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Abstract

From the time when Ferdowsi introduced the Shahnameh to the circle of poets at the court of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni,
and the Sultan himself examined its pages, down to the present, in every period, poets—whether Iranian or non-Iranian—
have shown an inclination to test their poetic talent in the domain of epic composition. Among them, some, such as Nezami
and Amir Khosrow Dehlavi, produced successful works. During the Qajar era, several poets also composed narrative poems
in imitation of the Shahnameh. Among these works, there exists a poem that should be regarded as a supplement to the
Shahnameh: a short poetic composition contained in a book entitled Salarnameh, written by Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, the
great philosopher, intellectual, freedom-seeker, and writer of the Qajar period, whose diverse works in both prose and poetry
contributed, to some extent, to the awakening of Iranians during the Constitutional era. His profound love for the homeland
led him toward a new investigation of Iranian history, making him the first Iranian historiographer to produce a scientific
history comparable to classical European works. In this respect, the modern style of historiography is indebted to his efforts.
The poetic work Salarnameh was composed in the mutaqarib meter and in the form of thyming couplets, and it was published
in two parts. The first part, written by Mirza Aqa Khan as a research-based account, presents the history of pre-Islamic Iran
up to the end of the Sasanian period under the title Nameh-ye Bastan; the second part, written by Ahmad Adib Kermani,
continues this history from the Arab Muslim conquest to the reign of Muzaffar al-Din Shah. Since only the first part is
thematically related to the Shahnameh, the present study is based specifically on that first part. However, prior to comparing
the Shahnameh with Aqa Khan’s poem, this article first discusses the title of the first part of the Salarnameh, namely Nameh-
ye Bastan, a point addressed here for the first time. For many years, writers and researchers have been mistaken about the
title of this poetic work, and this error has resulted from a lack of attention to the opening and closing verses of the poem.
This study will, for the first time, reveal the truth about which book bears the title Nameh-ye Bastan.

Keywords: Aqa Khan Kermani; Ferdowsi; Shahnameh; Nameh-ye Bastan; Qajar era.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study addresses a textual and literary

problem concerning the first part of the
Salarnameh, a Qajar-period poetic-historical
work associated with Mirza Aga Khan
Kermani, and reconsiders the long-standing
assumption that the short verse composition
appended to the first part of the book should
be called Nameh-ye Bastan. The inquiry
emerges from the broader cultural context in
which Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh became not
only the supreme model of Persian epic
narration but also a normative standard for
later attempts at historical and heroic
versification. From the earliest reception of the
Shahnameh in the Ghaznavid court to later
imitative works in Persian and Persianate
literary culture, poets repeatedly sought to test

their literary power against Ferdowsi’s
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achievement, although no later work could
attain the same synthesis of myth, history,
national imagination, poetic force, and
narrative architecture (9, 13, 21). Within this
tradition, Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani occupies a
special position because he was not merely a
poet imitating the epic form, but also a
modernizing intellectual, political critic, and
early Iranian historian whose prose and verse
were deeply shaped by the intellectual
atmosphere of the Ilate Qajar and
Constitutional periods (4, 6). The problem
examined here is therefore twofold: first,
whether the title Nameh-ye Bastan truly
belongs to the extant poetic composition
placed at the beginning of the Salarnameh:;
and second, whether this composition can

meaningfully be read as an epic continuation,
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supplement, or imitation of the Shahnameh in
the strict literary sense (8).

The main objective of the study is to
demonstrate that Nameh-ye Bastan was most
probably the title of a lost, renamed, or
differently transmitted prose history of ancient
Iran, rather than the title of the extant versified
work now commonly associated with the first
part of the Salarnameh. This argument rests
primarily on the opening and closing verses of
the poem, where Aga Khan explicitly
distinguishes between a major prose
undertaking, written after a year of research,
and a later shorter versified composition
composed under very different conditions (8).
In these verses, the poet refers to a historical
project based on Zoroastrian materials,
Pahlavi writings, ancient Greek and Roman
historiography, and European research on
antiquity, and states that he produced a prose
design intended to separate sound historical
knowledge from erroneous or legendary
material (8, 23, 24). The reference to the
patronage of Nazem al-Dowleh further
strengthens the argument that the Nameh-ye
Bastan mentioned in the poem was a prose
work dedicated to a specific statesman, not the
later poem itself (4). The study also considers
the possibility that this prose work may have
been identical with, or later transmitted under
the title of, A’ineh-ye Eskandari, another prose
historical work attributed to Aga Khan Kermani
(25). This hypothesis helps explain why later
editors, historians, and literary scholars
conflated the prose source with the poetic

derivative, thereby producing a bibliographical
error that was repeated across subsequent
discussions of Aga Khan’s works (7, 8).

The methodology of the research is library-
based, textual, and comparative. It proceeds
through close reading of the extant text of the
Salarnameh, especially its prefatory and
concluding verses, and compares these
internal textual signs with biographical,
bibliographical, and historical accounts of
Mirza Aga Khan Kermani’s life, intellectual
development, imprisonment, and literary
production. The study relies on the fact that
Aga Khan’s writings were produced under
unstable historical circumstances, including
exile, political persecution, imprisonment, and
eventual execution, conditions that contributed
to the disappearance, alteration,
misattribution, or renaming of some of his
works (4-6). This instability makes internal
evidence especially important. In the poem,
the poet indicates that the prose work required
one year of labor, whereas the versified
composition was completed in a much shorter
period, a discrepancy that cannot be ignored
when identifying the title and genre of the work
(8). The research further evaluates the relation
between Aga Khan’s poetic narrative and
Shahnameh  through the

categories of meter, structure, source use,

Ferdowsi's

mythic content, heroic characterization, and
historical imagination. Since the Shahnameh
is not merely a chronological history but a
mytho-historical epic grounded in inherited

narrative traditions, Pahlavi materials, and
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national memory, the study treats any claim of
imitation as requiring more than formal
resemblance in meter or dynastic ordering (9,
21, 26).

The findings suggest that the extant poetic
section of the Salarnameh is formally indebted
to the Shahnameh but conceptually distant
from it. Agqa Khan openly acknowledges his
debt to Ferdowsi and states that he gathered
from Ferdowsi’s harvest, yet this debt appears
mainly in the adoption of the mutaqgarib meter,
the dynastic arrangement of ancient Iranian
history, and the general aspiration to narrate
Iran’s pre-Islamic past in verse (8, 21). Unlike
Ferdowsi, however, Aga Khan repeatedly
attempts to remove the legendary, mythic, and
supernatural elements from the ancient Iranian
past, presenting himself as a corrector of
earlier historians and transmitters. He
criticizes long reigns, mythic genealogies,
heroic exaggerations, and the transmission of
names in earlier sources, including the
Shahnameh, while replacing them with his
own etymological, historical, and comparative
conjectures (8). This tendency corresponds to
his broader intellectual disposition, which
combined patriotic concern with a desire for
modern historiography, but it also led him into
speculative  philology and unsupported
identifications that later scholars regarded as
methodologically weak (4, 12). His treatment of
names such as Mardas, Zahhak, Kay Qobad,
and other ancient figures reveals a persistent
effort to rationalize or historicize mythic

materials, sometimes by imposing foreign,

biblical, Greek, Roman, or Europeanized
forms onto Iranian narrative traditions (13, 20,
22). Consequently, the poem becomes less an
epic recreation of ancient Iran than a versified
historical commentary shaped by the
intellectual tools and limitations of a politically
persecuted nineteenth-century thinker.

A major literary conclusion of the study is that
Aga Khan’s poem cannot be classified as an
epic in the full sense in which the Shahnameh
is an epic. Classical and modern definitions of
epic emphasize heroic action, collective
imagination, mythic depth, extraordinary
events, national destiny, and a poetic world in
which history is transformed through symbolic
and imaginative force (12, 15). By contrast, Aga
Khan’s poem consciously weakens precisely
those elements that make the Shahnameh
epic: the heroic centrality of Rostam and Zal,
the function of the Simurgh, the mythic
resonance of Zahhak and Fereydun, and the
symbolic  continuity  between  kingship,
heroism, cosmology, and national identity. The
absence or marginalization of Rostam is
particularly significant, because Rostam is not
a secondary character in the Shahnameh but
the organizing heroic figure through whom
much of the epic’s moral, martial, and national
imagination is articulated (17, 18). Aga Khan’s
reliance on Zoroastrian and ancient historical
sources, combined with his suspicion of
legend, helps explain why figures and motifs
not confirmed by his preferred sources are
minimized or omitted (19, 27). Yet such

omissions also deprive the poem of the
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imaginative density and heroic continuity
required for epic power. Even where Aqa Khan
engages with mythic materials such as the
Simurgh, Garshasp, or ancient dynastic
cycles, he tends to treat them as problems of
historical correction rather than as symbolic
structures of national memory (10, 16). For this
reason, the poem is better understood as a
poetic-historical marginalium to the
Shahnameh than as a successful epic
counterpart to it.

In conclusion, the study shows that the title
Nameh-ye Bastan has most likely been
misapplied to the extant versified composition
in the first part of the Salarnameh. The internal
evidence of the poem indicates that this title
originally referred to a prose historical work,
probably the same work later known as A’ineh-
ye Eskandari, or at least a closely related
prose history of ancient Iran. The poetic text
now attached to the Salarnameh appears
instead to be a shorter versified project
composed after that prose work and under the
pressure of imprisonment and exile. Although
Aga Khan presents himself as indebted to
Ferdowsi and adopts certain formal features of
the Shahnameh, his poem lacks the mythic,
heroic, symbolic, and imaginative elements
that define epic poetry. Its importance
therefore lies not in its success as an epic rival
to Ferdowsi, but in its value as a document of
Qajar intellectual history, = modernizing
historiographical ambition, and the tension
between national literary inheritance and

nineteenth-century rationalist reconstruction.

The work reflects the mind of a learned but
imprisoned intellectual who sought to purify
ancient Iranian history from legend, yet in
doing so weakened the very epic vitality that

made the Shahnameh culturally enduring.
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