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rspectives on Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh ...

Introduction

The main question addressed in this study concerns the manner in which myth and epic are
reflected and transformed across different narratives of Fereydoun: why and how Ferdowsi's
account remains closer to ancient origins in some details while diverging from them in others,
and what role religious, ideological, and narrative influences play in shaping these differences.
The article further asks whether Ferdowsi reconstructed the ancient narrative or presented a
rationalized rewriting of it.

The approach of this article is source criticism; that is, it involves a comparison and
evaluation of the text of the Shabnameh with pre-Islamic sources (the Avesta, the Yashts, the
Bundahishn, and the Méngy 7 Kherad), as well as with historical texts and post-Islamic
chronicles of kings (al-Tabari, Bal'ami, al-Biruni, al-Tha‘alibi, and others). The methods
employed are qualitative content analysis and library research: extracting motifs, tracing
narrative transformations, and inferring the reasons for these changes based on the intellectual
backgrounds of the narrators and Ferdowsi's narrative requirements. Alongside this method,
attention to symbolic and semiotic layers also forms the basis of the analysis in order to clarify
the totemic and ritual connections within the narratives.

Literature Review

Previous studies on Fereydoun have been diverse, each emphasizing a particular aspect of the
name, symbols, and mythological origins. These include etymological studies of the name and
the tripartite division of powers (Mowlayie), which regard Feteydoun as the bearer of "three
powers"; symbolic studies (Valipour Hafshejani, Bahar, and Kazzazi) that have demonstrated
Fereydoun's connections with symbols of fertility, the cow, and Indo-European parallels; and
historical and Pahlavi studies that have examined the lineage and narrative differences
between Pahlavi and Islamic sources. Nevertheless, the present article claims a degree of
originality: to date, no comprehensive and systematic study employing a comparative source
analysis to evaluate the Shabnameh narrative against a broad range of earlier and later sources
has been presented. Accordingly, this article seeks to fill the analytical gap between semiotic
studies and literary text research. Furthermore, the present study emphasizes the necessity of
attending to forgotten oral traditions in order to reconstruct the neglected layers of

Fereydoun’s narrative.

Findings

Ferdowsi’s partial adherence to ancient origins: In many structural and symbolic details, the
narrative of the Shahnameh is closer to Avesta and Pahlavi sources than to Islamic narratives
influenced by Israiliyyat and religious interpretations; however, Ferdowsi exercises caution in
presenting certain explicitly mythological elements (for example, supernatural or totemic
details) so that the natrative would be more acceptable to the audience of the time. This
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caution is manifested through the omission or moderation of certain mythological details and

their transformation into symbols or events more comprehensible to the audience of the epic.

Displacement of myth within a realistic framework: Techniques such as displacement in
the Shahnameh are employed so that totemic or ritual elements (for example, the connection
with the cow) are transformed into forms that are more acceptable within an epic narrative.
One example is the conversion of the lineage “Par-Gar” into the story of a cow acting as a
wet-nurse that nurtured Fereydoun. This type of displacement allows ancient elements to be
preserved within the new text without losing their symbolic function.

Avoidance of direct Islamization of characters: In contrast to some post-Islamic
authors who equated Fereydoun with prophets or Semitic figures, Ferdowsi avoids such
conflations and preserves an independent epic narrative. This approach contributes to the
national and mythological intelligibility of the work and shows that Ferdowsi, as a re-creator
of the national narrative, maintains the boundary between myth and religious interpretation.

The reason for not killing Zahhak and the rationalization of myth: Pahlavi sources and
some religious texts mention an explicitly mythological reason for not killing Zahhak: the
emergence of Khrafstaran (harmful creatures) from his body. Ferdowsi, however, omits or
moderates this explicitly mythological explanation and instead refers to the intervention of
Soroush and postponement, thereby presenting a more epic-rational narrative. This change
reflects Ferdowsi’s tendency to offer a narrative that is both rooted in myth and more
intelligible and acceptable to the audience of his time.

Conclusion

A comparison of the sources shows that Ferdowsi employed two simultaneous approaches
in his rewriting of myth: first, the preservation of deep structures and archaic narrative motifs
(the connection with farr [divine glory], the ritualistic mace, the motif of the cow, and the
combat against the dragon); and second, the explicit moderation of supernatural and
mythological elements in order to enhance the rational intelligibility and acceptability of the
narrative for the readers of his time. In this way, the Shabnameh functions simultaneously as
both a custodian of mythic origins and a re-creation of a rationalized national narrative.

Differences among the natratives should be examined in light of three factors: (a) the
intellectual background of the narrators (Islamic texts predominantly tend toward religious
interpretation); (b) Ferdowsi's narrative exigencies (the need for realism and acceptability to
an epic audience); and (c) the survival of symbols in displaced forms (for example, the cow
totem, which is reflected in various forms across different texts). Furthermore, to complete
the understanding of the transformation of the Fereydoun narrative, future research should
address several areas: a comparative study of the role of the cow symbol in local and ritual
texts from different regions of Iran in order to clarify its totemic origins; an examination of
the influence of intermediary Arabic and Pahlavi translations and transmissions on narrative

changes in Islamic texts; an audience-oriented analysis of the Shabnameh in Ferdowsi's time to
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better understand the motivations behind mythological moderation; and the tracing of local
and oral versions of the Fereydoun narrative in rural areas in order to reconstruct its forgotten
layers. Incorporating these research directions into future studies can provide a more
comprehensive picture of the evolution of the Fereydoun narrative and the role of various
cultural factors in shaping it.
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