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epic literature. This archetype reflects the confrontation between the dualities of
good and evil in the cultural unconscious of Iranians and has found diverse, and at
times contradictory, representations across various texts. Employing a descriptive-
analytical method with a comparative approach, and drawing upon Zoroastrian
religious texts such as the *Denkard* and *Bundahishn*, this article analyzes two
distinct narratives of Zahhak in Ferdowsi’s *Shahnameh* and Asadi Tusi’s
*Garshaspnameh™®. In Ferdowsi’s *Shahnameh*, Zahhak is portrayed as the symbol
of absolute evil and decay: a foreign king, devoid of political legitimacy and divine
glory (*farr*), possessing a demonic and superhuman visage, who rules
tyrannically. His ultimate fate is not death but imprisonment, serving as a perpetual
reminder of the consequences of reproducing despotism throughout history. In
contrast, *Garshaspnameh* presents a more humanized and legitimate image of
him. Furthermore, it appears that Ferdowsi’s understanding of Zahhak’s
eschatological role and mechanisms of legitimacy is influenced by Mazdean
tradition and religious texts, while Asadi is more affected by the narrative traditions
of Eastern Iran. This research demonstrates how the image of Zahhak within
mythical, political, and religious discourses reflects differing Iranian attitudes
toward the concepts of evil and legitimacy.
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1.

Introduction

Iranian epic literature serves as a medium for reflecting mythological beliefs, cultural
values, and social attitudes. Among its characters, Zahhak (the Avestan Azhi Dahaka) is
one of the most significant demonic figures. His presence in various texts, especially in
Ferdowsi’s *Shahnameh* and Asadi Tusi’s *Garshaspnameh*, is of particular importance.
In Iranian mythology, Zahhak symbolizes Ahriman (the destructive spirit), darkness, and
despotism, standing in opposition to divine glory and kingly legitimacy. As a central figure
in Iran’s mythic-epic tradition, Zahhak embodies two simultaneous dimensions of cultural
anxiety: first, the fear of illegitimate and tyrannical rule, and second, the cosmic dread of
evil’s return at the end of time. This Ahrimanic king, appearing in Zoroastrian doctrinal
texts as Azhi Dahaka, is not only a usurper and enemy of truth but also a key figure in
Iranian apocalyptic myth—a being destined to break free at the world’s end to battle the
final heroes of light and righteousness.

Statement of the Problem

In the characterization of Iranian epic and mythological narratives, some figures, including
the dragon-shouldered Zahhak, despite his non-Iranian lineage and demonic nature, have
attracted significant attention from storytellers and narrators, likely due to his Avestan
background, draconic essence, and role in the tales of Jamshid, Fereydun, and Garshasp. A
key question propelling this study is: Why and how do two narratives of the same
mythological character exhibit such fundamental differences in representing the concept of
evil, political legitimacy, and eschatological dimension? Is this difference merely indicative
of distinct narrative styles, or does it reflect differing cultural and historical attitudes toward
the place of evil and power in society? Through a comparative examination of Zahhak’s
representation in these two epic works, this research seeks a deeper understanding of the
two distinct visions presented and analyzes the ideological and narrative underpinnings of
these differences.

Discussion and Comparative Analysis

The analysis reveals a profound divergence in the portrayal of Zahhak between the two
epics, rooted in different historical contexts, sources, and ideological discourses.

- Zahhak in Ferdowsi’s *Shahnameh

In the *Shahnameh*, Ferdowsi synthesizes the two dimensions of Zahhak—the tyrannical
usurper and the apocalyptic threat—into a cohesive and potent symbol. Zahhak is depicted
as an utterly illegitimate, foreign ruler, an agent of Ahriman who gains power through
patricide and a pact with evil. He lacks the divine *farr*, the essential mandate for righteous
kingship in Iranian tradition. His rule is the epitome of injustice (*jowr*) and oppression
over all Iranians. Crucially, his defeat by Fereydun, facilitated by the popular uprising of
Kaveh the Blacksmith, does not result in his death. Instead, he is imprisoned in Mount
Damavand. This narrative choice is highly significant: Zahhak becomes a symbol of eternal,
dormant evil—a perpetual threat that can resurface. This reflects not only the political crisis
of legitimacy in Ferdowsi’s own era (4th-5th century AH) marked by foreign incursions
and instability but also aligns with the Zoroastrian eschatological view where Azhi Dahaka
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is a final adversary. Evil, in this framework, is absolute, cosmic, and never fully eradicated,
only deferred.

- Zahhak in Asadi Tusi’s *Garshaspnameh

Although drawing from similar mythological sources, Asadi Tusi’s *Garshaspnameh*
offers a markedly different representation. Here, Zahhak appears, at least initially, as a
powerful, wise, and seemingly legitimate king. His descent into tyranny is portrayed more
as a gradual process of moral decline and deviation from justice. He is not fundamentally
an alien "other" or an incarnate demon; the narrative makes no mention of his foreignness.
The cosmic, apocalyptic aspect of his character is greatly diminished. Zahhak is presented
less as an eternal symbol of evil and more as a historical king whose fall paves the way for
the restoration of political order. In this narrative, evil appears more relative, a product of
flawed human judgment and the natural cycle of power’s corruption, rather than an absolute
metaphysical force.

. The result:

The comparative analysis indicates that the stark differences in depicting Zahhak are not
merely stylistic but reflect two distinct discourses on power, evil, and history within Iranian
culture, formed in different historical periods. Ferdowsi’s *Shahnameh*, composed during
a zenith of political crises in the 4th-5th centuries AH, presents Zahhak as an absolute
symbol of illegitimate, foreign tyranny and eternal evil. The emphasis on his imprisonment
underscores a profound anxiety about the cyclical return of despotism, leveraging
Zoroastrian apocalyptic motifs to cement this warning in the collective Iranian
consciousness. The triumph of Fereydun and Kaveh highlights the critical importance of
popular legitimacy in confronting such evil.

In contrast, Asadi Tusi’s *Garshaspnameh*, from the dawn of the 5th century AH—a
period of emerging reconstruction—offers a more humanized and historically
contextualized Zahhak. Evil is relativized, and legitimacy is presented as something that
can be possessed and then lost. This narrative seems influenced more by Eastern Iranian
heroic traditions than by strict Zoroastrian eschatology.

Therefore, this study concludes that the myth of Zahhak is a dynamic discursive field. Its
varying representations in the *Shahnameh* and *Garshaspnameh* reveal how core
Iranian concepts of sovereignty, evil, and the end of history were negotiated and reimagined
in response to specific historical and ideological circumstances. Ferdowsi’s Zahhak serves
as a potent political allegory and an eternal cautionary symbol, while Asadi’s Zahhak
functions as a more humanized figure within a cyclical history of power. Examining these
divergent portrayals is essential for a nuanced understanding of the complexities within
Iranian intellectual history and the enduring capacity of its epic tradition to articulate
profound cultural and political truths.
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