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CAHAR MAQALA

CAHAR MAQALA, Persian prose work written in the 6th/12th century by
Abu’l-Hasan Nezam-al-Din (or Najm-al-Din) Ahmad b. ‘Omar b. ‘Ali Nezami
‘Artuzi Samarqandi, originally entitled Majma“ al-nawader. The authors of Haft
eqlim (II1, p. 352) and Kasf al-zoniin (ed. Yaltkaya and Bilge, pp. 621, 1604) are
evidently wrong in considering Majma“ al-nawader as a separate work (see
Caharmagqala, introd., pp. vii-ix). It consists of four discourses (magalas), hence
the title, on four different subjects. The date of its composition can be placed in
the years 550-52/1155-57, when the author was already at an advanced age
(introd., pp. ix-X, comm. p. 22 n. 4). The references in this article are to Mo'In’s
edition (see below).

The author. The exact dates of NezamT’s birth and death are not known, but he
was probably born in the last quarter of the 5th/11th century. Most of our
scanty information about Nezam?’s career comes from scattered passages in
the Caharmagqala itself. In 504/1110-11 he was in his home town Samargand,
where he collected some information about Rudaki (pp. 53-54). At Balk in
506/1112-13 he met ‘Omar Kayyam and Abu Hatem Asfezari at a banquet.
There Kayyam predicted that his tomb would be covered by flower petals in
the spring (pp. 100-01). In 509/1115-16 he was at Herat (p. 71). Next year he left
for the sultan Sanjar’s camp near Tas and there met the poet Amir Mo‘ezz],
who tested his poetical talent, showed him favor, and encouraged him by
explaining how his own career had started and progressed at Maleksah’s court
(pp- 65-69). On this journey he visited Ferdowsr’s tomb at Tas (p. 83), and in the
same year he was at Nisapur (p. 15), where he was again in 512/1118 (pp.



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/asfezari-abu-hatem-mozaffar-b

@\ CAHAR MAQALA | Golam-Hosayn Yusofl
108-09) and in 514/1120-21, when he heard the story of Ferdowsi and Sultan
Mahmud of Gazna from Amir Mo‘ezzl (pp. 81-83). These statements may
indicate that he resided at Nisapur during these four or five years. In
530/1135-36 he revisited Nisapur and found Kayyam’s tomb hidden under
petals at the foot of a garden wall (pp. 100-01). In 547/1152-53 he was with the
defeated Ghurid army at the battle between the Saljuq Sultan Sanjar and the
Ghurid Sultan ‘Ald’-al-Din in the Oba district near Herat, and for some time
afterward he lived in hiding at Herat (pp. 104, 132-33).

Nezami himself claims to have studied with ‘Omar Kayyam (p. 100; see also
introd., pp. xxxiii-xxxiv; Yar-Ahmad, p. 160) but also mentions another
teacher, Abu Ja‘far b. Mohammad Ab1 Sa‘d (p. 125, and comm. pp. 440-43).
DawlatSah describes Nezami as one of the pupils of Amir Mo‘ezz1 (ed. Browne,
p- 60), but this is probably no more than an inference from Nezam1’s account
(p. 65) of his meeting with Amir Mo‘ezz1 in 510/1116-17 (see above). No further
information about Nezami is found in later sources, except that DawlatSah (ed.
Browne, p. 60) and Haji Kalifa (Kasf al-zoniin, ed. Yaltkaya and Bilge, p. 2025)
wrongly credit Nezami with the versification of the romance of Vis 0 Ramin (in
fact the work of Fakr-al-Din As‘ad Gorgani).

Nezami dedicated the Cahdrmaqdla to Abu’l-Hasan Hosam-al-Din ‘All, a prince
of the Al-e Sansab or Sansabaniya dynasty of kings (moliik) of Gur (pp. 2, 135),
who were hereditary governors of Bamian and Tokarestan on behalf of the
sultans of Gar to the south (Caharmagala, introd., pp. X-xiii, comm. pp. 2-4).
When he wrote Caharmagala Nezami had already spent forty-five years in the
service of this dynasty (p. 5).

Works. Other than Caharmaqala Nezami wrote some poetry. He tells us (pp.
84-86) that a prince at Balk praised him for his poetic improvisation; however,
the few surviving pieces of his poetry (Caharmagqala, pp. 84-86; ‘Awfl, Lobab,
ed. Nafis, pp. 246, 395-97) are not particularly attractive.

The Caharmagqala reveals an author with a complete mastery of Persian prose,
a fine understanding of philosophical concepts (pp. 6-18), knowledge of
astronomy (pp. 104-05) and medicine (pp. 132-34), and a scholarly interest in
authors and bibliography. The work, which has long been widely read and
admired, is also important for the historical events and episodes in the lives of
notable scientists and men of letters which it includes, and its graceful
language provided a model of good Persian prose-writing in the 6th/12th
century. Thus, only about sixty years after the completion of the work, Ebn
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Esfandiar took the entire account of Mahmiud of Gazna and Ferdowsi from the
Caharmagqala (pp. 75-83) and incorporated it in his Tartk-eTabarestan (II, pp.
21-25), written in 613/1216-17. Later authors, such as Hamd-Allah Mostawfl
(Tartk-egozida, pp. 379-81, 753), DawlatSah (Tadkeratal-So‘ara’, pp. 57-58,
72-73), Gaffari (Negarestan, pp. 27, 59, 99-100, 114, 144, 145, 169-70), etc., have
also drawn upon the Caharmagqala (introd., pp. vi-viii, xI-lii).

Caharmagala consists of a doxology (pp. 1-2), a preface (pp. 3-18), and four
discourses (pp. 19-134), and an epilogue (pp. 135-36). The preface comprises
five sections, which contain a eulogy of contemporary Ghurid rulers and
discusses the creation of the universe, heavenly spheres, stars, minerals,
plants, animals, humans, internal and external senses, and an anecdote and
justifications of prophethood, imamate, rulership, and government. The four
discourses describe the functions of secretaries (dabirs), attributes of the
perfect secretary, and related matters (pp. 19-41); qualities required in poets
and their poetry (pp. 42-86); astronomy and the wide knowledge needed by
astronomers (pp. 87-105); and medicine and counsels of physicians (pp.
106-34). The epilogue expresses wishes for the success of the author’s patrons
(pp. 135-36).

Nezamil considered that no ruler could do without the four kinds of
functionaries: secretaries, poets, astrologers, and physicians, who were among
his close associates, and gave this as the reason for writing the book. In his
opinion, which also may reflect the prevailing views of the time, the good
order of the realm was ensured by secretaries, the perpetuation of its good
name by poets, the good timing of its business by astronomers (or astrologers),
and the good health of its ruler by physicians (p. 18). At the beginning of each
maqala, Nezami briefly describes the function in question; then he discusses
the human qualities it requires and how these qualities can be acquired,
namely through education, study, methodology, style, and observance of
necessary proprieties and standards of conduct. These passages, despite their
brevity, contain important points. For example, in discussing the definition of
the functions of secretaries (pp. 19-20) and the definition of poetry (p. 42),
Nezami gives more weight to the substance and effect of their prose and verse
than to the form. Here he is clearly influenced by the views of philosophers
and logicians rather than belletrists and rhetoricians. His proposals for
professional training throw light on the contemporary methods of teaching,
learning, and the development of skills in these fields, and his
recommendations of books for study show which Persian and Arabic works
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had won professional acceptance and wide circulation as textbooks.

In addition, each magqala contains about ten exemplifying anecdotes, which
make the book engaging reading, a merit which doubtless explains its lasting
popularity and influence through the centuries. Furthermore, the examples
make the abstract theories which the author propounds in the introductory
sections of the discourses appear factual and acceptable. Finally, the anecdotes
contain interesting information about the identities and careers of eminent
men of letters and scientists often not found elsewhere, e.g., Rudaki (pp. 52-54),
‘Onsor1 Balki (pp. 56-57), Farroki Sistani (pp. 58-65), Amir Mo‘ezz1 (pp. 65-69),
Abu Bakr Azraqi Heravi (pp. 70-71), Mas‘ad-e Sa‘d-e Salman (pp. 71-72), Rasid1
Samarqgandi and ‘Am‘aq Bokarl (pp. 73-74), Ferdowsl (pp. 75-83), ‘Omar
Kayyam (pp. 100-01), Ebn Sina (pp. 118-23), and several more, as well as
accounts of events at which the author was present as an eyewitness, e.g., the
account of Kayyam’s prediction about his tomb and the encounter with Amir
Mo‘ezzi (see above).

The historical information found in Caharmaqgala, however, is seriously
marred by repeated errors (confusion of names, dates, etc.), even in the case of
events in the author’s lifetime (he confuses the Saljuq sultans Sanjar and
Mas‘d, p. 36, see introd. pp. Xiv-xviii, comm. pp. 34-36, 42-44, 54, 55-56, 67-68,
223-28, for a discussion of these errors).

Caharmagqala as a masterpiece of good classical Persian prose ranks
immediately after Bayhaql’s Tartk-emasudi, ‘Onsor-al-Ma‘all’s Qabtis-nama,
Nezam-al-Molk’s Siasat-nama, Mohammad b. Monawwar’s Asrar al-tawhid,
and ‘Attar’s Tadkeratal-awlia’. The language of the introductory parts of the
discourses is, by reason of the subject matter, more stilted and loaded with
Arabic words than that of the actual text. But in the anecdotes NezamT1’s style
becomes fluent, vivid, rich, and engaging, although, where brevity suits the
context, he can also express his meaning effectively in short, simple sentences
(cf. pp. 79-83, 116-17, 121-23). His descriptions of scenes, characters, and
outward and inward moods are fine and well developed, as when he describes
Farrokr’s meeting with ‘Amid As‘ad (p. 59), the place where colts belonging to
the Chaghanid amir Abu’l-Mozaffar were being branded (pp. 59-60; cf.
Farrok?’s poem, pp. 61-63, and Yusofl, pp. 7-8), Nasr b. Ahmad’s reluctance to
leave Herat (pp. 49-51), al-Ma'mun in the palace of Fazl (Hasan) b. Sahl (pp. 32--
36). His comments on the poetry of Radaki (p. 54), Farroki (p. 59), Mas‘ud-e
Sa‘d-e Salman (p. 72), and Ferdowsl (pp. 75-76) illustrate his critical
appreciation of literature and also demonstrates his ability to write graceful
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and cogent prose. Although rhetorical embellishments such as euphonic
balance (mowazana) and rhymed prose (saj) with consequent use of
redundant synonyms appear in some passages of the Caharmagqala, they are
never so cumbersome as to make the reading tedious; they are rather graceful
and well balanced. The linguistic and stylistic peculiarities of the Caharmagqala
and its literary merits and importance have been discussed in detail by
Mohammad-Taqi Bahar (Sabk-Senast II, pp. 298-318; see also the Caharmagqala,
introd., pp. lii-Ixxiii). The text contains a few solecisms, which are probably
lapsus calami, or else due to clerical error (introd., p. 1xxvi).

Due to its popularity, the number of printed editions of Caharmagqala in Iran
and abroad is large (see the lists in Mo'In’s ed., pp. 1xxx-1xxxii, and in Nafisr’s
notes to his ed. of Lobab al-albab, pp. 695-96). The first critical edition was
prepared by Mohammad Qazvinl and published with a preface and notes
(Cairo, 1327/1909-10; reprs. Tehran, Bombay, and various European countries).
Qazvinl’s edition was revised by Mo‘in and published with additional
comments and notes by Mo‘in and other scholars, a glossary, and indices
(Tehran, 1336 S./1957).

Caharmagqala has been translated into several languages, including Urdu, by
Mawlaw1 Ahmad Hasan Saheb Sevani, with Persian text and a glossary (Delhi,
n.d.); Arabic, under the title al-Magalat al-arba’, by ‘Abd-al-Wahhab ‘Azzam
and Yahya Kassab, with abridged translations of QazvinI’s notes in an
appendix (Cairo, 1368/1949); English, by E. G. Browne, first published in JRAS
31, July and October, 1899, pp. 613-63, 757-845, and in a separate edition
(Hertford, 1899). Browne subsequently revised his translation, and his revised
version, together with abridged translations of Mohammad Qazvinl notes,
were published in 1919 and reprinted under the title Revised translation of the
Chahar Maqdadla (Four Discourses) of Nizami-i ‘Arudi of Samarqand, followed by
an abridged translation of Mirza Muhammad’s Notes to the Persian text,
London, 1921. The fourth discourse, on medicine and physicians, was
translated into Turkish by Abdilbaki Golpinarli as Tib ilmi ve meshur
hekimlerin mahareti and printed with a French summary by Sitheyl Enver
(Istanbul University Publications 32, 1936). The entire Caharmagqala has been
translated into French by Isabelle de Gastines as Les quatre discours; the
translation is based on M. Mo‘In’s text and contains preface (pp. 7-16) and
notes derived from the comments of Qazvinl and various medieval writers
and modern Western scholars (Paris, 1968). A complete Russian translation
was prepared by S. I. Baevskil and A. N. Vorozheikina as Nizami Aruzi
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Samarkandi, Sobranie redkostet, ili chetyre besedy (Moscow, 1963, with introd.
and gloss.); the chapter on the art of the physician was included as “Rasskazy o
vrachebnom iskusstve (is knigi “Sobranie redkostei”)” in an anthology of
Eastern storytelling,Vostochnaya novella, compiled by Z. N. Vorozhelkina and
O. L. Fishman (Moscow, 1963, pp. 94-99).
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