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Introduction 

This article is a case study attempting an analysis of a text belonging to 
the long tradition of interlinear translation in the Indonesian-Malay world. 
The text is one of the two poems found in Leiden manuscript Or. 7075, both 
written in Arabic and provided with translations to Malay between the lines. 
Part of the Arabic Manuscripts Collection of Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje,1 
the manuscript was acquired by the scholar in Aceh and dates to around 1900. 
The poem under discussion is written in rajaz2 metre and addresses the duties 
of a good student. In the past few decades, there has been an increasing interest 
in nonverbal aspects of manuscript cultures, including their materiality and 
visuality. Through a microanalysis of this manuscript, the present article 
discusses translation in its particular, i.e. interlinear, form not only from a 
textual perspective, but also as a writing practice with its own conventions of 
spatial arrangement of the text.

* Postdoctoral Fellow, Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Address: 2 Lohame’y 
Hageta’ot St., 9788002 Jerusalem, Israel.

1. Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936), a renowned Dutch Orientalist and 
advisor to the colonial administration of the Dutch East Indies.

2. Hereinafter in the article Arabic is romanised according to ALA-LC system.

AglAiA iAnkovskAiA *

Between translation and commentary: An interlinear text 
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In Muslim Southeast Asia, interlinear translations from Arabic to Malay, 
Javanese, or, less frequently, other languages of the region have been known 
from at least the sixteenth century (Azra 2009: 436; al-Attas 1988). Rooted in 
the religious and cultural authority of the Arabic language, they originated in 
the practices of translating the Quran that were allowed by the Hanafite law 
school and existed in the Middle East in the pre-modern period (Bobzin 2005: 
340–341)—before Islam established itself in maritime Southeast Asia. Most 
of interlinear translations found in manuscripts from the Indonesian-Malay 
region supplement religious and legal texts, i.e. the Quran and works in tafsīr 
and fiqh. However, the practice has also spread beyond these genres and made 
its way to everyday educational and didactic contexts, as is demonstrated, 
among other cases, by the text discussed in this article. Remarkably, the 
origins of using different forms of translation and commentary in pedagogical 
practices might be sought not only in the Islamic Middle East, but also in pre-
Islamic Buddhist cultures of the Malay world, particularly in that of Srivijaya 
(Acri & Hunter 2020: 221).

In the Western translation theory and practice, interlinear translation has 
been long associated with literalism, and viewed as an exercise in relevance 
and faithfulness to the original text. Starting from Walter Benjamin, who 
called interlinear translations of holy scriptures the ideal of all translation, the 
practice has been touched upon in theoretical works primarily as an example 
of the most explicit fidelity (Benjamin 2000: 23; Sturrock 1990: 996). At 
the same time, many writing traditions from both East and West appear to 
demonstrate different views on the purposes of interlinear translation, which 
tends to involve practices bordering on commentary and interpretation. 

In manuscripts from the Indonesian-Malay world, the excessiveness of 
interlinear text manifests itself visually on the page: unable to form a symmetrical 
line below the original, translation breaks down into fragments placed diagonally 
between the lines (see Fig. 1). Hanging as if hooked to particular words or parts 
of the Arabic text, these interlinear translations are described in Malay and 
Javanese traditions with such terms as “bearded books” (kitab jenggotan) and 
“hanging meaning” (makna gandhul) (Ricci 2016: 77). The text addressed in 
the present article is arranged according to this very pattern, forming in its unity 
with the original what has been defined by Trent Walker as bitext, i.e. a bilingual 
text comprising portions of the source and its translation mixed together 
(Walker 2020: 675). Inseparable from the Arabic original, the interlinear Malay 
translation does not seek to replace it, but rather to complement it with an 
explanation deepening its understanding by the students.

The text of the poem and its translation appears to be interesting not as 
an outstanding literary work but, quite the reverse, for its ordinariness, 
representativeness of the tradition, and engagement in everyday educative 
practices. Found in a relatively late manuscript, it appears to have epitomised 
the major features of the tradition, both in terms of spatial arrangement of 
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the text and patterns of translating Arabic words and grammar categories into 
Malay. The latter have been described by van Ronkel in his pioneering article, 
in which he traced the standardised ways of rewriting Arabic sentences in 
Malay (van Ronkel 1899). After this work, the topic remained understudied 
until it started attracting scholarly attention in the recent decades. In 2009, 
interlinear translation in the Indonesian-Malay world was addressed by 
Azyumardi Azra (Azra 2009), and later it was discussed in studies by Ronit 
Ricci and Majid Daneshgar (Ricci 2010, 2016, 2020; Daneshgar 2021). 

Being part of the European Research Council project Textual Microcosms: 
A New Approach in Translation Studies under the direction of Prof. Ricci, 
this article hopes to contribute to the field and become a step towards a better 
understanding of the history of writing and teaching practices in the region. A 
closer analysis of the relatively small bilingual manuscript under discussion 
allows to address various issues associated with the historical practice of 
interlinear translation, both worldwide and in the Indonesian-Malay world, 
among them the purposes of creating such texts and their audiences. 

Why would one opt for an interlinear translation instead of a regular one, 
leaving the source text at the reader’s disposal? In case of holy scriptures such 
as the Quran the answer seems to be obvious: the religious authority of these 
texts made them irreplaceable by any translation, the believers being expected 
to be able to read and recite at least parts of them in the original language. 

Fig. 1 – The first pages of the poem in Leiden manuscript Or. 7075. Source: Leiden University Libraries 
Digital Collections, used under Creative Commons CC BY License
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Other texts of religious or cultural authority were commentaries to the sacred 
texts, works by reputed theologians, and some other spiritual treatises, as 
well as non-religious texts of high literary value, most notably poetry.3 Those 
were less likely used for ritual recitations, but apparently educated readers 
were assumed to possess sufficient language skills and a desire to access the 
original. However, not all interlinear manuscripts contain highly authoritative 
texts, and those that do not are often found in educational contexts.

What all the interlinear texts appear to have in common is that they are 
intended for bilingual readers, most likely native speakers of the translation 
language and learners of the language of the source text—already proficient 
in it to an extent. But for many readers of interlinear manuscripts in the past, 
learning the source language seems to have been not the primary goal, a more 
important task being acquiring a better understanding of the authoritative 
text. In case of texts of less cultural value the purposes of translating them 
between the lines seem to be less clear: were they used to learn the language 
or the content, or possibly both? If those translations were used for teaching 
and learning, were they created for or by the students? Unfortunately, not 
that much evidence has survived on the usage of interlinear texts in teaching 
and learning practices in certain regions and historical periods, such as late 
nineteenth-century Indonesian-Malay world. But might it be possible to learn 
something from the manuscripts themselves, from the patterns of interlinear 
translation? The present article will attempt to speculate on this possibility.

The Manuscript

A digital copy of the manuscript addressed in this article is currently available 
on Leiden University Libraries website as part of its online collections and 
is catalogued as “Collective volume with two texts in Arabic with interlinear 
translation in Malay Or. 7075.”4 Comprised of 1+17+2 pages, the manuscript is 
bound with pasted boards and labelled on spine as “Poem of the student” (Gedicht 
v. d. student); the text is written in black ink on European paper in naskh script. 
The manuscript comprises two untitled urjūzahs, i.e. poems written in rajaz 
metre, the first one, that on the duties of a student, occupying 7 pages and the 
second containing ‘aqīdah, an Islamic creed, and being 9 pages long. Both poems 
are provided with interlinear translation into Malay, which was commonly used in 
Aceh as the language of Islam and literary expression (Jones 2021: 249). 

On the final leaf, two handwritten notes by Snouck Hurgronje are found, the 
first of them saying: Copie uit een handschrift, medegebracht uit het Gajoland 
door G.C.E. van Daalen (“Copy from a manuscript brought from Gayoland by 
G.C.E. van Daalen”). This original manuscript, according to Jan Just Witkam, 

3. Cf., for example, European interlinear translations of Homer’s Iliad (see Foley 2018).

4. Persistent URL: http://hdl.handle.net/1887.1/item:3128072. See also the 
manuscript’s description in: Witkam 2019. 
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is MS Jakarta, KBG Mal. 341, also featured in the catalogue by van Ronkel 
under No. 643 (Bidȃjat al-hidȃjah V) (van Ronkel, 1909: 405). The second 
note by the collector describes the contents of the manuscript as follows: 
Eene verhandeling in radjaz (Arab. met Mal. vertaling) over de plichten van 
der student en eene dito over de geloofleer (“A treatise in rajaz (Arabic with 
Malay translation) on the duties of the student and a similar one on the creed”). 
The author and translator of the poems are not mentioned, only the copyist is 
known, i.e. Tk. Mohamad Noerdin, who copied the majority of manuscripts in 
Snouck Hurgronje’s collection and was his assistant in collecting, copying, and 
transliterating (Voorhoeve & Iskandar 1994: 360).

The texts of both the Arabic poem and its Malay translation thus appear to 
be written by the same hand. The 40 lines of the poem are spaced considerable 
distance apart leaving enough room for the interlinear text. Each bayt 5 
occupies a separate line, miṣrā‘ (half-bayts or hemistichs) being separated by 
a dot. The interlinear translation to Malay is written in Jawi script and arranged 
in the traditional “hanging” manner, forming diagonal hatches between the 
lines. The Arabic text is diacriticised, the Malay one not. In terms of contents 
and spelling, the manuscript appears to be a relatively accurate copy of the 
original—but not in terms of spatial arrangement.

The original text, i.e. the above-mentioned earlier copy from Gayo, is 
found on pp. 208-211 of a multi-page manuscript titled Mawaiz al-Badiah 
Waghairiha housed in the National Library of Indonesia with the number ML 
341.6 Against the seven pages in the Leiden manuscript, in this copy the poem 
occupies only four pages. The text is compressed by means of not reserving 
separate lines for bayts: those follow each other continuously as in prose, 
the end of a miṣrā‘ and beginning of the next one being marked by three 
dots (at the time, this was not an uncommon way of writing down poetry). 
Also less space for the translation is left between the lines, which results in 
the interlinear text frequently overflowing to the margins (see Fig. 2). Both 
the poem and its translation are written in the same black ink, apparently by 
the same hand. The text gives an impression of a copy made primarily for 
practical purposes and not attempting any esthetically pleasing layout. Having 
more esthetic considerations in mind (and perhaps more paper at his disposal), 
Snouck Hurgronje’s copyist did not attempt reproducing the layout of the 
original but rearranged the text and made it clearer and more readable. As a 
result, the interlinear translation was also restructured and its units relocated. 

5. Bayt is a metrical unit in Arabic poetry, usually corresponding to a line.

6. I thank the staff of the National Library of Indonesia for granting me access to a 
digital copy of the manuscript.
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As already mentioned, the text of the Leiden manuscript is mostly an accurate 
copy of the Jakartan one. However, the copyist took the liberty to introduce 
some amendments. This is most evident in line 3,7 where he, as is a modern 
reader, was apparently puzzled by the negatively connotated word al-munāfiq 
(“hypocrite”) which does not make much sense in the given context. As a result, 
the whole bayt was modified in an attempt to make it intelligible. Within the 
first 5 lines, the copyist also corrected some other words, changing rāfī‘ to rafī‘ 
and ṣaḥīḥ to ṣaḥḥiḥ. However, further in the text few differences are found, as 
if the scribe had given up and decided to copy the text as it was. In line 19, in 
particular, he copies the word yāqūt, which grammatically requires a definite 
article, without one—as in the original, but also duplicates it with an article at 
the margin. This, however, remains the only marginal note in the whole text. 

The creation date of the Jakartan manuscript is not known. According to 
van Ronkel, it was among some 24 documents that were “in 1903 found in 
Gayo (Karang Ampar), originating from Acehnese legal scholars and nobles 
who had fled there” (van Ronkel 1909: II). Apparently it was acquired during 
one of van Daalen’s military raids in Aceh’s highlands, where he operated 
with small mobile brigades between 1899 and 1903 (Naarding 1938: 62). 
The collection was soon handed over to the Batavian Society of Arts and 
Sciences (Bataviaasch Genootschap der Kunsten en Wetenschappen), an 
inventory having been published in Notulen van Bataviaasch Genootschap 
(NBG) in November 1904; according to it, the manuscripts were acquired in 

7. Hereinafter the line numbers refer to the Appendix.

Fig. 2 – The first page of the poem in Jakartan 
manuscript ML 341. With the permission of the 
National Library of Indonesia, used under Creative 
Commons CC BY-NC-ND License.
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April-May 1903 (Notulen 1905: 113).8 The Leiden copy of the manuscript 
under discussion, therefore, appears to have been created sometime between 
May 1903 and November 1904. Being a copy of a didactic text intended for 
Malay-speaking Muslim readers, this particular manuscript has, at the same 
time, a different audience in mind: it was created for Snouck Hurgronje, a 
foreign scholar of Islam, and potentially aims at other European connoisseurs 
of Islamic manuscripts. However, the scribe appears to have employed a 
conventional layout inherent in the local writing practices. 

The collector of the original, Gotfried Coenraad Ernst van Daalen,9 
was a controversial figure and had a complicated relationship with Snouck 
Hurgronje (see Naarding 1938). By 1903, most of Aceh had been put under 
the Dutch control, and governor Joannes Benedictus van Heutsz,10 whose 
advisor Snouck Hurgronje had been since the former’s appointment in 1898, 
was seeking ways to break the remaining resistance and put an end to the war. 
Van Daalen’s infamous campaign followed in 1904, its atrocities raising heavy 
critique among the Dutch society and proving right Snouck Hurgronje’s earlier 
concerns. Created in the midst of this controversy, Snouck Hurgronje’s copy 
of van Daalen’s manuscript remains a witness of the dramatic last stages of the 
Aceh War (1873-1913), as well as of the Dutch scholar’s long-time interest in 
the Acehnese and Gayo cultures that had earlier resulted in the publication of 
his two seminal works (Snouck Hurgronje 1893-1895, 1903). Just as much is 
it an evidence of the development of manuscript culture, Islamic teaching and 
learning practices, and circulation and translation of Arabic texts in the late 
nineteenth-century Aceh.

The Poem

A peculiar exemplar of didactic poetry, the “poem of the student” is 
written in rajaz metre and can be thus classified as urjūzah. In the classical 
Arabic poetry, the metre was considered of low stylistic value—being easy 
to compose, it was often called “the donkey of poets” (ḥimār al-shu‘arā’) 
(Frolov 1997: 245). Closely related to saj‘, ancient Arabic rhymed prose, 
rajaz coexisted with higher poetry throughout the classical period and beyond. 
As a specific form of rajaz, i.e. a long poem of qaṣīdah type written in this 

8. The poem is mentioned in appendix XIII as part of the manuscript with the number 
16 as follows: Plichten van den student in Arab. radjaz met Mal. vertaling (“Duties of 
the student in Arabic rajaz with Malay translation”). 

9. Gotfried Coenraad Ernst van Daalen (1863-1930), Lieutenant General of the Royal 
Dutch East Indies Army and Governor of Aceh in 1905-1908. Known for his brutal 
campaign against Gayo, Alas, and Batak islands of resistance in 1904, and the Kuta 
Reh massacre (14 June 1904) in particular. 

10. Joannes Benedictus van Heutsz (1851-1924), Governor of Aceh in 1898-1904 and 
later Governor General of the Dutch East Indies (1904-1909).
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metre, urjūzah has been known since the seventh century (Frolov 1997: 242-
244). Such poems would deal with different subjects, but frequently their 
purpose was to assist memorising information: urjūzahs were commonly 
used for versification of knowledge and teaching sciences such as medicine, 
astronomy, or mathematics, as well as for giving religious or moral guidance 
(van Gelder 2007). The poem under discussion appears to demonstrate the 
latter case, providing insights into the virtues of a good student.

In Arabic poetry, urjūzah is rather a typological category than a genre, 
the term being applied to a rajaz poem of any content. However, poems 
written in this metre and in paired rhyme (and known as urjūzah muzdawijah) 
have become associated primarily with didactic verse. One of the oldest and 
simplest metres in the Arabic tradition, rajaz is based on the foot composed 
of four syllables according to the pattern described as NNSL (N standing for 
a neutral syllable, i.e. either short or long, S for short and L for long).11 The 
number of feet in a hemistich is normally three (see van Gelder 1995: 107, 
2007: 154; McCarus 1983). The poem from the Leiden manuscript appears 
to correspond to the described pattern: it consists of 38 bayts, each of them 
divided into two hemistiches,12 a hemistich comprising three feet; at the end 
of hemistiches, short vowels are frequently scanned long, which was a regular 
practice in Arabic poetry (McCarus 1983: 60). 

The poem appears to be written in a catalectic version of rajaz, the final feet 
of hemistiches being reduced to three syllables and a hemistich thus consisting 
of 11 syllables instead of 12. According to some classifications this pattern, 
in fact, corresponds to a different metre called sarī‘, also in a truncated form 
(see Stoetzer 2010; Dolinina 2010: 189). The poem’s metre can be therefore 
interpreted in two different ways, but its paired rhyme and didactic content 
makes it rather fall within the category of urjūzah. However, in some cases the 
verse seems to fail in keeping the rhythmical structure of rajaz, as it happens, 
for instance, in line 36. Be it the poet’s slip or a conscious stylistic choice, 
this irregularity aligns the poem with the variety of non-classical poetry found 
around the Arabic-speaking world.

The urjūzah starts with the traditional pious doxology praising the God and 
the Prophet. The author then greets the intended recipient of his message, a 
zealous student, and proceeds with his moral instructions, starting almost every 
line with a wa- (“and”) or fa- (“then”) and a verb in an imperative mood. The 
student is advised both on the appropriate lifestyle and general moral values, 

11. A Short syllable consisting of a single consonant and a short vowel, long syllable 
ending in a consonant or a long vowel. 

12. Here I follow Frolov in interpreting the poem’s metrical units as bayts and half-
bayts (Frolov 1997). However, there is an opinion that in rajaz lines do not divide into 
hemistichs, three-foot units therefore being bayts that are just placed by two in a line 
(see Stoetzer 2010, 645-646; Classical Arabic Literature 2013: xxiii).  
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on the one hand, and learning principles, on the other, and is recommended to 
be humble, diligent, and patient, respect the teacher, avoid all the distractions 
and earthly pleasures, be modest in clothing and food, combine understanding 
with memorising, ask questions and disseminate the gained knowledge. In 
the end, the poem is concluded with blessings and appeals to the God. The 
principles expressed in the urjūzah appear to belong to the set of ideas found 
around the Islamic world and originating in the medieval Middle East. The 
framework for those had been set up in the thirteenth-century pedagogical 
work Ta‘līm al-muta‘allim fī ṭarīq al-ta‘allum by Burhānuddīn al-Zarnūjī, who 
advises, among other things, on perseverance and abstinence during learning 
(see az-Zarnūjī 2001). This text is still widely used for teaching in Indonesian 
Islamic schools, along with later didactic works of similar content—among 
them anonymous Alā lā tanālu al-‘ilm and Ādāb al-‘alim wa-al-muta‘allim by 
Hasyim Asy’ari (1871/75-1947).

 The authorship of the urjūzah appears to be a riddle. The composer is 
not mentioned in the title, but line 3 of the poem contains what might be 
the name of its author: wa-ba‘du faqad qāla ‘abduhu al-muwāfiq muntakhib 
waliduhu al-murāfiq (‟and afterwards said His loyal servant al-Muwāfiq, his 
son Muntakhib”). Taken literally as it is, this can be interpreted as an inverted 
way of introducing the poet’s name, i.e. Muntakhib ibn al-Muwāfiq (or rather 
Muntakhab, if we ignore the diacritics in the manuscript). The Malay translator 
of the poem apparently did not perceive this line as referring to the author’s 
name, as he attempts to translate it literally. Indeed, this appears to be quite an 
uncommon way of restructuring Arabic names. Furthermore, in the Jakartan 
manuscript the line looks completely different and even more confusing: 
wa-ba‘du faqad qāla ‘abduhu al-munāfiq muntajib walīduhu al-muwāfiq (“and 
afterwards said His servant, a hypocrite(?), Muntajib, his son al-Muwāfiq”). 
One can only guess whether, correcting this line, the copyist knew the name 
of the person behind the poem, or he was rather trying to rewrite it in a way 
that would make some sense.

At the first sight, the poem appears to be written in Classical Arabic. It 
demonstrates the author’s familiarity with classical Arabic poetry, its metres, 
conventions, and vocabulary, employing, among other things, some archaic 
words and motifs dating back to medieval verse. For instance, in line 35, the 
appeal to seek knowledge even in China and Bulgaria (al-Bulghār) not only 
alludes to the well-known saying “Seek knowledge even as far as China,” 
which is attributed to the Prophet, but also likely refers not to the Bulgaria of 
the time but to the medieval Muslim Volga Bulgaria that was back then the 
northernmost edge of the Islamic world. However, a closer look at the text 
of the urjūzah reveals a certain number of misspellings, grammatical errors, 
and generally unclear passages. While some of the misspellings might be 
acceptable modifications aiming to fit the poetic metre, others seem to have no 
such a justification. Also the diacritics in some cases correspond neither to the 
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grammar rules nor to the rhythmical pattern; but this appears to be a separate 
issue, as my strong guess is that they were added sometime later in the process 
of the text’s recopying. 

The history of reproduction and circulation of the text of the poem in the 
Indonesian-Malay world, as well as its origins, the author’s identity, and the 
time when it was written present an issue requiring further research. Snouck 
Hurgronje’s copy and its prototype were apparently not the first and not the 
last links in the chain of transmission, but the only other copy I have been 
able to obtain so far is a printed edition of the poem published in Java in 
1998 (Naẓm al-maṭlab 1998). This thin book containing only the poem under 
discussion belongs to the category of kitab kuning (“yellow books”), i.e. texts 
traditionally used for teaching in Indonesia’s Islamic educational institutions 
known as pesantren in Java and pondok, surau, or dayah in other parts of the 
archipelago (the latter term being used in Aceh) (Azra, Afriyanty, Hefner 2007: 
174).13 The title of the book, Naẓm al-maṭlab, demonstrates its belonging to 
the category of kitab kuning called manẓūm (from the Arabic word meaning 
“poetry”), which comprises texts written in rhymed verse (naẓm)14 in order to 
facilitate memorisation. According to Martin van Bruinessen, in some Javanese 
pesantren students used to recite such texts in unison to the accompaniment of 
tambourines and clapping of hands (van Bruinessen 1990: 235). This appears 
to be in line with medieval Middle Eastern educational practices that saw no 
harm in letting memorisation precede understanding (van Gelder 2007: 161).

However, the poem itself recommends students to “combine understanding 
with memorising” (line 15), and this is what translations and commentaries aim 
at. Some printed kitab kuning contain interlinear translations arranged in the 
hanging manner as in manuscripts, but the Kediri edition of the urjūzah opts for 
a different layout: the poem is interrupted after every one or two lines by blocks 
of text in Javanese written in pegon (see Fig. 3).15 This text represents rather a 
lengthy commentary on the respective line of verse than a translation, and seems 
to be not related to the Malay translation in the Leiden manuscript. Also the Arabic  
 
 

13. In late nineteenth-century Aceh, Islamic boarding schools were also known as 
rangkang (Snouck Hurgronje 1906: 29).

14. In Aceh, this Arabic word gave name to a similar literary genre called nalam, 
which included poetry in Acehnese language composed in metres imitating those used 
in Arabic verse, primarily rajaz. Such poems usually dealt with religious subjects and 
served didactic purposes (Snouck Hurgronje 1906: 77-78).

15. Similar to Jawi, pegon is a modified Arabic script used for writing in Javanese. 
There appears to be also another edition of the poem published by Lirboyo Kediri, 
which contains both blocks of commentary and interlinear Javanese translation, but 
this book I have not been able to access. 
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text of the poem appears to be a largely altered version of what is found in Snouck 
Hurgronje’s copy: modifications of not only diacritics and spelling, but also of 
lexemes and phrasing are found throughout the text. Line 7 is missing, and the 
final lines of the poem differ significantly. In some cases, the modifications indeed 
correct the passages that appear unclear in the manuscript, but in the other they 
create new grammatical mistakes absent in the earlier copies. 

Separated from the Acehnese copy of the urjūzah by almost a century, the 
Javanese edition demonstrates both the temporal and spatial scope of the text’s 
dissemination, as well as the fluid character of its reproduction. Between these 
two versions of the poem, there must have been other copies scattered around 
pesantren and other Islamic schools’ libraries in Indonesia and beyond. Not 
having some of those at one’s disposal, it is difficult to speculate whether the 
Javanese version is not related to the Acehnese manuscripts, or it evolved from 
a similar version of the text having passed through generations of copyists 
and teachers correcting the text in their own discretion, and students writing 
it down to the teachers’ dictation. The teachers’ insufficient training and the 
students’ practice of learning from each other might have contributed to the 
piecemeal corruption of the text. These aspects of Islamic education in late 
nineteenth-century Aceh are described by Snouck Hurgronje:    

Fig. 3 – A spread of the Kediri edition of the poem. Naẓm al-maṭlab 1998: 2-3.
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Establishment of heads of pondoks or rangkangs16 and the excellent custom among 
native students of continually learning from one another alone save the system from 
inefficiency, for the teachers take no pains to improve the method of instruction, and 
many of them are miserably poor pedagogues in every form of learning. 

The ulamas are wont to impart instruction to the students in one of the two 
following ways. Either the latter go one by one to the teacher with a copy of 
the work they are studying, whereupon he recites a chapter, adding the requisite 
explanations, and then makes the pupil read the text and repeat or write out the 
commentary; or else the disciples sit in a circle round the master, who recites both 
text and commentary like a professor lecturing his class, allowing each, either 
during or after the lesson, to ask any questions he wishes. (Snouck Hurgronje 
1906: 29-30)

Same as in the later versions of the text, grammar and spelling mistakes in 
the Jakartan copy might originate in the preceding stages of its reproduction. 
And the flawed Arabic of the text appears to result not only from the copyists’ 
inattention and slips of pen—mistakes made even by scribes who are native 
speakers of Arabic, such as confusing dots above and below the line. A number 
of misspellings in the Jakartan and hence Leiden manuscripts seem to be of a 
phonetical nature, as if at some point in the text’s transmission history it was 
written down by ear. Many of them, in fact, appear to be due to an inability to 
distinguish between long and short vowels (which is a common orthographical 
mistake in Malay manuscripts) (Gallop 2015: 29) and/or incomplete knowledge 
of Arabic grammar, as seems to be the case in words darāhim[an] (“dirhams,” 
should be darāhim (line 10)), al-maqālī (“what is said,” should be either al-maqāl 
or maqālī (line 30)), and kalāman (“words, speech,” should be kalām (line 33)). 
These do not look like mistakes that a native Arabic speaker would make. One 
would rather imagine a student of Arabic writing at a teacher’s dictation, and 
later another non-native speaker adding the diacritics.

The author’s ethnic identity could possibly shed some light on the language 
of the poem, but, unfortunately, the authorship of the text still remains unclear. 
The cover of the 1998 edition offers another version of the author’s name 
—sheikh Muntakhab ibn al-Muwaffaq—apparently extracting it from line 3 
of the text itself. I have not been able to find any mentions of a person called 
Muntakhab ibn al-Muwāfiq or al-Muwaffaq, except on the covers of relatively 
modern editions, and it is quite likely that such a person never existed. 
Meanwhile, the very same poem is found on the Internet under a different title, 
Fatḥ al-qayyūm fī ādāb ṭālib al-‘ulūm, with which it has been published in 
Kerala, India (the text is complemented with a commentary in Arabic) (Kashf 
al-humūm (?)).17 This edition agrees with Indonesian publications in attributing 
the urjūzah to ‟sheykh Muntakhab ibn al-Muwaffaq,” but the title is also found 

16. See p. 12 and footnote 14.

17. See also an online publication of the text here: http://www.nidaulhind.
com/2016/02/1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10-11-12-13-14-15-16.html, accessed on 13.03.2023. 
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in a very different and distant part of the Islamic world, i.e. Mauritania. There 
a poem under this title, its text slightly differing from both the Acehnese and 
Javanese versions, is attributed to a certain al-Mukhtār al-Sālim ibn ‘Abbās 
al-‘Alawī, an Islamic scholar and teacher who lived in Chinguetti between 
1273 and 1362 AH (1857-1943).18 Such a timeframe makes it indeed possible 
for the poem to have reached Aceh through transnational Islamic networks 
sometime in the last decades of the nineteenth century. However, I have not 
been able to find any substantial proof of this attribution.

Whatever the case, the poem’s authorship, essential as it may be for 
a researcher, might not have been of much importance to the teachers and 
students of Islamic schools. Attribution to a pious and respected Arab sheikh 
could be arguably sufficient for the text to be considered authoritative. The 
poem has apparently been and still is in circulation in Indonesia: its Javanese 
edition is available for purchase on various Indonesian websites, indicating 
that it has not ceased being used for teaching in pesantrens and madrasas, 
and even a student thesis has been defended on the stylistics of the poem in 
2019 in an Islamic university in Java (Zazuli 2019). The text is also still used 
for teaching in the wider Malay world, e.g. in Islamic schools in Southern 
Thailand, where a teacher would start from reciting the whole poem, the 
students repeating after him in unison, and then proceed with explaining every 
single line while writing commentaries on the whiteboard, arranging them 
under the line in the hanging manner.19 Beyond the Indonesian-Malay region, 
the poem’s circulation is indicated by its publication in India and occurrence 
on the Arabic internet. The peculiar combination of the text’s popularity and 
diffusion around the Islamic world, on the one hand, and the uncertainty around 
its authorship, on the other, might allow one to speculate on its semi-folkloric 
character, and hence on the role of oral component in its transmission.

The Translation

A bridge between Arabic and Malay, one of many, the interlinear translation 
in the manuscript exposes the distance between the two languages. Yet sharing 
the same script, the languages differ in many ways, including genetically 
(belonging to different language families, Afro-Asiatic and Austronesian) and 
typologically. Grammatically, Arabic employs many categories that are absent 
in Malay, such as tenses, definite articles, plurals, and a different system of 

18. According to his biography found here: https://dinhanif.net/?p=115, accessed 
on 13.03.2023. A pdf of the text of the poem allegedly authored by al-Mukhtār al-
Sālim is found on the Arabic internet: https://chinguitipedia.net/fgfato/, accessed on 
13.03.2023, but I have not been able to access any reliable sources or printed editions 
confirming his authorship.  
19. Video records of such lessons can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/playli
st?list=PL7uZFQ8N7Z3kSvLWktnGdlKHMF0J5-5ob, accessed on 13.03.2023. 
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pronouns; while lexically it can puzzle a translator to any language with the 
diversity of meanings associated with a single word. All this endows Arabic 
with a capability to produce in Malay what has been called silences (see 
Becker 1995 (2): 284-285), and interlinear translation, as suggested by Ricci, 
appears to be a space for these silences to be overcome (Ricci 2020: 101).

Translating from Arabic to Malay is a decision-making process for a 
translator, who, finding no equivalents to the source language words in the target 
language, faces a choice between saying in Malay less than is said in Arabic 
and thus creating deficiencies of meaning, or forcing Malay to take shapes 
that it normally does not, and making the text exuberant. Malay translators’ 
tendency to choose the second way gave rise to Jawi, not only a script but also 
a special literary language resulting from the marriage of Arabic and Malay,20 
having demonstrated the ability of the practices of translation and interlinear 
translation in particular to bring the two languages ‟into concrete, ongoing and 
in-depth contact” (Ricci 2020: 108.). However, in one and the same interlinear 
translation we can observe the translator opting for different solutions, sometimes 
attempting to translate a line as literally as possible, including enforcing Arabic 
word order and grammatical categories on Malay, and sometimes replacing 
translation with an explanatory commentary (which, in fact, mirrors the practice 
of providing Arabic texts with interlinear commentaries also in Arabic). As if 
dancing between the lines, not those of the source text but those of the original 
and translation, moving back and forward between the two languages, the 
translator engages in a quest for meaning and its expression.

The Malay translation of the poem can be generally described as phrase-
by-phrase, yet the contents of the diagonal lines do not always correspond 
precisely to the parts of the Arabic text they appear to be attached to. The fātiḥa 
line Bismillāh al-raḥman al-raḥīm (“In the name of God, the Most Gracious, 
the Most Merciful”) placed instead of a title is not translated (which is not 
always the case in Malay manuscripts and kitab kuning). The poem then starts 
with the traditional formula Alḥamdulillāh (“Praise be to God”) followed by 
a list of God’s names, or attributes. The opening formula is provided with 
its common Malay translation segala puji sabit bagi Allah, segala (“all”) 
standing for the Arabic definite article al- (while elsewhere it is usually 
used to convey plurals). Following tafsīr practices, the names are translated 
in an exegetical way, some of them being explained in detail. For example, 
al-Muhaymin (“the Guardian Over All, Overseer”) is translated as yang amat 
mengetahui akan segala hambanya yang berbuat ibadah (“the One who best 
knows His servants who worship”), and al-Bāri’ (“the Creator, Initiator”)—as 
yang menjadikan segala alam (“the One who has created the whole world”). 

20. Paraphrasing Becker, who described Kawi as a translation language resulting from 
the marriage of Old Javanese and Sanskrit (Becker 1995 (1): 3).
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While the latter is a slight explication of the meaning, the former appears 
to be rather an interpretation than translation. The other names, meanwhile, 
are translated in a shorter way (al-‘Alī—Maha Tinggi—‘the High, Supreme’; 
al-Jabbār—yang Amat Kuasa—“the Most Powerful, Omnipotent”).

Function words and grammar

Vast majority of the lines of the urjūzah start with Arabic imperative verbs, 
many of them preceded by a wa- or fa-. Wa- is consistently translated into 
Malay as dan and fa- as maka. The imperatives are conveyed with unprefixed 
(except in line 15) Malay verbs, most of them with the suffix –kan, followed 
by the suffixed preposition olehmu—these verbs being in fact zero passive 
forms, as, for transitive verbs in Malay, imperative is based on passive voice 
(Verhaar 1978: 13). For instance, in line 28 the compact Arabic akrim al-ustādh 
(“respect the teacher”) is translated as permuliakan olehmu akan gurumu (lit. 
“[may] respected by you be your teacher”). Grammatically optional in Malay 
and absent in the Arabic original, olehmu and second-person pronouns added 
in the translation appear to engage the reader in the otherwise one-voiced 
conversation, establishing the dialogic nature of the poem. 

Other verbal forms appear to be too scarce in the text to draw any 
conclusions on the regularities of their translation. Remarkably, an Arabic past 
tense verb with the particle qad in line 3 is translated with a verb preceded 
by lagi akan (faqad qāla—lagi akan berkata)—which, according to van 
Ronkel, was a common way of translating future verb forms (van Ronkel 
1899: 506). The verb kāna is translated as ada ia (lines 21, 30), and Arabic 
passive participles with prefixed passive Malay verbs: mafrūḍ—difardukan 
(line 6); malbūs—(pakaian yang) dipakai (line 19). In line 37, one can also 
observe an excessively faithful translation of an Arabic verbal form: ghafara 
Allāh (“May God forgive,” past tense being often used in Arabic to express a 
wish) is translated to Malay with the past form telah diampuni Allah, which is 
normally not used this way in the target language. 

Olehmu strikes the eye as one of the most frequent words scattered around 
the Malay text, the only more commonly occurring one being the preposition 
akan. The latter is widely found preceding nouns and pronouns and is mainly 
used to convey Arabic accusative case (e.g. sudda bāb—tempatkan olehmu 
akan pintu (line 17)). Accusatives describing time and way of action are 
translated with prepositions pada and pada hal (e.g. in line 36), as it has been 
pointed out by van Ronkel (van Ronkel 1899: 508). Arabic genitive is expressed 
through juxtaposition (e.g. ḥaq wālidayn—hak ibu-bapak, line 8), according to 
Malay grammar. To translate Arabic plurals, the translator uses segala (“all”) or 
beberapa (“some”) (e.g. asbāb—segala sebab, aḥbāb—segala kekasih, aṣḥāb—
segala sahabat (lines 5, 20, 33); darāhim—beberapa dirham (line 10)), or also 
conveys it through duplication (al-ādāb—adab-adab (line 37)). 
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The principles of translating Arabic prepositions into Malay appear to 
follow the patterns outlined by van Ronkel (1899: 511-518): 

 – ‘an and min are translated as daripada, e.g. irghab ‘an—bencikan 
olehmu daripada (line 18), minhu—daripada orang (line 32); 

 – ‘alā as atas, e.g. ‘alayka mafrūḍ—difardukan atasmu (line 6), iṣbir 
‘alā—sabarkan olehmu atas (lines 14, 35); 

 – bi- as dengan, e.g. zāḥim bi-al-karāmah—berpadat-padatkan olehmu 
dengan memuliai (line 11), ‘āmil bi-al-rifq—ajarkan olehmu dengan 
lemah lembut (line 33), irḍa bi-al-jahl—relakan olehmu akan dirimu 
dengan jahil (line 36); 

 – bilā as dengan tiada (line 6); 
 – li- as bagi, e.g. iṣrif lahu—belanjakan olehmu baginya (line 10), 

ukhdum lahu—buat khidmah olehmu baginya (line 29), lam yaḥṣul lil-
qalb—tiada hasil ia bagi hati (line 18), qul lahum—katakan olehmu 
bagi mereka (line 33); 

 – fī as pada, e.g. yazīdu fī al-nisyān—bertambah pada lupa (line 27), 
jidda fī al-ṭilāb—sungguh-sungguhkan olehmu pada menuntut ilmu, or 
dalam (fī al-Maṭlab—dalam kitab ‘Matlab’ (line 13)); 

 – and ilā as kepada, e.g. unẓur ilā—tilik kepada (line 30). 

In some cases, these mechanical patterns of translation produce Arabicised 
verbal collocations (e.g. katakan bagi in line 33).

Lexemes and syntax

Certain mechanicity manifests itself not only in translation of function 
words and grammatical forms, but also in that of some lexical units. Throughout 
the text, one can observe cases of consistent translation of an Arabic word 
with the same Malay “equivalent.” Sometimes this results in the translator’s 
failure to recognise paronomasia which is recurrent in the poem, as it happens 
in lines 9 and 11 (see more detail below). Another consequence of literal, 
mechanical translation is the word order calquing Arabic: the most graphic 
examples are sentences where predicate precedes the subject, same as in the 
source (e.g. qāla ‘abduhu—berkata hambanya—“said his servant,” line 3). 
This method of “blind” translation, i.e. mechanical substitution of words of 
the source text with those in the target language, has been described as typical 
of a learner of a language or an autodidact (Glei 2018: 129-130). However, 
when it comes to interlinear translation, it is not entirely clear whether this 
method reflects the translator’s insufficient command of the language or rather 
aims to demonstrate particular faithfulness to the source text.

In the translation under discussion, meanwhile, literality appears to 
be not the only strategy employed by the translator, as the Malay text’s 
correspondence to the Arabic original tends to vary throughout the text. Many 
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of the lines are indeed provided with rather literal translations (e.g. sudda bāb 
kathrat al-maqāl—tempatkan olehmu akan pintu banyak berkata-kata—“close 
the door of many talks” (line 17)), borrowed words of Arabic origin often 
replacing Arabic words of the same stem (e.g. ṣaḥḥiḥ al-niyyah—sahihkan 
olehmu akan niatmu—“clarify your intention” (line 5)). But in other cases 
the interlinear Malay text, on the opposite, diverges from the Arabic source 
to different extent. These cases appear to result from either mistranslation or 
interpretative approach.

Mistranslations are not easy to spot with certainty as they often occur under 
the lines of the poem that are likewise unclear to a modern reader, apparently 
due to misspellings. In line 23, for instance, the word al-sawwad does not 
appear to make sense:

Fig. 4 – Leiden Or. 7075: 4.

The translator attempts to guess the meaning from the root s-w-d associated 
with ‟being black” and translates the hemistich as dan ikutkan olehmu akan kata 
sheikh dan petuanya dan jangan engkau ikut akan surat yang hitam (‟Follow 
the words of the sheikh and his advice and do not follow a dark example”).21 
However, if we correct al-sawwad to al-sawād (‟crowd”), the line can be 
translated as follows: ‟Follow the eloquent person, not the crowd.” In this case, 
it is hard to tell whether the translator was not familiar with the Arabic word or 
rather unwilling to question the accuracy of the text at their disposal.

Lexical slips also occur as a result of inability or unwillingness to recognise 
paronomasia. In line 11, the poet’s play with two different meanings of the 
word karāmah (‟dignity”) seems to pass unnoticed by the translator who 
mechanically conveys it with the cognate words memuliai and kemuliaan:  

21. Here my translation of the Malay surat as “example” is based on a speculation that 
it is derived from the Arabic ṣūrah (“image”).
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Fig. 5 – Leiden Or. 7075: 2.

While in the first hemistich the translation appears reasonable (“compete 
with the outstanding in dignity”), the context of the second usage of karāma 
implies a word with a negative meaning: fāriq al-biṭnah wa-al-karāmah 
(“stay away from gluttony and…”). In Arabic, such a meaning can be found 
among the uncommon connotations of karāmah, which can be translated 
as “splendour, luxury, overspending” (Dozy 1927: 459), but the Malay 
kemuliaan (“dignity,” “eminence”), to my knowledge, does not correspond 
to this meaning. Generally speaking, the text demonstrates strong association 
between the Arabic root k-r-m and the Malay mulia, as later in line 28 akrim 
is translated as permuliakan. A similar situation can be observed in line 9, 
where the homographic sha’n (‟matter”, ‟cause”) and shāna (‟to dishonour”) 
are blindly translated as kehendak (‟will”, ‟wish”). In this case improper 
diacritics might have also contributed to the translator’s confusion, provided 
that they were added to the text before the translation was made. 

The translator’s unfamiliarity with less common meanings of Arabic words 
appears to be one of the major sources of mistranslation, another source 
being misunderstanding of grammatical forms or the structure of a sentence. 
Mistranslations of the second type, however, appear to be infrequent in the 
text, some of them possibly being at the back of interpretative translations. 
The latter occur throughout the text and are those going beyond the source, 
either explaining the meaning of a line or adding details absent in the original. 
Some of them offer only slight explication of the source text, as it happens in 
the following lines:

7: “Respect the right of the sheikh and teacher” → “Take care of the right 
of the sheikh, your mentor, and the right of all the people who teach”
8: “Every right is similar to duty” → “Every right being an obligatory debt, 
every debt is obligatory to pay”
10: “Pay for it money and gold” → “Pay for it dirhams (and gold), for 
pursuing knowledge”
13: “It is said in al-Maṭlab” → “Some scholars say in the book Matlab”
15: “Combine understanding with memorising” → “Put together 
understanding and memorising of all the issues”
19: “Satisfice with little clothing and food” → “Satisfice of clothing that is 
worn with one piece, as well as with one sack of food”
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28: “Respect the teacher, the mentor” → “Respect your teacher who sets 
you on the right and good path”

Besides these, there are also some cases where interpretation expands 
further beyond the limits of the Arabic text, bordering on what would be rather 
called an interpolation. For instance, in line 22 the translation adds a meaning 
that does not seem to be present in the original:

Fig. 6 – Leiden Or. 7075: 4.

While the Arabic line merely says: ‟Isolate yourself from all the [material] 
interests, occupation is not good for students,” the translator conveys it as 
follows: ‟Free yourself from refining [your] clothing and body, caring of good 
clothing and body is not appropriate for a person who pursues knowledge.” 
Another example of exuberant translation is found in line 24:

 
Fig. 7 – Leiden Or. 7075: 5.

The Arabic bayt is not entirely clear, but I would suggest the following 
literal translation: “Ask and memorise the question or answer; grasp, say, and 
arrange the scattered ideas.” The translator, however, opts for a lengthier and 
more insightful interpretation: “Ask and memorise the question that arises 
from the inner conversation or the question that comes from people; take it 
and interconnect subtle knowledge in your heart,” apparently attempting to 
convey the deeper meanings of the Arabic roots ṣ-d-r and w-r-d.22 Rather 
interpretative, this interlinear Malay text still appears to be a translation of 
the Arabic original. A pure interpretation can be found in the very end of the 

22. My translation is based on reading the last part as aw radd (‟or answer”), but this 
might also be a misspelling of wārid (‟incoming”, as opposed to ṣādir—‟outcoming”).
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poem, where the single word ‟Amen” is provided with an interlinear text as 
follows: “Accept, oh, the Lord, our appeal, as You have received the prayers 
of the God’s Messenger (SM).”

As this brief analysis seems to demonstrate, the Malay translator of the 
urjūzah viewed the interlinear space as a multi-purpose field for various kinds 
of interpolations—from literal translation to interpretative explanations and 
supplements. Or, what seems also likely, the translator did not draw a clear 
distinction between these categories of text, which apparently did not exist for 
the scribes and audiences of the time in the same way they do for a modern 
reader. On the pages of the manuscript, both literality and creative interpretation 
find their place, the former being manifested in consistent translations of 
Arabic words with certain Malay equivalents, and sometimes in word order. 
At the same time, the poetic language of the original, complicated for non-
native speakers of Arabic, created a need for its more detailed explanation to 
the students, thus leaving a room for teachers’ interpretations—as it happens 
up to the present day in the classroom, where the teacher reads a text with the 
students and proceeds with its translation and explanation of difficult passages. 

Considering the didactic purposes of the interlinear text under discussion, 
this is how the vivid, constantly negotiated teaching and learning process must 
have also looked like in the past, with all its insights and misunderstandings. 
Capturing this process in motion, the interlinear text from the Leiden 
manuscript provides us with a glimpse into writing and learning practices 
of the pre-twentieth-century Indonesian-Malay world, which find their 
continuation in the modern pesantrens and madrasas. As studying such 
bilingual texts seems to involve both memorising the source text by heart 
through its repetitive recitation, and obtaining an understanding of the content 
by listening to the teacher’s explanation, one could possibly speculate on the 
correlation between the form of the translation and its purpose. The interlinear 
translation of the urjūzah is neither a literal one, fragmented into the smallest 
units in order to allow the students to scrutinise the structure of an Arabic 
sentence, nor is it a polished literary, not to say poetic, translation aspiring to 
become an equivalent of the source text. It appears to be something in-between, 
apparently aiming at teaching both the Arabic language through a meaningful 
text, and the meaning of the text, i.e. learning principles and ethics, through 
the authoritative language.

Unlike more literal, word-by-word interlinear translations also found in 
manuscripts from the Indonesian-Malay world, the text between the lines of 
the urjūzah, both in the Jakartan and Leiden copies, does not seem to aim 
for much formal relevance: the diagonal hanging units of translation do 
not appear to be hooked to particular words of the source, but rather fill the 
interlinear space in a way that allows introducing more detail. This endows 
the translation with an interpretative character, while the limitations of the 
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interlinear space still do not allow it to depart too far from the original—
as marginal commentaries tend to do. On a scale between translation and 
explanation, this text would be found somewhere in the middle. Another 
spectrum to locate it on is the one between literal faithfulness to the source 
and exercise in the transfer of meaning. If we imagine the act of translation 
as a sequential process of deconstruction of the source text into the smallest 
grammatical and lexical units and its reconstruction with the means of the 
target language—the process that remains invisible to the readers of regular 
translations—interlinear translation demonstrates an ability to expose 
different phases of the translator’s work. Shuttling between literality and 
interpretation, the translation discussed in this paper appears to capture more 
than one phase, thus revealing the interlinear space as a liminal zone free of 
certain restrictions, a microcosm where different forms of translation seem to 
be equally legitimate.

Conclusion 

The manuscript discussed in this article sheds some light on one of the 
roles played by interlinear translation in the Indonesian-Malay Islamic world, 
and on one of the generic shapes it would take. Belonging to the educational 
contexts of Islamic schools and their teaching materials, this bilingual text 
brings together a piece of Arabic didactic verse and its explanatory Malay 
translation on the same page in an endeavor to combine moral instruction with 
teaching the language of the Quran. The interlinear text hanging between the 
lines does not seem to attempt a faithful translation of the poem, the meaning 
of which still remains inseparable from its form to a certain extent, but rather 
presents an exercise in understanding and interpretation, inviting the readers 
to participate in the dynamic process of translation and possibly grasp what 
is inevitably lost in it. The microcosm of interlinear translation appears to be 
a liminal space where the meaning has not been completely detached from 
the source language and has not yet found its best possible expression in the 
target one. And this space serves not only the transfer of meaning, but also its 
negotiation between the two languages and two cultures, allowing excessive 
literality, departures from the source text, and misunderstandings as part of 
the ongoing and never complete process of translating, teaching, and learning.
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Appendix

The Appendix contains transcripts of the Arabic text of the poem and its 
Malay translation, with the lines enumerated for an easier reference. The 
Arabic is reproduced as in the Leiden manuscript but without diacritics, 
possible corrections being suggested in the footnotes; the Malay is romanised 
according to the modern Indonesian spelling (1972). Both the Arabic and 
Malay are also provided with my exercise in English (interlinear) translation, 
still imperfect and provisional, aiming solely to offer those not proficient in 
one of or both languages of the manuscript an opportunity to juxtapose and 
compare the main text and its interlinear counterpart.  

Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

1 1 segala puji sabit bagi Allah yang maha 
tinggi lagi yang menjadikan segala alam 

Praise be to God, the 
Supreme, the Creator,

All the constant praise be to God, the 
Supreme, who has created the whole 
world,

2 lagi yang menebar ia akan segala rasul 
lagi yang amat mengetahui akan segala 
hambanya yang berbuat ibadah lagi amat 
kuasa

The Bestower of Faith, the 
Overseer, the Omnipotent.

The One who has disseminated the 
prophets, who best knows His servants 
who worship, who is Most Powerful.

2 1 kemudian dari itu maka rahmat Allah dan 
salamnya yang bertambah-tambah ia atas 
penghulu segala manusia

Then the prayer and 
increasing greeting

After this, God’s mercy and greetings 
which He increases for the leader of all 
the people,

2 yakni nabi Muhammad yang pilihan ia

To the Prophet, the Master 
of the people.

That is the Prophet Muhammad who is 
His choice.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

3 1 dan kemudian dari itu maka sanya lagi 
akan berkata hambanya yang ditolongnya 
ialah hamba yang berbuat

And afterwards said His 
loyal servant,

And after this then His servant would say 
indeed: ‘The one who is helped by Him is 
a servant who

2 hidmat akan keduanya yang beroleh taufik 
ini pada Allah taala

Muntakhab ibn al-Muwāfiq: Serves both of them, who has help from 
God the Supreme.’

4 1 hai yang menuntut ilmu besarkan olehmu 
akan adab

Oh, the student of 
knowledge, exalted in zeal!

Oh the one who pursues knowledge! 
Increase [your] adab.23

2 berajarkan olehmu akan ilmu dengan 
yang empunya adab

Study knowledge with one 
who has adab.24

Study knowledge with one who has adab.

5 1 maka sucikan olehmu akan hatimu dan 
sahihkan olehmu akan niatmu

Purify [your] heart and 
clarify [your] intention,

Purify your heart and clarify your intention.

2 dan tuntutkan olehmu akan segala sebab 
jangan engkau ikut beberapa angan-
angan

Pursue the reasons, not 
wishful thinking.

Pursue the reasons, do not follow wishful 
thoughts.

6 1 dan tunaikan olehmu akan barang yang 
difardukan atasmu dengan tiada masuk 
akan kekurangan

Do what is imposed on you 
without

Fulfil what is imposed upon you without 
introducing deficiency,

2 maka yang demikian itu itulah yang 
diterimakan Allah

Allowing a deficiency, as 
this is what is accepted.

Such a [way] is what is accepted by God.

23. The imperative verb here appears to be an attempt to follow the Jakartan copy, 
which has rāfi‘ instead of rafī‘.
24. Adab is a polysemantic notion and translating it as ‟education”, ‟morals” or 
‟culture” would result in artificial constraint of its meaning.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

7 1 dan peliharakan olehmu akan hak sheikh 
(gurumu)25 dan hak segala orang yang 
berajar 

Respect the right of the 
sheikh and teacher.

Take care of the right of the sheikh, your 
mentor, and the right of all the people 
who teach.

2 maka jika tiada engkau pelihara ia maka 
engkau menyesal

If you do not do [it], you 
[will] regret.

If you do not take care of it, you [will] 
regret.

8 1 dan peliharakan olehmu akan sebagai 
pelihara yang wajib akan hak ibu-bapak

Abide ultimately by the 
right of [your] parents,

Take all the necessary care of the right of 
[your] parents,

2 bermula tiap-tiap hak itu wajib utang 
maka utang itu wajib dibayar akan dia

Every right is similar to 
duty.

Every right being an obligatory debt, 
every debt is obligatory to pay.

9 1 dan besarkan olehmu akan ilmu dan 
besarkan olehmu akan kehendaknya

Respect the knowledge and 
glorify its cause.

Increase [your] knowledge and increase 
[your] commitment to its will,

2 dan jauhkan olehmu akan fasik maka 
yang demikianlah itulah kehendaknya

Avoid transgression, as this 
defiles it.

Avoid transgression, this is His will.

10 1 dan belanjakan olehmu baginya akan 
beberapa dirham (dan emas) karena 
menuntut ilmu (itu)26

Pay for it money and gold, Pay for it dirhams (and gold), for pursuing 
knowledge.

2 maka tiap-tiap yang dibelanjakan lain 
daripadanya hilang ia

Since everything besides it 
is transient.

Everything else that you pay for, besides 
it, disappears.

25. The word is absent in the Jakartan manuscript.

26. The words in brackets appear in the Jakartan copy but are omitted in the Leiden 
manuscript.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

11 1 dan berpadat-padatkan olehmu akan 
ulama dengan memuliai akan dia

Compete with the 
outstanding in dignity,

Make yourself close to scholars by 
venerating them.

2 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan kenyang 
perut dan kemuliaan

Stay away from gluttony 
and luxury.

Abandon bellyful and eminence.

12 1 dan jauhkan olehmu akan angan-angan 
yang banyak dan cenderung hawa nafsu

Avoid aspiration and keep 
back [your] whims,

Keep away many aspirations and do not 
follow worldly desires,

2 maka barang siapa jadi ia akan mengikut 
dia maka sanya binasalah ia

The one who insists on 
pursuing them has already 
perished.

Everyone who starts following these 
perishes indeed.

13 1 dan sungguh-sungguhkan olehmu pada 
menuntut ilmu akan sempurna sungguh 
bahwa dapat ia akan dia

Be diligent in studying, 
work to find,  

Focus on pursuing knowledge, it will 
undoubtedly be obtained,

2 dan kata setengah ulama dalam kitab 
‘Matlab’ barang siapa bersungguh-
sungguh pada menuntut ilmu niscaya 
didapat ia

It is said in al-Maṭlab: ‘The 
one who strives finds.’

Some scholars say in the book Matlab: 
‘The one who pursues knowledge 
wholeheartedly undoubtedly obtains it.’

14 1 dan sabarkan olehmu atas pahit kehinaan 
dan banyak angan-angan 

Persevere through  the 
bitterness of humiliation 
and who

Persevere through the bitterness of 
humiliation and much wishful thinking,

2 (dan sabarkan olehmu akan segala 
kebinasaan)27 pada masa menuntut ilmu 

And what befalls of the 
calamities of the time.

(Persevere through destructions) at the 
time of pursuing knowledge.

27. The line in brackets appears in the Jakartan copy but is absent in the Leiden 
manuscript.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

15 1 dan himpunkan olehmu akan paham serta 
hafalkan segala masalah maka sanya28

Combine understanding 
with memorising,

Put together understanding and 
memorising of all the issues, indeed, 

2 hasillah ilmu itu dengan dua perkara ini

Knowledge is only achieved 
with [the help of] these 
two.29

Knowledge is obtained with [the help of] 
these two things.

16 1 dan panjang(kan)30 olehmu akan sabar 
dan tambah olehmu akan berjaga 

Extend [your] perseverance 
and increase [your] passion,

Extend [your] perseverance and increase 
[your] vigilance,

2 maka yaitulah jalan barang siapa 
menyengaja akan suatu

As this is a way of the one 
who wishes something.

This is the way of the one who pursues 
something.

17 1 dan jauhkan olehmu akan pekerjaan yang 
di hadapan dan tempat berhimpun orang 
berkata-kata

Keep away from the 
forefront and tavern,

Keep away the work that is due and the 
gathering place where people talk,

2 dan tempatkan olehmu akan pintu banyak 
berkata-kata

Close the door of excessive 
talks.

Close the door of many talks.

 

28. The manuscript has prefixed forms menghimpunkan and menghafalkan, which 
appear ungrammatical. 

29. If corrected to .

30. The scribe seems to have first written panjangkan, as in the Jakartan manuscript, 
and then corrected it to panjang. 
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

18 1 dan bencikan olehmu daripada bermain-
main dan lalai

Avoid games and 
amusements,

Stay away from playing and being 
careless,  

2 maka ilmu itu tiada hasil ia bagi hati 
yang lalai 

Knowledge has [never] 
reached a heedless heart.

Knowledge does not reach a careless 
heart.

19 1 dan padakan olehmu akan pakaian 
yang dipakai dengan sehelai kain dan 
sekarung-karung kut 

Satisfice with little clothing 
and food,

Satisfice of clothing that is worn with one 
piece, as well as with one sack of food,

2 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan mehimpun 
mutiara dan yakut 

Give yourself up to 
collecting pearls and jewels 
[of knowledge].

Abandon collecting pearls and jewels.

20 1 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan kampung 
lamanmu dan segala kekasihmu 

Turn your back on [your] 
homelands and loved ones,

Abandon your home village and all the 
loved ones,

2 dan peredarkan olehmu akan dirimu 
seperti orang yang meminta ia akan satu 
pintu kepada suatu pintu 

Wander as a beggar from 
door to door.

Make yourself wandering like a beggar 
from one door to another.

21 1 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan ampasmu 
dan kedaimu 

Abandon [your] garden and 
shop,

Abandon your waste [?] and your shop,

2 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan segala arti 
yang ada ia barang siapa ada ia 

Leave everyone whoever 
they are.

Forget any meaning there is, whoever 
has it.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

22 1 dan lepaskan olehmu akan dirimu 
daripada berbaik-baik pakaian dan tubuh 

Isolate yourself from all the 
[material] interests,

Free yourself from refining [your] 
clothing and body,

2 maka bimbang berbaik-baik pakaian dan 
tubuh bagi orang yang menuntut ilmu itu 
tiada patut ia

Occupation is not good for 
students.

Caring of good clothing and body is not 
appropriate for a person who pursues 
knowledge.

23 1 dan tahkikkan olehmu akan segala 
masalah yang sukar-sukar dan yang 
bertakwil 

Study the problem and 
interpretation,

Clarify all the issues that are difficult and 
allow [different] interpretations,

2 dan ikutkan olehmu akan kata sheikh dan 
petuanya dan jangan engkau ikut akan 
surat yang hitam

Follow the eloquent person, 
not the crowd.31 

Follow the words of the sheikh and his 
advice and do not follow a dark example.

24 1 dan bertanya-tanya olehmu dan beringat-
ingat olehmu akan masalah yang terbit 
daripada bicara akal 

Ask and memorise the 
question or answer,

Ask and memorise the question that arises 
from the inner conversation

2 atau masalah yang datang daripada 
orang dan ambil olehmu akan dia dan 
kait(kan)32 olehmu akan ilmu yang lirih 
dalam hatimu

Grasp, say, and arrange the 
scattered ideas.

Or the question that comes from people. 
Take it and interconnect subtle knowledge 
in your heart.

 

31. If corrected to . 

32. The verb appears with the suffix –kan in the Jakartan copy and without it in the 
Leiden one.
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

25 1 dan sangkakan olehmu akan ilmu yang 
sabit pada dirimu itu ketiadaan ilmu

Think of yourself as 
nothing, worthless,

Assume that the firm knowledge you have 
is the absence of knowledge,

2 dan jika ada engkau seperti orang yang 
mempunyai banyak ilmu sekalipun 

Even if you become like 
al-Ṣāḥib or al-Ṣābī.33

Even if you are like a person who has 
much knowledge.

26 1 dan hamburkan olehmu akan ilmu yang 
telah engkau ketahui dan amal olehmu 
akan dia

Disseminate what you learn 
and act upon it,

Spread the knowledge that you have 
already learnt and put it into practice,

2 maka tiada bagi orang yang durhaka 
itu beroleh limpah karunia daripada 
Tuhannya 

There is no for a 
disobedient one flow of his 
Lord’s grace.

There is no for a disobedient person flow 
of his Lord’s grace.  

27 1 dan tinggalkan olehmu akan segala 
perkara mengurangkan paham dan akan 
yang bertambah

Abandon what reduces 
understanding and what

Abandon all the things reducing 
understanding and those that increase

2 pada lupa atau pada segala perkara yang 
menyatai akan buta hatimu 

Increases forgetfulness or 
causes blindness.34

Forgetting, or all the things that make 
your heart blind.

33. This part is unclear, a provisional speculation would be that it refers to some 
reputed men of knowledge. 

34. If corrected to .
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

28 1 dan permuliakan olehmu akan gurumu 
yang menunjuki akan dikau kepada jalan 
yang betul yang baik 

Respect the teacher, the 
mentor,

Respect your teacher who sets you on the 
right and good path,

2 mengasuh akan dikau35 

He is the best father to 
every young scholar.

Takes care of you like a parent.

29 1 maka berbuat khidmah olehmu baginya 
maka yang berbuat khidmah itu hamba 
baginya 

Serve him, borrowing 
[knowledge] is slavery,

Serve him, the one who does this service 
is a slave to him,

2 dan jika ada engkau seperti perak 
tersepuh sekalipun 

Even if you are like a 
negligible amount of silver.

Even if you are like plated silver.

30 1 dan tuntut olehmu akan petuah dan 
jika ada ia orang yang menjual gulai 
sekalipun 

Ask his advice, even if he is 
a grocer,36

Ask [his] advice, even if he is a curry 
seller.

2 dan tilik olehmu akan yang dikata dan 
jangan tilik kepada orang yang mengata 

And look into what is said, 
not who said [it].

Look at what is said and do not look at 
the person who says [it].

 

35. According to the Jakartan copy; the Leiden manuscript has akan dia. 

36. If corrected to .
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

31 1 dan padakan olehmu akan gurumu 
dengan satu niscaya bertambah-tambah 
akan dikau kebajikan

Be content with one, let the 
good increase,

Satisfice with one teacher of yours, your 
virtue will certainly increase,

2 maka sedikit kebajikan orang yang 
barang siapa berjalan sana-sini 

Not many of those who 
wander become good 
afterwards.

A person who wanders here and there has 
little virtue.

32 1 dan jauhkan olehmu akan malu dan 
tinggalkan olehmu akan takabur 
daripadanya 

Put off shyness and 
abandon arrogance

Avoid shyness and abandon arrogance 
because of him

2 dan daripada orang yang mengarang 
akan kitab

Because of him and the one 
who has composed the book.

And because of the one who has 
composed the book.

33 1 dan ajarkan olehmu akan segala 
sahabatmu dengan lemah lembut dan 
katakan olehmu 

Treat your friends with 
kindness and say

Teach all your friends gently and tell

2 bagi mereka itu kata lemah lembut dan 
jika ada ia kata yang berat sekalipun

Soft words to them, even if 
it is difficult.

Them gentle words, even if those are 
difficult words.

34 1 dan tinggalkan olehmu daripada 
berkhasmah dan berbantah-bantah 

Beware of disputing and 
being stubborn37

Abandon being hostile and arguing

2 serta bagi tiap-tiap seorang sekedudukan 

With everyone in every 
place of meeting.

With every person around you.

37. If corrected to .
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

35 1 dan sabarkan olehmu atas kehinaan dan 
jika kecil martabat sekalipun 

Persevere through 
humiliation and disdain,

Persevere through humiliation, even if 
there is little dignity,

2 dan tuntutkan olehmu akan ilmu dan 
jikalau ada ia pada negeri Cina dan 
Bulgaria sekalipun 

Seek [knowledge], be it in 
China or Bulgaria.

Pursue knowledge, even if it is in the 
lands of China and Bulgaria.

36 1 dan ambilkan olehmu akan ilmu dan 
jadikan olehmu akan dia akan bersungguh-
sungguh pada hal meramai-ramai 

Grasp and be diligent for 
many lifetimes,

Take knowledge and make yourself focus 
on it, whereas in the crowd,

2 dan relakan olehmu akan dirimu dengan 
jahil dan hidup olehmu seperti hidup 
keledai 

Or content yourself with 
ignorance and live like a 
donkey.

And content yourself with ignorance and 
live a donkey’s life.

37 1 inilah pesanku bagi orang yang menuntut 
ilmu 

This is my message for all 
the students.38

This is my message for a person who 
pursues knowledge.

2 telah diampuni Allah taala bagi tiap-tiap 
orang yang sabar akan adab-adab 

May God absolve every 
struggle of education.

God has forgiven every person who 
perseveres in education.

38. If corrected to .
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Bayt Miṣrā‘ Arabic Malay

38 1 tamat dan mengucap salawat oleh Allah 
akan sebaik makhluk dan yaitu Nabi 
Muhammad SM

It is finished, and may 
God bless the best of His 
creations,

It is finished, and may God bless the 
best of creation, namely the prophet 
Muhammad (SM),

2 dan akan segala keluarganya dan akan 
segala sahabatnya sekalian 

Muhammad, and his 
family, and his companions 
altogether.

And all his family and companions.

39 dengan rahmat engkau hai yang amat 
murah lagi yang amat mengasihani 

With Your mercy, oh the 
Most Merciful of All.

With Your mercy, oh, the Most Gracious 
and Most Merciful.

40 kabulkan olehmu hai Tuhanku akan 
permintaan kami sebagai engkau telah 
terima doa rasulu Allah SM

Amen Accept, oh, the Lord, our appeal, as You 
have received the prayers of the God’s 
Messenger (SM).


