The Mystery of the Damavant

By Henry lliowizi

As a somewhat digant offshoot of the Elburz the Damavant is a olitary pile, of imposng
proportions, generaly admitted to be Pergas most graceful mountain. Seen from a vantage point
in Tehran, cloud-crowned Damavant appears to be the red shoulder of sky-bearing Atlas, losing
its head in ether and its foot in a forex of the semi-tropical varieties, dense to the degree of
inaccessbility. The wild beast is here a home; the tiger, bear, wolf, panther and wild boar,
finding in these jungles an abundance of food, a safe retreet, and a cool spring to satisfy thirst.
While the gentler dopes are covered by extensve, fruit-bearing orchards, there are crests and
hollows in the Elburz sysem which the eagle's eye adone has seen, and there are peaks which,
but for the sinuous furrows cut by the wild torrents after heavy showers, no human foot could
ever ascend. Spirits are believed to haunt the caves and impenetrable thickets of those mountains,
a beief sustained by mocking echoes and multiple reverberations started by the least noise; and
the smple Iranian folk look up to him with awe, who dares sojourn above the stled line of
demarcation dividing the eathly from the unearthly. The hisory of rdigion, poetry and
uperdition is inextricably intetwined with the werd mysery which hangs over the
unapproachable heights and deegps of mountains.

It was through a bewildering gorge, which heavy rain transforms into the bed of a wild torrent,
that, in the year 410 of the Hegira, two men of note, preceded by four experienced mountain-
climbers, were toiling uphill determined to penerate into the seemingly impenerable
wonderland of the Daniavant's south-easterly acclivity. The attempt implied hard work and great
risk, and the wonder of it was that one of those two men betrayed the unmistakable signs which
indicate high age. Clothed in the habit of a dervish, the white-headed climber asssted his
infirmity by a strong gaff, but now and then had to be helped over an impediment by the brawvny
ams of the vigilant attendants. His companion, who was a much younger and stronger man of
dignified bearing, wore the garb of nobility and the ar of command, leaving no doubt as to his
being one in power and authority. At every step he took in advance his eye reverted to the
decrepit figure back of him. “The return will be esser,” sad he to the older man with a
sympathetic amile.

“Thou hast spoken truth; the return is the easest part; the coming hither, and the being, thet is
the trouble” answered the other, his luminous face marked by the deep furrows of age and
SOIrow.

“With Mahmud of Ghaznin out of thy mind, Frdud, would that gill be thy mood?’ inquired
the younger man in a soft voice.

“Mahmud's court is the sea of evil which swalowed my idand of happiness. Whom did |
murder that | should be a footsore fugitive like the blood-stained son of Adam?’ cried the old
man in afatering tone, having stopped to take breath.

“Thy ethered spirit has murdered grossness, giving this world a foretaste of Eden. Thy Shah-
Namah is the song of the skies, and Eblis, who revels in discord and confusion, took vengeance
on thee by poisoning Mahmud's mind, O, Firdus.—Thy own verson shows not that thy enemy
is Mahmud, but his envious treasurer. It shal end well, however. Nasr Lek’'s message will not
leave Mahmud unmoved,” said the younger man, who was the Governor of Kohigtan, a friend of
the Sultan of Ghaznin, and a boundless admirer of Persa s famous poet, Firdus.



“May Allah bless thy kindness;, yea, it shdl end wdl; it is wel that things here come to an
end,—or with poverty to sting, with oppresson to harass, and the dread of the executioner’s axe
to torture one, life were a hell without redemption. Ah, |1 have emptied the cup of bitterness to its
dregs But it camot now lagt long; my humaen frame's time of find crumbling has been nearly
reeched. May Firdus’'s misary be Mahmud's pillow!” cried the poet, turning his liquid eyes
heaverward.

By this time the men had ascended to a height of over nine thousand feet above the sea levd,
and Tehran spread far away, like a patch covered with dl kinds of mushrooms. The sun was near
the end of his course and the golden flood turned the vast reaches into a magic picture of light
and shade, under a dome suffused with rippled waves of tranducent purple, crimson, silver and
gold. With their faces turned toward the East, the Modems knelt and lay prodtrate in prayer. This
done, the escort was ordered to await their lord's return where they stood, and the two men soon
disappeared in a labyrinth of crags, rocks, loose bowlders, and hegps of stone, with no vestige of
vegetaion. Firdus had the question a his tongue's end, how could a sentient being live in so
inhospiteble a region, in a temperaure o freezing tha it chilled him to his marrow? But he sad
nothing. The cold grew with the dreariness of the surroundings, and now they plunged into a sea
of dense fog, ill dimbing higher and higher, the younger assisting his older friend. At last Nasir
brought forth a horn to which he gave wind. The blast reverberated with gppdling effect,
followed by a profound slence. There was no answer. Another blast startled the echoes of the
mountain a thousandfold, ringing like muffled drums, and o' there came a note in response—a
dill note like that of awhigtle.

“We are welcome, and thou wilt be rewarded for thy toil, Firdus,” said Nasir.

“Heisthy mysery of the Damavant,” observed the poet skeptically.

“Thou wilt face a man who might pass for the spirit of this mountain; as to his occult power,
thou shdt thysdlf bejudge,” suggested Nasir.

“Is one permitted to ask him questions?” inquired Firdus.

“Ask nothing until his revelations are soread before thee; thou wilt have little to ask. The
juggler's at has often amused me, but Almazor's dembic has dmog trandaied me from one
date of being to another—There he is; say nothing; he knows my purpose, and will read thy
mind,” said the lord of Kohistan nervoudy.

Firdus, looking in van for the outlines of a human form, dmog fdl into the ams of a
something that wore a cloak, was very long-bearded, very tdl, very attenuated and pale as the
moon, the pdlor being enhanced by a whiteness of hair which rivded new-fdlen snow. The only
dark feature in the hermit’s face was one glaring eye hemmed in by a cavernous socket, the other
orb being sghtless and covered with skin like the rest of the countenance.

Almazor could indeed pass as a prince of ghosts rather than a creature held dive by the
circulation of warm blood, and his speaking by pantomime added to the awe inspired by his
inscrutable nature. He stood in the curve of a semi-circular enclosure before an aperture that was
not large enough for aman to enter without crouching low.

Without a sdlaam or any ceremony, Almazor turned and dipped like a serpent into the gaping
hole of the rock, the others following him. It was brighter within than without, dthough there
was nothing in gght to account for the brightness The nimbleness with which the fleshless
hermit ascended and descended steep and winding gdleries, bridges, and tunnels, leading now up
now down into the core of the mountain, was less surprisng than the lightness with which the
men behind him kept up the pace, as though carried by a force beyond the law of gravitation.
Their impresson grew that the top of Damavant could not be very far aove them when the



gpeechless guide stopped in a brightly illumined space of congderable sze and height, irregular
as caves ae but beatified by a long vista, danting upward not unlike a funnd of polished
dlver, a the upper end of which shone, in its fullet circumference, the broad disk of the full
moon. A stdagmite of pure crystd sparkled in the moonlight like a reflector, affording seets for
perhaps a score of people; a its foot stood the bowl of an unusudly large chibouque, its green
gem hanging like a snake over the back of the glittering divan, and a box of sanda-wood
completed the equipment of the magic laboratory.

The opening of the sandd-wood box brought to light a strange herb, cut and dried like tobacco,
but diffusng a sense-blunting odor; and being put into the firee-bowl of the chibougue and
ignited, the mysterious herb filled the space with a golden smoke and a somnolent atmosphere.
Mechanicaly complying with a motion of the hermit's hand, Firdus seated himsdf next to the
chibouque, turned his eyes in the direction of the moon’'s shining disk and, before he knew it, had
the mouthpiece of the pipe between his lips. As the smoke followed the smoker's bresth, and
rose in puffs and ringlets above his head, he logt consciousness of his environment, and redized
a sense of bodily expanson, as though his frame was undergoing a transmutation from the solid
to the ethered form. At the same time the lunar orb assumed prodigious dimensons, swdling,
gpreading, and changing from a mottled globe to a continent of glaring pesks and black abysses,
its enormous bulk seeming to draw nearer and nearer the beholder, who felt that, by an
unaccountable process, he was being trandated from one world to another. Utterly and willingly
hepless, Firdus dlowed himsdf to be tossed and twirled lightly, and his next sensation was of
dighting on massive ground brilliantly illumined.

In his most daring flights of imaginaion the poet had never dreamed of the posshility of such
a dght as the lunar world presented to his eyes. The height he stood upon dwarfed the forest of
pointed pinnacles around, and afforded him an ingght into numberless pits as black as the
surface was dazzling,—if this name be agpplicable to an endless agglomeration of spires, turrets,
crests, rocks, crags, precipices, varied by bottomless abysses, the whole torn, broken, wrenched,
twisted by tremendous agencies into most fantastic shapes—a terrific waste of awful confuson
and eternd glence. The death of deeth ruled here supreme. Glass of dl shades and no shade
masses of al colors and no color; fissures, clefts and chasms of dl forms and ro form, with none
of the dementd conditions which creste and further life, characterized the agppdling desolation.
How and wherefore did this come to be? A sea of once molten ores, tossed about and blown
upon by intersellar forces, and chilled into iron rigidity while sweeping through a freezing zone,
hangs forever in radiant gloom, the cdegtid mirror of the sun's unebbing light, when his face is
turned away from our globe, thought the poet; and his eye swept afar in search of rdief from the
fierce light not less than from the abysmd deeps buried in darkness.

With the sgh of an uneasy heat, Firdus looked up to the source of the unendurable
effulgence. The blackness of the infinite space on high was intendfied by the enormity of the
flaming sohere, convulsed by fiery oceans in tempestuous agitation, upshooting, bresking and
burdting, like furious billows hurled one againgt another by baitling hurricanes.

While the beholder compared this aspect of the sun with his milder face as seen from the earth,
the sormy fire-bdl began to sink visbly. Night hurried from the opposite heaven to swalow his
last ray. He disappeared, as if devoured by a mongder, leaving no traill to mark his march through
the black dome of the universe. Overawed by the stupendous phenomenon, Firdus closed his
gyes in fevent prayer, prasng Allah the Mogt Mercifu. A more pleasng sght was another
gphere which now rose in didtinct outlines above the black horizon, much larger than the moon
as seen from below, and as much sweseter, presenting a figured disk of beautiful shadings, zones



and fields of color gpproaching those mogt familiar to the human eye. how gracious He who gave
man that blessed world, said the poet to himsdf, and feasted his eyes on its configurations, which
grew more distinct as the globe rose higher, mildly radiant and sublimely impressive.

There was no posshility of discerning distinctly one thing from another, but Firdus’s poetic
fancy endeavored to locate the blue oceans, to recognize the green zones, and trace the mountain
ranges and the great deserts. And as the world wherein man is king and dave, saint and sinner,
angd and demon, happy and wretched, grew more and more glorious in ascent, the suffering
bard, feding in his grief the woes of the race, dlowed his tears to flow before speech came to his
relief.

“The Universe is thy secret, Power Divine, but O, for that peace which dwells with Thee aone,
that dght which reveds the great mysery, and the life which knows no beginning, no withering,
and no end! Who am |, and wherefore thrown on that shore of time, that ide of space, to struggle
with a myriad myriads of my like toiling and sSghing, with degsith as the dark end of a dak
nightmare? If man must perish like the worm, then happy the worm who knows not his misery.
Alas, in shreds scattered are the golden webs of hope here. Who knows that my dreams of
Paradise are less illusory? That splendid world has much to sweeten life made bitter by the
serpent in the human breast. Why is man so &kin to the brute? Am | a spirit falen, sent yonder to
atone, and by atonement to be redeemed? Or am | risen from things below the worm to my
present state, and progressing toward a higher,—ay, perchance the highest life and form, like
Him who traced my pathway through the vale of sorrow and the shadow of death? Or are the
worm and | but infinitesma incidents in endless time and space, cdled forth by a crud fate to
wriggle in agony and dnk into everlaging night? Power Divine forbid this black thought from
blighting the last flower of hope, lest chaos swalow what is bright and sane in this little world of
mine.”

As though responsve to the mood of the bard, the terrestrid globe began to undergo a
phenomend change. Lurid and livid hues overspread its luminous shedings with frightful
veodity, rushing in like an ever-thickening pal, and giving the appearance of a red bal engulfed
in a cloud of cinders, with black space as the background. But the moon, athough obscured by
the darkening of her superior luminary, did not reman in total obscurity. The reason of which
became manifest to Firdus the moment he sent his eyes esewhere to account for the shimmer.
What he beheld was too much for him to contemplate without a shudder of reverentid awe, a
consciousness of nothingness in face of the sublime eternd; and yet it was but a glimpse of the
dary heavens. For every blinking star visible to the eye from sublunar ground there shone now a
score of congdlations, clusters of wheding spheres, the nearest of which exceeded the rainbow
in crcumference, transcending it in brilliancy. The interstdlar darkness acted as a frame to st
off the gloning gdaxies, so that the empyrean suggested the idea of an ethered tree, Spreading
its sun-bespangled crown throughout immensty.

And the vast grew vaster, and the depths deeper, and the wonders multiplied, as host after host
emaged from the bosom of infinity, wheding and drding in ceedia grandeur, dirring
boundless ether with soul-enravishing drains. Frdus’s grest heart thawed in fdicty; from his
eyes rolled the tear of rapture, not unmixed with a blunted sense of pan, springing from a
lingering apprehengon that it was al but a vain vison. To his ear the musc of the spheres et
man's inscrutable destiny, his real woes, his dusive hopes, his unredized dreams, and his dark
end. But there was a heding solace, an intuitive gopeasement in the heavenly exhibition, so that
the pot, redizing the balm of faith, muttered resgnedly



“Power Diving, infinite as are Thy eternd glories, even | am interwoven in Thy impenetrable
design, whatever Thy purpose. In Thy perfection Thou hast created no being to be forever
imperfect, or to utterly perish after aray of Thy intelligence has once irradiated his mind.”

Firdus’'s lips trembled as he ligped this conviction. His hand moved indinctively toward his
eyes, which were velled by a dimness that made everything swim vaguely before his vison. The
sense of coming down headlong from another world made his wegk frame writhe in convulsions
of horror. When he opened his eyes he found himsdlf in the arms of hisfriend, Nasir.

CGreat as was the poet's credtive faculty, it required some time for him to recdl his origind
dtuation, especidly since the cave presented nothing of its previous festures. There was neither a
bright vista nor a moon to look &, but a dingy hole out of which they had to grope therr way,
with no hermit to lead them.

When they issued from the mountain's mystery it was broad daylight; they had stayed therein
the whole night. Soon the attendants answered the call of Nasr's horn, and the descent was made
in perfect slence. They arived before the gates of the paace smultaneoudy with a courier, who,
goringing from his saddle, respectfully delivered a package to the ruler of Kohigan. “It is
Mahmud's answer to my gpped in thy behdf, Frdud,” observed Nasr with a beaming
countenance, “and | know not the Sultan of Ghaznin if the devil triumphed thistime.”

They were no sooner within the Governor’s resdence than Nasir broke the sed of the message
to learn its purport, and he read as follows:

“In the name of the only true, mos merciful God From Mahmud of Ghaznin to his friend
Nasr Lek of Kohigan, in behdf of Abul Casm Mansur Firdus. Peace and friendly greetings.
God doneis great. May truth and mercy prevall.

“As thy soul hath spoken, so hath my heart answered, moved by the pleadings of thy fairness.
Yea, there is no sweater singer than Firdus, and the blame of his wrong is mine to the extent of
having lent mine ear to the dander of his enemies, whose mischievous head, Hassan Memendi,
hes fadlen under the blow of the executioner’s axe. The dl-knowing Allah never ers, but how
can a ruler of nations escape error when mided ty them whom he believes to be just, wise and
true? Once enlightened, Mahmud will neither withhold the prize nor the honor due to him who
glorified Iran’s immortd heroes, inspiring the sons to emulate their Sres. However gredt, the
dead were dead forever, but for the bard whose magic wand reclams them from the dust to robe
them in unfading splendor, and Persid s nationa song was forced to wait the coming of Firdus.

“As God is mercful, the snger of the Shah-Namah shdl heregfter have no other grievance
than the remembrance of a past wrong. A load of gold larger than the one promised shdl be
delivered a his bidding; and if sympathetic regrets expressed by his whilom friend and sovereign
will give him solace, Mahmud of Ghaznin herewith conveys his sorrow for his unworthy
treetment of Abul Casm Mansur Firdus, who is welcome a my court, welcome as fa as my
rule extends.”

Bent, sad and slent, did Firdus ligen to the message of the monarch who had blasted his
happiness, the tear done betraying his inexpressible heartache. The generous host understood the
cause of his friend's grief. The author of Iran’s great epopee and of Yusuf and Zuleikha hed little
to expect of this life, fear, want and homeessness having been his share a an age when the laured
crown ought to have graced his head in a home of ease and plenty. He had survived his only son,
and was separated from his only daughter. And that vison of stars soaring, as it did, before his
fiery imagination, served but to intendfy his mdancholy. On earth his career was drawing to its
close, what was there to hope for beyond the grave?



Nasr took aarm at the change he perceived in the face and manner of his friend, whose look
was suggestive of agpproaching dissolution. “Thou art in need of refreshment, after the exhaudting
ascent,” said the host sympatheticaly.

“Let me, | pray thee, abgain from taking food until the craving demands it, lest it choke me,
being overfull,” replied the poet with ill- suppressed emation.

Having gppessed his own hunger by a med served by daves Nasr surprised his friend by
asking him in a tone less reproachful than anxious, “So, have the good tidings not broken thy
gloom, O, Firdus, nor the mystery of the Damavant added to thy spiritud wedth, thy ethered
dreams?’

“Thou at good, and | ought to be happy in my magnanimous friend, but happiness ever
frowned a my courting, and fled never to return. Friend, | stand on the brink of my grave, with
precious years wasted in undeserved disgrace, unmitigated wretchedness— Ah, and that vison
revedled to me in the recesses of the Damavant! If thou knowest its nature thou canst draw thy
conclusions,” returned Firdus deeply moved, adding: “Thy hermit is more than thou dreamest of
him.”

“That is what | looked for thee to say; but Almazor is a secret bequest of my father, and that
horn of mine is the only signd he will respond to; otherwise he is not to be found, and Tehran
knows no more of him than thou didst before | led thee thither. He is the mygsery of the
Damavant, more ghost than man, living no one knows how, a spirit among spirits, unaffected by
hunger, thirst or cold,” explained Nasr with impressive earnestness.

“A great secret and a precious heirloom dl in one,” mused Firdus.

“Thou hast sad it; my fathe’'s father blew the horn | sounded yester-night, and saw per-
adventure the things thou and | have seen,” continued Nasir.

“Those are Sghtsto unhinge reason,” asserted the poet.

“What thou hast seen is thy secret, O, Firdus, and thou hast been vouchsafed no more than thy
girit can assmilate. Strange were the words thou hast spoken in the trance caused by the smoke
of the myserious herb, as it passed through thy system. That herb crops up where no earthly
plant can exiq, in a soring which is hdf liquid and hdf vapor, warm when everything around is
frozen, and cold when the sun's heat bests agang it like the deadly smoom. Invisble in
daylight, the herb betrays itsdf a rare intevas in the dead of the darkest night by its
phosphorescent nature. From my father | have it tha, infused into the human frame in any
manner, the mind will see whatever it is cgpable of grasping. Under its influence | had a glimpse
of paradise, aclime and aregion impossble to describe,” imparted the host confidingly.

A transent amile flitted over the poet’s countenance as his eyes met those of his com
municative friend, and then rang a voice deep, sonorous, fluent and suave, conjuring before the
entranced hearer dghts gppdling to think of, illuminated horrors rolling in ether, a world of
disma desarts, dead mountains and black abysses. petrified chaos grinning in the face of a
burning and seething sun. But when, passng from the lunar desolations to the empyrean hods,
the magter of epic melody gave full play to his inspired genius, bidding the stars to march forth
as he had seen them before the soirit's eye, Nadr fdl into an ecstasy of ddight, snking on his
knees, weeping, and kissng the hands of the white-headed singer he so loved and revered, and
crying. “And dl thisfails to make thee happy, divine Frdus!”

In this enthusadic exclamation of his devoted admirer the poet heard a reproach. Is not faith,
blind faith, preferable to endowments which engender doubt? He had had his share of fame and
favor, but proved too frall to accept trids with the redgnation enoined by Idam. Revolt agangt
Allah's unsearchable decree is unworthy of the true beiever. Zarathusira lay prosrate in



adoration before the sun, because to his mind the Universe reveds nothing grander as a symbol
of divine Omnipotence; how much deeper ought he to be impressed who has witnessed the
sublime progress of a billion sunsin the midst of their countless planets and satdlites?

“Thy words are not meant as a reprimand, yet am 1 dartled a what they imply,” spoke Firdus
in a deliberate tone. “Even a my age theories may be revised, and new conclusons reached.
Though fire-worshippers are the heroes of my Shah-Namah, my fath is that of the Prophet. But
dasl how banish doubt which geds into one's head like the demon of insanity? If we must have
a theory let us build on the podtulate thet life and deeth point to harmonizing relations. The sdf-
evident relaion of the tiniest blade of grass to the greast sun is not clearer than that of the rain-
drop to the cloud and the ocean, and both prove that of the human soul to the universa Spirit. If
the outer world reveds to us little more than the form of things, a glimpse into ther inner nature
is granted us in our inner world of thought and inspiration. When land and sea, mountain and
valey, field and desart, lake and river, tree and blossom, fish, brute, bird and insect—when the
dements of eath and the dars of heaven, are recognized as the visble manifestations of an
impenetrable design, with man as the crowning work in this nether cregtion, and God as the All-
inrAll, the All-above-All throughout the Universe, then does the soul pass from her inner world
into the supernaturd domain, inspiration passes into reveation, and the mind’s peace and the
heart's felicity insure a foretaste of heaven; the dissonance of doubt succumbs to the harmony of
faith, and the rain-drop, long lost in the dark cracks and crevices of the rugged rock, bounds forth
inacrystd spring, rushesinto the rivulet, the river, eager to mix with the ocean’svast.”

Whether Nasir understood his friend’s metaphysics or not, he was the last to question a man's
ideas, whose superior wisdom he never doubted. Modem friendship is kindred to Bedouin
hospitdity, and Nasir, who had recaved the poet with dl the marks of didinction, made
arangements to dgndize his departure in roya form. After a fees given in his honor to the
notables of the province, the famous bard, mounted on a fine dromedary, followed by another
one loaded with vauable presents, and escorted by a magnificent cavalcade, issued hopefully
from Tehran's gate, accompanied by hisloya friend.

“If Allah's mercy grants me the joys of paradise, | will pray tha Nadr Lek share them with
me, unless thy meed be above mine, who am less generous than thou,” were Firdus’s last words
of gratitude, addressed to his magnanimous host.

On reaching Tus, the place of his birth, Firdus found that the Sultan’s promised gold had not
arrived, and he was greatly troubled, let Mahmud's apologies were intended as a snare spread
for his dedtruction. His gpprehenson was not dlayed by hearing incidentdly a child in the Street
lisp a verse of the pungent sdtire in which he taunts Mahmud as the base-born son of daves. The
trend of the lines was, that had that potentate's progenitors been of noble blood, instead of cheat-
ing him of the prize he had promised for the Shah-Namah, he would have set a crown of gold on
his aged head.

Heart-wringing sdf-compasson moved the decrepit man to tears. His grievance is the plaint of
Iran, breasthed by innocents into the ears of sympathetic mothers. Once more he lived through the
fearful moments of his life; the hours of that night when daybresk was to see him trampled under
the feet of Mahmud's eephants, because he had resented the Sultan’s meanness in sending him
gaxty thousand pieces of slver ingead of gold, dirhems in lieu of dinars, as agreed; the moment
when, fleeing from the wrath of the tyrant, he sought a refuge @ Mazenderan, where Kabous, the
prince of Jorjan, durst not harbor him for fear of the implacable persecutor; and that most painful
of hours when El Kader Billah, the Cdiph of Baghdad, a first deighted with the genius of the
fugitive, asked him to depat when Mamud of Ghaznin demanded his extradition. Whelmed



with grief, the broken man returned to his daughter’s home to die in her ams, resigned to the
inscrutable decree of destiny.

Just as Firdus’s body was caried out through one gate of Tus, the cameds which bore the
Sultan’s gold entered the city through another. His daughter refused to accept it, but an aged
relative remembered his cherished wish to see his naive place improved by public works
epecidly a hedthy and plentiful supply of water. To comply with the poet’'s generous wish, the
treasure was taken and invested for the benefit of his lamenting townsmen, whose descendants
have during the successive centuries continued to celebrate the passing of Iran’simmortd singer.



