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A Man of Contrasts

Nader Naderpour

A number of contrasting, and perhaps complementary, personal and
scholarly traits distinguished my old friend, Mohammad Dja’far Mahdjoub.
A man of keen perception and sharp intellect, with a prodigious memory
brimming with esoteric secrets and anecdotes, he was nevertheless basically
a simple man in his manners and straightforward in his friendship. His
constant quest for knowledge, and his passion for discovering the hidden
treasures of Persian folklore and literature bordered on greed and yet his
generosity in sharing his literary finds with his colleagues and students was
boundless.

He was both an innovator and a traditionalist. Deeply devoted to the
Persian classical literature, he respected its tradition, had mastered its
nuances and knew a great deal about its particular characteristics, And yet
he was also recognized as a great innovator and trail blazer, since, with the
exception of Sadeq Hedayat and precious few others, no one had taken the
Persian folkloric tradition and popular culture as seriously as he had. He
had indeed been credited for having found a “lost chapter in the Persian
literary history. Iran.”

In his private life too, Mahdjoub displayed contrasting traits of
modesty and audacity. Thus, he was, at times__true to the meaning of his
name_ reserved and deferential, and at other times, quite outspoken and
willing to display his free spirit under the most restrictive of circumstances.
His speech intonations were not unlike those of story-tellers and traditional
athletes whom he had come to know and admire in his youth. His writing
style, however, had clearly been inspired by the styles of his most beloved
masters of Persian literature and literary history, such as Forouzanfar,
Homa’i and Khanlari.
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The History of Abu Moslem Nameh

Hosayn Esma’ili

Abu Moslem Nameh is one of the oldest of Persian popular stories with a
relatively short documented history. It is believed that the original Arabic
version was a slim tome of no more that a hundred pages. The Persian
version of the work was written by Abu Taher Tarsusi in early 8"/13"
century. Nearly all of the later and still available copies are based on this
version.

It is believed that the original narrative framework was designed by
Abu Moslem and/or his warrior friends. In later years, and with each
passing generation, the original story was constantly reshaped and revised.
Each new narration included different versions of old tales and incorporated
new elements based on personal fantasies or tales of miracles and sorcery.

Abu Moslem Nameh lost much of its popular appeal when, in the
middle of 11"/16" century, during the Safavid period, a treatise written by a
cleric, harshly criticized Abu Moslem as someone who had betrayed the
Prophet’s family and paved the way for the Abbasid’s ascendence. The
dearth of the copies of this story in Iran, as compared to the their abundance
in neighboring countries, attests to the effects of that episode on the public
perception of the worth of this tale.

The basic and recurrent themes not only in Abu Moslem Nameh b but
also in a number of other works by Abu Taher Tarsusi, including Mosayyeb
Nameh, Darab Nameh and Qahreman Nameh , are inspired by the history
and culture of ancient Iran. Heroic manifestations of chivalry and altruism
are also constantly depicted in the narrative structure of these tales.

No two copies of the various versions of Abu Moslem Nameh are alike
except for their bare narrative structure. And yet, the editing and
publication of its various versions may be of considerable historical and
linguistic value.
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Sandbad Nameh in Verse

Mohammad Jalali Chimeh

Sandbad Nameh, which is believed to have been written by the author of
Kalilah va Demnah, and with which it shares a similar literary history,
represents, according to the author, one of the oldest texts of its kind in the
Eastern world and has been rendered in Persian and Arabic verse a number.
of times. The only complete version of this work, however, is the one
written in prose by Zahiri Samarqandi. The book recounts the tale of a king,
his young son and the slave girl who harbors a secret love for the young
prince. Her unrequited love turns into a passion for vengeance. The prince,
who has been instructed by his tutor not to break his silence for a number of
days, is falsely accused and, unable to defend himself, nearly loses his life.

The two versified versions of this text are believed to have been
composed by Rudaki Samarqandi and Arzaqi Tusi. Another version, titled
Ketab-e Hakim-e Sandbad, which dates back to the 8"/13" century, was
composed by Azod al-din Yazdi, a contemporary of Hafez. The only
remaining copy of this version was discovered by Dr. Mahdjoub who then
set out to edit and annotate it.

This version of Sandbad Nameh, however, is not complete since large
sections of it have been lost or destroyed. It was Dr. Mahdjoub’s wish that |
take the missing parts from the Samarqandi version and versify it in the
style of the original versified version. The task involved versifying all of six
stories and parts of ten stories recounted in the book, which resulted in six
hundred verses covering nearly one eighth of the original version.

Only one of the stories told in the prose version has not been included
in the versified version.
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A Survey of Persian Encyclopedias

Ehsan Yarshater

The article, following a brief reference to the encyclopedias being currently
being published in Iran, focuses on the Da'erat al-Ma'aref-e Tashayyo’
[The Encyclopedia of Tashayyu'l and Zendeginame-ye Daneshvaran
[Dictionary of Scientific Biography] in terms of their contents, style,
strengths and flaws as well their most noteworthy entries.

The Encyclopedia of Tashayyo’. according to the author, reflects, as it
should, the general worldview and cultural propensities of Shi’ism, is more
descriptive than analytical, and is written in a style suitable for the general
reader. It relies heavily on Persian and Arabic sources and, with rare
exceptions, ignores western sources and documents.

Despite the persistent tendency in the shi’ite tradition, particularly in
post-Safavid Iran, to denigrate and malign Sunni Islam, the author asserts
that the Encyclopedia of Tashayyo’ is marked by a temperate tone. Its
occasional propagandistic and partisan line notwithstanding, its entries are
generally objective and documented and altogether devoid of the
exaggerated assertions suitable only for the religious fanatic. Its entries on
“The Constitutional Revolution” and the “Pahlavi” are prime examples of
this moderation and objectivity.

While the author underlines a number of factual and stylistic flaws and
shortcomings in this work, he finds Zendeginame-ye Daneshvaran as a
peerless work of superb quality and meticulous editing. He concludes by
asserting that while seminars and conferences organized in Iran do not
produce any tangible results, money spent for the authorship and
publication of these encyclopedias must be considered one of the most
useful public expenditures in the country.
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Iran And The Silk Road:
Art and Trade Along Asia’s Crossroads

Guitty Azarpay

The Silk Road is named for the trade route that linked China and the West
for much of the first millennium AD. This is when Chinese silk was the
chief commodity of exchange along a transcontinental route, travelled by
Bactrian camel caravan, that traversed the mountains and deserts of Asia’s
heartland. It was Persian initiative that secured this route, and it was the
Middle Iranian Sogdian, that was the trade language through much of the
Road’s history. During its Golden Age, in the first millennium, this fabled
network was an early link between the world’s great civilizations, Greek,
Roman, Persian, Indian and Chinese.

In my search for meaning in Sasanian art, | have sought to establish a
link between word and picture, between worldview and its artistic or
artifactual expression. The Iranian world picture, and its symbols of
material, social, and spiritual well-being were effectively packaged in art.
Although most agree that Persian art of the Sasanian period had a profound
impact on Iran’s trade partners along the Silk Road, little is known about
the reasons for the appeal of Sasanian art beyond the Iranian world. In this
paper I seek to explain the appeal of Sasanian art by reference to the
function and meaning of that art. I begin with a historical review which
highlights major trends in Sasanian art and architecture, followed by a
discussion of Sasanian artistic influence on Silk Road traditions.

My concluding consideration of the questions of function and meaning
in Sasanian art treats that art’s courtly use, and its socio-cultural and
religious significance. The enhanced image of the material world projected
in all aspects of that art, is here seen as reflection of the positive values and
world view of the ancient Iranians.
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