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*ma liglhs -* ma ligiss. He didn’t fin d  it.
yilgah. He finds it.

*ma yilgahs -* ma yilgass. He doesn’t fin d  it.
ligyuh. They (m.) found it.

""ma ligyuhs -* ma ligyuss. They (m.) didn’t fin d  it.
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TOW ARDS A GRAMMAR O F TH E HEART: 
A L-QU SA YRI’S NAHWAL-QULUB'

Tamas Ivanyi 

Budapest

1 The Grammarian and the Boatman

In 6alal ad-D in Rum l’s M atnawi there is a famous anecdote of ancient origin, well 
known in the Arab world even today: ‘The grammarian and the boatman’1. A gram­
marian, having embarked in a boat, boasts of his superficial knowledge of worldly 
(and hence secondary) things and asks the boatman whether he knows grammar. 
After receiving a negative answer the grammarian (man of knowledge cilm) condemns 
the boatman (man of practice cama[), saying that the other has lost half of his life. In 
the open sea, however, a violent storm breaks out and now the boatman, who does 
know how to swim, asks the grammarian whether he can swim, and after a negative 
answer he rightly notices that at that case the grammarian will lose his whole life.

In this story the grammarian stands for everything worldly and he is the 
representative of the officially recognized science. As for “swimming”, it is used here 
as a metaphor for mystical training and experience required for the voyage to union 
with God. “God upholds and exalts those who have died to self, while those who 
rely on their own attainments and efforts are submerged in the whirlpools of 
illusion”2. As Rum I emphasises, the great scholar, with all his pride of intellect, is 
unable to take a single step towards true knowledge.

Sufi manuals usually begin with pointing to the difference between cdlim  and 
‘drif, i.e. between scholars who deal with religious prescriptions (sarica) and the 
knowers of the ‘true reality’ (haqiqa).

The grammarian, on the one hand, is highly suitable to represent the scholar 
{cdlim). Firstly, because to scorn and ridicule him is less dangerous than to do the 
same with men of religion (rigal ad-din). Secondly, because by the 11/ 12th centuries 
grammar had become one of the recognised subjects in the curriculum of the 
madrasas, it served as the typical example of the ‘superfluent casuistry’ and worldli­

The paper presented at the conference contained the linguistic analysis of al-Qusayri’s Nahw al- 
qulub. It seemed, however, more appropriate that the publication of the manuscript should precede the 
presentation o f the analysis which will be published later.

1 “T he story what passed between the grammarian and the boatman". R um i, Mathnawi: Persian text 
I, 175-176,11. 2835-2852; N icholson’s English translation II, 155-156; commentaries by Nicholson VII, 176. 
For the sources of R um ! see Firuzanfar 1971:28.

2 R u m i, Mathnawi VII, 176: N icholson’s commentary on 11. 2842-43.

THE ARABIST. BUDAPEST STUDIES IN ARABIC 17 (1996)
https://doi.org/10.58513/ARABIST.1996.17.5



42 TAMAS IVANYI

ness of sciences for non-specialists. On the other hand, Rum i’s interpretation of the 
story makes “repentance” possible, since the sea, the symbol of gnosis (macrifa), 
purifies those who submerge in it and brings them nearer to “annihilation” [fund’) 
by obliterating (mahw) their original attributes.

Rumi’s commentary contains yet another interesting aspect. He uses the well- 
known associative technique of the Sufis based on al-istiqdq al-kabir or al-akbar stat­
ing that instead of nahw (grammar) mahw (self-effacement) is needed here. “We have 
stitched in (inserted) the (story of the) grammarian, that we might teach you the 
grammar (nahw) of self-effacement (mahw). In self-loss [in becoming less]... you will 
find ... the grammar of grammar (nahw nahw)ni.

2 The Nahw al-quliib

Sari cAbdallah Efendi (d. 1660/61) quotes a small Sufi treatise in his great com­
mentary on the first part of Rum i’s Matnawi, in connection with the story of the 
grammarian and the boatman (Sari, Matnawi IV, 89-92). This passage is Abu 1-Qasim 
cAbdalkarim b. Hawazin al-Qusayri’s (d. in 1072) Nahw al-qulub, “The Grammar 
of the Hearts”4.

This treatise represents a serious attempt to present Sufi thoughts in a form 
analogous to an acknowledged science which had been then on the curriculum of 
teaching institutions for a long time. Naturally, the seriousness of the attempt does 
not mean that it may be considered fully successful as well. It is, however, worth 
studying since it reflects many interesting basic features of Sufi thinking and their 
way of linguistic expression.

The conceptual framework peculiar to Sufi thinking has two main characteristics:
(i) The special emphasis laid on opposition pairs (antonyms, contradictions, etc.) which 
are later dissolved into each other; and (ii) The technique of limitedly/ree association. 
Limited here means limited by traditions and by taqlid. All these influence the lan­
guage of Sufi texts, consequently Sufi authors pay great attention to the linguistic 
formation and composition of their texts and grammar as a science in itself. These 
characteristics also serve the purposes of a ‘mystical vagueness’ on a deeper level. This 
kind of controversy between clear linguistic expression and more contradictory 
contents can well be conceived as one aspect of the opposition pair zdhir and batin.

3 R u m i, M athnawi II, 156, 11. 2846-47. In this last passage of his commentary to the story Rum i 
turns to the use of two well-known technical linguistic devices of mystical writings: (i) The use of one and 
the same word in two forms or meanings: nahw corrected to mahw then used together with it at one and 
the same time: nahw mahw. (ii) Intensification by way of forming a genitive construction with the same 
word as mudaf and mudaf ilayhi: nahw nahw.

4 For the life and works of al-Qusayri see Basyuni 1972.
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It is stated at the beginning of the Nahw al-qulub that the non-mystical science is 
called ‘ibara, which may perhaps be translated here as ‘interpretation based on reason­
ing’, while mystical science is isdra, ‘symbolic interpretation’ or ‘interpretation based 
on allusions’. The relation between the two is well illustrated by the following quot­
ation from our text: fa-lamma gdba [Muhammad] cani l-ism wagada l-musamma wa- 
lammd a'rada cani l-ficl ila l-harfi l-mu'amma ra ’a 1-ma‘na llad i la yusamma. That 
means in short that the grammarian is concerned with names, while the mystic with 
the essence, which is the real object of all names. Here the chain of notions leads us 
from ism, noun or name (a subject of grammar) to musammd, ‘the named’, which al­
though could be conceived as ‘the designated’ is better understood as ‘sense’. The 
expression b ar f mu'amma is a kind of ginds to the word musammd but also to the 
grammatical expression harf ma‘na. The science of isdra, then, brings us to some 
hidden meanings that have no linguistic equivalent (la yusamma). That is another way 
of expressing the well known Sufi doctrine that cilm is only the antechamber of 
mystical (and so real) knowledge (maWifa).

Mystical knowledge is, however, not only deeper and hence more real and justi­
fiable than any other forms of science, for example grammar, but also bears such 
ethical values which the others are not supplied with. Thus, for the people of isdra, 
macrifa differs from nakira not only in their cognitive meaning but in their ethical 
value as well -  the former being always the higher, the latter the lower and more des­
picable category: al-asma’ macarifu wa-nakirat w-kaddlika l-cibad minhum macruflahu  
nasib maca l-qawm huwa bihi macru f wa-maqdm f i  s-sidq huwa bihi mawsuf wa- 
minhum munkar la nasiba lahu maca l-qawm wa-la hazza lahu siwa l-akl wa-n-nawm.

Thus we can see that our author uses grammar as an etalon for the categorization 
of segmentation of Sufi knowledge. For example, as in grammar speech consists of 
three parts: ism, f i cl and harf, in the same way the followers of the “hints” (isdra) 
speak about aqwdl, camal and ahwdl. In this series aqwdl equals culum and is proved 
to be a mere introduction to Sufi praxis (acmdl) refferring to a tradition of the 
Prophet.

3 The Manuscripts of the Nahw al-qulub

Haggi Hallfa (Kasf II, 1935) knows only about one work of al-Qusayri by the 
title Nahw al-qulub. This is identical to the present work according to the beginning 
quoted by Haggi Hallfa. Other sources know about two works: Nahw al-qulub al- 
kab ir  and Nahw al-quliib al-kabir\

Our edition of al-Qusayri’s Nahw al-quliib as-sagir is based on the apparently 
oldest manuscript preserved in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin -  Preufiischer Kulturbe-

5 See al-Qusayri, Mi'rdg 20 (editor’s introduction); al-Qusayri, Risala 17 (editor’s introduction).
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sitz, Orientabteilung Ms. or. oct. 38056. It contains 4 folios, 7 pages, 14x19,5 cm, 
9x15 cm, 21 lines. It is written with a mid-large, well readable nashi script with dia­
critical points but unvocalized, hamza is never marked; black ink; titles with red ink. 
Wagner (1976:93) supposes that this manuscript dates from the 12-13/18-19 centuries.

The text of this manuscript was strictly followed in the main text except in cases 
where it would yield no sense. The word a l - a s l  is used to refer to the Berlin MS in 
the footnote. The text is published according to modern orthographic conventions. 
Four other versions of this text were used in this edition: three manuscripts and the 
above mentioned printed version.

The letter a l i f  refers to the manuscript: tasawwuf Taymur 196; twelve pages of 13 
lines each, mid-large nashi script, vocalized, punctuated, copied by a certain Muham­
mad b. Husnl as-Sabbl at-TunisI, not dated but seems to be the oldest from among 
the Cairene manuscripts.

The letter b a ’ refers to the manuscript: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, b 24455; 14,5x20 
cm, six pages, nashi, titles with red ink, copied by a certain Mahmud al-6iball.

The letter g i m  refers to the manuscript: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, b 24453; rucfa, 
black ink, copied by the same person as hd’, dated 3 Ramadan 1344 / 17 March 1926, 
it is arranged in a modern book form, with chapter titles, etc.

Both b d ’  and g i m  are preceded and also ended by the same small poem, written 
most probably by the copyist, which summarizes the epistle and glorifies the author.

The letter s a d  refers to the printed version of the text which can be found in the 
Turkish commentary of Sari (Mesnevi III, 90-92). Since the majority of manuscripts 
are recent copies, it seemed important to include in the edition this printed version 
because it predates at least two manuscripts and only the Berlin manuscript seems to 
be much older7.

6 This manuscript is mentioned in GAL I, 433 (no. 19) and is described by Wagner 1976:92-93. 
Brockelm ann supposes that another, Alexandrian manuscript which bears a different title is identical with 
the Berlin manuscript. This, however, cannot be the case because it is several times longer than the Nahw 
al-qulub.

7 A fter having prepared this paper for printing I managed to buy in Cairo the Nahw al-qulub al-kabir 
o f al-Qusayri, edited by Ibrahim  Basyuni and Ahmad cAlam ad-Din a l-6u nd i, published by 'Alam  al- 
F ikr, Cairo in Novem ber 1995. The editors mention in the Preface (pp. 27-28) that the Nahw al-qulub as- 
sagir o f the same author has already been edited by Ahmad ‘Alam ad-Din a l-6u nd l, the co-editor of the 
book, in 1977, Tunis &  Tripoli (Lybia). The book, however, was not available for me neither in the book- 
market nor in the libraries of Cairo. The Preface of the Nahw al-qulub al-kabir, however, lists the MSS 
used by the editor o f the Nahw al-qulub as-sagir and from this it becomes clear that he had no avail to 
the Berlin MS (edited in this paper), and did not use the printed version, but used two other MSS which 
were not available for me: a relatively new Cairo MS (dated from  1900/1901) and an undated MS from 
Medina. It also became clear from this new Cairo edition that the kabir  is about six times longer: 566 lines 
in 68 p., ca. 5600 words, as compared with the sagir with its 70 lines and ca. 850 words.
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