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Division
into
chapters
and verses

Qur’an 02 : A8 Galdl

The Quran (Arabic “reading,” “recitation”; often spelied
Koran), the holy book of Islim, regarded by belicvers as
the true word of God, was revealed to the Prophet Mu-
hammad and collected in book form after his death. It s
accepted as the earthly reproduction of an uncreated end
eternal heavenly original, according to the general view
referred to in the Qur'dn itself as “the well-presarved
tablet" (al-awh al-mehfdgr; Qurdan 75:22). The word
gur'dn is derived from the verb gara'a “to read,” “Io Te-
cite,” but there is probably also some connection with
Syriac gerydnd, “rcading,” used for the scriptural les-
sons in the Syrian Church, In the Qur'dn itself ihe word is
not used with reference to the book as a whole but only as
a term for separate revelations or for the divine revelation
in general. The Qur’an is held in high esteem as the ulti-
mate authority in all matters legal and religious and is
generally regarded as infallible in all respects. Its Arabic
language is thought to be unsurpassed in purity and beauty
and to represent the highest ideal of style. To imitate
the style of the Qur'in is a sacrilege.

FORM AND CONTENT |

' Form. Imlencth the Que'dn is approximately compara-
ble with the Mew Testament. For purposes of recitation
during the holy month of Ramadan it is divided inta 30
“portions” (juz’, plural ajzd’), one for each day of the
month. Tts main division, however, is into 114 chapters,
called siirahs, of very unequal length. With the exception
of the first siirah, the so-called fdtilah (“opening” of the
book), which is a short prayer, the sfirahis are arranged
roughly according fo length, sirak 2 being the longest
and the last two or threes the shortest. Because the longest
siirahs generally derive from the latter part of Muham-
mad's activity, the consequence of this arrangement is
that the oldest sdrahs are generally to be found toward
the end of the book and the youngest generally appesr at
its beginning.

In the accepted version now in use, cach sdral has a
heading containing the following glements: (1) a title,
which is usually derived from some conspicuous ward in
the sarah, such as “The Cow," “The Bee," "The Poets,”
but wsually not indicating the contenis of the whole chap-
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ter; (2) the barmalah; ie,, the formula ~In the name of
God, the Merciful, the Compassionate™; (3} an indication
of whether the sirah was revealed at Mecca or at Medina
and of the number of its verses; and finally (4) in some
cases one or more detached letters; e.g., £8° sin, (8" sin
mim, or alif Idm mTm, the meaning of which has not been
satisfactorily explained, though it is thought that they
might stand for abbreviated words, indicate certain col-
lections of rirehs, or have a magical significance.

The verses in the Qur'in are called dvak (plural dyar,
literally “signs”) and vary considerably in length. The
shortest verses generally occur in the earliest sirahs, in
which the style of Muhammad's revelation comes very
close to the rhymed prose (saf) used by the kdhins, or
soothsayers, of his time. As the verses get progressively
longer and more circumstantial, the thymes come fariher
and farther apart. There is also a change of linguistic
style: the earlier sirahs are characterized by short: sen-
tences, vivid expressions, and poetic force; and the later
ones become more and more detailed, complicated and, at
times, rather prosaic in outlook and language, As & result,
it is sometimes difficult 1o decide whether or not a rhyme
is intended to indicate the end of a verse; and consequent-
Iy, there are variations in the mumbering of verses (e.g.,
between the European editions long uwsed by Western
scholars and the official Egyptian edition that has now
replaced them in most scholarly works).

The Qur'an gererally appears as the speech of God, who
mostly speaks in the first person plural (“we™), When the
prophet Muhammad is speaking to his compatriots, his
words are introduced by the command, “Say,” thus em-
phasizing that he is speaking on divine injunction only, At
times the form is alse dramatic, bringing in objections by
Muhammad's opponents and answering them by coun-
ler-arguments. Marrative passages are mostly brief. Sto-
ries of prophets and biblical persons are often alluded 1o
as though they are known to the audience. The stress is
not on the narrative but on its didactic usss.

On closer analysis very few of the sirahs mrm ont to be
uniform in style or content. The longest text dealing with
one subject is sirah 12, which retells the story of Joseph,
adding to the biblical account a great many legendary
details, most of which seem to be drawn from Jewish
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Hey,, sources. Otherwise the longer sifrals are composed of

nan. several brief sections dealing with a variety of topics,

styl. © Thus the Qurin often gives the impression of having
been produced by a rather haphazard method of composi-
tion, an Impression that is further heightened by the fact
that certain favourite phrases such as "but God 5 forgiv-
ing, compassionate,” "God is knowing, wise," "most of
them know nothing” often have little or no connection
with the immediate context and seem to have been added
in order to produce a needed rhyme.

It is often emphasized that Muhammad brought to his
people “an Arabie Qur'in®; i.e., a book in the Arabs’ own
language comparable to the holy books of Judaism and
Christianity. Also the vocabulary of the Qur'in is over-
whelmingly of Arabic origin, but there are, nevertheless,
loan words, mostly from Hebrew and Syriac, bearing
witness to Muhammad's debt 1o Judaism and Christianity,
These loan wards are primarily technical terms such as
injil, “gospel” (Greek evangelion); taurdr, “the law, or
Torah” of Judaism: Ibifs, “the devil” [Greek diabolos);
or translations or adaptations of theological terms such as
amand, “to believe” (Hebrew or Aramaic); saldt, “prayer”
(probably Syriac). Such explanations ere usually regarded
with suspicion by Muslims, since orthodox doctrine is that
the lanpuage of the Qurtin is the purest Arabic,

Content. It is difficult 1o classify the contents of the
Cur'an, I the material is arranged chronologically, cer-
lain patterns appear since the predominant interest is
different in various periods.

God: His nature and desipn for creation.  The carliest
siirahs concentrate on God as the creator of the world,
whose beneficence should arouse the gratitude of man-
kind and who recompenses or punishes man according to
his attitudes toward him. References to the sudden ad-
vent of the last judgment and descriptions of the bliss of
paradise and the torment of hell complele the picture,
Strangely enough, there is no reference to the oneness of
Ciod in these early chapiers. Accordipg o onc tradition,
an one occasion Muhammad even acknowledged the rels-
tive authority of thres goddesses, al-Lae, Manét, and al-
“UJzzd, but later on abolished the passage in which 1his
reference occurred, There are also a few allusions to the
rituzl of prayer.
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