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THE SUFI TREATISE ASCRIBED TO ISMA ‘IL ATA: NOTES ON AN EARLY
YASAVI SOURCE IN TURKIC

Angatna. byn wmakamama XIV  raceIpabiH
OacelHIarel  Slcayl JOCTYpiHIH KOPHEKTI OKiji
Hcmaun  Artara  TelmiHETIH  TYPKI  COMNBUIBIK
TpaKTaTBIHa KbICKAIIa Tanzlay ¥CLIHI)IJ'[3}II)I. OHI)IH
TYNHYCKAJIBIFBIH TOJBIK JIQJIENIZIEY MYMKIH Ooimaca
na, eHOeKTiH Slcayu JSCTYpiHIH epTe Ke3eHIHE ToH
eKEHIIT1H

Slcaym  COmMBUIBIK JOCTYpiHIH TypKi oaedu
mypachl XIV Fackip/ibiH )KoHE 11bIH MoHIHIE Mcmann
ATara ceHIMJI Typlle TENTiHEeTiH TPaKTaT HYCKAChIH
cakTar KaJybl MyMKIH €KeHiH KOpCETeTiH OipHere
Oenri Gap. OcbiHmail Oenrinepaiy 6Oipi — Axmer
Slcaymnin ajFaH JKOHE KeWliH ©3iHIH pyXaHH
MyparepiepiHe TalChIpFaH XUPKA, SIFHH COIBLIBIK
LIANIAHHBIH ~ Oepiyl Typanbl eHOEKTeri epekiie
OasHmay. byn OasHoay ocbl OasHIaMaHBIH HEri3ri
©3€riH KypaiIbl.opTachlHa KATKbI3yFa OONaThIH Oip
FaHa eHOEeKTI »OoHe coM Jdyipre, TINTI ofaH Ja
epTepeK Ke3eHre TOH OONybl MYMKIiH, OipaK HaKTHI
Mep3iMIey MYMKIH eMec CalbICTBIPMAalBl TYpIe a3
FaHa e3re [IbIFapManapbl KaMTHabl. MeHiH
oiibiMma, XIV  FaceIpAplH ~ OpTacklHA  AHBIK
JKATKpI3yFa OONAaTHIH JKalmFbI3 eHOek — Mcmawmn
AtanpiH  yiel Koxa  McxakTteiH —~— Kenempi
mbeIFapMackl. byn eHOek eki pemakmusga Oenrimi
JKoHE MeHiH, mpodeccop MyMHHOBTHIH, COHAAN-aK
O306ekcTaH MeH Peceif FansIMIapbIHBIH KAaTHICYRIMEH
MANBIHIANFAaH KYBIpJAFel  OipieckeH 3epTreyne
cunarranrad. Con 3eprreyne anTpurranmail, Koxa
Hcxak misrrapMachiHBIH KOJDKa30amapeiHAa KeOiHe
OipHerme KOCHIMINA MOTIHAEP Ke3[eceli, ONlap.IbIH
imiHAe WCTAMIAHIBIPY Typaisl OasHmay aTalFaH
JKMHAKTBIH HETI3ri TakpIpeiOsl Gomran [1:44-50
(opercura), 74-80 (arpurmibibmia)]. As Tarel Oip
KOJIEMIIPEK  KOChIMIIIA MOTIH OCBhI  KbICKaIla
OasiHaaMaHBIH HBICAHBI OOJBIIT TaOLLIA k.

Kiar ce3nep: Mcmann ata, Axmer Scaymn, Koxa

Hcxak, conbuIbIK A9CTYP, Komka30a

Abstract. This paper offers a brief assessment of
a Turkic Sufi treatise ascribed to Isma‘ill Ata, a
prominent figure of the Yasavi tradition from the
early 14th century; though its authenticity cannot be
decisively demonstrated, there are several
indications that it indeed goes back to an early phase
of the Yasavi tradition, and may indeed preserve a
version of a treatise reliably ascribable to Isma ‘1l Ata.
One such indication is the work’s distinctive account
of the transmission of the khirga, or Sufi robe,
received by Ahmad Yasavi and passed on to his
spiritual descendants; this account will be the focus
of this presentation.

The Turkic literary legacy of the Yasavi Sufi
tradition includes a single work that can be dated as
early as the middle of the 14th century, and a
relatively small number of other works that might go
back to that era, or perhaps even earlier, but cannot
be unequivocally assigned to such an early date. The
one work | believe can clearly be shown to date to the
mid-14th century is the extensive work of Khwaja
Ishaq, the son of Isma ‘1l Ata, which is known in two
redactions, as outlined in a recent collaborative study
involving myself, Professor Muminov, and other
scholars from Uzbekistan and Russia; as discussed in
that work, manuscripts of Khwaja Ishaq’s work often
include several supplementary texts, including the
narrative of Islamization that was the central focus of
that volume [1:44-50 (Russian), 74-80 (English)].
Another, longer supplementary text is the subject of
this brief report.
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sicaBuicKol Tpaauuuu Hadana XIV Beka; XOTs ero
MOAJIMHHOCT HE  MOXET OBITh  OJHO3HAYHO
JIOKa3aHa, CYLIECTBYET HECKOJIBKO NMPHU3HAKOB TOTrO,
YTO OH AEUCTBUTEIBHO OTHOCUTCA K PAaHHEMY JTaIly
sICABUMCKON TpaJuIMK U, BO3MOXHO, MPEACTaBISIET
coboii BEPCHUIO0 TpakTara, JIOCTOBEPHO
npunuceiBaemoro Mcemanny Ata. OgHUM U3 Takux
MIPU3HAKOB SBJSIETCSL  XapaKTepHOE [UId  3TOro
MIPOM3BECHUS OIMCAHUE Iepefayd XUpPKH, WIN
cyuiickol onexapl, MoTydeHHOH AxXManoM SlcaBu
U TepellaHHON ero JYyXOBHBIM IOTOMKAaM; MMEHHO
9TO ONHCaHWE CTaHeT NPEAMETOM JaHHOIO
HCCIIEI0BaHMUS.

Tropkckoe JUTEpaTypHOE Hacneaue
SICABUMCKON Cy(pUICKON TpaJMIy BKIIOYAET B ceOs
€IMHCTBEHHOE MIPOU3BE/ICHUE, JaTUpyeMoe
cepenunoil XIV Beka, 1 OTHOCHTEIIFHO HEOOIBIIOE

MIPOU3BEEHUEM, KOTOPOE, KAK MHE KaXKETCsl, MOXKHO
OJHO3HAYHO oTHecTH K cepequHe XIV  Beka,
aBisieTcss oOmmpHBIA Tpyn Xomku lcxaka, ceiHa
Hcmanna ATbl, UI3BECTHBIM B JBYX pENaKIMAX, KaK
OIHMCAaHO B HEJJaBHEM COBMECTHOM HCCIIEIOBAaHUU C
ydactieM MeHs, npodeccopa MyMHHOBa M JIPYIHX
yYeHbIX H3 Y30ekucraHa u Poccum;  kak
oOcykmaeTcs B 3TOH paboTe, PYKOMHCH Tpyaa
Xomxku HMcxaka dYacTO BKIIIOYAIOT HECKOJIBKO
JIONOJTHUTENBHBIX ~ TEKCTOB, B  TOM  YHUCIE
MIOBECTBOBAaHHE 00 HCIaMH3alUH, KOTOpOe OBLIO
HEHTpaJIbHOM TeMol 3Toro ToMa [ 1:44-50 (pycckwuii),
74-80 (anrnmiickuid)]. Jlpyro#, Oonee mIMHHBINA
JIOTIOJTHUTENBHBIN TEKCT SIBJISETCS MPEAMETOM 3TOro
KpaTkoro otdyera. KinrodueBsle ciioBa: Memann Ara,
Axwman ScaBu, Xomxka Mcxak, cyduiickas Tpaaumus,
PYKOMHCH

KOJIMYECTBO JPYTUX MPOU3BENEHUH, KOTOPhIE MOTYT
OTHOCUTBCSI K TOH DIO0Xe WM, BO3MOXKHO, Jaxe
paHbllie, HO KOTOPbIE HENb3sI OJJHO3HAYHO OTHECTH K
CTOJIb paHHen Jare. EAvHCTBEHHBIM

The text in question is found only in copies of the untitled redaction of Khwaja Ishaq’s
work, and is a Sufi “treatise” (risala) ascribed to Khwaja Ishaq’s father, i.e., to Isma‘1l Ata
himself; if authentic, it would thus push back the literary legacy of the Isma‘1l Ata’1 tradition
by a generation, into the first half of the 14th century. Its authenticity is by no means certain,
but it is clear that it was produced no later than 1103/1692, the date of the earliest manuscript
copy. Other copies of the work date only to the 19th century.

Against its authenticity may be noted the signficant fact that this treatise bears none of
the clearly archaic linguistic features known from at least one copy of the work Khwaja Ishaq;
that work is also represented by 19th-century copies, and by one manuscript from the late 17th
century, in which the language has undergone significant ‘modernization’ from what we would
expect in a 14th-century work, but one old copy bears telltale signs of phonological and
orthographic archaisms that point to the 14th century. In the case of the treatise ascribed to
Isma‘1l Ata himself, however, we have only the ‘modernized’ versions, and although the text
occasionally shows signs of an older layer of linguistic elements, it is for the most part
indistinguishable from ‘normative’ Chaghatay Turkic.

In favor of its authenticity, or at least of its antiquity, is a brief passage, near the beginning,
that in effect praises Isma‘il Ata; it is framed as a hadith in which the Prophet Muhammad
‘predicts’ the career of Isma‘1l Ata. Though his hadith would have to be judged spurious, it is
noteworthy that it is cited in one other source | have identified, an obscure hagiographical work
(possibly entitled Riyaz al-awliya) produced in the second half of the 16th century by a Kubravi
shaykh of Central Asia; its citation in that work suggests, but cannot wholly confirm, the
likelihood that the Kubravi author was familiar with the treatise ascribed to Isma‘1l Ata, and
‘borrowed’ the putative hadith from a copy of that work.

Another possible indication of the work’s likely antiquity involves its discussion of the
Sufi dhikr, which bears no sign of a focus on a key issue—the vocal or silent character of the
dhikr— that would undoubtedly have been addressed in a work of later origin. Yet another
element of the treatise’s contents offers even stronger evidence of its antiquity, as discussed in
more depth below.

With regard to the work’s date, finally, there is in fact an explicit statement about when
it was written, in a ‘colophon’ of sorts that is included in all three full copies of the text; the

81



two different versions of this passage present problems of both interpretation and chronology,
and ultimately are mostly unhelpful in terms of narrowing down a temporal ‘window’ for the
composition of the treatise.

This ‘colophon’ affirms that “the account that is written in this text [occurred] at the time
when [sma ‘1l Ata, God’s mercy be upon him, came from among the people of Bukhara, freed
from captivity;” this refers to a period, difficult to date, referred to in the brief ‘biography’ of
Isma‘1l Ata found in the work of his son Ishaq Khwaja, in which we are told that Isma‘1l Ata
fell into captivity among the infidels of the Dasht-i Qipchaq at the time of his father’s
martyrdom by the same infidels, and then eventually made his way to Khwarazm, Bukhara, and
Samarqand before returning to his native region of Qazghirt. The ‘colophon’ goes on to
affirm—and here there are two different versions—that Isma‘il Ata either was 14 years old
when he took his father’s place, or sat in his father’s place for 14 years. The final ‘clue’ given
in this ‘colophon’ affirms that Isma‘1l Ata’s assumption of his father’s role occurred in “the
year when Sultan Mahmitid TayT became ruler.” Without here going into the various possible
meanings, or garblings, of the name assigned to this ‘ruler,” suffice it to say that no clear date
can be established on the basis of any possible identification proposed for him.

The work is structured in a brief introduction and six chapters of unequal length. The
introduction lays out the circumstances of the work’s composition, affirming that Isma‘1l Ata
wrote it on the occasion of the licensure of one of his disciples, called Pir “Ali b. Bay Témiir
Andiigani (though the nisba is written unclearly), who is further identified as a seeker from
Turkistan; he was told to return to his own people and summon them to the path of God, just as
Khwaja Ahmad Yasavihad done in his time. In the interest of time, [ will refrain from outlining
the contents, and limit my comments to the important fifth chapter, which deals with the lineage
of the transmission of the khirqa, or Sufi robe, through Ahmad Yasavi. It is, above all, the
anomalous presentation of the lineage of masters through whom the Yasavi khirga was
transmitted that leads me to believe that this treatise ascribed to Isma‘1l Ata might indeed be
authentic; there are other signs pointing in the same direction, but the work’s presentation of a
transmission lineage known from no other source suggests that it may indeed go back to a quite
early period of the Yasavi tradition.

The fifth chapter begins with a short account of the origins of this khirga, in paradise, and
then shows Isma ‘il Ata recounting the transmission of this khirqa, in a lineage that serves as a
silsila for Khwaja Ahmad Yasavi: the Prophet wore it for several years and then gave it to “Alj,
who wore it for 35 years and then passed it to Shaykh Hasan BasrT; the latter wore it for 18
years and 14 days, and then transmitted it to Shaykh Habib ‘Ajami, who wore it for 55 years.
Without making clear whether that figure includes the seven years during which the khirga was
preserved in a chest (sandiq), i.e., without being worn by a particular saint, the account then
dispenses with the length of time each figure wore the khirga, and simply gives the chain of
transmission.

From Shaykh Habib ‘Ajami, it passed to Shaykh Dawtd Tayi, then to Shaykh Ma'raf
Karkhi, then to Shaykh SarT Saqati, then to Shaykh Abu’l-Fazl—clearly meaning Abi’l-Fazl
Sarakhsi—and then to “Shaykh Abii Sa‘idi [sic] Bii’l-Khayr;” from the latter it passed to one
intermediary, identified as “Shaykh Najm al-Din Tus1,” and it was he who passed it on to
Shaykh Ahmad Yasavi. After that, the account ends, the khirqa reached “the shaykhs of this
time, down to the present moment.” The phrasing here thus refrains from explicitly claiming
that the khirqa was in the possession of Isma ‘1l Ata, though we might argue that this is implied.

Two preliminary points should be made with respect to this lineage, beyond the fact that
it is marked by a significant chronological gap (between Sar1 Saqati and Abu’l-Fazl SarakhsT).
The first is that in making Ahmad Yasavi part of an initiatory lineage traced through the famous
11th-century shaykh of Khurasan, Aba Sa‘id b. AbT’l-Khayr (d. ca. 1041), it is in conformity
with our earliest known reference to Ahmad Yasavi, in a work from the first half of the 13th
century, which affirms that he performed the dhikr using the same formula as that used by the
Sufi community of Abii Sa‘id b. Abr’l-Khayr, namely, the divine name “Allah” (as opposed to
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the formula “la ilaha illa’llah” employed by the circle of Yuisuf Hamadani, and, according to a
parallel account, the followers of Abii’l-Najib Suhravardi as well).

The second is that a handful of other sources—Hazini’s Jami* al-murshidin (16thcentury),
the Lamahat min nafahat al-quds of ‘Alim Shaykh ‘Aliya adi (early 17th century), and the
Manaqib of Nir al-Din Basir (15th century?)—mention “Najm al-Din TasT” among the Sufi
teachers of Ahmad Yasavi, but without placing him in a specific lineage of khirqa transmission;
indeed, some of those other sources link this Najm al-Din Ttist with a specific aspect of Ahmad
Yasavi’s Sufi training, identifying him as Yasavi's shaykh for spiritual retreats (khalvat).
Different ‘specializations’ are assigned, in those sources, to the other major figures often
identified as Ahmad Yasavi’s teachers, Yusuf Hamadani and Shihab al-Din ‘Umar Suhravardi,
suggesting that assigning such specific roles served as a way of ‘reconciling’ the conflicting
traditions about Ahmad Yasavt’s spiritual training, and that the inclusion of Najm al-Din Tust
among those assigned such a role is an indication that such a figure was indeed known, and
perhaps fairly prominent, among the shaykhs who were said to have been teachers of Ahmad
Yasavl.

More broadly, as noted, the ‘lineage’ of transmission shown in the treatise ascribed to
Isma‘1l Ata is of considerable significance for ignoring both the most commonly given initiatory
lineage for Ahmad Yasavi, traced through his supposed master, shared with the spiritual
ancestor of the Khwajagan and the Nagshbandi tradition, Yisuf Hamadani, and the lineage
traced for Ahmad Yasavi in several other works chiefly of Yasavi provenance

(including those of Hazini, from the late 16th century, and the Lamahat, from the early
17th, but also a handful of sources from earlier in the 16th century, and even from the mid-
15th), through Shihab al-Din ‘Umar Suhravardi. The treatise is unique among sources I have
encountered in ignoring these two figures entirely, and in identifying only Najm al-Din Tasi as
the master of Ahmad Yasavi.

It is, as suggested, the utter obscurity of Najm al-Din Tast—of whom no other record exists,
despite the extensive hagiographical ‘coverage’ of the Sufi circle of Abii Sa‘id b. AbT’IKhayr—
that suggests his authenticity as a figure linked to Ahmad Yasavi. As the earliest reference to
Yasavi confirms, Yiisuf Hamadani was a prominent Sufi, and both Abii’l-Najib Suhravardi and
his nephew Shihab al-Din ‘Umar Suhravardi were extraordinarily important figures in 12th- and
13th-century Sufism; if there was uncertainty or dispute regarding Ahmad
Yasavi’s spiritual training, as conflicting traditions suggest there certainly was, it would be only
natural to find claims about his links to such prominent figures as Hamadani or the Suhravardis.
Such claims would have had the effect of situating Ahmad Yasavi within a wellknown and
influential ‘brand’ of Sufi teaching and practice, in addition to ascribing him a prestigious teacher.
In the case of Najm al-Din Tiisi, his obscurity makes him an odd candidate to latch onto for either
prestige or wider ‘brand’ connection; in the latter regard, if he were known among the disciples
or descendants of Abai Sa‘id b. Ab1’l-Khayr, we might argue that this was the brand connection
that was evoked by showing him as the source of Ahmad
Yasavi’s khirqa, his own individual obscurity and lack of evident prestige notwithstanding, but
the treatise ascribed to Isma‘1l Ata is, after all, our only source to link Najm al-Din Tdis1 to Abu
Sa‘id b. AbT’I-Khayr.

Considered from a different perspective, the obscurity of the figure identified as Ahmad
Yasavi’s master in the treatise ascribed to Isma‘1l Ata may speak also to the antiquity of that
treatise: it suggests that the work was indeed written before the far better-known claims about
Ahmad Yasav1’s Sufi lineage were formulated and cemented in Sufi literature and lore (a process
that culminated only in the Rashahat-i ‘ayn al-hayat, from the early 16th century, though some
Yasavi sources continued to present ‘alternative’ traditions for more than a century afterwards).
Indeed, the obscurity of Najm alDin TaisT may serve as a likely sign not only of the antiquity, but
ofthe veracity as well, of the treatise ascribed to Isma ‘1l Ata, which likely preserved an early, and
possibly accurate, tradition that was not yet ‘countered’ by claims of Ahmad Yasav1’s discipleship
under the much better-known figures of Hamadant and
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Suhravardi. At the same time, however, there is good reason to be careful in arguing about the
‘veracity’ of the treatise ascribed to Isma‘il Ata on the specific point of the identity of Ahmad
Yasavi’s master; this is so not only because arguing that the obscure Najm al-Din TiisT was the
real master of Ahmad Yasavi does not yield much in terms of concrete connections or
associations, but because what it presents is simply evidence of the existence of a particular
tradition, or assertion, about Yasav1’s spiritual training that may have been in circulation quite
early in the historical development of the Yasavi tradition—an assertion or tradition, to be sure,
that cannot be as easily accounted for as those stressing Yiisuf Hamadani or Shihab al-Din
Suhravardi. In other words, the arguable antiquity of the treatise ascribed to Isma‘1l Ata might
make it a more authoritative source regarding Yasavi’s lineage, but not necessarily. The point is
that all the traditions about Ahmad Yasav1’s spiritual training were most likely devised for
specific motives that need not have included the preservation of a historicallyaccurate account of
who his actual master(s) were. It is thus more prudent to recognize all these traditions, including
the one advanced in the treatise ascribed to Isma‘il Ata, as contingent and perhaps conjectural
claims, based on incomplete information and on assertions that may have meant different things
in different times.
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