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WHEN the Arabs carrying the Koran in their breasts overran Persia
in the middle years of the seventh century and destroyed the once
powerful Sasanian empire they swept out of existence, though not
out of memory, almost all vestiges of a literature which had behind
it a thousand years of varied and changeful history. With the scanty
remnants of that pre-Islamic culture, recovered painstakingly from
imperishable rock and tattered leaves of widely scattered codices,
this book is not concerned. Here it is proposed to tell the story of the
first rebirth of a national literature in the national language, and to
trace the course of its development and full maturity from the
beginning of the ninth to the end of the fifteenth century. This story
has of course been told before, both briefly and at length: briefly, as
by Reuben Levy in his Persian Literature (London, 1923); at length,
as by Edward Granville Browne in his Literary History of Persia
(four volumes, Cambridge, 1928)—those are the best-known and
most reliable guides to this extensive territory in English, but many
other books and monographs in many languages have surveyed the
same scene in general or in particular.

However, since Browne and Levy wrote, much new material has
been published both in Persia and elsewhere which, without
affecting seriously the broad picture painted by them, has modified
very considerably our perspective of many parts of that picture. It
therefore seemed opportune to compile a new history of classical
Persian literature, within the compass and following the proportions
appropriate to a single volume work, for the assistance of students
coming newly to the subject, as well as for the enjoyment of the
wider public interested to discover the sum of what the poets and
writers of Persia produced during the golden age. Before setting out
on our long journey and tracing the waymarks century by century, it
will be helpful to sketch the political history of Persia during the
period under review, and to examine in a comprehensive fashion the
nature and scope of Persian literature. A knowledge of the political
history is essential to an understanding of the characteristics of the
literature and its noticeable limitations, for it has almost invariably
been associated with kings and princes and has owed nearly
everything to patronage. It is necessary also to glance at the main
trends of Arabic literature, for in many respects Persian authorship
has been derivative, at all events in the primary phases, the principal
models having been supplied by Arabic poetry and prose writing.

The conquerors imposed their language and literary conventions
on the vanquished along with their religion; the subject people



(:)..»j)l:..:.h SJL@& /ff’“}w dLﬂ /V-’-J:A ML-LA—? A4

el el (glaods 55 (258 L) 4 O8N 55 5 lkacils 1 53kas 3l (6 5lomm
Slee a8 ley Lgs sl ol olinlaSy 5o Sl g5 oS olpl 8sly s g (53130
335 (S50 St s Cini deiS 3 95 ol 5 A diannS 5 Cons Ol SUYy ol
0313 &5 o G 08315 5 S 3 4Tl o3 JL 63,5 e 3 5k ol 0L
Condso) ey B g0 ol ) ASg B ol Slal Fas aled Sl e 4 o
s (Sogmp 5 sty 0lye fan ) 5 Bl S oo 2L 5l b oS ol onlons
b ke bl b S oo b | el b ol Cllis L Lils ol s b
S g 28 6 b sl sbo Ll oy il Sl i 0 55 1 o8
35 ool LS 4o )3 5 0l Jy 3,0 SLS 4 Sslgy o S5 b
SR Gy 33 BB 5 dnl 58 Rlp 3 3l SL) Ol Sudlp e oS
2o 9 009 SELS o) e 5 (U5 dad) o se Gl Gad 53 03 g4
e iz 63505 00 010 (55hes 0L 6l Jlail 40 48 0l el 5350 L Glatl
[] o e b Slalas lyss (g md g8 4 LS a5 2L ) il
Bls Cews la sy J38 58 GuelS gy amla 5 2L, Il b Gl fod e S
5 oblulu glyss 3l elile Sl s 4y GaCusgdous 5 53 g atnS 2 3|y pe
Ao ale S liloles AL Ob Sl ea B 35a e 358 STy ediily 5B
Olpl 53 «Zlls GLles 5l 1) S Sailon 53 5 Sy o sladias GUgy Slool sdes
Lo Ty il 355 (6 5 Lpny s o 93 e 63,25 el 51 5 il iy
Bl ooy — 5B ples — b o Sle ) lodiSypdl 5 28 25w ol S
Sty Sl 58 oLy sladay Gy 3l glaaiis JolSS Gl il
Sl 5 din [[Ssew DUl aailudl] lsm sba Lied Jmplls €550 5
3313 Olee B gdudls @ g Bl Sy gl ol Il 5 o8
a Llalal B 5 Ll g Sl 5550 5 sllas ojlsen Dby, 5 SLIS-
S u:;-LM»CUm s 0k 55 ol il Sladl alodle 5 gu Slagsos
531 ple SIS 5l & 1 oS caidd 5 G5 o S b 5 [ SOS]
205 AleS G )SKaly 5 e b aS el o Dlaay Sl 5l 4ty 53 23S 0
S 55058 ¥ @ oy 98y 55 51 (S slomms 05 )5 eBls 53 i oo L 5
GoaL Ly o g3 (e 5 4maSls 55 2 B Sl 3615 Sl linss e 125 S
Sl ol ol iz Ll By (B 55 0,8 (S0 O e S Ol 9T oS
bl 5l (ol Janio Sl s ples @S- b ows Al TG ol 01 ST
4 Oy oy 53 8148 Gl e b 0Ll ,eSo 2l ol 1) OUT lo st osllas



V1111 3151 sl sleal iames 53

proved themselves complacent to conform and quick to learn, and
many of the most eminent Arabic scholars and authors during the
first centuries of Islam were men of Persian blood and birth. It was
only when political control of the Persian provinces loosened, a
natural sequel to the weakening of the central administration, that
the Persian language re-emerged, with a modified morphology and
vocabulary, to serve once more as vehicle for the display of the
Persian genius. ‘The political situation of Persia,” writes E.
Berthels, ‘whose rulers were trying to cast off the Arab yoke, and
the gradual exhaustion of the caliphate demanded not only political
opposition to the Arabs but also the ending of the domination of the
Arabic language in the field of literature. But the 150 years of the
supremacy of Arabic did not pass without leaving a trace. Pahlavi
had become a dead language; there was therefore only Persian to
oppose to Arabic as a literary language. On the other hand, there
prevailed, especially in poetry, Arabic forms (kasida, ghazal) and
the Arabic quantitative metre (ariid), which so firmly established
rhyme, probably foreign to Pahlavi, that a return to the poetical
technique of the Sasanian period was impossible.”...

Though the Persian genius had broken the close fetters of Arab
convention in poetry by inventing the quatrain and the epic, and by
greatly enhancing the lyric, in prose the limitations inherited from
Sasanian times and reinforced by Arab influence were never
transcended until the most recent period. The drama, which was the
chief glory of Greek literature and enjoyed a considerable vogue in
Sanskrit, did not strike roots in Persia; the great inspiration of the
stage was entirely lacking. The novel, so rich and fascinating a part
of the Chinese heritage and so promising—though too belated—a
development of late Hellenistic writing, also failed to awaken any
response; yet the animal fable of India and the fantastic adventure of
the Arabian Nights cycle to some extern gave scope to the creative
imagination, and anecdote was always in demand. But in the main
Persian prose treated of serious and learned topics; the purpose of
the author was to inform and to uplift rather than to amuse. The
branches of literature most assiduously cultivated were history and
philosophy, including political theory and popular ethics. History
indeed employed the energies of many writers, and that for a
diversity of reasons. It enabled the Persian patriot to nurse his
wounded pride by recalling the splendour of that ancient civilization
which had preceded the Arab conquest. It furnished the propagandist
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for this or that local or nation-wide dynasty with the means to leave
on record a version of events favourable to the masters whom he
served, and who might be expected to reward him if he appeared to
have succeeded in his major aim, and in doing so adroitly combined
the functions of the chronicler with those of the panegyrist. The
increasing sophistication of prose style showed itself in all kinds of
writing; eventually the point was reached when every sentence
needed to be planned and constructed in conformity with the
elaborate rules of rhetorical theory. The rhymed and rhythmical
periods, their measured cadences charming and beguiling the
attentive ear, were lavishly ornamented with snatches of Arabic—
quotations from the Koran and the Traditions of the Prophet, well-
loved proverbs and well-worn clichés—and frequently interspersed
with fragments of poetry.



