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PEEFACE. 

T H E literary history of the East represents the court o£ Mahmud 
King Mahmud at Ghazna,the leading monarch of Asiatic dausi. 
history between A.D. 997-1030, as having been a centre 
of literature, and of poetry in particular. There were 
four hundred poets chanting in his halls and gardens, 
at their head famous Unsuri, invested with the recently 
created dignity of a poet-laureate, who by his verdict 
opened the way to royal favour for rising talents ; there 
was grand Pirdausi, composing his heroic epos by the 
special orders of the king, with many more kindred 
spirits. Unfortunately history knows very little of all 
this, save the fact that Persian poets flocked together 
in Ghazna, trying their kasidas on the king, his minis­
ters and generals. History paints Mahmud as a suc­
cessful warrior, but ignores him as a Maecenas. With 
the sole exception of the lucubrations of bombastic 
Utbi, all contemporary records, the Makdmdt of Abii-
Nasr Mishkani, the Tabakdt of his secretary Baihaki, 
the chronicles of Mulla Muhammad Ghaznavi, Mahmud 
Warrak, and others, have perished, or not yet come to 
light, and the attempts at a literary history dating from 
a time 300-400 years later, the so-called Tadhkiras., 
weigh very light in the scale of matter-of-fact examina­
tion, failing almost invariably whenever they are applied 
to for information on some detail of ancient Persian 
literature. However this may be, Unsuri, the pane-
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gyrist, does not seem to have missed the sun of royal 
favour, whilst Pirdausi, immortal Firdausi, had to fly 
in disguise to evade the doom of being trampled to 
death by elephants. Attracted by the rising fortune 
of the young emperor, he seems to have repaired to his 
court only a year after his enthronisation, i.e. A.D. 998. 
But when he had finished his Shdhndma, and found 
himself disappointed in his hopes for reward, he flung 
at him his famous satire, and fled into peaceless exile 
(A.D. IOIO).^ In the case of the king versus the poet 
the king has lost. As long as Firdausi retains the 
place of honour accorded to him in the history of the 
world's mental achievements, the stigma will cling to 
the name of Mahmud, that he who hoarded up perhaps 
more worldly treasures than were ever hoarded up, did 
not know how to honour a poet destined for immor­
tality. 

And how did the author of this work, as remark­
able among the prose compositions of the East as the 
Shdhndma in poetry, fare with the royal Mascenas of 
Ghazna ? 

Mahmftd Alberuni, or, as his compatriots called him, Abii 
runi. "̂ Eaihan, was born A.D. 973, in the territory of modern 

Khiva, then called Khwarizm, or Chorasmia in anti­
quity. 2 Early distinguishing himself in science and 
literature, he played a political part as councillor of 
the ruling prince of his native country of the Ma'miini 
family. The counsels he gave do not seem always to 
have suited the plans of King Mahmud at Ghazna, who 
was looking out for a pretext for interfering in the 
affairs of independent Khiva, although its rulers were 
his own near relatives. This pretext was furnished by 
a military Smeute. 

^ Of. J. Mohl, Le Livre des Hois, traduit, &c. Public par Mme. 
Mohl, 1876, preface, pp. xl. seq. 

2 There is a reminiscence of his native country, i. 166, where he 
speaks of a kind of measure used in Khwarizm. 


