
Shaykh Ṭabarsí: A Turning Point in the Bábí Faith 

September 1848–May 1849 

 

May 2019 

(170 years since the conclusion of the episode)  



• It was the first time that the Qajar state began to 

actively suppress the Bábís. 

• Being the first of the Bábí-state clashes, it influenced 

the developments that led to the later battles. 

o Following the Shaykh Ṭabarsí episode, the state acted 

more swiftly and forcefully against the Bábís when 

hostilities broke out in Nayriz and Zanjan. 

• Half of the Letters of the Living lost their lives in this 

episode, including Quddús and Mullá Ḥusayn. 

  



• Lasted about eight months 

• About 500 Bábís at Shaykh Ṭabarsí (by January 1849) 

• The number of troops and irregulars fighting against 

the Bábís, 10,000 to 12,000 (by March 1849) 

o Equipped with two cannons, two mortars, and two 

howitzers 

• An estimated 1,500 dead, including some 450 Bábís. 

 



Main Primary Sources 

• Three Bábí and Bahá’í eyewitness accounts 

o Lutf-‘Ali Mirzay-i-Shirazi’s untitled chronicle 

The earliest and the most extensive, albeit incomplete, 

account of the episode 

Written within three years and three months of the 

conclusion of the upheaval (author executed in 1852) 

Does not cover the conclusion of the conflict 

The author joined Mullá Ḥusayn’s party shortly before 

their entry into Mazandaran. 

 

 



o Mir Abu-Talib-i-Shahmirzadi’s untitled narrative 

Written much later, but before 1888; does not cover the 

beginning of the episode; he joined the Bábís after they 

had taken shelter at Shaykh Ṭabarsí. 

o Haji Nasir-i-Qazvini’s eyewitness account 

Much shorter than the other two; written not long before 

the author died in prison in 1300/1882–83 

 

 

Nabíl did not have access to the first and third accounts; 

there are important discrepancies between his narrative 

and the first eyewitness account. There are also 

questions that Nabíl does not answer. 

 



• The Bábí account of Mahjúr-i-Zavári’í titled “Vaqáyi‘ 

al-mímíyyih” 

It seems to have been written in 1278/1861–62. 

• Official Qajar chronicles 

• Western diplomatic reports 

• Náṣiri’d-Dín Sháh’s edict to the governor of 

Mazandaran 



Context 

The Báb incarcerated at Chahríq 

Interrogation of the Báb in Tabríz, c. 23 April 1848 

o The Báb proclaimed to be the promised Qá’im. 

Serious challenge to the ‘ulama 

o He was bastinadoed. 



 



 



 



 



Increased hostility toward the Bábís 

Dr. Austin H. Wright, an American missionary stationed 

near Chahríq, where the Báb was held in confinement, 

writes: 

“The matter became so serious, that the Government 

issued an order that he [the Báb] should be taken to 

Tabreez and bastinadoed, and that his disciples 

wherever found should be fined and punished.”  
(Letter dated 10 February 1851) 

 

o Attack on the Bábís after the Badasht conclave 

o Clashes between the Bábís and townspeople in 

Mashhad 



Events of the Ṭabarsí struggle 

• Prelude to the conflict: March by a group of Bábís led by 

Mullá Ḥusayn-i-Bushrú’í from Khurasan to Mazandaran 

(July–September 1848) 

Initially, the band numbered about 200. 

• Encounter between Prince Khánlar Mírzá, the governor 

of Mazandaran, and some of the Bábís in Mullá Ḥusayn’s 

party (second half of August 1848) 
 

Khánlar Mírzá to the Bábís: “You are all Bábís and 

mufsid-i fi’l-arḍ (“the corrupt on the earth,” Qur’an 

18:94) and killing you is obligatory.” 

“Muḥammad Sháh has ordered that wherever you are 

found you should be killed.” 



 



 

 

Why were the Bábís heading for Mazandaran? 

 

The Bábís intended to go to Chahríq and, once there, 

to demand that the Báb be released. 

 

 



• Muḥammad Sháh died on 4 September 1848. 

• On 12 Shavvál 1264/11 September 1848 (only a few days 
after the death of Muḥammad Sháh), the party reached 
Barfurush, and was attacked by a mob of 3,000 to 4,000 
townspeople and villagers who refused to let them enter 
the town. 

In the clashes that occurred, some were killed on both 
sides. 



Why did the Bábís go to Barfurush? 

Following the death of Muḥammad Sháh, the country was 

plunged into chaos. 

A letter written by a person sent by Lieutenant-Colonel 
Francis Farrant, the British Chargé d’Affaires in Tehran, to 
Mazandaran states: 

“...Saree Sari...is the only town not in a disturbed 

state in all Mazandaran, and the roads are infested by 

robbers in every direction.” 
(12 September 1848, “Translation: Extract of a letter from a person sent to M. Mazandaran by 

Colonel F. Farrant,” “Enclosed Farrant’s No. 85 of 1848,” The National Archives of the UK, 

Foreign Office Records, FO 60/138) 

 

The Bábís were exhausted from the long trip. They were also 
not used to the climate of Mazandaran. Several of them had 
fallen ill and one had died. It was also only in a town like 
Barfurush that they could find sufficient provisions for their 
large group. 



• The attacks on the Bábís in Barfurush stopped with the 
arrival of ‘Abbas-Quli Khan-i-Larijani, a prominent 
Mazandarani chief, who made an agreement with the 
Bábís that they would leave the area. 

• On 21 Shavval 1264/20 September, the Bábís left 
Barfurush and were followed by a vengeful mob from the 
town. 

• Khusraw-i-Qadi-Kala’i, a brigand, joined the Bábís with 
his armed men, ostensibly to protect them. 

• Khusraw, whose intent was actually to loot the Bábís, led 
them around the countryside while his men and other 
local people began secretly killing them off. 

• When the Bábís discovered this, they killed Khusraw, 
drove off his men, and took refuge in the nearby shrine of 
Shaykh Ṭabarsí (22 Shavval 1264/21 September 1848, a 
few hours before sunrise) 



• The shrine consisted of a building housing the Shaykh’s 
tomb and a grassy enclosure surrounded by a wall two 
meters high. 

• Browne, who visited Shaykh Ṭabarsí in September 1888, 
exactly forty years later, wrote that it was “a place of 
little natural strength.”  

The site was not chosen for strategic reasons. 

• As the Bábís expected to be attacked, they built four 
small towers around the shrine, from which they kept 
watch over the area. 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

Why did the Bábís stay at Shaykh Ṭabarsí? 

The Bábís were trapped. They were strangers to the 
inhospitable surroundings of Mazandaran, with its narrow 
paths, thick forests, and impassable marshland. 

They would make an easy target for their enemies if they 
attempted to travel the narrow byways of Mazandaran. Their 
dialect as well as their dress would reveal that they were 
strangers. 

On entering the shrine, Mullá Ḥusayn addressed his 
companions, saying that this was the place all of them would 
be killed. 

For a time after the Bábís entered the shrine of Shaykh 
Ṭabarsí, the people from Qadi-Kala and other villages robbed 
all the strangers in the area and even killed a few. 

 



• When it became clear that they were trapped and all of 
them were going to die there, the Bábís began preparing 
for a defensive war, hoping that, through fighting bravely 
and meeting a heroic death, they could testify to the truth 
of their cause. 

• No troops sent against the Bábís until December. 

• Before then, the inhabitants of Qadi-Kala attacked the 
Bábís at the shrine. 

• From September to December, other Bábís, including 
Quddús, joined their coreligionists at Shaykh Ṭabarsí, and 
their number rose to about 500. Bahá’u’lláh visited 
Shaykh Ṭabarsí during this period. 

• Náṣiri’d-Dín Sháh’s order to the chiefs in Mazandaran to 
attack the Bábís 

• A number of local chiefs arrived in December with a 
militia nearly 4,000 strong. 



• On 25 Muharram 1265/22 December 1848, the Bábís 
made a sortie in daylight, surprised and routed their 
enemies, and killed seventy or more, including the 
commander of the army. According to one eyewitness, 
the battle lasted only about an hour. They also captured a 
huge amount of ammunition, provisions, and about a 
hundred horses. 

This was of great importance to the Bábís, as their 
own equipment was completely inadequate. On their 
arrival at Shaykh Ṭabarsí, the Bábís had probably 
many swords and daggers, but only seven muskets, 
and perhaps five horses. 

• After this defeat, Náṣiri’d-Dín Sháh gave emphatic orders 
to his uncle, Prince Mahdi-Quli Mirza, the newly 
appointed governor of Mazandaran, to eradicate the 
Bábís. His edict, dated 3 Safar 1265/29 December 1848, 
referred to the Bábí movement as a “fresh heresy,” the 
extermination of which was required by the religion. 



 

A note in the shah’s own handwriting read: 

“It is true. Mahdi-Quli Mirza, you must exert yourself 

to the utmost in this affair. This is not a trifling 

amusement. The fate of our religion and of Shí‘í 

doctrine hangs in the balance. You must cleanse the 

realm of this filthy and reprobate sect, so that not a 

trace of them remains.” 

 



 



• In January 1849, the prince-governor arrived with his 
troops (c. 1,000 men) at the village of Vaskas near 
Shaykh Ṭabarsí (c. 10 km.). 

• On the night of 29 Safar 1265 (the night of 23–24 January 
1849), some 200 Bábís sortied from their fortifications 
and routed the government forces. 

Quddus was injured in this attack. 

• Three days later, ‘Abbas-Quli Khan arrived with his 
forces, whose number gradually rose to about 6,000. 

• On the night of 9 Rabi‘ I 1265 (the night of 2–3 February 
1849), over 200 Bábís attacked ‘Abbas-Quli Khan’s 
troops. 

In the clash, some 400 of the troops, including many 

chiefs, lost their lives. This time the Bábís suffered 

many casualties. More than forty of them, including 

Mullá Ḥusayn, were killed during the battle or died 

later of their injuries.



• Soon the prince-governor returned with a new army, 
‘Abbas-Quli Khan joined forces with him, and the 
number of troops and irregulars gradually reached 10,000 
to 12,000. 

• In March, a detachment of soldiers with four cannons and 
mortars and two howitzers arrived at Shaykh Ṭabarsí, and 
a heavy bombardment of the fort began in the second half 
of that month. 

• By early April the Bábís had used up all their supplies of 
rice and grain and had already slaughtered and consumed 
the thirty or so horses that were left and were living on 
grass. 

• For the last nineteen days of the siege, the Bábís were 
reduced to eating the putrefied meat, skin, and bones of 
their dead horses, and even the leather of their saddles. 



• The siege was brought to an end when the prince-
governor resorted to treachery. The Bábís were promised 
safety if they left the fort. Copies of the Qur’an were 
sealed and sent to confirm the pledge. 

• On the afternoon of 15 Jumada II 1265/9 May 1849, the 
surviving Bábís, some 220 in number, evacuated the fort. 

• Once outside, they were disarmed and massacred (10 
May 1849). 

• The prince-governor did not execute Quddús, since he 
intended to take him to the capital, but when he arrived in 
Barfurush, he was forced to hand him over to Sa‘idu’-l-
‘Ulama. 

• Quddús was killed in a brutal manner on 23 Jumada II 
1265/17 May 1849. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

People of Bushruyih vilifying Mullá Ḥusayn to this day 

 



It was caused by the unconcealed determination of the dawn-

breakers of a new Age to proclaim, fearlessly and befittingly, 

its advent, and by a no less unyielding resolve, should 

persuasion prove a failure, to resist and defend themselves 

against the onslaughts of malicious and unreasoning 

assailants. It demonstrated beyond the shadow of a doubt 

what the indomitable spirit of a band of three hundred and 

thirteen untrained, unequipped yet God-intoxicated students, 

mostly sedentary recluses of the college and cloister, could 

achieve when pitted in self-defense against a trained army, 

well equipped, supported by the masses of the people, blessed 

by the clergy, headed by a prince of the royal blood, backed 

by the resources of the state, acting with the enthusiastic 

approval of its sovereign, and animated by the unfailing 

counsels of a resolute and all-powerful minister. 

Shoghi Effendi, God Passes By, p. 38. 



 

 

Letters of the Living who fell during the Shaykh Ṭabarsí episode 
 

1- Quddús 

2- Mullá Ḥusayn 

3- Mullá Muḥammad-Ḥasan (brother of Mullá Ḥusayn) 

4- Mullá Muḥammad-Báqir (nephew or cousin of Mullá Ḥusayn) 

5- Mullá Yúsif-i-Ardibílí 

6- Mullá Jalíl-i-Urúmí 

7- Mullá Aḥmad-i-Abdál-i-Marághi’í 

8- Mullá Maḥmúd-i-Khu’í 

9- Mírzá Muḥammad-‘Alíy-i-Qazvíní 



 

 

 

Distances between different localities 

Mashhad and Barfurush, c. 770 km. (c. 480 mi.) 

Barfurush and Chahríq, c. 970 km. (c. 600 mi.) 

Barfurush and Shaykh Ṭabarsí, c. 24 km. 


