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Extended Abstract

For millennia, the vernal equinox has held significant symbolic meaning across cultures. It marks
the coming of spring and the moment when day and light gain ascendancy overnight and darkness. The
Great Sphinx of Giza, the Temple of Kukulcan in Chichén Itz4, Japanese Higan-e ceremonies, and the
ancient Greek poet-astronomer Aratus, among others, testify to its profound import for humanity. This
article briefly discusses the place of Nawrtiz in Muslim Cultures and then focuses on Nawriiz in Ismaili
literature. It demonstrates that the symbolism of spring in general, and of Nawrlz in particular, can be
found in Ismaili literature spanning virtually every major historical period and is present in the literary
heritage of the three principal linguistic groupings: the Arabic of the Islamic heartlands, the Persian of
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Iranian and Central Asian traditions, and the various South Asian languages of the Indo-Pakistan
subcontinent. Through examples, the article shows how intellectual interactions with the regional
environment are readily apparent in the literatures, whether the timing of the festival in the Arab world,
the vivid imagery and vocabulary of South Asian traditions that draw from the symbolism of wider
mystical currents in the Subcontinent, or the metaphors that permeate the Persian works, indelibly rooting
them to the birthplace of Nawrtiz and the conventions that sprung from it.

Significantly, much of the literature presented here has previously never received scholarly
attention. Some of it, such as the Adornment of Assemblies (Tazyin al-majalis), remains in unpublished
manuscripts while other works are extremely rare and only available in private collections. The analysis
demonstrates that two prominent uniting themes permeate the three broad traditions, regardless of time
period or language: vernal phenomena as metaphors for the blessing of the Imam of the time, and the
sacralization of the earth’s springtide finery by sublimating these symbols to convey knowledge of a
spiritual world beyond sensory experience.

The Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs celebrated Nawrtiz with appropriate pomp and pageantry, as
did the Fatimids and indeed numerous other Muslim dynasties. Many Muslims attached religious
significance to the occasion, connecting the celebration with Prophet Abraham’s miraculous escape from
the fire, Moses’ victory over Pharaoh’s magicians, and the recovery of Solomon’s ring. Shi‘T texts
associate the equinox with profoundly meaningful events in the lives of the Prophets and Imams, including
the pledge of allegiance to Imam ‘Al and the Qa’im’s triumph, thus emphasizing its spiritual import. The
Quran itself associates spring with the coming of Resurrection (giyamah).

The study of Ismaili literature related with spring in general, and Nawriiz in particular, reveals that
it was very much enriched by the diversity of cultures in which it developed, drawing upon a wide-ranging
panoply of languages, symbols and customs. In Fatimid Egypt, Nawriiz was connected with the flooding
of the Nile and the beginning of the agricultural new year, while imagery of spring in South Asian Ismaili
literature evoked the six seasons of the Indian calendar.

In praising Nawrliz, Prince Tamim could describe the Fatimid caliphs as “a time-tested sword to
fight life’s sorrows,” clearly alluding to the famous sword Dhii 'I-fagar of their ancestor, Imam “Al1. Dhii’l-
fagar again appears in an ode of Hasan-i Mahmud. He also employs symbols ubiquitous in Persian verse.
Thus, he laments that while a physician administers mufarri/ for weak hearts, that vivifying medicine
containing rubies, when he thinks of his beloved’s ruby lips, it saps all his heart’s strength. Meanwhile,
the poet Suman employs onomatopoeia, internal rhyme, and alliteration in his Gujarati verses to imitate
the sound of gentle rainfall.

In Arabic, it is the Imam’s right hand that scatters blessed rain upon creation, while in the South
Asian Ginans, solar imagery abounds, as the sun is regularly a symbol of the Imam of the time. Thus, he
is described as “the lord of twelve splendors,” an Indic solar allusion. The Imam is the sun, the faithful
are the blossoms exuding fragrance, brought to life by his light. While physical spring showers rain upon
the earth and brings the flowers to bloom, Pir Sadr al-Din tells us that within the heart is a spiritual spring,
where there are showers of divine light. In the most detailed examination of Nawrtiz in Ismaili literature,
Husayn ibn Ya'qib Shah reminds his readers that Nawriiz is not simply when the sun enters the
constellation of Aries. For the faithful, the true Nawriiz occurs when their actions, deeds and very
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actions. He then provides detailed guidance on how they must do this.

As explained at the outset, in many cultures, the vernal equinox and spring’s approach symbolize
transformation and the coming resurrection when the dead shall be brought to life. The Quran itself speaks
in such terms, and clearly this imagery permeates Ismaili traditions of Nawriiz. In addition to the existing
Quranic imagery, the symbolism takes advantage of Ismaili thought in which the Imam is the master of
the resurrection (Qa ‘im-i giyamat). As Nasir-i Khusraw explains in his Book of Illumination (Rawshara 7
namah):

But how is it possible to recognize the souls of the faithful and the polytheists before the
Resurrector’s advent? Consider the parable of two trees in winter. One of them is alive and sap flows
through it. The other is dry, its roots having shriveled. In winter, both appear the same to the naked eye.
However, the living tree eagerly anticipates spring’s arrival. With its advent, the tree will sprout leaves,
colorful and fragrant blossoms, and succulent, comely, aromatic fruit. Had that tree been a person, it
would rejoice in this hope.

Despite the wide range of expressions and symbols for spring and Nawriiz in Arabic, South Asian,
and Persian Ismaili texts, we discern a common, uniting ethos permeating much of the literature, one
attuned to seeking spiritual meaning from earthly phenomena.
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