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GENERAL ASSUMPTIONS

Is it possible at all to search for any historical data in an epos? Can one look
for the truth in the accounts of such an epos as the Sahname which, before it
finally crystallized in the work of Ferdousi, was emerging and transforming for
hundreds of years in the oral tradition, was subjected to the change of language
by the Middle Persian and New Persian editors of the prose records?*

Still one could attempt a comparison of some of the plots of the Sahname

with the relations of modern studies and with the work of Herodotus, the very

first — and probably preserved to a large extent — crystallization of the
Iranian epos.

“I could, if T wished, give three versions of Cyrus’ history, all different from
what follows; but I propose to base my account on those Persian authorities
who seem to tell the simple truth about him without trying to exaggerate his
exploits.”?

1. V. Piankov?® has reconstructed some of the plots of those stories on the
basis of the accounts given not only by Herodotus, but also by Ctesias,
Xenophon, Hellanicus, Diodor, Nicolaus of Damascus, Charon and Strabon.
Piankov's studies corroborate the account of Herodotus who says that at least
four versions of those stories existed in the oral tradition from the times of
Cyrus. Piankov presents their partial reconstruction.

If we compare it with some of the plots which compose the first part of the
Sahname (i.e. the chapters from Gamsid to Gang-e bozorg-e Kay Xosrow ba
Afrasyab), we shall see that some of them agree in their main cutline just with
this version which Herodotus thought to be the truest one and that these
threads recur in the epos with various changes, more than once.

Besides these diversified epic accounts of Cyrus, which already existed in
the times of the later Achaemenidae (in the times of Herodotus and Ctesias) it is
possible that some information was comprised in other, today nonexistent
sources which were used by such authors of historical works as Tabari,
Mas’udi and Tha’alibi.

While examining the relationships of the plots of the Sahname and history,
we meet a number of basic difficulties.

1. Persian legends often contain contradictory accounts.* This difficulty is
easier to overcome if we remember a fairly obvious fact that the Sahname is

LCf, Th. Noldeke, Das iranische Nationalepos, GIP, 11, pp. 136—146.

2 Her, 1, 95.

3 Obrazovaniye derfavy Axemenidov po dannym anticnyx istoénikov, ligk, pp. 84—85.
“It was already pointed out by Biruni in Al-athar al-bagiya, Cf., Bir, p. 111.
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composed of a number of different stories, which originally were not connected -
at all. They were more like “ballads”, created in various circumstances and
undergoing various changes during the course of tradition.

2. As Theodor Noldeke suggests, some figures of the Sahname were already
known in Rigveda®, from which one may conclude that they had been known
in the Indo-Iranian tradition already before the Aryans arrived on the territory
of the present-day Iran. However, at a closer examination, we may notice that
in the Sahname they are either totally Iranian characters, like Feridun or Kay
Kawus, only dressed up in the names from the world of Indo-Iranian myths,
the names which have nothing to do with the royal power or with their history
contained in the work of Ferdousi; or they are such figures like Zohak, in
whose name some authors trace the name of Deiokes® (Med. Daiaukku+ Av.
azi = Az Dahaka), and who does not appear in Rigveda at all (there is only
ahi’ there, simply a dragon).

3. Legendary, or prehistoric® — according to some claims — rulers and
dynasties known to us from, among others, the Avesta and the Sahname appear
in the works of some historians next to truly historical characters. According to
Biruni, for instance, the Chaldeans were “the Kayanians’ deputees in Baby-
lon”?; according to Bal‘ami Nebuchadnezzar was given “Syria, Yemen and the
whole West” by Luhrasf, the king of Balx!®; Gostasp sent a general called
Kures to Iraq and Babylon, which were the seat of Nebuchadnezzar, and
ordered him to send Nebuchadnezzar back to Balx!!; in the time of Bahman,
a kinglet of Balx, Nebuchadnezzar collected an army of fifty thousand men and
took three wise men with him (whom he made his visiers): Darius$ the son of
Mehri; Kirus the son of Aikun and Ahaswerus the son of Kiru§!2

4. Historical improbabilities (for instance, it is not difficult to count that the
two beautiful daughters of Gamsid were over a thousand years old when
Feridun married them; Rostam lived over six hundred years) suggest poetic
hyperbole, or a symbolic meaning of these characters, or — maybe — that
some events were presented several times in the epos, as successive ones.'?

5. The identification of some geographical names, such as Barbar (or
Berber, Barber), Mazanderan, Dez-e Safid, Gang, presents similar difficulties.
Some of them seem mythical and it is not known whether they ever referred to
any definite places (e.g. Dez-e Safid), some (like Barbar), bringing association to

~ ®Noldeke claims that some of the names pertaining to the characters from the Iranian epos
appeared already in an early Indo-Iranian tradition. (GIP, II, p. 131).
¢ Cf,, Zohak, pp. 51—52.
7Cf, Av,D,0, II, p. 60.
8Cf, eg. Chri, Kay, p. 34.
9 Bir, p. 103.
10Ba], 1, p. 499.
1 1bid., p. 495.
12 1bid., p. 500.
13Cf, also Olmst., p. 2.
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a particular nation, may lead to far fetched hypotheses!*. Others still, like
Mazanderan, create particular difficulties because of the discrepancies between
their reality and the relations about them in the Sahname.

Thus, since the occurence in the Sahname of both mythological elements
and historical evidence is a fact, the historical evidence being often an account
of several distant epochs at a time'®, we must realize, possibly clearly, the
mechanism of the origin of particular stories.

It is not difficult to imagine that at the news of some important event (a war
expedition to distant countries, the death of a hero) a primitive creator took up
a tale. And as some elements of the episode he extolled were incomprehensible
to him, he chose to interprete them by means of myths, which had shaped his
philosophy of life, like a weaver who entwines colourful wefts around the warp,
he entwined the stories he had heard with myths. As the song spread around
the world, new performers, never lacking creative inventiveness'®, embellished
it with new interpretation of new events — the heroes often achieved
superhuman qualities and their names, forgotten or simply meaning very little
to the singers, were substituted by new ones, closer to the people’s imagination.
It was only later that the songs were joined into cycles. And then, already
learned editors and poets composed them into work in which they wanted to
present the nation’s history. In this way the progenitor of a cruel dynasty could
get a dragon’s name and a dragon’s face, a hero could take the shape of a god
of victory and a subjugated river — of a defeated enemy...

As to analyse the plots of the epos which bring to mind some of the events
from the epoch of Cyrus the Great, I have decided to divide this work into two
parts.

The first one, The Legend and History of Cyrus and the Threads of the
Sahname, presents a comparison of the episodes from Cyrus’ life as recorded by
Herodotus on the basis of what he gathered from Persian legends, supplemen-
ted by the facts known from history, with some of the plots of the Sahname.

The second part, The Heroes and Countries of the Sahname and the Legend
of Cyrus, is an attempt to elucidate the origin of some of the names refering to
people and places in comparison with historical sources, as well as to criticize
some of those hypotheses.

4 Cf, eg. M-Z, THS, pp. 80—91.

'3 For instance such persons as Gudarz, Milad or Bizan who, according to many scholars,
belonged to the Parthian epoch (cf., T. N6ldeke, Das iranische Nationalepos, GIP, I1, pp. 136—137;
J.C. Coyagee, The House of Gotarzes: a chapter of Parthian History in the Shahnameh, JASB,
No. 28 (1932), p. 207; J.C. Coyagee, Studies in the Shahnameh, JKXRCOI, No. 33 (1939), p. 131,
appear at the court of Kay Xosrow who, in the opinion of the same and some other scholars,
reflects Cyrus (cf., SMohl, II, pp. 132—133, 136—137); F. Justi, Geschichte Irans..., GIP, 11, p. 410;
Hfd, Zor, 1, p. 104; T. Kowalski, Studia nad Sah-name, 1, p. 44.

16 Cf, G.S. Kirk, The Homeric Poems as History, p. 8.
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THE LEGEND AND HISTORY OF CYRUS
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