/https://hgj.imamreza.ac.ir

Journal of Greater Khorasan Handicrafts

Vol. 3, No. 9, 2025

Received 18 Feb 2025 Revised 07 Mar 2025 Accepted 03 Apr 2025 Published 15 May 2025

ISSN (Online): 2717-1671 ISSN (Print): 2251-6131

Research article

A Critical Re-reading of Khwaja Kalan Khurasani’s Treatise in the Context
of Safavid Musical Literature

Sahand Soltandoost & @* Amirhossein Davoodvandi & ®
_al_. \h/isitir;g Assistant Professor, Islamic Art Department, Faculty of Art and Architecture, University of Science and Culture,
ehran, Iran

b. PhD Student in Islamic Iranian History, Department of History, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran (Amir.davoodvandi@ut.ac.ir)

Keywords Abstract
Musical treatise, The musical treatise of Khwaja Kalan Khurasani is one of the concise yet significant
Khvajah Kalan texts within the tradition of Persian music writing during the Safavid era, likely

composed in its late period under the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn. The author is
identified in all extant manuscripts as “Khwaja Kalan Khurasani,” although his exact
identity remains unclear. This study, employing a descriptive-analytical approach and
inductive reasoning, first investigates biographical sources, tadhkiras, and library

Khorasani, Safavid-era
figures, theoretical
music treatises, Safavid-

era music catalogues to determine which historical figure bearing this title may be the author in
o question. Subsequently, based on the published critical edition of the treatise, the main
Citation musical and extra-musical themes and characteristics of the text are analyzed. Findings
Soltandoost, S., & suggest that the treatise primarily focuses on vocal performance, discussing forty-two

Davoodvandi, A. H. (2025).
A critical re-reading of
Khwaja Kalan Khurasant’s

musical modes (modes and their hierarchies). The author’s stated motivation for
composing the treatise is the application of musical principles to enhance the
treatise in the context of memorization and recitation of the divine word, indicating a connection between
Safavid musical literature. music and religious pedagogy. Despite offering valuable elements such as precise
Greater Khorasan definitions of terminology—mostly linguistic in nature—the treatise presents
Handicrafts, 3(9), 23-40. fundamental ambiguities regarding the author, internal structure, and sources of
knowledge, which limit the possibility of a more comprehensive analysis.
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Introduction

During the Safavid period, music—
interwoven with religious, mystical, and
philosophical knowledge—occupied a
unique place in Persian literary. One
manifestation of this connection was the
composition of concise yet meaningful
treatises that explored the theoretical,
vocal, and ethical dimensions of music.
The Treatise of Khwaja Kalan Khurasani,
a brief work on the foundations of vocal
music, is among such texts, likely written
in the late Safavid era during the reign of
Shah Sultan Husayn (r. 1105-1135 AH /
1694-1722 CE). Although the treatise is
limited in volume and manuscript
transmission, its content contains rare or
even unprecedented insights compared to
similar works. The author, through a
combination of scientific precision and
accessible language, presents specialized
musical concepts in the service of a
religious and pedagogical aim. Since the
author’s identity remains unknown and the
title “Khwaja Kalan Khurasant” alone does
not suffice for historical identification, this
article first attempts to investigate the
possible identity of the author based on
internal and external evidence, and then
analyzes the structure, content, and literary
style of the treatise to situate it within the
broader context of Safavid-era musical
literature.

Materials / Methods

The present study employs a descriptive-
analytical method and an inductive
approach. In the initial phase, four known
manuscripts of the treatise—preserved in
the libraries of Majles, the National
Library, the University of Tehran, and the
Sepahsalar Seminary—were identified and
their codicological features examined. The
critical edition prepared by Mohsen
Mohammadi was also selected as the
primary basis for textual analysis.
Additionally, biographical and historical
sources, including  tadhkiras  and
prosopographical references, were

consulted to identify and evaluate
historical figures bearing the title or epithet
“Khwaja Kalan.”

In the content analysis phase, attention was
paid to the treatise’s linguistic style, the
way technical terms are defined, its
structural organization, and the author’s
stated motivation for composing the work.
A comparative lens was also applied to
assess the originality or derivativeness of
its theoretical and extra-musical elements
in relation to other contemporaneous
Safavid treatises on music.

Discussion and Findings

The first key finding of this study concerns
the ambiguity surrounding the identity of
the treatise’s author. The title Khwdja
Kalan Khurdasani appears consistently
across all known manuscripts, yet no

historical or biographical source explicitly Jomal of
attributes this name to a known individual. Greater Khorasan Handicrafis

Internal textual evidence—most notably
the verse stating “In the time of the
Husayni king / who requested this treatise
from me”—strongly suggests that the work
was composed during the reign of Shah
Sultan Husayn (r. 1105-1135 AH / 1694—
1722 CE). The treatise’s literary style,
terminology, and classification of musical
modes also align with the intellectual
climate of the late Safavid period.

A noteworthy feature is the brevity of the
invocatory preface and the absence of
explicit Shi‘i expressions, which contrasts
with the dominant sectarian tone of official
Safavid discourse. Given the author's
Khorasani background, this lends support
to the hypothesis that he may have been a
Sunni. Furthermore, the author clearly
states that his motivation for writing the
treatise was to apply musical knowledge in
the service of reciting and preserving the
divine word—underscoring the
intersection of music and religious
education in the work. The treatise focuses
almost exclusively on vocal music.
Technical terms such as magam (mode),
shu ‘ba (branch), avaza (melodic structure),
naghamah (tone), and nagrah (syllabic
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phrase) are defined with brevity and
precision, though many definitions are
primarily linguistic in nature. For instance,
shu‘ba is likened to a branch of a tree,
while naghamah and naqgrah are associated
with vocalized syllables like “hi-h1” and
“tan-tan”—suggesting that the author’s
perspective is rooted in the performative
and vocal aspects of music rather than
abstract theory.

Another notable finding is the author’s
effort to legitimize music through religious
and mythic narratives. In discussing the
etymology of the word miisigrz, he refers to
the story of the Prophet Moses and the
twelve springs for the twelve tribes of
Israel, combining Hebrew and Arabic roots
in an allegorical explanation. This strategy
parallels other Safavid treatises that sought
to frame music as possessing sacred
origins. In the final section, the author
offers rudimentary health advice for
improving vocal quality. His reference to
muriffa‘at  (raising  techniques) and
muhassinat (beautifiers of the voice),
though lacking in medical detail, suggests
a basic familiarity with traditional
medicine and its relevance to vocal
training.

In total, The Treatise of Khwaja Kalan
Khurasant is a pedagogical and religiously
oriented work that prioritizes vocal
refinement for devotional recitation over
abstract theorization. Its accessible
language, coherent structure, and rich
vocabulary position it as a compact yet

meaningful  contribution to Safavid

musical literature.

Conclusion

The Treatise of Khwaja Kalan Khurasani
may be regarded as a valuable document
attesting to the presence of music within
the religious and oral culture of the late
Safavid period. In this work, the
boundaries between musical theory, vocal
technique, and religious pedagogy are
blurred, with technical concepts placed in
the service of sacred objectives. The
anonymity of the author, the treatise’s
concise and occasionally ambiguous
structure, and the lack of prior comparative
analysis have together prompted the
present study’s critical re-examination of
its linguistic, musical, and extra-musical
features.

Although codicological, textual, and
linguistic evidence alone does not suffice
to fully identify the author, it is possible—
based on internal and external clues—to
sketch a tentative portrait: a Khorasani
figure, likely Sunni, familiar with Qur'anic
recitation, inclined toward traditional
sciences such as medicine and philology,
and concerned with vocal and religious
training. On this basis, the treatise should
be seen not merely as a theoretical work on
music, but as a testament to the presence of
music within the religious lifeworld (zist-
jahan) of the Safavid era—one that merits
further precise and comparative scholarly
exploration.
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