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In previous work, I have proposed an evolutionary model for studying the poetic
stratifications of Ferdowsi’s Shdhndma.! This model is based on both comparative and
internal evidence.? In terms of such a modé¢l, I have argued that the Shi’ite phase in the
evolution of the Shdhndma helps explain the accretive and at the same time organic
nature of this poetry. In this paper, I extend this suggestion from the poetry itself to the
various prose prefaces to that poetry, especially the so-called “old preface.”

In the case of the poetry, I have argued in my previous work that the Shdhndma,
as an organically growing corpus, accommodates through time the diverse world views of
its diverse audiences. Now I argue that the prose prefaces, the rhetorical purpose of which
was to contextualize the Shdhndma in the here and now, likewise accommodate, through
time, such diversity.

When I speak of accommodation as a process that took place through time, 1
mean that the audience-responsiveness of the Shdhndma and of its various prose prefaces
cannot be fully explained in terms of any single time. In other words, the Shdhndma and
its various prose prefaces respond to various different horizons of expectation, and these
horizons cannot be viewed from an exclusively synchronic or diachronic perspective.
They need to be viewed through a combination of synchronic and diachronic
perspectives.

In using the terms “synchronic” and “diachronic” I am applying terminology
developed by Ferdinand de Saussure.3 According to Saussure, (1) synchrony and (2)
diachrony designate (1) a current state of a language and (2) a phase in its evolution.*
Saussure’s wording shows the link between diachrony and evolution, which is a key to
the concept of an “evolutionary model.” In terms of this concept, the “making” of this
poetry needs to be seen diachronically as well as synchronically, if we follow Saussure’s
sense of diachrony.

With these definitions now in place, I return to the thesis of my paper: that the
prose prefaces of the Shdhndma, like the Shdhndma itself, accommodate through time the
diverse world views of its diverse audiences, and that this kind of accommodation
through time has to be analyzed from a synchronic as well as diachronic perspective.

Most previous studies of the prose prefaces to the Shdhndma have been limited to
a diachronic perspective. That is, they have concentrated on recovering,
“archaeologically,” the earliest layers of the contents of these prefaces. Whatever does

1 Davidson, O. M. 1994. Poet and Hero in the Persian Book of Kings. Ithaca.

2 In developing this model, I have followed some of the methods used by Classicists in
developing an evolutionary model for the making of Homeric poetry: see Nagy, G. 1996.
Homeric Questions. Austin.

3 F. de Saussure, Cours de linguistique générale (Paris 1916; critical ed. by T. de Mauro.
Paris 1972) 117. For an application of this terminology to the study of Homeric poetry,
see Nagy, G. 1999. “Homer and Plato at the Panathenaia: Synchronic and Diachronic
Perspectives.” Contextualizing Classics (eds. T. M. Falkner, N. Felson, D. Konstan) 127-
155. Lanham, MD.

4 Saussure, ibid.: “De méme synchronie et diachronie désigneront respectivement un état
de langage et une phase d’évolution.”

5 Nagy 1999. For Nagy’s own evolutionary model, Nagy 1996 ch.2, “An Evolutionary
Model for the Making of Homeric Poetry,” pp. 29-63.
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not fit the ancient world view that they reconstruct from these earliest layers is then
dismissed as an “interpolation.” If we open up the study to include a synchronic
perspective, we can see a pattern of accommodation and coexistence of older and newer
traditions.

The principle of inclusiveness, inherent in the world view of Shi’ism, promotes
the preservation of relatively older phases in the evolving poetics the Shdhndma. It also
promotes the co-existence of the older and newer phases. Thus the newer phases of the
poetry, responsive to the inclusive world view of Shi’ism, preserve aspects of the pre-
Shi’ite world of Mahmud of Ghazna, the signs of whose patronage are still embedded in
the poetry of the Shdhndma. These aspects can be accommodated into a pattern of co-
existence through the accretion of themes that dramatize a pattern of opposition--or at
least indifference--on the part of Ferdowsi toward the patronage of Mahmud. This way,
the poetic legacy of Ferdowsi is legitimated through time, from a Sunni phase of
patronage all the way through a Shi’ite phase of overall reception.

This pattern of legitimation works even further backwards, from the early Islamic
to pre-Islamic world views, especially the ideology and religion of Zoroastrianism. Not
only the poetry of the Shdhndma integrates and promotes this pattern of legitimation.
Even more explicitly the prose prefaces of the manuscripts of the Shdhndma go out of
their way to explain the Zoroastrian background of the Shdhndma, in terms of both
patronage and general reception. And they do so while all along enfolding this
background with a foreground of Islamic and even Shi’ite world views.

Particularly striking is the explicit naming of Zoroastrian patronage in the so-
called “older preface” tradition. The Zoroastrian cultural agenda of Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzak
and his administrator, Ma‘mari, are carefully and accurately described in the narrative.

The theories of Qazvini and his predecessors, however, have fragmented the
testimony of the “older preface.” Restricting himself to an exclusively diachronic and
“archaeologizing” approach, Qazvini prunes the narrative of all its aggiornamento,
privileging the older layers of content and excluding the newer ones that frame the older.

This process of textual pruning leads him to the theory that the “old preface”
originally introduced not Ferdowsi’s Shdhndma but rather a “prose Shdhndma’ which
somehow managed to find its way into the hands of Ferdowsi, who then used it as his
primary source to compose his own “poetic Shdhndma.”

Qazvini’s theory has been followed by his student Minorsky, who published a
translation, along with further extensions of the theory. Minorsky’s work has exerted an
enormous influence on literary historians of the Shdhndma. In the rest of my presentation,
I will for the sake of convenience refer to the “old preface” (henceforth “OP”) in terms of
Minorsky’s paragraph-subdivisions (I will write “@” before each mention of a
paragraph-number). I should add, however, that I do not accept the editorial excisions
that Minorsky and Qazvini have applied to the text.

A key to my argument concerns the commissioning, by Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzak
through the agency of his administrator, Ma‘mari, of a Book of Kings (@6), finished in
AH 346 (@7). This book was based on the “compilation” of older books (@6). Ibn ‘Abd
ar-Razzak was inspired to commission this book by hearing the story of the genesis of the
book Kalila and Dimna (@6). 1 find it significant that the “happy ending” of that story, as
told in the OP, develops as follows: Andshirvan commissions the translation of the Kalila
and Dimna from “Indian” into Pahlavi (@4); Ma’miin through the agency of his
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administrator Ibn Mugaffa‘ commissions a translation into Arabic (@4); Nasr son of
Ahmad through the agency of his secretary Bal‘ami commissions a translation (by
Bal‘ami himself) into Persian prose (@5); this text is then finally translated into Persian
verse by Rudaki (@5). It is said of the earlier prose version: “the book fell into men’s
hands and every man turned its pages” (@5, Minorsky’s translation; note especially dast
badhii andar zadand). Then, it is said of the poetic version: from then on, the Kalila and
Dimna “was on the tongues of the great and the lowly” (@5).

The rhetoric of this narrative, from a synchronic point of view, is based on an
ascending scale--a crescendo--of prestige. At the climax, which is the “happy ending,”
the prose version is finally capped by the poetic version. I argue that the same kind of
rhetoric is at work in the “happy ending” built into the narrative of the genesis of the
Shdhndma. Just before the climax, the “happy ending,” the Book of Kings has been
turned into Persian prose (@15, @16). Then, at the climax, which is the “happy ending,”
the prose version is finally capped by the poetic version. This time, it is Ferdowsi who
gets to turn the prose into poetry; his patron is Mahmud of Ghazna (@16).

In terms of Qazvini’s theory, however, this crucial part of the narrative, this
climax, is an “interpolation.” Likewise, Qazvini brackets the end of the OP, where the
narrative is rounded out with accounts about Dagiqi and Ferdowsi.

By way of these editorial and interpretive excisions, the rhetoric of the whole OP
is undone, and the whole text can be “archaeologized” as having had a completely
different purpose from what the OP says, which is, that it is meant to introduce the poetry
of the Shdhndma. According to Qazvini, the text had been meant to introduce a
hypothetical “prose Shdhndma,” no longer attested, which would correspond to the
original text commissioned by Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzak.

Qazvini’s exclusively diachronic approach could be supplanted by a combination
of synchronic and diachronic approaches. From a synchronic point of view, the narrative
of the OP requires the predecessor of the poetic Shdhndma to be foil: something very
good but not quite as good as the final product. In terms of narrative precedents for what
a foil like that should be, it is clear that the predecessor has to be in prose, at least in
terms of the rhetoric of the narrative. That was the case with the prose Persian Kalila and
Dimna of Bal‘ami, the predecessor for the poetic Persian Kalila and Dimna of Rudaki. So
also with the “prose” Persian Shdhndma: it may be in “prose” simply for rhetorical
purposes, as a predecessor of the poetic Shdhndma of Ferdowsi. Such a retroactive
demotion of the Shdhndma commissioned by Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzidk would make sense
from the standpoint of a later era, when the Shdhndma is viewed as a work commissioned
by Mahmud of Ghazna.

We may even consider the possibility that the patronage of Ferdowsi’s Shdhndma
had once gone all the way back to Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzik. After all, Ferdowsi is thought to
have had actual contact with Ibn ‘Abd ar-Razzak and the “four translators” commissioned
by him (Minorsky p. 264). The narrative of the OP, in any case, rhetorically motivates the
Shéhndma of Ferdowsi, not the earlier “prose Shdhndma’ that serves as its foil.
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