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Abstract

This paper assesses the content as well as the Persian Translation quality (TQA) of
Fables of the Ancients by A. Dundes. Dundes tried to show that Qur'an, and especially
its stories, is rooted in the stories of other religious books, and hence, it can be viewed
from the perspective of oral literary theories. But for some reasons, Dundas does not
succeed in examining the Qur'an as folklore. This essay, on the one hand, tries to study
Dundes' views and opinions about the Quran as a book, especially his research
methodology, in the light of the the other Quranic scholars' opinions, and on the other
hand, is a kind of assessment of the quality of its Persian translation at the lexical,
syntactic, and semantic levels. Dundes' analysis and explanation of the the Qur'anic
tales is considered superficial. Generally, Dundes has paid much attention to the unique
stylistic features of the Quranic discourse, and how these features are employed as a
vehicle for a specifically religious message. However, the more the translator comes to
the end of the book; the more her translation becomes coherent, acceptable, and
communicative. However, the translation still needs to be edited once again.
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Western researchers have examined the Quran from various perspectives and in the light
of different approaches and models. One of the topics of these researchers has been the
discussion of Quranic teachings and their origins, including the study of Quranic orality.
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In general, both Muslim and non-Muslim researchers have studied the Quran from
various perspectives, but two broad perspectives that are relevant to this article are the
historical-linguistic approach and the literary approach. One book which has examined
the folklore and orality of the Quran from these two perspectives is Fables of the
Ancient by Alan Dundes (2003), an American folklorist which have recently been
translated into Persian by Maryam Hossein Golzar as "Ancient Myths: Folklore in the
Quran" (1396). This article aims to review, analyze, and critically evaluate this book
and its Persian translation, which is relatively new in terms of its focus on folklore
studies related to the Quran. The content of the book, the author's methodology in
studying Quranic teachings through oral and folklore clichés, and the findings of the
book will be briefly discussed. In addition, the quality of translation in terms of word
choice, grammar, and overall meaning and concept of the book in Persian will also be
evaluated. While previous studies have examined the Quran and its stories from various
perspectives, there have been fewer studies on the Quran's orality and folklore, which is
what sets Dundes' book apart from other related sources. Furthermore, few translated
Quranic books in Persian have been examined based on the Richter model in translation
studies and using the Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) method, which is another
distinguishing feature of this article.

The book Fables of the Ancient by Alan Dundes is a lengthy article consisting of an
introduction, "What is the Quran?", the oral-formulaic theory, oral formulas in the
Quran, folktales in the Quran, summary, and index of works. The aim of this article is to
review, analyze, and critically evaluate this book and its Persian translation, which
focuses on folklore studies related to the Quran. The translation quality in terms of word
choice, grammar, and overall meaning and concept of the book in Persian will also be
evaluated. Dundes' book stands out from other related sources as it examines the
Quran's orality and folklore. The author's methodology in studying Quranic teachings
through oral and folklore clichés is discussed. The content of the book and its findings
are briefly discussed. The translation is evaluated based on the Richter model in
translation studies and using the Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) method.
Overall, the article aims to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the book and its
Persian translation.

Dundes bases his theoretical foundations for the second chapter on the oral-
formulaic theory proposed by Milman Parry and Albert Lord. Through examining
formulaic phrases in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, Dundes asserts that oral formulas were
not used in Arabic poetry, although James T. Monroe expresses a different opinion.
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After presenting the theoretical foundations and methodology for his formulaic analysis,
Dundes lists and partially explains the oral formulas in the Quran in the following
chapter. In the third chapter, Dundes compiles a list of common formulas in the Quran.
He considers any phrase that is repeated at least twice as an oral formula. The chapter
concludes by mentioning the phrase "Myths of the First" as a recurring formula. The
fourth chapter provides a concise explanation rather than a detailed exploration of this
subject, despite the title of the book indicating otherwise. It should be noted that Dundes
addresses the topic of folktales in the Quran in the final section of his book, which is
also reflected in the book's title.

The reality is that in this book, Dundes has tried to examine and explain the stories
of the Quran from the perspective of an experienced and specialized folklorist, using the
oral and folklore clichés. It seems that for Dundes, it is not important whether he is
dealing with a sacred or non-sacred text. In fact, he considers the Quran and its stories
as a type of oral literature and folktales that have the capacity for scientific and accurate
study and explanation. Since Dundes sees the subject matter and motifs of some
Quranic stories as similar to other religious and non-religious works, he assumes that
these stories are not authentic and are derived from other stories and primarily from the
stories of the holy books. It is clear that among all the subjects and motifs, the Quran
has addressed those that are common among human beings. Since the Quran is a book
of life for all human beings, not just a specific tribe or clan, it is natural that some of the
stories it presents, which provide their own moral lessons, are also common among
human beings and primarily derived from the stories of other religious texts. Therefore,
Dundes does not pay attention to the fact that Quranic stories may have commonalities
with other works due to addressing common subjects and motifs among human beings,
not that the Prophet obtained these stories from other sources such as previous holy
books. It is natural that when a story is common among human beings, it may also be
studied from the perspective of human story characteristics. Therefore, it is not difficult
and in fact, there is no problem with examining and explaining Quranic stories from the
perspective of common approaches such as the Propp approach or the Milman Perry
oral tradition approach. Regarding the translation of the book, it can be said that the
translator has tried to provide a fluent and meaningful translation of this book overall.
However, if the book undergoes literary and technical editing, the quality of its
translation will increase significantly.
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Such a comment, even if apocryphal, would seem to anticipate folklorist Walter

il

Anderson’s so-called “Gesetzder Selbstrichtigung” or “Law of Self-Correction,’
according to which principle, oral tradition has the capacity to correct itself in the
event that an individual link in the oral transmission process gave a faulty or
incomplete rendering of a given item (Berdker 1965:124; Krohn1971:123).
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Given the “official’” account of the Qur’an’s origins, one can see that the

partially divine isnad (chain of transmission) might well provide an opportunity
for mistakes to inadvertently creep in.
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What exactly are these cliches or oral formulas? And how can they be identified?
Parry defined the formula as “an expression regularly used, under the same
metrical conditions, to express an essential idea” (Parry 1971:13; Lord 1965:30;
Foley 1988:24). The most expeditious way of identifying formulas is to note
repeated utterances in a given text. An utterance that happens only once could, in
theory, be a formula, but without at least a second iteration, such an apparent
hapax Zegomenon could not really be definitively labeled a formula. True
formulas are, in fact, repeated many, many times, and not just by individual oral
poets. Formulas are traditional and are normally employed by all oral poets
participating in the performance of a particular genre in a given linguistic or
cultural community.
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