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Rich Persian literature
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Iran has a rich literature,
considered by many as
one of the world’s richest.
What is even most sur-
prising with Persian liter-
ature is that classics writ-
ten under the Old Persian
empires are still central to
Iran’s present-day culture.
From the “Shahnameh,”
written in the 11th centu-
ry, to the works of popular
modern writers, Iranians
are very proud of their lit-
erary tradition. And they
have good reasons for it,
surfiran.com reported.
Poetry in Iran is not limit-
ed to ancient Persia. Many
modern poets have hon-
ored the literary tradition
of [ran.

Unlike English and many
other languages, Persian
hasn’t changed much
throughout the millen-
nia, meaning that today’s
readers can easily read
and understand classical
literature.

Persian literature has
many specific features
and characteristics, one
of them being the impor-
tance of poetry. Persian
poets have produced rich
literature, often influenced
by Sufism. Ferdowsi, Rumi,
Hafez and others have
proven themselves mas-
ters of style and aesthetics.

‘Shahnameh’

The ‘Shahnameh’ (The
Book of Kings) is consid-
ered the masterpiece of
Persian literature. It is
what the ‘Iliad’ and the
‘Odyssey’ are to Greek lit-
erature.

The Shahnameh is an epic
poem written by the great
poet Abolgassem Ferdowsi
during the 11th century. It
took 30 years for Ferdowsi
to write his masterpiece:
a collection of 60,000
verses. Divided into three
parts, the ‘Book of Kings’
covers the whole history
of Persia and its kings, in
a mythical way. Like epic
tales of ancient Greece, the
‘Shahnameh’ explores the
themes of courage, grief,
tragic love, philosophy,
and war.

It starts with the creation
of the world in the first
volume, followed by the
reigns and great deeds of
Persian kings in the second
volume, and ends with the
story of the Arab invasion
of Persia in the last volume.
Ferdowsi’s ‘Book of Kings’
is credited with preserving
the Persian language and
culture following the Arab
invasion. The original pur-
pose of the ‘Shahnameh,
commissioned by a Sa-
manid king, was to save
Persian history, language
and legacy from being for-
gotten.

Story of Layli and
Majnun

Layli and Majnun is one of
the most famous stories
in Persian culture. It is a
tragic love story that has
inspired people over cen-
turies and continues to do
so.

The story of “Layli and
Majnun” is an epic poem
written by Nizami Ganjavi
during the 12th century.

The poet was inspired by
an ancient Arab tale, al-
ready known in Persia in
the 9th century. The lovers
are even mentioned by the
famous poet Rudaki. But it
is Nizami that truly popu-
larized this dramatic love
story that is intended as
an allegory for God’s quest.
Nizami’s poem recalls the
lives of Layla and Qays,
who is called ‘Majnun’,
which means someone
possessed or ‘mad’. The
two fell in love at a young
age but their families re-
jected their union. Even-
tually, Layli was married
another man, and Majnun
became a recluse to write
verses about his love for
Layli. The word ‘Majnun’
comes from his obsession
for his lover.

Divan of Hafez

Even if poetry would de-
serve a separate listing,
no article about Iranian
literature would be com-
plete without Hafez, the
most famous Persian poet.
Born in 1325, Hafez was a
prolific writer who left his
footprint in the world of
poetry.

The Divan (Collection) is
a book containing all his
poems (about 500), most
of which are written in
ghazals (alyric poem close
to a sonnet), which has
been translated into many
languages.

Bustan and Golestan
The Bustan and the Go-
lestan are the two major
works of Sa'di, one of the
most influential Persian
poets from the 13th centu-
ry. The Bustan, Sa’di’s first
work, is a 10-chapter book
in prose that deals with the
poet’s philosophical reflec-
tions on life.

The Golestan, written a
year later, is a collection of
Sa'di’s poems, giving moral
and life advice.

Masnavi and Divan-e
Shams

Alongside Hafez, Fer-
dowsi and Sa’di, Jalalud-
din Muhammad Balkhi,
known internationally as
Rumi, is one of the most
influential Persian poets.
His works are gathered
into two main books:
The Masnavi and the Di-
van-e Shams-e Tabrizi. A
Sufi poet, Rumi’s poetry
mostly explores the phil-
osophical themes of love
and desire for God.

Conference of the

Birds

The work of Farid ud-Din
Attar is a classic of Per-
sian literature that also
deserves to be mentioned.
Along with Rumi and Sa'dj,
Attar was a mystical poet
from the 12th century. His
“Conference of the Birds”
(Manteq at-Tair) is an al-
legorical poem written in
4,500 lines.

It tells the story of a con-
ference led by all the birds
to find a good ruler. The
story is meant to lead the
reader through a spiritual
quest, as an allegory of the
soul’s search for mystical
guidance.

Dating lustre
production

While cobalt was wide-
ly used on lustre-painted
wares in the Safavid Period,
it usually served as the back-
ground on which copper-co-
loured lustre was painted
rather than as a medium
for painting the design, as
on blue-and-white pottery.
Several unusual objects for
which Kraak or other typical
blue-and-white themes were
chosen do, however, have the
subject matter itself painted
in cobalt. We can date them
by comparing them with
blue-and-white objects of
known date.

The lustre-painted dish has
a landscape border sprawl-
ing over cavetto and flange
and containing sinuous trees.
The underside is decorated
with Kraak panels painted
in blue outlines but with
lustre-painted floral motifs
covering the white ground
between the panels.
Another group attributed
to the end of the century is
possibly related to Safavid
lustrewares. It favours a gri-
saille shade of blue for Kraak
style decoration. Three or
four spur marks, pointing
to the use of three-legged
trivets in the kiln, appear on
many of the lustre-wares as
well as on the grisaille group.
What links these grey-
ish-blue Kraak-style dishes,
the “strange roots” group,
and the lustre-painted dish
with cobalt detail mentioned
above is the potters’ mark.
A similar mark appears on
all three. It is clearly a sig-
nature although it is not
very legible. The first word
seems to be ustad (master).
The second possibly reads:
Sho‘ara (poets), thus a pos-
sible reading being “ustad-e
sho’ara” (master of the po-
ets). The potters’ mark on
the other two vessels could
be read in a similar fashion.

Whatever the reading, it is
evident that all three are
related through the type
of potters’ mark as well as
through style. This com-
parison helps to establish a
date for the lustre-ware of
the last two decades of the
seventeenth century, follow-
ing the revival of the pottery
industry in China.

While this argument seems
logical, there is another lus-
tre-painted object bearing
the same potters’ mark as
well as a date. It is a bottle
with lustre-painting on a
blue ground. However, the
bottle’s present location is
unknown, so the inscrip-
tion cannot be checked. It is
published as a drawing by
Watson, who copied it from
its first publication, and it
accompanies a photograph
of the missing bottle. He him-
self had not seen the object.
If this date has been tran-
scribed and read correctly,
the onset of lustre produc-
tion would fall within the
later years of Phase III of
pottery production in Safavid
Period. This seems unlike-
ly as the style of the vessels
bearing the same mark ap-
pears to follow Chinese mod-
els post-dating the revival of
the porcelain trade.

Some motifs found on lus-
tre-wares are shared with
blue-and-white dishes mod-
elled on Kangxi imports,
such as the artemisia leaf,
indicating a date after 1680.
Perhaps a new reading of the
inscription might render the
digit “8” as a “9,” which fits
better with the style of the
painting on the dish. Yet we
should bear in mind that the
lustre-painted vessels that
relate to the grisaille family
are very different from the
bulk of lustre production.
Perhaps they do represent an
earlier phase.

The above is a lightly edited version of part a
chapter entitled, ‘Dominant Fashions and Distinctive
Styles, from a book entitled, ‘Persian Pottery in the

First Global Age, written by Lisa Golombek, Robert B.
Mason, Patricia Proctor, Eileen Reilly and published
by Brill. The photo was taken from the book.




