
CHAPTER 19

THE RISE OF THE
NEW PERSIAN LANGUAGE

I. INTRODUCTION

New Persian literature, like that of many other countries, begins with
poetry. According to the earliest anthology, the Tuubdb al-albdb of
Muhammad 'Aufi (618/1221-2), the first Persian poem was a qasida
composed in 193/809 by a certain 'Abbas or Abu'l-'Abbas of Marv on
the occasion of the entry into that city of the future caliph Ma'mun.
This information is very questionable, however, and the few couplets
quoted by 'Auf 1 are certainly apocryphal, for the command of classical
rhetoric in them is unlikely to be achieved in a first attempt. In fact
the earliest poems which have been preserved date from the middle of the
3rd/9th century. The Tdrikh-i Sis tan, a local chronicle compiled in the
5 th/1 ith century, attributes the production of the first poetry in Persian
to the Sistanians. According to this interesting account, the victory of
Ya'qub b. al-Laith the Saffarid over the Kharijite 'Ammar in 251/865
was celebrated after the custom of the time by panegyrics in Arabic.
Ya'qtib was an uneducated military leader (condottiere) with no know-
ledge of Arabic. "Why," he asked, "do you compose verses which I
do not understand?" One of his secretaries, Muhammad b. Vasif, then
had the idea of composing in the same strain a qasida in Persian, which
is quoted in the Tdrikh-i Sistdn, and his example was followed by two
of his compatriots. The anthologies make no mention of these Slstanian
poets, but the Chahdr maqdla of Nizami 'Arudi (5 50-1/115 5-7) and the
ljubdb al-albdb of cAuf 1 quote some verses by a poet of the Herat region,
Hanzala of Badghls, whose work is certainly earlier in date than 259/873.
Both traditions therefore attribute the beginnings of Persian classical
poetry to the same period.

In addition to Hanzala, 'Auf 1 mentions a small number of poets living
at the time of the Tahirid and SafFarid dynasties, and many more in the
Samanid period. The court at Bukhara remained throughout the
century a brilliant centre of Persian and Arabic literature, while the local
courts of Khurasan and Transoxiana also patronized poets. The output
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RISE OF THE NEW PERSIAN LANGUAGE

was certainly abundant, but only isolated fragments have survived.
These however suffice to give an idea of the splendour and variety of
this first poetic activity. Henceforth Persian poetry could be considered
mature; its subjects and forms were fixed and the same tradition was to
inform all the poetry which followed, from the rich output of the first
Ghaznavid period onwards. It was also in the 4th/ioth century and in
the same part of Iran that Persian prose had its origin; the first extant
works date from the middle of the century.

Until this time literary activity in Persia had been confined to eastern
Iran. It began in such regions as Slstan, Khurasan and Transoxiana,
and penetrated only gradually into western Iran. Towards the end of
the 4th/ioth century several poets writing in Persian were to be found
at the court of Qabus b. Vushmglr, amir of Gurgan, and in the entour-
age of the Sahib Isma'il b. 'Abbad at Ray. It was not until the follow-
ing century, however, that Persian literature was to become the main
form of expression of the Iranian territories as a whole.

The language known as New Persian, which was usually called at
this period by the name of dan otparsi-i dart, can be classified linguistic-
ally as a continuation of Middle Persian, the official, religious and
literary language of Sasanian Iran, itself a continuation of Old Persian,
the language of the Achaemenids. Unlike the other languages and
dialects, ancient and modern, of the Iranian group such as Avestan,
Parthian, Soghdian, Kurdish, Pashto, etc., Old, Middle and New
Persian represent one and the same language at three stages of its
history. It had its origin in Fars (the true Persian country from the
historical point of view) and is differentiated by dialectical features,
still easily recognizable from the dialects prevailing in north-western
and eastern Iran.

Phonetically and grammatically, the degree of evolution from Old
Persian to Middle Persian is considerable, the differences being com-
parable with the differences between Latin and French, for example.
On the other hand New Persian remains in many respects quite close
to Middle Persian. The adoption of the Arabic script, which reflects
and marks the break with Middle Persian tradition, is an event of
enormous importance to civilization, but it must not hide the fact that
the phonetic development from Middle to New Persian is very slight,
especially New Persian at its early stage. The relationship existing
between Old, Middle and New Persian is well illustrated by the word
for "king" - Old Persian khshayathiya, but Middle Persian and New
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Persian shah. Phonetic differences between Middle and New Persian
are generally not greater than in the example Middle Persian drdstag
"decorated" and New Persian drdsta. The grammatical structure has
also undergone only minor changes, chiefly in relation to verbal
morphology and syntax. It is particularly in its vocabulary that New
Persian departs from Middle Persian, in two different ways. First, New
Persian contains many words which are originally foreign to Persian
proper and are betrayed by their form as belonging to other, northern
or eastern Iranian dialects: New Persian owes much to Parthian and to
related dialects and it has also borrowed from Soghdian. Secondly, it
has admitted a considerable proportion of Arabic words, a proportion
which has increased with time in the literary language and which also
varies between the different literary forms: rare in epic poetry, con-
siderable from the outset in lyrical poetry and significant even in the
earliest prose. It is evident that no one has ever written "pure" Persian,
that is completely free from Arabic elements. An Arab author, Abu
Hatim of Ray (d. 322/934), observes that in order to express many ideas
it is necessary for a Persian to have recourse to Arabic words.1 The
mixed character of the New Persian vocabulary, as well as being an
important fact of civilization, is a basic feature of the language, so that
in this respect Persian may be compared with English, the Arabic
element holding the same place and playing the same part in Persian
as the Latin element combined with the original Anglo-Saxon in
English. On the whole, therefore, New Persian appears to have been
from the start a mixed language, based on the Persian dialect but
bearing marked traces of other Iranian dialects and infiltrated with
Arabic words. It may be thought that this diversity was a factor in
making it the common language of the Iranian countries and, over the
centuries, the main literary and cultural language of the eastern Muslim
world.

The emergence of the New Persian language and literature presents
considerable historical problems. How was this new literary language
formed? What necessity gave rise to it? How does it happen that, in
spite of its original connection with the regions of the south-west, it
seems to have appeared first in the east, at the opposite extremity of the
plateau? Why did literature develop initially in Transoxiana, an outly-
ing region where, until the Islamic conquest at the beginning of the
2nd/8 th century, the common and literary language was Soghdian, a

1 Kitdb al-zjna, ed. al-Hamdani (Cairo, 1957), p. 71.
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fundamentally different Iranian language? Moreover, from its begin-
ning or very nearly so, Persian poetry is in full possession of its
techniques, verse-forms, rhetorical devices, genres and subjects. It
emerged like Minerva from the head of Jupiter, fully equipped from
the shadows of history. How were its literary rules formed? On what
sources did the early writers draw and how much did they owe to
Iranian tradition and how much to the imitation of Arabic poetry?
Such questions are controversial for the documents naturally do not
give a direct answer. Nevertheless sufficient indications may be found
for the consideration of certain probabilities.

II. THE LANGUAGES SPOKEN IN IRAN DURING THE FIRST

CENTURIES UNDER ISLAM

In an account passed down by the Fihrist, Ibn al-Muqaffac describes the
linguistic situation in Iran at the end of the Sasanian period. The
Iranians, he says in effect, have five languages: pahlavi, the language of
the Fahla country, that is to say of ancient Media, the Jibal of the
Muslims, dari, the language of the capital (Ctesiphon or Mada'in), par si,
language of the mobads and scholars, surydni, spoken in Sawad, and

F, used in Khuzistan. Of these five languages two are not Iranian
in the sense accepted by linguists; suryani is Aramaic, at that time the
common language of the population of Mesopotamia, while khuzl was
probably a relic of the ancient Elamite. The official language of the
state and of the Zoroastrian religion was evidently parsi, that is to say
literary Middle Persian, the vehicle of literature later known as Pahlavl;
for, as the result of a shift of meaning which has caused much confusion,
the name Pahlavl, originally meaning Parthian, was used in the Islamic
period to indicate the only ancient language then still known, Middle
Persian, and continues to be the name usually applied to it today. Ibn
al-Muqaffa', however, had no knowledge of such a usage; he gave
Middle Persian its proper name of pars! (in Middle Persian itself pdrsig)
and used the term pahlavl to describe the dialect of Media, historically
close to Parthian. As regards dari, it was the usual spoken language not
only in the capital but probably throughout a large part of the empire
too.

This description, which is limited to western Iran, makes it possible
to reconstruct the situation as follows. The official language, and the
only written one, was Middle Persian, a language already fixed in its
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archaic form before the beginning of the Sasanian period and reserved
for official and literary use. In everyday talk dari was employed, its name
being derived from dar, the "Porte", that is to say the court or the
capital. Originally this language must scarcely have differed from the
written language, but while the latter remained almost static, the spoken
tongue developed to such an extent that towards the end of the
Sasanian period the differences were finally noticed and the need was
felt to give it a proper name. Parsi (Middle Persian literary) and dari
were not, strictly speaking, two languages, nor even two separate
dialects, but rather two stylistic levels of the same language, parsi being
the medium of the administration, of religion and of written literature,
and dari that of everyday oral communication, that is to say the com-
mon vernacular of Iran. Alongside dari there existed of course local
dialects, the most important of which was pahlavi, probably upheld by
the prestige of an oral literature inherited from the Parthian poetic
tradition.

During the first centuries under Islam the sources do not provide a
general picture of the languages of Iran, but it is possible to glean some
items of information from the geographers and the historians. There
were numerous local dialects. Khuzl persisted in Khuzistan; it was said
to be a language which could not be put into Arabic script. Azarbaljan
was the domain of adhari^ an important Iranian dialect which Mas'udI
mentions together with dari and pahlavi; other idioms also occurred
which may have been "Caucasian". The Ardabil district was remark-
able for its mixture of languages: according to Muqaddasi there were
seventy of them in use. Among Caspian dialects dailami was the lan-
guage of the rough soldiery who spread over western Iran and Iraq;
tabari was sufficiently vigorous to become the vehicle of a written
literature in about the 4th/ioth century. At Astarabad, in Gurgan, two
distinct idioms were spoken. The Pahlavi of Jibal gave its name to the
fah/an>iyyat,which.w&ce poems in dialect. There were dialects in the open
country of Kirman; the Kofch (or Koch, Arabic Qufs) tribes and the
Baluchis had their languages, probably different from one another, as
did the inhabitants of Makran. In the north-east Khwarazmian, the
mother-tongue of Blruni, flourished. Under the Muslim conquest
Soghdian lost its function as an official and cultural language, but it
survived as the spoken language of the region of Samarqand. Not long
after the conquest the inhabitants of Bukhara were speaking a dialect
very much like Soghdian which persisted in the country districts until
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at least the 4th/ioth century. Ushrusana also had its dialect. In what is
now Afghanistan, Gharchistan had its own idiom, as did the land of
Ghur, whose inhabitants in 411/1020 could communicate with Mas'ud
of Ghazna only by means of an interpreter. Many other dialects existed
in the Iranian countries and Muqaddasl in his description of Khurasan
stated explicitly that almost everywhere in the country districts "another
tongue" was spoken, that is to say a dialect distinct from the common
language.

This common language was of course darl and a most important
feature of this period was the fact that it spread considerably. It prob-
ably lost ground in Iraq (though it remained in use among the towns-
people at least until the 4th/ioth century), but it gained immense
territory in the east. Probably already in the Sasanian. period it had
ousted from Khurasan proper the Parthian which had been the com-
mon language there in the 3rd century A.D. Supported by the prestige
of the empire darl had perhaps also begun to spread quite widely in
Bactria and beyond the Oxus. It was certainly at the time when Trans-
oxiana and the present Afghanistan had been integrated into the
caliphate that the Muslim conquerors imposed it in all north-eastern
regions. Even the name tajik, which is still used today to designate the
Persian-speaking populations of Transoxiana and of the whole of the
eastern part of the plateau, is the Soghdian form of the Persian word
td%i, which was the Iranian name for Arabs, but could also mean
"Muslim", as shown by Tavadia.1 These "Arabs" were actually for
the most part Iranians converted to Islam: their victory was also that
of the darl language which, first taking root in the towns, eliminated
from there the local dialects and confined them to the country districts
with the result that eventually most of them died out. In the 3rd/9th
century, perhaps even earlier, it had become the common spoken
language of the Iranian lands as a whole.

A spoken language which extends over vast territories without hav-
ing the support of a written tradition tends to assume a diversity of
forms and dari was no exception to this rule. Its local variants in the
different regions where it took root were influenced to a greater or
lesser degree by the dialects which it replaced. In the Sasanian period
the dari spoken in Khurasan was certainly not identical with that of
Fars or of Iraq and even today the Persian spoken in Kabul and the
colloquial Persian of Tehran are very different and the users of these

1 ZDMG, vol. en (1952), p. 384.

600

&DPEULGJH�+LVWRULHV�2QOLQH���&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������



THE FIRST CENTURIES UNDER ISLAM

two colloquial forms cannot easily understand each other. Even within
the frontiers of each Persian-speaking country, despite the tendency
towards unification imposed by modern social conditions, there are
many local forms of speech. In Iran those of Khurasan and of Slstan
for instance preserve a markedly individual character, while in Afghan-
istan and also in Tajikistan there are numerous Persian dialects. These
differences are of ancient date. The geographer Muqaddasi in his
description of each region always devotes a few lines to the language
of its inhabitants. The forms of speech to which he refers are for the
most part only local variants of the common language, but he distin-
guishes practically as many of them as there are important towns or
political districts. The indications given by him, although both
summary and subjective, are interesting as evidence of the existence of
linguistic discrepancies which were apparent to people living at that
time. On the other hand, a close examination of early Persian texts
enables us to gain some idea of the dialectology of dari. The output of
the 4th/ioth and 5th/nth centuries, especially in prose (since prose
works are less literary and have been better preserved in their original
form than the poetry), reveals various dialectical shades of difference.
The early Judaeo-Persian writings provide a quantity of instructive
information on the forms of speech in south-western Iran and supple-
ment what can be deduced from texts in Arabic script, which were
composed mostly in eastern regions. Taking them as a whole, it is
possible to detect among the local forms of the common language of
about a thousand years ago two main groups, belonging to the east and
to the west respectively, each group containing sundry variants. The
dari used in the south-west, both in its vocabulary and in various
grammatical features, remained closer to Middle Persian, while the
dari of Khurasan was encumbered with more elements coming from
non-Persian Iranian dialects, particularly Parthian. It was the dari
of Khurasan which penetrated into what is now Afghanistan and into
Transoxiana; in this latter region it acquired a number of Soghdian
words.

Alongside both the early dialects and dari, which had spread every-
where with a greater or lesser degree of local variation, Arabic had also
taken root in Iran. It was of course the everyday language of the Arab
immigrants: certain towns such as Dlnavar, Zanjan, Nihavand, Kashan,
Qum and Nishapur had a considerable Arab population and Arab
tribes had also settled in Khurasan. However, these Arab elements
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were more or less rapidly assimilated: in the middle of the 2nd/8th
century the majority of the Arabs in the army of Abu Muslim spoke
dari. Arabic gained little ground among the Iranian population except
as a cultural language and in this respect the Iranian countries differed
fundamentally from almost all other parts of the empire of the caliphs.
While in the Fertile Crescent and in Africa Arabic was gradually taking
the place of Aramaic, Egyptian and the Berber languages as the
language of daily communication, the same function was being per-
formed in the east by dari at the expense of the other Iranian languages.
It was dari, not Arabic, which was the language of the eastern con-
quests. Paradoxically Arab domination and the extension of Islam had
the effect of largely unifying the spoken language of the Iranian
countries, a factor which was decisive in the formation of literary New
Persian.

III. LITERARY LANGUAGES IN USE UNTIL
THE 3RD/9TH CENTURY

During the first two centuries of Islam, the medium for written expres-
sion and literature in Iran was provided by two languages of unequal
importance, one of them declining and the other in the ascendant -
Middle Persian (called Pahlavi) and Arabic. It is well known that at
first the conquerors were necessarily dependent on the former Iranian
civil service and that its officials continued to keep the financial registers
in Middle Persian until 78/697-8 (or 82/701-2) in the west and until
124/741-2 in Khurasan, the years in which Arabic replaced Middle
Persian as the administrative language. Although it is fairly safe to
assume that during the same period Middle Persian continued to be the
medium by which the intellectual activity of the cultivated Iranian was
expressed, its use became increasingly restricted with the progress of
Islamic influence and the vigorous development of Arab culture.
Abandoned by the new Muslim converts, it persisted only among the
Zoroastrians, particularly - perhaps even exclusively - among the
priests, who were the trustees of the ancient culture. The major part of
Pahlavi literature which has survived dates from the 3rd/9th century, a
period of relatively intense productivity, but this activity was limited to
subjects connected with the Mazdaean religion, which the priests
wanted to defend against the triumphant extension of Islam. It was the
work of clerics and remained geographically confined to Fars.
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Indeed from the 2nd/8th century onwards, the principal cultural
language of Iran was Arabic and it had been openly adopted as such
by the Islamicized Iranian aristocracy. Although in certain remote
provinces it was still ignored by such local princes as Vindadhhurmuzd,
king of Tabaristan, who was able to converse with the caliph Harun
al-Rashid only by means of an interpreter, it was understood and used
by many Iranian nobles and by the intelligentsia. It was not merely the
administrative language, essential for anyone who held a position of
any authority, but also the medium of science and of literature. That
Arabic should have fared thus in Iran was due not simply to its being
the language of the Qur'an, the Word of God, and of the exegesis and
of the cult recently adopted by the mass of the population, but also
resulted from its having become the repository of most of the treasures
of the Iranian tradition. The ancient books of history, wisdom and
science, the romances, stories and fables had all been translated into
Arabic and they were known to educated Iranians much more from
these translations than from the original works in Middle Persian.
Even some Arabic poetry was, as it seems, permeated with the influence
of Sasanian poetry. In the 3rd/9th century, with the exception of those
works which were strictly Mazdaean, there was probably nothing of
importance to be found in Middle Persian texts which was not available,
more conveniently, in Arabic. Arabic literature was therefore not
foreign to the Iranians: they contributed to it themselves as translators
and as original writers and it is known that many of the greatest
"Arabic" writers and scholars were Iranians. In the Golden Age of
'Abbasid civilization Arabic literature no longer belonged to the Arabs
alone, but was the common property of the peoples of the caliphate,
among whom Iranians played a leading part. It offered them riches
obtained from various sources, Arab, Iranian, Greek and Syriac, and
all alike rediscovered and reanimated their own traditions, renewing
them with those of their neighbours. This does not mean that the
peoples were blended and lost their separate identities; far from it. The
controversy of the Shu'ubiyya provides a striking demonstration of the
extent to which the Iranians were aware of their own ethnic affiliations,
when they came up against the Arabs. This "national" consciousness
did not, however, manifest itself in the sphere of language; linguistic
nationalism is a modern invention and did not exist in those days, as is
best proved by the fact that the arguments of the Shu'ubites were all
conducted in Arabic. The Arabic language was the instrument which
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the most ardent Iranian partisans used quite naturally and to the same
degree as their opponents in discussing their ideas.

Linguistic usage in Iran in about the 3rd/9th century may be summed
up as follows: there were two languages in use all over Iran at the same
time on different levels. One of them, darl, was used, but only in speech,
by the bulk of the population; the other, Arabic, was the medium of
religion and the administration, of science and of literature, being
written and spoken only by educated people. This situation was to
continue in some degree even after the emergence of Persian literature:
in the 4th/ioth century Persian and Arabic poetry flourished side by
side at the courts of Khurasan and for a long time afterwards Arabic
remained the chief instrument of science and of philosophy. There was
nothing exceptional about such a state of affairs in the Middle Ages -
similar conditions prevailed in the countries of western Europe, where
Latin, the educated language, was superimposed on the common speech,
which was only gradually promoted to nobler usage.

Side by side with the highly cultivated literature in Arabic, however,
there also existed an oral literature in the common parlances, reposi-
tory of the Sasanian tradition. It is now known that pre-Islamic Iran
possessed some brilliant poetry, although the extant traces of it re-
mained unrecognized for a long time. The reason why only minute
fragments have survived is, as M. Boyce has pointed out, because this
poetry was oral. It was composed by professional minstrels, poet-
musicians who sang at the royal and seigneurial courts and also at
gatherings of all kinds and at all levels of society. Parthia was a particu-
larly active centre of this kind of poetic production. The beautiful
poems in Parthian devoted to the Manichaean religion, of which
numerous fragments have been found by archaeologists, must surely
have been based on an elaborate tradition. Moreover the Parthian
minstrels {gosan) remained famous for a very long time. From miscel-
laneous indirect evidence it may be inferred that "the gosan played a
considerable part in the life of the Parthians and their neighbours, down
to late in the Sasanian epoch: entertainer of king and commoner,
privileged at court and popular with the people; present at the graveside
and at the feast; eulogist, satirist, story-teller, musician; recorder of
past achievements, and commentator of his own times".1 There was
also, however, poetry in Persian (Middle Persian or dari) as is testified
by some pieces preserved in Pahlavi literature and by fragments

1 Boyce, "The Parthian gosan", pp. 17-18.
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transcribed into Arabic script, particularly the hymn of the fire-altar of
Karkuy, quoted in the Tdrikh-i Sistan, if it really dates from the pre-
Islamic period. The surest piece of evidence, and the most interesting,
is a short passage discovered recently by Shaf Vl Kadkani in a work of
Ibn Khurdadbih (d. 230/844) which runs as follows:

Qaisar mdh manadh u Khdqdn xurshedh
an i man xudhdy abr manadh kdmgbdrdn
ka xvdhadh mdh poshadh ka xvdhadh xurshedh

The Qaisar is like unto the moon and the Khaqan to the sun.
My lord is like unto the cloud all-powerful:
At will he veils the moon and at will the sun.

This fragment is attributed to Barbad, a famous minstrel of the time of
Khusrau II Parviz.1 In any case the content makes it clear that it belongs
to the Sasanian period.

After the Arab conquest this poetry inevitably declined, giving way
in the princely courts to Arabic poetry. There is nothing, however, to
indicate that it disappeared; on the contrary, everything suggests that it
persisted in lower levels of society. Since it had been so much appreci-
ated by all classes in pre-Islamic times, it is hard to imagine that it did
not survive afterwards among the masses for whom Arabic remained a
foreign language. It continued to exist among the people and probably
also in the courts of local lords, the dihqdns, who were deeply attached
to tradition. In fact several short pieces handed down from various
sources afford proof of its existence. One of them, db-ast-u nabtdh-ast...,
has been attributed to the Arab poet Yazid b. Mufarrigh, who is said
to have composed it extempore at Basra during the years 60-4/679-84.
Another poem, a^Khuttaldn dmadih . . ., is a satirical piece addressed by
the inhabitants of Balkh to a defeated amir in 108/726-7 or 119/737-8;
a third, Samarqand-i kandmand. . ., which seems to be a lament on the
ruin of Samarqand, is attributed to about the year 200/815-16, and
another, dhu-i kuht. . ., also appears to be of very early date. These
pieces, whose versification apparently belongs to the same type as
pre-Islamic poetry, are in dari. The places mentioned (Khuzistan,
Bactriana, Transoxiana) suggest that this popular or semi-popular
poetry in dari was cultivated practically everywhere in the land of Iran.

1 " Kuhantarin namuna-yi shi*r-i farsi".
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IV. THE EMERGENCE OF THE NEW PERSIAN
LITERARY LANGUAGE

The emergence of Persian literature involved the elevation of a widely
distributed oral language, dari, to the rank of a language of general
culture. This process took at least two centuries, from the 3rd/9th to
the 5th/nth, in the course of which literary Persian was progressively
extended from popular poetry to poetry of an elevated style and thence
to science and administration; its territory was likewise enlarged from
Eastern Iran to the regions of the West. At the same time it must itself
have undergone a relative unification and stabilization. The dari in
everyday use was, as has been seen, subject to variations in numerous
local dialects. The literary language was originally based on the
colloquial forms of speech of the East, in particular those of Trans-
oxiana, where poetry was first cultivated, as is shown by its vocabulary,
which contains many local words unknown in other parts of Iran. The
earliest extant Persian dictionary, the L.ughat-i furs of Asadi, was com-
piled towards the middle of the 5th/nth century precisely with the
object of explaining these words to readers belonging to Western Iran.
The author gives a brief explanation of his aim, stating in the intro-
duction that he has encountered poets of merit "with little knowledge
of Persian words". This assertion, which at first sight seems surprising,
is corroborated by Nasir-i Khusrau, a poet and writer from Bactriana,
who relates in his celebrated Safar-ndma that in 437/1045 he met in
Tabriz Qatran, "a good poet, but one who did not know Persian very
well", and that he was obliged to explain to him the divans of Daqlql
and of Munjik - meaning that Qatran, although expert himself in
manipulating the language of literature, was not familiar with the
local expressions which occurred in the work of the earliest poets of
Khurasan and of Transoxiana. This interesting observation, together
with the dictionary of Asadi, bears witness to the local idiosyncrasies of
Eastern origin which were originally contained in the literary language.
These were later discarded, while the language was probably enriched
with elements drawn from other dialects, not to mention innumerable
loans from Arabic, and so became the cultivated language of the whole
of Iran.

It is of course not known at what period dari first came to be written.
In the Middle Ages, as we know, script, much more than language, was
connected with religion. At a very early date the Jews were writing
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dad in Hebrew characters; the inscriptions of Tang-i Azao in Afghan-
istan of A.D. 752-3 and a fragment of a private letter found at Dandan-
Uiliq near Khotan in Chinese Turkestan, also attributed to the 2nd/8th
century, appear to be the earliest records of New Persian in any script.
The Christians used the Syriac script, as is proved by a fragment of a
Persian translation of the Psalms found at Turfan, undated but also
very early. From the same oasis come several fragments in New Persian
and in Manichaean script, copied in the first half of the 4th/ioth century
or earlier by the communities of Central Asia. It is also likely that the
Iranian Muslims, when they were not sufficiently well educated to use
the Arabic language, had long before the introduction of literature
written down their own language in Arabic script to serve their prac-
tical needs, private correspondence or business accounts. Such practices
no doubt involved many fluctuations in spelling, traces of which can
still be found in the Persian words and names quoted by Arab authors.

The only detailed account of the origin of literary poetry is that given
in the Tdrikh-i Sistdn. Being a local chronicle this book naturally aimed
at exalting the glories and merits of its own province and is thus limited
to a small area. It cannot be expected to supply information which is
valid for the whole of Iran. Although the verses quoted seem more
authentic because of the clumsy style and the metrical irregularities, we
cannot be sure that Muhammad b. Vasif was the very first poet to
compose a poem (a qasidd) in Persian on the Arabic model. It is likely
that similar attempts were made elsewhere at about the same time or a
little before: Hanzala of Badghis seems to be of earlier date and, for
various reasons which will be considered later, it may be inferred that
these early efforts were themselves the result of a long preparation.

The account given in the Tdrikh-i Sis tan, however, reveals certain
aspects of the conditions of the emergence of Persian poetry of the
classical type. The scene was the court of an Iranian king, Ya'qiib b.
al-Laith: a panegyric in Arabic was rejected by this prince, who did not
understand the language. Muhammad b. Vasif was thus obliged to seek
another means of celebrating his patron in verse and it was then that
he ventured to compose a qaslda in Persian. Now there was already
another kind of poetry in Persian: the popular or semipopular poetry
which must have existed in Sistan as elsewhere, and it may be asked
why, failing Arabic, no recourse was made to it. The reason is that,
precisely because of its popular nature, it was unsuitable for singing
the praises of a great king. Muhammad b. Vasif, who was a secretary,
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nurtured on Arabic literature, must have been particularly sensitive to
the difference in dignity and suitability between the noble Arabic
poetry and this literature which was considered scarcely more than
folklore; it was accordingly necessary for him to create a new medium.

It is quite possible that the same circumstances may have arisen
elsewhere, perhaps at an earlier date, in the courts of less important
potentates. There is nothing surprising in the fact that these experi-
mental pieces have not been preserved for posterity; that of Muhammad
b. Vasif is known only from a book of local interest, the sole manuscript
of which was long afterwards discovered by a fortunate chance. It may
be conjectured that the new poetry, written in darl but borrowing its
verse-forms from Arabic literature, made its first appearance in the
obscure courts of local princes. Hanzala of Badghis, the first poet
commemorated by the anthologies, seems himself to have been known
chiefly in his own province. The Chahdr maqdla indeed relates that it
was a couplet of Hanzala which fired the ambition of the adventurer
Ahmad b. 'Abd-Allah Khujistani; he was, however, a compatriot of
Hanzala, Khujistan being a district of the province of Badghis, in the
region of Herat, and it was actually in his own country, according to
the Chahdr maqdla^ that he read the divan of the poet. Thus it may be
concluded that the latter exercised his talent within his own native
territory and that his fame can scarcely have crossed its frontiers.
Hanzala in Badghis and Muhammad b. Vasif in Sistan were therefore
local poets and they are the only ones whose names have been preserved,
but others like them were probably to be found in Eastern Iran in the
3rd/9th century: such men were the creators of Persian poetry for
Iranian patrons who had little knowledge of Arabic but wished to imi-
tate persons of importance and like them to be praised in a noble style.

It may be asked why Persian literature first appeared in the East and
why its development was confined to Khurasan and Transoxiana until
about the end of the 4th/ioth century. The explanation usually given is
that it was obviously due to the distance of these regions from the
capital and the existence of Iranian dynasties which were practically
independent of the caliph. Princes, especially the Samanids, are credited
with the desire to promote a "national" literature, but such a desire, if
it existed, could not have been the sole or even the principal factor,
since it could come into being only as the result of a strong collective
movement deeply-rooted in social conditions. The political aspect is
less important than the remoteness from the centres of culture of the
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caliphate. In Fars and Jibal the relationship with these centres, particu-
larly with Baghdad, was much closer and the country was certainly
much more affected by Arab influence. In the east, on the contrary there
existed a whole class of dihqans who were not only devoted to the
memory of ancient Iran but were very little touched by Arab culture.
It was probably under their patronage that there was a gradual de-
velopment of a poetry which was at the same time modelled on the
ceremonial Arabic compositions and nurtured by Iranian traditions
preserved in popular and semi-popular verse.

Another factor could also have contributed to this development. In
the west, at any rate in Fars, literature in Middle Persian was still
flourishing in the 3rd/9th century. TheMazdaeans occupied an important
place in society there and retained considerable power. A well-organized
class of mobads preserved the legacy of the past within the rigid con-
ventions of the Sasanian tradition and when they wrote it was in
Middle Persian, a language supported by its old prestige. Thus while
Arabic was widely used by the aristocracy, the intelligentsia and the
Arabs, who were quite numerous in the towns, Middle Persian was the
medium of that ancient culture which was now desperately defended by
the mobads, and between them there was little room for a new literary
language based on the vernacular. The situation was quite different in
the east, especially in the north-east, where dari did not have to face
powerful competition of this kind. The use and knowledge of Arabic
were less widespread and there was certainly no Iranian literary lan-
guage still sufficiently vigorous to prevent the formation of a new
medium arising out of the spoken language. Mazdaism had not been so
strongly rooted there and although communities survived down to the
3rd/9th and 4th/ioth centuries, at this period it was much enfeebled,
so that there existed no clerical caste able to maintain the tradition of
Middle Persian. The purely Iranian culture was not the privilege of
clerics and lived on not in the form of dogmatic writings but to a large
extent orally with narratives and poems in dari. As a semi-popular
culture, it was opposed to the Arabic-inspired culture of the high
aristocracy and in order to take its place beside the latter it needed only
to produce works in the noble genres.

To sum up: the use of the Persian language for literature appears to
have originated in the following manner:

(i) Persian poetry, that is to say the noble poetry in dari as distinct
from the traditional oral poetry, began as court poetry.
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(2) It came into being in local courts, where the language was dari
and Arabic was either unknown or little known by the princes and
their entourage.

(3) This process occurred in the eastern provinces because the
country was much less impregnated by Arab culture and also because
there darl did not have to compete, as in western Iran, with the ancient
Iranian literary language.

(4) This poetry, which was at first exclusively lyrical (panegyric)
imitated Arabic models, although it may also have been subject, in both
form and content, to the influence of oral Iranian literature, a point
which will be considered later.

Dari b( came the new literary language of Iran because it was the
most widely known. The same conditions, however, which saw the
emergence of Persian literature also inspired literary composition in
other dialects, in places where they were sufficiently vigorous. Such
output occurred chiefly in regions around the Caspian, which, being
geographically isolated, were late to come under the influence of Islam
and the Arab world, and which in any case had always been centres of
pronounced individualism, so that it is not surprising that they were
also centres of a certain amount of literary activity in the local idiom.
The date when this activity began is not known, but it was perhaps
inspired by the example of Persian literature. The work of a Mazan-
darani poet, Amir Pazvari, has survived and the names are known of
two works by Mamiban b. Rustam b. Sharvin, a prince of Tabaristan
who lived in the 4th/ioth century: the Mar?(ubdn-ndma, a collection of
stories which was adapted into Persian by Varavinl in the 7th/13 th
century, and a book of verse entitled Niki-ndma. A whole group of
writers using the same dialect lived at the court of Qabus b. Vushmglr
(366-403/976-1012), the famous scholar-prince of Tabaristan. Similar
ventures occurred also in Jibal: Bundar (or Pindar) of Ray (d. 401 /1 o 1 o)
wrote verse in the dialect of his city and a little later Baba Tahir used
a kind of Persian characterized by traces of dialect. The existence of a
dialect poetry in this region is not at all surprising. As late as the
7th/13 th century the author of a treatise on versification, Shams-i Qais
of Ray, emphasized the fondness of the inhabitants of (Persian) Iraq
for their local poetry (fahlawiyydt) and it is quite possible that it was the
means by which the tradition of the splendid Parthian poetry (pahlavi
in the true and original sense of the term) was continued down the
centuries.
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These literary experiments in dialect which occurred in about the
4th/ioth century were scarcely followed up in later times. Various
Persian writers, including some of the most important, made use on
occasion of dialect, but only for satirical or humorous verse, that is to
say in a colloquial kind of writing which had nothing to do with poetry
of the exalted style. In the beginning these dialects could perhaps have
competed with Persian, but soon the conflict became too unequal
between the idiom limited to its own province and the general language
which permeated all the countries of Iran. After the flourishing of
Persian poetry under the Samanids, once its first masterpieces had
established its supremacy, literature in dialect was confined to folklore.

V. THE ORIGIN OF THE FORMS AND THEMES OF

PERSIAN POETRY

The appearance of New Persian literature is usually represented as the
most obvious sign of an Iranian renaissance after an eclipse of at least
two centuries, during which Arab culture reigned alone. According to
another interpretation, it was not so much a renaissance as the birth of
a culture which was completely new and Islamic and was scarcely
connected at all with ancient Iran. Should we say renaissance or new
birth, continuation or break with the past? In the light of present
knowledge, this way of viewing the problem seems to be an over-
simplification. Despite the upheaval of the Arab conquest with its
destruction of the Sasanian political structure, despite the social
changes caused by the presence of the invaders and the economic
development which took place during the first centuries under the
caliphate, despite also the ideological revolution which resulted from
the influence of Islam, Iranian culture did not disappear but was modi-
fied in its content, so as to give an important place to Islam, and in its
form, as a consequence of the adoption of the Arabic language. The
Iranians did not sink into barbarism, nor even into silence, for three
centuries, but shared in the intensive efforts which produced the new
civilization of the Islamic East and were among the most energetic
contributors to this burst of activity, infusing into it a large part of
their ancient culture. At the same time certain aspects of this culture,
more or less Islamicized, survived at the humbler level of oral literature.
It was in this soil that literature in dari was brought forth, being
unquestionably inspired by Arabic models, but also fertilized by local
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traditions. It was neither a pure and simple resurgence of the ancient
culture nor the expression of an entirely fresh culture of Arab-Islamic
origin. The links with ancient Iran had been established partly perhaps
by such of the Middle Persian writings as were still being read, but
surely much more by what had been handed down to Arabic literature
and by what still remained, more or less modified and brought up to
date, in the living oral tradition. It is in these two sources, Arabic
literature and oral Iranian literature, that the origin of the forms and
themes of Persian poetry must be sought.

The question of form is outside the scope of this chapter, and
discussion of it here will be confined to a few observations. From
the techniques of pre-Islamic Iranian poetry to those of Persian
poetry the distance is considerable. In the one there is accentual
unrhyming verse, in the other quantitative verse, that is to say verse
based on a definite succession of long and short syllables, arranged in
poems of fixed form. The chief lyrical verse-form, the qaslda, was
certainly borrowed from Arabic poetry, and it is extremely probable
that the principle of quantitative versification and the use of rhyme
were directly inspired by it. It would indeed be very unlikely for Iran
to have developed this quantitative poetry independently, since there
was no sign of it in the pre-Islamic period and since numerous Arabic
examples were at hand. The same argument may be applied to rhyme,
although it occurs in two Middle Persian poems; one of them, however,
definitely belongs to the Islamic era and there is no certainty that the
other is any earlier. It is possible that the traditional poetry was familiar
with certain devices of rhyme or assonance (they are to be found in the
pieces of folk-lore type mentioned above and in the hymn of the
fire-altar of Karkuy), but the use of a single rhyme in a long poem and
the appearance of this rhyme at the end of each couplet (bait) and not
of each line (misrd*) conform too closely to the rules of Arabic poetry
not to have been directly imitated.

The differences between Arabic and Persian versification are, however,
great. On the one hand certain classes of poems, such as the mathnavi
and the rubd'i, are widely used in Persian but not in Arabic, which
suggests an Iranian origin and also demonstrates that the founders
of Persian poetry did not restrict themselves to imitation, but also
worked creatively. On the other hand, a discrepancy which is
more subtle and perhaps even more significant, the usual metres
of each language, although described by theorists by means of the
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same concepts and the same technical terms, do not in general tally.
If New Persian versification is, like the Arabic, quantitative and is
actually an imitation of it, the types of verse are in fact different;
although the principle is the same, it is not applied in the same way in
each case. Persian metres therefore are an original invention, imposed
by the phonetic structure of the language, and all the evidence points
to the conclusion that this invention did not occur ex nihilo but was
largely inspired by the traditional Iranian rhythmic patterns, a view
which was indeed held and expressed as early as 1932 by E. Benveniste:
" L'originalite des Persans en matiere de technique poetique a consiste
a assujettir le metre syllabique iranien a la prosodie quantitative arabe.
De cette adaptation, dont l'exemple le plus ancien et le plus acheve est
le mutaqdrib epique, sort la poesie noble de la Perse moderne."1

So there are grounds for seeking the origin of the various types of
New Persian verse in the versification of pre-Islamic Iran, which
unfortunately is too little known for the precise genealogical relation-
ship to be understood: it would be necessary to define exactly the
analogies between a given New Persian quantitative metre and a given
type of accentual verse in the ancient poetry. There are only a few
instances in which it is possible to form an idea of the connection: for
example, the metre of the ruba'i, which has no parallel in Arabic poetry
and stands in isolation in the Arabic-Persian metrical system, might
well be an adaptation of the type of (non-quantitative) verse represented
by the poem dhu-i kuhiy which certainly belongs to traditional poetry.
It is also possible that several quantitative metres are derived from the
same type of accentual verse and that, conversely, several accentual
types may have given rise to one and the same metre, for, since the
principles are different, it cannot be expected that there will be close
conformity in detail. The essential fact remains that the dominant
features of the traditional rhythmic patterns must have been taken over
as the framework of New Persian versification. These rhythms, in their
ancient form, were still alive in oral poetry, probably without alteration,
for the language did not undergo any important modification between
the ist/7th and the 3rd/9th centuries. They were certainly well known
to the creators of Persian poetry, whose function it was to mould from
them new types of verse based on the quantitative principle.

It is a long way from the non-rhyming accentual poem to the qaslda
and numerous tentative experiments must have preceded the standard-

1 Journal Asiatique, vol. ccxx, no. 2 (avril-juin 1932), p. 293.
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ization of the rules of metre, prosody and rhyme. It is still possible to
find traces of intermediate forms. Metrical irregularities not infre-
quently occur in the earliest examples of Persian poetry; they must
originally have been more numerous, for the copyists have certainly
eliminated a number of them. Some have persisted in popular poetry
even to the present day: for example, lines of the quatrains {dubaiti) in
their first syllables show a wavering between long and short which is
alien to the classical metrical system. As regards rhyme, the rules deal
with its phonetic form (simple assonance not being allowed), with its
position within the poem (rhyming couplets in the mathnavi, a single
rhyme appearing at the end of each couplet in the lyrical forms) and the
kind of words to be used (the same word may not be rhymed a second
time in the same poem). These rules are infringed in several early
pieces: the two poems in Middle Persian discovered by Henning and
Tavadia, the hymn of the fire-altar of Karkuy contained in the Tdrikh-i
Sistdn, which is perhaps a transcription from Middle Persian, and two
poems in New Persian and in quantitative verse (not without irregu-
larities) which are quoted in the Tuhfat al-muluk of 'All b. Abl Hafs
Isfahan! (7th/ 13 th century) and certainly date from an early period.
From these various pieces it is possible to form an idea of some of the
stages in the progress of poetry from the pre-Islamic type towards
classical poetry. Broadly speaking, the evolution must have proceeded
as follows:

(1) Unrhymed accentual versification (pre-Islamic poetry).
(2) Accentual versification with rhymes which are irregular in rela-

tion to the classical system (poems in Middle Persian found by Henning
and Tavadia, hymn of Karkuy).

(3) Irregular quantitative versification with irregular rhymes (New
Persian poems of Tuhfat al-muluk).

(4) Irregular quantitative versification with regular rhymes (early
examples of Persian poetry, popular quatrains).

(5) Regular quantitative versification with regular rhymes (classical
poetry).

Thus, as regards its forms, Persian poetry is indebted both to Arabic
literature and to the Iranian tradition. The same holds good of its
content. In lyrical poetry the content appears to be identical with that
of contemporary Arab poetry; detailed studies of subject-matter are
still lacking, however, and they might perhaps reveal shades of differ-
ence, at present overlooked, in the choice of themes and their im-
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portance in relation to one another. It is doubtful, nevertheless, whether
the list of subjects would be appreciably different, which is hardly
surprising, for at the time when Persian poetry first developed in Eastern
Iran, Arabic poetry continued to be in vogue. The courts of the
Samanid amirs and of their vassals were frequented by numerous
Arabic-speaking poets and Tha'alibi was able to present a brilliant
picture of their activity. Towards the end of the 4th/ioth century the
amir Qabus b. Vushmgir at Gurgan and the vizier 'Isma'll b. 'Abbad
at Ray, themselves men of letters, were both patrons of Arabic learning
and at the same time of Persian learning, which was then making its
first appearance in those regions. Poets writing in Persian and in Arabic
attended the same courts and had the same patrons - in fact they were
themselves often the same person. Bilingual poets were numerous, such
as, to mention only a few examples, Shahld, Mus'abi, Muradi, Aghaji,
Khusravi, Abu'1-Fath of Bust, Rabi'a of Qusdar, Kisa'i, Bundar of
Ray; nor must Muhammad b. Vasif, the innovator of Sistan, be for-
gotten; as M. I. Zand says, "The poet who wrote his works in both
Arabic and Parsi, the poet dhu-lisdnain. . . who commanded two lan-
guages . . . was a characteristic figure of those times." Since lyrical
poetry both in Arabic and in Persian was addressed, at least in aristo-
cratic circles, to the same audiences and readers and often shared the
same authors, it naturally dealt with the same subjects, in the same way.
It is obvious that the Arabic lyric imposed its patterns upon the
Persian.

In Persian literature, epic poetry is at the opposite pole to lyric
poetry. This genre, unknown in Arabic, is completely Iranian and
illustrates in the clearest fashion the continuity between pre-Islamic
literature and that of Muslim Iran. The subject-matter, even when
transmitted partly by means of historians writing in Arabic, is entirely
traditional, a fact which is so evident that it need not be emphasized.
Another respect in which Persian poetry is connected with the ancient
Iranian culture, by ties which are less apparent though very strong, is
through ethical thought, expressed not only in many passages of the
"Book of Kings" but also in specific works like those of Abu Shukiir
(4th/ioth century) and even in many verses of the lyrical poets. A whole
body of practical rules and advice based on the conception of khirad
(moral intelligence, innate ability to perceive good and evil) and on a
sense of the transience of the things of this world was for a long time
to inspire a considerable part of Persian literature. It was influenced
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very little by Islam and certainly had Iranian roots which were as
ancient as they were deep.

Even some of the more important subjects of lyrical verse are not
without parallel in ancient Iranian literature. Descriptions of nature
and of the seasons, which are the daily bread of Persian poetry of the
4th/ioth and 5th/i ith centuries, also furnish the theme of some charm-
ing verses among the fragments recovered from Manichaean writings.
Iranian festivals such as the naurut^ and the mihragdn must certainly have
been celebrated in verse under the Sasanians as they were under their
Muslim successors; a specimen of this poetry is perhaps recognizable
in the speech of the great mobad quoted by the Nauru^-ndma, which
seems indeed to have been transcribed from Middle Persian. The
glorification of wine, a completely non-Islamic theme, is too much in
accordance with the references to it in Middle Persian prose texts and
with what is known of court life in the Sasanian period not to have been
the subject of poetry at that time. Even panegyric has its Iranian
antecedents, as is proved by the piece attributed to Barbad and quoted
above (Qaisar mdh mdnadh . . .); the image would take its place quite
naturally in the panegyric part of a New Persian qasida.

All these themes existed of course in Arabic poetry of the 'Abbasid
period; they had probably been introduced partly under the influence
of the Iranian civilization. On the other hand it may be stated without
much risk of error that they also survived in oral poetry in darl and in
the dialects. They were thus available on all sides to the founders of
Persian poetry, who did not have to invent them, but needed only to
find suitable methods for developing and harmonizing them, that is to
say to invent a rhetorical system.

It is a surprising fact that this rhetoric makes its appearance, at the
middle of the 3rd/9th century, fully formed from the outset. In fact,
even though the verses of Muhammad b. Vasif and of his emulators in
Slstan show signs of the clumsiness and rigidity of style which are to
be expected in an art which is still "primitive", the poetry of the
earliest authors quoted by the anthologies shows an astonishing
mastery. The two couplets by Hanzala of Badghls reveal a notable
maturity, and Flmz Mashriqi, who followed him a little later, provides
some good examples of very well constructed verse. In a piece like the
following,

The harp, saddened by the rose, raises her voice in lament.
With hair dishevelled she rends her face with her nails.

616

&DPEULGJH�+LVWRULHV�2QOLQH���&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������



BEGINNINGS OF PERSIAN POETRY

The bottle now prostrates itself in prayer
Now a gulp of blood pours forth from its heart,

the description makes use of images which are truly classical, such as
the personification of inanimate objects and subtle metaphors. It may
be suspected that such verses have been touched up by the copyists or
the anthologists, but not to the extent of being entirely rewritten. The
imagery certainly belongs to the original and suggests that the poet
already had at his disposal a craft elaborated by his predecessors. Here
again it is apparent that the first examples of Persian poetry represent
the culmination of preparatory labours which had called for repeated
and prolonged efforts by a number of obscure creative writers.

VI. LYRICAL POETRY

Since Persian poetry originated in courts for the glorification of Iranian
princes, lyrical poetry was the first genre to appear. Its raison d'etre was
the panegyric and its form the qaslda, in imitation of Arabic poetry for
which it began as a substitute and which it was soon to rival. Without
doubt it was generously cultivated under the patronage of the Samanid
amirs at Bukhara, which was a brilliant literary centre, and also under
certain vassal princes, such as Fakhr al-Daula Abu'l-Muzaffar, amir of
Chaghaniyan (second half of the 4th/ioth century), who was the patron
of Daqiqi and of Munjlk and whose fame as a benefactor to learning
attracted Farrukhi at the start of his career. From all this activity,
however, up to the end of the 4th/ioth century, there remain only
fragments, short pieces or isolated verses quoted in the anthologies and
dictionaries which, if they do not impart full knowledge, give an inkling
of the talent or stature of the poets of this period. The evidence of later
times is as important here as the works themselves, or rather the little
that remains of them. Farrukhi, Manuchihri, Mu'izzl and other later
poets recall with respect and admiration some of their predecessors of
the 4th/ioth century. This period left to posterity the memory of a kind
of Golden Age, of munificent kings heaping unheard-of favours upon
the panegyrists who had succeeded in pleasing them. Even when
allowance is made for legend, the fact remains that this fame is not
unfounded: the Samanids and certain of their vassals gave powerful
support to the upsurge of Persian poetry.

The most impressive figure among these poets is Rudaki (d. 329/
940-1), to whom tradition attributes a considerable output and an
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important influence on the mind of the king Nasr I b. Ahmad. Poets of
his own time paid homage to his genius and he was regarded as the
father of Persian poetry. In fact, as has been observed, the themes and
the forms had already been established before him, but he doubtless
gave to them a breadth and a brilliance hitherto unknown. One of his
contemporaries from western Iran, Abu Hatim of Ray (d. 322/934),
who wrote in Arabic but probably knew Persian, stated contemptu-
ously: "What has recently been created in Persian by way of poetry is
only talk without meaning, without titles and without usefulness: there
is no divan among the Persians",1 a remark which proves that the
predecessors of Rudaki had not yet succeeded in bringing their work
to the notice of literary circles and having it recognized as true litera-
ture. After him, however, it had become an accomplished fact. The
fragments of his poems which have survived make it possible to surmise
the reason for his reputation. They reveal a generous disposition and a
free and brilliant style, in which nobility is allied to simplicity.

The poets of the Samanid epoch mentioned in the anthologies are
quite numerous, and the isolated verses or fragments of poems which
have been preserved give some idea of the general features of that
poetry but not, usually, of the personality of the individual authors. It
is possible, however, to discern some characteristics of several of the
contemporaries or successors of Rudaki. Shahid of Balkh was older
than Rudaki, who composed a funeral elegy on his death. He was a poet
who wrote in both Persian and Arabic and also a philosopher, known
as such because of a controversy in which he engaged with Abu
Zakariyya' Razi (Rhazes) on the nature of pleasure. The appearance of a
personality like Shahid in the early days of Persian poetry suggests that
poetry was not simply the work of "entertainers" concerned solely
with pleasing their patrons by some happy verbal invention. It could
contain more serious thought and some verses by Shahid, Rudaki and
others reveal an inspiration both philosophical and religious. Such
preoccupations played an important part during the reign of Nasr I b.
Ahmad, under the influence of Isma'ilism which was active in propa-
ganda and had succeeded in gaining the favour of the sovereign, and
they must to some extent have left their mark on the Persian poetry of
the day. Further evidence is to be found in the curious qaslda of the
Isma'Ill Abu'l-Haitham of Gurgan, a kind of catalogue in verse of
philosophical questions designed to stimulate reflection, with commen-

1 Kitdb al-tyna, op. cit., pp. 122-3.
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taries in prose firstly by an anonymous disciple of Abu'l-Haitham and
later by Nasir-i Khusrau.

Daqiql (d. between 365/975 and 370/980), well known as a predeces-
sor of Firdausl in the creation of epic poetry, was also one of the most
talented lyrical poets of this period. He appears to have made an
important contribution to the development of rhetoric and himself
declared in verse:

Panegyric was bare when he came to me;
I gave him all his finery.
Now decked in cloak and robe goes he.

He is mentioned with reverence by his successors. Abu'l-'Abbas of
Rabinjan (fl. 331/943) seems to stand apart from the poets of his time:
most of the verses preserved are satirical and recall the humble realities
of daily life. Satirical inspiration also has an important place in the work
of Munjik of Tirmidh (about the end of the 4th/ioth century), who was
equally famous as a panegyrist. Rabi'a of Qusdar was the first poetess
of the Persian language and the author of love-poems of a touching
sincerity. Kisa'i of Marv (b. 341/953, died at an advanced age), after
singing the praises of the Samanids and of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna,
turned later to religious poetry of ShTl inspiration and was the first to
compose poems glorifying the twelve Imams.

The western regions of Iran had remained devoted exclusively to
Arabic literature until about the middle of the 4th/ioth century. At this
period the literary movement which had originated in Khurasan spread
westward to the courts of Qabus b. Vushmgir, the Ziyarid amir of
Gurgan (366-403/976-1012) and of Majd al-Daula, the Buyid prince of
Ray, whose vizier, the Sahib Isma'il b. 'Abbad (367-85/977-95), the
protector and cultivator of Arab learning, also gave encouragement to
Persian poetry. The output from Gurgan and from Ray is known only
from fragments but seems, so far as can be judged, to have come
particularly under the influence of Arab rhetoric. Mantiqi of Ray, for
example, one of the proteges of the Sahib who appreciated his work,
is found to have indulged in subtle figures of speech, in contrast with
the simplicity of the early masters. This taste for artifice is perhaps less
a characteristic of the poet himself than of the court of Ray, where
refinements of style were highly esteemed. It was before the Sahib that
Badl' al-Zaman al-Hamadanl, the future author of the Maqdmdt in
Arabic, famous for their florid style, made his first appearance.
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At the beginning of the 5th/nth century the centre of Persian
literary life was transferred to Ghazna. Poets were naturally attracted
by the brilliance of the court of the most powerful prince of the day and
by the hope of obtaining greater honours and more ample rewards from
him than from amirs of lesser importance. This concentration of literary
men and scientists at Ghazna, however (according to legend the poets
alone numbered four hundred), also resulted from the deliberate policy
of Mahmud, who realized the importance of associating intellectual
prestige with political and military power. He gathered around him,
whether they liked it or not, a large proportion of the best poets and
the greatest minds of his time. This attention paid to what is now called
propaganda was rewarded by the legendary popularity which clung to
his name in the Persian literary tradition and even in folklore. Mahmud
created the title and the office of malik al-shu'ara, "prince of poets",
which implies some organization of poetical activities at court. In fact
the output was abundant and brilliant. While the works of the previous
century seem to have been lost very early, those of some of the poets
belonging to this first Ghaznavid period have remained as models of
the style known as khurdsdni which lyrical poetry followed until the
7th/13 th century.

The most famous poet of the time of Mahmud was 'Unsurl of Balkh
(d. 431/1039-40), "prince of poets", who retained the favour of the
sultan throughout his life and was the leader of a school. His divan, of
which only quite a small part has been preserved, is of interest mainly
because of his skill in panegyric. Farrukhi of Sistan (d. 429/1037-8) is
now considered to have been the best poet of the period. He excelled
at describing the seasons and the aristocratic festivals in a style of noble
ease infused with gaiety and provides a good example of a poet whose
inspiration is in agreement, it would seem spontaneously, with the
rhythm of life at court. The fact that more than nine thousand couplets
from his divan have survived until the present day shows the extent of
his popularity over the centuries. Manuchihri of Damghan (d. c.
432/1040-1), the panegyrist of the Sultan Mas^ud, son of Mahmud,
occupies a special position slightly apart from the main stream: a lover
of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, which he imitated in several poems, he
was also the author of numerous descriptions of nature, abounding in
beautifully observed details relieved by ingenious comparisons and
metaphors which have lost none of their charm for the modern reader.
He was the first to employ, in addition to the qaslda, strophic forms
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(musammaf) which gave a new breadth to lyrical poetry. Of the work of
other poets of the period there are only fragments or isolated remnants.

The themes of Persian lyrical poetry during this first period were
relatively few in number. Constantly repeated and refined they impress
the reader with a very special aesthetic vision of the world. Panegyric
of the patron was the essential aim of the poem: it praised his fame, his
power, his virtues, the happiness of his peoples, his unconquerable
bravery in battle, or, if a vizier was the subject, the wisdom of his
administration, and in any case certainly his inexhaustible liberality,
which the poet expected to see in the form of a handsome reward. These
praises were sung in an exaggerated style which very soon became the
rule for this kind of poetry. It was, however, the first part of the qaslda,
on another subject, which gave the poem lasting interest. In early
Arabic poetry this first part often recalled the love of the poet for some
beauty from whom nomadic life had parted him, the grief of separation
and the journey, on a faithful steed, over a perilous desert. This theme
is treated repeatedly by Manuchihrl, but it rarely occurs in Persian
poetry, where it is purely conventional. Far more often the Persian poet
takes his inspiration from life at court. He often sings of festivals,
especially the great Iranian feasts, nauruz, the feast of the New Year
and the spring, mihragan, the feast of autumn and the wine-harvest,
soda, the feast of mid-winter celebrated by great fires at night. Descrip-
tions of the seasons, of spring, autumn and winter in the country and
in the gardens are usually associated with royal entertainments, at
which, in pomp and luxury, the cup is handed round among the guests,
to the sound of musical instruments. The glorification of wine is an
important subject: sometimes the poet describes the ripening of the
grape, the harvests and the miraculous transformation of the juice into
a delectable wine; in other passages he invites the guests to intoxicate
themselves with this vintage which dispels the cares of the world and
turns a man into a superman. These themes are closely related to the
aristocratic life of the time; it is sufficient to read the chronicle of
Abu'1-Fadl Baihaqi to see the importance of drinking-parties (majlis-i
shardb) in the lives of kings and important personages. Love is naturally
not absent from this poetry: the beauty of the loved one and the grief
of the lover dying of desire are described in accordance with a conven-
tion which became standardized at an early date. Among other subjects
treated in the qasldas or in the shorter pieces which may be either
extracts from qasldas or were perhaps deliberately composed as

621

&DPEULGJH�+LVWRULHV�2QOLQH���&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������



RISE OF THE NEW PERSIAN LANGUAGE

"fragments" (qif'a), mention should be made of the enigma, in which
the subject is not actually named but ingeniously implied by allusions,
the funerary lament, moral reflections on the inconstancy and injustice
of the world, and more personal themes such as regret for youth (a
celebrated qasida by Rudaki is one of the best examples of this type),
complaints by the poet about his own state and the satirising of such
rivals and enemies as he could not fail to have at court.

All these subjects are treated in a language which shows marked
traces of Arabic influence and reflects the great impact of Arabic models
on the development of lyrical poetry in Persian.

VII. NARRATIVE AND DIDACTIC POETRY

Here we shall deal with narrative poetry, with the exception of epic
poetry which will be dealt with in the next section. The difference
between them depends solely on the subject-matter and its treatment,
for the verse-form is the same for each. It is the mathnavi, a poem in
rhyming couplets, the length of which is not subject to any rules.
Having much greater freedom than the qasida, it lends itself to long
descriptions as well as to brief anecdotes and to the exposition of moral,
philosophical, mystical and even scientific reflections. Although very
rare in Arabic poetry, it was widely used in Iran from the beginnings
of Persian literature and occupied a position at least equal to that of
lyrical poetry.

Romances and collections of stories and fables existed in the literature
of pre-Islamic Iran; the most famous of them was a collection of fables
of Indian origin, the T?anchatantra. A Pahlavi version of it was produced
under Khusrau I Anushlrvan and it was translated into Arabic by Ibn
al-Muqaffac under the title of Kalila wa Dimna (the names of the two
jackals who were the leading characters in one of the stories). Renowned
as a manual of wisdom, this same book provided the material for the
first known Persian mathnavi. It was rendered into verse by Rudaki
himself at the request of Abu'1-Fadl Barami, vizier to the Samanid
NasrIIb. Ahmad, but the poem has unfortunately been lost, apart from
some fragments. The same fate has overtaken other mathnavls com-
posed by Rudaki, notably a Sindbdd-ndma, another collection of stories
also of Indian origin and also transmitted in an Arabic version. The
extant fragments show that Rudaki employed the same metres which
were to occur most frequently in mathnavi throughout the whole of
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Persian literature - mutaqdrib, ha%aj, khaftfy ramal\ this last metre, which
was used in Kaltla and in the Sindbdd-ndma> and in many other poems,
was also to be the metre of the great mystical poem by Jalal al-DIn
(Maulavi), known as the "Mathnavi" par excellence. On this point it
may be noted that the tradition had been well established from the
beginning of the 4th/ioth century.

The first successor of Rudaki was Abu Shukur of Balkh, who also
composed several mathnavls and, in particular, an Afarin-ndma
(written in 333-6/944-8), a poem of moral import in which the ideas
were probably illustrated by anecdotes. These works are lost, but from
such verses as have been preserved it may be seen that Abu Shukur was
a direct heir to the moralizing literature of pre-Islamic times; many of
the sentences which he put into verse are to be found in the Middle
Persian books of andar%. He had an important influence on Persian
didactic poetry, for the Iranians always had a taste for this moral
literature and remained constant to the same source of very ancient
ideas.

W. B. Henning has discovered a fragment, in Manichaean script, of
a rendering in Persian verse of the famous romance of Buddhist origin
Bilauhar-u BuddsafC'Batl&am and Josaphat"), which also dates from the
time of Rudaki. This piece is the single example of its kind belonging
to the 4th/ioth century, but in the following century 'Unsurl was the
author of several verse romances, all of which have disappeared. They
included a narrative, S_hddbakht-u cain al-haydty which was summarized
in Arabic by Biruni, Khingbut-u surkhbut, "The white and the red
idols", a local legend connected with the two great statues of Buddha
which can still be seen at Bamiyan in Afghanistan, Vdmiq-u iAdhrd\
the story of two lovers which seems to have been of Hellenistic origin.
Another romance, named Varqa-u Gulshdh, the work of a certain
"Ayyuqi, can probably also be attributed to the time of Mahmud of
Ghazna. This poem tells a love story in an Arab setting; although
rather weak in plot and in style, it is interesting as the earliest extant
example of a genre destined to have a brilliant future. In the period
under consideration it is especially interesting to note the diversity of
origin of the narratives put into verse: Iranian, Indian, Arab and
Hellenistic sources alike contributed to the making of a literary form
which appears to have been very much in fashion.

The Zardtusht-ndma, a legendary history of Zoroaster written by a
Mazdaean poet, stands somewhat apart from the main tradition. C.
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Rempis has shown that this poem, which was for a long time attributed
to the 7th/13 th century, was actually composed by a certain Kai Ka'us,
son of Kai Khusrau of Ray, a little before 368/978. It is thus the earliest
mathnavi which has survived to the present day. Mention should also
be made of one other poem of the same period but of quite a different
type, the Ddnish-ndma, "Book of Science" by Maisarl, written in
367-70/978-81, which is simply a medical treatise in verse. Without
having any poetical pretensions, it is significant in providing evidence
of a genre, that of scientific exposition in verse, not otherwise known
to have existed in Persian at so early a date. The style of Maisarl, which
is firm and clear, suggests that he was heir to an already established
tradition.

VIII. EPIC POETRY

Persian epic, which is completely unique in type, consists of the recital
in verse of the whole of the history, factual or imaginary, of Iran from
the creation of the world to the end of the Sasanian dynasty. It com-
prises elements of various origins, the most ancient of which are the old
Indo-Iranian myths already recalled in the Avesta. Then come evoca-
tions of the periods before and after the beginning of Zoroastrian
Mazdaism, a history of Alexander derived chiefly from the fictional
work of the pseudo-Callisthenes and finally the history of the Sasanians.
In addition to tales of royal deeds, there are legends relating to various
local heroes, the most important of which are those concerning
Rustam, the prince of Sistan who became the great champion of epic
Iran. This mass of material was accumulated gradually over many
centuries. Khurasan appears to have been the principal centre of this
activity, but other Iranian regions also contributed to it. Towards the
end of the Sasanian period the essential elements were collected and
arranged in chronological order in a book written in Middle Persian
entitled Khwaddy-ndmag, the "Book of Kings", the last edition of which
appeared at the very end of the Sasanian epoch under Yazdgard III
(632-51). This work, which has long since disappeared, was a learned
compilation. In addition to it there certainly existed a multitude of
fragmentary accounts composed more freely in prose or in verse.
Hamza al-Isfahani (d. 360/970), in an interesting passage translated by
Shaked, says: "As regards the Persians, their dispersed [historical]
accounts and reports, and their scattered stories concerning lovers,
were turned into verse for their kings, registered in books and per-
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manently deposited in storehouses which were libraries. The number of
these books assembled was so large that it cannot be specified. Most
of them were lost when their kingdom disappeared, though remnants of
them survived, the number of which exceeds ten thousand sheets
written in their Persian script. These are poems all composed in a single
metre which is similar to raja^. They resemble Arabic verse by the fact
that they are composed in regular metres but they differ from it by the
fact that they have no rhyme." A single example has survived - the
poem entitled Yddgdr i Zarerdn, the "Memorial of Zarer", which
describes the exploits of an Iranian hero of the time of Zoroaster.

The Khwaddj-ndmag was translated or adapted into Arabic several
times. The translation which was both the earliest and the best known
was the work of Ibn al-Muqaffa' (d. c. 142/759-60). The names are
recorded of eight other adaptations, complete or partial, but all have
been lost. The little that is known suggests that they were subject to
important variations of contents, implying that their authors had used
various other sources apart from the Khwaddy-ndmag. With the develop-
ment of New Persian literature it was inevitable that similar works in
Persian should appear. Under the Samanids a lively interest in ancient
Iran was encouraged by the amirs themselves and certain of their
vassals. Abu'l-Mu'ayyad of Balkh, also known as a poet of the time
of Nuh II b. Mansur (365-87/976-97), was the author of a lengthy
Shdh-ndma, "Book of Kings", in prose, fragments of which have
survived. Of another Shdh-ndma, written by a certain Abu 'All also of
Balkh, hardly anything is known except the name. There is a little more
information regarding a third work, compiled in 346/957 by order of
Abu Mansur Muhammad b. cAbd al-Razzaq, governor of the city of
Tus. The preface, which alone has been preserved, explains that it
was put together by a college of four Zoroastrians who apparently
used accounts from various sources in addition to the Khwaddy-
ndmag,

All these works were in prose, but the notion of putting the material
into verse was bound to occur before long. Indeed, this immense
collection of narratives constituted the national memorial of the Iranian
people and was a valuable treasure, rich in information, which it was
essential to preserve. Versification could help to perpetuate it. Firdausi
himself was well aware of this fact and he stated, with regard to the
book oiKalila wa Dimna rendered into verse by Rudaki: "He bound
together by means of metre the words of this prose work . . . For an
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educated reader this form lends an additional grace; for an ignorant
person it is beneficial: a prose n2Lttztive(pardkanda) disperses(pardkanad)
the recollection of it, but when it is bound together by mette(paivasta)
it satisfies the soul and the mind."1 Narratives which were historical or
regarded as such were therefore a subject of poetry in the same way as
the tales and maxims already turned into verse by Rudaki: the mathnavi
was the ideal form for them. Moreover, they had already been treated
in poetry in Middle Persian. Many of them certainly remained very
popular and continued to be circulated in oral literature: there is no
reason why some of them should not have been in verse. The existence
of epic poems based on folklore among the Kurds and the Baluchis of
the present day makes this a probable hypothesis. It is known, more-
over, that elegies on the death of the hero Siyavush were sung at
Bukhara by popular minstrels.

The first poem of this kind in New Persian mentioned in our sources
was composed by a certain Mas'iidl of Marv, probably near the beginning
of the 4th/ioth century; the three couplets which remain and several
allusions to it indicate that it embraced all the traditional history of the
kings of Iran from their origin to the end of the Sasanian dynasty, but
its precise extent is not known. It is said to have been held in great
esteem among the Iranians. Several decades later Daqiql in his turn
undertook the composition of a Shdh-ndma in verse, but the work was
cut short by his premature death. About a thousand couplets of it,
telling of the preaching of Zoroaster under king Gushtasp, were
preserved by Firdausi and incorporated into his own poem. It is known
from Biruni that Daqiqi composed more than this. His epic talent has
been assessed in varying terms by the experts, some of them finding
him dull and dry, compared with his great successor, while others
perceive scarcely any differences of style between the passage by
Daqiql and the rest of the Shdh-ndma. It is certain in any case that the
epic style was already well established before Firdausi. The mutaqdrib
metre employed by Daqiql remained the only one used in epic and the
language was clearly differentiated from that of lyrical poetry: it was
much less arabicized, and instead was full of archaic Iranian words,
which were probably already no longer in daily use at that time. This
low proportion of Arabic vocabulary was also a feature of prose works
on the same subjects, to judge from the preface to the S_hdh-ndma of
Abu Mansur. These particular characteristics of the language of epic

1 S}±dh-namay p . 2507.
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were most likely the result of the influence of Middle Persian sources
and perhaps also of the influence of the oral tradition.

Firdausi (b. between 320/932 and 330/941-2; d. 411/1020-1 or
416/1025-6), dihqan of the neighbourhood of Tus, began his work in
about 365/975-6 and finished it probably in 400/1009-10; the whole
poem amounts to some fifty thousand couplets. After being supported
in his work by members of the aristocracy of his native city, the poet
sought the patronage of the Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna, when the
latter had become the most powerful sovereign of the age. General
hearsay and the more reliable but less specific indications furnished by
the Shah-ndma suggest that this attempt met with no success. For
Firdausi, like his contemporaries, the subject he was treating was the
real history of ancient Iran and his work was scientific as well as
poetical (witness the epithet hakim, " doctor", which has remained
appended to his name). As a scholar he did not write fiction, but
scrupulously followed his sources, chief of which was the prose
Shah-ndma of Abu Mansur, though he also made use of others. One
of the merits of Firdausi was that he carefully selected from the mass of
material available to him and that he compiled a corpus of the stories
which were to remain in the memory of the Iranians and of the other
peoples, Turks and Indians, who were at one time nurtured on Persian
literature. He incorporated once and for all the "Sistanian cycle"
concerning Rustam and his family into the national tradition; on the
other hand he omitted various legends of lesser interest, some of which
were treated by his successors and imitators. Nevertheless he owed his
fame even more to his art, which consisted in giving life, by means of
brilliant narrative, to the great men of the past. " Rustam," he exclaimed,
"was hitherto merely a warrior of Sistan; I have made him Rustam the
son of Dastan." "From this verse," writes Bausani, "it may be seen
how Firdausi understood his task, which was not to revitalize symbolic
'legends', but to transfigure, by means of poetry, the true facts which,
when presented simply as historical material, remained arid."1

The Sjodh-ndma has miscellaneous contents. Alongside heroic narra-
tive, which constitutes the central and strictly epic section, it includes
romantic descriptions, like the charming story of Bizhan and Manlzha,
instructive or amusing anecdotes and collections of aphorisms (andar%
or pand) derived directly from moral literature in Middle Persian. The
ideology which is found in the work and unifies the poem belongs to

1 Bausani, " Letteratura ", p. 614,
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Sasanian Iran, a time when the major preoccupations were with the
legitimacy of kings, the loyalty of vassals towards their sovereign and
the eternal struggle of good and evil reflected in the war between Iran
and Turan. Only the characteristic features of the Mazdaean religion
are blurred, to the point of disappearing completely, in favour of a
vague monotheism compatible with Islam. The Shah-ndma is a com-
pendium of all kinds of legacies from Iranian antiquity. In the 4th/ioth
century, these memories were still vivid, especially among the class of
the dihqans to which Firdausi belonged, and for them it was not a
matter of simple narrative, of a curious or instructive nature, which was
to be found in ancient books, but the very essence of their past and the
mainstay of their national consciousness.

It was this feeling which gave Firdausi the inspiration necessary to
bring his gigantic poem to a successful conclusion, and his greatness
lies in his having used his exceptional poetic gifts in its service. He was
aware of the value of his work and believed in the eminent dignity of
the art of language. "The soul of the poet," he said, "finds happiness
when speech (sukhan) is united with intelligence (khirad)"1 As regards
the art of speech, he was clearly indebted to his predecessors, all those
Persian poets who, for more than a century, had cultivated the language,
constructed the system of rhetoric and had brought to perfection the
literary instrument by means of which he was able to work the very
rich but amorphous material into the brilliant form which gave it
eternal life. However great the genius of Firdausi, the Shah-ndma could
not have been produced if the Persian language and the Persian art of
poetry had not been brought already to maturity. Ancient in content,
modern in form, it was the product of a unique moment of equilibrium
when the memories of the past still lived on in the Iranian mind (the
class of dihqans was soon to disappear and the ideology to undergo a
fundamental transformation) and when the new literary language was
already sufficiently well developed to allow the composition of a
masterpiece.

IX. PROSE

Of the prose works produced before the end of the first thirty odd
years of the 5 th/i ith century, there are very few, in fact scarcely a dozen,
which have not been lost, but the total output was certainly more
numerous. We know the titles of some books whose text is missing and

1 Sbdb-nama, p. 523.
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manuscripts of unknown works may be discovered (there are precedents).
It is a relatively varied literature. The prose Shdh-ndmas have already
been mentioned, and history in the strict sense of the term is represented
by the adaptation made in 3 5 2/963-4 by Abu 'All Balcami, vizier of the
Samanid amir Mansur b. Nuh, at the latter's command, of the Arabic
Annals of Tabari; it is the earliest large piece of New Persian prose to
have been preserved to the present day. It remained the standard work
of general history in Iran until the Mongol period. Geography is treated
in the interesting Hududal-Cdlamy "The Regions of the World", written
in 372/982-3 for a prince of Juzjan. The demands of religious
propaganda, revived by the struggle between Sunnism and Isma'ill
Shf ism, played an important part in the development of Persian prose.
The commentary on the Qur'an {tafsir) by Tabari was rendered into
Persian by a college of learned men convened by order of Mansur b.
Nuh (350-65/961-76). It was the first tafsir in Persian; two others,
anonymous and undated, the so-called Cambridge and Lahore tafsirs,
were also written at a very early period. The commentary on the sacred
text is limited to descriptions of the preaching of Muhammad and the
history of earlier prophets; it is patently addressed not to experts, but
to a wide public. To combat the progress of heresy, Nuh b. Mansur
(365-87/976-97) ordered the translation of a brief treatise on orthodoxy
written by a Hanafite doctor, Abu'l-Qasim Samarqandl (d. 342/95 3-4),
the text of which has been preserved. There was also some Isma'Ui
literature in Persian, from which an anonymous commentary has
survived on the philosophical qaslda of Abu'l-Haitham mentioned
above. Finally the first mystical work in Persian appeared in the 5 th/i ith
century-a commentary on the Kitdb al-tcf arruf oi Kalabadhi by Abu
Ibrahim Mustamli of Bukhara (d. 434/1042).

All the other extant books are on science or philosophy. The Hiddjat
al-mutcfallimin^ "Guide to Students", by Abu Bakr Akhavaini of
Bukhara, a pupil of the celebrated Abu Zakariyya' Razi (Rhazes) is an
interesting medical treatise, the author of which, by his scholarly spirit
and his clinical observations, chiefly of mental disorders, shows himself
to be worthy of his master. The Kitdb al-abniya 'an haqd'iq al-adwiya,
"Book of the Foundations of Pharmacology " by Abu Mansur Muvaffaq
of Herat, has survived in a manuscript copied in 447/1056 by the poet
Asadi of Tiis, which is the most ancient Persian manuscript known.
Astronomy and astrology are represented by two works, the Kitdb
al-mudkhal ild 'Urn ahkdm al-nujum, "Introduction to Astrology", by
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Abu Nasr of Qum, and the Kitdb al-tafhim li-awcfil sind'at al-tanjim by
Birunl. An Arabic version of both of them also exists and in both cases
it is probably the original. The Kitdb al-mudkhal was compiled at Qum
in 364-5/975-6 and theKitdb al-tafhim at Ghazna in 419-20/1028-9; the
Persian translations must have been made a little later. Finally Avicenna,
who resided in Isfahan from 412/1021 until his death in 428/1037, wrote
two of his works in Persian there for the Kakuyid amir 'Ala' al-Daula:
the encyclopaedia of philosophy and science entitled Danish-ndma-yi
'Aid'I, "Book of Science for "Ala"', and a medical treatise dealing
with the pulse.

As may be observed, prose literature was still purely utilitarian and
had no aesthetic pretensions, for at this time literary art was concerned
exclusively with poetry. If an author wrote in prose, it was solely for
purposes of instruction or of propaganda. Commentaries on the Qur'an,
religious controversy, mysticism, history, geography, mathematics and
astronomy, medicine and natural sciences and philosophy, the area
staked out by these works covered a large part of what was considered
science at that time. Most of them were translations, from Middle
Persian chiefly for the Shdh-ndmas, from Arabic for all the rest. Arabic
remained beyond question the principal language of thought and of
science in Iran; it was used quite naturally for their basic works by
scholars such as Avicenna and Biruni, both of whom spent the whole
of their lives in Iranian countries. The interesting fact is, however, that
a need was felt to render into Persian a part of the knowledge accumu-
lated by Arabic-speaking authors. The translators were aware of the
reasons for their work and often explained them. It is stated, for
example, in the Arabic preface to the Persian adaptation of the Annals
of Tabari: " I have translated this book in order that all, princes and
subjects alike, may have access to it, so as to read it and know it." The
introduction to the Tafsir-i Tabari mentioned that the Arabic original
had been brought to Bukhara from Baghdad and that the amir Mansiir
b. Nuh, finding it difficult to read, took steps to have it translated into
Persian. The translator of the dogmatic pamphlet of Abu'l-Qasim
Samarqandi wrote: "The amir of Khurasan (Nuh b. Mansiir) ordered
that this book should be translated into Persian, so that, being already
available to experts {khdss), it might also be useful to the masses (^dmm)y
to the end that all might have a good knowledge of religion and keep
themselves apart from innovation."1 Similar statements are to be found

1 Quoted by Sadiqi, p. 118.
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in various other works of the 4th/ioth and 5th/nth centuries. They
show that there existed in Iran a wide public sufficiently interested in
intellectual matters to wish to be informed, but not very familiar with
the Arabic language; the Samanid amirs were among them and their
individual action contributed to the development of Persian prose.

Prose was not able to advance, however, without a considerable
effort being made to improve the language. The fact was that neither
the darl spoken in daily usage nor the language of poetry provided the
whole vocabulary needed for dealing with matters of doctrine or
science. This difficulty was fully realized by Biruni who, in a famous
passage, spoke with some severity about the Persian language: "If I
compare Arabic with Persian," he wrote in the preface to the Saidana,
"two languages of which I have an intimate knowledge, I confess that
I prefer invective in Arabic to praise in Persian. And anyone will
acknowledge that my remark is well founded if he examines what
happens to a scientific text when translated into Persian; it loses all
clarity, its horizon becomes blurred and its practical application dis-
appears. The function of the Persian language is to immortalize histori-
cal epics about the kings of bygone ages and to provide stories to tell
on night-watches."1 The polemical tone is rather surprising - Biruni
was probably irritated, at a time when the Persian language was in full
expansion, by some adulators who extolled it beyond its justifiable
claims - but it must be recognized that his judgement was valid for that
period. Arabic was then a precision instrument for the expression of
scientific thought; Persian had given brilliant proofs of its ability in
poetry, but abstract and technical vocabularies still had to be invented.
A comparison of the two versions of the Kitdb al-tafhtm is sufficient to
demonstrate this truth.

The effort of Persian authors and translators is thus all the more
noteworthy. When writing about religion, they easily surmounted the
difficulty by adopting, as was natural, Arabic terms. In scientific and
philosophical treatises they made very interesting attempts to produce
technical vocabularies from Iranian stock. This effort is particularly
apparent in Isma'Ili literature, firstly in the anonymous commentary on
the qaslda of Abu'l-Haitham and later in the works of Nasir-i Khusrau;
it can be observed also in the Ddnish-ndma of Avicenna. These authors
did not abstain from using Arabic words, but their work also contains

1 After Massignon's French translation in Al-Biruni commemorative volume (Calcutta,
1951), p . 218.
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a number of abstract Iranian words, which are partly neologisms and
partly philosophical terms existing in Middle Persian, so that some
contact with Pahlavl literature is indicated. The same tendency is
revealed in science and may be observed in the Persian version of the
Kitdb al-tafhimy the author of which, instead of reproducing Arabic
technical terms, often endeavoured to translate them, or, failing any-
thing better, to paraphrase them.

Indeed he was not the only one to do so. A later author, Shahmardan
b. Abi'l-Khair, in his Kaudat al-munajjimin, "Garden of the Astrono-
mers ", written in 466/1073-4, criticized his predecessors in the following
terms: "The most astonishing thing is that, when they write a book in
Persian, they state that they have adopted this language in order that
those who do not know Arabic may be able to use the book. Yet they
have recourse to words of pure Persian (darl-yi vi%ha-yi mutlaq) which are
more difficult than Arabic. If they employed the terms currently in use
it would be easier to understand them." He adds that for his part he
does not avail himself of any but ordinary terms, that is to say Arabic,
which can be learned by anyone in five days.1 This interesting passage
confirms that in the 461-5th/ioth-uth centuries there was a definite
movement for the creation of a scientific vocabulary which was authen-
tically Persian. At the same time it makes it clear that the movement
was unsuccessful: in the second half of the 5th/nth century it was the
Arabic vocabulary which prevailed.

1 Boldyrev, "Iz istorii", p. 85; Lazard, La langue, p. 105.
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