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The Sogdian mural paintings, particularly those excavated from Panjikent and other
prominent urban centers of Sogdiana, constitute a unique visual archive that
predates Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and reflects a vibrant tradition of storytelling in
visual form. These artworks, dating from the fifth to eighth centuries CE, depict
themes rooted in myth, ritual, heroism, and daily life. This research employs a
comparative, character-based methodology to explore the correspondences between
prominent figures in the Shahnameh and their visual representations in Sogdian
mural art, with an emphasis on narrative continuity and cultural memory. Through
case studies of characters such as Zal, Rostam, Sohrab, Siyavash, Farud,
Gordafarid, Gordiyeh, Zahhak, and Fereydun, the study identifies recurring visual
motifs, narrative parallels, and symbolic associations. These include concepts such
as divine authority (farr), tragic heroism, purification through fire, maternal
mourning, and dualistic struggle between order and chaos. The murals are
examined in relation to their composition, iconography, gesture, costume, and
contextual placement within Sogdian domestic and ritual spaces. Significantly, the
research argues that these murals should not be seen as later illustrations of literary
epic but as autonomous narrative agents that either informed or paralleled early
Iranian epic traditions. This interdisciplinary investigation combines art historical
analysis with comparative mythology and Persian literary studies, offering new
insights into how visual culture contributed to the transmission and transformation
of epic themes before the rise of Islamic-era manuscript traditions. By tracing the
mytho-epic continuity across media and centuries, the study sheds light on the role
of visual representation in sustaining shared cultural narratives and underscores the
value of mural painting as a dynamic vessel of pre-Islamic Iranian identity.
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Sogdian Murals and the Characters of the Shahnameh: A Comparative Inquiry into the Continuity ...

Extended Abstract

The mural paintings of Sogdiana—especially those discovered in Panjikent, Ghagha-Shahr, and other
cultural centers of the eastern Iranian world—constitute some of the most significant visual records of
pre-Islamic Iranian civilizations. These murals, dating approximately from the fifth to eighth centuries
CE, represent a rich tapestry of mythological, ritualistic, heroic, and quotidian themes, capturing the
layered cultural memory of their creators. The present study investigates these murals through a
comparative lens, juxtaposing the depicted figures with prominent characters from Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh to examine the extent of narrative continuity and the persistence of epic motifs in Iranian
cultural memory. The central research question guiding this study is: To what degree do Sogdian mural
figures correspond with Shahnameh characters, and how does this correspondence reflect the
persistence of shared Iranian cultural memory?

This research adopts a qualitative methodology, relying primarily on comparative content analysis.
The analytical framework includes several interrelated criteria: situational correspondences, individual
character traits, shared narrative motifs, and symbolic markers. Situational correspondences encompass
battle scenes, ritual activities, mourning practices, and ceremonial events depicted in the murals, which
parallel analogous episodes in the Shahnameh. Individual traits focus on costume, weapons, posture,
social rank, and gestures of the figures, allowing the identification of visual analogues to literary
characters. Shared motifs include recurring heroic archetypes, cosmological dualisms, themes of justice
and retribution, and symbolic representations of divine favor or authority (farr). Symbolic markers such
as crowns, flames, mythological creatures, color schemes, and compositional orientation further inform
the comparative analysis.

Through detailed case studies of characters including Zal, Rostam, Sohrab, Siyavash, Farud,
Gordafarid, Gordiyeh, Zahhak, and Fereydun, the study demonstrates that the murals encapsulate
conceptual and narrative structures that prefigure the epic portrayals in the Shahnameh. For example,
scenes involving Zal and Rostam convey archetypal heroism, while depictions of Siyavash or Farud
manifest tragic heroism, purification, and moral confrontation, aligning closely with the narrative arcs
found in Ferdowsi’s text. Female warrior figures such as Gordafarid and Gordiyeh are represented with
martial agency, echoing their literary counterparts and indicating the preservation of non-stereotypical
heroic roles in pre-Islamic visual culture. Furthermore, the iconic representation of Zahhak, with
symbolic attributes, suggests a visual transmission of moral and cosmological themes that underpin
Shahnameh narratives.

The methodological approach integrates art-historical analysis, semiotic interpretation, and
comparative mythology. Visual analysis encompasses composition, bodily gesture, costume,
iconographic symbols, and spatial context within domestic and ceremonial architecture. Semiotic
investigation identifies recurring signifiers and their functional role in narrative construction, while
comparative literary analysis situates these signifiers alongside textual descriptions in the Shahnameh.
Importantly, the study does not assume direct influence of the murals on Ferdowsi’s literary
production. Instead, it conceptualizes both the murals and the Shahnameh as expressions of a shared
cultural, reflecting continuity in Iranian heroic, mythological, and ritual consciousness across centuries.
This approach allows for recognition of a pre-Islamic narrative substratum, which later crystallized in
the poetic form of the Shahnameh.

The results of this comparative analysis reveal that Sogdian murals functioned not merely as
decorative or aesthetic objects but as active repositories of Iranian cultural memory. Visual
representations of characters exhibit patterns of narrative and symbolic continuity that resonate with
literary epic structures. For instance, recurring visual motifs—such as martial postures, ceremonial
gestures, and symbolic items like crowns and farr—correspond with narrative elements in the
Shahnameh, suggesting that these murals encoded and communicated epic knowledge to a broad social
audience. Unlike manuscripts, which rely on textual literacy, mural paintings engaged viewers across
social strata, ensuring wider dissemination of heroic narratives. The murals’ integration of everyday
life scenes with epic and ritual motifs underscores their role in embedding cultural memory within the
fabric of communal life.

This research further elucidates how the shared narrative framework evident in both the Sogdian
murals and the Shahnameh reflects a persistent Iranian epic consciousness. Through the examination of
visual and textual analogues, the study demonstrates that key concepts—heroic valor, moral struggle,
divine sanction, and cosmic duality—transcend medium-specific constraints and persist across
centuries. Notably, the murals’ visual vocabulary provides evidence of narrative strategies parallel to



those employed in epic poetry, including the dramatization of conflict, hierarchical positioning of
characters, and codification of symbolic gestures. By tracing these continuities, the study contributes to
a broader understanding of how pre-Islamic Iranian identity and collective memory were visually
preserved, reinforced, and transmitted.

The findings of this study have implications for multiple disciplines, including art history,
comparative literature, folklore studies, and cultural memory research. They underscore the importance
of interdisciplinary approaches in understanding the complex interactions between image and narrative,
and between visual and textual modes of epic transmission. In particular, this research highlights the
potential of mural paintings as autonomous narrative agents capable of parallel or complementary
expression alongside literary texts. By situating Sogdian murals within the larger framework of Iranian
epic traditions, the study advances a nuanced understanding of how visual culture mediated heroic
ideologies and shaped the reception of mytho-historical knowledge.

In conclusion, this study argues that the Sogdian murals and the Shahnameh, though separated by
centuries and medium, share a coherent narrative and symbolic universe. They constitute
complementary facets of Iranian epic memory, reflecting an enduring cultural framework rooted in oral
traditions, heroic archetypes, and collective imagination. Visual and textual representations together
reveal the structural and thematic persistence of epic motifs, emphasizing that the transmission of
Iranian cultural memory was neither linear nor medium-bound. Future research may extend this
comparative inquiry by examining lesser-known Sogdian murals and integrating contemporary textual
sources, potentially uncovering additional correspondences and expanding the repertoire of visual-
literary analogues. Such investigations will further illuminate the interplay of visual narrative and
literary epic in sustaining Iran’s pre-Islamic cultural heritage.
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