SR

Persian Language and Literature Online 1SSN: 2676.6770

Former Journal of the Faculty of Literature Print ISSN: 2251-7979

University of Tabriz

Greek Fantasy in Iranian Texts:

An Examination of the Motifs of gold-digging ants and Belligerent Dwarfs

Ehsan Pourabrisham

Assistant Professor. Persian Language and Literature. Faculty of Letters and humanities. Shahid Chamran University of
Ahvaz. Ahvaz. Iran. E-mail: e.pourabrisham@Scu.ac.ir

DOI: Y+, YY Y é/perlit. Y« Yo,14 1V, FAY

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Article history:

Keywords:
Fantasy, gold-digging ants,
land of gold, Dwarf, pygmy

An examination of classical literary texts reveals motifs whese traces are also
discernible in ancient scientific works. These familiary imaginative _motifs have
been repeated and solidified in various forms throughout.the centuries, evolving
into what we now recognize as fantasy. In certain‘epic narratives such as the
Garshaspname, Kushname, and Shahryarname, the hero reaches the land of the
giant, ferocious ants and engages in battle with themsThese ants were inhabitants
of the Land of Gold, a region deéscribed in the Alexander Romance (and
Alexander's account in the Darabname)sand ancient epics as the source of gold.
Another motif is that of AfricaniDwarfs, mentioned in ancient Books of Wonders
(‘Ajayibname) as battling cranes, whose literary lineage traces back to Homer's
Iliad. The commonality linking these two motifs can be seen as the exaggeration
in describingsphysical stature, thereby connecting them to fantasy. The present
research, through“meticulous “examination of literary (particularly heroic) and
ancientdscientific texts, first investigates these two motifs within the Iranian
intellectual tradition. It then traces their historical presence in the texts of ancient
Greece and Romeé. The study demonstrates that the elements described in ancient
Iranian-Islamic texts have Western origins. Furthermore, considering recent
scholarship, these motifs’are rooted in reality and, over time, were transmitted to
Iranian texts through translation and cultural exchanges.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Ancient geographical texts, travelogues, and books of wonders (‘aja’ib-name) contain marvelous

descriptions of humans or animals who, due to racial characteristics or developmental anomalies,
possessed extraordinary physical statures. These rare breeds, distant from human societies, have been
present in myths and stories from the most ancient times to the present, evoking readers' astonishment.
Among these, two breeds are particularly notable: Dwarfs and giant gold-digging ants. Their common
feature is the exaggeration of their size, creating a paradoxical pair: it diminishes the tall human to a
height of a few spans and transforms the weak ant into a giant, predatory beast. It is through this
exaggeration that they enter the realm of fantasy; for fantasy is founded upon™the artistic and
innovative transformation of reality based on imagination, yet in a manner that remains<oelievable to
the audience, allowing them to feel present in this new world.

Although the motifs of the Gold-Digging Ants of the Land of Goldand“the Dwarfshave been
frequently mentioned in ancient Iranian-Islamic sources and have served as.material for storytellers
and writers of wonders, they have not yet been examined by lranian scholars. The present study
investigates and etymologizes these motifs in Islamic sources and, relying on recent research, explains
their verisimilitude.

Research Methodology
This research, by examining ancient Iranian-Islamigitexts, demonstrates evidence of two imaginative

motifs: Gold-Digging Ants and Dwarfs whofeught with,migrating cranes. These evidence is not only
repeated in literary texts (primarily epic texts) but are also,found in geographical texts and books of
wonders. The search for the origin of these motifs leads to the texts of ancient Greece and Rome,
indicating their antiquity. In recent centuries, Western researchers have proposed realistic dimensions
for these motifs, which will be discussed inithe following section.

Discussion
V. Gold-Digging Ants of the Land of Gold
Among animals, the ant symbolizes helplessness and harmlessness; however, if exaggeratedly

imagined as a giant creature, it,becomes marvelous and terrifying—especially if it is ferocious and
belligerent. In ancient Persian epic poems, such as the “Shahryar-name”, “Kish-name”, and
“Garshasp-name”, the hero arrives in the land of giant ants and battles them. In the”Garshasp-name”
and a narrative from the “Hamze-name”, these ants inhabit the Land of Gold. In the ancient “Iskandar-
name” narrative,yAlexander and his army also reach the Land of Gold, are attacked by giant ants, and
Alexander's soldiersishoot the ants with arrows. Ibn Fagih al-Hamadani locates the Land of Gold and
the Gold-Digging /Ants in the territory between Khorasan and India, and writes that people would go
there during the peak heat, when the ants were in their nests, to collect gold and flee before the heat
subsided; when the ants pursued them, they would distract the ants by throwing pieces of meat to
enable their escape. This account was later mentioned in ancient Islamic texts on zoology, geography,
and wonders. In the West, the oldest source concerning the conflict with the Gold-Digging Ants of the
Land of Gold is Book III of Herodotus's “Histories”, which narrates about a tribe of Indians.
Megasthenes also recounts this story about the inhabitants of the “Darda” region of India.

Y. Belligerent Dwarfs
The presence of pygmies, one “dhira™ (cubit) or less in height, is found particularly in ancient

geographical texts, where the discussion turns to unknown islands and marvels of creation. Al-



Qazvini, in his works, recounts from an anonymous narrator who landed on an island whose
inhabitants were two “dhira™ tall (Persian Translation) (Arabic text: “dhira”) and often had one eye.
Black birds (Arabic text: “Qaraniq” - cranes) came to fight them, injuring their eyes. He then, quoting
from Aristotle's “al-Hayawan” (History of Animals), writes that cranes migrate from Khorasan to
Egypt and there fight with people who are two “dhira™ tall. Tusi, in his “Aja’ib al-maxluqat”,
associates these cranes with Gog and Magog. Given that the ancients, based on religious narratives,
imagined Gog and Magog as Dwarf, this strife with the cranes was consequently attributed to them—
to the extent that in the story of Alexander's battle with Gog and Magog, they are also described as
Dwarfs.

The most famous story of Dwarfs in the ancient West concerns the battle of the Dwarfs (In classical
Western literature: Pygmy) and the Cranes, which later found its way into Islamic seurces through the
translation of Aristotle's works. In the culture of ancient Greece and Rome up to the_Middle Ages,
Pygmies were imagined to be dwarfs about one cubit tall, living in India or on the'banks of the Nile in
southern Egypt. Aristotle, in his “History of Animals”, refers to the story,of the battle of the pygmies
and the cranes. The mentioned book, and perhaps other texts that narrated thissstory, were translated
into Arabic in the early centuries of Islam, and the story of this battle entered Islamic texts.

Conclusion
The two imaginative motifs of the Gold-Digging Ants of the Land of Gold and the Dwarfs, described

as fighting cranes on the banks of the Nile, are mentioned in‘the fictional, geographical, and wonder-
book texts of the Iranian-Islamic world. The background and genesis of these motifs trace back to the
texts of ancient Greece and Rome, whieh"entered lIranian-Islamic culture through translation in the
early centuries of Islam. Recent research hasrevealed aspects of their verisimilitude: errors by ancient
historians and geographers in identifying names (alteration'and transformation during translation), the
myth-making of storytellers, writers of wonders, and sailors, as well as the passage of centuries and
changes in the historical-literary traditiony have caused the transformation of Reality into fantasy.
Himalayan marmots in the gold-bearing regions_ef India, by digging their burrows, would bring out
soil mixed with gold, which people would collect. These marmots were transformed into giant,
ferocious Gold-Digging Ants. And the story of the African short-statured people, who hunted cranes
when they seasonally migrated to the banks of the Nile, was transformed into the myth of the perpetual
battle of Dwarfs and Cranes.

Keywords: Fantasy, Gold-digging ants, land of gold, Dwarfs, pygmy.
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