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One of the significant topics in historical and literary studies is the
examination of the relationship between literary texts and historical events.
From this perspective, a literary text can be considered a document that,
alongside other records, may be analyzed by researchers. There is no doubt
that some literary texts recount events that occurred within a society;
however, these narratives are presented through the lens of a poet or writer,
and literary elements are involved in their creation. Therefore, a literary
account of an event cannot be regarded as an accurate depiction of that
occurrence nor as a reliable document. This article explores the notion that,
at times, a literary text produces a narrative that others later cite and
perceive as a historical account. The book Kalila wa-Dimna is one of the
most distinguished works in Persian literature. According to the narrative by
Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ in his translation of the book—told through the voice of
Borziiya the physician—a narrative is created that others have considered
historical and continue to reference to this day, even though the account
provided by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ regarding the book's origin does not align with
historical evidence. Apparently, Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ fabricated a historical
context in order to express his religious ideas, inventing the character of
Borziiya the physician and attributing his own thoughts to him. In later
periods, other writers also referenced Ibn al-Mugqaffa“s statements,
gradually transforming Borziiya into a historical figure. This article, through
an analysis of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“’s preface as well as the chapter on Borziiya
the physician from Kalila and Dimna, illustrates how researchers have come
to accept Ibn al-Mugaffa“’s accounts as historical evidence.
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1. Introduction

A fundamental issue in historical and literary studies is the relationship between literary texts
and historical events. Although literary texts are often seen as mirrors reflecting the culture and
beliefs of their era, their imaginative and subjective nature raises the question of to what extent
they can be trusted for historical reconstruction. This article, focusing on the book Kalila and
Dimna by Ibn al-Mugaffa’, examines how a literary text can create a historical narrative that is
ultimately accepted as a credible document by subsequent generations. Using a critical-
analytical method, the article demonstrates how Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, in his introduction, invents a
character named "Burzoe the Physician" and narrates the story of the book's translation in a way
that is inconsistent with historical evidence; yet, this narrative was gradually accepted as a
historical account.

2.Distinction Between Historical and Literary Narrative

To better understand the subject, it is necessary to distinguish between historical and literary
narrative. Historical narrative relies on documents and evidence to reconstruct past events as
they actually happened. Paul Ricoeur emphasizes that historical narrative is "an attempt to
represent the past as it actually happened." In contrast, while literary narrative may be inspired
by history, its primary goal is to convey moral or philosophical messages through literary
devices. In this type of narrative, imagination and metaphor play a central role, and the author
has the freedom to alter historical events or create entirely fictional characters to achieve their
artistic goals. Mircea Eliade writes on this matter: "Literary narrative represents the past not as
it was, but as it should have been or could have been." However, the boundary between these
two types of narrative is not always clear, and sometimes literary narratives are so persuasive
that they gradually acquire a historical status in the collective memory, as happened with Kalila
and Dimna and the character of Burzoe.

3.Kalila and Dimna and Ibn al-Muqaffa‘'s Translation

Kalila and Dimna is originally a translation from the Middle Persian (Pahlavi) text, which itself
was a translation of the Sanskrit Panchatantra. This book was translated into Pahlavi in the 6th
century CE and was later translated into Arabic in the 8th century CE by Ibn al-Mugqafta‘. His
translation is significant because he was not merely a translator; he enriched the text with his
own ideas and wrote a detailed introduction in which he recounted the story of the book's
translation.

4.Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘'s Narrative of Burzoe

The central point of the article is Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘'s narrative about how the book was translated.
According to this narrative, the original book was translated from India into Pahlavi by "Burzoe
the Physician," an Iranian doctor in the court of the Sasanian king Khosrow I (Anushirvan). Ibn
al-Muqaffa‘ recounts that Burzoe traveled to India in search of the elixir of immortality but
encountered a wise book there and translated it. This narrative was presented with such
precision and rhetorical power that many later writers and historians accepted it as a historical
account, and Burzoe was introduced as a real figure in the cultural history of Iran and India.
5.Critique of the Burzoe Narrative

Contemporary research shows that Ibn al-Mugaffa's narrative is inconsistent with historical
documentation. First, no Sasanian sources or early Islamic texts mention the name Burzoe. If he
were truly a court physician of Anushirvan, he should have been mentioned in contemporary or
near-contemporary sources. Secondly, the name "Burzoe" is linguistically unconventional and
was likely fabricated by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘. Thirdly, the story of Burzoe's journey to India and his
search for the elixir of immortality is a familiar theme in the literature of that period, and his
descriptions of India reflect more the mindset of medieval Iranians and Arabs than historical
reality.

6.Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘'s Motivations

The key question is why Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ presented such an unreliable historical narrative. It
seems several motivations were at play. Firstly, attributing the book to a physician in the
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Sasanian court lent it historical and scientific credibility, helping Ibn al-Muqaffa“s ideas—
which were sometimes at odds with prevailing views—gain greater acceptance. Secondly, due
to his Mu'tazilite leanings and criticisms, Ibn al-Muqaffa® faced opposition; thus, by attributing
his ideas to an ancient figure like Burzoe, he could avoid direct confrontation with his
opponents. Thirdly, creating the character of Burzoe allowed him to present his moral and
philosophical messages within the framework of a compelling narrative consistent with the
other stories in the book.

7.The Process of Burzoe's Historicization

It is fascinating how Burzoe—a character most likely fictional—gradually became a historical
figure. This process occurred in several stages: first, Ibn al-Muqaffa‘'s narrative spread due to
the fame of Kalila and Dimna. Then, later writers—without critique or examination—repeated it
in their own works and even added new details to Burzoe's life. Finally, Burzoe became a
cultural symbol representing wisdom and the link between Iranian and Indian cultures. This
process shows how a literary narrative can blur the line between fact and fiction in the collective
memory.

8.Implications of the Case Study

This case study has several important implications for historical and literary studies: First, it
shows that caution must be exercised when using literary texts as historical sources. Secondly, it
demonstrates that literary texts do not merely reflect history but can actively shape historical
perceptions. Thirdly, it emphasizes the importance of textual criticism and the critical analysis
of sources. Fourthly, it shows how ideas are transmitted through literary narratives and
influence the thought of subsequent generations.

9.Conclusion

This article, through the case study of Kalila and Dimna, demonstrated how a literary text can
create a narrative that is later accepted as historical. Although Ibn al-Muqaffa“s narrative of
Burzoe is inconsistent with historical evidence, its narrative power caused this fictional
character to become a historical figure. This research highlights the necessity of distinguishing
between historical and literary narratives and of critiquing historical sources. Finally, this study
reminds us that history is not always an accurate representation of the past but is often a
reflection of our perceptions of the past—perceptions that can be shaped by literary narratives
and accepted as historical facts. Understanding this process helps us to view historical sources
with a more critical eye and to better discern the boundary between reality and imagination in
the narratives of the past.
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