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A Comparative Study of Afrasiab and Alp Er Tunga:
Mythological and Historical Representations

Khadijeh Hajiyan™, Hadis Elyas Oglou?

Abstract

In Persian sources, particularly the Shahnameh, the mythological
figure of Afrasiab is introduced as an antagonist, an opportunist, an
enemy of the Iranians, and a demonic warrior and sorcerer, standing in
stark contrast to mythic heroes such as Manuchehr, Kay Kavus, Kay
Khosrow, Zal, and Rostam. He is fundamentally a character
characterized by predominantly negative actions. He is depicted as
someone who instigated numerous wars and immense bloodshed in
his pursuit of ruling Iran; however, in Turkic sources—especially later
ones—he is not Afrasiab but rather "Alp Er Tunga™: a real, historical
Turkic figure of formidable power, the hero of the Turkic nation, and
their very first Hakan (Khan), whose primary concern was
establishing a unified state for the Turks, and who remains an
enduring symbol of bravery and martial prowess in their collective
memory. Utilizing a comparative methodology, the present study
analyzes the characters of Afrasiab and Alp Er Tunga, relying on
Persian texts—most notably the Shahnameh—and Turkic texts, such
as the Diwan Lughat al-Turk and Kutadgu Bilig (representing early
sources), as well as the book Hakan of Turan, Alp Er Tunga
(representing later sources); furthermore, by outlining all his
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behavioral paradigms, the study assesses the extent to which the epic-
mythological character of Afrasiab corresponds to Alp Er Tunga. The
findings of this research indicate that despite certain similarities
between the two figures, one is inherently mythological while the
other may be historical; thus, proving that the Turkic Alp Er Tunga
was transformed into the Iranian myth of Afrasiab as a result of
historical distortion by Ferdowsi is currently unsubstantiated and
impossible.

Keywords: Afrasiab, Alp Er Tunga, Turan, Ferdowsi's Shahnameh,
the Warrior and Sorcerer Archetype.

Introduction

Much has been written regarding the character of Afrasiab, yet
numerous ambiguities still persist. The most prominent Persian source
mentioning this protagonist is Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, which details
his traits and actions with high frequency and subsequently became
the primary benchmark for later sources on Afrasiab; however, prior
to the Shahnameh, this mythic hero was also referenced in the Avesta
(Pahlavi narratives, the Bundahishn), as well as in Tarikh-i Tabari
(Arabic, 303 AH), Tarikh-i Bal'ami (352 AH), Siyasatnama (479-484
AH), Tarikh-i Sistan, Mujmal al-Tawarikh (in Persian, concerning
world history from creation to 520 AH), Muruj al-Dhahab (Arabic,
332 AH), Al-Akhbar al-Tiwal (Arabic, by Abu Hanifa Dinawari, an
Iranian scholar who died in 281 AH), History of Bukhara (Arabic, 332
AH, translated to Persian in 522 AH), and Tajarib al-Umam (Arabic,
covering historical events of Islam, Iran, and the world up to 369 AH);
therefore, the historical precedent of referencing "Afrasiab”
significantly predates the Shahnameh.

Conversely, Turkic sources have spoken at length regarding a
figure named "Alp Er Tunga." One of the oldest Turkic sources to
document this character is the Diwan Lughat al-Turk by Mahmud al-
Kashgari, compiled in 466 AH / 1072 CE. It has been asserted in
certain later Turkic sources that Alp Er Tunga—the emblem of the
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flag, the "ideal of ruling the Turkic world,"” and the archetype of a
Turkic Khan to his people—is identical to Afrasiab, who established
the first state of Turan (the Turks) (Demir, 2021, pp. 15, 45).

Research Question

Is the character of Afrasiab, as conceptualized in the Avesta, the
Shahnameh, and other (Persian and Arabic) sources, analogous to Alp
Er Tunga, the hero purported by certain Turkic scholars?

Literature Review

The most significant Persian source wherein the character of Afrasiab
is described is Ferdowsi's Shahnameh. This mythic hero is also noted
in pre-Shahnameh texts, including those aforementioned. Furthermore,
contemporary literature—such as the articles "A Glance at the
Character of Afrasiab in the Shahnameh™ (1993), "The symbols of
Afrasyab Mythical nature in Shahnameh™ (2003), "Afrasiab; Emblem
of Anger and Lust in Shah-Nameh (by Ferdowsi)" (2003), "Water and
Afrasiab” (2009), as well as the books Dictionary of Epic-Mythology
(1996) and The Tale of Tales (2011)—have examined various
dimensions of Afrasiab's character, relying heavily on Iranian texts
including the Shahnameh and the Avesta. The most prominent Turkic
sources include the book Alp Er Tunga, the Turkic Ruler by Necati
Demir, published in Istanbul in 2021, and the Diwan Lughat al-Turk
by Al-Kashgari, authored in the fifth century AH.

Methodology
Afrasiab is a Persian name that appears in the Avesta as "Frangrasyan,”
meaning terrifying, and in Pahlavi as "Frasiyak,” denoting a fearsome
individual. He is the descendant of Fereydun and Iraj, two
mythological Iranian kings.

Turkic sources assert that Afrasiab possesses a real and historical
persona, rather than a mythological one, having lived between 700 and
625 BCE, and that his father "Pishang"” established the first Turkic
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empire and the state of Turan (Demir, p. 49). According to the
Shahnameh's narrative, Tur—the father of Pishang and grandfather of
Afrasiab—is the initial founder of the state of Turan; moreover, the
Turan of the Shahnameh is a segment of prehistoric Greater Iran that
was bequeathed by the testament of Fereydun (the Iranian
mythological king) to his son Tur (the ancestor of Afrasiab). The word
"Turan™ itself is derived from Tur. Furthermore, the aboriginal
inhabitants of Turan were Iranians, and it is plausible that Turkic-
inhabited regions were only gradually incorporated into this
geographical sphere over time. The most ancient source bearing the
name Turan is the Avesta, and it appears that Ferdowsi was the first to
apply the appellation of "Turks" to the inhabitants of Tur (Barthold,
1997, p. 103).

Conclusion

Afrasiab is a myth recounted in the mythological section of the
Shahnameh, whereas in predominantly Turkic sources, Afrasiab is not
a myth; rather, his authentic name is "Alp Er Tunga"; a powerful and
authoritative figure for whom the Turks have composed elegies upon
his death, going so far as to designate his birthplace and burial site.
Consequently, from the perspective of these sources, he holds a true
historical identity to the extent that the ruins of a city near Samarkand
bear his name, and they posit that Ferdowsi assimilated Alp Er Tunga
into Afrasiab through a distortion of narratives. The prerequisite for
the distortion of Alp Er Tunga into Afrasiab would be Ferdowsi's
access to a Turkic source—a premise that is not only absent from
rigorous academic research, but Ferdowsi's access to two such Turkic
sources has also been explicitly refuted (cf. Aydanloo, 2004, p. 132).
Interestingly, certain Turkic scholars also concede that Alp Er Tunga
was only later conflated with the Afrasiab of the Shahnameh
(Kopruli, 2020, pp. 57-58). Furthermore, in the Shahnameh, the myth
of Afrasiab is depicted alongside other myths such as Manuchehr, Tur,
Iraj, Kay Kavus, and Kay Khosrow; as no historical fact has yet been
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established for these aforementioned myths, the Afrasiab of the
Shahnameh likewise cannot possess historical actuality. In contrast,
Alp Er Tunga could indeed be a historical hero whose attributes
partially align with those of Afrasiab; incidentally, in early Turkic
sources, the name Alp Er Tunga is first encountered in Al-Kashgari's
Diwan Lughat al-Turk (380-477 AH). Scholars believe that in
translating the elegy attributed to Alp Er Tunga, Al-Kashgari
substituted his name with that of Afrasiab (cf. Barthold, 1997, p. 103),
and generally, it is not clearly discernible to which specific ethnicity
or locale the poetic excerpts cited by Al-Kashgari in the Lughat al-
Turk belong. Moreover, some poems are the product of collective
imagination and occasionally derived from poetic inventions (ibid., p.
135). Therefore, how can it be argued that Ferdowsi (329-416 AH)
subverted facts and named him Afrasiab? Additionally, he is a
descendant of Fereydun and Iraj and is, consequently, Iranian.
Similarly, in the Avesta and Pahlavi texts, the names of the Turanians
(Human, Manizheh, Farangis, etc.) are all linguistically Iranian. Thus,
the Turanians were fundamentally Iranian. Furthermore, Afrasiab
considered Iran to be his ancestral homeland, which served as a
primary rationale for his numerous campaigns to conquer the Iranian
lands (cf. Khaleghi-Motlagh, 2012, Vol. 1, pp. 90-92).
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Table 1: Afrasiyab’s negative and positive traits in various sources
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