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 INTRODUCTION 
I: RUDAKI’S LIFE AND POETRY 

 
In the tenth century CE, Nasr ibn Ahmad II (r. 914-943), the 
Sāmānid Amir who ruled north-eastern Persia from his capital in 
Bukhārā, had a habit of spending the spring and summer in Herat 
(present-day Afghanistan) away from the heat and dust of his 
capital. One year, he was so charmed by the temperate climate and 
the beautiful maidens of Herat that he failed to return to Bukhārā as 
expected. Many months passed and the Amir showed no sign of 
leaving Herāt. Knowing that the poet Rudaki was one of the Amir’s 
intimates, the courtiers and army captains approached him and 
offered him five thousand dinārs if he could persuade the Amir to 
return to Bukhārā. At their request, Rudaki, who was considered an 
excellent musician as well as a poet, traveled to Herat. There, in the 
Amir’s presence, Rudaki plucked his harp and recited this poem: 
 

Juye-Muliyān’s scent drifts my way, 
As do memories of a kind friend. 
The Āmuy is hard to cross, but its stones 
Feel silken soft beneath our feet. 
Thrilled to see a friend, the Jayhun’s waves 
Leap halfway up our horses’ flanks. 
O Bukhārā, be happy, live long: 
The cheerful Amir is returning to you. 
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The Amir is the moon, Bukhārā, the sky; 
The moon is returning to the sky. 
The Amir is a cypress, Bukhārā, the garden; 
The cypress is returning to the garden. 
 
According to the story, upon hearing the last line of the 

poem, the Amir became so homesick for Bukhārā that he mounted 
his horse without putting on his riding boots and started galloping 
towards Bukhārā. Out of gratitude, Rudaki received twice the 
amount promised to him.1 

Abu ‘Abdollāh Ja‘far ibn Mohammad Rudaki is believed to 
have been born around 880 CE and died around 941 CE. 
Unfortunately, very little has been recorded about his life; much 
that is known must be pieced together from his own poetry. For 
many years, Rudaki enjoyed the patronage of the Sāmānid Amir, 
Nasr ibn Ahmad II and any discussion of Rudaki’s poetry must be 
contextualized within the framework of the court. Rudaki prospered 
at the Amir’s court and at the height of his glory was said to have 
possessed two hundred slaves and needed one hundred camels just 
to carry his luggage.2  
 

However came honor and riches for some, 
For him they came from the house of Sāmān: 
Forty thousand from the Amir of Khorāsān, 
Another five from the Amir of Mākān. (...) 
When my words fell on the Amir’s ears, 
He gave generously, as did the others’. 

 

                                                 
1  This anecdote appears in most of the historical sources on Rudaki.  See A. J. 

Arberry, Classical Persian Literature (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 
1958), pp. 32-33. 

2 Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia, vol. 1 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 456. 
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Apparently, Rudaki had made his way into the Sāmānid 
court before the reign of Nasr II. Proof of this can be found in a 
poem written by Rudaki for Nasr II’s predecessor, Amir Ahmad ibn 
Ismāil (r. 907-914). In the poem, Rudaki is trying to console Ahmad 
after the death of his father, Amir Ismā‘il-ibn Ahmad, who died in 
907. 

 
You who are sad, who suffer, 
Who hide your eyes that flow with tears 
For him, whose name I don’t mention 
For fear of more sorrow and hardship: 
Went what went and came what came, 
Was what was, why grieve in vain? 

  
 Rudaki’s position as the Sāmānid court poet can be 
considered the most significant aspect of his life. Traditionally, the 
court poet, whose function went far beyond that of a mere 
entertainer, was an integral part of the Persian court. Ardeshir 
Bābakān, the founder of the Sāsānian dynasty in the third century, 
considered the poet a “part of government and the means of 
strengthening rulership.”3 
 Other than praising the ruler and his realm, the poet was 
expected to be a source of counsel and moral guidance. As such, a 
poet like Rudaki would have to be well-versed in tradition. He 
would have to be familiar with the body of didactic literature of the 
past and draw upon it when necessary. 
 

Take action. Don’t sit idle for too long, 
Even though your sacks of gold reach the moon. 

 

                                                 
3  Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1987), p. 6. Meisami provides a detailed account of the 
relationship between poet and court from its pre-Islamic origins.  
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 The relationship between poet and patron was one of mutual 
benefit. The poet would glorify his patron, preserving his name and 
reputation. In return, the poet would gain wealth and influence, 
enjoying the luxuries of courtly life. Nizāmi Aruzi describes the 
poet-patron relationship in Chahār Maqāleh (1155-1157), a 
discussion in four discourses of the four influential professions of 
medieval Persia: the civil service, poetry, astrology and medicine. 
“A king cannot dispense with a good poet, who shall conduce to the 
immortality of his name, and shall record his fame in diwāns and 
books,” writes Aruzi. “For when the king receives that command 
which none can escape (death), no trace will remain of his army, his 
treasure, and his store; but his name will endure forever by reason 
of the poet’s verse.”4 
 

Praise the Amir. May the whole world praise him. 
Beauty, virtue and order spring from him. 

 
 As the center of court life, the Amir enjoyed total devotion 
from the poet who would praise his strength and valor. 
 

On the day of battle, of hate, of bravery, 
If you see him clad in helmet and armor, 
He will make an elephant seem small, 
Even a drunk, roaring elephant. 

 
 We can see the influence of the court’s culture and 
sensibilities even in Rudaki’s love poems. The lover’s 
unconditional devotion to his beloved parallels the loyal service 
expected of the poet or courtier. 
 

If I’m not unlucky, how did I get involved 

                                                 
4  As quoted in Meisami, p. 10. 
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With this quick-to-anger woman of easy virtue? 
She likes it if I’m thrown to the lions. 
I can’t stand it if a fly sits on her. 
She tortures me. But my love for her 
And loyalty to her never leave my heart. 
 

In another poem he writes: 
 
If only you’d place one foot upon this ground, 
I’d make a thousand prostrations to its dust. 

 
 Many of the images in Rudaki’s love poems have become 
staples of Persian poetry: the moon as the beautiful face of the 
beloved, the narcissi as eyes with which to see the beloved, the tulip 
as the cheeks of the beloved, and the agate as a tear of blood shed 
because of heartache. 
 

You’ve stolen color and scent from the rose: 
Color for your cheeks, scent for your hair. 
The stream turns rose-colored when you wash your face. 
The street smells of musk when you let down your hair. 

  
 The relationship between poet and patron, however, was a 
precarious one. When addressing the patron, whether praising or 
giving advice, the poet had to be careful not to offend. Offending 
the ruler could be costly to the poet who could easily lose his 
livelihood and quite possibly his life. The poet’s position at court 
was also influenced by the internal politics and power struggles 
within the court. Rudaki’s fortune was to a large extent dependent 
on the support of his main benefactor, Abolfazl Mohammad ibn 
Abdollāh Bal‘ami, the vizier to Amir Nasr ibn Ahmad II. Bal‘ami, 
who was one of the central figures in the Sāmānid court, has been 
credited, to a large extent, with the blossoming of Persian literature 
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in the tenth century. As the Amir’s vizier from 922 to 938, he drew 
literary talent to the Sāmānid court by commissioning works of 
literature and offering lavish rewards to poets. 
 Bal‘ami considered Rudaki to be unrivaled among both 
Persian and Arab poets. He commissioned Rudaki to translate the 
Kalila va Dimna, the collection of Indian “Bidpai” fables into 
Persian from an Arabic translation of the Pahlavi translation of the 
Sanskrit original. Unfortunately, no more than a few couplets have 
survived from Rudaki’s translation.5 
 Rudaki’s fortune took a turn for the worse with the death of 
Bal‘ami in 937. Soon after, Rudaki fell out of favor with the Amir 
and was expelled from court. This traumatic event in Rudaki’s life 
was followed by the death of the poet Shahid Balkhi, a close friend 
of Rudaki who had also enjoyed the patronage of the Sāmānid 
court. In a moving elegy on the death of Balkhi, one can sense 
Rudaki’s anguish at his own situation: 
 

Shahid’s caravan has left before ours. 
Believe me, ours will also leave. 
Count the eyes, there is one pair less, 
Measure the wisdom, thousands less. 
Reap all that enriches your soul  
Before death comes to bind your legs. 

   
 With his connection to the court severed, Rudaki spent the 
rest of his life in poverty and died a blind and desolate man in 941. 
In the poems written towards the end of his life, he complains about 
his miserable condition and his sad predicament. 
 

My teeth are all worn down and falling out. 

                                                 
5  For a discussion of the role of Bal‘ami as Rudaki’s patron, see Zabihollæh 

Safæ, Tārikh-e Adabiyāt dar Iran vol. 1 (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1977), pp. 376-
381. 
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They weren’t just teeth, they were as bright light. 
 
 He reminisces about his youth, health, strength and vitality, 
and mourns their loss: 
 

My dark-haired beauty, you can’t possibly know, 
What shape I was in a long time ago! 
You can caress your lover with your curls, 
But never saw him with curls of his own. 

 
Finally, he resigns himself to his pitiable state: 
 

But times have changed, so have I. Bring me my staff. 
It’s time for the cane and the beggar’s purse. 

 
 In one sad example, he seems to long for the days of 
comfort and luxury at court and helplessly asks for an explanation 
for his sudden change of fortune: 

 
I was always intoxicated in this house. 
Like the Amir and nobles, my place was secure. 
Now, I am the same, the house and town are the same. 
Then tell me, how has happiness turned to sorrow? 

  
 Rudaki was thought to have been blind from birth, but most 
scholars agree that he was not born blind but lost his sight later in 
life. The physical descriptions of shapes and colors in Rudaki’s 
poetry make it highly unlikely that he was blind from birth. The 
imagery and the vivid depiction of nature in his poetry suggest that 
it is the work of someone who had a visual experience of the world. 
In one poem he compares a curl of his beloved’s hair to a letter of 
the alphabet, and the mole on her cheek to the dot of that letter. 
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Who curled your hair into a “j”? 
He who made your mole the dot of the “j”. 
And your mouth is so small, as if someone 
Has split a pomegranate seedlet in half. 

  
 In another poem, he not only describes a particular bird, he 
actually uses the verb “to see.” 
 

I saw a hoopoe near Sarakhs 
Whose little song reached the clouds. 
She was wearing a little cloak 
Of many different colors. 

  
 Rudaki borrows most of his imagery from the physical 
world. He treats nature as if it is a person and superimposes human 
characteristics on it, which often results in dynamic portraits: 
 

The mighty heavens have fielded an army: 
An army of dark clouds led by the zephyr, 
Lightning its artillery, thunder its drummer. 
I have seen a thousand armies, never so fierce. 

 
 A cloud that rains becomes a broken-hearted man, and the 
sun hidden behind clouds becomes a prisoner avoiding the guard: 
 

Look at that cloud, how it cries like a grieving man, 
Thunder moans like a lover with a broken heart. 
Now and then the sun peeks from behind the clouds 
Like a prisoner hiding from the guard. 

 
 Even wine is alive with human characteristics. Rudaki 
describes the “emotions” of the crushed grape inside a cask: 
 



Introduction 

 

9 

But when aware of what has happened,  
It will froth. It will moan from heartache, 
Sink to the bottom with sadness, 
Boil to the surface with sorrow. 
 
Rudaki’s poetry also resonates with references to a pre-

Islamic orientation towards life. By the tenth century, although 
Islam had become deeply entrenched, the Persians still identified 
with a deep-rooted Zoroastrian past. One dominant theme in pre-
Islamic Persian literature is andarz, moralizing and ethical 
teachings, admonitions and advice for proper behavior in both the 
private and public spheres of life. In andarz texts, a central concept 
is that of moderation, and man is urged to assume his proper place 
in cultured society by acquiring good manners and good speech.6  

 
People aren’t required to be generous and kind, 
But they are required to be thankful for grace. 
My lord bestows much that isn’t required of him. 
How can I neglect what is required of me? 

 
One must work hard and avoid laziness, falsehood and 

injustice; and must act virtuously by being honest, generous and 
kind. Rudaki invokes this pre-Islamic Zoroastrian ethos when 
describing the qualities of his patron. 

 
With hand and tongue he spreads gold and pearls. 
Not in vain, has his name spread through the world. 
He planted the branch of kindness in our hearts. 
It’s no joke that he has turned his back on wealth. 

 

                                                 
6 For a concise discussion of andarz, see Z. Safā, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, 

under Andarz. ii. Andarz literature in new Persian. 
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Much of Rudaki’s poetry is devoted to moral exhortation 
and is loaded with references to Zoroastrian culture and ancient 
Iranian themes, rather than Islamic and Semitic ones. 

 
It’s a puzzle, describing his grace and will: 
He is the Avestā in wisdom, the Zand in essence. (...) 
His essence is the Vahi-nāmeh to Kasrā. 
His ways have filled the Pand-nāmeh with guidance. 
The essence of this king is the real Pand-nāmeh, 
So that fortune itself can take counsel from him.7 

 
 The absence of Islamic references in Rudaki’s work and his 
preoccupation with pre-Islamic Iranian themes provide an important 
clue regarding his orientation toward Persian culture. In fact, there 
are several instances in Rudaki’s poetry where he all but dismisses 
the conventions of religious practices and Islamic life. Usually, such 
references are shrouded, as in a poem where he puts love before 
religion. 
 

What use is facing the House of God, when the heart 
Faces Bukhārā and the beauties of Tarāz? 
God will accept your devotion to love, 
But he will not accept your prayers. 

 
 In other poems, he talks openly about drinking wine and 
getting drunk, disregarding Islam’s insistence on abstention. It must 
be noted that unlike later Persian poetry where wine and 
drunkenness take on mystical connotations and can be interpreted as 

                                                 
7  Here, Rudaki is evoking Zoroastrian virtues as laid out in pre-Islamic sacred 

texts. The Avestā is the sacred writings of Zoroastrianism and the Zand is the 
interpretation of the Avestā. The Vahi-nāmeh (Letter of Revelation) and the 
Pand-nāmeh (Letter of Guidance) are pre-Islamic moral injunctions. 



Introduction 

 

11 

divine intoxication, for Rudaki, wine meant nothing more than 
wine, and drunkenness meant nothing more than being drunk. 

 
Now we are drunk, so let’s drink wine. 
Let’s drink from the hands of beauties. 
They call us crazy and senseless. 
We are not crazy. We are drunk. 

  
 Perhaps one of the most telling examples of Rudaki’s 
disregard for Islamic conventions is the poem in which he consoles 
the Amir for the death of his father. Interestingly, there is no 
mention of religion in this poem. Rudaki’s remedy for the Amir’s 
grief is to drink wine. 
 

To break the siege of sorrow on your heart 
It is better to fetch the wine and drink. 
Out of great disasters, there will appear 
Virtue and grace and nobility. 

 
 Note that in the last couplet, Rudaki returns to some of the 
pre-Islamic andarz themes and emphasizes what he considers to be 
the hallmarks of Persian identity, namely virtue and honor. 
 Rudaki was also an innovator of poetic form. Aside from 
writing in forms inherited from Arabic poetry, namely the qasida 
and the qit‘a, he is thought to be the first poet to have written in the 
rubā‘i (pl. ruba‘iyāt) form. The rubā‘i is a quatrain (two couplets), 
which usually contains a succinct meditation on love. There is a 
historical anecdote associated with Rudaki’s “discovery” of the 
rubā‘i. As the story goes, while Rudaki was taking a stroll through 
the streets of Bukhārā, he came across a group of children at play. 
They were rolling walnuts on the ground and singing a childhood 
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jingle. The jingle caught Rudaki’s ear who later wrote a poem in the 
same meter. The rest, as they say, is history.8 
 

When you find me dead, my lips apart,  
A shell empty of life, worn out by want, 
Sit by my bedside and say, with charm: 
“It is I who killed you, I regret it now.” 

  
By most accounts, Rudaki was a prolific poet. He has been 

said to have composed 1,300,000 couplets.9 Even if we take this 
number to be a gross exaggeration, his poetic output was 
undoubtedly much more than has survived to this day. The loss of 
much of Rudaki’s poetry, who holds such a prominent position in 
the history of Persian literature, is puzzling. Jan Rypka attributes the 
loss of Rudaki’s work to the nature of the poetry itself. “His verse is 
adorned by a simplicity which the completely antithetical taste of 
the periods of mannerism that followed were incapable of 
comprehending,” proposes Rypka. “Since Rudaki had nothing to 
offer to satisfy the increasing demands of a literary taste intent on 
artificiality, the divān [collected poems] was lost.”10  
 The poems that have survived have been preserved in the 
works of others, like Mohammad ‘Aufi’s thirteenth century 
anthology of poetry, Lobāb al-Albāb (Quintessence of Hearts), 
which is one of the earliest sources in which we find Rudaki’s 
poetry; Nizāmi Aruzi’s twelfth century Chahār Maqāla (Four 

                                                 
8  Ja‘far Sho‘ār and Hasan Anvari, Gozideh-ye ash‘ar-e Rudaki (Tehran: Nashr-e 

‘Elm, 1994), p. 171. For a discussion on the origins of the ruba’i see Shafi‘i-
Kadkani,  Musiqi-e she‘r (Tehran: Enteshārāt-e Āgāh, 1989), pp. 467-478. 
Also see Elwell-Sutton, “The ‘rubā’i’ in early Persian literature,” in The 
Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 4, ed. R. N. Frye (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1975), pp. 633-658. 

9 Arberry, pp. 33-34. 
10 Jan Rypka, History of Iranian Literature (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel, 

1968), pp. 144-145. 
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Discourses); and Asadi’s eleventh century Persian dictionary 
Loghāt-e Fors (Persian Words).11 

 
 

II. ON TRANSLATING THE POETRY OF RUDAKI 
 
I faced several obstacles while translating Rudaki’s poetry into 
English. My first priority in translating Rudaki has been to convey 
the meaning of his poems. Even when certain liberties had to be 
taken in order to bring my English lines to life, they have never 
been at the expense of the overall meaning of the poem. A 
translation that in any way alters the sense of the original poem 
ceases to be a translation altogether and becomes nothing more than 
an imitation. 
 Regarding its form, the most important outward features of 
Persian poetry are its quantitative prosody (measurement of 
syllables according to length) and its rhyme. The translator who 
tries to carry the forms of the Persian poem over into English is 
faced with monumental difficulties. The basic structure of English 
poetry is accentual, relying on stress rather than the length of 
syllables. When translating a classical Persian poem into English, if 
the translator insists on presenting the Persian poem to the English 
reader within the framework of Persian metrics, the result can be a 
clumsy poem sounding forced and unnatural. 
 Trying to bring the rhyme scheme from Persian over into 
English presents a similar problem. Persian poetry allows a liberal 
manipulation of language in order to satisfy its poetical forms. It is 
not unusual to find lengthy poems that use the same rhyme 
throughout. For example, we find in Rudaki’s work a poem like 
“The mother of wine,” in which each of the poem’s 94 couplets end 

                                                 
11 Arberry, p. 101. 
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in the same rhyme. In the poem “What my soul was like,” 34 
couplets not only end in the same rhyme but in the same word. 
 My decision to translate Rudaki’s poems into couplets stems 
from the outward form of classical Persian poetry. The unit of the 
Persian poem is a bayt or distich, which is divided into two misrā’ 
or semi-distichs. The two semi-distichs are of equal weight (they 
have the same number of feet). They are mirror images of each 
other and the same thought usually runs through both. I find this 
balance and symmetry to be an important aspect of Persian poetry, 
which I have tried to reflect in my translations. I have presented 
each distich as a couplet in which I have tried to maintain symmetry 
in both lines. 
 

You can caress your lover with your curls,  
But never saw him with curls of his own. 
The days are past when his skin was silken-soft. 
The days are past when his hair was raven-dark. 
Beauty and charm were once his darling guests, 
Guests who will not come back, nonetheless. 

 
 Another consideration of form can be seen in the language I 
have used for my translations. The language in Rudaki’s poems is 
relatively simple, free of the ornamentation we find in later Persian 
poetry. To a large extent, the beauty of Rudaki’s poetry lies in its 
simplicity. I have, therefore, tried to avoid using inflated English, 
which would alter the stylistic substance of the original. 
 

Day raises its banner in your name. 
The crescent moon is like your cup. 
Destiny imitates your strong will. 
Your charity is daily bread for all. 
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The translator of Persian poetry is faced with a variety of 
choices he will inevitably have to make in the English renderings. 
In particular, the nuances of a language such as punctuation, 
pronouns, articles, prepositions and gender, that are often absent 
from the Persian, must be inserted into the English translation if it is 
to make any sense.  
 The problem of punctuation can be relatively 
straightforward. In the original Persian, punctuation is inferred by 
the context, making a close and accurate reading essential. 
Translating pronouns, however, can be a delicate business, which 
often requires an active choice on the part of the translator. Persian 
pronouns lack gender, something that often needs to be added to the 
English translation. Once again, the translator must make a decision 
based on the context in order to attribute gender to the English 
pronouns. Granted, in many cases, the gender is quite evident; 
“Turks with pomegranate breasts,” are undoubtedly female. 
 But designating gender to pronouns is not always as 
obvious. In classical Persian poetry, it is not uncommon for young 
boys to be the objects of amorous discourse. Furthermore, at times 
it is unclear whether the poet is talking about himself or his 
beloved. In the following couplet by Rudaki, the pronoun in the first 
line is pivotal to the meaning: 
 

Beauty and charm were once his darling guests, 
Guests who will not come back, nevertheless. 

 
 The problem is exacerbated when Rudaki refers to himself 
in the first person in one couplet and in the third person in the next 
couplet: 
 

My dark-haired beauty, you can’t possibly know, 
What shape I was in a long time ago! 
You can caress your lover with your curls, 
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But never saw him with curls of his own. 
  
 Articles and prepositions present a different kind of 
difficulty for the translator of Persian poetry. Here, the problem 
isn’t the translatability of [missing] articles and prepositions but 
their effect on the English line. Inserting articles and prepositions 
into the English translation inflates the line, destroying the distilled 
character and conciseness of the original. I have made a consistent 
effort to avoid, as much as possible, inflating my lines with articles 
and prepositions. Rolfe Humphries faced a similar problem when 
translating from the Latin. “Latin does not have to use all those 
miserable little space-taking pronouns, articles, prepositions — he, 
she, it, the, an, a, of, to,” complains Humphries, “words that, before 
you know it, creep in, like the termites they are, to eat away the 
whole fabric of the line.”12  
 One dilemma facing the translator is whether or not to 
clarify something in the translation that is vague in the original. 
Should you impose clarity on the translation for the sake of the 
reader or should you leave it vague, the way you found it? I have 
tried to present Rudaki’s poems with as little embellishment, 
explanation or elaboration as possible. For the most part, wherever 
there has been imagery that would make sense to the Persian reader 
but perhaps not to an English reader, I have allowed the poem to 
stand on its own without artificial support. The imagery usually 
becomes apparent through the context of the poem. 
 

How can I sew my gaze shut? To see my love 
Only narcissi grow on my grave, not weeds. 

  

                                                 
12  Rolfe Humphries, “Latin and English verse — some practical considerations,” 

in On Translation, ed. R. A. Brower (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1959), p. 61. 
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 In Persian poetry, narcissi represent eyes with which to see 
the beloved. I think the imagery comes across without the need for 
any elaboration on my part. Wherever the need has arisen for some 
kind of elaboration for the imagery to make sense, I have tried to 
keep my additions to a minimum. 
 

I want to stroke your amber-scented hair, 
Paint with kisses the jasmine petals of your face. 

  
 The “face” at the end of the couplet is my addition. The 
Persian reader has no problem identifying “jasmine petals” as the 
soft, pale cheeks of the beloved, but the English reader, faced with 
the line: “Paint with kisses your jasmine petals,” might have 
difficulty deciphering the imagery from the context of the poem.  
 In other cases, the original is vague in the sense that it lends 
itself to different interpretations. In such poems, I have tried to stick 
to the original as much as possible, maintaining the ambiguity of the 
original to allow for the possibility of different readings. Consider 
the following couplet: 
 

Stop, like a period. Because the lord 
Has struck your name from the book of speech. 

  
 This couplet is open to two interpretations centered around 
“the lord” and “the book of speech.” The word “Lord,” (capitalized) 
would imply God. The “lord” (not capitalized) can be understood as 
“god” or as “ruler.” Hence, if “lord” is read as “god,” the line is 
understood as: “god has removed you from the world.” If, on the 
other hand, “lord” is read as “ruler,” the line is understood as: “the 
Amir has erased your name from the court divān (thrown you out of 
court).” 
 In another poem, Rudaki writes: 
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My eyes are a sea. The fire in my heart roars. 
How can the pupil survive between sea and fire? 

  
 Here, once again, I have tried to maintain the ambiguity of 
the original, which makes the couplet open to different 
interpretations. The second line should be vague enough so that “the 
pupil” can be interpreted as a person (the poet himself), or the pupil 
of the eye. 
 When translating a work that is culturally and 
chronologically removed from our own, every twist and turn in the 
translator’s road reveals new and unexpected obstacles. Should we 
attempt to translate every feature peculiar to the space and time of 
the work that is being translated? In tenth-century Bukhārā, the 
prevalent monetary unit was the dirham. Should dirhams be 
translated as dollars or cents (or pounds or shillings) for the English 
reader? William Arrowsmith faced a similar conundrum while 
translating from the ancient Greek. “How do we translate a currency 
made of talents, minas, drachmas and obols?” he wondered.13  
 In order to maintain the exotic feel of a poem written over a 
thousand years ago in a foreign land with a different culture, some 
aspects of the original poem need to be transferred into the English, 
not translated. To translate dirhems into dollars, for example, would 
take away from the alien and alluring qualities of the poem. The key 
is to transfer the poem, along with its social, cultural and historical 
context, into English. Tenth-century Bukhārā, must never become 
twentieth-century New York, just to make things more familiar for 
the reader. To translate such cultural and historical nuances as the 
currency, is to translate too much. This would only hinder the 
translation by distancing the original poem from its context. Hence, 
dirhams are left as dirhams. 

                                                 
13  Arrowsmith, “The lively conventions,” in Craft and Context of Translation, 

ed. W. Arrowsmith and R. Shattuck (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 
1971), pp. 122-123. 
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When he found Turks with pomegranate breasts, 
He appraised and counted out the dirhams. 

  
 The exotic nature of this poem stems from the fact that it is 
set in medieval Bukhārā, a place where slaves and concubines are 
part of the social tapestry. Rudaki is choosing a slave girl for his 
evening pleasure in tenth century Bukhārā. He is not soliciting a 
prostitute in Times Square in 2008. Arrowsmith also tries to avoid 
such over-translating. “[Italian] Lire may be more familiar to 
modern ears,” he writes, “but a little shaping and emphasis by the 
translator, even an intruded gloss where required, will make of 
drachmas and obols a perfectly acceptable convention.”14  
 A similar problem is posed by proper names, which 
Humphries considers to be stumbling blocks for the translator. 
“Should we bring over the name of every single ... river and 
mountain?” he asks. The question is a valid one, especially when 
many geographical names have an equivalent modern name which 
the reader can immediately identify. “Some names, whether of 
place or person,” contends Humphries, “mean nothing to us in 
illusion or connotation, and one of our obligations to the original 
author is not to bore his audience.”15  
 The poem “Juye-Muliyān,” offers an interesting case. In 
consecutive couplets, Rudaki mentions the Āmuy and the Jayhun, 
rivers that the Amir must cross on his way to Bukhārā. In fact, the 
Āmuy (or Āmu Daryā) and the Jayhun are the Persian and Arabic 
names, respectively, of the same river in Central Asia: the Oxus. 
My initial impulse was to substitute the Oxus for the other names. 
After all, the Oxus is more readily identifiable by the western 
reader, whereas the mention of the Āmuy or the Jayhun would send 
one scrambling for an atlas of Central Asia. 
                                                 
14  Ibid., pp. 124-125. 
15  Humphries, “Latin and English verse,” in On Translation, p. 63. 
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 The dilemma arises, not in the actual choice of the river’s 
name, but the fact that Rudaki uses two different names for the 
same river. Since this is one of Rudaki’s best known and most 
often-translated poems, we have several examples to consider. 
Arberry chooses to use Oxus in both couplets: 
 

The sands of Oxus, toilsome though they be,  
Beneath my feet were soft as silk to me. 
Glad at the friend’s return, the Oxus deep 
Up to our girths in laughing waves shall leap.16  

  
 Jackson opts for a different method. He changes Āmuy to 
Oxus but leaves the Jayhun as is: 

 
The sandy road by Oxus’ banks, that rugged way, 
Silk-soft beneath my feet to me appears to-day: 
And Jihun’s waves, for very joy at their friend’s face, 
Rise to our waists in blithesome mood with fond embrace.17 

 
 Rudaki himself decided to use two different names, Arabic 
and Persian, for the same river. Since the two words, “Āmuy” and 
“Jayhun,” are metrically identical, we know Rudaki did not use 
different names in different lines merely to satisfy the meter. Some 
thousand odd years later, we can only speculate as to why he chose 
two different names for the same river. Hence, in my translation, I 
have decided to maintain the two different names as they appear in 
the original. 
 

The Āmuy is hard to cross, but its stones 
Feel silken soft beneath our feet. 

                                                 
16  Arberry, p. 33. 
17  A. V. Williams Jackson, Early Persian Poetry: From the Beginnings Down to 

the Times of Firdausi (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1920) p. 36. 
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Thrilled to see a friend, the Jayhun’s waves 
Leap halfway up our horses’ flanks. 

  
 I feel that a quick reference to the notes by the reader is not 
too much trouble for the worth of maintaining the names chosen by 
Rudaki himself. 
 Translating Persian months into English is yet another 
troublesome feature. The Persian calendar is seasonal, based on the 
natural cycles of nature. The Persian New Year takes place on the 
first of Farvardin, the first day of the first month of the Persian 
calendar. The first of Farvardin falls on the first day of spring, the 
vernal equinox, which roughly corresponds to the 20th or 21st of 
March. The first of Tir is the first day of summer; the first of Mehr 
is the first day of autumn; and the first day of Day is the first day of 
winter. To look at it another way, each month of the Persian 
calendar corresponds exactly to a sign of the zodiac. 
 The Persian months and their approximate equivalent dates 
in English are as follows: 
 

Farvardin:   March 21 — April 20     
Ordibehesht:   April 21 — May 21     
Khordād:  May 22 — June 21     
Tir:   June 22 — July 23    
Mordād:  July 24 — August 23    
Shahrivar:  August 24 — September 23   
Mehr:   September 24 — October 23   
Ābān:   October 24 — November 22   
Āzar:   November 23 — December 22  
Day:   December 23 — January 20   
Bahman:  January 21 — February 19   
Esfand:  February 20 — March 20 
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 Each Persian month can be presented to the English reader 
in three different ways. One option is simply to approximate the 
English equivalent of its Persian month. For example, Farvardin, 
the first month of spring, can be approximated as April since almost 
two-thirds of Farvardin falls in April. Āzar, the last month of 
autumn, can be translated as November since most of the last month 
of autumn falls in November.  
 This option poses several problems. Rudaki, as a poet of 
nature, was fond of using the imagery of the natural world. Much of 
his poetry resonates with his concern for the natural cycle of things: 
life, death, aging, the seasons. Very often, he uses months in order 
to place his poems within the proper cyclical framework of nature. 
When he mentions Āzar, the last month of autumn, not only is he 
mentioning the end of autumn, but he is hinting at the start of 
winter. The problem with translating a month like Āzar, which runs 
approximately from November 23rd to December 22nd, is that 
neither November nor December can adequately convey Āzar. 
November is at least twenty days away from the end of autumn and 
December, already loaded with winter’s baggage, conjures a 
completely different feeling. 
 A second option is to translate the Persian months according 
to their corresponding seasons. The obvious problem here is that 
three months correspond to each season; for example, Mehr, Ābān 
and Āzar, can all be translated as “autumn.” When a specific month 
is translated as an entire season, the translation is diluted, presenting 
something as general where the original is specific. The seasonal 
approach to translating the names of months would need an 
additional qualifier (a part of the season: beginning, middle or end) 
if it is to represent a specific month. Āzar, for example, represents 
“late autumn.” 
 A third option is simply to use the Persian names of the 
months in the English translation. For the reader who does not know 
what the Persian name of each month signifies, each time the name 
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of a Persian month is used it must be accompanied by a note of 
explanation.  
 As with all other self-imposed guidelines in translating, it 
quickly becomes evident that it is impossible to stick to one 
particular method, because much of translation is dictated by the 
context of the original. In translating Persian months into English, I 
have used all three options outlined above, depending on the 
context in which the Persian months were used. 
 In “The mother of wine,” referring to grapes ripening on the 
vine, Rudaki writes that a baby (grape) must drink the mother’s 
milk (ripen on the vine) for seven months, from the beginning of 
Ordibehesht until the end of Ābān. Ordibehesht and Ābān are the 
second and eighth months, respectively, of the Persian calendar. His 
use of Ordibehesht and Ābān are primarily to indicate a span of 
time, the seven non-winter months it takes for the grapes to ripen. 
Therefore, I didn’t find it necessary to make direct references to the 
specific months. 
 

But it isn’t fair to separate 
A baby from its mother’s breast, 
Before it has suckled for seven months, 
From early spring until late fall. 

  
 Similarly, in “Winter’s breath,” I have translated “Day” as 
“winter” because the main function of “Day” in the poem is to 
conjure a cold winter wind that is blowing on the field: 

 
This grass field, tinged by winter’s breath 
Like the tails of tigers and wolves, 
 

 However, in “Mehregān,” a poem about the Persian 
celebration of autumn, I have kept “Āzar,” the last month of 
autumn, as it appears in the Persian original. In this poem, Āzar is 
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used for a more specific purpose than the examples noted above. It 
conveys the end of autumn and the beginning of winter. In a poem 
about Mehregān, which was originally a Zoroastrian celebration, 
specific months and their places within the seasons assume a more 
distinguishing role. Replacing Āzar with autumn would, in my 
opinion, dilute the line. 
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Elegies 
 
On the death of the Amir’s father 
 
You who are sad, who suffer, 
Who hide your eyes that flow with tears 
For him, whose name I don’t mention 
For fear of more sorrow and hardship: 
Went what went and came what came, 
Was what was, why grieve in vain? 
You want to give harmony to the world? 
The world will not accept harmony from you.  
Don’t complain, it doesn’t heed complaints. 
Stop wailing, it doesn’t hear you wail. 
Even if you wail until the day of reckoning, 
How can wailing bring back the one who is gone? 
You will see more torment from this wheel 
If you are tormented at every turn. 
It’s as if disasters have been assigned 
To whomever you give your heart. 
There are no clouds, there’s no eclipse, 
But the moon is covered, the earth is dark. 
Accept it or not, I am sorry to say 
You will not be able to conquer yourself. 
To break the siege of sorrow on your heart 
It is better to fetch the wine, and drink. 
Out of great disasters, there will appear 
Virtue and grace and nobility.1  

                                                 
1 This poem was written for the Sāmānid Amir Ahmad ibn Ismā‘il (r. 907-914) 

on the death of his father, Amir Ismā‘il-ibn Ahmad (d. 907). 
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  ی و سزاواری آن آه غمگنیا

  ی باریوندر نهان سرشك هم
  از بهر آن آجا ببرم نامش

  یترسم ز سخت انده و دشوار
  رفت آن آه رفت و آمد آنك آمد

  یدار ره چه غميبود آن آه بود، خ
   رایتي گیهموار آرد خواه

  یرد همواريذ پیست، آ ایتيگ
  ید او مستونش مكن، آه نیمست
  ینشنود او زار مكن، آه یزار

   آنید زاريامت آيشو، تا ق
  ؟ی بازآری رفته را به زاریآ

  ینين گردون بيش زيآزار ب
  یازاريگر تو بهر بهانه ب

   اويیگماشتست بلا: يیگو
  یبر هر آه تو دل برو بگمار

  ی نی و آسوفید ني پدیابر
  یبگرفت ماه و گشت جهان تار

   ترسمیا نكني و یفرمان آن
  ی بارین ظفر ندهشتيبر خو
   سپاه غمان بر دلیتا بشكن

  ی و بگساریاري بیآن به آه م
  د آرندي سخت پدیاندر بلا

  ی و سالاریفضل و بزرگ مرد
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The death of Morādi 
  
Morādi has died, but is not really dead. 
Such a great man’s death is not trivial.2 
His precious life he returned to his father, 
His dark body entrusted to his mother. 
What belonged to the angels has gone with them. 
The man you say has died has just begun to live. 
He was no hay to blow away in the wind. 
He was no water to freeze in the cold. 
He was no comb to be broken by hair. 
He was no seed to be crushed by the earth. 
He was a golden treasure in this world, 
Both worlds were worth a grain of barley, to him. 
His earthen shell was cast back into the earth. 
His soul and wisdom rose to the heavens. 
The second life, of which people don’t know, 
He polished and entrusted to God. 
He was clear wine mixed with sediment, 
Which settled while he rose to the top. 
They all take the trip together, my dear, 
The Marvazi, Rāzi, Rumi and Kurd.3 
In the end, each returns to his own home. 
How could satin be equal to rough cloth? 
Stop, like a period. Because the lord 
Has struck your name from the book of speech. 

                                                 
2 Abol Hasan Mohammad ibn Mohammad Morādi was a poet who lived during 

the same time as Rudaki. Very little remains of his works. 
3 Marvazi, Rāzi, Rumi and Kurd are the inhabitants of Marv, Ray, Rum (in 

Turkey) and Kurdistan, respectively. 
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  ، نه همانا آه مردیمرد مراد
  ست خرديمرگ چنان خواجه نه آار

   به پدر باز دادیجان گرام
  ره به مادر سپرديآالبد ت

  باز رفت یآن ملك با ملك
  بمرد: يیزنده آنون شد آه تو گو

  دي پریآاه نبد او آه به باد
  آب نبد او آه به سرما فسرد

   شكستيیشانه نبود او آه به مو
  نش فشرديدانه نبود او آه زم

  ن خاآداني بود دریگنج زر
  شمرد ی میآو دو جهان را به جو

   فگندی خاآی سویقالب خاآ
   سماوات بردیجان و خرد سو

  ان دوم را آه ندانند خلقج
   آرد و به جانان سپردیا مصقله

  یخته با درد ميصاف بد آم
  بر سر خم رفت و جدا شد زدرد

  زي عزیدر سفر افتند به هم، ا
   و آردی و رومی و رازیمروز
  یكيخود باز رود هر ء خانه

   بردی باشد همتایاطلس آ
  را ملكيط، اقخامش آن چون ن

  گفتن ستردنام تو از دفتر 
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Shahid’s Caravan 
 
Shahid’s caravan left before ours.4 
Believe me, ours will also leave. 
Count the eyes, there is one pair less, 
Measure the wisdom, thousands less. 
Reap all that enriches your soul 
Before death comes to bind your legs. 
...........................5 
All you have struggled to find, 
You must not lose easily. 
Profit turns friend into stranger. 
Pay him less to ward off that day. 
........................... 
No wolf is as fierce as a lion. 
The sparrow’s cry does not reach the hawk. 
 

                                                 
4 This poem is an elegy for the poet Shahid Balkhi (d. 940), a friend and 

contemporary of Rudaki who also enjoyed the patronage of the Sāmānid Amir, 
Nasr ibn Ahmad. 

5 The breaks indicate fragments missing from the poem. 
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  شيد رفت از پيآاروان شه
  شياند یر و ميو آن ما رفته گ

  ك تن آمياز شمار دو چشم 
  شيوز شمار خرد هزاران ب

  یش ازو بربايتوشهء جان خو
  شي آگیدت مرگ پايش آايپ

.................................  
  له ذش و بيافتيآن چه با رنج 

  شي از گزافه مدیتو به آسان
   سودیدد از پگانه گريش بيخو

  شي آن روز مزد آمتر دیخواه
.................................  

  ري رسد صلابت شیگرگ را آ
  شيب شخي رسد نهیباز را آ
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Panegyric poems 
 
The mother of wine 
 
You must sacrifice the mother of wine, 
Take away and imprison her child. 
But you cannot take away her child 
Before crushing her and taking her life. 
It is not just to separate  
A baby from its mother’s breast, 
Before it has suckled for seven months, 
From early spring until late fall.6 
Then, in all fairness, it is just 
To imprison the child, kill the mother. 
Once securely locked away, the child 
Roams, confused for seven days and nights. 
When it realizes what has happened, 
It will froth. It will moan from heartache, 
Sink to the bottom with sadness, 
Boil to the surface in sorrow. 
To purify gold you must boil it 
In fire, but it will not boil from sorrow. 
A camel drunk with rage 
Foams at the mouth, throws its rider. 
The guard will wipe away the froth, 
Remove the darkness, reveal its brilliance. 
Finally, when it has stopped struggling,  
The guard will secure the lid. 

                                                 
6 Ordibehesht and Ābān are the second and eighth months, respectively, of the 

Persian calendar. 
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  د قرباني را بكرد بایمادر م
   او را گرفت و آرد به زندانۀبچ
  ی او را ازو گرفت ندانۀبچ

   جانی نخست و زو نكشیبتاش نكو
  جز آه نباشد حلال دور بكردن

  ر مادر و پستاني آوچك ز شۀبچ
  یر هفت مه به تماميتا نخورد ش
  بهشت تا بن آبانياز سر ارد
  دن و ره داي دید ز رويآنگه شا

  بچه به زندان تنگ و مادر قربان
   او راۀ به حبس بچیچون بسپار

  رانيره ماند و حيهفت شباروز خ
  نديد به هوش و حال ببيباز چو آ

  جوش بر آرد، بنالد از دل سوزان
  ر گردد از غم و گه بازيگاه زبر ز

   هم چنان زانده جوشان،ر زبريز
   پالودیزر بر آتش آجا بخواه

   ز غم نجوشد چندانكنيجوشد، ل
   آه بود مستیباز به آردار اشتر

  طانسلد نارآفك بر آرد ز خشم و
  رديهاش پاك بگ مرد حرس آفك

  ش و گردد رخشانير گيتا بشود ت
  زيرد و نچخد تيآخر آارام گ

  درش آند استوار مرد نگهبان
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When completely calmed and clear, 
It becomes red like a ruby, like coral, 
Red like a carnelian from Yemen, 
Or a precious ring from Badakhshān.7 
If you smell it you would say it is a rose 
Scented with ambergris, myrobalan and musk. 
Inside the jar it will ferment 
Until mid-April, early spring.8 
Remove the lid at midnight, 
You will see a burning sun. 
And when you see it in a glass, you will say  
Moses, son of Amram, holds a gem in hand. 
The miser becomes generous, the weak becomes brave. 
After one sip, a rose garden will bloom on pale cheeks. 
And he who drinks a cup with joy 
Will feel no pain or sorrow. 
Ten-year-old sorrow will be banished to Tanjeh.9 
New hope will arrive from Ommān and Ray.10 
With such wine, so well aged, 
Its shirt worn threadbare for fifty years,  
We will have a feast fit for kings,  
Adorned with mallow, jasmine and roses. 
Heaven spreads its grace in all directions,  
Builds something no one can copy: 

                                                 
7 Badakhshān, currently in Afghanistan, was known for its rubies. 
8 Nisān is the first month of the Syrian calendar, corresponding roughly to April. 
9 Tanjeh, a port in current Morocco was considered at the time to be one of the 

farthest western inhabited places in the world. 
10 Ray is a city near current Tehran. Ommān is in the south-eastern Arabian 

Peninsula. 
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   گرددیمام و صافند تيچون بنش
  رد و مرجانياقوت سرخ گيگونهء 

  یمانيق يچند ازو سرخ چون عق
  ن بدخشانيچند ازو لعل چون نگ

   آه گل سرخی، گمان بريیورش ببو
   بدو داد و مشك و عنبر با بانیبو

  ني گدازد چونیهم به خم اندر هم
  سانيمهء نيتا به گه نوبهار و ن

  يیم شب درش بگشايآنگه اگر ن
   تابانینيد را ببيچشمهء خورش

  يی گوینيور به بلور اندرون بب
   عمرانیگوهر سرخست به آف موس

  زفت شود رادمرد و سست دلاور
   زرد گلستانی و رویگر بچشد زو

  ی قدح بخورد زویكي یو آن آه به شاد
  ند ازان فراز و نه احزانيرنج نب

  طنجه رمانده انده ده ساله را ب
  ارد و عماني بی زر نو رایشاد
  ن آه سالخورده بود چندي چونیبام

  جامه بكرده فراز پنجه خلقان
  د بساخته، ملكانهيمجلس با

   الوانیرين و خياسمياز گل و از 
  ده ز هر سوينعمت فردوس گستر

  آه آس نسازد چونان یساخته آار



The Poetry of Rudaki 

 

38 

Clothes of golden threads, newly-woven rugs, 
Exotic flowers, and seats in plenty; 
‘Isā’s harp, which makes the heart blush, 
Madaknir’s lute, Chābak-e Jānān’s fife.11 
Seated in rows are the Amirs, Bal‘ami, 
The nobles, and respected elders.12 
Up front, on his throne sits the king, 
Lord of all kings, Amir of Khorāsān. 
A thousand Turks stand ready to serve, 
Each, a dazzling two-week moon. 
Each wears a scented wreath,  
Has cheeks of rosy wine, and hair in braids. 
The cup bearer is fairer than the fair, 
Child of a Turkish beauty and the Khāqān.13 
The wine is happily passed around, 
The king of the world is content, he laughs,  
Taking wine from a dark-haired, angel-faced Turk,  
With the body of a cypress, and hair in waves. 
He raises a glass of wine, 
Salutes the king of Sistān. 
He drinks and cheers, as do his friends. 
All are happy with wine in hand. 
They drink to the health of Ahmad ibn Mohammad, 
The greatest of free men, the pride of Iran, 
The lord of fairness, the sun of his times 
Through whom justice thrives and brightens the world.  

                                                 
11 Apparently, ‘Isā, Madaknir and Chābak-e Jānān were court musicians. There is 

no mention of their names in any of the histories. 
12 It is unclear whether “Sāleh” is a name or is used as “righteous” or “noble.” 

Abolfazl Mohammed ibn Abdollāh Bal‘ami (d. 937) was the vizier (minister) to 
the Sāmānid Amirs Ismail ibn Ahmad, Ahmad ibn Ismail and Nasr ibn Ahmad. 

13 Khāqān is the Turkik title for “ruler” or “leader” (used by the Chinese and 
Mongols). 
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  نيي نو آیها ن و فرشي زرۀجام
  فراوانیها  و تختنياحيشهره ر
  ی فوادیها فرش  و یسيبربط ع

   چابك جابانیرو نايچنگ مدك ن
   بنشستهیران و بلعميك صف مي
  ر صالح دهقانيك صف حران و پي

  شگاه نشستهيخسرو بر تخت پ
  ر خراسانيشاه ملوك جهان، ام
  ش صف اندري پیترك هزاران به پا

  ك چون ماه بر دو هفته درفشانيهر 
  بر سر بساك مورد نهادهك يهر 
  حاني سرخ و زلف و جعدش ریش موَرُ

  ع ز خوباني بدیباده دهنده بت
   خاتون ترك و بچهء خاقانۀبچ

  ی چند به شادذيچونش بگردد نب
  شاه جهان شادمان و خرم و خندان

  یروياه چشم پري سیاز آف ترآ
  قامت چون سرو و زلفكانش چوگان

  د بستانی ساغری خوشبویزان م
  ار سجستاني شهریاد آند روي

  دونياش هميخود بخورد نوش و اول
  رد شاداني بگیك چو ميد هر يگو
   بو جعفر احمد بن محمدیشاد

  رانيآن مه آزادگان و مفخر ا
  آن ملك عدل و آفتاب زمانه

  هاني گيیزنده بدو داد و روشنا
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There has been no man like him, and will never be  
(If you don’t accuse me of boasting). 
He is proof of God. He is God’s shadow.  
“Submit to him,” says the Koran. 
Man is made of earth, water, fire and wind. 
This king is from the sun of the line of Sāsān.14 
This dark land has found glory through him. 
This wrecked world has become Eden through him. 
If you have a way with words, speak of his grace. 
If you write well, write only his praise.  
If you are a philosopher and seek his path, 
Then know his nature, learn his creed. 
When it comes to wisdom, you will say  
Before you stand the Greeks: Plato and Socrates. 
If you profess to be a man of God, 
Before you stand Shāf‘i, Abu Hanifeh and Sofyān.15  
If he talks of science or philosophy, 
Listen to the wisdom of Loqmān.16  
A literate man gains knowledge and wisdom. 
A wise man will gain manners and faith. 
If you are looking for an angel, 
Before you stands Rezvān, that is clear.17 
Look closely at his soft, beautiful face, 
You will see the proof of what I say. 

                                                 
14 Sāsān is the grandfather of Ardeshir Bābakān, founder of the Sāsānian dynasty in 

the third century. 
15 Faqih is a religious authority who is versed in Islamic jurisprudence. Sharia is 

Islamic law. Mohammed ibn Idris, known as Imām Shāf‘i (767-820) was a 
theologian and a founder of the Shāf‘iyah sect. Abu Hanifeh No‘mān ibn Sābet 
(696-767) was the founder of the Hanafi school of Islam. Sofyān ibn Sa‘id Suri 
(713-778) was a theologian. 

16 Loqmān is a man known for his wisdom and piety. His name appears several 
times in the Koran. 

17 Rezvān is heaven’s door keeper. 
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  آنكه نبود از نژاد آدم چون او

   بهتانيیز نباشد، اگر نگوين
   بستیهء اوي و سایكتا خدايحجت 

  ت فرقانيطاعت او آرده واجب آ
  خلق ز خاك و ز آب و آتش و بادند

  هر ساسانن ملك از آفتاب گويو
  یره و تاريافت ملك تيفربد و 

  راني ویتير گيعدن بدو گشت ت
  ی همه مناقب او گویحيگر تو فص
  ح او خواني همه مدایريور تو دب
  يی و راه حكمت جویميور تو حك

  هب او دانذر و خوب ميرت او گيس
  يی به حكمت گویآن آه بدو بنگر

  ونانينك سقراط و هم فلاطن يا
  ی و سوی شرع گرايیور تو فقيه

  شافعی اينکت و بو حنيفه و سفيان
  د زفان به علم و به حكمتيگر بگشا

  نك به علم و حكمت لقمانيگوش آن ا
  د و حكمتيمرد ادب را خرد فزا
  مانيد و ايمرد خرد را ادب فزا

  یني آه ببی فرشته ایور تو بخواه
   رضوان،است آشكار اینك اويا

  ی و آنروخوب نگه آن بدان لطافت
  ن آه گفتم برهاني برینيتا تو بب
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He is kind-hearted. He is real. 
He is noble and forgiving. 
If his words fall upon your ears, 
It will reverse the bad luck of Saturn. 
If you see him sitting on his throne, 
You will say Solomon has come to life. 
He rides like Sām, and while stars still shine, 
No horse shall see a rider like him.18 
On the day of battle, of hate, of bravery, 
When you see him clad in helmet and armor, 
He will make an elephant seem small, 
Even one that is roaring and drunk. 
During battle, even Esfandiyār 
trembles and runs from his spear.19 
At times of peace, his mountain of a body 
Is Mount Siyām; nobody sees him move.20 
Facing his spear, even a dragon 
Melts like wax, as if facing fire. 
Even Mars if he comes to his battle, 
Will become a meal for his sword. 
Then again, when he takes the wine in hand, 
No spring cloud could rain like him. 
Spring clouds only shower dark rain, 
He rains parcels of silk and sacks of gold. 
He gives and gives, with both hands, 
Making the storm seem mundane. 
It is surely his grace 
That gives value to praise. 

                                                 
18 Sām was the father of Zāl and the ancestor of Rostam, the mythical Persian hero. 

Sām is known for being an expert rider. 
19 Esfandiyār is a mythical Persian hero. 
20 Mount Siyām is in Transoxiana. 
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  ی اخلاق او و پاك نژادیپاآ
  ك و با مكارم احسانيت نيبا ن

  ك راهيور سخن او رسد به گوش تو 
 وانيسعد شود مر ترا نحوست آ

  یني اندرون نشسته ببرورش به صد
  ماني آه زنده گشت سليیجزم بگو
   آه تا ستاره بتابدیسام سوار
  دانيند چنو سوار به مياسب نب

  تيو حمن يباز به روز نبرد و آ
  ان مغفر و خفتاني مینيگرش بب
  ل بدانگاهيدت ژنده پيخوار نما

  ز گشته و غرانيورچه بود مست و ت
  ار گه رزمي سفندیديورش بد

   و لرزانیديش سنانش جهان دويپ
  یگرچه به هنگام حلم آوه تن او

  ند جنبانيست آه آس نب ااميآوه س
  ش سنانشيدشمن ار اژدهاست، پ

  ش آتش سوزاني پگردد چو موم
  دش ستاره بهراميور به نبرد آ
  ر او شود به گروگانيتوشهء شمش

  ردي به دست بگیباز بدان گه آه م
   چنو نبارد بارانیابر بهار
  ره نباردي جز آب تیابر بهار
   به انبانبا به تخت و زرّياو همه د

  با دو آف او، ز بس عطا آه ببخشد
   توفانۀث و قصيد حديخوار نما

  ست ایلاجرم از جود و از سخاوت او
   ارزانی و صامتمديحنرخ گرفته 
  دستير و تهي او رود فقیشاعر ز
  ار بازگردد و حملانيبا زر بس
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The poet, poor and empty-handed,  
Goes to him and returns with much gold. 
He caresses the poet with praise. 
A learned man gets hired at court. 
As for fairness and justice, 
There is no one like him, so honest and fair. 
Both weak and strong get justice from him. 
He displays no tyranny or hatred. 
His grace is spread all over the world, 
From which no one is deprived. 
Those troubled by the world find comfort in him. 
The heart-broken find a remedy in him. 
The mercy of this glorious king, 
Like a rope, binds all deserts and fields. 
He accepts remorse, pardons sin, 
Will not anger, and strives to forgive. 
He is lord of Sistān, a victorious king. 
His is the tiger’s luck, his foe, a moaning deer. 
Amr Lays is reborn in him, 
With his entourage and times.21 
The name of Rostam is grand, but 
Rostam, son of Dastān lives because of him.22 
O Rudaki, put aside praise of all others. 
Praise him and receive prosperity’s seal. 
No matter how hard you try 
Or sharpen your wit on a file, 
You cannot write poems worthy of him. Go, bring 
What you have, however inadequate. 

                                                 
21 Amr Lays is the second Saffārid king (887-900). 
22 Rostam is perhapse the most famous mythical Persian hero. 
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  مرد سخن را ازو نواختن و بر
  واني دۀفيمرد ادب را ازو وظ
  ل بر خلقباز به هنگام داد و عد

  ل و مسلماني چنو نبیتيست به گين
  ی زویف همچو قويد ضعيداد ببا
   به نزد او و نه عدوانینيجور نب

  یتيده بر همه گينعمت او گستر
  اني عرینيآنچه آس از نعمتش نب

  ابد راحتي ازو بیتي گۀبست
  ابد درماني ازو بیتي گۀخست

  با رسن عفو آن مبارك خسرو
  ابانيه دشت و ب تنگست هر چۀحلق

  رد و گناه ببخشديذپوزش بپ
  خشم نراند، به عفو آوشد و غفران

  روزيمروز و خسرو پيك نلآن م
   نالانیوز و دشمن آهويدولت او 

  ث زنده گشت بدو بازيعمروبن الل
  شانيش و آن زمانهء ايبا حشم خو

  ست ارستم را نام اگر چه سخت بزرگ
  ست نام رستم دستان ایزنده بدو
  ا برنورد مدح همه خلقيرود آ

   و مهر دولت بستانیمدحت او گو
  يیش بگوي به جهد خویورچه بكوش
  ش به سوهانيزفهم خوي تیورچه آن
  ز و فراز آري سزاش و خیگفت ندان
   چنان آه گفتن نتوانیآنك بگفت
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Here is a eulogy, it’s the best I could do. 
It has good words and is easily understood. 
But I don’t know words that befit the Amir, 
Although my poems rival Jarir’s, Tā’i’s and Hassān’s.23 
Praise the Amir. May the whole world praise him. 
Beauty, virtue and order spring from him. 
I complain because my poems reveal my weakness 
Although I have the gift like Sari and Sahbān.24 
At this time, I present his eulogy,  
I, who am expert at praising kings. 
There is a limit to praising all men 
But praising him has no limit, no end. 
It is no surprise that at a time like this,  
Rudaki becomes lifeless and confused. 
Had Bu ‘Omar not given me the courage, 
Had Minister Adnān not allowed me,25 
How could I find the nerve to praise the Amir, 
For whose sake God has created the world? 
If I were not weak and helpless. If I 
Didn’t have orders from the Amir of the East, 
I myself would run like a page 
To his presence, with the poem in my teeth. 
This poem will apologize for me. 
The word-wise Amir will realize: 
Your servant’s excuse is frailty and old age. 
That’s why yours truly has not come as your guest. 

                                                 
23 Jarir ibn ‘Attieh (d. 727), Abu Tammām Tā’i (d. 727), and Hassān ibn Sābet 

Ansāri (d. 670) were famous Arab poets. 
24 Sari Alghavāni (d. 814) was an Arab poet. Sahbān Vā‘el (d. 670) was an Arab 

orator. 
25 Bu ‘Omar and Adnān were among the notables in the Sāmānid court, possibly 

nobles or ministers. 
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   چنانكه طاقت من بودی مدحنكيا
   آسانیلفظ همه خوب و هم به معن

  ر گفت ندانميجز به سزاوار م
   و حسانيیرم به شعر و طايورچه جر
   آه مدح زوست جهان رایريمدح ام

   و فر و نزهت و سامانینت هم زويز
  ديسخت شكوهم آه عجز من بنما

  عم ابا فصاحت سحبانيورچه صر
  یه آرد زمانن مدح و عرضيبرد چن

  ح شاهانيره بر مدايورچه بود چ
  دستيمدح همه خلق را آرانه پد

  اني و نه پایمدحت او را آرانه ن
  ین جاي به چنی آه رودآیست شگفتين
  رانيروان و ماند حيره شود بيخ

  یورنه مرا بو عمر دلاور آرد
   عدنانۀدي گزی دستورکوان

  یري به مدح امیزهره آجا بودم
  زداني یتيد گيو آفر ایآز پ

  یم نبودي بدی و بیفيورم ضع
  ر مشرق فرمانيوان گه نبود از ام

  ك مرتبي بسان پیديخود بدو
  خدمت او را گرفته چامه به دندان

  ر من برساندذمدح رسولست، ع
  ر سخندانيتا بشناسد درست م

  یري و پیش و ناتواني خویر رهذع
 امد مهمانين نيش ازيآو به تن خو
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May the glory of my Amir always soar, 
That of his enemies always fall. 
May his head reach as high as the moon, 
His enemies, buried under the fish. 
May his face be more brilliant than the sun, 
His grace more lasting than Mount Judy and Sahlān.26 
 
 

                                                 
26 Judy is Mount Ararat in Turkey, where Noah’s Arc is supposed to have landed. 

Sahlān is a mountain in Arabia. 
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  شه باد برافزونيهمرم يدولت م 
  شه به نقصاني او همیدولت اعدا
  یده به ماه بر به بلنديسرش رس
   پنهانیر ماهي بزیو آن معاد

  ديتر ز طلعت خورش طلعت تابنده
  و ثهلانیتر ز جود ندهينعمت پا
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May the Amir live long 
 
May he live long, our glorious lord. 
May my precious life be added to his. 
I always worry about his life, since 
The mother of the free bears few like him. 
Of all kings there has never been a youth like him, 
Forgiving, literate, brave and wise. 
Can anyone know how much he tries? 
Can anyone know how generous he is? 
With hand and tongue he spreads gold and pearls. 
Not in vain, has his name spread through the world. 
He planted the branch of kindness in our hearts. 
It’s no joke that he has turned his back on wealth. 
It’s a puzzle, describing his grace and will: 
He is the Avestā in wisdom, the Zand in essence.27 
No matter how much the poets try, 
They cannot praise him the way they should. 
His essence is the seed, his grace is water. 
The poet’s talent is his fertile ground. 
His essence is the Vahi-nāmeh to Kasrā.28 
His ways have filled the Pand-nāmeh with guidance.29 
The essence of this king is the real Pand-nāmeh, 
So that fortune itself can take counsel from him. 
Whoever turns his back on the king’s advice 
Sets the foot of happiness into sorrow’s trap. 

                                                 
27 The Avestā, written in Avestan (an ancient Eastern Iranian language) is the 

sacred writings of Zoroastrianism and the chief source for the teachings of 
Zoroaster. The Zand is the interpretation of the Avestā. 

28 Vahi-nāmeh is a “Letter (book/document) of Revelation.” Kasrā is the title of 
Khosrow Anushirvān (531-579), the twenty-first Sāsānian king. The prophet 
Mohammad was born during his reign. 

29 Pand-nāmeh is the “Letter of Guidance.” There is a Pand-nāmeh attributed to 
Anushirvān, a copy of which is in the British Museum. 
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   خداونداد آن بزرگوارير زيد

  وندي به جانش اندر پیجان گرام
  راكيم بر جان او بلرزم، زيدا

  مادر آزادگان آم آرد فرزند
  یاز ملكان آس چنو نبود جوان

  رمرد و خردمنديراد و سخندان و ش
   آه آوشش او چونیآس نشناسد هم
   آه بخشش او چندیخلق نداند هم

  دست و زبان زر و در پراگند او را
   نه از گزاف پراگندیتينام به گ

   بنشاستیدر دل ما شاخ مهربان
   ز مهر خواسته برآندیدل نه به باز

  همچو معماست فخر و همت او شرح
  رت اوزنديستاست فضل و سبهمچو ا

  گر چه بكوشند شاعران زمانه
  د مانندي نگوی را آسیمدح آس

  رت او تخم آشت و نعمت او آبيس
  ن برومنديخاطر مداح او زم

  ی نامه به آسریرت او بود وحيس
  اگندي بۀنش پندنامييچون آه به آ

  ست ای اصلۀرت آن شاه پندناميس
  رد ازو پندي روزگار گیز آنكه هم

  ديچيار بپيهر آه سر از پند شهر
   درافگندم طرب را به دام آریپا
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Who in this world is the raw dough of defeat? 
Anyone who is not pleased at his prosperity. 
To anyone who does not wish splendor for him, 
Say: You just try to tie fortune’s hands. 
Dear angels, be proud of the glory of his friends. 
Dear heavens, laugh at the misery of his foes. 
At the poem’s end, back to what I said at first: 
May he live long, our glorious lord. 
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   ادبارۀير ماي خمیتيست به گيآ
  آن آه به اقبال او نباشد خرسند

  ش آارشي گشایهر آه نخواهد هم
  گو بشو و دست روزگار فروبند

   نازی ملك، از حال دوستانش همیا
   خندی فلك، از حال دشمنانش همیا

 آخر شعر آن آنم آه اول گفتم
 اد آن بزرگوار خداوندير زيد
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Generosity 
 
You killed many, broke the enemy’s courage. 
You gave so much, there isn’t one beggar left. 
Many have lamb and sweets on their table, 
Others, not enough bread to ease their hunger. 
Take action. Don’t sit idle for too long, 
Even though your sacks of gold reach the moon. 
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   تا در عدو نماند شجاعی بكشتیهم
  ري نماند فقی تا در ولی بدادیهم

  بسا آسا آه بره است و فرخشه بر خوانش
  ريابد سي نین نان هميبسا آسا آه جو

  نايمبادرت آن و خامش مباش چند
 ري به بدر منیاگرت بدره رساند هم
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Juye-Muliyān 
 
Juye-Muliyān scent drifts my way, 
As do memories of a kind friend.30 
The Āmuy is hard to cross, but its stones   
Feel silken soft beneath our feet.31 
Thrilled to see a friend, the Jayhun’s waves 
Leap halfway up our horses’ flanks. 
O Bukhārā, be happy, live long: 
The cheerful Amir is returning to you. 
The Amir is the moon, Bukhārā, the sky. 
The moon is returning to the sky. 
The Amir is a cypress, Bukhārā, the garden. 
The cypress is returning to the garden. 
 

                                                 
30 Juye-Muliyān was a very lovely estate on the outskirts of Bukhārā. 
31 Āmuy (Āmu Daryā) and Jayhun are the Persian and Arabic names, 

respectively, of the river Oxus in Central Asia. Traveling from Herāt to 
Bukhārā, one would have to cross the Oxus. 
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  ید هميان آي مولی جویبو
 ید هميار مهربان آياد ي
   راه اویگ آمو و درشتير
  یمد هيان آيم پرنير پايز

   دوستیحون از نشاط رويآب ج
  ید هميان آيخنگ ما را تا م

  یر زي بخارا شاد باش و دیا
  ید همي تو شادمان آیر زيم
  ر ما هست و بخارا آسمانيم

  ید همي آسمان آیماه سو
  ر سروست و بخارا بوستانيم

  ید همي بوستان آیسرو سو
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The pen and the harp 
 
Life is a horse, you are the trainer, your choice to gallop. 
Life is a ball, you are the mallet, your choice to play. 
Although the harp player has delicate hands, 
May they be sacrificed to the hand that holds the pen. 
There is less oppression, less jealousy because of you. 
There is more justice, more generosity because of you. 



ديوان رودکی برگزيده  
 

 

59 

  
  
 

  شت تازي خویأره ض بيزمانه اسب و تو را
  شت بازي خوی و تو چوگان برایزمانه گو

  ف دست بوندياگرچه چنگ نوازان لط
   دست قلم باد دست چنگ نوازیفدا
  بي به تو گرفت نشیلي آه جور و بخيیتو

  چنانكه داد و سخاوت به تو گرفت فراز
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Your justice 
 
There is no drunkenness but that of love. 
Love is enough misery, even for you. 
If thoughts of war run through your enemy’s heart, 
Fear of your blade will cut him, limb from limb. 
Your justice lets hawk and finch share the sky. 
By your will night and day embrace. 
From now on be happy, the winds of death 
Will uproot the trees of malicious lives. 
While a trace of this world still remains, 
While the wheels of this grand universe turn, 
Joy to your well-wishers, may they feast in bliss. 
May those jealous of your glory moan from grief. 
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   نيستی عشقست هيچ مستیجز آن آه مست
  هر بلا خرسنده  بیست، ا اهمين بلات بس

  دذرخيال رزم تو گر در دل عدو گ
  ز بيم تيغ تو بندش جدا شود از بند

  ز عدل تست به هم باز و صعوه را پرواز
  ز حكم تست شب و روز را به هم پيوند

  ران بعد ازين، آه باد اجلذ گیبه خوشدل
   بدانديش را ز پا افگنددرخت عمر

  هميشه تا که بود از زمانه نام و نشان
  مدام تا که بود گردش سپهر بلند

  به بزم عيش و طرب باد نيک خواه تو شاد
 حسود جاه تو بادا ز غصه زار و نژند
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The essence of this world 
 
May the world please our lord. May he live long. 
May no accidents befall him. 
May God make this proverb come true for him: 
If one door is closed, a thousand will open. 
The lord of the heavens has built the world like this; 
Joyous one moment, grieving the next. 
………………………………….. 
May God turn the evil eye away from your realm.32 
 

                                                 
32 The first half of the final couplet is missing. 
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  ادير زيجهان به آام خداوند باد و د
  چ حوادث زمانه دست مداديبرو به ه

   وراین مثل خدايدرست و راست آناد ا
   در هزار در بگشادیكياگر ببست 

  ن نهاد نهادي عرش جهان را چنیخدا
  آه گاه مردم شادان و گه بود ناشاد

... ...................................... 
  از ملك تو بگرداناد چشم بد یخدا



The Poetry of Rudaki 

 

64 

Your friendship 
 
If I take your friendship with me to the grave, 
Screaming your praise, I will still find virtues in you. 
I don’t want the Amir’s legacy to remain. 
I want the Amir himself to remain, as legacy. 
He who has gone, you must consider him gone. 
He who has died, you must consider him dead. 
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  گر من اين دوستی تو ببرم تا لب گور
  بزنم نعره وليكن ز تو بينم هنرا

  اثر مير نخواهم آه بماند به جهان
  مير خواهم آه بماند به جهان در اثرا
  هر آرا رفت همی بايد رفته شمری

 مرده شمراهر آرا مرد همی بايد 
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Poems of complaint 
 
What my soul was like 

 
My teeth are all worn down and falling out. 
They weren’t just teeth, they were as bright light, 
Rows of white silver, coral and pearl, 
Bright as raindrops or morning star against night. 
They have all worn down, each in its turn. 
Such bad luck! The bad luck known as Saturn’s. 
Was it Saturn or the long years? I will 
Tell you what: It was surely divine will. 
The world’s like an eye, round and rolling, 
Ruled by an axiom, the cycles revolving.  
It’s the cure that alleviates our pain, or 
The pain yet again supplanting the cure. 
It makes old what was new, rejuvenates 
What’s been worn down with the years and with age. 
Many lush gardens are dry deserts now, 
And lush gardens grow where desert once sprawled. 
My dark-haired beauty, you can’t possibly know, 
What shape I was in a long time ago! 
You can stroke your lover with your curls, 
But never saw him with curls of his own. 
The days are past when his skin was silken-soft. 
The days are past when his hair was raven-dark. 
Beauty and charm were once his darling guests, 
Guests who will not come back, nontheless. 
There were many beauties who bewildered all, 
And their beauty always bewildered my eyes. 
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  خت هرچه دندان بوديمرابسود و فرو ر
  نبود دندان لابل چراغ تابان بود

  م رده بود در و مرجان بوديد سيسپ
   بود و قطره باران بودیستاره سحر

  ختي نماند آنون زان همه، بسود و بریكي
  وان بوديچه نحس بود همانا آه نحس آ

  ازروان بود و نه روزگار دينه نحس آ
  زدان بودي یم قضايچو بود منت بگو

  ست ا گرد گرداننينشه چو چيجهان هم
  ن گرد، گردان بودييشه تا بود آيهم

  د درد شویهمان آه درمان باشد، به جا
  و باز درد، همان آز نخست درمان بود

   همان آجا نو بودیآهن آند به زمان
   همان آه خلقان بودیو نو آند به زمان

  بودابان آه باغ خرم يبسا شكسته ب
  ابان بوديو باغ خرم گشت آن آجا ب

  ین موي مشكی ماهروی ای چه دانیهم
  ش برچه سامان بودين پيآه حال بنده از

   تو بدوی آنیبه زلف چوگان نازش هم
   آنگه او را آه زلف چوگان بودیديند

  با بوديش بسان ديشد آن زمانه آه رو
  ش بسان قطران بوديشد آن زمانه آه مو

  زي مهمان و دوست بود عز،یخوبچنان آه 
  ز مهمان بوديامد، عزيبشد آه بازن

   بدو درچشمیران بديبسا نگارآه ح
  ران بوديشه حي او درچشمم همیبه رو
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Gone are the days when he was happy, 
When joy was plentiful and sorrow was slight. 
When he found Turks with pomegranate breasts, 
He appraised and counted out the dirhems. 
Many a lovely slave girl sought him out 
And came to him by night, hidden from all, 
Who dared not come to him by light of day, 
For fear of their masters and fear of jail. 
Costly was the wine and each lovely face, 
But they were always inexpensive for me, 
For my heart was a treasury of riches, 
Of words we call Love and Poetry. 
I was happy, my soul was a meadow 
Filled with joy, never having known sorrow. 
My songs served to soften many a soul 
That before was hard and heavy as stone. 
My eyes watched for sweet, delicate curls, 
My ears listened to the words of the wise. 
No wife, no child, and no expenses, 
I was weighed down by none of these burdens. 
My sweet, you’ve seen only Rudaki of late, 
You never saw him in his greater state, 
Never saw him when he used to tell tales 
And sang songs that rivaled the nightingales’. 
He’s no longer the friend of nobles. The days 
Are past when he was favored by princes. 
At the king’s court, his volumes of verse   
Were held in high esteem, when he held sway. 
Gone are the days when everyone knew his lines 
And he was the poet of Khorāsān. 
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  شد آن زمانه آه او شاد بود و خرم بود
  م نقصان بودينشاط او به فزون بود و ب

  شمار درم ی سخت بید و همي خریهم
   ترك نار پستان بودیكيبه شهر هر آه 

  ل داشت بدويآه مكويزك نيبسا آن
   او نزد جمله پنهان بودیاريبه شب ز 

  دن اويارست شد به ديبه روز چون آه ن
  م زندان بودي او بود و بۀب خواجينه
  في لطیدار خوب و روي روشن و دذينب

  شه ارزان بودي من همیاگر گران بد، ز
  دلم خزانهء پرگنج بود و گنج سخن
  بودنشان نامهء ما مهر و شعر عنوان 

   آه غم چه بودیشه شاد و ندانستميهم
  دان بوديدلم نشاط وطرب را فراخ م

  رآرده به شعريبسا دلا، آه بسان حر
  و سندان بود از آن پس آه به آردار سنگ

   زلفكان چابك بودیم زمشه چشيهم
   مردم سخندان بودی زمشه گوشيهم
  ال نه، زن و فرزند نه، معونت نهيع
  وده بود و آسان بودن همه تنم آسياز

  یني بکنون ماهرو، ی را، ایتو رودآ
  نان بودين چني آه ایديبدان زمانه ند
  ی آه در جهان رفتیديبدان زمانه ند

   هزاردستان بوديیان، گويسرود گو
  شد آن زمان آه به او انس رادمردان بود

  ران بوديشكار ميشد آن زمانه آه او پ
  ست انواي ملوك دیشه شعر ورا زيهم
  وان بودي ملوك دیشه شعر ورا زيهم

  شد آن زمانه آه شعرش همه جهان بنوشت
  شد آن زمانه آه او شاعر خراسان بود

 



The Poetry of Rudaki 

 

70 

When the noble dehqan33 was still of this world, 
I received much gifts and silver at his house. 
However came honor and riches for some, 
For him they came from the house of Sāmān:34 
Forty thousand from the Amir of Khorāsān, 
Another five from the Amir of Mākān.35 
And from his retinue eight thousand for me. 
Life was good then. Those were the days.  
When my words fell on the Amir’s ears, 
He gave generously, as did the others. 
But times have changed, so have I. Bring me my staff. 
It’s time for the cane and the beggar’s purse.  
 

                                                 
33 A prominent landowner. 
34 The house of Sāmān refers to the Sāmānids who ruled Khorāsān in the 10th 

century. 
35 Amir of Mākān refers to Mākān-e Kāki (d. 945) who ruled part of Tabarestān. 
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   بودست نامور دهقانیتيآجا به گ
  م بود و حملان بودي او سۀمرا به خان
  ین و آن بودي و نعمت زایآرا بزرگ
  بود و نعمت ز آل سامان یورا بزرگ

  ر خراسانش چل هزار درميبداد م
  ر ماآان بوديك پنج مي ،یدرو فزون

  ز هشت هزارياش پراگنده نيز اول
  د، بدان وقت، حال خوب آن بوديبه من رس

  شي خوید سخن، داد داد مردير ديچو م
 ر فرمان بودياش چنان آز اميز اول

  آنون زمانه دگر گشت و من دگر گشتم
 صا و انبان بودار، آه وقت عيعصا ب
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The poet’s change of fortune 
 
I was always intoxicated in this house. 
Like the Amir and nobles, my place was secure. 
Now, I am the same, the house and town are the same. 
Then tell me, how has happiness turned to sorrow? 
 
 
The poet in old age 
 
The black mountain is now covered with snow.  
The cypress in the garden is bent like a bow. 
What used to taste good no longer does. 
What used to be harmless now quickly harms. 
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  بسا آه مست درين خانه بودم وشادان
  چنانك جاه من افزون بد از امير و ملوك

  نون همانم و خانه همان و شهر همانآ
 ست شادی سوكه امرا نگويی آز چه شد

 
 
  
 
  اهيد برف برآمد به آوهسار سيسپ

  یو چون درون شد آن سرو بوستان آرا
  د ناگوار شدستيو آن آجا بگوار
 یست گشت زود گزايوان آجا نگزا
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Meditations on life, death and destiny 
 
Destiny’s door 
 
All is as it is supposed to be: 
There is happiness now, be happy. 
Why are you sad? Why do you worry? 
Destiny does what it must for you. 
The viziers’ ways won’t work for you, 
Fate will decide what is best for you. 
Life’s wheel won’t create another like you.  
Your mother won’t bear another like you. 
God will never close a door on you, 
Before opening a hundred better doors. 
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  ديآار همه راست، آن چنان آه ببا
  دي، شایست، شاد باش ایحال شاد
  یشه را دراز چه داريانده و اند

  ديدولت خود همان آند آه ببا
  ابديران ترا به آار ني وزیرا

  ديست بخت خود فرما اهر چه صواب
  قيل تو ز خلايارد بديچرخ ن

  ديز چون تو نزايو آنكه ترا زاد ن
  بندد بر تو نیزد هرگز دريا

 دي نگشایگر به بهتريتا صد د
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It is useful to repent 
 
Dear friend, when will you stop saying “where is happiness?” 
No one will deprive himself of warm halva.36  
Today, it is useful for me to repent, 
Just as it is useful for a sick man to sneeze.37 
 
 
The way of the world 
 
O world, this is how you treat your children: 
At times like a mother, at times a stepmother. 
You don’t need wall braces or columns. 
You don’t need brick walls or iron doors. 
 
 
This world is like a dream 
 
This world acts completely like a dream, 
He whose heart is open will realize it. 
Its kindness replaces cruelty. 
Its happiness replaces sorrow. 
Why are you so content with this world, 
When everything is not in order? 
It has a nice face but has bad habits. 
It has charm but has bad manners. 
 

                                                 
36 Halva is a traditional Middle Eastern dessert. 
37 It was believed that sneezing helped in the recovery of a sick person. 
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   آو نشاطتيیقا، چند گويرف

  زد آس از گرم آفروشهيبنگر
  مرا امروز توبه سود دارد

  چنان چون دردمندان را شنوشه
 
 
 

   تو با بچگانیني چن،جهانا
   و گاه مادندرایآه گه مادر

  د ترا نه ستونير باينه پاذ
  وار خشت و نه زآهن دراينه د

 
 
 
  ستان جهان پاك خواب آرداريا

  ستاداريآن شناسد آه دلش ب
  ستاگاه بدي او به جایكين

  ستاماري تی او به جایشاد
  ن جهان همواري بدینيچه نش

  ستاآه همه آار اونه هموار
  نش او نه خوب و چهرش خوبک

  ستاداريزشت آردار و خوب د
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Prey for this world 
 
Dear boy, we are nothing but prey for this world. 
We are mere finches; death is a hunting bird. 
Sooner or later, every rose will die. 
Death will crush us under a grinding stone. 
 
 
Life, short or long 
 
Life, be it short or long, 
Does is not end in death? 
This cord must pass through  
The ring despite its length. 
You can choose labor and hardship. 
You can choose comfort and safety. 
You can take little from this world 
Or take all from Tarāz to Ray. 
Your whole being is a dream, 
But dreams are not real. 
When death comes, everyone’s the same, 
You can’t tell one from the other. 
If only beauties can be coquettish, 
Then no one can be coquettish but you. 
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   پسریم، اين جهانيد ايجمله ص
  ما چو صعوه، مرگ برسان زغن

  ري پژمرده گردد زونه دیهر گل
  ر غنيمرگ بفشارد همه در ز

 
 
 
  

   چه آوته و چه درازیزندگان
  زد باينه به آخر بمرد با

  ار خواهد بودذهم به چنبر گ
  ن رسن را، اگر چه هست درازيا

  ی اندر عنا و شدت زیخواه
  ت و نازنعم اندر امان به یخواه

  خواهی اندکتر از جهان بپذير
  خواهی از ری بگير تا به طراز

  ست ان همه باد و بود تو خوابيا
  ، مگر به مجازیخواب را حكم ن

  كسانندين همه روز مرگ يا
  كدگرشان بازي ز یشناسن

  ناز، اگر خوب راسزاست به شرط
  نسزد جز ترا آرشمه و ناز
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This transient life 

 
The great men of this world have all died. 
They have all bowed their heads to death. 
Even those who built palaces  
Now lie covered with earth. 
From the thousands and thousands of comforts 
Were they left with anything but a shroud? 
From their blessings they enjoyed what they wore, 
What they ate and what they gave away.  
 
 
The world is a deceiving game 
 
Don’t be fond of this transient life, 
This world is a deceiving game. 
Think of its kindness as fiction. 
Tighten your belt at its hardships. 
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  مهتران جهان همه مردند
  مگر را سر همه فرو آردند

  ر خاك اندرون شدند آنانيز
  ها برآوردند آه همه آوشك

  از هزاران هزار نعمت و ناز
  نه به آخر به جز آفن بردند

  دنديپوشبود از نعمت آنچه 
  و آنچه دادند و آنچه را خوردند

 
 
 
 

   سپنجین سرايمهر مفگن بر
  رنجي نيین جهان پاك بازيآ
   شویك او را فسانه وارين

  بد او را آمرت سخت بتنج
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There was much to be sorry for  
 
I didn’t have the chance to apologize 
For it all, but he pardoned me anyway. 
I worship God. He is my creator. 
My tongue did not rest from praising his servants. 
Life’s wheel is all trickery and bondage: 
Poison mixed with nectar, gold-plated zinc. 
Many, many new violets have blossomed, 
Like a flame, bruised, when it touches sulfur. 
Bring out the sun, pour it, drink from it. 
It passes the lips and shines through the cheeks. 
 
 
Thirteen-year-old bride 
 
At times lightning laughs, at times thunder moans 
Like a mother who mourns a thirteen-year-old bride. 
Leaves on the old willow have turned to green silk. 
Dew sits on the tulip, like tears shed by parted lovers. 
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   بود روزگار نبودیر بسذاگر چه ع
  شتن بخشوديچنان آه بود به ناچار خو

  ست ا را بستودم، آه آردگار منیخدا
  زبانم از غزل و مدح بندگانش نسود

  ست بازگشتن او اهمه به تنبل و بند
   زراندودیست و رو اغي آمشرنگ نوش

  ردل بر سرآيل خي خی طریها بنفش
  د آبودي آه به گوگرد بردویچو آتش

  یاروهان بده آن آفتاب آش بخوريب
 د زوديز لب فروشود و از رخان برآ

  
 

 
 

   رعد پرنالهی برق پر خنده، زمانیزمان
  زده سالهيچنان چون مادر از سوك عروس س

  د بنسالهي بن پرند سبز شاخيو گشته ز
 چنان چون اشك مهجوران نشسته ژاله برلاله
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The song of the zir 
 
At dawn, the song of a moaning zir 
Soothes my ears more than prayer.38 
No wonder, the wail of the zir 
Lures the prey out of the field. 
It always pierces the heart 
Although it has no arrows. 
At times it weeps, at times it wails, 
From morning till night, and again till dawn. 
It speaks but it has no tongue. 
It recites the story of lovers. 
At times, it can sober up a mad man. 
At times, it can put a sober man in chains. 
 
 
The pen 
 
It’s a cripple who walks, has no ears but talks. 
It’s an eloquent mute, sees the world without eyes. 
It is sharp as a sword. It moves like a snake. 
It has a lover’s body and a darkened face. 

                                                 
38 Zir is a high-pitched note. It is also the name of an ancient musical instrument. 

Takbir, part of the Muslim “call to prayer,” is the proclamation of faith: Allah-
o-Akbar (“God is great”). 
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  ري زۀر بانگ ناليوقت شبگ
  ريد به گوشم از تكبيخوشتر آ

  ر شگفتن مداير و اي زیزار
  ريگر ز دشت اندر آورد نخج

  ر نه، زمان به زمانيتن او ت
  ري گزارد تیبه دل اندر هم

  ان و گه بنالد زاريگاه گر
  ريبامدادان و روز تا شبگ

  آور و زبانش نه آن زبان
  ريخبر عاشقان آند تفس

  اريوانه را آند هشيگاه د
 ريار برنهد زنجيگه به هش

 
 

  ابي  و سخنیلنگ رونده است، گوش ن
  ني و جهان بیحست، چشم نيگنگ فص

  ر دارد و روش ماري شمشیزيت
  ني غمگۀآالبد عاشقان و گون
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Love and its afflictions 
 
This breeze from Bukhārā 
 
This wind that blows my way from Bukhārā 
Smells of roses and musk, a jasmine breeze. 
Any man or woman caressed by this wind  
Says: maybe this wind blows from Khotan.39 
No, no. Such luscious wind could not blow from Khotan. 
This wind blows from the bosom of my love. 
Each night I look to Yemen until you appear 
Because you are Canopus rising from Yemen.40 
My dear, I try to hide your name from people, 
Keep it from falling in the public mouth. 
Want to or not, with whomever I speak, 
When I speak, it’s your name that comes to mouth. 
 

                                                 
39 Khotan, a city in Central Asia (currently in Chinese Turkistan) was famous for 

its musk. 
40 Canopus, a star in the constellation Carina, is brightest when it appears from 

the direction of Yemen, which is south-west in the Bukhārān sky. 
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  دي بخارا به من آیهر باد آه از سو
  ديم سمن آي گل و مشك و نسیبا بو

   مرد، آجا بروزد آن بادبر هر زن و هر
  دي از ختن آی مگر آن باد هميیگو
  چي، ز ختن باد چنو خوش نوزد هی نین

  دي معشوق من آر از بیآان باد هم
  يیمن تا تو برآيهر شب نگرانم به 

  ديمن آيل از ي و سهیليرا آه سهيز
  آوشم آه بپوشم صنما نام تو از خلق

  ديتا نام تو آم در دهن انجمن آ
  یم، اگر خواهم وگر ني هر آه سخن گوبا

 دياول سخنم نام تو اندر دهن آ
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Devotion to love 
 
What use is facing the house of God, when the heart 
Faces Bukhārā and the beauties of Tarāz? 
God will accept your devotion to love, 
But he will not accept your prayers. 
 
 
My heart is a grain 
  
Dear heart, why are you so selfish? 
Why do you love the enemy in vain? 
Why do you seek faith from the unfaithful? 
Why do you strike iron that is cold? 
And you, whose cheeks are like the lily, 
The lily is jealous of your beauty. 
Go down this dead-end street just once, 
You’ll light a fire under its residents. 
My heart is a grain, your love, a mountain. 
Why crush the grain under the mountain? 
Forgive me dear boy, forgive me. 
Don’t needlessly kill a lover like me. 
Come now, take a look at Rudaki, 
If you want to see a lifeless body walk. 
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   به محراب نهادن چه سودیرو
  دل به بخارا و بتان تراز

  ی عاشقۀزد ما وسوسيا
  رد نمازيذرد، نپيذاز تو پ

 
  

 
   رای منيی جوی همیدلا تا آ
   رای دوست هرزه دشمنیچه دار
  يی وفای وفا از بيیچرا جو
   رایهنهده سرد آي بیچه آوب

  یآه دار یا سوسن بناگوشيا
   رایشتن هر سوسنيبر شك خو

  ن برزن نا راه برشوي زیكي
   رای برزنیآه بر آتش نشان
  ی، عشق تو آوهیدل من ارزن

   رای ارزنیر آوهي زيیچه سا
   پسر، بر من ببخشایببخشا، ا

   رایره چون منيمكش درعشق خ
   راینك نگه آن رودآيا ايب

  رای تنی روان خواه جانیاگر ب



The Poetry of Rudaki 

 

90 

In praise of the beloved 
 
A hundred-petaled rose, musk, ambergris,  
Apples, white jasmine and fragrant leaves,  
It contains all of these, your beauty, 
O Beauty, who captivate kings. 
Your lover’s night is the Divine Night,41 
When the veil is removed from your face. 
The sun hides its face behind a veil 
When the veil reveals your two tulips. 
And your chin is just like an apple, 
An apple with a mole made of musk. 
 
 

                                                 
41 Lailat al-qadar, which I have translated as “The Divine Night,” is the night 

when the prophet Mohammad received the first revelation of the Koran. 
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  بيگل صدبرگ و مشك و عنبر وس
  بيد و مورد بزين سپياسمي
  سته اكسره تمام شدين همه يا

  بي بت ملوك فرینزد توا
  القدرست ةليشب عاشقت ل

  يب رخ از جلبیرون آنيچون تو ب
  ديبه حجاب اندرون شود خورش

  بي از دو لاله حجیگر تو بردار
  ب ماند راستيوآن زنخدان بس

 بياگر از مشك خال دارد س
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Crying for the beloved  
 
I have the right to moan for my love’s absence, 
As the nightingale moans for the red rose, at dawn. 
If fate does not deliver you to me, 
I will burn fate with the flames in my heart. 
When you brighten your face, a thousand 
Butterflies will burn around you, as I do. 
I will not fit under the tombstone, if  
For one moment you sit grieving by my grave. 
The world is as it has always been, 
And will be the same for ever, my dear. 
With one turn it will make a king, 
With a throne, a crown and earrings. 
O world, you make them rot under ground, 
And the ground piles more torment on them. 
Now, bring some of that life-giving wine, 
And crush the past under a grinding stone. 
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  به حق نالم ز هجر دوست زارا
  سحر گاهان چو بر گلبن هزارا
  قضا، گر داد من نستاند از تو
  ز سوز دل بسوزانم قضا را

  بسوزد ی میچو عارض برفروز
  چو من پروانه بر گردت هزارا
  ینگنجم در لحد، گر زانكه لخت

   بر مزارم سوآواراینينش
  ست تا بود انيست وچون انيجهان ا

  اراينند، ين بود ايو همچون
   آردیك گردش به شاهنشاهيبه 

  م و تاج وگوشوارايهيدهد د
  ین فرسوده آردير زميتوشان ز

  شان بر زغاراين داده بريزم
   خون فسردهیان تو لختاز آن ج
  اندر سپارایر پايسپرده ز
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Tortured by the beloved 
 
If I’m not unlucky, how did I get involved 
With this quick-to-anger woman of easy virtue? 
She likes it if I’m thrown to the lions. 
I can’t stand it if a fly sits on her. 
She tortures me. But my love for her  
And loyalty to her never leave my heart. 
 
 
The cruel beloved 
 
My eyes are a sea. The fire in my heart roars. 
How can the pupil survive between sea and fire? 
She has a crocodile’s bite. She tears at the heart. 
She is cruel. I will suffer if I give my heart. 
 
 
Ayyār’s message 
 
Ayyār sent a secret message to me:42 
“Don’t mention me in your poems so much. 
This old man abuses me because of you. 
I wish God would save me from his tyranny.” 

                                                 
42 Ayyār means shrewd or sneaky. Nafisi claims that Ayyār is the name of one of 

Rudaki’s favorite concubines. 
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  ، مراآه فگندیر نه بدبختمگ

  رس جاف جاف زود غیكيبه 
  ر بپسندديش شياو مرا پ

  من نتاوم برو نشسته مگس
  ست، مهر و وفاش اگرچه نامردم

  رگسين دلم يچ ازينشود ه
 

 
  
  
  دي فزایا دو چشم و آتش بر دل هميدر

  ديا و آتش چگونه پايان دريمردم م
  دي خسایش نهنگ دارد، دل را همين

 ديدون نه خردخايندهم، آه ناگوارد، آا
 
  
  
 

  ار مرايد به سر اندر عآس فرستا
  ار مراياد به شعر اندر بسيمكن : آه
  ر ز بهر تو مرا خوار گرفتين فژه پيو

  زد جبار مرايبرهاناد ازو ا
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When the beloved drinks wine 
 
Flowers bloom on her cheeks, it’s no wonder: 
Flowers always bloom when she drinks wine. 
Her hair falls in curls but she stands up straight. 
She has a healthy body but feverish eyes.43 
 
 
Submission to the beloved 
 
I want to stroke your amber-scented hair, 
Paint with kisses the jasmine petals of your face.  
If only you’d place one foot upon this ground, 
I’d make a thousand prostrations to its dust. 
I’ll kiss the seal on your letter a thousand times 
If I see the mark of your signet ring upon it. 
Tell them to cut off my hand with an Indian blade, 
If one day I try to raise a hand to you. 
I was silent when I should have recited poems. 
But my tongue now turns with compliments for you. 
 

                                                 
43 “Feverish eyes” imply sleepy, half-closed eyes, which are a sign of the 

beloved’s beauty. 
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  اگر گل آرد بار آن رخان او، نه شگفت
  خورد گل آرد بار ینه چو همه ميهر آ

  كن به قد و قامت راستيبه زلف آژ ول
  ماريكن به چشمكان بيبه تن درست ول

 
  
  

  راون تين عنبريگرفت خواهم زلف
  راون تياسميآنم برگ   نقشبه بوسه

  یك ره برو قدم بنهين آه تو يهر آن زم
  راون تيهزار سجده برم خاك آن زم

   توۀ نامیهزار بوسه دهم بر سخا
  راون تينم بر مهر او نگياگر بب
   گودست من جدا بكنندیغ هنديبه ت

  راون تي من آستیرم روزياگر بگ
  د گفتياگر چه خامش مردم آه شعر با

 راون تي گردد آفرین من به روزبا
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The beloved’s beauty 
 
Song, rose-colored wine, and beauties like the moon, 
Would make an angel fall in the well.44 
How can I sew my gaze shut? To see my love 
Only narcissi grow on my grave, not weeds.45 
For the man who knows love’s drunkenness, 
It’s a shame to be sober for a moment. 
Your eyes can’t make out the ceiling beams by day. 
But you spot a straw in someone else’s eye at night.46 
 
 
The beloved’s curls 
 
Who curled your hair into a “j”?47 
He who made your mole the dot of that “j”. 
And your mouth is so small, as if someone 
Has split a pomegranate seedlet in half.48 

                                                 
44 In this line, Rudaki is making reference to the story of Hārut and Mārut, which 

has pre-Islamic roots (“Ho’avrutāt” and “Amrotāt” in Avestan literature) and is 
retold in the Koran. As the story goes, the angels Hārut and Mārut were sent to 
earth to guide mankind. They were seduced by the beautiful Nāhid (“Zohreh” 
in Arabic) and engaged in singing, drinking wine and merry-making. As 
punishment, God threw them into the well of Babylon. 

45 Narcissi represent eyes. Narcissi growing on the grave implies that the poet 
will see his beloved even after his death. 

46 The last couplet seems disjointed from the rest of the poem. 
47 I have translated the Persian letter [ج] “jim" as a “j”. [ ج ], similar to a “j” in 

English has a dot. The dot in the [ج], however, is on the inside of the body of 
the letter, unlike the dot on top of the “j”. The physical description of the dot 
being the mole surrounded by a curl of the beloved’s hair makes more sense in 
Persian since the dot is surrounded by the body of the letter. The dot on the “j” 
as the mole, and the body of the letter as a curl of hair, demands a bit of a 
stretch in the imagination of the English reader. Nevertheless, it’s an 
interesting coincidence that the [ ج] and the “j” are similar sounding letters 
with similar physical shapes. Both are dotted letters with a curved body. 

48 A small mouth is a sign of feminine beauty. 
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   گلگون و لعبتان چوماهۀسماع و باد
  ند دراوفتد در چاهياگر فرشته بب

  دن دوستينظر چگونه بدوزم آه بهر د
  اهي گیز خاك من همه نرگس دمد به جا

  افتي  از ذوق عشق جانانی آه آگهیآس
   بود آگاهیف بود، گر دميش حيز خو

   تو به روزیبه چشمت اندر بالار ننگر
  آاهینيبه شب به چشم آسان اندرون بب

  
  
 

  م آه آرد آن آه اويزلف ترا ج
  م آردي آن جۀخال ترا نقط

  ی آسيیوآن دهن تنگ تو گو
 م آردي نار به دو نیدانگك
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Nature poems 
 
Spring 
 
A lush spring has arrived, colorful and effervescent, 
With thousands of delights and decorations. 
It is fair that the old man becomes young, 
In a world that supplants old age with youth. 
The mighty heavens have fielded an army: 
An army of dark clouds led by the zephyr, 
Lightning its artillery, thunder its drummer. 
I have seen a thousand armies, never so fierce. 
Look at that cloud, how it cries like a grieving man, 
Thunder moans like a lover with a broken heart. 
Now and then the sun peeks from behind the clouds 
Like a prisoner hiding from the guard. 
The world, which had been in pain for some time,  
Has found a cure in this jasmine-scented wind. 
A shower of musk streams down in waves,  
On leaves, a cover of shiny new silk. 
Snow covered crevices now bear roses. 
Streams that had been dry now swell with water. 
Upon the field, thunder howls like the wind. 
Lightning cracks its whip from among the clouds. 
On the meadow, a distant tulip smiles 
Like the henna-painted nails of a bride. 
The nightingale sings from the willow; 
The starling answers from the cypress tree; 
The ringdove’s old song echoes from the cypress; 
The nightingale serenades the red rose. 
Now, drink wine. Now, be happy. 
Now is the time for lovers. 
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  بي طیآمد بهار خرم با رنگ و بو
  بيش عجيبا صد هزار نزهت و آرا

  ن گه شود جوانير بديه مرد پد آيشا
  بيافت شباب از پس مشيل ي بدیتيگ

   بكردی لشكریكيچرخ بزرگوار 
  بيره و باد صبا نقيلشكرش ابر ت

  نفاط برق روشن و تندرش طبل زن
  بين مهيدم چنيل و نديدم هزار خيد

  د چون مرد سوآوارين آه گريآن ابر ب
  بين آه نالد چون عاشق آئيو آن رعد ب

  گاه  گاهید را ز ابر دمد رويشخور
  بير دارد از رقذ آه گيیچو نان حصار

  جهان دردمند بود، ك چند روزگاري
  بي سمن باد را طبیافت بويبه شد آه 

  د نو به نوي بباریباران مشكبو
  بي قصۀ حلیكيد يوز برگ بر آش

   داشت گل گرفتیش همي آه برف پیآنج
  بي بود شد رطی آه خشك همیكيهر جو 
   باد بردمدیان دشت هميتندر م

  بي برآشد قضیان ابر هميبرق از م
   ز دوریان آشت بخندد هميلاله م

  بي عروس به حنا شده خضۀچون پنج
  دي بخواند در شاخسار بیبلبل هم

  بيو را شده مجاسار از درخت سرو مر
   آهنۀصلصل به سرو بن بر، با نغم

  بيبلبل به شاخ گل بر، با لحنك غر
  د شادييد باده و اآنون زياآنون خور
  بيب از بر حبيب حبيد نصرَآاآنون بَ
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Choose the cup bearer and the wine. Drink. Sing 
Like the starling or the nightingale. 
Even though this young spring is a sight to see, 
It pales before the pleasure of seeing my lord. 
In your old age, as throughout your youth, 
Everyone has always marveled at you. 
You have had many dreams, and fulfilled them all. 
You are the source of majesty, splendor and joy. 
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  ري خور به بانگ زین و باده و مي گزیساق
  بي عندل، سار نالد و از باغ،آز آشت

  ست به چشم خوب ار چند نوبهار جهانه
  بيدار خواجه خوب تر، آن مهتر حسيد
  بيب تو با فراز وفراز تو با نشيش

  بيب وتي به تو اندر به شیفرزند آدم
  یژ و آام بدو اندرون بسي تو ریديد

 بي و ز به فرّید آان مطرب بوديبار
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Mehregān 
 
Dear lord, the feast of Mehregān has come.49 
The feast of kings and nobles has come. 
It’s time for fur instead of silk, a tent 
Instead of the garden and the meadow. 
The myrtle has replaced the lily, 
Wine has replaced the Judas-tree. 
You are generous and your reign is young. 
Such luck: the wine has ripened in your youth. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The flower has returned to the garden. 
It’s time for the garden and the meadow. 
The flames of Āzar have died down.50 
The flames rise up now in the tulip.51 

                                                 
49 Mehregān is a Zoroastrian celebration of autumn, in the month of Mehr, the 

first month of autumn according to the Persian calendar. 
50 Āzar, which means fire, is also the last month of autumn in the Persian 

calendar. 
51 The last two couplets are not separated from the rest of the poem in the Nafisi 

manuscript. Here, I have chosen the Sho’ar and Anvary version, which has 
presented the second fragment separately. There is no thematic transition 
between the two fragments and the radif in the opening couplet of the second 
fragment indicates that it could be the opening couplet of a separate poem. 
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   جشن مهرگان آمد،ملكا
  مدجشن شاهان و خسروان آ

   ملحم و خرگاهیخزبه جا
  بدل باغ و بوستان آمد

   سوسن آمد بازیمورد به جا
   ارغوان آمدی به جایم

  تو جوانمرد و دولت تو جوان
   به بخت تو نوجوان آمدیم

................................  
  گل دگر ره به گلستان آمد

   باغ و بوستان آمدۀوار
   اوۀوار آذر گرشت و شعل

   لاله را زمان آمدۀلشع
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Hoopoe 
 
I saw a hoopoe near Sarakhs 
Whose little song reached the clouds. 
She was wearing a little cloak 
Of many different colors. 
O ugly and inverted world, 
I stand before you in awe. 
 
 
Winter’s breath 
 
This grass field, tinged by winter’s breath52 
Like the tails of tigers and wolves, 
Is now dyed and designed like the Arzhang, 
In a spring that bears Mani’s mark.53 
Don’t feel too safe on the ship of life, 
The Nile is full of crocodiles. 
 

                                                 
52 According to the Persian calendar, Day is the first month of winter. 
53 Māni or Manes (c. 216-276) was the Persian founder of Manichaeism. Māni 

was also a painter and his scripture, the Arzhang, is illustrated with colorful 
paintings. 
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   سرخسیدم به حواليپوپك د
  ا بر اندراه بانگك بر برده ب

  ن برويدم رنگي دیچادرآ
   گونه بر آن چادرایرنگ بس

   پرغونه و باژگونه جهانیا
  مانده من از تو به شگفت اندرا

 
 
  
 

  یآن صحن چمن آه از دم د
  ست اا پلنگي دم گرگ یگفت

   طبعیاآنون ز بهار مانو
  ست اپرنقش و نگار همچو ژنگ

  ه آم آني عمر تكیبر آشت
 ست امن نهنگيل نشين نيآ
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Wine poems 
 
On drunkenness 
 
Now we are drunk, so let’s drink wine. 
Let’s drink from the hands of beauties. 
They call us crazy and senseless. 
We are not crazy. We are drunk. 
 
 
The virtues of wine 
 
Wine brings out the dignity in man, 
Separates the free from the man bought with coins. 
Wine distinguishes the noble from the base: 
Many talents are bottled in this wine. 
It’s joyous, when you are drinking wine, 
Especially when the jasmine is in bloom. 
Wine has scaled many fortress walls, 
Broken many newly-saddled colts. 
Many a mean miser, having drunk wine, 
Has spread generosity throughout the world. 
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  ميم باده آه مستانياخورتبد 
  مي بستانیكوان ميوز دست ن

  مان خوانند هشي بنوانگايد
  ميم آه مستانيا وانگان نهيد
 
 
  
 
 
  دي پدی آرد شرف مردیم

  ديدرم خرآزاده نژاد از 
  د آرد از بداصلي آزاده پدیم

  دين نبيفراوان هنرست اندر
  ست ا خوش آنگهی میهرآنگه آه خور

  دياسمن دميخاصه چو گل و 
   گشادیبسا حصن بلندا آه م

  دين آه بشكني نوزۀبسا آرّ
   بخوردیلا آه ميبسا دون بخ

  دي به جهان در پراگنیميآر
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Rubā‘iyāt 

I 
Her hair, down, is a long dark night; 
Parted: a pair of open claws. 
Disentangled braids, through each twist and turn 
Cast wave upon wave of Tarāzian musk. 
 

 
II 
Day raises its banner in your name. 
The crescent moon is like your cup. 
Destiny imitates your strong will. 
Your charity is daily bread for all.  

  
 

III 
No one seeks me out but misfortune. 
Only my fever asks about my health. 
If I’m on the brink of death, no one spares  
A drop of water, except my eyes.  
 
 
IV 
She came to me. Who? The beloved. When? At dawn. 
Afraid of whom? The guardian. Who is that? Her father. 
I gave her two kisses. Where? On her moist lips. 
Lips? No. What, then? Carnelian. How was it? Like sugar. 
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   شب دراز اندازدیزلفش بكش
   چنگل باز اندازديیور بگشا

  نديك دگر بگشايچ و خمش ز يور پ
    اندازددامن دامن مشك طراز

 
 

 
  چون روز علم زند به نامت ماند

  ك شبه شد ماه به جامت مانديچون 
  ز گامت ماندير به عزم تيتقد

  به عطا دادن عامت ماندیروز
 
  
 

  جز حادثه هرگز طلبم آس نكند
  ك پرسش گرم جز تبم آس نكندي

  دم، به جز مردم چشميورجان به لب آ
  ك قطره آب بر لبم آس نكندي
 
 
 
  ؟ وقت سحریار، آي بر من، آه؟ آمد

  ترسنده ز آه؟ ز خصم، خصمش آه؟ پدر
  دادمش دو بوسه، بر آجا؟ بر لب تر

 د؟ چو شكرق، چون بُيد؟ عقد؟ نه، چه بُلب بُ
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V 
Greedy one, don’t seek fruit in this orchard, 
This two-door garden is full of willows.54 
Don’t rest idle, the Gardener is behind you.55 
Be still like the dirt, and pass like the wind. 

 
 
VI 
When you find me dead, my lips apart, 
A shell empty of life, worn out by want, 
Sit by my bedside and say, with charm: 
“It is I who killed you, I regret it now.” 
 
 
VII 
People aren’t required to be generous and kind, 
But they are required to be thankful for grace. 
My lord bestows much that isn’t required of him. 
How can I neglect what is required of me? 
 

 
VIII 
I eagerly place your letter before me. 
Teardrops pattern the Pleiades on my shirt. 
Replying, when I take pen in hand, 
I want to fold my heart in the letter. 

  

                                                 
54 The two-door garden emphasizes the transience of life. 
55 The Gardener is the Angel of Death. 
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  ن باغ ثمري زیهان تشنه جگر، مجو

  اض بدو درين ريست ا ایدستانيب
  مان، آه باغبانت به قفاستمهوده يب

 رذر و چون باد گيچون خاك نشسته گ
 
 
 

  ام دو لب گشته فراز ینيچون آشته بب
  ن قالب فرسوده به آزي ایتهاز جان 
   بنازیگو ین و مينم نشيبر بال
 مان شده بازي من تو بكشته و پشیآا

 
 
 

  واجب نبود به آس برافضال و آرم
  نه شكر نعميواجب باشد هر آ

  ر نكرد خواجه در ناواجبيتقص
 ر آنميمن در واجب چگونه تقص

 
 
 

  در پيش خود آن نامه چو بلكامه نهم
  ديده بر جامه نهمپروين ز سرشك 

  بر پاسخ تو چو دست بر خامه نهم
 خواهم آه دل اندر شكن نامه نهم
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IX 
We’ve spread our rug in sorrow’s house, 
Shed tears. Ours is a heart on fire. 
We’ve endured the world’s tyrannies, 
We, playthings of evil days. 
 
 
X 
As with Rudaki, love has made me tired of life. 
Tears of blood have turned my lashes to coral. 
I fear the pain of separation. I burn 
With jealousy, like those who live in hell. 
 
 
XI 
She sold a tryst for a heart, a fair price. 
She sells a kiss for a soul, and it’s cheap. 
It’s true, when this beauty is the merchant, 
She sells trysts for hearts, kisses for souls. 
 
 
XII 
You’ve stolen color and scent from the rose: 
Color for your cheeks, scent for your hair. 
The stream turns rose-colored when you wash your face. 
The street smells of musk when you let down your hair. 
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  مييدر منزل غم فگنده مفرش ما
  مييوز آب دو چشم دل پر آتش ما
  مييعالم چو ستم آند ستمكش ما

 مييدست خوش روزگار ناخوش ما
 
 
 

  ر از جاني شدم سیدر عشق چو رودآ
  ام شد مرجان ن مژهيهء خونياز گر

  م عراب هجرانيالقصه آه از ب
  انير از دوزخدر آتش رشكم دگ

 
 
 
  دار به دل فروخت، نفروخت گرانيد

  بوسه به روان فروشد و هست ارزان
  ، آه چو آن ماه بود بازرگانیآر
  دار به دل فروشد و بوسه به جانيد

 
 
 

   از گل سرخ رنگ بربوده و بویا
   موی رخ ربوده بو از پیرنگ از پ

   همه جويی شویگل رنگ شود، چو رو
   همه آویمو فشانن گردد چو يمشك
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XIII 
Fate felt no remorse when killing you, 
No soft heart for your elegance and youth. 
I am amazed at the Taker, shameless  
Before such beauty, stealing your life. 
 
 
XIV 
Each agate of sorrow you draw from my eyes, pierces 
My cheek, opening a thousand roses of secrets.56 
Secrets my heart had kept hidden from my soul, 
In rapture’s language, are revealed by my tears. 

                                                 
56 Agate, because of its dark red color symbolizes tears of blood, tears of sorrow. 

Agate boring into the face can be read as tears rolling down the cheeks. 
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  رآه بر آشتنت آزرم نداشتيتقد

  ت دل نرم نداشتيبر حسن و جوان
  يیاندر عجبم زجان ستان آز چو تو

  جان بستد و از جمال تو شرم نداشت
 
 

   آه بسفتيیقيچشمم ز غمت به هر عق
  بر چهره هزار گل ز رازم بشكفت

   داشت نهفتی آه دلم ز جان همیراز
  اشكم به زبان حال با خلق بگفت
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