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Abstract

This dissertation examines the Fatimid Isma‘ili text kitab al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat, attributed to the fourth/tenth-century missionary Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman.
While this text is widely-known in scholarship to address the Islamicate occult sciences
(astrology, divination, lettrism, and other varieties of magical practices), the majority of
prior scholarly work on k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat is limited to questions of authorship
and dating. The main goal of this dissertation is to set aside those questions and instead
investigate how the text presents a specifically Isma‘ili view of the occult sciences, as
well as to examine the overall structure, contents, and arguments of the text.

This study thus reveals several important features that will hopefully allow for
fruitful further study of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat. First, the text contains perhaps the
most detailed discussion in medieval Isma‘lli literature on fatarat (chapter 2), or the
interim times between imams and prophets, a feature alluded to in other Isma‘ili works
on prophetic histories but its implications for the ongoing necessity of the imamate not
examined. Second, with respect to the Isma‘ili occult sciences, chapters 3 and 4 examine
the ways that ta’wil sensibility-- the wider applicability of a zahir and batin to all
phenomena and not merely scripture--creates an astrology (chapter 3) and lettrism
(chapter 4) that is separate from and superior to “ordinary” occult sciences with its
origin in the hidden knowledge of the prophetic lineage. Lastly, this dissertation also
contains an English-language outline of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat (chapter 1) as well as

an edition of the Arabic text compiled from available manuscripts (appendix I).
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Note on transliteration and conventions

In transliterating Arabic into English, I follow the conventions outlined in the
International Journal of Middle East Studies, with the exception that ta’ marbiita is
transliterated as “a” rather than “ah.” Elision is not transcribed, nor is the assimilation
of sun letters. Frequently-repeated Arabic terms are pluralized with the English “s”
rather than the Arabic plural, e.g. imams, da’is.

All translations of the Qur’an are from The Study Qur’an, edited by Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, Caner Dagli, Maria Massi Dakake, Joseph Lumbard, and Mohammed
Rustom. All other translations are my own, unless otherwise noted.

The Hijri date is presented first, followed by the CE date, e.g. 312/934 or 2nd/8th

century.
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Chapter 1. k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, Text and Context
I. Introduction

This is the Book of Interim Times and Planetary Conjunctions, the Calamities and
Events Mandated by the Second Conjunction, Known as the Flood of Fire and the
Book of Jafr, as it was reported and transmitted in the eras and aeons by the most
pure Imams, the prayers of God be upon them. [Its origin] is in what they took
from their ranks [hudud] and clarified for the world... it is not the hidden
knowledge of the kahins and scapulomancers, nor is it from the conjunctions of
the stars; rather, it is knowledge [granted by] God the Exalted, transmitted from
{the scriptures of old.}*

So begins k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, an enigmatic Isma‘ili text attributed controver-
sially to the da‘l Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. c. 349/960).2 Scholars have long noted its
occult themes and astrological content;* indeed, its opening lines attest that it contains
the imams' superior, God-given knowledge of future events that they have inherited
from the prophetic lineage, directly contrasted with that of the kahins and astrologers.
However, no scholarly work has yet examined the particularly Fatimid Isma‘ili view of
the occult sciences as it appears in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat; among other reasons, the
extremely late date of the available manuscripts has meant contending with a difficult
text that has in all likelihood suffered considerable corruptions in its thousand-year

transmission history. Further, scholarly interest in this work has largely tended in the

direction of contending with its spurious attribution to Ja‘far b. Mansiir al-Yaman. The

1 Q. 20:133, 87:18

2 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 1

3 Ivanow, IL, 18; al-Majdu‘, 265-9; Goriawala, 18-9; Poonawala, Biobibliography,
73-74; GAS 1, 578; GAL SI, 324.

4 See, for example, Goriawala: “This is an interesting work... dealing with the Isma‘ili
beliefs especially concerning astrology;” Poonawala: “this work... which deals with the
prophecies and occult sciences supposedly revealed by ‘Al1;” Cortese: “this extensive text
deals with Isma‘ili ta’wil, astrology, and the occult.”
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aim of this dissertation is to set aside the question of dating and authenticity and instead
examine and analyze the content of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, particularly, though not
exclusively, with an eye to its treatment of the occult sciences, and to provide the
foundation for further study of this text.

This chapter provides the necessary background of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat for
the analyses that follow in chapters 2-5. As mentioned above, the k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat has been preserved continually since its inception, likely in the 4%/10™ century.
Its continued relevance even after the dissolution of the Fatimid caliphate is attested in
its inclusion in Isma‘l literature and literary catalogues from the 12" to 18" centuries.
Currently, it continues to be preserved not only by the Institute for Isma‘ili Studies, but
also the Isma‘ili Bohra via the Fyzee Collection at the University of Mumbai. Due to their
secrecy, we may never know the reasons it continues to be significant for the Bohra
community; however, for scholars of the Fatimid Isma‘ili movement, it preserves the
evolution of doctrine at a time when the political and religious influence of the
movement was rapidly expanding. It sheds light on the hiero-history of the Fatimid

community, and how high-ranking members within it identified and tried to resolve

5 Quotations from k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat are contained in r. al-usiul wa-l-ahkam by
Abu’l-Ma‘ali b. ‘Imran (d. c. 497/1104), as well as Muhammad b. Tahir b. Ibrahim al-
Harith’s (d. 584/1188) Majmu‘ al-tarbiya, vol. 1, and r. al-wahida fi tathbit arkan al-
‘aqida, attributed to the eighth Tayyibi da‘l mutlaq al-Husayn b. ‘Ali b. al-Walid (d.
667/1268—9); see Poonawala, Biobibliography, 73-4. Idris ‘Imad al-Din (d. 872/1468)
also quotes k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat in ‘Uyun al-Akhbar VII, see The Fatimids and
their Successors in Yaman, 372. Hasan b. Nuh al-Bharuchi (d. 939/1533) mentions k.
al-fatarat wa-I-giranat in his literary catalogue k. al-azhar, see Cortese, Arabic
Manuscripts. The Fihrist of al-Majdu‘ (d. c. 1183/1769) likewise includes k. al-fatarat
wa-l-qiranat.



problems within that history through philosophy, numerology, letter mysticism,
Qur’anic exegesis, and astrology.

In this chapter, after discussing the manuscripts used in creating the edition, their
provenance, and genealogy, I discuss the previous work undertaken on the text in
question by Heinz Halm, David Hollenberg, and Eva Orthmann. I then give a picture of
Ja‘far's life based on available evidence from the few primary sources in which he is
discussed. In the following section, I examine what the text itself says about who was
involved in its creation and how it was created, analyzing the characters in the text and
what the readers are meant to understand regarding its historical context. Ultimately, I
argue that with the currently-available manuscripts and the state of scholarship on
Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman, it is impossible to determine conclusively which part or
parts of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat may have been authored by Ja‘far. Finally, I have
constructed an outline of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat to give an overview of its

construction, themes, and arguments.

II. Manuscripts

The four manuscripts used in this study have been described by Delia Cortese and
Adam Gaceck. Portions of the text have been reproduced in Halm's Kosmologie as well
as his article "Zur Datierung des isma‘ilitischen 'Buches der Zwischenzeiten und der

m

zehn Konjunktionen." Hollenberg published an edition and translation of the
cosmological introduction in his article "Neoplatonism in Pre-Kirmanian Fatimid

Doctrine."



Manuscripts MS 1134 and 1256 are from the Zahid Ali collection of the Institute of
Isma‘li Studies. They are described in Cortese's Arabic Isma‘ili Manuscripts: The Zahid
Ali Collection. Dr. Zahid Ali was a prominent scholar in the Bohra community who
engaged the collection of manuscripts owned by his family to write a number of
academic works on Isma‘ili history and doctrine. The Ali family donated the collection to
the Institute of Isma‘ili Studies in 1997. The collection contains 221 manuscripts, almost
all of which are in Arabic, on covering a variety of topics within the field of Isma‘ili
literature. While a few date as early as the 18™ century, most are from the second half of
the 19" century and early 20™ century. They are almost exclusively copied in India for
personal or educational use, often by members of the Ali family or other high-ranking
educated men of the Bohra community.°

MS 1134 (J) is typical of the Zahid Ali collection. The colophon indicates it was
copied in 1 Rajab 1358/1939 by one Muhammad b. Yahya al-Yamani; this scribe also
copied Abtu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani's Kitab al-Magqalid (Ms. 1183, written in 28 Safar 1359/6
April 1940), Ibrahim b. Al-Husayn al-Hamidi's Kanz al-walad (Ms. 1220, written in
Hyderabad 16 Muharram 1361/2 February 1942), His father, Yahya b. Ali Sa'd al-Din al-
Hayy al-Yamani, is also a copyist whose works are found in the Zahid Ali collection (Ms.
1243, the Diwan of Mu'ayyad fi-Din al-Shirazi, copied in December 1836/Ramadan
1252).

Neither location nor ownership history is given in Ms. 1134, so we must defer to
Cortese's opinion regarding the majority of the collection that it was copied in India for

the Ali family. Muhammad b. Yahya al-Yamani having written another work in

6 Cortese, Arabic Isma‘ili Manuscripts, Xiv-xvi.
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Hyderabad, and yet another for Dr. Zahid Ali himself, may confirm this. As Cortese
states, it is written in a clear naskhi hand, black ink, with headings and quotations in red
(as my scan is in black and white, I can only confirm heading and quotations appear
slightly lighter in color). It is 336 pages long; pages 48-50 and 162-166 are blank, the
latter corresponds to pages 122-135 in the University of Tiibingen copy (T), but the
former reflects an omission shared by all copies. Ms. 1134 is the only copy to reflect that
omission with blank pages; the others continue seamlessly, although the meaning of the
text is obviously garbled beyond comprehension as a result.

There are frequent corrections in the margin in a different hand, along with notes
that either summarize the point and hand or express wonder or confusion (often
validating the reader's wonder and confusion in the process).” Additionally, notes at the
beginning and end of the manuscript illustrate a reader—perhaps the same who wrote
the marginalia—making notes of various page numbers in the manuscript where the
appearance of the Mahdi, the outer and inner aspects of the law, and the prophetic
cycles are discussed.

Unfortunately much less detail is available for Ms. 1254 (B). As the text is incomplete
at beginning and end, there is no colophon nor title page to provide any details about
the copyist or ownership history of the text. Cortese offers the date of the second half of

the 13"™/19™ century, making it earlier than Ms. 1134. It is 223 folios with 113r-v blank,

7 In par. 104, for example, where a prophetic hadith about Muhammad being sent to
"the red and the black" is interpreted as referring to the ahl al-zahir, i.e. the humans (the
red) and the ahl al-haqa'iq, i.e. the jinn (the black), the marginal hand declares, "ma‘na
al-ahmar wa-l-aswad ma‘na ‘ajib." There is probably something to be said here about the
confusion felt by even highly educated members of the Bohra community when
encountering this text.



corresponding with T 122-135—a substantial omission identical to the one in Ms. 1134. A
small portion of a stamp is visible on my scan of the first folio; a reader able to examine
the text in person might glean more information from this. As with Ms. 1134, itisin a
clear naskhi hand, blank ink, with headings in red. Rare corrections are in the margins.

Ms 726 is also held by the Institute of Isma‘ili Studies; however, it is not part of the
Zahid Ali collection. It is 253 pages long, written in clear naskhi hand, in black ink with
the chapter headings in red. The scribe's name is not present. The manuscript was
finished in Burhanpur in Rabi‘ al-Thani 1355/1936. Occasional corrections are present
in the margins. Thus, so far, three out of four manuscripts are of Indian provenance.

Ma VI 297 is held at the University of Tiibingen. It is 285 pages in length, written in
clear black naskhi hand with headings and quotations in red, though not consistently.
The hand changes at page 237—evidently the work was finished by a second scribe. Rare
corrections are in the margins. A table of contents runs from pages 284-5. There is no
information on the scribe, ownership history, or date of completion. Given the good
quality of the manuscript and the dating of other copies, I see no reason to believe this is
copy is any earlier than than the 19th or 20™ century. As with the other manuscripts, the
paper is European in origin.

It is my opinion that Ma VI 297 reflects the most complete copy, as the few
substantial omissions shared by the other three manuscripts do not present themselves
in T. Whether or not T is the most reliable copy is a different question entirely; it shares
many variants with B, but not all, and in some cases presents a variant that is obviously
incorrect when compared with A, B, and J, or a novel variant that makes sense of

something previously nonsensical in A, B, and J. Generally speaking, A, B, and J form
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one manuscript "family" while T represents another, often containing entire phrases or
passages at odds with the other manuscripts, particularly in the first juz’ (I). Notably, in
1:87-90, when discussing the events of the Hijrl decade 440-50, A, B, and J all read
arba‘a mi'a, as expected; however, T reads arba‘a mi'a wa-khamsmi'a.

Two additional copies of the manuscript are held in the Fyzee Collection in Bombay,
according to Goriawala.® Both are copied by one Ghulam-Husayn ibn Mulla 'Abdi'l-
Qadir, dating to the second half of the 19" century. Were these copies to become
available to scholars, they may prove useful in filling in certain lacunae or perhaps
discerning the dating of clear later additions; however, ultimately, copies older than the
19" century will be needed for a comprehensive critical edition.

An interesting obstacle is the title of the work, which varies not only across the four
manuscripts, but even within manuscripts themselves. At the beginning of part 1 in MSS
A, for instance, the title is given as kitab al-fatarat wa-l-giranat wa-ma yahdath bi-I-
giran al-thani min al-malahim wa-Il-akhbar al-ma‘ruf bi-tawfan al-niran wa-kitab al-
jafr; at the beginning of part 2 in the same MS, it is given as kitab al-jafr al-ma‘rif bi-
kitab al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat al-‘ashara min kutub al-hidthan wa-tasarif al-zaman
wa-tawfan al-niran wa-ma yahdath bi-l-qiran al-thani min al-malahim wa-l-akhbar.
By comparison, in MSS T, part one gives the title as kitab al-fatarat wa-l-giranat al-
‘ashara min kutub al-hidthan bi-tasarif al-zaman wa-ma yahdath bi-I-qiran al-thani
min al-malahim wa-Il-akhbar; in part four, it is kitab al-fatarat wa-Il-qgiranat al-

‘ashara min kitab al-hidthan wa-tasarif al-zaman wa-tawfan al-niran wa-ma

8 Goriawala, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Fyzee Collection of Isma‘illi Manuscripts,
18, 19.



yahdath fi-l-qiran al-thani min al-malahim wa-I-akhbar al-ma‘rif bi-tawfan al-niran
wa-kitab al-jafr. While these differences are minor, it may shed light on the
transmission history of the text, or what the different texts are that comprise the volume

as we have it today.

III. Literature Review

The k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat has been briefly described in Wladmir Ivanow's
Isma‘il Literature, Paul Kraus' review of the latter, and Ismail Poonawala's
Biobibliography. More substantive studies were undertaken by Halm in his article "Zur
Datierung des isma‘ilitischen 'Buches der Zwischenzeiten und der zehn Konjunktionen"
as well as Kosmologie und Heilslehre, and Hollenberg in his Ph.D. dissertation,
"Interpretation After the End of Days" and his article "Neoplatonism in Pre-Kirmani
Fatimid Doctrine," as well as Eva Orthmann's "zahir und batin in der Astrologie."

By far the most well-known and frequently-cited study of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat to date is Halm's 1975 article "Zur Datierung des isma‘ilitischen 'Buches der
Zwischenzeiten und der zehn Konjunktionen' (Kitab al-fatarat wal-qiranat al-‘aSara) HS
Tiibingen Ma VI 297." His main argument revolves around identifying a date range the
text was completed within. The 15-page article also provides a cursory summary and
table of contents of the text. Halm only uses the University of Tiibingen manuscript (T)
in his analysis.

In dating the text, Halm takes as his starting-off point the statements made by Kraus
and Muhammad Kamil Husain that Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman is not the author of the

text. Kraus dates it to the era of al-Tayyib (b. 524/1130), but maintains the text is a
8



compilation of other works, the earliest of which Ja‘far could be the author; Husain
locates it as exclusively a product of the 5"/11™ century.

Halm first looks to what the author of the text says about the circumstances of its
compilation. The author claims that he received a work called k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qgiranat
from his spiritual brother, a highly learned person who was also a close companion of
the da‘m Abu ‘Al1 and died during the uprising of Abui Yazid. Much of the text is
attributed to an unnamed sage, only called al-‘alim in the text, whom Halm believes to
be Muhammad b. Ismail himself. To this text, the author added the sayings of rabbani I-
umma, i.e. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, as well as some amount of ta'wil. However, Halm declares
this frame story to be fiction. He presents as evidence for this declaration predictions of
events in later Fatimid history that are obviously inserted after the historical event. To
further whittle down a date for the text, Halm examines these prophecies which occur in
four separate places in the text. One comes from the era of al-Qa'im at the latest;
another points to the era of al-Mu‘izz, but later material was clearly appended to it; the
third to between Abu Yazid's death and the conquest of Egypt, but clearly edited to refer
to al-Hakim; the final seems to indicate the time of al-Hakim. Halm concludes that the
terminus ante quem for the final redaction is 447/1055.°

To further validate this dating, Halm looks at the historical context. The presence
and importance of Muhammad b. Ismail in the Fatimid imamate doctrine underwent
several evolutions in the early Fatimid period. Muhammad b. Ismail was the expected
mahdi for the earliest Fatimids; then, in Salamiya, ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi announced

himself as the mahdi and claimed to be descended Ja‘far al-Sadiq's oldest son ‘Abdallah,

9 Halm, "Zur Datierung," 102-3.



rather than Muhammad b. Ismail; finally, under al-Mu‘izz, Muhammad b. Ismail was
positioned as the ancestor of the Fatimid imams. Halm concludes that the k. al-fatarat
wa-Il-qiranat can be dated to this last evolutionary period based on the status given to
Muhammad b. Ismail in the text. He further adds that the Neoplatonic content and the
absence of al-Kirmani's 10 intellect scheme also point to the era of al-Mu‘izz.” Halm
does not answer the question of Ja‘far's authorship. To summarize Halm's analysis of
the date, then, k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat was primarily compiled under al-Mu‘izz, with
later sections added perhaps under al-‘Aziz and al-Hakim, with the last possible
redaction coming in 447-8/1055, during al-Mustansir's reign.

In Kosmologie und Heilslehre der friihen Isma‘iliya, Halm sets out to explore the
connections between pre-islamic Gnosticism, the earliest Isma‘ili cosmology, and later
Neoplatonized Isma‘li philosophy. To this end, he explores the seven prophetic cycles,
God’s throne and cosmological lettrism, the cosmological pair Kuni and Qadar, the
divine pentad, the demiurge, the symbolism of seven and twelve, the legend of Adam,
and the ascent and descent of the soul. The analysis of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat only
extends so far as it furthers his thesis regarding the relationship between Gnosticism
and Isma‘ili cosmology; specifically that “fragments of a Gnostic creation myth,” but not
the mass conversion to Islam of a Gnostic sect, were deeply influential upon emerging
Ismailism."

Much of Halm’s discussion of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat revolves around its

harmonies with other early Isma‘li works, such as k. al-kashf, and its presentation of

10 Halm, "Zur Datierung," 104-6.
11 Halm, Kosmologie, 120.
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the above themes that he sees as ultimately being rooted in a Jewish-Christian
Gnosticism. His comments on the lettrism of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat and the role of
Kiuni and Qadar therein will play a larger part in chapter 4.

Since Halm, the only other in-depth study was undertaken by Hollenberg, first in his
dissertation "Interpretation at the End of Days: the Fatimid-Isma‘ili Ta'wil
(Interpretation) of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. ca. 960)" and a later reworking of that
analysis in the article "Neoplatonism in Pre-Kirmanian Fatimid Doctrine." Hollenberg
further analyzes the function of the Neoplatonic material in the text and also contributes
to the discussion on its dating.

Hollenberg's dissertation focuses on Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman specifically, and thus
takes as an object of investigation the authenticity of the attribution of k. al-fatarat wa-
[-giranat to him. Hollenberg concludes that while it is likely that some of the works
ascribed to Ja‘far were not written by him, it is neither possible at this stage of
scholarship, nor relevant in light of the tradition of ascribing such texts to him, to refer
to the author as "pseudo-Ja‘far." What is more important is that the texts are of the type
written by Ja‘far; that they were composed during the reigns of al-Qa'im, al-Manstr,
and al-Mu'‘izz; and that they represent official Fatimid doctrine of their respective eras.*
The k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat in particular, Hollenberg reasons, was begun by Ja‘far, or
at least during his lifetime, and completed after his death.*

With respect to the Neoplatonic content of the text, Hollenberg analyzes the first

cosmological portion of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat. He observes that, like many other

12 Hollenberg, "Interpretation," 65-6.
13 Hollenberg, "Interpretation,” 60.
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sections of the text, it is attributed to the unnamed sage with the phrase gala al-‘alim
‘alayhi al-salam. This sage quotes a number of other sources, such as the Qur’an, Greek
philosophers (mostly Euclid), pre-Islamic prophets, Muhammad, and Ja‘far al-Sadiq.
He notes that the recourse to the ancient philosophers is extremely unusual for a tenth-
century Isma‘ili text. The topic under discussion is the creation and nature of the
universe, with other topics such as God's unknowability, the Intellect and the Soul, the
celestial spheres, and prophets and prophecy falling under that topic. This is,
Hollenberg states, fairly standard fare for the Isma‘ili and philosophical thought of the
time.

Hollenberg draws several interesting and relevant conclusions from this short
portion of the text. It is apparent, he states, that Ja‘far had access to both Iranian da‘wa
sources, such as the works of Abui Ya‘qub al-Sijistani and al-Razi, as well as the
philosophical works of North African thinkers such as Isaac Israeli. However, "the
substance and style" of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat are remarkably different from those of
the Iranian da‘is: "Each of the three well-known figures of Iranian Isma‘illism would
have found various parts of the short passage unacceptable."* The author was familiar
with themes from Greek philosophical sources such as Empedocles and Plotinus, as well
as contemporary Islamic philosophical thought from Baghdad, including the Ikhwan al-
Safa'. However, the author presents this patchwork quilt of cosmological schemes
without harmonizing them as one coherent system; Hollenberg concludes in part that
either the author did not understand these debates well enough to enter into them, or

that he had priorities other than presenting a cohesive philosophical view.

14 Hollenberg, "Interpretation," 158.
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Hollenberg also demonstrates that the importance of astrology "in tenth-century
Isma‘ili doctrine is easily overstated. In doctrinal literature, references to the celestial
spheres are infrequent; when they do occur, such references reflect only a rudimentary
knowledge of astrology."s Considering the relatively circumscribed approach the
Fatimid imams took towards astrology, "a work of ta'wil in this genre, then, is somewhat
novel for a Fatimid da‘ of the period." k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat not only represents a
novel text, but also possesses novel features for a work treating astrology, such as the
spheres as a destination for souls after death and the role of the spheres in prophecy.

Hollenberg concludes that the inclusion of the vast variety of philosophical sources
in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat "is not substantial, but ornamental."” The author was not
attempting to join the conversation of the Iranian da‘is, nor trying to win favor with the
literate philosophically-inclined audiences of Iran and Baghdad. Rather, the purpose is
to demonstrate that the imam's knowledge encompasses that of the ancient Greeks and
Neoplatonists—not to claim that wisdom as their own, but rather for the da‘s to
"demonstrate versatility."*

In his later article "Neoplatonism in Pre-Kirmanian Fatimid Doctrine," Hollenberg
picks up a thread left hanging by Halm—the question of which layer of the text the
Neoplatonic material belongs to. Hollenberg posits that if the material is authentic to
the earliest layer, composed in the North African period, then our understanding of the

development of Neoplatonism in Isma‘ili doctrine must be reconsidered. Neoplatonism

15 Hollenberg, "Interpretation,” 176-7.
16 Hollenberg, "Interpretation," 178.
17 Hollenberg, "Interpretation," 261.
18 Hollenberg, "Interpretation," 265.
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is largely thought to have been incorporated into official Fatimid doctrine only after al-
Kirmani came to Egypt under al-Hakim, so if the Neoplatonic material is particular to
the parts of the text written in al-Hakim's era, then, per Halm, it would have to contain
some reference to al-Kirmani, which it does not. Further, Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman and
al-Qadi al-Nu‘man have been said by Madelung to explicitly rejected this kind of
Neoplatonic speculation undertaken in the k. al-fatarat wa-Il-giranat. Rather than
presenting a position in this debate, however, Hollenberg simply raises the question and
presents some evidence towards a conclusion in the form of continued analysis of the
Neoplatonic prologue introduced in "Interpretation.”

To bolster his analysis, Hollenberg makes reference to two other works composed
around the time of al-Mu‘izz that also contain Neoplatonic themes: the sara'ir al-
nutaqa’' (also attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman) and al-risala al-mudhhiba,
attributed to al-Qadi al-Nu‘man. This indicates that al-Mu‘izz may have been more
accepting of Neoplatonic ta'wil at the end of his career than previously stated. This
follows Michael Brett's analysis that after Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistan1 accepted the Fatimid
caliph late in his career, al-Mu‘izz permitted Neoplatonic ta'wil in order to win over the
Iranian Neoplatonists.

While the previous two studies took dating the text, and particularly the Neoplatonic
content, as their primary objective, Orthmann undertakes a study of the astrological
content in particular. She observes that the common astrological/astronomical
terminology used, such as qgiran ("conjunction") and dawr ("cycle") are not used in the
same way in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-giranat. Qiran typically refers to the conjunctions of

Jupiter and Saturn that are used to divide time into 20- and 240-year eras by which

14



profound political or religious changes could be predicted. However, according to
Orthmann, nowhere in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat is qiran used to explicitly refer to
Jupiter-Saturn conjunctions. Rather, the "ten conjunctions" (al-qiranat al-‘ashra)
referenced in the lengthy title of the work likely instead refer to the section of the text
where Islamic history is divided into decades, and each decade, from the beginning of
the Hijra to the coming of the mahdj, is recounted in terms of significant events that
occurred within it. Thus qiran does not refer to any actual astronomical event, but is
closer to synonymous with dawr.” However, Orthmann point out, this is further
complicated by the fact that the text also speaks of an expected great conjunction, al-
giran al-‘azim, which must refer to a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn and the advent
of the mahdi. Orthmann suggests alongside Halm that this is further evidence that the
text was composed by multiple hands.>°

As further evidence of the novelty of the astrological material in k. al-fatarat wa-1-
giranat, Orthmann presents the interconnected horoscopes of the Fatimid imams,
where each imam, his qualities, and accomplishments, are described in terms of a
horoscope. Thus the ‘Abdallah al-Mahdj, the first imam, is described as occupying the
first house, which here is Aries. The imam is equated with the sun, which is exalted in
Aries—much like ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi is frequently described as the sun rising in the
west. al-Mu‘izz's horoscope is concerned with travel, as he moved the seat of the dynasty
from the Maghrib to Egypt. The imams are also analyzed allegorically as stars and

planets—they determine the fortune of their people. They also are superior to actual

19 Orthmann, “Zahir und batin in der Astrologie,” 338-41.
20 Orthmann, “Zahir und batin in der Astrologie,” 340.
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astrologers, as their proximity to God grants them particular access to knowledge not
available to astrologers.*

Orthmann concludes that this unusual use of astronomical/astrological concepts
where they are alienated from what the concrete phenomena they refer to is consistent
with the Isma‘ili framework of zahir and batin. While astrologers only have access to the
outer aspects of astrology, the imams have knowledge of the inner, secret aspects. This

makes them superior astrologers and the true practitioners of the science.*

IV. The Alleged Author Ja‘far b. Mansiur al-Yaman

In discussing at length the attribution of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat to Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman, I find myself in a catch-22: on the one hand, one of the goals of this
dissertation is to move the scholarly conversation past the questions of dating and
authenticity that have so far preoccupied the discussion of the text; on the other, in
studying a text and positioning oneself as part of a larger conversation about that text, to
not include some discussion of the author (or alleged author, as the case may be) feels
disjointed. I will thus frame the following discussion of Ja‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman with
the two following conclusions:

1) k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat is unambiguously the result of multiple

contributors; this much can be said with near-certainty. It contains unattributed
quotations taken from other Isma‘li works, including those of Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani

and Abu Hatim al-Razi, letters written by the Fatimid imams al-Mahdi and al-Mu‘izz,

21 Orthmann, “Zahir und batin in der Astrologie,”341-7.
22 Orthmann, “Zahir und batin in der Astrologie,”347-9.
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selections from Bihar al-anwar, and almost certainly other texts I have missed. Further,
the wide historical range of events and beliefs for which a time range can be identified
(e.g., the genealogy of the Fatimid imams; the status of Muhammad b. Ismail, the use of
Neoplatonic philosophy) identifiable in the text span longer than the lifetime of any one
individual, ranging from the advent of the Fatimid state to the reign of al-Mustansir.

2) In light of the fact that the available manuscripts are incredibly late, dating
from the 19™ and 20™ centuries, and have thus undergone a thousand-year transmission
history across a shifting Isma‘ili landscape, it is impossible to know with certainty what
the "original" core of the text would be, let alone if it is consistent with the known corpus
of Ja‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman. Scholarship on Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman is not even at a
point where we know with certainty which of the many works attributed to him are
"authentic;" to make any comment about the authenticity of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-
Yaman's authorship of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat would be quite premature. The
question of identifying the various authors whose works are attributed to Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman has recently been taken up by Farés Gillon; it is likely as his work
progresses, our understanding of the corpus of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman will evolve,
and such discussions around the relationship between Ja‘far and k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat can be taken up anew. In addition, far earlier manuscripts than are currently
available would be required in order to create a true critical edition that aspires to
recreate whatever original core may exist. Thus, I refer throughout this dissertation to

the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, rather than Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman.
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These two conclusions having been made, it is nevertheless the case that Isma‘ili
tradition attributes k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat to Ja‘far b. Mansiur al-Yaman; thus a
discussion of his relationship to the Fatimid establishment could prove illuminating.

Abu al-Qasim Ja‘far b. al-Hasan b. Faraj b. Hawshab, better known as Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman, after the laqgab of his father, Ibn Hawshab Mansiur al-Yaman, is
almost a mystery to the historical record. While the deeds of his father, the famed da‘
who conquered parts of Yemen alongside ‘Ali b. al-Fadl al-Jayshani in the name of the
mahdj, are recorded in al-Qadi al-Nu‘man's Iftitah al-da‘wa, we unfortunately have no
such vivid descriptions of the man who lived in the penumbra of three Fatimid imam-
caliphs and to whom no fewer than fourteen works are ascribed. Two contemporary
accounts, one hostile to the Isma‘ili cause, offer us only a few details; later sources
provide an idea of the renown he was posthumously accorded without adding much
more to the biographical picture.

Ja‘far was born after 270/ 883 to the Kiifan Ibn Hawshab and his wife, the
daughter of Ahmad b. ‘Abdallah b. Khali‘, a prominent Yemeni Shi‘l who had predicted
the arrival of the mahdi's da'l and died a political prisoner.>* He and his two older
brothers, Abu al-Fadl and al-Hasan, were raised in Yemen and witnessed their father's
military and political successes as well as his continued loyalty to the Fatimid imam-
caliph in al-Mahdiya. This loyalty was particularly notable for two reasons: the first

being that when ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi declared himself the Mahdji, stating that the da‘wa

23 Cf. al-Qad1 al-Nu‘man, Founding the Fatimid State, trans. Haji, 31-3: "Abu al-Qasim
and Abu al-Hasan... both arrived in the Yemen at the beginning of the year 268/881.
The two resided in the Yemen for two years, and carried on preaching covertly. Then the
mission became manifest in the Yemen in the year 270/883."
24 al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, Founding the Fatimid State, trans. Haji, 33.
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in the name of Muhammad b. Isma‘ll had only been a code name for himself, a rupture
was unleashed in the early da‘wa. Ibn Hawshab's companion ‘Al1 b. al-Fadl abandoned
the burgeoning Fatimid cause. Secondly, it was long expected by the da‘wa in Yemen, as
well as al-Mahdi's retinue,? that the newly-anointed ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi would rule his
dominion from Yemen. When he announced while fleeing Salamiya that they were
bound instead for the comparatively less urbane Maghrib, Yemen, and Ibn Hawshab's
rule over it, was reduced from the likely capital to a mere vassal state.>

In spite of all this, while the position of da‘m was not a hereditary one, Ibn
Hawshab may have groomed his sons for leadership positions in the da‘wa, teaching
them the ways he had successfully held together the disparate groups that made up his
territory. According to the account of Malik al-Yamani, who was hostile to the Fatimid
cause, Ibn Hawshab had appointed his eldest son Abu al-Hasan and a certain ‘Abdallah
b. ‘Abbas al-Shawari to a dual command of the da‘wa. However, following the death of
Ibn Hawshab in 302/914-5, ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas wrote to al-Mahdi making the case for
his sole leadership of the Yemeni dar al-hijra. At the same time, Abu al-Hasan rode to
Qayrawan to demand he and his brothers not be excluded from the leadership.
However, by the time he arrived, al-Mahdi had already written back to ‘Abdallah b.
‘Abbas granting him what he wished. The imam thus commanded Abu al-Hasan to obey

‘Abdallah.

25 Sirat Ja'far al-Hajib, trans. Ivanow, Isma‘ili Traditions, 190, 195.

26 Halm, Empire of the Mahdi, 90-1. al-Qadi al-Nu‘man relates that it was due to the
schism between Ibn Hawshab and ‘Ali b. al-Fadl regarding al-Mahdi's announcement of
the da‘wa in his own name that al-Mahdi did not head for Yemen. Founding the Fatimid
State, trans. Haji, 122-3.
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Greatly distressed by this betrayal, Abu al-Hasan retired to his castle in Miswar
and informed his brothers of the indignity that had transpired. Ja‘far could see the envy
and the rage manifest on his brother's face and tried to warn him against any rash
action, saying, "Our affair, then, will fade away, our reign will come to an end, and this
da‘wa will disperse and the namis that we have kept secret will be known to the people.
So do not set yourself on his demise, else your soul should perish!"# But Abu al-Hasan
did not heed his little brother's warning, and instead stalked after ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas,
biding his time, until the day came that he treacherously slew him. Abu al-Hasan
subsequently united all the tribes of his country, regaining that which had belonged to
his father, before rejecting the religion of his father and "returning to Islam,"
persecuting and killing those still loyal to his father's cause. Ja‘far, disturbed by his
brother's actions, fled to al-Mahdiya, ruled at that time by al-Qa'im (r. 322-335/
934-946),% from where he wrote his brother a long poem condemning his actions, from
which Malik excerpted the following bayt: "For you demolish and I build / how different
are the one who builds and the other who destroys!"*

The exact year that Ja‘far arrived in al-Mahdiya is unknown, between 322/934
and 335/946, putting his age between 51 and 63.>° He had lived more than half his life in

Yemen and came to North Africa for his remaining 30 or 40 years, a lifetime in and of

27 al-Yamani, Kashf asrar al-batiniya, 40.

28 Idris, ‘Uyun al-Akhbar VI, agrees with this dating of Ja‘far's emigration.

29 al-Yamani, Kashf asrar al-batiniya, 39-42.

30 Because al-Qa'im assumed formal leadership responsibilities during the lifetime of
his father, this date is even more ambiguous. Idris and al-Yamani both only state that he
fled during the rule of al-Qa'im without giving a specific year. It is thus possible, though
admittedly perhaps unlikely, that Ja‘far arrived in al-Mahdiya before the death of
‘Abdallah al-Mahdi.
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itself. Certainly he had arrived by the year 336/947, when Ja‘far participated in
resisting the uprising of the Kharijite Abu Yazid, known in Fatimid literature as "the
man on the donkey" and "the Dajjal." Idris’ ‘Uyiin al-Akhbar transmit a number of
poems that Ja‘far wrote during the rebellion of Abu Yazid against al-Qa'im's successor
al-Mansir.* At the time of the uprising, he would have been 66 years old.

The next we hear of Ja‘far is near the end of his life, during the beginning of the
reign of al-Mu‘izz (r. 342-364/953-975). Facing financial difficulties, he mortgaged his
house in al-Manstriya to his neighbor, who was eager to buy the property. When the
loan came due and Ja‘far was unable to pay, the neighbor attempted to evict him.
Ja‘far's difficulty came to the attention of Ustadh Jawdhar, who brought the case before
al-Mu‘izz. al-Mu‘izz related the following to Jawdhar:

If by hiding from us this fact he had thought of not bothering us with this
matter, he should have, nevertheless, considering the situation in which he was
putting himself. The burden which he now lays upon us is heavier than if he had
appealed to our generosity, because we would not have skimped with him the
double of this cursed sum. Furthermore, he would not have placed himself in an
annoying situation. He would have avoided that it become known to those, close
to us or far from us, that our follower—son of our most splendid follower, the
fortunate one by the satisfaction of God and the satisfaction of his masters, the
one who was foremost in accomplishing charitable deeds among all those around
him—has been obliged, while he was at our court and enjoyed the greatest favour
with us, to mortgage his house in which he is neighbor to us, even though this is
the finest of dwellings. We shall save him from this predicament and rescue him.
May he not fall in a similar situation, because then he would be delivered to the
might and power (of God).**

31 Stern, Studies in Early Isma‘ilism, 146-162.
32 Mansur al-‘Azizi1 al-Jawdhari, Inside the Immaculate Portal (Sirat al-Ustadh
Jawdhar), trans. Haji, 140.
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It is evident from this passage that Ja‘far enjoyed the admiration and respect of al-
Mu‘izz, and not merely by the merits of his father. His grand residence was apparently
in close proximity to that of the imam-caliph's—perhaps one reason it was so desirable
to his neighbor—and it seems as though he was a regular figure at the court, though in
what capacity we do not know for sure.3

Another account conveying the high regard in which al-Mu‘izz held Ja‘far also
comes from Idris' ‘Uyun al-akhbar. 1t is reported that Ja‘far's contemporary, al-Qadi al-
Nu‘man, had fallen ill; as he convalesced, many of the da‘ls came to visit him. After he
recovered, he visited al-Mu‘izz, who inquired about how he was feeling, and who among
the da‘ls and awliya' had called upon him during his illness. "All of them," replied al-
Qad1 al-Nu‘man, "except for Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman." The caliph and the Qadi
carried on their conversation, and after a while al-Mu‘izz called for a servant to bring
him a particular book. He gave it to al-Qadi al-Nu‘man for him to look through, and,
after he had paged through it, asked him what he thought about it. "What ‘Isa said is
what I have to say about your words, may God bless you!"** said al-Qad1 al-Nu‘man.
"This is the work of your lord Ja‘far," corrected al-Mu‘izz. "This informed [the Qadi] of
the height of [Ja‘far's] favor, and clarified the eminence of his station," Idris continues.
Humbled, al-Qadi al-Nu‘man went straight for Ja‘far's residence after leaving the

caliphal palace, in order to pay him the appropriate respects.

33 Husain al-Hamdani asserts in his article "Some Unknown Isma‘ili Authors and Their
Works" that Ja‘far occupied the rank of bab al-abwab under al-Mu‘izz, but does not cite
from where he got this information. Idris a well as Jawdhar do state that he held a high
rank, and it is implied one even higher than the Qadi (as al-Hamdani also reports), but
not in such specific terms.

34 Perhaps a reference to Surat al-Ma'ida 116.
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Hollenberg figures this tale to be spurious, a later embellishment reflective more
of Ja‘far's stature in Idris' day than the credit he received during his own. Regardless, we
know from the documentation preserved by Jawdhar (above) that, for al-Mu‘izz at least,
Ja‘far was worthy of no small amount of praise and respect. If we take the argument
made by Hollenberg that it was in North Africa under the rule of al-Mu‘izz that Ja‘far
wrote the bulk of his oeuvre®, then we might understand this later period in his life as
his most productive in terms of his creative output, and therefore the most deserving of
the imam's attention and praise.

Ustadh Jawdhar does not include Ja‘far in the list of nobles who moved with the
court in 362/973—we can take this as a sign that he had died by this time, at the age of
93, having spent approximately 66 years of his life in Yemen working for the da‘wa in a
vassal state capacity, and another 27 in the Mahgrib, in the penumbra of the imam at al-
Mahdiya and al-Mansuriya. Many, if not most, of the works attributed to him were
composed during the reign of al-Mu‘izz—I will not repeat here the excellent work done
by Hollenberg, who compiled the evidence and secondary research for dating each one
of Ja‘far's works; interested parties can direct their attention to his dissertation, pages
56-61. I hope it will suffice here to report his conclusions on the individual works, as
well as a few notes on their contents.

Of the 14 works known to be attributed to Ja‘far, two show his influence but bear
the marks of writers who came before him (k. al-kashf and k. al-‘alim wa-l-ghulam);
two are not extant (sirat Ibn Hawshab and usul al-din bi-ma‘rifat al-ta'wil); three have

not been discussed in terms of date (k. al-rida‘ fi-I-batin, ta'wil al-huruf al-mu‘jama, k.

35 Hollenberg, "Interpretation at the End of Days," 60.
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al-adilla wa-l-shawahid fi bayan al-adwar al-saba‘ li-l-nutaga’). The remainder were
written under ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi and/or Abu 1-Qasim al-Qa'im (k. al-fara'id wa-hudud
al-din, al-shawahid wa-I-bayan fi ithbat magam amir al-mu'minin wa-I-a'imma) and
al-Mu‘izz (k. ta'wil al-zakat, ta'wil surat al-nisa’, sara'ir al-nutaqa', asrar al-nutaqa’,
and k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat).

Although Ja‘far is attested as the author of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat in
Poonawala's Biobibigraphy, Ivanow's Biography of Isma‘ili manuscripts, as well as in
the catalogues compiled by Cortese and Gacek, nowhere in the text itself is he listed as
author or even mentioned by name. This gives rise to the question of how Ja‘far became
attached to the text at all. Hollenberg suggests that the text could match the general type
of texts written by Ja‘far, and such commonalities could have led to its attribution.3®
Indeed, k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat does contain a large quantity of ta'wil and stories of
the prophets akin to that in the ta'wil of Ja‘far as well as his sara'ir wa-asrar al-nutaqa’.
However, this does not account for the astrological and cosmological material, let alone
the oracles and prophecies attributed to ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib. There is no mention of any of
his known previous works, nor any biographical details that explicitly and unmistakably
identify Ja‘far. As will be discussed further, there are also a large number of
unattributed citations from other Fatimid Isma‘ili works in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qgiranat as
well as discussions of events that transpired long after his death, into and perhaps
beyond the reign of al-Hakim.

In considering the authenticity of k. al-rushd wa-I-hidaya, attributed to Ja‘far's

father Ibn Hawshab, Ivanow noted that the use of Arabic terminology and syntax in that

36 Hollenberg, “Interpretation at the End of Days,” 65.
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work was unusual and, at times, incomprehensible; the same can certainly be said of the
use of Arabic k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat. Ivanow speculated that this unusual use of
Arabic may have indicated that the author was, in fact, a non-native Arabic speaker,
perhaps originally Persian.?” The possibility that some of the unusualness stems from
emendations or scribal errors made by non-native Arabic speakers must be considered.
But, particularly considering the number of resonances with, if not wholesale quotations
of, works from the "Persian School" of Isma‘ili philosophy—especially al-Sijistani—
within the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, the contribution of an as-yet-unknown Persian

author ought to be considered.

V. Frame Narrative and Identity of the Anonymous Sage (al-‘alim)

In this section, we examine how the frame narrative contained within the text that
addresses its compilation history as well as the characters involved in its creation: the
mu'allif (which here we might translate as either author or compiler), his spiritual
brother, one Abi ‘Ali, and the anonymous Sage. While this frame narrative may not
reflect historical reality, it is nevertheless informative of the circumstances under which
the reader is meant to understand the text came to be, and thus grounds it in a particu-
lar historical context. The most informative passage for determining the provenance of
the text is par. 195-9, where the mu'allif discusses his brother in the da‘wa from whom
he received the transmission of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat as well as the kitab al-
hidthan, and the circumstances under which he received this knowledge. While the

origin of the text in these mythical, prophetic works may be later embellishment, the k.

37 Ivanow, Studies in Early Persian Ismailism, 53.
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al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat as we have it is clearly composed of multiple texts and view-

points, reflecting a compiled volume rather than a single, unified work.

[240] The author of this book says: I asked my brother, who was well-versed in
many disciplines of science, and knew Porphyry's Book of Logic, al-Jabr wa-1-
mugabala (Khwarzimi's Algebra), and Ansab al- ‘Arab (Genealogy of the Arabs)
as well as he knew stirat al-hamd. He was a friend of Mada'ini*® and proved the
ahl al-bayt Shi‘1 sentiments, love and attachment, as I saw it otherwise in none
with whom I associated and whose most secret thoughts I knew.

[241] When I wanted to get that knowledge from him, I gave him the sum and
honored him.? With him I used to hear the "Book of the Highest Grade" (kitab
al-muntaha) written by the ninth Imam, peace be upon him. I had seen that the
venerable Shaykh Abu ‘Ali, the bab al-abwab, stood by him like a reverent son to
a tender father. Often I heard from him that he was among those who were of the
highest rank among the Imams, peace be upon them. It was he who, along with
Abt Muslim al-Khayat,* took to the cause of Abu ‘Ali at his death, washing and
burying him, even though he was over one hundred years old. He had served the
eighth, the ninth, and the tenth imams in concealment, and was in their
immediate vicinity until the dajjal appeared and he fell as a witness to the faith.

[242] It was he who revealed to us the kitab al-hidthan and the kitab al-fatarat
wa-l-qgiranat. The kitab al-fatarat* contains 70 parts, each part comprising
many pages about the rotations of the celestial sphere and the judgement of time.
I have excerpted from it chapters that I compiled in this book, and sayings of our
lord of the community (‘Al1 b. Abi Talib), peace be upon him. I have added to it
from the books of ta’'wil and the allusions encoded therein, according to the limit
of my ability and strength, because I love the ta’wil. I had heard the venerable
shaykh Abit ‘Ali saying, “whoever practices the inner and the outer is one of us;

38 Unlikely to be the Iraqi historian, born 752, of no interest to the Fatimids.

39 Walker 2018 demonstrates that money was one means of maintaining the secrecy of
certain documents in the da‘wa. The fact that the compiler paid the brother for access to
this text indicates it was one of those texts not intended for public consumption, but
only for those deemed worthy of it by the higher ranking members of the da‘wa.

40 Unknown.

41 It is ambiguous whether the author here refers to k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat by an
abbreviated title, or whether k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat was at one point two separate
works.
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whoever practices the outer without the inner is worse than a dog and not one of
us.”#?

[243] He told us also that the practitioner of the outer and the inner is the one
upon whom the human name is truly bestowed, and he who isolates one and
disavows the other is he who worships God on one side, as He, great is His praise,
said: “And among mankind some worship God upon a brink: if good befalls him,
he is content thereby, but if a trial befalls him, he is turned over upon his face,
losing this world and the Hereafter. That is the manifest loss.” I had already
asked him many times about this, so he said, “by God, there is no victory by God
except for one who practices purely both the inner and outer.” When I learned
that, I did not deprive this my book of ta’wil by restricting it to the verification
with the accounts of the Interims and What Occurs in the Time in the
aforementioned book.

[244] I had seen the descriptions of the imams, may God bless them, and the
effects of their eras, what good fortune is administered by them, and the
misfortune of their enemies. We will not bring it up in this chapter since it is the
clarification of the requisite goal in it according to the will of God. So whosoever
comes upon this our book will find it altogether like the ship, and like the heavens
encompassing every type of flowering and fruiting tree, which is from the aya...
Whoever undertakes [this book] will find that it verifies without obscurity and
obstruction the sayings of the imams, peace be upon them, their da‘is, and what
they wrote in their books. For every chapter contains a meaning from wisdom
that the student desires to know in order to understand it with the utmost degree
of his intellect, wisdom, and thought verifiably, because there is no fault in
repeating and returning to knowledge. The only fault is in the inability of the
student to apprehend it. So look, sons of wisdom, to this our book—it is like a
bride adorned with many types of jewelry and clothing!—so that you may obtain
its benefits and apprehend its marvels.

While the reference to a known historical figure, Abu ‘Alj, grounds the narrative in a
time, place, and context, the characters of the mu'allif and his unnamed spiritual
brother—as well as the Sage, to whom many passages in the text are attributed—are

more difficult to identify.

42 Madelung takes this as a dismissal of the Qarmati and Neoplatonic belief systems.
"Hamdan Qarmat," 121.

43 Q. 22:11.
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The most well-known Abu ‘Al from the Fatimid period, and thus the most likely
candidate,* is the Egyptian da‘l Abiu ‘Ali (d. 321/933). Abtu ‘Ali is known from brief
descriptions in Sirat Ja'far al-Hajib, where he is mentioned as a da‘T in Fustat who
arranged lodging for ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi and his retinue when they fled from Salamiya.
Ja‘far al-Hajib also mentions that Abu ‘Ali desperately wanted to accompany ‘Abdallah
al-Mahdi to the Maghrib, but was commanded against his wishes to stay behind in
Egypt and run the da‘wa there.

However, Madelung makes the case that this Abu ‘Ali and the renegade Hamdan
Qarmat are one and the same person.* Qarmat is notorious in the official Isma‘ili
historical record as the da‘l of Kufa who led his community to reject ‘Abdallah al-
Mahdi's claim to leadership in favor of continuing to wait for the return of Muhammad
b. Ismail. His followers became known as the Qaramita, who continued to believe
Muhammad b. Ismail was the awaited Mahdi-Qa'im, but Qarmat himself disappears
from the record soon after the schism.

Madelung suggests that, after his apostasy, Qarmat had a change of heart and
returned to the Isma‘ili fold under a new identity—that of Abiu ‘Ali. His penitence was
accepted, Madelung suggests, because "he was too important a figure in the hierarchy of
the da‘wa and had too many connections to simply be dropped."+ At the time Abu Ali

was finally able to visit the Maghrib, ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi had handed over control of

44 ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi had many noms de guerre, among them Abu ‘Ali. However, he
did not hold the position, even in concealment, of bab al-abwab. Abu ‘Al1 is also a
common kunya for the name Husayn; however, considering there is a well-known bab
al-abwab named Abu ‘Alj, there is little reason to believe this refers to an unknown
figure of that name and title.

45 Madelung, "Hamdan Qarmat and the da‘t Abu Ali."

46 Madelung, "Hamdan Qarmat," 117.
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affairs to his heir al-Qa'im. al-Qa'im kept Abu ‘Al1 in his inner circle, where he became
the bab al-abwab. Thus it was in the twilight of his life that he finally got his wish to live
in the presence of the Fatimid imam. During his final years, he produced a number of
works. One in particular, Ummahat al-Islam, argued against philosophers who deny the
attributes of God and argued for the use and necessity of ta'wil.*

The prestige of the Abu ‘Ali known from this historical record is in accord with the
Abu ‘Al of the frame narrative—both held the rank of bab al-abwab and attest to the
importance of understanding and engaging with ta'wil. A close relationship between the
historical Abii ‘Ali and a figure like the brother, who has a long history of serving the
Fatimid imams and is highly revered for his intelligence and loyalty, would likewise be
entirely in agreement with the relationship in the text. The historical Abu ‘Ali could have
made such a friendship during his latter years serving al-Qa'im in the Maghrib, where
al-Qa'im would have surrounded himself with loyalists who had been with him and his
father since even before his birth.

In identifying the brother, our task is more difficult. We know that the brother
served the three hidden imams between Muhammad b. Ismail and ‘Abdallah al-Mahdj,
was extremely learned, and died during the uprising of the dajjal, Abu Yazid, placing his
time of death between 331/943 and 336/947. The brother is quoted again at par. 254 as
an eyewitness to a 335/946 battle in which an outnumbered al-Mansir wields the
prophetic sword Dhii'l-Figar in battle against Abu Yazid's army, so we may place his
death even more precisely as between 335/946 and 336/947. Ja‘far was present during

this uprising, so it is viable that he would have witnessed the death of the brother.

47 Madelung, "Hamdan Qarmat," 120.
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However, if Abu ‘Al died in 321/933 at the age of 80,*® and the brother was part of his
washing and burial at over 100 years old, then it seems highly unlikely he survived
another 13 years or more to die during the uprising of Abu Yazid. Thus, in identifying
the brother, we are looking for a particularly knowledgable and educated individual,
long loyal to the da‘wa and the ‘Alid cause in general, who died during the uprising of
Abt Yazid at 110 years old or more.

These details seem more hagiographical than biographical; that the brother is never
named adds yet another layer of obscurity.* One possibility is that the brother is simply
a fictive device—a means of providing an authoritative source for the information
reproduced in the present volume. It is unusual, considering Abu ‘Ali and the unknowns
al-Mada'int and Abu Muslim al-Khayyat are named, that the brother is not afforded this
privilege. Perhaps the brother was of such a high rank that his name was not mentioned
out of taqiyya.

Having discussed the identities of Abu ‘Ali and the brother, we must now turn to the
identity of the Sage, the unnamed ‘alim who narrates many sections of the text. Taking
into consideration that the brother served the three hidden imams prior to ‘Abdallah al-
Mahdj, one possibility is that the sage is one of these hidden imams, though we cannot
know which one. He is given the honorific otherwise reserved for members of ahl al-
bayt, and he clearly possesses the particular knowledge of the imams. In par. 166, he

identifies Muhammad as his forefather: "wa-khassa allahu jaddana Muhammad." In

48 Abu ‘Ali's obituary is in vol. V of ‘Uyun al-akhbar, ed. al-Ya‘lawi, 236-8.

49 At par. 239 an ‘Abdallah is brought into the dialogue: gala ‘Abdallah qala [i al-‘alim
‘alayhi al-salam ya ‘Abdallah... However, given that nowhere else is the brother called
anything other than akhi, there is no reason to believe this name belongs to the brother.
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various sections, it is apparent that he knows hidden knowledge of astrology that the
best astrologers do not, and that he possesses knowledge of future events and what
happened in the pre-Adamic cycles. It is possible that the intended readers of this text
would have known which imam was intended by the title al-‘alim, as in the text it is the
convention to not name these hidden imams, but rather to code them in disconnected
letters and oblique references. In kitab al-kashf, another work ascribed to Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman, some passages are styled similarly as “qala al-hakim ‘alayhi al-
salam,” whereas in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat we see “qala al-‘alim ‘alayhi al-salam.”
This hakim is likewise implied through oblique references to his knowledge and lineage
to be one of the hidden imams. Thus there is a precedent in Ja‘far's prior work for
encoding the writing of the hidden imams in honorific titles, giving more credence to his
authorship of most of the work. However, a second possibility is that the Sage is meant
to be Ja‘far al-Sadiq, who is not one of the hidden imams but nevertheless an
authoritative source in the Isma‘li tradition. An tradition attributed to the Sage
regarding the role of letters in God's creation of the world in par. 424 is found nearly
verbatim in al-Razi's k. al-zina; there, al-Razi attributes it to Ja‘far al-Sadiq. Thus the
question arises of how many other passages attributed to the Sage in k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat may be found attributed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq in other Isma‘lli texts.

As for the mu’allif, the task of identifying him is both straightforward and complex.
The straightforward answer is to take the attribution of the text to Ja‘far seriously, and
so to take the mu’allif here as referring to Ja‘far. However, historically speaking, it is
unlikely (though not impossible) that Abu ‘Ali and Ja‘far could have met in the Maghrib.

According to al-Yamani, Ja‘far arrived during the rule of al-Qa'im, who officially acceded
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in 322/934—Abu ‘Al died in 323/933. It may be that the historical account of Ja‘far's
arrival in the Maghrib under al-Qa'im refers to the time when al-Qa'im was formally in
charge of affairs, but before the death of his father. As early as 299/912, al-Qa'im's name
was used in formal government documents, he was sought out by emissaries, and he
rode under the parasol of the Fatimid imam—all indicating, symbolically or practically,
his assumption of formal leadership before the death of his father.5* If Ja‘far arrived in
the Maghrib during that twenty-year period, he certainly would have had time and
opportunity to form a community with Abu ‘Ali and other high-ranking members of the
da‘wa like his spiritual brother.

The complex answer is that the author is another figure entirely, perhaps even a
fictitious one, whose identity is not known through the scanty details available in the
text. No diary or record of Abui ‘Ali's exists that would detail his close friendships or
whom he met in the course of his day-to-day duties. This answer, however, leaves open
the question Ja‘far's role in the text's construction. We know that the mu’allif compiled
his text from a number of sources he received from his spiritual brother—the k. al-
fatarat wa-l-qiranat and the k. al-hidthan—to which he added the sayings of ‘Ali b. Ab1
Talib as well as selections from unidentified books of ta'wil. One possibility is that Ja‘far
is the author of the ta'wil selections; while Ja‘far's best-known works of ta'wil were
written nearly thirty years after the events described in this passage, it remains possible
some earlier attempts are preserved here. Another possibility is that Ja‘far commented

extensively upon the original text authored (or compiled) by this unknown figure.

50 Madelung, "Imamate," 66-7.
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The above narrative could explain many of the difficulties of the text, such as the
myriad opinions and theories offered on different topics that rarely agree and the sheer
volume of subjects covered. The mu’allif states that he received from his brother both k.
al-fatarat wa-I-giranat and another text, k. al-hidthan. Of the former text, he says that
it contains "many pages about the rotations of the celestial sphere and the judgement of
time;" this accounts for the astrological and cosmological material in the text. While he
does not explicitly state that he also included material from k. al-hidthan, the fact that
the full title of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-giranat, always contains "wa-kitab al-hidthan"
indicates that such material is present. The Arabic term hidthan can denote the
vicissitudes of time, or the mishaps that occur as the result of changing fortunes, so we
would expect a book bearing that title to contain something of that nature. Indeed,
portions of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat recount the comings and goings of dynasties
and the falling and rising fortunes of the Fatimid da‘wa—these sections could go back to
such a k. al-hidthan. To material selected from these works, the author states that he
added the sayings of ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib as well as selections from works of ta'wil.

If we take k. al-kashf, also attributed to Ja‘far, as a parallel, some similarities are
apparent. First, it is a compiled volume covering numerous, often unrelated topics. It
also contains many sections attributed to an unknown sage—in this case, a hakim rather
than an ‘alim. It bears the marks of later commenters adding their own contribution to
an earlier work. Madelung surmises that Ja‘far may have taken some texts with him

when he fled Yemen that he later commented upon and compiled as the k. al-kashf.>

51 Madelung, "Tmamate," 53.
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Such a situation is also possible in the case of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, as
evidenced by the frame narrative, where Ja‘far would have received some texts from his
brother in the da‘wa and added to it his own commentary and ta'wil. If Ja‘far is the
compiler, then what we have here amounts basically to his telling the reader that that is
the case. We can surmise that there is an earlier, more circumscribed version of the k.
al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat that deals more exclusively with cosmology and astrology,
though its author remains unknown. It may even be preserved in the selections
attributed to Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani that are nearly identical to selections from k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat (par. 150-157; 203-215). What is commentary and what is original
text is not at present discernible. If Ja‘far is not the compiler, we can at least conclude
there are a number of scenarios in which Ja‘far is still heavily involved in the text. In the
"kashfian" theory, Ja‘far did essentially the same thing he did with k. al-kashf—
commented upon older texts and brought them together as one volume. Alternatively,
perhaps Ja‘far is the author only of the ta'wil portions. This compiled volume was then
intended to be read and studied by other da‘wa members as a means of attaining some
salvific wisdom. It is not necessarily the case that Ja‘far repeated the editorial and
commentarial process of k. al-kashf with k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat; rather, I mean to
draw attention to the fact that these two texts have many elements in common including
their attribution, which may say more about what a “Ja‘farian” text looks like than what
texts authored by the historical Ja‘far look like. Further, there are multiple ways in
which Ja‘far could have been involved in the creation of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, but

no sufficient evidence currently exists to make a claim for any of them over the others.
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While textual criticism usually takes as its goal the restoration of an original text
attributable to the hand of a certain author, in this instance, such a goal is neither
reasonable nor desirable. For in spite of all the questions of authorship, authenticity,
and internal cohesion that may rise in the mind of a scholar, the fact remains that for a
certain population these questions are non-issues, and the k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat is
accepted simply as it is: not as an item of historical curiosity to be deconstructed and
reconstructed back to a hypothetical Ur-text, not as the amalgamation of the work of
several authors to be identified and their motives described, but simply as a work of
ta'wil (and perhaps jafr) by renowned Isma‘ili thinker Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman. This is
the way the text has been transmitted (and it is important to note that it has been found
important enough to be continuously transmitted), both in written form and in the
collective memory of the Isma‘lli community, and it is thus how I intend to approach the
text—as an open, curious reader, interpreting the text as it presents itself, with the
assumption that it conveys a meaningful message to its reader. I leave the task of
codicological speculation for a future scholar who has the good fortune to be in

possession of older manuscripts that would allow for such an analysis.

VI. Outline of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat

Roman numerals indicate the four parts of the text (juzu'); capital letters indicate the
chapters (fasl) given in the text. Lower levels (numbers, lower case letters, hyphens)
represent my own organization of the fasl into sections and its various arguments/

points. Numbers in parentheses indicate paragraph numbers in the text.
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L.

Part1

D.

(1-2) Introduction

(3-42): Chapter 1: On the Beginning of Creation and the Centers of the Spheres
and Planets

1.

Neoplatonic cosmological speculations, uses lots of quotes from Plato,
Euclid, etc. Notably this trend does not carry over into any other portion
of the text, which restricts itself to quotes from the Qur’an and,
occasionally, the hadith, with passing reference to the Torah even more
rarely.

(43-70) Chapter on the Prophetic Cycles and the Wasis and the Imams, may God
bless them.

1.

The Sage relates the incorrect beliefs of some groups of the philosophers
regarding the law-bringing prophets

a. One group says the prophets are intelligent wise beings bestowed
with good fortune by the outermost sphere. They incline towards it
and humans are enslaved by it. They lead the community by doing
good acts. They deny the intellectual sciences.

b.  Another group do not believe the Creator exists outside the sphere
only within it. Law bringers are bodily beings who use their
intellects; not spiritual beings

c. Astrologers believe law-bringers came as a result of a fortunate
conjunction

The Sage corrects these beliefs and gives a correct account of how the law
gets from God to the prophets.

a. Basic Neoplatonic emanation from the first being to the bodily
world. Goes through the stars which by a particular conjunction
bring it down to the prophets.

The cycles of the prophets. Each one has an asas and/or wasi, 12 hujuj/
nuqgaba, 6 imams, and 3 companions of the fatra. They also have an
opponent (didd) and appoint a gibla.

a. Adam

b. Nuh

¢. Ibrahim

d. Mauasa

e. ‘Isa

f.  Muhammad

g. Muhammad b. Isma‘l

h. After Muhammad b. Isma‘ll, a second cycle of 7 begins

(71-9) Chapter 4: On the Four Biographies and the People Leading to the Opening
of the Cycle of Resurrection, which is the Seventh Cycle and the Great
Conjunction
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I1.

E.

Part 2

1. Cand D are conflated in T manuscript.

2. Difficult to discern what is happening here. Begins with some more basic
and unremarkable cosmology, but then gets into some "sira"s that are
only a sentence or two long and do not seem to refer to any one person.

(80-104) Chapter on the ten conjunctions from the book of hidthan

1.  Starts with a ta'wil of suira al-fatiha, identifying ‘Ali b. Abi Talib as the
"straight path"

2. Prophecies Attributed to ‘Ali regarding the years leading up to the coming
of the Mahdi, by decade, e.g. 100, 110, 120, etc.

a. (81) Starts from death of Muhammad in 30H

b. (83) 310: sun rises from the west

Cc.  352: "the truth appears in the descendants of the Sun Rising from
the West"

3. (84) there are seven fatras: prior to the coming of Muhammad, the one
after his death,

a. Final fatra is either from 352-400/963-1009, middle of al-Mu‘izz
to middle of al-Hakim (T) or 300-447/912-1055/6, basically the
beginning of the caliphate in the Mahgrib to the middle of al-
Mustansir's reign (A,B, J)

4. (85-6) "fourth of the dawr of khulafa"" is the "eighth," who will be born in
Egypt. Parallels with Miisa, the fourth natiq, and his relationship with
Egypt.

a. Mahdi expectations: "He abrogates no law, but rather brings the
clarification of every law"
(87-91) Prophecies of years 440-457
(92) Dajjal Abu Yazid, Andalusi Umayyad Dajjal
(93-8) Prophecies of "the sixth" through "the twelfth"
(99-101) the Qa'im's role and relationship to previous natiqs

© BN o

(102-4) the day of resurrection, the reward and the punishment

(105-8) Introduction

1. (106) This second part is meant to clarify the first part
(109-19) Chapter 1: On the Beginning of Nature in the Upper World and the
Center of the Angels and the Upper Ranks

1. Par.111-17 missing in T

2. (118) five lights > 4 foundations (heat, moisture, cold, dryness) > five

elements (earth, water, fire, wind, and space) > five faculties of the
intellect > five senses

(120-160) Chapter 2: On the Worlds of Jinn and Humans
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Starts with referencing some earlier cosmological portions, the planets all
being in the houses of their exaltation, the semen-like rain that give rise to
animals and humans, and the orbit of the encompassing sphere from the
divided sphere
a. (122-6) ta'wil of the macrocosm, Paradise; discussion of the four
roots
(127-42) Ta'wil of jinn and humans
a. Jinn are divided into two groups, those who believe and those who
don't. Humans are also divided thusly.

- (129-131) Different forms of jinn: Those with beaks and
wings and feathers and down, sharp fangs and rough
talons, resembling beasts, living in caves, diving in the
ocean, nasnas, waqwaq, and so on

b. (132-6) Sage says in all these forms there are meanings indicating
the correctness of what he has already mentioned; ta'wil of these
types of jinn as different types of human personalities

- e.g., the ones who dive in the depths of the sea are the
extractors of ilm and its keepers

c. (137-42) description of different appearances and skin colors of
humans as well as different worship traditions and different
countries/regions people come from

- (139) different kinds of cosmological reasoning used by
humans

- Cause and the caused; matter and form; essence
and accident; place and time; (primordial) light and
dark; the seven planets and the twelve
conjunctions; the four elements; and the "fifth
element"

- (139-42) reasons all these other groups err: the
Bani Israel; the Brahma; majus; Christians

(143-8) Jinn ruled the earth before humans; differences between jinn and

humans

(149-53): ta'wil of hadith that Muhammad was sent to the "red people"

and the "black people" as the red=ahl al-zahir=humans and black=ahl al-

haqa'iq=the jinn

a. Reasons why the ahl al-haqa'iq are jinn-like: The difference

between the two groups is the dedication of the jinn to the subtle
and hidden sciences in compositions (tarakib) and laws and the
subtleties of knowledge of tawhid, which is the most subtle.
Whoever has the fortunate knowledge by which he can apprehend
these hidden subtleties is one who may rightly be called a jinn (!),
because he works from ijtinan, which is concealment (istitar).
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From this aspect are they properly called jinn and described as
being made of fire.

b. (150) fire resembles the speed of their intellection and
apprehension of known things, in the same way that the burning
of fire moves quickly through bodies of hot wind

c. (152-3) as for those jinn who deviate, they are those who incline
away from the path by the subtlety of their minds that occupy
themselves with philosophy until they fall into denial of tawhid,
and the reward and punishment, etc.

d. (154-60) why regency of the earth was transferred from jinn to
humans; comparisons with cycles of concealment and revelation

(116-157) On the Letters Attached to the Six Speaker-Prophets, which are their
Days and their Cycles, and their Foundations and Completers, and the Speaker
and the Silent in each Cycle
1. (161-3) Lettrism—cosmic letters are the way in which the revelation is
received by the nutaqa'

a. (162) God first created the names of the first and second created
thing (al-sabiq and al-tali; al-qalam and al-lawh, al-kursi and al-
‘arsh), Jadd, Fath, and Khayal are given names and letters

b. (163) names and letters given to the nutaqa' and the asas

2. (164-5) 7 days of the week correspond to the 7 nutaga'

a. (166-8) Muhammad has 14 names, 7 in the Qur’an and 7 not in the
Qur’an

- (167) some of these names are exclusive to him (al-khatim,
al-hashir). Some of these names he shared with some of the
other anbiya' (al-rusul, al-khalil). Some of these names
were shared among all of the anbiya' (al-suraj, al-bashir,
al-nadhir). Some of these names are shared by everyone
(Muhammad, Ahmad). Some of these names have obscure
meanings (ta'-ha', ya'-sin). Some of them are shared by
friends of God who are not prophets (imam, da‘, shahid).

- (168) these names contain [hidden] knowledge from prior
prophetic cycles, this is why Muhammad is yawm al-jum‘a,
because all prior knowledge and good qualities are brought
together (jama‘a) in him

3. (168-71) Discourse on God's creation of the world in six days
4. (171-6) Lettrism in creation of the world and letters given to different
ranks of the da‘wa

a. (172-3) significance of three- and four-letter word pairs, incl. Kiin1
and Qadar

b. (173) Letters of the nutaqa' flow from the Pen and the Tablet;
ashab al-tanasukh and Ja‘far al-Sadiq are mentioned
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5.

6.

d.

(174) seven letters that flow to the awsiya', six to the imams, 24 to
the hujuj of the ga'im, three to the Dhu'l-Massa, da‘l, and ma'dhtn
(176) "the ninth from the cycle of the resurrection after the seal of
the cycle of the mathani" is the ga'im

(177-192) Prophetic cycles, their lengths, and the lifespans of their natiq,

wasl, and imams

o

b.
C.
d

(177-8) Adam
(179-80) Nuh
(181) Ibrahim
(182) Miisa
- Musa's wasi is Hartin followed by Yashu‘ as Hartin's

representative (niyaba ‘an Hartin) and the guardian (kafil)
of the wasiship for the line of Hartin

(183-4) ‘Isa
(185-92) Muhammad
- (187) Succession of the imamate following Ja‘far al-Sadiq
- (188-90) Imamate of Muhammad b. Isma‘l
- (191-2) Concealment of the da‘wa after Muhammad b.
Isma‘l
- (191) Refutation of the myth of Maymun al-Qaddah

(193-202) Necessity of the Natiq and the Samit and their parallels in the
universe

a.

b.
C.
d

(193) role of the Samit as the Natiq's assistant and advisor

(197) Planets and spheres as natiq and samit

(198-200) aspects of prayer and Qur’an as natiq and samit
(201-2) ta'wil of verses pertaining to the necessity of the natiq and
samit

E. (203-215) On the Intermissions (fatarat) that Occur in Each Cycle

1.

2,
3.

(204) When one considers the length of time between two natiqgs, one
finds that it is too long for the number of imams, if they all have a normal
lifespan

a.

b.

The time between cycles is 1500 years , and if you divide that by 7,
you get more than 100 years per completer

It is not possible to shorten the length of time nor to add more
imams, so the only option is that there must be a fatra

(205) Etymology of "fatra"

Cause of the fatra
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a. #1 The coming of the Natigs was not in continual succession—so
the cause of the fatra is due to the part resembling the whole (or
particular resembling the universal) in its image and form

b. #2 vengeance on the nations for the disobedience they perpetrated
against the messengers

c. Clarification of this is "what we said about the quiescence (suktn)
of the imam in that era, because the imamate is not cut off from
the world for even the blink of an eye, because it is the proof for
creation,

- imam is not actually absent, only silent and not issuing
commands and prohibitions

- (209) his cutting off and isolation (inqgita' w-infirad) was
only to destroy those who are deviant and deserve
punishment, so the patient from his da‘wa make du'a for
the end of this mihna and the return of the imam

d. (209) Another "hidden" reason for the fatra

- All earthly affairs accord with symmetry and contrast, al-
takafi wal-tadadid, so that after a flood there is dryness/
drought, and after a period of widespread fertility there is
hunger, and after excessive cold [there is] excessive heat.

(210-2) If someone asks, if the imamate is cut off from the world for a
long period of time during which many eras elapse, how does it (re)appear
after that when there is no imam in the world by whom the proof for
creation is proven and who delivers the imamate to the one whom it is
attached to?

a. (211) in the same way that the Natiq-ness attaches itself to the
Imam, the imamate can attach itself to one of the safeguarding
lawahiq in the jaza'ir, Da'wud and Zakariah are a precedent

(213) the fatra of the era of Muhammad had already ended with the
attaching of the imamate to his distinguished relations and the
appointment of the seven regents who complete the mathani, and there is
no cutting-off of the imams during his era like in the previous eras, so
from this perspective there was no fatra during his era, there were only
fatras during the prior eras.

(213-15) Another cause of the fatra is the cutting-off of the ta'yid, which is
that by which every Natiq distinguishes the imams of his era, so that they
have the power of protection over what God entrusted them with

a. Four fatras in the era of Nuh, three in Ibrahim, two in Musa, one
in 'Tsa, none in Muhammad because there was no law after his law,
so the only interruption of the imamate that occurred was of
vengeance towards the people who were haughty, so this is called a
fatra, and it occurred for the purpose of destroying the hypocrites
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and making things easier for the believers when the adversaries
appeared
(216-216) On the Completers and their Mention in the Cycles of the Speakers,
incomplete in A B and J, so this summary is based on T only
1. (216-216) Listing the imams: Hasan is #1, Husayn is #2 because his name
was "adorned" with the ya' (Q. 10:26)
2.  (216+)) proof texts from the Qur’an justifying the line of imams via their
names in relationship to the Qur’an
a. (216) Muhammad al-Baqir is the one who sent out the lawahiq to
the jaza'ir
b. (216-d) Isma‘l b. Ja‘far is #6 and the sahib al-fatra
- the fatra is the concealment of the imams, not their
absence as in prior cycles
c. (216d)Muhammad b. Isma‘l is #7, no Qur’anic verse as proof, but
after him starts the dawr al-khulafa'
d. (216e-j) ta'wil of Qur’anic verses about ‘All and the imams up to
the Qa'im
3. (216k-q): ta'wil of ayat al-nur
a. (216k-]) this section claims to be a clarification of the four
biographies section in part 1 (par #s) and contains indications of
all the imams of the era of Muhammad
b. (2160-r) Fatimid caliphs—al-Hakim receives a good deal of praise.
- (216p) after al-Mustansir "the eighth," it then goes to "the
ninth, the tenth, the eleventh, and the twelfth" who are the
four qa'ims
- (216q) Walad al-tamm is the ninth
(216s-221) Metaphor for the Beginning and End of the World, the Resurrection,
and the Final Era, incomplete (beginning only in T; 172-6 in ABJ)
1.  (216s) this chapter is supposed to be a clarification of a prior chapter in
the first part—probably the four biographies is intended
a. (216s) The Sage warns the people of reason to listen to what the
hakim has to say and to understand his rumiiz about the end of the
dawr and the beginning of the dawr al-akbar
2. (216t-221) a long parable about a lioness with two lion cubs, one
representing the east and the other the west. Many other animals are
mentioned. Portions of the text seem to be omitted making reconstruction
difficult
On the Names of the Conquering Dynasties and those Occupying the Seat of the
Wasaya and the Imamate
1. (222-3) Clarification of earlier section, fasl fi-l-qiranat al-ashra part 1, par.
80-104
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2. (223-35) Attributed to the Sage who attributes it to 'Ali, "qala 1-'alim, qala
rabbani l-umma", directed to his elder son, granting him the prophetic
lineage's hidden knowledge of future worldly rulers and commanding him
to transmit it to his brother, in whose lineage it would be transmitted
until the day of resurrection

a. (225-9) Hasan cautioned by ‘Al against enemy tribes; Umayyad,
‘Abbasid caliphs mentioned by name.

- (226) Possibly also Mukhtar b. al-Hanafiya

b. (230-2) The affair shifts to a lowly and unworthy guardian; the
western states and Fars fall due to the Turks and Slavs; Tulunids
and Ikhshidids rule in Egypt

c.  (233) The fall of the Turks is attributed to the shifting of planets
and conjunctions; the party of God will rule in Egypt

3. (234-5) voice returns to author; 447/1055 given as date for the mahdi's
advent, as the conjunctions and rotations of Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars
necessitate and indicate the overturning of dynasties until 500H.

(236-96) On the Deeds of the Glorious Qa'im(s?) and the Witnessing Caliphs who
are Established for the Cycle of Resurrection and their (astrological) houses and
what occurred during their eras.

1. (236-7) God caused the Word to flow through the line of Ibrahim, up to
and including the Fatimid imams

2. (238-240) Porphyry and the other [Greek] sages do not really understand
astrology or how the will of God manifests in the corporeal realm, which is
via the planetary conjunctions

3. (240-4) explanation by the compiler of the book about how it came to be

a. (242) Part ta'wil, part sayings of ‘Al1, parts from another text titled
"kitab al-fatarat," not explained or attributed but he received it
from his spiritual brother

4. (245-96) Sage explains how the fortunes of the imam are tied to those of
his people, and that the imamate flows from one imam to the next in
continuous succession like that of the zodiac

a. (247-9) al-Mahdi bi-llah as Aries
b. (250-1) al-Qa'im as Taurus
c. (252-6) al-Mansur as Gemini

- (253-4) Revolt of Dajjal
d. (257-262) al-Mu‘izz as Cancer

- (258-9) reviver of religion
e. (263-6) al-‘Aziz as Leo version 1

. (267-70) al-‘Aziz as Leo version 2

g. (271-91) al-Hakim as Virgo
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- (274) alternate interpretation of the sixth and eighth
houses from a foreign book
- (283) "The seventh" or "the ninth" as the expected mahdi
- (284-8) rebellion of Abii Rakwa
h. (289-1) al-Zahir as Libra
i.  (292-6) al-Mustansir as Scorpio
III. Part3
A. (297-323) [No chapter heading] Prophecies and events leading up to the coming
of the Qa'im
1. (299-308) Traditional astrologers make more mistakes than correct
predictions regarding rulers and the events of their eras because they only
look at the ascendant for his accession and birth, not when he received the
nass nor when he was conceived.
a. (303) Imams innately know the divine sciences without having to
study them and surpass even those who excel at astrology
b. (304-5) Azar, father of Ibrahim, the astrologer to Nimrud, predicts
the birth of Ibrahim
c. (306-8) God saves Miisa and the Banu Isra‘l from Fir‘awn, just as
He saved Ibrahim from the fire
2. (309-323) Author states this is again a clarification of prophecies in Part
1; attributed to ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib as he received it from Muhammad
regarding the Umayyads and Abbasids who will follow him. Apposite to
222-35 and 80-104.
a. (311) al-Mu‘izz (Ma‘ad) conquers Egypt; emigrates from the
Maghreb
b. (312-4) al-‘Aziz (Nizar) is the master of the third dawr; many
calamities in his day; a comet appears in the sky
c. (315-16) al-Hakim defeats the Andalusian Umayyad rebel Abu
Rakwa
d. (316-7) "the seventh" appears, not named outright like the
previous imams; his time is one of easy living, though there are
calamities in al-Sham
e. (317-323) The "eighth" appears, "the fourth of the third cycle,"

likely al-Mustansir, he may be the mahdi who appears in 410 or
510°* between Jumada and Rajab. People of his time exchange
truth for lies and blessings for unfaith. This is the promised day
when Basra is destroyed and the two Dajjals appear in al-Sham
and Iraq. The victorious son spreads justice in the land. He
destroys the people of Ham and various cities.

2T reads al-khamsa al-mi'a, i.e. the fifth century, 400H. All other manuscripts read al-
khamsm'ia as one word, 500H. At par. 274 in T, it is al-khamsmi'a (500).
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- (323) Identified with Dhii-I-Qarnayn and the Masih. Age is
given as 39 years old. He enters Mekka and calls people to
the religion and law of Muhammad, climbs the minbar and
a light from him illuminates east and west.

B. (324-9) On the powers of the cycles of the speaker-prophets
1.  Similar to part 1 section B subsection 2 on the prophets, but much
shorter, no biographical information. Also incorporates letter speculation
from part 2 section C, possible intertextual link.
2. (324) Author states the discussion of the prophets' powers is related to the
prior discussion of their cycles and the fatarat in the two previous parts.

a. (324-5) Adam appears, and his era is one of concealment (satr).
His asas is Shith, 7 completers (imams) and 12 lawahiq follow him.
He has no law. His rank (martaba) and numerical power is one.%

b. (325-6) Nuh has the power of naskh and abrogates the law of
Adam, which was previously said to not exist. His rank (martaba)
as well as his numerical power (quwwa) is ten. Same scheme of 7
imams and 12 lawahiq. His asas is Sam. His cycle is 950 years.

Cc. (326)Ibrahim's asas is Isma‘l. His seven imams are from the sons
of Ishaq. He has 12 lawahiq. His power is 100.

d. (326) Musa's asas is Harun. The seven imams are also from the
sons of Ishaq. He has 12 lawahiq and his power is 1,000.

e. (327) ‘Isa's asas is Shim‘ln al-Safa’; the seven imams are from the
son of Ishaq, the last of whom is "Sarjis;" there are twelve lawahigq,
his power is 10,000, and his light extends to Muhammad.

f.  (327) Muhammad's asas is ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib, his seven completers
are from his son (i.e. ‘Ali's son) who are from the progeny of
Isma‘l b. Ibrahim. He has twelve lawahiq and his power is
100,000.

g. (328-9) Then comes "the great hour" during which the mahdi
appears and brings forth his da‘wa after its concealment during
the eras of the opponent. His power is one thousand thousands,
i.e. one million

C. (330-343) On the Merits
1.  (330-1) the year the mahdi will appear is 447 or 5475 (cf. par. 84 above,
where 447 is the year the last fatra will end.) Lamenting that people do
not care that the inevitable end times are coming.

53 A similar idea of a numerical power of each of the natigs can be found in k. al-rusum
wa'l-izdiwaj wa'l-tartib, attributed to ‘Abdan (d. 286/899), where the numerical
powers relate to God's signs in calculation on the hands. See the translation and edition
by Madelung and Walker in Fortress of the Intellect, ed. Daftary, Arabic 141-40, trans.
135-6.

#MS A and J read khamsmi'a as one word; B and T as khams mi'a, i.e. the 5th century.
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2.

(331-4) saj‘ about the advent of the mahdi and the downfall of the Dajjal.
Some places such as Iraq and Daylam are mentioned.

a. (334) God sends Dajjal and his companions to Hell (Saqgar)
(335-6) Author attributes following part of the passage to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib,
who ascended the minbar in Kufa

a. (335) description of groups—the Anbat and the Juzr (or Khazar,
per T?)— who transgress outer Islamic law regarding beard
shaving and usury as well as flouting God's law and judgements
and judging by their own accord, they appear at the end of time

b. (336) The Sage on Muhammad on the Anbat and Jazr as the Jews
of the community

(337-43) Signs of the end are already happening: the sun has already risen
[from the west], Yajuj and Majuj have already appeared. The Dajjal has
already appeared and rode on his donkey.

a. (338) The appearance of the beast (dabba), the conquest of
Baghdad, and the raising of banners for the family of Isma‘il b.
Ibrahim will occur in 547-9

b. (339-40) ta'wil of a hadith on the hour: the naked and the barefoot
rule the land, and the barefoot are those who have no shoes, i.e.
religion, and the naked are those who have no clothes i.e. have
disrobed themselves of wilaya for the imam

c.  (341) ascendency of the weak over the strong; the ruwaibdha
speaks about the community
(342) Qur’an verses about the end of days

e. (343) God gave warnings about the end of days in the Qur’an; the
Sage has clarified them in this fasl

D. (344-358) On the Blessings of Remembering® the Natiq and the Wasi and their
descendants and the advice by which God distinguished them and what will befall
them before the day of witnessing

1.

(344) Ta'wil of Q. 36:11, "thou only warnest whomsoever follows the
Reminder and fears the Compassionate unseen" focusing on "fear"—
fearing God through iman.
(345-6) ta'wil of 21:105-6. "We have written in the Psalms," etc. Lettrism
of 3 and 4 letter words: dhikr is the wasi and the Psalms (zubiir) are the
messenger. Those who follow God will inherit the earth—the Imamate is
the inheritance, the wasi is the inheritor
(346-8) Ta'wil of 28:5 and 24:55—God makes the imams the inheritors of
the earth, those who will have their state changed from fear to faith

a. (God) did not oppress the Umma except for the fatra, i.e. the

absence of the rusul. The oppressed are the family of the prophet

5T reads al-andhar, "warning."
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b. The Umayyads and ‘Abbasids are named as those who deny the
ta'wil
4. (349) al-qa'im as the tidings promised in stira 78:1-5
(350-1) more ta'wil of three- and four-letter word combinations

o

6. (352-8) relationship between the ta'wil and tanzil, the rasil and the wasi,
as those who bring tidings and warnings to the community, and the
necessity of the wasi, with ta'wil interspersed

a. (356) In the Qur’an, "al-kitab" always refers to the rasul, and "al-
dhikr" always refers to the wasi

E. (359-95) On the Qa'im and Muhammad, and the Clarification in the Book of God

1. (359-72) Examining proofs for the Qa'im from within the Qur’an, on a
sura-by-sura basis. One sura represents Muhammad due to his being
mentioned in it, then there are six representing the completing imams,
and then the seventh represents the Qa'im due to some mention of either
the day of judgement or a fard (because he is the one who brigs the fard
and the amr)5¢

a. (361)e.g., surat al-fatiha represents Muhammad because it opens
the Qur’an, and "opening" indicates Muhammad because "al-
Fatiha" is called the Mother of the Book that descended to him

b. Then there are six suras, the first of which is al-baqara, and then
the seventh is al-anfal. This indicates the completion of the seven
completers by its number, and the the seventh of the Nutaga' by its
mention of the fard that he, the qa'im, brings. Then the matter
resumes with surat al-tawbah, which indicates Muhammad, due to
his being mentioned in it directly. Then there are six more suras,
etc.

c. Naturally this artificial scheme is at times quite forcibly imputed
upon the Qur’an. Some "mentions" of Muhammad are more
poetic, i.e. Muhammad as the Qur’an

2. (373-4) discussion of the end days elaborated from a hadith and a portion
of Deuteronomy, all representing metaphorically the coming of the Qa'im
and the signs of his coming

3. (375-8) discussion of the swords of Muhammad taken almost word-for-
word from al-Kulayni's al-Kafi, therein attributed to Muhammad al-Baqir

4. (379-81) the bequeathal of the third sword is equated to the handing
down of prophetic baraka/niir to Isma‘il. Sara didn't receive it but Hajar
did, ergo Ishaq did not receive it but Isma‘il did and went on to generate
the twelve tribes

a. Torah citation on Isma‘l and the twelve tribes

% A similar scheme is present in k. al-rushd wa-I-hidaya; see trans. Ivanow, 58-66, and
Velji, Apocalyptic History, 62.
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b. Qa'imis a descendant of Ismail. During his reign there are no liars,

infidels, doubters, etc
5. (382-3) end days speculations about the mahdi, attributed to Muhammad

a. "the Mahdi is from is and the Qa'im is from us and Ma'ad is from
us and Nizar is from us," explicitly referencing the names of al-
Mu‘izz and al-‘Aziz, who were mentioned earlier in par. 311-4
under a prophecy from ‘Ali about how two figures would appear
bearing the same names as his forebears Ma‘ad and Nizar

b. End days will bring a lack of clarity and a trial about religion and
the people will be confused "like a sheep without a shepherd"
6. (384-95) compiler asks the Sage about when the advent of the mahdi will
occur
a. Sage answers in saj‘, some reflections on the impermanence of all
things including the imams
b. (386) seems to be describing the birth of the mahdi and certain
garments he has
c. (387) poem, mahdi will appear in Egypt between Jumada and
Rajab
d. (391-4) descriptions of figures who will appear in the era of the
Qa'im
F. (396-402) Ringing the Alarm On the Seal of the Cycles
1.  (396-9) Story about Adam and Iblis, the tree he was forbidden from, the
ark of the covenant, and its transmission through the prophetic cycles
2. (399-402) Signs of the advent of the Qa'im
IV. Partg
A. (403-5) introduction to part 4
1. seems to reference an original text (kitab al-asl); this fourth part is the
intended goal (al-ghard al-qusiid)
2. theme of the seekers of ma‘rifa and eternal life recurs throughout this part
B. (405-10) Musa's exile in Midian (Q. 28:20-28) and Shu‘ayb
1. (407) Sipporah and her sister are hujjas of Shu‘ayb and their father is
Misa's imam
a. marrying off of Sipporah is a giving of one of the hujjas to Miisa
2. (409) letter mysticism of tiur and nur
3. (410) Muhammad being asked to produce miracles
C. (411-13) the Sage on the trials of seeking: "do not worry about not getting what
you want because you won't; and sometimes it's better that way"
1. If someone studies the views for a long time and then doesn't achieve
their aim they might start to refute those views
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2. (412) parable about an ant climbing and falling. The seeker is astounded
by her patience and wonders why he does not have similar patience in his
endeavors.

(414-461) Lettrism

1.  (414) The sage said: "people go hither and yon and never reach what they
hope for because they do not follow the path of the friends of God", kaf
and nun are keys to ma‘rifa of tawhid

2. (415-22) ta'wil of kaf and ntin, kun, the numbers 7 and 70

a. (416) "kun fa-yakun" ta'wil of 16:40. Kaf=al-sabiq and niin=al-tali

b. (320) the "thing" that He wills and says "kun" to actually refers to
the believer who has been tested with punishment and doubt

c. (421) ta'wil of prayer—times and numbers of raka‘at

3. (423-32) 28 letters comprise words and expressions and languages.
33=Arabic, 22=Syriac and Hebrew, 5 other letters for the foreigners in the
7 climates. These five letters are the special knowledge of the ‘ulama’ so
they are not discussed

a. (424) The first thing that God imagined and created were the
letters, so by the letters we can have knowledge of all things
potential or actual, real or imagined.

b.  (426) spiritual world bursts open to create the natures, and so
come into being the elements that create the bodies and the bodily
ranks, and simple and compound substances

Cc. (428-32) the 19 names letters by which God opens every stra of
the Qur’an, bismillah al-rahman al-rahim, the people of zahir do
not know its facets (hudad)

- (429) bismillah al-rahman al-rahim is 19 letters;
Muhammad, ‘Ali, Hasan and Husayn are 14 letters; Fatima
is 5 letters, this makes 19

- (430-2) Qur’anic proof texts; praise to God; reiteration that
the rightly guided community is the one with knowledge of
the facets (hudud) of the letters

4. (433) the sage said: the first thing the sons of wisdom must know is these
facets and their stations and what balances them. Then knowledge of the
orphan, who is the imam

a. This orphan indicates the individual, the natiq and the imam, God
chose Muhammad to be the seal of the prophets from among the
twelve orphans

5. (434-6) qala al-'alim: the seventy we mentioned are the 70 men chosen by
Musa, who were 7 of each of ten ranks of the da‘wa. The 9 we mentioned
are the nine families who corrupted the earth and did not do any good.
These 9 are those who corrupt the da‘wa and do no good—taking credit
for work he didn't do, not keeping promises made, etc.
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6.

7.

a.

(435-6) lettrism and numerology of the bismillah and its
constituent parts

(437-8) ta'wil of aspects of prayer: ablution, time, direction, and place of

prayer
a.

b.

Ablution=the covenant; time=the hujja, direction=the imam,
place=the da‘
No prayer is complete without reciting "umm al-kitab" i.e. al-
fatiha/surat al-hamd

- al-Fatiha is 7 ayas and 25 harf, so this is 152 hadd
(438) story about Ja‘far al-Sadiq praying and attesting the
necessity of knowing the facets (hudud) of prayer

(439-461) lettrism of the shahada

a.

(440) there are meanings here that if they are not asked about one
will remain in shadow and mere externality like the Majis, the
Jews, the Christians, and the Muslims
(441) those who seek it will find it according to the words of
Muhammad "I am the city of wisdom and ‘Ali is its gate;" those
who refuse remain in mere externality devoid of [inner] meaning
- (442-3) those from the cycles who refused and remained in
mere externality devoid of meaning
- So it is from imam to imam until the Qa'im. This is God's
precedent from the time of Adam and God's precedent
does not change.
(445-6) hypocrites and liars are companions of Cain; true believers
are companions of Abel. It is they who know the true meaning of

the shahada and attest a pure shahada; otherwise it is a lying
shahada.

(446-61) everything falls into this pattern of 2, 3, 4, 7, and 12 parts
of the shahada, combines to a total of 28 facets

- (447-8) the heavens

- (449) the earth

- (450-1) the human body
- (451) time/the year

- (452) accounting/hisab
- (453) shari‘a and taniil

- (454) ablution

- (455) prayer

- (456) zakah

- (457) Ramadan/fasting
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- (458) hajj
- (459) birth into the corporeal realm and return to the
spiritual realm
- (460) dirham
e. (461) summarizes in the name of the "hakim"

E. (462-509) "On the Mosques of Wisdom"

1.

o

(462-5) on the 2 signs of each prophet: one is an object from their reign
and the other is their asas, e.g. Musa's signs are the staff and Hartin; both
must be acknowledged
a. Muhammad did not conceal his asas as the other nutaqa’
concealed theirs
b. (465) Each prophet leaves behind or makes obscure (gharaba)
what the prior prophet illuminated (sharaqa)
(466-9) analogy of the imam as the intellectual sun that brings the lesser
intellects of humans from potentiality to actuality
a. (467-8) hadith from Muhammad, ‘Isa
b. (469) disconnected letters that seem to encode something from
the Psalms
(470-1) on the giran of the planets
a. (471) various ayas on the day of judgement
(472-7) ta'wil of sacrifice of Ishaq/Isma‘ll
a. (473) aram taken from Heaven was the replacement sacrifice for
Ismael
b. (474-7) ta'wil of death and sacrifice
(478-81) nature of knowledge and the responsibilities of its seekers
(482-85) prophetic cycles, nature of the Qa'im and the resurrection
a. (486-8)ta'wil of Q. 56:10-11; 27:88
b. (489-99) development of the human body and soul; God's creation
of the cosmos
- (494-98) references back to the ta'wil of the shahada in
pars. 447-51

F. (455-8) Chapter on the Resurrection

1.

2.

3.

(500) Planets will return to their houses of exaltation
a. Ta'wil of Q. 81-3 as relating to the da‘wa at the time of the
resurrection
(501) large blank space in all MSS seem to indicate a large swath of
missing text here
a. (501-2) fate of the soul at the resurrection
(503) conclusion of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat
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Chapter 2. A Gap in Time: The Concept of fatra in Isma‘ili Cyclical History
I. Introduction

In 261/865 in Salamiya, Syria, the founder of the Isma‘ili sect ‘Abdallah the Elder
established the headquarters of what would become a worldwide missionary
movement.” He claimed to be the deputy of Muhammad b. Ismail, a seventh-generation
descendant of the prophet Muhammad who was, according to ‘Abdallah the Elder, the
imam and awaited messiah of the Shi‘a who had gone into hiding for fear of persecution.
This period of precautionary exile of the imam was understood as a fatra, or a time in
which God’s prophets or imams are temporarily inaccessible due to death or exile.

It was around the imminent reappearance of Muhammad b. Ismail and the
apocalyptic events his reappearance would usher in that ‘Abdallah the Elder's followers
rallied. This new era would bring about the defeat of the false ‘Abbasid caliphs in
Baghdad, end injustice worldwide, and usher in a new era of religion in which the
ultimate truth was unveiled, rendering religious praxis unnecessary. It was in the name
of Muhammad b. Ismail and this imminent apocalypse that ‘Abdallah the Elder sent
followers to establish missionary bases in the far-flung lands of the Islamic world, far
from the reach of the ‘Abbasid caliph whom they expressly sought to overthrow. In
Rayy, in the rural plains surrounding Kufa, in Yemen, Bahrain, and among the Berber
tribes of North Africa, the Isma‘ili da‘wa found an eager audience. ‘Abdallah the Elder

and his network of da‘is furnished these revolutionary cells with money and weapons;

57 Idris, ‘Uyun al-Akhbar 1V, 366.
52



they awaited only the return of Muhammad b. Ismail to signal an attack on the ‘Abbasid
usurpers.®

In time, ‘Abdallah the Elder himself handed down his position as hujja, or deputy
to the mahdi, to his sons and grandsons. By 286/899, the leadership of the da‘wa was in
the hands of ‘Abdallah the Elder's grandson Abu'l-Shalaghlagh. It was at this time that
Abu'l-Shalaghlagh announced by formal letter to his followers around the Islamic world
that he had named his nephew as successor. However, his followers found this
announcement strangely worded: it occurred to some that this announcement implied
not that Abii'l-Shalaghlagh's nephew would succeed him as deputy to the mahdi, but
that his nephew was the awaited mahdi himself. An emissary was sent to Salamiya to
get to the bottom of this strange turn of events. When this emissary arrived in Salamiya,
he met with the nephew, Abu'l-Shalaghlagh having passed before the emissary's arrival.
The nephew confirmed his suspicions: gone was the mission in the name of Muhammad
b. Ismail; in fact, from the nephew's perspective, Muhammad b. Ismail had only ever
been a code name for himself meant to guard his true identity from their ‘Abbasid
enemies. The emissary returned with this shocking revelation; when the broader Isma‘li
community learned that Muhammad b. Ismail was nothing but a fiction, many dis-
tanced themselves from the man in Salamiya claiming to be the mahdi, instead
continuing to await the reappearance of Muhammad b. Ismail. An irreversible rupture

in the Isma‘lli community was thus created.*

58 Halm, Empire, 47-57.
59 Halm, Empire, 58-60.
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This revelation left many unanswered questions for those who remained loyal to
the man calling himself the mahdi: was this nephew, now known by his regnal name
‘Abdallah al-Mahdji, even a descendant of Muhammad, as the doctrines of Shi‘1 political
belief would require of a leader? Did his appearance mean that the final antinomian era
of history had now come about? And if he was in fact the mahdi whose appearance
heralded the coming of the resurrection and the day of judgement, why did he have a
son and heir?

‘Abdallah al-Mahdi left these questions unanswered for the time; it was up to
those who remained loyal to him to reckon with the implications of these doctrinal shifts
on their own. However, the formal establishment of an Isma‘li state in 9o9 did a lot of
talking for him. For if there was a state, then that state needed a law, not merely
ultimate religious truth without praxis; and certainly the establishment of a state and
the naming of an heir created a sense of stability and continuity incongruous with the
imminent apocalyptic expectations that had characterized the early Isma‘ili mission.

One way by which ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's followers and enemies began to make
sense of this shift was through re-examining the old concept of fatra: while his adver-
saries among the dissident Isma‘ilis who awaited Muhammad b. Ismail claimed that
they were still in an era of fatra, now dramatized as a time of political turmoil in which
leadership of the Isma‘lli community had been usurped by heretics, the Fatimid
missionaries began to write a new version of history, one in which the early days of the
Isma‘lli mission awaiting the reappearance of Muhammad b. Ismail had not, in fact,
been a time of fatra. The Fatimid rulers had always been the rightful imams, guiding

their followers and communicating with the believers, never absent for even the blink of
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an eye. In fact, while fatarat had afflicted prior prophetic cycles, since the birth of
Muhammad there had never been a time without the rightfully-guided imams, and until
the end of days—now pushed far into the unforeseeable future—there would not be a
fatra again. Like the rainbow as a symbol of God's covenant with humankind to never
again flood the Earth, the Fatimid imam was a sign that God's regent would never again
be separated from his community.

I argue in this chapter that this shift in the Fatimid Isma‘ili understanding of
fatra--from a means of reckoning with the absent imam to a problem that had never
happened and would never happen again--represents a creative response to the problem
posed by continuing to understand their early history as a fatra. Specifically, for a
growing political empire, the general acceptance that there could be a time without an
imam, and that one had happened in recent memory, is a threat to the stability of the
succession. It is more expedient to claim, as the author does, that the uniquely exalted
Fatimid rule will continue without interruption in perpetuity. Given that fatra seem to
be a common trope in Isma‘li literature, as I discuss below, creating a version of history
in which times of fatra have not, in fact, taken place recently is a potent solution. To
build this argument, I will begin this chapter by introducing the basic outlines of the
Isma‘li cyclical view of world history in which the concept of fatra plays a crucial yet
under-appreciated role. Then, we will examine two relevant discussions of fatarat--one
pre-Fatimid, the other written in response to the Fatimid rise to power--before diving
into the discussion in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat and exploring the ways the author’s
pro-Fatimid perspective leads him to re-examine and reinvent the Fatimid relationship

with the concept of fatra.
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I1. Isma‘ili Cyclical History: A Brief Introduction

Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus are acknowledged in the Qur’an as
prophets who were sent by God before Muhammad. Usually referred to as rastl,
messenger, or nabi, prophet, their role is primarily that of divine emissary: each prophet
brings a message from God to his community, specific to that community's individual
time and context. Moses, for example, brings the message of God to his people in the
form of the Torah, while Jesus is noted for his use of parables. Muhammad's message,
the Qur’an, is likewise specific to the Arabic-speaking population of the Arabian
peninsula: it regards itself as "an Arabic Qur’an" (Qur’an ‘arabiyy),®® and speaks to the
prohibition of specific cultural practices, such the supplication of local deities.*

The Qur’an also acknowledges a host of other Biblical characters including David,
Solomon, Isaac, Ishmael, Mary, Joseph, Jacob—roughly 25 in all. While some are
accorded the title of prophet/nabi, messenger/rasil, or both, the exact distinction
between these two titles is unclear and has been debated in Qur’anic interpretive
traditions. It is possible to argue that all messengers are prophets, but that not all
prophets are messengers—that messengers are sent specifically as spiritual leaders of a
community, but that prophets are only sent to warn a community. However, such a
distinction is not often upheld in practice, and the Qur’an itself is not totally clear on the

issue.®?

60 Q. 12:2, 20:112, 39:28, etc.
61 Q. 53:19-23.
62 See "rasul," EI2.
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Taking the many stories of prophets and para-prophetical figures in the Qur’an as
its starting point, Isma‘ili doctrine codifies these figures into a complex hierarchy and
creates new terms for the various ranks within this hierarchy. For the Isma‘li, history
occurs in seven successive cycles (adwar) of varying lengths, each led by an individual
prophet, here called neither a nabi nor rasul, but rather a natiq: Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, and finally the Mahdi or the Qa'im®, identified by the early
Isma‘illi movement as Muhammad b. Isma‘il but later revised by the Fatimids, the
messiah whose era marks the beginning of the end of days. The term natiq for "prophet"
is not seen outside of an Isma‘ili context and thus natiq must denote something
particular about the role in an Isma‘ili context. Natiq literally means "enunciator" or
"speaker;" it also carries a valence of "rational." While this meaning is commonly
understood in scholarship to correspond with the natiq's role of speaking a divine law
(shari‘a) into existence for a particular group of people at a particular time, this cannot
entirely be correct, as there is much debate within Isma‘ili religious literature as to
whether Adam had a law at all. The majority opinion within medieval Isma‘li literature

is that Adam was not a law-giving prophet, and the k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat in is in

unambiguous agreement with this position;* however, he is still referred to unanimous-

ly as a natiq. If it is not a law that makes a natiq, then what is it that he "speaks"?

63 His era will unveil the ultimate truths obscured by the relative truth of each of the
former cycles. In k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, the mahdi is also referred to as sahib al-
giyama, or the Lord of the Resurrection, indicating that his era is the beginning of the
end of days, the apocalyptic time mentioned in the Qur’an in which the souls of the
deceased will be resurrected from the grave and, depending on their apprehension of the
ultimate truth, ascend to various levels of the cosmos.

64 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 60, etc.
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One possibility raised in the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat is that the natiq articu-
lates the message (risala) of God, rather than a law;* however, the difference between a
message on the one hand and a law on the other is not well-articulated in this text. It can
be said that each natiq reveals the ultimate divine truths (batin, lit. “inner”) for his
community of believers, made intelligible through a language of relative truths (zahir,
lit. “outer”) particular to his community's needs.®

It is also apparent that each of the natigs following Adam do bring a law that
abrogates what was brought by the natiq of the prior cycle. In the description of the
cycle of Noah, for example, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat states, "[Noah]
abrogated the outer manifestation of the command (amr) that Adam had brought... then
he established his law, clarified its statutes, and propagated its doctrines."®” Likewise,
Abraham is described as abrogating the law of Noah, and Moses the law of Abraham.

While prophets have an unfettered and unparalleled access to the divine, they are
nonetheless mortal human beings whose death will leave their community without
religious guidance. Consequently, the natiq prophet is succeeded by an asas (founder)/
wasl (regent®) who is responsible for interpreting the natiq's revelation and keeping the
community of believers united after the natiq has died. After the death of the asas/wasi,
the leadership of the community of believers falls to a series of six or seven imams, often

descendants of the natiq and/or the asas/wasi.

65 k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, par. 161.

66 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par 126.

67 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 54.

68 The terms asas and wasl are used interchangeably, particularly in k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat, but there seems to be no distinction in their function, only their title.
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When the imams likewise reach the end of their lifespans, the leadership of the
community is taken up by lower ranks of the hierarchy, often not considered to be
descendants of the prophetic line: lawahiq (adjuncts), ajnaha (wings), hujuj (proofs),
and mustawda‘in (trustees). The ranks of hujja, lahiq, and janah seem to be different
terms used idiosyncratically by various authors for the same position, that of the head
missionary of each of the 12 regions of the world®; however, as in k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat, there are cases of an author using both, for example, naqib and hujja, indicat-
ing that for that author they were discrete ranks. It is possible that as the Isma‘ili
doctrine became more developed, these regional differences in terminology morphed
into their own ranks of the hierarchy.

Each natiq also necessarily contends with an adversary (didd) throughout his
prophethood.” As each cycle progresses and leadership trickles down to the lower ranks,
this adversary gains power and the situation for the community of believers becomes
increasingly dire. It is at the nadir of this cycle that a new natiq appears, bringing a new
revelation and initiating a new prophetic cycle. This nadir is often described as a fatra
("interim"), an interruption in the prophetic cycle during which leadership of the
community falls to the lower ranks due to the death of the imam or his concealment and
quiescence during a time of political turmoil. This concept comes from the Qur’an, in
which times between prophets, such as the period between the appearance of Jesus and
the appearance of Muhammad, are described as fatarat. Q. 5:19 in particular states, “O

People of the Book! Our Messenger has come unto you, making things clear to you, after

69 Daftary, The Ismailis, 229.
70 k. sara'ir wa-asrar al-nutaqga’, 87, where it is also said the adversary is always from
the family of the natiq.
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an interval (fatra) in [the series] of messengers, lest you should say, ‘There came to us

%

no bearer of glad tidings, nor any warner.”” The term fatra seems to have found particu-
lar acceptance among the early Isma‘ili, who seem to favor it over the contemporaneous
and similar Shi1 concept of ghayba, or the occultation of the imam ordained by God. The
latter carries a valence of the miraculous and otherworldly not present in fatra.” While
these fatarat are often described as occurring at the end of the prophetic cycle, they can
in fact occur at any time.

Each prophetic cycle contains a set number of characters and tropes and a
predictable series of events: in this way, stories about past prophets become helpful in
contextualizing the present as well as instrumental in predicting the future.

For illustrative purposes, below is the cyclical history presented in part 1 of k. al-

fatarat wa-l-giranat.” In cases where an name has an obvious Biblical parallel, I have

put it in parentheses.

Cycle of Adam:

Natiq: Adam

Asas: Hawa' (Eve™)

6 Imams: Habil (Abel), Qabil (Cain) (eliminated from consideration), Shith (Seth), Yazd
(Jared),

Mahala'll (Mahala'el), Lawi (Levi), Faligh (Peleg)

12 Hujjas/nuqaba’™': 12 angels who prostrated to Adam

Lords of the fatra: Yazd (Jared), Mahala'll (Mahala'el), Law1 (Levi)

71 see ghayba, E12.

72 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 49-70.

73 The attribution of the rank of asas to Eve is extremely unusual; in all other schemes
presented in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, and in most contemporary Isma‘ili literature,
Adam's asas is Seth. In k. al-kashf 'V, she is listed as Adam's hujja. Halm, Kosmologie,
24.

74 The terms hujja and naqib are used interchangeably in the description of the cycle of
Adam, but their number remains the same.
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The one with the sword: Idris (Enoch)
Adversary: Iblis (Satan)

Cycle of Noah:

Natiq: Nuh (Noah)

Asas (later referred to as wasi): Sam (Shem)

6 Imams: Arfakhashad (Arpachshad), ‘Abir (Eber), Faligh (Peleg), Hud, Salih, Lit (Lot)
12 hujjas: Tafirda, Ahwaj, Barkamil, Naqish, Lam, Yardahin, Mahala'il, Mahrah, Alhiya,
Barid, Asruh, Farsa'll

3 Lords of the fatra: Bababil, Tarikh brother of Lut, Samih

The one with the sword: Faligh b. ‘Abir b. Hud b. Niih

Adversary: Ardas, Yaghiith, Ya‘liq, Nasra (Babylonian gods; see Q. 71:23)

Cycle of Abraham:

Natiq: Ibrahim (Abraham)

Asas: Isma‘ll (Ishmael)

Imams: Ishaq (Isaac), Ya‘qub (Jacob), Yusuf (Joseph), Miyamin (Mijamin),”” ‘Umran,
Shu‘ayb

12 Nugaba' (rather than hujja): Bashir, Qatham, Shim‘in (Simon), Dara, Afina, Kadir,
Sajir, Salif, Haril, Mabligh, Ra‘ir, Qidhar

Lords of the fatra: The sons of Ya‘qub (Jacob): Qidar (Kedar), Yahuda (Judah), Law1
(Levi)

The one with the sword: Yusuf (Joseph)

Adversary: Nimrud (Nimrod)

Cycle of Moses:

Natiq: Musa (Moses)

Wasi/Khalifa: Harun (Aaron), followed by Yeshua (Joshua)

6 Imams: Kullab b. Hariin, Fayqun, Daniel, Dawid (David), Sulayman (Solomon),
‘Umran

Hujja’”®: Lugman, Zakariah, Dhu'l Kifl, Dhu'l Qarnayn, Yunis

12 Nugaba': Sama‘b. Dhikr, Samat, Luqya, Ibn Masiq, Karnasil, Raqs, Mahba b. Mithar,
Sasil, Had, Saghar”

3 Lords of the fatra: Zakariah, Yunis (Jonah), Yahya (John)

The one with the sword: Sulayman (Solomon)

Adversary: Fir‘awn (Pharaoh)

75 Ezra 10:25

76 Note that Musa has both hujja and nagib—no further information is given on the
distinction between the two, but it is possible to conclude they may denote two different
functions. In k. al-‘alim wa-Il-ghulam, also attributed dubiously to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-
Yaman, each natiq has 12 naqibs, each imam has 12 hujjas.

77 This is only 10.
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Cycle of Jesus:

Natiq: ‘Isa (Jesus)

Wasi: Shim‘tn al-Safa' (Simon the Pure)

6 imams: Zakariah, Yahya (John), Barqil, "the priest monk," Sirjis (Sergius),
Hazqiyabil™

3 lords of the fatra: Asfiyanawmis, Marqis, Ilya

12 Nuqaba'/hujjas: Betrus (Peter), Yunis (Jonah), Andriya (Andrew), Ya‘qub (Jacob),
Nihiya, Awlis, Sir‘awus, Liuqa (Luke), Sani, Simi‘an, Yahud (Judah), Marqis (Marcus)
The one with the sword: Khabt Nasr

Adversary: "those who distorted his law and were not of his community;" perhaps the
Romans are meant

Cycle of Muhammad

Natiq: Muhammad

Wast: ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib

6 imams: Hasan, Husayn, ‘Ali b. Husayn, Muhammad b. ‘Al1, Ja‘far b. Muhammad,
Isma‘l b. Ja‘far, Muhammad b. Isma‘l

12 hujjas: Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, Salman, Abu Dharr, Miqdad, ‘Abdallah b. Mas‘ud,
Ubayy b. Ka‘b, Zayd b. Thabit, ‘Uthman b. Shayba, Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman?

3 Lords of the fatra: the companions of the cave

The one with the sword: ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi

Adversary: not given; however, it is noted that Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman turned
against Muhammad and his wasi ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib

I have compiled this list to present a number of examples of the characters that
may appear in any given cycle, as opposed to the more abstract description given above.
However, there is no single set of characters for any of the prophetic cycles that is agreed
upon by all sources; rather, each text tends to exhibit variants both in who occupies
what role and which roles in the prophetic hierarchy are accounted for. Halm regards
the inconsistencies within k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat as problematic, but fails to account

for the fact that in most cases the source material—the Hebrew Bible and its commen-

78 This is only 5.
79 This is only 11.
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tary tradition—is itself not consistent with regard to genealogies.® Thus, some variation

is to be expected.

II1. The Ongoing Discussion of fatarat in Isma‘ili Literature

The k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat is noteworthy among Isma‘li texts of its time for
its focus on the interruptions, or fatarat, to this cyclical history. In many other contem-
poraneous texts such as Abu Hatim al-Razi's kitab al-islah, or other texts attributed to
Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman such as kitab al-kashf and kitab sara'ir al-nutaqa’, the
concept an interruption in the prophetic cycle is treated as a topic the reader would
already be familiar with. The term fatra is used without definition or explanation of its
causes and consequences. For example, in k. sara'ir al-nutaga', Ja‘far says simply of the
time of Peleg, an imam of the era of Noah: "Peleg's time was a time of fatra, and so the
affair persisted in concealment until the appearance of Salih."®* al-Sijistani similarly
laconically states in his sullam al-najat, "the appearance of David was at a time of fatra,
when the enemies of that era were conceited because they had suppressed the da‘wa of
Moses."®?

In all instances, there is a noteworthy absence of a definition of the term fatra or
an in-depth explanation of what a period of fatra entails. These passing references to
fatra in contemporaneous Isma‘ili literature seem to evidence that the discussion of
fatra was an ongoing part of Isma‘ili self-understanding regarding cyclical history. Given

that cyclical history was clearly an important aspect of Isma‘ili thought by which they

80 Halm, Kosmologie, 18-37.
81 sara'ir al-nutaqa’, 66.
82 al-Sijistani, sullam al-najat, 72-3.
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understood their history as well as their present circumstances, a scholarly lack of
understanding of fatra, which clearly occupied a prominent place in discussion of
cyclical history, is necessary to fully understand how the Isma‘1li community thought
about their past and themselves.

In this section, we will discuss the evidence of an ongoing discussion of fatra in
Isma‘li literature in several texts: kitab al-‘alim wa-I-ghulam, attributed to Ja‘far b.
Mansur al- Yaman but likely written by his father, Ibn Hawshab; kitab al-kashf,
similarly attributed to Ja‘far but likely written earlier in Yemen; Ja‘far's sara'ir al-
nutaqa' and its update, asrar al- nutaga', and finally Abu Hatim al-Razi's kitab al-islah.
We will also explain the exclusion of the discussion on fatra attributed to Abu Ya‘qub al-
Sijistani in his ithbat al-nubuwwa as well as the suspiciously similar take in Qadi al-
Nu‘man's risala al-mudhhiba.

While these texts will be representative of an ongoing conversation within the
Isma‘ili community on the concept of fatra, this collection of data is not all-encompass-
ing; there are almost certainly more texts that briefly discuss or mention fatarat. As the
scholarly discussion on this topic becomes more robust, more data points in this

conversation may come to light and be noted.

Kitab al-‘alim wa-l-ghulam

While attributed to the same Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman to whom the k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat is also attributed, modern scholarship generally agrees that the k.

al-‘alim wa-l-ghulam predates Ja‘far's flourishing as an author, and is most likely a
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product of the pre-Fatimid Isma‘ili community.® This text therefore sheds light on the
fact that the Isma‘ili community, during its early anticipation of the return of Muham-
mad b. Ismail as mahdi, perceived this era of his absence as a fatra: a time in which the
representative of God on earth has concealed himself from his adversaries, but whose
guidance remains accessible to his community.

The section that most concerns that discussion comes at the end of the text, when
the young protagonist Salih engages in discussion with the religious dignitary Abu
Malik. At this point in the text, Salih has completed his journey of religious seeking and
reached a mastery of understanding that surpasses Abu Malik’s. Abu Malik acts as a foil
to Salih’s perfect apprehension of the religious truths of the early Isma‘li.

Abu Malik asks Salih, "how can we come to know God's intermediaries, or even
one of them, since we can't go back to their time, while in this time of ours there are no
longer any prophets or messengers, as there once were among the communities before
us?" Salih points out that to allege that God had stopped sending prophets and messen-
gers would be a contradiction of God's justice, and as there is no reason that those living
in the current era should be excluded from God's justice, it must be that there are still
messengers and prophets by whom God guides humankind.

Abu Malik, however, is not entirely convinced that God’s messengers are still
present: "That is simply part of God's wise judgement and His accustomed way with

regard to us, just as He acted with regard to those who came before us (33:38) in the

83 Hollenberg, “Interpretation at the End of Days,” 56; Ivanow, Studies, 62; Madelung,
“Imamate,” 70. Morris, The Master and the Disciple, 26, attributes the text to Ja‘far, but
admits it is starkly different in themes and content from his other texts, and stipulates
he would have to have written it in Yemen prior to his father's death.
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time of the intervals [fatarat] (5:19) between one (divine) messenger and the next such
as the interval which existed between the (religious) community of Abraham (2:130,
135) up until the period of Moses and the Torah... (that's why) we (scholars) are acting
according to the (conditions of) this interval, relying upon the surviving traces and
custom (from the time of Muhammad)."* Here, Abu Malik's assertion that they are
living in time of fatra with no prophet or messenger to guide them justifies the authority
of the religious scholars, the same scholars whom Salih condemns as oppressors who
have usurped the rightful place of the descendants of Muhammad, the true prophets and
messengers of the era.

Salih's intervention is one that will eventually become familiar as more of the
ongoing discussion of what constitutes a fatra is unveiled in this chapter: that God did,
in fact, send messengers after Muhammad and Abraham; however, in every age there
are usurpers who claim that, due to the alleged absence of those messengers, the rightful
rule of the community should fall to them. However, these messengers are never truly
absent, as it would be a violation of God’s justice to leave the community without a
messenger to guide them. If it ever outwardly appeared as though there were no
messenger, it was only because the mission was in a period of concealment. Salih states,
"the ‘interval’ only refers to the public manifestation of the (divine) ‘call’ after the
(period of) fear when they were calling (people to God) in secret and clandestinely
(kitman). Because the earth is never without a just witness from God for even a single

blink of the eye, either publicly or openly, or in fear and concealment."®

84 The Master and the Disciple, trans. Morris, 164.
85 The Master and the Disciple, trans. Morris, 165.
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Abu Malik asks Salih to explain the apparent absence of the prophets. Salih
compares it to Moses' fleeing from Pharaoh and asks, "which of God's just witnesses do
you want to reveal himself (publicly) to you and to the people of your time? ... Isita
martyr that God should resurrect for you all after his death? ... Therefore (His just
witness) has followed God's accustomed way regarding His prophets and His messen-
gers in persevering patiently under persecution and in remaining hidden until God
judges between him and us."#

Thus, for Salih, whose viewpoint represents the Isma‘ili beliefs of his day, the
absence of Muhammad b. Ismail from the Isma‘li community is a fatra not because
God’s messenger is unable to guide the community, but because the Isma‘ili mission is
so persecuted that it is for his own safety that Muhammad b. Ismail cannot publicly
appear. However, his concealment does not mean that his salvific guidance of the
community has been cut off, as Abu Malik erroneously believes.

For the author of k. al-‘alim wa-I-ghulam, then, we understand that the fatra is
not the literal absence of a prophet from the community, as that would be a violation of
God's justice. Rather, it is a time of concealment of the prophetic mission to protect to
the messengers of God from those who would both take advantage of their apparent
absence and seek to harm them. The concept of fatra, then, was a useful and productive
way for the early Isma‘illi community to understand the apparent absence of the awaited
mahdi Muhammad b. Ismail not only as a divinely-ordained precautionary measure, but
also as a hardship precedented by other prophets such as Moses.

Kitab al-kashf

86 The Master and the Disciple, trans. Morris, 166.
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Another text dubiously attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman® that also,
however briefly, discusses the concept of fatra is kitab al-kashf. It consists of six epistles
on varying themes that were likely written by different authors.®® Like k. al-‘alim wa-I-
ghulam, it is thought to be a pre- Fatimid work that, if Ja‘far is in fact the author, was
most likely compiled by him while he was living in the Yemen. Following his emigration
to North Africa, he may have revised these epistles in accordance with the nascent
Fatimid doctrine.®

While brief—the discussion of fatra accounts to barely two sentences of text—it
offers a surprisingly rich site of analysis for the pre-/early Fatimid theory of the fatra: in
linking the absence of the natiq and the imams with God's diminishing of the sun at
twilight, the fatra is explained as a natural, God-ordained phenomenon. This idea will
repeat itself in Abu Hatim al- Razi's k. al-islah as well as in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat.
Even so, here it lacks the catastrophic tones that will appear in later literature, where
while the fatra is a normal, predictable event, not unlike a natural disaster, the conse-
quences of it for the da‘wa can be disastrous, as tyrants and usurpers will take the
opportunity to claim power for themselves during this time.

The main discussion around fatra comes in the third epistle, where is mentioned
only once in the context of a ta’wil of siirat al-furqan 45-46. The third epistle primarily
consists of lengthy sections of ta’wil attributed to the anonymous sage (hakim). The
ta’wil of this epistle in general focuses on identifying hidden references in the Qur’an to

the members of the da‘wa hierarchy. For example, the orphan of stirat al-ma‘tn 2 is

87 Halm, Kosmologie, 18; Hollenberg, “Interpretation,” 59; Madelung, “Imamate,” 72.
88 Madelung, "Imamate," 72.
89 Halm, Kosmologie, 169; Madelung, "Imamate," 72-3.
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interpreted as the imam, "because [the imam's] father is absent."* This is followed by a
turgid explanation of the imam's father's absence, the gist of which seems to be that in
order for the current imam to assume the imamate, his father, who was imam before
him, had to appoint him as successor and then "be absent," ghaba.

For the purposes of the discussion of fatra, the relevant passage of ta'wil likewise
focuses on identifying members of the da‘wa hierarchy within surat al-furqan 45 and 46.
I have here translated the passage:

The sage said regarding the words of God the great and mighty {Hast thou not
considered thy Lord, how He spreads out the shade--and had He willed, He could
have made it still--and then We make the sun an indicator of it; then We
withdraw it unto Ourselves, a gentle withdrawal.}: 'By the extended shade, [God]
meant the Commander of the Believers,” PBUH, and by Lord [he meant] the
Follower, the one that guides the extended shade. Its extending is his spreading
his knowledge to the elite among those loyal to him. As for God's words {and had
He willed, He could have made it still}, had God wanted, he could have made
[‘Al1] quiescent until no one knew who he was or what his rank was or what he
knew/taught of the inner sense of things. However, it is necessary for him to
reveal the truth, and had he been/remained silent and not revealed the truth,
then the whole world would have perished and become lost. ...The sage said
regarding the words of God the great and mighty {then We make the sun an
indicator of it; then We withdraw it unto Ourselves, a gentle withdrawal}: 'By the
sun, God meant the natiq of each era SA who is the one who guides the
everlasting silent shade PBUH.? By {We withdraw it unto Ourselves, a gentle
withdrawal}, [God] intended the absence [ghayba] that occurs in every era. [By]
His word {gentle,} He meant the fatra that occurs between one natiq and the
next, SA.%

90 k. al-kashf, ed. Strothmann, 98

o1 {Shade} elsewhere in this passage refers to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, who is never mentioned
by name but only by the title "Commander of the Believers." He is also referred to as
Muhammad's wasi.

92 i.e., the wasi, who is also called the Silent, samit.

03 k. al-kashf, ed. Strothmann, 111-15.
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In this passage, the relationship between natiq and wasi is described as that
between the sun and the shade, mimicking the common refrain in Isma‘li literature that
the natiq is the "speaker" and the wasi is the "silent." One is the corollary and opposite
of the other; there can only be silence the absence of speech, just as there can only be
shade in the absence of sun. Further, in this passage, both the natiq and the wasi seem
to suffer an absence, conveyed as either a fatra or ghayba, with no distinguishing factor
between the two stated. A notion that will become familiar in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat
is that the absence of the natiq as well as the absence of the imam is considered to be a
fatra; here, the absence of the wasi is a ghayba and the absence of the natiq is a fatra, the
latter perhaps drawing on the Qur’anic precedent familiar from k. al-‘alim wa-I-ghulam
that God sent the messengers after a fatra.

This passage also makes clear that the fatra and ghayba are not apart from God's
will; they are both a natural part of the cycle of prophets. This is evidenced both in that
the agent of the fatra and in the connection between the fatra and the setting and rising
of the sun. The agent of causing the shade to retreat is not the sun (i.e. the natiq), but
God, implying that God Godself is responsible for the absence of the natigs and the
imams—it is not by accident nor without God's intention, further reifying the idea that
the fatra is a natural, expected situation. Further, that both the absence of the wasi and
the natiq are correlated with the setting of the sun, itself a cyclical phenomenon, implies
that the fatra is a normal, expected aspect of cyclical existence. This passage lacks the
catastrophic overtones of k. al-‘alim wa-I-ghulam and other fatra discourse, wherein the

fatra is described a a time of great difficulty for the community.
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While brief, the description of fatra from k. al-kashf is informative of the
conception of the fatra as a natural, God-ordained phenomenon. This idea will be
echoed in other Isma‘1l texts that discuss the fatra, such as al-Razi's al-islah and

particularly k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat.

Ja‘far's sara'ir al-nutaqa' and asrar al-nutaqa’

The two related works sara'ir al-nutaqga’ and asrar al-nutaqa’, considered to be
an Isma‘li version of the qisas al-anbiya' genre,* are both attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur
al-Yaman. Ivanow theorized that the second and later text, the asrar, was a continuation
of the first, composed by Ja‘far later in his life as an update to and expansion of the
sara'ir, and that it was completed around 380/990.% Hollenberg later argued that, in
light of newly-available evidence that Ja‘far was indeed the son and not the grandson of
Ibn Hawshab, there was no way he could have lived to complete the asrar in 380/990—
he would have died decades earlier. Hollenberg presents evidence that both sara'ir and
the asrar were likely composed during the reign of al-Mu‘izz; he also asserts that the
most likely composition history is that Ja‘far composed the sara'ir, and that the asrar
were completed by another party after his death.*® Hollenberg maintains the view, per
Ivanow and the traditional Isma‘ili view, that the later asrar represents an update of the
sara'ir;”” however, there is no speculation on why the work would require updating and

expansion, as other works in Ja‘far's corpus did not received the same treatment.

94 Hollenberg, “Interpretation,” 2, 78, etc.
95 Ivanow, Traditions, 18.

96 Hollenberg, “Interpretation,” 63-4.

97 Hollenberg, “Interpretation,” 66.
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Because they are more likely to be authentic texts of Ja‘far's than k. al-kashf and k. al-
‘alim wa-l-ghulam, the asrar and sara'ir can offer insights into the emerging Fatimid
Isma‘li, as opposed to pre-Fatimid Isma‘lli, conception of the fatra. In these texts,
periods of fatra are theorized through stories of the prophets, rather than defined
outright. Periods of fatra from previous prophetic cycles offer a hiero-historical parables
for how the present community ought to handle such lacks of central leadership in their
own era.’”® However, as in k. al-kashf and k. al-‘alim wa-I-ghulam, nowhere is fatra
actually defined or conceptualized—it continues to be invoked as a concept the readers
would have familiarity with. Further, the concept of a fatra as a natural phenomenon in
cyclical history is repeated, as is the conception of the fatra as a time of strife and
political weakness for the ahl al-haqq. Further, the notion that a fatra is a time of
concealment of the imam in which he is alive but not outwardly present for the commu-
nity is reinforced through a number of stories.

As in the previously-discussed texts, there are a number of passing references to
fatarat in sara'ir and asrar, such as the brief assertion that Idris was the sahib of the
second fatra according to the Torah,* and the equally terse note that Peleg's time was
one of fatra that persisted until the appearance of Salih.**® Notably, all of these accounts
reinforce the narrative that a fatra is a time of concealment of the imam and of the
Isma‘li mission generally during a time of their persecution, as was demonstrated most
vehemently in k. al-‘alim wa-l-ghulam. For example, when discussing the time of

‘Adnan, an imam of the cycle of Musa, Ja‘far states, "his time (‘asruhu) was a time of

98 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 116-25.
99 sara’ir wa-asrar, ed. Ghalib, 54.
100 sara’ir wa-asrar, ed. Ghalib, 66.
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fatra, he concealed his affair and disguised himself and departed from where he had
settled for the Levant (al-sham) emigrating out of fear, just as the Messenger of God
Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah emigrated from his settled place and the place of his birth to
his dar hijra."**

However, the most substantial and informative discussion of a time of fatra
comes in the recounting and interpretation of the story of Tamar and Judah from
Genesis. Tamar, Judah's daughter-in-law, seeks to marry Judah's youngest son follow-
ing the death of her husband who left her childless, in accordance with Israelite law.
However, when Judah denies her this right even after she takes him to court, Tamar
conceals herself in the guise of a sex worker and, after extracting payment in the form of
Judah's identifying staff and ring, is impregnated by him. After her pregnancy begins to
show, she reveals to the community that Judah had not only denied her her right to
marry his younger son, but also that Judah was of low moral standing insofar as he
patronized a sex worker—an act not permitted in the Isma‘ili legal school. Her scheme
works to overthrow Judah and break his unjust rule over the community; the children
she bore became the forebears of David, Solomon, and Jesus.

In Ja‘far's interpretation of this story, Tamar plays the role of the true Isma‘ili
believer who operates undercover to overthrow the unjust rule of those who have taken
over leadership of the community during a time of fatra. Judah, Tamar's father-in-law,
is identified as a judge appointed by the Pharaoh of the time, a stand-in for the role of

the usurper during the time of fatra. The situation during the era of Tamar and Judah is

101 sara'ir wa-asrar, ed. Ghalib, 77
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likened to that of the Isma‘ili community following the concealment of Muhammad b.
Isma‘l.?

Hollenberg has already thoroughly analyzed the story of Tamar and Judah and
identified that Judah is meant to represent the legalistic attitudes of the Imami scholars
at the time who ruled in the absence of the true and rightly-guided imams; Tamar's
covert rebellion against Judah, and thus against those who claim to rule in the absence
of the rightly-guided imam who bear no connection to him, is meant to exemplify the
correct behavior of the Isma‘illi community during such a time of fatra. The language
used to describe Tamar's scheme makes use of terminology familiar from the above
description of the imams whose eras are fatarat: conceal, hide, disguise, etc. Thus,
Ja‘far's account of Tamar during a time of fatra is instructive to the community of how
they ought to behave and operate during such a similar time—operate in concealment to
bring down those who usurp power during the fatra until the mission can be revealed

again.'*

Abu Hatim al-Razi's kitab al-islah

Abu Hatim al-Razi's (d. 322/934-5) doctrine of the fatra appears in his most well-
known work, k. al-islah. Madelung'** and Halm's'5 theory that the members of the so-
called "Persian school" of Isma‘ili philosophy—comprising al-Nasafi, al-Razi, and al-

Sijistani—did not pledge allegiance to the Fatimid imam and instead remained loyal to

102 sara’ir wa-asrar, ed. Ghalib, 150-2.
103 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 116-25.
104 Madelung, "Imamate," 118-130.

105 Halm, Empire of the Mahdi, 288-97.
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Muhammad b. Ismail has been widely accepted. Therefore, al-Razi's discussion and
theorization of times of fatra may represent an anti-Fatimid Isma‘li viewpoint against
which to compare both k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat and the pre-Fatimid k. al-‘alim wa-I-
ghulam discussed in the prior section. al-Razi's theory of the fatra, I argue, seem to
indicate that, in partial agreement with Halm and Madelung, al-Razi saw the Fatimids
as usurpers who had taken advantage of the weakness of the da‘wa during the absence
of Muhammad b. Isma‘il. However, ultimately his conception of the fatra seems less
concerned with Fatimid hegemony and more oriented towards carving out a path to
power for those not directly descended from Muhammad like himself.

al-Razi wrote k. al-islah as a refutation of his intellectual predecessor al-Nasafi's
summa, k. al-mahsul. In many cases, al-Razi presents a quotation from al Nasafi's work
and then discusses at length why al-Nasafi was incorrect. The concept of fatra is no
exception; al-Razi's description of fatra comes primarily through his discussion of
stories of the prophets, where he insists, contra al-Nasafi, that certain figures from the
prophetic cycles of history were not imams or prophets, but rather were the lower ranks
of lawahiq or mustawda‘in during a period of fatra. It is only at the very end of the work
that we get the briefest, barest definition of what a fatra actually is, though al-Razi has
alluded to it frequently throughout al-Islah: a period in which the imam is absent
(ghaybat al-imam) or a time in which there is no imam (la yakun fi dhalika-1-‘asr
mutimm). He leaves open for interpretation the circumstances that would result in the
imam's absence, but discusses at length the details of what happens during that absence.

al-Razi's motivation for this correction—that figures such as Zakariah, Shu‘ayb,

and Lut were not imams or prophets but rather lawahiq and mustawda‘in—is not
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immediately apparent, and our approach to deciphering it will have to be two-pronged.
First, we will look at the immediate consequences of adding more fatarat to the prophet-
ic cycle. Second, we will investigate the ranks of 1ahiq and mustawda‘ as they operate for
al-Razi.

The most immediate and obvious consequences of al-Razi's revision is that in
lowering the rank of Shu‘ayb, Zakariah, and other figures from imam to lahiq, he has
made the end of each prophetic cycle a period of fatra. He states to this end, "no
[prophetic cycle] ends without a fatra." Thus at the end of a prophetic cycle, the last
imam is not present to hand off the prophetic affair to the natiq of the next cycle; rather,
the prophetic affair is in the hands of the lahiq. This lahiq is the one responsible for
identifying the next natiq and protecting the community of believers from corruption
during the fatra. While the full scope of al-Nasafi's prophetic scheme is not present, we
can deduce from al-Razi's refutation that he primarily challenges al-Nasafi's belief that
the cycle proceeds seamlessly from the final imam of one cycle to the natiq of the next.
While it may seem rather abstract, this intervention has implications for how the two
thinkers viewed the status of the da‘wa during their own time. According to Madelung,
al-Nasafi held that the mahdi, like Adam, would bring no law but rather worship God
through knowledge alone without works; if the era of the mahdi has arrived, then, so too
has the time of knowledge (‘ilm) without works (‘aml). And al-Razi does quote al-Nasafi
as saying that the seventh natiq is absent but will return—this, as Madelung points out,
has alarming antinomian implications. al-Razi engaged the concept of the fatra in order
to avoid the conclusion that the seventh cycle of knowledge without works had indeed

begun with the appearance of Muhammad b. Isma‘il. While al-Nasafi held that the
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seventh era had begun in spite of the fact that Muhammad b. Isma‘ll was absent but
would return, for al-Razi Muhammad b. Isma‘il's absence indicates that the current era
is one of fatra prior to the beginning of the seventh cycle.

However, the full scope of al-Razi's intervention is more subtle than Madelung
conveys, and with more implications for the state of the da‘wa during al-Razi's own
time. This subtlety lies in al-Raz1's description of these periods of fatra and the actions of
the da‘wa hierarchy during those times, which brings us to the second prong of our
investigation—that of the meaning of lahiq and mustawda‘ for al-Razi.

According to al-Razi, the fatra preceding the appearance of the next natiq is often a
period of instability and decline in which the enemies of the da‘wa are victorious. This is
particularly evident in the cases of Shu‘ayb, Lut, and Jirjis—the mustawda‘in prior to the
appearances of Musa, Ibrahim, and Muhammad, respectively.'*®

Shu‘ayb, whom al-Razi identifies as a mustawda’, was the trustee of the imam
during the era of Ibrahim prior to the appearance of Muisa. During this fatra, one of the
lawahiq Fir‘awn tried to seize the position of the fourth natiq for himself. Shu‘ayb
collected the members of the da‘wa and withdrew from Fir‘awn to the Midyan, where he
awaited the appearance of Miisa. At the time of Miisa's appearance, he handed over the
affair to him and informed him he was the next natiq.”” Likewise, Lut was the
mustawda’‘ at the end of the era of Nuh; his community was corrupt and he was the sole

believer. When Ibrahim appeared, Lut swore allegiance to him and handed over the

106 While al-Razi appends Zakariah to this group, it is clear from other sections of the
work that Zakariah is a lahiq, not a mustawda‘—perhaps what he means to imply is
that, as stated above, the end of a cycle is always a period in which the imam is absent.
107 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 312-3.
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da‘wa affair to him."*® The fatra prior to the appearance of Muhammad, according to al-
Razi, was particularly long, and thus the prophetic affair was at the utmost limit of
weakness and many parties were trying to claim the title of the sixth natiq for them-
selves. Jirjis was the acting mustawda‘ during this time, who recognized Muhammad as
the sixth natiq and handed off the affair to him.**®

While al-Razi himself does not fully elaborate on the specific differences between
these positions, we might be able to draw a few conclusions from the above account. As
Nomoto notes, it seems that the position of 1ahiq is more powerful and higher-ranking
than that of mustawda’, the latter being more of an emergency position.”® We see this
hierarchical difference demonstrated in the fact that lawahiq are specifically appointed
by the imam or the natiq, whereas the position of mustawda' seems to only be imple-
mented as a stopgap measure in situations where the lawahiq are corrupt, exhausted, or
unavailable. Zakariah, for example, is a lahiq who hands off the prophetic affair to Jesus
with a minimum of drama; but in some cases, al-Razi mentions, a lahiq may be unwill-
ing to cede their power to their successor, such was the case with Fir'awn of Ibrahim,
Yahud (Judas), and the unnamed individual who occupied the throne of Solomon. There
are dire consequences for the da‘wa when the lawahiq become corrupt and cling to
power, forcing the matter into the hands of the mustawda‘in. According to al-Razi, "only
a few of the da‘wa community are saved during the fatra. The hypocrites are victorious
due to the weakness of the trustees' authority in the absence of the imams; however, if

the lahiq around whom the da‘wa turns is steadfast, then the friends of God are victori-

108 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 323.
109 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 327.
110 Nomoto, “Early Isma‘ili Thought,” 147.
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ous."™ For al-Razi, the peaceful transfer of power from imam to lahiq, and from lahiq
back to natiq was essential to the strength of the da‘wa. If the situation degraded such
that the da‘wa was in the hands of the mustawda‘in, then the enemies of the community
would gain power. It is essential, then, that the da‘wa follow the lawahiq during the
fatra, and that the lawahiq are prepared to cede that authority when the time is right.
When we examine al-Razi's description of the rank of 1ahiq, the motivation for
introducing the doctrine of the fatra, during which the lawahiq are in charge, becomes
more evident. For al-Razi, the lawahiq have substantially more power than for al-Nasafi.
While al-Nasafi acknowledged the rank of lahiq, it is al-Razi who aggrandized it: for al-
Razl, the lawahiq are appointed by either the natiq or the imam, they are not members
of the prophetic bloodline; in the interest of fairness, these ranks are open to the rest of
humankind. Further, lawahiq may compose books of wisdom that are not divine law per
se, but which the members of the da‘wa nevertheless turn to with authority. And it is the
lawahiq who are responsible for leading the community during the fatra and who
recognize the next imam or natiq. Consequently, if there is no fatra, or even fewer
fatarat, there is no time or fewer times in which the lahiq and thus the da‘wa members
not descended from Muhammad are in unchallenged control of the da‘wa. A period of
fatra is the only path to real power for those not part of the Muhammadean bloodline.
As has been proposed by multiple scholars, al-Razi likely considered himself to be one of

the lawahiq to whom rulership of the da‘wa rightly belonged;** the Fatimids, on the

111 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 326.
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other hand, represented a now-familiar trope of usurpers taking advantage of the
weakness of the da‘wa.

al-Razi elaborated the doctrine of fatra not only to delay the "antinomian" era of
the mahdi, but also—perhaps more immediately importantly—to put the power of ruling
the Isma‘ili da‘wa squarely in his own hands. The available details of al-Razi's life that
might substantiate this hypothesis are scanty—it is known that he was a successful da‘
in the area of Khurasan, that he was eventually run out of town and put to death after an
unsuccessful prediction of the Mahdi's arrival, and that he won the favor of various
amirs in the region who, as Halm states, "were taking advantage of the general anarchy
to put together principalities for themselves;" that is, who were not appointed by the
‘Abbasids but rather taking over their territory with the help of private armies."® Anti-
establishment sentiment, then, either as matter of convenience or principle, seems to
have been a key aspect of al-Razi's work. This enabled him to encode an anti-establish-
ment (if not expressly anti-Fatimid) sentiment in the cycles of prophetic history: just as
every era before has ended during a time of weakness and strife with no imam present
and a tyrant on the throne, so too will al-Razi's era. But, he says, if the community
follows the lawahiq in the absence of the imam, the da‘wa will be strong enough to

overcome the usurpers.

Two Red Herrings: Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani’s Ithbat al-nubuwwa and al-Qadi al-
Nu‘man’s Risala al-mudhhiba

113 Halm, Empire, 289.
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While al-Razi provided us insight into how the concept of fatra was leveraged as
anti-Fatimid propaganda, in the work of his contemporary Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani we
hope to find some insight into how that renowned philosopher of the Persian school
responded to al-Razi in a way that reflected his own late-in-life Fatimid allegiance. We
might also turn to al-Qadi al-Nu‘man's r. al-mudhhiba, possibly written contemporane-
ously with k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, for how a contemporary within the Fatimid
sphere approached the same topic. However, we would be disappointed. Both of these
works can ultimately be traced back to none other than k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat as
their source material. Indeed, the work on fatra attributed to al-Sijistani and al-Qadi al-
Nu‘man is only the result of poor manuscript editing, leaving us in the dark with respect
to their positions on this issue.

In his 2005 dissertation “The Formation on an Islamic Sect: The Tayyib1 Isma‘ilis
in Medieval Yemen,” Samer Traboulsi briefly explores the development of the concept of
fatra in terms of its significance for the period following the disappearance of the infant
al-Tayyib. He references the expected sources: al-Razi, al-Sijistani, al-Qad1 al-Nu‘man,
and Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman. With regard to al-Qadi al-Nu‘man's position in r. al-
muddhiba, he notes: "Interestingly, most of the section on the Nu‘man's work is found
verbatim in Sijistani's Ithbat al-nubii'at. Despite Walker's assumption that Nu‘man did
not influence Sijistani, it remains difficult at present to determine who was quoting from
whom since both authors were contemporaries.""* They were, however, both quoting k.

al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat.

114 Traboulsi, “Formation,” 113.
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‘Arif Tamir edited both the 1966 edition of al-Sijistani's Ithbat and two editions of
al-Qadi al-Nu‘man's r. al-mudhhiba, one in 1956 as part of the collection Khams rasa'il
Ismailiyya, in which he states the author is al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, and a second standalone
edition in 1988, wherein he made substantial revisions on the basis of a new manuscript
and redacted the authorship of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, replacing it with the wazir Ya‘qub b.
Killis (d. /991). Daniel De Smet outlines a number of differences between these two
editions of the r. al-muddhiba in his article "The Risala al-Mudhhiba Attributed to al-
Qadi al-Nu‘man;" the chief relevant difference here is that the 1956 edition consists of
three fusul while the 1988 edition has four fusil, and it is only in this fourth fasl that we
find the discussion on fatra. De Smet identifies this fourth fasl as a compilation of
excerpts from other works all previously edited by Tamir—the section on fatra comes
from Risala al-usul wa-I-ahkam by Abu-1-Ma‘ali b. ‘Imran (d. /1103-4). If we thought
this offered a shred of hope, we would be disappointed: the r. al-usul wa-l-ahkam is, De
Smet notes, "comprised of long excerpts from Kitab al-Fatarat attributed to Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman which was probably written in the entourage of al-Mu‘izz.""5 al-Qadi
al-Nu‘man's theory of fatra is nothing more than an excerpt from k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat."®

While De Smet raises the possibility that Tamir forged the fourth fasl, he notes that

Tamir had no motivation, doctrinal or otherwise, to do so."” He concludes instead with

115 De Smet, "The Risala al-Mudhhiba Attributed to al-Qadi al-Nu‘man," in Fortresses
of the Intellect, 334.
116 While the fact of a work consisting primarily of excerpts from k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat dating from the rule of al-Mustansir or al-Musta‘li is nevertheless interesting
and an attestation to the ongoing importance of the work, an analysis of the
commonalities between these two works is beyond the scope of this current study.
117 De Smet, "Risala al-mudhhiba," 314.
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some takeaways that could just as easily speak to the manuscript tradition of k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat:
All this serves to illustrate what we have known previously: that Ismaili works in
general, and those transmitted by the Syrian Nizaris particular, have undergone
substantial modification over the centuries, made worse at times by corruption
due to the vagaries of manuscript transmission. Modern editions of them are
often less reliable than the manuscripts themselves: the inadvertent actions of
editors, their lack of philological rigour, numerous misreadings and
typographical errors all have contributed to the dissemination of phantom texts
on which scholars, lacking access to the manuscripts, have built their learned
theories.”®
De Smet here is taking a not-so-subtle potshot at the long-held theory of Neoplatonism
originating in the Persian school, but his observation that scholars base their theories on
poorly-edited texts is relevant for our discussion of al-Sijistani. Indeed, we can see from
Traboulsi's dissertation that he took for granted that al-Sijistani wrote about the fatra in
a way that bore on the development of al-Mu'‘izz's reforms,"® and many other scholars
have likewise read the apparent contradictions in al-Sijistani's writing on the fatra as an
indication of his shifting allegiance to the Fatimid imams. Unfortunately, it is my
position that they are attributing this theory erroneously to al-Sijistani, when in fact it is
almost certainly an excerpt from k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, much like the r. al-muddhi-
ba.
As noted above, Tamir is also responsible for the 1966 edition of al-Sijistani's
Ithbat al-Nubuwwa. The Ithbat consists of seven maqalat according to its table of

contents; however, most of the sixth maqala and the entirety of the seventh are lost to

time. Tamir based his edition on two manuscripts, one from the Hamdani collection and

118 De Smet, "Risala al-muddhiba," 315.
119 Traboulsi, “Formation,” 112-113.
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another from one sayyid al-Hakim Lugman in Uganda that is no longer available and
that Tamir himself dismissed as unreliable. It is therefore quite interesting that the
Lugman manuscript is his only source for the eleventh and twelfth fasls from the sixth
maqala—the very same fasls that discuss the fatra. In fact, while the Hamdani man-
uscript is missing the eleventh and twelfth fasls, it seems they are the only fasls from the
sixth maqala in the Lugman manuscript! Tamir states that we must consider the
possibility that a scribe added these two fasls himself, particularly because the other
manuscripts in India are missing the sixth and seventh maqalat entirely.**°

In their 2016 edition of Ithbat al-nubuwwa, Walker and Madelung likewise assert
that "what survives of the sixth [maqala] represents only a few quotations of it that may
have been culled from works by other authors."*** Their edition, intended to be more
reliable than Tamir's, is based on the same Hamdani manuscript available to Tamir and
a copy from the Fyzee collection in Bombay—one of those manuscripts from India that
Tamir alluded to that is missing the sixth and seventh maqalat entirely. Rather than
presenting a sixth maqala at all, Walker and Madelung have instead a number of
"extracted fusul"—conspicuously absent is the bulk of al-Sijistani's discussion on the
fatra, though a sentence or two remains. This does not exclude the possibility, per the
above statement, that these brief statements are culled from other authors.

Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistan1 and Ja‘far b. Mansur were near-contemporaries—it is
impossible to verify with complete certainty that what exists of al-Sijistani's doctrine on

the fatra was quoted from the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat and not the other way around.

120 al-Sijistani, Ithbat, ed. Tamir, xx.
121 al-Sijistani, Ithbat, ed. Madelung and Walker, x
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However, considering how often the section on fatra from k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat
was quoted in later works, particularly in the Tayyibi era," and in view of the fact that
the same excerpt has already been erroneously attributed once, and the repeated doubt
of editors that these sections are authentic, I feel confident asserting that whatever al-
Sijistani wrote on the fatra no longer exists, and what scholars have previously asserted
was his view, is in fact the view of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman. There is scarcely any
wonder that Traboulsi found such striking similarities between al-Qadi al-Nu‘man's

discussion in r. al-muddhiba and al-Sijistani's in Ithbat—they are, in fact, the same text.

II1. The Discussion of fatarat in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat

In stark contrast to these other works of Isma‘ili literature, the k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat dedicates a great deal of time to explaining the etymology, causes, and conse-
quences of fatarat; not only is fatra a prominent part of the title of the text, an entire
chapter is dedicated to the matter. Titled "The Chapter on the Occurrence of the Fatarat
During the Cycles," the chapter opens with the author seemingly acknowledging that
other works of the time discuss these interruptions without adequately explaining their
causes and consequences, and thus sets out to correct the doubt that has "afflicted the
intellects of some people."*? It seems that the community was aware that such a thing as

a fatra could happen, had happened in the past, and in fact would inevitably happen as

122 The discussion of fatra in r. al-wahida fi tathbit arkan al-‘agida, attributed to the
eighth Tayyib1 da‘T mutlaq al-Husayn b. ‘Al1 b. al-Walid (d. 667/1268—9), draws
extensively on k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, according to the Fihrist of al-Majdu’, 150.
Virtually all known later quotations from k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat are from the
chapter on fatarat, especially the line in par. 208 that states “the imamate cannot be
absent from the earth for even the blink of an eye.”
123 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 203.
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a consequence of it being a natural fact of cyclical history, but was not clear on what this
interruption entailed or why it happened. Considering the laconic way in which fatra
was discussed in other texts, this "affliction of doubt" is not surprising.

The author undertakes to explain not only the etymology of the term “fatra,” but
also five different reasons that a fatra might occur, ranging from the mundane to the
metaphysically complex. These explanations often contradict each other and seem to
represent a wide range of opinions on fatarat drawn from other similar discussions in
da‘wa literature, some known and extant and others that may yet be discovered. In this
section, I argue that these various contradictory accounts of fatarat are not a problem to
be solved, but rather an indication the that the author was not concerned with present-
ing a unified theory of why fatarat occur. Rather, his priority was in crafting a collection
of various opinions meant to demonstrate that the current era, that of Muhammad and
the Fatimid imams, is the pinnacle of a prophetic lineage that has been trending upward
since the beginning of time. In this way, the concept of fatra, which had in the pre-
Fatimid era been used to explain the awaited mahdi’s absence, is here presented as an
obsolete concept no longer applicable to the Fatimid era, which is no longer one of

imminent apocalypse, but rather one of unending stability and continuity.

Fatra: absence or quiescence?

A major question for the Isma‘illi community seems to have been whether the
fatra required the physical absence of the imam, or merely his quiescence. In kitab al-
‘alim wa-I-ghulam, discussed above, we saw that the argument between Salih and Abu

Malik pivoted between Abu Malik’s belief that God had left humankind without a
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representative and Salih’s argument that following each prophet there was a line of
imams who guided the community—if it appeared that there was not such a representa-
tive, it was only because he was hiding out of fear for his life. That the Isma‘1li viewpoint
represented by Salih needed to be clarified may indicate that this view of fatra was not
unanimously decided on at the time the text was written.

These two viewpoints—that the imam is absent and that the imam is quiescent—
seem to both be in play in k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat, likewise demonstrating that this
may at one point have been an open question for the Isma‘ili community, particularly
during the period of awaiting Muhammad b. Ismail. The author begins, for example, by
presenting the necessity of the fatra as being the result of the inability of the lifespan of
the seven imams of any given prophetic cycle to account for the 1,500 years that that

cycle may take to complete:

If [a thinking person] were to consider the number of imams that occur between
each natiq and the next in the amount of time between each cycle, they would
find the amount of time is lengthy, longer than what the number of imams
permits... since the amount of time between each cycle can be 1,500 years. If [this
length of time] is divided among seven individuals, [at least] one of them must
reach the age of 100 or even more, and this is outside the lifespan of a human
being.'

Because the cycle cannot be shortened, nor can the number of imams in a cycle be
increased, it can only be that there is a time in which no imam is physically present.
Similarly, the fatra as absence rather than quiescence that occurs between the

imams is likened to the fact that the natigs themselves likewise did not appear in

continuous succession:

124 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 203-4.
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As for the cause for [the fatra] occurring, it is on account of the particular
resembling the universal—the universal being the natiqs, who did not come in
uninterrupted, continuous succession. Occasionally the time that we mentioned
occurs between the appearance of one of them and the next—them being the
natigs. The imams being their particulars, it is necessary that this likeness occurs
among them, which is the cutting off of the imamate from the world for a period
of time, like the cutting off of the natiqate for a time. However, the cutting off of
the imamate is shorter and less significant than the cutting off of the natiqate.'*

The natigs, as mentioned in the preceding discussion on Isma‘ili cyclical history,
do not appear continuously one right after another. Rather, following each natiq, there
is an elaborate hierarchy of his descendants and their appointed aids who lead the
community following his inevitable death. That the time between natiqgs is also consid-
ered a fatra is mentioned in the ps-Ja‘far k. al-kashf, where the setting sun is likened to
the time between one natiq and the next.**

The imams as the particulars of the natigs participate in their responsibilities:
they "command the good and prohibit the evil," they act as the conduit of divine support
for the community. However, as particulars of the natigs, it is also necessary that their
appearance be interrupted, albeit for a shorter amount of time—rather than the
millennia between natiqs, the imamate is cut off on the scale of decades or centuries.
The fatra between the last imam of the era of Jesus and the appearance of Muhammad,
for example, was considered among the longest such periods at over 600 years. The
author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat mentions similarly the long fatra that occurred

before the appearance of Zakariah prior to the coming of Jesus: "[Zakariah] had been

125 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat, par. 205.
126 k. al-kashf, ed. Strothmann, 115.
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established in the rank of the imamate following the long fatra and the cutting off of the
imamate from the world for an extended period of time."**

On the other hand, the concept of the fatra as the quiescence of the imam is
likewise emphasized throughout this chapter. In one of the most quoted lines from k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat, the author states, "the imamate cannot be cut off from the world
for even the blink of an eye, because it is the proof [of God] for creation; rather, he does
not command the good nor prohibit the evil."**® Rather than the imam's physical
absence from the world, the fatra is here conceived of as his quiescence: the phrase
command the good and prohibit the evil is commonly used in Islam broadly as byword
for the legislative duties of the imam—his responsibility is to guide the community by
informing them of what has been made licit and illicit by God. In not performing this
most basic aspect of his duty, his "cutting-off" becomes not a literal absence, but the
absence of his guidance for the community. While he is still physically present, he is in
isolation (infirad) and unable to act as a conduit for the divine support: "God ordained
the cutting off of the imamate by the isolation of the imam from the world and his
silence, so the [divine] support (ta’yid) ceased flowing from him to [the community]."**

The author of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat does not conclusively state his own
belief as to whether a fatra means that the imam is absent or merely quiescent; in either
case, the effect for the community is the same, as they are unable to access the salvific
divine support that the imam provides. His presentation of both viewpoints may

indicate that, perhaps at an early stage of Isma‘1li development, the question of absence

127 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, par. 211.
128 k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, par. 208.
129 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 205.
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or quiescence was an open debate. Even if it were resolved in favor of quiescence by the
time the text of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat was codified as we have it presently, it would
have ultimately been a moot point; for as will be discussed further in this section, the
author seeks to render the concept of fatra obsolete under the uniquely-blessed era of
Fatimid rule. However, the author first raises the stakes of a time of fatra for his
audience, making clear the unprecedented salvific benefit offered by the end of fatarat at
the hands of the Fatimid rulers.

Elevation of the rank of imam

The section on fatra also serves to aggrandize the rank of imam: not only in the
sense that the imams are the particulars of the natigs as mentioned in the previous
section, but also in the sense that imams can actually rise to the rank of natiq. Further,
the ranks of natiq, wasi, and imam are the only holders of the divine inspiration (ta'yid);
if the imam is cut off from the world during a time of fatra, the community no longer has
access to the ta'yid. Thus, the importance of the imam--and the consequence of his
absence during a period of fatra--is reified through the exclusiveness of his powers to
the upper ranks. During a time of fatra, his absence will have much worse outcomes for
the community of believers than if he could share the ta'yid with the lower ranks.

In the prior section on fatra as absence versus fatra as quiescence, we discussed
the author's assertion that the imams are the particular of the natiqs—that they resem-
ble them in every way, including their interrupted and non-continuous succession. This
idea of the imam as the lesser natiq is further elaborated in the author's statement that it
is possible for the imam to be elevated to the rank of natiq, a kind of hierarchical

mobility not permitted to the lower ranks. The author states explicitly that, "the
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imamate is found at times to ascend in greatness and reach the rank of the natigate at
the seventh degree."*° The idea that the imam of one cycle may become the natiq of the
next cycle is echoed elsewhere in Isma‘li literature, most notably in k. al-kashf.”"
However, it seems to be more of a theoretical possibility for the author of k. al-fatarat
wa-l-qiranat, as nowhere in the various prophetic cycles given does there actually seem
to be a case of the seventh imam of one cycle corresponding to the natiq of the next
cycle. The only instance where this could be said to be the case is that of Muhammad b.
Ismail; however, given the modifications made to the prophetic schema by the Fatimid
imams, Muhammad b. Ismail is no longer the seventh and last imam of the cycle of
Muhammad. This will be discussed in greater detail in the next section.

However, if we accept this as merely a theoretical possibility, then we see that
according to the author, this upward mobility is limited to the imam. While the lower
ranks such as the lawahiq are able to preserve the imamate in a kind of freeze state
during a time of fatra, this role as preserver does not permit them to move upward in the
hierarchy to the upper ranks, nor to access the powers that are unique to the imam. In
response to the hypothetical question raised by the author of how the imamate can
reappear in the world after an absence lasting several hundred years or more, the
following answer is given:

In the same way that the transmission of the natiqate from the natiq from the
existence of the imam and his reaching the rank of the nttiqate from the rank of
the imamate is not forbidden, similarly the transmission of the imamate to the

130 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 210.

131 Halm, in Kosmologie, alleges that this is stated repeatedly in k. al-kashf, in risalas 1,
3, and 5; however, I myself could not find it in the passages he cited from kashf, nor was
it apparent from the prophetic schemas he gave from kashf in Kosmologie.

o1



imam by way of one of the preserver lawahiq in the islands is possible and not

forbidden.

While this account is designed to explain how the imamate reappears after a long
absence in the same way that the natiq can reappear after a long absence," it is
important to note the stark difference in how these two positions reappear. Whereas it is
possible for an imam to reach (bulugh) the rank of natiq by way of the natiq of the prior
era bestowing that position on him in some here-unexplained way, it is not possible for
the lawahiq to actually attain the rank of imamate, nor to access the power of ta'yid;
rather, his role as to preserve (i‘tisam) and transmit (ittisal) it to the next imam who
appears. It may be helpful to here remember the widely-accepted position that while the
natiqgs, wasis, and imams are descendants of Muhammad via his cousin ‘Ali b. Abi Talib,
the lower ranks—the lawahiq, etc.—are made up of the rest of humankind. Thus, while
an imam could become a natiq, a lawahiq could not become an imam. The fact that a
lahiq might act as a preserver for the imamate does not permit him to take on the
powers and responsibilities of the imam. This is notable in comparison with the powers
accorded to the lower ranks during a time of fatra according to other Isma‘ili authors of
the time, where while the lawahiq similarly cannot become an imam, they are granted

many of the powers of the imam, particularly that of inspiration, or ta'yid.

132 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, 211.

133 The means by which the imamate is transmitted to the lower ranks is discussed in
al-Razi's al-Islah and al-Sijistani's Sullam al-Najat: it is through the intermediary of the
imaginative faculty that the lower ranks have access to the imamate during the fatra;
while for al-Razi and al-Sijistani this indicates an empowerment, for the author of k. al-
fatarat wa-l-qgiranat it seems to merely be a means of preservation, as there is no access
to the ta'yid for the lower ranks during the fatra.
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This view of the aggrandizing of the imam at the expense of the lawahiq, limiting
the community’s salvific possibilities during a fatra, is further reified in the various
discussion of the cutting-off of the divine inspiration (ta'yid).** This cutting-off of the
divine inspiration is often described in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat as a hallmark of the
fatra period: "Fatigue and weariness only attach to the particular souls’’ in the corpore-
al world due to their inability to accept the designated divine inspiration for a time.
Then this weariness lifts, and a pure soul appears to whom the divine inspiration is
transmitted above others. This is [one] meaning of the fatra."** However, the author
does not give a clear definition of what this divine inspiration is; the most offered is
"what each natiq endows the imams of his era with so that, by its transmission to them,
it will be a power for them to protect what God has entrusted them with."*” From this, at
least, we learn that the divine inspiration is a power properly belonging to the natiqgs
that they bestow to the imams. However, in order to get a clearer picture of what is at
stake in the cutting-off of the divine inspiration, it may be beneficial to explore other
sources, as the intended readers of the text would likely have their own working
definition of ta'yid pieced together from elsewhere in Isma‘ili literature.

For al-Sijistani, for example, ta'yid indicates perfect access to the Universal
Intellect and the ultimate truths of the spiritual world that it embodies. It is by way of
ta'yid that the natiq is able to comprehend the ultimate truth without the mediation of

the signs and symbols that make up the relative truth and which the rest of humankind

134 Borrowing the translation inspiration from Walker, Early Philosophical Shiism.
135 i.e., the individual souls of humans that are part of the Universal Soul

136 k. al-fatarat, par. 205.

137 k. al-fatarat, par. 214.
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relies upon.”® Without access to the ultimate truth of the celestial realm, mediated or
unmediated, it is not possible for the particular souls of humans to ascend back to the
spiritual realm. Ta'yid, then, becomes a salvific vehicle for the particular souls—if access
to ta'yid is cut off, then they have no means by which to escape the material, corporeal
world and attain salvation in the spiritual world. It is perhaps for this reason that al-
Sijistani insists that the lawahiq and the other lower ranks also are bestowed with access
to the divine support by the natigs—in times of fatra, the lower ranks maintain the link
with the ultimate truth of the spiritual world for the salvation of the rest of
humankind.®

In other texts attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman, the sara'ir al-nutaqa’
confirms that the divine inspiration represents a privileged connection to the Divine and
to the spiritual world. This inspiration is not bestowed on them by other corporeal
beings, but rather by means of celestial intermediaries acting on behalf of the Universal
Intellect: "All of the natiqs (peace be upon them) did not take support**° from human
form, have [divine] resources (mawadd) attach to them from corporeal creation, or have
a mother or father on the spiritual level. Support of them was by the Intellect and the
Soul which connected with them through the three intermediaries mentioned in the
book [i.e., Jadd, Fath, and Khayal]."*+

Elsewhere in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, this flowing of the divine inspiration

from the spiritual world to the natigs is likewise confirmed; however, here the author

138 Walker, Early Philosophical Shiism, 117-118.

139 al-Sijistani speaks himself of receiving ta'yid from God at the beginning of his
sullam al-najat, 4.

140 "support" here is another translation of ta'yid.

141 Sarair al-Nutaqa' 25, trans. Hollenberg, “Interpretation at the End of Days,” 235.
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invokes the term Follower (tali) for Soul. The author states that "...the natiq apprehend-
ed what the Follower inspired him with and pronounced it."*#* This inspiration consists
of "the meanings of his revelation and the interpretation (ta'wil) of his law," i.e. the
ultimate truths held in the spiritual world. Likewise, the seven imams are analogized
with the seven planetary spheres, and the natiq and the asas with the sphere of the
zodiac and the encompassing sphere; in the same way that there is movement from the
Soul to the planetary spheres, there is a flow of ta'yid from the natiq and the asas to the
seven imams."*? Thus we can piece together from the examples of al-Sijistani and other
texts attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman that the ta'yid represents the unique
connection to the spiritual world of ultimate truth that is unique to the natiqs and which
they bestow upon the imams.

However, a key difference in thought is that, for al-Sijistani as well as for al-Razi,
this access to ta'yid is also bestowed upon the lower ranks—the lawahiq, ajnaha, and so
on. An example of this is given in al-Sijistani's sullam al-najat, where he equates God's
granting Solomon power over the wind in Q. 38:36 with the power granted to the mahdi
at the time of his absence (presumably Muhammad b. Ismail) to "make flow his
imagination through his lawahiq when he desired, thereby inspiring them."*** Likewise,
for al-Razi, the lawahiq are not only recipients of the ta'yid, but empowered to write
doctrine that, while not divine law, is nevertheless influential for the community.*+>

However, for the author of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, access to the ta'yid stops with the

142 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 195.
143 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, 123.

144 al-Sijistani, sullam al-najat, 124.
145 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 153-6.
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imams, and so a period of fatra in which the imam is inaccessible to the community
constitutes the inaccessibility of the ta'yid and a cessation of that salvific vehicle.

The author argues repeatedly that the cutting-off of the imamate means that the
divine inspiration is also cut off for the community: "Fatigue and weariness only attach
to the particular souls'* in the corporeal world due to their inability to accept the
designated divine inspiration for a time. Then this weariness lifts, and a pure soul
appears to whom the divine inspiration is transmitted above others."**’; "God the Great
and Mighty determined the name of the fatra in the four eras by the cutting-off of the
divine inspiration with which the imams are endowed."**® The position that only the
natigs, wasis, and imams can possess the divine inspiration stands in contrast to al-Razi
and al-Sijistani, who both state that the divine inspiration can be accessed by all the
ranks of the hierarchy, including the lawahiq. Thus the author seems to privilege the
upper ranks by making them the only holders of divine inspiration; consequently, the
absence of the imam is more pronounced than if the community continued to be able to
receive the salvific divine inspiration in his absence.

The severe consequences for the da‘wa when the divine inspiration is cut off are also
discussed by the author:

God ordained the cutting off of the imamate by the isolation of the imam from the
world and his silence'¥, so the divine support ceased flowing from him to [the
nations]. The cutting-off of the divine support to the world [caused] the perplexi-
ty of the lawahiq regarding the da‘wa, and in this perplexity regarding the da‘wa
is the darkness of the ajnaha, and in the darkness of the ajnaha is the cutting off
of the da‘wa from the seekers. From this perspective occur revenge and drought,

146 i.e., the individual souls of humans that are part of the Universal Soul
147 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, par. 205.

148 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 214.

149 alternatively, "God silenced him."
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trials and tribulations, and the destruction of the hypocrites and those who are

arrogant towards the Friends of God —{this is for what your hands sent forth,

and because God wrongs not his servants.}"°

Here, the cutting-off of the divine inspiration causes a chain reaction of perplexi-
ty (haira) that ripples through the ranks of the da‘wa: without access to the divine
support, the lower ranks and indeed all those who seek to participate in the da‘wa find
themselves in dire straits. Without the divine inspiration, not only is the community
spiritually ruined, but the mention of drought seems to indicate that the repercussions
occur in all realms of life. For al-Razi by way of contrast, the dire situation for the da‘wa
during times of fatra does not occur as a result of the cutting-off of the divine support,
but rather because the lawahiq in spite of their ongoing connection to the divine support
are susceptible to corruption on the one hand and incompetent leadership skills on the
other.

Whereas in other accounts of times of fatra the lower ranks continue to act as a
conduit for the divine support, for the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, the imams
are bestowed with the divine inspiration by the natigs; if the imams are absent, the
community has no access to that divine inspiration, making their situation during the
time of fatra all the more dire. Rather than "only a few of the community" being saved
during the fatra, as per al-Razi,”** here we might conclude that, for the author of k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat, none of the community are saved during the fatra. Thus, that the
Fatimid era has brought about the end of periods of fatra is a tremendous blessing for

the Isma‘ili community--never again will they be cut off from the salvific divine inspira-

150 Q. 8:51; k. al-fatarat wa-Il-giranat, par. 207
151 al-Razi, k. al-islah, 326.
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tion, as their ancestors were. This innovation in the Isma‘ili understanding of fatarat will

be discussed in the following section.

The particularity of Muhammad's rule means the end of fatarat

While so far the author has engaged the ongoing discussion regarding times of
fatra, a resolution as to how there both must be a time without an imam and yet the
imam cannot be absent "for even the blink of an eye" has not been totally resolved—at
best, the lower ranks hold the imamate to preserve the continuous link, but cannot enact
the functions and powers of the imams, leading to the dissolution of the da‘wa during
the fatra. However, at the end of the chapter, a resolution to the dilemma is, perhaps,
reached: while other prophetic cycles experienced these times of fatra and suffered their
consequences, there will be no more fatra during the cycle of Muhammad.

At the end of this chapter the author states that while there had been periods of
fatra in all prior prophetic cycles, the fatra ceased with the advent of the cycle of
Muhammad. He cleverly accounts for this cessation by asserting a gradual and regular
reduction in fatarat by cycle: thus the cycle of Noah had four fatarat, the cycle of
Abraham had three, the cycle of Moses two, and the cycle of Jesus only one. Because the
number of fatarat in a given cycle corresponded with the number of divine laws remain-
ing until the advent of the seventh cycle in which there would be no need for law, and
there is no divine law after Muhammad, then it follows that there are no fataraat during
the era of Muhammad.

Further, the author argues, the imamate since the advent of Muhammad's

prophethood has been continuously connected to his descendants one after another:
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As for the era of the Messenger of God, SA, the fatarat have ceased during his era
by the transmission of the imamate to the best of his descendants one after
another. [God] endowed him specially with the {seven} caliphs who complete [his
cycle], {oft-repeating} exalting his station and ennobling his virtue. There is no
cutting-off of the imams in his era as there were in eras prior, so from this
perspective there is no fatra during his era, the fatra only occurred in the eras of
the other natigs.*

As the cycle of Muhammad from the author’s perspective has not yet come to an
end, we must understand this continuous connection to extend through the Fatimid era.
It is the Fatimid rulers who represent the “oft-repeating” cycle of seven imams that the
era of Muhammad is uniquely endowed with--rather than the cycle ending after the
seventh imam, as it had in all other prophetic cycles, another cycle of seven begins. The

author describes this phenomenon elsewhere in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat:

The virtue of the Messenger of God SA is that God made him an intercessor for

his community and multiplied the intercession for him, making it fourteen and a

great cycle. God the Exalted said: {And We have indeed given thee the seven oft-

repeated, and the Mighty Qur’an.} The {oft-repeated} is seven and seven; and so

the first cycle of the {oft-repeated} is that of the completing imams, who are

completed by the seventh, Muhammad b. Ismail.’s

Here the phrase “fourteen and a great cycle” is a play on the Qur’anic verse “And

We have indeed given you the seven oft-repeated and the Mighty Qur’an,”> which is
commonly understood by the Muslim community to refer to the fatiha, the first seven
verses of the Qur’an that are recited at the beginning of any religious activity, making

them “oft-repeated.” However, here, the author takes the “seven oft-repeated” to refer to

the repeated cycles of seven imams that Muhammad’s era has been endowed with--

152 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 213.
153 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat, par. 67.
154 Q. 15:87.
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rather than the seven imams each prior cycle contained, there are for Muhammad’s
cycle fourteen imams, making it “a great cycle.” The first cycle of seven, the reader is to
understand, consists of the seven imams who are the immediate descendants of
Muhammad, the last of whom was Muhammad b. Ismail; the second cycle consists of
the Fatimid imams themselves whose genealogical connection to Muhammad b. Ismail
was never fully established.

While the above excerpt seems to make clear that fourteen is the upper limit of
imams in Muhammad’s era, the historical reality, and indeed the reality of k. al-fatarat
wa-Il-qgiranat, complicates that picture. The first Fatimid imam to rule openly, ‘Abdallah
al-Mahdji, is regarded not as the first, but as the fourth of the second cycle. Prior to the
establishment of the Fatimid state, as mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, the
Isma‘1lli movement was overseen by its founder, ‘Abdallah the Elder, his son, and
grandson. These three figures were rewritten in later official Fatimid doctrine as the first
three Fatimid imams who ruled in a period of concealment facing persecution at the
hands of the ‘Abbasids. While this period fits the basic definition of a fatra as we
understand it so far, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat does not consider this time
a fatra, as it was during the era of Muhammad and thus no such fatarat were possible.
While the concept of fatra was central to understanding this period in real time, in later
Fatimid literature it seems that it was more expedient to do away with the idea that their
dynastic succession might face such obstacles again.

At the time of the alleged author Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman’s flourishing, the
Fatimid caliphate was being ruled by the third of ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi’s descendents, al-

Mu‘izz --the fourteenth of the fourteen promised. Although he was an accomplished and
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popular ruler, al-Mu‘izz obviously could not forcibly bring about the era of the promised
mahdi at the end of his reign, and there seems to be an awareness in k. al-fatarat wa-1-
giranat that a reworking of the earlier idea of “seven oft-repeated” from two cycles to
many cycles was necessary. For example, in many places in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat,
the rulers following al-Mu‘izz such as al-Hakim are referred to in the text by their
numerical sequence within that second cycle--e.g. al-Hakim is “the ninth,” al-Mustansir
“the eleventh”--without reference to the early idea of a limit of seven imams.'>

The idea of maintaining the strict scheme of discrete cycles of seven imams that
characterized Isma‘li cyclical history seems to have been abandoned even as early as
‘Abdallah al-Mahd1’s rule. In his letter sent to the Yemenite Isma‘ili community between
308/920 and 322/934, where he sought to address the questions raised by his appear-
ance as mahdi and leader of the Fatimid state, he states in response to the concern that
he and his progeny and ancestors had already exceeded the limit of seven imams in the
cycle of Muhammad that “[the imams] are seven steps, which succeed one another in
the way in which the days [of the week] succeed one another; in them there will be as
many imams as God wills, until all of a sudden the speaker appears when God Almighty
desires.”® Rather than the apocalypse occurring after the 14th imam, the cycle of
Fatimid imams is here portrayed as so great as to go on in perpetuity. It is likely not a
coincidence that the author responsible for preserving this letter is none other than
Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman, to whom the k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat is attributed, but as

was discussed at length in chapter 1, cannot possibly be its sole author. It seems possible

155 k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat par. 85, 216, 272, etc.
156 Hamdani and de Blois, “A Re-Examination of al-Mahd1’s Letter to the Yemenites,”
178.

101



that the resonances between the assertion in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat and ‘Abdallah
al-Mahdr’s “Letter to the Yemenite Community” that Fatimid imams are uniquely
blessed by God so as to rule as His divinely-guided regents in perpetuity is a result of the
latter’s influence on the former.

The cycle of Muhammad and indeed the Fatimids thus represents the peak of an
upward trend in prophetic history, in which, we might implicitly understand from k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat, the corruption and disobedience and languishing that afflicted
prior generations and led to fatarat has gradually lessened and is no longer present.

However, a final caveat to this idealized future vision devoid of fatarat is offered:
while there no fatarat during the era of Muhammad due to the proximity of the Seventh
Cycle and the unique perfection of his descendants and God's favoring them with a
continuous succession, should a fatra occur during the era of Muhammad, it is only for
the punishment of those who do not follow the imam of their time and who denigrate
the imam with their words:

There is no fatra during the era of Muhammad SA because there is no law after
his law; however, the fatras that occur during his era are only the cutting off of
the imams during their eras in order to exact revenge upon the people in their
time according to the disobedience they committed and the dissension they
sowed when they did not enter their doors'” and slandered them. This is called
the occurrence of the fatra. If a fatra occurs for the destruction of the hypocrites
and the fear of the believers during their enemies' vanquishing them and their
respite [from God's punishment],’® it is to make clear to them and establish the
proof for them that God destroys in accordance with His word: {so that he who
perishes might perish by a manifest proof, and he who lives may live on by a
manifest proof, and God is indeed all-hearing, all-knowing.}'*°

157 i.e. did not follow the asas/wasi
158 see Q. 73:11 and 86:17
159 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 215.
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While it is my argument that the notion that there are no further fatarat during the era
of Muhammad and thus the era of the Fatimid imams is one of unique continued divine
access is what the author want this readership to take away from this discussion in order
to resolve their affliction of doubt regarding the fatra, this last-minute undermining of
his own argument—that there are, in fact, fatarat during the era of Muhammad, and that
are intended to punish the errant, deserves further attention. This is particularly the
case when we consider that the idea of a fatra as a punishment for the community at
times of its errancy recurs throughout the chapter of fatra; it is also through the idea of
fatra as punishment that the most proximate historical precedent for a fatra, and thus its
immediate concern for the Isma‘lli community, comes to light. We will now discuss it in

further detail.

Times of fatra as punishment for the community

In addition to the more naturalistic explanations for times of fatra, such as the
necessity of equilibrium or the coming of the imams resembling that of the natigs, a
dominant theme in this section is the coming of a time of fatra as a punishment for
those who err by not acknowledging the imam of their day and instead actively disparag-
ing them. The author states,

the second reason for the occurrence of the fatra is the necessity of vengeance
upon the communities (al-umam) for the disobedience they perpetrated and their
disagreeing with the messengers whose doors they did not enter**> and whom
they denigrated with their speech. God mandated the cutting off of the imamate

160 i.e. whose asas/wasi they did not follow
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during the cycles so that, by its cutting off, the souls (al-unfus) would be failed,

ruined, lost, and despicable.*

The concept of fatra as punishment does indeed seem to logically follow from the idea
that the absence of the imam during the fatra means the access to salvific ta'yid is
likewise cut off; without access to that divine link, the souls of the community would,
indeed, be "failed, ruined, lost, and despicable." As the author alleges above, the only
fatarat that occur during the era of Muhammad are for the punishment of errant
communities; therefore, understanding the contours of the punitive fatra is essential to
understanding the expectations of the Isma‘1li community at this time.

One question that immediately arises is whether those who are errant and
disparaging of the imam of their day are meant to be enemies external to the Isma‘ili
community (e.g., the rival caliphates), or those within the Isma‘illi community who
create disputes regarding who is the rightful imam (e.g., the Imami-Isma‘ili split; the
Qarmati-Fatimid division). While intrasectarian succession disputes seem to be the
logical expectation, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat actually positions the rival
caliphates as the errant ones who cause the punitive fatra elsewhere in the text. In
1:39-40, seven fatarat are said to occur during the era of Muhammad, each of which is
connected with the rise of an opposing power: the Umayyads and ‘Abbasids are named
specifically.

Another historical example of the rival caliphates causing a punitive fatra in

which the imams are forced to conceal themselves is given in part II, par. 216¢c-d.**

161 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, par. 206.

162 As these paragraphs are only present in MSS T, most likely due to pages being
missing from the other 3 rather than an intentional removal of them, the numbering
sequence of these paragraphs is different.
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Here, a fatra during the era of Muhammad, which must logically be a punitive fatra, is
discussed similarly in terms that reflect the sentiment given above, that the cycle of
Muhammad is blessed with a continuous connection to the imamate, and fatra that
occurs during it is merely the concealment of the imams during a time of crisis. Rather
than those who refused to acknowledge the rightful passing of the imamate to Ismail b.
Ja‘far and his son Muhammad b. Ismail, the growing evil which causes the fatra is
attributed to the ‘Abbasid caliphate:

Then Isma‘ll [b. Muhammad], the sixth imam [appeared]; and he was then a
fatra-lord, due to the growing evil of the Banii ‘Abbas. It was not like the prior
fatarat in the prior cycles of the natigs in that the imamate was cut off, as God
endowed Abraham and Muhammad SA with the flowing of the Word through
their descendants until the Day of Resurrection. [Rather], the fatra was the
concealment of the imams, and their silence appeared outwardly to deviate from
the establishment of the proof [of God] for creation and the destruction of the
hypocrites and unbelievers from among those opposed to the truth.
Those with a basic understanding of Shi‘l history would expect that the enemies in this
instance would be those who followed Isma‘il's brother, Muisa al-Kazim, and denied that
the imamate had passed on Isma‘il's death to his son, Muhammad b. Isma‘ll. However,
instead, the author states that the cause of the concealment was in fact due to the ever-
growing ‘Abbasid threat that had apparently reached a fever pitch and thus caused the
imams to go into hiding. Consequently, we must implicitly understand that it is not a
lack of sectarian unity that causes a fatra, but rather the worldwide denial of the
legitimacy of the Isma‘ili imam. We are led to understand, then, that the time of punitive

fatra is both caused by and leads to the dominion of anti-Isma‘lli powers and the

floundering of the Isma‘ili community. While it is understandable why, for their own
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safety, the imams might choose to conceal themselves during such a time, it is less
apparent how the powers that do not acknowledge the Isma‘ili imam would suffer by his
absence—if they do not want the ta'yid, why would they be impacted by its cutting-off?
How and why does the punitive fatra punish the hypocrites and unbelievers and the
faithful within the Isma‘ili community? Why punish those who do follow the correct
imam of their day? These are not questions that the text readily answers.

Another possible explanation is that it is only in its outward manifestation that it
appears to be a punishment for the Isma‘ili community; the continuous connection with
the imam is maintained so long as he is present, albeit concealed. This period of
concealment lasted from the appearance of Ismail b. Muhammad until after the
establishment of Muhammad b. Ismail as the seventh imam of the cycle and the
appearance of the next cycle of imams, occasionally in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat
referred to as the era of the caliphs, dawr al-khulafa', understood to be the Fatimid
imams, the first three of whom were likewise operating in concealment:

And when the time was complete and the fatra of concealment ceased, the gate of
the city built in the fourth sky opened, and [the concealed imams] came out from
the cave of darkness unto the people of the earth. And that was after the estab-
lishment of the seventh of the completer-imams, who was Muhammad b. Ismail,
and the beginning of the era of the khulafa' [the Fatimid imams] and the appear-
ance of the most auspicious witnesses. The Great Fatra is after the concealment of
the imams and their traveling from eastern to western lands seeking a dar hijra
and the manifestation of the da‘wa.

This period of punitive fatra, then, seems to have ended with the advent of ‘Abdallah al-
Mahdi's appearance and claim to leadership of the Isma‘1li community in 296/909.

However, the author here introduces the expectation of another fatra, the Great Fatra
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(al-fatra al-azima), that will occur following the success of the Fatimid da‘wa in which
they "travel from eastern to western lands." The expectation of this Great Fatra is
reiterated in other sections of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, where the year it is expected to
end (or perhaps begin) is given as 447H, and its ending coincides with a "Great Conjunc-
tion" and the appearance of the mahdi and the advent of the Seventh Cycle.*** Given that
the chapter on fatarat does not specifically mention this Great Fatra, it seems that its
coming was not the immediate cause for the composition of that section; it may have
even been too far in the future to concern them. Rather, it seems to be that the Fatimid
Isma‘1lli community, aware of the ongoing discussion of fatarat and its prominent place
in their early history and self-understanding, was concerned that such a fatra might
happen in the near future. This chapter seems largely an attempt to reassure the
community that the cycle of Muhammad would not suffer in the ways prior cycles and
suffered, and thus they do not need to worry excessively about rationalizing the details
of its occurring; even the threat of a punitive fatra lightens when one considers the
relative power of the Fatimid state at this time.

However, the coming (and ending) of the Great Fatra and the Great Conjunction
was obviously an active concern for the author of the text, and perhaps for the wider
Fatimid Isma‘qli community. To explore the connection between these two concepts and
what the Fatimid Ismaili community thought would bring about the seventh cycle, and
when it would occur, we must first explore further the idea of the Great Conjunction and
the impact of astrology on the thought of the author. This will be taken up in the

following chapter.

163 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, par. 85, 234, 340.
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IV. Conclusion

While the idea of fatra is not an unfamiliar concept in Shi‘1 discourse, its crucial
importance for the Fatimid Isma‘ili and their cyclical understanding of history has not
been well-understood. This is largely because primary sources discuss the idea of fatra
only briefly, treating it as a concept readers would already understand without defining
it or analyzing it in any meaningful way. This dearth of primary sources may have led to
the incorrect belief among scholars that the idea of fatra was not significant enough to
merit in-depth analysis.

I suggest that evidence in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat paints a different picture,
one in which the idea of fatra was actually a crucial element in understanding the pre-
Fatimid time when the Isma‘1li mission was underground and the imam was hiding in
exile. Understanding this era as a fatra was reinforced with the precedent of prophets
and imams prior to Muhammad, who likewise concealed themselves during times of
political strife. However, once the Fatimid empire was established and the movement
was no longer underground, the idea of a time in which the imam is in exile posed more
of a threat than a useful means of understanding a time of political strife. In this view, if
a time of fatra had happened recently, it could happen again in the future--there could
be a time in which the Fatimid caliph-imam is so threatened that he must go into exile,
threatening the stability of a world power. To circumvent the issue posed by the
normalization of fatra, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat participated in the then-

widespread project of rewriting the early Fatimid rise to power not as a time of fatra, but
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as a time in which the imam was always available to his community--there had not been
a fatra since before Muhamamd’s era.

If this reappraisal of the importance of the idea of fatra for the Fatimid Isma‘li is
correct, then it is the responsibility of scholars to reexamine the corpus of Isma‘ili
literature with an eye on discussions of fatra. Such examples as I have presented above
are certainly not comprehensive, but representative; as more become available, our

understanding of the idea of fatra will likewise grow in fullness.
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Chapter 3. Poetic Astrology and Ta’wil
At the time of the sixth Fatimid caliph-imam al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah's birth, the
historian al-Maqrizi reports that the ascendant was Cancer; the sun was in Leo; the

moon was in Gemini Saturn was in Scorpio; Jupiter, Mars, and Venus were in Libra;
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Mercury was in Leo, and the North Node was in Aquarius.’ While al-Maqrizi was writing
more than two centuries after al-Hakim's death, he has proven a reliable historical
source and there is no reason to doubt the accuracy of his horoscope.? But what is
notable about this account is that al-Maqrizi does not elaborate on the indications
contained in this horoscope for al-Hakim's rule, nor does he make any connection
between the storied events of his era and the positions of the planets in the heavens;
they are simply data points preserved, perhaps for posterity's sake, or for those with the
requisite knowledge to draw their own conclusions.

Writing more than two centuries before al-Maqrizi, however, the author of k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat has a very different account of al-Hakim's horoscope; one cast not
by court astronomers, but by the unnamed sage who narrates much of the text. This
horoscope, written nearly contemporaneously with al-Hakim's rule, differs from the one
given by al-Maqrizi in two ways: first, if we take al-Maqrizi's account at face value, then
horoscope in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat is completely at odds with it. The ascendant is
not Cancer, as it is in al-Maqriz1's account, but rather Virgo; and the locations of the
planets are not even mentioned. Second, unlike al-Magqrizi, this anonymous sage draws
many connections between his presentation of al-Hakim's horoscope and the many
erratic moves he made as caliph-imam.

What is the explanation for these two different accounts? In this chapter, I argue that
the k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat's presentation of the horoscopes of the Fatimid caliph-

imams is an example of what I am calling poetic astrology: the speculation and

1 al-Maqrizi, Itti‘az al-hunafa’ vol. 11, ed. Muhammad Hilmi Muhammad Ahmad, 3.
2 Walker, Exploring an Islamic Empire, 152-4.
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assigning of zodiac signs for human actors based on a perceived connection between the
innate characteristics of the sign and the person in question, rather than an actual
mathematical and temporal connection to that sign, and with no concern for the
technical rigor usually exercised in the casting of horoscopes. I use the term poetic here
in the sense of mimesis, or an intuited link between symbol and symbolized.

However, the question remains: why is poetic astrology used here at all, when
accurate information pertaining to the horoscopes of the Fatimid caliph-imams was
likely an available component of historic record? I argue that this novel mode of
astrological interpretation is part of the larger Isma‘ili project of ta'wil, or esoteric
interpretation. While scripture may have been the primary target of this kind of
interpretation, this phenomenon grew beyond scripture to encompass the universe, the
entirety of which could be seen as embodying in its hidden sense the divine order. Thus,
in this section, we see this ta'wil sensibility applied to the planets and the signs of the
zodiac.

I will begin this chapter with a contextual introduction to the status of astrology and
its relationship to astronomy in the Fatimid context. Then, I will outline and summarize
the astrological section of k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat. Finally, I will analyze and explain
the astrological content through the lens of poetic astrology and ta'wil sensibility.

I. State Engagement

Before diving into our study of poetic astrology in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, it is
crucial to first define our terms. The distinction between astrology on the one hand and
astronomy on the other is largely a modern innovation. In the medieval Arabic context,

the broader term for astrology and astronomy is often the same, ‘ilm al-nujum, or the
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science of the stars. This field of knowledge encompassed both the calculation of the
movements of the stars and planets and the prognostications based on those
movements. al-Farabi in his work IThsa' al-‘uliim (Classification of the Sciences)
distinguishes between ‘ilm ahkam al-nujim and ‘ilm al-nujum al-ta‘limi. The former, he
says, is the science of planetary indications (dalalat al-kawakib) of events past, present,
and future. The latter, which we might translate as mathematical astronomy, concerns
itself more with the sizes, movements, and spatial relationships of the planets.3

The issue of fuzzy borders remains the case in the Fatimid context. The Fatimid
caliph imams ‘Abdallah al-Mahdji, al-Mansir, al-Mu‘izz, and al-Hakim were all known to
have employed munajjimin, a term for both astronomer and astrologer that Walker
notes "often does not distinguish between the two. Professionals in that field may have
earned a living casting horoscopes regardless of what they personally believed about
their validity."* As a potent example of this ambiguity, we might examine the case of Ibn
Yunus (d. 399/1009), féted astronomer of the Fatimid court under al-Hakim and his
father al-‘Aziz. On the one hand, Ibn Yunus was regarded as the most talented
mathematical astronomer of his time—he composed the authoritative zij al-hakimi al-
kabir, an almanac of astronomical observations made by both him and prior
professional astronomers. This z1j represented a tremendous professional
accomplishment and would become the foundation of astronomical calculations made
by later astronomers, as well as a crucial resources for those who made astrological

prognostications. On the other hand, Ibn Yunus was known for his unconventional

3 al-Farabi, Thsa' al-‘ulum, ed. Osman Amine (Cairo: 1968), 102-103.
4 Walker, Caliph of Cairo, 155.
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behavior. al-Tabarani, another munajjim employed by the Fatimid court, relayed an
account of going up to a plateau east of Cairo from which he and Ibn Yinus would
observe the movements of the planet Venus. "On arriving," al-Tabarani says, "[Ibn
Yunus] took off his cloak, and turban, which he replaced by a woman's gown and hood,
both of a red color; he then produced a guitar, on which he commenced playing, whilst
he kept perfumes burning before him."> Such behavior is reminiscent of attempts to call
down the power of Venus through a kind of sympathetic magic, similar to instructions
found in manuals on the creation of talismans. Ibn Yuniis' commitment to the non-
mathematical aspects of the science of the stars is echoed in his biographer Ibn
Khallikan's note that he "spent his life in making astronomical observations and
calculating nativities, wherein he displayed unequalled skill." His colleague al-Tabarani
echoes, "he was singularly fortunate in his astrological predictions."

In spite of astrology's popularity in the Islamic world at the time of the Fatimid
caliphate, there is little primary source evidence reflecting the Fatimid engagement with
astrology at the level of the da‘wa. Two accounts, somewhat contradictory, emerge from
Sirat Ja'far al-Hajib regarding ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's encounters with astrological
phenomena and astrologers. From al-Maqrizi's Itti‘az, we also know of al-Hakim's
various astronomical and astrological projects, as well as his dealings with astrologers
and their fates. Further anecdotes from al-Qadi1 al-Nu‘man's majalis wa-I-musayarat
demonstrate an ideological commitment to astrology on the part of al-Mansur and al-
Mu‘izz. I here argue that contrary to the opinions of contemporary historians, there is no

evidence to suggest that the Fatimids were hostile to, skeptical of, or antagonistic

5 Ibn Khallikan 3: 430, trans. 2: 365.
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towards the practice of astrology on the basis of religion; rather, in line with the
common practice of their era, astrologers formed a part of the intellectual and advisory
landscape at court, subject to the whims of the Fatimid caliphs no more or less than
other representatives of the scientific community.

One of the earliest mentions of astrological phenomena meaningful for the Fatimid
rulers comes from Sirat Ja'far al-Hajib, an autobiographical account of the chamberlain
Ja‘far that includes the events of ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's flight from Salamiya to North
Africa. Ja‘far the Chamberlain remembers a meteor shower that occurred while
‘Abdallah al-Mahdi and his retinue were sheltering in al-Ramla with the governor. It is
noteworthy because ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi is said to have pointed to this meteor shower as
a meaningful sign indicating the power of his rule. Ja‘far the Chamberlain reports:

...al-Mahdi renewed the oath of allegiance of the governor, and spent in his house
the remainder of that day, and the night. On that night there was a shower of
shooting stars, so al-Mahdi, the governor, al-Qa'im and many other people
ascended the roof of the house to look at the phenomenon. The town was filled
with the shouts of the people, and their invocations of God. Ja‘far adds: according
to my calculations this happened in 289/902, apparently in the month of Rajab
(=June-July). And I saw that al-Mahdi pressed with his hand the hand of the
governor. And he said to him that this phenomenon was a testimony of his high
mission, and one of the signs of his success.®

This anecdote seems to demonstrate that astrological phenomena did hold some
symbolic importance for the Fatimid rulers, not an entirely outlandish suggestion when
one considers the importance granted by the ‘Abbasids to astrology.” Another report

from Idris' ‘uyiin al-akhbar, vol. 5, shows ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi with a rather more

6 Sirat Ja'far al-Hajib, trans. Ivanow, in Isma‘ili Traditions Concerning the Rise of the
Fatimids, 192-3.
7 On this topic, see Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture.
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dismissive attitude towards astrology. After his official accession to the throne on 7
Dhu'l-Hijja 296/27 August 909, ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi began his march from Sijilmasa,
where he had been residing in concealment for several years, to his eventual regnal city
Raqqgada to the east. His entrance to the region held by the Kutama Berbers loyal to him
had been long anticipated; however, it was not until the events of 296/909 that the
political situation had become primed for his arrival and the rival powers in the area
subdued. He traveled at the head of a Kutama Berber army, rousing the local Bedouin
communities to his cause along the way. However, prior to his departure from Sijilmasa,
some of the astrologers had a warning for him:

Some of the astrologers (munajjimin) observed that at the time of the Prince of
the Believers' PBUH departure the ascendant was Sagittarius, the sun was in
Libra, Jupiter was retrograde in Aries,® Mars was in Virgo, Venus was in Scorpio,
Mercury was in Scorpio, the Head (of the Dragon) [i.e. the North Node] was in
Capricorn at 29 degrees. The astrologers said to the Imam—he had already
ridden at this ascendant—"Mawlana, if the travel had been delayed, then the lord
of the ascendant and the power of Mars would have returned." He PBUH said to
them, "The travel is in the name of God the Great and Mighty and His victory;
Mars and the state (dawla) are ours!" Thus he traveled and did not heed the
words of the astrologers.°

Before getting into the practical reasons why it is not wise to take this account as a
pious dismissal of astrology, there are two reasons to doubt the authenticity of this
story. First and foremost, al-Mahdi had been imprisoned in Sijilmasa and separated
from his limited entourage; he had only recently been reunited with his son al-Qa'im. It

is thus unlikely that at this time his retinue included an astrologer, let alone multiple.”

Second, stories of the imam dismissing an astrological warning on the basis of their

8 Stern reads al-himar, which is clearly erroneous. Ghalib's edition has al-haml, Aries.
9 Stern, Studies, 105; Idris, ‘Uyun vol. 5, 105.
10 Halm, Empire of the Mahdzi, 135-40.
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superior divine foresight are something of a trope in Shi1 literature. Similar stories with
‘Al1 in the place of al-Mahdi on the eve of the battle of Nahrawan pervade Shi‘T hadith
collections™ and are taken as evidence against astrology even in the present day.
Consequently, the story of al-Mahdi's dismissal of the astrologers is less likely a
reflection of historical events and more likely a literary device used to show the
superiority of the imam's foresight to the astrologers' prognostications and place al-
Mahdji, whose lineage was already in question, in parallel with a member of ahl al-bayt.

Even if this story were not of dubious historical veracity, there is little reason to
interpret it, as Halm does, as evidence of the Fatimids' pious dismissal of astrology. It is
not clear from this passage how long the astrologers would have wanted ‘Abdallah al-
Mahdi to wait—the account above does not give a complete account of the positions of
all the planets, and it is possible the astrologers may have been comparing their current
positions with ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's own birth chart in making their assessments.
However, some basic astrological analysis based on the available information may
elucidate their concerns. Jupiter, the lord of the ascendant Sagittarius, was in an
unfavorable position being retrograde in Aries. Retrograde planets, meaning those that
appear to have reversed their usual trajectory, are considered to lack their usual power.
While Jupiter is generally considered a beneficent planet, in this instance its position
may have had a negative impact on the mission. As a slow-moving planet, Jupiter may
have taken months to change signs or station direct instead of retrograde. It is

interesting to note that because the ascendant changes signs every few hours, and thus

11 Nahj al-balagha, Beirut 1954, Maktabat al-Andalus, 155. Sermon 78 or 79 in English
translation.
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the lord of the ascendant would also change, it seems probable that the astrologers could
have asked to delay the departure by only a few hours (as was the case in the story of ‘Ali
and the astrologers discussed above), until a new ascendant and thus a new lord of the
ascendant appeared. However, that they took issue with the lord of the ascendant,
Jupiter, which is clearly in an unfavorable position, it seems they may have wanted him
to depart at a time when Sagittarius was ascendant and thus Jupiter, a beneficent
planet, would have power over that time as lord of the ascendant. As for Mars, Mars in
Virgo is not immediately remarkable, as Virgo is neither the sign of Mars' fall (Cancer)
nor its detriment (Gemini), two signs in which its power would have been markedly
decreased, nor is it its domicile (Aries) or its exaltation (Capricorn), where it would have
had more power and influence. However, again, Mars would have taken weeks if not
months to change signs; if the astrologers wanted ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi to wait for Mars to
transition into a more favorable sign, it would have required a lengthy holding pattern
in Sijilmasa.

Halm attributes ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's dismissal of the astrologers' warnings as a sign
of his piety, as well as the piety of the later Fatimids. However, because Halm
demonstrates a lack of understanding of the meaning and context of the astrologers'
warning, his attribution of ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's dismissal to piety rather than more
practical concerns is misbegotten. His assertion is also based in part on a misreading of
the text, where he states the problem at hand to be "an unfavorable conjunction of
ascendant Mars and the constellation Virgo." Only signs, not planets, can function as the
ascendant; the text itself says that the ascendant is Sagittarius. Mars is in Virgo, not

"ascendant” in conjunction to it. It seems, then, based on the available information, that

118



the astrologers may have wanted ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi to wait for months to depart.
‘Abdallah al-Mahdi had already been in hiding in Sijilmasa for years awaiting the correct
time to reveal the mission and accede to power in the heartland of his loyal subjects.
Waiting further weeks or months for a more favorable astrological condition may not
have seemed prudent to him at the time. While Halm attributes this dismissal to his
"piety," it seems more likely that someone purporting to be a pious Muslim would not
have had astrologers in his retinue at all; their very presence gives rise to the notion
that, at least on occasion, ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi valued their input, even if he did not
always heed it.

According to the eleventh century Jewish chronicle of Ahima‘as, al-Mu‘izz employed
a court astrologer known in Jewish sources as Palitiel ben Shefatyah, whom Bernard
Lewis identified as al-Mu'‘izz's physician Musa b. El‘azar who accompanied him during
the court migration from al-Mansturiyya to Fustat. While the Arabic sources such as al-
Magqrizi and Ja‘far al-Hajib do not mention his work as an astrologer, only as a
physician, it is mentioned in the chronicle of Ahima‘as that he "by his skill in astrology,
became the trusted counsellor of al-Mu‘izz, who had great faith in the words of R.
Paltiel, and did not depart from his advice."*

In having a court astrologer al-Mu‘izz followed the norm not only for the period, but
also, as seen above, for his predecessors. As we just mentioned, his grandfather
‘Abdallah al-Mahdi may have employed a number of astrologers, though he may not
have always heeded their advice. The same was said of ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's grandson

and al-Mu'‘izz's father al-Manstr. According to al-Mu‘izz, al-Mansur, himself a skilled

12 Lewis, "Paltiel," 178.
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astrologer, turned to astrology for indications of God’s oneness and might and the
wonders of His creation, though he was disapproving of its use among the people for
judicial reasons and did not himself engage astrology in matters of war.® This
application of astrology—for salvific rather than practical reasons—is likewise not
unusual for the era, and can be seen reflected in the use of astrology by the Ikhwan al-
Safa'.“4

al-Qadi al-Nu‘man also transmits an anecdote in which Ptolemy, author of the
Almagest, appeared to al-Mu‘izz in a dream and instructed him to begin construction on
the Qasr al-Bahr of al-Mansiiriya®s on the coming Tuesday, despite al-Mu‘izz’s
reservations that the necessary preparations could not be made in time. Upon
awakening, al-Mu'‘izz was compelled to ask the astrologers (ahl al-nujum) about that
particular Tuesday, “not because I desired to choose that day, nor did I pay attention to
what they said regarding it, but because I wanted to know the meaning of this dream. So
I looked and I saw that there would not be as auspicious a day as that Tuesday for a long
time, according to what they said.” Shortly thereafter (we are led to assume not on the
ordained Tuesday), al-Mu‘izz stands at the site he has selected for Qasr al-Bahr when he
narrowly escapes being attacked by a lion that had escaped its cage, which he
understands to mean that “what I had seen in the dream was a warning”**--a warning,

perhaps, to not go to the building site before that Tuesday.

13 al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, Majalis wa-l-musayarat, 131-2, 439-40.
14 Saif, “A Study of the Ikhwan al-Safa*s Epistle on Magic, the Longer Version (52b),”
174.
15 On Qasr al-Bahr, see Halm, Empire of the Mahdi, 121, 301, 343.
16 al-Qad1 al-Nu‘man, Majalis wa-l-musayarat, 325-7.
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al-Hakim's rule was marked by, as Walker states, "frequent unexplained killing of
personnel of his government and of the elite;"” the court astronomer-astrologers were
not treated uniquely in this regard. There are multiple accounts of al-Hakim having his
astrologers (or astrologers generally) killed and burned; al-Maqrizi reports that “in
Muharram of 404 [July 1013], al-Hakim made illicit the words of astrologers, so many of
them disappeared and the remainder of them were driven away. People were warned

against concealing any one of them. Many of the astrologers repented and were

forgiven; they swore to not observe the stars.”® The case of the court astrologer al-
‘Ukbari, however, is an interesting case that appears in varying forms in al-Nuwayr1’s
Nihayat al-arab fi funun al-adab,” Ibn Idhar?’s al-Bayan al-mughrib fi akhbar al-
Andalus wa-l-Mahgrib,? and Ibn Sa‘id’s al-Nujum al-zahira fi hula hadrat al-Qahira.
Sometime between the years 392-395/1002-5, al-Hakim’s personal astrologer al-‘Ukbari
(or al-Bakri, as Ibn Idhari refers to him) fell from grace and was killed. The above
accounts all note that al-‘Ukbar1 was “weak of intellect and foolish,” though not without
some skill. Ibn Sa‘id in particular relays the details of his downfall. After successfully
ascertaining an auspicious time for the Fatimid army to depart to retake the port city of
Tyre after the sailor al-‘Allaga had begun an uprising against the Fatimids,* al-‘Ukbar1
claimed he had seen in the stars that there was a substantial treasure buried beneath an
old masjid on the coast of Barqa. He was given permission to go to Barqa, destroy the

old masjid, and dig up this treasure; Ibn Sa‘id reports that for days mules arrived back at

17 Walker, Caliph of Cairo, 57.
18 al-Maqrizi, Itti‘az al-hunafa’ vol. 11, ed. Muhammad Hilmi Muhammad Ahmad, 100.
19 al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-arab fi funiin al-adab, al-juz’ al-thamin wa-l-"ishrun, 177-8.
20 Ibn Idhari, al-Bayan al-mughrib fi akhbar al-Andalus wa-I-Mahgrib, vol. 1, 256.
21 For more details on the rebellion of Tyre, see Walker, Caliph of Cairo, 167-8.
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the palace with this treasure. However, it seems these successes started to to go al-
‘UkbarT’s already-weak head; he began to make exorbitant claims that on such-and-such
a day, such-and-such thing would happen, such that the public became enamored with
him and preoccupied with his predictions. At this point, al-Hakim had al-‘Ukbar1
killed.?

That al-Hakim was willing to listen to al-‘Ukbar1 on subjects of such importance as
internationally significant naval battles seems to indicate that he was not opposed to the
use of judicial astrology when it suited him. While it is the case that he did on more than
one occasion order the killing of astrologers, these events are often mentioned in concert
with other notable assassinations ordered by al-Hakim in the same year. al-Nuwayr1
notes that in the same year that al-‘Ukbar1 was assassinated, al-Hakim also ordered the
assassination of his close companion the royal parasol bearer Raydan.> It therefore
seems likely that al-Hakim was not unusually hard on his court astrologers; rather, their
killings were merely part of a broader program of executions undertaken by the young
imam. Further, al-Hakim's era also saw a renewed interest in the construction of an
observatory, the flourishing of Ibn Yunus (as noted above), and the creation of his zij
named in honor of al-Hakim. Contextualizing al-Hakim's assassinations of his courtiers
reveals that the execution of astrologers was likely not due to any particular disdain
toward them, but rather part of a broader program of the young caliph-imam executing

those in whom he sensed disloyalty.

22 Ibn Sa“d, al-Nujum al-zahira, 69.
23 al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-arab fi funun al-adab, al-juz’ al-thamin wa-l-"ishrun, 177-8.
al-Maqrizi has the assassination of Raydan a year prior in 392; Walker notes that the
year 393 is missing and it is possible 392 contains events from 393 as well. Caliph of
Cairo, 62-3.
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To sum up, it would not be prudent on the basis of these anecdotes to state that the
Fatimids on the whole were systematically dismissive of astrology; on the contrary, they
seemed in line with other dynasties of the time in employing court astrologers who
served an advisory function in addition to a more scientific function as mathematical
astronomers. Whether or not these astrologers were heeded is a matter of the preference
of the ruler in question and not some imagined pious Muslim dismissal of astrology; it
remains to be seen if any other class of advisors fared better. In any case, the k. al-

fatarat wa-l-giranat is most likely a product of a Fatimid environment that saw the
value and popularity of astrology at the time among the imams and among the general

population, both as a political and philosophico-religious tool.

I1. Public Engagement

As for engagement with astrology at a popular, rather than courtly, level, the Cairo
Geniza offers ample evidence of the engagement of the Cairene community with
astrological prognostications in the form of horoscopes dating from 344/955 to
544/1149,* including and surpassing the probable date of completion of the k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat and therefore indicative of trends around that time period. Of the
available horoscopes, the majority are horoscopes for individuals, representing
nativities in the minority and continuous horoscopy the majority. Continuous horoscopy
is the practice of comparing the horoscope of an individual's birth to the horoscope of

the anniversary of the birth to determine outcomes for the coming year. The horoscope

24 Goldstein and Pingree, "Horoscopes from the Cairo Geniza" (1977) and "More
Horoscopes from the Cairo Geniza" (1981).
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of the anniversary is configured as a circle inside the horoscope of the birth year such
that the two horoscopes form concentric rings. Predictions for the coming year are
based on the aspects that the planets in each horoscope form respective to each other. In
some variations, continuous horoscopy can also be used to predict events in the lives of
the individual's parents. That so many horoscopes found in the Cairo Geniza are
examples of continuous horoscopy speaks to the prevalence of its practice at the time, a
particularly relevant insight considered in light of the fact that the horoscope portion of
k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat is a variation on continuous horoscopy.

It is also noteworthy that the horoscopes preserved in the Cairo Geniza are pure data
without interpretation; in other words, the surviving text is merely the chart of where
each planet was at the time the horoscope was cast without any gloss of what those
positions mean for the querent. In their scholarship on the Geniza horoscopes, Pingree
and Goldstein note that "like most of the documentary horoscopes of antiquity, these in
general offer little interpretation; this must have been provided orally by the astrologer
to his client—certainly a safer procedure than committing himself in writing."* That our
primary exemplars of continuous horoscopy from the Fatimid context do not contain
any interpretation poses a problem for our interpretation of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat—without any interpretive framework to compare it against, we have no idea if it
abides to or deviates from that norm. Its solitude in being an outlier example of
horoscopic interpretation makes it all the more valuable for demonstrating how
someone familiar with the science of astrology would interpret data as it pertained to the

Fatimid imams' rule. What it lacks in astrological sophistication it makes up for in florid

25 Goldstein and Pingree, "Horoscopes from the Cairo Geniza," 114.
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detail about how different ascendants and planets impacted the rule and personality of
the different Fatimid caliphs. Here, the picture the reader gets of each caliph is much
more human than in the prior discussion of fatarat, where the function of imam is
primarily portrayed as divine conduit and leader of the Muslim community. The reader
learns about the military victories of al-Qa'im and al-Mu‘izz; about al-‘Aziz's love for
jewelry and exotic animals; about ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's moving the court to an
incomplete al-Mahdiyya due to catastrophic rainstorms that destroyed al-Raqqgada.
While the necessary imamic traits of spreading justice and truth, forbidding the evil and
encouraging the good, are mentioned, so are more mundane qualities more associated

with a head of state, such as the flourishing of scribes, architects, and treasurers.

III. Summary of Astrology Section in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat

The section on astrology in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat represents a small but
significant portion of the text, comprising only about 30 pages of around 300. However,
in most contemporary manuscript catalogues and other description of the texts, it is
always described first and foremost as a work on astrology.** Consequently, the
astrological content is of primary interest to contemporary scholars.

Like much of the text, the section on astrology consists of large chunks of quotation
attributed to an unnamed "Sage" (al-‘alim). As I will discuss in greater detail below, this

sage is likely one of the hidden, pre-Fatimid imams, as he seems to possess the kind of

26 Goriawala: “This is an interesting work... dealing with the Isma‘ili beliefs especially
concerning astrology;” Cortese: “this extensive text deals with Isma‘ili ta’wil, astrology,
and the occult.”
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perfect and immediate apprehension frequently attributed to the imams in Shi‘l
tradition.

The section on astrology begins with a rudimentary Neoplatonic model of how God's
will flows from the divine realm beyond the spheres through the Intellect to the Soul
(here called the Follower [al-tali], following the earlier Isma‘ili terminology in which the
Intellect is the Preceder [al-sabiq] and the Soul is the Follower. In this paragraph, the
Preceder is replaced with the Holy Spirit, al-ruh al-quds), and from the Soul to the
spheres, where the conjunctions of the planets bring about God's command on Earth.
The attribution of this model to "Porphyry and the other sages"? is likely a reference to
the so-called Theology of Aristotle, an Arabic translation and summary of sections of
Plotinus' Enneads IV-VI, attributed in its opening passages to Porphyry.

The cosmological model at work in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat draws on concepts
from Ptolemy as well as Porphyry. From Ptolemy is the model of an immobile Earth at
the center of the cosmos, surrounded by nine concentric spheres: one sphere for each of
the seven planets, one sphere for the fixed stars containing the 12 signs of the zodiac,
and finally the encompassing sphere, which generates the westward motion of the
cosmos, and beyond which lies the divine realm. From Porphyry and Plotinus is the
emanation of the divine command from the Holy Spirit or Intellect, to its Follower, the
Soul, both located beyond the encompassing sphere, and from the soul to the spheres of
the stars, the conjunctions of which bring down that command to the Earth.

This cosmological model is quite common in Isma‘ili literature generally, and is

likewise widespread in medieval astrological texts as an explanation for how the stars

27 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 238.
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and planets, distant as they are, can have an effect on Earth.*® That the stars act as
transmitters of God's will is an idea common to both the Theology and al-Kindji, out of
whose philosophical circle the Arabic translation of the Theology emerged. al-Kindi and
Abu Ma‘shar both give physical accounts of how the stars and planets cause events in
the sublunar world, attributing their mechanism of causation to the generation of heat
and friction.* Such an explanation is missing here, although the author in broad strokes
is in agreement with both Abu Ma‘shar and al-Kindi on the necessity of God's will being
enacted by way of the stars and planets.** Given that the emphasis in this passage is on
the theological, rather than the scientific, basis for astral causation, such a lacuna should
not be surprising.

However, the author states that while Porphyry and the other Greek sages profess
this model, they lack true understanding of it. What they seem to be missing is that only
the imam has the requisite knowledge to truly practice astrology. This is for two reasons:
1) His technical knowledge surpasses that of ordinary astrologers, because he simply
knows with perfect intellection where the planets are at any given moment; 2) he
understands better than ordinary astrologers how the fortunes of the Fatimid imams are
continuously connected and the events that occur in their eras—while ordinary
astrologers can only predict their advent but no further details.

As is discussed both at the beginning and the end of the astrology chapter, the imams
are the only ones who can practice astrology properly. In par. 239, the author relates a

story in which the imam knows the number of degrees between Jupiter and Venus—

28 Saif, The Arabic Influences on Early Modern Occult Philosophy, 30-45.
29 Adamson, "Philosophical Defense," 256.
30 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 238-40.
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essentially, their position relative to each other; however, because both planets are
continuously in motion, the number of degrees between them is constantly changing.
While this information is beyond the grasp of ordinary astrologers, the imam knows that
it is 60 degrees at that moment. Thus from the perspective of the author, the imams are
the truest practitioners of astrology because of their unique connection with the spheres
and their perfect and immediate apprehension of all things. This view of the Fatimid
imam as the consummate astrologer seems to stand in sharp relief against the historical
reality presented above that the Fatimid imams were fairly open to the practice of
astrology, both as a philosophical and religious exercise and as a political tool; with
respect to the latter, they employed and consulted the (considerably less skilled,
following the author’s logic) court astrologer-astronomers. It may be worth reiterating
here that, according to the Isma‘ili view, the imam was both ruler of an earthly state and
God’s omnipotent representative, two roles that at times must have felt wildly
incompatible, as all moves made as head of the dawla required the unfailing infallibility
of God’s elect--as Walker states, “human frailty hardly tolerates such august
responsibility.”3

How are we to reconcile the fact that the Fatimid imam, despite possessing
superior powers of divination, nevertheless consulted the inferior garden-variety
munajjim on matters of international importance? Such an apparent contradiction
speaks to the perspectives of different authors: the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat is a da‘wa
text, not a historical one (despite its occasional jaunts into the historical record), and

thus the image of the imam that it presents must necessarily be one that reifies him

31 Walker, “Succession,” 240.
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most as God’s infallible representative. The events that transpire during his rule are
necessarily the result of his good fortune, his omniscience, and his inability to do
anything but command the good and prohibit the evil. For authors of historical
accounts, they are obliged to report on what they find in historical sources or what they
witnessed; even the sympathetic al-Maqrizi is more or less bound to these standards.
Further, historians may not have had access to the kinds of sources that portrayed the
imam as the consummate astrologer, as in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat--it is most
improbable that such texts would have circulated outside the highest ranks of the da‘wa
hierarchy. For the purposes of our present study, it must suffice to hold these two roles--
da‘wa and dawla--and their necessary friction, in mind at once.

To return to the text, the continuous connection, the uninterrupted succession of the
Fatimid dynasty and thus the uninterrupted connection of the people to the divine
conduit embodied in the imam, allows the imams to know the future events of the
dynasty to the exclusion of ordinary astrologers. This continuous connection stands in
direct contrast to the chief political adversary of the Fatimids, the ‘Abbasid caliphate—at
this time in political turmoil, dominated by multiple foreign forces that paid lip service
to the ‘Abbasids.?

This ongoing succession of the imams is described by the author as being continuous
and predictable like the signs of the zodiac, thus, he says, each sign is indicative of the

events of each imam's rule:

The khilafa is like the rotating sphere and I [i.e. the imam] am in it like the rising
fortunes that deviate away from calamities, for God distinguished us with perfection

32 Daftary, The Ismailis, 137-142; as overthrowing the ‘Abbasids as the primary motive
of the early Isma‘ili movement, 114-5.
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and eternality. Our kingdom is not like the kingdom of the evil usurpers, the souls of
whom are haughty towards God and His friends, those who have no continuity and
no eternality. So when the khilafa flowed to us [it was] like the flow of the sphere of
the zodiac. And certainly the of imam from us is like the ascending planet

that, when it alights in its house, works good fortune in it. In this way, the imam's
fortune contains [the fortunes] of the people of his era and his age and the men of his
kingdom and his state, in accordance with the judgement of the planet in that
house.?

This passage seems to indicate, on the one hand, that the Sage is meant to be one of
the imams, as he states the imam is one of his progeny and that he and his descendants
occupy the office of the caliphate. The sage seems to be saying that the office of the
imam is like the sphere of the zodiac, that as it rotates and moves from sign to sign, that
office is continuously occupied by someone—unlike the ‘Abbasids who are not blessed
with this kind of continuous investiture. And the one who fills the office is like a planet
in each zodiac sign, and the planet works only good fortune in that house, bringing that
good fortune to his subjects. They are exempt from working misfortune, and we can
even predict what will happen during their eras based on what we know about each of
those houses of the zodiac and how they interact with the planets and with the other
houses.

The idea that the planets are symbolic of the imams has already appeared earlier in
k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat. In par. 78, the author states that the spheres are amthal fi-1-
ta'wil, symbols in the ultimate truth. The seven planetary spheres symbolize the seven
imams, while the encompassing sphere and the sphere of the zodiac symbolize the natiq

and the asas, because there is nothing beyond them except the spiritual world. The

33 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 245.
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movement between the Soul and the seven planetary spheres is like the flow of ta'yid
from the natiq and the asas to the seven imams.

Setting aside the meta-narrative regarding the compilation of the text for the time
being (pars. 240-4), the author begins this analysis in par. 202 with the first Fatimid
caliph to rule openly, ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi. The author's voice is interspersed with quotes
attributed to the Sage, such that it is difficult to know for certain where the Sage's voice
ends and the author's begins. It is noteworthy that the horoscope is not a true
horoscope--rather than beginning with the actual time and date of either the birth of al-
Mahdi or his accession to the caliphate, it begins merely with Aries, the beginning of the
zodiac. While this is justified with the statement that the ascendant was in Aries at the
start of his mission, and that it was determined that this would be the case rather than
his waiting for it to happen, it nevertheless lacks the calculated sophistication of a
horoscope in the literal sense. Beginning with Aries, then, is not a reflection of any
astronomical calculation, but more likely a poetic invention of the author meant to
bolster the notion that the founding of the Fatimid state was the beginning of a new era,
just as Aries represents the beginning of a new cycle. This lends a sense of the
metaphorical to this astrological interpretation, rather than a literal calculated
engagement with the science of astrology.

In moving to his son, al-Qa’im, at par. 250, the horoscope notes that Taurus, the sign
following Aries, exerts its benevolent influence over his rule. Here we begin to see that
not only does each successive sign indicate what fortune the imam under that sign will
have, but also that the relationship between the respective horoscopes of father and son

(and their further descendants) holds indications for how each imam will impact the
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Fatimid state itself. This is a novel variation on continuous horoscopy, an astrological
interpretive framework in which two horoscopes, either of two related individuals or two
horoscopes cast on the birth and the birth anniversary of one person, are compared
against each other. For example, in par. 205, that al-Qa’im’s house of travel is aligned
with al-Mahd1’s house of power indicates that al-Qa’im’s travels positively impact the
power of the state. This is then correlated with the historical fact of al-Qa’im’s
subjugation of the Berber rebellions and his two attempts at conquering Egypt for the
Fatimids.

This pattern--explaining the virtues of each of the imams in accordance with the sign
of the zodiac that represents them, and noting how their horoscope and its fortunes
impacts the fortunes of the state and their subjects--continues through al-‘Aziz, the fifth
imam. However, there are two separate and different accounts of the rule of al-‘Aziz, one
at par. 263 and another at par. 267, where we would expect the author to move onto al-
Hakim but instead begins anew with al-‘Aziz, stating, for a second time, “next is the
fifth.” While the first account relates more to the opulence and economic flourishing of
al-‘Aziz’s rule, the second pertains mostly to his military mission to conquer Syria as
well as his participation in repelling the Byzantine invasion of Syria. The second account
also makes mention of the fact that the Kutama Berber faction of the Fatimid army was
inadequately equipped against their Turkish opponents during the incursion into Syria,
and that the conquered Turkish general Alptakin was brought back to Cairo to aid in
creating a Turkish component of the Fatimid army. These two complementary accounts

may be evidence of multiple authors contributing to the discourse.
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At al-Hakim (par. 271), an interpretive difficulty arises: the sixth house of the zodiac,
according to the author, is representative of “illness and slaves;” thus posing an
interpretive problem for author: while the previous astrological signs were all able to be
interpreted in a positive way, it is much more difficult to attribute glory and splendor to
an imam whose rule is characterized by illness and slaves. It is a further interesting
point that al-Hakim’s rule was notoriously chaotic both in his day and in later historical
narrative, adding further difficulty to the attempt at a positive spin on things that has
characterized the imams so far in this section. This difficulty is resolved creatively by the
author in a few different ways, most notably at par. 275, where “illness and slaves” is
interpreted as negative consequences for the enemies of the imam and do not afflict his
subjects. At par. 281, the notion of illness and slaves is set aside in favor of the notion
that the sixth imam would, generations later, produce the seventh natiq and the awaited
Mahdi. The peculiarities of al-Hakim’s rule seem to be understood as signs of the
nearness of the end of days.

Likewise, Scorpio, the eighth house (par. 292), poses interpretive problems for the
author, as it represents fear and death. Again, fear and death are here interpreted as
applying primarily to those who are enemies of the imam and the state. The text ends
abruptly with the eighth imam, in spite of the fact of the premise of the correlation of the
imams with the zodiac implies it ought to include 12 imams--however, the authors do
not explicitly state that they anticipate completing the scheme of all 12 signs. In fact,
puzzlingly, at par. 272 and 281 there is an anticipation that the “tenth,” likely al-Amir,

would be the last of the imams and the completion of the sixth prophetic cycle.
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In some ways, this astrological interpretive model—moving from one sign to the next
for each caliphal era, beginning with the ascendant—resembles that of profections, or
inttha'. In profections, indications for each year of the native's life are contained in each
of the houses, beginning with the ascendant as year 0 and progressing through each of
the 12 houses. The planet ruling the sign for each house then has special, amplified
significance for that year as the "time lord." For example, a native born with the
ascendant in Capricorn for whom three years have passed would have their fourth year
represented in Aries, with Mars as the time lord. Profections are discussed in al-Qabisi's
Introduction. According to al-Qabisi, profections can be calculated not only for
individuals, but also for world-years. al-Qabisi gives the example of the year of the
ascendant of the year of the conjunction indicating the advent of Islam being Gemini.
Counting forward 52 years, the ascendant of the year of the Hijra becomes Virgo.3

However, while the basic technique of counting one astrological house forward from
the ascendant of the Fatimid dynasty is similar to that of calculating profections, it is
markedly different in that the advance from one house to the next is not on the basis of
solar years, but rather on the accession and rule of each of the Fatimid caliphs. The
planet ruling each house is here not described using the terminology of "time
lord" (sahib al-zaman or salkhudhay). Rather, it seems as though each progression
through the houses for each caliph is meant to indicate a new horoscope for each of the
caliphs, their ascendants progressing from Aries through the remainder of the zodiac by

divine arrangement. This is indicating by the fact that, for each caliph, the author

34 al-Qabisi, The Introduction to Astrology, ed. and trans. Burnett, Yamamoto, and
Yano, 116-120.
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mentions particular houses in their individual horoscope that, when compared with that
of ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi's, give indications for their particular eras.

Thus, while the astrological technique used by the author has some basic elements in
common with the technique of profections, it does not seem to be based on the method,

but rather an innovation by the author for his purposes.

IV. Poetic Astrology in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat

One of the first things that becomes obvious to a reader of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat
is that the horoscopes of the imams are not true horoscopes. When compared against
the roughly contemporaneous examples of continuous horoscopy from the Cairo Geniza,
the "horoscopes" in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat lack the same level of technical detail.
Whereas the Geniza horoscopes account for the time and place of the individual's birth
as well as the exact degree of the ascendant, the degrees of each planet and, in some
cases, the north and south nodes, the same cannot be said for the horoscopes in k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat. The horoscope of the first 8 caliphs is focused primarily on the
ascendant for each caliph; however, even then it is devoid of the necessary technical
specifications such as a time, date, and geographic location that would lead to an
accurate calculation of the ascendant. It is not even clear if the mentioned ascendant is
for the birth of the caliph, the moment he acceded to the throne, or the moment he was
designated as the heir apparent. Thus, to call this section a horoscope in the strictest
astrological and scientific sense would be false. Rather, much like the Neoplatonica
engaged in the introduction, the astrological concepts used here seem to be engaged

only superficially—the author is not an astrologer, nor is he attempting astrology in the
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same way that astrology is practiced by the actual practitioners of that science. He
demonstrates an awareness of basic astrological concepts such as the basic qualities of
the 12 signs, the 12 houses, the seven planets, and what their aspects indicate, but does
not go beyond that. Confusingly, several passages in the horoscope section are
attributed to the sage, whom, as discussed above, the reader is meant to understand as
perhaps the imam himself, as well as prophetic passages attributed to Ali b. Abi Talib.
Thus it is not clear if the reader is meant to understand that the entire passage is
perhaps a summary of what the author heard the imam say, if it is extrapolated from
prophecies attributed to Al or if it is an invention of the author supported in its
authority with quotations from the imam and Al1. A few of reasons may be behind this:
1) as just mentioned, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat were not experts in
philosophy or the occult sciences, as has been demonstrated by Hollenberg.?> Their
priority was not to craft a philosophically cohesive text, but instead to engage concepts
popular among the ruling and courtly class for the sake of reinforcing the idea of
Fatimid imperial hegemony and their divine right to it. While not astrologically
complex, the historical data of the deeds of the imams do seem to correspond with the
historical record. Events such as the vanquishing of the rebellion of Abu Yazid and the
court migration from the Maghrib to Egypt—even minor events such as how the court
was forced to move into al-Mahdiya prior to its completion due to a severe rainstorm
that damaged their housing in Raqgada—are readily cross-checked against the accounts
of al-Maqriz1 and other historians and identified. This is not prophecy, then, but an

actual justification and examination of historical events using astrological language.

35 Hollenberg, “Interpretation,” 261.



This more poetic use of astrology is also seen in the roughly contemporaneous 5"/11"
century anonymous work The Book of Curiosities. In that text, the anonymous author
provides the ascendant for cities such as a-Mahdiyya (Leo), Tinnis (Pisces), and even the
Nile (Cancer). The roughly contemporaneous astrologer al-Birtiini does not approve of
this practice, stating, "[the ascendant] cannot be ascertained without knowing the time
of construction, and what city has such information preserved?...on what basis could
one confirm for the great rivers of the world the time of their cutting a channel or the
moment at which the water flowed?"s°

This superficial engagement with astrology, divorced from its mathematical
components and even the constraints of temporality, is reminiscent of the seemingly-
arbitrary assignment of ascendants to the Fatimid caliphs. The editors of The Book of
Curiosities note two possible reasons why the author is more engaged with a poetic,
non-technical variety of astrology (what they call "folk astrology" or "star lore"), the first
being the possibility that the author simply did not have access to the kind of technical
material necessary to produce a mathematically and technically rigorous horoscope.
"Few treatises on mathematical astronomy or even computationally sophisticated
treatises on astrology can be attributed to Egypt before the late eleventh century."s”
However, as the editors state, al-Hakim commissioned a zij by the astronomer Ibn
Yunus, and in spite of the fact that Ibn Yinus was "exceptional” ("for essentially all
other Egyptian sources relating to observational mathematical astronomy were written

after the eleventh century"), there is nothing to indicate that having access to a wider

36 Rapoport and Savage-Smith, Lost Maps of the Caliphs, 69.
37 Rapoport and Savage-Smith, Lost Maps of the Caliphs, 70.
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variety of technically sophisticated treatises would necessarily lead to a more technical
engagement with astronomy. In fact, horoscopes from the Cairo Geniza dating after the
completion of the zij al-hakimi cite al-Khawarzimi's zij al-sindhind and Ptolemy's
Tetrabiblios, possibly indicating that, even after the production of an updated, Cairene
z1j, these older sources still were in popular use. Thus, it seems unlikely that this poetic/
folk astrology is the result of a lack of access to more technical materials; however, it
remains worth considering the possibility that, among the educated classes to whom
astrology and other esoteric sciences appealed, there were those for whom the
mathematical rigor of astrology held little interest. One might consider a contemporary
parallel in the rise of Instagram astrology, where, like the "folk astrology" of Fatimid
Egypt, its community demonstrates little interest in the scientific nuances of the
practice. On an episode of the podcast You Are Good, internet astrologer Madame
Clairevoyant muses that the 1997 James Cameron movie Titanic is a Pisces: "

I feel like there's a kind of Pisces element to it, first of all because of the floods
and floods of tears that I personally, and I think everyone, sheds over this
movie... and I think there's something Pisces about wanting people to feel for this
historical tragedy, trying to pull down the barriers between your own normal life
and this centuries-old tragedy, trying to get you not just to know about it but to
really feel it, to experience it, to have empathy.3®

The fact of the movie itself having been released on December 19 (Sagittarius), or
that filming began in July (Cancer), or that the events depicted in the film take place in
April (Aries) does not enter into this calculation—rather, it is about the character and

properties of the film itself. Similar are the speculations on the signs of the main

38 Sarah Marshall and Alex Steed, “Titanic w. Madame Clairevoyant,” December 29,
2021, in You Are Good, podcast, 1:28:48, https://www.podpage.com/you-are-good/
titanic-w-madame-clairevoyant/

138



characters Jack Dawson (Aries) and Rose DeWitt Bukater (Libra), dates of birth for
whom are not given and are not even attempted to be deduced based on available
evidence in the film. It is in this latter regard—the speculation and assigning of zodiac
signs for people based on a perceived connection between the innate characteristics of
the sign and the person in question rather than an actual temporal connection to that
sign—that this contemporary movement most closely resembles the poetic astrology of
5%/11™ century Egypt. Moreso than a lack of materials, it may be that information such
as the caliph's time, place, and date of birth (or of accession) was not widely available—
al-Magqrizi preserves the horoscope of al-Hakim, but such detailed material is scarcely
available for any of the other Fatimid caliphs. But to reiterate, it seems most likely that it
was not a lack of material but more a lack of inclination in the technical "truth" of
astrology, and that these practitioners' interests simply lays more in the poetic
possibility opened up in the language of correspondence that astrology provides.

However, a lack of mathematical rigor need not be a reason to dismiss or even
minimize the cultural importance of this more "poetic astrology," for its widespread
prevalence indicates its importance for the intellectual community who engaged it.

In discussing astrology in the medieval Arabic and Islamic world, scholars often
praise its mathematical and scientific qualities and its rational nature. This move is
intended to call attention to the methodological rigour they perceive as being at the
heart of astrological practices.® It is largely an attempt to legitimate the academic study

of astrology in an Islamic context, where, unlike its European counterpart, it has

39 See, among others, Savage-Smith, “Introduction,” Magic and Divination in Early
Islam, Saif, The Arabic Influences on Early Modern Occult Philosophy; Melvin-
Koushki, “De-orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism.”
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struggled to find recognition as a legitimate object of academic inquiry. These scholars
were not wrong to make these arguments, and I do not position myself in any way
against them. Rather, I am to broaden our collective conversation to recognize and
theorize those practices of astrology that do not meet our expectations of it as a
scientific, rational discipline.

I use the term poetic* here in the sense of poetry as mimesis, borrowing from
Aristotle's works on poetics. Poetic astrology is mimetic because the relationship
between symbol and symbolized, between the astrological body and the object of
astrological analysis, is not mathematically determined, but rather determined solely on
the basis of a perceived similarity between the mimetic subject and object. Aristotle
states of skilled poets that "the greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is
the one thing that cannot be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of genius, since a
good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars."+* The
skilled employer of poetic astrology, like Aristotle's poet, is particularly good at
observing similarities and crafting metaphors. While a mathematical astrologer (what
we might otherwise simply call an astrologer, as it is astrology as we best understand it)
crafts a horoscope through inductive reasoning, through calculating the positions of

planets in the sky at a particular time and then reading those signs for indications as to

40 Other terms for this phenomenon that have been suggested include "jazz

astrology" (with thanks to Cyril Uy for this term) which attempts to capture the “riffing”
or free-wheeling quality, and "belletristic astrology" (with thanks to Noah Gardiner),
which captures the literary quality without conflating the qualities of this astrological
interpretation with the well-known Arabic poetic tradition. However, I stand by the use
of "poetic," as it also captures the wider purpose of astrology in the medieval era as
mirroring that of poetry.

41 Aristotle, Poetics, 1459a.
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the fate and future of the querent, an author engaged in poetic astrology deductively
assigns the signs of the zodiac to a person based on the perceived qualities of that person
first and foremost. This metaphorical relationship is explained in Aristotle's Poetics as
consisting in "giving the thing a name that belongs to something else; the transference
being either from genus to species, or from species to genus, or from species to species,
or on grounds of analogy..." As for analogy, Aristotle defines it as, "whenever there are
four terms so related that the second is to the first, as the fourth is to third; for one may
then put the fourth in place of the second, and the second in place of the fourth."+
Aristotle gives the example, "as old age is to life, so is evening to day. One will
accordingly describe evening as 'the old age of the day'...and old age as the 'evening' or
'sunset of life.""*3 Poetic astrology primarily consists of metaphors derived from genus-
species or species-species relationships, and the basis for such metaphors is first and
foremost the well-established qualities of the heavenly bodies and the signs of the
zodiac. To return to the present-day example from above, the "internet astrologer"
Madame Clairevoyant claims that Titanic is a Pisces, not based on the date the film was
released or the date it began filming (inductive, mathematical), but instead because "of
the floods and floods of tears that I personally, and I think everyone, sheds over this
movie."

In this example, Pisces and Titanic both share the quality of weeping and grief; it is a

"species to species" metaphor, in Aristotle's terms. If we understand the relevant quality

42 Poetics, 1457b16-18.
43 Poetics, 1457b22-24.
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of Pisces to instead be wetness, then the tears elicited by Titanic are the specific instance
of wetness belonging to Pisces, i.e. water is the genus and tears are the species.

It is important to note that mathematical astrology and poetic astrology serve two
different purposes and are practiced by different groups of people. A mathematical
astrologer is an astrologer as we would think of one: one who, after substantial training
in the prerequisite fields of mathematics, astronomy, geometry, etc.; makes
observations and calculations of positions of the planets at a particular time in a
particular place for a querent. On the basis of these calculations, the astrologer makes
prognostications for the querent. Poetic astrology, instead, is definitionally not
performed by trained astrologers, but rather by those with a general familiarity with the
symbolic vocabulary of astrology. This symbolic language is mustered in service of an
argument about a person, or a thing; it is almost always a literary device.

I propose poetic astrology as the term for this phenomenon in opposition to the more
commonly used term "folk" astrology* because "folk astrology" carries an almost
pejorative valence that indicates those involved were less intellectually sophisticated
than their non-folk counterparts. I do not believe that this accurately represents the
population engaged in poetic astrology, as they were likely educated, literate, and at
least in the case of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, high ranking members of the religious

hierarchy.

V. Ta’wil Sensibility

44 Rapoport and Savage-Smith, Maps of the Caliphs, 69-70.
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Having discussed some examples from k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat of poetic astrology,
we can now discuss the possible reasons for the author's choosing this mode of
engagement. Within the Fatimid Isma‘li context of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, one
possible reason emerges above all others, which is the commitment of authors within
the Fatimid Isma‘li da‘wa to a ta'wil sensibility. By "ta'wil sensibility," I mean an
overriding commitment to the new worldview unveiled to the believer through
interaction with the da‘wa. In this view, there is no source that is unable to be unveiled,
its hidden, inner sense made known by means of the imam's connection to the divine.
Thus, even the already-symbolic system of astrology is capable of receiving another,
hidden layer of meaning accessible only to the imam.

While the root of the Arabic word -w-I conveys a sense of going back to the source,
the term "ta'wil" itself has different meanings in different contexts. It is often defined in
relationship to tafsir, a literary genre of Qur’an interpretation that focuses on grammar
and hermeneutics. Ta'wil is likewise a genre of Qur’anic interpretation, but rather than
interpreting the entire Qur’an systemically, it is instead focused on the process of
"decoding" scripture, particularly the ambiguous (mustashabihat) verses, to find hidden
signs relating to the aspects of Isma‘ili tradition. According to Bar-Asher, systemic
analysis of the entire Qur’an as in the tafsir tradition is absent in Isma‘li tradition
because of the ever-present Imam, the "living Qur’an." In addition, the exegete does not
need to explain the parts of the Qur’an that can be understood literally—"believers can

make use of existing commentaries, even those written by laymen/'amma."+

45 Bar-Asher, "Outlines of Early Isma‘ili-Fatimid Qur’anic Exegesis," 259-60.
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In referring to the author's approach as a ta'wil sensibility, I mean to show that
Isma‘li ta'wil is not limited to the Qur’an and the shari‘a as its object, but rather that the
entire perceivable world is made up of objects consisting of an exoteric and an esoteric
duality. As al-Qad1 al-Nu‘man states in asas al-ta'wil, all of creation is subject to this
duality, and its esoteric and exoteric aspects must be understood as interdependent:

Every thing, even though it be single, must have a partner which demonstrates
the oneness of the Creator, Who is distinct form His creatures. Nothing [but He]
can exist other than as a couple; for example, man is one person, yet is comprised
of a body and a soul. The body is the visible [aspect], and the soul is the hidden
[aspect]. Each of the two comprises two things; the body comprises coldness and
dryness, and the soul comprises heat and moisture.*

This notion is taken up by Hollenberg, who argues that ta'wil is not merely a genre of
literature, but rather a rhetorical status for the ultimate truths taught by the da‘wa.
Through understanding the ultimate truth behind the conventional appearance, the
believer adopts a new mode of cognition by which to interpret the world around them.
This mode of cognition then unites the believers as a community in service of the
mission.* The numbers 2, 5, 7, and 12; the parts of the human body; animals, elements,
and natural features are all comprised of an inner da‘wa sense meaning that is revealed
to the believer by the imam and the upper ranks of the da‘wa hierarchy. This creates for
the believer an entirely new way of perceiving the world, in which the divine
arrangement of God can be seen in the otherwise quotidian landscape.

To take an example from the text in question, a verse from the Qur’an regarding the

four rivers in Paradise of water, yogurt, wine, and honey (47:15) is interpreted in its

46 Bar-Asher, "Outlines of Early Isma‘ili-Fatimid Qur’anic Exegesis," 269.
47 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 43.
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hidden, interior aspect as indicating four aspects of Isma‘ili cosmology: the Intellect,
the Soul, the Speaking Prophet, and his Trustee.*® According to al-Sijistani, rivers,
alongside other physical objects such as mountains, trees, and animals, are the themes
that are obviously in need of ta'wil.* Thus, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat
states that water indicates the Intellect, because within it is the potential for all other
drinks, just as the Intellect contains all things in potentia; yogurt indicates the Soul,
because by its power the asas is made ready to "rear"s° those who answer the call; wine
indicates the natiq because consuming wine is forbidden just as executing the outer
aspect of the shari‘a without its inner aspect is forbidden; honey indicates the asas,
because just as honey is a cure for all ailments, ta'wil is a cure for all misleading fears.
However, the author does not limit himself to the Qur’an and the shari‘a as objects of
ta'wil. The various components of the human body, the cycle of birth and death, the
cosmos, and even time itself contain signs indicating the divine order. As will be
discussed further in the next chapter, in a lengthy passage the author attributes to ‘Al b.
Abi Talib, the shahada is comprised of 28 "ranks" (hudiid) that indicate the oneness of
God: the negation and the reification;, the three letters with diacritics (alif, 1am, ha"); the
four words; the seven syllables; and the twelve total letters. These 28 ranks and their
constituent pieces of 2, 3, 4, 7, and 125 can be seen in all the signs that God has placed in
the world. The universe, for example, is comprised of the encompassing sphere and the

sphere of the zodiac; the three movements of the spheres from the center, towards the

48 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 127.

49 Poonawala, "Isma‘1li Ta'wil," 210.

50 tarbiya "rearing" refers to the process of disseminating the salvific da‘wa knowledge.
Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 53.

51 Note the deviation from the more familiar scheme of 2, 3, 5, 7, and 12.
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center, and around the center; the four cardines of the sphere, rising, setting, north, and
south; the seven governing spheres, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury,
and the Moon; and the twelve signs of the zodiac. This schema is repeated for the
human body, the Earth, arithmetic/accounting, fasting, prayer, and zakat, among
others.*

One reason al-Sijistani gives for the necessity of ta'wil is the verses that do not accord
with wisdom or that seem to violate God's natural laws (mutashabihat);? "when an
intelligent person is presented with those mutashabihat verses, his faith is not
reassured, because he finds [those stories] surrounded by an element of impossibility."
He offers as examples the ant speaking to Solomon or the hoopoe bringing him reports
on the Queen of Sheba—such stories violate God's natural laws and sow doubt in the
heart of the believer. Similarly, the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat offers a ta'wil of
different varieties of jinn, which in their inner sense indicate different types of people,
both believers and non-believers. The source material for this section is unclear; while it
opens with a citation of Q55:33 "O company of jinn and men, if you are able to pass
beyond the regions of the heavens and the earth, then pass, you shall not pass, save by a
warrant," the description of various types of jinn that follow does not immediately
resonate with any extant material, from the Fatimid da‘wa or otherwise. The author
states, for example,

Among them are different species, repulsive tongues, and strange forms from the
world of jinn... those with beaks, wings, feathers, down, thorns, [protuberances?],
sharp fangs, rough talons, those that resemble beasts, that populate waterless
deserts, that are rooted in caves, that dive into the shadows, that live in the sea

52 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 446-85.
53 Poonawala, "Isma‘lli Ta'wil," 210-12.
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swimming and diving in its depths, those who obstinately remain in currents,
those who are beastly...>
This list of various types of jinn continues for several paragraphs; in many instances,
the manuscript is too corrupted to make sense of what was intended. Yajij and Majuj
are mentioned, as are the Waqwaq and the Nasnas. For each of these forms (suwar), the
Sage states, "there are meanings that indicate the veracity of what we have mentioned."
The ta'wil of the types of jinn is then revealed:

The different species, the repulsive tongues, they are those who depart from the
limit (hadd) of the [ultimate] truth and quarrel in their religions and bring about
repulsive, disagreeable sciences. Those with beaks, feathers, wings, resembling
birds, are those who dress up truth in falsehood. They are their leaders, because
birds are a symbol for the da‘is.”® Those with thorns, protuberances, sharp fangs,
rough talons those that resemble beasts are their armies and their followers. ... As
for those who dive in the depths of the sea, they are the extractors of ilm and
those that uncover the ultimate truths from it. Those obstinately remaining in
currents are the believers among them, and the beastly are the people of error...
those with no hair on their bodies are the who only know the exterior of the
shari‘a without it interior.5”

Thus jinn, conventionally understood as a parallel society of supernatural beings
consisting of both believers and non-believers, become a metaphor for believers and
non-believers in the human realm. Those who are beastly are a mathal for those who
depart from the understanding of the ultimate truth propagated by the da‘wa, their

followers, and their armies; those who dive in the sea—water being a familiar mathal for

knowledge—are those who pursue ‘ilm and derive ultimate truths from it.

54 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 129.

55 k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, par. 132.

56 Birds as a symbol of the upper ranks of the da‘wa is noted by Hollenberg; Beyond the
Quran, 43.

57 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 132.
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However, as has been pointed out both by contemporary scholars and da‘wa authors,
one mathal can stand in for multiple mamthuls; one conventional truth or exoteric
reality may stand in for multiple esoteric aspects.?®

It is unclear if belief in jinn in a concrete, literal sense was widespread among the
da‘wa at this time; certainly the uncovering of an inner meaning for different types of
jinn indicates, according to the logic of al-Sijistani, that jinn were not meant to be
understood literally. The author clarifies, perhaps shockingly that, in fact, the
designations of "jinn" and "human" are actually analogous to the "people of truth" (ahl
al-haqa'iq, i.e. the Isma‘ili) and the "people of the exoteric" (ahl al-zahir).5* For while it is
said that jinn were made out of fire and humans from mud, because both jinn and
humans are capable of reproduction, they must actually both be bodies composed of all
four elements, otherwise they would not be capable of reproduction. Further, it is known
that jinn do not have their own messenger; rather, Muhammad was sent to both the jinn
and the humans. The author cites the prophetic hadith, "I was sent to the red [people]
and the black [people],"® stating, "the red are the people of the exoteric, analogous to
the humans; the black are the people of truth, analogous to the jinn." The claim that jinn
are meant to be understood as metaphors for the Isma‘ili community seems to be
unique to this author, as the marginalia in manuscript J express the unusual and
perhaps unfamiliar nature of this claim.

This ta'wil sensibility applied to the idea of jinn exemplifies a basic fact regarding

ta'wil: that any object or phenomenon, even those seemingly antithetical to the da‘wa

58 Qutbuddin, Mu'ayyad al-Shirazi, 105-6; Hollenberg; Beyond the Qur’an, 65-7.
59 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-giranat par. 146-8.
60 Sahih Muslim 521a
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such as the Christian cross, can be linked back to its esoteric counterpart, its ultimate
truth. In other words, the objects of ta'wil are not limited to the Qur’an and the shari‘a,
but rather comprise the whole of creation. Everywhere the believer looks are signs
pointing back to the ultimate truth contained within conventional appearances. It is no
coincidence, then, that the symbolic and mimetic landscape of astrology became another
object for ta'wil.

The language of astrology is already symbolic and thus, I argue, ripe for this ta'wil
type of interpretation—Jupiter is not just the planet observed in the night sky, but a
reminder of the possibility of beneficence, abundance, and joviality in the universe.
However, that level of interpretation is available to all astrologers, as the author has
mentioned. It is only the imam who can access the most subtle, most secret realities
within that outer appearance and its inner meaning: Jupiter is not just a reminder of
joviality and abundance in the universe, but specifically the abundance and good fortune
that will be the hallmark of the rule of al-Mu’izz. The signs of the zodiac are not just a
reminder of the progression of seasons, the repetition of cycles, and the possibilities
they contain, but of how each of the caliph-imams will act out those possibilities, their
relationship to each other, how they will progress one to the next uninterrupted. When
seen from this perspective, mathematically sound astrology is simply beside the point—
anyone with a bit of training could accomplish that. But only the imam-caliph with his
direct access to divine knowledge and his perfect apprehension of all phenomena can
perceive how those familiar concepts operate on a subtle, hidden level not accessible to
ordinary astrologers already well-versed in that symbolic system. In fact, the Sage states

this rather explicitly in a later section: “Prophets and imams only need to learn the
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disciplines that [ordinary] people grasp, such as writing, arithmetic, language, crafts,
and the like. The faculty of divine sciences, which is called falsafa, comes to them
without study or effort, such that they apprehend them with certainty, exceeding even
those who excel in astrology.” In this way, the author's engagement with astrology in
this section is a continuation of how the caliphs al-Mansur and al-Mu‘izz, if not others,
viewed the practice: as a means not merely of prognostication or of rewriting history
with their dynasty in mind, but as a way to see the world as it truly is. Much in the way
that the exoteric dimension of the Qur’an is available to believers without recourse to
the imam, so too is the outer dimension of astrology; however, its inner, secret
dimension is only accessible to the imam and those whom he enlightens with this
knowledge.

Bar-Asher notes that one reason ta'wil is only ever done piecemeal is because its
purpose is to validate the key points of Isma‘ili doctrine, including the obligation to
recognize the imam. Certainly astrology is here leveraged for that purpose; however, it is
noteworthy that, in most cases of Isma‘1li ta'wil, and in fact in most da‘wa literature, the
imam is understood through primarily a religious lens. The emphasis is on his role as
the interpreter of the Qur’an, as the divinely-inspired, the one supported by God. While
that may be the case for the imam to whom this astrological treatise is attributed, the
individual Fatimid imams are, by and large, described through secular, political, dawla-
oriented terms. al-Mu'‘izz, for example, is described as moving the court to Cairo; al-
‘Az1z, for his spending. Particularly in the context of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat where

the imam is almost always discussed in familiar religious terms, this political approach

61 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qgiranat, par. 303.
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stands out as unusual. These more personal descriptions resemble the anecdotes of
courtly life recorded by al-Qadi al-Nu‘man in his majalis wa-l-musayarat. In this work,
the Fatimid caliph-imams are humanized through personal stories that portray them as
hard-working, intellectual, and compassionate, while still retaining their divine baraka.
The "horoscope" starts with the beginning of the Fatimid state under ‘Abdallah al-
Mahdi; however, as previously noted, the time of the "birth" of the new state is not
based off the actual location of the planets at the moment of al-Mahdi's accession, but
rather at what we might call "astrological midnight;" or zero degrees of Aries, the
absolute beginning of the zodiac. This point of zero degrees of Aries has significance in
the world-year concept, as being on the one hand obviously symbolic of new beginnings,
but also indicating great shifts in world power and dynamics. Starting the horoscope for
a new caliphate at zero degrees of Aries, then, is not due to convenience or lack of data,
but rather an intentional move that signifies the "birth" of the Fatimid caliphate is in

fact the dawn of a new era.

VI. Conclusion

Ta'wil, like poetry, is mimetic: the appositions between symbol and symbolized,
mathal and mamthul, batin and zahir, are not wholly arbitrary, but rather due to a
perceived similarity between the two. This is apparent in the example above of the four
rivers of Paradise, where each river indicates an asl due to a correspondence between
the nature of the river and that of its divine counterpart. Hollenberg refers to this as the
logic of harmony—such harmonies can be numerical, as in the correspondence between

2, 3, 4, 7, and 12 in the shahada and elements of nature, or ontological, as in the
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harmony between types of jinn and da‘wa characters.® However, a few adaptations of
this mimetic theory are necessary to make it fit within the Isma‘ili context. First, echoing
Hollenberg, ta'wil is a rhetorical status of truth—it is the object of mimesis, the thing
imitated by tanzil.® It is the Form, in Plato's language, that the craftsman imitates.
However, unlike for Plato and Aristotle, for the da‘wa the hierarchical relationship
between the universal and the particular is not so severe. While it is the ta'wil that is the
vehicle for salvific knowledge, the tanzil is not definitionally lower quality; as is
emphasized over and again, one must take the zahir with the batin; one cannot
disregard tanzil once the ta'wil has been unveiled. As Qutbuddin puts it, "the Ka‘ba is
the symbol for the Imam. The mathal (Ka‘ba) carries heavy religious weight, but the
mamthul, (Imam) is superior, since it is the basis for the reverence accorded to the
mathal."** However, this does not mean that the Ka‘ba is mere imitation--to suggest
such would be akin to heresy. Rather, as Qutbuddin notes, “there is a certain
equivalence between mathal and mamthiil... the mamthul is himself the reality of the
mathal;” this is part of what distinguishes standard figurative speech from ta’wil.
Second the "poet," the one who has a gift for noticing these similarities, is not, as he
is for Plato, unaware of the natures of the things he talks about and thus corrupts
society. Rather, more like in Ion, the poet is divinely inspired; his capacity for noticing
such similarities is supernatural because of the influx of the divine through him. The
wasl/asas, imam, and the upper ranks of the da‘wa are the exclusive authors of ta'wil, it

is because of this divine inspiration, ta'yid, that they are able to discern the ultimate

62 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 67.

63 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 37.

64 Qutbuddin, al-Mu'ayyad al-Shirazi, 105-6.
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truths behind conventional language and thus craft ta’wil that in its use of figurative

language and mimesis reveals the hidden aspects of the apparent.
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Chapter 4. Lettrism as Esoteric Prayer Technology
I. Introduction

Lettrism in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat defies easy categorization: it contains both
what Michael Ebstein calls "mythical" and "philosophical" elements, presenting the
letters as both concrete cosmological building blocks and as symbolic indicators of
cosmological realities with no real existence of their own;! it lacks of the philosophical
rigor of Ibn Turka and the theurgy of al-Buni; it is not systemic in any way but rather
bends in shape to fit the particular argument of an author. Lettrism, like astrology in the
previous chapter, is not here pursued as an end in itself but rather a means to the end of
applying all realms of knowledge to the principles of the da‘wa, the hierarchy, Isma‘ili
cosmology, and reverence of the imam.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine and theorize Fatimid lettristic thought as it
appears in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat and the texts it is in conversation with, with the
aim being furthering the conversation on Islamicate lettrism by theorizing one of its
earliest iterations, and exploring how the evidence in k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat
[ppcontributes to our current understanding of Isma‘ili lettrism. The aim is not to
suggest or examine possible influences or lineages of lettristic thought in Islam or other
traditions; lettrism is something that could, and perhaps has, naturally arise in multiple
cultures independent of influence. Further, Islamic lettristic traditions are undertheo-
rized compared with those in Greek, Christian, and Jewish thought. Consequently, the
conversation in this chapter will remain firmly rooted in the Isma‘ili context, with no

excursions into the later Sufi, Andalusi, or Persian iterations of lettrism. Scholarship on

1 Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy in al-Andalus, 78-85.
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lettrism in Ismaili thought specifically has been dominated by the work of Halm in
Kosmologie as well as Ebstein's monograph Mysticism and Philosophy in al-Andalus.
Much more attention has been paid to its later and more systemic versions, particularly
Ibn Massara, Ibn Barrajan, Ibn al-Arabi, al-Buni and the early modern Persian tradition,
as well as the lettrism of the ambiguously-Isma‘ili Rasa'il Ikhwan al-Safa' and corpus of
Jabir b. Hayyan.

I will begin this chapter with a history of lettrism in proto-Shi‘T and -Isma‘ili move-
ments of the 2™/8™ century. Our discussion will then explore the contours of the earliest
known lettristic doctrines of the early Isma‘lli movement, exploring along the way how
k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat engages with these familiar themes. We will then examine the
"applied" science of the letters—prayer—as it appears in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat.
Finally, I will explore the difficulties of applying the previous chapter's lens of "ta'wil
sensibility" to lettristic thought in an Isma‘ili context, and make some suggestions for
theorizing Isma‘ili lettrism in conversation with existing scholarship. Along the way,
references will be made to other Isma‘ili works that include lettristic material.

Before getting into the meat of this chapter, we ought to begin with some definition
of terms. While the state of the field of lettristic studies in the Islamicate context has
grown considerably since Matthew Melvin-Koushki's seminal 2012 dissertation, "The
Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult Philosophy of Sa'in al-Din Turka Isfahani
(1369-1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid Iran," there is as yet no
scholarly consensus on how to define what is called, with little differentiation, ilm al-
huriuf, "the science of the letters," jafr, or simiya'. Attempts at defining lettrism struggle

against the fact that, as Melvin-Koushki states, lettrism "is in no way limited to letters, it
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implies a host of other sciences with which the letters are invariably seen to interface at
all levels of reality, including numerology, judicial astrology, astronomy, alchemy,
magic, divination, and so forth. Where does one stop and another begin?"? Consequently
Jjafr—as one way of understanding lettrism— is at once both a kind of prognostication by
way of the letters, and also "nearly synonymous with the science of the letters" itself.

Ebstein and Sarah Sviri distinguished between two types of lettrism, the (somewhat
problematically called) "alpha" type, which is typical of Sufi letter speculations and
focuses primarily on the sacred nature of the Arabic language and especially the
fawatih; and the "beta" type, which is more associated with Shi‘m and Isma‘1li thought
and is defined by its conception of the letters as cosmological building blocks.* Ebstein
later modified this typology to include in the "beta" type a "philosophical" and
"mythical" variation—while the mythical retain the idea of the letters as cosmological
building blocks, the philosophical accounts for those authors who view the letters as
indicators of cosmological realities, but not existing on a concrete cosmological level.5 It
is not clarified how this philosophical subtype, lacking the cosmological building blocks
idea that previously defined it, is distinguished from the so-called "Sufi" alpha-type.
Further, this typology, aside from being completely artificial and thus somewhat forced
in certain cases, cannot easily accommodate the fact that, as Ebstein himself demon-

strates, many authors seem to combine the mythical and the philosophical, despite their

2 Melvin-Koushki, "The Quest for a Universal Science," 28.

3 "Jafr," EI3.

4 Ebstein and Sviri, "So-Called Risalat al-huruf," 214, 230-2.
5 Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy in al-Andalus, 78-85.
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apparent incompatibility under his categorization.® This is all the more the case for
lettrism as it appears in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat.

Moshe Idel, in Theorizing Kabbalah in Italy, categorized various forms of the
tradition according to three models: ecstatic-mystical (e.g. Abraham Abulafia), "namely
a way of thought and a practice that sees the attainment of mystical experience as the
quintessence of religion;" theosophical-theurgical (e.g. Menahem Recanti), "one that
sought to affect processes in the divine sphere through intensive performance of the
commandments;" and talismanic-Hermetic-astromagical (Yohanen Alemmano),
"emphasizing the importance of an astromagical understanding of religion."”

Melvin-Koushki's definition of lettrism, which I privilege here, draws on Idel's
categorizations while also proposing a definition specific to the Islamic context and

acknowledging the limits of any categorical model:

Any type of methodology (e.g., jafr, ilm al-huritif) centered on letters as keys to
deciphering (and manipulating) all levels of physical and spiritual reality; to this end
the letters are held to be matrices of numerological, astrological, alchemical, magical
and other correspondences. Lettrist theory presupposes a perfect, eternal, revealed
Book upon which to focus its operations, the Qur’an in the case of Islamic lettrism
and the Torah in the case of Jewish or Christian kabbalah. Although the term
kabbalah/cabala might be naturalizable to the Islamicate context—Steven Wasser-
strom, for example, posits a common 2"-3"/8%-gh century gnostic-syncretic Near
Eastern milieu for the first expressions of Hebrew and Arabic letter speculation—for
the time being it seems prudent to use the more neutral term lettrism in this study in
recognition of the fact that letter theories appear to have been far more mainstream,
widespread and varied in the Islamicate context than in the Jewish or post-14™
century Christian; and as a revealed Book the Quran, of course, differs fundamental-
ly from the Torah in fabric and content and hence generates different speculative and
operative possibilities. The multifariousness and multivalency of Islamic lettrism

6 Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy in al-Andalus, 84-5, on al-Sijistani's combining of
these types; 86-94.
7 1del, Kabbalah in Italy, 3.
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aside, in what follows I posit for analytical convenience three overarching but
frequently interpenetrating strands: gnostic-messianic, Sufi, and intellectual.®

In terms of Idel's categorization, Melvin-Koushki clarifies that:

"intellectual lettrism is perhaps best described as privileging both theosophical-
theurgical and astromagical-hermetic strains of the science, depending on the
predilections of the individual lettrist, while Sufi lettrism, particularly in its earlier
phase, tends to privilege the ecstatic-mystical strain without being limited thereto.
More broadly, Sufi lettrism is typically associated with a formal Sufi affiliation on the
part of the practitioner, unlike intellectual lettrism. Gnostic-messianic lettrism, for
its part, is primarily defined not by its content but by its religious and sociopolitical
motives."?

This definition focuses on lettrism as a methodology, as an action, not an end in itself
but a tool for understanding (if not manipulating) reality; accordingly, its categoriza-
tions are also based on what lettrism does for the author rather than merely the content
of the lettristic thought, as per Ebstein and Sviri. Perhaps most importantly, it clarifies
that the category of "Sufi" really only make sense if the author himself expressly has an
affiliation with an established Sufi lineage—in some cases, this alone may be what
distinguishes "Sufi" "alpha" lettrism from other categories. This definition also accom-
modates for the fact that, as we will see, for lettrism in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, letters
do not have a one-to-one correspondence with number or with any other signification;
that they are matrices for multiple significations. In Melvin-Koushki's terms, lettrism
within k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat largely inclines towards the gnostic-messianic model,
as it is chiefly defined, as we shall see, by its subordination to advancing the Isma‘ili
view, religiously and, to the extent that messianism is political, its dawla-oriented

agenda as well.

8 Melvin-Koushki, "The Quest for a Universal Science," 28-9.
9 Melvin-Koushki, "The Quest for a Universal Science," 29, n. 101.
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I1. Origins of Isma‘ili Lettrism in Transgressive Proto-Shi‘i Movements
Within the Islamic tradition, lettrism is not exclusive to Isma‘ili thought.” Ebstein

claimed to trace a direct lineage from Isma‘ili lettrism to the lettristic thought of both

Ibn al-‘Arabi and Ibn Massara in Mysticism and Philosophy in al-Andalus. But even
before the earliest Isma‘ili lettristic literature emerged, the Arabic language and the
letters of the Arabic alphabet were seen as sacred and full of the creative power of the
divine. However, lettrism in the Isma‘li context does take on a different (and possibly,
as Ebstein argues, influential) form due to both the importance of the role of the imam
and the pervading adherence to ta'wil sensibility.

Isma‘li lettrism owes its origins to the 2"/8™ century transgressive proto-Shi‘

(ghulat)" movements that, in addition to espousing beliefs that went beyond the bounds

10 For discussions of lettrism, science of the letters, and jafr outside of an Isma‘ili
context, see Fahd, Divination, 217-234; Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 411-424;
Melvin-Koushki, "The Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult Philosophy of Sa'in al-
Din Turka Isfahani (1369—1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid
Iran" (Ph.D. diss); Gardiner, "Esotericism in a Manuscript Culture: Ahmad al-Buni and
His Readers through the Mamluk Period," (Ph.D. diss), Ebstein, Mysticism and
Philosophy in al-Andalus; Casewit, Ibn Barrajan; Binbas, Intellectual Networks in
Timurid Iran.

11 The term ghulat, commonly translated as "extremist," is controversial owing to its
largely polemic and pejorative use to describe these movements that were chiefly, but
not exclusively, populated by non-Arab mawali and otherwise poor or disenfranchised
Arabs by the more mainstream and orthodox Muslim populations. Sean Anthony has
suggested "transgressive" as a better translation, as "extremist" connotes an element of
terrorism that is both inaccurate and anachronistic. Anthony also gives evidence that
these transgressive movements "reclaimed" the term ghulat and used it to describe
themselves; however, I do not agree with Anthony that this makes our modern use of the
term less problematic, as it is outside the bounds of acceptability for outsider groups to
use other pejorative terms that have been reclaimed by oppressed populations.
Additionally, the broad categorization of any movement meeting the broad criteria of
"ghulat" risks erasing important distinctions among them on the one hand and renders
controversial Shi‘ beliefs that are now quite mainstream, such as belief in the imams'
knowledge of the ghayb. Thus I use the term "transgressive proto-Shi‘1" here, though
not without reservation. "Ghulat," EI3.
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of what was acceptable to the mainstream orthodoxy (transmigration of souls, divinity
of the imams and/or other human beings, the imams' knowledge of the ghayba) were
millenarian and messianic in nature. The Khattabiyya in particular may have directly
influenced, or otherwise intermixed with, the earliest Isma‘ili, and are thus particularly
noteworthy for this present study.

The first appearance of what may be called a lettristic doctrine among transgressive
proto-Shil movements can be traced back to al-Mughira b. Sa‘id (d. 119/736)", likely a
mauwla of non-Arab background who has been identified in multiple sources as a wizard
or magician.” In his lettristic cosmology, God, figured by al-Mughira as a Man of Light,

has limbs corresponding to letters of the Arabic alphabet*:

He is a man of light, with a crown of light on his head, He has the body and limbs of
a man. His body has an inside, within which is a heart, whence wisdom flows. His
limbs have the shape of the letters of the alphabet [abjad]. The mim represents the
head; the sin the teeth; the sad and dad the two eyes; the ‘ain and ghain the two ears;
as for the ha', he said, You will see in it a Great Power, and he implied that it was in
the place of the genitalia and that he had seen it; the alif was in the place of the foot.*

al-Mughira drew extensively from non-Islamic sources in creating his
anthropomorphized, lettrized "Object of Worship;" most notably, parallels have been
noted with the Gnostic doctrine of the Valentinian Marcos. The multiplicity of traditions

to which Mughira was intellectually indebted span Madean, Aramaic, Gnostic, and

12 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes;" Tucker, "Rebels and Gnostics;" Daftary,
"The Earliest Isma‘ilis;" EI3 "Abu'l-Khattab," "Ghulat, "Kaysaniyya"

13 Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, reports that Tabarl and Kashshi both identified
him thusly.

14 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 12; Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, 61;
15 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 16.
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Jewish;* consequently, it may be that the introduction of lettristic speculations
(particularly the "apotheosis of the figurative power of language"" that gave rise to
ta'wil) into early Shi‘1 thought has its origins in these Gnostic, and thus non-Islamic,
traditions."®

This highly eclectic and syncretic riff on Islam was not a mere intellectual activity,
but may have also had political dimensions, defying the quietist and quiescent approach
favored by the ‘Alid imams. al-Mughira is said to have organized a revolt against the
Umayyad governor of Iraq, Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri, that ended in his arrest and
crucifixion. His followers, the Mughiriyya, were said to have strangled their religious
and political opponents, although this account ought to be approached with
skepticism.” al-Mughira likely began to comport himself as rightful Imam and prophet;
his followers certainly regarded him as such after his death.*

Tucker argues that,

The real importance of al-Mughira lies in the sense of exclusiveness which he
inculcated among his followers. Such particularism or special status was
indispensable for anyone seriously attempting to take control of the state, because it
obviously required the discipline and organization necessary for such an effort. By its
very nature, also, elitist feeling created a sense of militance and hostility toward
those outside the group. In fact, religious elitism was the psychological foundation of
terrorism such as appeared later in extremist Shi‘ism with Abu Mansur al-'Tjli and

16 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 14.

17 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 17.

18 The stream of influence, of course, is not strictly one way; Wasserstrom has argued
that the Jewish Kabbalistic Sefer Yesira was influenced by these same early Shi1
lettristic movements. See Wasserstrom, "Sefer Yesira and Early Islam."

19 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 4; Tucker, Mahdis and Messianism, 54-6.
20 Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger Writes," 16; Tucker, Mahdis and Messianism,
54-6, 67-8.
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his followers. One may see with al-Mughira's teaching, furthermore, the germ of the
later revolutionary, terrorist Nizaris (Assassins, as they are known in the West).*

The spurious and, in any case, outdated attribution of terrorism to the Syrian branch
of the Nizari Isma‘ili not withstanding, Tucker here draws a link between lettrism, the
early ghulat movements, revolution, and later Isma‘ili lettristic developments. That the
"real" Islam as mediated by the ‘Alid imams was not accessible to the masses created a
sense of community on the one hand and exclusivity on the other; that "the real truth
was not and could not be, the nominally self-evident meaning"** created new ways of
seeing the world that allowed for a revolutionary potential among these groups that
were largely composed of the disenfranchised. This idea carries over, as we will explore
further, to the later transgressive photo-Shi‘1 groups and eventually to the Fatimid
Isma‘li view of lettrism.

Nearly contemporaneous with al-Mughira was the famous (and later publicly
disavowed) disciple of Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Abu'l-Khattab Muhammad b. Abi Zaynab Miqlas
al-Ajda‘ al-Asadi (d. ca. 138/755). The entourage surrounding Ja‘far al-Sadiq was known
for its diverse collection of beliefs, ranging from orthodox to transgressive (the latter
giving rise to transgressive Shi‘l groups); Abu'l-Khattab in particular espoused doctrines
of the divinity of the imam; ranking followers as angels, prophets, and gods; the primacy
of ta'wil; and the necessity in every age of a speaking prophet (natiq) and a silent
prophet (samit)—after Muhammad and ‘Alj, the role of natiq passed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq
and samit to al-Khattab. As prophets, they were also considered (or at least, al-Khattab

and his followers considered himself) to be human manifestations of the divine. In

21 Tucker, "Rebels and Gnostics," 46.
22 Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, 136.
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terms of his lettrism, Abu'l-Khattab claimed that Ja‘far al-Sadiq had taught him the 73-
letter greatest name of God.* The Khattabiyya were also alleged to have replaced the
alphabetical cosmological symbolism of the Mughiriyya with its numerical
counterparts—perhaps introducing alphanumericism in a cosmological sense into an
Islamic context for the first time.>

Like al-Mughira, Abui'l-Khattab was executed following a failed revolt, this time by
the Kiifan governor ‘Isa b. Miisa.* After his death, some of his followers, the
Khattabiyya, transferred their allegiance to Muhammad b. Isma‘il; however, the extent
to which the earliest Isma‘ili were identical with the Khattabiyya is not settled. Certainly
the transgressive proto-Shi‘1 groups in the entourage of Ja‘far al-Sadiq, such as the
Khattabiyya and the Mughiriyya, were in close relationship with the earliest Isma‘ili;
however, the Khattabiyya held many beliefs that the nascent Isma‘illi movement did not,
including the divinity of the imams, the superiority of ta'wil, and the transmigration of
souls. What is clear is that the Isma‘qli movement was among those groups in the imam's
entourage who were dissatisfied with the quiescent and pacifist movement that the ‘Alid
imams had been professing at that time.** As Melvin-Koushki points out, "the
Mughiriyya and the Khattabiyya [were not] exceptional in this regard; indeed, the
gnostic adaptations that were attempted in the 2nd/8" century were so rife and

aggressive as to 'constitute a virtual failed takeover of Islam."*” These two groups greatly

23 Daftary, The Ismailis, 86; "Khattabiyya," EI3.

24 Daftary, The Ismailis, 86.

25 Daftary, "Earliest Ismailis," 217; Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, 113-4.

26 Daftary, "Earliest Ismailis," 221-2, 225-6.

27 Melvin-Koushki, "Universal Science, 176, citing Wasserstrom, "The Moving Finger
Writes," 15.
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influenced the early Isma‘lli movement, perhaps even at times intermixing with it, as is
evidenced by the latter's adoption of the natiq and the samit, the emphasis on the
necessity of ta'wil (although its primacy over tanzil was eventually walked back), and the
cosmological importance of the letters. I will leave the discussion of Gnostic influence
for scholars with a greater knowledge of that tradition; suffice to say, the early Isma‘ili
movement and its interest in letterism was a product of its context.

Perhaps contemporaneously or nearly contemporaneously with the rise of the
transgressive proto-Shi‘l groups and their revolutionary interest in lettrism were the
Ikhwan al-Safa'. Scholars have debated the extent to which the Ikhwan were Isma‘li.
Even the earliest 19" century studies by Paul Casanova and Stainslaus Guyard speculate
on the ideological link between the Ikhwan and the Isma‘li*®. Marquet has insisted the
Rasa'il are Fatimid in origin;* however, others such as Ebstein have argued that the
Ikhwan could not have professed the same Ismailism as was the official state religion of
the Fatimid caliphate, arguing instead for a kind of crypto-Ismailism or Qaramati
affiliation.?* More recently, Saif has argued that the Ikhwan's politics had more in
common with the Zaydis than the Isma‘li: "it is more cogent to restrict the discussion of
Ikhwanian ideas that have parallels with Isma‘ili ones within the Ikhwan’s philosophical
and cosmological enterprise, rather than their religious and ideological discourse; the

latter being more the area where we find parallels with Ibadism and Zaydism.”** This

28 Daftary, The Ismailis, 235.

29 "Ikhwan al-Safa'," EI2.

30 Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy, 45-54.

31 Saif, “Ikhwan al-Safa’s Religious Reform and Magic,” 39.
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discussion of Isma‘ili affiliation is complicated by the fact that the Rasa'il do seem to
have been accepted as Isma‘ili at a later date by the Tayyibi Isma‘1li.*

Dating for the Rasa'il has ranged from the late 9™ century to the mid-11" century,
scholarly consensus apparently now landing on circa 970 based on "the Tawhidi
hypothesis," according to which the author al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023) claimed to know
several of the authors from among the Ikhwan,* as well as references in the Rasa'il to
verses by al-Mutanabbi3s and the philosophy of al-Farabi.>®* Abbas Hamdani instead
argues for a composition between 873 and 909, and that the event anticipated by the
Ikhwan is the advent of the Fatimid caliph ‘Abdallah al-Mahdi.3” However, this leaves
unresolved the puzzle of whyj, if the Rasa'il were a product of the early Isma‘ili
movement[, they are not mentioned by any of the Fatimid authors. Abbas Hamdani
argues, somewhat unsatisfyingly, that the Rasa'il were abandoned once the Fatimid
state had been established, "lest it should become dangerous to the Fatimid
establishment itself."s®

Scholarly debate aside, the relationship between the Isma‘li and the Ikhwan is only

relevant here insofar as it relates to the lettrist ideologies of each. In that respect, the

32 A. Hamdani, "Early Fatimid Source."

33 "Ikhwan al-Safa'," EI2; de Callatay, Brotherhood, 22.

34 de Callatay, Brotherhood, 22-3.

35 A. Hamdani claims these are later interpolations, as "many of al-Mutanabbi's verses
are highly memorable and have become proverbial." "Introduction," 27.

36 de Callatay, Ikhwan al-Safa’, 10. A. Hamdani argues that the Ikhwan were prior to
al-Farabi and thus the latter borrowed from the former, and that what was believed to
be a borrowing from al-Farabi is in fact a borrowing from Plato translated by Hunayn b.
Ishaq. "Introduction," 30-1.

37 Hamdani, Abbas, Soufan, Abdallah, 2019, The Call to God. An Arabic Critical
Edition and English Translation of Epistle 48.

38 A. Hamdani, "An Early Fatimid Source, "13.
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common denominator between Isma‘ili and Ikhwanian lettrism is the importance of the
numerological significance of letters and words. As Melvin-Koushki observes, "number
for the Brethren is the ultimate foundation of truth and key to the unification of all fields
of knowledge."* The Thwanian approach to lettrism has some agreement with what
Ebstein calls the mythological dimensions of the Isma‘li. In both, the creation of
language is among the first of God's creative acts; however, for the Isma‘li, the
impression is of creation in the Arabic language, for the Ikhwan it is rather a kind of
divine language that manifests itself at later stages in the varieties of human language,
of which Arabic is the most complete and harmonious.

However, for the Ikhwan, Arabic is not a divinely-created language but rather a
human one. Its advantages, then, are not due to its primacy or proximity to the divine
creative language, but rather because of its innate qualities and the perfection of its 28
letters, the latter being a number endowed with a particular perfection reflected in its
appearance across all strata of existence from the number of bones in the human hand
to the number of lunar mansions.*° A crucial point of differentiation here is that the
primary organizing principle of the universe for the Ikhwan is number, not letter, as
number is both prior and superior to letter; it is for this reason they are often referred to
as "Pythagorean,"+ although, as de Callatay notes, the Rasa'il characterized by an
"unembarrassed and eclectic use of sources," rendering their categorization a uniquely

difficult process.*

39 Melvin-Koushki, "Quest for a Universal Science," 180.

40 Ikhwan al-Safa', On Life, Death, and Languages, ed. and trans. Eric Ormsby; Lory,
Science; Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy, 106-7.

41 Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists, 9-16; Lory, Science, 70-4.

42 de Callatay, Brotherhood, 93.
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That lettrism as it exists in an Isma‘ili context owes its origins to these transgressive
proto-Shi‘ groups can scarcely be denied; further, I am wary of attempting to separate
the beliefs of these groups from their drive to revolution. The question then remains, is
lettrism among the early and Fatimid Isma‘ili similarly revolutionary in its aims?
Certainly, the occult sciences have a great revolutionary capacity, as does the creation of
an esoteric system in which what meets the eye cannot be taken as true reality. This
revolutionary capacity originates in the empowerment the occult sciences provide, the
legitimization of their lineage through the prophetic inheritance of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and
the transmission of jafr along his line, and the exclusivity of an esoteric system not
available to outsiders. With respect to empowerment, it scarcely needs pointing out that,
for groups systemically disenfranchised by an Arab ruling majority, claims to the divine
power of their leaders, such as al-Khattab's claim to knowing the greatest name of God,
provided significant empowerment. The legitimization of such groups came through the
claim of the inheritance of ‘Ali as the rightful successor of Muhammad and,
consequently, the inheritor of the cosmic semiotic power and hidden knowledge that
Muhammad himself had inherited from the Jewish prophets before him, often described
as jafr.*® The exclusivity of the esoteric system propounded by transgressive proto-Shi‘l
groups further created an elitism that worked against the existing social hierarchies;
"the esoteric nature of the religious doctrines doubtlessly served as the ideological bond

by means of which solidarity was achieved."+

43 Wasserstrom, "Sefer Yesira and Early Islam," 4, 16-20. See also jafr, EI3.
44 Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, 130.

167



It is no coincidence that these transgressive proto-Shi‘l movements comprised
predominately non-Arab mawali and otherwise disenfranchised Arab populations.* As
recently as the 19" century, lettrism has been used to mobilize anti-colonial resistance in
Bukhara against the Russian occupation.*® Further, engagement with the occult sciences
has pushed the boundaries of societal norms to resist the state-sanctioned "Shi‘l
rationality” in contemporary Iran.#” And, of course, the centrality of magic and the occult
sciences to the revolutionary political project of the Ikhwan al-Safa' has been
convincingly argued by Saif.*® The occult, it seems, is a potent vector for resistance and
empowerment. In its early and Fatimid Isma‘ili iteration, as seen in k. al-fatarat wa-1-
qiranat, the political dimension of the science of the letters emerges as the overarching
priority—as a technological advance that creates the most effective prayer for spiritual
transformation above and beyond other religions and other Muslims. Hollenberg has
already shown how the establishment of a new worldview through ta'wil created a sense
of community among the Isma‘ili da‘wa®; I argue here that lettrism served a similarly
empowering function both as a means of community creation and as an elitism that
worked against the existing ‘Abbasid hegemony and emerging Sunni orthodoxy. Insofar
as lettrism created new ways of "deciphering (and manipulating) all levels of physical

and spiritual reality"s° that worked against the ways of deciphering reality used by those

45 Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians, 126-30.

46 Melvin-Koushki and Pickett, "Mobilizing Magic: Occultism in Central Asia and the
Continuity of High Persianate Culture under Russian Rule."

47 Doostdar, Iranian Metaphysicals.

48 Saif, "Tkhwan al-Safa's Religious Reform and Magic," "A Study of the Ikhwan al-
Safa"s Epistle on Magic, the Longer Version (52b)."

49 Hollenberg, Beyond the Qur’an, 9.

50 Melvin-Koushki, "Quest for a Universal Science," 29.
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groups and establishments hostile to the emerging Isma‘ili moment, it followed the
lettrist tradition of the transgressive proto-Shi‘t movements that harnessed the

revolutionary potential of the occult sciences.

ITII. Cosmological Lettrism and Technology

Drawing on its heritage in the transgressive proto-ShiT movements, as well as, to
some extent, the Ikhwan al-Safa', central to the Isma‘li tradition of lettrism is the idea
that God's act of creation was first and foremost a speech act. By speaking things into
existence, the names of things became part of its essential nature, and the letters
themselves become the constituent parts of the universe. This notion finds its origin in
several Qur’anic verses wherein God created the world by literally speaking it into
existence with the divine command "be!", as in a phrase frequently repeated in the
Qur’an: {His command when He desires a thing is only to say to it, “Be!” and it is.5'}

This phrase—kun fa-yakun, {“Be!” and it is}— it is the starting point for the Isma‘ili
myth of creation that becomes a jumping-off point for some later lettristic literature.5* In
the creation myth attributed to Abu ‘Isa al-Murshid, a da‘l contemporaneous with al-

Mu‘izz and al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, the first being that God creates is created out of light:

This light remained for some length of its eternity not knowing whether it was a
creator or a created thing. Then God breathed into it a spirit and directed at it a

51 Ya Sin 82, etc.

52 Earlier Isma‘ili literature, such as k. al-‘alim wa-l-ghulam, k. al-kashf, and k. al-
rushd wa-I-hidaya also have lettristic themes, as will be discussed below; however, the
Kuni-Qadar myth is most clearly laid out in this treatise by al-Murshid. While the
treatise was written in the time of al-Mu‘izz, Stern argues it was likely that the Kuni-
Qadar myth had perhaps only been passed down orally at that point, al-Murshid being
the first (or among the first) to commit it to writing. Stern, Studies, 19.
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voice: "Be!" (kun), thus it came into being with God's permission. All things were
made by God through creating them (mubda‘atan) from the letters kaf and nun
[making the word kun]. There is bringing-into-being, one who brings-into-being,
and a thing which is brought-into-being. Then there is Allah. Then through the waw
and the ya', which became a name for what is above it, calling it therefore kunzi.5

The letters kaf and niin thus become the origin of all things in the universe, the DNA
of all created beings that come after them.

The status of the letters as the cosmological origin of all things is also found in k. al-
fatarat wa-l-qiranat. Here the author apparently quotes a tradition attributed to Ja‘far
al-Sadiq, as it is found almost verbatim with a few minor changes attributed thusly in al-
Razi's k. al-zina.>* This tradition also uses vocabulary familiar from al-Murshid's
treatise, in which the three hypostases superior to Kuni are al-irada, al-tawahhum, and

al-mashi'a—Will, Imagination, and Intention.

The Sage—peace be upon him!—said: The first [thing] that God imagined and
intended and willed was the letters, which He made the origin of all things and an
indicator of all things and a foundation of formed things. So by the letters are all
things known—true or false names, actions or things acted upon, meaningful or not
meaningful, all matters are combined in the letters. [God] did not make the letters in
His imagination as a fixed thing, nor as an existent [thing], except that they were
imagined. Imagination in this matter is the first action of God [he who is the light of
the skies and the earth], and the letters were made by that action, and they are the
letters with diacritical points.*

Here what Ebstein terms mythical and philosophical elements seem to be combined:
on the one hand, the letters are the origin of all things, the "cosmological building

blocks," to use Ebstein's terminology; on the other, as the product of God's imagination,

53 trans. Stern, Studies, 18; Arabic 7.

54 As this particular section of the k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat is attributed to the
unnamed Sage, it gives rise to speculation that the Sage may refer to Ja‘far al-Sadiq in
many other cases; further investigation is required.

55 Stern, Studies, 25.

56 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat par. 424

170



they do not have real existence—they are indicators of all things, but not a part of the
ontological reality of the things they indicate. Regardless, knowledge of all things comes
only by way of the letters. The author states that there are 33 total letters that are the
origin of all things: the 28 letters of the Arabic alphabet, and 5 additional letters that
account for sounds in all other languages not found in Arabic. This account—that
creation as a speech act included at the outset all the languages of the world in the 33
letters—has some resonance with the linguistic creation story from the Ikhwan
mentioned in the previous section, in which the language that God created in was an
angelic language that had no parallel in human languages.

Returning to al-Murshid's treatise, God then gave the command to Kuni to create of
his own light a being named Qadar: "Create for yourself out of your own light a creature
to act for you as a vizier and helper to carry out Our command." Kan1 and Qadar then
create out of their own lights a hierarchy of cherubim and spiritual beings (ruhaniyyat),
of whom the three most relevant for later Isma‘ili literature are called Jadd, Fath, and
Khayal.

Why this first created being is named Kuni, the feminine imperative of kun, while
apparently also retaining some masculine qualities, as al-Murshid writes later in the
treatise, "Know, that when Kiini was first created, he saw no other being besides himself.
Thus he conceived a proud thought that there is nobody but himself," is not immediately
obvious. Halm speculated a connection between the feminine Kuni and the Gnostic
demiurge Sophia, who likewise succumbed to the hubris of not recognizing her status as

created being subordinate to God.”” However, the Kabbalistic tradition of the bi-

57 Halm, "Cosmology," 78-81.
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gendered sefirot—another tradition with a long history of lettrism—may also be a rich
point of comparison, as Kuni, despite his feminine appellation, is nevertheless identified
as he (huwa) in al-Murshid's story.”® An explanation perhaps equally worthy of
consideration is that by turning kun into Kini through the addition of waw and ya’,
together with his creative assistant Qadar, the two creative beings together comprise
seven letters, where as kun alongside Qadar would only comprise five letters—
cosmologically a much less significant number for the Ismaili than the number 7. As al-
Murshid states, "Kuni consists of four letters, Qadar of three, which makes seven letters.
This indicates that when he (Kiini) had created Qadar, he created out of the light which
is between itself and Qadar seven Cherubim."s® Seven is also the number of the planets
and spheres, the number of seas, the number of days of the week, the number of natigs
and wasis, and the number of imams in a given prophetic cycle. This allows each of these
seven letter to represent a natiq, as in the thought of al-Sijistani, where each letter
corresponds to a particular quality of that natiq; dal stands for the quality of indication
(dalala) that defined the era of Muhammad, for example®. Thus, in addition to Halm's
largely accepted notion about the continuity between the Gnostic Sophia and the Isma‘ili
Kiuni, we also ought to consider lettristic explanations for the rendering of the masculine
imperative "kun" to the feminine "kuni"—particularly as a bi-gendered demiurge is also
found in Kabbalah, another tradition with a strong lettristic component.

The characters of Kiini and Qadar as well as the importance of the divine creative

speech act "kun!" reappear throughout k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat. The author of k. al-

58 See, for example, Segol, Kabbalah and Sex Magic.
59 trans. Stern, Studies, 20.
60 Halm, Kosmologie, 55.
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fatarat wa-l-giranat points out that the letters kaf and nun in the command "kun", for
example, add up to 770, as the value of kaf is 20 and the value of nun is 50, added
together make 70, which, when its 7 and o are added together, can be reduced 7.5 The
number 7 is symbolically at the heart of Isma‘ili cosmology and sacred history—here,
that kun is equivalent to 7 is said to be an indication not only of the seven cycles of
history and the seven nutaqa', but also the seven points of contact made between the one
in sujud and the ground. That seven is also the number of days in the week imbues this
scheme with further layers meaning—each prophet and cycle is aligned with a day of the
week, a theme already familiar from al-Mu‘izz's prayer book about the seven days of the
week each being a prophet.*

That the constituent letters of Kiini and Qadar add up to the number seven also finds
significance in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat. Here, cosmological concepts that fall into this
pattern of four- and three-letter words can consequently be mapped onto the roles of
Kuni and Qadar and further layers of meaning extrapolated from their correspondences.
We learn, for example, that, contrary to popular opinion, darkness (zilma) was created
before light (niir), because zilma has four letters in the same way Kiuini has four letters,
and light (nur) has three letters, as Qadar has three letters. Thus, just as Kuni was
created prior to Qadar, darkness was created prior to light, and light was created from
it.%s Similarly, God's footstool (k-r-s-1) and throne ('-r-sh) are mapped onto the roles of

Kuni and Qadar.* While the author of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat does not elaborate

61 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat par. 420. See also al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker,
51-2, for a similar notion.

62 k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat, par. 165, 168, 317.

63 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, par 172-3.

64 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par 173.
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further on the importance of the kursi and the ‘arsh, we learn from k. al-kashf that God
first created the footstool and the throne before the creation of the 28 letters.
Interestingly, while in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat the kursi (four letters) would be prior
to the ‘arsh (three letters), k. al-kashf makes it clear that God created the throne first,

and then created the footstool from it:

Now when he erected this throne by his omnipotence, through the foreknowledge in
which the things to come are preexistent, he cleaved off these pillars at the base of
his throne--which certainly existed before them (the pillars); this throne had [thus]
two parts: the first part is his throne, in it he set up these [aforesaid] hudud and
called it "Throne' and 'Totally Hidden'. But the second part is that which God set up
before this throne and in which he hid the exoteric knowledge and which he called
the footstool. Therefore God says: His footstool reaches far over heaven and earth.
And it is not difficult for him to protect them both (from harm).®

The significance of four- and three-letter word pairs is also found in k. al-rushd wa-
[-hidaya, another among those texts attributed to either Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman or

his father Ibn Hawshab.®® Here, the author writes,

Know—may God have mercy on thee!—that the [bismillah] is written with the help of
seven letters, from which fourteen (others) are derived. Thus three groups of seven
(tasabrt) are again formed, because a name [ism] and a meaning (ma‘na) co-exist
with everything. In the same way (the words) 'tongue [lisan] (and) ear [udhun]' are
(together) composed of seven letters from which fourteen others can be derived.
(Thus) these also consist of groups of seven, and the tongue and the ear share
between themselves all human speech.®

Here the base unit of seven is not derived from the cosmological pair Kuni and

Qadar, but rather from the bismillah. The four- and three-letter pairs of ma’na and ism,

65 k. al-kashf, 92-3; German trans. Halm, Kosmologie, 40-1.

66 Ivanow, Studies in Early Persian Ismailism, 51.

67 k. al-rushd wa-I-hidaya, ed. and trans. Ivanow, in Studies in Early Persian
Ismailsim, 54-5.
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lisan and udhun invoke the non-arbitrary link between letter and meaning, sound and
form: a name gives away something about the essential nature of the named thing.

The derivation and significance of further letters from the spelling of the letters
themselves is also found in k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat as well as in k. al-kashf. In k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat, in the command "kun" the kaf is an indicator of the Preceder
(Sabiq) and the nun represents the Follower (Tali)—the command "kun!" thus contains
not only the imperative, but also what the imperative creates.®® Further, the author
demonstrates, the three letters of kaf (kaf, alif, fa") correspond to the three celestial
entities—the word (kalima), the Preceder (Sabiq), and the Follower (Tal1). The three
letters of nun (nun, waw, nun) correspond to the three angelic beings Jadd, Fath, and
Khayal.® The word itself—kun—is said to be an indicator of the "First Cause."” Thus, in
the single word "kun" are embedded multiple layers of signification at the order of the
word, the letter, and the spelling of the letter: the number seven and all its different
levels of significance, as well as the characters in the cosmological creation story.
Lettristic thought thus creates efficiency—many layers of meaning can be contained or

encoded within a seemingly simple two-letter word that, when called to mind by the

68 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 416.

69 k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat, par. 415.

70 The mention of the First Cause no doubt brings to mind Aristotle, al-Farabi, and Ibn
Sina. A discussion of how the vocabulary of Aristotelian metaphysics came into the
predominately Neoplatonic philosophy of the Isma‘ili is beyond the scope of this
discussion. Suffice to say, any incompatibility perceived by the modern scholar between
Neoplatonism and Aristotelianism was smoothed out over centuries of the Islamic
philosophical tradition, particularly the Isma‘ili. And, certainly the Isma‘ili philosophers
were familiar with the works of al-Farabi, and Ibn Sina's family was, as is well-known,
Isma‘li.
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believer, unfolds into a grid of significations. This two-letter word consequently

becomes quite efficient as a vessel of meaning:

oS
70 /2 sy Adal)
O ol
S Gl
O P o) a \ <l
Juall il all Sl Gl 4

To add yet another level of complexity, the author states that "kun" is in the
grammatical form of the imperative (amr), which itself has three letters (alif-mim-ra'); if
each of those letters is spelled out, it becomes six letters (alif-lam-fa'+mim-ya'-mim).
Those six letters correspond to the six letters in the spelling of kaf and nn; however, two
remain from the spelling of ra": ra' and alif. The ra' and the alif correspond to kaf and the
nun. In sum, this makes eight, which correspond, in one level of meaning, to the eight
that carry the throne in Surat al-Haqqa 17: {And the angels will be at its sides; that Day
eight shall carry the Throne of thy Lord above them.} In another level of meaning, the
kaf and the ntun again correspond to the Sabiq and the Tali; the remaining six letters to

the terrestrial ranks of the da‘wa: natiq, asas, imam, hujja, da‘, and ma'dhun:”
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71 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 418.
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I propose that the main innovation of Isma‘ili lettrism is one of technology and
efficiency: letters have numerical correspondences, and those numerical
correspondences themselves contain further levels of signification; however, in addition,
letters and the spelling of letters also encode multiple levels of meaning. Rather than
binary 1s and o0s, this lettrist technology encodes multiple layers of meaning at the order
of the word, the letter, and the spelling of the letter. Isma‘lli lettrism thus introduces a
technological lettrism that allows for the transmission of secret knowledge in plain sight
for the initiated, but also, as will be explored further below, a proprietary technology of

prayer that separates them indelibly from other Muslim groups.

IV. Lettristic Prayer Technology

Lettrism in its later iterations among Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Buni, and their successors
gave rise to its systematization and magical applications in talisman-making, magical
squares, and other related occult technologies. These later thinkers emphasize the
practitioner's knowledge of a wide network of significations of the letters, such as those
that correspond to elements or particular body parts, in order to create a tangible effect
on a particular body part, for example. The notion that letters might signify elements
and body parts is not Ibn al-‘Arabi's innovation; rather, this idea is also reflected in the
lettrism of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat as well as al-Sijistani's k. al-yanabi’. Thus a proto-
magical lettrism forms part of the intellectual network of Isma‘li lettristic literature that
may have given rise, as Ebstein argues, to the lettristic thought of Ibn al-‘Arabi and Ibn
Masarra. However, the porto-magical lettrism in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat does not

reach the same level of systematization and thus application as those of its successors;
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rather, the closest approximation to a magical technology is lettrism's use in prayer. As

Melvin-Koushki argues in a work on Qajar lettristic prayer:

It is a truism that prayer is the primary business of religion. Yet for the great mass of
its practitioners, past and present, prayer is also a technology. In premodern
philosophical and modern parapsychological terms alike, it is a tried and true means
for harnessing mind to effect measurable changes in matter or control other minds.
That we now easily dismiss the overwhelming historical and empirical evidence of
the effectiveness of prayer as mere instances of the placebo effect—which remains
one of the most powerful effects even in modern industrial medicine—merely
testifies to a continued colonialist zeal for the witchhunt as proof of our own
modernity. But perhaps we moderns are skittish for good reason: effective, targeted,
technological prayer is clearly magic.”

Prayer toes an uncomfortably tight rope between religious practice and licit magic.”
Each requires a specific circumstance, a time of day, ritual actions, and the incantation
of specific words or phrases in order to bring about a desired result, while the
intermediary process by which that result is brought about is not visible to, (or, is
occulted from) the practitioner. Certainly this is the case with the recitation of specific
Qur’an verses in order to drive out jinn, in order to dismantle a talismanic object that
carries a curse for the recipient, or in order to cure disease—common, licit magic even
today.”

In k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, salah prayer likewise ambiguously toes the line
between prayer and magic. The time of day, the ritual positions, and the incantation of
specific words are all already prescribed. However, the author emphasizes the

importance of the knowledge that is required of the believer in order for them to bring

72 Melvin-Koushki, "Shaykhi Prayer as Safavid-Qajar Occult Technology," 5.
73 For more on this topic, see Zalenski and Zalenski, Prayer: A History.
74 "Rukya," El2.
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about an effective and accepted prayer is, likewise, embedded in the wide network of
signification that underlies the letters of the Arabic alphabet, and, specifically, those
embedded in the shahada and the fatiha.

The intention here is less practical and pragmatic than the prayers of du‘a' or ruqya
recitations; rather, the aim is identical with the ultimate aim of Isma‘ili soteriology, the
accession of the individual human soul and its return to and reunification with the
divine realm that was its origin.” Crucially, this salvific aim can only be attained with
the knowledge and guidance granted by natiqgs, the wasis, and the imams.

That magic (and prayer-as-magic) can be a tool not just for the manipulation of the
physical realm, but also a technology for spiritual transformation, has already been
pointed out by Saif in her discussion of the longer version of the Epistle on Magic from
the Rasa'il Ikhwan al-Safa'. Therein, in a subversion of the Harut and Marit story, the
Ikhwan offer a parable of a king who falls ill and is subsequently revived through an
education in the propadeutic and divine sciences; so effective is this cure that it leads to
his spiritual enlightenment and spurs him to abandon earthly kingship.” Such
soteriological undertones are also present in the Ikhwan's discussion of astrology in the
third epistle.”

Two passages from k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat speak directly to the centrality of the
believer's knowledge of the network of correspondences between letters, numbers, and
their symbolic indications to the effectiveness of their prayer. The first is a hadith

attributed to Muhammad that "any prayer in which the mother of the Book [e.g. surat

75 Daftary, Ismailis, 135, 231-2.
76 Saif, "Longer Version," 174.
77 Saif, "Longer Version," 176-7.
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al-fatiha] is not recited is incompletely performed."” The author further elaborates that
surat al-fatiha has 7 verses and is composed of 25 different letters™ for a total of 152
ranks or limits (hudad). I would suggest as an alternate translation in this lettristic
context "facets" for hudud—or keeping in line with the technological theme, perhaps
'bytes' of meaning—each verse, word, letter, and syllable is a symbolic referent to a
cosmological principle. And, as the author states unequivocally, "whosoever does not
know these facets is not a [true] pray-er [musallin]."s°

We do not hear from the author what the significations of the 152 facets of surat al-
fatiha are; further, I believe this part of the manuscript is actually incomplete, because
we would expect in addition to the number of verses and letters, perhaps also numbers
of words and syllables, in order to reach 152 total facets, as we will see is the case with
the shahada below. However, another work attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman (or
occasionally his father, Ibn Hawshab), k. al-rushd wa-I-hidaya, the significations of at
least the seven verses of surat al-fatiha are revealed: "the seven verses which form the
chapter al-Hamd stand allegorically for the seven degrees (i.e. basic principles) of the

religion (maratibu'd-din al-sab°). Just as the chapter al-Hamd opens the Book of God,

78 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 437.
79 It is difficult to reach the same mathematical conclusion as the author. If the
bismillah is excluded, al-fatiha is 25 words (kalima), but not that is not the same as
letters (harf). Further, excluding the bismillah results in only 6 ayas. In either case,
there are 21 distinct letters in it. Ivanow notes the same difficulty in k. al-rushd wa-I-
hidaya: "[the author's] mathematical sense ...often misleads him in his calculations," p.
54.
80 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par. 437.
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so the 'degrees of religion' open the door of knowledge of the religion of God."®* We are
still in the dark as to the signification of the 25 letters or other levels of meaning for al-
fatiha.

The crucial importance of the believer's knowledge of these facets and their network
of symbolic signification is further emphasized in another anecdote, this time attributed
to Ja‘far al-Sadiq. In this anecdote, one of the believers sees Ja‘far al-Sadiq rushing
through (yukhaffifu) his prayer and exclaims in surprise. Ja‘far al-Sadiq, aware that his
actions have provoked this surprised response, says, "Prayer is not more than its facets
of meaning; so did you think we left out any of these facets?" The believer says, "No, and
I know that whoever has knowledge of these facets has already prayed completely;
whoever does not have that knowledge has prayed incompletely and their prayer will not
be accepted."®? Thus we have the authority of Ja‘far al-Sadiq—frequently considered to
be the lineage holder and preeminent teacher of the occult sciences and especially the
science of the letters® —testifying to the requisite importance of the believer having
knowledge of this wide network of significations spanning from the letters in order to
carry out a complete, effective, and accepted prayer. Concomitant with that reified
importance is the implication that those who have not been granted knowledge of these
hidden significations will not have their prayer accepted—the body of Muslims generally

who are not Isma‘ili but follow the ritual of Muslim prayer without knowledge are

81 k. al-rushd wa-I-hidaya, trans. Ivanow, 55-6. Ivanow elaborates on p. 39 of the same
work that the seven maratib are "belief in God, His angels, His Book, His Apostle,
resurrection, the Day of Judgement, and reward for good actions or punishment for
bad."
82 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qgiranat, par. 438.
83 Wasserstrom, "Sefer Yesira," 20.
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without the technology that ensures their prayer is an effective form of spiritual
transformation. Instead they follow tradition and ritual without invoking the divine
organization of the universe during prayer; this renders their prayer ineffective. The
Isma‘lli mission then offers a technological advance over and above Islam broadly.

Like surat al-fatiha, the shahada is also said to contain various facets of meaning that
invoke the divine organization of the universe. That knowledge of the shahada's facets
leads to effective prayer and, thus, the salvation of the believer could scarcely be made
more obvious, as the author states in no uncertain terms, "God guarantees Paradise (al-
janna) to those to those who have knowledge of [the shahada's] facets and grasp its
[hidden] meaning..."® Those without knowledge of that hidden meaning are equated to
"Zoroastrians in their worship of fire and the sun, Jews in their synagogues and houses
of worship, Christians in their churches and hermitages, Muslims in their masjids and
mosques, [all] clinging to the exterior aspects devoid of [inner] meaning,"® all of which
is extraordinary, because it implies that not knowing these facets is equivalent to not
even being Muslim—even, and perhaps especially, those who already profess Islam. The
stakes, it might be said, could scarcely be higher: "those who know its facets and who
have extracted its meanings have already attested a true attestation; those who do not
have attested a lie and it will not be accepted from them."#

That the shahada is key to the intellectual paradisiacal reward is a notion also found
in al-Sijistan1's k. al-yanabt'. In the 30" wellspring, al-Sijistani explains the meaning of

the hadith attributed to Muhammad that "'there is no god but God' is the key to

84 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 439.
85 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, par. 440.
86 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, par. 445.
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paradise."®” There are, in fact, a number of striking similarities between al-Sijistani's
discussion of the facets of the shahada and that in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat that will be
interwoven with the discussion of the latter.

The actual discussion of the facets of the shahada in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat is
attributed to ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib:

"Know, sons of wisdom who are accustomed to obedience to us, that the shahada—
the sentence 'there is no god but god'—contains indications of the facets of the oneness
of God the Great and Mighty; they are: denial and affirmation; the letters of the alphabet
alif, lam, and ha'; four words; seven syllables; and twelve [total] letters."*® All of this
adds up to 28 facets—not likely to be a coincidence that that is the same as the number
of letters in the Arabic alphabet, as was previously discussed in the 31* epistle in the
Rasa'il.

This passage bears a striking similarity to the 23™ and 32" wellsprings from
al-Sijistani's k. al-yanabt’, where he discusses the shahada in nearly identical terms:
"Mankind fulfills the form of worship incumbent upon him in a verbal statement by the
profession of faith. It is composed of four words, seven syllables, and twelve letters and
is the result of a spiritual inspiration from the Preceder to our Speaking-prophet, pray to
God for him and his family."® The same breakdown into these constituent parts is found
in the later discussion of how the Christian cross agrees with the shahada: "The
profession of faith is built on denial and affirmation, beginning with denial and ending

with affirmation. Similarly, the cross is two pieces of wood: a piece that stands on its

87 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings of Wisdom, trans. Walker, 91-3.
88 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 446.
89 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker, 79.
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own and another piece whose placement depends entirely on the placement of the
other."® Perhaps most notably absent from al-Sijistani's discussion are 1) the attribution
to ‘Ali, 2) an analysis on the level of the letters that compose the shahada (units of 3)
and 3) the forceful assertion that knowledge of these hidden significations is necessary
for the shahada to be effective. In place of the latter, al-Sijistani explains that the word,
syllable, and letter-level correspondences of the shahada aligns with the way in which
the Preceder worships the Originator: "The word Allah has two syllables and likewise
exaltation is of two kinds: exaltation above beingness and exaltation above non-
beingness."" The importance of this knowledge for the believer is not clearly stated here;
certainly al-Sijistan1 does not communicate its importance with the force of the author
of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat.

The significance of the shahada and its facets does not stop at the level of its
divisions, however. The author continues with this section attributed to ‘Ali by exploring
the ways in which the entire perceivable universe is ordered along these lines:
"Everything that God created in the skies and on earth, spiritual and corporeal, matter
and form, can be divided in this way with these letters."? In other words, as indications
of the oneness of God, everything can be divided into structures of 2, 3, 4, 7, and 12.
These different base values are then applied to a wide range of topics, from the universe

to the different rituals of Islam to money and accounting.”

90 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker, 94.

o1 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker, 8o.

92 k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, par 446.

93 For a more detailed outline of the topics discussed in this section, see chapter 1 of
this dissertation, p. 50.
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To take a small number of examples, we can look at how this division works with

respect to the structure of the universe:

There are signs in the {horizons} of what is in the shahada; namely, the sphere of the
zodiac and the encompassing sphere, which is like the denial and the affirmation in
the shahada; as we mentioned in the first part that the sphere of the zodiac is
ephemeral and the encompassing sphere is eternal. The movement of the sphere is
three: toward the center, away from the center, and around the center, like the three
letters of the shahada. The sphere has four directions/columns? (arkan): rising,
setting, the north pole, and the south pole; like the four words of the shahada. The
sphere has seven governors: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the
Moon,; like the seven syllables of the shahada. The sphere has 12 zodiacal signs:
Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn,
Aquarius, and Pisces; this is like the twelve letters of the shahada. All of this
combined is 28 facets (hadd).

Following his analysis of how the shahada, in its units of 4, 7, and 12, demonstrates
how the Preceder worships the Originator, al-Sijistani follows this scheme again with
such precision the reader might be forgiven for mistaking this section of k. al-fatarat
wa-l-qiranat as a commentary upon it. However, again al-Sijistani excludes the denial/
affirmation and three-letter level of analysis; the former of which is only present in his
discussion of how the shahada and the cross agree. Further, his use of the four elements
instead of the unexpected and somewhat nonsensical "corners" or "columns" above
makes a great deal more sense: "The maintenance of the corporeal world depends upon
the four elements, fire, air, water, and earth, and on the seven planets, Saturn, Jupiter,
Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the moon, and on the twelve constellations of the

zodiac, Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn,

Aquarius, and Pisces."*

94 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker, 81.
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al-Sijistani and k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat then both turn to the composition of the

human body*®. The latter says,

God the Great and Mighty said, {and within your souls [there are signs]. Do you not
then behold?}°° With respect to the human, there is body and soul, and these are like
the denial and the affirmation of the shahada. In the human there are three
[dimensions]: height, width, and depth; these are like the three letters of the
shahada. The human is composed of four humors: yellow bile, black bile, blood, and
phlegm; these are like the four words of the shahada. From innermost to outermost,
the human has seven [layers]: marrow, bone, nerves, veins, blood, muscle, and skin;
these are like the seven syllables of the shahada. The human has twelve parts: head,
neck, trunk, back, 2 sides, 2 legs, 2 hands, 2 feet. And inside, twelve [organs]: gall
bladder, windpipe, heart, liver, lungs, ..., spleen, kidney, stomach, the three
intestines, and the bladder.”” The heart is like the imam, PBUH, who has 12 hujjas.
These are [like] the twelve letters of the shahada, and its total is 28 facets.*®

al-Sijistani offers a more measured take on the same idea: "The maintenance of the
humam body, which is the most equitable and soundest of physical bodies, depends on
the four humors, yellow bile, red [blood], white [phlegm], and black bile, and seven
internal organs, the brain, the heart, the lungs, the liver, the spleen, the gallbladder, and
the kidneys, and twelve visible members, the head, face, neck, breast, belly, back, two

hands, two thighs, and two feet."?

95 A resonance with the Ikhwan is also found here: "Likewise in the human body there
is a likeness of this number [i.e. 28] since perfect language and eloquent speech is
speech in Arabic; everything else is defective. Compared to other languages, the Arabic
language is like the human form in comparison to that of animals." Epistle 31, ed. and
trans. Ormsby, 175.
06 Q. 51:21.
97 Together this is 12. The ellipses indicate another organ that is not decipherable from
the text, but if included would bring the total to 13. Notably the brain is missing. It is
also unclear what the third intestine would be.
98 k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat, par. 450-51.
99 al-Sijistani, Wellsprings, trans. Walker, 81.
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Up until now, al-Sijistan1 has not been forceful, let alone clear, on what the
importance of this knowledge is for the believer. However, here at the end of the 23"
wellspring, he emphasizes the significance of these divisions: "Therein they will learn
that their body and their world are in agreement with their religion, which is the one by
which God is professed. This person will know also that his return concurs with his
religion and his world and his body. Thereupon, he will worship God with the true
worship He, whose majesty is glorious, deserves."*° Although nowhere near as clearly as
k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, al-Sijistani here seems to agree that knowledge of the
concordance between the shahada—which originated with the Preceder's worship of the
Originator—the macrocosm, and the microcosm is paramount for the believer's
appropriate worship and thus their return and ascent. Elsewhere, in the 30™ wellspring,
al-Sijistani testifies that as important as knowledge of these facets is the proper
guidance of a qualified guide in elucidating them to the believer: "These four words
indicating the four principles will, if you add them together, 'open' for you all the things
in the origination. However, a key will not open a door by itself but rather requires that
it have an agent who actually does the opening. In a way similar to this, no one has the
preparation to comprehend the ranks [hudiid, which I translate above as "facets"] of
these four principles, which are the key in the Originator's Word, except through the
guiding agency of an imam or Adjunct or Wing."*

According to this lettristic view of the shahada in k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat, every

time the believer recites the shahada, they are not only testifying to God's oneness, but

100 al-Sijistani, trans. Walker, 81.
101 al-Sijistani, trans. Walker, 93.
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invoking the organization of the entire universe, microcosm and macrocosm, along its
various linguistic facets. In the negation and reification, the believer invokes the spheres
of the heavens, the rising and setting of the sun, the body and the soul, generation and
corruption; each syllable recalls a planet, a component of prayer, a piece of the human
body that is its correspondent. The divine ordering of the entire perceivable and
imperceivable universe is thus connected in one single act of prayer, making the
shahada a particularly potent and efficient technological advance for spiritual
development in the Fatimid arsenal. Crucially, this technology is only available to true
believers who have sworn allegiance to the Fatimid imam, whose sole intellectual

property the inner, hidden meaning of the shahada is.

V. Conclusion: Lettrism and Ta’wil Logic: A Reexamination

In the lettristic content of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, a single letter can contain
many levels of signification, none of which is meant to supersede or counteract the
others. In this respect, the lettrism of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, like astrology in the
previous chapter, follows a kind of ta'wil logic, in which one mathal can unveil multiple
mamthils, none of which is considered primary. A cynical reading of this phenomenon
would lead to the conclusion that the imams and the da‘is would interpret a mathal as
signifying whatever mamthil was most politically or religiously convenient for their
purpose. However, as Qutbuddin notes, "ta'wil symbolism characterizes Fatimid da‘wa
poetry, and it is what sets it apart from other poetic traditions."* I would argue that

ta'wil symbolism likewise characterizes the Fatimid approach to lettrism; however, this

102 Qutbuddin, Fatimid Da‘wa Poetry, 105.
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notion is complicated by the assertion that, following Qutbuddin's analysis, "in divine
consideration, the mamthul is first, and the mathal is enunciated later to denote it. The
mathal is a changeable entity, the mamthiil a steady reality."3

When we consider that the letters are, as stated in k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat "the
origin of all things," or in Ebstein's terms "cosmological building blocks," it becomes
difficult to argue that the letters occupy the lower status of mathal, of a changeable
entity ontologically secondary to its symbolic counterparts. By definition, the letters
were the first created beings; their existence allowed the rest of creation to take shape
and influenced the very essence of all beings that came from them and that they name.
Qutbuddin notes that the mathal-mamthul relationship is one of embodied reality, "the
mathal-mamthiil metaphor represents [the imam's] theological reality as the human
embodiment of religious objects and concepts;" where reality is the mamthal and its
figurative representation is the mathal. As is clear from k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, the
letters are ontologically prior to the natigs, the imams, and the wasis; the are not
symbols for them, but a part of their DNA that connects them to the Divine in
perpetuity. It is through the letters that the natigs' are able to receive the divine
revelation and it is through the letters that the wasis are able to interpret it and
disseminate that interpretation to the believers. In considering the letters as the reality
that gives rise to the (equally real) imam, we are forced to ask what it means to have two
equivalent realities on both sides of the metaphor—can a lettrism thus described still be

considered a form of ta'wil logic?

103 Qutbuddin, Fatimid Da‘wa Poetry, 105.
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One possibility may be to say that two different ontological realities of letters exist—
one in which they are "cosmological building blocks" (Letters), and another in which
they are figurative mathals indicating divine realities; that the letters merely indicate the
cosmological principles (letters), not unlike Plato's Forms in which all giraffes, for
example, participate in the divine form of Giraffe that exists on a divine, celestial plane.
Lowercase-lettrism works because it shares some part of the divine Letters that were the
origin of all created things—letters cannot help but be symbolic as a result of the divine
speech act.

Ebstein would have us believe these are two separate schools of thought: one
"mythical," in which God's act of creation is a literal speech act by which creation is
brought into being by the letters, which exist on a cosmological level; and another
"philosophical," in which the letters are not the actual building blocks of creation but
rather signposts that indicate the the universe's cosmological and philosophical
principles. However, both mythical and philosophical strands of lettrism seem to coexist
side-by-side in the Fatimid lettristic texts examined here. In the example used above,
the tradition attributed by al-Razi to Ja‘far al-Sadiq that reappears in k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat seems to say, at once, that the letters are the origin of all things, and are also
only extant in God's imaginative faculty—a Lettrism/lettrism distinction that allows the
relationship between the two to come to the forefront resolves this incompatibility, as
the Letters exist, like Plato's Forms, only in a divine realm, yet their likenesses exist in
the perceivable universe, and due to the relationship between the two, the letters

become the key to deciphering reality.
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However, Ebstein is equally hard-pressed to draw a line firmly dividing the
"philosophical" and "mythical" approaches to lettrism—thinkers such as al-Sijistani and
even the non-Isma‘li thinkers Ibn al-‘Arabi and Ibn Masarra often combine these two
approaches, creating a lettrism that is chaotic in its scope and unable to be neatly
theorized. Lettrism is thus a deeply productive and generative lens through which to
view the world for the authors who employ it; however, it is equally possible to make the
case that its multiple versions—mythical vs. philosophical, strict vs. diffuse,
alphanumeric vs. linganumeric—are not able, nor are they meant, to be harmonized into
one clear-cut system. In k. al-fatarat wa-l-qgiranat, the reader must accept that each
instance of a letter is a different mathal that is nevertheless connected indelibly to its
counterparts; the nun at the end of kiin is not the same as the nun that stands alone, or
the nun that participates in spelling niin, though they share some qualities that indicate
the qualities of their symbolic counterparts.

Another way to potentially resolve this dilemma is to again make recourse to
technology. As previously discussed in this chapter, part of the distinction between the
Ikhwan and Jabir on the one hand and the Isma‘ili on the other is that the former hold
number to be the primarily organizing unit of the universe and the latter, letter and
language—the linguistic divisions of the shahada reveal the divine organization of the
universe, microcosm and macrocosm, as discussed above. Lettrism, following Melvin-
Koushki's definition, presupposes that the universe is an inscribed Book; thus letter is
the key to deciphering it. Such a view does not invalidate either the "mythical" or

"philosophical," but bridges the two, as the entire reason letters are an effective means
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of deciphering reality or such potent indicators of cosmological principles is because
language underpins the entirety of the created world.

The purpose of this chapter has been to examine lettrism within the context of k. al-
fatarat wa-l-giranat as well as other contemporaneous Isma‘ili texts it seems to be in
conversation with—to this end, we have proposed that 1) lettrism was an important
component of the revolutionary transgressive proto-Shi‘lt movements out of which the
early Isma‘ili movement emerged; thus its lettrism cannot but be revolutionary itself as
it reclaims both lineage and power for the Isma‘li; 2) Isma‘li lettrism's technological
advance is in its efficiency—multiple levels of meaning and signification can be
embedded in a single word at the level of the word, the letter, and the spelling of the
letter; 3) this technology expresses itself most potently in prayer as a technology of
spiritual transformation, where the shahada and the fatiha—components of salah—are
shown to reflect in their lettristic facets the divine organization of the entire universe,
microcosm to macrocosm. By way of conclusion, we have suggested that the apparent
varieties of lettrism—building blocks vs. indications—may be seen as parts of a system
that views language as the primary organizing unit of the universe, and that the reason
indications work is precisely because letters are "the building blocks of reality,"

following the idea of Plato's Forms.
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Chapter 5. Conclusions
I. Isma‘ili Occult Sciences

The argument for the presence of the occult sciences within Isma‘ili thought has,
until now, almost exclusively originated outside of Isma‘ili studies. The presence of
lettrism, a batin-zahir duality, or any vague esotericism in the works of later Islamic
movements or schools of thought are almost reflexively attributed to an "Isma‘l
influence" with, or, more commonly, without a clear lineage of transmission. There are
many reasons for this alleged "Isma‘ili influence:" the common attribution of an Isma‘il
affiliation to the notoriously occult Ikhwan al-Safa' and Jabir b. Hayyan renders Isma‘ili
thought occult by affiliation; the same "attribution by association" may apply to the
ancestral imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq, widely considered to be the father of the occult sciences
in Islam and also venerated by the Isma‘li, although not necessarily for that reason; the
Neoplatonist, Hermetic, and esoteric strands of thought interwoven into Isma‘ili
philosophy are natural bedfellows with an occult-scientific view.

However, within Isma‘li studies, the question of the presence of the occult sciences
in the Isma‘li canon is rarely, if ever, addressed—conferences are devoid of the
discussion of the occult sciences (unless it is under the umbrella of the Ikhwan al-Safa'),
no publications on the occult sciences in Isma‘ili thought by established scholars of
Ismailism currently exist; the fact that this dissertation fills such an obvious lacuna is
evidence enough that this discussion is not happening in Isma‘li studies circles. With no
narrative emerging from within Isma‘ili studies on the occult sciences, the story is being
written outside the field without input from those most deeply-rooted in the study of

Isma‘ili thought and philosophy. This has led to what we might call "the Isma‘lli

193



conspiracy" —a continuation of that problematic view that first emerged in the earliest
days of the Isma‘1lli movement among its detractors that painted it as nihilistic,
antinomian, and practically anti-Islamic in its esotericism. Outside the field of Isma‘l
studies, the label "Isma‘ili" is being used as a bucket into which all things vaguely occult-
ish are being thrown, creating an Ismailism so chaotic as to be beyond definition and
not at all resembling that which is studied within the bounds of the field. This "Isma‘ili
conspiracy" muddies the boundaries of how we define Ismailism and its later influences
such that there are practically two different Ismailisms: one as studied within the field
and one created by those outside of it. The popularization of the "Old Man on the
Mountain" and the Assassins myth of the Nizari Isma‘ili furthers this "Isma‘ili
conspiracy;" the mass appeal of the Assassin's Creed video game series based on this
myth, in which the main character is an assassin with occult powers at the center of a
worldwide conspiracy, has brought the Isma‘ili conspiracy to a new audience in the 21
century.

If no narrative regarding the occult sciences in Isma‘ili thought emerges from within
the field, then the story will continue to be written with no input from those with the
greatest stake in controlling the scholarly narrative. I admit two obvious obstacles to the
ongoing study of the occult sciences within the bounds of Isma‘li studies: the first is the
issue of sources, and the second is a pervading occultophobia.

With respect to sources, in seeking out a text to study for this dissertation, it was

surprisingly difficult based on current manuscript data to find a medieval Isma‘li text

1 With thanks to Noah Gardiner, a panel on this topic will be held at the 59th
International Congress on Medieval Studies in Kalamazoo, MI, May 9-11 2024.
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that spoke unambiguously about the occult sciences—the k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat and
the dustur al-munajjimin seemed to be the only two texts that discuss the occult
sciences; the latter being a Nizari work makes the picture slightly more complicated.
However, I do not believe that the k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat is a unicorn among
Fatimid texts—is seems to me highly unlikely that a text with such a long transmission
history that has remained important throughout its lifetime would be alone in its
creation of a distinctly Isma‘ili view of the occult sciences. Part of the problem is that an
Isma‘ili view of the occult sciences does not look like the systemic occult manuals found
in later traditions, such as al-Biini's Shams al-Ma‘arif. I readily admit the unlikeliness
of a manual-type Isma‘ili occult textual tradition. However, if we can extrapolate an
Isma‘ili occult sciences from the k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, what we would expect to
find is that the occult sciences are inseparable from the charisma of the imam—they
form part of the prophetic inheritance handed down from Adam to Nuh and eventually
to Muhammad and ‘Ali. The occult sciences thus become, as discussed in chapters 3 and
4 of this dissertation, part of the salvific knowledge and ta'wil that the imam bestows on
the worthy believers.

The author actually begins k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat with a strong condemnation of
kahins and those who engage in scapulomancy.? However, this condemnation is
ultimately in service of claiming that the imams' occult powers do not come from the
same source as the kahins'; rather, the source is God, and this authority makes all the
difference. That the imams have occult power is not a controversial belief even among

"orthodox" Shi‘a today—the critical difference is in the source and authority of that

2 k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, par. 1.
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occult power. The imams will always be superior to the garden-variety soothsayers and
astrologers because the source of their power is God; however, this ought not to be
confused with a condemnation of occult sciences writ large. If anything, it is a
condemnation of the occult sciences as practiced by those without the authority of God
to do so.

This view of the occult sciences as part of the imams' God-given powers is more
subtle and thus less apparent to a reader than a systems-oriented view that puts the
power of the occult in the hands of the reader; it may even be more subtly interwoven
with other topics in texts that are not as expressly occult-oriented as k. al-fatarat wa-I-
giranat. What is not being looked for cannot be found; if we do not approach the body
of Isma‘ili texts and manuscripts with an eye to what they might contain of occult
scientific material, we will never see it. There are myriad Fatimid Isma‘ili texts that,
while they have been recovered, simply have not been studied to their fullest potential.

Another factor complicating a study of the occult sciences from within Isma‘ili
studies is a prevalent occultophobia that sees the occult sciences as intellectually
backwards and opposed to science, philosophy, and rationality on the one hand, and
also religion, piety, and orthodoxy on the other. Melvin-Koushki summarized the issue
thusly:

That the Islamicate occult sciences are still considered suspect reflects a certain
ensorcellment of Islamicists by the specter of Enlightenment Science. Reacting to
the depredations of European colonialism, orientalism’s wellspring, the well-
intentioned scholarly compulsion has been to exorcize Islamicate history and
culture of “superstition” and “magic” in an effort to banish orientalist stereotypes
of cultural and scientific stagnation. This otherwise laudable impulse has resulted
in an invasive scientistic pruning of Islamicate intellectual history: we are
presented with an approved canon of Muslim thinkers whose contributions to
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Science can be universally appreciated. Recent scholarship has even postponed
the death of science in Islam from the 11th century to the 16th; only then did it
finally succumb, so the implicit narrative goes, to the cancerous irrationality
epitomized by the Unscience that is occultism. Such Whig histories of science, of
course, are no longer defensible among Europeanists. The history of science in
the premodern Islamicate world must therefore be similarly decolonized and re-
enchanted.?

That such a view of the occult sciences would prevail in the study of an Islamic
tradition that has been so routinely subject to suspicion, persecution, and accusations of
heresy is hardly surprising. However, scholars within the emerging field of Islamicate
occult sciences have been working to show the ways in which science, religion, and
magic are not distinct spheres, but rather intellectual strands that often overlap. To
again quote Melvin-Koushki, "premodern Islamicate occultism is best approached as a
fundamentally elitist phenomenon boasting rigorous, well-policed epistemological
standards; it was certainly frequently prized by scholars and heavily patronized by
sovereigns as such."* In this view, the emphasis is on the occult sciences—rather than
being the realm of superstition, nonsense, and irrationality, the occult sciences are
equally methodologically rational to their apparent counterparts. To reiterate the
conclusion of chapter 3 above, one way of viewing lettrism is as a technology of
efficiency, of encoding many layers of meaning into letters and words, that works
precisely because the organizing unit of the micro- and macrocosm is language. In the

same way, geomancy can be said to "work" due to its harnessing of the binary, numerical

organization of the universe.’

3 Melvin-Koushki, "De-Orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism," 2.
4 Melvin-Koushki, "De-Orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism," 2.
5 Melvin-Koushki, "In Defense of Geomancy," 346-63.
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One of the primary contributions of this dissertation has been to theorize from
within Isma‘ili studies what a distinctly Isma‘ili view of the occult sciences would look
like, based on the evidence in k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat. Both as this text is studied
further and as more occult-scientific material is seen in Fatimid Isma‘ili texts, the hope
is that scholars will collaborate across the aisle and bring into clearer relief what the
bounds and definitions of an Isma‘1li occult sciences are, with scholars of Ismailism

participating in the conversation.

I1. Directions for Future Study

Textual Questions and Possible Future Projects

Many questions and avenues for future projects outside the scope of this dissertation
nevertheless arose during its research and writing. Chiefly, as mentioned repeatedly and
as is noted in the edition of the Arabic text of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat, the text
contains a number of unattributed quotations taken almost wholesale from known
Isma‘li sources; the question of whether or not the k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat is
composed entirely of material extant in other works—in other words, that it is a
compilation volume, rather than an original work—must be addressed. On the one hand,
material such as the discussion of fatra (ch. 2) and the bizarre allegories of jinn and
humans (par. 127-160) do not find ready, immediate parallels in known Isma‘ili works;
on the other hand, it would only take one astute scholar to find such a parallel in a yet-
unknown or still-understudied text to prove that it is not original to the k. al-fatarat
wa-l-qiranat.

This question is made more complicated by the relatively late date of the available
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manuscripts. It is possible that the k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat became a repository for
homeless folios that, once loosed from their proper place, lost their context and were
simply appended to a text that seemed to suit it well enough. I admit that this is not a
particularly charitable view of the manuscript caretakers; certainly the Isma‘ili commu-
nity throughout history would have treated a work attributed to the famed Ja‘far b.
Mansur al-Yaman with the utmost respect. However, in the thousand-year arc of history
from the time the first letter of this work was first composed until present day, accidents
and mishaps are bound to happen.

Certainly there are other references or quotations from known works within the k.
al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat that have been missed; as this dissertation will hopefully make
the text more widely-available, I hope that other scholars can with fresh eyes identify
such omissions and so bring greater clarity to this elusive work.

This brings me to another avenue of potential future development. I aspired at one
point to create a digital version of the k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat that would highlight
the diversity of the various manuscripts, as well as bring into clearer relief the intertex-
tuality of the text and its many references to other sources, not only Isma‘ili works but
also references to the Qur’an and Shi‘ hadith. In an ideal world, this project would be
collaborative, allowing other interested scholars to participate in identifying such
intertextual links and references to other works. It is my hope that such a project may
still be undertaken in the future, as the study of this text requires the input of a broader
community of scholars of Isma‘ili studies.

One limitation of this dissertation is the availability of only 19th and 20th century

manuscripts. With earlier manuscripts, a larger-scale study of the transmission history
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and reading communities around k. al-fatarat wa-I-giranat would be possible, as would
something closer to a true critical edition that seeks to recreate the original version of
the text. As it stands, there was not time to examine, for example, what may be earlier
versions of selections from k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat preserved in Abu’l-Ma‘ali b.
‘Tmran’s (d. c. 497/1104) r. al-usul wa-l-ahkam, a direction of study that could poten-
tially illuminate some aspects of the evolution of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qgiranat.

The study of this text may also benefit from methodological collaboration with
scholars of the Hebrew Bible, who have long wrestled with the question of how to study

a text composed over time by multiple authors.

Unanswered Questions

Many threads as to the provenance and history of k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat
remain unexplored and are currently unanswerable. Among them, the inclusion of the
term al-jafr al-aswad in the longer title of the text: the Shi tradition knows of a white
jafr (the unadulterated prophetic knowledge in the form of scrolls and texts dating back
to Abraham, perhaps including a book written by Fatima that includes names and fates
of future world leaders) and a red jafr (prophetic weapons to be wielded by the mahdi at
the time of his advent),’ but as yet no other reference to a black jafr has been discovered.
Thus the meaning and broader significance of this unusual term, as well as its relevance
to the k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, is still unclear.

Another clue that may help pinpoint an author of the text is the author’s frequent

address of the intended readers as “abna’ al-hikma,” sons of wisdom. This address does

6 “Jafr,” EI3.
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not appear in other works attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansiir al-Yaman, yet appears
frequently in k. al-fatarat wa-I-qiranat.” The abna’ al-hikma seem to be a specific
subset of believers to whom the text is addressed and whose salvation by it is intended,
as the broader term ahl al-haqq for the general da‘wa is used elsewhere in the text,
though it is not addressed at any point to them in the same way. The author states,

On account of that and what I heard, I combined it with disciplines of the
sciences from a number of books it had been written in due to my knowledge that
no one desires knowledge of ta'wil except the people of truth (ahl al-haqq), and
the seekers of it are from its people. I made it a fortress over what it contains,
because the people of division do not want anything from it due to their distance
from it and their attributing truth to falsehood and their denial of the ta'wil. Sons
of Wisdom, the promise and covenant of God and the promise of His messenger
and the imams of His religion and the protectors of His knowledge are upon
you—protect it and preserve it, for within it is the clear proof that intellect
testifies to its validity and the just witness indicates its truth.®
Because the address to the abna’ al-hikma often accompanies discussion of ta’wil within
k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat, we might speculate that the abna’ al-hikma are those among
the da‘wa who have reached a certain level that allows them access to higher-level ta’wil
teachings. Further study of the addresses to the abna’ al-hikma would be needed to
determine their role and significance as well as if such a term is known to be used by any
other author.
A final clue that may unlock some of the mystery around this text is the use of the

term Dhu Massa. Dhi Massa is most well known from a Druze context, where it appears

in the 10th epistle of Rasa’il al-hikma as a term for the Universal Soul.? However, it may

7 k. al-fatarat wa-l-giranat par. 138, 176, 203, 208, 221, 244, 279, 413, 433, 446,
among others.
8 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat par. 279.
9 Halm, “Zur Datierung,” 107.
201



originally have been an Isma‘ili term for a rank in the da‘wa hierarchy, as it appears in k.
al-fatarat wa-I-giranat in such a capacity,”® as well as ta’wil al-huruf al-mu‘jam,
attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman." Halm also observed it in Qawa‘id ‘aqa’id al
Muhammad, authored by the Zaydi al-Daylami (d. 707/1308)--which interestingly, I
believe, is borrowing the relevant passages from ta’wil al-huriuf--as well as a deeply
polemical 8th/14th century work al-satwa al-‘adliya bi-lI-firqa al-Isma‘iliya, composed
by one calling himself al-Shafi‘1.”* Uncovering the lineage and meaning of this term may
help elucidate the history and evolution of the Isma‘ili da‘wa hierarchy, the connection
between these two works attributed to Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman, and the provenance

of k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat.

10 k. al-fatarat wa-Il-qiranat, par. 174-5.

11 GAS, 578; Poonawala, Biobibliography, 73; Ivanow, Bibliography, 22; Majdi’, 153.
MS 1209 Zahid Ali Collection; see Cortese, Arabic Isma‘ili Manuscripts, item 166.

12 Halm, Kosmologie, 45-8, see also n. 41 p.46.
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Appendix I: Arabic text of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat
Conventions for Critical Edition

This edition is based on four manuscripts, three from the Institute of Isma‘l
Studies and one from the University of Tiibingen. The latter has been described by
Heinz Halm in his discussion of k. al-fatarat wa-l-qiranat in Kosmologie as well as his
article “Zur Datierung.” In cases of variants, I have selected from these four manuscripts
what seems to be the most sensible and meaningful reading; in the footnotes the other
variant(s) are notated. Additionally, I have approached this edition with a maximalist
sensibility--rather than following one manuscript and noting omissions in the footnotes,
I have included material not found in all manuscripts in the main body and noted in the
footnotes if it is exclusive to one manuscript. Qur’anic citations are in curly brackets,
and I have added punctuation and modern orthography where it increases clarity. No
corrections have been made to existing number and gender disagreements in the text.
Ellipses indicate blank page space in the manuscripts that may indicate missing
material.

Manuscripts Consulted

A=Institute of Isma‘ili Studies, accession number 726. Copied in Burhanpur in
Rabi‘ al-Thani 1355/1936. Scribe’s name not given.

B=Institute of Isma‘1l1 Studies, accession number 1326, Zahid Ali Collection. No
date given, colophon is missing.

J=Institute of Isma‘ili Studies, accession number 1134, Zahid Ali Collection.
Copied in 1358/1939 by Muhammad b. Yahya al-Yamani.

T=University of Tiibingen Library, HS Tiibingen Ma VI 297. No date or scribe
name given.
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Appendix II: Out-of-Order Selections from part 1, MS T

MS T varies greatly from A, B, and J starting from the end of par. 70, where par. 47 follows instead of par.
71; however, in addition to these out-of-order sections, T also offers additional material not extant in the
other four manuscripts. Thus, I have set this portion of T aside as its own material.
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From here paragraphs 81-90 are as in the Arabic edition. Following paragraph 90, as follows:
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	Abstract
		This dissertation examines the Fāṭimid Ismā‘īlī text kitāb al-fatarāt wa-l-qirānāt, attributed to the fourth/tenth-century missionary Ja‘far b. Manṣūr al-Yaman. While this text is widely-known in scholarship to address the Islamicate occult sciences (astrology, divination, lettrism, and other varieties of magical practices), the majority of prior scholarly work on k. al-fatarāt wa-l-qirānāt is limited to questions of authorship and dating. The main goal of this dissertation is to set aside those questions and instead investigate how the text presents a specifically Ismā‘īlī view of the occult sciences, as well as to examine the overall structure, contents, and arguments of the text.
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