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ABSTRACT: The Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament — a poignant fifty-one-stanza Arabic marthiya composed by
the Tayyibi Da‘11-Mutlaq Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din (d. 1385/1965) — holds an iconic status in the Karbala
tradition of the Fatimid-Tayyibi Shi‘a of India. This article transcribes, translates, and analyses the lament
to showcase a distinct religious tradition within a hybrid cultural milieu. Its forms intersect with Arabic
poetic conventions set in pre-Islamic times; its themes overlap with Twelver-Shi1 Karbala laments in
Arabic, Persian, and Urdu from the Middle East and South Asia; and its performance stems from melodic
Persianate-Urdu recital. Simultaneously, it reflects the Fatimid-Tayyibi heritage, particularly the
teachings of al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078), including the fundamentals of their Imamate doctrine

and the salvific importance of weeping for Husayn.
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Over the centuries, poets and prose writers from different ShiT denominations, far-flung lands, and
varying linguistic and cultural backgrounds have composed numerous elegies and narratives recounting
the martyrdom of the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson Husayn (d. 61/680) in Karbala. Of these, a handful
of texts have become widely established within their faith communities, such that they form the
recognizable face of these communities’ Karbala lament rituals. Perhaps the best known is Kashifi’s (d.
910/1504) ten-chapter Persian epic, Rawdat al-shuhada’ (Garden of martyrs), widely performed in the

Twelver Shi‘1 world. For the Tayyibis of India (Da’tdi Bohra Fatimid-Isma‘ili Shi‘a; more on them shortly),
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that iconic status is held by Ya sayyida [-shuhada’t (O king of martyrs)," a fifty-one-stanza Arabic lament
(marthiya) composed in the early twentieth century by their fifty-first Da‘11-Mutlaq, Sayyidna Tahir Sayf
al-Din (d. 1385/1965). This poem — henceforth referred to as “the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament” — has
characterized and framed the Tayyibis’ Karbala commemoration since its composition in 1348/1929. In
this article, after I briefly introduce the reader to the Tayyibis’ Karbala mourning tradition and to Sayf al-
Din and his literary legacy, I transcribe, translate, and analyse the lament, never studied before in

Western academe, to demonstrate its distinct religious tradition within a hybrid cultural milieu.

Tayyibi works remain largely unpublished and the community’s practices remain mostly unscrutinized.
In this article, I cite manuscripts from the Tayyibi Da‘wa’s private libraries and publications from
specialized community bookstores and refer to personal observations of community events and

individual practices to contextualize the tradition and the lament.

In the fourteen hundred years since Karbala, Muslims, especially the Shi‘a, have continued to mourn
Husayn as an integral part of their religiosity. The names of the martyrs, the manner of their killing, the
cruelty of the enemy, the thirst endured by Husayn’s company, and the suffering of the women and
children are all deeply familiar aspects of the Karbala tragedy and are recounted in Tayyibi sermons and
elegies during Muharram and other occasions. Part of this vibrant, ongoing tradition of Tayyibi Karbala
mourning, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament has had an extraordinary impact on Tayyibi religious life.
Eloquent in diction, moving in theme, and encompassing the entire Karbala narrative in a cosmic-
theological yet deeply personal epic, it has become the keystone for every public recounting of the
Karbala tragedy. Since Husayn is mourned in almost every sermon, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament is
recited in almost every Tayyib1 religious assembly. Because the Tayyibis deem the Da‘1 to be the living

standard-bearer of Husayn’s call to truth, the lament holds weighty authority for them. Children

* Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din was the author’s grandfather.

** 1 am grateful to the anonymous reviewers and the SSR editors Professor Sabine Schmidtke and Professor Hassan Ansari for
valuable feedback. I also thank my siblings Dr. Aziz Qutbuddin and Dr. Bazat-Saifiyah Qutbuddin for help in locating
sources.

' Translated here as “king”, sayyid in its original pre-Islamic context means literally “chieftain” of a tribe. In the Tayyibi

tradition, sayyid denotes a religious leader and is frequently used interchangeably with mawla (master or lord).
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memorize stanzas in religion classes, and many adults recite stanzas, some even the entire poem, in
moments of personal grief or even as part of their daily liturgy. Within the centuries-long tradition of

Tayyibi elegies, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament has become the hallmark of the Karbala tradition.

The Tradition: The Tayyibis and Their Karbala Laments

The Tayyibis are a Shi'T Muslim community based in India belonging to the Musta‘li branch of the
Fatimid-Isma‘ilis.” They profess allegiance to the twenty-first Imam, Tayyib (b. 524/1130), son of the
Fatimid Imam-Caliph Amir (r. 495-524/1101-1130), and to the “concealed” Imam in his line known by the
name of his forebear, Tayyib. The ancestors of the Tayyibis in India converted to Islam in the
fifth/eleventh century at the hand of missionaries sent to Gujarat and the Deccan by the Fatimid Imam-
Caliph Mustansir (. 427—-487/1036-1094). Their religious institution — like that of the Fatimids — is
termed Da‘wa, referencing the Qur’anic verse “The true da‘wa (‘call’) belongs to God”.? Their leaders,
deemed vicegerents of the concealed Imam, hold the title Da%, or one who calls to God; the full title is al-
Da‘ [-Mutlag (Da1 with full authority). In India, the community is often called “Bohra”, meaning “honest
merchant”, presumably because many of the earliest Hindu converts belonged to that profession. They
mostly speak the Indo-European language Gujarati in an Arabic- and Persian-infused form called “Lisan
al-Da‘wa” or “Da‘wat ni zaban” (language of the Da‘wa). Several Tayyibi denominations have branched
out over the centuries on the basis of different lines of leadership. The majority denomination are the
Da’adi Bohra, to whom our poet belongs, and “Tayyibi” in this article refers to them. Currently, they
reside mostly in India and Pakistan, with a small indigenous community in Yemen and diaspora

communities worldwide.

The Tayyibis have inherited a rich tradition of Karbala lament. Developed from Fatimid practices in
North Africa and Egypt in the fourth/tenth through sixth/twelfth centuries that included the recitation of

lament poetry for Husayn, sermons relating the Karbala narrative, and a commemorative “banquet of

* For an overview of the history and doctrines of the Tayyibi Da’udi Bohra, see T. Qutbuddin, “Bohras” (with a fuller set of
primary and secondary source references); T. Qutbuddin, “Da’udi Bohra Tayyibis”; S. Qutbuddin, “History of the Da’udi
Bohra Tayyibis”; Blank, Mullahs on the Mainframe.

3 Quran 13:14: Lahu da'watu [-haqq.
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grief” (simat al-huzn),* the tradition progressed through an early Tayyibi phase in Yemen up to the
tenth/sixteenth century® and continued thereafter in India. Their present-day Karbala rituals are
grounded in this early heritage. They include nine days of Muharram sermons (majalis al-wa‘z or majalis
al-‘az@’; in addition to mourning Husayn, emphasis in these sermons is on dissemination of Tayyibi
learning); on ‘Ashiira’ especially but also on other occasions, an impassioned narration of Husayn’s
martyrdom (magtal or shahadat); weeping; breast-beating with the palm of the hand (matam; Urdu: sina-
zani); visitation (zéyarat) of Husayn’s shrine in Karbala, as well as that in Cairo, where Husayn'’s severed
head is believed to be buried; “banquet of grief’ meals (niyaz); and recitation of elegies (referenced in the
sing., marthiya). These rituals are similar to those of their Twelver Shi1 brethren in South Asia, but there
are other Twelver mourning rituals — passion-plays, banner processions, candle lighting, effigy burning,

self-flagellation, and virtual visitation® — in which they do not engage.

Over the centuries, Tayyibi savants have composed elegies in Arabic, Urdu, and Lisan al-Da‘wa, and these
are recited in private and public Tayyibi events alongside Urdu elegies composed by Twelver Shi‘1 poets.
The most widely recited Arabic elegies come from the pens of three eminent Da‘wa personages who were
also prolific poets. The nineteenth Yemeni Da‘q, Sayyidna Idris ‘Imad al-Din (d. 872/1468), wrote two
marthiyas for Husayn; one opens with these lines: Huznun adaba jawanihi wa-fu’adi — wa-asala dam't
mitla faydi [-wadi. Lamma dhakartu bant [-nabtyyi Muhammadin — wa-musabahum bi-akuffi ali Ziyadi (A
grief that melted my body and my heart — that made my tears flow like the flood rushing down the valley.
I recalled the family of the Prophet Muhammad — and their killing at the hands of the children of Ziyad).”
The Indian scholar Sayyidi ‘Abdé-‘Ali Muhyi I-Din (d. 1326/1908), who was Tahir Sayf al-Din’s teacher and

mentor, composed nine marthiyas for Husayn; one opens with these lines: Ya Husaynan wa-ma nasitu

4 On Fatimid sponsorship of ‘Ashiird’ assemblies of mourning in Egypt in al-Azhar Mosque and the royal palace, see Maqriz,
“Ma kana yu‘'mal fi yawm ‘Ashiird”, in Khitat, vol. 2, pp. 417—421. See assessment of ‘Ashiird’ as a popular Fatimid festival in
Walker, “Egyptian Popular Festivals”, pp. 69—76. For the North African period, see Nu‘man, K. al-Majalis wa-l-musdyarat, pp.
396—397. For Karbala prose addresses in Cairo, see al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi, al-Majalis al-Mu’ayyadiyya, vol. 1, pp. 34—36
(majlis 9); vol. 2, pp. 309—310 (majlis 150). More on these shortly.

5 For Yemen, see references to ‘Ashiird® mourning assemblies in ‘Imad al-Din, Nuzhat al-afkar, passim.

® Le. ritualized recitation of prayers and greetings, without physically being present at the shrines.

7 ‘Imad al-Din, two marthiyas in Diwan, MS; Subhat, pp. 130-151
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Husayna — qad talaqqayta fi rida Llahi hayna ... lahfu nafst la yanqadi li-Husaynin — wa-dhawihi wa-sahbihi
[-mustafayna (Husayn! I have not forgotten Husayn! You accepted death in compliance with God’s will. ...
My soul will not cease its laments for Husayn and his family and companions!).’ The third source is
Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din himself, who composed the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament and who was
particularly influenced by the laments composed by his mentor, Muhyi I-Din. Following Sayf al-Din, the

tradition has continued.

The Poet: Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din (1888-1965)

The fifty-first Da‘11-Mutlaq of the Tayyibi Da’udi Bohra, Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din, came from a long line
of Da‘ls and Da‘wa savants. The son of the forty-ninth Da, Sayyidna Muhammad Burhan al-Din (d.
1323/1906), his lineage goes back eight hundred years to Raja Tarmal, vizier of the Rajput ruler of Gujarat,
Siddharaja Jayasimha (r. 1094-1143 CE). Raja Tarmal, along with his brother Raja Bharmal and Siddharaja
himself, was among the first converts to Fatimid Shi‘1 Islam in the subcontinent. Raja Tarmal’s son,
Sayyidi Fakhr al-Din al-Shahid (fl. sixth/twelfth century), Sayf al-Din’s forebear, was one of the first local

missionaries of the Fatimid Imam-Caliph Mustansir in India.

Sayf al-Din was born in Surat in 1888, became Da‘1 1-Mutlaq in 1915, moved to Mumbai in 1932, and died
there in 1965." His magnificent shrine, the Rawdat Tahira, with its marble walls inscribed with the entire
Qur’an in gold letters, is now also the final resting place of his successor and is visited daily by thousands
of devotees. The Tayyibis’ spiritual leader for half a century, he heralded a period of advancement for
institutions of social welfare, male and female education, and community organization. Respected as a
scholar, visionary, and unifier, he served five consecutive terms, until his demise, as the unanimously
elected chancellor of Aligarh Muslim University. When he paid his first visit to Aligarh in 1953, Dr. Zakir
Husain (d. 1969) — then vice chancellor of Aligarh University and later president of India — said in his

welcome speech that whereas earlier chancellors had been rulers with sikka (coin) struck in their names,

8 Muhyi I-Din, nine marthiyas in Diwan, MS; Subhat, pp. 188—220.
" On Sayf al-Din’s career, see the Tayyibi publication A Golden Panorama; S. Qutbuddin, “History of the Da’udi Bohra”, pp. 301—

305; Toorawa, “Tahir Sayf al-Din”.
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this chancellor, although he held no worldly dominion, possessed “a sikka stamped on the hearts of the

» 12

Muslims of India”.

[INSERT Fig. 1: Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din delivering a sermon in al-Masjid al-A‘zam (Saifee Masjid),

Mumbai, in the early 1960s]

In addition to his duties as head of the community, Sayf al-Din was a prolific author and poet.” He wrote
more than forty Arabic books, titled Rasa’il (sing. Risala) Ramadaniyya, issuing a treatise every Ramadan
between 1337/1919 and 1384/1964. Their lengths ranged from about a hundred pages in the earliest to six
hundred in the later ones. He also composed more than ten thousand verses of Arabic religious poetry
and a handful of poems in Lisan al-Da‘wa.” The vast collection of his transcribed Lisan al-Da‘wa sermons
through his fifty-plus years of preaching are also preserved in the Da‘wa archives, as are transcripts of
some Urdu speeches given to Muslim communities. In both prose and poetry, he elucidated doctrine,
history, and law; offered counsel for living a godly life and preparing for the hereafter; and praised the
Prophet Muhammad, ‘Alj, Fatima, the Imams, the Da‘s, and other spiritual savants. In his prose works,
he incorporated a large portion of the Tayyibi prose and poetic heritage in excerpts prefaced with his
own rhymed-prose introductions. His Diwan also contains laments for his immediate predecessors and a

beloved daughter and sister, as well as two long poems of around two hundred verses each, one titled

** On Sayf al-Din’s relations with Muslim and Hindu leaders in India and his teachings of communal harmony, see Abde-Ali
Qutbuddin, “Vision of the Dawoodi Bohra Muslim Leader”; T. Qutbuddin, “Teachings and Practice of Sayyidna Taher
Saifuddin”.

¥ On Sayf al-Din’s literary production, see T. Qutbuddin, “Da’udi Bohra Tayyibis”, pp. 342—343. On his Risalas, see Aziz
Qutbuddin, “Tahmid”, pp. 254—287.

' Published earlier in the Risala Ramadaniyya of their year of composition, Sayf al-Din’s Arabic poems were posthumously
collected in his Diwan under the title Jawahir al-balagha; his Lisan al-Da‘wa poems — published earlier as individual

chapbooks — are anthologized in Dhikra shahdadat al-Husayn, pp. 64—70, 81114, 186-196.
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“Philosophy of the intellect” and another that is autobiographical and describes the milestones of his

tenure as Da1.”

Sayf al-Din composed several prose and poetry laments for Husayn. In addition to the Sayyid al-Shuhada’
lament (his first, composed, as mentioned earlier, in 1348/1929), his poetry corpus includes four further
elegies regularly recited in Tayyibi assemblies. Two are Arabic elegies in traditional two-hemistich gasida
form: (1) Ya imama l-haqqi mawlana [-Husayn (O true Imam, Mawlana Husayn), forty verses, ramal
meter, composed in 1363/1944;° and (2) ‘Alayka salamu Llahi magzlima Karbala (God’s peace on you, O
slain Imam of Karbala), forty verses, tawil meter, composed in 1378/1959.” Two earlier laments are in
Lisan al-Da‘wa: (3) Matam karo Husayn ‘alayhi [-salam no (Mourn Husayn, peace upon him), forty verses,
composed in Muharram 1360/1941 — this elegy also has an Urdu version;® and (4) Karbala ma sii bala ma
Mustafa ni al chhé-Karbala ma si Husayn ibn-é ‘Alino hal chhé (What calamity has befallen Mustafa’s
progeny in Karbala! What suffering has Husayn ibn ‘Ali endured in Karbala!), fifty-one verses, likewise
composed in 1360/1941 during a trip to Sri Lanka (then called Ceylon).” The opening line of this last Lisan
al-Da‘wa poem echoes the Twelver Shi1 Sharif Rad1’s (d. 406/1015) famous Arabic lament Karbala la zilti
karban wa-bala — ma laqi ‘indaki alu [-Mustafa (Karbala, may you always face trouble and calamity! What
suffering has Mustafa’s progeny endured on your soil!),” further demonstrating Sayf al-Din’s familiarity
with sister traditions. In addition, one of his lengthy Lisan al-Da‘wa counsel poems contains nine stanzas
recounting the Karbala tragedy, including two narrating the final moments of Husayn’s martyrdom that

are often recited in Tayyibi gatherings.” Finally, he also composed nine prose addresses in literary Arabic

' On this poem, see Aziz Qutbuddin, “Qasidah-Autobiography of Syedna Taher Saifuddin”.

6 Sayf al-Din, Diwan, vol. 2, pp. 325-328; Majmii ‘at barakat ‘Ashira’, pp. 75-82; Dhikra shahadat al-Husayn, pp. 32-37.

7 Sayf al-Din, Diwan, vol. 2, pp. 182-187; Majmii‘at barakat ‘Ashiird’, pp. 83-89; Dhikra shahdadat al-Husayn, pp. 38—43.

'8 Dhikra shahadat al-Husayn, pp. 198-209.

9 Ibid., pp. 193-196.

*° Radi, Diwan, vol. 1, pp. 44—47; partially cited in ‘Imad al-Din, Uyan al-akhbar, vol. 4, p. 189, probably Sayf al-Din’s source.

* Dhikra shahadat al-Husayn, pp. 89—90, beginning: Shimr yé awi né thokar né mari (Shimr came forward and kicked Husayn to

the ground).
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called salam (greetings) to Husayn, three to six pages each, for pilgrims to recite during their visits to

Husayn’s shrines in Karbala and Cairo.”

The Sayyid al-Shuhada’ Lament

Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din composed the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament during one of his visits to Karachi in
pre-Independence India in 1348/1929. First reciting it in Muharram sermons during the visit, he published
it later that same year in his Ramadan treatise titled Sibghu niir (Hue of light).” The lament opens by
addressing Husayn with “O king of martyrs” (Ya sayyida [-shuhada’). This same address also forms part of
a two-line refrain repeated at the end of each stanza: “I grieve for you, Husayn, O king of martyrs” (wa-
lahfata ya Husayna - ya sayyida [-shuhada’t). The first stanza sets up the poem in an intimate, personal
frame, with direct address to Husayn and a first-person possessive pronoun identifying the poet as one
who weeps for him — “I shall weep for you through the age” (tila [-zamani buka’t). It also introduces in
kernel form the main elements of the poem: Husayn’s name, his lofty status as the pure Imam, his tragic
martyrdom in Karbala, and the theme of ceaseless weeping for his suffering. These compressed allusions
foreshadow the contents and philosophy of the poem. The poem’s poignancy is achieved through
emotive flourishes which include expressions of grief (e.g. wa-lahfata, passim, and @hin, stanza 2),
moving expressions of personal relationships, especially Husayn’s with his sister Zaynab and his daughter
Sakina (stanzas 12—15), and an epic presentation of Karbala as a battle between good and evil (passim).
Most Urdu elegies produced in the subcontinent, including the few composed by Tayyibi Bohras, focus
on one particular hero or theme;* in contrast, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament lays out the main features
of the battle, including the martyrdoms of Husayn and other individuals from the Prophet’s family and
the events following Karbala. These parallel the major elements of the Tayyibi sermonic recounting of
Karbala. Overall, the lament follows the chronological progression of the Magqtal (narrative of the Karbala

killing), presenting the entire tragedy of Karbala in a single, sweeping tale.

** Al-Barakat wa-l-qurubat, vol. 1, pp. 32—77.
* Sayf al-Din, Sibghu nar, pp. 144-157.

*4 See Trivedi, “Appropriating an Iranian Literary Tradition”, p. 168; Naim, “Art of the Urdu Marsiya”, p. 110.
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The Poet’s Preface

The following is the text of Sayf al-Din’s Arabic preface to the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament in Sibghu nar,”

presented alongside my English translation. The preface is important not only as a literary artefact

connected to the lament but also for analysing the lament’s Tayyibi mourning doctrines (more on this in

the analysis).

Assembly of believers! May God shower the same
mercy on you that he showered on the most pious of
his servants. May he grant you freedom from the
punishment of the Fire, ordain for you Paradise, and
make your allegiance to your masters a shield for you
from the Fire.

Let us recite here a poem mourning the one for whom
angels wept in the sky, when the demonic faction tore
the robe of his sanctity on earth. All prophets wept for
him. All legatees of their eras and savants wept for him.
All believing men and women wept for him. Just as
they wept for him in past times, they will continue to
weep for him in future eons.

It is reported that God’s Messenger (God’s blessings on
him and his descendants) ordained Paradise for the
person who weeps, causes someone to weep, or
endeavours to weep for Husayn. Triumphant the
person who frees himself from the Fire by weeping for
Husayn!

I, his servant, servant of the pious Imams in his pure
and virtuous line, and bondman of Muhammad'’s pure
descendants, have composed this poem. My tears pour
like rain in remembrance of the suffering of my master,
the Imam.

* Sayf al-Din, Sibghu niir, pp. 144-157.
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Text and Translation

The following is the text of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament alongside my translation. I have attempted to
render the Arabic into lucid English that, while remaining true to the original, reads with some
semblance of poetic cadence rather than as a literal crib. The translation is, therefore, not word-for-word
but line-to-line; it does not adhere to the grammar of the original text but endeavours to convey the
essence of the lines. Also, the poem contains allusions to Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine; less known doctrines

are explained briefly in the analysis section of the article.

L O king of martyrs RIS« U - NI R N
Fifth of the five robed in purity ’
Upon the great tragedy N - TR RN IR -

that befell you in Karbala

I shall weep through the long age . , o
EV T gy Y3

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs NV R .
2. Son of God’s messenger RS R ) 2
Best of kings ‘ ‘ /
[ utter lament upon lament for you K- AP K 0 T
One follows another without ceasing ‘ - ' -
Mingled with tears of blood iy ;L3 N ANEP S S S
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs KAV B
3. Flow out, O spirit S S A I PR SR ST IR,
Gush forth, O eye ) ’ ) ) )
Your master is slain with a silver blade T R e e e
. SR A o e J—2 N
Cruelly wielded by a ruthless enemy ! ’ !
Most evil of all cursed foes Y : A5 R /,‘ . .
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs KAV B
4. O believers, all 220 : N, ) I P R B

Weep for the great Imam

Weep for the blessed king
Weep for the upright master
Weep for the son of the best of all
women

AN ST NN v

- N W 4 1

I RIS NN

IS e ]

Pzge 10 of 45



I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Weep for Imam Husayn
Embodiment of truth
Wellspring of generosity
Who drank death’s cup to save God’s
religion
Parched and thirsty in Karbala

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Weep long and hard
For that martyred Imam
In the morning and at night
And you shall receive abundant reward
On the day of requital

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Alas for Muhammad'’s exiled grandson
Martyred in Karbala
His womenfolk tormented
Driven through the wilderness
By enemy hordes

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Revelation’s children
Crushed in calamity’s millstone
Slain by the hands of Fate
Their stars waned and vanished, one by one
On the day of ‘Ashara’

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

In the forenoon, Husayn called out
To the assembled foe:
I am the Prophet’s grandson
Who has thirsted three full days
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

I ask only for a mouthful of water

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Wicked, they heeded not his plea
They quenched not his thirst
They killed him
— The whole world’s benefactor —
Dry and parched

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

I grieve for Zaynab
She weeps bitterly for her brother
She dyes her hair in his blood
Her tears pour down like rain
She has no veil on her head

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

She keens: Son of my mother!
Grandson of the Prophet!
Noonday sun and full moon!
Great is my sorrow
In exile and enslaved

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Alas for my grief, Husayn
Alas for my exile, Husayn
Alas for my suffering, Husayn
Alas for my destruction, Husayn
O refuge of the pious

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Brother, the enemy are striking Sakina
Their blows cause her pain
She cries out: Rise, father, rise!
O father, they are hurting me
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Save me from these brutes @ R A T cla ANV, 3
I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs PANPAR [
2 o E B S F £ H
Father, my father, where are you? - < W | N S S
Dearest father! Why have you gone away?
Have you forgotten your daughter? IR Y @ : \ ;3;“ Gl i
Take me with you wherever you may be
I cannot live without you S EETRA S s f i
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ ) (VA W
1 ‘AlTis i .- S co s # 7 L° s <, f
O brother! ‘Al1 is ill and weak Cix anh ) < i AR

Shackled in irons

Made to walk from Iraq to Syria AN i Sib b (Li‘“ ) osis
Barefoot, without shoes - g o

. ' -
O the scorching heat! RS N 2 s
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs P NI .
A shattering calamity L e g ] L5 e gy ]
A devastating cataclysm
When daughters of the best of creation A £ e Ry 3 L
Are enslaved by an army of criminals ’ i -
And driven like slave women R C S SN P . ‘Y\ 7 . ;
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs VA R ;
I grieve for ‘Ali g 2 b oo, g 120\ 23200
Mirror image of the Prophet T ) '
That proud warrior L@ e e q L& : 2 e
p LF?'\_H g:\_/» Pr— ('_) Lf;\_j\ Hﬁ\ 33
Who refused to allow i «
An adulterer’s son to rule over God’s saints Gt L5 . j}jiﬁ\ N
I grieve for you, Husayn
0 ki TERTE R
ing of martyrs ¢! |2 ;
I grieve for Husayn’s infant son Y O | R 5256
J = g J - =
Great in virtue ' i '
A villain shot him with an arrow IR, I L i
28 (o.\ 2 s 20 J j FI-) A )

He passed away — pending Judgement Day — 7 ’
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In his father’s upraised hands @ RS T L el o5 - 5

I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs f‘lé—EJ\ VA
I grieve for ‘Abbas I f, 3 v A 2l il ;
A battle lion ‘ ‘
Strongest supporter 5 o gl o La el ¢
.g pp U ) oy 2 L S A
Of his regal brother ‘ *
Who died covered in blood S EETRA l;\;gx e ”
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £33 A
I mourn the wedding AN I S SN A L5,
That took place in the heat of the skirmish ’ '
Between pure bride and pure groom PRSI B, 45 & 3 <15

Weeping, she followed him, also weeping
As he rushed to the battlefield . .

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs RV N
More fearsome than Resurrection £ IR Y 3) #51 25 G by
The day in which the noble Imam
At the very end of his time on earth Lef e ey g - s e T
Bid farewell to his gathered womenfolk
And to Zayn al ‘Abidin W s S et R
y RO N NN 1 R AN 353
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A T
I grieve for Kisra’s daughter i ¥ j S RS BT |
Whom they bound with fetters /
A chaste, virtuous lefdy ¢ L 1 2N 4 PR r’” e
Mother of all the Imams
Shining stars and pure savants R SR T Ut P N <N Al
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A N
I grieve for Rabab w1 b ol 200\ Gl

Anguished and inconsolable

Her heart is turbulent e i ; s R ; /3‘;;
Her tears flow and flow ‘ - P &
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25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

A dirge is on her lips

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

I grieve for Kubra and Sughra
Who are crushed
By this great calamity
They have run out of fortitude
Enormous their grief

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Umm Kultham
Is ever seen
Mourning her noble brother
Her tears are blood
Her breaths intense

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

She tears her garments in a frenzy of grief
She uses her tresses to veil her face
— the mirror image of a full moon -
For the enemy has snatched her cloak
How else to preserve modesty?

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

I grieve for the widows
Who clutch fatherless infants
Their noble husbands gone
Those proud warriors
Lie prostrate in the open desert

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

I grieve for those noble women
Exposed to the enemy horde
Bereft in Karbala
Calling out

£lig A B
g R E 1 g R g
SO PCHA o N PN N (W
FCRE S N W 4/ R 4/ S
l;\/xé i o\
PR P A - e ke f‘ﬁ

e

l9\4; Al U e &

N

\ e
&

g o\ s 5
£1g Y O

QTIN  1

; Lals 1 s 3B

A B, o

O FApP Y W L

CHES S W iy g

Pzge 15 of 45



To their valiant men R S U A .0 =N 55\ Al

I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs PSS N
Their garments torn o G A o 2 2
Hearts in shock ‘ ‘
Backs weighted with grief T AT G ST < NN LeS
Lives beset ‘. / / ‘ )
With hardship and suffering TR U : AT P
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A R N
I grieve for the children Jig j\% a5 < Jil N (Y|
Who wail loudly and sob o ) ‘ )
‘ Bound with ropes I s s J o Jzt | H
With no one to save them
Their fathers dead o L i i . o
e g iyl K =
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A N
I grieve for the young men 5 S A £ U A
From the Prophet’s family
Who fought Husayn’s assailants S 2 231 555 £ :"’; 5 s
With all their strength ’
And gave their lives for him R SR T Ut P ANz sia s
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A S
I grieve for his loyal companions . sl & ] - AR PN
Gallant and fierce ' '
Lions of combat o 4 S5l 1 o) RN 7

Who were thrown to the earth
And died fulfilling their pledge

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A N
Of those radiant peers b R o b
Some were killed by spears ‘ ‘
Others were hurled to the ground and slain RS N e i e ;
. G2 o < o & 2> J = O 2
Yet others had their throats cut * < ’
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35

36.

37-

38.

39-

On the searing sands of Taff

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Martyrs who fought in God’s path
Men of purity and bliss
Generosity and virtue
Excellence and benevolence
Upright stalwarts, all

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Alas for the wraith of light, my father be its
ransom!
Essence of the ages
House of the manifest lord
Pure body that the evil legion’s horses
Viciously trampled

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Can a believer be consoled?
Has there been a tragedy equal to this one?
Here is Husayn’s head
Raised high on a spear
Gleaming like the sun
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Alas, the Imam’s head
In a basin before the enemy
Who sits on his throne
Mocking, wielding a cane
Striking those pearly teeth

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs

Weep, O believers! The Prophet weeps
The chaste lady weeps
Husayn’s exalted father weeps
His noble brother weeps
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All the prophets weep S W NV | LN 2 5

> 4 q £ J ) &
I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs PSR S W
40. Fatima Zahra’ weeps L 25315 4 <5 L 29§ ARE
The sky weeps
The earth weeps ‘F 31 54 B ‘) A S5

The radiant religion weeps

i i ' “ 07 7% - °; 2 2 ot <
Weep for him, O believers! b iU RN skl
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A
41. O legion of evil, may you be damned! faﬁl (':J e Y R T
You came together as one hand
To stab religion’s heart 4 A R AN |
The pith i .
Of God’s chosen saints EVS S N B4 l;\,‘a_.p‘w 55i o s
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A R S
42. O legion of evil, may you be cursed! \ - % \=: % ; < Loy 2N 3 '\ L
You killed a soul
Innocent and pure e “1 R i WA RSN &
Of heavenly origin ’
And radiant light G ok L L s N 200 55
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A S
43. O incarnate proof of the merciful lord g‘ ,,)‘y\ A T 9\ Sl S B
Essence of the ages
Banner of the faith S A 5\ ‘Y\ L
Patron of the aspirer i '
Most generous benefactor Gt L5 NI oAl
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A R B
44. Your servant weeps for you ( 5 13 45 % L s 15 . s
Your servant mourns for you
Your servant offers his life for you o BN LB A5 K FlEg e

The verse he has composed
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Is a mark of his servitude (A R S £\ S % 5 405]

I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs e o
O just Imam v A R W Jo_4i I i
Grandson of the best of prophets ' ’ ‘ /
Son of the honeybees’ sovereign o oL s - 5 SE et
_ o § O S RION 1) X W S W QL P
I offer my life, my family, as your ransom i i !
My mother, my father, my children e o e o g o
s ol gl
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A
O descendant of Husayn . : 5o P R | Sl
My protector and guardian o ’ o ’
Incarnate proof of the Glorious Lord o S : N a3 5 s
[ 2 J ° | ”,/'u‘ ) .

Sanctuary for the wise
Refuge for the sincere

CAE S W W1 S I [ SIS o B

I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A O S
Benevolence, O Imam of the Age! L Gbe 2 G AN I IR
Be kind to your humble servant ) ’
Forgive his sins and draw him close Zer g el e ] A(PEVEENR CORVE S
g \_a.@S.i‘ﬁPHv_) \ o).j‘ ac)\ Y=
He has no refuge but you
O cool shadow of the Mighty Lord Gt L5 N Sl s b L
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A S
God, bless Hl.lsayn v 5 S Al A P g W ||
Honour him
Sanctify and exalt him 5. e o .ot o % o
‘ fy > 5 ) 4 ")‘j ( L:c) 4 e JQ\
Grant him your gentlest mercy
As long as raindrops fall TR Rty Lo L
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs £\ A R S
Bless, too, his grandfather and father . »,._}j\ Nl 35 4 jfj ol 55
God’s own visage / ) o
His mother and brother e . 5 AL
4 ) 4 2y 213 4 13

His companions and descendants
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So radiant and grand EVTS S N N4 Y O [ A | J_:M

I grieve for you, Husayn .
O king of martyrs ¢l A
50. Ias.k you in their n:.ime S5 Cas S e s 5
Dispel my hardships
Multiply my blessings e e o . R 3
: e g Ersm et
Transform my flaws to virtues
' - w
Hear my prayer, O Lord! \ s Lz FERSTEN P A
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs 415 A
51 Maledictions on Yazid L iy 1 b3 A 5 Al
His helpers and his aides
Cruel felons Y R fi/,GbJ‘ T
Who wronged the noble scions i
Of the house of Yasin P \ 5 . 24 = -
I grieve for you, Husayn
O king of martyrs g R

Thematic Frame

The following is the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament’s thematic frame, presented in list format in nine broad

segments:

I.  Stanzas1-6. The opening. Address to Husayn as the Messenger’s descendant and one of the
“People of the Cloak” (ahl al-kisa’). The poet’s exhortation to himself to weep for his slain master.
Direction to believers to weep, with a description of Husayn’s exalted stature and the reward that
awaits those who weep for him.

II.  Stanzas 7-10. Two framing laments. Grief for the hardships faced by the Prophet’s family in and
after Karbala. A dramatic depiction of Husayn’s asking for water.
III. ~ Stanzas 11-17. A narrative on the tongue of Husayn’s sister Zainab. The plight of the family
immediately after Husayn’s killing. Dramatization of Zaynab unveiled, hair dyed in Husayn’s
blood, piteously weeping. Her words imploring Husayn to rise and defend his daughter Sakina

and his son ‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin.
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VIL

VIIIL.

IX.

Stanzas 18—22. Martyrs and leave taking. The killing of Husayn's sons, the youth ‘Ali Akbar and
the infant ‘Ali Asghar, Husayn’s brother ‘Abbas, and his nephew ‘Abd Allah, with an account of
‘Abd Allah’s Karbala marriage to Husayn’s daughter Sakina. Husayn’s farewell to his son and
successor ‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin and the women of the family.

Stanzas 23—-31. The desolation of the women. Husayn’s wives Shahr Banu (Bint Kisra) and Rabab,
his daughters Fatima Kubra and Fatima Sughra, his sister Umm Kulthtim, and all the Karbala
widows and orphans.

Stanzas 32—35. Mourning the martyrs. The Family of the Prophet and Husayn’s companions,
slain by swords and daggers, pierced by spears and arrows; their virtues.

Stanzas 36—38. Desecration of Husayn's corpse. Horses trampling Husayn's body; his severed
head raised on a spear, then placed in a basin in front of the enemy.

Stanzas 39—47. Penultimate address, reflecting the lament’s opening stanzas in loose ring
composition. Directions to believers to weep for Husayn; Muhammad, ‘Alj, Fatima, and Hasan
weep for him, the earth and the sky weep for him, God’s Da‘wa weeps for him. Maledictions on
the evil community who killed Husayn. Plea for aid to Husayn and his descendant, the living
Imam.

Stanzas 48—-51. Prayer. Benedictions for Husayn, alongside Muhammad, ‘Alj, Fatima, Hasan, his
companions, and his descendants, and plea for their intercession. Supplication to God to ease
hardships and multiply blessings. Malediction on Yazid and on those who supported him in

killing Husayn.

Analysis of the Lament’s Doctrines and Performance: A Distinct Religious Tradition within a Hybrid
Cultural Milieu

The Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament weaves its rich Arabic heritage of Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine and

philosophy into an Indian Gujarati-Urdu-Persian context. In this section, I explore this distinct

perspective and hybrid palette under four rubrics. Highlighting the lament’s doctrinal anchor in Fatimid-

Tayyib1 heritage, the first three rubrics address the cosmic significance of Husayn’s martyrdom and of

weeping for him in Fatimid-Tayyibi philosophy; the lament’s grounding in the Fatimid Da‘T al-Muw’ayyad

al-Shiraz1’s (d. 470/1078) tradition of prose lament (nawha) and “da‘wa poetry”, particularly in their
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themes of Karbala mourning, Imamate doctrines, symbolic Qur’an interpretation (ta’wil), and closure
segments of prayer and plea; and its adherence to the early historical reports of Husayn’s martyrdom as
narrated in Fatimid-Tayyibi texts. The fourth rubric teases out disparate strands of the lament’s complex
synthesis to highlight its hybrid Arabic-Persian-Urdu poetic form and communal performance,
particularly the manner in which its elegiac themes and classical forms intersect with Arabic poetic
conventions set in pre-Islamic and early Islamic times, and the way in which its melodic performance
stems from Persianate Urdu practices of Karbala lament recital.” It should be noted that the lament’s
techniques of grief evocation as well as its raw content, though not discussed beyond a few remarks in
this article, also overlap significantly with Twelver ShiT Karbala laments in Arabic, Persian, and Urdu

from the Middle East and South Asia.

Cosmic Significance of the Karbala Tragedy: The Philosophy of Weeping for Husayn

In the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament’s preface, transcribed earlier, Sayf al-Din cites Prophet Muhammad’s
hadith “Whoever weeps, causes someone to weep, or endeavours to weep for my grandson Husayn —
Paradise is decreed for him”. For Tayyibis, Husayn’s martyrdom has existential implications. Like many
others, they mourn him as the Prophet’s beloved grandson, as someone who sacrificed everything for
justice, and as a righteous and courageous leader, but above all, they mourn him as a redeemer. There are
personal aspects to their mourning, of course. In Tayyibi belief, weeping for Husayn is the way that we,
fourteen hundred years later, can be with him in Karbala; by our weeping, we become part of the event.
But these personal aspects are grounded in the redemption Husayn’s martyrdom brings to each
individual who mourns him. In the Tayyibi worldview, Husayn’s martyrdom and the act of weeping for it
are woven into the fabric of salvation, and this ideology strongly underpins the Sayyid al-Shuhada’

lament. The theme of weeping is common in all Arabic, Persian, and Urdu elegies, but in Tayyibi laments,

*% For an overview of elegy in the Muslim tradition, see the entry on marthiya, Encylopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., online (Pellat,
Arabic; Hanaway, Persian; Haywood, Urdu). For translations of key pieces and a summary, see Clarke, “Elegy (Marthiya) on
Husayn”. For historical development in India, see Trivedi, “Appropriating an Iranian Literary Tradition”; Naim, “Art of the

Urdu Marsiya”; and Hyder, Reliving Karbala.
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including the earlier marthiyas mentioned in the section on the Tayyibi lament tradition, it denotes the

redemptive force for believers who weep for Husayn and the cosmic significance of his martyrdom.

In several of his Ramadan treatises, Sayf al-Din explains the integral role played by Husayn’s martyrdom
in humankind’s redemption. The main points are as follows: (1) The child Husayn had promised the
Prophet to repay the community’s debt, to sacrifice his life and even his children: “I am the one for it,
grandfather!” (ana li-dhalika ya jaddah).”” (2) He embraced martyrdom because that was God’s will.”
(This point was emphasized also in Muhyi I-Din’s opening lament line quoted earlier, “You accepted
death in compliance with God’s will".) (3) He “repaid the debts of those who went before and those who
are yet to come”.” (5) The Qur’anic verse «He gave them protection from fear» (wa-amanahum min
khawf) alludes to Husayn’s martyrdom.* (6) “The testament of faith (kalimat al-shahada) will remain
alive till the day of resurrection because of Husayn's martyrdom (shahada).” (7) Those who weep for
Husayn will receive the Prophet’s intercession on Judgement Day and be rewarded with Paradise.*” In

summary, Tayyibis believe that Husayn died to redeem our sins, and that our weeping for him enables us

to receive redemption.

This two-part philosophy is the backbone of Sayf al-Din’s framing, which evokes the points discussed
above. Tears permeate the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament. Observe these lines coming one after the other in
the opening stanzas: “Upon the great tragedy that befell you in Karbala, I shall weep through the long
age” (stanza 1); “I utter lament upon lament for you, one follows another without ceasing, mingled with
tears of blood” (stanza 2). “Flow out, O spirit, gush forth, O eye” (stanza 3); “O believers, all: Weep for the
great Imam, weep for the blessed king, weep for the upright master, weep for the son of the best of all
women” (stanza 4). The above lines evoke the unspoken yet familiar association with the weeper’s

salvation. In the next few stanzas, that causal link is made explicit: “Weep for Imam Husayn,

*7 Sayf al-Din, Nahr al-nar, p. 145.

#1bid,, p. 154.

* Sayf al-Din, Tadhkiratu labib, p. 338.

3° Sayf al-Din, Nahr al-nar, pp. 144-157; Qur'an 106:4.
3 Sayf al-Din, Silsilatu ni‘matin ‘uzma, p. 408.

3 Ibid., p. 411.
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embodiment of truth, wellspring of generosity, who drank the cup of death to save God’s religion, parched
and thirsty in Karbala” (stanza 5). “Weep long and hard for that martyred Imam in the morning and night,
and you shall receive abundant reward on the day of requital” (stanza 6). Near the end of the lament in
stanza 40, where Sayf al-Din again brings in concentrated directives to weep, the cosmic-theological
import of Husayn’s martyrdom is fully disclosed in a reminder to mourners that the sky and the earth
weep for Husayn; indeed, God’s religion itself weeps for him. This point was also made by the nineteenth
Yemeni Dafq, Imad al-Din, in his lament, cited earlier, in which he wrote, “the sky wept for him and this

world, both” (bakati [-sama’u ‘alayhi wa-l-dunya ma‘an).

Grounding in al-Muw’ayyad al-Shirazi’s Tradition of Prose Lament (Nawha) and Fatimid Da‘wa
Poetry

Al-Muw’ayyad al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078) was a prominent Fatimid Daf, scholar, poet, and diplomat, who
used his many talents to propagate the Fatimid religio-political mission. His collected writings deeply
influenced Tayyibi thought. This is especially true of his eight hundred weekly Thursday lectures, titled
al-Majalis al-Mu’ayyadiyya (Assemblies of wisdom), in which he offered symbolic interpretations (ta’wil)
of the Qur'an and Shari‘a, as well as his Diwan, which, based on the same theology, formed the template
for the Fatimid da‘wa poetry tradition.* Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din — known to Tayyibis as “Mu’ayyad-i
Asghar” (the younger Mu’ayyad) — imbibed the stimulus of the original Mu’ayyad in his preaching and
writing. Influenced by Mw’ayyad’s verse, his Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament used Mu’ayyad’s Imamate
themes, as well as his plea for succour and benediction closure segments. Equally influenced by
Muwayyad’s lectures, it followed their theological teachings and emphatically and often verbatim echoed
the language and content of their prose Karbala laments (nawha). Muw’ayyad’s prose laments — in majalis
9 and 150 - formed the opening address of his lectures which fell on or around the day of ‘Ashara’;* they

were recited regularly by Sayf al-Din in his Muharram waz sermons and formed the direct prototype for

3 On al-Mw’ayyad’s life, works, and poetry, see T. Qutbuddin, “Al-Mw’ayyad al-Shirazi”; T. Qutbuddin, Al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi,
passim. On his influence on Tayyibi poetry, see ibid., pp. 299—333. On al-Mu’ayyad’s ta’wil theology, see T. Qutbuddin,
“Principles of Fatimid Symbolic Interpretation”, passim.

3 Mw’ayyad, Majalis, vol. 1, pp. 34—36 (majlis 9); vol. 2, pp. 309—310 (majlis 150).
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the latter’s Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament. As the following comparisons demonstrate, the themes and
language of Sayf al-Din’s lament, especially in the opening and closing stanzas, are derived from

Mu’ayyad’s prose and poetry.

The Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament praises Husayn'’s virtues on a metaphysical plane as the incarnate
emblem of God’s religion and His divine light. Husayn is a “wraith of light”, “house of the Lord of
Manifestation”, and “essence of the ages” (stanzas 36 and 43). He is “religion’s heart” (stanza 41, cited
above), “innocent and pure, heavenly origin, radiant light” (stanza 42), “banner of faith”, and “proof of the
Merciful Lord”’ (stanza 43). Poetry is dense and it alludes to doctrines without spelling them out, but if
one understands the underlying theological orientation, formulaic phrases signal profound concepts.
More than anything else, it is these doctrines that characterize Mu’ayyad’s Fatimid da ‘wa poetry tradition

and form the heart of his Majalis — discussed in detail in an earlier publication” — and they constitute

Sayf al-Din’s theological substrate in the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament.

In addition to theological underpinnings, the final stanzas of the lament include six successive closure
segments typical of Muw’ayyad’s da ‘wa poetry tradition that I have also discussed with copious examples
elsewhere.*® These Mwayyad-style closure segments comprise a plea for succour to Husayn (stanza 43),
declarations of the poet’s willingness to lay down his life for him (stanzas 44—45), and a plea for succour
to the Imam of the age (stanzas 46—47). They also include benedictions on Husayn and his family and
supporters (stanzas 48—49), entreaties to God through Husayn'’s and his pure family’s intercession to
dispel hardships and multiply blessings (stanza 50), and maledictions on Yazid and his supporters

(stanza 51).

% In Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine, the Imam is God’s caliph on earth, the divinely guided guide in whom God’s light is manifest.

36 In Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine, the Imam is God’s living proof on earth, in the sense that he proves God’s existence to humans

in his teachings, and also in the sense that his very presence — because he establishes God’s faith — constitutes proof of God’s

existence.

% On Imamate doctrines in Mw’ayyad’s poetry, see T. Qutbuddin, Al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi, pp. 105-16. These doctrines are
ubiquitous in his Majalis; e.g. vol. 1, p. 48 (majlis 12); vol. 1, p. 212 (majlis 45); and passim.

3% On Mwayyad’s closure segments, see T. Qutbuddin, A-Mw’ayyad al-Shirazi, pp. 191—200.
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In both Mu’ayyad’s and Sayf al-Din’s poems, these closure segments are infused with theological weight.
For example, the benediction represents a typical closure formula in the da‘wa poetry tradition, yet it
also illustrates its ta’wil-based multivalence (stanzas 48—49). Straightforward on the surface, these lines,
like most other statements in Tayyib1 poetry that appear uncomplicatedly exoteric to the uninitiated,
signal to the initiated an esoteric allusion. Observe, for example, stanza 48, which invokes God’s

benedictions on Husayn, where the poet says, “Grant him your gentlest mercy as long as raindrops fall.”

The Arabic term used to denote benedictions, salawat, comes from the same three-letter root ($-L-W) as
the word sila (lit., joining). The Tayyibis believe that salawat denotes the chain of Imams who will
continue unbroken in Muhammad’s line till Judgement Day.* The continuity (sila) of the Imamate is
underscored by repurposing the conventional phrase “as long as raindrops fall”. In classical Arabic
literature, lines like this one — “as long as the stars keep shining”, “as long as the sun rises”, and so on —
mean “for all time”. Here, the line denotes the continuity of the Imamate for all time. The choice of the
rain image is also significant. In addition to its function in the conventional pre-Islamic supplication for
rain to water the grave of a slain warrior, rain in the Islamic tradition signifies God’s mercy. Here, its use
in tandem with salawat signals that just as Muhammad is described in the Qur’an as God’s “mercy for all
worlds” (rahmatan li-l-‘alamin),*’ the same embodiment of God’s mercy continues in Muhammad’s line,
in the person of Husayn and those of his descendants, one Imam after another, till the last day. Stanza 49
continues the invocation of blessings on “Husayn’s grandfather”, the Prophet Muhammad; “his father”,
‘Al; “his mother”, Fatima; “his brother”, Hasan; “his companions”, the martyrs of Karbala; and “his
descendants”, the Imams. The possessive pronoun “his” connects them all, each to the other, through the

relationship of each with Husayn.

This grouping of God’s chosen ones connected through the person of Husayn signals further the integral
role of Husayn’s martyrdom for the continuity of God’s mercy and the redemption of humankind - in

other words, for the historical actualization of the salawat benediction.

% Nu‘man, Ta’wil al-da‘a’im, vol. 1, pp. 303—304; Mw’ayyad, Majalis, vol. 2, p. 396 (majlis 163); vol. 4, pp. 424—425 (majlis 373).
See details in Aziz Qutbuddin, “Tahmid”, pp. 174-176.

4 Qur’an 21:107.
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Husayn’s descent from the Prophet (and his parentage from ‘Ali and Fatima, and through them, again,
from the Prophet) has been a crucial theme in the teachings of most Shi‘t denominations through the
centuries, and it is also prominent in the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament. What is noteworthy in our context is
the particular set of subthemes within this larger theme that Sayf al-Din chooses to highlight, which may
be traced back to subthemes that Mu’ayyad had highlighted. In stanzas 41 and 42, Sayf al-Din calls down
curses on “the evil community” (ummat al-saw’)* of so-called Muslims — the word “community” (umma)
signals that they are people who claimed to be Muslim — who killed Husayn. This idea connects with
Muw’ayyad’s majlis 9, in which he addresses the audience of Fatimid devotees saying, “May God protect
you from the faction who challenged their Prophet in the case of the sons of his daughter, who attempted

42

to destroy the house of guidance by killing their Prophet’s family.”* Mw’ayyad continues in the same text,
“The Prophet who is the path to safety and the bridge to salvation for all souls deserved better than to
have this calamity knock on his door, and to have Ais own community’s arrows target his home.”* What
may be seen as an otherwise dry theological point — the issue of Husayn’s descent from the Prophet — is
rendered poignant by the context of Husayn’s assailants being themselves Muslims, who claim
Muhammad as their prophet and guide to salvation. Another kinship aspect of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’
lament points to Husayn’s purity as one of the five special members of his family, namely, Muhammad,
‘Ali, Fatima, Hasan, and Husayn; stanza 1 addresses Husayn as “fifth of the five robed in purity” (lit., fifth
of the People of the Cloak) whom the Prophet is reported to have enveloped in a “cloak of purity” (kisa’
al-tathir) upon the revelation of the Qur’anic verse “God wishes to remove all impurities from you, O
people of the house, and to purify you fully”.* This subtheme, too, is common among Shi‘ groups
generally; the point of interest here is that it occurs in the opening lines of Sayf al-Din’s lament for

Husayn, just as it occurs in the opening lines of Mu’ayyad’s majlis g lament for Husayn, where he invokes

blessings on “God’s Messenger ... Muhammad, from whom and from ‘the people of whose house God

#1In Fatimid-Tayyib1 doctrine, every prophet and Imam is the principle of good. Loving him is good in absolute terms, and
holding enmity for him is evil. For this reason, those who participated in killing Husayn are called “the evil community”.

# Muwayyad, Majalis, vol. 1, p. 34 (majlis 9).

#Ibid., p. 35.

# Qur'an 33:33: [nnama yuridu Llahu li-yudhhiba ‘ankumu l-rijsa ahla [-bayti wa-yutahhirakum tathira. Nu‘man, Da‘a’im al-

Islam, vol. 1, pp. 35, 37.
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removed all impurities and purified them fully””.* The implication is again cosmic: that such a pure one
as Husayn, who was part of the larger pentad of pure ones, should be killed is a matter that is relevant to
the entire cosmos. Yet another specific aspect of the kinship theme common to both Mu’ayyad and Sayf
al-Din is the importance given to the present Imam’s descent from Husayn. Stanza 46 of Sayf al-Din’s
lament echoes the emphasis in Mu’ayyad’s da‘wa poetry tradition on the present (concealed) Imam’s
descent from the Prophet Muhammad.*’ These lineage-based epithets for Husayn and his descendant,
the living Imam signal the continuity of God’s direct guidance for successive generations through

Muhammad’s physical and spiritual heirs.

What is also noteworthy about the lineage markers in the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament is their sheer
volume, again following Mu’ayyad’s practice. Stanza 2 addresses Husayn as “[grand]son of God’s
messenger”. Stanza 4 directs believers to weep for “the son of the best of all women”. Stanza 8 grieves

over “revelation’s children”. Stanza 45 addresses Husayn again as “grandson of the best of Prophets, son of
the honeybees’ sovereign [‘Ali]”.* And so on. In addition, many stanzas indirectly emphasize the familial
connection, including stanza 32, which grieves for “the young men from the Prophet’s family”. These
stanzas echo Mu’ayyad’s prose laments, in which Husayn’s prophetic lineage and Imamate are

prominent themes. In majlis 150, for example, Mu’ayyad refers to Husayn as “the slain Imam thrown
upon the desert sands, son of ‘Al Murtada and Fatima Zahra™’; and there are many more such references

that we see over and over in his lines mourning Husayn.

% Muw’ayyad, Majalis, vol. 1, pp. 34—35 (majlis 9). The verse is also referenced in the opening and closing formulas and in various
other contexts explaining the stature of the Prophet’s family in ibid., majalis 36, 80, 135, 178, 199, 244, 320, 356, 365, and 376.
Mu’ayyad’s poetry also directly references this Qur'anic verse in a praise poem with the opening line Salamun ‘ala l-itrati -
tahira, “Greetings to the pure progeny”; Diwan, p. 287 (poem 41) and passim.

4 On Mw’ayyad’s emphasis on the Imam’s descent from the Prophet Muhammad in his poetry, see T. Qutbuddin, Al-Mw’ayyad
al-Shirazi, pp. 146—149.

4 In Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine, honeybees (nahl), who cooperate to protect their hive and produce sweet honey, are a symbol
for believers (and for the Imams). ‘Ali is designated the honeybees’ sovereign (amir al-nahl). See Mw’ayyad, Majalis, vol. 1, p.
100 (majlis 23) and vol. 3, pp. 446447 (majlis 300), citing Qur'an 16:68. See also ‘Ali’s words “I am the believers’ king-bee”

(anaya‘sib al-mu’minin), in Nahj al-balagha, hikma 245.
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In addition to doctrinal resonances, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament contains unmistakable verbatim
echoes of Mu’ayyad’s prose laments. Perhaps the most clear is the vocative phrase Ma ‘shar al-mu’minin
(Believers, all!). This phrase was Mu’ayyad’s typical opening address in each of his eight hundred majalis.
In Tayyibi sermons, that address, usually voiced in a passionate tone of deep grief, signals the onset of
Mu’ayyad’s text. Bridging to this usage of Mu’ayyad'’s text in the Tayyibi sermon, stanza 4 at the beginning
of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament uses the same address, “O believers, all” (Ya ma‘shara [-mu’minina) to

communicate plainly to those familiar with the tradition the connection to Mu’ayyad.

Weeping for Husayn, a central theme of Sayf al-Din’s laments as discussed in the previous section, echoes
Muw’ayyad’s lament both in its broader aspects and in some of its specific language. Referencing the
cosmic implications that make weeping for Husayn an intrinsic part of belief, stanza 4’s address to
“Believers, all” segues into an injunction to “weep for the great Imam” (ibki [-Imama [-Husayna). This
echoes Mu’ayyad’s majlis 150, which, after the vocative address to “Believers, all”, enjoined the audience

to shed tears using the same imperative, “Weep!” (ibki).

There are further verbatim echoes. Mu’ayyad’s maijlis 150 continues, “Make flow ... tears of blood, not
water” (afidii ... daman la dam ‘@), using another imperative verb (afidit) which is replicated by Sayf al-Din
in stanza 3, “Flow out (fidr), O spirit. Gush forth (fidr), O eye.” Mu’ayyad’s majlis continues further, “Will
you not weep for one whose robe of sanctity the demonic faction tore on earth, prompting the angels to weep
in the sky”, a line that is duplicated in the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament’s preface, transcribed earlier in this
article, which begins with Mu’ayyad’s exact phrases (in reverse order): “Let us recite here a poem
lamenting the one for whom angels wept in the sky, when the demonic faction tore the robe of his sanctity on

earth.”®

Yet another example of verbatim echo is found in stanza 8 of the lament, which begins,
“Revelation’s children crushed in calamity’s millstone ... on the day of ‘Ashir@’.” This repeats the lines in
Muwayyad’s majlis 9, “Truly, Ashira’ is the day on which calamity’s millstone crushed the family of your

Prophet.”®

4 Sayf al-Din, Sibghu nur, p. 144.
“Muwayyad, Majalis, vol. 1, p. 34 (majlis 9): Inna yawma ‘Ashiir@’a huwa l-yawmu lladhi darat fihi ‘ala ahli bayti nabiyyikum raha

[-mihan, wa-jarat aydi l-zaman, wa-hutikat sutiru l-furadi wa-l-sunan.
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Conservative Historical Rendering of Husayn’s Martyrdom

Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din preached that all expressions of lament for Husayn were to be respected. He
provided monetary support for Twelver Shi‘1 passion play (ta‘ziya) processions in Mumbai and Surat, and
even sent Bohras to participate. But in his own discourses — in prose and in poetry, and in his Sayyid al-
Shuhada’ lament — he chose to anchor the narrative in early historical reports of Karbala. This
conservative approach may be attributed to a desire to preserve the solemnity of the occasion, to
maintain a strict distinction between commemoration and carnival. Many Shi‘l communities in India
and Pakistan supplement their prose and poetry narratives of the Karbala tragedy with mythical themes
added for dramatic effect. There are some clerics who remind preachers that they should be more factual
in narrating Karbala,” but they often raise controversy by doing so, and in many elegies and live
narrations in the subcontinent, folkloric additions remain common.” In contrast, most officially
sanctioned Tayyibi sermons and poems, especially Sayf al-Din’s Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament, render into

verse the events as reported in the early sources, without the embellishment of poetic myths.

The Tayyibis’ main source for the Karbala narrative is Magqtal al-Husayn (Husayn’s slaying) compiled by
the Kufan author Aba Mikhnaf Lut ibn Yahya (d. 157/774). Abu Mikhnaf's Magtal, now lost, is preserved

in the histories of Tabari (d. 310/922) and Baladhuri (d. 279/892)* as well as in other early histories; the

% E.g. Naqvi, Shahid-i insaniyyat; Amrohvi, Mujahid-i a’zam; Najafl, Sa‘adat al-darayn fi maqtal al-Husayn; and the teachings of
the Karachi-based scholar Syed Sharfuddin Moosvi. I thank Dr. Sulayman Hassan for these references.

5 These include elaborations of a marriage between Husayn’s daughter Fatima Kubra and his nephew Qasim, son of Imam
Hasan. They also include imaginative descriptions of the heroes taking leave of the women, and tales endowing Husayn’s
horse with speech. Some Urdu elegies borrow motifs from Hindu folk literature. See Trivedi, “Appropriating an Iranian
Literary Tradition”, passim.

5* Ursula Sezgin (Abui Mihnaf, pp. 16-123) suggests that Abti Mikhnaf’s original work is lost, and its various manuscripts and
editions are reworked versions. Excerpts are preserved in Baladhurt's Ansab al-ashraf, vol. 2, pp. 453—519, and in Tabart’s
Ta’rikh, vol. 5, pp. 400—470; trans. History of al-Tabart, vol. 19, pp. 91-183. Excerpts from Abt Mikhnaf’s account are also
found in Abu 1-Faraj al-Isfahant’s (d. 356/967) Magatil al-Talibiyyin, pp. 84—124. Using a cautious approach, I avoid in this
article the possibly corrupted editions of Aba Mikhnaf's Magtal al-Husayn, instead using BaladhurT's and Tabari’s more

established histories to render the Aba Mikhnaf account.
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Tayyibis rely mostly on the presentation of the Fatimid Da‘T al-Qadi I-Nu‘man (d. 363/974) in his Sharh al-
akhbar (Elucidation of historical reports) and on that of the Tayyibi Da‘1 Idris ‘Imad al-Din (d. 872/1468)
in his ‘Uytin al-akhbar (Wellsprings of historical reports).” The latter also includes a smattering of further
detail that appears in, and could possibly be derived from, two medieval texts: the Twelver Shi1Ibn
Tawus’s (d. 664/1266) al-Malhuf |or: al-Luhuf] ‘ala qatla [-tufif (Mourning the slain ones of Karbala) and
the Hanafi Sibt Ibn al-Jawz1's (d. 654/1256) Tadhkirat al-khawass (Reminder for the elite). The reports
from Nu‘man’s and ‘Imad al-Din’s works are distilled in Agharr al-Majalis (Most radiant assembly), a
narrative originally compiled by Shaykh Hibat Allah Ahmadabadi (fl. early thirteenth/nineteenth
century) under the direction of the forty-third Tayyibi Da1, ‘Abdé-‘Ali Sayf al-Din (d. 1232/1817), and
updated and augmented by Tahir Sayf al-Din; this volume serves as the Tayyibis’ main handbook for the
narration of the Karbala tragedy.** Tahir Sayf al-Din draws on these sources for his prose and poetic
presentations of Husayn’s martyrdom. In addition to his sermons, many of which are recorded in audio
format or written transcriptions, his treatise Nahr al-nuir al-sha‘sha‘ant (Incandescent river of light)
discourses at some length on historical and theological aspects of Husayn’s martyrdom, some of which

were mentioned in the present article’s earlier section on doctrine.”

The Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament’s conservative rendering may be demonstrated by comparing stanzas that
expound a certain theme with the historical texts’ reports of the same theme (italics are used to highlight
similarities). Note that the point of the comparison is not to prove that Sayf al-Din directly sourced his
material from the texts mentioned above, although he may very well have done so; the point is to
demonstrate that the anecdotes and themes he referenced in his lament, with many specific details of

the events, are for the most part ones that are recorded in those early sources.

Al-Qadi I-Nu‘man reports ‘Ali ibn al-Husayn’s killing thus:*

% Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, pp. 135—253; Imad al-Din, ‘Uyun al-akhbar, vol. 4, pp. 113—202. Tmad al-Din, as mentioned
earlier, also composed Arabic elegies for Husayn.

54 Agharr al-Majalis forms part g of the ten-part al-Majalis al- Ashiriyya (‘Ashird’ assemblies).

% Sayf al-Din, Nahr al-nar, pp. 144—-157.

5 Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, pp. 152-153; ‘Imad al-Din’s report (Uyun al-akhbar, vol. 4, p. 141) conforms almost exactly to

Nu‘man’s. The sources speak of three sons who were with Husayn in Karbala, and their identities are sometimes confused
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‘Umar ibn Sa‘d’s [warriors] ... called out to ... “‘Al1 ibn al-Husayn ... “You are a blood relation of the
Commander of the Faithful,” meaning the accursed Yazid. They were referring to the fact that [Mu‘awiya’s
sister and Yazid’s paternal aunt] Maymina bint Abi Sufyan was his maternal grandmother, since [‘Al1’s]
mother was Layla bint Murra, whose mother was Maymiina bint Abi Sufyan. They said to him: “If you wish,
we will grant you immunity and safe passage.” ... ‘Ali replied: “God’s messenger’s kinship is more worthy of
consideration.” Then he charged against them, all the while reciting these [spontaneously composed]

verses:

I am ‘Ali, son of Husayn, son of ‘Ali
I swear on God’s House that I am closer to the Prophet than you are.”’
I shall strike you with my sword and protect my father,

By God, the bastard’s son [ Ubayd Allah ibn Ziyad] will never rule over us!

Abu Mikhnaf (in Tabari) also reports the verses and Husayn’s lament. Ibn Tawts adds that ‘Ali bore a
close resemblance to the Prophet Muhammad.*® Drawing on these historical reports, stanza 18 of the
Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament mourns ‘Al as “mirror image of the Prophet ... who refused to allow an

adulterer’s son to rule over God’s saints”.

because all three are often referred to by the name “Ali” and/or by one of two epithets rotating among them, “Akbar” (older)
and “Asghar” (younger). Sayf al-Din — perhaps deliberately in order to stick to what is confirmed in the historical data —
avoids using this controversial nomenclature altogether in the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament, referring to the older of the two
killed in Karbala as simply “Ali” and to the younger as “the infant”. The explanation for the double confusion is complex. The
historical sources agree that “Ali” was the given name of Husayn’s two older sons. They also agree that the one who survived
Karbala was the one with the special title Zayn al-‘Abidin (Ornament of All Worshippers). But they differ as to whether he
was the older (Akbar) ‘Alj, or the younger (Asghar) ‘AlL. Shi sources, including Nu‘man (Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, pp. 153—154,
256—266), insist that Zayn al-‘Abidin, the one who survived Karbala, was the older ‘Ali (then twenty-nine years old according
to Nu‘man, al-Majalis wa-l-musayarat, pp. 522—523), and the one who was killed was the younger ‘Ali (then about seventeen
years old; his mother was Layla, from the Umayyad clan). Most Sunni sources assert the contrary, calling Zayn al-‘Abidin the
younger ‘All and the son of Layla killed in Karbala the older ‘All. To complicate the question further, this latter ‘Ali, whose
mother was Layla, is known in South Asia (including in Tayyibi Bohra sermons and laments) as ‘Alt Akbar (or simply Akbar),
and this epithet is used vis-a-vis Husayn’s third and youngest son — an infant named in the historical sources as ‘Abd Allah -
whom the South Asian tradition knows as the six-month old ‘Ali Asghar (or simply Asghar).

5 Imad al-Din’s report (‘Uyun al-akhbar, vol. 4, p. 141) contains the plural “we are closer to the Prophet”.

58 Imad al-Din, ‘Uyan al-akhbar, vol. 4, pp. 141-142; Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, pp. 446—447; Ibn Tawus, Malhaf, p. 166.
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The following three reports from Abt Mikhnaf's Magtal as reported by Tabari (and in similar words by
Baladhurl) describe the desecration of Husayn’s body. First, Abit Mikhnaf recounts the Kufan army’s
trampling of the slain body under their horses’ hooves thus:
[The Umayyad commander in Karbala] ‘Umar ibn Sa‘d called out to his companions: “Who will trample
Husayn with their horses?” Ten volunteered, among them Ishaq ibn Haywa al-Hadrami ... and Ahbash ibn
Marthad ... al-Hadram1. They came to Husayn’s [body] and trampled it with their horses’ [ hooves], until they
had crushed the back and chest.”
Drawing on this historical report, stanza 36 of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament mourns “the pure body
which the evil legion’s horses viciously trampled”. Next, Abu Mikhnaf recounts the Umayyad governor
‘Ubayd Allah ibn Ziyad’s parading of Husayn'’s severed head in the streets of Kufa thus:
Ubayd Allah ibn Ziyad raised Husayn’s head [on a spear] and ordered that it be paraded through the streets of
Kufa. Then he called Zahr [sic] ibn Qays and commanded him to carry Husayn’s head and the heads of his
companions to Yazid ibn Mu‘awiya.®
‘Imad al-Din specifies that Husayn’s severed head was raised on a spear.” The word “spear” is not
mentioned in Tabari’s Aba Mikhnaf account, but the verb nasaba, whose meanings include “placing

» 02

something and raising it”, is used, presumably meaning “raised on a spear’.” Drawing on these historical

reports, stanza 37 of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament exclaims, “Here is Husayn’s head raised high on a

spear, gleaming like the sun.”

Further, Abti Mikhnaf recounts the Umayyad caliph Yazid’s desecration of Husayn’s head in his court at

Damascus thus:

When the Kufan delegation arrived with Husayn'’s [decapitated] head ... in Damascus ... they entered
Yazid’s presence, and placed the head in front of him, and narrated to him the whole story. ... He gave
permission for all the people to come in, and they entered. Husayn’s head was set up in front of Yazid. Yazid
was holding a cane with which he was striking Husayn’s mouth and front teeth. ... A man called Abu Baraza al-

Aslami, a Companion of the Messenger of God, challenged Yazid, saying: “Do you strike ... Husayn’s mouth?

% Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, pp. 453—455; trans. History of al-Tabari, vol. 19, p. 163; Baladhuri, Ansab al-ashraf; vol. 2, p. 507.
b Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, p. 459; trans. History of al-Tabari, vol. 19, p.168; Baladhuri, Ansab al-ashraf; vol. 2, p. 507.
8 Imad al-Din, ‘Uyan al-akhbar, vol. 4, pp. 161-164.

62 Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, s.v. “N-S-B’.
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... Many are the times I have seen the Messenger of God kissing it! Truly, Yazid, your supporter on

Judgement Day will be Ibn Ziyad, and [Husayn’s] supporter will be Muhammad!” Then [Ab Baraza] stood

up and left.®
Al-Qadi I-Nu‘man and Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi report Ibn Ziyad'’s — rather than Yazid’s — violation of Husayn'’s
head by striking his teeth with a cane.* ‘Imad al-Din provides both reports, Ibn Ziyad’s and Yazid’s.”
Additionally, Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfir (d. 280/893) describes Husayn’s head being “placed in a basin” in front
of Yazid.” Drawing on these historical reports, stanza 38 of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament grieves, “Alas,
the Imam’s head in a basin before the enemy who sits on his throne mocking, wielding a cane, striking those

pearly teeth.

Other stanzas from the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament may also be parsed against the historical sources in

the same way. The following are some cursory comparisons:

> Stanza g's portrayal of Husayn’s calling out to the Umayyad army that he was the Prophet’s
grandson is parallel in context and content to Abit Mikhnaf's account (via Tabar1) of Husayn’s
oration addressing the Kufans on the day of ‘Ashiira’.”

> Stanza16’s portrayal of ‘Al Zayn al-‘Abidin’s illness and shackles and his journey from Karbala to
Damascus is parallel to Abi Mikhnaf's account (via Tabari).*

> Stanza19’s portrayal of Husayn’s infant son being killed by an enemy arrow in his father’s arms is
parallel to al-Qadi I-Nu‘man’s narrative.”

> Stanza 21 on the wedding between Husayn’s daughter Sakina and his brother Hasan’s son ‘Abd

Allah is also based on al-Qad1 -Nu‘man’s account. Nu‘man reports the marriage between ‘Abd

8 Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, p. 465; trans. History of al-Tabari, vol. 19, pp. 175-176; Baladuri, Ansab al-ashraf, vol. 2, pp. 509.

% Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, p.170; Sibt, Tadhkirat al-khawwass, pp. 256-257.

% ‘Imad al-Din, Uyan al-akhbar, vol. 4, pp. 159-165, 172-173.

% Tayfuar, Balaghat al-nisa’, p. 70.

%7 See the text of Husayn'’s oration in Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, pp. 423—426; trans. History of al-Tabari, vol. 19, pp. 122-124; also in
Sibt, Tadhkirat al-khawwass, pp. 251-253. See text, translation, and analysis in T. Qutbuddin, Arabic Oration, pp. 216—227.

% Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, p. 460.

% Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, pp. 177-178; also narrated in Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, p. 447; Baladhurl, Ansab al-ashraf, vol. 2,

pp- 497—498.
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Allah ibn al-Hasan and Sakina bint al-Husayn (without, however, specifying that the marriage
took place in Karbala), saying the groom was martyred before the marriage could be
consummated.”

> Stanza 24’s portrayal of Husayn’s wife Rabab singing a dirge reflects the verses grieving for
Husayn which ‘Imad al-Din attributes to her.”

> The portrayal in stanzas 33 and 34 of Husayn’s companions killed by spear and sword
amalgamates Abt Mikhnafs account of the martyrdoms of Zuhayr ibn Qayn, Muslim ibn ‘Usaja,

Habib ibn Muzahir, and other companions of Husayn.”

Of the historical themes in the elegy, there are two that I have not been able to trace back to the early
sources: Husayn'’s sister Zaynab dying her hair in his blood (stanza 11), and the weeping bride following
the groom to the battlefield (stanza 21). Notwithstanding these anomalies, the numerous comparisons
listed above show that by and large, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament offers a conservative, factual account

of the Karbala tragedy.

Hybrid Form and Communal Performance: Classical Arabic Conventions and Indian Persian-Urdu
Influence

In certain aspects, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament combines classical Arabic conventions with Persian-
Urdu Indian practices. In structure, it devises what appears to be a hybrid Arabic-Persian formula of
meter and rhyme. In performance, it follows the liturgical function of Fatimid assemblies of mourning in

medieval Cairo, in combination with melodic practices of Urdu religious poetry in India.

The Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament is part of a series of poems in which Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din produced
hybrid Urdu-Arabic structures. His model for experimenting in Arabic-Urdu form hybridity could be the
stanzaic Arabic poem composed by his grandfather, the forty-seventh Da‘T Sayyidna ‘Abd al-Qadir Najm
al-Din (d. 1302/1885), in praise of Imam ‘Ali: Hal magharu dhi [-‘arshi siwa sinwi l-rasuli — fi kulli zuhart (Is

there a manifestation of the Lord of the Throne other than the Prophet’s brother — in every

 Nu‘man, Sharh al-akhbar, vol. 3, pp. 180—181.
™ ‘Imad al-Din, Uyun al-akhbar, vol. 4, pp. 186-187.

7 Tabari, Ta’rikh, vol. 5, pp. 435—441; trans. History of al-Tabart, vol. 19, pp. 137-143.
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manifestation?).” Sayf al-Din composed a Lisan al-Da‘wa pastiche of his grandfather’s poem in the same
form and melody.” He also composed several other stanzaic poems, two Lisan al-Da‘wa “counsel poems”
(nasthat),” and a handful of Arabic panegyrics, including a five-line stanzaic poem beginning Al-yawma
du Ghadiri Khummi (Today is the Eid of Ghadir Khumm) which he himself characterized as being “cast
in the mold of Indian melody” (sabakahu fi l-lahni [-hindi);”® and of course, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’

lament.

In terms of meter, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament is based on the rare mujtathth meter of classical Arabic
in its standard truncated form: mustaf'ilun fa‘ilatun. The metrical feet may be expressed in the
terminology of the Western Classical tradition in the following sequence of long (-) and short (~)
syllables: <- - ~ - / - ~ - ->. The Arabic meter is mapped on to a stanzaic form of Persianate Urdu poetry,
the seven-line haft-band, itself derived from the classical Arabic stanzaic musammat.” In each stanza of
the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament, the first five lines are new and the last two are a tarji~band refrain (lines
6-7).” In short, each stanza follows the pattern of 5 + 2 lines, five new and two repeated, each line in the

meter mustafilun fa‘ilatun.

In terms of rhyme, the formula may be expressed as <Aaaaa-XA, bbbba-XA, cccca-XA>, explained thus:
The Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament’s main rhyme is the glottal stop hamza (’) followed by the long vowel ¢

(denoted by the symbol “a” in the above formula). This rhyme is introduced in the opening stanza 1, in

7 Najm al-Din, Diwan; Subhat, pp. 47-51.

7 Sayf al-Din, Maghar chhé bhala kawn Khuda na ané hamnam — Maulana ‘Ali chhe (Who is the manifestation of God and His
namesake? — It is Mawlana ‘All), Dhikra shahadat al-Husayn, pp. 69—75.

7 Sayf al-Din, Allah ta‘ala no hamd tii karjé (Give praise to God Most High) and Biradar ti nasthat sun (Brother, listen to my
counsel), in Dhikra shahadat al-Husayn, pp. 81-114.

7 Sayf al-Din, Anharu riyadi l-janna, pp. 13-16; the poem is also transcribed in his Diwan, vol. 2, pp. 211-214.

7 The classical Arabic musammat is described as follows: “[Its] single stanzas, normally all of the same structure, consist of two
elements: first a fixed number of lines that rhyme with each other, the rhyme, however, changing from one stanza to the
next (separate rhymes), followed by a stanza-closing line that rhymes with the end lines in all other stanzas of the poem. ...
One encounters the same meters (particularly tawil, basit, wafir, ramal, etc.) and themes (nasib, praise, wine description,
etc.) in the musammat that are also found in normal shi%” (Schoeler, “Musammat”).

7 See details of tarji-band and haft-band in Thiesen, “Tardji-Band and Tarkib-Band”.
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lines 1-5, whose rhyme words are shuhada’t, kisa’i, bala’t, Karbalas, buka’r. The stanza’s penultimate line,
6, which is part of the refrain, ends in Husayn’s name (Husaynda, symbol “X”). In the first stanza, and in
each stanza throughout the poem, the repeated line 6 breaks with the rhyme scheme and, by its
difference, underscores the name “Husayn” that sits in the highlighted slot of the rhyme word. The name,
moreover, ends in a drawn-out @ sound, particularly suited for lament in Arabic grammar’s nudba
(lament) form: Husayna. Closing the stanza, line 7 repeats the opening line (matla“) of the poem, ya
sayyida [-shuhada’t (O king of martyrs) and thus the main rhyme, 7 (symbol “A”). As mentioned earlier,
these two lines, 6—7, form a refrain which is repeated in each stanza of the lament: wa-lahfata ya Husayna
/ya sayyida [-shuhada’i (1 grieve for you, Husayn / O king of martyrs). In each of the stanzas after stanza 1,
the first five lines are new. Of these, the non-chorus lines, 1—4, possess their own internal rhyme (symbols
“b”, “c”, and so on), and line 5 conforms to the lament’s main rhyme °7 (symbol “a”). The chorus lines, 67,
are repeated verbatim (symbol “XA”); the repeated line 7 of the chorus, as already noted, ends in the
lament’s main rhyme, °%. For example, in stanza 2, lines 1—4 possess the internal rhyme -Ai, i.e. the
consonant / followed by the long vowel i in the rhyme words: -Llahi, shahanshdahi, ahi, tanaht. Line 5 goes
back to the lament’s main rhyme scheme, 7, with the rhyme word ~amra’r. Lines 6—7 repeat the refrain:

wa-lahfata ya Husayna / ya sayyida [-shuhada’.

In terms of performance, the Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament draws on Indian Urdu traditions combined with
Arabic ones, as well as the Fatimid-Tayyibi, Egyptian-Yemeni heritage mentioned earlier. Arabic elegies
for Husayn in the present Indian Tayyibi setting — like the Urdu poems of na‘t, gawwali, and marthiya™ —
are always voiced in melody. These Tayyibi elegies, as well as other Tayyibi Arabic poems including
panegyrics for the Prophet and his family and poems addressed in prayer to God, are liturgically
performed in a cappella recitation, collectively or individually but without accompanying instruments.
The practice probably goes back many centuries. An epistle composed by Sayf al-Din’s great-grandfather,

the forty-fifth Da‘11-Mutlaq Tayyib Zayn al-Din (d. 1252/1837), records an Arabic gasida poem that “has

™ On the melodic voicing of Urdu marthiya, see Trivedi, “Appropriating an Iranian Literary Tradition”, p. 160.
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been cast in the mould of Indian melody, so that audiences of all assemblies can attain rapture from its

» 8o

loud and strong chant”.

Tayyibi Karbala laments in Lisan al-Da‘wa and Urdu are frequently performed in sophisticated melodies.
Like their South Asian Urdu counterparts, some are recited with soz (lit., burning of the heart) in long,
drawn-out syllables, others with a fast beat accompanied by breast-beating (matam). In contrast, Tayyibi
Arabic laments usually follow a simpler rhythmic pattern of chanting similar to the Persian melodic
recitation called khiwanandagt and are typically not accompanied by matam. The recitation of the Sayyid
al-Shuhada’ lament falls somewhere in between. Unlike most other Tayyibi elegies in Arabic, it is
frequently accompanied by matam. On the other hand, its recitation is simpler than those of'its Lisan al-
Da‘wa and Urdu counterparts, though more complex than those of its Arabic equivalents, and the
relative complexity stems from its hybrid stanzaic form. Of the seven lines of each stanza in the Sayyid al-
Shuhada’ lament, lines 1—4, which have the same internal rhyme, are chanted in low pitch. Line 5 moves
to a higher pitch, which is continued in line 6, the first line of the refrain. The final line, 7, the next line of
the refrain, descends, coming full circle to match line 1. The composer of the melody is not known —
perhaps it was one of the DaT's attendant clerics — but knowing what we know of Sayf al-Din’s hands-on

direction in Da‘wa matters, he would likely have been the one to give final approval.

The swelling pitch reflects the build-up of the meaning. Let us take the first five lines of stanza 1.
Following the same melody and low pitch, lines 1-4 gradually build up the meaning: address to Husayn as
the king of martyrs, description of his high station, and introduction of the tragedy and the place. Moving
to a higher pitch, line 5 crescendos with a statement that completes the grammatical structure of the
sentence and provides the lament’s framing theme of weeping discussed at length earlier: “I shall weep
through the long age.” The phrase “my weeping” (buka’t) in this line comes in the emphatic final rhyme
word position, and its two consecutive long vowels deepen its mournful notes. In terms of rhyme, meter,

and melody, the phrase signals the main point of the poem: to weep for Husayn.

8 Zayn al-Din, Risala, MS; excerpted in Sayf al-Din, Bahru fadlin kabir, p. 125: Wa-qad ufrigha fi qalabi lahnin hindj, li-yatriba

ahlu kulli nady, idha unshida ‘alayhim bi-sawtin ‘al, wa-ma‘a [- uluwwi jalr.
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Stanza 11 about Zaynab provides another illustration of the employment of rising pitch. The low-pitched
lines 1—4 build up the meaning: the poet introduces Zaynab and grieves for her, then describes her as
weeping for her brother and as soaking her hair in his blood, and depicts her tears pouring like rain.
Moving to the higher-pitched line 5, the meaning crescendos in the shame of her unveiling: “She has no
veil on her head”, with the key word “veil” (rida) differentiated from the first four with its echo of the
main rhyme of the poem, %, and positioned in a place of emphasis as the final rhyme word. The first four
lines, especially the painful image of Zaynab dyeing her hair in her slain brother’s blood, are also starkly
disturbing. But the mention of this physical object, the veil, evokes for the audience the ultimate
heartrending scene of pillage that follows the killing and stems from it: the dishonouring of the Prophet’s

granddaughter.

A final example is the penultimate stanza 50. Again, the low-pitched lines 1—4 build up the meaning. In a
follow-up from the benediction stanzas on Husayn and his family, the lines supplicate God, in their
name, with three specific applications: to dispel hardships, multiply blessings, and transform flaws into
virtues. The higher-pitched line 5, which also utilizes the lament’s main rhyme in the phrase “my prayer”

(du‘a’t), brings all those prayers together in a heartfelt plea: “O Lord, hear my prayer!”

Two recordings illustrate the performative aspects discussed above, and they highlight the continued
importance of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament in Tayyibi Muharram ritual. The recordings also
demonstrate the link the Tayyibis continue to accentuate between Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din’s and al-
Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi’s laments. The first recording — from the era of the fifty-second Da‘1 — is by his
second-in-command in the spiritual hierarchy, the “Ma’dhan,” reciting stanza 13, Wa-lahfata ya Husayna
(Alas for my sorrow, Husayn!), in a Muharram sermon in the midst of a large Bohra congregation in the
mosque in Indore, 1411/1993 (LINK); the video clip comes towards the end of the three-hour sermon and
follows on from a recitation of al-Mu’ayyad’s prose lament (not shown in the clip). It starts with the
words in Lisan al-Da‘wa: “O mourners of Husayn, we recite the nawha [lament] of Mawlana -Mu’ayyad
al-Shirazi and perform matam. His Da‘, Tahir Sayf al-Din Mawla, holds the same station, and we also
recite his nawha and perform matam. I, Sayyidna [Burhanuddin]’s servant, will recite the lament. You,
too, recite with me and perform matam.” Then the Arabic stanza is recited in an impassioned voice with

drawn-out syllables, after which the cleric seated in the audience (not shown in the clip) leads the
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response recitation of the same stanza, which rings out from the congregation. The camera pans out to
show the roused congregation reciting together and performing matam, and this segues into their matam
with the collective, rhythmic cry Ya Husayn (O Husayn!). The second recording is an audio recitation of

the complete Sayyid al-Shuhada’lament by Bohra reciters from Mumbai, 2014 (LINK).

The performative aspect of the Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament deserves detailed analysis by experts on
anthropology and music. Nevertheless, the aspects discussed here suffice to demonstrate its skilled

steering of pitch to emphasize emotive aspects of meaning.

Concluding Remarks

As demonstrated in the preceding pages, Sayyidna Tahir Sayf al-Din’s Sayyid al-Shuhada’ lament provides
a noteworthy example of the mature Tayyibi poetic tradition that preserves its doctrinal individuality yet
closely engages with sister traditions of Karbala lament in theme, form, and performance. Opening a
window into a relatively unstudied denomination of Shi‘t Muslims, the lament’s analysis showcases its
presentation of some fundamental concepts of Fatimid-Tayyibi doctrine, its narration of the tragedy of
Karbala in line with early historical sources, and its continuity with the writings of the Fatimid Da‘ al-

Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi.
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