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ARAS

ARAS, Avestan IRAXSA, Middle Persian ERAS, a heroic archer in Iranian
legend.

i. In older literature.
ii. In modern literature.
i. In Older Literature

The Avesta (Yast 8.6) refers to what was apparently a familiar episode in the
epic tradition: droxsa “of the swift arrow, having the swiftest arrow among the
Aryans” shot an arrow from Mount Airyo.xSaofa to Mount Xvanvant. The
identity of these places is unknown. V. Minorsky tentatively identified the
latter mountain with the Homavan mentioned in Sah-nama and Vis o Ramin,
apparently a peak in northeastern Khorasan (BSOAS 9, 1943, p. 760). Thus his
shot was supposed to be eastward, perhaps to the Hari-rud region. The Mid.
Pers. text Mah 1 Frawardin Roz 1 Xurdad (sec. 22, Pahlavi Texts, p. 104) also
alludes to this event; it was on the auspicious 6th of Frawardin that “Manucihr
and Era$ of the swift arrow (Sébag-tir) took back the land from Afrasyab the
Turanian.” By contrast, Dadistan t Ménog 1 Xrad 27.44 (ed. T. D. Anklesaria,
Bombay, 1913) refers simply to Manucehr as the one who retook the Iranian
territory from PadiSxwar-gar (Tabarestan) to Bun 1 Gozag. The latter region is
probably to be located between Gozgan and the Oxus (see ]J. Markwart, Wehrot
und Arang, Leiden, 1938, p. 14; Hodud al-‘alam, tr. and comm. Minorsky, p.
331).
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The legend of Aras$ is given with full details only in sources of the Islamic
period, though these vary somewhat among themselves; e.g., Ta‘alebi, although
he does allude to the common tradition, places Aras in the reign of Zav, son of
Tahmasp (Gorar, pp. 108, 133), and Birani (Atar al-baqia, p. 220) and Gardizi
(Zayn al-akbar, p.243), in contrast with the Mid. Pers. Mah 1 Frawardin text,
give the date of the mighty bowshot as the 13th of the month Tir, i.e., during
the festival of Tiragan. Presumably this difference is due to the attraction
exercised by the homonymy of “Tir” (identified later with the god Tistar) or tir
“arrow.”

The archer’s name appears as follows: Eras (Tabari, I, p. 435.7, II, p. 997; Ebn
al-Atir, I, p. 166); Arassébatir, a later form of the name but including the
epithet with it (Tabarl, I, p. 435.6, II, p. 992); Aras-e Sewatir (Mojmal, p. 90);
Aras, for Ara$ (Ta‘alebi, Gorar, p. 107; Birani, loc. cit.) and Ara§ (Maqdesi, Bad’
I11, p. 146; Bal‘ami, Tarjama-ye Tarik-e TabarT, Tehran, 1337 S., p. 36; Mojmal, p.
43; Sah-nama, Moscow ed., VIII, p. 66.235, IX, p. 273.317; Gorgani, Vis o Ramin,
Tehran, 1337 S., line 330; Mar‘asi, Tarik-e Tabarestan, ed. B. Dorn, St.
Petersburg, 1850, p. 18). His feat occurred in these circumstances: After
Afrasiab had surrounded the PiSdadian king, Manucehr, in Tabarestan, both
agreed to make peace. Manucehr requested that the Turanian return to him a
piece of land the width of a bow-shot, and Afrasiab assented. An angel (in
Birunil it is “Esfandarmad,” i.e., the Beneficent Immortal Spandarmad)
instructed Manucehr to prepare a special bow and arrow; wood, feather, and
iron point were taken from a special forest, eagle, and mine (Gorar, p. 133).
The skilled archer Ara$ was commanded to shoot. According to Biriuni, Ara$
displayed himself naked and said: “Behold! my body is free of any wound or
sickness; but after this bowshot I will be destroyed.” At dawn he shot and was
immediately torn to pieces. (Ta‘alebi agrees with this. A later tradition has him
survive and become head of the archers; see Tabar1 and Tabagqat-e Nasert, ed.
Habibi, Kabul, 1342 S., I, p- 140.) God commanded the wind to bear the arrow
as far as the remote regions of Khorasan, and in this way the boundary
between the Iranian and Turanian kingdoms was established.

The place Ara$ shot the arrow is variously idenlified: Tabarestan (Tabari,
Ta‘alebi, Maqdesl, Ebn al-Atir, Mar‘asi), a mountain of Rayan (Birani; Gardizi),
the fortress of Amol (Mojmal), Mount Damavand (Bal‘ami), or Sari (Vis o
Ramin). The place where it landed (or was borne by the wind or an angel) is
also reported differently but with general geographical harmony: by the river
of Balk (Tabari, Ebn al-Atir), Tokarestan (Maqdesl, Gardizi), the banks of the
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Oxus (Bal‘ami). Birani has it descend between “Fargana” and “Tabarestan;”
these are probably to be understood as Farkar and Talegan or Tokarestan
(Minorsky, Hodud al-alam, p. 330). In Ta‘aleb?’s account the arrow was borne
to the district of Kolm (east of Balk); it landed at sunset at a place called
“Kuzin,” a name easily emended to *Gozbon, the Bun 1 Gozag of the Mid. Pers.
account (see also Hodiud al-‘alam, ibid.). This name also accounts for Birani’s
idea that the arrow struck a walnut tree (jowz). Other accounts deviate from
the older tradition represented in these texts, probably under the influence of
fluctuations in the understanding of where Iran’s eastern border actually lay.
The Mojmal gives the landing place as ‘Aqaba-ye Mozduran, which was
between NiSapur and Saraks (Ebn Kordadbeh, p. 202). Marv is named in Vis o
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Ramin and in Mar‘as1, Tartk-e Tabarestan.
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(A. Tafazzoll)
ii. In Modern Literature

The story of Aras does not appear in any detail in courtly epic and romance or
in popular literature and, apart from occasional brief allusions, was
essentially lost to the Persian literary world until revived by Ehsan Yarshater
in his Dastanha-ye Iran-e Bastan (Tehran, 1336 §./1957-58). The theme of Aras
struck a chord among writers and poets and it was quickly taken up,
becoming the subject of several works in the ensuing years. The first was a
multi-form work by Arsalan Parya entitled Aras-e tir-andaz (Tehran, 1338
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§./1959-60; second printing, Tehran, 1357 S./1978-79 has the title Aras $tva-tir),
which begins with a qasida of seventy lines, followed by a one-act play and
finally a prose version of the story. Next came Siavos$ Kasra'i's long poem in
free verse called Asras-e kamangir (Tehran, 1338 S./ 1959-60; for details see
KASRA’I, SIAVASH). It was followed by the publication of “Ara$ dar qalamrow-
e tardid,” a short story by Nader Ebrahimi (Tehran, 1342 S./1963-64), a
matnavl in the meter ramal by Mehrdad Avesta with the title Hamasa-ye Aras
(Mashad, 1344 S./1965-66), and finally Bahram Beyzal’s Arasin 1977. Neither a
short story nor a play and in part a response to Kasrai’s Aras-e kamangir,
Beyzal’s Aras was staged a number of times around the world, most notably in
Annenberg Auditorium, Stanford University California in July 2013.

Four of these works present Aras$ as the savior of Iran from the tyranny of
Afrasiab. In the troubled times following the Mosaddeq period, the story of
Ara$ appears to have symbolized for many Iranians their political hopes,
while Ebrahim?’s story, where Aras fails in his mission through a lack of will,
expresses the frustration of these hopes. In 1340 $./1961-62 a literary journal
called Aras was founded in Tehran, which ran for about eight years.

W. Hanaway, “Popular Literature in Iran,” in P. Chelkowski, ed., Iran:
Continuity and Variety, New York, 1971, pp. 70-73.
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