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English preface

By Carina Jabani, professor of Iranian Studies,
Uppsala University

The poem Miis u gurbabh (The Mice and the Cat), ascribed
to ‘Ubayd Zakani, is one of the most popular compositions
in the gasida form in classical Persian literature. Much of the
fame of ‘Ubayd Zakani (d. 771—772 A.H.q. [corresponding to
Aug. 1369-July 1371 A.D.]) can, in fact, be ascribed to this
poem, and many Iranians who become acquainted with this
poem also go on to look for ‘Ubayd’s collected works.

In his Persian preface to this work, however, Ali Muhaddis
argues that Mis u gurbab was not written by ‘Ubayd Zakani.
The reasons he brings forth in support of his argument are
the style of the poem as well as the mention of artefacts, such
as guns and rifles, which were not known in Iran at the time
of ‘Ubayd. Another argument is that none of the old manu-
scripts of ‘Ubayd’s collected works contains this poem.

Ali Muhaddis believes that Mius" u gurbab was written at
the beginning of the Safavid era (gth cent. A.H.q. [16th cent.
A.D.]) and that the author may have been an adherent of the
Pasikhani (Nuqtavi) sect. The Pasikhanis were strongly op-
posed to the Safavid kings and were finally subdued during
Shah ‘Abbas I's reign (996—1038 A.H.q. [1588-1629]). If Mu-
haddis is right, Mus u gurbah is not the only work in classical



Persian literature that is ascribed to a person other than the
real author.

In this edition, Ali Muhaddis has made use of the old-
est known manuscript of the text, dated Sha‘ban 1153 A.H.q.
[Oct.—Nov. 1740], and preserved in the National Library of
Tunis, a hitherto unknown manuscript that he himself has
been able to locate. Bo Utas’ translations into English and
Swedish provide an excellent aid to a better understanding of
the text for non-native speakers of Persian. The English trans-
lation is based on the present edition of the Tunis manuscript
and has 162 verses, whereas the Swedish translation, which
was done many years ago, is based on an edition of the poem
from the 1950s, and contains only 9o verses. Although shorter,
the Swedish translation is particularly pleasant to read, since it
imitates the original rhyme and gives the same amusing effect
that the Persian rhyme does.

Enjoy your reading!



The Mice and the Cat

A poem for more or less young children
ascribed to the Persian 14" century poet ‘Ubayd Zakani
Translated into English by Bo Utas






Introduction

a.  If you have some reason, wisdom and sense,
come listen to the story of the mice and the cat!

b. I'will tell you a tale that is truly such
that when you hear it you'll be amazed.

The story begins

1. O you who are wise and clever and sharp,
read out the story of the cat and the mice!

2. This fable of the mice and the cat in verse
hurry up, display it like shining pearls!

3. There was by decree of fate a cat
like a hideous dragon in the city Kerman.

4. A far-sighted rascal taking lions for game
with amber-red eyes and eyelids like bows.

5. With forehead like an eagle and tail like a snake;
full of tricks, yes a master he was of deceit.

6. His breast slick as ermine, his belly a drum,
eyebrows like arches and teeth so sharp.

7. In his bedding all night rolling with brides,
a guest in the hall of chiefs all day.

8.  Such a cat was he as you just were told,
residing in Kerman with all his gang.

9. A lord of bowls and ladles and pots,
always close to the courtyard when tables were spread.

10. Such a cat as I just described to you,
astute like a devil, eloquent like a priest.
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One day of all days to the wine-house he went
to catch some sweet mice as easy as that.

When the door of the tavern was opened wide,
he went swaggering up to the casks of wine.

Behind a barrel his ambush he made,
hiding like a thief in the desert’s sand.

Up jumped a mouse from a nook in the wall
and went to the barrel shouting out loud.

He dipped his nose in the wine and drank deep,
got gloriously drunk like a roaring lion.

He shouted: “Bring me the cat and I'll break his neck!
I'll cut off his head in front of the crowd.

“Yes, I'll make a donation of a hundred cats’ heads
on the day when our gifts will be on display.

“For me the cat is no more than a dog,
would we happen to meet on some battling field.

“The son of Zal, mighty Rostam of yore,
the memory of them I bring to our age.”

The cat heard it all but didn’t whisper a breath;
he just filed his claws and sharpened his teeth.

But suddenly he jumped up and caught that mouse,
hissing: “Mousie, now how will you save your life?”

The mouse retorted: “I am your slave.
You must forgive me all of my sins!

“It was in drunkenness that I spoke all that crap;
that’s what drunk people do, as you know.

«r . . .
I'm a slave of your slaves, with a ring in my nose,
a chain round my neck in the manner of serfs.”
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The cat replied. “You, just lie somewhat less!
I don’t listen to all your tricks and deceit.

“I just heard every word that you said,
you Muslim son of a fucking whore!

“This time, because of all your sins,
I'll make you more miserable than a dog.”

The cat killed the mouse and ate it right up
— and went swaggering away to the mosque.

He made his ablution, washed hands and face,
droned prayers to his Creator in a godly way.
“O my God, O my God, I repent, I repent;
I shall never again put my teeth in a mouse.”

He let his repentance be heard in the mosque.
“O You most magnanimous and holy, be praised!

“All T want is asking forgiveness and grace,
O merciful, sovereign and all-mighty Lord.

“For the unlawful blood that I shed, O God,
I shall give alms, yes ten pounds of bread.

“Forgive me my faults, You forgiver of sins!
For all this guilt I am full of remorse.”

Thus opened he the door of cheat and deceit,
so much so that he himself started to weep.

Behind the pulpit there was a small mouse.
Quickly he carried this news to all mice:

“Happy tidings! The cat is now pious and devout,
an ascetic believer, a Muslim and saint!

“That praiseworthy man was seen in the mosque,
all weeping and wailing and making amends.
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“He rubbed his hands in deepest regret,
repeating: ‘O graceful Creator and Lord,

“Forgive me my sins, O Lord of the world,
because I have done so much wrong like a fool!

“From his hands he wouldn’t let go of his beads;
like a mullah he prayed and prayed to his God.”

And when this news had reached our mice,

they all became happy and started to laugh.

Seven mice, all carefully chosen, rose up,
each one a chieftain and lord of estates.

From love of the dear cat they brought
precious gifts of all possible kinds.

This one with a bottle of wine in his hand,
that other with a load of roasted lamb.

. That one a bowl with raisins to the brim,

another a box with cellars of salt.

That one with walnuts and almonds shelled,
another with comfits and goodies sweet.

That one with a tray that was full of dates,
another with jujubes and Assyrian plums.

That one with a dish of rice in his hands,
over it squeezed lemon juice from Oman.

Bowls with candy and salted seeds,
there were hazelnuts and sugar-loafs.

That one with a cheese-mould in his hands,
another with laughing pistachio nuts.

With finest courtesy they all moved up,
on the head of each a large wooden tray.
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In sash and cap and cloak dressed up
like servants before their mighty Sultan.

Up to the cat they went, these mice
with greetings, benedictions and praise.

Prostrating themselves their homage they paid.
“O, our lives are spread in front of your feet!

. To you our service is a worthy gift;

we have come to listen to your commands.”

When the cat saw those mice so humble he said:

“Our daily bread comes from the Heavens of our Lord.

“T've been hungry now for quite some time,
but my bread has arrived in plenty just now.

“T've been fasting and praying day after day;
now the merciful Lord has seen to my needs.

“Surely, he who walks the way of God
will see his hardships be relieved.”

The cat said softly: “Please, come forth!
Take some steps towards me, dear friends!”

The mice all together moved shuftling forth,
their bodies shivering like willows’ leaves.

. So much fear in their hearts there was

that they nearly fainted from fright.

. The cunning cat jumped onto the mice

like a warrior on the day of battle.

. Five carefully chosen mice did he catch,

each one a chieftain and lord of estates.

Two in this paw and two in that claw
and one in his maw like a roaring lion.
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But two of the mice that saved their souls

ran quickly away with the news to their friends:
“Why are you sitting in peace, O mice?

Spread ashes over your heads, O youths!

. “The cruel and treacherous cat in wrath

has caught our colleagues just like that.

“Five carefully chosen mice he took
in his claws and in his drivelling jaws.”

In mourning for those five leaders the mice
put on clothes that were black as tar.

They spread ashes over their heads and wailed:
“Alas for those valiant leaders of mice!”

They all agreed that they had to act:
“We must betake ourselves to Kerman

“To tell our King how badly we fared,

what misfortune has fallen upon us mice.

“It’s our duty to tell this story outright,
to tell it to our most dignified King.”

Then all of them, each in his style,
set out on the road with wailing and groans.

That one with a kettledrum on his back,
others with cymbal, clarinet and horn.

All of them with mufflers on their back,
lamenting and moaning like people bereft.

They were mice in mourning and scathing grief;
tears came in floods from their blinded eyes.

The King of the mice was seated on his throne
like a rogue passing bowls around.
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The mice one and all prostrated themselves:
“O you sovereign lord of all ages and times,

“we are all wretched and you the wielder of might,
servants are we and you are the King.

“The cat has done so much wrong to us all
since he became pious and devout!

“Before he took one of us each year for prey,
but now his greed has passed all bounds.

“Now he takes us five by five in his claws,
since he became a Muslim and saint!”

They poured out their hearts in front of their King,
and the King became like a boiling pot.

The King showed them much favour and grace
and said: “My dear and newly come guests!

“For sure T'll take such revenge on that cat
that it'll be the talk of ages to come.”

When the King of the mice saw their helpless state,
he had pity on their forsaken lot.

For one full week there was uproar and row
in mourning for those noble leaders of men.

The King gave order that coffins fine
be buried with all the pomp that was due.

For each of those tombs it was duly arranged
the choicest sweetmeats that were to be had.

It was loaded on trays and humbly brought forth
with tearful eyes to those stately graves.

From the graveyard when they returned
again the mice went up to the King.
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95. He said: “Collect an army, O mice,
and march it onto the field at once!

96. When the order came from the king of the mice,
they drummed up an army of colossal size.

97. The King proclaimed: “O commanders and chiefs,
the cat has laid my kingdom to waste.”

98. They all replied with prudence apt:
“The cat is a wise and cunning man.”

99. The King again: “He’s an infidel and a pest,
full of evil and greed and a fool complete.”

100. He turned to the army and called out:
“O army, march out to the city Kerman!”

1o1. At that the mice paraded past,
three hundred and thirty thousand of them.

102. All with swords and cannons and guns,
battalions and regiments of this army of mice.

103. All horsemen dismounted, passing on foot,
with colours flying, brandishing swords.

104. When the army was mustered according to rule,
the King addressed them: “O you brave!

105. “An envoy should be sent to that cat,
a clever man of respectable age.”

106. They replied: “T’he command belongs to our King.

for his is the rule over heads and souls.”

107. There was a mouse, the head of the divan,
so eloquent and clever and wise.

108. The King: “My minister must go in haste
to see that cat in the city Kerman,

18
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“And tell him he must come to kiss
the foot of the King or be ready for war.”

When that mouse had heard those royal words,

he jumped from his place like the bravest of men.

That sweet little mouse set out for the cat,
like a wind along the desert road.

He said “I'm the ambassador to the cat,
arriving exhausted, crying and sad.”

With care that sly one explained to the cat
that he was an envoy from the Sultan.

“T've a message for you that will make it clear
that the mice have decided to wage a war.

“Their king has sent his armies at you
in order to cut off your head in the field.”

The cat just hissed: “That king is a bag of shit!

I'll never come out from the city Kerman.”

But when the cat got wind of this news,
he sent his people to Khorasan

To bring all radiant and valiant cats
at once to him in the city Kerman.

When the army of the cat was well prepared,
he ordered it to march out on the field.

Well mounted on horses the cats came out,
each and all like roaring lions to see.

They solemnly promised next morning to march
straight out onto the battling field.

The mice on their side mounted arrived
with weapons all glistening bright in the sun.
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The cry “Allah, Allah” arose from the mice,
with the arrows flying high in the wind.

So many mice and cats were killed
that there was no room for the horses’ hoofs.

The battle was tough for the lionlike cat,
but then he attacked the centre of the mice.

The first array broke and the second the same;
he slaughtered many a Mir and Sultan.

The mice altogether were put to flight.
Spread ashes on your heads, O youths!

Again “Alldh, Allah” arose from the mice.
Now catch that warrior and all his might!

A small mouse then trapped the horse of the cat.
The cat fell down and started to groan.

The small mouse jumped up and caught the cat
and quickly brought him forth to his King.

Defeated completely were all the cats.
They meekly slunk back to their city Kerman.

Our cat was tied up and all of the mice
madly thrashed him almost to death.

At once they beat the big drum of joy
with bugles and kettledrums galore.

The King arrived and sat on his throne.
He said: “Bring forth that miserable cat!”

When they brought the cat in front of the King,
he said: “O you confounded and stupid fool!

“Why did you tear my army to shreds?
Don’t you fear the mighty King of all mice?”
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The cat just lowered his head in fear,
became silent as if he were dumb.

. Then spoke the cat: “I am only your slave.

I'm your servant from the depths of my heart.”

The King retorted: “To the gallows with him,

that wretched and black-faced dog without shame!

“Myself I shall come to the market place
and kill him because of the blood of those mice.”

Said he and mounted his elephant high,

his army around him in whirling roar.

The cat with his feet tied up like a dog
was standing in tears at the gallows’ foot,

The King then turned to the hangman and said:
“Why is he alive, that swaggering dog?
“Now put the snare round his neck at once!

Just kill the bastard with cutting swords!”

Suddenly from the city a horseman came out,
rode up and said: “O you King of Kings,

. “To this humble servant, please, give the cat!

He will never again commit sins and crimes.”

. His supplication was lost on the King,

'7)

who shouted: “Just kill him the wretch

. Not a single mouse had the courage to act,

to drag to the scaffold that villainous cat.

When the King saw this, he was filled with wrath.
He said: “O you helpless, stupid mice!

“It were best to give you all to the cats,
to make you their victims once and for all.”
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151. This said, he took out his mighty sword
in order to cut his throat right there.

152. But the cat like a lion there on his knee
just broke all the chains with his teeth so sharp.

153. And up he jumped and caught five mice,
who were standing around, like a roaring beast.

154. The cry “Alldh, Allih” arose from the mice:
“Now kill him with your gleaming sword!”

155. He brandished his club above his head
like Rostam at the day of battle.

156. Seeing this the King fell into a swoon,
at once filled with terror and fear for his life.

157. The cat rose up and the head of his club
he waved around and struck so fast.

158. His club hit the head of the King just so
that the spark of life was gone in a whiff.

159. He caught all the mice and smote them down
so that they were levelled with the ground.

160. This story so wonderful, weird and strange
from Obeid-e Zakani has come as a gift.

Finished in the month of Sha’ban 1153 (= 1740 A.D.)
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Katt och Ritta

En dikt f6r barn och andra

tillskriven den persiske 1300-talsdiktaren
‘Ubayd Zakani

Tolkning av Bo Utas
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O du som har nd’t i skallen att tinka med-a,
hir fir du om kattens och rittans saga besked-a.

At sagan om rittan och kattens botfirdighet
nu glids som at ett halsband med pirlor pé sned-a.

Det hinde sig s att i staden Kerman det fanns
en katt som en hiskelig drake si vild och sé led-a.

Hans mage den var som en trumma och bringan en skold
och svansen ett lejons och klorna som panterns si breda.

Nir han gav sig ut med vral och skrik och jam,
sd méste det jagande lejonet s6ka sig freda.

Nir se’n han satte sin fot dir bytet fanns,
fick lejonet vackert smita och flykten bereda.

En dag som idag i en killare slog han sin lov;
pé jakt efter rittor och mdss han smog sig dirned-a.

Dir bakom ett vinfat han la sig sa listigt pa lur
som rovarn i 6knen har gjort till sin vana och sed-a.

Med ens en sot liten ritta krop fram ur ett hl
och hoppade upp och pé kanten av vinfatet skred-a.

Den stack sin nos ner i fatet och sorplade vin
och blev si berusad som lejonet uti sin vreda.

Den sa: var dr katten nu, si jag toge hans skalp
och stoppade upp ’en med halm och pd ryggen hans red-a?

Ja, katten han vore precis som en hund, som f6r mig

pé gatan blev ridd och flydde och gnydde och kved-a.

Men katten han horde ju allt, och utan ett knyst
han vissade dir sina tinder och klorna de breda.

I vidret han for och fick rittan i sina klor,
som pantern pd jakt over berg och slitt och hed-a.
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Och rittan, ja den gnillde: jag ir ju din slav,
forlat mig nu alla mina synder si leda!

Men katten han sa: hill upp med krumbukter och ljug!
Du tror vil inte du kan med trick mig f6rleda?

Jag horde ju allt det du sa utav skrivel och skryrt,

men nu som en slinka sd borjar du béna och beda.

Nej, katten han dédade rittan och slok den i fart,
se’n gick han ivig till moskén si snillt och i fred-a.

Han tvagde sin kropp och klad sig i trasa och sick

och bérjade missa som pristerna hava for sed-a:

Visigne oss Gud, for jag dngrar all synd och gor bot,
och aldrig igen skall jag rittor och mdss ofreda!

For orittfirdigt blod som jag ljutit, min Gud,
jag skidnker som offergéva allt bréd jag har med-a.

Han bad och han klaga s linge och hogljutt och hett
att slutligen 6l han i tirar och grit till och med-a.

Men bakom predikstolen dir satt det en mus,
och strax med nyheten sprang han till rittorna ned-a:

O glidje och gamman, ni vet vil att katten gjort bot
och blivit gudfruktig och from uti Herrans fred-a.

Den noble, hogt drade mannen nyss sigs i moskén;
forsinkt i boner om tillgift han dngerfullt kved-a.

Nir budskapet nddde stadens rttor och méss,
greps alla av glidje och lycka vid detta besked-a.

Sju rattor av utsokt familj strax stillde sig upp,
forndma herrar, si’'na som folket vill leda.

Av kirlek till katten de framburo en efter en
de skénaste gavor som fanns att till honom ta med-a.
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Den ene han kom med en flaska av utsokt vin;
en annan han bringade lamm att pa grillspett bereda.

En kom med en skil av sétaste druvor full;
en annan en bricka fylld av dadlar tog med-a.

En kom med ett fat fullt av villagrad ost i sin hand,
en annan med yoghurt och bréd och smér dirmed-a.

Hir en med ett fat pa sitt huvud som dignar av ris
och en med saft av citroner frain Oman-eda.

Till katten vandrade s dessa rittor pé rad,
med fotskrap och prisande ord inf6r honom {61l ned-a.

Med tusen artiga fraser de ldto forsté:
att offra vért liv for dig dr allas vir ed-a.

Nu mottag vér giva och virdes ta oss i tjinst!
Att lyda din minsta befallning dro vi reda.

Nir katten sig rattorna komma, liste han fromt:
Virt dagliga brod ges frin Herrens himmel hitned-a.

En tid har jag vankat omkring hir i hunger och kval,
men nu tycks det dagliga brodet komma tillstida.

Jag fastade just ett flertal dagar i rad
for att om den Hogstes barmhirtiga misskund fa beda.

For alla som utfor sin Herres did helt visst
skall han deras dagliga nddtorft med rige bereda.

Direfter han sade med artiga fraser: stig fram,
kamrater, blygs ej att lite ndirmare trida!

Och rittorna tringdes och skufta sig lingre fram
med kroppar som darra som 16v som pa triden sig vred-a.

Men plétsligt for katten upp och gick till attack;

han var som en stridsman vildsam i kraft nir han stred-a.
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Fem viilborna rittor sutto snart fast i hans grepp,
och statsmin var alla och hévdingar till och med-a.

I én tass satt tvd och tvd i den andras klor,
den femte i kiiften med skrickslagen grit och kveda.

Men tvd av dem klara sig undan i sista stund
och skyndade dter till rittornas stad med besked-a:

Sig, vartor sitter ni hir s stilla i frid?
Nej broder, bittre att aska i hdret ni spred-a!

Fem réttor av ddlaste bord och hogsta rang
har katten huggit med tinder och klorna de breda.

Och rattorna alla i sorg och forfiran tog péd
de svartaste klider de fann att skyla sig med-a.

Med jord pé sitt huvud de klagade ynkligt och kvad:

o, sorg och forfiran for dem som rattorna leda!

Och sedan om detta man enades uti en hast
att infor sultanen vi gir att saken utreda.

De ville till kungen framféra hur allt stod till
med katternas vildsamma framfart och ondsinta vreda.

Dir satt nu rittornas konung sé virdigt till trons
och sig sina rattor samlas i mingd och pa led-a.

Tillsammans de alla héjde en hyllande kor

och sade: o kejsare, du som epoken kan leda!

Se, katten har Gvat sitt grymma vald emot oss;
du konungars konung, hir ir vi till offer nu reda.

Forr tog han blott en utav oss per ar i tribut,
men nyligen sigs hur hans blodt6rst var griins 6verskred-a.

Nu, sedan han blivit en botfirdig, from musulman,
sd slukar han fem i taget till och med-a.
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De lade si fram sitt hjirtas sorg for sin kung,
och denne han sade: ni kira, jag hort vad ni beda.

Till vedergillning jag katten en lixa skall ge
som minskor i langliga tider skall hélla i reda.

Sé ldt han rusta en hir i en veckas tid
pé trehundratrettiotusen rattor si vreda.

De samlades alla med spjut och bage och pil
och alla med svird sé blixtrande skarpa och breda.

Se dir stod hans fotfolk ordnat i tropp efter tropp

med svingande svirden, som stilblanka blixtar spred-a.

Snart hiren fér ménstring var uppstilld och klar,
och trupp frin Khorasan, frin Rasht och Gilan var med-a.

En vilboren rétta, forstindig, tapper och vis,
blev satt som vesir att hiren féra och leda.

Han fastslog att forst bor en utav oss ga bort
till katten, dir han sitter i Kerman si led-a,

Och siiga: nu méste du bjuda vir konung din tjinst,
for annars mé du att sléss for ditt liv dig bereda!

Dir var sedan gammalt en liten sindebudsmus
som sindes ivig till katten i Kerman ddrned-a.

Forsiktigt, forsiktigt han gjorde for katten klart:
jag kommer som ambassador frin vir kung med besked-a.

Till er jag nu bringar vér hirskares bjudande bud
att rattornas konung beslutat i krig oss leda.

Kom strax till hans tron och bjud 4t honom din tjinst,
for annars mé du att sléss for ditt liv dig bereda!

Men katten han sade till musen: du snackar ju skit!
Ni fir mig aldrig att limna den sta’n Kerman-eda.
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Och dirpa lit han i hemlighet rusta en hir,
som mest bestod av katter si vilda och leda.

Det var en hoper si viga som lejon pa jake;
de kom ifrin Yazd, Isfahan och frin Kerman-eda.

Nir katternas hir var redo och rustad till strid,
s fick den order att tiga mot slagfiltet breda.

Och rittornas hir kom in frin saltoknens trisk,
och kattens uppifrin bergslandet tigade ned-a.

Till slitten dir nere i Fars de marscherade fram
och stillde upp sig till strid efter hjiltars sed-a.

Sé gick man i nirkamp dir uppa Sknens mark,
som Rostam si tappert pa bida sidor man stred-a.

Och réttor och katter stupade dir i s&’'n mingd
att ingen hade en chans att rikna dirmed-a.

Forst katten gick till attack likt ett lejon péd spring,
och direfter skrick uti rdttornas center han spred-a.

D3 var det en mus som fick kattens hist uppa fall,
och katten hingde i tyglarna fast upp och ned-a.

O Gud! O Gud! snart bland réttorna ropen steg:
ta i nu och anfall och kasta i stoftet den leda!

Och rittorna dunka pa trumman i yra si vild,
for seger och framging triumfropen runtomkring spred-a.

Strax rittornas konung kom ridande pé elefant
med hiren vrilande rusigt i tita led-a.

P4 katten man band alla tassarna fast och ihop
med rep och med snéren och kedjor och tag till och med-a.

Och konungen sade: nu ska han i galgen opp,
den skamlige, ondsinte, trolése hunden sa led-a!
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Nir katten framfor sig fick se alla rattors kung,
han brusade upp som grytan pa elden sa vred-a.

Sé stark som ett lejon han hov sig pd bakbenen upp,
och slet sina bojor i stycken med tinderna breda.

Han grep alla rattor och slog dem i marken med kraft,
sd att deras blod Gver jorden spreds och sdgs ned-a.

Och hiren den flydde i fruktan och skrick at ett hall,
och konungen dt ett annat fick flykten bereda.

Forlorad gick elefanten och ryttaren med

och skatter och krona och tron som han velat freda.

Se hir en berittelse mirkeligt sann och vis
som minne av gamle Obeid-e Zakani ta med-a!

Texten dversatt frdin
Kolliat av ‘Ubayd Zakani, ed. Parviz Atabaki,
Teheran (Zavvar) 1336, [1957—58].
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