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A Comparison of the Romantic Story
Of “Siavash and Sudabeh” and
“The Prince and the Maidservant”

Fatemeh Keramati’
Ahmad Khajehim""

Forbidden love leads to tragedy. Two notable examples of this pattern
are the story of Siavash and Sudabeh in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and
the tale of the Prince and the Handmaiden in the Sindbad-nameh,
which share common features in the essence of the story. This study
has been conducted with the aim of comparatively examining the
narrative structure, character elements, and ethical and social themes
in these two narratives. The research method in this study is
comparative analysis based on library sources and studies in
comparative literature. The findings show that both narratives reflect a
shared pattern of “forbidden love and the oppressed male hero,” a
pattern rooted in mythological and moral archetypes of ancient
societies and recreated in the Iranian narrative with local
characteristics and an ethics-oriented worldview. These two stories,
despite numerous similarities such as: the prophecy about the future of
the main character at birth, the hero’s upbringing away from his
family, his return to the palace after a period of training, his entry into
the women’s quarters, the stepmother’s infatuation with the stepson,
the hero’s chastity and his loyalty to his father, the false accusation
made against him, the punishment of the hero despite his innocence,
the proof of his innocence, the forgiveness of the guilty party and
saving them from death, also have fundamental differences in the
essence of the story and in the ultimate fate that befalls the hero at the
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end. These differences appear especially in the type of ending, the
hero’s final social status, and the implicit message of the narrative,
and they reflect different cultural and value-based perspectives
underlying each narrative.

Keywords: Shahnameh, Sindbad-nameh, forbidden love, Siavash,
prince.

Introduction

Lyric literature is a manifestation of profound human emotions and a
reflection of love in literature. Persian literature, too, has long been
rich with love stories—works that sometimes celebrate love as a
sublime mystical or human experience, and at other times depict illicit
loves, giving it a tragic and cautionary dimension. The story of a
stepmother’s love for her stepson presents a different perspective on
love: an unwelcome and forbidden affection that neither warms the
beloved nor brings pride to the lover. It is a love that begins in secrecy
and concealment, but once revealed, it becomes a narrative of scandal
and the onset of conflict.

In most of these narratives, the stepmother calls the stepson to her
romantic and carnal desires, but the stepson, loyal to his father and
committed to moral principles, refuses her advances. Consequently,
the stepmother, in order to preserve her honor and power, seeks
revenge and schemes against him, while the stepson endures false
accusations and undeserved punishments, seeking God’s help to prove
his innocence. Even after his innocence is established, he becomes
entangled in an unwanted fate, and the outcome of his story is shaped
by the collective unconscious and cultural ethos, sometimes ending
happily and sometimes tragically, and inauspiciously

Discussion and Analysis

The narrative of Siavash and Sudabeh in the Shahnameh and the story
of The Prince and the Maiden in the Sindbadnameh are two prominent
examples of the depiction of forbidden love in Persian literature. Both
narratives portray the doomed love of a woman for her stepson,
centered around the element of “accusation” and its tragic
consequences, and they share notable similarities in terms of structure,
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main themes, and characteristics of the central characters, which
include:

Prophecy after Birth

Both the stories of Siavash and the Prince include a prophecy
following the hero’s birth; however, the nature of the prophecy differs.
For one hero, it predicts a bright and favorable future, while for the
other, it foresees a bitter and troubled destiny.

Beauty of the Hero

Having a beautiful and charming appearance is a common feature of
both Siavash and the Prince. Throughout both stories, especially from
birth to adulthood, their extraordinary beauty is repeatedly
emphasized, which is one of the factors that attracts the stepmothers to
these heroes.

Being Raised Away from the Father

After Siavash’s birth, when astrologers predict an ominous fate for
him, King Kavus entrusts him to Rostam to teach him the skills of
courtly and martial life. Similarly, in the Sindbadnameh, the king,
following the advice of philosophers, summons Sindbad and entrusts
his son to him for education and upbringing.

Returning to the Father

In the Shahnameh, after receiving the necessary training in combat
and courtly manners from Rostam, Siavash longs to see his father and
asks Rostam to take him to meet him. In the Sindbadnameh, after
Sindbad has taught the Prince all that was necessary, he brings him to
his father to demonstrate his worthiness.

Entering the Women’s Quarters

In the story of Siavash, Sudabeh approaches the king and, under the
pretext of choosing a bride for Siavash, requests that he be sent to the
harem. Reluctantly, and under the king’s insistence, Siavash prepares to
enter the women’s quarters. Similarly, in the Sindbadnameh, after the
Prince returns to the palace, he must follow Sindbad’s advice and
remain silent for seven days to ward off an ominous fate. Despite the
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king and ministers’ efforts, he maintains his silence, and they decide to
send him to the harem in the hope that he might speak with the women.

Stepmother’s Love for the Hero

The stepmother’s love for her stepson in both stories creates profound
challenges within familial relationships. The presence of the female
characters in each narrative is crucial, and they enter the story at
similar points in relation to the male heroes.

Chastity and Rejecting Treacherous Love

In the women’s quarters, Sudabeh prepares a private setting to seduce
Siavash, but he remains chaste and does not betray his father and
benefactor. Likewise, when the Prince enters the Maiden’s chamber,
and she confesses her love, asking him to help poison the king and
elevate her to the throne, he refuses and does not commit treachery
against his father.

Accusation Against the Hero

Both Sudabeh and the Maiden attempt throughout the story to escape
the control of their men. They easily yield to their personal desires,
and when thwarted, they accuse their stepsons of sexual assault.

Punishment Despite Innocence

After being rejected, Sudabeh constantly incites the king against
Siavash, leading King Kavus to send him to the fire—despite knowing
he is innocent—so that if he is guilty, he will be punished, and if
innocent, he will prove his innocence. Similarly, in the story of the
Prince, after the Maiden accuses him before the king, although the
ministers repeatedly assert his innocence, the king imprisons him and
even contemplates executing him.

Proving Innocence

After Sudabeh’s accusation, Siavash proves his innocence by
undergoing the trial of fire . When he passes through the fire unharmed,
his innocence and chastity are confirmed for all. Likewise, after the
ominous week predicted by Sindbad ends, the Prince breaks his silence
and recounts all that occurred with the Maiden to his father, thereby
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proving his innocence. The Maiden also confesses her wrongdoing,
confirming the Prince’s innocence.

Hero’s Forgiveness and Saving the Guilty Woman from Death

After Siavash proves his innocence through the trial by fire, the king
intends to punish Sudabeh, but Siavash intervenes and prevents her
death. Similarly, after the Prince proves his innocence, when the

ministers plot to punish the Maiden, he intervenes and saves her from
death.

Conclusion

The theme of a stepmother’s love for her stepson is a recurring motif
in the literature of Iran and the world. Although these two stories
differ in narrative details and endings, they exhibit notable similarities
in terms of structure, main themes, and the characteristics of the
central characters, which include:

-The prophecy of each main character’s future after birth

-The upbringing of both heroes away from their families

-Returning to the palace after receiving education and training
-Entering the women’s quarters

-The stepmother’s love for the stepson (the hero)

-The hero’s chastity and loyalty to his father

-Accusation against the hero

-Punishment despite innocence

-Proof of the hero’s innocence

-Forgiving the guilty party and saving them from death

Despite these similarities, the endings of the two stories are
completely different. In the Sindbadnameh, the Prince ascends the
throne peacefully after his father’s death. In contrast, the story of
Siavash has a tragic ending. To escape Sudabeh’s schemes, Siavash
makes peace with Afrasiyab and goes to Turan. Ultimately, through
Garsivaz’s conspiracy, Afrasiyab kills Siavash despite his innocence.
Rostam then avenges him by splitting Sudabeh in two and killing her,
and with the help of Kay Khosrow, Siavash’s son, Afrasiyab is
defeated. This difference in the conclusions reflects the diverse
mythological and cultural backgrounds of the two works, highlighting
the variety of perspectives on justice, destiny, and loyalty in classical
Iranian literature.
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