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Assessing the Validity of Saint Joseph's Manuscript
in Correcting Ferdowsi's Shahnameh
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Abstract

Saint Joseph's manuscript is one of the most authoritative manuscripts of Shahnameh, to which
researchers have paid special attention. Some scholars have evaluated a small part of it and tried to
show its link with other manuscripts. However, no statistical analysis has been provided on the
similarities and differences between this manuscript and the authentic versions of Shahnameh. The
relationship of the mentioned manuscript with other manuscripts could be found by classifying it
into a specific group of manuscripts. Accordingly, the following questions arise: which manuscripts
of Shahnameh are related to this manuscript and to what extent are its importance and validity
shown by them? To answer these questions in this research, some statistics were carried out on the
similarities of the mentioned manuscript with the authentic manuscripts of Shahnameh. The results
showed that this manuscript was close to the version of London (675 AH) from introduction to the
kingdom of Lohrasp, but there was no close bond between the two from the reign of Lohrasp to the
end of Shahnameh. Saint Joseph's manuscript was mostly related to those of Leningrad (733 AH)
and Paris (844 AH), all of which could be classified into one group. This illustrated the possibility
that they had been copied from the same original manuscript.

Introduction

In 2005, Mousavi found a copy of Ferdowsi's Shahnameh in the library known as Bibliotheque
Orientale (Oriental Library) in Saint Joseph University in Beirut, which was later called Saint
Joseph's manuscript of Shahnameh. In the meantime, Mousavi and Khaleghi Motlagh wrote some
articles to introduce and evaluate this manuscript and then prepared a facsimile edition for
researchers with Afshar, Omidsalar, and Motalebi Kashani’s efforts. The importance of this
manuscript was to the extent that Khaleghi Motlagh abandoned the other manuscripts at some
instances in the 2nd edition of Shahnameh and picked only Saint Joseph’s manuscript as the
accurate record of the original text. Even today, many scholars refer to this manuscript for making
corrections to the verses of Shahnameh, some parts of which present the most accurate corrections
of some of its verses.

Nonetheless, its date of writing was unknown since some pages of Saint Joseph’s manuscript
were not found. According to the evidence like the handwriting style used by the scribe, it could be
estimated that it was probably written in the late 7" and early 8" centuries AH.

Khaleghi Motlagh first evaluated this manuscript based on the photos of 22 pages of it (638
verses from the end of the reign of Zahhak to the beginning of the reign of Fereydun and 426
verses from the reign of Alexander). Then, according to the photos of 494 pages, he presented a
more accurate analysis as he mentioned in the introduction of his facsimile edition of this book. He
wrote that he had carefully read 336 pages from the beginning to the end of his third edition of the
book and 60 pages related to the end of "The Kingdom of Khosrow I (Anushirvan)" as well as all
the parts relevant to "Kingdom of Hormizd IV" throughout Saint Joseph’s manuscript. Finally, in
an article, in addition to the previous content, he assessed the ancient combinations, Arabic words,
dialect words, and some omissions and additions to this manuscript.

However, despite all the efforts that have been made to introduce and evaluate this manuscript,
the relationship between this manuscript and the authentic versions of Shahnameh has not been
thoroughly researched yet, especially those used by Khaleghi Motlagh to illustrate the similarities
and differences between this manuscript and other manuscripts and show its validity of correcting
Shahnameh, apart from specifying the lineage of Saint Joseph’s manuscript.

Materials & Methods

In the evaluation of Saint Joseph's manuscript, Khaleghi Motlagh found no close relationship
between this manuscript and those of Florence (614 AH) and London (675 AH). Following its re-
evaluation, he concluded that there was even no tight relationship between this manuscript and the
other versions of Shahnameh. This manuscript was closer to those of London (675 AH) and Cairo
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(741 AH). The same view was stated by Aydenlou in his article entitled "Notes from Saint Joseph's
Shahnameh". Nevertheless, an argument arose here stating that the scholars had extended the
validity of one part to the whole text and assumed the same validity in all the stories without a
thorough evaluation of all parts of Saint Joseph's manuscript. It is while Khaleghi Motlagh in his
first article on the evaluation of "Kingdom of Zahhak and Fereydun" and "Kingdom of
Alexander"pointed out that no same validity of the manuscripts of Shahnameh had to be assumed
throughout the book. Therefore, according to the conclusions of these two stories, Saint Joseph's
manuscripts covering all parts of Shahnameh could not be considered to have the same validity. For
instance, comparing Saint Joseph's manuscript with that of London (675 AH) in his review of the
story of Alexander through 426 verses, Khaleghi Motlagh concluded that both were matched in 190
verses (nearly half of the content). Consequently, according to the drastic similarities between Saint
Joseph's manuscript and London (675 AH) manuscript from Alexander's story until the end of
Shahnameh, scholars had not reached the conclusion that they were matched in the second half of
Shahnameh. Therefore, the present study was focused on the comparison between Saint Joseph's
manuscript and all the manuscripts used by Khaleghi Motlagh and attempted to find their
relationships.

Discussion of Results

In the first half of Shahnameh (from introduction to the end of the Great War of Kay-Khosrow), the
scribe of Saint Joseph's manuscript had used a reference manuscript containing only half of
Shahnameh such as the version of Florence (614 AH) and that manuscript was close to those of
London (675 AH), Cairo (741 AH), and London (891 AH). Moreover, "Manouchehr Kingdom",
"Nozar Kingdom", "Kay-Qobad Kingdom", "Siavakhsh Story", "Kay-Khosrow Widening",
"Twelve Faces", and "The Great War of Kay-Khosrow" with 52, 56, 50, 54, 57, 47, and 42%
similarities with Saint Joseph's manuscript based on the Istanbul version (731 AH) were
respectively accounted for in the first half, while the manuscripts of Leningrad (733 AH), Cairo
(796 AH), Leiden (840 AH), Paris (844 AH), Oxford (852 AH), and Berlin (894 AH) were
regarded as its subsets in the second half. The reason for such similarities was that the manuscript
of Istanbul (731 AH) had some identical parts with those of London (675 AH), Cairo (741 AH),
Vatican (848 AH), and London (891 AH) in the first half, but was different from those of
Leningrad (733 AH), Leningrad (849 AH), Paris (844 AH), and Leiden (840 AH). Thus, in the first
half, Saint Joseph's manuscript was not to be classified in the second group of Khaleghi Motlagh’s
classification, including the manuscripts of Istanbul (731 AH), Leningrad (733 AH), Cairo (796
AH), Leiden (840 AH), Paris (844 AH), Oxford (852 AH), and Berlin (894 AH), particularly the
group of Shirazi manuscripts of Shahnameh.

In the second part of Saint Joseph's manuscript from the reign of Lohrasp until the end of the
reign of Yazdegerd Ill, the scribe was found to be transcribed from a source, which was probably
the original transcript of Shirazi manuscripts, including the main group of manuscripts of Istanbul
(731 AH), Leningrad (733 AH), and Ghavam Al-Din Hassan Wazir (741) and subgroup
manuscripts of Paris (844 AH), Cairo (796 AH), and Leningrad (849 AH).

Conclusions

According to the mentioned analysis and evaluation of Saint Joseph's manuscript, there seems to be
a possibility that this manuscript was copied from two sources with two different origins. The
relative similarity of the first part of Saint Joseph's manuscript with those of the manuscript of
London (675 AH) (from introduction to the reign of Lohrasp) revealed that this part was copied
from an authentic manuscript. Although Saint Joseph's manuscript could not be considered as a
close manuscript to that of London (675 AH), they could be classified in the same group with
different origins, along with the manuscripts of Florence (614 AH), Cairo (741 AH), Vatican (848
AH), and London (891 AH). In the meantime, some manuscripts, such as those of Berlin (894 AH),
Istanbul (731 AH), and Istanbul (903 AH), had similar parts in the first half with the group of
manuscripts of Florence (614 AH), London (675 AH), Saint Joseph, Cairo (741 AH), Vatican (848
AH), and London (891 AH). Hence, they could not be regarded to be different in origin. In the
second half (from the kingdom of Lohrasp to the end of the rein of Yazdegerd IlI), Saint Joseph's
manuscript belonged to another origin, which included the manuscripts of Istanbul (731 AH),
Leningrad (733 AH), Cairo (796 AH), Leningrad (849 AH), Paris (844 AH), and Berlin (894 AH),
among which the versions of Leningrad (733 AH) and Paris (844 AH) were closely related to Saint
Joseph's manuscript. According to these similarities in this part, Saint Joseph's manuscript could be
directly or indirectly considered of the same source as the manuscripts of Leningrad (733 AH) and
Paris (844 AH). On the other hand, according to the scribing of the manuscripts of Istanbul (731
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AH) and Leningrad (733 AH), as well as Haji Ghavam’s Shirazi version of Shahnameh (741 AH),
and their similarities with Saint Joseph's manuscript, there is a possibilyt that Saint-Joseph's
manuscript was not written in Shiraz.

Overall, considering the origins and relationships of the two parts of Saint Joseph's manuscript,
it could be concluded that this manuscript was more valid in the first than in the second part. As
such, it has to be taken into account when correcting Shahnameh.

Keywords: Shahnameh, Saint Joseph's Manuscript, Shahnameh Manuscripts, Relation of
Manuscripts
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