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ABSTRACT

Bakhtiari people consider fairies to be beautiful and charming creatures that
appeat to young people, often in the woods at night, and cause them harm.
This belief leads mothets to prevent young people from going to forests or
gardens near springs at night. To protect them, they sometimes tie a green
charm to their children's arms as a talisman. Fairies are assumed to belong to
the family of jinn, and a young person captured by them is said to have been
"taken by a fairy." In traditional Bakhtiati narratives, faities have a dual nature:
on the one hand, they are described as very beautiful and enchanting, while
on the other, any contact with them is associated with harm and danger. The
present paper aims to study the depiction of fairies in Bakhtiari folk culture
and in classical Persian literature such as the Shabnameh and Samak-¢ “Ayyar.
It also examines the representation of faities' appearance, their autonomy,
and the reasons behind their manifestation to and enticement of young
people. This research was conducted using a desctiptive-analytical method,
with data gathered from both library and field sources. The analysis suggests
that the beauty of fairies and their association with gardens and groves reflect
ancient Iranian beliefs, which have been presetved in Bakhtiari thought.
Furthermore, their cunning nature and harmful influence on youth are rooted
in Zoroastrian ethics, which often portray fairies with negative traits. Many
aspects of this belief—such as fairies expressing love for youths and wartiors,
causing harm, and their connection to the night—are traceable to the Avesta.
Additionally, in the context of a hunter-gatherer society, certain parallels can
be drawn between the beauty and transformative nature of fairies and their
portrayal in Ferdowsi’s Shabnameh and the Tale of Samak-¢ “Ayyar.
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Introduction

The belief in fairies is a cultural manifestation of mythical thought within the folk culture and
literature of the Bakhtiari people. These creatures possess a dual nature, endowed with both
positive attributes (captivating beauty, abundant treasure) and negative ones (deception, harm
toward the young). This reflects a contrasting, binary perception that renders fairies
simultaneously alluring and alarming. Etymologically, the word "fairy" (pari) is derived from
the Avestan term "pairika." Elements such as the fairies' beauty, their ability for self-
conception, their connection to verdant environments, their mobility, and their mortality can
all be traced to deep-seated Iranian myths and the worship of goddesses. The veneration of
fairies as fertility goddesses is associated with ancient eras and specific regions in eastern Iran.
This practice was condemned and suppressed with the rise and dominance of the Zoroastrian
religion and its accompanying cultural reforms. However, the underlying beliefs have persisted
and continue to survive within folk culture. It is significant that this duality in the character
and nature of fairies is consistently represented in Persian literary texts such as

the Shabnameh and Samatk-e ‘Ayyar, even following the region's conversion to Islam.

Literature Review

Despite extensive research on the folk culture and literature of the Bakhtiari people and their
representation in the tale of Samak-e ‘Ayydr, a significant gap remains: the study of the
appearance of fairies and the concept of self-pregnancy in both Bakhtiari culture and
the Samak-e¢ “Ayydr narrative. This paper aims to address this specific inquiry. While the theme
of self-pregnancy in fairies has been explored in relation to Ferdowsi’s Shabnameh—notably in
studies such as “Who is Tahmine?”” (Mokhtarian, 1392), “A Hypothesis on Siyavash’s Mother”
(Aydinlo, 1388), “An Analysis of the Self-Pregnancy of Fairies in the Lyrical Tales of
the Shabnameh” (Agakhani Bizhani et al., 1397), and “Fairy: A Study in Comparative
Mythology” (Sarkarati, 1393)—these works, though wvaluable, have not bridged the
aforementioned gap. Therefore, this paper will also draw upon relevant verses from
the Shabnameb to substantiate its findings. This approach is necessary because certain key
topics remain unexamined: the tale of Zal and Rudabeh and the role of Rudabeh’s maids in
the manifestation of fairies, the epic dimensions of the Shabnameh passages concerning fairies,
and the specific narratives linking fairies to hunting and warfare within Bakhtiari culture. It is
these interconnected areas that the present study seeks to investigate.

Methodology

This is a descriptive-analytical study based on a field-library approach. We conducted field
interviews and collected eight narratives about fairies from the Bakhtiari people. The majority
of narrators were women over the age of sixty, primarily because they view fairies as
adversaries who may deprive them of their children or husbands. Each interview averaged
between twenty and twenty-five minutes. It should be noted that, due to the belief that fairies
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are a type of jinn, approximately thirty potential narrators—including mullahs—declined to
be interviewed out of fear of being harmed. The interviews were collected in cities such as
Falard, Lordegan, and Ardal, located in the Chaharmahal va Bakhtiari province.

Discussion

The role of fairies is deeply rooted in ancient beliefs. Initially regarded as deities, they were
later demoted from their divine status due to religious shifts and came to be perceived as
thieves, witches, devils, or jinn. In Iranian lore, a fairy is typically portrayed as an enchantingly
beautiful yet demonic and foreign woman who seduces the hero—often a religious one.
Nevertheless, the mythical essence of fairies remains pervasive within Bakhtiari culture. This
persistence can be attributed to the dynamic nature of myths in this community, their nomadic
lifestyle, the continuation of traditional rituals, and the cultural prominence of hunting.

The representation of fairies in the folk literature and culture of the Bakhtiari people depicts
them as beautiful and charming women who appear to young people in the evening or at
night. Even during daylight, young people out hunting may become ensnared by fairies. They
are said to reside near rivers, in woods, and in gardens close to springs. Described as
exceedingly beautiful, they also possess wealth and treasure, which they use to deceive and
enchant the young. Fairies are considered a type of jinn and may sometimes appeat in the
form of a gazelle or a pigeon. If a young person becomes enamored by fairies, they are referred
to as_jenni (jen-zadeh ot pari-zadeh). In such cases, both the affected youth and their family may
be harmed by the fairies. This is why young people are warned against going to woods and
rivers in the evening or late at night. To protect them from fairy harm, families sometimes
wrap wolf’s fur, salt, pecan, alum (z4), and grain in a green cloth and tie it to the young
person’s arm. This charm is also believed by some to bring wealth. The predominant view of
fairies in Bakhtiari culture involves a dualistic perspective, attributing to them both good and
evil traits. Consequently, they are regarded as neither purely Muslim nor entirely unbelievers
(kuffar), but rather beings that occupy an ambiguous, in-between status.

Conclusion

The analysis of fairies in the folk culture and literature of the Bakhtiari people suggests that
these narratives serve as an influential medium for educating and guiding generations through
fundamental educational, moral, and ritualistic teachings. One reason for this is that the
stories, like the epic narratives of the Shabnameb, carry warnings and threats for adults—such
as the destruction of a tribe—while for the young, they convey more immediate dangers like
becoming lost, straying from home, or being ensnared by fairies. This dual representation of
fairies is also reflected in literary works such as the Shabnameh and Samafk-e “Ayydr. In Bakhtiari
culture, hunting holds significant importance as a symbol of power and warrior identity, which
contributes to the persistence of fairy lore. To the Bakhtiari, fairies are depicted as
exceptionally beautiful and charming women who appear to young people in the evening or
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at midnight near woods, gardens, and rivers, attempting to enchant them. Their captivating
appearance is the primary reason youths become entranced, and even in lyrical poetry, beloved
figures are often compared to fairies. Fairies possess the ability to metamorphose, appearing
in forms such as an antelope or a pigeon to lure the young. Any contact with fairies is believed
to bring harm, and an enchanted youth is said to become jenni (fairy-struck). In this culture, if
a young person fathers a child with a fairy, the child, the parent, or even the entite family may
face severe misfortune. Some sources classify fairies as jinn, reflecting Zoroastrian religious
views toward these beings. The perceived danger of interacting with faities has led the
Bakhtiari to strictly forbid their youth from any such contact. Similar beliefs regarding fairies
can be observed among the Boyer-Ahmadi people, owing to their shared habitation with the
Bakhtiari around Mount Dena.
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