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Abstract

The conceptual metaphors of death in the story of Siavash in Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh are studied in this article based on Lakoff and Johnson’s
linguistic theory of conceptual metaphor. The researchers find that the
concept of death is reflected in six mega-metaphors, including death is
humiliation, death is war, death is breach of promise, death is the end, death
is revenge, and death is mourning. We have studied each of these mega-
metaphors in the context of the narrative and attempted to shed light on the
concept of death in Ferdowsi’s view by bringing example sentences from
Shahnameh. The study is conducted with an analytical-descriptive method.
It concludes that Ferdowsi’s view of death in the story of Siavash is
different for the individual characters of the story. In fact, Ferdowsi
introduces the concept of death differently in accordance with the status of
each character in the narrative. In the story of Siavash, Ferdowsi identifies
the death of the first character of the story as his main function. Ferdowsi
believes that Siavash’s death is his beginning because, with his death, a
thirst for revenge develops throughout Iran to realize his purpose, which
was the elimination of evil, and the land of Touran is cleansed from the rule
of Afrasiab and his relatives.
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1. Introduction

In their book Metaphors We Live by, the cognitive linguists Lakoff and
Johnson discuss the way conceptual metaphors function in language. They
believe that thebase of metaphor is conceptualization, which means
understanding something based on another thing (Lakoff and Johnson,
2003). A conceptual metaphor uses the individual’s experiences in concrete
domains in order to make him or her able to understand unknown and
abstract domains. This understanding is according to a mental
correspondence. Generally, in conceptual systems, abstract concepts are
classified in terms of concrete concepts; that is to say, language shows us
how we express or perceive concrete concepts in our minds. The two
linguists have used the term “conceptual metaphor” for this type of
metaphor, which is rooted in the ordinary everyday language and is
basically dependent on the perception of abstract things in terms of concrete
things and based on the conceptualization or visualization of mental
concepts. Thus, we find Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory
helpful for our purpose of finding the secret of death in the eyes of Ferdowsi
through analyzing the concept of death and its metaphors in the story of
Siavash as narrated in Shahnameh.

2. Methodology
With an analytical-descriptive method, this study analyzes the story of
Siavash from the beginning (the finding of Saivash’s mother by Giv and
Tous) to the end (the meeting of Keykhosrow and Afrasiab) to answer the
following questions:

a. What words and metaphors does Ferdowsi use in order to make the
concept of death more concrete in the story of Siavash?

b. What kind of conceptual metaphors are used in this story with the
subject of death according to the conceptual metaphor theory? What is the
frequency of each of these types of metaphor?

3. Results and discussion
Humans are always concerned with the two mysterious and inscrutable
topics of life and death. Questions about the meaning of life are thought-



provoking, give purpose and direction to life, and challenge the absurdities
and confusions of life. Such questions are generally related to the two topics
of death and human suffering. Explaining death either as the main agent of
evil and destruction or as an agent of transfer to a better world and a new
kind of life leads to different discussions. According to the general belief
that death is annihilation, the fear of death casts a dark shadow on life and
challenges its meaningfulness. If one conceives death in this way, he or she
IS bound to escape it, and the thought of life will ruin the pleasures in one’s
best moment of light (Qaemi & Vaezi, 2014). There are also some who do
not believe that death is the end of life, but they still have this problem since
they are afraid of death due to their sins and foul deeds. However, if the
belief in the next world is associated with good deeds, honesty and purity,
and the human soul is cleansed of every sin and impurity, the fear of death
IS inevitably diminished.

Throughout history, death has been one of the main elements in epic
poems and narratives. This is not the kind of death coming to one at a corner
in the house or on a bed and in the final stage of old age. In epic poems,
death follows everyone in every moment, whether young or old. The story
of Siavash in Hakim Ferdowsi’ Shahnameh is an epic narrative of this type
which can be regarded as a faithful reflection of the idea of death helping
to understand its hidden truth. In this story, when Siavash, the son of
Kavous the king of Iran, is born, astronomers study his destiny among the
stars and all come to the agreement that this little prince would get hurt by
everyone, his kin as well as strangers, and the world would not show its
happy side to him. Later on, Soudabeh wants Siavash to die because she
has not been successful in seducing him, and Garsivaz also tries to kill
Siavash due to his grudge and animosity.

4. Conclusion

The story of Siavash is one of the epic stories in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh in
which death follows the main character and the other characters of the story
from the beginning to the end. Six mega-metaphors, including death is
humiliation, death is war, death is breach of promise, death is the end, death
is revenge, and death is mourning are the comprehensive reflections of this
idea for the readers. By finding smaller metaphors and categorizing them,
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the reader succeeds in finding these mega-metaphors, which will eventually
help to understand the poet’s main idea of death in this story.

The researchers studied the concept of death in the story of Siavash
through Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory and found 401
sample lines in the poem which made it possible to identify the metaphoric
structures and eventually the six mentioned mega-metaphors. The findings
of the study show that 68 percent of these conceptual metaphors are
epistemological, 27 percent directional, and five percent structural. The
difference in the frequency of conceptual metaphors about death shows that
Ferdowsi has more frequently used concrete and tangible phenomena to
explain the conceptual metaphor of death to his reader. This is in fact one
of the characteristics of Ferdowsi’s epic, which makes his work very
tangible and understandable and facilitates the reader’s relation with the
stories. In the story of Siavash, Ferdowsi uses 359 entities such as
humiliation, torture, div, harm, anger, dishonor, animosity, wale, lion,
captivity, shamelessness, sin, breach of promise, fire, mourning,
destruction, and mystery. Some of these entities can clearly represent death;
for instance, destruction, chaos and anger form the basic metaphoric
structures for the mapping of “death is destruction”, “death is chaos” and
“death is fire.” In sum, Ferdowsi analyzes death from several perspectives.
As such, on the one hand, death can be categorized as something hideous
and evil. It can also be thought of as good and pleasant. Ferdowsi asserts
that death can be the end of someone (like Soudabeh and Afrasiab) and also
the beginning of someone else (like Siavash), as the thirst for Siavash’s
revenge after his death ended the evils of Afrasiab’s reign.
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