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"The Book of Kings" (1007-10) by Abu'l Qasim Firdausi

In the “Shahnameh,” the mortality of all creation insists that the world’s meaning can be derived only from man’s moral choices.

"Politics and the Persian Language"

by Lee Lawrence

Whether recounted in sweet-smelling tea shops or presented in illustrated manuscripts, the "Shahnameh" has entertained and inspired Iranians for more than 1,000 years. Of all their artistic treasures, Abu'l Qasim Firdausi's "Book of Kings" is the one Iranians most prize. They may not have its 50,000 verses memorized, but they are all familiar with this blend of myth and history filled with tales of heroes slaying demons, portents so fierce that kings fear "their liver will split in terror," and maidens—oh, what maidens—"as elegant as cypress" and as pure as smokeless candles.

From the start, however, the epic has also repeatedly served as a political tool. When Firdausi was penning his verses in 1007-10, Muslim Arab dynasties had ruled Persia for more than 31/2 centuries. Yet he avoided using Arabic words almost entirely and incorporated no elements of Islamic thought. His motive? To stir national pride and resistance to foreign rule by celebrating Persian culture.

In the short run, Firdausi's gambit failed. For some 200 years the epic lay dormant, gaining traction only after the Mongols invaded in 1219. Scholars posit that courtiers advised the new rulers to win their subjects' hearts by commissioning sumptuous, illustrated copies of the "Book of Kings" or, as it is sometimes translated, the "King of Books."

Over the coming centuries, rulers gave manuscripts to dazzle, curry favor or, as happened in 1829, avoid war. Two months after the Russian ambassador was murdered in Tehran, the shah sent a lavish gift package to the czar. Its most precious offerings, says Firuza Abdullaeva, head of the Shahnama Centre at Pembroke College, included Arab horses, gold, an 88.8-carat diamond and a 1651 "Shahnameh" with 192 miniatures. The shah hoped his largesse would so appease the czar that Russia would not only refrain from retaliation but forgive some of the indemnity Iran owed as part of a recent treaty. It worked.

More subtly, illustrated manuscripts also offered an opportunity to layer in a subtext through the paintings. Dick Davis, professor emeritus at Ohio State University and author of several translations of the "Shahnameh," notes that the poem sometimes draws on contradictory sources. At first, a royal adviser, Mazdak, is praised for redistributing goods to the poor, like Robin Hood. Later, though, he is described as treasonous. His followers are punished, "planted, head down, with their feet in the air, like trees," and Mazdak himself is "strung up alive and head down. He was killed with a shower of arrows," and the nobility "were once more assured of their wealth…and splendid gardens." (These and all other quotes are from Mr. Davis's engaging 2006 Viking edition of "Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings.")

Rarely, Mr. Davis explains in an email exchange, did artists depict Mazdak as the wise counselor, opting instead for his gruesome execution. This, he believes, suggests that "the illustration agenda of the manuscript is going along with the condemnation of Mazdak as seditious and foolish, ignoring the initial characterization." Not surprising that royal patrons would condemn Mazdak's egalitarianism, he adds.

Equally unsurprising, heroes look Asian in Mongol-period manuscripts while in 17th-century Safavid illustrations they sport long mustaches then fashionable among nobles. At one level, this made the scenes more current. At another, says Charles Melville, founding director of the Cambridge Shahnama Project, it allowed rulers to "people the myth," inserting themselves into Persian history, thereby claiming legitimacy.

Some royal patrons, says collector and historian Abolala Soudavar, went further. He argues that in a manuscript commissioned by the last Mongol ruler—dubbed the Great Mongol Shahnameh (c. 1330s)—every illustration does double duty, simultaneously referring to episodes in the epic and in Mongol history. One of Mr. Soudavar's more compelling examples is a painting showing a horse, its body pierced by spears and blades, writhing at the bottom of a pit. To his right, a bleeding man has leapt up and shot an arrow through a tree, killing the man hiding behind it. This is the last scene in the story of Rostam, who has fallen into a trap set by his brother. With a final surge of strength and cunning, the beloved hero kills the traitor.

Elsewhere, Rostam wears a tiger pelt, but here both brothers don Chinese robes. The painting, Mr. Soudavar concludes, is also evoking an incident in which Mongol emperor Kublai Khan took revenge against a treacherous sibling. By fusing both stories, the book becomes a "political manifesto in support of the legitimacy of the Mongols," Mr. Soudavar contends.

Not everyone agrees with this interpretation. Nobody, however, doubts the motives behind a set of 1942 postcards inspired by the "Shahnameh" that Ian Cooke, social-science curator at the British Library, stumbled on in the library's archives. Commissioned by the British Ministry of Information and painted by Kimon Evan "Kem" Marengo, the cards illustrate the story of Zahhak. Brave but "turbulent in his moods, and of an evil disposition," Zahhak falls under the sway of a demon and kills his father to gain the throne. Later, disguised as a cook, that same demon pays him homage, kissing his shoulders. Each immediately sprouts a snake.

Imitating Persian painting, Kem depicted this scene giving Zahhak the face of Adolf Hitler, the snakes the heads of Italy's Benito Mussolini and Japan's prime minister, Hideki Tōjō, and the demon-cook the likeness of Joseph Goebbels.

It gets better. In the "Shahnameh," Zahhak rules ferociously for 1,000 years, and in a prescient nightmare three warriors advance toward him, the youngest of which "smote him on the head with his ox-headed mace." In Kem's version, Winston Churchill (complete with cigar), Franklin Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin are the warriors. In another postcard, they escort the defeated Zahhak/Hitler, who is led away by a man wearing a blacksmith's apron: He is Kaveh, the icon of Iranian liberation. While it seems unlikely that Kem's propaganda worked, it certainly confirms the enduring role of the "Shahnameh" in politics.

—Ms. Lawrence writes about Asian and Islamic art for the Journal.
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"Tales of Persia’s Wondrous Past"

The ‘Shahnameh’ mourns the loss of Iran’s pre-Islamic civilization and all that falls prey to time

by Emily Esfahani Smith

Before the Islamic Revolution dimmed the Iranian literary imagination in 1979, and before an expanding Islam swept Iran into its Arab empire in the seventh century, there existed the rich and colorful Iran recounted in Ferdowsi’s “Shahnameh,” or the Book of Kings. Nearly four centuries after the Arab conquest, the “Shahnameh” tells the story of pre-Islamic Iran—when Persian civilization was at its zenith.

The epic proceeds through the reign of many monarchs, chronicling the at times legendary, at times mythological, and at times quasihistorical stories of each reign. Then, with the Arab conquest, the chronicle comes to an end. This might seem to mark the end of Persian civilization, too. But Ferdowsi’s masterpiece, composed about A.D. 1000, both went on to inspire the greatest Persian miniature paintings and retrieved Iran’s lost identity—along with its language, which still survives.

The epic is not only a remembrance of a wondrous past but a mourning of the passing of that history and all that falls prey to “the absolute of all tyrants, time,” says Azar Nafisi. She relates her love of the work in her 2009 memoir, “Things I’ve Been Silent About.”

In the “Shahnameh,” the mortality of all creation insists that the world’s meaning can be derived only from man’s moral choices. What it means to be a good man is one of Ferdowsi’s chief concerns. Personal, national and spiritual integrity are defended against a chaotic world trying to destroy it. That the “Shahnameh” reminds readers today of what integrity and heroism mean—two words nearly left out of our cultural lexicon—is enough to make it a masterpiece. But there is so much more than this to recommend it to our time.

The great hero of the epic is Rostam, a warrior who defends the homeland from invaders, but his heroism goes beyond just that. The worst characters of the “Shahnameh” are beset by pride and hubris, while the most noble and interesting characters humbly understand their place in the great moral order. Rostam can be wise and compassionate, understanding that his strength and glory are limited by God. Yet the moment that he forgets this truth, calamity follows.

In one of the epic’s most tragic tales, Rostam meets his son, Sohrab, in combat. Early in the story, Rostam, searching for his Pegasus-like horse, Rakhsh, came to the kingdom of Turan, or Turkey, where a king offered to host Rostam in his palace. There, in Rostam’s night chamber, entered the beautiful Tahmineh, whose “mind and body were pure, and she seemed not to partake of earthly existence at all,” according to Dick Davis’s majestic translation of the work.

Nine months later, long after Rostam returned to Iran, Tahmineh gave birth to Sohrab, who would spend his youth in Turan. As he came of age, growing to be as strong and brave as his father, he asked his mother about his lineage. After his mother told him that the famous hero Rostam was his father, Sohrab vowed to “drive Kavus,” Iran’s king, “from the throne . . . and give the royal mace and crown to Rostam, I’ll place him on Kavus’ throne.” With good intentions then, the young Sohrab led an army against Iran. Despairing, the sometimes cowardly Kavus called on Rostam to defend Iran against Sohrab’s invading army.

As Rostam and Sohrab meet in combat, man to man, Sohrab has a suspicion that the hero he fights is Rostam. But Rostam denies his identity. After the first combat, when neither father nor son could prevail over the other, Sohrab in his heart realizes that Rostam is indeed his opponent. The next time they meet, he says: “Throw your mace and sword down, put aside / These thoughts of war, this truculence and pride.” But Rostam’s “wits were dimmed by an evil nature.” So he fights his son until he plunges a dagger into the “lionhearted hero’s chest.”

Among the most heart-wrenching lines of the epic are Sohrab’s dying words to Rostam. Sohrab asks Rostam to tell his father, “I sought him always, far and wide, / And that, at last, in seeking him, I died.”

At that moment, Rostam recognizes a clasp on Sohrab’s upper arm, which Rostam gave to Tahmineh. As Sohrab lies dying, Rostam realizes that the boy “whose mouth still smelled of mother’s milk” is his son. Realizing the evil thing he did, Rostam “roared in an agony of anguish.”

Rostam, before his encounter with Sohrab, says that “war is the way to glory.” But with the story’s completion, the reader is to understand that glory in war has its limits. Sohrab, who seeks war to glorify his father, is ultimately undone in the very war he started. The moral complexities of this story are especially tragic. Rostam is brave, proud, then penitent; Sohrab is loyal, rash, then compassionate. Behaving morally means overcoming one’s inner demons—and the price for letting them overcome you is a heavy and unwelcome reminder of man’s mortality.

In the “Shahnameh,” after we are reminded that “We are all death’s prey,” we learn that “this tale is full of tears.” Iranians felt this pathos in 1979, with the Islamic Revolution: Another phase of Iran’s history had passed. With the revolution, the Iranian regime thought Ferdowsi’s pre-Islamic masterpiece had no place in the Islamic Republic. According to Ms. Nafisi, it even wanted to tear down Ferdowsi Square in Tehran. But it couldn’t. Later, she says, the regime “had to join the people in celebrating him.” The “Shahnameh” was too integral to Iranian culture, its universal themes impossible for anyone—Iranian or not—to overlook. Governments, including those run by mullahs, will come and go, but this story endures.

—Ms. Smith is a Robert L. Bartley fellow at The Wall Street Journal.
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