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Introduction
In Iranian culture, myth and history are so deeply intertwined that distinguishing historical reality from idealized constructs
often proves difficult. Among the figures of Iranian culture, Rostam, the Sistani paladin, holds an unparalleled position.
The main research question of the present study investigates how Rostam’s image was reflected in early historiographical
accounts (before the Shahnameh) and what influence Ferdowsi’s narrative had on subsequent historiography. The importance
of this issue lies in the fact that understanding the transformation of mythical figures over time not only helps us better
comprehend the evolution of Iranian historiography but also reveals the interaction of competing discourses (religious,
national, political) in representing Iranian identity. The primary aim of this study is to conduct a comparative analysis of the
evolution of Rostam’s image in fourteen historical texts from the 3rd to the 13th centuries AH and to explain how Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh, as a dominant discourse, influenced subsequent representations. The research hypotheses are as follows:

— In pre-Shahnameh texts, Rostam appears as a marginal, scattered figure lacking narrative coherence.

— Post-Shahnameh texts, depending on the political and cultural context of each period, exhibit a selective and

sometimes contradictory engagement with Ferdowsi’s narrative.

The theoretical framework of this article is based on two key concepts: Mircea Eliade’s “sacred time” and the “paradigmatic
nature of myth and Michel Foucault’s “discourse analysis
A review of the literature shows that previous studies (Sarkarati, 1976; Safari, 2013; Shahroui, 2015; Haqparast, 2016;
Ebadi Jamil et al., 2018; Moghaddas and Esmaeilpour Moghaddam, 2021; Farzaneh Qasrdashti and Rezaei Dasht Arjaneh,
2021; Qaemi, 2022; Delshad, 2023) have mostly focused on either the mythical or historical origins of Rostam or on his
characterization within the Shahnameh itself. The distinguishing feature of the present study is that, rather than merely
tracing origins or providing descriptions, it explains why historians’ portrayals of Rostam changed over time in relation to

the dominant discourses of each period.

Method

The research method employed in this article is qualitative content analysis and comparative study of texts. The corpus
consists of fourteen historical texts from the 3rd to the 13th centuries AH, divided into two groups: “pre-Shahnameh
texts” (including Akbar al-Tiwal, Tabari’s History, Bal‘am1’s History, Tha‘alibi’s History, Zayn al-Akhbar, etc.) and “post-
Shahnameh texts” (including Farsnameh, Saljiignameh, Rahat al-Sudir, Tarikh-e Sistan, Athar al-Bilad, Nuzhat al-Qulib,
Rostam al-Tawarikh, Tarikh-e Giti-Goshay, and Majma“ al-Tawarikh). Data were collected through library research and
then coded and compared using the theoretical concepts of sacred time and discourse analysis. Validity is ensured through

continuous comparison of findings with the theoretical framework and direct quotation from primary sources.

Results
In pre-Shahnameh texts, Rostam oscillates between “sacred time” and “ordinary time”:
— Tabar1’s History represents a clear example of demythologization; Rostam is removed from primordial time and
reduced to a regional commander in history.
— DinawarT, in Akbar al-Tiwal, through a religious interpretation of the battle between Rostam and Esfandiyar,
transforms this conflict into a confrontation between two religious discourses (Zoroastrian and Mithraic).
— Afarinish va Tarikh (Moghaddas), by returning to the archetype of the “supernatural helper” (Simorgh) and the
element of flight, brings Rostam closer to sacred time.
— Bal‘ami, by adding details such as the upbringing of Siyavash, reproduces the Iransahri discourse against Islamic
rationality.
— Thaalibi, by attending to the details of Rostam’s birth and heroic physique, introduces him into the realm of myth.
— Gardizi, in Zayn al-Akhbar, through a discursive inversion of Sudabeh’s role (from deceitful woman to positive
helper), demonstrates the continuation of marginal narratives against the dominant discourse.
— In post-Shahnameh texts, three distinct patterns can be identified:
— Structural adaptation and acceptance of the Shahnameh’s discursive framework (Mojmal al-Tawarikh): the
temporal-narrative structure of the Shahnameh is accepted as the main reference for Iranian history, but this is

accompanied by semantic depletion.
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— Ideological reproduction in service of dominant power discourse (Farsnameh): Rostam is reduced to a “slave with
an earring” (gholam-e halqe-be-gush) of Kaykavus in order to legitimize the master-slave discourse of the Seljuk
period.

— Semantic depletion and the transformation of Rostam’s name into a floating signifier (Saljignameh, Rahat al-
Sudir, Rostam al-Tawarikh, Tarikh-e Giti-Goshay): Rostam becomes a “measure of comparison,” an “instrument
of humiliation,” or a clichéd epithet for praising rulers. In Rahat al-Sudiir, Rostam appears alongside Arjasp and
Bahman, and in Rostam al-Tawarikh, he is depicted as a fleeing figure (before Esfandiyar).

— Notably, Tarikh-e Sistan, by recording the dialogue between Ferdowsi and Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, portrays
the confrontation between the discourse of political power (“Rostam is replicable”) and the discourse of national
identity (“Rostam is unique”). Furthermore, Athar al-Bilad and Nuzhat al-Quliib, by linking Rostam to place

(Sistan, Zavareh, Bisotiin), represent a new stage in the life of myth, namely “geographical mythogenesis.”

Conclusions
The comparative study of Rostam’s image in chronicles before and after the Shahnameh reveals a dynamic, multi-layered,
and sometimes paradoxical process. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, by integrating scattered narratives and returning Rostam
to “sacred time,” became the principal and dominant reference for representing this hero in the collective memory of
Iranians. Subsequent texts, even in cases of distortion, depletion, or inversion, have inevitably operated within the discursive
framework of the Shahnameh.
These successive transformations stem from the influence of each era’s dominant discourses and identity-political needs on
historiography:
— Whenever centralized power sought to legitimize itself, Rostam was reduced to a dependent and obedient figure
(Farsnameh) or a measure for comparison (Saljignameh).
— In periods when Iransahr discourse and national identity rose against Islamic rationality, Rostam was returned to
the realm of myth and his supernatural dimensions were emphasized (Tha‘alibi, Moghaddas).
— In periods of decadent courtly historiography, Rostam’s name was reduced to a tool for panegyric and a clichéd
epithet (Rostam al-Tawarikh, Tarikh-e Giti-Goshay).
The theoretical significance of this study lies in providing an integrated model (Eliade and Foucault) for analyzing the
transformation of mythical figures within the context of historiography. In conclusion, the findings confirm the hypothesis
that changes in historians’ portrayals of Rostam are not due to ignorance or personal taste but rather reflect the discursive

ruptures and continuities in Iranian history.
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