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“History is a nightmare which I am trying to wake up...”
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often trade places.

Toward the end of The Conference of the Birds only thirty birds
survive and make it to the last stage of the journey; i.e. they finally reach
Qaf, and when they do, they see themselves reflected in a lake at the top
of the mountain. This is when they realize that si-morgh (=30 birds, not
the mythical Simorgh) is nothing more than their transcendent totality.
But Surat al-Ghorab does not share the same ending as The Conference
of the Birds. In Massoodi’s story the birds kill each other in a protracted
power struggle. The final battle between the eagle and the lammergeyer
brings to mind Rustam and Esfandiar’s epic fight as told by Sohrevardi
in “Safir-e Simorgh.”

Meanwhile, Massoodi bitterly criticizes Iranian culture. He contends
that people tend to get so lost in their own past that they cannot see the
future. That may be the reason behind their preference to live in a
twisted version of the world as reflected in history books as opposed to
accepting reality and dealing with it accordingly. Surat al-Ghorab claims
that, in addition to hypocrisy, the mourning ritual becomes a
fundamental value to people in this city, regardless of their political or
social standing.

The second and final part of this article will appear in the next issue
of Iranshenasi.

A Simple Report on the
Inscriptions of Kartir

Jaleh Amouzegar

Kartir or Kardir is the name of one of the most powerful of the ruling
priests of the Sasanian period (3" century AD), who lived under seven
kings from Ardeshir to Narseh. His inscriptions indicate the power he
wielded. He was responsible for the joining of religion and state during
the Sasanian period. He moved forward step by step to the point where
he expressed this policy in written form in four inscriptions, which say
more or less the same thing. In the inscriptions he mentions the various
titles that the Sasanian kings had and mentions his own “ascension.”

The author of this article writes that she has made independent
translations of the Sar Mashhad, Naqsh-e Rostam, and the Ka’ba-ye
Zartosht inscriptions. In the case of the Nagsh-e Rajab inscription, she
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of Qaf to find the Simorgh, the sovereign of the birds. The group is lead
by the hoopoe. To meet their king, the journey takes the hapless
creatures through seven valleys before they reach Qaf or the land of the
Simorgh. In Attar’s narrative these valleys appear as Talab (seeking),
Eshq (Love), Marefat (Gnosis), Estighna (Detachment), Towheed (Unity
of God), Hayrat (Bewilderment) and, finally, Faqr and Fana
(Selflessness and Oblivion in God), in that order.

Citizens of Surat al-Ghorab take the same path of seven valleys, but
not sequentially in order. As the story unfolds, it will become apparent to
the reader that valleys of “Love”, “Gnosis” and “Detachment” in Surat
al-Ghorab are replaced with Nefrat (hate), Jahalat (ignorance), and
Tama’ (greed). Furthermore, Touheed has a different meaning here than
in The Conference ofthe Birds. There it is the symbol for “the Unity of
God,” but in  Surat al-Ghorab it represents “Consolidation of Power.”
And if in The Conference of the Birds, these seven valleys represent the
varying phases required to divine the true nature of God, in Surat al-
Ghorab they represent the flight of leaders to power.

Surat al-Ghorab is narrated by Ayub, the archetype of the activist
revolutionary in the Islamic revolution; one who believes he became a
Crow following a dream. In the course of the revolution he narrates the
people’s search for a new king, by making use of the birds and the
mountain of Qaf as points of reference for comparison. In different
stages of the story of the revolution, he puts on various hats and acts as if
he is Torab, Yunes, or Ghorab (Crow) in narrating several points of
views about the revolution. Conversations  amongst people and
discourses presented in Surat al-Ghorab are similar to those prevalent
during the Islamic revolution in Iran. Some fundamental questions were
raised by revolutionary activists and leaders during and prior to the 1978
uprising, such as “Who are we?”, or “How should we go about finding
ourselves?”, and “How do we define ourselves?” The narrator in Surat
al-Ghorab not only offers detailed insights into these questions and their
effect on public opinion, but also raises another, perhaps more
fundamental, question: Were we lost and in need of finding ourselves?
At one point in Surat al-Ghorab, it becomes apparent that not only did
everyone not “find themselves” but they actually pretty much “lost”
what they had prior to flight.

Massoodi throws everything (nouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs,
subjects, even grammatical rules) together in a masterful mélange to
make a point. And what is the point? People play different and often
paradoxical roles in their life, i.e. the victim and the victimizer quite
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Ahmad al-Akhawaini Bukhari, the oldest medical textbook in Persian,
written sometime before the year 981 (AH 370). When examining two
manuscripts of the work (dated 1085 and 1126), he noticed that the way
the four letters were written in them was markedly different from the old
style. Then he examined manuscripts of three other works dated 1055,
1058 (?), and 1080 line by line and found that what both the western and
Iranian textual critics had said about orthography was incorrect. In the
oldest manuscripts, “p,” “ch,” and “zh” were written in the “new” way
with three dots, as well as in the “old” way with one dot. “Gaf” was
written in four ways: exactly like “kaf” and like “kaf” with two dots
above, three dots above, and three dots below.

Matini then decided to survey the question of the orthography of the
oldest Persian manuscripts in a general way. For this purpose he spent
four months of 1967 in the British Museum examining some 200 Persian
manuscripts from the 12" to the 19" centuries, observing how the four
letters mentioned above were written, along with other features. He
reported his findings at the 27" International Congress of Orientalists at
Ann Arbor, Michigan 13-19 August 1967, and in several articles
published in the Majalleh-ye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat of the University
of Mashhad.

In this article he presents what he has learned from examining 215
manuscripts. He also discusses a manuscript of a Khagani work found
recently in the Vienna State Library.

A Thousand-Eyed Crow
and Dreaming of Revolution:
A Journey to Surat al-Ghorab’

Ali Sajjadi

Surat al-Ghorab (City of Crows), published in Paris in 1988, is a work of
Persian fiction by Mahmood Massoodi. Adopting the plot of the famous
Persian epic, The Conference of the Birds (Mantiq al-Tayr) by Farid al-
Din Attar, it aspires to narrate the Islamic revolution of 1979 in Iran.
Surat al-Ghorab, much like its progenitor, The Conference of the
Birds, is about a group of birds that embark on a journey to the mountain

" * Abstract prepared by the author.
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The Orthography of Persian Manuscripts
From the 12% to the 19® Centuries

Jalal Matini

The lead article of this issue of /ranshenasi begins with this question: If
we wish to approximate the dates of undated Persian manuscripts using
exclusively their orthographic characteristics, what standards of
measurement do we have at hand? Matini writes that this type of study
began some two centuries ago, when Western orientalists were preparing
critical editions of manuscripts. In their discussions of orthography they
reported how the Persian letters “p,” “zh,” “ch,” and “gaf” were written.
After them, the first and second generations of Iranian textual critics also
started paying attention to the orthography of the manuscripts they
studied.

Eventually a consensus was reached among Iranian scholars: namely
that there were two types of orthography. One was the “old” style in
which the Persian letters mentioned above were written as they were in
Arabic (without extra dots). The other was the “new” style in which the
four letters were written as they are today in Persian. The author
mentions those who subscribed to this dichotomy beginning with
Mohammad Qazvini.

Matini recalls the time many years ago when he was preparing an
edition of Hidayat al-Muta’allimin fi al-Tibb, by Abu Bakr Rabi‘ b.

* All translations, unless otherwise stated, are by Paul Sprachman.
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