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The discipline of Persian-English lexicography represents one of the most complex intersections of Indo-European 

and Semitic linguistic traditions. For centuries, scholars, diplomats, and linguists have sought to bridge the gap 

between the lyrical complexity of the Persian language (Farsi) and the analytical precision of the English tongue. At 

the heart of this scholarly endeavor lies the work of Francis Joseph Steingass, whose 1892 publication, A 

Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, remains the gold standard for classical Persian literature studies. This

article provides an in-depth technical analysis of the development, structure, and academic significance of these

monumental works, tracing the lineage from the 18th-century efforts of Richardson and Johnson to the

sophisticated modern bibliographic records of the Harvard Library and Oxford University Press.

1. The Historical Framework of Persian Lexicography in the West

The academic requirement for a comprehensive Persian-English reference emerged from the geopolitical and 

cultural expansion of the British Empire, particularly its involvement in India, where Persian served as the court 

language for the Mughal Empire until the mid-19th century. The early attempts at capturing the Persian lexicon 

were fraught with the challenges of transliteration, font typography, and the deep integration of Arabic loanwords

within Persian syntax.

The Richardson-Wilkins-Johnson Lineage

The technical foundation for Steingass’s work was not built in a vacuum. It was the result of over a century of

iterative refinement:

•  John Richardson (1777): Published the first major Persian-Arabic-English dictionary. While groundbreaking, it 

suffered from numerous inaccuracies and a layout that was difficult for non-specialists to navigate.

•  Charles Wilkins (1806): A pioneer in Sanskrit and Persian studies, Wilkins revised Richardson’s work, 

improving the typography and adding thousands of technical terms.

•  Francis Johnson (1829): Johnson further enlarged the work, creating a massive volume that served as the 

primary reference for the East India Company’s officials. However, by the late 19th century, Johnson’s work was 

considered too bulky and outdated in its philological approach.

2. Technical Architecture: Decoding the Steingass Methodology

When Francis Joseph Steingass set out to create his Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, his primary 

objective was to refine Johnson’s enlargementof the Richardson/Wilkins text. Steingass recognized that a

dictionary for Persian literature must account for the dual nature of the language: its Indo-European roots and its

extensive adoption of Arabic vocabulary, phrases, and grammatical structures.

Handling the Arabic Element

A significant technical hurdle in Persian lexicography is the treatment of Arabic words. In classical Persian literature,

authors frequently used Arabic phrases verbatim. Steingass’s innovation was the systematic inclusion of these



Arabic components within the main alphabetical sequence of the Persian dictionary. This eliminated the need for

scholars to consult a separate Arabic lexicon (such as Lane’s Arabic-English Lexicon) when reading Persian texts.

The Alphabetical and Radical Systems

Unlike many contemporary Arabic dictionaries that organize words by their three-letter triliteral root (the root system

), Steingass opted for a strict alphabetical arrangementbased on the Persian script. This was a strategic decision

to prioritize usability for students of literature who might not have the linguistic training to identify the abstract root

of an inflected word. However, for Arabic entries, he meticulously noted the original root forms, providing a bridge

for more advanced philologists.

3. Comparison and Evaluation of Historical Dictionaries

To understand the technical superiority of the Steingass edition, we must compare the core metrics of the major

historical Persian-English dictionaries. The following table highlights the evolution of these works across several key

parameters.



Feature/Metric Richardson (1777) Johnson 
(1829/1852)

Steingass (1892) Modern Concise 
Dictionaries

Total Entry Volume Low (~20,000) Medium (~45,000) High (~100,000+) Variable (~30,000)

Arabic Integration Inconsistent Extensive but bulky Systematic and 
streamlined

Minimal/
Contemporary only

Organization Crude Alphabetical Expanded 
Alphabetical

Modern Philological Phonetic/Simplified

Literary Focus Commercial/Legal Classical/Poetic Comprehensive (All 
Eras)

Modern 
Conversational

Target Audience Traders/Diplomats Colonial 
Administrators

Academics/
Philologists

Language Learners

4. Core Concepts: The Philology of Persian-English Translation

The technical writer and linguist must understand several core concepts that Steingass addressed in his work.

These are essential for anyone navigating 19th-century technical study data regarding Persian literature.

The Concept of the "Idafa" Construction

In Persian, the idafa is a short vowel '-e' or '-i' used to link words (noun-noun or noun-adjective). In historical 

dictionaries, capturing the meanings of these compound constructions was critical. Steingass provided thousands 

of examples of idafa-linked compounds, particularly those involving Arabic loanwords, which often changed

meaning entirely when used in a Persian context.

Transliteration Systems and Phonetic Representation

Before the standardization of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), lexicographers used various systems of 

diacritics to represent Persian sounds in Latin characters. Steingass used a robust system of dots and macrons to 

distinguish between the various 's' sounds (sin, sad, thal) and 'z' sounds (ze, zal, zad, za). Modern researchers

must understand this mapping to effectively use digital OCR versions of these old texts.

5. Field Guide: How to Navigate a 19th-Century Persian Dictionary

For scholars accessing the Oxford English Dictionary or the Harvard Libraryrecords for these texts, the

following procedural steps are recommended for extracting maximum data from an entry:

1.  Identify the Script Type: Recognize whether the entry is native Persian, an Arabic loanword, or a 

"Persianized" Arabic term.

2.  Check the Part of Speech: Steingass uses Latin abbreviations (e.g., adj., v.n. for verbal noun, part. for 

participle) to categorize words.

3.  Analyze the Etymology: Look for the bracketed references to Arabic roots or Sanskrit cognates. This provides 

context for the word's evolution.

4.  Examine the Contextual Examples: Steingass often cites classical poets like Hafez, Rumi, or Saadi. These 

examples demonstrate the nuance of the word in high literature versus common usage.

5.  Cross-Reference with the 1930/Second Impression: Later editions corrected numerous typographical errors 

found in the 1892 first edition.



6. Case Study: The Word "Aql" (Intellect)

To demonstrate the depth of technical analysis provided by Steingass, let us examine the treatment of the word 

'Aql (c–BdB•. In a concise dictionary (like the one by Miandji), the entry might simply read "Intellect, sense." However, in A 

Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, the entry spans multiple columns and includes:

•  Philosophical Context: Distinctions between 'Aql-e Kul (Universal Intellect) and 'Aql-e Ma'ad (Spiritual 

Intellect).

•  Idiomatic Usage: Phrases such as 'Aql amadan (to come to one's senses) and 'Aql bakhtan (to lose one's 

mind).

•  Grammatical Variants: The plural forms ('Uqul) and derived adjectives ('Aqli).

This level of detail is why the Steingass dictionary remains an essential tool for the technical study of Sufi

metaphysics and classical Persian philosophy.

7. Modern Challenges: Digitization, OCR, and Metadata

As we transition from physical hardcovers (like those sold by Livraria Nova Floresta) to digital databases, new 

technical challenges arise. The Encyclopaedia Iranicaand various university libraries are currently grappling with

the following issues:

Optical Character Recognition (OCR) Accuracy

OCR software often struggles with the 19th-century fonts used for the Arabic/Persian script, especially when

intermingled with Latin text. The presence of diacritical marks (dots, lines) can lead to "noise" in the digital output,

requiring extensive manual proofreading by subject matter experts.

Schema Markup and Linked Data

To make these dictionaries searchable in the modern web (Semantic Web), metadata must be structured using 

Schema.orgvocabularies. For instance, a dictionary entry can be modeled as a DefinedTerm within a Dictionary

object. This allows search engines to understand the relationship between a Persian word and its English definition.

8. Bibliographic Data and ISBN Management

For collectors and librarians, tracking the various editions of Steingass's work is a lesson in bibliographic history.

The primary editions include:

•  1892 First Edition: Published by W.H. Allen &amp; Co., London.

•  1930 Second Impression: Published by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner &amp; Co.

•  Modern Reprints: Often identified by ISBNs such as 978-8173046698 (often published in New Delhi for the 

Asian market).

Modern researchers should be wary of low-quality print-on-demand versions that often omit the crucial introduction

where Steingass explains his transliteration methodology.

9. Synthesizing the Legacy of Persian Lexicography

The trajectory from the early, often flawed works of John Richardson to the exhaustive precision of Francis Joseph 

Steingass reflects a broader shift in Western scholarship toward scientific philology. Steingass did more than just 

list words; he mapped the intellectual landscape of the Persian-speaking world, preserving the linguistic nuances of 

a millennium of literature. Today, as we use these tools in the context of digital humanities and AI-driven translation, 



the technical rigor of these 19th-century scholars remains the bedrock upon which our modern understanding is 

built. Whether through a hardcover found in a specialized bookstore in Sao Paulo or a digitized record in the 

Harvard Library, the Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionarycontinues to serve as an indispensable bridge

across time and culture, facilitating a deeper connection with the vast literary heritage of Persia and its neighbors.
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