IN MEMORY OF
PROFESSOR ALAN JONES

(Manchester, 16 August 1933 — Oxford, 25 September 2021)
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Professor Alan Jones, of Oxford University, died on the 25th of September 2021. He
was a great scholar, a man of infinite erudition and a true friend throughout the thirty-
three years of our acquaintance.
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He was born on the 16th of August 1933 in Manchester, where he spent the first
18 years of his life. He entered the Manchester Grammar School in 1944 and after
finishing his studies there in 1951 he won a scholarship to St John’s College
Cambridge to study Classics. Part way through his time at Cambridge he shifted his
focus on Arabic which became his main field of interest throughout his life. His
teacher in Arabic was A. J. Arberry. On completing his degree at Cambridge in 1955,
Alan Jones moved to Balliol College, Oxford to study Turkish history and to
undertake a D. Phil. in Ottoman Turkish history between 1955 and 1957, where he
was mentored by Professor Geoffrey Lewis. However, he set aside this intention in
1957 when he was appointed lecturer in Turkish and Islamic Studies, eventually
focusing most of his time on Arabic, at the Oriental Institute of Oxford.

In 1963, he took a sabbatical and spent time with his family in Lebanon as a tutor
at MECAS, the Middle East Centre for Arab Studies, which was an Arabic language
college between 1947 and 1978 just outside Beirut, where many diplomats were
taught. Whilst there, he enjoyed his love of travel and visited sites in Jordan and
Syria. He particularly loved Petra and the Kingdom of Jordan and was very honoured
to teach several royal students from the country.

Back in Oxford, he was involved with the establishment of both Wolfson and St
Cross Colleges, becoming a Fellow of the latter, as well as Vice-Master and Senior
Tutor between 1965 and 1980. Alan Jones played a significant part in St Cross
College’s early days as he developed the College’s links with the University and
with other colleges and was part of the committee tasked with negotiating the
College’s move from its original St Cross site to its current home in St Giles. He was
invited to join several intercollegiate committees and was later elected to the post of
University Assessor.

Alan Jones joined Pembroke in 1980 as the first Tutorial Fellow in Arabic and
remained there until his retirement in 2000. In 1996 he was promoted to a readership
in Classical Arabic, while remained a lecturer in Islamic Studies. In 1997 he became
professor of Arabic at the Oriental Institute. Alongside his teaching, he served the
University on the General Board, was Chairman of the Oriental Faculty Board and
of the Committee of the University’s Computing Services and was Vice-Chairman
of the governing body of the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies. Besides,
he was immensely proud to serve as a governor at his beloved Manchester Grammar
School. He was also a proud trustee of the Altajir Trust, a UK based charitable
organisation promoting Islamic studies.

His main fields of scholarly interest were Qur’anic studies, Spanish Arabic
muwassah poetry and early Arabic poetry. All his writings, both books and articles,
are characterised by his concise style in which he treated essential themes of research
in these fields, laying the foundations of further studies or giving important tools for
those who are doing research on the given subject area.
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His very first article, which dealt with the mystical independent letters (al-/urif
al-mugatra ‘a) at the beginning of 29 siras of the Qur’an, has been considered ever
since its publication as a fundamental study based primarily on the opinions of the
most important mediaeval Arab scholars. He had been teaching the Qur’an and
reading it with his students through half a century. The fruits of this continuous
activity were two books: the translation of the Qur’an and a highly popular textbook
for the teaching of the Classical Arabic language, “Arabic through the Qur’an”.

His translation of the Qur’an is unique. In addition to incorporating the result of
decades of study of the text, of the traditional Muslim authorities and of the works
of other scholars, special thought has been given to what the text would have meant
to its original hearers. He sought to follow the structure of the original Arabic text as
precisely as possible, at the same time aiming at a readable translation. The
traditional verse structure has been maintained, and where necessary, the verses were
further divided into sections to indicate where there are natural points for pause, and
to emphasise the original oral nature of the text. This is the first translation of the
Qur’an to adopt such an approach. The oral nature of the text presents problems for
the translator because the recitation frequently gives the text a dimension that does
not come across in silent reading. In addition, he provided background information
not only for the entire Qur’an, but also at the beginning of each sira.

Alan Jones has also authored a series of studies dealing with the language and
narrative technique of the Qur’an and the committing of the Qur’an to writing. In
this connection it is especially noteworthy how he made correlation between the
register of the pre-Islamic prose texts and that of the Qur’an. He also called attention
to some specially interesting themes in the Qur’an: the paradise and hell, and the
original place of the so-called Satanic verses. His last paper on this topic presented
a new and a very much acceptable interpretation of one of the most frequent
conjunctive particles in the Qur’an, la‘alla, saying that it many times expresses
God’s reminder, and is not meant only as a mere possibility.

His second field of study was the Arabic poetry in Spain, especially the muwassah
poems. He began to collect data of this poetry in the seventies, for which purpose he
was one of the firsts to use in this field a computer data base. He even participated
as research associate in a project headed by Susan M. Hockey entitled “Output of
non-standard characters using an SD4020” at the Oxford University Computer
Centre in the mid-seventies and using his knowledge of non-Latin scripts — Greek,
Arabic, Persian, Hebrew, and even Cyrillic — assisted in creating the Oxford
Concordance Programme (OCP) which made it possible to turn texts analysed in
transliteration back to the original script. In connection with this activity, mention
must be made of a project of which he was the principal investigator and the aim of
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which was to establish a full concordance of the poems of Hafiz. In the concordance,
a complete line of text was printed for each reference in Persian characters.*

After a long article on the muwassahat in the Journal of Arabic Literature, he
prepared his first book on the Romance fsargas. Alan Jones made his objective clear
at the outset, he wanted to put the academic record straight by making available to
non-Arabists accurate information on the text of Romance hargas. He worked for
this aim by examining in detail each of the 42 hargas which occur at the end of
certain Arabic muwassahs (some of them at the end of more than one poem) in a
painstaking letter-by-letter review of the textual problem. In this book he applied a
totally new approach to the readings of these difficult, sometimes hardly legible final
lines of the muwassah stanzas: he did not want to decide between the concurring
views but only wanted to give an aid for further research presenting and explaining
the different variant readings, by giving facsimiles and investigating the sargas letter
by letter. This book had started new directions of the research in England and Spain
which led to a new theoretical approach concerning the Romance influence on the
Arabic poetry in Spain. This milestone was followed in the next decade by the edition
of two anthologies of the Andalusian muwassah poetry: the ‘Uddat al-galis of ‘Al
ibn BisrT from a unique manuscript and the Gays al-taws7h of Lisan al-Din Ibn al-
Hatib, both being of outstanding literary interest. He had already with great
generosity made these texts widely available on computer tape before the printed
editions had been published.

The third field in which Alan Jones did research was pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.
He presented the results of his work in two magnificent volumes, which can be used
by students learning Classical Arabic poetry on a higher level and scholars interested
in this field. In these volumes he not only gave the edition and translation of the
chosen poems but also detailed commentaries of the expressions and the grammar of
the lines as well as the interpretation of the different situations described by the poets.
His aim was not to decide by any means the right interpretation of a word or line but
instead he listed many occasional variants giving support to each of them. This
method is better suited to the difficult Arabic poems than the effort to prefer one or
another translation. Besides, he provided the two volumes with valuable introductory
chapters on the different issues concerning pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, like origins
and form, the language of early poetry, metre, authenticity, transmission, and the
presentation of the different poetic genres. As is often the case with oral literature,
we know next to nothing of the origins of Arabic poetry. The first surviving pieces,
from the beginning of the sixth century, are fully developed, and the period from

1 See Computer-assisted research in the humanities: A directory of scholars active. Edited
by Joseph Raben, 15, 99. New York: Pergamon, 1977. See also, Susan M. Hockey, “A
concordance to the Poems of Hafiz with output in Persian characters”. In: The computer and
literary studies. Edited by A.J. Aitken, R.W. Bailey, and N. Hamilton-Smith, 291-306.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1973.
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then till the second quarter of the seventh century was remarkable for the amount
and quality of the poetry that was composed. In later times it was acknowledged as
the zenith of Arabic poetic composition, notable for its many masterpieces. Learning
to appreciate this early poetry is difficult, for a range of reasons: it is the work of
people of a very alien milieu — the great composers were camel-dependant homads;
it has an extraordinarily rich vocabulary; its grammar has many complications that
do not survive in the later language; its texts were transmitted orally for up to two-
and-a-half centuries; and there are serious problems about authenticity. Yet all later
Arabic poetry stems from it, and it is important for our understanding of the language
and ideas current in Arabia at the rise of Islam. Its study is therefore a necessity for
all serious students of Arabic. The poems are analysed in minute detail, providing
the student with all the information needed to understand the texts and the
accompanying translations, and then to consider each poem’s overall purpose. Alan
Jones opened a new way of discussing Arabic poetry when he gave a comprehensive
handbook for the students instead of the previous Western method of ‘text and
vocabulary’, similarly to the traditional way of teaching this kind of poetry in the
Arab world where students have always been provided with detailed commentaries
if they wanted to read the poems, in mediaeval and modern times as well.

The first volume of his Early Arabic poetry contains a study of fifteen poems
from two of the more vivid genres: laments and poems by the outlaws, including the
magnificent, brooding Lamiyyat al- ‘arab of as-Sanfara, whilst the second focuses on
famous odes (gasidas), such as the Mu ‘allagat of Imru’ ul-Qays, Labid and ‘Abid,
the Kafiyya of Zuhayr and the Martiya of Aba Du’ayb. The new, 2011 edition of
Early Arabic Poetry combines the two volumes first published in 1992 and 1996,
bringing them together with a new foreword and introduction covering the major
background problems faced by students of early Arabic poetry.

Professor Alan Jones continued his scholarly activities till the end of his life and
had several major projects which remained unfinished. In his last lecture entitled
“The linguistic background to the Qur’an”, held in October 2019 at the Oxford
Centre for Islamic Studies, he critically examined the approaches of early Arabic
grammarians to the Qur’an in relation to the language of pre-Islamic poetry and the
dialect of the Qurays. Thence the presentation moved on to a discussion of a range
of topics including linguistic registers, pausal forms, and patterns of assonance to
shed new light on the language of the Qur’an. On this occasion he also informed his
audience that he was writing a book on the pre-Islamic background of the Qur’an.
Another last ambitious program of his was to compile a handbook on the muwassah
poetry. It is a tremendous source of sadness that he has not lived to bring these two
books to fruition.

His memory will be kept in the heart of his family, friends, colleagues and
students and the products of his scholarship will serve generations to come.
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The Publications of Professor Alan Jones
Books

Romance “kharjas” in Andalusian Arabic “muwassah” poetry. A palaeographical
analysis. (= Oxford Oriental Institute monographs, 9). London: Ithaca Press, for
the Board of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, Oxford University, 1988.

The ‘Uddat al-jalis of ‘4li ibn Bishri. An anthology of Andalusian Arabic
muwashshakat. (= E.J.W. Gibb memorial series, 31). Edited by Alan Jones.
Cambridge: Trustees of the E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 1992.

Early Arabic poetry. Volume one: Marathi and su lik poems. (= Oxford Oriental
Institute monographs, 14). Edition, translation, and commentary by Alan Jones.
London: Ithaca Press, for the Board of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, Oxford
University, 1992.

Early Arabic Poetry. Volume two: Select odes. Edition, translation and commentary
by Alan Jones. London: Ithaca Press, for the Board of the Faculty of Oriental
Studies, Oxford University, 1996.

The Jaysh al-tawshih of Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib. An anthology of Andalusian
Arabic muwashshahat. Edited by Alan Jones. Cambridge: Trustees of the E.J.W.
Gibb Memorial, 1997.

Arabic through the Qur’an. Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1999. (Repr.
several times).

The Qur’an. Translated into English by Alan Jones. Exeter: The E.JW. Gibb
Memorial Trust, 2007.

Early Arabic poetry: select poems. Vols 1-2. in one, with a new foreword and
introduction. London: Ithaca Press, 2011.

Edited books

The computer in literary and linguistic studies. Proceedings of the third Interna-
tional Symposium on the use of the computer in linguistic and literary research,
Cardiff, April 1974. Edited by Alan Jones and Robert F. Churchhouse. Cardiff:
The University of Wales Press, 1976.

The Commentary on the Qur’an by al-Tabari. Vol. one. Transl. with an introduction
and notes by J. Cooper. General editors: W. Madelung and A. Jones. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1987.

Arabicus Felix: Luminosus Britannicus. Essays in Honour of A.F.L. Beeston on his
Eightieth Birthday. (= Oxford Oriental Institute monographs, 11). Edited by Alan
Jones. London: Ithaca Press, for the Board of the Faculty of Oriental Studies,
Oxford University, 1991.
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Studies on the muwassa/ and the kharja: Proceedings of the Exeter International
Colloquium. (= Oxford Oriental Institute monographs, 12). Ed. by Alan Jones
and Richard Hitchcock. Reading: Ithaca Press, for the Board of the Faculty of
Oriental Studies, Oxford University, 1991.

University Lectures in Islamic Studies. Series editor Alan Jones, 2 vols, Birmingham:
Altajir World of Islam Trust, 1997-1998.

Articles

“The Mystical letters of the Qur’an”. Studia Islamica 16 (1962) 5-11.

“Some Oxford projects in Oriental languages”. The computer in literary and
linguistic research. Papers from a Cambridge symposium [1970], edited by R.
A. Wisbey, 191-197. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971.

“The computer and material in Middle Eastern languages”. British Society for
Middle Eastern Studies. Bulletin 2 (1975) 14-16.

“The Oxford corpus of Andalusian muwashsha/at”. British Society for Middle
Eastern Studies. Bulletin 4 (1977) 42.

“Producing a concordance of the Divan of Hafez by computer”. Convegno
internazionale sulla poesia di Hafez: Roma, 30-31 marzo 1976, 99-110. Roma:
Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1978.

“Romance Scansion and the muwassahat: An Emperor’s New Clothes?”. Journal of
Arabic Literature 11 (1980) 36-55.

“Sunbeams from cucumbers? An Arabist’s assessment of the state of kharja studies”.
La Cordnica 10 (1981) 38-53.

“Eppur si muove”. La Coronica 12 (1983) 45-70.

“The Qur’an”. Arabic literature to the end of the Umayyad period. Edited by A.F.L.
Beeston, T.M. Johnstone, R.B. Serjeant, G.R. Smith, 228-245. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1983.

“Omnia vincit amor”. Studies on the muwassas and the kharja: Proceedings of the
Exeter International Colloquium. (= Oxford Oriental Institute monographs, 12).
Edited by Alan Jones and Richard Hitchcock, 88-103. Reading: Ithaca Press, for
the Board of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, Oxford University, 1991.

“Final tadmin in the poems of Abt Nuwas”. Arabicus Felix: Luminosus Britannicus.
Edited by Alan Jones, 61-73. London: Ithaca Press, 1991.

“The Sawa ir al-gahiliyya: grammar don’t matter much”. Proceedings of the
colloquium on Arabic grammar, Budapest, 1-7 September 1991. Edited by Kinga
Dévényi and Tamas Ivanyi. The Arabist 3—4 (1991) 217-222.

“OCCAM: computer-based study of the muwassah and the kharja”. Poesia
estrofica: actas del primer congreso internacional sobre poesia estrofica arabe

y hebrea y sus paralelos romances (Madrid ... 1989). Edited by F. Corriente &
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A. Saenz-Badillos, 187-200. Madrid: Facultad de Filologia, Universidad
Complutense & Instituto de Cooperacion con el Mundo Arabe, 1991.

“A bridge between two communities. Studies in Muslim-Jewish Relations 1 (1993)
31-35.

“A tenth century muwassah”. Journal of Arabic Literature 24 (1993) 231-235.

“The language of the Qur’an”. Proceedings of the Colloquium on Arabic Lexicology
and Lexicography (C. A. L. L.), Budapest, 1-7 September 1993: Part one. Edited
by K. Dévényi, T. Ivanyi, A Shivtiel. The Arabist 67 (1993) 29-48.

“Narrative technique in the Qur’an and in early poetry”. Studies in honour of Karoly
Czeglédy on the occasion of his eightieth birthday. Edited by Alexander Fodor.
The Arabist 8 (1994) 45-54.

“Foreword and Introduction”. The Koran. Translated from the Arabic by J.M.
Rodwell (1861). London: Everyman Library, 1994.

“Narrative technique in the Qur’an and in early poetry”. Journal of Arabic Literature
25 (1994) 185-191.

“The oral and the written: some thoughts about the Quranic text”. Proceedings of the
Colloquium on Logos, Ethos, Mythos in the Middle East and North Africa (LEM),
Budapest, 18-22 September 1995. Part one. Edited by K. Dévényi, T. Ivanyi. The
Arabist 17 (1996) 57—66.

“The Prose Literature of Pre-Islamic Arabia”. Tradition and Modernity in Arabic
Language and Literature. Edited by J. R. Smart, 239-241. Richmond: Curzon,
1996.

“The English and Arabic. 1: Sir William Jones and his predecessors”. Islamic
Culture 71 (1997) 1-17.

“The Qur’an in the light of earlier Arabic prose”. University lectures in Islamic
studies 1 (1997) 67-83.

“Sir William Jones as an Arabist”. Sir William Jones 1746-1794: a commemoration.
Edited by A. Murray, 67-89. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.

“The dotting of a script and the dating of an era: the strange neglect of PERF 558”.
Islamic Culture 72 (1998) 95-103.

“The paradox of Quranic assonance”. The balance of truth. Essays in honour of
Professor Geoffrey Lewis. Edited by Cigdem Balim-Harding and C. Imber, 179—
192. Istanbul: Isis Press, 2000.

“The real Satanic verses?”. Essays in honour of Alexander Fodor on his sixtieth
birthday. Edited by K. Dévényi and T. Ivanyi. The Arabist 23 (2001) 125-133.

“The word made visible. Arabic script and the committing of the Qur’an to writing”.
Texts, documents and artefacts: Islamic studies in honour of D.S. Richards.
Edited by Chase F. Robinson, 1-16. Leiden: Brill, 2003.

“The Qur’an in the light of earlier Arabic prose”. The Koran. Vol. Ill. Style and
structure. (= Critical concepts in Islamic studies). Edited by Colin Turner, 305—
319. London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004.
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“The MECAS verb”. The Arabists of Shemlan. Volume I: MECAS memoirs 1944-
78. Edited by Paul Tempest, 273-274. London: Stacey International, 2006.

“Paradise and Hell in the Qur’an”. Proceedings of the Colloquium on Paradise and
Hell in Islam, Keszthely, 7-14 July 2002. Part One. Edited by K. Dévényi and A.
Fodor. The Arabist 28-29 (2008) 105-121.

“So that you may be reminded”. Studies in Memory of Alexander Fodor. Edited by
K. Dévényi. The Arabist 37 (2016) 99-114.

“Samuel Miklos Stern and Andalusian Poetry”. Journal of Modern Jewish Studies
20 (2021) 454-461.

A volume was published in his honour:
Islamic reflections, Arabic musings: studies in honour of Professor Alan Jones.

Edited by Robert G. Hoyland and Philip F. Kennedy. Cambridge: Gibb Memorial
Trust, 2004.

Kinga Dévényi — Tamas Ivanyi



