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Abstract

Persian verse romances constitute one of the most important genres of lyrical literature, whose
narrative structures are based on a set of recurring motifs. One of the most fundamental of these
motifs is “obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union,” which plays a major formative role in
creating conflict and advancing the narrative. Despite numerous studies on Persian verse
romances, no comprehensive classification or independent examination of the evolution of this
motif has yet been undertaken. The present study aims to identify, classify, and analyze the
various forms of the motif of “obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union” in Persian verse
romances, and to explain its narrative function and evolution across different periods of Persian
literature. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on textual content analysis.
The data were extracted and examined from five primary verse romances and a number of
supplementary works selected according to temporal, cultural, and literary criteria. The findings
indicate that the motif of “obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union” is present in all the works
examined and can be classified into seven main categories and several subcategories. The results
further indicate that this motif contributes to the advancement of the narrative and reflects
cultural, social, and mythological transformations across different periods of Persian literature.
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Introduction

Persian verse romances constitute a significant part of Persian lyrical literature and are
characterized by recurrent narrative patterns and motifs. Among these, “obstacles on the path to
the lovers’ union” is a particularly important motif, as various impediments delay or prevent the
union of the lover and the beloved, generate conflict and suspense, and contribute to the
development of the narrative. These obstacles are not merely narrative devices; in many cases,
they also reflect the social conditions, family relations, religious beliefs, political structures,
ethical norms, and cultural values of the periods in which the works were produced. Accordingly,
examining this motif can contribute both to an understanding of the narrative mechanisms of
Persian verse romances and to an analysis of the relationship between literary texts and their
cultural and social contexts. Although obstacles to union have been addressed in previous studies,
they have generally been examined within individual works or discussed only as particular
narrative elements. Consequently, no comprehensive study has yet classified the different
categories and subcategories of this motif, examined their narrative functions, and traced their
transformations across a corpus of Persian verse romances. The present study therefore aims to
identify, classify, and analyze the various forms of obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union, to
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examine their role in the development of the narrative, and to investigate their transformations in
relation to the cultural, social, and intellectual contexts of different periods.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the concept of the motif as a recurrent
structural and semantic element of narrative. Obstacles to union are therefore treated not as
isolated events but as structural motifs that organize the narrative by creating conflict and
suspense and delaying the attainment of union. The study also draws, to a limited extent, on
Vladimir Propp’s morphological approach, particularly his emphasis on the role of events that
advance the narrative. Since Persian verse romances differ in origin and structure from the
folktales examined by Propp, his theory is not applied as a comprehensive morphological model;
rather, selected concepts are employed to explain the narrative function of obstacles to union.
Accordingly, the classification developed in this study is based primarily on the source of the
obstacle and its function within the narrative structure, rather than on individual characters or
isolated events.

The research adopts a descriptive-analytical method based on textual content analysis. The motif
of “obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union” constitutes the unit of analysis, and relevant
instances were identified, extracted, classified, and analyzed in the selected texts. The primary
corpus consists of Zal and Rudabeh from Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Ayyuqi’s Varga and Golshah,
Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gorgani’s Vis and Ramin, and Nezami Ganjavi’s Khosrow and Shirin and
Layli and Majnun. These works were selected because of their prominent position in the Persian
literary tradition, their complete narratives, and the diversity of obstacles to union represented in
them. To obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the categories and subcategories of the
motif, a number of other classical and folk romances of oral origin, as well as romantic narratives
from the Shahnameh, were examined as supplementary sources. The identified instances were
classified according to the source of the obstacle and its role in advancing the narrative; their
narrative functions in generating conflict and suspense and advancing the plot were then
compared, and the transformation of the motif across different periods of Persian literature was
subsequently examined.

Main Discussion and Findings

The analysis of the selected texts reveals that, despite their apparent diversity, obstacles on the
path to the lovers’ union follow recurrent patterns and can be classified according to their origins
and their functions within the narrative. On this basis, the identified obstacles fall into seven main
categories: love involving prohibited kinship relations, exogamous marriages, the requirement of
marriage according to accepted custom, social and cultural differences, obstacles arising from
individual characteristics, religious and ethical considerations, and general opposition to marriage
and emotional attachment. Some of these categories also contain several subcategories that
appear in different forms across the narratives examined.

The first category concerns love involving prohibited Kkinship relations, one of the oldest forms
of obstacles identified in the corpus. Such relationships appear in different forms, including the
love of a stepmother or foster mother for a stepson or foster son, the love of a stepson for a
stepmother, and love between siblings. The examination of these narratives suggests that this
category has roots in ancient mythological narratives and Iranian traditions and that its function



and interpretation change according to the cultural and religious context in which the story is
represented.

The second category, exogamous marriage, encompasses relationships in which the lovers
belong to different territories, peoples, or political domains. Examples include Zariadres and
Odatis, Goshtasp and Katayun, Bijan and Manijeh, Rostam and Tahmineh, Zal and Rudabeh, and
Khosrow and Shirin. In these narratives, geographical or ethnic difference does not necessarily
constitute an obstacle in itself; rather, it becomes an obstacle when it provokes familial or
political opposition. In the story of Goshtasp and Katayun, for example, the Roman emperor
opposes his daughter’s choice because Goshtasp is a foreigner, while similar patterns occur in the
stories of Zal and Rudabeh, Bijan and Manijeh, and Rostam and Tahmineh. Thus, exogamy may
transform an individual romantic relationship into a broader conflict involving family, political
authority, and relations between different territories.

A third form of obstacle is the requirement of marriage according to accepted custom,
particularly evident in Khosrow and Shirin. Despite her love for Khosrow, Shirin refuses
complete union before a formal marriage has taken place. Her insistence delays their union and
generates further events in the narrative. In this case, the obstacle demonstrates that union does
not depend solely on overcoming external opposition; conformity to ethical and social norms
may also become a condition for its realization. Shirin’s position consequently transforms the
relationship from a merely emotional attachment into one based on commitment and
responsibility.

The fourth category consists of social and cultural differences, which include political, class
and racial, economic, and ideological differences. Political differences occur in such narratives as
Goshtasp and Katayun, Bijan and Manijeh, Zal and Rudabeh, and Khosrow and Shirin. Class and
racial differences appear in a wider range of narratives, while economic differences are
particularly evident in Varga and Golshah, and ideological differences occur in Asli and Karam
and Yusuf and Zulaykha. These differences acquire narrative significance when they lead
families, communities, or political authorities to oppose a relationship. Consequently, the
obstacle is often produced not merely by difference itself, but by the social response to that
difference.

The fifth category comprises obstacles arising from individual characteristics, including
unusual physical features, old age and incapacity, and psychological disturbance. Zal, Mobad in
Vis and Ramin, and Majnun represent the principal examples of these subcategories. The analysis
indicates that individual characteristics do not automatically constitute obstacles to union. They
acquire this function when they affect the judgment of the family or society regarding a person’s
suitability for marriage or when they prevent the formation of a complete emotional relationship.
In Vis and Ramin, for instance, the age difference, lack of emotional reciprocity, and Mobad’s
physical and sexual incapacity distinguish formal marriage from genuine union. In Layli and
Majnun, Majnun’s psychological disturbance is intertwined with the patriarchal tribal structure,
Layli’s passivity within that system, and the presence of a powerful rival. The principal obstacle
therefore lies not simply in an individual characteristic but also in the social judgment formed
around it.

The sixth category involves religious and ethical considerations. Unlike many external
obstacles, these arise primarily from the characters’ beliefs, values, and commitment to religious



or ethical principles. They can be divided into fear of divine or royal punishment and concern for
the preservation of chastity. Even when union is physically possible, the characters may refrain
from it because of fear of sin, punishment, loss of honor, or violation of moral principles. In
Vamiq and Azra, Iraj and Howbara, and Khosrow and Shirin, chastity functions not merely as a
personal virtue but as an element that actively delays union. Shirin’s refusal to accept union with
Khosrow before formal marriage is particularly significant in this respect, since her conscious
adherence to ethical and social values deepens the narrative conflict and complicates the path
toward union.

Finally, general opposition to marriage and emotional attachment constitutes the seventh
category. Here, the obstacle does not arise from social differences, family circumstances, or
individual characteristics, but from a negative attitude toward marriage or emotional attachment
itself. Salaman and Absal provides the principal example of this pattern. In such a narrative, the
conflict emerges from the confrontation between romantic attachment and an opposing
conception of marriage and emotional relationships.

Taken together, these categories demonstrate that obstacles on the path to union operate at several
interconnected levels—individual, familial, social, political, religious, and ethical. Their narrative
importance lies not simply in preventing or delaying union, but in generating conflict, shaping the
sequence of events, and determining the course of the lovers’ relationship. The same general
motif may therefore assume different forms and functions according to the cultural, social, and
historical context of each narrative.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the motif of “obstacles on the path to the lovers’ union” constitutes an
important component of the narrative structure of Persian verse romances. The sources of these
obstacles are diverse: some arise from political, social, class, economic, or ideological
circumstances; others are rooted in religious and ethical values or in attitudes toward individual
characteristics. Their significance therefore extends beyond merely postponing or preventing
union. By generating conflict and suspense and influencing the sequence of narrative events, they
contribute to the development and organization of the narrative.

The historical development of this motif also reflects transformations in cultural, social, religious,
and intellectual attitudes toward love, marriage, family, and human relationships. Some forms of
the motif have roots in mythological and historical narratives and, while preserving their
fundamental core, acquire new manifestations in later periods. The classification and analysis of
these obstacles can therefore contribute both to a better understanding of recurring narrative
patterns in Persian verse romances and to the study of the relationship between literary structures
and their cultural contexts.
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