
Forging Identity, Singing Resistance: An 
Analysis of Key Kurdish Legends and 
Their Enduring Significance 
1. Introduction: The Enduring Legacy of Kurdish 
Folklore 
Kurdish folklore represents a remarkably rich and diverse cultural heritage, primarily 
transmitted through oral traditions, that remains deeply interwoven with Kurdish identity and 
collective memory.1 Situated within the broader Iranian cultural sphere and shaped by 
influences from ancient Near Eastern civilizations 1, this body of narratives, songs, and epics 
serves as a vital repository of history, values, and aspirations. It encompasses a wide range of 
genres, from tragic love stories and heroic epics to origin myths and tales featuring mythical 
creatures, reflecting the complex experiences of the Kurdish people across Mesopotamia and 
surrounding regions. 
Central to the preservation and transmission of this oral literature are the dengbêj, traditional 
Kurdish singers and storytellers.2 Often performing a cappella, these bards possess 
prodigious memories and powerful voices, reciting lengthy epic songs (kilam, stran) that 
recount historical events, tales of love and heroism, laments (şîn), and narratives of struggle 
against oppression.6 The dengbêj have historically served not merely as entertainers during 
evening gatherings (şevbihêrk) or celebrations but as crucial guardians of cultural memory, 
ensuring the passage of oral history and tradition across generations, particularly in the face 
of assimilationist pressures.6 Their performances, characterized by unique vocal timbres and 
affective intensity, convey deep cultural codes and counter-narratives challenging dominant 
historical accounts.8 

The landscape of Kurdish folklore is marked by a dynamic interplay between this venerable 
oral tradition and significant literate interventions. While epics like Mem û Zîn circulated orally 
for centuries, often under names like Memê Alan, the act of writing them down, most notably 
by the 17th-century scholar Ehmedê Xanî, introduced new dimensions.2 These written 
versions, while drawing inspiration from oral sources, often reshaped the narratives, reflecting 
the author's literary, theological, or political perspectives.10 This interaction continues into the 
modern era, with contemporary Kurdish writers drawing upon folklore for inspiration 11 and a 
growing movement dedicated to collecting and archiving oral traditions.3 These modern 
efforts are often driven by an urgent sense of responsibility to preserve cultural heritage and 
revitalize Kurdish dialects facing endangerment due to state policies and societal changes.15 
This conscious heritagization reflects a strategy for cultural survival, using the past to sustain 
the present and future of Kurdish language and identity.12 



Consequently, Kurdish legends are far more than historical artifacts; they are living narratives 
where myth, historical echoes, and cultural identity converge. They serve as powerful lenses 
through which to understand Kurdish self-perception and have frequently been mobilized as 
potent symbols in political and social struggles.1 The interpretation and ownership of these 
stories are often contested spaces, reflecting the complex power dynamics between Kurdish 
communities and the states within which they reside.18 This report will delve into several key 
Kurdish legends – Kawa the Blacksmith and the Newroz festival, the serpent queen 
Shahmaran, the epic romance of Mem û Zîn, and the tale of Siyabend û Xecê, among others – 
analyzing their narratives, historical contexts, symbolism, and enduring significance based 
solely on the provided source materials. 

2. Kawa the Blacksmith: Forging Freedom in the Fires 
of Newroz 
The legend of Kawa the Blacksmith stands as a cornerstone myth within Kurdish folklore, 
inextricably linked to the celebration of Newroz and embodying themes of liberation, 
resistance, and the very origins of the Kurdish people. 
The Legend of Liberation 

The narrative typically begins with the oppressive reign of an evil king, most commonly 
identified as Zahhak (or Zuhak, Dehak), often described as an Assyrian ruler who conquered 
Iran.20 Zahhak is afflicted with a terrifying curse: two serpents grow from his shoulders, 
demanding a daily tribute of the brains of two young men (or children) to satiate their hunger 
and alleviate the king's pain.19 This monstrous demand casts a pall of fear and suffering over 
the land; Zahhak's thousand-year rule is depicted as a dark age where even spring ceases to 
arrive in Kurdistan.22 

Amidst this tyranny, a crucial act of subversion occurs. The man tasked with procuring the 
daily sacrifices devises a plan to save some of the condemned youths. Each day, he sacrifices 
only one young man (or sometimes a sheep) and mixes the brains with those of a sheep, 
deceiving the king's guards.22 The spared youths are secretly sent away to the safety of the 
remote mountains, particularly the Zagros range.20 According to the legend, these saved 
individuals, nurtured in freedom in the mountains, are the ancestors of the Kurds.20 

As discontent against Zahhak simmers, the figure of Kawa emerges. Known in Kurdish as 
Kawe-y Asinger, he is a humble blacksmith, renowned for his strength but deeply grieved by 
the loss of his own children (sources vary, mentioning sixteen out of seventeen, or six) to 
Zahhak's monstrous appetite.19 Driven by personal loss and the collective suffering of his 
people, Kawa becomes the catalyst for rebellion.19 He secretly forges weapons in his 
workshop, which becomes a center of defiance, and trains the saved youths from the 
mountains into an army.19 

On the appointed day, often identified as the eve of Newroz (March 20th or 21st), Kawa leads 
his followers, whose numbers swell as they march towards the tyrant's castle, storming the 



fortress.20 Armed with his blacksmith's hammer, Kawa confronts and kills the evil king Zahhak, 
sometimes severing the heads of the serpents as well.20 To signal the victory and the end of 
oppression, Kawa climbs a mountain overlooking the castle and lights a massive bonfire.19 This 
fire serves as a beacon, summoning supporters and announcing the dawn of a new era of 
freedom. The following day, spring returns to the land, symbolizing renewal and rebirth.20 

Historical Roots and Mythic Connections 

While a potent Kurdish national myth, the Kawa legend draws from deeper historical and 
mythological strata. The figure of Zahhak and the narrative of his overthrow are found in 
ancient Iranian legends, most famously recounted in the Persian epic Shahnameh by Ferdowsi 
(c. 1000 AD), as well as in earlier historical accounts by Dinawari and al-Masudi, and later by 
the Kurdish historian Sherefxan Bidlisi in the Sharafnameh.20 The myth taps into ancient 
Zoroastrian symbolism, where fire represents light, purity, and the defiance of evil (personified 
by Angra Mainyu).20 The Kawa narrative thus positions the Kurdish struggle for liberation 
within a broader framework of ancient Near Eastern cosmology and the eternal battle 
between good and evil. 
The legend also serves as a foundational etiological myth, explaining the origins of the 
Kurdish people as the descendants of those who escaped Zahhak's tyranny by fleeing to the 
mountains.20 This narrative connects Kurdish identity directly to themes of resistance, refuge 
in the mountains (a recurring motif in Kurdish history), and a distinct beginning rooted in 
defiance. Some accounts link the event to the historical victory of the Medes over the 
Assyrians in Nineveh around 612 BCE.20 An intriguing linguistic connection is suggested by the 
Ossetian word 'kurd/куырд', meaning 'blacksmith', potentially linking the ethnic name itself to 
the hero's profession.29 It is important to note this is one of several Kurdish origin myths 
documented, alongside tales of supernatural beginnings involving King Solomon and jinns, or 
descent from the ancient Milan and Zilan tribes, indicating a complex and multi-layered 
understanding of Kurdish ethnogenesis.22 

Symbolism and Enduring Meanings 

The Kawa legend is rich with symbolism that continues to resonate: 
●​ Fire: The bonfires lit by Kawa are the most potent symbol, representing the victory of 

light over darkness, the end of tyranny, purification, hope, renewal, and the summoning 
of community.20 Fire's ancient sacredness in the region connects the celebration to 
deep-rooted reverence for nature and its cycles.1 In the context of resistance, the fire 
becomes a signal of defiance and freedom.20 

●​ Kawa: The blacksmith hero embodies courage, resilience, and the fight for justice 
against overwhelming oppression.19 He represents the power of the people ("people's 
justice") to rise up against tyranny.30 Furthermore, Kawa symbolizes labor; in some 
versions, he uses his blacksmith's apron tied to a spear as a banner, highlighting the 
role of the working class in the struggle for liberation.30 

●​ Zahhak: The serpent king is the archetypal tyrant, representing absolute evil, 



oppression, suffering, and the forces that stifle life and renewal.1 

Newroz – Festival of Resistance and Renewal 

The legend of Kawa provides the mythological bedrock for the Kurdish celebration of Newroz, 
the New Year festival coinciding with the Spring Equinox (around March 21st).1 While Nowruz is 
celebrated by many cultures across the Middle East and Central Asia, marking the arrival of 
spring and symbolizing renewal 20, for Kurds, it holds a unique and deeply politicized 
significance directly tied to Kawa's victory over Zahhak.29 It marks the beginning of the 
Kurdish calendar and is viewed as a national holiday affirming Kurdish identity and their long 
struggle for freedom.20 

Traditional Kurdish Newroz festivities involve wearing colorful folkloric clothing, gathering in 
nature, picnicking, dancing (especially the govend), singing, and, most symbolically, lighting 
bonfires on hills and mountains on the eve of March 21st, often leaping over the flames.20 

The transformation of Newroz from an ancient seasonal festival into a potent symbol of 
modern Kurdish political resistance is a significant phenomenon. This politicization gained 
momentum in the 20th century. Early Kurdish poets like Mela Ahmed-i Jaziri (15th c.) and 
Ehmedê Xanî (17th c.) referenced its importance 20, but it was figures like Taufik Abdullah in 
the 1930s who consciously revived the holiday and linked the Kawa myth to contemporary 
Kurdish aspirations for cultural revival and national struggle.20 Later poets like Cigerxwîn 
explicitly identified Kawa as a Kurdish ancestor in the context of resistance.31 

This symbolic weight intensified dramatically in response to state suppression, particularly in 
Turkey and Syria. Governments, viewing the celebration's connection to Kurdish nationalism as 
a threat, banned or restricted Newroz festivities.20 This repression, however, paradoxically 
strengthened Newroz's role as a symbol of defiance. In Turkey, despite eventual legalization 
under the Turkified name "Nevruz" (an attempt to claim Central Asian origins and dilute its 
Kurdish significance 20), Kurds continued to use the Kurdish spelling "Newroz" and celebrate it 
as an assertion of identity, often facing arrests and violence, especially during the height of 
the conflict in the 1990s and 2000s.20 The very act of celebrating – lighting fires, wearing 
traditional clothes, gathering publicly – became a performance of resistance against cultural 
erasure.20 The dispute over the name "Newroz" versus "Nevruz" itself became a symbolic 
battleground reflecting this contested cultural territory.20 

In Syria, the Ba'ath regime banned public Newroz celebrations, labeling them a security 
threat.27 Despite this, Kurds persisted, leading to violent crackdowns and martyrdoms, such as 
that of Suleiman Adi in Damascus in 1986, three youths in Qamishli in 2008 for lighting fires, 
and the child Mohammad Noor in Raqqa in 2010.27 Following the Syrian revolution in 2011, 
Newroz became an even more powerful symbol of resistance against the regime, though 
threats persist, as evidenced by the 2023 massacre of a family celebrating Newroz in 
occupied Jindires.27 

The politicization reached a powerful apex with the emergence of the "modern Kawa." 
Mazlum Doğan, a PKK activist imprisoned in Diyarbakir, set himself on fire in his cell on Newroz 
eve 1982 as an ultimate act of defiance against the brutal prison conditions and the 



suppression of Kurdish identity.26 His sacrifice reignited Newroz as a symbol of resistance, and 
he became hailed as the "Kawa of the modern era," his final words "Resistance is life" 
becoming a rallying cry.27 This act inspired further self-immolations linked to Newroz by 
figures like Zekiye Alkan (1990), Rahşan Demirel (1992), and Berivan and Ronahi (1994), 
understood as desperate acts of communication and protest against oppression when other 
avenues were closed.26 These events demonstrate how the ancient myth of Kawa continues to 
be actively reinterpreted and embodied in contemporary struggles, linking past liberation 
narratives to present-day resistance. 

3. Shahmaran: Wisdom and Tragedy of the Serpent 
Queen 
Shahmaran is a captivating and complex figure in Kurdish and surrounding folklores, 
embodying wisdom, ancient power, and the tragic consequences of human interaction with 
the mythical realm. 
The Mythical Being 

Shahmaran is described as a chthonic creature, half-human and half-snake.34 Her upper body 
is typically that of a beautiful woman, while her lower half is serpentine.37 The name itself 
derives from Persian Shah (king) and Maran (snakes), translating literally to "King of Snakes," 
though often interpreted as "Queen of Snakes" given her female representation.35 Some 
depictions show her with two heads – the human female head and a snake's head at the end 
of her tail – possibly carrying symbolic weight.35 She is revered as the ruler of snakes, living 
underground, often in a cave or well leading to a hidden, beautiful realm inhabited by 
countless serpents.34 Crucially, Shahmaran is considered a goddess of wisdom and the 
protector of secrets in Kurdish folklore.22 

Her origins are rooted in the rich tapestry of Indo-Iranian and Turkic folklore, with strong ties 
to Kurdish mythology.22 Scholars have noted similarities to figures and narratives in other 
Middle Eastern traditions, such as "The Story of Yemliha: An Underground Queen" (or "The 
Queen of the Serpents") found in some versions of the 1001 Arabian Nights, where the 
serpent queen Yamlîkhâ shares knowledge with the protagonist Hasîb Karîm al-Dîn.35 The 
name Hasîb is considered an Arabic equivalent of Jamasp, the human protagonist in many 
Shahmaran tales.35 Furthermore, connections have been proposed linking the Shahmaran 
myth to the ancient mythology and religion of Elam, suggesting deep historical roots in 
Mesopotamian civilizations.40 

The Tale of Jamasp (Camasb/Tahmasp) 

The most prominent narrative associated with Shahmaran involves a young man, whose name 
varies across versions as Jamasp, Camasb, Yada Jamsab, Jamisav, or Tahmasp.35 The story 
typically begins with Jamasp and his friends discovering a cave or well filled with honey while 
woodcutting.35 Jamasp is lowered down to collect the honey but is treacherously abandoned 



by his companions.35 Trapped, he explores the cave and finds a passage or enlarges a small 
hole, leading him into a wondrous, hidden underground garden or chamber – the realm of 
Shahmaran and her snakes.35 

The snakes inhabiting this realm are described as intelligent and peaceful.38 Shahmaran, 
instead of harming Jamasp, welcomes him as a guest.38 In many versions, they fall in love, and 
Jamasp lives with her for a period.36 During his time in the underground realm, Shahmaran 
imparts her vast knowledge to him, particularly concerning medicine, healing, and the 
properties of plants.35 

Eventually, Jamasp grows homesick and longs to return to the human world.35 Shahmaran 
reluctantly agrees to let him go, warning him about the untrustworthy nature of humans and 
making him swear never to reveal her existence or location.35 A specific condition sometimes 
mentioned is that he must never enter a public bath (hamam), as contact with water would 
reveal snake-like scales or markings on his skin, betraying his encounter with her kingdom.42 

Years pass, and Jamasp keeps his promise. However, the local king (often of Tarsus) falls 
gravely ill.35 The king's physician or vizier declares that the only cure lies in consuming a part 
of Shahmaran's body.35 A search ensues. In some versions, everyone in the city is forced into 
the hamam to identify the person who has met Shahmaran; Jamasp is inevitably discovered 
when the tell-tale markings appear on his skin.42 Under duress, or perhaps tempted by 
reward, Jamasp betrays his oath and reveals Shahmaran's hidden location.35 

Shahmaran is captured and brought to the city, often killed in a specific bathhouse 
subsequently named "Şahmaran Hamam".35 Knowing her fate, Shahmaran often provides 
instructions on how her body should be used. According to one common version, she tells 
them to boil her body: the first water (or her flesh) given to the king will cure him (or give 
wisdom); the second water (or extract) given to the vizier will kill him (or make him wise); and 
the third water drunk by Jamasp will grant him her wisdom, turning him into a skilled physician 
or sage (Lokman Hekim).35 Thus, her death brings healing and wisdom to some, but 
destruction to the treacherous vizier, while Jamasp, the betrayer, paradoxically inherits her 
knowledge. Other endings exist, including one where the snakes become enemies of 
humanity, or where Jamasp returns to the cave to face punishment.38 

Cultural Significance and Symbolism 

Shahmaran holds profound cultural significance, particularly for Kurds. She is widely regarded 
as a symbol of wisdom, knowledge, healing, protection, luck, and strength.22 Her connection 
to snakes, often viewed positively as symbols of life force and renewal in the region, 
contributes to this perception.35 Furthermore, she embodies fertility, reproduction, and the 
cyclical nature of life and death, reinforced by the belief that her spirit passes to her daughter 
upon her death, or that she is reborn as a girl, ensuring continuity.22 This theme of rebirth 
draws parallels with other ancient figures like Dionysus.36 Images of Shahmaran are 
traditionally displayed in Kurdish homes, often on glass, metalwork, embroidery, or carpets, 
serving as protective talismans and symbols of cultural identity.35 Specific rituals, like the 
preparation of "Danakulanay Shamaran" soup in Kermanshah to ward off harm from stinging 



creatures, further attest to her revered status.36 

In Turkish folklore, Shahmaran is also a cherished figure, considered a national treasure.35 The 
legend is strongly associated with the Mediterranean city of Tarsus and the eastern city of 
Mardin (which has a significant Kurdish and Arab population).35 Her image permeates local 
crafts, and the narrative is classified within Turkish folktale typologies (TTV 57, "Der 
Schlangenkönig Schahmeran"), emphasizing the hero gaining healing abilities through her 
sacrifice.35 

The figure of Shahmaran presents a fascinating study in gender representation within 
mythology. She is undeniably a powerful female entity – a queen, a goddess of wisdom, a 
source of life and healing.34 Yet, her narrative arc culminates in betrayal by a male lover and 
sacrifice for the benefit of a male ruler, highlighting patriarchal dynamics where female power 
is ultimately consumed or controlled by men.35 The ambiguity surrounding her name ("Shah" 
typically meaning King) and the documented variations in her perceived gender across 
regions add another layer of complexity, perhaps reflecting historical shifts in societal 
structures or the merging of different traditions.39 Her benevolent or ambivalent serpentine 
nature stands in stark contrast to the unequivocally malevolent serpent-king Zahhak from the 
Kawa myth, suggesting nuanced cultural attitudes towards serpent symbolism based on 
gender.45 Some analyses interpret Shahmaran as a remnant of pre-Abrahamic, polytheistic 
goddess worship traditions in Kurdistan, her myth serving as a counter-narrative preserving 
memory of a "lost goddess" in the face of dominant monotheistic histories.43 Her story, 
sustained through oral tradition and visual representation, becomes a testament to these 
suppressed histories and philosophies.43 

Geographical and Modern Echoes 

The legend is geographically anchored in specific locations. Tarsus is frequently cited as 
Shahmaran's home, featuring the Şahmaran Hamam, believed to be the site of her death, and 
the nearby Yılankale (Snake Castle).35 Mardin is another key location associated with her 
legend.35 Ruins near Tarsus (in the Messis neighborhood) are sometimes identified as her 
castle.36 The myth is also strongly present in regions like the Iğdır Plain near Mount Ararat.37 

Shahmaran's resonance extends into the modern era. She appears in contemporary literature, 
music (e.g., Dutch-Iranian singer Sevdaliza's song "Shahmaran"), and visual arts.35 Notably, 
Kurdish artists like Zehra Doğan and Canan Şenol have utilized her image to symbolize the 
strength and resilience of Kurdish women.35 Her image has also been adopted by LGBTQ+ 
activists in Turkey and the Middle East as a symbol of support.35 Public art installations, such 
as a 2020 exhibition in Mardin, and popular media, like the 2023 Netflix series Shahmaran, 
continue to engage with and reinterpret her legend for contemporary audiences.35 The 
enduring use of her image as a protective amulet underscores her continued perceived 
power.38 

4. Mem û Zîn: An Epic of Love, Loss, and Kurdish 



Identity 
Mem û Zîn stands as the paramount epic of Kurdish literature, a poignant tale of star-crossed 
lovers whose tragic fate has resonated through centuries, evolving from oral tradition to a 
foundational written text imbued with layers of mystical, cultural, and national meaning.4 

The Narrative of Star-Crossed Lovers 

The core story revolves around the passionate but doomed love between Mem, a young man 
of the Alan clan (often depicted as heir to the City of the West, poetic and honest), and Zîn, 
the exceptionally beautiful sister (or daughter) of the Mîr (Prince or Governor) of Jazira Botan 
(modern Cizre).5 Representing goodness and righteousness, they meet and fall instantly in 
love during the vibrant festivities of Newroz, the Kurdish New Year, a time of carnival-like 
freedom where social norms are relaxed, sometimes encountering each other while disguised 
in the clothing of the opposite sex.5 

Their path to union, however, is cruelly obstructed by the machinations of Beko (or Bakr), a 
malevolent counselor to the Mîr, belonging to the rival Bakran clan.5 Driven by jealousy and 
malice, Beko represents the forces of evil and discord that prevent the lovers' happiness.5 He 
schemes to reveal their love to the Prince, ensuring that permission for their marriage is 
denied.10 

The narrative takes a tragic turn when Mem, often provoked by Beko during a game of chess 
with the Prince, publicly confesses his love for Zîn.10 Enraged, the Prince imprisons Mem in a 
dark pit or dungeon.5 Despite efforts by Mem's loyal friend Tacdîn to rally support and free 
him, Mem languishes in captivity.5 After a final, heart-wrenching meeting with Zîn in his prison 
cell, Mem dies.5 Overcome with grief upon hearing the news, Zîn wastes away and dies shortly 
thereafter, unable to live without her beloved.5 

The lovers are buried side-by-side in Cizre, but their tragic separation persists even in death.5 
Beko, whose treachery is exposed and who is subsequently killed by Tacdîn, is buried near 
their graves, sometimes at Mem's own dying request ("I want him to witness our love").5 From 
Beko's grave, however, springs a thorny rosebush, nourished by his malevolent blood. Its roots 
penetrate the earth between Mem and Zîn's resting places, physically separating them for 
eternity, a final, bitter symbol of the forces that destroyed their love.5 

Ehmedê Xanî's Literary Masterpiece (1692) 

While the story existed in oral tradition, its definitive literary form is the epic poem Mem û Zîn, 
completed in 1695 (1095 AH) by the highly influential Kurdish poet, scholar, Sufi mystic, and 
intellectual Ehmedê Xanî (1650/51–1707).4 Comprising 2,655 couplets (bayts) in the Kurmanji 
dialect of Kurdish, Xanî's work is widely regarded as the Kurdish national epic, a masterpiece 
that solidified the story's place in world literature.4 

Xanî's decision to compose this major work in Kurdish was a deliberate and significant act.4 At 
a time when Persian, Arabic, and Ottoman Turkish were the dominant languages of high 



literature and administration in the region, Xanî chose his mother tongue, consciously aiming 
to elevate the Kurdish language and demonstrate its capacity for sophisticated literary 
expression.4 He sought to create a distinctly Kurdish literary monument, lamenting the lack of 
patronage for Kurdish letters compared to that for Persian, Arabic, and Turkish.4 His work 
showcased the richness of Kurdish vocabulary and idiom, leaving a profound legacy for the 
Kurdish language and literary development.4 

Oral vs. Written: The Memê Alan Connection 

Xanî's Mem û Zîn did not emerge in a vacuum. It is based on an older story, believed to have 
originated perhaps as early as the mid-14th or 15th century and transmitted orally for 
generations by dengbêj under various titles, most commonly Memê Alan.2 This highlights the 
deep connection between Kurdish written literature and its rich oral roots. 
However, Xanî's version represents a significant transformation, not merely a transcription, of 
the oral narrative.10 While inspired by local tradition, his poem differs considerably from the 
surviving oral versions (some collected and published in the 20th century, notably by Roger 
Lescot).10 Xanî elevates the character of Mem, portraying him as nobler, and notably 
diminishes or removes the prominent elements of folk religion, magic, fairies (perîs), and 
sorcery that often feature in the oral Memê Alan tales.10 This suggests a conscious literary and 
perhaps theological refinement, possibly influenced by the sophisticated Persianate mathnawî 
tradition he was engaging with, shaping the folk material into a more structured, courtly 
romance with deeper allegorical potential.10 This process exemplifies the dynamic interplay 
where written literature draws from, but also actively reshapes, oral sources. 
Layers of Interpretation: Mysticism and Nationalism 

From its inception, Mem û Zîn has been open to multiple layers of interpretation. Initially, and 
in line with the Persianate mystical romance tradition (Xanî may have been influenced by 
Nizami's Yusuf and Zulaykha), the poem was widely read as a Sufi allegory.10 The tragic, 
unconsummated earthly love between Mem and Zîn (‘ishq-i majâzî or metaphorical love) is 
seen as a symbol for the soul's yearning for union with the divine (‘ishq-i haqîqî or literal 
love).10 Precisely because their human love remains pure and unfulfilled, it can be transmuted 
into a higher, spiritual love for God.10 Xanî himself signals this allegorical dimension in the 
text.11 

However, beginning in the late 19th and accelerating through the 20th century, a secular, 
nationalist interpretation gained prominence, eventually becoming the dominant reading.10 In 
this view, the tragic fate of the lovers serves as a powerful allegory for the Kurdish nation 
itself: divided, unable to unite due to internal discord (symbolized by Beko) and external 
pressures (represented by the Prince's refusal), and thus perpetually denied freedom and 
self-determination.5 The separation of Mem and Zîn, even in death by Beko's thorny bush, 
mirrors the political division of Kurdistan and the Kurdish people among neighboring empires 
and later nation-states.10 

This nationalist reading finds textual support in Xanî's prologue (dîbaçe), where he explicitly 



laments the Kurds' lack of unity, their subservience to Turkish, Arab, and Persian rule, and the 
absence of a unifying Kurdish king or state.10 His famous lines, "If we had unity among 
ourselves, / if we all, together, obeyed one another, / the Turks, the Arabs, and the Persians / 
would one and all be in our servitude," are often cited as evidence of an early, perhaps even 
precocious, form of Kurdish national consciousness.10 While scholars debate whether Xanî's 
sentiments constitute modern nationalism in the post-French Revolution sense or a 
pre-modern desire for Kurdish autonomy under a local ruler within the existing imperial 
structures, his articulation of a collective Kurdish identity and political grievance is undeniable 
and marks a significant moment in Kurdish intellectual history.10 This re-signification of the 
epic transformed it from a primarily mystical text into the cornerstone of Kurdish national 
identity and aspirations. 
Cultural Tapestry and Historical Context 

Beyond its allegorical depth, Mem û Zîn offers a rich portrayal of Kurdish life and society, likely 
reflecting aspects of both the 14th-century setting of the original story and Xanî's own 
17th-century context.4 The epic depicts social conventions, the structure of Kurdish emirates 
(the Mîr of Botan), courtly life, chivalric traditions, hunting, fighting, and cultural celebrations, 
notably the vibrant Newroz festival where the lovers first meet.4 It provides glimpses into the 
administrative and social fabric of the time, including the injustices experienced by the 
populace.4 

The epic's themes of tragic love, betrayal, division, and the longing for unity continue to 
resonate deeply with contemporary Kurdish audiences, reflecting their ongoing political 
struggles and the division of Kurdistan among Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.48 Mem û Zîn 
remains a potent symbol of Kurdish cultural heritage and resilience. Its enduring power is 
evident in its numerous translations and modern adaptations into film, television (a 2002 
Kurdish-language miniseries by Kurdistan TV), theatre, and song.4 However, the very act of 
bringing this cornerstone of Kurdish culture into the public sphere has often been fraught with 
political challenges. The first known publication occurred relatively late (1919 in Istanbul), and 
attempts to publish or stage adaptations have faced obstacles, such as the 1992 film 
adaptation directed by Ümit Elçi, which had to be released in Turkish due to the prohibition of 
the Kurdish language in Turkey at the time.4 This underscores how even cultural artifacts like 
Mem û Zîn exist within a contested political space where Kurdish identity and expression have 
been historically suppressed. 

5. Echoes of Other Tales: Expanding the Mythic 
Landscape 
While Kawa, Shahmaran, and Mem û Zîn stand out as particularly prominent figures and 
narratives, Kurdish folklore encompasses a vast array of other stories, heroes, and mythical 
elements that enrich the cultural tapestry. These tales, often transmitted orally by dengbêj, 
reflect diverse themes, historical memories, and connections to broader regional traditions. 



Siyabend û Xecê 

This is another major Kurdish tragic love story, considered a masterpiece of oral literature 
alongside Mem û Zîn.2 The narrative centers on Sîabend, a young orphan raised by his 
relatives, described as intelligent and brave but also mischievous and perhaps reckless, and 
his beloved Xecê.50 Their love is ultimately doomed, threatened by external forces often 
identified as fate, as well as by Sîabend's own character flaws, such as recklessness or a lack 
of confidence.50 The available sources provide limited plot specifics beyond this tragic 
framework, emphasizing the theme of ill-fated love common in Kurdish epics.50 The story was 
transmitted orally by dengbêj and later given written form, notably by Sement Siyabend and 
Heciyê Cindî in Soviet Armenia.52 Its significance is further highlighted by its adaptation into a 
1992 film directed by Sahin Gök. This adaptation explicitly used the legend as a basis to 
explore the history and struggle of the Kurdish people, mixing the mythical narrative with 
scenes of contemporary Kurdish life.50 The production itself faced significant difficulties in 
Turkey due to the suppression of Kurdish cultural expression, with the original story having 
been published in German due to bans in Turkey, and the film's producer reportedly being 
imprisoned and tortured for making an exclusively Kurdish film.50 This underscores the 
political context surrounding even the retelling of traditional Kurdish legends. 
Zembilfirosh ('Basket-Seller') 

Zembilfirosh is known as a long poem or oral epic transmitted by dengbêj.2 The story deals 
with the theme of forbidden love or temptation, specifically focusing on an older, presumably 
high-status woman's passionate desire for a young, humble basket-seller.2 Its narrative arc 
draws clear parallels with the widely known biblical and Quranic story of Joseph (Yusuf) and 
Potiphar's wife (Zuleikha), a theme popular across the Middle East, including among Kurds.2 
This connection points to the integration of broader regional narrative traditions and moral 
explorations within Kurdish folklore. The tale likely explores themes of virtue, resistance to 
temptation, social hierarchy, and desire. It was also considered for promotion as a national 
epic in Soviet Armenia, indicating its perceived cultural weight.47 

Dimdim 

Unlike the primarily romantic epics, Dimdim is directly rooted in a specific historical event: the 
Kurdish insurrection against the Safavid Persian ruler Shah Abbas I in the early 17th century.22 
The epic recounts the heroic but ultimately tragic defense of the Dimdim fortress, located 
south of Lake Urmia in present-day Iran.2 Transmitted orally by dengbêj, often accompanied 
by the tembûr (a stringed instrument) 2, Dimdim serves as a powerful example of folklore 
preserving historical memory, specifically narratives of resistance against imperial powers and 
the defense of Kurdish autonomy. 
Legendary Origins (Beyond Kawa) 

Kurdish folklore offers multiple, sometimes overlapping or conflicting, narratives concerning 



the origins of the Kurdish people, reflecting diverse historical influences and self-perceptions: 
●​ Supernatural Origins (Jinns): One set of legends, recorded by Judaic scholars 

regarding the people of Corduene and later adopted by early Islamic authorities like the 
10th-century historian al-Masudi, posits a supernatural origin.22 These tales claim the 
Kurds descended from the offspring of 500 women given by King Solomon to jinns 
(genies).22 Another variant describes them as descendants of Solomon's concubines 
and the demon Jasad, with Solomon exclaiming "Drive them (ukrudūhunna) into the 
mountains and valleys," suggesting a possible, albeit speculative and potentially 
negative, etymology for "Kurd" as "the thrown away".22 A further version tells of jinns 
sent by Solomon to fetch maidens, who, finding the king dead upon return, settled in the 
mountains with the women, their offspring becoming the Kurds.22 These tales link 
Kurdish origins to powerful mythical figures but potentially carry connotations of exile or 
otherworldly, non-human ancestry. 

●​ Milan and Zilan Tribes: Another significant tradition traces the lineage of many Kurdish 
tribes back to two primary branches, the Milan and Zilan (sometimes with a third, Baba 
Kurdi).22 Legends recount the history of these groups, such as the Milan settling in 
Dersim and later being divided by Sultan Selim into sedentary and nomadic groups, or 
the story of the semi-historical Yezidi folk hero Derwêşê Evdî, who belonged to the Milan 
confederation.22 These narratives connect folklore directly to tribal structures, 
genealogies, and historical migration patterns within Kurdistan. 

The existence of these varied origin stories—linking Kurds to Kawa's heroic resistance, 
Solomon's mythical realm, or specific tribal ancestors—underscores the multifaceted nature 
of Kurdish identity formation and the different ways communities have historically understood 
and narrated their beginnings. 
Simurgh (Sîmir) 

The presence of the Simurgh, the great mythical bird of broader Iranian tradition, within 
Kurdish folklore (where it is called Sîmir) demonstrates the integration of shared Perso-Iranian 
mythological elements.22 Documented Kurdish folktales about the bird, as noted by scholar 
Kamilla Trever, draw from the common stock of Simurgh stories prevalent in the wider region.22 
The Simurgh typically symbolizes wisdom, protection, royalty, and auspiciousness, suggesting 
these attributes were likely associated with the Sîmir in Kurdish tales. 
Keçelok (Bald-Headed Boy) 

Folktales featuring the adventures of Keçelok, the bald-headed boy, represent another strand 
of Kurdish narrative tradition.2 This character type, often a clever trickster or an underdog 
hero who succeeds through wit, finds parallels in neighboring cultures, such as the Turkish 
Keloğlan and the Persian/Azerbaijani Kachal.2 The prevalence of this figure points to shared 
folk archetypes and narrative patterns across the region, likely serving both entertainment 
and didactic purposes. 



6. Conclusion: The Living Voice of Kurdish Legends 
The legends explored in this report – Kawa the Blacksmith's liberation, Shahmaran's enigmatic 
wisdom, the tragic devotion of Mem and Zîn, the defiance of Dimdim, and others – collectively 
form a vibrant and indispensable part of Kurdish cultural heritage. They are far more than 
simple stories passed down through time; they function as crucial carriers of collective 
memory, repositories of historical consciousness (both mythical and factual), frameworks for 
ethical values, and potent symbols of Kurdish identity.1 Preserved and transmitted for 
centuries primarily through the powerful oral artistry of the dengbêj 2, these narratives 
encapsulate the enduring spirit and complex history of the Kurdish people. 
Recurring themes weave through this diverse body of folklore. The struggle against tyranny 
and the fight for freedom are powerfully embodied in the Kawa myth and the historical epic of 
Dimdim, finding potent echoes in the politicized celebration of Newroz.2 The profound 
complexities of love, destiny, and societal constraints are explored in the tragic romances of 
Mem û Zîn and Siyabend û Xecê.2 Shahmaran offers a nuanced exploration of wisdom, 
sacrifice, the feminine divine, and the perilous relationship between humanity and the 
mythical.34 Ehmedê Xanî's lament within Mem û Zîn highlights the persistent theme of the 
need for Kurdish unity in the face of external domination.10 Underlying many narratives is a 
deep connection to the mountainous landscape of Kurdistan, often portrayed as a place of 
refuge, origin, and resistance.20 

Crucially, Kurdish folklore is not a static relic of the past but a dynamic and contested field. Its 
journey involves a constant interplay between ancient oral performance and literate 
interventions, as seen in Xanî's transformation of the Memê Alan tradition.10 Furthermore, 
these legends have proven remarkably adaptable, subject to continuous reinterpretation and 
re-signification, particularly in response to modern political realities.7 The politicization of 
Kawa/Newroz and the nationalist readings of Mem û Zîn demonstrate how ancient narratives 
are actively mobilized to articulate contemporary identities and aspirations.10 This process 
occurs within a contested space where cultural expression itself can be an act of resistance 
against state suppression and assimilationist policies.4 

The following table offers a comparative overview of the multi-layered interpretations of the 
three central legends discussed: 
Legend Traditional/Oral 

Interpretation 
Key Literary 
Interpretation (if 
applicable) 

Modern 
Nationalist/Politi
cal 
Interpretation 

Core 
Symbolism/Them
es 

Kawa / Newroz Liberation from 
tyranny (Zahhak), 
return of spring, 
origins myth 

(Ferdowsi's 
Shahnameh 
provides broader 
context) 

Symbol of Kurdish 
resistance, 
national liberation, 
defiance against 
oppression 
(modern 

Freedom, 
resistance, justice, 
renewal, light vs. 
darkness, fire, 
labor, Kurdish 
origins, resilience 



Zahhaks), 
assertion of 
identity, start of 
Kurdish year 

Shahmaran Serpent queen, 
wisdom, healing, 
protection, fertility 

(Links to 1001 
Nights, Elamite 
myths explored 
academically) 

Symbol of female 
power, Kurdish 
women's strength, 
cultural heritage, 
sometimes 
LGBTQ+ support 
symbol, remnant 
of pre-Abrahamic 
goddess worship 

Wisdom, secrets, 
healing, sacrifice, 
betrayal, fertility, 
rebirth, 
protection, luck, 
gender 
complexity, 
human-nature 
interaction 

Mem û Zîn Tragic love story 
(Memê Alan), fate, 
folk religion 
elements 

(Ehmedê Xanî): 
Sufi allegory of 
divine love, 
elevation of 
Kurdish language 

Allegory of 
Kurdish division, 
lack of unity, 
thwarted national 
aspirations, 
suffering under 
foreign rule, quest 
for statehood 

Love, loss, fate, 
betrayal, societal 
constraints, 
mysticism, 
national 
unity/division, 
cultural identity, 
value of Kurdish 
language and 
literature 

In the contemporary era, these legends continue to hold profound relevance. They serve as 
vital anchors for identity maintenance within the Kurdish diaspora.33 The collection and study 
of folklore have become integral to urgent efforts aimed at revitalizing endangered Kurdish 
dialects like Zazaki and Hawrami/Gorani, preserving indigenous knowledge, and countering 
linguistic assimilation.15 Calls for international recognition of Kurdish folklore as world heritage 
underscore its perceived value and vulnerability.3 Ultimately, the enduring power of Kurdish 
legends lies in their ability to connect the past with the present, offering narratives of 
resilience, identity, and hope that continue to inspire and sustain Kurdish communities 
worldwide. The ancient voices, carried by the dengbêj and enshrined in epics, remain a living 
testament to the history and spirit of the Kurdish people. 
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