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The Motif of Immortality in the Shahnameh and the Ancient Iranian

Mythological Tradition: Kayumars, Gaokerena, and the Water of Life
*Aygun Alizadeh
Abstract:

The quest for immortality is one of the oldest and most persistent motifs in the
mythological, religious, and literary traditions of world cultures. The human
desire to overcome death, restore youth, and transcend the natural limits of life
has been represented through various symbols, including the Water of Life,
rejuvenating plants, sacred trees, supernatural beverages, and invulnerability. In
the Iranian mythological and epic tradition, immortality is not represented
through a single homogeneous concept; rather, it appears in several distinct
semantic models. The vegetal motif associated with Gayomard, the older
religious and mythological prototype of Kayumars, signifies not individual
immortality but the continuation of life through the emergence of humankind.
By contrast, Gaokerena and the White Haoma in Zoroastrian tradition are
associated with the final renovation of the world and the eschatological abolition
of death. In Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, the clearest representation of an individual
quest for immortality is found in the episode of Alexander, Khidr, and the Water
of Life. Employing source-critical, comparative-typological, and semantic
methods, this study examines the relationship among these three models and
compares them with the traditions of Gilgamesh, Achilles, and Esfandiyar. The
findings demonstrate that directly identifying the vegetal motif connected with
Kayumars as a “Tree of Immortality” is neither source-critically nor
terminologically precise. A clear distinction must therefore be made among the
Kayumars/Gayomard tradition, the Gaokerena/White Haoma complex, and the
Water of Life motif.

Keywords: Shahnameh, Ferdowsi, Kayumars, Gayomard, Gaokerena, White

Haoma, Water of Life, Khidr, Alexander, immortality, Iranian mythology.
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