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Preface

Little is known about the
life of the Persian writer Muslih al-Din, better known as Sa’di.
Some scholars, who have tried to piece together a biography based
on his stories and poems, claim he was married twice, that one of
his wives made him miserable, and that he lost an only son. Other
scholars have warned against such assumptions. The only information
that can be given with confidence is that Sa’di lived most if not
all his life in the thirteenth century, that he hailed from Shiraz,
and that he was familiar with Sufi practices. It is also known that
his two most famous works, Bustan
(The
Orchard) and Gulistan (The Rose Garden) were written in
1257 and 1258, respectively, and that the characteristics that have
made the latter the most famous single work in Persian literature
are the author’s wit, wisdom, and humanity.

W. G. Archer noted in a
preface written for a translation of Gulistan that when Sa’di was alive
“The objects of truly passionate love in Persia were boys.” Persia,
at that time, included much of present-day Afghanistan, where the
practice of boy-love has survived into the 21st Century. As it is in this region that most of Sa’di’s stories
take place, Sa’di presents love between men and boys as common
activity. Many of the stories in chapter five of
Gulistan involve love
affairs between men and youths: masters with slaves, princes with
youthful subjects, teachers with schoolboys, and other variations.
In most cases, the context of the relationship suggests that the
“boy” is an adolescent or young man. If
that is the general rule with Sa’di’s stories, the love
relationships described follow the pattern established in ancient
Greece and Rome that continued into the Renaissance with Leonardo
da Vinci, Michelangelo, Caravaggio, Shakespeare, and many others,
and that also have continued into the present day, although the
practice is currently suppressed in many countries.

For quite some time,
readers in the English-speaking world had no idea
Gulistan contained such
stories, for translators either changed references to boys to refer
to girls instead or, just as frequently, deleted the stories
entirely. This was the case with the first English translations by
Stephen Sullivan (1774), James Dumoulin (1807), and Francis Gladwin
(1806).

The exception was the
James Ross translation that appeared in 1823, which included the
masculine nouns and pronouns for at least some stories. Ross also
supplied them occasionally when they were not present but clearly
implied. It should be noted, however, that Ross was working from a
1651 Latin translation by Georgius
Gentius, which was accompanied by the Persian text (1651).
The Ross translation included an introduction to
Ross himself (he was a well-traveled naval surgeon and scholar from
Aberdeen) written by Cambridge librarian, historian, and gay poet
Charles Sayles, who was perhaps best known at Cambridge for the
coterie of handsome young men, including the poet, Rupert Brooke,
and the mountaineer, George Mallory, who regularly congregated at
his house. The next noteworthy translation, by Edward Backhouse
Eastwick in 1852, sanitized the work even further than the earlier
translators by entirely excising homosexuality and/or attraction to
adolescents from the work. He also made it appear as if Sa’di had
written doggerel (Edward Fitzgerald put it best when he wrote that
Eastwick was “wretched in the verse”). This translation, regrettably, is still being
circulated by the Sufi Trust.

Translator John Platts did
not shy away from scenes of homosexual encounters, but he also did
not have the nerve to provide English translations. Thus, in the
Platts translation, whenever there’s sex, there’s Latin. Even
the Encyclopaedia Iranica
allows this point, stating: “Many western translators found tales with homosexual or
pederastic themes (chap. 5) especially inappropriate to the
objectives of the work, and therefore rendered them into Latin or
changed the gender roles.”

Sir Edwin Arnold, the
British translator, journalist, and poet, changed all of that when
he published his translation of Sa’di in 1899. The tales of
same-sex love he recounted scandalized readers and reviewers in
London and beyond. Harper’s
did not join in the condemnation, dismissing the
critics and stating, “The real book-lover … will welcome this
translation as a distinct addition to the shelf whereon he keeps
the things worth having.” Whatever one thinks of the Arnold
translation, one must admire the courage of a man who in 1899
translated a line as “No human sperm will
ever become a man like him.”

“Of
late,” Sir Arnold wrote in his introduction, “when I have wished—in
my study and among my books—to take refuge from politics and bodily
pain, and that ocean of careless and worthless written work upon
which float the scattered islands that are fair and good in current
literature, I have betaken myself to good old Sa’di, and especially
to his Gulistan. [He] was really the Horace and the Marco Polo of the Far
East combined into one rich and gracious nature.”

As referenced above in the
quotation from the Encyclopaedia
Iranica, much of the material in
Gulistan concerning
same-sex relationships appears in the fifth chapter titled “On Love
and Youth.” This chapter follows the same general format as the
others: Sa’di presents brief lessons offering advice or truisms,
usually beginning with prose, then writes a few lines of verse to
illustrate, reinforce, or refute the point. In one section, for
instance, Sa’di asks a resident of Baghdad for his opinion of
beardless youths. The man answers, “There is no good in them for
when one of them is yet delicate and wanted he is insolent, but
when he becomes rough and is not wanted he is affable.” Sa’di then
switches to verse: “When a beardless youth is bitter and sweet/ His
speech is bitter, his temper hasty. / When his beard grows and he
attains puberty / He associates with men and seeks
affection.”

It is the translations of
“On Love and Youth” by James Ross and Edwin Arnold that appear in
this volume along with a translation of stories from Sa’di’s
Bustan by A. Hart
Edwards that was originally published in 1911 as one of the 122
booklets in John Murray’s Wisdom of the
East series. The footnotes in all three
translations are mine.

 


The introduction that
follows by Edward William West accompanied the James Ross
translation and appeared semi-anonymously with West designating
himself merely “E.W.W.”

 


- Keith Hale,
2018


Introduction

 


By Edward William West

 


The Persian poet Sa'di,
generally known in literary history as Muslih-al-Din, belongs to
the great group of writers known as the Shirazis, or singers of
Shiraz. His "Gulistan," or "Rose Garden," is the mature work of his
life-time, and he lived to the age of one hundred and eight. The
Rose Garden was an actual thing, and was part of the little
hermitage, to which he retired, after the vicissitudes and travels
of his earlier life, to spend his days in religious contemplation,
and the embodiment of his experience in reminiscences, which took
the form of anecdotes, sage and pious
reflections, bon-mots, and exquisite lyrics. When
a friend visited him in his cell and had filled a basket with
nosegays from the garden of the poet with roses, hyacinths,
spikenards, and sweet-basils, Sa'di told him of the book he was
writing, and added:—"What can a nosegay of flowers avail thee?
Pluck but one leaf from my Rose Garden; the rose from yonder bush
lasts but a few days, but this Rose must bloom to all
eternity."

Sa'di has been proved
quite correct in this estimate of his own work. The book is indeed
a sweet garden of unfading freshness. If we compare Sa'di with
Hafiz, we find that both of them based their theory of life upon
the same Sufic pantheism. Both of them were profoundly religious
men. Like the strong and life-giving soil out of whose bosom sprang
the rose-tree, wherein the nightingales sang, was the fixed
religious confidence, which formed the support of each poet's mind,
amid all the vagaries of fancy, and the luxuriant growth of fruit
and flower which their genius gave to the world. Hafiz is the
Persian Anacreon. As he raises his voice of thrilling and unvarying
sweetness, his steps reel, he waves the thyrsus, and his flushed
cheek shows the inspiration of the vine. To him the Supreme Being
has much in common with the Indian or Thracian Dionysus, the god of
perennial youth, joyous revel, and exhilaration. Hafiz can never be
the guide, though he may be the cheerer of mortals, adding more to
the gayety than to the wisdom of life. But both in the western and
in the eastern world Sa'di must always be looked upon as the guide
and enlightener of those who taste life, and love poetry. It has
been said by a wise man that poetry is the great instructor of
mature minds. Many a man turning away in weariness from the
controversies, the insincerities, and the pretentiousness of the
intellectualists around him, has exclaimed, "Give me my Horace."
But Horace with all his bonhommie, his common sense, and his
acuteness, is but the representative of a narrow Roman coterie of
the Augustan age. How thin, flimsy, and unspiritual does he appear
in comparison with the marvellous depth, the spiritual insight, the
tenderness and power of expression which characterized
Sa'di.
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