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Abstract

The short story “The Night Sohrab Was Killed”, from the collection Cheetahs That Ran
with Me, is one of the most acclaimed works of Bijan Najdi. This article explores the
semiotic-semantic features of this story to examine the reasons behind the author’s
intertextual reference to the tale of Rostam and Sohrab, the metafictional presence of
Ferdowsi, and the role of Naqqali (traditional storytelling) images in the narrative. As
such, it is an attempt to answer the following questions: How do textual images transform
into action? What semantic systems are constructed within the story? Intertextuality,
through repetition and resurrection of textualized characters, creates a Boushi (a term
referring to an existential duplication in Najdi’s works). Shahnameh characters
experience a different form of existence within this story. The fusion and alignment of
the story’s characters with those of Shahnameh present another form of transformation
and Boush. Morteza and Sohrab serve as the two central figures of the story. The core
discourse of the narrative highlights a recurring situation that can unfold for
inexperienced young individuals across different eras. Both Morteza and Sohrab find
themselves alone in their struggles for understanding and self-awareness, ultimately
paying for their inexperience and haste with their lives. The experienced and mature
society merely mourns their loss without the courage to look back and realize that it was,
in fact, the true instigator of this tragedy.

Keywords: Bijan Najdi, Intertextuality, The Night Sohrab Was Killed, The Story of
Rostam and Sohrab, Semiotic-Semantic Aspects

Introduction

The human mind, when encountering artistic works—especially outstanding and novel
ones—is often engaged with the question of how such a work was created. Readers of
literary texts similarly expect critics to analyze and explain the process of narrative
formation in storytelling. Sometimes, a story is shaped by a historical event or a specific
incident, while in other cases, it may originate from reading a text, experiencing a dream,
visiting a particular location, or observing a painting or a photography exhibition.
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Discovering and explaining the foundation of a story’s creation is, therefore, valuable for
both criticizing and interpreting the text.
Beyond the event or incident that might serve as the core inspiration for a narrative, the
formation of a story as a structured narrative largely depends on narrative competence.
Writers create narratives based on their storytelling abilities, and readers, in turn, interpret
and analyze these stories based on their own narrative competence. Thus, this study
analyzes “The Night Sohrab Was Killed to examine how this narrative was structured to
explore the meaning and purpose behind this form of storytelling.
Research Methodology and Questions
This study follows a descriptive-analytical approach, with data collected through library
research and document analysis. The research focuses on “The Night Sohrab Was Killed”,
a short story from the collection Cheetahs That Ran with Me by Bijan Najdi in an attempt
to answer the following questions:
1. How do written images transform into action in “The Night Sohrab Was Killed”?
2. How are semantic systems constructed within the story?
3. What does the intertextuality between “The Night Sohrab Was Killed” and Shahnameh
reveal about its semantic structure?
4. How do the metafictional presence of Ferdowsi and the depiction of Shahnameh’s
illustrated scenes contribute to the story’s meaning?
Findings and Conclusion
Morteza and Sohrab: The Main Figures of the Narrative
Morteza and Sohrab serve as the focal points of the story. The primary discourse of the
narrative aims to depict a recurrent situation—one that can unfold for inexperienced youth
across different historical periods, whether in its mythological form as found in
Shahnameh or in its modern adaptation, set in a realistic framework. Both Morteza and
Sohrab are young and naive: Morteza is deaf and mute, while Sohrab is blind to the truth.
The society surrounding them, rather than guiding or enlightening them, is solely
preoccupied with its own comfort and self-interest, refusing to offer help. Sayyed, despite
his experience, prioritizes saving the painting and defeating Morteza rather than
informing and educating him—just as Rostam, instead of engaging in dialogue with
Sohrab, is fixated on his defeat. Both Morteza and Sohrab, trapped in ignorance, struggle
alone in their quest for understanding, ultimately paying the price for their inexperience
and haste with their lives.
In the tragic endings of both stories, the experienced and mature society mourns their
deaths without the courage to look back and acknowledge its own role as the instigator of
these tragedies.
Shahnameh’s Warriors and Their Existential Experience
The legendary heroes of Shahnameh experience various states of being in “The Night
Sohrab-Was Killed”. Initially, they exist as images on a Naqqali painting, awaiting their
narrative emergence through the words of Sayyed, the storyteller. Within the storytelling
act, they come to life, and by the climax of the story, they transform into active agents.
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However, their destiny remains unchanged—a predetermined fate they have played out
repeatedly and will continue to relive as long as the painting is preserved.

These characters understand their purpose and the meaning of their existence, yet they
mourn the ignorance and the doomed pursuit of knowledge that leads to destruction—as
seen in the tragic fates of Sohrab and Morteza. However, those who hear their story, like
Morteza, may be too young/ naive to accept this fatalistic worldview, instead yearning
for an alternative reality.

The Silent Heroes and Their Unchanging Fate

The painted warriors in the Naqqali artwork remain silent and voiceless, even after they
step out of the canvas. Without uttering a word, they accept Ferdowsi’s decree and
become puppets of fate. Their departure from the painting may symbolize a form of
rebellion against their repetitive destiny, but ultimately, they lack the power to change
it—leaving them with nothing but sorrow and lamentation.

Shahnameh characters experience a different form of existence in this story. Furthermore,
the alignment of other characters in the narrative with Shahnameh figures represents
another form of transformation and duplication (Boush). Thus, intertextuality, by
repeating and reviving textualized characters, constructs a discourse of existential
duplication.
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