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Abstract The main point is how translation as a system plays a role in
the emergence and transformation of the Persian pre-Constitutional
literary poly-system. As a tool, translation makes a change not only in
the social and political sectors of the community but also in the
development of the cultural and literary systems of society. In the pre-
Constitutional era, the prevalence of translation led to the emergence of
new patterns that have not previously been prevalent in the community.
Meanwhile, Even-Zohar’s poly-system theory can offer illuminating
insights into the literary and cultural poly-system prevalent in the pre-
Constitutional era. Overall, the translation system brings with it some
new literary genres into the repertoire of the Persian literary and
cultural poly-system. Therefore, the translation system, along with
other systems, plays an important role in producing newly-born genres
in the pre-modern Iranian literary poly-system.
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1. Introduction

*

In the system of Persian language and literature until the Constitutional
A era, and especially in the classical era, i.e., before the beginning of the
Qajar dynasty, the tradition of novel writing in its modern sense based on
the Western tradition of novel writing, did not gain enough currency.
However, in the Qajar period, and especially in the two periods of Abbas Mirza
and Naseri eras, accompanied by the systematic formation of the translational
tradition through the establishment of ‘the Naseri Academy of Arts and
Translation’ and ‘the House of Sciences’ (Dar ul-Funun) attention was paid to
translating historical works, and especially what Taher Mirza called 'historical
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novels', along with the translation of works related to military and war techniques
and political and social pamphlets, especially travelogues and memoirs.

This paper seeks to show how the translation system contributes to the
formation and emergence of newborn literary genres in the Iranian evolving
society. Based on poly-system theory, this paper argues how the translated works
find their way into the literary treasures of the Persian target culture and pave the
way for the birth of new types of literary systems, such as narrative fiction within
the Persian literary system.

2. Review of the Literature

From the middle of the 20™ century onwards, several books, papers, and
monographs discussed the effect of translation in the development of new Persian
prose and new genres of narrative fiction. For the first time, Natel Khanlari (1947)
in his influential sermon writes, “due to establishing more relations with other
countries and the changes that had begun in the social and political situation of
Iran, the court works diversified and multiplied” (p. 133). In his fourth volume of
the History of Persian Literature, Brown (1969) discusses the influence of modern
science and technology on Persian prose and, quoting Mohammad Ali Tarbiyat’s
translations, takes translations of Moliere’s plays and Jules Verne’s legends as
“further causes for people to pay attention to the Europian and foreign languages”.
Yasemi (1974) takes novel writing as the combination of historical events and the
presentation of believable material with the familiarity of Iranian writers with
European mythical books obtained through translation. Mahboubi Ardakani (1975)
concludes that “the vast majority of these translations have been translated by
Europeans or Armenians who were familiar with the colloquial Persian and have
been written in literary language by Iranian secretaries and literary men” (p. 228).
The important point is that the translations were first made into colloquial language
by Europeans familiar with Persian. Then Iranian writers translated them into a
literary language.

3. Method

The poly-system theory was first developed by Itamar-Even-Zohar, a researcher,
translator, and thinker at the University of Jerusalem in the 1970s (Even-Zohar,
1979, 1990a). Even-Zohar borrowed his original idea from the Russian formalist,
Yuri Tynyanov (1894-1943). In the meantime, a part of the system theory deals
with the position of translated literature in the target culture. In rich and profound
literary systems, traditional literary genres continue to be influential. Thus,
translated literature is not at the center of the literary tradition of the target
language but at the margins of this tradition. Nevertheless, in lesser or more
middle-class literary systems where literary works are not influential, translated
literature moves from the periphery to the center and finds a primary place. What
remains largely unexplored is how the situation of the Iranian literary system was
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in the two eras of Abbas Mirza and Naseri and whether it is rich and profound or
poor and unprofound. The Persian literary system, which in the classical era is rich
and profound due to the development of various literary genres, has been
mentioned in the two eras known as the Return Period. Literally and culturally, it
imitates the tradition of great ancient poets, does not have the “concern of linguistic
issues” and literature of its time, and is mostly considered a defender of the
traditional method and opposes modernity” (Talattof, 2015, p. 43). Thus, it seems
that these systems lack some literary genres, or that society can no longer tolerate
these old and cliche types of literature and needs to become acquainted with new
literary forms and types. Therefore, new genres and forms of writing introduced to
the Persian literary system through translation became much more popular. Of
course, the conflict between the traditional system and the new system is related to
the political and social challenges of society. It can even be said that it is a general
feature of the literature of this era and, in the first place, Constitutional literature.
Constitutional literature, as a new system, is formed during the conflict with old
literature that has long been established as a traditional system. According to
Momeni (1976, p. 30), Constitutional literature was considered new in terms of
form and content. Thus, the new system criticizes the traditional system and in
doing so, it brings about a vacuum in that system, and sharp criticism is one of the
tactics of the new system to break the defensive walls of the core of the traditional
system. For instance, for Constitutional literature to have legitimate criticisms, it
uses the tools of satire. This is the reason why satire becomes one of the influential
genres of Constitutional literature. At the same time, since the predominant genre
in the traditional system of society is poetry, the new system tries to become more
central by turning to prose than poetry, which is also more in line with the liberal
atmosphere of society.

Approaching this from Even-Zohar’s perspective, we can conclude that
translated literature, while preserving the traditional forms of Persian literature,
brings new ideas to the Iranian cultural system through newly-born literary genres,
such as travel books as well as novels. Therefore, the theory of poly-system
discussed both the position of translated literature and the position of the literary
systems of the target culture, which of course, will be an influential part of
translated literature. This paper examines the role of the translation system in the
formation of early Persian novel writing in light of the poly-system theory.

4. Results

The translation system is involved in the emergence of the first works of fiction.
Meisamy (2013, p. 24) writes that the first books translated from European
languages into Persian were textbooks on military sciences and some other
sciences prepared for the students of Dar ul-Funun and other educational centers.
Historical writings and later novels were gradually translated.
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Initially, historical-fiction novels were translated into Persian. As the poly-
system theory posits, the translation system has a direct effect on simplifying the
writing style of texts. This tendency to simplify writing gradually becomes part of
Persian short stories and novels. Balay (2007, p. 98) also acknowledges that
Persian novels, at least thanks to stories, anecdotes, proverbs, and sayings, were not
confined to imitating European examples. We know that novel writing has found
its way into the tradition of the Persian literary system through the translation of
Western works, especially French and English. In addition to the different
motivations of translators in translating European works, the new form of
traditional Persian literature played a considerable role in growing and developing
the European genre of the novel in Persian literature.

Second, the development of society during the Constitutional period and the
prevalence of modernity have made the genre of narrative fiction, including short
stories and novels, bringing with it innovative forms of expression and art,
allowing the author to present his concepts and ideas in a new, pristine, and
certainly fascinating form.

The narrative is well-represented in fictional genres. Therefore, the reasons for
the popularity of narrative fiction genres and, for example, novels among the
traditional types of Persian literary system can be ascribed to its potential in
directing reader’s attention toward this new writing style and the modernity the
society had faced. The entertaining and educational aspects of these works were the
hallmarks of the early works of Persian novels. Therefore, it seems that real stories
and events called ‘history’ are the best sources for translators in the first place and
the best source of inspiration for writers in the second place.

Third, Natel Khanlari (1947) believes that the translation of European works,
especially historical novels, influenced Persian prose writing. He states that “it was
Iranians’ hobby, and their copies were handed out, and ... on winter nights, the
family would gather together, and someone would read aloud One Thousand and
One Nights and Le Comte de Monte-Cristo a loud” (p. 143).

In general, translation appears in two influential ways in the Persian literary
system. One is the central position that the translated works occupied in the Persian
system. Another is the role of the translation system in introducing newly-born
genres to the target literary system. In fact, due to the absence of some literary
genres in the traditional Persian literary system in this era, some new genres were
born due to the political and social contexts. Then, they gradually found their way
to the center of traditional systems. Although they didn’t replace traditional genres,
they became their companions. Because of their popularity, they soon became
common genres among Iranian readers. These include the press genre, the drama
genre, the historical novel, the social novel, and the short story at the beginning of
the 20™ century.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

The tradition of storytelling in Iran was not unprecedented. The classical period
from the Shahnameh onwards abounds with fictional materials. It is therefore wise
to conclude that the tradition of early Persian novel writing in the Constitutional
era is rooted in the tradition of written and oral fiction of the classical period.
Notwithstanding this claim, novel writing—despite having some similarities with
European novel writing as expected—is rooted in the written Persian tradition.
These narrative works in storytelling have indeed followed the tradition of their
ancestors; in other words, in using the elements of the story and in understanding
how to narrate events and, in a word, narrative methods. From the point of view of
poly-system theory, the genre of European storytelling became somewhat marginal
and held a secondary position. Poetry, for example, still held its central position in
the classical and Constitutional Persian literary systems. However, the changes
taking place in society on the one hand and people's emerging needs, especially in
terms of Constitutionalism, on the other hand, found their way into Iranian society
along with modernization and technologies such as the printing industry. Thus,
secondary and peripheral works did their best to take a central position within the
poly-system. Hence, they intend to set the ground for occupying a central position
in the literary system. When the conditions were set out, the peripheral works
found their way into the central core of the system with the help of other political,
economic, and social systems. Therefore, they soon became popular genres among
the readers of the society. The case of early Persian novel writing is no exception to
this rule, as the evolving society felt that it can no longer empathize with poetic
works and should make room for narrative works to emerge. That is why some new
genres occupied a central position in the Persian literary system and were also
placed at the heart of the Iranian cultural systems of the Constitutional era. Not
only did the printing industry but also political, social, and especially Western
literary works contribute to Persian novel writing. This paper demonstrated how
the translation of European novels, especially historical novels contributed to
Persian writing styles, most notably prose writing.

The theory of translation systems can be used to study other fields. For
example, researchers can address the following queries:

e What effect does the translation system have on the tradition of short story
writing in Iran?

e Why is the tradition of short story writing more successful than original novel
writing in Iran?

e What is the status quo of modern Iranian novel writing in the 20" century, and
what does it have to do with short story writing?

e How does the translation system influence the selection of translation
strategies and methods in Persian literary systems in the 20" century?

e How was the translation system presented in literary magazines and journals?
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e What are the differences or similarities between the origins of modernism in
the West and the East?

The author intends to examine some of these questions in his other writings.
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