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  PREFACE




  Fazlallah Astarabadi (d. 1394) was an Islamic religious leader who believed that the world was about to come to an end and that he had been

  appointed the final divine messenger for humanity. He claimed that he had received direct revelations from God, which made him equal to prophets like Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. These revelations

  came to him in the form of momentous dreams that also gave him the unsurpassed ability to interpret others’ dreams and to understand all human and animal languages. His followers thought that

  he was the ultimate master of all techniques of interpretation and, based on this distinction, they saw him as a manifestation of God in a human body.




  Divine incarnation is a radical idea in the Islamic context and readers of this book already familiar with Islam might be inclined to think that Fazlallah and his followers do not qualify as

  Muslims. Such a judgment should be resisted. All evidence from Fazlallah’s works indicates that he considered himself a Muslim, but he also felt that he had been given the great charge of

  fulfilling Muhammad’s mission by providing the final and unambiguous interpretation of the Qur’an and previous scriptures. It is understandable that Muslims who did not accept

  Fazlallah’s claims saw him as a transgressor but, from a historical viewpoint, we must regard Fazlallah’s story as an indicator of Islam’s internal diversity. The radical ideas

  held by Fazlallah had, by the time of his activity, a long history as a part of the fabric of Islam. He provided a new complicated rationale for the proposition that God can manifest himself in the

  material world and was able to persuade a sizeable group that his views represented true Islam. His perspective should be seen as a version of Islam that was a viable alternative for Muslims living

  in the late medieval period.




  The first three chapters of this book treat Fazlallah’s life and the next two go into aspects of his thought. Chapter 4, on cosmology and humanity, explains Fazlallah’s ideas about

  the creation of the world, its mythological history, and the place of the human being within it. The human body in particular was a central topic for him since he believed that the human form was

  an actual image of God imprinted on a mixture of earthly elements. He was also especially concerned with the human capacity for language, spoken as well as written. This emphasis is reflected in

  the fact that his followers came to be known as “Hurufis,” a term that translates as “letterists” and implies people obsessed with the alphabet. As discussed in Chapter 5,

  Fazlallah’s perspective compelled him and his followers to work for the salvation of the world in the face of the impending apocalypse. This effort generated a substantial literary corpus as

  well as communities of followers in various parts of the Iranian world. Chapter 6 takes the narrative beyond Fazlallah’s death by treating the activities of his immediate followers who

  constructed a shrine for him after his execution and attempted to rationalize his death. The last chapter of the book describes the fate of Fazlallah’s ideas after the period of his direct

  disciples.




  Although written for a non-specialist audience, this book is the most comprehensive academic treatment of Fazlallah Astarabadi and his movement to date. A National Endowment for the Humanities

  Fellowship from the American Research Institute in Turkey was instrumental in providing the resources for manuscript research for this project. I am grateful to Patricia Crone, for her keen

  editorial eye, and to Hamid Algar, Abbas Amanat, Kathryn Babayan, Gerhard Böwering, Kay Ebel Cornell Fleischer, Adnan Husain, Ahmet Karamustafa, and Emin Lelic for their aid and encouragement

  over the years I have been pursuing this topic. Special thanks to members of the Sufis and Society Project – Devin DeWeese, Jamal Elias, Farooq Hamid, Kishwar Rizvi, and Sara Wolper –

  for providing a congenial venue for discussing many different interests. And my greatest gratitude is due to Nancy and Zakriya for all their patience and love.
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  EARLY LIFE




  Very little is known for certain about Fazlallah Astarabadi’s life. He is mentioned in only two historical works, which state that his birth

  name was ‘Abd al-Rahman, but he was better known as Abu l-Fazl Astarabadi, or as Sayyid Fazlallah. At some point in his life, he acquired a considerable reputation for a religious lifestyle

  emphasizing poverty and detachment from the world and for the depth and literary quality of his writings. Muslim scholars in Samarqand (Central Asia) and Gilan (northern Iran) eventually condemned

  his views as religious innovation, a hallmark of heresy in medieval Islamic thought. The historians state that he was executed on the order of the Turko-Mongol conqueror Timur in the Islamic year

  804 (1401–2 CE). The involvement of Timur in the matter is certain, though it can be asserted, on the basis of better evidence, that the execution actually took place

  in 1394.




  The lack of hard historical information does not mean that nothing else can be said about Fazlallah’s life. His followers’ works provide many details, some even with dates, although

  these sources have to be treated with caution since they presume that Fazlallah was a great saint and a martyr. Whatever is said in these works comes to us after being refracted through the lens of

  the myth Fazlallah’s followers built around his personality during his life and after his death. This issue is further complicated by the fact that Fazlallah and his followers placed great

  importance on dreams. Much of what we know about his life consists of either his own dreams and their supposed meanings, or the interpretation he provided for dreams seen by others. Such

  information is often difficult to interpret conclusively, leading to a story full of conjectures.




  My sketch of Fazlallah’s life is based largely on the movement’s internal tradition. Its neat progression, where everything works out like a plan, makes it difficult to accept the

  whole narrative as history on face value. Since we have virtually no evidence from outside the movement, we cannot make the story more complex by juxtaposing alternative information and

  interpretations, as would be done with an historical topic based on a wider base of sources. We have to take the story as it is, keeping in mind that it is both a history and the unfolding of a

  myth or an archetype. Fazlallah’s devoted followers must have witnessed their guide’s life as a complex reality as well. The fact that what they recorded from it seems formulaic and

  over-simplified reflects their notions of the light in which Fazlallah’s life should be understood. In what follows, I reconstruct Fazlallah’s life using the fragmentary evidence found

  in his own works and the eulogistic accounts written by his followers.




  BIRTH AND CHILDHOOD




  Works by Fazlallah’s followers tell us that he was born in Astarabad in 1340. The city, the capital of an Iranian province on the southeastern shore of the Caspian Sea

  (see map), was at the time under the control of a petty ruler from the Ilkhan dynasty. Fazlallah’s father was the head judge of the city, which placed his family among the local elite. The

  fact that the term “sayyid” is sometimes attached to Fazlallah’s name means that he considered himself a descendant of Muhammad, a mark of distinction among Muslims. The city of

  Astarabad was, at least in later centuries, famous for having a large number of sayyids as its residents, which made some people regard it as a religious center. We do not know to which sect of

  Islam Fazlallah’s family belonged. His works reflect familiarity with the positions of various sects but also show a particular devotion to early leaders of Twelver Shi‘ism known as the

  imams. However, a report from one of his sons that originated after Fazlallah’s death states that the family was Sunni of the Shafi‘i legal persuasion. The confusion regarding this

  matter in part reflects the fact that formal sectarian affiliation was not a crucial marker of religious identity in the context.




  Fazlallah’s father died while he was still a child and we are told that he inherited the judge’s office. Judgeships were not usually transferable between generations and if Fazlallah

  did actually succeed his father in this way, this would have been based on a limited local tradition. In his youth, while he was incapable of actually doing the judge’s job, he was put on a

  horse every day and taken to the courthouse to act as the figurehead while his father’s former assistants took care of the work. The judge’s seat he occupied may have made him unusually

  serious even as a child, but we are also told that he was naturally inclined toward religious diligence. He performed the necessary Islamic rituals without fail from an early age and often went

  beyond these to do extra prayers by staying awake at night. He must have received a solid traditional religious education in his youth as well since his works, written much later in his life, show

  extensive familiarity with major Islamic sources, such as the Qur’an and the sayings of Muhammad and other early Muslims. The interpretive method he eventually developed also contains ways of

  arguing that he could have learned only through training in a traditional institution.
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  Fazlallah’s first extraordinary religious experience occurred around the year 1358 at the age of eighteen. One day he heard a wandering dervish recite the following verse by the great Sufi

  Persian poet Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273):




  

    

      Why are you afraid of death when you have the essence of eternity?




      How can a grave contain you when you have the light of God?


    


  




  This verse moved Fazlallah greatly, so much so that he became rooted to the spot and went into a kind of trance. He then asked his religious teacher about the verse’s

  meaning and was told that it was beyond description. He said that understanding the message underlying the verse required devoting oneself completely to religious pursuits, following which one

  would experience the meaning rather than knowing it intellectually. Hoping to unite with God and transcend death as mentioned in the verse, Fazlallah decided to attempt the experiential path

  suggested by his teacher.




  RELIGIOUS WANDERING




  For one whole year after hearing the verse, Fazlallah tried to live a normal life while at the same time detaching himself from worldly concerns. During the day he would go to

  the religious school to study and also work as a judge as required by the office he had inherited. At night he would often remove himself to a graveyard outside the city and pray alone until dawn.

  He soon discovered that his day and night-time activities were fundamentally antithetical to each other and that he must make a choice. When he was about nineteen, he decided to abandon his family,

  possessions, and secure life to become a homeless religious seeker. He gave away all his belongings and left Astarabad in the dark of the night. On the way out of the city, he met a shepherd and

  gave him the clothes he was wearing in exchange for a felt shirt. From now on he began wearing this shirt at all times as a symbol of having abandoned worldly connections and comforts.




  Fazlallah’s religious search first took him to the city of Isfahan in central Iran. He was unused to hard conditions and the long journey on foot from Astarabad caused him to develop a

  seizure in one of his limbs upon arrival. After recovering, he became a part of the culture of wandering religious seekers who were becoming common in the Islamic world at this time. The period

  1300–1500 is known for the rise of groups such as the Haydaris, Qalandars, and Abdals of Rum, whose members demonstrated their religious devotion by shunning contact with the larger society

  and by deliberately violating codes of conduct relating to clothing, diet, and normative religious practices such as daily prayers. Fazlallah never joined a group especially committed to breaking

  social norms but had contacts with people who had adopted such an attitude.




  In Isfahan, Fazlallah also began to experience significant dreams, which he was able to interpret in correlation with his waking experience. For instance, he saw a disturbing dream in which an

  uncouth man took him by the hand near a water bank and spun him around three times. A few days later, he ran into a group of men who invited him to come with them to the river. He went with them

  but then found them not to his liking because of their questionable religious behavior. He had a meal with them, after which they started to dance while he sat by the side hoping not to be asked to

  join in. However, one of the men came over and made him stand up and spin around three times just as in the dream. Fazlallah’s initial unease about the dream was now relieved since he

  realized that it had been a premonition regarding the future.




  After some time in Isfahan, Fazlallah decided to undertake the hajj, the obligatory Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. His works contain extended commentaries on the

  significance of the Ka‘ba, the cube-like shrine in Mecca that is at the center of the hajj, and we can presume that the pilgrimage was a moment of great significance in his life. After the

  pilgrimage, he traveled to the city of Khwarazm, south of the Aral Sea in Central Asia, and from there decided to embark once again on a pilgrimage to Mecca. On the way, however, he got caught up

  in heavy snows in the mountains of Luristan. While waiting for the roads to clear, he saw a dream in which a man told him to change his course and go instead to the city of Mashhad. He soon

  realized that this man was the ninth Shi‘i imam Musa al-Riza (d. 818) who is buried in Mashhad. This city, now in northeastern Iran, has been a major pilgrimage center for Shi‘i Muslims

  in particular since the ninth century. Interpreting the dream as an invitation, Fazlallah went to Mashhad and felt that the religious exercises he performed at the imam’s shrine were

  particularly beneficial for his spiritual progress. He then restarted his journey to Mecca and, after the hajj, decided to travel once again to Khwarazm.




  DREAMS IN KHWARAZM




  Fazlallah was in his early twenties when he arrived in Khwarazm for the second time. The two dreams mentioned above reflect his developing sense that he had a special aptitude

  for communication with the unseen sacred world through the medium of sleep. The first dream gave him knowledge of the future, and in the second, a long dead divine made an appearance to guide him

  in his religious search. The dreams he saw in Khwarazm continued this pattern; he now came into contact with even greater guides and was told things known only to the very

  elect.




  One day in Khwarazm, Fazlallah fell asleep while doing repetitive Sufi prayers, called zikr, with the formula “there is no god but God.” He then saw that he was in a bathhouse

  when Jesus came in and asked him if he knew the names of the most sincere religious seekers over the course of Islamic history. He said that he did not know and was then told that these were the

  four famous Sufis Ibrahim Adham, Bayazid Bistami, Sahl b. ‘Abdallah Tustari, and Bahlul. These names remained with him when he awoke and he said that this knowledge allowed him to understand

  many things. The point of the dream presumably was to indicate that the opinions attributed to these four were to be preferred over other interpretations of early Sufi thought and practice.




  A few days later, Fazlallah had a dream in which he was standing next to Solomon. The prophet asked him if such and such a person had been oppressing him. He said yes and then Solomon asked the

  hoopoe bird, his trusted lieutenant mentioned in the Qur’an (27: 20), to fetch this man. The hoopoe left and came back with a black crow that turned out to be the offending man in a

  transformed condition. Solomon then scolded the crow severely and eventually asked the hoopoe to kill him.




  In a different version of this dream, Fazlallah saw himself in the garden of his former home in Astarabad when a man came in and expelled him from it using harsh language. He then found himself

  standing as a supplicant in front of Solomon who was seated on a heavenly throne. Solomon called the hoopoe and asked him to bring the other party involved in the dispute so that he could pass a

  judgment. The hoopoe went and brought back a black crow, and Solomon ordered all the feathers of the crow to be plucked out. The crow was then thrown out of the garden and

  Fazlallah was made the garden’s owner. He later said that he understood the dream as follows: Solomon was God, the garden was Fazlallah’s body, the hoopoe his spirit, and the crow the

  part of the human soul that incites to evil. The dream’s message was that Fazlallah’s evil self had caused him to become angry when the man had expelled him from the garden in the

  beginning of the dream. God had then intervened and made Fazlallah’s spirit incapacitate the evil self and expel it from his body.




  The two versions of this dream contain rather different messages. The first represents the idea of supernatural protection for Fazlallah from his enemies, while the second indicates that the

  real conflict lay not in his relationships with others but in the battle that was taking place between different aspects of his own psyche. The most plausible explanation for the difference between

  the two versions is that Fazlallah gave different accounts of the dream to his followers, modifying both the details and the supposed message according to the situation. Whatever accounts for the

  difference, it is clear that he saw dreams as a major tool for both self-analysis and understanding his relationships with others.




  Another dream seen in Khwarazm anticipates the idea that Fazlallah would become the best dream interpreter of all times. This time he saw himself near a tree in Astarabad, under which sat an old

  soothsayer preparing to furnish interpretations for people’s dreams and other concerns. Muhammad appeared and told the old man that what he was about to attempt was a very difficult business

  since knowing true interpretations required being able to establish the correct connections between one’s own self, the dreamer, and any other person dead or alive. The persons actually seen

  in the dreams were not to be taken for their surface identities but were to be understood as stand-ins for others. Knowing who each character really was required a

  comprehensive understanding that went far beyond the dream that was the immediate concern.




  After saying this, Muhammad turned to Fazlallah and said that the gift of true dream interpretation is like a rare star that becomes visible every thirty thousand years and encompasses seventy

  thousand worlds. He then told Fazlallah that this star had now appeared and he could see it if he wished. He was told to go and stand under an orange tree where he would see seven stars, one of

  them being bigger and more luminous than the others. He did so and the luminous star emitted a ray of light that entered his right eye, conveying a special intuitive knowledge to him. He said that

  the ray of light felt like a pearly substance, which disclosed to him secret meanings of Muhammad’s sayings (hadith). In one report about the dream, he said that the light kept flowing until

  the whole star had poured into his eye. When he woke up from this dream he felt that he could intuitively interpret all dreams and could also understand the language of birds.




  The powers revealed in the dream of the star seen in Khwarazm remained Fazlallah’s greatest religious claim through the rest of his life. His followers called him the master of esoteric

  interpretation (sahib-i ta’vil) because they thought that he could penetrate the surfaces of all events and narratives to figure out their true meanings. Dreams and the language of

  birds do not hold obvious meanings for human beings but Fazlallah felt that God had made him capable of translating such things into intelligible matters. He had received his knowledge in stages,

  through the intermediacy of guides such as the imam Musa al-Riza and the prophets Jesus, Solomon, and Muhammad who had appeared to him in his dreams.




  The story of Fazlallah’s alleged interpretive powers spread rapidly throughout Khwarazm and he began to be surrounded by people seeking explanations for their own

  stories. However, he preferred to keep the company of individuals who exercised control over themselves through perpetual silence and fasting and were dedicated to religious pursuits alone. The

  crowd around him kept growing so that he eventually decided to leave Khwarazm altogether.




  SABZAVAR




  We can place Fazlallah in the region of Sabzavar, in northeastern Iran, within the earliest period of his activity after the dreams seen in Khwarazm. This is significant because

  a substantial proportion of the local population in Sabzavar was involved in apocalyptic religious activity at this time. During the period 1336–1381, this region was under the rule of a

  group of nobility called the Sarbadars. The Sabzavar state was quite unique in that, unlike the governments of all other surrounding regions, the Sarbadars did not follow a dynastic principle. They

  themselves were a diverse collection of noble families with competing interests and claims. The families sometimes supported each other against other groups, but at other times, the group

  disintegrated owing to bitter infighting. The region’s tradesmen’s guilds (particularly the butchers and the undertakers) wielded considerable power in the state and a butcher in fact

  became the ruler for a brief period around 1356.




  Adding to the complexity of the social environment, a substantial proportion of the population of Sabzavar was affiliated with a religious group called the Shaykhiyya that was led by a series of

  charismatic religious guides between 1330 and 1380. These religious leaders – Shaykh Khalifa (d. 1335), Shaykh Hasan Juri (d. 1342), Darvish ‘Aziz Muhammadi (d. 1362–63), and

  Darvish Rukn al-Din (d. 1380–81) – had political ambitions and each of them was killed in the course of factional fighting between the interest groups within

  the state. The details of the religious views held by the Shaykhiyya are not fully known but it is clear that, at least at times, the leaders advised their followers to prepare arms in advance of a

  great cosmic war that would be followed by the appearance of the messiah. The immediacy of the expectation can be seen in the report that for a number of years, a horse was placed at the gates of

  the city of Sabzavar every day to become the messiah’s steed when he made his appearance.




  Fazlallah’s presence in an area with a high messianic expectation may have been tied to his growing sense of his own significance. He could have gone to Sabzavar in the light of his

  expanding repertoire of extraordinary experiences and may have absorbed the apocalyptic currents that were in the air in Sabzavar at the time into his own ideas. We cannot be sure of this, but it

  would make sense that living in a population expecting a messiah eventually compelled Fazlallah to think of himself in such terms.




  Stories about Fazlallah’s activity in Sabzavar do not state that he portrayed himself as the messiah. Instead, he seems to have acted as a mediator in the state’s power politics

  through his dream interpretation. For instance, we are told that a Sarbadar nobleman named Khwaja Jamal al-Din saw in a dream that he and his uncle ‘Ali Mu’ayyad, the Sarbadar incumbent

  who ruled the state for nearly twenty years between 1361–62 and 1381, caught some pigeons and were cooking them when they grew wings and took off. In the continuation of the dream, he saw

  that he put a candle in the window of a palace and from that numerous other candles became lit. Jamal al-Din asked Fazlallah for an interpretation but he said that it would have to wait. The

  Shaykhiyya was at this time in competition with the Sarbadars for control over the state and on a later day, an influential member of this religious fraternity was present

  in Fazlallah’s gathering. At this point, Fazlallah related Jamal al-Din’s dream to him and told him that it meant that ‘Ali Mu’ayyad would at some point expel members of the

  Shaykhiyya from Sabzavar but that they would stage a return within a year. This spiritual reconnaissance was clearly meant to aid the Shaykhiyya against the Sarbadars. Fazlallah’s follower

  who tells this story states that this is exactly how things came to pass nearly fifteen years after Fazlallah’s prediction. Correlating this account with the history of the Sarbadar state, it

  would seem that Fazlallah was present in Sabzavar around 1360. Fifteen years later, in 1375, the Shaykhi leader Darvish Rukn al-Din was expelled from Sabzavar, to return in triumph within a year.

  This calculation for Fazlallah’s presence in Sabzavar conflicts with the report that he saw the dream of the star, discussed above, in 765/1363–64 when he was still in Khwarazm. Our

  sources provide too little information to resolve this discrepancy.
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