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Introduction

Folk literature, or folklore, is derived from the combination of "folk" and "lore,"
meaning the knowledge of the common people. In Mo'in Dictionary, folklore is defined
as the knowledge of the people, their customs, and popular legends and songs, while
Dehkhoda Dictionary describes it as the collection of beliefs, thoughts, stories, customs,
songs, and simple arts of a nation.

Scholars have debated the scope and application of folklore. Some consider it to
encompass all oral traditions passed down through generations, while others limit it to
folk and oral literature. Another group views it as habitual actions devoid of
philosophical reasoning, and some define it as unique behavioral and verbal
expressions, such as lullabies and folktales (Zolfaghari, 2015: 7).

In the past, there was no clear distinction between fictional and folk literature, and
narrative forms—whether prose or verse—were used interchangeably in both folk and
formal literature. "Writers of the past employed terms like hadith (tradition), afsaneh
(legend), akhbar (anecdotes), and dastan (story) for both folk tales and literary
narratives, with context determining their meaning. Today, folk literature refers to
works whose content, style, audience, and presentation appeal to the general public"
(Zolfaghari, 2018: 12).

Folk literature constitutes a part of our literary heritage, including folktales, lullabies,
and songs that grandparents once told their grandchildren. Like Indian and Greek
literature, Iranian folklore initially took an epic form, inspiring timeless works such as
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. However, following profound social changes during the rule
of tribal dynasties—from the Ghaznavids and Seljuks to the descendants of Genghis
Khan and Timur, and later the Qajars—folk literature evolved from epic and heroic
themes to romanticism, influencing the works of Nezami and subsequent poets.
Scholars argue that after the initial epic phase, heroic legends gave way to sentimental
tales (Sipek, 2005: 55).

Mohajub, in Iranian Folk Literature, states: "Just as historical and social necessity
dictated that knowledge and art advance through elite minds, human curiosity
demanded answers—however simplistic—to every question. Emotional and aesthetic
needs also required fulfillment, leading to the creation of folk culture. Despite the rapid
progress of formal culture, folk traditions have endured due to this social necessity,
though some aspects may fade if this necessity diminishes" (Mohajub, 2003: 40).

Thus, studying folk literature means preserving cultural heritage. However, it is equally
important to examine the social and historical factors that highlight the value of this
heritage and motivate its collection and study.




Characteristics and Features of Folk Literature in Marzban-nameh, Rozat-ol-Oqoul ... 3

Mansoreh Salimi and other co-authors

This research explores recurring folk beliefs in Marzban-nameh, Rozat-ol-Ogoul,
Sindbad-nameh, and the illustrated manuscript of Kalila wa Demna (Anjudan version).
For example, belief in predestination—a common folk belief—pervades Persian
literature and is prominent in all four works. In Sindbad-nameh, fate drives the
narrative. Kalila wa Demna emphasizes destiny as an unchangeable force governing
human fortune. Similarly, Marzban-nameh frequently addresses predestination in its
tales.

While some studies have examined folk elements in Kalila wa Demna and related
works, none have comparatively analyzed shared folk beliefs across these four texts
with common roots. Rostami Abusaidi et al. (2022) studied living myths and folk beliefs
in Kalila wa Demna, focusing on superstitions. Dari et al. (2013) explored folk culture
in Sindbad-nameh. Timouri (2010) analyzed superstitious beliefs in Marzban-nameh.
Mahmoudi et al. (2021) compared political dimensions in Marzban-nameh,
Panchatantra, and the lithograph-illustrated Kalila wa Demna from the Malek
Museum.

Conclusion

Attention to folk literature is tantamount to preserving the cultural heritage of nations.
Social and historical contexts awaken nations to the value of this cultural legacy,
compelling them to collect and research folktales and popular narratives. Among the
important sources for studying folk literature are the prose texts of past centuries,
composed across various genres including historical, medical, fictional, didactic, and
others.

The works examined in this study - Marzban-nameh, Sindbad-nameh, Rozat al-Oqoul,
and the illustrated manuscript of Kalila wa Demna - all compiled during the same
historical period in the 6th century AH (12th century CE), represent outstanding
examples of folk literature manifestations. These works, belonging to the didactic,
advisory, and fictional genres of Persian literature, have skillfully utilized popular
beliefs and superstitions to achieve their primary purpose of advising and influencing
their audiences. This strategic use of folk elements to persuade readers and make them
receptive to the moral lessons embedded in the tales constitutes a distinctive feature of
Persian didactic and fictional literature.

The frequent appearance and prominent presence of folk beliefs such as the evil eye,
talismans and spells, belief in predestination, astrological determinism, existence of
demons and jinn and other mythical creatures, and male superiority over women not
only indicates the common roots of these works but also reflects the social and cultural
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milieu of their time. The folk beliefs and superstitions found in these prose works
represent the prevalent thoughts and convictions of 6th century AH society, many of
which have persisted in popular consciousness to the present day. Indeed, we continue
to observe numerous such superstitious beliefs and folk notions in various forms even
in modern times.
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