ASAR-E ‘AJAM: A DIFFERENT VISION FOR IRAN’S ANCIENT HISTORY

MERT AYDEMIR

BOGAZICI UNIVERSITY

2024



ASAR-E ‘AJAM: A DIFFERENT VISION FOR IRAN’S ANCIENT HISTORY

Thesis submitted to the
Institute for Graduate Studies in Social Sciences

in partial fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of

Master of Arts
in

History

by

Mert Aydemir

Bogazi¢i University

2024



Asar-e ‘Ajam: A Different Vision for Iran’s Ancient History

The thesis of Mert Aydemir

has been approved by:

Assoc. Prof. Yasar Tolga Cora

(Thesis Advisor)

Assoc. Prof. Abdullah Ahmet Ersoy

Assoc. Prof. Serhan Afacan

(External Member)

June 2024



DECLARATION OF ORIGINALITY

I, Mert Aydemir, certify that

I am the sole author of this thesis and that I have fully acknowledged
and documented in my thesis all sources of ideas and words,
including digital resources, which have been produced or published

by another person or institution;

this thesis contains no material that has been submitted or accepted for a
degree or diploma in any other educational institution;

this is a true copy of the thesis approved by my advisor and thesis
committee at Bogazici University, including final revisions required by
them.



ABSTRACT

Asar-e ‘Ajam: A Different Vision for Iran’s Ancient History

This thesis investigates the contending perceptions of ancient history in late
nineteenth-century Iran, focusing on the intellectual history of early Iranian
nationalism and the concept of Iranianness. By defining secular, anti-Islamic, and
anti-Arab ideas that emerged in the nineteenth century as the main components of
mainstream nationalism in Iran, it critiques the secondary literature on Iranian
nationalism for adopting a teleological interpretation of nationalism. This study
rejects the notion that any interest in pre-Islamic Iran is necessarily related to that
particular nationalism and requires a wholesale rejection of existing religious, social,
and intellectual values. The three dissident intellectuals, Mirza Fath ‘Al1
Akhiindzadah, Jalal al-Din Mirza, and Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, are considered the
pioneers of mainstream nationalist thought and historiography in this thesis. In
contrast, Forsat al-Dowlah’s Asar-e ‘Ajam exemplifies a different vision of Iran’s
ancient history, as it does not construct pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran as mutually
exclusive for Iranian identity. Although Asar-e ‘Ajam reflects the rising interest in
pre-Islamic Iran among Qajar literati, it highlights alternative approaches to making
sense of ancient ruins. Despite the presence of orientalist and Neo-Zoroastrian
sources influential in the emergence of mainstream nationalism in Asar-e ‘Ajam, it is
argued that Islamic mysticism, philosophy/theology, faith, and ethics were more
decisive conceptual categories in Asar-e ‘Ajam. This thesis argues that Forsat’s
vision of ancient Iran demonstrates a more inclusive conception of Iranianness and

refutes the necessity of a binary perspective on the Iranian past.
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OZET

Asar-1 ‘Acem: Iran’1n Antik Tarihine Farkli Bir Yaklasim

Bu tez, on dokuzuncu yiizyilin sonlarinda Iran’da antik doneme dair ¢atisan algilari
incelemektedir. Bu bakimdan ¢alisma, Iranlilik kimligi ve Iran milliyetciliginin
entelektiiel tarihine odaklanir. Sekiiler, Islam ve Arap karsit1 fikirleri 19.yiizyilda
ortaya ¢ikan ve ana akim Iran milliyetciliginin temel bilesenleri olarak gdren tez,
ayrica milliyet¢iligi teleolojik olarak yorumlayan ikincil literatiirii elestirir. Bu
arastirma, Islam dncesi iran’a dair her tiirlii ilginin zorunlu olarak ana akim
milliyet¢ilik ve mevcut dini, sosyal ve entelektiiel degerlerin toptan inkar1 anlamina
geldigi énermelerini de reddeder. Ug muhalif entelektiiel—Mirza Fethali Ahundzade,
Celéleddin Mirza ve Mirza Aga Han Kirmani—Kacar donemi’nde milliyet¢i diislince
ve tarthyaziminin Onciileri olarak incelenmistir. Buna karsin, Fursat al-Dovle’nin
Asar-1 ‘Acem adli eseri Islami ve Islam 6ncesi Iran’1 birbirini dislayan tarihsel
donemler olarak gdrmeyerek Iran kimligine ve antik Iran tarihine farkli bir yaklasim
gelistirir. Asar-1 ‘Acem, Kagar donemi entelektiielleri arasinda antik doneme iliskin
artan ilgiyi yansitsa da antik harabeleri anlamlandirmada alternatif yaklagimlarin
varligin1 da gosterir. Bu arastirma ayrica ana akim milliyet¢iligin dogusunda etkili rol
oynamis oryantalist ve Yeni-Zerdiistcii metinlerin Asar-1 ‘Acem’in basvurdugu
kaynaklar arasinda yer aldigini ortaya koymustur. Bununla birlikte; irfan,
felsefe/kelam, inang, ahlak gibi 6geleri icine alan genis bir kavramsal kategori olarak
Islam’1n Fursat al-Dovle’nin antik tarihe ve eserde ele aldig1 diger konulara iliskin
tavrini belirlemede daha etkili bir faktor oldugunu savunmaktadir. Caligma ayrica
Fursat’in antik Iran’a bakisinin daha kapsayici bir Iranlilik kimligine isaret ettigini

gosterir.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis is an inquiry into the perception of ancient Iran in the Qajar period (1794-
1925). The idea of writing such a thesis emerged from my observations among
Iranians in and outside Iran and academic readings. To begin with, my interest in the
perception of ancient history in Modern Iran appeared in 2017 when I was learning
Persian in Shiraz. From the beginning of my fruitful experience of living among the
fascinating Shirazi people, I discerned that Iranians attribute particular importance to
their ancient history and ruins around Shiraz.

Many Iranians, with whom I got acquainted for years, generally expected me
to study the pre-Islamic period. It was surprising to notice their disappointment after
learning about my interest in the Qajar period. The Qajar era symbolized the
backwardness and weakness of the country for many and was not deemed worthy of
scholarly curiosity. In history books, particularly those written in the Pahlavi period,
this era is seen as the period of Ignorance ( ‘asr-e bikhabari).! The pre-Islamic
period?, however, is regarded as the golden age of Iranian history.

People were generally willing to talk about history with me and frequently
initiated interesting conversations after learning that I am from Turkey and studying
history. I cannot remember how many times | heard from people or read on social

media platforms and blogs statements like, “Do you know that Turkey was part of

! For example, Ebrahim Taymiiri’s book on capitulations in the Qajar period bears the title of ‘Asr-e
Bikhabari ya Tarikh-e Emtiyazat dar Iran (The period of Ignorance or the history of Capitulations in
Iran). Ebrahim Taymiiri, ‘Asr-e BikhabarT ya Tarikh-e Emtiyazat dar Iran (Tehran: Eqbal,
1333/1954).

2| use pre-Islamic Iran and ancient Iran interchangeably throughout the text.
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Iran once upon a time?””® After a brief puzzlement, I figured out that they were
implying the Achaemenid domination of Anatolia during the sixth century BCE.

In addition to my conversations with Iranians, it did not take very long for me
to realize to what extent pre-Islamic symbols are widespread in Iranian visual
culture. Figures such as Zoroaster, Farahavar, Cyrus the Great, Darius, etc., are
commercialized and can be seen in clothes, jewelry, and other manufactured goods.
This was in stark contrast with the state-sponsored murals in big cities of Iran, which
try to keep the memory of the Islamic Revolution, the Iran-Iraq War, and the concept
of Shiite martyrdom alive.*

Even though the popular perception of ancient history inspired me, this study
focuses on the intellectual background of modern Iranian obsession with the pre-
Islamic period, which arguably emerged in the Qajar period. This inevitably leads me
to discuss the emergence of Iranian nationalism, as the modern obsession with
ancient Iran cannot be considered independent of nationalism.

The literature on the emergence of Iranian nationalism is quite rich, as I will
review it in the following pages. For now, suffice it to say that the secondary
literature on Iranian nationalism and the perception of pre-Islamic Iran during the
Qajar period has chiefly dealt with specific texts considered the precursors of secular
or mainstream nationalism, which would be the state ideology in the Pahlavi period.
Defining or describing what has been mainstream in Iranian nationalism is a

challenging task. From my perspective, mainstream nationalism should represent

3 Turkey is considered part of larger Iran (/ran-e Bozorg) in this popular article, which carries the title
“Which countries were part of the Iranian territory in the past?”. “Iran-e Bozorg,” Eligasht, 2024,
https://www.eligasht.com/Blog/tourism/-g) -4 a3

S~ ext=2320%12220%= ) 3:20%0) 5a120% 3, »ai20%4alinge 20%020% s 520%slize.,

4 For more information and analyses on propagandist murals and their role in Iranian contemporary art
see Talinn Grigor, “(Re)Claiming Space: Use/Misuse of Propaganda Murals in Republican Tehran,”
International Institute of Asian Studies Newsletter 28 (August 2002), p. 37 and H.E. Chehabi and
Fotini Christia, “The Art of State Persuasion: Iran’s Post Revolutionary Murals,” Persica 22, no.1
(2008): 1-13.



ideas and discourses that proved durable in the long run. In this regard, I consider the
secular, anti-Arab, and anti-Islamic nationalist discourse that emerged in the Qajar
period as the mainstream nationalism because it proved to be resilient in three
different periods: the Qajar and the Pahlavi monarchies and the Islamic Republic of
Iran.

One may notice the impact of the hindsight bias or creeping determinism in
historiography on Iranian nationalism. Texts that do not fall in the category of
mainstream nationalism have become less the subject of scholarly work or have been
regarded as being in the same line as the former group. Therefore, this study
questions the constructed uniformity of visions that existed for Iranian identity in the
Qajar period. This is not to say that this thesis has the bold claim of being a pioneer
in this attempt. As [ will mention in the literature review section below, there are
valuable scholarly works pointing to the existence of different visions for Iranian
identity in the Qajar period.

It is commonplace that any study intended to be a significant one aims to fill a
gap in the secondary literature. For studies dealing with texts, this can be achieved by
using untapped sources or offering new conceptual and theoretical frameworks for the
interpretation of well-known texts. Taking the conviction that the scholarship should
turn its attention to the less-studied or ignored texts with the hope that they can provide
us with different insights into the perception of ancient Iran, I decided to study Forsat
al-Dowlah Shirazi’s (1854-1920) Asar-e ‘Ajam.

Asar-e ‘Ajam is the compilation of Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi’s travel notes
(Mosaferatnamah or Mosaferatnamchah), mainly across the Fars region alongside
his 50 drawings of mostly pre-Islamic ruins. In addition to the travel notes, Forsat

combines the information he acquired from Perso-Islamic and European sources.



Although his focus is on ancient ruins located in the Fars region throughout the book,
Asar-e ‘Ajam contains a wide range of subjects such as geography, history, ancient
scripts, literature, Islamic knowledge, biographies of historical and contemporary
figures, etc.

Asar-e ‘Ajam is a long text that includes various topics like archeological
sites, contemporary buildings in Shiraz, ancient scripts, popular stories, verses in
Arabic and Persian, 50 drawings of mostly pre-Islamic ruins, biographies, as well as
debate and discussions regarding the Islamic sciences. It should be emphasized that
pre-Islamic Iran is located in the center of the narrative, as Forsat himself frequently
says throughout the book that it is time to go back to the main topic (metleb-e asli),
meaning ancient sites and ruins.” It is also important to note that the word Asar is a
direct reference to antiquities or ancient monuments.® Be that as it may, the book
covers numerous digressions from the theme of pre-Islamic Iran in so much that it
can be safely argued that the number of pages in which Forsat deals with the topics
unrelated to pre-Islamic Iran is not less than those in which he deals with ancient
Iran. Digressions in Asar-e ‘Ajam are usually related to Islamic sciences, ethics,
biographies of historical and contemporary figures, or anecdotes aimed to advise the
audience. More importantly, there are many sections and sub-sections in Asar-e
‘Ajam that ancient Iran meets Islamic knowledge, mysticism, piety, theology, and
philosophy.

Forsat undertook most of his trips, which were later documented in Asar-e
‘Ajam, as a result of his patronage relationships with various elites. At different times

over approximately 20 years, he was commissioned by two different Qajar princes

S Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:124, 191.
6 F. Steingass, “Asar,” in A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary (Istanbul: Cagr1 Yayinlari,
2005), 4.



serving as the governors of the Fars region and by Manekji Limji Hataria (d. 1890),
the emissary of the Parsis of India in Iran from 1854 to 1890, to visit ancient ruins
across the Fars region, draw their pictures, and provide information about them.

The majority of the studies conducted on Asar-e ‘Ajam have focused on
sorting out the topics related to pre-Islamic Iran in the book, remaining indifferent to
the others. However, as [ will show in this thesis, Forsat frequently discusses ancient
ruins, i.e., subjects related to pre-Islamic Iran, by keeping different knowledge
systems and religio-cultural sensibilities in mind. I argue that Islam, as a belief
system, a concept of knowledge, a historical legacy, an ethos, a mystic tradition, and
ethics, was Forsat’s primary conceptual tool to explore and make sense of the ancient
ruins he dealt with in Asar-e ‘4jam. While some orientalist studies, which were
helpful for Forsat in finding the translations of the inscriptions of ancient ruins,
travelogues written in English and French, and neo-Zoroastrian Desatir texts were
significant sources occasionally drawn upon in Asar-e ‘Ajam, they only served as
sources of information for Forsat’s aims. As a large conceptual category, Islam

remains central in Forsat’s contemplation of ancient ruins.

1.1 Historical background

A concise discussion about the evolution of the perception of pre-Islamic Iran is
necessary to contextualize the rising interest in ancient Iran during the Qajar period.
Islamization of Iran began following the Muslim conquest of Iran in the seventh
century. Despite the persistence of Zoroastrianism, the official and most common
religion in the pre-Islamic period in certain regions, at least the urban centers within
the former Sasanid geography, became Muslim in a few centuries. Until recently, the

Islamization of Iran has been regarded as a national failure and a total break with the



country’s pre-Islamic past by Orientalists and Iranian nationalists.” Recent studies,
however, emphasize that political, religious, and socio-economic change was gradual
in former Sasanid territories.® Nevertheless, the long-term cultural and ideological
implications of the conquest of Iran by Muslim Arabs would be very much beyond
an ordinary dynastical change. Contrary to the consolidation of Muslim identity
among Iranians, it is safe to argue that the memory of the pre-Islamic period did not
wholly fade away after the Islamic conquests and further Islamization of Iran as of
the seventh century. Instead, it continued to find a place for itself in written and oral
cultures.

Early Islamic historiography showed a general inclination to reconcile and
synchronize the Islamic (Quranic or Abrahamic) historical framework with Persian
mytho-history. Early Muslim historians, such as Tabart (d. 923) and Mas’ud1 (d.
956), opted for the Islamic framework and deemed the latter unreliable when
reconciliation seemed impossible.® In a similar way, Al-Dinavari (d. 895) posited
historical or legendary Persian figures in the scheme of prophetic history.'? In
addition to the reconciliation and synchronization attempts, the memory of pre-
Islamic Iran also had a pedagogical value, especially in the advise literature known
as Mirror for Princes. The emphasis is generally on the deeds of Persian kings

).ll

(molitk-e ‘Ajam or moliik-e Fars).”* Some local Iranian dynasties, like the Buyids,

7 ¢ Abdolhosayn Zarrinkiib’s Do Qarn Sogiit (Two Centuries of Silence) has been probably the most
popular example of this genre in Iran. ‘Abdolhosayn Zarrinkab, Do Qarn Sogit (Tehran: Ahmad
Helmi, 1344/1965).

8 See Khodadad Rezakhani’s two short articles. Khodadad Rezakhani, “The Arab Conquests and
Sasanian Iran (Part 1) Some General Observations on the Late Sasanian Period,” Mizan, February 3,
2016, https://mizanproject.org/the-arab-conquests-and-sasanian-iran-part-1/; “The Arab Conquests
and Sasanian Iran (Part 2) Islam in a Sasanian Context,” Mizan, February 18, 2016,
https://mizanproject.org/the-arab-conquests-and-sasanian-iran-part-2/.

® Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Contested Memories of Pre-Islamic Iran,” The Medieval History
Journal 2, no. 2 (1999): 249.

10 Sarah Bowen Savant, The New Muslims of Post-Conquest Iran: Tradition, Memory, and Conversion
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 156.

11 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Contested Memories of Pre-Islamic Iran,” 259.

6



emerged following the loosening of the Abbasid tight in Iran, claimed ancestral
connection to pre-Islamic Iran, and allegedly revived the ancient festivals, thus
wanting to strengthen their political positions.*? In addition to the attempt to
reconcile and synchronize the two traditions, there were arguably negative
evaluations of ancient Iran. In this regard, the identification of ancient Iranian rulers
with oppression and persecution is remarkable, as some medieval Muslim scholars
even regarded the Quranic Pharaoh as Iranian-born. The Zoroastrian heritage also
counted as a factor in the negative perception of pre-Islamic Iran.'?

It can be assumed that pre-Islamic Iran may have gained other connotations
and uses throughout the medieval and early modern periods across the Persianate
world!, alongside those mentioned above. That said, it seems hard to assert that
ancient Iran served as a core element in the pre-modern identity configurations of
Persianate Muslims. It is only with the emergence of nationalism in the nineteenth
century that ancient history started to be seen as a part of Iran’s national past. It can
be argued that regional, tribal, sectarian, and religious identities were more dominant

in pre-modern Iran. It is also important to note that discussions on identity in pre-

2 Tilman Nagel, “BUYIDS,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed April 18, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/buyids

13 Sarah Bowen Savant, The New Muslims of Post-Conquest Iran, 160-164.

4 The term Persianate was first coined by the famous historian Marshall Hodgson. In his seminal
three-volume work, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, Hodgson
refers to the rise of Persian as a new cultural orientation within Islamdom and uses Persianate as an
umbrella term, pointing to the cultural traditions produced in or influenced by Persian. Marshall G. S.
Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, vol. 2 (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1974), 293.; The term Persianate has gained considerable currency in
Anglo-Saxon academic tradition in recent decades. For other studies dealing with this term, see Nile
Green, ed., The Persianate World: The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca (California: University
of California Press, 2019) and Abbas Amanat and Assef Ashraf, The Persianate World: Rethinking a
Shared Sphere (Leiden: Brill, 2018). Shahab Ahmed challenges the use of the terms Persianate or
Turco-Persian, arguing that they privilege particular linguistic and ethnic elements. Instead, he offers
the use of the term Balkans-to-Bengal historical space to represent better the ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural diversity in Islamic societies and to avoid falling into the trap of Persian or Arab nationalist
readings of Islamic history. Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam: The Importance of Being Islamic
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 84. My understanding of Persianate is inspired by
Marshall Hodgson, who did not use it in an ethnic sense.

7



modern times generally deal with a small segment of society, the elites, who
produced the written documents, thanks to which historians reconstruct the past.

The nineteenth century witnessed a change of attitude vis-a-vis the pre-
Islamic past among Muslims.'® Even a cursory look demonstrates that Muslim
societies or emerging national cultures developed different approaches to the pre-
Islamic past of their people or country. For Iranians and Egyptians, archaeology and
pre-Islamic history came to represent the ancient history of their nations over the
course of this century. However, archaecology or pre-Islamic history was less a quest
for a bygone national history but a matter of international politics and imperial
prestige for the Ottomans.® In searching for the origins of the nation and the dynasty,
the Hamidian regime and intellectuals like Ahmet Mithat Efendi turned their
attention to medieval Anatolia. In this regard, the 1886 Sogiit Expedition, intended to
photograph the land for documenting the birthplace of the Ottoman state alongside
the tribal population, who were assumed to have a kinship with the Ottoman dynasty,
is a telling example of the Ottoman quest for its origins.'” Ahmet Mithat Efendi

(d.1912), a leading Ottoman author and journalist, argues in the introduction of his

51 do not claim that the reevaluation of ancient history was limited to Muslims in the nineteenth
century. Similar trends can be observed in Greece, Italy, and many other countries. Instead, | prefer to
limit the subject for this thesis’s scope.

16 For insightful analyses of the development of archaeology in the Ottoman Empire, see Zainab
Bahrani, Zeynep Celik and Edhem Eldem, eds., Scramble for the Past: A Story of Archaeology in the
Ottoman Empire, 1753-1914 (istanbul: Salt, 2011); Yet, it would be a bold claim to argue that
nineteenth-century Ottoman-Turkish society did not develop any thoughts on Turkic people’s pre-
Islamic past.; The late nineteenth century was a period when cultural Turkism, through the field of
Turcology and new history books, gained a wider currency among Ottoman intellectual circles. Siikrii
Hanioglu, “Tiirkgiiliik,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, accessed May 20, 2024,
https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/turkculuk.; In this regard, Mustafa Celaleddin Pasa’s Les Turcs
Anciens et Modernes, first published in 1869 in Istanbul and a year later in Paris, was a turning point
in considering Turks as a distinct nation whose history goes back to pre-1slamic times. Moustapha
Djelaleddin, Les Turcs Anciens et Modernes (Paris: Librairie Internationale, 1870)
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:44825871$11i.; Be that as it may, Turkism would be
overshadowed by Ottomanism and Islamism at least until the First World War, when the Committee
of Union and Progress (CUP) came to power.

17 See Bahattin Oztuncay and Ozge Ertem, eds., Ottoman Arcadia: The Hamidian Expedition to the
Land of Tribal Roots (1886) (Istanbul, Kog¢ University Press, 2018).
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Uss-i Inkilab that a concept of Ottoman nation emerged in the early fourteenth-
century Anatolia, transcending any tribal, confessional, and religious differences
within that community.'8

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries marked the rise of Egyptians’
interest in the history of pre-Islamic Egypt and then the emergence of the ideology of
Pharaonism in Egypt. As Michael Wood aptly puts it, “...Pharaonism identified
Egypt as a distinctive territorial entity with its own history and character separate
from that of the rest of the Arab and Islamic world.”® It should also be added that the
proponents of this ideology in Egypt emphasized Egypt’s Mediterranean, in other
words, European, past. Even though the ideology of Pharaonism seemed to be
weakened after the 1930s, after the rise of Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islamism in the
country, pre-Islamic Egypt can still play a role in Egyptian politics and society as a
ceremonial transfer of mummies to a new museum to which the Egyptian President
Sisi also attended, has shown.?

For the Iranian part, we may take the story a step back and contextualize the
emergence of obsession with ancient history by referring to the appearance of
“intellectual” and modernism in general. Like its Ottoman and Egyptian
counterparts, the Qajar modernity produced a group of reform-minded individuals
who can be termed intellectuals. It is easy to take the emergence of the “intellectual”

typology in the nineteenth century for granted. However, it is crucial to highlight the

18 Ahmet Mithat Efendi, Uss-i Inkilap (Istanbul: Dergah Yayinlari, 2013), 21-40.

19 Michael Wood, “The Use of the Pharaonic Past in Modern Egyptian Nationalism,” Journal of the
American Research Center in Egypt 35 (1998): 181.

20 “Egyptian mummies paraded through Cairo,” Aljazeera, April 4, 2021,
https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2021/4/4/in-pictures-egyptian-mummies-paraded-through-cairo;
For more insights on the relationship between ancient history and the Egyptian national identity see
Donald Malcolm Reid, Whose Pharaohs?: Archaeology, Museums, and Egyptian National Identity
from Napoleon to World War | (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002) and Donald Malcolm
Reid, Contesting Antiquity in Egypt: Archaeologies, Museums, and the Struggle for Identities from
World War | to Nasser (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2015).

9



political, social, and institutional developments that rendered the transition from
traditional literati to modern intellectuals, including dissidents. It is widely
recognized that the encounter with the European political and military power,
particularly the traumatic wars with Russia in the first two decades of the nineteenth
century, ushered in a new period in Iran. Attempts to reform the military and adopt
European technology characterized the reform efforts of the first half of the
nineteenth century. The rise in the number of Iranians visiting Europe for various
reasons, such as diplomacy and education, the establishment of new schools like Dar
al-Foniin, the presence of European experts, particularly in Tehran, and the
emergence of intellectual circles in cities like Istanbul, Cairo, Tbilisi, and Beirut—
where many Iranian intellectuals had greater opportunities to acquaint themselves
with modern ideas—were some of the notable signs that Iran’s relative isolation and
intellectual insularity was ending.

These developments may have paved the way for a new modernist discourse
in Iran alongside the failed attempts to match European military technology and
economic penetration. According to its proponents, the arbitrary and autocratic
nature of the state, along with the traditional ulama class, was the main obstacle.?! At
this point, a handful of intellectuals came up with a radically revisionist reading of
the history of Iran. Influenced by the anti-Islamic stance and classicism of
Orientalism, they developed a naive conviction that ancient Iran was the golden age,
which ended with the conquest of Iran by Arabs. Parallel to the glorification of pre-
Islamic Iran, these intellectuals often depicted Islamic Iran generally as a period of
wholesale decadence or, at best, ignored the achievements of this period. The

obsession with pre-Islamic Iran was later consolidated and sponsored by the state

21 Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the 20™ century (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998), 3.
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during the Pahlavi period.?? Thus, this obsession became a significant component of
mainstream Iranian nationalism until today, as ancient Iran continues to be a key
component of their identity, and it serves as a source of nostalgia for a bygone
golden age in the nation’s past, despite the Islamic regime’s efforts since its inception

in 1979 for a considerable number of Iranians.

1.2 Literature review

There is a long list of insightful studies on Iranian identity, nationalism, and
perception of the ancient period. To begin with, Juan Cole’s article “Marking
Boundaries, Marking Time: The Iranian Past and the Construction of the Self by
Qajar Thinkers” is one of the earliest publications highlighting the diverse
perspectives on the formation of modern Iranian identity. Cole argues that there have
been two main approaches to national identity in Iran since the Qajar period. The
first approach views the Iranian identity within a binary of Self and Other, perceiving
the Self as a unitary entity with an authentic spirit that can be revived. However, the
other approach affirms the internal plurality of national culture and rejects the notion
of scapegoating the Other.?® Cole considers Mirza Fath ‘AlT Akhiindzadah (d. 1878)
as a representative of the first group of Iranian thinkers. In contrast, he discusses
Majd al-Molk (d.1881), a Qajar diplomat, and ‘Abd al- Baha® ‘Abbas (d.1921), the
son of Baha‘ollah (d.1892) as examples of thinkers who embrace various sources,

such as Islam and Zoroastrianism, as integral to Iranian identity.?* Cole also touches

22 One of the most conspicuous indicators of the relationship between the state ideology and the image
of ancient Iran was the 2500-year-old celebration of the Persian Empire in 1971 in Shiraz. For a sober
analysis of the celebrations, see Robert Steele, The Shah’s Imperial Celebrations of 1971:
Nationalism, Culture and Politics in Late Pahlavi Iran (New York: I1.B. Tauris, 2021).

23 Juan R. I. Cole, “Marking Boundaries, Marking Time: The Iranian Past and the Construction of the
Self by Qajar Thinkers,” Iranian Studies 29, no. 1-2 (2022): 35-36.

24 Juan R. I. Cole, “Marking Boundaries, Marking Time,” 53-55.
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upon E‘temad al-Saltanah (d.1896), an influential Qajar court minister and author of
several books, noting his pro-absolutist vision for Iranian identity.

Another scholarly work that challenges the teleological approach to the
emergence of Iranian nationalism in the secondary literature is James M. Gustafson’s
article titled “Geographical Literature in Nineteenth-Century Iran: Regional
Identities and the Construction of Space”.? In his article, Gustafson examines five
examples of geographical texts from the 1870s and 1880s, each focusing on different
regions of Qajar Iran. He traces the development of regional identities across the
borders of Qajar Iran, emphasizing the persistence of pre-modern loyalties—such as
local, tribal, and sectarian—amidst emerging nationalism. Gustafson argues against
the assumption that the discursive emergence of nationalism among the elites
completely replaced these older forms of identity. His article indicates how changing
socio-economic patterns in nineteenth-century Iran, reflected in the geographical
literature, related to the consolidation of regional identity.?® Gustafson’s article
provides a theoretical base for my research, as Asar-e ‘Ajam also deals with a region
and reflects a provincial literati’s vision.

Mostafa Vaziri’s Iran: As Imagined Nation, published for the first time in
1993, is the first major attempt to deconstruct the assumption of the primordial
historicity of the Iranian identity. Edward Said’s groundbreaking Orientalism and
Benedict Anderson’s pioneer Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism are the two sources from which Vaziri takes his inspiration. In
his seminal work, Vaziri argues that Iran as a political concept had no precedence

before the nineteenth century. In his opinion, the concept of Iran could have been

% James M. Gustafson, "Geographical Literature in Nineteenth-Century Iran: Regional Identities and
the Construction of Space," Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 59, no. 5
(2016): 793-827.

% James M. Gustafson, "Geographical Literature in Nineteenth-Century Iran,” 824.
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used only as a geographical or religious term, depending on the period. Thus, it was
Orientalists and Iranian nationalists, under the strong influence of the former group,
who constructed the Iranian identity.?” He is particularly successful in noting how the
concept of Iran was homogenized through its reduction to the Aryan race and the
Persian language. Credit should be given to Vaziri’s book because of its pioneering
role in challenging the central tenets of the Iranology field developed by European
orientalism and Iranian nationalist historiography.

Nonetheless, this significant study belittles the agency of Iranians in adapting
discourses of modern nationalism. In other words, Vaziri does not attempt to show
the political, social, and intellectual strategies developed by Iranians to create a
national culture. As a last point regarding Vaziri’s book, it leaves the impression on
the reader that he uses the concept of “imagined nation” as something “false” or
“fabricated” instead of “ historically constructed” as Afshin Matin-Asgari notes.?

Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi’s Refashioning Iran Orientalism, Occidentalism
and Historiography is another seminal work that attempts to explain the roots of
Iranian modernity and nationalism. Tavakoli-Targhi criticizes “the Westernization
approach” in Iranian historiography, the dominant explanatory tool for understanding
Iranian modernity. He invites the scholarship to look at the Persian texts, which he
defines as “homeless” and were produced in late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century India to indicate the flaws of Westernization accounts. Tavakoli-Targhi
considers modernity not a European phenomenon but a result of a globalizing

network of power and knowledge.?®

27 Mustafa Vaziri, Iran As Imagined Nation. 2nd ed. (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2013).

28 Afshin Matin-Asgari, “The Academic Debate on Iranian Identity: Nation and Empire Entangled,” in
Iran Facing Others: Identity Boundaries in a Historical Perspective, ed. Abbas Amanat and Farzin
Vejdani (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 180.

29 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism and Historiography
(New York: Palgrave, 2001), 4.
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Tavakoli-Targhi differs from Vaziri in his evaluation of Orientalism’s impact
on the emergence of modern Iranian identity and historical consciousness. Unlike
Vaziri, who sees these two phenomena as direct results of Orientalism, Tavakoli-
Targhi argues that Shahnamah of Ferdowsi and the Dasatir texts, a bunch of Neo-
Zoroastrian texts gained larger circulation in the nineteenth century, provided the
necessary base for Iranians to “refashion” their identity. According to him,
Shahnamah and the Dasatir texts located Iran at the center of the universe and
displaced the Islamic metanarrative.*

Reza Zia-Ebrahimi attempts to shed light on the intellectual roots of Iranian
nationalism in his The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism: Race and the Politics of
Dislocation. He follows the traditional modernization narrative that the humiliating
defeats at the hands of the Russians and the loss of Caucasian territories to them
marked the beginning of Iranian modernity. The first reaction was to import
European military technology and catch up with the European states. When it proved
to be unsuccessful or insufficient, we see another modernist alternative emerged in
the 1850s and was represented chiefly by Mirza Malkom Khan (d.1908) and Mirza
Yisaf Khan Mosteshar od-Dowleh (d. 1895). Reforming state apparatus through
legal reforms was the ultimate goal of the second wave of modernism.3! Once the
hopes for political reform shattered, a new nationalist ideology was introduced by a
handful of dissident intellectuals, particularly by Mirza Fath ‘Al Akhiindzadah (d.
1878) and Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani (d.1896).

Zia-Ebrahimi’s work offers a new conceptual framework for Iranian

nationalism by coining the term “dislocative nationalism” to define the dominant

30 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran, 97.
31 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism: Race and the Politics of Dislocation
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 26.
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nationalism in Iran. He argues that “dislocative nationalism” was an “intellectual
strategy to manage the trauma of the encounter with the seemingly more advanced
Europeans.”? Even though Zia-Ebrahimi disagrees with the idea that Orientalists
invented the concept of Iran and that Iranian nationalism was a wholesale import
from Europe, he affirms Orientalism’s defining role in the formation of modern
nationalism and identity in Iran. In his opinion, Iranian intellectuals selectively used
particular European ideas to serve their ideological needs. Thus, this book’s
significance lies in developing a reconciliatory approach between Vaziri’s and
Tavakoli-Targhi’s opinions.

Zia-Ebrahimi asserts that the belief in the primordiality of the Iranian nation
since ancient times, consideration of the pre-Islamic period as Iran’s golden age, anti-
Arab and anti-Islamic opinions, and Aryan racism have been the main tenets of
dislocative nationalism. The followers of this ideology have arguably produced the
dominant historiography in Iran.** I find Zia-Ebrahimi’s book very useful in
identifying mainstream nationalism in Iran and will use it as a point of departure to
argue that dislocative nationalism was not the only option for the formation of the
Iranian self in the Qajar period. It should be stated that Zia-Ebrahimi’s argument is
also quite nuanced in that it differentiates various types of nationalism and
imaginative attempts to evaluate pre-Islamic history.

Afshin Matin-Asgari’s “The Academic Debate on Iranian Identity: Nation and
Empire Entangled” critically analyzes the literature on Iranian identity produced
since the early 1990s. Matin-Asgari defines the dominant approach to Iranian

identity until the 1990s as the “Persian-national” paradigm. He argues that although

32 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 6.
33 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 18-19.
3 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 2-3.
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this paradigm was considerably challenged and weakened by its critics, no full-
fledged and consistent approach replaced it.>® After dealing with the so-called
Persian-national paradigm and critical literature developed since the 1990s in a
balanced way, he proposes that the pre-modern concept of Iran should be understood
in the imperial sense rather than having national or ethnic connotations.*® Matin-
Asgari’s book chapter is particularly useful for its content and rich bibliography,
primarily in English and Persian.

Reza Bigdeloo’s Bastangardayt Dar Tarikh-e Mo ‘dser-e Iran (Archaism in the
Contemporary History of Iran) is arguably the first comprehensive study on the
archaist nationalism—a nationalism which prioritizes pre-Islamic Iran over the
Islamic period— published in Iran. Bigdeloo assumes a critical position vis-a-vis the
particular type of nationalism he examines throughout his book. However, it should
be stated that he continues to see the concept of nation as applicable to pre-modern
times, as he speaks of the Iranian nation after the Arab invasion of Iran in the seventh
century.3” Nonetheless, Bigdeloo’s use of material, the published and unpublished
writings from the Qajar period, newspapers, and journals, is quite impressive and
provides a rich anthology of the particular nationalist thought examined in this thesis.

Contrary to the majority of revisionist secondary literature, Ali Ansari
challenges the idea that the dominant narrative of Iranian nationalism has been based
on Aryanist racism in his book chapter titled “Iranian Nationalism and the Question

of Race”.% Even though he accepts that biological racism has been influential among

% Afshin Matin-Asgari, “The Academic Debate on Iranian Identity: Nation and Empire Entangled,” in
Iran Facing Others: Identity Boundaries in a Historical Perspective, ed. Abbas Amanat and Farzin
Vejdani (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 173.

% Afshin Matin-Asgari, “The Academic Debate on Iranian Identity,” 185-186.

37 Reza Bigdeloo, Bastangarayt Dar Tarikh-e Mo 'aser-e Iran (Tehran: Nashr-e Markaz, 1380/ 2001),
22-23.

38 Ali Ansari, “Iranian Nationalism and the Question of Race,” in Constructing Nationalism in Iran:
From the Qajars to the Islamic Republic, ed. Meir Litvak, 101-117. (New York: Routledge, 2017).
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Iranians, he claims that the leading nationalist intellectuals, such as Mohammad ‘Alt
Foriight (d.1942) and Sayyid Hasan Takizadah (d.1970), espoused a cosmopolitan
nationalist outlook. Ansari’s article is useful, as it demonstrates that the
aforementioned intellectuals could defy rising chauvinism and the use of race as an
important component of Iranian national identity. Be that as it may, he belittles the
rich literature on Aryanist references from the nineteenth century onwards by
confining himself to state that the concept nazhad, commonly used for race in
Persian, has had an ambiguous use in that language. Despite the efforts of a handful
of sophisticated intellectuals, the racial configuration of the Iranian nation and a
strong sense of Iranian superiority proved to be solid among Iranian masses
throughout the Pahlavi period.

Abdalmajid Aidi’s recently published Mafhiim-e Iran vah Irangarayi dar
Andishahvarzan-e ‘Asr-e Naseri (The Concept of Iran and Iranism in the Works of
the Thinkers of the Naseri period)®® is a survey of court chronicles, geography books,
treatises containing political and social criticism, and history books about pre-Islamic
period.* It can hardly be claimed that Aidi’s book offers a new theoretical insight
into the development of the concept of Iran in the nineteenth century. However, it
analyzes various texts penned by bureaucrats, provincial literati, and dissident
intellectuals. This book indicates the range of ideas articulated about the concept of
Iran and ancient Iranian history. Therefore, it made me more aware of the differing

positions regarding the identity issues in the Qajar period.

39 It is common in contemporary Persian book culture to provide an English title for a book, and this
book is given the title “The Idea of Iran and Iranian Tendencies in the Thinkers [sic] Works in
Naseralddin Shah Era (1848-1896 A.D)”.

40 Abdalmajid Aidi, Mafhiim-e [ran vah Irangarayt dar Andishahvarzan-e ‘Asr-e Nasart (1264-
1313q) (Tehran: Neda-ye Tarikh, 1399/2021).
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1.3 The critical analysis of the secondary literature on Asar-e ‘Ajam

Asar-e ‘Ajam appears only briefly in some academic publications dealing with
Iranian nationalism and the perception of ancient history in the Qajar period. For
instance, Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet wrote a descriptive paragraph on Asar-e ‘Ajam and
noted its reception in the newspaper Habl al-Matin in 1900.4* Without mentioning his
Asar-e ‘Ajam, Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi regards Forsat among literati, who used
obsolete Persian words, found their way to Persian through the Dasatir texts and
dictionaries like Farhang-e Jahangirt and Borhan-e Qate’.*? In a similar vein, Reza
Bigdeloo discusses Forsat’s role by referring to his use of obsolete words and
experimentation with pure Persian without mentioning Asar-e ‘Ajam.*® In his
comprehensive essay about the Qajar historiography, Abbas Amanat spares a few
paragraphs to Asar-e ‘Ajam. He thinks Forsat’s work is an articulation of “the
cultural autonomy of the Fars province and its significance as the heartland of
Persian identity.”** Amanat also argues that Asar-e ‘Ajam represents “a deep sense of
national belonging and cultural pride.”*> Abdalmajid Aidi argues that the modern and
scientific approach to ancient ruins was one of the peculiar aspects of Asar-e ‘Ajam.
He asserts that Forsat’s engagement in ancient ruins was, in a sense, an articulation
of the glory of ancient Iranian history. Aidi also notes that Forsat’s concept of Iran

was informed by his knowledge of Iranian legends and the history of ancient Iran.*®

41 Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions: Shaping the Iranian Nation, 1804-1946 (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1999), 44.

42 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran, 106.; | will touch upon the issue of neologism and
the role of neo-Zoroastrian texts in Forsat’s works.

43 Reza Bigdeloo, Bastangarayr Dar Tarikh-e Mo aser-e Iran, 147.

4 Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative in the Historiography of
Qajar Iran (1785-1925).” in Persian Historiography, ed. Charles Melville, Vol. 10 of A History of
Persian Literature, ed. Ehsan Yarshater (London: I.B. Tauris, 2012), 359.

45 Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative,” 359.

4 < Abdolmecid Eydi, Mafhim-e fran va Irangarayi Dar Asar-e Andishavarzan-e ‘Asr-e Nasert (1264-
1313q) (Tehran: Neda-ye Tarikh, 1399/2021), 138-148.
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Even though Aidi does not elaborate on Asar-e ‘Ajam’s content, he provides a more
detailed analysis of Asar-e ‘Ajam in comparison to the works discussed above.

Some scholars who briefly discussed Asar-e ‘Ajam in their publications treat
it as an obvious manifestation of rising awareness about pre-Islamic Iran in the Qajar
period and failed to point to its peculiar features. For example, Farzin Vejdani states:
“Jalal al-Din Mirza, Fursat al-Dawlah, and Mirza Aga Khan Kirmani’s relative
autonomy from court patronage foreshadowed new modes of history writing and
translation in which the glory of the Iranian nation replaced the Qajar dynasty’s
legitimacy as the central preoccupation of historians.”’ I find Vejdani’s statement
flawed on the grounds that even a cursory look at the introductions of these texts will
demonstrate the discrepancy between Asar-e ‘Ajam and other texts. Forsat’s aim and
methodology cannot be seen in the same line as the two dissident intellectuals.

Some other scholarly works are more nuanced in terms of awareness of the
differing visions for ancient history in the Qajar period and Forsat’s role in their
creation. Zia-Ebrahimi’s remark, for example, is quite accurate: “Deeper into the
nineteenth century, reliance on the pre-Islamic period could come from widely
different schools of thought and serve diverse objectives; it was in no way an
exclusive domain of incipient nationalists.”*® Zia-Ebrahimi notes Forsat’s Asdr-e
‘Ajam as one of the narratives on the pre-Islamic period that appeared toward the end
of the nineteenth century, but he does not go further.*®

In one of his articles, Iraj Afshar explains the emergence and development of
studies on the pre-Islamic period in seven stages based on each one’s peculiar

characteristics. He names the first stage talangor (blow, stimulus), pointing to the

47 Farzin Vejdani, Making History in Iran: Education, Nationalism, and Print Culture (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2014), 28.

48 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 75.

49 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 75-76.
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emergence of early narratives on ancient Iran in the nineteenth century.>® The second
stage is gozar-e melli (national transition), an allusion to the appearance of narratives
with a nationalist agenda. Afshar includes Forsat’s two works, Asar-e ‘Ajam and Dar
Nahv vah Sarf-e Khatt-e Arya (Aryan), into the first group of works. He contends
that the importance of Forsat’s writings lies behind the fact that they increased
Iranians’ interest in ancient history. However, it is impossible to compare them to the
works of Europeans.®! Afshar distinguishes Forsat from those intellectuals who wrote
with a nationalist agenda, like Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, who represents the national
transition in the article.

Touraj Daryaee’s article titled “Persianate Contribution to the Study of
Antiquity: E‘temad al-Saltanah's Nativisation of the Qajars” is another important
publication that aims to identify different approaches to ancient history in the Qajar
period. Daryaee primarily focuses on E‘temad al-Saltanah’s contribution to what he
calls the nativization and the legitimization of the Qajar dynasty by linking them with
the Arsadic empire, also known as Parthians.® Following Iraj Afshar’s categorization
for the study of ancient history in the Qajar period, Daryaee states that Akhtindzadah
and Kermani’s approaches to ancient history radically differed from E‘temad al-
Saltanah and Forsat. While the formers took an ultra-nationalist stance consisting of
racist thought, anti-Arab discourse, and glorification of pre-Islamic Iran, the latter
ones were more moderate in terms of their political and social views and had genuine
scholarly interests in the pre-Islamic period, as Daryee does not fail to note.>®

Daryaee’s article is one of the few scholarly works that truly distinguishes narratives

5 fraj Afshar, “Kheft Khan-e Residen bah Iran-e Bastan,” Bokhara 70, no.1 (1388/2009): 299.

51 fraj Afshar, “Kheft Khan-e Residen bah Iran-e Bastan,” Bokhara 70, no.1 (1388/2009): 301.

52 Touraj Daryaee, “Persianate Contribution to the Study of Antiquity: E'temad Al-Saltaneh's
Nativisation of the Qajars, Iran,” Journal of the British Institute of Persian Studies 54, no.1. (2016):
39-45.

53 Touraj Daryaee, “Persianate Contribution to the Study of Antiquity,” 40.
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on ancient history from each other and does not implement a reductionist
explanation.

In his article titled “Mirza Muhammad Nasir Fursat al-Dawla and the
Archaeology of Iranian Archaeology”, Ivan Szantd contextualizes Asar-e ‘Ajam in
terms of ancient revivalism, particularly in visual culture, and the beginning of
archaeology in Iran. He asserts that Asar-e ‘Ajam may point to the shift from
antiquarianism to archaeology in Qajar revivalism. Although I find Szant6’s article
useful in general, I take issue with some of his statements regarding the function of
archaeology and the development of historical consciousness in Iran. He states: “For
Iranians, Ottomans, and Egyptians, the excavation of pre-Islamic patrimony meant
secularization and the restoration of a broken national continuity.”®* The present
thesis is an attempt to show that interest in pre-Islamic history did not necessarily
connote secularization. Szanto’s argument about the restoration of national continuity
is problematic because it presupposes the existence of such a continuity. In addition,
it is hard to claim that the goal of Forsat was to restore the broken national
continuity. When he discusses the development of Iranian interest in ancient
monuments since the era of Fath ‘Ali Shah (d.1834), Szanto puts forth that the
modern historical consciousness in Iran developed by following a straight course.>
Assuming historical consciousness followed a linear path in Qajar Iran would mean
that we endorse a teleological approach in dealing with ancient revivalism and
nationalism. Such an attitude is problematic because it ignores the alternative

viewpoints in the period at stake.

% Ivan Szanto, “Mirza Muhammad Nasir Fursat al-Dawla and the Archaeology of Iranian
Archaeology.” Journal of Islamic Archaeology 2, no. 1 (2015): 75.
% Tvan Szantd, “Mirza Muhammad Nasir Fursat al-Dawla”, 78.
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Simone Cristoforetti’s book chapter titled “Beyond Recovery Towards
Continuity in the Qajar Perception of the Past: the Case of Athar-e ‘Ajam
(Antiquities of the Persians) by Forsat al-Dowla Shirazi” is a recent contribution to
the secondary literature on Asar-e ‘Ajam.>® His main aim is to contextualize Asar-e
‘Ajam by emphasizing the decipherment of cuneiform inscriptions by Western
scholars and the general development and rise of interest in the archaeology of the
Achaemenid period. Cristoforetti considers the recent findings of Western scholars to
be the main instigator of archaeological interest in the Achaemenid period among
Iranians. Forsat’s use of a few books containing information on ancient languages
and archaeology stands as proof for his argument. There is no doubt that the
decipherment of ancient inscriptions and progress in archaeology provided a base for
Forsat and other Iranians who developed an interest in the Achaemenid period,
whose account is missing in traditional narratives on pre-Islamic Iran, such as
Shahnamah. Another notable point in the article is that Cristoforetti draws attention
to Forsat’s attempts to reconcile the denomination and chronology of pre-Islamic Iran
that existed in traditional accounts with modern archaeological data.

Negahi bah Asar-e Mosavvar-e Forsat al-Dowlah (A Glance at the Illustrated
Works of Forsat al-Dowlah)® is a recent book consisting of chapters on the visual
aspect of Asar-e ‘Ajam and Forsat’s other works. It also includes reflections on a

documentary about Forsat’s life and Asdr-e ‘Ajam®, as well as a few short analyses

% Simone Cristoforetti, “Beyond Recovery Towards Continuity in the Qajar Perception of the Past:
the Case of Athar-e ‘Ajam (Antiquities of the Persians) by Forsat al-Dowla Shirazi,” in Before
Archaeology: The Meaning of the Past in the Islamic Pre-Modern Thought (And After), ed. Leonardo
Capezzone, 177-186. Roma: Artemide, 2020.

5" The book is the second and revised edition of an earlier work written by Mohammad Hosayn Saleh.
See the second edition, Mohammad Hosayn Salehi (Ed.), Negahi bah Asar-e Mosavvar-e Forsat al-
Dowlah (Tehran: Farhangestan-e Honar, 1398/2019).

%8 4sar-e ‘Ajam, directed by Hasan Nagqgasht (1397/2018, Hanah-ye Farhang vah Honar-e Maan),
https://maancentre.com/2862/%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%86%D8%AF-
%D8%A2%D8%AB%D8%AT7%D8%B1-%D8%B9%D8%AC%D9%85/.
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of Forsat’s life and the significance of Asar-e ‘Ajam. Beyond containing useful but
descriptive and sometimes repetitive information in various articles, it is hard to say
that the book differs from most of the research conducted on Asar-e ‘Ajam, apart
from the part dealing with the visual aspect of Forsat’s corpus. In other words, Asar-e
‘Ajam is treated as a manifestation of Iranians’ rising interest in ancient history, the
emergence of nationalist feelings, and as a part of modernist discourse in the
nineteenth century.

Mohammad Keshavarz Beyzayt and Reza Mo’ayyani Rudbalt’s article titled
Binash va Ravash dar Tarikhnegari-ye Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi (The Approach and
Method in Forsat al-Dowlah’s Historiography) locates Asar-e ‘Ajam among the
important local histories written in the Qajar period. The authors argue that Forsat
combined traditional and novel historiographical methods throughout his book.
Causation, field research, visual material use, recent scientific findings in
archaeology, and information on ancient languages are some novel aspects of Asar-e
‘Ajam. On the other hand, the ubiquitousness of poetry and failure to give proper
references to the works used by Forsat are the features that indicate the traditional
aspect of Asar-e ‘Ajam.>®

Setrag Manoukian is arguably the only scholar who does not just content
himself with pointing to Forsat’s particular reading of ancient Iranian history but also
offers insightful analyses in his works. Manoukian’s City of Knowledge in Tventieth
Century Iran: Shiraz, History and Poetry, is an ethnographic and historical inquiry
into the concepts of knowledge and culture in shaping the Iranian self. By locating

the city of Shiraz, known as Dar al- ‘Elm (the abode of knowledge), he attempts to

% Mohammad Kashavarz Beyzayi and Reza Mo’ayyani Ridbali. “Binash va Ravash dar
Tarikhnagari-ye Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi,” Pajithashha-ye Iranshenast 10, no.1 (1399/2020): 206-
207.
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show the centrality of history and poetry in defining the strong concept of farhang
(culture) in modern Iran.®® In Manoukian’s analysis, Asar-e ‘Ajam is one of the first
texts written in the late nineteenth century, which contributed to the consolidation of
the perception of Shiraz as the city of knowledge. He takes his interest in Forsat’s
vision of ancient history one step further by providing a more detailed analysis of
Asar-e ‘Ajam in his “The Ruins of Others: History and Modernity in Iran”, a book
chapter published as part of the book project titled Modernity’s Classics.®*
Manoukian’s core argument, which is compatible with the scope of this thesis, is the
rejection of the idea that ancient Iran was a field of knowledge for “rigid and
exclusionary bipolarity between Iran and Islam, the nation and religion” in the Qajar
period. Rather, Asar-e ‘Ajam enables us to realize the assumed contrast between pre-
Islamic and Islamic Iran, which would gain more ground in the Pahlavi period, was

not necessarily the case in all the texts produced about ancient Iran in the Qajar

period.®?

1.4 Outline

In Chapter 2, I examine the thoughts of three dissident intellectuals: Mirza Fath ‘Al1
Akhiindzadah (1812-1878), Jalal al-Din Mirza (1827-1872), and Mirza Aga Khan
Kermani (1853-1896), who arguably were the pioneers of the nationalist thought and
historiography in Qajar Iran. The three intellectuals represent the emergence of the
so-called secular nationalism. I also show how these intellectuals instrumentalized

the image of ancient Iran as a golden age to create political and social discourses

80 Setrag Manoukian, City of Knowledge in Twentieth Century Iran: Shiraz, History and Poetry
(London: Routledge: 2012).

81 Setrag Manoukian, “The Ruins of Others: History and Modernity in Iran,” in Modernity’s Classics,
ed. Sarah C. Humphreys and Rudolf G. Wager, 211-230. Berlin: Springer, 2013.

62 Setrag Manoukian, “The Ruin of Others”, 219.
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against the Qajar political and religious establishment. I contend the exaltation of
ancient Iran goes hand in hand with these intellectuals’ ideological stances against
the political and religious authorities and current administrational and social
practices in the Qajar society. By and large, the three intellectuals’ approaches to
ancient Iran symbolize what would become the standard ideology in the Pahlavi
period.

In Chapter 3, I provide a synopsis of Asar-e ‘Ajam and contextualize it based
on the patronage ties behind its production and generic and literary features. This
chapter can be read as a preparation for the last chapter, as the unique structure of
Asar-e ‘Ajam necessitates such a chapter before its detailed analysis. I put forth that
the aspirations of different patrons, i.e., the Parsi and the Qajar interest in geography
and ancient ruins, merged with Forsat’s scholarly curiosity and artistic skills. The
existence of different sources of patronage indicates the growing significance of
ancient history as a theme in Qajar political and social discourses. The generic and
literary features of Asar-e ‘Ajam will be another focus in this chapter. After briefly
noting the similar examples from India to Asar-e ‘Ajam, I touch upon Forsat’s
language preferences throughout the text and its particular literary aspects. In the last
section, I deal with the publication history of the book and discuss the reception of
Asar-e ‘Ajam in the late Qajar period.

In Chapter 4, 1 assert that Islam as a conceptual category hugely influenced
Forsat’s interpretation of ancient ruins. To do this, I follow Forsat’s narrative
technique, which includes description of ancient ruins, interpretation of visual
material in ancient sites, providing first-hand and scholarly information, mentions of
notable contemporary and historical religious, political, and literary figures, narration

of popular stories about particular ruins or sites, and other digressions within
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different sections and anecdotes. More specifically, I focus on particular ancient sites
across the Fars region, such as Persepolis, known as Takht-e Jamshid in Iranian
tradition, Pasargad, Naqsh-e Rostam, and the tomb of Jamasp Hakim. In later
sections, I will analyze the concept of Iran as reflected in Asar-e ‘Ajam by
considering Forsat’s views on the history and etymology of the terms Iran, Pars, and
the Persian language.

Given that anti-Arab and partly anti-Turkish discourses have been popular
among the representatives of mainstream nationalism since the nineteenth century,
Forsat’s views on Arabs and Turks are critical for comparing him to the intellectuals
examined in the second chapter. Therefore, I discuss how he considered non-Persian
Iranians in his writings. I also contend that Asar-e ‘4jam should not be read as a
book exclusively dealing with ancient Iran. Instead, I argue that his discussion of
Islamic theology, philosophy, ethics, and other kinds of digressions irrelevant to pre-

Islamic Iran is just as central as the parts of the book that deal with ancient Iran.
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CHAPTER 2
CORRECTING A 1280-YEAR OLD MISTAKE?:
THE EMERGENCE OF NATIONALIST HISTORICAL THINKING AND

HISTORIOGRAPHY IN QAJAR IRAN

Now, [the only] thing that can be a consolation is to understand what is incumbent
upon us and [the fact that] we have been making a mistake for 1280 years.%

— Mirza Fath ‘Al1 Akhtindzadah

When I reflect on how our ancestors’language, like all our sciences, was plundered
by the Arabs (Taziyan), and nowadays, nothing remained except its name, I intended
to use a specific language [Pure Persian], write a book in the manner of Europeans
(Farangiyan), who are wises of the world today, for the benefit of the people of my
homeland. I could not find anything more worthy than the history of Persian kings
(dastan-e padashahan-e Pars), which, contrary to all its magnificence, was vanished
because of Arabs’ encroachment.®*

— Jalal al-Din Mirza

The discovery of the roots of each nation is like searching and touching something
[to make sense of it] in the darkness. The past accounts (ahval-e sabeqah) are
covered and concealed either because of the lapse of time and the revolution of ages
or the lack of books and sources (dsar) with the curtain of the darkness and the veil
of ignorance. In particular, the Iranian nation whose books and accounts entirely
perished after the invasion of Arab people (agvam-e ‘Arabi), as the followers of the
Arab prophet were enraged with Iranians due to their perseverance in defending
their state (molk) and religion (mazheb), and due to the incompatibility of their breed
(jansiyyat) and temper (mashrab) from time immemorial, [Arabs] destroyed
everything after seizure. They put all sources and accounts (asar o akhbar) into
oblivion, razed the cities to the ground, extinguished the Zoroastrian temples, burnt
the books, and slaughtered the Zoroastrian priests, who were responsible for
[religious] affairs, temples, and statues. Fanatical Arab (‘arab-e mota’asseb) neither
knew nor wanted to learn any book except the Quran at that time.®

— Mirza Aqa Khan Kermant

83 Akhiindzadah implies the Islamization of Iran. Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah, “Sah Maktib:
Molhagat-e Noskhah-ye Kamal al-Dowlah,” in Majmii ‘ah-ye Asar-e Mirza Fath ‘Al Akhiindzadah,
vol.1, ed. ‘Ali Asghar Haqdar (Istanbul: Entasharat-e Bashgah-e Adabiyat, 2021), 530.

6 A Personal Letter from Jalal al-Din Mirza to Mirza Fath ¢Ali Akhiindzadah in Majmii’ah-ye Asar-e
Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhindzadah, vol.2, ed. ‘Al Asghar Haqdar (Istanbul: Entasharat-e Bashgah-e
Adabiyat, 2021), 940.

8 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandart (Tehran, 19097?), 24-25.
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2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I will analyze the writings of the three intellectuals— Mirza Fath ‘Al
Akhiindzadah (1812-1878), Jalal al-Din Mirza (1827-1872), and Mirza Aqa Khan
Kermani (1853-1896)—who produced the pioneering texts of the nationalist
historiography in pre-Constitutional Iran. Despite the generic and methodological
differences between these texts, the exaltation of pre-Islamic Iran, the negative view
of Islam as a religion and culture, and anti-Arab discourses are common themes in
their writings. The main objective of this article is to examine how mainstream
nationalists regarded pre-Islamic Iran and instrumentalized ancient history to achieve

their ideological and political aims.

2.2 Mirza Fath ‘Al Akhtindzadah: Gogol of Iranian nationalism

2.2.1 The biography of Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah

Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah, an Iranian/Azerbaijani intellectual, was born in the
town of Nakhah (modern-day Shaki in Azerbaijan) in Qajar Iran. Akhtindzadah’s
hometown was annexed by the Russian Empire in 1828. He was the son of a certain
Mirza Mohammad Taq1’s second wife, who left her husband due to a quarrel with his
first wife. These two incidents, one political and the other familial, significantly
impacted Akhiindzadah’s life. He was raised under the guidance of his uncle,
Akhiind HajT ‘Asghar, and received a traditional madrasa education and spent the
early years of his life in the Qarajadagh region, Ganja and Niikhah. Initially aiming
to become a mollah, Akhiindzadah’s path changed after meeting the Azerbaijani poet

Mirza Shafi’ Vazeh (d.1852)% in Ganja. According to Akhiindzadah’s autobiography,

8 Mirza Shafi’ was an Azerbaijani mystic poet and calligrapher. Known for his anti-clerical thoughts
based on his inclination to mysticism, he is credited with writing the first book on Azerbaijani
Turkish. Yavuz Akpinar, “Mirza Sefi’ VAZIH,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi islam Ansiklopedisi,
accessed April 13, 2024, https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/vazih-mirza-sefi.
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it was Mirza Shafi” who discouraged him from following a clerical career. Having
asked young Akhiindzadah about his motivation for excelling at sciences and learned
that he wants to be a mollah, Mirza Shafi’ rebukes him: “Do you want to be
hypocritical and charlatan?”’®” Then, Mirza Shafi’ informs Akhiindzadah about
mysticism ( ‘erfaniyyat). This encounter sparked Akhiindzadah’s lifelong disdain for
the ulama and led him to abandon his clerical aspirations. Akhiindzadah
subsequently attended a newly-opened Russian school in Niikhah. He later moved to
Tbilisi with his uncle and was appointed as a translator of Oriental languages in the
office of the Russian viceroy. His migration to Tbilisi, a cosmopolitan Caucasian city,
and his role as a translator were pivotal moments in his life. Apart from a diplomatic
mission to Tehran in 1848 and a short visit to Istanbul in 1863, Akhiindzadah spent
most of his life in Tbilisi. In addition to his official position as a translator in the
service of the Russian government, he taught Azeri Turkish at the Tbilisi gymnasium,
where he established a friendship with the gymnasium’s director, Khachatur Abovian
(d.18487?), a noteworthy Armenian intellectual who is also considered as one of the
first nationalist authors in Caucasia. Russian was the only non-Islamic language
Akhiindzadah could read through which he accessed modern ideas.®

Evaluating Akhtindzadah’s corpus will provide significant insights into his
intellectual contribution to Iranian modernist and nationalist discourse. His plays and
satirical comedies, originally written in Azerbaijani Turkish and later translated into

Persian by Mirza Ja’far Qarajadaghi, aimed to criticize the superstitions and

87 Akhiindzadah, “Biyoghrafya: Ya’ni Sargozasht-e Kolonel Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindof ke Khodash
be Qalem Avardah Ast,” 50.

8 For Akhiindzadah’s biography, | have relied on an encyclopedia entry written by Hamid Algar and
Faraydiin Adamiyyat’s classical Andishahda-ye Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah. Hamid Algar,
“AKUNDZADA,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed April 12, 2024,
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/akundzada-playwright ; Faraydiin Adamiyyat, Andishaha-ye Mirza
Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah (Tehran: Entasharat-e Kh"arazmi, 1349/1960).
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ignorance prevalent in the society. One of Akhiindzadah’s major aspirations was the
reform of the alphabet in Muslim societies. Convinced by the Arabic script’s
deficiencies, he saw it as an obstacle to progress. He authored a treatise, Resalah-ye
Alefba -ye Jadid (A Treatise on the New Alphabet), to advocate for alphabet reform
in Islamic languages and traveled to Istanbul in 1863 to present the new alphabet
project to the Ottoman elites, including Miinif Pasa, who shared similar ideas on the
incompatibility of the Arabic script. Despite an appreciation by the Ottoman
Scientific Society (Cemiyet-i Ilmiye-yi Osmaniye), Akhiindzadah’s proposal is not
found applicable in Istanbul.%® Akhiindzadah is also credited with writing the first
modern book review in Farsi. His Resalah-ye Irad (Faultfinding Treatise) is a
criticism of the court historian Reza Qoli Khan Hedayet’s Rowzat al-Safd-ye
Naseriyyah (The Gardens of Purity). His other and arguably more famous treatise,
Qeriteka (Criticism), is a pioneer of literary criticism in Persian.”® Before delving
into his Maktiibat (Letters), an essential one among his corpus and the primary
source of this section of the chapter, it is important to note that Akhtindzadah
maintained correspondence with various intellectuals and statesmen, although he was
living outside Qajar Iran. Mirza Yusaf Khan Mostashar al-Dowlah (d.1895), a
leading diplomat, statesman, and the author of the famous treatise Yak Kalimah (One
Word), Mirza Malkom Khan (d.1908), an Iranian intellectual and reformist of

Armenian origin, Manekji Limji Hataria (d.1890), Parsi philanthropist and

% For Akhiindzadah and Malkom Khan’s attempts to reform the alphabet, see Hamid Algar, “Malkum
Khan, Akhiindzada and the Proposed Reform of the Arabic Alphabet,” Middle Eastern Studies 5, no.
2 (1969): 116-30; Fevziye Abdullah Tansel also analyzes the alphabet debate in the Ottoman context.
Fevziye Abdullah Tansel, “Arap Harflerinin Islahi ve Degistirilmesi Hakkinda 1k Tesebbiisler ve
Neticeleri, 1862-1884,” Belleten 17, (1953): 224-249; For a recent study on this subject see Tanya
Elal Lawrence’s chapter in her unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. Tanya Elal Lawrence, in
“Akhundzadeh and Malkum Khan: A Sustained Interaction and Trans-Imperial Experiments in
Alphabet Reform,” in An Age of Trans-Imperial Vernacularisms: The Iranian Dissident Community of
the Late Ottoman Empire (PhD diss., Yale University, 2018), 148-193.

0 For an evaluation of Akhiindzadah’s contribution to literary criticism in Iran, see Iraj Parsinejad, A
History of Literary Criticism in Iran (1866-1951) (Maryland: Ibex Publishers, 2003), 39-65.
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intellectual, and Jalal al-Din Mirza (d.1872), a Qajar prince, whose Namah-ye
Khosrowan will be analyzed in the second part of the chapter, were some of
Akhiindzadah’s contacts demonstrating the intellectual ties he established with

Iranian elites.

2.2.2 Maktibat as a foundational text for Iranian nationalism
Akhiindzadah’s Maktiibat (Letters) is arguably one of the foundational texts that
mark Iranian modernity, as it questions the age-old beliefs, ideas, and institutions in
Iranian society. Maktiibat consists of three letters sent by Kamal al-Dowlah to Jalal
al-Dowlah, two imaginary Iranian princes, from Tabriz in Ramadan of 1280 (hajri).
The correspondence includes a brief response letter by Jalal al-Dowlah. There are
three other letters, known as molhagat (appendices), at the end of Maktiibat.
Akhiindzadah originally wrote Maktiibat in Azeri Turkish and translated it to
Persian with Mirza Yiasaf Khan, also known as Mostashar al-Dowlah.” It is
emphasized in a letter exchanged between Akhtindzadah and Mostashar al-Dowlah
that if Maktiibat was to be published anywhere, the names of the author,
Akhiindzadah, and the scribe (mostansakh), should remain confidential.”? The reason
why Akhitindzadah wrote under a pseudonym was due to the provocative nature of
the content, which is analyzed in detail below. Despite Akhiindzadah’s desire to
publish his work in the Ottoman Empire, Iran, Egypt, or Europe, the efforts were
unsuccessful during his lifetime. Nevertheless, Maktiibat circulated within

clandestine societies in pre-constitutional Iran.

" «“Shartnamah-ye Mostansakh-e Noskhah-ye Makttibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah” in Majmii’ah-ye Asar-e
Mirza Fath ‘Al Akhiindzadah, 379.
72 “Shartnamah”, 381.
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As an introduction to the text, we find definitions of concepts like “despot”,
“civilization”, “fanatic”, “literature”, “politics”, “progress”, “penseur”, “charlatan”,
“Protestantism”, and “patriot”. Akhiindzadah must have thought that his intended
audience was unfamiliar with these concepts and, therefore, felt the need to explain
them beforehand. Indeed, his choice of concepts and the way he explains them give
hints about the ideas that will be articulated throughout Maktizbat. For instance, he
defines “revolution” as a state (halat) in which people, fed up with the unlawfulness
of a tyrant and despot king, revolt against him and depose the king. Additionally,
Akhiindzadah describes revolution as reaching the conclusion that religious creeds
are baseless (piich). Consequently, people would go against the ulama and establish a
new religion based on the judgments of philosophers, which are in accordance with
reason (movafeq-e ‘aql).”

Mabktiubat begins with Kamal al-Dowlah’s reflections on Iran after journeys to
England, France, and America (Yangi Donya). Taking the calamitous and sorrowful
conditions of contemporary Iran as a point of departure, Akhtindzadah initiates a

revisionist interpretation of Iranian history. His depiction of pre-Islamic Iran is mixed

with nostalgia:

O Iran! Where are your glory (shovkat) and prosperity (sa ‘adat) that existed in the periods of
Kaytimars, Jamshid, Goshtasb, Antishiravan, Khosrowparviz? Even if that glory and
prosperity were like a candle vis-a-vis the sun in comparison to the contemporary glory and
prosperity of American and European nations, they were like light (niir) vis-a-vis the
darkness (zolmat) compared to Iran’s current state.”

What is worth noting here is that despite his nostalgia for ancient Iran,
Akhiindzadah attributes far more glory to modern Europe and America. By looking
at his comparison of ancient Iran and the modern West, one might expect that his

further remarks on pre-Islamic Iran would be balanced. On the contrary,

8 Akhtindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 393.
4 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 397.
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Akhiindzadah idealizes pre-Islamic Iran as a paradise on earth where justice, the rule
of law, humanitarian principles, health services, and a tax system were perfectly
implemented. He regards the pre-Islamic period as Iran’s golden age and emphasizes
the stark contrast between pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran. In the initial pages of
Maktiibat, he elaborates on the characteristics of the pre-Islamic Iranian state and
society, albeit scattered and cursory. Undoubtedly, a closer look at Akhtindzadah’s
writings on pre-Islamic Iran will reveal his ideas on this period of Iran.
Akhiindzadah asserts that ancient Iran had no poor or beggars. People
enjoyed freedom within the country and were respected abroad. Although there are
no written records of ancient Iran by the Iranian nation, ancient Greek sources attest
to the magnificence of Iranian rulers. These rulers were regularly informed about the
country’s affairs by state officials in the provinces and acted according to the
principles of payman-e farhang.” Akhiindzadah says that the prosperity and
contentment of the ra’a@ya from the Sasanids were such that they were willing to pay
more taxes than what the state imposed on them. Local rulers (hokkam) were not
authorized to sentence anyone to death in any part of Iran, even if that person
deserved execution. It was necessary first to submit the case to the king (padeshah),
and his verdict, supposedly in line with payman-e farhang, would be carried out.
However, in any case, the authorities were trying to avoid the death penalty as far as
possible, and the king’s favorites were unable to intercede on behalf of the guilty.
The reports of spies were taken seriously in ancient Iran. Soldiers did not rest

in military camps and were always ready for duty. State officials were not dismissed

™ Payman-e farhang is “name of a certain work replete with prudential and political maxims, ascribed
to Mah-abad, an early apostle sent to Persia.” F. Steingass, “paiman-farhang,” in A Comprehensive
Persian-English Dictionary (Istanbul: Cagr1 Yayinlari, 2005), 270; Payman-e farhang is mentioned
and quoted in Dabestan-e Mazaheb, one of the neo-Zoroastrian Dasatir texts. Thus, it shows the
impact of these texts on Akhiindzadah. Kayhosrow Asfandiyar, Dabestan-e Mazaheb, ed. Rahim
Rezazadah-e Malik, vol.1 (Tehran: Tahairt Publishing, 1362/1983), 49-64.
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without solid evidence, and those who dedicated their lives to public service, were
paid regular salaries, along with their relatives. Separate hospitals for men and
women ensured that all individuals received appropriate care and that needy people
were provided with treatment. Additionally, an advanced postal system allowed the
exchange of news between the capital and the provinces.

Kings had wise advisors who guided them in good deeds. Each day, these
advisors would recite payman-e farhang tor them. Additionally, Zoroastrian high
priests, highly knowledgable in all sciences, especially history and the principles of
payman-e farhang, assisted rulers with challenging affairs (omiir-e moshkalah).
Kings granted audiences regularly, and the contact between kings and their subjects
was direct to the extent that the former ones would sit at the same table with the
subjects during meals. The royal harem also had its own set of rules. Banii-ye
Banovan, the queen, had female servants, but she did not get involved in state affairs.
Akhiindzadah states that the laws of the Persian reign (qava ed-e saltanat-e Fors)
were numerous, and Persians (Farsiyan) specified a separate law for each matter.
Thus, he remarks that it would be redundant to enumerate them one by one. Suffice it
to say that payman-e farhang was the main source of the fame of Persian rulers
(salatin-e Fors) and the distinguished nature of the Persian nation (mellat-e Fars).

Overall, Akhiindzadah’s depiction of pre-Islamic Iran portrays a perfect state,
exalting the concept of the rule of law, providing social services to its subjects,
having a strong military and intelligence, and implementing a just tax system. All
these attributes of pre-Islamic Iran undoubtedly symbolize Akhiindzadah’s
aspirations for a modern Iranian state. Thus, he advocates for a return to Iran’s
magnificent past by discarding specific Islamic elements that he believes were

introduced by Arabs.
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Akhiindzadah notes that pre-Islamic Iran was a vast empire, with its borders
stretching to the Oxus River (Jayhiin), the Aral Sea, and Derbent, also known as Bab
al-Abvab, in the north, to the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea (bahr-e ‘Omman) in
the south. The Satluj river, located between Sindh (Send) and India (Handiistan),
marked the Eastern front. On the western side, Iran’s territory reached the Bosphorus
(Boghaz-e Estanbiil) around the Mediterranean Sea. Regions such as Baluchistan,
Afghanistan, Kashan, Ghor, Sistan, Lahore, Kashmir, Shikarpur, and the entire
Sindh, Belkh, Khiva, Urgench, Dasht-e Qepchag (Cumania), Shirvan, Babylonia
(Babilzamin), Hira, Diyarbakir (Diyar-e Bakr), Armenia (Armanzamin), Syrian
provinces, Damascus (Sham) and Aleppo (Haleb), were under the dominance of
Iranian rulers.’® Akhiindzadah’s description of ancient Iran’s most-extended
territories and borders can be seen as a forerunner of later Iranian nationalists’
conceptualization of Greater Iran (frdn-e Bozorg).

Parallel to his glorification of pre-Islamic Iran, Akhtindzadah adopts a strong
anti-Arab discourse throughout Maktiibat. He portrays Arabs as inherently backward
and savage, blaming them for bringing Iran to the brink of destruction through
conquest and Islamization. For example, the fictional Kamal al-Dowlah describes the
decline of Iran as a process initiated by the Arabs, telling his fictive interlocutor, Jalal
al-Dowlah: “Naked and hungry (barahnah and gorosnah) Arabs have made you
miserable for 1280 years. [As a result], your land is devastated, your people are
unlearned, ignorant of world civilization, deprived of the blessing of liberty, and your
king is a despot.””” Akhiindzadah argues that Arabs should not be credited with

spreading knowledge even during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. He contends

6 Akhtindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 400.
T Akhtindzadah, “Makttibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 400-401.
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that their contribution to the cultivation of sciences is negligible compared to what
they destroyed.’®

In addition to the glorification of pre-Islamic Iran and anti-Arab discourse,
Maktitbat’s contribution to the development of national(ist) terminology in Persian is
significant. Akhiindzadah was one of the first Iranian intellectuals to use concepts
such as homeland (vatan), nation (mellat), and race/lineage (najad) in their modern
meanings. For instance, he addresses the Iranian people as mellat and uses and refers
to them as Farsinazhadan'® (Persian race) in Maktibat. Furthermore, Akhiindzadah
introduces the notions of patriotism (vatanparvari or vatanparasti) and nationalism
(mellatdist)®, advocating for the spread of the patriotic zeal (ta assob-e vatan) in
place of religious zeal (ta assob-e din) among Iranians.®! He encourages rulers to
work in accordance with the principle of hobb-e vatan (the love of homeland).®?
Thus, it is safe to claim that he considers Iranians as a distinct nation. It is also worth
noting that Akhiindzadah emphasizes the Persian element/race in Iranian identity.

Contrary to the modern context of these concepts, the traces of pre-modern
meanings of mellat still appear in Maktiabat. For example, Akhtindzadah sometimes
refers to Muslims as mellat-e Eslam and Shiites as mellat-e Shi’ah.%® While
Akhiindzadah’s writings predominantly engage with the Iranian-national context, he
also addresses non-Iranian Muslims, appealing to the Islamic ummah (ommat-e
Eslam) in some instances. His intellectual relationships with Ottoman statesmen and

intellectuals like Miinif Pasa (d.1910) and Ali Suavi Efendi (d.1878) and his visit to

8 Akhiindzadah, “Sah Maktiib,” 530.

9 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 494.

80 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 389.

81 Akhiindzadah, “Sah Maktiib,” 531-532.

82 This phrase is reminiscent of Prophet Mohammad’s famous hadith: The love of homeland is part of
faith (Hobb al-Vatan men Al-/man).

8 See pages 477, 491, and 526-527 in Majmii 'ah-ye Asar-e Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah.
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Istanbul to promote alphabet reform are indicative of his transnational reform efforts.
In any case, I argue that Akhiindzadah’s writings exemplify the nationalization of the
political language despite their occasional transnational context.

As a final remark on the role of history in Maktiibdt, it should be stated that
despite its significance, history is not the primary focus of the text. Instead, history
serves as an explanatory tool for Iran’s backwardness, the despotism of the Qajar
political elite, the fanaticism of the ulama, and the ignorance of the people. This
historical perspective is intertwined with Akhiindzadah’s anti-Arab discourse and his
use of national terminology. In essence, Akhtindzadah’s criticisms of the Qajar
political, social, and religious establishment gain deeper significance through his
radical juxtaposition of pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran. Below, I will briefly analyze his
social criticism and his reform proposals.

Akhiindzadah views religion, particularly Shiite/Islamic theology and popular
religious beliefs, as an impediment to the progress of the Iranian nation. Therefore,
he challenges these doctrines vigorously in Maktiibat. His repeated criticisms and
mocking of religion throughout the text underscore his stance. He attributes the
prevalence of superstitions in Islamic society to a lack of knowledge of natural
sciences®* and criticizes traditional concepts of the afterlife, particularly noting the
terrifying depictions of hell.®> Akhiindzadah is especially critical of the Shiite belief
in the Hidden Imam (Emam-e Ghdayeb), dismissing claims of the Imam’s authenticity
as unfounded and lacking rational proof (dalil-e ‘aqli).®® He also examines and

dismisses theological and Sufi arguments for the existence of God as unconvincing.

84 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 450.
8 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 432-435.
8 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 448.
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Furthermore, he is unabashed in his criticism of Prophet Mohammad,
focusing particularly on his multiple marriages.®” According to Akhiindzadah,
foundational Islamic practices—such as daily prayers, pilgrimage to Mecca, and
fasting—were originally designed to discipline the pagan Arabs, whose primary
livelihood was plundering.®® He also laments that Islamic jurisprudence (feqh) has
remained unchanged for 1200 years despite significant changes in the living
conditions of Muslims.® Last but not least, he deals with the plight of Muslim
women, pointing to the adverse effects of their seclusion from society and the
practice of polygamy.®® At one point, he dismisses all religions as meaningless
(bima 'ni) and fiction (afsanah), clarifying that his criticisms are not targeted solely at
Islam but at religious dogma more broadly.®! Needless to say, alienation from the
religious dogma of Islam is a must to obtain modern sciences and make progress, in
Akhiindzadah’s opinion.

Akhiindzadah’s sharp criticism of the Shiite ulama can be seen as a corollary
to his anti-religious discourses. He labels the ulama as fanatics and charlatans
(sharlatan). He is uneasy about the role of the ulama in the state and society, noting
that the power of the Shiite ulama can exceed that of the Sultans when it comes to
religious affairs, and the ulama considers itself independent (mostagel) of the
Sultanic authority. The ulama humiliates rulers by calling them “the dog of the
threshold of the Imam” (kalb-e dstan-e amam).%?

After evaluating his anti-Islamic stance, a brief discussion of Akhiindzadah’s

concrete suggestions concerning the necessary reforms for political and social

87 Akhiindzadah cannot control himself and often insults the Prophet. See 467-473.
8 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 481-483.

8 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 484-485.

% Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 504.

% Akhiindzadah, “Maktabat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 410.

92 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 425.
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modernization is essential. Although Akhiindzadah is more focused on leveling
criticisms against the ulama, despotic rulers, and religious beliefs throughout
Maktiibat, his reform proposals can be inferred between the lines. He argues that
disseminating knowledge ( ‘e/m) is the only way to overcome ignorance, religious
superstitions, and despotic rulers.® In this context, he does not fail to mention the
importance of alphabet reform for achieving the dissemination of knowledge and
progress (prograh) in Islamic societies, although he elaborates on ideas concerning
alphabet reform in a separate essay®. He asserts that the Iranian state will not regain
its ancient strength and grandeur without the education of its people (tarbiyat-e
mellat). This education will not be possible without literacy (kasb-e savad), which in
turn cannot become widespread without the reform and change of the current
alphabet. Such a change is possible only through wise and effective measures
(tadabir-e miuiasseranah-ye hakimanah) that will be implemented over no less than
15 years.®® Regarding political reforms, Akhiindzadah emphasizes the concept of law
(ganiin) and the necessity of a parliament, indicating his support for
constitutionalism.

In a nutshell, a comprehensive examination of Maktiibat reveals that the text
comprises multiple layers. After capturing Iran’s current political, social, legal, and
religious conditions, Akhiindzadah outlines the necessary reforms in the political and
social spheres. Alongside proposing necessary reforms in the state and society, he
touches upon the obstacles to reform within Iranian society. The glorification of
ancient Iran and a strong anti-Arab discourse accompany his political, social, and

religious criticisms. He does not adhere to a specific order in articulating these

93 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 506-507.
% Akhiindzadah, “Alefba-ye Jadid,” 289-375.
9 Akhiindzadah, “Maktiibat-e Kamal al-Dowlah,” 429.
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layers, allowing the audience to find references to different aspects throughout the

text.

2.3 Jalal al-Din Mirza and the emergence of nationalist historiography in Iran
Though Akhiindzadah’s writings predate those of the two other intellectuals
examined in this chapter, it can be argued that Akhtindzadah did not produce any
major work that falls into the category of history as a genre. As previously stated, in
Akhiindzadah’s writings, history serves primarily as an explanatory tool for making
sense of Iran’s backwardness. In this regard, one may credit him with being one of
the precursors of nationalism in Iran. However, when it comes to historiography as a
genre, we should turn our attention to Jalal al-Din Mirza and Mirza Aqa Khan
Kermani as the first representatives of nationalist historiography.

Jalal al-Din Mirza was the fifty-fifth son of Fath ‘Ali Shah (1.1797-1834). He
probably received his early education in a traditional manner like the other princes.
However, it seems that his later education in the newly established Dar-al-Foniin and
acquaintance with the European residents in Tehran and reform-minded Iranians
radically transformed his ideas on matters like religion and history. The impact of
Dar-al-Foniuin on his mindset is unmistakable, as Jalal al-Din Mirza states that he
attended French lessons in Ddar-al-Foniin. He also points out the existence of
Europeans as instructors, and his remarks are very positive on Dar-al-Foniin.%

Contemporary sources do not give much detail on his life and activities. One
may say that the reason behind this negligence is that as the fifty-fifth son of Fath

‘Ali Shah, he had no chance of ascending to the throne. Thus, we may assume that he

was not an influential figure in the Qajar society. However, it is also plausible to

% Jalal al-Din Mirza, Namah-ye Khosrowan (Bombay: Mozaffari Press, 1906-7?), 2.
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think that because of his bad reputation, the sources mention him in passim. For
example, we are informed by Divanbeygi that he was known among the public as an
atheist because of his vos ‘at-mashrab (liberal disposition). He also mentions that his
words were against the sharia at their face value.®” His familiarity with European
ideas can be considered the source of his discomfort with the Sharia and the
established religious worldview in the Qajar period. Abbas Amanat reminds us of an
ancient critical attitude towards the Sharia-based socio-political entity among the
Sufi circles. This critical attitude might at least prepare the ground for the reception
of modern Western ideas for Jalal al-Din Mirza and like-minded intellectuals.®®

Jalal al-Din Mirza’s friendship with the reform-minded Iranians and his
collaboration with them illuminate his political, ideological, and intellectual
affiliations. As an example, his friendship with Mirza Malkom Khan should be
mentioned. Mirza Malkom Khan was an Armenian convert educated in France and
returned to Iran in the 1850s. After returning from France, he proposed reforms to
Naser al-Din Shah for the modernization of Iran. Also, we know he lectured on
different scientific subjects in Dar al-Foniin. He also founded a secret society called
Faramiishanah (House of Oblivion) in a manner of Mason lodges with which he
became familiar in Paris. It seems that Malkom Khan aimed to spread modern ideas
among prominent political and intellectual figures. Jalal al-Din Mirza’s role in this
pseudo-Masonic organization was also illustrative of Jalal al-Din Mirza’s thoughts.
Apart from being an active member, Jalal al-Din Mirza was hosting these meetings in

his house. The Faramiishanah was abolished by a royal decree in October 1861.%° Its

7 Sayyid Ahmad Divanbeygi Shirazi, Hadigat-al-Shoara. Vol. 1. ed. ‘Abd-al-Hosayn Navayi. (Tehran:
Enteharat-e Zarrn, 1985), 370.

% Abbas Amanat, “Parkhagan va Andishah-ye Bazyabi-ye Malli-ye iran: Jalal al-Din Mirza va Namah-
ye Khosrowan”. fran Namah 17, no. 1 (1999): 9.

% Hamid Algar, “Freemasonry; ii. In the Qajar Period,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, ed. Ehsan Yarshater.
accessed January 26, 2022, https://iranicaonline.org/articles/freemasonry-ii-in-the-gajar-period.
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members, including the founder, Malcolm Khan, had to flee from Iran after the royal
decree. Jalal al-Din Mirza took refuge at Shah Abd-al-‘Azim Shrine, located in the
vicinities of the capital, due to the fear of death. Although he was pardoned after a
while, he could not gain the trust of Naser al-Din Shah until he died in 1872.

In addition to Malkom Khan, he was in contact with Mirza Fath ‘Al1
Akhiindzadah. The letters between Akhtindzadah and Jalal al-Din Mirza show their
joint dissatisfaction with the Qajar political and social establishment. The letters are
also significant as they reveal some details concerning the writing process of Namah-
ye Khosrowan.® Another influential figure with whom Jalal al-Din Mirza had
relations was Manekji Limji Hataria, who was the representative of the Indian Parsi
community in Iran between the years 1854-1890. Manekji was striving to improve
the social and economic conditions of the Iranian Zoroastrians, particularly through
philanthropy. It seems that he had a considerable impact on certain dissident
intellectuals.!® In this regard, Jalal al-Din Mirza's collaboration with him is
interesting as he included a text written by Manekji on the history of Zoroastrianism

to his Namah-ye Khosrowan. 2

2.3.1 Namah-ye Khosrowan
In the light of his dissident ideas and intellectual background explained above, Jalal
al-Din Mirza wrote a history of Iran from the ancient period to his time. His three-

volume Namah-ye Khosrowan marks a definitive departure from traditional

100 Mirza Fath ‘Ali Akhiindzadah, Alefba-ye Jadid va Maktiibat, ed. Hamid Mohammadzadah and
Hamid Arasli, (Baku: Nashriyat-e Farhangestan-e ‘Olim-e Comhiiri-ye Shiiravi-ye Sosyalisti-ye
Azarbaycan, 1963); for Akhiindzada’s letters to Jalal al-Din Mirza see pages 170-7; 182; 220-9; 247-
9, 252-4; for Jalal al-Din Mirza ’s letters to Akhiindzada see pages 373-9; 393-5.

101 For a general evaluation of Manekji’s impact on Iranian intellectuals and how the nationalist
Iranians perceived him, see Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, “An Emissary of the Golden Age: Manekji Limji
Hataria and the Charisma of the Archaic in Pre-Nationalist Iran”, Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism
10, no. 3 (2010): 377-390.

102 | could not look at this text because it was excluded in the edition I used.
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historiography, particularly in its treatment of ancient history. His remarks on the

reason for writing Namah-ye Khosrowan reveal his motives. He says:

[After learning French in Dar-al-fontin], this humble read many books, [and] one day
contemplated why we, Iranians, forgot the language of our ancestors. Although our
ancestors were world-renowned authors and poets, we do not have any books written in
old Persian from them. For a while, I lamented the disappearance of Iranians’ ancient
language. Then, I decided to start writing a book in the old style. I could not find a
worthier account than the Iranian kings. Hence, I called it Namah-ye Khosrowan. I tried
to use plain language because I wanted to make sure my words were understood.*%®

The novelty of Jalal al-Din Mirza’s approach is evident from the structure and
organization of the book. Taking a glance at the structure and periodization would be
useful to understand his intention and mindset. The first volume of the book deals
with pre-Islamic Iran. He divides the kings of the ancient history of Iran into five
groups: Abadiyan, Jivan, Shaiyan, Yasaiyan, and Golshahiyan. He spares only three
pages for the history of the first four groups. Nevertheless, the existence of such
groups is one of the most interesting aspects of Namah-ye Khosrowan since these
names did not exist, neither in medieval Islamic sources dealing with ancient Iran nor
the modern historiography can prove their existence. The only source that mentions
these groups is the Dasatir texts (Motiin-e Dasatir). Golshahiyan, the fifth group, is
also divided into four dynasties: Pishdadiyan, Keyan, Askhaniyan, and Sasaniyan.
The genealogy he ofters for the Golshdahiyan is more or less compatible with the
narratives of ancient Iran that can be found in classical medieval and early modern
Iranian-Islamic historiography.

The second and third volumes deal with Islamic Iran until the Zand period
(1751-1794). The first volume ends with the fall of Sasanid Iran into the hands of the
Muslim Arabs. Jalal al-Din Mirza states at the very beginning of the second volume
that after the death of Yazdegerd, the last Sasanid king, Arabs and Turks destroyed

Iran. He starts the second volume with the Taherid dynasty, considered the first

108 Jalal al-Din Mirza , Namah-ye Khosrowan, 2.
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Iranian dynasty after the Muslim conquest. He points out that there were rebellions
against Muslim rule in different parts of Iran, such as Tabaristan, Sakistan, Kerman,
etc. However, they were insufficient to rescue such a vast country from the Arabs.%
The second volume ends with the Mongol attack. The third volume also covers the
history of Iran from the Cengizids to the Zand dynasty. In one of his letters to
Akhiindzade, he stated that to write the fourth volume, which would deal with the
Qajar history, either the affairs should change, or he has to leave Iran.'%®

The periodization of Namah-ye Khosrowan resembles the tripartite
periodization of history as ancient, medieval, and modern even though the author
intended to write the fourth volume in addition to the three volumes he could
finish.1% A remarkable feature of Jalal al-Din Mirza’s periodization is the point that
the first and second volumes end with foreign occupations, namely, the Arab and
Mongol invasions of Iran. Amanat argues in his article on the Namah-ye Khosrowan
that Jalal al-Din Mirza’s periodization evokes romanticism in the historiography of
nineteenth-century Europe. Searching for the nation’s roots was one of the most
significant components of romantic historiography’s agenda. Romantic historians
thought the national identity resulted from strife between the indigenous and foreign
people. In this regard, the French historian Thierry, one of the most prominent
members of this school, asserted that the Norman conquest was a turning point in the
history of England. According to this school of historiography, the duty of historians
was to find the national essence. The ideas of freedom and equality were considered

the national essence. These historians hoped to find the national essence in a distant

past that could be used as a template for the nation’s present condition.'®” Amanat

104 Jalal al-Din Mirza , Namah-ye Khosrowan. vol.2, 2.

105 Akhandzadah, Alefba-ye Jadid, 373.
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107 Abbas Amanat, “Piirkhagan va Andishah-ye Bazyabi-ye Malli-ye iran,” 31.
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qualifies his argument by saying that we should not necessarily assume that Jalal al-
Din Mirza has read and been directly inspired by the Romantic school. Instead,
parallels between his work and the European historians may point out a common
characteristic of reconstruction or reformulation of the past in the nineteenth century
in any part of the world.

In a nutshell, the three-volume Namah-ye Khosrowan exemplifies certain
novelties in the genre of historiography of the Qajar period. For one thing, we see an
Iran-centered historical narrative. The history of Iran in Jalal-al-din Mirza’s work is
not depicted as a part of Islamic history. Instead, the subject matter is Iran from the
ancient period until the Qajar period. He departed from the narrative of the
Abrahamic religions about the ancient history. As opposed to most of the universal
histories written in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish until the nineteenth century, he did
not use the general framework provided by the Qur’an. Instead, he espoused the neo-
Zoroastrian worldview by using the Dasatir texts. Thirdly, he wrote his work in pure
Persian (Farsi-ye Sarah). Last but not least, Jalal al-Din Mirza ’s periodization of
Iranian history was a clear departure from the histories of the Qajar period written
until the 1860s. The Arab and Mongol invasions were depicted as interruptions in
Iranian history as Jalal-al-din Mirza ended the first two volumes with the Arab and

Mongol invasions.'%

2.4 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani and racialization of ancient Iranian history
Mirza Aqa Khan Kermant is the chronologically last significant figure included in
this chapter, as his politically and intellectually active years spanned the 1880s and

the 1890s. Kermant’s dissent from the Qajar political and religious establishment was

108 Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative,” 327-329.
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even more apparent than Akhiindzadah and Jalal-al-din Mirza. His writings on
various topics, such as religion, history, and politics, underscore his radicalism and

dissent.

2.4.1 Aradical Iranian in Hamidian Istanbul: The intellectual and political biography
of Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani

Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, a pivotal figure in early Iranian nationalism, was born in
1853 in Kerman. He came from an established local family with a Zoroastrian
background and Sufi affiliations.!®® Although detailed information about his life and
activities in Kerman is scarce, it can be assumed that his familial background and the
religo-political fabric of Kerman had a significant impact on the formation of
Kermani’s intellectual mindset.'° He received a traditional education in rhetoric,
logic, theology, and the Persian and Arabic languages. Kermani became acquainted
with Babi-Azali religious ideas!!! in Kerman and eventually identified as a Babi-
Azali. At one point, he was compelled to assume the tax collection duty in the region.
According to the accounts of his life, he had to flee Kerman because of a dispute
with the governor over tax collection.!'? After spending some time at the court of

Zell al-Soltan, a Qajar prince and the governor of Isfahan, and then in cities like

109 Kermani’s great-grandfather was a Zoroastrian convert, and his father belonged to the Ahl-e Haqq
sect. See Faraydiin Adamiyyat, Andishaha-ye Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani (Tehran: Entasharat-e Payam,
1357/1978), 13.

110 Kerman harbored people from various religious backgrounds with orthodox and unorthodox
inclinations. For the social, religious, and political fabric of Kerman and Mirza Aqa Khan’s life in
Kerman, see Mangol Bayat Philipp, "Mirza Aga Khan Kirmani: Nineteenth Century Persian
Revolutionary Thinker” (PhD diss., University of Los Angeles, California, 1971), 91-108.

11 Azalism is one of the two factions of the nineteenth-century messianic movement, Babism.
Introduced by Sayyid ‘Alt Mohammad-e Shirazi, known as Bab, were divided into two groups:
Bahaism and Azalism. It is generally acknowledged that Azalism is a more conservative and dissident
form of Babism than Bahaism. D. M. MacEoin, “BABISM,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed April
12, 2024, https://iranicaonline.org/articles/babism-index ; D. M. MacEoin, “AZALI BABISM,” in
Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed April 12, 2024, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/azali-babism.
112 Shaykh Mahmiid Afdal Kermani, “Mokhtasarm Az Sharh-e Ahval-e Marhtim Mirza Aqa Khan
Kermani” in Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani and Shaykh Ahmad-e Rahi, Hasht Bahesht, Published
digitally by Bayani Digital Publications, 2001.
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Tehran and Mashad, he immigrated to the Ottoman Empire in 1886. This marked a
new era in Kermani’s life.!!® In the meantime, he went to Cyprus with his close
friend Shaykh Ahmad Riihi, met Sobh-e Azal, the leader of Azalis, and both friends
married two daughters of Sobh-e Azal, signifying their commitment to the Azali
cause.

Kermani’s Istanbul years, which concluded with his extradition by the
Sublime Porte to Iran in 1896, were marked by significant intellectual and political
activity. Initially, he likely supported the Azali-Babi cause. Later, Kermani
corresponded with Malkom Khan and helped him to spread his oppositional journal,
Qaniin*'*, by distributing it among Iranians in the Ottoman Empire and Iran.!* His
final political involvement was joining pan-Islamist cause led by Jamal al-Din
Afghani in Istanbul. Following his extradition to Iran on accusations of involvement
in the assassination of the Iranian Shah, Naser al-Din, Kermani was executed with his
two friends in Tabriz.1®

Kermant authored numerous texts on history, literature, philosophy, religion,

anthropology, and other fields.'” Although most of his works have never been

113 There are many sources that provide a biography of Kermani. As Faraydiin Adamiyyat notes,
however, Shaykh Mahmiid Afdal Kermani’s introduction in Hasht Bahesht and Mahmid Dabestani’s
two articles in Yaghmah journal seem to serve as points of departure for further accounts of Kermani’s
biography, as the former was living in Istanbul and the brother of Kermani’s friend, Shaykh Ahmad
Riihi, and the latter had contact with Kermani’s family in Kerman. Faraydiin Adamiyyat, Andishaha-
yve Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani (Tehran: Entasharat-e Payam, 1357/1978), 14; Mahmild Dabestani-ye
Kermani, “Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani,” Yaghmah 2, vol. 6 (Shahrivar 1328/1949): 255-259; Mahmiid
Dabestani-ye Kermani, “Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani II,” Yaghmah 3, vol. 2 (Ordibahasht 1329/1950),
82-87.

114 Malkom Khan published his modernist newspaper, Qaniin, in London between 1890 and 1898. For
an analysis of the newspaper’s content in the context of Malkom’s opposition to the Shah, see
especially pages 187-205 of Hamid Algar’s highly critical biography of Malkom Khan. Hamid Algar,
Mirza Malkum Khan: A Study in the History of Iranian Modernism (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1973).

115 Faraydun Adamiyyat, Andishaha-ye Mirza Aqa Khan Kermant, 30.

118 For Kermani’s political activities, see Tanya Elal Lawrence, “An Age of Trans-Imperial
Vernacularisms: The Iranian Dissident Community of the Late Ottoman Empire” (PhD diss., Yale
University, 2018), 82-98.

17 For a sketch of Kermani’s corpus see Faraydiin Adamiyyat, Andishaha-ye Mirza Aqa Khan
Kermani, 49-70.
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published, Kermani’s significant role in Qajar intellectual history can hardly be

exaggerated.!*® Despite his intellectual versatility, I will focus on his writings on pre-
Islamic Iran, Arabs, and the role of Islam in Iranian history. I contend, following Zia-
Ebrahimi’s argument, that Kermani radicalized Akhiindzadah’s views on pre-Islamic

Iran and Islam.

2.4.2 Ayenah-ye Sekandart (Alexander’s Mirror) and Sad Khetabah (Hundread
Lectures)

Ayenah-ye Sekandari stands as the most comprehensive of Kermani’s works related
to history. The title of the book is a reference to a verse by Hafez-e Shirazi: “The
wine cup is an Alexandrian mirror/ Look how it reveals to you the affairs of Dara’s
kingdom.”**® This book is a product of Kermant’s Istanbul years, like the majority of
his corpus. He says that he began to write Ayenah-ye Sekandart after completing
Ayenah-ye Sokhanvart, a book on Persian literature, in the years 1889 and 1890.
According to Kermani’s account, he presented Ayenah-ye Sokhanvari to one of the

),2% who, appreciating Kermant’s work, encouraged him

grandees (yaki az bozorgan
to write a book on history, asserting that “histoire” is more important than

“littérature” nowadays.?! It was published during the Constitutional struggle in Iran

(1906-1909) by order of ‘Ala’ al-Molk'??, the minister of education and sciences.

118 See these publications to have a better understanding of Kermani’s intellectualism. Iraj Parsinejad,
A History of Literary Criticism in Iran (1866-1951) (Maryland: Ibex Publishers, 2003), 67-93; Pejman
Abdolmohammadi, “The Political Thought of Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, The Father of Persian
National Liberalism,” Oriente Moderno 94, no. 1 (2014): 148-61; Mangol Bayat, Mysticism and
Dissent : Socioreligious Thought in Qajar Iran (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1982), 133-
175.

119 Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative,” 338.

120 Sayyid Jamal al-Din Afghani was probably the person to whom Kermani presented his work.

121 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandari, 8.

122 It is interesting to note that ‘Ala’ al-Molk was the Iranian ambassador in the Ottoman Empire when
Kermant was extradited to Iran in 1896. ‘Ala’ al-Molk’s and his predecessor, Nezam al-Saltanah’s
requests for Kermant and his friends’ extradition to Iran are reflected in the Ottoman documents.
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Motarjem al-Mamalik, Zayn al-‘Abedin, and Mirza Jahangir Khan Shirazi (d.1908)
undertook the task of editorship.?

The detailed analysis of the entire text is beyond the scope of this chapter.
However, a glance at the introduction of Ayenah-ye Sekandar reveals much about
his novel approach to history as a concept. For Kermani, history is not just a
narrative written and read to take lessons ( ‘ebrat) from the deeds of kings and nobles.
Instead, it serves as an indicator and proof of a nation’s nobility and a document of
its grandeur and honor.'?* Kermani argues that the reason why the Indians, the
Greeks, the Chinese, and the Jews continue to exist today is that they have preserved
their ancient writings, unlike the peoples of Troy, Lydia, and Carthage. He contends
that Iranians would have lost their language and identity, much like the Egyptians,
Syrians, and Iragis, if Ferdowsi had not written his Shahnamah.**® Taraqqt (progress)
and fanazzol (decline) are two key concepts that appear recurrently in Ayenah-ye
Sekandart. Kermani claims that history is the only way for a nation to overcome the
challenge of decline, which, along with progress, forms part of the natural cycles.*?®

Although Ayenah-ye Sekandari shares the same ideological stance with
Namah-ye Khosrowan, it differs based on its particular features. Unlike Jalal al-Din
Mirza, who writes a kind of dynastical history, Kermani places specific emphasis on

the concept of the Iranian nation throughout Ayenah-ye Sekandari. 1t is debatable, of

123 Information concerning the publication of the book comes from a foreword written by Motarjem
al-Mamalik, Zayn al-*Abedin. According to this writing, Mirza Jahangir Khan Shirazi fixed the scribal
errors concerning the nomenclature and dates. He also added the original French words to the text.
The foreword was written in October 1906. It is appropriate, therefore, to assume that the book was
published shortly after this date.; The second edition of Ayenah-ye Sekandari was prepared by ‘Al
Asghar Haqdar and came out in 2010 in Iran. Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, 4yenah-ye Sekandari:
Tarikh-e Iran Az Zaman-e Magabl-e Tarikh ta Rehlat-e Hazret-e Khatmi Martabat, edited by Alt
Asghar Haqdar (Tehran: Nasr-e Chasmah, 2010).

124 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandari, 13.

125 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandart, 13-14.

126 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandari, 14.
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course, to what extent he was successful in writing a history of the people of ancient
Iran, as references to kings and dynasties are ubiquitous.

It is also important to note that Ayenah-ye Sekandari is a history written with
the hope of fostering a sense of national awakening among Iranians. To achieve such
a goal, Kermani effectively uses ancient legends as examplars. For example, he
references the story of Kaveh the Blacksmith (Kavah-ye Ahangar), who, according to
Shahnamah, expelled the foreigners from Iran. Kermant emphasizes that Iranians
should take pride in the national effort Kavah demonstrated in extinguishing
oppression.*?’ From an overview of Ayenah-ye Sekandari, one can assert that the
occupation of Iran by Arabs or Semitic people and national resistance demonstrated
by Iranians are central themes Kermanit deals addresses in his work.

One of Kermani’s remarkable contributions to mainstream nationalism is his
full-fledged articulation of Aryanist racism. References to Aryan race (nazhdad-e
Aryad) are numerous in Kermani’s works. This is not to say that he was the first
Iranian to use the concept of nazhdad (race) in Persian. Rather, the term can be seen in
the writings of Akhtindzadah and Jalal al-Din Mirza, and others. It should be noted,
however, that nazhad seemed to mean family, origin, root, and descent until it gained
the racial tone in the late nineteenth century by Kermani 1%, as Zia-Ebrahimi argues
that Kermant was the first Iranian, who used the term Aryan in its modern racial

context in Persian.1?®

127 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye Sekandart, 75-76.

128 F_ Steingass, “nazhad,” in A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary (Istanbul: Cagr
Yaynlari, 2005), 1398.; Ali Ansari discusses the ambiguous use of race in Farsi in later periods. Ali
Ansari, “Iranian Nationalism and the Question of Race,” 104.

129 Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 155.; David Motadel argues that
Akhiindzadah was also under Ernest Renan’s distinction between Aryans and Semites, although the
former did not make a direct reference to any European scholars or thinkers. It is also important to
note that Akhiindzadah does not use the term Aryan in his writings. David Motadel, “Iran and the
Aryan myth,” in Perceptions of Iran: History, Myths and Nationalism from Medieval Persia to the
Islamic Republic, ed. Ali M. Ansari (London: |.B. Tauris, 2014), 130-131.
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Kermani’s Sad Khetabah provides clear evidence of his racism. In the fifth
section of Sad Khetabah, which is titled “On the Difference of Human Races and
Definition of Civilization” (Darbarah-ye Tafavot-e Nazhadha-ye Adami ba Yakdigar
va Ta rif-e Tamaddon), he delves into the categorization of human races. Kermani
asserts that humans come from different species and breeds (anvd’va ajnas). He
claims that the Caucasian man is more distinguished, noble, and handsome
(khoshqiydfah) than others. More importantly, he states that the form and the
structure of the Caucasian brain (demagh) are more complex than others. It is
important to note that when Kermant refers to the Caucasian race, he does not mean
people living in that specific region. According to Kermani, Europeans and the
majority of the Asian countries are considered to belong to the Caucasian race. He
classifies others, such as the negro (zangi), the Chinese, etc., as different breeds.*°

Kermani regards blood as another determinant in a nation’s breed. After
briefly touching upon the factors that impact the balance of blood and breed, he
asserts that there is a complete difference (fafavot-e kolli) between the blood and the
form and the structure of the brain of savage (vahshi) and civilized (motamaddina)
nations. To that effect, he notes a huge difference between the Negro and Ethiopian
(habeshi), and the English and the Parisian (Parisi). In the end, he asserts that the
noble Iranian nation, which he regards as the father of nations, lived under the

principles of polite manners and civilization (tarbiyat va tamaddon) in the past.3

132

Kermani’s anti-Arab and anti-Semitic~°¢ ideas are reflections of his

appropriation of Aryanism and biological racism. In addition to the fact that Arab

130 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Sad Khetabah, ed. Mohammad Ja’far Mahjib (Los Angeles, Ketab
Corp., 2006), 14.

181 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Sad Khetabah, 14-15.

182 Kermani considers Arabs and Jews under the umbrella term “Semites”. At one point, however, he
acknowledges that Jews are famous for their intelligence. Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Ayenah-ye
Sekandari, 107.
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invasions disrupted Iranian national history, Kermani blames Arabs for destroying
the written records of Iranian civilization.!*® He states that European philosophers
(filsufan-e farang) believe there are no other two nations whose concepts of ethics
and morality are as contradictory as those of the Arabs and Iranians.'3* Thus, the
dichotomy between the “savage” Arabs and the “civilized” Iranians is well
established throughout his writings. Kermanit uses offensive language against Arabs,
describing them as barbarian and savage and devoid of knowledge and manners
(‘elm o0 adab).*® At times, he cannot restrain himself and openly curse Arabs.!3®
Kermant’s approach to religions, particularly Islam, is too complex to provide
a clear picture of his ideas. Although it is known that Kermani sympathized with the
Babi-Azali cause for a while and wrote a treatise, Hasht Bahesht, to explain Babi
religious and philosophical concepts, some of his writings suggest that he questioned
all religions, particularly Abrahamic ones. What adds to the puzzlement is that he
often references the Qur’an and speaks like a Muslim in some of his writings, and
even espoused pan-Islamic cause when Afghani was in Istanbul. One possible
explanation for this complexity is that Kermani’s religious ideas evolved throughout
his life in Iran and the Ottoman Empire. Thus, inconsistencies might reflect the shifts
that occurred in his understanding of religious. Alternatively, Kermani may have
adopted a pragmatic approach to religion based on his aim to appeal to different
groups, such as Babi-Azalis, Muslims, or dissident intellectuals. It is also important
to note that Kermani may have wanted to protect himself from accusations of heresy

by pretending to be a devout Muslim.**’

133 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Adyenah-ye Sekandari, 24.

134 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Sad Khetabah, 122.

135 Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Sad Khetabah, 122-124, 127.

136 He calls Arabs kiin-barahnah (bare-assed). See Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, Sad Khetabah, 18.
137 Mangol Bayat Philipp, "Mirza Aga Khan Kirmani: Nineteenth Century Persian Revolutionary
Thinker, ” 177; Certain documents in the Ottoman archive demonstrate that the Sublime Porte was
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2.5 Conclusion

I have tried to demonstrate that the three intellectuals analyzed in this chapter
significantly contributed to and arguably shaped the development of Iranian
nationalism. I considered their familial backgrounds, educations, intellectual
connections, and political affiliations as some of the main determinants in their
intellectual paths. In this regard, Akhiindzadah’s connection with Tsarist Russia, Jalal
al-Din Mirza’s education at Dar al-Foniin, and Kermani’s early Azali-Babism and
intellectual maturation in Istanbul are unmistable. In conclusion, if Akhiindzadah
was the intellectual who articulated foundational tenets of mainstream nationalism
for the first time, Jalal al-Din Mirza provided the first example of new Iran-centered

historiography, and Kermani expounded and racialized Akhiindzadah’s thoughts.

informed by the Iranian embassy that Kermani has anti-Islamic writings. Following this accusation,
the Sublime Porte conducted an investigation. See BOA, BEO 338/25280., (25 Cemazeyelahir 1311/ 3
Ocak 1894); BOA, BEO 352/26397., (25 Recep 1311/ 1 Subat 1894); BOA, BEO 359/26924., (9
Saban 1311/ 15 Subat 1894).
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CHAPTER 3

CONTEXTUALIZING 4ASAR-E ‘AJAM

3.1 Introduction

In the second chapter, I analyzed the writings of the three noteworthy early
nationalist intellectuals, particularly how they instrumentalized pre-Islamic Iran to
strengthen their ideological positions. In this chapter, I introduce the main source of
this thesis, Asar-e ‘Ajam. I first provide an overview of Asar-e ‘Ajam. Later, I will
discuss the patronage ties behind the production of Asar-e ‘Ajam. Then, I will
contextualize Asar-e ‘Ajam as a travel book dealing with various subjects.
Furthermore, Asar-e ‘Ajam’s literary characteristics will be a matter of concern in
this chapter. The sources Forsat used in writing Asar-e ‘Ajam will be another
subheading in the chapter. After that, [ will separately deal with the early reception
and impact of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s visual and written content. The chapter mainly aims to
shed light on the technical aspects of Asar-e ‘Ajam and provide a critical analysis of

the appearance of Asar-e ‘Ajam as a text and its publication.

3.2 The synopsis of Asar-e ‘Ajam

Asar-e ‘Ajam consists of an introduction and nineteen chapters. Even though each
chapter differs in its scope, it can be stated that Forsat has a particular method
throughout the book. He usually describes ancient ruins first and provides historical
information regarding them. In addition to his detailed description and drawings,
Forsat includes translations of the inscriptions in ancient sites like Persepolis
whenever he can find them in European sources. He often tries to decipher meaning

from the visual material he sees in ancient sites. When speaking about the cities or
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towns, he briefly dwells on topics such as agriculture, nature, and climate, as well as
the moral and religious characteristics of the local people. He also includes the
biographies of notable historical and contemporary figures of each town and city in
the Fars region in so much that the number of people Forsat deals with in Asar-e
‘Ajam is hundreds. He makes frequent digressions to relate moral stories and quotes
poetry from his diwan or other poets. Forsat’s primary focus is on the Fars region,
but he describes and provides information about Susa, Kermanshah, Basra, and the
famous 7daq Kesra, located in the ancient city of Ctesiphon in modern Iraq. He
briefly mentions the ancient monuments in other regions of Iran and gives concise
information about civilizations, such as ancient Egypt, Afghanistan, and Babel. He
dedicates the last part of the book to contemporary Shiraz. This part of the book
bears the title Shiraznamah. After giving a brief historical background of the
foundation and development of Shiraz in pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods,
Forsat writes about the rivers, gates, neighborhoods, mosques, tombs, dervish lodges,
schools, hosayniyahs*®, bazaars, caravanserais, public bathrooms, public and private
gardens, administrational offices and foreign companies. Apart from the monuments
of contemporary Shiraz, he touches upon several scholars, jurisprudents, men of
letters (odebd), learned men (fozeld), preachers (ahl-e menbar), physicians,
calligraphers, painters, book illuminators (mozahheb), merchants, and artisans lived
before or currently living in Shiraz. Shiraznamah stands as an appendix to Asar-e

‘Ajam, although it carries a different title.

138 Hosayniyah is an architectural unit that emerged in early Islamic history for Moharram ceremonies
to commemorate Hosayn’s martyrdom. After the Safavid period, however, its function started to
overlap with the takyas. Later, it gained political character, especially during the Constitutional
Revolution and anti-Pahlavi campaign. See Jean Calmard, “HOSAYNIYA in Encyclopeedia Iranica,
accessed March 7, 2024, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/hosayniya.
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Mirza Mohammad Nasir Hosayni-ye Shirazi, better known by his pen name,
Forsat, was born in Shiraz in 1854. He came from an established family whose
members had literary and artistic tastes. Forsat’s father and grandfather were poets,
and his great-grandfather was the chief physician at the court of Karim Khan (d. 1779),
the founder of the Shiraz-based Zand dynasty. Forsat pursued a path similar to his
ancestors, as he was also a known poet and artist in the late Qajar period. He started to
learn painting with his father, a book illuminator (mozahheb). Forsat was more
interested in portrait painting than tazheb, as he says in his autobiography.'*® Painting
for Forsat was a way of making life as he drew portraits of local elites. In addition to
painting, he learned photography while residing in Tehran shortly before the
Constitutional Revolution. Forsat’s early education covers the traditional madrasa
curriculum, i.e., the religious and rational sciences. He taught at a madrasa in Shiraz
for a while.

Notwithstanding his traditional education, he was eager to learn modern
sciences. For example, he says that Darwin’s evolution theory revived him and advised
the readers to learn this science as it strengthens believers’ towhed.'*° His open-minded
enthusiasm for all kinds of knowledge was one of the most interesting characteristics
of Forsat. He was a prolific writer as well as a polymath. He wrote books about
different topics like ancient Iranian scripts, the geography of India, traditional Iranian
music, the account of the Constitutional revolution, and modern astronomy. He edited
Ferdowsi’s Shahnamah and published it in India as well. Among his numerous works,
Asar-e ‘Ajam was probably the most well-known book of Forsat. As to his political

thoughts and activities, although he had patronage ties with the Qajar court and ruling

139 Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi, Divan-e Forsat, ed. ‘Al Zarrinqalam (Tehran: Ketabforiishi-ye Siris,
1958), 4.
140 Forsat, Divan, 100.
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elite, he took part in the Constitutional struggle in Iran for a while. His acquaintance
with Sayyid Jamal al-Din Asadabadi, known as Afghani, was a decisive event in his
life. The impact of Afghani was profound on Forsat, as he explains in his writings.
After the Constitutional period, he assumed the directorship of the Shiraz branch of
the Department of Education. He also served as the first head of the new Department
of Justice in Shiraz for a short term. Forsat died in 1920 and was buried next to the

famous Shirazi poet Hafez in Hafeziyyah.**

3.3 The travels of Forsat al-Dowlah and the patronage ties behind the production of
Asar-e ‘Ajam
Asar-e ‘Ajam is the blend and result of Forsat’s travel notes and research, covering
the notes of four trips made over approximately twenty years. It is necessary to
examine the patronage ties behind its production, as the making of Asar-e ‘Ajam was
largely related to the patronage links still vivid in late nineteenth-century Iran. Given
the lack of an established print culture and middle-class urban readers until the
Constitutional period in Iran, it is hard to assume autonomy for the authors of the
Qajar period. Commissioning a treatise or a book was also common for the Qajar
elites. 42

Three of Forsat’s four travels were commissioned by different notables to
examine the ancient monuments, draw their pictures, calculate the altitude of certain

places, and survey some of the lands in the Fars region. His journey to ‘Atabat

141 For the general information about Forsat’s biography see Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi, Divan-e
Forsat, ed. ‘Ali Zarrinqalam (Tehran: Ketabforaishi-ye Siras, 1958); Manouchehr Kasheff,
“FORSAT-AL-DAWLA, ” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed May 21, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/forsat-al-dawla; introduction of Mohammad Nasir Forsat
Shirazi, ‘dsar-e ‘Ajam, ed. Mansiir Rastgar Fasayi, 2 volumes (Tehran, Enthesharat-e Amir Kabir,
1998).

142 Marashi, Afshin. “Print Culture and Its Publics: A Social History of Bookstores in Tehran, 1900-
1950,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 47, no. 1 (2015): 89-108.
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region, located in modern Iraq, was an exception, as he visited the shrines of Shiite
imams and the famous 7ag-e Kesra (Arch of Ctesiphon), the remains of a Sasanid
building located in modern Iraq, on his own in 1886 (1303 Sha’ban). Among his four
travels, two of them stand as more influential in terms of shaping his project. Thus, it
would be better to deal with them first.

According what Forsat writes at the beginning of Asar-e ‘Ajam, he was
commissioned by a British official (az saheban-e dowlat-e bahiyya-ye engilis)
through Manekji Limji Hataria (1813-1890), the emissary of Parsis (Indian
Zoroastrians) in Iran, who requested Forsat: “...this humble draws some of the
ancient monuments in Fars, calculate particular altitudes and measures lands, then
send to him.”**? It should be added that Forsat does not mention the British patron in
his autobiography and states that it was Manekji who commissioned the book.!#
This fact led some scholars to doubt the existence of a British official as a patron.#4
However, it is hard to find why Forsat would fabricate a British patronage for Asar-e
‘Ajam. There is no clue that Forsat may have wanted to boast about receiving a
British patronage. From another angle, he would not shy away from explicitly

mentioning that only Manekji encouraged him for the project, as Forsat had no

difficulties mingling with non-Muslims, including Zoroastrians.'*® Thus, it is more

143 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:2.

144 Forsat-al-Dowlah Shirazi, Divan-e Forsat, ed. ‘Ali Zarrinqgalam, (Tehran: Ketabforfishi-ye Siris,
1958), 82-83.

145 Talinn Grigor, for example, writes:  In his biography, he later confessed that it was, in fact,
Hataria who had commissioned the work.” Talinn Grigor, The Persian Revival: The Imperialism of
Copy in Iranian and Parsi Architecture (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University, 2021),
169; Setrag Manoukian also notes the different accounts regarding the patronage of the book. Setrag
Manoukian, The Ruins of Others, 219.

146 Mohammad Hosayn Roknzadah, whose father was a friend of Forsat, states that Forsat was not a
fanatic in religious affairs. He was seeing all subjects of God with the same eye, meaning he was not
discriminating against any people, and he was considering social intercourse (mo ‘asharat) with non-
Muslims religiously acceptable (ja iz). Mohammad Hosayn Roknzadah Adamiyat, Daneshmandan va
Sokhansorayan-e Fars, Vol.4, (Tehran, Ketabforushiha-ye Eslamiya va Khayyam, 1340/1961), 95.; In
his under-studied Magqalat-e ‘Elmi va Siyasi, Forsat advocates religious dialogue among members of
different faiths. Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Magalat-e ‘Elmi va Siyast, Vol. 2 (Tehran: Matba’-ye
Khorshid, 1325/1907-1908), 24.
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likely that he just ignored or forgot to mention the British patronage in his
autobiography.

What was the motivation of the British official for commissioning such a
work? The British official may have been interested in the Fars region’s ancient
ruins, as interest in archaeology was widespread among Europeans in the nineteenth
century. Or, the British colonial mindset may have played a role in the book’s
commission, as the British officer requested not only the drawings of ancient
monuments but also the survey of the land. In any case, the collaboration of the
British official and Manekji, who also had British citizenship, was a manifestation of
the alliance between the British Raj and the Parsis of India.**’

Despite the obscure motivation of the unknown British official in
commissioning Asar-e ‘Ajam, Manekji’s goals in commissioning Asar-e ‘Ajam can
be easily contextualized, as he was a very influential figure in Qajar Iran as the first
representative of Parsis (Indian Zoroastrians) in Iran. He is known for his efforts to
alleviate the current conditions of Iranian Zoroastrians and draw attention to the
legacy of the pre-Islamic period in Iran.'*® Thus, his mediation is not surprising.
Manekji’s efforts in Iran can be examined in two categories: 1-Parsi philanthropy and
2-Religious and intellectual propaganda.

In order to understand the politics of Parsi philanthropy and religious and
intellectual propaganda in Iran, we should briefly turn our attention to the backdrop

of the relationship between Indian and Iranian Zoroastrians. It is known that Indian

147 Afshin Marashi, Exile and the Nation: The Parsi Community of India and the Making of Modern
Iran, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2020).

148 For a general evaluation of Manekji’s impact on Iranian intellectuals and how the nationalist
Iranians perceived him, see Firoze M. Kotwal, Jamsheed K. Choksy, Christopher J. Brunner, and
Mahnaz Moazami, "HATARIA, MANEKJI LIMJI," in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed May 7, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/hataria-manekji-limji and Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, “An Emissary of
the Golden Age: Manekji Limji Hataria and the Charisma of the Archaic in Pre-Nationalist Iran”,
Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism 10, no. 3 (2010): 377-390.
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Zoroastrians were seeking guidance from Iranian Zoroastrians in religious matters,
such as establishing the religious calendar and acquiring knowledge until the late
eighteenth century. Indeed, until this period, Zoroastrians could visit Iran to seek
knowledge not only in Zoroastrian but also in Muslim circles. Moreover, Zoroastrian
priests from Iran traveled to India to provide answers to the religious question
questions posed by Indian Parsis. However, European accounts of Iranian
Zoroastrians living in cities like Yezd and Kerman from the first half of the
nineteenth century point to the poor level of religious knowledge, even among the
priests, and the dire living conditions of the Zoroastrian community. Appalled by the
current conditions of their co-religionists in Iran, the Parsis of India, who were
benefiting from the political, social, and economic premises of British colonial rule
in India®*®, found the Society for the Amelioration of Conditions (4njoman-e Akaber-
e Parsiyan) in 1853 on the purpose of lifting legal discriminations against
Zoroastrians and providing philanthropic services to the Zoroastrian community by
opening hospitals, schools, and helping needy.*°

In this context, Manekji was appointed as the first representative of the newly
founded society in 1854. He held his position until his death in 1890, serving as the
representative of the Parsis in Iran. His activism focused on two areas: improving the
socio-economic and political conditions of Zoroastrians in Iran and promoting
ancient archaism among Iranian elites. As part of his philanthropic efforts for Iranian
Zoroastrians, he lobbied for the abolition of the jizya tax, which was eventually lifted

by Naser al-Din Shah in 1882. In addition to his service for the repeal of the jizya

149 The Parsi community flourished thanks to the East Indian Company and then British colonial rule,
the existence of which increased trade and industrialization in port cities like Bombay. Afshin
Marashi, Exile and the Nation, 10-11.

150 Monica M. Ringer, Pious Citizens: Reforming Zoroastrianism in India and Iran (Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press, 2011), 144-146.
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tax, he also played a role in establishing schools and hospitals, and anjomans
belonged to Zoroastrians.

What is more important for this study is to discuss Manekji’s role in
disseminating of a particular interpretation of pre-Islamic history of Iran. Thus, it is
necessary to mention his writings and the texts he commissioned about ancient Iran.
In his Parsi Mission to Iran, an English translation of his travel account in Gujarati,
Manekji regards ancient Iranian history as a primarily Zoroastrian heritage.
Reminiscent of Akhiindzadah’s nostalgic feelings, he depicts pre-Islamic Iran as a
“garden of paradise” and a “sign of heaven”.?! In addition to his travel account,
containing his social and economic efforts for Zoroastrians and observations
concerning their religious and social customs, Manekji encouraged Iranian literati or,
in some instances, directly commissioned books about ancient Iran. He sometimes
wrote introductions to these works. Among the books he commissioned and
contributed in some way, Najadnamah-ye Padashahan-e Iraninajad (Book of the
lineage of the kings of Iranian descent) of Qajar court historian Reza Qoli Khan
Hedayat (d. 1871), Farazestan of Tiiysarkani are remarkable.

Forsat draws ancient ruins in the Fars region, provides information about
them in a booklet (ketabcheh), and sends it to Manekji. After a while, however, he
hears that Manekji died. The material he sent to Manekji was registered as a part of
Manekji’s tarakah, meaning he would not have access to it.°? Forsat was
disappointed as he wanted to publish it by copying the drawings and improving the
textual content.!®® One may infer from Forsat’s disappointment that he probably did

not have a copy of the manuscript, including drawings, he had sent to Manekji. In

151 Monica M. Ringer, Pious Citizens, 159.
1%2 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:2.
158 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:2.
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any case, Forsat carried out this trip in 1889-1890 (1307 hajri), making it his
chronologically third trip. Be that as it may, Forsat gives precedence to the notes of
his third trip in Asar-e ‘Ajam. Thus, he does not follow the chronological sequence to
narrate his trips and provide information regarding ancient ruins and other points.
Rather, he starts the narrative with his reflections on this trip.

Another significant patronage comes from Nezam al-Saltanah (d.1908), the
then governor of the Fars region, when Forsat was desperate to start his work after
Manekji’s death. Nezam al-Saltanah entrusted Forsat with drawing Persepolis and
other nearby locations in 1893.1%% This commission marked Forsat’s last trip to these
sites and was crucial for finishing the book. The governor’s encouragement indicates
that the Qajar imperial establishment had developed an interest in the geography and
history of the imperial domains. This interest was also reflected in the books
published by the royal printing press in Tehran, with E’temad al-Saltanah (d.1896)
playing a leading role as the director of the Government Translation Bureau (Dar al-
Tarjomah-ye Khassa-ye Dovleti). He supervised the publication of historical and
geographical texts, including translations from various languages.'*® Nezam al-
Saltanah’s patronage of Asar-e ‘Ajam can thus be seen as part of a similar Qajar
vision. Forsat’s gratitude to his patron is evident throughout the book, where he
praises Nezam al-Saltanah for ensuring the security of the roads, justice, and
prosperity for the people of Fars and his patronage of cultured men.**

In addition to Forsat’s two trips commissioned by a British official through

Manekji and Nezam al-Saltanah and his visit to the ‘Atabat region on his own, there

1% Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:201.

1% Abbas Amanat, “E‘TEMAD-AL-SALTANA, MOHAMMAD-HASAN KHAN MOQADDAM
MARAGA’L” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed May 17, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/etemad-al-saltana.

1%6 See Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 203-204, 367, 424-426.
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is one more trip that finally becomes a part of the book, even though it was not
intended in the time of its realization. Farhad Mirza Mo‘tamad al-Dowlah, another
prince-governor of the Fars region, commissioned Forsat’s chronologically first trip
in 1876-1877 (1293 hajri). Farhad Mirza sent Forsat to the Tabar Castle to draw a
picture of the castle following its seizure from bandits, whose leader was someone
called Fazl‘Ali Baharld, to send it to the capital as a sign of victory. Forsat decided to
add his notes on the capture of Tabar Castle and its environs following Shaykh
Mofid’s encouragement.*®’ Farhad Mirza’s patronage is not surprising as he was the
author of a translation of an English geography book, Jam-e Jam, and a travel journal
for his pilgrimage to Mecca, showing his interest in geography.'®®

What should be inferred from the patronage background that made the
production of Asar-e ‘Ajam possible is that British-Parsi patronage and the Qajar
elites’ interest in the history and geography of Iranian territory, along with Forsat’s
intellectual and scholarly interests and his artistic skills were all influential. Hence, it
is tempting to see that ancient history and geography became common interests for a
British official, a Parsi activist-intellectual, Qajar political elites, and a provincial
literati. The presence of these different actors behind the production of the book
shows that various local, imperial, and trans-imperial actors were engaged in ancient
history and geographic knowledge in nineteenth-century Iran.

What kind of help he sought from his patrons? He does not reveal much detail

about the scope of patronage he acquired. In any case, one may expect that the

157 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2: 547.

1%8 For Farhad Mirza’s intellectual contribution to the burgeoning Qajar geography literature and a
discussion on its political and ideological implications see Kambiz Eslami, “FARHAD MIRZA

MO TAMAD-AL-DAWLA,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed April 2, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/farhad-mirza-motamad-al-dawla ; Zeinab Azarbadegan,
“Imagined Geographies, Re-invented Histories: Ottoman Iraq as Part of Iran,” Journal of the Ottoman
and Turkish Studies Association 5, no. 1 (2018): 115-141; Zeinab Azarbadegan, "The World-
Revealing Goblet: Reading Farhad Mirza’s Geographical Treatise Jam-i Jam as a Lithograph",
Philological Encounters 5, no. 3-4 (2020): 409-449.
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British-Parsi and Qajar imperial patronage must have provided financial help for
Forsat. However, the only time when Forsat writes about the financial incentive he
got for Asar-e ‘Ajam is Mozaffar al-Din Shah’s largesse to him.**® Even though there
is no direct reference to Forsat’s financial relationships with his patrons with regard
to the travels, it seems nearly impossible that the patronage did not cover financial
support. In addition to financial support, other kinds of support, such as logistics and
manpower, were probably significant, as the travel conditions were not always easy
considering the lack of the railway and drivable roads whose later construction
would accelerate the archaeological field search in Iran.*®® For the logistic and
manpower support, we know he was accompanied by other people, at least in some
of his travels across the Fars region. Forsat mentions, for example, that he retained
six local people to climb Dakhmah-ye Shapiir (Shapur Cave near Kazerun), a
mountainous and steep area, in addition to three people accompanying himself.16!
His brother, Rohsat al-Dowlah, also accompanied Forsat on his travels.'®? Other
people were perhaps employed by Forsat’s sponsor. Alternatively, Forsat may have
chosen people from his acquaintances, as in the case of his brother, and the patronage

he received may have covered their expenses.

3.4 The generic and literary features of Asar-e ‘Ajam
Despite containing many topics, Asar-e ‘Ajam is, first and foremost, a travelogue. It

consists of notes and explanations from Forsat’s four different trips. From the early

159 Mansiir Rastgar Fasay1, “Zendaginama-ye Forsat,” in Asar-e ‘Ajam, Vol.1, 74.

180 Nile Green, “New Histories for the Age of Speed: The Archaeological-Architectural Past in
Interwar Afghanistan and Iran,” Iranian Studies 54, no. 3-4 (2021): 349-97.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2020.1840967.

161 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2: 478-79.

162 Forsat mentions his brother in the section of Sho ‘ard-ye Shiraz (Poets of Shiraz). Forsat, Asar-e
‘Ajam, 2: 907.
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nineteenth century, the Qajar period witnessed a significant increase in the number of
travel books in Iran. It is understandable from the abundance of travelogues in this
period that the genre became very popular in Iran. While more research has been
conducted on travelogues written about Europe or other foreign countries by
Iranians, there are plenty of travel books written by Iranian literati or bureaucrats to
describe the Iranian territory.*%® Considering the generic commonalities, Asar-e
‘Ajam may be regarded as a part of burgeoning Qajar travel literature. Additionally,
pre-modern travel books, local histories, particularly Farsnamah and Shiraznamah
literature, and travelogues written by European officials or orientalists who passed by
the Fars region are kinds of sources that can be brought into dialogue with Asar-e
‘Ajam. Indeed, Forsat often refers to European travelogues without revealing their
names. However, it is hard to say that Asar-e ‘Ajam follows the methodology of any
particular text written in Qajar Iran or simply imitates the European travelogues he
perused.

We may turn our attention to India for more similar examples to Asar-e
‘Ajam. In this regard, Talinn Grigor brings the scholarship’s attention to two books
published in nineteenth-century India, stressing a possible Indian connection in
serving Forsat as a model to envision such a project. One of them is K. D. Kiash’s
Ancient Persian Sculptures, a trilingual (English, Gujarati, Persian) travel book
containing descriptions and depictions of ancient monuments, buildings, bas-reliefs,
and rock inscriptions in Iran. The author, an Indian Zoroastrian, explains his
motivation for writing such a book as reviving the Zoroastrian memories in Iran and

inducing “the present liberal-minded ruler of Persia”, i.e., Naser al-Din Shah, to

163 For one of the fundamental studies concerning the Qajar travel literature, see Nagmeh Sohrabi,
Taken For Wonder: Nineteenth-Century Travel Accounts from Iran to Europe. (Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2012).
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preserve these “sacred mementos”. Besides, anti-Arab feelings are apparent in
Kiash’s book, as he regards invading Arabs as “fanatical hordes” and the Arab
invasion of Iran as a terrible one.'®* Putting aside Kiash’s ideological motives, it has
similar features to Asar-e ‘Ajam, as both books describe the ancient sites, their
environs, and surrounding remnants. Kiash also largely draws from European
travelers who passed by ancient sites of Iran. It is noteworthy that Kiash’s and
Forsat’s drawings bear many stylistic similarities. (compare figures 1-4).

The other book that may have influenced Forsat’s project, according to
Grigor, is Asar el-Sanadid (The Remnant Signs of Ancient Heroes), written by an
Indian Muslim social reformer, Munshi Syed Ahmad Khan. 4sar el-Sanadid is a
history of Delhi and a survey of its historical monuments embellished with more than
a hundred drawings. (see figures 5-8) The book was published twice, in 1847 and
1854, with notable changes in form and content.'®® Even a cursory look at the title
and content of the book reveals certain common features with Asar-e ‘djam. The
similarity between the titles of the books is the first thing one may note, as asar,
meaning remnants, traces, or antiquities, is common in both. The title of Syed Ahmad
Khan’s book Asar el-Sanadid is a direct reference to ‘Orfi’s'® famous verse, a part of
his praise of Prophet Mohammad: “The ornamentations still left on the ruined walls
and gates are the remnant signs of Persia's ancient heroes.”'®” The author begins his

narrative by quoting the verse. The same verse by ‘Orfi is also quoted by Forsat at

164 K. D. Kiash, Ancient Persian Sculptures: Or the Monuments, Buildings, Bas-Reliefs, Rock
Inscriptions (Bombay: Education Society’s Press, 1889).

185 Two scholarly articles analyze the book and compare its different versions. Troll, Christian W. “A
Note on an Early Topographical Work of Sayyid Ahmad Khan: ‘Asar al-Sanadid.”” Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, no. 2 (1972): 135-46; Naim, C. M. “Syed Ahmad
and His Two Books Called ‘Asar-al-Sanadid.”” Modern Asian Studies 45, no. 3 (2011): 669-708.

166 paul Losensky, “‘ORFI SIRAZI.” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed March 1, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/orfi-of-shiraz

167 Here, I use C. M. Naim’s translation. NAIM, C. M. “Syed Ahmad and His Two Books,” 671-672.
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the beginning of Asar-e ‘Ajam.%® Like Forsat, Syed Ahmad Khan also visits
monuments, transcripts the inscriptions, gleans historical information from books he
peruses, and adds the information provided by local people to his narrative.'®® In
addition, Syed Ahmad Khan includes biographies of more than a hundred people
from Delhi, which makes some parts of the book a tazkira or biographical
dictionary.1’® British patronage was at work behind the production of both books,
although the case of Asar el-Sanadid is a more obvious example of British colonial
interest in the history and geography of a particular land and a direct link between the
patron and client.

Concerning the similarities between Asar-e ‘Ajam and the two books
published in India, the former may be an Iranian response to Kiash’s Ancient Persian
Sculptures or modeled after Syed Ahmad Khan’s Asar el-Sanadid, as Grigor
suggests. Alternatively, Forsat may have never seen these books in his life. What is
important, however, is to note the intentional or unintentional commonalities
between these works. In any case, these works indicate a new mode of knowledge
production and sensitivity toward the ancient and Islamic past and their relation to
the city. Furthermore, the fact that three of them were published as lithographs in
India should not be ignored. The newly-emerged lithography technology made the
production of these texts, which combine the traditional and modern modes of
knowledge and authorship, possible.!’!

Another significant aspect of Asdr-e ‘Ajam is its literary style. Forsat

primarily utilizes a relatively plain language in Asar-e ‘Ajam, considering the Persian

168 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:18.

169 Naim, C. M. “Syed Ahmad and His Two Books,” 675.

170 Naim, C. M. “Syed Ahmad and His Two Books,” 674.

1711 will touch upon the lithographic aspect in the section dedicated to the publication history of Asar-
e ‘Ajam in this chapter.
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prose of the Qajar period. He mentions that his preference for plain Persian should
not be seen as a lack of good command of bombastic and rhymed prose (‘ebarat
pardazi ve saji’), as he dealt with that kind of language style in another book, Darya-
ye Kabir.*'? Without a doubt, Forsat’s choice for a simpler Persian reflects his aim to
address not only cultural elites but also a wider audience. He usually states that his
audience is both common people and nobles, meaning literati and people with a
certain level of literacy and education (‘avamm u khass). Another indication of
Forsat’s concern for addressing a larger audience is that he provided the translations
of all Arabic expressions in the book, a preference not necessarily a case in Persian
book culture in former centuries.

Despite Forsat’s preference for plain language, he sometimes experiments
with different styles throughout the book. He occasionally writes in pure Persian
(Farsi-ye Sara) in a few places in the book. At the very beginning of Asar-e ‘Ajam,
for example, he praises God and expresses his gratitude for the creation of the
universe and human beings, granting knowledge to human beings to be servants of

)17 about him. Forsat ends the beginning of Asar-e

God and contemplate (pazhithash
‘Ajam by stating that the Zoroastrian fire was extinguished for the sake of prophet
Muhammad’s auspicious birth.1’* It was common in Islamic book culture to begin the
book by praising God and the prophet. What is interesting, however, is that Forsat
uses pure Persian style for this purpose.

Poetry plays a significant role in what makes Asar-e ‘Ajam a literary product.

Forsat often quotes from his and other historical or contemporary figures’ poems

when he sees it convenient. He provides sample verses from people whose

172 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 9.

173 Pazhithash normally means inquiry or research in a modern context. However, | thought
contemplation was a better equivalent in this case.

174 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, I: 1-2.
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biographies he writes down in the book. In general, poetry enables Forsat to
strengthen the meaning as he tries to quote verses related to the subjects he deals
with and embellish the narrative. In addition to a large number of verses from
classical and contemporary Persian literature, Forsat includes a significant number of
verses in Arabic to Asar-e ‘Ajam. It is not surprising as he had a madrasa education,
and the Arabic language was still a component of Iranian literary culture in late
nineteenth-century Iran.

Beholding the historical and natural places (tamashah) and amazement
(hayran) for them are recurrent emotions Forsat wants to convey to the reader. At the
same time, they reinforce the first-person characteristic of his narrative. For instance,
he writes about a castle: «“...the mind is amazed by its shape.!”™ In another instance,
he writes about Bagh-e Shah (Shah Garden) in Firuzabad, where he rests for a while:
“It has an astonishing air! A person who rests there will feel the utmost cheerness [be
nehayat mahziiz migardad].”%’® In a similar vein, he writes for the Maiden’s Castle
(Qal’ah-ye Dokhtar), located again in Firuzabad, ““...my mind is amazed because of
seeing it. What an astonishing edifices and houses [they] built.”%’

A discussion of Forsat’s writing style, research methods, and sources is
necessary to understand the scope of Forsat’s scholarly endeavor. He combines
different methods of writing and research throughout the book. In general, he writes
down his impressions during his journeys, as he occasionally points to this in the
book: “...as I was writing the explanations of my journey every night...”.1"® In
addition to taking regular notes during his journeys, Forsat adds any relevant

information he can derive from Iranian or European sources after his journeys. For

175 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:152.
176 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:189.
17 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:197.
178 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:146.
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example, the second chapter of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s first volume stands as an appendix,
including the translations of the ancient scripts in Persepolis and information and
discussion on the origin of the languages in the first chapter.’®

There is one more point to address concerning Forsat’s methods of exploring
ancient ruins, Islamic monuments, and urban topography. He informs the reader
about his basic excavations across the Fars region and shares his observations
regarding the foundations of particular ruins.'® The fact that Forsat engaged in basic
excavations has led some researchers to consider him one of the early precursors of
Iranian archaeology.'®! Indeed, Forsat was one of the first Iranians to physically
engage in the exploration of ancient heritage in Iran. However, it would be a mistake
to assume such a leading position for Forsat in the development of archaeology in
Iran.

For one thing, he was not the first Iranian to engage in archaeological
excavations in the nineteenth century. According to Touraj Daryaee, the first Iranian
archaeological expedition commissioned by the Qajar court dates back to the mid-
nineteenth century.!8? There are records of earlier excavations in the early nineteenth
century. It is reported that Hosayn ‘All Mirza, a Qajar prince and the governor of the
Fars region, ordered the excavation of royal graves at Persepolis in 1811.18% Rather
than being a direct consequence of modern nationalism, Naser al-Din Shah’s and

Qajar elites’ interest in antiquities and their desire to link themselves to pre-Islamic

17 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:229.

180 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:814.

181 «“Nokhostin Naqqash-e Bastanshenas-e iran” in Fasinamah-ye Honar 16 (1367/1988): 67-83; Ivan
Szantd, “Mirza Muhammad Nasir Fursat al-Dawla”, 73-92.

182 Touraj Daryaee, “Persianate Contribution to the Study of Antiquity: E'temad Al-Saltaneh's
Nativisation of the Qajars, Iran,” Journal of the British Institute of Persian Studies 54, no.1 (2016):
41.

18 Talinn Grigor, The Persian Revival, 152.
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Iran were probably related to the legitimacy concerns of the Qajar dynasty.'®*

Additionally, the prospect of finding treasuries and precious stones in royal graves or
other archaeological sites could have motivated those who conducting excavations,
as was the case with Hosayn ‘Alt Mirza. The diaries of the prominent Qajar
statesman, E’temad al-Saltanah (d. 1896), further illuminate the Qajar elites’
antiquarian curiosity, reflecting his and the Shah’s motivation beyond the imperial
and ideological concerns.*®®

While it would be misleading to regard Forsat as a precursor of Iranian
archaeology when considering the emergence and development of archaeology in
Iran, Asar-e ‘Ajam significantly differed from most nineteenth-century texts about
pre-Islamic Iran, which were often written without systematic surveys of ancient

ruins. The narratives of Akhtindzadah, Jalal al-Din Mirza, and Kermani resemble

armchair theorizing®® or ideology-making.

3.5 The sources of Asar-e ‘Ajam

Further discussion of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s sources is essential to understanding Forsat’s
scholarship. He employs a variety of sources throughout the book. One significant
category includes classical Perso-Islamic historical, geographical, and biographical
literature. Some of the notable works in this category are Ebn Khaleqan’s Vafiyat al-
A’yan, Amir H"and’s Rowza t al-Safa, ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami’s Nafhat al-Ons and

Hamdollah Mostawf1’s Tarikh-e Gozidah. In addition to the medieval and early

184 Abbas Amanat analyzes the relationship between the Qajar quest for political legitimacy and the
revival of ancient themes through the use of the “Kayanid” crown by Fath ‘Ali Shah. Abbas Amanat,
“The Kayanid Crown and Qajar Reclaiming of Royal Authority,” Iranian Studies 34, no. 1-4 (2001):
17-30.

185 Sadeq Malek Shahmirzadi, “Esharai Mokhtasar bar Tahavvol-e Bastanshenasi dar iran,” Asar 66,
(1365/1986): 134-135.

186 The term is generally used to define the nature of the nineteenth-century Western anthropology
tradition.
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modern texts, he extensively uses the history and geography books commissioned
under Qajar court patronage, such as Mirza Taqi Khan Lesan al-Molk’s Nasekh al-
Tawarekh and Reza Qoli Khan Hedayat’s Rowza t al-Safd-ye Nasert.*® Forsat also
references the Neo-Zoroastrian Desatir texts and Ferdowsi’s Shahnamah.*®®
Moreover, he occasionally consults works related to mystic poetry, Shiite theology,
and philosophy to interpret visual materials from ancient ruins or to provide accounts
of scholars and poets.

Perhaps more intriguing in terms of knowledge transmission in late
nineteenth-century Iran are Forsat’s European sources. I have previously noted that
Forsat utilized European travelogues in Asar-e ‘Ajam without specifying which
books he referenced. In some instances, he mentions dialogues with European
travelers who visited Shiraz.'®® Among the few European sources explicitly cited in
Asar-e ‘Ajam, Sir John Malcolm’s (d. 1833) The History of Persia is particularly
noteworthy. Translated into Persian by Mirza Esma’il Hayrat in 1870-1871, Sir John
Malcolm’s book is regarded as one of the first modern history books to treat Iran as a
nation with a history extending back to pre-Islamic times. As such, it had a
significant impact on Qajar historiography.%

More importantly, Forsat refers to European sources concerning the history of
Iranian languages and translations of ancient and Middle Persian inscriptions found
at ancient sites. For instance, he notes learning the Pahlavi script from an Englishman

called “Blackman” (=<&4).1% Later, in the section of “Foreign Administration Offices

187 Although Forsat does not usually explicitly refer to his sources, he enumerates some of the sources
he uses for the biography section at the beginning of Asar-e ‘Ajam. See Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 60.
Furthermore, a complete list of sources mentioned in 4sar-e ‘Ajam, including the editor’s references,
can be found at the end of the second volume. Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2: 1075-1082.

188 See Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:55-56 for his use of the Desatir text.

189 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:362.

19 Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative,” 333. For Forsat’s
references to Sir John Malcolm, see Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:477, 623.

191 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:467.
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of Shiraz” (Edarahjat-e Kharajah-ye Shiraz) within the Shiraznamah part, Forsat
identifies Blackman an engineer (simkash) at the English post office in Shiraz
(Talgrafkhanah-ye Engilis).*®? Additionally, Forsat mentions an Italian and a Dutch
merchant, residing in Shiraz who assisted him with the cuneiform script. Indeed,
Forsat’s Dutch acquaintance was Henryk Dunlop, the representative of the Hotz
company, a Dutch commercial enterprise in Iran.®3

In another instance, Forsat mentions that one day, he discovered a book in the
library of an Italian merchant that contained translations of the cuneiform
inscriptions from Persepolis. The book was in Italian, the Italian merchant likely
explained the translations to Forsat. Additionally, Forsat spent 20 days at the
merchant’s house studying the cuneiform script with him.*** He heavily relies on the
same Italian book for the details he provides about the history of languages,
particularly Persian. He references the pioneering studies of leading German
orientalist and scholar of Iranian studies, Von Friedrich Spiegel (d.1905), regarding

the decipherment of Persian cuneiform.!®® However, it remains unclear whether

Forsat encountered Spiegel’s studies in the Italian book or had access to Spiegel’s

192 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:883.

193 See the article by William Floor and Behnam Aboutorabian for information about the Hotz
company. William Floor and Behnam Aboutorabian, “The Dutch Wholesalers and Retailers in Iran
during Qajar Era,” Historical Sciences Studies 7, no. 1 (September 2015): 79-131.

194 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:230; Forsat would later improve his knowledge of the Persian cuneiform
years by studying with the famous German orientalist and philologist Oscar Mann (d.1917). As a
result, he penned a booklet on the Persian cuneiform, Dar Nahv vah Sarf-e Khatt-e Arya (Aryan) in
1904. Forsat mentions Dr. Mann, whom he describes as hakimi daneshmand vah sayyahi bimanand
(an erudite philosopher and a unique traveler) and the intellectual exchange between him and the
German scholar. Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Dar Nahv vah Sarf-e Khatt-e 4rya (Aryan) (Bombay:
1904), 18-19. Oscar Mann also speaks of Forsat as a witty man who taught classical Persian poetry
and helped him with reading the handwritten texts in his letters from Shiraz to Germany. See, Mojtaba
Kolivand (Ed.), Persische Und Kurdische Reiseberichte: Die Briefe Des Berliner Orientalisten Oskar
Mann Wahrend Seiner Beiden Expeditionen in Den Vorderen Orient 1901-1907 Mit 100 Abbildungen
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014), 54-57.

195 For Spiegel’s contribution to the Iranology field, see Riidiger Schmitt, “Spiegel, Friedrich (Von),”
in Encylopedia Iranica, accessed July 13, 2024, https://iranicaonline.org/articles/spiegel.
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works.'% Another reference to a non-Islamic source is a Russian book owned by a
Russian who stayed in Shiraz for a while. Forsat used this book to determine the
identities and periods of ancient Iranian rulers whose Greek and Iranian names were
listed, which the Russian translated for Forsat.'®’

What can be inferred from the textual sources Forsat relies on throughout
Asar-e ‘Ajam? He duly utilizes classical Perso-Islamic literature and is aware of the
emerging Qajar history and geography literature. However, Forsat recognizes that the
nomenclature in European sources regarding pre-Islamic Iran usually contradicts
classical or Qajar sources. The European sources Forsat directly cites—he reads
English and probably a bit of French—or relies on translations provided to him,
stand out for the novel information they offer. The novel information generally
pertains to the authentic names of pre-Islamic rulers and the chronology derived from
the translations of inscriptions at ancient sites. Despite the undeniable impact of
Forsat’s European sources on Asar-e ‘Ajam, it is difficult to assert that the so-called
orientalist attitude towards pre-Islamic Iran profoundly influenced Forsat’s approach.
Instead, Forsat seems to use a hint of orientalist literature as a source of information
rather than inspiration and conceptual reference.

Since I will address the methodological and conceptual tools that Forsat
utilized in Asar-e ‘Ajam in the fourth chapter, it suffices to say here that he did not
adopt the anti-Islamic stance typical of much orientalist literature, such as Sir John
Malcolm’s history. Moreover, his European acquaintances were dilettante

orientalists, except for Oscar Mann, whom Forsat met after publishing Asar-e ‘Ajam.

19 The reason for this confusion is the fact that Forsat includes Spiegel’s scholarly contributions when
he summarizes the Italian book’s content. However, he mentions Spiegel’s book as a separate work
later on. See, Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 235-236, 256.

197 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:257.
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3.6 The publication and reception of Asar-e ‘Ajam

As noted by Forsat, he completed the main section of his book, the Asar-e ‘Ajam, in
1311/1893-4.1%8 He then began writing Shiraznamah, which he finished in the
Zilhejja of 1313/1896.1%° One month later, in Moharram of 1314/1896, Asar-e ‘Ajam
was published by Matba ’-ye Naseri in Bombay.?° Forsat mentions the names of
Matba’-ye Naseri’s owners, five sons of late Haji Mirza Sayyid Hasan, in the section
he dealt with merchants of Shiraz in Shiraznamah, noting that the Naseri printing
house has a leading role in Bombay.?’! He also mentions that Qods, his brother-in-
law, copied the work and a certain Haji Mirza Asadollah endeavored for the book’s
publication.??? Forsat’s unpublished personal letters confirm Haji Mirza Asadollah’s
role as a probable financial sponsor of the printing, as Forsat identifies Mirza
Asadollah, known as dallal (broker), as Asar-e ‘Ajam’s patron (bani vah ba ’es).?*
(figure 9).

How Asar-e ‘Ajam was received by its intended audience? There are different
ways to understand the popularity and circulation of a book. One way is to look at
the literary references given to the book after its publication. For example, looking at
the tagrizar®® written for Asar-e ‘Ajam will provide an idea of its immediate
reception by people around Forsat.?% There are five tagriz at the end of the book,

each written by scholars, Sufis, or poets whom Forsat knew well. Shaykh Mofid,

18 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:697.

199 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:984.

200 Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye
Naserd, 1896).

201 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:897-898.

202 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:1003.

203 An undated letter by Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi to one of his friends: “Janab Haji Mirza Asadollah
mashiir bah dallal kah dar Shirazand vah bani vah ba’es-e chap-e ketab hastand rezayat-e ishan ham
shart ast.”; For an overview and analysis of Forsat’s unpublished 18 letters see Shayda Rahimf,
“Maktubat-e Novyaftah az Forsat al-Dowlah-ye Shirazi,” Miras 3, no. 9-10 (1395/2016): 227-240.
204 Tagriz is a laudatory passage written about a book by respectable scholars or poets in Islamic book
culture. Mustafa Ismet Uzun and Ahmet Turan Aslan, “Takriz,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam
Ansiklopedisi, accessed April 28, 2024, https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/takriz.

205 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2: 991-1001.
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Shaykh al-Rets Qajar, Mirza Hasan Estahbanati, Mirza ‘Abd el-Vahhab Ashtiyani,
and Mirza Mahdi Khan Vakil al-Dowlah are those who wrote taqgriz for Asar-e
‘Ajam.

Another trace of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s early reception is an introductory passage,
which includes positive remarks about the book, found in the famous Calcutta-based
Persian language newspaper, Habl al-Matin, in 1900. As noted by Firoozeh Kashani-
Sabet, the article dealing with Asar-e ‘4jam mentions its “refreshing” effect on the
“hearts of Iranians”.?% There is one more laudatory article in Tarbiyat, the first non-
governmental newspaper in Iran. In the article, Asar-e ‘Ajam was regarded as a sign
of Iranian soil’s convenience for the cultivation of knowledge and art unless there
were subsequent accidents (‘avarez-e pay dar pay). It is also mentioned that Forsat
did research among works of travelers of civilized countries (sayyahan-e mamalek-e
motamaddinah). In the end, there is a list of content covered in Asar-e ‘Ajam.?’

Moreover, Edward Granville Browne (d.1926), the famous British orientalist,
includes Asar-e ‘Ajam in the list of the scientific, literary, and historical publications
which, according to him, have had a modernizing effect on Iranian minds.?® It
should also be mentioned that Forsat was assigned an annual salary (mostamari) by
Mozaffar al-din Shah after finishing Asar-e ‘djam, according to his account.?®® Thus,
it is safe to argue that Asar-e ‘Ajam was well received by the Qajar court as well.

Despite the examples of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s positive reception mentioned above,

there is also evidence showing that it drew some criticism from contemporaries.

206 Cited in Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions: Shaping the Iranian Nation, 1804-1946.
(Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1999), 44.

207 Tarbiyat, Tehran, no. 221, Shavval 1318/ 24 January 1900, p. 2-3.

208 Edward G. Browne, The Press and Poetry of Modern Persia: Partly Based on the Manuscript
Work of Mirza Muhammad ‘Ali Khan Tarbiyat of Tabriz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1914), 162-163.

209 1t seems Forsat had difficulties with getting the promised salary despite the Shah’s ferman. Forsat
Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Mokhtasar Cografi-ye Hendiistan: Tarzi Tazah bah Tarig-e Sial o Javab
(Bombay, 1322/1904), 4.
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Shoa’ al-Molk, who was a friend of Forsat and composed a chronogram?*° for Asar-e
‘Ajam, states only in passing that the book is magbiil (pleasing) to some people,
whereas matriid (rejected) by others.?*! Who were Asar-e ‘Ajam’s critics? What were
the arguments against it? Considering the lack of further evidence, it is difficult to
mount any solid argument in this respect.

Perhaps the critics were those who had grown tired of history mixed with
mythology and were searching for more "scientific" books based on translations from
European languages or those written in imitation of them. Indeed, the late 1890s
witnessed the emergence of new history books in the form of translations and
adaptations from European languages. These books enabled Iranian readers to
consider the history of Iran in a global context and shifted the balance between
factual and mythological elements in earlier history books in favor of the former.?*?

Alternatively, critics may have found the abundance of digressions from the
main topic, namely ancient ruins, irrelevant and boring. One may even suppose that
Asar-e ‘Ajam was a disappointment for those who regarded ancient history as a genre
for national awakening in the manner of Kermani.?'® Despite all these hypothetical
scenarios, the fact remains that Asar-e ‘Ajam aroused certain interest in Iranian

society.

210 Chronogram is a genre in classical literature. J. T. P. De Bruijn, “Chronograms,” in Encyclopcedia
Iranica, accessed May 13, 2024, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/chronograms-pers.

211 Mohammad Hosayn Shoa’-e Shirazi, Tazkerah-ye Shoa iyyah, ed. Mahmid TavusT (Shiraz:
Bonyad-e Farsshenasi, 1380/2001), 387.

212 Amanat mentions a seminal example of these books as Tarikh-e Iran Qabl az Milad Ta Zaman-e
Qajariyya (1900). Abbas Amanat, “Legend, Legitimacy and Making a National Narrative,” 350-351;
The process was even accelerated with the proliferation of modern schools and private printing
initiatives. Farzin Vejdani, Making history in Iran: Education, Nationalism, Print Culture (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2014).

213 Consider Jalal al-Din Mirza and Mirza Aga Khan Kermani’s books in this regard.
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The second edition, without any change within the text, appeared in Bombay
in 1935, this time published by Matba -ye Nadert.?** The explanation, written at the
very end of the book, sheds some light on its second publication process. It is noted
that the book was published during the period of Reza Shah, mentioning him as
A’lahazret-e Shahenshah-e Mo azzam Reza Shah-e Pahlavi, under the supervision of
‘Abdollah Tahrani?'®, the owner of the printing house.?'® Beyond this brief note,
however, there is no other clarification for Asar-e ‘Ajam’s second publication. In any
case, the second publication, which came forty years after the first one, indicates that
Asar-e ‘Ajam continued to arouse some interest.

The fact that the first two editions of Asar-e ‘Ajam were printed in Bombay
needs to be elaborated to understand the intellectual links between Iran and India in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Thanks to the strong role the
Persian language was still playing in India during this period and the presence of a
large number of émigré Iranians, India was a center for Persian lithographed books.
Additionally, a more favorable political atmosphere existed in India, compared to
Qajar Iran, should also be considered as a contributing factor.

One of the most salient features of Asar-e ‘Ajam is the fact it was an
illustrated lithographic edition. Although Iranians started using iron presses to print
books around 1820, the printing revolution became possible with lithography. This
technology had certain advantages over typography for Muslims. First, printing the
Arabic script in lithography was easier than printing it with typography. Second,

established traditions of calligraphy could continue with this new technology, unlike

214 Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam, (Bombay: Matba’-ye
Naderi, 1935)

215 | could not find any information on his identity or printing house.

216 Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye
NaderT, 1354/1935), 596.
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typography. Hence, aesthetic concern can be observed to some extent. Third,
lithography was cheaper than typography. Last but not least, lithography provided the
opportunity to print books with illustrations.?!” Illustrated lithographed books
became popular in the mid-nineteenth century. Classical Persian literature, religious
literature, romantic epics, and popular narratives were common themes for the
illustrations.?*® 4sar-e ‘Ajam was also a result of this cultural phenomenon like its
Indian counterparts. Its illustrations enable us to consider it within the context of
ancient revivalism in the visual culture of the Qajar period.

The third edition came out in Iran in 1983 by Entesharat-e Bamdad (Bamdad
Press), and Chaphana-ye Honar (Honar Press) published the fourth edition in the
same year. Mansur Rastgar Fasayi edited the book and annotated it by adding a long
introduction. This edition, the first and last typescript edition so far, was published in
1998 by Entesharat-e Amir Kabir (Amir Kabir Press).

How should one interpret that Asar-e ‘Ajam was not published after the 1930s
in Pahlavi Iran, when nationalism, with its strong emphasis on pre-Islamic Iran, was
the state ideology? It may be argued that copies of the first and second editions were
available in the market for some years from the 1930s onwards. Nevertheless, it
would not be wrong to put forth that Iranian readers turned their attention to more
updated books regarding following the historiographical trends in Europe. In this
regard, Hasan Pirn1ya’s (d.1935) works represent this shift in the narratives on pre-
Islamic Iran.?!® Originally a prominent Qajar statesman, Pirniya penned some of the

most popular publications about ancient Iran since the early Pahlavi period in Iran.

217 Nile Green, “Stones from Bavaria: Iranian Lithography in Its Global Contexts.” Iranian Studies 43,
no. 3 (2010): 312-313.

218 Ulrich Marzolph, Narrative Illustration in Persian Lithographed Books, (Leiden: Brill, 2001)

219 For a general evaluation of his intellectual contribution, see Fakhreddin Azimi, “Historiography in
the Pahlavi Era.” in Persian Historiography, ed. Charles Melville, Vol. 10 of A History of Persian
Literature, ed. Ehsan Yarshater (London: I.B. Tauris, 2012), 370-377.
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His first work appeared in 1928 under the title of /ran-e Bastani*®®, and the second
one, Dastanhd-ye Iran-e Qadim?®?*, came after a year. Unlike the Qajar narratives on
pre-Islamic Iran, Pirniya draws a more precise line between Iran’s historical and
mythological past, as he deals with them separately in [ran-e Bastani and Dastanha-
ye Iran-e Qadim.

It is surprising to see that, after a long period, Asar-e ‘Ajam was published
twice in the early years of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It is known that the new
regime was rejecting the idea that pre-Islamic Iran was the most essential part of
Iranian identity. Ancient Iran symbolized the ideology of the ancien régime in the
new order. Even the archaeological studies seem to have been halted for nearly ten
years following the Islamic Revolution in Iran.??? The answer to this problem can be
sought in the cultural and intellectual atmosphere of 1980s Iran.

As | noted in the introduction, the visual material of Asar-e ‘Ajam and its
contribution to the spread of pre-Islamic imagery in Iran have attracted more
scholarly attention than the textual content itself. Therefore, its impact on the
development of ancient imagery in the late Qajar period will also be briefly discussed
here. A careful look at some of the architectural buildings and decorations of the late
Qajar era points out the fact that the drawings of Asar-e ‘4jam may have become a
significant source of inspiration for the popularization of the theme of ancient Iran in
the Qajar visual culture.

The most conspicuous example of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s impact on visual culture
can be found in the Fazel ‘Eraqi House, built in Tehran in the late Qajar period. The

building is decorated with 30 tile medallions whose content was taken from Asar-e

220 Hasan Pirniya, [ran-e Bastant (Tahran: Matba’-ye Majles, 1927).

221 Hasan Pirniya, Dastanha-ye Iran-e Qadim: Motammem-e [ran-e Bastant, nd, np.

222 Kamyar Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archaeology in Iran,” American
Journal of Archaeology 105, no. 1 (2001): 69-71.
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‘Ajam. Some of Forsat’s drawings were selected and placed with informative notes
stating the location of the sites. Although identical to those in Forsat’s writings, the
whole enterprise was not the exact copy of Forsat’s organization of visual material.
Instead, the patron of the building or any other person responsible for preparing a
new collage on the fagade brought different drawings together. It also deserves
mentioning that there are ten tile portraits of Iran’s various pre-Islamic and Muslim
rulers. That also indicates the Qajar hybridity and emphasizes the ideal Persian
kingship.?®

There might be other examples in late Qajar art and architecture that can
show the impact of Asar-e ‘djam. Judith Lerner, who examines and compares the
three Qajar reliefs inspired by Achaemenid reliefs in the Brooklyn Museum and the
reliefs in Narenjestan Palace of Shiraz, argues that Forsat’s Asar-e ‘4jam may have
served as a guidebook for these reliefs.??* Asar-e ‘Ajam’s influence on Qajar art was
not necessarily limited to the “secular” buildings. The tiles in the takiyya of Hasan
Khan Mo’aven al-Molk in Kermanshah could also be inspired by Asar-e ‘djam. In
one of these tiles, an Achaemenid ruler is depicted in combat with a lion.??® It is also
probable to think that if there was no conscious and extensive destruction of the

Qajar architecture in the Pahlavi period, more examples of the impact of Asar-e

‘Ajam could be found. Beyond these assumptions, however, it is important to note

223 Talinn Grigor, “Kingship Hybridized, Kingship Homogenized: Revivalism under the Qajar and
Pahlavi Dynasties,” in Persian Kingship and Architecture: Strategies of Power in Iran from the
Achaemenids to the Pahlavis, ed. Sussan Babaie and Talinn Grigor. (London: 1.B. Tauris, 2015), 230-
232.

224 Judith Lerner, “Three Achaemenid Fakes: A Re-evaluation in the Light of 19" century Iranian
Architectural Sculpture,” Expedition (Winter 1980): 14.; The three reliefs were acquired in Cairo in
the late 19th century by Armand de Potter. They were believed to be the product of the Achaemenid
period. In 1963, John D. Cooney put forth that these reliefs were forgeries. Cooney’s statement was
true in the sense that they were not ancient products. Instead, they were examples of Qajar art.

225 J M. Scarce, “Ancestral themes in the art of Iran, 1785-1925.” in Islamic Art in the 19th Century:
Tradition, Innovation, and Eclecticism, edited by Dories Behrens-Abouseif and Stephen Vernoit
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006.), 244.
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that all the evidence indicates that Asar-e ‘4jam became a guidebook for producing
artworks and decorations with ancient imagery in the Qajar period. Further research

on the newspapers and books may reveal many examples of Asar-e ‘Ajam’s

influence in illustrated printings.
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CHAPTER 4
ROWING AGAINST THE CURRENT?: THE ANALYSIS OF HITHERTO

UNEXPLORED ASPECTS OF ASAR-E ‘AJAM

In this chapter, I offer a new way of reading Asar-e ‘Ajam by considering the
structure and content of the entire text rather than focusing only on parts related to
pre-Islamic Iran. I put forth that seemingly irrelevant parts of the text merge into a
coherent narrative. In terms of methodology, I usually prefer to stick to Forsat’s
narrative strategy, which can be summarized as starting a topic with the description
of an ancient site and surrounding ruins, interpreting visual material in places he
passes by, making numerous digressions with exemplary anecdotes, providing
biographies of contemporary and historical figures, and poetry. In the first sections of
the chapter, I will deal with Forsat’s descriptions of particular ancient ruins, such as
the Tomb of Jamasp, Persepolis, Nagsh-e Rostam, and Pasargad. Then, I will touch
upon the biographies and Forsat’s social criticisms toward certain groups in Asar-e
‘Ajam. After briefly emphasizing the role of mysticism, I will analyze the concept of
Iran and Forsat’s treatment of non-Persian Iranians. I argue that the function of the
theme of ancient Iran in Asar-e ‘Ajam was somewhat different from its
instrumentalization for creating a nationalist ideology and criticizing the current
political, social, and religious practices in the Qajar society by intellectuals examined
in the first chapter. Instead, I contend that Islam, through its theology, philosophy,

and ethics, had a decisive impact on Forsat’s vision for ancient Iran.
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4.1 The tomb of Jamasp Hakim

The tomb of Jamasp Hakim (Jamasp the Philosopher) is one of the ancient ruins in
the Fars region (asar-e gadimah-ye Fars) that Forsat describes the building and its
environs, draws its picture, and provide information. What he relates about this tomb,
magbarah or boq’ah as he calls it, and the legendary Jamasp, a good example of
Forsat’s versatile approach and syncretism throughout Asar-e ‘Ajam. In shaping his
narrative, Forsat considers different factors and sources, such as literal sources,
material culture, and oral culture. What comes out is a multi-layered narrative.

According to the Zoroastrian traditions and Avesta, Jamasp was an official at
the court of Vishtaspa, Goshtasp in Persian sources, an early follower of the
Zoroastrian religion, and an efficient figure in the dissemination of the faith.
Vishtaspa is generally depicted as Zoroastrian’s princely patron, Jamasp as an early
convert of Zoroastrianism, and the prophet Zoroaster’s son-in-law. Jamasp is
traditionally identified with wisdom, and there was a genre called Jamdaspnamah in
classical Persian and Turkish literary traditions.??® It seems that the tradition about
Jamasp continued to survive through oral culture and a middle-Persian work known
as Jamaspt and Jamaspnamah (Memorial of Jamasp).??’

Forsat states that Jamasp, the brother of Goshtdasb ben Lahrasb, is one the
most illustrious philosophers of ‘Ajam (az ajellah-ye hokama-ye ‘ajam). He appeared
4994 years after Adam and was educated by the Prophet Zoroaster, and he was
successful in proselytizing his Indian master, Changaranghajah. Forsat also

mentions that Jamasp, in his book Jamasbnamah, predicted the future events through

226 W. W. Malandra, “JAMASPA,” in Encylopedia Iranica, accessed April 28, 2024,
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/jamaspa.; Mustafa Erkan, “Camasbname,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi
Islam Ansiklopedisi, accessed April 28, 2024, https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/camasbname

22 Mary Boyce, “AYADGAR I JAMASPIG,” in Encylopedia Iranica, accessed April 28, 2024,
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/ayadgar-i-jamaspig-memorial-of-jamasp-a-short-but-important-
zoroastrian-work-in-middle-persian-also-known-as-the-.

84



particular omens. Some of his prophecies proved solid; for others, people are trying
to decipher the meaning through ta “vil (allegorical interpretation). Jamasp expounded
the words of Persian philosophers (hokama-ye ‘Ajam) and provided ta *vil in his
book. For example, he said that the world (git7) has two creators, Yazdan and

Ahriman?

28 and all have allegorical meanings. Git7 means the body or flesh (badan-e
‘onsori), Yazdan is the soul (rith), and Ahriman is nature (fabi’at). Thus, the
instigation and mischief of AhrTman symbolize the sway of nature over the soul.??°

What is remarkable about the information Forsat gives about Jamasp and his
ideas is that he relied on Dabestan-e Mazaheb, one of the Neo-Zoroastrian Dasatir
text, widely circulating in nineteenth-century Iran.?*® Moreover, Forsat’s depiction of
Goshtasp (Vishtaspa) as a unifying and constructer leader, following again the
Zoroastrian tradition, is opposed to the somewhat negative image of him as a corrupt
and violent ruler in Ferdowsi’s Shahnamah.?*

Despite drawing information from Neo-Zoroastrian tradition, Forsat ends the
section on Jamasp’s prophecies with a verse from the surah of al-An’am of the
Quran: “For, with Him are the keys to the things that are beyond the reach of a
created being's perception: none knows them but He.””?*? Without a doubt, the
reference to the Quran symbolizes the utmost authority of the holy book concerning
the knowledge of the Unseen (A4/-Ghayb), in Forsat’s opinion.

After describing the tomb of Jamasp in detail, Forsat notes that he heard from

the local people (az ahali-ye anja shanidam) that there is a castle close to the tomb

228 J. Duchesne-Guillemin, “Ahriman,” in Encylopedia Iranica, accessed April 28, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ahriman

229 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:36-37.

230 Mansiir Rastgar FasayT mentions Forsat’s borrowing from Dabestan-e Mazaheb. Forsat, Asar-e
‘Ajam, 1:56; Compare Forsat’s writings to Dabestan-e Mazaheb. Kayhosrow Asfandiyar, Dabestan-e
Mazaheb, 93/113.

231 Tyvan Szantd, “Mirza Muhammad Nasir Fursat al-Dawla”, 83.

232 The Message of the Qur ’an, translated and explained by Muhammad Asad (London: Dar al-
Andalus, 1980), 180.
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and there was an underground tunnel (ragb) between the two buildings. Jamasp
himself constructed both, and he ordered the construction of a tunnel to transfer his
body to the tomb. Forsat mentions that the tunnel does not exist anymore, but the
stones (ahjar) and a hill (zal) attest to the existence of a building. As to the tomb’s
location, he reasons that Jamasp constructed it in a place preserved from the danger
of flood. Lastly, he states an inscription on the north-western side of the tomb, some
parts of which have fallen to the ground, with solos script, and informs the reader
that he will decode the difficult-to-read inscription.?

While he deals with the tomb and biography of Jamasp, he makes a
digression to other topics, showing his sensitivities other than the explicit premises of
the book, such as drawing and description of ancient ruins. Forsat encounters the
judge (gadr) of the town of Khafr in one of his stops. He states that the judge boasts
about his knowledge. However, he confuses the essential parts of Arabic grammar
and randomly mentions the titles of classical books, thus trying to show off his fake
erudition. Forsat recounts that the judge of Khafr despises and does not accept Forsat
to accompany him on his journey to Khaft, considering Forsat a vulgar person
(mardom-e ‘avam) because of his simple dress. Forsat accidentally encounters the
same judge when he is drawing the tomb of Jamasp. The judge was surprised when
he saw Forsat with the tools for measuring (masahat) the height of the tomb. Then,
the judge demands Forsat to read an old Arabic inscription, the same inscription
Forsat mentions above, if he was a man of knowledge (ahl/-e ‘elm). In the end, the
judge misreads the inscription, whose date goes back to the era of Ghiyas al-Din
Kaykhosrow of the Seljukids, according to Forsat’s reading. Providing the whole text

inscribed on the stone, Forsat states that a certain Hosam al-Molk Damavandi should

233 Solos literally means one-third, and it was one of the main scripts in Islamic calligraphy.
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have undertaken the repairment of the tomb, as there is no doubt that Jamasp
constructed the tomb in his life, according to what ahl-e siyar, an allusion to
historians, have written.?3*

Since Forsat interprets the phrase of Ghiyas al-Haqq ve’l-Donya Kaykhosrow
as an allusion to the Seljuk Sultan, Ghiyas al-Din Kaykhosrow, he briefly touches
upon his life and the Seljuk dynasty. He states that the Seljuks were three branches.
The first branch ruled over the entire territory of Iran, the second branch in Kerman,
and the third in Rim (Anatolia). He narrates Ghiyas al-Din Kaykhosrow’s fights for
the throne with other princes and mentions that he was martyred in a war.”*® Even
though Forsat points to the fact that the seat of Ghiyas al-Din was in Rtim, he reasons
that either the Sultan had brought the Fars region under his possession or Hosam al-
Molk Damavandi was acting as a functionary (kdrgozar) on behalf of the Sultan.?®

In addition to all kinds of information Forsat gives about Jamasp, the tomb,
and an anecdote with the judge, he relates two legends concerning the tomb. He saw
in some books that every sultan or ruler who passes by the tomb of Jamasp the
Philosopher if mounted on a horse, should dismount and pass the tomb by foot.
Otherwise, a blow will happen to him.?3 Forsat does not comment on this legend.
However, Mirza Hasan Fasayi, who wrote a famous local history of the Fars region,
Farsnamah-ye Nasari, shortly before Forsat, relates this account in his work in a

more detailed way. Since Farsnamah-ye Nasari is one of the sources Forsat

frequently uses, and he probably refers to it in this case, it is worth looking at what

23 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:32-34.

23 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:35; Ghiyas al-Din Kaykhosrow was killed by a Byzantine soldier when he
was helping his Byzantine ally Alexios III against the latter’s rival Theodore Lascaris. Osman Gazi
Ozgiidenli, "Giyaseddin Keyhiisrev I". in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three Online, accessed April 28,
2024, doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_32073.

23 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:35.

237 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:36.;
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Fasay1 writes about this legend. In a very similar way to Forsat, he writes: “It is well-
known (mashiir) in the Fars [region] that if a ruler (farmanfarmayt) does not
dismounts while passing by the tomb, he will be dismissed in the same year.”?*® He
states that Farhad Mirza Mota’mad al-Dowlah, a former governor of the Fars region,
confided in Fasayi that he did not dismount while passing by the tomb and was
dismissed the same year from his post.

Forsat elaborates more on the second legend he heard from the locals. He
states that local people were claiming that the sound of “pour, pour!” (beriz, beriz!)
come out from the tomb every Friday night. Forsat notes that local people were
saying Jamasp had understood by considering astrological signs that he would die
because of a scorpion sting. Then, he charges one of his disciples to apply medicine
(rovgan) to the part of the body that a scorpion would bite. Thus, the sound of “pour”
is attributed to Jamasp himself. However, he dies before the medicine can be applied.
Forsat spends one of his nights around the tomb and does not hear anything except
the sound of mosquitoes. When he shares his experience with one of the local people,
the local man answers that the sound cannot be heard unless nobody is around. Then,
Forsat asks who was the one who heard the sound and narrated it first. After stating
his interlocutor’s silence, he notes that people recount other odd stories (chizhd-ye
gharib-e digar) concerning the tomb that can be considered as superstitions and vain
words (men al mohmelat va’l abatel).*®

This section on the tomb of Jamasp reveals some of the main generic features
of Asar-e ‘Ajam. For example, it pays special attention to the legends and popular

stories regarding the ancient ruins in the Fars region, as he recounts the two of them

238 Mirza Hasan Fasay1, Farsnamah-ye Nasari, vol.2, ed. Manstir Rastgar Fasayt (Tehran: Entesharat-
e Amir Kabir, 1378/1999), 1300.; Fasay1 also provides a reading of the inscription, which is ironically
more complete than Forsat’s reading.

239 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:36.
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in this example. Be that as it may, Forsat generally despises the popular stories he
heard from local people as superstitions throughout Asar-e ‘Ajam, except those
related to Sufism/mysticism. Second, although ancient ruins are at the center of
Forsat’s narrative, he does not ignore traces of the Islamic period, as in the example
of the inscription mentioned. It is also important to note that Forsat’s encounter with
the judge of Khafr and the dialogues between them stand as a social criticism based
on the ideals of humility and knowledge against vanity and ignorance. This anecdote,
like others in Asar-e ‘Ajam, indicates Forsat’s desire to combine his sponsored
journeys, primarily intended for ancient ruins, with his societal, ethical, and moral
concerns.

The significance of Forsat's use of Neo-Zoroastrian Desatir texts is clear, as
these texts contributed to Iranian nationalism by offering a new framework for
reshaping Iranian identity and history. However, it is difficult to assert that Forsat
completely shaped his narrative according to these texts, as his references to them are
sporadic. Instead, Forsat may have thought that Zoroastrian sources could provide
more solid information about pre-Islamic Iran. His mention of the Quran might seem
merely a discursive or stylistic element in the text. However, examining this example
alongside others discussed later will reveal the significant role he assigns Islam as a
conceptual category. Last but not least, he followed the traditional Islamic
periodization of human history; for instance, he writes that Jamasp appeared 4994
years after Adam, rather than consulting the Desatir text’s periodization, which

dramatically expanded human history to a billion years.?*°

240 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Contested Memories of Pre-Islamic Iran,” 263-264.
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4.2 Takht-e Jamshid ra Parsapolis gityand (They call Takht-e Jamshid Persepolis)
Forsat’s writings on Persepolis are scattered between the first and sixth chapters of
the first volume of Asar-e ‘Ajam. He describes the topography of Persepolis and
comes up with a bird’s-eye view drawing of Persepolis (figure 10) at the very end of
the first chapter. In the second chapter, he adds information, including the
translations of the inscriptions in Persepolis, which he finds in different sources. In
addition to the translations of inscriptions, which Forsat finds in an Italian book in
the library of an Italian merchant residing in Shiraz for a while, Forsat mainly gives
comprehensive information on the history of languages.?*! The remaining chapters
are a blend of descriptions of the topography and different parts of Persepolis,
translations of the inscriptions in Persepolis, and Forsat’s interpretations of visual
material on the site.

There is no doubt that the translations of the inscriptions in Old Persian
Cuneiform and other Iranian languages, such as Pahlavi, play a significant role not
only in the section Forsat dedicates to Persepolis but in the entire book.?*? The
translations of the inscriptions familiarize Forsat with the names of Iranian rulers and
dynasties he has never seen in Perso-Islamic sources. He comes to understand that
traditional names attributed to ancient ruins were either wrong or have changed
throughout history. Thus, he attempts to reconcile the conventional names and those
mentioned in the inscriptions. For example, he gives the Arabic or Persian
equivalents of particular old Persian words, such as Ahuramazda (4/lah), Aryan
(Arya), as an ancient language and a group of people, Pars (Fars), and Achaemenid

(Kiyan).?*® He gives another list for reconciling specifically the names of the rulers

241 Since the issue of the origin of languages is related to the concept of Iran and identity in general, |
will focus on this aspect in later sections of the chapter.

242 gimone Cristoforetti, “Beyond Recovery Towards Continuity,” 179-180.

243 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:242-243.
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in traditional sources with the inscriptions. For instance, he asserts that Cyrus
(Kitrosh) 1s Kaykhosrow, Kambezaz is Kaykavos, Vistaspa is Goshtasb, Darius is
Daryiish, Zarksaz is Esfandiyar, etc.?** Then, Forsat states that it is apparent to those
who are knowledgeable about tarikh and siyar that there are strong contradictions
(ekhtalafat-e kollt) in world histories and accounts. Moreover, the difference between
the Western and Eastern accounts is unmistakable. The reasons for the contradictory
accounts can be scribal errors, historian’s oblivion and fault, change and conversion
of names with the lapse of time, and the diversity of names for one person. He notes
that one should not be terrified due to the inconsistencies in different sources, as they
are not the contradictions in the words of God and Imams, which may cause a
disorder in one’s religion. Forsat concludes by stating that one should rely more on
the inscriptions in ancient ruins than the other literal sources because the former have
not changed since their creation.?®

In addition to the information and interpretations found in Asar-e ‘Ajam, its
literary aspect also warrants our attention, as I briefly mentioned in the third chapter.

When discussing Persepolis, Forsat occasionally abandons his straightforward

descriptive style and adopts a more assertive tone. For example, he writes:

It is apparent from its vestiges, ruins, edifices, and pillars that there were a few palaces with
this basis and firmness. Minds are astonished by seeing it; the Eternal God is a witness to the
state that pencil is unable to describe by writing. As long as anybody does not see it, will

not know [what kind of] works and buildings [they] did. This humble stopped there for seven
nights and days. Within the realm of possibility, I drew some pictures of buildings, and I
wrote a little [piece] from the history of that place...2*

The contemplation and drawing of Persepolis was an impressive experience
for Forsat, as his vivid lines demonstrate. However, one should not fail to realize that

his tone cannot be considered a sign of nationalist nostalgia for pre-Islamic Iran.

244 | relied on modern English usage when | was able to find which ruler Forsat mentions, such as
Cyrus and Darius. In other instances, I preferred to write them according to Forsat’s use.

245 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 259-260.

246 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 218.
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Although his desire to contribute to the Iranian knowledge of the pre-Islamic heritage
of Iran has a genuine scholarly and cultural basis, Forsat considers Persepolis, and
arguably many other ruins, as occasions for contemplation and drawing lessons
(‘ebrat).?¥’

The interpretation of reliefs and figures on various ruins in Persepolis is
another subject that needs our focus. In some examples, Forsat is less assertive and
non-polemical and generally relates the remarks he finds in European sources,
popular views, and his personal ideas. For example, he notes that some European
sources name the four bulls carved into the entrance of Persepolis, “The Gate of All
Lands”, as “Sphinx”, whose Arabic equivalent is Abii’[-Hiil, a term used for
frightening figures (see figure 4 again). He adds that these animal and human-like
figures did not probably have external existence (vociid-e kharaji). They were made
for beholding (tamashah) and representation of the glory and the pomp of the
ruler.?*® Another similar example is his interpretation of a tool, held by someone
standing behind the king, as a swatter (asbab-e magasparani), a stick for fending off
flies. Forsat also notes, with his usual disdain for the ideas of the common people,
that they think (‘avam az mardom) it represents a sickle (das), indicating that ancient

people were engaged in agriculture.?*®

247 Forsat’s visit to Tag-e Kesra (the Arch of Ctesiphon) in his journey to the ‘Atabat region, located in
modern Iraq, is another example of the fact that ‘ebrat was the prism through which he beholds
ancient ruins. Furthermore, he reiterates the leitmotiv in the classical Persian and Arabic literature that
the fall of Tag-e Kesra’s arch was a harbinger of Prophet Muhammad’s auspicious birth: “...and the
roof of the so-called great arch split. [The reason] is nothing except the dawn of the Prophet’s din-i
mobin. He quotes the medieval Arabic and Persian poems by Al-Biisri (d. 1294) and Khaqani (d.
1199), who regarded Tdg-e Kesra as an object lesson ( ‘ebrat) for the temporality of mundane. In
parallel with the medieval poets, Forsat considers the ruin as a means of drawing a lesson ( ‘ebrat)
from a bygone civilization: “In sum, anyone who beholds 7ag-e Kesra with a with a look of ‘ebrat, he
is forced to cry.” Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 609-613

248 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:266.

249 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:287.
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Forsat’s discussion about a rock carving depicting the battle of a person
stabbing a winged animal figure (figure 11) reflects how Forsat keeps Islamic
philosophy, theology, and mysticism in his mind in his attempt to infer a meaning
from the images in Persepolis, while not categorically denying the scattered
information he can acquire from European sources. In the first place, Forsat states
that there is no solid information on the nature of these carvings. However,
Europeans call these kinds of figures sphinx, and mythology (metdlojiya) is the
Greek word for these figures, which were constructed solely for beholding
(tamashah).? Then, Forsat mentions that he remembers some refined people who
have inclinations for philosophy and mysticism (ba ’zi az ahl-e zovg va hekmat va
‘erfan), were claiming that this figure represents either the ravine of punishment
(barzakh-e ‘eqab) or the ravine of wretched soul (barzakh-e nafs-e zamimah-ye
shiim). Accordingly, the intended message was to kill the wretched soul (nafs-e
zamimah-ye shiim) just as the person in the figure does. In another published history
book, it is argued that the figure is marked as a deity (rabb al-nov")*! by
philosophers (hokama). Forsat challenges this idea on the grounds that the author
does not explain which rabb he means, as each species (anva’) has its own rabb,
such as humans, lions, sheep, mosquitos, and trees. Forsat notes that those who
believe in arbab-e anva’ (the plural of rabb al-nov’) call them also mosol-e Aflatint

(Ideas of Platon). Molla Sadra, for example, insists on the existence of arbab-e anva’

20 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:304.

251 Rabb al-nov’ means a deity or a god in ancient Greek and Iranian contexts, particularly Eshragt
philosophers, who thought that each type of star, planet, and different elements (vasa ‘it-e ‘onsoriyyah,
morakkabat-e va ashbah-e mojarradah) has a particular deity (rabb). For example, Mordad is the
deity of trees (ashjar), Ordibahasht is the deity of fire (atash), and Apollo is the deity of Sun. Molla
Sadra (d. 1641), a famous philosopher of the Safavid period, states that the term rabb al-nov’ was
used by Empedocles, Hermes, and Pythagoras. ‘Ali Akbar Dahkhoda, “Rabb al-Nov’” in
Loghatnamah-ye Dahkhoda, accessed May 11, 2024,
https://dehkhoda.ut.ac.ir/fa/dictionary/detail/161370?title=¢ sill-—», ; Sayyid Ja’far Sajjadi, Farhang-e
Loghat va Estelahat-e Falsaft, ed. Hosam al-Din Qahhari (Tehran: Entasharat-e Sa’di, 1338/1959),
144-145,
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in his Asfar®?, like Eshragi philosophers. However, Mashha ‘i philosophers do not
embrace this approach. Forsat concludes the debate on the carving mentioned above
by reasoning that even if we agree upon the existence of arbab-e anva’, the question
of what kind of rabb is the winged animal figure on a rock carving will remain.?®3
In interpreting one of the inscriptions in Persepolis, Forsat takes the
opportunity to give moral lessons to his audience. His interpretation is a good
example of inspiration he got from ancient ruins. By using mentions of famine

(tangsali) and false-speaking (doriighgiiy) in the mentioned inscription as a point of

departure, Forsat writes:

It seems that [they] considered famine as an enormous calamity and false speaking as a great
blasphemy in the era of this king. It is good for us, as the people of this age, assuming
ourselves to be Muslims, to draw a little lesson and become awakened to what kind of
famines there are in our time, and false speaking is in fashion. And, the famine is caused by
false speaking and other sins, which cause divine enragement. My God, prevent any
calamity from [befalling] us for the sake of noble Imams.?>*

The destruction of Persepolis by Alexander the Great is another instance

Forsat uses to draw moral lessons. He states that Alexander was convinced by his
mistress, 7ays, to ravage the city of Istahr, including Persepolis, when he was drunk.
Forsat reasons that one would not expect such an action from Alexander except due
to thoughtlessness (bikheradr). Thoughtlessness, he argues, would not exist without a
state of intoxication (masti).?>® Henceforth, Forsat starts his anti-alcohol campaign in
earnest. He contends that although one may not believe in the prohibition of alcohol
by prophets and saints, considering it a myth (afsanah), the evils of alcohol are so

evident that one does not need to refer to any other source. He highlights the troubles

252 The full title of Molla Sadra’s book is Al-Hekmat ol-Mota altyyah fi'l-Asfare’'l- ‘Aqliyyate’I-
Arba’a.

23 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:304.

24 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:295.

25 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:327-328.
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that alcohol consumption causes in one’s life, which usually end with the loss of
dignity in society.

Forsat refers to a few European periodicals that oppose alcohol consumption.
After paraphrasing the content of the periodicals at his disposal, he states that harsh
regulations were implemented in most European countries against the consumption
of alcohol, and some alcohol factories were even destroyed. Forsat may have
believed that religious references alone would not be sufficient to convince some
people about the harms of alcohol, so he drew additional arguments from European
sources. Thus, he likely wanted to add a “scientific” aspect to his anti-alcohol
campaign, as anti-alcohol Europeans do not rely on religious arguments concerning
alcohol consumption but instead provide arguments focused on health.?>®

In his anti-alcohol campaign, he lastly tackles the undeniable presence of
alcohol in classical poetry. To counter the argument that wine is ubiquitous in poetry,
including mystic poetry, and thus acceptable, he argues that poets use wine as a
metaphor in most cases. In instances where wine is not used metaphorically, the
poetic imagination (khiyalat-e sha riyyah) should not mislead a wise person. After
all, it is normal for poets to talk about pleasure (hazz), the mole of the beloved (khal-
e ma shiiq), and the description of wine-cup (jam o modam).?®" Forsat completes his
anti-alcohol discourse by quoting verses or anecdotes from poets and Sufis to
endorse his ideas.

Forsat stays for six days in Persepolis to draw pictures of ruins. Before
departing from Persepolis, he realizes that the next day corresponds with the birthday
of Prophet Mohammad, which he considers fortuitous (men hosn al-ettafaq).

Therefore, he decides to spend the seventh day in Persepolis and write a gasidah for

2% Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:329-330.
257 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:330.
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the Prophet, hoping to gain the Prophet’s intercession (shafd at) on his behalf in the
afterlife.?®® The first lines describe the destruction of Persepolis and the
disappearance of pre-Islamic heritage by alluding to legendary characters, such as
Jamshid, Faridiin, Kavos, and Siyavosh. The emphasis on ‘ebrat is unmistakable, as
Forsat urges the audience to take ‘ebrat from what was gone. He dedicates the
second part to the praise of the Prophet. At the beginning of the gasidah, Forsat
asserts that Mohammad’s birthday was the cause of the destruction of Zoroastrian
temples, the palace of Kesra, and the Roman armies. In the remaining part, he writes
about the morality and wisdom of the Prophet.

The last two examples reveal Forsat’s hybrid approach to ancient ruins. In the
first example, he uses the leitmotif of Alexander the Great, who devastated
Persepolis while drunk, to teach moral lessons to the audience. In the second
example, his Muslim piety, respect, and love for the Prophet merge with his
contemplation of ancient ruins. Thus, it is safe to argue that pre-Islamic heritage

meets Forsat’s Islamic sensibilities.

4.3 Nagsh-e Rostam

I have argued that Islam is Forsat’s main conceptual tool for making sense of ancient
ruins in the Fars region, despite his references to European sources, primarily
travelogues, and the Parsi patronage behind the production of the book. I have also
noted before that one of Forsat’s methodological aims in dealing with ancient ruins is
to make sense of the images he sees on reliefs across the Fars region. In this section
of the chapter, I will show and discuss how Forsat keeps Islamic theology into

consideration in his dilettante attempt to understand the ruin.

28 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 332-336
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Nagsh-e Rostam (Pictures of Rostam) is an archeological site, having
Achaemenid and Sasanid monuments, notably royal tombs carved into the mountain.
The area is known by its traditional Persian name, coming from the Sasanian reliefs
on the cliff, which are believed to reference the legendary hero Rostam.?® Forsat
states that, as he noted before in Asar-e ‘Ajam, there is no logic behind naming this
place as Nagsh-e Rostam since it is the tradition of villagers (ahali-ye dahdt va
riistdytha) to give such a name wherever they see a similar grand image.?®°

An interpretation of a relief in Nagsh-e Rostam produces a challenge for
Forsat. In the relief, two characters are depicted on a horse holding a ring. (figure 12)
He states that an English book on geography argues that it was the God who was
shown on a horse in front of Ardashir Babakan, the founder of the Sasanid empire, in
one of the reliefs in Nagsh-e Rostam. He is surprised that the English source, whose
translations are compatible with those Forsat had from other sources in European
languages, assumes a shape (sirar) for God. He reasons that it is impossible for
Ardashir Babakan, whose words are not devoid of wisdom, to attribute a shape to
God, who is transcending (fa 'ala). Forsat links the idea he encounters in an English
book with the moshabbahah groups in Islam. The word moshabbahah comes from
the root tashbeh, meaning emulation or likening. It refers to groups that draw
parallels between God and creatures based on mutual similarities and imagine God in
a human shape. For example, God has parts of a body, and he moves like humans.
Attributing the divine characteristics of God (sefat) to humans is another creed

traditionally associated with these groups.!

259 Hubertus Von Gall, “NAQS-E ROSTAM.,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed March 1, 2024,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/nags-e-rostamé#prettyPhoto.

260 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 342.

%61 yusuf Sevki Yavuz, “Miisebbihe,” in Tiirkiyve Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, accessed May 1,
2024, https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/musebbihe.
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Forsat asserts that this group was originally a faction of common people
(‘ammi) among Jews. He refutes the idea that God can be considered as a body
(jesm) on the grounds that, in that case, he is mohtaj (needy) of a place (makan).
Since any mohtaj is possible (momken) but not necessary (vajeb). Because God is
considered as vajeb al-vociid, meaning the one whose existence is necessary, the God
cannot be considered in any shape. Forsat’s objection to the idea articulated by an
English book derives from his commitment to the theological understanding of God’s
essence in Islam.

Forsat, as in many instances in Asar-e ‘Ajam, consults his sufi patron, Shaykh
Mofid, regarding the moshabbahah groups in Islam and quotes the document the
Shaykh prepared based on scholars’ works (kotob-e ‘olama).?®? Shaykh Mofid states
that the majority of those who belong to moshabbahah are Sunni groups. He gives
anecdotes from the moshabbahah groups regarding God in a personified manner to
refute their ideas. Then, he gives reference to an authoritative remark by the eleventh
Shiite Imam Hasan al-*Asqari, defending the non-personal nature of God.?%

The anonymous English source seems right to argue that it was the God
(Ahuramazda) depicted on the right side. It is stated that the relief depicts the
Ardashir’s coronation by God. The trilingual inscription (Ancient Greek, Parthian,
and Pahlavi languages) attests to this fact.?%4 It is not one of the main concerns of this
thesis to compare Forsat’s opinions to the latest findings of scholarship. What is
remarkable about this example is that theological debates of Islam played a central

role in Forsat’s evaluation of the ancient ruins.

262 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 347-348.

263 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 348-349.

264 See Al Reza Shapir Shahbazi, Rahnoma-ye Mostaned-e Nagsh-e Rostam (Tehran, Sefiran
Publication, 1393/2014), 156-167.
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The relief at Nagsh-e Rostam was not the only material Forsat assessed based
on his Islamic knowledge and sensitivity. What is equally interesting is his attempt to
expound the translation of one of the inscriptions at Nagsh-e Rostam (Tarjomah-ye
Hotit-e Pahlavi-ye Majles-e Shapir dar Nagsh-e Rostam), which he found in an
English travelogue. Among the phrases used for Shapur, a Sasanid ruler, in the
inscription, Forsat explains zadah az asaman (born of heaven) in a marginalia note.
He notes that the birth does not connote a biological or external (sir) one here.
Instead, it should be understood under the same logic as the concept of birth out of
knowledge (‘elm) or faith (iman). Then, Forsat refers to a famous hadith by Jesus to
the effect that it is incumbent upon anybody who intends to enter the heavenly sphere
to be born more than once. Forsat argues that since biological birth is a self-evident

phenomenon, the phrase “born of heaven” must have a metaphorical meaning.?®®

4.4 Pasargad

Having done with Nagsh-e Rostam, Forsat writes about the Pasargad region. The
tomb of the famous Achaemenid ruler, Cyrus the Great (magbarah-ye Kiirosh), is a
significant place for its historical and modern ideological meaning. Forsat mentions
that there is a tomb called mashad-e mader-e Solayman (the tomb of Soleyman’s
mother), but European historians (movarrikhin-e farangestan) assert that it belongs
to a ruler, called Kiirosh or Chetrish, whose reign was 2450 years ago. He states that
it is not known which Suleiman and his mother are mentioned. If it is the Prophet
Soleyman, he says, there is no information on whether his mother is buried here. He

enters the tomb but cannot find anybody inside. He reports that local people

265 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 399.
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informed him that there was a coffin and a body inside the tomb before some people
destroyed it.?®

One of the interesting aspects of Forsat’s description and discussion of
Pasargad, proving his inclusion of both Islamic and pre-Islamic vestiges for Iranian
identity and culture, is that he did not ignore the traces of the ruins of a medieval
mosque adjacent to the tomb of Cyrus, which coexisted with pre-Islamic ruins until
the 1970s when they were removed on grounds that they do not have authenticity.
Why a mosque was constructed in a way encircling the tomb of Cyrus by the
Atabakan-e Fars, descendants of the Salghurid dynasty who ruled in the Fars region
in the twentieth and thirteenth centuries.?®’ The mosque has been known by different
names throughout history, such as Masjed-e Atabaki and Masjed-e Madar-e
Solayman.

Forsat duly describes the Islamic traces as well as the pre-Islamic ones. He
reads the medieval or a later inscription to the effect that Sa’ad Zangi of Atabak
converted the place to the mosque (inca ra masjed az jehat-e moslimin sakhtahand)
for the Muslims.?® By taking other examples, such as Masjed-e Sangi in Darabjard,
he states in a marginalia note that the AtGbakan-e Fars converted the majority of the
Zoroastrian temples (ma '@bad-e Parsiyan) into Muslim mosques.?%®
Forsat mentions that there are verses from the Quran inside Cyrus’s tomb and

the mosque’s mihrab. Muslim graves in the area demonstrate the identities of

scholars, learned men (fozald), and sufis. There was also a madrasa or an edifice

266 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 379.

267 For brief information about Atabakan-e Fars, see Bertold Spuler, “ATABAKAN-E FARS,” in
Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed March 7, 2024, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/atabakan-e-
fars-princes-of-the-salghurid-dynasty-who-ruled-fars-in-the-6th-12th-and-7th-13th-centuries-initially-
with-.

268 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 382.

269 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 382.
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(saray) built by Sa’ad Zangi, but it was entirely destroyed. A local mulla (akhiind),
whom Forsat describes as a pious holy man (mard-e mogaddas-e zahedr), shows
Forsat a gravestone, half of which remained underground that has the name of Sa’ad
Zangi in the inscription. Forsat orders the peasants (ra iyatha) to clean the
gravestone, and then he finds out that the grave belongs to one of Sa’ad Zangi’s
descendants.

Lastly, he tries to understand the figure that he calls siret-e baldar (The
Winged Figure), whose image is a matter of wonder (mahall-e hayrat). (figure 13)
Forsat relates that an Englishman (shakhsi az angerizha) wrote down a note in
English on the carved stone that it was done in the period of a Persian king
(padashah-e parsi), called Kiirosh . The same Englishman wrote down also a note on
Cyrus’s tomb that it belongs to Kiirosh, i.e., Cyrus. After noting this graffiti, Forsat
deals with the meaning of the image. He supposes that siiret-e baldar may represent
angels (mala ‘tkah), a deity of the star (rabb al-nov’-e satarah), or any other
imaginations (khiyalat) they had. In addition, he also refers to an idea he encountered
in a European travelogue (dar mosafaratnamah-ye sayyahi az ahl-e farangestan) that
the Winged Figure can be Cyrus’s own deific image, which would help him to ascend
to the haven after his death. The material on top of his hat can be an allegory that
Cyrus undertook significant duties and occupations (karhd vah barha).?’® Contrary to
his objection to the idea that the figure in front of Ardashir Babakan is Ahuramazda,
1.e., the God, Forsat does not make a value judgment in interpreting the Winged
Figure in Pasargad.

In the eleventh chapter, Forsat introduces his recent findings (enkhishdafat-e

Jjadidah) concerning the images he visited previously based on European travel

210 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:387.
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accounts. He compares what he wrote during his journeys across the Fars region to
what he found in certain European travelogues. As I will show below, he finds some
of the explanations acceptable or assumes a neutral position. For some others,
however, he has critical views based on his foundational objection to the visual
representation of God.

Forsat informs the reader that he integrated what he read and learned into his
narrative after turning back to Shiraz, as he frequently makes amendments to the text.
Then, he compares and contrasts differing opinions regarding the meanings of
different images from ancient ruins in Fars. For example, he notes that an English
travelogue argues the fourth image, a beardless one in Barm-e Delak, a site of a
Sasanian rock relief located in the southeast of Shiraz (figure 14), is actually a
woman dressed up as a man. Forsat states that he does not have any information on
the identity of this image and makes no judgment. The second point is about an
image depicting a scene in which a person is under the horse of a kingly figure while
the latter holds another person’s arm (figure 15) in the Darabjard region. Forsat
mentions that he had guessed the identities of the people depicted here as Darabshah
and Philip II of Macedon, the father of Alexander the Great. However, the same
English source holds the idea that the kingly figure is Shapur I and the one depicted
under Shapur’s horse is the captured Roman emperor Valerian, and the last one is
another Roman emperor (Shiridis?), crowned by Shapur 1.2"! Another interesting
reference to the two travelogues is the interpretation of animal-like figures with
human heads (see figure 4 again) in Persepolis. The aforementioned English source
claims that these figures may be related to the worshipping of cows, a practice that

existed in Egypt and India. It also refers to Avesta, according to which the cow was

271 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 395-396.
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the first creature, and humans and other animals came after. Another traveler writes
that these images might be the representations of Kaytmars, the progenitor of the
Pishdadiyan dynasty, whose name comes from gav (cow) and mard (man). Forsat
thinks that the etymological explanation is worthy of thinking.?’? In another example,
he states that the image, whose upper part is human-like and the lower part is bird-
like (figure 16) is called Foriihar, and some European travelers and philosophers
(chand nafar az sayyahan ve hokamd-ye Farang) argue that it is the image of the
soul (jan), a reference to the idea that soul leaving the body, and its transition to the
other world (‘alam-e bala). Forsat agrees with the sources he refers to without giving
any bibliographical information.?”®

A French traveler’s interpretation of an image in Nagsh-e Rajab (figure 17) is
the only explanation Forsat takes issue with in this section. The French traveler,
whose identity is unbeknown to us, asserts that this scene, showing two people on
foot while holding a ring together, is the depiction of God (4hiiramazda) endowing
the throne to Shapur I. The same source reminds that Ardashir Babakan and the God
are depicted on a horse in Nagsh-e Rostam. Forsat states that the objection (irad), his
assumption of the impossibility of the personification of God, that he raised for an
image in Nagsh-e Rostam is also applicable to this example and ends the discussion
by quoting a verse from the Quran about the uniqueness of the God: “[but] there is

nothing like unto Him, and He alone is all-hearing, all-seeing.”?"*

272 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:396.

213 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:398; Even though it is hard to equate the concept of the soul in Abrahamic
religions to forithar, modern scholarship confirms that forizhar was related to the soul as well as
having a supernatural existence. Mary Boyce, “FRAVASL” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, accessed March
7, 2024, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/fravasi-.

214 The Message of the Qur ’an, translated and explained by Muhammad Asad (London: Dar al-
Andalus, 1980), 740-741.
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4.5 Biography or the politics of inclusion & exclusion in Asdr-e ‘Ajam

Biographies occupy a significant place in Asar-e ‘Ajam. The inclusion of biographies
of historical and contemporary figures enriches the book’s content and broadens its
scope. Therefore, biography forms one of the generic layers of Asar-e ‘Ajam. Forsat
typically includes the biographies of scholars, Sufis, poets, and other local notables
for each town he visits in the Fars region.

There are other occasions for him to mention historical personalities. For
example, Forsat quotes the ode (gdasidah) he wrote in praise of his sufi master,
Shaykh Mofid, whom he describes as the mine of divine mysteries and the source of
divine lights (ma ‘dan-e asrar-e rabbani va manba’e- anvar-e sobhant), before
ending the introduction part.2” In his ode, Forsat resembles Shaykh Mofid’s
intellectual, philosophical, poetic, religious, and moral qualities to the ancient Greek
philosophers, like Aristoteles, Platon, Euclid, Ptolemy, Galen, mythical pre-Islamic
Iranian thinkers, like Bozorgmahr, Islamic philosophers like Farabi and Avicenna
(Ibn Sina), pre-Islamic poets, famous sufis such as Bayazid-e Bestami and Farid al-
Din “Attar, and also Prophet Muhammad’s companions like Salman-e Faresi, Sabet
and Abiizar, who would support ‘Alf ibn Abi Taleb, the fourth caliph.?’

Forsat begins the first chapter with short biographies of the tens of historical
personalities he mentions in his ode for Shaykh Mofid and other significant
figures.?’’ Forsat justifies such a digression in the book by explaining that he
includes the biographies to clarify ambiguities concerning the ode and to avoid

boring the reader.?’® He aligns some ancient Greek philosophers the main tenets of

25 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:39.

278 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:46-49

217 The biographies constitute a considerable section of the first chapter. See Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam,
1:60-122.

28 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:59.
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the Abrahamic religions. For example, Forsat notes that Socrates was killed because
he objected to idol worship and performed ablution (gas/) and prayed (bah namaz
istad) before his death.?’® He asserts that Platon believed in the createdness of the
universe (hodiis-e ‘alam) and a creator.?®® Regarding Aristotle, Forsat quotes a hadith
by Prophet Mohammad stating that Aristoteles was a prophet.?8!

Forsat’s engagement with significant Muslim figures is equally interesting to
understand his broad vision for Iran’s cultural, religious, and historical legacy. In this
regard, he writes about Sufis like Bayazid-e Bestami and Shahab al-Din Sohravardi,
representing his commitment to Sufism. Forsat prioritizes the Shiite Muslims by
providing more examples from Prophet Mohammad and Caliph Ali’s companions.
Nevertheless, he does not entirely ignore Sunni scholars such as Ab al-Hasan al-
Ash‘ari, the founder of the Sunni Ash'ari school. Forsat continues to provide
biographies of philosophers (hokama), mystics ( ‘orafa), eloquent men (fosaha), and
companions of the Prophet (sahabah) for pages until he states that it is time to get to
the point by which he means the description of his travels and ancient ruins.?8?

Despite the presence of a large number of biographies within Asar-e ‘Ajam,
groups of people are missing in the book, such as women and Babis.?® Forsat does
not provide any biography of women in the book, but he mentions a few of those
who sponsored the restoration of religious buildings, such as a certain Tasht Khatiin,
who endowed the revenues of the town of Maymand in medieval periods.?* Another

instance in which Forsat mentions a woman is when he writes about Haji Moshir al-

Molk, a prominent Qajar statesman. Forsat notes that although Moshir al-Molk has

219 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:62-63
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no sons, he has a daughter. Forsat praises her charitable works and describes her:
“Even though she is a woman, she has manly quality and disposition. She is like a
man in the guise of a woman...”?8% He quotes an Arabic poem that extols a woman'’s
chastity on the grounds that only mirrors can see her face. In parallel with Moshir al-
Molk’s daughter, Forsat praises a woman from the Qavam family, which held
significant governmental offices in the Qajar period, with similar statements.?%® He
does not fail to mention two shrines supposedly dedicated to women, Bibi Dokhtaran
and Khatiin Qiyamat in the Shiraznamah part.?®’ In another instance, he recounts that
there is a deep well in the vicinity of Shiraz, to which guilty prostitutes, sentenced to
death, are thrown.?® Interestingly, the only section dealing with women in his
another significant work, Magalat-e ‘Elmi va Siyast, carries the title of The Harms of
Prostitute Women (Azrar-e Zanan-e Fahesah).?®

The biographies of Muslim scholars and sufis are occasions to elaborate on
Islamic theology and ethics for Forsat. For example, after dealing with al-Ash‘arf, he
compares and contrasts Ash’arism with Mu'tazilism according to their different
opinions regarding the concept of jabr (compulsion) and ehktiyar (free will), one of
the most essential subjects in Islamic theology (kalam). The matter can be seen as the
debate of freedom and predestination in Islamic theology. Although there has always
been a debate on to what extent God determines human acts, the eighth and ninth
centuries (second and third hejrT) was the period when the debate was hot among

Muslim theologians.?%

285 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2:439-440.
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ye Parstyan, 1325/1907-1908), 9.
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Forsat states that followers of al-Ash ‘ar1 think that people do not have free
choice in any matters and that their acts are created by God, who is responsible for
both the reasons and results of human acts. According to this school of thought, no
medium exists for God’s will. The question of why there is reward and punishment in
Islam if such a thing as free will does not exist remains. As an answer to this
question, this group contends that God can send all people to heaven or hell,
according to his wish, and this act cannot be considered as oppression (zo/m) on the
grounds that oppression is the possession of someone’s property. As every entity is a
possession of God, there will not be any oppression. Mu’tazilis, on the other hand,
argue that people are the creators of their good and evil acts and God is only the
creator of souls (zavat-e nofiis) and does not interfere in the affairs of people. They
also put forth that it is impossible to see God in the world and the afterlife. Lastly,
Forsat points out other matters of dispute between the two groups, such as the
attributes of God (sefar) and the ability of reason (‘aq/) to distinguish good and evil
in the absence of shar’ (divine law).?%

After presenting two opposing views, Forsat introduces a third religious
doctrine (mazhab) concerning the issue of jabr and ehktiyar, which is adopted by
Emamiyyah—a term that can refer either to a particular Shiite sect or to Shiism in
general—and the majority of philosophers (hokama). According to this view, a
person is the direct creator (bivasetah) of his act, which are the indirect result
(bahvasetah) of God’s intention. Thus, this third approach serves as a reconciliatory
one between the two extremes. Forsat gives reference to works of the famous
medieval Muslim philosopher Naser al-Din Tiis1 (d.1274) and the most renowned

philosopher of the Qajar period, Molla Hadt Sabzahvari (d.1873), and he quotes from

291 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:83-84.
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the Caliph ‘Al to support his position. He concludes this section by quoting a
couplet from his Diwan related to the jabr and ehktiyar issue: “If there were not free
choice, compulsion would not exist of course / Except a sage one, nobody solved this
riddle.”?%

Immediately after the jabr and ehktiyar issue, Forsat introduces another topic
related to Islam, this time focusing on the relationship between knowledge and
different groups of people who make the cause of Islam (da 'va-ye Eslam mikonand).
He categorizes these individuals into three groups based on their mazhab and
mashrab (manner and temper): 1-Scholars, who successfully undergone education,
acquired ma ‘aref (knowledge), and possess exact knowledge or beliefs 2-Confused
individuals, who have studied but failed to find their way, and are perplexed about
religious matters (omiir-e mazhabiyyah) 3-The ignorant.

Forsat notes that there are different subgroups in the last category of sheer
ignorants (‘ammi-ye baht-e basit). For example, there are people who neither
acquired knowledge nor learned anything about humanity (ensaniyat) and ethics
(ahlagiyyat).?®® They do not question the reasons for their ignorance. Life for them is
to open their stores and put effort into worldly interests (mandfa’-ye donyavi).
According to Forsat, this group of people only care about their worldly interests and
do not pay heed to any hadith, poem, or mystical subject (matlab-e ‘erfani) if they
ever hear such things. He resembles those devoid of the pleasures of ‘Elm o Adab
(etiquette and morals) and abhors the daily prayers (farayez-e panjganah) to animals,
as they do not have any pleasure except eating and sleeping.?®* Forsat mentions

another group in the large category of ignorants that studied little through sources in
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Persian language, heed words of the people of shar’ and ‘erfan, and can occasionally
benefit from the cultivated people. He also adds that they are aware of their
ignorance and regret it. The last subgroup among the ignorants consists of people
who pretend to be cultivated and educated. They pretend to be virtuous,
knowledgeable, and have high morals.?®> When they see a wretch (mardak), they try
to sell a few words they heard from somewhere by adding superstitions (abatel).
However, they constantly fear being castigated by the cultivated and educated people
in the gathering.

Forsat asserts that ignorant people generally defend their positions by giving
reference to Ash’ari arguments, although they have no idea about the jabr and
ehktiyar issue and Ash’arism and Mu'tazilism. In addition, they sometimes take
shelter in poetry but are unaware that poetry cannot stand as a convincing proof
(borhan-e gate’) in religious matters. Then, he reminds the reader that there are
poems devoid of hekmat (wisdom). However, this does not mean that poetry should
be challenged.?%®

Before going back to the biographies, Forsat quotes one of the poems he
wrote upon the request of a friend about the betrayal of foolish profanes and the
condemnation of selfish common people (dar ehanat-e majazpishagan-e
naharadmand va nakithash-e mardoman-e ‘ammi-ye khodpasand).?® Although he
quotes many verses from the poem, the whole can be found in his diwan.?®® Using his
literary skills, Forsat continues elaborating on the criticism he directed at the
common people (‘avam). Again, he warns the reader not to mingle with the common

people (‘ammi), who reject the principles of the divine law (shari’ah) and indulge in
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earthly pleasures. He states that those people deny knowledge ( ‘e/m) and the religion
(ayin), ridicule the divine law (shari’a) and the religion, claim that knowledge is just
a gossip (gal), argue for excessive pleasure and cheerfulness (‘eysh o tarab). They
use the creeds of Ash’arism as excuses for their mischievous deeds.?*°

In addition to Forsat’s continued criticism of common people, this poem is
remarkable for its attacks on pederasty (shahadbazi), as he writes: “Do not give your
heart to the child...”.3% Forsat argues that shahadbazi is merely a profane and
superficial love and has nothing to do with the true love of God. Undoubtedly, the
outcome of a pederastric love will be regret. At the end of the poem, he reasons that
overeating and alcohol consumption (akl-e mofrat va agrabah), as well as listening to
mundane music and poetry, are instigators of profane love.3"! In Forsat’s opinion,
idolatry (botparasti) is better than drinking wine (badahparasti), and death is more
acceptable (ovl/a) than intoxication (sarmasti), as the habit of drinking alcohol is the
calamity of the soul (afat-e rith).3%
Overall, Forsat’s categorization of people and his criticisms of ignorant

alongside those indulge in mundane pleasures give significant clues about his

intellectual mindset and ideal Iranian type.

4.6 Superstition and mysticism

Islamic mysticism ( ‘erfan) has a strong influence on Forsat’s Islamic outlook. Even a
cursory glance at Forsat’s divan reveals the significance of Islamic mysticism
(‘erfan) in his mindset, as his poetry is filled with mystical allusions. Forsat

frequently mentions Shaykh Mofid, his spiritual master, and consistently praises him
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throughout Asdr-e ‘Ajam. Moreover, he often poses questions regarding Sufism and
theology. As a sign of his commitment to the Sufi tradition, he provides biographies
of tens of historical and contemporary Sufi figures.

In this regard, his account of Shayhk Qotb-al-Din Mobarak is noteworthy, as
it exemplifies the presence of Sufism in Asar-e ‘Ajam. After addressing the historical
monuments in Arsenjan, a small town in the Fars region, Forsat relates an anecdote
about Shayhk Qotb-al-Din Mobarak (d. 607/1210-1211). He states that the Shayhk is
known with his lofty assemblies ( ‘olovv-e magamat) and grand ranks (somovv-e
darajat). Once upon a time, Shayhk Qotb-al-Din Mobarak faints, and while fainted
with his mouth open, a bee makes a nest in his mouth.>*® Forsat notes that the jazbah
(divine attraction) made this occurrence possible.

Forsat then poses a question in the form of a letter to his master, Shaykh
Mofid, and shares the answer he received. The Shaykh notes that the paths leading
people to God are as numerous as the number of created beings.>** However, it is
possible to categorize them into three groups according to their common
characteristics.

The first path covers the group of ashab-e mo’amalat, which attributes great
significance to prayers and external deeds (a 'mal-e zaherah). Only a few of them can
reach God, even over a long period. The second group is ashab-e mojahadat vah
riyazat, relying on esoteric methods (‘amarat-e baten) for the alteration of morality
(akhlaq), purification of the self (tazkiyah-ye nefs), and refinement of the hearth
(tasfivah-ye qalb). Though the number of people who can reach God is more than the
first group, they are also rare. The third group is arbab-e mohabbat, utilizing the

jazba to reach God. The path followed by the third group is the closest one to God,
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and the number of those who achieved their goal of reaching God exceeds the first
two groups.

In another place, Forsat talks about a cave called Ashab-e Kehf (Seven
Sleepers), also known as the cave of Degyaniis, located in southwest of Kazerun. The
story of Seven Sleepers is common in Christian and Islamic traditions and is also
mentioned in the Quran.3® Forsat does not confirm the belief that the cave in
Kazerun is related to the Seven Sleepers and says:

...and for the sake of future travelers’ foresight, this humble wanted to show

that this issue does not have any truth and is false because the Seven Sleepers

were in Rum [Anatolia], and the mountain is located in that land, as it is

recorded in all histories. Anybody wishes [to check], refer to them [these

sources].3%
4.7 The concept of Iran in Asar-e ‘Ajam
It goes without saying that focusing on how Forsat conceives of Iran and its
historical roots is significant in specifying his differing vision from those of
mainstream nationalists examined in the first chapter. To do this, I will examine how
he explained the etymology of the terms Iran and Pars. I will also address the
question of to what extent we find traces of emerging nationalist terminology in
Asar-e ‘Ajam through its discourses on Iran and the people of Iran. In the texts
examined in the first chapter, particularly Akhtindzadah and Kermani, nationalist
vocabulary was unmistable. Then, I will touch upon Forsat’s use of the term Aryan
alongside his extractions from European sources on the history of the Persian
language and its relation to other languages. A debate on which territories Iran has
covered since then is also necessary for the focus of this section.

In the introduction, Forsat explains the origins of the terms Iran and Pars. He

states that geographical terms /ran and Pars may have come from the names of

305 See the Al-Kahf (The Cave) Surah. The Message of the Qur’an, 437-456.
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ancient rulers of Iran, like Hizshang, who was the son of Siyamak. Forsat asserts that
historians wrongly used the term Pars to describe the whole geography of Iran. The
cause of this misconception was the fact that the territory was under the control of
Iran ben Hiishang.>®" When Iran’s son, Pars, ascended to the throne, the territory of
Iran was partly called Pars. Then, Forsat states that the term Pars covered cities like
Shiraz, Kazerun, Firuzabad, Darabjard, Fasa, Neyriz, Sarvestan, Kevar, Jahrom,
Marvdasht, Shebankara, etc.3% He also gives alternative explanations for the origin
of the term Pars. According to what some people wrote (ba zi navashtah and kah),
Pars was the son of Tuhmiiras, the third Shah of Pishdadiyan, the first Iranian
dynasty, according to Avesta and Shahnamah. Tahmiiras granted certain territories in
the Fars region. Shiraz, Istakhr, Fasa, and other cities carry the names of Tahmuras’s
sons. What should be inferred from the information Forsat provides is that he still
follows the genealogies attributed to pre-Islamic Iran by sources like Khodaynamah,
Shahnamah of Ferdowsi, medieval Islamic history and geography literature, and neo-
Zoroastrian Desatir Texts, at least in the introduction. One may say that
traditional/mythical narratives on the roots of pre-Islamic Iran exist Asar-e ‘Ajam.3*
Forsat states at the very beginning of Asar-e ‘Ajam that Iran was a large
country (Iran mamlakati vasi’ biidah), implying some of its former parts do not
belong to Iran anymore, and the names of certain places in Iran have changed. Iraq
(‘Erdag-e ‘Ajam), Khorasan, Taberestan, Fars, Azerbaijan, Kerman, etc., are some of

Iran’s current territories (molk).31° Then, he asserts that Fars is among the southern
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mamalek (province, kingdom, dominion) of Iran (az mamalek-e Janiibi-ye Irdn
ast).*!! The idea that Fars is one of Iran’s provinces fits the region’s the historical and
contemporary position. In a later section of the book, Forsat provides a new
geographic segmentation for the Fars region. He puts forth that the Fars region used
to compromise five different kiirah (regions), each was created by a ruler: 1-Kirah-
yve Ardashir (Shiraz and Firuzabad) 2-Kirah-ye Estakhr (Beyza and Ramjard) 3-
Kiirah-ye Darabjard (Fasa and Jahrom) 4-Kiirah-ye Qobdad (Bushehr and Borazjan)
5- Kiirah-ye Shapur (Kazerun and Jareh). Forsat notes that each of these regions was
conquered [mafftith shod] in the period of the second Caliph, ‘Omar ben Khattab, and
was brought to Islamic dominance.3!?

In the seventh chapter of the second volume of Asar-e ‘Ajam, Forsat deals
with the regions in and outside Iran that he has not visited and relied on geography
and history books in Persian as well as a few travelogues in English and French.
Afghanistan, Egypt, Babylonia, and some cities in Caucasia, such as Yerevan, Baku,
and Derbent, are where Forsat provides brief historical background and describes the
ancient sites. Khuzistan, Kermanshah, Hamadan, Mazandaran, Kohgiluyeh,
Bakhtiari, Ardabil, Ardestan, and Tadavan are also the cities or regions inside Iran
that Forsat mentions. Forsat’s method does not differ from the other chapters, as he
mentions the ancient places, provides translations of some ancient inscriptions, and
tries to discover the identity of the depicted people in the ancient ruins.

The rationale behind the inclusion of these cities and regions to the narrative
is to cover some of the monuments of Persian rulers (Asar-e Salatin-e ‘Ajam) within
or outside the Iranian territories (dar beldad-e Iran ya ghayr-e an ast), as Forsat

himself writes. We also know that he was encouraged by some of his friends who
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perused his manuscript to produce a more complete narrative.*® It is another proof
that Forsat’s concept of Iran exceeds the borders of the Qajar state. According to this
mindset, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Caucasia can be seen as part of ancient and classical
Iranian territories, and the ancient ruins automatically belong to Persian rulers.

Certain points related to Forsat’s vision of greater Iran are worth
emphasizing. In his discussion of Baku and Yerevan, for example, Forsat states that
Baku was a part of Iran before, but now, it is within the Russian domains (hal
zamimah-ye mamalek-e Riis ast). For Yerevan, he says that once it was the capital of
Armenia, and now it is in the hands of Russia, thus not mentioning that Yerevan
belonged to the Iranian state until its cession to Russia with the Treaty of
Turkmenchay in 1828.314 What are the implications of Forsat’s preference regarding
Baku as a former Iranian territory and Yerevan as the center of Armenia? One may
assume that he was influenced by the sources, especially European ones, he used. Or,
Forsat may have considered Armenia a region in Iran, and Yerevan was its seat.
Otherwise, Forsat must have had a different territorial concept of Iran, or ‘4jam, as
he uses them interchangeably.

Another interesting point in this chapter is Forsat’s naming of Khuzestan
province. Located in southwest Iran, Khuzestan is a region on the border of Iraq and
the Persian Gulf. Even though the region was generally named Khuzestan by
medieval Islamic geographers such as Ibn Hawqal and Yaqut al-Hamawi, it began to
be called Arabistan as of the Safavid period, based on the migration of the Arab
tribes, thus bringing demographical changes in the region. The official

administrational name of the region, Arabistan, was altered to Khuzestan following
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Reza Khan’s military expedition to establish the central authority in 1924.3"® What
was the reason behind Forsat’s preference for the name Khuzestan instead of more
common Arabistan? Did he assume a sensitive stance regarding the naming of the
province long before it would become a sensitive issue in Iranian politics? The more
plausible answer should be sought in that he kept up with the tradition of medieval
Islamic geography, as nowhere in the book has Forsat shown such an attitude against
non-Persian geographic names.

Forsat’s naming of some geographical units, such as the Persian Gulf, the
Euphrates, and the Tigris rivers, reveals the ambiguity of the geographical
nomenclature at that time. For example, he uses the title of Derya-ye Fars for the
Persian Gulf while reminding the reader: “It is also called Khalij-e ‘Ajam [=Fars]
(sic) and also Derya-ye Basra and Bahr-e ‘Omman, connected to the Indian Ocean,
and actually, is an extension of the Indian Ocean and this extension [the Persian
Gulf] is located between Fars and ‘Arabistan.”!® Considering the naming dispute
between Iranians and Arabs for this body of water, it is noteworthy that Forsat does
not shy away from referring to other prevalent names, despite even conservative
Iranians’ reluctance to accept the existence of other names nowadays.

Forsat’s use of the concepts, such as molk, mamlakat, and mamalek, is also
interesting. Until the late nineteenth century, Iran was not regarded as a unified
country in the sense of a modern nation-state. Even in the Qajar period, the official
name of the state was Mamalek-e Mahriisah-e Iraniyyah (The Guarded Domains of

Iran).3Y” While mamalek denotes an imperial rule alongside its provinces with a
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certain autonomy from the center, mamlakat is closer to the principles of the modern
nation-state. Thus, the crystallization of the national political culture and the idea of
Iran as a unified country with definite borders can be observed in the conceptual shift
from mamalek-e Iran to mamlakat-e Iran, as noted by Tavakoli-Targhi.®'® How
should one interpret that Forsat used both terms—mamlakat for Iran and Fars, as
mamalek is the plural form of the former—in successive pages?

After mentioning the positive developments in the Fars region under the
governorship of Nezam al-Saltanah, the last major patron of Asdr-e ‘Ajam, Forsat
advises the ruling elite (omara va hokkam) on how to take care of their subjects
(ra’aya):

The reason behind what it was said [above] is the fact that omara and hokkam should know
that the subjects [ra ‘aya] are like their children and observing their rights is among the
mellati and molki duties. Furthermore, they should be aware that if a commander or a ruler is
not informed about the methods of justice and ordering the affairs of the state, it will not be
possible for him to work with the principle of justice. In addition, they ought to know that
when the benefits of mankind are at the hand of a prudent ruler and he prevents oppression,
rule justly, and ensure the well-being of the subjects, not only all servants [reference to the
subjects] will benefit from various kinds of blessings but also he will have the advantage, as
it is written in the akhbar [traditions] that if one-hour justice is compared to worshiping, the
former is equal to 60 years of the latter. I saw in a different khabar [tradition] that it is even
better than the latter.31°

Forsat’s nasthat to the rulers is a telling example, as it provides significant
insights into how Forsat conceives of the society and the relationship between the
people and the ruling elites. For example, the fact that he regards the concept of
justice as the underlying cause for the order in society reflects the deep impact of
pre-modern Islamic political thought. Furthermore, addressing rulers by warning and
giving advice to them is another sign of the persistence of classical political thought.

Forsat’s use of particular concepts is another significant point in gauging the
presence of the concept of “national” in his work. For instance, he refers to people as

ra’dya, another classical concept for alluding to the subjects. Forsat utilizes mellat
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and molk at the same time when he mentions the duties of rulers in the sense that
they are complementary to each other. The use of mellat as an equivalent of the
modern nation became widespread not before the Constitutional Revolution despite
its preeminence in the writings of particular intellectuals like Akhtindzadah and
Kermani. However, it is hard to say that concepts like mellat had a fixed meaning or
use in the pre-Constitutional period. For example, Masha‘allah Ajudant aptly
exposes the religious connotations of the concept of mellat had in the Constitutional
period.3? Touraj Atabaki also states that words like ahalr, ommat, and mellat could
be used interchangeably even in the writings of notable reformists like Mostashar al-
Dowlah.??! In addition to the marginal and ambiguous use of mellat in Asar-e ‘Ajam,
Forsat usually employs the words like mardom or its plural form mardoman, and
ahali to mean people.

Forsat’s judgment concerning the people of Kazerun is another example that
deserves to be noted. He mentions that they once belonged to the Shafi'i branch of
Sunni Islam and converted to Shiism in due course. Although he generally talks
about the virtues of the people of a particular town or city that Forsat visits, he

castigates Kazerunis for their evil morality:

The majority of them are malicious, corrupt, and liars...[they are] the most evil people and
resemble the people of ‘4d®? in destroying the affairs of the servants of God, corrupting the
countries, and promoting obstinacy. They always put [the principle of] harmony aside, create
discord...3%

Forsat finds only a few people from Kazerun who are devoid of shameful
actions and worthy of note in the following pages. What were the reasons for Forsat’s

very unfavorable opinion of the people of Kazerun? Was it representing Forsat’s
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personal view, arising from his experience during his journey, or a more general
stereotype against them? One may claim that their Shafi’i past turned Forsat against
them. However, it cannot be, at least, the main cause, as he has no difficulty in
mentioning Sunni religious figures from Islamic history. I offer an alternative
explanation to understand Forsat’s highly critical remark on the people of Kazerun.
Whatever the reason for his discomfort with Kazerunis was, religious, ethnic,
personal, etc., these lines point out the persistence of non-national forms of identity
in Asar-e ‘Ajam, if not the lack of the concept of “national”.

Contrary to the ambiguous use of mellat, there are signs of emerging national
culture related to the symbols created by the Qajar state in Asar-e ‘Ajam. The then
governor of the Fars region, Farhad Mirza, entrusts Forsat to draw a picture of the
Tabar Castle in order to send it to the capital as a sign of its capture from the hands of

bandits. He briefly writes about the military expedition and states:

[the army] with great toil, conquered the castle and hung the flag of lion and sun [ ‘elem-e
shir o horshid], alluring the flag of the Iranian state, in the castle, killed Fazl’ Ali Baharlu, the
leader of the tribal gang, and his followers.3?*

Nevertheless, it would not be wrong to assert that Forsat did not write Asar-e
‘Ajam in a strict national sense. Instead, his other concerns, such as providing moral
lessons, are more explicit.

Forsat’s approach to the issues of race and language theories is a significant
point in which he differs from mainstream nationalism, especially in comparison to
Kerman’s Aryanist racism. Forsat knows about the Aryan language theory, as he
explains its linguistic implications based on an Italian book at his disposal. He

provides translations of relevant passages from this book, including the translations

324 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 2: 548.
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of ancient inscriptions across the Fars region and information on the history of

languages he finds in Shiraz. He writes:

The origin of all languages was the /ra 7 (/1) language, as the etymological roots of /rd
() and fran (o)) are identical. [That language] is also called [r7 (cs_+') and Aryan (),
and, at first, it was common among a group of people in Central Asia. This people was an
agrarian society that dispersed across the world because of an increase in their population.$?®

While he deals with Friedric Spiegel’s contributions to Iranian philology, he
states that the cuneiform script in Persepolis is the Arya language.®?® However, we do
not see any trace of racist classification of human societies, unlike Kermani. Neither
Forsat has an obsession with racial or linguistic purity. For example, he says that
some languages are mixed, like the languages of Ethiopia (habashah) and Zanzibar
(zangbar). In his opinion, the modern Persian language, which he considers sweeter
than most languages (nikii zabanist shirintar az aksar-e zabanha), is also mixed with
Arabic.®?" His ease with Persian being mixed with Arabic is again another contrast
with secular nationalists, such as Akhiindzadah and Jalal al-Din Mirza. Forsat’s
occasional experimentations with Pure Persian in Asar-e ‘Ajam and his divan have
been shown as evidence for his assumed archaist nationalist position by some
scholars.3?® However, it is hard to argue that they had any ideological meaning other
than literary ostentation, based on the significant presence of Arabic vocabulary and
poetry in Asar-e ‘Ajam, and his other works. Therefore, one should be aware of the
contrast between Jalal al-Din Mirza’s intentional use of Pure Persian due to his

distaste for Arabic loanwords in Persian and Forsat’s literary tour de force.

325 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 232.

3% Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1: 238

327 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:235-36.

328 Reza Bigdeloo, Bastangarayi Dar Tarikh-e Mo aser-e Iran, 147.
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4.8 The representation of non-Persian Iranians
Forsat’s treatment of non-Persian Iranians is important to understand his vision for
Iranian identity. In this regard, his description of Haji Nasrallah Khan Elkhani, one of
the leaders of the Turkic Qashqay1 tribe, is revealing. He states that his genealogy
goes back to Chengiz Khan, and this dynasty of the Qashgqai tribe was brought to the
Fars region from Tiiranzamin by Nader Shah, and they provided great services to the
Sublime Iranian state (Dowlat-e ‘Aliyya-ye Iraniyyah).%?°

The representation of non-Persian Iranians is not always positive, as in the
case of Qashgayi Khan mentioned above. Instead, when Forsat deals with the tribes
across the Fars region and mentions their “mischievous” activities, he usually
emphasizes their ethnicity. While he was wandering around Firuzabad, for example,
Forsat encountered two nomads en route, mentioning they were talking in Turkish
with each other (ba ham torki sokhan migoftand) and reasons that they were about to
steal their horses and stuff. Then, he recounts that he could somehow prevent them
from stealing their horses and stuff and draws pictures of the Dokhtar Castle (Qal e-
ye Dokhtar) and the mountain on which the castle is located.>*°

Forsat’s autobiography, albeit written toward the end of his life, provides
interesting examples regarding his opinions on Turkic Iranians. For instance, Forsat
recounts an event he witnessed in Shiraz. A certain Ghazanfar, a grim, fraud and full
of tricks, claims to be the owner of a donkey, which, in fact, was recently bought by
another person in the bazaar. As in the case of those Turks with whom he met in
Firuzabad, Forsat again notes that Ghazanfar’s son was petting the donkey in his

Turkish dialect (bd lahjah-ye torkt). 33!

329 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:190-91.

330 Forsat, Asar-e ‘Ajam, 1:198.

331 Forsat-al-Dowlah Shirazi, Divan-e Forsat, 86. (the page number is falsely written as 89 instead of
86.)
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Another example is Mirza Jahangir Khan, a scholar of the Qashqgayi origin,
with whom Forsat met in Isfahan. By emphasizing Mirza Jahangir Khan’s Qashqgayi
origin and how he improved himself both spiritually and scholarly, Forsat appeals to

the Qashqayi tribe, whom he addresses as the glorious tribe (il-e jalil):

O savage people, don’t you have any shame? One of you gave the ignorance up, chose the
path of knowledge, and reached such a position (magam), and the rest of you attired the
garment of injustice, busy of banditry (rahzani)?! The former has the book of judgment
[probably a metaphor for the holy book], the latter holds the stick of grief, the former
rejuvenates the people with his advice, the latter sheds the blood of the people with these
disgraceful acts, the former dresses the people with the garment of humanity, and the latter
takes the garment of man and woman off. Behold the distance of the Path, from where to
where?3%2

A last example is from his official correspondence (figure 18) with the
Ministry of Education (Vezarat-e Ma’aref) when he was serving as the director of
Education in the Fars region after the Constitutional Revolution. Forsat informs his

interlocutor about his activities:

Besides, I founded a mobile school (madrasayt sayyar) for the Arab tribe, [hoping that],
perhaps with the lapse of time, the children of the tribe, i.e., the thief children, might become
civilized through the study of particular books. According to some prudent people, I split the
moon®®. In any case, if this school makes progress, we will have achieved a goal.”33

As I 'have explained in the first chapter, the anti-Arab stance became one of
the tenets of mainstream Iranian nationalism in the Qajar period. It is also important
to note that the Turkic people’s political domination started to be seen as a sign of
shame by the Iranian nationalists. Thus, mainstream nationalism has not been at ease
with the non-Persian speakers in the country since then. In the case of Forsat,
however, we do not see any trace of racial humiliation for the Arabs or the Turks. It
is true that while he recounts the harmful acts of the tribes and brigands of the Fars

region, he emphasizes their ethnicity. Contrary to the highly negative image of the

332 Forsat-al-Dowlah Shirazi, Divan-e Forsat, 94-95.; The last sentence is a famous verse by Hafez-e
Shirazi (Salah-e Kar Koja vo Man-e Kharab Koja / Babin Tafavot-e Rah Kaz Kojast ta ba Koja), and
here, I rely on Henry Wilberforce Clarke’s translation. The Divan-i Hafiz, trans. H. Wilberforce
Clarke (Maryland, Ibex Publishers, 2007), 51.

333 gplitting of the Moon is an allusion to a miracle of the Prophet Muhammad. In this context, it
points out the difficulty or the significance of the task.

334 NLAI-297-038973, 1328 (1910).
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tribal population of Iran in Forsat’s writings, including Asar-e ‘Ajam, Forsat does not
share the racist position of the nationalist intellectuals. The urban bias against tribal
manners and security problems caused by the tribes across the Fars region seems
more probable cause for Forsat’s negative view of nomads, who were generally
Turkic around Shiraz. Moreover, one may also assume that Forsat sided with the
central state authority in Iran, which would try very hard to subjugate the tribes
throughout the Qajar period. To demonstrate the Qajar central authority’s opinion of
the tribes, Mohammad Taqi Khan Hakim’s description of the BakhtiyarT tribe is

useful:

If a strong state were created, the reprisal of law would spread among the tribes and in the
mountains, places that are now far from the manners and culture of the cities...it can be said
that they, and other tribes, have never been fully under the rule of any sultan. In their
impenetrable and lofty mountains, they still live according to their own old customs and
ways. They pay little heed to the central government and its representatives, only providing
some soldiers and paying scant taxes for the portions of land they hold in the foothills.3*®

335 Quoted in Arash Khazeni, Tribes and Empire on the Margins of Nineteenth-Century Iran (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2009), 192.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Interest in ancient history increased due to political, intellectual, and social reasons in
Qajar Iran. The emergence of nationalist thought and nationalist historiography
paved the way for the theme of ancient Iran to enter the political discourses of
Iranian modernism. The perception of ancient Iran in Iranian nationalism has been
studied by many scholars. Although there are many useful scholarly works, certain
texts were regarded as having primary significance, and the standard history of the
making of modern Iranian identity was constructed upon these sources. Other
sources were either ignored by scholars or mistakenly considered to be in line with
mainstream accounts. In this thesis, I aimed to highlight Forsat-al-Dowlah’s Asar-e
‘Ajam’s different vision for Iran’s ancient history. I also argued that even though the
ancient history of Iran gained significance in defining Iranian identity, Islam
remained one of the main components of Iranian identity in Forsat’s thought, unlike
mainstream nationalism.

In the introduction of this thesis, I proposed that ancient history gained a new
connotation in nineteenth-century Iran based on the newly emerged modern
nationalism. I have contended, by considering the rich secondary literature on ancient
revivalism and nationalism, that considerably more research has been conducted on
the texts that are regarded as the precursors of mainstream nationalism in Iran, except
in a few notable examples that inspired me for this thesis. Although I acknowledge
that defining the central tenets of mainstream nationalism can be challenging, if not
impossible, I found Zia-Ebrahimi’s conceptualization of mainstream nationalism as

“dislocative nationalism” useful. Without rejecting the long-standing impact of the
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texts on the formation of modern Iranian identity and academic and popular
discourses on ancient Iran, offer an examination of texts that do not fall into this
category to discover alternative conceptions or visions concerning ancient history in
the Qajar period. In this regard, I introduced Asar-e ‘Ajam as a Qajar text dealing
with ancient Iran, but, at the same time, it does not fall into the category of
mainstream nationalism.

In the second chapter, I have analyzed the texts written about ancient Iran in
the pre-constitutional period by mainstream or dislocative nationalists. By looking at
these sources, I aimed to show how the pre-Islamic period was instrumentalized to
serve the ideological needs of dissident intellectuals. I focused on three notable
figures, Mirza Fath ‘AlT Akhtindzadah Jalal al-Din Mirza, and Mirza Aqa Khan
Kermani and asserted the exaltation of pre-Islamic Iran, the negative view of Islam
as a religion and culture, and anti-Arab discourses are common subjects in their
writings. Akhiindzadah’s and Kermani’s writings may reflect the Russian and
Ottoman influence on Iranian modernity, as the former spent most of his life in tsarist
Russia as an official translator holding a military rank, and the latter lived ten years
in Istanbul. Akhiindzadah was more like an intellectual father for Iranian
nationalism, as nobody wrote such bold statements against the Qajar political and
religious establishment and put such an explicit emphasis on the concept of the
Iranian nation, together with occasional references to the concept of Islamic or Shiite
nation. Kermani, who was hailed as the “martyr of freedom” by a modern author®3,
was the radical figure who racialized Akhtindzadah’s thoughts. Jalal al-Din Mirza
wrote the first Persian history book which considered Iranian history distinct from

Islamic history and integrated pre-Islamic history into its narrative.

33 < Abdolrafi’ Haqiqat, “Shahid dar Rah-e Azadi: Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani Navisandah-ye Agah va
Tavana-ye Dovrah-ye Qajariyyah (1279-1314),” Gozarash 169, no. 8 (Azar 1384/2005): 52-54.
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In the third chapter, I provided a summary of Asdr-e ‘Ajam. Then, I analyzed
the patronage ties behind the production of the book, arguing that various Parsi and
Qajar political and ideological agendas were at work in its making. In addition, I
explored Asar-e ‘Ajam’s generic and literary characteristics. In the last section of the
chapter, I discussed the publication and reception of Asar-e ‘Ajam. Overall, this
chapter aims to shed light on some technical details about Asar-e ‘Ajam and serves as
an introduction to my analysis in the fourth chapter.

In the fourth chapter, I aimed to put forth the hitherto unexplored aspects of
Asar-e ‘Ajam. This chapter first deals with some ancient sites and ruins that Forsat
visits, such as Persepolis, Naqsh-e Rostam, Pasargad, etc. Forsat developed a
versatile approach vis-a-vis ancient sites throughout Asar-e ‘Ajam, which means
describing ruins, interpreting images in the sites, providing translations of the
inscriptions, relating popular stories, and deducing moral lessons from what he went
through during his journeys. In the later parts of this chapter, I dealt with the concept
of Iran and the representation of non-Persian people in Asar-e ‘Ajam. I also
questioned the existence of national context in the text.

All in all, this thesis aims to be a humble attempt to demonstrate the plurality
of the visions that existed for ancient Iran and modern Iranian identity in the Qajar
period. Thus, it challenges the teleological evaluation of Iranian nationalism, which
posits that secular nationalist intellectuals in the nineteenth century set the standard
principles of Iranian nationalism and represented the sole position among Iranian
literati. I acknowledge that their ideas became more popular after the Constitutional
Revolution and formed the ideological basis of the Pahlavi regime. However, this
should not prevent scholarship from recognizing alternative or marginalized visions

for Iran’s ancient past and identity in the Qajar period.
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CHAPTER 6

EPILOGUE

My conviction regarding the significance of identity and a sense of belonging for a
country's long-term prosperity and stability has solidified throughout my academic
studies and observations of Iran, Turkey, and other Middle Eastern societies. It is
commonplace to say that various internal conflicts can potentially divide societies
into irreconcilable factions, especially in the context of identity politics. Ethnicity,
religion, and sectarianism are just a few factors that may lead to, at best,
multicultural societies or, at worst, highly polarized ones, and in some cases,
countries torn by civil war. Therefore, if ethnic, religious, and denominational
differences are not integrated within a broader pluralistic and inclusive national
culture, they could become significant sources of internal strife. Conversely,
countries that foster an inclusive citizenship culture will likely experience less
political and social polarization.

I argue that the constructed binary between pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran has
been a pivotal point of controversy in Iranian society since the advent of modernity
and secular nationalism. More specifically, the debate over which period can
represent the Iranian self and its past is central to political and intellectual
polarization. Although this controversy emerged during the Qajar period, it became
more entrenched in Iranian society during the Pahlavi era, driven by state-sponsored
secular nationalism and the expansion of modern education systems. In this context,
the famous 2500-year Celebrations of the Persian Empire in 1971 marked the zenith
of pre-Islamic Iran’s ideological importance to the Shah and the Pahlavi elites.

Indeed, Shoja’ al-Din Shafa, a prominent cultural and political figure who also
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played a significant role in the organizing of the 1971 Celebrations, later admitted
that one of the event’s objectives was to position the monarchy, rather than Islamic
factions, as a foundational element of Iranian national identity.®*” Thus, the imagery
and legacy of ancient Iran were integral to Pahlavi identity politics.

The early days of the Iranian Revolution revealed the contending visions for
Iran’s ancient and Islamic pasts. There were rumors that Sadeq Khalkhali, a zealot
cleric, intended to destroy Persepolis with revolutionary mobs connected to him
during the heydays of the Revolution. He also authored a pamphlet titled Kiiriish-e
Doriighin vah Jandyatkar (Cyrus the Liar and the Murderer) following the 1971
Celebrations, challenging the image of Cyrus the Great, the founder of the
Achaemenid dynasty, as a virtuous and tolerant leader. Although Persepolis was not
destroyed, the new Islamic regime regarded anything related to the monarchy and
Iran’s ancient past as ideological distortions of the ancien régime, aimed primarily at
undermining Iran’s Shiite-Islamic legacy. Therefore, secular Iranian nationalism was
denied and equated with the “Westoxication” (Gharbzadagi)*® of intellectuals and
society, leading to a halt in archaeological research in Iran for at least a decade.3®
The 1990s saw a kind of revival of Iranian nationalism, including a renewed
emphasis on the pre-Islamic period. Iranian presidents’ visits to Persepolis, from the
late 1980s until the late Ebrahem Ra‘1si, illustrate the Islamic regime’s balancing

efforts in the definition of Iranianness.?*° Nonetheless, the contrast between the

337 Robert Steele, The Shah’s Imperial Celebrations of 1971, 110.

338 The concept Gharbzadagi was first introduced by the Iranian thinker Ahmad Fardid but
popularized after the famous literary figure Jalal al-e Ahmad’s book carrying the same title. For its
English translation, see Jalal Al-i Ahmad, Occidentosis: A Plague From the West, trans. R. Campbell
(Berkeley: Mizan Press, 1984).

339 Kamyar Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archaeology in Iran,” 70-71.

340 “Ebrahem Ra‘TsT vah Ro‘asa-ye Comhiiri kah bah Takht-e Jamshid Raftand,” BBC Farsi, October
14, 2021, https://www.bbc.com/persian/iran-58915132.
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Islamic-Iranian nationalism of the new regime and secular-monarchical Iranian
nationalism of the Pahlavi regime is unmistakable.34!

The tension between Islamic and secular Iranian nationalisms remains
unresolved. The unofficial Cyrus the Great Day, observed by Iranian nationalists on
October 29, highlights the ongoing conflict between these nationalisms in Iran. The
recent politicization of this unofficial commemoration can be seen as a continuation
of the Imperial Celebrations of 1971. Iranian security forces often prohibit gatherings
at Persepolis on this significant day for secular Iranian nationalism.3*? Additionally,
the recent surge in monarchism, considered a potential alternative to the post-Islamic
regime, along with the accompanying nostalgia for a 2500-year strong monarchy,
underscores the divergent perspectives on Iran’s past, present, and future.

For those Iranians uneasy with Islam and seeking an alternative source of
identity, Iran’s pre-Islamic legacy has been the strongest alternative since the
nineteenth century. Although partly chronicled by non-Iranian sources, Iran’s long,
documentable history provides a solid foundation for this effort. Ironically, the
oppressive policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran, intended to make Iranian society
more Islamic, have intensified the debate over whether Islam truly represents Iranian
values or national culture.

As opposed to the contending visions for Iran’s ancient and Islamic past

mentioned above, Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi’s approach was reconciliatory. That

being said, I did not claim that his Asar-e ‘Ajam was a response to the emerging

341 Islamic-Iranian nationalism is a useful conceptualization by Kamran Scot Aghaie to explain the
phenomenon of religious nationalism in Iran. Kamran Scot Aghaie, “Islamic-Iranian Nationalism and
Its Implications for the Study of Political Islam and Religious Nationalism,” in Rethinking Iranian
Nationalism and Modernity, ed. Kamran Scot Aghaie and Afshin Marashi (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2014), 181-204.

342 “Iranians Barred from Marking Cyrus Day by Visiting His Tomb”, Tran International, October 29,
2021, https://www.iranintl.com/en/20211029093020.
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mainstream nationalism in Iran, as the contending visions for Iran’s past had yet to
crystallize. Forsat was more interested in imparting moral lessons to his audience
than inculcating ideological tenets. Beyond its literary, artistic, and scholarly value,
what makes Asar-e ‘Ajam a unique example is that it does not narrate Iran’s ancient
and Islamic history as a story of tension, as the mainstream nationalism and
nationalist historiography have done since the nineteenth century. I do not regard
most of Forsat’s methodological and epistemological tools as applicable to
interpreting pre-Islamic Iran today. Such an expectation would be an injustice to
Forsat himself, as once seemed solid, the most advanced methodologies and
approaches of nineteenth-century humanities have been subject to criticism and
replaced by recent conceptual, intellectual, and ideological perspectives.
Nevertheless, Forsat’s inclusive vision might inspire contemporary Iranians to
abandon a strictly binary view of their historical past.

To conclude, Setrag Manoukian’s remark that the Iranian past is depicted in
Asar-e ‘Ajam neither as a complete break nor as a simple continuity holds firm.34
Overall, Asar-e ‘Ajam serves as a reminder that the development of Iranian

modernity and the emergence of modern Iranian identity did not follow a

predetermined path and were subject to various contingencies.

343 Setrag Manoukian, “The Ruin of Others”, 212.
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APPENDIX

FIGURES
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Figure 1. The statue of Shapur I. (From Kiash, K. D, Ancient Persian Sculptures: Or
the Monuments, Buildings, Bas-Reliefs, Rock Inscriptions (Bombay, Education

Society’s Press, 1889), 61.)
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Figure 2. The statue of Shapur I. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat
Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderi, 1935), 296.)
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Figure 3. The ruined portal of Xerxes. (From Kiash, K. D, Ancient Persian
Sculptures: Or the Monuments, Buildings, Bas-Reliefs, Rock Inscriptions (Bombay,
Education Society’s Press, 1889), 78.)
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Figure 4. The ruined portal of Xerxes & The Sphinx figure at the entrance of the gate
of all lands. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-
e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderi, 1935), 160.)
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Figure 5. The front page of Asar el-Sanadid. (From Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 4sar el-
Sanadid (Lucknow: Nawal Kishore Press, 1900?)
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Figure 6. A drawing of a tomb in Delhi. (From Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Asar el-Sanadid

(Lucknow: Nawal Kishore Press, 19007?), 29.)
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Figure 7. A typical page layout of Asar-e ‘Ajam. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-
ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderi, 1935), 220-
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Figure 8. A typical page layout of Asar el-Sanadid. (From Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Asar
el-Sanadid (Lucknow: Nawal Kishore Press, 1900?), 50.)
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Figure 9. A Personal letter by Forsat al-Dowlah Shirazi to an unknown person.
(Courtesy of Sheyda Rahimi)

137



Figure 10. The bird’s-eye view drawing of Persepolis. (From Mohammad Nasir

Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderd,
1935), 136.)
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Figure 11. A drawing of the stabbed animal figure. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza
Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye NaderT, 1935),
176.)
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Figure 12. A relief in Nagsh-e Rostam. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye
Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderi, 1935), 204.)
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Figure 13. A drawing of the winged figure. (From Mohammad Nastr Mirza Aqa-ye
ye NaderT, 1935), 232.)
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Figure 14. Drawings of human figures in Barm-e Delak. (From Mohammad Nasir
Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye NaderT,
1935), 14.)

Figure 15. A drawing from the Darabjard region. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza
Aqa-ye Forsat Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye NaderT, 1935),
96.)
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Figure 16. A drawing of Fravashi. (From Mohammad Nasir Mirza Aqa-ye Forsat
Hosayni-ye Shirazi, Asar-e ‘Ajam (Bombay: Matba’-ye Naderi, 1935), 178.)
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Figure 18. An example of Forsat’s official correspondance with the Ministry of
Education. (From The National Library and Archive of Islamic Republic of Iran

(NLAI)
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