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Literary and Linguistic Notes: “We Made Them Tortoises”! A Mistranslation in a Manuscript of Targuma -yi
Tafsir-i Tabari, and the Concept of Sadurustna
Arya Tabibzadeh

Abstract: This paper deals with a mistranslation of a Quranic phrase in the manuscript n0.22396 situated at the
Central Library of Astan Quds Razavi (undated, c.a. 13th CE). The manuscript includes some parts of the sixth
and seventh volumes of Targuma -yi Tafsir-i Tabari (a Persian translation and exegesis of the Quran, composed
around the mid-9th CE). In the sixth volume, the Quranic phrase kasafna ‘an-hum (Q: 43/50) ‘we eased them [of
the torment]” has been rendered as sang-pust kardem &$an ra ‘we made them tortoises’ [sic!]. We argue that the
scribe has incorrectly connected the Arabic root k-§-f with the Persian word kagaf ‘tortoise’ and thus, made such a
strange translation. This mistranslation is reminiscent of some humorous anecdotes about Persian scribes or reciters
of the Quran with little knowledge of Arabic who confuse the original Arabic words or phrases in the Quran with
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Persian words/phrases because of their similar pronunciation or orthography, and consequently, they change those
Quranic words, believing they are ‘correcting’ the Quranic texts. A well-known anecdote of this kind is about a
scribe/reciter who changed the Quranic verbal phrase $agalatna ‘[our property and over families] kept us busy’
(Q: 48/11) to the nonsense word $adorostna, because he confused the consequence galat in Sagalatna with the
Arabic loanword L1 ¢ (galat) ‘incorrect, mistake’ which are homophones. Hence, he incorrectly changed the
sequence galat to dorost ‘correct’, i.e. the opposite of galat ‘incorrect, error’ in Persian, arguing that the Quran
contains no ‘error’. Thus, the term $adorostna kardan ‘making Sadorostna’ became an idiom to refer to any
hypercorrection or any correction that turns something correct into something incorrect. The mistranslation in
the manuscript discussed here is very early evidence of such errors by Persian scribes of the Quranic literature and
indicates that the Sadorostna anecdote is not an unreal story concocted by storytellers, but it is likely an exaggerated
and ridiculous representation of a common and old phenomenon.

Keywords: Targuma -yi Tafsir-i Tabari, Sadorostna, mistranslation, Persian translations of the Quran, Persian
exegeses, translation.
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