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The Correction of an Ambiguous Couplet and the Reconstruction of
the Prelude to the Story of Rostam and Sohrab
Seyed Ali Mahmoudi Lahijani'
Abstract

This article offers a textual reconstruction and analysis of one of the most
problematic couplets in the prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab in Ferdowsi's
Shahnameh. In the Florence manuscript (614 AH), the couplet is recorded as:
Nokhostin tan az marg bebsayadi/ Dalir o javan khak nabsdyadi. The wide
variation in the manuscript readings has led some editors to omit the couplet from
the text altogether, while others have proposed emendations that are difficult to
justify. In this study, the extant manuscript readings are classified into two principal
groups. Manuscript analysis suggests that the readings of the first group are most
likely the result of scribal intervention, whereas the diversity of the second group
indicates that the original form of the couplet should be sought within this group.
The study therefore addresses two main questions: what is the most plausible
reconstruction of the couplet in light of the manuscript evidence, and how does this
reconstruction affect the arrangement of the couplets in the prelude to the story of
Rostam and Sohrab? The findings show that, once the couplet is restored, the
prelude consists of a coherent sequence of six couplets. Furthermore, examination
of the manuscript tradition and the content of the subsequent couplets indicates that
numerous couplets were added to this section after Ferdowsi. Most of these
additions function as interpretive glosses composed in response to the ideas
expressed in the original prelude.
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Critical Edition; Shahnameh Manuscript Readings.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab invites the reader to reflect on death. In this
prelude, death is regarded as a mystery whose true nature remains hidden from human
beings; therefore, humans are unable to make a definitive judgment about it.

A careful analysis of this section and the determination of the exact number and
order of its couplets are of particular importance, because the manuscripts of the
Shahnameh contain different readings in this part, and the existing differences in
the number and arrangement of couplets have also found their way into some
editions of the Shahnameh.

The prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab begins with six couplets in the
eight-volume edition of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, edited by Khaleghi-Motlagh.
However, in the new edition of the Shahnameh and in the Story of Rostam and
Sohrab, two additional couplets have been added to the beginning of the story,
making the prelude consist of eight couplets. Among these couplets, there is one
couplet with highly divergent readings in the manuscripts. Due to the difficulty of
establishing its text, Khaleghi-Motlagh placed this couplet in the margin and
suggested that it was probably composed by Ferdowsi, but scribal alterations have
made its correction difficult.

The variation in the readings of this couplet among the manuscripts is so
extensive that it has been considered one of the most difficult couplets of the
Shahnameh in terms of textual criticism and interpretation. Therefore, this study
seeks, through the examination of reliable manuscripts of the Shahnameh and the
analysis of textual evidence, to propose the preferable form of this couplet and to
clarify its position within the structure of the prelude to the story of Rostam and
Sohrab. This conclusion can also contribute to determining the number and order
of the couplets in this prelude.

2. Methodology

In this study, the readings of the couplet in the old and reliable manuscripts of the
Shahnameh are first examined and classified. Then, drawing on the principles of critical
text editing, the relationships among the readings, the possibility of scribal corruptions, and
the internal textual evidence are evaluated. In the next stage, the syntactic structure of the
couplet and its semantic connection with the preceding and following couplets of the
prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab are analyzed in order to determine its position
within the structure of this prelude.
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3. Results

The examination of the manuscripts showed that the readings “nastayadi” and “nabsayadt”
have been preserved in a number of old manuscripts, while the other readings can be
regarded as the result of scribal corruption and alteration. The manuscript-based and
internal textual evidence also supports the preference of the readings “del” (heart),
“nokhostin” (first), and “ar” (if) over the forms “tan” (body), “nakhastr”, and “az” (from).
The analysis of the couplet’s structure showed that its difficulty does not arise solely from
the variant readings of the word “nastayadr”; rather, it also stems from the syntactic and
semantic relationship among “del” (heart), “death,” and the verb “nastayadi.” Based on
this emendation, the couplet is consistent with the semantic structure and overall theme of
the prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Based on manuscript evidence, semantic analysis of the couplet, and its relationship with
the other couplets, this study prefers the reading “nastayadi.” Other readings found in the
manuscripts, including “nastawazi” in the San Jose manuscript and other forms preserved
in some manuscripts, are considered to be the result of corruption, alteration, and scribal
error, whereas this word has been correctly preserved in the Vatican manuscript (848 AH).
Furthermore, after accepting the reading “nastayadi,” the reading “ar” (if), rather than “az”
(from), is considered preferable. Accordingly, the first hemistich is emended as follows:

Nokhostin del ar marg nastayadr (“At first, if the heart does not praise death™)

The analysis of this hemistich shows that its difficulty does not arise solely from
the variant readings of the word “nastayadi,” but also from its syntactic and
semantic structure. The expression “praising death™ creates an ambiguity in this
context, arising from the relationship among “del” (heart), “marg” (death), and the
verb “nastayadi.” This ambiguity may have caused some scribes to alter different
parts of the hemistich in order to make the expression conform to their own
understanding. Thus, the words “nokhostin/nakhasti,” “del/tan,” and “ar/az” have
undergone changes in the manuscripts. Therefore, the variations in this couplet
cannot be reduced merely to the difficulty of a single word; rather, the ambiguity
of the entire syntactic and semantic structure of the hemistich has also contributed
to these differences.

Considering the rhyme and manuscript evidence, especially the readings found
in the Vatican manuscript (848 AH), “nabsayadi” can be regarded as the preferable
form of the second hemistich. Accordingly, the proposed emendation of the
couplet is:

Nokhostin, del ar marg nastayadi/ Delir o javan khak nabsayadi
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The acceptance of this emendation also affects the determination of the number and order
of the couplets in the prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab. Based on the Florence
manuscript (614 AH), the San Jose manuscript, the Tabriz Safineh (721 AH), the Vatican
manuscript (848 AH), and Ekhtiyarat-e Shahnameh, this couplet is placed after the couplet
“Cho aram girT be digar saray,” and the prelude to the story of Rostam and Sohrab is
completed with six couplets.

In this arrangement, the poet, by presenting the image of a violent wind that
casts an unripe quince to the ground, prepares the way for reflection on death and
shows that death, regardless of maturity and immaturity, old age and youth, strikes
and destroys. Therefore, the possibility of making a definitive judgment about
death is also questioned, since the truth of death remains hidden from human
beings, and they cannot easily call it unjust or just, skillful or unskillful, or regard
it as justice or injustice. In the final two couplets, the discussion shifts from death
itself to the way human beings confront it. The fifth couplet raises the possibility
that a person may attain a better and peaceful place in the other world after death.
The sixth couplet develops this idea from another perspective and connects it with
the heroic world. In this couplet, a conditional relationship is established between
“praising death,” in the sense of valuing and accepting it, and the confrontation of
the brave and the young with death; that is, if the heart does not praise death and
does not regard it as worthy, the brave and the young will not touch the soil and
will not step toward confronting death.
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