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Abstract
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The present study explores the definition, distinctive features and classification of three genres
of children’s oral literature, taraneh, matal and afsaneh. It also presents new findings regard-
ing the unique linguistic structure of each genre and describes the method developed by older
Iranian women to educate children in a traditional oral education system. Numerous literary
examples of each genre are cited, as narrated by old and illiterate female informants.

The research comprised library and field studies. 50 Iranian women participated in the field
study and were divided into two groups, one in Iran and one in Sweden.

This study aims to show that the addressees of the above-mentioned genres are children of
different ages. It also aims to prove that these types of narratives were meant to educate chil-
dren at a time when oral traditions were the only way to teach fundamental lessons in a con-
crete form. Therefore these stories are fundamentally different from narratives meant for
adults.

The work aims to be useful for other researchers working in the field of oral literature. The
texts published here can also serve as a resource for comparing oral and written language, and
may be helpful for child educators, parents and children’s writers.
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Introduction

Storytelling has a very long history in Iran. Like the people of other ancient
nations, Iranians use storytelling to educate their children and to convey
historical, social, moral, religious, political and humorous ideas. Explaining
things through metaphor rather than saying them directly has always been a
part of Iranian culture. This has influenced the creation of different literary
genres within both oral and written traditions. Despite being younger, writ-
ten literature has received more scholarly attention and been the object of
more surveys and closer scrutiny than oral traditions. As a result there are
more classifications of literary genres in the classical literature than the oral
literature. However during the past hundred years, Persian oral traditions
have received more attention and folktales in particular have been the subject
of further research.

The first writer to show a great interest in collecting, transcribing and
publishing Persian folklore was Hedayat. Another person who worked in
this area was Sobhi, a children’s storyteller on the radio. Enjavi Shirazi
devoted most of his life to collecting Persian folklore and even founded a
large research centre dedicated to this field. When it comes to folktales,
songs, traditional beliefs, and Iranian seasonal festivals, Shirazi collected
material from every region of Iran and published most of it. Shakoorzadeh
carried out extensive research on the rites, rituals, beliefs and traditions of
the people of Khorasan. His study of Khorasani folklore is an informative
resource for those interested in comparative studies of oral traditions in dif-
ferent parts of Iran. Darvishiyan published Kurdish folklore in two volumes,
providing Latin transcriptions for many of the collected songs and folktales.
Vakiliyan published different narrations of folktales and songs in a work
titled Afsaneha va Matalhaye Irani. He did not collect the material himself,
but used material archived at the Treasury of Folk Culture in Iran (Ganjineh-
ye farhang-e mardom dar Iran). He has also collaborated with Marzulph and
Elvel Satin in publishing the tales of Mashdi Galin Khanoom. One of the
best sources for Dari tales is Rahmanov’s collection. Although he is Tajik,
his work belongs to the cultural geography of Iran.

Other Orientalises, like Christiansen and Masse, also collected Persian
tales and were interested in the oral literary tradition of Iran. Furthermore,
Lorimer and his wife travelled to Iran more than a century ago. They stayed
in Keraman and Chahar Mahal Bakhtiyari long enough to collect a great
many folktales, which they published in English. The Kermani and Bakhi-

9



yari variants of the tales are not provided in their edition. However, Va-
human subsequently found the Kermani variants and published them in Iran.

Aarne, Thompson and Uther catalogued north European and Indo-
European folktales. Based on their system of categories, Marzolph created
what is still today the most widely used classification of Iranian folktales.

Despite the scholarly efforts during the past century, the concepts of
songs, ballads, melodies and rhymes remain imperfectly defined in Iranian
folklore. Neither is there any difference in the texts when addressing a child
or a grownup. Having studied all the above-mentioned collections and many
others, I have come to realize that there is still no agreement on how to de-
fine the genres taraneh, matal and afsaneh. In some texts taraneh is referred
to as matal when it is a rhyme or part of a song. In the same texts, nursery
rhymes, folktales, fairy tales, allegories and anecdotes are also referred to as
matal. This confusion occurs in almost every introduction to Persian folklore
and collection of folktales.

The differentiation of the three genres led me to a new finding regarding
the unique linguistic structure of each genre, especially matal. During my
twenty years of research on Persian folklore I found that older Iranian
women have developed a method of educating toddlers and very young chil-
dren by employing baby language. This technique, which seems to be an-
cient, gradually evolves along with the age of the children. In this way a
sphere of oral literature would be created for children between the ages of 0
and 7 years. This sphere has two distinctive genres: taraneh and matal. In
this book I attempt to draw a clear distinction between taraneh and matal,
and between matal and afsaneh.

Afsaneh is another domain of children’s oral literature, and is for children
aged 7 to 12 years. In this study I explain what afsaneh is and why it is
called afsaneh, and also exemplify characteristics of the genre in Iranian
folktales. Each statement is illustrated with various collected and printed
examples. This study is confined to these three literary genres of Iranian
folklore which address children. Other genres that address children will be
covered in the second volume, while the third volume mainly focuses on the
stories of ten women alongside a discussion of history and tradition.

My reason for conducting this research was, as explicitly shown in the
second chapter, the lack of studies able to clearly explain and define each
genre in the realm of Persian oral literature for children.

The research was conducted through library and field studies. 50 Iranian
women participated in the field study. They were divided into two groups,
one in Iran, and one in Sweden. The group in Iran consisted of women I have
known since childhood and women whom I met for the first time in connec-
tion with the study. Although the members of the other group were living in
Sweden, they all came from different parts of Iran. All of the participants
were older than 60, and most were illiterate. In the field study, the women
were asked questions about their past, their place of birth, their sweet and
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bitter memories, and important historical events related to women, traditions,
beliefs, superstitions, songs and stories. For this volume, I selected those
parts which were related to faraneh, matal, and afsaneh for children.

This study aims to show that the addressees of the above-mentioned gen-
res are children of different ages. It also aims to prove that these types of
narratives were meant to educate children at a time when oral traditions were
the only way to teach fundamental lessons in a concrete form. Therefore
these stories differ in principle from narratives meant for adults.

I hope that this study will be able to help other researchers working in this
field to find a clear and distinct definition of each genre. In addition I hope it
can be helpful for child educators, parents and children’s writers.

I further hope this study will shed a bit more light on the study of Iranian
folktales, but at the same time will show my utmost respect for those who
have paved the way before me and those who will continue after. I also wish
to take this opportunity to thank my informants, the gracious and lovely
women whose words and wisdom will live in my heart forever.
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! Source: Joseph Jacobs, English Fairy Tales, 3rd ed. (New York and
London: G. P. Putnam’s Sons and David Nutt, 1898), no. 16, pp. 77-80.
Jacobs lists his source as Halliwell, Nursery Rhymes, p. 115. This vol-
ume is presumable Nursery Rhymes and Nursery Talesby James Or-
chard Halliwell (London, 1843). Halliwell also used the name Halli-
well-Phillips: Then said the little girl, “Titty’s dead, Tatty weeps, the
stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and the window
creaks, the old form runs round the house, the walnut tree sheds all its
leaves, the little bird molts all its feathers, and so I spill the milk.”
“Oh!” said the old man, “then I'll tumble off the ladder and break my
neck,” so he tumbled off the ladder and broke his neck. And when the
old man broke his neck, the great walnut tree fell down with a crash,
and upset the old form and house, and the house falling knocked the
window out, and the window knocked the door down, and the door
upset the broom, and the broom upset the stool, and poor little Tatty

Mouse was buried beneath the ruins.
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" The Grimms’ source: Dorothea Catharina Wild (1752-1813). This tale was
introduced to the Grimms’ collection in the first edition (1812). Source: Ja-
cob and Wilhelm Grimm, Liuschen und Flohchen, Kinder- und
Hausmaérchen (Children’s and Household Tales — Grimms’ Fairy Tales), no.
30. :“Little louse has burned herself to death.

Little flea is crying.

Little door is creaking.

Little broom is sweeping.

Little cart is running.

Little manure pile is burning.

Little tree is shaking.”

“Oh,” said the spring, “then I will begin to flow,” and it began to flow
furiously. And everything drowned in the water: the girl, the little tree,
the little manure pile, the little cart, the little broom, the little door, the
little flea, and the little louse, all together.
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™ Thomas Frederick Crane, ftalian Popular Tales(Boston and New York:
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1885), no. 82, pp. 257-259.

" Source: Flora Annie Steel (1847-1929), Tales of the Punjab: Told by

the People (London: The Bodley Head, 1973), no. 18, pp. 100-107. This
collection was first published under the title of Wide-Awake Sto-
ries(London: Trubner and Company, 1884). A new edition appeared
under the title 7ales of the Punjab: Told by the People (London and

New York: Macmillan and Company, 1894). Steel’s source for this

story: “Hajjan, a Pathan girl at Muzaffargarh.”

ol 5o ¢ Hladils Jle S0 ¢ Olaze S 51 culyy 4 ¢ lue ).?Lb <algy &Mor
.&:Mn’l .))’.).).) \VZV



gl 23 53 slalie Gega il g yole b Ol 5 odys el
9 o)b 33.?5)’{:3).'3 b;u)u Otﬁaj.b &S ol 6@.«3‘).4 La WLM L}:L‘B
SQ g 2 ol ey sl & wlisls )s &S Glagglus Sau
Olp! © 4z gmeS (03l oyl AEUS @ ob 3958 el 3190 ol
Olrl B Gyl 55 90 gl WL 3yls sezg b g oS
oyl Sos JUT g wolicewli,S g doliols ys &l s ogds 398 P 609D
ol adl el plgie ly QLRI ylalie soants 5 wlin Slaailas
285 olex ol cblsly « bl 0B ly i Gylale 68
955 e e 3,8 Mia sl bogy ¢ b e aiS K L Six
gl (sl ey b ¢ 28 o0 Gl Iy (2515 S5 il Gyl 512
2 0L & ol gy plis Gl o b e 58 s 5 59 50 T
o b Sbigw jladl 5 sS5e S 5 wiady s o oUlsx S
Jie e ol SUsys iz 2zl jSgo dblia GBS Jre S,
I8 35 rle 5 o] 13T lys 55,5 S5 42 5 95 4 oSS
3 A ogazd.oeh 0 Hlonis g B85 Liole w0 o dad S
o)’t; Y Q\g.? Sdga H] 6‘):’ S ol 41«:5.,» Ji Q,g‘ Qb‘g) ;.Al.é‘
“0H999A ))t,;» d=>y94 )3& © SS BL ‘.>.:56o 6)‘9‘)‘.9 ¢ ol slals
g By
j90 B caSuge dl 5l e SLS g sl el
w6w1ww1)1aMB:)uyujaMwwwf@;.xs
e Ol b ] sy e oSOl 0 i Jle 351 g 2o
C g Ol 5, Klgn ¢ e Camd 93 b &S Cowyy ol
395 33 1) 598 4 SS Gl JS 9 jemed sl Glsle s0970 9 gy
Calgy 3l Jad Jle sz &S aad WLl colgy fadd Jhas ol 51.s5ls



Sbayl 5o Ll syls 3925 sylider OU5 Ol 55 9 &S ey £ 05 0
ESVIPCVISIN

sl Slol 8 S b agylise ple 53 G)lslie 90 5o
S S Jbe yobas .ol S Glpl 4 39> §9 53 S 3yls Lols
IS g laysle Joolgd Jus @ con)S 0 wgd aidsS o Wl e 5o
Oliegs g 03lgile @y (il )3 (S0 A sy L)
Jlog oLy ol 53 &8 Logasa 2335 0 ¥lad ) 0n sk 358
0350 3ty 5503 4 Sy & S ly 3 5 035 5L P 4 sg0mma L)
333500 Contl S sS sUyis L S g 45 L3 sl Sl Koo n
03 -39 Sylalie 3kl b ol 235 0 1y 3L ol JUod oE3m o 590l
olyad gl Lo g Jlotd b A 0 b S Jlo 53 (Ulg>adie sages
055 9 Ol sded s 2SS0 S LB Glaye bl caigh e
orl 5o By Bete Bl Sl ole b Sl 5w & ez dis
W 50 3 Gly g 4oy B9 OIS cyge Gkl b b ol
Sia OBl b syt 3psen pdlel A 53 035 S iy
S e

olons ol g b yols « ymad 99 5 amy e (U5 Sl S0
S3mS 350 Dgd Gubads Glax 5 ST S e ey o5 31 )
ol 3l N abp s ph sl js g wpe |y s sasl
o83 3 S0 STl daus 538 b 68 sk oyl )18
e 53808 w0 b JLSQ U g a8 o0 |y baysler 55 o0 g8 4l
Db 3 om S WS by alew slayslr 1585 e sl Jl>
23S 0 1y Ll el

90 b dage Slalis b daly 5o 590 40 SIS Jae 45 oS (53,190
S LSl Al S 6 B 5a)S pu o SB 5l g g0 0059
3 Gly g amo b 59y 9 w0 4 Csle padla b e g 0 (e &S



Sygeo b S Kingd g ande slaygl b a5 5l 5o s
& ulyy ol g et 5 by I S aad o Bl 3,8 o
358 A S35 sl cowl 397 ga Jla 4o S S

o ple 31 Sesgus A ¢ LB lyy Sasges s ia o
Koy .9)51;4 3 by gl o e o> Ko 4oy Siga H] .uTGc
Ol 31 om 9 S5 3 ) @ 298 SB Sl a)l38 e S sl
c S B b a8 bl S5l e oghie bl Sy
S Ssgs Al ¢ gy 4 Kz 5 ¢ oy Sy ps B s pulS
).sd)bg,c4,,45@&133@..«,“@ﬁsu‘&’l’s)a@aﬁléhﬂ@
1 oyLol 35 b pwls ¢ HLOE yo ¢ 20,6 s=2hie

(gl Jgl jumd sl &5 Sugw A ags jagh sp calyy s
Bl p g Bk s Swgw A S8y ol Sbie G
(59 43 3 b s ¢ 23l55m0 00 3 8350 BT 53 1y (e ¢ 3500 0
£ 350 Ol 533138 0 )l 5 Olad & s wintd e S S
B S 4 Sy Spts c Sda 580 e Soayer 1S e $Y1
4 s > Slign ¢ By 4y Sule Sy ¢ B 45 ()55 4035
093 ok Sos a9 sawidl (98 i ¢ gy ST S

s ol ) &8 Qbedlyy s g Jre ol ol gaosa
© 9l b 2lgred 55 %03 9 ol e sl 038 Gl S 0
Sl sy 9lol Slez 51 45 S 8 3ylg Wldes] 5 gar gl 395
Sl 03 0 bl O 2 3 0390 Jsame diisiS o & sl 2im 5o
Jsitn Ghladze 421 ¢ siligu 0350 jngts JUS )3 0035 0035 |y 395
2o 53 839yl Blieligs oy () il gl (g gdizmo gLl
©F piw o 4ad ol WLl colyy 4o oS jehailes sl oads ale
Oliag ) Slelbge § 3350 Llagy 3o Koz ¢ pLulS walyy 5o $5 e

V¢o



S5y raglls S gl il s ohb 8 o)l SaS 5
9yl S 050 WU by ey S 8y (lsx ege e 0
O3S 165 5y lp o S sl asls sl s 8 S s
sole St oyt g o Glod 9 303 0 9l 4 |y BE g Sl
p9S Caemd )3 390 0 P S (gylslie g B Glivgr pe 4o
ly 595 52 SiS &S do QT 5l ol 0 el wolgs 31 slo s
Ol i (a8 o ) il gl sy e S ey < 0S
Sheaxbigd soiis .S 0 |y Sl SO ey < 39b s yeb 38
B S EIRKY -0 J R Q)fu.ub)" Slo SiuS oS 0 BB das
c3j e opls Gopun LOamady 4 A5 0 £9yb sgb e il e
LSS hale b 0o b ded g 0350 b badSlgns e slivaly
95 by g (nl 4 5 2hady e g wiie ¢ alg 0 AT G sl
oy ol B sloyly 53 5908 Jl e 5o W--**‘Su“ $ylalye SizeS
298l Olslangs oy Juds & (lar smgys B9 &S Sls s
] 5gldy s o sLile oS AS 0 &ily1gS5m ) Golia e
S9rga wline pgwy g o (ol 51 Olel 5o & Sllgy b Sl uly,
b sw9ys 9 b e 090l 9 (ol calgy (ol QL 5o 088 0 o5 sl
Caly el 5o A5 oy ed Ghrx s ded 5 ssdip S b

.

o gk 3929 L g SO s Lae o Gyl SO aes g e

" Flora Annie Steel (1847-1929), Tales of the Punjab: Told by the Peo-
ple(London: The Bodley Head, 1973), no. 18, pp. 100-107.

This collection was first published under the title of Wide-Awake Sto-
ries(London: Trubner and Company, 1848). A new edition appeared
under the title 7ales of the Punjab: Told by the People (London and
New York: Macmillan and Company, 1894).

Steel’s source for this story: “Hajjan, a Pathan girl at Muzaffargarh.”
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" And as they danced, the queen, the king, the prince, and the maidservant

sang:

So they danced and sang till they were tired, and that was how everyone

mourned poor cock-sparrow’s pretty bride.

The ugly hen painted.

By jealousy tainted,

The pretty hen dyed.
Bewailing his bride,

The cock, bald and bare,
Sobs loud in despair;

The pipal tree grieves

By shedding its leaves;
The buffalo mourns

By casting her horns;

The stream, weeping fast,
Grows briny at last;

The cuckoo with sighs
Blinds one of its eyes;
Bhagtu’s grief so intense is,
He loses his senses;

The maidservant wailing
Has taken to railing;

The queen, joy enhancing,
Takes refuge in dancing;

To aid the mirth coming,

The prince begins drumming;;

To join in it with her

The king strums the zither!

Yoy
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v Source: Thomas, Frederick Crane, ltalian Popular Tales(Boston and New
York: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1885), no. 82, pp. 257-259. The epi-
sode of the cat choosing a mate is classified as Aarne-Thompson type 2023.
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