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The stories of the Shahnameh have always provided a suitable context for research in
the field of epic literature. This study, aimed at analyzing the story of Rostam and
Esfandiyar using mythological criticism based on Northrop Frye's theory, collected
necessary information through a library-based method and analyzed it descriptively and
analytically. The results indicated that, according to Frye's model, the story of Rostam
and Esfandiyar belongs to the category of tragedy, governed by the phases of order,
passion, and isolation. The six stages of tragedy are also exemplified in it. In fact, the
ultimate meaning of this tragedy is Rostam's complete isolation and his immersion in
the sea of personal experience gained in this story. Therefore, upon completing these
six stages, the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar concludes and presents an unpleasant
image to the audience, highlighting the element of determinism and realistic control in
the end of the tragedy. These determinist elements are clearly visible in the illustrations
of the Shahnameh from the Safavid Tabriz School at the Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art.

Research Objectives:
1. To examine the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar in light of Frye's model.

2. To explore the meaning of the tragedy of Rostam and Esfandiyar with an
emphasis on the Shahnameh of the Safavid Tabriz School at the Tehran
Museum of Contemporary Art.

Research Questions:
1. How does the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar align with Frye's model?

2. What meaning is embedded in the tragedy of Rostam and Esfandiyar, with a
focus on the Shahnameh of the Safavid Tabriz School at the Tehran Museum
of Contemporary Art?
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Introduction

The story of Rostam and Esfandiyar, whose most complete version is found in
Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, is regarded by many scholars of Persian culture and literature
as one of the finest, most captivating, and most profound epic narratives in Persian
literature—and even as one of its most significant. This tale had spread beyond the
borders of Iran by the late Sassanian period and was also known in Arab lands.
Supporting this claim is the account of Nadr ibn Harith (a cousin and adversary of
Prophet Muhammad [PBUH]), who, through his interactions with Khira, became
familiar with the stories of Iranian kings, including the narrative of Rostam and
Esfandiyar. This trend continued after the advent of Islam in Iran, as many Muslim
writers showed interest in the story and incorporated it—either in detail or in
summary—into their works.

These works can be divided into two main groups: The first group includes texts that
interpret the conflict between Rostam and Esfandiyar as a power struggle, asserting that
the primary cause of this confrontation was Esfandiyar’s ambition and the deceitfulness
and treachery of his father, Goshtasp. Esfandiyar persistently demanded early ascension
to the throne, while Goshtasp, despite his promises to his son, refused to abdicate in his
favor. Ultimately, to ridlhimself of his son’s insistence, Goshtasp sent him on an
impossible mission to capture Rostam, confident that Esfandiyar would never return
alive from this task. Works such as History of Prophets and Kings (Tarikh al-Umam wa
al-Muluk) by Tabari (1387 AH: 1/564), Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (1353 AH: 4/281-348),
Pride of the Stories of Persian Kings (Ghurar Akhbar Muluk al-Furs wa Siyaruhum) by
Tha’labi (1368 AH: 215-233), Mujmal al-Tawarikh wa al-Qisas (undated: 52), and Al-
Kamil fi al-Tarikh by Ibn Athir (1385 AH: 1/275) fall into this category. Naturally, the
authors of these works sympathize with Rostam and consider Goshtasp and Esfandiyar
ungrateful [toward him while condemning Esfandiyar’s ambition and Goshtasp’s
treachery.

The second group consists of sources that view the conflict between Rostam and
Esfandiyar primarily as a religious battle. They argue that Goshtasp, as a convert to
Zoroastrianism, and his son Esfandiyar, as a promoter of this faith, clashed with Rostam,
who defended ancient Iranian beliefs and customs predating Zoroastrianism. This
tension eventually culminated in their confrontation (Yazdani-Rad, 1401 AH: 4). Given
these contradictory perspectives, further studies on this subject seem necessary. Since
the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar is both epic and mythological in nature, analyzing
it through mythological criticism could help resolve many ambiguities surrounding it.
In this regard, Northrop Frye’s theory appears tobe a prominentland suitable approach.
Frye is one of the most renowned scholars of the twentieth century whose theories on



mythology and literary criticism remain so influential that he is still considered a
representative figure in mythological studies.

In his introduction to historical criticism, Frye extensively discusses narrative aspects
in literature. He classifies analytical works based on the heroic actions within their
narratives into five categories: 1) Myth; 2) Romance; 3) Epic and Tragedy; 4) Comedy
and Realism; 5) Satire and Irony (Bashiri & Nowruzi, 1397 AH: 4). Accordingly, this
study analyzes the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar using Frye’s method of mythological
criticism.

Kazempour and Ahmadi (2022) conducted a study on the mythological critique of the
story of Rostam and Sohrab based on Northrop Frye's theories. This approach is
significant in mythological studies of literary texts. Their research examines the
narrative of Rostam and Sohrab in the Shahnameh using Frye's model and a descriptive-
analytical method. The data collection was library-based. According to Frye's views on
the role of myths in reflecting the social era of the author, the formation of the Rostam
and Sohrab myth can be seen as a reflection of Ferdowsi's perspective on contemporary
social conditions. Yazdani-Rad (2022) conducted a study analyzing the battle between
Rostam and Esfandiyar as an epic narrative of a historical phenomenon. The story of
Rostam and Esfandiyar is one of the most widespread and profound epic tales in Iran,
having been the subject of numerous studies from various perspectives. Each of these
studies has shed light on different aspects of the story and, simultaneously, illuminated
dimensions of Iranian culture and history. This research, which is descriptive-analytical
and based on historical research methods, attempts to reinterpret the story from a
different angle and with a unique perspective.

Va'ez and Zirak (2021) conducted research analyzing the reciprocal behavior in the
story of Rostam and Esfandiyar based on Eric Berne's theory. Transactional Analysis
(TA) is a prominent theory in modern psychology that deals with organizing behavior
In human interactions. Applying this theory to literary analysis can provide a scientific
and effective method for utilizing significant literary works. Nabiliu (2012) analyzed
the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar based on Claude Brémond's perspective. This
viewpoint aligns well with the narrative, as it considers the failure and lack of success
of the hero. Mal Mir (2006) conducted research on the structure of the story of Rostam
and Esfandiyar. The study examined traditions such as maintaining the boundary
between heroism and kingship, the connection between religion and state, the
authenticity of lineage and race, and the type of conflict between the Gostaspids and
others in the Shahnameh. Issues like Rostam's initial defeat and the reason for the
nurturing of the Gaz tree in the Res water were also analyzed.



Conclusion

Considering the mythological model of Northrop Frye and the narrative of Rostam and
Esfandiyar, this story falls into the category of tragedy. According to Frye, this stage
consists of three parts: order, passion, and isolation. With a closer examination, we find
that these elements are also present in the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar. In the order
section, death is portrayed as an inevitable element, and in the passion section, there is
a discussion of Esfandiyar's unfulfilled devotion to the command. In this part, we
witness the character of Goshtasp as a cowardly, hypocritical, and treacherous figure in
the story. In the isolation section, aspects such as "the individuality of the tragic
experience" and "the emergence of self-awareness in the hero's character" are evident,
along with Rostam's prolonged mourning for Esfandiyar and his dedication to raising
Esfandiyar's son, Bahman. These elements indicate that the story belongs to the
category of isolation tragedy.

Regarding the six stages of tragedy in the story according to Frye's model, we can
identify the following: "the description of Esfandiyar's status and position,"” "the
romantic aspect of the story where Esfandiyar discusses his future rule with his mother
before entering the tragic sequence of events," "the stage where Goshtasp orders him to
go to war with Rostam, marking his entry into a phase of his journey,” "the stage of
personal error where Esfandiyar, despite knowing that fighting Rostam is his father's
deceit, succumbs to his ambition and complies with his father's wish,"” "the stage where
natural laws prevail over the course of the story, as exemplified by Zal's cunning and
Esfandiyar's defeat, which reflects the deterministic nature of tragedy according to
Frye's model," and "the stage of shock and revelation of the horrific truth, where the
discovery of Esfandiyar's non-invulnerable eyes and the unveiling of the curse that will
afflict his killer are revealed.”

In essence, the ultimate meaning of this tragedy is Rostam's complete isolation and his
Immersion in the sea of personal experience he has gained from the story. By
completing these six stages, the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar concludes, creating a
miserable image for the audience that highlights the element of determinism and
realistic control in the end of the tragedy.
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