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Fath-‘Ali Xan Saba Kasani was a pioneering court poet of the Qajar era,
and his legacy-beyond his panegyrics-finds its fullest manifestation in two
extensive epic poems: Sahansahname and Xodavandname, which hold a
distinctive place among Qajar epics. Nevertheless, what has made an
exact understanding of Saba difficult is the disagreement regarding the
date of his birth and the time of the composition of these two epics—an
issue that has remained unresolved in literary and historical research.
Therefore, the study of this subject gains both importance and necessity,
for beyond determining the year of Saba’s birth and the dates of the epics’
composition, it reveals the process of their development. It can also move
beyond the one-dimensional perspective of earlier studies-which have
been confined merely to poems or biographical anthologies-and open new
horizons of inquiry. The present study has been conducted through a
descriptive-analytical method, and data have been collected using library-
based research. The collected evidence has then been evaluated within a
comparative framework; thus, it may be said that this research adopts an
integrative approach. By examining textual evidence alongside external
accounts-such as the reports of contemporaries and biographers-together
with codicological clues and the political and military events of the time, a
more precise estimation of Saba’s year of birth and the approximate
chronology of the epics’ composition has been achieved. In addition, the
hypothesis has been proposed that Sahansahname underwent revision and
reorganization, while Xodavandname remained unfinished.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Fath-‘Ali Xan Saba Kasani is a seminal figure in Qajar court poetry. Although his panegyrics earned
him prominence, his most enduring contribution appears in his two monumental epics, Sahansahname
and Xodavandname, which occupy a distinctive position within the epic tradition of the Qajar period.
Despite their significance, scholarly ambiguity persists regarding two fundamental aspects of Saba’s
life and oeuvre: the precise date of his birth and the chronology of the composition of these epics. This
uncertainty has long hindered a coherent understanding of the poet’s literary development. Earlier
studies—often limited to scattered poetic or tazkere-based references—have produced contradictory
and incomplete reconstructions. The need for a systematic reassessment is therefore clear. This study
aims to establish a more reliable chronology for Saba’s birth and to reconstruct the developmental
process of his epics based on a comprehensive examination of textual, biographical, and codicological
evidence.

Methodology

This research adopts an integrative historical-analytical and philological approach. Data were gathered
through extensive library-based research, with emphasis on primary sources. Particular attention was
devoted to the analysis of manuscript witnesses of the Sahansahname—such as the British Library
copy (MS 3442, dated 1225 AH / 1810 CE)—and the Xodavandname preserved in major repositories
including the National Library of Iran (MS 1616; MS 1572) and the Mar‘asi Library (MS 1090).
Codicological elements such as colophons, marginalia, scribal notes, and structural inconsistencies
were closely examined. Internal textual evidence—such as the poet’s explicit references to his age and
allusions to contemporary political and military events—was compared with external sources
including court chronicles (e.g., NaseX al-tavarix), tazkeres (e.g., works by Homaye Marvzi, Fazel-
Xan-e Garusi), and documented events of the Russo-Persian Wars. This interdisciplinary method
makes it possible to construct a more consistent and verifiable chronological framework.

Discussion

The findings challenge several previously accepted views. By reconciling Saba’s statement of being
forty-five years old at the beginning of Sahansahname, his reference to entering Qajar service at
thirty-six, and Fazel-Xan-e Garusi’s report of twenty-four years of service by 1234 AH, the most
plausible birth year emerges as 1174 AH / 1760-61 CE, making alternative proposed dates (1171,
1176, 1179 AH) unlikely.

The study further proposes that the composition of Sahansahname began in 1219 AH / 180405 CE,
not 1224 or 1228 AH as suggested by earlier accounts. This dating corresponds with the first
campaign of Fath-‘Ali Sah during the Russo-Persian War, which Saba explicitly references. Internal
and codicological evidence indicates that while the poem was presented to the king around 1223 AH,
Saba continued revising and expanding the work afterward. Indicators of revision include
chronological anachronisms (e.g., the placement of General Tormasov’s 1223 AH appointment among
earlier events), narrative discontinuities, and the misplacement of verses claiming completion. These
signs collectively suggest an extended editorial process continuing until mid-1224 AH.

Regarding the Xodavandname, the evidence indicates that the work remained unfinished. Though
some tazkere writers claimed its completion within three years, Saba’s own references to being fifty at
the beginning and fifty-six later in the text contradict this. The early manuscript dated 1224 AH (MS
1616) appears to contain an interpolated colophon, while the earliest reliable dated copy (Mar asi
Library, MS 1090) is from 1230 AH / 1815 CE. The abrupt break in the narrative at the Battle of
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Siffin, combined with historical pressures such as Iran’s defeats and the Treaty of Golestan (1813),
likely contributed to its unfinished state.

Conclusion

This study offers a revised chronological model for the life and works of Fath-‘Ali Xan Saba.
Based on converging textual, biographical, codicological, and historical evidence, 1174 AH / 1760-61
CE is identified as his most reliable birth year. The composition of Sahansahname is re-dated to 1219—
1222/24 AH (1804-1809 CE) and shown to have undergone revision after its initial presentation. The
Xodavandname, in contrast, is demonstrated to be an unfinished work composed between 1224 and
1230 AH (1809-1815 CE). These findings create new pathways for understanding epic production in
the Qajar era and highlight the importance of integrative methodologies in Persian literary
historiography.

Keywords: Saba Kasani, Qajar Epic Poetry, Sahansahname, Xodavandname, Literary Historiography,
Manuscript Studies, Chronology.
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