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Abstract: This study examines how the erasure of writing is technically described
in premodern Arabic literature, situating these practices within their historical,
codicological, and literary contexts. Focusing on durability and stability — two key
aspects of textual transmission — it explores how erasure techniques were record-
ed and transmitted across various literary genres, including chancery manuals,
bookmaking treatises, and handbooks on craftsmanship and entertainment. The
study also investigates intertextual correspondences and technical variants in
recipe compilations, revealing the fluidity of these textual traditions. Ultimately,
this research sheds light on the interconnectedness of different literary genres
and the broader intellectual engagement with the manipulation of natural ele-
ments across diverse fields of knowledge.

1 Introduction: Durability and stability
of the written texts

In a society traditionally grounded in the oral transmission of knowledge, such as
the Arabo-Islamic one, writing became deeply entrenched and developed in close
connection with physically preserving the most important text in Islam and its
fundamental pillar, the Qur’an. The primary concern among early Muslims was
the potential loss of the Revelation with the death of the Prophet Muhammad and
his closest companions, many of whom perished during the first battles of territo-
rial expansion. This issue, as perhaps is unnecessary to emphasise, was related
not only to the content of the Qur’anic revelation itself but also to its form — name-
ly, the language, with its prosodic structure (sag‘), and the order in which it was
transmitted. This transmission was regarded as the Word of God, and from that
moment on, it became the central normative text for every aspect of Muslim life.
Islamic tradition recounts how, in the early years of Muhammad’s Revelation, his
companions and followers began recording the Qur’anic message through private
and partial annotations on various writing materials, whose selection was often
determined by the circumstances at hand. These early records were not necessari-
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ly intended to be permanent but rather served as aids to the Arabs’ proverbial
memory, which, in the first generations, was the primary authoritative means of
textual preservation. The defective nature of the Arabic writing system, the ab-
sence of diacritical marks, and the interferences of spoken Arabic with its many
regional peculiarities, during the territorial expansion of the Islamic caliphate,
contributed to the proliferation of textual variants in the effort to preserve the
Qur’an in written form. According to the tradition, it was only with the third ca-
liph, ‘Utman ibn ‘Affan, between 650 and 656, that an official version of the text
was established, accompanied by an order to destroy all other circulating ver-
sions. Nevertheless, these parallel versions continued to spread, and, as a result,
the official version of the Qur’an was established with a degree of tolerance for
different readings, or gira‘at.!

This brief excursus on the transmission of the Qur’anic text aims to highlight
how this event, in addition to marking the foundational moment of Islam, also
serves as a paradigm for a mode of knowledge transmission that has become
deeply ingrained in the tradition. It reflects the dual channels of expression and
dissemination of the text — oral and written — already embedded in the ambiva-
lence of the Arabic term qur'an (which signifies both recitation and reading). This
duality persists to this day, as the Qur’an continues to be not only a written text
(no longer confined to manuscript books) but also a memorised text in Qur’anic
schools and beyond. Moreover, it implicitly addresses certain crucial concerns
that constitute central topics of the discussion presented in this paper. Specifical-
ly, two main issues emerge from the various phases leading to the canonisation of
the Qur’anic text in its final form, highlighting two aspects of its transmission:
durability, with particular reference to the media, including material supports,
through which the text was conveyed; and fixity or stability, referring to the text’s
adherence to the original Revelation, which, however, was first received and then
communicated orally. It is also noteworthy that, according to Islamic tradition, the
written dimension of the Revelation already coexisted with its oral counterpart, as
it is believed to be preserved on a celestial tablet.? These concerns — namely, the
duration of a text across time and space and the stability of its original content
and form - alongside the coexistence of oral and written transmission modes

1 Asa general reference on the different aspects of the transmission of the Qur’an, see Tottoli 2021,
157-188, with a comprehensive bibliography, and particularly Nasser 2013 and Déroche 2019. On
the canonisation of the Qur’an, see also Nasser 2020 and Halaseh 2024. For a detailed discussion
on the multistage process of Qur’anic orthography stabilisation, which began as early as the fifth
century, see van Putten 2023.

2 Tottoli 2021, 225-229, § 4.2.2.
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were by no means limited to the Qur'an or other normative textual traditions,
such as hadit collections (the normative traditions related to the Prophet
Muhammad), which typically begin with the chain of their transmitters. On the
contrary, these concerns quickly extended to all textual production, encompassing
the various literary genres of Arabo-Islamic literature. For a long time, the very
modalities of knowledge transmission, including the copying of manuscripts, were
based on a complex system of certifications that also involved oral auditions,
alongside text collation with its antigraph and, at times, other witnesses. These
various stages provided opportunities for scribes and copyists, or later readers, to
modify the written texts, leaving — or sometimes trying not to leave — visible trac-
es of their interventions in erasing and rewriting on the same support.?

Thus, in the early centuries of Islam, a period in which both script and scribal
practices developed rapidly and writings proliferated alongside the techniques
and crafts related to book production, authors confronted these crucial aspects
and engaged with these two themes in various ways and at different levels. This
study seeks to introduce Arabic sources that convey these procedures from a
technical perspective, situating them within their historical, codicological, and
literary contexts while shedding light on specific aspects of their transmission. It
is coordinated with the contribution of Claudia Colini and colleagues in this vol-
ume, which focuses on replicating a selection of these procedures and analysing
the results obtained, taking into account the crucial textual variants in their
transmission that have been here identified.

The following sections highlight the two fundamental concepts — durability
and stability — that underpin writing practices and their relation to erasure tech-
niques, as well as their close connection to the foundational written monument of
Islam, the Qur’an, plus other normative texts and beyond. In particular, Section 2
examines how the concept of ‘durability’, referring to writing supports and inks, is
addressed in technical treatises on bookmaking and in adab literature (erudite
prose on administration and etiquette). It explores the various ways this concept
is approached and manifests in copying, didactic, and ritual practices, as well as
its particular significance in contexts of entertainment and deception. The concept
of ‘stability’ is addressed in Section 3, which illustrates two main trends for textual
modification and erasure, as described in Mamluk chancery manuals. Section 4
provides an overview of erasure procedures transmitted in technical recipe col-
lections, categorised according to erasure methods, ink and support types, or their

3 On the modalities and places of knowledge transmission in premodern Arabo-Islamic context,
see Eche 1967; Pedersen 1984; Berkey 1992; Messick 1993; Chamberlain 1994; Atiyeh (ed.) 1995;
Capezzone 1998; Hirschler 2012; Behrens-Abouseif 2019.
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contexts of use. Finally, Section 5 examines the transmission dynamics of these
textual units and their fluid tradition, as represented in Appendix 1, through three
case studies. Each case study highlights textual and/or technical variants identi-
fied through an intertextual analysis, illustrated in Appendix 2.

2 The durability of writing supports and inks

General advice on bookmaking and scribal practices, along with more specific
instructions on text compilation and copying, can be found in various genres from
the ninth century ce onwards. These include works on hadit transmission, chan-
cery treatises, and more encyclopaedic adab literature, all of which address the
material issue of durability, either directly or indirectly.* Only a few works, specif-
ically focused on craftsmanship, offer more detailed and practical insights into the
subject. These works, spanning geographically from Yemen to al-Andalus and
dating from the tenth to the fifteenth centuries CE, cover a wide range of crafts,
including bookmaking and its related manufactures, revealing rather complex
and fluid transmissions. While it is possible to establish a philological lineage for
some of the textual units (namely, the recipes) found in the treatises, the prolifera-
tion of loci similes across different traditions — and sometimes even within the
same tradition — reflects multiple possible levels in the generation of variants. In
certain cases, textual variants amount to mere reformulations of procedures or
lexical updates; occasionally, however, they correspond to technical modifications
in the procedures or ingredients, either as intentional updates introduced by
knowledgeable scribes or compilers or, in other instances, as the result of simple
palaeographical misreadings.’

The most ancient among these works is Zinat al-kataba (The Ornament of the
Scribes), by the renowned physician and alchemist Aba Bakr Muhammad b. Za-

4 On Arabic sources on these different subjects, see Gacek 2004. On adab literature, see Gherset-
ti 2020, with extensive bibliography.

5 Editions and translations of selected sources on inks are in Raggetti 2016; Raggetti 2019; Ragget-
ti 2021a. A comprehensive study on the philological relations between the technical sources on
inks and their literary dimension is in Fani 2020; Fani 2021; Fani 2023 (with Italian translation of
the sources). From this point onwards, the recipes contained in the technical treatises presented
below will be identified by an alphanumeric code corresponding to the initials of the author’s
name and the recipe number, as drawn from — or inferred on the basis of — the textual division
found in the relevant critical editions. Where applicable, the code corresponds to that already
adopted in Fani 2023. For the recipes concerning ink removal and their corresponding codes, see
Appendix 1in this chapter.
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kariyya’ al-Razi (d. 313 AH / 925 cE), a brief treatise primarily addressing ink pro-
duction (both black and sympathetic) as well as stain removal (from clothing and
writing surfaces).® The following century saw the compilation of Umdat al-kuttab
wa-‘uddat dawi al-albab (The Staff of the Scribes and Implements of the Wise Men) —
attributed to the Zirid governor of the historical region of Ifrigiya (modern-day
Tunisia and its surrounding regions) al-Mu'izz Ibn Badis al-Tamimi al-Sanhagi
(d. 454 an /1062 cE). This is a longer compilation of recipes that includes coloured
and metallic inks along with procedures for papermaking and bookbinding.” This
served as the main source for another treatise, al-Muhtara® fi funiin min al-suna’
(The Findings on the Techniques of Craftsmanship), attributed to a different gover-
nor. In this case, the alleged author is the Rasulid sultan of Yemen, al-Muzaffar
Yasuf b. ‘Umar al-Gassani (d. 694 AH / 1294 cE), who sourced most of the recipes for
ink production directly from the Tunisian treatise, offering a local variant for
paper production and adding sections on weapons and fabric treatments (dyeing
and bleaching).® A coeval source from the opposite side of the Dar al-Islam is the
compilation of recipes Tuhaf al-hawass fi turaf al-hawass (The Gifts of the Wise
Men on the Curiosities of the Occult Properties of Substances), by Abu Bakr
Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Qalalast (d. 707 AH / 1308 cE), secretary (katib) and
poet at the Nasrid court of Granada, who basically covered the same sections.’
These works have been studied primarily for their sections on papermaking,
bookbinding, and ink production. It is in the last section that the authors, across
the various textual traditions, express concern for the durability of the writing on
the support. This is identified as one of the essential qualities a good ink should
possess, alongside its sheen and colour intensity, particularly in the case of black
inks." The sources also recall the concern for durability by referring to the possi-
ble damage caused by an unbalanced mixture of ingredients in preparations of
iron-gall inks, which could lead to the support oxidising and, in the worst cases,
completely degrading.”

However, different sources, both textual and material, reveal a variety of inten-
tions and sometimes suggest that duration was not necessarily the most desirable
objective. Different perspectives on the durability and preservation of writings could

6 Zaki 2011; al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011; Fani 2023, 61-75.

7 Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971 (English translation in Levey 1962).

8 Al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara' fi funiin, ed. $alihiyya 1989; Fani 2023, 76-116.

9 Al-Qalalusi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-‘Abbadi 2007; Fani 2023, 192-222.

10 See, for example, the recipe by Abl Bakr Muhammad b. Zakariyya' al-Razi for an ink ‘that
cannot be deleted and whose traces cannot be removed’, transmitted also by later authors (al-
Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 222-223, no. 6; Fani 2021, 123-130; Fani 2023, 66—67, R IV).

11 Fani 2023, 36-38.
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be shaped by various factors, such as the cost or difficulty of obtaining resources,
particularly writing materials like papyrus and parchment, which were expensive or
scarce. This difference in priority is evident, for instance, in the admonitions at-
tributed to Caliph ‘Umar II (r. 99-101 AH / 717-720 cE), who urged the careful use of
papyrus in administrative centres, as reported by the renowned secretary of the
Mamluk chancery in Cairo, Ahmad b. ‘All al-Qalqasandi (756-821 AH / 1355-1418 cE).”
Chanceries and administrations highly valued this material, as it was believed
that writing inscribed on it could not be erased without leaving visible traces on
the surface. Nonetheless, the caliphal administrations were not opposed to reus-
ing papyri, a choice driven by material costs. This concern for economy is further
corroborated by the common practice of filling the entire writing surface with
inscriptions in every direction, added at different stages.® Moreover, for centu-
ries, a method was known in Egypt — one of the primary centres of production —
for washing papyrus and restoring its original appearance by fading the traces of
previous writings, thereby allowing it to be reused ex novo.*

Other evidence supports the need for ephemeral writing in specific contexts
of use, such as the didactic one. The erasable wooden tablet (lawh, pl. alwah) was
indeed widely used across the Islamic world as a fundamental tool for teaching
basic literacy in primary-level Qur’anic schools. During the learning process, the
lawh often functions as a precursor to more permanent materials, such as parch-
ment and paper: students write on it, memorise the content, and wash off the
writing at lesson’s end.” While new forms of knowledge transmission have largely
supplanted this pedagogical practice in most parts of the Islamic world, it contin-
ues to be widely employed in Sub-Saharan West Africa, as documented in Andrea
Brigaglia’s study,’ which highlights its initiatory function and its ritual dimension
as a symbolic re-enactment of the Revelation itself.

In the thirteenth-century technical treatise compiled by the katib al-Qalalisi,
one section refers to preparing clay crayons for teaching (‘al-tin alladt yu'allamu
bih?’), which could be obtained either from single substances or by mixing differ-
ent ones.”” According to the description, the products are made from powdered or

12 Al-Qalqasandi, Subh al-a‘sa, 1914-1928, vol. 3, 49.

13 Déroche and Sagaria Rossi 2012, 41.

14 Ragib 1990, 22. For a study of this practice on Greek papyri dating from the third century BCE
to the ninth century cE, see Schmidt 2009. On reusing papyrus as a palimpsest, see also Elena
Hertel’s contribution to the present volume.

15 Ware 2014, on the region of Senegambia.

16 Brigaglia 2017.

17 Al-Qalalusi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-‘Abbadi 2007, 37-38; the description of the clay crayon is
included in a chapter dedicated to the wad (liga) to be soaked in the inkwell, the sawdust used to
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extracted pigments, mixed with melted gum arabic, and dried to form small disks
or pastilles (qarasa). The ingredients are both mineral and vegetal — different
types of ochre as well as plant-derived dyeing substances — which result in light-
coloured pastes. Even though the source does not explicitly mention the surface
on which the garasa are intended to be used, it is quite clear that the recipes refer
to preparing a kind of chalk or crayon for erasable writing, as this is the pedagog-
ical intent explicitly mentioned in the procedure’s title. These crayons could have
easily been used by teachers on various surfaces — such as walls — and not neces-
sarily on wooden tablets.

Erasable writing practices are also employed in rituals, during which special-
ists inscribe esoteric formulas, invocation and doxologies, or Qur’anic passages on
‘talismanic’ wooden tablets, or different supports, which are then washed off, and
the resulting liquid consumed by the petitioner, thereby absorbing its power.
These practices continue to be in use today across various regions of the Dar al-
Islam, reflecting a persistent tradition that transcends time and geography.’®
These practices clearly represent the entanglement between the oral and written
dimensions of the Qur’anic message mentioned above, as well as the close connec-
tion to its material expression, which materialises not only in ritual contexts but
also in other spheres of everyday life, such as the medical and social domains.”
The written sources tend to provide limited information regarding the materiality
of these practices, such as the coating of the tablets, if any, or the type of ink used.
However, this could be easily justified by the esoteric character of these rituals,
which likely entailed a more selective path for their transmission. A singular ref-
erence to an ink that should not be fixed (la yatbutu) on the wooden tablet (lawh) —
possibly alluding to its use in ritual contexts — occurs in a brief section of the same
al-QalalusT’s treatise devoted to practical recommendations for scribes, ranging
from insect deterrents to anti-fermentative agents for ink, and the most appropri-
ate types of containers according to ink composition. This ink is produced by in-
creasing the quantity of sugar (also mentioned in the same section as an anticoag-
ulant), which would have likely enhanced its taste for the person imbibing it.”

dry the ink, and certain preparations with which the handwriting is coated to preserve or en-
hance its appearance. See Appendix 3 in this chapter.

18 El-Tom 1985; Nieber 2024; on early debates over the ingestion of the Qur’an see Zadeh 2009,
461-466.

19 Nieber 2024, 53, n.1.

20 Al-Qalalasi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-‘Abbadi 2007, 26; see also Fani 2023, 207 (Q 1.22). For similar
practices where different additives are mentioned see Coulon 2022, 238-239 (rosewater, orange
blossom water), Zadeh 2009, 464 (saffron).
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In the technical sources mentioned above, a specific class of ink is related to
the idea of durability in a particular way. Among the category of sympathetic inks,
which in the sources are defined through a periphrasis as a way to ‘enclose se-
crets into books’ (‘tadmin/wad’ al-asrar ft al-kutub’), most are intended to be visi-
ble only after a physicochemical treatment, for example, heating, or after interac-
tion with specific substances. In this case, the concept of durability relates strictly
to a different need, namely that of visibility on demand. A cluster of recipes relat-
ed to this ink type appears to have enjoyed significant popularity in the Arabo-
Islamic context, as traces of them — whether individual recipes or an entire set —
can be found across a wide range of textual traditions pertaining to different
fields. These include the aforementioned technical treatises (both codicological
and more encyclopaedic in nature),” among which the one compiled by al-Razi
presents the earliest set of recipes, which appear with textual or procedural vari-
ants or both in contemporary and later sources. Among them is the manual for
the kuttab by Ibrahim b. Muhammad al-Saybani (fl. ninth century cE), titled al-
Risalat al-‘'adra’ (The Virgin Epistle), dating from the second half of the ninth cen-
tury cg,” and the almost contemporary adab work al-Iqd al-farid (The Unique
Necklace), by the Cordovan Ahmad b. Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (246-328 aH /
860-940 cr), which presents a selection from al-Razl’s recipes after quotations from
the lexicographer and philologist Abt Hatim Sahl al-Sigistani (d. 248 AH / 869 cE).?
The same procedures, sometimes accompanied by more extravagant ones, are
also found beyond manuals on craftsmanship and chancery, in unexpected liter-
ary genres, such as works produced by street entertainers and charlatans. These
include the compilation of instructions for entertaining and amazing the public al-
Hiyal al-babiliyya li-l-hizana al-kamiliyya (The Babylonian Stratagems for al-Kamil’s
Treasure) by the courtier at the Ayyubid court al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Iskan-
dar1 al-Qurasi (fl. 640 AH / 1243 cE), a courtier at the Ayyubid court; Uyuin al-haqa’iq
wa-idah al-tara’iq (The Best of True Facts and the Explanations of Their Ways) by
the alchemist Abt al-Qasim b. Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Traqi (f. thirteenth centu-
ry cE); and Zahr al-basatin fi ilm al-masatin (The Garden’s Flowers on the Knowledge

21 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 225 (nos 25-30), 226-227 (nos 40, 42-44); Ibn Badis,
‘Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 135-137; al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara‘ fi
funiin, ed. Salihiyya 1989, 93-94; al-Qalaltsi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-"Abbadi 2007, 36; see also Fa-
ni 2023, 71-72 (R XIX-XXIII), 74-75 (R XXX, XXXII-XXXIV), 109-110 (MM V.1-4), 217-218 (Q VIL.1-5);
Levey 1962, 35b-36a.

22 Ibn al-Mudabbir, al-Risalat al-‘adra’, ed. Mubarak 1931, 28-29. Note that the work is erroneous-
ly attributed by its editor to its dedicatee.

23 Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-Iqd al-farid, ed. al-Aryan 1953, 242. The recipes are also quoted in al-
Sigistan1’s biography reported in Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-ayan, ed. ‘Abbas 1968-1977, vol. 2, 432.
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of Sleight-of-Hand) by Muhammad b. Abl Bakr al-Zarhuri al-Misr1 (fl. fifteenth
century cg), a performer and illusionist.** In these contexts, the recipes’ intended
use diverges from the adab’s educational objectives in the field of diplomacy and
chancery, entailing a more spectacular and captivating purpose. The entire set of
recipes in al-Razr’s compilation as well as the later ones includes various types of
sympathetic writing: with milk, which becomes visible on papyrus upon contact
with hot ash; with vitriol, which appears in contact with gallnut extract or vice
versa (the reaction at the basis of iron-gall inks, but in two steps); with softened
gum ammoniac or incense on papyrus, parchment, or paper, which becomes visi-
ble upon contact with ash or after fumigation with incense or bran; with dissolved
ammonium salt, visible after incense fumigation; and with onion juice, revealed
after fumigation with a lamp. It also covers writing visible at night, but not by day,
made with the bile of a turtle or of a specific type of fish (nutab); one visible only
while the carbon-based ink (midad), mixed with pigeon blood, remains wet; and
another type with the same effect, made from the burned fruit of colocynth. In al-
Iqd al-farid, Abt Hatim al-Sigistani describes to the author ‘sublime things (asya’
galila) for changing [the aspect] of the letters, which are achievable by everyone’.”
Among these, one of the recipes he mentions features a significant variant com-
pared to the same procedure reported in other sources: the description of iron-
gall ink made in two steps does not mention gallnuts. Instead, the effect, if any,
relies on the reaction between the solution of ‘white vitriol’ with ‘vitriol’. This
variant is likely due to an error in the transmission, caused by the specular phras-
ing (homeoteleuton) of the original textual unit, in which the procedure is also
presented with the ingredients inverted.?

For all these recipes, it is possible to imagine various contexts of use, such as
diplomatic or private secret epistolary exchanges, as suggested by the title of the

24 Al-Iskandari, al-Hiyal al-babiliyya, ed. Qar1 2018, 173-184; al-Zarhurl, Zahr al-basatin, ed. al-
Qari 2012, 137-142 (nos 111-124); see also Raggetti 2021b, 160161 (§ 6.1.6), 165-168 (§§ 6.3.1-14). An
edition and translation of this section of al-Traqr’s Uytn al-haqa’iq is in Raggetti 2021a, 178-182
and Raggetti 2021b, 163-164 (§§ 6.2.1-8).

25 TIbn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-1Iqd al-farid, ed. al-‘Aryan 1953, 242.

26 As a matter of fact, the black precipitate, namely the ink, is more easily — though not exclu-
sively — obtained with iron sulphate, which the sources commonly refer to as ‘green vitriol’ due to
the colour of its crystals and its solution, both of which turn yellow upon oxidation. The reference
to the colour ‘white’ should likely be understood here as the transparency of the green vitriol
solution, which should not be visible on the writing surface. Indeed, in the inverted version of the
recipe, the colour is not specified. The recipe is translated in Pedersen 1984, 68, with no reference
to the error.
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textual section and, in a few cases, within the lines of the procedures.” Moreover,
they all share the production of marvellous and astounding effects — or promise
as much - particularly in contexts where the underlying chemical or physical
principles are not explicitly conceptualised, despite being empirically observed
and exploited. This, as mentioned above, made these procedures ideal material to
include in textual compilations of tricks, deceptions, and astonishing effects.?

3 Stability in the textual transmission

As for the concept of stability of the text — that is, its adherence to a reference
model and the modifications it undergoes during the various stages of its trans-
mission — authors since the earliest centuries of Islam have approached the issue
from two distinct perspectives. Each perspective broadly aligns with a specific
field of textual production, with different codicological outcomes:

(1) In the first case, the modification and cancellation of the writing remain
visible: a practice that can be defined as transparent, typically described in adab
manuals on chancery for compiling documents and texts.

(2) In the other case, the modifications — or at least the original layers of writ-
ing — are hidden: a practice that can be defined as non-transparent, primarily
described in technical manuals.”

The first case is mainly mentioned by authors who developed what could be
considered a primitive or archaic philological approach, even though limited to
the collatio, which started to be adopted with the first compilations of hadit collec-

27 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 225; al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara' fi funain, ed.
Salihiyya 1989, 93; see also Fani 2023, 71-72 (R XX), 110 (MM V.3). Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, al-Iqd al-farid,
ed. al-‘Aryan 1953, 242: recipe for the iron-gall ink in two steps, in which the reaction to make the
writing visible has to be triggered once the message has been delivered (‘ida wasala ila al-maktib
ilayh?).

28 But see also the explicit aim to amaze (‘in aradta an tugriba ‘ala ahad’) expressed for one of
the same recipes in the work of the katib al-Qalaltsi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-Abbadi 2007, 36; see
also Fani 2023, 217 (Q VIL.2).

29 Certainly, these two different practices should not be regarded as exclusive to the two groups
of actors mentioned in their respective descriptions, nor should it be assumed that these groups
cannot equally make use of both practices, even within the same manuscript. Moreover, the two
professions could certainly overlap. However, these practices can be seen as broad definitions
that encompass the different approaches involved in modifying texts throughout the various
stages of their production, transmission, and use.
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tions, and figh (jurisprudence’) manuals.*® This approach materialised and mani-
fested in the manuscripts’ folios and was later codified in administrative manuals
or chancery manuals, especially those produced during the Mamluk age. This
textual genre offers a wealth of information on writing, writing implements, cal-
ligraphy, and paper formats. The most comprehensive chapter concerning the
modification, or copying and correction of manuscript texts, and in particular
hadit compilations, is transmitted by Badr al-Din Muhammad b. Muhammad al-
Gazzi (d. 984 AH / 1577 cE) in his manual, al-Durr al-nadid fi adab al-mufid wa-l-
mustafid (The String of Pearls in the Etiquette of the Teacher and the Learner),*
which was abridged by his contemporary ‘Abd al-Basit b. Masa al-Almaw1 (d. 981 AH /
1573 cE).* According to this work, the correction process (tashth, islah) involves the
visible registration of textual variants, based on a comparison with other copies
(mu‘arada, muqabala, mubalaga; namely, ‘collation’) or on the basis of the recita-
tion or audition (gira'a, sama’) of the text in the presence of an authority witness
to the transmission process, who could sometimes be the author himself.*® Non-
conformity with the reference model - that is, the presence of scribal errors or
different lectiones — had to be annotated with a specific repertoire of marks and
abbreviations, described using a specialised terminology, such as tahrif and al-
taqdim wa-l-ta’hir (metathesis); saqta, naqs, tahrig, and lahaq (omissions); ziyada
(addition); tashif (errors resulting from incorrect letter-pointing or vocalisation);

30 In addition to the Arabic sources specifically addressing these genres (Gacek 1989; Gacek 2007;
Rosenthal 1947), other studies draw on evidence observed in various manuscript traditions. For
example, Florian Sobieroj offers an analysis of the textual variance of Arabic didactic poems
compiled between the eleventh and the seventeenth centuries CE, attempting to categorise vari-
ance in this specific literary genre, and provides an excursus of the means of text stabilisation
(Sobieroj 2016, 11-52). For a discussion on the variance of the Qur’anic text, see Small 2011.

31 Al-Gazz, al-Durr al-nadid, ed. al-Misri 2006; Gacek 1989. Along with his study and translation,
Gacek published the images of a manuscript witness that was collated in the presence of the
author himself (plates XXb-XXXIIb).

32 Al-Almawi, al-Mud fi adab al-mufid, ed. al-Atiyya 2004. A translation and discussion of the
relevant chapter is in Rosenthal 1947, 7-18. Franz Rosenthal specifies that there is another work,
composed by Muhammad b. Ibrahim Ibn Gama‘a in 672 AH / 1273 ck, Tadkirat al-sami‘ wa-l-
mutakallim fi adab al-alim wa-l-mutallim, which is almost identical to al-‘Almaw1’s work. Only
Ibn Gama‘a cites as a source a work by al-Hatib al-Bagdadi (392-463 AH / 10021071 CE), now lost,
which may have been the common source for both. For the relevant translation of Ibn Gama‘a’s
work see Canova 2012, 240-249.

33 Stricto sensu, the word mugqabala is not exactly synonymous with mu'arada, as it does not
necessarily entail an audition in the presence of an auctoritas (‘al-qira'a ‘ala al-sayh’); rather, it
can rely solely on another copy (or copies) of the text (Gacek 1989, 56, n. 52; see also Gacek 2009,
s.vv. ‘Collation’, ‘Collation notes and marks’).
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and bayan (restoring a cacographic error). Likewise, the textual passages to be
deleted or substituted (darb, ‘cancellation’; badal, ‘substitution’) had to be marked.
All of this remains visible on the manuscripts, attesting to the reliability of the
copy, underpinned by this work of variant sifting.*

In general, the sources that address the technicalities of knowledge transmis-
sion dissuade copyists from using alternative methods of erasure and deletion,
arguing that what was erased may turn out to be correct in another recension.®
Nonetheless, the authors describe some of these methods for deleting superfluous
words as:

—  kast (‘erasing’), basr (‘scraping’), or hakk (‘rubbing’) with a penknife, prefera-
ble only for very small portions, such us diacritical dots or vowels; and

— mahii, namely the ‘deletion’ or ‘taking off’ of the ink by other means, such as a
cloth eraser (hirqa) or by licking off still moist ink from the writing surface.*

In the Arabo-Islamic milieu, references to such practices for obliterating writing
from the page also can be found in sources of different kinds as mere incidental
information. Take, for example, the Kitab al-Tanbth wa al-israf (The Book of Notifi-
cation and Verification) by the tenth-century historian and geographer Abu al-
Hasan ‘All b. al-Husayn al-Mas‘0di (283-346 AH / 896—957 CE): in his description of
the Mount Etna eruption, he mentions the floating, white, and light stone, which
he describes as the material used to scrape writing from paper and parchment
(‘yuhakku bihi al-kitaba min al-dafatir wa-l-ruqiiq wa-gayr dalik’), which can be
easily identified as pumice (in the text, qaysira or f*n*s*k).¥

34 The specific terminology and marks of the transmission and correction processes are detailed
in Rosenthal 1947, 7-18; Gacek 1989; Gacek 2007; Gacek 2009, s.vv. ‘Scribal errors’, ‘Cacography’,
‘Metathesis’, ‘Omissions and insertions’, ‘Textual corrections’, ‘Cancellation’; Canova 2012, 247.

35 Canova 2012, 249. Moreover, the word sahha (‘to be correct’) can be added to the text to re-
store its original version when a deletion or substitution is mistakenly made (Gacek 1989, 57;
Gacek 2007, 225-227; Gacek 2009, s.v. ‘Cancellation’; Canova 2012, 248).

36 The last should have been quite a common practice, according to the saying attributed to
Ibrahim al-Nahat (d. 96 AH / 714 cE) and quoted by al-Gazzi: ‘One of the traits of manliness is the
ink on a man’s clothes and lips’ (Gacek 1989, 58—-59). Such indications, especially related to carbon-
based ink, are well attested in Latin sources as well. In first-century BCE Spain, for example, Mar-
tial provided instructions for the removal of carbon-based ink from writing supports with a
sponge, which sometimes occurred even with rain alone. A century later, Suetonius wrote that
the operation could also be performed with the tongue. In this regard, the reflections of Masa Ibn
Maymun (known in the West as Maimonides, twelfth century) are also interesting: he addresses
the issue of using such inks in liturgical writings, where a certain durability over time was re-
quired (Zerdoun Bat-Yehouda 1983, 85-86, 111-116).

37 Al-Mas‘di, al-Tanbth wa-l-israf, ed. al-Sawi 1938, 53.
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Many other methods for completely deleting or effacing writing from differ-
ent supports, through mechanical or chemical actions or both, are transmitted by
the aforementioned technical manuals on bookmaking. I will focus on them in a
moment, after further elaborating the occurrences of these practices, based on
material evidence that can be contextualised according to two motivational
frameworks. Some cases of adjustment were driven by the intention of the scribe
who compiled or copied a text, or by a reader who obtained a copy accomplished
by someone else, to conform to a reference model (textual, auditory, or mental).
This was a way to rectify his own, or someone else’s, involuntary scribal errors (or
presumed errors), by concealing them and, when possible, rewriting on the same
portion of the support. This situation mirrors the ones described by al-Gazzi, but
with a final different choice, namely, deleting the previous writing on the support
and, in some cases, replacing it with a different inscription considered the correct
one, or the better choice. Other cases of complete deletion could also be motivated
by doctrinal, ideological, linguistic, and even deceitful intents. The existence of
very early Qur’anic palimpsests, for example, can be understood in the context of
a normative action promoted by religious authorities, aimed at the destruction of
all non-orthodox variants of the sacred text, as evoked in the aforementioned
tradition.® Their production is well attested by material evidence, and the spread
of this practice related to the canonisation of the Qur’an is recorded in early and
authoritative sources, such as the Kitab al-Fihrist, the famous compendium of the
knowledge and literature of tenth-century Islam compiled by the bibliographer
Ibn al-Nadim (d. ¢. 385 AH / 998 cE), who stated:

I saw a certain number of Qur’anic codices (mushaf), that the copyists remember as Ibn
Mas‘ad’s codices. It is not possible to find two identical copies among them, and most of
them were copied on rewritten parchment (wa-aktaruha fi raqq katir al-nusah).*

38 Qur’anic palimpsests on parchment are primarily studied by codicologists, palaeographers, and
philologists to recover the inferior, often invisible, layers of the text and examine their relationship
with the superior layer. They are crucial documents in the history of the transmission of the Qur’anic
text, and their significance often leads to intense debate. Notable examples include the famous San‘@’
Palimpsest (Sadeghi and Goudarzi 2012; Hilali 2017; Cellard 2021) and the more recently identified
Birmingham Palimpsest from the Mingana collection (University of Birmingham, Cadbury Research
Library, Islamic Arabic 1572a — parchment dated by radiocarbon c. 568-645 CE), which is still awaiting
comprehensive investigation. See the related ‘Mingana-Lewis Palimpsest’ project: <https://www.lib.
cam.ac.uk/research/digital-humanities/case-studies/mingana-lewis-palimpsest-project>, accessed on
13 January 2025.

39 Ibn al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist, ed. Fligel 1871-1872, vol. 1, 26.
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These two mentioned practices differentiate in the aim of either conforming to or
deviating from a model, but they are similar in the intention to obliterate what
was originally written on the page. As previously mentioned, these interventions
could be carried out by the copyist of the manuscript or by other actors involved
in the history of the codex, such as owners, occasional readers, and others. The
varying degree of involvement of such individuals in a manuscript’s history is
reflected in their erasing actions, which can affect the main text (matn) itself and
its textual filiations — whether interlinear or in the margins — such as comments,
glosses, and scholia of any kind (hasiya, Sarh, tafsir), as well as any paratextual
elements related to the specific copy, including colophons, dedications, ownership
statements, reading notes, and the like.

4 Technical procedures for ink removal
from writing supports

The recipes detailing ink removal procedures have long been neglected, much like
most of the literature in which they are found, namely, technical manuals on
bookmaking, at least until recent years.

Before delving into a detailed analysis of some of the recipes, an overview of
the possible categories of the procedures described will be useful, highlighting the
aspects that differentiate them. The features and intended uses of the final prod-
ucts are in some cases explicitly indicated in the title of each textual unit; in oth-
ers, they can be inferred from the procedural content itself. Taken together, titles
and descriptive sections provide information regarding:

— the overarching purpose of the procedure, often expressed through verbs
such as mahit (‘deletion, erasure’), qal’ (‘removal, weed out’), and azala (‘to
make disappear, to remove), as well as more specific verbs related to the type
of intervention;

— the type of ink to be removed - either midad (‘carbon-based ink’) or hibr
(‘iron-gall ink’) — although some recipes refer more broadly to al-kitaba (‘the
writing”);
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— the writing support to be treated, which may include papyrus (qirtas),
parchment (raqq, daftar, mushaf), paper (kagad), or, in one case, leather
(gila);*

— the extent of the treated surface, ranging from small sections (intended, for
instance, to correct mistakes — hata’, vowels marks, or diacritics) to the com-
plete erasure of the surface (as in the case of palimpsests — tirs);

— the nature of the intervention itself, whether mechanical (generally employed
for localised erasure) or chemical. These interventions could be implemented
through a variety of methods, as reflected both in the diversity of verbs em-
ployed and in the range of substances used:

— asticky substance — such as wax, incense, or other gum resins — made in-
to a paste (‘agana), then shaped into small portions (balliit, ‘acorns’; qaras,
‘pastilles’; bundugq, ‘hazelnuts’; fatila, ‘wick’) and dried out (gaffa) to col-
lect the ink by sticking it (laqata);

— awhitish plaster to cover the ink (tald, lata);

— an abrasive substance to rub or scrape off (hakka, ‘araka, qassara) or a
vegetal sponge (lifa) or a wool cloth (stifa) to wipe off (masaha) the ink;

— aliquid substance to wash off the ink (gasala);

— aliquid substance to be sprinkled on the writing surface (darra), complet-
ing the procedure with an abrasive substance.

4.1 Sticky substances for papyrus

As for the writing supports to be treated, it is interesting to note how the sources
trace the codicological development of Arabic manuscript production, particularly
the shift from one writing support to another.* Papyrus (girtas), in fact, is only
mentioned in the oldest compilation of recipes that included this genre of proce-
dures, namely al-RazT’s Zinat al-kataba.”

[R X] - Deletion of writing (mahit) from the [sheets of] papyrus (qaratis) so that it will
not be visible. Glean (lagata) it [by sticking it] with wax or chewed frankincense (kundiir)
or olibanum (luban), or with pounded gum ammoniac. Drop a drop of water on it and grad-

40 These terms, notwithstanding their polysemy, are not the only ones used to refer to these
writing supports; however, the others, such as waraq (‘paper’) and bardt (‘papyrus’), do not ap-
pear in the recipes for ink removal (Gacek 2001, s.vv.; Gacek 2008, s.vv.).

41 For an overview on the subject, see Déroche and Sagaria Rossi 2012, 39-72.

42 On the specific definition of the different writing supports by al-Razi, see Fani 2023, 237-238.
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ually pick up [the ink]; each time you pick up a bit of it, check the other side. [The writing de-
letion] will not be visible.*

[R XXVIII] - [Removing using a] plaster (lawt) the midad from the [sheets of] papyrus
(qaratis). Take some wax, soften it, and apply it generously over the writing on the [sheets
of] papyrus.*

Although the two recipes seem quite similar in terms of ingredients, all character-
ised by their sticky nature, they seem to describe two different methods of ink
deletion. In the first, the ink is literally picked off the writing surface, while, in the
second, it is only covered or plastered over. On the other hand, the preposition
min (‘from’) in the latter’s title suggests that the removal of the writing medium
from the support is also implied in the second method. This aspect, combined with
the sticky substance as the main ingredient, indicates that both procedures aim at
removing the medium by sticking to and pulling it off, and not only at covering it
with a plaster; indeed, the carbon-based ink can be more easily removed from a
less porous support, such as papyrus, as it does not penetrate the fibres.* The
difference between the two procedures can thus be identified in the more focused
and delicate action of the first (galilan, say’an min) and the stronger action of the
second, as suggested by the verb ‘to apply generously over’ (§amura) with refer-
ence to the plastering. From this perspective, it is likely that the recipe omits the
final step, which would involve detaching the wax from the papyrus, ‘picking up’
or ‘sticking off’ the ink from the support, but in a single motion. Another possible
interpretation is that the procedure does not include reusing or rewriting on the
surface (which would not be feasible upon a wax plaster) but more simply covers
and conceals the writing. The yellowish colour of the wax would have resembled
the paper colour, thereby enhancing the camouflaging effect. In any case, the verb
lagata (‘to glean, to pick up’) and lata (‘to plaster, to coat’), along with its verbal
name lawt, both referring to the ink or writing, are paleographically quite similar
in Arabic script; this resemblance may have led to a textual variant during trans-
mission, potentially accounting for the conflation or ambiguity in the technical
distinction between the two procedures. A later Andalusian version of this recipe,
which adds gum arabic to the wax, is presented by al-Qalaltsi (Q XI.5) and is more
explicit about applying the preparation - specifically, to stick the ink off, in this

43 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 224 (no. 15); see also Fani 2023, 68-69.
44 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 226 (no. 38); see also Fani 2023, 74.
45 See Section 5 of Colini et al.’s contribution to the present volume.
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case from paper (kagad).*® The first-mentioned recipe, by al-Razi (R X), was also
reproposed in later compilations, where its procedural description appears with
minor textual variants; in these versions, the writing support to be treated is also
changed.”

4.2 Palimpsests

Some older technical sources report procedures for writing erasure. One such
procedure for the complete removal of iron-gall ink (hibr) from leather and
parchment (al-gulid wa-l-masahif)*® involves washing these writing supports
with the juice of oleander (difla) leaves and barley grains. This method is in-
cluded in the short treatise on stain removal, titled Taliq fi qal al-atar min al-
tiyab (Remarks on Stain Removal from Clothes) attributed — though likely spuri-
ously — to Ishaq Ibn Hunayn (d. 297 AH / 910 cE), son of the famous physician
Hunayn Ibn Ishaq, both renowned for their translations of scientific works
during the Abbasid Period.*

46 In this case, a direct descent from al-RazI’s text is not certain, given the addition of an ingredi-
ent (samag, ‘gum’), a procedural step (the making of small filaments), and a different lexical
choice (miam instead of sam’ for ‘wax’). However, it should be noted that on other occasions the
Andalusian author explicitly sources from the collection of recipes transmitted under al-Raz1’s
name (Fani 2023, 240; see also n. 52 below).

47 Tbn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 139 (IB IX.7), where the procedure is
meant to remove iron-gall ink from paper (kagad); al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara’ fi funiin,
ed. Salihiyya 1989, 96 (MM V.11), where the treatment is referred to parchment (‘min al-dafatir wa-
l-ruqaq’), as mentioned in the previous recipe (MM V.10); see also Fani 2023, 112. The only later
source that quotes the same recipe, maintaining the reference to papyrus, is al-Iskandari: al-
Iskandari, al-Hiyal al-babiliyya, ed. Qar1 2018, 181 (no. 209); see also Raggetti 2021b, 161 (§ 6.1.7[a]).
48 The polysemy of the term mushaf (pl. masahif) refers both to individual sheets of parchment
and to entire codices, particularly Qur’anic codices bound as a single volume, made of parchment
(Gacek 2001, s.v. ‘Mushaf). Regarding the juxtaposition of leather and parchment in this recipe, it
is interesting to note that their preliminary treatments result in different chemical properties for
the two supports. Leather typically becomes acidic due to the tanning agents, while parchment is
generally alkaline because of the lime used in its production. Therefore, the two agents men-
tioned in the recipe — oleander juice and barley grains — would likely interact differently with
these two types of writing supports, influencing the efficacy of the erasure process.

49 GAL S, vol. 1, 369. The text in question is known in three witnesses and largely reproduces the
work Risala fi qal’ al-atar (Short Treatise on Stain Removal) compiled by Ya‘qab ibn Ishaq al-Kindi
(d. c. 256 AH / 870 cE). Giuseppe Celentano edited the Taliq fi qal’ al-atar as an appendix to the
edition and translation of al-Kind?’s work, which does not report any recipe for ink deletion from
writing supports (Celentano 1985, 191-197).
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[IH 4] - Washing off (gasl) the hibr from leathers and parchments: take fresh oleander
leaves and squeeze out their abundant juice, along with barley grains in one half of its
amount; then lade it with some water in the same amount and wash the sheets with it. Then
place them between two tablets, with some sand underneath until they dry out.

A similar version of this recipe is found in Zinat al-kataba by al-Razi. In this meth-
od, the parchment sheets are soaked and stacked atop one another for a day and a
night. Afterwards, their surfaces are rubbed with a vegetal sponge (lifa), and final-
ly the parchments are stacked again after being sprinkled with barley flour.*
Indeed, it is noteworthy that the title of this procedure, as well as of Ibn Hunayn’s
recipe, refers to the action of ‘washing off’ the ink, but in the case of al-Razl’s
work, the more specific term turis (‘palimpsests’; sing. tirs) is used, possibly due
to the more professional orientation of al-Razr’s work towards the class of secre-
taries and scribes and the context of the book arts. In al-Razi’s Zinat al-kataba,
there are indeed three additional recipes concerning the washing off (gasala) of
iron-gall ink (hibr) from sheets or quires of parchment (daféatir), which are not
transmitted by later sources:

[R XXVIa] - Washing off the hibr from the [sheets of] parchment and the clothes. Wash
[the parchment] with the sour juice of the citron, or, if you wish, with some white alkali
(qal,™ pouring some citron juice on it, until it softens; with this preparation rub the spot
where the writing is placed until it starts [to fade]; then rub it with a lifa and the parchment
will turn out white. [...]

[R XXVIc] - You can also wash it with vinegar, potash (usnan), and citron juice.

[R XXXI] — Removal of the hibr from the [sheets of] parchment. Wash them with whey
and, if you wish, with a solution of alkali.”

50 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 226b (no. 37); see also Fani 2023, 74 (R XXVII).

51 The name indicates an alkaline soluble substance obtained from calcinated ashes of different
halophilic plants. I prefer to give here the English translation, as it refers directly to one of the
original sources, namely Salsola kali, L. (another notable plant for the purpose was Salsola soda,
L.). The resulting product of the calcination is primarily a mixture of sodium carbonate and
potassium carbonate, and it cannot be excluded that the two terms were used interchangeably,
even within the same sources.

52 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 226a—b (nos 33, 35, 41); see also Fani 2023, 73-75. The
only exception regarding the later transmission is, also in this case, al-Qalalts1 (Q XI.4b), who
merges the two recipes, mentioning the same procedure of R XXVIc but substituting the potash
(usnan) with a different alkaline substance, namely the white alkali mentioned in R XXVIa (al-
Qalalusi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-Abbadi 2007, 41; see also Fani 2023, 221). Compare with n. 51
above.
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Regarding palimpsests, Firdaws al-hikma (The Paradise of Wisdom) stands out for
its antiquity and the originality of the ink-removal method it describes. This ex-
ceptional medical encyclopaedia by ‘All ibn Sahl Rabban al-Tabari (c. 838-870 cE),
mentor of al-Razi, outlines a procedure within a chapter devoted to the properties
of plants that interact with each other and erase one another’s traces.”

[TB 1] - If you want to delete the [quires of] parchment (dafatir) inscribed with hibr,
delete it using the [spare] heavy parts of safflower (usfur) that dyers throw away, or with
chard (salq) cooking water.**

The eleventh-century treatise on book-production crafts ascribed to Ibn Badis
offers a unique procedure for palimpsests too:

[IB IX.4] - Another description. Dampen the parchment with water, then scatter lime (kils)
over it, without stinting, and rub: this will eliminate the writing from the surface. If some
[traces] of it remain, soak the parchment in wheat bran (nuhala gamh), salt, and water for
two days or three: it will be cleaned and cleansed.

The recipe is not mentioned by the later sources, not even by the Yemeni treatise
ascribed to al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, who draws from the former for most of the
other procedures, as with, for example, another recipe (MM V.6 = IB IX.6) for iron-
gall ink removal (izala) from parchment that involves rubbing a paste of salt with
a woollen cloth (stifa) soaked in milk (laban halib) onto the writing.*

53 For an excursus of its content and its importance for the transmission of indirect traditions,
see Raggetti 2020.

54 The same recipe is included in al-Qalalasr’s work (Q XI.4a), where the recipe shows a variant:
nuhala, namely the ‘bran’ or ‘spear part’ of the safflower, instead of itqal or atqal (‘heavy part’ or
‘weights’), as it appears in the edition of Firdaws al-hikma. The Andalusian locus similis could
doubtfully be the result of a palaeographical misreading and a lectio facilior; nonetheless, if this
was the case, the meaning would not be far from the lectio difficilior, the ‘spear part’ also being
the one that mostly contributes to the ingredient’s weight (al-Tabarl, Firdaws al-hikma, ed. al-
Siddiqi 1928, 531; al-Qalaltisi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-‘Abbadi 2007, 41; see also Fani 2023, 221).

55 Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 139. This recipe is not included in
Martin Levey’s translation or in another edition of the same work (cf. Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab,
ed. al-Harawl and Makkiyya 1989).

56 The same recipe is also preserved in al-QalalasTs treatise (Q XI.3); Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab,
ed. al-Halwagi and Zaki 1971, 139; al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara’ fi funun, ed. Salihiyya 1989,
94; al-Qalalasi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-Abbadi 2007, 41; see also Levey 1962, 37a; Fani 2023, 111,
220-221.
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4.3 Erasing small portions of writing

Another of Thn Badis’s recipes (IB IX.3) is dedicated to removing iron-gall ink from
a limited portion of parchment, rather than the entire sheet. This procedure, too,
is unique to this work and is paired with another in the same treatise (IB IX.9),
both employing the same treatment and application of the ingredients.” The first
(IB 1X.3) refers to the distillation (tasid) of lye (ma’ al-gasul) mixed with vinegar,
or the distillation of onion juice (ma’ al-unsal), as an alternative to soap water
(ma’ al-sabuin): the preparation must be applied over the writing to make it disap-
pear. The second (IB IX.9) is for parchment and paper: one ratl of sabht or An-
darani salt*® is mixed with two dirham of water and distilled seven times; the re-
sult will be a white solution that must be applied over the inscription with the
qalam (reed pen) to efface the ink. The recipes’ more complex procedural passage
— that is, distilling the ingredients — as compared to the other preparations is pos-
sibly the reason why they do not appear in later traditions. In fact, surprisingly,
this practice is not even mentioned in al-Razl’s treatise, where one would more
naturally expect it to appear, him being an authority in the field of alchemy. This
should not be necessarily read as a personal competence of the governor Ihn
Badis: rather, it could be more easily explained by the marked compilatory nature
of the treatise attributed to him, and by the fact that he, or whoever compiled it
for him, could have accessed sources of different genres, including those more
related to alchemy, possibly even in the very library of the governor.®

4.4 The dark side of erasure

A common feature usually mentioned in the recipes is the discreet nature of the
intervention: its invisibility on the writing surface. This requirement certainly
could be informed by the scribe’s aesthetic concerns, but, as mentioned above, in
some cases it is possible to perceive intentions of a different kind. The ability to
conceal alterations made to the writing surface is, in fact, fundamental to the use
of sympathetic inks, which thus acquire a spectacular and astonishing dimension.
However, this very characteristic can also serve less noble purposes, finding its

57 Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 138, 140; translated with a few inac-
curacies in Levey 1962, 36b, 37a.

58 The first is salt in paste form, while the second refers to a crystalline salt, named after a town
near Aleppo, possibly al-Andarin, or Androna as it was known in Byzantine times (Ibn al-Baytar 1877,
nos 2164, 2168).

59 On the attribution of the treatise, see Fani 2023, 78-79.
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raison d’étre in secrecy and concealment, with deception as its ultimate goal.
Among these practices, which are included in the same treatises, one can count,
for example, a method for reading sealed documents without breaking the seals
and a technique for making papyrus appear aged.® This particular dimension led
to these very recipes being included in works dedicated to entertainment and
deception, such as the aforementioned al-Hiyal al-babiliyya by al-Iskandarl and
Zahr al-basatin fi ilm al-masatin by al-Zarhari® A peculiar source is represented
by the guide to unveiling frauds and tricks perpetrated by the so-called Banu
Sasan - the tribe, or, better, the guild, with which these popular tricksters are
identified — or by other social groups: al-Muhtar fi kasf al-asrar (Anthology on the
Unveiling of Secrets) by the Damascene ‘Abd al-Rahim b. ‘Umar b. Abi Bakr Gamal
al-Din al-Gawbarl (thirteenth century ce). This work provides a clearly delineat-
ed bureaucratic context in which technical strategies were employed to forge
notarial documents. Among the procedures described is the selective erasure of
legal terms and substantive content, while deliberately preserving the signatures
of the witnesses, thereby maintaining the appearance of authenticity:

[GB XXII.2] - To do this, they take one part amber (karuba), one part starch (nisa’), one part
galbanum granules (hubb al-qinna), one part castor seed (hubb al-hirwa’), and one part cot-
tonseeds (hubb al-qutn). They fumigate the document with this, the writing is erased, and
they write whatever they want.®

[GB XXIL3] — Another example: they take one part each amber and basil seeds (hubb al-
badariig), pound the whole together, fumigate the document with it, and none of the writing
is left. Wise up to these things!®*

These two examples — the first procedures presented by the author - are quite
original recipes, both for the ingredients employed and for the peculiar lexical
choices as compared with the other sources.

60 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 225, 226; al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara‘ fi funain,
ed. Salihiyya 1989, 96; see also Fani 2023, 71, 74, 113 (R XVIII, R XXIX, MM V.13). The procedure for
reading the sealed documents also appears in chancery manuals, for example in Ibn al-Mudabbir,
al-Risalat al-‘adra’, ed. Mubarak 1931, 28-29.

61 Al-Iskandari, al-Hiyal al-babiliyya, ed. Qar1 2018, 181 (no. 209); al-Zarhurl, Zahr al-basatin, ed.
al-Qari 2012, 142 (no. 125); see also Raggetti 2021b, 161 (§ 6.1.7), 168 (§ 6.3.15).

62 Raggetti 2021b, 52-57 and throughout; al-Jawbari, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020.

63 Al-Jawbari, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020, 326-327, § 22.3.

64 Al-Jawbari, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020, 326-327, § 22.4.
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5 Case studies: Technical variants in a fluid
tradition

The two main concepts upon which this text focuses — durability and stability —
have also influenced the reception of these textual materials, which have evident-
ly succeeded in surviving through time and space, but, due to their peculiar struc-
ture in micro-textual units, bear the traces of very fluid traditions, which under-
mine the concept of textual stability and fixity. An intertextual analysis allows us
to highlight the correspondences among the different traditions and to focus on a
few case studies to gain a philological insight into the fluid tradition and the ways
in which these works’ transmission has performed. In fact, this analysis will high-
light the (in)stability of specific recipes’ transmission and the technical variants
that intervene in their shift from one textual tradition to another.*

5.1 Variants of the main ingredient

The first case study is a procedure aiming at the deletion, or more precisely the
peeling off (gassara), of iron-gall inks from parchment with an abrasive paste.®
The procedure’s various passages are quite consistent between the different tradi-
tions, apart from the main ingredient, which appears in different lectiones based
on an evident palaeographical similarity in Arabic between the terms galt (‘alkali,
sodium carbonate’; also in the variants al-qalt and qali™), qalimiya (‘calamine, mill
scale’), and ginna (‘galbanum, gum resin of Ferula gummosa (L.)). The fact that al-
Razr’s treatise is the most ancient of the discussed sources discussed suggests the
hypothesis that al-qall is the ‘original’ ingredient of this recipe. Nonetheless, the
fact that we know the work via a unique witness (and quite a late one) cannot rule
out the possibility that al-qalt was a variant generated by the copyist of that specif-
ic witness, or earlier in the transmission of the text.”” What we can say is that
calamine, or mill scale (that is, the scoria of certain metals in fusion),”® appears
only in this occurrence and nowhere else in the different textual traditions on ink

65 Appendix 1.

66 Appendix 2.1.

67 Manuscript Cairo, Dar al-Kutub, Magami' Tal'at 33 (al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011).
For a description of the witness see Zaki 2011, 226-227; Fani 2023, 62—64.

68 Kas 2010, vol. 1, 258-262; Ibn al-Baytar 1877, no. 1826.
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erasure, or, more generally, on bookmaking. Thus, al-qall can easily be a lectio
facilior.

The very fluid transmission of these recipe compilations is probably at the
base of the duplication of the recipe (MM V.8, MM V.10) in the Yemeni treatise
attributed to al-Muzaffar al-Gassan: it is in fact possible that he, or whoever com-
piled the work in his name, had access to different witnesses of Ibn Badis’s trea-
tise and that, based on a variant reading, duplicated the recipe with two different
ingredients within his own compilation. After all, the galbanum - a gum resin —
could work mechanically on the removal of the hibr to obtain the result; on the
other hand, the alkali, with its high pH, could also interact chemically with the
support. This example testifies to the possibility of an equally effective technical
variant, intertwined with a textual misreading. It is nevertheless interesting to
note that one of the sources — namely al-Gawbari, less specialised in book crafts —
refers to employing the preparation differently, by blotting (lataha) the writing, or
obscuring it, and not by wiping it off (masaha) as the others indicate.

5.2 A widely attested recipe

The second example is even more widespread, as it appears also in the works of
illusionists and street performers, and it aims at the same goal as the previous
one.” The preparation involves several ingredients, to be diluted with wine vine-
gar, made into a paste, shaped in small spheres and then dried to be rubbed on
the writing. Among them, alum (Sabb) and sulphur (kibrit) — yellow or white — are
common to all the sources; the alkali (gali) is mentioned with its synonym ‘alum of
the safflower’ (Sabb al-usfur) by some authors,” while it is absent in the similar
recipes transmitted by al-Gawbarl and al-ZarharT; as in the previous example, al-
Muzaffar al-Gassani substitutes al-qall with al-ginna, but he also gives the alterna-
tive option of $abb al-‘usfur, notwithstanding the different nature of the two in-
gredients. Al-Iskandar1 is the only one who adds ammonium salt to the prepara-
tion. A further ingredient, which is absent in al-Iskandarl and al-Qalalasi, offers
another example of palaeographical variant in the other sources, as it appears as

69 Appendix 2.2. Only al-Iskandari mentions papyrus and paper along with parchment at the
beginning and at the end of the recipe. The verbs used for the erasing (qala‘'a, maha) are quite
common ones with no direct reference to a specific technique.

70 Ibn al-Baytar 1877, no. 1828.
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masl (whey), mugql (bdellium), and basal (onion); al-Gawbari, quite originally,
substitutes this with gallnuts (‘afs).”

5.3 Same ingredient, different names

Finally, a peculiar recipe is presented by al-Razi and is included in the later com-
pilations by Ibn Badis, al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, and al-Gawbarl.” It describes a
whitish paste to plaster over the writing and rewrite atop it once it is dried out.
The writing support for applying this technique is paper in the two oldest sources,
while it is less clear in the later ones. The ink to be removed is indicated as iron-
gall ink (hibr) in the titles of the recipes — which possibly could have been added
later — while two cases mention carbon-based ink (midad) within the lines of the
procedure. The common ingredients are pounded and sifted white lead and melt-
ed gum arabic, with little variation in the procedure. It is interesting to note that
Ibn Badis is the only source to use bartiq to indicate white lead, instead of isfidag;
he is also the only one who adds sulphur (kibrit) to the two main ingredients. With
the exception of al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, usually quoting from the Tunisian trea-
tise, the preparation is to be dried out in the shape of small spheres, melted when
needed, daubed on the writing (the sources reference ‘mistakes’, a single ‘letter’,
or ‘writing’ in general), and dried before rewriting over it.

6 Conclusions

Within the Arabo-Islamic context, as well as other linguistic and cultural envi-
ronments, erasing script from writing surfaces (books, documents, and beyond)
naturally developed in parallel with the establishment of written knowledge
transmission. The act of writing, indeed, often requires correction, whether to
rectify mistakes or to modify or remove texts that have lost their relevance or
suitability, sometimes allowing repurposing of the entire writing surface. The
various practices to effect it are closely linked to the concepts of material preser-
vation of the text, namely the durability of the support and the medium used for

71 The same variants (masl, muql) are found in a simpler version of the same recipe, with yellow
sulphur, which is presented by three sources: al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 226 (no. 37);
Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 138 (IB IX.2); al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-
Mubhtara'fi funiin, ed. Salihiyya 1989, 95; see also Fani 2023, 74, 112 (R XXVIc, MM V.9); Levey 1962, 36b.
72 Appendix 2.3.
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writing, as well as textual stability and fixity, ensuring the text’s conformity to a
model throughout its creation, copying, and reading. These concerns emerged
early on in Islam’s history, coinciding with the need to preserve and fix the
Qur’anic text and other normative writings, but soon expanding to encompass the
entire textual production within this linguistic and cultural context.

Descriptions and instructions regarding these practices appear in early textu-
al traditions across various fields of knowledge and literary genres, revealing two
overarching tendencies: in the first, more philological in nature, erasures, vari-
ants, and corrections remain visible on the support, creating a sort of archaic
critical apparatus to the text; in the second, more pragmatic and scribal, the pre-
viously recorded writing from the support is removed, sometimes to be replaced
with another text, based on different considerations. These considerations may be
purely aesthetic, but also linguistic, ideological, doctrinal, or even deceptive in
intent. In some cases, the writing on the entire writing surface is completely re-
moved, making the support available to accommodate a new text for didactic,
ritual, or economic purposes. This latter practice is what occurred, for example, in
the teaching of the Qur’anic text, in the performance of apotropaic rituals, or,
finally, within the royal chanceries, where reusing writing materials was for eco-
nomic reasons.

The ability to make writing disappear, reveal it, or alter its appearance under
certain conditions (sympathetic inks) becomes a spectacular feature, employed by
court artists and street performers to captivate audiences. The crucial part of the
procedures was either concealed from the viewers or simply unknown to them, as
they lacked familiarity with the natural laws — namely, the chemical and physical
reactions — governing the interaction of the substances involved.

These procedures, along with those for removing iron-gall inks and carbon-
based inks from various writing supports, are described in the form of recipes in
works which reference diverse contexts of application. An intertextual compari-
son between the available sources reveals the textual variants in the recipes
transmitted by different authors (loci similes) and identifies when these corre-
spond to technical variants. This approach offers evidence of fluid textual tradi-
tions, highlighting the permeability of literary genres and the interest generated
by the capacity to manipulate natural elements in various fields of knowledge.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

The following chart shows the occurrences of loci similes in the different sources.
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Appendix 2

The following charts offer a comparative textual analysis of selected loci similes
identified in the sources and discussed in the paper.
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Loci similes describing a procedure for removing iron-gall inks from parchment
with variants in its main ingredient.”

R XIII IBIX.5 GB XX.4 MM V.10 MM V.8 QXI.2

On what Another kindis [Taking offthe  Anotherkindis [Description of Ink removal
scrapes off when the hibris writing from when the hibris the hibr dele- (qal’) from
(qassara) the scraped off thedocument  scraped off tionfromthe  books:

hibr from quires (qasSara) from  (maktab).] And  from quires books (kutub)

(daftar) and quires and amongthose  andscrollsof  and the quires.]

scrolls (raqq) of  scrolls of procedures: parchmentand A similar one:

parchmentand parchment and its traces are

the deletion of  its traces are deleted.

its traces. deleted.

Take white Take white mill  They take whit- Take white mill  Take white gal-  Take white
alkali (al-galn),  scale (qalimiya), ened alkali(gall) scale (galimiya), banum (ginna), alkali (qal®")
crush it crush it and they crush crush it crush it crush it
(sahaga) it

and pour acid

with acid [juice]

with acid juice

and pour acid

with acid [juice]

and pour citron

[juice] of citron  of citron; of citron until it  [juice] of citron; of citron untilit juice until it
on it until it becomes becomes becomes
becomes smooth; smooth; smooth;
smooth;
wipe off wipe off withit  thentheyblot  thenwipeoff  thenwipeoff  then wipe off
(masaha) with  what you wish:  (lataha) the with it what you with this the with this the
this the traces writing with it~ wish: traces of the traces of the
of the writing: writing: writing
and they leave leaveittodry  andleaveitto
it to dry out; out dry out;
it will be delet-  itwillgoaway itwill deleteits itstraceswillgo andnotraces it will be delet-
ed (mahd)and  (harada). traces, and away. will be visible ed, and its
its traces will nothing will onit. traces will not
not be visible. remain; and be visible on
this is the best that spot.
that I have
unveiled.

73 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 224b (no. 18); Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-Halwagl
and Zaki 1971, 139; al-Jawbarl, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020, 326-327, § 22.5; al-Muzaffar al-
Gassani, al-Muhtara' fi funiin, ed. Salihiyya 1989, 95; al-Qalalusi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-‘Abbadi 2007,
41; see also Fani 2023, 70 (R XIII), 111-112 (MM V.8, MM V.10), 220 (Q XI.2); Levey 1962, 36b—37a.
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Appendix 2.2

Loci similes, attested in diverse textual genres, documenting a procedure for the
removal of iron-gall inks from parchment or other supports by means of a dried
abrasive paste.™

RXII IBIX.1 GBXXIL5 156.1.7b MM V.7 QXI1 26.3.15
On what Production  [Takingoff ~ [Deletion of Descriptionof Takingoff  Description of
takes off of what thewriting  the hibrfrom the hibr dele-  the hibr a peculiar
(qalaa) the  deletes from the parchment  tionfromthe fromthe  preparation
hibr from (maha) the document and papyri books (kutub) ~ parchment to remove the
the quires of writing from  (maktab).] (qaratis).] and the quires. quires. hibr from
parchment quiresand  Another parchment
(dafatir). scrolls example: and other
(rugagq) of materials.
parchment.
Take alum  Takeyellow  They take Ifitis hibr, Take yellow Take Take alum,
(Sabb), Yemeni Yemeni take alum, Yemenialum, Yemeni
alum, alum, alum,
whey (mas/), bdellium gallnuts bdellium, onion (basal)
(muq), (hubb al-ufs),
alkali (al- alum of the alkali, galbanum (gin- alum of the
qal, safflower na), whichcan  safflower,
(Sabb al- be substituted
usfur), by alum of the
safflower,
and white  and white and white andyellow  and white and white  and sulphur
sulphur (ki-  sulphur, one sulphur,one sulphur (k- sulphur,each  sulphur, in the same
brit abyad),  part each; part each, brit asfar), in the same one part amount;
eachinthe one part amount; each;
same each,
amount;
pound andpound  thenpound pound pound crush (saha-
(dagqa) them them smoothly; vigorously; ga) everything
smoothly; smoothly. smoothly. together,

74 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qar1 2011, 224b (no. 17); Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-
Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 138; al-Jawbari, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020, 328, 329 (§ 22.6);
al-Iskandari, al-Hiyal al-babiliyya, ed. Qar1 2018, 181 (no. 209); al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara‘
fI funiin, ed. Salihiyya 1989, 95; al-Qalalasi, Tuhaf al-hawass, ed. al-Abbadi 2007, 41; al-Zarhuri,
Zahr al-basatin, ed. al-Qari 2012, 142 (no. 125); see also Fani 2023, 69-70 (R XII), 111 (MM V.7), 220
(Q XI.1); Levey 1962, 36b; Raggetti 2021b, 161 (§ 6.1.7[b]), 168 (§ 6.3.15).
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pour wine  pour wine Then they Pour wine pour wine pour wine  and pour
vinegaron  vinegaron  pourwine vinegar, tillit  vinegar on the vinegaron vinegar till it
the mixture the mixture  vinegarand becomeslike mixtureand  the mixture becomes like
andgrindit andgrindit grindittillit anointment, grindit and grind it an ointment.
till it be- till it be- becomeslike thenleaveit smoothly, till it be-
comes like  comes like an ointment  to rest for comes like
egg yolk grease (marham) one day till it [the con-
(muhh), (Sahm), dries off sistency of]

(nasifa); when the brain

it becomes (dimag).

like a paste

(agin)
thenmake thenmake  whichthey  make this then make this Then make Then make
thisintothe thisintothe thenmake intopieces intotheshape itintothe thisinto the
shapeofan shapeofan intothe (asyaf) of acorns. shapeof  shape of
acorn acorn. shape of an pastilles acorns.
(ballita). acorn
Make it dry and makeit andleaveit Makeitdryout and make
out (gaffafa), dryoutinthe todryout. intheshade.  itdryoutin

shade. the shade.

You must

have added

ammonium

salt (nusadir)

toit, and the

alum must

be the

Yemeni one.
thenrub off Ruboffwhat Theyruboff Rubwithit Rub (dalaka) Rub offthe Rub off the
(hakka) the  you wish with it the the area with itthe hibr  hibr with it~ writing with it
hibrwith it withit,and  inkand what where the from the wherever  and this will
from the you will see it they wish hibris - both quires and the you wishto disappear.
quiresand  white,ins@’  fromthe on paper scrolls. make it This is a pecu-
scrolls Allah. quires,and  (kagad) and disappear. liar prepara-
(ruqagq) of the writing is on other tion, you have
parchment deleted; it materials - to learn it!
and from disappears, and really its
the leathers leavingno  traces will
(gulad). traceatall.  disappear.
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Appendix 2.3

Loci similes of a procedure describing a whitish paste used to cover existing writing
and permit overwriting, featuring lexical variants related to its main ingredient.”

RXI IBIX.8 GB XXIL6 MM V.5 Q VIILd

Deletion (mahi) of Another method  [Taking off the As for what deletes  As for the coating
the writing from for [hibr] deletion writing from the the hibr from quires  (tila’) overlaying
paper (kagad)so  from paper. document (maktab).] (dafatir) [of parch-  the writing when
that it will be Among the various  ment?]. someone dislikes it:
rewritable, and the methods they take

deletion will not be off (gala‘a) the

visible. writing from books:

Take one dirham of Take whitelead  they take white lead Take one part of Take the fixed
white lead (isfidag  (barag), (isfidag al-rasas) pure and clear gum  weight of white
rasasi) and sieve it arabic lead (bayad abyad)
with a piece of silk; and pound it thor-

oughly, then sieve it
with a piece of silk.

then take the gum arabic, and gum arabic, one and one part of Take the same
same weight of part each. white lead (isfidag)  weight of gum puri-
gum arabic fied from [the resi-
cleaned fromits dues] of its wood
wood and dust; and its pot (gidr),
add a bit of water then melt (balla) the moisten it with a
to it, but do not gum with water till  little water without
exaggerate with it: it liquefied (inhalla) ~ exaggerating, and
add it just until it and dissolved (daba) let it melt.
melts,

and sulphur (kib-

rit), one part each;

then knead itwith  pound everything The white lead is and knead it with Then knead with it
the white lead that together and pounded and sifted, the white lead, after the white lead that

you had sifted crushitvigorously, andthe gum melt-  having poundedit  you had sifted, mak-
finely before ed. Then they knead  and sifted; ing a stiff paste,
the latter with the
white lead,

75 Al-Razi, Zinat al-kataba, ed. al-Qari 2011, 224a (no. 16); Ibn Badis, Umdat al-kuttab, ed. al-
Halwagl and Zaki 1971, 139-140; al-Jawbarl, The Book of Charlatans, ed. Dengler 2020, 328, 329
(§ 22.7); al-Muzaffar al-Gassani, al-Muhtara‘ fi funiin, ed. Salihiyya 1989, 94; al-Qalalas, Tuhaf al-
hawass, ed. al-"‘Abbadi 2007, 38; see also Fani 2023, 69 (R XI), 110-111 (MM V.5); Levey 1962, 37a.
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and make it into

then make it into

make it into [the

and make it into

the shape of [the shape of] shape of] hazelnuts, the shape of
hazelnuts hazelnuts. hazelnuts.
(banadiq).

Puttheminasmall Makethemdry  anddrytheseinthe Then putthe prepa- Puttheminasmall

earthenware ves-
sel (fahhara) orin a
clean walnut shell
until they dry out.

out in the shade.

shade.

ration in a shell
(mahara), protected
from dust.

earthenware vessel
and let them dry
out.

When you need,
drip (qattara) a
drop of pure water
upon [one of] it
and stir it with the
tip of a clean
qalam, with no
trace ofink on it,
and daub (tala) it
over the error
(hata’); do not
daub it until the
ink (midad) you
have used is dried.

When you need,
pour (sabbaba) a
little water upon
[one of] it, and
daub it over the
writing (kitaba)
with the tip of a
qalam.

When they want [to
use] this prepara-
tion, they take one
of these hazelnuts,
pour a little water
on it, stir it with the
tip of the galam, and
daub over the writ-
ing they want to
remove.

When you need,
pour a little water,
stir it with the tip of
a galam or some-
thing else, and daub
it over the letters
that you want to
remove and make
them disappear.

When you need,
drip a drop of pure
water upon [one
of] it and stir it with
the tip of a clean
qalam, with no
trace of ink on it,
and daub (tala) it
over the writing
(hatt); do not daub
it until the ink
(midad) is dried.

After that, leave
this preparation to
dry completely for
one hour, then you
can write on it
what you want.

Then you can
write on it what
you want.

Then they leave it till
it dries, and after
that they write
anything they like.
Be alert to the tricks
of this tribe of
charlatans! Learn to
detect their deeds
and the things they
do to deny they

wronged their rights

and assign rights to
those who have
none! They have
dodges only they
know. Wise up to
these things!

Then leave it till it
dries and write over
it with what you
want; do not write
except on dry ink
(midad).

After that, leave
this preparation to
dry completely for
one hour, then you
can write on it what
you want.
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Appendix 3

Preparation of clay crayons for teaching by the Katib Abt Bakr Muhammad ibn
Muhammad al-Qalaltis1.”

As for the clay [crayon] (tin) used for teaching, it comes in different types; among these is the
one made of white lead (bayad abyad); we will mention the best ones among them, which
fall into two categories: the simple ones and the compound ones (murakkab). As for the sim-
ple ones, they consist of Fez clay, Armenian bole, bistort,” and Greek ochre, all of which are
substances used for teaching, without mixing them together. It is essential for the skilled
craftsman to test it following a precise procedure in their work by rubbing every piece of
earth on the slate used for grinding spices (silaya), then placing it in the shade, and making
them into pastilles; then the expert teaches with it, while the non-expert teaches as best as
he can, [for example, using] among the plants that of turmeric, which is yellow in colour ac-
cording to the reports. As for the compound ones, there are several types: [for example,] one
part of white lead and two parts of ochre ground together, sieved, and made into a paste
with dissolved gum, to which rose water has been added before, then made into tablets and
dried in the shade. Another one is [made with] one part of bistort, one eighth of saffron, half
of white lead ground together, rubbed on the sildya with rose water, left [to dry] until it can
be shaped into pastilles, then formed into pastilles and left to dry in the shade. Another one
is [made with] the desired amount of turmeric, which is cooked in water until its colour is
extracted, then the clear part is taken, and this water is set aside; at this point, one part of
minium (zarqan) and one part of white lead are taken, then rubbed on the silaya with that
solution, and then formed into pastilles. Another one is [made with] one part of Fez clay, two
parts of yellow earth, and dissolved gum, with which they are rubbed and then made into
pastilles. Another one is [made with] one part of alkanet and one part of turmeric, ground
and cooked until their colour is extracted; then the clear part is taken and put on a plate in
the sun until it congeals, then it is pulverised and made into a paste with dissolved gum.
There are many types of those obtained by mixing various substances, but what I have men-
tioned is sufficient, as the blessing lies in moderation.
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thor only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the Euro-
pean Research Council Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor the
granting authority can be held responsible for them.
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