence and where the reading of its components does not proceed 

by Isotopic disjunction, but, as Eco points out, by semantic implication. Indeed, as we 

have seen, the link between the two Isotopies is based on the denotation ‘night 
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journey’ that connotes ‘human affliction’ through a metaphorical process. In Eco’s 

words, “l’espressione connota il senso y proprio perché denota il senso x” (99). By 

their nature, they cannot be mutually exclusive, but must be complementary: “nel 

senso che il testo sopporta di essere letto contemporaneamente in due o più modi, 

e un modo rafforza l’altro anziché eliminarlo” (99). 

Let us now examine the epigram. 

We have assumed two Topics for the text of the epigram: the two interpretative 

hypotheses (11) ‘night journey’ and (21) ‘night tryst’. As in the maṯal, these two 

interpretative hypotheses are related and based on the reader’s Encyclopaedia, 

which allows the hypotheses to be activated and interpreted. It should be reaffirmed 

that the Model Reader is a reader who is supposed to have within his or her 

Encyclopaedia the two Frames that should be activated by the reading of the 

epigram, i.e. the Frame ‘travelling by night’ and the Frame ‘(difficult) tryst’. This is an 

assumption based on the abundance of texts containing these Frames in the 

literature. As a matter of fact, they are literary topoi, acquired within the 

Encyclopaedia of the Model Reader – precisely like the Frame ‘school prom with 

election of king and queen of the party’ is assumed in every Model Reader of any US-

teenage comedy. This is why the narrative starts at the very moment of the 

Performance, the penultimate moment of the Narrative Schema, for there is no need 

to recall a series of events which should already be known by the Reader. These 

Frames are thus ghost chapters composing the Narrative World. Therefore, our 

reader, approaching the epigram, formulates two interpretative hypotheses that are 

both supported by the lexical elements of the text. He may prefer the ‘night journey’ 

hypothesis or the ‘tryst’ hypothesis, but they, as we have seen for the maṯal, are not 

mutually exclusive. Indeed, just like the maṯal, they are linked by a metaphorical 

relationship, whereby the entire first hemistich denotes a nocturnal journey and 

connotes a tryst. But we should not forget that the epigram (T1) has another Text 

embedded within it (T2). The latter is a text in its own right, but fits into the narrative 

fabric of (T1) into which it is inserted, carrying its semantic load expressed by its 

interweaving of Isotopies. 

 

I summarise: 
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T1 I1T1 night journey 

 I2T1 tryst 

T2 I1T2 night journey 

 I2T2 human affliction 

 

As we can see, (I1T1) and (I1T2) are the same Isotopy, while (I2T1) and (I2T2) are two 

different Isotopies. What interests us for the narrative development of the epigram 

is that the union of these two Texts, and the resulting aesthetic effect, is based on 

the union of Isotopies with opposite values. If we consider (I1T1) and (I1T2), the 

nocturnal journey denoted by the first Isotopy has a positive value because it 

connotes a ‘tryst’, while the nocturnal journey denoted by the second Isotopy carries 

a negative connotation of ‘human affliction’. Likewise, if we compare (I2T1) and (I2T2), 

the first is a positive Isotopy, while the second negative – remember that the positive 

value expressed by the maṯal is given by the ending of the night journey and not by 

the night journey itself. In this way, we can explain how the epigram plays on a 

fundamental contrast of positive and negative values linked to the ending of an 

action, which is nothing but the Performance of the Narrative Schema. The Subject 

and the Object are conjoined, the Performance takes place, and the night journey 

becomes a positive symbol of the union of the lovers. This union is interrupted at the 

break of dawn, and the Sanction, the last step of the Narrative Schema, is a cut: the 

night journey has come to an end and the lovers are separated. This Sanction is 

expressed through a maṯal, which, in its original context, gives the end of the night 

journey a positive accent and not a negative one, as it should be intended, however, 

if it is meant as a meeting of lovers. Here, therefore, the ambiguity is provided not 

only by the narrative cooperation of three different Isotopies, but also by their 

contrast of values, actualised by the resemanticisation of a Text (T2) embedded in 

another Text (T1). The result is that the night journey, whose end is a symbol of relief 

for those who have undertaken it, just as it is a symbol of the end of afflictions, 

becomes a negative moment, for it leads to the end of the meeting of the two lovers. 

 

So where is tawriya as we have so far seen it? 
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This epigram is certainly an example of the complex use of two rhetorical figures: 

taḍmīn and tawriya, or rather taḍmīn used as tawriya. By this, I mean that embedding 

one Text in another makes the embedded Text bring with it a semantic load that will 

not be lost. However, it may be subject to change. The opposition of the Isotopies is 

produced by the resemanticisation of the Text of the maṯal. This resemanticisation 

is, then, actualised in the attribution of a positive value to the night journey, which 

would otherwise have had a negative one. This is due to the double meaning 

attributed within the epigram to the word surà: ‘night journey’ and ‘tryst’. But it is 

also true that it retains its double meaning inherited from the maṯal in which it 

appears, i.e. ‘night journey’ and ‘human affliction’. The tawriya-word is an Isotopic 

Connector, i.e. “a unit of the discursive level, which introduces either a single reading 

or several different ones. This phenomenon corresponds, for instance, to the 

‘rhetorical coding’ found by Lévi-Strauss in myths which simultaneously play upon 

the ‘literal meaning’ and the ‘figurative meaning’” (Greimas and Courtés, 1982, 52). 

In addition to surà, the phrases laylu šaʿri-hi and ṣubḥu ṯaġri-hi could also be 

considered a tawriya: on the one hand, they denote the beloved, and, on the other, 

their metaphorical use connotes the night and sunrise. But the central point of the 

epigram is the last hemistich in its wholeness, which has to be considered the 

tawriya: the maṯal enters the epigram with its semantic charge; its 

recontextualisation entails its resemanticisation: its positive meaning has been 

transformed into a negative meaning, for the night journey was the joy of the lovers 

and the rising of dawn, their sorrow. 

 

5.4 The case of iqtibās 

 

5.4.1 Preliminaries 

 

If taḍmīn can raise doubts about a poet’s use and possible self-attribution of some 

lines by someone else, iqtibās poses other problems that were discussed by pre-

modern Arab theorists. 

Al-Qazwīnī (Īḍāḥ, 6:137) defines iqtibās as inserting into a speech a quotation from 

the Koran or the tradition of the prophet, without acknowledging it. He does not 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 307 

provide many theoretical details, but only some loci in which the quotation still bears 

its Koranic meaning, or in which it has been resemanticised – as we have seen in the 

previous chapter, where Koran was quoted in the epigrams. A more detailed 

description of this figure is in Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 4:357), who provides a detailed 

categorisation and subdivision of the possible use of a Koranic, or ḥadīṯ, segment in 

a piece of poetry or prose.26 He posits that iqtibās is divided into three categories:  

 

1. Maqbūl (recommended): “what is used in sermons (ḫuṭab), admonitions 

(mawāʿiẓ), contracts (ʿuhūd), and in praise of the prophet (madḥ al-nabī).  

2. Mubāḥ (permissible): “what is used in ġazal, in letters (rasāʾil), and stories (qiṣaṣ).” 

3. Mardūd (rejected): which is of two types: A. “The first of which is [the use of] what 

God almighty attributes to himself, and God save us from the person who attributes 

it to himself”. B. “The other is the quotation of a noble verse [turning it] in a jocular 

meaning, and God save us from that!.” (Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, Ḫizana, 4:357). 

 

To these three main categories, Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Ḫizāna, 4:359) adds a fundamental 

distinction on the use of iqtibās, explaining that a text segment of the Koran can be 

inserted into another text, either keeping its original meaning, i.e. the Koranic 

meaning carried to another text, or through a resemanticisation of it, i.e. keeping the 

same wording of the Koran verse – or slightly modified – but making it bearing a new 

meaning within the text where it is embedded. This classification has to be 

understood as inclusive, for the quotations belonging to the three categories of 

maqbūl, mubāḥ, and mardūd can be rearranged into the two types in which 

semantics plays the role of a discriminating factor. That is to say, every type of iqtibās 

can be either a faithful quotation, in which the original meaning is respected and 

conveyed by the author, or a resemanticisation of the original word, or phrase, or 

verse, which introduces into the text a new meaning – serious, figurative, parodistic, 

satirical, etc.  

It is clear that Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s judgment is completely unfavourable to the use of iqtibās 

in a frivolous context inappropriate to the Koranic word or to the prophet’s tradition. 

 
26 This categorisation had been already posited by Ṣafī l-Dīn al-Ḥillī (Šarḥ, 326-327). Cf. also MacDonald 
and Bonebakker (2012), van Gelder (2002-2003), and Orfali (2018). 



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
308 

This judgment is not surprising. Indeed, it would not be possible, or imaginable, that 

a theorist also engaged in jurisprudence (Szombathy, 2018, 284) as Ibn Ḥiǧǧa was, 

would have allowed the use of iqtibās where there was a change of the enunciating 

subject from God to any other entity, nor a use of the sacred word in licentious 

contexts. However, as we saw in the previous chapter, rhetorical and literary theory 

are often unable to describe all the nuances and phenomena found in literary 

practice. And the other way around, i.e. literary practice does not always conform to 

literary theory. Indeed, if what Ibn Ḥiǧǧa reported about the use of Koranic verses in 

literature were really strictly binding, then most of the epigrams that I commented 

on in the previous chapter should not have enjoyed the success that they had; 

indeed, they should never have been written at all. Many studies have been devoted 

to the use of Koranic quotations in the most varied contexts. Van Gelder (2002-2003) 

in particular shows that Koranic quotations are also found in those more explicit 

poetic genres such as love poetry, jesting literature, and muǧūn, as we saw in the 

previous chapter.27 

The type of iqtibās I will address in this chapter is a resemanticisation of a Koranic 

verse operated by the presence of a tawriya, which enables a twofold reading of the 

text. The epigram I will analyse in this section is a two-line poem by Ibrāhīm al-Miʿmār 

(d. 749/1348-49): 

 

 عــــلا نم ،رامعملا مهاربإ

فلِ رْك نم ُّتِ دق
َ

ق
ْ

فأ * اسلا دِ
ُ

 هْرَان نم رونّتلا رُو

 28هْرَاج ع دِوجُلا لَمَحْأ * نْأ  نمَف ءُاملا طَ دقو

I spent the night in grief because of the absence of women, boiling like an oven for 

my fire. 

 
27 To the bibliographical references given in van Gelder (2002-2003, 4 n. 4), it is worth adding Marino 
(2016), who emphasises the use of Koranic quotations in jocular literature; Orfali and Pomerantz 
(2017), who provide an in-depth study of the first treatise entirely devoted to iqtibās: al-Ṯaʿālibī 
(Iqtibās). I should also mention Orfali (2016), who addresses the topic of the legitimacy of the use of 
Koranic quotations in adab works and provides us with an edition of a treatise by the Ottoman scholar 
Šams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Abī l-Luṭf (d. 993/1585), and Orfali (2018). 
28 Al-Miʿmār (Dīwān, no. 486), Ibn Ḥiǧǧa (Kašf, 187; Ḫizāna, 3:423). A possible variant is يدوجلا > دوجلا . 
Another reading of the second is: ‘and the water overflowed. Who will drive me through the heavy 
rain on a ship?’ This reading is comparable to the first reading of the tawriya-word that I have adopted, 
and it is that which is referring to the Koranic meaning of the iqtibās, as we will see in this section. 
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And the water/sperm overflowed. Who will take me with a ship upon the mountain 

al-Ǧūdī/will kindly let me mount a young woman? 

 

5.4.2 The Koranic quotation 

 

In this epigram, the Koranic excerpt is not a full quotation of a verse, but rather the 

citation of four phrases: afūru ka-l-tannūri, ṭaġà al-māʾ, uḥmala bi-l-ǧūdī, and 

[ḥamalnā-kum fī l-] ǧāriyati(n). Compared to the Koranic text, there are small changes 

in the extracts quoted in the epigram, but the addition or the removal of some words, 

as well as a change to the verb tense, is allowed in the use of iqtibās (Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, 

Ḫizāna, 4:359). The Koranic verses which are recalled in the epigram are: (Q 11:40) 

“Until, when our command came and the oven boiled, we said ‘Load into it two of 

every kind, a pair, and your family – except for the one against whom the word has 

(already) gone forth” (ḥattà iḏā ǧāʾa amru-nā wa-fāra l-tannūru qulnā ḥmil fī-hā min 

kullin zawǧayni ṯnayni wa-ahla-ka illā man sabaqa ʿalay-hi al-qawlu); (Q 11:44) “And 

the waters subsided, and the command was accomplished, and it came to rest on al-

Ǧūdī” (wa-ġīḍa l-māʾu wa-quḍiya l-amru wa-stawat ʿalà l-Ǧūdī); (Q 23:27) “So we 

inspired him: ‘Build the ship under our eyes and our inspiration, and when our 

command comes and the oven boils, put into it two of every kind, a pair, and your 

family – except for him against whom the word has already gone forth” (fa-awḥaynā 

ilay-hi an iṣnaʿ al-fulka bi-aʿyuni-nā wa-waḥyi-nā fa-iḏā ǧāʾa amru-nā wa-fāra l-

tannūru fa-sluk fī-hā min kullin zawǧayni ṯnayni wa-ahla-ka illā man sabaqa ʿaly-hi l-

qawlu); (Q 69:11) “Surely we – when the waters overflowed – we carried you in the 

running [ship]” (in-nā lammā ṭaġā l-māʾu ḥamalnā-kum fī l-ǧāriyati).  

The Koranic story to which this epigram refers is that of the prophet Noah (Nūḥ),29 

which is narrated in several sūras. Specifically, in sūra Hūd (Q 11: 25-49) and in sūra 

al-Muʾminūn (Q 23:23-30), the water of the deluge is described as boiling like an 

oven, but only in (Q 11:44) is the mountain upon which the ark rested called al-Ǧūdī. 

 
29 On the figure of Noah in the Koranic text, see for reference Heller (2012), and Brinner (2003). For an 
accurate account of the prophet Noah in the Islamic tradition, see Canova (2001). For an in-depth 
study of the biblical prophets mentioned in the Koran, and therefore also of the prophet Noah, see 
Tottoli (2002, 21-23, passim).   



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
310 

These are not the only sūras which report the story of the prophet Noah. Brinner 

(2003) points out that Noah is mentioned in 26 sūras, and there is a sūra that is 

entirely devoted to him: sūra Nūḥ (Q 71). Among all the various mentions of Noah 

and his history, I mention only sūras al-Aʿrāf (Q 7:59-64), Yūnus (Q 10:70-73), al-

Šuʿarāʾ (Q 26:105-120), al-ʿAnkabūt (Q 29:14-15), Yāʾ Sīn (Q 36:41-42). The word that 

is commonly used to designate Noah’s ark is fulk, except in (Q 29:15), where the word 

safīna (‘ship’) is uttered in its stead. In this epigram, the referent ‘ark’ is expressed by 

the word ǧāriya, which is mentioned in (Q 69:11) to refer to Noah’s ship – the only 

occurrence of this word associated with this meaning – together with the phrase ṭaġà 

l-māʾ – the only occurrence where the verb ṭaġà refers to the water of the deluge.  

Were these Koranic references part of the Encyclopaedia of the reader of the time? I 

assume that these Koranic verses were chosen by al-Miʿmār to set the level of his 

Model Reader, and that they should therefore have been well-known to the audience 

of the time, a part of their Encyclopaedia, even to those who did not know the Koran 

by heart. The verses are not quoted in their original wording, but rather the poet 

refers to them by using some keywords – such as tannūr and al-ǧūd(ī) – which should 

be considered a common heritage in the Encyclopaedia of the reader of the time, as 

well as a precise narrative strategy used by the poet. In this epigram, knowing the 

precise wording of the Koranic text is not necessary; it is enough for the reader to 

able to recall in his/her mind the story of Noah, to own in his/her Encyclopaedia the 

Frame ‘Noah’s story’. 

 

5.4.3 Narrative Worlds 

 

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, the analysis that I propose is based on the 

concept of Text and on the assumption that the Narrative Schema as it is described 

in Greimasian theory also applies to these epigrams. In the section on taḍmīn, I 

demonstrated how a Text can contain another Text, and how the latter retains its 

original meaning even after being embedded in another Text. Or, rather, it retains its 

original meaning even when it is resemanticised, obtaining a new meaning but 

keeping the previous meaning in its background. Can we apply the same analysis of 

taḍmīn to iqtibās? Iqtibās presents a greater degree of difficulty. In the case of our 
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epigram, the Koranic quotation refers to various sūras, and, as a whole, to an 

articulated story such as that of the prophet Noah. This means that citing even a few 

words summarising an entire story means inserting another Text of high intertextual 

density into another Text, i.e. to embed the entire story of the prophet Noah, as it is 

known from the Koranic text, into the text of the epigram.30 At this point, it is no 

longer enough to talk about Text in Text. 

The Text of the epigram with its informative content, Narrative Schema, Actantial 

roles, etc. can be defined as a Narrative World (WN). Similarly, the Koran as a whole 

can be defined as a Narrative World (WQ) in which each sūra is another Narrative 

World (WS1 ... WS114), such that each sūra is an element of the Koranic Narrative 

World (WS1...114 ∈ WQ). The story of Noah is not limited to a single sūra of the sacred 

text, but is recalled in several parts and with the same fundamental characteristics – 

only some terms vary, but the properties of the protagonists of the story do not vary, 

remaining unchanged in every occurrence. For this reason, I will in my analysis not 

take into account every single occurrence of the name ‘Noah’ in the Koranic text, and 

nor will I analyse each sūra separately. Rather, I will consider the story of Noah as a 

unique narrative belonging to the Koranic Narrative World as a whole. Given these 

premises, what, then, is a Narrative World? 

 

Eco ([1979] 2006, 122-173) borrows the concept of possible worlds from modal 

logic.31 Contrary to what is discussed in logic, where the concept of possible worlds 

refers to problems of an ontological nature, i.e. the existence or nonexistence of 

possible worlds, and of their respective objects, Eco proposes to borrow this 

definition and limit its application to literary theory. In doing so, the possible world 

will no longer be an indefinite set of indefinite entities, but will be linked to the Text 

that it describes and represents. Moreover, it will contain the semantic load of the 

Text itself, i.e. its characters, the actions that take place in it, etc. This possible world 

is therefore the world of the Text, the Narrative World (WN). A possible world, and 

 
30 Obviously, the figure of Noah does not appear only in the Koran. For example, he is also mentioned 
in the ḥadīṯ, a topic that I will not deal with in this section, limiting myself to the Koranic text. See, for 
reference, Canova (2001, 1-2). 
31 The concept of possible worlds, especially in logic, was and is hotly debated. For a history of the 
debate, see Kracht and Kutz (2007). 
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therefore also a Narrative World, is nothing but a world inhabited by ‘individuals’, 

‘characters’ who have properties, or predicates. A Narrative World contains a limited 

number of characters who have a limited number of properties. Property 

assignments can be, on the one hand, consistent with the ‘real’ world – namely, with 

the world of our experience, so if in an epigram there is the description of the 

incipient beard (ʿiḏār), it is assumed that the beard grows on a man’s and not a 

woman’s cheek. On the other, properties can only be valid for the individuals to 

whom they are ascribed in a given Narrative World – for instance, the case of a 

speaking penis. Individuals belonging to a Narrative World are defined on the basis 

of their properties, some being clearly stated in the Text, while others being 

presupposed. For instance, if in an epigram we refer to the yawm al-tašrīq, we take 

for granted, i.e. we presuppose, those properties that define the rite of pilgrimage as 

they are formulated in the real world (@); in the same way, if one of the characters 

is defined as a boy (amrad pl. murd), it is assumed that he is a human being with two 

legs and a head, unless explicitly stated otherwise in the Text. For this reason, a 

Narrative World derives a large part of its internal structure from the Encyclopaedia 

of the Reader, which is a cultural basis on which the beliefs of the reader are built. 

For example, the existence of prophets is to be considered part of the Encyclopaedia 

of the believing reader of the Mamluk era (and also of our days), who therefore 

considers true this state of affairs not only in the Koranic Narrative World (WQ), but 

also in the real world (@). Let us now try to apply these theoretical principles to our 

epigram. 

 

A Narrative World (WN) is defined as the world within which the predicates (P1…Pn) 

about the characters (x, y, z…) are actualised. For example, the proposition ‘Noah is 

a prophet’ P(n) – where (n) is Noah and P is the predicate ‘is a prophet’ – is true in 

the Narrative World of the Koran (WQ) and expressible as a quantification: there was 

exactly one person such that he was Noah and he was a prophet.  

As pointed out by Eco, a Narrative World (WN) is a cultural construction based on our 

knowledge of the real world (@), which allows us to take for granted a certain 

amount of redundant information, unless it differs in the (WN). However, when 

talking about the Koran, it is also true that this specific Narrative World (WQ) 
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influenced and influences the perception and understanding of the real world (@); 

that is to say, it is part of the Encyclopaedia of the reader, which applies to (WQ) and 

(@) alike. For example, the proposition for which ‘Noah is a prophet’ is true in (WQ) 

and (@). Consequently, one can affirm that it is true in the Koranic Narrative World 

(WQ) that there was exactly one person (x) such that he was Noah and he was a 

prophet, and it is true in the real world (@) that there was exactly one person (y) such 

that he was Noah and he was a prophet, and they are the same person (x = y).  

According to Eco ([1979] 2006, 154-156), a Narrative World as a whole is nothing but 

a sequence of chronologically ordered states of affairs, so in (WQ) the construction of 

the ark, the beginning of the flood, the sailing, and its ending on mount al-Ǧūdī are 

happenings chronologically ordered, and characterise the prophet Noah. In the 

epigram (WE), the sleepless night spent in sexual arousal, the masturbatory act, and 

the rhetorical question are states of affairs ordered chronologically. Other possible 

narrative worlds are expressed by the empirical reader through his conjectures 

derived from the reading of the text. The actors that compose a Narrative World can 

give rise to another Narrative World, which is that of their propositional attitudes, a 

world thought by a certain actor (WNc), i.e. the Narrative World as it is imagined by 

the actor (c). For instance, in WEc, where (c) is the male human actor who assumes 

the Actantial role of Subject, we can assign to (c) the propositional attitude of hope 

in an external intervention to satisfy a need of his. Eco underlines that these 

conjectures originate a Narrative World of the Reader (WR); they are paths that the 

Text foresees for its Model Reader, in order to direct its interpretative effort. For 

example, the reader of (WE) can imagine a world (WR) in which the Subject of (WE) 

will find the means to be conjoined with his Object, or perhaps another (WR) where 

the Subject will not be conjoined. One last possible world that Eco describes is that 

of predictions about a character’s beliefs (WRc), i.e. the world of beliefs that the 

reader attributes to a character. 

How, then, can we describe the intertwining of Narrative Worlds in our epigram? 

 

5.4.4 Merging Worlds 
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Let us now return to our epigram and try to determine which individuals form its 

Narrative World, and which properties are ascribed to them. First, we should 

summarise its Fabula in a Macro-proposition: 

 

There is a man who spent the night alone. He was sexually aroused, because he had 

no woman with whom he could have sexual intercourse. Thus, he masturbated, and 

made his sperm overflow like the flood, wondering if anyone can help him to 

conclude his orgasm on top of a young woman. 

 

The Narrative Schema of this epigram is easily reconstructed. We can recognise the 

figure of an Actant Subject – symbolised by the first-person pronoun ‘I’ – and an 

Actant Object – represented by the young woman. The Narrative Trajectory of the 

Subject, namely the path which has to be followed in order to obtain the conjunction 

with the Object of quest, is unachievable unless with the help of a third Actantial 

figure called Helper,32 the Actantial figure which helps the Subject acquire the 

necessary Modal Competencies,33 in order to achieve the Performance. Therefore, 

the Actantial figures within this epigram are of two types. On the one hand, we have 

the Actant Subject and the Actant Object that are referential – namely, they are 

semantically actualised, i.e. the pronoun I and the young woman. On the other, an 

Actant Helper which is not semantically actualised; i.e. it is suggested in the epigram 

in a vague way without being actualised.  

Having said that, how do iqtibās and tawriya play in the epigram at the level of 

Actantial figures? In the second hemistich of the first line, there is a simile – afūru ka-

l-tannūri – which links the Narrative World of the epigram with the Narrative World 

of the Koran. The simile compares the sexual arousal of the Subject with the boiling 

water of the flood of Noah’s story. This figure introduces a comparison of the two 

worlds, setting similarities between two states: the condition of the Subject and the 

water of the flood. Moreover, in the second line, the metaphor gives way to a 

 
32 “Helper designates the positive auxiliant when this role is assumed by an actor other than the 
subject of doing: it corresponds to an individualized being-able-to-do which, under the form of actor, 
brings its help to bear on the carrying out of the Subject’s Narrative Program” (Greimas and Courtés, 
1982, 141). 
33 “A hierarchical organization of modalities (it will be based, for example, on a willing-to-do or having-
to-do, governing a being-able or a nowing-how-to-do” (Greimas and Courtés, 1982, 45). 
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tawriya: ṭaġà l-māʾ, which has to be interpreted as a fork in the road, since it makes 

the epigram develop in two parallel ways. The first is the overflowing of the flood’s 

water, a meaning immediately perceived by the reader (qarīb); and the second is the 

effusion of sperm due to sexual arousal (baʿīd). Another tawriya closes the epigram 

with another reference to the Koran: uḥmala bi-l-ǧūdi ʿalà ǧāriya. This Koranic 

segment is introduced into the text of the epigram in the form of a rhetorical question 

– namely, the Subject wonders who will ever be able to help him achieve his goal. 

This question is nothing but another figure of speech, which is defined by the Arabic 

tradition as taǧāhul al-ʿārif (‘feigned ignorance’),34 for the Subject already knows the 

answer to his question, i.e. no-one can help him to attain his goal. Tawriya allows a 

redoubling of the Subject’s goal. On the one hand, we can interpret the subject’s aim 

in finding a woman with whom he can give vent to his sexual drive. This interpretation 

is suggested by the word ǧāriya, which denotes among other things a ‘(slave)girl’. It 

is in co-reference with the verb ḥamala ʿalà, which means ‘to mount’, conveying the 

Subject’s intention of ‘mounting’ a woman to satisfy his need. On the other, as I have 

already shown in the section on taḍmīn, the insertion of a Text within another Text, 

and its resemanticisation, does not result in the loss of the semantic load of the 

embedded Text. This is even more valid when the embedded text is the Koranic text, 

which brings and keeps its semantic load, despite being resemanticised. Hence, the 

second ‘aim’ of the Subject is connected to the Koranic meaning of the phrase, with 

particular reference to (Q 69:11), where Noah rescues himself on a ship (ǧāriya) after 

the water of the flood has overflowed (ṭaġà l-māʾ). In addition, the word al-ǧūdi 

suggests mount Ǧūdī on which the ark rested, as described in (Q 11:4). It is clear that 

this second aim is nothing but the maʾnà qarīb of the tawriya-phrase. 

 

As already said, a number of individuals are distinguished within a Narrative World, 

and also in the real world, by a number of predicates (P1 … Pn) that are assigned to 

them. These predicates are Properties. Eco ([1979] 2006, 142) borrows Rescher’s 

 
34 This figure was already mentioned by Ibn al-Muʿtazz (Badīʿ, 62-63). As reference, I report Ibn Ḥiǧǧa’s 
(Ḫizāna, 2:299) definition: “it is the expression conveyed by the question of the speaker about 
something he knows [as] a question of a person who does not know.” On this figure, see also Cachia 
(1998, no. 135).  
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classification into Essential Properties and Accidental Properties, to which he adds 

the S-Necessary Properties. An Accidental Property is a Property which does not play 

a fundamental role within the Fabula. For instance, in the Koranic Narrative World 

(WQ), we are not told the exact number of animals that Noah brought inside the ark, 

or the age of any of them. Essential Properties are those which are essential for a 

given object, such as the property of being a man to be able to produce sperm in the 

Epigram’s Narrative World (WE). Finally, S-Necessary properties are those Essential 

Properties which are structurally necessary for the Fabula. The property of Noah of 

being a prophet is a S-Necessary property in the Koranic Narrative World (WQ).  

Let us consider the properties of Actants in (WQ) in a simplified way. Noah, (nQ) has 

the S-necessary properties of being a prophet (P), and of sailing in the ark (A). In 

addition, he has the accidental property of landing upon mount al-Ǧūdī (Ǧ), for the 

place of arrival does not play a fundamental role in (WQ). The properties (P) and (A) 

are dependent on each other, since if they were separated, they could refer to 

another actor of (WQ), for Noah is not the only prophet, and nor the only living being 

to have been saved on the ark, but he is the only prophet who sailed in the ark. Then, 

the ǧāriya (ǧQ) has the S-necessary property of being Noah’s ark (B).35 We can order 

these properties in the following chart (square brackets indicate S-necessary 

properties): 

 

WQ P A Ǧ B 

nQ [+] [+] + - 

ǧQ - - - [+] 

 

Let us now consider the properties of the actants in the epigram.  

The Subject (sE) has the S-necessary properties of being sexually aroused (X), of 

having spent his sperm (S), of looking for a Helper to achieve the union with his Object 

of quest (L); the spending of sperm entails the essential property of being a man (M). 

The Object ǧāriya (oE) has the S-necessary properties of being a woman (W) or the 

 
35 Of course, this assignment of properties applies only to the occurrence of ǧāriya in Noah’s story and 
not to all the occurrences of the word in the Koran. 
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alternative S-necessary property of being a ship (I). The Helper (hE) has the S-

necessary property of being able to provide a woman to the Subject (H), or the 

alternative S-necessary property of being able to drive the Subject upon al-Ǧūdī (D). 

Having alternative properties is expressed by a logical disjunction (∨). Moreover, in 

addition to the Actants of the epigram, the presence of the Koranic quotation within 

the text entails that the prophet Noah is meant, even if he is not openly mentioned, 

for there is no real loss of semantic load through the resemanticisation. Therefore, 

we should assume all the S-necessary properties of Noah in (WQ) and in (WE).  

We can order these properties in the following chart:  

 

 

The Narrative Schema of this epigram is not fully accomplished, since it ends in 

suspense, so that the reader can, at this point, exercise his inferential power and 

imagine a Narrative World (WR) capable of depicting WE on the one hand, and also of 

accomplishing the Narrative Schema according to his/her encyclopaedia on the 

other. The reader faces the epigram’s Fabula, and, thanks to the tawriya, can infer 

properties to be assigned to a possible Helper to continue the Narrative Schema. One 

possibility is to represent the Helper as Noah (n), which is a reading strategy made 

possible by the Koranic quotation, which introduces in the epigram an embedded 

Narrative World (WQ). In doing so, we are faced with another Narrative World, this 

of the Reader’s predictions (WR), in which Noah is the Helper, the one who should be 

able to take the Subject to a safe place, or to provide him with a woman.  

A representation of this World will be as in the following chart: 

 

WR X S L W ∨ I H ∨ D P A Ǧ 

sR [+] [+] [+] - - - - - 

WE X S L W ∨ I H ∨ D P A Ǧ 

sE [+] [+] [+] - - - - - 

oE - - - [+] - - - - 

hE - - - - [+] - - - 

nE - - - - - [+] [+] + 
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oR - - - [+] - - - - 

hR - - - - [+] -/+ -/+ -/+ 

nR - - - - -/+ [+] [+] [+] 

 

In this chart, we see how, if we associate Noah with the Actantial figure of the Helper, 

the Actantial figure –  in addition to keeping its S-Necessary properties (that is, of 

being able to provide a woman (H) to the Subject, or the alternative S-necessary 

property of being able to drive the Subject to a safe place (D)) – also acquires 

alternative properties which are those of the prophet Noah. The possibility of 

identifying the Helper with Noah is not a mandatory association, but only a possible 

interpretative choice among others.36 For this reason, the properties of being a 

prophet, of having sailed on the ark, and of having stopped on mount al-Ǧūdī are not 

S-Necessary properties, but possible associations. These properties keep, however, 

their status of S-Necessary properties only when attributed to Noah.   

These three co-penetrating worlds can be summarised with three propositions: 

 

1. In the Koranic Narrative World (WQ), there is an individual such that he is a prophet, 

he sailed in the ark, and he landed upon al-Ǧūdī: Noah.  

2. In the Epigram’s Narrative World (WE), there is an individual such that he is a 

prophet, and he sailed in the ark, and he landed upon al-Ǧūdī: Noah.  

3. In the World of the Reader’s predictions (WR), there is an individual, who is a Helper 

and such that he is able to provide a woman to the Subject or to drive him to a safe 

place. If it is Noah, then he is prophet, he sailed in the ark, and he landed upon al-

Ǧūdī. 

 

The Narrative Worlds of the Koran (WQ) and of the Epigram (WE) present the same 

representations for the individual Noah – namely, the properties attributed to Noah 

are the same, which is not in the World of the Reader’s predictions. If we now 

 
36 For example, one could associate God with the figure of the Helper, for he is actually he who 
permitted Noah to save himself, and so he could save the Subject or provide him with a woman. Or 
one could associate no one with the Helper, for he/she has no interest in the interpretation of the 
Text. Or why not both? 
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compare all these Worlds, we notice that (WE) can be constructed starting from (WQ), 

since the individual Noah (n) has the same S-Necessary properties in both worlds. 

When an individual has the same S-Necessary properties in two different 

(Narrative)Worlds, it is the same individual. In this case, there is a dyadic relationship 

between these two Worlds, which is called R-accessibility: WQ R WE, i.e. the Narrative 

World of the Epigram is accessible from the Koranic Narrative World. This kind of 

relationship is dyadic but not symmetrical (Eco, [1979] 2006, 146), since, starting 

from WQ, I can build WE but not the other way around.  

If we consider now the World of the Reader’s representations (WR), we see that the 

assignment of properties differs from the previous worlds. This different assignment 

of properties is due to the influence of tawriya as a resemantising word within the 

Koranic verse. Again, tawriya is a Connector for Isotopies. The first Isotopy is linked 

to the Koranic figure of Noah and is based on the Koranic interpretation of the cited 

verses; it is an Isotopy that we can call ‘religious’. The second Isotopy is a reading of 

the verses in a sexual way actualised by two tawriya-words: māʾ and ǧāriya, turning 

the meaning to a ‘sexual’ Isotopy. If we associate the figure of the Actant Helper with 

Noah, we obtain two possibilities. On the one hand, the Helper is the one who leads 

the subject onto the mountain al-Ǧūdī through a ship. In this case, the properties of 

Noah in (WQ) and (WR) coincide, and Noah is not resemanticised. He is therefore an 

identical individual between those worlds, which acts in the ‘religious’ Isotopy. If, on 

the other hand, the property actualised in the Helper is to provide the Subject with a 

woman, then its association with Noah leads to a resemanticisation of the figure of 

the prophet in the ‘sexual’ Isotopy that is incompatible with the (WQ). This example 

of tawriya is what Eco ([1979] 2006, 95) defines as “Isotopie discorsive transfrastiche 

a disgiunzione paradigmatica” (Trans-phrastic discursive Isotopies based on a 

paradigmatic disjunction): namely, Isotopies that are denotatively exclusive, and 

whose (non-)understanding derives from a different selection of the Frames of 

reference. 

 

5.5 Conclusions 
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The analysis conducted here has shown how a tawriya applied to a text such as an 

epigram is the focal point to create two or more Texts out of one. Each of these Texts 

represents a different Isotopy that has its roots in the text and that only the presence 

of the tawriya can trigger. For this reason, I associated tawriya with the notion of 

Isotopic Connector, as it is defined by Greimas and Courtés (1982). In their dictionary, 

they highlight how an Isotopic Connector generates a double reading of a text. But, 

as we saw in the previous chapter, and even better with the two case studies in this 

chapter, talking about a double reading is not enough. In fact, as I have shown, we 

are not faced with a double reading, but with a textual doubling. This is even more 

evident if we consider the two epigrams presented in this chapter. Taḍmīn and 

iqtibās are the case in point of what we can define as intertextuality, i.e. the 

introduction of a text into another text in the form of a quotation, plagiarism, or 

allusion (Genette, 1982). The intertextuality given by these two figures is developed 

to a greater degree by the resemanticisation due to tawriya. On the one hand, 

resemanticisation is the use for the purposes of a text A of a distorted meaning of the 

text B, which, however, retains its original meaning in addition to the new meaning 

it acquires. If this did not happen, text A could not ‘work’, since its interpretation is 

not based so much on the resemanticised meaning of B, but on the perception of the 

resemanticisation of B in A by the reader. Having two meanings (or, rather, Text-

doubling) is the consequence of the perception of the discordance of the two 

meanings of B realised through the tawriya-connector. Without tawriya, text A would 

still be decodable, but not interpretable. The tawriya is therefore part of the textual 

strategies and its understanding is postulated by the author and therefore must be 

assumed in the Model Reader. Both epigrams presuppose an interpretative impulse 

on the part of the reader who is not in a passive receiving position, but becomes, so 

to speak, a world builder. The inferential walks (Eco, [1979] 2006; 1994) that the 

reader is encouraged to do by reading the epigrams make him a participant in the 

narrative fabric of the story. Although he cannot manipulate the text stricto sensu, 

he can build the world of his predictions by acting through the reception that he has 

of the text, writing ghost chapters that precede or follow the moments of the 

Narrative Schema described in the text. 
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And it is precisely in the amalgam of Narrative Worlds and possible worlds that the 

tawriya characteristic of generating estrangement in the reader acts. One possible 

definition of this effect is that tawriya puts into relationship Narrative Worlds and 

the Worlds of the Reader’s predictions. The greater the R-Accessibility between the 

Worlds, the less the estrangement effect will be. If the depicted Narrative World of 

the Epigram were perfectly superimposable onto the real world, there would be no 

estrangement effect. As we saw in the second epigram, the different attribution of 

properties between individuals of the Worlds diminishes R-Accessibility to the point 

that individuals that were identical become variants between the worlds. This is the 

case of the prophet Noah, who, according to the attribution of properties by the 

reader, maintains or does not maintain his identity between worlds. 

Is it therefore appropriate to keep the definition of intertextuality? As Gignoux (2006) 

points out, intertextuality and the aesthetic enjoyment that derives from it depend 

largely on the reader and his culture – Eco would say from his or her Encyclopaedia – 

highlighting how intertextuality is linked to the act of reception. She establishes a 

fundamental difference between intertextuality and rewriting (Fr. récriture, which 

she differentiates from réécriture, i.e. the reworking of a text by its author). For 

instance, quotations, allusions, and reminiscences of the reader with regard to 

another text when reading a text are what can be called intertextuality. On the other 

hand, rewriting presupposes a certain regularity of occurrence within the new text. 

Gignoux speaks of concrete marks (Fr. Marques concrètes) of a certain relevance 

within the entire new text. In adopting this definition, she highlights how rewriting, 

unlike intertextuality, must be a phenomenon linked not only to the act of reception, 

but also to the act of production of a text. Unlike intertextuality, the understanding 

of the rewriting process is necessary in order to make gain something from the text. 

This analysis is compatible with what I have described in this chapter, as the 

introduction of external text segments is not limited to the suggestion of a scenario, 

but acts at the textual level as an interpretative strategy. The rewriting process must 

necessarily be understood, i.e. it must be decoded by the reader, the embedded text 

must belong to the reader’s Encyclopaedia. This is the only way for him/her to 

complete the author’s work. This last analysis does not apply only to texts in which 

there is the use of a tawriya. 
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The phenomenon of intertextuality and rewriting is a common device in Arabic 

poetical practice, especially if we consider the figures of taḍmīn and iqtibās. An 

interesting study on intertextuality in the Arabic literature of the Mamluk era is Bauer 

(2013b, 35-44), who stresses that this phenomenon is found not only in the literature 

of that time but is one of the cornerstones of Arabic literature in general. Alongside 

the general notion of intertextuality (Genette, 1982), he describes two other 

phenomena which he calls “shared intertextuality” and “cross intertextuality” (Bauer 

(2013b, 36). The first “denotes cases in which an existing text is used by two or more 

participants as the basis of a literary exchange” (36). The second is taken from 

Genette’s (1982, 10) metatextuality (Fr. métatextualité), which is described by Bauer 

(2013b, 39) as a relationship between two texts by two different authors, where the 

author of the second text wants the relationship between his text and the text of the 

other author to be evident for the other author and the public alike. In all those cases, 

both production and reception are involved, and the recognisability of the rewriting 

is the basis for the success of the text.  

When rewriting meets tawriya, the operations at the level of reception imply that, in 

addition to recognising the embedded text, the reader is also able to decode the 

tawriya-word. At this point, we can recognise a structure of the reception of those 

cases on three levels. The first is a standard level. It represents a reader whose 

Encyclopaedia is not provided with specific information in order to understand the 

rewriting within the text. The reader of this type can only access a first degree of 

understanding of the text that we can identify with the sum of the information given 

by his lexemes. The second is an intermediate level. It represents a reader who has 

information about the text cited in the process of rewriting. He will therefore be able 

to associate the two texts and actualise the meanings of text A and text B. The third 

is the optimal. The reader of the text has an Encyclopaedia provided with all the 

information to identify text B embedded in text A, and, above all, he/she also has the 

information to decode the tawriya and therefore resemanticise text B. The reader is 

then able to understand and actualise text A through the actualisation of both B and 

its resemanticisation. This is what distinguishes tawriya from the other figures of 

speech.



6. Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

This work is divided into two parts: the first focuses on the theory of tawriya, and the 

second on the poetic practice. The purpose of this choice was to highlight the 

relationship between two sides of a same coin, placing them side by side in order to 

demonstrate how one (the theory) endeavoured to describe the other (the practice), 

the former sometimes adopting a certain degree of complexity that has not always 

proven suitable in describing the output of poets and writers. From a theoretical 

point of view, this work aims at deepening our knowledge of the theorising of tawriya 

through the analysis of sources not yet studied, and, above all, its close relationship 

with the Koran. From a practical point of view, the choice to analyse tawriya in the 

Mamluk era reflects its diffusion during this period. To do so, the research has been 

carried out on the textual form, which saw wider diffusion during this epoch: the 

epigram. 

 

The investigation detailed in the previous pages has shown that semantic ambiguity 

is a topic that embraces, on the one hand, both the needs of the exegesis of the 

sacred text, and on the other hand, the need to describe the rhetorical device that 

saw its greatest diffusion in the Ayyubid and Mamluk era. What we can call the 

‘canonical’ formulation of tawriya is due to the work of al-Ṣafadī, who first devoted 

a whole treatise to this figure. In doing so, he emphasises the theoretical discussion 

over the study of the poetic practice. In his attempt to catalogue and categorise every 

phenomenon related to this figure, he builds a rigid system, from which he tends to 

exclude nuances. But nuances are what underlie the poetic art. The excessive 

‘theoreticisim’ of al-Ṣafadī was offset by the work of Ibn Ḥiǧǧa, who, while criticising 

al-Ṣafadī, adopts his theoretical framework. Nonetheless, he was able to provide a 

picture of the poetic practice thanks to his ‘anthologising attitude’, and collected a 

wealth of precious loci. However, it should be pointed out that although the theory 

of tawriya was accepted in its quadripartite formulation, none of the premodern 
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authors who discuss this figure felt compelled to describe all the literary examples 

that they provided according to the type of tawriya they belong – except for the only 

few loci which are mentioned in the theoretical sections. The reason for this lack of 

interest can be captured by two hypotheses: 1. The category to which tawriya 

belongs was obvious to a critic of the time; 2. Critics were aware that such a narrow 

theory was not able to account for all the phenomena found in the poetic practice. 

Research has shown that the second hypothesis is correct, although not contradicting 

the first for which a true answer is impossible to formulate.  

First, not all of the theoretical postulates of al-Ṣafadī will be embraced in the later 

works of literary criticism, such as what al-Ṣafadī called the “infelicitous cases” of the 

use of tawriya and ištirāk. Moreover, the theoretical disquisition presents a too 

narrow dichotomy between qarīb vs baʿīd, meaning a strict constraint that literary 

practice often does not respect, instead preferring a coexistence of the two meanings 

within the text, both cooperating even where one is preferred over – N.B. preferred, 

not excluding – the other.  

Second, premodern literary critics, in judging whether or not a tawriya is used well in 

a work, state that the example in question represents the ‘good taste’ (al-ḏawq al-

salīm), without specifying what this ‘good taste’ is, nor the criteria to be able to judge 

whether a line of poetry is an example of that good taste. Of course, it is difficult, if 

not impossible, to say exactly what good taste is. Studying the sources leads one to 

deduce that a successful tawriya must have these requirements: given a word with 

at least two meanings used in a literary context: 1. Both meanings must be 

syntactically correct, regardless of the meaning that is attributed to the word or 

phrase – this must be acceptable according to the syntactic position that the word or 

phrase occupies, thus the sentence must be mufīda. 2. The meanings expressed by 

the word or phrase must be understandable to the reader. The difference between 

qarīb and baʿīd is expressed in terms of which of the two is immediately perceived, 

and not in terms of current use. That is why a qarīb meaning may also be the least 

used meaning, but the first suggested by the context and co-text. In any case, both 

must be able to be easily identified by the reader, lest the aesthetic effect be lost. 3. 

The quality of tawriya depends on the possibility of a double reading. A successful 

tawriya is a tawriya which provides a double reading of the whole text and not only 



PhD in Asian and African Studies. XXXI Cycle 

Luca Rizzo 325 

of the homonymous or polysemic word or phrase. The compositions in which the 

double reading is not actualised, or is only partially actualised, are not considered a 

successful use. However, talking about double reading is not always enough, as it has 

been shown. 

 

This last statement leads us to consider the role played by tawriya within a literary 

text. In this work, the analysis focused on two specific texts: the Koran and the 

epigram. 

Contrary to poetic texts, the Koran is a revealed text and does not change according 

to the literary taste of the time; but whose interpretation has changed over time. The 

use of tawriya to explain some of the mutašābihāt has its roots both in the theological 

and rhetorical fields. This is evident if we consider the different interpretations that 

have been given to the ambiguous verses such as (Q 39:67), (Q 20:5), and (Q 51:47). 

In general, we can distinguish three fundamental approaches according to the 

theological schools to which exegetes and critics belonged. As already described in 

the third chapter, tawriya has been adopted as an explanation of the Koranic 

mutašābihāt because the ambiguity that it conveys goes beyond the simple 

dichotomy ḥaqīqa vs maǧāz. Tawriya makes possible how in a Koranic verse, the 

perception of a first meaning of the verse could hide a second, without necessarily 

excluding the first – e.g. the case of God’s hand. The ambiguity of tawriya is functional 

to the degree of ambiguity of the verse; it allows to preserve both meanings of the 

ambiguous word or phrase where, obviously, one of the two meanings is not 

untenable from the theological point of view – e.g. God’s act of sitting. 

On the other hand, if we consider the functioning of tawriya in poetic text, such as 

the epigram, it can be said that this figure of speech depends on a textual cooperation 

that needs the reader in order to achieve its aesthetic effect. What emerged from 

the study on the use of tawriya in epigrams is that tawriya is an active element within 

the text and not a passive one. This characteristic is known to premodern Arab critics. 

Indeed, if we consider one of the precursors to tawriya, i.e. the muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya, we note how the concept of interdependence of the elements of the 

sentence was essential for the success of the figure. This figure will be reabsorbed 

later within the tawriya theory, most likely becoming its fourth type: tawriya 
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muhayyaʾa. Each type of tawriya (and not only muhayyaʾa) is strongly linked to its co-

text and context of enunciation, whether accompanied by a lāzim or not. If we take 

as an assumption that a text must have a certain internal organisation, and that it is 

thought of as a product for a given Model Reader capable of interpreting it through 

the specific notions of his or her Encyclopaedia, then the duplicity, the ambiguity 

created by the tawriya is evident. With textual duplicity, I refer to the ability of the 

tawriya to engender a double reading of the text and often to create a second text 

out of the first. A similar analysis has already been proposed by Morin ([1966] 1981), 

who analysed the histoire drôle (joke, pun), a text which presents a semantic 

disjunction. In this type of text, she posits the presence of a ‘disjunctor’ element 

which connects two different isotopies, allowing the passage from one to the other. 

This first approach will be adopted in the field of semiotics, where the element of 

connection between two isotopies is called isotopic connector (Greimas and Courtés, 

1982). It applies to the functioning of tawriya and describes it as a duplicating 

element which enables not only a double reading of the text, but also a creation of a 

second text parallel to the first. This is because tawriya allows the internal elements 

of the text to communicate with each other by linking them, and, at the same time, 

function as an element of disjunction within a structure in which, as Saussure would 

say, tout se tient. Eco ([1979] 2006) lists various types of isotopic disjunctions based 

on the unit on which the isotopies are built. Tawriya can work either at the level of 

the single sentence, or even at the level of a larger text. We will therefore distinguish: 

A. A tawriya whose action is limited to a single word, capable of connecting two 

different isotopies, such as epigrams no. 1, 16, 26, 32, 45, 53, etc. in which the tawriya 

creates a double reading of the text. 

B. A tawriya that acts through a word or a phrase and is capable of connecting not 

only two isotopies, but also two different frames, as in epigrams no. 13, where the 

two frames are ‘butchery’ vs ‘belles-lettres’, or no. 25, in which the frames ‘legal 

speech’ and ‘love speech’ are intersected. In this case, we do not only have a double 

reading, but the intersection of two discourses belonging to the cultural construct of 

the reader. The ability of tawriya lies therefore in making two frames dialoguing and 

relating even if they do not belong to the same field, which are normally perceived 

as distant to each other. 
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C. The tawriya can also function as a text connector, especially when it is used as a 

connector within the intertextuality/rewriting figures, i.e. taḍmīn and iqtibās. In this 

case, tawriya acts as a connector of narrative worlds that intertwine in the text, and 

result in a structure through which the reader can imagine alternative texts. It acts 

on the textual level, i.e. by modifying the text in which it is embedded; and in the 

extra-textual level alike, i.e. acting on the reader and stimulating his inferential walks. 

Precisely for these characteristics, tawriya, even more than the other figures of 

speech, shows its need to be decoded and interpreted by an active reader, who is 

capable of entering the textual fabric of the epigram and drawing the necessary 

information from it, to be able to (re)build part of his Narrative Schema. An active 

tawriya-reader is able to explore the narrative world of the text, and he or she is all 

the more able to imagine new ones starting from the information contained in the 

text, and developing an inferential path that will lead him to create the world of his 

or her own predictions. The reason for the success of tawriya in the Ayyubid and 

Mamluk era is to be found precisely in its ability to involve the reader in the discovery 

of the ambiguity of the sentence, then in its decoding, and finally in the interpretative 

process through which he or she will be able to enjoy the work of art. 

 

Like any research work, it must have an end; and like any research work, it could be 

continued almost indefinitely. I take the freedom of borrowing the words of Genette 

(1982, 7-8): “L'inconvénient de la ‘recherche’, c’est qu’à force de chercher, il arrive 

qu’on trouve...” And I admit that much more could be found, just digging. For 

example, the relationship between tawriya, istiʿāra, and kināya remains to be 

investigated, both at a theoretical level – e.g. the adoption of the terminology 

muǧarrada and muraššaḥa – and at a practical level, such as the poetic quotations 

mentioned in the works of literary critics before introduction of tawriya – e.g. Ibn 

Rašīq (ʿUmda). Moreover, the range of investigation should be extended to other 

textual forms in order to verify the results obtained in this work in more complex 

texts. For instance, does tawriya show the same characteristics in a polythematic 

qaṣīda? Does it play a role of connector between the various themes? Of course, 

tawriya should be investigated as well in prose texts by answering to questions like: 

what is the role of tawriya in textual forms such as maqāma, risāla, etc.? Given a 
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complex text such as a qaṣīda or a maqāma, what is the role of tawriya in developing 

different readings, in generating new texts, in creating new worlds? Can the semiotic 

approach outlined in these pages be applied in other literary works too? 

While being aware of the limits of this work, I hope to have suggested a method of 

analysis for tawriya, which may prove useful in understanding the link between 

literary production and its reception also when applied to other literary forms and 

genres.
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V. Index of Quranic Verses 

 

 

 

 

Page Number Verse 

 2 ةرقلا ةروس

لا […] 104 110
َ

ت 
َ

ق
ُ

قوَ انَعِارَ اولو
ُ

نرْظنا اولو
َ

 […] ا

ِلوَ 145 109
تأ ْ

توأ نَيذِلا تََْ
ُ

ت اَّم ةٍَآ ِّلِ بَاتَِلا او
َ

 عبِاتَبِ تَنأ امَوَ ۚ كَتَلْقِ اوعُِ

ةلْقِ عبِاتَبِ مهُضُعَْ امَوَ ۚ مْهُتَلْقِ
َ

 […] ضعَْ 

نورُظنيَ لْهَ 210 135
َ

لاإِ 
َّ

 […] ُا مُهُيَتِأَ نأ 

زرْيَ [...] 212 252
ُ

ق
ُ

شَ نمَ 
َ

غِ ءُا
 بٍاسَحِ َْ

 3 نارمعلا ةروس

  […] انَِّرَ دِنعِ نِّْم ٌّل هِِ اَّنمَآ  […] 7 179 ;84

نإِ [...] 37 252
َّ

زرْيَ َا 
ُ

ق
ُ

شَ نمَ 
َ

غِ ءُا
 بٍاسَحِ َْ

ق وَهُوَ […] 39 109
َ

 […] بِارَحْمِلا ِ صَُ مٌئِا

ق […] 73 179
ُ

نإِ لْ
َّ

فلا 
َ

شَ نمَ هِتِؤْيُ ِا دَِبِ لَضْ
َ

 […] ءُا

لاوَ  180 273
َ

خْيَ نَيذِلا ََّسَحَْ 
نولَ

َ
تآ امَِ 

َ
ف نمِ ُا مُهُا

َ
 وَهُ لَْ ۖ مهُل اًَْخ وَهُ هِلِضْ

قَّوطَُسَ ۖ مْهُل ٌَّ
ُ

نو
َ

ثاَمِ ِِوَ ۗ ةِمَاَقِلا مَوْيَ هِِ اولخَِ امَ 
ُ

 تِاوَامََّسلا 

لأاوَ
َْ

ت امَِ ُاوَ ۗ ضرْ
َ

نولمَعْ
َ

 ٌبَِخ 

  4 ءاسلا ةروس

نامَْأ تْلمَ امَ وْأ […] 3 167 ;165
ُ

 […] مْ

 […] بِنُجُلا راجَلاوَ […] 36 230

لاوَ[…] 43 230
َ

لا وْأ […] اًنُجُ 
َ

لا مُتُسْمَ
ِّ

 […] ءَاسَ

 5 ةدئاملا ةروس

  […] َبِلمُ حراوَجَلا نَِّم متُمْلعَ امَوَ […] 4 110

لا وْأ […] 6 99
َ

لا مُتُسْمَ
ِّ

 […] ءَاسَ

137; 142; 151; 

165; 166; 180 

قوَ 64
َ

دَ دُوهُيَلا تِلا
ُ

ةلولغْمَ ِا 
ٌ

غ ۚ 
ُ
ق امَِ اونُعِلوَ مْهِيدِْأ تْل

َ
دَ لَْ ۘ اولا

َ
 ەُا

شَ فَْك قُفِنيُ نِاتَطَوسُْمَ
َ

 […] ءُا

  6 ماعنلأا ةروس

لا […] 76 140
َ

لآا ُّبحِأ 
ْ

 َلِفِ
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ق امَوَ 91 117
َ

د
َ

ق َّقحَ َا اورُ
َ

 […] ەِردْ

لاإِ [...] 152 268
َّ

  [...] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ 

 7 فارعلأا ةروس

134; 182; 183; 

185; 186; 187; 

188 

نإِ 54
َّ

لأاوَ تِاوَامََّسلا قَلَخ يذِلا ُا مَُّرَ 
َْ

ث مٍاَّأ ةَِّتسِ ِ ضَرْ
ُ

 عَ ىٰوَتَسْا َّم

 […] شرْعَلا

 8 ةروس

 ُصَِّنلا مَعْنِوَ ٰوْمَلا مَعْنِ […] 40 227

 9 ةتلا ةروس

ــرَ مْهَُُِّيُ 21 110  […] تٍاَّنجَوَ نٍاوَضْروَ هُنِّْم ةٍمَحْرَبِ مهُُّ

 10 سوي ةروس

نأ […] 2 166
َّ

ق مْهُل 
َ

د
َ

دنعِ قٍدْصِ مَ
َ

ــرَ   […] مْهِِّ

ذعَ […] 52 246
َ

خلا بَا
 […] دِلُ

ف 92 109
َ

ن مَوْيَلا
ُ

دَبِ كَِّجنَ
نوتَلِ كَنَِ

َ
فلَخ نْمَلِ 

َ
ةَآ كَ

ً
 […] 

 11 دوه ةروس

ذإِ َّٰحَ 40 309
َ

نرُمْأ ءَاجَ ا
َ

فوَ ا
َ

ق رُوُّنَّتلا رَا
ُ
ز ٍّل نمِ اهَيفِ لْمِحْا انَل

َ
ثا ْجَوْ

ْ
 كَلهْأوَ ْنَ

لاإِ
َّ

قلا هِْلعَ قَبَسَ نمَ 
َ

 [...] لُوْ

قوَ ءُامَلا ضَغِوَ [...] 44 309
ُ

لأا َِ
َْ

 [...] ِّيدِوجُلا عَ تْوَتَسْاوَ رُمْ

 12 فسوي ةروس

ذا […] 42 110
ْ

دنعِ ِرْ
َ

ف كَِّرَ 
َ
شلا ەُاسَأ

ناطََّْ
ُ

 […] هِِّرَ رَكذِ 

ةجَاحَ […] 68 251
ً

ن ِ 
َ

ف
ْ

قعَْ س
ُ

ق بَو
َ

 […] اهَاضَ

قلا لِأسْاوَ 82 148 ;136
ةََْ

َ
 […] 

ق 95 109
َ

ت اولا
َ

نإِ ِا
َّ

لاضَ ِل كَ
َ

قلا كَلِ
َ

 مِدِ

فرَوَ 100 186 ;183
َ

 […] شرْعَلا عَ هَِْبَأ عَ

 14 مهاربإ ةروس

لاإِ لٍوسَُّر نمِ انَلسَرْأ امَوَ 4 164 ;163
َّ

ق نِاسَلِِ 
َ

 […] مْهُل َِّبَيُلِ هِمِوْ

 16 لحنلا ةروس

فَ […] 50 173
ْ

نولعَ
َ

نورُمَؤْيُ امَ 
َ

 

 [...] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ [...] 125 268

 17 ءالإا ةروس

لاإِ [...] 34 268
َّ

 [...] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ 

 [...] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلا [...] 53 268
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ن مَوْيَ 71-72 246 ;217
َ

نأ َّل وعُدْ
َ

ف ۖ مْهِمِامَِبِ سا
َ

ِوأ نْمَ
ف هِنِيمَِبِ هَُاتَكِ َ

َ
لوأ

َ
نوءُرَقَْ كَئِٰـــ

َ
 

لاوَ مْهُبَاتَكِ
َ

نومُلظُ 
َ

ف 
َ

لاتِ
ً

 

 18 فهلا ةروس

 […] بُاتَِلا عَضِوُوَ 49 217

  20 هط ةروس

182; 185; 187; 

188 

ت 4
َ

لا
ً

لأا قَلَخ نَّْمِّم 
َْ

 عُلا تِاوَامََّسلاوَ ضَرْ

 ىٰوَتَسْا شرْعَلا عَ نُٰـــمَحَّْرلا 5 188 ;187 ;182

ت امَوَ […] 6 182
َ

لا تَحْ
 ىََّٰ

20; 108; 110; 

121; 126; 134; 

135; 137; 138; 

145; 146; 149; 

150; 151; 152; 

153; 155; 162; 

164; 170; 172; 

175; 178; 182; 

185; 193; 195; 

197; 198; 199; 

325 

ت نِوَ 7
َ

قلاِ رْهَجْ
َ

ف لِوْ
َ
نإِ
َّ

 َخْأوَ َِّّلا مُلعَْ هُ

ف […] 12 143
َ

ن عْلخْا
َ

 […] كَْلعْ

 ِيْعَ ٰعَ عَنَصْتُلِوَ […] 39 165

نإِ […] 46 171
َّ
 ىٰرَأوَ عُمَسْأ امَعَمَ ِ

ق 96 119
َ

ف هِِ اوُُْيَ مْل امَِ تَُُْ لَا
َ

ق
ق تُضََْ

ةضََْ
ً

ثأ نِّْم 
َ

ف لِوسَُّرلا ر
َ

ذَنَ
ْ

ت
ُ

 اهَ

ذوَ
ن ِ تْلَّوسَ كَلَِٰ

َ
ف
ْ

ِ 

خلا ةِرَجََش [...] 120 246
 [...] دِلُ

 21 ءانلأا ةروس

ق نِّم ََلِ انَلعَجَ امَوَ 34 246
خلا كَلَِْ

دلُ
َ

 [...] 

ق 69 143
ُ
ن اَ انَل

َ
لاسَوَ ادًرْبَ ِوك رُا

َ
 مَهِارَبْإِ ٰعَ امً

 23 نونمؤملا ةروس

لاإِ 6 122
َّ

نامَْأ تْلمَ امَ وْأ مْهِجِاوَزْأ ٰعَ 
ُ

ف مْهُ
َ
نإِ
َّ

غ مْهُ
  َمِولمَ َُْ

ف 27 309
َ
فلا عنَصْا نِأ هِْلإِ انَيْحَوْأ

ُ
ف انَيِحْوَوَ انَِيُعْأِ كَل

َ
ذإِ

َ
نرُمْأ ءَاجَ ا

َ
فوَ ا

َ
 ۙ رُوُّنَّتلا رَا

ف
َ

ز ٍّل نمِ اهَيفِ كْلسْا
َ

ثا ْجَوْ
ْ

لاإِ كَلهْأوَ ْنَ
َّ

قلا هِْلعَ قَبَسَ نمَ 
َ

 [...] لُوْ
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فدْا 96 268
َ

ةَئَِّّسلا نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ عْ
َ

 [...] 

 25 ناقرفلا ةروس

ةَّنجَ [...] 15 246
ُ

خلا 
 [...] ِلا دِلُ

تا ِتَيْل اَ […] 27 208
َّ

خ
َ

ذ
ْ

لاِسَ لِوسَُّرلا عَمَ تُ
ً

 

 27 لمنلا ةروس

ق 41 186 ;183
َ

ن لَا
َ

 […] اهََشرْعَ اهَل اورُ

 28 صصقلا ةروس

دُشأ غَلَ اَّملوَ 14 177 ;172
تآ ىٰوَتَسْاوَ ەَُّ

 […] امًلعِوَ امًحُ ەُانََْ

 29 توبكنعلا ةروس

لاإِ [...] 46 268
َّ

 [...] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ 

 32 ةدجسلا ةروس

ذوَ […] 14 246
ُ

قو
ُ

ذعَ او
َ

خلا بَا
 […] دِلُ

   33بازحلأا ةروس

ف […] 53 239
َ
ذإِ

َ
ف مْتُمْعِطَ ا

َ
 […] اوَُِنا

 35 رطاف ةروس

نإِ 41 173
َّ

لأاوَ تِاوَامََّسلا كُسِمُْ َا 
َْ

ت نأ ضَرْ
َ

لاوزُ
َ

ز ِلوَ ۚ 
َ

 نْمِ امَهُكسَمْأ نْإِ اتَلا

 […] ەِدِعَْ نِّم دٍحَأ

 36 س ةروس

نأ انَيدِْأ تْلمِعَ اَّمِّم […] 71 166 ;165
ْ

 […] امًاعَ

 37 تافاصلا ةروس

نأ اهَعُلطَ 65 130
َّ

شلا سُوءُرُ هُ
 طِاََّ

 38 ص ةروس

دَبِ تُقْلَخ امَلِ […] 75 166 ;165
َ

 […] َّي

 39 رمزلا ةروس

تَْحَ اَ […] 56 167 ;165
َ

ف امَ ٰعَ ا
َ

 […] ِا بِنجَ ِ تُطَّر

20; 108; 110; 

111; 112; 113; 

114; 115; 116; 

117; 118; 123; 

124; 125; 126; 

127; 129; 130; 

131; 132; 133; 

134; 137; 138; 

ق امَوَ 67
َ

د
َ

ق َّقحَ َا اورُ
َ

لأاوَ ەِردْ
َْ

ق اعًمِجَ ضُرْ
 تُاوَامََّسلاوَ ةِمَاَقِلا مَوْيَ هُتُضََْ

ناحَْسُ ۚ هِنِيمَِبِ تٌاَّطْمَ
َ

توَ هُ
َ

نوكُْ اَّمعَ ٰاعَ
َ
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145; 151; 152; 

153; 155; 162; 

164; 178; 179; 

193; 195; 196; 

197; 198; 199; 

325 

 40 رفاغ ةروس

نولمِحَْ نَيذِلا 7 173 :134
َ

 […] هُلوْحَ نْمَوَ شَرْعَلا 

 41 تلصف ةروس

ث 11 177 ;172
ُ

 […] نٌاَخدُ َِوَ ءِامََّسلا إِ ىٰوَتَسْا َّم

فدْا […] 34 268
َ

 […] نُسَحْأ َِ ِلاِ عْ

لاأ […] 54 175 ;172
َ

نإِ 
َّ

 ِّلِ هُ
 طٌحُِّم ءٍَْ

 42 ىروشلا ةروس

ثمِ سَْل […] 11 175 ;143 ;139
ْ
 هِلِ

 […] ءٌَْ

نا نمَ 20 262
َ

ديُ 
ُ

ثرْحَ 
َ

لآا 
ْ

ن ةِرَخِ
َ

 […] هِثِرْحَ ِ هُل دْز

يُ يذِلا وَهُوَ 28 110
ثَْغلا لَُِّ

َ
ق امَ دِعَْ نمِ 

َ
دمِحَلا ُِّوَلا وَهُوَ ۚ هُتَمَحْرَ َُُوَ اوطُنَ

ُ
 

 45 ةروس

 […] مٍلعِ ٰعَ ُا هُلضَأوَ […] 23 215

 47 لاتقلا / دمحم ةروس

ةَّنجَلا مُهُلخِدُْوَ 6 110
َ

فَّرعَ 
َ

 مْهُل اهَ

 48 حتفلا ةروس

دَ […] 10 166 ;165
ُ

ف ِا 
َ

قوْ
َ

 […] مْهِيدِْأ 

 50 ق ةروس

نوَ […] 16 174 ;170 ;169
َ

قأ نُحْ
ْ

 دِروَلا لِْحَ نْمِ هِْلإِ بُرَ

 51 تاراذلا ةروس

20; 109; 110; 

146; 151; 152; 

162; 180; 325 

بَ ءَامََّسلاوَ 47
أِ اهَانَيَْ

نِوَ دٍْ
َّ

نوعُسِومُل ا
َ

 

 52 روطلا ةروس

ف […] 48 165
َ
نإِ
َّ

 […] انَِيُعْأِ كَ

 55 نمحرلا ةروس

شلاوَ مُجَّْنلاوَ 6 109
َّ

دجُسَْ رُجَ
َ

 نِا

 نٍأَش ِ وَهُ مٍوْيَ َّل […] 29 245
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 56 ةعقاولا ةروس

نوَ 85 174 ;170
َ

قأ نُحْ
ْ

لوَ مْنمِ هِْلإِ بُرَ
َ
لا نِٰـــ

َّ
ت 
نوُُِْ

َ
 

 58 ةلداجملا ةروس

نوَ امَ […] 7 174 ;170 ;169
ُ

ن نمِ 
َّ

ث ىٰوَجْ
َ

لا
َ

ث
َ

لاإِ ةٍ
َّ

 […] مْهُعُِارَ وَهُ 

 59 حلا ةروس

ف […] 2 135
َ
تأ
َ

ثْحَ نْمِ ُا مُهُا
ُ

 […] اوبُسَِحَْ مْل 

قلاطلا ةروس 65  

دعَتَيَ نمَوَ […] 1 171
َّ

دحُ 
ُ

ف ِا دَو
َ

ق
َ

ن مَلظ دْ
َ

ف
ْ

 […] هُسَ

 66 محتلا ةروس

فَ […] 6 173
ْ

نولعَ
َ

نورُمَؤْيُ امَ 
َ

 

 69 ةقاحلا ةروس

نإِ 11 315 ;310 ;309
َّ

 ةِرَاجَلا ِ مْانَلمَحَ ءُامَلا َطَ اَّمل ا

ف كَِّرَ شَرْعَ لُمِحَْوَ ۚ اهَئِاجَرْأ ٰعَ كُلمَلاوَ 17 173 ;139 ;134
َ

قوْ
َ

ث ذٍئِمَوْيَ مْهُ
َ

ةَنِامَ
ٌ

 

ف 19 246 ;217
َ
ِوأ نْمَ اَّمأ

ف هِنِيمَِبِ هَُاتَكِ َ
قََ

ُ
ؤاهَ لُو

ُ
قا مُ

ْ
 هَْبِاتَكِ اوءُرَ

 73 لمزملا ةروس

 لُِّمَّزمُلا اهَُّيأ اَ 1 205 ;204

 74 رثدملا ةروس

دمُلا اهَُّيأ اَ 1 204
ثَّ
ِّ

 رُ

ن اَّنوَ 45 206
َ

خ
ُ

خلا عَمَ ضُو
َ

 َضِئِا

 76 رهدلا / ناسلإا ةروس

نإِ 5 235
َّ

لأا 
َْ

نوََُْ رَارَبْ
َ

نا سأ نمِ 
َ

فا اهَجُازَمِ 
ُ

 ارًو

دلو مْهِيْلعَ فُوطَُوَ 19 110
َ

خُّم نٌا
دلَ

ُ
نو

َ
 […] 

 80 سع ةروس

نأ 25 76
َّ

 اصَ ءَامَلا انَبَْصَ ا

 81 ركتلا ةروس

ذِوَ 10 225 ;217
َ

 فُحُُّصلا ا
ُ

 تَِْ

 82 راطفنلاا ةروس

 َبِتِا امًارَكِ 11 244

 83 ففطملا ةروس

 نمِ هُجُازَمِوَ 27 235
َ

 مٍِسْ

 84 قاقشلاا ةروس
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ف 7 246
َ
ِوأ نْمَ اَّمأ

 هِنِيمَِبِ هَُاتَكِ َ

 88 ةشاغلا ةروس

ن ذٍئِمَوْيَ ەٌوجُوُ 8 110
َّ

ةمَعِا
ٌ

 

 89 رجفلا ةروس

 افصَ افصَ كُلمَلاوَ كَُّرَ ءَاجَوَ 22 135

 96 قلعلا ةروس

لا 6 255
َّ

نإِ 
َّ

لإا 
ْ
ناسَِ

َ
 َٰطَْل 

 111 دسملا ةروس

ت 1-5 92 ;91
دَ تََّْ

َ
توَ بٍهَل ِأ ا

َ
غأ امَ * َّب

ن ٰصَْسَ * بَسَك امَوَ هُلامَ هُنْعَ َْٰ
َ

ذ ارًا
َ

 تَا

تأرَمْاوَ * بٍهَل
ُ

ةلاَّمحَ هُ
َ

 دٍسََّم نِّم لٌْحَ اهَدِجِ ِ * بِطَحَلا 

 112 صلاخلإا ةروس

ق 1 140
ُ

 دٌحَأ ُا وَهُ لْ

 



VI. Index of Rhymes 

 

 

 

 

The index is arranged by alphabetical order of the rhyming letter of the last hemistich.  

 

Page Author Metre Last hemistich 

    

ةتان نبا 259 طسلا  قرَحأ 
ْ

نونا ا رانلا تَ
ُ

 اشحأ 

ءالا فرح  

امّحلا صنلا 229 زجرلا ءوزجم   بْنُجُلا رَاجلا مُرأو 

رازجلا سحلا وبأ 218 ففخلا  ت 
ُ

 الالا وجرأ تُنك رعْشِلاو ــجّرَ

رامعملا مهاربإ 237 رفاولا   بُاصنِ سْوَ و رقف يذِ 

عــــلا هذلا ؤلؤل نبا 76  ُّبص اهب ءِاملا لُوَدجَوَ 

طسلا يملا راطّعلا نبا 262  بُجَعَ لا لُاطّلا دٍمحم وبأ 

لمالا ةتان نبا 259 دلو بَالا نَكسَ 
 هُُبحو ەُُ

فظلا باشلا 207 ;92 ةلامّحَ طسلا 
ُ

ةلامّحَ لا دِرْوَلا 
َ

 بِطَحَلا 

)؟( يدسلأا ةعلا 184 تَعُِ لمالا 
ةَ

َ
 بِاهش نبْ ثراحلا نبْ 

رازجلا سحلا وبأ 216 نأ حملا 
ّ

 ل رازج  

رازجلا سحلا وبأ 220  بِلاِلا لَضف تُوْجَرَ اًيدأ تُ ْ ففخلا 

امّحلا صنلا 228  بِّط اهيف ءِاملا بُلق نا لاو لطلا 

ةتان نبا 251 ناحسُ لمالا 
َ

 بِاسح غ هِقزار 

ةجح نبا 273 ةقوّطم تْدغف لمالا 
ً

 هِ تْلخِ امـ 

 ءاتلا فرح

ةتان نبا 261 تامحَ دِلالا نِازحأ تتامو لطلا 
ُ

 هُ

اسملتلا نيدلا ففع 65 دعَْ عم ةِلأ لطلا 
َ

ت كاذ 
ََ

 تَِّن

 ءاثلا فرح

اقلا نيدلا ناهرب 262 دز زجرلا ءوزجم 
َ

 هِثِرحَ  هل 

 مجلا فرح

ذخَِّتمُ زجرلا )؟( رج 33
ً

ت تٍاوضَعِ نم ا
َ

 اجلوْ
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 لادلا فرح

ت لا لاقف عــــلا رامعملا مهاربإ 242
َ

خنْ
َ

 ەْدعاقلا مُر

ف انقفا هلع يْع طسلا ذقنم نب ةماسأ 100
ُ

قر
َ

ة
َ

 دَِلأا 

ت لطلا ادولا 245
قََ

َّ
قح تُنْ

َّ
نأ ا

ّ
ةَّنج هُ

ُ
 دِلخلا 

ةنّج يذه تُلقف عــــلا ةتان نبا 247
ُ

خلا 
 دِلُ

 يدَْسُ اذه حاصل تُلقف رفاولا حورطم نبا نيدلا لامج 73

ت نو عــــلا رامعملا مهاربإ 241
ُ

ت كاصُخ اع
َ

 يد تَحْ

دق عــــلا رامعملا مهاربإ 235
َّ

ق عم لَام يبح 
ّ

د
 ەِِّ

دّخ نم ةٍضور  زجرلا ءوزجم ادولا 272
 ەِِّ

 ءارلا فرح

فصَ ضورلا مََّرحَمُ زجرلا ءوزجم  امّم نبا دعسلأا 72
َ

 رْ

نا مَعِطُ اذإ نمَ انأ لمالا ءوزجم رامعملا مهاربإ 239
ََْْ 

 ەَّْرجَ ع هنم َْحَ اوَ عــــلا رامعملا مهاربإ 236

دمحَْ حاصلا دنع زجرلا ةجح نبا 288
ُ

 ىُلا مُوقلا 

 ىرلا تُااغ مهنع جنتو زجرلا دلو نب دلاخ 295

 ىرلا تُااغ مهنع جنتو زجرلا زملا 294

 ىرلا تُااغ مهنع قنتو زجرلا حيمجلا 296

 ىرلا تاامع هنع جنتو زجرلا ذمش نب حيلجلا 296

 ىلا حبص لا رغثلا حَبص تُدمحو لمالا كلملا ءانس نبا 297

ق وْأر ام لمرلا رازجلا سحلا وبأ 208
َ

لاإ ُّط
ّ

ن 
َ

ف
َ

 اور

 رُاجو هلعثل هُتَُّبلو رفاولا نتملا 84

 ُصنلا مَعنِو وْمَلا مَعْنِ تُلق ففخلا قارولا نيدلا جا 226

 رُهاط بُللا ُّلاملا لَاقو رفاولا يملا راطّعلا نبا 264

غِ كِولملا شرْعَ ع رفاولا  184
ز َْ

ُ
 رو

دع وهو ضأف نسحُ لمالا ةتان نبا 253
ُ

 رادلا 

 يراج هِفِرْطَ نم هُعُمْدَو عــــلا  62

 سلا فرح

 اسوناف تُف اجًا تُنك حملا قارولا نيدلا جا 225

 اسعو اًمحَ نل ثتجملا يملا راطّعلا نبا 263

ثتجملا رازجلا سحلا وبأ 213
ّ

نو 
َّ

 سُفن َّمث ام

نأ عــــلا ةتان نبا 255
َّ

ف إ جٌاتحم كَ
َ
 هِسِل
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 داضلا فرح

ق دق بِلقلا  اقشو احلشْمَ طسلا رازّجلا سحلا وبأ 70
ُ

 اضر

 غلا فرح

ناسلإا اذكه تلاق َّمث لمرلا ةتان نبا 255
ُ

 طَْ 

 ءافلا فرح

 خأو َّلا مَلِعَ لمرلا ءوزجم رامعملا مهاربإ 242

ت نيأ نم فُرع حملا رازجلا سحلا وبأ 212
ُ

 فُتِلا لُؤْ

دلاو كِنجلا ب ضورلا  عــــلا يدفصل 267
ُ

 ِّف

غ لمالا ةتان نبا 266
َ

دو اهِنْجُ هِلع تَّْن
فُ
ِّ

 اه

 فاقلا فرح

عمد طسلا علخم ةتان نبا 260
َ

ققع اهل يع 
 هَْ

قر هلق نم  تَلف عــــلا دشملا نيدلا فس 70
ّ

 هْ

 قَّْوطمُلا عَجَس نأ وَرْغ لا طسلا علخم ةتان نبا 272

 اقَّوطَمُ اذه لَق ففخلا ءوزجم ادولا 270

قَّوطَمُ ەُرُاذع زجرلا ءوزجم ادولا 271
ُ

 

 قُفِاوَخ رودصلا  بٌولق هُنم لمالا رامعملا مهاربإ 235

ت لِاملا َّنضَ ام اذإ ٌّفكو لطلا علأا 181
ُ

 قُفِن

قارّولا وه نمَ يرعشِ تَل ا لمالا قارولا نيدلا جا 222
ُ

 

 قِارهم مدو فس غ نم زجرلا )؟( لطخلأا 141

 قِ مُاّأ مهمِاّأ ُّلف طسلا رازجلا سحلا وبأ 211

نوكت اذأ لمالا قارولا نيدلا جا 224
ُ

 قارّولا فُئاحص 

دقلا دع نبا 297
ّ

نإ لمالا )؟( سو
ّ

 قِطنملا لٌوم ءلالا 

فأو رفاولا حلا نيدلا ص 230
ْ

 اس وهو ِيْعَِ هِد

 فالا فرح

دلا ب ضورلا  عــــلا يدرولا نبا 267
ُ

 كِنجلاو ِّف

ثتجملا ادولا 265
ّ

 كِنجُو ٍّفدُ ب ام 

دصَ ثتجملا ةتان نبا 249
ُ

 ارك تُلق 

 ارك دَاص فَك هِظنت مْلأ لطلا يدفصلا 250

 ملالا فرح

تا تُنك لمالا رهاظلا دع نبا 207
ّ

ذخ
ْ

 لاس لِوسرلا عم تُ

 هْلقم نبا تِلاسلسمُ متيأر له ففخلا ادولا 247



New Perspectives on Tawriya. Theory and Practice of Ambiguity 

Luca Rizzo 

 
380 

 هْلقْمُ نبا ُّطَخ لاقف ؟ّسَُ ام ففخلا ةتان نبا 249

 لُئاق انأ املِ نْطَفاف كٍلام إ لطلا كتلا 88

ذو لطلا هز 183
ُ

نابْ
َ

ذإ 
ْ

ز 
َ

قأِ تْل
ْ

 لُعْنَلا اهمِاد

 لُلهَتَيَ احلاو كُحَض ضُورلاو لمالا هذلا ؤلؤل نبا 204

 اهلزغمو ىوهلا  اهثيدح حملا فظلا بشلا 75

تو جهلا نم رازجلا سحلا وبأ 210
َ
 لِجعِ ونب مهاشخْـ

 مملا فرح

دلا كاذ شَاعو عــــلا ةتان نبا 258
ُّ

 مْي ارّدُ ُّر

 امجُللا لُأ كَاذ ع وهف حمل ةتان نبا 252

 امحَْش َلق لاتَمْاو لمرلا ءوزجم رامعملا مهاربإ 238

ذإ لمالا دبل 127
ْ

شلا دَِبِ تْحََصأ 
َ

 اهمُامز لِام

 مُامّن حِاَلا  ّحو انيلع لطلا حلا نيدلا ص 232

ف عــــلا ةتان نبا 232
َ

خ
َ

د
 مُاَّمنوَ دٌرْوَ ەُُّ

ةلاخ و براقتملا  60
ٌ

 اهمُحُ اذكه 

 مَِشِلاو تِاذلا مَارك ا اودجِنأف طسلا رباج نبا 46-47

 مِلع ع  هُلضَأ حملا رازجلا سحلا وبأ 215

 نونلا فرح

 انيِتالا مِارلا نم تَِف رفاولا رامعملا مهاربإ 243

 انضئاخـلا عم مهيلإ انضُْخوَ براقتملا ممت نبا نيدلا جم 205

ن نْإف رفاولا  95
َ

قفِ
دسَأف تَْ

ُ
نوكت ام 

ُ
 

دت امّـل لمالا يدفصلا 269
َّ

 نُسَحأ  لا تْ

فداو لمالا ةتان نبا 268
َ

 نُسَحْأ  لا كَمَلام عْ

فدَو ففخلا صوملا نيدلا زع 269
َ

 نْسحأ  لا ەُانع

 نِأش  وه مٍوي َّلــف عــــلا ادولا 244

قفرَ لطلا نتملا 86
ق كَُ

َْ
 امَ تَنأو ٌِّ

ت رفاولا خامّشلا 113
َ
قل
َّ

ةارعَ اها
ُ

 ملا 

خُ نْأ طسلا رامعملا مهاربإ 233
َ

قرْعِ هلع َّطـ
ُ

 نِاحرَْ 

 ءاهلا فرح

ةجاح لمرلا ةتان نبا 250-251
ٌ

 اهاضق بَوقعَ سفن  

نإ طسلا رع نب دمحم نيدلا دعس 73
ّ

 هُل ظن لا عمج دئاوفلا 

 واولا فرح
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 ەْوّق لاو لَوْح لاف افعْضُ عــــلا ةتان نبا 257

 ءالا فرح

 هْرَاج ع دِوجُلا لَمَحْأ عیرسلا رامعملا مهاربإ 308

 



VII. Index of names 

 

 

 

 

A 

Abrahamov; 111; 123; 125; 341 

Abū Bakr; 42; 52; 88; 111; 126; 182; 294; 297; 329; 

331; 335 

Abū Dāwud al-Siǧistānī; 102; 329 

Abu Deeb; 112; 115; 341 

Abū Ǧahl; 91; 92; 93 

Abū Ḥanīfa; 90; 357 

Abū Ḥayyān al-Ġarnāṭī; 4; 22; 36; 42; 159; 160; 

178; 249; 329; 349 

Abū Lahab; 91; 92; 93; 207; 367 

Abū Naǧm; 341 

Abū Nuwās; 17; 366; 367 

Abū Nuʿaym al-Iṣfahānī; 52; 348 

Abū Tammām; 24; 33; 184; 259; 330 

Abū ʿUbayd; 33; 213; 288; 293; 294; 330 

Abū ʿUbayda; 33; 330 

al-Aḥdab al-Ṭarābulusī; 213; 330 

al-Aḫṭal; 141; 170; 330 

Å 

Åkesson; 34; 35; 36; 335; 342 

A 

al-Albānī; 49; 51; 342 

Ali; 71; 342 

al-Amīn; 43; 146; 332; 339; 340; 342; 351 

Anawati; 111; 122; 217; 342 

Arnaldez; 111; 158; 160; 163; 164; 342 

Asmāʾ; 50; 353 

al-Astarābāḏī; 35; 36; 146; 330; 338 

al-Ašʿarī; 143; 165; 166; 330 

Athamina; 263; 342 

Aubaile-Sallenave; 260; 342 

al-Ayyūbī; 329 

al-Aʿšà; 181; 330 

B 

Baalbaki; 28; 343; 345 

Badawi; 256; 368 

Badīʿ Yaʿqūb; 35; 130; 343 

Badr al-Dīn Ibn Mālik; 43; 79; 80; 105; 330; 364 

Badrī; 265; 266; 267; 330 

Bakhtin; 203 

Bakr b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Muzanī; 294 

al-Balāḏurī; 297; 331 

Baljon; 111; 343 

Bartels; 298; 343 

Barthes; 201; 203; 343 

Bauden; 158; 343 

Bauer; 6; 14; 17; 20; 22; 23; 41; 43; 56; 201; 209; 

214; 229; 234; 235; 238; 239; 240; 242; 244; 

250; 251; 255; 256; 257; 258; 259; 265; 322; 

336; 343; 345; 367 

Baybars I; 206; 368 

al-Bayḍāwī; 37; 331; 337 

al-Bayhaqī; 52; 331; 349 

Becker; 297; 345 

Behmardi; 359 

Behrens-Abouseif; 202; 345 

Behzadi; 294; 345; 359 

Ben Mrad; 68; 345 

Bernards; 30; 346 

Bettini; 66; 67; 68; 346 

Biagioli; 203; 346 

Bohas; 27; 39; 346 
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Bonebakker; 6; 15; 16; 18; 19; 20; 23; 26; 36; 40; 

41; 42; 43; 49; 56; 64; 65; 68; 69; 70; 71; 73; 74; 

76; 77; 78; 81; 83; 84; 86; 95; 102; 108; 156; 

209; 218; 220; 223; 275; 287; 307; 346; 354; 

358 

Bougamra; 88; 89; 347 

Bouvat; 159; 347 

Bravmann; 102; 347 

Bremond; 201; 347 

Brinner; 309; 310; 347 

Broch; 341 

Brooke-Rose; 350 

al-Buḫārī; 51; 65; 102; 117; 166; 172; 331; 334 

Buhl; 205; 206; 347 

al-Buḥturī; 259; 331 

Buʿaywī; 130 

C 

Cachia; 18; 23; 97; 98; 106; 243; 315; 347 

Calder; 50; 348 

Canard; 263; 348 

Canova; 309; 311; 348 

Cantineau; 35; 348 

Carra de Vaux; 236; 348 

Carter; 28; 348 

Chabbi; 52; 348 

Chakor Alami; 13; 14; 348 

Chaumont; 111; 348 

Chittick; 65; 348 

Conermann; 14; 343; 345; 348 

Culler; 350 

Ḏ 

al-Ḏahabī; 331; 353 

D 

al-Damīrī; 246; 250; 331 

Dayeh; 348 

Del Moral; 13; 42; 159; 249; 349 

Denny; 349 

DeYoung; 42; 82; 158; 349; 363 

Dhubaib; 293; 299; 342 

Dickinson; 349 

Diem; 23; 349 

Dien; 236; 349 

Dixon; 86; 350 

Ḍ 

Ḍiyāʾal-Dīn Ibn al-Aṯīr; 331 

D 

Dozy; 271; 369 

Droge; 21; 76; 349 

E 

Eco; 13; 21; 65; 150; 201; 202; 275; 277; 280; 282; 

283; 288; 289; 290; 292; 303; 311; 312; 313; 

315; 319; 320; 321; 326; 349; 350 

El Berkawi; 27 

El Ferrane; 112; 115; 350 

Emers; 159; 350 

Esseesy; 350 

F 

Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī; 4; 37; 108; 109; 111; 114; 116; 

117; 118; 120; 121; 122; 123; 125; 131; 134; 

138; 143; 144; 163; 174; 178; 179; 181; 186; 

188; 193; 196; 197; 198; 205; 245; 331; 342 

Farazdaq; 330 

al-Farrāʾ; 37; 38 

Fierro; 52; 341; 350 

Fleisch; 35; 350 

Frank; 123; 350; 353 

Fück; 86; 183; 350 

Fudge; 286; 351 

G 

Gacek; 77; 221; 223; 248; 249; 351 
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Ǧ 

al-Ǧāḥiẓ; 288; 294; 295; 297; 332; 345 

Ǧamāl al-Dīn b. Mālik; 70; 73; 332 

al-Ǧārim; 43; 351 

Ǧarīr; 33; 141; 330; 332 

al-Ǧawālīqī; 89 

al-Ǧazzār; 25; 70; 209; 210; 211; 212; 214; 215; 

216; 217; 218; 219; 220; 221; 253; 275; 285; 

287; 332 

G 

Genette; 201; 203; 320; 322; 327; 351 

Geoffroy; 68; 351 

Ghédira; 217; 351 

Ghersetti; 6; 68; 112; 351 

Gibert; 13; 70; 351 

Gignoux; 203; 321; 351 

Gilliot; 352; 361 

Gimaret; 118; 123; 352 

Glazer; 159; 329; 352 

Glünz; 233; 352 

Goichon; 122; 172; 352 

Goldziher; 157; 158; 160; 161; 169; 172; 191; 192; 

352 

Graham; 211; 360 

Grande; 32; 352 

Greimas; 21; 280; 283; 284; 290; 301; 306; 314; 

320; 326; 352; 353 

Griffel; 109; 353 

Guillaume; 27; 346 

Ǧ 

al-Ǧulayḥ b. Šumayḏ; 296 

al-Ǧumayḥ; 296; 298 

G 

Gully; 286; 353 

Ḥ 

al-Ḥadīṯī; 130; 159; 329; 336; 353 

al-Ḥalabī; 108; 130; 331; 332; 339; 340; 363 

Ḫ 

Ḫālid b. al-Walīd; 294; 295; 297; 298 

al-Ḫalīl; 22; 28; 32; 35; 37; 140; 183; 332; 339; 359 

H 

Hämeen-Anttila; 27; 353 

Ḥ 

al-Ḥammāmī; 25; 212; 226; 227; 228; 230; 345; 

367 

H 

Hammond; 118; 345; 353; 354; 358; 360; 366 

Haq; 163; 353 

Harb; 112; 353 

Hasson; 354 

Ḥ 

al-Ḥātimī; 95; 286; 287; 332 

H 

Hefter; 294; 354 

Heller; 309; 355 

Hernandez; 68; 355 

Herzog; 202; 355 

Hess; 344 

Ḥ 

al-Ḥillī; 41; 42; 43; 44; 55; 146; 201; 230; 231; 232; 

250; 275; 307; 332; 338; 349; 355; 361 

H 

Hinds; 256; 368 
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Holtzman; 111; 355 

Homerin; 14; 159; 352; 355 

Huart; 248; 355 

Humbert; 29; 355 

I 

Ibn Abī al-Iṣbaʿ; 333 

Ibn Abī Ḥaǧala; 333 

Ibn al-Anbārī; 33; 333 

Ibn al-Dubayṯī; 88; 333 

Ibn al-Ǧawzī; 50; 51; 333 
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VIII. Glossary 

 

 

 

 

This glossary is based on the translations given in the text. Many of these technical 

terms have more than one possible translation depending on the context of use and 

on the art or science which make use of them. In this glossary, I do not mention all 

the possible translations, but I will limit myself to those strictly related to the sources 

I have consulted and used for this work.  

 

Amāra Hint 

Badal See ibdāl. 

Bāṭil Untenable. 

Bāṭin Esoteric meaning. 

Bi-lā kayfa ‘Without asking how’, referred to the transcendence of 

God.  

Dalīl Evidence. Apodictic demonstration. 

Fāsid Unsound. 

Ǧinās Paronomasia. 

Ǧinās tāmm Perfect paronomasia. 

Ḥads Derivation (lit. conjecturing). 

Ḥaqīqa Proper meaning opposed to maǧāz. 

Ḥaqīqī Related to ḥaqīqa. 

Ḥazr Guessing. 

Ḥuǧǧā Authority. Proof. 

Ibdāl Letter substitution.  

Īdāʿ Depositing. 

Ifāda Informative content of the sentence. 

Īhām See Tawriya. 

Iḫbār Predication. 
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Īmāʾa Indication, also synonym of išāra, allusion. 

Iqtibās Quotation from Koran or Sunna. 

Irāda Intention. 

Isnād Predication; metaphorical attribution. 

Istiʿāra Metaphor. 

Istiʿmāl Use, conventional meaning. 

Istidlāl Demonstration. 

ʿIwaḍ Compensation. 

Kināya Metonymy.  

Lafẓ pl. alfāẓ Expression. 

Lāzim pl. lawāzim Regarding tawriya: correlative referred either to the 

maʿnà qarīb or to the maʿnà baʿīd. Regarding kināya: 

necessary consequent intended by the kināya 

expression. 

Luġz pl. alġāz Riddle. 

Mādda Radical. 

Maǧāz Figurative sense opposed to ḥaqīqa. 

Maǧāzī Related to maǧāz. 

Maʿnà Meaning. Motif. 

Maṯal Proverb, example. Regarding tamṯīl: figurative 

description. 

Muʿammà Enigma. 

Muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya Semantic misleading. 

Mustaʿār Metaphier. 

Mustaʿār la-hu Metaphrand. 

Muṭābaqa See ṭibāq. 

Mutašābihāt Ambiguous verses, anthropomorphic verses. 

Nisba Correlation 

Qalb Mutation. 

Qarīna Frame of reference. Correlative. 

Sariqa Plagiarism. 
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Ṣifa Quality, in general e.g. in the theory of metaphor. 

Attribute when referred to God 

Taḍmīn Quotation. 

Tafsīr Explanation. In religious sciences: explanation of the 

Koran, Koran commentary.  

Taǧawwuz Figurative saying. 

Taǧnīs See ǧinās. 

Taǧsīm Anthropomorphism. 

Taḫmīn Guessing. 

Taḫyīl Image evocation. 

Talwīḥ Allusion. 

Tamṯīl Lit. provide a maṯal, analogy. 

Tanzīh Transcendentalism.  

Taʿrīḍ Euphemism.  

Tašbīh In rhetoric: simile. In religious sciences: the act of 

comparing the creator to the creatures, 

anthropomorphism. 

Taṣwīr The depict, to give an image, the making of a picture. 

Taʾwīl Interpretation. 

Taʿṭīl The act of divesting God of his attributes. 

Tawriya Double entendre. Ambiguity, obscurity. 

Tawriya baʿīda Far-fetched tawriya. 

Tawriya mubayyana Explained tawriya. 

Tawriya muǧarrada Bare tawriya. 

Tawriya muhayyaʾa Supported tawriya. 

Tawriya muqtarana Combined tawriya. 

Tawriya muraššaḥa Prepared tawriya. 

Tawriya nāqiṣa Imperfect tawriya. 

Ṭibāq Antithesis. 

Uḥǧiyya pl. aḥāǧī Quiz. 

Waḍʿ Coinage. Conventional meaning. 
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Wazn Pattern. 

Ẓāhir Manifest, literal meaning. In religious science: exoteric 

meaning. 

Ziyāda Letter augmentation. 
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IX. Abstracts 

 

 

 

 

English 

 

My research aims to investigate the figure of speech tawriya with particular 

reference to its use in the epigram (maqṭūʿ). Starting from Bonebakker’s study 

published in 1966, my goal is twofold. First, to broaden the theoretical discussion; 

and, second, to investigate in depth how tawriya functions in literary texts.  

In the first part, I will discuss the ‘canonical’ formulation of tawriya (first chapter), 

with particular reference to the work of al-Ṣafadī (d. 764/1363) and of his 

contemporaries al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī (d. 779/1377) and Ibn Ǧābir (d. 780/1378). In the 

second chapter, I pay particular attention to the theoretical discussion of muġālaṭa 

maʿnawiyya, a figure of speech that is a precursor to tawriya. In the third chapter, I 

will analyse the close relationship between tawriya and the Koran, and investigate in 

particular how scholars of rhetoric and exegetes applied the theoretical work on 

tawriya to the anthropomorphistic verses of the Koran.  

In the second part, I deal with the practice of tawriya, focusing on the role of the 

context of enunciation in the construction of the poetic text, and the role of the 

reader in decoding the message to achieve aesthetic enjoyment from the literary 

work. In the fourth chapter, I present a selection of epigrams from the Mamluk 

period, which I translate and comment upon, with the aim of showing how tawriya 

was at that time a privileged vehicle for poetic motifs and how it enriched the 

aesthetic value of the poetic compositions. Comparing theory and practice will 

sharpen our understanding of the functioning of this stylistic device. In order to 

broaden our understanding even further, my work ends (fifth chapter) by analysing 

tawriya in selected epigrams. To do so, I use modern semiotic theories that highlight 

the construction of the narrative world and the role of the reader in its reception. In 

particular, I will focus here on two figures, taḍmīn and iqtibās, and their connection 
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with tawriya, thereby highlighting the concepts of intertextuality and semantic 

ambiguity.  

 

Italiano 

 

Il lavoro mira a studiare la figura retorica tawriya con particolare riferimento al suo 

uso nell’epigramma (maqṭūʿ). A partire dallo studio di Bonebakker pubblicato nel 

1966, il mio obiettivo è duplice. Innanzitutto, ampliare la discussione teorica e, in 

secondo luogo, indagare a fondo il funzionamento della tawriya nei testi poetici. 

Nella prima parte, discuterò la formulazione ‘canonica’ della tawriya (primo capitolo), 

con particolare riferimento al lavoro di al-Ṣafadī (m. 764/1363) e dei suoi 

contemporanei al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī (m. 779/1377) e Ibn Ǧābir (m. 780/1378). Il 

secondo capitolo è dedicato alla muġālaṭa maʿnawiyya, una figura retorica 

precursore della tawriya. Nel terzo capitolo, analizzerò la stretta relazione tra tawriya 

e Corano. Nello specifico, l’analisi mira a chiarire in che modo gli studiosi di retorica 

ed esegeti hanno applicato le discquisizioni teoriche sulla tawriya alle mutašābihāt 

del Corano. 

Nella seconda parte, mi occupo della pratica del tawriya, concentrandomi sul ruolo 

del contesto dell'enunciazione nella costruzione del testo poetico e sul ruolo del 

lettore nel decodificare il messaggio per ottenere il godimento estetico dall’opera 

letteraria. Nel quarto capitolo, presento una selezione di epigrammi del periodo 

mamelucco, tradotti e commentati, con l’obiettivo di mostrare come la tawriya fosse 

un veicolo privilegiato dei motivi poetici e come arricchisse il valore estetico dei 

componimenti. Il confronto tra teoria e pratica migliorerà la nostra comprensione del 

funzionamento di questo dispositivo stilistico. Per ampliare ulteriormente la nostra 

comprensione, il mio lavoro termina (quinto capitolo) analizzando la tawriya in due 

casi studio. L’analisi sarà condotta applicando allo studio dell’epigramma le moderne 

teorie semiotiche, al fine di evidenziare la costruzione del mondo narrativo e il ruolo 

del lettore nella sua ricezione. In particolare, mi concentrerò su due figure, taḍmīn e 

iqtibās, e sulla loro connessione con la tawriya, evidenziando in tal modo i concetti 

di intertestualità e ambiguità semantica. 
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Deutsch 

 

Meine Forschung zielt darauf ab, die Stilfigur Tawriya unter besonderer 

Berücksichtigung ihrer Verwendung im Epigramm (maqṭūʿ) zu untersuchen. 

Ausgehend von Bonebakkers 1966 veröffentlichter Studie habe ich zwei Ziele. 

Erstens, die theoretische Diskussion zu erweitern; und zweitens eingehend zu 

untersuchen, wie Tawriya in literarischen Texten funktioniert. 

Im ersten Teil werde ich die ‚kanonische‘ Formulierung der Stilfigur Tawriya (erstes 

Kapitel) unter besonderer Bezugnahme auf die Arbeit von al-Ṣafadī (gest. 764/1363) 

und seiner Zeitgenossen al-Ruʿaynī l-Ġarnāṭī (gest. 779/1377) und Ibn Ǧābir (gest. 

780/1378) darstellen. Im zweiten Kapitel beschäftige ich mich mit der theoretischen 

Diskussion über Muġālaṭa Maʿnawiyya, eine Stillfigur, die ein Vorläufer der Tawriya 

ist. Im dritten Kapitel werde ich die enge Beziehung zwischen Tawriya und dem Koran 

analysieren und insbesondere untersuchen, wie Rhetoriker und Exegeten die 

Tawriya-Theorie auf die anthropomorphistischen Verse des Korans anwendeten. 

Im zweiten Teil beschäftige ich mich mit der Praxis der Tawriya, wobei ich mich auf 

die Rolle des Kontextes bei der Konstruktion des poetischen Textes und auf die Rolle 

des Lesers bei der Decodierung der Äußerung konzentriere, um einen ästhetischen 

Genuss aus dem literarischen Werk zu erzielen. Im vierten Kapitel stelle ich eine 

Auswahl von Epigrammen aus der Mamlukenzeit vor, die ich übersetze und 

kommentiere, um zu zeigen, wie Tawriya zu dieser Zeit ein privilegiertes Vehikel für 

poetische Motive war und wie sie den ästhetischen Wert der poetischen 

Kompositionen bereicherte. Der Vergleich von Theorie und Praxis wird unser 

Verständnis der Funktionsweise dieses Stilmittels schärfen. Um unser Verständnis 

noch weiter zu erweitern, endet meine Arbeit (fünftes Kapitel) mit der Analyse der 

Stilfigur Tawriya in ausgewählten Epigrammen. Dazu verwende ich moderne 

semiotische Theorien, die die Konstruktion der narrativen Welt und die Rolle des 

Lesers bei ihrer Rezeption hervorheben. Insbesondere werde ich mich hier auf zwei 

Figuren konzentrieren, Taḍmīn und Iqtibās, und ihre Verbindung mit Tawriya, 

wodurch die Konzepte der Intertextualität und der semantischen Ambiguität 

hervorgehoben werden. 


