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Abstract

Modern historicism is a literary approach that removes the boundary between
history and literature to examine the relationship between a text and its historical
context. This study investigates whether the characters, setting, time, and events in
Malakan Azab reflect real historical issues and how the narrative intertwines
historical and fictional elements within the context of the Babi and Baha’i sects.
Using historical criticism, the research analyzes the depiction of beliefs, practices,
and internal contradictions, showing that several characters serve as symbolic
representations of historical figures and key events in Iran’s history. The findings
indicate that the novel not only portrays historical events but also provides insight
into the ideas and conflicts within these sects, while themes such as Sufi beliefs and
ritualistic practices are consistently reflected in the narrative. Overall, the study
concludes that Malakan Azab offers both a historical representation and a deeper
understanding of sectarian concepts, and its artistic vision can be interpreted through
its thematic exploration of beliefs and practices.
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Introduction

Every creative literary work is shaped by historical and social factors; in other
words, the entirety of a literary work bears the mark of its historical era, and the
greatness of art lies in how deeply this mark is imprinted on it. (Egleston, 27:1383)
Historical criticism analyzes literary works on the basis of the historical contexts
related to that work. This interpretation and analysis, on the one hand, may include
the historical causes of a work’s emergence and, on the other hand, relate it to
elucidating aspects of the history under consideration. Historical criticism is
conducted according to principled and objective criteria. The principles of this
critique are grounded in causal (teleological) laws, which hold that all events in the
world are interrelated and that a law of causality exists among them. In this critique,
historical, social, and political events are used to interpret literature (Zarinkoob,
1962, Vol. 1, p. 63).

In literary studies, history has always been employed from two complementary
perspectives and has been important: the internal (intra-textual) perspective and the
external (extra-textual) perspective. The aim of the internal perspective is to
elucidate the development of genres or literary types. This approach enables literary
researchers to determine which formal expressions (for example, qasida and ghazal
in poetry or short story and novel in narrative literature) emerged at which historical
periods; and the external perspective seeks to probe the relationship between
literature and history. (Payandeh, 1397: 374-375). In this type of critique, attention
is paid to historical references within the text, and the analysis presented is based on
historical documentation. To achieve a thorough understanding of a work, all factors
involved in the work, including the history and historical issues mentioned in the
text, must be examined and analyzed. The historical novel (romance) is the literary
genre best suited to reflect historical issues. In historical novels, the most important
element is the fictional aspect of the work, in which the author, by emphasizing this
aspect, recreates an era of history and produces a work that, while faithful to
historical realities, presents a fictional form; the presence of fictional characters
beside historical figures underscores this point (Gholam, 42: 1361). In other words,
a historical novel is one that reconstructs historical characters and issues and
presents imagination and reality side by side.

Historical novels can be regarded as the earliest form of novel-writing in Persian
literature. This type of novel was the direct outcome of the cultural efforts of Dar ul-

Funun (the Polytechnic) and its affiliates, which seemed to aim at providing
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historical information within beautiful and engaging literary narratives. (Arin Pour,
238: 1382). Historical novels continued to be common for many years up to the
Constitutional period, which was shaped by the occurrence of the revolution and
political and social transformations, and the literary model that emerged after the
French Revolution, as well as the need to revive national identity and to reference
glorious past eras; they represented not only the literary voice of the post-revolution
era but also a means to foster patriotism. After the Constitutional Revolution’s
defeat, under Reza Shah’s rule, historical novels persisted due to factors such as the
failure of the Constitutional Revolution, state support for this genre,
fundamentalism, and the interest in ancient Iranian history. (Parsa Nasab, 137:
1390). However, the content of historical novels during the Constitutional era, which
had an adversarial or critical orientation, differed from that of historical novels in
Reza Shah’s era; other novels no longer aimed to evoke nationalist sentiments and
awaken public minds. During this period, racist slogans and excessive bragging
about Aryan heritage became widespread. (Masbahi Pour, 130: 1358). Historical
novels also emerged in the time of the Islamic Revolution with various motivations;
this form of literature, after the revolution, seeks identity and understanding of
differences; authors sometimes performed historiography to depict the past and at
other times turned to political and social analyses. (Mir Abedini, 986: 1397).

Materials & Methods

The evolution of the historical genre in contemporary Persian literature marks a
transition from changing narrative approaches to the representation of history; a
move from linear, report-like narratives to narratological, layered structures in which
history is not merely a fixed background but an active element in meaning-making.
These changes, in addition to shifts in language and style, have transformed authors’
attitudes toward history. Analyzing such texts requires a careful examination of
narrative elements, including time, space, and character, each playing a crucial role
in reproducing historical concepts and generating meaning. These elements, through
their particular interaction and synthesis, constitute the structure of the narration and
enable a redefinition of history in a new form. In this context, the novel Malakan-e
Azab stands as a striking example of these developments, employing non-linear
narration, a fusion of imagination and reality, and layered temporality to situate

history in an active and multifaceted position within the narrative fabric. This work
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engages the reader in the process of uncovering its historical events and functions
beyond a mere historical account.

The necessity of undertaking a historical-critical analysis of Malakan-e Azab lies
in the fact that such investigations enable a deeper examination of the ways in which
literary fiction interacts with historical concepts. This approach not only aids in the
analysis of the narrative and semantic layers of literary works but can also contribute
to uncovering the cultural and social attitudes that lie behind these works.
Consequently, a precise study of the narrative features and structural elements of the
text may open up new avenues for understanding innovative modes of narration in
contemporary literature and illuminate the role of these works in a re-reading
of history.

The aim of this study is to analyze the narrative structures and the modalities of
representing history in contemporary Persian novels. Within this framework, the
representation of time and space and their roles in organizing the narration are
examined. Additionally, the depiction of characters and their connections to the
historical contexts of the work are explored. This study seeks to elucidate the effects
of the elements of time, space, and character on the re-reading of historical events
within the text. Finally, the research aims to offer an analytic framework for

understanding the interrelations between narrative elements and historical events.

Discussion & Results

The novel Malkan-e Azab is constructed with three narratives by three narrators.
The first narrator is Sheikh Ahmad Sofli, a notorious and tyrant official who
commits numerous acts of oppression in his youth. Eventually, while passing
through a village and witnessing the villagers’ fear, he experiences contrition and
repents for his past actions. He becomes the Sheikh of the Tijanqah (Tanjideh) order
in Sufism, in Simirn-e Sofli. The Sufi reform and repentance of this individual are
presented as distinct from others, for as he himself reveals, there is a great deal of
hypocrisy in his repentance: “We confess that this visage is but a caricature, a
likeness of authority; once removed, you will see the monstrous figure that even
wears the veil beneath his cloak.” (Khosravi, 176: 1400) Ultimately, his voluntary
death is depicted as a heavenly ascent, which marks the apex of his deceit.

The second narrative is the chronicle of Zakariya, the son of Sheikh Ahmad
Sofli, whose mother is his father’s temporary wife. He spends his childhood in the

upper mansions of Khan-e-ha (the khans) where his mother’s various spouses reside;
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during his educational journey to Tehran, his maternal aunt reveals to him the true
identity of his father. At the end of his studies he confronts his father and stays with
him for a while. After his father’s death, he flees the Tijanqah order in Tehran due to
fear of being killed by his elder brother and continues his life in hiding.

The third narrative is that of Shams, Zakariya’s son and Sheikh Ahmad Sofli’s
grandson. In this narration, Shams reads his father Zakariya’s and his grandfather’s
manuscripts and is tasked, according to Zakariya’s testament, with printing them.
Khosravi, through the use of an embedded narrator who functions as the story’s
central figures and is presented in a transposed form, cautions that “the narrator does
not guarantee that what is spoken constitutes the entirety of what is spoken”
(Hosseinpour and Shahpar Rad, 1400: 234). Employing monologues and, at times,
dialogues, the author discloses the characters’ habits and behavioral traits and deftly
employs internal focalization, that is, “the information is limited to the perspective
of a single (static internal focalization) or multiple (dynamic internal focalization)
character” (Hosseinpour and Shahpar Rad, 144: 1389). In other words, under the
heading of Zakariya’s Memoirs, the reader is presented with a biography of
Zakariya and his father. Consequently, the reader is offered a portrayal of Zakariya
as a calm and positive figure, the hypocritical and ambitious persona of Sheikh
Ahmad Sofli as depicted from Zakariya’s vantage point, and the neutral figure
of Shams.

One of the main characters of the story is Sheikh Ahmad Sofli. A notorious
warrior who, after his repentance, becomes the Sheikh and elder of the Tangihah of
Jamdanieh in-Semirn Sofli. Sheikh Ahmad Sofli, a figure whose real name inspired
the title of the novel, is seen as a depiction of the Bab. The roots of Bab’s beliefs and
doctrines are based on Sufi teachings; for example, he called himself the “Zikr,”
which is an aspect of Sufi belief, and there is even a sect named Zikriya. “We heard
the voices of Sufi remembrances from the brothers and sisters of the Faith that
echoed in my wounded ears, reading aloud to bring me swift healing.” (Khosravi,
204: 1400) His ascetic practices and zikr, his allegorical and inward-oriented
behavior and writings all point to this issue. On the other hand, the beliefs and
sayings of the Bab are formed from Shi‘ism, Sufi mysticism, and pre-Islamic sects
as well. The religious rulings that the Bab discusses “are mostly or are borrowings
from Islamic law, or are rulings that have been criticized as contrary to Islamic law.”
(Faza’1, 126: 1352)
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Among the other characters in this novel is Shams. By his father’s will, Zakariya
is obliged to publish his father’s manuscripts, which included Sheikh Ahmad Sefli’s
corrected texts and additions, in order to guide others along the path that Zakariya
deemed correct—the path of the Tijani Khanqgah. In fact, Shams is a portrait of the
descendants of Mirza Yahya Nourt, known as the Morning of Dawn, who, after his
father, did not undertake the extensive and sweeping campaigns to propagate the
teachings of the Bab. Just as, with Shams’s death, the ideas that Sheikh Ahmad Sefli
had entrusted to Zakariya began to fade, so too the ideas of the Bab were consigned
to oblivion following the Morning of Dawn’s death, and even his books were
collected wherever they were found by Baha’u’llah’s command. The aim was for
Baha’v’llah and his successors, as they deemed appropriate, to publish and
disseminate his doctrines. On the other hand, the reason for Khusrawi’s choice of
the name Shams seems to be a reference to the word Shams, which is used as the
Bab’s title in all Baha’i and Babi texts and is most often referred to as “Shams al-
Hiqat” in his own writings: “Shams al-Hiqat and the point of lordship, the bearer of
the new religion” (Nuri, 72:1394) or, according to Baha’i scholars, the word Shams,
by calculating the abjad of the small letters in Shams and dividing the number 4,
transforms the abjad “four hundred” into four alifs, which is, in fact, the result of the
appearance of the Great Abjad (Muzhomi, 19:1398), an allusion to the appearance of
the Imam Mahdi, whom Bab claimed as his own in his second claim.

Another character in this novel is Huriyah, the daughter of Mohammad Majd and
Ashraf Tekesh. Huriyah’s behavior bears striking resemblance to Tahira Qura-al-
ayn: according to Baha’i sources, Tahira never met the Bab and she is a woman
who, after separating from her husband, has relations with many men. In this novel
as well, Huriyah, after separating from her husband, engages in relationships with
many men. On the other hand, the numerology (abjad) values of Huriyah and Tahira
are the same, which could support the claim that Abut-Tarab Kashovi drew
Huriyah’s character with Tahira Qura-al-ayn in mind. “There were several pairings
in photos with several different men whom Huriyah said were her friends, but the
way they posed didn’t convey a friendly mood.” (Khosravi, 1400: 112)

Another set of characters in this novel are Ashraf Tekesh and Sergeant Salimi.
Sergeant Salimi and Ashraf Tekesh represent opponents of Babism and Baha’ism.
While Zakariya strives to attract followers to these ideas by reading his father
Sheikh Ahmad Sefi’s manuscripts, Salimi and his wife Ashraf Tekesh oppose these
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ideologies, while also providing critiques of the Tijani Khangqah in
Shiraz newspapers.)

Zakariya’s mother is another figure in the novel who can be seen as a
representation of Fatimah, the short-lived wife of the Bab in Isfahan. During the
year the Bab resided in Isfahan, he briefly contracted a temporary marriage with a
woman named Fatimah, and that marriage ended when he left Isfahan. After the
Bab’s death, Fatimah goes to meet the Morning of Dawn, and later she marries
another of the Morning of Dawn’s followers. Zakariya’s mother, meanwhile,
remains in a temporary marriage with her own husband for a time while her father is
alive in the upbuilding; after her husband leaves, that marriage ends and they never
meet again. It is not until Zakariya encounters his mother in the Tijanda Khangah
together with her latest husband, Aman-Allah Khan, who has come in search of
news of Sheikh Ahmad Sefli’s return from the heavens to the Khanqah of Faith. “It
was my mother, who I saw in the sunlight, without any ambiguity. Her shawl was
draped over her shoulder.

The novelist uses sensory descriptions to convey place in the text, drawing on
physical elements for this purpose. The author introduces the external world with all
its details, but it should be noted that the story’s settings do not exist in the real
world; they arise in the reader’s imagination—an imagined world that language,
through its imaginative power, helps to create. For this reason there is a distinction
between real places and places in the world of imagination in a novel. What matters
is that the description of place be relevant and effective. Sometimes one or two
details are enough for the writer to convey the place to the reader. In Malakan-e
Azaab, all of the places the author mentions can be matched, to some extent, with
the important locations of the Babi/Baha’i communities, based on the descriptions
given for each place.

One of the places mentioned at the beginning of the novel, where Zakaria’s
mother lived and married Sheikh Ahmad Sofli, is Khatoonabad. This land, given the
events and the brief period Sheikh Ahmad stayed there, evokes Isfahan. Many
people, believing in the truth of Siyyid Ali-Mohammad’s claim to be the Béb,
intended to travel to Shiraz to visit him. At that time, Manouchehr Khan Gorji
Mo’tamed al-Dowleh, the governor of Isfahan, who had heard of the Bab’s fame,
secretly sent horsemen to Shiraz to transfer him to Isfahan.

One of the locations mentioned in the novel is Lower Semirom, where the
Tajandiyeh khanqgah, along with its gardens and buildings, is located. It is
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considered a sacred land, and from other parts of the world, Sufis devoted to the
Tajandiyeh khanqah come to this place for pilgrimage. “It has now become a place
for the residence and spiritual journey of Sufis, and for the pilgrimage of visitors
who, on horseback or on foot, traverse the open plains and lofty mountains from the
four corners of the earth to reach this khangah.” (Khosravi, 1400:183) This land,
with such descriptions and features, evokes the image of the Chahriq prison, where
the Bab was imprisoned for a period of time and, according to the testimony of
Babis and Baha’is, a large number of his supporters went there to meet him.

Another place mentioned in the novel is Qomsheh. There is not much description
of Qomsheh in the novel, except that it is a town located before the Tajan-Diyeh
khanqah, where the Sufis must obtain their means of travel in order to reach the
khanqgah. The brief descriptions of this place are found in the account given by
Zakariya’s elder brother during his journey to Lower Semirom, when he says to
him:As soon as you reach Qomsheh, put the veil over your face and ask for the
Arabs’ caravanserai.

The next place is Balagdar, where Zakaria’s father lived for a short period with
his mother, and it is also Zakaria’s birthplace and childhood home. There are few
descriptions of Balagdar in the novel, except that it is a region composed of several
villages, each governed by a local khan known as a Balagdar khan. “The Balagdar
region consists of a collection of scattered small villages, and in each settlement
there exists a multi-storied mansion belonging to one of the Balagdar khans.”
(Khosravi, 2021:12) This region, being Zakaria’s birthplace, evokes the birthplace
of Subh-i-Azal or Baha’u’llah — Tehran — which was formerly a vast village near
the city of Rey, and later selected as the capital, eventually developing into a large
urban area.

The Bab gave the title HurGf Ha’ Ya' (Letters Ha' Ya’') to the eighteen
individuals who were among the earliest followers of the Bab. This title corresponds
to the numerical value eighteen in the Abjad numeral system, which together with
the Bab himself, represented by the number nineteen, forms a sacred number
according to the Bébi teachings. The Kitab-i-Bayan, the book of law and religious
ordinances of the Babi faith, is divided into nineteen units, each of which is
subdivided into nineteen chapters. “The intended meaning of the unit, which
numerically corresponds to nineteen in the Abjad system, is a subtle reference to the
Primal Point itself—that is, the first point—and eighteen of that Primal Point.”
(Feyzi, 1973:242)The Huraf Ha' Ya’', issued on the nineteen days of the Babi and
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Baha’i calendar, are thus defined based on these nineteen days. According to Babi
and Baha’i texts, sixteen to seventeen of these individuals believed in the Bab
following truthful dreams they had experienced. Most came to faith through dreams
and visions, some during worship, and a few in wakefulness after a spiritual
visitation. (Mohammad Hosseini, 1992:188)All of these individuals were scholars of
the Shaykhi school and disciples of Siyyid Kazim Rashti. In the novel Malkan-e
Azab, they are referred to by the name Hab Hamid. One of the Sufis of the Khanqah,
Hab Hamid, in a truthful dream sees the Bab and says: “We are some Sufis of your
path; why have we been left without a Qutb (spiritual pole) and guide?... Then a
smile appears on the blessed lips of Hab Hamid, the eternal Qutb of our Khangah,
and he gestures while saying: ‘It has been a year since we sent Ahmad; only the
Sufis of our path must recognize him...”” (Khosravi, 2021:198) Thus, Shaykh
Ahmad Sofli is introduced as the Qutb of the Khangah in place of himself, and
others, following this truthful dream, accept him as the Qutb of the
Tajandiyeh Khangah.

In the Babi faith, based on the will of Siyyid Kazim Rashti who said, “The
Promised One is now among you. He is manifest and apparent...” (Mohammad
Hosseini, 1995:177), they recognize the Promised One in the Bab. Based on the
claim made by the Bab, who called himself the Promised Qa’im, they believe in him

and, under his command, travel to other cities to propagate the Babi faith.

Conclusion

The novel Malkan-e Azab by Abutorab Khosravi, as a historical-literary work,
successfully combines fictional and factual elements to provide an accurate
depiction of the historical and social events related to the Babi and Baha’i
movements. The author, through the use of both historical and fictional characters,
offers a profound analysis of the beliefs, contradictions, and challenges inherent in
these sects. Sheikh Ahmad Sofli in Malkan-e Azab symbolizes the Bab, who, by
exploiting the ignorance of his contemporaries, gathered followers and easily
eliminated and assassinated his opponents. His son Zakaria refers to his main
successor, Subh-i-Azal, whose inactivity and seclusion shortly after the Bab’s death
led to the sect’s obscurity. The elder brother symbolizes Baha’u’llah, who, in pursuit
of power, established a new sect through extensive propaganda and planned
assassinations of his adversaries. The places, times, and all events mentioned in the
novel allude to the emergence and existence of the Babi and Baha’i sects.
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Overall, Khosravi, by drawing from historical texts and the religious books of
the Babis and Baha’is, created Malkan-e Azab. This work, by employing the core
concepts of the Babi and Baha’i faiths and their formation processes, reflects their
ideologies and societal impacts. Although the novel may appear superficially simple,
it is in fact a critique of these two sects, transformed into a literary genre. At the
same time, it provides scholars and literature and history enthusiasts the opportunity
to engage in deeper analysis using historical criticism methods.

Finally, it should be noted that this writing is an interpretation and reading that
describes and explains religious sects which emerged from mysticism and Sufism
and played a significant role in the formation and development of social and
political discussions. Moreover, from the perspective of literary aspects, narrative
techniques, and specific political themes of that era—such as the role and power of
the Tudeh Party and popular beliefs—there are also noteworthy topics to
be explored.
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