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Dara is one of the most famous kings of the semi-historical Kayanian
dynasty. In Iranian narratives and post-Islamic historical sources, his
character and life story have been equated with those of Darius III, the
Achaemenid king. Some similarities (such as the shared name of Darius III’s
father (Vistasp or Goshtasp, the Kayanian patron of Zoroaster) and his
defeat by Alexander the Great) played a significant role in this conflation.
Iranian traditions and historical sources came to believe that this war was, in
fact, Alexander’s battle against the last king of the Kayanian dynasty, Dara,
son of Darab. The main question in this research is: To what extent does
Hakim Nezami’s narration of Dara’s story align with Iranian traditions and
historical sources, and how much poetic modification has the poet
introduced into the original tale? The findings of this study indicate that
Nezami, in recounting Dara’s story, mostly adheres to Iranian narratives,
though in some instances, he employs poetic imagination and literary
contemplation to introduce alterations.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

Dara is regarded as one of the most prominent monarchs of the semi-historical Kayanid
dynasty, whose persona and life story, in post-Islamic Iranian narratives and historical sources,
have been identified with DariusIII of the Achaemenid Empire. Certain similarities (most
notably the homonymy between the father of Darius III and Wishtasp (or Gushtasp) of the
Kayanid line, the patron of Zoroaster, as well as Dara’s defeat at the hands of Alexander the
Macedonian) played a decisive role in this identification. Iranian narratives and historical
accounts thus came to view this war as, in fact, the battle between Alexander and the last king
of the Kayanid dynasty, namely Dara, son of Darab. The principal question addressed in the
present study is the extent to which Hakim Nezami’s account of Dara’s story corresponds with
Iranian historical reports and narratives, and the degree to which the poet has introduced
alterations to the original account. Employing a descriptive—analytical method, this research
undertakes a comparative examination of the life of Dara the Kayanid and the process by which
the story of this ancient semi-historical monarch became interwoven with that of Darius III in
Iranian narratives, as well as Nezami Ganjavi’s literary treatment of it. The findings indicate
that Nezami, in narrating Dara’s story, generally adheres to Iranian historical traditions, while in
certain instances, he introduces modifications by drawing upon poetic imagination and literary

reflection.

Introduction
Dara, traditionally identified in post-Islamic Persian historical and literary tradition with

Darius III of the Achaemenid Empire, occupies a unique position at the intersection of
historiography and mythmaking. This conflation rests on several converging factors: the
homonymy of their fathers’ names, the presence of Wishtasp in both historical and mythical
narratives, and, most decisively, their defeat at the hands of Alexander the Great. Primary
accounts of Darius III derive largely from Greco-Roman historiography, works explicitly
shaped to extol Alexander’s conquests and to consolidate his status as a heroic archetype. The
dominance of such external narratives inevitably informed subsequent Persian historiography,
yet these materials were reframed through epic and nationalistic sensibilities, producing a
distinctly Iranian reinterpretation. In his Sharafnama, Nezami Ganjavi synthesizes this dual
inheritance, maintaining the core structure of the Persian Alexander romance (Iskandarnama)

while recasting Dara as a multi-layered literary construct imbued with symbolic resonance. The
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present study adopts a comparative framework to investigate Nezami’s adherence to, deviation

from, and re-imagining of earlier historical accounts.

Research Methodology
This research employs a descriptive—analytical framework combined with comparative literary

analysis. The primary corpus comprises two categories: (1) Greco-Roman historical sources and
their mediations in medieval Islamic and Persian chronicles, notably those of al-Tabari,
Bal‘ami, and Dinawari; and (2) Nezami Ganjavi’s Sharafnama, regarded as one of the most
accomplished epic-poetic recreations of Dara’s narrative. Data collection was conducted
through extensive library research, followed by close textual analysis. Comparative assessment
focused on narrative architecture, thematic configuration, and strategies of characterization,
enabling precise identification of both structural continuities and innovative departures across

the two traditions.

Discussion
Analysis shows that Nezami, while substantially loyal to the foundational structure of the

Persian narrative tradition, strategically mobilizes poetic imagination to amplify the mythopoeic
dimensions of Dara’s character. In the Sharafnama, Dara emerges simultaneously as an
embodiment of imperial splendor and as a paradigmatic cautionary figure illustrating the
inexorable consequences of hubris, disregard for sagacious counsel, and flawed governance. His
habitual dismissal of elder statesmen’s advice, his unjust conduct toward the populace, and his
reliance on inept retainers are presented as structural causes of his downfall, which are motifs
recurrent in both historical and literary sources.

Nezami’s rendering of the meeting between Alexander and the mortally wounded Dara
exemplifies his dual approach: the narrative skeleton remains consonant with historical reports,
yet the episode is infused with heightened emotional gravitas and a subtext of national
sentiment. Furthermore, Nezami deliberately redefines Alexander through a process of cultural
assimilation, embedding Iranian ethical and philosophical virtues into the Macedonian
conqueror’s persona. As a result, Alexander is transformed into a composite figure synthesizing
martial prowess with justice-oriented kingship. This narrative strategy functions as an
instrument for reasserting collective historical consciousness, mitigating the symbolic trauma of

defeat, and reinforcing the continuity of Iranian cultural prestige.
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Conclusion

The comparative examination of Dara’s representation in Nezami’s Sharafnama vis-a-vis
historical sources demonstrates the poet’s ability to negotiate fidelity to tradition with creative
transformation. Dara is depicted both as the apotheosis of Kayanid royal magnificence and as a
cautionary emblem of political and moral decline precipitated by arrogance and injustice.
Nezami’s reworking constitutes not simply a versified chronicle but an ideologically charged,
ethically nuanced epic that actively interprets and reshapes historical memory. In this way, the
Sharafnama stands as a testament to the role of classical Persian literature in sustaining and
reimagining the figures of Iran’s historical-mythical past within the framework of a continuous
cultural identity.
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