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The Persian Epic

Shah Nameh - The Book of Kings

The greatest of all Eastern national Epics is the work of a
Persian. Shah Nameh or the Book of Kings, is written by Abol
Mansur Ferdovci whose pen name 'Ferdovei' means the poet of
paradise. Ferdovei the great narrator of the heroic age of
Persian history was born around the year 952 of the Christian
era, in Tus, a small town, in the province of Khorrassan, the
north-eastern section of Iran. Ferdovei was & small independ-
ent squire, living on the rent derived from his lands. Be-
cause of his literary genius his foriune became interwoven
with the fame of Mahmud of Ghazna who was a patron of poets
and around whose Round Table great poets such as Farokhi,
Onsori, Manuchehri and scientists such as Avicenna and Biruni
gathered and thus made his reign the threshold of the Golden
Age of Persian Literature.

According to his own testimony in the prologue of the Shah
Nameh, Ferdovei has spent twenty five to thirty years in
writing this masterpiece. In it he has displayed a great
knowledge of the ancient legends of Persia. Occupying the
position of a court poet and specially as a poet laureate he
has inserted many verses in praise of his master. At that
time Mahmud had promised to pay Ferdovei one gold dirhem for
each line, but later on when the great masterpiece was com-
pleted the gullible monarch, influenced by the false imputa-
tions and accusations of his envious courtiers and second-
rate poets, he sent Ferdovei sixty thousand silver coins only,
thus breaking the sensitive heart of the great patriot and
genius. Ferdovei was so hurt, that he distributed the gift
as largesses and fled by night, wandering from one place to
another hiding from the wrath of the king. This may be a
mere tale. But there is no doubt that Ferdovei has had

some great disappointment from his master and patron, because
he has written a bitter satire upon the same Sultan whose
praises he had sung so beautifully. As this satire is one of
the great pieces of its kind in Persian literature, resplen-
dent with beautiful similes and metaphors we will recite a
rew lines:

Mahmud! if fear of man hath never awed

Thy heart, at least fear thy Creator, God.

Full many a warrior of illustrious worth,

Full many of humble, of imperial birth:

Have died; for nothing had the power to save
The mighty monarch from the common doom;

Kings died but blest in memory only they bloom.
For kings too perish - none on earth remain,
Since all things human seek the dust again.

Referring to Mahmud's low birth he says:

O, had thy father graced a kingly throne,

Thy mother been for royal virtues knowm,

A different fate the poet then had shared,
Honors and wealth had been his just reward;
But how remote from thee a glorious line!

No high, ennobling ancestry is thine;

From a vile stock thy bold career began,

A Blacksmith was thy sire of Isfahan.

Alas! from vice can goodness ever spring?

Is mercy hoped for in a tyrant king?

Can water wash the Ethiopian white?

Can we remove the darkness from the night?

The tree to which a bitter fruit is given
Would still be bitter in the bowers of Heaven.
The toil of thirty years is now complete,
Record sublime of many a warlike feat,
Written midst toil and trouble, but the strain
Awakens every heart, and will remain

A lasting stimulous to glorious deeds;

The story goes that Mahmud repented later and sent the poet
the coveted gold, but the gold-bearers arrived at one gate of
the town while Ferdovei's body was being carried out by an-
other.
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As we said before, this may be a mere story but what is tan-
gible, beautiful and true is the masterpiece itself, which
the great artist has woven from the ancient legends and
mythological material of the Persian race. Sober minded and
free from all fanaticism, he does not lean neither to Zoro-
aster the ancient prophet of Persia nor to Mohammed the new
one. His sixty thousand verses are written in the Arabic
Heroic Mutakarib meter and have remained the delight of those
who read and understand it up to this day, when Mahmud the
Sultan and his glories are departed and forgotten.

As a great Epic should, this poem deals principally with the
adventures of one man Rostam. All other parts are mere ac-
cessories to the single figure of Rostam, the heroic person-
age whose superhuman strength, dignity and beauty make him a
veritable Persian Achilles. Also the poem presents a com-
plete view of a certain definite phase and era of civiliza-
tion, a description of what was once an actual society. The
Persia of the Heroic age is delineated in it.

According to Aristotle, a tragedy is an imitation of an
action that is serious, complete and of certain magnitude,
which through fear and pity effects the proper Katharsis, or
purgation of emotions. Matthew Arnold, the great literary
critic of nineteenth century England chooses a scene from
Ferdovei's Shah Nameh as the best example of Aristotelian
tragic high-seriousness. That is the scene where Rostam and
Sohrab, Father and son, fight without recognising each other,
and Rostam kills his own son. Ferdovei's plot in this great
tragic action is one of the most masterfully contrived
tragic plots. When we see the mortal will of father and son
engaged in an unequal struggle with destiny, we feel the
thrill of fear or tragic awe so essential to a successful
tragedy.

Ferdovei writes:

0 Ye, who dwell in Youth's inviting bowers
Waste not, in useless joy, your fleeting hours,
But rather let the tears of sorrow roll,

And sad reflections fill the conscious soul.
For many a jocund spring has passed away,

And many a flower has blossomed to decay;

And human life, still bastening, to a close,
Finds in the worthless dust its last repose.
Still the vain world abounds in strife and hate
And sire and son provoke each other's fate;

And kindred blood by kindred hands is shed,
And vengence sleeps not - dies not, with the dead.
All nature fades - the garden's treasures fall,
Young bud, and citron ripe - all perish, all
And now a tale of sorrow must be told,

A tale of tears, derived from Mobed old,

And thus remembered. -

Thus picturesquely with beautiful metaphors and similes sug-
gesting the deepest feelings and emotions, the great Epic
poet of Persia portrays the irony of human existence, man
versus nature or fate. The weak and the perishable confront-
ing the strong and the imperishable, engaged in a vain, in a
losing struggle.

Rostam and Sohrab are great tragic heroes according to the
Aristotelian definition of the heroic, because their suffer-
ing is undeserved. They are placed in a tragic situation by
great forces outside themselves. Two mortals struggling with
their destiny are victims of a great human frailty i.e.
Pride. The great Rostam is confronting his equally great and
magnanimous son in the guile of an enemny. The tragic encoun-
ter is arranged by the wily king of the Turks, Afrasiab, who
is the sworn enemy of Rostam the Persian hero and is aspiring
to the Persian throne:

Afrasiab now hears with ardent joy
The old ambition of the warrior-boy

The warrior-boy is Sohrab Rostam's gon: Eh::
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Of his who perfumed with the milky breath A

Of infancy, was threatening war and death,

And busting sudden from his mother's side, 533

Had launched his bark upon the perilous tide. 1958
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The insidious King sees well the tempting hour,
Favoring his arms against the Persian power,

And thence in haste the enterprise to share,
Twelve thousand veterans selects with care;

But treacherous first his martial chiefs he prest,
To keep the secret fast within their breast; -
"For this bold youth must not his father know,
Each must confront the other as his foe -

Such is my vengence! with unhallowed rage,
Father and son shall dreadful battle wage!
Unknown the youth shall Rostam's force withstand,
And soon o'erwhelm the bulwark of the land.
Rostam removed, the Persian throne is ours,

An easy conquest to confederate powers;

And then, secured by some propitious snare,
Sohrab himself our galling bonds shall wear.

Or should the Son by Rostam's falchion bleed,
The father's horror at that fatal deed,

Will rend his soul, and 'midst his sacred grief,
Kaus in vain will supplicate relief.

Thus cunningly and cold-bloodedly the master plan of one of
the most tragic happenings of human history is laid. When
father and son meet, some strange intuitive, inner voice,
prompts Sohrab the son to approach Rostam with friendly
terms and try to find out if he is his father, but Rostam
suspicious of the Turks and blinded with his hatred for them
and also his past victories, ignores Sohrab's friendly over-
tures, and calls him a coward and refuses to reveal his
identity.

Sternly the mighty champion cried, "Away -
Hence with thy wiles - now practiced to delay
The promised struggle, resolute, I claim,

Then cease to move me to an act of shame."
Sohrab rejoined - "Old man! thou wilt not hear
The words of prudence uttered in thine ear;
Then heaven! 1look on.'"

They fight fiercely and Sohrab falls. Rostam's anguish after
having discovered that he has slain his own son by some iron-
ical twist of fate, is magnificently described by Ferdovei.
In this plot Ferdovei has achieved the tragic effect to per-
fection. The fatal struggle between the Father and the Son
is both awesome and pitiful. The descriptions of their
deeds, the incidents and situations, the mental processes
and the motives which underlie the outward events, or result
from them is splendid and effective.

Yet the tragic is not the only plot that Ferdovei has woven
so masterfully in his great masterpiece. There are many epi-
sodes of love, friendshivp and loyalty in the Shah Nameh,where
the best instincts of Ferdovei's heroes are brought to light.
These strong invincible men have warm human hearts and like
ordinary mortals become enamored of ravishingly beautiful
damsels, and follow their hearts desire even to destruction,
and escape through the bravery and timely help of Rostam or
their lucky providence. Such an instance is the famous love-
story of Bizhan and Manijeh. Bizhan is a Persian warrior
and is related to Rostam the great warrior of Persia. Hoardes
of wild boars have been destroying the crops of the people of
Arman, a small province lying between Persia and Turan. Ar-
manians come to the Persian king for help. Bizhan volunteers
to free them from that grievous calamity. He shows great
bravery in this undertaking and slays all the boars. His in-
trepidity and boldness evokes the envy of one of his compan-
ions who is a renowned warrior himself. In a moment of blind
Jjealousy he persuades wine-heated Bizhan to meet Manijeh the
beautiful daughter of the Turanian king Afrasiab, the sworn
enemy of Iran.

It is a spot beyond imagination

Delighﬁful to the heart, where roses bloom,

And sparkling fountains murmur - where the earth
I.:: rich with man-colored flowers; and musk
Floats on the gentle breezes, hyacinths

And lilies add their perfume - golden fruits
Weigh down the branches of the lofty trees,

The glittering pheasants move in stately pomp,
The bulbul warbles from the cypress bough,

And love-inspiring damsels may be seen

C'er hill and dale, their lips all winning smiles,
Their cheeks like roses - in their sleepy eyes

Delicious languor dwelling. Over them
Presides the daughter of Afrasiab,

The beautiful Manijeh; should we go,
('Tis but a little distance), and encamp
Among the lovely groups - in the retreat
Which bloom like Paradise - we may secure
A bvevy of fair virgins for the king!

Bizhan becomes interested, mounts his steed and accompanied
by his treacherous friend approaches the tents that are the
sumer residence of the Princess of Turan.

Manijeh the princess of Turan sees Bizhan under a cypress
tree near her tent and his handsome manly figure charms her.
She sends her nurse, a confidential domestic to find out who
the handsome stranger is.

Go, and beneath that cypress tree,
Where now he sits so gracefully,

Ask him his name, that radiant moon,
And he may grant another boon!
Perchance he may to me impart

The secret wishes of his heart!

Tell him he must, and further say,
That I have lived here many a day;
That every year, whilst spring discloses
The fragrant breath of budding roses,
I pass my time in rural pleasure;

But never - never such a treasure,

A mortal of such perfect mould,

Did these admiring eyes behond!

lever since it has been my lot

To swell in this sequestered spot,

A youth by nature so designed

To soothe a love-lorn damsel's mind!
His wondrous looks my bosom thrill
Can Saiawush be living still?

The nurse conveys Manijeh's message and Bizhan's face lights
up in exaltation and anticipation. He tells the story of
his adventures and the slaying of the boars and how, when
ready to return to his homeland, he hears of Manijeh, the
bewitching beauty of Turan, and has come to pay homage to
the goddess of enchantment. Manijeh's message is equally
ardent and full of desire as she invites the warrior to

her tent. The inside of the tent is decorated with gold,
amber and rubies. Beautiful damsels serve the sparkling old
wine in crystal goblets. Bizhan spends three days and
nights, delicious moments of ecstatic rapture and happiness
with Manijeh. The princess falls desperately in love with
him and bein; well aware of the animosity between her people
and the Persians, she knows that the situation is hopeless
and Bizhan may depart soon. So she drugs him and takes aim
secretly to her fathers palace. Thus a desperate love story
evolves which in its intensity and deep involvements equals
Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, where two nmembers of hostile
families fall in love and defy fear, custom and btradition.

Very soon Bizhan's and Meni.jeh's secret is discovered. The
Turanian king becomes becrazed at the idea of his daughter's
betrayal with a Persian warrior. His rage and mortification
is immense: Ferdovei describes it masterfully: Says
Afrasiab:

A daughter, even from a royal stock
Is ever a misfortune - hast thou one the greve
The grave will be thy fittest son-in-law!

Bizhan indignant at Afrasiab's insults invites a thousand
Turanians to fight. But Afrasiab, blinded with his hatred
for the Persians acts in a cowardly manner and orders
Bizhan's immediate execution. PRizhan tries to defend him-
self' and Mani jeh:

Listen awhile, if justice be thy aim,

And thou wilt find me guiltless. I was sent
Fiom Persia to destroy herds of wild boars,
Which laid the country waste. That labor done

I lost my way, and weary withy the toil,

Weary with wandering in a wildering maze,

Haply reposed beneath a shady cypress;

Thither a peri (fairy) came, and whilst I slept,




Lifted me from the ground, and quick as thought
Conveyed me tc a summer-tent, where dwelt
A princess of incomparable beauty.

From thence, by hands unknown, I was removed,
Still) slumbering in a litter - still reclining
In a retired pavillion of thy palace,
Attended by that soul-entrancing beauty!

My heart was filled with sorrow, and I shed
Showers of vain tears, and desolate I sate,
Thinking of Persia, with no power to fly
From my imprisonment, though soft and kind,
Being the victim of sorcerer's art.

Yes I am guiltless and Manijeh too,

Both by some magic influence pursued,

And led away against our will and choice!

Bizhan's true account of the happenings is received by dis-
tryst by Afrasiab and he persists in his order. The execu-
tion is stopped by 'Piran' the famous general of Afrasiab.
Following Piran's advice Afrasiab hangs Bizhan in a deep pit,
his head downward sc that he may never see the sun and the
moon again. Manijeh is stripped of her precious jewels and
garments, rank and dignity and is conducted barefooted and
bareheaded, to the vicinity of the pit and is left there for-
saken and alone to weep over her shame and the loss of her
lover.

They left her - the unhappy maid;
Her head upon the earth was laid,
In bitterness of grief, and lone
Beside the dreadful demon-stone.

By a lucky twist of fate there happens to be a cleft in the
huge rock that has been rolled over the mouth of the pit,and
Manijeh lets down water and bread to Bizhan and has the
satisfaction of hearing her lover's voice.

Meanwhile Bizhan's companion and envious friend Gurguin, re-
pents his treachery and after a few days tries to find
Bizhan but his efforts are not successful, because there is
no sign of the summer-tents of the Princess. He returns to
Persia and tries to cover his betrayal with a fantastic lie,
but Bizhan's father sees through it and asks the King to
force him to speak the truth. The King o'rders his execu-
tioner to exhort the truth from the faithless friend.
Gurguin confesses everything under pressure. When the King,
Bizhan's father and the courtiers hear that Bizhan is a
prisoner in Turan, they become very anxious for his life and
safety for they know how Afrasiab hates the Persians. So
they unanimously decide to call Rostam back from his retreat
and ask him to undertake the great task of saving Bizhan.
Rostam who has made a vow to spend the rest of his life in
peace and tranquility, at first hesitates, but when Bizhan's
father describes the horrors that may be falling on Bizhan
and the inherent danger, his national pride overcomes his
love for rest and he promises to help. He Jjourneys to Turan
in the guise of a merchant, taking a caravan of thousand
camels laden with jewels and brocade and other merchandise,
and crosses the border accompanied by a thousand warriors
all disguised as merchants.

The news of the arrival of the caravan and the rare merchan-
dise offered by the Persian merchants travels far and wide
in Turan. Manijeh hearing these tidings rushes to meet the
head of the caravan and find out whether Bizhan's imprison-
ment is known in Persia. Rostam, in the beginning, denies
any knowledge of court news, but noticing Manijeh's great
despair and desolate look, guesses that she is Manijeh the
beloved of Bizhan. Manijeh recounts her sorrowful tale:

For the sake of him has been my fall
From royal state, and bower, and hall,
And hence this pale and haggard face,
This saffron hue thy eye may trace,
Where bud of rose was wont to bloom,
But withered now and gone;

And I must sit in sorrow's gloom
Unsuccoured and alone.

Rostam becomes overwhelmed by emotion when he learns Mani-
jeh's love and devotion to Bizhan, and how the royal maiden
has given up all earthly comforts to share her lover's
destiny. But still he hesitates to reveal his identity. He

sends a broiled chicken for Bizhan and hides his ring in it.
Bizhan overcome by happiness laughs aloud and to Manijeh's
surprised inquiry he answers:

If thou wilt keep my secret
I will tell thee the cause of my Happiness

'What', she cries, 'after all I have gone through for your
sake, you still doubt my fidelity?'

Can I be faithless, then to thee,

The choice of this fond heart of mine?
Why sought I bonds, when I was free,
But to be thine - forever thine?

Thus Bizhan reveals the merchant's identity and tells to
Manijeh that he is Rostam the great warrior of Iran and has
come to save him. Manijeh immediately runs back to Rostam
and informs him of Bizhan's whereabouts. On the path to the
pit Rostam encounters many difficulties and is challéenged by
atrocious demons whose parents and kinsmen he has killed in
the past. Rostam overcomes all the obstacles and saves
Bizhan. Then Rostam enters Afrasiab's palace by night.
Taken by surprise the king flees in dismay and his palace is
plundered by the Persians. The next day assembling a huge
army he marches against Rostam and his thousand warriors.
Rostam kills thousands of Afrasiab's army. Ferdovci's des-
criptions of battle scenes and Rostam's bravery are always
exquisite and masterful. The choice of the words and the
tone of the poems is enough to indicate the fierceness of
the battle and the invincibility of the Persian hero.

In the tempest of battle, disdaining all fear,

With his falchion, his sword, his club and his spear,

How he bound, stabbed, and crushed, and dissevered the foe,
So mighty his arm, and so fatal his blow.

Thus this episode also ends with the victory of the Persians.
Bizhan takes Manijeh to Persia where she is welcomed by all.

Ferdovci tells this love story with extreme tenderness. The
picturesque descriptions of the scenery and the lovers moods
reminds us of the dainty and colorful designs of Persian
paintings. This master of epic verse pours out hundreds of
verses laden with the most delicate and beautiful emotions
that the human heart can feel. The mild, scented breeze
caresses the roses on Manijeh's cheeks and in her disgrace,
with a mellifluous murmur bemoans the fading freshness of
the princess' youth, as she keeps watch at the pit, where
her lover is buried alive.

Yet this desperate love between the two members of the hos-
tile nations does not end in death and desolation as in
Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet. While Juliet's tribe never
accepts Romeo. In Ferdoveci's Bizhan and Manijeh, the love
of the two is portrayed as above and beyond all other human
relations. It transcends the worldly animosities and ac-
quires a divine stature. Bizhan's family, unlike Juliet's,
embrace Manijeh, the daughter of their worst enemy, because
they believe, what love has united hatred should not divide.
This undoubtedly is a lofty approach to true human feelings
and emotions.

We could go on and on citing examples, situations and epi-
sodes showing Ferdovci's masterful portrayal of life and the
universe in general. But we end these comments by stressing
that the plan of the Shah Nameh is laid out on a scale
worthy of its content, and its execution is equally worthy
of its planning and this great Persian epic has to take its
place by the side of the Homeric Iliad and the German Nie-
belungen.

Shah-Keh Agajanian
February, 1956
New York

A graduate of Teheran University In Literature and Philosophy.
Educator, editor and writer in Tran.

M.A. from Columbia University in English Literature. At the
present a student of philosophy.
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