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Article Info ABSTRACT

Myths like the lion have held a special place in Persian literature and Islamic art. The

B @ A TCI¢ image of the lion in Iran, beyond its close connection to art and literature, is abundantly

Issue 54 found in the reliefs of Persepolis, military and heroic banners, paintings and miniatures,
Volume 21 textiles, and Persian literature. Persian poets, inspired by the mythological roots of the
Page 638 to 659 lion, have created thought-provoking poetry. The mythological role of the "lion" in

Persian poetry has led some of its manifestations to acquire mythological origins. In
Iran, the lion symbolizes Mithra, the sun, heat, summer, victory, the demon, courage,
2021/04/07 sovereignty, power, light, fire, the spiritual elder in mystical literature, and even Imam
Ali (AS). Overall, scholars and poets have regarded this animal with respect and
attributed special sanctity to it. The present research is conducted through a descriptive
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Introduction

In Iran, the lion has been a symbol of Mehr or Mithra and held in high esteem. Iranians
believed that Mehr was the god of battlefields and the helper of warriors. This animal
has been a source of inspiration for many artists and poets, and in the beliefs of the
people of this land, it symbolizes courage and valor, victory and pride, divine and
mystical power, fire and heat, the world, and death. Beyond being the guardian of
palaces, treasures, and tombs, the lion was also used in the decorations of royal thrones
and mentioned in astrology and divination. In the Islamic period, the title "lion" was
bestowed upon the subjects of poets' praise and became one of the most frequently used
metaphors in Persian literature. In mystical texts, the lion is often seen as a symbol of
God's power and the absolute saint, though it sometimes represents the rebellious ego.
This animal, besides frequently being a title for Imam Ali (AS), symbolizes perfect
humans who are aware of their disciples' inner states. This article examines the symbol
of the lion in the works of Rumi, Attar, and Sanai.

The role of the lion in Iran is closely tied to art, mythology, and literature. In many
cultures, the lion symbolizes power. In Iranian literature, it holds a significant place,
appearing in the divans of nearly all poets as a symbol of bravery, courage, and
magnanimity. In mystical literature, the lion represents the spiritual elder or pole (qutb),
who appears like ordinary people outwardly but possesses divine and celestial power
inwardly. Persian literature has extensively employed this animal in metaphorical and
allegorical constructs. The lion sometimes symbolizes love, sometimes death, and
sometimes the ego—always emphasizing its unparalleled power. Below are some
related studies:

Mohammadzadeh (2011), in his article "Revisiting a Case: The Story of the Lion and
the Ox," examines these myths. He explores the first chapter of Kalila and Dimna, titled
"The Lion and the Ox." According to him, ancient belief systems dominate this story,
once central to our ancestors' worldview, and our minds are unconsciously drawn to it.
The author argues that a prominent feature of Mithraism is the association of earthly
creatures with the sun and, ultimately, with Mehr or Mithra. The lion is a clear
example—its mane resembles the sun's rays, which is why it is regarded as the king of
the jungle. In truth, this supremacy stems from its connection to the sun.

Sultan Kashfi and Hadavinia (2015), in their article "4 Look at the Mythological-Ritual
Aspect of the Lion and the Ox in Two Versions of Kalila and Dimna," investigate these
myths. The authors seek to answer how the myths of the lion and the ox in ancient Iran
influenced the depictions of these animals in illustrated manuscripts of Kalila and
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Dimna. Their goal is to highlight the significance of these myths in the manuscript
illustrations and their impact on Persian miniature art.

Nazanin Bahadori (2008), in her article "The Lion of Love (An Inquiry into the Word
'Lion' in Rumi's Ghazals)," analyzes the uses of the word "lion" in a thousand ghazals
from the Divan-e Shams. The author provides brief explanations of each ghazal,
considering its overall theme and referencing other verses that clarify the meaning of
"lion" to fully reveal the poet's intent. This article explores the various uses and multiple
meanings of the word "lion."

Ayaz and Mousavi Sirjani (2018), in their article "4 Comparison of the Symbolic
Meanings of the Lion in Epic, Lyric, and Mystical Works (Focusing on Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh, Nizami’s Khamsa, and Rumi’s Masnavi)," conclude that the name "lion"
is highly recurrent in the examined works. Its frequent use reflects its importance,
appearing in the Shahnameh as a symbol of kings and heroes, in Nizami’s works as a
symbol of noble figures, and in the Masnavi as a symbol of God and men of the spiritual
path.

The present author believes the topic of "The Lion in the Works of Rumi, Sanai, and
Attar" requires thorough and detailed research to understand its place in Iranian
mythology and literature, as this animal is an official symbol of Iranians and holds a
special position in myths and literature. Until now, no independent study has been
conducted on the lion’s role in the works of Rumi, Sanai, and Attar, leaving a gap in
existing research.

Conclusion

In the eyes of the people, the lion has always been and remains the king of beasts. Hence,
it symbolizes kings and heroes. In the works of poets, it represents noble figures,
maintaining its lofty status and serving as a symbol of men of the spiritual path.
Although some Persian texts emphasize its animalistic aspect, this is less common. In
Persian literature, the lion embodies courage and the courageous man, used in similes,
metaphors, and other rhetorical devices. This trait is applied to the bravest heroes,
foremost among them Ali ibn Abi Talib (AS).

Poets and writers across different eras have used animals to symbolize various
characters. In literature, the specific role assigned to each creature stems from human
imagination and the behaviors attributed to them. For instance, a distinctive technique
of poets in conveying moral lessons is that the characters in their stories do not remain
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fixed in positive or negative roles but change according to the ethical message being
conveyed.

Both the lion and the ox were sacred in Iranian culture, and their conflict always ended
with the lion’s ultimate victory. The struggle between the lion and the ox moved from
myth into literature, with numerous examples found in the works of all three examined
poets. In the works of Rumi, Sanai, and Attar, many instances describe love or the lover
being likened to a lion, or the lion symbolizing the lover—due to love’s power and the
inevitability of its trials. In mystical literature, the lion appears as a symbol of saints,
the ego, love, and other themes. What stands out most about this animal is its power,
courage, and nobility, as no other creature can withstand it. It does not eat prey it has
not hunted itself, leaving the rest for other animals. This creature has become a symbol
of various concepts in spiritual experiences and Sufi insight. Many tales recount how
mystics and saints interacted with lions, bringing them under their command.

Like other mystics, Sanai, Attar, and Rumi sometimes likened the ego’s traits to
animals, using beasts to symbolize the rebellious self (nafs-e ammara). In these works,
arrogance and self-aggrandizement, besides being attributed to the lion, are compared
to it due to their destructive power over humans. It appears that on Ilkhanid coins, the
juxtaposition of Islamic themes and the lion’s image signifies power and religious
authority.
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