Studies of Quran Reading

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

An Examination of Angelika Neuwirth's Approach to the
Concept of the Qur'anic Mushaf

Fahimeh Kalbasi'™

1. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Theology (Quran and Hadith
Specialization), Payame Noor University of Tehran Province, Tehran, Iran: ?

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received:

12 September 2025
Received in revised
form:

11 November 2025
Accepted:

12 December 2025
Available online:
31 December 2025

Keywords:
Qur’anic Mushaf,
Angelika Neuwirth,
Orality and Literacy,
Late Antiquity,
Intertextuality,
Methodological
Critique.

Objective: This article aims to systematically analyze and critically
evaluate Angelika Neuwirth’s approach to the Qur’anic concept of the
mushaf. The central question concerns understanding the mushaf as a
written text and its relationship with the Qur’an as an oral
proclamation.

Methodology: Utilizing an analytical-critical method, the study
examines Neuwirth’s “Corpus Coranicum” project and her theoretical
foundations (including late antique contextualization, the
Qur’an/mushaf distinction, intertextuality, and orality theory). It
identifies her achievements while offering a structural and
methodological critique.

Findings: Neuwirth’s foremost achievement is reviving a context-
sensitive historicity of the Qur’an and providing a new, rich
framework in Western Qur’anic studies. However, her approach
suffers from fundamental limitations: the risk of reductionism in the
oral/written dichotomy, excessive reliance on classical Noldekean
dating, relative neglect of the intra-Islamic exegetical tradition, weak
explanatory power regarding the Qur’an’s generic diversity (especially
Medinan legislative stiras), and insufficient integration with new
codicological evidence.

Conclusion: Despite establishing a necessary and influential
paradigm, Neuwirth’s approach requires integration with new
manuscript findings and systematic dialogue with the Islamic
exegetical heritage to achieve a comprehensive analysis of the mushaf.
Her work’s enduring value lies more in opening fundamental questions
and charting a new path than in offering final answers.
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Introduction

The field of contemporary Qur'anic studies has witnessed a significant
paradigm shift from classical Orientalist source-criticism toward more
nuanced literary-historical approaches that situate the Qur'an within the
intellectual and cultural matrix of Late Antiquity. Among the most prominent
figures driving this transformation is Angelika Neuwirth, a German Qur'anic
scholar whose work has fundamentally reshaped Western understandings of
the Qur'an's formation, structure, and theological significance. This article
undertakes a systematic examination and critical evaluation of Neuwirth's
approach to the Qur'anic mushaf—the codified, authoritative written text of
the Qur'an—seeking to assess both her theoretical contributions and
methodological limitations.

The central problematic addressed by Neuwirth's work concerns the
relationship between the Qur'an as oral proclamation (al-Qur'an) and the
Qur'an as written codex (al-Mushaf). Traditional Islamic scholarship has
maintained the unity of revelation across both oral and written modalities,
while classical Orientalist scholarship often treated the written text primarily
as a source for reconstructing early Islamic history. Neuwirth offers a third
path: understanding the mushaf not as a static endpoint but as the culmination
of a dynamic, pre-canonical process in which divine proclamations,
transmitted orally and interactively within the early Muslim community,
gradually crystallized into a standardized written form. This process, she
argues, was deeply embedded in the discursive environment of Late Antiquity,
engaging dialogically with Jewish, Christian, and other religious traditions.

This article pursues four principal research questions: (1) What are the key
conceptual and methodological foundations of Neuwirth's approach? (2) What
new insights and strengths does her interpretation of the mushaf as a dynamic
process offer? (3) How does her position distinguish itself from other
dominant trends in Western Qur'anic studies? (4) What are the most significant
criticisms and limitations of her analytical model? By addressing these
questions, the article aims to determine the methodological status of
Neuwirth's contribution and identify pathways for future research that might
integrate her insights with other scholarly approaches.

Methodology

The present study employs an analytical-critical methodology, examining
Neuwirth's approach through close reading of her major publications,
including "The Qur'an and Late Antiquity: A Shared Heritage" (2019) and
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"Scripture, Poetry and the Making of a Community" (2014), alongside
analysis of the Corpus Coranicum project, which she co-founded at the Berlin-
Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities. The article identifies four
theoretical pillars of Neuwirth's framework: Late Antique contextualization,
the methodological distinction between Qur'an and mushaf, intertextuality
conceived as dialogical engagement, and orality/literacy theory derived from
cultural memory studies.

The critical evaluation proceeds through structural analysis of Neuwirth's
arguments, comparison with alternative scholarly paradigms (including the
classical philological school of Noldeke, the revisionist skepticism of
Wansbrough, and the Syro-Aramaic reading of Luxenberg), and assessment of
her model's explanatory power regarding specific Qur'anic features,
particularly the Medinan siiras. The article also engages with intra-Islamic
exegetical traditions and recent codicological evidence as counterpoints to
Neuwirth's literary-historical emphasis.

Findings

Neuwirth's foremost achievement lies in reviving a context-sensitive
historicity for the Qur'an that avoids both the ahistorical essentialism of
traditional approaches and the reductive source-criticism of earlier
Orientalism. By situating the Qur'an firmly within the late antique discursive
world (approximately 3rd-8th centuries CE), she demonstrates that
recognizing the Qur'an's historical embeddedness does not diminish its
theological originality but rather illuminates how its messages actively
engaged with, responded to, and transformed existing religious discourses.
The Qur'an emerges from this analysis not as a passive borrower but as a
creative agent within a vibrant intellectual ecosystem.

The methodological distinction between al-Qur'an (oral, performative
revelation in the living context of Mecca and Medina) and al-Mushaf (the
standardized written canon) provides Neuwirth's most generative analytical
tool. This distinction allows her to read textual features that might otherwise
appear as disorganization—variations in style, length, and rhetorical
strategy—as traces of the dynamic formation process. The mushaf thus
becomes a palimpsest preserving layers of community memory, prophetic
responses to specific situations, and the gradual transition from oral
performance to written authority.

Neuwirth's interpretive framework, as operationalized through the Corpus
Coranicum project, integrates three complementary dimensions: material
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codicology (examining early Qur'anic manuscripts and variant readings),
comparative intertextuality (mapping conceptual parallels with Syriac,
Hebrew, Ethiopic, and Greek religious literature), and literary-structural
analysis (composing individual siiras as coherent rhetorical unities). This
tripartite structure, the article finds, represents a significant advance over
earlier isolated approaches.

Regarding intertextuality, Neuwirth radically reconceives Qur'anic
engagement with biblical and post-biblical traditions. Rather than viewing
parallels as evidence of borrowing or influence, she argues that the Qur'an
participates dialogically in shared late antique discourses about monotheism,
prophecy, eschatology, and divine attributes. Her analysis of Siirat al-Ikhlas
(112), for instance, interprets it not as a simple denial of the Trinity but as a
sophisticated theological response to Christological debates about divine
sonship and essence. Similarly, her reading of Stirat al-Rahman (55) identifies
its refrain structure as resonating with Syriac liturgical hymns while
maintaining distinctively Qur'anic theological emphases.

Neuwirth's emphasis on orality and performance, drawing on the work of
Walter Ong and Jan Assmann, recovers a neglected dimension of Qur'anic
aesthetics. The mnemonic patterns, rhythmic devices, and direct address forms
that characterize especially the Meccan siiras are reinterpreted as features of
living proclamation—a scripture designed to be heard, recited, and
internalized within a ritual-liturgical context. This perspective challenges the
text-centric assumptions of much Western biblical scholarship and opens new
avenues for understanding the Qur'an's emotional and spiritual impact on its
first audiences.

Critical Limitations

Despite these substantial contributions, the article identifies six
fundamental limitations in Neuwirth's approach that require careful
methodological qualification.

First, the oral/written dichotomy, while analytically useful, risks
reductionism. Through engagement with Daniel Madigan's semantic analysis
of the k-t-b root in the Qur'an itself, the article demonstrates that Neuwirth's
distinction between pre-canonical oral proclamation and post-canonical
written codex may impose a conceptual binary foreign to the Qur'an's self-
understanding. Madigan argues persuasively that the Qur'an conceives of
"kitab" (book/scripture) not primarily as a physical object or written text but
as divine knowledge and authority dynamically interacting with humanity
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through prophetic mediation. When the Qur'an rejects the polytheists' demand
for a written book sent down from heaven (Q 17:93: "Say: Glory be to my
Lord! Am I anything but a mortal messenger?"), it explicitly refuses the
identification of divine "book" with material textuality. Neuwirth's
framework, by positing a golden age of pure orality followed by a fall into
written fixation, may misrepresent the Qur'an's own integrated understanding
of spoken revelation and written authority as coexistent from the beginning of
the prophetic mission.

Second, Neuwirth's reliance on Noldeke's classical dating of stiras—based
on stylistic criteria, verse length, and presumed content—introduces potential
hermeneutic circularity. Her structural analyses presuppose the very
chronological framework that they sometimes claim to confirm. When she
identifies patterns of thematic development across assumed early, middle, and
late Meccan periods, the argument risks becoming self-validating. Given that
Noldeke's chronology, however sophisticated, remains based on internal
evidence and unverifiable assumptions about the order of revelation,
Neuwirth's confidence in this framework may be methodologically
problematic.

Third, the article finds that Neuwirth's intense focus on the original context
of revelation and the "first reception" by early audiences leads to relative
neglect of the post-formative Islamic exegetical tradition. While her work
engages productively with early Islamic sources (sira, hadith, some tafsir), the
rich heritage of classical and post-classical Qur'anic commentary—including
theological, legal, mystical, and rhetorical traditions—remains largely outside
her purview. This omission is particularly significant for understanding the
mushaf, since the canonized text's meaning has been shaped through centuries
of interpretive practice within Muslim communities. A comprehensive
analysis of the mushaf as a living scripture must account not only for its
formation but also for its ongoing life in exegesis, recitation, and devotional
practice.

Fourth, the explanatory power of Neuwirth's framework diminishes
notably when confronting the generic diversity of the Qur'an, especially the
long Medinan siiras containing legislative, juristic, and historical-prose
materials. Her literary-structural methods, developed primarily through
analysis of Meccan siiras with their poetic, hymnic, and admonitory character,
apply less convincingly to passages dealing with marriage law, inheritance,
warfare treaties, and community organization. The article questions whether
the same analytical tools that illuminate the ring-composition and rhythmic
patterns of early Meccan revelations can adequately account for the discursive
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complexity of Siuirat al-Nisa' (4) or Surat al-Ma'idah (5). This limitation
suggests that Neuwirth's model may be more suitable for certain Qur'anic
genres than others, a qualification she does not sufficiently acknowledge.

Fifth, despite the Corpus Coranicum project's engagement with manuscript
evidence, Neuwirth's theoretical writings have not adequately integrated
findings from recent codicological research, including radiocarbon dating of
early manuscripts (such as the Birmingham and Parisino-petropolitanus
folios) and analysis of the San'a' palimpsest. These material witnesses reveal
greater textual fluidity in the early transmission process—variations in
orthography, verse divisions, stira ordering, and reading traditions—than
Neuwirth's model of relatively stable editorial coherence might predict.
Without serious integration of this evidence, her account of mushaf formation
risks appearing too orderly and teleological.

Sixth, Neuwirth's intertextual emphasis, while illuminating, may
inadvertently subordinate the Qur'an's independent linguistic and conceptual
creativity to its engagement with Jewish-Christian traditions. The pre-Islamic
Arabian context—including indigenous poetic conventions, hanif
monotheism, and local pilgrimage practices—receives comparatively less
attention. The article suggests that a more balanced approach would recognize
the Qur'an as simultaneously responding to late antique discourses and
innovating from within Arabic linguistic and cultural resources that cannot be
fully reduced to biblical or Syriac parallels.

Conclusion

This systematic examination of Angelika Neuwirth's approach to the
Qur'anic mushafreveals a scholar whose work has established an essential and
influential paradigm while leaving significant methodological challenges
unresolved. Neuwirth's greatest contribution lies not in providing final
answers but in opening fundamental questions: How does the Qur'an's oral-
performance dimension relate to its written-canonical form? What does it
mean to read the Qur'an as a text from Late Antiquity without reducing its
theological claims to historical conditions? How can Western critical
scholarship engage productively with Islamic interpretive traditions? Her
framing of these questions has permanently redirected the field.

However, the article concludes that Neuwirth's model cannot stand alone.
A comprehensive analysis of the mushaf requires integration of three
complementary streams: (1) Neuwirth's literary-historical and discourse-
analytical insights; (2) new codicological and material evidence from early



347 An Examination of Angelika Neuwirth's Approach to the Concept of ... | Fahimeh Kalbasi

manuscripts, which continues to refine understanding of the textual
stabilization process; and (3) systematic dialogue with the Islamic exegetical
heritage, which preserves the living interpretive tradition through which the
mushaf has functioned as scripture for Muslim communities across fourteen
centuries.

The enduring value of Neuwirth's work, therefore, consists less in its
specific conclusions than in its demonstration that a historically informed,
literary-sophisticated, culturally contextualized reading of the Qur'an is
possible—and that such reading enhances rather than diminishes appreciation
of the text's theological and aesthetic power. Future research should build
upon this foundation while addressing its limitations through interdisciplinary
collaboration, methodological humility, and genuine engagement with both
material evidence and Islamic interpretive traditions. Only through such
integration can Qur'anic studies move toward a more complete, nuanced
understanding of the remarkable phenomenon that is the Qur'anic mushaf: a
text that, from its origins in oral proclamation to its codification as written
canon to its ongoing life in recitation and interpretation, has shaped the
spiritual, intellectual, and cultural identity of one of the world's great

civilizations.
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