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ZOROASTRIANISM. A BRIEF OVEVIEW

From an inscription by King Darius

Ahuramazda is the great god
who set in place this earth,
who set in place yonder sky,
who set in place man,
who set in place peace for man,
who made Darius king,
one king over many, one commander of many.

The Avestan Ashem Vohu prayer

Order is the best good reward there is.
There are wished-for things in the wish for this one
when one’s Order is for the best Order.

From another inscription by King Darius

King Darius announces:
When Ahuramazda saw this earth being in turmoil, he gave it to me.
He made me king. I am king.
By the greatness of Ahuramazda,
I set it down in its place.
They did whatever was told them by me,
as was my wish.

Zoroastrianism is one of the oldest religions in the world, going back to the 2nd millennium B.C.E. and the Iranian

tribes still living in Central Asia, before they moved south onto the Iranian Plateau.

The ancient Iranians imagined a world in which Order and Chaos constantly vied for supremacy. The partisans of
Order were heavenly powers with Ahura Mazd4, the All-knowing Ruler,' at their head, who combated Chaos in the
form of Darkness, Decay, and Death to reestablish Order in the form of Light, Growth, and Life.

Both Order and Chaos had their followers among living beings. In fact, all living beings had to make a choice of
which side they wanted to support. The good would declare for Ahura Mazda, imitating and following the example of
the first living being to worship him, Zarathustra, chosen for that purpose at the beginning of time.

With the help of His human followers, especially, the priests who perform sacrifices for Him, Ahura Mazda becomes
the ruler of the universe and reinstalls His cosmic Order by making the sun rise and the rains fall. The sun brings light
and warmth to the earth, His daughter, and the rains fertilize her, making her produce all good things for living beings.

In the Achaemenid period, the king similarly acted as Ahura Mazda’s chosen, who by his sacrifices supported the

deity, who in turn supported the king, bestowing upon him the power to reestablish Order on earth.

U Av. ahura = OInd. asura. Av. mazdad is an adjective meaning literally “one who puts everything in his mind.” The precise
meaning of OlInd. asura, Iran. ahura, is not known; “(ruling) lord” seems to be the implication in Avestan, but it may
originally have meant “engenderer,” hence “master (of the family), pater familias.” Traditionally, the name is rendered as
the Wise Lord. See Skjervg, 2002, “Ahura Mazda and Armaiti.”
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There were other deities beside Ahura Mazda, both good and bad. The bad ones were the daéwas, the “old gods,”
who had chosen to side with evil. Their ruler was the Evil Spirit, whose main agent was the Lie, the female principle of
cosmic deception. The Lie would tell living beings that Ahura Mazda was not the true ruler of the universe and that
Order was not good.

While Ahura Mazda and his helpers had made and arranged the Ordered universe, it was the Evil Spirit and his
agents that had made all bad things and inserted them into Ahura Mazda’s world.

It was this aspect of Zoroastrianism that the West found so interesting. While Christian theologians strove to explain
why God’s perfect world seemed imperfect, the Zoroastrians had a simple answer: it had always been that way, but

would not always remain so.

In the Avesta, Zarathustra is presented as a mythical poet and priest, to whom Ahura Mazda confided the sacred ritual
texts and the other ingredients of the sacrifice for him to take them down to proclaim and use among mortals. For the
later Zoroastrians, he was the one who received Ahura Mazda’s word and transmitted it to mankind. This would qualify
him as a “prophet” in the Classical Greek, Biblical, Muslim, and modern senses.

Zarathustra is not a “historical” person in the sense that he belongs in a known historical context or that there are
recognizable historical details associated with him. He is also not represented as a “real” person in the texts, much less
so than, for instance, Jesus in the Gospels. There is therefore no advantage in assuming that he was a historical person
who lived in such and such a place at such and such a time. The futility of such assumptions is indicated by the
disagreements among Western scholars on these points.

The Greeks called Zarathustra Zoroaster, hence the name of the religion. The followers of this religion are also
called Mazdeans (or Mazdayasnians) after the Old Iranian term mazda-yasna, which literally means “he who sacrifices
(performs a ritual of offerings) to Ahura Mazda.” Correspondingly, the religion is also called Mazdaism or

Mazdayasnianism.

In the Avestan pantheon, there were several great gods, who also deserved sacrifices, though Ahura Mazda was the
greatest of them. Among them were Mithra and Anahit4, to whom Ahura Mazda himself sacrificed.

Mithra battles the powers of Darkness so that the sun can rise and travel across the sky; in late Zoroastrianism, he is
identified with the sun.

Anabhita is the heavenly river, presumably the Milky Way, the greatest female deity, who is in charge of fertility.

Beside these two and several other great deities, Ahura Mazda was closely related to six divine beings that he had
sired himself and whose father he was. These are the Amesha Spentas, or Life-giving Immortals. The Life-giving
Immortals originated from Ahura Mazda’s first cosmic sacrifice, by which the world of the gods came into being. They
have correspondences in the world of living beings, however, for instance, Spentd Armaiti, of Life-giving Humility, is
Ahura Mazda’s daughter and wife, but also the Earth.

The role of humans in the cosmic scheme is to support Ahura Mazda and His world, which they do by “thinking good
thoughts, speaking good speech, and doing good deeds.”

Those who “think bad thoughts, speak bad speech, and do bad deeds” support the Evil Spirit.

At the end of their lives, everything a person has thought, spoken, and done is added up on a balance. If the good
thoughts, etc. weigh the most, the person goes to paradise, but if the bad thoughts, etc., weigh the most, the person goes
to hell.

At the end of the world, however, all humans will be cleansed of evil and be in paradise forever.
The oldest stage of the Iranian religion is known from the Avesta, the holy book of the Zoroastrians, which is a

collection of texts of different dates and various contents that were orally transmitted for centuries and even millennia

before they were finally written down about 500 C.E.
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The texts are in two forms of the language, one older and one younger; accordingly, we divide the Avesta into the
Old Avesta and the Young (Younger) Avesta. The language of the Old Avesta may have been spoken in Central Asia in
the second half of the second millennium B.C.E. and that of the Young Avesta in the first half of the first millennium
B.C.E. The oldest manuscripts were written in the 13th century, but most of them are much younger.

From 520 B.C.E. on we have the cuneiform inscriptions of the Achaemenid kings, who worshipped Ahura Mazda and
followed the religion of the Avesta. From then until the Arab invasion in the 7th century C.E., Zoroastrianism was the
religion of the Iranian kings. It survived the foreign invasion, but, in the tenth century, a number of Zoroastrians
traveled to India to escape oppression in Iran and became the ancestors of the modern-day Parsees, the Indian
Zoroastrians.

From the ninth century on, Zoroastrian theologians began writing down their knowledge and discussions about the
religion in the language of the time, Pahlavi. These texts, often referred to as the Pahlavi Books, constitute the largest

corpus of Zoroastrian writings. The manuscripts are the same age as those of the Avesta.

1. THE INDO- IRANIANS

Stepping back in time, the scattered evidence indicates that, sometime in the third millennium B.C.E., the Iranians
had separated from their cousins, the Indo-Aryans,! with whom they originally shared a common religion and oral
literary traditions reaching back into Indo-European times,” although, in the oldest texts, there are great differences
between the two religions, clearly the result of diverging developments over many hundreds of years.

These were problably nomadic, later in part settled, peoples occupying the steppes of southern Russia and the Central

Asian republics at a remote prehistoric period (before 3000 BCE?).

1.2. The Indo-Aryans

Some time about 2000 B.C.E., the Indo-Aryans migrated southeastward into what is today’s Pakistan and western
India, while the descendants of the second-millennium Iranians migrated onto the Iranian plateau.

This simple picture is complicated, however, by linguistic evidence from Mesopotamia, Palestine, and even anatolia
of Indo-Iranian, even Indo-Aryan, presence in those areas.

In the El-Amarna tablets from Palestine dating from the middle of the 15th century B.C.E. contain the Indo-Iranian-
looking royal names: Arta-manya (“he who thinks Order”) and Suwar-data (“given by the sun”).?

In the early 14th century B.C.E. a treaty was concluded between the Hittite king Shupiluliuma and the Hurrite king of
the Mitanni, Matiwaza, in which the Mitanni gods are listed, among them: Mitra-Varuna, Indara, and the two Nasatyas,
which are some of the principal gods of the Old Indo-Aryan pantheon.*

Finally, a text by a Mitanni named Kikkuli about horses and horse races written in Hittite contains Indo-Iranian
technical terms, but their lingustic form is typically Indic, for instance, aika-wartana “one round” contains the numeral

aika, Old Indic eka, different from Avestan aewa, Old Persian aiva.

1.3. The Iranians

Seeking for the origin of the Iranians, that is, the peoples who spoke Iranian languages, there are two two mutually

supporting approaches. One is the archeological approach, which consists in trying to identify Iranian-speaking peoples

! These are called Indo-Aryans, to distinguish them from other population groups in the Subcontinent speaking non-Indo-
European languages and not related to the Iranian languages, such as the Dravidic and Tibeto-Burmese peoples. — On the
question of the Indo-Aryans, their dates, and migrations, see the summary and discussion in Lamberg-Karlovsky, 2002.

2 See, e.g., Mallory, 1989, for a survey of the Indo-Europeans. On their myths and literature, see, e.g., Puhvel, 1987; Watkins,
1995, and the entire work of Georges Dumézil.

3 http://www .specialtyinterests.net/eae.html

4 http://www.geocities.com/indoeurop/tree/indo/mitanni.html, http://idcs0100.1ib.iup.edu/WestCivl/Hurranian/mitanni.htm
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with archeological sites and remains, a second is the linguistic approach, by which the point of origin of the oldest
Iranian literature and language is sought, and the third is the literary approach.

Since the Iranians did not have writing, it has not been possible to identify them securely in the archeological record
of Central Asia and Iran, although there have been speculations.' As for the Avesta, it never refers to historical events,

but it does contain series of geographical names.?

1.3.1. Geographical names in the Avesta

The Avesta contains two lists of geographical names in two texts: the hymn to Mithra and the first chapter of the
Videvdad, in which lands made by Ahura Mazda are listed. The principal names in these two lists are the following:

1. Haraivian Margu (Margiane), Sogdian Gava, and Khwarazm (Chorasmia).

2. Gava inhabited by Sogdians, strong Margu, Bakhdhri (Bactria) the beautiful with uplifted banners, Nisdya, which
is between Margu and Bakhdhri, Haraiva, Xnanta, inhabited by Verkanas (Hyrcanians), Harakhvati (Arachosia) the

beautiful, and Haetumant (Helmand), rich and glorious.

Several of these place names are well known from historical documents, and several of them have, indeed, survived
till today. Looking at the map, which is made after the information of Greek historians and Iranian texts, we see that
the western-most of the names mentioned in the Avesta, is Hyrcania, which in historical times was an area and an
Achaemenid province to the southeast of the Caspian Sea. All the other identifiable names are to the east of this area:

Haraiva, the Greek Areia and modern Herat in southwestern Afghanistan;

Harakhvati, the Greek Arachosia in the area of modern Qandahar in southeastern Afghanistan;

Haetumant, the river Helmand in southern Afghanistan;

Bakhdhri, the Greek Bactria, modern Balkh, in northern Afghanistan;

Nisaya in southwestern Turkmenistan;

Margu, the Greek Margiane, modern Merv, in southern Turkmenistan;

Sogdiana, in southern Uzbekistan, with the cities of Samarqand and Bukhara;

Khwérazmi, the Greek Chorasmia, modeern Khwarazm, south of the Aral Sea.

We see that the horizon of the Avestan texts is Central Asia between the Caspian and Aral Seas and the Helmand
basis in southern Afghanistan.

From the historical and linguistic evidence, as well as the geographical horizon of the Young Avesta, we can therefore
tentatively conclude that the oldet Avestan texts originated among the ancient Iranians who inhabited the area between
the Aral Sea and modern Afghanistan in the second millennium B.C.E., that is, in the area of the modern Central Asian
republics of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The younger texts, however, were probably composed in the

area of modern southern Afghanistan and eastern Iran.

1.3.2. The evidence of the Achaemenid inscriptions

The empire of the Achaemenid kings, as described in their inscriptions, as well as by the Greek historian Herodotus,
contained many of the same lands that are listed in the Avesta. The inscriptions differ from the Avesta mainly in listing
lands and peoples inhabiting the western part of the empire, as well, among them the Persians, Medes, and Parthians,
well known from the Greek and Latin literature. In addition, the inscriptions list several types of Sakas, whom the
Greeks called Scythians, who inhabit the areas from north of the Black Sea to the east of the Aral Sea as far as the Issyk
Kol.

! They have tentatively been correlated with various pottery found on the Iranian Plateau and, most recently, with the “Bactria-
Margiana Complex” ca. 2100-1750, characterized by cities with massive fortifications with a fortified central building
complex surrounded by artisans’ quarters, etc..

2 http://members.aol.com/ahreemanx/page16.html
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These various Iranian tribes were the remote ancestors of the modern Persians, Tajiks, Kurds, Afghans, Baloch, etc.

1.3.3. Persians and Medes

The earliest evidence for Persian and Median presence on the Plateau comes from the Assyrian annals, records of the
campaigns by Assyrian kings, in which peoples they came into contact with or subdued are mentioned. The annals give
us a good chronology, but the geography is poor. Often, the peoples can be located only within a very general area, and
personal names are rare.

Here, Parsuwash and Matai are first mentioned in the 9th century in the area of Lake Urmia in the records of
Shalmaneser II1 (858-824 B.C.E.), who, in 835 B.C.E., is said to have received tributes from 27 kings of Parsuwash.
Subsequent kings, Shamsi-Adad V (823-811 B.C.E.) and Adad-Narari III (810-783 B.C.E.) also campaigned against
them; in the annals of Shamsi-Adad for the year 821 B.C.E., a civil war is mentioned in a land stretching from Bit
Bunaki to Parsamas.

Tiglath-Pileser III (744-727 B.C.E.), who campaigned as far as Mount Bikni = Mount Alvand (q.v.), refers to the
Medes as the “mighty Medes” or the “distant Medes.”

From Sargon II’s reign (721-705 B.C.E.) we have the mention of a nephew of King Dalta of the Ellipi by the name
Aspabara, which can hardly be other than Iranian aspabdra “rider, knight,” but his uncle’s name is un-Iranian.

At the battle of Halule on the Tigris in 691 B.C.E. Sennacherib (704-681 B.C.E.) faced an army of troops from Elam,
Parshumash, Anzan (Anshan, q.v.), and others.

Also in the Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon (680-69 B.C.E.) and elsewhere “kings” of the Medes are mentioned (for

the sources, see Waters, 1999).

2. IRANTAN LANGUAGES AND PEOPLES

The oldest known Iranian languages are Old and Young Avestan and Old Persian. These languages permit us to
reconstruct proto-Iranian as a branch of Indo-Iranian, an eastern branch of the Indo-European group of languages.
Proto-Indo-Iranian (the parent language of Iranian and Indic or Indo-Aryan) may have been spoken in the area south
and southeast of the Aral sea in the 3rd millennium B.C.E.. It split into Iranian and Indo-Aryan some time before 2000
B.C.E.

2.1. Avestan

Avestan is the language in which the most ancient Iranian religious texts are written, the Avesta. The Avesta is
collection of miscellaneous texts first compiled and committed to writing in the mid-first millennium of our era. Before
this time it had been transmitted orally by specially trained priests. This text corpus was subsequently, after the Muslim
conquest, considerably reduced in volume.

The extant texts of each part of the collection go back to a set of single manuscripts dating from the 11th-12th
centuries. Our earliest extant manuscripts date only from the latter half of the 13th century, although most of them are
of much later date. This situation always has to be kept in mind when we discuss the Avesta and the Avestan language.

While both history and linguistics indicate that Old Persian was the language spoken in modern Fars in southern Iran
(hence Farsi = Persian), the language of the Avesta must have belonged to tribes from northeastern Iran. The Avesta
contains a few geographical names, all belonging to northeastern Iran, that is, roughly the area covered by modern
Afghanistan plus the areas to the north and south of Afghanistan. We are therefore entitled to conclude that Avestan
was spoken primarily by tribes from that area. Only once is a possibly westerly name mentioned, namely Ragha, if this

is modern Rey south of Tehran, which in antiquity was regarded as the center of the Median Magi, but this
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identification is not compelling.'

We distinguish between texts in “Old Avestan” (OAv.) and texts in “Young(er) Avestan” (YAv.).

The Old Avestan texts comprise the Gdthds and the Yasna Haptanghditi, both of which are contained in the section
of the Avesta called the Yasna, as well as various fragments scattered throughout the Yasna.

The Young Avestan texts are the other texts. Among these we must distinguish between genuine, old Young Avestan
texts, that is, texts written in a consistent, correct language, and texts in late Young Avestan, compiled at a stage when
Young Avestan was no longer a living language and the authors and compilers only had an incomplete knowledge of it.

The texts contain no historical allusions, so they cannot be dated exactly, but Old Avestan is a language closely akin
to the oldest Indic language, found in the oldest parts of the Rigveda, and should therefore probably be dated to about
the same time. This date has been much debated, but it seems probable—on archeological, as well as linguistic
grounds—that the oldest poems were composed in the first half of the 2nd millennium B.C.E.

Compared with Old Avestan, Young Avestan represents a changed form of the language, linguistically close to Old
Persian, and we may assume that it too was spoken in the first half of the 1st millennium, perhaps through the Median
period, i.e, roughly the 10th-6th centuries. Such a dating, on one hand, accounts for the absence of references to
western Iran in the texts (with the possible exception of Median Ragh); on the other hand, it provides the necessary
time span for Avestan to go through an “intermediate” period after the Old Avestan period before it developed into

Young Avestan.

2.2. Median and Scythian

Beside Old Persian and Avestan other Iranian languages must have existed in the 1st millennium before our era. Of
these Median, spoken in western Iran and presumably “official” language during the Median period (ca. 700-559), is
known from numerous loan-words in Old Persian. Old northwestern languages, probably spoken by the Scythian Alan
tribes are known from early inscriptions and personal and place names. In addition the Scythian tribes in central Asia
must have spoken variants of Iranian that differed from Old Persian and Avestan. A few names of Scythian gods are

mentioned in Herodotus’s Histories, as well as the Median word for “dog,” spaka.

2.3.0ld Persian

Iranian tribes calling themselves Parswa (i.e. Persian) are found in (north)western Iran from the 9th cent. B.C.E.
onward,? but the extant Old Persian texts, written in a cuneiform script, are from the Achaemenid period (ca. 558-330;
the texts date from between 522 and ca. 350 B.C.E.) and represent a language spoken in southwestern Iran (Persia).
The cuneiform script was probably invented under Darius for the purpose of recording his deeds. It was the first
cuneiform script to be deciphered and provided the clue to all the other cuneiform scripts. The Old Persian language as
we know it from the inscriptions (5th-4th cents.) was already about to change to Middle Persian. It is therefore
probable that Old Persian had already been spoken for a few centuries before this time, that is, throughout most of the

first half of the first millennium B.C.

2.4. Middle Iranian Languages

Middle Iranian is the common name for numerous Iranian languages, now extinct, that were spoken throughout Iran
and central Asia from about the 4th century b.c.e. up to after the Islamic conquest. They can be grouped together with
Old Persian, on one hand, into a southwestern group, and with Median and Avestan, on the other, into a northern and

northeastern group.

' See Skjerve, 1995, “The Avesta as Source.”
2See Waters, 1999.
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Among the Middle Iranian languages is Parthian, spoken in Parthia, east of the Caspian Sea, which became an
official language under the Parthian (Arsacid) rulers of Iran (ca. 247 B.C.E.-224 C.E.). It is known mainly from a few

royal Parthian inscriptions dating from the last couple of centuries of Parthian rule and from the Manichean texts.

2.5. Middle Persian, Pahlavi

The Middle Iranian language most closely related to Old Persian is Middle Persian, which is known from a variety of
sources: inscriptions and Manichean texts, the earliest of which date from the 3rd cent. c.e., and from the Zoroastrian
scriptures, most of which were written down in the 8th-9th century, although transmitted orally for a long time. The
Middle Persian inscriptions, most of them located in southern Iran, are written in a script derived from Aramaic, and the
Zoroastrian texts in a still more developed form of this script. The language of the Zoroastrian texts is commonly
referred to as Pahlavi.

The Pahlavi manuscripts all come from either India or Iran.

A few pages from a Middle Persian translation of the Psalter (the Psalms of Salomon) were also found there. It is
written in a script situated between the script of the inscriptions and the Pahlavi script, though closer to the former.

The Avestan script is based upon the Pahlavi script with elements from the Psalter script.

3. SOURCE TEXTS

The Old Iranian religion is known from a variety of sources, the oldest of which is the Avesta, which contain texts
composed in two different, but closely related, Old Iranian languages. One is grammatically quite similar to the
language of the oldest Indic texts, the Rigveda, which dates from the second millennium B.C.E., the other is
grammatically more similar to the language of the Achaemenid inscriptions, Old Persian, which dates from the second
half of the first millennium B.C.E. There is also a translation of most parts of the Avesta into Middle Persian (Pahlavi),
the official language of the Sasanian empire (224-637 C.E.).! The importance of these facts for the dating of the texts

will be discussed later on.

3.1.The Avesta

The Old Avesta contains the five Gdathas (literally, “songs”) and the Yasna Haptanghditi (literally, “the sacrifice in
seven sections”).? In the present state of the text, it is embedded in the middle of a long Young Avestan text called the
Yasna (Y.), which is the text recited during the daily morning sacrifice, also called yasna (= Old Indic yajia) The text
of the Yasna is divided into seventy-two sections (hditis) in the manuscripts and, in Western editions, further
subdivided into smaller sections (often referred to as strophes or stanzas).

The five Gdthds, named after their opening words, are the Ahunawaiti Gdthd “the song containing the Ahuna Vairiya
(prayer)” (Y.27.13 4+ Y.28-34), the Ushtawaiti Gatha “the song containing Wishes” (Y.43-46), the Spentdmanyii Gdtha
“the song of the Life-giving Inspiration” (Y.47-50), the Vohukhshathrd Gdthd “the song of the Good Command”
(Y.51), and the Vahishtoishti Gathd “the song of the Best Ritual” (Y.53 + Y.54.1).> In the regular yasna ceremony, the
Yasna Haptanghdiri (Y.35-41) is placed between the first and second Gdthds.*

! Old Persian and Middle Persian are the “grand-parent” and “parent” of modern Persian (Farsi). See Skjervg, 1994, pp. 203-
4, 1999, pp. 8-9, on the question of the origin of this translation.

2 Not “Worship of the Seven chapters,” as Boyce, 1996, p. XIII.

3 The fact that the Vahishtdishti Gathd (Y.53) differs some from the other Gdthds in meter and contents, has sometimes led
scholars to suggest it was not composed by Zarathustra himself. In my opinion, its form and contents agree perfectly with
the fact that it is the conclusion of the Old Avesta.

4 Below, the Gathds are referred by prefixing their number before the Yasna number, e.g., 2.46.3 = second Gdthd, Y.46,
strophe 3. Similarly, YH.37 = Yasna Haptanghditi, Y .37.
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Western scholars from about the turn of the century on began using the term gdthd for each of the sections (Aditi) into
which the Gathds are subdivided (the fourth and fifth consist of only one hditi each), altogether seventeen (7 + 4 + 4 +

Ao

1 + 1) haitis. This practice provided the basis for various attempts to put the “Gdthds” (= hditis) in chronological order.

The Young Avesta contains a miscellany of texts, among them the Yasna (Y.), which is the text recited during the
yasna ritual;' the Yashts, hymns to individual deities; the Videvdad (also spelled Widéwddad, Vendidad, etc.), which
contains ritual prescriptions for dealing with pollution by dead matter, such as blood and corpses; and various other
texts. The Young Avesta also contains evidence that allows us to locate the peoples among whom it was composed.
Two Young Avestan texts contain lists of countries known to their authors, Yasht 10 and Videvdad chap. 1. Among
these countries are Khorasmia, Marv, Sogdiana, Haraiva (area of modern Herat), Arachosia (area of modern Qandahar),
and the Helmand river, that is, countries in the area stretching from the Aral Sea through modern northeastern Iran and

Afghanistan.?

The name of Zarathustra (Avestan Zarathushtra) is mentioned several times in all five Gdthds, but is absent from the
Yasna Haptanghditi. Tt is omnipresent in the Young Avesta, where Zarathustra is a mythological figure fighting evil and
to whom Ahura Mazda communicates all the knowledge needed by mankind. By the end of the nineteenth - beginning
of the twentieth centuries, Western scholars had decided — on minimal evidence — that Zarathustra was an historical
prophet, who reformed the inherited religion of the Iranians, thus providing Zoroastrianism with a counterpart to other
historical (and some non-historical) founders of religions. The Gdthds, it was decided, were his work and contained his
teachings; the Yasna Haptanghditi was the work of his more or less immediate followers; and the Young Avesta
represented, on one hand, pre-Zoroastrian, “pagan,” beliefs and, on the other, a relapsed and corrupt form of
Zarathustra’s teachings.

The Avestan texts were first written down about the fifth century C.E. and the Pahlavi texts in the ninth-tenth

centuries C.E., but both are now only known from manuscripts dating from the thirteenth to nineteenth centuries.

3.1.1. Contents of the Avesta

According to the tradition, under Khosrow (531-79 C.E.), the Avesta was divided into 21 books, or nasks, the
contents of which are given in the Dénkard, a Pahlavi text compiled in the ninth century. From this it appears that only
one of the books have been preserved virtually complete: the Videvdad; of most of the others only smaller or larger
parts are now extant. The loss of so much of the Sasanian Avesta since the ninth century must be ascribed to the effect
of the difficulties that beset the Zoroastrian communities after the Muslim conquest of Iran.

The Avesta is traditionally divided into several parts (details see $$):

The Yasna (Y.) A miscellany of texts recited during the yasna ritual, among which are.

The Yashts (Yt.): collection of hymns to individual deities.

The Khorda Avesta (KhA.) “little Avesta”: a miscellany of hymns and other ritual texts for commom use.

The Niydyishns (Ny.) “prayers” to the sun, Mithra, the moon, Ardwi Stird Anahita (the waters), Atash Bahram (the fire).

The Videvdad (V.) (also Vendidad) literally “the law(s) or regulations (serving to keep) the demons away.” mainly a
collection of texts concerned with purification rituals. It also contains some mythological material.

The Hadokht nask (HN.): a text about the fate of the soul after death.

The Ehrbedestan and the Nirangestdn (N.): religious legal texts.

!'In the extended Videvdad sadeh ritual, some parts of the Yasna are substituted by a set of texts called Vispered (Vr.) here the
Yasna Haptanghditi is inserted also between the fourth and fifth Gathds.
2 For a recent interpretation of these lists, see Witzel, 2000.
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3.2. Non-Avestan texts

Sources for Zoroastrianism other than the Avesta comprise the following.

Achaemenid period (550-330 B.C.E.):
¢ the cuneiform inscriptions in Old Persian of the Achaemenid kings;
* various economical records in Elamite' and Aramaic found at Persepolis, capital of the Achaemenids;
¢ letters to and from a Jewish community at Elephantine (an island in the Nile) during the Achaemenid hegemony;
* references to Iranian religions by Greek authors;
e artistic and architectural remains.

Seleucid (305-247? B.C.E.) and Arsacid/Parthian (247? B.C.E. - 224 C.E.) periods:
* a few inscriptions, including on coins;
* references to Iranian religions by Greek, Roman, and Jewish authors;
e artistic and architectural remains.

Sasanian period (224-636 C.E.):
¢ royal and private inscriptions from the 3rd-4th centuries:
* other, especially funerary, inscriptions;
¢ coins and seals;
o texts in Middle Persian, the “Pahlavi books.”
e artistic and architectural remains.

3.2.1 The Achaemenid period

The Achaemenid kings describe in their inscriptions how they sacrificed to Ahura Mazda and fought against the Lie
and altogether endeavored to be good Zoroastrians.

The official records in Elamite from the palaces at Persepolis contain religious terminology in connection with
provisions for sacrifices.

The Aramaic texts from Persepolis contain inventories of implements used in the haoma sacrifices: pestles and
mortars

The letters from Egypt, written in the fifth century B.C.E., contain theophoric names, that are clearly Zoroastrian.

The writings of Greek (later also Roman) historians and philosophers sometimes describe Iranian religious practices

or make various references to them.

3.2.2. The Seleucid and Arsacid/Parthian periods

The most important sources are the writings of Greek and Roman historians who write about the wars between the
Romans and Iranians.
Among archeological remains, those at Nimrud Dagh stand out. This was built by Antioch (Antiochos) King of

Commagene (69-34 B.C.E.), a kingdom north of Antioch, modern Antakya in eastern Turkey.

3.2.3. The Sasanian period: inscriptions

Several inscriptions from the 3rd cent. C.E. have survived, in which religious matters are touched upon or described
in great detail and are our main sources for Iranian religion from this period.
In the inscription of Shapir I (242-72), engraved on a tower-like building at Naqsh-e Rostam in front of the tombs of

Darius and other Achaemenid kings, we are told at length how Shap(r successfully fought off three attacks by Roman

' A language written in cuneiform script, used by the pre-Iranian rulers of southwestern Iran. It is unrelated to other known
languages from the area.
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emperors, expanding his own empire considerably in the process. We are then told in great detail how he arranged for
religious ceremonies to be performed for his royal relatives.

The most remarkable inscriptions from this period are those of the high priest Kerdir (also written Kirdér, Kartir,
etc.), who probably served under six Sasanian kings: Shapiir, Ohrmazd I (272-73), Wahram I (273-76), II (276-93), II
(293), and perhaps Narseh (293-302). In his inscriptions, Kerdir describes, on the one hand, his career, and, on the
other hand, how his double traveled into the beyond during a kind of seance to see with his own eyes that their religious
teachings were indeed true.

Finally, in the inscription of Narseh, we catch a glimpse of the royal ideology toward the end of the 3rd century.

There are hundreds of seals inscribed in Middle Persian, providing titles of religious officials and other religious

information. Magical seals and bowl inscriptions are also found. The main problem: absence of dating.

3.3. The Pahlavi texts

Most of the extant Pahlavi texts were probably compiled in the 9th century, although parts of them must have been
composed much earlier, even as early as the 3rd century. The corpus can roughly be divided into three categories:

o translations of Avestan texts;

* texts with religious contents, sometimes incorporating translations from the extant or lost Avesta;

* secular texts.

Translations have been preserved of most of the Avestan texts (referred to as the Pahlavi yasna, Pahlavi Videvdad,
etc.), with the important exception of some of the yashts. All the translations contain glosses and commentaries,
especially the Pahlavi Videvdad, which incorporates lengthy legalistic discussions.

Among the religious texts, the Dénkard and the Bundahishn stand out as veritable encyclopedias of Zoroastrian
religion, but there are numerous other important texts, as well.

A special category are the collections of letters exchanged between the Zoroastrians in Iran and those in India
(Parsis).! Two collections exist, one in Pahlavi and one in Persian.

Secular texts include a text on how to write letters, a poem of a verbal competition between a date palm and a goat,

and various other texts.

3.4.The Manichean literature

Another source for early Sasanian religion is the Manichean literature, which contains numerous elements taken over
from Zoroastrianism. Also, the Manichean church history overlaps with the 3rd- and 4t-century Sasanian history and
provides some details.

These texts can be used, but with caution, as the teachings adopted from other religions were adapted by Mani and

his followers to their own concept of the world.

4. ORIGINS OF IRANIAN RELIGION

The Indo-Europeans: their language and religion

The second approach to the origin of the Iranians is through their languages. To understand this approach, some
historical background is required.

In the 17th century, European scholars had begun to notice that foreign languages, recorded primarily by
missionaries, exhibited some curious similarities, and, in the first half of the 18th century, these similarities became the

object of systematic research to discover their reasons. At this time, the Tower of Babel scenario was being

!'In the face of pressure from the Muslim conquerors of Iran, a group of Zaoroastrians emigrated to the west coast of India in
the tenth century, founding what later became known as the Parsi (Parsee) community there; see Boyce, 1979, pp. 166-68.
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increasingly abandoned, according to which all languages are descended from Hebrew, which was the language of
Adam, etc., and so a diffferent reason had to be sought. What scholars came up with, was an origin in the languages of
the three sons of Noah, who had survived the flood and settled in different parts of the world. It was from their
languages that the languages of the modern world had developed into three different language families: the Semitic
from Shem, the Hamitic from Ham, and the Japhetic from Japhet. the Semitic languages comprised Hebrew and Arabic
and various others; among the Hamitic languages were Egyptian and Coptic; and the Japhetic languages were the rest,
among them the European languages, but also the languages of Asia.

This large group of Japhetic languages was further identified with the Scythian and Sarmatian languages, which
according to the Greek historians were spoken north of the Black Sea and the Caucasus (not far from where the Ark
landed on Mt. Ararat), and it was thought that both the European and the Asian languages were descended from them.

During the 18th century, however, it became increasingly clear that it was possible to compare languages and
determine their precise genetic relationships to each other. This was developed into a science, which was called
comparative linguistics, and, in particular, comparative Indo-European' linguistics, because it comprised most of the
languages between India and the western edge of Europe.

One important impetus for the new science was the discoveries of the ancient Indic and Iranian languages and
literatures in the 17-18th centuries. The result, as presented in several comprehensive, multi-volume descriptions in the
mid- and late 18th century, was that the Indo-Germanic language family comprised most of the European languages, as
well as several Asian ones, notably, Celtic, Germanic, Slavic, Italic, Greek, Armenian, Iranian, and Indic. The oldest of
these were the Indic and the Iranian with their Vedas and Avesta, with Greek with its Homeric epics, the //iad and the
Odyssey, as a runner-up.

Scholars in the twentieth century compared the Old Iranian religion with that of the Indo-Aryans in an attempt to
recover common Indo-Iranian beliefs. Attempts were also made to isolate comparable data throughout the Indo-
European literatures to identify elements that might be ascribed to the remote ancestors of all the Indo-European
peoples, the proto-Indo-Europeans. By this research, it was established that the proto-Indo-Europeans sacrificed? to
heavenly gods, denoted by the word *deiwo, known in a variety of Indo-European languages: Old Indic deva, Avestan
daéwa and Old Persian daiva, Latin deus, Old Norse Tyr, contained in the day name (Norwegian) tys-dag “Tues-day,”
plural zivar. This word was in turn related to another word, *dyew, denoting the bright sky, which was probably
worshipped as a high god by several Indo-European peoples: Old Indic dyau “heaven” and dydus pitd “father heaven,”
Avestan dyao “heaven,” Latin Juppiter from the vocative *dyeu-pater “O father heaven,” Greek Zeus from *dyéus.

Most divine names differ in the various languages, however, and comparative religion and mythology has
concentrated on the functions of gods and mythical characters to establish deeper relationships. This tendency for

names to differ in the various traditions can be seen even in closely related, notably the Indo-Iranian, ones.

The Indians and their religion

As the corpus of Old Indic texts, the Rigveda and the other Vedas and the somewhat later Brahmanas, is much more
voluminous than the Old and Young Avesta, the Old Indic religion is also much better known. The Rigvedic religion is
a polytheistic religion, populated by a variety of gods - devas and asuras - to whom worship and sacrifices are offered.
There are, on the one hand, the two high asuras, Varuna and Mitra, both of whom watch over the cosmic Order (Old
Indic rta); on the other hand, there are a number of devas, including Indra, the warrior god who, together with his

companions, the Maruts, gods of winds and rains, releases the heavenly waters, allowing them to fertilize the world;

! It was actually called Indo-Germanic at the time, when most studies were in German.

2 The term sacrifice is used throughout this introduction without necessarily impliying immolation of a sacrificial victim;
rather it is used to denote ritual offerings to gods and other entitites in the divine world. See, e.g., Henninger, 1987, esp. pp.
544-45. The Avestan verb implies worship of the gods, consecration of the elements of the ritual, and the offering up the
elements of the ritual to the gods as gifts.
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Agni, the fire god, materialized in the sacrificial and heavenly fires; Vayu, the god of the intermediate space between
heaven and earth; Apam napit, Scion of the Waters, the fire in the heavenly waters; and Soma, the divine plant and
drink prepared in the sacrifice and offered to the gods to replenish their cosmic creative powers. Beside these, a
multitude of other divine beings are made the target of worship and sacrifices, among them the heavenly waters, the
couple heaven and earth, dawn and the sun, and others, among them a number of deified “abstract” concepts. They all
contribute to the rejuvenation of the world, the ordered cosmos, maintaining it full of light, life, and fertility and
protecting it from darkness and death.

The principle of the ordered cosmos is again Order, characterized by light and life, but which is regularly replaced by
darkness and chaos. The cover of darkness is sometimes said to be that of the lie (druh, e.g., Rigveda 7, 75, 1). The

sacrifices offered to the deities, serve to aid the gods in re-establishing Order after periods of chaos.

5. FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS OF ZOROASTRIANISM

The religious thought of the ancient Iranians is based on the opposition between order and chaos, good and bad, truth
and falsehood, as manifested in the thought, speech, and activity of gods and men.

Many aspects of the earliest beliefs of the Iranians can be retrieved from the Avesta and the Old Persian inscriptions,
supplemented by information provided by the Greek authors, while later beliefs are spelled out in greater detail in the
Pahlavi texts (for instance, in the Bundahishn, the “establishment in the beginning”). The following is an overview

based primarily on the Avestan texts.

5.1. The poet-sacrificer’s thought

The large number of words derived from the verb man- “think, remember,” etc., and other terms denoting some kind
of mental activity is one of the most striking features of the Old Avestan poems.

The term (vohu) manah “(good) thought” is one of the most frequent in all the Gdthds (in third place after Ahura
Mazdd and asha, according to Kellens-Pirart) and is clearly at the center of the poet’s world, being, as we shall see, the
guiding principle of words and actions and, therefore, that of the poet-sacrificer, for which he is rewarded.

To understand the profound significance and meaning of this term, we need only consider what takes place in the
thought of the poet: it is where all of the oral poet’s knowledge about the cosmos and the ritual is stored. Thus the poet-
sacrificer’s “good thought” is the prerequisite for a good ritual, including good songs of praise, as in 1.30.1 “the praises
and sacrificial (actions/utterances) of (my) good thought.” Most importantly, his thought/mind is necessarily where and
that by which the oral poet composes his poems.

Thus, to the Avestan poet his thought must have been his most treasured asset. It was therefore quite appropriate that
Ahura Mazda’s abode, the House of Song, should also be called the House of Good Thought (1.32.15), that is, the
house of the being with the best thought of all, namely Ahura Mazd4, but also the house of those who have the good
thought = poetic competence required to compose the songs of praise that fill it! This role of the poet’s thought was

seen clearly by Paul Thieme:

... fundamentally every song is artistic poetry and pretends to be valued as such. It is the result of a long education
(about which the ysis reaveal as little as the Homeric singers) and supreme concentration of the thoughts, which the
poets achieve with ascetic exercises and a certain exuberance which they often help out with the use of stimulants
(soma), if we are to believe their words. One should try to imagine oneself in the situation of illiterate people and
imagine how they must have struggled to force their thoughts into the metrical forms of spoken language, while
following the unwritten rules of a standard language lacking the support of a written language, and finally to
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maintain it all in one’s mind. Need we wonder that they call their formulations god-given and that they glorify the
action of forming itself as a divine, god-performed.!

According to the Avestan texts, at the beginning of time, Ahura Mazda formed his thought into the words of the
Ahuna Vairiya prayer, which he recited and thereby stunned and incapacitated the Evil Spirit (Pahlavi Ahrimen or the
Foul Spirit). He then “created,” that is, thought forth, engendered, and/or expertly fashioned (as a master artisan) and
then ordered the world so that it contained no evil elements: no darkness, disease, death, or deception, but instead was
full of light, life, and fertility.

The manyu “inspiration, spirit”

The Old Avestan manyu plays a crucial role in the Zoroastrian myths. It is a violent and dominating mental force,
good or bad, that grasps and carries along gods and humans by its own will. It may be translated as “mental impulse”
or “mental force,” but the intrinsic meaning, on the whole, I think is close to “(poetic/religious) inspiration.”

In the later texts, the term refers to the two original creative forces of the universe: the Life-giving Spirit (spenta

manyu) and the Evil (Destructive) Spirit (angra manyu).

Performance and audience.

Another point that needs to be kept in mind is that, as oral poetry, our text was by necessity performed to an
audience. That is, they are poems spoken to be heard. While the poets expression of the poems was purely oral, the

s

audience’s perception of them was exclusively aural, hence the insistence on “speaking,” “hearing,” and “making
heard” in the poems. An especially important function is that assumed by the root srao-, which in its various forms, in
addition to conveying the notion of “hearing.” The performer makes the poems heard (srdwaya-), and the audience
(human or divine) hears them (or not). Similarly, the performer himself “is heard,” as are the poems and, also,
everything in the poetic tradition, such as the myths told by the singers, which have been heard, that is, through the

performances of poets and story-tellers only.

5.2. The world
Order (asha)

Ahura Mazda’s world was ordered according to the principle of (micro/macro)cosmic Order (Avestan asha),”> which
is manifested in the light of day, the diurnal sky, and the sun. Along with the poet-sacrificer’s thought, this is the single
most important concept in the old Indo-Iranian poetry and its mythical world of reference. In this introduction, the
term is render as “Order” and its derivatives accordingly: ashawan “sustainer of Order” (“detainer or upholder of
Order” is also possible). The “Order” probably originated by a “thought” of Ahura Mazda’s and was imposed on the
cosmos by him when it was first established. It was also Ahura Mazda who, by his thought, made the luminous spaces
of Order, which are the bright diurnal sky. In fact, Order contains the sun (1.32.2), and in the Young Avesta, the sun is
said to be Ahura Mazda’s eye. Ahura Mazda is said to be the father of Order, and he upholds it.

The term asha thus has three fundamental references in the Old Avestan texts:

1. The cosmic Order, including the Order of nature and mankind.

2. The visible aspect of Order, that is the diurnal sky, heaven, and the lights of heaven, the most significant feature of
which is the sun; any communication between the divine and human spheres must necessarily travel through this space.

3. The Order is also that of the ritual, that is of the ritual actions and words, as well as of the thoughts of the poet-

sacrificer, which are materialized in his poems.

' P. Thieme, “Brdhman,” ZDMG 102, 1952, pp- 91-129 (= Kleine Schriften, Wiesbaden, 1, 1984, pp. 113-14).
2 This word is rendered as “truth” by some authors, but Iranists tend to use “order.” I discuss the arguments for one or the
other in Skjervg, 2003, “Truth and Deception.”
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It has been common practice to translate asha (rta) as “truth,” but in the Avesta and later texts asha (and later forms)

is never used in expressions such as “speak the truth.”

The (new) world/existence (ahu)

To the Old Iranian poet-sacrificer existence is divided into different types of “states” of existence. In time there are
three: the first; the current (with its past, present, and future); and the last states. In space there are two: that “with
bones” or that “of living beings,” which is that of man, the world in which we live, and that “of the thought,” which is
that in which the gods and the dead dwell. All these states of can be “good” or “bad.”

The first good existence is the state of the Ordered cosmos, while the first bad existence corresponds to the first
Attack, as described in 1.29.

The last existence, as related in the Old Avesta, refers to the dead, who will go to a good (the best) or a bad (the
worst) existence, in accordance with their behavior in the world. Both the first and the last existences are unique
(aéwa- 1.29.6), as opposed to the past, present and future ones of (mankind), which are recurring phenomena.

The poet-sacrificer and his people are in charge of these recurring existences, their “job” being to make each and
every one of them be like the good first existence. Their rivals and adversaries, on the other hand, are responsible for
the decline—the sickening and destruction—of each of the present existences, thus making the regeneration and

revitalization of the existence necessary.

The two worlds

The ordered world is divided into two spheres: the world (existence) of thought and the world with bones or the world
(existence) of living beings. The world of thought contains what humans can only apprehend by thought, while that of
living beings contains what can be apprehended by means of the senses (seeing, hearing, feeling).

Zoroastrianism is therefore characterized by a double duality: between the original good and evil principles and
between the “created” worlds of thought and living beings.

The principle of Order applies to both the world of thought and that of living beings. In the former it applies to the
cosmic processes, established and upheld by Ahura Mazdai; in the latter it applies to the behavior of men, both in daily
life and in the ritual. All entities in the universe, including mankind, that conform to this principle are said to be
“sustainers of Order” or “Orderly” for short (ashawan).!

Note: the two worlds are sometimes called the “spiritual and material” worlds, but these terms are relatively modern,

have many different and partly very misleading implications, and should be avoided.

The struggle

The primordial chaos regularly (at night, in winter) re-enters Ahura Mazda’s ordered cosmos, however, and the
ordering process has to be repeated. It is the duty of humans to assist Ahura Mazda in this process, especially the
“poet-sacrificers,” who compose the hymns and perform the rituals. Thus, the texts present us with a world view
organized about the eternal battle between the forces of order (championing light, life, fertility), represented by the high
god Ahura Mazda, “the all-knowing ruler,” and his fellow deities, and the forces of chaos (producing darkness, death,
and barrenness), represented by the cosmic Deception, or Lie (see below), and its various agents.

Ahura Mazda’s companions include the six “Life-giving Immortals” and great gods, such as Mithra, the sun god, and
others (see below).

The forces of evil comprise, notably, Angra Manyu, the Evil Spirit, the bad, old, gods (daéwas), and Wrath (aéshma),
which probably embodies the dark night sky itself.

! In (Zoroastrian) Persian this became ashd, which is the form commonly used by Parsis (ashé Zardosht). The Old Persian
form is artdwan, which became (Zoroastrian) Persian arda.
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Zoroastrianism is therefore a dualistic and polytheistic religion, but with one supreme god,' who is the father of the

ordered cosmos.

Truth and reality (haithya)

In a universe in which the two opposing powers of good and evil, truth and lies, constantly vie for supremacy, the
average human being is constantly prone to being misled as to what is right behavior, and the poet-sacrificer, even, is
not exempt of this weakness. His concept of reality, that is, what “really, truly is” (Av. haithya, Olnd. satya) as formed
by observing the sensory data of nature and the inherited knowledge of his trade can still be wrong, and although he
knows—he thinks—what is real, the danger of delusions caused by the powers of the Lie is ever-present. Therefore, he
must always take precautions when conducting the ritual, to prevent any potential damage caused by a
misunderstanding or error in his knowledge. The precautions can only be of a verbal nature and consist either in set

“safety clauses” inserted in the verbal part of the ritual or in questions about what is “real.”?

The Lie (druj).

The adversary of the Ordered cosmos is the cosmic Deception, or Lie (Avestan drug, Old Persian drauga).
Descriptions of various aspects or manifestations of the Lie found in the texts help define it. The origin of the Lie is not
stated explicitly, but it must have come into “existence” the first time somebody thought or uttered the proposition that
Ahura Mazda’s Order is not the true Order. It must therefore “logically” have happened after the establishment of the
first Ordered cosmos, that is, during the first state, causing its “sickening” and “destruction.” It is tempting to identify
this first Lie with the choice of the daéwas described in 1.30.6.

The domain of the Evil Spirit was ruled by the principle of Deception (druj), by which one may be confused as to the
true nature of the world and fail to make the right choices about whom to ally oneself with: the forces of good or those
of evil. According to the Old Avesta, this is what happened to the old gods, the daéwas, who were confused and made
the wrong choices (1.30.6), and, according to Darius’s inscriptions, this was also what happened to his political
adversaries (e.g., DB 4.33-36). Zoroastrianism shares with the Old Indic religion this concept of cosmic Order, which

regularly has to be re-established with the help of sacrifices performed by humans.

The “models” (ratus)

A link is provided between beings in the worlds of thought and living beings in that all objects in the latter have a
model or prototype (Avestan ratu) in the world of thought, a category of entities reminiscent of the Platonic ideas.
Thus, the divisions of the year, which recur ever anew, all have their unchanging Models in the world of thought, and
Ahura Mazda (or other gods) fashioned a prototypical man, cow/bull, year, and so on, to be the blueprints, as it were,
for men, animals and the divisions of time in the world of living beings.> Altogether there are thirty-three Models
connected with the haoma ritual (see the litanies in Yasna 1 and 6).

The concept expressed by the word ratu is closely connected with Order and is perhaps linguistically related to asha
(OInd. rta).* “Artistically,” I think we may imagine Order as a vast network or web of harmonious relationships, in
which the “nodes” are the ratus, the divine models or prototypes “dominating” all phenomena in the world of the living,
or, “scientifically,” as a 4-dimensional space where the ratus are the coordinates of objects in time and space.
Combining this with etymology, we may note that Latin artus is a “joint,” a “node, nexus” about which a system is

articulated.

!'Such systems are also called henotheistic.

2 To say “speak the truth” the Old Iranians used words meaning “straight” versus “crooked,” originally the characteristics of
paths.

3 The Avestan ratus are therefore in some ways related to later philosophical concepts such as Plato’s ideas.

4 Etymologically it is presumably related to Old Indic rfu, whose meaning became specialized as “right moment.”
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5.3. The Gods
Ahura Mazda.

Ahura Mazda, by his thought (and words and actions) first ordered the cosmos and still upholds the true/real cosmic
Order, the visible image of which is the day-lit sky with the sun as its center piece. Ahura Mazda is also the one who
engendered many of the elements in the cosmos, and he is its ruler. His two epithets, ahura and mazdd, which also
make up his name, refer to these functions.

In the Gadthds, these epithets are still independent of one another, although either of them is likely to be followed by
the other in the same strophe. In the Young Avesta, Ahura Mazda is clearly the name of the divinity, and whether there
still was a feeling for what the words originally meant is uncertain. By the Achaemenid period the univerbation process
was complete, and the name appeared as Ahuramazda, which in turn became Parthian and Middle Persian Ohrmazd,
Ohrmezd, and, still later, Hormazd. '

Ahura Mazda is closely associated with the six “Life-giving Immortals.” These were originally parts of Ahura
Mazda’s sacrifice, but then became deities in their own right. They are still more complex entities, however, as they

also represent parts of the cosmos and serve as “guardians” of things in this world.

The Life-giving Immortals

No gods other than Ahura Mazda are mentioned by name in the Gdthds and the Yasna Haptanghaiti, but Airyaman is
invoked in the A Airyama ishiyé prayer (5.54.1), which concludes the Gdtha collection,? and several physical entities
are invoked as divinities in the Yasna Haptanghditi, among them the heavenly fire and the heavenly waters. Instead, in
the Old Avesta, we find a number of concepts with divine status that we would term “abstract” (human senses,

emotions, etc.).> Sometimes referred to as “entities,” these include:

vohu/vahishta manah “good/best thought”

asha (vahishta) “(best) order”

khshathra (vairiya) “(choice/well-deserved) command”
(spentd) armaiti “(life-giving) humility”

haurwatdt “wholeness”

amertatdt “non-dyingness” (not dying before one’s time)
dtar, the fire

sraosha “readiness to listen” (men to gods, gods to men)
airyaman, god of harmonic unions and healing

ashi “(heavenly) reward”

In the Young Avesta, the first six constitute a fixed series: Vohu Manah, Asha Vahishta, Khshathra Vairiya, Spenta
Armaiti, Haurwatat and Amertatat; Sraosha is a warrior god whose assigned task is to protect Ahura Mazda’s creation
against the forces of darkness, especially Wrath (Yasna 57), and presides over the punishment of sin in the hereafter;
and Ashi a goddess who protects Zarathustra in his battle with the Evil Spirit (Yasht 17).

Prefixed by Ahura Mazd4, this group of “entities” constituted the seven amesha spentas, the seven “Life-giving

Immortals,” one of the corner-stones of post-Gathic Zoroastrianism. Of these, Armaiti, daughter and wife of Ahura

!'In eastern Iran, the name continued to be associated with the sun and even came to mean “sun” after foreign religions had
dethroned the Zoroastrian supreme deity: in Buddhist Khotan urmaysde means “sun,” and so does Choresmian rémazd and
modern Sanglechi remozd in the Muslim period.

2 For this reason scholars have been reluctant to assign it to the Old Avesta and ascribe it to Zarathustra. Boyce, for instance,
does not join them, however, and assumes that both the Ahuna Vairiya, which introduces the Gatha collection, and the A
Airyamd ishiyo were composed by Zarathustra.

3 EIn India we find similar deities, e.g., Aryaman, god of harmonic unions; Bhaga, the distributor, that is, of appropriate shares
of rewards; Purandhi, goddess of plenty = pdrendi in the YH.
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Mazda, is also the genius of the Earth, a connection that is Indo-Iranian.

Good Thought (vohu manah, Pahlavi Wahman)

The most frequent of all the derivatives of the verb man- is manah “mind, thought,” and especially vohu manah
“good mind, good thought.” One of the functions of the thought is, apparently, as “receptacle” of the inspiration
(manyu, see above). Thus, once he has obtained the inspiration, the poet will question or converse with his good
thought to find the knowledge now contained therein about how to perform his ritual and will then no doubt interpret it,
that is, decide what it means and how to use it. During this questioning and consultation, by virtue of his “readiness to
listen,” the poet will then hear the “announcements” of Ahura Mazda:

In the Old Avestan creation myth, Good Thought also appears to represent the covering of the day sky, which is
stretched out by the poet-sacrificers. In the Young Avestan texts, Good Thought can also be used to refer to a living

being, and in the Pahlavi texts Wahman is said to be the protector of animals.

Best Order (asha vahishta, Pahlavi Ardwahisht, Ashwahisht)

Thought (forth) and engendered by Ahura Mazd4, this is the cosmic Order imposed on the universe by Ahura Mazda
through his primordial sacrifice and constantly renewed by him with the help of human sacrifices. One of the most

sacred prayers in Zoroastrianism is the following:

Order is the best good (reward/possession) there is.
There are wished-for things in the wish for this one
when one’s Order is for the best Order.

What this prayer says, is that the sacrificer’s (and every human’s) duty is to support Ahura Mazda’s Order. When the
order of the sacrifice (and the correct behavior of humans) regenerates Ahura Mazda’s Order, chasing evil, this will be
their best reward.

In the Old Avestan cosmological myth, Order also refers to the sun and the heavenly spaces illuminated by the sun.

In the Pahlavi texts Ardwahisht is said to be the protector of humans.

The Choice/Well-deserved Command (khshathra vairiya, Pahlavi Shahrewar)

The Command is, more precisely, the ruling power, the power of command possessed by a general who leads his
forces against an adversary. It was by his original command that Ahura Mazda first defeated Evil, and the sacrificer,
having obtained the command by a successful sacrifice, is able to overcome his competitors and transfers the command
to Ahura Mazda, who thereby again overcomes death and darkness and produces life and light and fertility for the
earth/Armaiti and a good reward for his followers.

In the Old Avesta, the Command is also closely associated with Armaiti, in which case it may refer specifically to
human rulers who keep enemies and other scourges away from the land, maintaining a state of peace and prosperity.

The bad poet-sacrificers use their twisted command to make the evil state return and to maintain lack of peace and
prosperity.

In the Young Avestan texts, Well-deserved Command can also be used to refer to metal tools, and in the Pahlavi texts

Shahrewar is said to be the protector of metals.

Life-giving Humility (spentd drmaiti, Pahlavi Spandarmad)

Armaiti, Humility, is the daughter of Ahura Mazdi. Already in the Old Avestan texts, she is clearly the deity of the
Earth, as she is in the later Avestan texts and in several other Old Iranian mythologies (Persian, Sogdian, Khotanese).
She is therefore the counterpart of the celestial Order, with which she is frequently associated, and this couple therefore

corresponds loosely to the Old Indic couple Heaven and Earth.
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If drmaiti is, as always assumed, derived from the verb aram man-, it must literally mean “thinking in correct
measure, balanced thinking,” as opposed to “too much* or “too little,” as implied by its opposite “thinking beyond its

measure,” especially “think (too) little (about), scorn.”!

More probably, its meaning is “humility” and refers to the
earth’s “humble” role as the daughter and spouse of Ahura Mazda.> Note that humble is from Latin humilis, which is
derived from humus “earth.” Hence the ritual action of “homage” (nemah), that is, bending down to the earth, is

regularly associated with Armaiti.

Wholeness and Non-dyingness (haurwatdt and amertatdt, Pahlavi Hordad and Amurdad)

These two refer to the fact of not having defects and blemishes and not dying before one’s time. They represent the
desired state of the world and are generated by the sacrifice.
In both the Old and Young Avestan texts, they can be used to refer to water and plants, whose protectors they are said

to be in the Pahlavi texts.

Fire (dtar, Pahlavi ddur and dtash)

The sacrificial fire, belongs to Ahura Mazda (in the Young Avesta it is the son of Ahura Mazda), the messenger who
goes between the worlds of thought and of living beings, bringing the offerings of the worshiper to the gods and the
gifts of the gods to the worshiper (see on the Ritual).

Other gods

In the Young Avesta, sacrifices and worship are offered to a number of deities, among them Mithra, the sun god;
Anahita, the heavenly river; Vayu, the god of the intermediate space between the spherical heaven and the earth
suspended in its center; Tishtriya, the Dog Star, who fights the demon of Drought to release the rains; etc. On these see

below.

Evil gods and demons

Ahura Mazda’s opponents are the cosmic Deception, or the Lie (drug, druj), and her principal agent, the Evil Spirit
(Angra Manyu, literally, “the dark, black spirit/inspiration”?), whose creations and followers tell lies about Ahura
Mazda and his Ordered universe. They are therefore said to be “filled with/possessed by the Lie, Lieful,” (drug-want).
When Ahura Mazda established the Ordered universe, sunny and healthy, the Evil Spirit in turn polluted it with all
kinds of evil things, darkness, death, sickness, etc.

The agents of the Evil Spirit are the old (Indo-Iranian) gods, the daéwas, or demons (OPers. daiva, Olnd. deva).
These are the old Indo-Iranian (and Indo-European) celestial gods, who were demoted in Iran, where they were
assigned to the world governed by the Lie. In the myth, their demotion was caused by their making the wrong choices.?

This feature in particular distinguishes Zoroastrianism from Indic (and Indo-European) beliefs, and the fact that the
Avestan daéwas and Old Persian daivas are no longer beneficent heavenly beings, but rather the agents of chaos,
deception, and evil, has been explained by scholars variously. Most commonly, it has simply been assumed that the
reversal of the fortunes of the daéwas was the work of a single man and due to a conscious and planned departure from
earlier beliefs. That man, they decided, must have been Zarathustra, and the “new” beliefs must have been part of his
“reform” of the traditional religion. See below on Zarathustra.

Others are:

Aéshma “Wrath,” the principal opponent of Sraosha; he probably personifies nocturnal darkness and the night sky,

! According to Louis Renou, Rigvedic aramati is literally “thought put in correct form, thought ready (for the poetic games)”
but also a deity. Its “abstract” meaning is therefore closely connected with poems and poetry.

2See Skjerve, 2002, “Ahura Mazda and Armaiti.”

3 In the Rigveda deva is a term applied to most gods, including those who are also called asura.
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and his “bloody club” may refer to the sunset, in which the sun seems to be sinking into blood.

Nasu, the Carrion demoness, the greatest polluter of Ahura Mazda’s world.

Bushyansta, the demoness of sloth, with long fingers, who keeps telling men “there will be another (day)” and not to
bother to get up in the morning to do Ahura Mazda’s work.

In the Pahlavi texts, the déws (from daéwa) and druzes (from druj) are male and female demons.

54. Mankind

Both Ahura Mazda and the Evil Spirit have their agents among the humans. Ahura Mazda’s principal agent, the first
human to “praise Order,” to “discard the daéwas” as not worthy of sacrifice, and to “sacrifice to Ahura Mazda” was
Zarathustra, the first human poet-sacrificer. Later poet-sacrificers imitate Zarathustra in order to perform a successful
sacrifice. Zarathustra’s primary adversaries in the Gdthds are the kawis and karpans (Pahlavi kaygs and karbs)

“poetasters and mumblers(?).”

Duality and choices

The cosmic duality as reflected in mankind manifests itself through man’s choices as regards his thoughts, words,
and acts. The sustainer of Order will think good thoughts, speak good words, and do good deeds, the one possessed by
the Lie will think evil thoughts, speak evil words, and do evil deeds.

Here we have to be cautious not to identify these terms with those of modern religions, such as Christianity, with
which the Old Avestan concepts only partly overlap. In the Old Avestan religion “good thought,” etc., means exactly
“thought which is in conformity with Order,” and “evil thought,” etc., means “thought which is opposed to good

thought, which is in conformity with the Lie.”

The “established rules/laws” (ddta) and the “deals” (urwata)

Once he has chosen his sides, the poet-sacrificer expects Ahura Mazda and the other divine beings to be on his side
as well. This mutual dependency is well expressed by Darius, in his statement “I am Ahura Mazda’s, Ahura Mazda is

”

mine.” The relationship between the poet-sacrificer and the divine world is regulated by the rules that obtain for the
Ordered cosmos in general and which also regulate the natural cycles and social relationships. In this bipolar structure,
which is valid for relations between the divine and human worlds, as well as among humans in society, both
participants have their assigned job to do, and until the job is done they remain in debt to the other part. Thus the job is
part of the elaborate system of gift exchange found in ancient and “primitive” societies and which has been identified
and well studied for instance in the Greek and Old Indic literatures, but also in the wider Indo-European context.

The reciprocity of divine and human contributions to the maintenance and re-establishment of Order is governed by
two sets of rules: the ddtas, the rules or laws (apparently) established by Ahura Mazda in his function as king for
everybody to follow, and the wurwatas, the deals between gods and gods, gods and men, or men and men,
corresponding, respectively, to Rigvedic dharman- “upholding, (cosmic) rule” and vrata-.

While the ddtas are eternal established rules for behavior established by Ahura Mazda, the deals are eternal (OInd.
prathama- “first, primeval”) conventions that regulate divine and human interaction to which both the divine and the

human parts must conform. The mithra “contract,” on the other hand, seems to be a deal concluded between humans.

Rivalry and the social conflict.

In the society of our poet-sacrificer, the cosmic conflict translates into a number of oppositions, which we may
characterize as those between rich and poor, strong and weak, patron and dependent, the poet-sacrificer and his rivals.
In the Ordered cosmos, these two groups were created equal, as it were, in the mixed state, however, the rich and strong

are often found to be possessed by the Lie, as are many of our poet-sacrificer’s colleagues. The paradox is that, by
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everything he has been told, the poet-sacrificer knows that in the Order of things the cow and the pastures were made
and assigned to the sustainers of Order (3.47.3), but in actual fact the poet and his people are—allegedly—constantly
faced with the problem of the maldistribution of the means of production and wealth. Again and again he stresses that
the sustainers of Order lack the means of subsistence, while the others have plenty.

This “social” aspect of the conflict, which pervades the Old Avestan texts, was emphasized by Antoine Meillet, who
maintained that Zarathustra preached for the poor, the oppressed cattle-tenders.

The sustainers of Order are the men here and now who accept Ahura Mazda and abide by his Order, as well as men
of the past, among them heroes and poets, and men of the future, among them the future “revitalizers.” Their principal
function is to uphold and maintain Order in the worlds of men and gods. The Lie, on the other hand, is served by the
daéwas and men who are possessed by the Lie.

The poet-sacrificer and his people will repeatedly pray to Ahura Mazda to be considered as belonging to the former
group.

The criterion for classifying men and gods into one of these two groups is whether they are or act in conformity with
the two sets of rules laid down by Ahura Mazd4, his established laws and the “deals.”

The opposition between Order and the Lie and sustainers of Order and those possessed by the Lie and the struggle to
overcome the Lie and those possessed by it are the all-pervasive themes in the Gdrhds, which is likely to be introduced
at any point in the poem, with varying functions within the structure. Thus, the poet may first announce what he
already knows about this matter, about the origin, present status, and end of the conflict and the participants; then he
inquire about the same; and, finally, announce the fate of the competitors in the ritual competition.

There are three sub-themes of this general theme, namely the origin of the cosmic conflict, the origin and nature of
the social conflict (including the ritual conflict), and the eschatological theme, which is closely connected with the
themes of the competition and chariot race (see below).

In the larger social context, the enemies of the good are the rich and mighty who possess the things needed be the
weak and poor, among whom our poet-sacrificer counts himself. More specifically, his direct enemies are his rival
poet-sacrificers, as well as the patrons who do not pay him the salary they owe him. Both groups are criticized in the
strongest terms in the Gdthds. The existence of numerous poet-sacrificers other than ours is made clear by plural
references to “poets.” It follows logically that in a society where the poet-sacrificers vie for the attention, approval, and
gifts of the gods, any other poet-sacrificer is bound to be a rival. That is not to say that they are all considered as bad,
as well, but the absence of any mention of friendly poet-sacrificers leaves this point in darkness. The existence of other
poets is well documented also from the Rigveda, in which it is commonly recognized that there are many, all of whom
vie for the gods’ attention and favors.

In the Gathas, as well, the rival poets “falsely” call themselves “poets” (kawis), and their patrons become possessed
by the Lie and thereby ruin both the livelihood and the reputation of the real poets. The exigencies of the belly play an
important role in the Gdthds, as we see from the emphasis on the kinds of food that are in store for the sustainers of
Order and the Lie, respectively. See more on this issue below on the Poet’s Complaint and under Rewards.

There are several terms used for the rival or bad poet-sacrificers. Two of these have exact equivalents in Old Indic:
kawi and usij ~ OIld Indic kavi and ushij, while the others are only Old Avestan: karpan ‘“*mumbler,” gréhma
“*glutton,” vaépiya “*trembler,” kewina ‘“*poetaster,” béndwa- “*binder, tier (of knots?).”

The Old Indic term kavi is one of the commonest words for “poet,” and even in Old Avestan times it must have been
a term of repute, as it is born by the famous kawi Vishtdspa. In fact, our text implies that it is the bad-poet-sacrificers

who have given this term, as well as that of karpan, a bad name.

The cow

The cow plays an extremely important role in the world of the Old Avestan poet, as she represents his subsistence,
providing many of the things necessary for his and his family’s survival, as well as for the ritual. Having many cows is

a guarantee of well-being and a symbol of being favored by the gods. Hence, the object of revitalizing Armaiti, the
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earth, is to ensure peace and pasture, without which no stable human community is possible.

The cow was created by Ahura Mazda, but, as we are told in 1.29, no special ratu was provided for her within the
original scheme of Order established during the first existence, hence she has no human protector and provider of
forage, only the heavenly Ahura Mazda himself. For this reason Zarathustra, Ahura Mazda’s favorite poet-sacrificer,
is sent down among humans and is instituted as her master and protector and provider of forage.

According to the poet, the cow was thus created and intended for the sustainers of Order. Social disorder and conflict
is therefore to a large extent apparently based upon the fact that those whom the poet considers to be possessed by the
Lie are frequently those who actually own the most cows and controls the pastures. By these the cow is obviously
mistreated, fettered, and even killed, as reflected in 1.29, 32.14 and in various YAwv. text passages (Y.12.2, Yt.10.38, 86,
V.3.11, 5.37, 18.12).

5.5. Man — body and soul

Man consists of a tangible body and various intangible parts, foremost among them the mind or thought. In the Old
Avesta, two principal constituents of the body are “bones” and “life breath” or “vitality” (ushtdna).

Man also has three “souls”:

e the frawashi or “pre-soul,” which is made in the world of thought and preexists the person, being sent down to the
world of the living when a person is conceived;

e the urwan or “(breath-)soul,” which leaves the body at death and wanders into the beyond to be judged;

e the daéna or “vision-soul,” the mental constituent of man that allows him to “see” into the world of thought.

The daénd also represents the totality of a persons thoughts, words, and deeds in life, for which he is judged in the
beyond.
Avestan daénd, Pahlavi dén, is often translated as “religion,” but we must keep in mind that “religion” can not have

had the same implications in the early periods as it has in modern times.

The “Ford of the Accountant.”

According to the Old Avesta, “at the final turn of the existence,” each person is required to pass over the “Ford of the
Accountant,” imagined as a passage across a river or a chasm, before which the register of one’s thoughts, words, and
deeds is made. The soul (urwan) comes to this ford accompanied by the daénd, which takes on an appearance
congruent with the thoughts, words, and deeds it represents. In the later tradition, the thoughts, etc., are weighed on a
scales by the heavenly judge, Rashnu, and according as the balance tips, the ford or bridge becomes wide or narrow,

and the soul will pass safely on to heaven or fall into hell.

5.6. The (re)vitalization of the world

Healing of the cosmos

The Old Iranians viewed the natural processes of time—the change between day and night and summer and winter—
as the result of a cosmic battle, fought between Ahura Mazda and the Lie with the assistance of their divine and human
followers. The battle was renewed every night and every winter, and its purpose was to reestablish the first state of the
cosmos, that is, the way it was when Ahura Mazda first ordered it. Since the daily and yearly changes cause nature to
sicken (1.30.6) or be destroyed, what is clearly needed to remake the first existence is a good portion of healing and
revitalizing/regenerating/reinvigorating strength.

The healing of the cosmos is also the purpose of the videvddd sdde ritual.
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The healing power of Ahura Mazda and the poet is referred to by the term “healer of (this) existence.”’ The

revitalizing strength, on the other hand, is the underlying theme of the entire Old Avestan text corpus and religion.

Swelling of the cosmos

When Ahura Mazda and the other immortal gods rule the world according to Order, it is full of life and fecundity.

”

The terms for this state are derived from the root span, which literally implies “swelling with vital juices.” This may
imply the conception of the world as “dried out, deflated,” like trees and plants and the ground itself during periods of
non-growth, as opposed to periods of growth, when nature is reborn and swells with life-giving juices. Similarly, the
female breast, deflated during periods of non-fecundity, is inflated with milk before and after birth and the male penis
inflated before releasing its fertilizing semen.

The most important of these words are spenta, which is the epithet of everything that has (at least potentially) the
power to “revitalize” the cosmos in this manner; sawa(h), the “strength” by which the powers of darkness and death can
be overcome and the revitalizing take place; and saoshyant “(he) who shall make (the existence) spenta, i.e., swell (with
the Juices of Life),” that is, the competent and successful poet-sacrificer here and now, and (according to the Young
Avesta) the various future mythical poet-sacrificers, notably the three sons of Zarathustra, who shall each of them
sacrifice at the beginning of the last three millennia in order to reestablish the first state of existence permanently. In
practice this refers to remaking the world in its pristine, unsullied form, as established and made in the beginning by
Ahura Mazda.

The good deities in the world of thought, first of all Ahura Mazda, are all “life-giving, vitalizing” (spenta), that is,
they are responsible for maintaining the universe in its pristine state, as originally established by Ahura Mazda himself.
The term is frequently rendered in Western literature as “beneficial” or “holy,” but the latter is a very imprecise term
and should be avoided. Humans contribute to this maintenance of the Ordered universe through their behavior and their
rituals.

At the end of the final battle the final “life-givers” or “revitalizers” (saoshyants) will stand forth and by their victory
over the forces of Evil render the world “juicy” (frasha), that is, full of fertile, juices, like it was in the beginning. In
the Gdthds, this adjective characterizes the supreme exchange gift produced by Ahura Mazda for a successful sacrifice,
namely the remaking of the pristine state of the world. The event is also referred to as the “Juicy-making”
(frashé.kerti), a term which later becomes reserved for the final event, at the end of the world, when Ahura Mazda

s

performs the final sacrifice, producing the permanent “Juicy-making,” a state which is explained in Yt.19.11 as
“incorruptible, indestructible, undecaying, unrotting, ever-living, ever-swelling.” The term is commonly rendered as

“Renovation.” Here it is rendered as “Perfectioning.”

6. THE YOUNG AVESTAN GODS

While the Old Avestan texts mention few divine beings by names, the pantheon of the Young Avesta and the later
texts is quite crowded with deities. All the beings of the world of thought are referred to as “deserving of sacrifices,”
yazata, which becomes the regular term for “god.” The principal deities in the Young Avestan pantheon, other than

Ahura Mazda are the following.

Ardwi Stird Anahitd (Pahlavi Ardwisiir, Andhid)

This is a female deity identified with the Heavenly River, that is, probably the Milky Way.

The goddess has her source on (the mythical) Mount Hukairya (“the mountain of good deeds”), whence she came
down when Ahura Mazda asked her to. She is a fertility goddess and purifies the semen of the males and the wombs of

the females so that they can conceive. Much of her yasht (Yt. 5) is devoted to the enumeration of her worshipers,

't is, of course, this aspect of holiness that underlies the Germanic terms for “holy” (cf. hale, whole).
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which will be discussed below. The rest is devoted to descriptions of the goddess. She is partly described as a river

and partly as a richly dressed woman.

Mithra (Olnd. Mitra, OPers. Mithra, Mitra; Pahlavi Mihr)

A feature common to the Rigvedic Mitra and Avestan Mithra is that they are both concerned with the relationships
between men. Thus Rigvedic Mitra is called “he who makes people take up their proper place.” The original function
of Mitra may thus have been that of overseeing the agreements and treaties regulating the social and political
relationships between groups of men. This function is not particularly prominent in the Rigvedic hymns but all the
more so in the Avestan one. Here we find Mithra as the guardian of all kinds of agreements, concluded by all kinds of
groups of people, social (homes, families) and political (tribes, countries). Mithra is the friend of the truthful and the
sworn enemy of the untruthful who break the agreement. The sanctity of the contract even transcends the good-bad
duality: in Yt. 10.2 a contract is said to be respected whether concluded with a sustainer of Order or someone possessed
by the Lie!

To perform the function of overseer, Mithra never sleeps, has an inordinately large number of eyes and ears, and is
able to survey vast areas.

On the other hand both Rigvedic Mitra and Avestan Mithra are associated with the sun. In the Rigveda, the sun is the
eye of Mitra and Varuna, by which they keep an eye on the affairs of men. In the Avesta, Mithra precedes the Sun at
dawn, flying over the golden mountain peaks to survey the land of the Iranians.

Mithra is the god invoked by warriors before the battles to make him strike fear into the hearts of the enemies, who
are those who broke the peace treaty.

In the world of thought Mithra is the sworn enemy of the daéwas and others possessed by the Lie, and even the Evil
Spirit himself fears him.

In the beginning, Ahura Mazda assigned to Mithra a position as exalted as his own (Yt. 10.1). Mithra dwells on the

top of Mount Hari in a house fashioned by Ahura Mazda and the Life-giving Immortals, the mountain in the middle of
the earth (around which the heaven rotates) and which is unsullied by evil (Yt. 10.59-51). When the sun rises, Mithra
goes forth over Hari in front of the sun, surveying the Aryan lands and the Seven Continents (Yt. 10.12-16).
He drives in a chariot drawn by four white horses and is accompanied variously by Rashnu, Cista, and the Likeness of
the Mazdayasnian Daéna (124-126). When he drives into battle he is accompanied by Rashnu, Sraosha, and Ashi, who
acts as his charioteer (41), or Sraosha, Ashi, and Nairy6.sangha (52). Before him drives Verthraghna, the god who
smashes the resistance/valor of the enemy, in the shape of a ferocious wild boar (his fifth incarnation) who wreaks
havoc among the enemies who stand in his way.

Mithra supervises the contracts and the consequences of their breaking and keeping (2-3). He watches over the social
order (17-21), as well as the political order (35-40). In general, he battles the powers of the Lie (95-98).

Ashi, goddess of the rewards, also Ashish Wanghwi “good Ashi” (Pahlavi Ahrishwang)

As the goddess of the personified “reward” she acts as charioteer of Zarathustra, a notion probably derived from the
Gathic “poetic race for reward.” From there she also became the charioteer of the gods, notably Mithra. She wants
excluded from her worship women not yet nubile, and like Anahita she is connected with the legends of the Naotairyas.
The yasht to her (Yt. 17) contains an enumeration of her worshipers. The rest of the hymns contains descriptions of the

goddess, an episode with Zarathustra and his fight with the Evil Spirit, and allusions to a myth involving the Naotairyas.

Haoma (Pahlavi Hom)

The Rigvedic hymns to Soma primarily deal with the soma ritual and the effects upon the participants of the ritual
who have drunk the soma juice. They feel uplifted, extremely strong, and immortal. The effect upon Indra himself is
particularly potent: in one hymn (10.119) the god imagines himself larger than the sky and the earth, and deliberates

with himself where he wants to set the earth down.
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The Avestan hymn to Haoma is different. It is placed in the Yasna collection (Y. 9-11), as the pressing of the haoma-
plant is an important part of the ceremony. Parts of the hymn itself are, in fact, reminiscent of the Rigvedic hymns to
Soma. Thus, in Y. 9.17-21, the powers induced by the intoxicating drink are described, among which are victory in
battles, bodily strength, and longevity.

Other parts, however, are linked with the mythological and legendary history of Iran. This is quite typical of
Avestan hymns to deities. Thus, in Y. 9.1-13, the mythical sacrificers are listed, starting with Yima and ending with
Zarathustra’s father!

Other similarities between the Rigvedic Soma and the Avestan Haoma concern the description of the plant. The
attempts at identifying the plant have created a lot of controversy, and no agreement has so far been reached. The
problems connected with identifying the plant are indeed numerous. We must keep in mind that we are dealing with a
mythical plant described by two different peoples living in two different places and probably changing habitats
throughout the period during which the poems were composed. The identity of the plant may in fact have changed
throughout the prehistoric period, as it has in historical times.

Haoma (Pers. Hiim) also entered the epic tradition (Yt. 9.16-19 = Yt. 17.36-39) as a hero who was granted the
privilege of capturing Frangrasyan (Pers. Afrasiyab), the arch-enemy of the Iranians, and bringing him Kawi

Haosrawah (Pers. Key Khosrow). In the Hom yasht there is a brief reference to this episode toward the end (Y. 11.7).

Tishtriya (Pahlavi Tishtar)

Tishtriya is the Iranian name of the star Sirius, the Dog Star, which brings drought, personified as the demon
Apaosha. The hymn to Tishtriya (Yt. 8) is quite unique in the yasht collection, having little material in common with
any of the other hymns.

The battle with Apaosha is described in two parts: 1. the rising of the Dog Star; battle between Tishtriya and Apaosha
in the form of a black stallion, with Apaosha gaining the upper hand; 2. the sinking of the Dog Star and Tishtriya
gaining the upper hand.

Among other mythological elements in the hymn a the feat of the archer Erkhsha, Tishtriya’s fight with the witches
who fall from heaven, and his fight with the Witch of Bad Seasons.

Verthraghna (Pahlavi Wahrdm)
The victorious warrior god of the Avesta. The god who smashes the resistance/valor of his opponents is not an
individual god in the Rigveda, where the word is most commonly used as an epithet of Indra. In the Avesta, the name

is used as an epithet of several divinities and heroes, notably Thraétaona, who, like Indra, was a great dragon-slayer.

Vayu (Pahlavi Way)

This is the god of the wind that blows through the intermediate space and the intermediate space itself, through which
the breath soul (urwan) and vision-soul (daénd) of the dead must travel to get to the Bridge of the Accountant. Vayu is
therefore associated with inflexible destiny and has both a good and a bad side. The stern side of Vayu is expressed in

some verses of the Aogemadaéca.

Sraosha (Pahlavi Srosh)

Sraosha, originally the readiness of the worshipper and the god to listen to one another, is in the Young Avesta the
god presiding over the rewards, as his standard epithet Ashiya (< Ashi “reward”) seems to imply.

In the Young Avesta he is a warlike god, whose main function is to destroy daéwas and other harmful beings in the
camp of Evil. In particular his special opponent is “Wrath with the bloody club.”

In addition Sraosha is said to have been the first sacrificer and the first to recite the Gdthds in the world of thought.

Like Haoma, the hymn to Sraosha is included in the Yasna (Y. 57), where it plays a crucial role in combating the

powers of darkness.
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Rashnu (Pahlavi Rashn)
This is the god of straight and correct behavior and, in the beyond, the judge who weighs the deeds of the dead on a
balance.

Druwdspd
This goddess is a pale figure in the Young Avesta. Her yasht is called Gdsh yasht, and she plays no important role in
the Avestan pantheon. She may originate from eastern Iran, where Bactrian coins with her name, Lrouaspo, have been

found.

Apdm Napdt (0Old Indic the same), “scion of the waters”
This may be the deity of the fire in the clouds.

Airyaman (Old Indic Aryaman) (Pahlavi Erman)

This is the god of harmonious unions, being invoked at weddings, and of peace and healing (see Videvdad 22).

Nairya Sangha, Nairyd.sangha “the heroic announcement” (Pahlavi Nérydsang)
The divine messenger (see Videvdad 22)

The khwarnah (OPers. farnah, Pahlavi xwarrah and xwarr)

This is not a deity, but a substance(?) that is somehow crucial for maintaining the Command. It has been translated
in various ways. (Divine) Fortune or (divine) Munificence (plural: the divine gifts of fortune) cover some of the
implications of this concept, but perhaps not all. Traditionally, the term is often translated as Glory, referring in part to
“fame and glory” and in part to a luminous nimbus surrounding the heads of heroes, especially kings. It is an
indispensable qualification for kingship to possess this Fortune (see Yasht 19).

Numerous beings in the world of thought are enumerated in the Yasna, many of whom are difficult to identify and

who belong to the category of “genius” rather than “god,” such as the genius of the home, of the year, etc.

Rigvedic gods = Iranian demons
When the devas were assigned in Iran en masse—as daéwas—to the camp of Evil, some of the Rigvedic gods went
with them, Indra, Sharva, and the twin Néasatyas (Ashvins), who are explicitly mentioned in Vd. 10.9 and 19.43 in an

enumeration of daéwas. In the Pahlavi books, this series of demons is assigned as opponents of the forces of Good as

follows:

Demons Deities

Angra Manyu AkOman Vohu Manah Wahman
Indra + Saurwa  Indar + Sawul Asha Vahishta Ardwahisht
Nanghaithya Nanghait Khshathra Vairiya Shahrewar
[Armaiti] Tar6mat Spenti Armaiti Spandarmad
Taurwi Tarich Haurwatat Hordad
Zairi Zgrich Amertatat Amurdad
Aéshma Eshm Sraosha Srosh
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7. ZOROASTRIANISM UNDER THE ACHAEMENIDS

The question most commonly asked by historians of Iranian religion throughout this century, and one of those most
hotly debated, has been whether the Achaemenids were Zoroastrians or not. The answer to this question has commonly
been sought in terms of similarities and differences between Zoroastrianism and the Achaemenid religion as expressed
in their inscriptions. The differences have often been defined in terms of “omissions and discrepancies” in the
inscriptions as compared with Zoroastrianism: it is argued that, since many key terms and notions of Zoroastrianism are
absent from the Old Persian inscriptions, the Achaemenid religion was at least not “pure” Zoroastrianism. Such points
of view, however, do not take sufficiently into account the fact that the Avesta, our principal source for the oldest
Iranian religion, and the Old Persian inscriptions are two fundamentally different kinds of texts: royal proclamations
versus ritual texts, as well as in different languages. There is therefore no particular reason to expect the mention of
Zarathustra, for instance, who, we may note, is also not mentioned in the Sasanian inscriptions, which are clearly
“Zoroastrian.”

To answer such a question one must, of course, carefully describe and define both “Achaemenid religion” and
“Zoroastrianism.” For our purpose, we shall loosely define the former as the religion expressed in the various primary
and secondary sources at our disposal and the latter as the religion expressed in the Avesta, the sacred book of the
Zoroastrians. We shall see that there are so many similarities between Achaemenid religion and Zoroastrianism defined
in this manner that it is hard to conclude that the latter was not the religion of the Achaemenid kings, at least from
Darius on.

The original question then has two possible answers. Either the Achaemenids had always been Zoroastrians, or there
was a religious reform by which the early Achaemenids became Zoroastrians. Mary Boyce argues for the first solution
by simply pointing out that there are no indications in our sources that there was any kind of religious reform at that
time; and so it would be a plausible conclusion that by the 6th century the Avesta was known in western Iran and that
from Darius on, at least, the Avesta was bodily in Persis. On the whole, this seems to be the better solution, although
other scenarios are thinkable. If, for instance, the religion was brought by Persian conquerors, there would be no
reform, just the superimposition of their religion upon that of the conquered, and there are indications (in the

genealogy) that this may be the case.

7.1. Sources
Our sources for the Achaemenid religion are:
1. Primary sources:
The Old Persian inscriptions.
Akkadian and Elamite inscriptions.
The Elamite and Aramaic inscriptions from Persepolis (ca. 509-458 b.c.e.).
Aramaic letters (late 5th cent.).
Achaemenid art and archeology.

2. Secondary sources: Greek sources: Herodotus and others.

Since the Old Persian inscriptions only start with Darius I,' information about history and religion before this
period—including, of course everything about the Medes and other early Iranian tribes, such as the Scythians—has to

be sought in other sources .

! The Old Persian inscriptions ascribed to his predecessors: Cyrus, Ariaramnes, and Arsames all date from after Darius; the
Old Persian version of Cyrus’s inscriptions at Pasargadae may have been added under the later Achaemenids, and those of
Ariaramnes and Arsames may be modern fabrications.
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7.2. The Cyrus cylinder

The only extensive text from an Iranian king before Darius is the Cyrus cylinder written in Akkadian, in which Cyrus
describes his religious policy. This cylinder, which was found in Babylon in 1879 and is now in the British Museum, as
well as a fragment formerly at Yale, but now reunited with the main piece, describes Cyrus’s religious activities.
Unfortunately this text does not tell us much about Cyrus’s own religion or his religious policies at home, and there are
no other direct sources. The question of Cyrus’s religion has therefore been hotly debated, though there are no

conclusive arguments for any of the current opinions.

7.3. The Elamite texts from Persepolis

The Elamite texts found by the Oriental Institute at Persepolis during excavations in 1333-34 led by Ernst Herzfeld
and published as the Fortifications tablets (dating from the years 509-494 of the reign of Darius I) and the Treasury
tablets (dating from the years 492-458 of the reigns of Darius I, Xerxes, and Artaxerxes I) provide a wide range of
information about the religion, not all of which is yet clearly understood. Numerous gods are mentioned in the texts, as
well as several kinds of religious services, several types of priests, and they describe the amount of produce bought for

religious services. Most of the gods are clearly Iranian, but there are also some Elamite and Babylonian ones.
Gods

Persian gods and divinities:
Ahuramazda
Visai Baga “All Gods”
Ispandaramaiti “Life-giving Humility”
Naryasanga, Av. Nairya Sangha
Ertana Fraverti “pre-souls of the Orderly”
*Druvai, either the god of Time (Av. Zruwa “time”) or a god or goddess of Health (cf. OPers. duruva ‘“healthy,
unharmed,” Av. Druwaspa “she who keeps the horses healthy”)
Mizhdushi, apparently a female deity “the reward-granting one” (Av. mizhda “reward”
Bertakdmiya, deity referred to as “he/she through whom one’s wish is obtained”?
Huwarira, deity of sunrise?
divinities of rivers, mountains, places, and cities.

Elamite gods (Koch, 1977, pp. 101-9):
Humban: chief Elamite god
Napir irshara “the Great God”;

etc.

Babylonian gods (Koch, 1977, pp. 109-12):
Adad: weather god
KI: “Earth.”

Rituals

The principal service was the lan service (Elamite d.lan; Koch, 1977, pp. 129-40). This is the only service that seems
to have been celebrated on a grand scale, judging from the large quantity of provisions recorded for it.

In the tablets the term d.lan is often listed together with names of deities, e.g., PF 1956, where it is listed together
with *Druva, *Huwarira, the Earth, and *Visai Baga.

As Ahura Mazda himself is only rarely mentioned in these tablets, it is usually assumed that the /an service was the

service for the supreme deity, who therefore was not mentioned by name himself (Koch, 1977, p. 138).
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Among the other types of services were the daussa “libation service” (Av. zaothra) or daussiya and baga-daussiya
“libation service for the god(s)” (Koch, 1977, pp. 125-29).

Religious officials

Among officials in charge of or participating in the services the following may be mentioned (Koch, 1977, pp. 154-
70):

shaten “priest” (Elamite), the most commonly mentioned term.

magush (OPers. magush), chiefly involved with the lan service, exceptionally services for Visai Baga, Druva, a river,
and a mountain

yashtd (Av. yashta), “sacrificer”

dterwakhsha (Av. dtrewakhsha), originally in charge of the fire. This official is also only mentioned in connection
with lan services.

74. The Aramaic texts from Persepolis

The Aramaic texts found by the Oriental Institute’s excavations at Persepolis in 1936-38 are limited to inscriptions on

utensils for preparing the haoma, such as the hdwan “mortar” (Av. hdwana) and abishdwan “pestle.”

7.5. The Aramaic letters from Elephantine

These letters from the military colony at Elephantine in the Nile mostly date from the 5th century. The most

important evidence in these letters is that of the personal names, some of which clearly reflect the Avestan religion, e.g.,

Artaxwant “*possessing Order”

Aterfarna “enjoying the munificence of the fire”
Arma(n)tidata “given by (Life-giving) Armaiti”
Bagafarna “enjoying the munificence of the gods”
Bagazushta “in whom (in whose sacrifice) the gods take pleasure, approved by the gods”
Homdata “(child) given by Haoma”

Mazdayazna “who sacrifices to/worships (Ahura) Mazda”
Mithradata “(child) given by Mithra”

Mithrayazna “who sacrifices to/worships Mithra”
Spentadéta “(child) given by Life-giving (Armaiti?)”
Tiripata “protected by Tiri.”

Zhamaspa, epic name

7.6. The Achaemenid inscriptions

In the Achaemenid inscriptions, the kings are portrayed as worshipping, i.e., sacrificing to, the great god (baga)
Ahuramazda, who produced and maintains the ordered cosmos and who bestowed the royal command upon them, so
that they might (re)establish and maintain order on earth. The purpose of the established order is to provide happiness

for man and guide his life so that he may be among Ahuramazda’s chosen after death.

The Old Avesta itself is fundamentally the poet-sacrificer’s oral announcement of his knowledge, praise of Ahura
Mazda and his work, and blame, that is, denunciation of those on the side of (possessed by) the Lie. Among the
technical terms for the god’s announcements, the most common is the simple word “speak,” but there is also

“command, instruct, ordain” (sdh-) and “announce” (sangh-) which is used about both the sacrificer and Ahura Mazda.
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His announcements are, in fact, by themselves capable of combating the Lie and its evil and protect all living beings
(2.44.14), And it is by his announcements that the sacrificer will bring back dawn once again (2.46.3).

The equivalent of Avestan sangh- in Old Persian is thangh-, the standard term for the king’s statement or
announcement: King Darius announces (thdti) ... These statements of the Achaemenid kings announce their
knowledge, praise of Ahuramazda and his work, blame of the followers of the Lie, and his purpose, and thus serve to
uphold the Order of the land.

By his announcement, the king states his identity and his side in the battle against evil. Thus, in the Bisotun

inscription, we have, put simply:

* the king’s self-presentation by stating his name and his ancestry (cf. DNa 8-15).
* a statement about the king’s appurtenance to Ahura Mazda, who bestowed the royal command upon him.
* a statement about the king’s activities: supporting the work of Ahuramazda and combating the forces of the Lie.!

While Darius’s statement about his identity (I am Darius, the great king, etc.), Darius’s opponents all present
themselves falsely, as in DB 1.77-78: And a certain Babylonian, Nidintu-Bél, son of Ainaira, rose up in Babylon. He
lied to the people: “I am Nebuchadrezzar, the son of Nabonidus.”

Darius states his appurtenance to Ahuramazda in no dubious terms in DSk: King Darius announces: Ahuramazda is
mine, [ am Ahuramazda’s. I sacrificed to Ahuramazda. May Ahuramazda bear me aid!

Here the relationship between Ahuramazda and the kings is portrayed as one of possession between god and his
worshipper/sacrificer, in which Ahuramazda in return for worship/sacrifice assists the king in maintaining his land. It is
difficult to state more explicitly the function of the sacrifice and the mutual indebtedness of the two participants: the

sacrificer and the divinity (see below on the Ritual).

Throughout his inscriptions, Darius assures us that he was an active participant in the battle against the Lie (cf. DB
1.34-35, DB 4.33-40), and he regards his opponents as having been bewildered and deceived by the Lie and so become
its minions.

Being on the side of the Lie also manifests itself in the worship of the wrong gods, the daivas. Darius and Xerxes
both used the proscription of the worship of wrong gods (daiva) as a means of subduing and punishing local rebellions,

and Darius explicitly prescribes punishment for the evil-doer (e.g., DB 4.67-69).

The king represents himself as a just king, however, treating everybody equally and justly (DB1.20-22, DNb 16-24),
and he rewards those who behave according to the Law (ddta) he has laid down (DB 1.23, cf. OAv. 1.28.10), but
punishes those who do not.

Thus, the kings fulfill their duties to Ahura Mazda by upholding his law and pursuing and punishing those who do
not, who are liers and rebels or foreigners who worship the wrong gods, and his advice to other kings is to behave in the
same manner (DB 4.61-65).

The basic acceptable behavior consists in speaking only what was real, true (hashiya), behaving with rectitude
(ershta), and doing what is straight (rdsta), as opposed to lying (durujiya-), doing wrong or erring (vindthaya-),
behaving crookedly (ziira kar-), deviously or erratically (mitha),. In addition, the king is to protect the land from
foulness, the evil stench of the Lie (gasta). Abiding by the Law, that is, by what has been established as true and
correct behavior, also means not leaving the straight path in rebellion against the authorities (DNa 58-60).

The man who behaves well, that is, according to the established law of Ahuramazda, will receive a reward both in
life and in afterlife. The goal of man is to act in such a way that he becomes happy (shiydta) while alive (which is what
Ahuramazda intended for him) and at one with Order (artdvan) when dead (DB 5.18-20, XPh, and cf. Y.71.13-16).

The king obviously performs god’s will on earth, and his achievements in the world of the living parallel and match

those of Ahura Mazda in the world of thought. There is no explicit statement to this effect in the inscriptions nor in the

! The similarity with 2.43.7-8, in which the Old Avestan poet-sacrificer identifies himself and states his side is remarkable.
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artistic representations, but it is implicitly clear.'

Thus, the king’s principal function is to overcome chaos and evil and reestablish and consolidate political order,
peace, and fertility in his realm. The prerequisites are the knowledge of the mysteries or, rather, the basic truths of
existence, as well as the command (khshassa), which the sacrificer must work hard for, but the king is endowed with by
god himself.

Foremost of this esoteric knowledge is the knowledge of the importance of Ahuramazda, of his supremacy among the
gods, his ordering of the cosmos, including establishing happiness for man, and his bestowal of the royal command on
Darius (and his successors).

Like Ahuramazda, then, the king’s function is to maintain Order in his land, and, indeed, whenever Darius saw chaos
reign in the land, he would put it back in order (DNa 31-36, XPh 30-35). Thus it is up to the king to maintain the peace
established for mankind by Ahuramazda, as it is the job of the sacrificer to maintain (YH.35.4, 3.47.3).

We see that the simple term shiydti in Darius’s inscriptions corresponds—structurally—closely to the Old Avestan
concept of peace and pasture. The Gdthds span the history of the world and the sacrifice: from (1) the ordering act of
Ahuramazda: the establishment of Order as seen in the diurnal sky with the sun, of the earth, of man, and of good things
for man: the pleasure-giving cow, to (2) the replication of this act in the sacrifice: the establishment of the ritual Order,
the weaving and spreading out of the sacrificer’s good thought (corresponding to the heaven), the establishment of the
sacrificer’s humility and the sacred ground (Armaiti = the earth), the Life-giving Man (the qualified and successful
poet-sacrificer) and the Goal: good things for man: “peace and pasture.” Similarly, but much more briefly, Darius’s

inscriptions: (3) establishment of heaven, earth, man, and good things for man: happiness (shiydti).

history of the world sacrifice inscriptions
the sun Order
diurnal sky good thought earth
earth Armaiti heaven
man Life-Giving Man man
pleasure-giving cow peace and pasture happiness

Finally, the king has an “esthetic” function. Just as the ultimate purpose of the Old Avestan sacrifice is to make this
existence “Juicy” (frasha) in anticipation of the final “Juicy-making” or ‘“Perfectioning” at the end of the world, so also

does Darius endeavor to produce “perfect” (frasha) work on earth (DSt 55-57).

In conclusion, that the Achaemenid king performs his Zoroastrian duties faithfully should be perfectly clear:

¢ He praises Ahuramazda and his ordered cosmos,

* he worships Ahuramazda and the other gods, those, that is, that are worthy of worship,

* he discards the wrong gods, the daivas,

* he repeats time and again that Ahuramazda is the greatest of the gods,

* and he represents himself as having all the good qualities of a follower of Order and Ahuramazda.

He is truly in the tradition of Zarathustra, indeed, in his function as mediator between the gods and men, as supreme
sacrificer, he, like the Old Avestan sacrificer, becomes Zarathustra permanently.?

Moreover, unlike the Old Avestan sacrificer, he need not worry about proving himself competent before obtaining
the ritual command, since, like Zarathustra, he is Ahuramazda’s chosen and was endowed with the royal command by

the god himself:

! Only in the Sasanian period do we find the idea expressed in the royal reliefs, where the victory of the king’s enemy is equal
to Ahura Mazda’s victory over the Evil Spirit.

2 Similarly, in the Young Avesta, it is said that for the sacrificer to succeed he should sacrifice like Zarathustra, model or
prototype of sacrificers (Yt.13.41).
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Darius in fact reunites in one and the same person the functions of supreme king—prototype Yima—and supreme
sacrificer—prototype Zarathustra. In the later, Sasanian literature, this constellation, is said to introduce the end of
time, when the world will again be made frasha (the Renovation), which, as we have seen, Darius has already done.
Thus, Darius fits into a long line of Iranian kings who expect the end of the world and the Renovation to be, as it were,

around the corner.

7.7. Religion of the Persians according to Herodotus (ca. 425 B.C.E.)

Among the details furnished by Herodotus about the Persian religion, note the following, most of which are known
from either the Avesta or the later Zoroastrian tradition:

Sacrifices must only take place in the presence of a Magus. After the victim had been cut in pieces and the flesh had
been boiled it was laid out upon soft grass. A Magus chanted a hymn, which was said to recount the origin of the gods
(1.132).

The Persians considered it the most disgracing thing in the world to tell lies, the next to owe a debt. They revered the
rivers and never polluted them with dirt from their own bodies, including by washing themselves in a river (1.139).
The bodies of the dead male were buried only after they had been torn by dogs or birds of prey. The Magi covered the
bodies with wax before burying them (1.140). The Magi would kill animals other than dogs and men of all kinds,
especially ants and snakes and other flying or creeping things, with their own hands (1.140).

7.8. Other Classical authors on the Old Persian religion

Another Classical source is Xanthus of Lydia, who lived slightly before Herodotus and who gives us two important
pieces of information:

1. the Persians claimed that it was Zoroaster who had made the rule against burning dead bodies or otherwise defiling
the fire;

2. the Magians cohabit with their close female relatives.

It is also Xanthus to whom the earliest testimony about the date of Zarathustra is credited. The late writer Diogenes
Laertius in his Life of the Philosophers quotes Xanthus as saying that there were 6,000 years between Zoroaster and
Xerxes’s Greek expedition, and Hermodorus, of the Platonic school, as stating that Zoroaster the Persian ruled five (or

six) thousand years after the capture of Troy.

8. ZOROASTRIANISM UNDER THE SELEUCIDS AND ARSACIDS (PARTHIANS)

Sources for the Seleucid period: coins, inscriptions (in Greek and Aramaic), and the Classical authors.

Alexander and his soldiers are credited with great harm done to the Iranian religion: by killing the priests *(the magi),
by destroying and dispersing the holy scriptures, and by damaging and destroying holy places and temples. The
indigenous literary tradition, which has preserved most of these stories, can of course not be trusted to have preserved
actual records of what happened, as all historical events recorded in this tradition were recast in traditional literary
forms. The Greek historians, on the other hand, were probably not particularly interested in transmitting horror stories
about Alexander and his troops, even if they had committed crimes against the clergy, etc., so they cannot be trusted
either. Finally, the archeological record provides little information about what actually happened.

As a matter of fact, considering the growing chaos in the imperial succession and administration, similar conditions

may be conjectured for the clergy, too, and the church may well have been as much its own enemy as Alexander.

At the death of Alexander the empire quickly disintegrated. Alexander’s generals, who became governors of the
various parts of the Achaemenid empire, had taken Iranian wives, and their offspring was therefore partly Iranian. Thus

Seleucus’s son and successor was Antiochus I (ca. 280-262).
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One thing to note about the Seleucid kings is that they begin calling themselves theos “god,” as well as sétér
“savior.” The potential importance of this titulature should not be underestimated. There is a long tradition in Iran of
new kings inaugurating new dynasties who considered themselves as having conquered the Evil Spirit himself and thus

considered themselves as saviors and inaugurators of the era of the Perfectioning (Renovation), predicted in the Avesta.

The Parthian dynasty established its control over Iran with Mitridates I’s (ca. 171-138) conquest of Seleucia on the
Tigris in 141, and this control was expanded and consolidated under Mitridates II (ca. 123-87). Both kings were no
doubt Zoroastrians and regarded Mithra as their protective deity.

The Arsacids were the first to introduce Hellenistic anthropomorphic iconography in public and on their coins,
although he deities were represented by their Greek names.

It is in the Arsacid period that Zoroastrianism gains a foothold in Armenia, and Armenian sources have preserved
valuable evidence about the religion of those times.

From the first century of the new era, we have the important testimony of Strabo, the Herodotus of his day, who tells
us (15.3.15) that the Iranians had both temples to their gods [Parth. bagin] and fire temples [Parth. dtroshan <
*atrwaxshana > Arm. atrushan]. And we also have the description by Pausanias, a Greek traveler who saw Zoroastrian

communities in Lydia.

The most interesting of the kings from this period is vassal of the Parthians, Antiochus of Commagene, who called
himself theos dikaios epiphanes philoromaios philhellen. His grave, located at a site called Nimrud Dag, is fronted by a
row of seated deities, whose names are inscribed in Greek letters. In the inscription accompanying the statues

Antiochus says:

I chose to consecrate this place as a sacred seat for all the gods to share, so that there may be not only this heroic
band of my ancestors which you see established by my care, but also the divine semblance of manifest deities
sanctified on a holy summit, and so that this spot may be a witness that shall not fail to tell of my piety.
Wherefore, as you see, I have set up these divine images (agalmata) of Zeus Oromasdes and of Apollo Mithra
Helio Hermes and of Artagnes Heracles Ares and also of my all-nourishing homeland Commagene. And from the
same stone, throned likewise among the gracious daemons, I have consecrated the features aof my own form, and
thus admitted a new Tyche to share in the ancient honours of the great gods.”

Antiochus’s advice to future kings goes as follows:

It is commanded to the generations of all men whom boundless time (chronos apeiros) shall, through its destiny
for the life of each, set in later possession of the land, that they keep it inviolate.

It is from the Parthian period that we have for the first time an extensive description of the Iranian cosmology. This
is found in the work On Isis and Osiris by Plutarch (ca. 46-120).

Among the archeological remains from the Parthian period the remains of several fire temples dating from several

successive centuries into the Sasanian period on the K{ih-e Khwaija in the Hamiin lake in Sistan.

At Bisotun in western Iran there is a relief of Hercules, who corresponded to Parthian Warthragn, the epithet of
Avestan Thraetaona (Thraétaona), which had taken on a life of its own. The Greek inscription is dated to 147 B.C.E.

The same identification between Hercules and Warthragn is seen in a Parthian-Greek inscription from the mid-2nd
cent. C.E., by the king Arsakes Vologeses, son of Mitridates, who seized the province of Mesene from Mitridates son of
Pakores. The inscriptions are placed on the thigh of a statue, which the Greek identifies as Hercules and the Parthian as
Warthragn. As the inscriptions make clear, the statue was part of the booty acquired by a Parthian king and brought
back from Mesene to be put in the temple (bagin) of the god Tiri.

It is also to the Arsacid or earlier periods that the establishment of the three major sacred fires may be dated: Adur

Burzénmihr, Adur Farrobag (or Farnbag), Adur Gushnasp. Most of our information about these fires comes from the
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later Zoroastrian books and is therefore to some extent legendary.

Adur Burzénmihr was placed on Mt. Réwand, known already from the Avesta. M. Boyce suggests that the mountain
was identified with some mountain in Parthia in eastern Iran. Whether there was actually a nationally known fire
temple to this fire in Parthia, we do not know. We should note that the literary tradition locates the fire in various
places, and in the Book of Kings it is also said to have been founded at Balkh by Wishtasp’s father Lohrasp.

The second great fire, Adur Farrobag, according to the late tradition was brought from Khorasmia to Fars during
Wishtasp’s reign.

The third great fire, Adur Gushnasp, was associated with Lake Chéchasht (Urmia) in western Iran (Azarbaijan) in the
tradition, but a temple was built for it at Takht-e Soleyman. This temple plays an important role in the stories of the
Sasanian kings.

The most important written corpus from the Parthian period is that discovered at ancient Nisa, east of the Caspian
Sea. Hundreds and hundreds of labels on wine jars, bear evidence to toponymy, calendar, onomastics, etc. Among
other things, the word dyazan is mentioned, which must mean a sacred place for worship. In the pantheon we must note
the presence of the old Mesopotamian goddess Nanai, who is mentioned in the Nisa documents and became extremely
popular in central Asia, including Bactria, where she is the principal protective deity of Kanishka. She probably
replaced Anahitd, and the phonetic (acoustic) similarity of the two names probably played some part in this

identification.
9. ZOROASTRIANISM UNDER THE SASANIANS

The founder of the Sasanian dynasty was the last in a line of local kings in southern Iran, the so-called Frataraka
dynasty. Nothing much is known about these kings, but they struck coins. From their names - Dardyan, Manuchihr,
Wadfradad, Ardashahr — we can gather that they basically continued the Achaemenid religious traditions.

The Sasanian kings entitle themselves bay from the old baga “lord, god” and state they are “descended from the
gods.” This probably continues the practice of the Seleucid kings, who imitated Alexander and called themselves
“god” (Greek theos)

From the Parthian period we have the ruins of a temple at Persepolis belonging to the Fratarakas, where a votive
tablet was found bearing the names of the highest Greek deities, probably covering those of Iranian Ahura Mazda,
Mithra, Anahita, and Ashish Vanghwi. On one of the walls there is a carving showing a priest holding the barsom in

one hand.

An interesting fact about these coins is also that the script form changes under the last predecessors of Ardashahr I,
from a typically Aramaic script form, to the Middle Persian form seen in the Sasanian inscriptions. It is tempting to see
in this change the trace of a—perhaps nationalist—reform, out of which the usurper/liberator emerged.

From the inscriptions of Ardashahr (Ardashir) I, it is clear that he, like his remote ancestor Darius, represents himself
as the true carrier and protector of the Mazdayasnian religion. His titulature includes: “the Mazdayasnian Lord,” where
the word for “Lord” is bay < OPers. baga, the common epithet of Ahuramazda; “who is of the race of gods,” a title
which clearly confirms their belief in a divine connection. In his reliefs the King is represented as receiving the royal
diadem directly from Ohrmazd. Finally, in his victory relief, where he depicts his victory over his predecessor
Ardawan, he sits on his horse opposite Ohrmazd, under the hooves of whose horse lies the vanquished Evil Spirit
himself. It is clear that here again the king considered himself as God’s representative and as having ousted the Lie
from the realm and established God’s will on earth. In this way he represents himself as God’s principal ally in the

divine scheme of overcoming and abolishing the primordial evil.

Most of the extant Zoroastrian literature aside from the Avesta is from the Sasanian period.
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10.1. The writing down of the Avesta

The Avestan texts known to us today represent only a small part of the oral traditions that were committed to writing
in the Sasanian period (224-651 C.E.): as little as one-fourth has been conjectured. Sometime during this period a
phonetic alphabet was invented, which was used to write down in minute detail the known texts.

At this time, all the available Iranian alphabets were consonant alphabets descended from Aramaic (except the
Bactrian alphabet, which was Greek), which were quite unsuitable for recording a largely unfamiliar language. A new
alphabet was therefore invented based, apparently, on the cursive Pahlavi script of the Zoroastrian literature, but with
the addition of earlier forms of some letters, taken from the script found in the Pahlavi Psalter, a Middle Persian
translation of the Psalms of David found in Chinese Turkestan.

It must be kept in mind that our earliest mss. are all, probably, over 500 years younger than the “proto-manuscript” of
the Avesta, what Karl Hoffmann called the “Sasanian archetype.” Thus, we do not know exactly what forms the letters
had.

According to the indigenous tradition contained in the Pahlavi texts (especially the Dénkard) about the Avesta, after
Alexander had destroyed or dispersed the text written in gold on bulls’ hides, it was then reassembled, presumably on
the basis of oral traditions and, perhaps, surviving manuscripts, under Walash, one of the Arsacid kings, again under
Shapir I (240-272 C.E.), and finally under Shapir II (309-79 C.E.).!

10.2. The zands

It is important to realize that already by the Young Avestan period the Old Avesta can no longer have been well
understood and was in need of translation and commentary, and we actually do find in the extant Avesta commentaries
in Young Avestan on Old Avestan texts. Only the commentaries on the three holy prayers have been preserved (Yasna
19-21), but there also existed commentaries on the remaining Old Avestan texts, some of which have been preserved in
Pahlavi translation in the ninth book of the Dénkard, which contains Pahlavi versions of Avestan commentaries on the
Gathas.

Similarly, as the Avestan texts were adopted by other Iranian population groups than those who had originally
composed them, commentaries and translations into local languages became a necessity. Thus we can safely assume
that there were at one time early Bactrian, Parthian, Median, etc. versions of the texts. If, by the Achaemenid period,
the Avesta was in Persis, such a tradition of local versions and exegesis in local languages must have been established
there too.?

Whether any of these “local versions” were ever written down we do not know—though it is possible—but the
transmission of the holy texts, like that of the secular literature that has not survived, must have been fundamentally
oral. We can easily imagine that instructors taught the texts to the students by reciting the original text in small portions
and adding the translation and the commentary as they went along. This is what we see in our extant manuscripts of the
Avesta.

By the Sasanian period the Avestan text itself was largely incomprehensible to the reciters, but translations into the
spoken languages had already been made, which must have been current as early as the 3rd century C.E., when one of
the nasks of the Avesta was quoted by the high priest Kerdir in one of his inscriptions. The nasks of the Avesta are also
referred to in a Manichean text, dating from the 3rd-4th century. In another Manichean text the five Gdthds are

mentioned by name.

! M. Shaki, “The Dénkard Account of the History of the Zoroastrian Scriptures,” Archiv Orientdlni 49, 1981, pp. 114-25. -
Note that the authors of the Pahlavi books had little idea of historical chronology.
20n possible Avestan “citations” in Old Persian, see Skjervg, 1999, “Avestan Quotations?”
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It is quite probable that the Middle Persian translation of the Avesta with commentaries and additional material (the
Avesta and its zand > the Zand-Avesta) had already been written down by this time, but probably not the Avestan texts

themselves.

10.3. “Corruption” of the Avestan text

The manuscripts of the Avesta all go back to single manuscripts for each part (Yasna, Yashts, etc.), which the
colophons permit us to date to around 1000 C.E. For some parts of the text, we have manuscripts from the 13th-14th
centuries, for others the tradition does not go beyond the 16th-18th centuries.

We should also remember that the proto-text of our Avesta is based on “final performances.” The question of Zow the
Avestan texts were committed to writing once the alphabet had been invented around 500 C.E. has not been raised, but
is of paramount importance for understanding the state of the text. There are, in fact, only two possibilities (or a
combination of them): either a person who knew the text was taught the alphabet and wrote down what he knew, or a
person who knew the text dictated it to someone who knew the script. Either procedure would obviously influence the
recorded text adversely, as with both procedures the fluency of the recitation would be interrupted. On the other hand,
dictation would give the reciter time to remember more text than he might otherwise include during a recitation.

The text is an “edited” text and does not in every detail reflect a genuine linguistic system. During its 1000 to 1500
years of oral transmission, the text was standardized, and, once written down, it was modified by scribes who spoke
dialects with phonological systems fundamentally different from that of the originals. Thus, the Old Avestan texts
contain many YAv. elements and the YAv. texts contain both Old Avestan (“pseudo-OAv.”) elements and phonetic
features introduced from the scribes’ languages (incl. Gujerati). This makes it almost impossible to determine which of
the sound changes we observe in our extant texts already belonged already to the original language.

Many of the Young Avestan texts are in ungrammatical (or incorrect) language, but it must be kept in mind that it
must have ceased being a spoken language probably some time in the (pre-)Median period, when the texts were
“crystallized,” that is, no longer linguistically updated from generation to generation.! Thus, they were orally
transmitted for at least a thousand years before they were written down, which, obviously, gave ample opportunity for
them to be changed, especially by the less well trained reciters. In fact, we see that the most corrupt texts are those that
were presumably recited most often.

The history of the text is approximately as follows:

* Composition of texts that were to lead to the Old Avestan texts, constantly linguistically updated (recomposed) in
performance (mid-2nd mill. B.C.E.).

* Composition of the Young Avestan texts, constantly linguistically updated, etc. (end of 2nd/early 1st mill.).

¢ Crystallization of the Old Avestan text as unchangeable with introduction of editorial changes (early YAv.
period?).

* Crystallization of the Young Avestan text as unchangeable (1st half of 1st mill.?).

¢ Canonization of select texts (under the Achaemenids?).

¢ Transmission of the entire immutable text with introduction of linguistic novelties and changes made by the (oral)
transmitters (up to ca. 500 C.E.), with several attempts at “reassembling the scattered scriptures” (?).

¢ Creation of an unambiguous alphabet in which the entire known corpus was written down to the extent it was
deemed worthy.

e Written transmission of the text influenced(?) by the oral tradition; copying of manuscripts contributes to
deterioration of the text.

e The Arab conquest causes deterioration of the religion and its texts; ca. 1000 C.E. there is only one single
manuscript in existence of each part of the extant Avesta, from which all our extant manuscripts are descended.

! This is the phenomenon by which an orally composed text, from being constantly recomposed in performance, at some
stage, for some reason, is no longer recomposed but fixed in (re)performance.
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Proto-Old Avestan

The Old Avestan texts are transmitted by
speakers of later languages

The Young Avestan-Old The Old Avestan texts are
Persian isoglosses crystallized in a form
develop: abl. -¢, etc. detrmined by the
diascevasts
¢> 0 etc.

The Old Avestan texts are
¢>s transmitted by speakers
j>z, of Young Avestan, who

etc. impose their own
phonology on the texts
Old
Persian,
etc.
Median,
etc.

The Young Avestan texts
are crystallized

The Young Avestan are Avestan disappears as
transmitted by speakers spoken language
of other Old Iranian
languages (Old
Persian?)

The Avestan texts are
com-bined into one
Scripture

The Avestan texts are
transmitted by speakers
of a variety of Middle
Iranian languages

The Avesta is written
down from
performances by select
performers

Mss. are copied by scribes who, to
varying degree, rely upon their own
memory of the texts

Mss. become scarce

Prototype of extant mss.
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11. COSMOGONY AND COSMOLOGY

The Avestan texts frequently refer to the cosmogonic myth, the story of how the world came into being, but the story
itself is never told. The earliest narrative is that of Plutarch, who, in his About Isis and Osiris, recounted a story told by
the Magi about the origin of our world. After that, we must wait for the Pahlavi literature for the (more or less)
complete story, which is told in the Bundahishn and various other texts.

Nevertheless, it is possible on the basis of the allusions in the Avesta and the later traditions to fill in much of the

greater picture that the Old Iranians had of the origin of the world.

11.1. Ordering of the cosmos

In both the Old and Young Avesta, as well as the Achaemenid inscriptions, the making - or creation - of the world is
depicted as an ordering of elements that are themselves “created” or made in some way or other (by thinking,
engendering, or fashioning). The verb designating the divine action of creating order is dd- (Old Indic dhd-), which
literally means “place, set down, establish.” The objects that were put in order by Ahura Mazda, had been engendered
by him or fashioned by various artisans, such as the divine Carpenter (thwarshtar) and the more specific Fashioner
(tashan) of the Cow. These are the ones who actually formed the objects which Ahura Mazda then put/set in their
proper place. Ahura Mazda himself is also said to have fashioned the cow, the waters, and the plants.

The same concepts are found in the Rigveda, where the world is depicted as having been measured out and
established by the gods, like a building, but many of its elements also as having been engendered or generated by the

gods.

In the Old Avesta.

References to the cosmogonic ordering process are found in all the Old Avestan poems, except the fifth Gatha, which
is concerned with the victory over Evil. The reference in the fourth Gatha, which is concerned with the success of the
sacrifice and the rewards, is also brief. The Gathic poet, however, is, as always, reluctant to state anything simply and
clearly, while the Yasna Haptanghditi presents the process in a relatively orderly fashion in YH.37.1-2.

The Achaemenid king Darius echoes this description in his inscriptions, in DNa 1-8, and it continues into the Pahlavi
books, e.g., Bdh.3.20-21.

In the Gdthds the most explicit cosmogony is in 2.44.3-7:

Ahura Mazda
engendered Order
established the road of the sun and of the stars
started the phases of the moon
held the earth down below and the heavens above Heaven and Earth
established the waters and the plants

harnessed the two quick coursers to the wind and the clouds

is the Web-master of good thought Heaven
established lights and darkness, sleep and wakefulness, etc. Day and night
established
dawn, noon, and evening

Armaiti by her actions *thickens (the web of) Order Earth

Ahura Mazda

fashioned the milk-giving cow, which makes happiness Cow for man

P. O. Skjervg: EIrCiv 102a, Spring 2004 37 February 7, 2006



INTRODUCTION TO ZOROASTRIANISM

Elsewhere, we have the following references to the cosmogony:

1.31.7-9:
Ahura Mazda
thought the lights of the free spaces, thought Order
Web-master of good thought Heaven
Armaiti (the earth) was Ahura Mazda’s Earth
Ahura Mazd4(?) fashioned for man Man
the cow, etc. Cow
2.44.3-7
3.48.3
Order
Good thought: good and bad Heaven
Armaiti Earth
Cow for man Cow for man
Armaiti Earth

gives youth, *thickens (the web of) Order, produces plants

4.51.7
you who fashioned
the cow
the waters

the plants

In the Young Avesta.

Ahura Mazda’s creation is described or alluded to in many passages in the Young Avesta, among them Y.19.2,
Y.19.8, and Yt.13.86.

The ordering process is referred to in a variety of other contexts, as well, for instance, at the beginning of the yasna
ritual in Y.1.1.

Occasionally, the ordering activity is ascribed to other deities, for instance, in Yt.19.52, the Scion of the Waters

(Apam Napat) is said to have fashioned and set in place men.

11.2. Birth of the cosmos

The creation act is also described as an engendering and birth process, as in 2.43.5, 2.44.3, 2.45.4, 3.48.6. In these
texts, we see that the objects engendered by Ahura Mazda are, on the one hand, the Life-giving Immortals, on the other
hand the ahu. Producing the ahu is in fact the goal of the sacrifice, and the production of the first ahu was presumably
the result of Ahura Mazda’s first sacrifice.

The birth scenario is particularly prominent in Yasht 13, the hymn to the pre-souls (fravashis), which begins with a
description of how Ahura Mazda with the help of the Pre-souls made the world of the living from the sky down to the
fetuses in the wombs. The description is presented by a repeated formula plus the respective basic elements of the
“creation.”

The birth scenario plays a prominent role also in later accounts of the Old Iranian cosmogony. Thus, the Pahlavi
Rivayat (PR.46) describes the creation of the world of thought, and in the Bundahishn (Bdh.1.58-59) we are told the
story of the gestation of the world of the living in the world of thought and its subsequent birth into the world of living

beings.

P. O. Skjervg: EIrCiv 102a, Spring 2006 38 February 7, 2006



COSMOGONY AND COSMOLOGY

11.3. The two spirits

According to the Avesta, Ahura Mazda was not the only one to “set things in place.” Already in the Young Avesta
we find the notion of a dual “creation” by the Life-giving Spirit and the Evil Spirit, notably in the hymns to the pre-

souls, to Vayu, and to Sraosha:

Yt.13.76 (to the pre-souls) = Y.57.17 (hymn to Sraosha)

when the two spirits established the “creations,” the Life-giving Spirit and the Evil one.

Yt. 15.43 (to Vayu)
both “creations,” both the one that the Life-giving Spirit established and the one the Evil Spirit established.

This creation scenario obviously intrigued the neighbors of the Iranians, notably the Greeks, who assigned it to the
teachings of the Magi, as seen from the version told by Plutarch.
The dual creation is also the “standard” version in the Pahlavi texts, and can therefore be assigned to Zoroastrianism

throughout most of its history. The question is then how old it actually is. More about this below.

11.4. Creation in the Pahlavi texts.

The dual creation is the “standard” version in the Pahlavi texts, where the act of creation is described in great detail.
In the Bundahishn, for instance, we find the completely developed Mazdean dualist creation myth, according to which
two principles existed from time immemorial, one good, Ohrmazd, in the heights, which are the endless lights, and one
evil, Ahrimen, in the depths, which are endless darkness. For some reason or other, the Foul Spirit in the depths came
to notice and subsequently desire the good up above and attack it in order to mix with it and thereby destroy its purity.
Together with Ohrmazd were eternal time (without beginning or end) and the Endless Lights.

Ohrmazd realized that only through battle could Ahrimen be overcome and planned how to proceed and fashioned
the “creation” (ddm-dahishnih) he needed for his purpose. To start the process, he cut out a piece of eternal time, the
Time of Long Rule, during which the battle between good and evil would be fought.

At this point Ohrmazd gave Ahrimen a chance to withdraw from his destructive scheme by sacrificing to his
“creation,” which Ahrimen of course rejected. Ohrmazd then knew that a time schedule for the remaining course of the
world was needed in order to prevent evil from reigning forever, and offered the evil one a pact whereby the time of the
final battle would be after 9000 years, a pact which Ahrimen accepted, being to slow-witted to see its purpose.
According to the pact, 3000 years would pass according to the will of Ohrmazd; for 3000 years the world would be in a
state of mixture, according to the will of both Ohrmazd and Ahrimen, and in the last battle the evil spirit would be
rendered powerless.

Ohrmazd then recited the Ahunwar prayer, by which Ahrimen was stunned and fell back into the darkness.

The complete creation of the world took 6000 years. During the first 3000 years, a “creation” in/of thought - without
thought, without movement, and without touch - was established in the “world of thought.”

During the next 3000 years, another “creation,” this one “with bones” or “containing living beings” was established,
but also in the “world of thought.” At the end of the second 3000 years, this second ‘“creation” was transferred to the
“world of living beings.”

During this period, the Foul Spirit for his part fashioned forth a destructive “creation” to use for the battle, and, as
soon as the “creation of living beings” was transferred to the “world of living beings,” he attacked and introduced his

evil “creation” into Ohrmazd’s creation, so that the two were mixed. Hence the next 3000 years are called the Mixture.
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THE “CREATION” IN/OF THOUGHT IN THE WORLD OF THOUGHT
This is a “creation” that by necessity is performed in and with thought. Thus, the “creation of thought” was made by

Ahura Mazda by his thought, especially the principle of Order itself, already in the Old Avesta:

1.31.7

He who was the first to think those thoughts: “The free spaces are blending with the lights”—

1.31.19

He who first thought Order has now listened to my words(?), namely, you, the knowing one, the healer of this

state, O Ahura ...

Compare:

Bdh.1.35 [19]

And his first “creation” was ‘“*self-established well-being, that spirit by which he made his body better when he

thought the “creation,” for his being “ruler” is from establishing the “creation” (ddm-dahishnih).

In the various narratives, the creation always proceeds in a more or less fixed order, as in Bundahishn chap. 1:

Ohrmazd’s “creation”

essence of the gods

time of the long dominion

permanence

from his own essence the form of the creatures
from it the good Vay

from material light true speech

from endless light endless form

from endless form the Ahunwar

from the Ahunwar the spirit of the year
the six Amesha Spentas

the three judges

Ahrimen’s “creation”

from material darkness lying speech

in the form of black *coal

Waran

by which the creatures were set in motion
the essence of the demons

“CREATION” OF THE LIVING IN THE WORLD OF THOUGHT

the six Life-giving Immortals “creations” in the world of the living opponents
Wahman the sky AkOman
Ardwahisht the water Indar and Sawul
Shahrewar earth Nanghait
Spandarmad plants Tar6mat
Hordad cow Tarich
Amurdad man Zgrich

true speech dispute

Srosh, etc.

“CREATION” OF THE LIVING IN THE WORLD OF THE LIVING

endless lights > fire

fire >  wind
wind > water
water > the earth

1 sky as defense

2 water to smite down the demon of thirst

3 plants for the kine

4 earth

5 kine for the blessed man

6 the blessed man to strike down the Foul Spirit
7 fire from endless lights

8 wind
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1 in the form of an egg, aided by joy

2 an arm-length deep, aided by wind, etc.

4 smooth, aided by water and fire

3 totally smooth, containing minerals and metals
5 the bull in Erdnwéz, aided by water and plants
6 Gaydmard, aided by sleep
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11.5. The ritual “recreation” of the world

With this scenario as background, it is easily seen that the creation is also implied by the Yasna, the text that
accompanies the yasna ritual, that is, the morning sacrifice, since the yasna is a replica of Ahura Mazda’s primordial
sacrifice. After various introductory texts and actions the first main part of the yasna consists of a relatively immutable

list of entities which are acted upon in various ways, as indicated by set formulas:

¢ [ make known/introduce (niwaédhayemi), 1 assemble/count X, a Model (ratu) of Order.
¢ In this libation and barsom (sacred plant twigs), by my sacrificing I harness (dyese) ...

* By my sacrificing I harness ... for winning the favor of ...

* Thus we make them known to (dwaédhayemi) ...

* We sacrifice (yazamaide) ...

¢ [ place in Orderly fashion (ashaya daddami) ... for winning the favor of ...

With various additions and variants, the objects of these formulas are the following:

* Ahura Mazda and the six Life-giving Immortals
* The models for the units of time. These are accompanied by their own assigned geniuses of social divisions and
deities in charge of cosmic phenomena:

time genius of genius of deities

of haoma pressing Increase (Sawanghi) the town (vis) Mithra, Peace with Good Pasture
noon Cattle-furthering the tribe (zantu) Best Order, AM’s fire (= the sun)
afternoon Man-furthering the land (dahyu) Scion of the Waters, the Water
evening Furthering-all-good-living the one most like Zar.  the Pre-souls of the Orderly,

the women to be won by men,
the yearly good settlement,
the well-fashioned Force,
the Obstruction-smasher,
Victorious Superiority
late night Berjiya the house Sraosha, the obstruction-smasher
furtherer of living beings,
straightest Rashnu
Rectitude, furtherer of living beings

increaser of living beings

the months and their divisions: new moon, full moon, the moon of the 23rd day.
the seasons: spring, mid-summer, harvest, fall, mid-winter, New Year.

the years

3. Ahura (Mazda) and Mithra
the stars, Tishtriya, the moon, the sun, Mithra, Ahura Mazda, the Pre-souls of the Orderly
the fire of ahura Mazda with all the fires, the good waters with all the waters, all the plants
the life-giving poetic thought (manthra), the Law discarding the daéwas, the long *Tradition,
the good Daéna of those who sacrifice to Ahura Mazda
Mt. Crack of Dawn and all the mountains, the Fortune of the Poets, the Unseizable Fortune
Good Ashi (Reward), etc.
Places, settlements, grazing grounds, dwellings
waters, grounds, plants, this earth, yonder sky

the Orderly wind, stars, moon, sun, the Endless Lights
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We see that the list begins by establishing the models for the divisions of time, that is of Time of Long Rule, and then

goes on to the various “creations” of thought, which are the basic components of the Ordered cosmos.

11.6. The twin spirits

The scenario from Plutarch with the wily Evil Spirit shows up in the so-called “Zurvanite” myth known from the

early Muslim period, told by Armenian historians and some others, which in its main elements, goes as follows:

Before the world existed there was Zurvan. He sacrificed for 1000 years to have a son who would create heaven
and earth. Seeing his sacrifice had no effect he doubted its value, and from his doubt Ohrmazd and Ahrimen were
conceived. Seeing he would bear two sons he decided that the first-born would be king. Ohrmazd knew what his
father was thinking and told his brother, who tore open his progenitor’s womb and emerged. Ahrimen, insisting
upon his rights, was grudgingly accorded 9000 years of rule, after which Ohrmazd would rule. They both then
began creating.

What is remarkable here is the fact that the good and the evil creators are twin brothers. The myth of the twin
brothers is also quite old, however; it can at least be followed back to the Sasanians, when it was cited as “heretical” by

Zoroastrian scholars, notably in an exegesis of 1.30.4:

Dk.9.30.4
And from the saying of Zardusht about the demon Arsh, how he howled to people:
Ohrmazd and Ahrimen were brothers from one womb!

The same statement is cited in a Manichean polemical hymn in Middle Persian, probably from the 3rd-4th cents.:

M28IRiil-4
And they say that Ohrmezd and Ahrimen are brothers.
And on account of this speech they will come to destruction.

The myth of the two spirits (manyu) is already in the Gdthds, however, where we find the two manyus conversing
(2.45.2ab). This reminds us of the Zurvanite myth, in which Ohrmazd and Ahrimen are speaking in the womb. The
conversation between the two also seems to be preserved in another Manichean fragment, which appears to contain a
version of the Zoroastrian creation myth close to that of Plutarch. This fragment is also in Middle Persian, which

indicates a relatively early date:

BT 4, no. 23 (Sundermann, Berliner Turfantexte 4, pp. 79-80)

... the mixture.

And in this manner they consider that they were from one egg and from one seed.

And he shows in his book concerning all the gods and mdrdspands (the Life-giving Immortals) that the gods ... with
gods and ...

[long gap in the text]

[... when] we came out from ...

Then that egg was divided into two parts. From the one part of that egg that was upward, which was split and
divided, heaven [was spread out? ...]

[long gap in the text]

And all creatures that move about on it (= the earth) came from that.

In this manner, by (their) ..., they mix together good and evil, light and darkness.

Here we note the statement in direct speech “we came out,” which strongly recalls the conversation between the two
manyus in 2.45.2 and which must “logically” refer to the two spirits discussing how to assign the parts of the cosmos

between them.
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One of the most discussed passages in these poems is the following:

1.30.3a
Thus, those two inspirations in the beginning, which have been renowned (as) “the twin sleeps” ...

Long ago I proposed that “sleep” here is used metonymically for sleeping fetuses, comparing the following Indic text:

Manu-smrti 1.5
This (thing) was, risen from darkness, unknown, with no distinguishing marks,
inconceivable, incomprehensible, like asleep all over.

Thus, the myth of the two spirits would seem to be part of the cosmic birth scenario.

Another strophe referring to the two spirits and which has caused a lot of speculation in Iranist circles is 1.30.4:!

Thus, also: whenever the two inspirations come together in competition one determines/receives (dazdai) for the
first time

both life (gaya) (for the good) and lack of living (ajyati) (for the bad) and how the(ir) ahu shall be at last:

The worst ahu will be that of those possessed by the Lie, but for the sustainer of Order there will be best
thought.

Remarkably, the Pahlavi version of this strophe interpreted gaém as referring to Gayomard (see below on the

Creation of living creatures):

1.30.4ab Pahl.
And thus those two spirits came together to the first establishment, i.e., the two spirits came to Gaydmard.

This interpretation is not to be rejected off-hand, because, also in the Young Avesta, Gaya Martan is referred to simply
as Gaya, and, since “lack of living” is nearly synonymous with martdn “what contains what is dead, mortal,” the Old
Avestan text may contain the same reference.

Gaya Martan, however, has Indo-Iranian forebears, having been compared with Old Indic Martanda, whose birth

from Aditi is described as follows in the Shatapatha-brdhmana:

SB 1I1.1.3.3-4 (after Jamison)
She bore an eighth, unshaped: Martanda. He was a lump, as broad as he was tall.
(The Adityas said,) “Come on, let us shape him!” They shaped him as man here (on earth).

This description of Martanda’s size is identical with that of Gaydmard in Bdh.1.A.13: “his width was equal to his
height.” Mértanda is variously represented as an aborted fetus or the afferbirth of the birth of the Adityas from Aditi

The name of Gaya Martan, which, to my knowledge, has not been closely analyzed, in fact, seems to mean “life with
a dead thing,” which perfectly describes the products of the birth process: the living new human followed by the dead
afterbirth, the placenta.

Applying this scenario to the two primordial twin spirits is then completely unproblematic, and it is, indeed,
strengthened by the fact that in modern Iran the afterbirth is called joft “twin.”

Yet another element potentially linking the Indic and Iranian myths is a passage from the Kdthaka-samhitd, in which

the embryo speaks, provoking the rivalry of its brothers:

KS XI.6 (after Jamison)

She (Aditi) became pregnant (garbham adhatta).

The embryo, (still) within (her), spoke.

The Adityas [= his brothers] thought, “If this one will be born, he will thrive here.”

!'In Old Avestan texts bold type is used for words actually in the text, while regular type are words added by the translator.
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they smashed him out [= aborted him].
Expelled/aborted he lay there.

A second remarkable correspondence between the Old Avestan and Old Indic texts here is the use of dhd “place” in
the middle to express “become pregnant,” which we can perhaps compare with Old Avestan dazdé in the Old Avestan

T3

myth. If we apply this meaning to our passage, we obtain the remarkable sense: 1.30.4ab” “and when those to
inspirations come together, then one first becomes pregnant with life and non life.” Note also the expression
“expelled,” literally “thrown out” (nirasta) and the fact that a notorious complication of birth is that of “retained”
afterbirth, which then needs to be “thrown out,” as, for instance, the Babylonian terminology has it.

Without arguing further, I would therefore simply suggest that the Iranian creation myth is a complete birth myth and
that the “radical dualistic” element originated in the observation of the dual birth: of the new living being and of the

lifeless afterbirth.

11.7. The creation of living creatures.

The beginning of mankind is not described in the extant Young Avesta, but, according to the later tradition, among
living creatures Ahura Mazda created first (Pahl.) Gaydmard and the Uniquely-created Bull (Pahl. Gaw i ékddd).

Gayomard is Avestan Gaya Martan, who often heads lists of created beings in the Young Avesta. In the later
tradition Gayomard is killed by the Evil Spirit during the primeval attack upon the creation of Ohrmazd, but his semen
is emitted into the earth and eventually gives rise to mankind. Note also Yt.13.87, where Ahura Mazda is said to have
“fashioned forth the umbilical cords of the Aryan lands, the descent of the Aryan lands” from Gaya Martan.

The Pahl. Uniquely-created Bull has a pendant in the Young Avesta as well, where the Uniquely-created Bull is
mentioned together with the Bull of Many Species. In the later tradition the Uniquely-created Bull is killed by the Evil
Spirit during the primeval attack upon the creation of Ohrmazd, but his semen is emitted into the earth and eventually
gives rise to all the animal species.

In the Young Avesta Gaya Martan is also mentioned together with the Cow/Bull of Good Gifts, or simply the
Cow/Bull, e.g., in

Y.13.7
We sacrifice (to) the Pre-soul of both the Cow of Good Gifts and the Orderly Gaya Martan.

and

Vr.21.2
We sacrifice the sacrifice and the hymn of the Bull and Gaya.

11.8. Cosmic structures and weaving

There is finally some evidence that the cosmos itself seems to be have been conceived of in terms of a pair of huts, an
upper one and a lower upside-down one. The cosmos was therefore quite probably imagined as a sphere.

Inside the upper hut, Ahura Mazda has placed the celestial lights: the sun, the moon, and the stars, all of which
measure out time, as well as mankind, the cow, and other objects of the world of the living, and assigned to them all
their proper duties according to the Models.

The covers of these “huts” are said to be woven, and the ancient Iranian creation myth seems to be one of weaving,

with Ahura Mazda weaving the luminous covers of the day sky every morning as the birth tissues of the new life (ahu).
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COSMOGONY AND COSMOLOGY

11.9. The World according to the Young Avesta

The world is clearly conceived as a great sphere, in the middle of which lies the earth surrounded by the great world
ocean, the Vourukasha Sea. In the middle of the earth stands Mount Haraiti, around which the vault of heaven with the
sun, moon, and stars revolves.

The earth is divided into seven “climes” (karshwar), six of which are arranged around the central clime of
Khwaniratha. The seven-fold division is mentioned in the Gdthds, in 1.32.3, where a seventh of the earth seems to be

referred to as the dwelling place of the daéwas.

Vourubarshti ‘ Vourujarshti
Sawahi ‘ Khwaniratha ‘ Arzahi
Vidadhafshu | Fradadhafshu

Yasht 12 to Rashnu contains a list of the important things the world contains, described as Rashnu flies over them:

9  the continent of Arzahi

10 the continent of Sawahi (of Life-giving strength?)

11 the continent of Fradadhafshu (the cattle-furthering one)

12 the continent of Vidadhafshu (the cattle-finding one)

13 the continent of Vourubarshti (of

14 the continent of Vourujarshti

15 this continent of shining Khwaniratha

16 the Vourukasha Sea

17 that tree of the Falcon, which stands in the middle of the Vourukasha Sea, which is called All-Healer, on which
he placed the seeds of all the plants,

18 the *waters of the (river) Rangha

19 the rise of the (river) Rangha

20 the borders of this earth

21 the middle of this earth

22 wherever of this earth

23 Hara the tall, with many *turns, bright, rising above the clouds

24  Mount Hukairya, from which Ardwi Stird Anahita falls down to me a thousand men in height,

25 the ridge of high Haraiti, around which my stars, moon, and sun turn,

26 the star Vanant (Vega?) created by (Ahura) Mazda

27 the star Tishtriya (Sirius), wealthy and glorious

28 the stars Haptdiringa (Big Dipper)

29 the stars containing the seed of the waters

30 the stars containing the seed of the earth

31 the stars containing the seed of the plants

32 the stars belonging to the Life-giving Spirit

33 yonder moon containing the seed of the cow/bull

34 the sun with fleet horses

35 the endless lights which have their own law

36 the best Existence of the Orderly ones, light and all good breathing space

37 the luminous House of Song

In the later, Pahlavi, texts, the continents are described in greater detail. For instance, i