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Islamic theologians have long pondered the issue of the permissibility of translating
the Qur’an into a second language; although many disapproved of such endeavours,
the necessity of explaining and developing Islamic thought in non-Arab speaking
nations was a practical issue. The date of the first Qur’anic translation goes back,
according to a narration, to the age of the Prophet himself. Salman al-Farisi,! a close
companion of the Prophet is, according to some sources, accredited with the earliest
attempts to translate the Qur’an into Persian.? Zurqani states that:® ‘It has been men-
tioned that the inhabitants of Fars wrote a letter to Salman, asking him to write the
opening sura of the Qur’an (al-Fatiha) in Persian for them. He wrote (in Farsi) “In
the name of God, the merciful” and showed it to the Prophet. Later on, the inhabitants
of Fars read it in their prayer, until they became used to Arabic pronunciation.” A
similar narration is given in early Persian tafsir:* ‘[Salman] asked Muhammad to per-
‘mit him to write the Qur’an in Persian for the Iranians, and he permitted that.’ It has
been mentioned that Salman wrote the Qur'an and used the Persian translation
‘beneath the original text to illustrate the meaning. Then he wrote at the end: “This is
the Qur’an which was revealed to Muhammad." If we can accept these narrations as
historically accurate, they can be taken to describe the beginning of the practice of
Qur’anic translation into a second language.

The practice of Qur’anic translation into Persian falls into two distinct periods: the
carly period, which includes both informal and formal translations of the Qur’an; and
the mature period, distinguished by a more developed style of comprehensive Qur'an
translation. The initial period, which began during the Prophet’s lifetime and contin-
ued until the mid-fourth/eleventh century, is characterised by partial, oral translations.
Very scant attention was paid to these by the majority of Islamic theologians and,
unfortunately, we now have no detailed information about them. In addition to the
narratives cited above, we are told that, in 1%/8® century Bukhara, people were in the
habit of reciting the Qur’an in Persian during their prayers, as they were unable to
memorise the Arabic.5 We are also informed that the 2°/8% century figure Miisé ibn
Sayyar Asvari, who was fluently bilingual in the two languages, would sit ‘with Arabs
sitting on his right hand and Iranians on his left, reciting a verse from the Qur’an and
interpreting it in Arabic for Arabs, then turning his face to the Iranians and interpret-
ing it in Persian for them’, and that, among the great theologians, Abll Hanifa (d.
150/767) showed especial latitude regarding the permissibility of translating the
Qur'an - it has been mentioned that he permitted the reciting of Sirat al-Fasiha in
Persian with no conditions attached, though later he limited this to those worshippers
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who were unable to speak Arabic, and gradually, this became a common rule appli-
cuhhwo&uhngugen—oneoﬂhemwnsforhiulnﬁmdeinthismspemamﬂdm
from the fact that his father was originally Iranian.® Ibn Shahriyar, a famous 37100
century traveller, mentions the existence of a partial translation of the Qur’an written
in Kashmir around 270/883—4 in his °Ajayib al-Hind, but gives no more detail on this
translation or its language.? There is certainly sufficient evidence to lead us to believe
that, before the formal period of translation, some suras and parts of the Qur’an had
been translated into Persian for Iranians in the course of speeches, lectures and com-
mon presentations. Ahmad °Ali Rajal Bukharal, editor of Pull miyan-i shi‘r-i hija’t
va ‘ariizi-yi farsi dar qurin-i avval-i hijri certainly surmises that at least one free
partial translation of the Qur’an was available during the late years of the 3%9/10% or
the early years of the 4%/11® centuries.!®

The second period, the age of complete and formal translation into Persian, can be
seen to commence in the mid-4%/11% century. In Bukhara, far away from the caliphal
upiuLnMwmedoubmmgudingthemuﬁtynfmshﬁonofdeur’m,dn
Samanid amir Manstr ibn Nab I, Abd $alib (reg. 350-60/961-76) ordered the
“ulama’ of Transoxiana to compile a full translation of Tabari’s monumental com-
mennryontthur‘chnaindoubureytdinghpuminibiﬁtyofmhﬁngm:
Qur'an into a second language are recorded in the early part of the text:!!

This is a great commentary of the Qur’an by Muhammad ibn Jarir al-
Tabari, may God's mercy be upon him, in clear Persian. This book had
been brought from Baghdad to Amir Muzaffar Abll $alih Mansiir ibn
Nith ibn Nagr ibn Ahmad ibn Isma‘il, may the mercy of God be upon
them all, and comprised 40 volumes, composed in Arabic, with com-
plete chains of authority; it was difficultfor him.to.read and under-
stand this text in Arabic, and he therefore ordered that it be translated
into Persian. He called the ‘ulama’ of Transoxiana and asked them,
‘Can we translate this book into Persian?” and they replied, ‘Yes.
Everybody who is unable to understand Arabic can read and write an
interpretation of the Qur'an in Persian, based on a statement of God,
“We have sent no Messenger save with the tongue of his people”.”

He called the ‘ulama’ of Transoxiana, including figures such as the
theologian Abil Bakr ibn Ahmad ibn Hamid, Khalil ibn Ahmad al-
Sijistani from Bukhara, bl Ja“far ibn Muhammad °Alf from Balkh,
the theologian Hasan ibn *All Mindds, Abu’l-Jahm Khalid ibn Han{ al-
Muttafiqa from Bab al-Hindu, and others from Samarkand, Spijab and

\ Farghanah, who all signed an edict (fafva) permitting Qur'anic trans-

lation. Then he ordered this group to translate that book.
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This edict of the Transoxianian “ulama’ engendered the composition of translations
of the Qur’an and opened a new horizon in the development of the Qur’anic sciences.
After the mid-4%/11% century we see a wave of Persian translations: the extant,
published works alone are very considerable and should be studied as an individual
subject and independent literary genre, while Astin-i Quds Library in Mashhad, for
instance, has a huge Qur’an collection with more than ten thousand handwritten man-
uscripts, among them hundreds of Persian translations, only 323 of which have been
catalogued,'? and Persian works of fafsir too contain a fresh profusion of translations.
Indeed, based on 142 Persian manuscripts of the Astin-i Quds collection alone, I
composed a Persian Qur’anic dictionary of five volumes and well over 2500 pages.'

Based on available works, early Persian translation can technically be divided into
three groups:'* word for word translations;'S rhythmic translations;'6 and dialectal
translations.!” The largest and consequently most important of these categories is the
first one, i.e. word for word translations. Its first formal example is the Tarjumah-i
tafsir-i Tabari, which became a source of reference for later works; indeed, it is
difficult to find a subsequent translation that does not refer to this work in some
capacity.!s

The early Qur’anic translations, particularly in Transoxiana and Khorasan, used pure
Persian even in the field of religious vocabulary. For instance in the 6%/12% and the
7%/13% centuries, when the main feature of Persian prose was the high levels of rhet-
oric and omamented writing therein, the style in Persian Qur’anic texts was for
straight Persian and simple words. It must be mentioned that the level of knowledge
of the audiences for whom these translations were composed was a strong reason for
this simple style. Therefore it is important that early Persian translations and
commentaries be classified as a separate and independent category within the realm
of Persian prose.

MOHAMMAD JAFAR YAHAGHI

NOTES

*1 One finds a number of Persian words in the Prophetic traditions, underlining the significance
of Salméin’s companionship with the Prophet. See e.g. Abfi Bakr Narshakhi, Tarikh-i Bukhdra,
trans. Abit Nasr Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Nasr al-Qabévi, ed. Muhammad Taqi Mudarras
Razavi (Tehran: TOs, 1362/1983), p. 67. See also Rafi* al-Din Ishig ibn Muhammad
Hamadani, Strat-i rasal Allah, ed. Asghar Mahdavi (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang-i Irdn,
1359/1980), vol. 2, p. 729.

2 Several traditions are mentioned in Javiliqi, al-Mu‘arrab [quoted from Muhammad
Mubammadi Maldyari, Tarikh va farhang-i Iran dar dawran-i intiqal az “agr-i sasani bih “agr-
i islaml, 1* edn (Tehran: Intishérat-i Yazdan, 1372/1993), vol.1, p. 302, fn. 37, See also
Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi & Muhammad Mahdi Nasih (eds), Rawz al-jinan va rawh al-jandn
i tafstr al-Qur’an (Mashhad: Bunyd-i Pajihish ha-i Islami, 1371/1992), vol.1, p. 258.
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Smedﬂomd-Nquudsiyyah.duﬂuhildiwudonlhmuthemhﬁmofh
Qur’an to a second language. See Muhammad °Abd al-°Azim al-Zurgéni, Manahil al-“irfan ft
<ulim al-Qur°an, 2 edn (Cairo: Dir Thya® al-Kutub al-°Arabiyya , 1373/1953), vol. 2, p. 55.
4 Abu’l-Mugzaffar Shahfur Isfardyini, 73j al-tardjim fi tafsir-i Qur'an li"l-a“ajim, ed. Najib
Miyil Hiravi & °All Akbar N1ahi Khurdsanf (Tehran: Szmin-i *Amiizish-i Ingilab-i Islami,
1375/1996), vol. 1, p. 8.

5 mmﬁmﬁmmeMwwmmﬁmmmmﬁ
dupumimbﬂilyof(bu'micmﬂldmhmuwondhmmofwhichmbew.

6 This incident took place when Qutayba ibn Muslim built the Jami® Mosque of Bukhara and
asked people o attend the Friday Prayer. See *Amr ibn Babr al-Jahiz, al-Bayan va al-tabyin,
ed.‘Abdd-SdlmMuhammAden,Z“edn(ClhmMmdMlbiMim
1380/1960), vol.1, p. 368.

7 Cf. Zurqani, Manahil al-“irfan, p. 3, Dayirat al-ma‘arif-i islam, ‘Qur’an’ entry in Bahd al-
Din Khurramshahi (ed.), Danishnamah-i Qur’an va Qur’an pajiht (Tehran: Diistéin-Nahid,
1377/1998), vol. 1, p. 514.

8 Sultan Valad, Rabab-namah, ed.°All Sulani Gird Farmarzi (Tehran: Mu°assasah-i
Mutilist-i Islamf Danishgah-i McGill, 1359/1980), pp. 413-4.

9 Abu’l-Qasim Rédfar, “Tarjumah ha-i urdt-i Qur*an-i karim’, in Danishnamah-i Qur’an va
Qur’an-pajihi, vol. 1, p. 519.

10 See Ahmad °All Rajai Bukharai (ed.), Pull miyan-i shir-i hija’t va ‘ariizl-yi farst dar
qurin-i avval-i hijri (Tehran: Bunyid-i Farhang-i Irén,1353/1974), ‘Introduction’ p. 37. The
unbound folios of this book were found during discovery activities on the dome of the Holy
Shrine of Imam Rizd in Mashhad and published with an introduction by Ahmad °Ali Rajal
‘Bukhiiraf (Tehran: Bunyad Farhang-i Iriin, 1353/1964).

11 Habib Yaghmal (ed.), Tarjumah-i tafsir-i Tabari (Tehran: Intishdrat-i Danishgah-i Tehran,
1339/1960), vol. l.p‘S.Thuemlomepoimind:ilmxthomnpedn!mﬂdemim.
Fhlﬂy.ﬂwuuoflbewmdmjumah(nnmﬁm)ilpmbhmlﬁc:buedmlmdnme
study, tarjumah denoting translation into second language, although it was used in Arabic, was
unusual in Persian [Azartish Azarfish, Tarikh-i tarjumah az “arabl bih farst, az aghdz ta “asr-
i safavi (Tehran: Surtish, 1357/1978), p. 61] - according to scholars such as Azarniish, the
words tarjumah and tarjuman and other words derived from this root were not in use at that
time [Azartish Azarniish, ‘Aya tarjumah-i tafsir-i Tabari bih rasti tarjumah-i tafsir-i Tabari
ast?” in Ahmad Tafazzulf (ed.), Yaki gagrah baran, Jashn-namah-i ustad “Abbds Zaryab Khit
(Tehran, 1370/1991), p. 558]. For instance, tarjumah is not mentioned by Khalil ibn Ahmad in
al-*Ayn, by Ton Durayd in Jamharah or Ishtigaq, or by Azhari in his Tahalb [ibid. p. 559].
Buadmethdh:ﬁmniuweunconcludemdﬂ:muhthewmdmjmhmployedm
mdzmhﬁnguhmwmmhng\mwuinuneinAnbicﬁvmmes-ﬂ/m‘m-
nny,itwuuxuedin?mimunﬁllhci"‘ll?mnny:inmnyuumrrhnudinphu
of tarjumah [Azarniish, Tarikh-i tarjumah az “arabi bih farst, p. 61]. It is possible that the text
might be corrupted, yet, in the light of this issue and others, including the results of a compar-
ison of the Tarjumah-i tafsir-i Tabari with the original Arabic text of Tabari’s tafsir, some
whdmmwhwnduhnmmhmhinﬁamlmmhﬁmofhhﬂ'lwmh
but a free selection of Qur'anic tales drawn from and inspired by Tabarl’s tafstr [This sugges-
ﬁmmmmw'mmmmfwwmmmmm.m
Yakd qatrah baran, p. 437).

12 See Muhammad Asif Fikrat, Fihrist-i nusakh-i khagti-i Qur’an-hay-i mutarjam-i
Kitabkhanah-i. markazi-i Astan-i Quds-i ragavi (Mashhad: Intisharat-i Kitabkhanah-i Astin-i
Quds-i Razavi,1363(1984).
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13 Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi, Farhang-namah-i Qur*ani (Mashhad: Bunyad-i Pajuhash hay-i
Islami-i Astdn-i Quds-i Razavi, 1372-6/1993-7), 5 vols.

14 In addition to these three main categories there are some other translations which appear
like concise commentaries and stray from simple translations of the original text. These are
essentially commentaries rather than translations. See for instance numbers 144990 and 1924
in the Astin-i Quds Library in Mashhad (Muhammad Asif Fikrat, Fihrist-i nusakh-i khagfi-i
Qur*an-hy-i mutarjam-i, p. 52, p. 74, p.110).

15 Like the so-called Tarjumah-i tafsir-i Tabari; Qur’an no. 4, in Astan-i Quds Library and
‘many others,

16 Like the so-called translation Pulf miyan-i shi‘r-i hija’f va ariizi-yi farst and, to a certain
extent, Tafsir-i Nasaft, ed. °Aziz Allih Juvayni (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang Irdn, 1353/1974).
17 Like the very famous samples called Qur’an quds, ed. °Ali Ravagi (Tehran, 1366/1987)
and Tufsir-i Shunghushi, ed. Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang-i Irén,
1355/1976).
1!Thetemlomcmeor!mmpmﬁvemdiu.SeefminmnceAhmd"Aumjﬁ
Bukhiiral, Matni parst az qarn-i chahdrum-i hijri? (Mashhad, 1349/1970), p. 40, which shows
many similarities between famous handwritten translations including classical commentaries.
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