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Amber Cow; Cow or Fish?

Hamid Pooladi*!, Hossein Aligholizadeh?

Introduction

This research discusses the nature of a creature called the amber cow.
According to folkloric belief, it lives in a deep sea and comes out of
the water at night, grazes on the shores until dawn, expels amber, and
then returns to the sea. Lexicographers have considered this cow to be
a kind of fish (cachalot or cachalo), from which amber is also born.
For example, Dehkhoda's dictionary states: "It is a huge mammal fish
whose amber is its feces ... cachalot.” (Entry: " ,.c ,&" [Amber cow])

Most commentators on various literary texts, like lexicographers, have
considered this cow to be a fish. For example, Kazzazi describes it in a
description of verses of Khagani: "His desire (desire of Khagani) for a
cow is a kind of huge fish, which is called a Buffalo (Cowfish) or an
Amber Fish or an Amber Cow... The name of this fish is Cachalot in
western countries” (Kazzazi, 2001, p. 59). This study seeks to clarify
the nature of this creature by providing various evidences from ancient
Persian sources and texts of Persian literature.
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The main discussion

According to the evidence in Persian texts, the story of the amber cow
has different components the analysis of which shows that the amber
cow is not a kind of fish, but is a legendary cow like domestic cows.
These components are: cow, sea, lavender, gem of night light, and
amber. Analyzing these components, we can say that the cow means
exactly the same cow: an animal with four legs and two horns that has
a nature similar to a domestic cow. His residence is also the sea;
hence, in some sources, he is also called a Watery Cow: "Bagar-Al-
Ma’: Watery Cow. Because the cow is domestic. It comes out of the
water and grazes, and some say that amber is its dung" (Qazvini,
1961, p. 138). Also, according to this legend, the amber cow grazes
the lavender and lilies on the shores, which are fragrant, and by eating
them, her dungs also becomes fragrant and turns into amber. When
the cow comes on the beach at night, there is light around with a gem
of night light, which she has it, and then she starts grazing. After
grazing, she excretes amber in the form of feces and returns to the sea.

Conclusion

Contrary to many dictionaries and commentators’ opinion, the amber
cow is not a fish, but it is a legendary cow that has exactly the same
nature as a domestic cow. The main origin of this story is folklore,
which has been turned into poetry for the first time in Garshaspnameh
of Asadi Tusi. This story has five components: cow, sea, amber,
lavender, and gem of night light, which some poets or writers have
mentioned some of its components. Its usage in the Khorasani style is
much less than the other Persian poetic styles, and in contrast, in the
Azerbaijani and Iraqgi styles, the highest use of this legend and its
various components can be seen. Among the Persian poets, Khaghani
has highly used this story for imagery.
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