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This study presents a comparative analysis of two prominent
carly Qur'anic codices: the Mashhad Codex (mid-1st century
AH / 7th century CE) and the Samargand Codex (late 2nd /
8th or early 3rd / 9th century CE). Employing an
interdisciplinary methodology encompassing codicology,
palaeography, and textual criticism, the research investigates
three key domains: material production, orthography (rasm),
and verse division systems (‘add al-ay). The Mashhad Codex,
written in fluid Hijazi script and exhibiting both canonical and
shadhdh readings, reflects a pre-canonical phase of textual
diversity, with no single uniform verse-numbering system. Its
features align with tendencies found in the early regional
traditions of Medina, Basra, and Syria. By contrast, the
Samarqand Codex-composed in Kufic B.Ib/B.II script and
displaying monumental layout-shows approximately 92%
alignment with the Kufan tradition, indicating an Iraqi
standardization phase with minor deviations.

The findings affirm the early stability of the ‘Uthmanic rasm
and refute revisionist hypotheses such as John Wansbrough’s
theory of continued sectarian editing into the 9th century.
Nevertheless, the observed variations—such as fa-niiffthim
versus fa-yiiaffthim, or orthographic differences in shay’
with or without alif—reveal an extended period of textual
fluidity preceding the canonical restriction of readings by
Ibn Mujahid (d. 324/936). This study also challenges the
claim of an uninterrupted global dominance of the Hafs
reading from the early period. Relying on radiocarbon data
(650-750 CE for Masﬁhad; 775-995 CE for Samar%and) and
classical testimonies (al-Dani, Ibn Abi Dawid), the article
underscores the significance of early codices in
reconstructing the Qur'an’s complex textual history and
advocates a post-revisionist framework that privileges
material evidence over purely literary conjecture.
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Introduction

The textual history of the Qur'an, the foundational text of Islam,
remains a vital and contentious field of research. The traditional
narrative, derived from classical Islamic sources, posits an early and
definitive standardization of the Qur'anic text. It describes an initial
compilation under the first caliph, Abt Bakr (1. 632-634 CE), followed
by its official codification under the third caliph, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan
(r. 644-656 CE). The ‘Uthmanic codex was reportedly copied and
dispatched to the major urban centers (al-amsar) of the nascent Islamic
empire, ostensibly establishing a uniform textual pattern (al-Tabari,
1412 AH; Ibn Ab1 Dawid, 1355 AH). For centuries, this narrative
formed the basis of Islamic scholarly tradition.

However, this paradigm has been challenged by the research of
certain Orientalists. The revisionist school, led by figures such as John
Wansbrough, Patricia Crone, and Michael Cook, argued that the Qur'an
did not achieve its canonical form until the end of the 2nd/8th or even
early 3rd/9th century. John Wansbrough claimed that the Qur'an's
composition was a gradual process that evolved in sectarian milieus
over two centuries before crystallizing into its current form—a
hypothesis that fundamentally questions the traditional timeline
(Wansbrough, 1977). This provocative thesis necessitated material
evidence to adjudicate between competing historical models.
Consequently, the discovery and scientific analysis of early Qur'anic
manuscripts, particularly the San‘a’ palimpsest, moved to the forefront
of this academic dialogue, providing tangible physical data to test
theoretical frameworks (Déroche, 2014; Sadeghi & Goudarzi, 2012).

Parallel to this Western academic debate, a distinct discourse exists
in contemporary Islamic studies(Rezaei Isfahani and Karimi, 1401).
Some modern Qur'anic scholars, particularly in certain circles, claim a
different kind of uniformity: that despite known variations in regional
codices' orthography, the reading of Hafs from ‘Asim has been
continuously and universally dominant from the early period to the
present (e.g., Ma'rifat, 1428 AH). This claim, while seeking to affirm
textual continuity, glosses over the complex, documented history of the
canonization of readings by Ibn Mujahid (d. 324/936) (Nasser, 2020).
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Resolving these debates—both the revisionist challenge and the
internal claim of recitational uniformity—depends heavily on the
interdisciplinary study of early material sources. Palaeography,
codicology, and the radiocarbon dating of early manuscripts provide
independent evidence against which historical and traditional texts can
be evaluated. In this context, two manuscripts are particularly
prominent: the Kufic Qur'an of Samarqand and the Mashhad Qur'an (the
Codex of Mashhad al-Ridaw1).

The Samarqand Qur'an is one of the most famous manuscripts, long
shrouded in legend and attributed to Caliph “Uthman himself (Shebunin,
1891). This vast manuscript, now housed in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, has
been palaeographically dated to the 2nd/8th or 3rd/9th century, and its
orthography largely aligns with the Kufan regional tradition (Jeffery &
Mendelsohn, 1942; Déroche, 2013; Sidky, 2020). In stark contrast, the
Mashhad Codex—referring to two Hijazi folio groups held in Mashhad,
Iran—has been securely dated through a robust combination of
palaeographic analysis and multiple radiocarbon-14 tests to the second
half of the Ist century AH/7th century CE, making it one of the oldest
extant textual witnesses (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH; Karimi-Nia, 2019;
rezaee esfahani and karimi, 2025)

Notably, although both are frequently cited in discussions of the Qur'an's
early textual history, they are usually examined separately. This study argues
that a systematic, comparative analysis of these two manuscripts-separated
by script, probable origin, and perhaps over a century-is not only beneficial
but essential for a precise understanding of the Qur'an's early evolution.
They represent two key points on the chronological spectrum and provide a
unique opportunity to trace developments in material production, scribal
practices, and textual reception.

This article, therefore, employs a comparative methodology based
on codicology and textual criticism to analyze these two manuscripts
along three axes: (1) their physical and palacographic characteristics;
(2) their orthography (rasm) and its relationship to reported variations
in regional codices (masahif al-amsar); and (3) their implications for
the history of Qur'anic readings (gira ‘at) and verse-counting systems
(‘add al-ay). By juxtaposing the Ist-century Hijazi diversity of the
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Mashhad Codex with the Kufic standardization of the Samarqand
Codex, this research demonstrates that the historical reality is neither
the late, gradual evolution proposed by Orientalists like Wansbrough
nor the retrojection of later recitational uniformity onto the early
Islamic period. Instead, the historical-textual and material evidence
points to a more complex picture: an early stability of the consonantal
skeleton coupled with a prolonged period of recitational diversity,
which was only gradually constrained through a process of canonization
(Nasser, 2020). This study seeks to add a new, evidence-based
perspective to the ongoing conversation about the origins and
transmission of Islam's sacred text.

Methodology

This research employs an interdisciplinary framework integrating
codicology, palacography, and textual criticism to perform an in-depth
comparative analysis of the Mashhad and Samargand Qur’anic
manuscripts. The research design is structured to facilitate a
comprehensive and replicable examination of these codices along three
interrelated analytical axes, allowing for a holistic understanding of
their material, textual, and recitational dimensions.

The primary data for this study are the manuscripts themselves. For
the Mashhad Codex, the analysis relies on high-resolution digital
facsimiles and the critical edition published by the Al al-Bayt Institute,
accompanied by Karimi-Nia’s detailed commentary (1402 SH/2023-24
CE). This edition grants access to the complete corpus of 251 folios (MSS
18 and 4116), enabling a thorough investigation of the main Hijazi
sections and subsequent additions. For the Samarqand Codex, given the
limitations of access, the research adopts a composite evidential
approach, combining the 50-page facsimile by Ouspensky and Pissaref
(1905 )—notwithstanding its known deficiencies (Jeffery & Mendelsohn,
1942)—with Shebunin’s (1891) 19th-century descriptive account, high-
resolution images of scattered folios available through auction catalogues
(e.g., Christie’s, 1992) and modern publications (Déroche, 2013; Safwat,
1997), as well as subsequent scholarly analyses (Jeffery & Mendelsohn,
1942; Sidky, 2020). This triangulation of sources mitigates the epistemic
limitations of any single witness.
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The comparative study proceeds along three principal analytical axes:

Materiality and Palaeography

This dimension involves a codicological examination of the
manuscripts’ physical properties—dimensions, parchment quality, page
layout (line count, margins), and quire structure. Palacographic analysis
follows Déroche’s typology of early Qur’anic scripts (1992; 2014),
classifying hands within the Hijazi and Kufic (B.I and B.II) traditions.
Distinct letterforms (e.g., alif, lam, niin, gaf) are compared across both
codices to identify scribal variation and stylistic development. The
analysis also documents decorative elements, pigment composition,
and verse-marker styles, situating them within the broader corpus of
early Qur’anic manuscripts.

Orthography (Rasm) and Regional Variants

This axis conducts a systematic analysis of the consonantal skeleton
(rasm) to catalogue orthographic variations. Each variant is compared
against canonical reports of regional traditions (masahif al-amsar) as
preserved in classical sources such as Ibn Abi Dawud’s Kitab al-
Masahif (1355 AH) and al-Dant’s al-Mugni ‘. This comparison allows
the identification of affinities between each codex and the textual
traditions of Medina, Kufa, Basra, Syria, and Mecca, thereby assessing
whether the manuscripts represent a “pure” regional archetype or a
composite transmission.

Readings (Qira’at) and Verse Division (‘Add al-Ay)

The final axis examines features extending beyond rasm, focusing
on verse demarcation and potential reading variants. The study maps
verse-end markers in both codices and cross-references them with the
seven canonical verse-counting systems delineated by al-Dani (1414
AH). Lexical and morphological features (e.g., y@ bunayya vs. ya
bunayyi), which underpin canonical gira'at, are identified and
correlated with the traditions of the ten celebrated reciters (e.g., Nafi',
Ibn Kathir, ‘Asim, Hamza) using standard authorities such as Ibn al-
JazarT’s al-Nashr and al-Kharrtf’s al-Muyassar.
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Interpretation of the resulting data is guided by Nasser’s
canonization model (2013; 2020), which delineates five developmental
phases-from early textual fluidity to complete canonization. Each
manuscript’s material and textual features are evaluated within this
framework: the Mashhad Codex, dated earlier, is tested against the
criteria of Stage 1 (pre-canonical fluidity), whereas the Samargand
Codex is examined as representative of Stage 2, corresponding to early
standardization preceding Ibn Mujahid’s reforms.

Literature Review

The textual history of the Qur'an, as Islam's most fundamental text,
has long been the subject of extensive examination. Classical Islamic
sources, such as al-Tabart's Tarikh (al-Tabar1, 1412 AH) and Ibn Abi
Dawud's Kitab al-Masahif (1355 AH), provide a traditional narrative of
the Qur'an's compilation that emphasizes early standardization under
the Rashidiin caliphs, particularly ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan. These sources
describe the masahif al-amsar (copies sent to urban centers like
Medina, Kufa, Basra, Syria, and Mecca) as the basis for textual stability.
Al-Dani in al-Mugni“ (1414 AH) and Abt ‘Ubayd in his works
documented regional differences in orthography, readings, and verse
counts, indicating early diversity within the
‘Uthmanic rasm framework. These classical texts provide a foundation
for understanding the Qur'an's canonization, focusing on the seven
verse-numbering systems (e.g., Kufan, Basran, and Hijazi). (Karimi,
1404, p. 80)

Early Western research, such as Shebunin's (1891) description of the
Samarqand Codex, introduced it as a Kufic masterpiece with a legend
of ‘Uthmanic provenance, emphasizing material features like its
colossal size (680x530 mm) and early Kufic script. Jeffery and
Mendelsohn (1942), through orthographic analysis, demonstrated its
92% alignment with the Kufan tradition, highlighting variants such as
the spelling of shay’ with/without an al/if, reflecting the flexibility of the
early centuries. Déroche (2013; 2014) examined its script typology
(B.Ib/B.II for Samargand), quire structure, and radiocarbon dating
(775-995 CE), attributing it to the early Abbasid period with Umayyad
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antecedents. Sidky (2020) quantitatively confirmed its Kufan
regionalism, while Sellar (forthcoming) focused on its legendary
aspects and later restorations. Auction catalogues (e.g., Christie's, 1992)
provided high-quality images facilitating material analysis.
In contemporary Islamic scholarship, the digital facsimile and
scholarly commentary of the Mashhad al-Ridaw1 Codex (Karimi-Nia,
1402 SH) marks a milestone. This work, examining 251 Hijazi folios
(MSS 18 and 4116), describes radiocarbon dating (660—772 CE) and
features such as a fluid script, sporadic diacritical points, and later
repairs. Dhuqt (1403 SH), in "Qira’at and Recitational Features of the
Mashhad Ridaw1 Codex: Description and Analysis" (Qur'anic
Recitation Studies, 12(23), 7-36), has sought to examine the
recitational characteristics of the Mashhad Codex. Rida’1 Isfahant and
Karim1 (1403 SH), in "Examining the Carbon-14 Dating of the
Mashhad and San‘a’ Codices" (Qur'an and Science, 18(35), 329-338),
compared radiocarbon dates, analyzing the Mashhad Codex's date
(650-750 CE) alongside San‘a’'s (578-669 CE) to demonstrate early
stability while reviewing methodological challenges of C14.
Research on the Samargand Codex began with the foundational
work of Shebunin (1891) and later Jeffery and Mendelsohn (1942) in
analyzing its orthography. Recent studies, utilizing new methods, have
illuminated new dimensions of this codex. Vasileva (2017), by
examining the history of its transfer to St. Petersburg, has added to our
knowledge of its trajectory. Déroche (2013, 2014), by analyzing the
palaeography of its dispersed folios and placing it in the broader context
of Umayyad codices, clarified its probable production date. Sidky
(2020) quantitatively demonstrated its affiliation with the Kufan
manuscript tradition through statistical analysis of variants. Sellar has
also dedicated the most specialized examination to this codex in his
unpublished work. Furthermore, publications by the Al-Furqan
Foundation (2021) and the comparative studies of Fedeli (2014) and
Ayazi (1398 SH) have provided valuable comparative and artistic
contexts. This scholarly trajectory shows that the study of the
Samarqand Codex has progressed from initial description towards
specialized analyses in art history, codicology, and textual criticism, and
it remains an active topic in research on Qur'anic manuscripts.
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Introduction to the Mashhad and Samarqand Codices

The textual history of the Qur’an, a foundational concern of Islamic
studies, remains one of the most rigorously examined and debated
subjects in both traditional and modern scholarship. Traditional Islamic
historiography, largely derived from later literary sources, recounts a
narrative of the Qur’an’s early compilation and standardization that
culminates during the caliphate of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 23-35
AH/644-656 CE). According to this account, the establishment of a
master codex (al-Mushaf al-Imam) and the distribution of copies to
major urban centers (masahif al-amsar) served to unify the scriptural
text across the growing Islamic community (al-Tabar1, 1987; Ibn Abi
Dawid, 1936). In contrast, modern Western revisionist scholarship—
most notably advanced by Wansbrough (1977)—has argued for a far
later and more fluid evolution of the Qur’anic text, suggesting that
canonization took shape only within sectarian contexts during the 2nd
and 3rd centuries AH. The discovery and systematic study of early
Qur’anic manuscripts, however, have provided a crucial empirical
foundation for assessing such hypotheses, shifting the focus from
textual historiography to include codicological, palaecographic, and
material evidence (Déroche, 2014; Sadeghi & Goudarzi, 2012). Among
these early material witnesses, two manuscripts have emerged as central
to discussions of the ‘Uthmanic text: the Kufic Qur’an of Samarqand
and the Mashhad Qur’an (Codex of Mashhad al-Ridaw).

The Kufic Qur'an of Samarqand, a monumental parchment
manuscript preserved in the library of the Telyashayakh Mosque in the
Khas-Imam (Hazrati Imam) complex of Tashkent, Uzbekistan, is
renowned for its imposing dimensions (approximately 53 % 68 cm per
folio) and its majestic early Kufic script (Déroche, 2013). Tradition
attributes the codex to Caliph ‘Uthman himself—allegedly stained with
his blood at the time of his assassination—though this attribution is
treated cautiously by contemporary scholarship (Shebunin, 1891;
Cellard, 2018). Palacographically, the manuscript belongs to Déroche’s
B.Ib/B.II group, typically dated to the late 2nd/8th or early 3rd/9th
century (Déroche, 2013). Radiocarbon analysis corroborates this
chronology, placing its production between 595 and 855 CE (95%
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probability) (Christie’s, 1992). Textual studies consistently reveal its
strong alignment with the rasm and verse-division system ( ‘add al-ay)
of the Kufan recension, while minor orthographic peculiarities connect
it to the Iraqi textual tradition (Jeffery & Mendelsohn, 1942; Sidky,
2020).

In contrast, the Mashhad Qur'an comprises two parchment
fragments (MSS 18 and 4116) preserved in the Astan-¢ Quds-e Radaw1
Library, Mashhad, Iran, which together represent a substantial portion
of the Qur’anic text (Karimi-Nia, 2019). Its significance stems from
recent meticulous research which dates its core portions—written in a
distinctive Hijazi script (Déroche's Group I)—to the second half of the
Ist century AH/7th century CE, based on extensive palacographic
analysis and a series of radiocarbon tests (Karimi-Nia, 2019, 2023).
This early date places it among the oldest extant Qur'anic manuscripts.
Its textual features are profoundly informative: a fluid script, an
independent hasmalah, and an orthography that initially aligned with
the Medinan version before being corrected towards the Iraqi/Meccan
consensus (Karimi-Nia, 2023). More importantly, its textual variants
(gira’at) are not confined to any single later canonical reading but
reflect a range of known canonical and non-canonical (shdadhdh)
readings, capturing a picture of early recitational diversity (Karimi-Nia,
2023; Zouqi, 2017).

Despite their individual importance, these two manuscripts — the
early Hijazi specimen from the 1st century, and the mature Kufic codex
— have rarely been subjected to sustained comparative analysis. Such
a comparison is critical. They represent different geographical origins
(likely Hijaz/Medina vs. Iraq), different production eras (1st vs. 2nd/3rd
century AH), and different script types (Hijazi vs. early Kufic). A joint
examination provides a unique diachronic and inter-regional
perspective on the formation and evolution of the Qur'anic text as a
physical and linguistic object.

This study argues that a comparative analysis of the Mashhad and
Samargand codices —examining their codicological features,
orthography (rasm), and recitational variations (gira ‘at) — reveals a
consistent narrative of early stability in the standard consonantal text,
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alongside significant diversity in recitational practices and auxiliary
systems observable in these codices. This evidence simultaneously
challenges Wansbrough's hypotheses of late canonization. These
manuscripts function not as anomalies but as material and historical-
textual witnesses to the complex, negotiated process of the Qur'anic
text's transmission and standardization.

Text and Structure according to the Manuscripts' Material History

This study employs a rigorous comparative methodology to analyze
the Mashhad and Samarqand codices along three interrelated axes:
materiality, textual structure, and textual content. This tripartite
framework enables a comprehensive investigation that moves beyond
palaeographic dating to situate these artifacts within the broader
historical and theological context of early Qur’anic transmission.

1. Materiality: Codicology and Palaeography

The physical characteristics of each manuscript provide essential
clues regarding its production, function, and chronological placement.
A comparative codicological analysis reveals a marked evolution in the
presentation and execution of the Qur’anic text.

The Mashhad Codex consists of two parchment volumes held in the
Astan-e Quds-e Radawi Library (nos. 18 and 4116), comprising 251
folios in total (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 80). The primary script of the
main text is Hijazi or slanted (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 80). Sarat al-
Fatihah was added later at the beginning of volume No. 18 in a later
Kufic script by the scholar Abti Bakr Wajth ibn Tahir al-Shahamt (d.
541 AH) (Alb). Where the original folios were damaged, they were
filled with patches of text in Kufic or Nasta‘liq script (completion or
repair) (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 80).

Verse endings are typically indicated by five or six dots arranged
triangularly, or occasionally three slanted dots. Every ten verses
(ta'shir) are marked by red circles surrounding these verse-end
markers, and later hands added small black circles to indicate pause
locations (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 59).
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Diacritical points (i jam) are present in the same color as the main
text in most sections of both volumes. In contrast, vowel points
(harakat) and syntactic marks were added in red ink after the main text
was written (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 58). A key palacographic feature is
its fluid script, characteristic of late antique scripts, where little space is
left between words or between unconnected letters within a word, even
allowing words to be split at line endings (though never across pages).
Some folios, such as A3a containing Q 2:26-34, are entirely illegible
due to damage or improper repair (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH).

In contrast, the Samargand Codex is defined by its colossal size and
complex codicology. The original manuscript was a very large volume
whose parchment folios measured approximately 680 x 530 mm, with
a text area of 500 x 440 mm (Shebunin, 1891). Its construction was a
significant undertaking, estimated to have required the skins of about
1000 sheep or goats, as a full animal skin was needed for each folio.
The manuscript's structure is unusual due to its large scale; the large
folios were folded at the inner margin and glued together in pairs to
form artificial bifolios, which were then gathered into quires; this
feature may be the result of later repairs. Francois Déroche has
proposed an alternative original structure involving thicker quires of
eight or ten bifolios (Déroche, 2013, pp. 62-64).

Palaeographically, the manuscript exhibits an early Kufic script
classified as style B.Ib/B.II in Francois Déroche's typology. The text is
characterized by extensive horizontal stretching (mashqg) and
fluctuations in the form of certain letters like final gaf. Analysis
indicates the work of two distinct scribes, identifiable through subtle
stylistic differences in letters such as /am-alif and isolated alif. The
standard layout is 12 lines per page, although some folios show
irregularities in line spacing and line count, possibly due to later re-
inking, parchment warping, or the scribes' need to manage space. The
text 1s largely unvocalized, with vocalization dots added sporadically,
often as thin slanted lines. A notable orthographic feature is the dotting
of gaf with two dots, a practice distinct from earlier manuscripts.
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2. Textual Structure: Verse Division (‘Add al-Ay)

The system of verse endings and their count ( ‘add al-ay) is a key
aspect of the Qur'an's structure and exhibited significant regional
diversity in the early Islamic period. The verse division system of the
Mashhad manuscript is highly irregular and does not uniformly
correspond to any of the seven canonical systems. Research shows that
this manuscript "not only does not follow any of the seven verse-
numbering systems, but in some cases is inconsistent with all of them"
(Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH). The verse endings in the manuscript are
indicated and usually marked with five or six dots in a triangular
arrangement. The key point is that in several locations, these marks are
placed where they do not match the known endpoints in any of the
canonical systems; for example, on folios ASb, Al2a, and A26b
(Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH). Furthermore, when its divisions do align with
known systems, it does not consistently adhere to just one system. For
instance, in Siirat al-Baqarah it aligns with the Basran system, in Strat
al-Ra‘d with the Syrian system, and in Strat al-Zumar with both the
primary Meccan and Medinan systems (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH). Another
important feature is that the disconnected letters (huriif muqgatta ‘ah) are
not counted as independent verses, unlike in the Kufan system (Karimi-
Nia, 1402 SH).

The markers for every ten verses (ta ‘shir) were added centuries after
the main text was written. This is evident from the fact that their
placement follows the "Hijazi" systems (Meccan, primary Medinan,
later Medinan) and completely ignores the manuscript's own unique
divisions, including the status of the basmalah as an independent verse
in the original text (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH).

Based on scientific analyses, the textual structure and verse division of
the Samarqand Qur'an align most closely with the regional traditions of
Kufa, though not exclusively. Studies by Shebunin and later Jeffery and
Mendelsohn concluded that its orthography and verse division "adhere
primarily to the Iraqi tradition, specifically the Kufan school" (Jeffery &
Mendelsohn, 1942). A recent analysis by Haytham Sidky quantified this,
showing that the manuscript's textual variants are "92% consistent with
[Kufan variants] and only 8% with Syrian variants" (Sidky, 2020).
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The verse endings in the manuscript are clearly indicated, and its
division is "often closer to the Kufan school, though in some instances it
agrees with the Basran school and in others matches no tradition" (Jeffery,
1942). This indicates a degree of uniqueness in its system. Furthermore,
the manuscript's orthography reflects early scribal conventions, including
spellings common in the first three centuries of Islam. Notable examples
include the word "shay™ written both with and without an alif, and the
word " ‘ala" spelled with a final ya’ or a long alif (Jeffery & Mendelsohn,
1942). These orthographic variations are characteristic of the period prior
to the full standardization of the Qur'anic text.

Groups of ten verses are marked with decorated squares containing
the verse number in the abjad system (where Arabic letters represent
numerical values); this practice is also observed in Umayyad-period
manuscripts. A similar square indicates the total number of verses at the
end of each siirah (Déroche, 2013).

3. Textual Content: Orthography (Rasm) and Variant Readings (Qira at)

The consonantal text (rasm) of the Qur'an in both manuscripts is
remarkably stable, providing strong material evidence for the early
fixation of the ‘Uthmanic text. However, both contain orthographic
variations that align with documented differences among the regional
"masahif al-amsar," and their treatment of recitational variations is
profoundly different.

The orthography of the Mashhad Codex shows significant diversity,
challenging the notion of a single, continuous recitational tradition
throughout history. Initially, its spelling primarily followed the
Medinan rasm, but was later corrected in four instances to conform to
the Iraqi (Kufan and Basran) and Meccan consensus (Karimi-Nia, 1402
SH: 63). A key point is that the manuscript's textual content does not
align exclusively with the reading of Hafs from ‘Asim—the dominant
reading today. Instead, it reflects a variety of famous canonical readings
and even non-canonical (shadhdh) readings (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH: 64).
For example, in verse 3:57 (A22b), it has "fa-niffihim" instead of Hafs's
"fa-yuaffihim," and in verse 4:140 (A38Db), it writes "nuzzila" instead of
"nazzala" (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH). These orthographic choices confirm
readings attributed to other canonical reciters and transmitters.
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Furthermore, the manuscript includes several non-canonical
(shadhdh) readings that are compatible with the ‘Uthmanic rasm but
were excluded from the canonical systems. Examples include
"lanuthwayannahum" instead of "lanubawwi'annahum" in verse 16:41
(A109a)—a reading historically attributed to Imam ‘Al1 (Ibn Jinni,
2/52)—and "bart" instead of "bara ™ in verse 43:26 (B79a), the reading
of al-A ‘mash (Ibn Khalawayh, 26). In some cases, the manuscript even
provides two simultaneous readings for a single word, such as
"vabghuina/tabghiina" in verse 3:83 (A23b) (Karimi-Nia, 1402 SH).
This orthographic and recitational plurality places the manuscript in an
early period of textual fluidity, prior to the later standardization of the
reading systems.

The Samarqand Codex presents a more standardized text.
Its rasm shows a strong affiliation with the reported tradition of Kufa—
the region where the reading of Hafs from ‘Asim was later canonized
(Jeffery & Mendelsohn, 1942; Sidky, 2020). It preserves archaic
orthographic features, such as writing "dhi" with a final al/if and
occasionally spelling "shay " without an alif, confirming its early Kufic
origin. While it shows fewer dramatic recitational variations compared
to Mashhad, its value lies in demonstrating the relative stabilization of
the Iraqi textual tradition by the 2nd/8th century. It represents a later
stage in the canonization process, where a regional version of
the rasm was physically monumentalized (Nasser, 2020).

The text is largely unvocalized, but diacritical points for phonetic
distinction were added sporadically as thin slanted lines—Ilikely
contemporaneous with the writing—to distinguish phonemes
like ba’ from ta’ (Jeftery, 1942). A notable palaeographic feature is the
dotting of gaf with two dots; a practice that distinguishes it from earlier
Hijazi manuscripts and aligns with later eastern scribal traditions.

Consequently, this comparison reveals a clear trajectory. The
Mashhad Codex, with its Hijazi script, structural fluidity, and
recitational diversity, embodies the "pre-canonical fluidity" of the Ist
century (Nasser, 2020). The Samarqand Codex, with its Kufic script,
more standardized structure, and established Iraqi rasm, represents the
subsequent stage of movement towards regional standardization and the
aesthetic glorification of the text, positioned just before the final, formal
closure of the reading systems.
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The Implications of the Early Codices for the History of the Qur'anic Text

As mentioned, John Wansbrough's seminal work, Quranic Studies:
Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (1977), is a pivotal text
in the revisionist school of Qur'anic studies, fundamentally challenging
the traditional Islamic narrative of the Qur'an's origin. Utilizing form-
critical and literary analysis methods adapted from biblical studies,
Wansbrough posited that the Qur'an is not the direct, word-for-word
revelation delivered to Muhammad in the early 7th century CE, but rather
the end-point of a lengthy process of literary redaction spanning several
generations. He argued that the text exhibits structural and thematic
features—such as repetitive motifs, narrative fragmentation, and
exegetical themes—suggesting its formation within a sectarian milieu
influenced by Jewish, Christian, and Syriac traditions, rather than a fully-
formed emergence from an Arabian prophetic context (Wansbrough,
1977, pp. 1-30). This view decenters Muhammad as the sole authorial
figure, instead proposing that the Qur'an's compilation occurred in the
late Umayyad or early Abbasid period, possibly as late as the 3rd century
AH (early 9th century CE), as a tool for consolidating imperial ideology
(Wansbrough, 1977, pp. 160-162). Wansbrough's methodological
skepticism extends to early Islamic sources like the sira and hadith,
which he rejected as constructs of sacred biography retrojected onto a
formative period, analogous to the Torah's evolution in the Jewish
tradition (Wansbrough, 1977, pp. 44-58).

Central to Wansbrough's thesis is the concept of a "salvation history,"
where the Qur'an functions as a liturgical text compiled from oral and
written accumulations reflecting collective exegetical needs, not
historical reportage. He identified textual units as modular or
detachable within the text, allowing for rearrangement and expansion,
and attributed this to a "sectarian origin" in 8th-century Iraq or Syria
(Wansbrough, 1977, pp. 105-120). This evolutionary model
presupposes textual instability: the Qur'anic rasm was not fixed long
after the ‘Uthmanic narrative (c. 650 CE), and variants were only
suppressed later to impose orthodoxy (Wansbrough, 1977, pp. 202-
205). Wansbrough's analysis, while innovative, relies heavily on
internal literary evidence and marginalizes material and palaeographic
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data, which he viewed as secondary to ideological reconstruction
(Wansbrough, 1977, p. viii). Critics within the revisionist tradition, such
as Patricia Crone, echoed this by suggesting the Qur'an's anti-Jewish
polemics point to a post-conquest context, though Wansbrough's
extreme delay of up to 200 years after Muhammad remains uniquely
provocative (Crone & Cook, 1977, p. 18).

However, this framework faces significant challenges from recent
palaecographic and radiocarbon analyses, particularly of early Qur'anic
manuscripts such as the Mashhad and Samarqand Codices, which attest
to a stable textual tradition by the late 7th or early 8th century CE. These
artifacts, predating Wansbrough's proposed editorial horizon, indicate a
degree of stability incompatible with a prolonged sectarian elaboration.
The Mashhad Codex, held in the Astan-e Quds-e Radaw1 Library (MSS
18 and 4116), comprises 251 folios in a Hijazi script, with orthographic
features consistent with 1st-century AH conventions (Karimi-Nia,
2023, p. 80). Radiocarbon dating of samples from January 2020,
conducted at laboratories including the University of Arizona and ETH
Zurich, provides calibrated dates in the late 1st century AH (c. 650-750
CE) with 95.4% confidence (20), corroborated by palacographic
markers such as a fluid script and sporadic diacritical points—features
atypical for texts from the mid-2nd century AH (Codex Mashhad
Project, 2023; Karimi-Nia, 2023, p. 58). These results refute
Wansbrough's timeline, as the rasm of the Mashhad manuscripts shows
little deviation from the “Uthmanic pattern, including verse divisions
that, while idiosyncratic, prefigure canonical systems (Karimi-Nia,
2023, p. 80).

Similarly, the Kufic Qur'an of Samarqand, preserved in fragments in
the T.W. Arnold collection in Tashkent and the Museum of Islamic Art
in Doha, exemplifies early Iraqi scribal practices. Tradition attributes it
to the era of ‘Uthman (c. 651 CE), but modern scholarship, through
analysis of its orthography, horizontal stretching (mashq), and the
dotting of gaf with two dots, dates it to the late 8th or early 9th century
CE—still preceding Wansbrough's closure (Déroche, 2014, p. 62).
Radiocarbon tests on folios show a 95.4% probability range of 775-995
CE, with one fragment (the Tashkent folio) spanning 595-855 CE,
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suggesting production under the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi (775-785
CE) (Rezvan, 2004, p. 58; Islamic Awareness, 2014).

Palaeographically, it is classified as Déroche's style B.Ib/B.II; its 12-
line layout and markers for every ten verses (ta ‘shir) reflect Umayyad
antecedents, with variants (e.g., shay’ with/without alif) consistent with
the flexibility of the 1st—3rd centuries AH, but not wholesale redaction
(Jeftery & Mendelsohn, 1942, p. 175; Sidky, 2020, p. 157). The material
aspect of both codices-parchment from hundreds of animals, bifolio
structure-provides evidence of deliberate, costly copying, presupposing
a codified pattern by the 7th century (Déroche, 2014, p. 5).

Frangois Déroche, a leading authority on Qur'anic codicology,
directly undermines Wansbrough's delay through his typology of Hijazi
and Kufic scripts. In Qur'ans of the Umayyads: A First
Overview (2014), he catalogues over 50 fragments dated via C14 to the
mid-7th century, arguing that the rasm was closed by 700 CE, as
evidenced by the uniformity in the San‘a’ palimpsests and the
Birmingham folios (568-645 CE) (Déroche, 2014, pp. 72-74).
Regarding the Samarqand Codex, Déroche proposes an original
structure with quires of eight to ten bifolios, aligning it with Umayyad,
not Abbasid, production, and refuting Wansbrough's sectarian evolution
by demonstrating scribal continuity from the Hijazi to Kufic transition
(Déroche, 2014, pp. 62-64). Déroche criticizes revisionism for over-
relying on literary form at the expense of "hard" evidence, noting that
specific orthographic features in manuscripts like Mashhad (e.g.,
medial alif omissions) are pre- Uthmanic remnants, not post-
Muhammad accumulations (Déroche, 2014, p. 9). This materialist
approach posits a text "frozen" by the late 7th century, challenging
Wansbrough's independent, detachable textual units as exegetical
artifacts, not compositional ones (Déroche, 2014, p. 160).

Behnam Sadeghi's work on the San‘a’ palimpsest further erodes the
foundation of Wansbrough's hypothesis, with implications extending to
the Mashhad and Samarqand Codices. Sadeghi, in collaboration with
Bergmann, used multispectral imaging and C14 dating of the lower text
(c. 578-669 CE) to reveal non-"Uthmanic variants that nonetheless
exhibit 99% phonetic overlap with the standard rasm, suggesting an
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early pattern circulated orally and in writing during the Prophet's
lifetime (Sadeghi & Bergmann, 2010, p. 343). Applying Bayesian
modeling to the Mashhad samples, Sadeghi estimates a 90% posterior
probability for a 1st-century AH origin, arguing that palacographic
"fluctuations" (e.g., lam-alif forms) indicate regional dialects, not
editorial layers (Sadeghi & Bergmann, 2010, p. 361). For the
Samarqand Codex, Sadeghi cites its 92% alignment with Kufan variants
versus 8% Syrian, based on Sidky's quantification, as evidence of early
Iraqi dissemination, not Abbasid fabrication (Sadeghi, 2011, p. 23;
Sidky, 2020, p. 157). Sadeghi deems Wansbrough's method
"ahistorical" for  ignoring  how  manuscript  variants,
even shadhdh readings, reflect diversity within a fixed consonantal
base, not evolutionary instability (Sadeghi, 2011, p. 25).

The historical-critical paradigm of Nicolai Sinai offers a firm yet
nuanced rebuttal, integrating manuscript data to affirm 7th-century
closure. In "When did the consonantal skeleton of the Qur'an reach
closure?" (2014), Sinai collates C14 results from 15 fragments,
concluding the rasm was stabilized by 700 CE, with the Hijazi script of
the Mashhad Codex modeling pre-750 CE patterns (Sinai, 2014a, p.
273). Critiquing Wansbrough's "salvation history" as overly skeptical,
Sinai argues that it misreads surah coherence (e.g., the ring structure of
al-Baqgarah) as posterior assembly, while the palaeographic uniformity
in the Samarqand Codex's verse markers indicates Umayyad
standardization (Sinai, 2014a, p. 290). In The Qur'an: A Historical-
Critical Introduction (2017), Sinai situates the text's anti-imperial
rhetoric appropriately in a pre-conquest environment, with the dating of
the codices confirming Muhammad's role as primary editor, not a later
redactor (Sinai, 2017, pp. 50-52). Sinai's Bayesian synthesis of dates
rejects Wansbrough's 3rd-century horizon, estimating a less than 5%
probability for an origin post-800 CE (Sinai, 2014b, p. 135).

Angelika Neuwirth, emphasizing the Qur'an's late antique
embedding, criticizes revisionism for anachronistically imposing
biblical models. In "The Qur'an and History: A Disputed Relationship"
(2010), Neuwirth analyzes surah sequencing through ring composition,
which aligns with the early divisions of the Mashhad Codex to argue
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for oral stabilization by 632 CE, with manuscripts like Samargand
preserving performative stability (Neuwirth, 2010, p. 27). She chides
Wansbrough for overlooking intertextual reflections (e.g., Psalms in
Sturat al-Rahman), which indicate a 7th-century Arabian synthesis, not
Oth-century bricolage (Neuwirth, 2010, p. 194). Neuwirth's
contextualization, reinforced by Déroche's codicology, views variations
as recitational, not compositional, undermining Wansbrough's fluidity
(Neuwirth & Sinai, 2010, p. 8).

James Bellamy, while proposing emendations for "corruptions"
(e.g., yabghiina/tabghiina in Al ‘Imran 3:83), inadvertently reinforces
textual antiquity. In "Some Proposed Emendations to the Text of the
Koran" (1990), Bellamy attributes anomalies to ditography but dates
them to pre-'Uthmanic transmission, with the Samarqand Codex
(e.g., nazzala vs. nuzzila in al-Nisa’ 4:140) reflecting Ist-century AH
tolerance, not late invention (Bellamy, 1990, p. 562). Bellamy's textual
criticism presupposes a stable pattern by 650 CE, critiquing
Wansbrough's skepticism as methodologically unconstrained (Bellamy,
2001, p. 6).

In summary, the Mashhad and Samarqand Codices, dated via C14
and rigorous palaeography to the 7th—8th centuries, dismantle
Wansbrough's thesis of late redaction. Scholars like Déroche, Sadeghi,
Sinai, Neuwirth, and Bellamy collectively affirm early rasm stability,
returning the Qur'an's origin to Muhammad's era and rendering the
revisionist delay untenable. This convergence heralds a post-revisionist
consensus privileging material evidence over literary conjecture.

Conclusion

The comparative analysis of the Mashhad and Samarqand Codices
offers a nuanced understanding of the Qur’an’s textual history—one
that balances early stability with an underlying dynamic of controlled
diversity. The Mashhad Codex, radiocarbon-dated to the 7th century
and written in a fluid Hijazi script, exhibits pre-standardization
characteristics: irregular verse divisions (uneven correspondence with
the Basran, Syrian, and Meccan systems), pluralistic readings
(including shadhdh variants such as lanuthwayannahum attributed to



Islamic Heritage and Contemporary Challenges, 2025, 1 [1] 52

Imam ‘Al1), and a predominantly Medinan orthography later amended
by Iraqi corrections. These features point to a period of recitational
fluidity preceding full canonization.

By contrast, the Samarqand Codex—with its monumental
construction (parchment derived from approximately one thousand
animals), Kufic B.Ib/B.II script, and 92% alignment with the Kufan
tradition—reflects a phase of regional standardization in the 8th—9th
centuries CE, despite minor divergences in verse division and
orthography (e.g., ‘ala written with a long alif). Collectively, these
findings invalidate the revisionist hypotheses of Wansbrough and
Crone, which posit continued sectarian redaction until the 9th century.
Material and palaeographic evidence (C14 data, script analysis) instead
attest to the essential stability of the ‘Uthmanic rasm from the 7th
century onward.

This conclusion is further corroborated by the contributions of
Déroche, who demonstrates Hijazi—Kufic continuity; Sadeghi, who
establishes a 99% overlap with the pre-‘Uthmanic text; Sinai, who
places the closure of the rasm by 700 CE; and Neuwirth, who situates
the Qur’an’s synthesis firmly within the 7th century rather than a later
bricolage. At the same time, the evidence challenges the notion of
complete early uniformity in the Hafs reading, lending support instead
to Nasser’s model of an initial phase of limited fluidity that gradually
evolved into full canonization.



53 A Comparative Analysis of the ... | Abbas Karimi and Mohammad Ali Rezaei Esfahani

Bibliography

Al-Tabari, M. 1. J. (1987). Tarikh al-rusul wa-al-mulitk (Vol. 1). Dar al-
Turath. (Original work published ca. 1412 AH/1992 CE).

Bellamy, J. A. (1990). Some proposed emendations to the text of the
Koran. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 110(4), 562-573.
Bellamy, J. A. (2001). Textual criticism of the Koran. Journal of the American

Oriental Society, 121(1), 1-6.

Cellard, E. (2018). Codex Amr ibn al-‘As: The Sana‘a palimpsest and its
history. Oxford University Press.

Christie's. (1992). Islamic art and manuscripts: Auction catalog. Christie's
Auction House.

Codex Mashhad Project. (2023). Dating.

Crone, P., & Cook, M. (1977). Hagarism: The making of the Islamic world.
Cambridge University Press.

Déroche, F. (1992). The oldest Qur an manuscripts. Oxford University Press.

Déroche, F. (2013). Qur’ans of the Umayyads: A preliminary overview. Brill.

Déroche, F. (2014). Qur'ans of the Umayyads: A first overview. Brill.

Ibn Abt Dawid, S. (1936). Kitab al-masahif (A. S. Jeffery, Ed.). Cambridge
University Press. (Original work published 1355 AH/1936 CE).

Islamic ~ Awareness. (2014). The "Qur'an  of  Uthman"  at
Tashkent. https://www.islamic-
awareness.org/quran/text/mss/samarqgand.

Jeffery, A., & Mendelsohn, I. (1942). The orthography of the Samarkand
Qur'an codex. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 62(3), 175-195.

Karimi-Nia, M. (2019). The Mashhad Qur'an manuscript: A preliminary
study. Astan Quds Razavi Central Library Publications.

Karimi-Nia, M. (2023). 4 study of the Mashhad Razavi manuscript.
Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt li-Thya’ al-Turath. (Original work published 1402
SH/2023 CE).

KARIMI, A., Eskandarlou, M. J. and Legenhausen, M. (2025). Analysis and
Examination of Textual Criticism and Quran Manuscripts from the
Perspective of Keith Small. Studies of Quran Reading, 12(23), 73-114.
doi: 10.22034/qer.2025.15446.1285.

Nasser, S. S. (2013). The transmission of the variant readings of the Qur’an:
The problem of tawatur and the emergence of shawdadhdh. Brill.

Nasser, S. S. (2020). The canonical readings of the Qur’'an: A philological
study of the first ten imams. Brill.



https://www.islamic-awareness.org/quran/text/mss/samarqand
https://www.islamic-awareness.org/quran/text/mss/samarqand

Islamic Heritage and Contemporary Challenges, 2025, 1 [1] 54

Neuwirth, A. (2010). The Qur'an and history: A disputed relationship. In A.
Neuwirth (Ed.), The Qur'an in context: Historical and literary
investigations into the Qur'anic milieu (pp. 1-23). Brill.

Neuwirth, A., & Sinai, N. (2010). Introduction. In A. Neuwirth (Ed.), The
Qur'an in context: Historical and literary investigations into the Qur'anic
milieu (pp. 1-22). Brill.

Rezvan, E. A. (2004). The Qur'an of Osman: The manuscript of the Scribe of
the Prophet. Manuscripta Orientalia, 10(1), 53-62.

Rezaeeesfahani, M. and karimi, A. (2025). A Study of the Carbon-14 Dating
of the Two Mus'hafs (Manuscripts) of Razavi and Sana'a. The Quran and
Science, 18(35), 329-338. doi: 10.22034/qve.2025.10038.

Rezaee Isfahani, M. A. and karimi, A. (2022). A Study of the Philosophical
Hermeneutics of Orientalists’ Followers. The Qur’an from Orientalists
Point of View, 16(31), 104-127. doi: 10.22034/qkh.2022.6620.

Sadeghi, B. (2011). The manuscript of Mu'awiya: An approach to the methods
and materials of Qur'anic paleography. Der Islam, 88(1), 1-25.

Sadeghi, B., & Bergmann, U. (2010). The codex of a companion of the
Prophet and the Qur'an of the Prophet. Arabica, 57(4), 343—436.

Sadeghi, B., & Goudarzi, M. (2012). San‘a’ 1 and the origins of the
Qur’an. Der Islam, 89(1-2), 1-129.

Shebunin, M. V. (1891). The manuscript of the Qur'an attributed to Caliph
Osman. Imperial Academy of Sciences.

Sidky, H. (2020). On the regionality of Qur’anic codices. Journal of the
International Qur'anic Studies Association, 5, 133-210.

Sinai, N. (2014a). When did the consonantal skeleton of the Qur'an reach
closure? Part 1. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 134(3), 273—
292.

Sinai, N. (2014b). When did the consonantal skeleton of the Qur'an reach
closure? Part II. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 134(4), 659—
680.

Sinai, N. (2017). The Qur'an: An historical-critical introduction. Edinburgh
University Press.

Wansbrough, J. E. (1977). Quranic studies: Sources and methods of scriptural
interpretation. Oxford University Press.



