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T. I. Sultanov

AUTHORS AND AUTHORSHIP
IN PERSIAN AND TURKIC HISTORICAL WRITINGS

Historical works written in the Turkic and Persian lan-
guages in the Middle Ages are manuscripts, and all have
their authors. These authors report their names, nicknames
or pen-names in the introduction or the colophon or
at various places in the text of their work. The affirmation
of authorship through mention of the name in the work
was not merely the overriding tendency in the medieval
Muslim historiography, but rather a traditional rule.

The author's name is usually preceded by the epithets
and formulas of self-abasement which is traditional in
Muslim literature of the period. These formulas com-
monly run as following: “this poor one”, “this humble
one”, or “this incapable one”, “this insignificant, sinful
slave”, “this despicable [person]”, etc. As for Muslim
names themselves, they consist of several components.
The full name of an adult can contain five components:
(i) ism — personal name, given at birth; (ii) kunya —
name component, formed by adding to the name Arabic
words abiu (“father”), ibn (“son”), for example, Ibn
Hisham (lit. “son of Hisham”); (iii) nisba — name com-
ponent indicating place of birth or residence, for example,
al-SamargandT (inhabitant of Samarqand); (iv) lagab —
nickname, title; (v) fakhallus — pen-name. Lagabs and
takhalluses are often hard to be deciphered or transliter-
ated. They frequently contain social, professional or indi-
vidual descriptions of their bearers or their families [1].

The numerous components in the name of a Muslim
historian present difficulties for scholars. Not every author
gives his full name, referring to himself in a shortened
form and citing the most popular, often used part of his
name. For a number of professional literary figures, their
nickname or pen-name entirely replaced the personal or
family names, so that certain Central Asian historians of
the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries are known to us
only by their takhallus or lagab, such as, for example,
Shadt and Suhayla.

The practice of “signing” works (especially poetic
ones) with solely the pen-name complicates the task of
establishing the author's real name. The issue is also ob-
scured by the frequent presence in the literary environ-
ment of several individuals with the same pen-name or
lagab. On the other hand, there are known examples of
literary figures who replaced one takhallus with another at
the wish of a patron or on their own whim. Furthermore,
some literary professionals, such as Nawa'i, Bina'1, Hafiz-
i Tanish, employed two lagabs, and others had as many as

three lagabs, for example, Wasifl. And alternately, we
sometimes know the family and personal name of a writer,
but not his takhallus. For instance, the takhallus of
Mahmiud b. Wali, a professional historian of the seven-
teenth century in unknown. This makes it impossible
to attribute the majority of the poetic and other works
written by him, which have possibly survived up to the
present day.

About many of the historians we know only what they
tell of themselves in their own works. Information on
them in writings composed by other authors is usually
scarce. But even in their own works autobiographical data
is rarely vast. As a rule, Muslim historians mention only
their name or lagab. Much more frequent are cases when
the author tells of his reasons for writing, his intentions,
etc., but does not give his name or lagab, referring to him-
self simply as ragim (“writer”) or kamina (“most insignifi-
cant”, “most humble servant”) [2].

Many writings by medieval Muslim historians bear no
author's name. But in total, the number of anonymous
works is small in comparison with those signed. The ma-
jority of historical works were written on special order and
contained a dedication which indicated the name, honor-
ary title or social position of the individual to whom they
were addressed. Under such circumstances, there was no
reason for an author to conceal his name. The existence of
anonymous works can be explained by same special con-
ditions of manuscripts: the loss of introduction, colophon
or other part of the book, which may have contained the
author's name, carelessness or the arbitrary decision of
a copyist, etc. [3]. Only in rare cases did the absence of an
author's name reflect his own desire: if he was, for exam-
ple, driven by reasons of personal security or the security
of his family. Thus, the author of the Tarikh-i Shaybani-
khan, in his own words, intentionally did not give his own
name, or those of his father or grandfather, of whom he
writes in his work, “for political reasons” [4].

Scholars of medieval literature in many cases succeed
in attributing anonymous works. An older generation of
Orientalists were successful in establishing the authors of
works known to scholars by the conventional titles the
“Anonymous Work of Iskander”, “Anonymous Work of
Shahrukh”, and so on. Recently, M. Kh. Abuseitova has
established that the anonymous manuscript of a historical
work, described in the Tashkent catalogue as Tarikh-i
Shaybani [5], is actually a defective copy of a work by
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Muhammad-Yar b. ‘Arab Qataghan. The title of the work
Musahhir al-bilad, given by the author, is indicated in the
more complete St. Petersburg copy [6]. According to
E. Khurshut, another anonymous manuscript indicated in
the Tashkent catalogue by the title Tartkh-i Shaybani-khan
is one of the copies of the well-known Tarakh-i Qipchag-
khani [7]. Also, textological study revealed that three
manuscripts from the collection of the St. Petersburg
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies indicated in
a published catalogue as anonymous are actually copies
of two works which belong to Ottoman authors of the
seventeenth century well known to specialists [8].

As these examples make clear, mistakes which make
their way into catalogues and descriptions of Eastern
manuscripts can introduce certain distortions into our
understanding of the real correlation of authored to
anonymous writings. In our opinion, the problem of
attributing manuscripts previously considered anonymous
is a pressing one in Oriental studies.

The concepts of “author” and “authorship” in the
works of medieval historians are conveyed with various
terms, which can be divided in their usage into two
groups:

1. Words and terms used by authors to indicate them-
selves. These are mu allif (“author”), musannif (‘“com-
piler”), muharrir (“composer”), mudawwin (“compiler”),
katib (“scribe”), munshi (“secretary”), munshid (“con-
veyer”), jami' (“gatherer”), raqim (“writer”), mu’allif-i
thant (“second author”).

2. Terms and words used to denote the authorship
of a work which belongs to a different person: mu ‘allif,
musannif, sahib (“master”).

As we shall see, an author's self-indication was not
irrelevant to the character of the literary work undertaken
by the person so indicated. To illustrate this, let us turn to
our sources. There are works, unfinished for this or that
reason, which were completed by others. This second
author usually mentions his name in appropriate place,
that is, he claims to be a co-author. Here are several
examples illustrating how writers, who continued the
work of others, formulated their co-author status. “It so
happened, that when the refuge of paradise on earth Abi I-
Ghazi-khan had reached the middle of this book, he fell
ill. Then he instructed his sons: ‘Do not leave this work
unfinished, complete it’. For this reason, Abi I-Muzaffar
al-Mansiir Antisha-khan ibn Abu 1-Ghazi-khan, carrying
out the will of the deceased [father], ordered me,
Mahmidi ibn Mulla Muhammad Zamani Urganchi, the
untalented and insignificant one, to complete this book.
Although 1 was hardly capable of such a difficult task,
[ acted in accordance with the saying ‘The subordinate is
blameless’ and set about fulfilling the Royal will of the
khan and completed this book to the extent that my
knowledge permitted” [9]. This note comes on the final
pages of the ninth and concluding chapter of the Shajara-
yi Turk, which describes the history of the descendants of
Shiban, grandson of Chingiz Khan, who ruled in Khiwa.

Another example comes from a later time. Mu-
hammad Sadiq Munshi, a well-known Central Asian
poet, wrote in the 1880s a brief verse history of the
Ashtarkhanids in Persian. The poem is interesting both for
its content and the form in which it presents its material.

In the author's words, when he once visited the mauso-
leum of Baha’ al-Din Naqshbandi near Bukhara and the
nearby turbes of the Shibanids and Ashtarkhanids, he
heard the voices of the khans buried there, each of whom
related to him about events during his rule. The first to
relate was Subhan-Quli-khan, after whom ‘Ubaydallah-
khan, Abu I-Fayd-khan and ‘Abd al-Mu’min-khan told
their stories. Each dweller of the tombs began his tale with
the words: I, ruler (shah) so-and-so”, and spoke mainly
of those injustices and violations of law which took place
in the country during his rule. The work has the character
of an expose, which is rare in the medieval historiography
of Central Asia. The copy of this writing, preserved in the
collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of
Oriental Studies, ends with the following bayt:

Do not consider the narrative completed,
In this place I laid aside (lit. “broke”) my pen [10].

In 1319/1901—02, ‘Abd al-‘Azim Sami wrote a con-
tinuation of this work, dedicated to the history of the
Mangyt dynasty. The continuation begins with the
following words: “Mirza Sadiq Munshi composed up
to this place, after which the verses, generated by the
thought of Mirza ‘Azim Dilafkar, [who bears] the lagab of
Sami, run” [11].

At times, second authors did not limit themselves to
completion, but introduced significant changes into the
basic text of the work [12]. There are continuers who term
themselves directly a “second author” [13].

However, there are many works continued by the
second author of whom we know neither his name nor
the extent and type of the work he performed. In this case,
the problem of identifying the second author and ascer-
taining his real contribution to the work inevitably arises.

In some cases, second authors set about continuing
someone else's work as the result of a Royal order; in oth-
ers, they acted on their own volition. Sometimes they fol-
lowed the first author's request, and wrote with his full
approval. The following individuals could fulfil the role of
second author: (i) the son of the first author (Dhayl-i
Tartkh-i guzida, Dhayl-i Hasht bihisht); (ii) the editor
of the work (Humayan-shahi); (iii)the owner of the
manuscript (Tartkh-i Badakhshan); (iv) a like-minded per-
son sharing the ideas of the author (Dakhma-yi shahan);
(v)a person (usually a literary professional) who was
hired for this role by a dignitary (Shajara-yi Turk,
Firdaws al-igbal).

We encounter curious cases where the author,
displaying an extreme form of obsequiousness, himself
attributes his work to his patron. Thus, the author of the
Tarikh-i Khani names as the real author of the work
Ahmad-khan, from the Kia dynasty, at whose wish the
work was written, writing of himself as merely a scribe
who copied down the words and thoughts of his
sovereign [14]. Although there are also examples of the
opposite, when the individual who in fact fulfilled the role
of assistant and copyist disputes the authorship of his pa-
tron. I have in mind the accusation leveled at Ilkhanid's
wazir, Rashid al-Din, by his subordinate ‘Abdallah
Kashant: “I carried out the work, and my lord made use of
it under his name” [15].

Both examples concern a type of literary collaboration
common in the medieval East, between a high-ranked in-
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dividual and his subordinate. Such collaboration enabled
the patron to appropriate the work of his subordinate.
Similarly, it enabled the subordinate to attribute author-
ship to his patron. The problem lies in accurately differ-
entiating the actual literary work of the khan, wazir, etc.
from the work carried out by the literary figures of the
court. Frequently, such differentiation is impossible. Here
one can cite the Tartkh-arba‘a ulis, the history of the four
states which appeared after the collapse of the Mongol
empire in the second half of the thirteenth century. These
are The Great Yurt, that is, China and Mongolia; the
Jichid state (the Golden Horde); Persia under the rule of
Hilagi's descendants; and Central Asia under the rule of
Chaghatay's descendants.

Mirza Haydar Dighlat attributes the authorship of this
work to the well-known Timirid Ulughbek (d. 1449).
“Chingiz Khan”, he writes, “had four sons. He divided the
conquered world between these four sons. The ulis of
each son represented one fourth of the populated, cultured
countries and deserts of the [conquered] world. When
historical works speak of the wlis-i arba‘a (“the four
uliises” — T. S.), they mean these same four parts men-
tioned above. The scholar Mirza Ulughbek is the author of
a historical work which he called Ulis-i arba‘a [16].

As for another Muslim historian, Khwandamir, in
writing the sections on the rulers of Turkestan (Chingiz
Khan's descendants), he used, in his own words,
a “Treatise” (risala), the author of which he calls “Mirza
Ulughbek Girgan” [17]. Later, however, in his work enti-
tled Habib al-sivar Khwandamir no longer attributes
authorshlp to Ulughbek. He asserts that this Tarikh was
written by one of the scholars of the era of the supreme
ruler Shahrukh-sultan on behalf of Mirza Ulughbek
Giirgan [18]. It is interesting, in a work by a eighteenth-
century historian Mir Rabi‘ we find a comment in support
for Khwandamir's later attribution, expressed in the same
terms: “In the chronicle (tarikh) written by one of the
scholars of the era of the supreme ruler, the fortunate
khagan Shahrukh-sultan on behalf of Mirza Ulughbek
Giirgan, this most unworthy [compiler] came across the
statement that [the name] halaj is derived from galdj, that
is, from qal ach” [19].

The extent of Ulughbek's participation in the creation
of the Tartkh-i arba‘a ulis to this day provokes disputes
among scholars [20]. Unfortunately, a complete copy of
the Tarikh-i arba‘a ulis has not reached us. We have
instead several copies of an abridged version entitled
Shajarat al-atrak [21], which makes it difficult to settle
the problem.

We also encounter spurious works in late-medieval
historiography. Thus, many manuscript collections, both
in Russia and abroad, contain copies of the so-called
Malfuzat-i Timari (or Malfiizat-i Sahib-girani, or Waqi'at-
i Tim#ir). The work presents the narration of Timir's life
from the age of seven in the form of an autobiography. It
is usually followed by an appendix entitled Tuzitk-i Timiirt
(“Timiir's Code”). The work came to light under the

following circumstances. During his travels, a certain Abil
Talib, a native of Khurasan, allegedly discovered in the
library of Ja‘far Pasha, the governor of Yemen, the Turkic
original of Timir's autobiography, which he translated
into Persian. In 1047/1637—38, he presented his transla-
tion to a descendant of Timir, Shah-Jahan, who then ruled
in India. Shah-Jahan read the manuscript and discovered
that the autobiography differs from Yazdi's famous Zafar-
nama, the official history of Timir known in its final ver-
sion. He then ordered Afdal Bukhart to collate the Persian
translation with Yazdi's Zafar-nama and other histories,
strike the additions made by Abu Talib, fill in the gaps he
had allowed and correct the dates. Afdal Bukhari fulfilled
his sovereign's order [22].

The history of the work that was discovered by Abi
Talib remains an enigma. Its real origin is obscure. Euro-
pean Orientalists commonly view it as a forgery. I cite
here observation of W. Barthold, who notes that such
a work is “in no way typical” of the fifteenth century.
Furthermore, in the very content of the text “one can find
weighty proof that the book could not have been written
either by Timir or by his contemporaries”. From this he
concludes that the Malfuzat-i Timari with its usual appen-
dix is a forgery “composed in India in the seventeenth
century” [23]. However, the question of who composed
the work, for what purpose, and why he attributed it to
Timir remains unsolved.

It should be added that there existed works created by
several authors. An outstanding example of such collec-
tive labour is the Tarikh-i alfi. Work on the book was be-
gun in 1585 on the order of the ruler of India, Akbar
(1556—1605) on the occasion of the approaching millen-
nium of the advent of Islam. Hence, it was titled the
“Thousand-Year History”. Naqib-khan, Shah-Fathallah,
Hakim ‘AlT and other leading Muslim scholars of India
were charged with writing the history of the first
thirty-five years of Islam, beginning with the death
of the Prophet Muhammad (632). They completed this
part of the work in a week. Subsequent periods were
described by Tattawl and Asaf-khan. In 1000/1591—92,
‘Abd al-Qadir Bada’tnl was charged with re-working the
entire book [24].

The material cited above demonstrates that individual
authorship was not the only form of authorship in medie-
val historical literature in Persian and Turkic, and that the
question of authorship in this literature is as multi-faceted
and complex as it is in any other medieval literature [25].
Still, individual authorship emerges as the major form of
creative work performed by medieval Muslim historians.
All other types of authorship did not achieve significant
distribution and represent individual cases that do not in
any way make up a notable portion of the literary genre
under question here. Nonetheless, all of these cases are of
much interest to all those studying medieval Muslim his-
toriography. Information these cases provide may serve
a valuable source for conjuring up a broader picture of
literary work in the Muslim East.
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