



  [image: cover]






  




  

    [image: ]


  




  Sa‘di




  





  

    Series editor: Patricia Crone,


  




  Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton




   




  SELECTION OF TITLES IN THE MAKERS OF THE MUSLIM WORLD SERIES




   




  ‘Abd al-Malik, Chase F. Robinson




  Abd al-Rahman III, Maribel Fierro




  Abu Nuwas, Philip Kennedy




  Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Christopher Melchert




  Ahmad Riza Khan Barelwi, Usha Sanyal




  Al-Ma’mun, Michael Cooperson




  Amir Khusraw, Sunil Sharma




  Beshir Agha, Jane Hathaway




  Fazlallah Astarabadi and the Hurufis, Shahzad Bashir




  Ibn ‘Arabi, William C. Chittick




  Ikhwan al-Safa’, Godefroid de Callataÿ




  Karim Khan Zand, John R. Perry




  Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, R. Stephen Humphreys




  Nasser, Joel Gordon




  Shaykh Mufid, Tamima Bayhom-Daou




  Usama ibn Munqidh, Paul M. Cobb




   




  For current information and details of other books in the series, please visit www.oneworld-publications.com/­subjects/­makers-of-­muslim-world.htm




  





  [image: ]




  





  SA‘DI




  Oneworld Publications


  10 Bloomsbury Street


  London WC1B 3SR


  England


  www.oneworld-publications.com




  First published by Oneworld Publications, 2006


  This ebook edition first published in 2013




  © Homa Katouzian 2006




  All rights reserved


  Copyright under Berne Convention


  A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 13: 978–1–85168–473–1


  ebook ISBN: 978–1–78074–201–4




  Typeset by Sparks, Oxford, UK


  Cover and text design by Design Deluxe




  





  To the memory of Seyyed Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh




  





  CONTENTS




  PREFACE




  

    

      1 SA‘DI, THE CLASSICS AND THE MODERNS


    


  




  

    

      2 LIFE AND WORKS




      Birth and Death




      Sa‘di’s Poetical Signature




      Sa‘di’s Travels




      Escape from School?




      Sa‘di’s Debates?




      Sa‘di and the Courts




      Works


    


  




  

    

      3 SONGS OF LOVE AND ODES TO BEAUTY




      The Evolution of Poetry




      Sa‘di, Hafiz, Rumi




      Women and Youths




      Ghazals on Human Love


    


  




  

    

      4 REALITY AND APPEARANCE: MYSTICISM AND LOGIC




      Received Opinions




      Sufism in Sa‘di’s Time




      Conclusion on Sa‘di and Sufism


    


  




  

    

      5 TEACHING MANNERS AND MORALS




      Education and Edification




      Morals


    


  




  

    

      6 THE WAYS OF SHAHS AND VIZIERS




      Shahs




      The Transience of Power and Existence




      Ideal Government




      Other-worldliness




      Viziers


    


  




  

    

      CONCLUDING REMARKS


    


  




  Endnotes




  Selected Bibliography




  Index




  





  PREFACE




  

    

      They say ‘Sa‘di speak not so much of her love’




      I will, and they will after me in ages to come


    


  




  I grew up with classical as well as modern Persian literature, and the first classic I read was Sa‘di, whom I have never

  stopped studying in the decades since. For a long time, other works and interests kept me from writing on Sa‘di – except for a conference piece in 1990 – until I decided to do so

  and wrote on him and his works in a series of consecutive Persian articles. The results are the seventeen articles which have been published and the three which are forthcoming in

  Iranshenasi, listed in this book’s Selected Bibliography. Once the series is complete, these articles will be issued by my Iranian publishers, Nashr-e Markaz, in a single volume.




  It will be clear from the contents of this book that it is not just based on an intimate as well as critical reading of Sa‘di’s works, but also on a close familiarity with the entire

  canon of classical Persian literature; familiarity with its history, its forms and contents, its genres and styles, its prosody, and its figures of speech and literary devices. The opportunity for

  writing it was offered by the Oneworld series in which it appears and of which Patricia Crone is general editor. It pays a debt of honour and hopefully will interest readers among the lay and the

  professionals.




  

    

      HK




      St Antony’s College and the Oriental Institute




      University of Oxford




      October 2005
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  SA‘DI, THE CLASSICS AND THE MODERNS




  Sa‘di is a poet and writer of the seventh century hijra, the thirteenth century of the Christian era, and is one of

  the greatest classical Persian writers both in prose and poetry. Until the 1940s his Golestan was taught to school children as a model of perfect prose, and his Bustan was

  regarded as a guidebook to a moral and virtuous life, much as Aristotle’s Ethics was regarded in Victorian England. However, not unlike Iranian views in other fields, opinion changed

  abruptly and drastically in the second half of the twentieth century. Sa‘di went out of fashion, and his cult of worship was replaced even more strongly by that of Hafiz. As Jean-Jacques

  Rousseau might have asked, “How did this change come about?”




  Sa‘di’s impact on later poets and writers has been very great, and certainly until the early twentieth century he was universally regarded as the greatest Persian poet of all time.

  Sa‘di and, following him, Hafiz are among the leading stars in the old classical traditions of Persian poetry which began in the tenth and ended in the fifteenth century. From then until the

  late eighteenth century various new genres and styles emerged, which reached their peak in the so-called Indian style of poetry. This new style, with its emphasis on complex images and metaphors,

  was refreshing at first and produced at least one outstanding poet comparable to the old classics, i.e. Sa’eb Tabrizi, but time was not on its side. It also suffered from a relative lack of

  patronage from the ruling Safavid dynasty. Therefore, by the end of the eighteenth century this new style of literature had declined to a level not previously experienced in Persian poetry. This

  led to a reversion to the old classical styles, a movement which became known as “the literary restoration” and launched the neo-classical styles of the nineteenth century. In this new

  wave of Persian literature Sa‘di cast a long and wide shadow, and virtually all of his works were imitated more or less successfully by poets and writers of the Restoration.




  Thus, in the nineteenth century, Sa‘di came to be regarded as the leading Persian poet of all time and the greatest hero of Persian literature. In a footnote to his Hajji Baba of

  Isfahan, written in the early nineteenth century, James Morier described Sa‘di as “Persia’s national poet.” Morier was neither a literary critic nor a scholar of

  Persian literature, and this description undoubtedly reflects what he had heard about Sa‘di in Iran.




  Of the other classical poets, Hafiz was also greatly admired, and his followers enjoyed reading his poetry while trying to find answers to questions which they would formulate before even

  opening his book of lyrics, what in Persian is described as fal-e Hafiz and is still as popular as ever. Rumi was often described as Molla-ye Rum, and was more admired for being a

  Sufi star than a great poet. It is not surprising, therefore, that readings from his works were largely based on his Mathnavi-ye Ma‘navi rather than his voluminous divan of lyrics

  which, although still mystical, are of the highest quality as pure poetry. Ferdowsi was popular for the myths and legends of his Shahnameh, which were often recited by the local reciting

  masters, or naqqals, in public places, although he was not normally put at the same level as the first three. Nezami Ganjavi was sometimes added to this list of poets, so that some

  nineteenth- and twentieth-century classical scholars put him next to Ferdowsi as the fifth member of the galaxy of stars of classical Persian poetry. Khayyam was virtually unknown until his

  translation by Fitzgerald made him famous in the West and also, in time, in Iran. There was, therefore, no disagreement about the Big Three leading classical poets, while many of the literati added

  Ferdowsi to make the Big Four, and some included Nezami in the Big Five.




  As noted, however, Sa‘di topped the list and was regarded as the hero par excellence of the history of Persian literature. This was no doubt also the reason why Fath‘ali

  Akhundzadeh (d. 1878), the Azebaijani Iranian who was a subject of the Russian empire and lived in Georgia, launched an attack on Sa‘di in his general onslaught on Persian poetry. He was

  perhaps the first nationalist and modernist Iranian intellectual, and he rejected virtually the whole of post-Islamic Iranian culture, romantically glorified the legacy of ancient Persia, and

  wished to turn Iran into a Western-European-style country overnight. At the time hardly anyone noticed his vehement campaigns but gradually he came to influence greatly the radical

  nationalist-modernist intellectuals of the early twentieth century and, through them, the official romantic nationalism and pseudo-modernism of the Pahlavi era.




  In his essay qeretika (which is a corruption of “critica”) Akhundzadeh used the publication of the divan of Sorush-e Isfahani – a notable poet of the time, although by

  no means a great poet – as a pretext for launching his general attack on Persian poetry. However, it was no accident that he mentioned Sa‘di in particular, precisely because of his

  exalted reputation. Akhundzadeh, like Ahmad Kasravi after him, only excluded Ferdowsi from his general repudiation of Persian poets purely because he had written Shahnameh, the book of

  epics and romances of ancient Persia. In other words, their approval of Shahnameh was purely instrumental – for Akhundzadeh, because it glorified ancient Persia; for Kasravi, because

  it was all about “history,” and promoted courage and chivalry as opposed to love and mysticism.1




  Still, Sa‘di remained the hero of Persian poetry well into the twentieth century. In the chaos which gripped Iran after the Constitutional Revolution, and especially after World War I,

  various diagnoses were being made about the origins of the country’s maladies. In 1920 an article appeared entitled “The School of Sa‘di” that blamed improper education and

  lax public morals as the root cause of all the country’s problems, and Sa‘di in particular for much of them. Once again the reason for identifying Sa‘di as the main culprit was

  his great popularity and the fact that his works, especially Golestan, were standard school texts for reading Persian language and literature. A full-scale debate broke out in the journals

  of the classicist Poet Laureate, Bahar – Daneshkadeh, in Tehran – and the modernist Taqi Raf‘at – Tajaddod, in Tabriz – on the necessity and

  implications of a “literary revolution” by which they meant a revolution in poetry. In one of his more reasonable arguments Raf‘at pointed out that Sa‘di’s ideas were

  great for his time but that they were not very helpful for finding solutions to contemporary social problems. The anti-Sa‘di campaign lost its momentum once again.2




  To a considerable extent the 1920s and 1930s were the age of Ferdowsi. Never before had he been regarded with such adulation now that the glorification of ancient Persia had become a part of the

  official creed. It peaked in the large international Ferdowsi conference in 1934 which was ceremoniously concluded by the opening of his newly reconstructed tomb in Tus. Nevertheless a conference

  of leading Iranian scholars celebrated Sa‘di and his works in 1937 on the occasion of the seven-hundredth anniversary of the publication of Golestan. Kasravi who – despite his

  relative regard for Ferdowsi had strongly disapproved of the conference held in his honour – believed, though not very convincingly, that an equally large international conference had been

  intended to honour Sa‘di but that because of his campaign against it they had settled for the domestic conference.




  The conference showed that the traditional cult of worship of Sa‘di was as strong as ever. One leading scholar declared that “Sa‘di means Persian poetry.” Ferdowsi and

  Hafiz were still thought of highly, but it was considered that Sa‘di’s poetry belonged to a different order. Another scholar called him “the greatest poet of all poets.” Yet

  another, after mentioning Ferdowsi, Rumi and Hafiz, said “but the collected works of Sa‘di is a treasure which knows no value or price.” A fourth speaker described him as

  “the Lord of Word, the greatest appreciation of whom will be to mention his name and say no more.” He added that Sa‘di was the greatest poet of all time both in East and West. And

  there was more.3




  In 1940, Mohammad Ali Forughi, the prominent scholar, philosopher and politician, published his standard edition of Sa‘di’s collected works. It contains in its introduction the most

  elegant, the most eloquent and the most precise version of the traditional adulation of Sa‘di and his works. Forughi was a learned scholar, but it is difficult to detect an element of modern

  criticism in his comments, despite the high standard of his study as a work of scholarship.




  The hatred and vilification of Sa‘di that began in the 1950s and peaked in the 1970s, and has begun to decline in recent years, must be viewed against the background of this uncritical

  adulation. This is especially significant as Iranians are not well known for moderate, deliberate and critical approaches in their views and assessments of any subject – literary, political

  or social. Kasravi’s attacks on Sa‘di in the early 1940s were not very effective at first, although they must have made an impact when the growing anti-Sa‘di campaign began ten

  years later. Kasravi was opposed to all literature, but especially poetry, and lyrical and mystical poetry in particular, as well as anything that he believed was pessimistic and would loosen

  morals and discourage the struggle for a better life. Thus Khayyam was also included on his blacklist, and only Ferdowsi was – to some extent – excused. But the main culprits according

  to Kasravi were the three greatest Persian lyricists: Sa‘di, Rumi and Hafiz.4 His views offended classical scholars to the extent that Poet Laureate

  Bahar wrote a couple of lampoons against him. But they did indirectly encourage the modernists, though for reasons which were different from his own; although it is hard to believe, they had slowly

  begun to discover, as they believed, that Persian poetry did not exist before Nima Yushij, the founder of modernist poetry in the twentieth century. The poetry written for a thousand years before

  him was at best pure versification and at worst worthless nonsense.




  It was in the 1950s that the battle lines were drawn between the supporters and opponents of Nima and modernist poetry. Once again there was extremism on both sides and much blood was spilt in

  the process. By the early 1960s the modernist denunciation of contemporary non-modernist poetry – i.e. poetry written in classical, neo-classical as well as modern (but not modernist) styles

  – was beginning to turn into the belief, as noted, that Nima was the first ever Persian poet. By the end of that decade this view had become almost universal among modernist-leftist

  intellectuals, poets and writers. Among the classical greats Sa‘di and Ferdowsi became objects of ridicule and denigration.




  Still in the 1960s a movement arose that claimed that Hafiz was, if not the greatest, then one of the greatest poets in human history. The cult of Hafiz rose even beyond that of Sa‘di

  before him, while the star of Ferdowsi fell to a nadir because of the belief that he was somehow the ideologue of the contemporary imperial system. But the clear contradiction, of how such a great

  poet as Hafiz could have emerged in the fourteenth century in a country in which there had been no other poets until the twentieth century, was not explained. Many commentators did not read Hafiz,

  whom they worshipped, any more than they read Sa‘di or Ferdowsi, whom they denied and disparaged. Both sentiments were essentially emotional and uncritical.




  There was a debate in the 1940s, when Sa‘di was still popular, on whether he or Hafiz was the greatest Persian poet. The Tudeh party critics at the time came down on Sa‘di’s

  side because he had written on society and advocated social justice. This attitude, as we saw, changed in the fifties and sixties, and especially in the seventies, which experienced a high tide of

  irrationalism in Iran, as in other countries, to the extent that young school teachers, virtually all of whom subscribed to one or another leftist ideology, used to turn the page over in the school

  textbooks whenever they came across a piece by Sa‘di. To a considerable extent this was a backlash against the academic classicists’ great regard for Sa‘di, so that he was

  increasingly viewed as a symbol of the academic literary establishment in a similar way as Ferdowsi was seen as a symbol of the political establishment. But the rise of leftist irrationalism and

  emotionalism also played a role, despite the fact that leftist ideologies had been firmly rooted in nineteenth-century rationalist thought.5 At any rate,

  literary criticism as distinct from pure scholarship and/or exaltation and vilification has not been a strong point in Iranian culture and history.




  The decline of interest in Sa‘di among western scholars of the twentieth century was partly due to the decline of classical as opposed to modern studies, and partly the result of

  Sa‘di’s unfashionable status among the moderns in Iran. Europe had discovered Sa‘di in the seventeenth century when his Golestan was translated into French, German and

  Latin. In the eighteenth century, translations into English and other western European languages introduced him to the literary public and led to his increasing popularity among the literati and

  intellectuals. It is not surprising that he was appreciated in the Age of Reason and Enlightenment by its leading figures such as Voltaire, and that Carnot, the French revolutionary leader and

  organizer of the revolution’s defence against foreign invasion, named his son after him, who in turn became a world-famous mathematician. But even Herder, a leading light in the German

  Counter-Enlightenment movement and philosophical romanticism also thought of Sa‘di as “the pleasant teacher of morals.”




  A recent western study has described Sa‘di as a Persian humanist.6 It especially cites examples of Sa‘di’s religious toleration as

  evidence for his humanism, although the requirements of both religious and non-religious types of European humanism go well beyond that, unless the term is employed not in its strict historical

  sense. Furthermore, as noted, Sa‘di had a strong appeal both for the Enlightenment (rationalist) and the Counter-Enlightenment (romantic) thinkers of the eighteenth century. That also puts in

  balance the view that the decline of European interest in Sa‘di and the appeal of Hafiz began with the rise of romanticism in the nineteenth century: Sa‘di, as we saw, had also appealed

  to philosophical romantics. Hafiz’s appeal to nineteenth-century thinkers and literati was not so great, with the major exception of Goethe who, however, had shed much of his romanticism by

  the time he took a strong interest in Hafiz. Hafiz may be described as a romantic only in the broadest of terms, if by romanticism we have in mind the philosophical and literary movement which

  began in Europe in the eighteenth century and came to maturity in the nineteenth. If, in this broad sense of romanticism, love plays an important role then Sa‘di’s claim to romanticism

  should be at least equally as strong as that of Hafiz.




  Yet it is true that Sa‘di’s reputation in Europe was almost completely based on translations of Golestan and (much less) Bustan, and that – in particular

  – hardly any attention was paid to him as a great poet of love songs.7 More translations of Golestan appeared in the nineteenth century and

  Sa‘di became a well-known figure among the orientalists. Western interest in Sa‘di and his works declined dramatically in the twentieth century, excepting a few critical studies and

  translations, apart from the general coverage of his works in literary histories and textbooks.8




  What will happen in the future is not predictable now that Rumi has become popular with the general public in the West, much as Khayyam had done in the late nineteenth century, and that Hafiz

  still holds much of the attention of western scholars of classical Persian poetry. However that may be, and despite his past fame and fortune, Sa‘di is still a largely undiscovered treasure

  in his own land and the world at large.
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  LIFE AND WORKS




  What is certain about Sa‘di’s life is that he flourished in the thirteenth century CE (seventh century

  hijra), went to the Nezamiyeh College of Baghdad, travelled wide and lived long. It is clear from his love poetry that he was an ardent lover, and from much of his works that he was not a

  Sufi although he cherished the ideals of Sufism and admired the legendary classical Sufis. Not much else can be said about his life with the same degree of certainty.




  In his introduction to Bustan, Sa‘di wrote about some of his experiences. Here we learn that he had travelled far and wide and spent time with all manner of people, but for

  sincerity and generosity he had found nobody like the people of Shiraz. He believed that traditionally travellers, on returning home, normally brought sugar as a gift from Egypt. On his own return

  home Sa‘di wrote:




  

    

      If I could not afford to bring sugar




      I can offer words that are even sweeter


    


  




  Thus he offered Bustan as a homecoming present to his fellow citizens. It is clear from the introduction as well as the text that Sa‘di had spent many years

  travelling and seeing the world. In Golestan there are many tales and anecdotes which speak of the places the narrator has been to and of the experiences he has had in Baghdad, Mecca,

  Damascus, Alexandria, Diar Bekr, Hamadan, Isfahan, Balkh, Bamian, even Kashgahr, which is now in China. There is a long tale in Bustan of the narrator’s visit to Somnath in India,

  where he has an altercation with and kills a keeper of a Hindu temple. Often, such stories have been believed to be autobiographical, both by Iranian and western scholars such as Mohammad

  Khaza’eli, John Boyle and Henri Massé. As we shall see below, this is by no means certain and the subject requires a good deal of analysis and speculation.




  One thing is certain. Sa‘di did go to the Nezamiyeh College in Baghdad. He says clearly in a verse: “I had a scholarship grant at Nezamiyeh.” In an anecdote in

  Golestan, he says that, as a youth, he had been under the guidance of Abolfaraj ibn Jawzi, who flourished in the thirteenth century and was a leading scholar as well as the

  mohtaseb, the chief enforcer of religious ethics and duties in Baghdad. That is a good starting point for discussing the dates of Sa‘di’s birth and death.




  BIRTH AND DEATH




  For a long time it used to be thought that Sa‘di had been born in 1184 CE (580 hijra) despite the fact that the traditional date of his death is between 1291 and

  1294 (691 and 694), which would mean that he lived for 110 years. Both these dates have been vigorously defended by Khaza’eli and Massé as late as the twentieth century.9 Their opinion is based on four assumptions. First, Sa‘di’s mention in Golestan of Ibn Jawzi as his guide, who had died in Baghdad in 1200 (597).

  Second, his statement in Bustan that, as a young man, he had travelled with Shahab al-Din Sohravardi. Third, the address in Bustan (written in 1257) where he says: “O’

  you whose age has reached seventy/Were you sleep while it went with the wind?” Last, the story in Golestan, in which the narrator says he had visited Kashghar in the year Mohammad

  Kwarazm-Shah had taken it from Cathay; the date of that event from history is 1213 (610).




  The story is a colourful one of a youthful scholar asking the narrator what he knew of “Sa‘di’s poems.” But it is impossible for Sa‘di to have been that well known

  as far east as Kashghar at the age of 29, which is how old he would have been had he been born in 1184. It is also unlikely that Sa‘di had ever travelled to the eastern reaches of the Persian

  speaking world at all: there are no anecdotes in his works in which such important eastern cities as Kerman, Sistan, Nishapur, Herat and Merv feature. As for Ibn Jawzi, it was discovered in 1932

  that the Jawzi Sa‘di refers to is the grandson of the elder Jawzi. The younger Jawzi, who died in 1238 (636),10 had exactly the same name as his

  grandfather, and he was also a great scholar in Baghdad. There were also two Shahab al-Din Sohravardis. If Sa‘di had enjoyed the company of the elder, who was killed in 1189, he would have

  had to have been born earlier than 1184, whereas Sa‘di might well have met the younger Sohravardi, who died in 1234. The verse which mentions the age of seventy is clearly a general, not

  personal address, for in a following verse Sa‘di adds, “Now that you have lost fifty years/Try to appreciate the remaining five days.”11




  Therefore Sa‘di could well have been born at the beginning of the thirteenth century. In the introduction to Golestan, in a verse clearly addressed to himself, Sa‘di says,

  “You who have passed fifty years and are still not awake” (i.e. not awakened to the transience of life and the need to repent). He wrote Golestan in 1258 (656). This line

  implies that he was fifty years old or more at the time, and so was born in 1208 or a little earlier. On the other hand, he says in a little known qasideh, which he wrote in the 1250s,

  that he had left home for foreign lands when the Mongols had come to his homeland, Fars. We know from history that this happened in 1225 (622). Thus he was seventeen or more when he went to

  Baghdad, and this is consistent with the above account that, when young, he fell under the guidance of the younger Jawzi.




  To sum up, Sa‘di is very likely to have been born in 1208 or a couple of years earlier. The date of his death, as noted, has been consistently stated to have been between 1291 and 1294,

  which would mean that he lived for a maximum of eighty-six years, a long – but not impossible – life for that time. Still, these dates may or may not be correct. We lose chronological

  sight of Sa‘di around 1281 (680).




  The great viziers, and brothers, Shams al-Din and Ata-Malek Joveini both met a tragic death in the early 1280s. They were also men of great learning, the former being a poet, on one of whose

  poems a well-known ghazal by Hafiz is based; the latter is the author of Tarikh-e Jahangosha. Sa‘di was a friend of both, and wrote a number of eulogies for them, yet

  conspicuously there is no elegy in his works for either of them, especially given the manner of their fall and demise. Did Sa‘di also die in the early 1280s, when he was in his 70s?




  As noted, Sa‘di presented Bustan to his fellow citizens as a gift on his return to Shiraz. In the introduction to that book he has recorded the date of its publication as 1257

  (655):




  

    

      It was six hundred and fifty five years after hijra




      When pearls filled up this famous treasure


    


  




  He must therefore have returned home in the early to mid-1250s. Given that, as mentioned above, he had left Shiraz in the 1220s, he had therefore spent thirty years of his life

  travelling abroad, learning, teaching and observing. The fact that he returned to Shiraz in the 1250s is no evidence that he had been away continuously for thirty years; he might have come and gone

  several times between the 1220s and the 1250s. However, there is evidence from elsewhere. He says clearly in the qasideh mentioned above not only that he had left about 1225 (622) when

  Sa‘d ibn Zangi was (the Solghorid) ruler in Fars, but that he returned when his son Abubakr ibn Sa‘d was ruler, and the horrors of the (first) Mongol invasion had subsided, when

  “the claws of the wolves had gone blunt” and “the leopards had abandoned the ways of leopards.”12




  SA‘DI’S POETICAL SIGNATURE




  At some stage the poet’s pen name and poetical signature became “Sa‘di”. Up until now there has been a virtual consensus of scholarly opinion that he

  took this from the name of his young patron Sa‘d, son of Abubakr ibn Sa‘d, the heir apparent, especially as Mohammad Qazvini argued it at length in the 1930s. As we have seen,

  Sa‘di left Shiraz under the younger Sa‘d’s grandfather, and returned under his father Abubakr, when he was heir apparent. As it happened the younger Sa‘d died young while

  travelling, shortly after the death of his father in 1260 (658).




  Sa‘di wrote two moving elegies for the sudden and unexpected death of his patron. Two years earlier he had expressed a strong wish in the introduction to Golestan that Sa‘d

  would “appreciate” that book, and had more or less presented it to him: “More especially since its majestic preamble/Is in the name of Sa‘d ibn Abubakr son of Sa‘d ibn

  Zangi.”




  But did he take his poetical name (takhallos) from this Sa‘d, or from his grandfather? Notwithstanding the traditional consensus to the contrary, the evidence suggests that he

  took it from the grandfather. First, when Sa‘di left Shiraz, between seventeen and twenty years of age, the elder Sa‘d, as we have seen, was ruler of Fars. A poet of Sa‘di’s

  calibre must have begun his literary career at a very young age and have produced publicly presentable work by the age of fifteen, the age at which, both legally and socially, men were regarded as

  adults in this period. He is therefore likely to have read poems at the court and taken his takhallos from Sa‘d ibn Zangi.




  Second, he has a wealth of love poetry that reflects a rich experience of loving, and virtually all of which bears the poetical name Sa‘di. It is extremely difficult to imagine that all

  these love poems were written after he was fifty. Lastly, he has a qasideh, written almost on his arrival back in Shiraz, which begins: “Sa‘di left on foot and returned on his

  head.” This shows that he already had the poetical name Sa‘di when he returned to Shiraz.




  SA‘DI’S TRAVELS




  The question of Sa‘di’s travels is a good deal more vexed and less clear-cut than many scholars, especially Khaza’eli, Massé and Boyle, have

  presumed.13 The problem arises from the belief that every anecdote in Golestan (and the few in Bustan) which is related by the first

  person singular pronoun must refer to Sa‘di himself. Indeed, Khaza’eli believes that otherwise the great sheikh would have to be declared a wanton liar. In fact many of them are likely

  to be fiction told by the story’s narrator in the first person. Occasionally, confusions arise from misinterpretation. For example, there is a story in verse in Bustan’s

  chapter three, “On Love, Intoxication and Ecstasy,” well worth telling, where the narrator says that he and a Sufi Guide (pir) reached the sea “in the land of

  maghreb.” He had ten drachmas and was allowed to board the ship, but the pir was left since he did not have any money. As the pir could not travel on the boat, he

  spread his prayer mat and sailed on it.




  

    

      By chance I and a pir from Fariab




      Reached water in the land of maghreb




      I had ten drachmas and they took




      Me on board, but left him to look…




      I wept, being unhappy for my friend




      He laughed aloud at my tears and said




      Stop being sad for me in friendship




      I will be brought by He who brings the ship




      He spread his prayer mat on sea, seeming




      It was a hallucination or I was dreaming




      All night long in astonishment I did not sleep




      In the morning he said, looking at me deep




      You came on a piece of wood, I, on foot




      God brought me, and you were brought by the boat




      [Kolliyat, p. 289.]


    


  




  Walking on water has been reported not just for Christ but also for many saints and sages in the Middle East. In Iranian mythology, Fereydun and Key Khosraw after him, both of

  whom were blessed with Divine Grace, rode through vast and turbulent rivers.




  Even putting that aside, it would not prove that Sa‘di had travelled as far west as Morocco, as the above-mentioned authors believe on the strength of the fact that the story happens in

  “maghreb.” Here as elsewhere “maghreb” is a general term which Sa‘di uses for the west, and especially the lands around the eastern Mediterranean.

  For example, in the third chapter of Golestan, “On the Virtues of Contentment,” he tells the story of the very rich merchant who did not sleep all night in the Isle of Kish (in

  the Persian Gulf). In the story, the merchant gives the narrator a list of all that he possessed and tells him about his incredible travel plans for buying and selling goods until, when he had

  finished, he would just retire to a shop and stop travelling. When at last the merchant tires of talking and asks the narrator to say something, Sa‘di says:




  

    

      Have you heard that once a merchant




      Fell in a desert off his riding beast [?]




      ‘The greedy eyes of the materialist’




      He said ‘will either contentment fill




      Or the dust of his grave still’




      [Kolliyat, p. 109.]


    


  




  While boasting about his travel plans, the merchant “sometimes said that ‘I long for Alexandria, which is beneficent’, and then said, ‘No, since the Sea

  of Maghreb is turbulent’.” It is clear from these references that “maghreb” refers to the eastern Mediterranean, not Morocco. In a story in the second

  chapter of Golestan, “On the Morals of Dervishes,” the tale is told of a sage who once fell in a brook in Damascus and almost drowned. A disciple of the sage said that he had

  once seen him walk on water in “the Sea of Maghreb,” and wondered at how he was now about to drown in a brook. The sage replied indirectly that saints and sages are not always

  in a state of ecstasy and elation. Once again “maghreb” here clearly refers to the eastern Mediterranean, not Morocco.




  As noted, the story of Sa‘di’s presence in 1213 (610) in Kashghar is bound to be fictional for the reasons mentioned above. He tells a story in chapter seven of Golestan,

  “On the Effects of Education,” of travelling in Balkh and Bamian (in present-day Afghanistan) with a guard who was very strong but lacked experience. He kept boasting about his ability,

  but as soon as two highwaymen appeared he began to tremble, so that they had to hand over their possessions to save their lives. These are the only two stories about travelling in eastern Persia

  and Persian-speaking lands, whereas there are many about travelling in the west, in both Persian and Arab regions. Besides, as previously noted, there are no stories involving places such as

  Nishapur, Kerman and Herat, famous Persian cities en route to the East. It therefore seems likely that both the above stories are fictitious and that Sa‘di never travelled to the eastern

  lands.




  The story of travelling to, and the killing in, Somnath is so fantastic that it makes one wonder how it came to be believed by so many – Boyle and Massé among them – to be an

  historical account of personal experiences. The narrator travels to Somnath – a sacred city of the Hindus, well known in the Persian world for the raids and plunders of Mahmud of Ghazna two

  centuries earlier – and hides in the main Hindu temple. While hiding, he discovers that a keeper of the temple pulls a rope from behind a screen each time the “ivory idol” appears

  to raise its hands to the great awe and wonder of the worshippers. The keeper discovers the narrator and realizes that he has discovered his secret. A struggle follows and the narrator kills him.

  Related in verse in chapter eight of Bustan, “On Gratitude for Well-being,” it is one of the weakest stories of that book from an artistic and technical point of view. It is

  long-winded, shallow in content and conclusion, and of limited worth only for some of its imagery. He concludes from this long and boring tale that human action is guided by God, just as the

  idol’s hands were pulled up by the temple priest. It is almost certainly fictitious.




  Where did Sa‘di really travel to, then? The answer to that question cannot be known with a high degree of certainty, but may be surmised from his works. We can be certain he went to

  Baghdad because of his scholarship at the Nezamiyeh College, and Damascus and Mecca are very likely also to have been visited. There is no reason for believing Jami, Dawlat-shah Samarqandi and

  those who have repeated their claim that he went on pilgrimage to Mecca on foot fourteen times, although there is enough evidence in his works to suggest that he almost certainly did go to Mecca,

  and probably more than once. There is also evidence that he spent time in Syria, especially in Damascus, which was a leading Islamic city and place of learning at the time. He is likely to have

  travelled in Palestine and, with less likelihood, visited Egypt, including Alexandria. On his way back home it is probable that he travelled through Diar Bekr, which he mentions in his stories, but

  not Anatolia, which he does not mention. If he went to Hamadan and Isfahan, this cannot be borne out by the stories his narrators relate to them, they being obviously fictitious: in one case the

  story is anachronistic, and in the other, fantastic. It is not unlikely that he went to Azerbaijan and met the brothers Joveini mentioned above, the two ministers of the Mongol emperor, Abaqa. This

  is not mentioned in the tales of Golestan and Bustan, but is found in a source quoted from him in the early manuscripts of his works, in a language and idiom which seem

  authentic.14
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