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Abstract
From ancient times to the present, mythological themes and allusions to the Shahnameh have attracted the

attention of literary scholars and poets of this land. Poets and writers have made extensive use of these myths and
references and have incorporated them into their literary works. This tendency can be observed both in periods
when myths occupied a highly esteemed position and in periods when they were regarded as insignificant and of
lesser value. The present study seeks to examine the poetic manifestation of myths in the Divan of Hakim Sana'i.
Although Sana'i, in many verses, portrays his patron as superior to mythological figures and reduces those figures
to the status of mere servants, in other verses mythological characters are granted an exceptionally elevated
position. Sana'i employs each mythological figure with a particular intention; for instance, through references to
the mythological figure of Rostam, he frequently expresses his dissatisfaction with society, while through the
figure of Zal he seeks to offer moral advice and guidance to the reader.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Myth constitutes one of the most significant

elements of poetic imagination because,
unlike many imaginative components that
must be newly created by the poet, myth
already exists as a culturally prepared and
symbolically charged structure that the poet
can employ, reinterpret, elevate, or even
undermine according to the demands of poetic
meaning. In Persian literature, mythological
references and allusions to the Shahnameh
have long functioned as a major reservoir of
imagery, cultural memory, heroic symbolism,
ethical instruction, and rhetorical comparison.
The authority of Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh was
so extensive that few major Persian literary
works remained untouched by its direct or
indirect influence, especially in relation to royal
imagery, heroic exempla, national memory,
and epic characterization (1). Nevertheless,

the sixth century marked a period in which the
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heroic and national imagination began to
weaken under the pressure of changing
political, social, and ideological structures. The
decline of national epic thinking was
connected with the domination of Turkic rulers
and military elites, the weakening of hereditary
royal legitimacy, and the growing prominence
of religious and courtly discourses that often
displaced older Iranian ideals of lineage and
kingship (2). In this environment, epic figures
were no longer always treated as sacred
national ideals; rather, poets sometimes
subordinated them to contemporary patrons,
religious figures, or moral purposes. Yet
Persian poets could not entirely abandon the
inherited symbolic capital of Iranian myth and
epic. Sana'i, as one of the major Persian poets
and an important transitional figure between
courtly, ethical, mystical, and didactic poetry,

drew extensively on this mythological heritage
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and incorporated Shahnameh-related figures
into his Divan in diverse and purposeful ways
(7).

The present study examines the poetic
manifestation of myths and Shahnameh
allusions in Sana'i's Divan, with particular
attention to the way mythological figures are
transformed within poetic, ethical, mystical,
satirical, and panegyric contexts. The article
shows that Sana'i does not use epic figures in
a single fixed manner; instead, he gives them
variable symbolic values depending on the
rhetorical situation. At times, he grants them a
highly elevated position and uses them as
models of power, wisdom, kingship, spiritual
ascent, or heroic agency. At other times, he
lowers their status and places them beneath
the rank of a patron, religious figure, or moral
ideal. This double movement reflects the
literary atmosphere of the sixth century, when
the epic past retained strong cultural prestige
but could also be reworked, criticized, or
subordinated to new poetic purposes. Sana'i’s
use of Jamsheed is especially significant in
this regard. Jamsheed appears as a legendary
king associated with glory, craftsmanship,
civilization, royal splendor, and the
establishment of Nowruz, but he is also
remembered for pride, divine ingratitude, and
the loss of royal fortune (4). The symbolic
complexity of Jamsheed allowed Sana'i to use
him both as an image of worldly majesty and
as a figure that could be integrated into
mystical and moral discourse. In some verses,

Jamsheed’s throne, ring, cup, and royal

authority evoke spiritual sovereignty and the
power of unity, while in other verses his worldly
grandeur is reduced in comparison with higher
religious or ethical values (7).

The study also considers the fusion of Iranian
and Semitic legendary traditions, especially in
relation to Jamsheed and Solomon. In post-
Islamic Persian literary culture, Jamsheed was
often conflated with Solomon because both
were associated with command over demons,
extraordinary kingship, aerial movement, royal
insignia, and marvelous constructions (6). This
symbolic fusion enriched Persian poetic
language and enabled poets to move freely
between Iranian and Islamic mythic registers.
Sana'i benefits from this blended tradition
when he associates Jamsheed with royal and
spiritual command, particularly through motifs
such as the ring, the throne, the cup, and
dominion over demons (7). The article further
argues that Rostam occupies a particularly
important place in Sana'i's mythological
imagination. Rostam is the central heroic force
of the Shahnameh and is described as the very
spirit of the Iranian national epic (4). Sana'i
knows the major components of Rostam’s
heroic tradition, including his conflicts with
Afrasiab, Esfandiyar, the White Demon, and
his inseparable bond with Rakhsh. However,
Sana'i’'s use of Rostam is not merely
decorative. He often invokes Rostam to
express dissatisfaction with social corruption
and moral decline. When he laments the
absence of a heroic savior in a degraded

world, Rostam becomes an image of the ideal
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human being capable of confronting collective
disorder. Yet in panegyric or religious
contexts, Sana'i sometimes places even
Rostam below the Prophet, Bilal, or the
praised patron, thereby adapting epic prestige
to the hierarchy of his own poetic and
ideological framework (7).

Other heroic and royal figures further reveal
the range of Sana'i's mythological method.
Afrasiab, the great Turanian enemy of Iran,
appears in connection with Rostam as a figure
of collective threat, destruction, and hostility
toward the Iranian realm; his literary role is
rooted in the broader epic tradition in which he
is presented as one of the most formidable
enemies of the Iranian kings and heroes (8).
Rakhsh, Rostam’s horse, is used as a symbol
of strength, loyalty, intelligence, and heroic
endurance, because only Rakhsh can carry
Rostam’s burden and accompany him through
danger (10, 11). Zal is treated as a figure of
strength, age, wisdom, and heroic lineage. His
abandonment because of his white hair, his
rescue by the Simurgh, and his later return to
the human world give him a distinct symbolic
position in Persian epic tradition (12). In
Sana'i’'s Divan, Zal is sometimes invoked as an
emblem of force and nobility, but he is also
inserted into didactic contexts where heroic
power becomes a means of advising the
reader. Esfandiyar, another major heroic
figure, is primarily remembered through his
conflict with Rostam and his death by the
tamarisk arrow. Sana'i uses this episode to

connect pride, envy, fate, wisdom, and moral

instruction. At the same time, Esfandiyar’s
religious identity and heroic devotion allow
Sana'i to use him as an image of commitment
to faith and as a measure by which the poverty
of the poet’s own age can be criticized (7, 12).
The article further analyzes Sana'i’s treatment
of Sam, Zahhak, Fereydun, the ox-headed
mace, Bijan, Bahman, and Kay Qobad,
showing that each figure enters the Divan with
a specific poetic function. Sam appears both
as a heroic ancestor and as a figure connected
to the lineage of Zal and Rostam, although
Sana'i occasionally blends or displaces epic
chronology in accordance with poetic need (7).
Zahhak and Fereydun form one of the most
powerful oppositional pairs in Iranian
mythology: Zahhak symbolizes tyranny,
demonic corruption, violence, and serpentine
evil, whereas Fereydun represents justice,
liberation, auspicious kingship, and resistance
to oppression (5, 12). Sana'i uses this
opposition  for moral, political, and
metaphorical purposes, sometimes likening
oppression, dark beauty, or inner corruption to
Zahhak and presenting Fereydun as the model
of heroic resistance (7). The ox-headed mace
of Fereydun also functions as a symbol of
ritualized heroic power and just violence
against tyranny (5, 9). Bijan, especially through
the episode of his imprisonment in the well,
becomes a symbol of darkness, humiliation,
suffering, and entrapment, while Bahman
appears in relation to the death of Esfandiyar
and the continuation of royal legitimacy (9, 11).

Kay Qobad, as the first Kayanian Kking,
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represents royal authority and worldly
sovereignty, yet Sana'i can either honor him as
a great king or reduce him to a subordinate
figure in comparison with the patron or spiritual
ideals (7, 12).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
Sana'i’'s Divan contains a rich and purposeful
network of mythological and Shahnameh-
based allusions. Sana'i does not merely repeat
inherited epic material; he actively reshapes it
within the ethical, mystical, social, and
rhetorical concerns of his poetry. Mythological
figures in his work may be glorified,
diminished, moralized, spiritualized, or used
as instruments of social criticism. Rostam
most often serves as a vehicle for expressing
dissatisfaction with the poet’s society and the
absence of heroic integrity, while Jamsheed,
Fereydun, Zahhak, Zal, Esfandiyar, Bijan,
Bahman, Sam, Rakhsh, and Kay Qobad each
carry distinct symbolic functions. The analysis
shows that Sana''s engagement with myth
reflects both continuity with the Iranian epic
tradition and adaptation to the changing
literary and ideological climate of his age. His
poetry preserves the symbolic wealth of the
Shahnameh while redirecting it toward didactic
instruction, mystical reflection, panegyric
comparison, and moral critique. Therefore, the
mythological imagination in Sana'i's Divan
should be understood not as ornamental
borrowing, but as a dynamic poetic strategy
through which cultural memory, ethical
meaning, and social commentary are brought

together.
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