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ASRAR AL-TAWHID

ASRAR AL-TAWHID FI MAQAMAT AL-SAYK ABI SA‘ID, principal source for
the life and teachings of the well-known mystic of Khorasan, Abtu Sa‘id b. Abi’l-
Kayr (b. 357/967, d. 440/1049; q.v.). The book was composed by his great-great-
grandson, commonly known as Ebn Monawwar; his full name is given, in
slightly differing forms, as Nir-al-din Mohammad b. Monawwar b. Sayk-al-
eslam Abi Sa‘d b. Abi Taher Sa‘ld b. Abi Sa‘ld (D. Safa, introduction to his
edition of Asrar al-tawhid, Tehran, 1332 $./1953, p. v) and as Mohammad b.
Nur-al-din Monawwar b. Abi Sa‘d As‘ad b. Abi Taher b. Abi Sa‘id (F. Meier, Abui
Satd-i Abu l-Hayr, Acta Iranica 11, Tehran and Liege, 1976, pp. 522; concerning
problems of nomenclature and relationship among the descendants of Abu
Sa‘id, see Meier, op. cit., p. 19 n. 1, and M. R. Safi1 Kadkanl, “Kanadan-e Abu
Sa‘id-e Abw’l-Kayr,” Nama-ye Minovi, ed. I. AfSar and H. Yagma’i, Tehran, 1350
S$./1971, pp. 244-65). Ebn Monawwar’s purpose was to supplement the
information already assembled by his cousin, Jamal-al-din Abt Rawh Lotfallah
b. Abi Sa‘id Sa‘d b. Abi Sa‘ld b. Abi Taher Sa‘d (d. 541/1147) in his Halat o
sokanan-e sayk Abu Sa‘id-e Abu’l-Kayr Méehani, a task supposedly made more
urgent in his view by the death of numerous descendants of Abii Sa‘ld in the
massacre of Méhana enacted by the Gozz in 548/1153 and the fear that more
raids would follow (Asrar al-tawhid, ed. Safa, pp. 6-7). It is difficult, however,
to link the compilation of Asrar al-tawhid directly to the activities of the Gozz,
for on his own testimony Ebn Manawwar had begun collecting material on
Abu Sa‘ld in his earliest youth (Asrar al-tawhid, p. 5), and it was not until
several decades after the Gozz depredations that the work was completed. The
first editor of the text, V. Zhukovskil, suggested that the work was compiled
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between 553/1158 and 599/1202-23 (ed. St. Petersburg, 1899, p. 5); its second
editor, D. Safa, has proposed 570/1175-76 as the approximate date of
completion (Safa, Adabiyat1 II, p. 981), while G. Lazard gives 574/1178-79 (La
langue des plus anciens monuments de la prose persane, Paris, 1963, p. 120).
Most recently, F. Meier has argued that book was written between 514/1178-79
and 588/1192 (Abu Sa1d-i Abui I-Hayr, p. 20). The book, written most probably
in Herat, was dedicated to the Ghurid ruler Abuw’l-Fath Giat-al-din Mohammad
(r. 558-99/1163-1203), making it the first Sufi biography to be dedicated to a
prince. Quite apart from his literary labors, Ebn Monawwar appears to have
regarded himself as the foremost custodian of Abui Sa‘ld’s tradition in his age,
relying on certain predictions of the shaikh (Asrar al-tawhid, p. 352), but there
is no indication whether his claims found acceptance (see Safi1 Kadkani,
“Kanadan-e Abu Sa‘ld,” p. 254). A tomb attributed to Ebn Monawwar exists
near Herat (F. Saljuql, Mazarat-e Herat, Kabul. n.d., II, p. 103), but it has no
stone, and the date of his death is unknown.

The contents of the Asrar al-tawhid (which is six times more voluminous than
Halat o sokanan) are organized, in a manner that was to become traditional
for Sufi biographies, into three chapters pertaining respectively to the
beginning, middle, and end of Abtni Sa‘id’s spiritual career. The second chapter
is divided into three sections, on the wondrous deeds of the shaikh; the stories
he related concerning other shaikhs; and his sayings, poems, and
correspondence. The third chapter similarly contains three sections, on the
testament of the shaikh; the circumstances of his death; and the miraculous
powers he manifested in the tomb. Ebn Monawwar appears to have used oral
as well as written sources; the style of certain episodes suggests the verbatim
recording of oral reports, and the work as a whole may indeed be taken as the
critical summation of a family tradition concerning Aba Sa‘id in which his
posthumous persona is as important as his historical one. Beyond the division
into chapters, little concern for chronological or other sequence is noticeable
in the book; its method is episodic, and its chief purpose, the glorification of
the shaikh.

Apart from its importance as a source for the life of Aba Sa‘ld and, more
generally, for the Sufism of fourth/tenth-century Khorasan, Asrar al-tawhid
has been praised for its literary and linguistic qualities. Safa has called it “an
undeniable masterpiece of Persian prose” with a fluent and coherent style that
eschews artificiality everywhere except in the preface (Adabtyat' I, p. 982).
Malek-al-So‘ara Bahar has likewise seen in Asrar al-tawhid “one of the most
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excellent books on Sufism” and “one of the few books that can be regarded as
a complete and accurate specimen of Samanid style” (Sabksenast, 2nd. ed.,
Tehran, 1337 $./1958, II, p. 198). This last judgment has been disputed by Meier
(Abui SaTd-i Abu l-Hayr, p. 22), while Lazard has remarked of the book only that
it contains “a certain number of interesting rare words” (La langue, p. 120).
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