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This study aims to analyze and elucidate the phonological features of the “Tabari
Translation of Tafsir Kitab-Allah,” authored by Abu al-Fadl ibn Shahrdavir
Daylami, an eminent scholar from Northern Iran in the late 8th century AH. The
significance of this text lies in its role as a rare, surviving example of religious
literature written in the Tabari language, serving as a vital bridge between
classical exegetical texts and the local dialects of the Caspian region. From a
linguistic perspective, investigating such works is essential for bridging the
existing gaps in our understanding of the phonological evolution of Iranian
languages during the Middle period. The research is fundamental (theoretical) in
its objective and employs a descriptive-analytical methodology based on content
analysis. The corpus of the study includes two volumes of the manuscript of the
Tabari translation of the Quran, selected through purposive sampling. In the
process of data analysis, a structuralist approach was adopted to extract and
classify phonological transformations across various linguistic contexts,
including both lexical items and verbal forms. The analysis of the data extracted
from the linguistic corpus reveals that the language utilized in this text possesses
distinct phonological characteristics and specialized phonological processes,
which reflect the dialectal state of Mazandaran in the 8th century AH. The most
prominent of these processes include: the substitution (abdal) of certain
consonants, the elision of consonants at the word-final position and within
sentential contexts (particularly at the end of certain prepositions and verbal
stems), the occurrence of metathesis (displacement of sounds) in several common
words, as well as several rare phonological transformations that appeared
sporadically throughout the text. The findings of this investigation indicate that
among the various phonological developments in this work, the frequency of
“substitution” and “metathesis of consonants” was significantly higher than that
of “elision” and other phonological features. This high frequency suggests a
linguistic inclination by the author toward standardizing specific phonological
patterns to facilitate the transmission of complex exegetical concepts to the
native audience. The final results of this research not only contribute to a more
precise understanding of contemporary texts of the same era but also serve as a
documentary source for the study of the history of Tabari dialect phonology and
its evolution in the transition from Middle to New Iranian languages.
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1. Introduction

Tabari (Mazandarani), a Northwestern Iranian language, has a long but fragmentary written
history. A major surviving record is Tafsir Kitab-Allah, a Quran commentary attributed to Abu
al-Fadl ibn Shahruwayh Daylami and associated with the late 8th century AH. Beyond its
religious and textual importance, it preserves extensive Old Tabari prose and rare evidence for
the language’s historical sound system. Previous scholarship has established the commentary’s
manuscript history and theological context, while linguistic studies have examined other Tabari
texts and early Quranic translations. However, this commentary’s phonetic patterns have not
been systematically analyzed. This study classifies its sound processes and considers their
significance for Mazandarani’s history. The analysis distinguishes recurring correspondences
from isolated spellings and considers how orthography may mediate pronunciation. These
questions guide cautious interpretation of patterns.

2. Literature Review

Research on Tafsir Kitab-Allah has chiefly addressed its author, Zaydi setting, manuscripts,
scribal layout, and theology. It establishes the work’s importance for northern Iranian history
but offers no comprehensive phonological account. Other historical and dialectological studies
document sound change in Tabari, while analyses of early translations identify consonant
alternations and features shared with modern Mazandarani. Studies of Persian commentaries
also provide useful methods. Yet these works focus on different corpora or on Persian rather
than this commentary’s continuous Tabari prose. The present study fills this gap with an
independent phonetic analysis.

3. Methodology

This fundamental, descriptive-analytical study uses content analysis. Its corpus comprises 2
volumes of the facsimile edition of Tafsir Kitab-Allah. The whole text was examined, and
words or constructions with potentially relevant phonetic features were recorded with contextual
meanings. Evidence was classified as substitution, assimilation, vowel change, rounding, hiatus
resolution, deletion, metathesis, or other tendencies. Analysis is qualitative; frequency is
reported only where a clear count is available. Ambiguous spellings and forms dependent on
conjectural reconstruction are excluded as definitive evidence. Examples illustrate recurring
patterns; page references and extended citations are omitted for concision.

4. Data Analysis

The leading consonant alternation is /z/ to /j/ (the affricate /d3/), as in nemaj ‘prayer’, ruj ‘day’,
and andaje ‘measure’. Approximately 85 lexical items show this pattern. Other recurrent
changes include /g/ to /v/ (vanah ‘sin’, vashna ‘hungry’) and /b/ to /v/ (shetav ‘haste’, vehter
‘better’). Less frequent cases include /p/ to /v/, /y/ to /v/, /t/ to /d/ in da for ta, /d/ to /y/ in kheya
for khoda ‘God’, and /r/ to /I/ in kaljar for karzar ‘battle’. Imala, the raising/fronting of /a/
toward /i/, occurs mainly in loanwords, as in vijeb for vajeb ‘obligatory’. A few forms show /z/
devoiced to /s/. Recurrence strengthens the /z/ to /j/ pattern, although individual examples
cannot establish its chronology or universal application. The less frequent alternations are
consequently treated as evidence for variation, not as equally productive rules.

Assimilation appears in hambaz for anbaz and dambal for donbal, with /n/ becoming /m/ before
a bilabial consonant. A widespread feature is rounding and raising /an/ and /am/ to /un/ and
/um/. It occurs in demonstratives (un for an °‘that’), lexical forms (dunesh for danes
‘knowledge’), and verbs. The plural ending -un/-una is especially frequent, with more than 100
attestations, including peyghambaruna ‘prophets’. Examples of /um/ include peyghumbar for
payambar ‘prophet’. The plural ending is especially significant because grammatical
distribution suggests a pattern beyond isolated vocabulary. Yet spellings do not specify exact
vowel quality in every occurrence; morphological recurrence and phonetic precision must be
assessed separately.

Hiatus is resolved through glottal-stop insertion in forms such as fereshte’un for fereshtegan
‘angels’. Deletion affects final /n/ and /d/ (sangi for sangin ‘heavy’; su for sud ‘profit’) and
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medial consonants, including /f/ in gatim for goftim ‘we said’ and /x/ in tal for talkh ‘bitter’.
Loss of /f/ in forms of goftan ‘to say’ parallels modern Mazandarani. Final consonants are also
absent in a for az ‘from’ and da for dar ‘in’. Metathesis is limited, as in revsa for rosva
‘disgraced’. Other isolated forms include hamush for khamush ‘silent’ and mik for mikh ‘nail".
Several types of deletion converge on reduced segmental complexity, but the examples cannot
always distinguish connected speech from lexical or scribal effects. Sparse metathesis therefore
remains tentative.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Tafsir Kitab-Allah is not simply Persian with occasional dialect words: its Tabari passages
preserve patterned phonological behavior across lexical, derivational, and inflectional forms.
Consonant alternation—especially /z/ to /j/ and /b/ to /v/—and the development of /an/ and /am/
into /un/ and /um/ are most prominent. Their distribution, including the productive plural
ending, suggests that many reflect regional speech rather than isolated scribal variation.
Deletion indicates a tendency toward simpler syllable structure; the loss of /f/ in forms of ‘to
say’ also suggests continuity with modern Mazandarani morphophonology. Imala appears
mainly in loanwords and earlier writing conventions, while sparse metathesis may reflect
dialectal or scribal variation. Overall, the commentary offers valuable evidence for Caspian
Iranian phonological history and links older linguistic layers with modern Mazandarani.
Manuscript transmission and orthography should nevertheless be considered when interpreting
individual forms. These findings support comparison, not precise dating or proof of direct
descent. Distinguishing robust patterns from sparse forms limits overinterpretation. Future
comparison of manuscript witnesses and neighboring Caspian varieties could test whether
variation is dialectal, chronological, or scribal.
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