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Abstract

Analyzing the Role of “Aliibn Ab1 Talib in the Tale of Rostam
and ‘Al1’s Encounter with the Dragon in Shahnameh Storytelling
and Popular Narratives

Behzad Atouni'
Extended Abstract

Introduction and Objectives

The relationship between Iranian national traditions and Islamic religious beliefs
has long been characterized by both conflict and reconciliation. One strategy for
negotiating this relationship was the incorporation of Islamic and Shi‘i figures
and narratives into Iranian heroic traditions, particularly from the Safavid period
onward. The tale of Rostam and *AlTibn Ab1 Talib confronting a dragon, preserved
in Persian storytelling scrolls (timars) and popular narratives of the Shahnameh,
exemplifies this process. In this narrative, Rostam, the archetypal hero of Iranian
national epic, fails to defeat an enchanted dragon, whereas ‘All ultimately
succeeds. In some versions, ‘AlTaccomplishes this feat while still an infant, thereby
emphasizing his superiority over the national hero. Although the story is absent
from earlier historical and epic sources, its central motif of AlT killing a serpent in
infancy has an earlier history in Shi ‘i hagiographical literature.

This study investigates the origins and development of the narrative, the reasons
for selecting dragon-slaying as the basis of the encounter, the relationship between
Rostam and ‘All, and the symbolic significance of ‘AlT’s role as a sacred hero. It
also examines the motif of the dragon-slaying child and the distinction between
ordinary heroic power and divinely sanctioned authority.

Methodology and Findings

Employing a descriptive-analytical method and library-based research, the
study examines Persian storytelling scrolls, popular Shahnameh narratives, Shi i
hagiographical and religious texts, and devotional poetry. Comparative mythology
and the study of Persian heroic literature provide the principal analytical frameworks.
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The earliest known version of the encounter appears in a storytelling scroll dating to
the late Safavid period, while the motif of “AlT killing a serpent in his cradle can be
traced to Ibn Shahrashiib’s Manaqib Al Ab1 Talib, written in the twelfth century.
According to this account, ‘AlT frees his hand while lying in his cradle, grasps an
approaching serpent by the neck, and squeezes it to death. The report subsequently
appears in other Shi‘i compilations and devotional poetry. Since it lacks a strong
chain of transmission and is absent from earlier authoritative hadith collections, the
study suggests that it may have originated in devotional storytelling before entering
written hagiography.

The article proposes that the motif was incorporated into national epic narratives
through the activities of storytellers and the ‘Ajam Dervishes, who combined
religious praise with popular heroic tales. They may have drawn on hagiographical
accounts or religious epics such as the Khavaran-nameh and integrated “AlT’s
serpent-slaying into Rostam’s adventures. This explanation remains a historical
hypothesis rather than a conclusively demonstrated transmission route.

Three factors account for the prominence of dragon-slaying in this narrative. First,
defeating dragons is a defining demonstration of heroic strength in Iranian epic
literature. Heroes such as Garshasp, Sam, Rostam, and Faramarzare associated with
this feat. By introducing “All into the same narrative framework, storytellers could
compare him with the greatest Iranian champions while establishing his superiority
over them. Second, dragon-slaying constitutes a widespread mythological motif,
appearing in traditions associated with figures such as Marduk, Indra, Apollo,
and Cadmus. The story may therefore reflect a universal archetype of the hero
confronting a monstrous adversary. Third, the dragon may symbolize the unruly
self or nafs, a familiar image in Persian mystical literature. From this perspective,
Rostam represents heroic perfection within the mythological world, whereas ‘AlT
embodies religious and spiritual perfection.

The rivalry between Rostam and * AlT also emerges from their perceived similarities.
Both figures represent idealized courage, extraordinary strength, and exemplary
heroism, and Persian poets frequently invoke them together as models of martial
prowess. Nevertheless, Shi ‘i perspectives assign “AlT a higher position because of
hisreligious authority. The storytellers thus transform resemblance into competition
while preserving Rostam’s heroic status. The dragon narrative illustrates this
hierarchy: Rostam cannot overcome the enchanted adversary, whereas ‘All
succeeds. A similar pattern appears in popular narratives in which ‘AlT defeats
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Rostam in combat and Rostam subsequently embraces Islam.

Another significant feature is “All’s portrayal as an infant dragon-slayer in some
later versions. This episode corresponds to the widespread archetype of the child
hero who defeats a serpent or dragon. A particularly close parallel appears in Greek
mythology, where the infant Heracles strangles two serpents in his cradle. The
similarity does not establish direct borrowing; rather, it suggests that both narratives
participate in a recurring mythological pattern. The portrayal may also reflect the
tradition of Rostam’s childhood exploits, including his encounters with formidable
adversaries. By depicting “All defeating a dragon in infancy while Rostam fails
as an adult, storytellers intensify the contrast and emphasize the religious hero’s
exceptional power.

The enchanted nature of the dragon further distinguishes “AlT from conventional
epic champions. In Persian heroic narratives, breaking enchantments generally
requires not only physical strength but also the assistance or authorization of a
sacred figure, such as a prophet or spiritual guide. Rostam’s failure demonstrates the
limitations of ordinary heroic power. In contrast, ‘AlT overcomes the enchantment
without external sacred assistance. He consequently combines the roles of warrior
and spiritual authority, functioning as both the heroic champion and the source of
divinely sanctioned power.

Finally, the study examines the popularreinterpretation of * AlT’s title Haydar, which
means “lion” in Arabic. Some storytellers and devotional poets associate it instead
with hayya, the Arabic word for “serpent,” and the Persian verbal element dar,
related to daridan, meaning “to tear apart.” This folk etymology connects the title
to the serpent-slaying episode. Although linguistically inaccurate, it demonstrates
how the narrative shaped popular understandings of “Al1’s titles and heroic identity.

Conclusion

The tale of Rostam and “AlT confronting a dragon represents a significant example
of the interaction between Iranian national epic and Shi‘i religious tradition. Its
formation likely involved the incorporation of an older hagiographical motif into
popular heroic storytelling, facilitated by devotional performers and dervish
communities. The narrative combines cultural reconciliation with a clear hierarchy:
Rostam remains an emblem of Iranian heroic identity, but ‘All surpasses him
through a combination of extraordinary prowess and sacred authority. The dragon-
slaying infant motif, the symbolism of the enchanted adversary, and the folk
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etymology of Haydar further demonstrate the interaction of mythology, mysticism,
religious devotion, and popular narrative. The story thus reveals how Persian
storytelling adapted national traditions to religious worldviews while preserving
and transforming the cultural significance of its legendary heroes.

Keywords: Rostam; ‘All ibn AbT Talib; dragon-slaying; Shahnameh; Persian
heroic literature; popular narratives; archetype; sacred hero; folk etymology.
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