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THE HEROES OF THE IRANIAN EPIC TALE 

In the researc.hes 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 1 

and afterwards - by P. ·A. Grintser 2 in whose comparative table th~ 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 tarle is always a calendary myth, having a period­

ically dying and resurrecting god of fE;rtility for its hero. The third ~ 

of folklore, fol lowing the analogical compositional scheme is the fairy-tale, 

as described by Propp 3 . Thus, myth, epic and fairrtale 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 a_n indissol­

uble bond between life and death,· and ·the search for immortality. 

In al I 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 purpose 

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 

\. 
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main character's substitute (i. e. somebody, who is his sacrificial equival­

ent). The indispensable element of the journey is the fight with an enemy, 

often taking the shape of a monster or 
0

dragon and being the persecutor or 

guardian of the missing person. In the classical ·version of the myth under­

lying the epics, the oppressor is a god of death ~nd drought, who tries to 

destroy life on earth:· ·The oppressed hero is, respectively, a god or god­

dess of nature, and the person who sets out on the journey in. order to re­

scue him (or her) •is his (or her) divine spouse. The journey itself usually 

has a ritual character; it consists of .a number of stages, _marked by differ­

ent obstacles, duels with minor monsters, meetings· with perso_nages which 

may be hostile or helpful to the traveling hero. In the general outline of 

the scenario common to the epics, myth.. and fairy-tale, the journey occup-
4 

ies the central place . The stages preceding and following this culminating 

point o·f action also develop in a parallel way in all the three genres; 

The authors dealing with the problem fix the beginning of the action 
5 

at different points, depending on the kind of materials they base on 

Sometimes the epic story starts already with the miraculous birth and child­

hood of the hero. Its real opening is, however, the genesis of the conflict 

leading to the death or dissapearance of a hero (or heroine). The conflict -

in myth as· well as in epics - may be caused by the hero drawing on him­

self the wrath of a god or postponing the love of a_ goddess; in epic its 

reason may be also a family quarrel, hatred of jealous ·rivals etc. In the 

beginning of the fairy-tale; too, a deprivation situation _must occur, so that 

it could be ,removed by the hero in the later course of events. This lack 

comes into being in the effect of some evi I character's attempts, often 

with the unintentional cooperation of a positive hero, who breaks an inter­

diction or neglects a duty. 

The ending of the scenario in all the three genres· above considered 

comprises the hero's victory over the oppressor, finding the missing person 

(in the fairy-tale usually also - the wedding) and comming back home. The 

hero's return is often fol lowed by his being recognized and a series of ev­

ents closely connected with it - including the hero's disguise or transformat­

ion, some final tests he has to undergo imd possibly· - the death of some of 

his relatives. It occurs also that - at the point where the epic tale should 
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be brought to an end - it reopens again i. e. after the hero's happy return 

and the achievement of his aims, a new deprivation and disturbance of the 

newly achieved equilibrium occurs, so he sets out for another journey of the 

same character 
6

. 

In his morphology of the fairy-tale Propp introduces a differentiation 

which is also very useful for the correct interpretation of the epic tale con­

struction: he distinguishes the passive and active variants of the plot, taking 

into account the person on which the interest of the narrative is focuss­

ed. For the narrative may follow the adventures either of the injurea per­

son who makes the journey and overcc,,,es the obstacles himself, or of the 

sea:ching one. Accordingly, the central hero· is. the very character who mak­

es the journey, and al I the remaining rol~s in the fairy-tale are dependant 

on the other characters' attitudes towards him 
7

. 

·In Grintser 's opp in ion, the transfer of attention from the person being 

searched to the searching one constitutes the basic difference beh:.ieen the 

mythical and epic plot construction. One of the aspects of ~his phenomenon 

is a certain "masculinisation" of the epic story as compared to the myth. 

The motive of an offended goddess, as we! I as that of a kidnapped wife of 

the hero -' being the mair, subject of the myth - are reduced to the mar­

ginal episodes of the plot in the epic; in its focus remains the male hero's 

struggle with his foes 
8 

And, while in the calendary myths the active heroes (i. e; the search- • 

es) may be ·of both sexes, they seem to be exclusively male in the epics. 

Although it doesn't follow that the missing personages should be necessaril­

ly female - a number of epic monuments may be quoted, in which both the 

active and passive heroes are males. 

Not only this central couple· of characters, however, is a constant ele­

ment .. of the common myth-epic-and-fairy-tale scenario. Propp shows in his 

analysis that al I the heroes appearing in the fairy-tale act within certain 

standard roles to which the functions and. attributes required by the scena-· 

rio are ascribed in some definite way. The_se spheres 'of activity ,he calls 

the circles of action. The pattern 9f action in all the three genres here 

considered running in a para! lei way, the system of roles accomplished by 
I . 

the heroes and the distribution of functions among. them will be also com-

parable. 
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Besides tne searcher and the missing person, whom he generally labels 

"the princess", Propp enumerates a group of characters present in each re­

alisation of the .fairy-tale pattern. T_hese are: the antagonist, the father of 

the princess (who shares with the princess a number of her functions, so 

that· they both belong to the same circle of action), a person sending the 

searcher on his journey (often - his father), the donators and the magic help-
9 ' 

ers . The personages of the last two types are characteristic for the fairy-

-tale and they determine its magic properties; therefore they. do not occur 

in the epics. But - as Grintser observes - the epic heroes also have their 

helpers, though not the ma.gic ones. A type of helper most specific for the 

epic tale is the hero's substitute, i. e. his close friend or .somebody stri­

kingly resembling him who dies instead of him· 
10

. 

In spite' df the parallelism between the plot patterns of myth, epic and 

fairy-tale, as well as of those within the. genres themselves, it. is obvious 

that each of these genres as well as each nation or cultural area possessing 

its own oral literature, creates the variants of plots proper to itself only. 

Respectively, the systems of r81es wi II take on local_ forf)1s within different 

cultural areas. 

The aim of the present paper will be a brief analysis of the dislribution 

of th~ heroes' functions in the Iranian epic tale. The source of the examin­

ed stories wi 11 be F erdousi 's Sah-name, or - precisely speaking - its first, 

purely heroic part 11 . Till now, this great monument of the Iranian epic 

has not been included in serious analyses in any comparative studies of 

world's epic literature. As it seems, the fault is with the specialists of the 

Iranian literat,ure who usually ignore the features of the oral epic style in 

the language and composition of Ferdo.usi's poem, and consequently do n~t 

realise clearly enough the authenticity and high antiquity of all its motives. 

Anybody who reads the Sah-name attentively, will notice that the who­

le first half of the poem consists of a number of stories which follow one 

another and are all built on the same pattern. The succeeding stories may 

be designated by ·the following sets of characters: 

.Kayumars - Siyamak -
Jamsid - Abtin -
Feridun -- lraj -

Pasang - Atriras -
Key Kavus - Siyavas -
Gostasp· - Esfandiyar -

Husang 

Feridun 

Manucehr 

[ ] 
Key Xosrou 

Bahman 

Bace-ye Ahriman 12 

Zahhak 13 

Tur and Salm 
14 

Af - • -b 15 · ras1ya 

Af - • -b 16 ras,ya 

Rostam 
17 
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Each of these groups includes representatives of three succesive gene­

rations i. e. a father, a son who is, in general, the central character of 

the ·tale, and a grandson (the son's son) 18; the fourth personage of each 

set is the son 's murderer . 

The general scheme of the plot runs as follows: The king sends his son 

to a war or .causes his departure to an enemy country. The young heir to 

the throne sets out, often against his will, and in consequence gets murder­

ed by an enemy. His father is still alive at·the time of his death. During 

the period of mourning which follows the country remains without a defend­

er and the continuity of the dynasty is threatened. And it is so until it is 

discovered that the murdered prince had left a son. When a new heir is 

born or is found in some remote place, the period of mourning ends. The 

young prince becomes a great warrior. He begins a vendetta against his, 

father's murderer and gains a total victory over him. The grandfather dies 

after having seen the death of his son avenged and his grandson succeeds 

to the throne. He restores the ideal kingdom which existed before the be­

ginning of the conflict and rules in peace. 

Each of the main roles of thi5 scenario consists of a complex set . of 

features and actions, at least some of which appear in every realisation of 

the pattern. 

T he fat her is usually a person who has been a famous knight or 

a cultural hero in his youth-, sometimes he is arso endowed with magic pow­

ers. At the same time the tradition burdens all the heroes of this group 

with some kind of crime or guilt. In order to find traces of this sin we so­

metimes have to refer to some earlier sources concerning the- same heroes; 

however, the information would al ways be present somewhere. The most fa­

mous sinners among the Iranian mythical kings are Jamsid and Key Kavus, 



178 

both playing the part of father in· the epic plot. lr.i the Sah-name their 

fa~lt consists of a revolt against God expressed in acts of pride and blas­

phemy, but some other, more concrete forms of it are attested in the old 

sources. For instance Jamsid teaches mankind to kill animals and to ead 

their meat, and for this very guilt he is deprived of his immortality 
19 

.- In 

the branch of tradition we deal w.ith in the Sah-name, the guilt of flesh­

-eating pushed as far as to cannibalism, falls on Zahhak, the opponent of 

Jamsid. Such a kind of original sin, being moreover.a commo/1 feature of 
20 t th • ·t· the father-hero and his son's murderer reaches back o e prImI Iye my-

thical roots of the conflict whi~h occupies the cent~al place of the Iranian 

epic tale. As to Kayumars who is th~ father in the first of the analysed 

stories there exists a tradition about his guilt involving violation of a trea-
'. 21 • -

ty between God and the Evil Spirit . In some .cases - as that of Gostasp · 

, - the guilt of the father is not confirmed by any older sourc.es, although it 

is undeniable in the Sah-name itself. ,In the story of Gostasp as wel I as in 

that of Key ·Kavus the fatt,er's compli_city in the son's m·urder is evident. 

The father's negative attitude towards his o~m son is caused by jealousy or 

rivalry between them ( for a woman or povyer). Through his deeds. the father 

puts his son into some conflict situation· in which he must perish: the young 

prince is exiled (like Siyavas) or sent to a war (like Esfandiyar). In the re­

maining stories the preceding father-son rivalry is not mentioned; neverthe­

less the father - by sending his son to the war - (Kayumars sending Siyamak, 

Pasang sending Atriras) or ·instigating his conflict with somebody and his de­

parture to the enemy's country (Feridun, by the unequal di1vision of his 

kingdom) becomes the indirect casual factor of his son's death. I 

After the death of his son the father remains passive. Sometimes he 

brings up his grandson (as Kayumars and F eridun do); in other cases the sa­

me duty towards the grandson is accomplished by an enemy (Piran, a memb­

er of the hostile party is the tutor of Key Xosrou and Rost-am, Esfandiyar's 

killer, adopts his son Bahman). The grandfather sends his grandson to war 

against the central hero's killer, but he personally doesn't take part in this 

war. He is, however the witness of the revenge and dies only 'after its ful­

filment. 
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T he so .n when assassinated is usually very young. Such a hero is 

rather an astonishing phenomenon ir-l the heroic milieu of th~ epics: although 

he possesses all the knightly virtues, he is a yo~th of an en\irely peaceful 

character who refuses to fight even if his own security demands it. He be­

lieves that the conflict between the two warring partias should be solved 

without bloodshed and p_eace between them shotJld be restored. According 

to this attitude the son-hero remains loyal to.his foe and this puts him in 

conflict with his own surrounding (A3"riras and Siyavas). Paradoxically, the 

efect of the young hero's efforts is just the, opposite of his• aims: in conse­

quence of his death a new vendetta breaks out and a fresh bloodshed takes 

place. 

Heroes of this kind perish without resistance - not like warriors but like 

helpless victims (Abt in' lraj, Arriras' Siyavas) or I if they are ki I led in a 

duel (like Siyamak and Esfandiyar) thier opponents have at their disposal su­

pernatural ·powers, which cannot be ·overcome by conventional means. The 

circumstances of the son-hero's death point to the mythical origin of this 

type of hero: he is a transformation of· a former god of nature, who, in I­

ranian mythology, often assumes the shape of an animal. There are many 

examples of the connection between the murdered hero and the sacrificial 

bec:st. First of al I it is manifested in the case of Siyavas; not only is it re­

peated several times in the Sah-name that Siyavas has been killed like a 

r sheep, but furthermore, the strange procedure of the slain reminds one of 

the. ritual slaying of a sacrificial animal. Atriras is, no doubt, a personage 

of the same kind. In the Zoroastrian scriptures he is identified with Gopa_t-

s•a-h lord of Patasxvargar depicted as half-man and half-bull, constantly 
I · I · • 22 

making oblations at the shore of the cosmical lake Vouru Kasa . A close 

connection occurs also between the two victims of the monster Zahhak -

Feridun's father Abtin and the magic cow Barmaye, who are systematiccaly 

substituted for each other in the Sah-name. 

As to the first and shortest realisation of the three generation pattern, 

i. e. that of Siyamak, its links with the nature myth are apparently not so 

obvious, but may be easily brought into evidence in the process of structu­

ral analysis. And it is precisely here that we -have to look for the mythical 

archetype of the • epic plot. 
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It seems that the story of Siyamak's death was not found in the earliest 

layer of tradition. Instead of it Avesta and its Pahlavi .complements present 

the myth of the Primeval Ox 
23

: just like Siyamak, the Ox is the sole com­

panion of the First Man Gayomart (n. p. Kayumars) and he perishes like him 

'in an assault by the Evil Spirit on the creat~d world; Kayumars himself sur­

vive~ and· lives in peace for another 30 years (in the Sah-name the duration 

of the whole of his reign is thirty years). Unti I now the parallel is clear. 

It becomes perhaps less readable after the death of both heroes, but still it 

can be fol.lowed: in the Sah-name after the death of Siyamak a period of 

mourning begins in which the whole world ~f nature takes part. Towards 

the end of this period Husang, the son of Siyamak, appears .so that the con­

tinuity o·f the dynasty is saved. His victory over the son of the Evil Spirit 

restores the moral balance of the world, disturbed by the previous conflict. 

Analogically, the Ox's death in the nature myth is fol lowed by a period of 

stagnation in the nature and the Universe. During this time the soul of the 

murdered beast makes a cosmic journey through the three successive celest­

ial spheres, towards the highest one, where Ahura Mazda resides. The inert­

ness of nature is, therefore, caused by the temporal absence of the animal 

soul in the material world. As a result of its return the assassinated Ox is 

reborn, assuming shapes of many kinds of animal and plant species. In this 

way the immobile eJements of the nature undertake their circular movement 

again. and the harmony of the Universe is restored. 

the 

ry, 

This general pattern of action, with initial defeat and final victory of 

hero and his three stage peregrination as· the central motive of the sto­

is repeated , in several other Iranian nature myths 
24

. 

In the epic versions, theref9re, the appearance and victory of the as­

sassinated hero'_s son is equivalent to the rebirt~ (return, victory) of the 

mythical animal. The hero of the myth has undergone a process of anthro­

pomorphisation, though his animal features are still detectable in the epic 

tales. The species relation human: beast of Gayomart and the Primeval Ox 

has been replaced by a family relation father: son of Kayumars and Siyamak. 

A similar relationship has been 'also been established in the epic between the 

ry,urdered hero and the structural counterpart of his second incarnation: in 

this way Husang becomes the son of Siyarnak. Thus the cosmic drama of 
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death and resurrection, which is the subject of the myth, has been trans­

formed in epics into a three-generation family drama of death and venge­

ance. 

T h e g r a n d s o n i. e. the son of the murdered hero is, therefore, 

his new incarnation. His similarity to the dead father is usually striking. His 

grandfather brings _him up instead of his own son and prepares him for his 

final victory. The whole life of this hero is a prolongation of his fa­

ther's suddenly interrupted I ife. The appearance of the avenger puts an end 

to the period of mourning, interregnum ,and various - both political and na­

tural - calamities. Sometimes (as in the case of Feridun and Manutehr) it 

lasts for several generations until the heir is born. In some other tales he 

is already alive at the moment of his father's death (Husang?, Bahman), 

but then he must undergo a preparation for his mission 25 . 

The various nature and "fertility symbols are connected with the heroes 

of the third generation: the angel revealing Key Xosrou's existence to Gu­

darz .is sitting on a cloud from· which rain fal Is after a long period of dro­

ught; very often the young hero is spoken of as "a plant of vengeance" or 

"a frui_t of the tree of blood" or "a new branch of the broken tree" and the 

like 
26 

- and these are the relics ·of the hero's vegetal::Jle incarnations of 

the myth. From the blood of Siyavas, poured on the desert soil, grows a 

medical plant - just as from the body of the Primeval Ox. It is transparent 

that rising of a flower from the hero's blood is nothing else, but a meta­

phorical counterpart of his rebirth in the person of his son. That is, events 

described as real in the myth, have been preserved as metaphors in the 
27 

epics 

The birth and childhood of this kind of hero are often marked by ele­

ments of the "myth of prestige" (in fact - those which are enclosed in the 

first 'point of Grintser 's table). The birth of the hero is preceded by orac­

les; from the very beginning he shows some unusual qualities; because of 

persecution he spends his youth in a pastoral setting in the desert, without 

knowing who he is (Feridun, Key Xosrou) and he must be discovered and 

brought back by somebody who performs a journey in search of him. 

The only aim of this hero's life is to avenge his father's death and all 

his actions concentrate on this very purpose. When revenge is accomplished 

and the enemy punished, the mission of his life is fulfilled. After the final 
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victorious battle the grandson succeeds to his ~randfather 's throne and be­

comes a just and suc'cessful, though rather a passive, ruler. The narrative 

usually does not attach importance to his marriage and posterity; ~Y the 

third gen;ration the dramatic cycle of evenJs is completed - the initial state 

of. affairs is restored and no continuity is needed. The most prominent of 

the victorious grandsons, Key Xosrou, having accomplished his task, renoun­

ces his royal authority and disappears mysteriously into the mountains. 

The son's murderer: the enemy of the principal hero appears in the ca­

lendary myth as a god of dr_ought w!io has the power _of stopping the flow 

of water, the circulation of, celestial bodies and the movement of the whole 

of the natural order. In the Iranian mythology demons of such ki_nd often 

appear in the !jhape of snakes and drag
1

ons. Their functions have been later 

absorbed by the Evil Spirit 'of the Zoroastrian religion - just like in the a­

bove quoted version of the Primeval Ox's death. 

As we have seen, in the epic plot, the characters_ in the drama are 

rendered in terms of kinship, and the part of the murderer is no exception: 

he is often a relative of his victim, or at least his friend (lraj and Atriras 

were killed by their older brothers, Siyavas - by his father-in-low, Esfandi­

yar by the closest ally of his family). But,· usually, the_ fault of the murd­

erer is not total - he was pushed towards the crime by a fatalistic coincid­

ence, most frequently caused by a number of mischief-makers, including the 

father-hero. 

In spite of their transformation, the most classical _dark characters of 

the Iranian epics, i. e. Zahhak and A frasiyab have preserved some of· their 

mythical characteristics. F erdo1-1si 's Zahhak has g<;me half-way towards an­

thropomorphisation: the three-headed dragon ·of the myth becomes a human 

being with two additional snake heads, in' the epics. His rule over the world 

is a double disaster - both political and natural. ·The reign of Afrasiyab is 

described exactly in the same terms. The latter, in the Avesta is, already, 

a fully human being 'although many allusions to his ability to stop rain and 
' • 28 

turn flow of rivers are evidence of his mythical connections '. During his 

flight from Key Xosrou, Afrasiyab takes refug·e in the places which point 

fo his chtonic and aquatic references: first ~e hides in his ,underground 

dwelling (hang), then in the waters of the holy lake Cecist. The final fight 
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of Key Xosrou witbi A frasiyab recal Is duels with water-monsters, included in 

many epic tales of the world as a standard part of the hero's journey to the . . 
underground king_dom. 

The basic- current of events in the· Iranian epic pattern is thus confined 

to the ~ctions of these four main characters. But there is still a number of 

secondary threads and characters, who, though not indispensable to the de­

velopment of the plot, nevertheless, ~onstitute a part of it and should be 

also taken into consideration in all kinds of comparative research. 

The hero's spouse: While the epic text does not pay attention to the 

marriage of the grandson-hero, it usually supplies information about the wi­

ves of the h.eroes of the fi~st two ·generations and about the ways of winn­

ing them. A number of rules . in this matter may be, pointed out. In most ca­

ses we have some kind of double or even group marria_ge. Usually the hero 

takes two wives (F eridun marries the two daughters of Jamsid, Esfandiyar 

was given one of his sisters as wife, but he ress;ues them both from the Tu-

K • K- • b th S d-b d the mother of Siyavas, ranian captivity, ey avus marries o u a e an 

Siyavas, in Turan, also marries twice) .. There is still another pattern - of 

three heroes (brothers) marrying three sisters. Such is the case of the sons 

of F.eridu~ ·marrying the princesses of Yemen, and that of Go-stasp marrying 

the Byzantine princess and winning her two sisters for the two local nobles. 

The way of gettlng wives is also somehow ritualised: they are either re­

scused from a monster (as the: daughters of Jamsid), won as• the result of a 

war (Suda.be) or in some kind of competition (as the Yemeni and Byzantine 
• f s· - • 29) princesses, and probably a130 the wives o 1yavas . 

Most of the w·omen married by the heroes are the princesses of fore­

ign countries. Often a long and perilous journey must ·be undertaken in the-

• ir quest. Some of them· belong to the T u~anian tribe - the main adversary" , 

of Iran (mother and both wives of Siyavas), or they are captives of the mur­

derer of the hero (the daughters of Jamsid). In such cases their guardian is 

identical with the main antagonist. In the remaining instances the father or 

guardian of the girl (or girls) also plays a hostile part. towards the suitor, 

creating al I kinds of obstaclErs in order no_t to lose the girl. 

The journey performed by the hero in search of a woman (or women) 

is sometimes described in the convention of the ritual journey to the other 
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world (cf Esfandiyar's expedition). In this way the motive of gaining women 

may be understood as a minor repetition of the central conflict: the father 

or abductor of the princess is playing the part of a secondary enemy and the 

princess herself is a secondary passive hero, i. e. a counterpart of the 

murdered prince of the main plot, while the hero of the first or second ge-

neration assumes the active part of the searcher. , 

The searcher. A purpose of the journey in the Iranian epic, tale is not 

exclusively the search for women. It may be also undertaken in order to find 

a successor to the murdered prince (as Giv's expedition to Turan)· or in ord­

er to save some other main hero (Rostam 's expeditions to Mazandaran and 

Hamavaran - both for releasing the imprisoned Key Kavus). In such cases 

the role of searcher is carried out by somebody from outside the main caste 

of characters. 

The exploits of the lost hero's searcher may be almost identical. with 

those of a women's rescuer (compare haft xan-e Rostam and haft xan-e Es­

fandiyar). l~,the case of finding a hidden prince, however, the important 

moment is that of, recognition. The searcher meets the object of his search 

in some unexpected place and identifies him by some special signs. Best 

example o.f such a ,meeting is the scene of 'finding Key X~srow by Giv 30 

Sometimes t_he scene ·of meeting is more important than the .journey itself. 

In the classical mythico-epic pattern as wel I as in the fairy-tale the 

motive of the journey is placed in the heart of the action and attributed 

to the main hero. In the Iranian epics, however, the importance of this mo­

tive is weakened by its being distributed among several types of heroes and 

different places of the plot. The journey is indispensable for the further de­

velopment of events only if performed in .the quest for the heir, but then_ 

its active hero is some secondary character. 

Another group of characters, apparently not accidental but belonging to 

the system, consists of the persons met by the searcher on his way. Most 

notheworthy of them are of two kinds: the guide and the boatman (or gu­

ardian o,f a ford across the water). 

The guide belongs to the enemy tribe and is the searcher's captive. 

He is essentially hostile and supposed to play tricks on the .searcher, but 

he may be helpful if dealt with in a proper way. The guide possesses know-
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ledge of the hero's itinerary and. its subsequent stages, he k['lows how to o­

vercome or avoid its dangers. 
0

He may share this function with a person who 

sends the searcher on his journey, i _-e. usually his father: Zal, sending Ros­

tarn in search of Key Kavus, informs him approximately about his way and 

the difficulties he m~st overcome, so does Gudarz sending Giv in search of 

Key Xosrou. The· motive of the guide is. particular.ly developed· in the two 

para I lel episodes of Rost am and Esfa~diyar 's seven adventures (haft xan). In 

each case the intrigue, though composed of very similar elements, is played 

out in a different way.· 

The boatman is a person on. whom crossing the water depends. A big 

river or sea appears nearly in every realisation of the epic pattern and cross­

ing it is an act of high symbolical importance. Not only is water one of the 

stages of the hero's journey, but 'it also marks a boundary between the two 

different spheres or kingdoms .. The boatman's function is to hinder the se­

archer from getting to the other s~ore, by-refusing to Cc!rry him on his 

boat. Sometimes he demands a reward for his service: in money (as iri the 

case of Gostasp going lo Rum) or even in magical objects (as in the case . 

o·f Key Xosrou crossing Jeyhun). The hero's rea<=;tion to the boatman's de­

mand is different from what may be expected on the basis of comparison 

with the mythical and fairy-tale solutions: most frequently, instead of ful­

filling the request, the hero overcomes the obstacle without the boatman's 

help: he .crosses the water on horseback like Key Xosrou and Feridun or fills 

the river-bed with bunches of twigs, like Esfandiyar. (In the latter case the 

guardian of the water is identical with the guide). 

The substitute. In the Iranian epic tale the substitution is a general 

rule of relations between the heroes within their three-generation succes­

ion: the young prince perishes instaed of his old and sinful father_; the birth 

of 'the murdered prince's son replaces his own rebirth. But, appart from it, 

the substitute-hero of the classical type, perishing instead of the main cha­

racter as a kind of scapegoat, also is known to the Sah-name tales. In al I 
. . 

the stories considered, the hero's death actually occurs and constitutes the 

center of the drama. But it may be additionally doubled by the death of 

some other person. The death of the substitute constitutes an .anticipation 

of the son-hero's death - it is an omen and- a preparation for the main tra-
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gedy itself. Sometimes, however, we have to do with the reverse order of 

events and the death of the substitute follows that of the central character. 

Esfandiyar' s death is preceded by that of his brother F arsidvard and his 

grandfather Lohrasp. (Lohrasp, when fighting with the Turani3ns, resembles. 

his heroic grandson so much, that he is taken for him by the foes and kill­

ed instead of him). Sorxe, who is Siyavas' peer and his equivalent in the Tu­

ranian camp dies after him, but his murder is a faithful projection of Siya­

vas' murder with observance of all its ritualistic detai Is; therefore, it should 

be interpreted as 9 kind of substitutional saci:ifice. Analogically, the magic 

cow Barmaye is killed after the death of Abtin, of whom she is an animal 

alter ego and who fosters his orphaned son. They both perish in the very 

same way - devoured by the monster. 

These are the most important types of heroes ·in the lrani3n epic tale. 

There are sti II some more, who also constitute a part of the system, but 

their classification requires further investigation .. 

Su m m i n g up, we conclude that the plot of the Iranian epic tale 

develops according to the passive and masculine pattern: the focus of the 

narrative is not .on the searcher, but on the perishing hero, who is always 

male. But, ~classifying the adventures of the Iranian heroes according to the 

criterion of Propp' s scheme, we shall notice that the· "main hero" of the 

Sah-name tales is composed of two or maybe even three persons, being re­

presentatives of three subsequent generations., The functions are distributed. 
I 

among them in the following • way: 

father: 

son: 

(getting wives, wedding) - breaking a prohibition - persecut­

ing the son - banishing or sending him to a war; 

departure to a hostile country - (getting wives, wedding) -

- death without guilt or without resistance or being killed 

in a duel (i. e. t!"e way t o the kingdom of death); 

grandson: bir,th, the appearence, being brought from a distant place 

(i. e. the way fro m the kingdom of death) - fight with 

the enemy - final victory. 

In the Iranian model of the epic tale the son-hero leaves for a hostile 

country or a battle, but he never comes back; the return belongs already 
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to his son's circle of action. As to the father-hero, his original guilt pro­

bably is the first element of the same sequence of events: his transgressior) 

provokes a misfortune, which is a punishment falling on his son instead 

of himself. 

So the _persona!;les whose adventures constitute the counterpart of the 

journey to the other world are the heroes of the second and third generat­

ions. But in the descriptions of their peripeties the details of the travel it­

self aren't stron~ly marked, if at al I. Thus, the real ritual journey is not 

the central motive of the tale and it cannot be the cryterion indicating the 

hierarchy of importance of the story's characters. Similarly to the motive 

of abducted women, the ·motive of the journey has also been pushed aside 

to the, marginal sphere of action and exists there as a doublement of the 

main theme (i. e. the murder - vengeance sequence): The function of the 

searcher who performs the journey is attributed to the characters of differ­

ent types (but al ways of the masculine sex). The purpose of the searcher's· 

expedition is either the quest of women, or of an imprisoned king or, fi­

nally, of the heir to the throne. Both the princesses and the king in capti­

vity are the counterparts of the main passive hero (i. e. the murdered 

prince - and his son). 

The functions of the father-hero ( who is responsible for the young 

prince's death and 'those of the father of the princess (lord of a foreign 

country, hostile to the suitor) complement or double the main antagonist's 

functions. 

The father-hero, as well as the father of the searcher perform the com­

mon function of sending their sons away from home. Some aspects of this 

function (instructing the searcher about his way) belong also to the guide's 

circle of action. 

Not only the substitutes of the main hero are the counterparts' of the 

fairy-tale magic helpers. The persons met by the traveling hero on his way 

(the guide, the boatman) belong to the same category and their way of act­

ing is similar to.that of the magic heroes of the fairy-tale. 
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