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Traces of Ancient Egyptian Culture & Civilization in the story
of Samak-e “Ayyar

In the memory of our contemporary artist and woman of letters, Sima Kouban
(2012)

Abstract

How do legends make use of histone events? What role does the collective memory of
nations play in this use? Hew does the river of legends flow forth from histerie sources? How
do the streams of collective memeory ansen from historic events in different periods merge
mto the river of lagends? How doas the river of legends alter its course, adapting itself to the
beliefs of different eras? How does legend change in time and space, and how does it blend
with other historic events? And many other questions, to which even a brief investigation of
the story of Samak-e *Avyar and its inspiration from the relations between Iran and Egypt in

ancient times, may provide some answers.

To the present, little attention has been given to the nfluence of ancient Egyptian culture on
Iramian culture and literature, while we kmow that, in the Achaemenian peniod, Egypt was
twice a Persian satrapy, for a total of 132 years during the 27® and 31" dynasties, and that the
Iranians alse raled over Egypt for a while in the Sasanian period. Menarchical rale was more
than twenty-four centuries old in Egypt when Cambyses founded the 27* dynasty, kmovwn as
the dynasty of Persian Pharachs. Of course, culture and art were even older in Egypt than
moenarchical ile, having long reached their summit of perfection when the Iranian
conquercrs set foot on Egyptian soil. The Iranians were as fascinated by this rich culture and
art as the Greeks, among whom Herodotus wrote * Egypt being, ameng all the regions of the
earth, the richest in marvels.”1 We are not concerned here with assessing the contributions of

ancient Egyptian art to Achasmenian or Sasanian arts. Rather, we are seelang to determine
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In Khanlari’s opinton: “The phrasing of the book 15 such that it appears to have been written
to be narrated. .. He continues: “Samak-e * Ayyar is a Persian popular story that has brought
entertaimment and joy to the people of this land for many centuries and which storytellers
have leamed from their masters or fathers, spending their entire lives retellmg 1t m towns and
villages, and eventually confernmyg this social service on their own students or sons before
departing.™

Some attribute the origmal story of Samak-e *Ayyar to the Parthian period. The oath of the
story’s heroes to “... Noor, Nar, Mehr and the Seven Stars. .. can be seen as a relic

of Mithraic beliefs. Khanlar, without putting forth a date, highlights points that indicate a
relation betwaen this story and pra-Islamic Iranian narratives, including the “appellation of
Ehorshid Shah, the main hero of the story of Samak-e “Ayyar.” which he believes
corresponds “to what is recorded m the Pahlavi book Bendehesh ... concerning the
descendants of the Kiani monarch, Manuchehr "8 In the preface to hisShahr-e Samak he
adds: “These types of popular stories have very ancient origins in the history of a people’s
life. Narraters learn them from ene another in the course of time, transmitting them from
bosom to bosom, while tinting each in accordance with their times and social developments
so that they remam familiar to their listeners.




