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Abstract

Fables have always served as a tool in various literary works to convey or
affirm a concept. As the thematic scope changes, the elements of the fable
also change accordingly. Character is one of these altered elements, being
the most flexible element of a fable. This article seeks to answer two
questions. The first question is ‘how the lion is characterized in fables’, and
the second question is ‘whether it has undergone historical
transformations’. To answer these questions, 25 selected fables from books
of the 3™ to 9™ centuries AH, in which the term ‘lion’ appears, were chosen
and analyzed using Raymond Kenan's views on character. The results show
that the lion's characterization is done both directly and indirectly, using
action, speech, and environment. This animal always appears in its true
form, but with the physical incapability resulting from old age, illness, or
incompetence. These factors play a role in shaping events. The lion is
observed sequentially in the roles of a sultan that is incapable of managing
affairs with sudden decisions, a resourceful mother, and its animal role with
a predatory nature. Historically, with the shortening of fables and the
decreased reflection on the power structures among them, the frequency of
animal names is also diminished.
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1. Introduction

The fable is a forms of allegory. In this type of allegorical narrative, animal
characters independently recount a story through their speech and actions.
The primary purpose of crafting such tales is to convey an ethical, social,
political, or mystical message to the audience. These narrative texts have a
simple, fixed, and repetitive structure, typically featuring a third-person
narrator, a limited number of characters, minimal characterization, and a
predictable plot. Although it is commonly believed that fables have
maintained a stable structure throughout the history and across various
works, certain elements, such as character, have undergone changes in their
features over time.

The lion is one of the most frequently recurring characters in Persian
animal fables. The long coexistence of humans with animals has resulted
in a body of knowledge and understanding, based on which the lion is
consistently described as authoritative, powerful, proud, and strong.
However, different characteristics of this animal are observed in fables.
This study examines the methods of characterizing the lion and its
transformation throughout historical periods.

2. Methodology

This research is conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach based
on library sources. In the course of the study, 26 books dating from the 3™
to the 9™ centuries AH were examined. To avoid excessive length, 26 fables
were selected from 10 poetic and prose works. The criterion for selection
was the existence of a distinctive portrayal of the lion in the fables. The
characterizing of the lion was done based on the theory of Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan, one of the narratologists who has extensively discussed
the concept of character, its significance, and techniques of
characterization.

3. Results and discussion
The lion appears in the majority of fables and is considered one of their
central characters. If characters are classified into major and minor roles



based on their level of activity, action, and presence, the lion consistently
belongs to the group of the main characters.

Based on the functional role of the lion and its traits within the plot, the
fables can be categorized into three groups as follows:

a. Fables in which the plot and narrative line are shaped by the lion’s
emotions, such as fear, anxiety, dread, or anger.

b. Fables in which the lion’s old age, illness, and weakness, along with
attempts to overcome these conditions, form the sequence of events.

Fables in which the lion’s instinct serves as the driving force behind the
events.

Rimmon-Kenan identifies two methods of characterization, direct and
indirect. In direct characterization, the narrator explicitly describes the
lion’s psychological traits and physical attributes, such as strength, majesty,
and power. However, the lion’s physical power is often short-lived, as it
eventually becomes ill. Indirect characterization includes action, speech,
external appearance, and environment. In the fables, action is directly
related to the character’s role. These roles, in a descending order of
frequency, include the king, the king’s mother who possesses authority, an
ordinary mother, and the lion depicted as a real lion with human traits. In
some fables, the lion maintains the role of a natural animal until the end,
while, in others, it assumes the role of a king.

In certain fables, the lion’s living environment is explicitly described.
These settings include natural locations such as thickets and forests, reed
beds, meadows, prosperous streets, a meadow in the far reaches of China,
the edge of a spring, pleasant pastures, and charming tulip fields.

The lion’s dialogues with animals such as the fox, jackal, wolf, camel, cow,
rabbit, monkey, lynx, gazelle, deer, as well as with humans, also contribute
to its indirect characterization.

From the 5 century AH onward, the presence of the lion increases
significantly. In later periods, particularly in the 8™ and 9™ centuries, as
fables become more concise and literature, both prose and poetry, moves
beyond exclusive courtly contexts, the representations of power structures
and the related characters diminish, leading to a reduced presence of the
lion in fables. Regarding physical traits, the lion consistently retains its
natural form across all periods, resembling its appearance in nature.
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Influenced by epic literature, the lion assumes the role of king and ruler
of beasts in the fables of the 5" and 6 centuries AH. An examination of
the characterization methods over time reveals an increasing complexity
and development in character construction. Literary styles and movements
provide opportunities for more detailed descriptions, with explicit
references to roles and occasionally gender. As the number of fables
declines in texts of the 8" and 9™ centuries, characterization becomes more
concise.

4. Conclusion

Character, as one of the fundamental elements in narratological approaches,
holds significant importance in the framework proposed by Rimmon-Kenan. In
indirect characterization, which includes elements such as action, speech, and
environment, action is the most frequently employed component in the
depiction of the lion in fables. By attributing specific actions to the lion, the
narrator advances the sequence of events in a manner that leads to the intended
outcome. The lion’s dialogues with other animals illuminate its traits and clarify
its character for the reader. Characterization through environment appears least
frequently, as these fables are characterized by indeterminate time and place,
with references to the setting being brief and limited.
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