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INTRODUCTION

For over a millennium, the Shahnameh
has stood as the Persian-speaking
world’s greatest literary monument—a
vast epic poem that weaves myth,
history, and moral philosophy into a
single, unforgettable tapestry. Yet for
centuries, this masterpiece was largely
inaccessible to the English-speaking
reader. The journey of the Shahnameh
in English is itself a tale of passion,

scholarship, and cultural bridge-building.
Today, thanks to the dedicated efforts of
translators and poets, anyone can
experience the thunder of Rostam’s
mace or the sorrow of Sohrab’s fate in
the English language. This article
explores the history, significance, and
practical choices surrounding the
Shahnameh in English, offering a
comprehensive guide for readers eager
to discover this timeless work.

WHAT IS THE SHAHNAMEH?

The Shahnameh, meaning “The Book of
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Kings,” is the national epic of Iran and
the Persian-speaking world. Composed
by the poet Ferdowsi around 1000 CE,
it contains roughly 50,000
couplets—making it one of the longest
epic poems ever written by a single
author. Ferdowsi spent more than thirty
years compiling and versifying the pre-
Islamic myths and historical legends of
Greater Iran, from the dawn of creation
to the Arab conquest in the 7th century.
The poem is structured around the
reigns of fifty monarchs, but its heart
beats in the stories of heroes, especially
the mighty Rostam, whose seven labors
and tragic conflict with his son Sohrab
remain the most famous episodes.

The Shahnameh is not only a work of
literature; it is a cultural touchstone. It
preserved the Persian language during a

period of Arabic dominance and shaped
the identity of Iran for generations. Its
influence extends across Central Asia,
the Caucasus, and India, inspiring art,
music, and film. For those who cannot
read Persian, the Shahnameh in
English translation is the essential
gateway to this heritage.

THE JOURNEY OF THE
SHAHNAMEH INTO ENGLISH

The first attempts to bring the
Shahnameh in English dates to the
late 18th and early 19th centuries, an
era when European orientalists began to
discover Persian manuscripts. Early
translations were often partial, heavily
abridged, and filtered through the poetic
conventions of the day. It was not until
the 20th century that readers could
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access a faithful, complete rendition of
the epic in English.

Early English
Translations
(19th Century)

In 1832, James Atkinson published a
partial English translation of the
Shahnameh, focusing mainly on the
tragic story of Rostam and Sohrab.
Atkinson used heroic couplets, a
common English form, but his version
often sacrificed accuracy for rhyme.
Later, the brothers Edgar and Warner
produced a nine-volume translation
between 1905 and 1925, which

remained the standard complete English
version for decades. While scholarly, the
Warner brothers’ rendition is written in
archaic verse that can be forbidding for
modern readers.

These early efforts, though flawed, were
crucial. They introduced the
Shahnameh in English to Western
audiences and laid the groundwork for
more accessible renderings. Yet they
also perpetuated a perception of the
epic as merely a collection of exotic
tales, rather than a sophisticated literary
work.

Modern English



Translations
(20th-21st
Century)

The turning point came with the
American poet and scholar Dick Davis.
In the 1990s and early 2000s, Davis
produced a prose translation of the
Shahnameh that combined scholarly
rigor with lyrical readability. His version,
titled Shahnameh: The Persian Book of
Kings (2006), is widely regarded as the
best English translation for general
readers. Davis captures the epic’s
narrative drive while preserving its
emotional depth. He also includes
extensive footnotes and a glossary,

making it an excellent educational tool.

Other notable modern translators
include Jerome W. Clinton, who
translated the story of Rostam’s seven
labors in flowing blank verse, and
Mahmoud Omidsalar, who has worked
on critical editions. For those who prefer
verse, Ruth Bell and the bilingual
edition by Ahmad Sadri offer
alternatives. Today, the Shahnameh in
English is available in multiple formats:
complete and abridged, prose and verse,
scholarly and popular.

WHY READ THE SHAHNAMEH IN
ENGLISH?

The Shahnameh is more than a window
into Persian culture—it is a universal
story about power, fate, love, and loss.
Reading it in English allows non-Persian
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speakers to engage with these themes
directly. The epic addresses timeless
questions: What makes a good king? Can
heroism coexist with humility? How do
fathers and sons reconcile? The story of
Rostam and Sohrab, for instance, is
one of the most poignant tragedies in
world literature, rivaling Greek myth in
its emotional impact.

Moreover, the Shahnameh in English
offers a counterbalance to the
Eurocentric canon. It provides a rich,
non-Western perspective on epic
heroism and governance. For students of
comparative literature, history, or
religious studies, it is an essential text.
Even casual readers find themselves
drawn into its vivid characters and
dramatic battles. The translation by Dick
Davis, in particular, reads like a novel,

making it accessible to anyone who
enjoys a good story.

KEY STORIES AND CHARACTERS
IN ENGLISH TRANSLATION

To appreciate the Shahnameh in
English, it helps to know its most
famous episodes. These stories are often
the first translated and the ones most
frequently anthologized:

e Rostam and Sohrab - The
tragedy of a father unknowingly
killing his son in combat. This is
the most widely known story from
the epic.

e The Seven Labors of Rostam -
Rostam’s heroic quest through
seven dangerous stages, including
fighting a dragon, a demon, and a



sorceress.

e Zal and Rudabeh - A |ove story
between the white-haired prince
Zal and the beautiful Rudabeh,
which begins the lineage of
Rostam.

e The Reign of Kay Kavus - A
flawed king whose arrogance leads
to disaster, illustrating the epic’s
moral lessons.

e The Legend of Siavash - A
prince wrongly accused, whose
death sets off a cycle of revenge.
This story is central to Persian
identity.

When you read the Shahnameh in
English, these stories come to life. The
translations capture the rhythm of
Ferdowsi’s original, even in prose, and

the names—Rostam, Sohrab, Zal,
Tahmineh—become unforgettable.

COMPARING DIFFERENT ENGLISH
VERSIONS

Choosing the right Shahnameh in
English translation depends on your
goals. Here is a comparison of the major
options:

1. Dick Davis (prose, unabridged)
- Best for general readers. Fluid,
readable, with explanatory notes.
Covers the entire epic except the
“later stories” which Davis argues
are less cohesive. Often
recommended as the first
purchase.

2. Warner Brothers (verse,
complete) - The most complete
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English version in verse. However,
the language is Victorian and
dense. Suitable for scholarly
reference.

3. James Atkinson (partial, verse)

- Historic importance but now
dated. Only covers a selection of
tales.

4. Jerome Clinton (verse, partial)

- Excellent translation of the
“Seven Labors” and some other
episodes. Good for those who want
poetic form.

. Abridged versions - Some
publishers offer condensed
editions, such as Shahnameh: The
Epic of the Persian Kings with
illustrations. These are fine for
casual readers but miss the depth.

For most readers, the Shahnameh in
English by Dick Davis is the essential
edition. It strikes the best balance
between fidelity and grace, and its notes
clarify cultural and historical references.

HOW TO CHOOSE THE BEST
SHAHNAMEH IN ENGLISH
TRANSLATION

When selecting a translation, consider
the following factors:

e Purpose: Are you reading for
pleasure, academic study, or
poetry appreciation? If for
pleasure, choose prose. If for
poetic form, choose a verse
translation.

e Completeness: Do you want the
full epic or just the highlights? The



complete work is long (around 800
pages in Davis’s edition), but the
narrative is gripping.

¢ Annotations: A good
Shahnameh in English
translation should include a
glossary of names and places, as
well as maps and genealogical
charts. Davis’s edition excels here.

e Style: Some translations use
modern English, others archaic.
Read a sample online to see which
style resonates with you.

Finally, consider buying a physical
edition over a digital one. The
Shahnameh is often illustrated, and the
experience of flipping through pages
with Persian miniatures adds to the
magic.

THE IMPACT OF SHAHNAMEH
ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS ON
WORLD LITERATURE

The availability of the Shahnameh in
English has had a profound influence on
Western letters and arts. Poets like
Matthew Arnold used the story of
Sohrab and Rostam for his poem
“Sohrab and Rustum” (1853), which
introduced the epic to Victorian readers.
In the 20th century, the epic inspired
authors such as Jorge Luis Borges, who
referenced it in his stories.
Contemporary writers, including Salman
Rushdie, have drawn upon its motifs.

Moreover, the Shahnameh in English
has become a tool for diaspora Iranians
to reconnect with their heritage. For
second-generation Iranians who may not
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speak Persian fluently, the English
translation offers a vital link to their
cultural roots. Schools and universities
increasingly include the epic in world
literature courses, placing it alongside
the lliad, the Mahabharata, and the
Kalevala.

Film and graphic adaptations, such as
the animated movie The Prince of Persia
(inspired by the epic) and comic book
versions, further extend its reach. All of
these owe a debt to the foundational
work of translators who made the
Shahnameh in English available.

CONCLUSION

The Shahnameh in English is not
merely a translation—it is a cultural
transmission. Through the labors of
scholars and poets like Dick Davis, the
epic of Ferdowsi now speaks directly to
English readers with clarity and power.
Whether you seek adventure, tragedy, or
wisdom, this ancient poem delivers. Pick
up a copy, start with the story of Rostam
and Sohrab, and let yourself be
transported to a world where heroes
stride across the pages, and the fate of
kingdoms hangs on a single blow. The
Shahnameh in English awaits, and its
stories are timeless.



