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Abstract

The musical treatise of Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji, a court
musician and instrumentalist during the reign of Shah Sultan
Hoseyn Safavi, represents one of the last major works on
music composed in the Safavid era and reflects the earliest
stages of [ran’s transition from the modal (Magam) system to
the emerging Dastgah framework. The treatise consists of an
extensive preface and two main sections: the first, comprising
fifteen chapters, addresses theoretical aspects of music, while
the second is devoted primarily to rhythmic cycles (buhir al-
ustl), metric patterns, and compositions authored by Amir
Khan and his contemporaries. This study aims to analyze the
content of the treatise and to assess its place within the
continuity of Iranian musical treatise-writing tradition by
undertaking a comparative examination with two preceding
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seminal texts—~Bahjat al-Rith by ‘Abd al-Mu’min ibn Safi al-
Din and the treatise of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Sayf Ghaznavi.
Employing a descriptive—analytical method, codicological and
textual data from the manuscripts were collected and
systematically analyzed through comparison of chapters and
theoretical structures. The findings indicate that Amir Khan,
drawing on the theoretical foundations of ‘Abd al-Qadir
Maraghi and influenced by the aforementioned treatises,
articulated a more coherent yet simplified version of Safavid
theoretical music. His emphasis on concepts such as ‘bang’,
‘shudiid’ (modal transpositions), ‘buhtir al-usil,” and
especially ‘gtisheh’ demonstrates both his awareness of
contemporary musical transformations and his intellectual
connection to the later Dastgah tradition. In comparison with
the works of Safi al-Din and Ghaznavi, Amir Khan’s rational
organization of chapters and reduction of extra-musical
elements reveal a stronger inclination toward empirical
analysis of music. Consequently, Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji’s
treatise may be regarded as a crucial link between the Safavid-
era modal tradition and the post-Safavid Dastgah system—an
important document that, while reflecting the decline of the
Safavid court, simultaneously attests to the enduring
intellectual and aesthetic vitality of Iranian music in the
twelfth century AH (18™ century CE).

Keywords: Musical Treatise, Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji,
Safavid-era Music, Ancient Iranian Music, Bahjat al-Riih.
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A Content Analysis of the Treatise on Music by Amir Khan

Kokabi Gorji: A Comparative Analysis of Bahjat al-Riih by

Abd al-Mu’min ibn Safi al-Din and the Treatise on Music by
Abd al-Rahman ibn Sayf Ghaznavi

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The musical treatise of Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji, a court
musician and instrumentalist during the reign of Shah Sultan Hoseyn Safavi,
stands as one of the last significant works on music written in the Safavid
era. It marks the earliest stages of Iran’s transition from the modal system
(Magam) to the emerging system of Dastgah. Written in 1108 AH/1696 CE
at the Safavid court of Shah Sultan Hoseyn, the treatise is organized into an
extended preface and fifteen chapters, offering valuable information on
magam (modes), sho’be and avazeh (both sub-modes), shudud (modal
transpositions), buhtr al-ustl (rhythmic cycles), and even rare concepts such
as ‘bang’ and ‘gusheh’. Despite its importance, previous scholarship has
largely focused on theoretical or codicological aspects, while its historical,
extra-musical dimensions and its place within the continuity of Safavid
treatise-writing tradition have seldom been analyzed comprehensively. The
principal gap in earlier studies lies in the absence of a comparative
assessment of its structure and content against two foundational texts: Bahjat
al-Rith by ‘Abd al-Mu’min ibn Safi al-Din and the treatise of ‘Abd al-
Rahman ibn Sayf Ghaznavi. Amir Khan’s work drew heavily on these
predecessors in its arrangement of chapters, use of versified passages, and
classification of modes and sub-modes. Accordingly, the central question
addressed in the present study is how Amir Khan’s treatise reflects
continuity, changes, or transformations in theoretical logic and musical
taxonomy, and what position it occupies—relative to earlier Safavid
treatises—in the broader trajectory toward the Dastgah system. The main
research questions are as follows:

1. What relationship does Amir Khan’s treatise bear to the structure and
content of the works of ‘Abd al-Mu’min Safi al-Din and ‘Abd al-Rahman
ibn Sayf Ghaznavi?

2. In what ways does Amir Khan introduce innovations or transformations in
relation to earlier traditions?

3. What image of musical thought in the declining Safavid period does this
treatise convey?

With regard to previous scholarship, none of the existing studies on Amir
Khan’s treatise has offered a systematic comparative analysis of the chapters
and fundamental concepts across the three treatises. The present research
seeks to fill this gap by clarifying the position of Amir Khan’s work within
the continuity of Iranian theoretical music writing.

Method: The present study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach with a
historical orientation. First, extant manuscripts of the treatise were identified
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in the collections of the Bibliothéque nationale de France, the University of
Tehran, the Iranian Parliament Library, Tashkent, and other repositories, and
their codicological data were compiled. The text of the treatise was then
examined on the basis of the manuscript in University of Tehran, compared
against the other versions. For comparative analysis, the chapters of Amir
Khan’s treatise were aligned with their counterparts in Bahjat al-Rith and the
treatise of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Sayf Ghaznavi, and divergences, parallels,
and modifications in fundamental concepts—such as modes, sub-modes,
modal transpositions, ‘bang’, chapter classifications, extra-musical
associations, rhythmic cycles, and notational structures—were extracted.
The data were categorized by content analysis and interpreted within the
framework of musical developments in the Safavid period.

Findings: The results revealed that the overall structure of Amir Khan’s
treatise—from the division into chapters to the arrangement of versified
passages—is heavily, and in some cases almost verbatim, derived from
Bahjat al-Rith. The verses concerning the twelve magams, twenty-four
sho’bes, and six avazehs are nearly identical to those found in the work by
‘Abd al-Mu’min, although Amir Khan occasionally simplified or rearranged
the verses to produce a more accessible text. The results of comparison with
the treatise of Sayf Ghaznavi further indicate that the concept of ‘bang’,
among the most complex notions, has been directly borrowed from
Ghaznavi, albeit presented by Amir Khan in a more streamlined and
coherent manner. The treatise also contains additions absent from earlier
texts, including a relatively rare reference to ‘forty-eight gtishehs,” which
may cautiously be regarded as one of the earliest theoretical indications of
the emerging Giisheh—Dastgah system.

Regarding rhythmic cycles (‘buhtr al-ustil’), Amir Khan, while citing the
tradition of Maraghi, expanded the number of cycles from 17 to 22,
introducing new forms such as ‘Shahnameh’, ‘Tawil’, and ‘Sama’. The data
from treatise on organology are likewise noteworthy: the mention of
instruments such as ‘tiitak’ and ‘Gdcheh’ points to rare or little-documented
types, while the absence of the ‘tar’—as one of the most prominent Iranian
instruments in later periods—suggests that it had not yet assumed its
standardized form at the time of composition. Content analysis of the
chapters shows that, although the treatise abounds in extra-musical
associations (such as linking magams to animals, seasons, or ethnic groups),
it presents mystical and astrological material in a far more concise and
rationalized manner than Bahjat al-Rith. Moreover, explanations related to
the four modal transpositions (‘shudiid’)—especially the transitions from
one modulation to another—are more elaborate and theoretically precise
than in earlier treatises.

Discussion and conclusion: The comparative analysis demonstrates that
Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji’s treatise should be regarded as a pivotal link
between the modal tradition of treatises from the 14™ to the 16™ centuries
and the emergence of the Dastgah system in the 18™ and 19™ centuries.
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Although he drew extensively on the structures of ‘Abd al-Mu’min and
Ghaznavi, Amir Khan advanced the organization of content by reducing
peripheral elements and simplifying the conceptual framework. The
significant reference to the ‘giisheh’, the practical definition of ‘bang’, and
the effort to articulate ‘shudiid’ on the basis of performance logic all point to
an orientation toward Dastgah thinking that had no precedent in earlier texts.
Beyond its musical value, the treatise also offers a cultural portrait during the
reign of Shah Sultan Hoseyn, in which religious restrictions compelled the
legitimization of music through the inclusion of hadiths, symbolic
associations, and sacred concepts. Overall, Amir Khan’s treatise should be
seen as both the final reflection of the Magami theoretical structure and the
earliest indication of the formation of the Dastgah organization in Iranian
music—a work which, despite its highly ornate and lengthy prose, has
preserved within itself one of the most important documents of Iran’s
historical musical transition.

Keywords: Musical Treatise, Amir Khan Kokabi Gorji, Safavid-era Music,
Ancient Iranian Music, Bahjat al-Riih.



