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of the Veda are in India). The study of gira'at and tajwid opens out auto-
matically into the public domain in Muslim society. Here it finds practical
application in the highly popular artistic and devotional forms of oral recitation
that have been one of the hallmarks of Islamic culture wherever it has spread.?!

In turn, the formal and public recitation of the Qur’an, whether as a pious act

of worship or as artistic performance (and the two are never easily separated),
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relate non-qur’ani i
n-qur’anic words of God. This passage characterizes the Divine

aled teXt, but th i i i

It is not issi i i ivi

Itis not £z@15:ble to recite any of it [the Divine Saying] in the salat, for it was not

o) en;] the ;ame form in which all of the Qur’an was éent down - which
ave been commanded to recite [umirna bi-tildwatihi], which is written

is but one segment of the larger role of the Qur’an as an oral/aural reality in
Muslim life more generally. It is in consideration of this larger role that we
come at last to the heart of the functional role of scripture as spoken word in 4

Islam.

in [our] copies [al-masahif], and issi
sanif], the transmission of whi
§ _ ch
attested in every generation [mutawatir). has come to us generally

;Iv‘l:; ;:rilcu:)p;l oﬁentatiqn pf this distinction between qur’anic and other divine
word dzifyr;i t1llllagl. ;—Iere 1; is tze Qur’an's form as a text intended for recitation
of worship that distinguishes it. L. i isti
i dany T o ‘ . . Later theological distinction
of “inimitability” (i‘jaz) or the like notwithstanding, it is above all the practicalS

ritual function of the Qur’a i i
n as recited w i i
e other ont ord in worship that sets it apart from

The Recited Qur’an in Everyday Piety and Practice

An anonymous Muslim devotional pamphlet describes the Muslims as those 1
“whose gospels are in their hearts while others read them from sacred 7
volumes.”22 The formal sciences of readings and cantillation could not have
been sustained as vibrantly as they have been over the centuries had not
Qur’an memorization, hifz, and recitation, gira’ ah or tilawah,23 always been
central to the daily and seasonal round of life in Islamic societies. Here we can
only touch briefly upon memorization and recitation and their place in Muslim
life, but any discussion of the Qur’an as scripture - especially with regard to

its oral qualities - would be sorely deficient without some indication of its
active recitative role among “average” Muslims of diverse times, places, and 3

stations.

CalIlr;geiii; tl;z rr;;léi:lo:f?}fl the Qur’ﬁp is”;vhat one student of Muslim piety has
called "the very heart of “g pra)fer-’flte. 6 No Sfllfit is valid without recitation
orat least the Fat \.]ers,e X 1pemng (S. .1), and it Is expected that one or more
shorier sirahs or ver : will also be recned.”. It is quite common to precede
just as most méjor Efsﬁfnpiés\g:::lszzztamlal T e aaur an”
funerals)?9 involve recitation of shorter or lo??rn;emoratwe Occa§i9“3 e
Qur’an recitation in general is a highly preferrged fzf:llzr;tfecl)ifgtil;i: g;zllgt‘i)(v:g;

In Worship (Salat)

First and foremost, the Qur’an has been the one absolute essential of Muslim.j
ritual and devotional life. The gur’anic and other early evidence of th
fundamental orality of the Qur’an points, as We have seen, to the primary.
importance of this function of scripture in Islam. In a way that, for exampl
the Jewish or Christian Bible (with the notable exception of the Psalter) is not
the Qur’an is prayerbook, lectionary, and hymnal rolled into on
Furthermore, unlike the Vedas, the qur’anic text (or at least some part of it) i
the common property of all the faithful, whatever their social status O
education, even those who do not speak Arabic; for in the formal worship- 0%
salat and also in individual devotional and prayer life, no Muslim can functios
without being able to recite a minimal amount of the Arabic scripture 24

An oblique but therefore perhaps all the more telling indication of ¢
liturgical centrality of the Qur’an occurs in the earliest extant work on
qur’anic sciences, the Kitab al-Mabani (425/ 1033). The passage in questiony
attempts to distinguish specifically qur’anic words from the extra-qur’an
words of God reported in the so-called Divine Sayings - those hadiths th

The Sacrality of Recitation

A
fosn::/t(:) fh‘a}ve seen,. the f.act'that the Qur’an is the sacred word of God in the
o trama]n tArat.)le recitation” (qur’an4" ‘arabiya)30 has deterred Muslims
slating it from the original Arabic. C i
Mimranslating it from the ¢ . Conversely, it has spurred even
rabic to memorize shorter or |
are able in order to be able to worship i a O o eciiny
ship in salat and f 7] iti
the parran e ' S apart from salat by recitin
. . g many possible examples illustrative of thi :
enon is a delightful anecdote recou eveler 1o Simaanons ove
nted by a French travel i
acentury ago. He tells of walki i R ater of oy and
b : e tell ing one day in the Malay quarter of the cit
Goirrllrglgj ;:hll:(;ref:n ] \(/imces il(;i)parently chanting a lesson from a nearby lh}éssed
, ound an old Malay with a white b itti :
ety Jound an \ ite beard sitting on the floor
‘\ en children and leadi i itati
by : ading them in recitation - he f
beiné ::Cei);egro:;: plleges of paper. Questioned by the visitor as to whal;oi:/]az
! , the old man replied that it was th ’an, i i i
s e Sl e Qur’an, in Arabic, which he
. nderstand, but could sound i
Wity , und aloud from the script
en page. The European found this intriguing or amusing ar?d 221223
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further why they would be learning words they could not understand. The old
teacher replied at once that in reading them aloud, the children learn them by

heart, and they do this because

the sons of the Prophet ought to have this word in their memory so that they can
repeat it often. These words are endowed with a special virtue. . . . In translating
[them] we might alter the meaning, and that would be a sacrilege.3!

Here the inherent sacrality of the original Arabic sounds - and of their
meaning as well, even if that meaning is not understood in a literal, word-by-
word or sentence-by-sentence fashion - is affirmed in no uncertain terms. The
sense of the sacrality, or barakah (“blessing™), of the very sounds of the holy -
text is something that seems to penetrate into every corner of the Islamic "’f
world. The family of a longtime Isma‘ili friend of mine begin each day in
their East African home with the strains of Radio Pakistan's morning broadcast
of qur’anic recitation filling the entire house. His explanation of the clearly i}
understood purpose behind this is that barakah permeates the house from the
Arabic recitation (which, in this instance, is carried by shortwave from an
Urdu-speaking Islamic land to Gujarati and Swahili-speaking Muslims on §
another continent!). The sounded strains of the word of God - and they are
only powerful when sounded with full voice - start everyone's day on the
proper note, even before the performance of the day's first prayer-rite in the

local mosque. 3

To dismiss the qur’anic presence in such situations as either the fulfillment §
of superstitions, or as merely “background noise”, or even as only a taken-for- /§
granted habit, is to miss the perceived power and genuine spriritual function of 3
such recitation quite apart from an understanding of every word or sentence. §
Here we are up against a particularly intransigent and thorny problem of the ‘

meaning of scripture, one to which we shall return in Chapter 9.

Muslim Education A

Beyond this issue, however, the story of the Malay recitation lesson points us g
to the role of qur’anic recitation as the backbone of Muslim education, in iw
earliest as well as its most advanced stages. In this we have a vivid expressioiy
of the enduring Muslim conviction that Muslims need to be able, as early i
life as possible, to recite from the Qur’an in its original form with some ease.
This conviction is succinctly expressed in the tradition, ascribed to the Proph
himself, that says “it is a grievous mistake to take the written page as youf
shaykh."33 A

Memorizing from the Qur’an has always been basic to bringing up childresi§
in every Muslim society, and there are few sounds more constant in divers
parts of the Islamic world, from Morocco to Indonesia, than the mesmerizi #
singsong chant of tiny children as they recite the Qur’an for their teacher i

8reat pride and status
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though only a small percentage
leiI:eo;%: i(ty];xlcatl)l‘y f;;ze hto eight years) to memorize the whole Qur’an or become
N Arabic,”* the learning of at least some art of the divi
heart is the single most common earl ing o fence s ‘fVOfd o
degroo by oll M O rly learning experience shared in some
N Itll):; Is(l};:;ifg} r(e:lrlnz;rke? long ago that “teaching the Qur’an to children is one
e) religion that Muslims prof; ice i i
f the si the ! profess and practice in all
‘c‘:gf:’.’ learhr/]lpre s1fgn;lﬁcgntly, the universal presence of some kind of ch?ldftlzzg
. ing of the Qur’an - principally by boys, but al
girls - has traditionally given to the partici in Islamic societior s ror Y
. participants in Islamic societies a com
cu.ltural heritage as well as a common religious training. Shared famili:rli(:;

;fyl:/ilglsl:jr;}fia:ég; bu;tthe essfential common thread in the diverse fabric of the
Cultures of the Islamic world - the j ifi ie bi
myria : - the 1dentifiable tie bindin
slims across barriers of language, color, and custom as well as ti i
o s as time and
peggscléu;;a& l}lw;s thusvgﬁen traditionally a major part of the formative ex
slims. atever its shortcomings, it h i e
in the early stages of the “i ization’ Mostim ndryiony L uence
. slamization” of the Muslim j divi i
societies, “the Muslim does not ild i i school iy oyamic
. put a child in a qur’anic schoo] j
teach him, but in order to f i i h atable iy &
, orm him according to the im iti
but mutable tradition t
S»:f:a}l]so (t)l;gt of hlé OWn parents and that of theirs.”36 Ip hjs study of qur’ar}:?c,f
Ing in Cameroon, Renaud Santerre h i
cchooling ag s aereo™ e has written of the role of this
of total formation” of th i iali
o ooing 25 totz € person, which socializes
o l;llfcli in ((ii.lve?rs.e wz'iys.37 Similarly, Dale Eickelman trenchantly observes
- trm I1smplme in 'thf: course of learning the Quran js culturally regarded
an ntegral part of soc1z.1112atlon. .. . the discipline of Quranic memorization
n l11nt<;§;ral part of learning to be human and Muslim.”38
] .
giv.es ;ah?cssl)g;l(y 1 2;8;3;1 97;”), t.he great modern Egyptian educational reformer
’ Ing testtmony in his autobiograph ity of
qur’anic memorizing and recitation j i perience of e gty of
ltation in the earliest experi i
rural Egypy earnE 2K perience of the children of
ty years ago.3® The pict i is fi
o . . . picture he paints of his first
tion was still largely valid for most of the Islamic world untjl quite

ased on more secular models 40

Me . . yoe .
morization of thg Qur’an has traditionally been an accomplishment of
In Muslim communities, One of the most cherished
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can earn is that of hafiz (fem.. hafizah), one who “has by
ntire scripture. Sometimes the one who

ded the honor of being addressed
lete mastery of the entire text has
through further study, an

honorifics a Muslim
heart” (lit.: “preserves”, hafiza) the €
has learned the whole Qur’an is even accor
as shaykh, or «master”. Traditiodally, comp

been the necessary prerequisite to becoming,
accomplished religious scholar (‘alim; pl.: ‘ulama’) in any of the religious

sciences (it is, needless to $ay. a sine qua non for entry into serious study of
tajwid). Of those children who stay more than a few months or years in
school, some already manage this kind of mastery of scripture by the age of

ten or twelve, a few earlier. Even those who never truly control the entire text
nor aspire to become themselves schoolteachers or more advanced scholars ¢
can quote and recite subs ave studied for a long 4

tantial portions from it,if they h
time in the kuttab and, especially, beyond it. Certainly it is not unusual fora 4
“layperson” without advanced religious and legal education to be a hafiz or-
hafizah; one of my first Muslim Qur’an teachers, and a creditable hafiz, was a 3
chemist from Medina, Saudi Arabia. The most accomplished members of a
given local gathering of Qur’an reciters may not be professionals, nor even
very educated or literate persons.“1 .
At higher levels of education, knowledge of the Qur’an is essential and 4
presumed. The correct contextual application of its verses is an art that one 3
develops only over time, and its technical interpretation is a science that must ’;

be learned through laborious study.42 Among religious scholars, the inter
national language is not sO much Arabic qua Arabic as the classical qur’ani
Arabic, which is the ideal standard of Arabic literacy. The writing and th
speech of scholarship i text is based to a degree t

n the traditional Islamic con
we can hardly imagine on the vocabulary, phraseology, and diction of th
Arabic scripture. One

does not have to read long in Muslim texts nor liste
often to an ‘alim speak to discover how the ring of the qur’anic text cadence
the thinking, writing, and speaking of those who live with and by the Qur
Mastery of the Qur'anis a baseline for the scholar: Completely aside fro
knowledge of tajwid

_the ‘alim has 10 be able to quote and to recite from
Qur’an at will even to begin to hold his own among compatriots. 1t is by n§
means excessive 10 say

that Muslim scholarship is based t0 a significant eXiet \
upon acceptance of the Prophetic adage from
«knowledge shall not perish so long as the Qur'an is

the Hadith that claims ¢
recited.”3

Permeation of Communal Life
Anyone who has lived for a time in a Muslim society will have remarked &
the degree to which the lilting refrain of qur’anic recitation occupies @ pros
inent place in the public sphere, forming a significant part of the auditdy
“packground” of everyday life. The virtual omnipresence of the sound§
qur’anic cantillation has been, if anything, intensified by radio and O
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electronic media by comparison wi i
clectronie 1 . with earlier eras, although th i
sounds of ¢ 1\64 H;?i(::lasag:g rtnodsm technolr)gy in general haveg ﬂoo:ezot‘l?: zz?zﬁ
Ao o the mam fn )(/) (;\élrtr}: r;lda:s)iiirlstr?ction}sl unknown in an earlier day
el i the - ; s for whom the Qur’ani is
primar gietyﬂ;ﬁd tSJ;clfkground , there are also many othersQwhoa:lliCn Wt(():(tj .
S elemem"le to pr‘eserve the lilting strains of the chanted qur" s
2 prominen clemen in the foreground” of their lives. When I think ?n y
traitionalls ;nse ara}f)z‘l, Muslim friends in Damascus, my memories o? t’my
with them is andpth : e frorn the sound of the Qur’an - in their worshi t;1m'e
vy tha ti,e had,-t;,r stgecral effo‘rts to recite for me and each other Itpis s ef1 r
to say 1 [',’b[,d;;h] | at says, thg most excellent form of worshi a?lg
devotion [ tbadak] ame n%- my peqple is reciting the Qur’an,” has beenriak
In that most social anLZiS ol .
of fasting I Roomadin cornmunal o.f all Muslim religious events, the month
e Mus’] . e'mghts are ‘frlled with the sound of Qur’ﬁrl recitati
oo oo Po.wer”) lam interpretation }ras traditionally found in S. 96 ‘fz(l)ln
adr { The Power ,‘ 2 ;l:-:lg: Z(‘ilelszc‘;lptron o; the night in which th.e err’ér-l
was Hrst once, depending upon i
i Power.ol};):éeg‘./ h:’thi text reads: “Truly, We have sengt it ]()iowrtlh(fnrizzllfl?lla‘lllt‘
gt of Pomer 1 thteas hrevea]ed to you what the Night of Power is? 'Igh
s el Power 1s bet 3 than a thousand months. Peace! Until the br(;,ak' :
gy, most Somim (;snlatehs have been given to the “Night of Power” (la 1In .
(@ -dadh), most comm yft e 27th of Ramadan, but also variously an onz a:"
e odd numbered d 3/[.; o that month from the 21st onward. As a re)s’ult tlcl)
In general, recitaion of t;ls coun}_ed an especially auspicious time for recit" ;
o Eeneral, recitation e Qur’an has been strongly linked to the observa1 oo
e ,per;ona] andrvance that ranr(s‘ at the top of Muslim holy days ncg
the Qurr s i comrrrunal srgmfrcance. The basic recitative diviz}io:lm f
Durpose of eching o)rll gﬁrts 1’s’ sonretr’mss said to be designed especially for t}(:e
B ose of recting one. (fgrt ,or juz’, in each night of Ramadan.4> In practi
by amusually zoatous d'rrr shorter cycles ranging down everl to a single n'lct?,
i)urpose'% y zealow Ir{r:l (;\tf::lill;a(l)sf erl %lr]c()irrps I\:'/[ho]repair to the mosquesg for lt%u:
o T ian Muslim woman,
by hon fg ‘:tez:lclzrd h;l(;]hanrmad Ilyas (d. 1943), who not onlytllcleer\r:/ott:: rQof fl‘le
Ramaco or sl frgcrte the whole Qur’an plus ten “parts™ each d; ' é'm
ol e for  toral o o’rty complete recitations, or “completions” (khat d 'm'
ot , ing”) of the holy book during the sacred month Z\r/n:r;
Another popular form of ic tila i
both won .o‘ pubrrc tilawah is the group chanti i
popular dht'kj_sf:sr;?::,sd::]z‘;;z:i?s of the Sufi brothgrhoodtsmﬁrgs\sw(;f}lra:ﬁg
osques, especially tomb-mosques. Dhikr
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itself commonly begins or is woven into such sessions.48 [ have witnessed
one popular dhikr held each Friday after the evening prayer at the tomb in
Damascus of “Sidi Mahyiddin,” the great mystical thinker Muhyi’ I-Din Ibn
al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240). In this gathering, the men who crowd into the tomb
chamber to sit on the floor all join in a singsong recitation in popular dhikr
style, focusing at least in the first hour or so on favorite siirahs of the Qur'an.
In contrast to such group chanting is the session in which listeners and
reciters come together to hear the Qur’an recited by a series of individual
practitioners of tajwid. Cairo is especially well known for its varied forms of
this kind of event, which is called a magra’, or “recitation session” (from the  §
root Q-R-"). Most of these are associated with particular mosques and take
place regularly one or more times a week. The most prestigious are those at
places like the Imam Shafi‘i tomb-mosque and the Azhar University mosque,
but there are many smaller, more private, or local-mosque settings for the
magqra’ 49 Still another kind is the nadwah, or “gathering”, a listening session '
held often in private homes and attended by cognoscenti of the recitative art.50 §
In this latter type of session the musical aspects of recitation often receive
special attention, although it is never easy to distinguish the aesthetic from the
religious elements of Qur’an recitation and listening. Thanks to the works of
Nelson and Denny, we have interesting documentation of some of the inn
dynamics of varied magra’s in Cairo today. These studies point up the degree:
to which tilawah is at once a demanding art form, a popular entertainment, and
sometimes even a performing contest, as well as always an act of devotion an
piety and a formal part of the transmission of the Qur’an in its most perfe
possible form.5!

Permeation of Family and Personal Life

The foregoing reflects something of the variety of the ways in which theg
Qur’an's vocal presence in the Muslim community is felt; yet the active role
the Qur’an as spoken word among Muslims is still more pervasive than ever§
these examples from ritual, devotional, and public life can adequately conve
From birth to death, virtually every action a Muslim makes, not to mentiof
every solemn or festive event in his or her life, is potentially accompanied by}
spoken words of the Qur’an, whether these be entire recited passages Of
simply discrete qur’anic words or phrases that have passed into everyda;
usage. Such a qur’anic word may be the simple basmalah, “In the name ’5,
God, the Merciful, the Compassionate” (bism allah al-rahman al-rahim) th '
precedes countless daily acts such as drinking or eating, just as it precedes 2l
but one sirah of the Qur’an. It may be the words of S, 2.156, “Truly, we ar
God's and, truly, unto him we are returning,” which are uvttered as a statemess
of resignation to fate and recognition of God's power over and guidance of 2
earthly affairs. Alternatively, it may be the ubiquitous ma sha’ Hah (“whatev
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n : appr
tomb.>3 There is also the powerful sizrah of “Unity”, or “Purigfj”o;Chlels Za

thnch‘ eljlters int(? most prayers and forms the basis of countless litanies
‘c‘)de;;?alse% or the 't;mal two sitrahs, S. 113 and 114 (al-Mu ‘awwidhatan), that

1ver trom evil” and hence figure prominent] i i itation

. . Yy as talismanic ;
th;p;ayer {(or forgiveness in the final verses of S. 2, “The Cow” Zjl?ctzl;:rs(;ho)r
WRiCh are known as “the seals of the Ba, » an i ,
! ' qarah” and often are recited bef;

rg:;?tg to iki;ep"o]r the powerful and moving strains of S. 36, Ya Sin whicltl3 ;:z

€s at bunals, on the approach of death, and ’ TN

j ) e . , also on the “N

Quittance " (laylat a{-bara ah, a kind of Muslim All-Soul's Night wl:gll tl'(f)f
and death in the coming year and the deeds of the ’ 1
;(:e};ztiir:)gl] :(11 t}:: balance)i:“ These are but a sampling of those that could be

oo 35 anyone knows who is aware of how popular the
Ve‘l)'sf1 of S. 2L255 and the sitrah of “Light” (S. 24) also zra,repu o the Throne
today-%‘t N(I}:;fzrl:pz\ilfoof the Qur’an nearly nine hundred Yyears ago still holds
: : 101 cannot make it seem old and i
e : worn to those who recite
: presence of the rhythmic cadence of qur’anic 175
1§ everywhere evident in traditional and n Muslim, somen
1 . much of modern Muslj iety:
ove . m society:
e gjeet;(}zlcceh;/;s On among its people, stuff of their daily lives taking f())lr

a sacrament. For them these are not mere le ’
. tt

words, They are the twigs of the burning bush, aflame with God.”Sférs ormere
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