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Symbolism of "'Fire" in the Folklore of the People in
Satveh Village

Seyed Hosein Tabatabayi* !

Background

Fire is one of the oldest human deities and its discovery is considered
as the most amazing human discoveries. Agni, the god of fire, was for
a long time the greatest Vedic god. In the Holy Qur'an (20:10), God
reveals Himself to Moses in the form of fire. Fire in most
mythological cultures is a praised creature. The fundamental
importance of this element in human life has led to appearance of a
multitude of ancient ritual beliefs surrounding it. It seems that the
primitive man's belief in fire has no tangible presence in the culture of
today's people. But fire has been able to continue its presence in the
cultures of human nations in a symbolic form and come out of the
land of metaphors and mysteries. Eliade (1993, p. 416) called the
symbols as "manifestations of holiness".

If we look at this word from the perspective of terminology and
etymology, in all ancient languages, words such as light, life, and
love, are synonymous with fire in terms of meaning (Delachaus, 1987,
p. 229). Fire is basically a metaphor for love, and the connection
between the two is evident in all new languages. But symbols and
codes, as a cultural entity, undergo structural and semantic changes
over time. The semantic metamorphosis in the symbols and codes of
the cultural concepts can be studied in all societies and based on this,
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the current research has tried to investigate the place of ancient Iranian
culture and Islamic beliefs in the symbolism of the element of fire in
the folklore of the people in Satveh village.

There are many books and articles about the place of fire in the
formation of human culture. Some of them are articles and sources
that have examined the symbolism of fire in the context of cultures.
However, no research has been done on the subject of the present
study.

Aims and questions

The present research is based on the method of description and
analysis. Research data including dialect words, proverbs, children's
poems, stories and melodies, beliefs and traditions, are generally
obtained through face-to-face interviews with speakers, and to some
extent, from the written sources related to the dialect of the people of
this village. Then, by analyzing the cultural content of the provided
data, the religious symbols and manifestations of fire were explained
and scientifically analyzed in these data. In the present study, an
attempt was made to find out the cultural roots of the symbols and
manifestations of fire in the oral culture of Satveh people.

The following research questions were pursued: Is it possible to
recover the traces of the ancient beliefs of Iranian culture in these
symbols? What is the place of religion in the formation,
metamorphosis, and evolution of symbols associated with the element
of fire?

The present article is based on the hypothesis that in the
conversational literature of the people of this village, fire has
sometimes found a function far beyond its lexical meaning, and
understanding its complex and symbolic meaning will not be possible
except by deciphering and looking at the cultural aspect of this
element in the common religious beliefs of the native speakers.

110


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN:2423-7000

b <

] Vol. 9, No. 41
November — December 2021
Research Article
Discussion

The people of Satveh village, so far, have subconsciously passed the
link between fire and the transcendent concept of "Farrah” in the form
of some dialectic words. Like their ancient ancestors and based on the
teachings of Zoroastrianism, they have a special respect for fire.
Hence, the verb "kill" is used to extinguish it, like the death of a living
being. This element is also mentioned in some proverbs the common
denominator of which is the expression of usefulness and emphasis on
the material and social value of this element.

There is a ritual among the people of Satveh that when they want to
light a fire, they make a circle around a pile of firewood and read a
poem in groups. They believe that without it, the fire will not burn.
The implication of this childish poem is that the "black dog" must die
to light the fire. Current native speakers do not pay attention to the
religious belief behind this poem and only enjoy its rhythm and
melody. But it is clear that the black dog is right in front of the fire
and the contradiction between the two is evident.

However, among the many sinister symbols, the reason that "black
dog" was chosen and used for this purpose is a matter of debate that
will not be understood except through reviewing the religious texts
and understanding the type of cultural attitude towards this animal in
ancient times. Dogs were one of the poorest animals in Islamic
society. There is also an unfortunate attitude towards this animal. A
Hadith from the Prophet of Islam states: "The black dog is devil™. It is
common to Kill a black dog outside the context of Hadith sources. The
bottom line is that the black dog, by its very nature, is prone to the
devil. But there were few people - especially mystics - who treated
this animal kindly some examples of which could be found in some
memoirs (Attar, 2007a, 36, 148, 149).

Based on what has been argued, it is clear that in the mentioned
poem, thought is expressed in code language and is presented in a
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symbolic format. The codification of the spoken language may be a
feature of the cultural growth and development of human societies.
The language of speech served the outward man and the code served
the inward man (Delachaus, 1987, p. 76).

Conclusion

Fire is a symbol of excellence and compassion in most human
cultures; however, among the current Iranian tribes, it is mixed with
common religious rituals. To some extent, it has been influenced by
Islamic beliefs. In the popular beliefs of Satveh people about this
element, a mixture of ancient Iranian beliefs with Shia't beliefs can be
seen. Based on these beliefs, fire is both pure and purifying, in that
when the fire is lit, the devil must be cast out, and to turn it off, they
use the verb "kill" which is the reminiscent of a tradition in ancient
Iran and the Zoroastrian teachings about fire. Fire is also a symbol of
God the opposite point of which is represented by demonic and dark
symbols, including the black dog.
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