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NEZAM-AL-DIN AHMAD
GILANI

NEZAM-AL-DIN AHMAD GILANI, “Hakim-al-Molk” (b. 993/1585; d.
Hyderabad? after 1072/1662), a Persian philosopher and physician in the
service of the QotbSahi rulers in the Indian Deccan, also known by the pen
name (takallos) Falak, the honorific (laqab) Hakim-al-Molk, and with Moridani
Lahiji Gilani as his personal home affinity (nesba). He was an Imami Shi‘ite
natural philosopher, physician, theologian, ethicist, exegete, occultist, and
statesman. His works include Anwar al-fasaha wa asrar al-bara‘a, a Persian
translation and Arabic commentary on the Nahj al-balaga of ‘Ali b. Abi Taleb
(q.v.), in addition to many short treatises in other diverse fields.

Today, an upland area in western Hyderabad named Hakimpet surrounds a
17th century tomb complex that developed upon an estate controlled by
Nezam-al-Din Ahmad. He and his contemporaries dubbed it “The Mountain of
Light” (Jabal al-Nur; Tabrizi, fol. 89b). His estate, endowed as a waqf, included
a palace, hostel, mosque, gardens, and a reservoir to sustain a community of
gnostics (‘aref: Sajara-ye danes, fol. 433a-b). At this location, he taught a
combination of peripatetic and esraqi philosophy among a circle that included
MowbadsSah, the Zoroastrian-leaning author of the Dabestan-e madaheb (q.v.;
Mowbadsah, fols. 37b, 85a-b). Although Ali Asgar Bilgrami dated the Hakimpet
tomb to 1059/1649-50 and attributed it to a different physician (Bilgrami, pp.
150-52), the local community asserts that it is the resting place of Nezam-al-Din
Ahmad, whom they refer to as Hakim Babasah. Since praise poetry indicates
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that the tomb had pre-existed the palace, completed in 1064/1653-54, and other
evidence confirms that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad lived until at least 1072/1662
(Tabrizi, fol. 46b), the true identity of the occupant of the Hakimpet tomb
remains unclear. Its current custodians hold the annual ‘ors celebration to
commemorate the deceased’s “spiritual wedding” on 29 Shawwal, which they
claim is venerated by adherents of the Cesti, Qaderi, and Nag3bandi Sufi
orders. It appears that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad is instead buried alongside his
colleague, ‘Abd-al-Jabbar Gilani, in the “twin tombs” made for two court
physicians in the QotbSahi royal tomb complex just north of Golkonda fortress.

In a handful of modern studies, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad is consistently confused
with two of his contemporaries (e.g., in the edition of his Do resala, pp. 10-20),
specifically the Persian-heritage Arabic litterateur and Qotbsahi statesman,
Mirza Nezam-al-Din Ahmad b. Mohammad-Ma‘sum b. Amir Nezam-al-Din
Ahmad (executed in Hyderabad, 1086/1674), a descendant of the DaStaki (q.v.)
family of scholars through his father and the Safavid royal household from his
mother, and the historian Nezam-al-Din Ahmad b. ‘Abd-Allah Sa‘edi Sirazi,
author of Hadiqat al-salatin al-qotbsahi, a history of the first seventeen years
of the reign of Sultan ‘Abd-Allah QotbSah (r. 1626-72).

Family. Nezam-al-Din Ahmad was the son of another physician named ‘Alj,
grandson of Hasan, and great-grandson of Nezam-al-Din, as attested by the
colophon of his commentary on the Nahj al-balaga (Ayatollah Golpayagani
Library, Qom, MS 34/4-6634, p. 430). An anecdote related on the authority of
his mother reveals that his father, ‘Ali, had practiced medicine in Daylaman
(Majmu‘a sarifa, fol. 53b), suggesting that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad may not have
studied with him directly. His great-grandfather may have been the astrologer
and geomancer of the same name mentioned by Kvandamir, who had come
from Gilan to Herat during the rule of Sultan Hosayn Bayqara (r.
875-912/1470-1506; ‘Abd al-Hosayn Nava’, p. 294). His ancestral village of
Moridan lies close to the village of Malat, which served as the original seat of
power of the Kar Kia dynasty (r. 791-1000/1389-1592, q.v.) that came to rule
over the eastern half of Gilan (Bia-pi$). Even late in life, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
maintained close relations with figures from this village as well as other Gilan-
origin scholars in the Deccan (Majmu‘a Sarifa, fol. 2a; Sa‘edi Sirazi, pp. 224-25).
His many scattered transcriptions of letters and legends of the Kar Kia rulers
attest to his affinity for that local dynasty, which invested heavily in the
training of physicians and scholars of rational sciences (Sajara-ye danish, fols.
373b, 430b-32b; Resala fi bayan al-‘aql, fols. 77b-101b; Resala dar daf).
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His descendants included a son called Baha’-al-Din Mohammad, who assisted
his father in the acquisition of goods and horses in the Safavid domains during
Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s tenure as the Qotbsahi ambassador to the courts of
Shah Safi I (r. 1629-42) and Shah ‘Abbas II (r. 1642-66) (untitled document in
Peterman 145, fols. 10b, 62a; Eskandar Beg Torkaman, p. 250). Sa‘edi Sirazi (p.
272) describes how an unnamed son replaced his father in the Qotbsahi court
assembly (majles) at Hyderabad while his father undertook these
ambassadorial duties. This son appears to have been Giat-al-Din Mohammad,
who resided at Hyderabad in 1051/1644 (Jurjani, fol. 167a).

Scholarly pedigree. Between 1000/1591 and 1055/1645, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
claims to have studied with and encountered many Safavid, Mughal, and
Deccan luminaries. These include: in Isfahan, Baha’-al-Din ‘Ameli (q.v.; d.
1030/1621), Mir Mohammad-Baqer Damad (q.v.; d. 1041/1631), Ebrahim
Hamadani (d. 1026/1617), ‘Abd-Allah Sustari (d. 1021/1612), Qazi Mo‘ezz al-Din
Mohammad Esfahani (fl. 1020/1611), Qazi Nur Sa‘er, Molla Soltan Hosayn
(likely Kalifa-Soltan Amoli, d. 1064/1653), and Mir Abu’l-Qasem Fendereski
(q.v.; d. 1050/1640); in Shiraz: Sah Taqi-al-Din Mohammad Nassaba (d.
1019/1610), Amir Nezam-al-Din Ahmad (b. Ebrahim Dastaki, d. 1015/1606); in
Mecca, Mir Nasir-al-Din Hosayn (b. Ebrahim DaStaki), Mirza Mohammad
Ma‘sum (b. Amir Nizam-al-Din Ahmad Dastaki, d. 1032/1622-23) and Molla
Mohammad Amin Astarabadi (q.v.; d. 1036/1626-27); in Agra, Hakim ‘Ali Gilani
(d. 1017/1609), and Qazi Nur-Allah Sustari (executed 1019/1610); in Hyderabad,
Mir Mohammad-Mo'min Astarabadi (d. 1035/1625-26; Tebb-e Qotbsahi, fol.
60b). Beyond his associations with the latter DaStakis and the doyens of the so-
called Isfahan School of Philosophy (q.v.), his inclusion of the latter three
names suggests that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad ventured from Iran to India during
his youth to acquire knowledge long before he undertook a second emigration
to initiate his professional career around 1630.

Professional Career. The colophon of Anwar al-fasaha, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s
commentary on the Nahj al-balaga (written between 1034-36/1625-27), does
not reveal a place of authorship, yet several of his other treatises indicate that
he resided in Isfahan in 1618 and again in 1628. Around the time of Mir
Damad’s death, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad had relocated to Delhi, where he served
as a boon companion to Shah Jahan’s general, the Kan-e Kanan Mahabat Khan
(d. 1634). The general, a known late Shi‘i convert who pursued cultic forms of
devotion to the Imams, patronized many Muslim and Indian physicians
(Bhakkari, IT, pp. 172, 178, 180). Among the general’s entourage, Nezam-al-Din
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Ahmad served alongside two other physicians with family ties to his
homeland: Hakim Koshal and Hakim Hadeq, sons of the late Hakim Homam
Gilani (d. 1604, son of ‘Abd-al-Razzaq, the sadr of Khan Ahmad Khan Gilani, the
ruler of Bia-piS), who are attested members of Mahabat Khan’s medical
retinue (Bhakkari, II, pp. 164-65, 303). For the general, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
organized intellectual salons in which he debated the local Sunni ‘olama and
ridiculed their lack of refined Persian and misplaced efforts in exoteric
subjects like Qur’anic exegesis that could not match his training in universally-
sanctioned philosophy (hekmat; Resala dar bayan, fols. 17a-20a). In Delhi, he
accompanied Mahabat Khan to the shrine of Nezam-al-Din Awlia’ (d.
725/1325), the venerated Cesti saint in Delhi (in Peterman 145, fol. 31a), and
tutored the general’s son, Khan Zaman, a rising military officer (autograph
marginal statement and poetry in Peterman 145, fol. 3a; Sajara-ye danes, fols.
398b-99a). Nezam-al-Din Ahmad persisted among the Khan’s entourage when
they ventured south to conquer the beleaguered Nezams$ahi sultanate in 1632
(contrary to Arnzen, p. 114, who places him amongst the city’s defenders in
1627 in the employ of the earlier Kan-e Kanan, ‘Abd al-Rahim Khan). After a
months-long siege, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad claims to have delivered victory over
the city of Dawlatabad by way of a charm or spell (afsin). Mahabat Khan’s
resulting jealousy over this success compelled him to torch his physician’s
personal library and ruined their professional relationship (Sajara-ye danes,
fols. 32b-33a). Shortly before Mahabat Khan’s death, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
obtained permission to travel to the shrine cities of Iraq (Sajara-ye danes, fols.
32b-33a). While waiting to board a ship in the port of Masulipatnam on the
Coromandel coast, he was recruited by Qasem Korasani, an officer working on
behalf of Sultan ‘Abd-Allah Qotbsah (r. 1626-72), whose court retained several
other physicians also hailing from Gilan (Sa‘edi Sirazi, pp. 103, 167). Nezam-al-
Din accepted the offer, for which he was paid handsomely and outfitted with a
former minister’s house (Sa‘edi Sirazi, p. 166).

As ‘Abdollah Qotbsah’s chief physician at Hyderabad, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
was invested with the title Hakim-al-Molk. In the 1640s, the sultan sent him as
envoy (elct) to Safavid Iran to sell pearls and purchase horses while covertly
drumming up support for his state that faced increasing Mughal
encroachment (Tabrizi, fol. 71a). He is also credited with negotiating peace
with the neighboring ‘Adel$ahi sultanate in 1058/1648 after the two states
squabbled over annexing territory in the southern Karnatak (“Tarik-i solh
fima bayn ‘Adel$ah va Qotbsah,” in Peterman 145, fol. 48a). Scattered letters
and poetic compositions laud Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s service as the Qotbsahi




NEZAM-AL-DIN AHMAD GILANI | Hunter Bandy @

chief (pisva) religious officer during the early 1650s shortly after the death of
his predecessor, Ebn Katun ‘Ameli (d. 1059/1649). He also played a central role
in negotiating the survival of the Qotbsahi sultanate in 1655, when the Mughal
prince Awrangzéb (q.v.) invaded Hyderabad to force the surrender of the
family and property of the turncoat general, Mohammad-Sa‘id Ardestani (d.
1663), who was previously named chief Qotbsahi general (sar-kayl) and state
plenipotentiary jomlat-al-molk) and who commanded the Qotbsahi conquest of
the Karnatak (Kanbu Lahuri, III, p. 224). His final major act of state service
appears to have been the orchestration of the 1072/1662 marriage between
one of the daughters of ‘Abd-Allah Qotbsah and Abu’l-Hasan, who would
become the final QotbSahi sultan (r. 1672-87) upon his father-in-law’s death
(Tabrizi, fols. 154b-56a).

From this evidence, it should not be inferred that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s
scholarly output was the result of an apolitical or renunciant stance towards
temporal affairs. Rather, his scholarship complemented the praxis-oriented
ideals of prominent Persianate philosopher-physicians (hakims) inhabiting
various administrative and governmental posts.

Textual Corpora. Hosayn Mottaqi’s study of Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s extant
manuscripts is the most complete source to date, while other anthologies have
recently surfaced that should also be included in his survey (i.e., Majmua-ye
Sarifa fi’'l-tebb wa gayrehe). Two compilations of poetry and other literary
works entitled Kerad va sokan and Awrdaq-e danes were held until recently in
the private library of Hakim Mohammad-Nabi Khan Jamal Soveyda in Lahore
(Monzawi, VII, p. 868), but unfortunately appear to have been lost recently. At
least nine copies of Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s commentary on the Nahj al-balaga
are held in libraries in Iraq, Iran, and Yemen.

Thought. Shi‘ism. Nezam-al-Din Ahmad, as a devoted Imami Shi‘, is guided by
the Nahj al-balaga in nearly all of his philosophical, medical, occult, and other
ideas by authorizing diverse sciences within the traditions of the Shi‘i imams.
He calls the Nahj al-balaga a “second Qur’an,” claiming that he was permitted
to write his commentary by ‘Ali b. Abi Taleb himself, who appeared in a vision
after performing estekara (Anwar al-fasaha, p. 431). The commentary’s
introduction explains Arabic literary theories of ornate speech that
demonstrate his qualifications (pp. 1-50). His main interlocutors for parsing
the difficult language of the text include al-Sharif al-Razi (d. 1016; the compiler
of the original text) and Zamaksari (d. 1144), as well as Maytam Bahrani (d.
1238) and Ebn Abi’l-Hadid (d. 1258)—authors of the two most prominent
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earlier commentaries in Arabic. The actual Persian translation is undertaken
as an inter-lineal concordance within the Arabic text, followed by commentary
almost exclusively in Arabic, suggesting that Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s minor
effort was to make the text more accessible through the Persian, while his
major intention was to establish his authority in unlocking the text’s inner
meanings for other members of the scholarly elite. Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
affirms that training in rational sciences from within the broader fields of
physics and metaphysics (al-hekmat al-tabi‘a wa al-elahiya) allows him to
comprehend the Imam’s statements (p. 75). To explain questions about
creation, the soul, and human nature, he relies on the statements of Hellenic
sages including Aristotle and Plotinus, as well as later Muslim philosophers
like Qotb-al-Din Sirazi (d. 1311). The philosophical tenor of the commentary
places Nezam-al-Din Ahmad within the tradition of other scholars including
Mir Damad who viewed philosophy (hekmat) as a means to explain scriptural
sources including the Qur’an and Shi‘i traditions that revealed universally
sanctioned knowledge (Pourjavady and Schmidtke). Nezam-al-Din Ahmad’s
other treatises detail the practical side of this philosophical orientation
towards Shi‘i traditions, such as a work on medicinal plants sourced from the
Ketab al-kafi of Kolayni (untitled treatise in Majmu‘a-ye Ebrahimi, fols.
43b-49b). Another treatise highlights his indebtedness to Neoplatonism for
reading the ontological diversity of twelve imams as well as other existents as
originating in a principle of monism (Resala men al-wahdat ela etna ‘asariyat,
pp- 2-12).

Philosophy. Owing to his studies under the masters of the so-called Isfahan
School of Philosophy, his philosophical pedigree extended into both peripatetic
and esraqi (Illuminationism, q.v.) currents. He authored a number of treatises
of synoptic and commentary form on the works of Avicenna (q.v.) and Mir
Damad, arguably his two greatest philosophical influences. Emblematic works
include a refutation of the transmigration of the soul (Resala dar daf*-e tars az
marg); a summary of the Ketab al-qabasat of Mir Damad (“Montakab-e ketab-e
gabasat”); an untitled treatise on atmospheric phenomena (in Khuda Bakhsh
Oriental Public Library, Patna, MS 2641/29, fols. 144a-48a); a treatise
explicating the active intellect (Resala fi bayan al-‘aql al-fa“al); and a treatise on
the innate heat (“Bayan al-hararat al-gariziya,” in Sajara-ye danes, fols.
308a-313a). In much of his writing, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad does not engage
purely in ratiocination and construct syllogistic proofs. Instead he references
spiritual and mental askesis, including prayer and solitary meditation
undertaken in the manner of previous esraqi philosophers, to aid in the
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derivation of answers to diverse issues. This embodied, affective, and process-
driven habitus stands apart from sober rationalism often unfairly expected of
philosophers of the era. In the tradition of philosophical thaumazein, Nezam-
al-Din Ahmad continually expresses surprise (‘ajab) in awe of the natural
world in order to occasion the very venture of inductive philosophical inquiry,
from which he strives to understand first principles and resist wallowing in
perplexity (tahayyor).

Medicine. Like many of his contemporaries, Nezam-al-Din Ahmad held
medicine as a divine science inherited from pre-Islamic sages like Hermes
Trismegistus and Asclepius. His Galenic views were informed by way of the
Avicennan tradition, while he also transmitted medical knowledge ascribed to
the Shi‘i Imams. As in Andrew Newman’s reading of the younger Majlesi, there
is no indication that Nezam al-Din Ahmad perceived these two approaches as
dichotomous, as he frequently cited Hellenic medical aphorisms alongside
imamic traditions with equal weight. His anthologies include prescriptions
and electuaries from other royal physicians including ‘Ali Gilani, Sadr al-Sari‘a
b. Pilah Faqih Gilani, ‘Emad-al-Din Mahmud Sirazi (Sajara-ye danes, fol.
373b-74b, 389a) as well as Mir Damad with whom he studied medicine in
addition to philosophy (Tebb-e Qotbsahi, fols. 64a-65a). Like other Iranian
émigré physicians including Mohammad-Qasem Hendusah FereSta Astarabadi
(see INDIA xxxiii. INDO-MUSLIM PHYSICIANS), Nezam-al-Din Ahmad
incorporated Indic medical knowledge into his practice, remarking that he
considered himself a veritable student of the terminalia chebula (halila-ye
kaboli), which is a common plant found throughout South Asia used as a
panacea in Ayurveda medicine (Resdla dar kawass-e halilaj, fol. 260b). The
source of this influence is not mentioned, although he undoubtedly practiced
medicine alongside Indian physicians who were active both in the retinue of
Mahabat Khan as well as at the Qotbsahi court (Sa‘ed1 Sirazi, pp- 21, 103). Some
of his more widely circulated medical works include a commentary and
summation of the remedies of Hippocrates (Sajara-ye danes, 32b-159b); a
treatise debating the ontological purity of the human fetus (“Fi’l-e‘terad ‘ala al-
fogaha’ wa’l-atebba™); a treatise on antidotes (Resala dar sarh-e pazhar); a
treatise on mummy (in Sajara-ye danes, fols. 220a-b); and a treatise on the
origins of medicine (Resala dar peydayes‘elm-e tebb).
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