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This article presents the recently found manuscript, Persian text and Urdu
translation of the Ruq'at-i Sarmad, the Epistles attributed to Sarmad Sa'id, the
last great master of the Ruba'i genre in Persian, whichhad appeared in print for
the first and only time in May, 1926, from Shah Jahani Press, Delhi.

Key Words: Sarmad; Epistles; Persian Literature; Quatrains; Sufism.
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I discovered a text that has been known by many, but I believe has never before
been read in detail and for the information it can reveal to us. This is the Chapter
in the Dabistan, a 17th century work of comparative religion, written in Persian.
Each of its chapters is devoted to another religion. The chapter on Judaism relies
in Sarmad as informant and in the process provides us with information on his
life. In fact, it is the earliest, and therefore the most authoritative reference to
Sarmad, by a contemporary. Reading this text opened up a new perspective on
Sarmad. My close reading opened up the question of Sarmad's religious identity
and if and in what way he maintained a conscious Jewish identity. If so, I had
discovered a Jewish Sarmad, or Sarmad the Jew. As it turns out, Jewish scholars
had discussed Sarmad's Jewishness based on some of the text under discussion. I
believe, however, that the present study brings this question to a new level of
complexity and sophistication, and allows us to revisit the question of Sarmad's

religious identity. I
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Lastly, but most importantly, the question of keep engaging with the Scripture
of one's previous faith tradition (reading, teaching, translating etc. as a
conclusive proof of being a "practitioner of multiple religious identities." I have
a completely different take on it and my opinion does not stem from my personal
predilection. In fact it is grounded in a long standing illustrious tradition of

Islamic scholarship that dates back to the Prophetic times when the Prophet
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would encourage the learned (in language and Scripture) among his
Companions who had come from the Jewish background to read and teach,
along with the Qur'an, the Tanakh in Hebrew. The most outstanding example is
of his Companion 'Abd Allah ibn Salam, the Jewish Rabbi, who later
accompanied Caliph 'Umar on the occasion of the surrender of Jerusalem and
helped him in demarcating the exact place of the Temple/Holiest of the Holy
which had been turned into a garbage dump by the Christians. 'Abd Allah ibn
Salam is known to have the practice of reading the Torah every day and had
brought his recitation in line with the customary Muslim practice of reading one
Jjuz of the Qur'an every day thus completing the cycle in 30 days. Further to it,
the Prophet assigned the task of learning Aramaic and Syriac (the original
languages of the Christian Bible) to some of the younger companions who were

gifted for languages.

Two more points need to be added here before arriving at what I have to say.
Firstly, this practice has its Scriptural proof and validity in the verses that
declare, "We have revealed the Torah wherein there is guidance and light" and
"We have revealed the Injil wherein there is guidance and light." Secondly,
Islamic scholarship, especially the Tafsir tradition (Qur'anic exegesis) considers
the Hebrew Scriptures as the second best source of Qur'an interpretation (first
being the Qur'an itself) and the third source is the Hadith corpus. Hence its
practical need that stems from the fact that the Qur'an contains a lot of
references to Biblical history which cannot be understood completely without
having recourse to the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. Therefore, the Islamic
scholars were always eager to avail of the opportunity of learning firsthand
about these Scriptures and from these Scriptures. The most recent example (of
early 20th century) is of Hamid al-Din Farrahi, the great Qur'an exegete and the
founder of the 20th century school of Qur'an interpretation based on "internal
coherence", who had avidly learnt Hebrew from a Jewish scholar named Gabriel,
living in Aligarh at that time. The upshot is this: When the author of the
Dabistan made his request and when Sarmad responded to it or when Sarmad
imparted teachings of the Torah (along with other Scriptures) to Abhay Chand
they were both acting according to an established practice of Islamic
scholarship. Reading more into it and seeing a "practitioner of multiple religious
identities" at work would be, according to my lights, a misplaced judgment! The
author of the Dabistan is explicit about it when he says, "this writer never had

the chance of meeting the wise among the Jews and gaining information about
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(their religion) and whatever was found in the books written by the "others"

with regard to their beliefs did not attract him since ...".
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1. Ataullah, Igb?l N?mah, Sh. M. Ashraf, Lahore, 1946, Vol. L. p. 78. Revised one

volume edition, Igbal Academy Pakistan, Lahore, 2007, p. 112.
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The authorship of the Dabistan has been much debated. Starting from Charles
Rieu, (see Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts in the British Museum, London,
1879, Vol. I, p. 142) names of many candidates have been suggested for its
authorship. Since some of the Persian manuscripts of the Dabist?n in the British
Museum had mentioned the name of Muhammad Amin Nama Nigar, Rieu
attributed it to him on the basis of the fact that the author of the Dabistan refered
to himself as in nama nigar (this writer, the author of this work, the scribe)
which is a common mannerism of Persian writers, something similar to what we
find as "the undersigned ventures to say....)! Since Muhammad Amin had the
nomé dé plume of "Nama Nigar" Rieu was misled by the similarity. Then from
William Jones (1798: Muhsin Fani) to Rahim Rezazadeh Malik, (Ed. Dabistan-i
Madhahib, Two Vols., Tehran, 1342 S.: Kaykhusrow Asfandyar, son of Adhar
Kaywan, the mentor of Mowbadshah the author) various names were suggested.
The scholarship now agrees on the name of M?r Zulfigar Ali Adhar Urdistani
AKA Mulla Mowbad or Mowbadshah. Encyclopaedia Iranica has recorded the
details of the controversy very accurately (http://www.iranicaonline.org/ articles/
dabestan-e-madaheb). While translating the Dabistan text and rechecking the
original sources, various manuscripts/old editions of the Dabistan and related
materials my views have also precipitated toward the conclusion that it was
written by Mir Zulfigar Ali Adhar Urdistani Sasani AKA Mulla Mowbad or
Mowbadshah. The materials to which the Encyclopaedia Iranica did not have
access (like G. M. Khan, Ed. Shams-al-Dawla Shahnawaz Khan, Maa'thir
al-umara, Calcutta, 1888) and the Diwan of Mowbadshah, also complete this
trajectory: 1) Mir Zulfiqar Ali Urdistani AKA Mulla Mowbad or Mowbadshah
was connected with Adhar Kaywan while living in Patna and was trained by him

2) A collection of Mowbadshah's verses (ca. 3,000 couplets) is preserved in the
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public library in Patna (Askari, pp. 85-104). Some fragments from these verses
are quoted in the Dabistan, including the opening poem, which contains the
word "Dabistan” in the first couplet and the pen name "Mowbad" in the last
(Askari, pp. 90-91). Furthermore, most of the personal and place names
mentioned in Mowbadshah's Divan also turn up in the Dabistan, and the
opinions and beliefs expressed in both books have much in common. The
internal evidence also proves Mowbadshah to be a man of great erudition and

insight and also very well versed in Islamic learning.
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8.  The Dabistan or School of Manners, TRANSLATED FROM THE ORIGINAL
PERSIAN, WITH NOTES AND ILLUSTRATIONS, by DAVID SHEA,
PRINTED FOR THE ORIENTAL TRANSLATION FUND OF GREAT
BRITAIN AND IRELAND, BENJAMIN DUPRAT/ ALLEN AND CO.,
LEADENHALL-STREET, LONDON, 1843. Charles Rieu "presaged" me
when, in 1879, he had remarked, with regard to the English translation of Shea
and Troyer, "..but it cannot be depended on for accuracy.", Catalogue of Persian

Manuscripts in the British Museum, London, 1879, Vol. I, p. 141.
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10. Khalig Ahmad Nizami, The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, Vol. VII,
Brill, 1993, pp. 452.

ahlﬁ'»aMﬁd’:’féiu/uﬁu'/Ué@o}lﬁ&/f/’??d’;‘d}?{;{u},!&ﬂ_c/»u’% -
& LT s foa LA,

Noto i Jj,&gp,ﬂﬁ‘;uj _Ir
13.  Alon Goshen-Gottstein, "Scripture and Memory- The Jewish and Multiple

Religious Identity of Sa'id Sarmad," (unpublished article).
_A,,}tpgg) I

15. Qur'an,5:44-46.

-%?‘L/lgé@uug{,f;gfcKg:no/fgu}iiﬁ?: -
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for Cultural Relations, Azad Bhavan, Indraprastha Estate, New
Delhi-110002,1991; Ezikiel, Sarmad the Jewish Saint of India, Punjab, India,
(3rd Ed. 1988); Paul Smith, Ruba'iyat of Sarmad, Book Heaven, Victoria,
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India, 2010, ISBN 978 8191002980.
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