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Malevolence of Quadrature and its Manifestation in Iraninan Documents

Emad-aldin SHEIKHULHUKAMAY1

(Archaeological Institute of Tehran University)
Those who work with archival Persian documents must have noticed that the lower right corner of
many of these documents has been cut. This paper concerns the history and evolution of this
custom.

Heribert Busse was the first among contemporary scholars who noticed this feature in Safavid
charters and quoted the 16™ century traveler Chardin who explained it as a superstitious custom that
signifies the deficiency of all worldly affairs.

However, belief in the malevolence of quadrature is much older than the 16" century AD. The
oldest source that explicitly mentions the custom is A Manual for Actnaries (dastur-e dabiri) from the
sixth century AH (12* century AD).

Inauspiciousness of the square shape is also found in folklore. Sadeq-e Hedayat (d. 1330AH/1951AD).

Approximately ninety pre-Safavid letters and charters from the shrine of Sheykh Safi al-Din of
Ardabil (d. 759AH/1357AD) have been inspected with regard to this custom. Of these, thirty-five
show defects on their lower edges. The following features are noteworthy in these papers:

1. A corner of most shows a manual tear. However, in Safavid charters, the cuts have been made
by knives or scissors.

2. Though most tears and defects are on the lower edge of documents, in the case of Safavid
charters the cut is more specifically located on the lower right side of papers.

Documents that belong to the Qajar period show different features in this respect. These may be
categorized as follows:

1. The kind of cut that is common to Safavid and pre-Safavid charters is rare in these documents.

2. In addition to the custom of cutting the paper that continues to be seen in legal documents of
this period, a new manner of disturbing the item's quadrature is introduced. This involves bending or
slanting the rule-borders of the document.

3. Some documents show a slanting of the rule-borders on their lower right and the upper left
sides, which appear to be a stylized evolution of the eatlier cuts in the paper.

The author presents evidence from classical Persian and Arabic literary and scientific sources in

support of the malevolence of the form of the square.
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