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The belief in humanoid beings inhabiting seas and lakes has been a persistent
element in Iranian culture since ancient times. In classical texts—particularly
in ‘aja’ib-nama (Wonder Books) and geographical works—they are described as
human-like creatures referred to as "Adam-e Abi". Occasionally, they are depicted
as half-human (male/female) and half-fish, reminiscent of the modern conception
of mermaids. The origins of these aquatic humanoids trace back to Mesopotamian
mythology, There, we encounter hybrid fish-human protective beings associated
with the water deity, known by the names Apkallu and Kulullu/Kuliltu. Atargatis,
the fertility goddess of the Aramaeans—who later spread into Mesopotamia and
the Western world—was also represented in this form, according to historical
accounts and archaeological evidence.

In pre-Zoroastrian Iranian beliefs, the Pari (fairy) was a beautiful and beguiling
fertility goddess. Under the new Zoroastrian orthodoxy, she was demonized and
rejected, yet some of her benevolent attributes were transferred to Anahita, the
goddess of waters. These traits also persisted in the collective Iranian
imagination, resurfacing in fairy tales—such as the aquatic nature of fairies, their
associations with marriage and fertility, beauty, love of music and joy, and their
symbolic animal connections to fish and doves. These elements appear not only
in Iranian fairy tales and classical literary texts but also share parallels with the
goddess Atargatis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Humanity’s enduring coexistence with seas and flowing waters is deeply embedded in ontological

frameworks. Coastal communities historically depended on marine resources for subsistence while
deriving spiritual solace from traversing vast waters. Occasional sightings of enigmatic marine
creatures along shores, coupled with sailors’ accounts of wondrous aquatic beings, led ancient
societies to postulate the existence of sea deities and a concealed underwater realm—a primordial
source of life and fertility. Since this agquatic domain remained largely inaccessible, it was often
conceptualized through terrestrial analogies. This imaginative engagement with marine entities
spurred cross-cultural myths depicting symbiotic relationships between terrestrial and aquatic beings.
Central to these narratives is an anthropomorphic (or therianthropic) presence—a divine, mythological
manifestation traceable to the dawn of Mesopotamian civilization. This sacred motif persists from
antiquity to modernity, interpreted as both a "divine creation" and an object of awe.

Research Methodology
This study interrogates ancient texts—primarily geographical treatises and ‘aja’ib-nama (wonders

books) literature—to reconstruct premodern Iranian-Islamic conceptions of Adam-e Abi (aquatic
humans) and mermaids. Parallel analysis of mythological sources elucidates the origins of these
beliefs. Surviving narrative fragments in classical texts, alongside folkloric traditions, are examined to
establish historical continuity. Historical and mythological sources (including folktales) reveal two
distinct portrayals: one framing these beings as piscine or human-fish hybrids, the other venerating
them as protective deities or semi-divine benefactors.

Discussion ) )
Classical Persian texts depict Adam-e Abi as genderless, tailed beings—a representation also found

in One Thousand and One Nights. Unlike the explicitly feminine mermaid, these entities lack
gendered emphasis. In contrast, folk traditions align Adam-e Abi closely with the conventional
mermaid archetype: human above the waist, piscine below. Narratives often cast them as helpers,
imparting esoteric wisdom to humans. Diverging from Western traditions where mermaids portend
storms and shipwrecks, Iranian-Islamic texts portray them as benevolent, even auspicious. Certain
premodern accounts describe mermaids as hybrid creatures, a belief perpetuated in folklore.
Mesopotamian mythology features human-fish hybrids that most likely influenced Iranian mermaid
typologies. The Babylonian Apkallu—seven sages associated with Ea, emerging from the Abzu in
Eridu before the Great Flood—were civilizational mentors. Assyrian reliefs and temple gates depict
them as bearded figures clad in fish-garments, serving apotropaic functions. Another figure,
Kululld/Kulilu (and its rare feminine counterpart Kuliltu), recurs in Mesopotamian art from the Old
Babylonian to Seleucid periods, similarly embodying guardianship.

Archaeological evidence from ancient Iran—particularly the Elamite sphere—attests to pervasive
human-fish hybrid motifs dating to the first millennium BCE. The Aramaic goddess Atargatis,
worshipped as a fertility deity and patroness of Hierapolis, was frequently rendered as a piscine-
human hybrid, as evidenced by coins and chronicles.

Zoroastrian texts demonize fairies (pari) as malevolent adversaries of divine order. Yet pre-
Zoroastrian traditions revered them as seductive fertility goddesses embodying kama (desire). With
the renewal of religion and culture, their allure was vilified, though residual traits—beauty,
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enchantment—persisted in folk memory. Their life-affirming attributes were later transposed
onto Anahita, the Zoroastrian aquatic divinity.

Thus, Anahita ascends as the sovereign of waters, merging beauty and wisdom into a dual identity as
goddess of love and fertility. As the Iranian analogue to Aphrodite (Greek) and Ishtar (Babylonian),
she shares affinities with Atargatisand her cult—reflecting syncretic dimensions of aquatic
nymphology. Atargatis herself  bridges Ishtar and Aphrodite, further underscoring intercultual
linkages. Surviving folkloric traces connecting these goddesses include: Joy and musical revelry (tarab
-0-rameshgari), Symbols (doves, fish), Divine functions (marriage, fertility).

Conclusion
In the beliefs of ancient peoples, a life akin to terrestrial existence flowed in the depths of seas and

lakes, inhabited by humanoid beings referenced in ancient Iranian-Islamic texts. The gender of these
humanoids, referred to as Adam-e abi, is not explicitly stated; the emphasis instead lies on their
resemblance to land-dwelling humans. However, in another variation, these beings are depicted as
half-female/half-male and half-fish—similar to the contemporary image of mermaids. Numerous
ancient motifs of this form have been discovered in western Iran, particularly within the domain of the
Elamite civilization.

The origins of this imaginative conception likely trace back to Mesopotamian mythology and the
supernatural forces known as Apkallu—wise marine beings whose bodies were a composite of human
and fish—and especially to the half-female/half-male aquatic entities named Kululu/Kuliltu,
associated with Ea, the god of waters. Atargatis, the fertility goddess of the Arameans, who appears on
ancient coins and in historical chronicles often in a half-fish/half-woman form, also evokes the
mermaids. This association is further reinforced by the sanctity of fish within her cult.

The Persian word "Pari" (fairy), in pre-Zoroastrian Iranian mythology, referred to a beautiful and
enchanting fertility goddess; however, with the advent of new religious paradigms, she was expelled
from the pantheon. Nevertheless, some of her virtuous attributes were transferred to Anahita, the
goddess of waters. These attributes, reflected in the cultural and literary traditions linked to water
fairies (Pariyan), include aquatic nature, fertility, beauty, affinity for joy and tranquility, as well as
animal symbols such as fish and doves. It appears that such characteristics are not unigue to Anahita
but also share connections with Atargatis.

Keywords: Adam-e abi, Mermaid, Mythology, Folklore, Fairy Tales
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