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One of the more interesting aspects of Arabic

palaeography is the study of notes left in codices by
their copyists and former owners. Among those notes
there are all kinds of invocations and magical for-
mulae. One of them involves the use of the somewhat
mysterious word kabrkaT, which can be found inscribed
on the first or the last folio of a codex. This word is
often prefixed by the particle 1a, thus personilying it. It
is often repeated several times $'a kabíkaj va kabíka.j va
kabíkaj) or appears in the sentence vr1 kabíka.j ihfa: al-
v:araq (O kabíkaj, protect the paperl), and its most
commonly encountered epithet is h\íi; (or hafi_). t.e.
protector (ya kabrkaj yA hAfi)'.

If one consults Wehr's Dictionary of modern y.riíÍen
Arabic2. he will be told that the word means Asiatic
crowfoot (Ranunculus Asiaticus). Steingass3 defines it
as follows: 'A kind of wild parsley, and a deadly
poison; the patron angel of reptiles; king of the
cockroaches (in India frequently inscribed on the first
page of a book. under the superstitious belief that, out
of respect for the name of their king. the cockroaches
wil l  spare i t ' .  In the l ight of  this def ini t ion kabtkoj ís at
the same time a plant, as well as a kind of jinn. the
invocation of whose name will protect the book from
worms (arad, sas) and insects (hasharàt) .  Dozya, in
turn, informs us that, etymologically, the word is
Persian, and Dihkhudàs, ci t ing var ious sources, gives
its Arabic equivalents as: kaff al-subu' (or kaff al-asad,
i.e. lion's-leaf ), kaff al-dab', sha.jarat al-dafadi'(frog's
tree) and shaqrq (or v'ard al-hubb). The Arabic shaqíq,
also known as shaqíq nu'maní or shaqrq al-basatín
(garden ranunculus) has several varieties : al-trnt (frg-
llke), al-hary' (spicy), al-sharír (wicket, also called
zaghlïlah) and al-busayll (rhizomic, also calle d du.fat,-
/a ' ,  i .e. l i t t le frog) 6. According to Mu'rn 1 ,  kabtkoj is an
arabised form of kabrkag (originally kabtkah) and has
a variant kabrkanj. He adds that it was thought that
insects would run away from it on account of its smell.
One other piece of information is provided by Dih-
khudá, who says that it is thought that kabíkaj, in
Syriac, was a name of a king who had command over
insects. The veracity of this statement could not be
confirmed at this stage. The Syriac etymology, how-
ever, seems unlikely.

According to al-Birfini (d. 440i1048), the word is
derived from the Indian (i.e. Sanskrit) kapt, meaning a
monkey. Two plausible explanations are offered by

him; one is that, since the animal is always restless,
whoever comes in contact with the plant also becomes
restless. The other is that the monkey liked the plant,
therefore the plant was given its name8. The word kaj
means crooked, curved; a description which befits the
plant with its thick, fibrous roots and leafy creeping
runners.

In Maghribi manuscripts the word appears in its
evidently corrupt form, kavkataj, and is clearly used
as a tal isman (ta 'v. tc lhah. tahy.ï taá)e. Bakr al- Ishbi l i
(d.628 or 629 l23l-2),  in the lasr chapter of his Kitab
al-tat'sír fï sina'at al-tasftr, informs us about the use of
the hoopoe (hudhud) and its feathers for the preserva-
tion of manuscripts, and mentions, after a certain
Mulrammad al-Samin, that when one writes ya
kaykataj on the first and last folio of the book. one can
be sure that worms wi l l  not at tack i t  ro.

The magical use of the word kobíka.fis therefore very
similar to the role lr'hich buduh plays. when inscribed
on manuscripts and other objects, either in full or in its
ctbjod representation (2, 4. 6, 8)1 1.

From the botanical point of view, kabrkaj (also
known as Persian or turban buttercup) belongs to the
family of plants called ranunculaceae.The genus renun-
culus includes approximately 400 species, many of
which are highly poisonous'2. The use of fish-glue
(ghira'al-hut), starch-paste (nashon) and honey ('asat)
in Arabic bookmaking most certainly invited all kinds
of worms and insects. It was hoped that by putting
kabíkaj in books, they would be repelled. One some-
times comes across dry leaves in manuscripts, but they
are not necessarily those of kabtkaj. This and the
attribution Ío kabíkaj of some magical powers would
prove that the original knowledge of its poisonous
properties must have been quickly lost. Besides, it
is difficult to say without proper chemical analysis
whether kabïkaj could really be used as an effective
method of paper preservat ion.

NOTES

t See for example R. SEr-r-nErv, Materialien zur arabíschen
Literaturgeschichte, Teil I (Wiesbaden, 1976), pp.50& 355;
A. Gecrr, Catalogue of Arahíc manuscrípts in the library oí'
The Institute of Ismaili Studies (London, 1984), vol. l,
no. l39R (where the epithet of kabíkaj is mufahhih, from
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fall la : to hiss, of snakes), aiso no. 28 and p. 80 (i l lus.). The

word is often written as kabkai or karkai. For other variants
see the i l lustrations Nos. 5 and 6.

2 H.WpHn. A dit ' t ionary of ntoclern wrítten Arabíc. ed. by
J .  M .  Cowan  (New York ,  1976 ) ,  p .812 .

3 F. SretNcnss. Persian-English dictíonary ( Farhang-i Is-
ta1 'ngc1s 1 (London.  1977),  p.  1013.

a R. Dozi-. Supplentent aur dictionnaire.s arabes. 3" ed.
(Par is ,  1967).  vo l .2.  p.441;  see a lso Wórterbuch der  k lass i -
schen arabischen Sprache. Band I (Wiesbaden. 1970), p. 542.
where references to other medical Arabic works are given.

s ALI Arsen DrHruuoÀ. Lughat'nanlai (Teheran. 1366-
1400  [946 -1979 ] ) ,  vo l .  [ 27 ] ,  p .331 .

6 HasseN KRrtel, Ettc-r'c'lopaedio of Lslanríc nrt'dicine
(Ca i ro .  1975 ) .  p .555 .

r Muuer'tveo Mu'tu, Farhang-i farsi-i ttwtavqssíÍ | Att
interntediaíe Persian clictioncu't '1 (Teheran, 1398-99 1917 -78),

v o l . 3 ,  p . 2 8 9 5 .
8 MusevvRo rsr' i AHvRo al-BrnoNt, Saydanah, [trans-

lated into Persian by AbI Bakr ibn Ali al-Kásáni] (Teheran,
1977).  r ,o l .2 .  p.579.  À.8.  The Lat in  name rununculus ts  a
diminutive ol rana, i.e. frog. The derivation of the word
kahíkuj from Sanskrit is interesting. particularly since we
know that kapt is an epithet of Vishnu I ? (see J. T. Plarrs,
A díctionarl' o/' Llrdi, classical Hindí. and English Oxford"

1982, p.8ll). A. DIErRtcu inhis Medicínalia Arabica Góttin-
gen,  1966.  p.41,  n.  l )  ment ions the numer ical  va lue of  1 'á
kabrkaj as being the same as Alláh, namely 661?

e Asn al-HÀnl ar-Tl'zl, al-Rumuz al-sirrlyah fi al-

mtrrasalat al-maghribryah 
'ahra 

al-ta'rtkh (Les codes secrets
des c'orrespondances marocaines à travers I'hístoíre) (Rabat,

1 9 8 3 ) .  p . 3 5 .
1o BexR rBN IBRÁHIM AL-IsHBILI, 'Kitàb al-taysir f i siná'at

al-tasfir ' . ed. by Abd Alláh Kannln. Revista del Instítuto de
Estudio.s Lclamícos en Madrid (Sahí/ot Mct'had al-Dirasat al-
Islamtyah ./ ' l  Madríd ) .7-8 ( I 959-60;. p. 40; for the hudhud see

A.J.  Wensinck.  8.1.2,  vo l .3.  pp.541-542.
1 '  D.B.  MecooNr,r -o,  'Budlh ' ,  -E.1. 'z ,  Suppl . ,  fasc.3-4.

pp.  153-154:  see a lso the same in Arabic t ranslat ion (Da' í rat

al-tr[a'ctri/' al-lslantryah, vol. 6, pp. 196-501) and Silvestre de
Sacl-. C/rrc.iÍLtntctÍhie arabe, 2" ed. (Paris, 1826-27). vol.3.
pp .36z l -366 .

r2 See for example F.Srenv. Poísonous p/ant.i (London.

Hamlyn.  1983),  p.  170.

* I am grateful to Dr. F. Keshavarz. who assisted me with
the Persian texts. as well as Dr. J. J. Witkam, for selecting
specimens of kahíkaj from the Leiden Collection and pro-
viding captions for them.
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Examples of kabíkuj taken from manuscripts in Leiden University Library
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1.  kabrkaj .  Or.  11.610 Al-Mukhtarar ,  a handbook on Hana-
f i te  law by A[  b.  Ahmad al -Jamáh (d.93l i  1525).  Turkey.

lSth centurv.
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2. va hafiz ya kabtka.i. Or. 11.601 : Mukhtar al-Sihah. A
shortened version of al-Jawhari 's Arabic lexicon. MS dated

935.1529,  f rom Turkey.
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3. t 'a kabrkqi I 'a haf i ; .  Or.11.564: Murqin al-Rin'Ar( lh

/7 
'Lilim ol-Qira'ah h'a-al-Dctwayahlll. by Ibn al-Kattánr

(1Sth- lgth century).  Manuscript  dated Istanbul I129 1814.
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4. r 'a kabíkaj iht'az. Or.8513: Khulusat al-l 'rab. by

{
-"- 'LJ

. ,  - r - - i l i \ t t ' i ' '
9*  ; /  " '

,-i;',.:f;:ril. .,

.,.,,r.1r, ,,ê&
{ía 8/ dil&

on al-Baydáwr's Misbal.t TurkeYHájji Bábá, being
l8th century.
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5. .t 'a kanínka.j. Or.11.251. f.229b Shurlt Lubh ol-Alhah íï' l ln t  
u l - l ' rab.  by Nuqrakàr .  Turkey or  possib ly '  I ran.  lTth-

l8 th centur l ' .
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6. aktkanj kaj kaj. Or. 11.684'. Zubdat al-Bayan /ï Hirfat'Llyun 
al-A'1,an,being a commentary on a compendium by

Abn Zayd Abd al-Rahmàn al-Akhdari on Islamic theology.
Manuscr ipt  dated I181i1713,  the Maghr ib.
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7. y'a kíl and v-a kíkah. Or. 14.316: Frontpage of a collection with four texts on Arabic grammar, from

Aceh. Indonesia. 19th centurv.
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