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hadtiths — to divulge to their followers variant readings of a great num-
ber of verses that differ more or less from the known standard text. Al-
Majlisi even included two independent tracts by earlier authorities that
reinforce this conviction: a riseila by Saccl al-Ashcari al-Qummi, from
which he reproduces the chapter on the "falsification in the verses" , 139

and another epistle by Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Nu`mani (d. around
971), a disciple of al-Kulayni, which also contains some paragraphs con-
cerning this problem. 14° The fact that only with the re-appearance of
the Mandi will the true scripture be revealed equally leads al-Majlisi to
include a passage by al-Shaykh al-Mufid who exhorted the believers -
also based on sayings of the Imams - to follow the available text of the
Qur'an, faute de mieux, and to abstain from reciting deviant readings.
The reason he gives is a purely formal one: the hadiths on tahrtif were not
handed down with an uninterrupted chain of transmitters (mutaweitir),
but consisted of akhbär Odd, and the sole traditionist who related them
may have committed an error.'

His seemingly qualifying remark notwithstanding, al-Majlisi added
another chapter in order to illustrate the manifest (ztihir) and the hid-
den (btitin) meaning of the Qur'an, the correct interpretation of which
was restricted exclusively to the Imams and those taught by them."'
Again, numerous traditions emphasise that only 'Ali was instructed by
the Prophet about the correct explanation of the hidden meaning (ta'wil)
and about the correct revelation (tanztil) of all verses, and that "'Ali is
with the Qur'an and the Qur'an is with 'An' Therefore it may even
occur that an Imam, in response to two questions concerning the same
verse, will give answers that contradict one another. In this case, it is

139 Biiyir al-anweir, vol. 92, pp. 60ff.
140 Bitair al-antair, vol. 93, pp. 1-97, esp. 26ff., on al-Nu`manT's exegesis, see also

Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis, pp. 63-70, and al-Tihrani, al-Dharr a, vol. 4,
p. 318.

141 Biticir al-anwär, vol. 92, pp. 74f.; regarding al-Mufid's tackling of the question,
see also Kohlberg, "Some Notes on the Imamite Attitude to the Qur'an," pp. 215f.

142 Biheir al-anweir, vol. 92, pp. 78-106.
143 Biheir al-anwär, vol. 92, p. 80; the conviction that 'Ali and the subsequent

Imams are the sole gate to the understanding of the Holy Book is upheld by Shn
theologians until today. Very characteristic in this regard is, e.g., the journal Message
of Thaqalayn, edited by the Ahl al-Bayt World Assembly in Tehran; one of its latest
issues (vol. 7, no. 4, summer 1423/2003) contains, among others, articles on "Exegesis
of the Qur'an - the Heritage of the Ahl al-Bayt" (by `AlT Akbar Rostami, pp. 57ff.),
"Imam 'Ali, the Source of Authentic Queanic Knowledge" (by Ahmad TurabT, pp.
89ff.), "Imam 'Ali, the First Compiler of the Holy Qur'an" (by Muhammad Baqir
Hujjati, pp. 105ff.), and "The Mushaf of Imam 'All" (by Baha' al-Din Khurram-
ShahT, pp. 121ff.); regarding the concept of tanzfl and related expressions in general,
cf. S. Wild, "We have sent down to thee the book with the truth... ': Spatial and
temporal implications of the Queanic concepts of nuziil, tanzT1, and Inzal," in idem,
ed., The Qur'an as Text (Leiden, 1996), pp. 137-53.
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the fault of the listener: he simply did not understand the Imam's words,
since "there is nothing more remote from the comprehension of men than
the interpretation (tafsfr) of the Qur'an.”144 This is, moreover, the per-
fect corollary to the above-mentioned paradox that limits the knowledge
of some hadiths to the Imams.

It does not come as a surprise, therefore, that those chapters in the
Bittär al-anwär referring to the individual Süras of the Qur'an consist
exclusively of general recommendations to read certain passages from the
book in particular situations. 145 The actual interpretation of the Qur'an,
its ongoing significance for the Shri believer, is to be found elsewhere: it
forms - after the opening chapters of a more general nature - the begin-
ning of the Kita al-imdma and is thus thoroughly incorporated into the
distinct Shn identity. 146 As is to be expected, a large number of Qur'an
verses and expressions are interpreted along the lines of ta'wfl. But in
addition to that, al-Majlisi obviously feels no qualms about equally and
indiscriminately quoting readings that the reader is familiar with from
the tahrff discussion, e.g., when he includes a lengthy elaboration on the
question that the Shri Imams are "the best of the nations and the best
Imams raised up for mankind" (khayr umma wa-khayr a'imma ukhrijat
li-l-nds). 147

VI

The success of al-Majlisi and his peers may be evaluated also from one
final view point: the role they — and by extension the Shri clergy as
a whole — played in this process. Tradition is nothing without tra-
ditionists. The vast bulk of Shri Oath literature would hardly have
survived — and the Shia would probably have suffered from cultural
amnesia — had it not been for the c uiamd' who diligently and indefati-
gably preserved it by constantly re-arranging and re-writing the existing
material. But, of course, this task could not be left to just anybody,
so it had to be assured that the scholars, the guardians of the cultural
memory, were indeed trustworthy persons who prevented false opinions
or outright forgeries from blurring the traditions.

Thus, from the very beginning of the recording of the 1.1acliths, a new
genre of literature came into being, pertaining to the "science of the

144 Bihär al-anwär, vol. 92, p. 95.
145 Biittir al-anwär, vol. 92, pp. 223-389.
146 Bihär al-anwcar, vols. 23, pp. 167-395, and 24, passim.
147 Biittir al-anwär, vol. 24, pp. 153-59.
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men" , (cam al-rijäl), the purpose of which was to establish the reliabil-
ity of the chain of transmitters. This science quickly expanded to the
scholars themselves, who tried to prove their trustworthiness by giving
their own chain of transmission, which consisted of the ijdziit, the per-
missions one received from his master to transmit books on his behalf.
Only when a scholar had a decent curriculum vitae and had studied
with the "right" teachers would his books be taken seriously by his col-
leagues, and especially by posterity. Al-Majlisi again is a good case in
point. The last volume of the classical lithographed edition of his Bilyir,
which amounts to the five last volumes of the printed version, is entitled
Kita al-ijdzät and consists of more than 100 of such licences. In his
own words, this volume was intended to be the guarantee (WO of the
authenticity of the books of his co-religionists. 1" Of course, he does not
restrict the scope of the documents to his own times, but rather begins
with a long quotation of the Fihrist asmieculamee al-shi a of Muntajab
al-Din 'Ali b. Babfiya al-Qummi al-Räzi, a twelfth-century author who
wrote his book as a supplement to al-Tilsi's fihrist. 149

The ijtizeit mark the transition — or rather the return — to bio-
graphical literature, which is yet another effect of the akhbäri revival,
and many a biographical work had originally been intended as an ijäza
(e.g. al-Bahräni's Lu'lu'at al-bah,rayn). 15° And ijdzdt in turn consti-
tute an indispensable part of most pre-modern biographical dictionaries.
The purpose of both ijdza and biography is the transmission of tradi-
tion, the accrediting of the ( u/antd' as the real specialists of cultural
memory. But it was even more than that: the scholars not only kept
cultural memory alive, they became part of it and linked themselves
to salvation history. Entries in biographical dictionaries even until the
twentieth century hardly tell the reader "hard facts" about the life of the
individual. Rather, they concentrate, in a somewhat stereotypical way,
on the meticulous enumeration of the works that a scholar has written,
on a sometimes burdensome listing of his teachers and disciples, and on

148 Bilyir al-anwär, vol. 105, p. 192.
149Pampus, Die theologische Enzyklopädie, pp. 163f.; see also E/, 2 vol. 3, pp. 1150-

52 (s.v. Vim al-ridjäl), Muntajab al-DIn's work has been edited by `Abd al- (Aziz
Tabatabai, Qom, 1404/1984.

150 Regarding the genre of ijazdt and its significance for ShrT Islam, see now in more
detail S. Schmidtke, "The ijciza from 'Abdallah b. saii4 al-Samahiji to Nair al-Jarüdi
al-QatIfi: a Source for the Twelver Shici Scholarly Tradition of Bahrayn," in F. Daf-
tary and J.W. Men, eds., Culture and Memory in Medieval Islam. Essays in Honour
of Wilferd Madelung (London, New York, 2003), pp. 64-85; cf. also D. Stewart, "The
Doctorate of Islamic Law in Mamluk Egypt and Syria", in J.E. Lowry et al., eds., Law
and Education in Medieval Islam. Studies in Memory of Professor George Makdisi
(Chippenham, 2004), pp. 45-90; W.H. Graham, "Traditionalism in Islam. An essay
in literature," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 23 (1993): 495-522, especially
pp. 511ff.
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the travels he has undertaken, which inevitably led to new ijdzeit and
new contacts.

A striking and sometimes touching characteristic of many biographi-
cal articles are dream narratives. There the 'am enters — in a perfectly
natural way — into contact with the Imams and witnesses the found-
ing myths of Shrism. The authors of the dictionaries were absolutely
aware of this way of linking the cuiamd) to the Imams, because many
of them included lengthy autobiographical entries describing their hard-
ship in serving the Imams' case. Obviously, these contributions were not
only intended as deposits on the credit side for the day of judgement,
but also as a proof of their role in keeping memory alive. 151 Also the
function of dreams for the transmission of knowledge and tradition was
constantly cultivated. Al-Majlisi's father, Muhammad Taqi al-Majlisi
(d. 1659/60), 152 for instance, ascribed his writing of the Arabic version
of the commentary on Ibn Babawayh's Man Id yakluruhu l-faqtih to hav-
ing been encouraged to do so in a dream by his teacher Bah'  al-Din153

and repeatedly stated in his ijdzeit that he had received the authorisation
to transmit the Sratttifa saljddiyya directly from the Mandi in a dream. 154

A detailed examination of the role of dreams in Shri Islam is beyond
the scope of this article and must be left for future research. However,
it may be appropriate to conclude with an observation that appears to
be especially characteristic of the incorporation of the religious scholars
into the process of transmitting cultural memory. It is hardly surprising
that not only the Imams turn up in dreams — those scholars who were
held in particularly great reverence do so, too. Muhammad Bäqir al-
Majlisi, predictably, was one of them. Hardly any biographical remark
on him lacks either the quotation of lengthy narratives of how other
scholars saw him in their dreams, or a hint at such narratives. 155 Two
persons who had been hostile towards him and had often calumniated

151 0n this, see R. Brunner, "Siehe, was mich an Unglück und Schrecken traf!' Schi
itische Autobiographien," in idem et al., eds., Islamstudien ohne Ende. Festschrift
fir Werner Ende zum 65. Geburtstag (Würzburg, 2002), pp. 59-68.

152 ctma •i• yi Awwal," E/ 2 , vol. 5, pp. 1088-90.
153 QommT, Fawcr id al-ridawiyya, pp. 445f.
154 Bilyir al-antair, vol. 110, pp. 43, 45, 60, 63, 79; on the aSahifa cf. Pampus,

Die theologische Enzyklopädie, p. 57, and al-Tihrani, al-Dharr a, vol. 15, p. 18;
a similar function may be ascribed to visions and visionary encounters with the
Imams; regarding this, cf. M.A. Amir-Moezzi, "Contributions a la typologie des
rencontres avec l'Imam cache (Aspects de l'imamologie duodecimaine II)," JA 284
(1996): 109-35, and idem, "Visions d'Imams en mystique duodecimaine moderne et
contemporaine (Aspects de l'imamologie duodecimaine VIII)," in E. Chaumont et
al., eds., Autour du regard. Mélanges Gimaret (Louvain, 2003), pp. 97-124.

155 A1-Nfiri, al-Fayd al-qudsti, pp. 149-65; further examples include Jazzr,
Isfahän, pp. 119, 125; al-TunukabunT, Qisas al-culamCe, pp. 221, 223; al-Khwansari,
Rawdlit al-janneit, vol. 2, p. 88.
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him dreamt simultaneously on the night of al-Majlisi's death how the
latter was woken by the Prophet and 'Ali and escorted to heaven. He
even takes part in the committee presided over by the Prophet, which
on the day of resurrection verifies the justifications of those who desire
to enter paradise. Thus, another dreamer who tried to escape torture
by stating that he found the permission to act in a particular way in
the tenth volume of the Bilyir, suddenly finds himself in a truly horrible
situation: Muhammad sends for the book and demands that the culprit
show him the relevant passage — which he of course is unable to do.
Small wonder, then, that al-Majlisi is known among the Imams as being
the gate to the Imams, as a third dreamer is told — huwa macrflf cinda
7-a'imma bi-bdb al-a'imma. Things have now come full circle. The
scholar no longer just watches over cultural memory, but he has become
an integral part of it.
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