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Abstract

Zahhak (Azi Dahaka) is among the most complex figures in Iranian mythology and Persian
epic literature, consistently symbolizing wickedness, false religion, and injustice. He appears
to embody many negative traits of rulers in Iranian history or associated with Iranian culture,
causing his character to absorb layers from various mythological and historical figures.
Scholars have accordingly identified him with the Avestan Azi Dahaka, the Vedic Visvartpa,
the Median Deioces and Astyages, the Mesopotamian Tiamat, Kingu, Nergal, and
Ningishzida, the Greek Gorgon, the Armenian Artavazd, Loki, and others—supporting the
claim that few figures so thoroughly intertwine the history and mythology of East and West.
Building on these comparisons, the author proposes parallels between Zahhak and Ashoka,
a king of India's Mauryan dynasty, suggesting both figures may be traced to Scythian origins
settling in India. Both have ascetic fathers (Merdas and Chandragupta) whose rule they seize
and end; both are renowned for bloodthirstiness and ruthlessness yet remain popular despite
their tyranny; both rely on highly trusted deputies (Kondrow and Kumara) during absences
from their realms; and both propagate an Indian religious tradition (idol-worship/Buddhism).
After great cruelty, Ashoka turns to religion and service to his people—a trait absent in
Zahhak but present in his nephew or grandson, Kush the Elephant-Toothed, whose character
thus more closely resembles Ashoka's.
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