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Abstract
This study examines the narrative structure of the Iranian folktale
*Khaki and the Demons* through Vladimir Propp’s morphological
framework. The oral version, collected from Komijan in Markazi
Province, comprises six distinct narrative moves that closely align
with Propp’s thirty-one functions. In each move, the hero encounters a
new challenge and progresses through magical elements, donor
characters, and strategic actions.

In contrast, the written version—*Khaki and Thirty-Nine
Brothers*, published in *Folk Tales of Lorestan*—presents a more
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condensed structure with only two narrative moves. Despite
differences in language, plot complexity, characterization, and
audience engagement, both versions demonstrate strong structural
compatibility with Propp’s model.

The oral narrative, due to its length, encompasses all thirty-one
functions and all seven character roles defined by Propp. The written
version includes all seven roles and most functions, though not all.
Function sequencing in both versions shows a high degree of
conformity to Propp’s model (approximately 95-96%).

Findings suggest that Propp’s theory is adaptable to Iranian
magical tales when applied with cultural and linguistic sensitivity.
*Khaki and the Demons* exemplifies the dynamic interplay between
universal narrative structures and local storytelling traditions,
highlighting the shared poetics of magical tales across cultures.
Keywords: Folk Tales;Vladimir Propp; Russian Formalism;

Morphology; The Tale of ; Khaki and the Demons.

Introduction

The current study aims at analyzing the narrative structure of the
folktale “Forty Brothers and Forty Demons” based on Vladimir
Propp’s morphology pattern. Propp was the first person to seriously
and systematically analyze the structure of folktales based on their
physical structure and constituent parts, and not based on their theme.
However, Propp’s focus was only on fairy tales, and not all types of
stories (Dalashva, 1987, p. 16). A member of the Russian formalist
school, Propp started recognizing and analyzing Russian fairy tales in
the 1920s (Scholes, 1999, p. 95). The book Morphology of Folktale
was the result of his studies in the field of fairy tale structure. Thirty
years after its publication, the book was translated in Europe.
Afterwards, in less than a decade, Propp’s theory was well-known
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throughout Europe and America, and numerous papers and books
were written in order to introduce and critique it.

The present research aims to answer the following question: to
what extent do the oral and written versions of the folktale “Forty
Brothers and Forty Demons” fit Vladimir Propp’s pattern? To carry
out this purpose, at first, through field studies, the researcher recorded
the oral version of the tale in the Komijan county. Afterwards,
referring to various folklore resources, the researcher found three
written versions of the tale. The written versions of this tale can be
found in three books, namely, Folktales of the People of Mazandaran
and Turkmen Sahra, Folktales of Qaenat, and Folktales of Lorestan.
In comparison with the written versions, the newly found oral version
of the tale is longer and has more details. Considering all the versions
of the tale, it was found out that all the versions, although different
regarding the number of “movements” and some motifs, fit Propp’s
structural pattern. Moreover, with regard to the sequence of functions,
all the versions follow Propp’s pattern to a large extent.

The oral version of the tale was compiled using two recordings of
two different narrators done by the author of the paper in 2023. One
version is 65 minutes and the other is 70 minutes long and they are
both told in Azaerbayjani (the Hamedani accent). Both versions were
the same regarding the number of their movements, type of characters,
and fictional events. Both narrators knew the tale under the title “The
Dusty and the Demons”. The written version of the folktale has
various titles in each book; Folktales of the Land of Eternal Spring;
Folktales of the People of Mazandaran and Turkmen Sahra (1995),
The Raven and the Apple; Folktales of Qaenat (1973), and the
Folktales of Lorestan (2019).

From a structural point of view, the tale “Forty Brothers and Forty
Demons” fits Vladimir Propp’s pattern. Analyzing the oral version of
the tale entitled “The Dusty and the Demons” from the Komijan
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county illustrated that, having six fictional movements, this version is
a relatively longer narrative that has numerous rises and falls. In each
movement, the hero faces a new test and seeking help from magical
elements, kind characters, and smart actions, progresses through his
heroic path. The other three versions of this tale are written and have
been published. Generally speaking, all four versions of this tale are
different regarding their language, number of movements, characters,
and some other factors; however, in all of them, the way the structural
elements of the tale are mixed with each other fits Propp’s pattern
very well.

The findings of the present study show that although Propp’s
morphology theory provides a coherent pattern for analyzing the
structure of fairy tales through emphasizing a constant sequence of
functions, every tale is influenced by various factors such as cultural
considerations and the type of audience. Adding or removing parts of
the tale or changing the order of some of the events, the narrators
usually tell the tale in their own particular way. Thus, in spite of being
useful in analyzing the foundational structures of fairy tales, Propp’s
theory requires comparative evaluation regarding the sequence of
functions in such tales.

Analyzing the four versions of the tale, a special vocation was
identified in it which can be called the “de-obstruction function.” This
function is not included in Propp’s list of vocations, but it has a central
role in the present tale. The “obstruction” element in this tale is not a
“villain”, but it is used as a test to prove the hero’s capabilities.
Defeating the obstructing character, not only does the hero show his
strength and advantage, but also paves the way for his victory. The
“de-obstruction” vocation in the folktale “Forty Brothers and Forty
Demons” is both one of the fundamental structures in the morphology
of the parts of the tale and an important element in creating suspense
and excitement in the narrative.
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