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Jamshid Between the Mythical and the Heroic Unconscious: A Reflection on Language, Desire,
and Identity in the Narratives of the Avesta and the Shahnameh

Nasrin Sadat Sharifi', Rahim Taher'*, Reza Fahimi'

1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Saveh Branch, Islamic Azad University, Saveh, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: Drtaher2022@iau-saveh.ac.ir

Abstract

Jamshid, one of the most mythical and enigmatic kings in Iranian culture, undergoes fundamental transformations in position and identity
in his transition from the Avesta to the Shahnameh—from the radiant and order-establishing Jamshid of the Avestan texts to the proud
and exiled monarch in Ferdowsi’s epic. This article, by focusing on a reinterpretation of the myth of Jamshid, seeks to analyze the linguistic
and psychological mechanisms of his representation by drawing on the key concepts of Jacques Lacan’s structural psychoanalysis,
including the “mirror stage,” the “big Other,” “desire,” and the “unconscious structured like a language.” The research methodology is
qualitative and based on comparative-conceptual analysis, focusing on two core texts: the Avesta and the Shahnameh. The findings suggest
that Jamshid’s downfall is not merely the result of personal pride, but rather a reflection of the subject’s rupture in the face of the structures
of desire, power, and language—a subject who, in the struggle with the gaze of the “Other” and the constraints of discourse, fails to
achieve coherent identity. This study, by linking the mythical unconscious with the heroic language, attempts to reveal layers of Iranian
identity and its internal conflicts as mirrored in the myth of Jamshid.

Keywords: Jamshid, Shahnameh, Avesta, Lacanian psychoanalysis, unconscious, subject, desire.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Jamshid, a figure deeply enmeshed in the
mythological consciousness of Iranian culture,
undergoes a profound transformation as he
moves from the sacred texts of the Avesta to
the epic verses of the Shahnameh. In the
Avesta, Jamshid is depicted as a sovereign
endowed with divine radiance (xvarenah), an
organizer of cosmic and societal order, and a
recipient of divine approval. His kingship is
legitimized not through human institutions but
through a metaphysical structure of grace,
symbolized by his acquisition of the divine
glory. This grace brings abundance, peace,
and immortality to his reign, until he
transgresses by uttering falsehood, resulting in
the loss of his divine favor. From a Lacanian
perspective, this moment marks a decisive
rupture in the symbolic order—a breaking
point where Jamshid, as a subject, becomes
disconnected from the big Other and the law
that previously conferred meaning and identity
upon him. In this reading, the loss of xvarenah
is not merely a theological event but a
structural dislocation within the subject’s
psyche, as the symbolic network fails to hold.
The language of the Avesta, imbued with ritual
and sacred connotation, sustains this symbolic
structure, presenting Jamshid as an ideal
subject integrated into the divine economy of
signs. But the moment he denies truth—

equivalent to the symbolic father's law in

O ks 5 Syl
538 el LSy 28 Oty 5 el i ) IS 3
Lacanian theory—Jamshid is ejected from the
order of meaning. The divine glory, now
personified as a bird, escapes his body and
transfers to others such as Mithra and
Thraetaona, signaling the transference of
symbolic legitimacy and cultural desire from a
fallen subject to new figures of hope (1, 10).
In the Shahnameh, Jamshid’s journey is
dramatically recontextualized in a more human
and politically grounded narrative. Here, he
begins as a radiant king whose reign is marked
by great progress, invention, and the
regulation of society. He separates
professions, invents clothes, develops
medicine, and even controls the natural world,
including the elimination of death for three
centuries. Yet his downfall begins when he
makes the fateful declaration that he alone is
the source of glory and legitimacy. In Lacanian
terms, this act marks a narcissistic inflation of
the ego—he mistakes the image in the mirror
for reality itself, a classic manifestation of the
mirror stage (3). By claiming he is the origin of
order rather than its functionary, Jamshid
denies the presence and authority of the big
Other, the symbolic framework that constitutes
his being. This leads to a loss of farr-e izadl,
the divine charisma, and his subsequent
descent into alienation and fragmentation.
Ferdowsi portrays this fall not only as political
ruin but as a psychological and symbolic

unraveling. As the subject (Jamshid)
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separates from the symbolic order, he
becomes vulnerable to the Real—represented
by Zahhak, a monstrous figure that arises from
the repressed desires and chaos of the
collective unconscious. Zahhak’s emergence
signals the failure of symbolic continuity, and
Jamshid’s brutal death—cut in half by a saw—
is a metaphor for the fragmentation of the self,
a return to a primal, unstructured state where
the symbolic protections of law, language, and
identity are annihilated (4, 5).

Through Lacan’s structural psychoanalysis,
the narrative of Jamshid across the Avesta
and the Shahnameh reveals a deeper tension
between myth and language, identity and
desire. In the Avesta, Jamshid is enveloped
within a stable symbolic system; his identity is
conferred through language governed by
religious law and divine order. He is a subject
who operates within the symbolic, his desires
mediated through the structure of belief. The
Vendidad'’s

Jamshid’s

account of  Varjamkard—
constructed shelter against
apocalyptic frost—serves as a symbol of this
mediated subjectivity. The Var functions as an
enclosed space of symbolic order where
diseases and defects are banished, mirroring
Lacan’s idea of the imaginary order providing
wholeness and harmony to the subject. But
such wholeness is always illusory, masking
the cracks in the symbolic that the Real
threatens to expose. The moment Jamshid
succumbs to the desire for total mastery—
rejecting his symbolic role and asserting a

Real omnipotence—this illusion collapses.

The Var, like the ego-ideal of the mirror stage,
is shattered, and the subject is expelled from
the network of meaning. In this respect,
Jamshid exemplifies the Lacanian split subject
(le sujet barré), caught between the impossible
fullness of desire and the law’s prohibition,
between the Imaginary fantasy of unity and the
Symbolic order’'s demand for submission (1, 6).
A comparative reading of the Avesta and
Shahnameh reveals contrasting discourses:
the former operates within a metaphysical
register, aligning the subject with divine
language and an eternal, immutable structure;
the latter, in contrast, dramatizes the subject’s
crisis within the political and existential turmoil
of history. The Avesta’s language, like sacred
ritual, stabilizes the relationship between
subject, desire, and the big Other, offering
Jamshid a coherent identity grounded in
religious order. But the Shahnameh subjects
him to the instability of desire, the failure of the
Imaginary, and the absence of a reliable
Other. Jamshid’s declaration of self-
sufficiency—*l know no one but myself’—is a
fundamental rejection of the Symbolic Other,
and therefore, of the very system that once
constituted his subjectivity. As a result, he
loses the divine charisma that served as a
signifier of his place in the symbolic order, and
the social body turns against him. In Lacanian
terms, this is the moment of foreclosure, where
the Name-of-the-Father is excluded from the
subject’'s symbolic universe, leading to a
psychotic break or collapse. This shift from
myth to epic is not merely a change in genre
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but a transformation in how cultural texts
articulate the tensions between identity,
language, and desire (1, 2).

The downfall of Jamshid can thus be
interpreted as the inevitable consequence of a
subject's misrecognition of the symbolic
structure that enables his identity. In Lacanian
theory, the subject is always already alienated
in language, and any attempt to master the
symbolic field or to collapse it into the
Imaginary results in a loss of coherence.
Jamshid’s fate—his final isolation, wandering,
and death at the hands of Zahhak—is the
tragic realization of this structural condition.
Zahhak, who emerges from the Real as an
unmediated force of destruction, can be read
as the return of the repressed—those chaotic
desires and social elements that the symbolic
order once suppressed. The moment Zahhak
appears and murders Jamshid “without delay”
is not just a political usurpation but the
metaphysical erasure of a subject who has
been abandoned by signification. The violence
of this act—cutting Jamshid in two—serves as
a visual metaphor for the collapse of the ego,
the splitting of the subject, and the end of
symbolic legitimacy. No longer protected by
language or law, Jamshid becomes a figure of
absolute loss, the inverse of the mythic unity
he once represented (3, 4).

In sum, the myth of Jamshid, when viewed
through the Lacanian framework, becomes a
narrative of the subject’s oscillation between
the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real. In
Jamshid

the Avesta, embodies the

harmonized subject fully integrated into a
sacred symbolic system, where language
stabilizes desire and identity. In the
Shahnameh, however, this harmony is
disrupted; the subject asserts himself against
the symbolic order, rejects the law, and seeks
to fulfll an unmediated desire for
completeness. This act leads to his collapse,
for the desire of the subject is always mediated
through the Other, and without that mediation,
meaning disintegrates. The contrast between
these two portrayals of Jamshid also reflects
broader shifts in cultural representation—from
a divine cosmology to a more existentially
fraught humanism. These shifts correspond to
transformations in the collective unconscious,
wherein earlier mythic structures give way to
narratives that dramatize the fragility and
conflict at the heart of subjectivity. By aligning
the fate of Jamshid with the dynamics of
Lacanian psychoanalysis, we gain insight not
only into the myth itself but into the deeper
cultural anxieties it encodes.

The analysis of Jamshid’s representations in
the Avesta and the Shahnameh, using Lacan’s
structural psychoanalysis, underscores the
evolving function of myth in articulating
collective identity, desire, and symbolic
authority. In the former, language and divinity
converge to produce a stable order in which
the subject is sheltered by ritual and cosmic
hierarchy. In the latter, the same subject is
stripped of divine protection, exposed to the
inconsistencies of discourse, and destroyed by
a desire he cannot comprehend or control.
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Thus, Jamshid’s arc reflects the tragic
trajectory of the subject in modernity: from the
security of myth to the instability of language,
from symbolic inclusion to Real exclusion. His
story, then, is not merely about kingship or
moral failure, but about the structure of the
self, its alienation in language, and its
dependence on a symbolic Other whose
absence spells dissolution. The narrative of
Jamshid, as such, is not just a myth of Iranian

antiquity but a parable of the human condition.
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