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Abstract

The story of the Prophet Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, originating in the Qur’anic accounts presented in Surahs al-Naml
and Saba’, constitutes one of the significant narrative motifs in Persian literature. The story extended beyond scattered
allusions in classical poetry and was recreated in independent narrative poems bearing titles such as Sulayman-nama, Bilgis
and Solomon, Solomon and Bilgis, and Dawud-nama. This article aims to introduce and classify twelve extant independent
mathnawis belonging to this literary tradition and to examine their formal and thematic characteristics. The study employs
a descriptive-analytical method and is based on an examination of verse narratives, Qur’anic commentaries, Qisas al-Anbiya’
literature, and bibliographical reports. The findings demonstrate that Persian-speaking poets, drawing upon Qur’anic and
exegetical sources, produced religious, ethical, romantic, and occasionally didactic retellings of the story. In these narrative
poems, elements such as Solomon’s miracles, the hoopoe, the throne of Bilqis, epistolary exchanges, and the interrelationship
between love and prophethood were reworked through diverse structures reflecting the individual literary sensibilities of the
poets. Adopting a comparative approach, this article clarifies the position of the Sulayman-namas within the Persian tradition
of narrative poetry and demonstrates their relationship with literary developments in Iran and the Indian subcontinent.
Keywords: Sulayman-nama, the story of Solomon and Bilqis, Qisas al-Anbiya’, Persian mathnawi, Persian literature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The story of the Prophet Solomon and the

Queen of Sheba occupies a distinctive position
in Persian literary culture because it combines
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Quranic authority with a broad range of
religious, ethical, mystical, romantic, and
political meanings. Rooted primarily in the

Qur’anic narratives of Surahs al-Naml and
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Saba’, the account entered Persian poetry first
through allusions, metaphors, symbolic
references, and brief narrative episodes. Over
time, however, it developed into an
independent narrative tradition embodied in
works commonly known as Sulayman-namas.
The growth of this tradition was closely
connected with the increasing popularity of the
Persian mathnawi and the widespread
practice of composing poetic responses and
imitations after the success of Nizami
Ganjavi’'s narrative poems. Nizami’'s model
provided later poets with a flexible literary
structure through which religious narratives
could be transformed into extended poetic
(1). The

independent narrative poems expanded

compositions production  of
considerably in the later history of Persian
literature, particularly during the Safavid and
post-Safavid periods, when poets increasingly
experimented with new narrative subjects
despite an observable decline in the stylistic
refinement associated with the great classical
masters (3). This quantitative growth,
especially during the eleventh Islamic century,
encouraged poets to move beyond the
repetition  of  well-established romantic
narratives and to explore Qur’anic, prophetic,
historical, and legendary materials as
independent poetic subjects (2). Within this
literary environment, the story of Solomon and
Bilgis proved especially productive because it
incorporated prophecy, kingship, wisdom,
miracles, supernatural beings,

correspondence, diplomacy, conversion, love,

and moral instruction. Consequently, Persian-
speaking poets in Iran and the Indian
subcontinent reworked the narrative in
different forms and under such titles as
Sulayman and Bilgis, Bilgis and Sulayman,
Sulayman-nama, Pari-Khwan and Sulayman,
and Dawud-nama. These poems demonstrate
that a Quranic story could function
simultaneously as sacred history, romantic
narrative, ethical allegory, mystical symbolism,
and courtly literature, thereby creating a
recognizable but internally diverse subtradition
within Persian narrative poetry.

The present study aims to introduce, classify,
and comparatively examine twelve extant or
bibliographically attested independent Persian
mathnawis centered on Solomon, Bilgis, or the
connected narratives of David and Solomon.
Previous scholarship has generally
approached these works through isolated
manuscript

descriptions, single-author

studies, textual editions, or  brief
bibliographical notices. For example, the
surviving Sulayman and Bilgis of Nizam
Astarabadi has been examined through its
manuscript held at the Faculty of Literature of
Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, providing
valuable information about the poem’s textual
condition, structure, sources, and narrative
characteristics (4). Bibliographical
encyclopedias of Persian literature have
likewise recorded poets, titles, manuscripts,
lithographic editions, and works produced in
the Indian subcontinent, but these references

remain dispersed across numerous entries
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and volumes (5, 9). Studies of Persian
romantic narrative poems and narrative
mathnawis have provided broader taxonomies
of poetic storytelling, yet the Sulayman-namas
have rarely been examined as a unified corpus
with shared thematic, formal, and historical
characteristics (2, 8, 10). The principal
innovation of this study is therefore its
transition from monographic description to
corpus-based analysis. Instead of treating
each poem as an isolated literary curiosity, it
places twelve works within a single
comparative framework and investigates their
titles, authorship, dates, geographical
contexts, meters, approximate lengths,
manuscript conditions, narrative structures,
and ideological orientations. The corpus
includes works attributed to Nizam Astarabadi,
Fayzi Fayyazi, Hayati Gilani, Nasibi
Kermanshahi, Mir Abu al-Makarim Mashhud
Tattavi, Zulali Khwansari, Ahmad Khan Sufi,
Husayn Qajar, Dehgan Samani, Lutf-Ali Khan
Nawwab, Aziz al-Din Khan Mustagim, and
Yusuf ibn Siraj ibn Muhammad. By studying
these poems together, the article seeks to
clarify how the same sacred narrative was
repeatedly selected, expanded, abbreviated,
romanticized, moralized, or historicized
according to the literary sensibilities and
religious assumptions of different poets and
periods.

The study employs a descriptive-analytical
and comparative method based on the
examination of poetic texts, manuscript

descriptions, literary histories, biographical

anthologies, bibliographies, Quranic

commentaries, and Qisas al-Anbiya’
traditions. Particular attention is paid to the
formal organization of each work, including
meter, number of verses, completeness,
manuscript status, introductory conventions,
internal headings, and the use of inserted
genres such as sagi-namas, invocations,
panegyrics, debates, and lyrical passages.
The research also investigates the poets’ use
of earlier textual authorities, especially the
Quran, exegetical literature, prophetic
traditions, historical narratives, and accounts
of the prophets. The story’s historical and
scriptural foundations, as well as its later
expansions in Islamic narrative culture, are
important for distinguishing Qur’anic elements
from exegetical elaborations, legendary
accretions, and poetically invented episodes
(11, 12). The study further considers literary
history and the evolution of Persian narrative
poetry in order to situate the poems within
broader developments such as Nizami
imitation, Safavid literary production, Indo-
Persian court culture, and Qajar poetic
practice (3, 7). Manuscript catalogues and
encyclopedic sources are used to identify
incomplete, lost, lithographed, or uniquely
preserved works, especially those surviving in
libraries in Iran and India (5, 8). The
comparative procedure does not attempt to
establish a single original Persian version of
the story. Rather, it identifies recurring
Solomon’s

narrative units—including

succession to David, his throne, control over
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the wind, communication with animals, the
absence of the hoopoe, the discovery of
Sheba, the exchange of letters and gifts, the
transportation of Bilgis’s throne, the crystal
palace, her submission, and their marriage—
and then examines the extent to which
individual poets retain, omit, rearrange, or
embellish these units. This method makes it
possible to evaluate both the continuity of the
tradition and the distinctive narrative choices
through which each poet transformed inherited
material.

The findings reveal considerable formal and
narrative diversity among the surviving
Sulayman-namas. Nizam Astarabadi’'s
Sulayman and Bilgis, composed in the
mutagarib meter, is among the earliest
substantial independent poems in this tradition
and survives in incomplete manuscript copies.
Its extant sections demonstrate the poet’s
concern with the dignity of poetic speech, the
authority of religious sources, and the
avoidance of demonstrably false narratives.
Nizam explicitly presents the Quran,
commentaries, historical reports, and
prophetic stories as the foundations of his
composition, while also claiming to renew an
ancient narrative through poetic art. His use of
sagi-nama and mughanni-nama passages
links the poem to the narrative techniques
associated with Nizami and Amir Khusraw,
while his selection of the mutagarib meter
gives the work an elevated and occasionally
epic tone (4). Fayzi Fayyazi’'s unfinished

Sulayman and Bilgis, by contrast, survives in

only sixty-seven verses and forms part of his
projected Khamsa. Although its brevity
prevents a full reconstruction of its plot, the
surviving invocation suggests an intended
combination of religious narrative, mystical
symbolism, and romantic expression. Fayzi’s
literary stature in the Mughal court, his mastery
of Persian, and his broad scholarly interests
place the fragment within the wider context of
Indo-Persian literary production under Akbar
(6, 7). Hayati Gilani's much longer poem,
composed in the hazaj meter, presents a
notably restrained and religiously cautious
version of the narrative. Hayati distinguishes
prophetic stories from conventional romantic
narratives and avoids explicit descriptions of
Bilqgis’s physical beauty or erotic relations. He
also omits several popular legendary episodes
that he appears to regard as inconsistent with
prophetic infallibility, including the temporary
loss of Solomon’s ring, demonic seizure of his
kingdom, and idolatry within his household. At
the same time, he introduces limited
imaginative additions, such as the hoopoe’s
consultation with other birds and Bilqis’s
dream, thereby demonstrating that fidelity to
sacred history did not necessarily exclude
controlled poetic invention.

Other poems display stronger tendencies
toward romance, fantasy, courtly
ornamentation, and narrative expansion.
Nasibi Kermanshahi’s Bilgis and Sulayman,
composed in the ramal meter, offers a broad
chronological account extending from David’s
prophetic mission to Solomon’s death. It
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incorporates well-known exegetical and
legendary episodes, including David and
Uriah, the chain of justice, the construction of
the Temple, Solomon’s ring, the demon Sakhr,
and the prophet’s temporary loss and recovery
of power. The poem therefore exemplifies the
intermingling of Quranic narrative, Shi’i
theological concerns, popular storytelling, and
Qajar literary conventions. Mashhud Tattavi’s
Pari-Khwan and Sulayman, written in the Indo-
Persian  environment, gives particular
prominence to ornamental description and
poetic debate. His imaginative dialogues
between Bilgis's stature and hair, forehead
and face, mole and eyebrow, and mouth and
waist transform the sacred narrative into a
vehicle for lyrical aesthetics and rhetorical
display. This tendency reflects the adaptability
of the Solomon-Bilgis narrative within Persian
romantic and courtly poetics (5, 8). Zulali
Khwansari’s brief Sulayman-nama, part of his
Sab‘a-yi Sayyara, is more condensed and
mystical, but it includes narrative details
absent from Hayati’s work, such as Solomon’s
birth, Bilgis’s supernatural ancestry, and
expanded descriptions of marriage and courtly
ceremony. Ahmad Khan Sufi's Bilgis and
Sulayman, consisting of nearly three thousand
verses, explicitly situates itself in relation to
Nizami, Amir Khusraw, Jami, Zulali, Zuhuri,
and Hilali. Its use of sagi-nama passages,
debates, and an ascension narrative gives the
poem a composite literary structure that
combines religious storytelling with lyricism

and mystical reflection. Later works, including

Husayn Qajar's concise poem, Dehqgan
Samani’s two-part Dawud-nama, and the
extensive Sulayman-nama of Yusuf ibn Siraj,
further demonstrate the chronological and
geographical range of the tradition. Some
works survive only in manuscripts, some were
issued as lithographic editions, and others are
known mainly through bibliographical records,
confirming both their historical popularity and
the fragmented state of their modern
preservation (9, 10).

In conclusion, the Persian Sulayman-namas
constitute a distinct and significant branch of
Persian narrative poetry rather than a
collection of repetitive retellings of a single
sacred story. Their importance lies in the ways
they mediate between Qur'anic revelation,
exegetical tradition, prophetic legend, literary
imitation, mystical symbolism, romantic
aesthetics, and the cultural environments of
Iran and the Indian subcontinent. The
comparative examination of the twelve
identified poems demonstrates that poets
adopted markedly different strategies in
reconstructing the story of Solomon and Bilgis.
Some sought to protect the sanctity of
prophetic history by excluding legendary and
morally problematic materials, whereas others
incorporated popular tales, supernatural
episodes, courtly ceremonies, emotional
conflicts, and elaborate descriptions in order to
strengthen narrative  appeal. Formal
differences in meter, length, structure,
introductory conventions, lyrical insertions,

and manuscript status likewise reveal that the
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tradition did not develop according to a single
fixed model. Instead, it remained flexible
enough to accommodate epic dignity, romantic
narration, ethical instruction, mystical
interpretation, and courtly praise. The
geographical movement of the tradition from
Iran to the Persianate courts of India further
illustrates the transregional character of
Persian literature and the role of religious
narratives in sustaining literary exchange
across political and cultural boundaries.
Although many of these works do not attain the
artistic coherence or linguistic refinement of
the canonical masterpieces of classical
Persian poetry, they remain valuable records
of changing literary taste, religious
interpretation, manuscript culture, and
narrative experimentation. Their systematic
study contributes to a more comprehensive
understanding of the reception of Qur'anic
narratives in Persian poetry and provides a
foundation for future critical editions,
manuscript comparisons, stylistic analyses,
and comparative studies of Persian prophetic

literature.
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