
From Arabic to Persian and Halfway Back 
Again: Naṣr Allāh Munshī ’s Kalīla and Dimna

Theodore S. Beers

5 April 2023



About this  Lecture

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

• My focus is on the Persian rendition by Naṣr AllāhMunshī, 
written ca. 540/1146 under Ghaznavid patronage.

• Naṣr Allāh’s version was based on the Arabic of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ
(d. ca. 139/757), but the text is greatly enriched with quotes 
from the Qur’an, ḥadīth, Arabic and Persian poetry, etc.

• 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 4th/10th and 5th/11th cs., there is the age of the panegyric ode 
(qaṣīda), epic/historical verse (esp. the Shāhnāma), and the quatrain 
(du-baytī ).

• From the 6th/12th c., we see the flourishing of the verse romance (in 
maṡnavī form), e.g., by Niẓāmī Ganjavī (d. ca. 605/1209); and mystical 
narrative verse, e.g., by ʿAṭṭār (d. ca. 618/1221) and Rūmī (d. 671/1273).

• Also in the 6th/12th c., the love lyric (ghazal) rises to popularity, esp. via 
Sanāʾī (d. probably in 525/1131).

• Finally,* in the 7th/13th and 8th/14th centuries, the ghazal is elaborated 
further by Rūmī, Saʿdī (d. ca. 690/1291), and Ḥāfiẓ (d. ca. 792/1390).

• There are also textbooks that make teaching this straightforward…



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.



Classical  Persian Historical  Writing

• Histories represent arguably the dominant subcategory of 
prose writing in the early centuries.

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

• Prominent works include Balʿamī’s adaptation of the history of 
al-Ṭabarī (mid to late 4th/10th c.); the Tārīkh-i Sīstān (mid to late 
5th/11th c.); and the Tārīkh-i Bayhaqī (470/1077).

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



Courtly  Advice Literature

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

• Prominent works include the Qābūs-nāma; Niẓāmī ʿArūżī, 
Chahār maqāla; Niẓām al-Mulk, Siyāsat-nāma (a.k.a. Siyar al-
mulūk); and, in a sense, Saʿdī’s Būstān and Gulistān.

• 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 Scientif ic  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 Ḥudūd
al-ʿālam (late 4th/10th c.); in the field of medicine, the Ẕakhīra-yi
Khwārazmshāhī (ca. 1110 CE) of Ismāʿīl Gurgānī; and, in the field 
of Persian prosody, Shams-i Qays Rāzī’s al-Muʿjam fī maʿāyīr
ashʿār al-ʿajam (mid 7th/13th c.).

• Scholars working in this area include Matthew Melvin-Koushki, 
Justine Landau, Ali Gheissari, Živa 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.



Authors with Prose Works in Both
Persian and Arabic

These are just a few of the most prominent examples.

• Abū al-Rayḥān al-Bīrūnī (d. ca. 1050 CE): wrote mostly in Arabic, but see his Persian 
work on astrology, Kitāb al-Tafhīm li-awāʾil ṣināʿat al-tanjīm

• Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111): has a few Persian works, most notably the 
Kīmiyā-yi saʿādat

• Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 672/1274): the Akhlāq-i Nāṣirī is, of course, in Persian



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.



Difficulty  of  Contextualizing Naṣr
Allāh’s Kal ī la and Dimna

• The lack of an overarching framework for the development of 
Persian prose literature enhances the difficulty of placing a 
work like Naṣr Allāh Munshī’s Kalīla and Dimna in context.

• Naṣr Allāh was working in the mid 6th/12th c.—not the very 
earliest period—yet, within a postulated category of “artistic 
prose” (naṡr-i fannī ) or “ornamented prose” (naṡr-i maṣnūʿ ), 
his book is viewed as a foundational text.

• We can make some progress, however, by situating Naṣr Allāh’s
work within the textual tradition of Kalīla and Dimna, and by 
paying attention to his borrowing from the conventions of 
Arabic adab literature.



Kal ī la and Dimna : Basic Details

• The origins of this book of (mostly animal) fables lie in Sanskrit 
texts, esp. the Pañcatantra (Five Treatises) and the 
Mahābhārata.

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

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

• The translation into Arabic by Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (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.



New Persian Versions of
Kal ī la and Dimna

• Prose, from the Arabic, by Abū al-Fażl Balʿamī (d. 329/940), under 
Samanid patronage; not extant

• Verse, by the poet Rūdakī (d. ca. 329/940–41), also under Samanid
patronage; snippets extant

• Prose, from the Arabic, by Naṣr Allāh Munshī, under Ghaznavid 
patronage, ca. 540/1146; ed. Mīnuvī

• Prose, from the Arabic, by Muḥammad al-Bukhārī, for a Seljuk 
atābeg of Mosul, late 1140s CE; ed. Khānlarī and Rawshan

• Verse, based on Naṣr Allāh’s version, by Qāniʿī Ṭusī, in Seljuk 
Anatolia, ca. 658/1260; ed. Todua

• Prose, based partly on Naṣr Allāh’s version, by Ḥusayn Vāʿiẓ Kāshifī, 
in Timurid Harāt, end of 9th/15th c.; ed. Rawshan



Special  Features of
Naṣr Allāh’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. Naṣr Allāh often use quotes to illustrate points and 
buttress arguments (i.e., as shawāhid).

• Many of the references are to qur’anic verses and aḥādīth.

• 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.



Naṣr Allāh qua 
Singular Figure

• It is difficult to think of Naṣr Allāh’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.



A Profusion of  Prefaces

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

• There is, in some versions, a preface attributed to one “ʿAlī ibn 
al-Shāh al-Fārisī,” or “Bihnūd ibn Sahwān.”

• The preface of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ is almost always included.

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

• Burzūya’s autobiography is presented in a separate chapter.

• Plus other prefaces, depending on the specific version…



Naṣr Allāh’s Preface:  Overview

• Naṣr Allāh added an unusually substantial new preface to Kalīla
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 Bahrāmshāh
(r. 510–47/1117–52); to explain the motivations behind the 
translation project; and to argue for the value of Kalīla 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, Naṣr Allāh writes in an “adorned” style and adds 
many quotes from the Qur’an, ḥadīth, poetry, etc.



Sūrat al-Aḥzāb, verse 56

ḥadīth

Sūrat al-Nisāʾ, verse 59

(pseudo-) ḥadīth

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.



zuwiyat lī al-arḍ fa-raʾaytu mashāriqahā wa-maghāribahā wa-sa-yablugh mulk
ummatī mā zuwiya lī minhā
“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.”



yā ayyuha lladhīna āmanū aṭīʿu l-lāha wa-aṭīʿu r-rasūla wa-uli l-amri
minkum
“O believers, obey God, and obey the Messenger and those in authority 
among you.”
– Sūrat al-Nisāʾ, verse 59



bi-hīch taʾvīl ḥalāvat-i ʿibādat rā ān aṡar na-tavānad būd kih
mahābat-i shamshīr rā
“The sweetness of worship cannot in any sense have the same 
effect as fear of the sword.”



al-dīn wa-l-mulk tawʾamān
kīsh va pādshāhī ham-shikam-and
“Religion and kingship are twins.”



dīn bī-mulk żāyiʿ ast va mulk bī-dīn bāṭil
“Religion without rule will go to waste, and rule 
without religion is baseless.”



inna l-lāha yaʾmuru bi-l-ʿadli wa-l-iḥsāni wa-ītāʾi dhi l-qurbā, 
wa-yanhā ʿani l-faḥshāʾi wa-l-munkari wa-l-baghy; yaʿiẓukum, 
laʿallakum tadhakkarūn
“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.”
– Sūrat al-Naḥl, verse 90



pas az kutub-i sharʿī, dar muddat-i ʿumr-i ʿālam, az ān pur-favāyid-tar kitābī na-karda-and

“After the books of religious law, in the span of the life of the world, they have not made a 
book more beneficial than this.”

siyāsat-i pādshāhān rā dar żabṭ-i mamālik bi-shunūdan-i ān madadī va malāẕī tavānad būd

“For the governance of kings, in controlling their domains, there could be assistance and 
refuge in hearing [these fables].”



kudām fażīlat az īn farā-tar kih az ummat bi-ummat va millat bi-millat
rasīd va mardūd 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 Naṣr Allāh’s Argument

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

2. Justice is the most important virtue for rulers to cultivate.

3. In order to be instructed in the path of justice and sound 
governance, one should study Kalīla and Dimna, a uniquely 
valuable repository of practical ethical wisdom.



wa-khayru jalīsin fi z-zamāni kitābū
va bihtarīn ham-nishīn dar zamāna kitāb ast
“The best table-companion of the age is a book”
– al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/965)



tarjuma karda āyad va dar basṭ-i sukhan va kashf-i ishārāt ishbāʿī ravad

Kalīla and Dimna “should be translated and, in the explanation of its speech 
and the unveiling of its allusions, a sufficient measure should be reached.”

tā īn kitāb rā kih zubda-yi chand hazār sāl ast iḥyāʾī bāshad va mardumān az
favāyid va manāfiʿ-i ān maḥrūm na-mānand
“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…”



Naṣr Allāh’s Use of Arabic Sources

• Naṣr Allāh mentions the Ghurar al-siyar of al-Thaʿālibī (d. 429/1038). It is not farfetched 
to suggest that he would also have been familiar with the Yatīmat al-dahr.

• Also cited explicitly is the Kitāb al-masālik wa-l-mamālik—almost certainly the work by
al-Iṣṭakhrī (d. after 340/951–2).

• The pseudo-ḥadīth that “religion and kingship are twins” may have been taken from
al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn (though there are various sources for it).

• Similarly, the anecdotes that Naṣr Allāh relates about the caliph al-Manṣūr (r. 136–
58/754–75) are probably drawn from al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923), or from Balʿamī (d. 990s CE).

• Many of the lines of classical Arabic poetry quoted in this version of Kalīla and Dimna are 
found in the Dīwān al-ḥamāsa of Abī Tammām (d. 231/845–6). Naṣr Allāh may have used 
this anthology, or something more recent that also draws on it.



The Ascetic  and the Guest
(al-nāsik wa-l-ḍayf )

• 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 Naṣr Allāh seems interested in this.



Arabic text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; British Library, MS Or. 4044, foll. 134v – 135v



First half of the Persian text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; Pers. MS 68, Univ. of Manchester (616/1219)



Second half of the Persian text of “The Ascetic and the Guest”; Pers. MS 68, Univ. of Manchester (616/1219)



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.

Line from al-Buḥturī

ḥadīth



mutahajjidun yukhfi ṣ-ṣalāta wa-qad abā /
ikhfāʾahā atharu s-sujūdi l-bādī [corrected]
namāz-kunanda ast panhān mī-dārad namāz rā va bi-durustī
sar bāz-zad panhān dāshtan-i ān rā aṡar-i sujūd-i paydā
“One who prays late at night hides his prayer, but /
the manifest sign of prostration belies that concealment”
– al-Buḥturī (d. 284/897)



taqādhafu bī bilādun ʿan bilādī / ka-annī baynahā khabarun sharūdū [corrected]
mī-andāzad marā bilād az bilād / gūʾī kih man miyān-i ān bilād khabarī-am ramanda
“I am tossed from country to country / as if I were a rumor spreading among them”
– al-Buḥturī (d. 284/897)



bi-gdākht ḥasūd-i tu chu dar āb shikar zānk /
dar kām-i sukhan bih zi zabānat shikarī nīst
“The one envious of you melted like sugar in water, for /
there is nothing sweeter on the palate than your tongue”

– Sanāʾī (d. probably 525/1131)



ham-chu aḥrār sū-yi dawlat pūy /
ham-chu bad-bakht zād u būd ma-jūy
“Strive toward felicity in the way of noble people;
do not seek the lot in life of the unfortunate”
– Sanāʾī (d. probably 525/1131)



Signs of  a  Diff icult  Text

• We have various indications that, even in the 7th/13th c., some 
readers found it difficult to understand the Arabic quotes in 
Naṣr Allāh’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 (shurūḥ), meant to explain the 
meaning of Arabic quotes.

• Two of these shurūḥ are extant and have been published by 
Bihrūz Īmānī.



A line from al-Buḥturī, as explained by commentator Fażl Allāh Isfizārī (ca. early 7th/13th c.)



Another judgment of the difficulty of Naṣr Allāh’s Arabic-inflected style comes from Ṿāʿiẓ
Kāshifī (d. 910/1504–5), in the preface to his rewriting of Kalīla and Dimna, the Anvār-i suhaylī. 
(The translation is by Arthur N. Wollaston, 1877.)



Concluding Thoughts

• There is, on the one hand, the difficulty of contextualizing Naṣr Allāh’s Kalīla 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 Naṣr Allāh, 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 Kalīla and Dimna, and the apparent difficulty that it 
created for many readers.

• Interpreting Naṣr Allāh’s work as (in part!) a “persianization of Arabic adab” can 
help on both fronts.



Mujtabā Mīnuvī’s list of works influenced by the style of Naṣr Allāh’s Kalīla
and Dimna. The range of genres is extensive…


