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Abstract: This article examines a famous element in the reports on the canoniza-
tion of the Qurʾānic text under the auspices of Uthman, in which the committee of 
scribes that were to write the standard text came to a disagreement on how to write 
the Qurʾānic word for at-tābūt “Ark.” After examining the different versions of the 
report that contain this episode, and concluding that the report of this episode goes 
back to the common link of Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī (d. 124/741–2), it is shown that early 
on the linguistic details of this disagreement were no longer understood. However, 
by examining how Aramaic and Classical Ethiopic loanwords that end in stem-fi-
nal -ūt or -ōt are treated, this report can be understood as referring to two com-
peting adaptations of this foreign word into Arabic. On the one hand at-tābūt, the 
form that ends up in the standard text, and on the other hand at-tābāh (or more 
precisely: at-tābōh), which shows a similar strategy of adaptation as several other 
central loanwords in the Qurʾān such as aṣ-ṣalāh “prayer” and az-zakāh “alms.”

Keywords: Qurʾānic studies, Qurʾānic Arabic, loanwords, Ark of the Covenant, Ibn 
Šihāb al-Zuhrī, Hadith

Introduction
There are a number of traditions about the collection and writing down of the offi-
cial Qurʾānic text under the auspices of ʿUṯmān, which Motzki has shown all go 
back to the common link of the major traditionist Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī (d. 124/741–2).1 
The major partial link, Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd (d. 162/779 or 163/780) as well as the ver-
sions transmitted by ʿUmārah b. Ġaziyyah (d. 140/757–8) and Yūnus b. Yazīd al-Aylī 
(d. 152/769 or 159/776) all contain mention of an episode where the scribe tasked with 

1 Motzki 2001.
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collecting and writing down the Uthmanic text, Zayd b. Ṯābit al-Anṣārī (d. 45/665), 
has a disagreement with his Qurashī assistants over how to write the word at-tābūt 
“ark.” The conflict is eventually resolved by ʿUṯmān in favor of the Qurashīs. While 
this episode is specifically of linguistic relevance, it has not yet received a proper lin-
guistic evaluation. In this paper, I examine the different reports and then provide a 
novel proposal on how the two competing spellings (Zayd’s التابوه versus the Qurashi 
.should be understood (التابوت

The Reports
As pointed out by Motzki, there are four partial common links that transmit the 
report of al-Zuhrī about the ʿUṯmānic collection, that of Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd, Yūnus, 
Šuʿayb, and ʿUmārah b. Ġaziyyah, but not all of these partial common links include 
the relevant portion of the report. I believe only the Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd and ʿUmārah b. 
Ġaziyyah recensions can be identified with certainty as partial common links that 
contain the portion that discusses the relevant word at-tābūt.

All the versions transmitted from Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd are very similar. The main 
difference ultimately comes down to whether, after ʿUṯmān expresses a judgment 
on which spelling the committee should adhere to, what the precise wording of 
his reasoning is. This vacillates between explicitly expressing that the Qurʾān was 
revealed in the language of Quraysh, to simply saying that the spelling is to be pre-
ferred because it is Qurashi, or simply giving no such endorsement at all.

The relevant passage as related in Ǧāmiʿ al-Tirmiḏī2 and Ibn Abī Dāwūd’s Kitāb 
al-Maṣāḥif3 (Muḥammad b. Baššār ← ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. Mahdī ← Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd ← 
Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī), Ibn Šabbah’s Taʾrīḫ4 al-Maḏinah (Sulaymān b. Dāwūd al-Hāšimī 
← Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd ← Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī) goes as follows:

fa-ḫtalafū yawmaʾiḏin fī التابوت wa-التابوه fa-qāla [n-nafaru l-qurašiyyūna (Ibn ʾAbī Dāwūd)/l-
qurašiyyūna (al-Tirmiḏī)/bnu z-zubayri wa-saʿīdun wa-ʿabdu r-raḥmāni (Ibn Šabbah)5] التابوت 
wa-qāla zaydun التابوه. fa-rufiʿa ḫtilāfuhum ʾilā ʿuṯmāna fa-qāla ktubūhu التابوت fa-innahū [nazala 
(al-Tirmiḏī)] bi-lisāni qurayšin.
One day, [the committee tasked with standardizing the Qurʾān, consisting of Zayd b. Thābit 
and three Qurashi men] disagreed on التابوت or التابوه. The Qurashis said that it is التابوت whereas 

2 Al-Tirmiḏī, Ǧāmiʿ (1996), 182.
3 Ibn Abī Dāwūd, al-Maṣāḥif (2002), 199.
4 Ibn Šabbah, Taʾrīḫ (n.d.), 1000–1001.
5 In the Ibn Šabbah version, Zayd’s opinion is mentioned before the three Qurashi’s.
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Zaid said it was التابوه. So their disagreement was brought to ʿUṯmān, and he said: “write it as 
”.for it is (revealed) in the speech of the Quraysh ,التابوت

The recension of ʿUmārah b. Ġaziyyah as related in the version of al-Ṭabarī in his 
Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān6 (Aḥmad b. ʿAbdah al-Ḏabbī/Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād ← ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. 
Muḥammad al-Darāwardī ← ʿUmārah b. Ġaziyyah ← Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī) is a bit 
more elaborate:

Qāla zaydun: fa-amaranī ʿuṯmānu bnu ʿaffānin an aktuba lahū muṣḥafan wa-qāla: “innī mudḫi-
lun maʿaka raǧulan labīban faṣīḥan fa-mā ǧtamaʿtumā ʿalayhi fa-ktubāhu wa-mā ḫtalaftumā 
fīhi fa-rfaʿāhu ilayya. Fa-ǧaʿala maʿahū abāna bna saʿīdi bni l-ʿāṣi. Qāla: fa-lammā balaġā “inna 
āyata mulkihī an yaʾtiyakumu t-tabūtu” qāla zaydun: fa-qultu التابوه wa-qāla abānu bnu saʿīdin 
.التابوت fa-rafaʿnā ḏālika ilā ʿuṯmāna fa-kataba التابوت
Zayd said: “ʾUṯmān b. ʿAffān ordered me to write for him a Muṣḥaf, and he said: ‘I will have an 
intelligent and eloquent man join you. Whatever you two agree on write it down; and what-
ever you disagree on bring it to me.’” So he assigned Abān b. Saʿīd b. al-ʿĀṣ to him. [al-Zuhrī] 
said: “when the two of them arrived at the Āyah ‘Indeed the sign of his authority will be that 
the Ark (التابوت) will come to you.’” (Q 2:248) Zayd said: “I said that it is التابوه and Abān b. Saʿīd 
said it is التابوت, so we brought that to ʿUṯmān and he wrote التابوت.”

There is one transmission in Ibn Šabbah’s Taʾrīḫ7 through al-Layṯ b. Saʿd that 
Motzki thinks is a version of the partial common link Yūnus (but this is not explicit 
in the text), which includes this episode but this time with Ubayy b. Kaʿb as the one 
of the people opining on the spelling:

wa-kāna ḥīna ǧamʿi l-qurʾāni ǧuʿila zaydu bnu ṯābitin wa-ʾubayyu bnu kaʿbin yaktubāni l-qurʾāna, 
wa-ǧuʿila maʿahum saʿīdu bnu l-ʿāṣi yuqīmu ʿarabiyyatahū. Fa-qāla bnu kaʿbin-i التابوه wa-qāla 
saʿīdu bnu l-ʿāṣi innamā huwa التابوت. Fa-qāla ʿuṯmānu raḍiya ḷḷāhu ʿanhu ktubūhu kamā qāla 
saʿīdun fa-katabū التابوت.
It was at the time of the collection of the Qurʾān that Zayd b. Ṯābit and ʾUbayy b. Kaʿb were 
assigned to write the Qurʾān, and appointed with them was Saʿīd b. al-ʿĀṣ to correct its Arabic. 
So Ubayy b. Kaʿb said التابوه and Saʿīd b. al-ʿĀṣ said it is only ever التابوت. So ʿUṯmān said: write it 
like Saʿīd has said it, and they wrote التابوت.

The second version related by Ibn Šabbah is worded quite differently, although still 
clearly related to the al-Zuhrī version (despite being transmitted through another 
chain: Ibn Wahb ← ʿUmar b. Ṭalḥah al-Layṯī ← Muḥammad b. ʿAmr b. ʿAlqamah ← 
Yaḥyā b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. Ḥāṭib):8

6 Al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ (1954), 59–62.
7 Ibn Šabbah, Taʾrīḫ (n.d.), 1002.
8 Ibn Šabbah, Taʾrīḫ (n.d.), 999.
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Qāla salamatu bnu ʿ abdi r-raḥmāni: amara ʿ uṯmānu raḍiya ḷḷāhu ʿ anhu fityānan mina l-ʿarabi an 
yaktubū l-qurʾāna wa-yumliya ʿalayhim zaydu bnu ṯābitin, fa-lammā balaġū التابوت qāla zaydu 
bnu ṯābitin-i ktubūhā التابوه wa-qālū: lā naktubu illā التابوت fa-ḏakarū ḏālika li-ʿuṯmāna fa-qāla 
ktubū التابوت fa-innamā anzalahu ḷḷāhu ʿalā raǧulin minnā bi-lisānin ʿarabiyyin mubīnin.
Salamah b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān said: ʿUṯhmān ordered young men from among the Arabs to write 
the Qurʾān, and Zayd b. Ṯabit was dictating to them, but when they reached التابوت Zayd b. 
Ṯābit said: write it التابوه and they said: We only ever write it التابوت so they mentioned that to 
ʿUṯmān and he said: write it التابوت, after all, God sent it down to a man among us in a pure 
Arabic tongue.

The partial common link of most of the above reports is clearly Ibrāhīm b. Saʿd 
who transmits from Ibn Šihāb al-Zuhrī, while a notably different version that nev-
ertheless clearly relates the same event is transmitted from ʿUmārah b. Ġaziyyah, 
who likewise transmits from al-Zuhrī. Finally, there is a version from Yūnus that 
rewrites the details of the people involved in the writing of the Muṣḥaf but likewise 
transmits from al-Zuhrī. It therefore stands to reason that the report of the spelling 
controversy about the word for “Ark” at least goes as far back as the lifetime of 
al-Zuhrī (58–124/677-8–741-2).

As we will see, it is specifically the linguistic feature that caused the contro-
versy that carries significant realism for having come from the early Islamic period, 
although the linguistic implications were soon forgotten in the Islamic tradition. 
This further corroborates the early date of this report.

Issues with the Traditional Understanding
In the above, I have kept the vocalization of the two versions of the words التابوت and 
 untranscribed because it is exactly the precise vocalization whose significance التابوه
has been lost over time. Modern print editions, when they vocalize these forms 
at all, consistently vocalize them as at-tābūtu and at-tābūhu. This understanding 
seems to be quite old since as early as al-Farrāʾ (d. 209/822) we see that the contro-
versy is understood this way; in Luġāt al-Qurʾān9 he says the following:

Wa-l-ʿarabu ǧamīʿan ʿalā t-tābūtu bi-t-tāʾi, ʾillā l-anṣāra, fa-innahum yaqūlūna “at-tabūh” bi-l-
hāʾi. Ḥaddaṯanī bi-ḏālika šayḫun ʿan qatādata qāla: “t-tabūhu” luġatu l-anṣāri.
All Arabs pronounce at-tābūt with a tāʾ except for the Anṣār, for they say at-tabūh with a hāʾ. 
A Sheikh on the authority of Qatādah told me about that, saying: at-tabūhu is the dialect of 
the anṣār.

9 Al-Farrāʾ, Luġāt (2014), 43.
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But the reading of at-tabūh is linguistically rather unlikely. We must first recog-
nize that the form historically had a final t, as it must derive from Aramaic tēḇūṯā 
“chest, ark,”10 most likely through the intermediary of Classical Ethiopic tābot “ark 
of Noah, Ark of the Covenant”11 on account of the shared idiosyncrasy between 
Arabic and Classical Ethiopic of unexpectedly having ā as an initial vowel rather 
than Arabic ay or Classical Ethiopic ē that one would have expected as approxima-
tions of the original ē in the Aramaic word.12

As such, we would have to assume that the dialect of the Anṣār (i.  e., Medina) 
would have undergone a -t > -h shift. While such a shift would not be unusual in a 
pausal position, the report as we have it seems to suggest this shift even happened 
in a non-pausal position. Moreover, had such a shift indeed taken place in a central 
Hijazi dialect such as that of the Anṣār, we would expect other words with a similar 
ending in -ūt to have likewise be reported with this shift, but words like, for example, 
 ”malakūt “kingdom ملكوت aṭ-ṭāġūt “false idols,” and الطاغوت ”,ʿankabūt “spider عنكبوت
are, to my knowledge, never reported to undergo such a shift, pausally or otherwise.

At the same time, if we take these reports to reflect any amount of truth at all, 
the hāʾ reported cannot simply be an alternative way of writing the final tāʾ either 
as in that case the two words would become homophonous, while most reports dis-
cussed above seem to imply that there was a linguistic difference between the way 
these two were pronounced rather than being a purely orthographic difference.

A New Proposal
The common understanding that Zayd b. Ṯābit (one of the Anṣār) would have pro-
nounced the word for “Ark” as at-tābūh(u) therefore creates a problem, and the lin-
guistic reality that lies behind this report has been obscured. I would like to make 
a proposal that resolves this conundrum. To get a better understanding of this sit-
uation, we must examine the strategies that we see in Qurʾānic Arabic when adopt-
ing Aramaic and Classical Ethiopic words that have a stem that ends in -ūt or -ōt. 
Qurʾānic Arabic attests a number of words that either come from Aramaic directly, 
from Aramaic through Ethiopic, or from a native Ethiopic word that in these lan-
guages end in -ūt and -ōt. In the reading traditions of the Qurʾān, we find that there 
are two distinct solutions to adapting such words, which are moreover orthograph-
ically distinct in the Qurʾānic Consonantal Text (QCT). Table 1 provides an overview.

10 Sokoloff 2002, 1203; Sokoloff 1990, 580.
11 Leslau 1987, 570.
12 Nöldeke 1910, 49.



298   Marijn van Putten

Table 1: Loanwords of Aramaic and Ethiopic words the end in -ūt/-ōt.

Aramaic Ethiopic QCT Reading Tradition

malḵūṯā “kingdom” malakōt “Godhead” e.g., Q 6:75 ملكوت malakūtu “kingdom”13
ṭāʿūṯā “error; a spirit” ṭāʿōt “idol, ungodliness” e.g., Q 2:256 الطٰغوت aṭ-ṭāġūtu “false idol”14
ṣlōṯā “prayer” ṣalōt “prayer, vow, intercession” e.g., Q 2:3 الصلوه aṣ-ṣalātu “prayer”15
zāḵūṯā “merit”16 – e.g., Q 2:43 الزكوه az-zakātu “alms”17
– maskōt “window” Q 24:35 كمشكوه ka-miškātin “niche”18

As we can see in Table 1, Aramaic and Ethiopic words that end in -ūt or -ōt are 
borrowed either with word-final -ūt or with what in the reading traditions of the 
Qurʾān (and Classical Arabic) is the feminine form -āt- (pausal -āh#). In all of these 
cases the long vowel that precedes the feminine suffix is spelled with a wāw.

This standard Classical Arabic feminine singular ending -āt- (pausal -āh#) is 
used in native vocabulary for final weak roots, regardless of whether this final root 
consonant is wāw or yāʾ. In Classical Arabic orthography these are spelled with alif 
followed by the tāʾ marbūṭah (ـاة), but in Qurʾānic orthography there is a distinction 
depending on the final root consonant. When the final root consonant is wāw, it is 
spelled ـوه, and when the final root consonant is yāʾ, it is spelled ـيه. The former in all 
reading traditions is pronounced -āt- (pausal -āh#), but there are clear indications 
that these were once pronounced with a more backed vowel -ōt- (pausal -ōh#) at 
the very least among reciters of the Hijaz.19 The latter is pronounced -ēt- (pausal 
-ēh#) or -ǟt- (pausal -ǟh#) in the reading traditions that retain a phonemic distinc-
tion between ā and ē. Table 2 gives an overview of the native words with these two 
feminine endings that occur in the Qurʾān.

13 Sokoloff 2002, 681; Leslau 1987, 344; Nöldeke 1910, 33.
14 Sokoloff 2002, 509; Leslau 1987, 584; Nöldeke 1910, 35.
15 Sokoloff 2002, 964; Leslau 1987, 557; Nöldeke 1910, 36.
16 Sokoloff 2002, 412.
17 Jeffery 2008, 153.
18 Leslau 1987, 365; Nöldeke 1910, 51.
19 Sībawayh reports such readings as being acceptable in the recitation of the Qurʾān, stating 
explicitly that the people of the Hijaz would pronounce aṣ-ṣalāt, az-zakāt, and al-ḥayāt with an alif 
at-tafḫīm “a backed ā,” i.  e., something akin to ō (Sībawayh, Kitāb (1988), iv, 432). For a discussion 
on the historical origins of these forms, see Al-Jallad 2017, Van Putten 2017, and Van Putten 
2022, 29–30, 124.
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Table 2: The reflexes of *-awat- and *-ayat- in native Arabic words

QCT Reading Traditions20 Qurʾānic Arabic

”life“ الحيوه e.g., Q 2.85 al-ḥayāt- (-āh#) al-ḥayōh
”refuge“ النجوه Q 40:41 al-naǧāti (-āh#) al-naǧōh
”Manāt“ منوه Q 53:20 manāta (-āh), manāʾata (-āʾah#) manōh
”in the morning“ بالغدوه Q 6:52; Q 18:28 bi-l-ġadāti (-āh#), bi-l-ġudwati (-ah#) bi-l-ġadōh
”trivial (f.)“ مزجيه Q 12:88 muzǧētin (-ēh#), muzǧǟtin (-ǟh#), muzǧātin (-āh#) muzǧēh
”as a precaution“ تقيه Q 3:28 tuqētan (-ēh#), tuqǟtan (-ǟh#), tuqātan (-āh#), 

taqiyyatan (-ah#)
tuqēh

The loanwords that we discussed above that in Classical Arabic had the pronun-
ciation with -āt- are likewise to be understood as having had the feminine ending 
-ōt-/-ōh#, as is made explicit for aṣ-ṣalōh and az-zakōh by Sībawayh, and can safely 
be extended to miškōh as well.

We therefore find that Qurʾānic Arabic employed two different strategies to 
borrow the Aramaic -ūt-/-ōt- and Classical Ethiopic -ōt: it was either borrowed 
with the ending -ūt- (e.  g., malakūt, and aṭ-ṭāġūt) or it was borrowed with -ōt-/-ōh#, 
which in the Classical Reading traditions ends up being pronounced as -āt-/-āh# 
(e.  g., aṣ-ṣalōh, az-zakōh and miškōh). It is exactly this ambivalent strategy that 
can help us understand the specific linguistic difference that is being addressed 
in the report about the conflict over the spelling of “Ark” of the borrowing of the 
Classical Ethiopic tābōt. Both at-tābūt and at-tābōt- (pausal at-tābōh#) would have 
been natural ways of borrowing this word, and the expected orthographies for the 
two borrowing strategies of this word would have been التابوت and التابوه, respec-
tively, that is, exactly the spelling that we find to have been the point of contention 
between the Anṣārī scribe Zayd b. Ṯābīt and his Qurashī colleagues. The difference  
in dialect between Zayd and his Qurashī colleagues, then, was clearly not that the 
former pronounced it at-tābūh and the latter at-tābūt. Instead, Zayd appears to 
have pronounced it at-tābōh (in line with loanwords like aṣ-ṣalōh, az-zakōh and 
miškōh) rather than as at-tābūt (in line with malakūt, and aṭ-ṭāġūt).

While the correct understanding of the linguistic detail was clearly lost with 
time – evidently no longer transparent already at the end of the second century AH, 
as shown by the comments from al-Farrāʾ – the expected orthography was well-pre-
served, and now with a deeper insight into the historical linguistic development 
of Qurʾānic Arabic and loanwords present in the Qurʾān, we can understand this 
conflict as concerning a rather natural and even expected point of contention in the 

20 Ibn al-Ǧazarī, Našr (2018), iii, 1621, 1648, 1635–6, 1682–5; iv, 2235, 2658.
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adaptation of this loanword. This fact lends considerable credibility to the archaic-
ity of this element in the report.
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