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The ongoing discussion of “oral” versus “textual” transmission of the
Iranian national epic! has important implications for the study of clas-
sical Persian epic literature in general. It touches upon several impor-
tant issues in Shahnama studies, such as the question of the epic’s oral
or literary nature, the questions of the form and history of intellectual
and literary activity during the most vibrant period of Muslim civiliza-
tion in Iran, as well as theory and technique of textual criticism of the
Shahnama. Diverse as these issues appear to be, they have coalesced in
the scholarship on the history and criticism of the Iranian national epic.
In what follows, I have tried to formulate the problems as I see them by
disentangling the various strands of the present discussion. The assump-
tion of the oral nature of the Shahnama, or the related argument that
this epic is “orally derived,” is at the center of this debate. However, the
“orality” argument, even for Homer’s poems, did not appear out of thin
air. It grew out of a long intellectual tradition that concerned a number
of characteristics of the Homeric epics. These characteristics made the
supposition of the oral origin of Homer’s poems reasonable in the first
place. There was, in other words, no ready-made “Oral Formulaic The-
ory” into which one could force the corpus of the Homeric epics. Rather
it was certain features inherent in the Iliad and the Odyssey that led
critics— as early as Josephus and Cicero— to question the assumption
that Homer composed by the help of writing.? Indeed the very iden-
tity of Homer, his gender, and even existence came under scrutiny by a

* Research for this paper was conducted during a Lady Davis visiting professor-
ship at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem during the spring of 1998. I gratefully
acknowledge the kind help of Mr. Mark Sopher and his able staff at the Lady Davis
Fellowship offices. I am also grateful to my learned friends Professors Shaul Shaked,
Sorour Soroudi, Heda Jason, and Amnon Netzer, from whose learning and hospitality
I benefited vastly in the course of my short stay.

! Mahmoud Omidsalar, “Unburdening Ferdowsi,” JAOS 116 (1996): 235-42 and
Olga M. Davidson, “The Text of Ferdowsi’s Shahnama and the Burden of the Past,”
JAOS 118 (1998): 63-68.

2For a brief history of the Oral Formulaic Theory see A. Parry’s introduction
to The Making of Homeric Verse (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1971). This source will be
cited as MHV, see also the introduction to F. A. Wolf, Prolegomena ad Homerum
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1985), and J. M. Foley, The Theory of Oral Composition:
History and Methodology (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1988).

245



246 Mahmoud Omidsalar

host of scholars over the years. The totality of these doubts and con-
cerns about Homer and his poetry is generally known as “The Homeric
Question.” Milman Parry (1902-1935) and Albert B. Lord (1912-91)
later formulated elegant solutions to many of the problems of Home-
ric scholarship. They suggested that Homer composed orally, and that
many of the problems of the poems that are customarily ascribed to him
are characteristic of oral verse making in general. Through comparative
research and fieldwork among the oral poets of the former Yugoslavia,
Parry made a strong case for what later came to be known as the Oral
Formulaic Theory. After Parry’s untimely death by an accidental gun-
shot wound, his assistant Albert B. Lord formulated the results of their
researches in The Singer of Tales that has become a classic statement
of this school.

According to Parry and Lord, illiterate bards who do not have access
to writing and sing their tales to the accompaniment of a musical instru-
ment rely on a stock of formulas and rhetorical devices that help them
re-compose in performance quickly and “without the aid of writing.”3
As Lord puts it, poets who composed in the oral traditional style kept
to formulaic diction because they had to rely on the spoken word alone:

[Writing] alone allows the poet to leave his unfinished idea
in the safekeeping of the paper which lies before him, while
with whole unhurried mind he seeks along the range of his
thought for the new group of words which his idea calls for.

The founders of the Oral Formulaic Theory believed that literacy kills
the art of the oral poet, or as Parry put it, the form of oral poets’ songs
“hangs upon their having to learn and practice their art without reading
and writing.”® Both Parry and Lord pointed out that the oral poem
does not, in the course of time, transform itself into written literature.
These are mutually exclusive manners of verse making. Lord puts the
point with typical clarity and grace:

Beginning with the Romans, the peoples of Europe have bor-
rowed a literary tradition and made it their own. It sup-
planted their native oral traditions; it did not develop out of
them. There is no direct line of literary development from
the Chansons de geste to the Henriade, or from Beowulf to
Paradise Lost. Our western literary tradition of epic stems
from Homer through Apollonius and Virgil. Virgil did not
write in Saturnians, nor in any direct descendant of them;
nor did Milton write in alliterative Germanic verse, nor in

3 John M. Foley, Oral-Formulaic Theory and Research: An Introduction and An-
notated Bibliography (New York: Garland Publishing, 1985), p. 11.

*MHV, pp. 467-68; and see pp. 466-67.

SMHV, p. 469.
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any direct descendant of it because there were no real direct
descendants of these native oral traditional meters. Oral tra-
dition did not become transferred or transmuted into a liter-
ary tradition of epic, but was only moved further and further
into the background, literally into the backcountry until it
disappeared.®

Furthermore, Parry and Lord believed that an oral poet does not
merely perform a song that he has memorized. Rather, drawing on tra-
ditional patterns, he re-composes his song during every performance. In
the course of discussing Wolf’s understanding of how Homer composed,
Milman Parry’s son, Adam Parry, points out this crucial distinction:”

Wolf lacked any clear concept of what an oral tradition is like.
He does not distinguish between the rhapsode like Plato’s
Ion, who memorizes and the bard or minstrel, like Phemius
and Demodocus in the Odyssey, who as Parry was to show,
improvises from a poetic store of formulae, themes, and
tales.®

This is an important difference that anticipates the excesses of those
who confuse memorization, as it was common among the rawis® em-
ployed by the Persian and Arab poets of the classical era, with the
composition in performance that is the hallmark of genuine oral poets.

In contrast to the primarily oral environment in which the songs of
Homer and the bards of the Balkans thrived, the social and intellectual
conditions under which the Iranian national epic was composed were
purely literary. Ferdowsi had easy access to pen and paper, he was
literate, and there is no evidence that he or any other early Persian poet
“performed” epic songs. No doubt extemporaneous composition of a
verse or two of non-narrative poetry by court poets was known. However,
this is a very different thing from the extemporaneous re-composition of
a whole tale of many verses during performance.!?

6 Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge/Mass: Harvard UP, 1981),
p. 138.

7 Freidrich Augus Wolf (1759-1824), whose Prolegomena ad Homerum, published
in 1795, is a milestone in Homeric scholarship.

8 MHV, xvi.

9 Every important Classical Persian poet had a person who publicly recited his
verse. These individuals who were quite well versed in literature, and some were even
poets in their own rights, were called rawi. A rawi neither composed the poems that
he recited nor sang them. He merely recited the poems of his masters. We know
absolutely nothing else about the manner of the rawis’ performance in Iran. We can
say with certainty however, that none of them “recomposed” the poems that they
had memorized from a written version.

10 Several Iranian poets, including Nader Naderpour who is among those contem-
porary artists who exercise their art in both classical and modern styles, assure me
that it is quite impossible to produce such extemporaneous verse in Persian.
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Oral Formulaic Theory as it is applied to the Iranian national epic,
assumes that Ferdowsi’s manner of composition was either similar to
the manner in which Homer and the troubadours of medieval Europe
produced poetry, or that he relied on the verse of oral poets. One way or
another, this idea assumes that Ferdowsi’s poem was somehow influenced
by the so-called “oral style.”

Many of these assumptions are rooted in two misconceptions. The
first is confusing the “oral” with the “literary” in the Persian tradition.
The second is the confusion between what is “medieval” in European
terms with what is “medieval” in Persian terms. In other words, what
constitutes “medieval” in European history is applied to the Muslim
world with total disregard of the historical and cultural factors that set
the two regions apart. It is then assumed that since Ferdowsi lived at a
time that chronologically corresponds to the period called the “Middle
Ages” in European historiography, his social and intellectual conditions
must have resembled those of medieval Europe. To wit, because Fer-
dowsi lived during the Middle Ages, he is “medieval” in the same sense
that his European contemporaries are “medieval,” and his poem is a
“medieval” poem in the same sense that European epics are “medieval.”
Naturally, those who work by such premises see nothing wrong in draw-
ing a series of analogies between Ferdowsi and various European authors
of the Middle Ages nor do they shrink from using European evidence to
analyze Ferdowsi’s work or world.

But why are these assumptions wrong? Why should we not consider
a poet who died in 1020 AD a medieval poet? What in Ferdowsi’s intel-
lectual and cultural environment prevented him from composing in the
oral mode, or at any rate, in a manner similar to the way the European
troubadours composed? Before we can answer these questions, we must
ascertain what medievalists mean by the word “medieval.” We must
also assess the available cultural evidence to determine whether the Eu-
ropean and the Muslim societies of the Middle Ages were similar either
in being “medieval” or in being “oral.”

In his introduction to a collection of essays entitled Oral Tradition in
the Middle Ages, W. F. H. Nicolaisen writes:

The notion of a chronological Middle Age, with its concomi-
tant epithet medieval, is, in its hint at a tripartite temporal
division, essentially European in origin and application. Any
exercise insisting on a double vision in matters concerning
oral tradition in a medieval setting ..., is consequently almost
by definition, predestined to concentrate on and perhaps even
to deal exclusively with, the European scene.!!

11'W. F. H. Nicolaisen, “Introduction,” in Oral Tradition in the Middle Ages, W.
F. H. Nicolaisen, ed. (Binghamton NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies,
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Albert Lord extends Nicolaisen’s view by observing that:

The definitions of the formula and of the theme need to
be interpreted in terms of each individual culture because,
even within the Indo-European umbrella, the several cul-
tures, such as Slavic or those of Western Europe, differ from
one another in significant details.!?

Following these scholars, the present author believes that all gener-
alizations about life and literature in Iran of Ferdowsi’s time made on
the basis of cultural evidence culled from medieval European life to be
either wrong or seriously flawed. The social conditions of Ferdowsi’s in-
tellectual milieu were drastically different from those that prevailed in
medieval Europe. It is a demonstrable fact that the medieval European
society was predominantly illiterate and depended on “oral tradition”
while the Muslim world of the same period enjoyed a far higher rate of
literacy, and relied extensively on written, archival, and documentary
sources. The implications of this fundamental difference is that Fer-
dowsi’s society was by no stretch of the imagination an “oral” culture in
the same sense as medieval Europe was oral. Evidence of the presence
and treatment of “books” in these two cultures is quite telling in this
respect.

Prior to the 15th century, “or at any rate, the late 14th century,
there was no general public for books” in Europe, and according to one
14th century author, the laity “were utterly unworthy of any communion
with books.”!® Moreover, books were expensive in Europe at a time
when European societies did not produce the kind of surplus wealth
that could make expensive objects affordable to a large group of people.
A fairly common price for a bound volume was approximately 20 s, for
which in the mid-fifteenth century, one could buy “two cows, a dozen
sheep, or a tolerable horse, or if he were convivially inclined, about 20
gallons of wine or 10 barrels of beer.”!* Alternatively, one could for this
price, employ an agricultural laborer for about 10 weeks.!®

Medieval European society’s attitude toward the written word was
fundamentally different from the attitude that prevailed in the Middle
East during the same period. If the number and size of public libraries
in these two areas may be taken as an index of the relative literacy of
their populations, then we must conclude that the Muslim Middle East

1995), pp. 1-6.

12 Albert Lord, “Oral Composition and ‘Oral Residue’ in the Middle Ages,” in Oral
Tradition in the Middle Ages, p. 9.

13 Thomas Kelly, Early Public Libraries: A History of Public Libraries in Great
Britain Before 1850 (London: The Library Association, 1966), p. 13.

14 Kelly, Early Public Libraries, p. 14.

15Kelly, Early Public Libraries, p. 14.
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differed fundamentally from medieval Europe with respect to its reliance
on written sources.!®

For a thousand years after the fall of the Roman Empire in the fifth
century AD, the typical European library was a “collection of a few
hundred codices kept in a book-chest or two in a corner of a monastery
chapel.”*” During the early Middle Ages (ca. 500-1100 AD) — the latter
part of which corresponds with Ferdowsi’s time — “the common word for
library ... was armarium. This was the name for the book-chest where
the books were kept.”!® By contrast, during this period no less than
nine terms for library existed in the Middle East. The first part of all of
these terms was a word that meant either “house” (dar), “hall or room,”
(bayt,) or “treasury” (khizana.) This terminological evidence suggests
that much larger spaces than mere chests were devoted to the storage
of books in the Middle East,'® which in turn implies the presence of
much larger book collections, and hence, a greater demand for books by
a larger reading public.

As well as being small, medieval European libraries were basically
devotional,?® and monasteries held the largest stores of books. The
monastic collection in St. Gall had only 400 volumes in 841 AD, Cluny
had 570, and Bobbic had only 650 in the 12th century, while St. Pons de
Tomieéres held only 300 volumes as late as the 13th century.?! Cathedral
libraries, which were geared more towards educational than inspirational
reading, appeared around the 12th century AD. These were not much
different from their monastic predecessors. The Cathedral library at
Durham had only 600 volumes in 1200 AD, while Canterbury, one of the
largest libraries, had about 5000 volumes in the year 1300.

University libraries were even smaller. The Cambridge library had
122 volumes as late as 1424, and only 330 by 1473 AD. That is, it
grew by a mere 108 volumes in nearly fifty years. In 1375 AD, Oriel
College, Oxford, had just under 100 volumes, and Peterhouse College,
Cambridge, had a wealth of 380 books in 1418; and in 1453, the library
of King’s College in Cambridge had a mere 174 volumes.?? It should be
pointed out however, that since it was common practice to bind several

16 The quantitative difference in this case is so great as to imply a qualitative change.

17 James Thompson, A History of the Principles of Librarianship (London: C.
Bingley, 1977), p. 22.

18 Tbid.

19For a discussion of these terms see George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: In-
stitutions of Learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1981),
pPp- 24-27. I have translated the term khizana as “treasury” although Makdisi trans-
lates it as “closet” (p.24), because the primary meaning of the word, as is clear from
its use for royal libraries that housed books as well as precious objects, was treasury
rather than “closet.”

20Kelly, Early Public Libraries, p. 16.

21 James Thompson, A History of the Principles of Librarianship p. 22.

22 Thompson, History, pp. 23-24.
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independent works together in the same volume, often without regard
to their subject matter, a more accurate number of titles held by these
institutions may be reached, if we multiply the number of their volumes
by three or four. For instance, “at Christ Church, Canterbury, the 14th
century catalogue lists 1,831 volumes, but these contain 4,157 separate
titles.” 23

Private libraries were quite rare during this period. Richard of Bury’s
“uncharacteristic” private collection is described in his Philobiblon to
have had 1500 volumes.?* The largest medieval libraries, namely those
of Bury St. Edmunds, Canterbury, and Syon did not even have a dis-
cernable pattern of bibliographical arrangement, and:

If the horrified stories of Renaissance humanist book collec-
tors are to be believed, conditions toward the end of the Mid-
dle Ages were even worse. Boccaccio and Petrarch claim to
have found the books in the monasteries they visited strewn
about in haphazard fashion, piled in corners or buried un-
der refuse, with leaves missing (stolen as love-tokens by the
monks), contents incorrectly described, and generally with
little evidence of any bibliography as an ordering discipline.?®

In her extensive survey of the libraries of the Anglo-Saxon Britain,
Bressie writes that most of the older book stocks in the islands were
destroyed as a result of Danish invasions. According to her research,
the period from Alfred The Great (849-899) to William The Conqueror
(1066-1087) was primarily one of replacement by copying of the few En-
glish books which survived the devastation or those which were imported
from the continent.?®

Things were quite different in the Middle East. Books in Arabic
and other languages, as well as translations from a number of foreign
literary and scientific canons were available to Muslims. Ibn al-Nadim
(d. 385/995) provides a partial list of the Middle Persian texts that he
had seen either in the original Middle Persian, or in Arabic translation,
at the time when he was composing his al-Fihrist (circa 377/987). Of
the Persian texts that he mentions, only sixty-five are individual titles
while others appear to be collections.?” Thus, when Ferdowsi claims the
authority of an older literary source for his poem, he does so because he

23 Kelly, Early Public Libraries, p. 16.

24D, C. Greetham, Teztual Scholarship (New York: Garland, 1994), pp. 15-16.

25 Idem, p.16.

26 Ramona Bressie, “Libraries of the British Isles in the Anglo-Saxon Period,” in
The Medieval Library, J. W. Thompson, ed. (New York: Hafner Pub. Co., 1957),
p. 125, and cf. p. 119, where she says that the plunder of the British libraries was
complete by the year 875 AD.

27 A list of these books is provided by Taqizada; H. Taqizada, Ferdowsi va
Shahnama-yi 4, H. Yaghma', ed. (Tehran: TAAM, 1349), pp. 77-86.
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had actual access to a written corpus of ancient texts in translation. His
claims therefore, may not be dismissed out of hand only on the grounds
that similar claims by such European medieval authors as Geoffrey of
Monmouth may be untrue. The social circumstances of Ferdowsi and
those of Geoffrey of Monmouth were drastically different.?8 Consider
the following evidence concerning the size and prominence of the Middle
Eastern book collections.

At the conclusion of his essay on Muslim libraries W. Heffening
writes: “It can safely be asserted that Muslim libraries were in every
respect centuries in advance of those of the west; there was a general
need for public libraries felt in Muslim lands much earlier than in the
west.”2° According to Le Strange, public libraries of Baghdad during the
‘Abbasid Caliphate furnished their patrons with pen and paper and the
opportunity to make copies from their collections.3® We know of some
100 bookshops and stationers that formed the booksellers’ market in the
city.3 Ibn Jubayr reports that at his arrival in Baghdad in the year
581/1185, there were over thirty colleges in the city,32 each of which,
no doubt, had its own library. Yaqat (d. 626/1228) who spent three
years in the city of Marv where he worked on his famous geographical
dictionary, mentions twelve public libraries in that city alone. He praises
the liberality of their librarians, who allowed him to borrow up to two
hundred volumes of their books to use at home without having to put
up any security.>® Not many European libraries of that time had 200
volumes, let alone the capacity to lend such a number of volumes to their
patrons, with or without collateral.

Speaking of one of these libraries, Yaqit provides important informa-
tion about the kind of people who funded or patronized libraries. One of
the libraries in Marv was bequeathed to the city by a man called ‘Aziz
al-Din Abu Bakr ‘Atiq al-Zanjani. This man served as a brewer for the
Saljuq ruler Sanjar (490-552/1097-1157), and early in his career was a
seller of fruits and vegetables. Nevertheless, according to Yaqit’s eyewit-
ness account, the library that a man of such humble origins bequeathed

28 For an argument that tries to apply the European model to the Persian scene
by drawing an analogy between Ferdowsi’s artistic activity and that of Geoffrey of
Monmouth (1100-1154), see Dick Davis, “The Problem of Ferdowsi’s Sources,” JA0S
116 (1996): 48-57. For the assessment and refutation of Davis’ s paper, see Mahmoud
Omidsalar, “Could al-Tha‘alibi have used the Shahnama as a source?” Der Islam 76
(1998): 163-171.

29See EI?, s. v. “maktaba.”

30 G. Le Strange, Baghdad During the Abbasid Caliphate from Contemporary Arabic
and Persian Sources (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1900), p. 267.

31Idem, p. 92.

32 Idem, p. 92.

33 Yaqit, Mu‘jam al-buldan (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1376/1957), vol. 5, p. 114. In other
editions, s.v. Marv.
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to the city of Marv contained nearly twelve thousand volumes.3*

The evidence for the size and importance of “medieval” Muslim pub-
lic libraries are summarized in a number of important studies.?® Ad-
ditionally, some bibliographies of the works of a number of important
scholars, as well as the catalogues or lists of the books in their libraries
have survived. These provide evidence of the kinds of books that inter-
ested the scholastic community of that period. For instance, al-Biruni
prepared a bibliography of Muhammad b. Zakariya al-Razi%¢ in which
he listed 184 titles divided into eleven subjects. He appended a list of
his own compositions to this treatise.3”

Muslim libraries employed librarians, translators, copyists, binders,
janitors, and attendants.3® These institutions were large and well fun-
ded. The library of the Umayyad Caliph of Andalusia, Hakam II (350—
366/961-976) had 400,000 volumes, of which the author and title cata-
logue was prepared in forty-four volumes of fifty folios each.3® The Buy1
ruler ‘Adud al-Dawla (338-372/949-982) employed several librarians and
other personnel in his library which was located in a long hall divided into
different rooms where the walls were covered with book shelves. Each
of these was three yards wide and nearly a man’s height. These shelves
were made of fine wood and had wooden covers that could be pulled
down to protect the tomes. The Buyi library had an extensive title cat-
alogue. Different rooms housed books devoted to different subjects, and
volumes were shelved according to subject in the same manner that Ibn
Sina found to be the arrangement of the Samani library of Bukhara.*°

34 Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-buldan, vol. 5, 114.

35 Some of these which have good bibliographies are: S.K. Padover, “Muslim Li-
braries,” in The Medieval Library, James W. Thompson, ed. (reprinted with a supple-
ment by Blance B. Boyer, New York: Hafner Publishing Co., 1957), pp. 347-37; Ehsan
Naraghi, “The Islamic Antecedents of the Western Renaissance,” Diogenes (1996)
173: 73-107; A. Shalaby, History of Muslim Education (Beirut: Dar al-Kashshaf,
1954), chapters 2, and 5, and Shalaby’s Arabic translation of this text which is a
revised and updated translation of the English original (p.40): Ta’rikh al-tarbiya’
al-islamiyya, 2nd edition (al-Qahira, 1966). Above all, I have relied on the work
of the dean of Persian codicology and bibliography, Muhammad Taqi Danishpazhth
in his series of papers called “Ganjiir va barnama-yi @i,” published in fourteen parts
Hunar va Mardum between 1351-1352 (1972-74), nos. 119-135.

36 Birani, Risala lil-Biruni fi fikrist kutub Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi, P.
Kraus, ed. (Paris: al-Qalam, 1936).

37 Many other similar lists exist, for instance A. J. Arberry, A Twelfth-Century
Reading List: A Chapter in Arab Bibliography (London: Emery Walker, 1951);
E. Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work: Ibn Tawus and his Library (Lei-
den, 1992).

38 Danishpazhih, “Ganjir I,” p. 25; cf. also Shalaby (English text), pp. 85-93.

39 Danishpazhiih, “Ganjar II,” p. 58.

40 Danishpazhiih, “Ganjar I1,” p. 60. For the details concerning the Samani library
of Bukhara see, Humayunfarrukh, Ta’rikh-ha-yi kitabkhana-ha-yi Iran va kitabkhana-
ha-yi ‘umami (Tehran: Ittihad, n. d.), pp. 32-33.
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Men of letters routinely used libraries in their research. For instance,
the great Arab poet Aba Tammam (d. 222/836) composed his Diwan
al-Hamasa in the Iranian city of Hamadan, where he took advantage
of the library of Abu al-Wafa b. Salma. Since Abi Tammam’s Diwan
contains the poetry of some three hundred famous Arab poets, we may
deduce that Abu al-Wafa’s library must have been quite rich in literary
titles.

Some of the other famous Iranian libraries of the tenth and eleventh
centuries were the libraries of the Daylamite princes, ‘Imad al-Dawla (r.
322-338/934-934) ‘Adud al-Dawla (338-372/949-983), Baha’ al-Dawla
(388-403/998-1012), and the public library of Abii Nasr Shapir b. Ar-
dashir (d. 416/1025) that was destroyed by fire in 447/1055. Lists of
many other such institutions have already been published.*!

Aside from being large, Muslim libraries collected books on many
subjects. The list provided by Ibn al-Nadim in his al-Fihrist4? is the
proof of the wide and varied subjects that interested the literate classes
of his time. Unlike their European counterparts who were immersed in
devotional literature, the Muslim intellectuals routinely consulted secu-
lar texts. For instance, in the year 352/963, when Ferdowsi was probably
twenty-two years of age, the Samani wazir Bal‘ami (d. 363/973) writes
in reference to the texts of Greek philosophers:

Philosophy spread in the world from [the Greeks], ... and
their books on the disciplines of philosophy, medicine, astron-
omy, logic, and architecture*® are quite well known. None of
those philosophers survives today, however, their books are
widely available to all (lakin kitab-ha-yi ishan mandast ba

41 Humayanfarrukh, pp. 26-48. Moreover, there is an interesting list of some no-
table Muslim libraries and the number of their holdings in Muhammad Qazvini's
published notes. According to Qazvini’s quotation from al-Sam‘ni’s Kitab al-ansab,
the library of the scholar al-Waqidr (747-823 AD) required 120 draft animals for its
transportation. The library of the wazir ‘All b. Ahmad al-Jarjara’t (d. 1045 AD)
contained 6500 titles only on the subjects of astronomy and geometry. Khwaja Nasir
al-Din al-Tusi’s (d. 1273 AD) personal library in the city of Maragha had 400,000
volumes, while that of the wazir Sahib b. ‘Abbad (d.995 AD) was estimated to con-
tain 1,140,000 volumes. The library of al-Qadt al-Fadil had 140,000 codices; that of
the Mustansiriyya College in Baghdad boasted 80,000 as did the private collection
of Sayyid Murtada. One of the Rasili rulers of Yemen had a collection of 100,000;
and the city of Bardsir in Kirman had a small colletion of 5,000 volumes, which by
European standards of the time was a huge collection. See M. Qazvini, Yad-dast-ha-
yi Qazvini, 10 volumes in 5, ed. I. Afshar (3rd printing, Tehran: ‘Ilmi, 1363/1984)
vol.6, 193f.

4271 have counted over 6000 titles in Tajaddud’s edition of the text.

431 believe that architecture, as the usage of the word in the text of the Ta’rikh-i
Bayhaqi demonstrates, is a more appropriate translation of hindisa in this instance
than is the more common meaning of the word, i.e., “geometry”; T'a’rikh-i Bayhagi,
Modarris-i Sadiq, ed. (Teheran, 1998), p. 410.



Editorial Theory in Shahnama Studies 255

dast-i khalq andar).4*

These examples, that may easily be multiplied several hundred-folds,
prove how different the approaches of the Muslim and European cul-
tures were to letters and literature. Therefore, no meaningful conclusions
about the Muslim civilization’s attitude towards or dependence on writ-
ten sources may be drawn based on the evidence culled from medieval
Europe’s experiences with texts or textuality. It may be argued that the
historical evidence of the prevalence or use of libraries in the Middle East
reflects the lifestyle of the educated classes, not that of the general public
and that one may not use this evidence to generalize about society as a
whole. This objection is not acceptable. Ferdowsi was not a member of
the general public.#> He belonged to the intellectual elite of his society,
and evidence that demonstrates the nature of the resources that were
available to the literary elite is unquestionably relevant to assessing his
manner of intellectual activity. Be that as it may, the Muslim society’s
greater dependence on writing in the medieval period is born out by an-
other form of evidence that may not be considered as belonging to the
elite. This is the evidence of the graffiti.

Reports of extensive graffiti all over Iran and the rest of the Mid-
dle East is scattered throughout classical Persian and Arabic literature.
These reports show that writing was a far more common skill among the
Muslim public than it was in Europe. Such graffiti is even reported in
pre-Islamic Iran. Ibn Qutayba (d. 891 AD) quotes from the translation
of a pre-Islamic text that a Persian courtier advised his son against writ-
ing upon walls or gates.*® It may further be demonstrated that at the
time when most Europeans, including much of the nobility of Europe,
were illiterate, most of the professional classes, aristocrats, and not a
small number of the military personnel in the Middle East could read.
Consider the following evidence:

Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani (284-363/897-967 AD), best known for his
encyclopedic Kitab al-aghani, compiled a short treatise in which he col-
lected a mass of interesting graffiti. He called this book Kitab adab

44 Bal‘ami, Ta’rikh-i Bal‘ami, 2 volumes, ed. M. T. Bahar (2nd edition, Tehran:
Zavvar, 1975), vol. 2, p. 693.

451 have already presented data on the shared poetic language of the literati of
Khurasan, and have demonstrated how their diction differs from the artless verse of
popular epics. See M. Omidsalar, “Bayan-i adabi va bayan-i ‘amiyana dar hamasa-
ha-yi farsi,” Golestan, vol. 2, no. 1, 1998, pp. 85-112.

46 Ibn Qutayba, ‘Uyin al-akhbar (reprint of Dar al-Kutub edition, 1963), vol. 3;
p-221. Implicit in many of the studies of the Shahnama is the view that with the
exception of the religious canon, what was inherited from pre-Islamic Iranian liter-
ature was transmitted orally. I find this quite unlikely. An empire of the size and
complexity of the Sasanid Empire could not survive by “oral tradition” alone, any
more than could its only rival, the Roman Empire. Scattered throughout the early
Arabic texts is a great deal of evidence that implies a high level of literacy in the
pre-Islamic Persian society. This vast data, however, remains largely unexplored.




















































































