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‌Preface

   Fereydun Vahman

   This volume was first published in Persian on the occasion of the bicentenary of the birth of Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad Shirazi on 20 October 1819. Known to history, by both supporters and opponents, as the Bab, an Arabic word meaning “door” or “gate,” he began his brief ministry on the evening of 22 May 1844, and it ended with his public execution by firing squad in Tabriz on 9 July 1850. At the young age of twenty-five, the Bab had declared himself a messenger of God, announcing the beginning of a new age and a new religious order. During the course of the Bab’s short mission, he attracted thousands of followers. While some characterized this movement as a seditious uprising, others attributed its popularity to his compelling spiritual charisma and radically new approach to the major religious themes of the time, which he conveyed through thousands of pages of original writings in both Persian and Arabic. His life coincided with an intense period of messianic expectation in Shiʿi Islam, anticipating the promised return of the Hidden Twelfth Imam after a prolonged period of occultation. Historians of the Qajar era describe the brief but tumultuous ministry of the Bab as a revolutionary and heroic period, in which a significant proportion of Iranians were seeking religious renewal and social transformation.

   It is remarkable that the name and message of the Bab spread with such astonishing speed throughout nineteenth-century Iran. This was a time when even basic travel and rudimentary communication, such as post and telegraph, were virtually nonexistent for the masses. Factors such as the prevailing economic crisis, the corruption and cruelty of the Qajar government, and people’s despondence over the corruption and hypocrisy among the Shiʿi clergy are among the reasons attributed by scholars to the widespread attraction to the Bab’s religion during this period. They argue that, under such circumstances, many of those seeking change and hope turned to him, especially since his messianic claim fulfilled their religious expectation of the coming of the promised one. Beyond the tyranny and corruption of nineteenth-century Iran, this belief in his spiritual station is crucial to understanding the large-scale following of the Bab. The decline of the Iranian state was certainly not a new phenomenon. Furthermore, the Bab did not present a specific policy for resolving the nation’s profound problems. Even as a matter of religious belief, his messianic claims were inconsistent with the expectations of the Shiʿi faithful, who expected the promised one to arrive with a sword of revenge to kill infidels and oppressors. On the contrary, the Bab rejected violence, and prohibited his followers from spreading his religion through means other than reasoning and persuasion. He even considered the mere causing of grief as a sin. The vast difference between his message of religious renewal and the messianic expectations propagated by orthodox religious schools and clerical circles is all the more remarkable because many of the Bab’s early followers were religious scholars and Islamic jurists. 

   It would seem that the speed with which the Bab’s message spread should primarily be attributed to what has been described in various sources as his unique personality, genius, and charisma. Above all, his ability to inspire people was the result of his certainty that he was responding to a divine calling and an inexorable mission that was destined to be victorious, that his penetrative word came from a heavenly source, and that no power on earth could stop the progress of his divine religion. The view that his widespread and sudden influence was derived primarily from these factors, rather than frustration with material conditions, might seem “irrational” if belief in notions of destiny and divine power are considered irrelevant to historical analysis. But this understanding of ultimate triumph in the face of violent persecution and overwhelming odds was the defining characteristic of the Bab’s teachings. It is what moved the masses who followed him, even if the price was their death through genocidal pogroms at the hands of both the government and clergy. 

   On the first evening of the proclamation of his divine mission, the Bab wrote the first chapter of the highly innovative Qayyum al-asma in the presence of his first follower, Mulla Husayn Bushru’i. In that treatise, he summoned rulers, kings, religious leaders, and people of both the East and West to respond to his message. He introduced himself unequivocally as a recipient of divine inspiration and the promised one of all ages. His message, however, was contrary to the traditional Shiʿi understanding of the appearance of the promised Mahdi. The orthodox belief was that he must come to confirm Islam and renew the Muhammadan ethos, yet the Bab announced a new religious dispensation. He understood the coming of each historic messenger as the resurrection day for their respective time, the dawn of a new age. He presented the Babi religion as a “New Creation”, or khalq-e badiʻ, which God has decreed for all the peoples of the world on this most recent Resurrection Day—a new order with new teachings and laws suitable for an unprecedented period of history. 

   In shaping this drama, the element of expectation (intizár) shared by almost all religious persuasions played an important role. It is a Shiʿi belief that when the first Imam, ‘Ali, was prevented from succeeding the Prophet Muhammad, a great catastrophe took place in the Islamic world which would one day be vindicated. The death of the eleventh Imam and the disappearance of his son, the twelfth Imam, in 260 AH (874 AD)—both victims of this usurpation—caused the Shiʿi faithful to seek solace and hope in the belief that the Hidden Imam would one day reappear from a period of occultation. This return would vindicate the collective suffering and expectation of the Shiʿi, and usher in an era of justice that would end all oppression. This eschatological tradition is attributed to the Prophet Muhammad from a narrative probably recorded in the early days of the expectation period. This hadith states that: “Even if only one day remains for the life of the world, God will prolong that day until a man from my descent will arise and fill the world with justice and fairness, as it is now full of oppression and injustice.” During this period, the number of Shiʿi traditions concerning the advent of the promised one started to increase and mingled with pre-Islamic Zoroastrian beliefs about the appearance of Saoshyant, the messianic figure of the Zoroastrians, which had remained in the shared memory of the Iranians for many centuries before the appearance of Islam. The belief is that with his coming, the dead will be resurrected and falsehood will disappear from the world. This is also similar to the Jewish expectation, described in the book of Daniel (two centuries before the birth of Christ), about the coming of Mashiah [משיח] (Messiah), as well as the Christian belief in the return (Parousia) or “second coming” of Christ descending from the sky. The clear reference in the Qur’an to the Day of Resurrection, the raising of the dead from the grave, the explanations of heaven and hell, and so on lent weight to the truth of these traditions. 

   The incredible and far-fetched conditions associated with the advent of the promised one rendered the actual occurrence of such an event physically impossible. Nonetheless, it was central to the teachings of Shiʿi clerics, though it was subject to a paradox. On the one hand, such beliefs enflamed the enthusiasm of the believers for the coming of the promised Qa’im or Mahdi, while on the other hand they suppressed and suffocated any movement that might be deemed insurrectionary in fulfilment of that same promise. The disparaging of Babi and Baha’i beliefs as blasphemous and heretical is perhaps explained by orthodoxy and fanaticism, but it may also be attributable to the fact that with the fulfilment of the twelfth Imam’s return, the Shiʿi clergy lose the primary justification for their religious authority, which is exercised in the absence of the promised Mahdi. The behavior of the Islamic Republic of Iran is an obvious example of this theocratic contradiction, branding the Baha’is as heretics deserving death. Yet many of the early Babis were deeply learned religious scholars, among the very same ‘ulama that repressed this threatening theology. People from all walks of life who flocked to the Babi religion understood their acceptance of the Bab’s claims as the ultimate realization of their belief in Shiʿi Islam. They also considered the sacrifice of their lives for the Babi cause as analogous to the martyrs of Islam, especially the Shiʿi who were killed in Karbala (10 Moharram 61 AH/10 October 680 AD.)

   It is remarkable that, even today, Shiʿi intellectuals who are concerned with the decline of Islam and its apparent anachronism in modern times are not prepared to pay the least attention to this significant Iranian religious movement, although its message of religious renewal responds exactly to these concerns. It may well be argued that the revelations of the Bab and Baha’u’llah were the greatest revolutionary and religious movements in the modern history of Iran. They reflect the vitality and capacity of contemporary Iran to produce significant religious and social change, as well as sublime beliefs that can attract millions of people around the world, as demonstrated by the vast expansion of the Baha’i faith. 

   Two centuries from the birth of the Bab in 1819, we present this collection—the result of scholarly research by a group of Iranian and non-Iranian academics—as a gift to thoughtful people everywhere who seek knowledge of this extraordinary history.

   Fereydun Vahman
Copenhagen

  

 
  
    


‌1

   The Bab

   A Sun in a Night Not Followed by Dawn

   ‌Fereydun Vahman1

   On 9 July 1850, before a densely packed and clamoring crowd that had gathered on the rooftops of the barracks of Tabriz, Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad Shirazi,2 known as the Bab—a youth of thirty-one who had claimed to be the Qaʼim and had brought a new religion—was executed by firing squad. The hostility of the Bab’s enemies was such that, rather than return his body to his family, they threw it into a moat on the outskirts of the city so that wild animals might feed on it. This may well have been the first death by firing squad that was carried out in Persian history. This prophet of Shiraz was put to death at a time when his nascent faith had thrown people throughout Persia into a state of excitement. The execution of the Bab set in motion a series of events that would be just as astonishing, bloody, and ruthless as his own death had been.

   In stark contrast to the frenzied upheavals which the manner of his life and the nature of his claims incited among the people of Persia, and the profound grief and horror that seized his family and his followers as a result of his death, the birth of the Bab in a calm and peaceful spot in Shiraz—the upper chamber of the home of Mirza Sayyid ʻAli, his mother’s uncle—brought abundant joy to his family. The first child of the Bab’s parents had died just a few days after birth. In accordance with the prevailing custom, when his mother began to go into labor, she was taken to the home of Mirza Sayyid ʻAli, so that this newborn might live3—and it was this same newborn who would later bring to humanity such novel concepts that they inaugurated a new chapter not only in the annals of Persian history, but also in the history of the world’s religions.

   Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad was born on 20 October 1819 to a family of reputable merchants of Shiraz. His father, Sayyid Muhammad-Reza, had a shop in the bazaar of Shiraz. The genealogy of the Bab indicates that six generations of his paternal ancestors were all Sayyids of Shiraz, some of whom also ranked among the celebrated clerics of that city.4

   The mother of the Bab, Fatimih Bagum, came from a family of renowned merchants of Shiraz. Both her paternal ancestors and her brothers, the maternal uncles of the Bab, were all Sayyids. Hers was a respected family that enjoyed wealth and means. Among her brothers, most of whom would later become Babis and even Bahaʼis, were Haji Mirza Sayyid Muhammad (known as Khal-i Akbar in Bahaʼi literature), Haji Sayyid ʻAli (Khal-i Aʻzam), and Haji Mirza Hasan-ʻAli (Khal-i Asghar). To this list of the Bab’s maternal relatives must also be added Mirza Sayyid ʻAli, the paternal uncle of the Bab’s mother, in whose home he was born, and whose daughter, Khadijih Bagum, he would later marry. All these men were engaged in commercial enterprise, both in Persia and beyond, and they each operated their own businesses from the various cities of the country.5

   The family of the Bab had a residence in Murgh-Mahalleh, one of the better districts of Shiraz where the reputable merchants of the city lived. The traditional makeup of communities in Persian cities was based on a very close relationship between the local bazaars and mosques, and this relationship took on a particularly religious form in the district of Murgh-Mahalleh. Abbas Amanat makes reference to the conflicts between the Haydari and Niʻmati groups, which in those days had become rampant between the districts of Shiraz.6 In order to assert their own dominance, and also that of their supporters, the majority of the ruffians in every district would brawl with their opposing groups. The reputable merchants and families typically kept their distance from such conflicts, unprepared as they were to risk sacrificing their fame and wealth by openly associating with either side. Instead, these merchants and families worked to support one another; they formed guilds both as a show of solidarity and also as a means of ensuring their commercial success.

   At a young age, the Bab lost his father, who died when he was forty-nine.7 Following the death of her husband, and in accordance with the instructions he had left in his will, the Bab’s mother went with her young child to live in the home of her brother, Haji Sayyid ʻAli (Khal-i Aʻzam). From then on, Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad, the Bab, remained in the care of his maternal uncle.8

   There are stories which attest to the inquisitiveness of the Bab’s mind in his childhood, as well as the exceeding rigor with which he carried out the religious obligations of Islam. We have exact historical dates for most of the significant events in the Bab’s life; these have been recorded, with remarkable precision, in his works such as the Persian Bayan, the Arabic Bayan, the Sahifih-yi Bayn al-Haramayn (written in response to Mirza Muhit Kirmani), the Qayyum al-asma, and others.

   The Bab was five years old when, one day, his uncle enrolled him in a religious school headed by one of his friends. Shaykh ʻAbid. Mulla Fathullah, who was a schoolmate of the Bab’s and served as the class monitor, gives the following account:

   When the Bab was brought to the school, we beheld a child with narrow limbs and a feeble body; he was dressed in a green tunic and a skullcap made of cashmere, walking hand in hand with his uncle. Arriving behind them was a male servant, bearing a plate on which were placed some sweets and a copy of the Qurʼan, which he presented to the instructor.9


   Owing to his burgeoning mental development, his abundant talent, and superior mind—and because he was enrolled in a religious school that could not meet his intellectual needs—there was an air of dissatisfaction that attended the period of the Bab’s childhood education. His uncle had previously told the schoolmaster how unusual his nephew was:

   He does not act or behave like other children; he prefers to seclude himself and immerse himself in thought. He shows no interest in playing or engaging in recreational activities as other children do. There are times when he makes truly astonishing statements.10


   Shaykh ʻAbid, the instructor of the school, who would later embrace the cause of the Bab,11 gives the following account:

   
As was customary on the first day of class, I asked the Bab to recite the opening verse of the Qurʼan: “Bismi’llah al-rahman al-Rahim.”12 This he did without any hesitation or error. I then asked him to memorize this verse: “Huwa al-Fattah al-ʻAlim.”13 The Bab said nothing, and when I asked him why he had remained silent, he responded, “I do not know the meaning of ‘Huwa’ [‘He is’].”14

There were several occasions when the Bab arrived late to school. One day, I sent one of the students to find him. When this student returned, he said, “He is performing his obligatory prayers in a corner of his home.”

On yet another occasion when the Bab had arrived late, I asked him, “Where were you?” he responded meekly, “I was at the home of my Ancestor.”15



   
   
   Other anecdotes have been recorded which recount the Bab’s vigilant observance of Islamic prayer and worship—even in his childhood—and describe how he would be sunk in thought in the middle of a lively class. One such anecdote involves a certain day when all the students in the class were repeating a phrase at the instruction of their teacher—except for the Bab, who did not say a word and refused to cooperate. When one of the other students asked him why he had remained silent, he replied with a couplet from Hafiz: “Hearest thou not the whistle’s call, this snare should now thy prison be.”16

   We do not know for certain whether the Bab ever expressed his disapproval of the traditional and outmoded style of instruction he was receiving, which occasionally involved corporal punishment and other forms of violence towards children, to his mother and uncle. Nabil Zarandi has related the following account from Shaykh ʻAbid:

   I felt impelled to take [the Bab] back to his uncle and to deliver into his hands the Trust he had committed to my care. I determined to tell him how unworthy I felt to teach so remarkable a child. I found his uncle alone in his office. “I have brought him back to you,” I said, “and commit him to your vigilant protection… It is incumbent upon you to surround him with your most loving care. Keep him in your house, for He, verily, stands in no need of teachers such as I.” Haji Mirza Sayyid ‘Ali sternly rebuked the Bab. “Have you forgotten my instructions?” he said. “Have I not already admonished you to follow the example of your fellow-pupils, to observe silence, and to listen attentively to every word spoken by your teacher?”17


   With this remonstrance from his uncle, the Bab returned to school—but the immensity of his spirit, the unusual measure of his insight, could not be restrained by the narrow confines of that place. At last, with the permission of his uncle, the Bab quit the school of Shaykh ʻAbid at the age of ten and began to work at his uncle’s mercantile business.18

   Mirza Sayyid ʻAli did not give up hope that the Bab might resume his formal education. The Bab was fifteen (c. 1834) when Mirza Sayyid ʻAli took him to one of the well-known Shaykhi ʻulama, Mulla ʻAbdul-Khaliq Yazdi, to learn the fundamentals of Arabic grammar and the principles of Islamic jurisprudence. Mulla ʻAbdul-Khaliq Yazdi recounts the following in a conversation with Mulla ʻAbd al-Rahim-i-Qazvini:

   I was a leader of prayer in Shiraz and held teaching lectures there. Once the uncle of this reverent man [i.e., the Bab] brought him to me saying that “this is a soul who is adorned with piety and austerity, but lacks learning, and I beg you to pay him some attention.” After I had admitted him, I left him in the custody of my younger son. A few days later, my son came back to me complaining that “the person you have left me has not accomplished any of the elementaries. He first must learn basic grammatical structure Amthila,19 and teaching Amthila is not suitable to my position.” After that they sent him to Bushihr for the purpose of trade. Now I see such magnificent writings and unequalled verses as to make me astonished.”20 


   According to Amanat, there is nothing strange about the Bab’s distaste for the traditional style of instruction that prevailed in his day, or his aversion to the rigidity that characterized the religious schools of that era. To that effect, Amanat quotes the observations of an English merchant who was in Shiraz in 1850:

   The usual studies in Persian colleges are the Persian and Arabic languages, the Koran and commentaries upon it, theology, law, moral philosophy, and logic. Of natural philosophy, geography, and general history, nothing is taught or known… The dry study of Arabic language is in general held more in estimation and repute than any other pursuit.21


   He then adds:

   The grammar of Arabic is complicated and difficult… Volumes have been written on philological trifles and subtleties, which are calculated to perplex and confuse, rather than to assist and enlighten the student.22


   The Bab’s lack of formal education, as well as the presence of grammatical irregularities in his writings, were used constantly by his enemies as a pretext to discredit him. These people would cite the occasionally unconventional style which the Bab employed in his Persian and Arabic writings as evidence of his poor grasp of both languages, which they used as a basis for rejecting his claim of having introduced a new religion. Yet, for the Bab’s followers, his limited education, his lofty revolutionizing ideals, and his firm, flowing style of Arabic and Persian writing all served as testament to the truth of his claim and the divinity of his knowledge. In his Sahifih-yi ‘Adliyyih, the Bab responds to those who objected to his language:

   The fact that on some occasions words were altered or words uttered contrary to the rules of the people of doubt is because people would be able to make certain that the claimant of this position [himself] received these verses and this knowledge not by the way of learning, but because his heart is illuminated with the divine knowledge. [Therefore] he justifies these innovative alterations and what is contrary to rules, with the divine rules, as the same matter frequently occurred in the Book of God [the Qurʼan].23


   It is truly remarkable that the Bab was so straightforward about his lack of formal education, openly asserting that whatever he said or wrote were the products of divine inspiration. In his Tafsir-i Haʼ, addressed to a group of the ʻulama, the Bab writes:

   I swear on my own soul that I did not read a word of the conventional sciences, and in the past there were no books of sciences with me whose words I have memorized, and there is no reason for this divine gift but God’s generosity and his benevolence. Today if someone asks me of various scholarly matters cited in books, I swear to God that I do not know the answer, and I do not even know the grammar and syntax, and I am proud of it, since God in the Day of Resurrection will prove to all that I was assisted by his generosity.24


   In contrast to his dislike for sciences that begin with words and end with words, the Bab, in his writings, praises the advances made by Westerners—whom he calls “the people of Christ”—in the applied sciences. In his Persian Bayan, he states explicitly that there are scholars of every discipline in other countries outside the domain of Shiʿi Islam.25 In that work, he gives the example of the telescope, with which the Europeans have been able to study the position of our moon and other celestial bodies.26

   The Bab’s advocacy of the study of new sciences—as well as his support more generally for the other hallmarks of Western civilization, such as the establishment of a postal service, the printing of books, and so on—in a religious work rooted in spiritual beliefs demonstrates his aversion to pure religious legalism and his alignment with a kind of secularism that rejects the commending of absolutely everything to the Will of God in favor of a more practical approach that encourages the pursuit of knowledge, the making of discoveries, and the creation of new inventions, and even characterizes these as religious principles in and of themselves.27

   
‌The Bab Discontinues his Formal Education and Begins his Mercantile Work

   During the time of the Bab, it was customary for the children of merchants in Persia to apprentice at their fathers’ shops and become acquainted with commerce. It is according to this tradition that the Bab, upon discontinuing his formal education, began to work at the shop of his uncle, Haji Mirza Sayyid ʻAli (Khal-i Aʻzam). Though little is known about the Bab’s life in Shiraz, we can infer from the historical context that his spiritual tendencies, including his engagement as a child in prolonged acts of worship—documented years later in attestations dating to when he lived in Bushihr—made up a significant part of his life at that time.

   Five years later, the Bab set off for Bushihr, where—with an inheritance that had been bequeathed to him by his late father—he formed a commercial partnership with his uncle, Haji Mirza Muhammad (Khal-i Akbar).

   The Bab’s commercial enterprise in Bushihr lasted five years (1835–40); he worked with his uncle for the first two years, but carried on with his own independent business for the remainder of that time.

   The commercial network of the family was based in the south of Persia, extending from Bushihr, which was a thriving port city, to other such cities along the Persian Gulf, such as Bandar ʻAbbas, and ports along the Gulf of Oman and Bombay, Calcutta, and even Zanzibar and Java. In another direction, this network also extended to England, chiefly by way of India, with three centers of operations—in Shiraz, Yazd, and Bushihr.28

   On the basis of family documents, such as ledgers that describe the business transactions of the Afnans, Abu’l-Qasim Afnan provides a clear account of the Bab’s commercial enterprise. The Bab’s imports from India included sugar, tea, tin, indigo, and spices, as well as various kinds of calico used to make curtains, women’s clothing, and tablecloths. To this list of goods can also be added different types of cashmere and brocade, along with English wool and cotton textiles imported from India. The Bab exported rugs, dried rose petals, rosewater, foodstuffs, and dried fruits, such as shelled almonds and raisins, and at times he also traded gold coins. According to these historical documents, the Bab also had dealings in such cities as Yazd, Isfahan, Kashan, and Qazvin.29

   There were certain goods which the Bab did not trade. In none of the extant records is there any indication that he ever bought or sold weapons, liquor, or opium. He refrained even from dealing in such malodorous merchandise as asafoetida, for which there was a market in India, and also sheepskin, etc.30

   It must be recognized that commerce in those days was far from easy. There was always the danger that commercial goods brought into Persia by way of Bushihr with a caravan of mules would be stolen by highwaymen. Similarly, maritime commerce was faced with the constant threat of pirates, frightening storms, and the possibility that ships might sink.

   Babi and Bahaʼi histories regard the Bab’s expansion of his commercial network into regions beyond the ones mentioned previously as an indication of his ability to successfully carry on an enterprise. According to these histories, one factor that contributed to the Bab’s commercial success was his maintenance of good relations with other merchants in southern and central Persia. The Nuqtat al-Kaf states:

   The most prominent among the class of merchants were astonished by the Bab’s superior ability in matters of commerce, and found it very strange that so young a person could so effectively regulate the most vital of such affairs.31


   That same text testifies to the Bab’s renown among the people of Bushihr for his “good nature, his equanimity, his dignified bearing, his piety, his virtue, his work ethic, his generosity, his contentment, and his insight.”32

   The Bab resided in Bushihr at a time when that city was undergoing political and social upheaval. To protect their Indian colony and to expand their influence throughout the regions of the Persian Gulf, and strengthen their commercial ties with India, the British Government established a residency in Bushihr toward the beginning of the nineteenth century. In May 1837, as Muhammad Shah was taking military measures to reassert Persian control over the city of Hirat, the British Government responded at once by sending a fleet of warships to the shores of Bushihr and occupying the island of Kharg. This development led the people of Bushihr to show great anger toward the British. As tensions between the two nations were rising, in March 1839, at the instigation of the leader of the Akhbari sect in that region, Shaykh Husayn Al-i Usfur—and with the support of the governor of the province of Fars, Asadu’llah Mirza—the residents of Bushihr launched an insurrection that attempted to prevent the British rear admiral and his troops from landing in the Bushihr Residency. Left with no other choice, the British evacuated Bushihr and retreated to the island of Kharg. Naturally, these incidents disrupted trade in Bushihr for a relatively long time. In an effort to restore normalcy, the merchants of the city attempted to mediate between the two nations, but to no avail. Eventually, the British Residency was re-established in Bushihr three years later. Beyond these developments, a period of global economic stagnation that lasted from 1838 to 1843 also yielded undesirable consequences for Persian commerce.33

   These circumstances notwithstanding, the Bab continued to carry on his enterprise in Bushihr, and with every passing day he became increasingly well-known for his piety, devoutness, truthfulness, and trustworthiness. The latter two virtues served as firm foundations for commerce in Persia, reflecting themselves clearly in the dealings of those large families in which the mercantile profession was passed down from generation to generation. Merchants in those days enjoyed a close relationship with the mosques and the ʻulama, and a great many of those who came from merchant families belonged to the clerical class. At this juncture, the commercial culture of Persia was intertwined not only with the values of truthfulness and trustworthiness, but also an atmosphere of religiosity. The Prophet of Islam was himself a merchant who bore the title of “the Trusted One” [Amin], so it was only natural that a descendant of his should have considered trustworthiness a religious obligation. The Farsnamah-yi Nasiri states that the maternal uncles of the Bab “for generations…were engaged in trade and…known for their honesty.”34 With regard to the Bab specifically, Amanat writes:

   On one occasion, Haji Mirza Abu’l-Hasan Yazdi, a merchant in Bushihr on his way to the pilgrimage of Hajj, entrusted the Bab with some merchandise to be sold during his absence. The price of the merchandise fell and it was sold at a price cheaper than was expected. However, on his return to Bushihr, Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad (contrary to the general practice of the time, which only obliged him to pay back the value of the sold merchandise), included 175 tumans extra, the difference between the original value and the price fetched, insisting that failing to pay the original price was contrary to the code of trustworthiness.35


   The Nuqtat al-Kaf recounts a similar anecdote, but in this case attributes the loss which the Bab incurred to the characteristically meticulous attention he paid to prayer and other acts of worship:

   So devoted was he to his religious observances that it is said he was once entrusted with some indigo that someone came to buy. This customer had come at a time when the Bab had intended to recite a certain religious text, and to this customer he said, “Wait one hour; then I shall be available.” At first, the man agreed to wait—but when the hour had passed and the Bab had become ready to receive his customer, he found that he had gone. In addition, the price of indigo had fallen in that time. The Bab sold it at a lower price, sustaining a loss of 70 tumans in the process—a sum he ultimately paid with his own funds to the person who had entrusted this merchandise to him as compensation.36


   Amanat writes:

   This moralistic attitude [of the Bab] was not devoid of pragmatism, however. The Bab’s later instructions [in the Bayan] do not resonate the bookishness of madrasa jurists, nor do they lend themselves, at least as far as trade was concerned, to a puritanical enthusiasm.37


   He continues in that vein:

   Contrary to the restricted regulations set up by the shariʻa, but in compliance with common practice, [the Bab] allows a lawful interest on the borrowed money “as it is now practiced among the merchants,” or allows agreement on the extension or delay of the repayment of exchange bills. He regards the mutual satisfaction of both parties as the essential condition for the lawfulness of any contract, whether they are “under age, adults, slaves, or free men.”38 On the subject of foreigners, he emphasizes that only those Christian merchants who follow useful trades and professions are permitted to dwell in the countries of believers.39 On another occasion, he refers to changes in the monetary system and acknowledges that depreciation of currency, both gold and silver, brings losses to the tujjar [merchants]. He hopes that in the future these fluctuations will settle.40 He strictly forbids trade of opium, intoxicating drugs, and liquors for believers, but allows their use for medical purposes under certain conditions.41


   Emphasizing the extent to which the Bab was known for his generosity, and also for the many consecutive hours he would spend absorbed in prayer and other acts of worship, the Nuqtat al-Kaf states:

   [The people would say] he would spend all his capital; on one occasion, he gave 70 tumans to an indigent…those same people wrote to the Bab’s uncle to complain of his actions.42


   From this account, one can perhaps deduce why the Bab separated himself from commercial partnership with his uncles. Mu‘in al-Saltana ascribes this move on the Bab’s part to “the existing necessities of the time.”43

   Amanat writes:

   For young Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad engagement in trade served not only as a means of earning his livelihood, but more significantly as a way to emphasize moral standards he felt were declining, standards that were for him idealized in the words and deeds of the Prophet and Imams.44


   In a letter to one of his followers, who was himself a merchant, the Bab states that God ordained the mercantile profession for Muhammad and ʻAli-Muhammad [the Bab]. In this letter, the Bab implores God to bestow his blessings upon them that are fair in their dealings and love those who are inferior to them even as they love themselves. He states, moreover, that those who engage in commerce “for the sake of God,” and observe justice and fairness, will be safeguarded by God from every deceiving one.45

   Business that was done for the sake of God, upon which the Bab placed great emphasis, harks back to the Islamic concept of “partnership with God,” which in reality refers to the belief that God is present in commercial affairs. This constant awareness of the presence of God is intended to serve as the highest motive and greatest duty to observe justice and fairness, particularly toward the indigent and inferior. Included also in the Bab’s letter is his allusion to having a profession similar to that of the Prophet Muhammad. The significance of this allusion is appreciated by the author of the Nuqtat al-Kaf, himself a merchant, who considers the similarities between the lives of the Prophet Muhammad and the Bab in every respect—even their being orphans in childhood—as evidences of divine wisdom, inasmuch as the Bab’s engagement in trade

   was designed to accomplish the proof to the people, so they would not be able to claim that he lacked the capacity of dealing with people. Thus the same mysterious considerations behind the engagement of his venerated ancestor [the Prophet] in trade, could also be applied to him. So, in every sense he could be a sign of that original light even in his orphanhood.46


   
‌Epiphany, Piety, and Intuition

   Every work that has discussed the Bab’s life, irrespective of whether or not its author was a Bahaʼi, has, as we have seen, invariably highlighted the unbending vigilance with which the Bab spent hour after hour engaged in prayer, worship, and other acts of piety. Another point on which all these works agree are some of the Bab’s epiphanies, and also his ability to endure the rigors of an abstinent lifestyle. The uncle and guardian of the Bab, Haji Sayyid ʻAli, once said the following in a conversation with Shaykh ʻAbid, who taught at the school which the Bab attended:

   From this nephew of mine, one sees such things as have never before been witnessed from any other child. Every day I hear from him a new word; at every moment I behold him in an unusual state. For instance, he will recount some of his strange and astonishing dreams, and it is most peculiar that a child of eight or nine should have such dreams.47


   Some of these dreams are recorded in books that discuss the Bab’s life. The following account comes from Haji Sayyid ʻAli, his uncle:

   
On a certain day, [the Bab] was sleeping beside me in the Murgh bathhouse when he awoke suddenly, saying, “The roof covering the Mirza Hadi bathhouse has collapsed; one woman and three children have died.” An uproar ensued in no time at all, with everyone asserting his own number of the fatalities, but eventually it became clear that the situation was exactly as the Bab had reported it.

On another occasion some time ago, he told me, “I had a dream in which I beheld a pair of scales, suspended in the air between earth and heaven. The Imam Jaʻfar Sadiq sat in one of the scales, which was touching the ground. An invisible hand took hold of me and placed me in the empty scale. At that moment, the scale in which I was sitting lowered to the ground, and the scale bearing the seated Imam rose to the sky.”48



   
   These dreams persisted even after the Bab proclaimed his cause:

   In 1846 he dreamed that at the hour of the spring equinox (the Persian new year), some books were sent down to him. When he opened one of them he noticed that its pages were covered with the dust of [the Imam] Husayn’s tomb. He looked more closely and saw a tablet in an excellent shikastih style bearing an astral seal at the bottom with the epigram “I entrusted my cause to God,” signed “Mahdi.”49


   As the Bab reached the age of maturity and beyond, these remarkable states, apparent in him since childhood, were gradually accompanied by an attitude of humility and innocence. To that effect, Haji Sayyid Javad Karbala’i notes:

   Whilst journeying to India, I passed through Bushihr. As I was already acquainted with Haji Mirza Sayyid ‘Ali, I was enabled to meet the Bab on several occasions. Every time I met him, I found him in such a state of humility and lowliness as words fail me to describe. His downcast eyes, his extreme courtesy, and the serene expression of his face made an indelible impression upon my soul. I often heard those who were closely associated with him testify to the purity of his character, to the charm of his manners, to his self-effacement, to his high integrity, and to his extreme devotion to God.50


   The Bab’s five years in Bushihr were devoted not only to commercial pursuits, but also to the development of his lofty spiritual qualities—qualities he had evinced in his childhood, but which had not yet satisfied his perfection-seeking spirit. Every day, from the earliest hours of dawn until sunrise—and also from midday till late in the afternoon—the Bab dedicated himself to rapturous prayer and supplication, entirely absorbed in spiritual realms. He would spend several hours each Friday in continuous worship on the roof of his house, engaged in such fervent communion that even the burning rays of the sweltering summer sun of Bushihr could not deter him from his acts of devotion.51

   This manner of worship was used, without due consideration of the Bab’s other traits, as a pretext by Sipihr, the Qajar court historian, and other polemicists after him to ridicule the Bab.52 In reality, such displays of piety and rigor are earnest attempts to discover the light of one’s own internal splendor, and achieve an awareness of one’s inner realities. In virtually every religious movement and school of thought, there is a precedent whereby saints and other such sages have embarked on these spiritual quests. It seems the Bab’s spellbound states of devotion gave rise to widespread rumors that he was under the tutelage of a mystical guide. Babi and Bahaʼi sources reject these rumors, and instead regard the veracity of the Bab’s claims, his spiritual ascendancy, his heavenly disposition, and the speed and force with which he composed his verses, as miraculous. The Nuqtat al-Kaf states:

   The widely-reported notion that the Bab would subject himself to the kind of bodily deprivation common to ascetics, or that he studied under some spiritual mentor, is sheer slander and patently false. Much to the contrary, that self-sufficient Point seemed to have no need for any one in any respect; it was only with regard to his Beloved that he was as one poor and needy.53


   During the Bab’s time in Bushihr, he would compose beautifully flowing verses—including prayers written for various individuals—without appending his own name to these writings:

   Though his formal education was limited to that brief span he spent at the school of Shaykh ʻAbid, astonishing phrases and fitting words would flow nonetheless from his pen.54


   
‌The Bab’s Journey to the Sacred Shrine Cities of ʻIraq

   After residing in Bushihr for five years, the Bab decided to travel to Najaf and Karbala. When he informed his family of this decision, they were very concerned. His mother, saddened by the distance that already existed between her and her son—and his uncle, Haji Sayyid Muhammad (Khal-i Akbar), who had a commercial center of operations in Bushihr but lived in Shiraz at the time—tried to dissuade the Bab from undertaking this journey, but their efforts were in vain.55 The Bab even declined his uncle’s suggestion to await his return to Bushihr before traveling. In a letter to him, the Bab wrote: “The time for my journey has come, and I have no choice but to travel.”56 After setting his commercial affairs in order and handing over the keys of his shop to the custodian of the caravanserai, the Bab departed for Karbala in 1257 AH (1840–41). This journey opened a new chapter for the Bab; bidding farewell to the world of commerce, he was now entering the next stage of his life—a stage filled with turmoil and with no clear conclusion.

   Not much is known about the Bab’s time in Karbala apart from accounts that attest to the captivating quality of his speech and the charm of his virtuous character. A. L. M. Nicolas, a diplomat with the French Consular Service in Persia during the Qajar era and author of a book on the Babi religion, once met with one of the first Babis, Mulla Sadiq Khurasani, entitled “Muqaddas.” On that occasion, Khurasani related to Nicolas an account of his first encounter with the Bab in Karbala, which Nicolas summarizes as follows:57

   
On a certain day, I entered the Shrine of the Imam Husayn, intending to make pilgrimage there, when I beheld a youth in a kind of spiritual trance. He was immersed in a silent state of sanctification, and tears were streaming down his face. Without willing it, I began to go towards him—but as I did not wish to disturb him, I instead seated myself in a corner to wait until he had concluded his pilgrimage. The more attention I paid to him, the more fascinated I grew with his expressions of modesty and shame. I witnessed from him such things as I cannot possibly describe. When he had finished his pilgrimage, he went to the courtyard of the shrine. I did not succeed in conversing with him that day, but I resolved to make pilgrimage to the shrine again at the same time the following day, that perhaps I might be able to speak with him and restore my former serenity.

When that next day came, my hope that I would see him in that same state and be stirred to my core once again was far greater than it had been the previous day. After conducting the rites of pilgrimage, I headed in his direction and said to him, “If you will allow it, I wish to have a word with you.” He shook his head to decline my request, and went on his way. When the two of us had gained some distance from the Imam’s tomb, that youth came towards me and apologized, stating that, “The vicinity of the tomb is a holy place; it is a place for prayer and contemplation, and I was oblivious of myself.” So courteous was his demeanor, so cheerful his face as he spoke these words that I could not help but be totally captivated by him.58



   
   With regard to the Bab’s journey to Karbala and his pilgrimage to the Shrine of the Imam Husayn, the author of the Nuqtat al-Kaf writes:

   For close to a year, he made regular visits to that sacred spot. Such strange and astonishing things would be seen from him as he entered the sanctuaries of his immaculate ancestors and made pilgrimage to their tombs as would astound a great many of his onlookers. There is no truth to the well-known notion that he would participate in the classes of the late Sayyid [Kazim Rashti] as a mere pupil, though he did attend those classes in Karbala for nearly three months and also make appearances at the late Sayyid’s religious sermons from time to time. On all these occasions, the late Sayyid—may God exalt his station—would benefit immensely from the inner light of that lofty One, but the people in his midst were entirely unaware of the mystery of his Cause.59


   As part of the efforts of Haji Rasul Bazargan, a Shaykhi merchant of Qazvin, to convince the members of his family of the truth of the Bab’s claims, he states:

   Should the possessor of the divine voice be that same Sayyid I saw in Karbala, verily I say that whatever he claims is the truth.60


   At the invitation of Mulla Sadiq Khurasani, the Bab attended a gathering at the residence of Sayyid Kazim Rashti, then the leader of the Shaykhis and himself present at the gathering, where a traditional eulogy for the martyrs of Karbala was being given. As the Bab entered, Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi—who in Shiraz would later become the first person to believe in the Bab—was narrating a tragic account of the martyrdom of the Imam Husayn. Khurasani writes that, upon the Bab’s entrance, Sayyid Kazim arose from his seat out of reverence, and that the others in attendance followed suit. The Bab seated himself by the front door in spite of Sayyid Kazim’s insistence that he take a more prominent seat. Then, at the instruction of Sayyid Kazim, Mulla Husayn began to recite from the poetry of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsaʼi. The Bab was so deeply moved as he listened to those poems that he began to weep, and he wept so bitterly that all those present at that gathering began to weep with him.61

   The Bab lived in the sacred shrine cities of ʻIraq, known as the ʻAtabat,62 for nearly one year—eight months in Karbala, and three months in other cities of religious significance. According to nearly every Babi and Bahaʼi source, the Bab would occasionally attend the classes of Sayyid Kazim. These sources consider the writings of the Bab to be tokens of his divine knowledge. Muslim historians, however—beginning in the Qajar era and extending into subsequent periods—have mostly rejected this claim by alleging that the Bab attended Sayyid Kazim’s classes on a regular basis, notwithstanding that these historians have failed to cite any evidence in support of their assertion.63

   
‌The Bab’s Return to Shiraz and Marriage

   The Bab’s time in Karbala ended not of his own volition, but that of his mother, who after six years of separation could not tolerate being so far from her only son any longer. Accordingly, the Bab’s uncle, Haji Sayyid ʻAli, traveled to Karbala to persuade his nephew to return to Shiraz. At first, the Bab refused this plea. Ultimately, however, through the intercession of Sayyid Kazim Rashti—arranged at the request of Haji Sayyid ʻAli—the Bab acceded to his uncle’s request, returning to Shiraz in 1842. Not long thereafter, the Bab’s mother—in a move that may have been intended to prevent any future journeys her son might have wished to undertake—prepared the means for his marriage. The Bab’s wife, Khadijih Sultan Bagum, was the daughter of Aqa Mirza Sayyid ʻAli, the paternal uncle of the Bab’s mother. At the time of his marriage, the Bab was twenty-three years old.64

   The various histories generally agree that, in spite of the turmoil that had spread not only in Shiraz, but also throughout the province of Fars,65 the Bab lived in Shiraz for the two years leading up to the declaration of his cause in a state of peace and contentment. During these days, the Bab would devote some time to prayer and communion each morning before the sun had risen. He would spend several hours of the day at his uncle’s business, and upon returning, he would stand in prayer and worship one hour after sunset. Years later, in the prison of Maku (1847), the Bab would fondly recall this period of his life, referring to them as “happy days.”66 According to an account from his wife, Khadijih Bagum, after having his dinner, the Bab would spend hours writing in what appeared to be a ledger, but what was actually a notebook reserved for his compositions on spiritual and religious subjects.67 In response to his wife, who had expressed her surprise upon finding that the contents of this notebook bore no semblance whatsoever to commercial matters, the Bab said, “This is the people’s account book.”68 On one occasion, he wrote for a cousin, Muhammad-Taqi Vakilu’l-Haqq, a piece which, according to that cousin’s own testimony, “resembled the prayers of the Sahifih al-Sajjadiyyah [attributed to the Imam ʻAli].”69

   We have little information about the Bab’s writings from this period, but these brief allusions—along with his pure and virtuous lifestyle, for which he had become known in Shiraz—all speak to the spiritual ecstasy and the mystical inspiration he experienced, which prepared him to receive the divine message that lay in store for him. So great, in fact, was his spiritual excitement that some members of his family had begun to notice it and even grew concerned for him. The fervor unleashed by the advent of a new revelation from God had quickened the pulse of the world, and the flood of fate had swept up the Bab and his kin in its current. Is it possible to imagine that the Bab had spent those long hours in prayer and worship, and had endured such rigorous austerity, to attain that momentous event to which he had unwittingly been heading? Witnessing her husband’s remarkable state, Khadijih Bagum had said to her family that the Bab was “preoccupied most of the time with prayers and worship,” which clearly demonstrated that he was “a superior person.”70

   The historical documents at our disposal indicate that, in 1844, the Bab gradually became more conscious of his reality, accompanied as this growing awareness was by instances of spiritual inspiration. A few years later, in a letter the Bab sent to his family while imprisoned in the fortress of Maku, he states explicitly that, nineteen days before the passing of Sayyid Kazim Rashti—coinciding with the beginning of the year 1260 AH (1844)—“the concealed mystery” had been revealed to him.71 In his Risalih-yi Baynu’l-Haramayn, he refers even more clearly to the revelation he had received:

   In truth, the first day that the spirit descended in the heart of this servant was the fifteenth of the month of Rabiʻu’l-Avval [4 April 1844].72


   In his commentary on the Surih-yi Baqarih of the Qurʼan, written in February 1844—approximately three months before he declared his cause—the Bab recounts a dream which involves the death of Sayyid Kazim Rashti:

   Verily I saw, on that night in a dream, the Holy Land73 fallen in pieces and lifted in the air till it stopped in front of my house. Then afterward, news came of my teacher’s death, the great, kind scholar, may God have mercy upon him.74


   Amanat evaluates the significance of the Bab’s dream in this way:

   This symbolic dream not only alludes to the new claims of the Bab by the announcement of Rashti’s death, but also hints at the termination of the ʻAtabat era, which in the Bab’s view is concurrent with the commencement of the new dispensation.75


   Eventually, a few months before the Bab’s declaration, he disclosed to his mother and uncle, Haji Sayyid ʻAli, that he had been chosen to champion a great cause: the promulgation of the commandments of God amid the people. In this vein, Amanat notes that:

   To substantiate his sincerity to his uncle, Sayyid ʻAli, and his mother, the Bab relied on his own religious devotion and personal integrity, stressing that he only reflected what had been revealed to him [by God].76


   Sometime thereafter, in a writing known as the Kitab al-Fihrist, the Bab would explicitly state that he began to receive revelation approximately two months before he declared his cause.77

   
‌The Declaration of the Bab’s Cause: The Birth of a New Religion

   The Bab refers to the exact date and time of the inception of his dispensation, which he identifies as the fulfillment of the Qurʼanic promise of “the resurrection of Islam,” in one of the sacred texts of the Babi religion, the Persian Bayan: two hours and eleven minutes after sunset on the night of 22 May 1844. For such a resurrection to take place, the people must first rise from their graves—or, to put it in Babi terms, they who are fast asleep must be roused from the slumber of heedlessness—and a new dispensation of a single religious truth must be inaugurated.

   Among the similarities between the lives of Christ and the Bab is that, just as the three Magi had gone from the East to Palestine in search of the promised one of Judaism, it was now a group of Persian seminarians—students of the Shaykhi school—who had traveled from Karbala to Persia to find the promised one of Islam.78 These students had embarked on this journey at the instruction of their teacher and leader, Sayyid Kazim Rashti who, prior to his death in early 1844, had not appointed a successor for himself, but rather urged his pupils to set aside their theological studies and discussions, and instead seek out the promised one. This last exhortation from a teacher to his students was no mere coincidence. Not only had Sayyid Kazim and his own teacher, Shaykh Ahmad, founder of the Shaykhi school, believed that the advent of a new religious dispensation was imminent, but yet another group of mystics and even poets had also arrived at the same conclusion based on their understanding of Islamic texts and traditions.79 Perhaps most astonishing is the fact that, in that same century, religious movements were also emerging within the Christian community, who, using prophecies in the Torah and the Gospel as their basis, considered the coming of Christ from the heavens—an event Christians throughout the world had been eagerly awaiting for centuries—to be close at hand.80

   Following the death of Sayyid Kazim Rashti, a few of his most eminent students claimed that they were his rightful successors, and they each found support from the other Shaykhi seminarians. Another of his distinguished students, Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi, obedient to the last instructions of his late teacher, assembled a group of like-minded seminarians to accompany him on his quest to find the promised one. To prepare themselves spiritually for this perilous journey, the members of that cohort secluded themselves for forty days in the Kufa Mosque where, in accordance with Islamic tradition, they engaged in fasting, prayer, and communion with God that lasted throughout the night.

   Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi, who would go on to play a historic role in the Babi movement, was no ordinary seminarian. His spirit, with its insatiable appetite for learning, could never find repose. He was a man of great determination, in constant search of a new challenge. So vast was his knowledge of his creed that others deemed him worthy to succeed Sayyid Kazim Rashti. The death of Sayyid Kazim in Karbala occurred at a time when Mulla Husayn had gone to Isfahan, at the instruction of his late teacher, to respond decisively to the objections and animosities that had been leveled against the Shaykhis by the Hujjatu’l-Islam, Sayyid Muhammad Baqir Shafti, and the other ʻulama of that city. The account of this debate, which took place in Isfahan, became the talk of the town. Mulla Husayn, an unpretentious seminarian of little means, was facing a man regarded as one of the greatest ʻulama in all Persia—an obscenely wealthy man whose power was said to have rivaled that of the Shah. While in Isfahan, Mulla Husayn made a living through manual labor, and with the wage he earned from that work, he spent the remainder of the week in fasts and other acts of austerity. It was in this state of self-denial that Mulla Husayn debated with Shafti and other ʻulama. In the end, Mulla Husayn utterly confuted Shafti—and after fulfilling similar duties in Khurasan, he returned to Karbala. From that point forward, the inhabitants of Isfahan would remark that, “A penniless seminarian came and reduced our Hujjatu’l-Islam to silence.”81

   When he had concluded his period of seclusion, Mulla Husayn—along with his brother and cousin, who were both students of Sayyid Kazim Rashti—entered Bushihr through Basrih by ship (apparently in mid-May 1844), and after a brief sojourn there, he set off for Shiraz. Mulla Husayn and his kin were gradually joined by the rest of his companions (nine of them, according to Nabil’s account) once they had completed their own periods of seclusion. It is unclear what compelled Mulla Husayn to travel from Karbala to Shiraz. One account mentions a certain Mulla Hasan Gawhar, who had made a claim as successor to Sayyid Kazim and whom Mulla Husayn and his companions considered unworthy of that position. According to this account, they consequently set out with the intention of traveling to Kirman, where they would meet with Haji Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani—who had advanced his own pretension to successorship—to assess the validity of his claim, passing through Shiraz along the way.82 Nabil’s account, however, states that Mulla Husayn felt a hidden power, magnetic in its force, drawing him northward towards Shiraz.83

   We are likewise faced with conflicting accounts of the circumstances attending the meeting between Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi and the Bab. Nabil Zarandi writes:

   a few hours before sunset [on the evening of 22 May 1844], whilst walking outside the [Kazirun] gate of the city [Shiraz], [Mulla Husayn’s] eyes fell suddenly upon a youth of radiant countenance, who wore a green turban and who, advancing towards him, greeted him with a smile of loving welcome. He embraced Mulla Husayn with tender affection as though he had been his intimate and lifelong friend. Mulla Husayn thought him at first to be a disciple of Sayyid Kazim who, on being informed of his approach to Shiraz, had come out to welcome him. 


   Nabil, quoting Mulla Husayn, writes:

   The youth [the Bab] who met me outside the gate of Shiraz overwhelmed me with expressions of affection and loving-kindness. He extended to me a warm invitation to visit his home, and there refresh myself after the fatigues of my journey. I prayed to be excused, pleading that my two companions had already arranged for my stay in that city, and were now awaiting my return. “Commit them to the care of God,” was his reply; “He will surely protect and watch over them.”84


   The impression one receives from Nabil’s account is that Mulla Husayn was so deeply moved by the Bab’s kind demeanor, courteous conduct, and dignified bearing that he could not help but accept the Bab’s invitation.

   Amanat considers it likely that the Bab might have learned of Mulla Husayn’s journey through his uncle or one of his relatives in Bushihr, and that he was in fact awaiting Mulla Husayn’s arrival. Such a scenario would, according to Amanat, reinforce the possibility of a prior acquaintance between the Bab and Mulla Husayn during their days in Karbala.85 The Tarikh-i Jadid relates an account from Haji Mirza Jani Kashani, quoting Mulla Husayn, in which the latter, in light of this prior acquaintance, heads straight for the home of the Bab upon entering Shiraz. After knocking at the door, Mulla Husayn hears the voice of the Bab from inside the house, asking, “Mulla Husayn, is that you?” With Mulla Husayn’s response in the affirmative, the Bab opens the door and, with a smile on his face, says to Mulla Husayn, “I have been disinclined to go to the bazaar all day, and I see now that your coming here was the reason for this feeling.” Recalling that remarkable interaction, Mulla Husayn states, “It did not occur to me at that moment how Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad, without having seen me, had recognized who was knocking at his door.”86

   Setting aside the questions of what prompted Mulla Husayn to travel to Shiraz and how he and the Bab met in that city for the first time, it must be noted that the Bab’s numinous states; the allusions he made to his family concerning the profound spiritual transformations he was experiencing; and his dreams, to which he would refer in his later writings, all speak to the imminence of the hour of a revelation that could no longer remain hidden behind the veil of concealment. It was inevitable that this roaring torrent, with its irrepressible power and overwhelming magnitude, should have precipitated from the Bab’s burning breast, that seat of copious inspiration, sweeping across the expanse of Persia with a force that—as is borne out by the pages of history—gained it immense renown in that land. It was not known to them that Mulla Husayn and his companions had become important characters in this design of destiny. Had they not taken that step into this fateful path, perhaps their lot would have fallen to some other group of people, though subsequent events would show that Mulla Husayn was the most obvious candidate to assume the role that he did.

   There is more consistency among the various accounts of the ensuing conversations between the Bab and Mulla Husayn. After having tea, the Bab, who firmly believed in his own messengership, asked his guest confidently but delicately, “Do the Shaykhis not believe that the earth will never be left without God’s proof? Now that five months have passed since the death of your teacher and leader, who is the ‘possessor of the cause’ that shall serve as Sayyid Kazim’s successor?” Mulla Husayn replied, “Our teacher did not appoint anyone to that position; rather, he urged his students to spread out far and wide in search of the promised one.” The Bab then asked, “What signs did your teacher say would indicate the promised one?” Mulla Husayn then proceeded to enumerate those signs of the promised one mentioned by Sayyid Kazim and described in the Shaykhi creed. As part of this explanation, Mulla Husayn placed special emphasis on the knowledge possessed by the promised one, stating, “Sayyid Kazim would always liken his own knowledge, when compared with the knowledge of the promised one, to a drop before the ocean.” The Bab then inquired, “Do you see those signs in me?” Mulla Husayn, who had perhaps been jarred by this question, replied, “I do not see those signs in you.” The Bab then remained silent. In the course of this conversation, Mulla Husayn’s eyes fell upon a treatise on a shelf of that room—a commentary on the Surih-yi Baqarih. With but one glance over its contents, Mulla Husayn, without willing it, began to recite passages from that commentary. Eventually, he asked the Bab for the name of its author. The Bab replied, “This work was composed by a youthful beginner who has made a great claim.” Mulla Husayn then asked, “Where does this youth reside?” The Bab replied, “You are seeing him now.”87 Mulla Husayn was exceedingly perturbed by this response. His brief acquaintance with the Bab from their days in Karbala notwithstanding, and despite the fact that he knew him to be a pure and devout youth, Mulla Husayn could not accept, under any circumstances, that the Bab had advanced so frighteningly momentous a claim.

   The Bab then declared that the time had come to write a commentary on the Surah of Joseph.88 Mulla Husayn had previously requested such a commentary from Sayyid Kazim Rashti, who told him that he was incapable of such a feat, stating that a person whose station far outranked his own would compose it.89 The Bab then began to pen this commentary, known as the Qayyum al-asma, softly reciting its verses in a beautiful tone as he wrote.

   The Qayyum al-asma must be unequivocally regarded as one of the most significant and eloquent writings which the Bab composed in the early days of his dispensation. The rapidity with which he wrote—the music of his intonation, the elegantly rhyming flow of his sentences—had utterly astounded Mulla Husayn. Not even for a moment did the Bab lift his pen from his paper. The light which illuminated their surroundings, coupled with the radiantly sinless face of the Bab—from whose pen the sentences seemed to stream forth like a flood—may well have reminded Mulla Husayn, on that fateful night, of this verse from the Qurʼan, which the Prophet Muhammad had adduced to establish the truth of the revelation he had brought:

   Does it not suffice them [the objectors] that we have sent down unto thee the Book that is recited unto them? Surely in that is a mercy and a reminder for a people who believe.90


   Considering what took place that night, one can easily appreciate the spiritual transformation Mulla Husayn underwent. The sensational conversation he had with the Bab—the power he had witnessed from that commentary on the Qurʼan, the dignified demeanor and unusual charm he had seen—all had the potential to assure this searching Shaykhi that he was close to the object of his quest. Yet, the one who had laid claim to this station was a youth—a former merchant with no religious education. Mulla Husayn’s confusion and consternation did not escape the Bab’s attention. When Mulla Husayn requested permission to leave and return to his companions, the Bab said, “If you leave in such a state, whoever sees you will assuredly say: ‘This poor youth has lost his mind.’”91 Mulla Sayyid Jalil Urumi, who was also in Shiraz at that time, notes that Mulla Husayn could not sleep at night as a result of his “inner struggle and mental occupation” after his meetings with the Bab.92 Ultimately, however, his conversations with the Bab gave him the assurance he needed, culminating in his acceptance of the Bab on the night of 22 May 1844.93

   Most Babi and Bahaʼi sources state that Mulla Husayn’s dialogue with the Bab occurred during a single night, but there is other evidence at our disposal which indicates that it may have taken place over the course of up to three days. Aqa Sayyid Muʼmin Khurasani, a friend of Mulla Husayn’s, writes:

   One day in the presence of the Babu’l-Bab [“the gate of the Gate,” a title which the Bab later gave Mulla Husayn] in Khurasan [probably Mashhad], we were passing a madrasa [a religious school]. He looked at the school and said: “Not one warm-hearted man [ahl-i dil] has ever come out of a madrasa. Down with these schools which are houses of ignorance.” I said, “By the grace of God, eminent individuals like yourself have come out of these schools; why are you condemning them?” He replied, “Do not say that, Sayyid Muʼmin; all that I ever learned in these wretched places was to make me argue with and oppose the Proof of God for forty days. I realized the meaning of the saying ‘knowledge is the greatest veil’ through the fruits of this ruined place. I wish I had no education.”94


   According to another account that dates to the upheaval at Fort Tabarsi (1848–49), Mulla Husayn once said:

   I wish my steps had never reached the madrasa, so I would never have bothered the Proof of God for three days and nights.95


   Mulla Husayn’s acceptance of the Bab must be recognized as having largely stemmed from the teachings of the first two leaders of the Shaykhi school, Shaykh Ahmad Ahsaʼi and Sayyid Kazim Rashti, who would occasionally pepper their praise of the Imams of Shiʿi Islam with exaggerations. In so doing, they would propound new interpretations of foundational Shiʿi beliefs regarding the Day of Resurrection, the Prophet Muhammad’s nocturnal journey to heaven, and the advent of the promised one that differed from the conventional understanding of those concepts. The Shaykhi leaders regarded the existence of a “gate” to the Twelfth Imam—an intermediary role which, according to Shiʿi belief, was established with the occultation of the Twelfth Imam and the accession of four “gates” to that position, and was discontinued with their death—as a requirement stipulated by their religious law, and they also considered themselves “gates” to a certain degree.96 The object of the quest on which Mulla Husayn and the other Shaykhi pupils who embraced the Bab had embarked was to find the promised “Gate”; having attained their goal, they set out at once to spread the news of their crucial discovery throughout the whole of Persia. It is difficult to imagine that, over the course of his conversations with the Bab, Mulla Husayn would have wished to receive an explanation of Babi teachings. For Mulla Husayn, the Bab represented the Proof of God on earth—given his descent from both the Prophet of Islam and its Imams—and from then on, whatever the Bab claimed or wrote took on the status of divine proof for his followers.

   Amanat writes:

   [However,] Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad did not consider himself merely Rashti’s successor or even the Perfect Shiʿi, but assumed a position much closer to a prophetic status. It is with this consideration that titles like Bab, Dhikr (lit. “remembrance”), and Nuqtih (“point”) were adopted, with a sense of deputyship delegated to him not merely from the Twelfth Imam but from a divine authority… As became more apparent to the Shaykhi converts over the next few years, Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad’s goal in assuming the gateship (babiyyih) was different from the aims of past Shaykhi leaders.97


   The Bab had asked Mulla Husayn not to disclose his identity so that his companions could discover and recognize him on their own. Gradually, the Bab’s station and claims were accepted by sixteen other people. Along with Tahirih (Qurratu’l-ʻAyn), who had embraced the cause of the Bab after reading his writings while residing in Karbala, and also the Bab himself—nineteen people in all—this group constituted the first vahid [“unit”]98 of believers who formed the Babi movement, a group known as the Letters of the Living.99 The Bab refers to this matter explicitly in his Bayan:

   Consider likewise the Source of the revelation of the Bayan. For forty days none except first the letter sin [Mulla Husayn] believed in the ba [the Bab] and then gradually the other letters of bismillah [Bismillah al-rahman al-rahim, “In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”] adorned the cloak of recognition, till the first vahid was completed.100


   
‌After the Declaration of the Bab’s Cause

   Once the initial core of the Babis (or the Letters of the Living) was formed, the first and most important duty facing that small band of followers—and also the Bab himself—was to spread his message throughout Persia and the ʻAtabat. The Bab sent each of the Letters of the Living, along with a few others who had embraced his cause after them, to various places to spread the news of his advent. Mulla Husayn, for instance, was given some letters and tablets, and then dispatched to various cities—including Isfahan, Yazd, and Tehran—where he was to share the Bab’s message with anyone who was ready to hear it.101 The Bab sent Mulla ʻAli Bastami to Karbala to teach the cause, and likewise assigned a different city to each of the others among his earliest followers. Afterwards, the Bab told them that Quddus (the last Letter of the Living to believe in the Bab) would be accompanying him on a pilgrimage to Mecca, where he would announce his cause, and thence depart for Karbala. It was decided that all the Babis were to eventually regroup in Karbala, where the emergence of the Hidden Imam from his occultation—as had been foretold in Islamic traditions—was to take place.

   
‌Mulla ʻAli Bastami

   Mulla ʻAli Bastami became the first person after Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi to embrace the Bab’s cause when, according to his own testimony, he read just one verse from the Bab, who subsequently gave Bastami the title of “the second to believe.” Bastami, who hailed from a village close to Bastam (now Shahrud) in eastern Khurasan, spent his days as a young seminarian in Mashhad—and because his teacher there had Shaykhi tendencies, he gained a familiarity with that school of thought. After some correspondence with Sayyid Kazim Rashti, Bastami set off for Karbala and became one of Rashti’s students. With the death of Rashti, and also the emergence of contending groups among his students, Bastami joined Mulla Husayn and his other peers in their forty-day vigil, and from there accompanied them to Shiraz.

   In obedience to the Bab’s orders, towards the end of the summer of 1844, Bastami entered Najaf by way of Bushihr and Basrih. In Najaf, he went to see Shaykh Muhammad-Hasan Najafi, the pre-eminent Shiʿi mujtahid of that city. From the moment Bastami began to speak, this mujtahid had discerned his intent; he dismissed Bastami from his presence and expelled him from Najaf.

   Bastami then went to Karbala, and although the Bab had forbidden him from divulging his name, Bastami was nonetheless able to attract a considerable number of Shaykhi seminarians to the new religion. As a basis for his arguments, Bastami cited the prophecies of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsaʼi and Sayyid Kazim Rashti regarding the imminence of a new dispensation, and also presented these seminarians with the writings of the promised one, including sections of the Qayyum al-asma. In an atmosphere already charged with traditional conflict between Shiʿis and Sunnis, Bastami’s efforts to teach this new cause turned not only the Shiʿi ʻulama, but also the would-be successors to Sayyid Kazim against him. The reports of the English consul in Baghdad attest to the tense and turbulent climate of Karbala in the context of Bastami’s activities there.102 Ultimately, through measures taken by the Shiʿi ʻulama of Karbala, Bastami was arrested and sent to Baghdad. The governor of ʻIraq, Najib Pasha, who always kept abreast of the sectarian tensions between Shiʿis and Sunnis with some concern—and who one year earlier had resorted to military force to quell an upheaval born of this tension, resulting in a mass killing—did not forfeit the opportunity that had now presented itself. He convened a council consisting of prominent Sunni and Shiʿi ʻulama to put Bastami on trial (16 January 1845), and placed his fate in their hands. We do not have exact details from the deliberations of that council, but the verdict appears to have been that the Sunni ʻulama, after perusing the Qayyum al-asma, concluded that the anonymous author of that work claimed to have received divine revelation, and deemed that this author and the bearer of his book, Bastami, were infidels, and sentenced them both to death. The Shiʿi ʻulama were more forbearing, and considered imprisonment or exile to be fitting punishments for Bastami. Here, too, the strife between Sunnis and Shiʿis, Turks and Persians—a constant source of unrest in the religious cities of ʻIraq—had manifested itself. Najib Pasha left the question of Bastami’s fate to the discretion of the judges of Istanbul, and sometime later, a pronouncement was made that Bastami was to be transferred to Istanbul as a prisoner (25 January 1845). Documents from the Ottoman government show that Bastami was sentenced to hard labor in the imperial dockyard of Istanbul, and that he passed away about one year later, toward the end of 1846. Bastami was the first Babi to give his life because of faith in that cause.103 As we will see, Bastami’s assignment to proclaim the message of the Bab in the ʻAtabat—as well as the events that followed—played a pivotal role in shaping the course of events which the Babi religion would take in its earliest days.

   
‌The Bab’s Eventful Journey to Mecca

   On 10 September 1844, the Bab; his Ethiopian servant, Mubarak; and Quddus departed Shiraz and arrived at Bushihr on 19 September 1844.104 A few days later, they boarded a ship that was leaving Bushihr for Jiddah. The Bab’s purpose in undertaking this journey was to fulfill Shiʿi prophecies, and perhaps the expectations of his followers, concerning the advent of the Mahdi. According to these traditions, the Mahdi was to announce his advent during the pilgrimage season while in the presence of other pilgrims; from there, he would go to Karbala to emerge from occultation with his companions, who would then devote their attention to a conquest of the world. The fulfillment of this prophecy held great importance for the Bab and his followers, insofar as it would vindicate his claim. The Bab refers to the significance of this matter in one of his sermons:

   Thus, in that month [Dhu’l-Hijjah], whatever is promised by your God to every young and old will happen. Soon he will appear in the Holy Land with the word that will “split asunder” whatever is in the heavens and earth.105 Behold his word; the righteous Qaʼim who is the just Qaʼim will arise in Mecca according to what has been uttered: “When the Qaʼim appears, give him your support together with all those who will come to his assistance from distant corners.” When [his opponents] “have corrupted the earth,” then he will commence the new Cause in the hinterland of Kufa.106


   It must be noted here that, in this brief span, the fame of a Sayyid born to a noble family from Shiraz had spread not only throughout Fars and Bushihr, but also throughout other parts of Persia and even ʻIraq. To protect his fledgling community, the Bab had bidden the Letters of the Living and his other followers not to reveal his identity. This order was followed to some extent. In his memoirs, Mirza Muhammad-Taqi Afnan writes:

   In the year 60 [1260 AH], it had become well known in Shiraz that a dear Sayyid had claimed to represent the Hidden Imam, but the blessed name of this Sayyid was never mentioned.107


   With the increase in the number of his followers, and given how intensely they longed to teach his religion, it seems it was not possible for the Bab’s name to have remained a secret:

   When a number of the Letters of the Living, as well as some of the veteran believers from among the Bab’s companions, returned to Karbala, they began to teach the Cause, and a group of Arabs and Persians in Karbala, Baghdad, Kazimayn, and other cities embraced it. At the time when the Bab himself had set off for his pilgrimage, he foreshadowed the imminence of his public declaration at Mecca, his going to Karbala, and his fulfillment of religious prophecies. Furthermore, he instructed his followers to gather at Karbala.108


   This matter naturally raised the concern of religious and governmental authorities since, in their view, it had the potential to incite tension and provoke riots—particularly in Shiraz, which for years, and for various reasons, had experienced rebellion and disorder. Later, once he had returned from Mecca, the Bab alluded to his own apprehensions to that effect at a point in one of his letters where he communes with God:

   I had warned those who know me not to reveal my name. But I set out for pilgrimage to your House when I became terrified of the accomplices of the devil who were the corrupt people.109


   In a similar letter, the Bab laments the carelessness of some of his followers:

   When I left this city [Shiraz] for the destination of the Holy Sanctuary, if after my departure no one had divulged my name, no one would have been tormented. But my believers are responsible toward God. Now there happened what ought to have happened.110


   It seems that the Bab, being privy to the circumstances of the region, had deemed it likely even before his journey to Mecca that conflict and strife would break out between his supporters and opponents in Shiraz. To prevent this outcome, the Bab expedited his journey to Mecca, and may well have left Shiraz in haste. A letter he sent from Bushihr to his wife, Khadijih Bagum, speaks of this, and also points to the sorrow he felt as a result of being so far from his wife:

   My sweetheart, may God protect you. God is my witness that since the time of our separation, such griefs encircled me as are beyond description. But since destiny is so all-powerful, it is due to a fitting purpose that this [separation] occurred in this way. May God, in the name of the Five Holy Souls,111 provide the means of my return as may be best. It is two days since I entered Bushihr. The weather is intensely hot, but God will protect [me]. At any rate, it appears that in this very month the ship will sail. Gracious God shall protect us. It was not possible for me to meet with my esteemed mother at the time of my departure; do give her my regards, and ask that she pray for me.112


   The voyage from Bushihr to Jiddah was challenging for the Bab. Beyond the tempestuous sea, the exceedingly hot weather, the scarcity of potable water, and the close quarters which all the travelers were forced to share, the Bab was deeply saddened by the coarse and quarrelsome behavior that the other pilgrims were exhibiting on so spiritual a journey.113 On this voyage, Shaykh Abu-Hashim—the nephew of Shaykh Abu Turab, the Imam Jum‘ah of Shiraz—induced a number of the pilgrims onboard from Shiraz and Bushihr to turn against the Bab and “not forego any opportunity to insult him or accuse him of overstepping his bounds.”114 After witnessing the Bab’s meekness, and considering the possibility that the Shaykh’s mischief might create serious difficulties on his overcrowded vessel, the captain of the ship warned Shaykh Abu-Hashim a number of times to refrain from his malicious behavior. The Shaykh, however, persisted in his provocations, and the captain had no choice but to order that he be thrown off the ship. Ultimately, the Bab interceded on the Shaykh’s behalf and dissuaded the captain from pursuing that course of action.115 However, Shaykh Abu-Hashim resumed his antagonistic activities, and upon returning from Mecca to Shiraz, began working to turn other ʻulama against the Bab.116 In spite of these unfavorable circumstances, the Bab’s time on the ship was spent revealing sermons, prayers, and commentaries on Surahs of the Qurʼan, all of which Quddus would write down as the Bab spoke. These writings, which had been kept in a saddlebag, were eventually stolen by an Arab thief.117

   As to the nature of the Bab’s proclamation at Mecca to the effect that he was the Qaʼim, which was the very purpose of his journey to that city, an account has survived from Haji Abu’l-Hasan Shirazi, who would go on to accept the Bab and Bahaʼuʼllah after him. According to Amanat, Abu’l-Hasan, who bore witness to all that had happened on the Bab’s voyage from Bushihr to Mecca and Medina, writes that:

   at the end of Hajj rites, when the floor and the roof of Masjid al-Haram were entirely filled with pilgrims, the Bab stood against the wall, holding the ring knob of the Kaʻbih door, and three times in “the most eloquent and exquisite voice” announced, “I am the Qaʼim whom you were expecting.” Abu’l-Hasan continues: “It was extraordinary, that in spite of the noise, immediately the crowd became so silent… All the pilgrims heard the Bab’s call, [Abu’l-Hasan] maintains, and interpreted it for one another. They discussed it, and reported the new proclamation in letters to the people in their homelands.”118


   Abu’l-Hasan Shirazi believes that these developments occurred in the course of the Bab’s debate with Mirza Muhit Kirmani, an eminent student of Sayyid Kazim’s to whom reference was made earlier, and with whom the Bab had been acquainted from the days when he lived in Karbala. Following the death of Sayyid Kazim, Muhit made pretensions to leadership of the Shaykhi school and never accepted the claim which the Bab had advanced. Abu’l-Hasan Shirazi writes that, upon hearing the nature of the Bab’s claim, Muhit was seized with terror, and from then on made efforts to keep his distance from the Bab.119

   The Bab’s own account of his proclamation at Mecca, however, speaks of his disappointment with the pilgrims’ lack of interest in his claims:

   One thousand two hundred and seventy years from the [Prophet’s] Designation have passed and each year innumerable people have circumambulated the House. In the final year, the founder of the House [the Bab] himself went for Hajj and saw that by God’s grace, people from all creeds had come to Hajj. No one recognized him, but he recognized all. And the only one who recognized him was the one who accompanied him in his pilgrimage, and he is the one whose [name] is equal to eight vahid [Quddus],120 and God is proud of him.121


   Toward the end of his pilgrimage, the Bab decided against his original plan to go to Karbala and regroup with the other Babis who had gathered there, and chose to depart for Shiraz instead. He attributed this decision to badaʼ, which in Islamic jurisprudence denotes a change in the Will of God or an alteration in the fulfillment of an irrevocable promise. For those new Babi converts who had gathered at Karbala to announce the Qaʼim’s emergence from occultation and wage war against the infidels, the Bab’s decision not to go to Karbala was an unexpected and disheartening development. There were, in reality, a number of factors that led to the Bab’s decision. Examples include the arrest and imprisonment of his herald in ʻIraq, Mulla ʻAli Bastami, as well as the difficulties that had confronted Tahirih and resulted in her confinement to the home of the mufti of Baghdad, Abu al-Thana’, Shihab al-Din al-Alusi (d.1270 /1854).122 But perhaps the most important factor was that the Bab came to categorically reject the association of jihad with literal war and bloodshed committed in the name of religion.123

   In a prayer he composed sometime after these events, the Bab explained his reasoning for not going to Karbala. The gist of the prayer is as follows:

   O Lord! you know of that command in which I ordered the divines [the early believers] to enter the Holy Land in order [to be prepared] for the Day of Return, when your hidden covenant was to be revealed and they were all obedient. And you know what I heard in the Mother of the Cities [i.e. Mecca] of the opposition of the ʻulama and the denial your servant encountered from those who were destined away from the Truth. Therefore, I gave up my goal, and did not travel to that land, hoping that the sedition (fitna) would settle and those who were obedient to you would not be humiliated, and no one would find a chance to inflict the slightest harm upon someone else. My Lord, you know what I envisaged in this decision, and you are the omniscient. My Lord, this is your decision and this is your command. If I failed in other duties, I have not failed in [implementing] your words. Therefore, you arbitrate between me and them with your justice, and forgive those who are repentant and obedient to your tradition…you know that at the time of my return [from Hajj] I intended what you commanded me, and you directed me toward what I understood from your Book. I did not desire the kingdom of this world or the next. This was not my initiative but it was your will, you Lord, the only one.124 


   The events mentioned above, and in particular the Bab’s decision not to go to Karbala, disenchanted some Babis who had high hopes of a swift victory, and armed his enemies—including Mirza Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani—with ammunition in their polemics against the Bab and the Babi religion to gleefully deem these developments as signaling the end of the movement.

   Although the Bab’s announcement of his messengership at Mecca did not yield the results he had expected, he did succeed in conversing with a number of Shiʿi, Sunni, and Shaykhi pilgrims, all of whom he unequivocally summoned to embrace his religion. Among the writings the Bab composed in this period is the Sahifih-yi Bayn al-Haramayn, which was written in response to seven questions posed by Mirza Muhit Kirmani, a leading figure of the Shaykhi school.125

   
‌The Bab’s Return from Pilgrimage and the Events of Shiraz

   In late spring 1261 AH [1845], the Bab returned from his pilgrimage journey. From Bushihr he wrote letters to Muhammad Shah and Haji Mirza Aqasi, the prime minister, to solicit their assistance with freeing Mulla ʻAli Bastami from Ottoman captivity. Afterwards, the Bab sent Quddus to Shiraz with instructions to openly announce his cause. Prior to the Bab’s own subsequent arrival at Shiraz, Mulla ʻAli-Akbar Ardistani ascended the minaret of the Masjid-i Naw and began to sound the call to prayer, to which he added a sentence testifying to the Bab’s station.126 Quddus likewise went to that same mosque, ascended the minaret, and began to recite from the Qayyum al-asma. There he unreservedly proclaimed the name of Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad, which until that time had been kept secret. Mulla Sadiq Khurasani (Muqaddas) then took to the mosques, streets, and bazaars of Shiraz, where he declared, without the slightest inhibition, that “the Gate to the Hidden Imam” had appeared. Such outspoken propagation—along with rumors of the Bab’s presence at the recent pilgrimage, which had been spread throughout the city by returning Shirazi pilgrims—triggered the excitement of the people and the agitation of the ʻulama of Shiraz. The governor of the city—Mirza Husayn Khan, the Ajudan-Bashi [chief adjutant]—arrested those audacious Babis and assembled a council whose charge was to better understand their beliefs, and these proceedings were to be held in the presence of ʻulama. Before that council, Quddus, Muqaddas, and Ardistani courageously adduced proofs to establish the legitimacy of the Bab’s claim. By order of the governor, Muqaddas was brutally lashed, and the beards of all three men were set on fire. On the following day, once their faces had been blackened and their noses threaded with a horse’s halter, the executioner pulled the cord that bound the three Babis and paraded them throughout the city and markets before a crowd of clamoring spectators. As was then the custom, the tradesmen and other people gave money to the executioner as a means of encouraging him to inflict still greater harm on his captives. At sunset, the three Babis were taken to the gate of Shiraz and expelled from the city, but they returned there under the cover of night. So tragically inhumane was the punishment that had been meted out to them that it was covered in detail by The Times.127

   Probably in June–July 1845, the Bab departed Bushihr for Shiraz, and was stopped en route by officials intent on arresting him. Upon entering Shiraz, these officials took the Bab to a small citadel near the governor’s residence, where he was kept under supervision. In a trial that had drawn a great deal of attention—convened as it was before a judge, ʻulama, and grandees of the city—the Bab was subjected to insult and scorn on account of the candor and insistence with which he stated his claims. With a gesture from the judge, one of those present struck the Bab’s face so forcefully that his turban fell from his head. Following some deliberation on how the Bab should be punished, eventually the Imam Jum‘ah of Shiraz, Shaykh Abu Turab, consented—with the guarantee of his friend, Haji Sayyid ʻAli, the Bab’s uncle—to the Bab’s release from the citadel, on the condition that he not violate the terms of the house arrest to which he was now being sentenced. Sometime thereafter, at the request of the ʻulama of the city, the governor ordered that the Bab be brought to the Vakil Mosque to renounce his claims. As news of this impending event spread, a large number of people gathered there. Amid the commotion of the people, the Bab ascended the pulpit and disavowed his claim to be the representative of the Hidden Imam. He then professed his belief in the oneness of God, the messengership of the Prophet Muhammad, and the exalted stations of the other Imams of Islam. The Bab said nothing about his being the Qaʼim, and no one asked him about it. The gathering drew to a close, and the Bab returned to his uncle’s residence as the ʻulama raucously heaped verbal abuse upon him. The words which the Bab had spoken allayed the hostility of his opponents and instilled confidence and steadfastness in his followers.128

   At this time, Mulla Husayn entered Shiraz and informed the Bab that a number of the people to whom he had written letters had embraced his cause. Gradually, more of the Bab’s followers went to Shiraz, and they held secret gatherings at the home of the Bab’s uncle. The conversion of celebrated ʻulama to the religion of the Bab—such as Sayyid Yahya Darabi (Vahid) and Mulla Muhammad-ʻAli, a Hujjatu’l-Islam of Zanjan (Hujjat-i Zanjani), both of whom enjoyed great influence in their respective homelands—brought joy to the Bab in this time of crisis.

   The coming and going of the Babis in and out of Shiraz once again threw the city into upheaval. At the instigation of the ʻulama, the governor of Shiraz ordered a certain ʻAbdul-Hamid, the city’s superintendent of police, to go with his horsemen to the home of the Bab’s uncle and arrest him, the Bab himself, and whoever else he found there. Apart from the Bab and his uncle, the superintendent did not find anyone else; he arrested both of them and headed for the seat of the governor. An outbreak of cholera had caused panic in Shiraz, prompting many of its residents to leave. The governor of Shiraz, along with others in positions of power, had also left the city and taken refuge in villages and foothills. The superintendent took the Bab to his own home, where he was to remain until the governor’s return—but eventually, as a result of the affinity he came to feel for him, the superintendent gave the Bab the freedom to go wherever he wished. Subsequently, the Bab encouraged his followers to travel to various parts of Persia to promulgate the new religion. After bidding farewell to his wife, his mother, and his uncle, the Bab and two of his followers—Aqa Sayyid Kazim Zanjani and Muhammad-Husayn Ardistani—set off for Isfahan.129

   The Bab’s decision to go to Isfahan was occasioned by the fact that the governor of that city—Manuchihr Khan, the Muʻtamidu’d-Dawlih—had responded positively to a letter that the Bab had written him. The presence of a relatively strong Babi community in that city, which had taken shape through the efforts of Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi, also factored into the Bab’s decision to travel there.130 From the outskirts of Isfahan, the Bab sent a letter through Sayyid Kazim Zanjani to Manuchihr Khan, requesting that he designate a place for him to stay. Manuchihr Khan asked Sayyid Muhammad Khatun-Abadi, the powerful Imam Jum‘ah of Isfahan, to host the Bab at his own home. The Imam Jum‘ah sent his brother, Mir Sayyid Muhammad, along with a number of other people to the city gate to receive the Bab. The Imam Jum‘ah himself remained in front of his home, where he welcomed the Bab with praise and reverence.131

   
‌The Bab in Isfahan

   The Bab’s time in Isfahan can perhaps be accounted as the only period following his proclamation when he enjoyed relative peace and respect. His sojourn at the home of the Imam Jum‘ah afforded him the opportunity to become acquainted with the religious climate of the city. At a gathering where a number of ʻulama were present, the Imam Jum‘ah requested that the Bab write a commentary on the Qurʼanic Surah of Va’l-ʻAsr. Without taking any time to contemplate this request, the Bab began penning that commentary, astounding those in attendance with the rapidity and eloquence of his writing to such a degree that they, along with the Imam Jum‘ah himself, rose to their feet and kissed the hem of his cloak out of respect.132 On another occasion, Manuchihr Khan paid a visit to the Bab and requested—at a gathering attended by several of the ʻulama—that he write a commentary on the “special prophethood” of the Prophet Muhammad. With that same speed and precision, the Bab penned a treatise on this theme spanning some fifty pages—a theme that is still the subject of much discussion by Muslims and Christians today.133

   The support which Manuchihr Khan was lending the Bab, as well as the Bab’s residence at the home of the Imam Jum‘ah, became a matter of some concern to the mullas of Isfahan, who accused the Bab of being an infidel and a corruptive influence sowing the seeds of confusion in the minds of men. In light of this hostility from the mullas, the Imam Jum‘ah excused himself from hosting the Bab any further. Following this, Manuchihr Khan gave the Bab a place to stay within the governor’s seat. Then, in an effort to have their concerns dispelled and their questions answered, Manuchihr Khan invited the ʻulama to participate in a gathering. Some declined the invitation, but others accepted. This gathering, featuring an exchange of questions and answers, ended without bearing any fruit, and the antagonism of the clerics continued as before. From the tops of their pulpits, the ʻulama vied with one another in their denunciations of the Bab and his heretical beliefs, adding to the climate of unrest that already existed. No less than seventy of those ʻulama issued fatwas calling for the Bab’s death, and they registered complaints with Muhammad Shah and Haji Mirza Aqasi. What may well have saved the Bab’s life was the diplomatic fatwa issued by the Imam Jum‘ah, which he appended to the fatwas of the other ʻulama, and in which he characterized the Bab as insane and testified that he did not witness any unorthodox behavior from the Bab when he was a guest at his home.

   Manuchihr Khan began to think of ways to extricate the Bab from the tumult of the ʻulama. He spread a rumor throughout the city that the Shah and the prime minister had summoned the Bab to Tehran. He then ordered a trusted army general to first escort the Bab out of Isfahan with a detachment of soldiers, so the people could see with their own eyes that he was leaving the city, and then secretly bring him back into Isfahan after nightfall.134 From then on, the Bab remained hidden in a house adjacent to the seat of the governor, which served as his private residence, only one of the Bab’s followers being aware of his location.

   As a youth, Manuchihr Khan was one of the Georgian eunuchs who served at the harem of Fath-ʻAli Shah; he converted to Islam, and rose in the ranks as a result of his worth and intellect until he became governor of Isfahan. Muhammad Shah was so fond and trusting of Manuchihr Khan that Haji Mirza Aqasi—who had succeeded in dismissing and oppressing each and every one of the political operatives appointed by the Qaʼim-Maqam, the previous prime minister—could not remove Manuchihr Khan from the governorship of Isfahan. Manuchihr Khan saw in the Bab a progressive and revolutionary prophet—one whose novel perspective on matters of religion struck him as far more sensible than the narrow confines of Shiʿi jurisprudence and Islamic religious law. The Bab and his movement had the potential to challenge the steadily increasing power of the ʻulama, who regarded themselves as the rightful leaders of Persia, and the government as the usurpers of that right. On the other hand, it is possible that the exceedingly shrewd Manuchihr Khan had envisioned a future in which this young prophet, whose message had been promulgated across the whole of Persia and whose popularity was growing with every passing day, would lend him his support, enabling him to prevail over his political rival and enemy, Haji Mirza Aqasi, and become the next prime minister.135 It was perhaps to achieve this end that, during the Bab’s stay at the governor’s residence, Manuchihr Khan met with him privately, offered him his valuable ring, and sought his permission to use his power and wealth to remove Haji Mirza Aqasi from office. He said, moreover, that he would arrange for the Bab to be married to one of the Shah’s sisters, and strive to spread his religion throughout the world. The Bab expressed his gratitude to Manuchihr Khan for his support, but refused to accept his offer, stating that that which God had ordained to befall him and his religion would inevitably come to pass.136

   The Bab’s stay at the governor’s residence did not last more than three months, as Manuchihr Khan died in March 1847. Manuchihr Khan’s nephew, Gurgin Khan, who was in pursuit of power and wished to seize his uncle’s riches, wrote a letter to Haji Mirza Aqasi to apprise him of the events that had taken place in Isfahan and inform him that the Bab was staying at the governor’s residence. In relaying this information, which he believed to be a meritorious service, Gurgin Khan was hopeful that he would be installed as governor of Isfahan. Haji Mirza Aqasi, who had also given consideration to the complaints of the mullas and the events that had transpired in Shiraz, ordered at once that the Bab be escorted to Tehran by a detachment of horsemen.137 Before embarking on this journey, the Bab’s turban was turned into a nightcap in an effort to conceal his identity.

   The events that took place in Shiraz and Isfahan demonstrate the powerlessness of the government officials when compared with the immense influence of the mullas. Even after leveraging the Imam Jum‘ah’s impartial attitude toward the Bab, Manuchihr Khan, the powerful governor of Isfahan, could not provide the Bab with an environment in the city where it was safe for him to spread his enlightening and revolutionary ideas. The conclusion of the Bab’s time in Isfahan marked the end of his relative freedom, and launched him into a tumultuous period, ultimately ending in his martyrdom.

   
‌From Isfahan to Azarbaijan

   The soldiers’ behavior towards the Bab as they traveled from Isfahan to Kashan was exceedingly harsh. In a letter the Bab wrote to Muhammad Shah from the prison of Maku, he described the villainous and deceitful conduct of Gurgin Khan, who had initiated this journey in haste and completed it over the course of just seven nights, accompanied by only five guards and lacking the proper means for travel.138 The Bab and his escorts arrived at Kashan on the night before Naw-Ruz (20 March 1847). One of the Babis of that city, Haji Mirza Jani Kashani, was able to persuade the commander of the soldiers to allow the Bab to be his guest for three days.139 Mirza Jani Kashani and his brother, Muhammad Ismaʻil Kashani, surnamed “Dhabih,” were both former disciples of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsaʼi, and they arranged for a group of Shaykhis and Babis to meet with the Bab while he was sojourning at Kashan. These two brothers told the Bab that they were willing to prepare the means for his escape and devote the rest of their lives to serving him.140 But the Bab—perhaps cherishing some small hope of a meeting with Muhammad Shah, and unwilling to become a fugitive—declined their offer.141

   After passing through Qum, this small caravan reached the village of Kinargird, situated one day’s journey from Tehran. There they received a message from Haji Mirza Aqasi, who was ordering that their prisoner, the Bab, be taken to the nearby village of Kulayn—which Aqasi himself owned—and that they should then await further instructions from him.142 A few days later, a group of Babis traveling from Isfahan and Tehran arrived and attained the Bab’s presence. While in Kulayn, the Bab sent a letter to Muhammad Shah in which he described the cruelty of Husayn Khan, the governor of Fars; recounted the kindnesses of Manuchihr Khan; and asked Muhammad Shah to meet with him. In response, Muhammad Shah wrote the Bab a letter in the style usually employed by the royal court in their correspondence. This letter begins: “Renowned and virtuous Sir…”143 and goes on to say that his own favor encompassed all of Persia, remarking, “this applies especially to you, who come from an illustrious family of Sayyids and scholars.” Regarding the Bab’s request to meet with him, Muhammad Shah wrote that he had plans to travel, and instructed the Bab thus:

   Go to Maku; wait there and rest for a few days. God willing, my retinue and I will return to the capital; then will I summon you, and the proper arrangements be made to grant your request.144


   The prospect of a meeting between the Shah and a charismatically pious person such as the Bab was unacceptable to Haji Mirza Aqasi. Privy as he was to the temperament of Muhammad Shah, Aqasi feared that the Shah would likely develop a devoted affinity for the Bab—an affinity he believed would pose a threat to his own political designs. In addition, Aqasi, who ostensibly had Sufi tendencies, regarded the Bab and his movement as yet another challenge that only compounded the meddling of the ambitious mullas in affairs of state. For this reason—and with consideration to other problems confronting the country, including an uprising led by a certain Salar in Khurasan145—Aqasi preferred to mitigate the Babi crisis for the time being by sequestering the Bab at Maku pending further developments.

   At the command of Muhammad-Baig, and accompanied by a group of horsemen, the Bab departed Kulayn for Tabriz in April 1847, and was warmly received by the Babis and other people he encountered along the entire way. A number of Babis from Qazvin and Zanjan had hastened to a vineyard near Qazvin to see the Bab, and ask that he permit them to help him flee from his escort. On this occasion, too, the Bab declined their offer.146

   From that vineyard, the Bab wrote a letter to Muhammad Shah requesting that he reconsider his decision, stating that it would be wrong for the Shah to treat him this way regardless of whether he considered him a believer or an infidel. To prove his innocence in this letter, the Bab asked the Shah to read his writings. In conclusion, the Bab wrote:

   Shouldst thou find me deserving of death, then by the sanctified Essence of God, know that I long for it more than the babe yearneth for its mother’s breast.147


   At this stage in the development of his movement, the Bab’s confinement to a remote and unfamiliar place—inhabited by Turkish-speaking Sunnis—was designed to seclude him and keep him far away from his followers. This was not a matter he could accept easily. Disappointed at not having received an answer from Muhammad Shah, the Bab arranged for a letter to be sent from Miyanih—174 kilometers from Tabriz—to Bahman Mirza, the Shah’s brother and the governor-general of Azarbaijan, requesting that he permit him to remain in Tabriz and not be consigned to Maku.148 Bahman Mirza had high political ambitions, intent as he was to succeed his sick brother as king. Additionally, Bahman Mirza did not have a good relationship with Haji Mirza Aqasi. Thus, any inclination to the Bab’s wishes could have been interpreted by his watchful opponents in Tabriz and Tehran as a sign of opposition to the Shah and proven very costly from a political perspective.149 These circumstances notwithstanding, during the Bab’s forty-day sojourn in Tabriz, Bahman Mirza attempted to arrange a debate between the Bab and a number of the ʻulama of the city—but these ʻulama, who were aware of what had transpired in the Bab’s meetings with the ʻulama of Isfahan, refused to grant him any interviews.150

   At the beginning of July 1847, the Bab was conducted by an escort from Tabriz to the fortress of Maku, where he was imprisoned. This fortress had been built near the border shared by Persia, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire at the foot of a massive boulder, and in those days a vast and uninhabited plain was stretched out before it. A letter the Bab wrote from Maku to Muhammad Shah speaks to the sadness and loneliness he felt as a result of his desolate banishment. In this letter, the Bab complains of the tyranny of the governor of Fars, informs the Shah of the suffering dealt him over the past four years by government officials and army soldiers, and courageously calls on him to embrace his religion:

   Wert thou to be told in what place I dwell, the first person to have mercy on me would be thyself. In the heart of a mountain is a fortress…the inmates of which are confined to two guards and four dogs. Picture, then, my plight… I swear by God! Shouldst thou know the things which in the space of these four years have befallen me at the hands of thy people and thine army, thou wouldst hold thy breath from fear of God, unless thou wouldst rise to obey the Cause of him Who is the Testimony of God and make amends for thy shortcomings and failure.151


   Contrary to the expectations of Haji Mirza Aqasi, the Bab’s imprisonment at Maku became an abundantly fruitful period for him. At first, and at the instruction of Aqasi, ʻAli Khan Makuʼi—warden of the fortress—prevented the Bab’s followers from visiting him. With time, however, Makuʼi grew so captivated by the Bab’s innocence and prophet-like behavior that he lifted these constraints, to the extent that even he at times would not withhold his aid from the Babis. Soon, Babis from the various cities of Azarbaijan—and even from Khurasan—were setting off for the fortress to see the Bab. During the Maku period, the Bab continued to write letters to his followers and family, and also compose other addresses. It was during this period that the Bab wrote his most important work, the Persian Bayan. Another work he composed was the Dalaʼil-i Sabʻih (the Seven Proofs), written to prove his claim in response to one of the students of Sayyid Kazim Rashti. And it was also at this time that the Bab, for the first time, announced explicitly and unequivocally the full extent of his claim to be the Qaʼim. In his Risalih-yi Qaʼimiyyih, addressed to Mulla ʻAli Turshizi, surnamed ʻAzim—one of his most eminent followers in Azarbaijan152—the Bab, invoking his unshakable belief in his own messengership, not only portrays the advent of his religion as the fulfillment of all the prophecies concerning the coming of the Qa’im, but also, in that work, proclaims the inauguration of a new period of religious truth and announces the abrogation of the religious law of Islam.153 In that treatise, the Bab states:

   I am that divine fire which God kindles on the Day of Qiyamat. By which all will be resurrected and revived, then either they shun away from it or enter the Paradise through it. Say! those who enter the gate (bab) with reverence, by the Lord of the Heavens and the Earth, the Lord of both worlds, God will add to the number of their fire [naruhum: nar numerically equals 251] the number of the bab [i.e., the value of 5] and thus will place upon them the light [nur: 256]; then they will know that he is the Qaʼim in whose Day they all expected and to all he was promised.154


   The Bab emphasizes that, in abrogating the religious law that came before his own, he did not utter even a single word that ran counter to “the Primal Book” [the Qurʼan], taking God as his witness that whatever he has annulled or established has been done at the behest of God.155

   Amanat writes:

   The clear assumption of Mahdihood and declaration of Qiyamat were the Bab’s most straightforward statements so far. Although even in his first utterances in Qayyum al-asmaʼ he had implicitly claimed the status of Qaʼimiyyih…but contrary to the conventional notion of the Mahdi rendered by the Shiʿi orthodoxy, such a declaration did not strive for the consolidation of the Islamic shariʻa and the reaffirmation of the Muhammadan order. Quite on the contrary, the “new creation” on the Day of Resurrection required the replacement of the past dispensation with a new order.156


   In his Risalih-yi Qaʼimiyyih, the Bab expounds the signs and conceptions of the Qaʼim and his advent not according to Islamic and in particular Shiʿi traditions—which state that he will come with a large, fully-equipped army intent on spilling blood—but rather according to the school of Illuminationism, inherent to the primordial underpinnings of ancient Persian culture that still remain alive and well in the Iranian collective consciousness today. The basis of Illuminationist philosophy is the manifestation of the “divine glory,”157 which was to take place concurrently with the advent of Saoshyant, the promised one of Zoroastrianism, in the end times. The “divine glory” here is a reference to the divine fire (or divine light) previously discussed. It is a life-giving fire, a ray that enkindles and bestows worthiness, a light that confers life and coherence, with which “Ahura Mazda (Lord of Wisdom) calls into being countless creations—creations that are good, beautiful, astonishing, brimming with life, and resplendent.”158 It is that very fire and light which, if a person were to step into it, that person would, according to the Bab, be admitted into heaven.159

   In spite of his circumstances, the Bab never neglected to write to his family—and in light of the conflicting reports about him that likely reached them, the Bab did what he could to assuage his family’s concerns.160

   The Bab’s presence at Maku drew the attention of the inhabitants of cities and villages in that region, who sought to benefit from visits to this Sayyid who had claimed to represent the Hidden Imam. In a report written toward the end of 1847 and addressed to the Russian ministry of foreign affairs, Prince Dolgorukov, the Russian minister in Persia, stated that at his request—and as a result of fears that the presence of the Bab in the border region of Maku might lead to unrest—the Persian government had relocated the Bab from the fortress of Maku to a different place. In reality, however, the Bab was still at Maku when Dolgorukov sent this report; indeed, his transfer to Chihriq did not take place until a few months later.161 This delay suggests that, after receiving Dolgorukov’s report, the Persian authorities could not easily decide where the Bab should be imprisoned next.

   On 10 April 1848, after nine months of incarceration at Maku, the Bab was transferred from Maku to Chihriq, located in a border region inhabited by Kurds, a distance of four kilometers from the city of Salmas. The inhabitants of that small region were Sunni Kurds—consisting of Naqshbandis, Yazidis, and Ahl-i Haqqs—as well as a small number of Nestorian Christians. The chief of that area and warden of the fortress of Chihriq was Yahya Khan Shikkaki, a Kurd from the Shikkak tribe.

   During the Bab’s first few months of imprisonment at Chihriq, Yahya Khan, wishing to satisfy Haji Mirza Aqasi, spared no opportunity to treat his prisoner harshly. The Bab entitled Chihriq “Jabal-i Shadid,” or “the Grievous Mountain.”162 Only a few people were permitted to visit the Bab; others had to get up on the rooftops of nearby houses and see him from a distance. The severities only increased with the resignation of Haji Mirza Aqasi toward the end of 1848. Those who had permission to meet with the Bab were thoroughly searched, and when it came to the question of his writings, they were subjected to unusually intense scrutiny. In his first few months at Chihriq, the Bab wrote two letters—one to Muhammad Shah, the other to Haji Mirza Aqasi—known as “the Sermons of Wrath.” In these two sermons, written in an explicitly condemnatory tone, the Bab demands justice for the cruelty meted out to him by Muhammad Shah and Haji Mirza Aqasi. He challenges the Shah thus:

   If you are not afraid of the triumph of the truth and the abolition of the falsehood, why then are you not summoning the ʻulama of the land and not calling me forth to put them in their place…? If, however, you intend to shed my blood, then why do you hesitate…? For me this is blessing and mercy from my God and for you and those who act like you this is toil and suffering from him.163


   In his sermon to Haji Mirza Aqasi, the Bab similarly holds him responsible for his captivity, and deems him as an opponent of all that is true and right.164

   These letters demonstrate the Bab’s despair at the limbo into which he had been placed as a result of the government’s inability to decide what to do about him and the message he was propounding. The Bab had reached the conclusion that the government and the ʻulama had now joined forces and risen against him. He had neither made any political claims, nor did he care for wealth or rank. The Bab’s belief in the truth of his message—his firm conviction that he had been chosen for a great cause, which he was obligated to spread to all humanity—made it difficult for him to tolerate his confinement to the four walls of a prison. At the same time, the Bab was aware that his claim to be the Qaʼim would not only shake the foundation of the Shiʿah clergy to its core, but also assail the mental conceptions of religion which the people of Persia had built for themselves with myriad conflicting ideas all at once. It was not possible for the Bab to meet a challenge of such great proportions from his cell in the remote prison of Chihriq. In the face of the government and the clerical establishment, who both wished to silence him, the only means at the Bab’s disposal were his writings and his letters to Muhammad Shah and Haji Mirza Aqasi, whom he still hoped would come to their senses. But the Bab was dealing with a sick and indecisive Shah, as well as a crafty and deceitful prime minister who devoted all his efforts to making arrangements with his political opponents that were designed to keep him in a place of power.

   The Bab’s imprisonment in Azarbaijan resulted in the spread of his religion throughout such cities as Maku, Khoy, Maraghah, Salmas, Urumiyya, and Tabriz, as well as large villages like Saysan. This success was made possible by the efforts of a small but active group who had hastened to meet the Bab, and then disseminated his message with a fresh vitality. Similarly, it was in this period that a number of distinguished Babis were able to meet with the Bab, including Mulla ʻAli Turshizi (ʻAzim), who from the earliest days of the Bab’s incarceration at Maku was among those who were close to him and would handle his affairs. There was also Asadu’llah Khu’i, surnamed Dayyan (meaning “judge”), who had familial ties to the court and spoke Syriac, Hebrew, Turkish, and Arabic. Mulla Husayn Bushruʼi, the first person to believe in the Bab, journeyed from Khurasan to see him. Mulla ʻAbdul-Baqir Tabrizi was another Letter of the Living who visited the Bab at Maku. Mulla Adi-Guzal (known as Sayyah) of Maraghah was entrusted with the duty of delivering the Bab’s letters, and he traveled constantly between Maku and the other regions of Persia. Haji Sayyid ʻAli, the uncle of the Bab who had embraced his cause, was likewise able to visit his nephew in this period. Mulla ʻAbdul-Karim (Ahmad) Qazvini, a transcriber of the Bab’s writings, served as his conduit to the Babis of Tehran, and delivered, at the Bab’s instruction, copies of his Dalaʼil-i Sabʻih to various Qajar grandees and princes.165

   
‌The Trial of Tabriz

   Some three months after the Bab had been imprisoned in Chihriq, Reza Khan Afshar, one of the guards of the fortress, received orders from Haji Mirza Aqasi to conduct the Bab to Tabriz—a decision actuated by the written complaints of the ʻulama of Tabriz and Azarbaijan,166 who were protesting the people’s acceptance of the Bab. Owing to the Babi upheavals that had recently broken out in Mazandaran and Khuy, Reza Khan Afshar, who would go on to embrace the Bab’s cause, decided to deliver the Bab to Tabriz by way of Urumiyya. The governor of Urumiyya, Malik Qasim Mirza, was the uncle of Nasir al-Din Shah and an enlightened, educated man. He received the Bab warmly and accorded him a fitting residence. During the Bab’s ten-day sojourn in Urumiyya, the governor made arrangements for him to meet with the ʻulama of that city, and on a few occasions the Bab went to see some of those ʻulama on his own.

   Due to its geographical location, as well as its minority populations of Jews and Nestorian Christians, Urumiyya had a distinct religious climate that differed from that of the other cities of Persia, in that the ʻulama held less sway there. A number of people there had also converted to the Babi religion. Yet in spite of all this, the Bab’s stay in the city came to be accounted as an important historical event. Belief in the innocence of the Bab and his lofty spiritual station was such that, on a certain day after he had exited a public bath, the people of the city rushed inside to buy cupfuls of his bathwater from the bath-keeper, believing it to be laden with blessings and curative properties.167 It was in Urumiyya that Aqa Bala Bayg, a painter at the court of Malik Qasim Mirza, drew a black-and-white, pen-and-ink portrait of the Bab on paper at the governor’s behest.168

   Before entering Tabriz, the Bab had summoned ʻAzim and told him that he intended to candidly assert his claim to be the Qaʼim at a convocation where the ʻulama and the crown prince himself would be present. ʻAzim, who was one of the Bab’s closest companions and most obedient followers—and had theretofore believed Sayyid ʻAli-Muhammad Shirazi only to be “the Gate to the Imam”—was both astonished and perturbed by this remark, and he departed the Bab’s presence. The next day, ʻAzim approached the Bab and told him that he had spent the entire night in agitation and ardent communion with God, until at last he came to recognize the veracity of the Bab’s claims. After composing the Risalih-yi Qaʼimiyyih for ʻAzim, the Bab then instructed him to share that treatise openly with those whom he felt would be receptive to it.169 ʻAzim prepared several transcripts of the treatise, which he sent to the eminent Babis of the time. In addition, he sent these transcripts, along with some letters of his own, to the Babis of Tehran, Kashan, Isfahan, Yazd, and Bushihr, and asked them all to strive to spread that message far and wide.170 This treatise had a profoundly significant effect on how these Babis understood the truth of the Bab’s message.

   News of the Bab’s arrival at Tabriz aroused such great excitement and expectation among the people that the governor of the city decided to give the Bab a place to stay on the outskirts until such time as the furor had subsided. One of the ʻulama of the time gives the following account in a letter he wrote:

   The ordinary people of Tabriz, too…began to entertain illusions about [the Bab]. They were waiting for his arrival and for the gathering of the ʻulama so that if in that gathering he triumphed or if the verdict of that gathering turned out to be in his favor, then the learned and the lay, the stranger and the native, and even the government troops would pay their allegiance to him without hesitation and consider obedience to whatever he commands an obligation.171


   The ʻulama could not reach a consensus on how the convocation should be conducted, prolonging this state of suspense by another week as a result.

   At this time Tabriz was considered a city of great religious significance by virtue of the fact that, after Isfahan, it was home to the largest population of ʻulama, whether Shaykhi or Usuli. With the banishment of the Bab to Azarbaijan, that province became the center of Babi traffic and activity, and the clerics were naturally alarmed by the spread of this religion throughout the cities and villages of the region.

   Eventually, in July 1848, the Bab entered Tabriz, a city still ablaze with the fire of anticipation. In those days, Nasir al-Din Mirza, an adolescent of seventeen, was the crown prince of Persia and governor-general of Azarbaijan. His uncle, Amir Aslan Khan Quvanlu, and his steward, Fadl-ʻAli Khan ʻAli-Abadi, served as his advisors on matters of governance. All three of them, along with a few other high-ranking members of the government, were present at the trial of the Bab.

   Amanat writes:

   Staging an inquisitorial gathering was the best Aqasi could conceive in order to exploit the complaints of the clergy [regarding the spread of the Babi religion] for his own advantage. In staging the trial of Tabriz, Aqasi hoped to achieve two objectives. By exposing the Bab to the hostile Shaykhis, who had already called for his execution, the premier was sending a signal to the Babis and warning them of the fatal consequences of any militant action. He was also using the occasion to remind the troublesome ʻulama of Tabriz of their ultimate dependency on his good will.172


   In light of the Bab’s previous meetings with the ʻulama of Isfahan, each and every one of the Usuli ʻulama cited some reason to be excused from attending that convocation. Only the Shaykhi ʻulama accepted Aqasi’s invitation—but the government did not invite the Shaykhu’l-Islam of Tabriz, a Shaykhi, or his nephew, Abu’l-Qasim, who both wished to see the Bab executed.173

   The mullas, observing with disbelief the ever-growing number of converts to the Bab’s religion, hoped that this convocation might humiliate the Bab and tarnish his holy and cherished image. When the Bab arrived at the gathering, not one of the attendees—all seated next to each other in a tight-knit circle—offered the Bab a place to sit. After a brief pause, Nasir al-Din Mirza, whose sensibilities had likely been offended by the portentous disrespect that had been shown the Bab, offered him a seat even more prominent than his own. In the words of a chronicler at the Qajar court, the crown prince, agitated by the discourteous behavior of those in attendance, “accorded the Bab his attention and favor.”174 The ʻulama, of course, were opposed to this unexpected gesture of goodwill.175

   The Nizamu’l-ʻUlama, the tutor of the crown prince who had been appointed to interrogate the Bab on behalf of all those present, began by asking him about the exact nature of his claims and the authenticity of the writings that were being distributed in his name. Amanat writes that in response, “the Bab admitted the sole authorship of his works then in public circulation,”176 and goes on to say that the Bab replied to the question about the nature of his claim in this way:

   He declared that his position of “specific gateship” resembled that of [the Imam] ʻAli in relation to Muhammad. He recited the famous hadith “I am the city of knowledge and ʻAli is its gate,” then stated: “It is incumbent on you to obey Me, by virtue of [the verse] ‘Enter the gate with reverence!’ But I did not utter these words. He uttered them who uttered them.” Asked “Who then is the speaker?” he replied: “He who shone forth on Mount Sinai.” He then read the famous verse: “[If to say] ‘I am the Truth’ be seemly in a Tree, why should it not be seemly on the part of some favored man?” and continued, “There is no selfness in between. These are God’s words. I am but the Tree [the Burning Bush] on Sinai. At that time [the divine word] was created in it, now it has been created in Me.”177


   It is clear from these remarks that the Bab regarded himself as the light that shone upon Moses on Mount Sinai. The Nizamu’l-ʻUlama, who had not expected the Bab to make such a stupendous claim, said sarcastically, “If this is indeed the case, then grant me the honor of being the watchman of all our shoes by the door!” With that, a marked change took over the atmosphere of that convocation, and the Nizamu’l-ʻUlama proceeded to provoke all his seminarian pupils to prevail over the Bab. He and the other clerics began to inundate the indignant Bab with all sorts of questions, ranging from Arabic grammar to the exegesis of Islamic traditions, the circumstances attending the revelation of Qurʼanic verses, subtle points on the subject of divinity, philosophy, matters of religious jurisprudence (including certain laws pertaining to sexual intimacy and homosexuals), Hippocratic medicine, and the effects of mixing the four humors proposed by the ancient Greeks. Even if the Bab had responded to all these questions, in the eyes of his audience, none of his replies would have constituted an adequate proof of his claim.178

   The Bab’s straightforward admission of his unfamiliarity with the aforementioned disciplines further emboldened the clerics. With that same haughty demeanor, the Nizamu’l-ʻUlama told the Bab that, if he truly did possess wondrous abilities, he should perform a miracle and restore the health of the ailing Muhammad Shah. Immediately thereafter, Nasir al-Din Mirza, supposedly wanting to make things easier on the Bab, asked him to dispense with that request, and instead return the Nizamu’l-ʻUlama to his youth. The Bab, for his part, gave a simple response to these whimsical demands: “It is not within my power.”179 Rather than satisfying their requests, the Bab, wishing to establish the truth of his claim on his own terms, began to reveal Arabic verses in the manner of the Qurʼan—a feat he always considered the single greatest miracle he could perform. When the Bab had recited just one verse, Mulla Muhammad Mamaqani interrupted him to criticize his solecisms. In response, the Bab said, “I am unlettered, and have not studied the learning current amongst men. I speak forth the things that flow from my tongue.” The Bab then proceeded to remind the ʻulama of some of the grammatical irregularities in the Qurʼan. Following this, he was asked, “If you have not studied these sciences, where then have you learned the things you are now saying?” to which the Bab replied, “Through divine revelation.” The Bab’s repeated emphasis on his lack of familiarity with the prevalent disciplines of his day added fuel to the fire of this debate between a prophet and the old guard of Islamic law. The Bab deemed this an opportune moment to declare openly, for the first time and amid accusations of heresy and deception from the ʻulama, that he was, in fact, the Hidden Imam—the promised Qaʼim whose return the people had eagerly anticipated for thousands of years.180 In voicing so prodigious a claim, the clerics had now been pushed to the peak of their outrage. Mulla Muhammad Mamaqani rebuked the Bab harshly and used unseemly language toward him. Filled with bewildered fury, the Nizamu’l-ʻUlama and others in attendance imperiously demanded, as proof of the Bab’s claim, that he manifest the rod of Moses, the ring of Solomon, and the leaders of men, the jinn, and their forty thousand followers, who all must accompany the advent of the Qaʼim according to Shiʿi traditions. The Bab attempted a few times to shift the focus of the discussion back to the claim he had just advanced, but the attendees did not give him a chance to speak. Faced with a deluge of taunts, curses, and abusive mockery from the ʻulama, the Bab thought it best to spend the rest of the trial in silent protest.

   Astonishingly serene as the Bab’s behavior was, it had no discernible effect on the resentful hearts of the ʻulama or the caprices of the crown prince. The Bab did not see himself as some sort of sorcerer who could manifest the white hand of Moses at will; rather, he believed himself to be a prophet who needed only his revelation of verses and his claim to Mahdihood as proofs of his station. The claim of the Bab stands without parallel in the annals of Shiʿi history, insofar as it not only signaled a clear breaking of the Babi religion with Islam, but it also more palpably marked the inception of a religious fervor that would soon arouse an almost unprecedented degree of irrepressible excitement throughout the whole of Persia. Amid the clamoring of the ʻulama, the trial ultimately ended without a verdict.181

   The unyielding insistence of the clerics that the Bab be executed on charges of bidʻat‌182 forced the crown prince to choose between two dangerous decisions. If he acquiesced to the powerful clerics of Tabriz by condemning the Bab to death, the Babis would likely rise up and throw the country into turmoil. On the other hand, if he chose not to abide by the will of the clerics, the crown prince would be accused of heresy himself and barred from accession to the throne. In an effort to solve his dilemma, the crown prince’s advisors, including the Nizamu’l-ʻUlama, persuaded him to send his personal physicians—one of whom was a certain Dr. William Cormick—to examine the Bab and assess his mental health. Their predictable diagnosis—one of insanity—was, according to Cormick himself, an expedient measure designed both to extricate the crown prince from his predicament and also to save the Bab’s life. Years later, Cormick wrote: “Our report to the shah at that time was of a nature to spare [the Bab’s] life.”183 To placate those clerics who were intent on the Bab’s death, the government spread rumors that the Bab had recanted during his trial. They even composed a written recantation, which did not resemble the Bab’s style of writing and bore no signature.184

   Despite these developments, Mirza ʻAli-Asghar, the Shaykhu’l-Islam of Tabriz and adjudicator on matters of religious law—who was not present at the Bab’s trial but was determined to see him executed—issued a fatwa himself condemning the Bab to death. This fatwa—which was also signed by the nephew of the Shaykhu’l-Islam, the mujtahid Shaykh Abu’l-Qasim—stated that the Bab’s claim amounted to apostasy, which warranted his death, and that this sentence would be carried out in the event that his insanity could not be proven.185 Since, however, the Shaykhu’l-Islam was aware that the government was disinclined to execute the Bab, he insisted that the prophet of Shiraz at least be subjected to corporal punishment, with the hope that the whip might compel him to recant his claim. The decision to carry out this punishment was not unanimous. According to Reza-Quli Khan Hidayat, even the farrashes‌186 at the court of the crown prince “because of their great sympathy [towards the Bab] refrained from administering the punishment.”187 Consequently, the Shaykhu’l-Islam issued his own edict for a punishment to be meted out to the Bab. Of the twenty lashes intended for the Bab’s feet, a number of those blows were dealt to his face, which became so badly wounded and swollen as a result that it required a second visit by Dr. Cormick in the Bab’s prison cell.188 Nasir al-Din Mirza wrote an extensive report to Muhammad Shah in which he falsely stated that the Bab “had apologized, recanted, and repented of and asked pardon for his errors, giving a sealed undertaking that henceforth he would not commit such faults,” adding that he was now “awaiting the decision of his Most Sacred Royal and Imperial Majesty, may the souls of the worlds be his sacrifice!”189
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