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HojjatAllah Raeisi!, Meisam Zare?*, Zahra Tadayyon®, Heidarali Dahmarde*

1. PhD in Persian Language and Literature, Lecturer at Zabol University, Zabol, Iran

2. PhD in Persian Language and Literature, Shiraz University, Lecturer at Farhangian University, Shiraz, Iran

3. PhD Student in Ghanaian language and literature, university lecturer, Graduate Education Center, Payam Noor University, Tehran, Iran
4. Associate Professor of Persian Language and Literature, Faculty of Literature, University of Zabol, Zabol, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email: hojjatraeisi@uoz.ac.ir

Abstract

The story of Rostam and Esfandiar is among the most captivating narratives in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Every part of this
story is filled with symbolism and complexity, from Esfandiar’s invulnerability to his death by a tamarisk arrow. Esfandiar
seeks to spread the Zoroastrian faith and, by order of Goshtasp, intends to bring Rostam to him in chains. However, Rostam
refuses the disgrace of bondage and is compelled to engage in battle with Esfandiar. Unable to overcome Esfandiar’s
invulnerability and bravery, and after being defeated in their first encounter, Rostam withdraws and returns to his palace.
This time, determined to defeat Esfandiar, he resorts to every possible means and, with the assistance of Simurgh, Zal, and
a tamarisk arrow, brings down the invulnerable Esfandiar. In fact, it is the tamarisk wood that kills Esfandiar, nothing else.
This wood and tree constitute one of the mysterious elements in the history of Sistan—the tamarisk, which functions as the
totem of the Sistan region and must not be harmed. According to this belief, anyone who fails to respect the totem or causes
it harm is subject to severe punishment and dreadful retribution. Perhaps for this reason, Rostam, due to cutting and damaging
this sacred wood and fashioning an arrow from it, becomes afflicted with suffering; thus, after betraying the totem, he himself
is killed, and his tribe falls victim to the attacks of Bahman.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The story of Rostam and Esfandiar is one of

the most complex tragic episodes in
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, because it stages a
confrontation between two figures who both
appear justified within their own moral,
religious, and heroic systems. The conflict is
not merely a martial encounter between two
champions, but a symbolic struggle involving
religion, sovereignty, fate, taboo, and mythic
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memory. Esfandiar enters the narrative as an
invulnerable warrior and a defender of the
Zoroastrian order, while Rostam represents an
older heroic and possibly Mithraic tradition
associated with Sistan. Their clash therefore
exceeds personal rivalry and becomes a
collision between two sacred worlds, two
systems of legitimacy, and two forms of heroic

obligation (1-3, 25). In this tragic structure,
Rostam refuses the humiliation of bondage,
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while Esfandiar remains bound to the
command of Goshtasp and the mission of
spreading the new faith. The result is an
unavoidable conflict in which both resistance
and obedience lead toward destruction. This
tragic inevitability has led scholars to regard
the episode as one of the highest tragic
achievements of world epic, especially
because Rostam knowingly moves toward a
catastrophe that he tries, but ultimately fails, to
avoid (1, 9).

A central premise of this study is that the
tamarisk wood is not a secondary narrative
device, but the symbolic core of the episode.
Esfandiar is not defeated by ordinary force, nor
by Rostam’s usual heroic power, but by a
tamarisk arrow revealed through the
intervention of Simurgh. This detail is crucial
because the tamarisk tree has deep symbolic,
ritual, and mythological significance in the
cultural imagination of Sistan. The tree
appears as a plant associated with endurance,
sacredness, fertility, and solar symbolism, and
it may be interpreted as a regional totem
whose violation produces severe
consequences (5, 12, 21, 23). The article
argues that Rostam’s act of cutting the
tamarisk branch and turning it into a weapon is
therefore not a simple act of strategic
preparation; rather, it constitutes a ritual
violation of a sacred natural object. In ancient
Iranian and comparative  mythological
traditions, trees and plants often function as
sacred beings, sources of life, or symbols of

renewal, and the harming of such beings can

acquire the force of sacrilege (6, 7, 13). From
this perspective, the tamarisk arrow both
saves Rostam from immediate defeat and
initiates the process of his eventual
punishment.

The figure of Simurgh intensifies this
ambiguity. Simurgh is a healing, guiding, and
supernatural being linked to the preservation
of Zal's lineage, but in the Rostam and
Esfandiar episode, Simurgh also becomes the
revealer of the instrument of death. This
duality reflects the broader symbolic
complexity of the bird: it is associated with
healing, sacred knowledge, and cosmic
wisdom, yet from the viewpoint of the political
and religious order represented by Esfandiar,
its intervention may appear demonic or illicit (4,
10, 11). Simurgh’s knowledge of both the “all-
healing” tree and the death-bearing tamarisk
suggests that the episode is structured around
the coexistence of cure and destruction,
renewal and catastrophe (9). The ritual
preparation of the tamarisk arrow, including its
treatment with wine and fire, further confirms
that the act belongs to a symbolic and quasi-
sacred order rather than to ordinary warfare.
Fire functions as a purifying and truth-bearing
element in Iranian mythic thought, while wine
carries associations of sacred vitality and
transformation (7, 18). The preparation of the
arrow may therefore be read as an attempt to
ritually regulate, purify, or mitigate the danger
of violating a sacred totemic object.

The totemic interpretation is supported by

broader anthropological and mythological
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concepts of taboo. A totem may be an animal,
plant, or natural force that maintains a special
relation with a group; it must not be harmed,
consumed, or profaned without consequences
(20, 22, 24). If the tamarisk is understood as a
sacred plant of Sistan, then Rostam’s cutting
of it becomes an act that violates the bond
between the hero and the symbolic foundation
of his own land. The text itself repeatedly
emphasizes the tamarisk rather than treating it
as a neutral object, and the phrase identifying
“tamarisk-worshippers” suggests a
remembered ritual layer in which the tree may
have been connected to pre-Zoroastrian
practices, especially solar or Mithraic forms of
devotion (3, 5, 15). Comparative evidence also
strengthens this interpretation, since sacred
trees, plants of immortality, and vegetation
symbols are widespread across ancient
mythologies, including Iranian, Babylonian,
Egyptian, and Sumerian traditions (7, 12). In
this framework, the tamarisk is not merely the
weapon that kills Esfandiar; it is the forbidden
sacred object whose transformation into a
weapon disturbs the moral and cosmic
balance of the heroic world.

Esfandiar's death through the tamarisk arrow
is also meaningful because his invulnerability
is incomplete. Like other epic figures whose
bodies contain one vulnerable point, Esfandiar
is defeated through the eye, the one exposed
and mortal point in his otherwise invulnerable
body (4, 25, 26). The irony is intensified by the
traditional association of tamarisk with the

treatment of eye disease, making the very

plant that heals the eye the instrument that
destroys Esfandiar through the eye (14). This
paradox aligns with the larger symbolic logic of
the story, in which healing and death, purity
and violation, and sacredness and destruction
are repeatedly interwoven. Esfandiar himself
declares that Rostam has not killed him
through manly combat, but through stratagem
and the tamarisk wood, thereby drawing
attention to the extraordinary and morally
ambiguous nature of his death (3). The later
devastation of Rostam’s house, his death
through Shaghad’s treachery, and the
suffering of his lineage under Bahman’s attack
can therefore be interpreted as the delayed
punishment for violating the totemic order of
Sistan (3, 16, 19). The tragic outcome is thus
not limited to Esfandiar’s death; it extends to
the decline of Rostam’s heroic world.

In conclusion, the present study interprets the
tamarisk wood as the central symbolic element
in the tragedy of Rostam and Esfandiar. The
episode shows that Rostam’s victory is
achieved only through an act that carries the
seeds of his own destruction. By cutting the
tamarisk, preparing it as an arrow, and using it
against Esfandiar, Rostam crosses the
boundary between heroic necessity and
sacred violation. The tamarisk, as the probable
totem of Sistan, becomes both the means of
victory and the cause of punishment. This
reading explains why the narrative repeatedly
returns to the tamarisk, why Esfandiar
emphasizes the wood in the moment of death,

and why Rostam later appears conscious of
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the darkness that has entered his fate through
this act. The tragedy is therefore not simply the
story of a warrior killing another warrior; it is
the story of a hero who preserves his honor by
violating the sacred foundation of his own
world. In this sense, the tamarisk does not
merely resolve the conflict between Rostam
and Esfandiar; it deepens the tragedy by
linking Esfandiar’s death, Rostam’s downfall,
and the suffering of Rostam’s lineage within a
single symbolic chain of transgression and

retribution.
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