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Introduction
A L E SSA N DRO CA NCI A N

The engage ment of Persianate culture with the Qur’an is as 
long as Islamic Persia’s history. This histor ical inter ac tion can be 

pinpointed from as early as clas sical times. It is visible, for example,  
in Persian poetry. Such found a tional poets as Abū’l-Majd �anāī 
(d. 525/1131) and Farīd al-Dīn al-�A��ār (d. 617/1220) incor por ated 
Qur’anic phrases as stand ard rhet or ical devices in their works; 
Firdawsī (d. 411/1020 or 416/1025) is argued to have adapted Qur’anic 
rhythms in his epic poem Shāh-nāma;1 and Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī 
(d. 672/1273) elab or ated on Qur’anic mater ial through out his 
Mathnawī, to the extent that he himself deemed his work to have 
origin ated from the same proph etic source as the Book, and the 
Mathnawī in Iran came to be widely referred to as a ‘Qur’an in 
Persian’.2 Apart from poetry, many other forms of art in the Persianate 
cultures have been inspired by the Qur’an and keep drawing on the 
Book for their sustain ment; calli graphy is emblem atic in this respect. 
Other areas which bear testi mony to the Persianate culture’s engage-
ment with the Qur’an are, of course, Qur’anic exegesis – where large 
numbers of works produced by Persian schol ars, both in Arabic and 
in Persian, draw on the Book or parts of it – and Persian trans la tions 
of the Qur’an, exeget ical or other wise.3 In premod ern times, roughly 
up until the mid- nine teenth century, Persian- language comment ar ies 
were meant to make the Qur’anic legacy known to as wide as 
possible an audi ence in the Persian- speak ing milieu so that they could 
increase their inter ac tion with it. These two elements of access ib il ity 
and inter play are the basis of the studies offered in the present volume.

During the nine teenth and twen ti eth centur ies, the wide avail-
abil ity of the Qur’anic discourses in Persian was facil it ated by the new 
public a tion tech no lo gies which made it easier to dissem in ate infor-
ma tion. This made it possible for a field that once was only access ible 
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to a closed circle of learned clerics to reach a larger pool of intel lec-
tu als who occu pied the middle ground between the tradi tional intel-
lec tual circles and a nascent civil society. This pool of intel lec tu als 
started to produce a less tech nical range of Qur’anic exegeses, or at 
least of Qur’an- inspired thought, that made its way into the polit ical 
discourse in the form of debates on consti tu tional rights in the  
years preced ing and follow ing the Constitutional Revolution in Iran 
(1905–11). Long a domain of the cler ical classes, exegesis became 
more and more politi cised and embed ded in the public discourse 
under the nation al ist regimes of Reza Shah Pahlavi (1925–41) and his 
son Mohammad Reza Shah (1941–79). This was a time when influ en-
tial intel lec tu als who oper ated outside of the cler ical milieu, for 
example Jalāl Āl- i A�mad (d. 1969), �Alī Sharī�ātī (d. 1977) and Mahdī 
Bāzārgān (d. 1995), emerged in the public arena, and in differ ent ways 
and meas ures took inspir a tion from the Qur’an. Other names that 
popu lated the exeget ical land scape are well known, and consti tute 
some of the intel lec tual pivots of the Islamic repub lic: Ma�mūd 
�āliqānī (d. 1979), Murta�ā Mu�ahharī (d. 1979), �Allāma �abā�abāī 
(d. 1981) and Ruhollah Khomeini (d. 1989) to name a few; they  
all engaged with the Qur’an in differ ent ways and with differ ent 
approaches. Some of the works that define Shi‘i Iran’s under stand ing 
of scrip ture in modern times were produced in these years as a result 
of reli gious schol ars’ and intel lec tu als’ engage ment with the chal-
lenges posed by the social and polit ical trans form a tions occur ring  
in the country during this period of revolu tion. One of the works 
worth noting here is the Tafsīr- i namūna, which makes avail able in 
Persian a number of clas sical comment ar ies, both Shi‘i and Sunni, 
and which has been repub lished innu mer able times in Iran. A result 
of the collect ive effort of a number of schol ars working over several 
years prior to the revolu tion under the direc tion of the ayatol lah 
Makārim Shīrāzī, the twenty- seven-volume under tak ing shows the 
social and polit ical concerns of the editing commit tee: it inter prets 
the Qur’an through refer ence to a number of influ en tial reform ist and 
modern ist thinkers of the nine teenth and twen ti eth centur ies, regard-
less of their denom in a tion.4

No matter how much the Qur’an has informed Iranian culture 
through the ages, in the centur ies preced ing the revolu tion the 



3

Introduction

Qur’an was not as central to public life as it was in Sunni- major ity 
coun tries. This was prob ably due to the prom in ence of the extens ive 
corpus of the sayings of the imams, which repres ents within Shi‘ism 
an expan sion of the notion of scrip ture. The rich ness and artic u la-
tion of that corpus allowed a monu mental set of other author it at ive 
voices to exist along side the Qur’an, within the category of scrip-
ture. Besides this element, the Pahlavi dynasty contrib uted to the 
margin al isa tion of the Qur’anic element by promot ing a supposedly 
pure national culture which viewed the Arab elements as alien and 
imposed. The estab lish ment of the Islamic Republic of Iran has 
changed this trend, however, predict ably trig ger ing an unpre ce-
den ted host of Qur’an- related activ it ies at every level of society. 
Describing the entirety of these is beyond the scope and capab il ity 
of this intro duc tion, but it suffices to say that a number of state  
agen cies – like the state tele vi sion (IRIB), the Iranian Qur’an News 
Agency (IQNA) and many others – along side the more tradi tional 
insti tu tions of learn ing, are active in the promo tion, dissem in a tion 
and elab or a tion of Qur’anic mater i als.5 A number of govern ment 
minis tries have their own special unit for the promo tion of Qur’anic 
activ it ies, includ ing the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance; 
the Ministry of Education; and the Ministry of Science, Research 
and Technology.6 As a result, the promo tion of what we may define 
as ‘Qur’anic culture’ received a power ful impetus at every level of 
Iranian society, from the more tradi tional activ it ies of recit a tion and 
memor isa tion7 to soft ware produc tion, exhib i tions, and produc tions 
of the audi ovisual and film industry.

This Volume

The chapters of this volume explore the devel op ments in the conver-
sa tion between Iran and the Qur’an over roughly the last two 
centur ies. The first section (Power, Authority and Exegesis) covers  
the under stand ing, reading and inter pret a tion of the Qur’an in the 
contem por ary era. Exegesis, here, is inten ded in its wider delin eation 
and not only in the sense of the highly form al ised, tech nic ally co  -
di fied genre of tafsīr.8 It goes without saying that tradi tional tafsīrs, 
as histor ic ally trans mit ted within the schol arly circle of the �awza 
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(the Shi‘i reli gious semin ar ies), repres ent an unavoid able refer ence 
even for those schol ars who, whether or not they were �awza-
educated at some point in their lives, have moved away from the 
codi fied genre of schol arly exegesis stricto sensu. The influ ence, to be 
sure, is mutual: even �awza-based tafsīrs in modern times, partic u-
larly in the twen ti eth and twenty- first centur ies, bear the signs of an 
intense conver sa tion with the western hermen eut ical studies and 
Qur’anic studies of schol ars within the academic envir on ments of 
Europe. The three main streams of effort in under stand ing the 
Qur’an (i.e. Shi‘i exegesis; Sunni clas sical and modern ist tafsīr; and 
Western research on the Qur’an) are to be found in varying combin-
a tions and ratios within most contem por ary Iranian exeget ical 
under tak ings. The state’s effort to bring about communi cation 
between reli gious and secular intel lec tu als has been enhanced even 
further in post- revolu tion ary Iran, as the Islamic Republic’s policy of 
posit ively integ rat ing the �awza and the univer sit ies has increas-
ingly blurred the bound ar ies between the two: today, it is not unusual 
to have �awza-educated schol ars teach ing in univer sit ies, and for 
subjects tradi tion ally taught in univer sit ies to be offered in the �awza 
curriculum. The media, as well, have been involved in the propaga-
tion of exeget ical know ledge. The tele vi sion show ‘Dars- hāī az 
Qurān’, hosted by Mu�sin Qarāatī, has been aired for the past thirty 
years with the aim of popular ising and dissem in at ing Qur’anic 
exegesis. Iranian radio broad casts the ayatol lah Jawādī Āmulī’s daily 
lessons on the Qur’an, from which his Tasnīm has been extrac ted. 
These are only two examples among the most remark able, but many 
others would fit the picture.

The discourse on the inter pret a tion of the Qur’an and on who has 
the author ity to inter pret its true meaning has a clear polit ical 
bearing on today’s Iran. This is prob ably more so now than it was in 
the past due to the embed ding of the doctrine of the wilāyat- i faqīh in 
the Constitution of Iran. This doctrine posits that reli gious schol ars 
are the sole class who have the author ity to inter pret the Qur’an, and 
that the governance of the country should be based on their inter-
pret ation. It is for this reason that the first section of this book refers 
to power and author ity. Connected with issues of reli gious author ity 
are the devel op ments in the areas of clas sical hermen eut ics and 
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juris pru dence, both of which have informed, and continue to inform, 
the prac tice of Qur’anic exegesis. Seyfeddin Kara’s chapter (chapter 
1) illus trates this. He points out that the success of U�ūlism in the late 
eight eenth century, with its rational- analyt ical method of juris pru-
dence, resul ted in the adop tion of a paral lel method of exegesis. This 
method of exegesis util ised elements borrowed from juris pru dence. 
Though this was not an exclus ively modern phenomenon, it gained 
momentum in the twen ti eth century, as exem pli fied by the tafsīr 
works of two of the most prom in ent Iranian exegetes of the period, 
namely al-Mīzān by Mu�ammad �usayn �abā�abāī (d. 1981) and 
Tasnīm by �Abd Allāh Jawādī Āmulī (b. 1933). These highly influ en-
tial and popular works are partly the product of the success of 
neo-U�ūlism and its enshrine ment as the unchal lenged leading 
juridical/ideo lo gical school of revolu tion ary Iran.9

The theme of the permeab il ity of the tafsīr genre and of its func-
tion in imbuing the exegete with author ity is present in Sajjad Rizvi’s 
chapter (chapter 2). Rizvi reviews the exeget ical works of �abā�abāī, 
though not his celeb rated tafsīr, al-Mīzān. His close scru tiny of the 
extant liter at ure by the great scholar and some of those asso ci ated 
with his informal, non-Sufi mystical �arīqa (order), allows one to 
better under stand how the ideas circu lat ing among those who 
subscribed to �abā�abāī’s appar atus shaped a diffuse inter pret a tion 
of the Qur’an. It also allows one to better appre ci ate the strategies 
adopted by these intel lec tu als, and �abā�abāī in primis, which 
enabled them to propose an approach to the Qur’an that stayed true 
to the school’s weltan schauung while obvi at ing accus a tions that such 
a method involved ‘inter pret ing the Qur’an accord ing to one’s own 
ideas’. The mystical and philo soph ical reading of the Qur’an, against 
which �abā�abāī himself warns the reader in his intro duc tion to the 
Mīzān, comes back to the inter pret a tion of the Book in other works 
of exegesis without tech nic ally being tafsīr. In address ing these 
strategies, Rizvi argues that the �arīqa in ques tion works as a dispos-
i tif, or appar atus, in the Foucaultian sense; that is, it encap su lates a 
given set of struc tures, modes of comport ment, discourses and rela-
tion ships that govern the projec tion of self by a specific group, 
community or sodal ity. The main point made by Rizvi is that the 
exeget ical use of the Qur’an in some of the staple works of the 
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appar atus, such as the Risāla- yi sayr wa sulūk attrib uted to Sayyid 
Ba�r al-�Ulūm (d. 1212/1797), the Tadhkirat al- muttaqīn by Shaykh 
Mu�ammad Bahārī Hamadānī (d. 1907) and the Risālat al- walāya 
by �abā�abāī, was part of a strategy by the appar atus to present 
elements of Sufi theory and prac tice to a Twelver Shi‘i audi ence that 
was opposed to Sufism. They accom plished this by deploy ing author-
it at ive read ings of the Qur’an carried out by charis matic figures.

A number of hermen eut ical strategies have been triggered by the 
estab lish ment of the Islamic Republic. How juris pru dence nego ti-
ated its way through the prac tical needs of a modern state and 
developed hermen eut ical strategies to that end is at the heart of 
Liyakat Takim’s essay on Yūsuf �āni�ī (b. 1937) and his juridical 
thought and prac tice (chapter 3). Takim’s essay explores the theme 
of the new juris pru dence. He places the idea of revel a tion at the 
centre by looking at a specific case of the ruling on the khul� form of 
divorce apud the outspoken reform ist cleric �āni�ī. Takim argues 
that through an egal it arian and progress ive reading of the Qur’an, 
�āni�ī chal lenges the preex ist ing rulings on the matter and shows 
how priv ileging the revel a tion and its inter pret a tion is key to the 
devel op ment of a flex ible juris pru dence.

The nego ti ab il ity of the meaning, social signi fic ance and polit ical 
clout of the Qur’anic text is made clear in the next chapter. Inter-
pretative efforts to wrest back from the oppos ing camp reli gious 
ideas, concepts or even char ac ters is nothing new in contem por ary 
Iran – for example, one can think of the polit ic ally oriented struggle 
over the meaning of the tragedy of Karbala in the decade preced ing 
the revolu tion,10 or the reform ist claim to Khomeini’s legacy.11 Neguin 
Yavari (chapter 4) explores further the theme of the nego ti ab il ity of 
the meaning of scrip ture. She analyses the reread ing of the Qur’anic 
precept of amr bi’l- ma�rūf wa na�y �an al- munkar (command ing 
right and forbid ding wrong) by one of Iran’s most prom in ent theor-
eti cians of polit ical reform, Mu��afā Tājzāda (b. 1956). Yavari argues 
that Tājzāda’s treat ment of the subject repres en ted an attempt ‘to 
appro pri ate the mantle of doctrinal ortho doxy and legit im acy for 
Reformist polit ics’ and to wrest from the conser vat ives a concept 
crucial to the under stand ing of Muslims’ ethical engage ment with 
society. Pointing out the program matic cent ral ity of the Qur’an,  
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as opposed to the Sunna, as the arbiter of the prac tice of polit ical 
Islam in the Muslim world in the twen ti eth century, Yavari compares 
Tājzāda’s views with those of Khomeini and other reli gious intel lec-
tu als. Her aim in doing so is to study the role of Qur’anic sanc tion in 
the polit ical discourse of the Islamic Republic.

It is inter est ing to note how moment ous the notion of the flex ib il ity 
of the meaning of the revel a tion is in this context: the meaning here 
gener ates author ity and is suscept ible to being accom mod ated to a 
specific polit ical agenda. It is within this same frame work that reli-
gious intel lec tu als in contem por ary Iran have sought to provide a 
Qur’anic basis for their polit ical posi tion and criti cism of the state of 
affairs in the Islamic Republic. This theme is tackled in the two 
follow ing chapters, through the analysis of two case studies whose 
common denom in ator is that they both grav it ate around the milieu  
of the Iranian Religious Intellectual Movement, albeit with differ ent 
char ac ter ist ics. In the first (chapter 5), Banafsheh Madaninejad exam-
ines the intel lec tual traject ory of Abū’l-Qāsim Fanāī (b. 1959), one of 
the ‘rising stars’ of the current Iranian reli gious intel li gent sia, in the 
context of the wider debates on secu lar ism, reli gi os ity, ration al ity and 
commit ment that were occur ring in Iran in the late twen ti eth  
and early twenty- first centur ies. Well versed in both the Twelver Shi‘i 
reli gious tradi tion and Western philo sophy,12 Fanāī works within the 
non- radical (he is still considered as oper at ing from ‘within the ortho-
doxy’) end of the ideo lo gical spec trum of the reli gious intel lec tual 
move ment. He devel ops an innov at ive approach to juris pru dence 
(fiqh) in order to argue for a ‘more adapt able Qur’an’, one whose 
hermen eut ics would allow the basis of the exeget ical under tak ing  
to be updated. Along with Fanāī, Madaninejad high lights the case 
of other Iranian reli gious intel lec tu als well known to the Western 
public inter ested in the debate, namely Mohsen Kadivar (b. 1959) and 
Abdolkarim Soroush (b. 1945), showing how they share some of their 
hermen eut ical strategies with Western Muslim femin ist intel lec tu als. 
The case is differ ent for Soroush, the estab lished star of the pleiad of 
Iranian reli gious intel lec tu als, whose approach to the Islamic revel a-
tion is addressed in detail and from another perspect ive in the chapter 
authored by Yaser Mirdamadi (chapter 6). In invert ing the terms 
tradi tion ally ascribed to the ‘ortho dox dogma’, by affirm ing that the 
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revel a tion is human and acci dental (�ara	ī) in nature rather than 
divine and essen tial (dhātī), Soroush chal lenges the very core of the 
idea of ‘holi ness’ in Islam. Mirdamadi assesses Soroush’s thought on 
the Qur’anic revel a tion against the history of theo logy, namely by 
compar ing it to similar ideas found among Mu�tazilī theo lo gians and 
looking at its implic a tions for press ing contem por ary issues, such as 
the rela tion ship between reli gion and science and the broad en ing of 
the juridical horizon of today’s Shi‘i jurists. Mirdamadi’s analysis of 
the Soroushian theory of revel a tion shows that attempts have been 
made through out history to desac ral ise the letter of the Qur’an while 
preserving the sacral ity of its inspir a tional source. This desac ral isa tion 
perhaps helps to explain why Soroush’s ideas have been met with  
criti cism by the reli gious author it ies in the Islamic Republic and have 
been scarcely influ en tial in precip it at ing a substan tial change within 
juridical prac tice in a reli gious, Twelver Shi‘i envir on ment where the 
sacral ity of the very form of the imam is so dear both in theo logy and 
in popular devo tion. If one thinks of the imam as the Perfect Man and 
as the iconic ‘proof of God’, statuses tradi tion ally attrib uted to him by 
theo lo gians and mystics, it is easy to under stand why the sacral ity of 
the form is often jeal ously preserved.

In forms and ways differ ent to those deployed by theo lo gians and 
jurists, the cent ral ity of the imam as the holy guide of the faith ful is  
a theme frequen ted by the mystics. The latter’s diverse approaches  
to the Book, which can be considered non- main stream for reasons 
ranging from their beliefs to their intel lec tual outlook, are reflec ted 
in the second section of this volume (Alternative Approaches: Between 
Marginality and Legitimacy). The person al it ies on which the contri     -
bu tions in this section focus are only tangen tial, in differ ent ways, to 
the universe of formal Shi‘i reli gious educa tion. A number of these 
person al it ies are respons ible for some of the most original and influ-
en tial pieces of work that deal with the Qur’an, inter pret ing, re  -
vis it ing and even defend ing it. One such defence comes from a master  
of the Ni�matullāhī order, Mu�ammad �usayn I�fahānī (d. 1818), 
known by the �arīqa sobri quet �usayn �Alī Shāh. He was reques ted 
by the Qajar ruler of Persia, Fat� �Alī Shāh (r. 1797–1834), to compose 
a response to a refut a tion of Islam and the Qur’an written in Persian 
by the Anglican mission ary Henry Martyn (d. 1812), as discussed  
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by Reza Tabandeh (chapter 7). Martyn’s contentious work, the Mīzān 
al-�aqq, was influ en tial in the early eight eenth century, to the extent 
that the court, unable to take direct action against the mission ary for 
diplo matic reasons, found it neces sary to appoint Shi‘i schol ars to 
respond in kind by writing rebut tals of the treat ise. The sover eign’s 
initi at ive gave rise to the radd- i pādrī (refut a tions of the priest), which 
can be considered a sort of liter ary genre in its own right, of which  
the Sufi master �usayn �Alī Shāh’s work is the first written example. 
Tabandeh contends that �usayn �Alī Shāh’s rebut tal of Martyn is 
import ant not only because it served as a model for the subsequent 
responses to Martyn’s attack on the Qur’an and Islam, but also 
because it gives us a sample of the dialect ical strategies of a resur gent 
Sufism jost ling for posi tion within the wider context of Shi‘i ortho-
doxy. Tabandeh shows how �usayn �Alī Shāh’s Radd- i pādrī is more 
theo lo gical than mystical, though Sufi elements are inter spersed 
through out the pages in a veiled fashion. �usayn �Alī Shāh, it is worth 
noting, was the first qu�b (grand master) of the Ni�matullāhī renais-
sance to be an Iranian and, for good measure, a trained jurist. His 
defence of the Qur’an – his only written work – is an appro pri ate 
speci men of the cautious way the Sufi masters nego ti ated the tran-
sition from charis matic and somehow anti no mian char ac ters to a 
more mature Twelver Shi‘i reli gious iden tity.

Religious iden tity from both within and without one’s own denom-
in a tion is a major theme in this second section of the book, and the 
next chapter addresses it from the dogmat ic ally crucial stand point  
of the authen ti city, integ rity and inal ter ab il ity of the Qur’anic text. 
With regard to this, the contri bu tion of Rainer Brunner (chapter 8)  
is essen tial in our over view because it offers a glimpse of the most 
import ant contem por ary Shi‘i contri bu tions on the issue of whether 
the Qur’an that came down to us is the authen tic one that God 
entrus ted to Muslims or whether it is inau thentic because it had been 
subject to degrees of falsi fic a tion (ta�rīf). By looking at the works 
of some of the most influ en tial Shi‘i �ulamā
 of the nine teenth and 
twen ti eth centur ies, Brunner unveils a picture of prob lem ati city, 
where the diplo matic neces sity to discard ta�rīf as a fancy theory of 
some maver ick scholar of the past clashes with the abund ance  
of hints from the past and the some times ambigu ous refer ences by 
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contem por ary theo lo gians which suggest other wise. Ta�rīf may have 
well been a marginal topic in the history of Shi‘i theo logy, but 
contem por ary Shi‘i schol ars, from �usayn Taqī al-Nūrī al-�abrisī 
(d. 1902) to Khomeini, cannot ignore that the corpus of the sayings of 
the imams is evid ence that the problem cannot be entirely discarded.  
The sens it iv ity of the matter, however, as Brunner points out, is 
attested by the fact that apart from Nūrī in his Fa�l al- khi�āb fī ta�rīf 
Kitāb Rabb al- arbāb, no Twelver Shi‘i scholar after him has publicly 
endorsed the thesis that the Qur’an was fals i fied or altered. Nūrī’s 
stance, there fore, can to some extent be considered ‘marginal’, at least 
concern ing the last century.

In the chapter authored by Nicholas Boylston (chapter 9), a 
differ ent kind of margin al ity is analysed, one which stems from  
a mystical and poet ical approach to the under stand ing of the  
Qur’an. In his explor a tion of the tafsīr by the Ni�matullāhī master 
�afī �Alī Shāh (d. 1898), the singu lar ity of the work under scru tiny is 
high lighted. The Tafsīr- i �afī is the first known trans la tion- cum-
commentary of the entire Qur’an in the Persian language. While the 
use of the vernacu lar in Qur’anic exegesis has a long and, at times, 
noble history,13 this is the first signi fic ant comment ary written 
entirely in Persian rhyming couplets by a charis matic Sufi master 
after the resur gence of the Ni�matullāhī order and its return from 
India to Iran in the late eight eenth century. �afī �Alī Shāh’s tafsīr was 
completed in 1890, but its liter ary value and exeget ical signi fic ance 
had been long over looked in both Western and Iranian schol ar ship. 
Boylston’s exam in a tion of it, there fore, is a valu able attempt to do 
justice to a work too long absent from the histor ies of liter at ure and of 
exegesis. The author of the tafsīr, as shown by Boylston, does not aim 
to situate his work within the schol arly madrasa-centred tradi tion. 
For �afī �Alī Shāh, writing a poetic comment ary on the Qur’an was 
an act of worship fully within the frame work of his role as a Sufi 
master, and he drew more upon the tradi tion of mystical Persian 
poetry than that of highly tech nical Qur’anic exegesis (although he 
sought, through the inter ces sion of the Qajar ruler Nā�ir al-Dīn Shāh 
[r. 1848–96], a fatwa on the legit im acy of trans lat ing the Qur’an into 
poetry, which was granted by the celeb rated Mīrzā Mu�ammad 
�asan Shīrāzī [d. 1896]).
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The variety of approaches to the Qur’an in Iran in the late  
nine teenth century, as well as the creativ ity of the prot ag on ists, is 
attested by �afī �Alī Shāh’s coeval Sufi master Sul�ān �Alī Shāh 
Gunābādī (d. 1909). Head of another branch of the Ni�matullāhī 
Sufi order, Sul�ān �Alī Shāh composed, among many other mystical 
works, a hitherto under stud ied Qur’anic comment ary, the Tafsīr 
Bayān al- sa�āda fī maqāmāt al-�ibāda, which stands at the oppos ite 
end of the spec trum to the afsīr- i �afī in terms of its formal aspects 
and inten ded audi ence. The comment ary, presen ted in my contri-
bu tion (chapter 10), was penned accord ing to the entirety of the 
formal codes of the tafsīr genre: it is written in Arabic, it covers 
differ ent aspects of each verse (semantic, lexico lo gical, histor ical, 
etc.), it comments on the whole of the Qur’an, and it is in conver sa-
tion with the exeget ical tradi tion. Its specificity lies, however, in the 
fact that the focus of the discus sion is evid ently the esoteric meaning 
of the Book, which is expounded by refer ring to and conflat ing 
three sources of inspir a tion: the mystical, stem ming from clas sical 
Sufism; the philo soph ical/theo soph ical, stem ming from the legacy 
of Sul�ān �Alī Shāh’s long- stand ing and fruit ful student ship with 
the most import ant philo soph ers of the school of Ibn �Arabī in Iran 
and the ‘School of Isfahan’; and the Twelver Shi‘i Hadith- based 
juridical and theo lo gical tradi tion. The result has been monu mental 
and hugely influ en tial in Iran through out the twen ti eth century 
and into the twenty- first century, despite a long period of ostra cism 
due to the Shi‘i �ulamā
’s dispar age ment of Sufism. The chapter 
offers an over view of the main themes of the comment ary and  
contextualises it within the intel lec tual history of contem por ary 
Iran. It illus trates how Sul�ān �Alī Shāh’s reading of the Qur’an had 
been crucial to his posi tion ing of himself and his order within the 
main stream land scape of Twelver Shi‘ism.

The next chapter brings the second section to a close with a 
temporal leap of about one century. It offers an analysis of a unique 
work by one of the most renowned public intel lec tu als in Iran today, 
Mu�yī al-Dīn Ilāhī Ghomshei (b. 1940). In his contri bu tion (chapter 
11), Leonard Lewisohn discusses Ghomshei’s work 365 Days in the 
Company of the Qur’an. Although not a tafsīr in the tech nical sense, 
the book is a comment ary on 365 passages of the Book – one for 
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each day of the year; the result is a volu min ous work of exegesis  
sui generis. Lewisohn, with a fine sensibility for things poet ical, 
allows us to appre ci ate in the English language Ghomshei’s novel 
yet tradi tional approach to the scrip ture, and situ ates the work 
within the spir itual, social and polit ical context of twen ti eth- 
century Iran. Lewisohn points out that Ghomshei’s lyrical reading 
of the Qur’an draws on the wealth of Persian mystical liter at ure to 
shed light on the meaning of the Book. This allows him to bring it  
alive and simul tan eously make it compre hens ible to a general public 
not versed in the subtleties of the language of the �awza while 
leaving its inter pret a tion open to the creat ive imagin a tion of clas-
sical Persian mysti cism.

The Qur’an, as we have seen, contin ues to be a source of inspir-
a tion for Iranians at the spir itual, reli gious, polit ical and intel lec-
tual levels, but it has also been inspir a tional at the level of mater ial 
culture. This is the theme of the contri bu tions in the third section 
of this volume (The Arts, Material Culture and Everyday Life). 
There is little surprise, there fore, in the fact that the artistic 
vanguards have continued to engage with the Qur’an in the twen-
ti eth and twenty- first centur ies. The Saqqākhāna move ment stands 
out as one of the most signi fic ant and success ful popular artistic 
move ments in Iran that encap su lated the Qur’anic fabric of that 
country. Alice Bombardier (chapter 12) offers an over view of a very 
import ant yet little- known work by one of the most success ful 
artists asso ci ated with this partic u lar form of ‘spir itual pop art’, 
Charles-Hossein Zenderoudi (b. 1937), who illus trated the French 
trans la tion of the Qur’an by Jean Grosjean (d. 2006). This work was 
published, under Bombardier’s direc tion, in 1972, and her article 
contrib utes to the redis cov ery of an import ant chapter in the recep-
tion of the Qur’an in a milieu close to an Iranian artistic vanguard. 
Bombardier’s outline shows us how the confla tion of modern 
artistic inspir a tion and tradi tional forms of Qur’anic art (from  
Sufi symbol ism to mini ature paint ing and Qur’anic illu min a tion) 
can gener ate an outstand ing ‘visual compan ion’ to the Qur’an. 
Bombardier’s analysis of Zenderoudi’s illus tra tions shows how, in  
a contem por ary Iranian context, the Qur’an can func tion as the 
fulcrum where a number of streams of inspir a tion come together in 
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a coher ent unicum, visu ally repres ent ing the Book and rein vent ing 
tradi tions.

Continuing this focus on the visual aspect of the recep tion of the 
Qur’an, the contri bu tion by Anna Vanzan (chapter 13) looks at cal -
li graphy in contem por ary Iran from a new perspect ive. It specific ally 
discusses calli graphy as a space for the expres sion of the female  
self within reli gion. Vanzan argues the trans lat ing the Qur’an into 
visuals through the tradi tional medium of calli graphic script is a 
means through which women can tran scend the limit a tions imposed 
on them by the patri archal Iranian society. Placing inter views with a 
number of women calli graph ers within a histor ical perspect ive, the 
author of the chapter shows that calli graphy is envis aged by women 
as an inter pret ive prac tice and a devo tional act; it is also a power ful 
means for them to redis cover the eman cip at ory force of Islam and 
chal lenge the top- down version of reli gion sub- ministered by the 
state – a state which, it is worth noting, has acted as a gener ous 
supporter of the Qur’anic arts since its incep tion, trig ger ing a move-
ment that reached as far as the enter tain ment industry.

In the chapter that follows (chapter 14), Nacim Pak-Shiraz persuas-
ively argues that the cine matic genre of the Iranian ‘reli gious epic’ 
offers a Qur’anic version of Biblical stories already explored in 
Western cinema and provides at the same time a new devel op ment in 
the genre of Biblical films. The phenomenon of the Muslim reli gious 
epic in the film industry in Iran is a telling example of how the 
Qur’an is considered central to the promo tion of a national reli gious 
culture and how it is cred ited with the poten tial to offer a coun ter -
n ar rat ive of the highest quality to the domin ant cultural arte facts of 
the Western film industry. Pak-Shiraz looks at Shahriar Bahrani’s 
2010 film The Kingdom of Solomon to illus trate the way a collab-
or at ive work between the film industry and the clergy could bring 
about highly polished results in the genre in Iran. Cinema, which 
earlier in the twen ti eth century had been looked at with suspi cion as 
a ‘Western medium’, has now taken on a reli gious and polit ical func-
tion in Iran.

The next two chapters of this volume are ethno graph ical accounts 
of the every day Qur’an- related reli gious prac tices and rituals of 
Iranian women. Niloofar Haeri’s contri bu tion (chapter 15) is based 
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on field work that the author under took in Tehran between 2008 
and 2013. During that time, Haeri inter ac ted with a group of 
middle- class women in their sixties, sitting in on their Qur’an 
classes as well as their classes on Rūmī’s mystical poetry. Based on 
her obser va tions and inter views with these students, Haeri draws  
a lively portrait of the way they nego ti ate their place within the 
Twelver Shi‘i community at large and within the hermen eut ical 
tradi tion. The rituals and perform ances of the women in these 
groups, Haeri argues, have an impact on the way they read the 
Qur’an, recite it in prayers and under stand it; not only is their 
under stand ing of the Qur’an – aided by the comment ary provided 
by Rūmī’s mystical poetry – informed by the way they perform the 
prayer, but their perform ance of the prayer is in turn modi fied by 
the elements intro duced within the classes.

Ingvild Flaskerud’s chapter (chapter 16), on the other hand, 
discusses the engage ment of a network of pious women in Shiraz 
with the Qur’an. This chapter, too, is the result of field research. 
Flaskerud, between 1999 and 2003, had the oppor tun ity to attend a 
number of Qur’anic classes and other Twelver Shi‘i rituals frequen ted 
by pious women. Using the ethno graphic data she gathered, she 
reflects on how the ‘every day’ Qur’an exper i ences of the subjects of 
her study repres ent a form of living exegesis, where typic ally Shi‘i 
elements such as the imam’s prox im ity to the Book, the concept of 
the imam as the ‘speak ing Qur’an’ and others, are incor por ated in 
the devo tional perform ance. Flaskerud argues that the Qur’an 
becomes, in prac tice, a living text whose spir itual, protect ive and 
mira cu lous effic acy is granted through the faith ful’s devo tion to the 
ahl al- bayt (the People of the House). In the settings observed, 
every day needs are addressed in the context of ritual, which in turn 
affects the beha vi oural patterns in every day life. The cent ral ity of the 
Book in the lives of a section (albeit circum scribed) of today’s Iranian 
society is thus rein stated.

It goes without saying that the Qur’an, as much as it is posit ively 
placed centre stage in the lives of the most reli gious segments of 
society, is also margin al ised, ignored by or even removed from the 
lives of other segments of the same society. The offer ing of differ ent 
approaches to the Book in this volume is an attempt to reflect this 
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diversity, which reson ates in the last contri bu tion of this volume. 
Giovanni De Zorzi (chapter 17) offers a fascin at ing exam in a tion  
of the oral/aural universe repres en ted by the strong connec tion 
between the Qur’an and music in twen ti eth- and twenty- first-
century Iran, as he illus trates how most clas sical musi cians in 
contem por ary Iran have a back ground in one of the sciences of 
Qur’anic recit a tion. Without going as far as equat ing it with the fate 
that befell Mushtāq �Ālī Shāh (d. 1791),14 De Zorzi’s essay is an apt 
testi mony of the consequence of the Qur’an in reli gious, polit ical, 
social and cultural life in contem por ary Iran.

NOT E S

 1 See Badī� al-Zamān Furūzānfar, Sukhan wa sukhan warān (Tehran, 1387 
Sh./2008–9), pp. 51–2.

 2 Rūmī’s Mathnawī was first dubbed a ‘Qur’an in Persian’ by the Persian poet 
and scholar Jāmī (d. 849/1492), and that refer ence became embed ded in the 
popular Iranian concep tion of the work.

 3 See Travis Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an: Translation and the Rise of Persian 
Exegesis (Oxford, 2012) and idem, ‘Persian Qur’anic Networks and the Writings 
of “an Iranian Lady”, Nusrat Amin Khanum’, in Suha Taji-Farouki, ed., The 
Qur’an and its Readers Worldwide: Contemporary Commentaries and Translations 
(Oxford, 2015), pp. 275–323 (in partic u lar the opening section).

 4 Tafsīr- i namūna, under the direc tion of Nā�ir Makārim Shīrāzī (Tehran, 
1362–74 Sh./1983–95).

 5 The IQNA is repor ted to publish articles and news on the Qur’an in thirty- five 
languages. See the excel lent over view in Morteza Karimi-Nia, ‘Contemporary 
Qur’anic Studies in Iran and its Relationship with Qur’anic Studies in the 
West’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 14, no. 1 (2012), pp. 45–72, esp. pp. 46–9.

 6 Ibid., p. 46.
 7 For example, the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance tests bian nu ally 

the memor isa tion, trans la tion and under stand ing of the Qur’an. Those who 
pass are awarded the equi val ent of a Bachelor’s degree in Qur’anic Studies, 
without their having to gain a univer sity educa tion. Ibid., p. 47.

 8 On the issue of tafsīr as a genre in the context of Islamic intel lec tual history, an 
issue clearly relev ant to our approach here, see Andreas Görke and Johanna 
Pink, eds, Tafsīr and Islamic Intellectual History: Exploring the Boundaries of a 
Genre (London, 2014).

 9 For more on ‘neo-U�ūlism’, see Zackery Heern, The Emergence of Modern 
Shi‘ism: Islamic Reform in Iraq and Iran (London, 2015).

10 The context of the debate is repor ted in Roy P. Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the 
Prophet: Religion and Politics in Iran (New York, 1985), p. 353.

11 See Daniel Brumberg, Reinventing Khomeini: The Struggle for Reform in Iran 
(Chicago, 2001).
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12 Fanāī is a qual i fied mujtahid who was educated in the Iranian reli gious 
semin ary (�awza �ilmiyya). He also has a degree in philo sophy, which he 
earned in the United Kingdom, where he lived for fifteen years.

13 See Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an.
14 Mushtāq �Alī Shāh was a charis matic Ni�matullāhī dervish who was killed by a 

mob in Kirmān. The killing was instig ated by a fanat ical cleric who could not 
toler ate the mystic wander ing around his town declaim ing ecstatic poetry and 
the Qur’an accom pan ied by music. Mu�ammad Ma��ūm Shīrāzī (Ma��ūm �Alī 
Shāh), arā
iq al-�aqā
iq (Tehran, 1382 Sh./2003–4), vol. III, pp. 188–92.


