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2 Todd lAws<m 

the Hidden Imam, Mubammad ibn al-}.fasan al-'Askari, who 
has chosen 'Ali-Mubammad Shiraz{ to be his mouthpiece, and 
as a result of which the ''merchant'' is thus elevated to the 
rank of the Remembrance (dhikr) or Gate (bdb) of the Imam; -third, that the speaker is 'Ali-Mul)ammad Sbfrazi as the lm4m 
himself; and fourth, that the speaker is God. A solution to this 
problem is suggested in the £ollowing pages: that the Bab 
claims through the use of a complex of symbols and imagery 
to he the Imtm himself, and therefore his words are the 
words of God. Prof. Browne, who was the first to study this 
problem, was fairly certain on this point: 

Of himself he speaks often, but in various, and often very enig
matical ways. Thus in one place he calls himself ''This well~ 
favoured Arabian youth, in whose grasp God hath placed the 
kingdom of the heavens and the earth''; in another he says, ''O 
people of the earth! hear the voice of your Lord, the Merciful~ 
from the tongue of celebration of this Arabian youth, the son of 
'Ali the Arabian''; a few lines further on he describes himself as 
. \ . ''This Arabian youth, of Muhammad, of 'Ali, of F!tima, of 
Mecca. of Medina, of Batl;l4, of 'lr4q. '' ln another passage be al
ludes to himself as ''called by the Persians a Shfrazf. "2 

Here Bro-wne cites Rosen's related observation: 

Ce jeune homme, qui est tantot 'Arab!, tantot, 'Ajam(, Madanl, 
etc. revient tres-souvent dans ie courant du livre ( ... presque sur 
cbaque feuillet), sans que 1 '-on puisse comprendre exactement son 
.~1 3 roe. 

Browne continues: 

I have no doubt myself that [the &b] is throughout speaking of 
himself. He calls himself ''MulµJmmad(, '' 'Alawi," ''Fdtiml," be 
cause as a Seyyid, he is descended from these. That he should 
describe himself as a Sh{rdz( is only natural, as is the use of the 
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4 Todd Lawson 

wa'l-a'ydn) appears." This may also be called 11 the gate to 
God for creation, and the gate to creation for God: That ex
cept through which the bounty of God reaches no-one." It is 
the ''absolute gate'' and the ''true waif'' (al-wall al-l}aqq) .. 1 

Finally, Browne quotes a similarly obscure allusion in which 
the Bab refers to himself as: 

The mystery (which is) in the Gospel Syrian, and in the Pen
tateuch Hebraic. and the mystery concealed in the ~ur'an (which 
is) of Muhammad. (As-sirrufi'l-lnj{/ St,ryd1i(, wa .. s-sirr f{'t-Tawrdt 
rabbani, wa 's-sirru 'l-mustasirru fi'l-Ft,rl¢n Alj11uuli). 8 

While Browne is undoubtedly correct in his assumption that 
all of these allusions intend the Bab himself, he also appreci
ates the difficulty they present. Most of the scholarship which 
has dealt with the Bab's Tafsfr surat Yusuf has been charac
terised by a degree of puzzlement, usually because of a lack 
of familiarity with those very cryptic statements of the Imams 
from which much of this obscure terminology derives. For ex
ample, as-sirr and as-sirr al-tn.ustasirr both had precise inten
tions for Shaykh Altmad9; the Bab here appears to be 
''improvising'' on a familiar theme. However. Browne writes: 

I only hazard a guess at the meaning of these passages, especially 
the last two. which are very obscure. Indeed as they stand they 
appear to contravene the rules of grammar. 10 

Regarding the style of the commentary, Rosen1s assess
ment was somewhat more severe. In his description, he 
speaks of ''this strange work'' and alludes to its inco.mprehen· 
sibility. 11 He refers. to Chapters 49 and 50 (both named Surat 
al--al]kdm), as being the most intelligible, because they include 
what Rosen calls • 1renseignements positifs sur les doctrines 
exoteres de l'auteur du livre." In fact, these two chapters 
present an example of the frequent running par.aphrase of 
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1848-9, the Bab ''proclaimed himself the promised Mahdi in 
Person." The third phase is characterized by the Bab's ''as
sumption of the role of an independent prophet or divine 
'manifestation' directly empowered by God to open a new re
ligious dispensation after Islam, to rev·eal new scriptures and 
to ordain a new legal system." 15 

However, MacEoin has, in his discussion of this commen
tary, acknowledged the complexity of the question. Rightly 
pointing out that the work is ''much more'' than a ta/sir, 16 he 
mentions its being modeled on the Qur'an, but appears not to 
appreciate the significance of this as an emblem of authority 
and divine revelation. He does say that this imitation of the 
Holy Book led to accusations that the Bab bad written a false 
Qur'an, citing Tunakabunf and others. 17 In view of the Is
lamic article of faith, which is more or less universally held, 
concerning the miraculous nat\ll'e of the Qur'an (i'idz al
Qur'dn), the significance of such a charge cannot be overem
phasized. What it means, at the very minimum, is that those 
who leveled the charge had accused the author of claiming for 
himself an evidentiary miracle on a par with the sacred book 
of Muslims, quite apart from whatever those who made the 
accusations actually thought about such a claim. 

Furthermore,. as has been suggested here, given the quranic 
form alone, it would seem that the charge was in all ways ac
curate .18 While those who made the accusations did not 
perhaps appreciate the full implications of the Bab's claims at 

-the time, it is wrong to say that the response was ''superfi
cial. '' 19 Such a response is, in fact, precisely to the point. To 
illustrate the apparently ambiguous claims of t.he Bab, 
MacEoin cites a series of passages from the commentary: 

At the very beginning of the book, it is made clear that the 
twelfth Imam had sent it (akhraja) to his servant (the Bab, fre
quently referred to as ''the remembrance''-al-dhikr); he has been 
sent these ''explanations'' from the ''baqiyyat Alldh, the exalted 
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B Todd Lawson 

while God speaks ''in the tongue of this mighty remembran.ce 
(i .. e., the Bjb)." It is stated that ''this is a book from God'' and 
that 1'God has sent down (anzala) this book,'• while the Bab is 
summoned to "transmit what has been sent down to you from the 
bounty of the Merciful.'' In this respect, a comparison is drawn 
from the Qur~an which goes beyond mere (!] form: God has 
''made this book the essence (sirr) of the Qur'an, word for word,'' 
and one will not find a letter in it other than the letters of the Qur-
' an''; this book ''is the Furqan of the past," a.nd is referred to re
peatedly as '"this Qur'an," ''this Furqan," or one of "these two . 
Furqans," while reference is made to ''what God ha.s sent down in 
His book, the Furqan, and in this book.'' As in the case of the 
Qur'an 1. a challenge is made to men to produce a book like it, for it 
is held to be inimitable. As such, it is in itself the evidence of the 
Imam to men. It contains the sum of all previous scriptures, 
abrogates all books of the past, except those revealed by God, and 
is the only book which God permits the 'ulama to teach. 23 

In view of the passages from the book referred to in this 
statement, it seems highly unlikely that the magnitude of 
such challe.nges and claims to a new revelation would have 
been lost on any Muslim who read them. 

Elsewhere, in an unrelated context in which he denies 
charges that he had shown favoritism to one of his early fol
lowers whom he had chosen from among several others to ac
company him on his pilgrimage, the Bab makes the following 
statement: 

Not that special grace was shewn to him [ ... 1:lajf Mulla Muham
mad-' Alf of Barfuru§h, afterwards called Jenab or Ha?rat-i /f.ttd
dus ... ], for that same grace was shewn to all, though they veiled 
themselves therefrom. For in that year of the ''M,anifestation" 
[A.H. 12,60] the Book of the Commentary on the Sura-i• Y11s1,f 
reached all. 24 

Elsewhere, in speaking of the veiled nature of his claims in 
the early period, the Bab wrote: 
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10 Todd Lawson 

cited so far it would seem that there can be no question about 
the ''voice'' of the commentary. Regardless of who is pre
sented as speaking, the Bab, the lmtm, or God (see the trans
lations below), the author of the commentary becomes tinged 
by th.e spirit of either the Imam or God in the process of trans
mitting the words. The same thing occurs, for example, in the 
Qur'an, particularly in those many verses which begin with 
''Say'' (qul). With this single imperative, it is made clear that 
Muliammad bas been chosen by God as a divine messenger
what Mul)ammad says in such a context is therefore divine. 
In other words, by being directly addressed by God, Mu}Jam· 
mad's own authority is underscored. 

But beyond this ''merely•• rh.etorical aspect, the existence 
of various speakers in the commentary points to a spiritual 
principle which has characterized and continues to character
ize Islamic religion. Very briefly, and taking the most useful 
example, in Sufism the basic elements of spiritual and reli
gious discourse center on two principles: the master and the 
student. The relationship between the two is paramount in 
the spiritual quest. The student or disciple is expected to sur
render himself entirely to his master for the duration of the 
training period. This is one of the main reasons why Sufism 
was, and is, so mistrusted in very orthodox circles, whether 
Sunnr or Shi'i'. In any case, the purpose behind this surrender 
or submission is to enable the student to assimilate as much 
as possible the master's habits and knowledge. In some cases, 
this imitation of the master or shaykh would become so com--plete that the disciple or student would hear the master·' s 
voice in his own speech. 27 

Orthodox Shi'i doctrine and the teachings of Shaykh A\l,mad 
agreed that it was very dangerous to choose a spiritual master 
apart from the fourteen .Pure Ones (Mu}).ammad, Fatima, and 
the twelve Imams). Thus, for the Shf'a and the Shaykhiyya 
(and the Bab) the highest point of focus was either the entire 
holy family or one particular member of it. During the time 
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12 Todd Lawson 

This word has a long and multiform history in Islamic reli
gious literature and practice and is perhaps most encountered 
in connection with the Sufi practices sometimes called ''audi
tion'' (sam41. Of interest in this work is the usage of the term 
which is perhaps less well known, namely as the designation 
of a person. Throughout the Commentary on the Sura of 
Joseph the Bab refers to himself as adh-dhikr (the Remem---brance), dhikr all4h (the Remembrance of God), dhikr all4h al-- -akbar (the Most Great Remembrance of God), or dhikr alldh -al-'al{ (the Exalted Remembrance of God), in addition to other 
similar· combinations. 29 

Browne has remarked in several places that the term 4!1.ikr 
allah, ''the Remembrance of God,'' was used by the Bab's fol
lowers in referring to him. 30 MacEoin also notices that the 
term was widely used by the Bab at this time. 31 Amanat says 
that the claim to 41!.ikriyya, the quality of being the Remem
brance of God (or of the Prophet and the Imams), as well as 
babiyya, the quality of being the Gate •Of God (or of the Prophet 
and the Imams) ''were assumed with a vague sense of deputy
ship or delegation from the Concealed lmam. '•32 The title Re
membrance of God itself is derived first of all from the Qur'an, 
where several verses refer to the ''remembrance of God." 

· Some idea of the way in which the te101 is used by the Bab 
may, therefore, be thought to involve the several meanings 
which these quranic passa·ges contained for the Akhbari exe
getical tradition, a tradition of reading the Holy Book of Islam 
with which the Bab's own reading had much in common.33 

And so·, a brief synopsis of some of this material will not be 
out of place. 

One work which summarizes much of the interpretatio,n of 
the Qur' an which is said to come directly from the Imams is 
the introduction to a work entitled. Tafs{r mir'dt al-anwar by 
Abu al-Uasan al-I~ahmf (d. 1138/1725-6). l$fahani begins by 
saying that the word 4!!ikr may have several possible refer
enc~s. The frrst is the Qur' an itself, followed by the Prophet 
(an-nabi1, 'Ali, the Imams, waldya (divinely sanctioned guar-
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''Remembrance'' and "'Gate'' 13 -

dianship), and imdma (divinely sanctioned leadership; both 
terms imply absolute obedience to the Imam), and finally ithe 
act of reminding people of God's blessing and beneficence. 
This last possibility is, however, applicable only in the case of 
the Prophet and the Imams. 1$fahanf then cites the appropria 
ate verse, together with its explanation by one of the Imams, 
for each of these possibilities. 34 The epithet a4J!.-<1f!ikr al-J,akim 
(Qur'an 3:58) is said to apply both to 'Alf and the other 
Imams. These latter, according to 'Allama al-l:lillf,35 are re
ferred to as adh-dhikr because they mention those things --
which benefit mankind, like the sciences of divine unity ( 'ulum 
at-tawJ,.(d), the return (al-ma'dd), and the other verities which 
are connected with waldya. I~fahani cites another tradition 
from aij-$adiq in explanation o·f Qur'an 20:124 (''but whoso
ever turns away from my remembrance''). The Imam said: 
''-That is (ya'nt) from the waldya of 'Alf." 36 1$fahanf quotes the 
seventh Imam, Musa, as saying that the waldya of 'Alf is the 
password (ta4l!kfra, i.e., to enter paradise) for the godfearing. 
I~fahanf says that, in general, all of the interpretations (ta'. 
w!/41) of the word dhikr refer either explicitly (¥JrllµJn) or 
implicitly (qimnan) to the waldya of 'Ali.37 I~fahanf closes his 
discussion of this word, with the following statement: 

In al-Kdfi, a~-~adiq is quoted as saying about the verse [Qur'an 
39:45], ''When God is a.lone mentioned, then shudder the hearts 
of those who believe not," that is [this phrase should be under
stood to mean]: ''When God is remembered through obedience to 
that member of the family of Mul).ammad [i.e., the Imam] whom 
all were commanded to obey." And he said about Qur'an 41:12 
''when God was called upon only, you disbetieved,'' 31 ''That is, 
[disbelieved] in the walaya of him for whom God commanded 
waldya ... '' This is why the lm~ms are the only possessors of 
the remembrance (ulu a4f!~ikr), as in the statement of a~-$adiq: 
"We are the possessors of the remembrance and the possessors 
of knowledge ... '' And thus they are the ones who follow the 
Rem.embrance, as a!?·Sadiq is. quoted in al-Kdf{ on the verse: 
"Thou warn est only him who follows the Remembrance ... '' 
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r6 Todd IAwson 

Shaykhism is confir111ed by a similar statement, written by 
the Bab himself, in the Commentary on the Surat al·Baqara .. 
In this statement, the Bcib refers to the Shaykhf doctrine of 
the four supports: tawJ,id, the unity of God.; nubuwa, prophet
hood; wi.¢ya, the successorship of the Imams; and the fourth 
support, al-rukn al-rdbic, the connection between the Qa'im 
(Hidden Imam) and the believers: 

God has caused these three [confession, respectively, of taw}J(d, 
nubuwa, and wi¢ya] to appear because of man's need for them, 
but He bas veiled one [the fourth, ~'al-ism al-maknun al-ma~n," 
''al~f'Ukn al-rd/Ji','' the name of the Qa'im, and by implication, his 
spokesman or bdb] on account of man's incapacity (li-'adam 
i}J,tim4l al-M!alq). • 

The existence of such a statement in this earlier work by 
the Bab, contrasted with the proclamation contained in the 
Commentary on the Sura of Joseph written only a few months 
later, indicates a profound change in the Bab's attitude. 
Whereas before it was imperative that the name of the 'Qa'im 
remain hidden ''in the souls of the Sbf'a,"' 1 it is now incum
bent upon all men to recognize him speaking in the person of 
the Bab. That the Bab intended that he be regarded as the 
exclusive representative of the Qa'im is confir1ned in the quo
tations cited below. The claim of the Bab to be either the per
sonification of ,the heretofore more or less abstract principle 
of the Gate of the Imam1 or of the Imam himself, could not 
but be received as a scandal and profanation of an old Shf'i 
doctrine, which had long since been ''metaphorized'' beyond 
any danger of vulgarization, or perhap-s more importantly, 
politicization. 

The irreconcilable nature of these two attitudes is reminis
cent of a similar oscillation in Sufism. On the one hand, there 
is the above-noted doctrine of the ''hidden elite," and on the 
other hand, the tendency among some mystics to make vari
ous grandiose claims to spiritual authority. An example of the 
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18 Todd Lawson 

(including presumably. that pa.rt of his message which in
voked those venerable Shf'i symbols, such as dhikr, Mb, an.d 
the like) was enthus,iastically embraced (and by Shaykhis) in
dicates that the power which resided in such words was too 
great to be monopolized by philosophy. 

Several factors seem to have played an important role in ef• 
fecting this change: the visions which the Bab claims to have 
received prior to writing the Commentary on the Sura of 
Joseph; th.e credibility lent to such claims by the Bab's saintly 
character which was universally acknowledged57; the disarray 
in which the followers of Sayyid Kaiim Rashti found them• -
selves upon the •death of their leader58; and perhaps most im-
portantly, the intense atmosphere of messianic expectation 
which per1neated the Shffi world at this time. 59 A somewhat 
cynical interpretation suggests that the Bab and his writings 
were manipulated by more sophisticated .men, dissatisfied 
with the political and religious status quo.60 This calls to mind 
early orientalist interpretations of Islam, in which any possi
ble explanation for Multammad's prophecy (and therefore the 
subsequent success of Islam) was preferable to one which 
simply acknowledged that Mu)Jamrnad, and those who fol
lowed him, sincerely thought that he was a prophet. That the 
Bab considered himself as having been 1 'chosen'' to fulfill the 
Shi'i prophecies seems clear. 61 

For textual evidence of this transfor 111ation in the nature of 
the Bab's claims, reference may be made to statements in the 
Commentary on the Sura of Joseph like the following une
quivocal one, which is in the for1r1 of a general address by the 
Bab on behalf of the Hidden Imam: 

0 servants of the Merciful! Take not friends from among the dis
believers as opposed tp the sdbiq{n [i.e., the ''Letters of the 
Living''] from the believers. He who comes to God disbelieving in 
the Book and in this Remembrance of ours (dhikrina hddha) will - -
have nothing from God. 62 
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It is, of course, possible that in th.is passage the ••Most 
Great Remembrance of God'' (dhikr al/ah al-akbar) refers to 
the Book, rather than to the Bab. However, it seems clear 
from the above that 41!.ikr refers to a person, in this case the 
person of the Bab.68 In the same chapter the Bab has written, 
paraphrasing Qur' an 3: 14: 

Indeed God has appointed an excellent abode for those who assist 
the exalted Remembran.ce of God (dhikr alldh al-'al{) with their -hands and their tongues and their wealth for the love of God, the 
Self-Sufficient. 69 

It is important to note the reference here to the Bab's own 
name (' AIO in the epithet. This provides further support for 
the identification of the Bab with the @.ikr. The following 
passage, which combines frequent quranic images, also tends 
to support this reading: 

In the origination of night and day and their appearance (ibJdju
hum4), and the bringing forth of th.e living from the deadt and the 
bringing forth of the dead from the living are signs (dydt) for this 
Most Great Rem.embrance of God (li-dhikr alldh al-akbar Juidha1. - -Thus it is recorded in the Preserved Tablet (al-law/J, al-lia/lz) in 
the presence of God, the Exalted (al- 'all). 70 

The following extended final excerpt is a good example of 
the way in which the language of the Qur'an and the ''Alrn
bari code'' are combined: 

0 People! If you believe in God alone then follow me in the Most 
Great Remembrance of God (ff dhikri alldh al-akbar) from your -Lord that God might forgive you your sins. Verily, God is Forgiv-
ing and Merciful to the believers. Verily, We have chosen the 
messengers through Our Word and preferred some of their pro
geny over others through the Great Remembrance of God (4!!,ikr 
al/4h al-kabfr), and concealed it as decreed in the Book. And We 
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22 Todd Lawson 

And this is a high road (~rtit 'alt) in the estimation of Thy Lord
straight. Ere long will God judge among mankind with the Truth, 
then they will not find themselves any sanctuary from the rule of 
God, the Pure. Indeedt this command is ordained in the Mother 
Book.71 

This passage, as in the case with so many others in the 
Commentary on the Sura of Joseph, is developed around a 
section of the Qur' an. By seizing upon a key quranic word or 
phrase, usually in existing quranic sequence, the Bcib elabo
rates his own particular message through paraphrase. This 
method. by which the Bab weaves his own words into the 
fabric of the Qur'an, is analyzed elsewhere72; this particular 
chapter, the Surat al-lman, of the Bab's tafsfr is constructed 
around the Surat Al-i 'lmrd.n of the Qur'an (3:1-:60 approxi
mately). In any case, the above passages, which are typical of 
those found in each of the other one-hundred-ten chapters of 
the work~ seem to indicate that the Bcib is intended by the 
Hidden Imam (his alter-ego) to be regarded as the personifica
tion of the remembrance of God. As we have seen, a source 
for such personification may be found in the works of Akhbari 
tafs{r, where the Prophet and Imams are identified either in
dividually or collectively as dhikr. -Quite apart from the rigorous effort of the Shay!9!is, and 
others before them (e.g., Mulla $adra, and apparently the Bab 
himself in al-Baqara) to insulate belief from the harshness of 
the world, such ter1ns as 4J!ikr and bdb are seen, especially 
here in this work of the Bab, to have a life of their own. The 
ideas which they convey: savior, guide, refuge, and so forth, 
are finally simply too appealing to remain in a philosophical 
realm to which the ''common man'' has no access. For the 
Shaykhis, particularly the post-Ra§htf Shaykhi authors, 
mankind in general is now, and will be for an in.definite span 
of time, incapable of recognizing the spiritual grandeur of an 
actual theophany in the person of an Imam (n4tiq, bdb, <lJyikir, 
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dawla) of the Qa 'im. 77 Granted, these tern1s ar,e susceptible of 
an esoteric or spiritual interpretation. But, it is important to 
note that among the Shaykhfs the usual discussion of qiydma 
(''resurrection'') involved recourse to elaborate discussions of 
subtle and dense time as well as to such ''imaginal'' locations 
as hurqalyd, or the 'alam al-mitMl. 78 Neither of these terms 

• -
appear in the commentary on Baqara, or, for thait matter, in 
the Commentary on the Sura of Joseph. It may be argued that 
either the Bab, as a student of Shay kb! philosophy, had taken 
all of these terms and the ideas which they implied for granted 
and, therefore,, found it unnecessary to employ them in that 
work; or that, for whatever reasons, he did not subscribe to 
the theory which they suggested. If he did not subscribe to 
the theory, it seems plausible to expect that he, along with a 
number of his early· followers, many of whom were avowed 
Shaykhfs, anticipated th.e appearance of an actual person in 
the capacity of Qa'im-the return of the Hidden Im.am. A 
third possibility, in line with Amanat's analysis, is that the 
Bab was far less influenced by the Shaykhis than is commonly 
believed.79 At this point in th.e study of the Bab's life and 
work, this last possibility stands out as being the most likely 
of the three, although, as we have seen, there are clear points 
of agreeme.nt between the Bab and the Shaykhis in certain 
areas. It is, in any case, left open as to whether the Sbaykhfs, 
notwithstanding their terribly recondite theories of qiyama, 
did not also expect an actual Imam to appea.r. 

One of the most frequent titles assumed by or ''bestowed 
upon'' the author of this commentary is indeed that of ''gate'' 
(bdb). Because of this., and because it is the title by which 'Alf
Mu})ammad Shfrazi is best known, it is appropriate to treat in 
some detail what is undoubtedly a very important word. The 
better its use in the commentary is properly grasped, the bet
ter our ability to understand this rather difficult work. For if 
the term indicates, even at this stage of development of the 
Bab's message, something beyond a mere ''herald'' of future 

• 
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26 Todd Lawson 

Several times, the author is referred to as bab allah al-akbar 
(the Most Great Gate of God), al-bd·b al-akbar, (the Most Great 
Gate), or dhdlika al-bdb al-a';am (that/this Most Mighty Gate).87 

-
These usages find their parallel in others, such as a4f!-rll!ikr 
al/ah al-akbar (the Most Great Remembrance of God), or kali
tnat alldh al-akbar (sic) (the Most Great Word of God). 88 Other 
epithets, such as bab al/ah al-raj{' (the Sublime Gate of God) 
are also found.89 Several times the alzl al-bdb (the people of 
the Bab) are referred to, indicating presumably those who 
have recognized the claims put forth: 

Verily, your Lord God said: "I am truly merciful to th.ose of My 
servants who are believers from amon.g the people of the Gate. "90 

Similarly, the sabil al-bdb (the path of the Gate) or some varia
tion is often read: 

He is God, the Truth, He of whom [it is said] ''There is no God 
but Him." He has desired only that you serve sincerely in the 
path of this Gate.91 

A most important usage of the term appears in the following: 

in1,a }µlkm ad-dunyd wa 'l-<iAf!.ira 'aid ~tam al-abtvdb Ji 1iuq{ati 
'l~bdb haw/ an-ndr qad kdna f { wnm al-kitdb t>wl}tuma,i. 

Indeed, the rule of the world and the hereafter [devolves] upon 
the Seal of the Gates in the Point of the Gate in the precincts of 
fire, and is firmly established in the Moth.er Book. 92 

An indication of how the Bab meant these references to be 
understood is found in such statements as: 

iua innd nahnu qad rafa'nd darajat al-a/)wdb bi•qudrat alldJ, al
akbtzr bi'l-lJ,aqq wa inna mlJ1:~ikr h4<J!yi la-huwa al-m-ttrdd bi'/. 
'allm latiay al-l}akim too huwa 1/dJz qad kdna bi 'l-l}aqq 1nal}mudan. 

We have elevated the rank of the gates through the most great 
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It is almost certain that references to the Concealed Imam in the 
works of the B4b are, even from the early stages, references to 
the status which inwardly he claimed for himself.98 

This statement may be thought to be supported by those 
passages in the Tafs{r surat al-baqara, which speak of the 
Qa'im as an esoteric principle, perhaps even ultimately acces
sible to all believers. Elsewhere, however, Amanat refers to 
the vagueness of the terminology in the commentary, or its 
ambiguity.99 The conclusion put forth by him is that the Taf
sfr su,:at Yusuf announces certain claims of the Bab, but not 
his ''real'' claims.100 The point to be made in this article is 
that within the Bab's immediate literary and social milieu, 
such ter1ns as bdb and dhikr had acquired a sufficiently broad 
semantic range to accommodate a hierarchy of meanings. It 
would, therefore, be wron.g to suppose that the Bab's percep
tion of his spiritual rank had evolved or developed from see
ing himself as a represe.ntative of the Jmam, to possessing the 
rank of imam.a, and ultimately to being a manifestation or 
claiming divinity, merely because his language became less 
ambiguous as time went by. To repeat, a study of the Tafs{r 
surat aJ-baqara has shown that the Bab's concept .of spiritual 
authority was one in which the Prophet and the Imam could 
be equated, in some sense, with God. Moreover, one of the 
ontological levels of imama was seen to be bdbiyya or gate
hood, the level of the appearance of the principle of imdma to 
the believers. 

For our purposes, this Jµul{ll!_ literature has been conve
niently summarized in l$fahanf's dictionary. 101 The Akhba.rf 
commentator of the Qur'an says that both bdb and abwdb oc
cur irr many traditions, meaning that the Imams themselves 
are the gates of God, and the gate by which the believer ap
proaches God. He quotes from the Kitdb kanz al-fawd'id, 102 a 
tradition in which the Prophet, addressing Abu Dharr (an early 
hero of the Shi'a) says: '' 'Ali is the greatest gate of God (bab 

• 
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32 Todd l.Awson 

heaven, and beyond it to the sidrat al-muntah4 [''the Lote-Tree 
beyond which there is no passing'' for the believer], and beyond it 
to the veils of light, my Lord called to me and said, 'O Muham~ 
mad, you are my servant, and I am your Lord, so humble yourself 
to me and serve me and trust in me and I will accept you as my 
servant and friend and messenger and will accept for you 'Alf as 
caliph and gate, and rnake him my proof against all my servants 
... To God there is a [particular] gate; whoever enters it is saved 
from Hell. [This gate] is the love of 'Ali. Indeed, he who loves 
'A1f, God will give him, for every vein in his body and every hair 
thereon a city in Paradise. '' 116 

Having examined what might be considered to be a synop
sis of Akhbari thought on the tern1 bdb, attention is now 
twned to some of the ways the title figured in some of th.e 
works of Shaykh Al,lmad and Sayyid K4iim. It is important to 
note that both men were known by their followers as gates. 111 

Rafati refers to a letter written by Tahirih, who was one of 
the Letters of the Living (}Junlf al-lµzyy), in which reference is 
made to Shaykh Ab-mad and Sayyid Ka;im as the ''two gates 
(al-babayn),'' and Sayyid Kaiim himself as ''the earlier gate of 
God'' (Mb.al/ah al-muqaddam). Sayyid ¾im was also referred 
to in this way by the Babi historian al-Qatil ibn al-Karbala'i.118 

All of these sources, however, are written by Babfs who had 
previously been adherents of the Shaykhf school. So far, it 
has not been possible to locate a direct statement by either 
Shaykb Abroad or Sayyid ~;im, in which an explicit claim to 
-babiyya is made. 

However, given the above range of meanings which the 
terin bdb was capable of bearing, it would not be surprising if 
these two scholars had tacitly accepted such a title as a possi
ble metaphor for the function of the ulama .. Such would off er 
an example of the moderate A!hbarism which the Shaykhf 
leaders propounded as a means -of bridging the gulf between 
two antagonistic Sbfti trends. 119 It is also possible that the 
former followers of Shaykh Af)mad and Sayyid Ka;im have 

Copyrighted material 



n 



of 
,_ 

e 

:o 
-. I 

0 

d 
[ I 

.,......_.,...,,..,11w,ua-0 

a~ ta1 



,·b· 
·- I 

0 

I 

C 

op;11gl 



• 

36 Todd Lawson 
• 

In several places Sayyid Ka~im appears to use the terms 
gate (Mb) and veil (h,ijdb) interchangeably. Thus, in speaking 
of the/dtilµJ, he says that a proper reading of it will name the 
one who is the •'gate of gates'' (bdb al-abwdb) and the first veil 
of •'the breath of the Merciful'' (an-nafas ar-ralJ,mdn().131 Here, 
bdb al~abwdb is one of the many names of the Holy Spirit, who 
as a primordial creature (and also as a creative principle) re
cites ''both books''-the ''book'' of creation and the Qur'an 
proper. Commenting on the verse o:f the ode: ''This is the cur
tain of the city of knowledge away from whose gate is led the 
one who has not entered'' (had_Jyi riwdq madinat al- 'ilm al-lat{ 
min babi-ha qad dulla man 14 ym:l!l!:,ulu), Sayyid Ka;im says 
that three words are important here: curtain (ar-riwdq), city 
(al-madtna), and gate (al-Mb), the exoteric meanings of which 
require no interpretation. 

I will mention that which has overflowed to me from the sea of 
Light (bal]-r an-nur) and that which has come to me through the 
praise of God from the world of felicity ( 'alam as-surur) which has 
not been mentioned before, except by way of allusions. 138 

He then defines ''curtain'' (ar-riwtiq) as ''threshold'' (jandb), 
'jgate of the gate'' (bab al-bdb), and ''veil of the veil'' (IJ,ijdb 
al-l}ijdb). Further, he calls it: 

The pole .around which the days revolve, the full moon which illu
mines the darkness (badr a;-~ldm) ... the one who combines [in 
his person] those teachings (jdmi' al-kalim) about piety and jus• 
tice, which refute, on behalf of true religion, the corruption of the 
exaggerators (ta>,rlf al-&!!4lfn), ... the judge over the flock and 
the rightful successor of the Imam (Af!al{fat al-imam), .... the tree 
of piety (shajarat at-taqwa), he without whom the traces of proph
ecy would have been effaced and without whom the pillars of 
waldya would have crumbled .... (He is] the one who knows, with
out having to learn (al- 'dlim bi-g!ayr at-ta 'allum), the understander 
(al-ii:rij) of all the mysteries of Being in both the invisible and visi-
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42 Todd Lawson 

might explain why the Bab employed other, more universally 
• 

recognized titles of authority, as his movement gained in 
popularity. But it seems clear that his assumption of the titles 
bdb and g!ikr did, in fact, put forth his real claims right from 
the beginning. 

NOTES 

On the spelling of the word tutunjiyya, see note at beginning of the 
references of Lambden paper, p. 160. 

1. Na.bil, Dawn-Breakers, p. 65. Corroboration of this date may 
be found in the text of the commentary where the Bab mentions 
that at the time of writing he is twenty-five years old. (The Bab, 
fosepli, p. 16). See the discussion of the date of composition in 
MacEoin, 11 Charismatic," pp. 157-8. 

2. Browne, "The Babis," pp. 908-909: h4@.tt al-g!J:_uldm al
'.Arab( al-Muham1nad{ al-'A/awi al-Fdtimi al-Makki al-Madan! al-. ' 
Abfal}{ al- 'lrdqf (The Bab, Joseph, p.225). While such an adjectival 
litany may be foreign to Western tastes, it is of course universally 
regarded as one of the pillars of style in older Arabic literature, e.g. 
as~Suyut{ refers to the 'Abbasid ''quasi-Caliphtt al-Muttawakkil as: 
al-Itndmi al-A 'zami al-Hdshim{ al-'Abbas{ .aJ-Mutawakkil{. (William . -
Y. Bell, ed. & trans .• The Mutawakkilf of as-Suyuf{ p. 15, Arabic 
text). 

3. Ibid., quoting Rosen, Collections, p. 186. 
4. Browne, ''The Babis'', p .. 909. Browne's transliteration of 

this passage, wbi.cb occurs in the Surat al-'abd, (The Bab, Joseph, p. 
226) is: Al-Ba 'u s-sd 'iratu fi'l-md 'il-~uruf(n (sic) wa 'n-Nu~fatu 11-wd~i
fatu 'alti btibi'l-Alifeyti. 

MacEoin thinks such passages containing references to Mecca 
and Medina (as in Makki and Madani) were written after (or at least 
during) the Bab's pilgrimage. This would, of course explain their 
otherwise perhaps somewhat mysterious use. (See MacEoin, "Char
ismatic," p. 158.) It is also possible that, by using such adjectives, 
the Bab was interested in invoking the purely spiritual connota
tions such terms would have in calling to mind highly venerated 
holy places in Islam in general, and in th.e case of Iraq, §hfi Islam in 
particular . 
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13. The Bab, Joseph, pp. 160-86. 
14. Corbin refers to this as ''kathenotheism." See En Islam 

iranien, vol. 1, pp. 205-6. The idea may be found in the teachings of 
the Imams themselves, for example the following one quoted in ibid. 
from • Ali himself. 

''I am to Mul;lammad as light is to light." §hay!h Al,lmad al~Al)sa'i ex
plained this statement as follows: "This light is totally in Mubammad, 
it is totally in the Imam • Ali, totally in Fatima, totally in the Im.un l:lasan, 
totally in the Imam 1:[usayn, just as it is totally in each one of the remain
ing Fourteen Pure Ones (i.e., MuQammad, Fatfma, and the twelve 
Imams). Despite its multiplicity, it is nonetheless one. This is what the 
Imams meant when they said: 'We are all Mulµmmad. The first among 
us is Muhammad. The one in the middle is Muhammad. The last of us is 

• • 
also Mutyammad.' •· 

The Bab certainly subscribed to this view. See Lawson, "The 
Qur' an," passim. 

15. MacEoin, ''Concept," p. 93; ''Reactions," pp. 16-20. 
16. But giving as reason for this the fact that the text is con

cerned with doctrinal reflections. The genre of tafs{r is not condi
tioned by the absence or presence of doctrinal reflections. 

17. MacEoin, ''Charismatic," p. 158. 
18. See Momen, ''The Trial." This important article analyz,es 

the precise charges of the proceedings against one of the Bab•s dis
ciples and examines the relevant passages of the Commentary on 
the Sura. of Joseph, the promulgation of which led to these charges. 
Momen 's conclusion is the same as the one put forth here: that the 
Bab was claiming revelation. 

19. MacEoin, ''Charismatic," p. 159. Although it is clear that 
''the theory behind the tafs{r was much more complex than mere 
imitation of the Qur'an. •• (ibid., emphasis added) 

20. MacEoin, ''Charismatic,,, p. 159, where the author gives 
references to the Cambridge 1ns. 

21. MacEoin, ''Charismatic," p. 159. 
22. The Bab, Baqara, p. 239. 
23. MacEoin, ''Charismatic,,, p. 159. 
24. Translated by Browne, "R,emarks," p. 265. Part of this pas

sage is cited in MacEoin, ''Charismatic," p. 157. 
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