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Abstract

Islamic documentary writing (watha’'ig-nigarT) remains an underexplored source for historical research despite
its rich economic and social data. This study investigates the late 9th/15th-century Persian treatise Monshat’ and
Sukitk by ‘Abd al-Mu 'min Ahmad Isfarayini, a little-known Timurid judge-secretary and calligrapher. Using
textually grounded historical analysis, the study examines the treatise’s thematic, structural, and content-based
significance. The findings reveal that Isfarayini attempted to hybridize literary epistolography (Monshat’) and
juridical documentary writing (watha’iq). While his Moshat’ sections are derivative, the Sukiik section presents
fourteen model legal deeds focused on commercial and social contracts. These deeds preserve invaluable data on
monetary systems, urban topography, material culture, social hierarchy, and the legal treatment of vulnerable
populations. Although Isfarayini failed to fully synthesize the two genres due to their divergent epistemologies,
his treatise is a landmark source for Timurid commercial law, social history, and judicial professionalism, filling
a critical gap in the history of Islamic legal documentation.

Keywords: Timurid Period, Monshat Writing, Documentary Writing, Sukitk Shar ‘iyya, ‘Abd al-Mu min Ahmad
Isfarayini.

Introduction
Documentary writing (watha’ig-nigari—the drafting of legally binding deeds and contracts according to Islamic
jurisprudence—has received remarkably little attention from mainstream historical scholarship. This neglect is
striking because watha’iq texts provide empirical data on economic transactions, social relations, and the
everyday application of Islamic law—domains largely opaque in court chronicles or literary anthologies. While
literary epistolography (Moshat’) has been extensively studied for its political and cultural narratives,
documentary writing remains confined largely to codicological descriptions.

This study addresses this lacuna by analyzing a late 9th/15th-century Persian treatise: Moshat™ and Sukitk
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Shar ‘iyya (Epistles and Legal Deeds) by ‘Abd al-Mu’min Ahmad Isfarayini. Isfarayini, a calligrapher and judge-
secretary (qadi/munshi) of the second rank in Timurid Khurasan, completed this work in 898/1493 at the shrine
of Shaykh Abii al-Qasim Nasrabadi in Isfizar, near Herat. The treatise exists as a single manuscript (University
of Tehran MS No. 5706), written in broken nasta‘liq script. The central research question is: What is the
thematic, structural, and content-based significance of Isfarayini’s treatise within the tradition of Islamic
documentary writing? Three objectives guide the study are: (1) situating the work within the historical evolution
of watha’ig-nigari, (2) analyzing its tripartite structure and attempt to bridge Moshat and Watha'ig, and (3)
demonstrating the value of its fourteen model hujat (legal deeds) for economic, social, and legal history. The
argument is that while Isfarayini’s synthesis failed, his Sukitk section offers a significant innovation in juridical
focus and practical utility.

Materials and Methods

The unique manuscript of Moshat’ and Sukitk Shar iyya (MS Tehran University No. 5706) comprises 87 folios,
measures 12 x 7 cm, uses Samarkand paper, and is written in broken nasta‘liq with black ink and cinnabar
headings. The manuscript shows damage, crossings-out, and later marginal annotations. The colophon dates the
work to 12 Rabi‘ al-Awwal 898 AH (January 1493 CE). The text has three sections: 1) rules of writing (adab va
qava‘id-i kitabat), 2) model letters (mukatabat) to kings, governors, women, scholars, poets, physicians, and
parents, and 3) legal deeds (sukiik shar‘iyya) as fourteen model huja;.

The study draws on earlier and contemporary manuals: Watha ig-i Ghazant (late 7th/13th century), Namis
Khwarl’s Hada'iq al-Watha'iq (early 8th/14th century), Muhammad Kazarant’s Kitab al-Shurit (872/1467), and
Ottoman Turkish and Arabic Sukitk manuscripts from the 10th/16th century. The research employs textually
grounded historical analysis with three levels: 1) codicological and paleographic analysis of the manuscript, 2)
structural and thematic comparison with conventions of Moshat’ and watha’iq genres, and 3) content-based
juridical-historical analysis of the fourteen Hujat to extract empirical data on monetary systems, urban
geography, material culture, legal terminology, and social relations, informed by classical Islamic legal
taxonomies of ‘uqud (contracts) and 1qa‘at (unilateral acts).

Research Findings
Islamic documentary writing emerged from a synthesis of Sassanid bureaucratic practices and early Islamic legal
needs. The Persian term ¢uk was Arabized as sukk (pl. sukiik), originally meaning ration vouchers. By the
Timurid period, sukiik denoted legal instruments for sales, leases, loans, partnerships, and manumissions.
Mongol invasions and political fragmentation created recurring needs for standardization. Frontier provinces
developed strong watha’'iq traditions due to weaker central control. Section One discusses pen trimming,
Khurasani versus Iraqi calligraphic styles, and epistolary protocols. Section Two provides fifteen form letters
using the five-part structure (praise, eulogy, petition, supplication, closing) but is derivative, using Fulan as a
placeholder. Section Three (the core), presents the following Hujat: acknowledgment (iqrar), lease of chattels
(ijarat-i asbab), lease of persons (ijarat-i nafs), sale with delivery (bay‘ taslim), commercial partnership
(mudaraba), joint ownership (munasafa), postponement (tadbir), contractual manumission (kitaba), immediate
manumission (‘itq), gift (hiba), conditional sale (bay" shart), and deferment of payment (hujjat-i muhlat).

Isfarayini’s attempt to bridge insha’ and watha’iq fails because the wathiqa writer is confined within a
“fortress of legal concepts” with little flexibility, while the munsht enjoys unlimited rhetorical freedom. The two
genres operate under different epistemic regimes: one prioritizes legal certainty, the other aesthetic ambiguity.
The Hujat preserve concrete data absent from chronicles. On monetary systems, a loan deed records “one
hundred dinar-i ‘adli of the Kipchak mint of Amir Shahrukh1”, specifying that two silver dinars equal one and a
half mithqals of pure silver. On urban topography, a land deed specifies “within Herat, in the eastern Nizamiyya
quarter”. On material culture, a surety deed accepts “one Mongolian gelding” as collateral for a three-year land
lease. On social hierarchy, all deeds require the individual’s name, father’s name, and grandfather’s name. On
vulnerable populations, manumission deeds ensure enslaved persons are not inherited as chattel, and a minor’s
property deed requires the father to provide legal surety.

Compared to Namiis Khwari’s Hada 'ig al-Wathda'iq, Isfarayini offers a more focused selection of hujaj but
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greater detail on commercial contracts. Compared to Kazarini’s Kitab al-Shurit, his work is less comprehensive
but more pedagogically streamlined. Ottoman and Arabic Sukizk manuscripts show remarkable similarity to
Isfarayini’s models, suggesting a transregional scribal culture.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

The analysis yields four principal results. First, Isfarayini’s treatise is the earliest known systematic attempt to
hybridize Moshat’ and watha’iq in Persian. The synthesis failed due to irreconcilable epistemic differences
between literary ambiguity and legal certainty. However, this very failure exposes the distinct professional logics
of the chancery (munshi) and judiciary (qadi) in the late Timurid period—a distinction rarely articulated in
theoretical sources but visible through the structural tensions of this hybrid text. Second, the fourteen hujaj
represent a significant innovation in categorization and thematic focus. By prioritizing commercial and social
contracts (mudaraba, ijara, munasafa, ‘itq) over ritual or family law, Isfarayini reveals a specialization in
economic jurisprudence. This may be the earliest empirical evidence of professional differentiation within the
Timurid judiciary, where some judges focused on commercial matters while others handled family law. Third,
the empirical data extracted from the deeds provide a unique source for economic, social, and legal history. The
deeds challenge monolithic narratives of absolute patriarchal authority by revealing legal protections for
children’s property. They also document three distinct legal pathways to manumission (‘itq, tadbir, kitaba) with
clauses preventing inheritance of enslaved persons as chattel. Fourth, the comparative analysis demonstrates that
Isfarayini’s work belongs to a robust, transregional tradition of watha’iq-nigarT stretching from Ilkhanid Iran to
Ottoman Anatolia, suggesting a shared scribal curriculum that transcended political boundaries and sectarian
differences. The study concludes that despite its author’s marginal status and modest size, Isfarayini’s Moshat’
and Sukik is a landmark source for Timurid economic, social, and legal history, filling a critical gap in the
history of Islamic legal documentation.
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