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The Continuity of Iranian Myth in the Structure of
Mourning Rituals

(Case Study: The Continuity of the Siavash Myth in the Mourning
Rituals of the Bakhtiari Tribe)

Ali Ghorbanpour*!

Abstract

The diverse mourning rituals among Iranian ethnic groups reflect
shared pre-historical and pre-textual experiences embedded in the
nation’s collective cultural memory. This study, through a case
analysis of the Siavash myth and its representation in the mourning
rituals of the Bakhtiari tribe, identifies the structural elements that
sustain the continuity of myth in living traditions. The research
explores what structural components a folk ritual must possess to
maintain mythological continuity within a society’s collective
unconscious. The hypothesis asserts that every mourning ritual
embodies four core structural elements—Mythological Vision,
Feminine Language, Ritual Music, and Symbolism—each
contributing to the reactivation of mythic archetypes. Using a
qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach, the findings indicate that
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Bakhtiari women’s lamentations and accompanying ritual music
symbolically revive the myth of Siavash, ensuring its transmission
across generations. The study concludes by proposing a theoretical
framework that defines ritual as a four-dimensional structure capable
of maintaining the symbolic and existential continuity of Iran’s
mythological heritage.

Keywords: Ritual; Siavash myth; Bakhtiari tribe; structural analysis
of rituals; collective unconscious; ritual language.

Theoretical Background
Numerous studies have analyzed the myth of Siavash, the

Siavashan/Souvoshoon ritual, and mourning practices among lIranian
ethnicities. Mircea Eliade's works (1959, 1986, 2019) on the role of
myth and ritual in shaping worldviews and reproducing "sacred time"
provide a foundational lens for understanding how Siavash's death
became a living myth. Scholars like Mohammad Ali Eslami Nadoshan
(2007) have examined Siavash as an enduring archetype in Iranian
culture, while Ali Hisouri (2009) explored the geographical roots and
distribution of “Siavashan” rituals, highlighting their role in
preserving the collective memory of Siavash's innocence. Peter
Chelkowski (1988) analyzed the link between ancient mourning
rituals, including “Siavashan”, and the development of “Ta'zieh”
(Passion Play) in the Islamic era. Recent work by Behzadi et al.
(2021) discusses elements within the myth that facilitate its
reproduction in Ashura and Muharram rituals, viewing religious
themes as rooted in myth. This study diverges by extracting the
structural elements of ritual to bridge past and present, observing the
continuity of pre-historical Iranian thought through its rituals.
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Aims and Research Questions

This research aims to explain how the mourning rituals of the
Bakhtiari tribe contribute to the continuity of the Siavash myth and the
transmission of mythological foundations to subsequent generations.
The main research question is: What elements must a ritual possess to
formally perpetuate a nation's mythological foundations while
simultaneously ensuring the continuity of pre-textual mythological
bases? The subsidiary question investigates the specific role of
Bakhtiari mourning rituals in this process.

Hypothesis
The study's hypothesis asserts that for a mourning ritual to enable the
continuity of a myth, it must contain four structural elements: 1.
Mythological Vision, 2. Feminine Language, 3. Ritual Music, and 4.
Symbolism.

Data Collection and Analysis

This qualitative research employs a descriptive-analytical method,
primarily based on library resources. Data were gathered through the
analysis of primary sources (e.g., Shahnameh), secondary scholarly
literature on the Siavash myth and Bakhtiari culture, and ethnographic
descriptions of Bakhtiari mourning rituals, such as “Ga gerivu”
(lamentations) and “C amari/C api” music. The theoretical framework
of structural analysis is applied to identify and explain the four
proposed elements within the collected data.

Discussion and Findings

The analysis confirms the hypothesis, demonstrating that Bakhtiari
mourning rituals incorporate the four structural elements, facilitating
the myth's continuity:
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1. Mythological Vision: Combining Carl Jung's theory of the
collective unconscious and archetypes (Jung, 1969) with Mircea
Eliade's concepts of "sacred time™ and "eternal return™ (Eliade, 1959),
this element involves activating deep mythological patterns (like the
"pure sacrifice” archetype) through ritual, allowing participants to
transcend linear time and experience the myth anew.

2. Feminine Language: Drawing on Julia Kristeva's semiotic
theory (Kristeva, 1984), the spontaneous, rhythmic, pre-linguistic
lamentations (Ga gerivu) performed by Bakhtiari women access the
collective unconscious directly, bypassing formal, symbolic
(masculine) language. This creates an alternative space for preserving
and transmitting the myth's emotional and archetypal core, often
resisting formal historical narratives.

3. Ritual Music: Analyzed through Friedrich Nietzsche's
Apollonian-Dionysian  dichotomy  (Nietzsche, 1872/1999), the
mournful, rhythmic music of “C api” (using instruments like Sorna
and Dohol) embodies the Dionysian force. It dissolves individual
consciousness, fosters collective emotional unity (communitas), and
creates a liminal space where the tragic essence of Siavash's story is
felt and re-lived, rather than merely recounted.

4. Symbolism: Utilizing Victor Turner's ritual theory (Turner,
1969) and Richard Schechner's concept of "restored behavior"
(Schechner, 2013), symbolic acts like hair-cutting (Gisu Bora n),
wearing black, and the riderless, black-draped horse (Kotal) physically
re-enact the myth's pivotal moments. These symbols facilitate a state
of liminality, strengthen collective identity, and make the abstract
myth tangible and reproducible across generations.

A table synthesizing these elements, their theorists, theoretical
concepts, their manifestations in Bakhtiari rituals, and their role in
continuing the Siavash myth is presented within the article.
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The study concludes that the mourning rituals of the Bakhtiari tribe
successfully perpetuate the ancient myth of Siavash through the
integrated functioning of four key structural elements: Mythological
Vision, Feminine Language, Ritual Music, and Symbolism. This
finding emphasizes that a civilization's survival relies not solely on
historiography but significantly on the dynamic, symbolic continuity
of its foundational myths within living rituals. The proposed four-
element analytical model offers a novel theoretical framework for
defining ritual and understanding its mechanics, potentially applicable
to analyzing other Iranian rituals and myths, thereby contributing to a
more profound and systematic understanding of Iranian cultural
mechanisms and civilizational nature.
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