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Objective: This article critically reassesses the Islamic doctrine of the
Qur’an’s perfect textual continuity (tawatur) in light of Frangois
Déroche’s codicological and palacographical findings. It asks to what
extent his empirical work challenges or confirms the belief that the
received text has been preserved unchanged since its revelation.
Method: The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, drawing
principally on Déroche’s analyses of the Codex Parisino-petropolitanus,
the San‘a’” palimpsest, and Umayyad-era Qur’ans, supplemented by Shi'‘t
theological distinctions between the mass-transmitted status of the original
text and that of the variant readings (qira’at).

Findings: Déroche’s evidence reveals a period of early textual
pluralism. The Parisino-petropolitanus codex, copied by at least five
scribes in the Hijazi script, displays orthographic inconsistencies,
variant verse divisions, and idiosyncratic spellings that contradict the
image of a single, fixed archetype from the start. The lower layer of
the San‘a’ palimpsest preserves a non-'Uthmanic textual tradition
deliberately erased and replaced, attesting to the political suppression
of competing codices. Simultaneously, the consonantal skeleton
(rasm) exhibits remarkable early stability, and the rapid spread of
‘Uthmanic-based manuscripts across the Umayyad realm shows that
standardization, though gradual and contested, was ultimately highly
successful. This standardization evolved from plain Hijazi fragments
to ornamented Kufic copies over several decades, indicating a process
rather than an instantaneous event.

Conclusion: Déroche’s work does not invalidate the principle of
continuity but profoundly historicizes it. By applying the Shi‘T
framework that distinguishes the tawatur of the Qur’an’s core text from
the non-tawatur nature of variant readings, the article redefines
continuity not as letter-for-letter transmission of a frozen codex from
day one, but as the faithful preservation of the revealed kernel within
a dynamic and gradual process of scribal canonization. This
interpretation reconciles empirical manuscript evidence with the
theological conviction of divine protection
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Introduction

The belief that the Qur’an has been transmitted in an unbroken chain
(tawatur) from the time of its revelation to the present, without any substantive
alteration, constitutes a foundational axiom of Islamic orthodoxy across Sunni
and Shi‘7 traditions. This doctrine, frequently encapsulated in the phrase
“perfect preservation,” rests on the historical narrative that the third caliph,
‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, established an official codex and ordered the destruction
of variant copies, thereby ensuring a unified text. However, the discovery and
systematic study of early Qur’anic manuscripts—most notably the San‘a’
cache and the Codex Parisino-petropolitanus—have opened a new chapter in
Qur’anic studies. At the center of this material turn stands Frangois Déroche,
whose codicological and palaeographic investigations have provided an
unprecedented empirical basis for evaluating the doctrine of textual continuity.
This article undertakes a critical re-examination of that doctrine through the
lens of Déroche’s findings, arguing that his work neither simply refutes nor
fully endorses the traditional claim but rather demands a more nuanced,
historically conscious reformulation.

Methodology

The study employs a descriptive-analytical method grounded in
documentary analysis, with primary reliance on Déroche’s major works,
including La transmission écrite du Coran dans les débuts de lislam: Le
codex Parisino-petropolitanus (2009), Qur’ans of the Umayyads: A First
Overview (2013), and his earlier catalogues and palacographic studies. The
analysis is further enriched by the findings of scholars working on the San‘a’
palimpsest, particularly Sadeghi and Goudarzi, and by the codicological
syntheses offered by Mortaza Karimi-Niya on early Hijazi manuscripts.
Crucially, the article incorporates a methodological distinction drawn from
Shi‘T ‘ilm al-usil: the difference between the tawatur of the original text (nass
al-Qur’an) and the non-tawatur status of the transmitted readings (qira’at).
This distinction serves as an interpretative key to reconcile the material
evidence of scribal variation with the theological commitment to a divinely
guarded archetype.

Findings

Déroche’s examination of the Codex Parisino-petropolitanus (CPP)—a
late seventh-century manuscript produced by at least five simultaneous hands
in the Hijazi script—reveals a textual landscape far more fluid than the
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traditional narrative suggests. The copyists employed personal orthographic
solutions, leading to variant spellings of long vowels (e.g., the frequent
omission of alif to represent /a/), inconsistent treatment of the definite article,
and divergences in verse numbering and stirah headings. Such features, also
catalogued by Karimi-Niya across fourteen characteristics of early Hijazi
codices (including defective long-vowel notation, the absence of illumination,
and the non-‘Uthmanic stirah orders), indicate that a fixed written standard
had not yet fully crystallized. The CPP’s irregular page layout and economical
use of expensive parchment further suggest that the manuscript predates the
mature scribal conventions of later centuries.

The San‘a’ palimpsest provides the most striking material evidence of
deliberate textual suppression. Beneath a standard ‘Uthmanic upper text lies
an erased lower layer whose siirah ordering and occasional phrasing depart
from the canonical version. Déroche endorses the palimpsest’s dating to the
second half of the first/seventh century and interprets the erasure as a
conscious effort to replace a non-conforming tradition with the authorized
codex. This aligns with historical reports of “Uthman’s order to destroy rival
codices, yet it simultaneously demonstrates that such variant traditions were
once materially present and were only gradually eliminated.

Déroche’s survey of Umayyad-era Qur’ans charts the evolution of the mushaf
from unadorned Hijazi fragments to lavishly ornamented Kufic volumes
associated with the caliphal court. He identifies two sub-periods: a pre-‘Abd al-
Malik phase of simpler, less standardized copies, and a post-‘Abd al-Malik phase
marked by a more disciplined script and elaborate illumination—likely reflecting
state-led efforts to consolidate textual authority, including Hajjaj ibn Yusuf’s well-
known reform project. This trajectory confirms that the physical presentation of
the Qur’an underwent considerable change, even as the consonantal skeleton was
progressively fixed.

Notwithstanding this evidence of flux, the same data underscore a
significant degree of early continuity. The consensus text’s consonantal
outline (rasm) appears remarkably stable across the disparate manuscript
families of the Umayyad period. The Birmingham fragment and other early
witnesses align closely with the standard ‘Uthmanic text in its essentials. The
very act of erasing and overwriting the San‘a’ palimpsest presupposes a
recognized standard against which the lower text was judged deficient.
Moreover, the rapid geographical diffusion of Hijazi-style manuscripts from
Fustat to Damascus and the Hijaz implies that a shared textual tradition, rooted
in the “Uthmanic archetype, enjoyed broad and early acceptance. None of the
recorded variants touches core doctrinal or legal tenets; they largely pertain to
orthography and auxiliary markers.
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The Shi'T theological framework proves particularly illuminating here. A
tradition from Imam al-Bagqir, transmitted in al-Kulaynt’s a/-Kdfi and
authenticated by Shi‘T scholars, states: “The Qur’an is one, sent down from
the One, and difference comes only from the transmitters.” This dictum
encapsulates a principle of “unity of revelation” (wahdat al-nuzil) that
distinguishes the divinely revealed core—the “mother text”—from the
human-mediated practices of recitation. Historically, Shi1 scholarship
evolved from an early acceptance of multiple well-known readings to a later,
more critical stance, culminating in the modern rejection of the tawatur of the
Seven or Ten Readings by figures such as Ayatullah Khii’1. This position
resonates with Déroche’s observation that personal scribal choices, not
variations in a hypothetical original, account for many discrepancies. The
gradual standardization documented by Déroche can thus be understood as an
attempt to discipline the plurality of performed readings and bring the written
tradition into conformity with a single revealed archetype—an effort fully
compatible with the belief in a preserved urtext.

Conclusion

Frangois Déroche’s codicological research fundamentally challenges naive
notions of an immediately fixed, word-for-word identical written text from the
Prophet’s lifetime. Instead, it reveals a historical process marked by early
textual pluralism, competing traditions, and gradual, politically inflected
standardization. At the same time, his work vindicates the core of the Islamic
claim: that the Qur'an’s essential structure remained stable and was
successfully transmitted across the centuries. By integrating the Shi‘l
theological distinction between the mutawatir text and the non-mutawatir
readings, the article redefines Qur’anic continuity not as a frozen, letter-for-
letter reproduction from the very first moment, but as the faithful preservation
of the revealed core through a dynamic and contested process of scribal
canonization. This redefinition offers a robust reconciliation of material
manuscript evidence with the enduring religious conviction of divine
protection, portraying the history of the Qur’anic text as a trajectory of
regulated transmission rather than a myth of instantaneous perfection.
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