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Abstract

The Arabic terminological tradition is remarkably unique for the application of a single
referential word to a variety of concepts across subjects. One such term is lakn, which, in
the sense of a terminus technicus, became a familiar topos in philological, jurisprudential,
literary, and Qur’anic discourses. The present study re-examines the referential terrain of
the term, taking as its point of departure, Johann Fiick’s (d. 1974) seminal discussion of
it. An entirely new area to which the term came to be applied relates to the aesthetic genres;
namely, the poetic and prose forms where particular manipulation of meanings or
expressions became interpretable as rhetorical lasn. From Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) down
to Ibn Rashiq (d. 456/1063), this study examines the trajectory of the evolution and
formalization of the term /akn in the context of allusive tropes established by theorists and
literary legislators. The study also demonstrates that, its strong referential attachment to
incorrect idiom notwithstanding, the application of the term /akn to other phenomena in
the scholarly discourse was all the more remarkable in regard to the literary, theoretical
tradition where the elasticity of the terminological convention is once more established.

Introduction

The term lahn and the various concepts to which it refers have been the subject of some
stimulating, scholarly investigations in contemporary scholarship. Johann Fick’s
(d. 1974) pioneering study, in spite of its age, remains a redoubtable point of departure
for later efforts among which Manfred Ullmann’s studies stand out.! In the present

This article is dedicated to Professor Wadad Kadi of the University of Chicago on the occasion of her
66th birthday 23 November 2009.

A version of this paper was presented at the XXX Deutscher Orientalistentag (30th German Orientalists’
Congress), Freiburg, 24-28 September 2007.

Amidu Sanni, Department of Foreign Languages, Lagos State University Nigeria, P.M.B. 01 LASU Ojo,
Lagos State, Nigeria. E-mail: amsanni@yahoo.co.uk

ohann Fiick, ‘Die Wiirzel /-h-n und ihre Ableitungen’, in ‘Arabiyya: Untersuchungen zur arabischen
Sprach und Stilgeschichte (Berlin, 1950), pp. 128-35. This title also exists in a French translation as ‘La
racine lhn et ses dérivés’, in ‘Arabiya: Recherches sur I’histoire de la langue et du style arabe, trans. Claude
Denizeau (Paris, 1955), pp. 195-205. An Arabic translation is also said to have appeared later, although
this was not available to me. Manfred Ullmann, ed. Worterbuch der klassischen arabischen Sprache
(Wiesbaden, 1983), Band II, no 2, 3772-392°, s.v. ‘lahana’ (henceforth WKAS); and Manfred Ullmann,
Wa-khayru I-haditi ma kana lahnan— Beitrdge zur Lexikographie des Klassischen Arabisch Nr 1 (Miunchen,
1979) (henceforth Beitrdge).
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2 A. Sanni

essay, my intention is to reposition the various significations of the term as identified by
both authors and to illustrate other shades of meanings and nuances that either author
has not identified or established. A number of evidential examples given by either author
to illustrate their discussion will be re-presented in order to refresh the reader’s
familiarity with them. More significantly, I intend to illustrate the emergence of an
entirely different type of lakhn, the one I would like to designate as rhetorical lakn. This
designation is informed by the observation that our earliest encounter with it with this
underlying signification was in the context of the scholarly elaboration of the rhetorical
schemata (schemata verborum) and tropes of the Arabic aesthetic tradition, especially
poetry. From the third/ninth century, scholarly discussions on the aesthetic tradition of
the Arabs started to assume a systematic elaboration of some sort, as aspects and features
of the various modes of literary expression came to be characterized in specific terms. In
religious and propaedeutic subjects there were cross-currents of terminological interface
such that the term /akn came to be employed in rhetoric, jurisprudence, and grammar,
among others. My particular interest in this essay, however, is to highlight how lahn
came to be employed in the domain of rhetorical characterization of figures of speech. It
is significant to note that neither Fiick nor Ullmann made any conscious attempt at
examining the phenomenon of /akn as a rhetorical subject, and this will constitute a
major—if not the major—aspect of this study. Nonetheless, I intend to provide
additional information on and analysis of other significations of the lemma /lahn as
discussed by the two principal authorities in their various studies.

Lahn and its Idioms in Language

Taking Fiick and Ullmann as our principal authorities, the word lakn is said to have five
semantic significations, namely:>

i. Idiom, speech style, tone. In this sense it also refers to the peculiar manner of
speaking by an individual or an ethnic group (French parler; German Redeweise).
ii. Perceptiveness, cleverness, or quick witticism.
iii. Veiled or obscure allusion.
iv. Solecism; that is, incorrect speech. This also entails barbarism and malapropism.*
v. Musical melody, song, or tune.

Drawing on the insights afforded by materials and discourse on the classical period, it is
safe to conclude that the original application of /ahn was understood in the context of
i-iii and that its meaning was generally limited to these ideational spheres. The earliest

2Ullmann, Beitrige, 6. See also, El Said M. Badawi and Muhammad Abdul Haleem, Arabic—English
Dictionary of Quranic Usage (Leiden/Boston, 2008), p. 838, s. v. ‘I-h-n’.

3Compare The Encyclopaedia of Islam, new (2nd) ed., 12 vols (Leiden, 1960-2009), v (1986), 605°-610%,
s.v. ‘lahn al-‘awamm’; xii (2004), 546°-47% s.v. ‘lahn’.

It may be added here in passing that in the western literary tradition, too, the subject elicited some
attention. In what is probably the earliest treatise on the theory of letter writing—namely, Flores Rhetorici
(Flowers of Rhetoric) completed in 1087 by Alberic of Montecassino (d. 1105)—malapropism is defined
as ‘improper use of words’; barbarism as ‘the serious misuse of one word’; and solecism as ‘serious misuse
of a group of words’. See J. M. Miller, trans., ‘Flores Rhetorici ¢ (‘Flowers of Rhetoric’), in Readings in
Medieval Rhetoric, ed. Joseph M. Miller et al. (Bloomington, IN, 1974), 131-61 (p. 142).
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documentary occurrence of the word in the sense of manner of speech is employed in
Qur’an 47:30:

Wa-law nasha’u la-araynakahum fa-la-‘araftahum bi-simahum wa-la-ta ‘rifanna-
hum fi lahni I-qawli . . .

Had we wished, we would have shown them to you; you would have known
them by their marks, but surely you will know them by the manner of their
speech ...

It is also in this sense that it is used by Bishr b. ‘Amr, otherwise known as al-Jarud b.
‘Abd Allah (d. 20/641), in the following:’

Ya ayyuha I-hatifu fi duja I-zulam
ahlan wa-sahlan bika min tayfin alam(m)
Bayyin — hadaka llahu — fi lahni -kalim
mani lladht tad‘u ilayhi taghtanim

O disembodied voice that cries aloud in the intensely dark night
welcome! O ye phantom that alighted,

Clarify—May Allah guide you—by your manner of speech,
to whom are you calling? Then you will be successful.

For the use of the word in the sense of veiled allusion, the following may be cited:®

Lahum mantigani yafraqu l-nasu minhuma
wa-lahnani ma ‘rufun wa-akharu munkaru

They have two ways of speaking of which people are afraid
and two manners of speech: one is recognisable the other is not.

A statement credited to Prophet Muhammad in the following report is also to be
understood in this sense. As the opposing elements from the Quraysh were preparing for
a war against the Muslims, the Prophet Muhammad sent a group to verify the veracity of
this intelligence report with the instruction: fa-idha kana hagqqan fa-lhanu I lahnan
a‘rifuh” (‘Should you find that be true, then report back to me in such a discreet way that
I will understand’).

>About him, see al-Zirikli, al-A9am (Beirut, 1954), ii, 27. This poetical piece is said to be al-Jarad’s
response to an invisible ‘ghost’ who was inviting him to believe in Muhammad (without actually
mentioning the Prophet by name) as the poet was searching for his lost ass in the wilderness. The
‘ghost’ later turned out to be the legendary orator Quss b. Sa‘ida. See al-Baghdadi, ‘Abd al-Qadir b.
‘Umar al-, Khizanat al-adab, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harun, 13 vols (Cairo, 1967-1986), ii
(1967), 81.

6Al-MaurzﬁqI, Ahmad b. Muhammad al-, Sharh Diwan al-Hamasa, ed. Ahmad Amin and ‘Abd al-Salam
Muhammad Harun, 4 vols (Cairo, 1951-53), Selection no. 207, verse 5.

"Ullmann, WKAS, quoting Ibn Hisham, Sira, ed. F. Wistenfeld (Gottingen, 1858-60), i, 2.
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Lahn as sounds of non-humans

Drawing on materials from the literary repertoire, it is important to note that the term
lahn is also used in reference to sounds made by certain animals and birds; for example,
the whining, yelping or barking of the dog, the neighing of the horse, and the cooing of
doves and croaking of black crows. These could be illustrated with the following:

e Al-Farazdaq:®

Wa-da in bi-lahni I-kalbi yad‘u wa-dunahu
mina I-layli sijfa zulmatin wa-ghuyumuha

Many a caller with the barking [lit. speech] of a dog; while ahead of
him are curtains and clouds of the night.

e Jahdar al-Liss:°

Fa-kuntu qadi ndamaltu fa-haja shawqi
buka’u hamamatayni tajawabani
Tajawabata bi-lahnin a jamiyyin
‘ala ghusnayni min gharabin wa-bani

I had been healed, so my passion became roused
by the crying of two doves exchanging cries
They answered each other in a foreign speech
from the top of the branches of weeping willow and moringa.

e Ibn Hamdis (d. 527/1133):1°

‘Ala shadawari wyurin fisahin

‘ala anna afsahahu a‘jamu
Lahunna a‘aridu ‘inda I-Khali-

It muhmalaru l-wazni la tulamu
turajji‘u fiha duruba luhunin

Jfa-tutribuna wa-hya la tufhamu

On the tunes of birds that speak [Arabic] eloquently,
though the most eloquent of them are non-Arabs

8Ali b. al-Husayn al-Sharif al-Murtada, Amali al-Murtada, ed. Muhammad Abu 1-Fadl Ibrahim, 2 vols
(Cairo, 1954), ii, 115. In the Diwwan, nabhi is read in place of lahni, and the second half reads: ghayatilu
min dahma’a dajin bahimuha. See al-Farazdaq, Sharh Diwan al-Farazdag, ed. Iliyya al-Hawi, 2 vols
(Beirut, 1983), ii, 473.

9Abt Tammam, Kizab al-Wahshiyyat: al-Hamasa al-sughra, ed. ‘Abd al-Aziz al-Maymani (Cairo, 1963),
183; Isma‘l b. al-Qasim Abu ‘Ali al-Qali, Amali, 2 vols in 1 (Cairo, 1926) i, 285. See also Fuck,
‘Arabiyya, 129.

19E. Ditters and H. Motzki (Eds). Approaches to Arabic Linguistics: Presented to Kees Versteeegh on the
Occasion of his Sixtieth Birthday (Leiden, Boston, 2007), Preface, xiii—xiv, with a slight amendment to the
translation.
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They use metres that are, by al-Khalil,
abandoned [hence] unknown

In them [i.e. the metres] they quaver notes of various melodies
delighting us although they are unintelligible.

Yet another example of the use of the word in this sense can be illustrated with the
following: !

Wa-hatifayni bi-shajwin ba‘da ma saja‘at
wurqu I-hamami bi-tarji ‘in wa-irnam

Bara ‘ala ghusni banin fi dhura fananmn
yuraddidani luhunan dhata alwani

And [there were] two cooing ones with grief after dusky-coloured pigeons
had cooed quavering and plaintive.

Both whiled away the night on the ben-branch among the tops of a leafy twig,
repeating notes of different timbres [lit. colours].

The sound of a bow-string is also covered by the term lakn, as can be illustrated with the
following:

e Kamil al-Thagqafi (a Bedouin):'?

Insanatu l-hayyi am udmanatu l-samur
bi-l-nihyi raqqasaha lahnun mina l-watari

(Is it) a woman belonging to the tribe or a white-brown antelope grazing
near the acacias
which at the water-hole a sound from the bow-string has made jump?

Whereas the contact of the Arabs with non-Arabs inspired the identification of the
term Jlahn with incorrect speech, as I intend to show later, their contact with the Greek
tradition from the early third/ninth century gave the term the additional meaning of a
musical melody and tune.!®> An illustration of it in this sense is provided by a line
attributed to Ibn Tabataba (d. 322/934):!*

Wa-ylatin tashdu bi-alhaniha
wa-kanati I-kayyisata I-khadimah

11See Muhammad b. Mukarram Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘Arab, 20 vols (Beirut, 1956), s.v. ‘lahana’, 379° —
383% (henceforth Lisan). The verse is without attribution in al-Qali, Amali—who incidentally interprets
the word luhun as lughat (tongues/peculiar idioms). For this he was criticized by al-Bakri. See ‘Abd Allah
b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Abu ‘Ubayd al-Bakri, Sim¢ al-la’ali, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Maymani, 2 vols (Cairo, 1936), i
21.

'2A1-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, i, 97; WKAS, 383"

13Ullmann, Beitrdge, 24. See also The Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden, 1960-2009), xii, 546a—47a. s.v.
‘lahw’; al-Khalil b. Ahmad, Kitab al-‘Ayn, ed. Mahdi al-Makhzumi1 and Ibrahim al-Samarra’i, 8 vols
(Baghdad, 1980-85), iii, 230 (henceforth al-‘Ayn).

"“Aba Hilal al-‘Askart, Kitab al-Sina‘atayn, ed. Muhammad Qumayha (Beirut, 1984), 170.
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Often I think of a (particular) girl like a young cow, singing its melodies,
while she used to be a clever servant girl.

Evidence of the employment of the word in this sense is also provided by Ibn Durayd in
his treatment of the lemma, and in this regard it is synonymous with raghrid (singing,
e.g., of a bird) and zarib (warbling, also of a bird).'”

Qur’anic lahn

I have discussed elsewhere in some detail the various shades of meanings and nuances of
the term lahn in respect of the scriptural and hadith traditions of Islam, and I will not
restate them here.!® Nevertheless, the controversy, if not the acrimony, generated by
discussions among medieval authors and scholiasts on the subject has come out to be of
far greater intellectual and theological significance than has hitherto been realized, and
this I intend to examine in an independent study at a later date, using the insights
afforded by al-Bagillani (d. 403/1013) as my point of reference. However, it may not be
out of place here to highlight another signification of the term that may have escaped the
attention of both Fiick and Ullmann. This signification, traceable to Ibn al-Sikkit (d.
244/858), is in the sense of ordinary meaning, ma na;'” Ibn Barri (d. 582/1187)), the
author of the famous marginal notes on al-Jawhar?’s al-Sihah, among other medieval
lexicologists, adduces this last signification in the enumeration of the various concepts to
which the word refers.'®

Lahn as an Intelligence Marker

An early use of the word /ahn in the sense of perceptiveness and intelligence can be
exemplified with the following by Labid b. Rabi‘a (d. c. 41/661) in his description of a
Yemenite slave while writing:'°

Muta‘awwidun lahinun yuidu bi-kaffihi
qalaman ‘ala ‘usubin dhabulna wa-bani

He is experienced, intelligent; he often wields
a pen on dry palm stalks and moringa sticks.

Related to this is the use of the word in the sense of being articulate and effective in
argumentation, as can be illustrated with the following statement by the Prophet:

>Muhammad b. al-Hasan Ibn Durayd, al-Yamhara fi I-lugha (Hyderabad, 1345), ii, 192, s.v. ‘I-h-n’.

16 Amidu Sanni, ‘Lakn in the Koran and its Literatures: Issues and Meanings in Textual Analysis and
Recitational Discourse’, in Modern Controversies in Qur’anic Studies, ed. Mohammad Nekroumi and Jan
Meise, Bonner Islamstudien BIS Band 7 (Hamburg: EB Verlag, 2009), forthcoming.

"Ya‘qub b. Ishaq Ibn al-Sikkit, Kanz al-huffaz fi kitab Tahdhib al-alfaz -hadhdhabahu al-Khagib al-Tibriz,
ed. Louis Cheikho (Beirut, 1895), 548.

181 isan, s.v. ‘lahn’ (p. 381%). For more on Ibn Barri, see Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, al-A4 lam, 11 vols (Beirut,
1954f%), iv, 200°.

'“Labid b. Rabi‘a, Sharh Diwan Labid Ibn Rabi‘a al-‘Amir, ed. Ihsan ‘Abbas (Kuwait, 1962), 138; Ishag
b. Mirar Abu ‘Amr al-Shaybani, Kitab al-Fim, ed. Ibrahim al-Abyari et al., 4 vols (Cairo, 1974ff), iii, 213°
where ‘muta‘awwidhun’ is read; al-Qali, Amal, (Cairo, 1926), i, 5.
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‘... wa-la‘alla ba‘dakum an yakuna alhana bi-hujjatihi ...2% (‘Perchance one of you
might be more articulate in the presentation of his evidence’), where alkan has the same
meaning as ablagh.>! A later extrapolation of this signification is found in Qudama b.
Ja‘far (d. after 320/932). In the 208th chapter/section of his Fawahir, which is headed
with the rubric balaghat al-mantiq (linguistic eloquence), the word lahinun is used for
someone that is noted for linguistic efficiency within the realm of balagha or fasaha.**

Lahn as Variant Idiom

Evidence of the use of the word in the sense of the deviant, peculiar speech style or
dialectal form of the language can be illustrated with the following statement, which is
credited to caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644): ‘ta‘allamu l-fara’ida wa l-sunana wa-I-
lahna kama ta‘allamuna I-Qur'ana’®® (‘Learn the obligatory aspects of Islam, the
Prophetic traditions, and the (variant forms of the Arabic) language, as you learn the
Qur’an’). In this wise, the alternate term for it is lugha, or lisan, as the following verse
may illustrate:**

Wa-qawmun lahum lahnun siwa lahni qawmina
wa-shaklun — wa-bayti llahi — lasna nushakiluh.

A people they are whose language is different from ours;
and a physique—I swear by the house of Allah—which is dissimilar to ours.

Lahn as Solecism

In the foregoing, I have tried to elaborate on the various significations of the lemma /-~
n-, as demonstrable from the routine idiom of the Arabs and the literary tradition of the
classical period of Islam. Following on the diffusion of Islam into non-Arab territories
and the interaction of Arabs with non-Arabs, incorrect idioms in routine speech and in
the recitation of the Qur’an became commonplace. This inspired the first attempt at
establishing the rules of Arabic grammar.?> Moreover, this led to the emergence of a rich
corpus of scholarly exertions that came to be identified as the lahn al-‘amma literature.

29Salah al-Bukhari (Beirut, n.d.), ‘Kizab al-ahkam’, ix, 212 hadith 281; ‘Kitab al-mazalim’, iii, 381,
hadith, 638.

21Fick, ‘Arabiyya, 129.

22Qudama b. Ja‘far, Jawahir al-alfaz, ed., Muhammad Muhyi al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid (Beirut, 1979), 312.
2WKAS, 381°, quoting al-Qali, Kitab al-Amal, i, 5; Mufammad b. ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, Asas al-
balagha (Beirut, 1965), 562, s.v. ‘lahana’. For a fuller discussion of this statement by ‘Umar, see
Encyclopaedia of Islam, v (1986), s.v. ‘lugha’, especially, 803° and 804°. A similar idea is understood from
a statement by Ubayy b. Ka‘b: ‘za‘allamu I-lahna fi I-Qur’an kama ta‘allamunahu’ (‘Learn the (various
dialects of the Arabic) language from the Qur’an as you learn (the text of) the Qur’an itself’). ‘Abd al-
Wahid b. ‘Umar, Akhbar al-nahwiyyin, ed. Muhammad Ibrahim al-Banna (Cairo, 1981), 26.

24] isan, 380° s.v. ‘lahana’. It is attributed to a woman from the tribe of Kalb in ‘Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Umar,
Akhbar al-nahwiyyin.

2’Muhammad Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi, Tabagat fuhul al-shu‘ara’, ed. Mahmud Muhammad Shakir, 2nd ed.
(Cairo, 1974), 12. For a fuller account of this, see Amidu Sanni, ‘Arabic Grammar: an Islamic
Philological Science in a New Light’, Islamic Studies 30, no. 3 (1991): 403-12; Pierre Larcher, ‘Les
Origins de la grammaire Arabe selon la tradition: distribution, interpretation, discussion’, in Ditters and
Motzki (eds), Approaches to Arabic Linguistics, 113-34.
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The oldest in the genre, ma talhanu fihi [- ‘awamm, is to be attributed to the grammarian
al-Kisa’1 (d. 189/805).2° Committing linguistic mistakes was not limited to the ordinary
folks, as the following anecdote would confirm. The awe-inspiring governor of Iraq, al-
Hajjaj, had an encounter with ‘Amir al-Sha‘bi (d. 103/721), the leading scholar of Kufa
whom he had asked about his annual stipend by saying ‘Kam ‘ata’aka [instead of
‘ata’uka) fi I-sana?’, to which the scholar responded ‘alfayn’ [instead of alfan]. As if he
was struck by a thunderbolt that such an ungrammatical statement could be made by
someone of al-Sha‘br’s status, al-Hajjaj repeated the question, this time in the correct
form, and his respondent equally replied correctly.?” From now on, the term lahn almost
became exclusive to the phenomenon of incorrect speech, and indeed linguistic mistakes
in general,?® although evidence of imprecision and contrariety of interpretation was all
the more profound.

The use of the word lahn in the sense of incorrect speech was a post-Islamic
development, as can be established from our discussion so far. The Prophet of Islam is
also reported to have proclaimed his immunity from /a/n in the sense of incorrect idiom:
‘T am from Quraysh, and I grew up among the Banu Sa‘d, how then should I commit
lahn?".?° The word is reported to have featured twice in this sense in Sibawayhi’s (d.
177/793) monumental work on grammar, al-Kitab.>° Al-Kisa’ is also known to have
equally employed it as the antithesis of ¢rab (correct idiom) while highlighting the
significance of the science of nahw.>! An anecdote related by Abt 1-Faraj al-Isfahani (d.
363/972) illustrates one of the earliest instances of its use with this meaning. ‘Abd Allah
Ibn Mas‘ada al-Mu‘allim (c. 65/685) was rebuked by the poet Ibrahim b. ‘Abd Allah for
accusing a crow of committing lakn by sounding ‘ghaq’ with sukun instead of ‘ghaqs’ with
kasra.>®> Another evidence of the early use of the word in the sense of incorrect
expression can be illustrated with the following line by ‘Umar b. Abi Rabi‘a (c. 93/
712):%°

2SFuat Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden, 1967ff), viii, 177 (henceforth GAS). An
edition of the book by Ramadan ‘Abd al-Tawwab was published in Cairo in 1982. Brockelmann
discussed the controversy surrounding the authenticity of the attribution and suggested that it was most
probably by an author familiar with K. al-Fasih of Tha‘lab. See C. Brockelmann, ‘Beitrige zur Geschichte
der arabischen Sprachwissenschaft’, Zeizschrift fiir Assyriologie 13 (1898): 29-46. This view is supported by
Noldeke. See Th. Noldeke, ‘Bemerkungen zu al-Kisa’t’s Schrift tiber die Sprachfehler des Volkes’,
Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie 13 (1898), 111-15.

27Asked why he chose to speak incorrectly at first, al-Sha‘bi cited the precedent that was set by the
governor: ‘lahana l-amiru fa-lahantu, fa-lamma a‘raba l-amiru a ‘rabtu; wa-ma yahsunu an yalhana l-amiru
wa-u‘riba’. See Taqi al-Din Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi, Thamarar al-awrag, ed. Muhammad Abu 1-Fadl
Ibrahim (Cairo, 1971), 99. A similar story involving ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan (d. 85/704), the governor of
Egypt, and a complainant is given by ‘Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Umar (d. 349/960). See ‘Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Umar,
Akhbar al-nahwiyyin, 29. About al-Sha‘bi, see al-Zirikli, al-A4’lam, iv, 18-19.

28See Encyclopaedia of Arabic Language and Literature, ed. K. Versteegh, 4 vols, (Leiden, 2006-9), ii,
628a—34a, s.v. ‘lahn’.

2% Ana min Qurayshin wa-nasha’tu fi Bani Sa‘din wa-anna fiva I-lahn’. See Stefan Wild ‘Arabic avant La
Lettre, Divine, Prophetic, and Heroic Arabic’, in Ditters and Motzki (eds), Approaches to Arabic
Linguistics, 206. An inaccurate translation of the statement is given in Claude Gilliot and Pierre Larcher,
‘Language and Style of the Qur’an’, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, 6 vols
(Leiden, 2001-6), iii (2003), 120, s.v. ‘Language and Style of the Qur’an’.

39Gérard Troupeau, Lexique-Index du Kitab de Sibawayhi, editions Klincksiek (Paris, 1976), 188.
3l<Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Umar, Akhbar al-nahwiyyin, 33.

32¢Ali b. Husayn Abu I-Faraj al-Isfahani, Magqatil al-Talibiyyin, ed. al-Sayyid Ahmad Saqr (Cairo, 1949),
311. About Ibn Mas‘ada, see al-Zirikli, al-A ‘lam, iv, 279.

*3Ullmann, Beitrige, 19.
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Fa-ma staymalar nafsi hadithan li-ghayriha
wa-in kana lahnan ma tuhaddithuna khulfa.

My soul has never enjoyed anybody’s speech other than hers
although in a faulty idiom is the broken promise which she makes to us.

Moreover, the word lahn as the antithesis of :7ab had become a common
parallelism in the poetical expression of the succeeding generations—as demonstrated
in a verse by al-Nabigha al-Shaybani (d. 125/743):** ‘wa-yuribu aquwamun wa-yalhanu
ma‘sharun ... (Some speak with i‘rab others commit /ahn ...)(as well as in the prose
discourse of the succeeding era; for example, in al-Jahiz,>> Ibn Wahb,?® and Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbihi®” among some early authors, as I intend to show later. Moreover, its
signification in the sense of fault or error was also extended to non-linguistic spheres.
For our purpose, we may cite an illustration from al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144).
Where a liquid being poured out of a bowl or a bow or an arrow being released
makes an unpleasant sound in the process, such a sound will be characterized in the
negative sense of lahn, whereas it will be described as mu‘rib if the sound was
pleasant.® A further extension of the use of the parallelism is also found in the art of
writing. For instance, Sulayman b. Wahb (d. 272/884), the renowned scribe, argues
that an inappropriate elongation of a ligature is a form of lahn in writing.>® Interest in
errors and infelicities in the written and spoken forms of Arabic that later became
formalized in the tashif and rahrif literature must have started from this era when
specific incongruities came to be characterized in specific terms in the emerging
terminological repertoire. This is a significant issue that requires an independent
inquiry, as it falls outside the scope of the present study.

In essence, the characterization of an incorrect expression as lahn—whether it was
made by an aristocrat, a common person, or indeed by an animal—became formalized
and dominant in the intellectual discourse of the post-Islamic era. But then other
significations of the term were not completely obscured, and evidence of some confusion
if not imprecision in interpretation was not altogether lacking, as the following will
illustrate.

34Nabighat Bani Shayban, Diwan Nabighat Bani Shayban, ed. ‘Abd al-Karim Ibrahim Ya‘qib
(Damascus, 1987), 118.

3%Amr b. Bahr Al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-l-tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Hartin, 4 vols (Cairo,
1968), i, 145: ‘wa-mata sami‘ta — hafizaka Allahu — bi-nadiratin nmin kalami l-a ‘rab, fa-iyyaka an tahkiyaha
illa ma‘a i‘rabiha . .. fa innaka in ghayyartaha bi-an talhana fi i‘rabiha . .. kharajta min tilka l-hikaya.
3%[Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr, ed. Taha Husayn and ‘Abd al-Hamid al-‘Abbadi (Beirut,
1982), 143 (attributing it to Qudama ibn Ja‘far). I have used this edition in this study although the
complete edition with the right title al-Burhan fi wujuh al-bayan, said to have been written after 335/946, is
now available in the edition of Ahmad Matlub and Khadija al-Haditht (Baghdad, 1967) and Hifni
Muhammad Sharaf (Cairo, 1969). See Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. J.S. Meisami and P. Starkey,
2 vols (London and New York, 1998) i, 381 s.v. ‘Ibn Wahb’.

3"Ahmad b. Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, al-‘Iqd al-farid, ed. Ahmad Amin et al., 7 vols (Cairo, 1956),
ii, 478, where a chapter is entitled ‘Bab fi I-i‘rab wa-I-lahn’.

38a]-Zamakhshari, Asas, p. 562% ‘gadhun lahinun: laysa bi-safi I-sawt* ’inda l-ifada, wa-qawsun lahinatun
‘inda l-inbad ... wa-idha safa sawtuhu qila mu ribun’.

3% Al-madd fi I-khau fi ghayri mawdi tha lahnun fi I-khaty . See [Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr,
113.
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Lahn: The Best Form of Expression?

A poem by the Umayyad Malik b. Asma’ b. Kharija (d. c. 100/718) is placed by al-Jahiz
(d. 255/868) under a rubric that indicates his understanding of the use of the word here
in the sense of incorrect idiom:*°

A-mughattan minm ‘ala basart hi-I-
hubbi am anti akmalu -nasi husna
Wa-hadithin aladhdhuhu huwa mimma

yan‘atu [-na‘tuna yuzanu wazna
Mantiqun sa’ibun wa-talhanu ahya—
nan wa-ahla I-hadithi ma kana lahna

Is my eyesight overwhelmingly covered with

love? or is it that you are the most perfect of the human beings in beauty?
Her sweetest of speech which is well measured

is better than that described by evaluators (of speech).
Correct speech (she produces), though she sometimes commits [ahn,

the best of speech is that which is (marked by) lahn.

The concluding verse of the above illustration is the focus of discussion and
dissension among classical authors with regard to the exact signification of lahn as
used here. We have already indicated al-Jahiz’s interpretation of it in the sense of an
ungrammatical/incorrect idiom, as evidenced by his introduction to these lines. This
is probably not out of order, given the parallelism indicated in the first half of the
concluding verse; namely correctness (sa’tbun=sawab) and its antithesis, incorrect-
ness (lahn = khata’). But the earliest interpretation of it is in the sense of obscure and
veiled allusion—that is, one referring to a deep meaning rather than a surface
meaning—is attributable to al-Layth (d. 180/796).*! By the time of Ibn Jinnt (d. 392/
1002), however, three different interpretations of the word as used in our illustration
had become formalized. According to him, Abu Zayd al-Ansari (d. 215/830) and Ibn
al-A‘rabi (d. 231/846) take the word to mean intelligence and perceptiveness (al-fitna
wa-I-fahm); Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) interprets it as za‘7id (indirect use/allusion),
while others interpret it as incorrect idiom (al-khata’ fi I-irab).**> The pioneering
position of al-Jahiz in this last view has been highlighted above, and his disciple Ibn
Qutayba (d. 276/889) is also known to have espoused this interpretation.*> But one

“The illustration is introduced with ‘wa-gad gala Malik ibni Asma’ fi ‘stimlahi I-lahni min ba‘d nisa’ihi. See
al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-l-tabyin, i, 147; ‘Abd Allah b. Muslim Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi‘r wa-l-shu‘ara’ (Beirut,
1984), 530; Muhammad b. ‘Imran al-Marzubani, Mu 5am al-shu‘ara’, ed. ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Farraj
(Cairo, 1960), 266; Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, al-Iqd, ii, 480; Isma‘il b. Qasim al-Qali, Kitab al-Amal, i, 7; Asas,
562%, where wadihun is read for sa’ibun.

] jsan, p. 381%, s.v. ‘lahana’: wa-qala [al-Layth] ta’wiluhu: wa—khayru I-hadith min mithli hadhihi Ijariyati
ma kana la ya ‘rifuhu kullu ahadin; innama yu ‘rafu amruha fi anha’i gawliha. About Malik b. Asma’, see al-
ZiriKkli, al-A lam, vi, 127-8, GAS, ii, 331-2; Muhammad b. ‘Imran al-Marzubani, al-Muwashshah, ed. ‘Ali
Muhammad al-Bijawi (Cairo, 1965), 220.

*2[isan, 382°.

43See al-Sharif al-Murtada, Amali, i, 15.
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outstanding proponent of this interpretation was Abu I-Husayn Ishaq b. Ibrahim Ibn
Wahb al-Katib (fl. third—fourth/ninth—10th century). Ibn Wahb argues that there is no
way the word can be interpreted here in the sense of cleverness, but, rather, only in
the sense of incorrect speech, a characteristic that he says is appreciated in girls and
young ladies because of their simplicity and lack of sophistication.** However, al-Jahiz
is reported to have been faulted by Yahya b. ‘Ali al-Munajjim (d. 300/912), who
argued that the word as used here actually means veiled allusion and perceptiveness,
in consequence of which al-Jahiz reviewed his view and identified with the new
suggestion.*®> What can be inferred from al-Munajjim’s interpretation is that he has
collapsed the two senses into one: a veiled allusion that can only be understood by a
perceptive mind. Among the proponents of this line of thought, Ibn Durayd, al-Suli
(d. 336/947) and Ibn al-Anbari (d. 327/939) stand out.** That this poetical
illustration should generate an intriguing debate in the scholarly discourse should not
be surprising; the different interpretations given to the word lahn as used here can
reasonably be accommodated by the text and the context.

A prominent anticipation of this confusion over what lahn could mean in a given
context is provided by an anecdote involving Mu‘awiya and a delegation from Iraq. He
had asked them about Ibn Ziyad (d. 53/673), his governor for the territory, in respect of
whom they said: ‘zarfun ‘ala [illa] annahu yalhanw’ (‘he is elegant except that he
commits /ahn’). And to this Mu‘awiya replied: ‘fa-dhaka azrafu lahw’ (‘that is more
elegant for him’). According to al-Asma‘t (d. 216/831) the lemma /-4-n is used here to
mean ‘intelligent’ (fazin).*” Although Mu‘awiya is believed to have understood the word
in the positive sense, the delegation is reported to have had a contrary understanding;
they wanted to portray their governor as someone given to incorrect idiom.*®

But if the insights provided by al-Jahiz’s pattern of material presentation at another
level are anything to go by, it will be reasonable to argue that the term had come to be
used almost exclusively in reference to incorrect idiom, even when its other significations
had not passed into disuse. In the chapter entitled ‘Bab al-lahn’ in his al-Bayan, the
discussion here is essentially about the use of the word in the sense of incorrect or
ungrammatical idiom.*® An interesting dimension introduced into the subject, however,
is the suggestion by al-Jahiz that indulgence in the use of incorrect idioms may not be
strong enough to deny a speaker from being characterized as eloquent, ‘baligh’; for he
heads one of his sub-chapters with the title ‘Bab: wa-min al-lahhanin al-bulagha’.’° Ibn
Wahb al-Katib, however, thinks differently; a non-Arab who does not understand the
principles of eloquence and one who commits /a/n in the sense of incorrect idiom cannot
be so characterized.’’

44[Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr, 144-5.

*>Al-Sharif al-Murtada, Amali. See also ‘Abd Allah al-Rami Yaqat, Irshad al-‘arib ila ma ‘rifat al-adib, ed.
D. S. Margoliouth, 6 vols (London, 1907ff), vi, 65; al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin, editor’s note.
4®Although Ullmann would still prefer the original view of al-Jahiz. See Ullmann, Beirrdge, 18-19.
*"Labid b. Rabi‘a, Sharh Diwan Labid, 139. See the anecdote also in WKAS, 377.

*8A1-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, xiii, 198. Could the delegation have meant that their governor was not
wont to speaking in plain language but rather in an allusive style? In which case, their statement could be
regarded as an instance of the rhetorical trope called ra’kid al-madh bi-ma yushbihu I-dhamm.

49 Al-Tahiz, al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin, ii, 207ff.

5%Tbid., ii, 220. See also. G. J. H. van Gelder’s review of Herbjorn Jenssen’s The Subtleties and Secrets of the
Arabic Language: Preliminary Investigations in al-Qazwini’s Talkhis al-Miftah (Bergen, 1998), Edebiyat,
New Series 12, no. 1 (2001): 123-8 (p. 124).

>![Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr, 77.
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Intervention by Ibn Durayd

In his treatment of the lemma /-/-n, al-Khalill b. Ahmad (d.170/786) highlights rather
tersely the emerging predominance of the term in the sense of indirect expression; it is
the first definition he gives.’? But it was from Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) that derives the
evidence that the various significations of the term lasn as enumerated in the foregoing
were becoming overarching, almost pushing the one signifying incorrect idiom to the
background. The term, in the sense of a veiled allusion as can be comprehended by the
intelligent—a signification already adumbrated by al-Munajjim—is systematically
highlighted by Ibn Durayd in his monumental lexicon, al-Famhara. The first definition
of the lemma ‘lahana’, following on the model of al-Khalil, is given in the sense of
allusion.”® Further evidence of the predominance of this sense over others is provided by
our author in the introduction to his Kitab al-Malahin where he says:>*

... We name it [i.e. this book] K. al-Malahin. This title we derive from the
eloquent Arabic tongue which was neither affected by confusion, nor
overpowered by artificiality (zakalluf) ... the meaning of the word al-malahin
may be ascertained, because LAHN carries, among [other meanings by] the
Arabs the sense of ‘intelligence’ ... al-lahn originally means that you intend
something particular, but you express it differently (bi-qawlin akhar).

That the original signification of the term la/n was in the sense of an indirect expression of
an idea in a way that elicits the use of intelligence and perceptiveness that borders on
riddle-solving is a piece of vital information for which we are beholden to Ibn Durayd. In
fact, judging by the definitional illustration with a paraphrased poem that is ultimately
attributed to al-Anbari, one of Ibn Durayd’s sources in the Famhara, it would not be wrong
to conclude that the word lakn equally had an original meaning that was cognate with lughz
(riddle).>® In support may be cited the following verse by al-Tirimmah (d. 110/728).>°

>241-Ayn, iii, 229.

>3Ibn Durayd, al-Jamhara fi, ii, 192, s.v. ‘I-h-n’, al-lahn: ‘sarfuka al-kalama ‘an jihatihi . .’ It is apposite to
remark that even in jurisprudential discourse the term lakn came to be used in the sense of ‘implicatures’
and ‘unstated assumptions’, as can be illustrated from Ibn ‘Aqil’s (d. 513/1119) al-Wadih fi usul al-figh.
See A. Kevin Reinhart, ‘Khitab ‘Discourse’ in the Jurisprudential Theory of Ibn ‘Aqil al-Hanbal?’, in
Classical Arabic Humanities in their own Terms—Festschrift for Wolfhart Heinrichs on his 65" Birthday, ed. B.
Gruendler (Leiden/Boston, 2008), 166.

>*Muhammad b. al-Hasan Ibn Durayd, Kitab al-Malahin, ed. H. Thorbecke (Heidelberg, 1882), 2:
‘... anna asla l-lahni an trida shay’an fa-tuwarriya ‘anhu bi-qawlin akhar.” Here Ibn Durayd may also be
insinuating at the relationship between /akn and another figure of speech that later became formalized as
tawriya (double entendre). See the brilliant study by S. A. Bonebakker, Some Early Definitions of the
Tawriya and Safadi’s Fadd al-Xitam ‘an at-Tawriya wa-’l-Istixdam (The Hague and Paris, 1966).

>5Ibn Durayd, al-famhara. See also al-Zamakhshari, Asas, 561°: ¢. .. sarafahu ‘an mawdu thi ila l-ighaz’.
Some useful studies on /ughz include Amidu Sanni, ‘From a Wit Tester to a Rhetorical Topos: Riddle in
Arabic Poetry and Theory’, forthcoming; M. Marayati, Mir ‘Alam and M. H. Tayyan, Al-Kindi’s Treatise
on Crypto Analysis: Risala fi *stikhraj al-mu’amma (Riyadh: King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic
Studies, 2002); Marayati Walayah and Mir ‘Alam. ..., ‘Ilm al-ta‘miya wa-’stikhraj al-mu‘amma ‘inda
I-‘Arab (Damascus, 1986); Khayr al-Din Shamsi Pasha, ‘al-Alghaz wa-I-ahaji wa-I-mu‘ammayar’ , Majallat
Majma“ al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq 71, no. 4 (1996): 768-816.

>%3]-Tirimmah b. al-Hakim, Diwwan al-Tirimmah b. al-Hakim al-Ta’t, in The Poems of Tufail Ibn ‘Auf al-
Ghanawt and Al-Tirimmah Ibn al-Hakim al-Tayt, ed. F. Krenkow (london, 1927), Qasida 47, line 5, p.
164. The translation given by Fick is slightly amended here. See ‘Arabiyya, 133.
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Wa-addat ilayya I-gawla minhunna zawlatun
tulahinu aw tarnu li-qawli I-mulahinz.

A bright girl from amongst them conveyed to me their words [either]
in riddles or in a way close to that of a riddle maker.

But the form in which the word is used here—namely, ‘lahana’—is said to have,
however, passed into disuse.”” This is hardly correct, as some of the entries and
illustrations in a number of classical and medieval lexicons have shown. It is therefore
reasonable to conclude that Ibn Rashiq must have taken the model of analysis
introduced by Ibn Durayd as his point of departure in his discussion of allusive
tropes in which lahn and lughz were to become central themes. This I intend to
discuss in some detail in the next section where the credit for articulating the
rhetorical significance of the term lahn in the theoretical discourse will be clearly
established. That Ibn Rashiq was able to give in full and with due attribution the
evidential example that was earlier offered in paraphrase and without attribution by
Ibn Durayd further underpins our suggestion of the indebtedness of the former to the
latter. The poetical illustration as related by al-Ushnandani on the authority of al-
Jarmi is given here.’®

Khallu ‘ani I-naqari I-hamra’a wa-"qra idu I-
‘awda I-ladhi fi janabay zahrihi waqa‘u

Inna I-dhi’aba qadi °khdarrat barathinuha
wa-l-nasu kulluhumu Bakrun idha shabi‘u

>"Ullmann, Beitrdge, 5.

8Sa‘id b. Hartn al-Ushnandani, Ma @i I-shi‘r, ed. Salah al-Din al-Munajjid (Beirut, 1964), 61-3. Bevan
gives the name of the renderer as Nashib b. Bashama al-‘Anbari, otherwise called al-A‘war. I am,
however, inclined to believe that it was Tarif b. Tamim al-‘Anbari, a poetaster and warrior of the Jahiliyya
period (about whom see al-Zirikli, al-A lam, iii, 326). The story has it that the poet was a captive among
the Banu Sa’d, a hostile tribe that was about to wage a war against his clan. The coded message as sent by
the captive to his folkmen reads: ‘li-yuhsinu ila asirihim wa-yukrimuhu, fa-inm ‘inda qawmin yuhsinuna
tlayya wa-yukrimunani; wa-qul lahum: fa-I-yu‘arri jamali I-ahmara wa-yarkabu naqati I-‘aysa’a wa-l-yar‘aw
hajati fi ubaymi Malikin. Wa-akhbirhim anna I-‘awsaja qad awraqa wa-anna l-nisa’a qadi shtakat wa-l-ya ‘s
Hammama bna Bashamata fa-innahu mash’umun mahdudun wa-I-yuti ‘u Hudhayla bna I-Akhnasa fa-innahu
hazimun maymunun’ (‘Let them be nice to their captive and respect him, for I am with a people who are
nice to me and who respect me. Ask them to dismount from my red camel and mount my bright-coloured
camel. Let them attend to my affair among the dear sons of Malik. Inform them that the ‘awsaj tree has
grown leaves and women have prepared waterskins. Let them disobey Hammam b. Bashama, for he is of
ill luck, short-witted; and let them obey Hudhayl b. al-Akhnas, for he is resolute and of good luck’). The
captive filled the hand of the slave who was to carry the message to his clan with sand and asked him to
look at the sun. The message was to be interpreted by Hudhayl b. al-Akhnas, who decoded the message
thus: that the sand signifies the multitude of army, and the sun the imminence of an attack that was as
bright as the sunlight. The red camel stands for al-Samman, a settlement that must be vacated for al-
Dahna’, another place for which the bright camel is used. The leaf-growing ‘awsaj tree stands for the fully-
armed army of the enemies for whom the women had made water skins (al-shika’). (The wolves with
green claws mean soldiers who, having marched through the green groves, got their feet coloured in
green.) See A. A. Bevan, The Naka’ id of Jarir and al-Farazdak (Leiden, 1905-7), i, 305—7. There is some
confusion as to the precise referents of the red and the bright camel metaphor. Ibn Durayd (in the Ma ‘an:
al-shi‘r) and Ibn Rashiq take the red camel for al-Dahna’ and the bright one for al-Samman; although this
is reversed by the former in the Jamhara. The Bakr tribe that is mentioned in the second line was the
traditional foe of the Tamim tribe against whom several wars were fought. The whole story in a slightly
different version and text is also given in al-Sharif al-Murtada, Amal, i, 16-17.
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Abandon the red camel and ride the bright, aged camel
on the two sides of whose back are marks from frequent sittings
The claws of wolves have become green; and all people behave
like the Bakr (tribe) when satiated.

The literal meaning of this illustration is certainly not intended, as can be established
from the extra-textual materials provided in our footnote. The import of the verse can
only be understood by recourse to the non-textual facilities that verge on the
metalanguage of riddle and symbolism.

In the foregoing, I have tried to elaborate on some of the various significations of
the term [ahn as exposited by Fick and Ullmann. I have tried, perhaps with some
success, to expatiate on some of their analyses that appear elliptical or short on
clarity. Such other meanings of the term which they may have ignored or treated with
some graceful sidestepping have been brought into a sharper focus in the context of
the philological and routine value of the term. In what follows, I intend to examine
that aspect of the term that was left out by both, the one belonging in the realm of
Arabic theoretical and literary discourse which I would like to designate as rhetorical
lahn.

The Rhetorical lahn

As can be established from our discussion so far, /ain had, from the third/ninth century
onward, become prominently identified with solecism, malapropism, and inaccurate use
of the language in general. From Abu ‘Ubayda (d. 207/822) up to Abu Bakr al-Zubaydi
(d. 379/989) is a significant list of titles in this regard as provided by Sezgin.’® Before
the close of the second/eighth century, an intriguing parallelism emerged in the
characterization of faults that occur in the realm of philology or grammar, and faults
associated with the technique of verse-making; namely, those associated with prosody
and rhyme. The following, which is attributed to a variety of authors some of whom
belong in as early as the second/eighth century, illustrates what is probably the earliest
employment of lahn in the context of prosodic faults:®°

>%Titles on grammatical lahn as derived from GAS include: Abu ‘Ubayda (d. 207/822), Ma talhanu fihi I-
‘amma (GAS, viii, 69); al-Asma‘1 (d. 213/828), lahn al-‘amma (GAS, viii, 73); Abu Nasr al-Bahili (d. 231/
846), Ma talhanu fihi I-‘amma (GAS, viii, 88); al-Mazini (d. 248/869), Ma yalhanu fihi I-‘amma (GAS, viii,
92); Abu Hatim al-Sijistani (d. 255/869), Ma yalhanu fihi I-‘amma (GAS, viii, 94); Thabit b. Abi Thabit
(fl. third/ninth century), Kitab lahn al-‘amma (GAS, ix, 315); Abu Hanifa al-Dinawari (d. 289/902), Kitab
lahn al-‘amma (GAS, ix, 205); Tha‘lab (d. 291/904), Ma yalhanu fihi I-‘amma (GAS, viii, 146); Abu
Ahmad al-‘Askari (d.382/993), Ma lahana fihi I-khawass min al-‘ulama’ (GAS, viii, 181); Abu I-Haytham
al-‘Uqayli (fl. fourth/10th century), Ma yalhanu fihi I-‘amma (GAS, viii, 176); Abu Bakr Muhammad b.
al-Hasan al-Zubaydi (d. 379/989); Lahn al-‘awamm (GAS, viii, 254). Cf. note 4 above. Even in the field
of natural sciences, interest in the phenomenon was not altogether lacking. To Galen (c. 200/815) is
attributed Kizab fi ma yalzam lladhi yalhanu fi kalamih (GAS, iii, 137).

%For instance, al-Jahiz and Ibn Qutayba attribute it to al-Burdukht (c. 120/727). In al-Marzubani it is
attributed to both Ibn al-Warraq (d. 225/840) and Hammad ‘Ajrad (d. 161/177), but al-Tha‘alibi (d. 430/
1038) attributes it to one Yazid b. Harb. See al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin, ii, 214-15; Ibn Qutayba, al-
Shi‘r wa-l-shu‘ara’, 479; al-Marzubani, al-Muwashshah (Cairo, 1996), 20; ‘Abd al-Malik b. Muhammad
al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab Khass al-khass, ed. Mahmud al-Sumkari (Cairo, 1908), 53.
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Tatabba ‘ta lahnan fi kalami Muraqqishin,
wa-khalquka mabniyyun ‘ala l-lahni ayma‘u

fa-‘aynaka iqwa’un wa-anfuka mukfa’un,
wa-waghuka 1wa’un wa-anta l-muragqa‘u

You searched strenuously for incorrect usage in Muraqqish’s speech,
though your own physique is wholly built on incorrectness:

Your eyes are [affected by] igwa’, your nose by ikfa’,
your face by 7ta’, you are indeed the one with many patches.

A similar tendency can be illustrated with a verse by Hakam b. ‘Abdal al-Asad1 (d. c.
100/718) in which he accuses a secretary of ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan of committing kfa’
and lahn in his composition,®! and al-Sayyid al-Himyari (d. 173/789) equally inveighs
against committing igwa’ and lahn in poetry.®?

I have discussed elsewhere in some detail the aesthetic and technical significance of
the prosodic defects that are listed in this illustration, especially in the theoretical
locution of theorists, literary legists, and prosodists of the medieval era.®®> What is
significant here, however, is the characterization of prosodic defects as lahn, and this is
probably the earliest reference in the poetical repertoire of the medieval era. The
imprecision in the attribution of the illustration may suggest the popularity, if not the
dominance, of the view among verse makers that errors in verse are as awful and
reprehensible as errors in language use, for which phenomenon the term lakn had
become the standard reference word. So much is obvious.

An early evidence of the emergence of lakn as a rhetorical concept is traceable to
Abu |-Haytham al-‘Uqaylt (fl. fourth/10th century), a chief source to the lexico-
grapher al-Azhari (d. 370/981). Abu I-Haytham argues that the word has the same
signification with ‘unwan (symbolism/code) and goes on to define it in the context of
semiotics as an ideational meaning or ‘a sign that is used as an indication to a
meaning which can be understood only by recourse to perceptiveness’.’* Although
Tha‘lab (d. 291/904) illustrates what he designates as lazafar al-ma‘na (subtlety of
meaning) with lines that are interpretable as a form of za‘%d (allusion) or wma’

°'Layta l-amira ata‘ani fa-shafaytuhin/ min kulli man yukfi I-qasida wa-yalhanu (‘How I wish the prince
followed (my advice) so that I could relieve him (of the pain inflicted)/ by someone who subjects poetry to
tkfa’ and lahn’). See ‘Amr b. Bahr al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hayawan, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harun
(Cairo, 1965), I, 249; al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, xiii, 51. The Diwan is said to be available in print,
first as an issue of the Iraqi Journal al-Mawrid (5, no. 4, edited by Muhammad Nayif), and in the edition
of ‘Abd al-‘Azim ‘Abd al-Muhsin (Najaf, 1392 AH). Neither was available to me. For more on the poet,
see GAS, ii, 331.

2 Ahiku wa-la uquwi wa-lastu bi-lahinin | wa-kam qa’ilin l-I-shi‘ri yuqui wa-yalhanu (‘I compose (poetry)
without committing igwa’ or lahn / many a maker of poetry commits iqwa’ and lahn’). See al-Marzubani,
al-Muwashshah, 3.

93See the following by Amidu Sanni, ‘On Tadmin (Enjambment) and Structural Coherence in Classical
Arabic Poetry’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 52 (1989): 463—6; ‘Interpretations in a
Theoretical Tradition: On 7za’ in Arabic Poetics’, Journal of Arabic Literature 21 (1990): 155-62; “The
Original Sin in Arabic Poetics’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 55, no. 1 (1992): 9-15;
‘A Weak Point in a Strong Chain: On ikfa’ in Arabic Poetics’, Arabica, 43 (1996): 361-8; ‘Again on
Tadmin in Arabic Theoretical Discourse’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 61, no. 1
(1998): 1-19.

4] isan, 382°; ‘al- ‘unwanu wa-l-lahnu wahidun, wa-huwa I-‘alamah tushiru biha ila l-insani li-yaftina biha ila
ghayrih?’.
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(implicitbody language) as opposed to tasrth (direct/unambiguous expression),®’
nowhere did he mention /a/kn as an item of rhetoric or a value qualifier for the Arabic
verse. In his analysis, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908) highlights kinaya (periphrasis/
indirect expression) and za%d in his list of mahasin al-kalam (schemata verborum/
beauties of discourse) without mentioning lakn as a subtype.®® Qudama b. Ja‘far also
talks about irdaf,®” his own coinage for kinaya without saying anything about
rhetorical lahn. Similarly, Ibn Tabataba talks about ta ‘ﬁd68 and the grammatical
lahn,®® both of which should be avoided anyway in composition, but nowhere is the
rhetorical lahn listed by him as a trope in stylistics.

Ibn Wahb al-Katib was the first to give a somewhat systematic and detailed analysis of
rhetorical lahn. It may be noted, however, that he was not oblivious of the grammatical
lahn; that is, the one signifying linguistic mistake, which he defines as any usage that is
contrary to :ab.”® To him, the rhetorical lahn is a type of kinaya or ta ‘rid; the opposite of
tasith.”! He was followed in this definition by Aba Hilal al-‘Askari (d. after 395/1005),
who goes on to indicate the similarity between rhetorical lakn and rawriya.”® Prominent
contributors to the discourse on rhetorical lakn include Abu ‘Alr al-Qal1 (d. 356/967),
Hamza al-Isfahani (d. 360/970) and al-Ma‘arri (d. 449/1057).”% Ibn Wahb goes on to
illustrate with examples, some of the motives for rhetorical lakn. These include, ta ‘zim
(show of respect), zakhfif (moderation), istihya’ (diffidence), bugya (reservation), insaf
(equity), and ¢hriras (diplomacy).”® That rhetorical lahn had evolved into a stylistic
device strong enough to be listed by Ibn Wahb along with other figures of speech, such as
tashbih (simile), ramz (symbolism), waky (non-oral expression), #szz‘ara (metaphor),
amthal (parables), and lughz (riddle), is indicative of the importance it had assumed in
the scheme of allusive tropes as formalized in the theoretical discourse of the fourth/10th
century.”’

But the final credit for the systematization of the discussion on rhetorical /a/n belongs
to Ibn Rashiq (d. 456/1063), although the ground for this, as shown from our discussion
so far, was prepared by Ibn Wahb. In his enumeration of allusive tropes in literary
compositions, Ibn Rashiq lists lahn as a subtype and defines it as a kind of expression
whose import—although not expressed in the wusual and familiar manner—is
comprehended by the addressee. Since the realization of such an import often involves
perceptiveness of mind and intelligence, he argues, al-muhajar had become the
alternative reference term for it.”® As far as the available literature would allow us to

%Ahmad b. Yahya Tha‘lab, Qawa %d al-shi‘, ed. Ramadan ‘Abd al-Tawwab (Cairo, 1966), 53—4.
56<Abd Allah Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, Kitab al-Badi‘, ed. 1. Kratchkovsky (London, 1935), 64-5.

5"Qudama b. Ja‘far, Nagd al-shi‘r, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun’im Khafaji (Beirut, n.d.), 157-9.
8See his Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn Tabataba, ‘Iyar al-shi‘r, ed. ‘Abbas ‘Abd al-Satir (Beirut, 1982), 34.
%Ibid., 20. A useful study on grammatical lahn is Ahmad Muhammad Qaddur, ‘Al-‘Arabiyya al-fusha
wa-mushkilar al-Lahn’, Majallat Majma* al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq 69, no. 1 (1994) 19-90.
7O[Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr, 143.

"bid., 59: ‘wa-amma I-lahnu fa-huwa l-ta Pidu bi-lI-shay’in min ghayri tasnhin awi-l-kinayatu ‘anhu bi-
ghayrihi. ..

72A1-‘Askari, Kitab al-Sina ‘atayn, 407.

7>Ullmann, Beitrdge, 21.

"[Ibrahim Ibn Wahb al-Katib] Nagd al-nathr, 59-61.

">For additional information on which, see Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, i, 81-3, s.v. ‘allusion and
intertextuality’; i, 398, s.v. ‘ishara’; ii. 656—62, s.v. ‘rhetorical figures’.

"Tbn Rashiq, al-‘Umda, ed. Muhammad Muhy1 al-Din ‘Abd Hamid (Cairo, 1963), i, 307-8: ‘wa-mina I-
isharat al-lahn: wa-huwa kalamun ya ‘rifuhu l-mukhatab bi-fahwahu wa-in kana ‘ala ghayri waghih. ..’
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conclude, this is one of the most detailed and explicit definitions of /a/n in the context of
cognate stylistic tropes as identified and illustrated by literary theorists. I mentioned
above the seminal contribution by Ibn Durayd in relating lahn to lughz (riddle/puzzle),
and Ibn Rashiq’s extrapolation from this by citing muhajar as an alternate or cognate
term is quite remarkable.”” Still more remarkable is the equation between mufarana and
muhajat; that is, is to engage in a disputation with someone with a view to establishing
who is more superior in intelligence.”® Interestingly, mulahana is also given as a synonym
of the former.”® So much is obvious about the relationship among all the three terms as
indicators of allusive usage that can be unlocked only through the instrumentality of
intelligence.

Although a‘rid, kinaya, and cognate figures of speech continue to feature in the
scholarly discourse of the medieval period—for example, in Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji (d.
466/1073),%° al-Marghinani (fl. fifth/11th century),®' ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 471/
1078),%2 ‘Al b. Aflah (d. 535/1141),%> Usama Ibn Mungidh (d. 584/1188),%* and Ibn
al-Athir (d. 637/1239),% to mention but a few—the rhetorical lahn was treated with
genteel abandonment. It may be noted, however, that although Ibn Rushd (Averroes)
(d. 584/1198) enumerates, on the basis of Aristotle’s Poetics, the three constituent
elements of poetry as muhakar (mimesis), wazn (metre) and lahn (melody/song), it is
very obvious that he was not interested in the last term as a rhetorical concept, or at
least did not apply it as a reference to the kind of figurative meaning indicated by
rhetorical lahn.8°

It is difficult to say with any definitive precision why this is so. But we may hazard a
conjecture with a brittle assertiveness; the overwhelming prominence of the term /akn in
the sense of inaccurate linguistic usage in the examination, of which several works had
been authored,®” may have supplanted or at least reduced the interest in any future
consideration of the term as a rhetorical marker. This hypothesis looks attractive
although not readily demonstrable, and may require a further investigation. But if the

""See note 54 above.

"8See E. W. Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon (London and Edinburgh, 1877), 2418, s. v. ‘fatana’.

A statement attributed to ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (d. 102/720) reads “ajibru liman lahana I-nasa kayfa la
ya ‘rifu jawami‘a I-kalim’, ay fatanahum (‘I wonder at him, who disputes with people in order to prove his
superior intelligence; how is it that he does not know [how to employ] concise but comprehensive
idioms?’). See Isma‘ll b. Hammad al-Jawhari, al-Sihah, ed. Ahmad ‘Abd Ghaffar ‘Attar (Cairo, 1982), vi,
2194, s. v. ‘lahana’. Cf. Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, i, 458, s.v. ‘jama’a’.

89Muhammad b. Sa‘id Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji, Sirr al-fasaha, (Beirut, 1982), 163—6.

81 Kitab al-Mahasin fi I-nazm wa-l-nathr, in G. J. van Gelder, Two Arabic Treatises on Stylistics (Istanbul and
Leiden, 1987), fol. 101f.

82Nasr b. al-Hasan al-Marghinani, Dala’l al-iaz ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun’im Khafaji (Cairo,
1979), 110ff.

83 Mugaddimar Ibn Aflah, in Van Gelder, Two Arabic Treatises, fol. 25f.

84Usama Ibn Munqidh, Al-Badi® fi naqd al-shi‘r, ed. Ahmad Ahmad Badawi and Hamid ‘Abd al-Majid
(Cairo, 1960), 99-104.

85Nasr Allah b. Muhammad Diya’ al-Din Ibn al-Athir, Al-Mathal al-sa’ir, ed. Ahmad al-Hafi and Badawi
Tabana, 4 vols (Cairo, 1959-63), iii, 49-75.

86See Ibn Rushd, Talkhis Kitab al-shi‘r (Cairo, 1986), p. 57.

87Al-HarirT’s (d. 516/1122) Durrar al-ghawwas is considered to be the most outstanding extant work in the
genre. A comprehensive, chronological listing of works on grammatical lahn is to be found in
U. Rizzitano’s preface to his analysis of Tathqif al-lisan wa-talgih al-jinan by ‘Umar b. Khalaf (d. 501/
1107), otherwise called Ibn Makki al-Saqi. See Majallar Markaz al-Dirasat al-Shargiyya L-I-Aba’ al-
Fransiskiyyan bi-I-Qahira, 5 (1995) = Studia et documenta Orientalia, 5, Centro di Studi orientali della
Custodia Francescana di Terra Santa (Cairo, 1956), 27 pp.
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insight afforded by Ibn Rashiq is anything to go by, it will be easy to conclude that
rhetorical lakhn started to fizzle out no sooner than it was established. The cognate terms
for the trope had become exceedingly popular and eirenic as to commit /lakn as a
rhetorical term into the abyss of intellectual archaeology.®®

Conclusion

This essay has attempted to examine additional shades of meanings and ideas
identified with the term /ahn in both the philological and rhetorical traditions of the
Arabic—Islamic scholarship. In the process, it has also tried to elaborate on some of the
significations already exposited in the historic studies by Fiick and Ullmann. Although
Ibn Durayd was the first to faintly adumbrate what would later be formalized as
rhetorical lahn, the ultimate credit for imposing some order on the various strands of
interpretive materials as were available in the theoretical discourse on allusive tropes
belongs to Ibn Rashiq, who was anyway building on the model that was established by
Ibn Wahb, albeit without any explicit acknowledgement. It is significant to note that
Ibn Rashiq lists /ahn among other tropes that he discusses under the term al-isharat
(allusions/signposts). But then the success achieved by him appears not to have won
any sustainable or lasting admiration, as later discussions in the theoretical discourse
appear to have either ignored rhetorical /akn or employed cognate terms in its stead for
veiled allusion and riddle. In his analysis and illustration of it, Ibn Rashiq says that
muhajat had by his time become the popular, alternative reference word for the
trope.®® About this we have said much above. But even in the late medieval period, the
two major rhetorical schools—namely, the ‘badi‘ school’ for which Ibn Abr1 I-Isba‘ (d.
564/1256) and Ibn Hijja al-Hamaw1 (d. 837/1434) can be taken as key representatives,
and the ‘scholastic school’ for which al-Sakkaki (d. 626/1229) and al-Khatib al-
Qazwint (d. 739/1338) stand out—the term seems to have been treated with genteel
abandonment. Even the poet Safi al-Din al-Hillt (d. 749/1349), who set a new trend in
the rhetorical discourse and classification with his badi%yya, does not seem to have
found any sub-division that could accommodate rhetorical lakn; and the final nail in
the coffin seems to have been put by ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (d. 1143/1731) and al-
Khuri Arsanyus al-Fakhuri (fl. 19th century). Whatever was responsible for this may
also be difficult to establish. Nevertheless, the negative implication of the word as a
reference term for faulty and infelicitous linguistic usage with a strong root in
intellectual antiquity is certainly too significant to be ignored. After all, Sibawayhi, who
started with the study of zadith, had to abandon it in order to pursue a subject of study
in which he would not be found to be committing lakn.°® This remarkable attachment
of the term to solecism, already adduced for the post-Ibn Rashiq’s period, may equally
be valid here; the drawback has been too strong for other referents of the term to be

88Tropes such as mu ‘amma, muhajat, ramz, mu ayat had become interchangeable or alternative reference
terms to rhetorical lahn, as can be inferred from the following: ‘Qala al-Khafaji fi Shifa’ al-ghall:
‘Malahinu 1-“Arab alghazuha; wa-hiya I-muhajat li-annaha tuzhiru l-hija wa-l-mu‘ayat wa-l-ramz wa-1-
mu‘amma’. See Ibrahim al-Tafayish al-Jazari, Dhayl al-malahin, in Ibn Durayd, Kitab al-malahin, ed.
Ibrahim al-Tafayish, (Cairo, 1347 AH), 74.

89Tbn Rashiq, al- Umda, 308: ‘wa-yusammihi I-nasu fi waqtina hadha al-Muhajaz, li-dalalat al-hija ‘alayhi.
9°See Ramzi Baalbaki, ed., The Early Islamic Grammatical Tradition (Aldershot, 2007), Introduction xiii—
xlii (p. xxiv); Muhammad b. ‘Imran al-Marzubani, Nur al-qabas al-mukhtasar min al-Mugtabas, ed. R.
Sellheim (Wiesbaden, 1964), 95.
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divested of the overwhelming negative signification that belonged in the philological
realm. In any case, one thing has been established again in this study, and that is the
elasticity of the Arabic terminological tradition that accommodates the characterization
of different phenomena in related and unrelated subjects with similar or identical
terms. The emergence of rhetorical lakn in the trail of significations which belonged in
the realm of philological and Qur’anic discourses illustrates the cross-currents in the
tradition of Arabic—Islamic intellectual culture.
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