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Purpose: Samak-e Ayyar is the earliest long prose narrative and one of the finest stories
in the Persian language and literature, shaped by epic, heroic, and ayyari® themes. This
work encompasses numerous rituals, customs, and narrative motifs, elements that are
closely connected to folk culture and that follow ancient mythological patterns.
This study aimed to examine the manner of myth displacement in this text; that is, how
characters, settings, and actions depart from their original mythological structures and
are redefined within new social, moral, or narrative frameworks.

Method and Research: Using library-based research tools and a content analysis
approach, the study identified the mythological motifs of creation, dragon-slaying, and
fertility in Samak-e Ayyar and demonstrated the various forms of their displacement
within the romance.

Findings and Conclusions: The findings revealed that these mythological motifs are
present in this romance in modified and displaced forms and function as attempts to
explain existence and to provide illuminating responses to death and life as they pertain
to beings and phenomena in the world.

Conclusions: The displacement of these myths accelerates the fundamental
transformation of epic into romance. In this text, the two literary genres initially appear
alongside one another; however, as a result of extensive mythological displacement, the
epic gradually fades and gives way to romance.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

1. Introduction
Samak-e Ayyar is the first long and extended prose narrative and one of the most beautiful
stories in the Persian language and literature. The story revolves around Khorshidshah, the
son of the ruler of Aleppo, who falls in love with Mahpari, the daughter of the emperor of
China, and travels there to marry her. After Khorshidshah’s death, the story follows his
son Farrokhruz and his love for Golbouy. The heroic protagonist of the tale, renowned for
his bravery, cunning, and ingenuity, is Samak-e Ayyar, who serves first Khorshidshah and
then his son Farrokhruz. To reach their beloveds, these two princes become embroiled in
long wars with the kings of other lands, which they ultimately win with Samak’s help.

This story, in addition to its ethical, social, and romantic dimensions, reflects Iranian
mythological motifs that are displaced and recombined with new meanings throughout the
narrative. In this study, using library-based research and a content analysis approach, these
mythological motifs were categorized under three broad and recurring archetypes,
including Creation, Dragon-Slaying, and Fertility, and the ways through which they were
displaced within the romance were demonstrated.

2. Methodology

Myths, depending on their role and function in society, may undergo changes across time
and geography. They can acquire new roles or fundamentally transform into new forms
such as legends, epics, allegories, or folk tales. This process of development and reshaping
is referred to as the “displacement of myth” (Sarkarati, 1999: 213). One of the ways myths
survive is by transforming into stories, especially folk tales. As they evolve and lose their
sacredness and connection to the mythical time of origin, they merge with other narrative
elements and persist in the form of stories (Mazdapour, 1998: 104).

In this study, mythological displacement was examined based on the theories of scholars
like Mircea Eliade and Northrop Frye. In romance literature, displacement places myths in
a human and idealized framework. Thus, mythological patterns remain present in romance
but are more intimately connected with human experience (Frye, 1998: 166). In this literary
genre, myths shift away from epic tales, losing their national color and adopting more
localized tones. The question, then, is which mythological motifs are transformed and
recontextualized in Samak-e Ayyar?

3. Discussion

The Myth of Creation

The myth of creation is one of the most powerful and influential myths across cultures. It
often involves the slaying of a primordial being (a giant), through which creation takes
place (Eliade, 1996: 42). In Samak-e Ayyar, Khorshidshah is killed among his enemies in
a golden basin, after which darkness and dust engulf the world, causing widespread
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death—mirroring the chaos that follows the slaying of the first human by Ahriman in
Iranian myth. This echoes the death of Gayomart in Zoroastrian mythology, where the evil
spirit dispatches a demon to kill him, resulting in cosmic disorder (Christensen, 2004: 15;
Farnbagh-Dadegi, 2011: 53).

Khorshidshah’s death parallels this myth: he is asleep, thirsty, and hungry under a tree
when death, symbolized by a fever, approaches (Arrajani, 2006, vol. 5: 170), and finally,
he is killed by Kerinos, who represents Ahriman. His death gives rise to the kingship of
Farrokhruz, signifying renewal through destruction.

The Myth of Dragon-Slaying

This widespread motif involves a dragon hoarding water and causing drought, until a god
slays it and releases the water. In later transformations, dragons imprison princesses rather
than hoarding water, and the hero frees the princess by slaying the beast (Eradz & Oritz,
2009: 283-288).

Samak-e Ayyar contains several such dragon-slaying patterns. In one, a princess is held
by a powerful king, whom the hero defeats to free her. For instance:

- Samak rescues Golbouy from the palace of the king of the Shadow of Mount Qaf by
incapacitating him (vol. 3: 252-253).

- Farrokhruz and Samak kill Tuti-Shah and rescue Golbouy again (vol. 3: 354-355).

- Roozafzoon saves the daughter of Shatran’s chief from imprisonment and kills Dinar-e
Qattal (vol. 4: 303-305).

These stories follow a clear structure: villain captures the heroine (dragon), the hero
defeats him, and ultimately marries the freed princess.

The Myth of Fertility

Fertility myths are based on the natural cycle of death and rebirth. They often involve a
god’s death or disappearance followed by resurrection, or the union of two deities to restore
balance.

In Samak-e Ayyar, such a structure is evident when Samak departs from Farrokhruz in
anger, mirroring the descent of the fertility god into the underworld (vol. 5: 473-474).
During his absence, Farrokhruz’s wives are killed, and his son is captured, symbolizing
drought and sterility. Roozafzoon, representing the goddess figure, seeks Samak and finds
him imprisoned by a sorceress queen in a valley (a metaphor for the underworld). The
queen represents fertility goddesses like Ishtar, Isis, Aphrodite, or Cybele. Samak’s
eventual return brings joy and renewal, mirroring the god’s resurrection. In all his missions
to retrieve Farrokhruz or others, Samak functions as a displaced fertility deity or divine
messenger tasked with restoring life and balance—an essential role in fertility myths.
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4. Conclusion

The results showed that the mythological motifs of creation, fertility, and dragon-
slaying appear in Samak-e Ayyar in transformed and displaced forms. The heroes always
embark on a journey and eventually return to their origin. Motivated by similar goals, they
travel to distant lands, undergo trials, achieve their aims, and return. This cyclical pattern
aligns with creation myths. Furthermore, the recurring plot of the hero defeating an evil
figure to free and marry a princess combines the initiation ritual with the deeper structure
of the dragon-slaying myth. In essence, these myths provide a meaningful framework for
explaining existence and offer insight into life, death, and the cycles of the world.
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