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Abstract

This study examines the trickster archetype within the narrative of Zal and Simorgh in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. The trickster, a
mythological figure characterized by ambivalence, shape-shifting, resourcefulness, and divine intervention, occupies a
significant role across various cultural traditions. Drawing upon established theoretical frameworks, this research identifies Zal
and Simorgh as a trickster within Iranian mythology. The analysis focuses on key trickster attributes—including shapeshifting,
wisdom, and the capacity to disrupt and reconstitute social order. Zal, marked by his extraordinary birth and upbringing by
Simorgh, embodies a liminal identity that facilitates intervention in pivotal events. Simorgh, in turn, functions as a supernatural
guide and healer, contributing to the restoration of equilibrium and the revelation of hidden truths. A close reading of the Rostam
and Esfandiar episode demonstrates how Zal and Simorgh employ cunning and esoteric knowledge to challenge oppressive
power structures and institute a renewed order. This study underscores the significance of the trickster archetype in Iranian
mythic traditions and elucidates the roles of Zal and Simorgh as agents of transformation and balance within the Persian cultural
discourse.
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Introduction

The trickster archetype represents one of the most significant and beloved figures in world mythology, characterized by
paradoxical qualities where positive attributes typically outweigh negative ones, though this balance varies across different
mythological traditions. As liminal beings existing between worlds, tricksters challenge established laws, confront deities, and
disrupt social and cultural norms. While often depicted as deceiving ordinary people, tricksters more importantly challenge
those in positions of power, undermining the dominion of kings, heroes, and the powerful through cunning and artifice.

This study examines the trickster archetype within the narrative framework of Zal and Simorgh in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh,
positioning these figures within the broader context of Iranian mythology. The research addresses a significant gap in Iranian
mythological studies, as the trickster concept, despite its prominence in global mythology, has remained largely unexplored in
Persian literary scholarship. By applying established theoretical frameworks from folklore, psychoanalysis, mythology, and
anthropology, this investigation seeks to illuminate the transformative roles of Zal and Simorgh as agents of change and balance
within Persian cultural discourse.

Materials and Methods

The methodological approach employs a comprehensive theoretical framework drawing primarily from the foundational works
of Paul Radin and Carl Gustav Jung on the trickster archetype. Radin’s conception of the trickster as a “culture-bringer” who
facilitates societal transformation from lower to higher levels of civilization provides a crucial analytical lens. Jung’s
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psychological interpretation, viewing the trickster as a representation of the collective unconscious and undifferentiated human
consciousness retaining its animal nature, offers complementary insights into the archetype’s enduring significance.

The analysis incorporates perspectives from various scholars, including Claude Lévi-Strauss’s structural approach to
mythological dualities, Joseph Campbell’s hero archetype theory, and Mary Douglas’s anthropological insights on social order
disruption. The study employs close textual reading of Shahnameh, focusing particularly on key episodes including Zal’s birth
and upbringing by Simorgh, and the pivotal Rostam and Esfandiar confrontation. Comparative analysis with trickster figures
from other cultural traditions—including Loki from Norse mythology, Anansi from West African folklore, Coyote from Native
American traditions, and Prometheus from Greek mythology—provides cross-cultural context for understanding the unique
characteristics of the Iranian trickster manifestation.

Research Findings
The investigation reveals that Zal and Simorgh collectively embody the essential characteristics of the trickster archetype within
Iranian mythology. Key findings of the study include:

1) Extraordinary Birth and Liminal Identity: Zal’s albinism marks him as fundamentally different from birth, leading to his
abandonment and subsequent raising by Simorgh. This unusual upbringing creates a liminal identity existing between human
society and the supernatural realm, a defining characteristic of trickster figures.

2) Shape-shifting and Duality: The relationship between Zal and Simorgh demonstrates the trickster’s capacity for
transformation and dual existence. Simorgh functions as both a physical being and Zal’s spiritual essence, while Zal himself
bridges the animal, human, and divine realms.

3) Wisdom and Problem-solving: Zal’s renowned wisdom, acquired through Simorgh’s tutelage and his own dedicated
study, enables him to serve as advisor and mediator in critical situations. His knowledge encompasses both earthly learning and
supernatural wisdom, positioning him as a crucial problem-solver in times of crisis.

4) Shamanic Attributes: Zal exhibits shamanic characteristics through his ability to summon Simorgh via the ritual burning
of the sacred feather, accessing supernatural assistance when confronting seemingly insurmountable challenges. This shamanic
connection enables intervention in the natural order when necessary.

5) Divine Intervention and Social Transformation: In the Rostam-Esfandiar episode, Zal and Simorgh’s intervention
challenges corrupt power structures represented by Goshtasp and Esfandiar’s ambitions, ultimately facilitating a restoration of
proper governance and social order.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

The findings demonstrate that Zal and Simorgh function as a unified trickster entity, challenging oppressive power structures
while maintaining cosmic and social balance. Unlike tricksters in other traditions who often act from self-interest, the Zal-
Simorgh complex operates primarily for societal benefit, distinguishing the Iranian trickster tradition. The Rostam-Esfandiar
confrontation exemplifies the trickster’s role in exposing corruption and facilitating necessary social transformation. Esfandiar’s
invulnerability, granted through Zoroastrian blessing, represents a sacred power corrupted by personal ambition. Zal and
Simorgh’s intervention—revealing the secret of targeting Esfandiar’s eyes with a double-headed arrow from the gaz tree—
demonstrates the trickster’s function in challenging even sacred authority when it threatens social harmony. This episode reflects
broader tensions between two political paradigms: the pre-Lohrasp tradition of balanced power between royal and heroic houses,
and the Lohrasp-Goshtasp model concentrating all authority in the monarchy. The trickster’s intervention supports the
restoration of balanced governance, suggesting Ferdowsi’s critique of absolute monarchical power. The comparative analysis
reveals both universal and culturally specific aspects of the Iranian trickster. While sharing common features with global
trickster figures—liminality, shape-shifting, wisdom, and social disruption—Zal and Simorgh demonstrate unique
characteristics rooted in Persian cultural values, particularly the emphasis on wisdom (kherad) and justice (dad).

This study establishes Zal and Simorgh as a distinctive trickster manifestation within Iranian mythology, contributing
significantly to the theoretical understanding of the trickster archetype. The trickster archetype plays a vital but previously
unrecognized role in Iranian mythological traditions, with Zal and Simorgh embodying this function through their combined
attributes and interventions. The Iranian trickster tradition emphasizes wisdom, justice, and societal benefit over the self-
interested cunning often associated with tricksters in other cultures, reflecting core Persian cultural values. The Zal-Simorgh
complex serves as a mechanism for critiquing and transforming unjust power structures, particularly relevant to Ferdowsi’s
historical context and his concerns about tyrannical rule. Recognition of the trickster pattern in Shahnameh opens new avenues
for comparative mythological studies and a deeper understanding of Persian literary traditions. The study’s findings have
implications beyond literary analysis, offering insights into mechanisms of cultural resistance, identity formation, and social
transformation relevant to contemporary Iranian society. This research advances scholarship in Iranian mythology, comparative
literature, and archetypal studies while demonstrating the continued relevance of ancient mythological patterns for
understanding cultural dynamics and social change. Future research might explore trickster manifestations in other Persian
literary works and examine the archetype’s evolution in modern Iranian literature and culture.
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