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A Discussion on S5 (rhinoceros) and S5 (wolf) with Reference to

the New Critical Edition of Qatran Tabrizi’s Divan
Fateme Mehri!

Abstract

This article demonstrates how one of the features of the Persian script in the past has challenged the
reading of certain passages in manuscript versions and has caused misreadings. This feature is the
similarity between the letters 's' and 'S, which have been written quite similarly at times without
any distinguishing mark, making the written form of certain words that differ only in these two
letters uniform. Our focus is particularly on the names of two animals, 'S s' (thinoceros) and 'S8’
(wolf), which have been used in the poetry of Qatran Tabrizi, a 12"-century poet. We are aware of
the characteristics of these two animals from ancient texts related to animals as well as literary works
that have reflected this zoological knowledge. However, the editors of Qatran’s recently published
Divan have made mistakes in identifying these two animals in certain instances. Here, by drawing
on some zoological knowledge and certain collocations in the Persian and Arabic textual traditions
and post-Islamic Pahlavi literature, we have proposed evidence for the correct reading of the word.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The present study addresses a problem in the field of textual criticism that is rooted in the
historical development of Persian orthography. In Persian manuscripts—particularly those
dating to the 11" and 12" centuries AH—the distinction between certain letters had not yet
been fully standardized, a circumstance that has led to difficulties in reading classical texts.
One of the most significant cases is the graphic similarity between the letters 'S" and 'S,
which in many manuscripts appear without any distinguishing marks.

This issue becomes especially problematic in the case of words that differ only
by these two letters. In such instances, determining the correct form of a word
depends on semantic context, textual evidence, and external knowledge. A notable
example of such misreading involves the confusion between the words 'S5’
(thinoceros) and 'S 3" (wolf), as evidenced in several cases where these two terms
have been incorrectly read in place of one another. Focusing on the names of these
two animals in the poetry of Qatran Tabrizi—whose Divan was recently
republished in a new critical edition (1402/2023)—this study demonstrates that
although the editors had access to the correct readings as presented in the edition
of Mohammad Nakhjavani (1333/1954), they nonetheless appear, for a reason to
be discussed, to have adopted the incorrect form in their own edition.

The principal aim of this study is to show that, when confronting orthographic
ambiguities, reliance on literary knowledge alone is insufficient; rather, an
interdisciplinary approach is required. To this end, the study seeks to
demonstrate—by drawing on zoological evidence alongside literary traditions—
how the correct reading of these two words can be established.

Methodology

This research adopts an evidence-based and analytical approach, grounded in
interdisciplinary methods. The primary data have been extracted from a
comparative examination of different versions of Qatran Tabrizi’s Divan. In
addition, numerous examples from classical Persian prose and poetry are presented
to show that, within Persian literature, animals are described with a degree of
precision consistent with natural science.

In the first stage, the selected examples are compared across both the older and
the more recent editions of the Divan. In the second stage, a range of sources are
consulted to confirm the correct reading: classical Persian literary texts, scientific
and encyclopedic works on animals, Arabic poetry, and a post-Islamic Pahlavi text.
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A key component of the methodology is the analysis of “textual collocations,”
that is, the recurring co-occurrence of animal names within the literary tradition
and the meanings implied by such pairings. Finally, the collected data are
systematically compared in order to identify the reading that is most consistent
with semantic context, literary convention, and external knowledge.

Results

The findings of this study indicate that in the two verses under examination from the Divan
of Qatran, the reading 'S 5" (rhinoceros) is incorrect, and the correct form is 'S 8" (wolf).
The principal reason for this conclusion is the semantic incompatibility of the rhinoceros
within the poetic context. In these verses, the poet describes a battlefield scene and refers
to animals that feed on the corpses of the slain.

In classical sources, there is no evidence that the rhinoceros was regarded as a
scavenger. It is typically associated with attributes such as strength, ferocity in
battle, and combat with elephants. Attributing carrion-eating behavior to the
rhinoceros is therefore inconsistent with premodern knowledge. By contrast,
abundant evidence from various texts indicates that the wolf, in addition to its
predatory nature, was also considered a scavenger. Moreover, the collocation
“wolf and vulture” recurs frequently in Persian, Arabic, and even Pahlavi texts,
particularly in descriptions of battlefields after the end of combat.

Furthermore, manuscript evidence suggests that the lack of orthographic
distinction between 's' and 'S led editors in some cases to rely on rhetorical
considerations in determining readings. In this particular instance, it appears that
attention to the paronomasia between 'Ss' (thinoceros) and ' .S5/ ,.s s (vulture)
led to the preference for the incorrect reading.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that resolving textual ambiguities in Persian
manuscripts requires an approach that goes beyond purely literary analysis. The
incorporation of auxiliary fields of knowledge—especially those related to the natural
sciences and zoology as reflected in classical texts—can play a decisive role in establishing
correct readings. The study also shows that classical poets, despite their attention to
rhetorical devices, generally did not disregard well-known characteristics of natural
phenomena. Readings that contradict such knowledge should therefore be treated with
skepticism.

Moreover, the examination of literary conventions, such as recurrent
collocations, constitutes an important tool in textual analysis. This study has shown
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that the pairing “wolf and vulture” has a substantial precedent and can serve as a
valid contextual indicator for determining the correct reading.

In sum, the present research underscores the importance of an interdisciplinary
approach in textual scholarship, demonstrating that the integration of linguistic
analysis, historical knowledge, and scientific awareness can lead to a more
accurate reconstruction of classical texts. This approach may also serve as an
effective model for similar studies.
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