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Abstract

Religious themes have always been closely connected to the Persian language and its
literature. Among these, Ashura literature, part of religious or ritual writing, is important
and uniquely valuable because of its wide scope and many writers who have contributed
to it. One of the most notable forms of Ashura literature is magtal-writing (accounts of the
martyrs of Karbala). This paper introduces Magqatil al-Shuhada by Abu al-Mafakhir Razi,
a poet, scholar, translator and historian from the 5th—6th centuries AH. He lived during the
time of Sultan Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad and his son Sultan Mesud of the Seljuk period.
Although his famous poem “Murgh-e Molamma‘-¢ Badan” is well known and highly
regarded in Persian literary history, much of his life remains unclear. In this study, we edited
Magqatil al-Shuhada vsing the only surviving manuscript, written in the 9th century AH and
kept in the Central Library of University of Tehran. We also examined Abu al-Mafakhir
Razi’s works, provided a brief overview of his prose and poetry, and discussed the style of
Magqatil al-Shuhada. The book is written in clear, scholarly and accessible language, uses
authentic Persian vocabulary, and shows features of the early Khurasani style.
Keywords: Magtal, Ritual literature, Abu al-Mafakhir Razi, style, Ashura.

1. Introduction
Manuscripts are among the most important and valuable primary sources. One of the areas
closely connected with the Persian language and literature is religious topics. Due to its
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broad scope and the large number of its contributors, Ashura literature is unique within the
written tradition of Persian literature. Maqtal-writing is different from historical writing. A
historian usually records events in a general and factual way, while a maqtal writer focuses
on creating an emotional atmosphere and describing the tragic details of events. Magqatil al-
Shuhada by Abu al-Mafakhir Razi is a maqtal written in Persian prose. At times, the author
quotes directly from Abu Mikhnaf al-Azdi, the earliest known maqtal writer of the first
centuries of the Hijri era, and then provides a clear and accurate translation and explanation
for Persian-speaking readers across Iran. The manuscript has been described as follows:
“Written in 10th-century manuscript; with headings and red ink; section titles appear in the
margins; donated to the university by Dr. Asghar Mahdavi; size 17.5 x 12.5 cm; 140 folios,
each 17.5 x 25.5 cm; Isfahan paper; without a cover”. Seventy pages of this ancient work
are devoted to Ashura discussions and the maqtal of Imam Husayn (peace be upon him).
The handwriting does not show the maturity of master calligraphers and appears to belong
to the late 8th or early 9th century AH. Each page contains 20 lines. The red headings are
written in cinnabar ink, and the scribe has carefully preserved accuracy and fidelity in
copying the text.

2. Methodology

This study is based on library research and uses an analytical and descriptive approach. Abu
al-Mafakhir Razi was a Persian-speaking poet of the Seljuk period and a contemporary of
Muhammad ibn Malikshah and his son Mesud. The earliest source that mentions him is
Muntakhab al-Din Razi, a 6th-century AH scholar, who refers to him as “Shams al-Din
Abu al-Mafakhir ibn Muhammad Razi, the praise-poet of the family of the Messenger of
God (peace be upon him and his family), a righteous and virtuous man” (Muntakhab al-
Din, 1406: 26). Abu al-Mafakhir Razi was born between 460 and 470 AH and died around
547 AH. The titles “righteous” (salih) and “virtuous” (fadil), which Muntakhab al-Din Razi
uses to describe Abu al-Mafakhir Razi, the eulogist of the Prophet’s Household, can be
understood as follows: salih refers to his moral and spiritual integrity, while fadil highlights
his scholarly standing, intellectual depth and eloquence.

3. Analysis and Discussion

Abu al-Mafakhir Razi’s work include the following.

Al-Mishkah: A work on the occult sciences, including explanations and interpretations of
the divine names. (Sadrayi Khouyi, Miras Shahab, no. 81, p. 36).

The Ode “Murgh-e Molamma‘-e Badan” : This is one of the most memorable and widely
read poems in Persian literature over the past nine hundred years. More than forty poets
have composed poems in response to it, and numerous scholars and literary figures have
written commentaries on it. About thirteen of these commentaries are known today, the
most important of which is Sharh Ma La Yanhall by Abd al-Latif Shirvani Aflatun.
Diwan of Poetry: About 700 verses of Abu al-Mafakhir Razi’s poetry have been identified so
far. The earliest reference to his poetry in classical sources includes two odes in the elegies of
the martyrs of Ashura, which appear in Safinat al-Rugh and were recorded in 740 AH.



An Introduction to The Edition of Magatil Al-Shuhada .../ 143

Magatil al-Husayn or Maqatil al-Shuhada

Stylistic Features

1. Short sentences

2. Use of archaic Persian words and verbs

3. Pairing Persian and Arabic synonyms side by side

4. Use of particles such as aba, mar, avadar

5. Emphasis on the past tense verb, infinitive, and negative forms

6. Use of the prefixes b- for emphasis and n- for negation at the beginning of verbs

7. Lack of agreement between subject and verb (e.g., using singular verbs for plural subjects)
8. Use of verbs with old prefixes such as fara, faraz, baz, foru, bar, andar, and hamt

9. Use of the verb shod to mean “went”

10. Use of supplicatory verbs

11. Use of kard in verbal forms meaning “did”

12. Use of the continuous -y form with verbs.

Rhetorical Features

1. Rhymed prose, 2. Simile, 3. Metaphor. 4. Wordplay, 5. Allusion, 6. Quoting proverbs, 7.
Parallelism, 8. Historical allusions, 9. Exaggeration.

4. Conclusion

Ashura literature is one of the most extensive branches of Persian literature throughout the
1,200-year history of the language. One of its sub-branches in prose is the maqatil. Until
now, the oldest known Persian maqtal was considered to be that of Molahossein Kashefi,
the author of Rawdat al-Shuhada. However, this study introduces, for the first time, Magatil
al-Shuhada by Abu al-Mafakhir Razi. Shams al-Din Abu al-Mafakhir ibn Muhammad Razi
was a poet, scholar, translator, and historian of the 5th—6th centuries AH and a contemporary
of Sultan Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad and his son Mesud of the Seljuk period. Although
he is widely known for his ode ‘Murgh-e Molamma‘-e Badan’, one of the most celebrated
poems in Persian literary history, many aspects of his life have remained unknown. For
the editing of Maqatil al-Shuhada, we relied on a single 9th-century manuscript preserved
in the Central Library of the University of Tehran. In this study, we examined Abu al-
Mafakhir Razi’s works and writings, provided a brief overview of his prose and poetry. He
might have been the first author to extensively include his own poems in his prose, and he
precedes Abu’l-Ma’ali Nasrallah, the author of Kalila and Dimna, in literary precedence.
We also analyzed the stylistic features of the maqtal, including its use of archaic verbs and
vocabulary, which reflect the liveliness and richness of its prose. This maqtal, as the oldest
known in the Persian language, is a treasure of literary resources, both prose and poetry,
and provides valuable insight into Shi‘i thought in the 5th century and early 6th century
AH.
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