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TEXTS AND MANUSCRIPTS: 
DESCRIPTION AND RESEARCH 

T. I. Sultanov 

A MANUSCRIPT OF THE TARIKH-1 NARSHAKHl AND 
AN ANONYMOUS REMARK ON THE HARMFULNESS OF TOBACCO 

This brief paper emerged from a short remark by 
an anonymous author in one of the Persian manuscripts 
in the rich collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the 
Institute of Oriental Studies. The manuscript itself 
(call number C 1841) is a collection which contains ex­
cerpts of varying length from certain chapters of the Persian 
translation of Tarikh-i Narshakhl, also known as Tarikh-i 
Bukhara (fols. 27b-29a, 3 la-35b, 59a-60b). The com­
position, written in Arabic in 3321943-44 by Abil Bakr 
Mu~ammad b. Ja'far al-Narshakhf is devoted to the 
Samanid Nil~ b. Na~r (r. 331-343/943-954). Containing 
a history of the city of Bukhara, this work is a first-class 
source of information about Bukhara and its surroundings 
from antiquity. Narshakhf's work was first translated into 
Persian in 52211128 by Abil Na~r A~mad b. Mu~ammad b. 
Nasr al-Qubawf, who significantly reworked the text of the 
original. The writing enjoyed great popularity in Central 
Asia, and Bukhara in particular, up until the beginning of 
the twentieth century. 

Manuscript C 1841 presents excerpts from Tarikh-i 
Narshakhl that do not follow the order of chapters in 
the original. These excerpts contain information on the 
conquest of Bukhara by the Arabs (fols. 27b-28a), the rule 
of Qutayba b. Muslim (fol. 28a), the construction of 
a mosque in Bukhara (fol. 28a-28b), and Namazgah 
(fols. 28b-29a). The text on fols. 3 la-35b contains 
an excerpt from the chapter on the Samanids and their ori­
gins (fol. 3 la), an account of the beginning of this dynasty's 
reign (fol. 31 a}, and extremely brief excerpts from chapters 
on various Samanids (fols. 3 la-33a). It goes on to present 
information on the qaqfs of Bukhara, including an account 
of Bukhara's origins and its ancient history (fol. 34a}, 
on Bukhara itself and surrounding areas (fol. 34a-34b), 
the founding of the Bukharan ark (fol. 35a), the city 
walls of Bukhara (fol. 35a), the minting of coins (fol. 35a}, 
the female ruler of Bukhara and her descendents (fol. 35a-
35b), the division of Bukhara by the Arabs (fol. 35b) 
and Sharfk b. Shaykh al-Mahdi (fol. 35b). Fols. 59a-60b 
contain excerpts from two chapters: on the appear­
ance of Muqanna (fols. 59a--60a) and the bazaar of 
Mah (fol. 60b). 

<D T I. Sultanov. 2000 

But excerpts from Narshakhf's work make up only 
a part of manuscript C 1841. It also includes notes, remarks, 
and quotations from numerous other works, in the majority 
of cases without an indication of title or author. These notes 
do not display any order or plan; one can only state that 
remarks of a chronological nature predominate. The collec­
tion's compiler records the birth and death dates of 
'u/ama 's, ~iifis, scholars, poets, and other figures who in­
terest him. The dates of various rulers from this or that dy­
nasty are also given, frequently with an indication of where 
they are buried. All of this information generally 
relates to Central Asia. The chronological material encom­
passes the period from the seventh to the nineteenth 
century. The most valuable section provides information on 
people who played some role in the political or religious life 
of Central Asia at a late date; for example, there is 
information on the Bukharan am/rs of the Manghyt dynasty 
(fols. 66a-67b). 

The collection is made up of the following elements 
(aside from the excerpts from Narshakhf noted above): 

I. verses by Central Asian poets of the nineteenth 
century Dawlat Yar Khilqandf and Mfzra 'Inayatallah 
Qa~f Kalan (fols. I b-2a). In effect, these verses open 
the collection; 

2. chronological notes (fols. 3a-6b, 10a-17a, 18a-
23a, 30a-30b, 36a-40b, 44a, 6lb-63a, 66a-67b). 
Many of these can be termed as genealogical; 

3. a silsila of shaykhs of the Naqshbandfya and 
Qadirfya orders (fols. 25b-26a); 

4. an excerpt from the edifying work "Plato's Instruc­
tions to Alexander" (fol. 29b); 

5. a brief list of the most important events in Central 
Asia from the period of the Timilrids to the Janids 
(fols. 44b-50a); 

6. brief remarks on the seven climates (fols. 55a-58b) 
with reference to literary sources; 

7. notes on the rules for reading the khufba in Arabic 
(fols. 72b-75a); 
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8. excerpts from waqf documents with a list of the 
property of several waqfs in the Bukharan region 
(fols. 77b-78a). 

The name of the collection's compiler is not known. 
Judging by the amount of material on Bukhara and excerpts 
from Narshakhf, he was a resident of that city. The notes 
seem to have been made over a long period of time; several 
folios in the manuscript remained uncompleted. Among 
the information on the Manghyt amlr of Bukhara, 'Abd 
al-Ahad, we find the date 6 Safar 1303 115 November 
1885. (fol. 67b). Folio 78b contains the following remark: 
"12 Jumada I 1310 (2 December 1892 - TS.). Qarf 
Junaydallah was imprisoned in the upper chamber of the 
high ark [in Bukhara], and on the first day of Safar 1313 (24 
July 1895 - T S.) the above-mentioned Qarf was sent to 
the province of J:Ii~ar". Hence, entries were made until 
at least the mid-1890s (!]. 

Thus, we can conclude that Central Asian manuscript 
C 1841 is rather late and was drawn up, judging by dated 
entries, during the period when the Bukharan emirate 
(1747-1920) had already become a vassal of the Russian 
Empire ( 1868). The manuscript is on various types of 
paper, partly Eastern (Central Asian - fols. 3---6, 9-35, 
41-43, 66---67, 70), partly European (Russian - fols. 1-
2, 7-8, 36-40, 44---62, 64---65, 68---69, 71-78). There 
are 78 folios in all (25.5 x 15.0 cm). The number of lines 
and t.:xt dimensions on various folios vary. It is written in 
Indian ink, and some headings and proper names on various 
folios are written in red ink. The hand is nasta 'liq. 
The binding is Central Asian (muqawwa') with a leather 
back [2]. 

Whatever the case may be, one of the remarks in the 
manuscript is not wholly in the vein of the collection. It is a 
brief comment on the penetration of tobacco into the coun­
tries of the East (fol. 4 la). It reports that tobacco (,S'~ in 
Persian) first made its way into India from the countries of 
the "Franks" during the reign of Jalal al-Din Mu~ammad 
Akbar Shah (a ruler of the Great Moghiil dynasty, 1556-
1605) and gradually achieved widespread in the entire 
country. The author notes that "many took a liking to the 
smoking of tobacco, although its nature is pernicious, and it 
belongs among the deadly poisons (.J;u r>--l" [3]. 

The comment appears somewhat incongruous in a col­
lection drawn up by a person who likely belonged to the 
'ulama' class and was possibly associated with the 
Naqshbandfya or Qadirfya order, which were extremely 
popular in Central Asia. In any case, the remark betrays the 
author's interest in the phenomenon of tobacco-smoking. 
Academician W. Barthold was the first to draw attention to 
this comment, and to the manuscript in general, which was 
acquired by the Asiatic Museum (today the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies) from the collec­
tion of A. A. Polovtsov in 1919 [4]. 

The anonymous author's interest in the issue of tobacco­
smoking in the East, a phenomenon he clearly decries not 
on ethical grounds, but because of the harm it does to the 
smoker's health (the author calls tobacco a "deadly poi­
son"), permits me to make a brief foray into the history of 
tobacco-smoking in the East on the basis of the few 
references we find in Muslim sources. 

We know that the Spanish word tabaco denotes a plant, 
the dried leaves of which American Indians used for smok­
ing long before the arrival of the Spaniards. The plant was 

brought to Western Europe at the tum of the fifteenth -
sixteenth centuries, where it was first used for medicinal 
and decorative purposes. As our anonymous author notes, 
tobacco was conveyed from Europe to India in the age 
of the Great Moghuls, and from there to Iran. By the 
first years of the seventeenth century, tobacco-smoking 
had become widespread there, especially in the army, where 
soldiers spent nearly all their earnings on tobacco. 
In 1605, Shah 'Abbas I (r. 1587-1629) banned the 
smoking of tobacco; it was then decreed that violators 
should have their nose and lips cut off [5]. According to 
information provided by Mu~ammad Ma'~iim, the author of 
Khula~at al-siyar, this prohibition was rescinded 
only in 1629 under Shah Safi (r. in Iran from 1629-1642), 
who at the very beginning of his reign issued a decree 
permitting tobacco-smoking and eliminating the tax on 
tobacco [6]. 

Tobacco gradually penetrated into Central Asia and Ma 
wara'al-nahr, where it was called ~· In the eighteenth 
century, tobacco-smoking was widespread in the highest 
realms of society; many Central Asian grandees and those in 
their service smoked. But tobacco-smoking was still 
considered reprehensible. Moreover, one should note that 
during the reign of Daniyal-biy (1758-1785) in Bukhara, 
the office of chief qacji of the khanate was in the hands of 
a sayyid Ni~m al-Din, who openly smoked tobacco [7]. 
The Central Asian khanates repeatedly banned tobacco­
smoking, but these prohibitions were never strictly 
observed, although violators were subject to harsh public 
punishment, and even the death sentence. 

An account has been preserved that the Khfwan heir to 
the throne, Mu~ammad R~fm, was for some time an invet­
erate smoker and drank too much wine. But upon becoming 
khan of Khfwa in 1806, he stopped both smoking and drink­
ing. Moreover, he forbade his subjects to smoke tobacco 
and consume strong drink, ordering that violators have their 
mouths "tom open to the ears''. Desiring to extirpate the use 
of tobacco in the khanate, M~ammad Ra~fm prohibited 
both the cultivation of the plant and its import from the 
Bukharan emirate. But after finding these prohibitions quite 
ineffective, the khan had subsequently to permit tobacco­
smoking [8]. Naturally, this led to the rapid and significant 
expansion of lands used for the cultivation of this profitable 
crop. Tobacco as a widespread plant and tobacco-smoking, 
of course, were welt familiar to the compiler of our manu­
script, who was, as was noted above, most likely a resident 
of Bukhara. 

Tobacco-smoking in the Muslim East was practiced 
with the aid of a long, serpentine tube inserted into a smok­
ing apparatus called by various names: qalyan (,:,l:-U), 
narglla (.J.:?',;L;), etc. The qalyan was a pipe apparatus for 
smoking tobacco in which smoke passed in bubbles through 
a vessel similar to a pitcher or carafe filled with water, 
cleansing it from particles of tobacco ash and other impuri­
ties. Earlier, vessels for the qalyan were made from coconut 
shells. This, incidentally, is the origin of the second name 
for the smoking apparatus: narglla (nargll is Persian for 
"coconut"). 

In the Muslim part of India, where tobacco-smoking 
in the East began, the water apparatus for smoking was 
denoted by the Arabic word .u..o. ("box"). In Central Asia, 
the smoking device was called a chi/Im (~). At the 
court of the Kokand khan 'Umar (r. ca. 18j0__:_1822), an 
inveterate smoker, the office of chitimdar was established. 
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The latter's duties included preparing the qalyfm and pre­
senting it to the ruler [9]. 

The author of the present article, until recently a heavy 
smoker himself, wholeheartedly concurs with the opinion of 
our Muslim author that "tobacco belongs among the deadly 

poisons". But to leave the assertion at that would be to slan­
der tobacco. In moderate amounts, tobacco is undoubtedly 
a powerful stimulant and magically calming substance at the 
same time. As such, it will likely be with us for many years 
to come. 
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