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Q. 19 (Sūrat Maryam) – an end-rhyming, and, by general consensus, middle to late
Meccan sura of 98 (or 99) verses – has been the subject of considerable exegetical
and scholarly attention. Besides commentary, naturally, in every tafsīr of the whole
Qur’an, Sura 19 has also beneﬁted from separate, individual treatment.1 It has been
the object of special attention by modern Western scholars, in particular those of
comparative religion and of Christianity, whose attention has centered largely on the
virtue and piety of Mary,2 on the miraculous nature of the birth of Jesus, on Jesus’
ministry, and on how Jesus’ time on Earth came to an end.3 In addition, Sura 19 is a
favourite of the interfaith community.4 Given this sustained and multivectored
scrutiny, it is remarkable how little analysis has been devoted to its lexicon. This
article is a contribution to the study of the lexicon of this sura, with a particular
emphasis on three features: rhyming end words, hapaxes, and repeating words and
roots, some of which occur in this sura alone.5
Some classical and medieval exegetes – among them Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606/
1209),6 Badr al-Dīn al-Zarkashī (d. 793–4/1391–2),7 Burhān al-Dīn al-Biqāʿī (d. 885/
1480)8 and Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505)9 – have looked at words, rhyme,
rhetoric, and the relationship between verses in the Qur’an generally. Modern authors
who have addressed lexical and lexico-stylistic features in particular suras refer to
resonance, assonance, referentiality and repetition.10 However, these scholars have
been guided principally by thematic considerations, by the desire to demonstrate
coherence in the Qur’an, and by interest in the macrostructure of suras rather than their
microstructure.11
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Parallelism and Macrostructure
Scholars have compared Sūrat Maryam to the Infancy Gospel of Thomas and to other
early Christian material;12 they have described the correspondences between Sura 19
and other Qur’anic accounts about Mary and Jesus in Suras 3 and 21;13 and they have
noted the similarities between the accounts of the births of John and of Jesus.14 That
parallelism – between the account of Zachariah/John at verses 2–15 and the account
of Mary/Jesus at verses 16–33 – is well known and frequently remarked upon.15
It is, in fact, difﬁcult for a reader of Sūrat Maryam – whether scholarly, liturgical or
lay – not to notice the similarities and parallels.16 Just as the miraculous birth and
righteous life of John the Baptist preﬁgure the miraculous birth and righteous life of
Jesus, so too the Qur’anic account of John preﬁgures the Qur’anic account of Jesus.
One has only to juxtapose the relevant Quranic verses to see the parallels, between
verses 8–9 and 20–1, for instance:17
‘My Lord, how can I have a son,’ he asked (qāla annā yakūna lī
ghulām), ‘when my wife is barren and I have become so old,
ungainly?’
9
‘It shall be so!’ he said (qāla ka-dhālika). ‘Your Lord says, “It is easy
for Me! (qāla rabbuka huwa ʿalayya hayyin). I created you before,
when you were nothing, with facility”.’
8

‘How can I have a son,’ she asked (qālat annā yakūna lī
ghulām), ‘when no man has touched me and I have not engaged in
harlotry!’
21
‘It shall be so!’ he said (qāla ka-dhālika). ‘Your Lord says, “It is
easy for Me! (qāla rabbuki huwa ʿalayya hayyin) – We shall
make him a Sign for people and a Mercy from Us”.’ This is a ﬁrm
decree.
20

or between verses 12–15 and 29–33:
We said, ‘John, hold fast to the Scripture,’ and We gave
him authority in his infancy (ṣabiyyā), 13and kindness, directly
from Us, and purity (zakātan). He had true piety, 14was devoted
to his parents (wa-barran bi-walidayhi), and was not one to
act overbearing, or with contumacy (wa-lam yakun jabbāran
ʿaṣiyyā).
15
Peace on him the day he was born (wa-salāmun ʿalayhi yawma
wulida), the day he died (wa-yawma yamūtu), and the day he is raised
alive assuredly (wa-yawma yubʿathu ḥayyā).
12

She just pointed to him. ‘How shall we address one in the cradle,’
they asked, ‘still in his infancy (ṣabiyyā)?’

29
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He spoke up – ‘I am the servant of God. He has given me Scripture
and Prophecy. 31He has made me blessed wherever I may be, charged
me, as long as I am alive, with Prayer and Charity (zakātan)
assuredly, 32made me devoted to my mother (wa-barran bi-walidatī),
not one to act overbearing, or with despondency (wa-lam yajʿalnī
jabbāran shaqiyyā).
33
Peace on me the day I was born (wa’l-salāmu ʿalayya yawma
wulidtu), the day I die (wa-yawma amūtu), and the day I am raised
alive, assuredly (wa-yawma ubʿathu ḥayyā).’
30

Indeed, by virtue of the fact that the themes of the two accounts are so similar18 – God
miraculously granting a child (who is also a prophet) to a pious individual – the
parallelism comes as no surprise. It is a parallelism that will also be recognisable to
anyone familiar with the accounts of the births of John and Jesus in the Gospel of
Luke and in the Diatessaron of Tatian.19
In Taʾammulāt fī Sūrat Maryam (‘Reﬂections on Sūrat Maryam’), a 1978 study of Q.
19, Ḥasan Bā Jūdah argues for the sura’s bipartite structure, one part up to verse 58,
and the second part up to the end of the sura (verse 98).20 This is also ʿAbd al-Mutaʿāl
al-Ṣaʿīdī’s taxonomy in al-Naẓm al-fannī fī’l-Qurʾān (‘The Artistic Organisation of
the Qur’an’), though in his breakdown the prostration verse (Q. 19:58) is pivotal,
making of it an axis, narratively, liturgically and physically as it were.21 Others who
propose a bipartite structure see the break at verse 65, with a largely narrative ﬁrst part
up to that point, including a polemical interlude at verses 34–40, and a second
polemical part from verses 66 to 98. Many regard the prostration verse, and also verse
71, as a Medinan addition to the sura, though some soundly reject this.22 Neal
Robinson describes some of the parallels across the sura’s parts as follows, though for
him it is not quite bipartite:23
The polemical section is intimately related to the narrative. For
instance, the criticism of those who deny the resurrection has its
counterpart in the references to the day when John and Jesus will be
raised alive (vv. 34–40 and 88–95, cf. vv. 15 and 33); similarly, there
is an implicit contrast between those relying on wealth, posterity
and other gods and the model behavior of Abraham (vv. 72–87, cf. vv.
41–50).
Three scholars have published taxonomies of Sura 19’s macrostructure,
Angelika Neuwirth, Neal Robinson and Bilal Gökkir. In her 1981 Studien zur
Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (‘Study of the Composition of the Meccan

28

Journal of Qur’anic Studies

Suras’), revised and reissued in 2007, Neuwirth produces the following detailed
breakdown:24
[LENGTH OF

[RANGE]

[CONTENT]

SUBDIVISIONS]

14

1
4
5
4

[1
[2
[ 3–6
[ 7–11
[ 12–15

6 [ 16–21
64
18

25

5 [ 22–26
3 [ 27–29
4 [ 30–33
3 [ 34–36

7
4 [ 37–40

10
25
15

6
4
3
2
2
2
4
2

[
[
[
[
[
[
[
[

41–46
47–50
51–53
54–55
56–57
58–59
60–63
64–65

6 [ 66–71
9

32

1 [ 72
2 [ 73–74
9 [ 75–82
(75 = 2 V.)

I Accounts
A Zachariah
[Fawātiḥ Letters]
Introductory formula
Zachariah’s prayer
Promise and signs
Kitāb (‘Scripture’) and other
blessings of John, blessing formulas
B Mary
a. Annunciation to Mary by messenger,
announcement of a boy
Birth
Signs from the boy before the people
Kitāb (‘Scripture’) and other blessings of the boy;
blessing formulas
b. Polemic against the doctrine of God’s begetting
of Jesus;
Challenge for the exclusive worship of God
Sectarianism, unbelief; Prophet’s address; warning
of Judgement
C Abraham and other envoys
a. Abraham’s conﬂict with his father and his people
Turning away from the people; progeny; blessings
b. Moses, his calling, the joint calling of Aaron
Ishmael
Idrīs
Later pious folk/those equivocal toward revelation
Reward for the pious: janna (‘heaven’)
Address of the angels
II Polemic, Conﬁrmation of Revelation
a. Doubt about Resurrection; announcement of
punishments
Salvation of the pious
Mockery of the deniers; recollection of ihlāk
(‘destruction’)
b. Response to the challenge of the deniers’ speech
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5 [ 83–87
6 [ 88–95
(88/89 = 1 V.)
(91/92 = 1 V.)
1 [ 96
2 [ 97–98
c.

29

Preparation of punishment
walad Allāh (‘children of God’) polemic, the
doctrine of God’s threat of punishment

Derogation
Conﬁrmation of the Qur’an, Reminder of ihlāk
(‘destruction’)

Although the above has necessitated some ﬁnessing – a defensible (and supported by
tradition) disaggregation of verses 75 into two verses, yielding maddā as a ryhme for
verse 75a; and a plausible aggregation of verses 88/89, and 91/92 – it does show with
clarity the careful structuring of the sura. Neuwirth’s breakdown approximates the
ﬁve-part breakdown proposed by Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī.25
In his 1996 Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text,
Neal Robinson breaks down Sura 19 a little differently:26
[RANGE]

[CONTENT]

Narrative {v. 1 -ād, vv. 2–33, 41–63, -ā}
1–2
Detached letters and narrative introduction
3–15
Narrative: Zachariah and John
16–33
Narrative: Mary and Jesus
Polemical interlude {–ūn/īm/īn}
34–40 Against belief that God has taken a son
41–50
51–53
54–55
56–57
58
59
60–63

Narrative: Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
Narrative: Moses and Aaron
Narrative: Ishmael
Narrative: Idrīs
Summary: the prophets and response of the guided
Sequel: those who followed them and were corrupt
Exception: those destined for Paradise

Messenger {-ā}
64–65
Angelic discourse
Polemic {-ā}
66–76
Against those who deny the Resurrection
77–87
Against reliance on wealth, posterity, and other gods
88–95
Against belief that God has taken a son
96
Those who believe and do good works
Messenger {-ā}
97
Instructions concerning revelation
98
Rhetorical question

[LENGTH OF
SUBDIVISION]

{ 33 verses

{ 7 verses

{ 23 verses

{ 2 verses

{ 31 verses

{ 2 verses
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And in a 2006 article, Bilal Gökkir describes Sura 19 as having a symmetrical
bipartite structure, essentially a tabulated reprisal of the breakdown proposed by
Ṣaʿīdī, if in greater detail, as follows:27
[RANGE] [CONTENT]
I. Narrative Part (2–58)
2–15
1. Zachariah-John
16–40
2. Mary-Jesus
2.1 Mary and the birth of Jesus (16–33)
2.2 Criticism of some beliefs about
Jesus (34–40)
41–50
3. Abraham (his father, Isaac and Jacob)
51–53
4. Moses-Aaron
54–55
5. Ishmael
56–57
6. Idris (~Enoch)
7. Concluding verse for Part 1, mention of
Adam and Noah (58) and transition to
critisism and preaching
II. Polemic Part (59–98)
59–63
1. Following generations
2. Those who neglect prayers and follow
lusts meet deception (59)
3. Those who repent and embrace the
faith and righteousness will go to the
Garden of Eden (60–63)
64–65
4. Interruption with words from the angels
66–72
5. Polemical criticism of the deniers of
the Resurrection
73–80
6. Polemical criticism of the arrogance
of the deniers toward believers
6.1 Arrogance with position and arm
[sic] (73–76)
6.2 Arrogance with wealth
and children (77–80)
81–87
7. Polemical criticism of having gods
other than God
88–95
8. Polemical criticism of claim
that God has a son [sic]
96–98
9. Concluding verses for Part II
9.1 Believers (96)
9.2 Emphasis on revelation/the
Qur’an (97)
9.3 Generations destroyed for
their sins (98)

[LENGTH OF SUBDIVISION]

{ 57 verses

{ 1 verse

{ 40 verses
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Although repetition is implicit in all three of these breakdowns of Q. 19, none of them
make lexical echoes and repetition in the sura explicit. And all three scholars are
ultimately interested in proving that the sura exhibits coherence and thematic unity.28
Repetition
Ḥasan Bā Jūdah devotes a section of his study of Sura 19 to ‘The Phenomenon of
Acoustic Harmony in Sūrat Maryam’ (‘zāhirāt al-talāʾum al-ṣawtī li-Sūrat
̇
Maryam’).29 In the subsection, ‘Shared Elements Between the Two Parts of the
Sura’ (‘al-Simāt al-mushtaraka bayn qismay al-sūra’), he speciﬁcally describes
repetition (zāhirāt al-takrār) in the sura. He devotes some 200 pages to an analysis of
̇
the sura, but his discussion of repetition in it is conﬁned largely to the verbatim and
near-verbatim recurrence of phrases and words repeated in close proximity, citing
such repetitions as kallā in verses 79 and 87, mā in verses 79 and 80, walad in verses
88, 91 and 92, and aḥsan in 73 and 74.30 While he does mention the use of nādā and
its cognate nidāʾ within verse 2, he makes no reference to verse 24, where nādā
recurs.31
Gökkir, for his part, identiﬁes ‘recurring locutions’ in his study, citing duʿā (‘calling’)
and shaqiyyā (‘despondency’) in verses 4 and 48, ṣiddīqan nabiyyan (he was truthful,
and given Prophecy) in verses 41 and 56, khalaqtuka min qablu wa-lam taku shayʾan
and annā khalaqnāhu min qablu wa-lam yaku shayʾan (… I created you before, when
you were nothing, with facility, and, that We created it before, when it was nothing,
with facility?) in verses 9 and 67, taqiyyā (‘true piety’) in verses 13, 18 and 63, and the
frequency of al-raḥmān (‘Lord of Mercy’), especially late in the sura.32 But the
examples he provides are few, and are really only cited in order to underscore the
thesis that the sura ‘exhibits a thematic unity’ and that it is bipartite: ‘recurring lexical
items are shared between the narrative and polemic part [sic] that in this way
linguistically establish verbal link between two formal parts of the sura’.33 Gökkir
does not link his taxonomy to the sura’s rhyme scheme, averring that ‘it is hard to
establish a literary relation between subject matter and ryhme use of the sura’.34
The most thorough treatment of repetition in Sura 19 (and of Sura 19 generally) is to
be found in a ﬁne 2006 study by Muḥammad al-Ḥasnāwī of the rhetorical aesthetics of
four suras, viz. Q. 17 (Sūrat al-Isrāʾ), Q. 18 (Sūrat al-Kahf), Q. 19 (Sūrat Maryam)
and Q. 20 (Sūrat Ṭāhā).35 As might be expected, al-Ḥasnāwī points out many
rhetorically and aesthetically motivated repetitions, with a special focus on rhyming
end words.36 He describes the recurrence of the expressions yā abati in verses 43–5,
and wa’dhkur in verses 16, 41, 51, 54 and 56, as a function of insistent beseeching, for
instance.37 He points out the repeated wa- conjunction and verbal clauses in verse
15.38 He understands the pervasiveness of raḥma (‘compassion, grace, mercy’) (in
four places) and of al-raḥmān (‘the Compassionate, the Lord of Mercy’) (in sixteen
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places39), as reﬂective of the pervasiveness of God’s mercy;40 the frequency of rabb
(‘Lord’) (22 times) and the ʿa–b–d (‘servant’, ‘slave’, ‘worshipper’) root (twelve
times), as connected to the sura’s central theme, namely monotheistic belief (al-tawḥīd
fī’l-ʿaqīda);41 and the recurrence of the w–l–d root (nine times) as a way of
underscoring the untenability of the claim that God has any offspring.42 Al-Ḥasnāwī
also provides word counts of certain repeated words, which, in his view, appear in
greater number than is normally to be expected: the j–ʿ–l root (six times); ḥayy (four
times); salām, shaqiyy, walad, shayʾ, yarithu (three times each); fard, ʿahd, madd,
baghiyy, ṣabiyy, wālid, taqiyy, ātī (twice each); and a cluster of words with sonorous
fatḥa (‘a’) vowels, citing kāna, maddā, ḥattā, yūʿadūna, al-sāʿa, al-ʿadhāb, fa-sayaʿlamūna, huwa, makānā and jundā.43 He also shows that words are often deployed
in different rhetorical and stylistic situations, such as al-raḥmān in a disapproving
locution in verse 88 (‘and they say the Lord of Mercy has taken a descendant!’), and
in an honouring locution in verse 96 (but to those who believe and perform righteous
deeds, the Lord of Mercy will give love abundant).44
Al-Ḥasnāwī’s numerous observations about how meaning inheres in the Qur’an’s word
choices, what he aptly calls the Qur’an’s rhetorical aesthetics, are valuable indeed.
But although he differentiates a good number of the particular instances of repetition
in the sura, he does not discuss these in any detail.45 To take an example from the
verses quoted further above, whereas John is described in the sura as not being
jabbār ʿaṣiyy (verse 14), Jesus is described as not being jabbār shaqiyy (verse 32).
The two prophets share the ﬁrst characterisation, not being jabbār (‘overbearing’,
‘overweening’, ‘domineering’), but they are differentiated in the second: John is
not ʿaṣiyy (‘rebellious’, ‘disobedient’, ‘contumacious’), whereas Jesus is not shaqiyy
(‘graceless’, ‘wretched’, ‘despondent’).46 Now, previous scholars have pointed out
the repetition and the difference, and al-Ḥasnāwī does record shaqiyy as occurring three
times in the sura, but nothing is then made of this information. Why is jabbār re-used,
but not ʿaṣiyy? Why is shaqiyy used in the second instance, and what are its other two
uses? Might these other uses shed light on its use here? To take another example from
the same passage, in verse 13 zakāt is an attribute of John, deriving directly from God,
meaning something like ‘purity’, but in verse 21, the same word is used to describe one
of Jesus’ obligations, where it means ‘charity’; and zakiyya, from the same root (z–k–
y), is used in verse 19 again in the meaning of ‘pure’. As these few examples show, the
differences within the parallelisms can be important rhetorically, and are deserving of
scrutiny. Signiﬁcant also are echoes in less obvious places, in verses 3 and 24, for
example, with the recurrence of the verb nādā (‘to call upon’):
3

when he called (nādā) to his Lord, calling (nidāʾan) secretly

Then he called to her (nādāhā) from below, ‘Do not despair.
Your Lord has placed beneath you a stream ﬂowing freely.’

24
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As I hope the foregoing has made clear, in order to better discern a sura’s rhetorical
structure one needs to know how all the words in that sura are deployed. Only with
such a comprehensive lexicon are we in a position to see in detail and in relief how the
entire sura operates lexically, acoustically and rhetorically.
Word List for Sūrat Maryam
I offer below a word list47, divided into three tables: the ﬁrst catalogues, alphabetically
by root, all words except particles, prepositions, pronouns and proper nouns; particles,
prepositions and pronouns appear in the second table; and proper nouns appear in the
third table. Note that in the ﬁrst table, the presence of a marker < § > in column 4
indicates that the item in question is a rhyming end word; in column 5, an asterisk
< * > denotes a strict hapax, i.e. a word (and root) occurring in a solitary instance
in the Qur’an and that has no known cognate in another Semitic language (e.g.
rikzā48). A hash < # > denotes a form-hapax, i.e. a word that appears in that
morphological form only once: there are many of these in Sura 19, e.g. maʾtiyyā,
where the root ʾ–t–y is common, but where the morphological form is unique. A carot
< ^ > denotes an isolate, i.e. a word or form that occurs in only one sura (or
stylistic cluster), e.g. taqiyyā. A rarity, tabulated separately, denotes a root that
occurs between two and four times in the Qur’an, corresponding to hapax dis, tris
or tetrakis legomena (e.g. athāth). Note that I indicate full inﬂection unless a
word appears more than once with different inﬂections; and that every rhyme word
is listed, even when it is repeated, and is transliterated to show its pausal
pronunciation.
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Particles, Prepositions, Pronouns
(Alphabetically in English, by Transliteration)
a-

46, 66, 67, 77, 78, 83

alladhī

34, 77

allatī

61, 63

alladhīna

37, 58, 70, 72, 73 (x3), 76, 96

ʿalā-

9, 11, 15, 21, 25, 33, 47, 58 (x2), 69, 71, 73, 82, 83, 84

am

78

an
allā (an-lā)

11, 35, 45
10, 24, 48, 91, 92

ʿan-

42, 46

anā

19

annā

8, 20

anna-

66, 67, 83

anta

46

aw

98

ayna-mā

31

ayy–
ayyu

69
73

baʿda–

59

baynbayna

37 (x2), 65
64 (x2)

bi-

4, 7, 12, 14, 18, 22, 25, 27, 31, 32, 61, 64, 70
(x2), 77, 82, 97 (x3)

dhālika
for ka-dhālika, see below

34, 64

dūndūni

17
48, 49, 81

fa-

5, 11 (x2), 17 (x2), 22 (x2), 23, 24, 26 (x4), 27, 29, 35,
36, 37 (x2), 43, 49, 59 (x2), 60, 65, 68, 75 (x2), 77, 84, 97

fī

16, 29, 34, 38, 39, 41, 51, 54, 56, 62 (x2), 72, 75, 93

hādhā

23, 36

hal

65, 98
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Particles, Prepositions, Pronouns
(Alphabetically in English, by Transliteration)
ḥattā

75

ḥawla

68

hum

39, 70, 74

huwa

9, 21, 75

idh

3, 16, 39

idhā

35, 42, 58, 66, 73, 75

ilā-

11, 17 (x2), 23, 25, 29, 40, 85, 86

illā

60, 62, 64, 71, 87, 93

immā

26, 75 (x2)

in

18, 46, 71, 93

ʿinda–

55, 76, 78, 87

inna-

4, 5, 7, 18, 26, 30, 36, 40, 41, 43, 44, 45, 47,
51, 54, 56, 61, 96

inna-mā

19, 35, 84, 97

ka-dhālika

9, 21

kallā

79, 82

kam

74, 98

kayfa

29

la-

46 (x2), 66, 68 (x2), 69, 70, 77

lā

24, 39, 42 (x2), 43, 44, 60, 62, 67, 84, 87

(min) ladun-

5, 13

lākin

38

lam

4, 7, 9, 13, 14, 20 (x2), 26, 32, 46, 67, 83

lammā

49

lan

26

laytanī
li-

5, 7, 8, 10, 17, 19, 20, 21, 26, 35 (x2), 37, 42, 44,
45, 47, 49, 50 (x2), 53, 62, 64, 65 (x2), 73, 75, 79,
81, 84, 91, 92, 96, 98

li- [ + subj.]

19, 21, 75, 81, 97
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Particles, Prepositions, Pronouns
(Alphabetically in English, by Transliteration)
li-ma

42

mā

28 (x2), 31, 34, 42, 43 (x2), 48 (x2), 49, 64 (x5),
65, 66, 75, 78, 80, 92

maʿa

58

man

29, 40, 60, 63, 75 (x2), 87, 93

min-

4, 5 (x2), 6, 8, 11, 13, 16, 17, 18, 21, 24, 26, 35, 37 (x2), 45,
49, 58 (x3), 59, 63, 69, 71, 74, 79, 81, 90, 98 (x3)
58 (x2)

mimman
la-qad: see qad
naḥnu

40, 70

qablamin qablu

23, 74, 98
7, 9, 67

qad
la-qad

8, 9, 24, 43
27, 89, 94

sa
sawfa

47, 96
59

taḥta

24 (x2)

thumma

68, 69, 70, 72

tilka

63

ūlāʾika

58

wa-

4 (x2), 5 (x2), 6 (x2), 8 (x2), 9 (x2), 11, 12, 13 (x3),
14 (x2), 15 (x3), 16, 20 (x2), 21 (x3), 23, 25, 26 (x2),
28, 30, 31 (x3), 32 (x2), 33 (x3), 36 (x2), 38, 39 (x3),
40 (x2), 41, 42 (x2), 46, 48 (x3), 49 (x2), 50 (x2), 51
(x2), 52 (x2), 53, 54 (x2), 55 (x3), 56, 57, 58 (x5), 60
(x3), 62, 64 (x4), 65, 66, 67 (x2), 68 (x2), 71, 72, 73
(x2), 74 (x2), 75 (x2), 76 (x3), 77 (x2), 78, 80 (x2), 81,
82, 86, 88, 90 (x2), 92, 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98

yā

7, 12, 23, 27, 28, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46

(min) wārāʾ

5
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Proper Nouns
(Alphabetically in Arabic)

Verses

Ādam

58

Allāh

30, 35, 36, 48, 49, 58, 76, 81

Ibrāhīm

41
58

Idrīs

56

Isḥāq

49

Isrāʾīl

58

Ismāʿīl

54

Jahannam

68, 86

al-Janna

60, 63

al-Shayṭān

44 (x2), 45

(Yawm) al-ḥasrati

39

ʿAdn

61

ʿĪsā

34

Maryam

16, 27, 34

Mūsā

51

Nūḥ

58

(Yawm) al-Qiyāmati

95

Hārūn

28, 53

Yāḥyā

7, 12

Yāʿqūb

6, 49

Zakariyyā
Zakariyyā

2
7

Rhyme

(§)

§

It is my hope that maximal use will be made of the above catalogue by scholars.
Analysis of word deployment in the sura will contribute to a better understanding of
the sura’s rhetorical structure; and in conjunction with catalogues of words in other
suras – work that, admittedly, remains to be undertaken49 – it will also then be
possible to discuss the rhetorical structure of clusters of suras and of the Qur’an as a
whole. A great deal of attention has been – and continues to be – paid to the history
of the Qur’an’s composition; careful study of its building blocks should put scholars
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in a better position to tell the story of its composition, a project championed by Ḍiyāʾ
al-Dīn b. al-Athīr (d. 637/1239) and others. In what follows, I shall brieﬂy explore
rhyme words, hapax words, lexical echoing, and the implications all of these have on
translation.
Rhyme
For Angelika Neuwirth and Neal Robinson, as we have seen, two Western scholars
who have subjected Sura 19 to considerable structural scrutiny, rhyme is of paramount
importance.50 In Neuwirth’s analysis of Meccan suras (her corpus), the deﬁning
elements are rhyme and, especially, stress on rhyme words.51 She makes this explicit
in her summary breakdown:52
[RANGE, RHYME]

[CONTENT]

[LENGTH OF
SUBDIVISION]

2–33
3yyā

IA
IBa

2–15
16–33

Narrative: Zakariyyā
Narrative: Maryam

34–40
2n/m

IBb

34–40

Polemic re: ʿĪsā

41–74

ICa

41–50

Narrative: Ibrāhīm

3yyā

ICb
IIa

51–65
66–74

Narrative: later emissaries
Polemic re: Resurrection

75–98

IIb

75a,b–96

3(C)d/zā

IIc

97–98

Transition, Polemic re:
walad Allāh
Conclusion

32

(14)
(13)

7

33

(10)
(15)
(9)

24

22
2

Robinson was explicit in his breakdown too (cited earlier), noting, unsurprisingly, that
‘the narrative is tailored to meet the exigences of rhyme’.53
Rhyme is without doubt a crucial aspect of the structure of suras generally, a fact that,
regrettably, has not sufﬁciently informed scholarship on the Qur’an.54 Rhyme’s
insistent auditory, cantatory, and even visual, presence, as well as its rhetorical
productivity, is certainly difﬁcult to deny. As much as 85% of the Qur’an is in sajʿ
rhyme; in the case of Sura 19, that ﬁgure is 99%. In her catalogue of Qur’anic rhymes,
Friedrun Müller characterises Sura 19’s rhyme structure as follows, though sensu
strictu hers is a list of the ﬁnal rhyming sound, rather than rhyming syllable (maqṭaʿ,
pl. maqāṭiʿ), or rhyming end word (fāṣila, pl. fawāṣil), in each verse:55
[VERSES]
1
2–6

[RHYME SOUND]
â
an (ā)
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[VERSES]
7
8–34
35–6
37–8
39
40–1
42–98

[RHYME SOUND]
ā
an (ā)
ūn
īm
īn
ūn
an (ā)

A more accurate description of the rhyme scheme would take into account the
consonantal features of the rhyme, as follows (with number of occurrences of each
ryhme type in parentheses):
-ād

-yā

-yā

-dā

-zā

-ād (1)

-iyyā/-iʾyā (58)

-ūn (4)

-dā (8)

-zzā (2)

-ayyā/-ayʾā (9)

-īm (2)

-ddā (9)

zā (1)

-īn (1)

-adā (4)

But even this scheme only gives us a partial picture – a better starting point
for looking at the role of rhyme words in Sura 19 must surely be the words
themselves.
In the list of rhyming end words that follows, the superscripted initial
numeral indicates the verse number. The absence of a subscripted numeral means
that the rhyme word is the lone example in this sura; if it is also underlined, it is a
kind of hapax; a capitalised hapax distinguishes it as a strict hapax legomenon. If
a word does have a subscripted numeral following it, this indicates the incidence
of that rhyme word in the sura.56 Note that I have placed the words in such a way
that they appear in repeating or non-repeating clusters. There is evidently a great
deal going on lexically in Sura 19, both qualitatively and quantitatively. Qualitatively,
the rhymes –yyā and aCCā (where C represents a consonant) are infrequent in
the Qur’an. Quantitatively, of the 98 end words, 54 are repeats and 44 are non-repeats;
20 discrete words account for the 54 repeats: 13 are repeated twice, 3 are
repeated thrice, 3 are repeated four times, and 1 is repeated seven times. The
total number of different rhyming end words is therefore 67 (the so-called
‘mysterious’ letters (properly, ‘introductory letters’ (fawātiḥ)), kāf–hāʾ–yā–ʿayn–
ṣād, being the lone non-rhyming ‘word’ in the sura).57 Of those 67 rhyming end
words, 36 (11 out of 20 repeats, and 28 out of 44 non-repeats) – over 50% – are some
kind of hapax.
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Rhyme Words in Sūrat Maryam
1
Kāf–hāʾ–yāʾ–ʿayn–ṣād
2
Zakariyyā
3
khaﬁyyā
4
shaqiyyā1 – 5waliyyā1
6
raḍiyyā
7
8
9
10
samiyyā1 – ʿitiyyā1 – shayʾā1 – sawiyyā1 – 11ʿashiyyā1 – 12ṣabiyyā1 – 13taqiyyā1
14
ʿaṣiyyā1 – 15ḥayyā1
16
sharqiyyā
17
sawiyyā2 – 18taqiyyā2
19
zakiyyā
20
baghiyyā1 – 21maqḍiyyā1–
23
nasyan manṣiyyā – 24sariyyā – 25janiyyā – 26insiyyā – 27fariyyā
28
baghiyyā2 – 29ṣabiyyā2 – 30nabiyyā1 – 31ḥayyā2 – 32shaqiyyā2 – 33ḥayyā3
35
fa-yakūn – 36mustaqīm – 37ʿaẓīm – 38mubīn – 39lā-yuʾminūn – 40yurjaʿūn
41
nabiyyā2 – 42shayʾā2 – 43sawiyyā3 – 44‘aṣiyyā2 –45waliyyā2
46
maliyyā – 47ḥaﬁyyā
48
49
shaqiyyā3 – nabiyyā3 – 50ʿaliyyā1 – 51nabiyyā4
52
najiyyā
53
nabiyyā5 – 54nabiyyā6
55
marḍiyyā–
56
nabiyyā7 – 57ʿaliyyā2 –
58
bukiyyā – 59ghayyā –
60
shayʾā3–
61
maʾtiyyā –
62
ʿashiyyā2 – 63taqiyyā3 –
64
nasiyyā –
65
66
samiyyā2 – ḥayyā4 – 67shayʾā4 – 68jithiyyā2 – 69ʿitiyyā2
70
ṣiliyyā
71
maqḍiyyā2 – 72jithiyyā2
73
nadiyyā – 74riʾyā
75
jundā – 76maraddā
77
waladā4 –78ʿahdā2
79
maddā
80
fardā2
82
81
ʿizzā – ḍIDDĀ – 83AZZĀ
84
ʿaddā2
85

WAFDĀ

wirdā –
87
ʿahdā2 – 88waladā4
86

89
90

IDDĀ

HADDĀ

waladā4 –

91

92

waladā4

53
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ʿabdā
ʿaddā2 – 95fardā2
96
wuddā
97
luddā
98
RIKZĀ §
93

94

The non-repeating rhyming end words (with type of hapax indicated, where
applicable) are as follows:
Non-repeating Rhyme Words in Sūrat Maryam
Strict hapax
Form-hapax
1
kāf–hāʾ–yāʾ–ʿayn–ṣād
*
2
Zakariyyā
3
khaﬁyyā
6
raḍiyyā
*
16
sharqiyyā
19
zakiyyā
22
qaṣiyyā
*
23
nasyan manṣiyyā
**
24
sariyyā
*
25
janiyyā
*
26
insiyyā
*
27
fariyyā
34
yamtarūn
35
fa-yakūn
36
mustaqīm
37
ʿazīm
̇
38
mubīn
39
lā-yuʾminūn
40
yurjaʾūn
46
maliyyā
*
47
ḥaﬁyyā
52
najiyyā
55
marḍiyyā
56
bukiyyā
*
59
ghayyā
61
maʾtiyyā
64
nasiyyā
*
70
ṣiliyyā
*
73
nadiyyā
*
74
riʾyā
*
75
jundā
76
maraddā

Rarity
*
*
*
*

*

*
*
*
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Non-repeating Rhyme Words in Sūrat Maryam
Strict hapax
Form-hapax

55

Rarity

79

maddā
81
ʿizzā
82
83
85
86
89
90

ḌIDDĀ

*

AZZĀ
WAFDĀ

*
*
*

wirdā
IDDĀ

*

HADDĀ

ʿabdā
wuddā
97
luddā
98
RIKZĀ §

*
*

93
96

*
*

*

*

As suggested (and tabulated) above, of special rhetorical interest are words that occur
only in Sūrat Maryam, namely strict hapaxes. There are ten such words:
Verse
1
4
23
71
82
83
85
89
90
98

Hapax
k–h–y–ʿ–ṣ
ishtaʿala
al-makhāḍ
ḥatman
ḍiddan
taʾuzzuhumʾazzan
wafdan
iddan
haddan
rikzan

Ten strict hapaxes in a sura of 98 verses is not an especially high proportion: Sura 56,
which is of comparable length (96 verses), has nine hapaxes. But there are two further
considerations that come into play in the case of Sura 19. The ﬁrst is that this sura’s
very ﬁrst and very last words are both hapaxes, viz. k–h–y–ʿ–ṣ (verse 1) and rikzā
(verse 98) – Sura 19 is the only sura in which this is the case. Fawātiḥ-letters appear
at the beginning of 29 suras, and ten of those instances are hapaxes, but in every case
the letter or letters appear in other clusters – except Sura 19, which has the lone
instance of a kāf (k), and Sura 68, which is the lone instance of a (solitary) nūn (n).
The difference between Suras 19 and 68, however, is that in the latter, the nūn sets the
rhyme for the sura, as is the case with most of the fawātiḥ, but k–h–y–ʿ–ṣ does not
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rhyme with what follows. The opening rhyme of Sura 19, as we have seen, is –iyyā, a
rhyme that is, moreover, unique in the Qur’an.
The second consideration is the clustering of rhyme word hapaxes at the end of the
sura, unusual in a longer sura (but not uncommon with the shorter Meccan suras). Of
the suras with which Sura 19 was compared for hapax incidence, only Sura 20
(perhaps unsurprisingly given its other similarities and proximity to Sura 19) exhibits
this end-clustering of hapax rhyming end words, if less pronouncedly. I have
elsewhere suggested that hapaxes appear to make an appearance in speciﬁc contexts,
describing the wondrous or dreadful, for instance, and at points where the attention of
the auditor and reader is being drawn to the point being made. For this surmise to be
shown to be true, one would have to compare the incidence of hapaxes in wondrous
contexts to the non-incidence of hapaxes in wondrous contexts, but I believe that
the high number of isolates and rarities in Sura 19 shows that the entire sura is worthy
of special rhetorical consideration. This is no doubt connected to the fact that the
sura describes the births of John and Jesus and Jesus’ life, which it deems wondrous,
and the fact that it is objecting to the claim that God has offspring, a claim it
deems abhorrent. The refutation of this last claim beneﬁts from the deployment of ﬁve
out of the ten hapaxes,58 as follows (with corresponding English translation
highlighted):
They have taken gods – rather than God – in order to be
strengthened by their powers.
82
No indeed! Those gods will reject their worship and become their
opponents.
83
Have you not considered how We sent devils against the disbelievers
urging them into errors?
84
So do not make haste against them – regarding them, We keep close
count.
85
The day we round up the pious for the Lord of Mercy as a
contingent,
…
89
You assert a thing abhorrent, 90almost causing the heavens to tear
apart and the mountains to fall down ruined – 91because they have
attributed to the Lord of Mercy a descendant!
81

As for the sura overall, it beneﬁts from the deployment of numerous isolates, rarities
and form-hapaxes, many, as we have already seen, as end words. If we expect to see
words such as nabiyyā (‘prophet’, in my translation ‘prophecy’) or ʿashiyyā
(‘nightly’) repeated in overtly parallel contexts, far more interesting, rhetorically, are
words that are repeated in apparently different contexts – that is, contexts that appear
to be different, but which are rendered similar, rhetorically and narratively, by the very
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echo word. Here is a list of the repeating rhyming end words in the sura, again, with
the type of hapax indicated, where applicable (and followed by a discussion of ﬁve
illustrative words):
Repeating Rhyme Words in Sūrat Maryam
Form-hapax
Isolate
4
shaqiyyā – 32shaqiyyā – 48shaqiyyā
*
5
waliyyā – 45waliyyā
7
samiyyā – 65samiyyā
*
8
69
ʿitiyyā – ʿitiyyā
*
*
9
shayʾā – 42shayʾā – 60shayʾā – 67shayʾā
10
sawiyyā – 17sawiyyā – 43sawiyyā
*
11
ʿashiyyā – 62ʿashiyyā
12
ṣabiyyā – 29ṣabiyyā
*
13
taqiyyā – 18taqiyyā – 63taqiyyā
*
14
ʿaṣiyyā – 44ʿaṣiyyā
*
*
15
ḥayyā – 31ḥayyā – 33ḥayyā – 66ḥayyā
20
baghiyyā – 28baghiyyā
*
*
21
maqḍiyyā 71maqḍiyyā
*
*
30
nabiyyā – 41nabiyyā – 49nabiyyā
51
nabiyyā– 53nabiyyā – 54nabiyyā – 56nabiyyā
50
ʿaliyyā – 57ʿaliyyā
68
jithiyyā – 72jithiyyā
*
*
77
waladā – 88waladā – 91waladā – 92waladā
78
ʿahdā – 87ʿahdā
80
fardā – 95fardā
84
ʿaddā – 94ʿaddā
*

Rarity
*

*
*
*

*

Shaqiyyā (verses 4, 32, 48) is an isolate and a rarity. In its ﬁrst occurrence,
Zachariah’s use of it underscores his conﬁdence in God’s fulﬁlling his request for a
son at an advanced age and with a barren wife. This underscores not only Zachariah’s
faith, but also the fact that God can do anything, even ‘produce’ a child from a woman
who cannot bear one:
saying, ‘My Lord, my bones have weakened and my head blazes grey,
but never in petitioning You, my Lord, have I felt despondency.’
4

The use of the very same word as an attribute by which Jesus is not characterised, not
only carefully makes him different from John (as we saw above, since John is described
differently), but also, in echoing Zachariah’s prayer, reinforces the fact that Jesus was
‘produced’ by God through a woman who cannot (since she is a virgin) bear one:
32

made me devoted to my mother, not one to act overbearing, or with
despondency.
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There is a third use of shaqiyyā, in verse 48:
48

I shall take my leave of you and of those you call to rather than God,
and I shall pray to my Lord. May I, in petitioning my Lord, not feel
despondency.
Here, it is used once again to characterise a prayer, but in this instance it is Abraham’s
petition, not Zachariah’s. There is no miraculous child birth described in the Abraham
passage, but the contention that this is (what I am calling) an echo, rather than
the simple re-use of a word, is strengthened by the use immediately thereafter of
wahabnā (We bestowed) in verse 50, which echoes the use of hab lī (bestow on me) in
verse 5.
Waliyyā (verses 5, 45) is neither an isolate nor a rarity, but it is a good example of an
echo in very different contexts:59
5

I fear my heirs who shall come after me, and my wife is barren.
Bestow on me, from You directly, an heir and accessory.
45
My dear father, I fear that a punishment from the Lord of Mercy will
touch you and that you will become Satan’s accessory.
In verse 5, the pious father, Zachariah, explains his reason for wanting a righteous son
(John); in verse 45 a righteous son (Abraham) expresses his wish to his father that he
remain among the pious. This kind of echoing might be termed ‘thematic inversion’.60
Samiyyā (verses 7, 65) and ʿitiyyā (verses 8, 69) are good examples of echoes that are
quite far apart in the sura. Compare the uses of samiyyā, as follows:
‘O Zachary, We give you good tidings of a son, whose name will be
John – We have named no-one before similarly.’
65
Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between them. So
serve Him and be steadfast in worshipping Him. Can you name aught
you regard similarly?
7

We are entitled to think that the echoing here appears to be purely (co)incidental.
Certainly, in this instance, the echo does not appear to be rhetorical. But the word is
repeated, it is a rhyming end word, and it is a very unusual one. It would appear that
the echo is structural, tying the later part of the sura to the earlier one. I am not
proposing that this is evidence of sura unity, though it, and many other instances of
echoing, might be enlisted to argue this. I am suggesting rather that the echo serves to
keep the earlier narrative (in this case, about Zachariah) present or foregrounded for
the auditor/reader. The same is true of ʿitiyyā:
‘My Lord, how can I have a son,’ he asked, ‘when my wife is barren
and I have become so old, ungainly?’

8
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and pluck from every party those who were, to the Lord of Mercy,
most obstinate, ungainly.
The parallels between Zachariah’s question of God and Mary’s question of the angelic
messenger may provide a narrative (and theological) parallel, but the late deployment
of ʿitiyyā is not a parallel, but rather a lexical echo(ing).
Shayyā ( = shayʿā) is deployed four times, twice in straightforward parallel
contructions (verses 9, 67), and twice as an example of the same device (verses
42, 60) – and I do believe it is a device, an intentional rhetorical and compositional
feature with which the sura has been endowed – as we saw for ʿitiyyā above, namely
the echoing of earlier narrative.
Sawiyyā (verses 10, 17, 43) is an example of a rhyming end word used not only in
three very different contexts and ways, but also in three different meanings –
Muhammad Abdel Haleem, for example, renders the word as ‘full’, ‘perfected’ and
‘even’; Jones renders it as ‘nothing wrong with you’, ‘perfect’ and ‘level’. The fact
that the meanings are different suggests strongly that the use is a conscious attempt to
create a parallel, an echo, or both. Verses 10 and 17 once again parallel the Zachariah/
John narrative and the Mary/Jesus one; verses 10 and 43 once again connect the
Zachariah narrative and the Abraham one; and verses 17 and 43 both use sawiyyā in
passages where one individual is trying to reassure another.
Having, I hope, successfully demonstrated the notions of parallel and echoing, I leave
it to the reader to consider the remaining repeated rhyming end words. I should,
however, like to close with a look at taqiyyā (verses 13, 18, 63), to reiterate that the
echoing is often to extremely powerful rhetorical effect. In its ﬁrst use, God describes
John’s piety, in its second, Mary wishes the angel to exhibit this piety, and in its third,
God describes the dwellers of Paradise:
13

and kindness, directly from Us, and purity. He [ = John] had true
piety.
18
She [ = Mary] said, ‘I seek refuge from you with the Lord of Mercy!
Away, if you have true piety!’
63
That is the Garden which We will give as an inheritance to those
among Our servants who have true piety.
God’s prophets and angels are the exemplars who, in this progression, then serve to
characterise all (true) believers.
I have not done an extensive comparative statistical analysis of rhyming end words in
the Qur’an, but I have compared the repetition of rhyme words in the suras that ﬂank
Sura 19. The traditional chronologies have the sequence ‘… 35, 19, 20 …’ and
Nöldeke proposed ‘… 56, 19, 38 …’.61 For good measure, I also include the suras
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that ﬂank Sura 19 in its compiled form: 18 and 20 (which tradition regards as the
subsequent revelation). The ﬁgures for the distribution of repeating and non-repeating
rhyming end words are as follows:
Sura / (Total Verses)
Q. 35 (45 verses)
Q. 20 (135 verses)

Repeats / (No. of Distinct Words)
8 (4)
67 (20)

Non-repeats
37
68

Q. 56 (96 verses)
Q. 38 (88 verses)
Q. 18 (110 verses)

23 (8)
37 (13)
45 (16)

73
51
65

Q. 19 (98 verses)

54 (20)

44

As the above shows, only in Sura 19 do repeated end words outnumber nonrepeating ones, accounting for 55% of them. Sura 20 is admittedly close (at 49%), but
the sura is longer by a third, which may account for the higher incidence. If we look
at the suras of comparable length, the incidence is much lower. The phenomenon
of repeated end words is one that remains to be studied statistically for the whole
Qur’an.
The ‘Word’, as a Theme
A close look at the word list shows that there are a number of non-end words and roots
that appear early in the sura which are then echoed later in the sura. These include
such items as the following (with verses indicated in parentheses):
sabbiḥū (11), subḥānahu (35)
khudh (12), ittakhadhat (17), yattakhidha (35, 92)
āliha (46, 81)
nubasshiruka (7), tubashshira (97)
ḥamalathu (22), taḥmilu (27), ḥamalnā (58)
kharrū (58), takhirru (90)
khalaqtuka (9), khalaqnāhu (67)
khiftu (5), akhāfu (45)
raḥma (2, 21, 50, 53)
rasūl (19, 51, 54)
salām (15, 33, 47, 62)
s–m–ʿ (38, 42, 62, 98)
ṣiddīq (41, 56), ṣidq (50)
ḍalāl, ḍalāla (38, 75)
ʿadhāb (45, 75, 79)
ʿamila (60), ʿamilū (96)
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al-ghayb (61, 78)
qarn (74, 98)
qawm (11, 27, 97)
lisān (50, 97)
mittu (23, 66)
n–dh–r (26, 39, 97)
w–r–th (6x2, 40, 63, 80)
These are also of great rhetorical interest, not only for the fact of echoing, but also
because they can be enlisted to show that there are other themes informing the sura
besides the ones usually cited.62
I would like to propose that a central idea in Sūrat Maryam – besides the obvious
theme of the impossibility of God taking a son in spite of His ability to occasion
wondrous human births – is that of the power and nature of speech (and
speechlessness). This is developed in multiple ways, all of them lexical.
Recitationally, the sura begins with a unique utterance in verse 1 (KHYʿS) and then
an injunction to recollect and mention in verse 2 (wa’dhkur); Zachariah then prays to
God for a successor (verses 3–4). That spoken petition (nāda, duʿā), as we have seen,
results in the birth of an important heir (and when reprised, provides Abraham with
righteous progeny (verses 48–9)); God names that heir with a unique name and, to
Zachariah’s wonderment, God wills his birth. But – and here’s the rub – Zachariah
must give up speech (allā tukallima), as a sign, and must for a time simply gesture to
people (verse 10).63
When the angel appears to announce (with words) the birth of Jesus, Mary uses
powerful speech (aʿūdhu) to invoke God’s protection (verse 18); when she withdraws
and wishes she were completely forgotten, unnamed, unmentioned (verse 23) –
unspoken as it were – it is a miraculously speaking voice (likely, Jesus64) that brings
ease (nādā, verse 24); and then she too is commanded into silence (lan ukallima), and
is asked only to gesture to her child (verse 29). The unbelievers cannot conceive of
speech (kayfa nukallimu) from Jesus, but he speaks once again (verse 30). He is, after
all, evidence of God’s word (qawl al-ḥaqq, verse 34). God’s word is the most
powerful thing in creation, it is creation (verse 35).
In the Abraham narrative, the son cannot understand how his father can worship
something that cannot hear (lā yasmaʿ), that is, cannot produce or respond to speech
(as God can, and so marvelously does) (verse 42). And what God gives Abraham is
progeny who have lisān ṣidq (‘speech truthful’, verse 50), or, in Hamidullah’s
wonderful interpretive French turn of phrase, ‘un langage sublime de vérité’.65
In the characterisations of subsequent prophets, Moses is summoned (nādaynāhu,
verse 52), Israel is described as true to his word (ṣādiq al-waʿd, verse 54), and the
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righteous followers of all the prophets are described as folk who fall down prostrate
and weeping when they hear recitation of the divine Word (idhā tutlā ʿalayhim, verse
58). As for those who have repented and performed good deeds and believed, the
Paradise-dwellers, we are told that their reward involves no idle speech (laghw), just
the greeting of ‘Peace’ (salām, verse 62).
With Humanity’s question, ‘Once we are dead, will we be brought to life again?’
(verse 66), the issue of God’s power to bring things into being is reiterated. In rejecting
that possibility, they neglect what had been afﬁrmed in verse 35, that when He decides
a matter, He need only say to it (yaqūlu lahu), ‘Be!’ and it comes into being! And those
who speak the unspeakable, that God has taken a son, or daughters, or offspring (verses
88, 91), will ﬁnd that the speech of intercession will be of no avail (verse 87).
The last two verses speciﬁcally invoke speech to bring the sura to a close. In verse 97,
the potency and power of the divine Word is afﬁrmed and channelled through
Muḥammad, someone for whom it has been rendered effortlessly easy to do so:
97

Indeed, We have made it easy through your speech (lisān) to bring
good tidings to the pious and to warn a people intransigent.

Verse 98 contrasts the impotent and powerless words of those who have rejected the
divine Word, who leave behind not even the weakest form of speech, a barely audible
whisper, a murmur:
98

How many generations before them have We destroyed! Do you
perceive anyone of them now, or hear from them the merest murmurs
(rikzā)?
Translation
Because so much of what I have outlined above depends on the Arabic words and
their deployment, users of the Qur’an who rely on English translations will perforce
be at a disadvantage, since translators of the Qur’an have almost never taken lexical
phenomena into account. Even Alan Jones, who explicitly points out that ‘a number of
the rhyme words occur in this sūra and nowhere else’, does not translate with this key
feature in mind. In verse 4, for instance, he translates shaqiyy as ‘unfortunate’, but in
verse 32 he renders it as ‘wretched’; in verse 15, he renders ḥayy as ‘raised up alive’,
but in verse 33 as ‘raised alive’; in verse 3, he renders nādā (not a rhyme word) as
‘called out’, but in verse 24 as ‘cried out’.66 I think it essential, therefore, in the
context of the present study, to offer a translation of Sura 19 that does justice to the
important role of lexical echoes.
In preparing this translation, I have privileged rhyme and repeating rhyming end
words. Verses 10 and 67 end with ʿashiyyā in Arabic, and correspondingly end with
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‘nightly’ in English, maintaining the ‘-ee’ rhyme set in English by ‘Zachary’ at the
end of verse 2, just as Zakariyyā sets the rhyme in the Arabic. I opted for Zachary over
the more common Zachariah because rhyming the latter would have been more
difﬁcult than rhyming the former has proven to be. When I was unable to come up
with a suitable word in English, I privileged maintaining the rhyme, and maintaining
the lexical echoes, over the need to ﬁnd a corresponding meaning. It seems at least
possible that this linguistic consideration played a determining role in the crafting of
the sura. Verses 5 and 45 have as their rhyming end word, waliyyā. Because verse 45
is a lexical echo of verse 2, I deemed it preferable to use the same English rhyming
end word; but because the meaning of waliyyā in Arabic in verse 5 is ‘heir’ and in
verse 45 ‘companion’, I rendered verse 5 instance as ‘an heir and accessory’ and verse
45 instance as ‘Satan’s accessory’. Although this has required translating waliyyā in
verse 5 with two words, this is very common in Qur’an translation. The essential
consideration was to retain the lexical echo. In some cases, this has required using a
word in English that does not correspond to the word in Arabic at all. There are eight
cases from among the 48 non-repeating rhyming end words (16%), namely ‘forgotten
utterly’ for nasyān mansiyyā (verse 23), ‘ﬂowing freely’ for sariyyā (verse 24), ‘ripe
and ready’ for janiyyā (verse 25), ‘misgiving’ for yamtarūn (verse 34), ‘weeping
earnestly’ for bukiyyā (verse 56), ‘certainty’ for maʾtiyyā (verse 61), ‘appearance and
property’ for riyyā (riʾyā) (verse 74), and ‘love abundant’ for wuddā (verse 96).
Among the repeating rhyming end words, I translated an equal proportion noncorrespondingly, 3 out of 20 (15%): samiyyā, shayyā and ḥayyā. I rendered samiyyā
as ‘… named no-one before similarly’ in the ﬁrst instance (verse 7), and as ‘… name
aught you regard similarly?’ in the second (verse 65). Particularly challenging were
shayyā (shayʾā) and ḥayyā, which appear four times each. I rendered the former using
the phrases ‘with facility’ and ‘any facility’, in order to retain the echoing, thus:
‘It shall be so!’ he said. ‘Your Lord says, “It is easy for me! I created
you before, when you were nothing, with facility”.’

9

When he said to his father, ‘My dear father, why do you worship
what neither hears nor sees nor can offer any facility?’

42

Not those who repent, believe, and act righteously – they will be
wronged in no way, and will enter the Garden with facility,
60

67

Does Humanity not recall that We created it before, when it was
nothing, with facility?
In order to preserve the echoing of ḥayyā I used ‘assuredly’, thus:
15

Peace on him the day he was born, the day he died, and the day he is
raised alive assuredly.
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‘He has made me blessed wherever I may be, charged me, as long as
I am alive, with Prayer and Charity assuredly.’

31

‘Peace on me the day I was born, the day I die, and the day I am
raised alive, assuredly.’

33

Humanity asks, ‘Once we are dead, will we be brought to life
again?’ Assuredly!

66

In this last instance, ‘assuredly’ has the added virtue of doing apposite rhetorical work.
It should go without saying that I have not succeeded in rendering all the repeat, or
echo, words in the English translation – in some cases this has not even been
desirable because of the difference in meaning despite the use of the same word – but
I have endeavored to do so as much as possible, wherever I have deemed the repeat to
be a lexical echo and thus of rhetorical signiﬁcance.
In formatting the translation below, I abide by guidelines I have proposed elsewhere.67
Note that I have formatted based on the dialogue in the sura, italicised rhyming end
words, and marked changes in rhyme with spacing.68
Translation of Q. MARYAM 1969
In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, Full of Mercy70
1

Kāf–hāʾ–yāʾ–ʿayn–ṣād!
A recollection of your Lord’s mercy to Zachary, 3when he called to his Lord, calling
secretly, 4saying, ‘My Lord, my bones have weakened and my head blazes grey, but
never in petitioning You, my Lord, have I felt despondency.
5
I fear my heirs who shall come after me, and my wife is barren. Bestow on me, from
You directly, an heir and accessory, 6one who will inherit my legacy and inherit that
of Jacob’s family, and make him, my Lord, most pleasing and kindly.
7
‘O Zachary, We give you good tidings of a son, whose name will be John – We have
named no-one before similarly.’
8
‘My Lord, how can I have a son,’ he asked, ‘when my wife is barren and I have
become so old, ungainly?’
9
‘It shall be so!’ he said. ‘Your Lord says, “It is easy for Me! I created you before,
when you were nothing, with facility”.’
10
‘My Lord, show me a sign,’ he said. ‘Your sign,’ He replied, ‘is that you shall not,
though well, address people for three days and three nights fully.’ 11So he left the
sanctuary and went to his people, gesturing to them to worship morning and nightly.
12
We said, ‘John, hold fast to the Scripture,’ and We gave him authority in his infancy,
13
and kindness, directly from Us, and purity. He had true piety, 14was devoted to his
parents, and was not one to act overbearing, or with contumacy.
2
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15

Peace on him the day he was born, the day he died, and the day he is raised alive
assuredly.
16

Recall Mary in the Scripture, when she withdrew from her people to a place
easterly.
17
She placed a screen between them and her. Then We sent her Our Spirit, who
appeared to her as a man, formed fully.
18
She said, ‘I seek refuge from you with the Lord of Mercy! Away, if you have true
piety!’
19
‘I am a only a messenger from your Lord,’ he said, ‘come to bestowa on you a son
of great purity.’
20
‘How can I have a son,’ she asked, ‘when no man has touched me and I have not
engaged in harlotry!’
21
‘It shall be so!’ he said. ‘Your Lord says, “It is easy for Me! – We shall make him a
Sign for people and a Mercy from Us”.’ This is a ﬁrm decree.
22
So she conceived him and withdrew, carrying him to a place distant, solitary.
23
The birth pangs drove her to the trunk of a palm-tree and she exclaimed, ‘If only I
had died before this and been someone forgotten utterly.’
24
Then he called to her from below, ‘Do not despair. Your Lord has placed beneath
you a stream ﬂowing freely.
25
Shake the trunk of the palm-tree and fresh dates will fall, ripe and ready.
26
Eat, drink, and be at ease. And should you see anyone at all, say, “I have vowed a
fast to the Lord of Mercy and today shall not address anybody”.’
27
Then she carried him, bringing him to her own people, and they said, ‘Mary! You
have committed a monstrosity!’
28
‘Sister of Aaron, your father was not a wicked man, and your mother did not engage
in harlotry!’
29
She just pointed to him. ‘How shall we address one in the cradle,’ they asked, ‘still
in his infancy?’
30
He spoke up – ‘I am the servant of God. He has given me Scripture and
Prophecy.
31
He has made me blessed wherever I may be, charged me, as long as I am alive, with
Prayer and Charity assuredly,
32
made me devoted to my mother, not one to act overbearing, or with despondency.
33

Peace on me the day I was born, the day I die, and the day I am raised alive,
assuredly.’
34
That is Jesus, son of Mary – this is a statement of Truth about which they have
doubt and misgiving.
35
God is not one to take a child! Glory to Him! When He decides a matter, He need
only say to it, ‘Be!’ and it comes into being!
36
‘God is truly my Lord and your Lord, so serve Him. That is the path unswerving.’
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But the factions have disagreed among themselves. Woe to those who disbelieved,
when they witness that Day alarming.
38
How well they will hear, how well they will see on the Day they come to Us –
Today the wrongdoers are in an error most glaring.
39
Warn them of the Day of Remorse, when matters will have been decided, while they
are still steeped in heedlessness, and unbelieving.
40
It is We who shall inherit the Earth and all that is on it – to Us will you all be
returning!
41
Recall also Abraham in the Scripture – he was truthful, and given Prophecy.
42
When he said to his father, ‘My dear father, why do you worship what neither hears
nor sees nor can offer any facility?
43
My dear father, I have received some knowledge that has not come to you, so follow
me that I may guide you on a path level fully.
44
My dear father, do not serve Satan. Satan treats the Lord of Mercy with
contumacy.
45
My dear father, I fear that a punishment from the Lord of Mercy will touch you and
that you will become Satan’s accessory.’
46
‘Abraham, do you reject my gods?’ he said. ‘If you do not stop this at once, I shall
surely stone you. Keep away from me, protractedly.’
47
‘Peace on you, then. I shall implore my Lord’s forgiveness for you – He has always
treated me most graciously.
48
I shall take my leave of you and of those you call to rather than God, and I shall pray
to my Lord. May I, in petitioning my Lord, not feel despondency.’
49
When he had taken his leave of them and of those they served rather than God, We
bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, and to both gave Prophecy.
50
We bestowed on them some of Our Mercy, gave them speech truthful, and renown
lofty.
51
Recall also Moses in the Scripture – he was virtuous, and given Apostleship and
Prophecy.
52
We called to him from the right side of the mountain and drew him to Us,
closely.
53
And from Our Mercy bestowed on him his brother Aaron, who was given
Prophecy.
54
Recall also Ishmael in the Scripture – he was true to his promise, and given
Apostleship and Prophecy.
55
He enjoined on his family Prayer and Charity, and earned his Lord’s felicity.
56
Recall also Idrisb in the Scripture: He was truthful, and given Prophecy, 57and We
raised him to a place lofty.
58
These are the ones whom God has favoured from among the prophets, among the
progeny of Adam, among those We carried with Noah, among the progeny of
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Abraham and Israel, and among those We guided and chose. When the signs of the
Lord of Mercy are recited to them, they fall down in prostration, weeping earnestly.
59
But they were succeeded by successors who neglected Prayer and followed their
desires – they shall meet their own iniquity.
60
Not those who repent, believe, and act righteously – they will be wronged in no
way, and will enter the Garden with facility, 61Gardens of Eden, though unseen, yet
promised to His servants by the Lord of Mercy. His promise is a certainty.
They will hear no prattle there, only greetings of ‘Peace’, and will have sustenance
there, morning and nightly.
63
That is the Garden which We will give as an inheritance to those among Our
servants who have true piety.
64
‘We only descend by order of your Lord. Everything before us, everything behind
us, and everything in-between belongs to Him – your Lord is not one to ever act
forgetfully, 65Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between them. So
serve Him and be steadfast in worshipping Him. Can you name aught you regard
similarly?’
66
Humanity asks, ‘Once we are dead, will we be brought to life again?’
Assuredly!
67
Does Humanity not recall that We created it before, when it was nothing, with
facility?
68
By your Lord! We shall round them up, and the devils too. Then we shall place them
around Hell on crouchèd knee, 69and pluck from every party those who were, to the
Lord of Mercy, most obstinate, ungainly.
70
Yes, We know best those who most deserve to burn ﬁery – 71but there is none
among you who will not pass into it. This is, from your Lord, a certain decree.
72
Later We shall save those who are pious, and leave the wrongdoers on crouchèd
knee.
73
When Our signs are recited to them as clear proofs, those who disbelieve say to
those who believe, ‘Which of the two sides is better situated, and has the ﬁner
company?’
74
How many generations before them have We destroyed, better of appearance and
property!
75
Say: ‘Whoever is in error, let the Lord of Mercy their term extensively extend;
when they see what has been promised them – either punishment, or the Hour –
then shall they know full well who is in a worse position, and whose is the weaker
band!’
76
God increases manifold the guidance of those who are rightly-guided; for your Lord,
good deeds of lasting merit are more deserving and reap greater return and dividend.
77
Have you considered the one who rejects Our signs, saying, ‘I will certainly be
given wealth and many a descendant?’
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78

Does he have access to the Unseen, or has he received from the Lord of Mercy some
Covenant?
79
No indeed! We shall record what he says and his punishment extensively extend.
80
We shall “inherit” from him what he says, and he shall come to Us, alone,
abandoned.
81
They have taken gods – rather than God – in order to be strengthened by their
powers.
82

No indeed! Those gods will reject their worship and become their opponents.
Have you not considered how We sent devils against the disbelievers urging them
into errors?
84
So do not make haste against them – regarding them, We keep close count.
85
The day We round up the pious for the Lord of Mercy as a contingent – 86and
the sinful, like a thirsting herd, to Hell all send – 87that day they will have no
power of intercession except those who received, from the Lord of Mercy, some
Covenant.
88
And they say the Lord of Mercy has taken a descendant!
89
You assert a thing abhorrent, 90almost causing the heavens to tear apart, the earth to
be split open, and the mountains to fall down ruined – 91because they have attributed
to the Lord of Mercy a descendant!
92
It does not beﬁt the Lord of Mercy to have a descendant!
93
There is, after all, none in the heavens and earth who will not come to the Lord of
Mercy as a servant.
94
He has tallied them and kept close count.
95
Everyone of them shall come to Him on the Day of Resurrection, alone, abandoned.
96
But to those who believe and perform righteous deeds, the Lord of Mercy will give
love abundant.
97
Indeed, We have made it easy through your speech to bring good tidings to the
pious and to warn a people intransigent.
98
How many generations before them have We destroyed! Do you perceive anyone of
them now, or hear from them the merest murmurs?
83

a

‘to bestow’: retaining the possibility of both the li-ahaba of Hafṣ ʿan ʿĀṣim and the li-yahaba

of Warsh ʿan Nāﬁʿ71
b

Idrīs: traditionally associated with the Biblical Enoch

Concluding Remarks
Attention to the sound and structure of Sura 19 affords us a glimpse into what Neal
Robinson has called ‘rhythmic mass’.72 As Mustansir Mir has observed:73
… the cause for concern is not simply that the literary aspect of
the Qur’an is being overlooked in favor of its theological aspect, but
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that, in a great religious work like the Qur’an, the two aspects
are so intimately related that it is doubtful whether the theology
of the text can be fully comprehended in disregard of its literary
dimension.
I have echoed this in a recently published essay, the title of which tells much of
the story, viz. ‘Hapless Hapaxes and Luckless Rhymes: The Qur’an as
Literature’.74
As for the debate and evidence about structure, coherence and unity in the Qur’an,
I need not reprise it here – sufﬁce it to say that the one view sees much of the Qur’an
as possessed of very little unity, thematic or otherwise, within the text as a whole or
within individual suras, though sometimes with a concession to certain very short
Meccan suras; the other view does see unity, in textual units and especially in
individual suras, evidence for which includes (but is not limited to) parallelism,
repetition, resonance and other literary and rhetorical strategies. Paradoxically,
repetition – or what detractors prefer to call repetitiveness – can be enlisted by both
camps to undergird their argument.75 Q. 55,76 for example, aroused aversion in
Nöldeke but has been explicated with ﬁnesse by Angelika Neuwirth and M.A.S.
Abdel Haleem: both have argued that one device for forcefully establishing coherence
is Qur’anic referentiality, namely that central ideas are reiterated, sometimes at the
level of leitmotif.77 Michael Sells has noted that ‘a key element of the early Meccan
sūras is aural intertextuality’,78 an element found throughout the Qur’an but
‘reinforced by the hymnic nature of the early Meccan material’; he accordingly calls
for the recognition of ‘wider ranges of semantic multidimensionality’.79 This article,
in particular the word list and translation, is a modest contribution toward that
recognition.
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List of Arabic and English Rhyming Words

1

k–h–y–ʿ–ṣ
2
Zakariyyā
3
khaﬁyyā
4
shaqiyyā1
5
waliyyā1
6
raḍiyyā
7
samiyyā1
8
ʿitiyyā1
9
shayʾā1
10
sawiyyā1
11
ʿashiyyā1
12
ṣabiyyā1
13
taqiyyā1
14
ʿaṣiyyā1
15
ḥayyā1
16
sharqiyyā
17
sawiyyā2
18
taqiyyā2
19
zakiyyā
20
baghiyyā1
21
maqḍiyyā1
23
nasyan manṣiyyā
24
sariyyā
25
janiyyā
26
insiyyā
27
fariyyā
28
baghiyyā2
29
ṣabiyyā2
30
nabiyyā1
31
ḥayyā2
32
shaqiyyā2
33
ḥayyā3
34
yamtarūn
35
fa-yakūn
36
mustaqīm
37
ʿaẓīm
38
mubīn
39
lā-yuʾminūn
40
yurjaʿūn
41
nabiyyā2
42
shayʾā2
43
sawiyyā3
44
ʿaṣiyyā2
45
waliyyā2
46
maliyyā
47
ḥaﬁyyā
48
shaqiyyā3
49
nabiyyā3

1

k–h–y–ʿ–ṣ
Zachary
3
secretly
4
despondency1
5
accessory1
6
kindly
7
similarly1
8
ungainly1
9
facility1
10
fully1
11
nightly1
12
infancy1
13
piety1
14
contumacy1
15
assuredly1
16
easterly1
17
fully2
18
piety2
19
purity
20
harlotry1
21
decree1
23
forgotten utterly
24
freely
25
ready
26
anybody
27
monstrosity
28
harlotry2
29
infancy2
30
Prophecy1
31
assuredly2
32
despondency2
33
assuredly3
34
misgiving
35
being
36
unswerving
37
alarming
38
glaring
39
unbelieving
40
returning
41
Prophecy2
42
facility2
43
fully3
44
contumacy2
45
accessory2
46
protractedly
47
graciously
48
despondency
49
Prophecy3
2

ʿaliyyā1
nabiyyā4
52
najiyyā
53
nabiyyā5
54
nabiyyā6
55
marḍiyyā
56
nabiyyā7
57
ʿaliyyā2
58
bukiyyā
59
ghayyā
60
shayʾā3
61
maʾtiyyā
62
ʿashiyyā2
63
taqiyyā3
64
nasiyyā
65
samiyyā2
66
ḥayyā4
67
shayʾā4
68
jithiyyā2
70
ṣiliyyā
71
maqḍiyyā2
72
jithiyyā2
73
nadiyyā
74
riʾyā
75
jundā
76
maraddā
77
waladā4
78
ʿahdā2
79
maddā
80
fardā2
81
ʿizzā
82
ḍiddā
83
azzā
84
ʿaddā2
85
wafdā
86
wirdā
87
ʿahdā2
88
waladā4
89
iddā
90
haddā
91
waladā4
92
waladā4
93
ʿabdā
94
ʿaddā2
95
fardā2
96
wuddā
97
luddā
98
rikzā §
50
51

50

lofty1
Prophecy4
52
closely
53
Prophecy5
54
Prophecy6
55
felicity
56
Prophecy7
57
lofty2
58
earnestly
59
iniquity
60
facility3
61
certainty
62
nightly2
63
piety3
64
forgetfully
65
similarly2
66
assuredly4
67
facility4
68
knee1
70
ﬁery
71
decree2
72
knee2
73
company
74
property
75
band
76
dividend
77
descendant1
78
Covenant1
79
extend
80
abandoned1
81
powers
82
opponents
83
errors
84
count1
85
contingent
86
send
87
Covenant2
88
descendant2
89
abhorrent
90
ruined
91
descendant3
92
descendant4
93
servant
94
count2
95
abandoned2
96
abundant
97
intransigent
98
murmurs
51
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NOTES
This article is based on ‘Parallelism and Echoing in Surat Maryam (Q. 19)’, a paper delivered at
the Fourth Biennial Qur’an: Text, Interpretation & Translation Conference, School of Oriental
and African Studies, University of London, November 2005. I am grateful to the Centre of
Islamic Studies for having invited me to present that paper; and indebted to Devin Stewart,
Joseph Lowry and David Powers, for reading a draft of the article and suggesting many
improvements. The translation of Sūrat Maryam I warmly dedicate to Bruce Lawrence, zu
seinem siebzigsten Geburtstag.
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4 The ﬁrst Muslim emigrants to Abyssinia are reported to have recited portions of Q. 19 to the
Negus and, because of the honour it bestows on Mary and Jesus, to have thereby acquired his
protection: see Ibn Hishām, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Isḥāq’s Sīrat Rasūl Allāh,
tr. Alfred Guillaume (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 152 ff. For interfaith
material, see, for example, Jean-Mohammed Abdel-Jalîl, Marie et l’Islam (Paris: Beauchesne &
ﬁls, 1949); Nilo Geagea, Mary of the Koran: A Meeting Point Between Christianity and Islam,
ed. and tr. Lawrence T. Fares (New York: Philosophical Library, 1984); Jan Knappert, ‘The
Legend of the Virgin Mary in Islam’, Orientalia Lovaniensia Periodica 18 (1987), pp. 177–86;
Elio Peretto (ed.), Maria nell’Ebraismo e nell’Islam oggi, Atti del 6o Simposio Internazionale
Mariologico (Rome-Bologna: Edizioni Marianum, 1987); Neal Robinson, Christ in Islam and
Christianity: The Representation of Jesus in the Qur’ān and Classical Muslim Commentaries
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(London: Macmillan; Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991); Suleiman A.
Mourad, ‘On the Qur’anic Stories about Mary and Jesus’, Bulletin of the Royal Institute for
Inter-Faith Studies 1:2 (1999), pp. 13–24; Ahmed Ginaidi, Jesus Christus und Maria aus
koranisch-islamischer Perspektive: Grundlagen eines interreligiösen Dialogs (Stuttgart:
Ibidem, 2002); Charles-André Gilis, Marie en Islam (Paris: Editions Traditionnelles, 2003);
Michel Dousse, Marie la musulmane (Paris: Albin Michel, 2005).
5 This is noted by Bilal Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure of Sura Maryam – A Study from Unity of
Sura Perspective’, Süleyman Demirel Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi 16:1 (2006), pp.
1–16, but he only discusses a few words.
6 Al-Rāzī, Fakhr al-Dīn, al-Tafsīr al-kabīr (32 vols in 16, Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth alʿArabī, 1995).
7 Al-Zarkashī, Badr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Bahādur, al-Burhān fī ʿulūm al-Qurʾān (4 vols,
Riyadh: Dār al-Ḥadītha li’l-Nashr wa’l-Tawzīʿ, 2006); for repetition, see vol. 3, pp. 12–45; for
the relationship between verses, see pp. 64–92; for rhyme words, see pp. 93–157.
8 Al-Biqāʿī, Burhān al-Dīn Ibrāhīm b. ʿUmar, Nazm al-durar fī tanāsub al-āyāt wa’l-suwar
̇ al-Maʿārif al-ʿUthmāniyya, 1969).
(22 vols, Hyderabad, Deccan: Maṭbaʿat Majlis Dāʾirat
9 Al-Suyūṭī, Jalāl al-Dīn, al-Itqān fī ʿulūm al-Qurʾān, 4th edn (Bombay: Abnāʾ Mawlawī
Muḥammad b. Ghulām al-Suratī, 1978).
10 See, for example, A.H. Johns, ‘Reﬂections on the Dynamics and Spirituality of Sūrat alFurqān’ in Issa J. Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’ān
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2000), pp. 188–227; M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, ‘Context and Internal
Relationships: Keys to Quranic Exegesis’ in G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (eds),
Approaches to the Qur’an (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 71–98; Angelika Neuwirth,
‘Referentiality and Textuality in Sūrat al-Hijr: Some Observations on the Qur’ānic “Canonical
Process” and the Emergence of a Community’ in Issa J. Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures
of Religious Meaning in the Qur’ān (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2000), pp. 143–72; Salwa
El-Awa, ‘Repetition in the Qur’an: A Relevance Based Explanation of the Phenomenon’,
Islamic Studies 42:4 (2003), pp. 577–94; Salwa M.S. El-Awa, Textual Relations in the Qur’ān:
Relevance, Coherence and Structure (London and New York: Routledge, 2006); Dalia AboHaggar, ‘Repetition: A Key to Qur’ānic Style, Structure, and Meaning’ (unpublished PhD
dissertation: University of Pennsylvania, 2010). See also Ahmed Achrati, ‘Arabic, Qur’ānic
Speech and Postmodern Language. What the Qur’ān Simply Says’, Arabica 55:2 (2008),
pp. 187–94, in praise of Qur’anic (re)iteration.
11 Angelika Neuwirth, art. ‘Form and Structure’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, describes the
sura as ‘the most prominent micro-structure of the Qur’an’. Cf. Neuwirth, ‘Referentiality’,
p. 145. Numerous analyses of sura macrostructure have appeared in the last 20 years: see,
for example, Abdel Haleem, ‘Context and Internal Relationships’; Michael Cuypers,
‘Structures rhétoriques dans le Coran’, Mélanges de l’Institut Dominicain d’Etudes
Orientales 22 (1994), pp. 107–95; Michael Cuypers, Le Coran: essai de traduction, tr.
Jacques Berque, revised and corrected edn (Paris: Albin Michel, 1995), pp. 724–7, pp. 735–8,
pp. 744–50; Michel Cuypers, ‘Structures rhétoriques des sourates 105 à 114’, Mélanges
de l’Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales 23 (1997), pp. 157–95; A.H. Johns, ‘Narrative,
Intertext and Allusion in the Qur’anic Presentation of Job’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 1:1
(1999), pp. 1–25; Hussein Abdul-Raof, ‘The Linguistic Architecture of the Qur’an’, Journal
of Qur’anic Studies 2:2 (2000), pp. 37–52; Ian Richard Netton, ‘Sūrat al-Kahf: Structure
and Semiotics’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 2:1 (2000), pp. 67–87; Neal Robinson,
‘The Structure and Interpretation of Sūrat al-Muʾminūn’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 2:1
(2000), pp. 89–106; Hussein Abdul-Raof, Qur’an Translation: Discourse, Texture and
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Exegesis (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2001); Neal Robinson, ‘“Hands Outstretched”: Towards
a Re-reading of Sūrat al-Mā’ida’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 3:2 (2001), pp. 1–19;
Hussein Abdul-Raof, ‘Conceptual and Textual Chaining in Qur’anic Discourse’, Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 5:2 (2003), pp. 72–94; Michael Cuypers, ‘Une lecture rhétorique et
intertextuelle de la sourate al-Ikhlāṣ’, Mélanges de l’Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales
25–6 (2004), pp. 141–75; Michel Cuypers, Le festin: une lecture de la sourate al-Ma’ida (Paris:
Lethielleux, 2007); Angelika Neuwirth, ‘Qur’ānic Literary Structure Re-visited. Sūrat
al-Raḥmān Between Mythic Account and Decodation of Myth’ in Stefan Leder (ed.), Storytelling in the Framework of Non-ﬁctional Arabic Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998),
pp. 388–420.
12 Suleiman A. Mourad, ‘From Hellenism to Christianity and Islam: The Origin of the Palm
Tree Story concerning Mary and Jesus in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and the Qur’an’,
Oriens Christianus 86 (2002), pp. 206–16; Hosn Abboud, ‘Qur’anic Mary’s Story and the
Motif of the Palm Tree and the Rivulet’, Parole de l’Orient 30 (2005), pp. 261–80; Cornelia B.
Horn, ‘Mary Between Bible and Qur’an: Soundings into the Transmission and Reception
History of the Protoevangelium of James on the Basis of Selected Literary Sources in Coptic
and Copto-Arabic and of Art-historical Evidence Pertaining to Egypt’, Islam and ChristianMuslim Relations 18:4 (2007), pp. 509–38; Hosn Abboud, al-Sayyida Maryam fī’l-Qurʾān
al-karīm (Beirut: Dār al-Sāqī, 2010). See now also Abraham Terian, The Armenian Gospel of
the Infancy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), esp. pp. 44–5 (sect. 9.1–3) and p. 88 (sect.
18:1–3).
13 For example, A.H. Mathias Zahniser, ‘The Word of God and the Apostleship of ‘Īsā: A
Narrative Analysis of Āl ‘Imrān (3):33–62’, Journal of Semitic Studies 37:1 (1991), pp. 77–
112; Loren D. Lybarger, ‘Gender and Prophetic Authority in the Qur’ānic Story of Maryam: A
Literary Approach’, Journal of Religion 80:2 (April 2000), pp. 240–70; Angelika Neuwirth,
‘Mary and Jesus – Counterbalancing the Biblical Patriarchs: A Re-reading of Surat Maryam in
Surat Al ‘Imran’, Parole de l’Orient 30 (2005), pp. 231–60.
14 For example, inter alia Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary
Approach to a Veiled Text, 2nd edn (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2003), p.
147; Stowasser, art. ‘Mary’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān; The Qur’ān, tr. Alan Jones
(Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2007), p. 282.
15 Note that I use the Biblical names of Qur’anic personages whenever possible.
16 See, for example, the widely used English translation, The Meaning of the Holy Qur’ān, tr.
‘Abdullah Yusuf Ali, new edn with revised translation and commentary (Brentwood, Md.:
Amana Corp., 1991), p. 750, n. 2483: ‘There is a parallelism throughout the accounts of Jesus
and Yaḥyā [John], with some variations. Both the parallelisms and the variations are
interesting … The greatness of Yaḥyā is described in Q. 19:12–13 in terms that are not applied
to Jesus, but the ayas 19:14–15 as applied to Yaḥyā are in almost identical terms with those
applied to Jesus here (19:32–3)’.
17 My translations; for a translation of the whole sura, see below.
18 For a table of the similarities, cf. Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure’, p. 11. As both Barbara
Stowasser (‘Mary’) and Loren Lybarger (‘Gender and Prophetic Authority’) have signalled,
there are also gender implications to the parallelism. As Stowasser puts it – in a way reprising
classical and medieval commentators’ debates about Mary’s nature – ‘The close association
between the ﬁgures of Zechariah and Mary on the one hand and those of John and Jesus on the
other establishes a special relationship for Mary in the qur’anic context of prophetic history’
(Stowasser, ‘Mary’, p. 289).
19 See Tatian, Diatessaron of Tatian, ed. Rev. J. Hanlyn Hill (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1894), 1.12–23 (pp. 42–3).
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20 Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, passim, esp. pp. 171–2. In maṣāḥif of the Qur’an printed in
South Asia, the rukūʿ (literally ‘head-bowing’, loosely ‘paragraph’) divisions of Sura 19 appear
as follows: 1–15 (Zachariah and John), 16–40 (Mary and Jesus), 41–50 (Abraham), 51–65
(Moses and other prophets), 66–82 (Resurrection), 83–98 (refutation of the notion that God
has offspring): see, for example, Qurʾān majīd (Delhi: Taj Company/al-Makatabat
al-Saʿūdiyya, n.d.), pp. 266–72; see also, for example, Meaning of the Holy Qur’ān, tr.
Yusuf Ali, pp. 744–63.
21 ʿAbd al-Mutaʿāl Ṣaʿīdī, al-Naẓm al-fannī fī’l-Qurʾān (Cairo: Maktabat al-Ādāb, 1980),
pp. 190–4.
22 Ibn al-Jawzī, Zād al-masīr fī ʿilm al-tafsīr (8 vols, Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1994),
vol. 5, p. 151; and contrast Ibn ʿĀshur, Muḥammad b. Ṭāhir, Tafsīr al-taḥrīr wa’l-tanwīr, (30
vols in 15, Tunis: Dār al-Tūnisiyya li’l-Nashr, 1984), vol. 16, p. 58. Cf. Tilman Nagel,
Medinensische Einschübe in mekkanischen Suren (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1995), pp. 53–4.
23 Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, p. 147.
24 Angelika Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren: Die literarische
Form des Koran – ein Zeugnis seiner Historizität? 2., durch eine korangeschichtliche
Einführung erweiterte Auﬂage (Berlin, New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), p. 269. Note
that in this and subsequent tables, the rubrics, ‘range’, ‘content’, and ‘length of subdivisions’
are mine.
25 Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī, Tadabbur-i Qur’ān (9 vols, Lahore: Fārān Fa’ūnḍeshan, 2001–4),
vol. 4, pp. 229–90; verses 1–15, verses 16–36, verses 37–40, verses 41–63 and verses 64–98.
26 Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, pp. 146–7.
27 Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure’, pp. 1–16, table at pp. 7–8; I have not had access to Bilal
Gökkir, Meryem Suresi Tefsiri, Metin ve Yorum İncelemesi (‘Tafsīr of Sūrat Maryam: A Study
of the Text and Interpretation’) (Ankara: Fecr Yayınları, 2009). See also Ḥammād, Mary: The
Chosen Woman, pp. 33–74, where the breakdown is as follows: 1–15 (‘Human Intention and
Divine Intervention’), 16–36 (‘The Story of Mary and the Advent of Jesus’), 37–40
(‘A Warning about the Coming Judgment’), 41–63 (‘Abraham and the Prophets of Honor’),
64–76 (‘Angelic Assurance and Human Doubt’), 77–98 (‘God is One, the Source of Pure
Love’).
28 The quest for unity in the sura is a largely modern phenomenon. See Mustansir Mir,
‘The Sūra as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in Qur’ān Exegesis’ in G.R. Hawting
and Abdul-kader A. Shareef (eds), Approaches to the Qur’ān (London: Routledge, 2003),
pp. 211–24; El-Awa, Textual Relations, pp. 9–25; Michael Cuypers, The Banquet: A Reading of
the Fifth Sura of the Qur’an (Miami: Convivium, 2009), pp. 493–502.
29 Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, pp. 171–88. Cf. El-Awa, ‘Repetition’, who catalogues a different
kind of Qur’anic repetition, which she terms (following Deborah Tannen) ‘immediate’, ‘exact
delayed’, ‘paraphrase immediate’ and ‘paraphrase delayed’.
30 Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, pp. 176–8.
31 Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, p. 179. On cognate substitution in the service of rhyme, see Müller,
pp. 13–78, and, for a discussion of Ibn al-Ṣāʾigh al-Ḥanafī on rhyme, see Devin J. Stewart,
‘Poetic License in the Qur’an: Ibn al-Ṣāʾigh al-Ḥanafī’s Iḥkām al-rāy fī aḥkām al-āy’, Journal
of Qur’anic Studies 9:1 (2009), pp. 1–57, at pp. 20–2.
32 Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure’, pp. 11–14. The English renditions are mine, not Gökkir’s.
33 Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure’, pp. 14–15.
34 Gökkir, ‘Form and Structure’, p. 14.

Sūrat Maryam (Q. 19): Lexicon, Lexical Echoes

75

35 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, pp. 181–8.
36 His book on Qur’anic end words remains the best such study to date: see Muḥammad
al-Ḥasnāwī, al-Fāṣila fī’l-Qurʾān, 2nd edn (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islāmī, 1986).
37 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, pp. 182–3.
38 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, p. 183.
39 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, p. 184, lists 17 occurrences, which suggests that he is
counting the al-raḥmān that appears in the basmala.
40 Because the word al-raḥmān appears more frequently than the word Allāh when God is
being named in, Q. 19, Q. 20, Q. 21, Q. 25, Q. 36, Q. 43, Q. 67 (and occasionally Q. 1), there
are sometimes referred to in scholarship as ‘raḥmān suras’.
41 The question of the theme of individual suras has exercised many modern commentators
and is connected to the question of sura unity. For Sayyid Quṭb, the central theme of Q. 19 is
God’s unicity and/or monotheistic belief (‘al-waḥdāniyya aw tawḥīd al-ʿaqīda’): see Sayyid
Quṭb, Fī ẓilāl al-Qurʾān (30 vols, Beirut: Dār al-Shurūq, 1992), vol. 16, p. 2326. For Iṣlāḥī, the
sura’s themes are similar to its partner sura, Q. 18 – that all prophets descended from Adam,
Noah and Abraham were monotheists, and exhorted their people to prayer and charity, but their
followers deviated. The Meccan polytheists are consequently being invited to the true faith. Just
as Q. 18 argued against Jewish unbelief, Q. 19 argues against Christian unbelief, to show the
Quraysh that they cannot trust those whose doctrines are baseless in questions of truth and
falsehood. See Iṣlāḥī, Tadabbur, vol. 4, pp. 229–30.
42 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, p. 184.
43 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, p. 186, p. 187.
44 Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya, pp. 184–5.
45 Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, p. 186, does point out that fa- appears preponderantly before
verse 57 for ‘then’ and thumma preponderantly after verse 58, but he is less concerned with
rhetoric than with underscoring the differences between what he deems to be the sura’s two
parts.
46 Note that, here, I provide several of the meanings of these epithets rather than my own
translation.
47 I am grateful to my daughter Maryam for her assistance in compiling this word list.
48 These deﬁnitions are modiﬁed from those in Shawkat M. Toorawa, ‘Hapaxes in the Qur’an:
Identifying and Cataloguing Lone Words (and Loan Words)’, forthcoming in Gabriel S.
Reynolds (ed.), New Perspectives on the Qur’an: The Qur’an in its Historical Context, 2
(London and New York: Routledge, 2012). Note that my basis for determining whether a strict
hapax has a cognate in another Semitic language is Martin Zammit, A Comparative Lexical
Study of Qur’ānic Arabic (Leiden: Brill, 2002).
49 For a concordance of Qur’anic words, see Muḥammad Fuʾād ʿAbd al-Bāqī, al-Muʿjam
al-mufahras li-alfāz al-Qurʾān al-karīm (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 1988); for an underutilised
̇
full word list, see Muḥammad
b. ʿUzayr al-Sijistānī, Nuzhat al-qulūb fī tafsīr gharīb al-Qurʾān
al-ʿazīz, ed. Yūsuf ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Marʿashlī (Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifa, 1990). See also the
online resource at < http:// corpus.quran.com/wordbyword.jsp > (accessed 24 July 2010);
for dictionaries and lexica, see inter alia the still useful John Penrice, Dictionary and
Glossary of the Kor-ân (Silk al-bayān fī manāqib al-Qurʾān) (London: H.S. King 1873;
repr. Curzon Press, 1976); A.A. Ambros (with the collaboration of S. Procházka), A Concise
Dictionary of Koranic Arabic (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2004); and Elsaid M. Badawi and
Muhammad Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage (Leiden: Brill,
2008).
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50 This consideration also informs Alan Jones’s characterisation of the structure of the sura,
which he divides into four ‘complementary sections’: 2–33 (mainly narrative), 33–40 (a piece
of argument), 41–74 (short narrative ending with polemic) and 75–98 (peroration). See The
Qur’ān, tr. Jones, p. 282.
51 Neuwirth, Studien, p. 87, and pp. 65–115 generally. This is summarised in Neuwirth, art.
‘Form and Structure’. In 1981, another important study of Qur’anic rhyme appeared: Pierre
Crapon de Caprona, Le Coran: aux sources de la parole oraculaire. Structures rythmiques des
sourates mecquoises (Paris: Publications orientalistes de France, 1981). Though the author does
not treat Q. 19, his analyses of rhythm, especially in the context of Arabic poetic and oracular
forms, repay close attention: see esp. pp. 311–487. Cf. Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, p. 184, for a very
brief discussion of metre in verses 81 and 82.
52 Neuwirth, Studien, p. 102; the sura is transliterated at pp. 388–93; for the variants (and
sources for them), see p. 39; and for an explanation of Neuwirth’s schematisation of rhyme
endings (e.g. 3yyā), see pp. 77–90. Though I am unconvinced by their proposed emendations to
Sura 19, see also: Günter Lüling, Über den Ur-Koran Ansätze zur Rekonstruktion
vorislamischer christlicher Strophenlieder im Qur’ān (Erlangen: H. Lüling, 1974),
pp. 224–6; James A. Bellamy, ‘Some Proposed Emendations to the Text of the Koran’,
Journal of the American Oriental Society 113:4 (1993), pp. 562–73; James A. Bellamy,
‘Textual Criticism of the Koran’, Journal of the American Oriental Society 121:1 (2001),
pp. 1–6; Christoph Luxenberg, Die syro-aramäischer Lesart des Koran. Ein Beitrag zur
Entschlüsselung der Koransprache, revised and expanded edn (Berlin: Verlag Hans Schiler,
2004), pp. 132–3, pp. 136–54; James Bellamy, ‘A Further Note on ‘Īsā’, Journal of the
American Oriental Society 122:3 (2002), pp. 587–8.
53 Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, p. 147.
54 For rhyme in the Qur’an, see now Devin J. Stewart, ‘Poetic License in the Qur’an: Ibn
al-Ṣāʾigh al-Ḥanafī’s Iḥkām al-rāy fī aḥkām al-āy’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 9:1 (2009),
pp. 1–57 and the references cited there, esp. n. 3 and n. 7.
55 Friedrun R. Müller, Untersuchungen zur Reimprosa im Koran (Bonn: self-published, 1969),
p. 66. On the fawāṣil, see al-Suyūṭī, al-Itqān, pp. 209–27; and the passages translated from the
lost Iḥkām al-rāy fī aḥkām al-āy of Ibn al-Ṣāʾigh al-Ḥanafī (d. 776/1375) in Stewart, ‘Poetic
License’, pp. 33–9.
56 A listing of endwords for the whole Qur’an can be found in Syed Kazim and Hashim Amir
Ali, Rhythmic Verse-endings of the Qur’an (Hyderabad, Deccan: self-published, 1969). I have
not yet gone through the entirety of this very handy work, but I did note a typographical error at
Q. 38:7, where ikhtilāq is printed ikhtiāq. I am grateful to Andrew Rippin for alerting me to the
existence of this hard-to-ﬁnd work.
57 See Bā Jūdah, Taʾammulāt, pp. 189–97 (‘al-Fawāṣil wa-adwāruhā fī Sūrat Maryam’),
for insights about the rhyme words, rhyme sounds, and limited rhetorical analysis of
these.
58 Though, admittedly, as Devin Stewart has pointed out to me, the number of odd rhyme
words may be a function of the oddity of the rhyme itself (personal communication).
59 Cf. The Qur’ān, tr. Jones, p. 282, where Jones suggests that the use of repeated words in
different contexts raises ‘problems about their meaning’.
60 I am grateful to Joe Lowry for suggesting this term.
61 For a convenient tabulation of sura chronology, see Robinson, Discovering the
Qur’an, pp. 69–70, 72–3, 77–8; cf. W. Montgomery Watt, Bell’s Introduction to the
Qur’an, completely revised and enlarged (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1970),
pp. 205–13.
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62 Consider, also, the fact that there are many kinship words/terms in this sura: abū (x2),
abat (x4), umm, ahl (x2), āl, ibn, dhurriyya (x2), ghulām (x4), imraʾ, imraʾat (x2), words from
w–l–d (x9), walī and mawālī (both in verse 5). I have not compared the frequency of these in
this sura with the frequency in other suras, but their presence here is nevertheless noticeable
and, I suspect, not accidental given the sura’s concern with fathers, mothers, and offspring
generally.
63 Cf. the view that the spirit of Jesus entered Mary through her mouth. See, for example, Ibn
al-Jawzī, Zād al-masīr, vol. 5, p. 162 (‘wa-dakhala min fīhā’).
64 That the voice is that of Jesus is explicit in chapter 20 of the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew:
< www.gnosis.org/library/psudomat.htm > (accessed 24 July 2010). Cf. Mourad, ‘From
Hellenism’.
65 Le Saint Coran et la traduction en langue française du sens de ses versets, tr. Muhammad
Hamidullah, revised edn (Medina: Complexe du Roi Fahd pour l’impression du Saint Coran,
1995), p. 308.
66 The Qur’ān, tr. Jones, p. 282.
67 Shawkat M. Toorawa, ‘Referencing the Qur’an: A Proposal, with Illustrative Translations
and Discussion’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 9:1 (2007), pp. 134–48.
68 Cf. al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa, pp. 152–6, for a layout of the Arabic that takes into account the
dialogue (though he and I differ in places).
69 This translation has beneﬁted from the invaluable input of Ebad Ahmed, Joseph Lowry,
Devin Stewart, Maryam Toorawa, Asiya Toorawa and Parvine Toorawa.
70 I have amended my preferred ‘In the Name of God, Full of Compassion, Ever
Compassionate’ to ‘In the Name of God, the Lord of Mercy, Full of Mercy’ so that the
translation of al-raḥmān in the basmala matches its translation in the sura.
71 I am ‘taking the Qur’ān in its ﬁnished form as a starting point for a literary investigation’
(Mustansir Mir, ‘The Qur’an as Literature’, Religion & Literature 20 (1988), pp. 49–64, at p.
53), viz. the ‘Ḥafṣ ʿan ʿĀṣim’ rescension as opposed to the other in circulation (in Spain and
North Africa), viz. ‘Warsh ʿan Nāﬁʿ’.
72 Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, pp. 176 ff and passim. On intertextuality and the aural
in the Qur’an, see, for example, Michael Sells, ‘A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Sūras of the
Qur’ān: Spirit, Gender, and Aural Intertextuality’ in Issa J. Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures of
Religious Meaning in the Qur’ān (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2000), pp. 3–25; Michael Sells,
‘Sound and Meaning in Sūrat al-Qāri‘a’, Arabica 40 (1993), pp. 403–30; Soraya M. HajjajiJarrah, ‘The Enchantment of Reading: Sound, Meaning, and Expression in Sūrat al-‘Ādiyāt’ in
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