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information. Because of its explanatory and encyclopedic approach
the book is a treasure trove not only for economic, social, medical and
other historians, biologists, folklore specialists, and those interested in
literature and poetry, but also for those who do crossword puzzles. It
is to be hoped that Abrishami will write another similar book, because
undoubtedly he has come across other interesting materials during his
research for this book. This is also to be hoped because few people
have the perseverance to sift through thousands of pages during many
years to find references to one seemingly unimportant subject matter
throughout the ages. Whether Abrishami is going to do that other book
or not, all those who are interested in Iran, its history and its varied
outputs, whether literary or agricultural, will be grateful to him to
have produced this book.
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Most people know about saffron, either as a color designation or as
something that people put in rice. Those who scan Ebay under the
category Iran sometimes see saffron offered for $3 per gram, and then
justly conclude that this must be the most precious and expensive
spice in the world. It is. Usually that is the extent of people’s
knowledge about saffron. Now that is all going to change, because
Mohammad Hassan Abrishami has written a voluminous book of
more than 700 pages that will expand the reader’s horizon as to the
many roles of saffron in history from a large number of aspects. The
subtitle of his book Za'fran (Saffron) alerts the prospective reader to
what he/she may expect. “From yesterday till today. An encyclopedia
of its production, trade and use.” And indeed, the book starts from the
very earliest mention of saffron and ends with a discussion of its use
today, and literally everything in between. If you have a question
about saffron Abrishami has the answer. His book even makes the use
of search-engines like Google and Yahoo almost superfluous as to the
category saffron. I added the word almost, because this book does not
offer recipes and all of the trivia that you find there.

The book is organized into five major sections that are subdivided into
several chapters. In these chapters, in a clear methodological fashion,
Abrishami not only explains everything that you did not know about
the plant (Crocus sativa) and its varieties, but also all the various
names by which this crocus was known. He even lists all the people
known to have the term Za'fran as part of their name. The book
further and in great and painstaking detail describes where throughout
history saffron was cultivated and how; what its uses were as a
condiment and what its other non-food uses were, for example as a
dye. A separate section is devoted to the large range of use of saffron
as an active ingredient in the practice of traditional Persian medicine
as well as what modern science tells us about the bio-medical
characteristics of the plant. The final section of the book digcusses the
cultivation and trade of saffron. Abrishami does not simply list what
he has found, but he also puts it into context. For example, before
presenting what is known about the cultivation of saffron in medieval
times he first discusses what is known about agriculture in general in
those days. Thus, this book has more to offer than just saffron related
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