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Article Info ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

The earliest known reflection of the rituals assoeiated with the stinth of
Rabi‘ al-Awwal in Persian poetry appeafs in verses from a qasida
composed by Nasrat b. Muhammad ‘AlaviiRaziga Twelver Shi‘i poet of
the eighth century AH. In addition to referring to Shi‘i hadith and
narrative traditions concerning this“occasion, thesesverses also reflect
certain popular beliefs and customs associated with the day. Among the
notable elements mentioned in the" poem are the use of masks as an
indication of ritual performancesy,and €hangal, a ritual confection
associated with the @bservance “of ‘the ninth of Rabi® al-Awwal.
Employing a.descriptive-analytical approach and drawing upon lexical
evidencegliterary sources,.and folklore reports, this study examines the
naturedand ritual function ‘of 'Changal and seeks to reconstruct its
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Changal. eighth century. AH and that this tradition continued until the late Safavid

period. These findings shed further light on the cultural and ritual history
of the ninth of Rabi* al-Awwal and contribute to a better understanding
of the role of Changal within its observances. In this respect, Nasrat
‘Alavi Razi’s qasida constitutes one of the few extant sources for the
study,of the rituals of the ninth of Rabi‘ al-Awwal and for reconstructing
cerfain cultural aspects of this occasion during the pre-Safavid and
Safavid periods.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study examines the ritual confection known as Changal as documented in connection with the ninth
of Rabi* al-Awwal in early Persian literary and lexicographical sources. The point of departure is a
gasida by Nasrat b. Muhammad al-‘Alawt al-Razi (fl. vyairya), which constitutes the earliest extant

poetic reference to the commemorative practices associated with this date in Persian literature. The poem
not only reflects Shi‘i narrative and hadith traditions but also preserves valuable evidence of popular
customs, including the preparation of a ritual sweet explicitly linked to the occasion.

Methodology

By situating this poetic evidence within broader textual, lexicographical, and folkloric'materials, the
article reconstructs the culinary, symbolic, and ritual dimensions of Changal“and tracgs its_gontinuity
from the early eighth century AH to the late Safavid period.

Discussion

The ninth of Rabi‘ al-Awwal occupies a distinctive place ip Shia devational culture and has been
represented in historical and religious sources as a day marked, by celebration, festivity, and communal
joy. Persian literary tradition likewise records its obseryance inboth_popular verse and formal poetry.
However, the gasida of Nasrat al-Razi stands out a§'a'rare pre-Safavid testimony to the ritual culture
surrounding this date. In a significant hemistieh—"Prepare the instrument of Changal on the ninth of
Rabi”—the poet presents the confegtion notias an ordinaryafeod but as an integral component of the
ceremonial apparatus of the dayd This reference suggests that by YY34/A¥Y4  at least in Rayy, the
preparation of Changal formed part of established ritual practice.

The study first clarifies the lexical and culinary identity of Changal. Drawing on medieval dictionaries
and culinary texts, it demonstrates that Changal,was a sweet, fatty preparation composed primarily of
bread, animal fat (often sheep’s tail fat), and @ sweetening agent such as dates, honey, grape syrup, or
sugar. The name itself derives from the method of preparation: the ingredients were kneaded, pressed,
and mixed by hand. Lexicographical sources record variant forms (e.g., Changal-khvast, Changal-khush,
Dalik) and occasionially equate it with other hand-mixed sweets such as khabis. Although some variants
lack bread and consist solely of fat and sweetener, the dominant form includes warm bread broken and
kneaded inte. melted fat and sweet substance until thoroughly blended. Thus, the defining feature of
Changal is not merely its ingredients but the tactile act of “changal-kardan” (hand-mixing and kneading),
which shapes bothiits name and its identity.

The article then analyzes the descriptive evidence found in the Changal-nama of Jamal al-Din Abt Ishaq
(d. ca. A£+/Y €YY This poetic text provides detailed characterization of the confection’s form, texture,
and preparation. Changal is described as round, soft, warm, and notably rich in fat. The fat—specifically
sheep’s tail fat—is emphasized as essential, and its abundance is rendered in hyperbolic imagery. Dates,
often used whole with pits intact, serve as the principal sweetening component in this account. The
preparation occurs in a vessel called a 12k, and cold water is reportedly used during kneading, possibly
to facilitate handling and blending. These descriptions confirm that by the ninth century AH, Changal
possessed a stable culinary profile characterized by warmth, softness, richness, and manual preparation.
Having established its culinary identity, the study returns to its ritual significance. Shi‘i narrative sources
attribute to the ninth of Rabi® al-Awwal a character of rejoicing and communal celebration, sometimes
accompanied by recommendations for feasting and feeding believers. Within this context, the explicit
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instruction in Nasrat al-Razi’s poem to “prepare Changal” indicates that the confection had already
acquired symbolic and ceremonial value. The poem thus provides the earliest datable evidence linking
this specific sweet to the observances of the day.

Subsequent sources confirm the persistence and elaboration of this practice. The Safavid-era manuscript
Suriir al-Mu’minin offers detailed descriptions of ninth-of-Rabi" festivities, including the preparation of
a sweet explicitly identified as Changal-khast. The text presents this dish as a customary food of the
feast and associates its consumption with devotional merit. It further situates the practice within a
narrative of continuity extending back to the Household of the Prophet, thereby embedding the
confection within a sacralized memory framework. Although such retrospective attributions may reflect
later developments in devotional historiography, they nonetheless attest to the established ritual status
of Changal by the late Safavid period.

Additional corroboration appears in Kulthim-nana by Aqa Jamal Khwansari (df)) YoANYY), which
likewise references the preparation and consumption of Changal on the occasion. Takentogether, these
sources demonstrate an unbroken tradition, spanning approximately four€enturies, ingwhieh Changal
functioned as a distinctive ritual food associated with the ninth of Rabi® al-Awwal.

Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight several broader implications#First, they underscore the value of
poetic texts as documentary evidence for social and ritual hiStory. Nasrat al-Razi’s qasida, though
composed as devotional praise, preserves concrete details of lived religious practice. Second, the case
of Changal illustrates the dynamic interaction.between elite literary culture and popular custom, whereby
a vernacular culinary practice acquirés symbolic weight, within Shi‘i ritual memory. Finally, the
historical trajectory of Changal—fr@m a locally prepared sweet to a sacralized feast-day confection—
demonstrates how material culture'and embaodied practices‘Contribute to the formation and transmission
of communal religious identity.

In conclusion, the evidence suggests that'Changal was recognized as a ritual confection connected to
the ninth of Rabi® al-Awwal at least by the early eighth century AH and that this association endured
into the Safavid era. Through lexical, literary, and manuscript sources—some examined here for the
first time—the study reConstructs both the culinary features and the ritual significance of Changal,
revealing its role in,the intersection of Shi‘i devotional tradition and Persian popular culture.

KeywordsaNinth of RabiSal-Awwal; Nasrat ‘Alavi Razi; popular culture; ritual practices; Changal.
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