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THE EPOS AND HISTORY ON THE EXAMPLE OF THE STORY
OF FERIDUN IN $AHNAME

Is it possible at all to search for any historical data in an epos? Can
one look for truth in the accounts of such an epos as Sahname which, be-
fore it crystallized in the work of Ferdousi, emerged and was béing trans-
formed for hundreds of years in the oral tradition, was subjected to the
change of language by the Middle Persian and New Persian editofs of the
prose record, and only after all these changes was finally reconstructed by
the poet? . |

~ One could yet attempt a comparison of some of the plots of Sahname
with the relations of modern science and with the work of Herodotus, the
very first - and probably preserved to a large extent - crystallization' of
the lIranian epos.

"l could, if | whished, give three versions of Cyrus’ history, all dif-
ferent from what follows; but | propose to base my account on those Per-
sian authorities who seem to tell the simple truth about him without try-
~ ing to exaggerate his exploits" v ‘ ‘

The version of Cyrus’ history considered to be the most truthful,
and recorded by Herodotus, proves closer to the traditions composing ,‘é_?g_h—

ndme than other versions of these stories mentioned by him, which have
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partly been reconstructed by J. V. Pjankov on the basis of the accounts
by Ctesias, Xenophon, Hellenicus, Diodor, Nicolaus of Damascus, Charon
and Strabon . i

Examining the relations of the plots of 'S,éhnéme with history we meet
a number of basic difficulties.
4. This dif-

ficulty is easier overcome if we remember the fairly obvious fact that a

1. Persian traditions often contain contradictory accounts

number of different stories added up to §§hnéme, stories which initially
were not connected with one another at all. They were more like ’ballads’,
created in various circumstances and undergoing various changes during the

ages of tradition.

2. As Theodor Nsldeke suggests, some characters  of ééhnéme are alrea-
dy known in Rigvedas, from which one may conclude that they were known
in the Indo-lranian tradition already before the Aryans arrived on the terri-
tory of the present-day Iran. However, at closer examination, we observe
that in $shname they are either totally lranian characters, like Feridun or
Key Kads, only dressed up in the names from the world of Indo-European
myths, the names which have nothing to do with their royal power or the-
ir history as we learn it from Ferdousi’s work; or they are such characters
s (Med.
Dajukku + Av. aZi = Azi Dahaka), and who does not appear in Rigveda at

as Zohdk, in whose name some authors trace the name of Dejokes

all (there is only ahi | there, simply a dragon).

3. Legendary, or prehistoric - according to some claims - rulers and

dynasties known to us from Avesta and §éhnéme, among others, appear in

the works of some historians next to truely historical characters ~. Accord-
ing to Biruni, for instanée_, the Chaldeans were "the Keyanids' deputees
in Babylon" 7; according to Bal’ami, Nebuchadnezzar was given "Syria, |-
rag, Yemen and the whole West" by Lohrasf, the king of Balch 10; Gostasp
sent a general called Kured to Irag and Babylon, which were the seat of
Nebuchadnezzar, and ordered him to send Nebuchadnezzar back to Balch 11;
in the time of Bahman, a kinglet of Balch, Nebuchadnezzar collected an
army of fifty thousand men and took three wise men with him (whom he
made his visiers): Dariu$ the son of Mehri, Kirus the son of Aikun and Ahas-

werus the son of Kirus 12.
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4. Historical improbabilities (for instance, it may easily be counted that
the two beautiful daughters of Gamiid were over a thousand years old when
Feridun married them; Rostam lived over six hundred years) suggest poetic hyper-
boles, or a symbolic meaning of these characters, or - maybe - that some

events were presented several times in the epos, as successive events

5. ldentification of sbme geographical names, such as Barbar (or Berber,
Barber), Mazanderan, De? e Safid, Gang, presents similar difficulties. Some
of them seem mythical and it is not known whether they ever referred to
any definite places (e. g. DeZ e Safid), some (like Berber), bringing assoc-

: . Others

still, like Mazanderan, create particular difficulties because of the discre-

iation to a particular nation, may lead to far fetched hypotheses T

pancies between their reality and the relations about them in Sshname.

Thus, since the occurence in Sahname of both mythological elements
and historical evidence is a fact, the historical evidence being often an ac-
count of several distaht epochs at a time 1,,5, we must realize, possibly cle-
arly, the mechanism of the origin of particular stories.

It is not difficult to imagine that at the news of some important event
(a war expedition to distant countries, the death of a hero) the primitive
creator took up a tale. And as some elements of the episode he extolled
were incomprehensible to him, he chose to interprete them by means of
myths, which had shaped his philosophy of life. Thus, like a weaver who
entwines colourful wefts around the warp, he entwined the stories he had
heard with myths. As the song spréad around the world, new performers,
never devoid of creative inventiveness 16, embellished it with new interpre-
tations of new events - the heroes often achieved superhuman qualities and
their names, forgotten or simply meaning very little to the singers, were
substituted by new ones, closer to the people’s:imagination. It was only la-
ter that the songs were joined into cycles. And then, already learned edi-
tors and poets would cofnp,ose them into a work in which they wanted to
present the nation’s history. In this way the progenitor of a cruel dynasty
could get a dragon’s namé and a dragon’s face, a hero could take the

shape of the god of victory and a subjugated river - of a defeated ener.ny...
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A number of scholars, like N&ldeke, Justi, Herzfeld, Kowalski, agree

that the history of Key Xosrau reflects partly the legend of Cyrus the Great.

The same and o{her scholars think that Dar3d is an epic portrait of Darius
IIl. Without questioning those theories, probably true to a large extent, |
shall try to present here the possibility of interpreting historically another
. character of the epos, namely Feridun. Placed in Sahname long before the
so-called dynasty of Keyanides, he is usuélly associated with the remotest
prehistory of Iran and treated generally as a truely mythical character,
though his enemy and predecessor - Zohdk - is considered by some scholars
to be the king of Babylon, and by others - the king of the Medes, Dejokes
or Astyages 17. It seems to me that examining the historicity of the proto-
type, or prototypes of Feridun is important for theoretical literary conside-
rations since in the anaiysis of this character’s origin a significant role is
played by elements other than the plot or onomatology.

Feridun, Ved. Trétana 18, Av. Thraétaona, Pahl. Friton = or Fré-

_du_nzo, according to Avesta, "the heir of the valliant /Rthwya clan ‘[id]" 2
was "rich in cattle [...] " 22. He was the son of Frani, the wife of Usi-
nemah 23. Unto (Vayu) did Thraétaoha [...] offer up a sacrifice in .the
four cornered Varena (.. , saying: "Grant me this, o Vayu! [...] that

| may overcome AZzi Dahaka, the threemouthed [...J " Thraétaona, as
the conqueror of that dragon-king, is described in Avesta as a physician,
healing the wounds of snake bites, and as the first man to prepare the an-
tidote against snake venom 25. Furthermore, Avesta credits him with magic
power, since "when on his march to Bawri, the capital of AZi, he came at
the Rongha, he flung the warder of this river up in a shape of a vulture 26.

who, still before
28

According to ééhnéme, Feridun was a son of Abtin i
Feridun’s birth, was captured from the Iranian land and killed by Zohak
Feridun’s mother, Feranek, of whose origin Ferdousi says nothing, hid him
in the mountains from Zohak’s wrath w3 because Zohak had a dream that
Feridun would cast him from his thf‘one 30. Analecgically, Key Xosrau, a de-
scendant of the lIranian kings had to hide‘away from the wrath of Afrasiy-
ab 31, a foreign king-and young Cyrus had, according to Herodotus, to hide
away from the wrath of a Median king, Astyages 32. There are more coin-
cidences between the epic history of Eer‘idu?‘x, Key Quobad or Key Xosrau

and the real, or legendary, history of Cyrus the Great:
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Feridun - and Key Xosrau wh hide, like Cyrus, among shepherds in
the mountains. .

Feridun is challenged to fight Zohdak by Kaveh 35, Key Qobad is chal-
lenged to fight Afr3siyab by Rostam 36, Key Xosrau is challenged to fight
Afrasiyab by Giv 37, just like Cyrus is challenged to fight Astyages by Har-
pagus

Feridun 39 and Key Xosrau . cross a flush river in a miraculous way,
just like Cyrus “, whose crossing of the Gyndes could have seemed mira-
culous to his contemporaries.

Cyrus set forth against the Massagets to satisfy his own pride AZ, for
these very reasons Key Kads set forth agains M3zanderan &9 and, according
to Asadi of Tus, for the same reasons Feridun started from M&azanderan for
Xavar A : :

We do not know if Feridun was a descendant of two hostile royal dy-
nasties (like the epic Key Xosrau and the historical Cyrus) but Hamdollah
Mostaufi Qazvini gives us a strange, as it might seem, detail about him:
"By his order an ass was let unto a mare, so that a mule would come out
of it". This mention will not seem so strange if we remember what Pythia

of Delphi once prophessed to Croesos:

When comes the day that a mule shall sit on the Median throne,
Then, tender-footed Lydian, by pebbly Hermus
Run and abide not, nor think it shame to be a coward.

The mule, of course, was Cyrus 43

The story of Feridun and his three sons is not less interesting and may
also suggest deeply rooted historical truth. It tells partly of the times so-
mewhat earlier than Cyrus’ epoch and its truth can be discovered, | think,
by deciphering its symbolism. ;

After his fifty years’ rule, Feridun decided to find for his three sons
whom he had not given any names yet, three wives who also had.yet got
no names. éanda|, a wise and faithful dastur, found such three girls, dau-

h6- When Feridun's demand was sub-

ghters of Sarv, the king of Yemen
mitted to him, Sarv, afraid of Iran’s power, pretended to agree. Yet,
when the young princes came to take his daughters, he wanted to kill them

Berlly A7
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Giving one’s daughter away in marriage meant, according to the law
of that time, giving away the succession to the throne; e in the tales it
meant giQing away one’s country. For it 'was the woman who, created to
play the role of the mother, symbolized the land, the country 4

When the Iranian princes were not deceived by his wizardy, Sarv gave

his daughters to them.

When Feridun heard of the return of those three sons - says Fer-
dousi - he went out on the road. He wanted to learn the truth of the-
ir hearts, to curtail his ill thoughts. And he took on himself the shape
of a dragon from whom, you could say, even a lion could not flee[...]
When he saw the three sons nearby, [...] he sprang up, kicked wup a
swirl of dust, boiled and filled the world with howling and roaring. He
dashed at the eldest son, a brave one, worthy of the crown. The son
said to himself:

- With a bodeful dragon a wise man does not strive.

And he soon turned his back arid fled. The father turned his eyes
on his. brother. The middle brother, whin he.saw him, braced his bow-
string, fixed an arrow. He said: .

- What is for me, when | stand up to fight, a wheezing lion or a
valiant knight?

When the youngest son approached, he yelled at the sight of that
dragon. He called to him: : ]

- Vanish from our sight, step thou not, monster, on the lions’
path! Do not dare against us if you have ever heard the name of Fe-
ridun! For we are all here his sons, for cludges fit and eager.to fight.
Vanish soon somewhere in roadless roads or | shall fix thee a fit crown!

Seeing and hearing this, blissful Feridun came to know their nature
and hid himself. Vanished. And soon he returned as their father, as it
should be done according to the tradition - with a drum and a syrinx,
with fierce elephants, and with a bull-headed cludge in his hand. Fol-
lowing him, the mighty of his retinue, it is apparent that he holds the
world in his hand.

When the mighty men saw the king’s countenance, they walked
to meet him. They came and kissed the ground, the elephants stopped
and the timbals. The king asked them tenderly about everything, he
spoke with extremely honourable words to them.

- When he returned to his grand castle, he confided in the Lord, the
Judge of the world. He lauded the Creator, who passed good and evil
unto him. And he called in those who had been in foreign lands, plac-
ed them on the high throne. So he said to them:

- That cruel dragon, who with his breath wanted to burn the world,
was your father who wanted to test your bravery, then he returned hap-
py. Now | shall give you bold names, such as my wise wit suggests.
Thou art my eldest, | shall call thee Salm, may.the earth fulfil thy
wishes, for, taken by fear only you have hurried greatly to safe plac-
es. Call the daredevil who does not care for lions or elephants a mad-
man, not a brave man. The middle one, who first moved himself to
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rage and then still increased the courage in himself, we shall call Tur,
for like a brave lion, he does not fear even a wild elephant. His bra-
very in battle is his virtue - a fainthearted man would not be worthy

of the throne. While the youngest one, a man like fluke and stone, who
can hurry up but also hang back, stood between the earth and the fire,
for he took the path of wise men. Bold, brave but wise, nobody can :
be praised above him. To him | shall now give the name of Irag, he
marches in dignity. to the gates of power, for from the beginning | do
not see rage in him. | do not see impudence in his bravery. And now,
from my joyful lips you will hear the names of those fair ones, with
cheeks like peri. |

To Salm’s wife he gave the name of Arzuj, to Tur’s - Mah-e A-
zade Chuj, while to the wife of Irag, who had fair intentions and blis-
sfully steered for the Southern Star he gave the name of the lofty one
- Sahi.

And then Feridun ordered to bring the tables of the stars on the
spinning sky, which showed their face to the wise men and saw the
stars of his three famous ones. For Salm the augury among the stars
was Moétari in the sign of Sagittarius, while for Tur, that blissful lion,
the fate was foretold by the Sun in the sign of Leo. And when he look-
ed at Irag’s star, he saw the Moon in the sign of Cancer. These au- {
guries in the sky showed that turmoil will enter between them, and
war

When Feridun disclosed his secret - continues Ferdousi - he devided the
world into three heirlooms. The first one was Rum and Xa&var, the second
one was Turdn and China, the third one, the Steppe of War‘r‘idr‘s and the
land of Iran. First he looked at Salm, to him Rum and Xavar fell as sahre.
He ordered him to take his knights and march boldly to the west. Thus
Salm stepped on the royal throne and was acclaimed king of Xavar. Now,
to Tur he gave the land of Turan and made him the lord of China. For him
also did Feridun appoint a retinue and Tur started on his way. He came
and sat on a bold throne; girded his loins, flung out his arms. And the ma-
gnates strewed pearls over him and called him the holy ruler of Turan. Aft-
er them, when it was Irag’s turn, his father chose him for the king of Iran,
the Steppe of Those Wielding the Spears, and the royal throne, and the dia-
dem did the king give to him, who was worthy of the post and the crown,

and the throne of ivory 21

Salm and Tur, dissatisfied with the division of Feridun’s kingdom, sent

their envoys to their father with a demand to change his decission and de-
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pose Iragd from the patrimony. Irad himself undertook to mediate between
his father and has rebellious brathers. Acting on Salm’s instigation, Tur kill-
ed him.

I think it is worth to ponder on the sense of the four puzzling elements
of the tale:

1. the names of Feridun’s sons,

2. the names of their wives,

3. their horoscope,

4. The division of Feridun’s country:

The horoscope of Feridun’s sons may shed most light on this matter.
Let us start with it.

The -first thing we notice here is the Sun in the sign of Leo asigned
for Tur. These two elements compose the coat ‘of ‘arms of Iran. Why then,
if Iran was to be the heritage of Irag, did these aurigies fall to the' lot of
Tur? Could there have been a mistake in one of the links of the tradition,
as a result of which the persons of Tur and Irad have' been transported?
Or, maybe, the present coat of arms of Iran has been inherited not from
Persian but from Median tribes with whom, as we have seen on more than
one occasion, the notion of Tu.r'an is associated in the e;)os?

But 'let us see first what the symbolic sense of these prophecies is.

Salm’s horoscope:

Sagittaire [...] Symbole du mouvement, des instincts nomades, de
I’independance et des reflexes vifs. Cette par*l du ciel est place gene-
ralement sous la domination de Jupiter [..J]

Tur’s horoscope:

Le lion est symbole de puissance, de souvereinte, symbole aussi du
lsolell de |’or, de la force pénétrante de la lumidre et du verbe [...] 53

Irad’s horoscope:

Cancer [...] Son hieroglyphe qui ressemble a deux spirales expri-
me le changement de sens du mouvement solair, qui devient descendant,
alors que jusqu’ici il était ascendant, et represente schématiquemant
les vagues de la vie. Signe lunaire, |I signifie le retrait sur soi, la sen-
sibilite, la timidite et la ténacité. 1 | 54
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And thus the associations of MoStari with Sagittarius, the Sun with Leo
and the Moon with Cancer are self-explanatory. Yet, there is another sig-
nificant moment in Iragd’s horoscope: the Persian word mah whiéh we trans-
late (in this case, in the horoscope, rightly) as the moon means of course
also a month but, apart from this, it also meant Media 55. So it looks as
though the horoscope foretold the conquest of Persia to Tur, while to Irag
reversing this fate and conquering Media. Salm’s horoscope was simpler: he
was to subdue the land of the nomads. .

So, it is not surprising that Feridun saw in this horoscobe a war bet-
ween his sons.

Let us now return to the pr‘obiem of the names of Feridun’s sons.

The name of the eldest son, in whose opinion "with a bodeful dragon
a wise man does not strive" and who fled from the spurious dragon, can
easily be associated with the nomadic nation of the Sarmatians. Biruni
associates it with Salmanazar. Yet, it would be difficult to find any traces
in this character of the historical ruler of Assyria from the 9th century B.
C. - apart, perhaps, from the fact that Feridun assigns "Rum and Xavar"
for Salm. These names have been translated as "Rum [...] and the West"57,
and so, among others, Assyria. But is it correct?

Ferdousi himself explains the etymology of this name by an Arabic

word saldmat (FEeridun, b. 31, cf. note 50) which, with reference to the

events described, is a striking anachronism.
To the middle son, the daredevil who does not care for lions or ele-
phants, Feridun gave the name of Tur, which is associated in an obvious

way with the mythical bull. "Le taureau - we read in Dictionnaire des sym-

boles, quoted already above - évoque l’|dee du puissance et de fougue irres-
58
|stables 3
Thus, in the fight of a lion with a bull, suggested by these horoscopes,
we see an ancient scene, commemorated among others on the reliefs in

Persepolis, . Le lion dévorant periodiquement le taureau exprime depuis

des millénaires la dualité antagonosite fondamentale du jour et de la nuit,
de 1’été et de I’hiver" 59.

The name of Irag’s is, as it seems, associated with the lands which
were bequeathed to'himin Feridun’s will, just like the names of the wives

of Salm and Tur.
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Salm, the eponym of the nomads, thus got a wife who was given the
name of Arzuj - "a wish", "a desire". It may be an allusion-to the lands
changed freely by the nomads, as they "desired".

To the wife of Tur Feridun gave the name of Mah e Azade Chuj -
"Media of a free nature" - and thus Tur subdued Media.

The name of Irad’s wife, Sahi - "the lofty one" - does not tell much,
except, perhaps, for a manifestation of Persian patriotism.

To Salm, as we have segn, Feridun bequeathed "Rum and Xavar". X3-
var_zamin means Chorasm 60, but the word had lost its etymological mean-
ing probably already in pre-Moslem times. It was used in the sense of East
or - more often - West 61. g

"M3h Farvartin - says Herzfeld B2 . composed under Xusrau I, says,

§ 12: "Fré&don devided the world, hrdm o salm dat u turkisfér} o tué dat
&rdhsahr © &ri¢ dat, u Il duXtar & boxtxusrav & taZikan $ah bé vast u pa
Zanih & pusardn dat, Rome he gave to Salm, Turkistan Tog, Eranahr Erig,
and asked for the three daughters of BoXtxXusrav (Nebuchadnezzar), king of
the Arabs, and gave them in marriage to his three sons". In the more de-
tailed version of the Ayatk. Zam. Messina, in Bibl. et Orient. | 1930, 39-
-42, Salm and Tu& say to each other: "What has our father done there! He
has given the sovereignty not to the oldest, not to the middle, but to the
youngest son!". In Ferdousi’s Shahnamah this thought is expressed by Fere-
don’s giving Eri¢ "Sword and seal, ring and créwn", hence the sovereignty
over the elder brothers. This is an infringement of lranian custom which
cuases the murder of the youngest brother".

However, can one imagine that the inheritance of one brother could
consist of such remote countries as Rum and Choresm? Was it not that the
inheritance of Salm, as the eponym of the Sarmatians L coming from Cen-
tral Asia 64, consisted simply of Chorasm? In such case, Rum was later as-
sociated with the legend, when £he word Xavar meant generally only . the
West. This would be suggested by etymology. Yet, we should remember that
in the times of the first Achaemenids Persia had its most dangerous enemies
in the west (Media, Babylon) and in the north-east (the Massagetes and other
kin peoples). And therefore, the legend could have mixed up the gvents and

heroes of the events on both territories.
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In the west and north-east the fights with Turan are also concentrated.
According to Tha’alibi 65, Irag met Tur and Salm in Azerbaijan. Almost all
of lran’s struggles with Turan take place in the north-east. Afrasiyab, the
main, after Zohdak and Tur, enemy of lran, is captured and killed in the
west (again in Azerbaijan).

Moses of Choren mentions the region of Tur in Chorasm 66. There also
is the motherland of Parsondas, the chief of the Kadusians mentioned by
Ctesias (Herzfeld suggests that the name of Parsondas is etymologically i-
dentical with the name of Afrasiyab °. |

Tur is associated not so much with Azerbaijan (Media Atropatene) as

such, but with Media in general, by the name of his wife, 'M3h-e Az3de

Chuj s and of his daughter, Mahaferid o (literally, Created, born of Me-
dia), who was a wife or concubine (parastande - lit. worshiper, servant or

devoted) of Irag 70. M3ahaferid, after Irad’s death, gave birth to his daught-

er and mother of his avenger - Manu€ehr. The daughter’s name is not ment-
ioned by Ferdousi 71.

The name of Mahaferid bears association to yet another name. Tabari 18
says that a wife of Siyavu$ was Safaferid, a daughter of Afrasiyab. Her son,
Siyavu$’ posthumous child, was Key Xosr'au.‘ Thus, the legend of Ira§ would
in its basic points be identical with the legend of Siyavus. Also, Safaferid
).;j‘,[j;‘ may be a result: of misreading a crabbed recording of the name
Méhéferid,»}_‘. (_0\4 This might be yet another clue to the hypothesis that
the legend mixes up the two heroes - Tur and Afrdsiyab, and that traces of

the history of Astyages can be found in both characters.
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THE HEROES OF THE IRANIAN EPIC TALE

In the researches on the epic literature efforts have been made in or-
der to reveal regularities of the epic-plot and to formulate some, more or
less universal, scheme of its development.

A concise design of epic action has been established by A. B. Lord i
and afterwards - by P. A. Grintser 2 in whose comparative table the suc-
cesive items of epic plot are juxtaposed with the parallel ones of the na-
ture myth. For, according to the scholars involved, the source of the stru-
ctural model of the epic tale is always a calendary myth, having a period-
ically dyi.ng and resurrecting god of fertility for its hero. The third genre
of folklore, following the analogical compositional scheme is the fairy-tale,
as described by Propp 3. Thus, myth, epic and fairy-tale represent the three
different applications and ways of evolution of the same plot pattern. Their
common subject is, in the most general terms, the paradox of an indissol-
uble bond between life and death, and"the search for immortality.

In all the three cases this search assumes the form of the hero’s jour-
ney to a place which may be identified with the other world. The pufpose
of such a journey is a quest of some person disappeared, having been ab-
ducted or killed by an enemy. In the myth the hero’s death is temporary;

in the epics it may be somehow apparent or replaced by the death of the



