Journal of Kavoshnameh in Persian Language and Literature Vol 26, No 66, Autumn 2025

The Reflection of Sassanid Political and Social Rituals in
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh*

Dr. Omid Vahdanifar?!

Associate professor of Persian language and literature, University of Bojnord
Faezeh Ayeneh-beigi

M.A. student of Persian language and literature, University of Bojnord

Abstract

One of the largest and most powerful Iranian empires was the long-standing
Sassanid dynasty whose rule started with the ascension of Ardashir to the
throne five and a half centuries after the Achaemenian Empire. The
Sassanid Empire added a brilliant chapter to the history of Iran and created
a rich political and social culture, the results of which became everlasting
in the Iranian history. The most important factor in the stability of this
empire was the officialization of Zoroastrianism and connecting this
religion to politics which greatly influenced other political and social
factors. One of the most reliable sources on the Sassanid political and social
culture is Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Using an analytical-descriptive method,
this study seeks to delineate the most significant political and social rituals
which were common in the Sassanid period. The data are extracted from
reliable history books, and then their conformity with Ferdowsi’s accounts
in Shahnameh is evaluated. The results of the research show that, in terms
of political culture, rituals such as the connection between religion and
politics in the management of the country, the rites of coronation and
ascension to the throne, and the etiquettes of appearing in the king’s court
as well as, in terms of social culture, customs related to the birth, marriage,
burial and mourning were the most significant rituals in the Sassanid
period, which are reflected in the Shahnameh too.
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1. Introduction

The development of culture in a society is doubtlessly the most important
step in the formation of the foundations of that society, playing an
instrumental role in the growth and development of a nation’s civilization.
Scrutinized deeply, the Shahnameh, written by Hakim Ferdowsi in the
Samanid period with about 60 thousand verses, proves to be a perfect mirror
for the Iranian peoples’ original culture which was under constant attack
from foreign forces. In the Shahnameh, Ferdowsi constantly reminds the
political and social issues of the time to the rulers and reacts against racial
discriminations and other problems.

This research shows the influence of the Sassanid culture on the
Shahnameh. To this end, the questions to answer are ‘What are the most
significant political and social thoughts in the Sassanid period reflected in
the Shahnameh?’, ‘To what extent have these thoughts been reflected in the
Shahnameh?’, and ‘How are they influential in the next periods?’

2. Methodology

This study is based on a descriptive-analytical approach and library
sources. The purpose is to analyze the political and social rituals and criteria
in the Sassanid period as reflected in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh.

3. Results and discussion
The House of Sasan was in power for four centuries, from 226 to 639 AD,
after the Parthian Empire. The Sassanid dynasty started with Ardashir’s
taking the throne. As Daryaei (2012) argues, “it is most likely that
Ardashir’s religious power and, consequently, his awareness of the
traditions of Zoroastrianism, were the backbone of his claim to power” (p.
22). This dynasty “was built by a religious house in which Ardashir, the
founder of the dynasty, was the guardian of the temple of Anahita in the
city of Estakhr, which was considered to be of a very high position”.

The culture of a society is the result of the influences from different
thoughts in different arenas. The political power of the Sassanid society
was influenced by religious thoughts. To legitimize their political power,



the Sassanid kings turned toward reviving the past glory of Iran and
reclaiming the lost independence of this country. They specifically tried to
achieve political legitimacy through religion, emphasis on kinship and
efforts to implement justice. The manifestations of Sassanid political
culture can be seen in the connection between religion and politics in the
government, customs of appearing in the king’s court, coronation
ceremony, and the kings’ ascension to the throne. The significant social
rituals in that period are also manifested in the rituals of the birth of a child,
marriage, burial and mourning. The research shows that the Shahnameh is
a masterpiece and a reliable source of the stories of kings, including the
Sassanid kings. It is a testament to Ferdowsi’s art and his deep look at the
political and social rituals of different times, including the Sassanid period.

4. Conclusion
Many of the political and social rituals that have found their ways into the
contemporary Iranian culture through the Sasanian period are rooted in the
rich culture of the ancient Iran. One of the most important signs which can
be found in historical books and Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and can be
regarded as the sign of the continuity of the Sasanian dynasty was the
interconnection of Zoroastrianism and politics. This had a lasting effect on
many political and social factors. The most significant political features of
the Sasanian empire were the connection between religion and politics, the
rituals of coronation and the ascension to the throne, and the customs of
appearing in the king’s court. The role of the Zoroastrian clergy in the
coronation ceremony and the deposing and appointing of Sasanian kings
has its roots in the religious culture and the teachings of Avesta. Some
political rituals which are still observed in different forms in the
contemporary society of Iran, such as politicians’ respecting each other in
official and public meetings, are remnants of the etiquettes of appearing in
the court in the Sasanian period. The alignment between political rituals in
the Shahnameh and historical documents is remarkable and denotes
Ferdowsi’s meticulous look at the political issues and their description in
detail.

There are some remarkable instances in the Sassanid social rituals too.
Common among the nobles was the ritual of naming newborn children by
the great clergy, raising him or her by a nurse and educating by famous
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teachers. Another prominent social ritual was marriage which included the
permission of the father for the proposal, polygamy and gifts for the girl.
Mourning was also a social ritual in the Sassanid period. The speech of the
kings on their deathbed usually regarded an emphasis on justice and
observing the rights of the subordinates. The burial ritual for the kings
included wrapping the body in silk, making it scented with musk and
camphor, putting the body in a crypt, and finally mourning for forty days.
It reveals the importance of the old tradition of respecting the great
individuals after their deaths in the ancient culture of Iran.

By reflecting the details of the rituals and royal ceremonies, especially
Sassanid rituals, Ferdowsi provides vivid and rich pictures of the social
customs of Iranians in order to preserve the historical, political and social
aspects of the ancient civilization of Iran. Taking into account the evidence
available in history books and the reflection of Sassanid political and social
rituals in the Shahnameh, one can clearly observe the effects of these
rituals after the Sassanid period on the political and social culture of Iran.
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