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Animal Fantasy Elements in Children's Folktales of Isfahan
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Abstract

Fantasy, or the imaginative tale, deals with an illusory and imaginary world and unreal phenomena, and due to its blending of elements of
imagination and reality, the normalization of impossibilities, or the depiction of astonishing things distant from reality, it holds a special
place in narrative literature. Since Isfahan, as one of the cultural centers of Iran, possesses many fantasy stories, this article seeks, through
library resources and by means of a descriptive—analytical method, to examine the animal fantasy elements in eight children’s folktales of
the people of Isfahan. The findings of this study indicate the existence of various types of composite animal fantasy characters (animal
and human), the presence of an archetypal character in only one tale, the combination of both magical and innovative types in a number
of animal characters, the shared nature of supernatural actions among animal fantasy characters or natural actions among real characters,
and the presence of symbolism in many of the narrative characters examined. These reflect moral and educational themes or motifs with
ethical, instructional, and social aspects, conveyed practically through the actions of the characters. Therefore, this scientific inquiry
demonstrates that the prominent feature of fantasy actions lies in their supernatural or abnormal nature. Moreover, the elements of
character, motif, and theme in this study, beyond highlighting the mindset or temperament of the characters to the audience, or transmitting
profound educational, moral, or social messages to children through narrative figures, also possess, in a scientific and valuable manner,
the capacity to be applied comparatively to other animal fantasy tales throughout Isfahan.

Keywords: Fantasy, animal fantasy elements, characters and actions, themes and motifs, children’s folktales of Isfahan
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Fantasy literature, as one of the most

imaginative branches of narrative forms, has
long been rooted in the cultural traditions of
societies, from oral myths to written fairy tales
and folktales, often blending imaginary
constructs with recognizable realities to shape
unique didactic or entertaining stories. The
concept of fantasy, first formally theorized in
the twentieth century by Tolkien in his seminal
essay On Fairy-Stories (1939), has been the
subject of systematic study in children’s
literature since the works of scholars like

Nikolajeva in the late 1980s. In Persian
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literature and oral culture, fantasy has had a
significant presence for centuries, with
numerous motifs originating in myth and
folklore that naturally lend themselves to
fantastical reinterpretations. According to
linguistic traditions, fantasy (in Oxford lexicon)
denotes imagination, dreamlike invention, or
visionary composition, while the related term
“fantastic’ represents the inclusion of
marvelous or supernatural elements into
essential

narrative structures. The

characteristics of fantasy involve
transgressing ordinary reality, exaggeration,

and imaginative invention, which together give
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rise to astonishing narrative possibilities. In
Iran, especially in culturally rich regions like
Isfahan, animal fantasy tales—whether oral,
written, or adapted—play a formative role in
transmitting values, providing entertainment,
and nurturing creativity in children. As some
scholars note, Persian folktales, particularly
those categorized as children’s fantasies,
integrate marvelous elements that are now
recognized as “fantasy elements” shaping the
structure of imaginative tales (1). These tales
rely heavily on supernatural forces, magical
interventions, and symbolic storytelling
devices that both delight and instruct young
audiences (2). Moreover, even when children
are not explicitly present in such narratives,
the direction of fantasy remains oriented
toward them, as Mohammadi observes,
making children the implicit central audience
for such tales (3). In the cultural context of
Isfahan, where countless animal-centered
stories circulate orally, these narratives
become repositories of collective wisdom,
moral instruction, and social representation,
thus providing fertile ground for scholarly
analysis.

The present study, adopting a descriptive—
analytical approach, focused on eight
children’s folktales from Isfahan, specifically
examining the structural, thematic, and
symbolic elements of animal fantasy. The
methodology was qualitative, relying on
purposive selection of authentic and complete
texts drawn from library sources. These tales
were then analyzed according to the

framework of fantasy studies, emphasizing
characters, motifs, and themes. Scholars
categorize fantasy animal stories into two
broad types: “pure animal fantasy,” featuring
exclusively animal characters, and “composite
animal fantasy,” where human and animal
characters interact. The latter, in particular,
constructs imaginary worlds not only by
granting animals speech but also by
embedding allegorical layers that reflect
human relationships and social dynamics (4).
In these stories, animals often serve as
symbolic representations of human traits—
courage, greed, cunning, or loyalty—and their
actions, whether natural or supernatural,
dramatize ethical or social dilemmas.
Importantly, characters in fantasy narratives
function on three levels: real, archetypal, and
inventive (3). Real characters represent
ordinary  figures with limited human
capabilities, often embodying fear, courage, or
everyday struggles. Archetypal figures,
inspired by myth, religion, or collective cultural
memory, symbolize profound human values
like justice, sacrifice, or evil. Inventive
characters, entirely products of the author’s
imagination, enrich the fantasy world with
hybrid or impossible forms, contributing to a
sense of wonder and fear. Another essential
component of fantasy narratives is the motif—
a unifying element that connects events,
characters, or ideas, typically borrowed from
ancient myths, fairy tales, or collective dreams
(3). Similarly, theme encapsulates the central
thought or message, frequently addressing
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moral, social, or educational concerns. In

animal fantasies, allegorical themes
predominate, especially those illustrating
human society through animal representation
(3).

The analysis of the eight selected tales from
Isfahan reveals a wide range of fantastical
characters and narrative strategies. For
instance, in “Adam and the Lion,” the lion
emerges as an inventive and magical
character whose supernatural actions
symbolize power and instinctive aggression.
His conflict with humans, represented by a
carpenter and his apprentice, highlights the
tension between brute force and rational
ingenuity. Ultimately, the lion’s defeat
demonstrates the limits of unbridled anger and
revenge, suggesting that physical strength
alone cannot withstand human cleverness (7).
In “The Bell-Goat,” the goat becomes a
fantastical mother-heroine, embodying
maternal sacrifice and bravery, while the wolf
symbolizes deceit and external threats. The
carpenter's assistance illustrates human
ingenuity aiding the vulnerable, emphasizing
the necessity of cooperation (8). In “The
Restless Nightingale,” the magical
transformation of a murdered boy into a bird
who sings the truth reflects themes of injustice,
resilience, and sibling loyalty. The tale portrays
cruelty within the family, embodied in the
stepmother, counterbalanced by the courage
of the sister and the symbolic voice of the
resurrected brother (8). Similarly, “The Blue

Bird” constructs a complex narrative of love,

sacrifice, and transformation, where the
magical bird embodies hidden identity and
divine grace. His relationship with the king’s
daughter demonstrates the salvific power of
love and story, as even the simple character of
the bald boy contributes to the unfolding of
destiny (9).

The themes of cunning and greed are
particularly pronounced in “The Cunning Fox
and the Greedy Wolf.” Here, the fox is a
magical trickster, using wit to manipulate both
wolf and gardener, while the wolf, depicted as
greedy and gullible, suffers the consequences
of blind trust and excessive desire (10). In “The
Parrot and the Merchant,” the parrot
symbolizes freedom and the innate yearning
for autonomy. By pretending to die, the bird
teaches both the merchant and the audience
that true fulfilment lies in liberation, not
captivity (9). In “Solomon’s Hen,” the narrative
expands into a grand allegory of destiny,
wealth, and choice. The hen laying golden
eggs represents fortune, yet the destructive
influence of greed, represented by Shimon
and the woodcutter's wife, destabilizes the
household. The woodcutter's sons embody
divergent paths: one attains kingship, another
rises through cleverness, both illustrating how
destiny intertwines with choice (7). Finally, in
“The Fisherman and the Greedy Wife,” the tale
resonates with global motifs of insatiability and
downfall. The fisherman, initially humble and
virtuous, undergoes transformation under his
wife’s pressure, as his repeated appeals to the
magical fish ultimately restore him to poverty

NY.N
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when the wife’s desires escalate to cosmic
blasphemy (11). The fish itself is an inventive
magical  character, = symbolizing  both
providence and moral restraint, reminding
humans that greed leads to ruin.

The study’s findings underscore several
common patterns across these narratives.
First, fantastical characters frequently merge
human and animal qualities, producing
composite figures that carry symbolic weight.
Second, archetypal characters, though rare,
provide deep symbolic resonance, such as the
hen as a mythic source of fortune. Third,
actions in these stories oscillate between
natural and supernatural, with magical events
often highlighting moral consequences or
reinforcing thematic lessons. Fourth, motifs
such as maternal sacrifice, sibling loyalty, or
the triumph of wit over force recur across
multiple tales, functioning as moral anchors.
Finally, allegorical themes pervade the corpus:
anger leads to downfall, greed destroys
families, love demands sacrifice, and freedom
represents the highest good. These findings
align with the general scholarly consensus that
fantasy tales, while seemingly illusory, serve
as moral and pedagogical instruments (6). As
Kaden notes, the very etymology of “fantasy”
derives from the appearance of strange or
marvelous phenomena (5), reflecting the
genre’s essential orientation toward wonder
and impossibility. Yet, as the Persian corpus
demonstrates, these impossibilities are

imbued with symbolic truths, teaching children

about justice, cooperation, sacrifice, and the
dangers of excess.

In conclusion, the exploration of animal
fantasy elements in the children’s folktales of
Isfahan reveals a rich tapestry of narrative
strategies, symbolic characters, and moral
lessons. The study demonstrates that these
tales, while fantastical in form, are profoundly
grounded in ethical and social realities,
offering children lessons on cooperation,
loyalty, sacrifice, humility, and the
consequences of greed or anger. Beyond their
entertainment value, these stories preserve
cultural heritage and collective wisdom,
ensuring continuity of moral instruction across
generations. The symbolic interplay of animals
and humans reflects human society itself,
reminding us that through fantasy, children are
introduced to the complexities of life in ways
that are both imaginative and deeply

formative.
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