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Introduction

Myths reflect the beliefs and cultural foundations of a people, and through
comparative analysis one can identify shared elements of these beliefs across
nations. Among peoples whose early homelands were cradles of ancient civilization,
numerous commonalities emerge in their cultural memory, mythic structures, and
collective wisdom. These shared mythological and ideological patterns are also
mirrored in their epic traditions. The Shahnameh and the Mahabharata, as the
principal epics of Iran and India, contain a remarkable range of such parallels. Their
ethical and social themes, as well as their similar narratives and characters, suggest
that these two traditions draw from a common source and that the ideas underlying
their mythic structures are remnants of the shared Indo-Iranian cultural past.

This study seeks to examine these mythological correspondences through an
analytical-comparative approach, focusing on homologous ritual patterns and
exploring the content and function of shared archetypal structures to identify both
convergences and divergences.

Purpose

Although the mythic themes of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh have been compared to those
of various global epics, the Mahabharata—the national epic of a people with
exceptionally close cultural, ethnic, and mythological ties to ancient Iranians—has
been largely overlooked. Moreover, the Mahdabharata remains relatively unknown
in Iran, attracting limited scholarly attention. By analyzing the shared mythological
motifs in the Shahnameh and the Mahabharata, this study illuminates the formation
of Indo-Iranian epic traditions and the function of myth within them. Such a
comparison also clarifies the characteristics of Indo-Iranian myth influencing both

Cite this article: EImi Daneshvar,M. ,& Khalili,S. (2026). Mythical and Ritual Links in the Shahnameh and Mahabharata.
Studies in Comparative Religion and Mysticism, 10 (2), 55-82. DOI: http//doi.org/10.22111/jrm.2025.50633.1251

© The Author(s). EImi Daneshvar,Mehdi. , Khalili,Samia
ETE DOI: http//doi.org/10.22111/jrm.2025.50633.1251

Publisher: University of Sistan and Baluchestan



https://orcid.org/0009-0007-0891-8392
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-9425-9943

Studies of religions and comparative mysticism, 10th period, 2st issue, 1405 56

epics and makes it possible to distinguish these inherited myths from those originating in the indigenous cultures of
the Iranian Plateau and Mesopotamia (in the case of the Shahnameh) and from pre-Aryan traditions of the Indian
subcontinent (in the case of the Mahabharata).

Methodology

This dissertation employs a theoretical, analytical-comparative method. The research relies entirely on library sources,
including epics, mythological corpora, ancient religious texts from Iran and India, and relevant analytical studies. The
analytical approach is content-oriented, prioritizing mythic themes and archetypes over character-based narratives.
Initially, homologous mythic patterns—specifically rituals and beliefs associated with myth—in the Shahnameh and
the Mahabharata were identified; subsequently, their shared and divergent elements were examined. Comparative
reference to other mythologies was made where necessary to analyze these archetypes and narratives.

Although the study is comparative, it does not adhere to a single mythological framework. Depending on the topic, it
alternates between a textualist approach associated with scholars like Frazer and Tylor, and a symbolic approach rooted
in myth-ritual analysis. However, throughout the study, a rationalist perspective is maintained: myth is treated as a
product of human cognition and the desire to understand and improve the world. Consequently, emotionalist
approaches—such as those of Jung and Freud, which regard myth as an expression of psychological states—are not
adopted.

Findings

The results indicate that both epics reflect shared belief systems rooted in ancient Indo-Iranian traditions. For instance,
the horse-sacrifice ritual appearing in the stories of Kay Khosrow and the Pandavas symbolizes purification from sin
and the quest for salvation. Tests of chastity—such as Siyavash’s trial by fire and Sita’s ritual purification—
demonstrate shared beliefs about divine trials as a means of confirming truth and virtue. Likewise, correspondences in
funerary rites, such as exposure and tomb rituals in the Shahnameh and cremation in the Mahabharata, emphasize the
centrality of purification and redemption in the mythic worldview of both cultures. Overall, these findings reveal that
the Shahnameh and the Mahabharata, beyond their literary and historical importance, serve as cultural documents
reflecting the deep ancient ties between the Iranian and Indian peoples.

Conclusion

This comparative study of the Shahnameh and the Mahabharata demonstrates that these two epic traditions preserve
shared symbols rooted in the beliefs, rituals, and mythologies of ancient Indo-Iranians. Their numerous parallels
highlight common cultural and mythological origins that have manifested differently throughout their historical
development. One of the most significant findings concerns the central role of rituals of purification, sacrifice, and
absolution. These rituals—whether involving blood, water, fire, or the horse-sacrifice performed for forgiveness and
salvation—reflect humanity’s ancient effort to communicate with sacred forces and cleanse moral transgressions. The
horse-sacrifice ritual in the stories of Kay Khosrow and the Pandavas, for example, exhibits striking similarities,
indicating a shared archaic heritage.

The comparative analysis of purification through water and fire shows that in both epics these elements function not
only as symbols of purity and renewal but also as mechanisms for proving righteousness and innocence, as seen in
Siyavash’s trial by fire and Sita’s ordeal. These parallels reveal a shared belief in divine trials as vehicles for validating
moral integrity. Furthermore, a comparison of funerary practices shows that both epics attach great importance to
rituals surrounding death and the afterlife. In the Shahnameh, exposure and burial are accompanied by intricate rites,
whereas in the Mahabharata, cremation and water-based rituals—particularly purification in the Ganges—play a
central role in achieving spiritual redemption.
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