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ABSTRACT 

The central thesis of this work is twofold: ( l) 
contrary to the images perpetuated in works of 
criticism, there exists no sustained misogyny in the 
text of exemplar epics by Ferdowsi and Homer, or 
antagonism towal:d women rooted in 1;he poets t attitude, 
and (2) using the principle of androcentric (rather 
than gynocentric) feminist literary theory we have 
tried to prove the existence of a "systematic 
inconsistency" in the roles and images assigned to the 
women of The Shahnameh, the lliad, and Odyssey. We 
have identified the presence of a double structure 
concerning the question of women. Instead of endlessly 
praising the femaie characters, or fully condemning the 
portrayal of such figures, we have instead tried to 
turn the issues around and examined opposed aspects in 
female raIes and images. We have examilled the conflict 
of opposites and the systematic inconsistency within 
each text in which a double structure splits the female 
image in two directions: one force is represented by 
exalted, praiseworthy, and positive images endowing 
women wi th powerfui characteristics such as prowess, 
courage, wisdom, insight, fearlessness, and a host of 
other attributes. Yet within the same text, the same 
woman, through another force, is not only relegated to 
a subservient role, but aiso finds imposed upon her the 
condition of not being ta ken seriously, severe 
handicaps regarding her full integration in the social 
fabr ic of the story, and not being allowed to use her 
considerable abilities. Within this paradoxicai double 
structure, i t is not tha t one structure eventually 
cancels out the other, rather the coexistence of both 
structures in the same work results in the readers' 
suspension between the conclusions each of them 
separately urges. 

The dichotomy in the characterization of women in 
epic literature is not limited ta a single culture; a 
consistent thread runs through the universal 
inconsistency in the make-up of women in epic. The 
thread runs across the border between the East and the 
West, wherever that border May be drawn on the map 
geographically, historically, or culturally. 
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RESUME 

L'argument central de la thèse est double: 
premièrement, contrairement à ce qu'avancent certaines 
études contemporaines, il ne semble y avoir aucune 
misogynie systématique dans les épopés d' Homer ou de 
Ferdowsi, ni aucune trace de méfiance dans les 
attitudes de ces poètes: deux~èmem ent, selon l'approche 
androcentrigue de la théorie littéraire féministe qui 
est adopteé ici (plut8t que l'approche gynocentr~que), 
il se dégage ce que J'ai appelé une Il inconsistence 
syst~matiquell dans la prisentation des personnages 
féminins du Shahnameh, de l' Iliad et de l' Odysseé. 
Cette inconsistence provient d'une structure double 
dans ces oeuvres par laquelle la femme est representée 
d'une part par les images positives de noblesse, de 
pouvoir, de sagesse, de courage, mais, d'autre part, 
par des images d' infer iori té, ~.. faiblesse, et d • 
impuissance vis-a-vis les évenemel1ts de l' histoire. 
Cette opposition n'est pas résolu dans le développement 
du texte, et cet effet esthétique place le lecteur 
entre deux conclusions contradictoires. 
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TICIlllICAL IIO'l'ES 

1. l have followed the system adopted by the Library 

of congress for transliteration of Arabie and 

Persian words. l have made a few mi.nor 

ad just ment s, seleeting more familiar and simpler 

forms for proper and famous names. 

2. Ali Persian, Arable and German translations are 

by this author exeept when mentioned. 

3. Two different dates are used in this study: 

the Christian and the Islamic calendar, whieh 

began in 622 A.D. The Islamie calendar is used to 

introduce Persian and Arabie sources and the 

Christian ealp.ndar for Western works. 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMES OF REFERENCE 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide an 

analysis of the roles and images of women as found in 

the texts of three major epics from the early 

literature of the East and West. The Eastern exemplar 

will be the Persian epic The Shahnameh (The Book of 

Kings), rooted in the ancient lndo-Iranian pagan and 

Zoroastrian traditions, an epic of approx1mately 60,000 

couplets, rewritten 1n the tenth century A.D. in' the 

forrn which has reached us today. The Western exemplars 

will be the two major Greek epics of Homer, the lliad 

and the Odyssey. 

Our analyses will address the philosophical 

significance of human awareness, both in Ferdowsi and 

Homer, of an unal terable cosmic framework in which 

human life must be lived with the awareness of death 

and fate in Hades or in the hereafter. But the 

emphasis of this work will be on epic components such 

as the fierce joy in life here and now in this world, 

the exultation of human achievement, the individuality 

of the characters and the1r struggles in the epic 

- l -



world, the resourcefulness of the human mind, and the 

inevitable crises which arise from the human condition 

as portrayed in the epics. 

One of the predominant themes in orientalist 

scholarship is that components such as the expression 

of the human condition, human crises, and irony are 

indispensable elements in Western culture and 

literature beginning with the Greeks. Concerning 

however, orientalists have a Islamic literature, 

dif ferent opinion. G. M. Wickens, Professor Emeritus 

of the university of Toronto, in a recent, provocative 

article enti tled "To Seek: The Human Crises and the 

Trivial Round" (1991), e1aborates on the topic in both 

Western and Eastern literature. Concerning Western 

li terature, Wickens got:!s to the extent of saying that 

"My conclusion is that the West, intermittently before 

the Renaissance and steadi1y thereafter 1 has tended to 

re')ard these topics as the very stuff of wh1ch 

literature is made, wh11e the Is1amic tradi tion--w1th 

isolated exceptions--has not •.• " (271). In search of 

components such as the protagonists' individuality, 

ironic conditions, human.;rises, and the compassionate 

treatment of less-than-admirable characters in 

li terature, Wickens' s search wi thin aIl of Islamdom 

1eads him to comment that The Shahnameh is lia notable 

exception" (261). He adds: 
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••• it is once again to the somewhat 
heterodox Shahname, the persian 
national epic glorifying 
Pre-lslamic Iran, that one must 
t"\i'rn for many unique and str iking 
examples. Equally paradoxical: its 
greatest hero, Rustam, despite his 
technical flaws of lineage, 
gallantly and tragically serves 
royal masters who are his moral 
inferiors. (262-63) 

Wicken~'s examples revolve around male characters. 

But observing the affinity between the literary 

qualities of The Shahnameh and similar works of 

literature wlthin Western tradition, it is part of our 

thesis that the women of The Shann~roeh as weIl as those 

of the Homeric eplcs share, in their own particular 

way, mutual ch~racteristlcs outllned above, especially 

those of individuallty and ironic conditions. 

Indeed, the central theslS of this work is 

twofold. In the ficst place, it is our convlction that 

due to the Persian and Greek epic heritage and the 

poets' compassionate treatment of their characters, 

there exists no sustained misogyny in The Shahnameh, 

nor in the Iliaq, and Odyssey, epics which are rooted 

in the earliest moments of the development of their 

culture. Rather, in both the persian and Greek 

cultures which produced highly refined civilizations at 
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different historical period.s, misogyny followed the 

periods of the epics, it did not precede them. The 

epics demonstrate no hatred or insincerity toward 

women; instead women are indispensable in these early 

epics and, more often than not, highly regarded by the 

heroes of the epics as weIl as their narrators. 

ln this respect the chief comparative observation 

concerning the women of The Shahnameh dnd those of the 

Homeric epics is somewhat different. The most 

influential observation on this subject, despite its 

extreme brevity, is presented within a general analysis 

of The Shahnameh by the twentieth-century, German 

scholar, Theodor Noldeke, whose scholarship on The 

Shahnameh has dominated this field since 1920 's. We 

can hardly find any major work of criticism on the 

epic, includ1ng several doctoral dissertatic's in 

English,l which eschew substantive reference to 

Noldeke's work, Das Iranische Nationalepos, translated 

in 1930 into English by Leonid Bogdanov, as The Iranian 
, 

National Epic of the Shahnameh, and reprinted i~ 1979. 

The work was also translateJ into Persian, and excerpts 

showed up in various critical anthologies--the 1atest 

in 1986 15 ))/y ~ Ll; ( <.f'?)J /Ferdowsi, Women, and 

Tragedy (ed. Hariri). This aIl points to the fact that 

much of N~ldeke's works and Many of his opinions have 

been perpetuated, especialy his views on the women of 
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1 The Shahnameh, the Iliad, and the Odyssey, typical of 

which is the following statement translated from the 

original German: 

In The Shahnameh women do not play 
a very active role. They appear 
only as the object of des ire or 
love •••. Such figures as Penelope, 
Andromache, and Nausicaa, who in 
their pure womanhood are equal to 
men cannot be found in the Persian 
epic. (59) 
( See end note 2 for Bogdanov ' s 
translation.) 

Noldeke's sweeping judgment contrasts, for 

example, with the more cautious analysis of the Anglo-

Indian author, Bapsy Winchester: 

It is the emphasis on the 
individuality of the heroines that 
sets the work of Firdausi /the 
Persian epic poet/ apart from other 
epic tales. Homer and Virgil, with 
very few exceptions, portrayed a 
man's world in which the women 
played at best a subordinate role. 
Firdausl. leads us into a society 
where women are not mere shadows or 
ref lections , but proud and strong 
persona1ities exerting considerable 
influence in the world of their 
day. These living portraits of the 
heroines of ancient Iran are worthy 
of admiration throughout the ages, 
and the name of Firdausi lives on 
as one of the greatest bards that 
the wor1d has produced. (104) 

In terms of "feminist criticism" in this respect 

one of the many targets is to examine not only the 

images of women in the primary sources of literature 

(e i ther by men or women wr i ters ), but a 150 dominan t 
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images which cri tics perp~tuate in their works of 

criticism influenced by conflicting socio-political, 

cultural, and psychologicai forces. Noldeke's image of 

woman in the epics, and to a lesser extent Winchester's 

less well-known work, fall into the latter category. 

Feminist literary criticism, therefore, deems a 

critical reorientation necessary (Guerin 245) in order 

to correct the situation in which the critic, rather 

than the author of the li terary work of art, crea tes 

misogyny where there is none, or makes the work appear 

more misogynous than it really is (Munich 238). 

Adrienne Munich examines the damaging effects of such a 

critism in scholarship and pedagogy (238-259). A calI, 

therefore, for the revision and the re-examination of 

the critic's opinion is a logical next step in feminist 

theory (Greene and Kahn 3); but to avoid producing a 
~ 

mere reactionary or apologetic work, the revision, we 

believe, must be carried out alongside creative 

contributions to the analysis of the primary 

sources--the text of the epics. We will attempt both 

in this study. 

Our main point concerning Noldeke' s comparative 

observation is: Noldeke has established a view of The -
Shahnameh which remains influential: that Ferdowsi' s 

women characters are insipid as compared to those in 

Homer. This is hardly self-evidenti neither poet 
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paints insipid characters but, rather, paradoxical 

characters who are women of personal substance limited 

by social constraints. To put it differently, while 

there exists no sustained misogyny in the texts of the 

epics, nor any evidence that the poets had such an 

àttitude toward women, the characters are, 

nevertheless, in a paradoxical situation in which on 

the one hand, they possess resourcefulness of 

character, and on the other, the y are ironically 

limited by social constraints inherent in the structure 

of each story. 

The twofold thesis of this work is, therefore, 

this: (l) that contrary to the images perpetuated in 

works of criticism, there exist no sustained misogyny 

in the text of the epics or hatred and insincer i ty 

toward women rooted in the poets' attitude, and (2) we 

will therefore try to demonstrate the existence of a 

systematic lnconsistency in the roles and images which 

. 
\ 

are assigned to the women of these epics . We will 
&.i 

) examine in detail the presence of a double structure . 
~ 
f concerning the question of women. Instead of endlessly 
t 
~ .. 
" 

praising the female characters, or condemning the 
~ 

" F. 
~ 
" 

portrayal of such figures, we will try to turn the 
l' 
J: 

t issues around and examine contradictory aspects in 

f 
~ 

~ 
female roles and images. We will examine the conflict 

of opposites (i.e. the systematic inconsistency) within 
r. .. 
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a single literary text in which a double structure 

splits the female image in two opposite directions: 

ûne force is represented by exalted praiseworthy, and 

positive images which also endow the wornan with 

powerful characteristics such as prowess, courage, 

beauty, wlsdom, insight, fearlessness, and a host of 

other attributes. Yet within the same text, the sarne 

wornan, through another force, is not only relegated to 

a subservient role, but also finds imposed upon her the 

condition of not being taken seriously, severely 

handicapped regarding her full integration into the 

social fabric of the story, and not being allowed to 

use her considerable abilities. The dictates of such a 

paradoxical literary vision pull the wornen of these 

epics in two directions. Within this paradoxical 

double structure 1 i t is not tha t one structure 

eventually cancels out the other, rather the 

coexistence of both structures in the sarne work results 

in the readers' suspension between the conclusions each 

of them separately urges. The examination of such a 

conflict of opposites and a systematic inconsistency 

will, we believe, lead us to a better knowledge of the 

position of women in the epics. 

The dichotomy in the characterization of women in 

early epic literature is not lirnited to a single 

culture. Whatever differences there may be in the 

- 8 -
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cultures of the East and the West, the examples 

selected in this dissertation indicate the existence of 

a common problem concerning the question of women in 

the early popular epic literature of two nations. In 

other words, there exists a consistent thread that runs 

through the uni versaI inconsistency in the make-up of 

women in epic. The thread runs across the border 

between the East and the West, wherever that border May 

be drawn on the map geographically, historically, or 

culturally. 

Both Homer and Ferdowsi wrestled with the material 

the y illheri ted from their tradi tions. They retold old 

stories and did the best they could with the raw 

material, and, to borrow Wickens's terminology, treated 

even less-than-admirable characters compassionatelYi 

they crystallized prowess and wisdom in their ideal 

characters; they distanced themsel ves from misogyny; 

they reflected the most suitable images that they could 

handle in the characterization of their female 

personalities; but they left intact the paradoxes which 

existed before their time and after. Two universal 

poets, one from the East and one from the west, 

grappled with a universal problems which proved to be 

as deep-seated as the poets' unquestionable genius. 

In our attempt ta elaborate the thesis of the work 
• 

we will use both feminist and non-feminist theoretical 
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) , approaches. The piuraiistic vision we have in mind is 

articulated by Guerin: 

At any given moment in mature 
interpretation of a piece of 
literature the reader may be 
responding from one particular 
orientation--perhaps a 
bioqraphical, historical, 
formalistic, or psychological 
approach. Ideally, however, the 
uitimate response shouid be 
multiple and eclectic. This is so 
because a work of literary art is 
the embodiment of a potentiai human 
experience; and because human 
experience is multidimensional, the 
reader needs a var iety of ways to 
approach and realize ("make real") 
that experience. 
(Guerin and others 239) 

Aithough this work deals with the issue of woman 

in literature, we do not feel co',npelled to Iimit the 

scope of our research to particular areas which 

feminist theories prescribe. The epics we are dealing 

with are too complex for any single feminist theory ta 

explain. Feminist scholars who have limited themselves 

to woman-centered, feminist literary categories have 

missed much of the complexity of women in these epics, 

not ta mention non-feminist issues in the epics which 

require broader horizons ta understand. In this 

respect traditional approaches such as source studies, 

histo~ical-biogr~phical, moral-philosaphical, textual, 

phenomenvl~gi~al, author intentianality, and a 

methadology as remote from feminism as Aristotelian 
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cr i tici sm (including the "Cl)icago School") can aIl be 

beneficial to the literary analysis of woman in epic 

literature. 

Feminist criticism takes issue, for example, with 

the intentionality of the author, which allegedly 

imposes a limit on the texte Feminist criticism, it is 

said, can gain from a practice that does not privilege 

the author 1 s intention which implies patriarchal 

methodolatry (Greene and Kahn 27, 55, 71). But the 

intention of the poets and thelr possible misogyny do 

make a difference ln the presentation of women in the 

text of the epics. The use of thlS methodology, for 

example, aiso referred to as a phenomenologl.cal 

criticism of consciousness, can prove beneficial: 
,. 

Without denying that the work has, 
in some sense, a life of i ts own, 
the phenomenologl.st belleves that 
the work cannot be cut off from the 
intentionality that made it or from 
the intentlonality that experiences 
i t after 1 t is made. In stressing 
intention, the phenomenologist 
would therefore calI us back to the 
consciousness of the author and the 
criti~.... ln pursuing a 
comprehension of the work, the 
phenomenologist must seek out in 
each work 1 its own way of 901n9. 1 

The l.nterpreter must "find this way 
and go along with it, experiencing 
the proc.~ss of the work as 
process. 1 (Guerin 267-68) 

To examine subJects as such, we will therefore utilize 

Methodologies beyond feminism regardless of feminist 
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prescriptions, and refer to multidimensional approaches 

while presenting relevant issues in the chapters that 

follow. 

Wi th regard to feminist r..riticism, however, and 

i ts place in our analysi s as weIl as the particular 

kind of feminist approach utilized in this work, the 

following classification will be considered. As Guerin 

says, There are three subdivisions in feminist 

criticisrn: (l) the analysis of the image of women 

nearly always as it appears in work by male authors; 

(2) the examination of existing writings and criticism 

of female authors, and (3) prescriptive criticism, 

prescrlptlve because it sets standards for literature 

that lS good from a feminist viewpoint and is best 

deflned in terms of the ways in which literature can 

serve the cause of liberation (Guerin 247-48). The 

first category in this classification is the focus of 

our study in this work. This kind of feminist study, 

however, has recently become problematic in feminist 

criticism. Adrienne Munich elaborates the tension: 

One of the first feminist projects 
was to examine portraya1s of female 
characters in male-authored texts 
(de Beauvoir 1952; E1lmann 1968; 
Millett 1969) • Finding abundant 
evidence of misogyny in these 
characters and in gender 
characterization in general, many 
feminist critics were persuaded 
that male authors cou1d not speak 
truly about women. Consequently, 
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they proposed that whatever one 
could consider as a female presence 
in a male-authored text would 
necessarily be filtered through the 
complex workings of male desire. To 
read male-authored texts, 
therefore, would be merely to 
encounter those stereotypes and 
those attitudes towards women that 
constitute a dreary record of 
women's oppression. As a second 
strategy, feminist critlcism 
concentrated upon recovering works 
written by women, to set the record 
straight, to correct the imbalance, 
and to restore to critical 
attention authentic female VOlces. 
(242) 

To encourage the analysis of the questlon of woman ln 

woman-authored texts, however, is one thing, and it lS 

quite another to prohibit the same subJect in 

male-authored Ilterary works. Elaln Showal ter, for 

example, does the latter: "She devalues or even 

prohibits women's wrlting about /male-authored/ 

literary tradltion" (Munich 243). "This particular 

limitation," Munich rightfully challenges, "relnforces, 

however unwittlngly, a primitlve patriarchal taboo 

forbidding women to approach sacred obJects" (243). 

According to Showalter's "gynocentric crlticism" as 

opposed to "androcentric criticism" (Munlch 243; Kaplan 

53), we should therefore be adVlsed not to proceed with 

our study because the epics were written by men. Again 

Munich rightfully challenges: "it would be mistaken for 

feminists to polarize crlticism accordlng to the 
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genitals of the author, or to attend only to 'women's 

writings'" (251). Moreover, this kind of prohibition 

would ironically marginalize the subJcct of woman in 

li terature even further, a def iciency which feminists 

have been trying to overcome for sorne time. liA more 

frui tful enterprise," Munich adds, "would not limit 

scrutiny but would instead frame feminist questions 

appropria te to any cultural production" (252). 

In conJunction with our work, Kaplan' 5 and 

Showal ter' s further distinctions of the varieties of 

feminist criticlsm are illumlnating. ln Kaplan's 

words: 

Showalter 

For sorne of us, feminist criticism 
originated ln a recognition of our 
love for women wrlters. In this we 
dlverge from our sister critics 
whose awakening was hastened by 
their urge to reveal the diverse 
ways women have been oppressed, 
mlslnterpreted and trivialized by 
the dominant patriarchal tradition, 
and to show how these are reflected 
in the images of W0men in the works 
of male authors. (37) 

labels these categories respectively 

"feminist criticism," which she upholds and "feminist 

critique," which she reJects. "Feminist criticism," in 

her opinion, is based on the study of social and 

econornic conditions of women in conjunction wi th a 

genuinely woman-centered, independent, analysis of 

literary texts wrltten and criticized by women (for 

- 14 -
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which she Invents the term "gynocentric criticism"); 

"feminist critique," on the other hand, says Showalter, 

often redresses a grievance with regard to the images 

of women, a grievance (although not enough for 

woman-centered feminist critics such as Showalter and 

Kaplan) "still has the energy to unsettle and disturb a 

complacent reader" (Kaplan 53; aiso 37-38». Our 

analysis of the images of women withln the systematic 

inconsistency and the paradoxical portrayal of women in 

Homeric epics and The Shahnameh shares this aspect of, 

to use a Showalterian term, "feml.nist crItique:' Our 

purpose, however, is not to frustrate the reader(s) who 

might want to see the Eastern and/or Western Il terary 

traditions valorlzedi rather our intention IS, in 

Alexander Pope's words: 

Learn then what morals cri tICS ought to show, 
For 'tlS but half a )udge's task, to know. 
'Tis not enough, taste, )udgment, learnlng, )oin; 
In aIl you speak, let truth and candor shine •.•• 
With mean complacence ne'er betray your trust, 
Nor be 50 CiVIl as to prove unJust. 
Fear not the anger of the wise to ra~se; 
Those best can bear reproof, who merlt praise. 
("Essay on Crlticlsm", Part 3, llnes 560 & 580) 

Further femin~st conceptual frames of reference 

and their relatIons to our work Include: a study of 

contradictions and ruptures racher than a homological 

portrayal of wemen (Gardiner 115) in the epics; an 

examination of the ways in which we can recognl.ze women 

in the world of the epics, which is predomlnantly the 
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l world of men; the essence of women 1 5 characters in 

relation to the herues (Greene and Kahn 14) and 

wornenls relation to other women, if any (a subject in 

feminism which is an extension of Virginia Woolf 1 s 

comment in A Room O'f One 1 s Own that women are rarely 

portrayed in relation to each other in male-authored 

works)i also, advantages such as the quest pattern for 

women ~nd disadvantages such as the profound difference 

between what society allows women and what it makes 

possible for men (Kaplan 47); and apparent advantages 

which in the final analysis cou1d mean disadvantages 

and losses for women(Greene and Kahn 18-19), as weIl as 

"growth patterns Il for fema1e characters in d1rections 

as such: 

Dinnerstein, Chodorow and Rich 
descr1be gender differences in 
terms that imply women are nicer 
than men. Empathy, responsibility, 
and interdependence seem preferable 
to defensive aggression, 
destructi ve rage against women and 
nature, and a compulsion for 
control. However, other fem~nists 
evaluate the same characterist1cs 
in terms of female disadvantage. 
For Jane Flax (1978) and Jessica 
Benjamin (1980), wornen1s fluid ego 
boundaries are a weakness. 
(Gardiner 134-35) 

One of the major points of departure in women 1 s 

studies occurs wh en growth patterns for male 

characters, patterns such as the progressive 

achj evement of independence, autonomous individual 
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identity, an assertive role in the social structure of 

the story, and trag1c or heroic achievement of a more 

well-rounded character, are achieved at women' s cost. 

A typica l scene, for examp1e, occurs in the Odyssey, 

where Telemachos is growing as a character and 

deve10ping k1ngly manners, but at the same time insults 

his mother, ordering her into the house and tel11ng her 

to mind her own business, the loom and the distaff, to 

give orders to the servants rather than invo1ving 

herse1f with the serious affairs of the state (Odyssey 

l, 356; 21, 350). Trad1tional criticism upholds the 

value of growth for Telemachos in this scene (K1tto 

1988, 21, 24-25); but feminist crit1cism finds fauit 

with such a process in which Penelope suffers a 

setback. Joseph1ne Donovan elaborates th1S 1dea 1n 

",!'oward a Woman' s Poetics": 

It is 1nteresting to note that René 
We11ek rejected Madame de Stae1' 5 

approach to 1iterature as too 
persona1. He wrote 'Her dlScussion 
of Greek 1iterature 1S almost 
grotesque. . .. The main offense of 
the Greeks 1S the low status 
granted to women. Telemachus 
ordering Pene10pe to be sllent must 
have conJured the vision of sorne 
man giving the same order to Madame 
de Stael.' ••.. Wellek wou1d, of 
course, have cri tics be obJect1. ve 
and unmoved by such adventl tious 
matter as woman's status 1.n 
Soc1ety. A f emlnist cri tl.C 1.S not 
only moved by such matters but 
makes them her point of departure. 
(Donovan 106) 
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Two different cri tical 'approaches, therefore, lie 

in the interpretations of scenes as such (of which 

there exist several examples in The Shahnameh as weIl): 

one approach reflects the world of the epic from the 

viewpoint of male characters (for example Kitto's, 

mentioned above); the other, namely feminist criticism, 

which makes such viewpoints its point of departure. • 
From the outset the emphasis in this thesis is on 

women; we will ttlerefore use the idea of a feminist 

point of departure as a frame of reference in our study 

of women characters in Ferdowsi and Homer. Our 

f&minist ideal is not an extreme woman-centered one but 

an androgynous standpoint, a position upheld by 

feminist cri tics such as Josephine Donovan (quoted 

above), Annis Pratt, Carolyn G. Heilbrun. The position 

is elaborated by Wilfred L. Guerin. and others, who 

uphold a pluralistic critical approach to'literature: 

The notion that the new movement 1n 
feminist cri ticism will develop 
ultimately not a new vision (alone) 
but an androgynous vision may be 
one of the helpful correctives to 
come out of the movement. In i ts 
simplest forrn, the calI for 
androgyny (not to be confused with 
homosexuality) is found in comments 
like that of Josephine Donovan, 
whe:'l she states that a • feminine 
aesthetic will provide for the 
integration into the critical 
process of the experiences denoted 
as • feminine' in our culture· •••• 
ln context, because her assumption 
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is that our culture heretofore has 
been male-oriented; this would be a 
movement toward an integration of 
male and female aesthetics and 
sensibilities and, consequently, an 
enr ichment of our culture, perhaps 
even its salvation. (248-49) 

To sum up: we will try to apply a pluralistic 

cr i tical approach which integrates an androqynous, 

feminist point of departure in conjunction with our 

attempt to elaborate the twofold thesis of our work as 

explained above. Also, the discussion is based on the 

notion that The Shahnameh and Homeric traditions 

equally and forcefully glorify individual dynamism, the 

exul ta tion of human achievement, the characters 1 

particular attraction and fascinatlon for life, and a 

sense of literary irony. l t is in such a li terary 

world that we will examine the question of woman. 
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PART 1 

FERDOWSI AND BOMER, THEIR EPIes, AND MISOGYNY 

CBAPTER 1 

THE PERSIAN EPIe: THE SHABHAMEB, 

FEROOWSI, AND MISOGYNY 

INTRODUCTION TO THE EPIe: 

The Shahnameh, the most significant epic in persian 

literature, is the monumental work of the premier epic 

poet Ferdowsi. Accurate biographical information about 

the poet is nonexistent; aIl we know about him is based on 

the information extracted from the main text of the epic 

in which the poet gives certain dates and events of his 

life and his work. He was probably born about A. o. 920. 

He began the versif ication of The Shahnameh about A. o. 

957-85, finished the first edition in 999, and completed 

the second edition in 1010. He died in his native town 

of Tus probably about 1020-25. 3 

We know tha t he was a Oihqan (landed gentry). He was 

not a rich person, but he was quite weIl off, and spent 
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over 30 years of his life compiling and completing the 

epic The Shahnameh. Toward the end of his life he 

experienced financial difficulties and died a very poor 

man. In one of his poems he mentions that he had sorne 

loaves of bread to eat and sorne wood to heat. his home in 

the harsh winter of north western Iran. In spite of aIl 

this, he maintained his high spirits and died proud of his 

monumental work, The Shahnameh. 
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James Atkinson' s translation 0f these lines in his The 

Shah Nameh of the Persian Poet Firdausi is as follows: 

My verse, a structure pointing to the skies; 
Whose solid strength destroying time deiies. . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . 
AlI best with learning, read, and read again, 
The sovereign smiles, and thus approves my 

strain: 
"Richer by far, F~rdausi, than a mine 
Of previous gems, i5 thi5 bright lay vf 

thine. Il 
Centuries may pass away, but still my page 
Will be the boast of each succeeding age. 
(Atkinson 340). 

Ferdowsi was one of the major poets of Pers~an 

Renaissance literature of the IOth and Ilth centuries A.D. 

This Renaissance coincided with and followed a 

cultural/political movement called Shu' übïyeh which 
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affected Ferdowsi' s thinking as he became associated with 

some of the views of this movement. Shu'übiyeh was a 

movement directed toward the claims of the Arabs who by 

the second and third centuries of the advent of Islam (9th 

and lOth centuries A.D.) argued, that they were a race 

super ior to non-Arab Muslims. The central message of 

Islam originally advocated that all people, tribes, and 

nations are created equal and are the same in the eyes of 

God. But gradually the Arabs developed their own version 

of superiority to non-Arab Muslims. In opposition ta this 

clairn , Shu'übïyeh, based on a Qur'anic verse that God 

created aIl groups equal, challenged the new 

atti tude: 
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'AbdulHlh Yüsuf ' -Al1.1s widely accepted 

Qur'an offers this English version: 

o mankind! We created 
You from a single (pair) 
Of a male and a female, 
And made you into 
Nations and tribes, that 
Ye may know each other 
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(Not that ye may despise 
Each other). Verily 
The most honoured of you 
In the sight of God 
Is (he who is) the most 
Rightecus of you. 
And God has full Know1edge 
And is WeIl acquainted 
(With aIl things). 

49:13 

During the Shu'ûbi Movement Iran was under the 

political and cultural domination of the Arabs. 

Ferdowsi's thinking was heav~ly influenced by the Shu'ubi 

thought. In The Encyclopedia of Islam D. B. Macdonald 

offers this explanation for the Shu'ubi religio-political 

movement: 

Therefore this passage /the above 
Qur' anic verset was used by those 
non-Arabs who objected to the pride 
of the Arabs towards them.... It 
was thus a more or less successful 
attempt on the part of the 
different subjected races to hold 
their own and to distingu~sh, at 
least between Arabism and Islam. 
In persia this meant even the 
restoration of Persian as the 
language of literature and the 
limitation of the use of Arab~c to 
the theological sciences. (395) 

The Renaissance of Persian literature, in which 

Ferdowsi was a major figure, wa::: a ,::omplex event deeply 

rooted in Iranian historical, philosophical, cul tura1 and 

religious foundation. Ferdowsi's work, The Shahnameh, is 

the rnost significant epic among a number of epics in 
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Persian. z. 9afa, emph~sizes this point while providing 

his readers with information about numerous other epics 

written by persian poets. In his 

(Epie Tradition in Iran) Safa explains why The Shahnameh 

is a superior work. of art compared to aIl other Persian 

epics combined. Other major cri tics of epic tradition in 

Iran expound more or less the same notion. 

The Shahnameh is a work of approximate1y 60,000 

couplets (equiva1ent to approximate1y 120,000 lines in 

English poetry). In comparison, the Iliad of Homer 

contains about 16,000 lines. Other epics such as Beowulf 

are very short compared to this work. Norma Goodrich 

observes that: 

Ferdousi has been compared to 
Homer, to Chaucer, to Layaman, and 
to the author of Beowulf epic. 
While aIl of these comparisons have 
sorne 9rain of truth, it seems 
rather that there is no work in the 
Western wor1d of such length and 
completeness. Our epics are 
episodes by comparison. (109) 

The title of the epic, the Shahnameh, which means The 

Book of Kings, is a New Pers ian term (compared to 

Middle and Old Persian Periods); however, not only the 

title, but the epic itself is rooted in Middle persian and 

Old persian periods. Old persian ~s associated with the 

Achaemenian dynasty, which ruled Iran from B. C. 550 to 

B.C. 330; Middle persian begins with the Sasanian period 

cover.ing A.D. 226 to 652; and New Persian follows the 
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1 Arab invasion of Iran in A. D. 652 and the advent of 

Islam. 4 The final version of The Shahnameh is in Modern 

Persian and was written in the late lOth and early Ilth 

century A.D. 

The origin of the existing Shahnameh in Modern 

persian goes back to Middle Persian, better known as the 

Pahlavi language. In Pahlavi the epic was called 

Khu ' a ta i - Namak, which 1 i ke the Sha hnameh, meant the Book 

of Kings. Concerning this Pahlavi source, Theodor 

Noldeke, a prominent German orientalist, whose book on ~ 

Shahnameh was translated into Engllsh by Leonid Th. 

Bogdanov has the following to say: 

The language of the book /the 
pre-Islamic source/ was Phalavi, 
the only written language in use 
among Persians at that time. Its 
title almost for certain was 
Khuatainamak, in later 
pronunciation Khodhai-nameh, i.e., 
'The Book of Lords,' corresponding 
to the later Shah-nameh, 'The Book 
of Kings.' (24) 

The origins of the epic go even farther than the 

Pahla vi tradition. Sorne of the stories of the epic and 

the names of some major characters existed in the old 

persian era and are recorded in the holy book of the 

Zoroastrians, written in Avesta (one of the ancient 

persian dialects). Concerning sorne dates about the first 

appearances of the Shahnameh heroes, Edward G. Browne 

mentions in his Literary History of persia (4 vols.) that 
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( Goshtasp (Wistasb) is a major figure in bath the Shahnameh 

and the Avestan tradition. Brawne traces the origins back 

to the period from 1000 B.C. to 1400 B.C. (vol. l, 95-96). 

lt is, however, generally believed that sorne of the 

stories actual1y came with the first Aryans, who eame into 

Iran from the North. The exact dates of the early 

migrations are not known. However, the existence of 

Proto-Indo-European peoples are traced back to the third 

5 millennium B.C. Norma Goodrieh refers ta more specifie 

dates: 

The Shah Namah, or Book of Kings, 
of Firdausi covers the history of 
persia over a total period of 3,784 
years, or from 3223 B.C. ta the 
Mohammedan conguest of persia in 
A.O. 651. (106) 

Regardless of specifie da tes ( sueh as the above 

figures) in remote historical periods, we know for sure 

from reliable historieal sources that The Shahnameh is 

deeply rooted in the Pre- Islamic Iranian era. 

Unfortunately the pre-Islamic texts of the eple are aIl 

irretrievably lost. We know, however, that the Pahlavi 

Khudai-Nameh was translated into Arabie by Ibn-i Muqaffa', 

in the early Islamic era. The translation into Arabie was 

also lost, but before it disappeared it was translated 

into Modern Persian prosle. We also know that immediately 

before the time of Ferdowsi, there was almost a century of 

"Shahnameh Nevisi" (Shahnameh wr i ting) when the epic was 
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rewritten and refined a number of times. These pr~ctices 

eventually produced a particular copy of the epic in 

persian prose, known as Shahnameh Abumansuri. Ferdowsi 

had a copy of this prose epic, and spent 30 years of his 

life composing the national epic, ref ining i t, and 

presenting the work 1n moving Persian verse. 6 Completed 

in the late 10th or the early Ilth century A. O., the work 

was entitled The Shahnameh and to this date copies of the 

epic, along side the Holy Book, can be found in most 

Iranian homes. 

The content of The Shahnameh, its indebtedness to the 

pre-Islamic era, and the innovations of the poet himself 

are matters of dispute among scholars. On the one hand, 

from Ferdowsi 1 s own testirnony ln his verses we know that 

he had a wr l tten epic in hi s hand, a book which he copied 

faithfully. On the other, we know that Ferdowsl collected 

some stories and added them to the collection of the epic 

adventures, stories which had been celebrated from 

generation to generation but were not included 1n the 

written epics of his tirne. He added those stories to The 

Shahnameh. The debate of tradition vs. innovation 

revolves around the extent to which Ferdowsi followed the 

available texts, or fully integrated new dimensions of 

thought and feelings, in his version of the stories. 

The problem of the Pre-Islarnic historlcal originality 

of the epic on the one hand, and the independent 
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creativity of Ferdowsi based on the social tastes of his 

time on the other, has aiso been a matter of debate among 

scholars for sorne time. 7 

M. Furüghî, for example, places emphasis on the idea 

that Ferdowsi foilowed traditional sources of .!h! 

Shahnameh in his rewriting of the epic. Furughi refers to 

terms such as origin, ancient, roots, national history, 

and a host of other words which, for the sake of 

convenience, we will call tradition. Furüghi states tha t 

in order for Ferdows~ to be loyal to tradition, he had to 

sacrifice sorne of his own creative powers: "It was a pit Y 

that Ferdowsi had to limi t himself to the text of the 

original epic to such an extent" (102). 

z. 9afâ also highlights the tact that Ferdowsi 

followed tradition. But he emphasizes the role of 

Ferdowsi '5 creative powers in the overall effect of the 

epic. Regard~ng the emphasis on tradition, Safa says, 

"Ferdowsi did not invent anyth~ng and followed the 

tradi tian" (196), but concerning changes in the epic he 

adds "Ferdows1 nArrates more beautifully and provides more 

creative details than the original material" (232). Safa 

adds further that "sometimes Ferdowsi wrote his material 

without imitating any sources" (265). 

Sh. Miskûb accepts the fact that Ferdowsi used the 

existing wri tten mater ~al, but aiso adds that in 

re-narrating the stories Ferdowsi reflected the mood, 
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feelings, and conditions of his time, as weIl as his own 

experiences (183), while M. Minuvi ]udges that "the 

material which Ferdowsi read was different trom that which 

he wrote" (62). 

F.M. Javanshir, whose interpretations are colored by 

Marxist views, places more emphasis on the effects of the 

conditions in Ferdowsi's own t1me on the formation of the 

epic. He mentions that Ferdows1 was writing about 

inJustice, pain, and suffering in his own t1me when he 

wrote The Shahnameh. He adml.ts that sorne texts and 

stories were aval.lable to Ferdowsl., but he argues tha t 

Ferdowsl. would have chosen the most sUl.table verSl.on of 

the storl.es ac~ordl.ng to his taste and the condJ. tl.on of 

his time. Javanshir proceeds with his argument that 

Ferdowsl. would then remold the stories to speak about the 

real conditions of his own periode He concludes Ferdowsl. 

should be considered the creator 1n a new sense of the 

epic in its entl.rety (44-51). 

In this short survey of criticism concern1ng the 

historical originality of The Shahnameh or the newness of 

the work in the Ilth century A.D., we have touched upon a 

continujng debate on the subject. Obviously, most 

judgments are no more than opinions. It 15 not our 

intention in this work to resolve this debate, especially 

in the absence of solid Pre-Islam1c texts to be compared 

with The Shahnameh, or ir: the face of the haziness of 

- 29 -



( historical evidence which can provide tangible assistance. 

Actually, source studl.es which deal with the subJect of 

the origins of the 5hahnameh stories and their attempts to 

fl.gure out how far back in history each story or each hero 

goes, eventually face the central problem of the scarcity 

of solid evidence. One such example is Marcia E. 

Maguire's work in which she tries very hard to come to a 

definitive answer in her analysis of the or1gins of sorne 

heroes in the eplc. Facing the problems of the lack of 

so11d textual evidence, she 1S forced to admlt that 1I0wing 

to the lack of ma ter ial on el ther the developrnent of the 

Rustam legend, or the exact sources from which 1 t was 

drawn, it 1S impossible to reach a conclus10n" (72-73). 

( Concern1ng the subject of thlS thesis, the analysis 

of maJor women flgures, we are facing a similar problem. 

Are we to consider the work as a precisely pre-Islamic 

entity, or should we be forced into the position that the 

epic is an entirely new creation of a later age in Iran? 

ln the absence of solid scholarly evidence, we will avoid 

both of these extreme positions. Instead, we will 

consider The Shahnameh as an existing work of art which 

has 1ncorporated in it the totality of what we may calI 

the Shahnameh tradition. The tradition of celebrating the 

legacy of this epic existed in pre-Islamic Iran, it 

continued to Ferdowsi's own time, and has not only 

survived but also flourished in the 1000 years after the 
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poet's death. Our chief concern is the study of .!!!!:. 

Shahnameh as work of art from the viewpoint of, ta use a 

German term, literaturwissenschaft: an analys1s of a work 

which has reached us from the literature of the past and 

its relations to cultural values (Hohendahi 14-15), as 

weIl as phenomenological concern with the eX1stential 

situation of the work i tself, and actions invol ved in 

responding to the existing text (Guerin 264-65). 

One more problem has to be addressed before we 

proceed with detailed character analysis and the images of 

women lu this epic tradition. This problem has to do w~th 

the selection of a fully uncontaminated text of Ferdowsl'S 

ep1C. Due to the fact that throughout the centurIes a 

great number of irrelevant comments have entered the work 

through copyists, major editors have tried to establish a 

dependable authoritative text of Ferdows1'S work, a 

process which is still continuing. 

Until recently the edition regarded a5 most rellable 

has been the nine-volume Moscow Edltlon, WhlCh was 

partially based on the British Museum Manuscrlpt datlng 

back to 1276 ( 675 8 
H. ) • However, in 1977 Angelo M. 

Piemontes discovered a manuscript in Florence WhlCh dates 

back to 1217 {614 H.}. This manuscript is partlally the 

basis for a new edition of The Shahnameh. The edi tor 15 

Khâliqî-Mu~laq, and has publjshed only the first volume 50 

9 far. This edi tion is now regarded as a highly reliable 
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texte We will base the character analysis of our ':irst 

figure on this edi tien. The text used as the basis of 

other characters will be the Moscow Print Edition. 

Moreover 1 the Shahnameh readers in general and 

Western readers in particular, will want to observe that 

this persian epic has an unique characteristic. Most epic 

literature of aIl major cultures is associated with the 

subject of war, violence, conquest, and bloodshed. Epie 

literature celebrates the world of men and heroes, and 

glorifies the battIes, and victories of its protagonists. 

In this respect The Shahnameh has a lot in common with 

Western eplc ll.terature, 

beautiful love stories 

but it also includes extensive, 

and romances. The Shahnameh, 

therefore, must be viewed not only as a war epic, but 

aiso as a book of romance and love stories. 

The Shahnameh begins at the beginning of time in the 

name of the Lord of soul and wisdom; i t follows the 

creation of uni verse and of the world, the creation of 

man, the sun and the moon; i t follows the succession of 

the Persian kings and heroes through history and ends witn 

the fall of the persian empire to the Mus'em Arabs toward 

the middle of the seventh eentury A.D. 

The Shahnameh is composed of three major parts in 

which appear approximately 60 women eharacters. Although 

these characters are found in aIl three sections of the 

epic: the mythological, the legendary, and the historical 
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part, the present detailed character analysis cannot 

possibly deal with all those women. Our study will Gcnter 

around major characters in the legendary part, in which 

the most important characters aIl appear. These are 

characters who reflect maJor view points about women in 

the world of the epic, illustrating not only ideal images 

in them, but also their limitations in their world. We 

will examine six major female characters as they appear in 

the text of The Shahnameh. 

Before we deal with obJect~ve analyses of female 

characters, their images, their position, their strength, 

and the~r weaknesses in the world of the stories in which 

they appear, we will first address the issue of m~sogyny 

as it relates to the poet himself and his attitude towards 

women. We have already clarified our posit~on ln defense 

of the "criticism of 1ntentionality"--also known as the 

"criticism of consciousness"--in the "Conceptual Frames of 

Re f erence" . 

FERDOWSI AND MISOGYNY: 

Ferdowsi has often been accused of being a 

. . 10 
m~sogynlst. This accusation stems from harsh 

comments directly made toward women in the text of sorne 

copies of the epic that have been rewritten ovec the 

centuries. However, as we mentioned earlier these 

texts have been contaminated through the additions of 
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couplets and totally irrelevant comments which suited 

the tastes and the views of the copiers, sorne of whom 

were poets in their own rights and were able to 

assimilate their additions into the main texte 

One such example, from among too many to list 

here, is found in "The Story of Zal and Rudabeh." The 

major female character of the story, Rudabeh, is 

presented most favorably and in the best possible 

manner that a character ma}' be portrayed. However, 

wi thin this story there exist two irrelevant couplets 

which infiltrated the text of the epic in later 

centuries. rI'he couplets in this story, as weIl as 

their eguivalents in other episodes of the epic, 

contributed to the misconception of Ferdowsi's 

misogyny. The lines in question are: 

.../' .-/ ./ ./ 
tX~/)->~ U-U 1-,../; lJJ'u'JU'~~'~~ 

~ J L5JJ ,,~.?.)..L/t .,,\:.L .. ; U~/.u!>uIRUJ > 

(Vou'" \\,f\.fll J ~ .. J"') 
How weIl did the wise man say 
that one should not remind a 
woman of men. The heart of a 
woman is the abode of the 
devil; their desires overpower 
their wisdom. 

Assuming that the couplets are Ferdowsi's, 

Dabir-Siyaqi, a major Shahnameh critic, says in his 

" Portrait of Women in The 

Shahnameh) that "Ferdowsi is angry with women or 
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perhaps complains that they cannot control themselves 

in falling in love with men. The poet's comment is a 

counsel especially to young girls who are more 

vulnerable to the demon of temptation in their hearts 

because their desires overpower their wisdom" (53). 

But the fact is that such comments are not the 

work of the poet himself and that they have been added 

to the text by copiers over the centuries. The 

example given above does not fit the context of the 

story whlch is filled wi th praise for Rudabeh. Apart 

from this obvious point, recent works of source 

d · Il d th d' f t f h . stu ~es an e l.scovery 0 new tex sot e epl.c 

indicate that the above lines have been added ln later 

historical periods. For example the most authentic 

text of the epic to date published bv Khâll.qï-Mutlaq 

does not contain the l ines in question. 'fhe point 1 

therefore, is that a cri tical reading of the epl.c 

demands that the reader exclude these comments because 

they are unauthentic and corrupt the texte The view of 

Furüghî supports our point when he sa ys in 

his _JJj.....::-->u\.;..- (FurüghI's papers) "Negative comments 

have been wri tten about women in The Shahnameh, but 

they have nothing to do with Firdowsi. Those who have 

been hurt by women have composed poems condemnlng women 

and have added them to The Shahnameh" (89). 

Similar to the problem concerning Ferdowsi's 
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( attitude toward women is the problem of his religious 

tendencies. His religious affiliation, too, has been 

the source of corrupting influenr:es by the copiers. 

Muslem copiers of the Sunni Sect have invented and 

added to the epic lines of praise for Sunni Caliphs, 

thus giving the reader the impression that Ferdowsi had 

Sunni tendencies. Shi'i copiers have done the same 

thing in elevating their own saints in the epic. For 

example, a long passage of contradictory comments 

appears at the beginning of the epic concerning the 

sectarian tendencies of the poet. Khaliqi-Mutlaq's . 
edi tion of The Shahnameh has purged this section of 

contaminating elements. Khaliqi-Mutlag indicates in a 

( separate article entitled 
'1; , \) 1 1. P,.c... 

Il ""c,.e"::' LI 1 -...::.-0 l..L.- ~ -' Il 

(Introducing Additional Pieces in The Shahnameh) that 

over the centurles the text of the epic became a battle 

ground for Shi'ijSunni controversies (28). 

Therefore, it is not surprising that other: 

unauthentic comments such as those on the subject of 

women should exist in the epic. Modern scholarship is 

purging the epic of these additions in an attempt to 

get as close as possible to the original text and to 

the poet himself, his world view, and, in our case, his 

attitude toward women. Here we have to add, however, 

that not all negative comments are irrelevant in the 

epic. For example there are comments in the story on 
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Sudabeh which fit the overall structure of the story 

and the demonic character of this woman as she is 

portrayed in the story. But negative comments about a 

single female character who, according to the value 

system of the epic, has unlawful desires for her 

stepson, does not make fo'erdowsi a misogynist. Apart 

from such an exceptional case, Ferdowsi 1 s view of 

women is positive and laudatory. Therefore, we can 

observe with full confidence that the attitude of the 

poet toward women is one of adm1ration, respect, honor, 

and praise. 

The best example of Ferdowsi 1 s courtesy toward 

women is his own friendship with his ~ife and his h1gh 

regard for her. The source of this informat1on 1S 

the poet 1 s introduction to the "Story of B~zhan and 

Manizheh" 1n Wh1Ch he refers to his wife with h1gh 

poetic admiration and respect. The text which we quotc 

1S self-explanatory: 

/-.:.c)rJ';.., 1 ~ (yi-' 

./~./.:.>~UÎ; ~JI> 

(.!;(Y~uî~./. 

.) J»)J; 'i( -' ).,'>;, L ù J.,., 

) ".? (' J.z, r ~""':'-'>.? 
/\5'.J_lJù lY1>ù '/ 
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UX f>/JV/~ 
. . J" / 

U/-,UVJ...:...J. ..cl V 

0\.::/ 1.. :"'11/:,; y>; 0l;1')U.y......;...:---U (.,;.// 

It was a night that might have 
been a ghost which had washed 
its face with pitch •••• 
Nothing was visible, below or 
above, and my heart was 
clutched with dismay at the 
long quietude. ln that mood 
of dismay l sprang from where 
l lay--I had a loving 
companion in the house •••• 
I"Be happy," she told me, "and 
free your soul from pain and 
agony .•.• Lite will pass, why 
should a wise man be 
unhappy? "1. . . . 0 mocn-cheek, 
tell me the story tonight, and 
she replied, IlWhen you hear 
this tale from me, set it out 
in verse from the Pahlavi book 
of legends." That be10ved and 
beautifu1 friend recited the 
story to me out of that book 
wr1tten lcng ago. 
(Levy 152-53) 

Another significant consideration which can help 

us appreciate the views and attitude of Ferdowsi 

towards women is an examination of the sharply 

contrasting V1ews predominant among contemporary 

philosophers and scholars writing shortly after 

Ferdowsi's death in 1020-25. 

One of the most signif icant books of ethics in 

Persian literature is by Kay Kâ'üs 

Ibn Iskandar for his son Gi1anshâh, composed in 

1082-83, th en 63 years of age. This work has been 
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translated into English by Levy entitled A Mirror for 

Princes. Regarding pleasure and women, the author 

advises his son in this fashion: 

As between women and 
/slave boys/ do not 
your inclinations to 
seXi thus you may 
enjoyment from both 

youths, 
confine 
either 

find 
kinds 

wi thout ei ther of the two 
becoming inimical to you. 
(Kay Ka'us Ibn Iskandar, 
trans. Levy 77; subsequent 
guotations from this work are 
Levy's translation.) 

A few lines later the author adds "During the 

summer let your desires incll.ne towards youths and 

during the winter towards women" (78). On the sub)ect 

of marriage he says: 

Yet even if a women is 
affectionate, handsome and 
well-beloved, do not submit 
yourself entl.rely to her 
control nor be subservlent to 
her command. Someone asked 
Alexander why he dld not marry 
Darius t 5 daughter, who was 
very beauti fuI. He replled, 
"It would be an ugly matter l.f 
we, who have become master of 
aIl men in the world, should 
have a woman as master over 
us". (117) 

The author of .-vt- if.; (; continues that: 

And you must marry e v irgin, 
50 that there shall be no room 
in her heart for love of 
anyone but you, and, further, 
in order that she shall think 
aIl men alike, thus preventing 
her from concelving a desire 
for any other man. (118) 
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Not only do such views reflect existing attitudes in 

the society, but also they perpetuate misogynist 

tendencies in literature and justify their existence. 

Another major religious scholar, philosopher, 

mystic, and university chancellor of the Ilth century 

is the famous AI-Ghazzali, who was born and died in 

Khurasan, the same province where Ferdowsi lived aIl 

his life. Ghazzâli (1058-1111 A.D.) is one of the MOSt 

well-known Islamic philosophers in the West. Although 

much credit may go to his scholarly works, his views on 

women stand in sharp 
./ 

...:....- ~ L-. L5 W 
contra st to Ferdowsi ' s. 

Ghazzali's (The Alchemy of Happiness) 

is one of his major works which has been translated 

from persian into many languages. An English 

translation has been published by Claud Field based on 

a Hindu version. Our translation of the Pers~an text 

reflects Ghazza11's views that "Truly women are slaves 

to men, and ~t is in the Tradition that if it were 

perm~ssible to worship other than God, women should 

idolize men in ~rayer" (Ghazzâli 322). Ghazzâli's 

examplar woman is one who i5 completely separated from 

men not only in ordinary social contacts, but also in 
./ 

seeing men or in being seen by t '--m. In his ...;:,~t-U"~ 

Gha:zalî says: 

Men should prevent aIl 
may cause catastrophe. 
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much as possible men should 
not let their women out of 
doors, and prevent strangers 
from seeing them or being seen 
by them. Men should not let 
women look at strangers 
through holes or windows since 
aIl catastrophes begin with 
looking. The catastrophe does 
not originate in a house, but 
it does through holes, 
windows, and from roofs. 
(316) 

Comments such as these made by a high ranking 

philosopher and a religious scholar couid not have 

passed unno1:iced in i ts own time as weIl as in the 

centuries that followed. From the beginning to the end 

the comments. reflect misogynist views. 

A third maJor scholar whose V1ews were highly 

inf 1 uential in the Islamic era of Iran1an cul ture lS 

Nasïr al-Din Tüsi (1200 or 1210-1274). His book on 

ethics entitled t.J/ L 0!b 1 (The Nasirean Ethics) lS 

one of the most famous works in Iranian cultural and 

literary studies. This work has been translated into 

English by G.M. Wlckens. Regardlng the sUbJect of 

women, Nasîr a l-Dïn TüsI follows Gha:zali' s views ln 

general. Wickens's translation i5 as follows: 

Thus, if a wife has no part ln 
the arrangement of the 
household or the rearlng of 
children or concern wi th the 
welfare of servants, she will 
confine her attention to 
matters inev1 tably bringing 
disorder into the household: 
she will busy herself wlth 
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excursions, with decking 
herself out for excursions, 
with going to see the sights, 
and with looking at strange 
men .•.• Indeed, when she sees 
other men, she despises him 
/her husband/ and holds him of 
little account, and she is 
emboldened to embark on 
abominable courses, and even 
to provoke admirers to quest 
after her; 50 that in the long 
run, in addition to 
disorganization of daily life 
and loss of manhood and the 
acquisition of disgrace, 
destruction and m~sery 
supervene in both this world 
and the next. (163-64) 

In his advice to men Tusi says "The husband should 

consult the wife on affairs of universal 

importance, and certainly not inform her of his 

secrets. He should, moreover, keep hidden from her the 

amount of his property and his capital" (164). Tusi 

goes so far as saying that: 

There i s a Tradition to the 
effect that women should be 
prevented from learning the 
Joseph Sura /the story of 
Jospeh ~n the Qur' an/, ~n as 
much as listening to such 
narrati ves May cause them to 
deviate from the law of 
continence. (164) 

Sch01ars whose views we reflected represent 

typical attitudes that existed in Ferdowsi' s time and 

decades th··t followed. Compared to such views, 

Ferdowsi's are extraordinari1y advanced. In sharp 

contrast to the methods with which women are restricted 
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from basic practices of day to day affairs as they are 

reflected in the views of major scholars, Ferdowsi goes 

to the extent of elevating women to such position that 

he claims the insight and wisdom of women can enligh~en 

a society. Jhis couplet is an example of such a view: 

JI,. > .. > ~L:, .... > 

v.ûf.lfr"~~~ 

", 

cJ ;.2 t5 l ') U 1/ ...;.jI ., >:' 

The image of women in Ferdowsi's work, therefore, 

is incomparably superior to those of the time FecdowS1 

lived. Despite any imaginable restr1ctions that female 

characters may have in The Shahnameh, they surpass the 

acceptable images of women in the works of scholars 

mentioned above. AlI in aIl, Ferdowsi proves not to be 

a misogynist whether in comments related to h1S prlvate 

lite or in his representation of female characters 1n 

his epic. 
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CIIAP'l'ER II 

BOMER, BIS AGE, BIS EPICS, AND MISOGYNY 

Our interest in the analysis of Homer's works is 

to examine not only the images of women as they really 

are in Homer, but aise to provide a basis for 

comparative observations with those in The Shahnameh. 

ln terms of comparison we have already noted 

Theodor Noldeke' s misrepresentation of the Shahnameh' s 

female characters and the claim 1n his comparative 

judgment that "In ~e Shahnameh women do not play a 

very act1 ve role. They appear only as the object of 

des1re or love" (59). The opinion which Noldeke has 

perpetuated does not reflect Ferdowsi's attitude toward 

women. Neither does it represent the Shahnameh women 

as the y really are; we will see in Part II whether such 

a sweeping ) udgment and a false coherence can, under 

close scrutiny, be sustained. His vision of Homeric 

wamen, however, is disparately positive: "Such figures 

as Penelope, Andramache, and Nausicaa, who in their 

pure womanhood are egual ta men, cannot be found in the 

persian epic" (59, emphasis mine). Implicitly, the 
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comment may point toward, but does not develop, the 

thesis or the conclusion that there exists no 

expression of misogyny in Homer r a subject which we 

will try to develop in this chapter. But we would add 

quickly that, Noldeke's over generalization of Homeric 

women misses much of the complexity of women's 

relations to men in the Iliad and the Odyssey, a 

complexi ty which Noldeke' s forced coherence does not 

address. 

concerning the status of female characters in 

Homer's poetry, at least three major scholarly 

positions can be singled out: 

l) the ~osi tion that women in Homer' s epics do 

not count whatsoever. Nowhere can we find a better 

example than in M. 1. Finley's The World of Odysseus. 

In the foreword to this work Mark Van Doren confirms: 

What Mr. Finley hopes to save us 
from is the consequence of 
expecting Homer' 5 heroes tv behave 
exactly as we think we might behave 
in similar circumstances, or might 
have behaved had we been there. 
There are certain things about 
Homer's world.... It was a world 
exclusively, or almost exclusively, 
of warriors and kings, a world 
where few things counted except 
riches, prowess, and honore It was 
a world primarily of men, not of 
women and children. 

The overall effect Van Doren and Finley leave in their 

readers' mind is an entirely negative image of women in 

- 45 -



Homer's works, and that not only Homer's female 

characters, but also those of aIl antiquity are 

inferior figures and have no active roles whatsoever. 

Finley is firm in his suggestion that: 

Be it as it may, there is no 
mistaking that Homer reveals what 
rernained true for the whole of 
antiquity, that women were held to 
be natura1ly inferior and therefore 
1imited in their function to the 
production of offspring and the 
performance of househ01d duties, 
and that the meaningful social 
relationsh~ps and the strong 
pecsonal attachments were sought 
and found among men. (1965, 138) 

Concerning Helen, Finley says that she "was no 

innocent victim in aIl this, no unwilling captive of 

Paris-Alexander, but an adulteress in the most complete 

sense" (1965, 139). Andromache enjoys no better status 

in Finley's opinion. "Andromache could not protect her 

chi Id , not even in her imagination, for women had no 

place at the feast. Not only was this a manls world, 

i t was one in which the inferior status of women was 

neither conceaied nor idealized" (1965,136) • 

Penelopels position was not much better either. 

"Denied the right to a heroic way of life, to feats of 

prowess, competitive games, and leadership in organized 

activity of any kind, women worked regard1ess of 

class •••. Her stratagem, ••. her labor was not exact1y 

indispensable" (1965, 72). Fin1ey goes to the extent 
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of claiming that the Greeks did not even have a word 

for "wife" • He ridicules the translators who make 

Achilles ask "Do they then alone of mortal men love 

their wives?", suggesting that "The Greek does not say 

'wives,' it says 'bed-mates''', and adds that even the 

translation of the verb "to love" is problematic (1965, 

136-37) • AlI in aIl Finley leaves very little for 

anybody to admire in the images of women, not only in 

Homer's epics, but 1n Greek literature as a whole. 

2) On the other extreme there exists a 

sympathetic view which lends an exalted status to the 

women in Homeric literature. Helen P. Foley argues in 

terms of linguistics, attempting to prove the existence 

of heroic quali ties in women by examining the use of 

particular similes in H0mer's epics. Specifically, she 

draws attention to the use of "reversed male and female 

similes" whereby, for example, Odysseus is compared to 

a woman and Penelope to a lion. 

Penelope 1S compared to a 
beleaguered lion. Lion images are 
typically reserved for heroic men. 
In the disputed Ithaca of the early 
books of the Odyssey Penelope, far 
from being the passive figure of 
most Homeric criticism, has come 
remarkably close to enac'i:ing the 
role of a besieged warrior. (90) 

The use of reversed male/female sirniles, Foley 

claims, is a 5ign of "likernindedness" between men and 

women in Homer' 5 poetry, enabling the growth of "mutual 
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interdependence of husband and 

Finley had questioned/ in the 

wife /the terms which 

structure of Homeric 

society" (89). Of course, she admits that Homer's 

female characters are incapable of pushing their 

society in the directi.on of "change toward full 

growth," but she is guick to add that in order for men 

to accomplish that task, women must first exercise 

their indispensable lion-like capaci ty in maintaining 

the or~ginal cultural order. In that capacity women1s 

heroic activities are similar to men1s. "Ciree, 

Calypso, the Sirens, Helen, and Penelope aIl have a 

special power to stop or transcend changes in the 

sphere under their control" (90). Proud of the heroic 

positions of Homer's fernale characters, she offers 

comparisons between Homeric and Shakespearean women. 

She even goes to the extent of claiming that .. From 

Aristophanes's Lys~strata to Shakespeare's Rosalind 

women in literature have assumed men 1 s roles to restore 

and redefine the insti tution of peace -- marriage and 

family and to provide an avenue for corrective 

crit1cism of the status quo" (88) emphasis mine. 

3) A more comprehensive position suggests that it 

is possible, as Marylin B. Arthur explains, to observe 

the status of Homeric women as "an intelligible whole, 

and a p.lcture which will not force us to choose whether 

women in ancient Greece were despised or revered, but 
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will enable us to understand how they could seem to be 
• 

both simultaneously" (7). Arthur seeks the roots of 

the paradoxical components of contempt and reverence in 

the structures of two kinds of societles which she 

believes Homer was simul taneously ref lectlng in his 

works. This view encompasses on the one hand the 

theory that the Iliad and the Odyssey revol ve around 

aristocratic social structure and values of 

pre-Homeric period. In this context it does not 

really matter to Arthur whether the roots go as far 

back as Mycenean Greece, a theory expllcated by George 

Calhoun in "The Homeric Picture" A Companion to Homer, 

or whether the actions of the poems take place aga inst 

the background of l.nsti tutlons of the Dark-Age, a 

theory which M. 1. Finley otfers in h1S Early Greece: 

The Bronze and Archaic Ages, and in The Wor Id of 

Odysseus. On the other hand, Arthur explains that the 

condl tl.on of women in Homer' s poetry also ref lects a 

second societal structure which belongs to the ear ly 

formatl.on of the Greek polis at about the same tirne as 

Homer; Victor Ehrenberg places it ln the eighth century 

B. C. 

Arthur argues further that each of the above 

societal structures had produced their own type of male 

heroic world view. In the tlrst, the heroic code 15 

better suited to the oider bureaucratlc state of 
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warrior mil i tary aristocracy. Most of the warriors of 

this class have "a wife and child, and a household to 

which they will return. However, with the exception of 

Hector, the private lives of the Homeric heroes, and 

the great affection which the y may have felt for their 

wi ves and children, have no place in their code of 

warriors" (12). She adds that fiat no point is any of 

the heroes other than Hector said either to fight for 

the sake of glory which would accrue to his family ..•• 

Booty, fame, and honor (gera..ê- and kleos and timé) are 

the only considerations which have a place in the 

heroic code" (12). In the second and newer heroic 

code, the hero fights for his native land and his small 

nuclear family. The sole example Arthur gives is, 

again, ~ector. rhe recognition of this dichotomy i5 by 

no means Arthur' 5 own and has beell expounded by several 

scholars such as C. M. Bowra in his Landmarks in Greek 

Literature (35-36). But the interesting thesis which 

Arthur offers is that "The distinction wh~ch we have 

been delineating between the two types of warrior codes 

is obviously one of great consequence for the position 

of women" (12). Thf" early heroic code belongs to a 

society "whose ideal was exclusively and uniquely 

male .••• The family of such a community was ••• a loose 

conglomeration of persans related to one another in 

various ways" (12). This paradigm is then to be found 
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both among the Greeks and the Trojans, "50, for 

example, Homer' s portrayal of Priam 1 s palace, which 

houses h~s fifty sons and thelr wives as weIl as h~s 

twelve daughters with their husbands, suggests the 

large, loosely-kni t type of fami ly assoclated wi th the 

Mycenean age" (10) • In the evolving, newer heroic 

code "which Hector articulates, and which ref 1ects the 

organizatlon of society around small, nuclear families, 

the posi t .... on of the wife lS upgraded and the concub1ne 

fades or dl sappears" (12). Th1S code 15 labled as a 

new type of human~sm. 

Concernlng the status of women in ei ther of the 

two worlds in Homer's poetry, Arthur explalns that each 

world presents 1tS own paradoxlca1 comblnatlon ot 

dlsdaln and reverence. The flrst, because of 1tS 

roots ~n an ar~stocratic system (23), ideal1zes wornen 

for their beauty and sexual appeal. But Arthur warns 

that such praise and "lack of any expresslon of 

mlsogyny, cannot legltirnately be construed as elther an 

indicatlon of women' 5 favorable posi tlon or of the 

aristocratie poet's favorable attltude toward them. 

For it is evident that women' S soclal role was of no 

concern to these poets" (42). The example she glves ln 

this context is Helen, who in both poems is notoriously 

free from disgrace, and aithough she regards herself as 

blameworthy, the Greek expedition is concerned only to 
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( extract retribution from Alexandros, and to recover 

Helen and aIl her possessions, and not to punish her. 

Menelaius' hostility and his feelings of outrage are 

directed only at Alexandros (16-17). 

Arthur' s thesis claims further that in the second 

hero~c code women suffer from a different kind of 

paradoxical treatment. Within the nuclear, organized 

family the woman was indispensable for providing an 

heir. ThlS would make impossible the indlfference or 

tolera tion shown to the adul teress as we see in 

Menelaus' attitude to Helen. But, on the other hand, 

given that society recognizes woman' s new social role 

and her significance, such recognition should be 

accompanied by acquisition of rights. The ul tima te 

paradox in the second pattern, Arthur shows, is that 

while society bestows new significance upon vornen i t 

denies thern the rewards. Here she sees the central 

flaw in the behav~or of men in a rising m~ddle class, 

men who acknowledge the role which women play, but deny 

them their rights (50). 

Arthur believ2s that Homer was aware of the 

paradoxes in both heroic codes, but because he was not 

a misogynist, he highlighted the positive component in 

each paradigm and minimized each code's damaging effect 

on the lmages of his female characters. Nevertheless 

the stage was already set for misogynist v l.ews to 
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develop, and Homer had sensed it. The full development 

of misogyny in Greek literature was only a matter of 

time. 

The l.mages of female characters in Homer 1 s poetry, 

much like those iu The Shahnameh, benefit from 

opportunities that are made available for women, but 

also they suffer setbacks due to obstacles created in 

the poems. To deal with the Homeric case, lt :ts 

essentl.al that like Arthur we examl.ne the condi. t.lons of 

wo.nen in conJunction with the farnily structures they 

find themselves in, as well as the effect of male value 

systems WhlCh determine resul t.lng .lInages for them. But 

our emphasis is dlfferent from that of Arthur, who 

draws two dlfferent pictures, one for those who, ll.kc 

Hector's father Priam, live w:tthin the old anstocratic 

faml.ly structure, and another for those who live wlthl.n 

the evol v ing code of bourgeoi 5 hurnanism represented by 

the young Hector. Our method wlil be one wh1ch seeks 

to contrast the female lmages Wl thin two models: the 

Achilles model which, as Flnley and other scholars have 

ind:tcated, is character ized by the vlolence, exclusion, 

and egolsm of a male herolc code ("aristeia" in Greek); 

and the model emphas:tzing a ffectlon, lnclus:ton, and 

fam:t ly represented by Hector. The relatlonshlps of 

Achilles, Hector, and Odysseus to Helen, Brise:ts, 

Hecuba, Andromache, Penelope, and NaUSlcaa will be 
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( examined ~n l ight of the se models, but since, of 

course, we do not always find Achilles as violent and 

sel f -cen tered, nor Hector always affectionate and 

self-sacrificing, their relations with women and the 

experiences of those wornen are complex and ri ch rather 

than simple. 

Before we begin to deal wi th specifie images of 

women in Homer and effer comparative observations with 

those of The Shahnameh, a few basic points have to be 

clarified. Unlike Ferdowsi, whose ident~ty has never 

been questioned, Hemer's identity has been debated, 

especially after the Renaissance. Ferdowsi 's case is 

due partially to the fact that in various places 

throughout his epic, especially in between long 

episodes, which are themselves epics in their own 

right, the poet talks about himself, giving 

b~ograph~cal ~nforma tion. 

own life in h~s poetry. 

Homer does not refer to his 

ln the absence of th~s and 

other sol~d ~nformation about his era, Homer' s identity 

has become questionable. 

But beyond any question Homer is the earliest 

Greek pcet whose works have reached us. According to 

legend Eomer "",as a blind bard (singer-poet) from Ionia 

(Turkish coast) who lived probably in the tenth century 

B. C. The dates of 850 B.C. and the period between 750 

to 650 B.C. are aiso associated with Homer's period. 
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Sorne scholars have raised questions as to whether Homer 

existed at aIl, not to mention when he li ved, or what 

he thought and said. Kitto says "There are two Homerie 

questions. There is the one first asked by Lachmann 

ann eager1y debated ever sinee: one Homer, or two, or a 

multitude? The other is: What are the poems about? 

How did Homer think?" (1988, 5) • Answers differ 

ranging from the idea of the existence of a group of 

anonymous bards to whom the name of Homer was later 

applied, to that of Homer as a mythical name for a 

group of bards who cornposed the two poerns over a period 

of 100 years. It has been suggested that Homer was a 

woman (more preeisely, the suggestion that the Odyssey 

was written by a woman). Kitto replies that "We should 

not eommi t the folly of thinking that the poems were 

cornposed not by Homer, or two Homers, but by the 

Homeric age" (1988, 31). Finley is of the opl.nion 

that: 

Homer was a man' s name, not the 
Greek equiva1ent of "Anonyrnous," 
and that is the one certain fact 
about him. Who he was, where he 
li ved, when he composed, these are 
questions we cannot answer with 
assurance, any more than could the 
Greeks themselves. In truth, l.t i5 
probable that the Iliad and the 
Odyssey which we read were the 
works of two men, not of one •••. 
Modern students thl.nk that the 
Iliad surely and the Odyssey 
probably were not composed on the 
Greek mainland but on one of the 
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islands in the Aegean Sea or st~ll 
farther east on the pen~nsula of 
Asia Minor (now Turkey). And they 
think that the per~od between 750 
and 650 B. C. was the century of 
this earliest literature. (1965, 4) 

AlI in aIl, it is still the convention to refer to 

Homer as a man who li ved, probably in the eighth 

century B.C., and single handedly composed both poems. 

The sources of Homeric stories, the historicity of 

the war of Troy, Homer's borrow~ngs from the tradition 

before him, and his own creat~ve prowess have also been 

a sUbJect of hlstorlcal, archaeolog~cal, and Ilterary 

studles. Concerning the existence of an earlier 

tradltion, ~t is strongly suggested that the epics are 

based on actual historical events. Morford and 

Lenardon otter a concise discusslon in their Classical 

Mythology concerning the hlstoric~ ty of the war of 

Troy, menti on1ng that the war must have taken place 

dur lng the late bronze age, 1600-1100 B. C. After 

dlscussing the Vlews of maJor writers on the location 

of the war they add: 

According to Blegen, however, Troy 
6 lone of the si tes assumed to be 
the or~glnal Troy/ was destroyed by 
an earthquake, and it 15 Troy 7 
(Troy 7a r to be exact) that 15 
Pr iarn' 5 city, since (among other 
things) signs of a siege and tire 
can be detected, lndicative ot the 
TrOJan war. The historical date of 
the fall of Troy is placed around 
1250, sorne years earlier than that 
of the most commonly accepted 
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tradition, that 1.S, 1184. (21) 

The assessrnent of exact dates and precise 

locations of the war rnay differ from the f1ndlngs of 

one scholar to another. However, Lattimore is probably 

right when he says: 

Th1s war may not have been much 
ll.ke what we hear abouti 1t may not 
have been a ten years' war, 1t may 
not have been pan-Achaian ln scale, 
l.t may not have been waged against 
Troy, and lt may have been a 
defeat, not a vlctory. Personally, 
l th1nk lt was a \l1ku1g-rald, or 
several such comblned 1.ntc one. 
But 1t was someth1n~ WhlCh 
... ust1f labl y or net, sene ra ted the 
::,.":tory of Troy we knov.. From the 
event, the legend, and from the 
1egend, Homeri but between the 
event and Homer, we see now, the 
legend had tlme to grow. (20) 

~ot only does Lattimore emphaslze the fact that 

the stories had tlme to develop before Homer 1 5 tlme, 

but also he inslsts that lia baSlc story" in prose and 

poetry had reached Homer by word of mou th. Homer had 

opportunity to select wlthln llmlts, as he in fact did 

when he made the story of Troy the story of Achilles. 

Lattirnore adds: 

Homer could not make Achilleus take 
Troy any more than he could rnake 
Troy wln the battle and surV1V8. 
He could not save Achilleus, and he 
could not kill Odysseus. We have, 
therefore, the presurnption of wha t 
we may calI a baslc story, WhlCh 
Homer knew.... He could emphaslze 
or develop sorne parts, eplsodes, 
characters ln the story, barely 
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acknowledge others, omit others 
entirely. But he could not 
contradict the legends. (21) 

There are, therefore, indications that, on the one 

hand, Homer inherlted a strong tradition, but, on the 

other, he also added to it not only through the 

creatlvity of his own genius, but also, as Arthur 

suggests, through the reflection of issues contemporary 

to Homer's own era. The question of Homer's Imitation 

of the tradItlon WhlCh he Inherited and hlS own 

InnovatIons has been debated ln Homerlc criticism, a 

debate wh~ch we do not ~ntend ta present. Rather our 

approach is, as it was in our analys~s of The 

Shahnameh, to conslder Homer's poetry as a work of art 

in its final shape, made by an individual, which wa~ 

soon to become the corner stone of Greek history, 

cul ture, and Il tera ture, a work of art which not only 

reflected various aspects of the society--its 

attitudes, orlentatlons, and world view of the early 

Greeks--but aiso contrlbuted ta ltS culture, provldln9 

1 t \0;1. th values and models of behavior, persuading men 

ta adapt themselves ta the hero's example and women te 

learn what IS expected of them. 

Concerning the authenticity of or textual 

contamInation ln Homer' 5 epics, one thing IS clear: 

that the Greeks toek their epic traditlon seriously; 

ev en the assumption that Homer's works were transmitted 

- 58 -



orally, does not suggest a tradi tion of loose 

reci tation. Homer 1 s poems were relati vely safeguarded 

against later contamination, unlike The Shahnameh. 

Precisely because Hornerie poems assumed a more central 

role within the cultural and rel~gious doma~ns of Greek 

antiquity, and were, in F. A. Wright 1 s words, Il in a 

very real sense the Greek Bible" (7), the poems were 

relatively Immune. In Finley's words: 

One thIng seems sure: there was no 
exceSSIve tampering with 
substance. • .. Had they / Athenlan 
edltOl::sj attempted to do 50, they 
could scareely have sueeeeded. The 
poems were already too weIl known 
and too deeply enshr ~ned 1.n the 
mInds of the Greeks, and ln a sense 
in tneIr religious emotlons. (1965, 
32) 

The sub Ject of misogyny can, therefore, be 

determ1.ned fairly reasonably 1.n the text5 WhlCh have 

reached us and whieh should permit the studen t "to work 

w1.th his Il1.ad and his Odyssey, cautiously and always 

w~ th suspIcion, yet wi th a reasonabl~ assurance tha t 

basicall y he is working wi th a faIr approxImation of 

eighth- and seventh- century poems" (FInley 1965, 33). 

Relying on these texts, a notion is now prevalent in 

Homerlc stud1.es that Homer .... 'as not a misogynlst. 'l'e11s 

is the V1.ew that we, too, will share in th1.S study. 

Nevertheless, not all scholars agree wIth thl& 
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interpretat1on. Eva Cantare11a in her famous book 

Pùndora's Daughters: The Role and Status of Women in 

Greek ~nd Roman Antiquity (1981 in Ita1ian, and 1987 in 

Eng11sh trans1at1on) presents an argument that Greek 

misogyny begl.ns before (not after) Homer 1 and traces 

its roots up to the Mycenaean period, arguing that the 

MycenQ~an women lived in a transitional situation 

between the Minoan period and Greek Dark Ages, which 

was Homer's tl.me. Cantarella believes that "The 

Homeric woman is not only subordinate but also v.!.ctl.m 

of a fundarr:entally misogynist l.declogy" ( 2 7 ) • 

Cantarella' s vision of Homeric woman is negative from 

beg1nn1ng to end: 

The true female cond1tion in Homer 
was this: total exclusion from 
poli tical power and participation 
1n publ1c life; subordination to 
the head of the famlly and 
submiss10n to his punishment; and 
f1nally, ldeologlcal segregation. 
Forbldden to think about anythlng 
but domestlc matters, the woman 
cannot even talk about male 
matters, Fa1thless, weak, f1ckle, 
she was regardea Wl.th suspicl.on. 
'l'he roots of Western ml.sogyny go 
back to a more remote epoch than is 
usua11y thought--they are already 
weIl fl.xed in the oldest document 
in European literature. Nor is it 
possible that the poerns express an 
ind1vidual position, the m1sogyny 
of a single poet (or two). (33) 

Cantarella uses two methodologies to prove her 

point that not only Homer, but the whole epoch was 
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misogynlst. The first method 15 that which she uses in 

the above quotation; her theoreticai deflnltlon ln this 

respect 15 that "The society descrlbed in t~ lliad and 
... 

the Odyssey is, in other words, a mlrror of Greek 

society in the centur les between the end of Mycenaean 

civilization and the eighth century" (25). ln other 

words, aIl the negative pOlnts that she mentions in 

Homeric "misogynlst" texts are mirror-llke reflections 

of a mi sogynist poet and hlS socIety. The questlon 

arlses as to ho\\ she could expialn certain ObVlously 

positIve attributes of women ln Homer. '1'0 thlS she 

responds somewhat llloglcally that the eXIstence oL 

pOSl ti ve at tr lbutes "can represent instl tutlons tha t 

are the Opposlte of the real ones" (19, emphasls by 

Cantarella). For Cantarella Homer 15 to be blarned for 

mlrror ing Penelope as " .... ;eak, f lckle, opportunlstlc, 

perhaps even lncapable of lastlng f eel1 ngs. Ber 

interests, her emotlons, are bound up ln thlS destlny. 

That i5 what woman lS •.. " ( 28) • But "qulte the 

reverse" i5 true when the image of "a dmlred, respected, 

powerfu1 female fIgures often mentloned" (28); then she 

invokes the theory of reversaI. She adds tha t '''l'he 

bride of Odysseus has entered history by vlrtue of her 

flde1ity, but her behavlor casts doubts on her 

legendary vlrtue. Exaggerated fldellty, ln fact, is 
-.' 

only one of her cloaks: more than once she appears 
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quite eager to marry, and above aIl she behaves with 

reproachable coquetry" (29). To support this reversaI 

theory, Cantarella uses theories of myth presented by 

M. Detienne, Eliade, G. S. Kirk, and others. While we 

have no qualms with these theories of simple mimesis 

and of reversaI, for Cantarella arbitrarily to use each 

only when it suits her purpose, seems to suggest 

methodological fallacy. Readers May ask why they 

should not reverse Cantarella' s interpretations, for 

example, taking aIl negative point~ as their opposites 

and the positive ones as the mirror reflections of true 

intentions or realities. 

In contrast to Cantarella the majority of scholars 

see Homer more positively. Despite the low conditions 

of a number of women in the Iliad and Odyssey, these 

women have been treated by a poet "who understood and 

sympathised with women" (Wright 14). It is true that 

women are victimized, treated as pieces of property, 

g1ven away as prizes, and sold into slavery, Hyet 

nowhere in the Iliad or Odyssey do we find any 

disparaging remarks about women 1 s role, nowhere do we 

encounter the expressions of misogyny which appear 50 

frequently in later Greek literature" (Arthur 13). 

Whenever Homer has the chance to reflect on the 

wastefulneS5 of war and the beauty of peace, we often 

find women associated with the latter rather than the 
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former. Al though we will refer to detailed textual 

observations when we deal with character analysls, here 

a single exarnple should help. In Book 22 of the Illad, 

when Achilles is chasing Hector for the 1ast time 

before he kills him, Homer draws a plcture ot )oyous, 

peaceful times of the past, contrastlng the current 

dread which his heroes experienced. In Richmond 

° 1 l ° 12 Latt1rnore s trans atlon: 

In Uns place, and close to them, 
are the wa&hlng-hollows / of stone 
and magnlflcent, where the Wlves of 
the Tro)ans and th21r 10vely / 
daughters wdshed the clothes to 
shlnlng, ln old days l 'when there 
was peace, before the comlng of the 
sons of the Achalans. 
(Illad 21,153). 

'l'he Med ieval Islannc Imaye of Homer was adapted 

rather dif ferently. 'l'wo texts in partlcular contaln 

lmportant material on Homer: one by Ibn al-g hut ~a, 

entltled oetter known as ------------------------
(Hlstory of Philosopners), a seventh-century lslamlc 

text (14th century Chr lstlan); another, contemporary 

wi th Ibn al-ghuf1;:â 1 s, l ntroduced be10w, presents the 

same materlal more extensively. 

, 1'/ /. r Thl s ~ sI amI c tex t, Ul I:J' • V~:,J'Yl."j1 &.,0;> LJ Z. Jill a .. /,/ 1 Z. ,/~I ~ L,l 5 

wri tten ln Arabie by Shams al-dln Muhammad Ibn Mahmüd 

~hahrzürl (586-611, Islamic era). In 1011 (islallllc 

era) King Jahângir of l ~ia commanded a translatIon of 
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the text into Persian, then a prestigl.ous language in 

India. The persian text is an almost literaI 

translation of l.ts original Arabic, wh1ch atternpts to 

give a comprehensive 1mage of Homer. Here we are only 

interes ted 1n those sect10ns wh1ch deal wi th Homer 1 5 

attitude toward wornen. It should also be noted that 

the Mus11m Arab scholar presents his version of Homer's 

opinions W1 th a seal of approval and upholds the 

.. 
op1nlons as such: 

These are h1S /Horner 1 51 words; he 
saId: Truly, a woman rnakes 
the 11fe of a man shorter. If you 
do not have a wife, you ll.ve ln the 
best possIble way. The ornarnent of 
a wornan 1S her sllence and calm, so 
a good wornan Wl.II keep home 
heaIthy .... He 'who marr.les wIll 
soon repent. A reasonable, Just 
wife (adeleh) is healthy for a 
man's ll.fe. A benefl.cent wl.fe is 
not easy /to f 1nd/. Setter for a 
woman ta be bur led tnan marrled. 
Wornen by nature tend to waist 
expendl ture / all.mony / . Marry 
women, not thelr dowry. Truly men 
marry àOv.'rles, not Wlves. Nature 
does not besto'w on 'wornen greatness. 
When you "ant to rnarry, look around 
among nelghbors and fr1ends. ~ornen 
do not wear tha t Whlch 15 wise. 
Foois laugh 'when there 15 nothing 
to laugh at. A woman has the power 
to learn from you. When you want 
to rnarry, seek a woman who can help 
you with your work. 
(ln Sa 1 id Nafîsi 1 s translatlon of 
the Iliad into Persian, 755-
58) 

ObVlously, irnaginat~on has got the better of these 

medieval wrl.ters who, despite their unquestionable 
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respect for Homer are nevertheles articulating their 

own thoughts, for nowhere in Homer can such sentiments 

be found. 

Compared with Homer, Ferdowsi was ~n a more 

vulnerable 

opportun~ty 

commentaries 

position. 

to alter 

on his 

His enthusiasts had the 

Ferdowsi's image not only ~n 

work as they did w~ th the Greek 

poet, but wi th access to the manuscripts of the. work 

i tself, they could easily integrate mlsogynlst VlewS 

lnto the poems and glve authorlty to statements WhlCh 

FerdowSl never made. Modern works of textual 

scholarshlp are cleanslng the text of The Shahnameh 1 

from contamlnating materlal, thus allowlng a better 

plcture of Ferdowsl and a greater afflnlty between 

Ferdowsl'S and Homer's attitudes toward women . 
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PART II 

THE WOMEN OF THE SHABNAMEH 

Men and women in The Shahnameh are equally endowed 

with dynamism and a host of positive personal a~tributes. 

Indeed, the Shahnameh tradition celebrates the active and 

dynamic attrlbutes of mankind beyond gender and glorifies 

v~tal, strenuous qualities in human llfe as a whole. The 

Shahnameh, which marks the Renaissance of Persian 

llterature in the tenth and eleventh centuries A. D., and 

wh~ch revltalized Pre-Islamic persian culture, shares, ln 

its own right, the dynam~c splrit WhlCh prevailed ln the 

Western Renalssance after the fourteenth century 

(sixteenth century ln English llterature), and WhlCh 

revitall4ed Greco-Roman values. The Shahnameh represents 

a renalssance world view in which the representation of 

human condltion, enthusiasm for Ilfe in this world, active 

confrontatlon wlth human crise5, and the gloriflcation of 

the dynamlc, autonomous personallty, together with ethlcal 

anà moral consideratlons, are aIl indlspensable 

components. Basically, therefore, The Shahnameh provldes 
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a positive context for men and women, a context that lends 

strength, vitality, l~veliness, and strenuousness to 

characters regardless of gender. Nonetheless, we should 

add immediately that with regard to women, despite 

pos~tive ind~vidual attributes, the same context, from 

another point of view, has imposed societal l~mitat~ons 

perhaps as strong ly as i t has endowed them wi th personal 

attributes. A detailed study of both aspects in The 

Shahnameh ~s the purpose of th~s part. 

The Shahnameh 15 CO:llposed of three maJor parts in 

wh~ch appear approx1mately 60 women characters. J\lthough 

these characters are found ~n aIl three sectIons of the 

epIc: the mytholog ical, the legendary, and the h~stor lcal 

part, the present detalled character analys~s cannot 

posslbly deal wlth aIl those women. ThIS study centers 

around maJor characters ln the legendary part, ln WhlCh 

the most important characters aIl appear. We w~ll examIne 

s~x maJor female characters as they appear ln the text of 

the ep~c. They are placeà ln dlfferent narratIve contexts 

and represent different types of charactersi yet, 

regardless of the type of character they represent, a 

consistent structural thread runs through thelr make-up, 

and in the final analys~s, the recurrent pattern says 

somethlng about their womanhood. 

Rudabeh, Tahmineh, Katayun, Gurdafarid, the Nameless 

Mother of Siyavush, and Sudabeh are speclfically endowed 
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wi th dynamic indl. viduali ty and powerful characterl.stl.cs 

such as prowess, courage, beauty, wisdom, insl.ght, 

fearlessness, autonomous individuality, and a host of 

other attributes which reflect the posl.tl.ve context of the 

epl.c, yet within the same text, the same woman is not only 

relegated to a subservient role, but also finds imposed 

upon her the status of not being ta ken seriously, severe 

handicaps regardlng her full integration in the socl.al 

fabrlc of the story, and not being allowed ta use her 

considerable abill ties. 'fo 

men and women are endowed 

put it differently, whereas 

wlth the former paradl.gm 

(posltive individual attributes), they dlffer sharply in 

the latter paradlgm (the soclal structure wlthin the 

epic) . 'l'he under lylng double structure, therefore, pulls 

the prl.vate and publlC I1ves of these women in two 

directlons, a recurrent pattern from which women cannot 

escape in The Shahnameh. 

A NOTE ON THE SYNOPSES: 

The synopsis of each story in which our selected 

women characters appear is provided in the Appendix. The 

readers who are less famlliar wl.th the Shahnameh stories 

than those of the Homeric epics ml.ght want to consult the 

Appendlx. 
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CHAPTER 1 

RUDABEH, TAHMINEH, AND KATAYUN: 

HAPPY GIRLS AND LAMENTING MOTHERS 

These are three very important women who, despite the 

unigueness and originality of their characters, have much 

in cornmon ln the narratIve context of the epic: detailed 

Slmllar l ty ln thelr indl v Idual .cesoureefulness, speci f le 

limitatlons lmposed upon them as women, slmllar roles 

asslgned to them in the story, and their traglc/pathetlc 

fate. ~e WIll begln with the pa.cadigm of posItIve 

indlvidual att.cibutes. 

INDIVIDUAL RESOURCEFULNESS: RUDABEH, TAHMINEH, AND KATAYUN 

Rudabeh 1!:. a maJor character ln the story of "Zal and 

Rudabeh," a popula.c love story WhlCh is often selected to 

represent PerSlan literature in sorne anthologIes of world 

l ' 13 Iteratu.ce. Also, thlS romance has appeared ln 

- 69 -



14 
different genres of 1iterature and ~n pa~nt~ngs. 

Examin~ng the posl.tive aspects of this maJor and 

dynamic character, we cannot but notice maJor components 

in her make-up, components WhlCh, contrary ta Theodor 

No1deke's assumptions about women in The Shahnameh, 

ref Iect the highly regarded position of Rudabeh ~n the 

gallery of fema1e ep~c personalities. She possesses 

beauty, wisdcm, courage, feariessness, independence of 

character, dynamlc individuality, and a we1l-rounded 

personality. 

The element of beauty-as-character-strength plays a 

signl.flcant role in the context of the story, not only to 

estab11.sh the slgnl. f l.cance of Rudabeh, or her importance 

15 ln the eyes of other characters, but also as a narratIve 

tool ln establl.shing character relatlonshlps, and operates 

within the process of Iinguistlc slgn, signifier, and 

sl.gnified. 

ln the context of the story Rudabeh's amazing beauty 

1S renowned in her father's kingdom and ln the nei9hborin~ 

countries, a component which plays a central role ln 

br~nglng Zai and Rudabeh together. Zal, hearing about her 

from one of his attendants, faiis madly in love with her. 

The narrator adds that the description of Rudabeh's beauty 

wins the heart of the Iran~an hero. 
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The descrlption set the heart of 
Zal fI ut terIng wi th such eagerness 
that self-control and ease of mind 
for sake him. His mind was ablaze 
WI th desire, prudence was banlshed 
and pasSlon became the only wisdom. 
(Levy 40) 

ln tIme Rudabeh, too, falls ln love wIth Zal. 

However, the same beauty WhlCh has inspired the love 

af.fair, ironlcally works against her desIre, because her 

girl-attendants tell her that she is too beautlful for a 

man like Zal. Of course, Rudabeh overcomes thlS obstacle 

whIle the poet, using thlS eplsode, consolldates the 

slgnIfIcance of her beauty. KIng Mehrab, Rudabeh's 

father, is told about the love affair between hlS daughter 

and Zal. Worrled about the consequences, Mehrab IS 

infuriated oy thlS occurrence and says that he wlshes he 

had followed hlS ancestral Arab tradItIon and had kIlled 

Rudaoeh at bIrth, a custorn WhlCh allowed the Arabs to klll 

16 a ne~ly born baby if It was a ~Irl. 

~././ ùlv /.> \ '-? ! . 
./ . /' 

kl ~\.:5./. ~\- ù:,rl 

"~f-IJ' \'1V'JJi> 
Wnen the daughter was born to me, l 
should have beheaded her at bIrth. 
l dId not follow my tl~ditlon, and 
now face this problem. 

The poet 1 saIl udlng to Mehrab' s Inhumane ancestra 1 

tradi tion and the ruth1essness of murder lng a newly born 
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baby lf it was a 9~rl; Ferdowsi contrasts Mehrab's 

m~sogynl.st tradition and his initial, destructive anger 

wlth the resourcefulness of Rudabeh's elegance and charm, 

a resourcefulness wh~ch will eventually transform the 

father' s attl tude toward the daughter. Mehrab will calI 

his daughter to his presence to express his fury. When 

the father sees her, his irnrnediate reaction , despite his 

anger, 1S a deep feeling of admiration. The experlence in 

h1S heart forces hl.rn to praise God for such an exceptlonal 

gift. 

• ,.-1 1 >. 1.,;(' (] t,tf... Y j \ '-..> 1.7 

At( - 0' \'~ J' JL, 
The father became amazed at her 
sight and praised God in his heart. 

The component functions as a positive attribute for 

the cha racter both in an actl ve event as such and in 

passlve it signlfl.es the character's 

noteworthiness to other characters (and to the readers as 

weIl), and acts as an element in establishing cnaracter 

relations. The epic poet uses the elernent ln many 

occaSlons in thlS story, describing her beauty with 

numerous adJectives. One cri tic lists 75 adJectives 

ending his list with "etc" 18 

Thls component lS, however, one among a number WhlCh 

the poet uses jn his strong presentatlon of this 

character; the description of Rudabeh' 5 personality 
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begins, but does not end wi th the component of beauty • 

Ferdowsi depicts other virtues in Rudabeh's character to 

make her worthy of the role she plays in the story, that 

of mother of the great hero to be borne 

Rudabeh is aiso a Wl.se person. ln order that a 

central hero is born from the line of the traditional 

Iranian hero, a worthy woman has to have the insight to 

see beyond the surface shortcomings of Zal and to have the 

abl1ity to pral.se the deep-seated qualities of thl.s young 

man. Rudaben has that lnsight. In thlS respect Hudabeh 

acts more 'w1.sely than other characters in Zal' 5 life, 

characters 'who used Zal's unnatural white hair against h1.m 

from the moment of his birth. 

The reader remernbers that when Zal was born Wl. th 

whlte hair, the erroneous 1.nterpretat1.on 'was that he was 

born old and that it was a si9n of evil 1.n hl.rn. H1.S 

father 1.nterpreted the occasion 1.n this fashl.on: 

if \J ! /~ 0.)~ J ~<_ --::--/ 

0b ~ {- ~ '; J {..~} ~ 
./ # f 

UJJ..J ...::-rl--.,....l, .J>-..-u 

~.Jil ~U.l"=:: ~I/ 1 

L./ #' ' 
00 .> J Y/J . .!I >~ --:? 

../ ./1' 
~->!} ..(.L.!I.l (-).-? 

My blackened sou] withers w1.th 
shame 1 the blood surges hotly 
within my body because of this 
child, whl.ch, witn hl.s dark eyes 
and halr white as the spr ing , 
resernbles a child of Ahr1.man. When 
proud noblernen come to make 
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.................... -------------------------------------------

, 

inquiries of me they wlll see this 
ill-ornened boy, and then what shall 
l say of thlS demon-chlldi that he 
~s a partl-coloured leopard .••• 
(Levy 36) 

The father strays from the path of wisdom and orders 

the ch~ld to be abandoned in sorne rernote placeo It is 

the S~~urgh, the legendary blrd and the symLol of Justice 

who saves the boy, nurtures tam, and brings him up.' 

Rudabeh does not make the k~nd of mlstake which Zal' s 

fa ther hao made. r-loreover, the strangeness of Zal' s 

appear'lnce still continues to be used against hlm by 

other characters in the story. Rudabeh's glrl-attendants 

keep warn~ng her of Zal's problems: 

,// 
4" ).5 0 ~-~ / > • ~, J l~ 

,,/ , / 
.. ~ r: y~ é/ <t>/~ /- .s 

../ _/ 

>, f ~ j. ~ '/ ) if ..), /> 
/' ./ 

~dj ..:I//ùl,Jl,;] J 

He lS a creature that was reared by 
a b~rd ln the rnountalns. In every 
company peo!?] e pOlnt a f lnger a t 
hlm and say that no ,uman be~ng was 
ever born o~J of h', mother and 
that he cannot t - cul of the 
stock oi hlS begetL\ ( Jevy 40) 

Rudabeh sees beyond these ac..':lsors too. Her response 

to such statements cornes ln anger and condemns them for 

their lmffiaturlty, shallowness and unwise thoughts. 

~.'; L:~ '0 1
).) t U ."J;.. 

J~ · ;j ~ :J ../-/ U '-' L L 1 

L~-:~r-J ~Jj?./ ~ ~ 

J ~-...;..vJ ( l--' ~ U 0" y L r-' . 
u~l L? U'-:r fiL>..r 
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Za1. 

'Your arguments are crude', she 
retorted, 'and your words deserve 
no heed. My heart is torn f or a 
star; how then should l be happy 
with the moon? l alm at no Caesar 
or any emperor of ChIna, nor at 
anyone who wars the lran~an ~rowns. 
Zal son of Sam 15 sUIted to my 
measure; he has the forearm of a 
lion and the shoulders and chest of 
one. Let people call old man or 
young boy, he lS the happlness of 
my heart and. soul.' (Levy 41) 

Rudabeh dlsregards the flav.ed ]uâgment ot others on 

· . 'l'he "crude argument" of others èoes not prevent her 

from mak~ng her oV.n ]udgment and taklng tan':11b1e steps 

tOv,,'ard creating tne moral, lovlng, and canng atmosphere 

ln v.hlCh the future Rusta:n \II;'l11 be born and nurtured. 

Ructabeh' s beauty and Inslgh t, therefore, complement 

her boldness. She 1.S an Independent woman oi actIon. 

Indepenoent of her parents, sne herself consul ts her 

glrl-attendants about her feelIngs for Za1 and conVlnces 

thea\ that Zal is the nght man for her. The ':jlrls are 

then dlspatched to Za1' 5 camp to In[orrn l'Hm of HUd<Juetl' s 

feellngs and arr.:lnge that Zal should see Rudabeh ln her 

palace. This 1.5 one of the flrst Instances ln whlCh û 

female character takes the InltiatlVe ln express1.ng her 

love to a man. The epic tradi tion and the poet respect 

female characters to the extent that they are allowed the 

freedom to express their desires. P. B. Vaccha notlces 

this pOInt when he says "she /Rudabeh/ is typicai of the 
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active woman-Iover who herself takes the initiative and 

plans ~ meetlny between herself and her beloved. Her love 

i sardent, determined, full-blooded, self assert~ve, 

sin91e-m~nded" (161). 

Two obstacles stand in the way of the un~on of 

Rudabeh and Zal. The f irst conflict is related to the 

long lastlnlj feud between the King of Iran and the King of 

Kabul. The KIng of Kabul, and consequent1y, Rudabeh are 

the descendants of the eVll, snakea-shoulder, Arab K~nf:j 

Zahhak. 'l'he Shah of Iran wanted no assocIa t~on w~ th 

Zahhak 's family wha tsoever 1 remembering Zahhak 1 5 

usurpation of lran's throne, his atroc~ties and his crimes 

a<jalns t the people of Ira n. 

Rudabeh's father, on the other hand, ~s worr~ed that 

the ~erslstence of hlS daughter in th~s affair w~11 force 

the Shah ot lran ta destroy Kabul in order to stop th~s 

"unhol y" unlon. Rudabeh is aware of her father 1 s con cern 

anà h~s decls~ve Opposlt~an to thls marriage. In splte of 

the e,Klsting feud and t.he h~ghly dangerous s~ tuation, 

Rudabeh prepares to host a Vl.Slt wlth Zal secretIy for the 

first t~me in her palace. Rudabeh lS obviously a fearless 

character. 

i:"erdowsl • s beauti fuI poetry prepares the scene for 

the f irst v isi t of the t'Wo lovers. Wnen n~ght falls and 

the door of the palace is locked up and the key hidden 

away, Zal cornes to the foot of the palace tower. Rudabeh 
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calls out: 

;. f, ~ f-,~ l5 1 1..5 ~~ i' > \.:. ~ 

t/_ 

0 1 >..J é:...l( 

1 Welcome, son of a noble sire! The 
Creator's bless~ng be on you! May 
Heaven' 5 revolving dome be the 
ground you tread! (Levy 44) 

Then Rudabeh "unloosened her tresses alld frorn the 

helght of the tO\ .. er let drop her locks tlll the end 

reached the turret' s base" (Levy 44). Rudabeh advlses ~~l 

to take hola of her black halr WhlCh WOUld be as 

sufflclent as a rope. Zal klsses her halr, but decldes 

not te use 1 t to climb up; he loops up a lasso to cl imb 

frorn the base to the summlt. 

There, slpping wlne, the lovers kiss and embrace buL 

stop short of anythIn9 tnat rnlght offend the morals of the 

culture. Many crItlcs have elaborated on thlS moral 

'd 19 conSI eratlon. Dabïr-Siyagï, for example, has thlS to 

say, "TheiL ViSlt v..as ""arm, pas510nate anè deslrous, but 

they w~r- also courteous, self-controlled, and ready for a 

long-lastlng commi tment to each other" ( see above 

f ootnote) . 

Even durlng their first VISIt the old feud and t:hc 

dangerous conflicts were on the minds of the lovers. Zal 

expresses his worry this way: 
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./ 
J" -...:.-rI Ù \.". ~ L./ ~, 

" . (.0 1.> .1>1>.:-1 \..L~ 

When Manuchehr /the Shah of Iran/ 
hears the hlstory of thlS he .... 111 
be no party to i t, and Sam will 
shout, and cast his arms about in 
rage agal.nst me. yet l swear 
before the Lord who 1S my )udge 
that l wi Il never depart from my 
oath ta you. (Levy 45) 

Hudabeh responds egually forcefully and devotedly: 

./ ~ , 

1 l too sweùr before the Lord of my 
rellglon and f01th,' she answered, 
'that no one shall be klng over me 
but the .... orld's hero Zal-Zar.' 
(Levy 45) 

The nature of thlS confllct on the one hand, and the 

deslre of the tv.o lovers on the other, resemble tne same 

elements ln Shakespeare s masterpiece Romeo and "::ull.et. 

Shakespeare' s .... 'ork is, of course, a tragedy and the two 

lovers experlence unàeserved mlsfortune. Ferdowsl'S "Zal 

and Rudabeh, Il however, i s a romance in which the two 

lovers are eventually united in marriage overcoming 

obstacles. 

Apart from the structural conflict of feud in the 
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story, t"'e second obstacle 1S Zal ' s uncanny appearance. 

The wh~teness of Zal's halr lS as mu ch used aga1nst h1m as 

the blackness of Othello. The apparent flaw ln the heroes 

of both masterpleces has contlnuously worked aga1nst them, 

but the lovlng care and the V1ey/s ot the two women 

~nvol ved ln these marr lages 5urpass such shortcorn1ng s. 

Whatever the dit ferences between Desdemona and Huddbeh, 

they both share courageous def lance of obstacles for the 

marr1age. ln Ferdowsl' s work Rudabeh flrst hedrs dDout 

Zal when ner mother 1nqulres about the younSl m.::ln f rom 

Mehrao. Mehrab responds 10 thlS manner: 

) 
./. 

-
Il, -.--l ''0-, ,;; l," -' - - ./ 

,- . 
,'-' ~\ L-' 

.. 
~-: "-",,,"-""/ ~ _.~ 

There does not exist ln the whole 
~orlâ a ~arrlor-hero ~ho can follo~ 
..... here Zal leads. Cn the f rescoes 
of the plllared ~~ll you never sa~ 
anyone de~ncted "'1 th SUCh arms as 
his, and for manlpulat10n of the 
relns and for hlS seat ln the 
saddle there never eX15ted a 
horseman to egual h1l1\. He has the 
heart of a 110n ana dn elephalct 1 s 
strength. t'or genero51t.y he 15 as 
bounteous as the Nlle. IHe 15 the 
bestower of gold ln court and 
deadly blows l.J1 war _ He 15 young, 
bright, and of good fortune/. 
(Levy 40) 
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In Shakespeare's work Desdemona hears the stories of 

Othello's adventures, when Othello descrlbes them to 

Desdemona's father. Much ln the same fashlon as Rudabeh, 

Desdemona falls ln love ~lth Othello when she hears about 

Othello's battles, courage, and the dangers he had passed. 

ln an iron1c fash10n and ln response to the charges 

agalnst h1m by Desdemona' 5 father, Othe110 exp1a1ns that 

this was the "w1tchcraft" which won the heart of 

Oesdemona: 

Her father loved me, oft invited me; 
Still quest10ned me the story of my Ilfe 
~rom year to year--the Ibatt1es/, sleges, 
Ifortunes/ , 
That 1 have passed. 
1 rdn lt through even from my bOjlSh days 

These thlngs to hear 
~oula Desde~ona ser10usly incllne; 

She wlsh'd she had not heard lt, yet she 
thank'd me 

And bade me, lf 1 had a frlend that lov'd her, 
1 snoula but teach hlm how lo tell my story, 
And that woulo .... 00 her. Uprm tellS h1nt 1 

spoke: 
She lov' d me Eor the dangers l hao pass' ct ," 
And 1 lov'o her that she dld plty them. 
fhlS ooly lS tne wltch-craft l have us'd. 
Here cornes che lady, let her wltness it. 
(R1verslde Shakespeare l, il1, 1127-170) 

Both Zal and Othello were slmllar ln herOlc ventures 

possesSln-j proweps and courage and each exper1enced JOY 

and sorrow in their lives. Each possessed deet>-seated 

moral qualities and suf fered from an lronlcally 

lnslgnlflcant external shortcoming--whlte halr ln the case 
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, 
1 of Zal, and black skin ~n Othello's case. 
i 

The two women are beautiful and possess tender, 

loving hearts. Our Interest ln comparlng the two female 

characters (who all-in-all represent dlfferent 

personalitles) ~s the way ln Whlch they fall ln love. 

Each admires strength, b~g heartedness, and courage, 

ln the face of battles. ln Othello the process of the 

love affalr 15 explalned w1thln the d1alogue, but also we 

hear about De5demona 1 5 dellance of h er fa t.her; 1 n "Ruaùbeh 

and ZaI" the reader 15 carrled through the experlence 

directly, 50 that the fearlessne5s ot Rudabeh wlthln the 

context of character relatlonshlps becomes the center ot 

attentlon ln the story. 

Rudabeh, "ho 15 the tocus of our attentIon, 15 under 

extreme pressure to alter her dec1510n, ~hen she ex~res&es 

her ces 1re ta marry Zal. After belng threatenea for her 

Ilfe, shI? 15 then persuaded by her mother that she must 

speak to Mehrab ln a beg91n9 tone, 50 he ml:jht d'Jree WJ th 

the marrla-je. Rudabeh's respon5e ta her motncr 

demon5tra tes a maJor character lstlC of her t ear les sand 

autonomous personality when she boldly faces her mother 

and confirms her bellef in her own preference, her 

independent cho.l.ce, and her declsion. She assures her 

mother that there ~s l.othing to be ashamed of and 

reassures her mother that she wlll not conceal her 

feellngs from her father: 
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The son of Sam l.S tne companion to 
my soule The truth shall not be 
concedled. 

The autonomy of Rudabeh 1 s personali ty is estabJ.ished 

in the epic. Throughout the story she preserves the 

integr 1 ty of her character and individuality. She 

represents à "dynamic character" , who actively 

pa rtlc 1 pa tes ln the events of the story, and ln her o\o,n 

r l.ght, she shapes 1 ts outcome. As an lndi v ldual she aoes 

not represent a Il static character, Il the sole purpose of 

whose eXlstence would in that case be only acted upon 50 

that the other dynamlc character( s) of the story cou Id 

develop. 'l'he v l.ews of 1:.. ~1. Forster and sorne other 

crltics in their dlsunction between these two kl.nas are 

20 111uml na tlng • 

Rudabeh' s strong, l.ndependent character and powerful 

personal attrlbutes such as wlsdorn, inslght, courage, 

fearlessness, autonomy 1 and well-rounded personallty 

excmpllfy the boldness and attributes of two other great 

mothers: 'l'ahrnlneh and Katayun, who will gl.ve bl.rth to and 

br Ing up two central epic heroes t Sohrab and Esf andiyar • 

TAHMINEH is the maJor female character in the 

tragedy of "Rustam and Sohrab." This tragedy has been 

l.ntroduced to the English readers by James Atkinson in 
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verse translations and by Matthew Arnold in one of hlS 

narrative poems entltled "So hrab and Rustum. ,,21 Arnold 

loI'as so enchanted WI th this story, and happy wi th h ts 

achJ.evement, that he wrote in one of his letters," l have 

Just gotcen through a thing which pleases me more than 

anything 1 have done. " (letter te Clough, l May, 

1853; see Arnold, The Letters ••• ). Impressed by the 

nObJ.llty of thlS story, he wrote "aIl my spare tlme has 

been spent on a poem WhlCh 1 have Just finished and WhlCh 

1 thlnJ< by far the best thlng 1 have yet done... thE' 

story 15 a very noble and excellent one" (letter to hlS 

mother, May 1853). This story 15 truly a noble one and 

15 one of the best known in The Shahnameh. 

'Ihe best passive description of thlS woman ln 'l'he 

Shahnameh IS found ... hen she IS f lrst Introduced to the 

reaàer ln the eplsode ln y;hlCh Rustam has fallen asleep 

at ter the f estl v 1 ty ln Samangan. ln that eplsoae the 

eplC poet uses the best of hlS poetlc talent to descnbe 

Tahmineh, whlle she proceeds towara Rustam's bed chamoer. 
,,/ 
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When part of the dark n1.ght had 
passed, al though the morn1.ng star 
had yet to appear on 1 ts revol v ing 
path, there took place some 
myster10us and secret conversation 
and then the door of the sleeping 
quarters was softly opened. 
Towards the unconscious warrior's 
pi llow stepped a slave W1 th a 
perfumed candIe ln her hand, wh1.le 
beh1.nd her came a creature lovely 
as the moon, rad1.ant as the sun and 
fragrant ln her beauty. The colour 
of her cheeks was that of corals of 
Yemen, her mouth small as the heart 
of a lover contracted \'.ltn gClef. 
11er SOLtI was rl~e .... lsdom, her body. 
pure splrlt uncontamlnateu by 
earthly elements. 
(Levy GG) Aiso see footnote 22 
for Atklnson's verse translatlon./ 

These l1.nes and the couplets WhlCh folIo\'. reveal 

several qualltles ln Tahmlneh's character. Much ln the 

same [ashlon as ln Rudabeh, the subJect of beauty-

as-character-strength, which we ..... ill not develop any 

turther, opera tes ln two layers of descrlptlon: the 

fIrst layer the more obvious descrlptlon of 

'l'ahm1nch' s extraordinary physlcal beauty, charm, and 

attractlon. The second layer deals wlth TahmIne~'s 

splritual beauty WhlCh goes beyond earthly llmltatlons 

and has a kind of holy connotatIon. Rudabeh and Tahmineh 

have mu ch 1.n common ln th1.S respect. 

Other than a combined physlcal and spiritual beauty 

in this cheracter, the next immed1ate pOInt is the 

expliclt declaration that Tahmlneh 1.S wise. The element 

of wlsdom IS, of course, interwined wi th the two layers 
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.,. 

of beauty, a comblnat10n wh1ch elevates Tahrnlneh trorn the 

calls of ord1nary characters. 

perhaps the most slgnlflcant element ln The 

Shahnameh 15 wisdom (The PerS1an word for It 1S Khlrad). 

Khirad 15 an indispensable term ln The Shahnarneh, a terrn 

the slgnificance of WhlCh goes beyond the ordinary 

1nterpretat1on of W.lse thouyht or WIse actIon. 

Ahüramazda 1S the Zoroastr1an "God of 23 Goodness". 

Khirad 15 one of the two maln terms that are c losel y 

associated IN1 th the Lord ln 'l'he Shahnameh. 'l'he ef'1c 

24 
be~ins wlth the praise of God ln the followlng manner. 

IV - -..J. r- J' Jl 
ln the name of 
of wisdom, la 
'winch /humanj 
hlgher. 

the Lord of soul and 
descr 1 ptionl beyond 
thought cannot soar 

Khirad 15 a 91ft from the Lord, WhlCh manlfests Itself ln 

the eXIstence of man here on earth. A wise person, one 

endowed wi th Khirad, lS a woman or ffiéHl 9 l t ted by (,oJ. 

Tahmlneh oecupies such a position ln the world ot the 

ep1c. ~ndowed with Khlrad a person will want no more as 

the 9ift is the best among aIl else that God has 

generously bestowed upon man . 

.:Y 
L'\ }' ,?JI .> /! , .... : . ..' j ) ..7 

- 85 -



fi Wisdem 
WhlCh 
Wisdem 
hearts 

lS better than aught else 
God has granted te you. 
lS the gUIde and lS the 

enl1 vener;. . . . (Levy 1) 

The possession of phys1cal charm, wisdom, and 

sp1rtual beauty enables Tahmineh to act confidently in 

her encounters W1 th and relatlons te other charaters. 

She enJoys a kind of self confidence that is only typical 

of the h1ghest rank1ng female characters ln the epic, and 

no sooner is Tahm1neh introduced ln the epic than the 

rc~ùder observes th1 s conf idence, when she faces Rustam 

-for the f1rst time at her own will and when she replles 

to Rustam's inqulry as to who she is: 

.-/ . , """ 
\ -" • ~ (/ i J- J_.l ? r 1 ~ .J C ~ > 1 > '-.J"'"? 

./ --/ 

~ )0, ~...) éf .-/.. / -.:...50.? 
~ ° 

.1/ ..::..-: ~!-- 0!?./ V 

l am 'ra han na. You would say tha t, 
l am rent in twa1n with 10ng1ng •.•• 
On the earth l have no peer dmong 
persons of royal b1rth; indeed 
beneath the dome of heaven there 
rarely eXlsts anyone like me. 
(Levy 66) 

ln the same fashion as Rudabeh, Tahmlneh falls in 

love with Rustam based upon more or less the same 

pr1nciples and values. Like Rudabeh, Tahmlneh acts 

bravely, her initiative step being associated with her 

genuine and pure love. Motlvated by such feelings and 

verbally expressing her genuine love for Rustam, 
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• 

Tahmineh approaches the warr~er. A comb~nation of 

several tra~ts ln this eplsode crea tes a literary moment 

in WhlCh Tahmineh performs flawlessly, courageously, and 

autonomously. 

Concerning this courageous Oehav ior and 'l'ahmineh' 5 

expression of her love for Rustam, Javanshir observes 

that Tahmlneh's reply ta Rustam's lnqulry about her 

identlty follows the pattern of heroic behav10r ln this 

ep1c. He adds that the method WhlCh Tahml.neh uses ln 

introducing 

boastfully 

herself 

1ntroduce 

is slmllar 

themselves 

to 

on 

the 

the 

wù.y heroes 

bù.ttlef1cld. 

Moreover, he adds that Tahrnlneh has no sense of sharnc ln 

expresslng her love to Rustam or in tell1ng h1m about her 

deslres to have a child by h1.m (Javanshir 321). lsJami 

~udQshan's interpretat1.on of thlS eplsode follows a 

rather dlfferent path. He emphas1zes Tahmlneh 1 s herolc 

pur i ty, straigh t-f orwardness, and lnnocenCE. ln 

add1 tion, he places Tahmineh not onl y among the braves t, 

but aiso the most virtuous femaie characters ln wor la 

llterature. H1S emphasls 1.S, however, on the grace w~th 

which Tahmineh behaves, adding that her brave expressIons 

are accompan~ed by courtesy, grace, ana pure love. ThlS 

is the W<ly 1.n which Tahmineh acts when she approdct1es 

Rustam dnd expresses her love for him and her des 1re to 

have a child from t.ne great hero Rustam (1348 Il., 125). 

The trad1tional rnethods of pra1.sing Tahrn1.neh foJlow 

- 87 -



more or less the above pattern. These critics are right 
'.' 

in their interpretations as they find the basic 

ingredients for their observations in the story itself. 

In fact those ingredients reflect the good will and the 

best intent~ons of the early inventors of this story. 

Not only Ferdowsi's fascination, praise, and admiration 

for this female character, but also the taste of the 

readers of this story throughout the centuries has 

conf irmed the goodwill in endowing 'l'ahmineh wi th such 

noble traits. While we do understclnd and fully reco~nize 

Tahmjneh's prestigious gualities, it is aiso part of our 

thesis that Tahmineh' 5 role in the worid of the story is 

too complex to Iend itself to the character 1 5 private 

life only. 

Katayun plays a major role in three consecutive 

stories: "The Reign of Luhrasp" , "'rhe Reign of 

Gushtasp", and "Rustam and Esfandiyar." These stories 

are closely connected, and they extend over 5000 

couplets (approximately 10000 lines in English verse, 

t 

f 
in i ts own right an entire epic wi thin the family of 

1 
Shahnameh stories), culminating in the description of 

the tragic fate of Rustam, which in turn brings the 

whole legendary section of The Shahnameh to i ts end. 

'l'he story of "Rustam ::lnd Esfandiyar" in which Katayun 

plays a major role, is not only h~ghly praised now for 

- 88 -



{ 

its literary qualities by a number of conternporary 

critics, but also in the past it was, especiaIIy at the 

end of the Sasanid period (A.D. 226-652) and the 

beginning of the Islarnic era, a most popular story. A. 

Zarrinküb in his ....;JDIU?,::"U/;'- (Neither Western nor 

Eastern, Humanistic) explains that according to a 

Tradi tion: 

---- 1 ) 1 1 J' _./ -.,.,/' - • .J.IJ~) .... ;. Y''=--7J.J .. ~j'-:::"'7,:,~'''';''''-.. L.V~ 

...:. ',.,: ... ~: ü J) .... :> ~ L.Y 1 U k. .~;., ....:.J 1 j ~ ~.., ; J 1. r >./ 

/~"'; • .-'I'r~J >_rû.-J'/?u.~ 0')7 J,;..;l.; '-u'J .)/l· 

Nasr ibn Har is, who was one of the 
enernJ.es of Prophet Muhammad, would 
act under the influence of Quraysh 
Tribe and would disturb the prophet 
by persuading hlS followers net to 
pay attentlon te the Qur'anic 
verses and the ster les of prophets 
in the Qur ' an. Nasr J bn Haris 
would tell the f ellowers of the 
Prophet that he could tell them 
bet ter stor J.es; he would then tell 
them the story of " Rustam and 
Esfandlyar. (176) 

'l'his story marks the undeserved rnisfortune not 

only of Katayun' s son, Esfandiyar, but also that of 

Rustam, thus ending the legendary heroic section of the 

epic. The story is filled with action, the rise and 

fall of heroes, achievements and fal.1 ures, joy, pain, 

fear, pi ty, and, of course, intellect and wisdom. 

Katayun, who is the c.:enter of attention in this 

section, acts within the busy world of the story and 

shares the profound J.ntellectual and emotJ.onal 
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dimensions in it. 

A brief account of Katayun 1 s role in the epic may 

be devided into two parts: Part Ideals wi th Ka tayun ' s 

early life when, as the daughter of the Caesar of Rome, 

she lives in her father's palace; she meets and marr~es 

Gushtasp, the Prince of Iran. In Part Il she is the 

Queen of Iran in Gushtasp' s court and has yiven birth 

ta Prince Esfandiyar (see Appendix for synopses). 

The paradigrn of Katayun' 5 character is a 

combination of characteristics--both positive and 

negative--prevalent in the lives of Rudabeh and 

'l'ahmineh. Indeed, the lives of Rudabeh and Tahmineh 

foreshadow tha t of Katayun. In Part l she 

demonst.cates independence of character; she displays 

courage ln facing an angry father and is ready to 

accept the consequences of her decisions; she is 

unpretentious, prefers inward happiness to external 

gli t ter. As an autonomous, s trong character she 

crea tes a life for hersel t and her husband despi tE' 

dif f icul ties, and proves to be a loyal wife. ln Part 

Il she is presented as an insightful woman, ::l wise, 

loving and caring mother, and above all a counselor who 

is also acti vely invol ved wi th unfolding even ts. 

Whereas Esfandiyar tails to observe flaws in his own 

character and fails to see through flaws in the world 

of the epic until it is too late, Katayun possesses the 
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vision to see through both shortcomings. 

Katayun' s positive traits are fully and closely 

intertwined with limitations imposed on her in the 

social structure of the epic, even more 50 than in the 

stories of Rudabeh and Tahmineh. For this reason we 

will provide detailed documentation of Katayun' s 

positive traits in direct conjunction with social 

constraints imposed upon these women. 

SOCIAL CONSTRAINTS: RUDABEH, TAHMINEH, KATAYUN: 

Up to this point in our analysis we have been 

expounding the posi ti ve aspects of these three women. 

{ We have dl.scussed the components of beauty-as-character-. 
strength, wisdom, fearlessness, courage, the wholeness 

and autonomy cf character, and their independent declsion 

makin~ . These characters are by no means insipid; if 

there is such an impression, lt is what the cri tics (such 

as Noldeke) have created and perpetuated, not the poet, 

nor the text of the work of art i tself. Rudabeh, 

Tahrnineh, and Katayun are not hollow, but rather 

paradoxical characters who se personal substance is limited 

by social constraints. It is these constraints to which 

we now turn our attention. 

Rudabeh, despi te the strengths of her character, is 

constantly under the thumb of her father and has to fight 
f 
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for every inch of victory. Her father had the rlght to 

exercise his ancestral Arab tradition ta kil] the daughter 

at birth. In the state of mind of Mehrab, Rudabeh 1S a 

commodity which could be kept if need be, or done away 

wi th if desired. Not only did the father have the cho~ce 

to kill Rudabeh as a girl at her bl.rth, but aiso he kept 

such an attitude for many years ta come. In fact, the only 

persans whase lives are directly threatened in the world 

of the stary are Sindukht and Rudabeh, the mother and the 

daughter who cauld lose thelr lives at Mehrab 1 s Wl.Il. 

Further when Manuchihr, the Shah of Iran, eventually 

attacks Mehrab' s kingdom in order te prevent the 

pessibili ty of a union between the persian hero, Zal, and 

the descendants of the evil Zahhak, it is the lives of 

Rudabeh and her mother Slndukht which are threatened. 

Mehrab kno~s that his forces are no match for the might of 

Iran; so ta solve the dilemma, he decides ta kill Ruaabeh, 

who is the source of the problems. ln his state of mind 

he consl.ders it his right to discard the mother and the 

daughter as two dangerous objects. 

judgment when he addresses his wife: 

d 1/...1. 01:- .. ..J., 

1.'.-I.f~fS Lf'J~ 

.'./ r 

He easily passes 

l will drag you and that unworthy 
daughter, and bitterly kill you in 
public. 

Rudabeh 1 s position and role in the social structure 
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of the epic are highly limi ted. These limitations can be 

examined by a t least two methodolog ical approaches: one 

that examines the many things Rudabeh 15 not, and a host 

of "why questions Il pertaining to why 'she is not what she 

could have been and the reasons why she is denied societal 

opportuni ties and posi tlons which she could readily and 

responsibly assume; in this case, the Shahnameh reader 

might wonder why Rudabeh, rather than Zal, should not be 

called upon ln crucial episodes to contnbute to the 

solution of destructive conflicts. The other theoretical 

posi tion tocuses on wha t the character really is in the 

text of the epic, rather than what she is not. In this 

theoretlcal conflict we are now deallng with a problem 

which 15 still being debated ln feminist and non-femlnist 

Il terary cr 1 ticism: namely, the deconstructi ve-feminist 

attempt to rnake the silences speak, and the counter 

argument against this approach, that the cri tic must 

provide an analysls of the work of art as it really is, 

rather than what it is not, or what the critic wants jt to 

have been. "Franco-feminist cri ticisrn, Il for example, "is 

1 

to listen • otherWlse', to read between the lines for 
1 

l' desires or states of mind that cannet be articulated in 

the social arena and the languages of phallocentrisme Such 

a ~ethod is sometimes llkened te a psychoanalyst's 

attention to the gaps ... " (Jones 99); to put it 

differently, the critic should be keen on "listening and 
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watching in art and literature," Adrienne R1Ch explains, 

"for the silences, the absences, the unspoken, the encoded 

jwhich the cri tic must decodej --for there we wül f ind 

the true knowledge of wamen" (245). Wi th regard to th.ls 

kind of attempt ta make silences speak, to f.lll in the 

blank pages, omfi.ssions, and gaps, Greene and Kahn 

elaborate that "In this, feminist cr.l ticism is allied wi th 

the deconstructive criticism advocated by Barthes and 

t-1acherey •.. " (22). In our analysis of Rudabeh 1 s liml ted 

roles we will try to focus only on the roles that eXlst in 

the text of the epic, rather than those ~hich do not since 

the present study is mainly centered around textual 

analys.ls and cultural discourse, rather than 

socio-political discourse, economic, and cla~s 

d.lstinctlons. 

As a woman character, therefore, Rudclueh 1 5 

exceptional traits and potentiality for growth ln the 

structure 0If the story will, in the end, only lead her to 

a number of disappointin'j roles, upon the completlon of 

which she will be cast aside. The functions may in 

themselves be nOble; yet, for a human character to be used 

as a means to an end, as a mere tool, and then cast aside 

as a character is nct the noblest candi tion l.n the socicd 

structure of the epic. Rudabeh is t 3sically a means for 

the birth of the future hero, Rustam. Her main function 

is to go through the unbearable pain of carryiny and 
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gl.ving birth ta an exceptional boy. The pain and 

suffering of Rudabeh is elaborated in these persian lines: 

. ; 1;. ;:....-o.Y'T " \ 1.. J: 1· Ls ;.J!,(.L U>..( ",1 '-l"~ -...J \. "-' 

.JI ." 
1 (\,o tJ ,~(', v V . 

Norma Goodrich' s summary of this episode explains 

that "The Creator has not made him ll.ke ordinary mortals. 

He is an elephant for size and a lion for courage" (128). 

Hudabeh endures the pains of carrying this unusual baby. 

'1'0 yi ve blrth te this unusual baby will not, of course, be 

a natural process. Even if i t were a na tural process, 

the task would not be less dif fieul t than the herol.c 

performance of Zal or the other heroes. r'1edea, the 

central character of Euripides Play Medea, addresses this 

lssue. She says, " what they Imenl say of us is that we 

have a peaceful tl.me living at home, while they do the 

f ightlng in war. How wrong they are! l would very much 

rùther stand three times in the front of battle than bear 

one ehl1d (Lines 246-49). Medea was complal.ning about the 

pains of ordinary delivery. Rudabeh lS pushed to the 

limits of this painful experlence in order that the hero 

could be consl.dered exceptional. They cut Rudabeh's side 

to take the huge baby out by cesarean. P.B. Vachha 

summarizes the delivery of the baby in this fashl.on: 

His /Rostam'sl Slze is 50 great 
that his birth is attended with 
utm05t dl.fflculty, and Rudabeh is 
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The 

safely delivered of thlS miyhty 
baby only after the caesarean 
operatlon. She falnts away through 
the palns of labor, and Zal ln hlS 
distress seeks help f rom the 
Slmurgh. Th3t 'wlse bl.rd ylves them 
hope and gUldance; and under hlS 
dlr~ctlon the operatl.on lS 
pe~formed and the herolc Chl1d 
safely dellvered. (146) 

operatlon lS successful, but Rudabeh will 

remember the pain of carrying thlS baby: 

" . 

l>1ahmood K. Moghaddam elaborates on the PerSlan Ilne thùt 

"when Rudabeh regain::; consciousness after giving birth, 

sne cries out 'Rastaml' which means l am relieved trom the 

pain, and 50 they calI the baby Rustam" (21 ) . 

After the painfui delivery, Rudabeh assume~ the 

functlon of nurturlng the boy, a process after WhlCh 

Rudaben' s role .... i Il dl.mlnish ln the epic. She meet~ the 

Challenge of the physical nurturlng of thlS ever-hun'jry 

bOy. Apart fro:n her own care, she wl11 need the help ot 

ten women to feed thlS baby. 

Expectation from Rudabeh naturally goes beyond her 

duties ta help Rustam grow. The value system of the epic 

demands that a great man should be born from a noble 

mother. 
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When he is born 
mother, he will 
fruitful tree. 

from a noble 
grow like a 

ln order for Rudab€'h to tulfill her duties as a 

worthy mother for such a hero, she has to have strength of 

character, courage, wisdom, and a host of other good 

qualities. The world of the epic generously offers her 

these qualities, 50 that she can perform her maJor dut Y in 

the epic. These are positive qualltles, but after 5he i5 

used for the purpose, 5he 15 f Inlshed as a character in 

the eplC. While male characters, such as Zal, will remaln 

actlve and dynamlc w~thin the social structure of the epic 

(the reader notes that we mean the social structure wlthin 

the literary work of art, rather than the 50cio-politj 'al 

conditions outslde the work which may have influenced it) 

and wiLl participate ln crucial events which follow, 

Rudabeh is cast aside only to be brought back t\'Wo more 

times in the later sectIons of the epic. She wJ..ll be 

brought back for the task of lamentatlon at the funeral of 

Sohrab (her grandson) and Rustam (her own son). 

'l'his is the extent to which the potentiali ty of aIl 

her positive strengths is utilized. She will do nothing 

else. Her dynamism, fearlessness, Insight, courage, 

wisdom, integrity of character will aIl remain idle within 

the sDcial structure of the epic. The only expectation 

f rom her will be her readiness to die from the grief of 

her son's death. Culturally, this is a value system which 
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the tradition endorsed, the poet elaborated, and for which 

the readers praised Rudabeh for centurles. 

Tahmineh suffers from the same problem which we 

encountered in Rudabeh. Obvious privileges for the maJor 

the one hand, and severe female character on 

l imi ta t i.ons on the other, confront the contradictory 

cri tic with the 

opposl.ng torces. 

difficult task of reconcl1iny the 

1he dichotomy of these opposlng forcc& 

were examlned in the prevlous story; t'lere the prOblE.\IH 15 

more serious and fla'As in the treatment of the maJor 

female character more obvious. Havln~ already dlscussed 

the posi tive aspects of 'l'ahmlneh 1 s character ana the 

extraordinary richness attributed to lt, we no'A turn our 

attention to 'Iahmineh 1 s role ln the social structure of 

the story. 

Tahmlneh l s limitatlons are in fact multldlmenslon~l. 

'l'ahmineh is a [emale character in a worla whlch lb 

dOffilnated by male ~haracters, a world ln WhlCh the temdlc 

characters are not given a chance to contribute to the 

outcome of events. ln this story, the world 15 

dominated by men who draw the outlines of events, make 

crucial decisions, act accordingly and execute thelr 

plans. In this world Tahmineh is married te Rustam, 

glves birth to a son and devotes her life te ralsing him. 

Rustam stays with her onl~ the first nlght durlng which 
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tune their marriage is consummated. The next morning he 

leaves to meet his own goals and performs his own heroic 

duties ~n other episodes of the epic. He never cornes 

back to Samangan and never v isi ts wi th T ahmineh, while on 

the contrary, Tahmineh always has deep desir~s for 

Rustam, and she wishes to be wi th him. But she has no 

control over Rustam's return. Tahmineh is, therefore, a 

woman who s leeps wi th her husband for one night and has 

to tolerate ~ndefInlte separat~on from the only man of 

her lite while remaln~ng fa~thful to him. Meantima, she 

~s responsible for bearing the ch~ld and raising h~m. A 

hInt for ~ahmlneh's discontent cornes in a couplet toward 

the end of the story when she says: 

./; (1· ~ -' >- .. j ; 

\'\ - 0: '( ~'i Ji (. )-:::. 

My eyes were f ixed to the road, 
wisr.lng that 1 would hear from /my/ 
son and Rustam. 

f'.loreover, despite her loneliness and single-handed 

support for Sohrab, she ends witn Sohrab's threat for her 

very life. Tahmineh had withheld the identity of 

Sohrab's father aIl years long because she feared that 

Rustam '5 enemles would destroy the son because of their 

hatred of the fa ther. Wh en Sohrab specifically asks 

about his father, Tahmineh still refuses to reveal the 

father' s identlty, but she is shaken and scared when 

Sohrab threatens to kill her. The eplsode is guite rich. 
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On the one hand the reader has sympathy for Sohrab' s 

demand, but on the other hand, the analysis of a male 

character' s gain at the expense of a femaie character i5 

25 the "fem~nist point of departure." 

The feminist èJ0.i.nt of departure demands that we pay 

attention to the humiliation and setback whieh 'l'ahmineh 

suffers and specifie conditions in male-female character 

relationship. Indeed, in the mother-son relatl.onship in 

thl.s episode an irony oecurs. As a mother, 'l'ahrnineh hus 

given Sohrab his life, but in a male dominated society 

the boy gives hl.mself the right to kill 1'ahmlneh for 

informa tion wi thheld trom him. Of course thlS 

cdtastrophe does not happen, but the pOlnt 15 that 

Tahmineh .1.S living on the edge of such a calamlty ana 

that the threat is boldly 

_/ .1/ 

/:>ç.:/ if r J'- ? (- J r? 

01;../ ;,) .. ;'/ / j- ('-" 

made in the story. , ../ /. 
~ ~/~):J ~ (1 

Shouid frlend o~ foe dernand my father's name, 
Let not my silence testify my shame! 
If still coneealed, your father, still delay, 
A mother 1 5 blood shall wash the crime away. 
(Atkinson 354) 

Having in mind the standpoint of an "androgynous 

vision" in the "feminist point of departure", which, 

nonetheless, ean àisturb the complacent reader of the 

epic, and despite the radical position of 

"woman-eentered, 9ynocentr ie feminism" , sueh as 

- 100 -



Showalter' 5 opinion which labels this approach a mere 

"feminist critique" rather than "feminist criticism" and 

which iA her opinion only redresses a . 26 grl.evance, we 

will try to examine the male-female char acter 

relationship with regard to the process of gain and 105s 

respectively for men and women in the world of the epic 

story. Since" Rustam and Sohrab" is ba5ically a tragic 

story 1 we will examine the process of male gain at the 

expen5e of female 1055 (the central attentl.on in 

androgynous femlnist pOl.nt of departure), within the 

context of a theoret1cal dichotomy in reyara to tragedy 

and pathos--tragic gain a5signed to men and pathetic 105S 

to women. 

Aristotle's famous definition of Tragedy in the 

Poetics is as folloW5: 

Tragedy then is a process of 
lmitating an action which has 
seriou5 implications 1 is complete, 
and p05sesses magnl tude; by means 
of language wnlch has been maoe 
sensuousl y a ttractl ve 1 wi th each 
of l ts var1eties found separately 
1n the parts; enacted by the 
per~ons themselves and not 
presented through narrative; 
through r.t course of pit Y and tear 
completln~ the purification 
/catharsl.s/ of trdgic acts which 
have those emot10nal 
character1stics. 
(Trans. G.F. Else 25). 

In the above defl.nl.t10n the most significant terms for 

our purpose are pi ty 1 fear, and catharsis. These terms 
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1 , 
! 
! 

1 

1 
~ 

" 

are highly problematic as scholars do not fully agree 

with interpretations as to what exactly Aristotle meant 

by them. Concerning pit Y and fear Else explains in his 

introduction to the Poet~cs that: 

. Plato had seen them /pity and fear/ 
as negatlve and menacing, an 
enc"uragement to lndulgence in our 
natural passlons. What Aristotle 
thinks about them is not entirely 
clear in the extant portion of the 
Poetlcs, but 50 much is clear that 
he considers them both natural and 
desirable emotlonal tendencies. (6) 

Concerning Catharsis, the problem lS more 

complicated as Else explains that it is "based somehow on 

pit Y and fear, but \\hose relationship to 'Catharsis 1 is 

left wholly obscure. 1'he most that can be sald wlth 

confidence ••• is that 'Catharsis' belongs ln sorne way to 

Aristotle's defense of the emotional side of poetry 

agalnst P Lato" (6) • Elaboratlng on Catharsis, hl se 

continues that "the arouslng of pit Y and fear .•• can be 

made beneficial rather than hurtful. ln any cùse--and 

perhaps this is the most important thing in the 10n<) 

run--it is clear that Arlstotle accepts, and lnsists on, 

an ernotional as weIl as an intellectual side of poetry" 

(6-7) • 

What we are trying te establish through these 

quotations is that the ul timate outcome of a tragic act 

is gain rather than 10ss. This point is clear in 

Aristotle' s six elements of tragedy (plot, character, 
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thought, diction, melody, and spectacle). Concernlng 

plot , Aristotle reguires that the elements of both pit Y 

and fear should be involved; moreover, there should be a 

shift from good fortune to bad fortune, which he calls 

peripety. Aristotle adds yet another component to the 

plot which he calls "anagnorisis" meaning recognltion. 

"And recognition," Aristotle adds, "is, as indeed the 

name indicates, a shi ft from ignorance to awareness" 

(Arlstotle 36). This element con tains an lntellectual 

gain which contributes to a movement in a posltlve 

direction despite suffering and loss. Aristotle adds: 

These then are two elements of 
pJ ot: per ipety and recognition; 
third is the ~~. Of these, 
per ipety and recognition h, 've been 
dlsCUssedj a ~thos lS a 
destructive or palnful act, such as 
deaths on stage, paroxysms of pain, 
woundings, ana aIl that sort of 
thing. (37) 

Aristotle's deflnltion of tragedy, therefore, 

contains the tnree elements of peripety, recognition, and 

pathos. In this formula tragedy contains not only pain 

and suffering, but also a gain through the act of 

tragedy. Pathos, nevertheless, by itself is an element 

of 1055 and pain. 

In our analysis of Tahmineh 1 s character we will 

explain that whereas both Sohrab and Rustam are involved 

wi th both aspects of tragic loss and gain, Tahmineh' s 

share is only pathos in the above sense. Before we deal 
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with this aspect we will refer to a medernist theorist 

of tragedy, Arthur Miller ,who clearly distinguishes 

between pathos and tragedy in his "Tragedy and the Commen 

Man." 

The possibility of victory must be 
there in tragedy. ~here pathos 
rules, where pathos is finally 
derived, a character has fought a 
battle he could not posslbly have 
won. The pathet~c is achleved ~hen 
the protagonist ~S, by Vl.rtue of 
hl.S Wl tlessness, hlS lnsens~ tlV ~ ty 
or the very alr he gives off, 
incapable of grappling with a much 
superlor force. 
(ln B.~. Dukore, Dramatlc Theory ..• 
896) • 

As tragic heroes, Sohrab and Rustam enJoy certain 

privileges which include freedom of choice, independent 

decision making, heroic actions, experienclng tra~~c 

moment of recogni tlon, and the possibility of growth and 

character development. 

The crux cf the story of "Rustam and Sohrab" 

revolves around an experience between the Eather anà the 

son. Sohrab makes a decision te find his father, and he 

aiso makes a decision as te how he wil.l find him. He 

decides that he will attack the force ot Kavus, the 

foolish king of Persia, and decides that his father should 

become the king of Persia instead. 
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Kaus himself, hurled from his ivory throne, 
Shall yield to Rustam the Imperial Crown. 
(Atkinson 355) 

Sohrab's first task is to find his father. Sohrab 

anticipa tes that the best place where he might see his 

tather ~s on the battlefield. Finally the y meet in 

single combat while the process of recognizing each other 

fails. Every shred of evidence indicates to Sohrab that 

the warrier who has responded to his challenge is none 

other than his own father, but Rustam denies his identity 

and flerce battl~ will soon begin. 

Rustam has his own problems. Facing the young 

warr ier, Rustam, now in his old age, ia frightened. ln 

order te save his fame and pride he decides that he will 

f ight the young hero as an unknown soldier. At the 

height of the battle, when Rustam sees that he is no 

match for the young warrior, he allows himself to 

de~enerate into a lesser hero and tricks the bOy, 

unheroiC'ally. The scene is set for an important tragic 

experience ln the story. Rustam will experl.ence his 

moment of recognition when he understands that the young 

man he has stabbed to death i5 none ether than his own 

son, but further Rustam now has te face the consequences 

of his flawed )udgment and hast y action. Rustam's 

erroneous thinking, his faul ty decision, and his wrong 

action (although it is for the high goal of saving his 

country, hlS soldiers, and his own life) rnake Rustam a o 
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suitable candidate for a traditional tragic hero. 

'l'radi tional theor ies of tragedy also tell us tha t 

apart from the element of flaw in the make up of the 

tragic hero, the main characters usually have an 

opportunity ta grow into more well-rounded presons. This 

growth normally arises directly from the experience of 

tragic waste. 

'l'he notion of growth and tragic gain in the story ot 

Sohrab 1S multid~mensional. First of all Sohrab's tra~1c 

death contributes ta the establishment of peace between 

the two feuding armies. Moreover, the theme of the 

apparently untimely death of Sohr ab 15 used in the story 

50 that the poet can enhance his philosoph1cal 

interpretat~on of the nature of death, and advocate that 

death is liKe fire which burns indiscrirninatley. 'l'he 

poet begins the story with this scheme: 

, . '-

v . ...,-<' Iv. ,--Y \" :: ..c-. 
Death is like a [ire in the woods. 
When there is a fire, there w1l1 be 
no distinction between a sapliny 
and an old tree. 

ln 5 um, the process of the two heroes 1 exper ience, 

their actions, and their fate are directly related to the 

intellectual thernes and the tragic gains of the story. 

While the father and the son perform as fully dynamic 
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characters, they are placed in the midst of the currents 

of events in the story. 

The image of Sohrab and Rustam as the heroes of the 

story is innately different from the image of Tahmineh, 

who is the maJor female character in the story. To make 

the distinctl0n clearer, we quote again from Arthur 

Miller whose explanation of tragic heroes fits the male 

characters and that of pathos te Tahmineh. 

"'1'rayedy and the Common Man" Mliler says: 

As a general rule, to which there 
may bc exceptlons unknown to me, l 
think the traglc feeling lS evoked 
in us when we are ln the presence 
of a chdracter who lS ready to lay 
down hlS llfe, If need be, to 
secure one thlng--hls sense of 
personal dlgnity. FrOill Orestes to 
Hamlet, Medea to Maçbeth, the 
underlylng struggle is that of the 
inolvldual attemptlng to gaIn hlS 
"rlghtful" posItIon ln hlS Soclety. 
(ln Dukore, Dramatic Theory .•. 894) 

In the 

whereas thlS definltlon, as well as Aristotle's 

dctinition, applies to the male characters in this story, 

the image ot lahmineh as a maJor female character is, to 

borro" Miller's terms, a character "incapable of 

grappling with a much superior force" in the story. 

Tahmineh's insight, wisdom, her sense of dangerous 

situation, and precautions will not influence the outceme 

of events. 'l'he image of Tahmineh is a woman who has 

gathered in her own personal traits aIl that can be 

admired; nevertheless, the scope of her social capaci ty 
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in the story is highly liml. ted. Ironically, however, 

when aIl has happened, when the damage is done, when 

Sohrab is killed, and when it is already too late for her 

to do anything whatsoever 1 she is thrown back into the 

story to perform the task of lamentation, to suffer 

uselessly, and to grieve herself to death. This was what 

the poet, and the readers alike, wanted in Tahmineh, and 

cri tics praised her for it. 

10 artlculate the degree of Tahmineh's innocent 

suffering and the intensity of pathos on her sl.de, we 

should remind ourselves that towards the end of the story 

Tahmineh is suddenly informed that her son is stabbed to 

death by Rustam. This part of the s.tcry is extremely 

powerful in creating the feeling of pit Y for the mother. 

Her painful experience at that moment is twofold; not 

only does she hear that her onl y son is dead, but dlso 

the fact that her own beloved Rustam has 19norantly 

killed her sohrab. We quote the moving description of 

'l'ahmineh' 5 experience from Vachna 1 5 translatl.on ot the 

episode in the story: 

She /'l'ahmineh/ cried oh my Ilfe! 
Where art thou now weltering in mud 
and blood? Wha t did l knmv tha t 
this tell tld1.ngs that Rustam 
ripped open thy h('art ... 1. th hlS 
dagger would ever come to me! Dld 
he nct feel p1.ty for that sweet 
face of th1.ne, thy form and f 1.gure 
and arms? How fondly l hac reared 
thy body during brlght days and 
dreary nl.ghts! Now lt is aIl 
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steepeà in blood and covered by the 
shroud. ~hom shall l now take into 
my arms? Who will be my comfor~ in 
gr~ef and paIn? Whom shal~ l calI 
to me ~n thy stead? To who~ can 1 
tell aIl this paIn and angu~sh of 
my heart? Alas and alas, oh my 
body and soul, Ilght and life! 
thus lying now in the dust from thy 
palace and garden! Oh my martIal 
boy! • . . . 01 ( 168 ) 

The passage lS Indeed rnoving. Caught in a situation 

completely out of her control and a vict~m of events 

WhlCh have happened due to the foolish actions of other 

people, 'l'ahmlneh 15 left 1N1th nothing other than the 

feelIng of absolute helples5ness. Her sufferin~, her 

sorrow, her loneliness, and her sense of 10ss, will aIl 

intensif y their effect on Tahmineh and will crush her 

character into slow death within a year of Sohrab's 

death. 

J// 
)) ......... ' ,t'/ . . /'..... ~:~ 

ùay after day she thus indulged her grief, 
~iyht after night, disdaining aIl relief; 
At length lNorn out from earthly anguish riven, 
the mother's spirIt joined her child in Heaven. 
(AtkInson 412) 

ln tact l'ahmlneh is not alone in perforrning this 

task at Sohrab's death. As grandmother, Rudabeh too lS 

brought bacK Into the story to perform a similar task of 

lamentation, and appeals to the reader's emotions only to 

enhance the experlence of pathos. 

Rudabeh and Tahmineh face similar fates in the1r cwn 
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lives. Much as Tahmineh dies out of the grlef caused by 

Sohrab's death, Rudabeh will lose her sanlty and accept 

death when her o~n son, Rustam's Ilfe cornes to ltS end ln 

later episodes. Both mothers crumble under the burden 

of thelr sons' deaths. Their sons live their lives to 

tpeir full heroic capacity and then die. These two 

women, des pi te their indi vidual capaci ty and potentlal 

strength, are kept in the periphery to represent 

weakness, mlsery, sorro~, and waste. The strenyth 01 

their individuality and the limitations of thelr soclai 

function in the story seem contradictory, but that is the 

way it is with female characters in the epic. 

'l'ahmineh's character is without doubt 

multl-dimensional. In our opinion two ma Jor dlmens l.ons 

are dominant in her character: tirst is her Indlvldu~l 

and private traits, and second is her public llfe, soclul 

roles, and responsibill ties. Within the former aspect 

she has gathered ln herself the classlcai ideals of--ln 

Matthew Arnold's words--"sweetness ana Il':lht" (Arnola 

Selected Prose, 213). After aIl, she is the daughter of a 

king, the wife of the central hero of epic, and the 

mother of yet another hero who surpasses the former one. 

Nevertheless, within the total world of the story, a 

world dominated by heroes such as Sohrab and Rustam, 

serious limitations and setbacks are imposed on Tahmineh. 

Here she lS forced into a subservient position in which 
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( she becomes irrelevant in the shaping of major events in 

the story--a woman of personal " sweetness and light", a 

woman who possesses beauty, prowess, wisdom, courage, 

independent will, autonomous character; fearlessness, and 

confidence, ends with weakness, misery, sorrow, and 

waste. ln consequence, she is forced into the position 

of a character in passive pathos rather than one in 

acti ve tragedy. 

LXlsting works of criticism on Tahmineh are sharply 

divided. 'rhey are full of praise in every imaginable 

respect, or they are full of condemnation from the 

be9inning to the end. The best example of the former i5 

lslamî-Nudûshan's maJor work t / .l'. o ·'...1..c.......>/1 0.)'1 ( l'he 

( Lite and Death of Heroes) (124-26). At the opposite 

extreme, we have Rizâ Barahini, for example, who tota11y 

ignores 'l'ahmineh 1 s positive attributes prevalent in the 

text of the epic and reduces her to d petty character, in 

tact even 1ess than a character when he says ln his book 

J>, é>I-_(Masculln 1I1story) that "AlI in aIl Tahmincn 

is a creature behind the scenes, and truly she is used as 

an obJect sa that the masculine history of Iran i5 

established" ( 127) • The coherence of Tahmineh's 

character, despite opposing e1ements in her makeup, 

however, communicates to the reader more views than 

ei ther of tne above extreme positions and their one 

dlmensional interpretdtions may offer. 

r 
- III -



Katayun has her own independent l.dentitYi 

nonetheless, she, too, in a broad sense falls ~nto the 

category of paradoxes from which the women of ~ 

Shahnameh have suffered. She is another example of a 

dynamic, worthy woman who, once again, will be forced 

not only 1.nto a secondary, subservient role, but also 

she will not be taken seriously and wl.ll eventually be 

wasted despite her considerable abilities. We 

encoüntered thl.s pattern in the characterizat~on ot 

Rudabeh and Tahminehi in this story the opposed 

components of the paradigm are intertwined even more 

closely. \\e will provide only brlef explanations ln 

regard to the paradoxical situation. 

Among several positive characteristlcs the 

independence of her character 1.S evident 1.n the first 

episode when she insists on her right to choose her own 

husband rather than selectlng from amony those whom her 

father has invited. One must note here tha t the 

society in which Katayun lives accords her the rL~ht to 

choose her own husband, i.e. the socl.ety is not 

repressive to the extent that it prov~des for certaln 

autonomYi nevertheless, she is paradoxically threatened 

for her very life when her choice differs from her 

father's preference. The paradoxical sItuation i5 

evident in this episode. 
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(/.) -'.l! ( ... VU..l{ 
./ ..-/,.., 

>::.I../.-,'..l IJ" 1/",,(' 

Heaven for fend that rny daughter 
should, com~ng from beyond the 
veil, bring dishonour on her b~rth. 
Were 1 to yield her to h~m, my head 
would descend w~th shame lnto the 
dust. It were better that her head 
and the head of the man she has 
chosen be cut off here ln the 
palace. (Levy 187) 

As we notlced ln the synopsis Katayun is saved but she 

wlll have to face the consequences of her decision. 

She is, nevertheless, ready to live a modest life ~n 

sharp contrast to the comfort and glitter of lite in 

the court. vJhen Gushtasp, her future husband, 

speclfically asks her why she is giving up the wealth 

and comfort of the court for her choice of a poor man 

11ke him and a difficu1t life ahead, Katayun answers: 

- ? 1- r, .....:..-•• L !J ......-J? 

why should we worry about the crown 
and the throne when you and l can 
live a happy l~fe. 

Clear1y, the richness of her character allows her 

to prefer the richness of a happiness which two people 

can build together to the external wealth prevalent in 

her father' s rich palace. This part of the story may 

rernind the reader of nurnerous romances employing the 

same theme, such as Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra 
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in which Antony gives up the highest ranking military 

position of the Roman Empire and leaves behind aIl the 

wealth and prestige which he has earned, only to bUlld 

an inwardly rich life wi th the person he loves. In 

this respect Katayun represents ri ch values, but aiso 

she is an active woman who is very ready to seek remedy 

for tangible problems in practical life, thus combining 

esoteric and exoteric qualities in her character. 

/' ,/ 
>:'f J L!' ,( L- ,.,\l..~ 

4-.f./' 01( 0\..>\...:... J ~.iJ' ",vI S'0L- U'JI 

a-~>~?~ Sne chose a gem from among her 
,'./j - u jewels, a gem no eye had seen 

beforei the exchange helped them 
live happily as weIl as in tears. 

She remains a loyal wife to Gushtasp aIl the whl1e 

he lives with her in Rome or in his absence when he 15 

summoned to war in later days. When GU5htasp finally 

wears the crown of Persia after his campalgn against 

the forces of his own country, he sends a message back 

to Rome asking the Caesar: 

/' / 
...:..->w -1) r.f.-.7 >,..,> ...,,1 j /'L./ 'L. >! ..J, ,.L. \ ...:-.r.J J, 

./ 
M'V lf- f r lof )' ~..,,\.-

Send to us she who chose us and 
suffered to a great extent. 

The first phase of Katayun' s life cornes to an end in 

this fashion. 

whereas the source of Katayun's prob1em in Part l 

lay in her choice of Gushtasp as husband, Part Il of 
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her life is filled with more immense problems that stem 

from her son's ambitions and her husband's greed. 

These problems will destroy the otherwise joyous 

moments of her life. As a victim of unfolding events, 

directly caused by her son and her husband, she will 

react hel plessly and to no avail, ending up wi th a 

miserable life and constantly lamenting for a lost son. 

A fully dynamic character will be molded into a 

lamentlng, passive one as the story closes. 

Esfandiyar informs Katayun of his intention to 

request the crown from his father. ln response Katayun 

says: 

./ .Y. ,,~ J:. ~ Y? ~ ut ,// /. .>;~t:: ull ~,~ 

(!I1·<0)} J.'c..:.f/. U/}) jl - , 

/.::Y ..-( .. ( .-;\ ,- .J-.:..J .J.) L5'" 1 ) ~ 

~ ,. ....... plJ .,::Y - ' . Cr·· '-' .... ~ v~j~ 

"~.IIJI ..... 0L.. Jo -' C~" 
./ .J1../. .., ~ > .. 1> C 1,~ u! 

~;!f~ 6t~ .)-,,~I~~ 
, .~/ - ~ 

\...:.H..:~ of j) y h "? 

My much afflicted son, what does a 
noble heart demand? You have 
everything--treasure, command and 
power of decision--which concerns 
the army. Seek for nothing 
further. Your father has the 
crown, my son, but you have aIl the 
troops, and the lands and country. 
\-;ha t lS better than a f ierce male 
lion standing in his father 1 s 
presence and girL for service? 
When he passes away, crown and 
throne will be yours; his 
greatness, maJesty and good fortune 
will cOlne to you. (Levy 194) 
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.. ' Esfandiyar's reaction to the mother's insight and 

endless care cornes in an insult when he says: 

./ L" ./ û~ y.;!:- d'-l~?. t / J " \,. ,,/ 
J :.If J / ~1I; Lr.'..1 

1 • .#",/ 
l:J; U.; ü; u:':.1/,J 

The wise axiom which told one never 
to utter secrets before women, hl.t 
the mark truly. Once you have 
spoken a word to her, you will find 
i t in the street. In no mët tter 
ought you to listen to a woman' s 
behest, for you wl.ll never find 
council to be Wl.se. (Levy 195) 

Katayun is caught in the m1dst of the greatest 

events that mark the end of heroic section in the epic. 

She is a wornan who knows from the beginning the nature 

of the actions of all three powerful men of the story. 

Gushtasp is ready to sacrifice a son to save his crown. 

E.sfandiyar, the young and ambitious son, is blind to 

the l.ntentions of the greedy father, anâ allows hl.s 

arnbitl.ons to carry him a~ay to the extent that he dares 

to cnallenge Rustam. Katayun also knows that Rustdm l.S 

a proud warrior who has lived through tierce battles; 

his lite is filled with honor and pride and he 1S a 

hero who will not let a lifelong reputation be 

destroyed. She knows that Rustam's career cannot come 

to an end by being dragged through the streets of his 

city in chains. She uses aIl her skill to make the boy 

open his eyes and become aware of this: she enumerates 
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c Rustam 15 heroic victories in wars and his defeats of 

the White Dev il, the Shah of Hamavaran, the brave 

Sohrab, and all those who were held responsible for the 

death of Siyavushi she mentions the streams of blood 

that Rustam draws from his enemies when his fury 

arises. These Persian lines paraphrase her point • 

œU"..l~":",j.J ,>.JIJU;"./ 
~ ~ 

. 1.. .; L /' J 
~ U"'l-"'"' ~. ~ t.J' y 

. ..// ~ 
~,,~ jJ ('.JJ ~; ~ ~> ~I/;; >';>; 

--: .... 

./ eV 
~ .1 L.r,I v~ ~-/'~ 

. / 
..::....;:.~ " 1.:,.\' • L ter .. L. ü Cp 

,.-' 1 _ .• \.JI'.-/ . 
,"":""",I~} ...... .>~ I.....r. >_~ 0;; 

( 
\1S; Vi ~-"" ~ 

Katayun further advises Esfandiyar to distance 

himself from unnecessary bloodshed while she curses all 

murders and bloodshed that take place over the 

possession of a crown. l'he Persian line indicates the 

point: 
" 

.> l, li J [-;- .J / :.~ , ~ .yJ.' 

\ $ r u:: '('(v J .f ~.,. ~ 

At this stage Katayun is one of the most mature 

characters of the epic who ref lects the ~ntellectual 

content of the story. She i s the one who can see 

thro'Jgh the vanity of the crown which symbolizes this 

\\0 or Idliness, especially when one has ta sacrifice true 

inward happiness and the peace of his life in order ta 
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gain i t. But also she advises the young prlnce qui te 

pragmatically that he does not· have to endanger his 

life for the crown, since his father is an old man and 

he a young prince who will wear the crown one day: 

\..5"; /; I;.J U> /. ..9 

./ \ ; r cJ':. ~tV d .f ~. )..-

Moreover, she appeals to Esfandiyar's emotions when she 

reminds him of the sad days of a mother who will lose a 

son: 

./ 
\'j'V t.["'\A df--!-)...... 

At this stage Katayun' s statements not only lndicélte 

her helplessness in savlng her son, but also they 

foreshadow the intensity of her own future grief. 

Because Katayun is a woman, her superlor insiyht 

is paradoxically looked down upon, her endeavor in the 

social structure of the story is dl.smissed, and her 

actl ve strul::lgle in preventlng catastrophe and 

contributing to social growth not taken serlously. 

Removed from the center-stage of the story Katayun will 

be pushed to the periphery only ta be brought back to 

pet:'form the task of lamentation at E.sfandlyar'::, death. 

Caught in his own ways Rustam will shoot the double 

pointed "arrow into E.sfandiyar's both eyes. 
o 

Rustam saves 

his own honor as a warrior, but the death of E.sfandiyar 

- 118 -



( 

( 

will mark the end of Rustarn 1 s own career. 

a short life filled with hardship and 

darnnat~on in the hereafter. 

He will live 

will face 

Katayun will lament the death of the young 

warrior, while soon afterwards, in the unfolding events 

of the epic, Rudabeh will be brought back to lament for 

the sad end of the life of her son Rustarn. The entire 

legendary section of 'rhe Shahnameh ends wi th two 

mothers lamen ting the wasteful death of two sons. 

Katayun is presented as an active, involved 

charater not only in her personal affairs but also ~n 

her involvernent with the thematic and intellectual 

dimensions of the story. From the la tter point of 

view, indeed Katayun leads other major chardcters such 

as Gushtasp or Esfandiyar in the process of unraveling 

the philosophical and moral contents of the story. 

According to the value system of the epic, the 

most degrading and destructive element in human 

character is the term i((AZ), which means excessive 

expectations. Anyqody who allows this demonic element 

to carry him away, he will be punished for it. Katayun 

is a mature character who is invol ved wi th the 

philosophica l core of the story. She is a fully 

developed character who has the capacity of addressing 

central issues in the story and in this respect, she 

goes beyond other female personali ties in the epic. 
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Yet, in her relations wi th male characters and in the 

world of the epic in which she is a major f1~ure she 

will not be taken seriously. Moreover, she herse1f 

will be the victim suffering from the consequences of 

the actions of other persons. She experiences the tate 

of Rudabeh and Tahmineh who are aIl left with one task 

to perform, which is the act of lamentation while their 

days are numberect until they soon join the dead sons in 

the hereafter. Once again \\te cannot but notlce the 

recurrence of a broad pattern in the presentation of a 

female flgure in The Shahnameh: a duality or a double 

structure which is based on a conflict of opposing 

f orees in the ma ke- up of women and leads us, once 

again, to the systematic incons1stency in temale 

characterization in tne epic. 
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CHAPTER II 

GURDAFARIO: THE NARRIOR MOMAN 

Gurdafarid is a minor character in the story of 

Il Rustam and Sohrab," a character who enters the story in 

a single episode and soon disappears; nevertheless, she 

is one of the most well-known temale characters, 1.f not 

the most famous, in the Shahnameh tradition. She is a 

h~ghly popular figure among the Shahnameh readers and in 

the traditional coffee house story telling circles. She 

is associated with several virtues, the most important of 

which are her fearlessness, prowess, and above aIl 

patriotism. 

'rhe central effect of the episode is not only to 

point out that the women of Iran are fighters-- brave and 

courageous, but aiso to 1.ndicate that the enemies of 

Iran (Ironically Sohrab in this case) had better consider 

the strength of lranian warriors when they see such 

pro .... ess and bravery in i ts women. Alsa, this episode, 

amony a number of other taals, serves te prepare the 

( 
- 121 -



,., 

stage for the battle between the two mighty men of the 

story, Sohrab 

ends when the 

highlights the 

and Rustam. ln consequence the episode 

purposes are served. The eplsode also 

notion of waste in Sohrab' s life wh en , 

ironica 1 ly as a foreigner, he falls in love with 

Gurdafarid, a love affair that is one-sided and can bear 

no frui t. 'l'he characterization of Gurdafarid i5, 

therefore, signif icant not only for 

she herself dernonstrates, but aiso 

the dynam1sm which 

for her role in 

heiping other characters to crystallize in the story. We 

begin with Gurdafarld's own individual dynamisme 

As mentioned earlier Gurdafarid is a highly popular 

and a very well-known character, endowed wi th several 

widely aàmireà gualities. She is a proud fighteri she 

has a strong sense of honor and ardour; she is ready to 

use cunnlogness against an enemy when it serves a good 

cause; and she possesses both beauty and insight. Above 

aIl, she is a fearless patriote 

Gurdafar id appears in the story immediately at ter 

Hujir is defeated by Sohrab. The moving couplets of the 

epic introduce the warrior girl as an experienced rider 

and a tested, outstanding warrior. Shê 1S 

Il.J1}...~l:)-' ... JjI~-:: ~Ji3 " (always in battles renowoed). Also, 

the reader is immediately informed that she is deeply 

disturbed at the news of Hujir 1 s fai lure, feeling shame 

for such a defeat in the hands of an enemy. The episode 
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begins with these lines: 

r'>.:r/ JO> y • if", ~ 

/J/vuJlI..:.,) L..r. >.r. ......1"; 

James Atkinson's translation is: 

When Gurd-afrid, a fearleS5 warrior-dame, 
Beard of the conf llct,:- and the hero' s shame, 
Croans heaved her breast, and tears of anger 

f lowed, 
11er tullp cheek wi th deeper crim50n glowed; 
(36 ) 

#' 
-~ I/. ,./ J ~., .' \ 14 

Dishonored, disgraced, and shameful ( ~ ",-~ y, u-- "-.-J ., 

50 disgraced she felt at Hujir' s defeat), she herself 

prepared to face the challenge of the enemy, trying to 

regain the lost honor and wipe out the disgrace 

inflicted on the warriors of the White Fortress. In sum, 

she is a proud warr ior who i5 ready to meet a formidable 

enemy' s challenge and is ready to risk her own life to 

defend a cause. The poet continues: 

./ y 
- J ~ J/ ......>./ /./. >../ 

../ ./., 
;; ~., ut 0L:-"J Y/ f.. 

dY. J./.Î -( / ~ I.:J ~> 

Ju J
)/ é/> ~~ 

/ ./ 
o./)YY ~ JJ 01.;1 

Speedful, in arms magnificent arrayed, 
A foarning palfrey bore the martial maid; 
'l'he burnished mail her tender limbs ernbraced, 
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Beneath her helm her clustering locks she placed; 
Now, 11ke a 110n, from the fort she bends, 
And 'm1dst the foe 1mpetuously descends; 
Fearless of soul, demands ~lth haughty tone, 
The bravest chief, for war-like valour kno~n, 
To try the chance of fi~ht. (Atklnson 360) 

'l'he two warr iors f ight ferociously as they greet 

each other with arrows, jav clins, and deadly blows. This 

aspect of Gurdafarid 1 s performance has attracteà rnuch 

praise by Iranian critics who seem ta be rather carried 

away in their comments about Gurdafar1d. One such 

b A R- -n- 'n h;s art1'cle IIl.>'-,>!,...-L:JL·, .. uÎ Il passage y . aza 1 1 ... 

(V,omen in Feraowsl' s Shahnameh)" indicates: 

The s~ordmanship and bravery 
of Gurdaf ar id 1 v.ho, dependlng 
on her amazlng physlCèll 
strength, faces ln combat a 
h1storlcally renowncd hero 
such as Sohrab, fl':1htlng Wl th 

and challengln~ hlm for hours. 
Guraafarl~ hâS earned an 
outstanolng position ln the 
ancient leyends of our natIon 
and she l s a source of pr ide 
for aIl the women of Iran. 
( 9 -, ) 

This is a typical comment in Ferslan cri tIcal sources. 

Such comments aside, Sohrab does not know that his 

adversary is a woman dressed as a man. when sohrab 

knocks the helmet off her head in the midst of the 

combat ana sees her long hair fall, he realizes that the 

warrior is a woman. The poet adds that Sohrab, surprised 

at the strength of the WOillen of Iran wonders about the 

prowess of Iran's renowned men. 
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"" .. ,.... R' .vù.z. '; 1 ~ l..f.l.> 1 ~ 

.>:f. .;.,/, J. ~ ' .. ~ 

But strong and fleet Sohrab arrests her speed: 
Strikes off her helm and sees--a woman's face, 
Radiant with blushes and commanding grace! 
Thus undece~ved, ln admiratIon lost, 
He crIes, "A wo:nan, from the Persian host! 
"If PerSlan dilmsels thus ln arms engage, 
"Who shall repel thelr .... arrior's fierce rage? 
(AtkInson 361) 

Deteated ln combat, Gurdafarid now tries to trick 

Sohrab wnen she offers a cunning argument combined with 

the use of her feminine charm. In her relations wi th 

Sohrab, our point is, she demonstrates considerable 

abi 1 i ty in argument and persuasion. On the one nana, 

Gurdafarid argues rationally that the morale of Sohrab's 

troops will be atfected when they find out that Sohrab 

had such a tre~endOUs dlfficulty ln combat with an 

lranian girl, and on the other, she suggests that they 

should abandon hostility and go to the fortress together, 

where both the fortress and its warrior will be his. 

The combination of prowess in battle, her scheming 

argument, and her feminine charm works on Sohrab. 

This section of the episode has been the center of 

attent~on and praise in works of criticism. Even 
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Noldeke, whose overall opinion on the Shahnameh women is 

not high, admires Gurdafarid: Ult is true, that the 

Gurd1.yeh, borrowed f rom the romance of Bahram, is an 

amazon, but at the same time a schemer; she is little 

attractive for us. More graceful is the bold and cunniny 

Gurdiferid. But •.• Il (Bogdanov trans. 88). 

z. Safa 1.nterprets Gurdafarid' s cleverness 1.n thlS 

section in a positive context when he mentions "'l'hlS 

brave woman IGurdafarldl amazed the hero ct lrclnlan 

origin /Sohrab/ with her effective use of a remedy, 

prudence, and tact" (242). Within the context ot 

posltive interpretation, we can also observe comments ln 

the story itself l.ndicating the rightness of her actlons 

within the given circumstances. Her own father ]udges: 

.f ~ Il 
-..-Â'; 0 ... ')..i ;:, / ./ 

- ../ 
15!J IS· \flAù'("~~.,.L---

You fought, charmed, 
trickedi no shame should 
there in your deeds. 

and 
be 

Havl.ny locl<ed herself and other warriors 1.n tnc 

fortress and Sohrab out, Gurdafarid despises the decelved 

Sohrab, insul ting hl.m that no despised 'l'urk should ever: 

imagine marrying an lranlan woman. In the text of the 

epic Gurdafarld demonstrates her prlde in her ethnie 

or1.gin and is praised for aIl that she did in her combat 

wi th Sohrab. Coneerning her patriotism, Safa reflects 

this aspect of the text when he says 1I1n loving Iran, 
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Gurdafarid is no less than any other heroes. She would 

not have accepted a Turk warrior even if he had no equal ll 

(242). 

The ep1sode of Gurdafarid is also signif icant in 

other ways as it foreshadows the battle of Sohrab with 

Rustam in several important respects. Rustam, too, will 

fight and be defeated by SOhrab; he too will trick Sohrab 

by falsely argU1ng that the Iranian custom demands that a 

aefea ted warr ior be 9 i ven a second chance, onl y to prove 

that no accident lS involved. 'rhe combined force of the 

aryument and the charisma of the warrior works on Sohrab, 

as he makes his fatal mistake. Moreover, Gurdafarid is a 

toreshado\\ing of Rustam, when she, qui te ear1y in the 

story suspects that Sohrab could not be a Turk as he 

clai.ns he is. In a manner foreshadowin':j Rustam 1 s 

1nsight, Gurdafarid says: 

l ' l ,. ~,I .1." j 1 U ~ --~ , 1 ~ 
- '" 

,'j \ ~ " '/\' Li' r --J~;:' 
Indeed you do not belong to the Turks; 
You cannot be but the descendent of great men. 
That torce, physic, and power such as yours, 
Have no match among aIl warriors. 

These are more or less the same words that Rustam 

utters later. Therefore, in thought and in deeds 

Gurdafarià acts heroically within the value system of the 

epic. Moreover, she foresees that Sohrab may not prove 
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to be a match to Rustam when the latter will come to sack 

Sohrab' s camp. Demonstrating wisdom and insight in 

addition to ethnie pride, prowess and fearlessness, aIL 

of which the Shahnameh tradition has endowed her, 

Gurdafarid advises Sohrab that he is too good to be 

wasted that way, and i t is in his own best interests 

that he should refrain from the pursuit of lranian 

heroes • 

....::.-i >! \..- \.:) t4 .; 1 v 
.-/ 

J û ,~~ L..r.,"'" /_0 .. 1: t/ 

••••••••.• "O'er Persia's fertile fl.elds, 
'''l'he savage Turk in valn his falchion wl.clds; 
"vJhen King Kaus thl.s bolà invasion hears, 
11 And m~ghty Rustem clad ~n arm::. appears! 
"Destructlon \·.:ide .... ~ Il glu t the sl.lppery pla~n, 
"And not one man of all thy host remain. 
"Alas! that braver y , hlg h as th1.ne, should meet, 
"Amldst such promlse, v.lth .3 sure defeat, 
"But not agI eam of hopc rema1. ns tor thee, 
Il rhy wondrous valour cannot keep thee free. 
"Avert the fate wh~ch o'er thy he ad l.mpendS, 
Il Return, return, and save thy martial friends! Il 
(Atkl.nson 364) 

Up to this point. in our analysis of Gurdafarid' s 

character we discussed her traits and positive elements 

in her make-upi however, we would like to add that while 

Gurdafarid forcefully demonstrates her patrlotism, 
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prowess, fearlessness, cleverness, charm, and insight, 

she faces, nevertheless, certain limitations. The 

pattern of paradox in the images and status of women 

repeats once aga in • One such paradoxical limitation is 

that despite her courage, strength, etc., she has to 

f ight as a man and dressed like a man. She knows that 

she would not have been taken seriously if she fought as 

a woman and as in herself she really was. The very fact 

that she disguises her female identity is a proof in this 

respect. 

Moreover, Gurdafarid knows that the male oriented 

world in which she exists desp~ses a warr~or who 

degenerates to the po~nt of f~ght~ng a wornan ~n single 

combat. 'rhis is part of the reason why her scheme 

aga1nst Sohrab works, as she convinces Sohrab that ~t is 

1n his best interest, that no one else finds out the 

truth in their combat. Sohrab is saved an embarrassment 

when he agrees to follow Gurdafarid to the White Fortres. 

~1th regard to women's limitations in the epic, the ~mage 

is once again prevalent in Gurdafarid' s episode that, 

despi te the personal guali ties and substance which the 

epic tradit10n has endowed women, they are, in the final 

analysis, not taken seriously in the societal structure 

of the world of the epic. 

he will mention one more point before we close this 

section. ~~e argued earlier that Gurdafarid is a dynamic 

r 
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character in her own right 1 but i t is also a fact that 

she is dropped out of the main story after the little 

episode cornes to a premature end. We are not told wha t 

exactly happens to her; aIl we are told in the text is 

that a group of people in the fortress left through a 

tunnel before Sohrab sacked the fort the next day. This 

is usual1y the fate which stat~c characters experience 

and are dropped out somewhere along the story never to be 

heard of again. Tne ep1sode is inviting to the cri tics 

who might want to rnàke silences speak in this story. 
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CBAPTER III 

THE NAMELESS MOTHER OF SIYAVUS8: NOMAN AS SIGN 

Discussion about Siyavush 1 5 mother is significant 

becuase it demonstrates one of those occasions in which 

the concept of woman as an individual persan is at i ts 

lowest. Similar to Rudabeh, Tahmineh, and Katayun who 

exercise their individual will in the worlà of tneir 

star ies, the nameless mother of Siyavush takes certain 

steps toward shaping her l~fe, but saon she is 

overpowered by tremendous forces that surround her and 

ends with no ego, no individuality, and remains a full 

victim of forces upon which she has no control 

whatsoever. The paradigm of a female character who 

demonstrates a~tivism at the beginning but ends with pure 

quiescence and pathos is at its peak in the Nameless 

Mother 1 s story, leaving an image in the mind of the 

reader of a person who can be possessed as property, 

used as a sex object, and at best a woman to produce a 

baby and disappear ~mmediately. 

Her story is mentioned in passing in The Shahnameh 
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and quite briefly (44 couplets only). The first glimpse 

of this narneless character occurs at the beginnJ.ng of 

"The Story of Siyavush." Two generals of the Shah of 

Iran find her in the woods, alone, scared, robbed and 

beaten. Then in a flash back she gives sorne informat1on 

about her pasto We read that she cornes from an 1mportant 

family descended from King F1raydun. We are told only 

that her father cornes home late at nighti drunk and angry 

he attempts to behead her without an apparent reason. 

~ ,!Y ;. 
.F..J (>.-\ r .>l L.J"'" ... .> >./ 

h>;<:)t;-!~> Y uy:"ul.e 

My father beat me yesteràay nLght, 
50 l forsake my land and home. ln 
the darkness of the nl.ght he had 
returned in a drunken stdte from a 
.... 'eda1n'::l feast. Vvhen he saw me 1n 
tne dl stance 1 ln the conf USlon of 
his mLnn he dre .... a gleam.ln<j sword 
and would have hevm my heaa tram my 
body. (Levy 82) 

The nameless girl manages to escape her father 's 

tyranny and rides into the woods until the horse drops 

exausted. The next horrible thing that happens to her is 

that she is robbed of her jewelry and beaten in the 

woods. 

~~../. ~ J..r. !.r ~; ~~ r .. r/C ~ >/~~:: 
~". .-/" 
~~/; éY ~./.~ P/~~ /~ ~;J;" u' 
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My horse lingered behind, having in 
its exhaustion left me seated on 
the ground. l had money and ]ewels 
beyond counting and on my head a 
golden crown. Over there they took 
rny led horse from me and someone 
beat me with the scabbard of sword. 
1 ran away ~n fear and came into 
this forest weeping tears of blood. 
(Levy 82) 

The next stage of her misery happens when the 

generals have fully heard her sad story. Beautiful and 

royal as she is, the generals quarrel with each other 
fit. 

over possessing her for pleasure. The more the nameless 

g~rl looks helpless, the more each genera1 desires to 

take her to himself. 

peminist psychoanalytic theories have examined the 

subJect of male domination, the female submissive 

condition, and erotic excitement extens~vely. The 

\IIr~tings . of Jane F1ax (1978), Jessica Benjamin (1980), 

and Judith K. Gardiner (1985) are i11uminating. 

"Dom~nation is not a nasty additive to eroticism but its 

essence, for, in patriarchies, dominat~on anà subm~ssion 

constitute erotic excitement" (Gardiner 135) • 'l'he 

validity of the theory is beyond the scope of our 

discussion in this work; the theory, nonethe1ess, i5 

applicable to this specifie episode. 

Finally the generals, being unable ta agree which 

one will possess the glrl for pleasure, agree that in 
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order to settle their problem they should kill the girl. 

>.J. ~ ~/ ,-, 0 ~ \:..f' / 
(f\ if- Â J- T"'~.,c: 

'l'he image of this woman as property and an object 

for pleasure is complete when the Shah of Iran is asked 

to intervene. The Shah is asked ta settle the 

differences between the two claimants, but the moment the 

king sees the girl he smiles and holds his lips within 

his teeth and experiences a lustful need ta possess her. 

/' 
?:J (1 ).Ï ~ 1... ~J ,).J %. 

.-/ 
1> '\ \J'. ~,-,'" - r' "~.J--

The desire of the Shah for this shel terless girl ~s 

the ultimate proof that she is only a piece of property 

and an obJec t for pleasure. Despite her tear, 

loneliness 1 suffering and pain no one cares or thln~s 

about her as a hU.llan being. They act as if she were 

prey to be hunted. 

The Shah saon dismisses the genera1s, tel1ing thclil 

that va1uab1e "game" should go to a higher ranking 

person 1 thus he, not mere genera1s, deserves the "hunted 

gazelle." 

'l'he hardships of your Ithe 
generals '1 journey are now at an 
end. This is mounta1n-doe, truly a 
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heartravishing gazelle; but game 
appropriate only to the highest. 
(Levy 83) 

The nameless girl is added to the crowd of women who 

entertain the Shah in his harem. The next stage of using 

this girl is to make her produce a baby for the Shah and 

drop out of the story. The la st time the reader hears 

about the nameless girl is when she gives birth to 

siyavush; the reader never hears of her again, not 

knowing what became of her. 

Character relationship in this episode is limited to 

the nameless girl's relationship with her mother, of whom 

she speaks h~ghly in one couplet; her father, who beats 

her except when he is not drunk; 1;he robbers who are 

apparently men, though it is not specified 1.n the 

episode, and who not only take her )ewelry but also beat 

her; the generals and the king, aIl three of whom are 

motivated in their relationship with her by only two 

components ~n her make-up: sexual attraction and 

aristocratie Iineage, eomponents whieh sum up the 
, 

discourse between the nameless girl and the three 

powerful men who are interested in her as an upper-class 

sex objeet. 

'fhe diseourse imposed upon male-female interaction 

in the eneounter between the name1ess girl, the generals, 

and the king deals with the effeet of her words and the 

language of her flesh. As subject she is telling a tale 
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which must evoke the willingness of the generals and the 

king to help a girl who has become an innocent victiffi of 

unfortunate circumstances; as object, nonetheless, the 

language of her flesh allows a different discourse which 

she never intends. The narneless glrl's 

female body as counter-text to her 
words does not speak her language. 
The tale presents woman's words 
estranged from woman's body, 
allowing interpretation to 
distlngulsh between discourse, 
bet\~een v-ornan as obJect anà 'Noman 
as sub)ect. betv-een male deslre ana 
female conSClousness. (Munlch 247) 

The nameless glrl's words and her body become 

contradictory signs--her body contradicts (speaks 

against) he"r words. In consequence her 11fe lS ln more 

jeopardy than ever before when the generals decide ta 

kill her becduse they cannot agree who will possess the 

object. Feminlst critique is keen on such contradiction. 

Never has the image of woman ln The Shahnameh been 

as low as the example we are deall.nl::3 wi th. She lS a 

person who has no name, no rlghts, no respect, no 

individuality, forced into the position of full 

quiescence, victimlzed, used, and droppeà out, never to 

be heard again. 

Also, while she is the mother of one of the 1lI0st 

significant figures in the epic she is dealt with very 

briefly. oespite the brevity of the stary and a lack of 

full descriptions of its events, the stary i5 effective 
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enough to give an image of a woman of which perhaps the 

poet himself was not proud. Of course it is difficult to 

prove this; nevertheless, not only the poet himself 

passes too quickly over this story (which might be a s~gn 

of h~s uneasiness with what happens in it), but also many 

cr~tics have chosen to mention her in passing or not to 

deal with her at aIl. One such critic who mentions the 

story is M. Rahimi who has this to say in his 

l" .... V/».> (V~ew Points): 

We will Sklp the obvious reference 
to the pos~ tion of women in this 
story as weIl as taunting judgment 
of Kavus lin settling of the 
problem of the generalsl and will 
concentra te instead, on the story 
of Siyavush. (87) 

Regaràless of the brief analyses of this woman 1 s 

character in Shahnameh criticism for whatever reasons, it 

rema~ns a fact that the nameless girl, who demonstrates 

act~vism in securing her life at the beginning of the 

story, ends ~n complete quiescence wh~le she is 

victimized beyond belief. She is threatened, frighteneâ, 

lonely 1 helpless, insul ted, robbed, an object in the 

hands of the generals of a foreign lan d, and eventually a 

wornan for the lustful pleasures of a Shar. a figure added 

to the list of the women in a harem, and moreover a 

mother who takes the pains of bearing, but is deprived of 

havin~ her child when the Shah decides to give the boy to 

Rustam to bring hirn up as a hero. This is -'indeeci an 
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unboastfu1 and a sad image of a female r igure who is a 

woman of persona1 substance but misunderstood and 

victimized in the wor1d of the epic. 
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CBAPTER IV 

SUOABEH: THE SHREWO MOMAN MORE SO IN MALE-AUTHOREO 

CRITICISM THAN IN THE TEXT ITSELF 

Sudabeh ls the queen of King Kavus 1 the stepmother 

of Prince Siyavush, and a woman whose desires for the 

youn~ Prince bring them both to a disastrous end. Sudaben 

is a maJor character in the famous "Story of Siyavush" in 

'l'he Shahnameh. 'l'he pattern of the story as weIl as i ts 

motif is by no means unique to The Shahnameh. Its 

equi valent can, for example, be found in ancient Greek 

literature (Hippolytus by Euripides in the fifth century 

B.C. ), in the Old Testament ("The Story of Joseph"), the 

Quranic tradition ( "Sura Yusuf"), the Zoroastrian 

tradl.tion (The ritual of Sük-i Siyavush). 'rhe major 

motif in aIl the se stories is alike and revolves around 

the cunningness of a woman whose unreleased desires cause 

catastrophe for a virtuous young man. 

Regarding the notion of the origin of this story and 

its motif 1 one can seek an answer from arnong several 

categories of explanations. Otto Rank, for exarnple, 
r 
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offers a classification of t1"lrea categories concerniny the 

orig ins of mythic heroes: l) the centrali ty of the 

human mind as the origin of the creation of herolc myths, 

2) the theory that heroic myths are created in an 

originAl communi ty, which later sprear:1 to descendlnlj 

cultures, and 3) the theory of migration of patterns and 

motifs through wars, trading and other contacts between 

nations (Rank 1-2). Concerning "The Story of Siyavush" 

contemporary source studies in persian literary critlcism 

ffiostly lean toward the third category. N. I3ahar in his 

luajor work 1 
l:J'...t'<fL.I (Iranian Myths) divides the story 

into several sections and arljues that the episode 

concernlng Sudabeh's desires for Siyavusyh and her 

attempt to consummate her desire have entered the story 

under the influence of Sumerian and Sem itic storles. Hc 

adds further that the episode does not originate from the 

Indo-European sources of Persian literature, but throuyh 

an influence from Semitic and Mediterranean sources 

( 51) • Moreover, the source studies that Z. 9afa ofters 

in his (Epic Tradition in Iran) 

indicates that there is no reference to Sudabeh's name in 

the synopsis of the story of Siyavush in Avesta, but the 

name emerges in Pahlavi (mlddle Persian) sources. He 

adds that the episode concerning Sudabeh's love for 

Siyavush must have evolved during the Pahlavi and early 

lslamic periods and was finally elaborated duriny the 
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years immediately before Ferdowsi, as weIl as by Ferdowsi 

himself (510-15). 1'his study supports Bahar' s theory 

that the episode of Sudabeh' s love for Siyavush is not 

lranlan in 1 ts origin. We do not in tend to defend or 

reJect this position, as the scope is too broad for our 

narrow purpose. What we know for sure is that during the 

Pre-Islamic era of Iranian culture, there existed a cult 

called Sûk-i SIyavush (The Commemoration of Siyavush). 

References to the storles of this cult appears in the 

sources contemporary to Ferdowsi himself anà 1n the 

immediate centuries before his era. 1'abari, the famous 

historian of the third century of the Islamic era, a 

scholar who was Iranian but wrote in Arabj c, refers to 
, " ~ 

the character of Sudabeh in his -.!.,)j.J/, (lJ/4'l; (The History 

of rabar 1) . Here is the Arabie reference of Tabari 

followed by our translation. 

Jo;, '-:"')J' ---XL ~~!/I ~J.i~ ~ (.:1./ L)., V0V 

"'. \ .. -::.-- ~': cL i.> y" li J ~ 0 {{y ~r ~ .....:::.-'~. Ifl J. 
~ J 

( "1. ,,/\ Je).J.> Lf.? .J 

And Kavus marrled the daughter of 
Afrasiyab, the Turk King lof 
Turan/. And i t was said tha t she 
was the daughter of the 
king of Yaman. It was said that 
hor name was Suzabeh. She was a 
witch. 

Bal' ami' 5 fourth- century free translation of Tabari 1 s 

Arabie text into persian also refers to the story in this 

fashion: 
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1/-,1., .>:".Li"'lc--,J.' '»U- ... ~·...J./ "'~~Y'/-;'> ~ ........ '>L.. 

;' ./' 
.;.,..J ...:....;. .. ' ~ ).f"" 0 \.. } 0 · 1:---- .> 1 ~ ~" J., yI? ~-' 

~.../. ./ 
1. ~ 1f., .... )..,}3 ~Jj.I.:,)..:r( rt0L·~ .... ~ü/' 

('l/tf U/ Z~ L"~J . . 

When Siyavush came to Balkh, one 
day he dressed uf as a prince and 
went to greet his mother. The 
daughter of Afraslyab who was his 
stepmother fell in love wi th hIffi 
and offered hlm her body. Siyavush 
rejected her, sayIng he would not 
betray his father. 'l'hat woman 
acted cunningly and told lies .••• 

Compared with this kind of ffillder reference to Sudabeh's 

character, Ferdowsi' s overemphasis on the wickedness of 

Sudabeh is an interesting point. We will deal with the 

details of Sudabeh' s character in 'l'he Shahnameh below, 

but we immediately add that the consol~datlon ot 

Sudabeh's character by Ferdowsi became tne standard 

refarence ta this character since Ferdowsi' 5 time, whIle 

all other versions (whether less wicked or equally 50) 

disappeareâ from the folk epic tradItion. Sudabeh has 

represented evil ever s~nce Feroowsl'S time. 

The critics of The Shahnameh have followed the same 

path in their analysis of this character. To my 

knowledge aIl ma jor cri tICS have referred to Sudabeh 

while using a host of negatj ve adjectives in Persian. 

Dahir Siyâqi, who is thoroughly disgusted wi th Sudabeh, 

explains in Persian that "Sudabeh hears about the 

qualit1es of Siyavush, and secretly th~s demon-naturea 
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woman falls in love with hirnl! (59). Foilowing the same 

line of thought, M. Rahimi interprets in Persian words to 

the effect that "Sudabeh is the symbol of sensuality, 

Iust, and wild instinct. She has no role in the story 

except continuously scheming new tricks as to win the 

body of Siyavush. From the beg inning to the end her 

character is limited to this affair"(79). Moreever, 

Razani, believes that "The demon of lust had dominated 

her jSudabeh's/ existence. 

mother, she had a desire 

Instead of behaving as a 

for him /Siyavushj" (100). 

Furthermore, Is1ami-Nudushan adds that fi In the 1egendary 

section of the epic, except Sudabeh, there is no ether 

Shrew ..•• 'l'he woman who has d~sgraced (the image of) 

women in 'l'he Shahnameh is Sudabeh" (1348 H. l19-20). One 

1ast guotation may inc1ude Sh. Misküb's opinion that "Her 

/Sudabeh'sj love for Siyavush is opportunistic and wealth 

seeking (130). 

of evil both 

ln surn, Sudabeh is portrayed as a source 

in the epic ~tself and ~n the works of 

almost aIl critics. 

Our approach will not involve a radical departure 

from the tradition of criticism on this character; 

however, while keeping in view the grave vices in the 

character of this young wornan, we will aiso try to widen 

the scope of our investigation of Sudabeh's character to 

see whether the fictional worid of which she is a part, 

that is, the literary context, does not provide sorne 
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motivation and explanation for her behavior. ln feminist 

cri tici5m the attempt is def ined as "compensa tory " • 

The first part of the story portrays Sudabeh as a 

woman who has a winning character. She i5 lavable, 

insightful, independent-minded, brave and a loyal woman 

to her husband. Nevertheless, critic5 have created and 

perpetuated misogynous images corresponding to nothing ln 

the text of the epic. 

V\h11e perpetuating rnisogynous irnayes, critlcs (not 

the poet) perhaps in anticipatlon of Sudabeh' s moral 

fallings in the second part. and despite textua1 evidence 

as to the heavenly charms of this character (3ee AtkInson 

112), reread Sudabeh 1 S vIrtues as VIces and describe her 

as lustful, merely physIcal and hasely 5tImulatIn~ rathcr 

than one wno might attract love and inspire v irtue ln the 

lover. ln their jud9rnent, Sudabeh 15 dalTlned no matter 

what qualities she rnay or may not possess. 'lhus 

Sudabeh 1 s character is constructed against the tcxt and 

in accordance \t,'ith the values of the critic. 

Islami-NudGshan, for exarnple, observes in his (.t'ut.;;.. CI;­

('l'he Cry!:3tal BalI) a cornpar ison of Racine' 5 Phaedra whom 

he admires and Sudabeh whom he despises in hl.ghly 

ornamented PerSIan vocabu1ary: 

Through Racine's words we can see a 
Phaedra who lS pale and thin; her 
beauty lS pallid, sickly 1001<ing, 
and ma ]estic for a queen; the 
deslre Wh1Ch It stl.mu1ates in a man 
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is delicate, noble rather than 
sexually inviting. On the 
contrary, Sudabeh looks vital, 
fresh, and heal thy; she gets 
easily pregnant and delivers 
without 10sin9 any freshness. Her 
beauty is hot, inv i ting, and ready; 
it lS not love 1nsp1ring. 
(1355 H. 89) 

Dr. lslamî-Nudushan' s preference of "palid, sickly 

looking" image of a woman is indeed the feminist cri tic' s 

target to destroy; preferences as such are "apparent 

advantag es fi which are indeed "dl sadvantages" (see Greene 

and Kahn 17-18, for apparent aàvantages which conceal 

disadvantages) • Dr. Islamï-Nudüshan's personal 

preference is clear, but his description of Sudabeh is 

not fully accurate. 'l'he text of 'l'he Shahnameh, in any 

event, oifers the terms of "graceful, " "Charms of 

lIeaven,1\ and similar aescriptions to that effect. 

ln the text of the eplc Suddabeh inspires human 

rela tionship and love; separation from her causes grlef 

and 10ng1n9. In one eplsode lt is her father, the king 

of Hamavaran, who feels sad to lose her, not because shI:':: 

is "hot, invitlng, and ready", but we must assume because 

of her inherent worth and filial devotion. He says to 

Kavus' messenger, "that he has only one daughter in the 

world and that she is to him sweeter than hlS very own 

life." 
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Under these circumstances the Shah of Iran demands the 

King of Hamavaran not only to pay him booty, but also to 

give him his daughteri this is how the father reacts: 

.::JI ... ';' J} r) -f Y;j 

LI' y~ 0 J#!' ... \;:-j~ 
./ 

)-$ u-\1'rc.:ll~~ 

Apart 

••. observing to the messenger, that 
he had but two things in life 
valuable to h~m, and those were his 
daughter and h~s property; one was 
h~s solace and delight, and the 
other h~s support. (Atkinson 112) 

iro.n be~ng lovable, Sudabeh is also 

independent-mindeà. For example she makes up her own 

minà in ner acceptance of Kavus' proposaI, and despite 

her father 1 s reluctance, she decides to marry Kavus and 

go to Iran wi th him. 

p 
..::..-( ..... \.r Lf) ~') J" .....:..-J , >: 

Suàabeh aàvlses her father that 
there is no other way; besldes who 
could be better than the Shah of 
Iran. The King of lIarnavaran then 
knew that Sudabeh had her mind ln 
this matter. 

Suaabeh 1.5 also presented as insightful. ln that 

context i t is not the fo01ish Kavus, but the insightful 

Sudabeh who sees through the plot and warns Kavus of the 

possible tricK that her father may be planning. It lS 

charac~er l..stic of Kavus, not only in this story, but in 
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aIl other places, net to listen to reason. Sudabeh' s 

warning ~s disregarded and Kavus gets himself into 

trouble, again depending on Rustam to come to his rescue 

when the damage is already done. The above paraphrase is 

summarized in these lines in persian: 

"::';tslt. ü J,,, 1.. V. >; Ij 

. ,..; /" ,../ l 
~~ J 1 --..J:=-" / Y'" ~ ,.l >-: 

--"" 
.> /.'~ ~I:~.I ~}' 1 

If 0../' t' ~.-C 
Moreover, Sudabeh is a courageous and loyal person, 

a devoted wife who refuses to Ieave her husband at a 

difficult tlme. Given a choice of either being welcomed 

at her father 1 s palace, honored and respected by all 

courtiers, or jcining her husband in the dungeon to face 

an uncertain, dangerous future, She chooses the grimmer 

but more virtuous option. 

r')' y./. r'J-f 01/ 
,J/ 

~ (..,1 Y~ ~ r?J., 

rt >/0t!.- 'iL( >t:..".j 

Jtf-,V:. ~'/ ~I~ 
/ \V, U"'- '''" ....f. ~ .P)...-

She insul ted the messengers of her 
father. While crying she said she 
would never depart from Kavus even 
~f she had to die for ~t. 

An interesting attempt to explain this act of 

devotion i s f ound in Gh. Yusufi's reading: "In the 
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entire story of Sudabeh there exists only one place where 

she emerges as a devoted wife. That is rnainly at the 

beginn1ng of her marr1age when the innocence of virginity 

has not left Sudabeh al together" (91). But this is of 

course, not to explain, but to explain away. were such a 

theory to be taKen seriously, we wou1d have to dssume 

that only virg1ns are capable of courage and 1oyalty. 

Another critic turns Sudabeh's sense of devotion in this 

episoàe aga1nst h",r by interpret1n'::) the scene 1n an 

entirely different rnanner. Sh. rüsküb turns the episode 

upsidê down, resting it on its head, when he says, "No 

sooner has Sudabeh fallen in love with the Shah /KdVUS! 

than she breaks aIl ties with any other person Iher 

fa ther! and /1n consequence/ ends up in il dungeon Il (138). 

Insteaè of praising Sudabeh for wifely devot10n ta her 

husband, this cri tic partrays as a girl dislaya1 to her 

tather. l'he text is less cruel and certa1nl y less 

arbitrary. It presents a far more cornplex character who 

possesses bath v1rtues and vices and whose ultimate moral 

failure attains a certain trag1c d1mension. lIow do we 

explain such a strange resistance to the text by crit1cs 

devoted to explaining it? Is it poss1ble that the 

condemnation of Sudabeh, the reading backwards of the 

description of her character, 1s motivated by the 

peculiarly masculine courage that she exhibits and by the 

fact that she proposes a serious critique of mascu11n~ 
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ability to live up to its ideals? Let us listen to the 

taunting language which the text has her employ in 

denouncing the cowardice of her father: 

>./ \:.)J..y .).J.;).)J .>~ 

y~,)~ tI/; if~/ 
- -' 

,~, 1.1'. \("1.7' ("'.-!.~>--

Sudabeh told them that this trick 
is not becoming of courageous 
flghters. Why did you not take him 
into custody in battle 1 in armor, 
and on his horse? 

Is this the language of a villain whose only dimensions 

are sensuality and self gratiflcation? 

Thus, the first half of Sudabeh's story begins with 

the dialogue about Sua.abeh' 5 loviny character and ends 

with her freedom from her fatner's dungeon, successfully 

returning to Iran with her husband, Kavus, the Shah. AlI 

in all in our opinion this section of Sudabeh' s story 

presents her as a protagonist who is dynamic in her ovm 

rJ.ght. She is involved in the ma~n currents of all 

actions in the storYi her decisions make a aifference in 

the outcome of events; and she upholds honest, 

straightforward, brave actions, while condemning 

cowardice and unheroic behavior. 

We now turn our attention to that part of Sudabeh's 

life which appears in "The Story of Siyavush." In this 

part we meet a Sudabeh who is radically different from 

the one we have known up to this point in the epic. Due 
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to the unlawful and unethical love of Sudabeh for her 

stepson, she is presented as a liar, scheming, dishonest, 

shrewè cruel, ready to sacrifice others when it serves 

her interests, and egoistical. Concern~ng Sudabeh's 

character in this section not only the poet himself but 

almost aIl critics have seriously condemned Sudabeh for 

s uch obv ious f laws • However, the possible explanation 

for Sudabeh's behavior has been neglected. We will try 

to deal with both aspects. 

Textual baS1S for the condemnation of Sudabeh's 

passion is found when the poet says "~)..1.I·..,.:JtS?.>0l:; "('l'nis 

friendship is unholy). But the poet is aiso emphatic in 

saylng that Sudabeh 1 s feelings for Si yavush are ':jenUl ne. 

Repeatedly the poet refers to the authentlcity oL 

Sudabeh's love and her ayony while she lS liv1n~ ~ith ~n 

old man. 

The 

li' U . ~. ' û ' , 0 1 / 

'l'he fire of love consumed her breast, 
The thoughts of him denied her reste 
For him alone she sought relief •••• 
(Atk~nson 145) 

real problem begins when Sudabeh decides ta 

approach Siyavush. MiIdly and gently on two occaslons, 

Sudabeh reaches out to Siyavush, but Siyavus h who ~s 
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quick to understand that Sudabeh· s attention to him is 

getting more than motherly (as Shakespeare calls it "a 

li ttle more than kin and less than kind Il in Hamlet l, ii, 

65), he frees himself from the burden of a definitive 

answer, choosing to go rather around the problem rather 

than confronting it. But Sudabeh 1 s third attempt is 

crucial as she demands an answer while telling him she 

has loved him for seven years. 

l cannot now dissernble; since l saw thee 
l seem to be as dead--my heart aIl withered. 
Seven years have passed in unrequi teà love-­
Seven long, long years. (Atk.l.nson 147) 

concerniny the genuineness of Sudaben' s feelings, 

i ts eVlàence exists in the story beyond any doubt; 

nevertheless l critics have gone too far in labelin~ 

Sudabeh for opportunistic behavior, a label carried too 

far at the cost of any hint that Sudabeh coula have been 

a woman genuinely in love. perhaps the unlawfulness of 

the love affalr has influenced the views of the critics 

in ne';31ecting the opportul1ity to elaborate on anything 

genuine in thi& character. For example, 91. t-liskub 

mentions Sudabeh 1 s love for Siyavush, interpreting that 

"The love lS opportunistic and weal th seeking" (138). 
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Obviously the critic ignores the fact that Sudabeh 

is already a wealthy woman. She is the daughter of one 

king and the queen of another. She needed neither wealth 

nor position when she fell in love with Siyavush. On the 

other hand, however, the genuineness of Sudabeh 1 s 

feelings is not legitimate enough to persuade Siyavush, 

who rightfully rejects Sudabeh on the grounds that he 

cannot betray his father. 

f{:;,>:,v/);J u>/; 
./' f S~,U /->:' ~ V': 

"bG~~ ~L jJ / Y' 

How could 
towards my 
aIl honour 
king's wife 
(Levy 86) 

"ll~.iJ Lfl,::.. 0~ L .Y 

1 behave 50 disloyally 
father and break with 
sense? You are the 
and sun of his palace. 

Sudabeh does not expect such a reply from Siyavush. 

Surprised and worried, she now says~ 

j.l 0J> ~ t \J ~~ ~J 

v1 ~/ ~r/ J' 1;~ "'r y 

1 told you the secret of my heart, 
while vou concealed your evil 
thoughts. In vain you think to 
disgrace me and pretend before the 
wise that 1 am a trivial person. 
(Levy 81) 

Rejected by Siyavush, Sudabeh is obviously 

frightened at the possible 10ss of her reputation if not 

her life (which is, indeed, threatened later in the 
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story) . She worries that S~yavush may let this secret 

out; but in her attempt to stop that possible outcome, 

she now goes to such an extreme as to accuse Siyavush of 

having suggested an affair. To pretend tha t she has 

defended her chastity she begins to scream, tear her 

clothes, and s1ash her face. 

stretcning out her hands she tore 
her garments and wi th her 
f ingerndils slashed her cheeks. 
Turmoil broke out in the apartment 
and the rumour of it issued from 
the palace into the open street. 
(Levy 81) 

Th1S ep~sode ~s 1naeed a turn~ng point in Sudabeh's 

characterization, a turning point after which Sudabeh 15 

a different woman. Because she is reJected by Siyavush , 

despite her genuine feelings for him, because she feels 

deeply ~nsul ted by such re]ection, anà because she is 

scared not only for her reputation, but her very l~fe 

lest the angry Kavus S~uld kill her, Sudabeh now 

panics 1nto hast y, sCheming, and dishonest manners. This 

spontaneous, but unwise reaction becomes a spider' s web 

for Sudabeh. From now on even every subtle move will 

create a more serious catastrophic result. From now on 

the game has its own dynamic, and Sudabeh is constantly 

movcd by events. lnstead of being in control as a strong 
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character, she allows herself to degenerate into weaker 

dimensions of base behavlor. As events unfold, from this 

point on she appears as a liar, falsifier, schemer, and 

cruel. 

Regarding these lies, detailed ev idence in the epic 

include: After the rejection scene (as we di scussed 

above) Sudabeh begins to hOller in the palace, attractlng 

attention to her torn clothes, slashed face, etc. When 

Kavus hurrledly comes to her rescue, Sudabeh cries out: 

r-:ore 

Siyavush came up on to the dais, 
stretched out h1.S hand against me 
and embraced me savagely. (Levy 87) 

lies, falsehood, scheming actions 1 and 

dishonest manners follow. 2 / On top of aIl this, Sudabeh 

1.S also portrayed as cruel. The story develops in the 

ll.ne tha t the Shah of Iran cannot resol ve the ma tter ln 

his mind and demands that accordin~ te the tradltl0n beth 

Sudabeh and Siyavush must pass threugh tire. If they are 

innocent they will emerge from the fire alive, and 

whoever is guilty will burn to death. Persuasively, 

Sudabeh argues her own case and says that she has already 

provided the king Wl.th adeguate evidence, and refuses te 

go through the test. She persuades the Shah chat the 

only one who remains to prove anything is none ether than 
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siyavush. Having succeeded in persuading the foolish 

king, she then stands on her balcony watching Siyavush 

go through the fire, and wishes sincerely that Siyavush 

rnay never come out of the fire alive. By this stage aIL 

of her previous love for Siyavush has turned to complete 

hatred. 

The dark side of her character is complete. More 

events follow until Siyavush is martyred in a forel.gn 

land, and the news of his death cornes to Iran. Rustam 

is sumrnoned to take revenge of Siyavush's innocent 

death, and begins the long process of the revenge by 

first slashing Sudabeh with his sword, cutting her into 

two halves at the waist. 

Sudabeh d1es a cruel death, leaving behind some 

quest_i ons in the mind of the reader as to how a character 

could have had such contradictory dimensions. The 

l.ncoherence of the char acter is 

ln one way, as we remember, 

insi~htful, courageous, lovl.ng, 

another she is portrayed as a 

scheming, of cruel intentions 

unresolved in the ep1c. 

she l.S portrayed as 

and a devotea wl.fe. ln 

wornan, capable of lying, 

and deeds, a creature 

completely overtaken by darkness, and hatred. The 

contradictions, are obvious. We certainly have no 

intent10n of resolving the contradictl.ons on behalf of 

the poet. Nei ther do we l.ntend to over ernphasize one 

aspect at the expense of the other; however t ~·e would 
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like to add a few points of observatit.)n regarding the 

world of the story from the view point of Sudabeh. 

Sudabeh is a young girl who has marrl.ed Kavus, has 

stayed wi th him in a dungeon, has left her own family 

behind, and has no chance to return. Naturally, she 

hopes that she will have a happy life with Kavus, a dream 

which does not come true. Kavus is not only an old man, 

but he is foolish as welle A long list of his foolish 

actions, his stubbornness in taking advice, the constant 

problerns that he creates unnecessarily, and, above ail, 

losing the Farr Ïzadi (divine grace) are all the elements 

of Kavus' character. The poet refers to Kavus RS a rnad 

man in numerous places. ln surn, he is an old and a 

foolish klng who also has a harem for his entertainment. 

Sudabeh is living ~ith this man. Siyavush, on the other 

hand, is a young, handsome, charming prince who possesses 

the Farr-Ïzadi (divine grûce). We read in the eplc that 

the \Nomen and the girls of the Harem could not look at 

him without deep feelings and desires. Any man or WOffian 

who sees Siyavush is fl.lled with feelings of adcnl.ration 

and praise. When this young man returns ta hlS father's 

palace from Rustam' s abode, where he grew up and was 

tralnea, the sight of him transforms Sudabeh's inner 

peace. Her heart is stirred and her whole life i5 

affected. Living within the conditions that Kavus hac 

created for her, on the one hand, and the sudden 
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appearance of Siyavush on the other, are the contexts 

within which Sudabeh acts. While the context does not 

justify the nature of the unlawful desire, it can show 

the ways in which Sudabeh fell. Moreover, Sudabeh is not 

the kind of character who would let her desires carry her 

away. She did try to tolerate the agony of love and 

controlled herself for a period of seven years. It is 

important to notice that she did her best while the 

overall context in which she was living continued, if not 

worsening, as Kavus grew oIder. Sudabeh tolerated the 

burden to her utmost capacity, but eventually failed when 

the burden proved to be more than she had the capacity to 

sustain. 

Sudabeh is treated too harshly in the story as she 

is punished for everything that has gone. The central 

catastrophe in the story is, of course, the death of 

Siyavush. It ~s true that Sudabeh is part of the problem 

from which Siyavush tries to escape by volunteering to go 

to war. But Kavus is not innocent either. He should 

have known cetter. Kavus himself is finally responsible 

in his foolish demands when Siyavush had managed to sign 

an advantageous peace treaty for Iran. 

Siyavush had succeeded in his mission, but it was 

Kavus, beC':use of his obstinate and foolish character, 

who threw to the wind aIl that Siyavush had gained in the 

compaign. Having disobeyed his father, Siyavush destroys 
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1 the bridge behind him and cannot return to Iran, taking 

refuge in the enemy 1 s land. Furthermore, Siyavush is 

killed in the foreign land because of several other 

reasons, none of which is related ta Sudabeh. Yet when 

the news of Siya lIush' s death cornes, i t is Sudabeh whose 

name is on top of the list ta be savagely slashed into 

two pieces by Rustam in the presence of the courtl.ers. 

ln cornparison the foolish k1ng, who is one of the direct 

causes in Siyavush 15 death, escapes Wl th sorne cri tlCJ.sm 

only. 

A more sympathetic poet could have done better for 

Sudabeh. "ithout doubt Ferdowsi lS not that poet ln thlS 

story. He lS an angry poet \'tho has lost hlS f il V or i te 

saint hero in the epic, and he 15 furious at ~ll thobe 

who are repsonsible for this hero 15 dea th. But whereùb 

the king is given a chance to express nis rcmorse lJy 

lowering his ana weeping, Sudabeh lS gl.ven 

absolutely no opportunity to say or do anythl.ny. ~c are 

only told that Hustam flnds ana k111s her. The llrst and 

the most available person to take the punlshment 15 

Sudabeh, for whom there exists absolutely no sympathy. 

The poet still seems not satisfied with the punishrnent. 
h' 

, ./', 1-' \_ ,'" J 1 
> I~ /,1 ...... ~ v ..... ~ .. ~, vI;,.) ..... ... \:0.;'- LfJl ~ 

---1" ft..: ".1 }. .. 
The words of a woman destroyed 
Siyavush. Hdppy is the woman who 
is not born into this world. 

'l'his is uncharacterl.stic of Ferdowsl. 
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aIl manuscripts of the epic contain this couplet, and it 

remains to be proven if the couplet is original. As we 

have seen earlier his views of women are very high, but 

assuming that Ferdowsi did say so, one cannot but observe 

that both the poet and the trad~t~onal readers of the 

epic are carried away by not only Sudabeh's own unlawful 

sexual desires, dishonesty, and hatefulness, but also 

under the powerful influence ot Siyavush's martyrdom and 

the migh ty r l tuaI which the story haà genera ted. 'l'he 

sainthood, purity, innocence, and martyrdom ef Slyavush 

on the one hand, and the theme of womanly desires, and 

unlawf ul expectations of Sudabeh on the ether, confrent 

both tne poet and the tradi tional readers of the epic. 

Cau':!ht in the midst of extreme opposing forces in the 

world of a pcwerful ritualistic story, Sudabeh goes clown 

as a deillon and remains as such for generations to come. 

* * * 
Hudabeh, Tahmineh, Katayun, Gurdafariâ, Nameless 

Mother, Sudabeh, and a host of other female characters 

in the legendary section of The Shahnameh are unique 

figures. 'l'he y have their own indi v idual identi ty, 

character~stics, strengths, and weaknessesi each has to 

be understood Wl thin the context of the stories in 

which she appears, thus offering us a pelysemeus vision 

of the ~mage of woman. ln this context it should not 

be d~fficuit to aistinguish between the Nameless Mother 
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and Gurdafarid, and her 

characters from one another. 

from Katayun, 

On the other 

and other 

hand, one 

cannot but notice that there is a recurrence of a 

broad pattern in the presentation of female figures in 

the epic. Once more we would like to re-emphasize the 

frame of reference in our analysis: that there exists a 

duality or a double structure in the make up of women 

in The Shahnameh, a double structure which is based on 

a confllct of opposin~ forces. The confllct ot 

Opposl.tes leads to a paradoxlcal literary V1Slon ln 

WhlCh the l.ma.ge of the same woman in the same text 15 

pulled ln two directions. 

As points of correspondence, the two [orees are 

Indeed contradictory; nevertheless, \vl thln the 

coherence of the text the y are forced to coexlst ln the 

very make up of the same f emale characters. '1'hus, 

wlthln the para~oxical double structure, It 1S not thùt 

one struc ture cancels out the other, ril thcr trIe 

coex1stence of both structures ln the sa~e worK results 

in a paradoxical literary vision wlth reg.ud to the 

women of The Shahnameh. 
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PART III 

THE WOMEN OF THE ILIAD AND THE ODYSSEY 

The gallery of Homeric characters is quite rich, 

comprising not only characters of human kind, but also 

those of the gods. Our interest will be primarily in 

human characters. But because our selection of human 

characters rather than the goddesses in the epies 

touches the core of philosophical and religious 

components regarding the relationship between mankind 

(male or female), and the divine (the gods or 

goddesses) 1 we will first address the implications of 

the sUbJect and the rationale for our selection. 

Bruno Snell '5 core argument in his The Discovery 

of the Mind: The Greek Origins of European Thought is 

that Homeric man believed in an external agency, a 

divine apparatus of the gods, and a higher life whieh 

endows existence w~th meaning. It is the gods who, 

with the sllghtest nod steer the various enterprises on 

which men set their hearts to their ends. Snell 

believes that for Homeric man it is only the designs of 
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divinity which bring men's enterprises to fruition; the 

gods know the beg inning and end of everything. 'l'he 

Homeric mind had not yet developed to the point of the 

fifth century Greek rnind. In his words: 

Homer's man does not yet regard 
himself as the source of h~s own 
decisioni that development is 
reserved for tragedy.... Homer 
lacks a knowledge of the 
spontane i ty of the human m1.nd i he 
does not realize the decisions of 
the w~ll, or any impulses or 
emotlons, have thelr orig1ns in man 
himself. ~hat 15 true of the 
events in the epic holds also for 
the feellngs, the thoughts and the 
wlshes of the characters. (31) 

Through their eXlstence, Snell explalns, the gods 

bestow meanlng to all that lS great and vltal ln this 

world. They are both the source of a purposeful cosmos 

and the source of vitality. In such a capacity the 

gods and goddesses come on the eplc stage: 

Among the ladies of Mount Olympus 
Hera, Athena, Artemis and Aphrodlte 
are supreme. We might dlvlde them 
into two groups: Hera and Aphrodlte 
represen tlng ",oman ln her capacl ty 
as mother and loved one; Ar ternl s 
and Athena typlfylng the vlrgln, 
one lonely and close to nature, the 
other intellectual and actlve ln 
the communlty. lt may fairly be 
sa1d that these four women 
signalize the four aspects of all 
womanhood. The four goddesses help 
to brlng out the sr-irltual 
pecullaritles of the female sex .... 
The Greek goddesses, ~n SpI te of 
their one-sidedness, are faul tless 
and attractive creatures. \üth no 
effort at aIL they possess the 
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noble simplicity and quiet grandeur 
which wi nckelmann regarded as the 
essence of the classical spirit. 
(40-41) 

This capacity will disappear in the centuries that 

follow, but Snell' s important point is that they alJe 

there in Homer's time. 

C. M. Bowra 1 too, explains tha t man in Homer is 

forbidden "to see himself as the center of the 

uni verse. Behind and around and above him are the 

god s " ( 1966, 1 7 ) • But with a subtle difference from 

Snell, Bowra adds that "Unlike sorne characteristica1ly 

Christian literature, it is not other-worldly in the 

sense tha t i t is more concerned wi th a superna tural 

'beyond' than wi th the here and no'iv. Even when lt 

dea1s mainly with the gods, their actions are often on 

earth" (1966, 17). On the one hand, there1.ore, he 

stresses the fact that in Homer the spot1ight is on 

mankind (1966, 12), but, on the other, he adds that 

manklnd and the gods together populate the epics, each 

perforrning their own tasks. 

Finally, as to whether Homer 1 s epics should be 

considered the story of mankind or the gods, R. 

Lattimore has this to say: 

We simply do not know how seriously 
Homer took his Olympian gods, to 
what extent they are his 
divinities, or those of his 
tradltion, or those of his 
audlence. For narrative, they are 
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1 enormously useful ••• ; and in the 
end, despite all divine 
interferences, the lliad is a story 
of people. (54) 

The point we are trying to establish is the 

rationale for our selection of female characters in the 

11iad and the Odyssey. Our preference l~es in human 

characters, but thlS is not to suggest that the 

gods/goddesses are insignif icant in these epics. 

Nonetheless, it also remains a tact that the spotlight 

in these epics is on man!und. We have selected for 

analysis the stories and the characters of Helen, 

Briseis, Andromache, Hekuba, Penelope, and Nausikaa, 

aIl of whom are human beings rather than goddesses. 

Also part of the rationale lies in the nature of our 

comparative analysis between Homeric female characters 

and those ln The Shahnameh. Ferdowsi does not deal 

wi th gods and goddesses; his ma jor characters are aU 

mankind. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FENALE CBARACTERS AND HEROIC 

PARADIGMS IN THE ILlAO 

No sustained misogyny in terms of hatred toward 

women exists in the Iliad. Nor is there any evidence 

in the epic that Homeric women are insipid characters. 

Similar to the case ~n The Shahnameh, the y are rather 

paradoxical characters who are women of personal 

substance Ilmi ted by social constraints. Just as the 

persian epic tradition endows women high quality, 

individual characteristic, Homer1C trad~tion generously 

por trays worthy women of extraordinary personal 

qua1ities. Indeed, such qual~ties are universa11y 

bestowed on women in Indo-European epic 1iterature, in 

which the Shahnameh tradi ti on and Homer ic li terature 

are major exemplars; obvious examples can be found in 

Ind~an ep1cs, Beowulf, and several other Indo-European 

epics the detailed analysis of which is beyond the 

scope of this work. But the quality is there, and no 

sustained misogyny can be traced in the portraya1 of 
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the epic woman who is generously endc..wed \lith irorthy 

personal qualities. The problem is not sustained 

misogyny in terms of hateful presentation of women' s 

personali ty; rather the problem is the paradox for 

human characters as to the intensity of their positive, 

personal qualities on the one hand and, on the other, 

severe social constraints imposed on them to limit 

their otherwise unquestionable capabili ties. Homeric 

epic is not an exception. The intensity of the paradox 

in the Iliad, however, depends on distinct heroic 

paradigms in this epic. Wi th regard to these heroic 

paradigms, unlike The Shahnameh where the quests of 

"good heroes" such as Zal, Rustam, and Sohrab are 

somewhat similar in nature, the Iliad offers two 

distinct types of "good heroes" whose relatlons with 

women influence the intensity of constraints lmposed on 

them, which in turn highlight the systematic 

inconsistency in the characterization of women in this 

epic. 

TwO obvious paradigms exist in the Iliad. The 

first is the absolute hero, a self-centered wacrior who 

fights from the beginning to the end for his personal 

glory, though he may have attached himself to a cause. 

This hero, despi te his emotions, remains soli tary and 

se1f-sufficient; he is tied to his goal of personal 

glory and is ready to die for it. In this paradigm, 

- 166 -



( 

( 

the most formidable representi ve is Achilles. Such a 

hero leaves very little space, if any, for female 

characters. 

The other paradigm is that of a deeply considerate 

hero who passesses a touchingly human side and is 

willing to give to athers rather than to seek only to 

receive. The representative of this paradigm is 

Hector, a family man who values a genul.ne bond with 

28 wife, children, mother, and others. The raIe and 

images of women in the Hector paradigm are consequently 

more ample. 

~hl.ch one of the two paradigms represents the 

dominant force in the 11iad? Beyond any doubt Homer 

treats both paradigms sympathetically. Bath Achilles 

and Hector are ir.deed Homeric heroes. Never does Homer 

treat either of them negatl.vely anywhere l.n the epic. 

:tet, the dominant force which eventually shapes the 

ev en ts of the epic i5 oov ious l y the paradigm of the 

"natural hero," an Achl.lles who responds forcefully te 

his inner and individual . . 29 arl.stel.a , a hero who is 

great but also someone who, in Lattimore's Word5, 

"lacks the chivalry of Roland, Lancelot, or Beowulf ••• , 

la qualltyl which has no certain place in the ga11ery 

of Homeric virtues" (48). Moreover, Achilles i5 the 

u1 tima te hero of Greek forces f ighting again5t the 

'frojans. Also, "'rhe lliad was composed for a Hellenic 
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audience of the upper class, among which many claimed 

to trace their ancestry back to the heroes of the 

TroJan War. The pro-Hellenic bias is plain" (Lattimore 

31). 

ln the world of the epj c which is dom1.nated by 

male heroic aristeia, i t i s not strange to W1. tness 

energies other than dominant male ar1.ste1.a to go to 

waste, especially those of female characters. 30 ln 

other \\o'ords, ",hen a formldable man' s aristela demands 

recogni tion 1.n a destructive war in the \\oor ld of the 

eplc, nothing but misery will be left for women no 

matter how virtuous or intelligent the y may bej the 

parad~gm of Achilles rernalns the dominant force ln the 

epic. 

Hector, of course, confronts J\chllles' 

aggression, and Horr.er demonstrates his sympathy for 

Hector, but when the dust of war settles, one sees that 

nct rnuch ground has been gained. Hector's achlevements 

~n the ep~c lOOK grand, but they ùre ultlmately 

ephemeral. 31 Hector is a weaker force 1.n the 111.ad. 

AIso, with regard to women Hector's personal ar1stela, 

al though modif ied, plays a part in the WOrkln'::l out of 

things, a feature which spells doorn for hlS motner, 

wife, and child. Women are treated more humanely in 

thlS paradigm, but they are not left completely 

unvictimized and free frorn social constraints. 
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BRISEls AND THE PARADIGM OF ACHILLES: 

'l'he more self-centered the hero is and the more 

dom~nant his aristeia, the more miserable, victimized, 

and constrained are the women related to him. The 

reverse relations between positive gains for the hero 

in the course of the epic events and constant los ses 

for women i5 the 5ubject of our analysis in this part. 

Su ch an analysis will cut across a "grievance" in 

"feminist 

Ref erence) , 

disturb the 

cri tique" (see Conceptual 

a grievance which has the 

complacent reader of the 

Frames 

capacity 

epic. 

of 

to 

'fhe 

purpo5e, however, is not to disturb an epic enthusiast, 

nor lS i t to w~sh the epic to have been other than i t 

really is; rather the ethics is based on the 

androl.jynous feminists' attempt to raise consciousness 

toward women's suffering, constraints, apparent 

advantages that are indeed disadvantages, and pathetic 

los ses despite the individual woman's strength of 

character, prowess, intelligence and a host of positive 

personal attributes. 

The narrative structure of the lliad revolves 

around seizing and capturing womeni the story is built 

on two structural events: The first i5 based on the 

Greeks' attempt to re5cue Helen from the Trojans; the 
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second, actually a story within a story, revolves 

around a series of events culminating in the feud 

between Achilles and Agamemnon over the possession of 

Briseis, once a princess in her home but now reduced to 

a commodi ty in the hands of Greek heroes. ln E. C. 

Rieu 1 S words the main story is about King Agamemnon, 

who Il has, wi th his brother Menelaus of Sparta, induced 

the princes who owe him allegiance to join forces with 

him against King Pr~am of Troy, because Paris, one of 

priam's sons, has run away with Menelaus' wife, the 

beauti fuI Helen of Argos Il (viii). Rieu summar izes the 

second plot: 

The Achaean forces have for nine 
years been encamped beside their 
ships on the shore near Troy, but 
wlthout brlnging the matter to a 
concl USlon, thoU<:3h they have 
captured ana looted a number of 
towns ln TrOJan terrltory.... 'l'he 
success of these raIdlng partIes 
leaas ta a feud bet .... een Achilles 
ana hIS Co~~ander-In-Chief. 
Agamemnon has been allotea the gIrl 
Chryseis as his prIze, and he 
refuses to give her up to her 
father, a local prIest of Apollo, 
when he cornes to the camp wIth 
ransom for her release. The prIest 
prays to hlS godi a plague ensueSi 
and Agamemnon lS forced te glve up 
the gIrl and so propltiate the 
angry god. But he recoups hl:nsel f 
by confiscatlng one of AchIlles' 
own prlzes, a girl named Br1.seis. 
(viii) 

Briseis 1.S entangled in the feud between Ach1.l1es 

and Agamemnon. The cause of Achilles 1 wrath is nct 
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simply the 10ss of Briseis who is merely one of several 

possessions; it lies in.the çore of the Greek heroic value 

system and an orientation which is represented by 

Achilles himself, and which, as we will see shortly, 

degrades women. Achilles is: 

.•• tl:a embod1ment of her01c arete 
(vlrtue). Important 1n the concept 
of arete is one's standing ln the 
eyes of others, whl.ch 1S ga1ned not 
by words and deeds, but also by 
g1fts and spolls relative to those 
cf otners. Tnerefore AChIlles' 
hcnor \vas sllCjhte:::1 \\hen Agamemnpn 
took a .... ay 13r1sels, and he had 900(1 
cause to wIthàra.... frorn the 
flghtlng, ev en though the Greeks 
suffered terrlbly as a result. 
(Morfora & L0nardon 342) 

~he manner ln WhlCh the Br1scls episode is handled 

cuts through the ultlmate herQic mentality and attitude 

toward women in the paradigm of Achilles. ln th1S 

.... orld Briseis, who was once a woman of personal 

substance, becomes a means to moti\:ht.e the heroes ln 

thcir actions and reactions ag ) '1"',,1; '.ach other. 

i\chliles' anger is directed toward l ,alJilemnOn, but he 

wIll not guarrel with him for a woman. "vii th my hand," 

Ach1lles says, "1 will not fight [or the girl's sake, 

nei ther 1 wi th you nor any other man, since you take 

a .... ay who gave her" (lliad 1,298). To make the matter 
. 

worse he places higher priority on IIthe other things" 

.... hich he 0 .... n5, warning Agamemnon "But of aIl the other 

thing5 that are mine beside my fast black / ship, you 
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shall take nothing a ..... ay against my pleasure. / Corne, 

then, only try i t, that. these others may see also j / 

instantly your own black blood will stain my spear 

poL.'" (lliad 1, 303), Gilbert Highet is probably 

right ..... hen he says in The Classical Tradition that "The 

lliad is not about the siege of Troy •.•. For pr1mitive 

man the stimulus ta action and to poetry lS sIngle: an 

insult, a woman, a monster, or a treasure" (2ï). 'fhis, 

then, is the place of \vornan in the Achilles paradlym. 

ln the Iliad it 1s prlmarily the insult these men teel 

in 10sing a ..... oman to another man. ~ven the Wdr aydlnst 

the 1rojans is not so much to recuperate HeJen as 1t 16 

for the guest10n of ..... hether they should " •.. thus 1eave 

te Priam ana ta the frO]anS Helen / of Argos, ta ylary 

over •.• " (ll~ad 2, 176). 10 avenge thl.S Indlynation 

Nestor says "'l'herefore let no man be urgent to take ttlC 

... ay homewùrd / unti1 he has laln in bed ..... .lth the ..... 1te 

of a 'IroJan Il (Iliac 2, 355). Th.ls slde of the paradi';jffi 

rcgardlng ..... ornen 1S, indeed, dark. Erise1S lS not an 

isolated example, but a part of an aIl encompc:rssln':;J 

attitude which runs across the eplc. Achilles boasts 

that in his raids he "took the day of liberty away from 

their women / and led them as sp01l" (lliao 20, 193 ). 

He imag ines his fa ther "who noYl, l think, in Phthia 

somewhere lets fall a soft tear / for bereavement ot 

such a son, for me, ..... ho now in a strange land / 
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.' mal<e/sl war upon the TroJans for the sake of accursed 

Helen" (Iliad 19, 325, emphasis mine). In a wor1d in 

wh~ch "Food and drink, Il as Achilles sa ys , "mean noth~ny 

to my heart 1 but blood does, and slaughter, and the 

groaning of men in the hard work" (Iliad 19, 213), even 

other men, not to mention subservient women, cannot be 

saved from the destructive nature of Ach~lles' 

exclus~vism. On the dark side of this paradigm there 

lS no place ei ther for wornen, nor for men of peaceful 

nature who " as if they were young ch~ldren or 

wldowed women 1 they cry out and complain to each other 

about goiny horneward" (lliad 2, 289). It is in this 

world that Briseis could have been none other than the 

spoils of war, a cornodity, a thing. 

'l'here exists, ho .... ever, a somewhat paradoxical1y 

br ~9hter slde ln thlS paradigm concerning the heroes 1 

attItuae towë:Ord women. In the episode of 

Chryse~s/urise~s, for exarnple, Agarnemnon's attention 

goes beyond "the f a ~r cheel<s Il of Chryseis: "l like her 

better than Klytairnestra my own wife, for in truth she 

15 no .... ay inferior, neither in build nor stature nor 

wit, not in accomplishment" (Iliad l, 113). AChilles, 

too, sometimes expresses tender feelings and respect 

toward women. There are occasions in the epic when the 

self-centered hero demonstrates his awareness of and 

desire for giv~ng and bestowing to others in a selfless 
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metaphors: 

In such a case he sometlmes uses feminine 

A man (,leS stlll if he has done 
nothing, as one who has done rnuch. 
1 Nothlny lS won for me, now that 
my heart has gone tnrouyh i ts 
af fI ictlons / ln for ever set t1n':l 
my llte on the hazard of battle. / 
For as ta her un .... lnyed youn':l ones 
the mother blrd brlnyS back 1 
morsels, .... herever she can find 
them, but as for herself It lS 
suf teclns, / such wùs l, as l lay 
througn aIl the many nlyhts 
unsleepH13, / such as l woce 
throu~h the blooay days of the 
hghtl.ng, 1 strlvins wlth the 
warrlors for the saKe of these 
men' s women. (lllaà 9, 320) 

The suggestlon IS that the women of hlS fello ........ arr lors 

need thel.c men, anà by helplny these men Achilles 15 

indeed helping those .... omen. 

The bri~hter side of h15 relatlonship with Brl.SelS 

contains remarks that he has loved hls prlze, thougl1 t1C 

is gUlck to add that he won her as spolls of war. 

Are the sons of Atreus alone amony 
mortal men the ones / .... ho love 
thelr wl ves? s Ince any wl10 15 d 

good ma.1 and careful, 1 loves her 
""iho lS his own and cares for her, 
even as 1 now / love.d thls one from 
rny heart, though It was rny spear 
that won her. (lliad 9, 340) 

C. H. whitman defends the authenticity of Achille~-

Brlseis relationship, arguing. that it was no rnere 

master-slave affair but that of a hero' s relationship 

with his wife (186). C. M. Bowra emphasizes that "The 
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tacts of sex are frankly stated, and there is no 

glorlfication of purity or self-abnegation.... But 

love plays a small part in the story, and though this 

may be due partly to the exigencles of camp life, it is 

due mu ch more to heroic standards of conduct" (1930, 

241). Nevertheless, even taking Ach~lles' word at face 

value, no sooner has he made the comment than he 

confirms that it is not so much for the loss of a loved 

one but for hlS own InJured prlde that he withdraws 

from th(? battle. "Yet still the heart in me swells up 

ln anger 1 when 1 remember / the disgrdce that he 

wrought upon me before the Arglves, / the son of Atreus 

as if 1 were sorne dishonoured vagabond Il (lliad 9, 646). 

The epl sode i 5 therefore complex. 

Ta see the essence of man-woman relfltl.onship lel:is 

from the pOInt of vie\>. of the heroes than from the 

Vle~polnt of the female characters themselves indeed 

reveals a sadéer story; and this, the reader remembers, 

1S a femlnlst point of departure in literery criticism. 

or rather what, is Briseis? She is a 

once-princess now reduced to a thing and often referred 

to as "it l1
• The pronoun !lit" is, of course, an English 

translation, and the original pronoun reference in 

Greek is trick y 1 but as we will notice below the 

classlficat~on of Briseis witn things in the text of 

the epic is obvious. As a character so central to the 
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structure of the epic she is only a name Wl thout any 

voice or act ~on except toward the end when she l s 

suddenly thrown back into the 

tradltional task of lamentation. 

epic to perform the 

Ber home destroyed, 

her relatives kll1ed, her fortune diminlshed, her 

f reedom taken away, she f inds hersel f object! t led as a 

pr lze disputed by two hlgh ranking warriers. She 1.5 

not unlike the miserable, nameless mother of Slyavush 

in 'lhe Shahnarneh, a \voman over whose posseSSIon two 

Persian generals guarreled. 'l'he case of Br lseis is 

even more pa thetic, because, completel y v ictiml zea III a 

more pov-.erful heroic paradigm and male arlstela (the 

equivalent ot Achilles is nonexlstent in 'l'he 

Shannameh) , she lacks the nameless mother 1 s 

fearlessness to try to escape a miserable conditIon. 

Briseis is constantly referred te in con]Unctlon 

~1.tn matter--thlngs, 

items of exchange. 

'l'hebeS tne sacred 

glfts, ShlpS, herses, and sHn1.1ar 

sacked, and 

Achllies explalns 

city of Eetion, / 

carried everything back 

"~e v.ent a':ialnsL 

and 

to 

the CIty ~e 

this place" 

(Iliad l, 366). 1'ha t "everything" includes Chryseis 

and Briseis whose humanity is incidental. When Brlseis 

is ta ken away Achilles complains tha t Agamemnon "has 

taken away my prize and keeps it" (Iliad 1,356). Or 

when Achilles protests the t "1'nere is no great store of 

things lying about l kno'w of. / But what we took from 
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the Cl.tles by storm has been distributedi / it is 

unbecoml.ng for the people to calI back things once 

gl.ven" (lll.ad 62). Al though Br iseis seems to oe happy 

with her position as "thing" and her status as "it", 

her desire to remal.n in Achilles 1 ship is totally 

disregarded, "and the woman aIl un'willingly went with 

them still" (Iliad l, 348). No better position is 

awal tl.ng her when she reaches Agamemnon. He, too, 

thinks of her as his rightful possessl.on and prize 

(lliaà l, 135). Briseis has no choice; on the one hand 

Agamemnon desires the prlze, and it is his desire that 

counts, and on the other, he fears that he woula be 

desplse~ by otners if he were the only one wi thout a 

battle prl.ze. His pride cornes first. Brl.seis will not 

be able to beat elther of the odds, not to mention both 

combined. 

But ",,'hen the course of events changes beyond 

BrlselS' control and she has to be given back to 

Achliles, this i5 how she is accounted for: 

But since l was mad, in the 
persuasl.on of my heart's eVl.I, / 1 
am willing to make all good, and 
give back gifts in abundance .••• / 
Seven unfired tripodsi ten talents' 
weight of gold i twenty / shlning 
cauldrons; and twelve horses .•.• 1 
1 will give him seven women of 
Lesbos .•.• / 1 will give h1ffi these, 
and wi th them 5hall go the one l 
took froll1 him, 1 the daughter of 
Briseus. And to aIl this 1 will 
s'wear a grea t oath / that l never 
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entered into her 
\o.i th her as is 
people, bet~een 
(Iliad 9, 119) 

bed and ne ver lay 
natural for human 

men and women. 

The dynamics of the paradi~m of Achilles are 

between men; women are outside observers of their own 

fate. 'fhe quarrel between the two Greek heroes was 

disaster for Briseisi their reconciliation is seen as 

more important even than her life: 

Son of Atreus, was this after aU 
the better way [or / both, for. you 
and me, that we, for aIl our 
hearts' sorrow, quarreled t0geth~r 

for the sake of a g1rl in soul­
perlshlng hatred? / 1 wish Artemis 
had kllled her beslde the sh1pS 
.... 1 th an arrc.... / on tha t aa y when l 
destroyed Lyrnessos and took her. 
(illad 19,56) 

BrlselS ~Ill not be 50 dlsCardecl. After her IOll':! 

absence in the epic, she w11l be brou~ht back to 

per [arm one more miserab1e tas/< before the eplc ends. 

c. l'1. Bo .... ra justi fies, "Yet la ter, ~hen the dead bou y 

of Patr oc1us has been laid out in the tent ot AChIlles, 

she cornes back and finds it there and bursts lnto 

bitter gr1ef as she recalls his gentleness to her" 

(1966, 29). Once more the reader can observe the 

recurrence of a familiar pattern for women, that is, to 

cry shrilly, tearing at their breasts, throats, ana 

foreheads. Both Ferdowsi and Homer make good use of 

this pattern. Ylie will see more HomerlC characters 

later. 
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As for Briseis, it is in Book nineteen that she 

reenters the stary: 

They brought back seven tripods 
from the shelter, those Agamemnon 1 
had promlsed, and twenty shining 
cauldrons, twel ve horses. they 
orought back 1 llnmed.lately the 
seven women the work of whose hands 
was 1 blameless, and the elyhth of 
them '~as .E:lrlSe.lS of the falr 
cheeks. (Illad 19,244) 

Agamemnon swears 1 "tha t l have never la1d a hand on the 

girl brlselS 1 on pretext to go ta bed w1th her" (lliad 

19, 261). Briseis, who haà done nothlng ~hatsoever to 

thlS point ln the eplc lS suddenly placed in a 

ffilserable situation. Patroclus i5 deaci, Achllies is 

deeply sorrowful and furious: 

And new, ln the likeness of golaen 
Aphrodi te, Briseis / when she sa .... 
PJtroklos lying torn y;itn sharp 
oronze, fold ln~ / hlm in her arms 
crleà shrllly above hlm and with 
ner hanès tore / at her breasts and 
her soft thrcat and her oeautilul 
forehead. (ll1ad 19, 283) 

lJnder tnebe r.ircumstances she 15 given a chance te 

speaK for the tirst time, a speech indicating the 

complete pathos of her lite, a lite that has been a 

waste from the beginning to the end: 

So evil in my life take over from 
evil tor ever. / 'l'he husband on 
whom my father and honoured mother 
bestowed me / l saw before my city 
lying torn wi th the sharp bronze, 1 
and my three brothers, whom a 
single mother bore v..lth me / and 
who .... ·ere close to me, aIl went on 
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one day to destructIon. / And yet 
you would not let me, when s .... ift 
AchIlleus had cut down / my 
husband, and sacked the CIty of 
godllke Mynes, you ",ould not / let 
me sorrow, but sald you would make 
me god Il ke AChllleus' / wedded 
lawful wlfe, that you would take me 
back ln the ShlpS / to Ph thIa, a.nd 
formall ze my marr .Lage among 
Myrmldons. / Therefore 1 weep your 
deatn .... 1 thout ceaslng. You were 
Kind a1ways. (I11.aa 19, 2~ù) 

The experl.ence of pathos and the waste of Brlsels' 

llfe, her miserles, her hardshlps, and lacK of gaIn or 

àevelopmen t of any kln:1 are aIl part of the eplsode. 

Such loss and suffering, of course, could have been 

dIrected tOYtard sorne kind of traglc gain, but ln the 

absence of evidence as such ~e must take the eplsode as 

It ls--pathos. 

Once again ~e meet the same paradoxical SItuatIon, 

many examples of .... hlCh .... e had encountered in The 

Shahnameh. Here ln the paradigm of AchIlles the case 

is much more severe compared to those ln the Shahnameh 

traoltion or those ln the paradigm of Hector Hl the 

Iliad: a worthy indi v idual woman, comp letel y denled, 

totally deprived of opportunities, thoroughly wasted, 

invaded, insulted, degraded, deal t .... i th as li fcless 

co.nmodi ty, and dr i ven to the very essence of mlsery. 

~ __ hen Briseis weeps for Patroclus, indeed she weeps for 

her own sake and for her own mlseries. Homer himsel f 

was senSl ti ve enough to recognize i t: fi 50 she spoke, 
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lamentiny and the wornen sorrowed around her / 

gr~evlng openly for Patroklos, but for her own sorrows 

1 each" (lliad 19, 301). 

HECUBA, ANDROMACHE, AND THE PARADIGM OF HECTOR 

The war of Troy is about an encounter between the 

GreeK forces represented by Achilles and the 'l'rojan 

power represented by Hector, an encounter in which the 

former attacks and the latter defends the city of Troy. 

'l'he nature of the campaigns has an impact on the 

warriors' attitude toward war, as weIl as the place of 

tamily, city, anc1 civilization ~n the two paradigms. 

M. ~. Knox explains: 

The great champ10n of the 'lro)ans, 
Hektor, flghts bravely, but 
reluctantly; war for h1m lS a 
necessary evil, and Me thinks 
nostalglcally of the peaceful past, 
though he has li ttle hope of peace 
to come. His pre-em1nence 1n peace 
is emphas1zed by the tendernes& ot 
hlS relat10ns wlth hl.S \\l.fe anà 
Ch11d and also by his kinàness ta 
Helen, the cause of the .... dr which 
he knows in hlS heart .... ill brlng 
hlS ci ty to destructlon. v..e see 
Hektor alv.ays dgalnst the 
background of the patterns of 
civilized 11fe--the rich city with 
i ts temples and palaces, the 
continuity of the famlly. 
(in The Norton Antholoyy of Wor1d 
Masterpleces, vol. l, 9-10) 

Hector knows that nothing will stand against the 
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violence of AChilles, yet he upholds the principle of 

defending the city, the children, and i ts women no 

matter what the cost. He who dies in this war, saya 

Hector, "has no dishonour when he dies defending / his 

country, for then his wi fe shall be saved and his 

children afterwards, and his hou se and property shall 

not be damaged" (Iliad 15, 496). In numerous passages 

Hector refers to the theme of the necessity of saving 

from the aggressors innocent ch~ldren, parents, w~ves, 

and the city. Over the dead body of Patroclus he says, 

"Patroklos, you thought perhaps of devastating our 

ci ty, / of stripping from the Trojan women the day of 

their liberty and dragging them off in ships to the 

beloved land of your fathers. / Fool! (Iliad 16, 

830): and again he addresses his soldiers "that man by 

man 1 gathered you to come here from your cities, / but 

50 that you m~ght have good will to defend the innocent 

/ children of the Tro)ans, and their wives, from the 

f ighting Acha~ans" ( 1 liad 17, 222); and later: "the 

fight will be for the sak.e of our c~ty and women" 

(Iliad 18, 265). He even warns Achilles hlmself: 

You must have hoped wlthin your 
heart, oh shining AchIlleus, 1 on 
this day to storm the c~ty of the 
proud Trojans. / You fool! There 15 
much ha rd sufferlng to be done for 
its winnlng, 1 since there are ~any 
of us inside, and men who are 
fighters, / who wIll stand before 
our beloved parents, our Wlves and 
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our children, / to defend Ilion •••• 
(Iliad 21, 583) 

Hector is not the only hero who feels as such. Priam, 

his father" who advises Hector not to fight Achilles 

alone is worried not only for his son, but also equally 

for the city, the women, and children. 

Come then inside the wall, my 
child, 50 that you can rescue / the 
Trojans and the women of Troy •••• 
Oh, take pi ty on me, the 
unfortunate still alive, still 
sentlent 1 but ill-starred,... l 
have lo.::>ked upon evils / and seen 
my sons destroyed and my daughters 
dragged away captive / and the 
chambers of. marrlage wrecked and 
the innocent chi Idren taken 1 and 
dashed to the ground in the 
hatefulness of war, and the wives / 
of my sons dragged off by the 
accursed hands of the Achaians. 
(Iliad 22, 56) 

ln the Hector paradigm the emphasis on women, a need to 

protect them and preserve marriages, homes, and 

families are all significant components. Nowhere in 
1 

the Iliad can we find more emphasis as such than in the 

paradigm of Hector, a paradigm which, as Bowra has 

indlcated, was itself a sign of an evolving Greek 

cul ture: 

He /Hectorl has his touchingly 
human side, when he con fronts his 
wife or plays wi th his small boy; 
he ls deeply considerate to his old 
mother and courteous to Helen ..•. 
Homer shows how well aware he is of 
the changes ln Greek llfe between 
Mycenaean times anè his own. 
Mycenae itself and other places 
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1 like it were not strictIy cities 
but fort t'esses , the homes of 
sOldier-kings and their armies, but 
by the eighth century the city­
state had come into existence and 
clairned the loya1ty that in the old 
days a mdn wou1d give to his own 
pride. Almost unconsciously Homer 
presents this momentous change in 
the contrasted figures of Achilles 
and Hector. 
(l9b6, 35-36) 

The reader may also recall Arthur' s theory in "The 

Orig ins of the Western Attitude towards Women" • 

Generally speaking, the pOint 'is that women have a more 

central place in the Hector paradigm, and that the "new 

heroism" places heightened importancf: on wClmen. But 

this being said, let us add that the paradigm of Hector 

is not free from its own contradictions. Despite the 

protection of and respect for women, female characters 

suffer from not only the devastating might of the 

attacking Achilles but also from the contradictions 

that exist within the val ue system of the Hector 

paradigm itself. 

Hector' s dedication to family, city, and peace on 

the one hand, and his pursuit of individual glory in 

war, the idea1 of aristeia, on the other, are part of a 

larger paradox made of the contradictions which Homer 

did not intend to resolve. 

Homer knows tha t there is an 
irreconcilable conflict between the 
glory of war and the priee which 
has to be paid for it, and he makes 
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no attempt to reconcile them. The 
highest excitement known to man is 
won at the expense of the blackest 
misery. (Bowra 1966, 43) 

Before getting into the heart of the paradox in 

the Hector paradigm, we will first ordW attention to 

broad similarities and differences in the images of 

women in both paradigms. Hector and Achilles 

themselves demonstrate differences and share 

similarities in their heroic models, and so do the 

women ~ho are associated w1th them. The 1mage of woman 

as weakling is present in both paradigms and in both 

opponents are scolded by being compared to women; 

indeed, the label of a woman is thrown at a warrior 

like mud for the express purpose of belittling h1m (for 

example, Ilia<.l 7, 96; Iliad 8, 163; Il1ad Il, 389). 

Moreover, in both paradigms women are always domest1c 

creatures in subservient roles devoted to tak1ng care 

of men; they serve them food, take thelr arms when they 

com~ frona the battle field, draw hot baths for tnem, 

wash the f1lthy blood stains from the1r body (I11ad 14, 

5); Zeus, in fact, pi ties Hector beca use Andromache 

will not be able to do such things for him any longer. 

Not the least important is the task of lamentation 

which is skillfully and effectively performed by womep 

in both armies. Our point i5 not that the act of 
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weeping and lamenting is degrading; Achilles himself 

weeps for Patroclus; Rustam is devastated in his 

mourning for Sohrab. But these characters as weIl as 

numerous other tragic figures ini tiate a process, make 

mistakes, cause losses, experience sorrows, and emerge 

out of the situation as better or more well-rounded 

characters despite significant lasses. But it is one 

thing ta be directly involved in a process and 

experienee its sorrow when the 10ss oceurs, and 

complete1y another wh en certain characters are kept in 

reserve merely to be sudden1y thrown into the midst of 

a funeral to scream, scratch their faces with their 

nai 15, and tain t. Examples may include the maidens of 

Achilles and Patl'aclus, whose first actions in the epic 

are ta be cry ing out aloud, running out of doors, 

bea tlng their chests with their hands. The images of 

Hecuba and Andromache in the Hector paradigm as weIl as 

Rudabeh and Tahmineh in The Shahnameh bear similari ties 

wi th those in the Achilles paradigme 

But on the other hand there are aiso differences 

in women 1 s situation depending whether they are 

invol ved wi th the Greek or Trojan I-teroic mode1s. 

Whereas in Ach111es 1 camp women are denied roles other 

than lying wi th men, being praised for their beauty, 

serving their food, washing theü" blood stains, and 

crying for their dead, the paradigm of Hector allows 
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several kinds of opportunities to participate in 

activities re1ated to the fate of the city, the life 

and death of warriors, and family. Often wornen join 

hands with the older men of the city (wise counse1ors) 

in praying to the gods ta assist TroJan heroes and to 

gain divine favors without which no hero could have won 

in their belief structure. The religious minded Hector 

assigns his mother Hecuba to assemble the highborn 

wornen of the ci ty to pray to Athene to assist h1m ln 

the war which will save the city, women, etc. (lliad 6, 

114; Iliad 6, 269; Iliad 6, 293). In another scene 

Hector appeals to Helen to persuade Parls ta stand up 

to expeetatlons of him (Iliad 6 , 363) . Unli ke the 

minor task of bathing a man, this assigns to a female 

charaeter a task of strategie importance. To barrow 

Arthur' s thesis, the overall difference in the status 

of women in the Hector and Achilles paradlgms has ta 

do wi th the difference between the two mal n heroes 

thernselves; the heroic natures of Achl11es and Hector 

are bound to make a differenee in the roles and Bnages 

of women. As for the women themsel ves 1 their higher 

caliber participation in the central activi ties of the 

episodes indica tes streng th. 

In sum, women in the Hector paradl.gm en JOY a sort 

of social status which is altogether nonexlstent for 

women in the former one. Nevertheless, the critlc must 
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be careful not to overemphasize the concept. Mary R. 

Lefk.owitz is perhaps doing precisely that in her 

admiration of female characters such as Andromache. 

Lefkowitz Inverts the limitations of female passivity, 

transforming i t into a he roi c model not only for the 

women themsel ves but also for men: "Women' s passive 

heroism sets the model for a man" in Greek literature 

(11) . Accordlng to Lefkowi tz who suggests further that 

women's paSSIve heroism, their indirect involvement ln 

the core structure of the stocy, and their distant 

observatIon are superior as a heroic model than its 

opposite, active one: 

Women are dependent upon men for 
their status in life and the mode 
of their existence; they are unable 
to take action on their own. But 
their helplessness gives them 
another kJ..nd of independence: as 
outsIders, they comment as 
observers on what lS happening 
around them, Slnce they are on the 
walls of Troy or in the Greek camp 
and not on the battlef ield. 
Andromache, for instance, 
understands more completely than 
Hector what the out.come of the 't.'ar 
will be. He says in Illad 6 that 
he knows there will come a day when 
Troy wIll perish, but he urges 
Andremache nat to mourn: 'No man 
wIll hurl me to Hades unless it is 
fa ted. 1 He tell s her to go back to 
the house and do her work and let 
the men te::-d te the f ighting . But 
Andremache returns and rouses the 
other women in the house to a 
formaI lamenta tion for the dead: 
"50 they mourned him in the house 
while he was stIll livIng. (2-3) 
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To praise Andromache for her wise observatIons, her 

insight, and her timely statements i5 one thIng, and 

quite another to place the source of WIse heroic 

acti v i ties in fema le characters who, ln turn, are 

supposed to have set the example for wise actlons for 

men. The latter component of Lefkowitz 1 s thesis is 

unconvl.ncing 0 

Andromache IS a hlghly worthy character in the 

Iliad; she possesses ~ rlch personall.ty full of 

compasSlon, dedicatlon, love, sacriflce, inslght, 

courage, and fearlessnesso NO\Nhere can we f ind a 

better descrlptIon of Andromache _ character than ~n 

Homer 1 S own words in Book 6 of the Iliad, where Homer 

calls Andromache Hector 1 S "perfect wife" (Illad 6, 

374) 0 

In this scene, where Hector has left the battle 

field to come home and persuade Parls to live up to 

expectations of hun, and after Hector has ce]E:cted 

Helen 1 S advice not to go back to war lest he will be 

killed, Hector seeks hlS beautiful, "whlte armed" wlfe 

at home. Not 5eel.ng her there, he wonders whether she 

has joined other women in prayer for the su~cess of the 

Trojan armyo But he learns from "the hard-workulg 

housekeeper" who reluctantly tells him: 

Hektor, since you have urged me to 
tell you the truth, she .l5 not 1 
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1 with any of the sisters of ber lord 
/Hector / or the wi ves of hIS 
brothers, 1 nor has she gone to the 
house of Athene, where aIl the 
other 1 lovely-haired women of Troy 
propit-J.ate the grim goddess, 1 but 
she has gone to the great bastion 
of Ilion, because she heard that / 
the Tro]ans were losing, and great 
grew the strength of the Achaians. 
/ Therefore she has gane in speed 
to the wall, like a \lloman 1 gone 
mad, and a nurse attending her 
carries the baby. (Iliad 6, 382) 

She is a carlng, fearles5 woman who prefers to face the 

realIty out there than stay at home to participate in 

the (ate of the l,.\~\r passively 1.n prayer. When Hector 

is back on hls way to "the Skaian gates, whereby he 

would 1.ssue into the plain, there / at last his own 

generous wlfe came running to meet hirn" (Iliad 6, 393). 

Hector 1S happy to see hIS wife and his son. "Hector 

smi led in sllence as he looked on hlS son, but she, / 

Andromache, stood close beslde hlm, letting her tears 

fall" (Iliad 6, 404). Lovlng, caring, and thoughtful, 

she "clung to h1S hand and called hIm ty name and spoke 

to hIm: 'Dearest, 1 your own great strength 1,"111 be 

your death, and yOù have no p1.ty / on your I1ttle son, 

nor on me, 1.11-starred, who soon must be you..: 

widow .•. fI' (Iliad 6, 406). She has independently 

observed the battle fIeld from the top of the wall. 

Examining the situation in the light of her own past 

experience and having witnessed the murder of her own 
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family members at Achilles' hands, she has much advl.ce 

to offer to Hector: 

presently the Achaians, gatnering 
together, 1 will set upon you and 
kil! you, and for me i t would be 
far better 1 to slnk lnto the earth 
when l have lost you, for there lS 
no other / consolatl.on for me after 
you have gone to your destlny-

/ only grief; sioce l have no 
father, no honoured motiler. / lt 
was brilliant AchIlleus who slew my 
f ather , Eetl.on.... 1 And they who 
were my se ven brothers ln the great 
house all \oient upon a sIngle day 
down lnto the house of the death 
god, for swi ft- f ooted br i Il iant 
Achilleus slaughtereJ aIl of them. 
(Illad 6,409) 

She remlnds Hector of the sad story of her queen 

mother, how Achllles led her ln captlvity, accepted 

"ransom bejond count" to release her, but only for 

Artemis to strl.ke her down by showering arrows. The 

powerful pathos of Andromache 1 s episode, her Slncere 

expression of her feelings, and the re)ected depth of 

her practical inslght are reflected in tl1ese famous 

lines: 

Hektor, thus you are fa ther to me, 
and my honoured mother, / you are 
my brother, and you 1 t i5 who are 
my young husband. 1 Please take 
pit Y on me then, stay here on the 
rampart, / that you may not leave 
your child an orphan, your wlfe a 
wldow, / but draw your people up by 
the fIg tree, there where the Clty 
1 is openest to attack, and where 
the wall may be mounted ••.• 
(Iliad 6, 429) 
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1 But the always-car~ng Hector will paradox~cally pur sue 

h~s own aristela and will want to meet Ach~lles face to 

face to meet the challenge of possess~ng indl.vidu,al 

herolc 9 lory. He orders her to "Go therefore back to 

our house, and take up your own work, 1 the loom and 

the d~staff, and see to 1t that your handmaidens / ply 

their work also; but the men must see to the fightlng" 

(Illad 6,490). 

The hel plessness of Andromache and the pa thos of 

the ep~sode l.n the early part of the epic are 

eventually summarized not by \Nords but by Andromache's 

most sincere and, in the last. analysls, inexplicable 

gaze: 

helmet 

"50 glorious Hektor spoke and again took up the 

/ w.lth l.ts crest of horse-ha~r, while hl.s 

beloved 'NIfe went homeward, 1 turnlng to look back on 

the way, letting the l1ve tears fail" (Illad 6,494 

emphas~s mlne). lt 15 after th1s scene that Andromache 

mourns for Hector's death while he lS stl.ll lIving. 

'l'he eplsode speaks as loudly as any story can. 

The pathos 1S effective 1n ways not unlike the pathos 

of the storles of The Shahnameh; the wasted lnsight and 

the suffering of Tahmlneh, Rustam's wlfe and the mother 

of Sohrab, and Katayun, the queen of Gushtasp and the 

mother of Prince Esfand1yar, follow the s~me pattern. 

The stories both ln Homer~c 11terature and 1n the 

Shahnameh tradition, are masterpieces of the1r kind; 
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but also one cannot ignore the fact that they fall 

onort of meeting the requlrements of tragic experlence. 

Therefore, 1 t lS lmportan t to notlce tha t whlle the 

figurè of Andromache lS powerful, she lS limltcd t~ the 

pathetic, whlle only male characters can aspire to the 

tragic. 

We should clarify a point concerning our use of 

tragedy as a terme By tragedy we certalnly do not mean 

tragedy a s a genre. Obv 10usly eplc Il ter ature lS Ilot 

tragedy as drc?ITla. But it lS perfectly all rlght to 

address the experlence of tragedy ln a work of 

1lterature. Genres other than drarna, such as novel and 

epic, have the capaclty to lllustrate the experlence of 

tragedy, lthough the best vehicle stIll remalns to be 

drama. Ar lstotle was perhaps the f lrst scholar to 

address the issue in the PoetlCS. Speaklng of "eplc 

and tragedy" Ar is totle wrote: 

Gerald F. 

The constItuent elements are partly 
ldentical and partly llmlted to 
trdgedy. Hence anybody who knows 
about good and bad tragedy knows 
about eplc also; (or the elements 
that the eplc possess appertdln to 
tragedy as well, but those of 
tragedy are not al! found ln the 
epic. (25) 

Else explalns in the endnotes of hlS 

translatIon of the Poetics that "An lmportant part of 

Arlstotle's theory of the orl.gins of the dramatlc 

genres, tragedy anc'! comedy, is that their "forms" or 
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essences were grasped and foreshadowed by Homer before 

they actually came lnto belng as genres" (86-87). 

Among modern scholars. several wrlters have associated 

the Illad w~~h tragedy calling Ach~lles a traglc hero. 

Cedric H. Whitman calls Achl11es "the flrst tragic 

hero" (220). Lattimore dl.scusses the character of 

Achllles: "As a hero of tragedy, he IS great, but human 

and ~mperfect. His traqedy is an effect of free choice 

by a will that faiis short of omnISCIence and 15 

dlsturb<."d by anger" (46). Therefore, we are not too 

far off to dlSCUSS the subJect of tr~gedy ln the Iliad. 

Our point, however, is that the experlence of -agedy 

and its rewards are reserved for men rather than women 

ln both tradltIons of the Shahnameh and Homerlc ep~cs. 

Whereas men are 9 l ven the opportunl ty to be Invol ved 

wlth tragedy, and ln Lattimore's words with the effect 

of f ree cholce, Women are entang led Wl th pathos and 

circumstances that are imposed upon them and 

lamentatIons that follow. Andromache and other female 

fIgures mentl0ned above flt thlS pattern. 

Mary R. Lefkowltz, who upholds the helplessness of 

women as a heroic model in i tsel f, defends a thesis 

that the story of Andromache is a tragedy, feminl.ne 

st y ·Le. 

She argues that two kinds of tragedles exist in 

the Iliad, one for the active involvement of men and 
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another for the passive observatl0ns of ~omen: 

S1nce tragedy concerns the 
acqu1s1tlon of Know1edge through 
sufferlng, 1 wou]d llKe to suggest 
that Homer offered the trag1c poets 
two bas1c modes of acqulrlng 
knowledge: (1) the ma le pa ttern of 
acquiring It actlvely as the result 
of causlng someone's death 11K0 
Achl.lles Wl.th Patroclus; (2) the 
essentlally female pattern of 
acqul.c.lng l.t [..o:'lsslvely, through 
observatIon and through loss. 
Chr1stian ethl.cs mlght encourage us 
to prefer the second, but the ll~dd 
and tbe Odyssey seem to suggest 
tha t both modes are necessary a t 
once. 'W.Jmen are 50 ot ten the 
cen tra l f l gures of traged y because 
they are by nature Vl.ctlms of 
traditionai values of sOcIety .... 
( 4 ) 

A close examlnat10n of Lefkow1tz' own statements 

1nd 1ca tes tha t her formula of female tragedy lS 

actually what others have called pathos. On the one 

hand she says women are paSSIve observers, and on the 

otner, Vl.ctl.ms of external elements. Puttl.ng together 

the t'Wa companents of her formula, \Ne reùcb a perfect 

pattern for ~athos, regardlE'~s of the pratagon1~;t' s 

gender. The ciasSIf1cat1on o~ tragedy based on gender 

1S 1ndeed a problematlc one. A different way of 

100K1ng at the Sl tuat10n lS to observe tha t both men 

and women could be lnval ved W1 th bath patterns of 

exper1ences ln pathos and tragedy, but the fact lS that 

more often than not the 1mage of woman lS Involved w~th 

the former than the latter. 
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The paradox 1n the figure of Andromache is that 

whl.le be1ng a worthy woman, r ich in v 1. rtues , and 

playing a role of greater importance ln the story 1 s 

structure, she is ultimately not taken seriously, 

relegated to a subserv1ent role, adv1sed not to 

Interfere wlth Important matters, and sent home to mind 

her own domestic busIness. There l1es the paradox for 

Andromache, a paradox dl.rectly connected to the 

paradox1cal nature of Hector hlmself as a domest1.c herû 

and, at the same tl.me, a pursuer of male 

Indlvlduallst1c ar1stela of Wh1Ch Ach1lles is the 

ultlmate example. 

Andromache's character, 1S much more dynamlc than 

Let kowl tz assumes. We noted her beha v lor 1n seek1ng 

Hector 

home. 

out 1n the open field l.nstead of sltt1ng at 

Also, she IS more than a pass1 ve observer 

llffi1ted to learn1ng from the loss of a father, a 

mother, seven brothers, a husband, and a child. She lS 

a dynaml.c character ~ho acts to save her family. We do 

not Intend to say that she 1S w1lling to take up arms 

and defeat AchIlles or be lalled by h1mj nor do we say 

that phys1cally she should have been made that kind of 

a character 1n order ta share an honorable pos1t10n in 

the soc .lal f abr 1C of the st ory. Ra ther she is a 

dynam1c partner and shares wlth HeLtor her observations 

concern1ng the dangerous sltuat10n wh1.ch surrounds he~ 
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family; moreover, as a dynamic, involved character she 

even goes to the extent of using her insight offerlng 

Hector a strat-:gy different from and perhaps more 

pragmatlc than that which Hector' s arlsteia urges hlm. 

In sum, Andromache is not a simple paSS.Lve observer. 

YE't., thlS dynamlc character will ln her own way sense 

the sorrows of the doom for the Trojans, a doom which 

she senses but lS not in a posltl0n to l..nfluence, 

partly because as a woman she has to Ir.lnd her own 

business at home. It is indeed a double sorrow that 

she ends with: on the one hand sorrow for a st.lll 

11vlng but already a dead man, a huml1lated but beloved 

husband as weIl as fellow country man, and on the 

other sorrow fo~ her own mlserable future--soLrow 

wrapped Wl th.ln sorrow and double suf fer .lng INI th no 

relief ln sighti nar lS there a posslbl11ty for traglc 

reernergence and rlse after the heavy prlce .lS pa.ld. 

Andromache! .lS not the only woman ~aught in such a 

mlserable 51 tuat.lon. In addl t.lon to HomerlC 

11terature, the Shahnameh tradition offers an abundance 

of su,-~h exarnples. As we have seen, in "the Story of 

Sohrab" Tahmineh, through her observations and .lnslght, 

senses eXlsting dangers much more effectlvely than her 

son Sohrab does, givlng hlrn more than adeguate warning 

and advice, but, of course, Just like Andromache, to no 

avall. In "the StOt'y of Esfandlyar" Katayun had 
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foreseen through experience, participation, 

observat~on, intu~tion, and insight the doom which was 

awai t~ng her son Esfandiyar. But in exactly the same 

way tha t Andromache was warned not to meddle wi th 

serious matters, the otherwise highly regarded Katayun 

was in the end relegated to a subservient role because 

she was a woman and not taken seriously in the social 

fabric of the story. 

'l'hlS is Homer's "perfect wife" in the paradigm of 

Hector. G~ f ted wi th generous quali ties and a more 

favorable pos~ t~on than the women of the paradigm of 

Achilles, Andromache Joins the gallery of dynamic 

female characters who, ~n the end, are pa:!:'adoxically 

pushed into the periphery. There exists a structural 

pattern in the development of these characters in Homer 

and Ferdowsi: the characters' actions mirror the 

process in the narrative where they begin as 

strategically important partjcipants in the action, but 

end inev~tably as suitabJe for the role of lamentation. 

Hecuba is anether example; she is less active and 

more resigned than Andromache, but regardless of the 

intensity of participation, the paradoxical formula 

appl~es again: 

Hector's mother, Hecuba, is an old 
woman, who, after losing many of 
her sons in the war, has an old 
woman's fears and furies. She begs 
Hector not te f ight Achilles, and 
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her husband Pr iam not to take the 
risk of ransoming her son 1 s body, 
but in her frailty she yieldb on 
both points, and, though in her 
hatred of Achl.11es she wishes to 
drink his blood, she ends by 
accepting her doom with 
resignation, as if she cou1d not 
fight against it. (Bowra 1966, 29) 

A high1y regarded woman, who is a center of attention 

in the paradigm of Hector joins the ranks of suffering 

11l,others. The image is far too faml1iar to need further 

explanatl.ons. "When Hecuba bares her breast and 

entreats his pl.ty, Hector will stand firm. But he will 

run at last, and his enemy wlll pursue him" !Sheppard 

58) • Hecuba will sure1y be there to wltnes5 lt and 

observe, on top of the former murder of her many sons, 

the brutal killing of her most beloved one--and aIl 

this ln order to fuIflll the ancient role of pathos, a 

role of much cast and little return. Hecuba, 

Andromache, Rudabeh, Tahmineh, Katayun are pathetl.c 

suffering mothers grieving for painful and wasteful 

losses. 
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HELEN BETWIXT TWO PARADIGMS: 

Helen is another controversial figure who occupies 

a significant role in the entire war of Troy. She is, 

of course, much more important a figure in the myth 

about the war than in Homer's epic the I11ad. oespite 

her ins1gnificance in the epic, however, she still 

remains the cause of the Trojan war. In the lliad she 

is a character invol ved in both paradigms, tha t of 

Achilles and of Hector. In the light of our 

discuss10ns concerning paradoxical attitudes toward 

women in each of the two paradigms, i t is not strange 

that Helen's character, which belongs to both 

paradigms, should be do~bly paradoxical and at best an 

amalgam of att1tudes toward her. Not being in the 

center of attention and dragged along varI0US episodes 

throughout the epic her character becomes too dIffuse, 

too rambllng to fit a cohesive vision, and too 

inconsistent to reflect a particular attitude toward 

women in the epic. 

But apart from inconsistencies in Helen's make up 

as weIl as systematic and structural tensions in terms 

of contradictory components in her character, there is 

apparently a philosophical consideration about her 
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existence in Greek literature. 

In conjunctio'1 with Helen and the philosophical 

significance of her beauty H. D. F. Kitto explains ~n 

The Greeks that the Greeks had two sets of awareness, 

which he labels "intellectualism and humanity". By the 

former he means human awareness of an unalterable 

cosmic framework in which human life must be l~ved, a 

framework in which the gods are not necessarily 

benevolent while man should look forward to a d~m 

shadowy life in Hades. Kitto adds that the v~sion by 

itself would have developed resigned and hopeless 

fatalism among the Greeks, but the awareness, K~tto 

argues, was combined with the almost flerce JOy ~n llfe 

and the exultation ~n human ach~evement. Whl.Ie KI. t to 

labels the former awareness "intellectual~sm," he calis 

the latter "humanity" which advocates passI.onate 

delight in life here and now and in this wor Id. The 

Greeks being aware of both forces, Kitto explalns, had 

a particular attraction and fasc~nation for 1 ife, for 

its beauty, its JOY, and glory. ThlS can rem~nd us of 

our earlier discuss~on on The Shahnameh and W~ckens' s 

observations on the persian epic in regard to the 

expre5sion of the human condition, a sense of ~rony, 

etc. With regard to Helen, in Kitto's words, "Typical 

of t~e limitations, even the contradictions of llfe, is 

the fact that what is worth hav~ng can often be had 
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only at the peril of life itself" (1957, 62). Helen 

symbolizes that klnd of beauty and joy in life, beauty 

that can also have danger and death as its neighbor for 

the heroes it the y decide to possess it, but a priee 

worth paying. Kitto quotes from the lliad in which 

Homer upholds Priam' s superior vision in protecting 

Helen as against the V1S1on of lesser princes who want 

Helen to leave Troy and take away with her the dangers 

which she has caused (1957, 62). Equating beauty with 

glory, he adds: 

Beauty, like glory, must be sought 
though the priee be tears and 
destruction. 15 1 t not th1S 
thought at the very center of the 
whole legend of the TroJan war? 
For ItS hero Achilles, -che very 
perfection of Greek chi valry, was 
given precisely thlS choice by the 
gods. They offered h1m a long l1fe 
with mediocrity, or glory w1th an 
early death. Whoever flrst made 
this rnyth expressed in it the 
essence not only of Greek thought 
but also of Greek hlstory. 
(1957, 62) 

In a broad sense, therefore, Helen occupies a 

significant position in the epic and her universal 

value is recognized by aIl parties in the lliad, valued 

by the narrator and the heroes of both paradiqms. 

Nonetheless, despite this recognition, whether explicit 

or Implicit, the att1tude toward Helen lS paradoxlcal 

and especlally it differs radically in the paradigm of 

AchIlles from that in the Hector paradigme 
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In the Achilles paradigm rarely do we encounter 

genuine concerns about Helen herself; rather we are 

constantly reminded of the hum~liat~on the warr~ors 

experience because of having lost Helen to other men. 

"Will you aIl hurl yourselves into your benched ships / 

and take f light homeward to the beloved land of your 

fathers, / and would you thus leave to Pr~am and to the 

Trojans Helen / of Argos, to glory over ••. " (Iliad 2, 

174)? And to compensate for the hum~11at10n 1nflIcted 

upon them, we can remE~mber that they are forcefully 

advised "Therefore let no man be urgent to take the way 

homeward / untll after he has IaIn ln bed wlth the wlfe 

of a Trojan" (Illad 2, 354). The confl~ct ~s ObVlously 

between men over not only the possesslon of a woman, 

but also over possessing her weal th. The po~nt ls 

clear when both sides decide to mlnlmlze the damage of 

the full scale war between the two armiesi the y 

announce: 

Warlike Menelaos and Alexandros 
Iparisl are to f Ight / wi th long 
spears agal.nst each other for the 
sake of the woman. 1 Let the wOffian 
go to the Wlnner, and aIl the 
possessions. (Illad 3, 253) 

Helen is being treated as less than human, as lf the 

two male protagonl.sts were flghting over terrltory. 

This Greek episode may also remlnd us of a somewhat 

similar Shahnameh story where the two generals of K~ng 
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Kavus were quarreling ove~ the possession of 

The-Nameless-Mother, who was soon to be saved from the 

aggresslon of the generals, only to be reserveè for the 

lustful purposes of the king himself. The mighty Helen 

of Troy and the nameless mother of the martyred saint, 

Prince Slyavush, have indeed been reduced to sheer 

commodi tles and violated as human being. In this 

sense, the attitude toward wornen as autonomous human 

belngs lS reductlve. The struggle over a wornan may 

have posItive connotations for heroic achievement, but 

from a feminist pOInt of view (both gynocentric and 

androcentr IC) i t is degrading. Ernphasis on female 

humIlIation, rather than male heroic gaIn lS, the 

reader recalls, a fernlnist pOInt of departure. 

Moreover, Wl thln the paradigm of AChilles, Helen 

can remind us of Chrysels/Brisels whose loss was the 

cause ot humiliatIon for their masters. Helen is 

evidently a larger figure than Chryseis or Brlseis in 

the structure of the epic. But the same self-regarding 

concern that drove Achilles to fury when he lost 

Breseis, and 

attributable 

Agamemnon when he lost 

to Menelaos's reaction to 

Chryseies, 

his 1055 

is 

of 

Helen. For Menelaos and his entire troop what matters 

rnost lS the restoration of their own damaged masculine 

pride and the possessIon of Helen's possessions. 

As to the atti tude of AchIlles himself, nowhere 
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can we find a better example than in Book Nineteen of 

the epic when Achilles curses Helen and says that his 

father must be weeping "for breavement of such a son, 

for / me, who now ln a strange land / make/s/ war upon 

the TroJans for the sake of accursed Helen" (lliad 19, 

324) • Nowhere does Hector curse Helen desplte the 

hardship he experiences and the devastation lnflicted 

upon his famlly and the entire Troy. 

We have already discuss€d paradlgm differences as 

weIl as shared values in Achllies and Hector paradigms. 

Leslie Colllns ln her Cornell Ph.D. theslS, now 

published as Studles ln Characterlzatlon ln the lliad 

discusses the subJect, but also trIes to explaln how 

two dlfferent value systems can eXlst in the same eplc. 

Her representative examples are not AchIlles and 

Hector, which is our pOInt of emphasls, but Achl11e5 

and Agamemnon, who are closer to each other ln the 

f irst place, thus easier to reconclle- ~hJch 15 

Collins 1 intentIon; she upholds the eXIstence of cl 

unified King-warrior hero1c Ideal in the Illad. Ber 

discussion touches the quest10n of woman, though from a 

non-feminist point of view. 

CollIns develops three sets of characterizations 

by which, she believes, the heroic ideal lS established 

in the Iliad: the characterlzation of Agamemnon as 

r 
king, Achilles as warr1or, and nonwarriors such as "the 

, 
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do have a place, albeit an ambl.valent one" (24). How 

can 1ndiv1dualistic interests in the warrior paradigm, 

the "pr1macy" and "supremacy" of which Collins does not 

den y l.n the Iliad (103), be reconciled to the king 

paradigm whl.ch contains a commitment to the community? 

Her thes1s revolves around three basic points: 1) 

Agamemnon, although a "king", and thus comrnitted to the 

communl.ty, l.S not as bad a "warrior" as Achl.lles says 

he iSi 2} Achl.lles, who is self-centered and a 

"v iolent, merciless warr ior, slayer of supliants ... Il 

also has a capacity as a "royal convener of assemblies 

and guardl.an of its values ••• " (102); the thl.rd tool is 

the use of nonwarrl.or characters such as Brl.seis and 

Helen who play a sign.l f 1cant role in the narra ti ve 

progress of the epic and facill.tate the establ.lshment 

of the thematic ideal in the Iliad. The women, Helen 

and Brise1s, who are respectively the cause of the war 

and the quarrel, Collins explains, are endowcd positl.ve 

characterist.lc to leg1t1ml.ze heroism in the epic on the 

one hand and, on the other, a source to be blamed if 

the war goes less weIl (24-25). This is the mechanism 

which provides the hero with a tool to act according to 

the narratl.ve need. Thus, it is possible for example, 

Collins explains, to go to great lengths in the ep1c to 

r base Achilles' wrath and withdrawal on his warrior 

\ 
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values, 

yet although the poem narra tes the 
disastrous consequences of hlS 
move ... , Achilles' regret focuses 
not merely on hlS mlsperceptlon of 
the relatlon of hlS personal heroic 
career to the welfare of tl1S 
people, but on hlS mlsestlmatlon of 
Brisels as a worthy reflectlon of 
the value for WhlCh he stlll 
maintalns he stands. BrlselS .•. 
who stood for Achilles' standlng as 
warrlOJ:" (I 343, 334; B 688-91; II 
56ff.) lS ln light of the death of 
Patrocl us. . . sooner to have dled 
than became the cause of quarrel (T 
56-64) ... , Just as Helen WIll be 
seen to be both •... (24) 

She draws a parallel between Helen and BrJ.seis. 

Il In other words, Il Collins adds, "one or other side of 

the essential amblvalency of nonwarrlors V1S a VlS 

warriors can be intensifled accordlny as the narratlve 

finds it conv,=nient" (24). Thus the narratlve makes It 

possIble for Achilles ta flght over regalnI.ng Helen 

from the TroJans, because she lS valuable, or wlthdraw 

from the war for Brisels' sake, agaln because she lS 

worthy, and curse both of them for thelr role ln the 

social structure of the epic when the war goes less 

weIl. The narratlve progress, Colilns asserts, makes lt 

possible for women such as Helen and BrlselS to be both 

praised and blamed "accordlng as the narratlve flOds lt 

convenlent" so that a coheslve warrlor-king value 

system can be establlshed ln the Illad (4l-67). 

The essence of the androcentric femlnist point of 
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very process of analysls as such. It is true that the 

hero and the king, both of whom are men, galn ln ti1e 

course of the epic, a concept against which we have no 

qualms; but what about women? Why should they be 

placed in an "amb1valent" posltlon as such? What kind 

of a value system does the eplc represent from the 

perspective of a feminlst point. of departure? The 

"peculiar posltlon" of women, to use Finley's term once 

agaln, can be ]ustiEled in the Illad under the pretext 

of varlOUS sorts of hlgher goals and hero~c ldeals; but 

when the spotlight of analysls is the question of 

wornan, the subJect of vlctimizdtion can by no means be 

l 19nored. The "pecullar posltlon" ln the narrative 

structure of the eplc sa ys , in the last analysis, 

sornethlng about the womanness of characters such as 

Brlseis and Helen. The paradoxlcal sltuation and the 

systematlc Inconsistency intert~ines wlth thelr makeup. 

ln the paradlgm of Achilles the contradictIon 

imposed on Helen welghs more heavily on the negatlve; 

ln the Hector paradigm her posltlon 1S more positIve. 

lt is true that Hector himself brushes Helen aside in 

the same paradoxical context when he dlsrnisses the 

thoughtful advice of bath Helen and Andrornache in his 

too proud a plan to face Achliles alone. But i t is 

also true that Hector treats Helen klndly. In Helen's 
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own words: 

Hektor, of aIl my lord' s brothers 
dearest by far to my SpIrIt: 1 
••• here now IS the twentleth year 
upon me Slnce 1 came 1 from the 
place where 1 was, foresaklng the 
land of my fathers. ln thlS tlme 1 
l never heard a harsh say lng frolO 
you, nor an Insult. 1 No, but when 
another, one of my lord's brothers 
or sisters, a falr-robed 1 wlfe of 
sorne brother, would say a harsh 
word to me ln the palace. 1 or my 
lord 1 s mother--but hlS father was 
gentle always, a father / lndeed­
then you would speak and put them 
off and restraJ.n them by your own 
gentleness of heart and your gentle 
words. . . • There was no other ln 
the wJ.de Troad 1 who was Klnd to 
me, and my frlendi aIl others 
shranK when they saw me. 
(Illad 24,762) 

Unllke Menelaos, explalned aoove, ParlS ln the 

Hector Paradlgm IS happy W1. th and shows more slgns of 

loving Helen, not willing to glve her up: "But of the 

possessions l carried away to our house from Argos / l 

am "'Hll ing to 9 1. ve aIl back, and to add to these t rom 

my own goods" (II1.ad 7, 363). Pr1.am, too, treats Helen 

kindly and respects her des1.re to stay ln Troy wlth 

Par1.S although her presence has brought devastatlon and 

destruction for Troy. priam's wacriors on the tower 

say: 

Surely there 1.S no blame on Tro]ans 
and strong-gr~aved Acha1.ans / if 
for long tlme they suffer hardshlp 
for a woman 11.Ke thlS one. 
Terrible lS the 11.keness of her 
face to Immortal goddesses. / 
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st~ll, though she be such, let her 
go away ~n the sh~ps, lest / she be 
left behind, a grIef to us and our 
ch~ldren. (lliad 3, 156) 

Implic~ t in the se words ~s that Helen ~s not fully 

welcomed to stay ~n regards to the d~saster in Troy, 

but there ~s no word ot dlsrespect against Helen 

either. Moreover, Priam acts even more gently: 

Come over where 1 am, dear ch~ld, 

and s~ t down bes~de me, / to look 
at your husband of past, your 
fr~end5 and your people. / l am not 
blamlnS you: to me the gods are 
blameworthy / who drove upon me 
thlS sorrowful war agalnst the 
Acf.alans. (Illad 3, 162) 

'l'he reason for the overall difference as such ln 

the paradlgms of AchIlles and Hector as to their 

attItude toward women and paradoxlca1 ~ssues within 

each paradlgrn have already been dlscussed. As to the 

cohesi veness of Helen 1 s character, the unif orrni ty of 

comments about net by the narrator, the opInion of 

other characters and thelr treatment of Helen, there 

eXlsts no comprehenSlve VISIon or att~tude toward this 

character ln the epic. There are contradIctIons within 

contradlctions from the beginnlng to the end of the 

epic. In a different way and a different context 

Flnley, too, raises questions with regards to the 

pecullarity of Helen's character: 

The two characters ln the poems who 
are not fully resolved are both 
women, ..• and Helen, who lS a very 
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peculiar figure. Helen, daughter 
of Zeus and Leda, was Aphrodi te' s 
favor1.te, and thanks to the g1.fts 
of the qoddess she succeeded 1.n 
embroil1.ng Greeks and Tro]ans in a 
gj gant1.c struggle that cost both 
sl.des dearly. Helen was no 
innocent v1.ctl.m ln aIl thl.s, no 
unwill1.ng capt1.ve of 
Paris-Alexander, but an adulterous 
in the most complete sense. 
(1965, 139) 

We do not l.ntend to present the problern of Helen's 

gU1.1t/innocence and defend one or the other; both 

elements eXlsts in Helen' s characterlzatlon. On the 

one hand she 1.5 shown to be the victim of forces beyond 

her control, but also there are indlcatlons that she 

herself liked to leave her husband behl.nd to go wlth 

Paris. Flnley's pOS1.tlon ln hlS interpretations about 

women in Homer is extreme. He lS right, though, that 

Helen is a "peculiar flgure." More speclflcally, we 

may emphaslze, she reflects contradlctory elements, an 

amalgam of paradoxical and opposlng characterlstlcs 

which shape the coherence of her character. 

Characterized in two models of herolc paradlgms and 

caught in their comb1.ned paradoxes, Helen 1 s character 

and the att1.tude toward her are too defuse, too 

rambling. She lS often forced into posltl0ns that are 

opposites: helplessly obedient but also wlliful, rlght 

and wrong thinking and actlons, treated wlth love but 

also hate, sympathetic and hostile attitudes, voice of 
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reason and uncontrollable passions. 

Finally, despite aIl that glitters in Helen's 

life, self blame dominates this character in the epic 

(lliad 3, 173; 3, 242; 3, 410; 6, 345, etc.). In other 

words she is forced to live horrible life of self blame 

whlle there existed too little that she could have done 

from the beginning or remains to be done in the world 

of the epic to correct the situation. Helen, a woman 

of personal substance and the symbol of beauty and 

glory ~n this world--we may remember Kitto' s argument 

above--.lS dominated by the pathos and the uselessness 

of death wish: 

'Brother / by marr iage to me, 
wro am a na st y bi tch 
evil-intr1guing, / how 1 wish that 
on that day when my mother first 
bore me / the fouI wirlwind of the 
storm had caught me away and swept 
me 1 to the mCluntain, or .lnto the 
wash of the sea deep-thunder ing / 
where the waves wou1d have swept me 
away before aIl these th~ngs had 
happened .•.. ' (Iliad 6, 343) 
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CHAPTER II 

PENELOPE AND NAUSICAA OF THE ODYSSEY 

The Iliad is the story of destroying a home land , 

devastating families, and enslav~ng women; the Odyssey 

is about restoring an invaded homeland, rebuildl.ng a 

family, and liberating a brave besieged, woman. Women 

in the Iliad are almost always on the perlphery of the 

story 1 s social structure, hence more often than not 

they are helpless persons; in the Odyssey they play a 

relatively more central role, thus they appear more 

powerful, more dynamic, and more authorltative. If 

Briseis and Andromache can best represent the a90ny of 

women characters in the Iliad, the "wise and beautiful" 

Penelope of the Odyssey represents woman in the center 

stage of the Homer ic ep.lc world. Therefore, due to 

the central theme of the epic of restorat.lon of home 

and fam.lly, Penelope plays a more vital and dynamic 

role. 

The Odyssey provides us in the first place with an 

obvious example which is free of misogyny, a view which 
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we defended earlier both in the case of the Iliad as 

weIl as that of the Shahnameh tradition. 

Nevertheless, the Odyssey is also an example of 

paradoxical treatment of women in Homeric literature. 

In thi s respect the stor ies of women in the Persian 

epic as weIl as in Homer (both paradigms of the Iliad 

and that of tne Odyssey) have a common thread. 

In the Odyssey Homer 1 s sensi ti vit Y toward the 

theme of surviva] of the hero, the restoration of 

f amily, and the centrali ty of woman is obvious and has 

long been observed in scholarship. The author 1 s own 

maturity might have been a factor in his emphasis on 

the theme of survi val / thus a more central role for 

women ~n th~ 5 epic. The view of Longinus, the ancient 

philosopher / that a more mature Homer 1n his older age 

wrote the Odyssey, and a younger, passionate Homer 

wrote the Il iad tells us much about the emphasis. 

Longinus elaborates in hi s On the Sublime that \1 It was, 

l imagine, for the same reason that, writ1ng the lliad 

in the heyday of his genius he /Homer/ made the whole 

piece I~vely .vith dramatlc action, whereas in the 

Odyssey narrative predominates, the characteristic of 

old age. 50 in the Odyssey one may liken Homer to the 

setting sun .•. " (Norton Critical Edi tion of the 

Odyssey, 398). AIso, the view of Samuel Butler, that 

the Odyssey was written by a woman, may justify the 

- 214 -



, 
, 
l 

emphasis on themes as such in the Odyssey. Samuel 

Butler expresses his views ln his The Authoress of the 

Odyssey: Where and When she Wrote, Who she Was, the Use 

she Made of the lU ad, & How the Poe'll Grew under her 

Hands. Regard1ess of opinions in regards to the age 

and gender of the poet, the thernes of surv i val and the 

restoration of family, we be1ieve, have resulted ln the 

centrality of woman in the Odyssey. 

Penelope lS ln the center stage of the epic. She 

is presented as dignlfled and graceful in appearance, 

words, and action. The irnagery used the 

characterization of Penelope recalls the grace and 

dignity of Tahmineh, Rustam's wife, who first appeared 

in the "~tory of Sohrab and Rustam," when guided by a 

girl attendant she was entering Rustam' s bed chamber. 

The text of the Odyssey offers thlS desç;ription for 

Pene10pe in Albert Cook's Norton Critica1 Edition 

t 1 · 32 rans atlon. 

The daughter of Icar ios, prudent 
Pene1ope, / From her upper chamber 
hearkened to the divine song. / She 
descended the 10fty stairway from 
her dwelling. 1 Not alone, but two 
servants fol1owed a10ng wlth her / 
And when the godly woman had corne 
ta the suitors, / She stood by the 
pl1lar of the stout1y fashloned 
roof, / Hold lng the 9 Il stening 
headbands before her cheeks. 
(Odyssey 1. 328) 

Simi1ar imagery a1so occurs in Odyssey 16 , 414: 18, 
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207; and in 21, 63. 

The most s~gnificant component in Penelope's 

character is its moral dimension. Indeed Penelope has 

the moral character expected of women in the world of 

the epic. Al though we do not know if any epic 

character functlened as role models, nor whether epics 

had such a didactic function, we cannot ignore the fact 

that storles in folktale trad~tions as weIl as popular 

literature enjoyed in high culture have power to 

influence. Ll terature has the power to ref ine and 

shape the atti tudes of those who read i t. In this 

respect we might refer to inspiring theories by maJor 

literary figures ln English literature: Sir Philip 

Sidney's defense of literature's creative power and the 

presentatlon oi an ideal world which stimulates us te 

endeavor to copy it in our own behavior;33 Matthew 

Arnold's faith in literature as an educative force;34 

Joseph Conrad's conviction in regards to the effect of 

literature which endures [or ever. 35 

Thus, Penelope being one of the most mature women 

in Homeric epics could have had an impact on 50 many 

women who 1 istened to their poets, thereby acquir ing 

the sort of moral behavlor WhlCh was expected of them 

in thelr soclety and which was approved by the value 

system of the epic. Her very name, according to the 

Oxford Dictionar~, means lia chaste wife." This moral 
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dimension is in effect her most important role and, in 

essence, she is superior to other characters such as 

Clytemnestra not only because she is a faithfui wife 

but aiso since she does not commit regicide. In 

Finley' 5 words "Penelope became a moral heroine for 

later generations, the embodiment of goodness and 

chast1ty, to be contrasted w1th the fai thless , 

murdering Clytaemnestra, Agamemnon's wife" (1965, 25). 

On the subject of moral component J. w. Macka11 

observes that "Penelope is a believable moral heroine 

who cannot escape the cultural restrictions on her sex, 

but whose ingenuity and endur1ng spirit make her a 

model of the 'good wife'" (43). 

Evident in Mackail's stdtement, however, lS that 

opposing force::. exist in Penelope' s make-up, forces 

from which not a single signlficant woman has been able 

to escape el. ther in the Shahnameh tradl tlon or ln 

He-rrer ic epics; i t is agaln th1s tension which we wlil 

try te illustrate in Penelope's character, after we 

have shown the strengths of "wise and beautiful" 

Penelope. 

Penelope enJOYs the widely recognized classlcal 

heroic ideal described in Latin as sapientia et 

forti tudo (wisdom and prowess). The formula applles 

first and foremost to ideal male protagonj sts ln 

classical Greek and persian trad1 tions as well as in 
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1 Beowul f. But noble female personalities, too, are 

endowed with these qualities. In terms of sap~entia et 

fort1tudo Penelope's counterparts in the Shahnameh 

tradi tion were Rudabeh, Tahmineh, and Katayun, and in 

Beowulf, Wealhtheow and Hildeburgh. 

The "w1se and beautiful ll Penelope is a carefully 

crafted character whose beauty is described effectively 

and whose wlsdom is revealed through dialogue in the 

epic and through deeds. In appearance she is compared 

with the goddesses Artemis and Aphrod1te, the ultimate 

compliment in Greek culture. Besides her beauty, 

however, the most cornrnon adJectives used to deseribe 

her are "exeeedingly wise .. and Il sel f-eontroled" 

(Maekail 44). Her actions and words support such 

praise. 

In terms of "sapiential! she is most remembered for 

her thoughtful actions 1 strategie tacties, and for the 

web she wove to postpone her SU1 tors 1 advances. Also 

she demonstrates a degree of like-mlndedness w1th W1se 

Odysseus. Not yielding to Odysseus himself except on 

her own terms, she tricks him 1nto exposing the secret 

of the1r marriage bed. Her strategic tacties can also 

be eompared wi th her husband 1 s 1n his struggle for 

survival and 1n h1S tireless attempts to reach home and 

rega1n aIl that belongs to him. 

Fortitudo is another major component for women in 
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the Odyssey in general and for Penelope in partieular. 

Compared to the women 1n the Iliad the women of the 

Odyssey demonstrate a higher degree of prowess both 1n 

5 ~stance and intensity: 

Wemen in the Odyssey are never 
degraded as they are in many of the 
la ter passages of the Iliad •.•• 
Wemen lndeed pull the strlngs in 
the Odyssey: the godess Athena, 
the nymphs, Calypso and Ciree, and 
the mortals, Penelope and Nausiea, 
are the prlncipal actors in the 
drama. (Wr 19h t 8-9) 

Net only women ln the Odysse"y represent a much 

stronger image eompared to the situation in Homer' s 

earlier epic, but also the image lS d1fferent from 

those reflected in the later centuries of Greek 

cul ture. The Odyssey, therefore, occupies a unlgue 

stat.us from the viewpo1nt of women characters 1n 

literature. Bowra' s generous comments on Homer ic women 

applies especially ta the women in the Odyssey: 

The hero1c age honoured 1 ts women 
and gave them power. So Homer was 
saved from making them too womanly, 
as Eur1pides sometlmes d1d, or from 
raising them to that subllme 
selflessness to which Sophocles 
raised Antigone. Still less has 
Homer any sympathy wi th those waves 
of self-denlal and pur1tan1sm WhlCh 
occasionally swept over later 
Greece. (1930, 241) 

Prowess (" forti tudo"; has several dimensions in 

Penelope. The most centrdl dimension 15 Penelope' s 

strength in maintaining the survlval of Odysseus' 
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household through means and methods that are available 

to her. Her handling of the suitors is one example: 

The Achaian sui tors are not guil ty 
toward you /Telemachos/. 1 No, i t 
is your dear mother, who knows 
advantages weIl. / It is the third 
year already, and will soon be a 
fourth, 1 since she has slighted 
the spirit in the Achaians' hearts. 
/ She gives hope to aIl, and she 
promises every man, 1 Ser.d~ng out 
messages. But her thought wishes 
otherw1se. (Odyssey 2, 87) 

1 t is s treng th of character to be able to keep the 

household and the kingdom from falling apart, to make 

the sU1tors wait unt1l, in Helene P. Foley's words, she 

"has turned her guests into swine, into unmanly 

bangueters, lovers of dance and song rather than war, 

who are shown 1 in their failure to string the bow, to 

be no ma tch for Odysseus" (1988, 90). Penelope has the 

strength to stop undes~rab1e change; she demonstrates 

a capaci ty to contain the situation and "maintains his 

IOdysseus/ authori ty Intact during a period of twenty 

years" (Wright 9). AlI this and more 1S a part of the 

f ullness and dynamism of Penelope' s character. 

She is, moreover, self assured, authoritative, and 

courageous. She has the capacity to speak from a 

position of strength. Her encounter with Antinoos is 

one example: 

She 
right 
for 

rebuked Antinoos 
out directly: / 

aIl your pride 
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devices, the y say 1 You are the 
best of your peers l.n the land of 
Ithaca / For advice and speeches. 
But you are not really 50. / You 
madman, why do you dev l.se murder 
and dea th / For Te l emachos •••. 
(Odyssey 16, 417) 

Also part of Il forti tudo" in Penelope is her 

caution, patience, and self control. She wai ts for 

evidence and proof before she acts. The scene of 

Odysseus recognition demonstrates that capability in 

penelope: 

Telemachos rebuked her and spoke 
out ta her dlrectly: / "My mother, 
cruel mother, you have a heart that 
is harsh! / Why do you turn from my 
father .•• ? No other wornan, l.ndeed, 
with a resl.sting heart 1 wou1d 50 

stand off from the husband who had 
suffered many ills 1 And come back 
for her ln the twentieth year to 
his fatherland •••• " 1 And then the 
prudent Pen10pe spoke to hl.m: l "My 
chl.ld, the heart within my breast 
is amazed, / And l am not at a 11 
able to speak a ward or ta ask / Or 
ta look hl.m in the face d1rectly. 
If really / He 1S Odysseus and he 
has arr1ved home, we two / shail 
know one another, and more full y. 
There are signs / For us that the 
two of us know, hidden from 
others. "/ SA she said and, godly 
Odysseus, who had endured mueh, 
smiled. / "Telemachos, permit your 
mother to test me out / Wl thl.n the 
halls.... (Odyssey 23, 96) 

Penelope' s dynamic, mu1tl-dimensional char acter 

contrasts wi th SOUle of the ster eotypical characters of 

the Iliadi she struggles in her own way witl1l.n the 

candi tions in which she f inds hersel f • She reminds us 
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of the divine beauty and wisdom ("Khirad") of Tahmlneh 

and Katayun; like them Penelope preserves the autonomy 

of hel character and like them she ~s self assured, 

sel f conf Ident, but a Iso a devoted mother. AlI three 

are distressed at the departure of their sons, although 

these same sons, each in hlS own way, treat them 

harshly for be~ng women. Moreover, aIl three have 

pragma tic wlsdom and prowess. They are involved with 

the central problems of their worlds in a consistent 

manner and do the best they can to influence the 

worlds of the epics, each attempting to shape and save 

her household in her own way. Obviously, aIl '.:.hree 

women are enf,owed with admIrable gualities consIstent 

with the value systems underpinning these epics. 

All thesE- characters have limitations, as 

weIl, not only as ~ndividuals, which 1S normal for any 

character, but aiso as women generally, crippled by 

systematic limi tat10ns related to their gender. We 

should immedlately add that the systematic Ilml.tations 

cannot be 1nterpreted as misogyny, s~nce there is no 

evidence in the text of the epics which might indicate 

the feeling of hatred toward women; rather it is a part 

of paradoxical portrayal of women which feeds on a 

tension between opposing forces. It is these 

limitations ln Penelope which we now address. 

Heiene P. Foley summarizes Penelope's strengths in 
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terms of Il het:' Athena-like intelligence, her weav ing, 

and her power to order the household Il (1988, 90), but 

she also adds that: 

For aIl her 1ntelligence 1n 
ma1ntain1ng the material condit1ons 
for the surv1val of Oàysseus' s 
household, and thus for his 
k1ngship, and even ln perform1ny 
such kingly functions as medlating 
the quarrels of the restless young, 
Penelope, because she lacks 
physical force, can only stop 
change on Ithaca. Sile cannot 
restore lt to full soclal growth. 
D988, 91) 

One cann01:. but notIce several lssues ln Foley's 

observations. At least three pOInts should be 

hiyhlighted: Penelope's rnalnta1nlng Odysseus' household 

and stopping change, the lack of her physlcal force, 

and her lnabllity to restore full SOCldl growth. The 

effectiveness she displays in stopp1ng change lS due to 

tr 1ckery, not al ways a good thing 1n Homer especlally 

when l t lS due to fernale cunning. It adds up to "the 

essential V1ew of the fernale as untrustworthy, because 

a creature of transitory and uncertaHl alll.ance, la 

concept which/ is present throughout the poern" (Collins 

63-64). But "Penelope", Col11ns adds, "of aIl the 

Odyssey's cunning female~ ouyht to escape the suspicl.on 

due a Helen, Clytemnestra, or C1rce, because she uses 

her cunning to serve the Interests of Odysseus Il (64). 

Penelope can escape SUspic10n in the Odyssey because 
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Odysseus is celebr~ted ... , yet 
cunning ln the Odyssey lS not 
always good, and female cunning 
typically results ln the 
destructlon of roen. Clytemnestra 
kl11s her husband by means of 
trlckery; Helen... sends many 
heroes to Had~s ... ; Circe's 
beautlful singing as she si ts at 
the loom. . • ensnares the 
companlons; Penelope' 5 weaving 
helps to set the stage for the 
slaughter of the suitors. (64,f.) 

Cunnlng as a means, WhlCh is associated with the notion 

of women's untrustworthiness, works for Penelope. The 

ef fect of the episode is that the end should justify 

the means. 

t-'"'oley is right in her observation that Penelope 

stops change in Ithaca; Foley is also rlght that 

because Penelope lacks physical strength, she is denied 

the opportunlty to restore the household to full social 

growth. The questlon of physical strength and women's 

natural lnferlorlty in this respect is an important 

sub)ect. Foley men tlons i t in her cri tic ism of the 

Odyssex, but the subJect has deeper implications. This 

issue has been discussed in feminist criticism, 

particularly in feminist criticism on Beowulf, the 

Anglo-Saxon epic. Bernice W. Kliman argues in "Women 

in Early English Literature, 'Beowulf' to the 'Ancrene 

Wi sse "' tha t: 

Under the heroic scheme where 
obv iously valor or prowess are the 
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most valued traits, women are 
naturally ~nferior. There can be 
little argument about it because it 
~s clear from experience, although 
perhaps natural selection and 
train~ng play a part, too. This 
infer~orl ty ln strength ~s not 
important ln peaceful times, but 
the notion that she lS Inferl0r--ln 
general--maIntaIns its hold on the 
masculIne lmdglnatlon (and the 
feminine imagInatl0n, too, 
certalnly) . Slnce away from the 
battleground lt is man's mind, his 
abili ty to reason and to 
distingulsh rIght from wrong, 
rather than valor, WhlCh makes hlffi 
worthy, the idea of woman's 
inferIority--derlved ultlmately 
from her inferior physlcal 
strength--needs doctrInal shoring 
up. (39) 

In other words a weakness that beglns with physical 

strength stretches to other areas in which the femdle 

character has no inferiori ty whatsoever. Limitations 

will, therefore, be impcsed on her paradoxlcally 

despite her indlvidual qualI tles, WhlCh should 

otherwise enti tle her to social opportuni tles. ThIS 

supports part of our thesis that limitatlons are not 

lnnate in the eplc women we have studied thusfar; 

rather constralnts are imposed on them externally in 

the social structure of the work. This can also explaln 

Foley t s observation even further as to why Penelope i5 

denied to restore the kingdom to full social growth. 

Penelope is indeed denied the opportunity because she 

i5 a woman . 
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Nowhere can we find a better example of the 

essence of that limitation than in her own son's 

remarks, which clearly distinguish between a man and a 

woman within the value system of the epic: 

'WeIl, come into the house, and 
apply yourself to work, / To the 
loom and the d1staff, and give 
orders to your servants / To set at 
the work. This talk will concern 
aIl the men, / But me especially. 
For the power in the house is 
mine.' She was amazed at him, and 
back into the house she went. / The 
sound-m1nded speech of her son she 
took to heart. (Odyssey l, 356) 

The sarne concept dnd phraseology reappear again toward 

the end of the epic, conf irmlng once more Telemachos' 

superlority as a man Jn handling a serious situation. 

But go lnto the house and attend 
to your own tasks, / The Ioom and 
the dlstaff, and give orders to 
your servants / To set at the work. 
The bow shall concern aIl the men / 
But me especially. For the power 
in the house is mine. / She was 
amazed at hlm, and back into the 
house she went. / The sound­
minded speech of her son she took 
te heart. (Odyssey 21, 350) 

Despite aIl her lntelligence and prowess, Penelope 

accepts "the sound-minded speech" and accepts her 

subservient role ln the overall structure of the epic. 

1'he above passage has been at the center of crit1cal 

controversy and debate for sorne time. There are, of 

course, attempts by critics to )ustify Telemachos' 

behavior, but also others have tried to crystallize the 
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limited and inferior position of women. Here Ile two 

different cri tical approaches: one that ref lects the 

world of the eplc from the viewpoint of male 

characters; the other, namely feminist criticism, makes 

such viewpoints its point of àeparture. 

Kitto is one of those who justifies Telemachos 1 

actions in terms of his growth into kingly behavior: 

He /TEüemachos! spoke to Penelope 
with a new authority that took her 
aback (1.356ff.).... We moderns 
know that a young gentleman should 
not speak llke this to hlS mothel, 
but how did Homer 1 s audiences 
respond? With the reflection, l 
suspect, that under Athena 1 s 
guidance Telemachus 15 becoming 
guite kingly. (1988, 21) 

Ki tto continues to defend Telemachos ln the name of 

culture, order, religion, phllosophy, and science 

(1988, 24-25). Of course, Ki tto 1 s explanù tl.ons say 

somethlng about the galns of Te1emachos, but tney 

should not justify the degradation of Penelope. To put 

lt differently, we have no qualms against menls gainsi 

that path would make the crltic end up with hatl.ng men, 

or perhaps i t is the resul t rather than the cause of 

the hatred, which is, ln our opinlon, as bad as 

misogyny. We would have liked ta see Telemachos, as a 

man, to grow to the very point of perfection, but we 

cannot passibly Justify a positive gain or growth for a 
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man at a woman' s cost, and this keeps happening over 

and over again both in the Shahnarneh trad~ tion and in 

Homer' s wor ks . The following is a typical argument 

try~ng to shed sorne light on a feminist approach as a 

turning point: 

It is interesting to note thnt René 
Wellek rejected Madame de Stael' s 
approach to literature as too 
personal. He wrote 'Her discussion 
of Greek l~terature is almost 
grotesque. • •. The main of fense of 
the Greeks l s the low status 
granted to women. Telernachus 
ordering Penelope to be silent must 
have conJured the vision of sorne 
man g~ving the same or der to Madame 
de Stael.' .... Wellek would, of 
course, have crI tics be obJective 
and unmoved by such adventitious 
mattër as woman's status in 
SocIety. A femIn~st cri tic is not 
only moved by such matters but 
makes them her point of departure. 
(Donovan 106) 

Penelope's limItatIons, as a woman, are several. 

Finley explains the patriarchal social and political 

system in the World of Odysseus. He goes rather ta an 

extreme and rules out any genuine qualIt~es whatsoever 

in Penelope, elther in her pr~vate attributes or her 

soc~al status ~n which she has no solid deCls~on making 

authority. He, nevertheless has a point in saying that 

Penelope, as a woman, could not possibly have become 

ruler; Il Penelope could not ru1e, being a woman" (Finley 

1965, 47); or another comment by Finley: 

There was nothing about the woman 
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Penelope, ei ther in beauty or 
wisdom or spirit, that eould have 
won her this unpreeedented and 
unwanted rlght of deeision as a 
purely personal triumph. 
Institutionally, furthermore, this 
was a solidly patriarehal society, 
in whieh even a Telemaehus could 
bld his mother leave the banquet 
hall and retire to her proger, 
womanly tasks. (1965, 91) 

eoncerning the social status of Penelope, 

Lefkowi tz has an interesting observation, explaining 

that "One eould regard Penlope as yet another example 

of a woman who is important only while her husband is 

absent, sinee the moment he returns, she dlsappears 

from view" (1). 

Apart from the social and political points of 

view, in which Penelope, as a woman, has no eho1ce but 

to settle for a subservient role, other 11rnitat.lons 

also, like natural garments, are eut for Penelope to 

wear; like other women she lS treated as a commodlty. 

She is eonstantly linked to commodity, and still ln an 

older age, it is suggested that in order to get marrled 

she should go bacy to her father 1 s home and bring 

dowry. Of course the question of dowry lS a 

complicated one having economlC implicatjons and social 

arrangements. But whatever those implicatIons may be, 

one aspect of the arrangement reduces a woman to the 

status of a commodity in the proeess of getting 

married • 
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l shall advise Telemachos myself in 
the presence of aIl: / Let him bid 
his mother go back to her father's 
house. / They will work out a 
marriage and array many gifts, / As 
many as should go along with a dear 
daughtr. 
(Odyssey 2, 194) 

Moreover, men practiced polygamy, having access to 

women other than their own wives, while women were 

expected to remain monogamous. Odysseus himself had 

relatl.ons with other women, but it was Penelope, who 

had to remain chaste, 50 did aIl other attendl.ng girls 

in Odysseu5' household. 

50 he sald and the sun went down, 
and darkness came on. / The two of 
them went into a nook of the hollow 
cave / And took pleasure of love, 
abiding with one another. / And 
when the early-born, rosy- f ingered 
dawn appeared, / Then Odysseus at 
once put on h1S cloak and his 
tunic, / And the nymph herself put 
on a great shl.ning mantle / Finely 
made and pleasing, and a lovely 
gold sash / Around her waist, and a 
veil upon her hedd above. 
(Odyssey 5, 225) 

Or in another occaSl.on: 

And when she had sworn the oath and 
completed i t, / l went up to the 
bed of the beautiful C1rce. 
(Odyssey 10, 346) 

The women of the Odyssey must not have liked the kind 

of arrangement ln which their husbands could have had 

af falrs wi th as many women as they wished. There are 

occasions in which we are told women were available for 
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a man, but he did not sleep with them to avoid the 

anger of his wife (Odyssey l, 431). It clearly shows 

that the wives did not like such actions. The wife 1 s 

wrath could have forced a man to let go of his lawful 

opportunity, but her wishes could not have lnfluenced 

the social custom nor moral standards. Penelope, too, 

was a woman and had to 11ve with the double standard. 

This argument has also been made ln favor of those 

indivldual women whose fury has stopped the husband 

from practlcing his lawful rights. But i t rema HlS a 

fact that the strengths of few individual women had no 

influence on the systematic limltation Imposed on women 

in the polygamy/monogamy value system in the ",or Id of 

the eplc. Penelope, at any rate, had the strength to 

do nelther of the above--to influence an lndlvlduai 

husband or social conditlons as a whole. 

Penelope, llke aIl other prominent female 

characters we have studled thusfar, exists Wl thln a 

space between two sets of characterlstlcs: pOSItIve 

gualities which are mostly personal and indivldualisti~ 

and negative qualitles rooted ln custom, social 

systems, and insti tutional limitations, where a woman 

eventually finds little opportunlty for full 

developrnent. 

Apart from Penelope, there are other prorninent 

female characters in the Odyssey. We will only briefly 
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mention a 

designed as 

associated 

adultery, 

(guotations 

few of them. Clytemnestra, a character 

the opposite of Penelope in chasti ty, is 

with images of instability, deceit, 

and murder--a wily bitch-faced woman 

below) . Her closest counterpart in The 

Shanameh is Sudabeh in the second half of her story, a 

character who represented the dark side of female 

gender in the persian epic. Il l wandered thereabouts 

gett~n<.J a great l~vel~hood / While another man killed 

my brother unawares, / Secretly through the cunning of 

his accursed wife" (Odyssey 4, 90). Agamemnon 1 s ghost 

explains the details of his horrible murder through the 

collaboration of h1S "accursed", "bitch-faced" wife who 

"poured shame upon herself and upon womankind to come / 

Hereafter, even on one who might do good deeds" 

(Odyssey Il, 433). Further, When Odysseus responds to 

the gr1evance adding "Many men peri shed because of 

Helen; / Clytemnestra made a plot against you wh~le you 

were far away" (Odyssey Il, 438), Agamemnon 1n return 

concludes with a piece of advice. The advice addressed 

to Odysseus carries a particular ~mage of woman in the 

epic. "So never be mild yourself, henceforth, even to 

your wife. / Reveal to her no entire story that you 

know weIl, / But tell a part of it and let the rest be 

concealed" (Odyssey Il, 441). In sum, do not trust 

women. 
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Another prorninent and pra1se-worthy woman in the 

epic is Nausicaa. She demonstrates unusual strength of 

character and is not at aIl frightened or shy when she 

meets a barely clad stranger, Odysseus, in the woods 

(Odyssey 4, 139). Nausicaa, l ike Penelope, possesses 

all the traits of "sapientia" (Odyssey 7, 292), a 

thoughtfulness which enables her, for example, to 

advise Odysseus to approach Arete (her mother) rather 

than the king (Odyssey 6, 310). AIso, her encounter 

with Odysseus contributes to the theme of the hero' s 

survival on h1S way to his homeland. She lS rnoreover 

a person of grace and beauty, thus be1ng unconsc10usly 

a rival to the "wise and beautiful" Penelope. ln 

addi tion, like Penelope, she possesses the combl.ned 

strengths of wisdom and prowess, thus t1tting the 

familiar formula of the 1deal " sapientia et fortltudo," 

which the ma]ority of prominent female characters enJoy 

in The Shahnameh and in Homer ic ep1cs. But on the 

other hand, wi thl.n the structure of the epl.C as a 

whole, Odysseus' interest is in his own fam1ly and the 

restora tien of h1S own k1ngdorn and his own 1ndi v 1dual 

honor and gains, a process which leaves the ent1re 

episode of Nausicaa on the per 1phery. Naus1caa lS an 

able woman, but also lS an aux1liary character, on the 

periphery, and a tool for the progress of Odysseus. 

Another prorninent character is Odysseus' rnother, 
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w~o dies due to her prolonged agony for her son, thus 

fitting the familiar pattern of pathos. 

And 50 1 myself have pe:=ished and 
have met my fate. / And the far 
sighted one who shoots arrows did 
not / Visit me in the hall and slay 
me wi th her gentle shafts, / Nor 
did sickness come on me, such as 
especially 1 with grim wasting away 
takes the spjrit from the limbs. / 
But longing for you and your 
counsel, noble Odysseus, / And your 
kindness, reft my honey-sweet 
spir1.t away. (Odyssey Il, 197) 

The exper1.ence 1.5 that of pathos and enough has been 

sa1.d abrut it thusfar, leaving the chdracter simply one 

of many in its kind. 

* * * * 
Female personalities characterized in Homer as 

weIl as those in Ferdowsi indicate that the poets 

grappled wi th the material they had inher1. ted from 

their trad1.t1.on. They did the best the y could with the 

raw material, they crystall ized prowess and wisdom in 

the1.r ideal characters, they distanced themselves from 

misogyny, they reflected the most suitable images that 

they could handle in the characterization of their 

female personalities, but they .:ft l.ntact the 

paradoxes whl.ch existed before their time and which 

continued to exist long after they were gone, if not 

worsening to the point of disaster. Two universal 

poets, one from the East and one from the West, 
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grappled tirelessly with a universal problem which 

proved to be at least as deep-seated as the poets 1 

unguestionable genius. 
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GENERAL REMARKS 

We have examined three major epics, one from the 

East and two from the West with regards to the question 

of woman and her images in early ep1c literature. The 

epics were selected from the literature of two 

cultures, both of which , in different h1storical 

periods produced the most advanced civil1zations of 

their time. The Persian epic, !he Shahnameh (the Book 

of Kings) was rooted in the anC1ent Indo-Iranian pagan 

as weIl as Zoroastrian traditions, an epic of 

approx1mately 60,000 couplets rewritten 1n the tenth 

century A. D. 1n the final, completed form which has 

reached us today. The Greek exemplars were the Iliad 

and the Odyssey of Homer, epics with which Greek 

li terature beg 1ns and widely influences not only the 

later periods of Greek 11terature but also the entire 

Western literature; these epics are also widely known 

in the East. 

Central to our study of The Shahnameh and Homeric 

epics were the themes of dynamism, the individuality of 

characters and their struggles in the epic world, the 
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resourcefulness of the human mind ascribed to them, the 

subject of hurnan crises 1 and irony, aIl of which are 

dep.p-seated components marking the central literary 

quali ties of these epics. Orientalist scholarship, 

which never had a problem 1n associating these 

attributes with Western literature, is now beginning to 

establish the notion that they exist in the 

protagonists' 

th1S respect 

make up in The Shahnameh 

the con tr ibution of G. M. 

as well. In 

W1ckens 1S a 

pos1t1ve step 1n Shahnameh analyses in or1ental1st 

studles, an approach which also cons1ders th1S epic an 

exceptional work, different1atlng it from the rest of 

I1terature in lslarndom. 

With regard to 

already bf~en pOl.nted 

the questl.on of women as 

out, the dominant thesls 

has 

ln 

comparatlve studies is Noldeke's theory that FerdowSl'S 

women characters are insip1d as compared to those ln 

Homer, reducing the women of The Shahnameh only to 

obJects of desire or love, a theslS WhlCh denles thel.r 

dynam1sm, indlViduall.ty, struggles, resourcefulness of 

human mlnd, and a host of positive attrlbutes we 

elaborated ln this work. Femin1st crltlCl.Sm, we have 

explalned, is keen on this kind of reductlonlsm Wh1Ch 

perpetuates only negative lmages for women, lmages 

which as we hope to have shown are the creatlon not of 

the poet, but of the critic's own conflictlng 
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sociopolitical, cultural, and psychological views. 

Our discussion shows that neither Homer nor 

Ferdows1 portrays the female character as insipid, but 

rather creates paradox1cal characters who are women of 

personal substance limited by social constra1nts. 

Our argument has been twofold. In the first place 

1t is our convict1on that there exists no misogyny in 

the exemplar epics and we hope that substantive 

argumen t has been prov 1ded both in the case of The 

Shahnameh and in the Iliad as weIl as the Odyssey to 

support that view. Women are indispensable in the 

early epics of both trad1tions and more often than not 

highly regarded by ep1c heroes 1n general and the 

narrators of the staries 1D particular. 

In the second place, however, we have demonstrated 

the eX1stence of a systemat1c incons1stency in the 

roles and 1mages which are assigned to the women of 

these works. We have examined the presence of a double 

structure 1n the make up of women 1n the poems. In 

both Eastern and Western exemplars the double structure 

sp11ts the female 1mage in two opposite directions: one 

force 1S represented by exalted, pra1seworthy, and 

pOS1 t1 ve images Wh1Ch also endolf' the women of The 

Shahnameh and the Homeric poems wi th power fuI 

characteristics. Yet wi thin 'the saffie text, the same 

woman, through another force, is not only relegated to 
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a subservient roIe, but aiso finds imposed upon her the 

statu3 of not being ta ken seriously, severe handicaps 

regarding her full integration and full contribution in 

the social fabric -::f the story, and not bel.ng allowed 

to use her considerable abilities. Within this 

paradoxicai double structure, one structure does not 

eventually cancel out the other, rather the coexl.stence 

of both structures l.n the same work results in the 

reader 1 s suspension between the conclus ... ons each of 

them separately urges. 

Such spli ts in the characterizatl.on of women in 

early epic literature ~s not limited either to Eastern 

or to Western culture. Whatever differences there may 

be in the cultures of the East and the West, the 

examples selected in this dl.ssertatl.on lndicate the 

existence of a mutual problem concerning the questlon 

of women; a consistent thread runs through the 

universal inconsistency in the make-up of women in 

eplc. The thread runs across thE:' border between East 

and West, wherever that border may be drawn 

geographically, h~stor~cally, or culturally. 
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APPENDIX 

SYNOPSES OF TBE SBABNAMEB STaRIES 

Rudabeh: 

The story revolves around the two major characters of 

Zal and Rudabeh, and prepares the stage for the birth of 

the bulwark hero of the epic, the great Rustam. Rudabeh 

is the daughter of Kl.ng Mehrab of Kabul, a young and 

beautiful girl who falls in love with Zal, the Iranian 

wise 3nd whi te-headed hero, and marrie s Zal despl. te her 

father' s severe disapproval of and emotional reaction to 

the rnarr iage. Zal' s apparent &hortcoming is that he was 

born Wl. th whl. te haiL 1 a misinterpretation at his birth 

that he was born old, thus an evil person. As a bab:' he 

was abandoned on a mountain to perishi however, the 

legendary bird Simurgh, who is a symbol of justice in the 

epic 1 picks up the baby and nurtures him to his heroic 

age. In tl.me his father, Sam, realizes his rnjstake and 

welcomes home the young hero. Zal becomes an emissary of 

Iran and travels abroad to uphold the cause of Iran in 

peace and at war. This is when Rudabeh becomes aware of 

Zal • s presence in her state, which is adjacent to Iran, 

and the love af fair between the two beg ins. Rudabeh 's 
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1 father, however, still holds Zal' s white hair at birth 

against him. Moreover, the Shah of Iran does not favor 

this marriage because he does not want Zal, the son of 

Sam, the hero of Iran, to marry wi th the da ughter of 

Mehrab, a descendant of the evil, snake-shouldered Arab 

King Zahhak who had usurped the throne of Iran in earlier 

periods. Despite major difficulties the story ends 

happily and the stage is set for the birth of the bulwark 

here, RUF:tam. 

* * * * 

Tahmineh 

The story begins when Rustam 1S hunting in a remote 

prairie near the border of Iran and Turan. He falls 

asleep; his beloved herse, Rakhsh, is stolen away; he 

follows the horse' s foot steps which lead Rustam into 

Samangan. The King of Sarnangan welcomes the hero and 

promises to find Rakhsh the next morning while the king 

offers to host Rustam in his palace that night. After 

the festivi ties for Rùstam as a royal guest of honor, 

Rustam prepares to rest for the night, and intoxica~ed he 

falls asleep in his bed chamber. In a manner which we 

will expla1n below, Rustam meets and marries the K1ng' 5 

daughter Tahmineh. The next day Rustam return 5 to Iran 
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and never knows about the son who is barn from that 

marriage. Sohrab is born and grows unusually fast. At 

the age of ten Sohrab has the strength of heroes; he 

learns the identi ty of his father, and searching for 

Rustam whom he has never seen before, Sohrab joins the 

Tartar army ta attack Persia, hoping that he would find 

his father Rustam on the battle field. His ul timate 

guest is to overthrow Kavus (the foolish king of the 

epic) and to make h~s father Rustarn the king and , in 

some texts, hlS rnother Tahml.neh the gueen of Iran. when 

Sohrab and Rustam face each other in battle and, unaware 

of their relat~onship, flght as enemies, the moment of 

recognitIon materializes, but, as in other tragedles, it 

cornes too late; Rustam has stabbed Sohrab and mortally 

wounàed h~m. 

* * * * 
Gurdafarid: 

The episode of Gurdafarid occurs toward the middle 

of .. Rustarn and Sohrab." Sohrab is already in Iran and 

has defeated the great Hujir, chief defender of the 

Whi te Fortress on the border of Iran and Turan. Sohrab 

has now camped outside the White Fortress, while its 

gates are closed against him and his troops. Hujir, who 

had responded to Sohrab 1 5 challenge and had come out of 

the fort to fight with Sohrab is now in Sohrab' 5 custody. 
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1 Those who are inside the fort are worried as they have 

seen their brave heroes fall in front of Sohrab out there 

in the open f1.eld. Finally Gurdafar id courageously 

volunteers to respond to Sohrab' 5 challenge in single 

combat preferring heroic danger out there to hum1liating 

quiescence within the safe walls of the fort. 

Gurdafarid, who is Hujir's sister (in sorne texts, h1.S 

daughter), dresses up as a man, wearing proper armor and 

hiding her hair in the helmet. Desp~ te a brave and 

skilled performapce, she is defeated by Sohrab, her long 

hair drops into full V1.ew when the helmet 1.5 knocked off, 

and her identity is revealed. Noticing that Sohrab 1.S 

fascinated ..... i th her, Gurdafar ld cleverly charms him. She 
l 
J invites Sohrab toward the Whlte Fortress, but closes the 

gate to Sohrab as soon as she herself enters the fort. 

We wJ..11 exp1ain more details 1.n this ep.lsode, but fl.rst 

let us see the overall function of the episoae ln the 

story. 

* * * * 

Sudabeh: 

The story of Sudabeh's life appears in two dlfferent 

sections of the epic. At first we meet her in the 

stories related to the wars that the Shah of Iran wages 

against his neighbors. The episode of Sudabeh beglns in 

one of those campaigns. We do not hear about Sudabeh 

again until much later in the epic in the '"Ihe Story of 
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Siyavush", in which she once again plays a major role. 

In the first haIt the Shah of Iran, Kavus, hears 

that the King of Hamavaran has a beautiful daughter and 

he faiis in love with her. He sends a suitor to 

Sudabeh' 5 father, proposing marriag(:!. The father does 

not want his daughter to leave him, to marry Kavus, and 

it is only through Sudabeh's insistence that he finally 

agrees to the marriage. Even then, he is gravely 

unhappy. After a week he invites Kavus and Sudabeh to 

his court, arrests Kavus, and throws h~m into a dungeon. 

The fa ther then asks Sudabeh to return ta h~s own 

palace and l~ve wi th h~rn. Sudabeh prefers ta stay w~ th 

her husband ~n prison. S,Jon Rustarn, who has sa ved the 

Shah ~n several other occas~ons, frees the king and h~s 

young w~[e, returning both of them to the~r own palace ~n 

Iran. 'l'he early part of Sudabeh's life ends here. 

Then cornes "'l'he Story of Siyavush," which beg~ns 

w~ th the ep~sode of Siyavush' s rnother. The nameless 

mother first appears in a hunt~ng field, where two 

generals are arguing over who should possess the lonely 

girl. The Shah ends their argument by taking the girl 

for himsel f . Siyavush is born from that marr iage, a 

handsome boy who surpasses aIl others in digni ty and 

manners. Kavus then asks Rustam to train S~yavush and 

bring h~m up like his own son. The central story beg~ns 

w~th Siyavush, as an adult pr~nce who returns to his 
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father f S palace where Sudabeh, who is his stepmother in 

this episode, falls in love with h1m and rnakes advances. 

Problems continue to the point that Siyavush, who 

wishes to escape the situation, joins a battle against 

Afrasiyab, the arch enemy of Iran, who has now invaded 

Iran. Against aIl odds Siyavush manages to help 

establish peace, but when he finds out that his father 

does not favor peace and expects needless bloodshed to 

contlnue, and especlally when he remembers the sltuat10n 

at his father's court, he leaves Iran and chooses to llve 

in Turan, the realm of Afras1yab, the arch enemy of Iran. 

Afras1yab lS fonâ of Siyavush and treats hlm llke a son 

and glves him h1S daughter as wlfe. Due to the ]ealousy 

of other characters, Slyavush falls from the K1ng's favor 

and is killed. Rustam, reenters the story, sharpl y 

critlcizes the Jnng, and holdlng Sudabeh responslble for 

Slyavush f 5 death he K1lls her in the K1ng' s presence. 

In the epic the feud over the blood of Slyavush contlnues 

between Iran and Turan for many long years to come. 

Fiction and reality jOln in the later Zorastrlan era 

in Iran to create a relig i.ous cult ln Wh1Ch Iranlans 

commemorated the martyrdom of Siyavush every year, a 

ritual Wh1Ch continued until the advent of Islam. 

* * * * 
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( Katayun: 

Part l begins with a ceremony in which, according 

to Roman tradition, the Caesar has summoned the noble 

men to gather 50 that his daughter Katayun might choose 

her future husband. But Katayun has dreamed of a 

particular young man whom she does not see arnong the 

invited guests, but rather in the crowd of onlookers 

that has gathered. Katayun recognizes the unknown 

young man and ènnounces him as her choice for rnarriage. 

The Caesar ~5 outraged and orders the death of the 

couple. The rninister interferes and reminds the Caesar 

of the unlawfulness of h~s demand, adding that their 

trad~tl0n g~ves Katayun the right to choose her 

husband. Hav~ng no other choice, the Caesar expels the 

couple from the palace while depriving Katayun from 

wealth. Katayun sells a piece of jewelry 50 that they 

can beçin a rnodest life as husband and wife. Gushtasp 

keeps his or~g~n a secret, but Katayun listen~ng ta his 

wards uttered in sleep, fl.gures out that he is a high 

ranklng person. After many events the Caesar too 

realizes that Gushtasp is a noble man, and invites the 

couple back lnto hlS palace. Gushtasp helps the Caesar 

in his wars 'with other countries including his war 

agalnst Iran. When the Shah of Iran reallzes that his 

son is leading the Caesarls army, he himself offers the 

son his cro~n. Gushtasp becomes the k~ng of Iran and 
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makes Katayun h~s queen. 

Part II of Katayun's life continues in Iran as the 

Queen, bearing the king two sons, the older of whom 

becomes the Crown Prince. This younger prince is 

Esfandiyar 1 who passes the seven heroic tests and who 

is invulnerable except in his eyes. Esfandiyar cornes 

of age and requests the crown from his father Gushtasp. 

Each tirne Esfandlyar repeats his reguest the king sends 

h~m on a d~fficult m.lssion, finally demanding that 

Esfand~yar should oring Rustam ~n his custody wlth h.ls 

feet and hands in chain. The k..lng clal.ffis that only 

then Esfandlyar would hove proven that he is worthy of 

the cro\\'n. Katayun sees through the old father' s 

scheming plans and warns the young pr1nce that he w111 

not come back from that mlSS1on. Rejecting the 

mother's advice, Esfandiyar decides to flght wlth 

Rustam, thus forcing Rustam Into a paradoxl.cal 

s~tuation. Rustam wl.ll have to choose between personal 

hurniliatlon that Esfandlyar demands and offendlng the 

gods by shoot the good and dlvinely favored Esfandl.yar 

in the eye, the only vulnerable spots in h.lS body. 

Rustam is warned that if he makes the latter cholce he 

will experience hardship 

and wi Il be damned when 

in his remain~ng short life 

he dies. Rustam makes the 

latter choice. Katayun, who had forseen the 

consequences of her son' s rasn decisions now sui fer.s 
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1 the 1055 of her son. She continues to live in astate 

of utmast sadness and misery as the story closes. 

* * * * 
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ROTES 

1. Notable examples are: 

Mahmood K. Moghaddam, "The Evolution of the Hero 
Concept in Iranian Epic and Dramatic Li terature," 
diss., Florida State University, 1982. 

Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak, "The Shahnameh of Firdawsi in 
France and Eng1and 1770-1860: A Study of the 
European Response to the Persian Ep1C of Kings," 
diss., Rutgers university, 1979. 

Marcia E. Maguire, "Rustam and Isfandiyar ln the 
Shahnameh," d1SS., Princeton University, 1973. 

2. "Women do not play in the Shahnameh any overact1ve 
part. They practically appear only ~s a subJect of 
love. • • • Such personali tles 11ke Penelope, 
Andromache, Nausikaa, who in the1r pure womanhood 
are equal to men, cannot be found ln the Persian 
epic. " See, Theodor N61deke, The Iran1an Natl0nal 
Epic or the Shahnamah 1 trans. Leon1d Th. Bogdanov, 
(1930; rpt. Phl1adelph1a, pennsy l van1a: Porcup1ne 
Press, Inc., 1979) 88-89. 

3. Detalled dates about Ferdowsl. 1 s birth and death as 
weIl as other dates are problematic. For turther 
information concernlng these dates see Edward 
Browne, Li terary Hlstory of Persla, 4 vols. 
(Cambrldge: Cambridge Unlvers1ty Press, J902-24) 
vol.2, 141. Aiso see Theodor No1deke, The Iran1an 
National Epic or the Shahnameh, trans. Bogdanov, 
39. See also Shapur Shahbazl, FerdowSl: A Critlcal 
Biography, (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda, 1991). 

4. For further 1nformat1on about 
PerS1an language see Edward 
History of Persia, vol. I, 3-8. 
H1story of Iran, vols 3 and 4. 

the developmen t of 
Browne, Llterary 

See aiso Cambr1dge 

5. See Cal vert Wa tklns, " lndo- European and the l ndo­
Europeans," !he Amer ican Her 1 tage Dict10nary of the 
Engllsh Language, {Boston/New York: American 
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6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

Heritage Publishing Co.,Inc., 1969) 1496-1502. 
Also see p.XIX in the above dictionary. 

For this and other information above see Zabï Allah 
:?afa, L5/c4".>/4! 01 L-uA-~ v'/( v/' 1.:)/,' /.> ..:J'; ......... 1r (Epic 
Tradition In Iran: From the Ear1iest period of the 
Iranian History to the 14th Century Hijri lA. D. 
20th/ (Tehran: Piruz, 1333 H. /1954/). 

A brief list of the scho1ars who have commented on 
this subject may include: M. Furughi, z. ~afâ, Sh. 
Misküb, M. MInuvI, F. M. Javanshir. 

The Moscow Ed i tian was based on a comprehensive 
project by the USSR Acaderny in the 1950'5 to 
produce a reliable text of The Shahnameh. E. E. 
Bertels led a group of experts on the subject and 
after his death ~n 1957 'Abdu1hu5dyn N_üshïn 
continued the work. The nine volumes were printed 
between the years 1960-71. 

Volume 1 was publ~shed in 1988 in New York~ edited 
by DJalal KhallqI-Mut-laq wi th an in troductl.on by 
Ehsan yarshâter. A brief history of manuscript 
studies on The Shahnameh durl.ng the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries is provided in the introduction 
by Yarshater. 

./ #' ./ / . ../ 
Riza Barâhini, (.).5 ~0; ~ (LP ~ / / j>- 4> \-
/Masculine History: The Culture of the Oppressed 
and Oppressor/ (Tehran: Âzar, 1366). Partl.cularly 
the fl.cst ten chapters of this book revolve around 
its author' s assumption that the masculine, 
oppressl.ve hlstory of Iran reduced women to a 
subhuman status, a culture l.n whl.ch l~terary 

heroes, not unll.ke historl.cal figures, are 
se1f-centered manl.acs who use women only to protect 
"crowned cannlbals". The Shahnameh, Barahini 
argues, reflects thlS "masculine hlstory". See in 
particular pp. 17-35, 125-49. 

Ahmad Sham1ü," \Q..~o ~/..,> J.-j. · ~IJ,> u:,r "/Berkeley 
Lecture of November 1990/ Simurgh 21( April 1991): 
10-19. 

'Ali Akbar Dihkhudâ, & J l::.i IMaxims/, vol. 
2 (Tehran: Amlr Kabir, 1363 H.) 919= 4 vols. 

11. Muhammad 'Al i FurüghI, J., l --:....-' ') ~ /Furughi' 5 

Papers, ed. Habib Yaghma'i (Tehran: Chap-l. Bahman, 
1351 H.) 89. 
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12. AlI quotations from Homer's Iliad are from: Homer, 
The Iliad, transe and introd. Richmond Latimore 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951). 

13. For example, the folk tales of over fort y natIons 
are represented in F. H. Lee, Folk Tales of ALI 
Nations (New York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1946). 
In its selections on Persia (pp. 807-816) the story 
of Rudebeh and the story of Sohrab have been 
selected frorn The Shahnameh as the two most 
absorbing ones. 

14. Dorothy Coit explains how stories frorn The 
Shahnarneh were used at the children' s school--of 
acting and design in New York to produce plays, 
drawings, deSlgns, and the retel1lng of stories. 
She rnent.l.ons the play of Kal Khosru and drawlngs 
from "Zal and Rudabeh". For the retelling of maJor 
Shahnameh stocles see Dorothy COlt, The Ivory 
Throne of persia (New York: Frederick A. Stokes 
Company, 1929). The story of "Zal and Rudabeh" 
appears on pp. 47-59. 

15. In James Atk i nson, The Shahnameh of the Persian 
Poet FicdowSl (London and New York: Frederick 
Warner and Co., 1932 and 1986) 54: 

From head to foot her lovely form is falr 
As polished .l.vory l.l.ke the sprlng, her cheek 
presents a radiant bloom, - ln stature tall, 
And o'er her sllvery brlghtness, rlchly flaw, 
Dark musky rlnglets clusterlng ta her feet. 
She blushes like the rich pomegrante flower; 
Her eyes are soft and sweet as the narcissus, 
Hel' lashes from the raven's Jetty Plume 
Have stolen their blackness and her brows are 

bent 
Like archer's bow. Ask ye ta see the moon? 
Look at her face, seek ye for musky fragrance? 
She is aIL sweetness. Hel' long flngers seem 
Pencils of silver, and sa beautlful 
Hel' presence, that she breathes of Heaven and 

love. 

16. There existed 
cul ture WhlCh 
bur ied al ive, 
contempt for 
tradi tion and 
in the Qur' an 

a tradition in Pre-IslamlC Arab 
allowed newly born baby glrls to be 
as to avoid the feeling of shame and 
raislng a girl. Islam opposed this 
forbad the pl'actice. Several verses 

l'efer to this actIon: 
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When news is brought 
To one of them, of (the birth 
Of) a female (child), his face 
Darkens, and he is filled 
With inward grief! 

With shame does he hide 
Himself from his people, 
Because of the bad news 
He has had! 
Shall he retain it 

16:58 

On (sufferance and) contempt, 
Or bury it in the dust? 
Ah! what an eVIl (choice) 
They decide on? 

16:59 

When the female (infant) 
Burled alive, is questioned 

81:8 
For what crIme 
She was killed; 

81:9 
Above verses are quoted from The Meaning of the 
Giorlous Qur'an: Text, Translation and Commentary 2 
vols. trans. 'Abdull~h Yusuf 'Ali (Cairo: Dar al­
KItab al-Masri, 1934). 

17. Here and everywhere, except where 
indicated, aIl translations are mIne. 

otherwise 

18. In fact som'? critics have been 50 carrled away by 
their descriptIon of Rudabeh's beauty that they 
offer no analysis of a different nature about 
Rudabeh other than the element of beauty. See M. 
Dabir Siyâgi, " rV' t.'9' \.:, /' V ' Cl r? "/The Portray of 
Woman in the Shahnameh/, L5 'JI':;', 0/ Lf,)j /Ferdowsi, 
Woman, and Traged~/, ed. Naslr Hariri, (Babul: 
Kitâb Sara, 1365) 51-52. 

19. The notion that Rudabeh does 
codes has been explained and 
crItIcs in their hla)Or works: 

not violate moral 
defended by sorne 

M. Dabir Siyâqi, Il ,....l- t-",-, u; . ./:! "/The Portray 
of Woman in the Shahnameh/, 0.>; 'd' J c)/(fJ'1 

/Ferdowsi, Woman and Traged~L, ed. Nâsir Hariri 
(Babul: KItab Sara, 1365) 53-54. 

M. A. Islaml- Nudüshan, 
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Life and Death of Heroes/ (Tehran: Yazdan, 1393) 
124-25. 

20. Many works of criticism offer ways of 
distinguishing between round and fIat characters; 
the following is a short 1ist: 

E. M. Foster, Aspects of the Novel (New York: A 
Harvest BooK, 1927) 67-73. 

Robert Diyann1, L1terature: Reading Fiction, 
Poetr y , Dr ama , and..;.......;t~h.;..e;;".;.;~E~s-s~a.;..y-'""'!(~N~e...;w...;...~y-oL..r...,k-:;...;;.~R...;a-n.;..d~o;.;.ïii.:.. 

House; 1986) 30-36. 

Joseph K. Davis, et al. Llterature: 
Poetry, Drama ( G1env 1ew, l 11inois: Scott, 
and Company, 1977) 45-71. 

Fiction, 
Foreman 

William A. Heffernan, et al. 
Artifact (San D1ego: H. B. J., 

Literature: Art and 
1987) 51-81. 

21. In his poem "So hrab and Rustum" Matthew A.rno1d 
offJrs his reader a different verSlon of the story. 
In this verSlon Tahmineh hides Sohrab' s 1dent1 ty 
from Rusucam and writes to him that his Chlld is a 
girl. In the orlg1nal story Rustam knows that hlS 
chi Id lS cl boy, but cannot bclieve that he might 
have grown that fast. This error resul ts ln 
Rustam's stabblng Sohrab to death. Arnold's 
version takes sorne burden off Rustam's shou1der at 
the cost of Tahmineh's integrlty and 
trustworthiness. 

22. When for th Tahmineh came,--a damsel held 
And amber taper, WhlCh the gloom dlspelled, 
And near hlS pillow stood; ln beauty br1ght, 
The monarch's daughter struck hlS wonderlng sight. 
Clear as the moon, ln g10wing charms arrayed, 
Her winning eyes the light of heaven dlsplayed; 
Her cypress form entrenched the gazer's Vlew, 
Her wav1ng curIs, the heart, reslstless, drew, 
Her eye-brows like the Archer's bended bow; 
Her ringlets, soareSi her cheek, the rose's glow, 
Mixe~ wlth the llly,--from her ear-tips hung 
Rings rich and gllttering, star-likei and her 
tongue 
And lips, aIl sugared sweetness--pearls the while 
Sparkled wlthin a mouth formed to begulle. 
Her presence dlmrned the stars, and bredthln~ round 
Fragrance and ]oy, she scarcely touched the ground, 
50 11ght her step, 50 graceful--every part 
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23. 

Perfect, and suited to her spotless heart. 
(Atkinson 349) 

The Oxford Companion to English Literature, 3rd ed. 
offers t.his explanation for Ormazd (Ahura Mazda): 
"Ormazd or Ormuzd (Ahura Mazda) in the Avesta or 
Zoroastrian religion, lis/ the god of goodness and 
light, in perpetuaI conflict with Ahriman, the 
spirit of evil" (575). 

24. Levy's translation of this couplet is the 
following: "In the narne of the Lord of the soul 
and wisdom, than Whom thought can conceive ncthing 
higher" (Levy 1). The translation might give the 
illusion that thought can con.::eive the Lord but 
nothing higher. 

Atkinson' s translation does not em~~oy equivalent 
terms, but reveals the spirit of the couplet more 
ef f ectl vely: "Thee l invoke, the Lord of Life and 
light! 1 Beyond imagination pure and brl.ght" 
(Atkinson, 339). 

Professor Ahmad 'Ali Raja' i Bukhara' i describes the 
couplet in hl.s" ....;:...:.~;J (j-'" rJ~l,..:..,4. • ,L) if,>, cr Il /Metaphysics 
before Kant/, L..Y y,. V LJ ~ IC,.r.E : ~lr "'/Lr Lf"I __ L" L 

/The Shahnameh of Ferdowsi: A World epic ... , 
(Mashhad: Suruzh, 2536 Shahanshahi) 26. Ra Ja 'i ' s 
lnterpretation is that "The Shahnarneh begl.ns with a 
unique description of God, attributing to God the 
best of God's creation, that is the soul and 
wisdom, not Just mountalns, seas, and clouds. And 
this 1S a description of God beyond which human 
thought has no power to soar." 

25. We have explalned this pOlnt extenslvely 1n the 
Conceptual Frames of Reference. Also see Josephine 
Donovan, "Toward a Women' s Poetics, Il Ferninist 
Issues in Literary Scholarshle, ed. Shari Benstock 
(Bloomington: Indl.ana UP, 1987) 98-109. 

26. Se€. Conceptual Frames of Reference, Donovan 106, 
Guerin 248-49, and Kaplan 53. 

27. The next lie occurs after the episode where Kavus 
as~s Siyavush for his explana~ion, and where Siyavush 
denies aIl charges. Sudabeh now carries her 
rudeness to such an extent that she accuses Siyavush 
for lying. While she lies about Siyavush 1 s lying, 
she adds even more lies: 
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o Li!' , V;:.. J' ..:::-" 1 ? .>b .;,~ 

~r-, 
,..- . .? ê. ~..l' ./ l:-.> ,; .:::..,/'''; ./.J' l. t- ..; JI >'.1/; 

, 
J 

~.IJ-:!,~ .. '.1 !r ..f7J:' ...::.-./ .1 V ;./ 1 ? !.- ..:.-..' ~ 

../ ,,-
~ .......... v, v' ;.;>'-! r~ . 

That is not the truth, 'exclaimed 
Sudabeh.' Of aIl the women here he 
chose out none but me. l told h1m 
what the king of the world desired 
to give him; l explained the 
inwardness and outwardness of it 
aIl, tel11ng him what l wouid add 
to it and the goodly th1ngs 1 would 
give to my daughter. He repl1ed 
that he had no concern wlth wealth 
and no des 1re co see my daughter. 
He said that l alone was needfui to 
him there and that W1 thout me no 
treasure and no person was of 
value to him. (Levy 87) 

To make matters worse Sudabeh faJsely announces that 
she is pregnant by the klng, and that Siyavush' s 
savage grûbbing of her may have put the life of the 
baby ln Jeopardy. 

,_\ l, ~,; 
-
l' '- . 

./ 

U....-/ L 

l dld not obey his behest and he 
therefore tore my hair and my face 
was eut. Lord of the World, l have 
wi thin my body a child of your 
seed and, because of my suffering, 
it was near to belng kllled. The 
whole wor Id became stral tened and 
dark to me. (Levy 87) 

Apart from belng a llar, Sudabeh is aiso portrayed as 
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a schemer. When later in the story Sudabeh suspects 
that her l1es do not Influence the Shah anymore, she 
schemes for dece1ving new events. She finds a 
pregnant woman who i5 not happy wi th her pregnancy, 
takes her into her confldence, and asks her to abort 
her chi Id while under an oath of secrecy. Sudabeh 
gives her sorne potion to miscarry the baby, an action 
which results ln the ffilscarriage of a twin. "It was 
composed of two identical demon-conceived twins ••.. 
Sudabeh brought out a golden tray, and, not telling 
her attendant what was a foot, she placed upon 1t the 
dev11-begotten pa1r. The mother she concealed and 
then laid herself down" (Levy 88). Obviously, she 
then cries out, calling the servants and others in 
the palace for help. 

There they saw two bab1es dead on 
the tray.... Kavus wùs aroused 
from hlS s]eep by the clamour that 
i ssued from the hall .•• ° Sudabeh 
poured forth tears from her eyes. 
'Behold aIl in clear sunsh1ne,' she 
excla imed. '1 told you what 
w1ckedness he had performed, yet it 
WdS his word that you 50 rashly 
believed 0' (I ... evy 88-89) 

The PerSlan llnes contain the paraphrase: 

..-/' ~, _/ 
---.::.....;' .. L L.5 Y,' LI'" ~) -,\ ./ 

UT: ~ r -' 7,.' u·, l... .! j 

I.j'; ... v/{! L.r' 1...,.)" ~ 
# 

j 1\..0 !=- J. >.1...l ~ '>:Y .] 

~ 
L5~~' d.' 0/ yI ./ haJ 

./ 
'1; ,,-t .. -i l.T ,- -,:I..? }--

~/ i,..:;....:,.J;; t;'1)/,~'-);: 

v%" L.'0Î/Y I ~' 0" t:. J! 1 ~ _ 
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28. For a concise description of these two heroic 
or ientations see C. M. Bowra, Landmarks in Greek 
Literature (New York: Mer~d~an Books, 1966) 35-36. 

29. For a d1Scussl0n on aristela see 
La tcimore, Introduction, The Il iad, 
(Chicago: Chlcago UP, 1951) 33-37. 

Richmond 
by Homer 

30. See M. 1. Finley' s The Wo:-ld of Odysseus for the 
general concept that women's activlties are useless 
attempts in the poems. 

31. Lattjmore has th1S to say about Hector's small 
ga ins: "p lainly, the reputa tion of Hektor 
continually surpasses h1S achievements. These are 
great. He 1S the heart and soul of the TrOJan 
defence, and when he falls the TroJans feel theu" 
chances are gone. He k1lls many. But h1s only 
really great v1ct1m 1S Patroklosi and from 
Patroklos he runs, and must be railled to f1ght 
hl.m; and Apollo stuns and d1sarms Patroklos, and 
Euphorbos spears h1m ln the back, befoL Hektor runs 
up to d1spatch a helpless man. and boast that he 
has beaten hl.m. Much of what he does 15 by d1v1ne 
favour. Apollo picks h1m up when he lS down, and 
Zeus lS behlnd his charges. He runs ln panlc trom 
AchIlleus, untll Atr12ne, disgulsed as Delphobos, 
brings h1ffi to stand and fight. He 1S beaten by 
Al.as and repulsed by Dlomedes. Agamemnon and 
Odysseus he does not meet, sa that hlS onJy 
advantage agalnst a maJor Achalan warrlor lS the 
ta1nted triumph over Patroklos. H1S moment of 
highest grandeur cornes when he smashes ln the gate: 
'no man could have stopped hlm then', but A1as 
stands ln hlS path to be shamed. Il See Rlchmond 
LatImore, Introduct10n, The 111ad, by Homer 
(ChIcago: Chl.cago UP, 1954) 35-36. 

32. AlI guotatlons from the Odyssey are from: Homer 
The Odyssey, ed. and transe Albert Cook, A Norton 
Crltlcal EdItlon (New York: W. W. Norton and 
Company 1 1974). 

33. Sir Phlll.p Sidney, "The Defense of Poesy," 'l'he 
Norton Anthology of Engl1sh LIterature, Gen. ed. M. 
H. Abrams, vol. 1., 5th ed. (New York: W. W. Norton 
& Company, 1986) 504-26. 2 vols. 

34. Matthew Arnold, Selected Prose, ed. and Introd. P. 
J. Keatlng (New York: Penguin Books, 1970) 31. 
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35. Joseph Conrad, "Preface to The Nigger of the 
1 Narcissus 1 Il The Norton Anthology of English 
Literature, Gen. ed. M. H. Abrams, vol. 2., 5th ed. 
(New ïork: W. W. Norton, 1986) 1810-13. 
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