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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to reassess the classical definition of epic and to propose
a new framework for the typology of Persian prose heroic narratives. While
previous scholarship has been largely focused on verse epics, prose-based heroic
texts—from the Avesta and Ayadgar i Zaréran to chivalric romances, religious
narratives, and Naqqali scrolls—represent a significant continuum and
transformation within the Iranian heroic tradition, yet they have seldom been
systematically analyzed. Through a historical, structural, and functional
examination, and by employing Roman Jakobson’s theory of linguistic functions,
this research demonstrates that prose heroic narratives cannot be adequately
interpreted within the boundaries of the classical epic genre and, instead,
constitute an independent narrative system. Findings reveal that the
transformation of Persian prose epic from antiquity to the Qajar era occurred
along three main axes: changes in the nature of the hero, shifts in linguistic and
stylistic features, and the evolution of the social function of the narrative. Based
on this analysis, a five-part typology is proposed: mythic-foundational epic,
political-historical narrative, chivalric/romance heroic natrative, Shi'i religious
epic, and performative Naqqali narratives. The study concludes that Persian
prose epic is not a derivative form of verse epic but a dynamic and autonomous
field within Persian literary tradition.

Keywords: Persian prose epic, genre typology, folk literature, heroic narrative,
religious narrative, Naqqali.
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Introduction
In Persian literary studies, the term “epic” has long been associated with verse,
above all Shabnameb. As a result, the large body of Persian prose heroic narratives
has remained comparatively marginal, although these texts preserved heroic
traditions across centuries and adapted them to new audiences, oral
performance, ritual settings, and popular reading. They range from ancient and
Pahlavi works such as Ayadgar i Zaréran to Islamic-period tales such as Samak-e
‘Ayyar, religious heroic natratives, and Qajar-era Naqqali scrolls.
Many of these works do not fit comfortably within the classical definition of
epic, which commonly assumes verse form, collective heroism, and national
conflict. A prose natrative such as Samak-¢ "Ayydr, a Shi‘'i martyrdom narrative
such as Mosayeb-nameh, and a Naqqali scroll do not operate in the same way as
the Shabnameb: their structures, language, audiences, and purposes differ. The
central issue, therefore, is whether the category of epic is adequate for describing
the whole field of Persian prose heroic narrative.
This study argues that Persian prose heroic narratives form a dynamic narrative
field with its own historical development. Their transformation from antiquity
to the Qajar era can be traced through three main axes: the nature of the hero,
the language and style of narration, and the social function of the text. The study
consequently proposes a five-part typology and considers the medium of
narration as an essential factor in distinguishing reading, recitation, and live
performance.
Research Questions
1. Can the traditional criteria of epic adequately explain Persian prose
heroic narratives?
2. Which structural, linguistic, thematic, and functional features distinguish
prose heroic narratives from classical epic?
3. How did Persian prose heroic narrative develop from antiquity to the
Qajar era?
4. How did changes from written or recited text toward oral performance
affect narrative form and function?
Literature Review
Previous scholarship has focused mainly on verse epic, although several studies
have addressed prose heroic traditions. Mousavi (2011) examined narrative
elements in five Middle Persian texts. Jafarpour (2020) analysed the two Haf?
Khans in Mosayeb-nameb and its relation to the Shabnameh. Jafarpour et al. (2017)
introduced the Persian prose epic Battal-nameh, while Mohammadian and
Jafarpour (2012) examined Samak-e “Ayyar, Darab-namebh, Joneyd-nameh, and Amir
Arsalan as a shared narrative field. Vaez-Zadeh (2020) studied love-heroic
narratives through the Babramr-namebs, Jowkar (2019) investigated local
Jangnamebhs, and Norouzi (2005) questioned the application of epic, romance, or
novel to Samak-¢ "Ayyar.
These studies reveal the diversity of prose heroic narrative but generally
concentrate on particular texts, periods, or genres. What remains missing,
however, is a framework that connects these separate findings into a single
account of genre transformation. A comprehensive framework connecting
ancient Pahlavi materials, medieval “Ayyari narratives, Shi'i religious texts, and
Qajar Naqqali scrolls remains lacking. The present study addresses this gap by



combining genre theory, narratology, linguistic function, and historical analysis.
It draws on Wellek and Warren’s distinction between external and internal form
and Jakobson’s six functions of language—referential, emotive, conative, poetic,
phatic, and metalingual.

Methodology

The study adopts a historical, structural, functional, and comparative method.
The corpus is divided into three contexts: ancient and pre-Islamic; middle, from
early Islam to the pre-Safavid period; and late, from the Safavids to the Qajar
era. Analysis proceeds through three criteria: (1) theme and worldview, (2)
narrative structure and style, and (3) linguistic function, audience, and
communicative purpose.

The analysis examines the hero, central conflict, characterization, narrator,
honour and shame, the relation between religion and national identity, and the
role of marvels, dreams, and miracles. Jakobson’s model is used to identify
dominant linguistic orientations, while attention is also given to the relation
between written text, recitation, ritual, and Naqqali performance. The corpus
includes selected ancient and Pahlavi materials, namely the Avesta, Ayadgar 7
ZLaréran, and Kar-namag i Ardasir i Pabagan; middle-period works such as Eskandar-
nameh, Samafk-¢ “Ayyar, Darab-nameh, Firuzshabh-nameh, and Hosein Kord Shabestari,
and late religious and Naqqali narratives including Hamza-nameh, Abu Muslim-
nameh, Zamji-nameb, Haft Qal'eh, and Mosayeb-nameh.

Findings

The findings show that Persian prose heroic narrative developed through three
major historical stages and along three interconnected axes: hero, language and
narrative style, and social function.

In the ancient period, the Avesta preserves foundational heroic motifs such as
the struggle between truth and falsehood, divine favour, heroic figures, and ritual
appeals for victory, but its narratives are often fragmentary. Kar-namag i Ardasir
presents Ardasit’s rise within a historical-legitimising framework and is therefore
better classified as a political-historical narrative. By contrast, Ayadgar i Zaréran
has a coherent heroic structure, collective conflict, ritualised battle and death,
and a strong concern with honour, shame, and communal identity. The ancient
stage thus combines mythic, ritual, political, and heroic functions.

In the middle period, heroic storytelling moved beyond courtly models and
became increasingly popular. Samak-e Ayyar and Darab-nameh present
adventures involving wonder, love, loyalty, and chivalry. The ‘Ayyar marks a
new heroic identity: a popular figure associated with futuwwa, courage, loyalty,
and justice rather than kingship or national representation. These works are
characterised by episodic plots, active narrators, direct audience address,
colloquial prose, and marvellous elements. Entertainment is generally dominant,
accompanied by implicit moral teaching.

In the late period, prose heroic narrative developed along two branches. The
first was religious-heroic narrative, especially after the Safavid establishment of
Shi‘i Islam. Works such as Hamza-nameh, Abu Muslin-nameh, and Mosayeb-nameh
retain battle and heroic conflict, but their framework is religious rather than
national. The hero becomes a sacred or faith-oriented figure, and bravery is
linked to religious duty, martyrdom, miracle, and divine assistance. The linguistic
orientation moves toward emotive and conative functions, encouraging
emotional identification with religious values. Female roles vary across the texts,



ranging from active agency to marginal or symbolic representation. For instance,
Joneyd-nameh gives Rashideh an active role as a warrior and independent agent,
while .Abu Muslim-nameb includes Halimeh and the woman of Mahyar as figures
of resistance and moral grounding,.

The second branch consists of popular heroic and Naqqali narratives. In the
Safavid and especially Qajar periods, these works became increasingly dependent
on oral storytelling and public performance. Their prose is colloquial, formulaic,
and episodic, and narrative coherence often depends on repetition of established
heroic patterns. Naqqali scrolls adapt stories from the Shabnameh and related
traditions for popular audiences. Their main functions are entertainment and
cultural transmission. The written text increasingly operates as a script whose
full realisation depends on the Naqqal’s voice, gestures, timing, and interaction
with the audience.

On this basis, five major types are proposed:

1. Mythic-foundational narrative: narratives centred on primordial
conflict, mythic heroes, ritual symbolism, and collective identity;
represented by ancient mythological materials and Ayadgar iZaréran.

2. Political-historical narrative: narratives combining history and legend
to represent dynastic legitimacy, political authority, and the preservation
of Iran; exemplified by Kar-namag iArdasir.

3. ‘Ayyari and folk heroic narrative: adventurous narratives involving
chivalry, wonder, love, loyalty, and popular heroes, including Samak-e
‘Ayyar and Darab-nameb.

4. Shi'i religious narrative: heroic narratives organised around religious
conflict, sacred mission, martyrdom, miracle, emotional address, and
reinforcement of Shi‘i beliefs.

5. Naqqali/heroic scrolls: petformance-oriented adaptations of
established heroic narratives characterised by formulaic language,
episodic structure, audience interaction, and dependence on oral
delivery.

Across these types, four transformations are visible. The hero moves from a
mythic and collective figure to a historical ruler, an “Ayyat, a religious hero, and
finally a performative character. Linguistic function shifts from ritual and
referential orientations toward poetic and emotive expression, then toward
conative and performance-oriented communication. Social function moves
from ritual and political legitimation to entertainment, moral teaching, religious
propagation, and cultural transmission. The medium likewise changes from
written or recited narrative toward increasingly performance-dependent forms.
Conclusion

The study demonstrates that Persian prose heroic narratives constitute a
dynamic narrative field that cannot be reduced to either classical epic or
romance. Although they preserve heroic motifs and patterns of conflict, their
structures, linguistic functions, audiences, and social purposes vary across
historical periods.

The transformation of the hero is a central axis of change: from collective and
mythic defenders of communal order, to historical rulers, popular “Ayyaran,
religious heroes, and performance-centred figures. Correspondingly, eatly
materials emphasise ritual, legitimacy, and collective identity; middle-period
narratives foreground adventure, entertainment, and chivalric values; late



religious narratives emphasise emotional and doctrinal commitment; and
Nagqqali texts prioritise performance and audience interaction.

The five-part typology provides a framework for distinguishing major forms of
Persian prose heroic narrative while recognising their historical continuity.
Rather than treating these works as incomplete versions of verse epic, the study
understands them as changing narrative formations shaped by social context,
religious worldview, audience expectations, and media. This perspective
broadens the study of Persian heroic literature and creates a basis for further
research on the relationship between prose and verse, literature and
performance, and textual form and collective cultural memory.

The Qajar period, in this sense, is better understood as a point of final
stabilisation than as a period of simple decline. What emerges is a shift from
prose epic as a literary genre to heroic narrative as a media genre dependent on
performance. This shift does not diminish the importance of these texts. It
redefines what they are and how they should be studied.
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