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Abstract

Comparison is one way of developing meanings, and critics use this method to support their claims,
much like literature. A balanced critique has emerged from this method, as rhetoricians compare the
achievements of one poet with another and express preferences. One common criticism in the history
of Iranian classical criticism is the comparison of Ferdowsi with Nizami. Preferring Nizami over
Ferdowsi has been done for various reasons such as Nizami imitation, religious prejudice, stylistic
differences, ethnic ties, affection towards Nizami, thematic similarities and political interests. Nizami
himself was the first to consider his work superior to Ferdowsi, perhaps out of a sense of pride.
Scholars like Roholamin Shahrashtani, Ashob Torani, Vale Daghestani, Shibli Nomani and in the
contemporary era Hassan Vahid Dastgerdi, Nima Yoshij, Yevgeny Eduardovich Bertles and Seyyed
Ziauddin Sadr al-Ashrafi believed in the superiority of Nizami over Ferdowsi. However, over the past
centuries, many critics have recognized Ferdowsi's position as more than just poet. This assumption
has been reinforced in recent times due to the alignment of Shahnameh with nationalist ideologies.
Nevertheless, some critics have introduced such a comparison as unreasonable, pointless and
unscientific, although this type of criticism is common in the literature of some cultures. The positions
of Ferdowsi and Nizami in the history of literature are unique and choosing one does not necessarily
mean rejecting the other. This article is written with a descriptive-analytical approach with the goal of
examining the delicate balance between Ferdowsi and Nizami's poetry.

Keywords: balanced criticism, preference, Ferdowsi, Nizami.

Introduction

In this article, we seek to examine a series of recurrent debates that have long circulated among poets
and literary critics. Since the sixth century AH and following the composition of Nizami Ganjavi’s
Khamsa, scholars and men of letters have repeatedly raised the question of whether the literary stature
of Ferdowsi of Tus surpasses that of Nizami Ganjavi or vice versa. It appears that Nizami was often
regarded as the most formidable rival to Ferdowsi in poetic competition. These comparisons, at times,
have led to value-laden judgments and even to the explicit “preference” of one poet over the other.

The central question of this study is therefore to determine on what theoretical and textual foundations
the preference for Nizami over Ferdowsi has been based, and in what specific domains such a
preference becomes meaningful. By distancing itself from emotional or nationalist judgments, this



article aims to address the issue within the framework of textual analysis and literary genre, offering a
more methodical and critically grounded approach.

Review of Previous Studies

To date, no independent research has been conducted on the systematic examination of comparative
(muwazanah) criticism in Persian literary studies. Likewise, no comprehensive study has specifically
focused on comparative criticism between Ferdowsi and Nizami. Existing discussions are limited to
scattered references found in certain books and commentaries.

Shafi‘i Kadkani argues that in earlier periods there existed a kind of implicit and unarticulated
consensus regarding the literary status of poets such as Ferdowsi, Sa‘di, Hafez, Rumi, or Nizami;
however, from the Constitutional period onward, many poetry enthusiasts became ardent supporters
of individual poets. According to him, political and social factors contributed to the emergence of
such divergent opinions in the cultural sphere, as society reached a level of diversity that had been less
evident in the past (2012: 227). The present study, however, demonstrates that even in earlier periods
there was no complete consensus regarding the relative standing of poets.

Shamisa, in his book Liferary Criticism, cites the comparison between Ferdowsi and Nizami as an
example of comparative criticism and, in arguing for the superiority of Nizami over Ferdowsi, refers
to Majma‘ al-Fusaha’ by Reza-Qoli Khan Hedayat (2007: 118). However, no such explicit judgment is
found in the aforementioned work.

Safa initially notes that “Nizami’s influence on Persian literature has led this master poet to acquire
ardent admirers who, in their enthusiasm, have at times entirely denied the stature and rank of other
acknowledged masters of Persian poetry” (1990: 809). He subsequently characterizes Wahid
Dastgirdi’s act of placing Nizami above established masters of Persian poetry as unfounded and
unjustified (ibid.).

Research Methodology

The research method adopted in this article is qualitative and grounded in textual analysis. The views
of earlier critics and scholars are examined and analyzed as secondary sources.

The study employs a comparative—analytical approach, though not in the sense of a mere comparison
aimed at establishing absolute superiority. Rather, it seeks to clarify the fundamental differences
between two poetic traditions and to demonstrate that any preference for Nizami over Ferdowsi can
only be justified within specific and clearly defined criteria. The theoretical framework of the research
is informed by text-centered approaches in literary studies.

Findings

This study demonstrates that the prioritization of Nezami over Ferdowsi by various critics is largely
driven by ideological, religious, and stylistic biases rather than objective literary metrics. Such
comparative evaluations, often termed Mowaneh, frequently mirror the critic’s own contextual
framework rather than universal artistic standards. The research concludes that asserting the
supremacy of one poet over the other without clearly defined, scientific criteria is inherently



problematic. Ultimately, both poets hold unique, irreplaceable positions in Persian literature, rendering
any arbitrary ranking scientifically tenuous and critically unproductive.

Conclusion

Comparative evaluation (muwazanah) constitutes one of the approaches within literary criticism, in
which the relative status of two poets is assessed and one is often elevated over the other. This type
of criticism is not devoid of subjective or aesthetic considerations, and similar practices can be
observed in the literary traditions of other nations as well. One of the most renowned comparative
debates in the history of Iranian literary criticism concerns the assessment of Ferdowsi’s poetic power
in relation to that of Nizami.

This comparison was largely motivated by certain formal and thematic affinities perceived between
the Shabnameb and the Khamsa, leading critics at various times to verdicts favoring either Ferdowsi or
Nizami. In the present study, we have examined the viewpoints of critics who have preferred Nizami
over Ferdowsi. Among these figures are Ruh al-Amin Shahrestani, Ashub Turani, Valeh Daghestani,
Shibli Nomani, and, in the modern period, Wahid Dastgirdi, Nima Yushij, Bertels, and Sadr al-Ashrafi.
Such judgments have been motivated by a range of factors, including imitation of Nizami, religious
bias, stylistic considerations, ethnic affiliations, admiration for Nizami, shared poetics, and leftist
ideological inclinations.

Alongside this trend, there have always been critics throughout the centuries who regarded Ferdowsi
as superior to Nizami. Literary and historical evidence indicates that, over time, the balance in this
comparative debate has increasingly shifted in favor of Ferdowsi—without, however, diminishing the
eminent and enduring stature of Nizami.
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