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Nature, since the dawn of human culture, is not only the cradle of myth and the inspiration for
the creation of epic heroes, but also a force that, in a dual manner, both shapes their identity,
virtues, and destiny, and acts as a challenging and threatening test. The present study, relying
on this multifaceted connection, examines the relationship between the hero and nature in two
works, Ferdowsi’s “Shahnameh” (Zal) and Henry Longfellow’s “The Song of Hiawatha,” using
an analytical-comparative approach. This research aims to analyze the heroes’ connection with
natural elements and the reflection of nature’s simultaneously supportive and perilous forces,
and then, based on cultural and mythological comparison, to explore the commonalities and
differences in this relationship. The findings indicate that although in both myths, nature is a
source of life, transcendence, and wisdom, in Longfellow’s narrative, Hiawatha’s final journey
is a conscious return to the embrace of nature and an acceptance of the cycle of life, while
in Ferdowsi’s narrative, Zal’s immortality is depicted by remaining within the myth and an
unbreakable bond with nature. The results suggest that in both the myths of Zal and Hiawatha,
nature is a dual force that can be both a threat and a cause of destruction, and a ground for
the hero’s spiritual growth and transcendence. This duality reflects each society’s cultural
perspective on the natural world, and in both narratives, a deep and respectful connection with
nature is considered a prerequisite for achieving perfection and immortality.
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Introduction

Across the vast landscape of myths and epics, heroes are not only embodiments of human strength and virtue, but also
reflections of the cultural worldviews through which societies understand the cosmos and the place of human beings within
it. Among the many forces shaping these narratives, nature has always played a central role—sometimes as a setting for
events, sometimes as an inspiring power, and at other times as an inevitable destiny (Campbell, 2004: 3).This study, focusing
on two prominent heroes from distinct cultural traditions Zal in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Hiawatha in Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha—examines the dual and paradoxical role of nature as both a supportive, inspiring force
and a threatening, testing one in the course of their lives and spiritual growth. Zal, one of the key figures in the Shahnameh,
is deeply connected to nature from the very moment of his birth. His abandonment in the mountains and his upbringing by
the Simurgh—a mythical creature associated with the natural world—not only determine the course of his destiny but also
transform him into a symbol of the bond between humanity and nature. The white color of his hair initially causes his father,
Sam, to reject him, yet the Simurgh, with her maternal compassion, shelters Zal and acquaints him with the wisdom and
power inherent in nature. This unique relationship distinguishes Zal from other heroes of the epic, granting him qualities
that transcend the ordinary. He is not merely a warrior or champion; he possesses a profound awareness and understanding
of the world around him—an insight cultivated through his intimate bond with nature. Indeed, nature becomes an integral
part of Zal’s being, shaping him into a model of wisdom and discernment. On the other side, Hiawatha the Native American
hero also maintains a deep connection to nature from birth. As the child of the West Wind and a woman of the Ojibwe tribe,
he is known from the outset as Hiawatha, meaning “the messenger.” Hiawatha embodies peace, unity, and instruction.
Drawing on the wisdom and power of nature, he unites various tribes and teaches them agriculture, hunting, fishing, and
craftsmanship. Like Zal, Hiawatha enjoys a special bond with the natural world: he understands the language of animals,
speaks with plants, and uses the forces of nature to aid his people. Hiawatha’s life is shaped wholly through his relationship
with nature. After fulfilling his duties and teaching his people, he moves toward the sunset—a symbol of rebirth—and
eventually fades into the natural world. Although Zal and Hiawatha arise from different cultural backgrounds, they share
numerous points of similarity in their profound connection to nature and its multifaceted role in their lives and missions.
Both are nurtured by nature, draw strength and wisdom from it, and experience a form of transcendence as they take their
place within the dynamic cycle of life.Nevertheless, the cultural attitudes toward nature in the two epics differ significantly.
In the Shahnameh, nature manifests as a powerful, mysterious, and at times harsh force—one that may offer support but
also subjects the hero to formidable trials. In The Song of Hiawatha, however, nature appears less as a source of danger and
turbulence and more as a fountain of peace, harmony, and instruction, where the human—nature relationship is grounded in

balance and respect.

Method

This study adopts a comparative—analytical approach to examine the dual role of nature in the myths of Zal and Hiawatha.
The methodology consists of three main stages. First, a content analysis of the primary texts is conducted in order to
identify and extract prominent natural elements and symbols. Second, a comparative analysis of these elements in the two
works is carried out to reveal cultural similarities and differences in attitudes toward nature. Finally, the collected data
are interpreted through the lens of mythological and symbolic theories in order to achieve a deeper understanding of the
underlying meanings of these myths and their influence on culture and human thought. The data are gathered from primary

texts as well as reliable library and online sources and are presented through a descriptive—analytical method.

Results

This research examines the concepts of life and death within cultural and mythological contexts by comparing two heroes:
Zal from Iranian mythology and Hiawatha from Native American mythology. Since the beginning of civilization, humans
have observed natural cycles such as the death of a seed and the growth of a plant or the rising and setting of the sun and
understood that death is not an end but a stage within the continuity of life, a realization that shaped religion, philosophy,
art, and myth. Scholars like Frazer and Campbell identify the cycle of death and rebirth as the core of rituals and the hero’s
journey. In Iranian mythology, the world is the battlefield of good and evil, and the hero often seeks to master nature, while
in Native American mythology, nature is a living, conscious being with which humans live in harmony. Both heroes face



@ Journal of Heroic Literature \‘3@

Volume 3, Issue 5, 2025

i f ol o J\

carly rejection Zal because of his white hair and Hiawatha because he loses his mother and is abandoned by his father
but each is raised by a nature associated figure (the Simurgh and Nokomis). Nature provides knowledge, healing, insight,
and spiritual power in both narratives, and healing emerges from a combination of herbal medicine, spiritual ritual, and
emotional support. Marriage also acts as a force for peace: Zal and Rudabeh reconcile Iran and Kabul, while Hiawatha and
Minnehaha unite two rival tribes. The main difference lies in the hero’s relationship with nature: Zal represents humanity’s
effort to command nature, while Hiawatha embodies coexistence with it, and both stories reveal how life, death, conflict,
and peace are deeply intertwined with humanity’s connection to the natural world.

Conclusion

A comparative examination of the myths of Zal and Hiawatha shows that nature plays a dual role in both narratives: it is
both threatening and nurturing, both destructive and redemptive. In Zal’s story, nature first appears in the form of a cold
and merciless mountain landscape that leaves the abandoned infant on the brink of death; yet the same nature, through the
presence of the Simurgh, becomes a place of safety. The Simurgh, a symbol of wisdom and enlightenment, rescues Zal from
death and guides him toward spiritual growth. Thus, for Zal, nature is at once a source of danger and a path to salvation
and perfection. In the Hiawatha narrative as well, nature is a source of strength, knowledge, coexistence, and unity; the
hero learns the language of birds and the secrets of the natural world, using them to establish peace among the tribes.
However, the deaths of his companions them and the death of Minnehaha reveal the harsh and destructive face of nature.
In the end, Hiawatha’s serene return to the embrace of nature symbolizes his reentry into the eternal cycle of life. Overall,
in the Shahnameh, nature appears as a mysterious and at times threatening force with which humans must engage in both
fear and hope. In contrast, in the myth of Hiawatha, nature possesses a gentler, more instructive, and peace giving character.
Yet in both cultural traditions, the hero’s journey toward spiritual maturity is only possible through a deep, respectful, and
continuous engagement with the natural world.
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(Langfellow, 1890: 31)
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That he breathes across the fen- J p L 5 iS o e LAY sl s 53 5l 48
lands, And avenge my father s 1,8 1 £o-=
murder!
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