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According to the information furnished by Mediaeval Muslim chroniclers, the
long-awaited Mahdi appeared among the Qaramita of Bahrayn in Ramadan, 319/
September-October, 931.

"These radical dissidents of the Isma‘ili movement, that is the Qaramita!, had
already earned a particularly frightful reputation in the Eastern as well as the Western
territories of the Empire. This was due, first of all, to their military forces, which
represented, at that time, the most dreadful and effective army in the whole of the
Islamic World, and secondly, to their constant raids and devastating marauding
campaigns against the caravan routes of Southern Iraq and the urban centres of the
region. Their military presence posed a permanent threat to the whole area, and it
was to become one of the principal factors contributing to the disintegration of the
- Caliphate. In 316/928, it was only with extraordinary luck that Baghdad escaped
Qarmati occupation, unlike Mecca, which suffered hugely from their invasion in
319/930. .

The Qaramita justified their aggression against the existing order by propagating
the reign of the legitimate #mam, descended from the “House of the Prophet”, the
Mahdi, who is to rule over the world and restore justice and order, and whose ap-
pearance was expected to be very near”. Parallel to their military offensives, the
Qarmatis of Bahrayn gave expression to their firm belief in the imminent appearance

! After the schism in 286/899 these dissident Ismatilis who broke with ‘Ubaydallah the future
Fatimid imam-~caliph, al-Mahdi and refused to acknowledge his claim to the imamate retained their
original belief in the Mahdiship of Muhammad b. Isma€il, as the expected Qa'im (Daftary 1991: 230; 1993:
138ff. Cf. Madelung 1961: 59f; Halm 1987: 202, 206).

? The Qarmatis and their predecessors, the earliest Ismacilis maintained that Muhammad b. Ismasil
who remained alive, was the Qa%im and last of the great messenger—prophets. On his reappearance, he
would bring a new religious law or fari'a, abrogating the one announced by the Prophet Muhammad
(Daftary 1991: 230).

On the believes of the Qaramita see an-Nawbahti, Firag 62.9-10:
Pl aly agodl O b sy G ol s Jeelewl o aana ol Lgae s Baal il aws [RS8 Ll o] 253 i
ey ade B Lo v Bayh L s Bagaa Basdoy Ule,ll Gy @l pawie aslall iaay gl
According to an-Nawbahti (Firag 62-63) the Qarimita founded their thesis of the abrogation of Islam
by the religion of Mahdi on the well-known hadit wich §i‘is ascribed to the Imam CGafar as-Sadiq;
“Islam began as a stranger (¢ariban) [meaning in Medina]; it will return as a stranger as it began. Good
tidings therefore to the strangers.” So their attributed a great significance to it. (Cf. Madelung 1961: 83-84.)
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of the Mahdi on several occasions. Abii Said al-Gannabi, one of the founding fa-
thers of the da“wa in Bahrayn, claimed to be acting on behalf of the expected Mahdi
who was to appear in 300/912%. The unfulfilled expectations of the adherents quite
probably caused internal frustration within the da‘wa, which may have contributed
to the assassination of Aba Said and other leaders of the movement in the summer
of 300/913*

Then his second successor in the leadership of the Bahrayn community, his son
Abi Tihir, prophesied the Mahdi’s imminent arrival after the conjunction of Jupiter
and Saturn in 316/928, marking the end of the Islamic period and the beginning of
the final religious era, as did other Qarmati da‘is in Northern Iran®.

As the much awaited date was drawing near, the Qarmatis increased their offens-
ive activity against the dominions of the Caliphate. They embarked upon a series of
raids against Southern Iraq and pillaging the hagg caravans returning from Mecca, and
in 315/927 they even made an attempt, unsuccessful though it was, at seizing Bagh-
dad. As a result of the advances of “the Mahd?’s messengers” in Southern Iraq, the
local partisans of the Mahdi revealed their allegiance in the Sawad of Kufa, attaching
exaggerated expectations to the personality of Abu Tahir. They said that the Truth
had appeared and the Mahdi had resurrected: the ¢Abbasids had come to their end,
as had fugaha’, qurra’ and abl al-hadit. “We have not come to establish another
dynasty, but to abolish $#ria” — they claimed; and they announced the realm of the
Mahdi, and collected the poll-tax, but government troops very soon suppressed this
uprising’®. Afterwards, at the beginning of 317/929, the Qaramita unexpectedly re-

3 Abi Sacid’s profecies on the Mahdi (‘Abdalgabbar, Tatbit II, 379, 381):
sha phay b oahe gy [siC] Laiadl oy dans o0 dee Oy dane say aala e 8 Taa aleYl aadl e, @) JB
ot o bt o e e sl Jpll Vi oS LS g3 dllay gome [912] 3 aeld TLANS T wly Jladl
[892] 5,24l puinlay Owslads
4 ol-Mas‘adi, Tanbib 394; an-Nuwayri, Nibaya XXV, 243; Ibn ad-Dawadari, Kanz VI, 61; Magqrizi,
Ittitaz 1, 164. Cf. Halm 1991: 225.

5 On the prophecies of Abi Tahir: ‘Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 381; al-Bagdadi, Farg 287. Cf. de Goeje
1886; 122ff. The expectation of the Mahdi is also reflected in a propagandistic poem by Abu Tahir. In
it he designates.himself as the one who summons to obey the Mahdi. The fragments of the poem: al-
Biruni, Azar 214; al-Bagdadi, Farg 287. Cf. de Goeje 1886: 113-115; Madelung 1959: 79ff; Nassar 1977:
11, 341-342; Halm 1991: 229. :

¢ On the dertails of the military events: Miskawayhi, Tagarib [, 172-177. Cf. Bowen 1975: 266-275;
Halm 1991: 226-228. On the bagliyya revolt in the Sawad of Kifa: “Arib, Sila 132ff; 137; 162;
Abdalgabbar, Tazbit 11, 383. Cf. Madelung 1959: 82-84; Halm 1991: 227-228.
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turned to Bahrayn, where construction works on a fortified “refuge” (dar al-higra),
the prospective residence of the awaited Mahdi, had been completed near al-Ahsa”.

In 319/930, they arrived in Mecca during the pilgrimage season. Having succeeded
in getting admission into the city by an appeal to a sense of Islamic solidarity, they,
acting like infidels, massacred the pilgrims and the townspeople for several days and
committed numerous acts of desecration. They finally tore out the Black Stone of the
Ka‘ba, presumably with the aim of symbolizing the end of the era of Islam, and
carried it off to their new capital of al-Ahsa’. It is these disastrous events that lead
us along to the obscure incidents in Ramadan 319/September-October 931 when
Abu Tahir handed over the power to a young stranger from Isfahan, only to dismiss
and kill him eighty days later. This episode was already investigated by de Goeje
(1886: 129-137), who made a translation of the then available soufce material as a
part of his monograph that set the trend for the study of the Qaramita. He initiated
his explanations for the events by stating that an impostor had appeared among the
Qarmatis in 319/930, who then succeeded in making himself recognized as the
much-awaited “maitre de la chose” (sabib al-amy). However, his conclusion that this
adventurer could get recognition as the emissary of the Fatimid “Ubaydallah is now
superseded (ibid. 136). Later researches, namely those of Massignon (1974: 220-223),
~Lewis (1940: 87-89) and Stern (1983: 206ff)°, viewed these events as a temporary
forsaking of the Fatimids by the Qarmatis.

The Mahdr’s intermezzo, however, received but slight attention from scholars.
Of modern Muslim experts on the subject, as far as our knowledge goes, it is only
Nalr (1977: 11, 343-344), Zakkir (1987: I, 152-154) and Bazziin (1988: 188-19¢)°
who analysed this issue in merit. Particularly surprising is the fact that the renowned
Isma‘ili scholars Tamir and Galib entirely avoid mentioning the episode in their
relevant writings.

7 On the dar al-higra: Ibn al-Gawzi, Muntazam V1, 326.14-15:
etgadl ) Leay Boagdl Jla Lalew 1ol 20 s 0w e [Aba Tahir] el g Lal
Cf. Tabit, Ahbar al-Qaramita 1, 223; Ibn Tagribirdi, Nugam 111, 220.
As Medina, the dar al-higra of the Prophet, was the place of the foundation of Islam, for the
Isma‘ilis the dar al-higra was the residence of the Mahdi and the place of the foundation of his religion.
(Cf. Madelung 1956: 81ff)

¥ “Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 11, 384-386; on the different opinions about the events in Mekka: Shahan
1977: 1671f; Nas§ar 1977: 339-340; Zakkar 1987: I, 153; Kennedy 1989: 290ff.

? Concerning his views, he told: “I am, I hope, not too far off the mark in suggesting that the adven-
turer from Isfahan claimed to be Muhammad b. Ismi‘il reappearing from his century-old hiding and that

he was for a time accepted as such by the Qarmatians of Bahrayn®.

' His appraisal on the Mahdi episode is remarkable but very controversial.
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During the last decades two eminent scholars, Prof. Madelung (1959: 75-85; 1988:
96-100) and Prof. Halm (1991: 225-236), have carried out 2 thorough research and
a reconstruction of accounts on the Isfahini. We draw on their findings in our re-
appraisal of the heavily divergent aspects of this web of problems. In fact, our convic-
tion is that this episode occupies a focal position in the history of the Qarmati com-
munity of Bahrayn, being such a turning-point as can serve to provide an explana-
tion, from both a political and an ideological point of view, to the various facets of
the contradictory history of this regional movement turned state.

All the sources agree in stating that the youth was a young Persian, but different
versions of his name have been reported. He is said to have been a Persian from Isfa-
hin or Hurasin. Some even asserted that he was a descendant of the Persian Kings
and described him as a Zoroastrian''. '

However, the reports on his appearance are contradictory, confused, and differ ra-
dically from one another. One group of sources, represented by Tabit b. Sinan®,
who was followed by Miskawayhi (Tagarib I1, 55-56) and Ibn al-Atir (Kamil VIII,
351-352), states that Abu Tahir was deceived into giving up power by his chief da‘z,
Tbn Sanbar, who wanted to use the Isfahani to throw out one of his opponents.
Then the Isfahani proceeded to kill some prominent Qarmati leaders and others un-
til he was exposed by Abu Tahir and put to death.

Another, rather more astonishing, version, given by Ibn Rizam® and mostly
adapted by °Abdalgabbar (Tatbit II, 386-88) and partially by Nizim al-Mulk
(Siyasatname 287-288), makes Abu Tahir declare that the Isfahani is god incarnate,
and that he is restoring the true “religion of Adam” and has ordered the people to
curse all the other prophets. He also commanded them to commit debaucheries and

1 Concerning the names of the stranger from Isfahan: Miskawayhi, Tagirib I, 58: Abi I-Fadl
al-Magisi; “Arib, Sila 162: Zakari al-Hurasani; Mas‘idi, Tanbih 391: az-Zakari min abna Mulik
al-Aagim min bilad Isfaban; Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 1, 28: Dakira al-Isfahans; 1, 107: al-Asfar [the Dressed
in yellow]; 11, 386-388: Dakirat al-Isfabant al-Magdsi; Nizam al-Mulk, Siyasatname 288: Zakiva [the]
CGabra [Zoroastrian from] Isfahan; al-Bagdadi, Farg 270 & al-Birani, Atar 213: Ibn Abi Zakariyya’
at-Tamami al-Isfabani; Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 55; Ibn al-Adr, Kamil VI, 351; ‘Uyin 1V, 389;
an-Nuwayri, Nibaya XXV, 302: al-Isfabani; Tabit, Ahbar al-Qaramita 1, 225: as-Safawi Di n-Nur [from]
Isfaban.

12 Tibit, Abbar al-Qaramita 1, 225-226:
ol il Taal 3l n pie A b e Gaallaally dons ol lon Gm i Gn! ey [Usl o2l Ga] peie S O
Gl o) Lay 1 JBy ane S35 Guill 53 gaiuall s A calial Slgpel i Gl deakd lapidl gada
apede hipw dllan ] (o adS olls sl ol al sl olaly peesley daalall Jpad il gy dpaw ol Swl e
il paia U ggae J23 o) bty dlagin o paiing 5ol Lagh eyl

3 by Rizam, Abi ‘Abdallih Muhammad at-Ta'i al-Kafi, how wrote before 345/956 and his
treatise, the Kitab fi radd ‘ala al-ismiliyya has been lost-but parts of it have been preserved by various
scholars.
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the like. After a while Aba Tahir discovered that he had been duped and had the
Isfahani murdered.

Most probable of all reports on his arrival is the one that makes the young man
being carried off into slavery from North of Babylon, as the Qaramita returned from
their campaign in Northern Mesopotamia in 316/928 (‘Arib, Sila 162.18-21).

It is also reported™ that the young man was of a very powerful character, ex-
celled in intelligence and learning, soon being initiated into the affairs of the Qarami-
ta. According to the explanation found in one of the reports (Tibit, Abbir al-Qara-
mita 255), Ibn Sanbar had initiated him into some secrets which Abii Tahir had en-
trusted him alone and had instructed the youth thus: “Go to Abi Tahir and tell him
that you are the man to whose allegiance his father and he himself have summoned
the people. If he then asks you for signs and proof, reveal these secrets to him”®.

Abu Tahir had no doubts about the validity of these signs and announced to his
adherents: “This is the man I have summoned you to follow, and to him belongs the
command™®.

In another source" it is stated that the proud and lordly appearance of the youth
irritated his owner, the 427 Ibn Sanbar himself, who therefore brought him before
Abu Tahir. In this passage, there is a mention of a sign by which the Isfahani was
 able to deceive Abu Tahir and his brothers into believing that he was the “Expected
One”. _ .

According to al-Biruni (Atar 313), the date of the Isfahini’s arrival was chosen
to coincide with the passing of 1,500 years from the death of Zoroaster, at the end
of the year 1242 of Alexander’s era for which prophecies attributed to Zoroaster and

amasp were predicting the restoration of the reign of the Magians. As has been
mentioned before, the young Persian was said to be a Magian and a descendant of the

" “Arib, $ila 193.2-3; al-Birini, Atar 213.1-2; Miskawayhi, Tagarib 1L, 55.15-18.

" Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 55-56:
ola & ol Judally clodlall ge il 4 1506 @l 5l eas 4a, saal SLS il Ja 0 il dije salb 1 el

Ll

' Tabit, Abbir al-Qaramita 225:
cad hgalay pelbls Gl geas G301 13 alb o) Jlas
Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 56.4-5:
Al ey Gl aSpeal oS 0 gt tule 0 [Lalk 4] g,
(CL. <Uyan IV, 389.14-15; Ibn al-Atir, Kamil VIII, 351.11-12; an-Nuwayri, Nihaya XXV, 302.18)

17 <Arib, Silz 163.2-4:
bl (Mosin sply e danly wls alsay [olaloall (5] S 553 I [dy,e] b Lt
al-Birani, Atar 313:

_ Aaales alh Lt [ abakdt caSy L ul] olS
(Cf. Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 59.14)
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Persian kings'®. Isfahan, his home town, had long been associated by the astrologers
with the rise of a Persian dynasty which would overthrow the Arab Caliphate. His
clothes were depicted as being in accordance with the Persian fashion. He was some-
times titled as-Safawi D n-Nur" (‘The Pure Possessor of Light’) or al-Asfar®
({Dressed in] Yellow’/“The Persian’). As Madelung has observed (1988: 971f), the Isfa-
hini appeared, judging from his deeds, rather a restorer of Persian religion than that
Expected One of the Prophet’s House who reveals the truth behind all previous reli-
gions. He ordered the worship of fire and the cursing of all prophets, and also initiat-
ed various extravagant ceremonies that disgusted the Qaramita™. It is well-known
that the settled population of Bahrayn, formally a province of the Persian Empire,
consisted largely of Persians and Jews™. Abu Sa‘id, the founder of the da‘wa, was
a Persian by origin from Ganifa, a town on the coast of Fars, and he was active
there as a dai before being sent to Bahrayn®. Some of his grandsons bore the
names of Persian kings: Sabur/ Sapur b. Abi Tahir, and Kisra/Hosro b. Abi 1-Qasim
(Ibn Hawqal, S#rat al-ard 26). Notwithstanding all these arguments, Madelung draws
our attention to a careful appreciation of the events in this respect. Then he adds
that, while Aba Tahir could perhaps expect a certain amount of sympathy for some
aspects of Persian religious traditions among his adherents, his transformation of the
Mahdi into a restorer of the Persian religion and kingship would have needed a com-
plete refusal of much traditional Isma‘ili doctrine and the expectations concerning
the seventh Speaker Prophet, the Mahdi (Madelung 1988: 98). On the other hand,
the Qaramita from the beginning of their activity depended upon the support of
Arab tribes, and many of their leading men were of Arab descent. This fact could by
no means have been disregarded by Aba Tahir (Kennedy 1989: 287-292). Therefore,
while keeping in mind the Persian background motives of the episode, we can safely
state that it was not these motives that set the overall direction of events.

Among the accounts of the advent of the Isfahani there is an eyewitness report,
that of Aba Tahir’s personal physician, a certain Ibn Hamdan, which Ibn Rizam

18 Masadi, Tanbih 361.15-16; ‘Abdalgabbar, Tathit 1, 107; 11, 387; Nizam al-Mulk, Styasatname 288.
9 Tabit, Abbar al-Qaramita 225.8.
20 Miskawayhi, Tagirib 11, 58.4; “Abdalgabbar, Tathit 1, 107.9.
2 -Birdni, Azar 313:
ana, Lalakd e glad By sags 15l Lokl o g i | es ety ity 3 gl Q,L_,‘;,_:‘;‘QEPM1 Vs ) Gany
alla guliaa 1golS apls aplaaly LY e uin (e ady Lpaiondy Ol i) Babiay ptsal s o Glalidly o paidly

2 Nagm 1973: 46-49. Cf. de Goeje 1886: 36.

B al-Maqrizi, [ttr'az 107. Cf. Madelung 1988: 97.
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(Miskawayhi, Tagarib II, 57-60) transmitted in his narrative of the events. This
report, regardless of some less reliable details, was considered by Madelung (1959
75tf) as being of particular interest. Halm (1991: 231ff) confirms that the information -
of the physician are trustworthy and consistent in all details with what we know
about the Isma‘ili de‘wa.

Ibn Hamdan reports™ a clear description of the young man’s appearance, as fol-
lows: “We came to the palace of the Qarmati Abu Tahir Sulayman and there was
a handsome young man. He was around twenty years old, and he wore clothes ac-
cording to Persian fashion, and he sat upon a grey horse. His name was Abi 1-Fadl
the Zoroastrian”. After this the doctor tells us how the power was handed over: “The
people, including the Qarmati Abu Tahir and his brothers, were staying around
him. Then Aba Tahir called out as loudly as he could: «You people! Know: We, and
you also, were all donkeys! But now God has sent us this person» — and he pointed
to the youth — «This is my Lord and your Lord, and my God and your God. We
are all his slaves! The rule has now been transferred to him, and he will be king of
us alll». Thereupon Abu Tahir declared: <Know you people, that the [true] religion
has now appeared! It is the religion of our father, Adam, and all religions we have
belonged to until now are null and void, and everything that the dis have been
 telling you is null and void and false, all the talk about Moses, Jesus and Muhammad!
The true religion is the original religion of Adam, and those are all wily deceivers,
so curse them. Then the people cursed them including Abraham, Muhammad, even
°Ali and his descendants»”.

In another version based on Ibn Rizam, that of ‘Abdalgabbar®, Abu Tahir told
his adherents that all the previous religions they had believed in were not valid. “This
was a secret which we and our predecessors kept hidden for sixty years, but today
we have uncovered it! This one here is our God and yours, our Lord and yours. If
he punishes, then it is with justice; and if he forgives, then it is with mercy.”

*# Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 58.1-12 [the spot of the events is in the port of al-Qatif on the Gulf]:
chein 0ol o0 4ol Guia 2 13 a3l plagl all ol s LSt oT (I s she galidl 136 G yah
Lasd Sl sy Jatie tay by shal 0 ley paadl pass el i Talas apley Lo gusdic gas o s lall
a5 gue oMely salle ol plai dya Gyaly Jaoyall Sall 40, HL3 ol s paall il 51 el eligan
Bl oa iy sran Uy BS B Lpalel uunll G glasks sale sal 3l i sy o gray (e 423 2 pe g ol
>alb sl JUG a5 LIS LSl gy ol ey solee LIS, pSell el pSany o T (OG0 I Laly) 1 Lule
pSellslendl 4 clia g3 La paa s Jbls ad aule LS uu JS5 aal Lol Gau say ek 03 guull o Gulill e U )yl
pteali pagiadls o sl 5llas wlS ¥ 5ays o aul Gus Guall Lot} danay ey angs S8 G Loy bl 44

i

B <Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 11, 386.10-12:
o oS Lasy paSelly Ligll liay ol bl a3 agully Bia guies 2w UL oy 4a3Ss LS oy [Hall oo JUy)
whadd bie gy Basd Gile gl olgaaYl 5,50
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As witnessed by these passages, the innovation of the Isfahani consisted mainly
of the abolition of the religious laws. The other sources® which are independent
from the doctor’s statements confirm that he did declare the religious law abolished.
Madelung? observed that the antinomian tendencies that characterized a major part
of the Ismacili movement, and which now came to the surface, brought about a ra-
dical turn in this event. The lawgivers, the prophets were, without exception, utterly
rejected. It is the true religion of Adam, the lawless religion, that was now being re-
vived by the “Expected One” turned god.

Ibn Hamdan’s report® further states that the Isfahani encouraged various sorts
of extreme behaviour. Aba Tahir and the people used to circle around him, com-
pletely naked, and shout: “Our God, he is mighty and exalted!”. These ritual ceremo-
nies were regarded by Halm (1988: 219; 1991: 232ff) as a Qarmati attempt at restor-
ing the Adamite religion, a way of “returning to Paradise”. Fe moreover states that
it is by no means a unique notion held only by the Qaramita. A century later quite
similar ideas were to emerge among the Druse, who were also Isma‘ili heretics
(Bryer 1975: 54-56; 1976: 21ff).

There were already Adamite sects in late antique gnosticism, which is one of the
roots of Ismaciliyya. Halm calls attention to the fact that the signs of these Adamite
" communities are always the nakedness of the participants in the rituals, and sexual
freedom; since no sooner have they entered the condition of prelapsarian innocence
than their bodies become incapable of sinning”. The Qarmatis in their turn wor-
shipped, completely naked, the visible Creator-God, the focus of circumambulation
(tawaf) being him in the same manner as the Ka'ba traditionally is.

While the Persian background and the antinomian tendencies of the movement
are now manifest, the true impetuses of the events are still to be seen. The reign of
the Isfahani Mahdi lasted for only eighty days. Several leaders of the da‘wa were dis-
missed from power and killed by his order. Therefore, those who had doubts about

% Nizim al-Mulk, Siyasatname 288:
a8 ol 1lSaT 5l el e B agasis
[He commanded public cursing of the prophets.]
Cf. al-Birani, Azar 313:
odla plline 15208 pali ppalaaly slis¥l e oe [LUS5 5] 0ol

7 Madelung 1979: 76ff. Cf. Halm 1988: 203.

% Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 58.12-14: _
all 5l LS5 el oY Jis el olsa ¥ Sy Lol sl agd o 45 (331 23 ) e paall Juaall sal iy
Sl ve Lll” Gadaaas 4 blie pelidly sa sl

Cf. al-Birani, Azar 313.2-5; “Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 387.3-7; Nizim al-Mulk, Siyasatname 288.2-8.

2 On the Adamita religion and sects: Halm 1988: 203; 1991: 233.
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the authenticity of the Mahdi pressed Abii Tahir to put the Isfahani to a test. After
the falseness of his claims were proven, he was put to death®.

The Qarmati community was shocked by the episode; while rumours were fast
spreading among allied tribes. Abia Tahir and the chief di‘is were forced to invent
excuses to calm down their followers.

According to our main source®, Ibn Sanbar made a speech to the people. He
asked them not to give an occasion to the Muslim community to feel triumphant
over them. Furthermore, he tried to convince them to give up all that Aba Tahir had
told them and return to the previous teaching according to which they were prepar-
ing the way for the Mahdi and they were Believers and &ites. He also said: “We
have always told you that a frightful trial (fitn4) must befall the believers, which is
then immediately followed by the appearance of the Truth (hagq)”. It is this utterance
that Halm™ claims provides the key to both the previous disturbances in Mecca and
the puzzle of the Mahdi’s intermezzo.

Therefore, the hideous crimes committed in Mecca, served as the expected sign of
the arrival of the Revealed God. It seems as if Abi Tahir and Ibn Sanbar arranged
this act deliberately so that it should facilitate the appearance of the expected Mahdi.
De Blois (1986: 18ff) points out that a common feature of the two groups of sources
is that they represent Aba Tihir as if he had been deceived in supposing the Isfahani
to be someone that he actually was not, which is why he handed over the power
willingly to him. Now, if we take into consideration the facts mentioned before, this
view does not seem to be acceptable.

De Blois regards the Isfahani as a puppet created by Abi Tihir, who arranged
the whole intermezzo in order to fulfil his plans of gaining more power. Halm (1991:
235ff) even depicts these events as a well-designed scenario, which comprises the
capture of the youth (316/928), the arrangement of the predicted catastrophe with the

% On the different versions of the pseudo-Mahdy’s exposure: Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 59.13-15; Ibn
al-Atir, Kamil VIII, 351-352. Of the two groups of sources, one cites a remarkable confession of the
pseudo-Mahdi (Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 59.8-9):

s b oad Ll e s anls o o LI Ll panl pleay Lo Mans ¥ i saall Jaall 5] Jtas
When drawing conclusions of the failure, Ibn Sanbar made this remark (ibid.):
ALlind i) sliakli Ley age Ladley Ga Gana e e w3Ss a5 pOG 10a o) fagd S

31 <Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 1, 388.3-5:
pSanisly L painas ¥ 453 L fagd JG a8 [Ta31y] el S Ll yadli 1 puals ol a2t o) ot ol agd JUy
l;l,;,..,m:‘@,_-,,.us,ghl._zsuhgi,J.u,‘,éi,.hmuuuw@sﬁﬁ,q,‘rsﬁ‘,mlug#;._uh
Aagally gaiatally qeagall I Sleally fpagall Glaal
(Cf. Miskawayhi, Tagarib 11, 59.14-17.) '

% <Abdalgabbir, Tatbit 11, 388.6-7; Miskawayhi, Tagirib 11, 59.15-16;
ebla oay By Guiedall aS5u 5 daan LS Wl
(Cf. Halm 1991: 235ff)
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disgrace of the sanctuary in Mecca (317/930), and also the disclosure of the youth’s
divinity to the community (319/931). Notwithstanding the above arguments, persuas-
ive as they are, we have not yet got a clue as to why Abu Tahir had to resort to
these measures. We opine that the antecedents reach back to the times prior to his
ascension to power. ad-Dahabi® has very instructive remarks concerning this point,
saying: “In 305/913 [Abu 1-Qasim] Said [the eldest brother] handed power over to
his brother Abi Tihir, and a group of people rallied to Aba Tahir’s cause, being
won over by him as he had led them to some treasures he alone knew from his
father. It so happened that he was informed of a well and its exact location in the
desert, so he said [to his followers]: «I want to dig up a well here.» The answer was:
«No water gushes forth herel» He insisted and went on digging, and soon water
gushed forth. This further increased their attachment to him.” As must be obvious
from this quotation, Abu Tahir, although extremely young, displayed extraordinary
skills at both orientation in the desert and, as witnessed by his successful raids, the
military art. His personality strengthened the influence of the military cadres within
the movement at the expense of the conciliative policies of his predecessor Abu 1-Qa-
sim Sa‘id, representing urban and commercial interests. ad-Dahabi* furthermore
indicates that exaggerated expectations were attached to Abu Tahir’s personality by
his followers, like those we mentioned in connection with the uprising in the Szwad
of Kufa. He completes his account by saying that, “given no more delay by God,
[Abd Tahir] felt that his downfall was near, so he handed his power over to Abu
|-Fadl al-Magisi al-*Agami”. The charisma of Aba Tahir was seriously impaired
by the failure of the invasion of Baghdad, the tragic turn of the events in Mecca, and
the frustration felt by the Qarmatis over their unfulfilled expectations of the
Mahdi’s arrival. This situation heightened the tension between the two opposing fac-
tions of the leadership. Abi Tahir had to face this situation immediately after his
sudden return to Bahrayn from the Baghdad raid.

At this stage, we should definitely mention two leading figures of the da‘wa who,
as attested by our sources, played an outstanding role in the events, one of whom,
Ibn Sanbar, was the scion of an indigenous lineage which was the first to side with
the cause of Abu Tihir, who even married into the family. Due to this situation, the
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Sanbar clan always had the upper hand in the affairs of the Qaramita, yet their status
as town dwellers makes it likely that they represented urban and mercantile interests
within the community. According to one set of sources, Ibn Sanbar himself was in-
strumental in the handing over of power by initiating the youth into the secrets of
the da“wa on the one hand, and, on the other, by persuading Aba Tahir, through his
protégé, to relinquish his power. His deeds were motivated, according to the sources,
by the wish to get rid of his adversaries and, chiefly, of Abi Hafs a$-Sarik. Another
set of sources ("Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 11, 387-388), however, makes Ibn Sanbar’s role
much more contradictory. He appears to have been a trend-setter of events at first,
along with Abu Tahir, seizing the initiative as the head of the opposition later when
events took to an inauspicious course, and coercing Abu Tahir to put the Isfahini
to a test. The other leading personality at issue is Abi Hafs “Umar ibn Zurqan a$-Sa-
rik, who was none other than the husband of Abi Tahir’s sister Zaynab. His links
to the leadership of the da‘wa and the Gannabi clan were therefore also strong. The
first group of sources (Mas“udi, Tanbih 392.1-3) portray him as the arch-enemy of
Ibn Sanbar, yet we are also told that he was the soundest~minded, most knowledge-
able and most intelligent among them, that is, one of the ablest leaders. The other
group of sources” informs us that Abu Hafs played an outstanding part in the
seizure of Mecca, being the person who, mounted on a horse in front of the Kaha
sanctuary, recited the Qur’anic text in mockery while his companions were busy
belying the sacred revelation. After the Isfahni rose to power, Ibn Zurqin was the
first victim of his rule, followed by his child, whereas his wife was taken into the
Isfahani’s possession®. Ibn Zurqan was probably a representative of the wing of
military cadres recruited from militant, nomadic elements in the conflict of internal
forces in the background of the Mahdr’s intermezzo.

In final assessment, our opinion is that Abu Tahir, a successful military leader,
was caught up in a sort of legitimacy crisis caused by the above-mentioned factors.
He sought to solve this crisis by arranging a kind of theocratic coup-d’état, that is,
the intermezzo of the pseudo-Mahdi. Because of the eschatological nature of the
whole movement, such a solution is an integral part of the requisites of the Ismaliy-
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ya. In other places, in other historical periods, similar methods or means can be
observed.

Watt (1963: 75) points it out when he speaks on the features of the Isma‘iliyya:
“This was a political movement masquerading as a religious and philosophical one.
Though there were isma‘ilite doctrines, the leaders of the movement do not seem to
have been committed to any definite doctrines, but rather to have manipulated the
doctrines to serve their political ends”.

This unfortunate experiment with the incarnate god had seriously demoralized the
Qaramita in Bahrayn and weakened their influence over the Isma‘li communities
in the east. However hard did Aba Tahir try to propitiate them, many of his tribal
allies left Bahrayn to serve during the following decades in the armies of various local
rulers”. The movement’s ideologists in the Eastern territories tried to restore the
ideological unity of Qarmati Isma‘lism, with but little success (Madelung 1988: 98-
100). Abi Tihir and his advisors were, nevertheless, able to maintain their power.

To conclude, we cannot but strongly emphasize the primary importance of the
intermezzo of the pseudo-Mahdi in the development of the views, policies and state
organization of the Bahrayni Qaramita community. Only as a result of their learn-
ing the lessons provided by the dénouement of the above-mentioned events did
changes appear in their policy, which we have described in a previous article (Hajnal
1994: 16ff) as being a revival of the “peace-for-privileges” policy that gave priority
to economic interests over ideology, a policy that had already proven to be successful
in the time of the early da‘wa, under the leadership of Abi 1-Qasim Sa‘id, eldest son
of the community’s founder, Abu Sa‘d.

So much about the political aspect of the events. As for ideology, it is rather more
complicated and difficult to assess, as reliable information about the
“post-intermezzo” period of Qarmati statehood is all but lacking. The Islamic rite
was restored to its rightful position, since the Mahdi'still had not arrived. As noted,
according to Ibn Hawqal (Sirat al-ard 25), one fifth of the taxes was set aside for the
“Lord of the Time”, and al-Muqaddasi (Tagsim 94) mentions a treasury of the Mah-
di in the capital of Bahrayn, in al-Ahsi’. A century later, Nasir-i Hosr6™ reported

7 On the conciliatory attempts of the Qarmati leadership: ‘Abdalgabbar, Tatbit 11, 383-389.
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the Qaramita of Bahrayn still believed they were in the era of the Prophet of Mu-
hammad and Islam, and they abstained from drinking wine. He also relates the inter-
esting detail, certified for the most part by Aba 1-Al3’ al-Ma‘arr”, that the com-
munity had continued to await the Sarif Aba Sa%id’s return from the dead, as he
himself had promised. The old idea of the Mahdi had, in about a century, crystal-
lized as a myth, and some facets of the theocratic attributes of the Imam-Mahd;
were inherited by the founder of the dawa in the region, as was bound to happen
in other areas and times in a Stite milieu. It is not clear, however, whether Aba
Sa‘id had in fact replaced Muhammad b. Ismail as the expected Mahdi for the Qa-
ramita of Bahrayn.
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