Print  ISSN: 2676 - 6906
Online ISSN: 2676 - 6914

Studies of Quran Reading

Homepage: https://ger.journals.miuv.ac.ir

Re-examining the Variant Reading of Q. 13:31 in Light of
the Orthography of the San‘a’ Palimpsest (Codex San‘a’ I)

Meysam Kohantorabi'®

1. Corresponding Author, Associate Professor, Bozorgmehr University of Qaenat, Qaenat, Iran:
kohantorabi@buqaen.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received:

3 September 2025
Received in
revised form:

5 November 2025
Accepted:

1 December 2025
Available online:
31 December 2025

Keywords:

Q. 13:31;
variant readings;
yay as;
yatabayyan;
Codex San‘a’ I
Ahl al-Bayt;

Ibn ‘Abbas.

Objective: This study critically examines the variant reading in Q.
13:31 — a-fa-lam yay as versus a-fa-lam yatabayyan — and evaluates
the authority of the reading attributed to a number of Companions,
Successors, and three Imams from the Ahl al-Bayt. The central issue
concerns the report attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas alleging a scribal error in
the writing of tﬁe word, and the reassessment of this claim in light of
the orthographic conventions of the earliest extant Qur’anic
manuscript, namely the Sanaa manuscript (Codex San‘a’ I).

Method: The research adopts a descriptive-analytical method within
a critical-historical framework. Data were collected through a
systematic review of classical exegetical and readings (gira’at)
sources (including al-Tabari, al-ZamakhsharT, al-Tabrist, and major
works on variant readings), alongside direct examination of published
images of Codex San‘a’ I. Since Q. 13:31 is not preserved in the extant
folios of this manuscript, the orthography of analogous lexical forms
was analyzed in order to reconstruct the probable spelling of yay ‘as
and compare it with yatabayyan.

Findings: The findings ind{cate that the reading a-fa-lam yatabayyan
is transmitted from more than twenty Companions and Successors, in
addition to three Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt. In the orthography of
Codex San‘a’ I, the hamzah — whether initial or medial — is neither
written independently nor represented by a seat (alif or denticle).
Accordingly, yay’as would be written as yys, a form graphically
indistinguishable in denticle count from ytgj/n. Consequently, Ibn
‘Abbas’s claim that the discrepancy arose from a scribe’s miscounting
of denticles is untenable when evaluated against this early
orthofgraphic system. Semantically, yatabayyan (“to become
manifest”) aligns naturally with the verse’s context without recourse
to ellipsis or interpretive strain.

Conclusion: The reading a-fa-lam yatabayyan, supported by
substantial transmission across both Sunni and ShiT sources and
compatible with the early orthographic evidence of Codex San‘a’ I,
possesses considerable credibility. Although its semantic divergence
from the canonical reading a-fa-lam yay 'as — when ya s is interpreted
as “to know” — is not substantial, the greater semantic clarity and
absence of interpretive contrivance render yatabayyan preferable. This
study demonstrates the heuristic value of early manuscript evidence in
adjudicating long-standing debates in Qur’anic studies.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of variant Qur’anic readings (ikhtilaf al-gird’dat) is
historically rooted in the early consonantal script (rasm), which lacked
diacritical marks and vowelization, as well as in dialectal variation and diverse
pedagogical transmissions among the Companions. One of the most debated
cases occurs in Q. 13:31. The canonical reading renders the phrase as a-fa-lam
yvay’as al-ladhina amanti, whereas an alternative reading, a-fa-lam
yatabayyan, is attributed to more than twenty Companions—among them Ibn
‘Abbas and Ibn Mas ‘id—alongside prominent Successors and three Imams of
the Ahl al-Bayt (“AlL, al-Sajjad, and al-Sadiq).

A report ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas attributes the divergence to a drowsy scribe
who allegedly miscounted the “denticles” (asnan) of the consonantal script.
This report provoked sharply divergent reactions among exegetes: some
considered it tantamount to alleging textual corruption, while others, including
Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, deemed it plausible within the context of early
orthographic practices. Despite extensive scholarship on variant readings, no
prior study has reassessed this issue in light of the earliest surviving Qur’anic
manuscript, Codex San‘a’ L.

This research therefore addresses the following questions:

What does the orthography of Codex San‘a’ I suggest regarding the graphic
plausibility of the two readings?

To what extent does Ibn ‘Abbas’s claim accord with early scribal
conventions?

Which reading enjoys stronger evidentiary support when both manuscript
and exegetical data are considered?

Methodology

This qualitative, foundational study employs a descriptive-analytical
method within a critical-historical framework. The research corpus comprises
exegetical and gira ‘at literature relevant to Q. 13:31, along with the earliest
Qur’anic manuscripts, particularly Codex San‘a’ 1.

Because the verse under discussion does not appear in the extant folios, the
study proceeded by:

Extracting orthographic principles governing the manuscript, especially
regarding the omission of hamzah and medial alif.

Reconstructing the likely spelling of yay ‘as and yatabayyan according to
these conventions.

Conducting a comparative semantic and transmission analysis of both
readings in classical sources.
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Findings
The findings carried out led to some outcomes as follow:

1. Transmission Evidence

The reading yatabayyan is transmitted through multiple chains from
leading authorities across both Sunni and Sh1‘1 traditions. The multiplicity of
transmitters in early sources indicates that this was not an isolated anomaly
but a recognized early variant.

2. Semantic Analysis of Ya's

Exegetes proposed three principal interpretations:

That ya’s in certain dialects signifies “to know.”

That it refers to knowledge arising after despair.

That it retains its primary meaning (“despair”), necessitating ellipsis (e.g.,
“despair of their belief”).

Lexicographical investigation reveals that the attribution of the meaning
“to know” to ya’s largely derives from exegetical attempts to interpret this
very verse, rather than from clear independent attestations.

3. Orthography of Codex San ‘a’ I

The manuscript demonstrates consistent omission of hamzah in all
positions, without independent sign or seat. Examples include spellings where
hamzah-bearing words are written without any graphic marker. Furthermore,
medial alif is frequently omitted.

Applying these conventions:

Yay'as would be written as yys.

Yatabayyan would be written in a consonantal form visually comparable in
denticle count.

Thus, the alleged scribal confusion based on denticle miscounting is not
substantiated by the manuscript’s orthographic system.

4. Exegetical Reactions

While some exegetes rejected Ibn ‘Abbas’s report as implying textual
corruption, Ibn Hajar adopted a mediating stance, suggesting that such
orthographic confusion could occur within early scribal practice. The present
findings lend greater historical plausibility to Ibn Hajar’s nuanced position.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The study establishes that the reading a-fa-lam yatabayyan possesses
robust transmission support and is not undermined by early orthographic
evidence. The central objection—namely, scribal confusion due to denticle
miscount—proves untenable when tested against Codex San‘a’ I.

Semantically, both readings converge toward a similar conceptual field
(manifest knowledge or realization). However, yatabayyan offers greater
lexical clarity without recourse to rare dialectal usage or syntactic ellipsis, and
aligns seamlessly with the verse’s discourse on divine guidance.

While affirming the authority of the canonical reading, this study
demonstrates that the alternative reading retains significant scholarly merit,
possibly functioning as an exegetical gloss that elucidates the intended
meaning. More broadly, the research illustrates the methodological
importance of early manuscript evidence in reassessing long-standing debates
in Qur’anic studies and calls for a re-evaluation of earlier polemical judgments
regarding non-canonical readings in light of tangible historical data.
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