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Purpose: Many of the epic traditions of Persian poetry have their
roots in ancient Iranian literature. The Yasts represent the oldest
epic work of Iran, composed in Avestan. The Achaemenid
inscriptions in Old Persian were written on the basis of epic poetry.
Yadgar-e Zariran and certain Manichaean praise hymns were
composed in verse based on epic poetry. After the advent of Islam,
epic poetry entered new realms and, with Ferdowsi's Shahnameh,
ventured into entirely new domains.

Method and Research: The method employed in this article is
textual and stylistic analysis combined with comparative study.
Findings and Conclusions: This essay examines and analyzes
Iranian literary traditions across three areas—genealogy, prosody,
and literary stylistics—from the Yasts to the Shahnameh. In terms
of meter, Persian epic poetry has been influenced by Parthian and
Middle Persian poetry. The continuity of oral literary traditions can
be traced in Iranian epic works through oral features with Indo-
Iranian and even Indo-European roots, such as formulaic phrases
and repetitive patterns. In literary style and mode of expression,
devices such as repetition, epithets, and poetic imagery exhibit
numerous similarities from the Yasts to the Shahnameh, attesting to
the millennia-long continuity of literary traditions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

This article examines and analyzes the literary features of Iran’s ancient and early epic verse
works—including the Yasts, Yadgar-e Zaréran (The Memorial of Zarér), and Manichaean
verse compositions—across three domains: genealogy (tradition/lineage studies), metrics, and
stylistics. Within these areas—especially in the analysis of stylistic features—it seeks,
through such artistic devices as repetition, the artistic epithet, alliteration, and the music of
language, to show how these features contribute to the artistic construction of the text and
how they can help us understand the style of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and its connection to
pre-Islamic Iranian tradition. The main question of the study is whether the relationship
between the Shahnameh and ancient Iranian literature is limited to meter, form, and narrative
formulas, or whether the roots of this connection should be sought in modes of expression,
lexical arrangement, and literary devices. Drawing on examples from the Avestan YaSts—
especially the Mihr Yast, Tistrya Yast, Art Yast, and Zamyad Yast—this research argues that
Iranian epic style has deep roots in the Indo-lIranian tradition and that Ferdowsi benefited
from this heritage in the Shahnameh. Accordingly, the Sahnameh is tied to ancient Iran not
only in theme and narrative, but also, from the perspective of style and expressive
mechanisms, as a continuation of the same long-standing tradition.

The Yasts are among the most important parts of the Avesta and, in addition to their

religious and mythological value, occupy a prominent position from a literary standpoint as
well. Old Persian inscriptions contain elements of epic expression. Yadgar-¢ Zaréran is a text
that can be regarded as a connecting link between the Yasts and Ferdowsi’s Sahnameh.
Manichaean writings addressed to the gods have an epic tone. Emphasizing the literary
dimension of these works, the author maintains that they should not be viewed merely as
ritual and religious texts, since their linguistic layers display striking elements of literary
creation—such as structural repetitions, successive epithets, phonetic harmonies, and
particular syntactic arrangements. These elements not only play a role in conveying meaning,
but also foreground language and defamiliarize it, giving the text a poetic quality. Within this
framework, the article discusses the relationship between the Yasts and the Shahnameh and
seeks to show that Ferdowsi, consciously or unconsciously, in his system of epithet-making,
the music of language, and his modes of semantic foregrounding, is connected to an ancient,
pre-Islamic tradition.
What brings the Shahnameh closer to the literature of ancient Iran is, above all, its style of
expression—not merely its meter or recurring formulas. This perspective is particularly
important because many studies have focused chiefly on prosodic aspects or narrative
patterns, whereas the emphasis in this article is on the artistic structure and the aesthetics of
language. From this viewpoint, the Yasts constitute a significant example of a text in which
language is not only the carrier of meaning, but itself part of meaning and beauty.

Methodology

The method employed in this article is textual and stylistic analysis combined with
comparative study. Selected passages from ancient and Middle Iranian epic verse works are
compared with verses from the Shahnameh in order to examine the function of artistic
devices. In analyzing the genealogy, metrics, and stylistics of these works, the principal
focus—uwithin the realm of stylistics—falls on three axes: first, repetition as one of the most
important tools of foregrounding; second, the artistic epithet and its role in evoking imagery
and emotion; and third, the music of language, which arises through alliteration, phonetic co-
occurrence, and lexical patterning.
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Discussion

The findings of the article indicate that the Shahnameh, beyond having taken shape within the
written literary tradition of Persian poetry, is in its deeper layers fundamentally connected to an
oral structure that places it alongside pre-Islamic epic works such as the Yasts. In the domain of
meter, since the Shahnameh does not differ greatly from Middle Persian in terms of linguistic
structure and is close to it in syllabic patterns and the vowel system, it therefore relates to the
meters of Middle Iranian poems. The most important similarity between pre-Islamic verse
works—especially the Yasts—and the Shahnameh, however, lies in literary style. Repetition is
among the most prominent artistic devices in the Yasts. In many hymns, particular stanzas or
formulas are repeated at the beginning and end of various sections, lending the text rhythm,
coherence, and emphasis. These repetitions are not purely semantic; rather, they produce a kind of
defamiliarization and make the listener more attentive to the text. In some cases, the repetitions
are so regular that they can be regarded as evidence of a stable stylistic pattern in the Yasts.

On the other hand, the artistic epithet holds a highly significant place in these texts. In the Yasts,
epithets are often used not merely for description, but to convey grandeur, splendor, and the
functions of deities and heroes. Here, epithets acquire both an imagistic and a musical dimension,
and by occurring in sequence they create a kind of ornate ordering and artistic arrangement. The
article emphasizes that this practice can also be seen in the Shahnameh, especially in descriptions
of heroes, horses, enemies, and mythic elements. For this reason, Ferdowsi, in his use of artistic
epithets, is a continuer of an ancient tradition rooted in Indo-Iranian poetic heritage.

Another important point in the article is its attention to the music of language. In the Yasts,
linguistic prominence does not arise only from imagery or metaphor; rather, the co-occurrence of
phonemes, the sound repetition of words, and lexical ordering play an essential role in creating
artistic impact. In some examples, epithets and words are arranged in such a way as to produce a
distinctive rhythm, and this rhythm lends the text majesty and gravity. Referring to examples from
the Shahnameh—such as descriptions of a horse with compounds like “golden-bridled” or
“golden-stirruped”—the article shows that this kind of lexical music is likewise strongly present
in Ferdowsi’s poetry.

Earlier studies that focused only on meter or narrative formulas have overlooked part of the issue.
In fact, what explains the Shahnameh’s connection to the pre-Islamic tradition is, above all, style
and mode of expression. This style takes shape through repetition, epithet-making, alliteration,
and the artistic ordering of words, and it appears in a shared manner in both the Yasts and the
Shahnameh.

Conclusion

The Yasts and works such as Manichaean hymns of praise are not only religious and ritual texts,
but are also of great importance from artistic and linguistic perspectives. Their structural
repetitions, artistic epithets, and music of language play such a significant role that these hymns
can be regarded as one of the major sources of Iranian epic style. On the other hand, Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh, at a deeper level than theme and narrative, is likewise connected to this ancient
tradition, and Ferdowsi, in employing artistic epithets and creating the music of language,
continues that heritage. Therefore, to understand the Shahnameh correctly, it should be studied as
part of the continuum of ancient Iranian literary tradition, especially the Yasts. This connection
becomes evident not only in meter and form, but also in modes of expression, semantic
foregrounding, artistic repetition, and the arrangement of epithets. In this way, Ferdowsi is not
merely a poet of the Islamic period, but an heir to and re-creator of a long-standing tradition in
Iranian literature—a tradition whose roots can be traced in the Avesta and, in particular, in the
artistic devices of the Yasts.
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