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SUMMARY

In 2015, some scientists of the University of Birmingham discovered that four folios containing some
ancient Quran manuscripts dated from the period of the Prophet’s companions (i.e. few years after the death of
the Prophe?). In fact a radiocarbon analysis showed that there is a 95.4% chance that the parchment on
which the Qur'an fragments were written can be dated sometime between the years 568 and 645CE. This
means that the animal from which the skin was taken was living sometime between these dates.
Furthermore, we know that the Prophet lived between 570 and 632CE, which makes this discovery quite
interesting by showing that this manuscript could be one of the oldest manuscripts in the world, or at least
dating from the first centuries after the Prophet death.

In this investigation, we are not going to confirm that discovery, but only checking whether the ancient
text is similar to the present Quran or not.

The first results based on character analysis, word analysis, phonetic analysis and semantic analysis have
shown that the Birmingham Quran manuscript is similar to its corresponding part contained in the
present Quran (Hafs recitation). According to this investigation, it appears that the Quran has been safely
preserved during the last 14 centuries without alteration.

1. Introduction on the Birmingham Quran manuscript

The Birmingham Quran manuscript consists in four pages made of parchment, written in ink, and
containing parts of chapters 18, 19 and 20 of the holy Quran. The manuscript forms part of the University
of Birmingham’s Mingana Collection of Middle Eastern manuscripts, held in the Cadbury Research
Library [Birmingham, 2015].

The manuscript was bought in the 1930s by Sir Alphonse Mingana. Mingana was building a world-class
manuscript collection in Birmingham. Sit Cadbury (the Birmingham-based Qunaker philanthropist and
businessman) named this collection “the Mingana Collection” after its first curator [Hopwood, 1961]. The
collection came to the University of Birmingham in the late 1990s.

Concerning the palacographic aspect of the manuscript (T7#/ed Hejazi texd), the handwriting geometry
suggests that it may have been created in the Hejaz area in the west of the Arabian Peninsula, which
includes the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina. In fact there are several old manuscripts dating from the
first centuries after the Hijra, where we can clearly see the difference in the palacographic style [Awwad,
1982]. The palacography can give a quite good estimation on the probable date of the manuscript, but the
radiocarbon dating is usually more accurate. This last technique is widely used in archaeological dating
[Taylor, 1997]

Thus, the radiocarbon analysis, made at the Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit of Oxford University [Ramsey,
2009], yielded the following technical dating results [Birmingham, 2016]:

—  OxA-29418 Parchment,
— MS1572 Cadbury Research Library,
— d13C=-21.04 1456 = 21 BP.

The resulting calibrated date range is as follows:
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- OxA-29418
— R_Date (1461,21)
—  95.4% probability 568 (95.4%) 645 calAD

The technical results are under publication in Datelist, Archacometry journal of Oxford University.

Hence, the manuscript has been radiocarbon dated by the University of Oxford (Radiocarbon Accelerator
Unif) to the date range of 568—645 CE with a 95.4% degree of confidence. The radiocarbon result means
that the animal from which the skin was taken was living sometime between these specific dates. This

places the discovered parchment close to the lifetime/death of the Prophet who lived between 570 and
632 CE.

Some researchers argued that the manuscript is among the earliest written textual document of the Quran
known to survive, which was written few years after the Prophet death. They also claim that it should
probably be the oldest Quran manuscript in the UK.

That is, in this investigation, we try to check whether the ancient text is similar to the present Quran or
not by the mean of comparative analysis.

2. Notes on the ancient Arabic handwriting

In this section we will present a short overview on some particularities of the ancient Arabic text.

2.1. Notes on the ancient Arabic characters

The ancient Arabic characters are a bit different from what we are used to write nowadays. In fact, as

displayed in figure 1, there is a correspondence between the ancient characters (i the left column) and the
new cotresponding ones (i the right column).
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Figure 1: Ancient Arabic characters (i the leff) and their correspondance (i the right)
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2.2. Note on the "Diacritics and rasm dots"

Another particularity of the ancient Arabic manuscript, is the fact that the text was not vocalised and did
not contain Rasm dot marks.

For example let us look at the word Alaiha (G.le):

- Ancient text of the word _4/aiha

Figure 2: Ancient text of the word Alaiba

- Present text of the word .A/aiha

e
-l e

*

Figure 3: Recent text of the word A/aiha

2.3. Note on the "silent alif"

The Ancient Quran text was not vocalised and often not accompagnied by elongation marks.
The natural prolongation, called: A~Madd Al-tabeee, is the act of prolonging or “stretching” the sound of
the three madd letters [Muqith, 2011].

For instance, in English, instead of saying "ARE", we may pronounce "AARE" by prolonging the “A4”
duration.

All huroof al-madd are silent, which means that they have no diacritic on them.

For the case of the voyel A (fatha in Arabic), the fatha must be present on the letter before a silent a/if
(elongated A). The elongation mark for the fatha is called “silent a/if”.

We notice that in the ancient manuscripts, the silent a/if (elongated A) was not very used as it is the case in

the recent Arabic text.

Here is a concrete example on that fact: in the modern Arabic script the verb (HE) SAID is written
qgaala (JB), while in the ancient Arabic it was often written gala (}5) without silent a/f.

So, it is not surprising to see the ancient Quran manuscript without diacritics or without elongation marks,
since most of these marks were invented several centuries afterward.

Even for the ancient English script some inexistent marks (10 more used at present) were employed such as
the upper macron diacritic (straight bar placed above the letter), which represented an elongation of the voyel
(long voyel). However, the modern English does not employ them anymore. Here is an example: The
ancient elongated U in English was written U while in the modern language it is simplified to a simple U
character.

3. Analysis of the Birmingham Quran

In this section we will make a comparative analysis of the four ancient folios with regards to their
corresponding verses in the present universal Quran (Recitation of Hafs).
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3.1. Analysis of Folio 1

The following table consists of two columns; the left one contains the first Birmingham Quran folio and
the right one contains the corresponding verses in the present universal Quran, as written in the Saudi
holy book (Hafs rasm without vocalisation). The diacritics and modern writing rasm have been removed
to put the two texts in the same writing conditions.

Table 1: Comparative analysis of Folio 1

Birmingham Quran Present Quran (old rasm without vocalisation)
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By comparing the two sets of verses in folio 1, we have obtained the following statistics.

Statistics of folio 1:
e  Number of lines: 24
e Number of verses: 6
e Number of words: 158
e  Number of Characters: 678
e Difference in words: 0%

e Difference in characters without considering the “silent a/f™: 0%
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e Difference in characters by considering the “silent a/f: 1.92%
e Semantic Difference: 0%

e Phonetic Difference: 0%

3.2. Analysis of Folio 2

The following table consists of two columns; the left one contains the second Birmingham Quran folio
and the right one contains the corresponding verses in the present universal Quran, as written in the Saudi
holy book (Hafs rasm without vocalisation). The diacritics and modern writing rasm have been removed
to put the two texts in the same writing conditions.

Table 2: Comparative analysis of Folio 2

Birmingham Quran Present Quran (old rasm without vocalisation)
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By comparing the two sets of verses in folio 2, we have obtained the following statistics.

Statistics of folio 2:
e  Number of lines: 23
e Number of verses: 9
e  Number of words: 164
e  Number of Characters: 632

e Difference in words: 0%
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e Difference in characters without considering the “silent a/f”: 0%
e Difference in characters by considering the “silent a/f* 1.26%

e Semantic Difference: 0%

e Phonetic Difference: 0%

3.3. Analysis of Folio 3

The following table consists of two columns; the left one contains the third Birmingham Quran folio and
the right one contains the corresponding verses in the present universal Quran, as written in the Saudi
holy book (Hafs rasm without vocalisation). The diacritics and modern writing rasm have been removed
to put the two texts in the same writing conditions.

Table 3: Comparative analysis of Folio 3

Birmingham Quran Present Quran (old rasm without vocalisation)
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By comparing the two sets of verses in folio 3, we have obtained the following statistics.

Statistics of folio 3:
e  Number of lines: 23
e Number of verses: 20
e Number of words: 156
e  Number of Characters: 600
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e Difference in words: 0%

e Difference in characters without considering the “silent a/f 0%
e Difference in characters by considering the “silent a/f* 0.33%

e Semantic Difference: 0%

® Phonetic Difference: 0%

4.4. Analysis of Folio 4

The following table consists of two columns; the left one contains the fourth Birmingham Quran folio
and the right one contains the corresponding verses in the present universal Quran, as written in the Saudi
holy book (Hafs rasm without vocalisation). The diacritics and modern writing rasm have been removed
to put the two texts in the same writing conditions.

Table 4: Comparative analysis of Folio 4

Birmingham Quran Present Quran (old rasm without vocalisation)
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By comparing the two sets of verses in folio 4, we have obtained the following statistics.

Statistics of folio 4:
e  Number of lines: 23
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e Number of verses: 27

e Number of words: 169

e Number of Characters: 633

e Difference in words: 0%

e Difference in characters without considering the “silent a/f 0%
e Difference in characters by considering the “silent a/f™: 1.4%

e Semantic Difference: 0%

e Phonetic Difference: 0%

3.5. Statistical analysis of all the folios

Now, by taking the whole Birmingham Quran and comparing this last one with the present universal
Quran (Hafs recitation), we obtain the following statistical results.

Statistics of all the folios:
e Number of lines: 93
e Number of verses: 62
e Number of words: 647
e  Number of Characters: 2543
e Difference in words: 0% (i.e. similarity of 100%).
e Difference in characters without considering the “silent a/f™: 0% (i.e. similarity of 100%0).
e Difference in characters by considering the “silent a/f’* 1.26% (i.e. similarity of about ~99%).
e Semantic Difference: 0% (i.e. similarity of 100%).

e Phonetic Difference: 0% (i.e. similarity of 100%).

Hence, the comparative analysis of all the folios can be summarised by the following table.

Table 5: Similarity between the ancient folios and the current holy Quran

Comparison between the ancient folios and the cutrent holy Quran Similarity in %
Similarity in terms of words 100 %
Similarity in terms of characters without considering the “silent a/zf” 100 %
Similarity in terms of characters by considering the “silent a/f” ~99%
Similarity in terms of semantics 100 %
Similarity in terms of phonetic pronunciation 100 %

4. Conclusion

In this investigation, we conducted a comparative analysis between the Birmingham Quran folios and the
corresponding verses of the present version of the Quran (Hafs recitation), based on characters, words,
phonetics and semantics.

We also recall that the Birmingham Quran parchment, has been carbon-dated to the first century of Hijra
(z.e. probably few years after the Prophet death).

According to this investigation, which made a statistical comparison between this ancient Quran folios
and the present universal one (Hafs recitation preserved by the Sandi anthorities), it appears two Important
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conclusions:

- The two analysed text documents are similar in terms of characters (sizilarity of about 99~100%)
and similar in terms of words (siilarity of 100%);

- The two analysed text documents are similarin terms of phonetics (sizilarity of 100%) and
similar in terms of semantics (sizilarity of 100%);

Consequently, and since the ancient Birmingham scripture was found to be similar to the present holy
scripture, it appears that the Quran has been safely preserved during the last 14 centuries without
alteration. Hence, if the radiocarbon dating is quite accurate, we can say that this new discovery confirms
that the present holy book represents an authentic copy of the first original Quran that was recited by the
Prophet fourteen centuries ago.

Furthermore, in the verse (15:9): « ()9150131 al f«}} }L;ll L/‘l)t S G}», it is cleatly stated that the Holy

Scripture is/will be protected and preserved by His Creator; which is in total concordance with this new
scientific result.
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