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‘ONSORI, Abu’l-Qasem Hasan b. Ahmad (b. Balkh, ca. 961; d. Gazna, 1039),
celebrated Persian poet of the early Ghaznavid period. He was the poet
laureate (malek-al-So‘ara’, amir-al-so‘ara’) at the court of the Ghaznavid Sultan
Mahmud (r. 998-1030) and has been particularly noted and praised for his
panegyric odes (qasidas), in which his masterful use of rhetorical
embellishments and measured diction have been referred to as models of
elegant poetical composition (see, e.g., ‘Awfi, II, p. 29; Foruzanfar, pp. 113-14;
Arberry, pp. 54-55; for different views see below). ‘Onsori belonged to the
inner circle of the court and, according to DawlatSah, other poets had to
submit their works to him for approval before they could be presented to the
king (Browne, p. 120). ‘Onsori’s sharp criticism of a poem that the poet Gaza’eri
Razi had sent to Gazna points to the position of the former as the poets’ only
means of access to Sultan Mahmud (‘Onsori, Divan, pp. 179-84; Safa, 1959, pp.
570-73). His distinction as the preeminent master poet of the time is evident in
a qasida by Manucehri Dam’gani, who referred to him as the Masters’ Master
of the age (ustad-e ustadan-e zamana), and more than a century later Kagani
Sarvani would compose a poem in praise of himself contrasting his own life of
hardships with the comfort and luxury that ‘Onsori enjoyed, evidently in
response to an associate who had made a remark about ‘Onsori’s superior
poetical skills (Manucehri, p. 72; Kagani, pp. 926-27).

Our knowledge of ‘Onsori is limited to some sparse references in the works of
later authors. We know that he was still alive on the ‘Id al-fetr of 422/21
September 1031, when he received a lavish reward from Sultan Mas‘ud I
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(Bayhaqi, pp. 359-60). According to DawlatSah (p. 18), ‘Onsori was a student of
the poet Abu’l-Faraj Sejzi, which is unlikely. The story, found in the Persian
version of Abu ‘Ali Tanuki’s Faraj ba'd al-Sadda and taken at face value by
some scholars of Persian literature (e.g. Safa, 1959, p. 559; Safaq, p. 152), of
how ‘Onsori lost all his fortune as a young man in a robbery during a
commercial trip, has no historical merit. The erroneous association of the
story to ‘Onsori is based on the misreading of the name ‘Abqasi in the Arabic
original for ‘Onsori (see Storey and de Blois, pp. 234-35; Tanuki, tr., II, pp.
911-15). Likewise, the anecdote about ‘Onsori and two other Ghaznavid poets
testing Ferdowsi’s poetical skills (Mostawfi, p. 738; Brown, II, p. 129) is nothing
but a fanciful legend. ‘Onsori started as a professional poet in the retinue of
Amir Abu’l-Mozaffar Nasr, Sultan Mahmud’s brother and the military
commander (sepahsalar) of Khorasan, who introduced him to the royal court
in Gazna. There his outstanding poetic talent was soon recognized and he
received the highest distinction as a poet with the title malek al-So‘ara’ (or amir
al-s‘ara’), apparently the first Persian poet to receive such an honorific. He
joined the circle of the king’s boon companions (nadim), accompanied him on
his military expeditions, and immortalized his exploits in poetry, thereby
becoming the recipient of lavish royal largesse (for a seemingly exaggerated
note about his wealth, see Hedayat, p. 897; cf. Kaqgani, pp. 926-27; Foruzanfar,
p. 118). The story of how ‘Onsori, with an improvised quatrain, was able to
cheer up Sultan Mahmud, who had fallen into a very angry mood because, in a
drunken stupor, he had cut the hair of his favorite page Ayaz, is a clear
indication of ‘Onsori’s favored status at the court. He was rewarded for the
quatrain with three mouthfuls of jewelry (Nezami ‘Aruzi, text, pp. 55-57,
comm., pp. 175-76; cf. a similar story in Mostawfi, p. 739). ‘Onsori remained in
the service of the Ghaznavids after the death of Sultan Mahmud, at least until
September 1031, when he was awarded one thousand dinars for his poem on
the occasion of the Id al-fetr celebration under Sultan Mas‘ud I (Bayhadqi, pp.
359-60). His good fortune under the Ghaznavid was matched, according to
Mohammad ‘Awfi, (II, p. 69), only by Rudaki and Amir Mo‘ezzi at the Samanid
and Saljuq courts, respectively.

According to Dawlat$ah, ‘Onsori’s divan (collected poems) comprised some
30,000 verses (Dawlatsah, p. 53; Hedayat, II, p. 897), of which only about 12
percent has survived through anthologies and quotations for evidence spread
in works such as Logat-e Fors of Asadi Tusi. The latest edition by Mohammad
Dabirsiaqi contains a total of 3,519 verses, including 70 odes (qgasida), 76
quatrains (robaft), and a good number of isolated lines and fragments, besides
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two odes, a riddle, and some stray verses that are attributed to him and
published at the end of the Divan (pp. 371-76).

‘Onsori is also credited by ‘Awfi (II, p. 32) with the composition of three
romantic epics, entitled Sad-bahro‘Ayn-al-hayat, Wameq o ‘Adra, and Keng-bot
o Sork-bot. They were all considered lost until portions and isolated verses
were found or recovered from a variety of sources. Sa‘id Nafisi collected 141
verses of Wameq o ‘Adra that were used as evidence in Persian dictionaries,
and 372 more verses were unexpectedly discovered by Mohammad Safi' in the
binding of an old manuscript. It is originally a Greek love story, as clearly
indicated by the use of Greek names. It was also translated into Arabic by Abu
Rayhan Biruni (Foruzanfar, pp. 115-16; Storey and de Blois, pp. 232-33).
‘Onsori’s version was translated in the 16th century into Turkish by Shaikh
Mahmud Lame‘i at the request of Soltan Solayman (Gibb, III, pp. 21-22). Of
Keng-bot and Sork-bot, originally an Indian story about the two giant Buddha
statues in Bamian, we have only two verses that were recovered by Sa‘id
Nafisi, and of the Sad-bahr o ‘Ayn-al-hayat about fifty-seven verses are quoted
in Asadi’s Logat-e Fors. Both of the last two stories were translated into Arabic
by Biruni (Foruzanfar, pp. 116-17).

‘Onsori was primarily a master craftsman of panegyric odes, in whose poems
every single verse is composed with words judiciously selected and adorned
with suitable rhetorical devices in almost perfect symmetry and amazing
fluency of language, but on the whole devoid of any sign of real feeling or
inner artistic experience. His exceptional dexterity is most evident when he
makes the transition from a description of nature or a riddle to the panegyric
theme of ode (e.g., Divan, pp. 24, 32-33), a case of which Arthur J. Arberry has
characterized as “a miracle of mesmeric eloquence” (Arberry, p. 55; ‘Onsori,
Divan, pp. 247-50). He recounted all Mahmud’s military expeditions in an ode
of over 150 verses, which is often mentioned as a perfect example of his
mastery in combining measured diction with euphonic embellishments,
without giving way to verbosity or ambiguous metaphors (Divan, pp. 125-43).
He was well versed in the works of great Arab poets, particularly Motanabbi,
whose influence and occasional adaptation of imagery or direct borrowings
from him are discernible in some of his odes (Foruzanfar, p. 113; Safa, 1959, p.
562; Safi‘i Kadkani, pp. 421-22). His lyric poetry, however, leaves a good deal to
be desired. He himself admitted his shortcomings in this domain, conceding
that the lyrics composed by him were not as desirable as those of Rudaki
(Divan, p. 327). Kaqani (p. 926, vv. 4, 8) criticized him for being merely a
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panegyrist, and Safii Kadkani (p. 420) referred to him as a poet who, due to his
lack of “poetic vision and emotional experience” (did-e Seri wa tajreba-ye
hessi), tried with some success to cover his inability to create poetic imagery
with craftsmanship (for a harsh criticism of ‘Onsori that occasionally takes the
tone of personal attack, see Mosaffa; for a different view, see Foruzanfar, pp.
112-14; Safa, 1959, p. 562; Arberry, pp. 54-55).

Some of ‘Onsori’s poems have been translated into Western languages, for
instance, a partial rendering of an ode in praise of Mahmud’s brother, Amir
Nasr (Browne, pp. 121-23, Pers. text in Divan, pp. 7-9) and the Italian and
French translations of selected poems (Lazard et al., pp. 89-92; Bargili, ed., tr.
and Pers. texts).

For editions and manuscripts, see Storey and de Blois.
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