From Arabic to Persian and Haltway Back

Again: Nasr Allah Munshi’s Kalila and Dimna

Theodore S. Beers

5 April 2023



AAEN N 53 3 3Bl ) gy i)
; ,.}vts@\,,\é'g,u,tt,\;fp'-x,. K s MBSy s

"

About this Lecture

We will explore a version of Kalila and Dimna, the classic book
of fables that was translated, in some form, into virtually every
literary language of the Old World.

D

My focus is on the Persian rendition by Nasr Allah Munshi,
written ca. 540/1146 under Ghaznavid patronage.

Nasr Allah’s version was based on the Arabic of Ibn al-Muqaffa“

(d. ca.139/757), but the text is greatly enriched with quotes
from the Qur’'an, hadith, Arabic and Persian poetry, etc.

B

As influential as this work was within the Persian literary
tradition, its reception has been surprisingly complicated...




Stronger Discourse around
Classical Persian Poetry

We have, for better or worse, a framework for the development of
classical Persian poetry.

In the 4/10t" and 5™/ cs., there is the age of the panegyric ode
(gasida), epic/historical verse (esp. the Shahnama), and the quatrain
(du-baytr).

From the 6%/12% c., we see the flourishing of the verse romance (in
masnavi form), e.g., by Nizami1 Ganjavi (d. ca. 605/1209); and mystical
narrative verse, e.g., by ‘Attar (d. ca. 618/1221) and Rumi (d. 671/1273).

Also in the 6%/12% c., the love lyric (ghazal) rises to popularity, esp. via
Sana’i (d. probably in 525/1131).

Finally,* in the 7%/13'™" and 8"/14t" centuries, the ghazal is elaborated
further by Rumi, Sa‘di (d. ca. 690/1291), and Hafiz (d. ca. 792/1390).

There are also textbooks that make teaching this straightforward...

AMILLENNIUM
OF CLASSICAL
PERSIAN POETRY

A GUIDE TO THE READING & UNDERSTANDING OF PERSIAN
POETRY FROM THE TENTH TO THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

WHEELER. M. THACKSTON




A HISTORY OF

[PIE RS A N (L TETF 18 B AT LIRLTE
\Y%

General Editor — Ehsan Yarshater

PERSIAN

MNON):

Edited by Bo Utas

A

@

Relative Fragmentation of
Classical Prose

Despite an abundance of excellent scholarship, it is more difficult
even to speak of classical Persian prose as a single category.

With classical poetry, we recognize a diversity of forms, genres,
etc., but there is nonetheless an overarching field and discourse.

What would be included under the umbrella of classical Persian
prose literature? All forms of prose writing? Would that be useful?
Or should we draw more restrictive boundaries?

Scholars studying Persian prose texts of various kinds are often
working in rather separate niches. Some might not consider
themselves to be in the field of Persian literature per se.
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Classical Persian Historical Writing
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prose writing in the early centuries.

Scholars who have worked in this area include Julie Scott
Meisami, Sholeh Quinn, Jahanbakhsh Savaqib, Tilmann
Trausch, and Charles Melville.

Prominent works include Bal‘am1’s adaptation of the history of
al-Tabari (mid to late 4™/10 c.); the Tarikh-i Ststan (mid to late
5/t c.); and the Tarikh-i Bayhagqi (470/1077).

Notably, specialists in Persian historiography are often focused
more on history than on the literary dimension.
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Courtly Advice Literature

This is another key category of Persian prose writing, from the
early period onward.

Prominent works include the Qabus-nama; Nizami ‘Arazi,
Chahar magala; Nizam al-Mulk, Siyasat-nama (a.k.a. Siyar al-
muliik); and, in a sense, Sa‘d1’s Bustan and Gulistan.

Researchers active in this area include Louise Marlow, Nasrin
Askari, Mohsen Zakeri, and Neguin Yavari.

Courtly advice literature has attracted significant attention
from scholars within the field of Persian literature studies.




Classical Persian Scientific Writing

This is one of the more capacious and difficult-to-define
subcategories of Persian prose literature.

Noteworthy texts include, in the field of geography, the Hudud
al-‘alam (late 4™ /10t c.); in the field of medicine, the Zakhira-yi
Khwarazmshahi (ca. 1110 CE) of Isma‘1l Gurgani; and, in the field
of Persian prosody, Shams-i Qays Raz1's al-Mu jjam fi ma‘ayir
ash‘ar al-‘ajam (mid 71/13% c.).

Scholars working in this area include Matthew Melvin-Koushki,

Justine Landau, Ali Gheissari, Ziva Vesel, and John Perry.

Scientific writing can be defined so broadly that some constituent
genres would be of clear interest to literature scholars, while
others would be the domain of, e.g., historians of science.
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Edited by Sonja Brentjes
Associate Editor: Peter Barker, Assistant Editor; Rana Brentjes




Authors with Prose Works in Both
Persian and Arabic

These are just a few of the most prominent examples.

Abu al-Rayhan al-Biruni (d. ca. 1050 CE): wrote mostly in Arabic, but see his Persian
work on astrology, Kitab al-Tafhim li-awa’il sina‘at al-tanjim

Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111): has a few Persian works, most notably the
Kimiya-yi sa‘adat

Nasir al-Din al-Tust (d. 672/1274): the Akhlaq-i Nasiri is, of course, in Persian




How to arrange these categories is a problem which has
~ cost me a good deal of thought. Nearly all those who

have written on Persian literature have paid an-

Excessive

attention devoted amount of attention which I regard as excessive
toPersianpoctty: and disproportionate to poetry and belles-Zettres,
and have almost entirely ignored the plainer but more
positive fields of history, biography, theology, philosophy
and the ancient sciences. If we understand literature in the
narrower sense as denoting those writings only, whether
poetry or prose, which have artistic form, there is, no doubt,
some justification for this view; but not if we take it in the
wider sense of the manifestation in writing of a nation’s
mind and intellectual activities. Still, in deference to the
prevalent view, we may begin this general survey of the
recent literature of Persia with some consideration of its
poetry.

Privileging of
Poetry over Prose

In practice, the terms “classical
Persian literature” and “classical
Persian poetry” are often used
interchangeably.

It would be a losing battle to try to
counteract this lopsided focus; but
we can recognize that it hampers
our ability to conceptualize and
study classical Persian prose.
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Persian prose literature enhances the difficulty of placing a
work like Nasr Allah Munsh1's Kalila and Dimna in context.

Nasr Allah was working in the mid 6%/12% c.—not the very

earliest period—yet, within a postulated category of “artistic o G, O [T Lk s UJ\"’UL"
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Kalila and Dimna: Basic Details

The origins of this book of (mostly animal) fables lie in Sanskrit

texts, esp. the Paricatantra (Five Treatises) and the
Mahabharata.

Over time, the contents of the book grew such that it
contains—depending on the version—roughly fifteen fable-
chapters.

Kalila and Dimna was, as far as we know, translated into
Middle Persian in the late Sasanian period.

The translation into Arabic by Ibn al-Muqaffa“ (d. ca. 139/757)
is a crucial moment: this version leads to almost all further
translations.

With the loss™ of the Middle Persian text, the Arabic also
became the basis for translations “back” into New Persian.
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Special Features of
Nasr Allah’s Translation

The stories are translated from the Arabic into an elegant

Persian prose style.

Quotes from other sources, in Arabic and Persian, are integrated
extensively. Nasr Allah often use quotes to illustrate points and
buttress arguments (i.e., as shawahid).

Many of the references are to qur'anic verses and ahadith.

A large amount of Arabic and Persian poetry is also quoted;
most can be traced to well-known poets, but some is original.

This mixing of prose and verse, of narrative and asides, of
material from diverse genres, is characteristic of adab literature.
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“What should be stressed, however, is that the prose
style of the Persian Kalila wa Demna did not evolve
gradually from some earlier form of prose. Rather, it
was invented by Nasr-Allah, who, drawing on his own
family and administrative backgrounds, created it.
The idea that all literary innovations must evolve
over time, a relic of 19™"-century habits of thought,
underestimates the profound impact that an
individual may have upon one or more aspects of his
society. Nasr-Allah was such an individual”

— Mahmoud Omidsalar, Encyclopedia Iranica

Nasr Allah qua
Singular Figure

It is difficult to think of Nasr Allah’s
way of writing as emerging from a
tradition of Persian prose literature.

His weaving-in of references to
scripture, poetry, etc.; his seamless
shifts between Persian and Arabic;
his use of what was, for the time,
ornate sentence structure: we do not
have much sense of precedent for
these features.

Looking to the Arabic tradition,
however, might help.
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A Profusion of Prefaces

The first “real” chapter in Kalila and Dimna is that of “The Lion
and the Ox” (al-asad wa-[-thawr), but this tends to come after
at least four prefatory/introductory sections.

There is, in some versions, a preface attributed to one “Al1 ibn
al-Shah al-Faris1,” or “Bihnud ibn Sahwan.”

The preface of Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ is almost always included.

Also standard is the story of the voyage of Burziya, the Iranian
physician sent to India as an emissary of the Sasanians to
retrieve the book of Kalila and Dimna.

Burziya’s autobiography is presented in a separate chapter.

Plus other prefaces, depending on the specific version...




Nasr Allah’s Preface: Overview

Nasr Allah added an unusually substantial new preface to Kalila
and Dimna; it is comparable in length to some of the longer fable-
chapters in the book.

There are three main purposes of this section: to praise the
Ghaznavid dynasty and dedicate the work to Sultan Bahramshah
(r. 510—47/1117-52); to explain the motivations behind the
translation project; and to argue for the value of Kalila and Dimna
as a work of practical ethics, esp. within a framework of just
Islamic kingship.

As with all chapters in the book, but perhaps to a greater degree
than elsewhere, Nasr Allah writes in an “adorned” style and adds
many quotes from the Qur’an, hadith, poetry, etc.
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Surat al-Ahzab, verse 56

hadith

Surat al-Nisa’, verse 59

(pseudo-) hadith

This is fol. 2v from Ms. or. oct. 4046, dated
683/1284, at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin. The
ms. features interlinear translation of most
(non-qur’anic) Arabic quotes.
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zguwiyat It al-ard fa-ra’aytu mashariqaha wa-magharibaha wa-sa-yablugh mulk
ummati ma zuwiya lt minha

“The earth was shown to me, and I saw its east and its west, and the kingdom
of my community will reach what was shown to me.”
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ya ayyuha lladhina amanu ati‘u [-laha wa-ati‘u r-rasiula wa-uli [-amri
minkum

“O believers, obey God, and obey the Messenger and those in authority
among you.”

— Surat al-Nisa’, verse 59
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bi-hich ta’vil halavat-i ibadat ra an asar na-tavanad bud kih
mahabat-i shamshir ra

“The sweetness of worship cannot in any sense have the same
effect as fear of the sword.”
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al-din wa-l-mulk taw’aman
kish va padshaht ham-shikam-and

“Religion and kingship are twins.”
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din bi-mulk zayi‘ ast va mulk bi-din batil

“Religion without rule will go to waste, and rule
without religion is baseless.”
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inna l-laha ya°’muru bi-l-‘adli wa-l-ihsani wa-ita’i dhi [-qurba,
wa-yanha ‘ani l-fahsha’i wa-l-munkari wa-l-baghy; ya ‘izukum,
la‘allakum tadhakkarin

“Surely God bids to justice and good-doing and giving to
kinsmen; and He forbids indecency, dishonor, and insolence,
admonishing you, so that haply you will remember.”

— Surrat al-Nahl, verse go
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: " | “For the governance of kings, in controlling their domains, there could be assistance and
” refuge in hearing [these fables].”
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kudam fazilat az in fara-tar kih az ummat bi-ummat va millat bi-millat
rasid va mardid na-gasht

“What excellence could be higher than this, that [the book] passed

from religious community to religious community, and from nation to
nation, and was not rejected?”



Reviewing Nasr Allah’s Argument

Religion cannot flourish in the world without being joined to
political authority (nor could kingship have a legitimate basis
other than through religion).

Justice is the most important virtue for rulers to cultivate.

In order to be instructed in the path of justice and sound
governance, one should study Kalila and Dimna, a uniquely
valuable repository of practical ethical wisdom.
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wa-khayru jalisin fi z-zamani kitabu
va bihtarin ham-nishin dar zamana kitab ast
“The best table-companion of the age is a book”

— al-Mutanabbi (d. 354/965)



tarjuma karda ayadva dar bast-i sukhan va kashf-i isharat ishba‘t ravad

Kalila and Dimna “should be translated and, in the explanation of its speech
and the unveiling of its allusions, a sufficient measure should be reached.”
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ta in kitab ra kih zubda-yi chand hazar sal ast ifya’i bashad va marduman az
favayid va manafi-i an mahrum na-manand

“That this book, which is the choice extract of a few thousand years, might be
revived, and [that] people will not be deprived of its uses and benefits...”



Nasr Allah’s Use of Arabic Sources

Nasr Allah mentions the Ghurar al-siyar of al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/1038). It is not farfetched
to suggest that he would also have been familiar with the Yatimat al-dahr.

Also cited explicitly is the Kitab al-masalik wa-l-mamalik—almost certainly the work by
al-Istakhri (d. after 340/951—2).

The pseudo-hadith that “religion and kingship are twins” may have been taken from
al-Ghazali's Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din (though there are various sources for it).

Similarly, the anecdotes that Nasr Allah relates about the caliph al-Mansir (r. 136—
58/754—75) are probably drawn from al-Tabari (d. 310/923), or from Bal‘ami (d. 9g9os CE).

Many of the lines of classical Arabic poetry quoted in this version of Kalila and Dimna are
found in the Diwan al-hamasa of Ab1 Tammam (d. 231/845-6). Nasr Allah may have used
this anthology, or something more recent that also draws on it.




The Ascetic and the Guest
(al-nasik wa-l-dayf")

This fable, which occurs late in the book, is about the folly of
trying to abandon one’s proper position in the world to follow
a different lifestyle.

A pious ascetic is visited by a traveler. The guest is so taken
with the ascetic’s Hebrew tongue that he begs to learn it.

This is a mistake: the guest will not be able to learn a new
language, and he risks losing his mother tongue in the process.

To emphasize this point, the ascetic tells the guest the story of
a crow that tried, and failed, to learn to walk like a partridge.

There is a broader sociopolitical message about maintaining
the order of things—and Nasr Allah seems interested in this.
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Arabic text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; British Library, MS Or. 4044, foll. 134v — 135v




A inrasdas Ll Ll Ld‘lét e

m\;\.«’é) : }535\,»& s
t.dl»‘L_,rLo i \(’ Y lé\w)J \/-U\J\.oﬁ)
4 bU’“)\AJLﬁs L) ),(_)j,)\., JJJ%‘)\/J»
Sy )’M‘J\. iy >}»MJM)“.,__,,>J

)))JL( Okl uub(‘f.’(_}’\‘ lub«; ui);
*“‘5Jvu\ ’Jls)f‘JL)J))M(&}:Jv\L_ﬁé‘

ooyl '”J.'L;{.,’;’I()Iﬂ?;“')u'}»}-*;i}\) _ﬁ

-w» )v d*—*'w 4 /1 ) i _Jb I "Lﬁ) |
| »)-/ eSS ‘LﬁL—’:“ SEST AU | ” mﬁﬁ ly M)u-'i:/‘dkj”
I A >)3|LPL§JJ¢L>J"/"’ @IJM‘>M%J|uf ". f.," ¢ ho \Ao& -»\A,-/d'.»wM‘J 5/
>b\~A°_)’“JdJ¥‘\)L<\’)~)f\5JLﬁU‘ |d>f% = N 5

| B i é%r‘ y\ﬁa,r‘v»g.xh)u\uﬁ
J>J|%W¢15°y&~&»UJo|LMﬂJJ> | PEAN O, R Py w"(‘l’@h\-’\‘l}»»'

LG |
_,kt-\.»» vb\&}JB} »L\.»()yx A\/j’ VA@) |
5 >J)..9-U:wa »>>ya),wud-~0}5 wh
‘ f\}’h >)LO->PM«£3)‘.)\M>‘~L PP |

{
WIFERB (N EATNERE NN I ; & y
Qi%:}dgjjgiéiil@ﬂ@ﬁ; ' , Mﬁ’*”r‘zﬂ “"“‘*‘“f(\{s’v"& R DG
\ ¥ i) M S _)‘,)
,_E“JA ofw\\,,s,\,\ WAU?Lﬁfo ! | Jﬁ-tlj 0 |_,:~ Lb)J)‘) | jL/
N , w2y rmst?(-fs—w\p L—{;—«_’» i) 5 )

k—‘i_)’)/“‘\-—“&/(v ‘Z‘J (J\_J‘-_/Qbf ) )}"—A&\}‘
Sl >J’A)\_A>N>A~fuuo Aydft;u ) .l
o)_,u)}f:‘g_puA\ > “"“/’Jxﬁ——:ld.ﬁ\w\(yﬂ

e
f ~5>U‘>;»~3 \ML»B‘%;. jLA\g—W
L \ | ‘U‘“‘)WJl/”Zﬁ o>) Jbovz,&,»_ﬁ)
s.,.w/uto’uu ).»h&* >[‘}’(-’J\_A»wa‘ _13 g &L‘./U L«’j)m’» \)L“)Jl“\-’féfLéJJ)

%M&JJ@M@&\)&bfor‘u&fMlvl | § wqﬂ.,u-w [N 1 A3 NN Pl ! e G - |
PRSI {2l a o | Sl B A i J‘> ks wMéuéo‘XMJ>L$JbBbf ; jl::;ﬂ?;a& N A i 5 ‘A
¢ 'J'JL g}’b/dd>b))w(%)\;>}t_ Srnuss . N & Lalist 5b£>\>._-\} 2 g 3 >>uyuf-x s —f\}‘—’vb- !
‘L' d> ot | ){‘:’f‘{?)ﬁ“u"!}‘wd&'MJut)&wj
wu» LJL)’ ks, Y .“: i (»)\:J’hgj’d-o\.urq”ou"lu‘»‘&)‘(b ' J)&IL’L»VQIJMDJWJL\.})XAM\L”JJ :
55 -JC § <l ‘) “’“D **"-—D*‘J&' i«; & : : ’/Jia—LwJ>L0J)|MM>u °‘J—'> jw.g LJ> WS Oy ey, AN sl i
£ 2 e - 7 b I L /';' b > R u)LﬂAuLLM’JUli)‘j Af)\ua_)\))—‘b
r’%&* "”Aquu‘ ENGINT w\iw_,(um&uwf,m s S Mt bl Stk

"‘*\/‘ﬁ—” ‘L}—f’ ”f/A“>/‘ \;—uu»; I |

Yy S 1) A AL
3 u'—*’ubg}m o, U’), W\émﬂj\bu \,y,M:))/(N s |

ly(kuf"jmk l§| ,%L..mkw 156

3l

First half of the Persian text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; Pers. MS 68, Univ. of Manchester (616/1219)
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Second half of the Persian text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; Pers. MS 68, Univ. of Manchester (616/1219)
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Again, these images are from Ms.
or. oct. 4046 at the Staatsbibliothek
zu Berlin (dated 683/1284). Most
Arabic quotes are in large black ink,
with Persian “translation” (often
more like a gloss) in red.

4— Line from al-Buhturi



mutahajjidun yukhfi s-salata wa-qad aba /
ikhfa’aha atharu s-sujidi [-badr [ corrected]

namaz-kunanda ast panhan mi-darad namaz ra va bi-durusti
sar baz-zad panhan dashtan-i an ra asar-i sujud-i payda

“One who prays late at night hides his prayer, but /
the manifest sign of prostration belies that concealment”

— al-Buhturi (d. 284/897)



tagadhafu bt biladun ‘an biladi / ka-anni baynaha khabarun sharidii [ corrected]

mi-andazad mara bilad az bilad / gu’t kih man miyan-i an bilad khabari-am ramanda
“l am tossed from country to country / as if I were a rumor spreading among them”

— al-Buhturi (d. 284/897)
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bi-gdakht hasud-i tu chu dar ab shikar zank /

dar kam-i sukhan bih zi zabanat shikart nist

“The one envious of you melted like sugar in water, for / — Sana’1 (d. probably 525/1131)
there is nothing sweeter on the palate than your tongue”



ham-chu ahrar su-yi dawlat puy /
ham-chu bad-bakht zad u bud ma-jiry

“Strive toward felicity in the way of noble people;
do not seek the lot in life of the unfortunate”

— Sana’1 (d. probably 525/1131)



Signs of a Difficult Text

We have various indications that, even in the 7/13t% c., some

readers found it difficult to understand the Arabic quotes in
Nasr Allah’s text.

One example is the Berlin manuscript (dated 683/1284) with
the interlinear translations.

Another, perhaps more interesting kind of evidence is the

existence of commentaries (shurith), meant to explain the
meaning of Arabic quotes.

Two of these shuriih are extant and have been published by
Bihraz Imani.
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A line from al-Buhturi, as explained by commentator Fazl Allah Isfizari (ca. early 7%/13% ¢.)
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yet, by reason of the adoption of strange idioms, and of language immoderately
overlaid with the beauties of Arabic expressions, coupled with excessive use of
metaphors and allegories of various kinds, added to glowing language and pro-
lixity in words and obscurity in expression, the mind of the hearer is unable to

derive any pleasure from the aim of the book, or to comprehend the object of its
design : the judgment, also, of the reader cannot discriminate between the com-

Another judgment of the difficulty of Nasr Allah’s Arabic-inflected style comes from Va‘iz
Kashifi (d. 910/1504—5), in the preface to his rewriting of Kalila and Dimna, the Anvar-i suhay!li.
(The translation is by Arthur N. Wollaston, 1877.)



Concluding Thoughts

There is, on the one hand, the difficulty of contextualizing Nasr Allah’s Kalila and
Dimna within a broader tradition of classical Persian prose literature. Does such a
concept make sense? How could we build a discourse around it?

Even if we had a more established framework within which to situate this work,
there would still be the challenge posed by the seemingly idiosyncratic style
pursued by Nasr Allah, relative to earlier authors (cf. Omidsalar).

On the other hand, we see a tension between the popularity, high status, and
influence of this version of Kalila and Dimna, and the apparent difficulty that it
created for many readers.

Interpreting Nasr Allah’s work as (in part!) a “persianization of Arabic adab” can
help on both fronts.
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Mujtaba MinuvT’s list of works influenced by the style of Nasr Allah’s Kalila
and Dimna. The range of genres is extensive...



