
believers, and revive their faith. There are arguments present, of course, since there
are in the Quran too, and there is no reason why we should not examine them, as the
Quran invites us to do, yet few of the authors in either book are prepared to do so.
Nursi’s ideas are produced, sometimes compared with other ideas, and then they are
put away again as if nothing more could be done with them. It is true that Nursi has
many supporters who use his writings as a source of spiritual inspiration and sup-
port, and they have sometimes been criticized for using them in place of the
Quran itself, although in my experience this charge is misleading. His supporters,
the Nurcu community, tend to use his works as an aid to understanding the
Quran, which is exactly how he wants them to be used, and they are well designed
for such use. But those of us who analyse the works of Nursi use them differently,
we are discussing them from a logical point of view, and it is no insult to him or to
his work to criticize them. On the contrary, once we add him to the canon of signifi-
cant Quranic commentators we have to criticize him along with the other thinkers if
he is really to be a member of the canon.

This is where both books fail to satisfy. They are in the worst sense of the word
thoroughly pious. They treat their subject with such deference that they fail to
engage with his ideas. It is difficult to believe, for example, that Michel would
treat a Catholic thinker with the latitude that he gives Nursi on the topic of theodicy.
In fact, in the Hebrew Bible God criticizes the companions of Job for producing pre-
cisely those sorts of responses to suffering which Nursi outlines, and God says that
he will only forgive them if Job intercedes on their behalf! If all Nursi does is trot
out these tired old platitudes then why not just treat him with a yawn and move onto
a more interesting thinker? There is no discussion of Job or Ayyub in the collection
on theodicy, which is remarkable given that Nursi sees it as his task to explain how
Ayyub in the Quran responds to the suffering which befalls him.

Nursi is seeking to replicate the scope of the Quran, in so far as a human being
can do this, and illustrate in modern terms the range and power of the Book. There is
nothing wrong in exploring critically the ideas he produces, and comparing them
with the points made in the Quran itself, this is precisely what his followers in
Turkey and elsewhere do today. He is done a disservice when commentators treat
him with such caution that they are frightened to tackle him as capable of surviving
in the rough and tumble of debate and argument.

Oliver Leaman

OWEN WRIGHT (ed. and trans.):
On Music: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistle 5.
(Epistles of the Brethren of Purity.) xxv, 185 pp. (English), 195 pp.
(Arabic). Oxford: Oxford University Press in association with the Institute
of Ismaili Studies, 2011. £45. ISBN 978 0 10 059398 9.
doi:10.1017/S0041977X11000887

The appearance of this epistle on music is a significant event destined to enrich and
enlighten musicologists interested in medieval Arabian music. The treatise, together
with the writings of al-Kindī and Ḥunain ibn Isḥāq, marks the advent of a new trend
which endowed the study of music with a scientific character. This was the result of
the influence of works translated at that time from Greek into Arabic. The society or
fraternity of the Brethren of Purity was a tenth-century intellectual circle active in
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Baghdad which worked for the dissemination of the doctrine destined to purify the
soul of misconceptions and lead it to a clear view of the essence of reality.

The Brethren assigned a singular role in their doctrine to music as possessor of the
concept of “harmony” in the broadest sense; they also exalted the Pythagorean idea of
the science of music as the principal wisdom leading to philosophical thought.

In range, construction, purpose and the wealth of topics, Epistle 5: On Music is
remarkable in its method, interweaving metaphorical ideas and practical subjects,
and the many excursions into various fields of knowledge where music serves as
a persuasive means of expounding significance, structure and interrelationships.

In view of its manifold topics, which require of the translator a keen linguistic
command and great familiarity with a variety of fields of knowledge, the challen-
ging and meticulous work of Owen Wright is most admirable. Recent intensified
discussion of medieval Arabic scientific texts on music may give rise to cases of
problematic terminology, which is sometimes fluid and ambiguous or inconsistent.
In this respect my own interpretations sometimes differ from those of Wright.

In his introduction, Wright provides a commentary on major musicological
topics, which occasionally go so far beyond the content of the Epistle that the treat-
ment becomes a kind of general survey, barely connected with the Epistle itself. One
such instance is the discussion of musical instruments (c. 15 pp.). Wright raises two
issues: “whether we can infer the presence of a general organological classification
in the epistle” and “whether we can define with any degree of precision the type to
which a given name relates”. The discussion that follows draws on the general his-
tory of Arab musical instruments without much reference to the content of the epis-
tle. Even the substantial discussion of the ʿūd cannot count as an organological
description, since the ʿūd in this doctrine serves a symbolic function. The
Brethren themselves declare at the beginning of their epistle that they will not con-
cern themselves either with the questions Wright raises, or with any investigation
relative to the instruments. They clearly define the objects of their study as the
sịnāʿat al-ta’līf (the art of harmony in its broadest sense) and the maʿrifat al-nisab
(the science of proportion which helps to define this lofty harmony, the knowledge
of which presides at mastery in all the arts); they also say that they are not concerned
with “the teaching of ghinā’”, meaning the practices of secular urban art music,
which in a religious context designates the music condemned by the law; the
term mūsīqī was essentially reserved for theoretical matters. That is why it seems
to me that Wright’s translation of ta’līf with “art of composition” and sịnāʾat
al-malāhī (the instrumental art) by “construction of instruments” does not exactly
correspond to the Brethren’s approach.

Other instances of terminological difficulties are the pair of terms asẉāt and
naghamāt (p. 77) defining the fundamental constituents of a melody, which Wright
translates as rhythms (asẉāt) and tones (naghamāt). Yet asẉāt (plur. of sạwt)
means voice or sound, and naghamāt (plur. of naghma) might mean in this context
rhythms or beats; this ambiguous term is the subject of the following comment.

Saʿadia Gaon (882–942), the major figure in Jewish thought during the Gaonic
period, included a paragraph at the end of the tenth treatise of his Kitāb al-amānāt
wa’l iʿtiqādāt (Book of Beliefs and Opinions) that deals with the eight rhythmic
modes in vogue and their influence on the human soul. H.G. Farmer, in Saʿadyah
Gaon on the Influence of Music (London, 1943), identified this passage as being bor-
rowed from al-Kindī’s treatise al-Risāla fī ajzā’ khabariyat al-mūsīqī (Treatise
Imparting Concise Information on Music) which explores the eight rhythmic modes
and links them to the theory of ethos. A network of correspondences combining
melody, rhythm, humours and activities of the soul is based in al-Kindi on the classical
ʿūd – strung with four strings – and the attached symbolism.
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Al-Kindī used the terms īqāʾāt (rhythmical modes) and naqarāt for beats: for
example, he writes “al-thaqīl al-awwal, it is three consecutive beats (naqarāt
mutawāliyāt), then a quiescent beat, then the rhythm returns as it began”. Unlike
al-Kindī, Saʿadia, who borrowed the theory, does not mention the names of the
modes, and he uses alḥān for īqāʿāt and naghamāt for naqarāt. He writes: “As
for the first lahn, its measure is three consecutive beats (naghamāt), and one quies-
cent; this mode stirs the humour of the blood and the temperament of sovereignty
and dominion”.

The terminological preferences Saʿadia adopts testify to his acquaintance with a
different theoretical tradition; there is for instance a similar usage in the Brethren’s
epistle, where, as mentioned above, they write: “Melodies, or rhythmical modes,
(alḥān) consist of sounds and rhythms (asẉāt and naghamāt)”. In a later, more
extensive, definition, the Brethren refer to the measuring of rhythmical beats
which, they say, can only be produced in a succession of alternate movements
(ḥaraka) and quiescence (sukūn), terms already mentioned by al-Kindi and
Saʿadia. The Brethren explain the nature of these terms saying, according to my
translation: “The ‘movement’ is a displacement from one place to another, during
a second interval of time; its opposite is the quiescence that indicates the stopping
at the first place, during the second interval of time”. Wright’s translation reads: “we
may state that motion is the transfer of an object from its initial position to a second
position at a second [moment in] time. Its antithesis is rest, which is [an object]
remaining in the initial position at a second [moment in] time”. It seems to me
that Wright’s translation is a kind of abstraction of the terms, disconnected from
the musical or rhythmical context. In search of a plausible interpretation I came
to the conclusion that it is involved in the technique of the plectrum (midrāb) in
the playing of the ʿūd. When a string is plucked with the plectrum, a beat and a
note are produced simultaneously, i.e. as a rule they are produced together. The
movement (ḥaraka) in using the plectrum refers to the fact that when a string is
plucked, the player’s hand has to move in order to pluck the string again, and during
the interval between the two beats there is a certain silence, due to the special char-
acter of the plucked strings of the ʿūd, whose sounds disappear immediately after
they are produced, bearing the character of percussion. Since the same terms
ḥaraka (motion) and sukūn (quiescence) are used by the Arab grammarians and pro-
sodists, it was easy to grasp a relationship between prosody and rhythm.

I hope that my observations on the intricate terminological ambiguities may add a
ray of light to the eloquent contribution of Owen Wright.

Amnon Shiloah

CARMELA BAFFIONI:
On Logic: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistles
10–14.
(Epistles of the Brethren of Purity.) xxv, 201 pp. (English), 204 pp.
(Arabic). Oxford: Oxford University Press in association with The
Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2010. ISBN 978 0 19 958652 3.
doi:10.1017/S0041977X11000899

The group of philosophers called the Ikhwān al-Ṣafā’ is very well known to all
scholars and students of Arab intellectual history and Islamic philosophy. Their
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