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			Series Foreword

			Stretching back to the oral traditions of thousands of years ago, tales of heroes and disaster, creation and conquest have been told by many different civilizations in many different ways. Their impact sits deep within our culture even though the detail in the tales themselves are a loose mix of historical record, transformed narrative and the distortions of hundreds of storytellers. 

			Today the language of mythology lives with us: our mood is jovial, our countenance is saturnine, we are narcissistic and our modern life is hermetically sealed from others. The nuances of myths and legends form part of our daily routines and help us navigate the world around us, with its half truths and biased reported facts.

			The nature of a myth is that its story is already known by most of those who hear it, or read it. Every generation brings a new emphasis, but the fundamentals remain the same: a desire to understand and describe the events and relationships of the world. Many of the great stories are archetypes that help us find our own place, equipping us with tools for self-understanding, both individually and as part of a broader culture.

			For Western societies it is Greek mythology that speaks to us most clearly. It greatly influenced the mythological heritage of the ancient Roman civilization and is the lens through which we still see the Celts, the Norse and many of the other great peoples and religions. The Greeks themselves learned much from their neighbours, the Egyptians, an older culture that became weak with age and incestuous leadership.

			It is important to understand that what we perceive now as mythology had its own origins in perceptions of the divine and the rituals of the sacred. The earliest civilizations, in the crucible of the Middle East, in the Sumer of the third millennium bc, are the source to which many of the mythic archetypes can be traced. As humankind collected together in cities for the first time, developed writing and industrial scale agriculture, started to irrigate the rivers and attempted to control rather than be at the mercy of its environment, humanity began to write down its tentative explanations of natural events, of floods and plagues, of disease. 

			Early stories tell of Gods (or god-like animals in the case of tribal societies such as African, Native American or Aboriginal cultures) who are crafty and use their wits to survive, and it is reasonable to suggest that these were the first rulers of the gathering peoples of the earth, later elevated to god-like status with the distance of time. Such tales became more political as cities vied with each other for supremacy, creating new Gods, new hierarchies for their pantheons. The older Gods took on primordial roles and became the preserve of creation and destruction, leaving the new gods to deal with more current, everyday affairs. Empires rose and fell, with Babylon assuming the mantle from Sumeria in the 1800s bc, then in turn to be swept away by the Assyrians of the 1200s bc; then the Assyrians and the Egyptians were subjugated by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so on, leading to the spread and assimilation of common themes, ideas and stories throughout the world. 

			The survival of history is dependent on the telling of good tales, but each one must have the ‘feeling’ of truth, otherwise it will be ignored. Around the firesides, or embedded in a book or a computer, the myths and legends of the past are still the living materials of retold myth, not restricted to an exploration of origins. Now we have devices and global communications that give us unparalleled access to a diversity of traditions. We can find out about Native American, Indian, Chinese and tribal African mythology in a way that was denied to our ancestors, we can find connections, match the archaeology, religion and the mythologies of the world to build a comprehensive image of the human experience that is endlessly fascinating. 

			The stories in this book provide an introduction to the themes and concerns of the myths and legends of their respective cultures, with a short introduction to provide a linguistic, geographic and political context. This is where the myths have arrived today, but undoubtedly over the next millennia, they will transform again whilst retaining their essential truths and signs.

			Jake Jackson

			General Editor

		

	
		
			Introduction to Persian Mythology and Literature

			Persian civilization was to a great extent the product of Babylonian elements, and her mythology was born of a kind of sensual idolatry. But the Persians were a poetic people, and in their hands these ancient myths were refined and somewhat elevated. Every nation has a literature peculiarly her own, even though it may find its sources in foreign fields. As Persia was founded upon the ruins of more ancient monarchies, as she gathered into the halls of her kings the spoils of conquered nations, so also her literature was enriched by the philosophy and science, the poetry and mythology of her predecessors. The resistless horde, which poured down from the mountains and swept all of Western Asia into its current, formed the kindred tribes into a single monarchy, and this monarchy gathered unto herself, not only the wealth and military glory, but also the culture and learning of the nations she had conquered. The whole civilized world was taxed to maintain the splendors of her court; the imperial purple was found in the city of Tyre, and her fleets also came from Phoenicia, for the experience of this maritime people was indispensable to their Persian masters. Indian groves furnished the costly woods of aloe and of sandal that burned upon her altars, while Syria and the islands of the sea filled her flagons with wine.

			Persia was a land of extremes, and the richest part of her dominions was fated to lie beneath the early snows, and feel the severity of winter, while the central portion of the country was one vast desert, whose scorching simoons were as much to be dreaded as the snows of her northern table-lands. The early settlers of Iran, therefore, were forced to win their bread and develop their resources by the most arduous labor, and the dreamy mythology of the Hindus gave way in their minds to the sterner conflict between good and evil.

			The opposition between light and darkness became a prominent feature of their mythology, for the battles which raged in Hindu skies between Indra, the storm king, and his constant enemy, Vritra, became to the sons of Iran a personal strife with the powers of nature, and instead of dreaming of a contest in the clouds, they sang of the daily battle in lives which were crowded with hardship. Hence it is that Ormazd and Ahriman, in their continual strife, form the background of the national mythology, although Persia took the sun for her emblem, and called her kings by his royal name; a flashing globe was the signal light above the imperial tent, and the golden eagle was perched upon the ensign that led the Persian troops to victory.

		

	
		
			Early Literature

			It is evident that the early kings of Persia possessed royal libraries, containing historical records and official decrees, for in the book of Ezra it is said that “search was made in the house of rolls,” in Babylon, for the imperial decree of Cyrus concerning the rebuilding of the temple. It was afterwards found at Ecbatana “in the palace that is in the province of the Medes,” the decree having been made in the first year of King Cyrus. But aside from some of the inscriptions, the earliest literature we now have belonging to this people is the Zend-Avesta, our present version of which was possibly derived from texts which already existed in the time of the Achæmenian kings. Although there are no facts to prove that the text of the Avesta as we now possess it was committed to writing previous to the Sassanian dynasty Prof. Darmesteter thinks it possible that “Herodotus may have heard the Magi sing, in the fifth century before Christ, the very same Gathas which are sung now a days by the Mobeds of Bombay.”

			As some of these early texts must have existed before the fifth century B.C. we place them chronologically before the inscriptions of Darius the Great.

			Historians claim that ancient Persian manuscripts were destroyed, when Alexander, in a condition of drunkenness, ordered the beautiful city of Persepolis to be set on fire, in order to please the courtesan Thais.

			The modern worshippers of Alexander, however, have placed around his name all the possible glory of military achievement with a vast amount of rhetoric, concerning “the young hero” and “the thunder of his tread.” They claim, indeed, that he had very few faults, except cruelty, drunkenness, and some worse forms of dissipation. Their defense of this barbarous act is that “only the palace and its environs were burned” at this particular time, and that this was an act of requital for the pillage of Athens, and also to impress the Persians with a due sense of his own importance. Whatever may have been the motive, or physical condition, of the incendiary, it is highly probable that when the palace, and its environs were burned, the royal libraries went down in the flames, and certain it is, that from the time of the Macedonian conquest to the foundation of the Sassanian dynasty, the history of the Persian language and literature is almost a blank page. The legends of the Sassanian coins, the inscriptions of their emperors, and the translation of the Avesta, by Sassanian scholars, represent another phase of the language and literature of Iran.

			The men who, at the rising of the new national dynasty, became the reformers, teachers, and prophets of Persia, formed their language and the whole train of their ideas upon a Semitic model. The grammar of the Sassanian dialect, however, was Persian, and “this was a period of religious and metaphysical delirium, when everything became everything, when Maya and Sophia, Mitra and Christ, Viraf and Isaiah, Belus and Kronos were mixed up in one jumbled system of inane speculation, from which at last the East was delivered by the doctrines of Mohammed, and the West by the pure Christianity of the Teutonic nations.”

			It was five hundred years after Alexander before Persian literature and religion were revived, and the books of the Zend-Avesta collected, either from scattered manuscripts or from oral tradition. The first collection of traditions, which finally resulted in the Shah-Namah, was made also during the Sassanian dynasty. Firdusi tells us that there was a Pahlevan, of the family of the Dihkans, who loved to study the traditions of antiquity. He therefore summoned from the provinces, all the old men who could remember portions of the ancient legends, and questioned them concerning the stories of the country. The Dihkan then wrote down the traditions of the kings and the changes in the empire as they had been recited to him. But this work, which was commenced under Nushirvan and finished under Yezdejird, the last of the Sassanians, was destroyed by the command of Omar, the Arabian chieftain.

			The scanty literature of the Sassanian age was somewhat augmented by a notable collection of SanskRit fables which was brought to the court of the Persian king, Koshrou, and translated into the Persian, or Pahlavi tongue. This collection comprised the fables of the Pancatantra and the Hitopadesa, and from it the later European fables of La Fontaine probably originated. In this collection we present selections from the Persian version: Anwar-I-Suhali.

		

	
		
			Literature of Modern Persia

			After the Muslim conquest, Persia’s treasures of literature were again destroyed, so far as the conquerors could complete their work of devastation, and the altar fires of the Parsis were quenched in the long night of Mohammedan rule, while the Koran supplanted the Avesta even upon its native soil.

			Modern Persian literature may be said to begin with the reconstruction of the National Epic. This work marks an important era, in even the language of Persia, for it seems to close the biography of that peculiar tongue. There has been but little, of either growth or decay, in its structure since that period, although it becomes more and more encumbered with foreign words.

			The Persian Epic could be reconstructed only when the national feeling began to reassert itself, and it was at this period that the patriotism of the people began to recover from the benumbing pressure of Mohammedan rule, and especially in the eastern portions of the empire, a distinctively Persian spirit was revived. It is true that Mohammedanism had taken root even in the national party, but the Arabic tongue was no longer favored by the governors of the eastern provinces. Persian again became the court language of these dignitaries, the native poets were encouraged and began to collect once more the traditions of the empire.

			It is claimed that Jacob, the son of Leis, the first prince of Persian blood, who declared himself independent of the Caliphs, procured fragments of the early National Epic, and had it rearranged and continued. Then followed the dynasty of the Samanians who claimed descent from the Sassanian kings, and they pursued the same popular policy. The later dynasty of the Gaznevides also encouraged the growth of the national spirit, and the great Persian Epic was written during the reign of Mahmud the Great, who was the second king of the Gaznevide dynasty. By his command, collections of old books were made all over the empire, and men who knew the ancient poems were summoned to his court. It was from these materials that Firdusi composed his Shah-Namah. “Traditions,” says the poet, “have been given me; nothing of what is worth knowing has been forgotten; all that I shall say others have said before me.”

			Hence the heroes in the Shah-Namah exhibit many of the traits of the Vedic deities – traits which have lived through the Zoroastrian period, the Achæmenian dynasty, the Macedonian rule, the Parthian wars, and even the Arabian conquest, to be reproduced in the poem of Firdusi.

			The modern phase of their literature is emphatically an age of poetry; the Persians of these later centuries seem to have been born with a song on their lips, for their poets are numbered by thousands. Not only their books of polite literature, but their histories, ethics and science, nay, even their mathematics and grammar are written in rhyme. There are many volumes of these productions that cannot be dignified by the name of poetry, but their literature is tropical in its development and their annals bear the names of many illustrious poets. Firdusi, author of the great Epic, must always stand at the head of Persian poetry.

			Nizami of the twelfth century has given us, perhaps, the best version of the beautiful Arabian tragedy of Lili and Majnun, and Hafiz says of the author:

			“Not all the treasured lore of ancient days

			Can boast the sweetness of Nizami’s lays.”

			It was to the thirteenth century, the third period of Persian poetry, which may be called the mystic and moral age, that the mystic poet and philosopher, Jalal-Uddin Rumi, author of the series of stories with moral maxims known as the Mesnevi (Masnavi) belonged.

			The clear and harmonious style of Hafiz, who belonged to the fourteenth century, has a fascination of its own, and it is claimed that the prophet Khizer carried to the waiting lips of the poet the water from the fountain of life, and therefore his words are immortal among the sons of men.

		

	
		
			Mythical Mountains

			The silent mountains standing calmly beneath the skies of blue, while the ages come and go, always command the reverence of the human heart. With forests around their feet, the gray peaks reach upward to dim and ashen heights, where the white snow lies unpolluted by the foot of man. Their frost-crowns gleam in the sunlight of noon, or change to tints of opal and crimson light beneath the farewell fires of the setting sun. No wonder, then, that in the fables of all people the gods are enthroned on wondrous heights. The old Assyrian kings wrote upon their strange tablets of “the world mountain,” which, although rooted in hades, still supported the heavens with all their starry hosts. The world was bound to it with a rope, like that with which the sea was churned in the later Hindu legend, for the lost ambrosia of the gods or like the golden cord of Homer with which Zeus proposed to suspend the nether earth, after binding the cord about Olympus. This mythical mountain was the abode of the gods, and it was this of which the Babylonian king said:

			“I will exalt my throne above the stars of God;

			I will sit upon the mount of the congregation in the sides of the north;

			I will be like the Most High.”

			It was between the “Twin Mountains” that the sun passed in its rising and setting, and the rocky gates were guarded by the “scorpion men,” whose heads were at the portals of heaven, and their feet in hell beneath.

			In the mythology of the Hindus, Mount Meru rises in her solitary grandeur in the very centre of the earth to the height of sixty-four thousand miles; and there on her sun-kissed crown, amidst gardens of fabulous beauty, and flowers that never of winter hear – where the skies are of rose and pearl, and the dreamlike harmonies of far-off voices are borne upon the air, we find the heaven of Indra, the abode of the gods. 

			Among the Greeks the gates of Olympus open to receive the imperial throng, when

			“The gods with Jove assume their thrones of gold.”

			When the chambers of the east were opened, and floods of light were poured upon the peak, the Greek poet dreamt that:

			“The sounding hinges ring on either side,

			The gloomy volumes pierced with light divide,

			The chariot mounts, where deep in ambient skies

			Confused Olympus’ hundred heads arise—

			Where far apart the Thunderer fills his throne

			O’er all the gods, superior and alone.”

			But even the storm-swept heights of Olympus, where the chariots of the gods were crushed to fragments beneath the lightnings of Jove, were not lofty enough for the spirit of the Norseman. Odin’s Valhal, with its roof of shields and walls of gleaming spears, lies in heaven itself, and higher still is Gimle, the gold-roofed hall of the higher gods. Far away to the northward, on the heights of the Nida mountains, stands a hall of shining gold which is the home of the Sindre race. These are they who smelt earth’s gold from her rough brown stone, and flashing through her crystals, the tints which are hidden in the hearts of the roses, they are changed to rubies and garnets. These are they who make the sapphires blue with the fresh lips of the violet, and mould earth’s tears into her purest pearls.

			In Persian mythology we find a trace of “the world mountain” of the old Assyrian kings, as well as a thought which is akin to the vine-clad bowers of Meru, the shining gates of Olympus, and the Nida mountains of the Norsemen, for here the Qaf mountains surround the world after the manner of the annular system described in the Maha-Bharata. This mythical range is pure emerald, and although it surrounds the world, it is placed between two of the horns of a white ox, named Kornit or Kajuta. He has four thousand horns, and the distance from one horn to another could not be traversed in five hundred years. These mountains are the abode of giants, fairies and peris, while their life-giving fountains confer immortality upon those who taste of their waters.

			The highest portion of the emerald range is the Alborz, where the fabled Simurgh builds her colossal nest of sandal wood, and the woven branches of aloe and myrtle trees. Mount Alborz is represented as standing upon the earth, while her crown of light reposes in the region far beyond the stars. It is Hara-Berezaita (the lofty mountain) – the sphere of endless light, where the supreme god of Persian mythology dwells in his own temple which is the “abode of song.” This is the “Mother of Mountains” and from it have grown all the heights that stand upon the earth; it is the fabled center of the world, and around it the sun, moon and stars revolve. Hence, in the Vendidad we find the following hymn:

			“Up, rise and roll along, thou swift horsed sun,

			Above Hara-Berezaita and produce light for the world.

			Up, rise up, thou moon—

			Rise up, ye stars, rise up above Hara-Berezaita

			And produce light for the world,

			And mayest thou, O man, rise up along the path made by Mazda—

			Along the way made by the gods,

			The watery way they opened.”

		

	
		
			Rivers

			In the mythology of every people we find mystic rivers in connection with the worship of their divinities. They are winding everywhere through the enchanted land of fable. Often born in the highlands of the celestial mountains, they are represented as coming down to earth with the glint of the sunlight on their waves.

			In Persian mythology there is a crystal stream which gushes from a golden precipice of the mythical mountain and descends to the earth from the heavens, as does the celestial Ganga of the Hindus. This is the heavenly spring from which all the waters of the earth come down.... It is the Ardvi Sura Anahita which ever flows in a life-giving current, bringing blessings unto man and receiving in return the sacrifices of the material world.

			This river has a thousand cells and a thousand channels, and each of these extend as far as a swiftly mounted horseman can ride in forty days; in each channel there stands a palace gleaming with an hundred windows and a thousand columns; these palaces are surrounded with ten thousand balconies founded in the distant channels of the river, and within their courts are luxurious beds, “well scented and covered with pillows.” In the golden ravines around these palace halls are the wondrous fountains of the Ardvi Sura Anahita, and the stream rushes down from the summit of the mountain with a volume greater than all the rivers of earth, and falls into the bosom of the celestial sea that lies at the foot of the Hara-Berezaita. When the waters of the river fall into the Vouru-Kasha, the waves of the sea boil over the shores, and the billows chant a song of welcome.

			This celestial spring, with its mighty torrent of waters, is personified as a beautiful goddess – a maiden tall and shapely, who is born of a glorious race. She is stately and noble, strong as the current of a mighty river, and pure as the snows that lie on the mountain’s crown. Her beautiful arms are white and thick, her hair is long and luxuriant, for she is large and comely, radiant with the glory of a perfect womanhood.

			This glorious maid of the mountain has four white horses, which were made for her by Ahura Mazda; one is the snow, and one is the wind, while the others are the rain and the cloud; thus it happens that ever upon the earth it is snowing, or the rain is somewhere coming down to gladden the flowers with refreshing touch.

			The beautiful goddess springs from a golden fissure in the highest peak, and mounting her chariot draws the reins above her white steeds and drives them down the steep incline, which is a thousand times the height of a man, and continual sacrifice is offered to her brightness and glory.

			Clothed with a golden mantle and wearing a crown radiant with the light of an hundred gems, she comes dashing down the mountain side, thinking in her heart: “Who will praise me? Who will offer me a sacrifice with libations?”

			The cloud-sea represents the “dewy treasures” of the Hindus – the rains which are held in the reluctant cloud, and only drawn therefrom by the lightning bolts of Indra, who is assisted in the battle by the Maruts when they “harness their deer for victory.” The Persian Vendidad represents a continual interchange between the waters of the earth and sky.

			“As the Vouru-Kasha is the gathering place of the waters

			Rise up, go up the ærial way and go down upon the earth....

			The large river that is known afar

			That is as large as all the waters of earth

			Runs from the height down to the sea, Vouru-Kasha.”

		

	
		
			Persian Romance

			The Arabic and even the Turkish tongue has intruded upon the classic Persian of Firdusi, but as the English has borrowed from all nations, and yet retains its own individuality, so also the Persian tongue, while absorbing and adapting the wealth of others, still retains its personal character, modified only by the changes of time.

			In borrowing from the language of her neighbors, Persia has not hesitated to adopt also portions of their literature. During the reign of the Moslem kings the choicest mental productions from India, and even from Greece, found the way to their courts. Alp Arslan, around whose throne stood twelve hundred princes, was a lover of letters, and from the banks of the Euphrates to the feet of the Himalayas a wealth of literature was called, to be wrought up by Persian scholars and poets under royal patronage. There was an active rivalry in literary culture, and much of the fire of Arabian poetry brightened the pages of Persian romance. There were the mystic lights and shadows of nomadic life, and desert voices mingled with the strains of native singers.

			The terrible contrasts of life and death – the unyielding resentments and jealousies – passionate loves and hates, which are so distinctively Arabian, began to fill the pages of Iranian romance with tragedy.

			Even the vivid description of the Moslems could scarcely add to the gorgeousness of Persian fancy, where Oriental lovers wandered in the greenest of valleys, while around them floated the soft perfume of the orange blossoms. It could not add to the fabulous wealth of their nobles, where camels were burdened with the choicest of gems, and vines of gold were laden with grapes of amethyst. But it did add the element of fierce revenge and the tragedy of violent death, represented by the pitiless simoon and the shifting sand column, the hopeless wastes, the bitter waters, and the dry bones of perished caravans. It added the life-springs of the oasis, as well as the rushing whirlwind; it added the palm tree of the desert, with her feet in the burning sand and her head in the morning light – a symbol of the watch-fires of faith above the desert places of life. The best literature of Persia in our own age is largely the reproduction in various forms of her standard poets; her romances, however, still rival the Arabian Nights in their startling combinations and bewildering descriptions. The imagination of her writers is not bound by the rules of our northern clime, and there is nothing too wild or improbable to find a place in Oriental story. There are rayless caverns of sorcery in a wilderness of mystery; there are mountains of emerald and hills of ruby; there are enchanted valleys, rich with fabulous treasure, and rivers gushing from fairy fountains. There is always the grand uprising of the king of day and the endless cycle of the stars – for this poetic people cannot forget the teaching of the Parsi and the Sabean. In the literature found on the banks of these southern seas there is also the restfulness of night, with its coolness and dews, to be followed by the glory of the morning and the fragrance from the hearts of the roses.

			Persian literature rings with voices from ruined cities, and mingles the story of the past with the dreams of her future. Her treasures are drawn from the records of Chaldean kings; her historic pictures have caught the light of early crowns and repeated the story of their magnificence. Her annals are filled with the victories of her Cyrus, with the extended dominions of her great Darius, and the gorgeousness of her later sovereigns. Her poets have immortalized her myths as well as her heroes, and the Oriental world has contributed to the pages of her romance.

		

	
		
			Sháh Námeh

			by Firdusi

			Translated by James Atkinson

			When Sir John Lubbock, in the list of a hundred books which he published, in the year 1886, as containing the best hundred worth reading, mentioned the Sháh Námeh or Book of Kings, written by the Persian poet Firdusi (Abul Kasim Mansur, c. 935/940–1019/1026), it is doubtful whether many of his readers had even heard of such a poem or of its author. Yet Firdusi, “The Poet of Paradise” (for such is the meaning of this pen-name), is as much the national poet of Persia as Dante is of Italy or Shakespeare of England. Abul Kasim Mansur is indeed a genuine epic poet, and for this reason his work is of genuine interest to the lovers of Homer, Vergil, and Dante. 

			The qualities that go to make up an epic poem are all to be found in this work of the Persian bard. In the first place, the Sháh Námeh is written by an enthusiastic patriot, who glorifies his country, and by that means has become recognized as the national poet of Persia. In the second place, the poem presents us with a complete view of a certain definite phase, and complete era of civilization; in other words, it is a transcript from the life; a portrait-gallery of distinct and unique individuals; a description of what was once an actual society. We find in it delineated the Persia of the heroic age, an age of chivalry, eclipsing, in romantic emotion, deeds of daring, scenes of love and violence, even the mediaeval chivalry of France and Spain.

			We read this abridged version (starting with ‘Zál, the Son of Sám’ and ending with ‘The Death of Rustem’) of the Sháh Námeh with keen interest – because from its study the mind is enlarged and stimulated by new scenes, new ideas and unprecedented situations

		

	
		
			Zál, the Son of Sám

			[image: ]

			According to the traditionary histories from which Firdusi has derived his legends, the warrior Sám had a son born to him whose hair was perfectly white. On his birth the nurse went to Sám and told him that God had blessed him with a wonderful child, without a single blemish, excepting that his hair was white; but when Sám saw him he was grieved:

			His hair was white as goose’s wing,

			His cheek was like the rose of spring

			His form was straight as cypress tree—

			But when the sire was brought to see

			That child with hair so silvery white,

			His heart revolted at the sight.

			His mother gave him the name of Zál and the people said to Sám, “This is an ominous event, and will be to thee productive of nothing but calamity; it would be better if thou couldst remove him out of sight.

			 “No human being of this earth

			 Could give to such a monster birth;

			 He must be of the Demon race,

			 Though human still in form and face.

			 If not a Demon, he, at least,

			 Appears a party-coloured beast.”

			When Sám was made acquainted with these reproaches and sneers of the people, he determined, though with a sorrowful heart, to take him up to the mountain Alberz, and abandon him there to be destroyed by beasts of prey. Alberz was the abode of the Símúrgh or Griffin, and, whilst flying about in quest of food for his hungry young ones, that surprising animal discovered the child lying alone upon the hard rock, crying and sucking its fingers. The Símúrgh, however, felt no inclination to devour him, but compassionately took him up in the air, and conveyed him to his own habitation.

			 He who is blest with Heaven’s grace

			 Will never want a dwelling-place

			 And he who bears the curse of Fate

			 Can never change his wretched state.

			 A voice, not earthly, thus addressed

			 The Símúrgh in his mountain nest—

			“To thee this mortal I resign,

			 Protected by the power divine;

			 Let him thy fostering kindness share,

			 Nourish him with paternal care;

			 For from his loins, in time, will spring

			 The champion of the world, and bring

			 Honour on earth, and to thy name;

			 The heir of everlasting fame.”

			The young ones were also kind and affectionate to the infant, which was thus nourished and protected by the Símúrgh for several years.

		

	
		
			The Dream of Sám

			[image: ]

			It is said that one night, after melancholy musings and reflecting on the miseries of this life, Sám was visited by a dream, and when the particulars of it were communicated to the interpreters of mysterious warnings and omens, they declared that Zál was certainly still alive, although he had been long exposed on Alberz, and left there to be torn to pieces by wild animals. Upon this interpretation being given, the natural feelings of the father returned, and he sent his people to the mountain in search of Zál, but without success. On another night Sám dreamt a second time, when he beheld a young man of a beautiful countenance at the head of an immense army, with a banner flying before him, and a Múbid on his left hand. One of them addressed Sám, and reproached him thus:

			 Unfeeling mortal, hast thou from thy eyes

			 Washed out all sense of shame? Dost thou believe

			 That to have silvery tresses is a crime?

			 If so, thy head is covered with white hair;

			 And were not both spontaneous gifts from Heaven?

			 Although the boy was hateful to thy sight,

			 The grace of God has been bestowed upon him;

			 And what is human tenderness and love

			 To Heaven’s protection? Thou to him wert cruel,

			 But Heaven has blest him, shielding him from harm.

			Sám screamed aloud in his sleep, and awoke greatly terrified. Without delay he went himself to Alberz, and ascended the mountain, and wept and prayed before the throne of the Almighty, saying:

			 “If that forsaken child be truly mine,

			 And not the progeny of Demon fell,

			 O pity me! forgive the wicked deed,

			 And to my eyes, my injured son restore.”

			His prayer was accepted. The Símúrgh, hearing the lamentations of Sám among his people, knew that he had come in quest of his son, and thus said to Zál: – “I have fed and protected thee like a kind nurse, and I have given thee the name of Dustán, like a father. Sám, the warrior, has just come upon the mountain in search of his child, and I must restore thee to him, and we must part.” Zál wept when he heard of this unexpected separation, and in strong terms expressed his gratitude to his benefactor; for the Wonderful Bird had not omitted to teach him the language of the country, and to cultivate his understanding, removed as they were to such a distance from the haunts of mankind. The Símúrgh soothed him by assuring him that he was not going to abandon him to misfortune, but to increase his prosperity; and, as a striking proof of affection, gave him a feather from his own wing, with these instructions: – “Whenever thou art involved in difficulty or danger, put this feather on the fire, and I will instantly appear to thee to ensure thy safety. Never cease to remember me.

			 “I have watched thee with fondness by day and by night,

			 And supplied all thy wants with a father’s delight;

			 O forget not thy nurse – still be faithful to me—

			 And my heart will be ever devoted to thee.”

			Zál immediately replied in a strain of gratitude and admiration; and then the Símúrgh conveyed him to Sám, and said to him: “Receive thy son – he is of wonderful promise, and will be worthy of the throne and the diadem.”

			 The soul of Sám rejoiced to hear

			 Applause so sweet to a parent’s ear;

			 And blessed them both in thought and word,

			 The lovely boy, and the Wondrous Bird.

			He also declared to Zál that he was ashamed of the crime of which he had been guilty, and that he would endeavor to obliterate the recollection of the past by treating him in future with the utmost respect and honor.

			When Minúchihr heard from Zábul of these things, and of Sám’s return, he was exceedingly pleased, and ordered his son, Nauder, with a splendid istakbál, to meet the father and son on their approach to the city. They were surrounded by warriors and great men, and Sám embraced the first moment to introduce Zál to the king.

			 Zál humbly kissed the earth before the king,

			 And from the hands of Minúchihr received

			 A golden mace and helm. Then those who knew

			 The stars and planetary signs, were told

			 To calculate the stripling’s destiny;

			 And all proclaimed him of exalted fortune,

			 That he would be prodigious in his might,

			 Outshining every warrior of the age.

			Delighted with this information, Minúchihr, seated upon his throne, with Kárun on one side and Sám on the other, presented Zál with Arabian horses, and armor, and gold, and splendid garments, and appointed Sám to the government of Kábul, Zábul, and Ind. Zál accompanied his father on his return; and when they arrived at Zábulistán, the most renowned instructors in every art and science were collected together to cultivate and enrich his young mind.

			In the meantime Sám was commanded by the king to invade and subdue the Demon provinces of Karugsár and Mázinderán; and Zál was in consequence left by his father in charge of Zábulistán. The young nursling of the Símúrgh is said to have performed the duties of sovereignty with admirable wisdom and discretion, during the absence of his father. He did not pass his time in idle exercises, but with zealous delight in the society of accomplished and learned men, for the purpose of becoming familiar with every species of knowledge and acquirement. The city of Zábul, however, as a constant residence, did not entirely satisfy him, and he wished to see more of the world; he therefore visited several other places, and proceeded as far as Kábul, where he pitched his tents, and remained for some time.

		

	
		
			Rúdábeh

			[image: ]

			The chief of Kábul was descended from the family of Zohák. He was named Mihráb, and to secure the safety of his state, paid annual tribute to Sám. Mihráb, on the arrival of Zál, went out of the city to see him, and was hospitably entertained by the young hero, who soon discovered that he had a daughter of wonderful attractions.

			 Her name Rúdábeh; screened from public view,

			 Her countenance is brilliant as the sun;

			 From head to foot her lovely form is fair

			 As polished ivory. Like the spring, her cheek

			 Presents a radiant bloom, – in stature tall,

			 And o’er her silvery brightness, richly flow

			 Dark musky ringlets clustering to her feet.

			 She blushes like the rich pomegranate flower;

			 Her eyes are soft and sweet as the narcissus,

			 Her lashes from the raven’s jetty plume

			 Have stolen their blackness, and her brows are bent

			 Like archer’s bow. Ask ye to see the moon?

			 Look at her face. Seek ye for musky fragrance?

			 She is all sweetness. Her long fingers seem

			 Pencils of silver, and so beautiful

			 Her presence, that she breathes of Heaven and love.

			Such was the description of Rúdábeh, which inspired the heart of Zál with the most violent affection, and imagination added to her charms.

			Mihráb again waited on Zál, who received him graciously, and asked him in what manner he could promote his wishes. Mihráb said that he only desired him to become his guest at a banquet he intended to invite him to; but Zál thought proper to refuse, because he well knew, if he accepted an invitation of the kind from a relation of Zohák, that his father Sám and the King of Persia would be offended. Mihráb returned to Kábul disappointed, and having gone into his harem, his wife, Síndokht, inquired after the stranger from Zábul, the white-headed son of Sám. She wished to know what he was like, in form and feature, and what account he gave of his sojourn with the Símúrgh. Mihráb described him in the warmest terms of admiration – he was valiant, he said, accomplished and handsome, with no other defect than that of white hair. And so boundless was his praise, that Rúdábeh, who was present, drank every word with avidity, and felt her own heart warmed into admiration and love. Full of emotion, she afterwards said privately to her attendants:

			“To you alone the secret of my heart

			 I now unfold; to you alone confess

			 The deep sensations of my captive soul.

			 I love, I love; all day and night of him

			 I think alone – I see him in my dreams—

			 You only know my secret – aid me now,

			 And soothe the sorrows of my bursting heart.”

			The attendants were startled with this confession and entreaty, and ventured to remonstrate against so preposterous an attachment.

			“What! hast thou lost all sense of shame,

			 All value for thy honored name!

			 That thou, in loveliness supreme,

			 Of every tongue the constant theme,

			 Should choose, and on another’s word.

			 The nursling of a Mountain Bird!

			 A being never seen before,

			 Which human mother never bore!

			 And can the hoary locks of age,

			 A youthful heart like thine engage?

			 Must thy enchanting form be prest

			 To such a dubious monster’s breast?

			 And all thy beauty’s rich array,

			 Thy peerless charms be thrown away?”

			This violent remonstrance was more calculated to rouse the indignation of Rúdábeh than to induce her to change her mind. It did so. But she subdued her resentment, and again dwelt upon the ardor of her passion.

			“My attachment is fixed, my election is made,

			 And when hearts are enchained ‘tis in vain to upbraid.

			 Neither Kízar nor Faghfúr I wish to behold,

			 Nor the monarch of Persia with jewels and gold;

			 All, all I despise, save the choice of my heart,

			 And from his beloved image I never can part.

			 Call him aged, or young, ‘tis a fruitless endeavour

			 To uproot a desire I must cherish for ever;

			 Call him old, call him young, who can passion control?

			 Ever present, and loved, he entrances my soul.

			 ’Tis for him I exist – him I worship alone,

			 And my heart it must bleed till I call him my own.”

			As soon as the attendants found that Rúdábeh’s attachment was deeply fixed, and not to be removed, they changed their purpose, and became obedient to her wishes, anxious to pursue any measure that might bring Zál and their mistress together. Rúdábeh was delighted with this proof of their regard.

			It was spring-time, and the attendants repaired towards the halting-place of Zál, in the neighborhood of the city. Their occupation seemed to be gathering roses along the romantic banks of a pellucid streamlet, and when they purposely strayed opposite the tent of Zál, he observed them, and asked his friends – why they presumed to gather roses in his garden. He was told that they were damsels sent by the moon of Kábulistán from the palace of Mihráb to gather roses, and upon hearing this his heart was touched with emotion. He rose up and rambled about for amusement, keeping the direction of the river, followed by a servant with a bow. He was not far from the damsels, when a bird sprung up from the water, which he shot, upon the wing, with an arrow. The bird happened to fall near the rose-gatherers, and Zál ordered his servant to bring it to him. The attendants of Rúdábeh lost not the opportunity, as he approached them, to inquire who the archer was. “Know ye not,” answered the servant, “that this is Ním-rúz, the son of Sám, and also called Dustán, the greatest warrior ever known.” At this the damsels smiled, and said that they too belonged to a person of distinction – and not of inferior worth – to a star in the palace of Mihráb. “We have come from Kábul to the King of Zábulistán, and should Zál and Rúdábeh be of equal rank, her ruby lips may become acquainted with his, and their wished-for union be effected.” When the servant returned, Zál was immediately informed of the conversation that had taken place, and in consequence presents were prepared.

			 They who to gather roses came – went back

			 With precious gems – and honorary robes;

			 And two bright finger-rings were secretly

			 Sent to the princess.

			Then did the attendants of Rúdábeh exult in the success of their artifice, and say that the lion had come into their toils. Rúdábeh herself, however, had some fears on the subject. She anxiously sought to know exactly the personal appearance of Zál, and happily her warmest hopes were realized by the description she received. But one difficulty remained – how were they to meet? How was she to see with her own eyes the man whom her fancy had depicted in such glowing colors? Her attendants, sufficiently expert at intrigue, soon contrived the means of gratifying her wishes. There was a beautiful rural retreat in a sequestered situation, the apartments of which were adorned with pictures of great men, and ornamented in the most splendid manner. To this favorite place Rúdábeh retired, and most magnificently dressed, awaiting the coming of Zál, whom her attendants had previously invited to repair thither as soon as the sun had gone down. The shadows of evening were falling as he approached, and the enamoured princess thus addressed him from her balcony: – 

			“May happiness attend thee ever, thou,

			 Whose lucid features make this gloomy night

			 Clear as the day; whose perfume scents the breeze;

			 Thou who, regardless of fatigue, hast come

			 On foot too, thus to see me—”

			Hearing a sweet voice, he looked up, and beheld a bright face in the balcony, and he said to the beautiful vision:

			“How often have I hoped that Heaven

			 Would, in some secret place display

			 Thy charms to me, and thou hast given

			 My heart the wish of many a day;

			 For now thy gentle voice I hear,

			 And now I see thee – speak again!

			 Speak freely in a willing ear,

			 And every wish thou hast obtain.”

			Not a word was lost upon Rúdábeh, and she soon accomplished her object. Her hair was so luxuriant, and of such a length, that casting it loose it flowed down from the balcony; and, after fastening the upper part to a ring, she requested Zál to take hold of the other end and mount up. He ardently kissed the musky tresses, and by them quickly ascended.

			 Then hand in hand within the chambers they

			 Gracefully passed. – Attractive was the scene,

			 The walls embellished by the painter’s skill,

			 And every object exquisitely formed,

			 Sculpture, and architectural ornament,

			 Fit for a king. Zál with amazement gazed

			 Upon what art had done, but more he gazed

			 Upon the witching radiance of his love,

			 Upon her tulip cheeks, her musky locks,

			 Breathing the sweetness of a summer garden;

			 Upon the sparkling brightness of her rings,

			 Necklace, and bracelets, glittering on her arms.

			 His mien too was majestic – on his head

			 He wore a ruby crown, and near his breast

			 Was seen a belted dagger. Fondly she

			 With side-long glances marked his noble aspect,

			 The fine proportions of his graceful limbs,

			 His strength and beauty. Her enamoured heart

			 Suffused her cheek with blushes, every glance

			 Increased the ardent transports of her soul.

			 So mild was his demeanour, he appeared

			 A gentle lion toying with his prey.

			 Long they remained rapt in admiration

			 Of each other. At length the warrior rose,

			 And thus addressed her: “It becomes not us

			 To be forgetful of the path of prudence,

			 Though love would dictate a more ardent course,

			 How oft has Sám, my father, counselled me,

			 Against unseeming thoughts, – unseemly deeds,—

			 Always to choose the right, and shun the wrong.

			 How will he burn with anger when he hears

			 This new adventure; how will Minúchihr

			 Indignantly reproach me for this dream!

			 This waking dream of rapture! but I call

			 High Heaven to witness what I now declare—

			 Whoever may oppose my sacred vows,

			 I still am thine, affianced thine, for ever.”

			 And thus Rúdábeh: “Thou hast won my heart,

			 And kings may sue in vain; to thee devoted,

			 Thou art alone my warrior and my love.”

			 Thus they exclaimed, – then Zál with fond adieus

			 Softly descended from the balcony,

			 And hastened to his tent.

			As speedily as possible he assembled together his counsellors and Múbids to obtain their advice on the present extraordinary occasion, and he represented to them the sacred importance of encouraging matrimonial alliances.

			 For marriage is a contract sealed by Heaven—

			 How happy is the Warrior’s lot, amidst

			 His smiling children; when he dies, his son

			 Succeeds him, and enjoys his rank and name.

			 And is it not a glorious thing to say—

			 This is the son of Zál, or this of Sám,

			 The heir of his renowned progenitor?

			He then related to them the story of his love and affection for the daughter of Mihráb; but the Múbids, well knowing that the chief of Kábul was of the family of Zohák, the serpent-king, did not approve the union desired, which excited the indignation of Zál. They, however, recommended his writing a letter to Sám, who might, if he thought proper, refer the matter to Minúchihr. The letter was accordingly written and despatched, and when Sám received it, he immediately referred the question to his astrologers, to know whether the nuptials, if solemnized between Zál and Rúdábeh, would be prosperous or not. They foretold that the nuptials would be prosperous, and that the issue would be a son of wonderful strength and power, the conqueror of the world. This announcement delighted the heart of the old warrior, and he sent the messenger back with the assurance of his approbation of the proposed union, but requested that the subject might be kept concealed till he returned with his army from the expedition to Karugsár, and was able to consult with Minúchihr.

			Zál, exulting at his success, communicated the glad tidings to Rúdábeh by their female emissary, who had hitherto carried on successfully the correspondence between them. But as she was conveying an answer to this welcome news, and some presents to Zál, Síndokht, the mother of Rúdábeh, detected her, and, examining the contents of the packet, she found sufficient evidence, she thought, of something wrong.

			“What treachery is this? What have we here!

			 Sirbund and male attire? Thou, wretch, confess!

			 Disclose thy secret doings.”

			The emissary, however, betrayed nothing; but declared that she was a dealer in jewels and dresses, and had been only showing her merchandise to Rúdábeh. Síndokht, in extreme agitation of mind, hastened to her daughter’s apartment to ascertain the particulars of this affair, when Rúdábeh at once fearlessly acknowledged her unalterable affection for Zál,

			“I love him so devotedly, all day,

			 All night my tears have flowed unceasingly;

			 And one hair of his head I prize more dearly

			 Than all the world beside; for him I live;

			 And we have met, and we have sat together,

			 And pledged our mutual love with mutual joy

			 And innocence of heart.”

			Rúdábeh further informed her of Sám’s consent to their nuptials, which in some degree satisfied the mother. But when Mihráb was made acquainted with the arrangement, his rage was unbounded, for he dreaded the resentment of Sám and Minúchihr when the circumstances became fully known to them. Trembling with indignation he drew his dagger, and would have instantly rushed to Rúdábeh’s chamber to destroy her, had not Síndokht fallen at his feet and restrained him. He insisted, however, on her being brought before him; and upon his promise not to do her any harm, Síndokht complied. Rúdábeh disdained to take off her ornaments to appear as an offender and a supplicant, but, proud of her choice, went into her father’s presence, gayly adorned with jewels, and in splendid apparel. Mihráb received her with surprise.

			“Why all this glittering finery? Is the devil

			 United to an angel? When a snake

			 Is met with in Arabia, it is killed!”

			But Rúdábeh answered not a word, and was permitted to retire with her mother.

			When Minúchihr was apprised of the proceedings between Zál and Rúdábeh, he was deeply concerned, anticipating nothing but confusion and ruin to Persia from the united influence of Zál and Mihráb. Feridún had purified the world from the abominations of Zohák, and as Mihráb was a descendant of that merciless tyrant, he feared that some attempt would be made to resume the enormities of former times; Sám was therefore required to give his advice on the occasion.

			The conqueror of Karugsár and Mázinderán was received on his return with cordial rejoicings, and he charmed the king with the story of his triumphant success. The monarch against whom he had fought was descended, on the mother’s side, from Zohák, and his Demon army was more numerous than ants, or clouds of locusts, covering mountain and plain. Sám thus proceeded in his description of the conflict.

			“And when he heard my voice, and saw what deeds

			 I had performed, approaching me, he threw

			 His noose; but downward bending I escaped,

			 And with my bow I showered upon his head

			 Steel-pointed arrows, piercing through the brain;

			 Then did I grasp his loins, and from his horse

			 Cast him upon the ground, deprived of life.

			 At this, the demons terrified and pale,

			 Shrunk back, some flying to the mountain wilds,

			 And others, taken on the battle-field,

			 Became obedient to the Persian king.”

			Minúchihr, gratified by this result of the expedition, appointed Sám to a new enterprise, which was to destroy Kábul by fire and sword, especially the house of Mihráb; and that ruler, of the serpent-race, and all his adherents were to be put to death. Sám, before he took leave to return to his own government at Zábul, tried to dissuade him from this violent exercise of revenge, but without making any sensible impression upon him.

			Meanwhile the vindictive intentions of Minúchihr, which were soon known at Kábul, produced the greatest alarm and consternation in the family of Mihráb. Zál now returned to his father, and Sám sent a letter to Minúchihr, again to deprecate his wrath, and appointed Zál the messenger. In this letter Sám enumerates his services at Karugsár and Mázinderán, and especially dwells upon the destruction of a prodigious dragon.

			“I am thy servant, and twice sixty years

			 Have seen my prowess. Mounted on my steed,

			 Wielding my battle-axe, overthrowing heroes,

			 Who equals Sám, the warrior? I destroyed

			 The mighty monster, whose devouring jaws

			 Unpeopled half the land, and spread dismay

			 From town to town. The world was full of horror,

			 No bird was seen in air, no beast of prey

			 In plain or forest; from the stream he drew

			 The crocodile; the eagle from the sky.

			 The country had no habitant alive,

			 And when I found no human being left,

			 I cast away all fear, and girt my loins,

			 And in the name of God went boldly forth,

			 Armed for the strife. I saw him towering rise,

			 Huge as a mountain, with his hideous hair

			 Dragging upon the ground; his long black tongue

			 Shut up the path; his eyes two lakes of blood;

			 And, seeing me, so horrible his roar,

			 The earth shook with affright, and from his mouth

			 A flood of poison issued. Like a lion

			 Forward I sprang, and in a moment drove

			 A diamond-pointed arrow through his tongue,

			 Fixing him to the ground. Another went

			 Down his deep throat, and dreadfully he writhed.

			 A third passed through his middle. Then I raised

			 My battle-axe, cow-headed, and with one

			 Tremendous blow, dislodged his venomous brain,

			 And deluged all around with blood and poison.

			 There lay the monster dead, and soon the world

			 Regained its peace and comfort. Now I’m old,

			 The vigour of my youth is past and gone,

			 And it becomes me to resign my station,

			 To Zál, my gallant son.”

			Mihráb continued in such extreme agitation, that in his own mind he saw no means of avoiding the threatened desolation of his country but by putting his wife and daughter to death. Síndokht however had a better resource, and suggested the expediency of waiting upon Sám herself, to induce him to forward her own views and the nuptials between Zál and Rúdábeh. To this Mihráb assented, and she proceeded, mounted on a richly caparisoned horse, to Zábul with most magnificent presents, consisting of three hundred thousand dínars; ten horses with golden, and thirty with silver, housings; sixty richly attired damsels, carrying golden trays of jewels and musk, and camphor, and wine, and sugar; forty pieces of figured cloth; a hundred milch camels, and a hundred others for burden; two hundred Indian swords, a golden crown and throne, and four elephants. Sám was amazed and embarrassed by the arrival of this splendid array. If he accepted the presents, he would incur the anger of Minúchihr; and if he rejected them, Zál would be disappointed and driven to despair. He at length accepted them, and concurred in the wishes of Síndokht respecting the union of the two lovers.

			When Zál arrived at the court of Minúchihr, he was received with honor, and the letter of Sám being read, the king was prevailed upon to consent to the pacific proposals that were made in favor of Mihráb, and the nuptials. He too consulted his astrologers, and was informed that the offspring of Zál and Rúdábeh would be a hero of matchless strength and valor. Zál, on his return through Kábul, had an interview with Rúdábeh, who welcomed him in the most rapturous terms:

			 Be thou for ever blest, for I adore thee,

			 And make the dust of thy fair feet my pillow.

			In short, with the approbation of all parties the marriage at length took place, and was celebrated at the beautiful summer-house where first the lovers met. Sám was present at Kábul on the happy occasion, and soon afterwards returned to Sístán, preparatory to resuming his martial labors in Karugsár and Mázinderán.

			As the time drew near that Rúdábeh should become a mother, she suffered extremely from constant indisposition, and both Zál and Síndokht were in the deepest distress on account of her precarious state.

			 

			The cypress leaf was withering; pale she lay,

			 Unsoothed by rest or sleep, death seemed approaching.

			At last Zál recollected the feather of the Símúrgh, and followed the instructions which he had received, by placing it on the fire. In a moment darkness surrounded them, which was, however, immediately dispersed by the sudden appearance of the Símúrgh. “Why,” said the Símúrgh, “do I see all this grief and sorrow? Why are the tear-drops in the warrior’s eyes? A child will be born of mighty power, who will become the wonder of the world.”

			The Símúrgh then gave some advice which was implicitly attended to, and the result was that Rúdábeh was soon out of danger. Never was beheld so prodigious a child. The father and mother were equally amazed. They called the boy Rustem. On the first day he looked a year old, and he required the milk of ten nurses. A likeness of him was immediately worked in silk, representing him upon a horse, and armed like a warrior, which was sent to Sám, who was then fighting in Mázinderán, and it made the old champion almost delirious with joy. At Kábul and Zábul there was nothing but feasting and rejoicing, as soon as the tidings were known, and thousands of dínars were given away in charity to the poor. When Rustem was five years of age, he ate as much as a man, and some say that even in his third year he rode on horseback. In his eighth year he was as powerful as any hero of the time.
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