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Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, beyond its literary significance, is a historical—cultural
document that reflects both tangible and intangible heritage of Iran in the context
of war and peace. The aim of this study is to examine how wartime narratives in
the Shahnameh represent not only battle scenes but also the safeguarding—or
endangerment—of cultural heritage. The research employs a descriptive—analytical
method based on library study, using Khaleghi-Motlagh’s critical edition as the
main reference. Verses related to cultural heritage were extracted and categorized
into five domains: buildings and places, rituals and festivals, language and
literature, characters and heroes, and arts and crafts. The findings show that in the
Shahnameh, victories are consistently linked to the preservation or reconstruction
of cultural heritage, while defeats are portrayed as threats to its loss. The central
research question—how cultural heritage protection is represented in wartime—
was addressed, and the hypothesis that Ferdowsi presents war as a defense of
cultural identity and continuity was confirmed. The conclusion highlights that
the Shahnameh, in addition to its literary value, serves as an inspiring model for
contemporary cultural policy, demonstrating that safeguarding culture and identity
is itself a form of resistance and a guarantee of national survival.
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Introduction

Cultural heritage—tangible (architecture, urban sites, artifacts, crafts) and intangible (language,
ritual, narrative, vernacular knowledge)—constitutes the historical and social “ID” of Iran.
Across Iranian history, warfare has threatened not only political sovereignty but also the survival,
transmission, and legitimacy of this heritage. Armed conflict disrupts cities, fractures memory,
and accelerates cultural loss, often with effects that persist long after hostilities cease. Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh, while pre-eminently poetic, is also a continuous cultural record of how conflict
imperils or preserves material and immaterial assets. Its war narratives—battles, sieges, invasions,
and recoveries—repeatedly stage moments in which the fate of identity is negotiated alongside
military outcomes.

This study asks how Shahnameh’s war narratives simultaneously document cultural heritage and
propose modes of safeguarding it under wartime pressure. The inquiry is shaped by two premises. First,
Shahnameh is a suitable historical—cultural source because it systematically intertwines descriptions
of cities, palaces, fortresses, banners, crafts, and courtly protocol with the deeper structures of
festivals, ethics, language, and collective identity. Physical settings are rarely neutral backdrops;
rather, they are saturated with symbolic meaning and social function. Second, the epic consistently
frames the consequences of war in cultural terms: victory consolidates symbols (sites, rites, speech),
while defeat threatens to unravel them. Military success or failure is therefore measured not solely
by territorial gain but by the endurance or erosion of cultural order.

Accordingly, the central research question is: how does Shahnameh enact protection—understood
as continuity, transmission, repair, and revival—of cultural heritage during and after war? Subsidiary
questions examine which tangible and intangible elements appear most frequently in wartime contexts
and how heroic figures operate as stewards of identity. The working hypothesis holds that Ferdowsi
deliberately binds military narrative to cultural safeguarding, such that epic heroes defend not only
borders but also the language, rites, and symbols that render those borders meaningful. In this view,
warfare becomes a testing ground for cultural resilience rather than a purely destructive force.

Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive—analytical design. The Khaleghi-Motlagh
edition is used as the base text for accuracy and critical reliability, while salient variants are cross-
checked against the Moscow and Mohl editions to manage textual uncertainty and diachronic
transmission. Verses pertaining to cultural heritage are extracted and coded under five content
domains: 1) places and sites (cities, central places), fortresses and defensive structures, palaces and
royal architecture; 2) rituals and festivals (Nowruz, Sadeh, Mehregan); 3) language and literary
memory (lexicon, standardization, narrative framing); 4) culture-bearing heroes and leadership; and
5) arts and industries (architecture, armory, crafts, ceremonial objects). To ensure analytical rigor
and applicability, “protection” and “threat” are defined operationally, allowing the findings to remain
evidence-driven and policy-portable.

The contribution of this study is twofold. Substantively, it offers a structured inventory of tangible
and intangible heritage elements and clarifies their wartime functions within the epic. Conceptually, it
proposes a dual model—deterrence and prevention—that translates Shahnameh’s narrative logic into
actionable insights for contemporary cultural-heritage risk planning. Deterrence operates through
material and symbolic presence (“don’t attack this”), while prevention functions through identity
immunization via language, ritual, and narrative continuity. The result is a text-based framework in
which safeguarding culture is not peripheral to war but central to societal endurance.

Discussion

The evidence extracted from Shahnameh clusters along two complementary axes: tangible heritage
as cultural deterrence and intangible heritage as cultural prevention. A third, mediating axis—heroes
as cultural stewards—connects and animates both.
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1) Tangible heritage as cultural deterrence: onumental architecture and fortified sites function
as visible assertions of continuity, technical mastery, and sovereign order. Their presence signals
not only defensive capacity but also a deep investment in civilization itself, thereby raising the
psychological, political, and moral cost of aggression. The narration of the Arch of Ctesiphon (Taq-e
Kesra) is especially revealing in this respect. Ferdowsi devotes sustained attention to engineering
standards—foundation depth, wall testing, time allowed for settling—as well as to staged inspections
and expert evaluations. Such details imply a normed culture of construction in which durability,
foresight, and accountability are integral values.

Beyond engineering, the arch’s ritual and social functions—court seating hierarchies, Nowruz
ceremonies, public benefaction, and proclamations of justice—transform it into a performative space
where power, ethics, and community intersect. The “aura” of such architecture produces a form of
soft deterrence: attacking it is not merely a tactical act but a symbolic assault on order, legitimacy,
and collective memory.

Fortresses such as the White Fortress similarly serve as pivot points of defense and morale. Their
survival or fall carries cultural meaning beyond immediate military consequences. In the epic, the
defense of a fortress often coincides with the defense of hope, continuity, and national self-confidence.
Royal architecture in the Jamshid cycle adds a further layer: splendor is explicitly linked to farreh
(divine glory), and its loss follows ethical failure. Hubris corrodes legitimacy, thereby weakening the
cultural foundation upon which deterrence rests.

Tangible symbols such as banners and regalia extend this logic. The Kaveyanid standard,
transformed from a blacksmith’s leather apron into a jewel-studded emblem, condenses collective
memory, revolt, and legitimacy into a single object. To damage or capture it is to strike at cohesion
itself. In this way, material culture in Shahnameh functions as a deterrent system in which architecture,
objects, and spaces communicate the costliness of destruction.

2) Intangible heritage as cultural prevention: If tangible heritage raises the cost of attack,
intangible heritage reduces the probability of cultural collapse once conflict occurs. Language and
ritual operate prophylactically: they pre-commit communities to shared meanings and mobilize
bonds before, during, and after crisis. Ferdowsi’s deliberate standardization of Persian at a time of
Arabic dominance constitutes a preventive act against linguistic and identity displacement. The epic’s
lexicon—terms such as far, eyvan, and derafsh—preserves cultural concepts that scaffold collective
action under stress.

Festival cycles perform a comparable function. Nowruz encodes renewal and moral reset;
Sadeh celebrates light, technology, and communal cooperation; Mehregan emphasizes justice
and social balance. These rituals are not narrated as decorative backgrounds but as operative
social technologies. They refresh collective memory, distribute hope, and rehearse ethical norms,
including generosity, inclusion of the poor, and lawful governance. In wartime contexts, such
practices stabilize society, counter despair, and provide temporal anchors that prevent identity
fragmentation.

Narrative itself functions as a preventive archive. By recording patterns of loss, rebuilding, ethical
failure, and recovery, Shahnameh supplies templates of meaning that later generations can draw
upon. Cultural prevention, therefore, is achieved not through physical protection alone but through
the endurance of stories that explain why protection matters.

3) Heroes as cultural stewards: Heroes mediate between material deterrence and intangible
prevention. Rostam’s interventions consistently occur when cities, rituals, or symbols face existential
threat, framing heroism as a dual mandate: territorial defense intertwined with protection of meaning.
Fereydun embodies post-conflict reordering through justice and ritual legitimacy, while Kay Khosrow
models ethical leadership that privileges national moral order over personal power. The Gudarz
lineage exemplifies banner-ethics and trust transmission in battle.
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Across the epic, leadership is measured less by conquest than by the continuity of heritage through
and after war. A successful hero ensures that symbols, language, and rites endure, allowing society to
regenerate rather than merely survive.

Taken together, these strands yield an integrated picture. Deterrence, embodied in monuments
and emblems, elevates the cost of aggression; prevention, enacted through language, ritual, and
narrative, reduces vulnerability to cultural collapse. Shahnameh thus emerges not only as a witness
to destruction and rebuilding but as a manual for keeping culture intact when swords are drawn.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Shahnameh functions as a historical—cultural sourcebook for protecting
heritage in wartime. Through systematic coding and analysis of verses across five domains—places
and sites, rituals and festivals, language and literary memory, culture-bearing heroes, and arts and
industries—a consistent logic becomes visible: military outcomes are evaluated by the survival of
culture. Warfare is meaningful insofar as it preserves or endangers identity.

Tangible heritage supplies deterrent force. Fortified sites, royal architecture, and emblematic
objects make aggression politically, psychologically, and morally costly by embodying continuity,
legitimacy, and collective investment. Intangible heritage supplies preventive strength. Standardized
language, ritual calendars, and narrative memory inoculate society against disorientation, enabling
rapid social mobilization, ethical orientation, and post-shock recovery.

Methodologically, grounding the analysis in the Khaleghi-Motlagh edition while managing
significant variants from the Moscow and Mohl editions anchors the findings in stable readings
without neglecting the epic’s textual history. Conceptually, the deterrence/prevention dyad translates
Shahnameh’s narrative wisdom into a policy-ready lens that bridges literary analysis and contemporary
heritage governance.

Practical implications follow directly. These include: 1) heritage-risk mapping for historic
cities and fortress belts; 2) creation of a “Cultural Deterrence List” of emblematic monuments
for protective diplomacy and international signaling; 3) continuity planning for ritual calendars
through venue protection, documentation, and youth education; 4) language-protection toolkits, such
as crisis glossaries and media style guides, for heritage managers; and 5) integration of narrative
communication into emergency protocols to prevent symbolic losses from cascading into identity
crises.

Crucially, Shahnameh evaluates heroes by their capacity to protect both land and meaning.
Success is redefined: a campaign that preserves the banner, the festival, the language, and the palace
preserves the nation’s self, even when borders fluctuate. Conversely, victories that neglect symbols
and rites sow long-term cultural defeat.

In this sense, Shahnameh is more than an archive of the past; it is a strategic map for the present.
It demonstrates how engineering can be bound to ethics, ceremony to security, and narrative to
response, ensuring that heritage remains alive even under arms. For contemporary policy, the epic’s
lessons argue for integrated planning in which cultural-heritage protection is not an adjunct to defense
and relief but a primary objective of national resilience.
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