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Pavel Pavlovitch

adth commentary

adth commentary (shar al-adth, 
pl. shur al-adth, or, more rarely, tafsr 
al-adth or tawl al-adth) is the practice 
of interpreting a report or a collection 
of reports attributed to Muammad, his 
Companions, exemplars amongst the early 
generations of Muslims, or, for Shs, the 
Imms. Construed broadly, the term could 
include any formal or informal oral or 
written gloss on a given adth. Narrowly 
defined, the practice of adth commentary 
refers to a cumulative and transregional 
tradition of line-by-line Muslim scholarly 
exegesis on individual adth and adth 
collections, from the late Islamic forma-
tive period to the present day. adth com-
mentaries have endeavoured to explain 
the content (matn; pl. mutn) of a given 
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report, as well as its chain of transmission 
(isnd; pl. asnd). At various points in the 
development of the tradition, commenta-
tors explained adth by employing opin-
ions and interpretive methods that were 
fashioned in various other disciplines of 
Islamic knowledge, such as law, theol-
ogy, fism, history, Qurn commentary 
(tafsr), grammar, rhetoric, and lexicog-
raphy. They also incorporated opinions 
and hermeneutic strategies specific to the 
study of adth: the rigorous evaluation of 
a given report’s isnd based on knowledge 
of the biographies of the transmitters (ilm 
al-rijl ); knowledge of variant recitations of 
adth and adth collections (ilm al-riwyt); 
and, in some cases, the interpretation of 
the editorial choices made by a adth col-
lection’s compiler (ilm al-tarjim).

Scholars of the manuscript tradition 
have catalogued 232 extant works of clas-
sical and post-classical commentary, just 
on collections that were first compiled 
before 430/1039. These include fifty-six 
commentaries on the canonical Sunn 
work a al-Bukhr (GAS, 1:116–26), 
nine on its adaptations (GAS, 1:128), 
and seven on its headings (GAS, 1:129). 
It also includes commentaries on other 
canonical Sunn collections: twenty-seven 
commentaries for a Muslim (GAS, 
1:136–40), twelve for Sunan Ab Dwd 
(GAS, 1:150–1), twelve for Jmi al-Tirmidh 
(GAS, 1:155–6), eight for Sunan Ibn Mjah 
(GAS, 1:148), four for Sunan al-Nas (GAS, 
1:168), and five on collections that com-
bined a al-Bukhr with a Muslim 
(GAS, 1:132). As for adth compendia 
compiled by eponyms of the Sunn legal 
schools, al-Muwaa by Mlik b. Anas  
(d. 179/796) attracted at least twenty-seven  
commentaries (GAS, 1:460–3), Musnad 
al-Shfi at least nine (GAS, 1:488–9), and 
Musnad Amad at least two (GAS, 1:506). 

Al-shamil al-Muammadiyya, a popular col-
lection of adth on Muammad’s moral 
qualities, appearance, and manners, 
received at least thirty-one commentar-
ies (GAS, 1:158–9). Amongst Imm Sh 
works, al-Kf garnered at least sixteen 
commentaries (GAS, 1:542) and Kitb man 
l yauruh al-faqh at least seven (GAS, 
1:546–7). The total number of adth com-
mentarial works is much greater when one 
includes commentaries on: popular post-
classical collections; collections of “forty 
adth” (arban adth); other canonical 
Sh adth collections; lost, uncatalogued, 
or otherwise inaccessible manuscripts that 
are referred to by the cumulative tradition 
or biographical dictionaries; modern adth 
commentaries recorded in print, audio, 
and video formats; and commentaries 
composed in languages other than Ara-
bic, especially Urdu, Persian, Indonesian, 
and English. For example, when lists of 
commentaries take at least some of these 
other categories into account, the num-
ber of works produced on a al-Bukhr 
leaps from seventy-two to approximately 
390 (al-asan, 418–47).

During the late formative period, the 
earliest forms of commentary on adth 
collections were delivered by the compil-
ers of the collections themselves. Manu-
script evidence from an early dictated 
copy of a al-Bukhr suggests that 
Muammad b. Isml al-Bukhr (d. 256/ 
870) and his closest student, Ysuf 
al-Firabr (d. 320/932), offered notes to 
their students with additional information 
concerning the trustworthiness or age of 
the transmitters in the chains of trans-
mission (Mingana, 11–2). Another form 
of early commentary on a al-Bukhr 
was the thousands of chapter headings 
(tarjim) under which al-Bukhr arranged 
his collection. Each heading suggested to 
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readers how a particular adth or group of 
adth might best be interpreted and what 
their legal or theological import ought 
to be (Lucas, 289–324; Burge, 168–97). 
Muammad al-Shaybn’s (d. c.189/805) 
recension of Mlik’s Muwaa, as well as 
four key Sh adth collections compiled 
in the fourth-fifth/tenth-eleventh cen-
turies, likewise contained explicit and 
implicit legal commentary interspersed 
with the adth (Gleave, 350–82).

In contrast to the genre of Qurn 
commentary—which had already, by 
the fourth/tenth century, developed an 
encyclopaedic and systematic line-by-
line approach to interpretation—many 
early interpreters chose to comment spo-
radically on popular adth that contained 
arcane language or unknown transmitters 
or had an ambiguous legal or theological 
meaning that required clarification. Nota-
ble grammarians and philologists such as 
Ab Amr al-Shaybn (d. c.213/828) and 
Ab Ubayd al-Qsim Ibn al-Sallm (d. 
224/838) began to hone an early genre of 
adth commentary to address these kinds 
of problems; this genre was called “com-
mentary on obscurities of the adth” (shar 
gharb al-adth). In some cases, these works 
were devoted to elucidating the arcana of 
a single hadith. For instance, Muammad 
b. Jarr al-abar (d. 310/923), a jurist 
who composed the most widely-known 
classical line-by-line Qurn commentary, 
produced one such work on a adth, with 
arcane language that articulated the ideal 
qualities of a husband (Gilliot, 67). As the 
genre developed, these works came to 
address the more technical issues of lan-
guage and adth criticism alongside theo-
logical and legal polemics that arose from 
a large collection of “difficult” adth, such 
as Ibn Frak al-Ibahn’s (d. 406/1015) 
Kitb mushkil al-adth and Ab Jafar 

al-aw’s (d. 321/933) Shar Mushkil 
al-thr, amongst others.

As for the earliest written commen-
taries on major collections of adth, 
Ab Sulaymn amd b. Muammad 
al-Khab (d. 388/998) of Bust was 
amongst the first to compose shur on 
Sunan Ab Dwd and a al-Bukhr. Like 
al-Ibahn and other early adth com-
mentators, he commented on selected 
adth that posed legal or theological 
problems and glossed obscure words. 
In his commentary on a al-Bukhr, 
al-Khab was particularly interested 
in explaining adth in a way that would 
defend traditionists from the charge 
that they had anthropomorphised God 
(Tokatly, 53–91).

By the fifth/eleventh century, networks 
of Mlik judges in southern Spain and 
North Africa used adth collections for 
devotional study and recitation, legal 
instruction, and reference. Commentary 
on Mlik’s Muwaa flourished in particu-
lar, due to the foundational importance of 
the work to the Mlik legal school. Nota-
ble examples include Ibn Abd al-Barr’s 
(d. 463/1071) Kitb al-tamhd and Ab 
l-Wald al-Bj’s (d. 474/1081) al-Muntaq. 
Meanwhile, scholars from the Muslim 
West produced influential commentar-
ies on celebrated Sunn collections: Ibn 
Bal of Córdoba (d. c.449/1057) com-
mented on a al-Bukhr; Ab Abdallh 
al-Mzar (d. 536/1141–2) and Q 
Iy b. Ms (d. 544/1149) composed 
celebrated commentaries on a Muslim; 
and Ab Bakr b. al-Arab (d. 543/1148) 
did so on Sunan Tirmidh. Commentary on 
collections that combined selected adth 
from a al-Bukhr, a Muslim, and 
the Muwaa were also popular, such as 
Q Iy’s Mashriq al-anwr al i 
al-thr. As al-Khab had done, early 
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Andalus commentators also used live 
lessons and written commentaries on 
adth collections to defend their positions 
on law and theology and to polemicise 
against the doctrines of their opponents. 
Although these works were more compre-
hensive than al-Khab’s, they were not 
encyclopaedic. Often commentators omit-
ted explanations of adth if they found 
their narrative content not significant 
for legal instruction. Moreover, as in the 
shar gharb al-adth sub-genre, some com-
mentators would choose to discuss only 
a adth’s chain of transmission if it were 
deemed somehow problematic.

The cumulative tradition continued to 
develop in the seven/thirteenth century, 
largely through the work of Shfi adth 
scholars living in Egypt and Syria, who 
earned the generous patronage of the 
Mamlk ruling elite. In this period, fol-
lowing the example of Ab Zakariyy 
al-Nawaw’s (d. 676/1277) commentary 
on a Muslim, commentators began to 
include systematic analyses of each adth 
in the collection, without omission, each 
adth’s isnd, without omission, and the 
rationale behind each adth’s organisation 
under headings (tarjim), largely without 
omission. Al-Nawaw described his work 
as a “medium-sized commentary” (shar 
mutawassi) that included comprehensive 
explanatory detail without going so far as 
to tire his readers (Calder, 107). Likewise, 
the most renowned Sunn adth com-
mentary on a al-Bukhr, Ibn ajar 
al-Asqaln’s (d. 852/1449) Fat al-br 
(“Victory of the Creator”) was built on 
al-Nawaw’s earlier model in its atten-
tion to adth and its characterisation as 
a shar mutawassi (al-Asqaln, Intiq, 
1:7). A rare anaf scholar of adth, Badr 
al-Dn al-Ayn (d. 855/1451), composed 
a commentary on a al-Bukhr titled 

Umdat al-qr (“Pillar of the reciter”) to 
rival al-Asqaln’s work. Umdat al-qr 
relied more heavily on methods of rhet-
oric (ilm al-balgha) to explain adth 
than did al-Ayn’s Shfi competitors. 
Al-Ayn nevertheless borrowed heav-
ily from the commentaries of al-Nawaw 
and al-Asqaln, to the point that he 
was alleged by al-Asqaln to have bor-
rowed his opinions without attribution 
(al-Asqaln, Intiq, 1:10).

These works often took a lifetime to 
complete and were embedded in a com-
petitive culture of live performance, in 
which patronage, prestige, and legal and 
theological commitments were at stake 
(Blecher, adth commentary in the pres-
ence of students, patrons, and rivals). In 
many cases, commentators died before 
completing their works, and bibliogra-
phies of this genre are littered with par-
tially completed commentaries. Ibn Rajab 
al-anbal (d. 795/1393) and al-Nawaw 
commented on about one-third of a 
al-Bukhr before they died, but these 
works were so valuable and detailed that 
they continued to be transmitted by copy-
ists, students, and scholars and have even 
been issued in modern printed editions.

During the Mamlk period, commen-
taries on shorter collections, such as topical 
works of forty adth (arban), also served 
to educate general audiences on popular 
topics such as the principles of Islam, jihd, 
and fism. Ibn Rajab al-anbal’s Jmi 
al-ulm wa-l-ikam (“Compendium of 
knowledge and wisdom”) and Ibn ajar 
al-Haytam’s (d. 974/1567) Fat al-mubn 
(“Victory of the manifest”) were two such 
commentaries on the Arban of al-Nawaw 
that discussed matters of law and lexicog-
raphy, respectively. In total, al-Nawaw’s 
Arban gave rise to at least forty commen-
taries (Pouzet, 55–7; Alavi, 349–56).
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More concise works of adth com-
mentary also continued to prove valu-
able to readers, as they helped clarify 
ambiguities in pronunciation for recita-
tion and gloss obscure words, without the 
toil required of readers (and authors) of 
more encyclopaedic works. An example 
is Badr al-Dn al-Zarkash’s (d. 794/1392) 
al-Tanq al-ilf, a concise commentary 
on a al-Bukhr that received both 
praise and criticism in the supercommen-
aries that followed. Jall al-Dn al-Suy  
(d. 911/1505) composed a concise com-
mentary in the manner of Zarkash on 
each of the six canonical Sunn adth col-
lections. In this way, al-Suy produced 
commentaries on collections that had, 
until then, been largely overlooked, nota-
bly Sunan Nas and Sunan Ibn Mjah. To 
do so, al-Suy built these commentar-
ies on the shar gharb al-adth sub-genre, 
especially on al-Nihya f gharb al-adth 
wa-l-athar (“The conclusive work on the 
obscurities of the adth and reports”) by 
Majd al-Dn Ibn al-Athr (d. 606/1210).

Under Ottoman patronage, larger 
works of adth commentary on impor-
tant Sunn collections continued to be 
delivered orally in study sessions (majlis) 
and circulated in written form. Shams 
al-Dn al-Safr’s (d. 956/1549) Shar iddat 
adth a al-Bukhr and Ysuf-zde’s 
(d. 1167/1754) Naj al-Qr are notable 
examples. adth commentary also thrived 
on popular post-classical amalgamations 
of selections from multiple classical col-
lections. Examples include Al b. Suln 
Muammad al-Qr’s (d. 1014/1606) 
Mirqt al-maft and Zayn al-Dn 
al-Munw’s (d. 1031/1622) Fay al-qadr.

Across the western Indian Ocean, the 
practice of adth commentary on Sunn 
collections also found a robust after-
life, particularly under the patronage 

of Gujart sultans. Having recognised 
that adth scholars facilitated not only 
their piety but also their political legiti-
macy, Gujart sultans attracted schol-
ars from Mamlk-era Egypt to travel to 
India along trade and pilgrimage routes. 
In exchange for court appointments and 
land revenues, Gujart patrons acquired 
distinguished Mamlk-era written com-
mentaries on adth for their libraries, 
and earned laudatory dedications and 
exaltations from Egyptian-trained adth 
scholars (Badr al-Dn al-Dammn’s,  
d. 827/1424, Mab al-Jmi, 1:5–12; 
Ishaq 87–8, 93–4, 105–6). One Gujart 
sultan, Mamd Shh I (r. 862–917/ 
1458–1511) was even remembered for 
having mired himself in the minutiae of 
a adth commentarial debate, effecting 
a change in future compendia that cir-
culated in India (Mirt-i Sikandir, 110). 
Later, the practice of adth commentary 
was cultivated amongst Indian-born and 
Indian-trained adth commentators in the 
tenth/sixteenth through the twelfth/eigh-
teenth centuries, who continued to com-
pose super-commentaries on Mamlk-era 
works (Ishaq, 80–190, 232–46).

In Persia, the production of large multi-
volume commentaries on Sh collections 
flourished under the direct patronage of 
the afavids. In the eleventh/seventeenth 
century alone, some fifteen Sh scholars  
are known to have written commentaries on  
al-Kf (Arastu, xxxvi–xxxvii). Most notable 
amongst the commentaries on Sh col-
lections from this period are Muammad 
Bqir al-Majlis’s (d. 1110/1698–9) 
commentaries on al-Kf and Tadhhb 
al-akm and Musin Fay al-Kashn’s 
(d. 1091/1680) commentary on a digest 
of the four canonical Imm Sh adth 
collections. Sh commentators explained 
not only adth attributed to Muammad 
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but also those attributed to Sh Imms. 
Nevertheless, like Sunn commentar-
ies, Sh commentaries elucidated dif-
ficult legal and theological concepts and 
advocated for particular normative com-
mitments in those debates. Muammad 
adr al-Dn al-Shrz (d. 1050/1640), a 
afavid-era philosopher and theologian, 
famously used the medium of adth com-
mentary as a means to explore complex 
themes in f thought (Eschraghi, 91–9; 
Rustom, 9–22). afavid-era Sh collec-
tions would also be taken up again in the 
modern period. Al-Qumm’s (d. 1940) 
Safnat al-bihr (“The ship of the seas”), for 
example, was composed to help readers 
navigate al-Majlis’s afavid-era adth col-
lection, Bihr al-anwr (“Oceans of light”).

In the nineteenth century, figures 
in the Salaf reform movement also 
turned to the practice of commentary 
on Mamlk-era collections. Muammad 
al-Shawkn’s (d. 1834) Nayl al-awr shar 
Muntaq al-akhbr, a commentary on a 
adth collection compiled by a seventh/
thirteenth-century Syrian scholar, offered 
an iconoclastic interpretation of Islamic 
law that eschewed traditional legal-school 
affiliations. Twentieth-century Salafs 
have tended to be more interested in 
the genre of adth criticism than in com-
mentary. Nevertheless, al-Shawkn’s Nayl 
al-awr also enjoyed posthumous circula-
tion in print, through the efforts of iddq 
asan Khn of Bhopal (d. 1890) and his 
team of editors. Likewise, Nir al-Dn 
al-Albn (d. 1999), most notable for his 
revolutionary approach to adth criticism, 
also added some brief commentary in his 
newly-authenticated adth collections, 
including his well-known Silsilat al-adth.

The modern period also witnessed the 
proliferation of commentary on Sunn 
collections in South Asia, with the help of 

the Deoband reform movement in North 
India and the development of the printing 
press (Zaman). This group not only emu-
lated explicitly their Mamlk predeces-
sors but also addressed modern concerns 
in the context of British colonialism and 
often defended the anaf legal tradition 
from secular ideologies, competing reli-
gious movements from both outside and 
inside Islam (especially the Ahl-i adth 
and Amadiyya movements). These works 
were often dictated in Urdu as part of a 
reformed madrasa curriculum and were 
later published in Arabic. The most pop-
ular works were also published in Urdu 
and English. The list of normatively and 
stylistically influential adth commentar-
ies developed by Deoband scholars over 
several generations is too long to include 
here. The most noteworthy multi-volume 
works are commentaries by Rashd Amad 
Ganguh (d. 1905) and Anwr Shh 
al-Kashmr’s (d. 1933), respectively, on 
a al-Bukhr; Khall Amad’s (d. 1927) 
commentary on Sunan Ab Dwd; Shabbr 
Amad Uthmn’s (d. 1949) commen-
tary on a Muslim; and Muammad 
Zakariyy al-Kndhlaw’s (d. 1982) com-
mentary on the Muwaa. Meanwhile, 
iddq asan Khn and Muammad 
al-Mubrakfr (d. 1935), who were sym-
pathetic to the Ahl-i adth, polemicised 
against the anaf school through their 
commentaries on a al-Bukhr and 
Sunan al-Tirmidh, respectively.

In the contemporary Islamic world, 
similar trends in marshalling the medium 
of adth commentary for social criticism 
are evident, especially in the Southeast 
Asian context (Woodward, 565–83). 
Female religious authorities who emerged 
from contemporary women’s piety move-
ments in the Middle East and elsewhere 
have also begun to hold live commentaries 
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on adth that engage the classical tradition 
while opening up new areas of discussion, 
particularly women’s health issues, for 
the first time in the tradition’s history 
(Mahmood, 79–117).
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al-Hill, Muammad Taq 
al-Dn

Muammad Taq al-Dn al-Hill 
(1894–1987) was a Muslim activist, trav-
eller, and scholar with a specialisation in 
Arabic language and adth studies. Born 
in al-Farkh in the Tfllt region of south-
ern Morocco, his family was also rooted 
in Tunisia and claimed Arab descent 
through the Ban Hill and ultimately to 
the prophet Muammad through usayn 
b. Al.

Al-Hill’s father was a local jurist and 
a deputy q. Al-Hill began his reli-
gious education at home and soon joined 
the Tijniyya f order. Around 1916 he 
left to study and teach in a rural area of 

western Algeria and returned to Morocco 
four years later, where he continued his 
education at the Qarawiyyn mosque-
cum-university in Fez. After experiencing 
a series of spiritual and epistemological 
crises, al-Hill recanted his f con-
victions in 1921 and embraced a more 
textualist understanding of Islam. Deter-
mined to delve into scriptural sources, he 
left Morocco for Egypt in 1922 in search 
of greater religious knowledge. In Egypt 
he became a disciple of Rashd Ri  
(d. 1935), befriended the future founders 
of the pietistic association Anr al-Sunna 
al-Muammadiyya, and occasionally 
preached to villagers in Upper Egypt. It 
was at this time that al-Hill was told by 
a professor of al-Azhar that he already 
knew far more adths by heart than any-
one at the venerated university. Having 
formed the idea that India was the last 
bastion of hadth knowledge, al-Hill went 
there, in 1923, to study adth with Muslim 
scholars associated with the Ahl-i adth 
movement after which he moved to south-
ern Iraq and worked as a teacher. In 
1927, he relocated to the ijz to join his 
former Egyptian associates and disciples 
of Rashd Ri who had been recruited 
to build up the new Saudi religious and 
educational system. He left the emerging 
Saudi realm in 1930.

Over the following three decades 
al-Hill stood out as a staunch antico-
lonial activist who sought to balance a 
commitment to modernist reform with a 
desire to purify Islam. Although he was 
a self-proclaimed Salaf in both theology 
and law—meaning that he abided by 
the anbal creed as developed by Ibn 
Taymiyya and refused to follow any of 
the established schools of Islamic law—he 
sometimes deemphasised religious purity 
(as he understood it) in order to mobilise 
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