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Water as a Primordial Archetype of Transition and Rebirth in Pre-Islamic Myths
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Abstract

Water, as one of the fundamental elements of existence, plays a central role in the mythological systems of various nations
in explaining creation, fertility, the continuity of life, and cosmic order. Myths, through a symbolic language, reflect the
connection between humans and the world in relation to this vital element. In pre-Islamic Iranian myths, water is not merely
a natural element but a sacred concept and primordial archetype, manifested through deities and yazatas such as Ardvi Stira
Anahita, Khordad, and Amardad, as well as in the actions and trials of heroes such as Jamshid, Fereydun, Garsasp, and
Kikhsra. This article, relying on a mythological criticism and archetypal approach using a descriptive-analytical method,
examines the functions and symbolic implications of the water archetype in ancient Iranian texts, particularly the Avesta and
related mythological narratives. In this study, various manifestations of water in the process of cosmic creation, purification
rituals, rain invocation, the hero’s ritual passage through water and his rebirth and renewal, eternity and immortality, as well
as water’s role in maintaining and restoring cosmic order are analyzed. The research findings indicate that the water
archetype in ancient Iranian myths possesses a multi-layered function and structure, and beyond its vital role in the continuity
of material life, it acts as a mediator between the divine and terrestrial realms. This archetype has established a foundational
position in shaping the pre-Islamic Iranians’ intellectual and mythological system through the consolidation of concepts such
as purity, fertility, legitimacy of power, and victory over chaotic forces.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mythological and archetypal criticism has

emerged as a cornerstone of contemporary
literary analysis, offering profound insights into
the symbolic structures that underpin human
narratives across civilizations. This study

adopts an archetypal-mythological framework
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to investigate the pervasive water archetype in
ancient texts, particularly emphasizing its
multifaceted roles in shaping cosmological,
spiritual, and cultural frameworks. Water, as a
primordial element, transcends its physical

properties to embody universal themes of
creation, transformation, and renewal. The
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analysis reveals that water functions not
merely as a setting but as an active agent in
mythological narratives, mediating between
the earthly and divine realms. By examining
texts from diverse cultural contexts, the
research underscores how water serves as a
unifying motif in the collective human
imagination, reflecting shared existential
concerns about origins, identity, and
continuity. The Avesta, Zoroastrian sacred
texts, and Iranian mythological traditions
provide a rich repository for this inquiry, where
water is intricately linked to the divine order
and cosmic balance. This approach aligns with
the broader scholarly emphasis on myth as a
symbolic  reteling of a civilization’s
understanding of existence, as noted in
foundational studies of mythological criticism.
The water archetype thus becomes a lens
through which to explore the interplay between
myth, ritual, and societal values, revealing its
enduring relevance in both ancient and
modern contexts (9, 24).

The role of water in the creation of the world
represents one of the most significant
functions of the archetype, as evidenced
across multiple ancient civilizations. In Iranian
mythology, the Avesta describes water as a
foundational element in the cosmic order, with
the primordial waters (Aban) preceding the
formation of the earth and heavens. This
perspective aligns with broader mythological
traditions where water symbolizes the chaotic
yet fertile void from which order emerges. The

study highlights how ancient Iranian

narratives, alongside those of Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and the Indus Valley, depict water as
the medium through which the divine architect
shapes existence. For instance, the
Zoroastrian concept of Amesha Spentas
(Bounteous Immortals), including Khordad and
Amordad, are associated with the life-giving
properties of water, reinforcing its sacred
status. The water archetype here transcends
mere geography to become a metaphysical
principle, embodying the cyclical nature of
creation and destruction. This cosmogonical
function is further enriched by the mythological
emphasis on rainmaking rituals, which were
central to ensuring agricultural fertility and
societal stability. The recurring motif of water
as a creative force underscores its universal
resonance, as civilizations across time and
space have sought to explain their origins
through narratives rooted in aqueous
symbolism (19, 25, 26).

The mythological hero’s journey through water
and its symbolic rebirth constitutes another
critical dimension of the water archetype,
deeply embedded in Iranian epic traditions.
Figures such as Jamshid, Garshasp,
Fereydun, Arash, and Kay Khosrow traverse
watery realms as part of their transformative
quests, where water serves as a threshold
between the mundane and the divine. For
example, Jamshid’'s legendary ascent to
kingship involves a symbolic immersion in
sacred waters, signifying his purification and
divine mandate. Similarly, the hero Arash’s

arrow, which splits the sky to bring rain,
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embodies water’s role in enabling heroic feats
and societal renewal. These narratives reflect
a broader archetypal pattern where water acts
as a catalyst for metamorphosis, mirroring the
hero’s internal and external evolution. The
study argues that such passages are not
merely narrative devices but ritualistic
reenactments of cosmic order, reinforcing the
hero’s role as a mediator between humanity
and the divine. The water archetype thus
becomes a vehicle for exploring themes of
sacrifice, renewal, and the hero’s ultimate
reconciliation with the natural world. This motif,
as observed in ancient Iranian texts, resonates
with global mythological traditions, suggesting
a shared human preoccupation with the
transformative power of water (11, 26).

The attainment of immortality and
invulnerability through water represents a
profound spiritual dimension of the archetype,
particularly in the context of Iranian mythology.
The goddess Ardvisura Anahita, revered as
the great deity of water, embodies this aspect
through her association with sacred rivers,
springs, and the life-giving properties of water.
Anahita’s waters are believed to confer divine
protection, invulnerability, and eternal vitality,
as seen in the legends of heroes like
Fereydun, who draws strength from her
blessings. This concept extends to ritual
practices where water is used to sanctify
individuals, granting them a quasi-divine
status. The Avesta describes Anahita’s waters
as a conduit for spiritual transcendence,

enabling mortals to partake in the eternal cycle

of existence. The archetype thus bridges the
gap between the mortal and immortal,
positioning water as a sacred medium for
achieving transcendence. This theme is
further reinforced by the Amesha Spentas,
who, as divine emanations, oversee the
cosmic balance maintained through water’s
purifying and life-sustaining qualities. The
study posits that this aspect of the water
archetype reflects a universal human
aspiration for permanence and divine
connection, articulated through the symbolic
potency of water (11, 26).

Spiritual purification mediated by water
emerges as a recurring motif in mythological
narratives, underscoring its role in cleansing
both humans and objects of impurity. In
ancient Iranian traditions, water rituals were
integral to maintaining cosmic and social
harmony, with rainmaking ceremonies
performed by deities like Anahita and the
Amesha Spentas to ensure fertility and
prosperity. These rituals often involved the
symbolic immersion of individuals or sacred
objects in water, signifying their renewal and
alignment with divine order. The study
highlights how such practices were not
confined to religious contexts but permeated
daily life, reinforcing water’s dual role as both
a physical and spiritual element. For instance,
the Fravahars (divine guardians) were
believed to oversee the purification of the
cosmos through water, ensuring that the
natural world remained in harmony with the

divine will. This concept of purification extends
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to broader mythological frameworks, where
water serves as a metaphor for moral and
spiritual cleansing, enabling individuals to
transcend earthly limitations. The enduring
presence of these rituals in Iranian mythology
reflects a deep-seated cultural belief in water’s
power to restore balance and sanctity, a theme
that resonates across diverse mythological
systems.

The water archetype’s significance extends
beyond ancient texts to its role as a
foundational narrative in sustaining cultural
continuity and societal cohesion. Mythological
gods and deities, including Anahita and the
Amesha Spentas, functioned as pillars of
human societies through reciprocal
relationships of bestowal and protection, with
water serving as the medium of this exchange.
The study concludes that these archetypes are
not static relics but dynamic symbols that
continue to inform contemporary cultural and
spiritual practices. By examining the water
archetype through an archetypal-mythological
lens, the research illuminates how ancient
framework  for

narratives  provide a

understanding humanity’s enduring
relationship with the natural world. The Avesta
and Iranian mythological heritage, in
particular, offer a compelling case study of
how water's symbolic resonance has shaped
civilizations’  self-perception and ethical
frameworks. As noted in the foundational
abstract, mythological narratives serve as the
bedrock of cultural identity, transmitting values

across generations through symbolic retellings

of creation and renewal. This study thus
reaffirms the water archetype’s centrality in the
human quest for meaning, demonstrating its
capacity to bridge past and present, myth and
reality, in a manner that remains profoundly

relevant today.
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