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Mythological Aspects of the Shahnameh in the Historical Section
(From the Reign of Alexander to the Arab Invasion)
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Abstract

The national epic of Iran, the Shahnameh, is the most monumental and identity-defining work for the people of Iran from ancient times to
the present, holding a particularly significant place in the field of mythological studies. What renders the Shahnameh enduring and
immortal—more than any other major mythological work—is that traces of myth can be found throughout all of its narratives, including
the historical section. This claim is substantiated by the observable presence of mythological elements across various events in the
historical accounts of the Shahnameh. The aim of this study is to explore the mythological traces and the marvelous, extraordinary
occurrences found in the historical part of the Shahnameh by examining selected stories from this section. The significance of Ferdowsi’s
method of engaging with historical events becomes more apparent when we recognize that the sub-narratives concerning the lives and
reigns of historical figures in the third part of the Shahnameh are, in some cases, presented as hyperrealities rather than pure historical
facts. This study, which employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library data and document analysis, will demonstrate that the
Master of Tus, particularly in recounting sub-narratives in the historical section of the Shahnameh, significantly employed mythological
approaches in the narration of historical events.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Shahnameh by Ferdowsi represents an
unparalleled cultural and literary treasure that
combines myth, epic, and history into a
cohesive national narrative. Despite modern
scholarly efforts to differentiate these domains
within the work, the structural integration of
mythology into even the historically grounded
sections of the Shahnameh underscores
Ferdowsi's sustained reliance on mythic
frameworks. This is particularly evident in the
section spanning from the reign of Alexander
to the Arab conquest, where supernatural
interventions—such as divine messengers,
magical creatures, and symbolic dreams—
persistently shape the narrative arc. The text
reveals the continuity of mythological patterns
throughout its structure, suggesting that
historical verisimilitude does not preclude
mythic representation. The historical heroes,
such as Alexander and Bahram V, are
enveloped in mythic attributes, from the quest

for the water of life to the taming of dragons
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and engagement with divine portents. The
story of Alexander includes the legendary
search for immortality via the "water of life" and
the encounter with symbolic territories and
monstrous beings, all of which reflect Indo-
Iranian archetypes. His confrontation with the
serpent and the dream episodes of King Kid of
Kanauj further embed mythic symbolism into
ostensibly historical contexts. These motifs
serve not merely as embellishments but as
critical narrative devices that reflect deep
cultural beliefs about kingship, fate, and divine
favor, lending an elevated and universal
quality to the portrayal of Persian sovereignty
across temporal boundaries (1-8).

The study extends this analysis by exploring
how Ferdowsi mythologizes other prominent
figures in the historical section, most notably
Bahram V (Bahram Gur). While Bahram was
an actual Sasanian monarch, Ferdowsi
imbues him with traits of mythic heroism,
blending his biography with mythic topoi that

elevate his status beyond mere historical
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record. Bahram’s upbringing by the wise
Monzer, his possession of the sacred farr, and
his symbolic test of retrieving a crown from
between two lions all reflect mythical
structures designed to legitimize and glorify
royal authority. The lion, a recurrent archetype
of solar power and divine kingship, becomes a
metaphoric gatekeeper through which only the
true ruler may pass (9-11). Furthermore, the
presence of symbolic dualities—two lions, dual
preys, paired wild beasts—invokes the mystic
significance of the number two as a marker of
cosmic balance and transition (12). Bahram’s
mythic stature is further confirmed in his
encounters with monstrous creatures, such as
a dragon and the legendary beast “Karg,” both
of which he slays in a narrative that closely
mirrors Indo-Iranian dragon-slayer myths. His
discovery of Jamshid’s treasure links him
symbolically to the ancient mythical kings of
Iran, while his ability to restore or ruin a city
with a single word recalls the semi-divine
powers attributed to avatars or prophet-kings.
Collectively, these elements transform
Bahram from a historical figure into a mythic
agent of cosmic and moral order, embodying
the dual qualities of the ideal Iranian monarch:
power and righteousness.

The story of Bahram Chobin (Bahram VI)
likewise illustrates Ferdowsi's integration of
myth into history. A prominent military
commander and eventual self-proclaimed
king, Bahram Chobin is depicted as the only
post-mythic hero who rivals the epic grandeur

of figures like Rustam. His revolt against the

Sasanian emperor and subsequent self-
coronation are grounded in history, yet
Ferdowsi embellishes his tale with mythic
features: battles against dragons, encounters
with magical women, and divine interventions.
The episode where Bahram slays a monstrous
dragon in the service of the Chinese emperor
highlights his strength and echoes the heroism
of earlier epic protagonists (13, 14, 16). His
mythical steed “Ablagh,” reminiscent of
Rustam’s Rakhsh, and his victory through
divine aid further emphasize his supernatural
prowess. In a scene laden with mythic
implications, Bahram receives support from a
mysterious woman associated with magic and
prophecy—a narrative echo of the seductive
enchantress archetype common in Indo-
European traditions. Similarly, his salvation of
the deposed King Khosrow Parviz, guided by
the divine entity Soroush, embodies another
layer of spiritual symbolism. Soroush, both
angel and divine guide, is a Zoroastrian
symbol of divine communication and
protection, underscoring the cosmological
implications of political legitimacy in the
Shahnameh (4). Ferdowsi constructs Bahram
as a liminal hero whose actions straddle the
line between historical insurgency and cosmic
renewal, suggesting that his character
operates within a mythically structured
worldview.

In the case of Ardeshir I, the founder of the
Sasanian dynasty, Ferdowsi intertwines myth
with foundational political narrative. His birth is

foreshadowed by visionary dreams—another

~ 0 ~
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recurring motif in the Shahnameh’s mythic
schema. The dreams of his father Babak,
interpreted by sages and symbolizing cosmic
destiny, foreshadow the divine ordination of
Ardeshir's future rule. This prophetic birth
narrative conforms to the Indo-Iranian motif of
kingship determined by divine omen. The tale
of the Worm of Haftvad further extends this
mythical trajectory. This story centers on a
seemingly mundane event—a girl placing a
worm inside a spindle—but unfolds into a
mythic confrontation between royal authority
and a monstrous embodiment of disorder. The
worm’s transformation into a dragon and its
dwelling in a black box are laden with symbolic
meaning. The number seven in Haftvad's
name, the black color of the box, and the
worm’s later metamorphosis allude to Indo-
Iranian cosmological beliefs where numbers,
colors, and animals carry esoteric significance
(17-21). Ferdowsi uses the story to dramatize
the moral and political crisis posed by
unchecked power and the inevitable divine
reassertion of order through Ardeshir’s military
intervention. Here, Ferdowsi maps the moral
cosmos of Zoroastrian dualism onto a
historical tale, showing how disorder
(symbolized by the dragon) must be subdued
for just rule to prevail.

Anushirvan (Khosrow 1) is another historical
figure whose portrayal is enriched through
mythic elements, especially dream symbolism.
His famous dream of a royal tree growing near
his throne, accompanied by a wild boar

drinking from his wine cup, serves as a

narrative device for prophetic insight. The
young Bozorgmehr’s interpretation of this
dream—revealing the infidelity of a queen with
a foreign servant—demonstrates the cultural
function of dreams in Persian mythological
imagination. As with other characters in the
Shahnameh, dreams are not mere narrative
devices but channels of divine or cosmic truth,
accessed through gifted intermediaries.
According to mythological belief, dreams
represent symbolic revelations, functioning as
a threshold between the known and the
unknown, between the temporal and the
eternal (8). Ferdowsi’'s use of dreams to
foreshadow or reveal hidden truths reflects a
broader tradition in Persian literature and
spirituality in which dreams are vehicles of
gnosis, ethical judgment, and eschatological
insight. As a king, Anushirvan’s ability to
receive and act upon dream revelations
affirms his cosmic legitimacy and moral
awareness, qualities essential to the ideal ruler
within Ferdowsi’s mytho-historical vision.

Ultimately, the Shahnameh’s historical section
does not simply narrate past events but
constructs a mythic historiography in which
history is subsumed within a sacred and
symbolic  narrative  order. Ferdowsi’s
overarching method of embedding mythic
structures into historical content allows him to
retain a cohesive narrative ethos across all
parts of the Shahnameh. This approach
affirms that for Ferdowsi, history and myth are
not oppositional categories but interdependent

modes of cultural expression. Myth grants



1ET Jbo (93 0 kol (P93 0398 ( cw s Oldl 9 Ob) dxus™ 4y 445

historical figures a metaphysical dimension,
imbuing their actions with cosmic significance
and aligning their reigns with the divine order
envisioned in Zoroastrian theology and Indo-
Iranian mythos. By aligning the rise and fall of
kings with celestial patterns, omens, and
divine interventions, Ferdowsi perpetuates a
model of Iranian kingship as simultaneously
political and cosmological. Each narrative,
while historically contextualized, becomes a
reenactment of eternal archetypes: the
dragon-slayer, the wise dream-interpreter, the
bearer of divine glory (farr), and the restorer of
moral order. Through this synthesis, Ferdowsi
ensures that the historical section of the
Shahnameh is no less mythic than its earlier
epic or legendary parts, illustrating that myth is
not a separate genre but the foundational lens
through which all human events gain meaning
and permanence in Persian literary tradition.

In conclusion, Ferdowsi’'s narrative strategy
across the Shahnameh’s historical section
reveals an enduring commitment to the
mythopoetic vision of Iranian identity and
kingship. By weaving mythic structures into
historical narratives, Ferdowsi elevates the
past from mere chronicle to a realm of timeless
truth, moral clarity, and cultural continuity. The
use of symbolic numbers, divine messengers,
heroic tests, dream sequences, and
archetypal enemies ensures that even the
most temporal events are interpreted through
an eternal lens. Thus, the Shahnameh
becomes not only a repository of Iran’s past

but also a sacred script articulating its eternal

ideals. Ferdowsi’s genius lies in his ability to
reconcile the factual with the fantastical, the
historical with the spiritual, crafting a literary
monument that has continued to shape Iranian
consciousness and identity across the

centuries.

References
1. Pirnia H. Ancient Iran or a Brief History of Iran
Until the End of the Sasanian Dynasty. Tehran:
Roshanaei; 1964.
2. Hessampour S. The Image of Alexander in
Wavy Mirrors. Research in Persian Language
and Literature, University of Isfahan, New
Series. 2010(2).
3. Amini-Sabet M, Mahouzi A. The Flight of a
Myth from Epic to Mysticism. Pazhoohnameh
Adab-e Hamasi. 2016;12(21).
4. Sarkarati B. The Mythological Foundation of
the Iranian National Epic: Publications of the
Ferdowsi Shahnameh Foundation; 1977.
5. Khaleghi Motlagh J. Ancient Words. Tehran:
Afkar; 2002.
6. Frazer JG. The Golden Bough. Tehran:
Agah; 2007.
7. Kazazi M. Dream, Epic and Myth. Tehran:
Markaz; 1997.
8. Sarami G. From the Color of the Flower to the
Pain of the Thorn. Tehran: Elmi va Farhangi;
2000.
9. Chevalier J. Dictionary of Symbols. Tehran:
Jeyhoon; 2006.
10. Taheri S. The Archetype of the Lion
in Iran, Mesopotamia and Ancient Egypt.
Journal of Fine Arts - Visual Arts. 2012(49).
11. Kafi J, Hadinia A. A Look at the
Mythological-Ritual Aspect of the Lion and Cow
in Two Versions of Kalileh and Demneh. Jelveh
Honar. 2015(24).
12. Shamisa S. The Story of a Soul.
Tehran: Ferdowsi; 2004.
13. Rastegar Fasaei M. Dragon and
Iranian Myths. Tehran: Tus; 2000.
14. Bertels YA. The Basic Purpose of
Ferdowsi. Ferdowsi Millennium (Collection of
Speeches and Articles Presented at the
Ferdowsi Congress). Tehran: Haghighat; 1943.

15. Zarrinkoub A. The History of the
People of Iran. Tehran: Amir Kabir; 1985.
16. Eslami Nodoshan M. The Life and

Death of Heroes in the Shahnameh. Tehran:
Anjoman-e Asar-e Melli; 1969.

17. Rouhalamini M. The Number Seven
and Myths and Religions. Tehran: Novin; 1982.



VEoF Jlo (p9d o lod (P98 0598 ¢ owild Dludl § Qb)) Ao 4y i3

18. Toghiani E, Choghadari  Z.
Psychological Analysis of Symbols and
Archetypes in the Story of Korm-e Haftvad in
Ferdowsi's Shahnameh. Faslnameh-ye Zaban
va Adabiyat Farsi. 2012;19.

19. Bahar M. Research in Iranian
Mythology. Tehran: Agah; 1997.

20. Ahmadnejad K. Analysis of Military
Works. Tehran: Elmi; 2017.

21. Hasanli K, Ahmadian L. The
Function of Color in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh.
Adab Pazhoohi. 2007(2).



