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The emphasis of this paper is on comparative approaches to the poetic heritage of
Ferdowsi’s Shdhndma. The basic question is not only how the methods of Comparative
Literature enhance our understanding of this poetic heritage but also how the Persian
evidence in its own right illuminates some major topics of Comparative Literature today."

Among these topics are (1) convergences and divergences between oral and written
traditions and (2) interactions of myth and poetics. My 1994 book, Poet and Hero in the
Persian Book of Kings (published by Cornell University Press), centered on these two
major topics, setting off lively debate by applying the comparative methods of two
scholars in particular: Albert Lord and Georges Dumézil. The paper that I present to you
here is a set of arguments unified by the central purpose of continuing that productive
debate and applying further comparative methodology as well as further evidence from
Persian poetics, primarily with reference to Ferdowsi’s Shdhndma. In order to provide a
context for proceeding further, I will also briefly revisit key aspects of the methods
applied by Albert Lord in his comparative studies of oral poetics® and those applied by
Georges Dumézil in his comparative studies on parallelisms between heroes of epic and
gods of myth and ritual. *

The first part of my presentation, then, concerns the medium, that is, the poetic
heritage of the Shdhndma. The second part concerns the message, that is the humanistic
values communicated by the Shdhndma. Emblematic of these values is the poetic concept
of farr.

At the heart of my project is the study of Ferdowsi’s poetry for its own sake. It
is precisely for the sake of this poetry that I impose no arbitrary restrictions on the
applications of methodologies, comparative or otherwise, new or old. There is a great deal
at stake right now in this field of study. There are some specialists who prefer to contain
Ferdowsi’s poetry (and Iranian civilization in general) by attempting to exclude and even
discredit the applications of some new approaches, especially those of Lord and Dumézil.
They too, like me, may claim to be studying Ferdowsi’s poetry for its own sake. Unlike
me, though, such specialists imply that this poetry is worthwhile only for specialists like
themselves. The counter-claim of my paper is that such an attitude of exclusiveness
impoverishes the humanistic legacy Ferdowsi’s poetry, of Persian culture, and of Iranian
civilization in general.

To put it positively, I claim that comparative methods can actually enrich the
study of Ferdowsi’s poetry, and there are many specialists in Persian poetics who
evidently agree.

What is ultimately at stake, in any case, is the future of studies in classical Persian
poetry. It comes down to a basic question: does this literature, as a continuation of

! For a forceful articulation of the value of Comparative Literature as an academic
discipline, see Guillén 1993.

2 Lord 1960, 1986, 1991, 1995.

3 Dumézil 1968, 1971, 1973. For an assessment of the importance of Dumézil’s work,
see Skjaerve 1998a.645. For a rigorous exploration of the methods required for the study
of interactions between myth and ritual, see Jamison 1991.









