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The Reflection of Iranian Folk Beliefs in the Shahnameh: A Case Study of Water and Fire

Hosseinali Ghobadi'*, Shekofeh Hematitalab?

1. Professor of Persian Language and Literature at Tarbiat Modares University Tehran, Iran
2. Master of Arts Persian Language and Literature Faculty of Humanities Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: hghobadi@modares.ac.ir

Abstract

This article analyzes the reflection of Iranian folk beliefs in the Shahnameh with particular reference to the four classical
elements. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method, and its data were collected through library research and
scientific documents available on academic research websites. The findings indicate that Ferdowsi consistently paid
particular attention to the beliefs of Zoroastrians and ancient Iranians and expressed several important aspects of his religious
worldview with reference to ancient beliefs. One of the shared features between folk beliefs and the Shahnameh concerning
the four elements is the influence of fire on the behavior and actions of characters. Fire sometimes functions as a means of
appeasing anger and, at other times, symbolizes courage and valor. Water also plays a significant role both in folk beliefs
and in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. It is employed in association with concepts such as life-giving power, honor and social
reputation, the origin of creation, and other related themes. Overall, numerous similarities exist between the folk beliefs
reflected in the Shahnameh and those commonly held among the Iranian people. As the most significant work of Persian
epic literature, Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh incorporates a number of Iranian beliefs concerning the four classical elements. In
this respect, the Shahnameh itself has sometimes served as one of the most important sources of Iranian folk beliefs and has
played a significant role in raising public awareness of these traditions.

Keywords: Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, folk beliefs; water; fire; sacredness; myth.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Literary works, whether written or oral,

constitute some of the most significant
repositories of a society’s beliefs, values,
collective memories, and cultural patterns.
Accordingly, the study of the historical
development of a nation’s worldview requires
close examination of its literary texts, myths,
oral narratives, tales, rituals, and inherited
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forms of popular expression. Epic literature is
particularly important in this regard because it
often preserves cultural materials originating in
the earliest stages of collective belief
formation. As the most prominent epic work in
Persian literature, Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh is
not only a monumental literary, national, and
heroic text but also a rich source for
understanding the customs, rituals, ethical
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ideals, and popular beliefs of the Iranian
people. Many of the beliefs represented in the
Shahnameh are closely related to the four
classical elements—water, fire, earth, and
air—which were traditionally considered the
primary constituents of the physical universe
and the foundations of generation,
transformation, and decay. Ancient Iranians
regarded these elements as sacred forces
involved in the creation and administration of
the world, and this conception continued to
influence Iranian intellectual, religious, and
popular culture in later historical periods (1, 3).
Among the four elements, water and fire
occupy especially important positions in
Iranian mythology, religion, literature, and
folklore. They function not merely as material
substances but as symbolic and ethical agents
associated with purity, anger, life, courage,
fertility, divine judgment, social reputation, and
cosmic order. The present study therefore
examines the reflection of Iranian folk beliefs
concerning water and fire in the Shahnameh
and investigates the points of convergence
between the epic’s symbolic world and the
popular beliefs historically prevalent among
I[ranian communities.

The theoretical framework of the study is
based on the concept of folklore as a system
of customs, rituals, beliefs, linguistic
expressions, oral traditions, and behavioral
patterns transmitted among members of a
community through speech, observation,
imitation, and lived experience. Folk culture is
generally

characterized by  colloquial

language, local expressions, inherited beliefs,

communal practices, and traditional
interpretations of natural and supernatural
phenomena. Popular beliefs are directly
connected with the broader culture of a
society, because transformations in belief
systems frequently generate corresponding
transformations in cultural behavior and social
meaning. In the Iranian context, the four
elements gradually became embedded in both
religious cosmology and everyday -culture.
Their symbolic functions were preserved in
myths, proverbs, idioms, ceremonies, poetic
images, and oral expressions. Previous
scholarship has demonstrated that the four
elements appear with considerable frequency
and symbolic diversity in the Shahnameh.
Research on elemental imagery has shown
that water, earth, air, and fire are among the
most recurrent natural images in Ferdowsi’s
epic and that many of these images are
presented through metaphorical, allusive, and
figurative  structures (3). Comparative
investigations have also indicated that the
mythological roots of the four elements in the
Shahnameh share significant features with
later religious and philosophical traditions,
suggesting that common cultural beliefs were
transmitted across mythic, literary, and
doctrinal systems (1). Studies of earth and air
have further revealed that these elements
carry symbolic associations with material life,
mortality, natural disorder, and cosmic
imbalance (4). Likewise, research on fire in

literature and popular culture has shown that
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fire may occupy either a central or a secondary
position in folk customs and narratives while
retaining multiple ritual, emotional, and
symbolic functions (5). These studies establish
the broader scholarly context of the present
research, although the direct comparison of
folk beliefs concerning both water and fire with
their representations in the Shahnameh has
remained insufficiently explored.

The study employs a descriptive-analytical
method based on library research and the
examination of documentary and scholarly
sources. Relevant passages from the
Shahnameh were identified and analyzed in
relation to folk beliefs, traditional idioms,
mythological concepts, and cultural practices
associated with water and fire. The analytical
procedure consisted of identifying recurring
symbolic functions, interpreting their cultural
implications, and comparing their use in
Ferdowsi’'s epic with corresponding
expressions in lIranian popular culture. The
analysis indicates that fire is one of the most
complex and multidimensional elements in the
Shahnameh. Its importance derives partly
from its indispensable role in human life and
partly from its religious and mythological
sanctity. In ancient Iranian culture, fire was
associated with purification, guidance, divine
presence, truth, judgment, and communication
between the earthly and celestial realms. It
was also closely connected with Zoroastrian
religious traditions and was treated as a
sacred creation deserving preservation and

reverence (10). At the same time, fire acquired

a wide range of figurative meanings in popular
speech. Expressions involving burning,
blazing, fiery temperament, and fire in the
heart or mind were used to describe anger,
emotional intensity, grief, aggression, and
courage. Ferdowsi frequently employs such
expressions to characterize the emotional
states and behavioral qualities of heroes,
kings, and warriors (6). The imagery of a fiery
heart, a burning mind, or flames arising from
conflict reflects the same conceptual
associations found in colloquial idioms and
proverbs. Fire thus becomes both an external
force of destruction and an internal component
of human temperament, illustrating how
ancient cosmological ideas were transformed
into everyday psychological and ethical
language.

The findings further show that fire in the
Shahnameh is connected with courage, battle,
destruction, vitality, sacred celebration, and
the essential constitution of the human being.
Expressions such as bringing fire out of water,
pouring fire from iron, or igniting fire through
the sword convey intense conflict,
fearlessness, and the violent energy of warfare
(6). These figurative constructions correspond
to familiar folk expressions in which fire
signifies rage, danger, bravery, or extreme
action. The belief that fire exists within the
human essence also appears in idiomatic
descriptions of destroying or extinguishing a
person by removing the fire from his being.
Such expressions may reflect an older

cosmological assumption that the human body
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is composed of the four elements and that fire
represents its active, vital, or passionate
dimension. The sanctity of fire is especially
evident in references to fire worship, fire
temples, and religious observance, where fire
functions as an object of guardianship,
veneration, and ritual attention (10). Another
important theme is the discovery of fire and its
relationship with the Sadeh festival. In
Ferdowsi’s account, the emergence of fire
becomes the origin of a communal celebration,
transforming a natural phenomenon into a
civilizational achievement and a sacred
cultural memory (6). This representation
corresponds with the broader status of fire
among ancient Indo-lranian  peoples,
particularly those living in cold northern
regions, for whom fire was associated with
survival, warmth, protection, and sacred value
(9). Smoke, as a derivative sign of fire, also
acquires symbolic importance in the epic. It
may  represent  extraordinary  speed,
movement, destruction, malice, or a heart
darkened by evil. These uses demonstrate the
semantic flexibility of fire imagery and its close
relationship with inherited popular patterns of
thought.

Water is represented with an equally extensive
range of symbolic, mythological, ethical, and
popular meanings. In pre-Zoroastrian and
Zoroastrian traditions, water was considered
sacred and was believed to be protected by
divine beings. A substantial portion of ancient
Iranian mythology is therefore concerned with

the preservation, fertility, and cosmic

significance of water (11). In the Shahnameh,
water is first associated with social value,
reputation, dignity, and honor. The Persian
concept of aberu, literally connected with
water, reflects the cultural association
between water and personal or collective
prestige. Ferdowsi uses images of gaining,
losing, or possessing water to describe the rise
or decline of individuals, dynasties, and
communities (6). Popular expressions such as
losing one’s honor, giving water and color to
something, or water passing over one’s head
preserve similar meanings in everyday
language. Water also functions as a force that
extinguishes fire and therefore symbolizes the
calming of anger, the reduction of conflict, and
the restoration of emotional balance. The
idiom of pouring water on fire, which combines
two of the four elements, is employed in both
popular speech and the Shahnameh to
express reconciliation, restraint, or the
pacification of rage (6). Water is additionally
associated with immortality through the motif
of the Water of Life. This belief reflects the
perception of water as a life-giving,
regenerative, and sacred substance capable
of overcoming death. Such symbolic meanings
are consistent with broader literary and
mythological interpretations of water as the
source of vitality and continuity (2). Water also
appears in rain-seeking rituals, where prayer,
communal lamentation, and supplication are
directed toward ending drought and restoring
fertility. Ferdowsi’s account of drought in the

reign of Firuz preserves an example of this
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ancient ritual mentality. Moreover, water is
depicted as a purifying force capable of
cleansing spiritual darkness and sin. Its role in
creation is equally important. In the
Bundahishn, water is described as one of the
earliest material creations of Ohrmazd (12),
and the Shahnameh similarly presents the
formation of the world through the interaction
of fire, air, water, and earth (6). Finally,
crossing water functions as a mythic trial
separating truth from falsehood and marking
decisive transformations in the lives of heroes
and kings.

The findings demonstrate that Iranian folk
beliefs concerning water and fire are deeply
embedded in the narrative, symbolic, and
linguistic structure of the Shahnameh.
Ferdowsi repeatedly employs these elements
to describe emotional states, moral qualities,
cosmic processes, social values, ritual
practices, and heroic trials. Fire represents
anger, courage, warfare, sacredness, vitality,
celebration, and destruction, whereas water
signifies life, honor, purity, immortality,
creation, emotional restraint, fertility, and
passage from one existential condition to
another. These meanings are not isolated
poetic inventions but reflect enduring cultural
beliefs that circulated in religious traditions,
myths, oral narratives, idioms, customs, and
collective memory. The similarities between
the elemental symbolism of the Shahnameh
and Iranian popular culture indicate that both
derive from a shared civilizational background.

The epic preserves ancient conceptions while

simultaneously transforming them into literary
images accessible to later generations. It
therefore serves not only as a record of heroic
history and national identity but also as one of
the most important repositories of Iranian
folklore. Through its representation of water
and fire, the Shahnameh reveals the continuity
of Iranian cultural consciousness from mythic
antiquity to popular life. The study ultimately
confirms that the four elements, particularly
water and fire, have remained central to
I[ranian ways of interpreting nature, human

character, ethical conduct, religious

experience, and the structure of the cosmos.
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