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‘ABDALLAH ANSARI

‘ABDALLAH AL-ANSARI AL-HERAVI, ABU ESMA'IL, in Persian commonly
called KVAJA ‘ABDALLAH ANSARI, one of the outstanding figures in Khorasan
in the 5th/11th century: commentator of the Qur’an, traditionist, polemicist,
and spiritual master, known for his oratory and poetic talents in Arabic and
Persian.

Descending from a Companion of the Prophet, ‘Abdallah was born in the
Kohandez, the old citadel of Herat, on 2 Sa’ban 396/4 May 1006. His father Abu
Mansur, a shopkeeper, had spent several years of his youth at Balk, first in the
service of a Hanbalite ascetic, Abw’l-Mozaffar Habbal Termedi, then with Sarif
Hamza ‘Aqilt and his Sufi companions of the Baghdad tradition. Abt Mansur
exercised a considerable influence on his son through his own example (a life
dominated by wara’, scruple), his associates (the Sufis from the Kohandez),
and the care he took over his early education.

‘Abdallah attended school from the age of four. When he was nine, he wrote
down the Hadith as dictated by two eminent traditionists, Abt Mansur Azdl
and Abu’l-Fazl Jarudi. Probably soon after, a crisis occurred. Aba Mansir,
worn out by the worries of daily existence and nostalgic for the masters of his
youth, abandoned shop and family and returned to Balk, where he died in
430/1039. Two people then took charge of the orphan—Yahya b. ‘Ammar
Saybani, a celebrated and extremely rich master with whom he began to study
exegesis, and Shaikh ‘Amm1, a well-traveled Sufi who was a disciple of Abu’l-
‘Abbas Nehavandi. He had built and financed a mosque with an adjoining
kanaqah at Gazorgah, a few kilometers north of Herat.
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At the age of fourteen, ‘Abdallah was admitted by his masters to their
gatherings. Yahya b. ‘Ammar designated him as his successor. Besides his
master’s virulence in polemics, ‘Abdallah inherited his manner of slowly
commenting on the Qur'an with numerous long digressions, and also his taste
for decorum at meetings. Probably in the same period, ‘Abdallah met
Mohammad Taqi Sejestani, a Hanbalite Sufi. If Shaikh ‘Ammu and Abu’l-Hasan
Besri Sejz1 taught him about the masters they had frequented, it was Taqi who
penetrated the secret of his heart. To Taql he owed his profound knowledge of
the Hanbalite doctrine and his indifference toward the powerful and the rich.
The death of this “spy of hearts” was probably behind ‘Abdallah’s decision to
go to Nisapur in 417/1026 to study the Hadith and the Law, and to meet the
shaikhs there. In a few months of hard work, he took maximum advantage of
the teachings of the old disciples of Abu’l-‘Abbas Mohammad b. Ya‘qub al-
Asamm. However, he refused to record the traditions transmitted by Abu Bakr
Hir1 and others, because of their Ash'arite opinions.

On returning to Herat, ‘Abdallah joined the traditionist circles there again. In
422/1031, Yahya b. ‘Ammar, the last of his childhood masters, died. Sultan
Mahmiud’s death and the advent of his son Mas‘td caused anxiety in Herat,
where the latter had been governor. When Masd demanded that the caliph
reopen the pilgrim route, ‘Abdallah offered to accompany the old Imam Abu’l-
Fazl b. Sa‘'d to Mecca. The caravan reached Baghdad without mishap, but news
of unsafe roads made them decide to return to Khorasan. The following year
(424/1033), ‘Abdallah tried again. At NiSapur, he stopped at Ebn Bakd’s
kanaqah, where he met Abt Sa‘ld b. Abu’l-Kayr. This time the caravan was
unable to go farther than Ray. On the return journey, he met Mohammad
Qassab Amoli at Damgan. But the encounter which marked his life
permanently was with Abu’l-Hasan Karaqani, an illiterate, aging Sufi who
claimed to be the spiritual heir of Bayazid Bestami. Like Taqi, the old man
could read into his heart and answered even his unformulated questions.
Ansari said: “If I hadn’t met Karaqani, I would never have known Reality. He
continually mingled this and that, that is to say the self and Reality” (Jami,
Nafahat, p. 336). Karagani had taught him that God was just as likely to be in
Khorasan as in Hejaz. So it was better to follow Ebn Bakd’s advice: Gather
disciples and tell them about Him. He began as a master in the Kohandez. The
influence of Karagan1’s ideas on him is exemplified by an anecdote in which
he settles the question of superiority of morid or of morad by paradox. “There
is neither moritd or morad, neither received information nor request, nor
definition, no description! He (God) is everything” (ibid., p. 34). Some of his
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followers such as Esma‘il and Ahmad Kasti were experienced Sufis. One of
them took him in the winter of 425/early 1034 to Nobadan south of Herat to a
gathering of sixty-two well-known shaikhs. Although only twenty-eight,
‘Abdallah was admired by his elders and was lavished with gifts and
invitations. However, an incident after a session of sama‘broke the charm.
Taking only his prayer rug, he returned hurriedly to Herat. For ten years he
taught only the Hadith, taking the “innovators” to task, Ash‘arites as well as
Mu'tazilites. In 430/1038, he was denounced for anthropomorphism and
appeared before Sultan Mas‘id who, satisfied with his reply, released him
with marks of esteem.

AnsarT’s enemies, however, did not give in. Shortly after the fall of Mastd and
the invasion by the Saljugs, an assembly of theologians and notables forbade
him to teach. He exiled himself to Sakivan, where he remained from 433/1041
to 435/1043. On his return, he changed his methods. He undertook a
commentary on the Qur’an and the following year started it again from the
beginning, but the work was never finished.

In 438/1046-47 another assembly made a report against him. Ansari was
expelled from the city and imprisoned at PuSanj for six months. After this
ordeal he took up his commentary again and lingered over the Koranic verse
“Those who believe are the most ardent in their love of God” (2:160-65); his
teaching became more spiritual and less polemical. His persecutors allowed
him some respite, but with Shaikh ‘Ammiu’s death in 441/1049 he lost a discreet
and generous protector. Ansari came to know extreme poverty, although he
made an effort to keep up appearances.

In 445/1053, Sultan Togrel Beg, urged by his secretary Abu Nasr Kondori,
started persecuting the Ash‘arites. Ansar?’s principal enemies were reduced to
silence, exposed to imprisonment or exile. So he won peace and growing
renown. Eminent people, such as Abu’l-Hasan Bakarzi and Abu’l-Qasem
Zuzani al-Bare’, visited him and were amazed by his talents as a preacher and
interpreter of the Qur’an. His material situation, too, improved thanks to gifts
made to him. The new Hanafite judge, Abu’l-‘Ala’ Sa‘ed b. Sayyar, offered him a
place to preach in the mosque, where he continued to comment on the Qur’an.
An unsuccessful approach was made to Alp Arslan at the end of 450/1059 to
prohibit Ansar?’s meetings. So he lived in peace until the death of Togrel Beg
and the replacement of Kondor1 by Nezam-al-molk as the new sultan’s vizier.

In 456/1064, all the anti-Ash‘arite measures were annulled. Ansar?’s enemies
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tried to silence this cumbersome preacher by all possible means. They wanted
to provoke a discussion with him in front of Alp Arslan and his vizier, but
Ansari rejected all arguments other than the Qur'an and the Sunna. When
Ansaril again took up polemics, his enemies secured an expulsion order from
the vizier Nezam-al-molk, who was in Marv in 458/1066. After a brief exile in
Balk, Ansar1 returned. Several other attempts on the part of his opponents and
their recourse to the sultan and his vizier proved counter-productive and
Ansari emerged triumphant. Soon after 462/1069 the master’s triumph was
consecrated, when Caliph al-Qa’em offered him a robe of honor at the
instigation of Nezam-al-molk, who wished to win the sympathy of the
traditionists. Then began a glorious apogee of a long career, which lasted
eleven years. Ansarl continued preaching at the mosque, secure with regard of
those in power and venerated by the population. In his kanaqdah he perfected
the training of a few intimate friends such as Abu’l-Kayr ‘Abdallah b. Marzuq
(a slave he had freed), Abti Nasr al-Mo‘tamen Saji, and Mohammad b. Taher
Maqdesl.

In 437/1080-81, Ansar1 went blind. This hardship was lightened by the tender
care of his secretary, Hosayn Kotobi, who was to be the faithful companion of
his last exile. His intimate circle was renewed, and his dictations were written
down by adolescents and even children: Abu’l-Vaqt ‘Abd-al-Avval Sejz1 his
kadem, Abu’l-Fath ‘Abd-al-Malek Karuki, and Abu Ja'far Mohammad Saydalani.
In 474/1082, Caliph al-Moqtadi1 repeated his predecessor’s gesture and sent a
sumptuous robe of honor to one whom he called Sayk-al-eslam, Sayk-al-Soyuk,
and Zayn-al-‘olama’. Feeling his strength diminish, Ansari doubled his
activities and now dictated his main works. This extensive activity was
interrupted by the coming of a philosophizing theologian (motakallem
motafalsef) to Herat in Ramazan, 478. Ansari censored him with his customary
violence, and a group of his partisans burnt down the man’s house and beat
him black and blue. The leading citizens decided to expel those responsible
immediately. On 20 Ramazan/12 January 1086, the group left the city for
PusSanj—exactly where the theologian himself had taken refuge! There was a
fight at the Nezamiya school, which was consequently closed, and a report was
made to the sultan. Two months later, Ansari was told to go to Transoxania.
The group went via NiSapur toward Marv. There an order from Nezam-al-
molk instructed him to go to Balk, where he was welcomed. In autumn the
group was ordered to go to Marv-al-rud, where they spent the winter. In
spring they were allowed to return home, and were given a triumphal
welcome at Herat, on 21 April 1087.
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As the end approached, Ansari pressed on with his commentary on the Qur’an.
He died on Friday, 22 Du’l-hejja 481/8 March 1089. He was buried on a rainy
day at Gazorgah, near the kanagah and the tomb of Shaikh ‘Amma.

Ansari was not a writer, but a teacher and an orator. It was only at the end of
his life, when urged by disciples and forced by polemics, that he resolved to
dictate his main works. His nervous, essentially oral style, where assonance
and rhythm interrelate and where his thought defines itself by successive
waves, struck his contemporaries and successors as a sort of snowballing. He
is an equally difficult author in either Arabic or Persian. His main works are
the following: 1. Ketab-e sad maydan (“Book of the hundred arenas”; ed. in
Meélanges Islamologiques 2, 1954, pp. 1-90). These are notes taken by a disciple
during Ansar?’s gatherings in 448/1056-57. In connection with Qur’an 3:29-31,
the master makes an exposition of the spiritual itinerary in a hundred small
chapters. The advance towards God coincides with the growing of love, which
is first rightness (rasti), then intoxication (masti), and finally annihilation
(nist?). 2. Ketab damm al-kalam wa ahleh (“Condemnation of kalam and those
who practice it”; B.M. Add. 27520; Damascus, Omayyad. 24/587; Ankara, Univ.
Ilahiyat Fak. Kutup. 7614/1-2), a substantial polemical work, almost entirely
composed of quotations with isnads, not yet published. It comprises two parts,
each of fifteen chapters. In the first the author endeavors to prove that the
Prophet has foreseen and condemned all the theologians’ activities. In the
second, he attempts to show that all imams who are recognized authorities in
Islam disapproved of these activities. By way of conclusion, a few chapters
treat the malediction of theologians and the sin of accepting learning from
them, and the greatness of those who live according to the Sunna. The last
chapter, on the doctrine of al-ASari, gives a fair idea of his virulence as a
polemist.

3. Ketab manazel al-sa’erin (“Book of the itinerants’ stages”; ed. and tr., Cairo,
1962; Pers. tr. and notes by ‘A. G. Ravan Farhadi, Kabul, 1976). This small book,
which was written in response to his disciples’ entreaties, made Ansar1’s
renown in the history of Sufism; numerous commentaries on it are known. It
is an itinerary of the soul’s journey towards God comprising ten sections on
the ten stages, each defined, then analyzed according to three degrees of
realization. Designed for easy memorization, the rigidity of its structure is
understandable. Ansar?’s thought remains very simple respecting each
person’s progress through the main stages of spiritual life. The comparison
with the Ketab-e sad maydan is enlightening: It is tawhid, and no longer love,
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which polarizes the attention up to the highest summits of mystical life, where
it is God himself who ineffably radiates his own tawhid into the hearts of his
chosen ones.

4. Tabaqat al-suftya (“Generations of Sufis”; ed. ‘Abd-al-Hayy Habibi, Kabul,
1961): This substantial work provides us with the notes taken by a disciple
during gatherings, probably at the kanagqah where Ansari spoke very freely
about the Sufis who had preceded him. Jami1 considers this work as a
commentary on Solam?’s Tabaqat, relieved of its isnads and completed by
Ansari. Perhaps Ansari did find inspiration in his predecessor; however, he
achieved a work very much his own. In addition to the biographical
information and the quoted maxims, there are personal judgments,
excursuses, poems and mondjats, all written in the old language of Herat. Four
centuries later, Jami1 took up the substance, updating the language, cutting
down the excursuses and the difficult passages. The result was Nafahat al-ons.
5. Ketab ‘elal al-maqgamat (“Book of the deficiencies inherent in the stages”; ed.
and tr. in Mélanges Massignon I, Damascus, 1956, pp. 153-71). This short
treatise was written just before Ansar1’s death, probably in reply to a question
from Karuki concerning one of the last sentences of the Manazel. With regard
to the ten stages (of which love is one), it shows how all the spiritual states,
except tawhid, have deficiencies. 6. The Mosajjaat, a collection of invocations,
reflections, and advice with various titles and contents. Unfortunately when
these are compared with those quoted in the Tabaqat or in Maybodr’s Kasf al-
asrar, it is difficult to imagine that they have one and the same author.
Without denying them a considerable intrinsic value, one must be wary
concerning their authenticity. As regards other works by Ansari, there exist
only titles mentioned by him or by his biographers or short quoted extracts.
The Moktasar fi adab al-stftya, published in BIFAO 59, 1960, pp. 203-69, has
now been proved to belong to another author.

Ansari gives the impression of a strong personality endowed with exceptional
talent and uncompromisingly faithful to the Hanbalite doctrine which he
always defended with ardor. He was a spiritual master very much aware of
the Sufi tradition but always personal in his judgments. Because of his
education, Hanbalism and Sufism exist harmoniously in his mind rather than
confronting each other. His spiritual development was marked by his
encounters and trials. Karagani’s message on Reality, at first leading towards a
mystique of intoxication, is reinterpreted according to a mystique of love, then
according to a mystique of unification (tawhid). Ansaril was no longer
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searching for the coming out of the self (bi-kvodi); all that mattered for him
was the discovery of the Self (kvod) in the depth of the heart.

His attitude to the great masters of the Baghdad school, from which he claimed
descent, was original. In his opinion, Abtu Sa‘1d Karraz (286/899) was by far the
most eminent. He preferred a hair from Rovaym to a hundred Jonayds.
Finally, he suspended judgment on Hallaj, not because he contested his
experience, but because he did not approve of his having betrayed God’s
secret; he considered Hallaj’s execution as the consequence and the
punishment. Lastly, as concerns the more recent Sufis, Ansarl estimated that
ten names should be given a special place: Abu’l-Kayr Tinati, Qarafl, Hosri, ‘All
Bondar Sayrafl, Nasrabadi, Sirvani the younger, Nevahandi, Qassab, Karaqgani,
and TaqI.
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