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MIR-E NOWRUZI

MIR-E NOWRUZI (lit. “The prince of the New Year festivities”) or Padesah-e
nowruz (lit. “The king of the New Year festivities”), the carnivalesque ritual of
electing a commoner to rule for a period of one to five days over the country;
it belongs to the traditional Nowruz festival (cf. Dehkoda, “Mir-e nowruzi” s.v.
Nowruzi). The custom of the “false emir” or “Nowruz ruler” leading a
procession through the city has been traced back to pre-Islamic Nowruz
traditions (Gaffari, 1984, p. 363). In western Iran and Kurdistan, as well as in
some other regions, which at some stage have come under the influence of
Persian culture, the custom survived until the 20th century (Figure 1).

Several Muslim authors mention Nowruz celebrations (see NOWRUZ ii. In the
Islamic Period). In classical Arabic literature, the Coptic Feast of al-Nayruz,
which commemorates its martyrs and marks the beginning of the Coptic New
Year at the end of Summer, has been mistaken for Nowruz for phonetic
reasons: Nowruz vs. Nayruz (for a selection of short Arabic treatises on
Nayruz, see Harun, I, pt. V, pp. 3-48; cf. NOWRUZ iii. in the Iranian Calendar).
Moreover, the Egyptian Nayruz celebrations include a festival similar to the
Mir-e nowruzi (Maqrizi, II, pp. 30, 289-91; cf. Qazvini, 1945; for reports about
the festival by foreigners, see Lane, 1860, pp. 490-99; Klunzinger, pp. 184-185;
Murray, pp. 79-81; Tritton, p. 335).

Mohammad Qazvini (1944; 1945, p. 57) noted three occurrences of the custom
in classical Persian literature: a ghazal by Hafez (ed. Kanlari, no. 445), an
episode in the Tarik-e jahangosa by ‘Ala’-al-Din Jovayni (I, p. 98; tr. I, p. 124),
and another in the Tadkerat al-So‘ara’ by Dawlatsah Samarqandi (pp. 213-14).
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There are reports about the festival from the 19th century onwards (Wilson,
pp- 144, 236-36, 243-52; Massé, I, pp. 165-66; Bois, p. 477; Eliubi and Smirnova,
pp- 212-22; Keyvan, pp. 641-47; Mostawfi, I, pp. 35-53).

The festival (Qazvini, 1944, p. 14-15; Bayazidi, 1990, pp. 239-49; Ayyubian)
begins on the sixth day of Nowruz with the election of the mir-e nowruzi by the
people. After his enthronement he organizes an army and forms a
government. The Mir-e nowruzi enjoys considerable authority, including the
prerogative to punish his subjects (Morgan, II, pp. 39-40), as well as offering
wild promises of wealth and fortune. After his few days of reign, the Mir-e
nowruzi is dethroned and has to disappear. The entire carnivalesque ritual is
conducted in a spirit of gaiety and lightheartedness.

The procession of the Mir-e nowruzi is occasionally confused with the
cavalcade of the Kusa, as they were both popular festivals. The clownish
figure of Haji Firuz, another character of the Nowruz festival, has also been
associated with the Mir-e nowruzi ritual (Razi, pp. 240-42, 375-82). This
confusion can be clarified by placing it within the context of the Nowruz
celebrations, which comprise three parts: (1) the cavalcade of the Kusa on the
eve of Nowruz; (2) the Kojasta greetings to the king (see below) on the morning
of Nowruz; and (3) the short reign of the Mir-e nowruzi. The Zoroastrian
background of the Mir-e nowruzi is Rapi@win, the Spirit of noon, which
retreats during the winter and returns with the coming of spring (see
NOWRUZ i. in the Pre-Islamic Period; ZOROASTRIANISM i. Historical Review).
Kusa and Kojasta are personified divinities of the vegetation: The old and ugly
Kusa on an old horse or a mule with a crow on one hand represents winter
(Hyde, pp. 248-51; cf. Epinette, 1993, 1995), while the young and handsome
Kojasta on a beautiful horse with a falcon perched on one hand represents
spring (cf. Inostranzev, p. 94; Thousand and One Nights, “The Story of the
Magic Horse,” esp. p. 491, n. 20). These pre-Islamic motifs of the warring
seasons have left their imprint on early classical Persian literature, as
implicitly exemplified in the panegyric poetry of the Ghaznavid poets Farroki,
Manucehri, and ‘Onsori which contain several descriptions of the battle
between the seasons, with both the retreating winter and the victorious spring
personified.

Drawing on James George Frazer’s description of human scapegoats in rituals
from Classical Antiquity (chapter 58), Kusa appears as the human scapegoat of
the Iranian Spring celebrations, and the ephemeral rule of the Mir-e nowruzi
would provide the power vacuum necessary for his expulsion. This
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interpretation is strengthened by Frazer’s observation that the spring rituals
of Greece and Rome relied on characters that are not divinities, but mere
incarnations of the divinities. That Kusa is a human scapegoat marks an
important difference between the Iranian Nowruz and the Babylonian spring
festival, to which Nowruz is often compared, since the Babylonian ritual
produces divinities. But the idea of a human scapegoat strengthens the
argument that the short reign of the Mir-e nowruzi stands in the ancient Near
Eastern tradition of substitute king rituals (e.g., Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae
14.44). The vernal equinox creates a power vacuumn, into which a temporary
king steps (Frazer, chapter 25), since the king, fearing that a wrong decision
would bring misfortune upon the coming year, cannot exercise his royal
power until the priests endowed with divination signal the “all clear” (e.g.,
Biruni, pp. 210-12; Demasqi, pp. 278-79, tr. pp. 404-5; Qazvini, 1848, pp. 80-81,
1868, pp. 165-66; cf. Inostranzev, p. 94; Epinette, 1993, pp 78-79). Bess
Donaldson (p. 123) mentions the folk belief of not sleeping at home during the
night preceding Nowruz because it was deemed as potentially perilous.

An incident during the reign of Shah ‘Abbas I shows that the substitute king
ritual was still known in Safavid Iran. Eskandar Beg MonSi mentions in the
Tarik-e ‘Alamara-ye ‘abbasi (I, pp. 474-75; tr., II, pp. 648-49), that in
1002/1593-94, when the court astrologers feared for the shah’s life because of
an inauspicious conjunction of Mars and Saturn, Yusofi Tarkas-duz, already
condemned to death for heresy, sat for three days on the Safavid throne before
he was executed (cf. Monajjem Yazdi, p. 122). At the end of the 18th century,
this event from the reign of Shah ‘Abbas had entered the lore of storytellers
and preachers. The British diplomat John Malcolm (1799-1833) included in his
travelogue a description of how the Dervish Seffer publicly performed the
tales of Abdalla of Khorasan (Malcolm, pp. 111-24). The story cycle culminates
with Abdalla accepting the “mock honor” of sitting on the throne of Shah
‘Abbas in order to protect the shah from danger. The shah is so moved by
Abdalla’s humanity and wisdom that having discarded the advice of his
astrologers to execute him, he instead appoints Abdalla as governor of
Khorasan (Malcolm, pp. 122-24).
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