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Abstract

This research undertakes a comparative-mythological reading of the motif of retrieving the
woman from the foreign realm, as seen in the story of Giv and Farangis in the Shahnameh
and the Middle English poem Sir Orfeo. The central question of the study is how two texts
belonging to different literary traditions—namely, the Persian epic and the Middle English
romance—represent a shared pattern in distinct forms. In the Shahnameh, after the death of
Siavash, Farangis remains in Turan, and Giv is tasked with bringing her and Kay Khosrow
back to Iran. In Sir Orfeo, Herodis is abducted by the King of Fairy, and after years of
wandering, Orfeo retrieves her from the fairy world through the power of music and
cunning. Using a descriptive-analytical method grounded in mythological criticism, this
research shows that the estranged woman in both narratives is not merely an object of
rescue, but rather a sign of a rupture in the primordial order. Her retrieval leads to the
restoration of a broader order: in the Shahnameh, through the continuation of Siavash's
bloodline and the revival of the Kayanian kingship; in Sir Orfeo, through the recovery of
the marital bond and the return of the kingdom.
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1. Introduction and Research Background

Mythological patterns constitute an important element of literary narratives because
they provide symbolic frameworks through which cultures represent fundamental
human experiences, including separation, death, journey, return, and renewal. Epic
poetry and romance are particularly significant in this respect, as they preserve and
transform inherited narrative structures in accordance with their respective cultural
and aesthetic contexts. One such pattern is the motif of recovering a woman from a
foreign realm. In this narrative structure, a woman becomes separated from her
original sphere through abduction, displacement, captivity, or prolonged residence
in a threatening territory. Her recovery requires the hero to cross geographical,
political, or supernatural boundaries and confront the forces that have disrupted the
established order. The story of Giv and Farangis in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and the
Middle English romance Sir Orfeo provide two distinctive examples of this motif.
In the former, Farangis remains in Turan with her son Kay Khosrow after the
murder of her husband, Siyavash. Although Turan is her homeland through her
maternal lineage, it becomes a threatening environment following Siyavash’s death.
Giv’s mission to recover Farangis and Kay Khosrow therefore extends beyond the
rescue of two individuals. Their return to Iran preserves Siyavash’s lineage and
establishes the conditions for the restoration of Kayanian kingship. In Sir Orfeo, the
separation takes a supernatural form. Heurodis, Orfeo’s wife, is abducted by the
Fairy King and transported to the otherworld. Her disappearance disrupts Orfeo’s
marital and royal life, leading him to abandon his kingdom and live as an exile in
the wilderness. His eventual entry into the fairy realm and his use of music enable
him to recover Heurodis and return to his former position. Despite their differences,
both narratives organize their events around separation, passage into a foreign
realm, the intervention of a hero, and the restoration of a disrupted order.
Nevertheless, Turan and the fairy realm should not be regarded as identical spaces.
Turan functions primarily as a political and ethnic territory associated with the
conflict between Iran and Turan, the consequences of Siyavash’s death, and the
future of Iranian kingship. By contrast, the fairy realm represents a supernatural and
liminal space in which the boundaries between the human and supernatural worlds,
presence and absence, and ordinary experience and enchantment become
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unstable.The present study adopts a comparative approach that does not seek to
establish direct historical transmission or literary influence between the two works.
Instead, it investigates how a comparable mythological pattern is transformed
within two independent literary traditions. This perspective is consistent with the
American approach to comparative literature, which permits the comparison of texts
from different linguistic, historical, and cultural contexts on the basis of shared
themes, narrative structures, and mythological patterns.

2. Methodology and Theoretical Framework

This research employs a qualitative, descriptive-analytical method based on library
research and close textual reading. The primary corpus consists of the episodes
concerning Giv’s mission to find Farangis and Kay Khosrow, their departure from
Turan, and their return to Iran in the Shahnameh. The second primary text is the
Middle English romance Sir Orfeo, examined through the edition by Anne Laskaya
and Eve Salisbury (1995), with Persian translations of selected passages used to
support the analysis.The comparative analysis focuses on five interconnected
elements: the initial separation of the woman, the representation of the foreign
realm, the hero’s mediating function, the crossing of symbolic boundaries, and the
restoration of the disrupted order.

The theoretical framework draws on three principal perspectives. First, Mircea
Eliade’s discussion of myth and the sacred and profane provides a framework for
examining the distinction between ordinary human space and the otherworldly or
mythologically charged realm. Second, Joseph Campbell’s model of the hero’s
journey, particularly its broad movement from separation through trial to return,
helps explain the structural progression of the two narratives. Third, Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s structural approach to myth informs the analysis of binary oppositions,
including familiar and foreign, order and disorder, human and supernatural, and life
and death.These theoretical perspectives are used as complementary analytical tools
rather than as rigid models imposed on every narrative detail. The purpose is to
identify a comparable underlying structure while preserving the cultural and literary
specificity of each text. Accordingly, the study does not attempt to demonstrate
direct influence between the Shahnameh and Sir Orfeo.
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3. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the motif of recovering a woman from a foreign realm
provides a productive basis for comparing the Shahnameh and the Middle English
romance Sir Orfeo. Despite their different literary forms and cultural contexts, both
narratives follow a recognizable mythological pattern in which an initial separation
disrupts an established order, the hero crosses a boundary into a foreign realm, and
the recovery of the separated woman enables a form of restoration.The comparison
identifies both structural similarities and significant differences. In the Shahnameh,
Giv’s mission to recover Farangis and Kay Khosrow is associated with the
preservation of Siyavash’s lineage, the future of Iranian kingship, and the
restoration of Kayanian political order. In Sir Orfeo, Orfeo’s recovery of Heurodis
depends on musical performance, patience, and ingenuity, and culminates in the
restoration of marital and royal life. Similarly, Turan and the fairy realm perform
comparable narrative functions as spaces of separation and crisis, but their
meanings remain distinct: one is primarily a political and dynastic territory, while
the other is a supernatural and liminal world.The study therefore supports the
hypothesis that the two works share an underlying mythological structure without
necessarily sharing a direct historical relationship. Their comparison illustrates how
a common narrative pattern can be reconfigured according to the priorities of
different literary traditions. Through its epic and dynastic orientation, the
Shahnameh connects the recovery of the woman with lineage and political
legitimacy. Through its romance structure, Sir Orfeo emphasizes music, marital
fidelity, and the restoration of royal identity. The findings contribute to comparative
literary studies by demonstrating that the analysis of shared mythological motifs can
reveal not only similarities between texts but also the culturally specific ways in
which fundamental narrative patterns acquire meaning.
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