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The Oral Traditions of
Improvised Poetry and the Shahnameh

Djalal Khaleghi Motlagh

Olga M. Davidson is the author of the recent work Poet and Hero in the
Persian Book of Kings (Ithaca & London, 1994), which argues that the
Shahnameh was basically an outgrowth of the oral tradition of epic
poetry and therefore could not have stemmed from written sources. In
Iranshenasi (Summer 1995), Mahmoud Omidsalar’s review of the book
used the text of the Shahnameh to refute Davidson’s arguments. This
article reproduces two letters written to Omidsalar by Khaleghi Motlagh
that present the noted Shahnameh expert’s views on the written sources.
In his refutation of Davidson’s ideas, Khaleghi Motlagh presents ten
reasons why the sources of the epic could not have been oral.
Iranshenasi’s intention is to debate this issue in a scholarly way and
from various points of view.

“The Grand Sedition”
and Abol-Mozaffar Shah Tahmasb the Safavid

Abolala Soudavar

“The Grand Sedition” is a theory expounded by the late professor Martin
Dickson of Princeton that relates to an unsuccessful plot in 1534-36 in
which Shah Tahmasb’s cousin, Hosayn Khan Shamlu, with the
connivance of the Ottomans and perhaps the Uzbeks, endeavored to
replace him with his more docile brother Sam Mirza, then nominal
governor of Herat. In support of this theory, the author of this article
provides two additional visual documents that point to a direct and
active participation of Sam Mirza in the plot.

The first document is a miniature painting from a Divan of Hafez for
Sam Mirza, entitled 'Id-e Fetr, and inserted in the manuscript as a gift

* Abstract prepared by the author.
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from Tahmasb. It was painted by Tahmasb’s chief painter, Soltan-
Mohammad, who emphasized the Tabrizi provenance of his contribution
to an otherwise Herati manuscript by adding the epithet ‘Eragi to his
signature. Whereas all the details of the painting indicate that its central
figure represents the roman an inscription added later that reads “Al-
Hadi Abol-Mozaffar Sam Mirza” is clearly incongruous and reveals Sdm
Mirza’s personal involvement in the plot since it shows that he
appropriated for himself both the title abol-mozaffar (the victorious) of
the roman and the epithet al-hadi (the guide) of his father as leader of
the Qizilbash movement.

The second document is a copy of the Qeranossa'dayn of Amir
Khosrow Dehlavi, initially commissioned on the occasion of the birth of
Tahmasb near Isfahan in 1514 and the arrival of his father there. Two
paintings were subsequently added by the order of Sam Mirza following
a peacemaking reunion with his brother in Gandoman in 1531. Both
paintings were designed to reflect an episode of the Qerdanossa dayn as
well as an event in Gandoman. In addition, the first painting also alludes
to the birth of Tahmasb. An interesting aspect of the paintings is the
evidence of purposeful damage aimed solely at disfiguring the images of
Tahmasb. This can only be construed as the result of Sam Mirza’s or his
wife’s, rage toward Tahmasb after the failure of the plot and the
decapitation of his father-in-law, Hosayn Khan Shamlu.

To buttress his argument for the inclusion of several layers of
meaning in each painting, the author recognizes the art of riddle making
and solving (mo'amma) as an integral element of Safavid princely
education. By way of example, he cites a mo ‘amma by a contemporary
of Sam Mirza, the calligrapher Mir "Ali of Herat, to demonstrate a multi-
layered mode of thinking for those who were educated in the Herati
tradition. Furthermore, the possibility of a linkage of this manuscript to
an earlier copy of the Qeranossa'dayn - probably prepared on the
occasion of a peacemaking reunion between the Timurid Soltan-Hosayn
Mirza and his son Badi'ozzaman Mirza is explored through the idea of a
common Herati patronage; the most likely common patron is singled out
as the Timurid and Safavid statesman, Abdollah Morvarid.

Finally, the author analyzes some aspects of the relationship of
Tahmasb with his immediate family and investigates certain causes of
the rebellion of Tahmasb’s brothers.
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