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An Introduction to the Stylistics of Tarikh-i Wassaf: An Analysis of the Central Role of
Performative Sentences in the Apex of Ornate Prose
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Abstract

Persian ornate prose in the seventh and eighth centuries AH (thirteenth and fourteenth centuries CE) reached the height of
artistic sophistication and stylistic complexity through an unprecedented use of phonetic and semantic rhetorical devices,
literary embellishments, and intricate syntactic structures, to the extent that it frequently transcended the boundaries between
prose and poetry and entered into direct competition with it. Tartkh-i Wassaf, the enduring work of Sharaf al-Din ‘Abd Allah
Shirazi (known as Wassaf al-Hadra), is regarded as one of the most prominent and exemplary instances of this style, in
which performative sentences not only fulfill their primary function of conveying meaning and establishing communication
but also assume multiple and complex roles across rhetorical (persuasion and influence), aesthetic (creation of beauty and
literary pleasure), and emotional (elicitation of affect and empathy in the audience) domains. The present study aims to
analyze the structure, typology, and rhetorical functions of these sentences in the aforementioned work, employing a
descriptive—analytical method and utilizing library-based data collection techniques. The statistical population consists of
the complete five-volume text of Tarikh-i Wassaf, and the sample includes 150 performative sentences extracted from
various sections of the work through purposive sampling. The findings indicate that performative sentences in Tarikh-i
Wassaf, characterized by high frequency and remarkable functional diversity, serve three principal purposes: enhancing the
aesthetic dimension of the text, exerting emotional influence on the audience, and demonstrating the author’s linguistic and
rhetorical mastery. Furthermore, by classifying the types of performative sentences and analyzing their rhetorical features,
this article examines their central role in the formation and consolidation of the magamah-style and highly ornate prose in
Persian historiography.

Keywords: ornate prose, Tarikh-i Wassaf, performative sentences, rhetoric, saj‘ (rhymed prose), magamah writing,
artificial style.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian ornate prose underwent a major

stylistic transformation during the later
medieval centuries of Iranian history,
especially under the Ilkhanids, when the
earlier preference for relative simplicity,
directness, and limited ornamentation
gradually gave way to a highly elaborate mode
of writing in which verbal artistry, rhetorical
display, and syntactic complexity often
became as important as, or even more
important than, the informational content of the
text itself. Within this trajectory, what later
criticism identifies as technical prose or
artificial prose emerged as one of the most
distinctive literary modes, marked by dense
deployment of saj’, paronomasia, lexical
elevation, Arabicized diction, rhythmic clause
patterning, and a sustained effort to turn prose
into an aesthetic performance rather than a
neutral medium of transmission (1, 2, 14).
Among the most prominent monuments of this
tendency stands Tarikh-e Vassaf by Sharaf al-
Din Abdullah Shirazi, known as Vassaf al-
Hazra, a work that occupies a singular position
in  Persian historiography because it

transforms the chronicle into a stage for
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rhetorical virtuosity and linguistic self-display
(3, 7). In this text, language does not merely
report events but dramatizes them, evaluates
them, and aesthetically reframes them through
a highly self-conscious prose texture. Within
that texture, expressive or performative
sentence structures constitute one of the most
crucial stylistic mechanisms. Unlike
declarative sentences, which are primarily
oriented toward stating facts and transmitting
information, expressive sentences such as
imperative, interrogative, vocative, optative,
exclamatory, prohibitive, oath-based, and
evaluative constructions create immediacy,
emotional force, tonal variation, and rhetorical
pressure. The present study is therefore
grounded in the assumption that these
structures are not marginal embellishments in
Tarikh-e Vassaf but central organizing devices
through which the text achieves its stylistic
density, emotional charge, and magamah-like
performativity.

The theoretical foundation of the study draws
on classical rhetoric, stylistics, and modern
content analysis. In the tradition of ‘ilm al-
ma ‘ani, utterances are classically divided into

declarative and performative forms, and the
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latter are understood not as statements
subject to truth-value testing but as utterances
designed to effect a response, evoke an
emotional state, direct attention, or align
discourse with the demands of situation and
audience (4, 6). From this perspective,
expressive sentences are intrinsically bound to
rhetorical intentionality because their function
depends on context, voice, relation to the
addressee, and the emotional or evaluative
posture of the speaker. Jorjani’s account of
eloquence  emphasizes  precisely this
fittingness of form to communicative purpose,
while later Persian rhetorical traditions
preserve and develop the classification of
imperative, interrogative, exclamatory,
vocative, and wish-based constructions as
distinct modes of affective and persuasive
discourse (4, 5). Modern stylistic studies
likewise confirm that sentence form is not a
merely grammatical matter but a bearer of
literary force, especially in prose traditions
where syntax becomes a site of aesthetic
patterning and interpretive density (7, 13). The
study also benefits from insights in literary
imagination and  figurative  language,
particularly the understanding that structures
of address, command, wonder, lament, and
aspiration intensify the text's imagistic and
emotional field by turning abstract values such
as justice, wisdom, tyranny, fate, and
ignorance into quasi-dramatic presences
within discourse (8, 13). In methodological
terms, the research adopts a qualitative-

descriptive and interpretive orientation and

uses content analysis as a systematic
procedure for identifying, classifying, and
interpreting recurrent patterns in textual data,
drawing on the methodological principles
articulated in modern qualitative analysis (10,
12). This integration of classical rhetorical
theory and contemporary analytic method
makes it possible to study expressive
sentences simultaneously as grammatical
forms, rhetorical acts, and stylistic signatures.
The research corpus consisted of the
complete five-volume edition of Tarikh-e
Vassaf, from which 150 expressive sentences
were purposively selected from different
sections of the text, including introductory,
central, and concluding passages in order to
preserve stylistic and functional variation
across the work. The sampling strategy was
purposive rather than random because the
goal was not statistical generalization in the
narrow positivist sense but analytical
saturation and representative coverage of the
text’s principal expressive structures (12). A
researcher-made content-analysis checklist
was designed on the basis of classical Persian
rhetoric and modern stylistic description,
enabling each sentence to be coded according
to type, formal markers, accompanying
rhetorical devices, and dominant rhetorical
function. The main categories included
imperative, prohibitive, interrogative, optative,
vocative, exclamatory, evaluative forms such
as praise and blame, and oath constructions.
For each instance, the analysis also recorded

associated devices such as antithesis,
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personification, metaphor, alliteration, saj’,
lexical parallelism, and semantic contrast,
because expressive sentences in Vassaf
almost never occur in isolation from
ornamental patterning (5, 8). Content validity
of the instrument was established through
specialist review, and reliability was tested
through recoding a subset of the material after
a temporal interval, yielding acceptable
intercoding consistency in line with qualitative
research standards (10, 11). The purpose of the
analysis was thus twofold: first, to determine
the structural distribution of expressive
sentence types in the text, and second, to
interpret how these structures operate
rhetorically within a prose style whose
ambition is openly artistic and performative.
This design allowed the study to move beyond
impressionistic commentary and provide a
more systematic account of how grammatical
form participates in literary style.

The findings show that expressive sentences
are distributed across the text with remarkable
density and functional variety, confirming their
centrality to Vassaf's prose architecture.
Among the 150 analyzed instances,
exclamatory constructions constituted the
most frequent category with 42 occurrences,
corresponding to 28 percent of the sample;
imperatives followed with 33 instances or 22
percent; vocatives appeared 27 times or 18
percent; interrogatives occurred in 23 cases or
15 percent; optatives accounted for 12
examples or 8 percent; praise and blame

structures appeared in 8 cases or 5 percent;

oath constructions were found in 4 cases or 3
percent; and prohibitives were least frequent
with only 1 instance or 1 percent. This
distribution is highly revealing because it
indicates that the dominant expressive energy
of the text is concentrated not in command
alone but in emotional, dramatic, and
audience-directed forms such as exclamation,
address, and rhetorical prompting. The
prevalence of exclamatory structures suggests
that Vassaf repeatedly frames historical
narration through astonishment, lament,
denunciation, or wonder, thereby converting
the chronicle into a theater of affect rather than
a neutral record. The strong presence of
imperatives and vocatives further indicates a
discourse that actively summons the reader or
implied listener into participation,
contemplation, judgment, and emotional
alignment. By contrast, the low frequency of
prohibitives and oaths shows that Vassaf
prefers indirect rhetorical intensification over
blunt moral instruction or explicit self-
certification. The quantitative profile therefore
supports the argument that his style privileges
dramatization, emotional activation, and
performative display over purely didactic or
documentary modes of narration. It also
confirms that expressive sentence structures
are not occasional ornaments but constitutive
components of the text’s rhetorical economy.
Qualitative  analysis of  representative
examples deepens this picture by showing
how each expressive structure performs

multiple rhetorical functions simultaneously.
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Exclamatory sentences often combine
emotional protest with social criticism,
especially when they invoke time, fate,
injustice, or the mistreatment of the learned,
thereby transforming private feeling into public
evaluation. Their force is reinforced through
alliteration, rhythm, and terminal saj’, which
make lament and astonishment acoustically
memorable and aesthetically heightened (5,
13). Imperative sentences frequently exceed
the literal function of command and become
instruments of intellectual authority, reader
activation, and perspective control; through

direct address to “the wise,” “the discerning,”
or implied moral witnesses, they stage the
author as an interpreter of history and guide
the audience toward sanctioned judgments.
Vocative  sentences, especially those
addressing abstract entities such as justice,
fortune, or the age, rely heavily on
personification and metaphor, converting
concepts into interlocutors and thereby
intensifying the dramatic atmosphere of the
prose (8, 13). Optative structures similarly
function on two levels: on the surface they
articulate desire or regret, yet beneath that
surface they encode dissatisfaction with
present conditions and thus operate as indirect
ethical or political critique. Interrogatives,
particularly rhetorical questions, do not seek
information but sharpen contrast, expose
absurdity, and pressure the audience into
moral recognition. When these expressive
forms are viewed together, it becomes clear

that they are deeply integrated into the

mechanics of ornate prose: they organize
rhythm, stimulate imagery, produce tonal
shifts, and link emotional resonance with
evaluative meaning. This is precisely why
Tarikh-e Vassaf approaches the stylistic
horizon of the magamah, where literary
brilliance and rhetorical agility are not
subordinate  accessories  but  defining
principles of composition (2, 7, 14). The study
therefore  not only confirms earlier
observations regarding the artificiality and
embellishment of Vassaf's prose but also
specifies the sentence-level structures through
which that stylization is enacted.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
expressive sentences in Tarikh-e Vassaf are
the living core of its technical prose style and
one of the primary mechanisms through which
the work transcends ordinary historiography
and becomes a literary performance. Their
centrality lies in their ability to combine
aesthetic ornament, emotional persuasion,
and authorial self-fashioning within a single
discursive unit. Through them, Vassaf does
not merely narrate history; he stages it, judges
it, dramatizes it, and saturates it with tonal and
rhetorical energy. The dominance of
exclamatory, imperative, and vocative forms
shows that his prose is fundamentally
affective, dialogic, and performative, while the
interaction of these forms with metaphor,
personification, antithesis, and rhythmic
closure explains why the text so often seems
to approach the density and resonance of

poetry. Expressive sentences thus fulfill three
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intertwined functions: they beautify discourse,
they direct the audience’s emotional and moral
response, and they display the author’s
mastery over language as a marker of literary
identity. On this basis, Tarikh-e Vassaf may be
read not simply as an ornate chronicle but as
a historical magamah in prose, one in which
linguistic performance itself becomes a mode
of historical meaning-making. The findings
also suggest broader implications for the
teaching of rhetoric and stylistics, since
analysis of these sentence forms can help
students understand how grammar, rhetoric,
and literary aesthetics converge in classical
Persian prose. Future comparative work may
fruitfully examine whether similar expressive
densities appear in other historiographical
texts, magamah compositions, or courtly prose
traditions, but the present study already
establishes that any adequate account of
Vassaf's style must place expressive
sentences at the center rather than the

periphery of analysis.
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