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The Qur'an and the Arabic Inscriptions from the First Two Centuries of Islam – Islam : 

History and society – CEFREPA Lectures 

Thursday, March 4, 2021, 2pm (Paris), online. 

Speakers :  

• Frédéric Imbert is professor of Arabic language and Islamic epigraphy at the University 

of Aix-Marseille. He has led several archaeological missions in Saudi Arabia (Najran 

and Dumat al-Jandal), Jordan and Syria. 

• Abd al-Hadi al-'Ajmi is a professor at the University of Kuwait. He specializes in the 

history of Islam, especially in its early history. He recently published "Pragmatists and 

Political Legitimacy in Early Muslim Community" a work awarded by the Union of Arab 

Historians in 2020. 

Summary of the conference, led by Frederic Imbert and moderated by 'Abd al-Hadi al-'Ajmi : 

 During the first two centuries of Islam, numerous inscriptions were carved on rocks 

along the main trade routes of the Arabian Peninsula. The most important places of discovery 

are concentrated around Mecca, Medina, Najran, but also in the Middle East, in Jordan. They 

represent 200 verses or parts of the Qur'an, which is equivalent to about 3.2% of the entire 

text. These discoveries should therefore be put into perspective, even if they provide an 

important preliminary approach.  

 A Qur'anic graffiti can be defined under five different categories. It can first of all be an 

exact quotation of parts or verses of the Qur'an, but it can also have been the subject of a 

grammatical adaptation by the faithful. It can also represent pieces of the Qur'an amidst 

religious invocations. The graffiti may form a Quranic pericope (or amalgamation); that is, an 

adaptation of the sacred text. Finally, in a more remote way, inscriptions can reflect wide 

variations from the Qur'an and its readings, while recalling the fundamental elements. The 

graffiti are generally one to six lines long, are repetitive, and for 98% of them are religious. The 

vast majority are anonymous, but great figures such as the Caliph Abd Al-Malik ibn Marwān 

participated in the development of these scriptures. Although they shed light on religious 

aspects, they are also part of the broader sociology of writing, used even before the Islamic 

period.  

 These inscriptions do not purport to reconstruct the entire Qur'an. Indeed, 17 verses of 

the largest sura (Al-Baqara) were represented in the inscriptions, which only makes up 6%. As 

for the smaller suras (less than 50 verses), only 16% of the verses of Sura Al-Tahrim are 

mentioned in recent discoveries. More generally, by pooling all the graffiti, 48 suras are 

represented (out of a total of 114, or 42%). Most of them fall within the period between Mecca 

and Medina suras, according to Régis Blachère's classification. Professor Frédéric Imbert 

estimates that the inscriptions are 40% consistent with the Qur'an. Even more, the degree of 

conformity is much higher for inscriptions dating from the second century of the Hegira. Most 

of these graffiti were engraved during the century preceding "the great Islamic written tradition".  

 The question of considering these inscriptions as Qur'anic then arises. For the 

speakers, the Qur'an of stones is above all the Qur'an of the heart. Although they are often not 

an exact replica of the text, they express the faith of the first generations of Muslims. Let us 

recall that these graffiti spread over two centuries and emanate from faithful of various origins. 
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Their level of knowledge of Islam is difficult to determine, in a context of full expansion and 

canonization of the religion.  

Finally, specialists still question certain discoveries. Many isolated verses from the 

Qur'an (without religious invocations or basmala) have been discovered, notably in the volcano 

of Jabal Usays in Syria. The question of the specific choice of these verses, without any real 

context, remains mysterious. We can therefore conclude that this research around graffiti and 

Qur'anic inscriptions will be long, and questions more than it sheds light on today. 

Nevertheless, it allows us to establish a certain sociological profile of the first generations of 

Muslims, very pious and asking for mercy. These stones evoke above all their personal faith, 

more than an exact knowledge of the text. It is then a question of considering these inscriptions 

and graffiti as part of the research around the appearance and spread of Islam.  

Report by Justine Clément, CEFREPA and SciencesPo Paris 

Photographs of Islamic graffiti :

Islamic graffiti (source: "Farīq al-Sahrā'" (The desert team) website) 

Isolated verses from Jabal Usays (Syria), photographed by Frédéric Imbert 


