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ASRAFI

ASRAFI, HOJJAT-AL-ESLAM HAJJI MOLLA MOHAMMAD B. MOLLA
MOHAMMAD MAHDI, religious leader, born sometime before 1235/1819 and
died 1315/1897-98. The only information about him comes from fragmentary
accounts given by some of his contemporaries such as Mohammad
Tonokabon1 (Qesas al-‘olama’, Tehran, 1304/1886-87, pp. 118ff.), and
Mohammad Hasan Khan E‘temad-al-saltana (al-Ma’ater wa’l-atar, Tehran,
1306/1888-89, pp. 143-44), who refer to him as a well-recognized religious
leader, an authority in Islamic mysticism, and an excellent orator.

Originally from ASraf (the present-day BehSahr in Mazandaran), he spent most
of his life in Barfora$ (the present-day Babol), also in Mazandaran; see M.
Qazvinl, “Wafayat-e mo‘aserin,” Yadgar 3/3, 1325 S./ 1946-47, p. 35). Concerning
ASrafr’s advanced education, we do not have any solid information. According
to M. Tonokaboni ASrafl studied under Molla Mohammad Sa‘id-al-‘olama’ (d.
1270/1853-54), a former colleague of Shaikh Mortaza Ansari (d. 1281/1864-65,
g.v.) and then a distinguished religious leader residing in Barforas (Qesas, p.
124; M. A. Modarres, Rayhanat al-adab 111, Tabriz, n.d., p. 38; P. Hosaynzada,
Sahr-e Babol, Tehran, 1343 S./1964-65, p. 120 and passim). ASrafl’s name is also
mentioned among the disciples of Shaikh Mohammad-Hasan Saheb-al-jawaher
(d. 1266/1849-50) by M. Herz-al-din (Maaref al-rejal fi tarajem al-olama’ wa’l-
odaba’ 11, Najaf, 1384/1964-65, p. 227). This report, however, is hard to
substantiate because we do know (ibid., II, pp. 225) that Saheb-al-jawaher had
lived in Najaf since the beginning of the 13th/18th-19th century, but we do not
know of any period of ASrafl’s life to have been spent in Najaf. Tonokaboni (p.
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124) adds that ASrafi had not had much education and attributes his
distinction to his asceticism and his extreme fear of God, and asserts that he
had the power to perform saintly miracles (karamat). His lack of systematic
training under distinguished religious authorities of the time is also clearly
referred to by Sayyed Mohammad-Mahdi Miusaw1 Esfahani Kazemi (Ahsan al-
wadia fi tarajem masahir mojtahedin al-sSt'a 1, Najaf, 1388/1968, pp. 100-01).
However, ASrafl proved to be a highly respected religious authority and it is
believed that he reached the rank of ejtehad (independent judgment in Islamic
jurisprudence) at the age of twenty-one and received the title of hojjat-al-eslam
from the then great religious leader of Iran, Sayyed Mohammad-Baqer Safti
(Hosaynzada, Babol, pp. 125-27). The fact that he wrote a Persian resala-ye
‘amaliya (a guidance for the individuals wishing to follow the instructions of a
specified mojtahed) confirms the report of E‘temad-al-saltana that ASrafi had a
certain number of followers (A. Hairi, Shiism and Constitutionalism in Iran: A
Study of the Role Played by the Persian Residents of Iraq in Iranian Politics,
Leiden, 1977, pp. 62-65, 194, 201). It deals with matters related to this world
(mo‘amalat) and with religious observances (‘ebadat); it was published in
Tehran first in 1312/1894-95 and again in 1316/1898-99 (a year after ASrafl’s
death), but this time footnoted by and adjusted to the fatwas (legal rulings) of
Shaikh ‘Abdallah Mazandarani (d. 1330/1912, q.v.).

Two other books are known to have been written by ASrafi, both evidence of
his mastery in the field of the Shi‘ite tradition and jurisprudence. ASrafl’s most
important and often quoted book is a catechism called Sa‘a’er al-eslam fi
masa’el al-halal wa’l-haram (Tehran, 1312/1894-95, 1316/1898-99), which has
earned him the admiration of his biographers (e.g., Musawi Kazemi, Ahsan al-
wadta I, p. 100). Molla ‘Ali Wa‘ez Kiabani also admired Asrafl and his books,
but the fact that ASrafl was reputed both as a marja-e taqlid (religious
authority) and as a Sufi astonished him (Ketab ‘olama’ mo‘aserin, Tabriz,
1366/1946-47, pp. 62-64). ASrafl’s other book, also in Persian, is entitled Asrar
al-sahada and was published twice, once in 1315/1897-98 and another time in
1322/1904.

ASrafl was also respected by the then shah of Iran, Naser-al-din (r.
1265-1314/1848-96). They exchanged visits during the shah’s two trips to
Mazandaran in 1282/1865-66 and 1292/1875 (M. H. E‘temad-al-saltana, Mer’at
al-boldan-e nasert I, Tehran, 1294/1877, pp. 156-59; E. Mahiuari, Tarik-
eMazandaran 11, Sari, 1345 $./1966-67, p. 180). The shah is said to have
personally taken photograph of ASrafl (Hosaynzada, Babol, pp. 126, 127; the
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same picture is claimed to belong to Molla Mohammad Fazel Sarabiani (d.
1322/1904; cf. Modarres, Rayhanat al-adab 111, p. 185; Kazemi, Ahsan al-wadta,
end of vol. II).

ASrafi died in 1315/1897 and was buried in the quarter of the Jame® Mosque in
Barforas.
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