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On this part of Musha‘shat hxstory see Cas kel S sSume
'mary article Die W&li's von Huwé&zeh, Islamica VI (1933—34)
415-434; and - Kasravi, Musha‘sha‘gan, 42 - .

5o 75M1n orsky, Tadhkirat al-Muldk, London 1943 (GMS
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‘Part 1

"THE LIFE OF‘ THE "BAHR AL-‘:ULUM“

The l1fe of Sayyxd Mubammad Mahd1 b. Murtaza Tabataba 7!
th.e "Bahr al-‘Ulum" (1742-1797) comczdes thh one of the most
fertﬂe perxods of Iranian religlous and socxal hxstory. Twelver
Sh‘i‘xsm in all its popular and scholarly forms - mujtahld;sm, sU=

! fism, akhbansm, usiilism, -and shaykhlsm - was in revolutionary

ferment durmg, Muhammad MahdI’s life. Dunng ‘the latter half of

vthe 18_th._century, Twelver Shifites strove to r'e-mterpret funda-

mental religious. values and to arrive at some wider communa.l

.ceneensus on. the. duties and future: dxrections of a Shi'T society.

It was a period of mtenectual challenge, controversy, and occa=

sionally vxolent confr'ontatxon between the vanous movements in
Twelver Shitism each ‘one' claiming or bemg seen to claim pre—

cedence for its vision and ther-efore Lts right to the spiritual lo-

 yalties of the mu’minin.

~Muhammad Mahdi Ta.bataba i was born and raxsed in the
center of these smrlmg currents and his owrn tranung, experien-
ces, and mtellectual development reflect the transformatlon of .the
society around hlm. -

, Details of his hfe and works are a.vazlable in a number. of
works 1}. The’ bxographxcal information the primary sources cont-
am may be roughly classified thematxcally as follows: 1) his

mawelous or marvel-attended bn'th 2) his pious chxldhood in

B L Avbiioiin signs of holiness appeéar, 3) his education and
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assembling of creden‘tials (the ij&aza the’me_), 4) the .performahce
of saintly _rna.r"\_/els "(karér;latg),v's) proof of the superiority of - his
intellectual prowess aﬁd thus his religion through victorious de-
bate with people of other r;eligious _and, on occasion, their con=
Versién 3, and.5) the marvelous or marvel-attended death In the
iollow1ng bxographxcal discussion I have attempted' to- balance this
themahc emphasis with a more modem bias whxch is the subject’s
mte_llectualvand social development within a chronologx_cal frame,
1 have therefore divided Mubé.mmad Mahdi;s life into four parts:
1) the first ‘atabat (Najaf -and Karbald) period from 1155-11867
/1742-1772, 2) the Iran period of 1186-1193/1772-1779, 3) the
Hijsz period of 1193-1195/1779-1781 and 4) the second ‘atabat
_ period of 1195-1212/1781-1797, While adhering to this framework

1 have alsp taken into account the traditional biographical themes,

Karbals ahd Najaf (1155-1186/1742-1772)

On the date and circums_t_ances of Muhammad Mahdi’s death
the sources are in basic agreement4. He was born in Shawwal
on a Friday eve, in 1155. The accounts. of his birth relate the
dream which his father, Sayyid Murtaz3 experienced the night
of his birth. In it he saw the Eighth Im&m hand a candle to a
trusted servant, Muhammad b, Isma&‘Q b. Bazzi“5 who placed the
candle on the roof of the Tab&atabad’i house in Karbal3, Tl.ne say-
'yid then emerged from this dr‘eam6 and saw the corporeal form
of the Eight Im&m before him., The latter made a . sign to him ine-
dicating that, as the candle ht up the sky, so his son’s intellect
would light up the world

Muhammad Mahdil was born into a family with a strong scho-
lastic tradition. The lineage was al-Husaini and the family had
marital ties with the Majlisi, Bihbihdni, Ma‘ali, and Sabzawiri fa-
milies. Muhammad Mahdi’s grandfather came from Buryjird, a cen-
ter of Shii scholarships. As the Safavi hold over.lran was dis-
integrating in the first quarter of the 18th century, the family

moved to the ‘atabdt. After an indefinite stay there, it returned
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'towards Buru;lrd but setﬂed at Ku-manshah at the request of scho=

lars there. After Muha.mmad Mahdx’s grandfathers deaﬂq the fa=
mﬂy retumed to Karbala where the Bahr al-‘”Ulum was born.

F‘or the Sh"l commuruty of scholars it was a. t:,me of some

uncer'tamty ’I‘he year of Muhammad Mahdi’s bxrth 1155, marked
: the seventh year of the ot'ficml relgn of N&dir Shah Afshar, the

man who had put an end to the Safavid line, the great patrons

of th‘lsm and had hlmsel.f taken a somewhat ambiguous stand
on the status -of ~Shi%ism as the state religion of Iran. In fact only
a yeai‘ after: Muhammad Mahd?$ birj:h came the abortive convos
cation of Sunni and Shi‘i scholars - that wa;s to have found some
reconciliatibn of lthe' two  great. div_isiqns of Islam 9. In addition to
the religious questions', N&dir Shah launched a ‘series of campa=
igns against the Ottoman provinces ‘which continued until his death

in 1747 1%, The Shii community in the Ottoman-controlled ‘atabat

could not have found this period a very secure one 11.

Born ihto these cirCumstances',AMubammad Mahdi’s early scho=
oling and spiritual. exPeriences were nonetheless not much affect-
holy sites in Karbald and at home taught the. boy to read and
write, At the age of seven he began taking Muhammad Mahd: to
the majlises in Karbala where wor'ks were discussed, the con-
troversiés of the day debated and where a young boy, inconspi=-
cuously seated to one side, could be exposed to the subjects
whicbh he would later study in depth. Soon he was busy at home
with his tutors and by the age of twelv;a was considered advanc-
ed enough to begin serious work with specialists.

At four'teen‘, Muhammad Mahdi left Karbald for Najaf where
he studied with Shaykh Muhammad Mahdi Futuni and Muhammad
Tagqi Diiragi. He then returned to Karbald to work with Muhammad
Béqir Bihbihani, It is at this time that he seems to have acquired
the tifle and status of "mujtahid". After spending an indeterminate
time with Bihbihd&ni, Muhammad Mahdl once more moved to Najaf q.

He was now a leading light, and according to at least one source,
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was given the position of gadi 13._ This office and ite status in
the community seems to have differed Somewhat from the qadi-'

«ship in c'onte.mpoi'ary Iran, According to the nghkirat al-mulllk,

the office of qadl had been completely bureaucratized under the
Safavids 14. If we take ‘Ali'.He.zin ‘s aftitude ~as ‘typical then it
would have been somewha.t distasteful for a ShL‘I scholar to- have
accepted the post; at least in Iro.n15 ’l‘he situatmn under the,
Oftomans - vis a vis the th‘i‘ commumty seems to have been quite
dxfferent. Not only do we fmd a man -of Mubammad Mahdi’s “sta=~
'ture acceptlng such - a pos‘t but later we learn that he: bestowed |
it on- one of his. disciples 35 which suggests that the post was
not integrated mto the Otl:oman provincial bureaucracy 7'.

' Muhammad. Mahd: ']_.‘abataba’if was thirty years old_when the
first ‘atab&t pe‘riod of his life ended. His reasons for leaving
‘Iraq-l ‘arab at this point are not clearla. ldh‘e may have'be‘en :
lor his health In 1772 one ‘of: the worst epxdemlcs in ‘Irdq's
. One of Tabata.ba"’s teachers, Shaykh Yisuf
al-Babranx, the author of al-EHadad'ig and aL-Durrah al-Najafiyvyah
reportedly pemshed in the epidemic 2-_0. Iran' had the natural at-
taction of the shrine of the Eighth Im&m ‘at Mashhad ‘the impor-
tance of which in Muhammad Mahdi's life had been fixed at his "
,bn'th and, “in a.ddihon, the political turmoll of the years at'ter N&-
giir Sh&h Afhshir's death had been replaced by a time of rela-

tive calm under the 'Zand house. For the travelling scholar it

hxstory strucl-:

must have seemed -an opportune hme t'or an extended vxsxt to
Mashhad.

Iran: 1186-1193/1772-1779 : : P
Muhan_lmad Mahdl stopped briefly at Kirma@nshd&h en route to

%Meshhad. There he may have sought out those who remembered

this grandfather's time in the town. The biographies have hothing

to say of this short stop. The irip to Mashhad /ﬁas to all a.ppeah-.

ances unremarkable, - Although the scholar- was to make Mashhad

his residence for the next seven years he must have returned -
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'gc' ‘lraq durmg thxe tlme ior hi,s son, Mubammad Rldd, was report-
ed; y born in Najaf in 1189/1775-6. In 1193/1779, 'paba;aba'x left
.Ma.shhad for good and travelled to Isfahem.‘Hxs ‘arrival there co~ |
mc1ded with the death of Karim Khdn Zand and it .\s posslble
that unsettled pobbcal condmons made employment and thought.s
‘of a. longer stay less attractive than it might have been. In any -

"event he did not sta.y in Iefahan but went directly to Naaaf.

al-Hijaz: 1193-1195/1779-1781
" Muhammad Mahdi had hardly reached Najaf when he was off

again, ‘this time to the Hijgéz, A.lthough a number of. the sources

e indicate that thé reason for hls trip wag the hajj, this was clear=
Vly not the sole motive ?1. He travelled by sea from Ba.sraa?' sug~
'gestmg that this was not the pﬂgnmage season and there were-
no overland pxlgrmu caravans to secure the shorter route from
¢Iraq through -the Na]d. Besides the pilgrimage the trip to the Hx-
j Z offered Tab&tabd'l the opportumly to practice tagiyah. Wah-
habxsm was in its early conquering’ phase and Tabdtaba'l’s bio=
qraphers at least depxct the Arabian world as a place of mortal
danger .to the -Shi‘i scholar 23. Beyond the pilgrimage and tagiysh -
..themes, the latter of which we will discuss more fully belofw, &

jdl and Makarim merition other more mundane reasons for the

“trip. 4. He was authorized, appare_ntly as a representative of the
<Iraqi Twelver community, to refurbish: and re-erganize accomo=
~dations for ShiT pilgrims to Mecca and Medina. He was also to
pruceAup the places where certain prayers were said around
the Ka‘bah, -_vpecxflcally this entailed installing small stone ben-
ches'and kneeling stones in the = Masjid al-Haram. He al.so was
commissioned - to re=locate the precise spot - in accordance with
the best traditions - where ’r.he Hidden 'Ims_m would e.Appear on

the Day of ‘the Return. He determined that the location ‘was in
‘the Masjid al-Sahlah and had a blue-tiled dome erected over the
exact spot25. One scurce has Muhammed Mahdi living and tca~ :

: .. 26
ching for, a brief period in al—Ta'xfz . After a stay of nearty
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three years, his activities during which will be dealt with- more
fully below, the Shi‘i scholar left. Mecca and returmned to ‘Iréq.

The Second ‘Atabat Period: 1196-1212/1782-1797 ;

in 1782, in hxs fifth decade. Muhamma,d Mahdi retm:r.xed to
CIrdq. He took up resxdence in a fine old house on Shm‘ah
al-TUsI in \Iajaf « ‘There -he prospered first-as.a teacher and
later as successor to Muhammad - Baqu- Bihbihani as maga‘ al=
=taglid. His actxvmes in the non-scholary world at this time -are
difficult to qsse_s. ‘ His relatxons-w“ith the rising Qai_ar power in
Iran are uncertain although it is ‘reasonable to (a.ésume that a
man of his stature in the th‘nte community. would have been
actively courted by Q&jar poht:c:ans 28. ’I‘here 1s no hmt of any
sort of relations with the Otbman authorlhes in ‘Iraq to compa.re
with the ones that the Suﬁs and Shaykh Ahmad-x Ahsa'i- - later
had with Daiid Pasha.. E’y and l_arge, the ShivT community seems
to have been left to itself during "-thi-s last period ~of Tabétabé'i’s
life, : v . ) . : e

The only possibly political - aétidn taken by the sayyid wé.s
is campaign against the Sifis in ‘the ‘atabat in parhcular the

Ni‘matullahi order led by NGr AL Shah. This is labelled & poi.!— '

tical action only because there is ewdence ‘that this group ‘- of
SiUfis enjoyed both a modicum of ~protectxon from the Ottoman
authorities - as well as substantxal populanty in the Shif ite commus.
nity itself, Iis size, influence, and ped_egog:cal methods all posed
& threat to Tabatabd'i as marjac nl—tagﬁd; The successfﬁl effort
to expell the SGfis from the ‘atab&t climaxed his career as the
spiritual leader of the Shitites of ‘IrEq i i

We will refurn to' a more deiailed examination of this period
in Tabdtabd'T’s life when we discuss his intellectual development.
It suffices here to note thlt he spent the last years of his life
engaged in the multiple responsibilities of the maga‘ al=taglid-
- teaching, giving and receiving ijaza leadmg worshxp, setﬂmg
questions of law and ritual, arbitrating disputes. The biographers |

.discuss below.
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also mention his wvigils, concern for the poor, and influence
on those he met, ;

'Sayyid Muhammad Mahdi 5. Murtada Tabatabad’i died in 1242/
ja797 30. His death coincided with two historic momenis .~ the of=
ficial inception of Q&j&r rule in Iran and, within a year',), the sym-
bolic opening of the Middle East to European imperialism. His
death also marks the end of an important era in ¢Ir8q, as we will

¥ what has been presented here as a skeich of his life
seems ungatisfyingly imprecise and haphazard, it is because the
biogfaphical material considers his physical life a good deal less

impdr'tant than his intellectual and spiritual existence.

Part 11
THE IN’I‘ELLECI‘UAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE "BAHR AL=-CULUM"

There are unevennesses in the biographical mate\rial about
his intellectual development as well. Items of major significance
to the direction of his scholastic training are discussed in some
sources and not in others. This is parhcularly true regarding
the more controversial involvements of his life, with hikmat and
sufism, In a separate appendix, I have listed his teachers as
presented by each source. This has been done in order to avoid
having to determine not just who they were but even more cru=-
cially which were considered the most influential, There are some
major differences in the lists,

Having said that, let us now turn to the major periods of
his intellectual life and their contributions to his growth. Perhaps
the rmost formative period occurred before Tabdtabd’l was bormn.
Two currents of intellectual life flowing out of the périod before
he was born would converge in him., The first and arguably'most
importarit was the scholarly tradition of his family. To the import=
ant asset of Hu\saynid descent, the three generations before Mu-

hammad Mahdi added impressive marital connections to the most
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famous scholarly families of the tl.me. The 'sister of a.l.-ml&nm
Muhammad B&qir al-MajlisT mamed Sa:yyid “Abd a.l-Karxm ’:[.‘aba-
taba’l, the great-grandfather of the Babr al-‘Ulum 31. The ‘mother
of Sayyid :v:ul;xammad our sub,ect's grandfather, wus the "daught-
er of Mawla Muhammad $al.ih al—Mazandaranx, a. t‘emous commen- :
tator on Kulayni's al-Kafx . ‘Sayyid Agha Muhammad Baqxr Bihe-
bihani, who was to become Muhammed MahdI's most mﬂuenhal
teacher. was a student of Sayyxd ‘Muhammad' and his son-m-law33.

’I‘hxs family hemtage with the d.kfferent iraditions mcorporated
in it was extremely mportant for’ the expectahons and standards
it imposed on future genera.tions. ’I‘lfus henta.ge coferred pnvxlegev
and guaranteed a place of respe_ct.m the Shifite commumty but
in returmm demanded attachment to: tﬁe ideals and standards of
the forefathers., With this ﬂluetridﬁsilegacy and his father's con-.
victions - about Muhammad Mahdi's role in the world as symboliz-
ed by the nahvxty dream, it is difficult tc imagme that Muhammad
Mahdi would _have, or could have,- aspired to anythmg ‘more sue-
blime than the scholarly path. f :

Another formative mﬂuence ta.k;ng, shape in the pre—natal pe=
riod was the theological dlspute in ithe Twelver scholarly com=
munity between the "Usilis", those who held that there was. a
need for a scholarly elite to provide spiritual guidance to the
community and the "Akhb&ris", thoée who argued that the entire
community of true believers were muqel.lid (followers ) not of a
scholarly elite but of the Im@ms directly. The Akhbaris rejected
the notion that there was any esoteric knowledge 'onljlr accessible
through scholarly mediation and they maintained that the only true
guidance was provideﬁ by the lives and ieachings of the Ihams
as evident in the traditions;'akhbgrall. In essence, the levelling
nature of akhbéarism was a direct threat to the priviieged position
of Shifte scholars, :

The leading exponent of the Usiili position was Agh& Mu~
hammad B&qir Bihbih8ni, Muhammad Mahdi's uncle and his most

influential teacherss. By the time Muhammad Mahdi came under
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'.'Blhbmarus tutelage, predommance in the dispute had shifted to

the Usill posmon, in CIrEq - at-least. 'I.‘abataba'x hlmsel.i was sup—

posed fto have written a tract denouncing  the . Akhbaris: 36. How

'the dispute a;ch.xal.ly affected personal relatxonshxp is difficult to
'Vunravel. Algar has suggested a somewhat polamzed confrontatxon

in - wmch physxca.l fcsrce was used. ’l‘hls me.y have been ‘true at

~cex‘tain times i-but in ’I‘abatabﬁ'f's case a.t least ‘the: sxtuatzon was
,clearly more ambxguous. We fmd for example that one of the stu-

dents {o whom he gave ija.za was by msbah at least an Akh~

bari 3—7. Durmg the relgn of Fath CAIT Shah Q8jar, the. two main

antagonists in the last gasp of the dxsppte_ were bqth former pu-

pils of Tab&tabd'i. In any event, Ta‘béi;ab'a’i'. seems to have inhe-
rited the Usili mantle, g y
These then were the two pricipal elements in the period be-

fore his birth = the family heritage of scholarship and the theo-

iogical controversy of akhbarism and usulism which resulted in

the re-assertion of the primacy of the Shi‘i scholars role in Shi%

~ society. )

.Tabataba’’s early education followed the pattern of one born
L ¢ 'y %

‘to the cloth 38. At the age of four he began study at home of

the Qur'an thereby learning Arabic','the language of all his later
works, His father, Sayyid Murtadd was his first teacher taking

him on numerous visits to .the Shil shrines and other notable

is,pots with which Karbals was filled, The boy was steeped in

the lore of these holy places and was exposed to the traditions

atiributed to the saintly personages' entombed therein. Sayyid
‘Murtadé’s goal was to develop in the boy a sensibility to such

_ objects of piety and to instill in him the long religious heritage

‘of which _they'were only the most recent legatees. At the age of

* seven, the "age of discretion"” Muhammad Mahdi was permitied
to attend the- majlises in which his father took part. At home he

: continued his formal study of Arabic learning its difficult. grammear

and syntax and began his elementary study of the principles of

logic, jurisprudence, exegesis, and theology. Although the sour-
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ces remark that he studied these su-bjects with noted specialists,
it is not until he reaches the age of twelve that we have a di=
rect reference to his teachérs. It was then that he went to study
with Shaykh Yisuf al-Bahr@ni, Whether Tab&atabd’i was under
'Bihbih&ni’s tutelage at the same time is probiematic. Qisas states
that it was only after the first Najaf so journ that he returned
and began to work with BihbihEn_Isg. However, since the latter
was his uncle and lived in Karbald it seems safe to say that
the young man was aware of Bihbih@ni's views e.nd_position in
the debate on the Akhb&ri=Usglli split. This period, the early
1750s, was one in which, according to Algar, "aclearer concept
of: orthogioxy" was emering and Tabattabd'i was clearly‘ positiof'\-
ed to be one of the leading proponents of that new.concept.

n 1169/1’?56, Karbald was left behind and a new period of
study opened in Najaf, Coming from Bihbihdni's circle and ca}ry-
ing ijzas from his father and from Shaykh Yisuf al-Bahrani,
Muhammad Mahdi probably found ready access to the majlises
of Najaf. There he wof'ked with Shaykh Mahdi al=Futini, Shaykh
Muhammad Tagi al-Diraql and Shaykh Muhammad Bagir al-Ha-
zarjaribi® 2, It was in Najaf that Muhammad Mahdi began to
teach and gain a name for himself. As mentioned earlier, it a.;':-
pears that he retumed to Karbald to study with Bihbihanl and
then made Najaf his residence again where he would spend the
‘majority of his time until his departure for Mashhad in 1772,
Much must be inferred from the sources about this last period
in Najaf regarding his intellectual development. One assumes
that teaching took up much of his time and e.nergie's with the
function of g&di rounding out his days. He did not do much
writing,

Of* special interest reference to contact he may have had
with $ufism during this first ‘atabdt period. That there is only
a single reference to such involvement is not surprising in light
of the fact that the major biographical material comes from late

19th authors whose antipathy for the Shiti Sifi orders was well
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' established. In the Tard'ig al-Hagad'ig under the biogra.phicﬁl ent=

ry for Sha&kh Abmad=i Ahsad’l is the following paragraph:

Of those who were in attendance within the blessed sphere of

. Sayyid Quitb - al=Din al-Nayrizi (al-Shirdzi al=-Dhahabi) a few of

the men who had"-become full to overflowing with the utmost of
leaming, good deeds, and right thinking by the s&hib-i yarligh’s
having conferred his authority and spiritual ijdza upon them were
cach ordered to a region and charged with the responsibility of
replécing the heretical Greek philosophy which remained from
ancient times and abov;.tt which the people really knew nothing
and which did not correspond in any w-ay with the principles of
fhe pure religion, with the chaste and divine hikmat. Akhlind Mul-
15 Mihrdb al-GIani was sent to Isfah@n and ‘Irdqg-i ‘Ajam Agha
Sayyid Muhammad Mahdl Bahr al=‘Ulim and Mawl&nd@ Shaykh
Ja‘far al-Najafi were sent to the sublime ‘atabat and ‘Iragq~i A=

42
rabee %

This Sufi element /in his background (Qutb al-Din Nayrizi
wasthe*téading Dhahabl shaykh of this ﬁme) and e_-ducation
sh‘ould be treated with some circumspection, He is always de=-
picted as at least ‘potentially antagonistic to the activities of the
Ni¢ matull3hi order in the fatabdt. However, the author of the
Tard’iqg, for reasons not entirely -clear, has chosen to present
Muhammad Mahdl in a geﬁerous light with reg_,ards to his atti=
tudes and relations towards the Sifis (see esp. v. 3, pp. 199~
-200 for his encounter with Niir ‘All Shah).

it was during this first period in Najaf that Tabdtabd’l also-
became acquainted with Shaykh Ahmad-i Ahsd'i, Aside from the
Tard’iq which has both men studying together under Qﬁtb al-Din
NayrIzI43, the sources specify that it was Ahsa’l who sought
Tabdtaba'’s tutelage. Ahsad’l came to Najaf in 177244, the same
year Tabitaba'l left for Iran and it was probably In this year
therefore that Muhammad Mahdl gave.Ahsa’I ijaza45. Ahs&a'l re=

mainded in the Satabat until 1209/1794-5 just three years before
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Mubhammad- Mahdi died and a year ‘after he 'had assﬁmed leader-
ship of the commu.nity there (as"iﬁérja‘ al=taglid). We know little

about the effect, if a.ny, of Al::sa'I’s teachmgs and growmg pPOpus=

_ larity on the rel.atxons between the 'two men. At least in this first

‘atabat penod ot' Mubammad Mahdi the relations seem ‘to ‘be
merely that of teachen—pupil ft is not oleer whether ‘the second
Satab&t perxod (1782—1797) saw a radlcal change in their re-
lahons4§.

¢ Muhammad Mahdl Ieft cIretq in 1772, as already mentloned
with two - excepuons, he had acquxred all  the xjaza.s he would
‘ever hold and thus, by th1s tzme, the scope of his teachmg had
about reached xfs fullest extent. The tree of his knowledge was
anchored deep: in the soxl of Uguli th‘xsm and would so remain.

But despite his being, already molded in a certain tradition,

there was a new intellectual expenence for him in Mashhad. For -

‘the seven years he spent at the R.IZB.VI. shrine he not only taught
the books permxtted him by his ijazas, he also studied under
Sayyid Mi'rzE Mahdi al=Isfah&ni a.l-Khurasanx with whom he studi=
ed philosophy (l;ukmat) and theology (kalam). He also received
the honorific "Bahr al-‘Ulﬁp_a” from .the Mashhad teacher47.

On leaving Mashhad in 1779, he travelled to Isfahdn and
there received ijdza from Mir .‘Abd3a1-B§qI Khatlinadbadi, the
_imam jum€ah there. At first there appears ﬁtﬂe motive for - this
other than 5 desire to add anocther ijaza.to the already imprese
sive list. But there appears to have been more to it than that
The chain of authority in the ijdza given by Khatingbadi went
back through al-‘Allamah al—MaJlisu to’ the the Shahid.al-Thgni,
Bahd al-Din al-%Amili (Sha.ykh-1 Baha'i) .- Muhammad Mahdl
already possessed the right to teach the traditions which had
come down through its ties with the MajlisT family and it may
have been the desire to gather together as many threads of the
Majlisi traditions: as possible that toock the Bahr al<Ulim to Ig-
fah@n and ‘Abd al-B8gi KhatlinabadL
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Although fhe forme.l po.rt of ’I.‘abataba’f‘s trainlng was comp-
leted after Isfahin there remained one unporta.nt mtellectual cre= -

A dentwl yetto ‘be eamed. To. the earlier biographers, the Hﬁaz

pemod was noteworthy pnmanly for one thing = the taquah pra=
cticed by the Bal;:r a.l-‘Ulﬁm. While it is genera,uy agreed that he
did pursue a course of conceahng hxs true madhhab, there is .

‘much d:.fference of op].mon as to the degree thh whxch he exers
49

" cLsed taqzyah. ’l‘he tradztxons range from total dissimulation . to

50

overt proselyhzmg for ’I\Nelver th‘lsm with intermedmte gra=-

’ dahonss “The overa!.l xmpreseion whlc.'x the sources glve is of

Tu.batab ¢ & boldly flouting the religion of the '*ammu.h" while pious=
ly fumumg his dutles to Slfu‘ism. It ‘is clear from several inci-
dents ment.loned m the’ sources that the assumphon of the cloak
of tagiyah was & formahty occesloned by bemg embedded in an
environment at least nommally hostile - to th‘xsm.

One way in which he practiced taquah wus by teachmg fxgh
at the Masjid al-Haram. The way figh was teught was in a que=
stion-answer format the responses to Have been given in accor-
dance with one of the four major legal\madhhabs. Muhammad
Mahdi: is reported to have taught accordmg to all four schools
while maintaining the u,nonymxty of his own.

Having never truly dxstmgwshed himself in his wntlngs as
had other students of Bihbihani like Shaykh Ja‘ar a.l-quafl (a=
uthor of  Kashf al-Ghitd'), Muhammad ‘Mahdi perhaps found in

the Meccan period the religious distinction and fame necesssry
to preemment status in the Shi€ commumty of ‘Iraq. Or perhaps
his biographers found in the Meccan period the bases for ‘the
_distinction he would achieve in ‘Irdq 52.

Tabdtabd'i returned to ‘Iraq in 1782, The Bihbihani "Usu--
lists" were clearly parumount . For the next sixteen -years the
Bahr al-‘Ulum would live there gradually emergmg as the lead-
ing th‘ite ﬁgure there and second only to Bihbih&ni in all the
catabat, Tabatabd'l spent his time teaching and actmg as arbiter

for the community. Although he is never referred to. as marjat
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while Bihbihani remained alive, it is clear that he fulfilled that
role in Najaf,

It was during these sixieen years ~ aperiod, by the way,
which gets scant attention from biographers - that he wrote the
few bool.cs',-tre&tises and glosses known to come from-his pen.
His intellectuﬁ stance seems to have hardened during this pe-
riod in response to the rising wave of mysticism in the ‘atabé&t
as well as the growihg -cult c‘)f_al-,-A.hsa.'i.» The students he at-.
tracted tended to be.from the. more - established scholarly fami=
lies = the Bihbihanis, “Amilis, Khwinsaris, Burlijirdis, and Paba~
tab8'is « although this should not .1mp1y that there was a phllo-
sophical or intellectual um.formxty about his students 54._

When - the reaction against the Sifis exploded.in the ‘atabat,
inspired .in large part by a son of Agha Bihbih&ni, Mub&mmad
‘All, the Bahr al=SUltim took -an acﬁfre"part; He was instrumental
in ar'ranginig fhe expulsion of NGr ‘Aﬁ Shah Ni‘matullahi, but the
author of Tard'ig atiributes that not to Muhammad Mahdi's per-
sonal antipathy but to the pres_sure‘ put on by people in Karbala,
Tabdtabd’l may have been .the one who ,reqﬁested Niir ‘Ali's de-
parture but the Tard'ig seems to be placing the blame on others.
That the ilI—Will against the SUfis was ﬁdespread is suggested
by the two attempts to . poison Niir fAll Shah 55 ;i

Muhammad Mahdi’s. relations with the followers of al-¢Ahsa’l
are mentioned only obliquely in the sources. As stated earlier
this was probably due to the fact that the latier's ima@mist revi-
sionist doctrines had yet to reach maturity' before the Bahr al-
=‘Ultm passed from the scene 56. Aghd Mubammad Bagir Bihbi=
h8ni died in 1208/1793 and left vacant the position of marja¢ al-
-;’éadlii His successor was Muhammad Mahdi, the Bahr al=‘Ulim
He. would serve the the Shil community as spiritual leader for
the next four years 58. The period seems to have been a calm
one aside from campaign against the S$Ufis. The biographers de-
pict the periods as a sémnolenﬂy pietistic one for the new marja‘

al-taglid. He spent his days teaching and the evenings distribut-

57

1772

‘ing alms and performing vigils at the Masjid al-Kufa. Although

not an old man - he was in his middle fifties -~ he was afflicted

by deafness. Perhaps more than any other factor, this handicap

: = . B ¥ :
‘made him more and more reclusive in his last years.

Tabataba’l was presiding, during his four years as marja‘,
over the demise of.the C‘atabdt as he had always known them,
With Bihbih&ni dead, much ‘of the old fervent revivalist spirit of
the slilis was gone. Compounding this decline in the dynamism
of the shrines of ¢Irdg was the rise of a powerful new dynasty
in Iran which was successfully wooing large numbers of scho-
lars back to Iran 59.

Out of this period sprang a nhew intellectual movement =
- Shaykhism = the teachings of a former student of Tabatabad’i,

al-Ahsd’i, For the next thu"iy years Shaykh Ahmad-i Ahsa'l

would lead a popular attack on the position of the Ugltlist scho=
lars. And by the time Shaykhism was successfully counterattack=
ed, the field of battle héd shifted from ‘Irdq to Iran.

The period of Muhammad Mahdi’s leadership in the ¢atab&t

can be seen as the end to the eighteenth century domination of

Shi‘i scholarship and thought by ¢Irdg-i ‘Arab. It was also -the
end of the period of estrangement between the community of Shi4
scholars and the politicians who ruled Iran,

For Tabatabd’i’s intellectual growth the last years of his
life seem to have been of little importance, jﬁdging by the silence
of the biographies. Beyond the question of this later period, there

is the even more difficult question of assessing the Bahr al-‘Ulim's

. scholarship. By the standards of his time liter;ary output was meag-

60

er indeed . Of the six books, eleven treatises, two commentaries,

and two glosses, only five works were ever publishede‘. His
works, with the exception of one rijdl book and some devotional
poetry, were legal and catechismal. Without a careful study of
these books as well as a study of the works of his teachers
and his students, it is impossible to say what, if anything, dist-

inguished his work from that of his ij@za=-conferring predecesscors.

\
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But in more indirect ways, his influence on the direction
of Shi‘ité clericalism was profound. Where Bihbihani had re-for—
mulated the tenets of clerical elitieam, Tab&tabd’l produced a ge-
neration of scholars who fulfilled these tenets. Many of his stu-
dents, notably H§jji Muhammad Karbasi, Shaykh Ja‘far al-Na=-
jafl, Shaykh Abi ar al-H&'irl, Sayyid Muhammad Jawad al-%Ami-
I and his own son, Muhammad Riz&, carried on the traditions
of ‘usilism both in the f‘atabat and.in Iran. All were influential
in, J4f not primarily responsible for, maintaining the dominance of
this form of scholasticism in the po{itical as well as religious

life of nineteenth century Iran.

NOTES

1 The source closest to the life of the Bahr al-tUllim was

not available to me: Shaykh Abu ‘All al-Ha'irl, Muntaha al-Magal
(a. k. a. Rijal Abd ‘Ali). The work is cited by Rawddt and Mu-
stadrak and is described by Makarim as "the first book in which
stories of him are recorded" (p. 415;. The most copious source
is the editors’ introduction to the Bahr al-‘Ulim's own, Rijal
Sayyid Bahr al-‘Uldm, ed. Muhammad S&dig Bahr &al-‘Ulim and
Husayn Bahr al-‘Uliim, 3 wvols., Najaf, 1385 AH,‘V. 1, pp. 1=195.
Among the most important 19th century sources for the life of the
Bahr al=‘Ulim are: Mirz& Muhammad al-Tunukdbuni, Qisas al-

- ulam&’, Tehran, n. d., (henceforward Qisa§), pPp. 169-175; Sayy-
id Muhammad B&aqir al-Khwansari, Rawdat al-Jannat fi Ahwal al=-
- Ulam3’' wa’l-S&dat (henceforward Rawd&t), Tehrdn 1367 [(sic!)
A, H.] pp. 648=652; and Husayn b. Muhammad Taqi al-Ndri al-
-Tabarsl, Mustadrak al-Was&'il wa Mustanbat al-Mag&’'il (hence-
forward Mustadrak), 3 vols, Tehran, 1321, A, H., v. III, pp. 383
ff. The sources of Qisas, both oral and written, include Akhtnd
Mulld Zayn al- Abidin al-Salm&si, Mirzd al-Qummi, and Mulla
Aghé-yi Darbandi, author of Kitdb Iksir al=‘Ibddat. Rawdat's main
source other than unnamed oral informants appears to be AbG
CAll al-H&'iri’s Muntahd al-Mag&l. Mustadrak’s sources are main-
ly the {j&zas acquired by the Bahr al-‘Ulim and those he con-
ferred. Other useful works for Tabatab&’l’s life are: Shaykh
‘Abb&s al-Qummi, Fawad’id al-Ridiwiyah fi Ahwal ‘Ulamd’ al-Madh-
hab al-Ja‘fariyah (sic) (Fawa’id), Tehran, n.d., pp. 699 ff;
Mucfallim-i Hablbdadi, Makirim al-Athdr dar Ahwal-i Rijdl-i Dawrah-
=vi Q&j&ar, 2 vols. Tehran, 1382 A. H, (Makarim), pp. 414-429

(an excellent bibliographic tool); Mir Matslm °Ali Shah, Tard’ig
al-Haga’ig (Tard'iq), 3 vols. Tehrén, n.d. v. 3, pp. 200; 217-18,
399 (an important though sketchy source on Tabataba’T's rela=
tions with the Sifis); Shaykh Asadullah Izadgushasb, Shams al-
—tawarikh, Tehran, 1345, AH (Sh.); and, among useful works
in European languages, H. Algar, Religion and State in Iran,
Berkeley 1969; E. G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia_,
v. 4, Cambridge 1924; and W, Royce, Mir-Mafsdm ¢Ali Shah
and the Revival of Sufism in Iran, Princeton 1979 (unpublished
PhD dissertation).

25ce I G ardet, Karama, [in:] Encyclopaedia of Islam,
New Edition - :

3See, e.g. Qisas, p. 171 :
% Rawdst, p. 648; Qisas, p. 168; Rijal, p. 31

5 Makarim, p. 416 calls this man the confidant of both the
Eighth and Ninth Im&ms and dates his death to 220 A, H.

8 The following segment appears only in - Rijdl and may be
an embellishment of the original story.:

? Rijsl, p. 32
# Ranedit, p. 6850
9R. M. Savory, Iran, EI? v. IV, pp. 50-51

1041 51t, P., Esypt and the Fertile Crescent, p. 145

o It is worth noting however that the biographers of Tabd-
taba’i find litlle in the political sphere worth commenting upon.
One is left with an impression, somewhat contrary to the one
expressed above, that the course of the lives of the subjects
(of the biographies) was liille influenced by political upheaval.

1,2 This sequence of Tabitabdl’s travels is found in Qisas,
pp. 168=9,

13 piial, p. 41

1% 1, dhkirat al-mulik, ed. and trans. V. M. Minorsky, Lon-
don 1943, pp. 42, 111
15 Shaykh Mubammad Al Hazin, The Life of..., trans. F. C.

Belfour, London 1831
16

Rijal, loc, cit.

Jeg There is a strong caveat to be voiced here, however,
Only Rijdl mention§ his holding the post of gddi and his con=
ferring it on his disciple« Tard'ig, v. 3, p. 217 speaks Vagulely
of his receiving "wagzifah" and "tiyll" from the Ottoman sultan.
There are at least two conclusions one might draw from the :
absence of mention in other sources: 1) that it was not consi=-
dered worthy of mention or 2) that his holding the post reflected
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badly on the overall image of piety and spiritual aloofness. It is
also_wo-rth noting that Rij8l makes it appear that the. marja¢ al-
-taglid in the ‘atab&t had the power to appoint q&dis, Imam=jumS-
ahs, and other religious functionaries while Tarad’ig s’eems to

accord that prerogative to the "khwandegdr-i Rum", i, e. the Ot-
toman sult&n. The two indeed may be more'comple’mentary than

contradictory, the sultin’s function being t e
choice, : : g to approve the marjaC’s

18 e
Two of the sources, Rawdat and Qisas, do i
: not mention
th? Iran period although the former does menti:)n as an ijaza-
.-glver,‘MIr' Abd al-Baql al-Khatlindbadi, whom Tabataba’l met
in Isfahan, : g

19 ; - o f
Mustaqlrak, P. 387; Makarim, p. 417

20 potd.

21

Maka&arim, loc, cit.
22 X

: The sea journey is inferred from a mar'vel~(k'ararﬁa) at-
t_nbuted to him of calming a fellow sea-traveller who was terri-
flec! at the §pproach of a storm (Mustadrak, p. 401). The only
logical sea Journey the. Bahr al-‘Ulim would have taken would
have been either to or from the Hijaz, !

23 : :
This, at least, is how his biographers have recounted

\ h.lS .trip to Mecca., It is reasonable to assume that from the ac-
tivities, outside his teachings, in which he took part, it would
have been apparent to anyone who was interested V\,rhat his true
madhhab was. The biographers are principally concerned with
the moral question, i. e. whether or not tagiyah was practiced
not how effective it might have been. g

o

Rijal, pp. 35-6; Makarim, loc. cit.

Rij&1l, p. 96
& s

Mak&rim, p. 417, Habibadi’ i isa i
i s Pe o o H 1's source is a risdlah written
by ' Muhammad B&aqir al-Khwans&ri on his family’s genealogy.
The latter does not mention this journey in the Rawdat however,-

20 Ly
Rijal, pp. 17 ff,

28 :
According to Rijdl, p. 97, Tabs a’y i i
c . » Tab&tab&’l late in life sought
anf:l r-ecen.red fu.l:ldS from Fath €Ali Shah Qajar (r. 1797-1835) tér
bu.lld_-? mmar‘?t in a%-Sabn al-Sharif in Najaf, On the question
of Q&jar relations with the ‘atabat scholars at this time see

Algar, Religion and State, chapters 2 and 3,

29 .
Makarim, p. 446
30

2

E. G. Browne, v. f\/', p. 410 dates Taba a'r’

as 124(?-1824/5, without, however, giving any 'soua‘rtc‘:—i:aféf tdheaith
date. His other sources, (e.g. Rawdat) either give 1212 or no
date at all (Qi§a§). All the sources used for this ‘paper agree
on the latter date as correct although the month varies (Maka-
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g_ﬂl; p. 426, says 24 Jum&did I, Rijdl says Rajab, p. 116) The

jssue of his death date would not be worth raising were it not
for the fact that had he died as late as Browne says, Shayk-
hism would have been a major issue in his lifetime, A study of
his works for references to the teachings of Ahs&’'l and a review
of the birth and death dates of his students strongly suggest
that he could not have lived as late as Browne says.

% 'Rawdﬁt, p. . 650; Makérim, pp. 428<9, There is come con-

“troversy over this marriage. Habibadl goes into it in great detail.

. 22 Rijal, p. 12. It would seem from this that Majlisi’s sister
was not a blood ascendant. or the Bahr al-=‘Ultim.

[ Ibid, It is of some interest to note the "political" nature
of intellectual marriages. ‘While the first-cousin marriage may still
have been the preferred type, the incidence of marriage among
the off=spring of otherwise unrelated scholarly families was com-
mon enough to merit comment., The intellectual and spiritual us-
tadh=tilmidh or pir-murid relationship was transferred and perpe-
tuated not only through ‘the ijédza but via the marriage bond as
well, This element in intellectual relations is a recurring theme

in the rijal literature particularly where a leadership role (e.g.

among SUfl orders) as well as an intellectual tradition is being

_transferred. ;

G Algar, op. cit.,, treats this contiroversy in some death in

‘the first two chapters of his work.

e It is never entirely clear that Bihbih&ni was in fact Ta=
batabd’’s most important mentor. The ijazas conferred by Taba-
taba'l are contradictory on this question and noted as such by
Rawdat. On p. 649 Khwansari states that in his ijdzas, Tabita-
ba'l gave preference to Muhammad Mahdi al=Futiini over all his
teachers. Yet when he conferred an ijaza on Khwans3ri’s grand=
'father'in Isfah@n in 1779 "he ascribed the tradition only to Sayy-
id “Muhammad B&qir al-Bihbihdni". These two references are not
necessarily exclusive, of course. There are other sings of the
principal influence of Bihbiha@ni, The most positive statement ap-
pears in Mustadrak, p. 381, where of Tabdtaba’i’s teachers Bih~
‘biha@ni is called "awwaluhum wa ajalluhum wa akmaluhum".

ok al-Fawi’id al-Usiliyah, according to Qisas compiled by
his son, Muhammad Rida (p. 169).

37 Rawdkt p, 649

38.1 have somewhat arbitrarily chosen the account of Taba-
tabd’i’s education as given by RIijdl to present here., The major
area of disagreement = and not an unimportant one = between
the sources is on the question of when he became a student of
Muhammad Bagqir Bihbihdni, Neither Mustadrak nor Rawdat are
at all 'precise about the sequence of teachers or places of study.
On one side, Qisag and Makarim assert that at age 14 Tabata~-
ba'i went to Najaf but returned to Karbald sometime afterwarc to
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study with Bihbihdni and then went once to Najaf. Rijal does not
mention the interim return to Karbala and asserts that the' boy
began his study with Bihbihd@ni before he first left Karbald. Un-
able to make a satisfactory judgement on the correciness of
either version I have followed Rijdl because of the more precise
approach to categorizing the biographical material.

39 :

40
41

Algar, ops ity py 36

I have deliberately omitted any discussion here of the
philosophical tenets of these teachers and how they might have
shaped Tabataba'l’s thinking. Without a detailed study of their
works as well as the works of their teachers, it if futile to cha-
racterize their scholarly approaches. Instead I have selected
those few about whom there is some more general knowledge
and have considered them to have been the major influences
on Tabdtaba’i’s thought. These are Muhammad B&gqgir Bihbihani,
the great usill spokesman; Quib al-Din al-Nayrizi, the Dhahabi
shaykh; and Mirzd Mahdi al-Isfahdni al-Khurdsani, a specialist
in hikmat. These three typified what Ustddh Muhammad Husayn
Tabé&tabd’l calls the '"three perceptions" of the '"reality of exis-
tence"” in Maktab~i Tashayyu , 1339 A. H. (Sh.), v. 2, p. 85,
the first being religious exotericism, the second mystical esote=~
ricism, and the third, philosophical rationalism. Although Euro-
pean sources, eg., Algar and Browne tend to differentiate these
three "perceptions" and consider them to some extent at least
as exclusive, the biographical sources for Tabatabad’i show all
three elements to have been integral to his education,

N Tara’ig, v. 3, p. 339 A similar passage is found in v. 3,
P. 217, The source for these two passages is Mirzd Jaldl al-
=Din Dhahabi b, Mirzad B&ba Dhahabl in the preface written in
1301 A. H. to his father’s work, Shard@’it al-Tarigah. On Shaykh
Ja‘far Najafi, a renowned mujtahid, see Qisas, pp. 183-198..

4 it %
3Tara’1g, Ve 3y loc, elt,
A i
H. Corbin, L’Ecole ‘Shaykhie..., Annuaire de I’Ecole

Pratique des Hautes Etudes 1960-61, p. 16

45
= Rawdat, p. 25 (where Tabatabd’l is called "sdhib al-Dur-
rah" after his most famous work, al-Durrah al-Najafivah)

4:6’It is still not clear when Ahs&'l first postulated his new
doctrines. Since his chief disciples and propagandists, Sayyid
Kazim~i Rishtl and Shaykh Muhammad Karim Khadn Kirm&ni were
not born until the Bahr al=‘Ulim had passed from the scene (the
former in 1212, the latter in 1225 A, H,) it seems likely that
Ahs&@’l’s im&mism was not systematically set out until quite late
in the shaykh’s life and well after the ‘passing of Tabataba’i,

&% Most sources agree on this as the origin of the title-

-nickname, Bahr al-‘ulim, Habib&di in Mak&rim, p. 416, however,

)3
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attributes the origin to Aghd Mirzd Abu’l-Qasim al-Khwansari but
then, quoting Dhikrl al-Muhsinayn says that Mirzd Muhammad
Mahdi Shahid (i. e. al~Isfahéni al-Khurdsani) gave it to him,

48 Rawdat, p. 649

4?Il§>id., p. 650 X

50 gigas, pp. 169-170; Mak&rim,| p. 417

51 rijal, p. 35 : .

52 pawdat, p. 651; Rijal, p. 50 states that a debate with the
Jews of Dhi'l-Kafl is credited with giving his name -renown. Ac-
cording to Fawd'id, p. 677, it was in the Hijaz that the Sunnis
were so impressed by him (on the eve of his departure he re~
vealed his Shitism) that they said, "¥ there truly is a mahdl in
the Imami madhhab, then this (Muhammad) MahdiI must be he'".

53

In an ijaza which Shaykh ‘Abd al=fAli al=-Bahrani con-

ferred on H3jji Muhammad Ibrdhim al-Karbasi (or Kalbasi) he

wrote, "I sought from him (the Bahr al-‘UlGm) an ijdza so .that
my way would be linked with that of the ¢ulamd of ¢Irdq" in-

-‘dicating that the Bahr al-‘Ulim’s teachings were clearly the pre-
 vailing doctrines of the  ‘atabat.

e The two most ardent adversaries in the usgili-akhbari con-
troversy towards the end of the dispute were both students of the
Bahr al-‘Uldm, i, e. Shaykh Ja‘far al-Najafi and Mirza Muhammad

b, ‘Abd al-Sani¢ al-Nish&piirl. See Rawdat, p. 649 and Hamid A 1=
‘gar, Religion..., pp. 64=5

- Tara'’iq, v. 3, p. 200

56.Set—:» Corbin, op. cit.,, p. 16 where a purported reply from
Tab3tabdl to a request from Ahs&’l for an ijaza is given. He is
s:.upposed to have answered, "It is for you, oh shaykh, to confer
an ijiza on me". This seems out of keeping with the relative po=
sitions of the two men during Tabatabd’l’s lifetime and does not
accord with the fact that the shaykh held an ijadza from the Bahr
al-‘Ulim and not vice versa.

i Makarim, p. 416 indicates that Bihbih&@nl himself made the
designation but other sources disagree. Rawdat, p. 648 says,

_"Eventually the imamist leadership came to him at the”end of his

life and. the community of scholars decided (on him) due to his_
judgement and impartiality (ittafagat al-td’ifah ‘ald fighihi wa ‘ada-
latihi...).

s The exact title of the position, which was recognized as

the supreme leadership of the temporal Shifite community, is at
issue here. Rawdat, p. 648 uses '"ra'ls al-im@miyah'; Rijdl prefers
the more modern "marja¢ al-taqlid". Rijdl also declares (although
no other source does) that Tab&dtabd’l wanted to re-organize the
structure of religious leadership and after BihbihanI’s death he
appointed Shaykh Ja‘far al-Najafl as marja al-taqlid and muftl
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(p. 21). ¥ so this would suggest that leadership was not neces-
sarily synonymous at this time with the "marja‘-ate",

i The C‘atabdt remained the single most important academic
center but until the marja® al-taqlid-ship of Shaykh Murtadd al-
-Angdri (Algar, p. 163), the shrine cities lost the ability they

had maintained since the fall of the Safavids to attract and hold

Shi‘f scholars throughout their lives.

© Rij&l, pp. 92-4; al-K&shani, Mulld Habibullsh al-Shari,
Lubab al-=Algdb fi Algdb al-Atydb, Tehran, 1378 A. H. noting
from the Muntah& says, "His marvels (karamat) were many but
his compositions few", (karam&tuhu kathirah wa lakinna musan-
nafatihi qalilah)

g1 Khaén Baba Mushar, Mu'allifin-i Kutub-i Chapi, v. VI, PP.
439-440 i
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Peter CHELKOWSKI

ROOHOWZEL AN IMPORTANT ELEMENT
IN THE HOMEOSTASIS OF IRANIAN CULTURE AND MORES

“The history of Iran is most impressive not only for its mere
t’épgth of the cultural and artistic creativity of the nation, but main-
iy for its capacity for'self-p‘r'eservation.' Despite constant encroach=-

ment by enemis and mig‘ratingl peoples descending upon the Iranian

\ plateau from all corners, the Iranians have maintained their identi-

ty and way of life for twenty~five centuries. Even the most signifi-‘

_¢ant invasion of ‘Iran - the Arab-Islamic conquest - could not wipe

o({f_the language of the country, as it did in some other conquer-
éd regions. On the contrary, the old language was given a new vi-
tal infusion, saving it from stagnation, ahd elimination.

It is no exaggeration to say that there is a poet in every
Iranian, and that almost every Iranian is familiar with the great
poetical tradition of his country, to a degree that is rare among
people of other culturs. In the long history of Iranian nation, the
language and its literary idiom has played a pivotal role around
which the nation and culture have revolved. Ageold values do
find expression in poetry evenv in today’s context. Poeiry has been
a reference system, a mirror of Iran’s history and heroic myth,
an expression of national identity. This is why, for -example, des-
pite the total commitment of Iran before 1979 to join the modern na-
tions of the world, the Arabic script of the Persian language has not
been replaced by the Latin one, as has been the case in Turkish.
Rather, the script has been actively safeguarded as an ongoing

proof that Persian, and the Persian literary corpus of today i





