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EDITP%D BY _ ' . THE writings.of the Bab are‘many; on his OWn‘éStiqlafé thi:y?:}‘ccccd
Andrew Rlppln . 500,000 verses.! In the past, these writingé‘hé’\(é‘bccn‘éﬁﬁtlzﬁiijhncd
. - 5 mainly for what they hdve to tell-us aboiig the histoty ‘of ‘the Babi
: -movement: The-purpose of this discussion'is o 'diaiw attention to
ithe litcrature itself in order. to begin“an eviluation of ‘what ‘must
surcly be-oné of thé:most importatit Guestions'to be raiséd hot only
<by students of theéBabi and:Baha'' religioi t Also by those
intcrested inthe history of nir‘iéi‘é%ntl#\éentyW I, upon‘which the
dramatic events associated with'the¢ admé of ‘the Bab made sich a
vivid mark. That question, how did the Bib téad the Holy Book of
Islam, will automatically be of interest to those engaged in studying
the history of the interpretation of ‘the ‘Qur'an. It should be
mentioned that tafsir represents only one of several types of
exposition_to which' the Bab applied himself. “That it should be
regarded as among the most important types:is-clear from the-inere
fact that it comprisesa large percentage-of his extant Work atid that
it was by mednis of a taféi hat he first ade his claims known.
It was the Tafsir surat Yisuf, Also_known as, the. Qayyiim al-
dstird’, “Which the. Bab’s earl'icsfts-‘follof\"l«rcrs:uséd"-to;v{[iro;’)agn’t‘c his
cause.'It has-beén referred to byBahaw’llah (1817-92) as ‘the first,
the greatest, and mightiest of all books’, and. by. Shoghi. Effendi
(1897-1957) . as béi{hgﬁwiunivensallyv%regarded; duririg “almost the
entire : ministryof - the :Bab, as- the 'QiiF'ah of ‘the “people of the
Bayan®.% In addition to this work, there are three other-major tafsirs

A.-L.-M. Nicolas (Paris, 1911:-14), ii. 113. See also the-discussion of the amotint of
thé Bab's Work that has survived in Denis MacEoin, ‘A Critical Survey of the Sources
for Eady Babi Doctrine and Histoty’; unpublished -thesis {Cambtidge, 1976)
(hereafter: MacEoin, ‘Critical’), 8—10. ... < A

© % Baha'w'llah, the title assumed by Mirz Husayn *Ali-yi Nii; was the foinder of

.\ E:Muf_lar'n"mz'u]  Shirizi, Bayin-i fisi = Le.: Béyan-f'l’er.san,‘ ' trans.
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extant, and a series of shorter commentaries.® It appears that all of
these belong to the earliest period of the Bab’s career and are,
therefore, important in themselves as a source for his earliest
thought.* _ o

As will be seen, soime of this material represents a distinct type of
scriptural interpretation; this is particularly apparent in the Tafsir
sirat Yisuf, excerpts from which will appear below. That there are

problems connected with the proper categorization of some of these

writings is something which Browne suggested long ago; in
speaking of the above-mentioned tafsir he said: ‘A Commentary in

the strict sense of the word it is not, but rather a mystical and often
unintelligible rhapsody.”®

In the following pages an attempt will be made to show some
aspects of this work and one other of the Bab’s-t4fdsir'in an dttempt
to indicate, in however limited a form, some elenients of the logic of
structure and content of this important work while calling attention
to the clear transformation of style and thought between it and the
earlier Tafstr sirat al-baqara. Before proceeding directly to the

texts, a brief outline of the life of the Bab will help put the following
- discussion in perspective. '

I. LIFE OF THE BAB
The Bab was born in Shiraz on 20 October 1819 (1 Muharram

the Baha'i faith. This comment is found in his Kitab=i iqé’ (Cairo, 'nd.), 180 =
Kitab-i-igan: The Book of Certitude-(Wilmette, 1970), 2:31. The second statement is
from Shoghi Effendi, great-grandson .of Baha’y’llih and eventual Guardian of the
Baha'i Faith (wali amrw’llah), God Passes By (Wilmette, 1970), 23.
~* Allworks of the Bab referred to in this paper are, unless otherwise noted, still in
MS. The following-and the titles of his-works which contain either thé‘wotd tafsir or
sharl (the first four being in chronological order)s (1) Tafsir !siirt al-bagara
(actually the first juz’ of the Qur'an); (2) Tafsir siirat Yiisuf (Q..12); (3) Tafsir siirat
al-kqwthar (Q. 108); (4) Tafsir sitrat wa’l-asr (Q. 103); (5) Tafsir siirat al-hard (q.
1) (distinct from (x) above, which includes sitrat al-fatiba); (6) Tafstr siirat al-taiwhid
(Q. 112); {7) Tafsir sirat al-qadr (q..97); (8) Tafsir bismillah;.{g) Tafsir ha'
{commentary on the significances of the Arabic letter b3, the 26th of the alphabet); (10)
Tafsir dyat al-kurst (Q. 2/255); (11) Tafsir dyat al-niir (Q. 24/3%); (12) Tafsir hadith
Kumayl; (13) Tafsir hadith al-jariya; (14) Tafsiv nabn wajbu'llzh, Not all of these
works concern Quranic material, o A '
) * E: G. Brown, ‘Bab, Babis’, Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics (New York, 1909),
1. 305a. ¢ : T , -

53 E. G: Browne, ‘Some Remarks on the Babi Téexts Edited by Baron Victor Rosen in
Vols. 1 and VI of the Collections scientifiques de Plnstitut des langues Orientales de
Saint Petersbourg’, JRAS 24-(1892), 261.
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1235) into a family of fairly prosperous merchants. His father died
when he was about 7 years old, and the :responsibility for his

_upbringing devolved upon his uncle. His formal education consisted

+ ’of six or seven years at a local maktab under the direction of one

*. owner of a precociously inquisitive and outspoken nature.

Shaykh ‘Abid, who happened to be an adherent of the then

'somewhat popular Shaykhi school. It appears that the Bab, whose

name was ‘Ali Muhammad, was not particularly fond of school,
although, according to some reports, this antipathy was not the
result of any intellectual incapacity. On the contrary, the few

reports which exist tend to show the Bab at this early stage as the
b at, €

At age 13 the Bab left the maktab and two years later moved with

i his uncle to Biishihr to pursue the family business there. After about

four years of working in partnership with his uncle, the Bab became

~- independent. There is disagreement about what the Bab’s attitude
* to trade was, but so far no compelling evidence has been brought to

light to support the statement that this basic attitude was negative.”
It was while the Bab was in Bashihr that he began to write various
religious works. Although it is not known exactly what these were,
they probably included essays on various theological topics and

. eulogies of the Imams. Some of these were apparently written at the
. request of certain of his fellow merchants. There is also an

indication that even before voicing any particular claim to spiritual
authority, the Bab had aroused a certain amount of attention, and
even ill will, by the production of these earliest works.®

In 1840, the Bab closed his business and left Bishihr for the
region of ‘Atabit (lit. ‘thresholds’, it refers to the holy cities of

§ H. M. Balyuzi, The Bab, the Herald of the Day of Days (Oxford, 1973), 34—9.
Other treatments of the Bab's life are: Amanat Abbas, ‘The Early Years of the Babi
Movement: Background and Development’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis (Oxford
University, 1981), 100~47; now published, Cornell University Press. Denis
MacEoin, ‘From Shaykhism to Babism: A Study in Charismatic Renewal in Shi‘i
Islim’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis (Cambridge University, 1979; available from
University Microfilms, Ann Arbour) (hereafter: MacEoin, ‘Charismatic’), 137—42.
An important discussion of the problems associated with the biography of the Bab is
Stephen Lambden, ‘An Episode in the Childhood of Sayyid Ali Muhammad the Bab’,
in Peter Smith, ed., In Iran: Studies in Babi and Baha'i History, iii (Los Angeles,
1986), 1—31.

7 The Bab’s statement, cited by MacEoin, ‘Charismatic’, 138, that a dog belonging
to a Jew is to be preferred to the people of the bazaar because of the latter's lack of
religious devotion, must be seen as an indictment of the people themselves, not their
occupation. )

8 See Balyuzi, p. 40; MacEoin, ‘Charismatic’, 138—9.
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Kar‘balé’ and Najaf ), where he remained for nearly a-year.” It was
during this time that he attefided lectures by Sayyid Kazim Rasht
the undxsptitgd successor of Shaykh Ahmad, founder of the Shay.khi’
3cl1oql. It seems that the Bab’s family did not approve of his
preoccupation with things religious and that his x}larriagé in .£84z
. was :.a.rﬂra‘nggt‘l in_the hope ‘of induéing(him_to'co'hcex;tratc .'his,
attention more on the practicalities of existence.. Prior to . his
marriage, while he was still in Karbala’, it is said that the Bab
becarqe acquainted with and attracted a certain amount of
attention from a number of Shaykhis, some of whom later became
his fqllovyers.w Even his arch-enemy, Muhammad Karim Kirmani
says in his polemical Izhaq al-batil that, although he himself neve;
met the Bab, it was true that he was held in resf;ecf in Karbala’ and
that he i#id in fact meet, and serve Sayyid, Kazim.!! o
v"l_"h.e'pl‘cture that emerges, then, js of a pidhé young man who
de;spltc_ja_ lack of f..(_)_rn:l_alj_t_rglini,ng in the higher religious scienc’es wa;
i s sty b htions ot che nature of
ich was sufficiently impres . win the respect of his readers.
Indeed, it was undoubtedly the very fact.of this lack of training;
to:geth.e‘r with hls status as a merchant, which called attention to_his
undeniable spititual and literary gifts. Thus.a variation on the
Isl.ami_c,tl‘jgmcj of; the ‘unlettered prophet’ b_egihs_ to take shape.tln'
 this connection it is also interesting,;-and. perhaps instructive with
reference to the way in which Muhammad’s sqzcal,l‘ed illiteracy, méy

be understood, to observe that the Bab was manifestly.not illiterate; -

1;1 fact, many of his writings were produced before witnesses. That
these works were written by one untutored, or:at best selfztaught,
and p.erl?aps even more convincingly, that they were written with
:asg;mxshmg speéei:d and fluency, combined to present to.some.people
at least an evidentiary miracle comparable, i | !
ast an ey I _ n every way, to t
Qur’an jself.’ T I t'he
. II;1 1844, .shqx_t_t,ly_gften’ the death of Sayyid Kazim, the Bibu_put
orth his claim, in writing, to be in direct contact with the Hidden

Imam and so a locus of tremendous spiritual authority.- Mulla

? Opinion-is divided 61 just how loni ab stayed in ‘k alar, Kas
{ just liow long the Bab stayed in‘Karbala’, wh i

Rashti held his classes. The discussi : in polétnics sourcet fatourable i
~asiu he ses. ion:appears footed in polemic: ces fave g
thewB 352 prefer a shorter length of time.? i ﬁpo FiG sourees favourﬂblé N

* See Peter Smiith and Moojan ' Momen, ‘The Bibi' Mon

ooee  omth ang jan Momen, ‘T i Movement: A R
M(I)iblhz‘anon Pérspective’, in Ps Smith, Iir Trdn, iii. 60 and references oo
Cited by MacEoin, ‘Gharismiatic’ ' ' <
o ¥-MacEoin, ‘Gharisniatic’, 140. S

" See, e.g., A-L-M, Nicolas, Sey);gd Ali Mobarmed dit le Bé?b (Paris, 1905), 2;34.
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Husayn and seventeen other young Shaykhs, including thefamous

poetess Tahira, . gave - their allegiance. to -him,: and . the Babi,
movement was.born. Some months later the:Bab departed-on his
pilgrimage, returning, to Shiraz in March 1845. As-a result of the
activity of his followers, he-was now arrested for the first:time and
shortly released. In: 1846, the Bab took up.tesidence in lsfahan
where he remained from September of that:year until. March 1847,
shortly after his powerful protector, the-mu‘tamid-i-dawla, Manuchir
Khan; died.on February 21.:At-this. time:he. was arrested by
government troops and escorted to-the -western frontier of Iran
where he was to spend the rest'of his-life in secluded imptisonment.

During this last stage of his career,-the Bab. continied to
experience and. record revelations. It was.‘at- this stime .that his
Persian Bayan-was written, together withemany prayers, ajwiba,
and .other correspondence to: his by -now. numerous. following
throughout, Iran: .According to-Nabil, the’' Bab, during the nine
months.he was held in the castleat Mah-ki;, prodiced no less. than
nine complete commentariesi on the. Quran.'? .+ :

As is well known, the Bab’sliteraryactivity came to an end on 9
July 1850, when he-was publicly executed: in Tabriz.'*

i

'+ 2. THE SHAYKHI SCHOOL
Ina. ‘Foreword’ to his account of-the first hundred ‘years of the
Babi/Baha'i religion; Shoghi Effendi. asserts- the sighificance:of the
Shaykhiya in Babi and Baha't-history:~ = ... . -

I shall seck to represent and €orrelate, in ho\gv.e'\'iferﬁ cursoty a manner, those
momentous happenings Whichi have ifisensibly, teletitlessly, and under the
very’ Te‘y‘és “of succéssive gehietations, pervéise; ‘iﬁ"diffwér‘é;nnt "ot ‘liostile,
transfottned 4 heteroddx andséeringly ricgligibléfoffshost of thie Shaykh
school of the Ithna-*Ashariyyih sect of Shi‘ak¢isladi into"a world religion."®

The ‘seemingly neglible offshoot’ here mentioned is of course the

13 ;Mulli Muhammad Zarandi (Nabil), The Dawnbreakers: Nabil's Narrative of the
Early: Days. of the Baha'i Revelation, trans: and ed: Shoghi Efferidi (Wilmette, 1932)
(hereafter: Nabil), 31. - . : S e

¥4 There is some disagreement.about-the exact date; see Moojan Momen, ed.; The
Babi and Baha'i. Religions, 1844—1944: Some Contemporary Western Accounts
(Oxford, 1981), 77—-82. . - o S

3 Shoghi Effendi,.God Passes By, p. xii.
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Babi religion. It has already been meritioned that the Bib’s teacher,
Shaykh ‘Abid, was a follower of this Shaykhi school. It is also
known that several of the Bab’s merchant relatives were attracted
to the teachings of this movement.'¢ As was meritiofed above, the
Bab himself attended the lectures of Sayyid Kazim Rashti and in at

least two works directly refers to him as ‘my teacher’ (#umallimi)."”
It is theréfore important that at least some brief statement on the

history and teachings of the Shaykhi sthool be offered so that a
better understanding may be gained of the contéxtin which the Bab
wrote his Quranic commentaries. !

The founder of the Shaykhiya, or the Kashfiya as its adherents
preferred to be designated, was Shaykh Abmad ibn Zayn al-Din
ibn 1brahim ibn Saqr ibi Ibrahim ibn Daghir al-Ahsa’i. He was
born in 1752 in a ‘small village' in Bahrayn (namely al-Ahsi)

apparently of pure Arab lineage, and his fatily had been folfowers
of the Shi'i version of orthodoxy-for five genetations. From his Early

childhood, it was clear that Shaykh Ahmad was:strongly predisposed
to the study of religious texts and traditions. By the age of's he
could read the Qur’an, and during the remainder of his primary
education he studied Arabic grammar and bécame exposed to the
mystical and theosophical expressions of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240)
and the less well-known Ibn Abi Jumbhiir (d. c. 901/1495—6), author
of the Kitab al-mujli. In 1772, Shaykh Ahmad left his home to
pursue advanced religious studies in the area of the ‘Atabit in Iraq.
He received his first jjdza from the renowned scholar Sayyid
Muhammad Mahdi Bahr al-‘Ulim (d. 1797), and ‘eventually six
others from various recognized teachers.!® c

Shaykh Ahmad remained away from Babrayn for about a year,
and then returned to pursue his studies, presumably independently,
for the next twenty-five years. As a result of the Wahhabi attack on
his native al-Ahsa, he travelled to-Basra-in 1797 and remained in
the religious centres and other localities of Iraq and Iran until the

' Nabil, p. 30. . _ L

"7 The two works are Risalat al-sulitk and Tafsir siirat al-baqara; they are, as it
hamaens, probably the two earliest of the Bab's works remaining to us, )

The most recent detailed account of the Shayklitya is: Vahid Rafati, *The
Development of Shaykhi Thought in :Shi§ Istam’, unpublished' Ph:D, thesis (UCLA,
1979). Other important discussions of this subject are: Said Amir Arjomand, The
Shadow of God and the Hidden Irmam: Religion, Political Order, and Soéietal Change
in Shi‘ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago, 1984), see index, ‘SHaykhism’;
Mangol Bayat, Mysticisin and Dissent: Socioreligious Thought in Qajar Iran(Syracuse,
1982), 37—58; Henri Corbin, En Islam Iranien (Paris, T971-2), iv: 205-300.
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end of his life. He died on'pilgrimage to Mecca in 1825 and was
buried in the famous Baqi’ cemetery of Medina. The work of

_Shiaykh Ahmad Was continued by his favourite student, Sayyid

Kazim Rashti (1798-1844). After the death of Sayyid Kazim, his
students” divided into 'several groups, one centred around the
personality of Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani, another around
Sayyid ‘Ali Muhammad, the Bab.

3. SHAYKHT TEACHINGS

The 'distiﬂguishin"g"féa'turéS of this school, as is the case with_ most
Muslim religious sects, are related to, the manner in which spiritual
authority was to be defined. At this time, the ShiT world was
experiencing an active controversy carried on by tl_le followgrs of
two groups called the ugﬁlx_fyc’f and the akh!gﬁffya. :These terms reft.ar
to the way ‘each group tendéd to sippoit its statements on Islamic
law and theology. The debate was based on the question of whether
ijtihad, ‘exerting individual effort to fotrm an o'pinion’, rather than
'wholésale dcceptance of the guidance conftained in the preserved
“statemerits (akhbar) of M"ub‘amma‘fi_‘gnd the Imams, was the‘best
way’ to resolve the questions of religiofi, which wqu.ld of course
includé questions of law. Finally the usaliya, tho.sga in .favm'lr of
‘ijtibdd, won the day and for'the last 200 years this basic attitude
towards the written sofirces of the Islamic religion has held sway
over miost of the Shi'i world. . o
Shaykh Abmad grew lip in one of the last bastions 9f the'akhibiri
approach, and his synthesis may be seen ds a radicalization of this
method. By mearis of propotmdir

ng a doctrine of the Pelzf_cct Shi‘a, an
obvious adaptation of‘the Sifi idea of the Petfect Man (al-insan al-
kamil), Shaykh Ahmad was able, at least in theory, to circumvent
the restrictions imposed by either of'the two above méthods and
arrive at'a much les§ fettered ‘and independent position vis-d-vis the

- ‘teinterprétation of the raw'”miterial of the Islamic religion—the

Qur’an, the sunna, and the teachings of the Imams which were
preserved in the akhbar. In short, this doctrine held that Flie__ szrf(ect
Shi‘a was always present on earth as a direct link to the,Hndc!en
Imim, Muhammad ibn al-Hasan, the twelfth Imém -of'tl‘xe_ Shi‘a,
who disappeated from the public+ken at the age of "6 after
succeeding his late father as Imam, and whose occultation had now
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]a§t§d nearly 1,000 years. While neither Shaykh Alimad nor Sayyid
Kaznp ever publicly claimed the rank of Perfect Sl]i."i, it secms‘fairly
certain that their followers considered them as'such, o
.S'hl‘xsm.-has traditionally based itself on'five main principles:
dlvme.umFy (tawhid). prophethood (nubifiwa), returi (i ‘ad), the
imamate (imama), and diviie justice (‘adly. Shaykh Ahmad feduced
(these to'three by combining Yjustice’ with “unity’ and bl'zilc’iﬁg the
return’ in- the category of ‘prophiethosd’. Tb these thrce. Unity
Prgphethoo’d, and the Imamate, was addéd the idea of thcq Pcrféé';
Shi‘a'sometimes teferred:to by the Shaykhisas the Fourth Sitpport
(c{l—‘rukn al-rabi‘) of religion, an'allusion, in parallel, to the four
pillars. of God’s throne (‘arsh, kursi).!® Other’ distinguishing
charac‘te_rlstics of ‘the beliefs held: by ‘the Sh‘aj"klﬁs“pert"a‘i'ne"d’ to
eschatology, in'which a corporeal‘festiriection was dénied ‘in‘favour
i

of a somewhat complex récoutse to a separatéreality in which a
resurrection of one’s spiritual or subtle* (latif) body uriderwéiit a
process.demg‘.nated by the familiar ‘terminology of ma‘ad, giydra,
and so'forth: Surely the emmphasis heré is on the denial f the
scientifically untenablé bodily resutrection which o many Muslim
pln‘losog(l)lers prior to Shaykh”Alimad also foind impossible to
believe. Sha‘yl.ch‘ ‘Ahmad’s contribution ofi this ‘matter is in ‘the
form of a sufficiently detailed ‘and appealingly possible alternative—
even the most hard-bitten sceptic would névét comipletely dehy the
possibility of the totally spiritual process which Shaykh Ahmad
propounded. These thtee featuires, the doctriric of the Perfect Shi‘a,
the extreme veneration of the Holy Family,.and the denial.of bbdi'lyl
resurrection. are.perhaps -the most important with ‘regard to the
relationship of Babisin to Shaykhisin. B o
The doctrine of the Perfect’ Shi'a was inseparable . from: the
19 . : e : < Rt P Lo i

.C(’)nccrr!dw‘lth the docgm_e o“futhe Fgurth'Suppoit s, theref¢ re, one of the, most
convincing evidences tha_t the Bab was wiitiiig his first tafsi'ina Shaykhi milieu. Early
in his commentaty dn siirat"al-baqava he' says that the Foirih Stipport,is, in fact, the
main bf)dy of the Shi‘d. That the Bab undetstobd the Fourth Sitpport if thic wau ie cle
evncllen?e t'hatlatdﬂll;s tiriie lié ‘eithef did not karbgu: any ‘daims’to |
authority implied by other uses of this terf, or he did not Want'ts be perceiv doi

a L oy oorge ot T oo T r ived as doin

50. Cf the wayin u_lhl»c.hvlatgr Stiaykhiis were to éveritually discuss thé'l;dea of the Fourtl%
Suppf)rt {viz., as ecclesid spifitiuilis);iits Corbin, En'Islam Iraftien, iv, 274=86, esp. 285.
Also 'see D. Mac‘:&)'m," ‘Edrly Shaykhi ‘Reactions to the ‘Bab ahd his Claimic ;
M.ZOquen,' Studies in, _I}ﬁbi and Bahar bistory, i (Los Anngeles, 1587), f—42.

See Oliver Leaman, An Inlroductio'{x to Medieval IsId:;tic'ﬁ[Jilofof)lzy {Cam_b'ridge,

1985), 17.
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Shaykhi apophatic theology and:implied a virtual deification?! of
the Fourtcen Pure Ones (chebardelr-ma'siim) of orthodoxy:
Mubammad, Fatima, ‘Ali, al-Hasan, al-Husayn, and the remaining

Imams of Twelver Shi‘ism. God here is eternally unknowable

(rather than remote), arid makes' His will known through various
stages. Eternally crucial to this process is the twofold institution of
prophecy/imamate, ‘and ‘wheliever any posmvcs’tl merit about
divinity is ‘made; it propet téference is t‘{)‘3 t}{]ié'ihs"'titugidn.. The
Prophet and Imams ‘are a diffetent order of creation as mediators
betweeit God“aiid "humanity. The ‘Pécfect Shit acts as _mediator
between the Imains, representéd by the twelfth, Mu;h_a‘ﬁ(fma:d ibn al-
Hasan, 'and humanity. Thetefore "wheh' thie Bab' claimed to Thave
received: tlic’ Tafst'sirat Yiisuf from'the Imam (see below), even
though he did ot explicitly claiim' for himstlf the title of the Perfect
Shi*i, “those Shaykhis" who “wete' his ‘hﬁ‘r;s't 'éders were ‘alrcady
convinged 'of the necessity fot such a link as a bab’ (‘gate’), even if
they were tiot agreed as to who was best qiialifiéd to act as such, or,
less important, What the ‘exact namg fot such a link.should be.
Before leaving the'tibject; it is important to point out that up
until the period’of time in which the Bab wrote, the Shaykhiya were
probably not yet seen as a scparate scct of Twelver Shi‘ism.
Accorditig'to Rafati: B

Although the terms ‘Shaykhi,” ‘Posht-i:Sari;' and *Kashfiya’ rtéfer to a
certain group of people, and were intended to distinguish thei: from the
rest of the Shi‘a, the group solidarity and identity. of- the Shaykhis-was in
fact not so distinct as to sharply separate them from the test of the Shi‘i
community of Iran as an independent sect or even branch of Twelver Shi‘a.
The Shaykhis conisidéted tieihselves triie Shi‘a who thought and behaved
in accordarice with the teaching of the Shi'l imdms;.they; did. not-consider
‘tl1Ehse_[‘y:g§',jh,noya_tvdrs. Itis:difficult to believe thatiduting Shaykh Ahmad’s
lifetime he was considered thefounder of a*tiew 'schiool within the Shi‘i
framework. However, as time went on and the nature of his idecology
received greater intellectual attention, a_group of fundamentalist ‘wlama’
perceived a radical distinction .between. his views and the established
doctrines of the Shi‘a-and-increasingly differéntiated thémselves from the
Shaykhis. This:Shaykhi school; then, giined more grouip solidarity as it

21 This statement must be'tempered by refeférice to the infiumérable assertions.of the
servitude of Muliainmad and the Tméms tb the es » ‘lt_iifolil('l:be misleacling
in the extrenieto suggest'ificarnationisin. See a chatacteristicstatéinent on this question
by the:Bab himmsélfin his Risalah-yé i‘tigadat in Majmii'ah-yi athar-yi hdzrat-i A'ld, ran
National Baha'l Archives, Tehfari; Ixix (i976), 411-116.
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dcy‘eloped h‘istorically, reacting as a group against the main body of the
Shi‘a when it encountered social and intellectual opposition,22

i

4. TAFSIR WORKS

Among the Bab’s writings there are numerous works of tafsir.?
Some of these are commentaries on such important traditions as the
badx‘fh al-jartya or the hadith Kumayl. Most of the others are
commentaries on either a complete sira of the Qur’an or one of the
more notable verses, such as the light verse.(Q. 24/35) or-the throne
verse (Q. 2/255). These commentaries present a broad range of
xdeaf and exegetical techniques—to such a degfee that any attempt
to {i;scus_s) all of them here would ultimately be meaningless. This is
so 1n spite of the fact that they all seem to come from the same
general period, usually referred to as early Babism,2* Despite the
astonishing!y varied nature of the style and content of these
commentaries, or more accurately because of it, they are of course
extremely valuable for a study of the dé\‘/‘clopment of the Bab’s
thought. Collectively they represent a unique individual corpus of
Islamic scriptural commentary, .

Qf the numerous titles in this genre, however, four stand out as
major works. In chronological order they are the commentaries on
al-baqara (siira 2), Yiisuf (siira 12), al-katithar (siira 108), and
wa’l-‘asr (sira 103). In the followirig discussion dttention w’ill be
focused exclusively on the first two of these commentiies.?

2 Rafan! PP- 48—9. For a helpful summary of the points which came to'be regnr(ie'd
as representing the most important differences between the Shaykhis and the Shi'a, see
‘Ig;l(‘)f)]an Momeén, An Introduction to Shi'i Islam: the History and Docirines of Tu;e.:luer
th” tlfmf(Oxfo-rlEi and Ngw Hayer_\, 1985), 226-8; on the importaiice of the doctriie of
30eo aeg ect Sht';, see Browne, ‘Bab, Babis’, in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, ii.

ii See n. 3, above. .

o ’}Ii{QWn;, ‘Bib, Babis’, Encyclop'e_dia of Religion and Eihics, ii, 305a.
bor lhc. l;)'t er two works deser.ve.sorfm br:ef‘m.ention:a't this time, inasinuch as they

oth exhibit one of the more distincrive ‘exegerical procedures of the Bab, and on
which is not applied by him to the two siiras under detailed: discussiori here. Both o?
stiras 108 and 103, which are among the shortest chapters in the Quran, are e'xplnined
by the Bab not verse by verse, or even.word by word, but-rather letter b;f letter. In this
way, the Quran!c material is ‘exploded’ by the commentator in an attelﬁp't':'ro mi;le it for
as much meaning as possible. Sce B. T. Lawson, ‘Expioded ‘Gommentary’, paper
presented at the American Academy of Religion Annual Meeting; Anaheim, Cél}fg;lﬁa
1985, for a study of. this method and its antecedents, hurifi, sifi, and oth’e'rs. ’
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i. Tafsir siirat al-baqara
The Bab was just under 25 when he completed the first volume of
this work in Muharram 12.59.2¢ The work was therefore completed
a few months before he made his momentous claim to Mulla
Husayn, the. young Shaykhi, on the evening of 22-May 1844 (4
Jumada I, 1260). In corroboration of this dating, Mulla Husayn is
reported to have noticed this tafsir resting on a-shelf in the Bab
house during the course of that very .evening.?” This earliest
sustained religious work of the Bab’s includes a brief commentary
on al-fatiha (sitra 1), which is prefaced, in some manuscript copies,
by an introduction which is noteworthy for the reference it makes
to the date on which composition was-begun. Here the Bab says
that the night before he began the work, he had a dream in which
the-entire city of Karbala’ (ard al-mugaddas)-rose bit by bitinto the
air and came to rest before-his house in Shiraz, whereupon he was
inf'qrqu of the approaching death of Sayyid Kazim Rashti, the
Shaykhi leader, to whom he here refers as his revered teacher.”®

The way in which siirat al-fatiha is treated is in some:ways
characteristic of the rest of the commentary. For the Bab, meaning
may be derived from the book chiefly by way of relating its contents
to the Holy Family (Muhammad, Fatima, and the twelve Imams).
To this end, each of the seven verses of the opening sira is
26 Numerous MSS of this work, which .represents a commentary on the complete
fiest juz’ of the Qur'an, exist; five copies have been .consulted for this discussion:
Cambridge, Browne F. 8; Teheran Baha'i Archives 6014 C (hereafter: TBA); the
privately publistied limited edition, in xeroX, found in Majmi‘ah-yi athir-yi bazrat-i
A’la, Iran National Baha'1 Archives, Teheran, Ixix {1976), 157—410; two-uncatalogued
MSS in the Princeton University ‘Babi,Collection’. Many thanks to Mr James
Weinberger, curator of the Near Eastern Collection, Princeton University, for access to
these last two items. All references in this paper‘are to TBA, which has been paginated
in a xerox copy.

A word should also be said about the notorious vol. ii of the Tafsir siirat al-bagara.
According to Nicolas (n, 12), this was among those works by the Bab which were stolen
from him during his pilgrimage (see:pp, 45—6). However, MacEoin, ‘Critical’, 36, lists a
MS of the Bibliothégue Nationale which he says may be this missing volume. An
examination of BN Or.5805 indeed discloses that it is a commentary on the 2nd juz’ of
the Qur'an. At this time, however, it is not, possible to ascribe its authorship to the Bab
with complete confidence. The MS in the British Library (BL Or. 7845) is a similar case.
Finally, a few pages of a commentary on. this 2nd juz’ are found in the Majmii‘a
(meéntioned above), 377=410. There seem 1o be some.important stylistic. differences
between this material and.the preceding, tafsir, one example being a much-more
frequent use of the first person. - . = R

27 See the Tdrikh-i jadid as quoted by E. G. Browne, “Catalogue and Description
of 27 Babi Manuscripts’, JRAS 24 (1892), 496.

2% TBA 6.
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designated as a writing (kitab) of one of these.sacred .
B?g.xq?xng ‘with Mubamm*éd, these include 2m t.his'cgercéef)gl‘l/r\el?
.Fapma‘, al<Hasan, al-Husayn, Ja‘far (al-$adiq); and ﬁhall); Mﬁsg
ibn Ja‘far. As will be’seéri below, the number seven plays an
important part throughout this work.2?'In this instance the seven
names represent the different names by, which each of th’e. fot;l‘;'tecn
Pure Ones are known. That'is, each of the names Muli;';ﬁmiéﬁ;l “Alf
al—];lf;‘san, and ?I-Hugayn may be applied to morci‘th;m onc.ﬁ’gl-l'rc,
Thg names Fatitha, Ja‘far, and Musa, however, ﬁlay. onl); i‘l’)'cv‘uscd.
once. The narhe Muhammad is applicable not bnly to the prophet
hxm;clf but also to' Muhdmmad al-Biqir, the fifth -Imému(ld.. 113/
Kg;}:q?ﬁ&]Mglgsmr?g_él-ja'y;{éd,; the ninth Iimim (d. 220/835), and
nammad ibn al-Hasan al-¢ 1 Ifth Imam, als kioy

e '('disalspeéred 260f\skan, the twelfth Imam, also known
designate riot only the first lnam (d- 40/661),.but alse his grandson
th'c_ fou‘r‘thnlmén'i, ‘Alf ibn »I:_al-I-iu_s’éyn (d.. 94/7-1.2.—..';3), the ”egigh;th
Imar, ‘Ali dl-Rida {d. 202/817-18), and ‘Ali -HadL, the tonth
Imam (d. 254/868). The name al-Hasan may be a’piﬂlied';oti-)’ec;th the
sccond"lma'm (d. 50/670) -and the eleventh (d. =2.60/873—4). The
FG§UIt is t.hat altho‘u_g‘h‘there are fourteen différent persbnalitics
involved, it may be said that there are "in,realityhohl:y‘ seven different
names. That thc Bab has chosen to associate each verse with.one of
tlle§e seven names has, as will be seen, implications for :thc@a'y in 4
wlll;'l] helunder'stoodbhe of the mSre common names for this sitra q
namely, al‘sab* al-mathani (cf. Q. 15/87), the meaning of which is’

29 'The question, oft:en raisedl afli (¢ inf : |
on, © v ,.of Isma'fli (‘Seveners’) influence on th -Bab i
ar:i):ably best ansvv_./cred_' b)t emphasizing the importance of Shaykhi inﬂuense o;rl1 h::
v ngs (sec Rl:fan,'p_: 167): The better question to ask would be abiout the Ismasli
in gc;nizlcs l())n the writings of Shaykh Abmad-and the later elaboration of his scho
bcl:t cblz »uynerS:y.yéd Kazim I}]ashu. }*‘Qllo‘wing Amanat, the Shaykhi movementmay
5t00d as a synthesis of ‘three major trends of thousht in 1 i
Shi‘ism; the theosophic schigol [ cE may s of thought in.post-Safavid
phic school'of Isfahan (hiksmati ilahp). Hich itself benefiec
the theoretical Sufism.of-Ibi ‘Arabiand the: “Ori 1 et vehefied from
. -of-lbn "Arabi. :“Otiental” theosophy ‘(hikmiat-i ishral)
of Suhravardi, the AkhbacT “traditi nalist™ i hich oy i)
ardi / | " traditionalist™ school of Bahrain which i in.;
of transmission to the early ! hadi hersway of S
trans 1€ carly narrators of hadizh mostly by the, way of “intuitive”
petception and the Gnosticism which waé diffised ; ]y SHET mailieu i et
strongly influenced by cryptotlsma‘iliidea I 2s other hetoradonur g and was
ly influe ¢ s as well as other hetetodoxies of sbuthe
and southwestern Iran (Amanat, p. 29). It would appear:that Browne’s adt%ge :1:3

hope, written nea
pe, tly one hundred years ago, that ‘a full and critical study of the

Shaykhi doctrines would . . . form an indispensable_preliminary to such a

}Mlosophic:ﬂ histol’y Of tl'lke BabH as must'sc Y e wri t N W ' 1
B‘l 38 E J .. S t"some da bC fitten’ B’- I A

abi - ) c .:S.. ¢ 4 : I f'n ( !'0 ne,.Bf_b
" 1 S. s Lrcyc oped:a OfRE‘IgIO" arid E””C“S, 1. ;oob) I'Cmali.’ls to be completely‘acted,

ol, !

873—4). The name ‘Ali may properly
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disputed by the classical. exegetes.3°. Later in the-commeiitaty, the
Bab states that one of the.results of the:process of creation is that
seven becomes fourteen.®! Thus this opening chapterjwhich is also
known as the ‘Mothes of the Book’ (1minal-kitab)because in it is

.contained the essence of the entire Qur’an, may-be likened to the

divine will which,. in .Shaykhi: thought; ‘is «represented- by the
pleroma of the Holy Family, and may be understood:as containing,
in potentia, all creation®*.., ¢ - . w0
One;of the main concerns-of this tafsir.is infact the propounding
of this particular, metaphysical netion.-This, together ‘with- the
method adopted for such—-constant reference to the Holy Family as
the principle of this, process—is the most distinctive and distinguishing
feature of the-work :and may be.desigriated byithe rather awkward
term ‘imamization’. It is unlikely.that:this represents, atithe time
and place it was written, a, polemic in the contekt of-an immediate
Stlnni—;S_hi‘i,deba,‘tngf..Rather», it would: seem ithat :this -methiod of
interpretation is linked to at.least two factors.:The fitst is that it
reflects the extreme veneration in which-the Imains wereheld by the
Shaykhis,** and, of.course;.the Shaykhi influerice on:the-author of
this work. But perhaps. more,importantly;!especially ‘for- under-
30 See bélow, p. 7.41;' also sce Mahmoud Ayoub, ‘The Prayer of Islain: A
Presentation of surat al-fatiha in Muslim Exegesis’, Journal of the American
Academy o/, Religion, Thematic Issue, 47.(1979), 635—47;'esp. 638. - iR
31 TBA 112-13, ad Q. 2/29: ‘It is He who credted:for you all that is in.the earth,
then He lifted Himself to” heaven ‘atd fevelled the seven heayens; and He has
kiiowledge of-everything.” The Bab's “Arabic™isi wa'l-sab’ idha kairarat fi'l-ibda’
wa'l-ikhtiga’ sarat arb'a ‘ashar: + : - o0 - o
32 For the idea of tajalli much used by the Shaykhis; but which as a technical term
in Muslim discussions of ountology and metaphysics has:a much-longe# history, see
Rafati, 69—~to1. For ofie of the major antecedents for this usage, see Toshibiko
Tzutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Philosophical Concepts
(Berkeley, 1984), x52-8. . . L
33 This “imamization’ js reflected in most fafsir works of Akhbari Shi‘ism. See,
e.g:;*Muhsin Fayz al-Kashiant (d. 1092/1680), al:Safi fi fafsir kalain Allah al-wafi
{n.p., 1283), ,and_Sayyid Hashim- al-Baheani~(d. ‘11o7/x695), “Tafsit al-birhan
(Tehran, 1334 Shamsi), On.these authiors and:the Akhbari hermeiiciiti¢; see Corbin,
En_Islany Iranien, i. chs. 4;and s. N e
3 Gee sect. 2, above, This veneration was oné-of the mairi“teasons ‘that the
Shaykhiya ran_foul:of the more orthodox.interpretations of Shi‘ism, Which did, in
fact, deriounce the group as, extremists-(ghuldt) -on several occasioiis. In' his Tafsir
sitrat al-baqara itjs clear that the,Bibiwas sensitive to such-charges: Vety ¢iily on in
the_'wxj:[li(.,hé cites the following tradition from al-Badir, theifth Imin: *O-concouise
of the Shi‘a . .. Be the true Shi‘a—a middle position (al-mwiraqat al-tvusta) so that
even the extremist (al-ghdli), might return‘to you arid the one who lags behitid (al-
tali) might catch up to you.” See TBA 20. o

~-
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standing the eventual development of the Bab’s teaching
.the ;Bfib to assert his complete independence from a’lY others
fncludmg §haykh Abmadand Sayyid Kazim (who aré nét ‘rﬁehtioned’
in the main body of the tafsir), apart from the Holy Family, and
of course, the Qur’an itself. . ' e
‘ A rfzady example of this:allegorical method is fourid at Q. 2/26:
God is not ashamed to strike a similitude e 3 : '
?bove it.*¢ Here the ‘gnat’ is explained as being “Alf himself, while
.aqght aboye i’ ma fawqabha, is none othcr‘than’Min’arh'm"éé This
Interpretation is not new with the Bab; it is found in a't:'lea‘st'.three
qther w<ill-known Shi'i commentaries where it is ascribed to the
sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-$adiq. Unlike his practice in similar instances
in thc? commentary, the Bab cites no authority hete. The adoption
of this interpretation must therefore be seen as an example of the
abundantly attested and universally approved process of selgction
from. the overall tradition (rather than “Creation’) as'@ nieans of
offerl.ng an ‘original’ interpretation, which is so ‘characteristic of
Muslim religious scholarship.3” That the Bab was creative in the
modern sense as well will be seen in what follows.

A more extended allegory is found at q. 2/49+-51 in the Bab’s

rea_dmg of the story of Moses in the wilderness with his troublesome
retinue: : o

it allows

(‘?2).And when We delivered you from the folk of Pharoih who were
visiting you with evil chastisement, slaughtering you-r sons, and sparin

your women; and in that was a grievous trial from your L(;rd. {50) Amgi
when We divided for you the sea and delivered you, and didwned
Pharoah’s folk while you were beholding. (51) And Whel,’l We appointed

with Moses forty nights then elves’ :
f you took to yourselves the Calf after hi
you were evildoers. erhim and

. Thc_: Bab says the verse 49 is being addressed to (mukbatabat™
i-) Fitima, her husband, and her father,’® ‘Pharoah’ .stands for

35
(bﬁba;l;l:)ey,latrei,s hf)wcve}? refe_rrcd toin th‘e Tafsf( srat Yiisuf, as'¢.g.,'the ‘two gates’
Wabaym. It just this kind o{ terminological association ‘which, of course

presents a doctrinal or philosophical affinity that was'so instrumental i the Bab’s
wnglsnmg to his cause a number of Shaykhs. i nie e

“° All translations of the Qur’in are from A. J. Arberr
(O})gfo“{(li,Bl?éf;)._ In some cases the translation has been h
Qo [1;8':1';'/’1;{“?.'_"}]])“’;’ i. 7;315'1]\1)(] ‘Ali_aliﬂgwa?zi, Taﬁir nir al_-t];f_c;zq&llayn .
(Bgirur,_gso/xgél), - ;8. . 37— i a -Tabarsi, Majima* al—b‘ayﬁ?i fi tafsir al-Qur'an

" Two of the MSS add ‘and her
quite so clear in TBA 179.

The Koran Tnterpreted
‘adapted'slightly.

grandfather’ (jadd), although this word is not .

T I ; Ly
ven of a gnat, or aught
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‘Umar,*” while his ‘f()lk’Asta'h:ds for ‘wherever kufr, shirk ot sharr
exist, becauise 'these are the various places where he appears.
(tiiazabir nafsibi)’. In this place the specific reference is to Yazid, the
Urayyad caliph responsible for the killing of Husayn, while
‘slaughteting of your sons’ is a direct reference to ‘the sons of the
Messenger and their lord, Abi ‘Abd Allah- al-Husayn® (the third
Imam). - N A

At this poinit, the Bab embarks upon a rather lengthy discussion
to justify why God would allow such a heinous deed as the murder
of one of the Holy Family to take place. During the course of this
discussion, thé Bab coimpares the killing of Husayn with the sin of
Adam. The main point seems to be that this apparent victory of evil
over goodniéss, the murder of an Imam, was not due to any weak-
ness in Husayn. On'the contrary, the Imadm, because of the strength
of his' pérfect (rmn‘tadil; *harmonious’) body, would have been able
to destroy the whole world had such been the divine purpose.

At verse 50 tlie ‘sea’ is the ‘sea of divine power’. Those being
addressed aré the ‘People of Infallibility’ (ahl al-‘isma), another
narhe for the Holy Family, ‘The meaning of the second “Pharoah”,
says the Bab, ‘is the one who rejected the signs of ‘Ali, upon him be
peice, which exists in all things.” ‘Moses,’ at verse 51, ‘according to
the' primary ‘meaning (fa’l-‘hgu‘riit‘i bi’l-haqiqat al-awwaliya) is
Mubammad.” ‘Forty’ is understood as referring to ‘All and the ten
proofs (hujaj) from his progeny. The Bab explains as follows: ‘Ali
stands for thirty since he lived for thirty years after the death of
Mubammad. ‘Forty’ is arrived at when reference is made to the ten
remaining Imams (who wCré_‘all‘OWCd to fulfil their mission, the
mission of the last or twelfth Imam being at this time still
incomplete and therefore the numiber ‘ten’would not pertain to the’
length of time spent in the wilderness precisely because the parousia
of the last Imim will signal the end of this spiritual banishment).*®
But ‘nights’ alludes to the concealment-of the glory of the Imams by

 the darkness of disbelief. One of the evidences of this disbelief was

the choosing of the ‘calf which was actually Abi Bakr (al-awwal)
as a legatee (was). Therefore the ‘evildoers™ are thos¢ who gave
their allegiarice (b'a)i"ki)'vt_o-hiiﬁ. o ' '

3% ‘The actudl name in the text is abii’l-shuritr, ‘father of iniquities’, 2 way of
referring to one who, in the estimation of the Shi‘a, was one of the-arch-villains of
history. See Goldziher, Richtungen, 288, 298.

40 Cf q. 7/142 where God extends the desert sojourn from 30 to 40 days.
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This section is concluded with a re
return will cause all that has been : to in
: n alluded to in ti i
will cause . to in the foregoin
appear.” This is an example of » divine

‘ the idea that each divi
A . N o = . . : € e
manifestation (zubiir) sets in motion a replay of the major events of

:xlkln(} of primal sa'cred history. Later, ii some of his other writings
t?e.Baib‘refer_s‘; to his very first followers, the eighteen ‘Letters of thc’
lenlg,;, as the reappearance of the fourteen Pure Ones and the fou
abwab—tl‘losehleadgrs of the Shi‘a who are believed to have bee in
contact with the Hidden Imam, Muhammad ibi al-Hasan, du i
the so-called Lesser Occultation. 2 Lo e
In the course of this_“interpfétation, the, Bab alludes to the
metaphysics from which, it ultimately springs. .Répez;ted reference is
made,_fpr e.xample,_ to the process of divine selffmal]ifestafi011—;-t&}'allf
Once again, the commentary , on sz?rat',”al-‘-}‘d-tiba provides a
;llgracgf:r{stlg example. The third verse of the o‘[)el;ixl' . siira i
char_actenzed by the Bab as the ‘book (kxtdb) of fﬁ%nri* Hs
continues, by saying that: S AR
i : ) o
goddhas-put init gll that s hets and all that pertains t6 her. This vérse is'the
a:ldrlcn »ofEGrace. God has plrovid:ed its sh.z'ide for whoever beliéves in heér
loves her a.fter he has properly tecognized-her—according to whiat'she
mamf‘estt‘zd to him (l"1-'@rif) by means of his own ¢apacity for understandi
At this time this Garden will open to him.?® - .. e

~ The operative’'phtase here is! kama ‘tajallat 121-Grif labii bibi*
An Interesting parallel'to this usage is found in'the ’Fusﬁs”d?ﬂ;ika%;f
of the great mystic Ibn “Arabi. Here the duthor discuss'cs"ta/'a'lh" or
the'way in which God makes hirself knowh to humanity, u"ith
tllfzse words: fa-wasafa nafsahu land bing, ‘He has des’cribed
Hfmself to us by means of us’, or, less concisely: ‘He has described
Hms‘;lf to us by means of our own ability and "willingness to
perceive His description.”® It is'not inténded to go into great detail
!1e‘rc on the relation of the Bab’s thought to that of Ibn ‘Arabi. not is
it intended to go into great detail about the nature of tile’ Bib’s
_tho.ugh.t ber sé; attention'is drawn to this subject daly b “way of
indicating the kinds of ideas which find expression dur'ixigxfhe Za;)k
:; TBA 179-84. ' | -
. MacEoin, ‘Charismatic’, 146. See also Shog:hi‘Effendi,

A, 7-8. The Quranic v i is a
Bencﬁtént?and.Meréiflflz' © verse thus explained is al

44 ;
My thanks to Dt Afnan for su i
anks tc estin
** 1bn al-‘Araby, Fusiis al-hikam, P

God Passes.By, 32. .
rahman, al-rahim—'the
pe: g-thc above transi_ation.z

ed.’ Affifi (Cairo, 1946),4. 53, ‘

ference to the ga’im, whose.
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the Bab has set. for himself (and which is the subject of ,this
discussion), namely, the interpretation of the Qur’an. Suffice it here
to say that both the Bib and Ibn ‘Arabi-appear to rely.for the
ultimate justification of such a.view.on Q..41/53: Wesshall show
them ‘C‘)u.r; signs. in. the horizons.and.in themselves; till it is clear to
them that this-is the truth.’ The frequency with which this idea is
encountered in the Tafsir sitrat al-bagara throws into sharp relief
the_curious fagt that there seems to be no mention of it at all, at
least;in the :above. terms, in, the Tafstr siirat- Yiisuf.

This metaphysics is related also to ethical ‘concerns in one
interesting passage of:the commentary son siirat- al-baqara,-ad Q.
2/3: ‘[Those] who. believe in the, unseen, and .perform the prayer,
and expend of that We have provided them.’ Here the Bab chooses
to comment on, the significance, of “faith’,(iman) represented in the
above citation by the verb, ‘belieye’. In-his introductory temarks to
this lengthy section he says:the following:. -

1f man' kncw how God had ‘¢teated His Creation, no one would ever blame
ariother. "This means that*God has &tedted mankind (kbalq)' dccording to
the creature’s already €xisting propensitiés for aébéi%'téﬁ'c’c"dr rejection [of
the truth): The cause of rejection is the same as' the cause of acceptance,
namely, -choice (ikhtiyar). God' has .given:to each what he ‘descrves
according to;his already existing propensity. (bi-ma huwa ‘alayhi). This

divine knowledge is the knowledge of potentialities.?®

The object of the discissiofi is an extenided treatment of the
probleims surrounding the ‘pereniial puzzle posed by the ideas of an
individual’s freewill and God’s fole in deterinining a person’s fate.
Once again, statements of the Bab appear to have much in common
with the views of Ibn ‘Arabi, in particulat his fiotoriously difficult
idea’ of ‘al-‘ayan al-thabita.*” It is probably the case | intl
idea of ‘al-‘ayan al-thabita.”" 1t is probably the case here, as in the
above comparison with Ibn ‘Arabi, that these coincidences are due
more to the‘trates of-Ibn ‘Atabi’s thought existing in the teaching of
the Shaykhis (which, as has been said; i$*ackiowledgéd to be the
single riiost formative influence on the ‘way in which the Bab
expressed his ideas) than to atiy direct boprowing by the Bab from
1bn *Arabi himiself, Indeed, in'ne of his later tafasir, the Bab makes

46 TBA 21. " . .

47_See,-e.g., lzutsu, p. 159, where the author defines al-‘aydn al-thabita as the
‘eidetic realities’..of possible things. A possible thing: becomes actualized in the .
phenomenal world,. each;according to the .requirements of its own personal
archetype. . - S .
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it clear that he does not agree with Ibn ‘Arabi at all on at least one -

point.*8

Co_fltin.uing with the Bab’s commentary on this same verse. we
are soon in the presence of another major pattern in the work ’Thc
;)m'pﬁr,tgnce of the number seven has already been meh:tioheci. and
€’rl:;;h);sxilsl.ustrated; a few more brief examplg§ aré added Kere for

In his discussion of #man, the Bab speaks of sevén differe
or grades .(marﬁtib). The first is applie}()i to the péop?edégffg:r;talfggis
or p?r.adlse:, of the Divine Will (ahl jannat al-mashiya) The
remaining six grades are respectively applicable to'thie people .o‘f the
heaven of the Divine Purpose (al-irada), the sea’ of the Divine
Decre‘e (bahr al-qadr), Eden (‘adn), Divine Peimissici” (icdhn)
Eternity (kbuld), and finally Refuge, or Repose (:}na‘z.ué)"'()tlicr’
examplf:s of this seven-fold structure of spirituality njmy be fgund in
the tafszr.at Q. 2/1, where eight gardens, or paradises; and sever hells
are described. Here, each hell is but the shadow of the heaven above
it. The reason that there are only seven, is because the .highest
heaven casts no shadow, in fact, it is completely isolated from the
rest of the structure. The highest heaven represents the Absolute of
this apophatic theological model.*® At Q. 2/2 we are introduced to
seven cla§ses of people;*? at Q. 2/5 we read of seven-différent grades
of lordship (rubiibiya).** A final example is at Q. 2/22, where seven
heavens and seven earths are enumerated.s2 . '

Another example of the Bab’s exegesis inay be taken once again
from Q. 2/3, which is divided into two parts for the purposes of the
commentary: ‘[Those] who believe in the unseen, and perform the
prayer.’ Qbayb (‘unseen’) is interpreted the following way. The Bab
says t'lmt it represents Muhammad because he is truly kn;)wn onl
by l‘nmself and only God knows his true nature (kunb) Thz
particular place (wa maball tafsil hadha’l-ghayb*®) .is none .other
th_an the currently concealed Qa’im, Mubammad ibn al-Hasan. The
Bab then quotes a tradition from the sixth Imam, Ja‘fa'r ..él-S;Tldi
wherein seycral stages of ghayb are enumerated.>* It has .'élreadq :
been explained how for the Bab, who at the time of wriéing thiz

8 Tafsir siirat wa’l-‘asr, MS C bri
! - asr, dge, Browne F 6), f T
9 In the Bib’s words: 1 didda'lm ridge, ne F. 9 (¢), fo. 717,
A :la g aba [al- 33l wa livi ) o
khalwa min dl—iinﬁn wﬂ’l'ii'lﬁn khalwa«f:i,{;jg"al al- ula] wala 'ZI”, bal ﬁ'l-l.)gq[qa

; wa hiya ji <tawilic i
B o e el i s o e o A S
TBA 2.3 has tafdil, an obvious mistake. 54 TBA 1:3-—4
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particular cothmentary was making use of the terminology and
thought of thie Shaykhis,*® the number seven represents the totality
of ‘the Holy Family. While it niay be of some interest to try and
determine othet influences apart from the Shaykhi school, to insist
on such would bé to miss this most important point. One of the
more pertinerit lessons to be learned here, it would seem, is how the
number séven can have importance for both the Ithna ‘Asharrya
(‘Twelvers’) and the so-called Sab%ya (‘Seveners’), or the
Ismi‘iliya’® . o
To conclude this somewhat random sampling from this earliest
of the Bab’s comitientaries; attention will be paid to his reading of
the word salat (prayer, divine service) in this same verse, Q. 2/3.
Fitst of all, its performiance symbolizes obedience to Muhammad
and his legatees and progeny—which in turn represents absolute
waldya. From ‘the beginning to the end of its performance, it is the
‘form of divine aloneness’ (siirat al-tafrid), the shape of divine unity
(haykal al-tawhid), and the ‘outward representation of love or
allegiance’ (shabaly al-waldya)..However, none but Mubammad and
his Family petformsit properly, because salat is the foremost station
of distinction between the lover and the Belovéd (God). The Holy
Family is the-collective bearer of this love and as such is the object
of the famous hadith qudsi, ‘1 was'a hidden treasure and desired to
be known, therefore I created mankind [khalg here refers specifically
to the Imams, according to-the Bab’s interpretation] in order to be
known.” Thus it is through.the Imam that ‘lordship’ (rubiibrya)
appeared and ‘servitude’ (marbiibiya) was :perfected. The perfect
performance, of salat by the Imams is therefore an ability or quality
directly from God (wasf Allah) which they have been endowed with
by means of their own innate capacities (labum bibim), while in the
case of others who perform the. salat, this ability comes from the
Imams. This is -a perfect example of the Shaykhi imamology
referred to above.’’
The Bab then states that the Imams are in fact the seven mathani.
This becomes clear when the worshipper recites the fatiba, in each

55 See, ¢, the description of Shaykh Ahmad's ontology and his ‘absolute
distinction between Possible Being and Necessary Being', which is illustrated by a
sevenistage hierarchy, Rafati, pp. 103-4. .=, , o

56 See, e.g., one'of the four Shi'T carionical books of hadith, al-Kulint (d. 328/939
or 329/940), al-Usdl min al-kafi (Tehran, n.d.), i. 149, no. 27; one of its chapters is
headed: bab fi annabu ld yakiin shay’ fil-sania’ wa'l-ard illa bi-sab‘a.

57 See sect. 2, above. :
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verse qf which God has described one of the Holy Family by means .
of_ the tohgue of the servant, whio, ih tlie course of two prostrations,
will have utteted the seven verse§ of the fatiha twice, which is, of

course, an affirmation of the sanctity of the Fourtéen Pure Ones. If
th.e prayer is performed in this spirit, then the worshipper has
succeeded in performing it as propetly as he can. The prayer has
then “become a rmiceting With ‘the Beloved afid the Face of the
worshipped Oné—a titie means of spiritual elevation, mi‘rdj, for
the individual Believer8 - ST

Having briefly ex’axhine'd"fhis' very early work of thé Bab, which,

it must be temembered, was written before his declaration in which’

he c‘lan"qed special spiritual' authority and is thetefore concerned
more with the'Shi‘l tradition than with any new system, we will
now turn to a fafsir of a very different order. o
ii. Tafsir siirat Yisuf

Approximately. four months after the completion of the commentary

on siira 2, the Bab began his commentary-on the’Qurahicistory ofv
Joscph (sifra 12). This tafsir is utterly different in all of its aspects

from the Tafsir siirat al-bagara. Uslike the previotis cominéntary;
this work contains no direct'refereqéés to doctrifial discussions o
such "ifnportanit Shaykhi topics’ a§ the ‘Fourth 'Support, and no
architectonic “metaphysical reptesentations.’? HAifhouéh al_le_gory'v
and ‘typological exegesis are still among the, chief. methods of the
actual interpretation, they are of a somewhat different character.
Indeed, direct interpretation of the verses tepresénts only & ﬁ'bftion
of fhe material. In one way, the work is much! more structured,
taking as its model the Qur’an in its use of siira divisions, and in
another.way it is much less ‘logical’, in that it is difficult many times
to sce just how the text is tied to the. Quranic materialitself. It is

o TBA 26. The use of the word mi'raj here brings ari ‘association with another
dlstm‘cnve aspect of Shaykhi theology: \While the-mainstream of both ‘orthodoxies’. -
Sunni and Shi'i, interpret the account of Muhammad's ascent,, tni'rdj, through thé.
seven heavens as an actual journey, the Shaykhi school taught that the story should
be t:.aken'ratl?er more figuratively. Therefore the journey was indeed accomplished
but in thg‘spiritual realm of hiirqalyd and not in the world of mundane ékperiehce;
see Rafati, p:'t15: On the Shaykhi tinderstandinig of worship, Sée Corbiri, Eir Iskai
Iranien, i. 194. : : C

59 . . . 5

7 There are on occasion lists of ‘spiritual types’ such as are found in the Tafsir
siirat al-?)aqara. S‘ee, e.g., the Haifa MS, Tafsir sirat Yiisuf, 226, where nine types
are detailed. Oblique reference to the ‘Fourth Support’ may also be found, e.g.
p. 107. '
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also a yery long work and one in which a variety of concerns,
images, tciminology, laws, exhortatlogns,nand prayets are presentéd.
Interestingly, thete seem to be'no hadith, What is offéred in the next
few pages is mérely a very brief description of the wotk. The
interition s to give some idea of the kinds of probleéins which the
tafsir presents to the'student of the histofy olfﬂfQﬁ‘r__an' comméntary,
to point out the dramatic diffefence between the two works which
are the subject of this disqussion, and to make soine vg‘r‘yigcnf:ral

. it}

conclusions.

The Tafstr siirat Yisuf, also known widely as'the Qayysim al-
asmd’* and the Alsan al-qasas, which is of course the name which
the Que’an gives to the siira of h (. ‘1 2/3), was described in
some detail by Rosen in 1877, and discussed by Browne in 1889
and again in 1892.°' Since then, it has received a certait amount of
attention from scholars concerned chiefly with the social history of
the Babi movement.5? Several manuscripts of the work exist, two of
which have been consulted for the purposes of tlyié_ﬁtud;ﬂ‘;‘ The

older of the two, and perhaps therefore, the most reliable, was

transcribed in 1261/1845 and differs from the later maiuscript in |
many details. The work itself is quite long, lflxe;ﬁjapgsqript. of 1261
running,to 234 pages, with.each 9.5.X 17.5'cm.® pf’t' bearing 25
lines, of closely written text; this copy is today. found in, Haifa.

The text is modelled after the Qur'an, withi.its use of disconnected
introductory letters, siira djvisions, and verse divisions. In fact, the
older, Haifa manuscript, in i}xpli;tatigﬁ!_i'_fcgf_ the sajdat al-tilawa
tradition in, the. Qur'an, carries the instruction sajda wajiba at
various places on the, margin of the text where the word sajada or
some derivative occurs, to indicate that a prostra(50n shoulld be

g

0 *Coluii che s'etge’sugli Attributit; ias translated by Alessandro: Bausani, Persia
Religiosa, da Zaratustra a Baha'w'llalh (Milan, 1959), 460. )

' In-the study cited above, n. 5. For the 1889 discussion sec Browne, JRAS 21
(l889)7 904-6." . Ly R . ’ ’ . _

2. Moojan Momen, ‘The.Trial of Mulla *Ali Bastami: A Combinéd Suimi-Shi't
Fatwa against.the Bab, Iran 20 (1982), 113-43. This important atticlé contains the
translation of several excerpts from, the Tafsit. See also Amanat, pp. 264-7 and
passin; MacEoin, ‘Charismatic’, 1 5762 W "

3 For a-fairly complete list of MSS see MacEoin, ‘¢
me are xerox copies of the Cainbridge, Browne F. 11(
Eoin, ‘Cr

fitical’, 46. The twd tised by
, dated 1891, and the Haifa
copy, dated 1261, which according to.MacE p. xxxviii m. 213, was
discovered only, receritly. An addition to. MicEoin’s list would be the Priticeton
University ‘Babi Collection’, no. s5 (uncatalogued). All further teferences are to
pages of a xerox of the Haifa MS, hereafter cited as QA. o

¢ Dimensions are of the area covered by the text, not the actual size of the page.
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performed while reading the particular verse. In addmon the Haifa
manuscript supphes at the head of the 111 siiras (each chapter of
the commentary is called a siira by the :Bab,) the number of verses,
which in this manuscript is invariably forty-two and the Cambridge
manuscript, where the verses number forty, indicates the place of
revelation, which is invariably Shiraz.%® The number of verses 1s
thought to represent the abjad value of the word bala, whxch
according to the Qur’an, was the word used to  convey man ’s assent
to the primordial dxvme covenant (Q. 7/172).%°

Immediately following this comparatxvely technical mformauon
comes_the standard Islamic basmala: “In the name of God, the
Mercnful the Compassionate’. This occurs without exception at the
beginning of each chapter and is followed by the verse from the
Qur’dn which is to be the subject of the commentary. However, the
first siira of the Tafsir does not contain such a citation, and is
anyway of a slightly different order from the rest, bemg something
of an introduction.

Continuing this imitation of the form of the Qur an, the Bab has
placed between the aya to be commented upon the main text of
each siira (except four®”), a series of dxsconnected letters, some of
which are Quranic. Thus chapter 3, sifrat al-iman, bears the two
letters ta’-ha’, while the siira 1mmedlately followmg, al—madma,
carries the un- Quramc alif-lam-mim-1a-ba’. While the vast majority
of these sets of letters must remain at this stage somewhat
mysterious, it is interesting to note that at the head of siiras 108 and
109, the followmg combinations occui: ‘ayn-lani- yd * anid mivit-ha’-
mim-dal, giving the names ‘Ali and Muharmmad. ‘The titles of these
two sidras are respectively al-dbikr and al-“abd, both of’ whlch
represent titles assumed by the Bab in the course of hls commentary

65 Thus a typical chapter heading in the ‘Cambridge MS would appear as follows:
Siirat al-iman, wa hiya Shiraziya, wa hiya arba'in dya.

¢ Dr Muhammad Afnan, personal communication. Concerning the Cambridge
MS, Browne notes in ‘Some Remarks’ ,]RAS 24 {1892), 262, that the abjad value of
the Quramc Ii, ‘to me’ or *before me’, is 40. The prepositional phrase refers of course
to the dream of Joseph: ‘Father, | saw eleven stars, and the suri and the roon: l saw
them bowing down before me (Ii) (Q. 12/4). In either case, the humber of veises is
taken to be symbolic of either the acceptance, or the assertiofi; of spmtual authority.

87 Siiras 1, 2, 52, and 95 in QA. Incidentally, there are many blank spaces at the
headmg of the sutwar in the Cambridge MS. It appears that the scribe intended to
insert rubrications in these blanks which would carry suéh infoririation as the
number of verses, and so on.

%8 QA 223 and 225, respectively.
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It is likely, therefore that these two .names pertain first of all to the
Bab himself (Sayyid “Ali Muhammad) and indirectly to the first
Imam and the Prophet Muhammad, Needless to say, the ambiguity
was no accident.

Followmg the drsconnected letters there are usually one or
perhaps two verses (terminations of which are marked in QA by the
typical Quranic verse-marker, an independent ha@’ ‘marbiita, and in
the C'\mbrrdge manuscript by means of a space), which offer some
variation on the frequent Quranic introductory formula: dhalika
al-kitab . . . (Q. 2/2),. or kitab™ unzila ilayka . . . (Q. 7/2), which has
been shown to be one of the_common elements shared by those
suwar which bear disconnected letters.®® A few examples will serve
as illustrations. _

Siira 1, al-mulk, begins after the title material described above
and the respective Quranic verse as follows:

(1y-al-hamdu li-llah alladhy nazzala al-kitab- ‘ald ‘abdibi bi’l- baqq li-

yakana Ii'l-‘alammn sirdi™ wabhgj*.’®

Siira 2, al-‘ulama’: (1) alif lam mim, dhalika al-kitab min ‘indi-Allab, al-
baqq [t shan al-dhikr gad kana bi*l-haqq hawl! al-nar manzitl™; (2) wa inna
nahnu qad ja aIna’l-ay;zt f' dhalrka’l kitah mubin®™ [sic}.”?

Siira 3, al-iman: (1) ta’ b’y (2) Allab qad anzala al-Qur’an ‘ald ‘abdibi li-
ya‘lama al-nds arina Allah qad kana ‘ald kulli shay’ qadiv™.”

Sitra 37, dl:ta‘bir: (1 fa@ “ayn sin niin; (2) al-bamdu li-lah alladhi anzala
‘ala ‘abdihi al- kttab Ix-yakuna ala’l- ‘alamin bi’l- kalimat al- “alf shahid™ 73

The shghtly varlant sira §9, al-af’ ida, just as one example has the
following, which, is. however. still concerned with the way God
communicates to mankind:

(1) kaf ba’ 'ayn sad (2 )Allah qad akbbara’l-ibad bi'l-ism al-akbar: an
la ilah illd buiva: al-hayy al-qayyam.”*

Finally, the.example-of siira 111, al-mu’minin, is offered by way

of emphasizing the more-or less standard pattern which obtains
throughout the work:

(v) alif lam wim; (5) innd nahnu qad j ja‘alna baynakum wa bayna al-
qurd’l-mubaraka min ba‘d al- bab hadha unis" " tahirin yad'iing al-nas ila
din Allah al-akbar wa 1 yakbafiina min din Allah al- haqq ‘an shay’,

€ Alford Welch, ‘al- Kur in, EI* v. 414a.
7 0A 3. ' OA s 2 04 6.
7 QA67. 7 DA 116. '




246 ' B. Todd Lawson

ul@’ika hum qad kanii aghab al-ridwan ft umm al-kitab maktab™; (3) wa
innd nabnu qad ja‘alna hadha’l-kitab ayat li-uli al-albdb alladhina

yusabbibiina al-layl wa'l:nahdr wa la yafturina [cf. Q. 21/20] min amr..

Allalh al-haqq min laday al- bab aIa dharra min Im d al-slmy qximn"" 78

This then gives some 1dca of the Bab’s conscious desire to make
his' Tafsir’ structurally resémble or ‘imitate” the Quran. It is

doubtful whether- one of: the.reasons siira 12 ‘was chosen ‘was

becauise the number :of lts verses closely approximates-the total
number of Quranic siwwar,” although the effect of this coiricidénce
was undoubtedly not lost upon: the readérs of the commentaty. The
Quranic story of Joseph is a favourite among Muslims because
it contains within- the confines of a single sustained narrative
many sub]ects of importance to. Islam including its link with
past religions.”” The siira had also:been;the subject of earlier
commentaties and-elaborations; thus; the renowned. Abi Hamid
al-Ghazzali (d. 5o05/1111) composed a somewhat mystical tafsir on
this sitra.”®

The great mystic, Ibn ‘Arabl also: took up the: Quramc joseph in
his Fugiis al-hikanrias a basis for his discussion of ithe -spiritual
imagination: 79 [t would seem also that the: choice of the siirat Yisuf
as the subject of this commentary:ofsthe Bab’s:is connected with a
losig tradition which reveres the story of Joseph-as representmg the
spiritual mystery: of taqrya, or cautious concealment, which is so
important to-Shi'f religiosity in general,®® and Shaykhi religious
thinkinig in'particular. According to Nabil,»Mulld Husayn;. the
young Shaykhi who was: the first to accept the:Bab’s claim, had
once asked the Shaykhi:leader, Sayyid Kazim Rashti, to write-a
commentary-on sirat:Yisuf. His teacher responded that such a task

75 QA 231. ‘

76 Siira has 112 verses, while 17 and 12 both have:111. No siira has 114 verses,
the number which corresponds-exactly to the total number of swwar in the Qurian,

577 According to al-Tha'labi (d. 437/1036), Qisas al-anbiyd’, the story of Joseph is
thc most beautiful (absan ‘because of the lesson concealed in it, on account of
YiisuP's gencrosity and its-wealth of matfet, in which prophets, ange]s, devils, jinn,

men, animals, birds, rulers. and subjects play a part’. See B. Heller, ‘Yasuf ibn
Ya‘qub', EI%, ad loc.
7% Abu Hamld al-Ghazzili, Tafsir siirat Yisuf (Télitan, 189s). The wotk has

virtually nothing in coimmon with the Bab’s, except of coutse the Quranic citations
from the sitra: of Joseph.
79 1bn al-‘Arabi, Fusis, i. 99-106.
0 Ag whcn]acob warns Joseph not to te]l his dream to his brothets {Q. 12/5). The
concealment (ghayba) of the Imam is considered a kmd of tagiya. See R.
Strothmann, ‘Taluya EDI, ad ]oc

Tt

A.,
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was beyond his abilities, but that the ‘great One, who comes after
me will, unasked, reveal it for you. That commentary will
constitute one of the weightiest testimonies of His truth, and onc of
the’ clearest cyidentes of the loftiness of His, position.™' Rashti’s
tesponse here would appear to be conditioned by numcrous( hadiths
which-say that the ga’isn will resemble Joseph in several respects.®?
Throughout the Bab’s commentary i it secms clear that he is secing
Joscph, i that ‘the . Quramc story is fcad as a
prefi gurcment ‘however allcgorlcal of -the Bab’s own mission,
After-the dlsconnectcd letters ‘and thie abover meritiofied intro-
ductory verses which claim divine tevelation, the next section of a
given sira begins. It is this scction. which is most_difficult to
chamctcnzc because.of the variety of concerns wluch may appear in
it.. Generally speakmg, the last section of a siira is whete the Bab
turns his attention directly to the verse of the Qur'an under which
his commentary is written. The method of exegesis, then, is usually
simplé: paraphrase of the Qur’an i which’thie Bab:makes various
substitutions"with’ w‘ords wh‘icli g‘iire' a méa'nihg m"uc'h more ';pccif ic

is néver recourse to theusual markcrs ofan- mterpretatlve statement
such as ay or ya'ni (‘that is’), or aqiilu. (‘1 say’).. Rather,, the
excgetical equivalences are offered by theBab as much closer to the
Quranic material than would be the case:if. the above: words, along
with the semantic distance to be travelled. thatstheir-use implies,
were used.?*iBefore giving examples of this:kind of-comentary, it
‘may be of interest to dIS(.USS in some detall the frst sitra of the
Tafsir. * :

The sarat al—mulk which is‘in fact the part of the work which
was written in the presence of Mulla” Husayn of the mght"of 22
May 1844, forms a kind of introduction to the whole and is
unusual in that it is.not written under a verse-of. Qu’dn sfira. 12.

HE X S

81 Nabil, 5 : ‘

» 82 ’Muhammad ibn ‘Al¥ al:Quinsitibn Babuya Ikmal al-din wa itmam al-ni‘ma ft
’ltbbaral-ra/ a-(Najaf,"1369/1970), £8.

8 This method may be a reflex of the xdea contamed in the famous Shl i badlrb
which'quotes the Imim al- Baqlr as: ‘It is we Who are the meanings (ra‘dni). We are
the Hand of God, His vicinity, His tongue, His command, His decision, His
knowledge, His truth. "We are 'the Face of God which is turned toward the terrestrial
world in yourcmidsti Heswho recognm:s us has certitude for an imam. He who

(Fejects us. has. Hell;as. an ipdm’s, cited in Corbin, En Islam Jranien, i. 194. The
interdsting statement ‘we are the meanmgs , AMONE ¢ other’ thmgs, takes for granted
the abstlute spmtual authonry lmplled in the aet of paraphrase
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Evidence that it is indeed part of a commentary on the Qur’an does
not occur until well into the text, where the following statement is
found:

God hath decreed that this book, in explanation (ff tafsir) of the ‘best of
stories’ . . ..should come forth from Muhammad, son of Hasan, son of ‘Alj,
son of Miis, son of Ja‘far, son of: Muhammad, son of ‘Alj, son of Husayn,
son of ‘Ali, son of Abi Tilib, unto his sérvant {the Bib] that it may be-a proof
of God gn the part of the Remembrance (dhikr) reaching the two worlds

The title of this sitra is related to the fact that the entire chapter,
rather than dealing with subjects connected to 4n undgrstanding of
the twelfth' chapter of the Qur’an, is a sustained and impassioned
challenge first to Muhammad-Shabh, the reigning monarch of Iran at
that time, and then to his Prime Minister, Eaji Mirzd Aqasi, to
submit to the command of the Remembrance (dhikr, that is, the
Bab). In the course of this siira we see several elements which are,

however, characteristic of the whole book. The:first of these is the

proclamation of the Bab’s spiritual rank, either as bab or dhikr, to
name only two of the several different. designations which aze used
throughout the text.%5 Then there are the fluent paraphrase of the
Qur’an, the call to absolute obedience, the summons to the world
beyondrIran, the reference to laws (ahkam), the language, and the

imagery which is striking in the extreme. An example. of this last is’

the Bab’s juxtaposition of opposites. In the siirat al-mulk, one
reads, for example: inna al-nar fi nuqtati’l-ma Ii’llah .al-haqq
s@jid™ ‘al@’l-ard (‘the fire which is in the drop of water is itself
prostrate upon the earth before God, the Reality’).%¢ This may, of
course, be a simple ease of an echo of basic alchexplcal imagery,
particularly in this instance; in later suwar, however, this combining
of opposites appears to take on original characteristics which seem
to somehow designate the source of the Bab’s inspiration.®”

84 Trans. Browne; JRAS 21 (1889), 908.

85 Some others are the word (kalima), q@’im of thc year one thousand, the blessed
tree in Sinai, and the resurrection. For a discussion of these and other désignations of
spiritual authonty, see M. Afnan and W. S.:Hatcher, ‘Western Islamic Scholarship

-and Baha’1 Origins’, Religion, 15 (1985), 29—51.
86 In this same sitra the following statement occurs: wa inna qad sayyarnd "I-jibal
‘ald’l-ard (cf. Q.'18/47) wa'l-nujiim ‘al@’l-"arsh bawl al-nar fi qutb al-ma" min lad@’l-
dbikr bi’llal al-bagq ("We have set the mountains in motion upon the earth; and the
stars upon the Throne around the fire which is in the point {lit. axis) of water in the
presence of the Remembrance in God: (bi-llah), the Reallty ).
87 Another more dramatic example of this ‘ﬁgure is: “We have apportioned
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This third section of a given siira may also consist of a running
exegetical paraphrase of extended sections of the Qur’an. For
example, chapters 52 and 53, al-fadl and al-sabr,®® present a

detailed rewriting of the first ﬁfty or so,verses of the second siira of
the Qur’an, al-bagara. -

At Q. 2/2.—5, for example, we have:

Qur'an Bab
That is:the book wherein thereisno By thy Lord! Thou [the Hidden

doubt, a guidance to the godfearing
who believe “in the Unseen, and
perform the prayer, and expend of
that We have provided them; who
belicve in what has been sent down
to thee and’ whdt has been sent

. down before thee, and have faith in

the Hereafter; those are upon
guidance from their Lord, those are
the ones who prosper.

Imam,:and by implication, the Bib
himself ] art the Book wherein there
is no doubt, and thou art praise-
worthy in the estimation of God.
Those who believe in the Remem-
brance of God, in his ghayba, ‘and
rule among mankind with trith by
means of his verses, we will, in very
truth,®® bestow upon them, as a
blessing from Our side, a great
reward. Those are upon a guidance
with the Remembrance of God, and
those are the ones who hastened
first, in truth, in the Book of God 0

Another more extended example of thls running paraphrase may
be found in siras 8o to 95 inclusive,”' which treat most of the
Quranie material from Q. 10/57 up to the first few verses of Q. 17.
A random. example is the Bab’s rewriting of Q. 10/87.

Qur'an_

And We revealed unto Moses. and

his brother, “Take you, for your
peoplc, in Egypt certain houses,

Bab
And We revealed to Moses and his
brother, “Take you, [or “set aside”]

. in the Egypt of the hearts, for the

mountains on the earth, and placed the earth upon the water, and the musky air [we
have caused to come forth} from under the hot coldness (al-harr al- lmrd) QA 137,
Numerous otherexamples could be cited. The coincidence of opposites is a frequent
topos in this work; the Bab’s use of it is undoubtedly influenced by such important
traditions as the klmtbat al-tatanjiya. For a fuller discussion see B. T. Lawson, ‘The
Qur'an Commentary; of the Bib’, Ph.D. thesis, M¢Gill University (1987).

88 0A 100-5

89 “In very mtth translates a frequent ‘refrain’ throughout this work: ‘ala'l-haqq
bi'l-hagq. The translation does not carry the all-important aliusion to God, al-faqq,
“The Tiuth’ par exceIIence

% QA 100. ' QA 160-95.
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Qur an

make your houses a. dlrectron for
men to pray to;: and perform the_
prayer; and do  thou give good
tidings to the bellevers

Bab

people of the earth, houses con-

secrated to the exclusive “unity |

(abadxya) of the' Most “Great’
Remembrance of God, the Lrvmg,

“and He is God, the Knowmg, the
- Judge. Aiid verily® ‘God made ‘them
: [houses]a directionfor men té pray:
‘to, and to ‘perform all the prayers
in, so give good tidings -to -the
sincere servants of God’.”*

1

As mentroned ibove, the fourth section of a glven siird ustally’
returns to the verse of the Gur'an undet which it is Writtéii! The
method again is paraphrase, of which thie last two of the following
three examples are characterrstrc The second chapter, sarat al”
‘ulama’,, is written under Qur an’ 11/1 Glif-laniiFa’; these are the’
verses of the Manifest Bodk’. The ’ ‘péssage s ends with a
commentary on these three disconnected letters. The Bab’says that
God created the letter altf to represent that servant of His [the Bab
himself?) who is strong in the divine cause (amr). ‘The letter- lami
signifies. the ascendancy of his rule over the rule, of the book Tthe
Quran?]. ‘The letter 74’ was made by God for the “spreading
(inbisat) of His cause according to the way it has been ordained-in
the-Mother of the Book.

Siira 71, al-qalam, is written under Qur’an 12/70: “And when he
had equipped therii with their equipment, he‘put his drmkmg cup
into the saddlebag of his brother. Then a herald proclaimed, “Ho,
camel-riders, you are robbers”" The Bab’s paraphrase of the verse
is as follows: ' -

Verily, We command the “angels to place the dnnkrng-cup of »the
Remembrance in the saddlebag of the believers, by the leave of God, the
Exalted, and God is Knower of all things. O crier (al-mu’adhdhin), cry out!
O camel-riders, you are robbers. Indeed the cup of the Remembrance is
concealed from you in the highest station, in very truth. And God is the
Preserver of all things. And God is powerful over all things.”?

The metaphors in the above commentary (drinking-cup/
Remembrance; saddlebag/believers) are similar to the previously
cited ‘Egypt of the hearts’. In this instance, however, they refer to a

22 A 161. 73 QA 145.
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by ‘drmkmg cup erewrse, thie” robbcrs are preve’nted from
accepting ‘thie truth because these srgns "Rave’ beEn wrthheld from
thein.”

The siirat il- ha//, number 103, is written under Qur’an 12/102:
“This is"of the tidings of the’ Unseen that” We révéal to thée; thou
wast not with' the when they agreed i upon thelr plan devrsm .
The Bab s paraphrase is as follovn;s )

This (dlmhka) tafsimis.of the tidings of al-‘amg;written;upon the leaf of the
heart by the permission of God, the Exalted; inthe.vicinity, of the.sacred
fire, Verily,.God has revealed to.you the tidings of the,Unseen while you
were the most Great Truth, when thelr word conﬂrcted lying.,God is, in
very truth Witness over you..” o

t» §, CONCLUSIONS -z
g ) . . - . H “

In order to accountfor the triggering of the intérpretativé process, we must
assume at the -outset that the prodiction.and reception:of discourse <. .
obey a very ‘genetal rulé of pertinence, according to which if a.discourse
exists there must be a reason -for it.. So that when at first glance.a given
discourse does not obey this rule, the receiver’s spontaneous reaction is, to
determine whether the discourse might not, reveal its pertinence through

some particular mampulatlon ‘Interpreratron . . is what we call this
mampulatron %

The examples of the textualfconcerns of Tafsxr siirat Yusuf whlch
have been provided here, along with- the general-description -of the
work,.are sufficient to.make possible.a-few very. general observations.
While it is clear that the work is most unusual vis-a-vis the tafsir
tradition, or fOfs that matter any. .other: genre: of Arabic literature, it

Rl On this 1dea See Corbm s d on,of lsomorphlsn'i ‘En Islam lramen iv.

EREEs

Studies Bulletm, 3, nO. 7, ppr ~114, esp az:to end.
%6 Tzyetan Todorov, Symbolism and lnterpretauon trans C'\therme Porter,
(Ithaca, 1981), 28,
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would appear that by categonzmg the work as tafsir the author
- wished it to be read and ]udged in this_context.. This, of.course,
raises the question of what in fact distinguishes’ ta[s:r from other
types of literature. It should not be assumed tlnt since the Bab was
not a typical religious schqlar that he was therefore unaware of the
standard works of tafsir, 57 or that:he thought this work. of. his
should be received as a continuation of that tradition. R'\thcr, the
~ contrary would seem to be the case, particulacly in view of the
earlier Tafsir siirat al-bagara, which, however different from the
main sources of orthodox Shn Qur an commenmry it may be,
exhibits many of the usual approaches and methods found in those
works. In composing the later commentary, the. Bab was attempting
a break with a tradition which he perceived as moribund,

particularly so in the context of the advent of a new order of which -
he himself claimed to be the herald. In addition, as’ was noted -
earlier, there seems to have been a certain amount’of cschahloglcql'

expectation céhtred on the appearance of otie who would prodiice a
commentary on the twelfth siira of the Qur’an.

Browne’s statements that the work is inappropriately titled
notwithstanding, it is abundantly clear that not only does it offer
interpretative statements on the s#ra of Joseph, but comments on a
large portion of the rest of the- Qur’an in the process;albeit usually
by means of paraphrase. Unusual, there is no doubt. To say that it

is not interpretative, or that it-does not make cleat what'the Qur’an -
meant, at least to the Bab, is either not to have read it, or to have -

1mposed upori it too rigid a notion about what constitutes tafsir,
which is after all fundamentally only explanatlon Given the
method of allegorical and typological exegesis which'is fluently and
ceaselessly expressed in the constant use of such rhetorical devices
as metaphor and simile, ini ‘addition to the ‘hetesy of ‘paraphrase’
and the exploitation of ambxgmty—all of whichhave beeh cast in

an unabashed imitation of the Qur'an®®—the work i is clearly one of

7 eig., one of the few mentions of any but an Imim in the Tafsi siitat-al- baqar’a
is a reference to ‘the author of al-Saff, i.e., Mubsin Fayd Kasham, author of the
Tafsir al-safi. The reference itself is not ﬂatt‘ermg, see Majrii‘'a, 402, Kashani is
criticized for his purely superficial (gishr_mahd) interpretation of q. 2/143. In
addition, the Bab says that he has not referred to the tafsir of the ‘il _x > because
‘such is not worthy of the purpose of this book’. It must be, noted that this ‘reference
comes in the course of the commentary on the second juz’ of the Qurian, the
authorship of which is open to débate.

%% The Bab repeatedly asserts that the work is in 1 fact the same Qur'an that was
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interpretation. The work itself is the result of a re-ordering of the
basic clements of the scripture of Islam which have been fully
internalizéd ard finally transfortned by the apparently opposite
processes of imitation and inspiration to become finally an original
‘act’.of literature. Taken as a whole, this remarkable wotk oF the 25
year-old merchant from Shiraz, representing as it does a text within
a text which strives.to interpret itself, offers a concrete and literary
example of a singularly heroic atteinpt to transform what became
known much later;and in‘a culture quite alien to his own, as the
hermencutic citcle?? into a hermeneutic spiral.
i

By comparing these two works, which were written at about the
same time, we_see how differently the act of interpretation, yet
springing from the same mind, is capable of expressing itself. And
with the second work, not only do we have a fiew example for the
history. of ta[srr,‘but because the, work itself is a call to -action, we
also have the rather startlmg examplc of tafstr directly affécting
hlstory—m a-sense, becoming hlstory 100

reyealed .to Muhammad sce, e. g, Adib Taherzadéh, et al., Selections from the
Writings of the Bab (Halfa, 1978), 67.

% Cf. Mohammed Atkoun, ‘Lécture de la Fatiha’®, in his Lectures du Coran
(Paris, 1982), 41--67, esp. 49. Here the duthor, who appears to be speaking from a
Sunni smndpomt, miakes a reference to Ricoeur’s definition of the ‘cercle
herméncutique’ in setting forth what he considers to be the eight principles, cither
explicit ot implicit, of classical exegesis. I stress the Sunni nature of the schema
becavise fii‘it ié presents his seventh principle in the following terms: *La disparition
du prophéte a:enfermé tous. Jes croyants dans un cercle hermcneuuque chacun est
confronté, de:ormals, au texte qui re;présent la Parole, chacun doit “croire pout
comprendre et comprendre pour croife”.’ By comparison, it would appear that the
same thing occirred within Twelver Shi'i Islam; or at least was perceived later to
have occurred, with the disappearance of the twelfth fmam.

190 | am grateful to Prof. H. Landolt, McGill University, for his intcrest,
encouragement, and assistance with this paper.




