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Abstract

Ferdowsi's Shahnameh is one of the most prominent epic texts in the world,
which, alongside narrating myths and heroic tales, also reflects philosophical,
ethical, and existential concepts. Irony, as one of the significant literary
elements in this work, appears on three levels: dramatic, situational, and fate-
related, playing a crucial role in creating suspense, surprise, and depth in the
narrative. This study, adopting an analytical-descriptive approach, examines
irony in the characters of the Shahnameh and demonstrates how this element,
besides influencing the story’s progression, highlights the internal
contradictions of characters and their tragic destinies. Irony in the fates of
characters such as Rostam, Sohrab, Esfandiar, Kaykhosrow, Jamshid, and
Kavus reflects Ferdowsi’s thoughts on destiny, free will, and the fall of power.
For instance, in the tragic battle between Rostam and Sohrab, the reader is
aware of the truth, while the characters fall victim to fate in their ignorance.
Similarly, Esfandiar’s destiny illustrates the tension between human will and
the determinism of fate. Overall, through irony—especially in the fate of
heroes—the Shahnameh emphasizes concepts such as the impermanence of
power and the unintended consequences of actions, prompting the reader to
reflect on human destiny and the limitations of human authority.

Keywords: Shahnameh, Ferdowsi, Irony, Character, Situational Irony,
Dramatic Irony, Fate-related Irony.

Introduction

Ferdowsi's Shahnameh is not only a treasury of myths, epic tales, and
the history of Iran, but also contains subtle literary nuances and
complex elements such as irony. Irony, as one of the most effective
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rhetorical devices, plays a key role in the Shahnameh and appears in
various forms, including situational irony, dramatic irony, and verbal
irony, in Ferdowsi's characterization.

In the narratives of the Shahnameh, many characters encounter
situations in their destinies where their actions lead to outcomes
contrary to their expectations. These paradoxes of fate present a form
of tragic irony. A prominent example can be observed in the story of
Rostam and Sohrab, where the father's and son's ignorance of each
other's identities leads to a tragic ending. Moreover, Ferdowsi often
employs verbal irony, using the speech of characters and the narrator to
create deeper, nuanced, and ironic layers of meaning.

The aim of this study is to examine the role and function of irony in the
Shahnameh, focusing on the key characters of the epic. Accordingly, it
analyzes how Ferdowsi employs this literary device to highlight
concepts such as fate, justice, power, and human weakness, providing
the reader with an opportunity for deeper reflection on the core of the
Shahnameh’s stories. This research seeks to explore the different types
of irony in the Shahnameh and investigate its impact on characterization
and the implicit messages within the text.

Literature Review

Numerous studies have investigated irony in classical Persian texts,
each examining this rhetorical device from a specific perspective.

Estahbanati and Sharifpour (2021) analyzed the function of irony in the
story “The King and the Handmaiden” in the first book of Rumi's
Masnavi in their article “A Study of Dramatic/Fate Irony in the Story
‘The King and the Handmaiden’.” They demonstrated how the conflict
between the characters' will and their inevitable fate shapes the
semantic structure of the narrative. Their study shows that dramatic
irony in this story places the audience in a position where the characters
are unaware of the truth, while the reader is fully informed of their
inevitable outcomes.



Taghavi-Asl, Vaseq-Abbasi, and Mashhadi (2022), in their comparative
study “A Comparative Study of Types of Irony in Saadi’s Gulistan and
Ubayd Zakani’s Akhlaq al-Ashraf,” examined various forms of irony in
these two works. Their findings indicate that irony in Saadi’s Gulistan
is primarily verbal and situational, conveying ethical and social
teachings with artistic and ironic expression. In contrast, Ubayd Zakani
uses irony in a sharp and critical way, turning it into a tool for satire and
social critique.

Shokri and Pahlevan (2021), in their article “The Function of Irony in
Two Stories from Rumi’s Masnavi,” analyzed the role of irony in two
narratives and showed how Rumi employs this literary device to
challenge concepts such as fate and free will, illusion, and reality. Their
research indicates that irony in the Masnavi functions not only at the
linguistic and narrative levels but also at the level of thought and
wisdom.

Garashi (2012), in her master’s thesis titled “Irony and Its Position in
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh,” examined the rhetorical and semantic aspects
of irony and analyzed its types within different narrative contexts of the
Shahnameh. She highlighted the role of this narrative device in
advancing the story and presenting the conflicting actions of characters.
By categorizing irony—especially verbal and situational irony—
Garashi demonstrated how Ferdowsi, through these techniques, creates
deeper semantic layers in stories such as those of Siavash, Rostam and
Esfandiar, and Bijan and Manijeh. Although this study focuses mainly
on the rhetorical aspects of irony, it provides a foundation for further
analytical research that considers irony not only as a linguistic tool but
also as an intranarrative structure and meaning-making device in
Ferdowsi’s characterization system.

Based on previous studies, it can be concluded that irony has a
prominent presence in mystical, ethical, and narrative Persian texts.
However, its role in epic texts, especially the Shahnameh, has received
less attention. The present study aims to address this gap by examining
irony in the characters of the Shahnameh and uncovering the previously
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unexplored dimensions of this literary device in Ferdowsi’s epic
structure and characterization.

Method

In this study, the concept of irony will first be examined from the
perspectives of rhetoric and literary criticism to clarify its theoretical
framework. Then, various forms of irony—including situational,
verbal, and dramatic irony—will be reviewed to analyze how this
literary device is employed in epic texts. Subsequently, the prominent
characters in the Shahnameh whose destinies and speech exhibit clear
manifestations of irony will be selected and analyzed. This examination
will be conducted using qualitative content analysis to clarify the role
of irony in narrative structure, characterization, and the deepening of
philosophical and epic concepts in the Shahnameh.

Conclusion

Irony is a crucial narrative element in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, enriching
the epic both dramatically and philosophically by creating profound
contrasts between the expectations of characters and the realities of
their fate. In narrative analysis, irony is generally divided into two main
types: verbal irony and behavioral irony. Verbal irony refers to a
contradiction between the spoken words and their implied or actual
meanings, whereas behavioral irony encompasses contradictions
between actions, events, or narrative situations and the expectations of
characters or the audience. These two main categories include subtypes
such as situational, fate-related, and dramatic irony, each of which
appears differently in the Shahnameh and serves distinct functions.

Behavioral irony, which includes fate-related and situational irony,
occurs when the outcomes of events contradict the expectations of
characters or even the audience. For example, fate-related irony is
clearly seen in the destinies of Jamshid and Kay Kavus; due to their
pride and arrogance, they suffer tragic fates contrary to their desires.
Situational irony can also be observed in events such as the defeat of
Farud or the birth of Rostam from the union of Zal and Rudabeh—



occurrences that defy the expectations of the characters or society
within the story, producing profound meaning.

Verbal irony, on the other hand, lies in the discrepancy between the
speech of characters and hidden or tangible realities. In dramatic irony
within the Shahnameh, the audience is aware of the tragic fate of heroes
while the characters themselves remain ignorant. A clear example is the
tragedy of Rostam and Sohrab, where the contrast between the
audience’s knowledge and the characters’ ignorance heightens the
narrative’s dramatic and philosophical impact.

This precise and systematic classification of irony allows for a more
coherent and specialized analysis of narrative examples in the
Shahnameh, preventing confusion in identifying the type of irony.
Therefore, irony in the Shahnameh functions not merely as a
storytelling device but as a fundamental factor in meaning-making,
deepening tragedies, and expressing philosophical and ethical concepts
related to power, destiny, and human will. By employing this technique,
Ferdowsi invites the audience to reflect on the impermanence of life
and the complexities of existence, showing that every success and hope
is always accompanied by the possibility of failure and disappointment
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